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I
n yet another blow to the Maoists, 31 of their
cadre, including senior members, were
killed in a �re�ght with security forces on

Friday in Abujmadh, the unsurveyed and forest-
ed stretch in south Chhattisgarh that is consi-
dered the last bastion of the insurgents. Scores of
left-wing extremist cadres have been killed in
“encounters” in Chhattisgarh and other States in
recent months, as coordinated actions by various
paramilitary forces and the police have intensi-
�ed following signi�cant attacks by the Maoists in
recent years. The security forces are cognisant of
the fact that while the Maoists have likely lost
much of their clout and presence across jungles
in central and eastern India, their remaining �re-
power poses a threat in places where they remain
active. The intensi�ed campaigns, supported ful-
ly by the Union Home Ministry, have dealt blow
after blow to the insurgents, leading to numerous
surrenders. It should also be noted that the set-
backs to the Maoists would not have been possi-
ble if the people in tribal areas, where the insur-
gents have mounted a guerrilla struggle, had
adhered to the Maoist cause. After years of put-
ting tribal people in India’s remotest areas in
harm’s way, the Maoists are now facing fatigue
from them, as well as alienation.

There are several problems with Maoist theory
and political practice that suggest that the wea-
kening of the insurgency was always on the
cards. Similar insurgencies in Peru, the Philip-
pines, Malaysia, and Colombia also failed. For the
Indian Maoists, an over-dependence on milita-
rism to pursue political aims and the subordina-
tion of political-ideological work, resulting in a
spiral of violence, have turned away potential
supporters, mostly poor tribal people. The adhe-
rence to an anachronistic ideology of Maoism in a
diverse country where the terrain and political
system bear little resemblance to 1920s China
combined with an inability to recognise the resi-
lience of electoral democratic institutions and
the nature of the Indian state are other factors.
These issues have led the Maoists to neglect the
opportunities available within Indian democracy,
despite its �aws. In an unsigned pamphlet re-
leased in August to mark 20 years of the move-
ment since the formation of the CPI (Maoist), fol-
lowing the merger of the two strongest remnants
of the Naxalite movement, the Maoists lamented
their weakening and setbacks but doubled down
on their ideological intent. This shows their un-
willingness to learn from their own experiences.
For the sake of the tribal people, whose interests
they claim to represent, the Maoists must aban-
don arms and enter the democratic process.

A defeat foretold 
Maoists must abandon armed struggle

and enter the democratic process 

O
n October 3, without much fanfare, the
Centre launched an online portal that
will serve as the platform for implement-

ing one of the major announcements in the Bud-
get for India’s unemployed, and to a signi�cant
extent, unemployable youth. The portal, which
operationalises the PM Internship Scheme — part
of a �ve-scheme package designed to spur job
creation and impart skills to 4.1 crore youth over
�ve years — will match companies willing to o�er
year-long on-the-job training stints with young
people striving to �nd a job. In principle, the
mainly Centre-funded scheme makes sense for a
country with a large, young workforce which is
also grappling with distressing levels of youth un-
employment. Apart from bridging the gap bet-
ween the education provided to students and the
real-world practical skills desired by employers,
well-known �rms could o�er some form of certi-
�cation at the end of the internship, providing
comfort to prospective employers reviewing can-
didates for jobs. This could address a key ques-
tion that employers often grapple with: “They
can get the job, but can they get the job done?”

Under a pilot project, the �rst batch of 1.25
lakh interns will begin stints with voluntarily par-
ticipating companies on December 2. While the
government has consulted industry bodies be-
fore and after announcing the scheme, it is right-
ly cautious before scaling it up to meet the target
of creating one crore internships by March 2029.
The lessons learned from the pilot project will in-
form the �nal scheme design. Some insights will
be apparent in the initial process of matching ap-
plicants to companies, but the full scope of out-
comes can only be assessed after December
2025, when the interns re-enter the job market.
Along the way, dropout rates and grievances will
need to be monitored closely. A few features pose
challenges, such as the plan to place interns with-
in or near their district, and if that is not feasible,
within their State. It is unclear how this will play
out in less industrialised and less services-orient-
ed States such as Bihar, which are likely to attract
higher numbers of applicants. Just �ve States ac-
count for over half of India’s manufacturing out-
put, and youth unemployment is higher in States
with lower business presence. Apart from shop
�oor skills, the scheme also needs to incorporate
digital and soft skills that are vital for the modern
workplace. The pilot project’s trajectory requires
a diligent and candid evaluation without a self-
congratulatory approach, ensuring that intended
outcomes are eventually met.

A learning curve
The outcomes of the PM Internship

Scheme’s pilot project need monitoring 

I
n an essay in Foreign A�airs magazine in
October 2023, U.S. National Security
Adviser Jake Sullivan wrote, “...Although
the Middle East remains beset with

perennial challenges, the region is quieter than it
has been for decades... The Israeli-Palestinian
situation is tense, particularly in the West Bank,
but in the face of serious frictions, we have
de-escalated crises in Gaza.” A few days after the
piece was sent to press, on October 7, Hamas
launched its deadliest attack in Israel, killing at
least 1,200 people and taking some 250 people
hostage, triggering the latest spell of war in the
Israel-Palestine con�ict. A year later, West Asia
(or the Middle East, as Mr. Sullivan calls it) is
deadlier today than it has been in decades.

Mr. Sullivan’s October 2023 prognosis was not
entirely unfounded if the region is seen from an
American perspective. The Abraham Accords,
signed in 2020 by Israel, the UAE, Bahrain, and
Morocco, announced a new age of Arab-Israel
partnership. Saudi Arabia was in an advanced
stage of normalising ties with Israel, as Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman himself put it. At
the G20 Summit in Delhi in September 2023, U.S.
President Joe Biden announced an ambitious
economic corridor that sought to connect India’s
western coast to Europe through the Persian Gulf,
Jordan, and Israel. But what Mr. Sullivan, the
Arabs, and the Israelis overlooked was the
Palestine question.

Two narratives
Israel believed that it had established a new status
quo — occupation without consequences. The
Arabs believed that the Palestine issue had lost its
geopolitical currency and that they could go
ahead with formalising their decades-long
back-room relationship with Israel. The U.S.
wanted to bring the Sunni Arabs and the Israelis,
two pillars of its West Asia strategy, closer in its
bid to reshape West Asia and isolate Iran. But by
carrying out a murderous attack in Israel, Hamas
not only torpedoed this status quo, but also
triggered a chain of events that led to a wider
regional con�ict, reinforcing the old argument
that there will not be peace and stability in West

Asia unless the Palestine question is addressed.
But Israel has a di�erent narrative. It has

always sought to delink Palestinian militarism
from its occupation of the Palestinian territories.
Before October 7, Israel had been treating
Palestinian violence as a security nuisance. But
after the Hamas attack, the �rst large-scale one in
Israel proper since 1948, the narrative shifted.
Now, Israel is �ghting an “existential war” against
terror. Israel marched to Gaza with �re and fury.
Over the past 12 months, the Israel Defence
Forces (IDF) have killed more than 41,000
Palestinians (more than 110 every day) and
injured nearly 1,00,000 Palestinians. Nearly the
whole population of Gaza (2.3 million) has been
displaced.

Octopus doctrine
As the onslaught on Gaza began, Hezbollah, the
Iran-backed Lebanese militia group, opened a
“support front” in Israel’s north. Israel expanded
the war, defying pressure from the U.S., by
doubling down on its assault on Hezbollah and
taking the war to Iran by attacking its embassy
complex in Damascus. In retaliation, Iran
launched direct attacks against Israel. Now, Israel
is �ghting a three-tier regional war in West Asia.

Israel has di�erent objectives at each tier,
which collectively make for its strategy to alter
the balance of power in West Asia to further its
advantage. At the bottom tier, Israel went to Gaza
with two declared objectives — to destroy Hamas
and secure the release of hostages. In the middle,
it wants to push Hezbollah from the border
region of Lebanon and stop the Shia militia from
launching rockets into Israel so that the displaced
residents of the Upper Galilee region can return
to their homes. At the top, it wants to weaken
Iran, its main regional rival. Israel sees the
con�ict, as the former Prime Minister Naftali
Bennett put it, as a war against a rival octopus.
Iran is the head of the octopus and the militias
(Hamas, Hezbollah, Houthis, Hashad al-Shabi,
etc.) are the tentacles. In the three-tier war, Israel
wants to destroy or degrade the tentacles and
weaken the octopus and thereby reshape West
Asia. Is this an achievable goal?

After 12 months of �ghting in Gaza, which has
been under an Israeli blockade since 2007 and
has been besieged by Israel since October 7, 2023,
Israel is yet to meet its objectives in the 365 sq.
km enclave, sandwiched between the
Mediterranean Sea and Israel proper. Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu wants to obliterate
Hamas, but now even the IDF says this is not an
achievable objective. More than 100 hostages,
many of them believed to be dead, are still in
Hamas’s captivity. Hezbollah says it will not stop
�ring rockets into Israel unless Israel ceases �re
in Gaza. Israel cannot do this unless it meets its
goals in Gaza.

Mr. Netanyahu chose to expand the war to
Lebanon not because he is achieveing his

objectives, but because he is far from doing so.
Granted that Israel’s back-to-back attacks on
Hezbollah, including its killing of Hassan
Nasrallah, perhaps the second most in�uential
�gure in Iran’s axis after Ayatollah Khamenei, was
a huge setback for both Hezbollah and Iran.
When Hezbollah was in shock after the killing of
its leader, Israel launched a ground invasion of
Lebanon. Here, Israel faces two questions. First,
will the decapitation of Hezbollah’s leadership
help Israel �nish the war in Gaza? Second, will
the decapitation of Hezbollah’s leadership help
Israel defeat Hezbollah in Lebanon? The answer
to the �rst question is an outright no. The second
question will be answered in the coming weeks,
months, or years.

History suggests decapitation hardly works in
destroying or deterring militias. Nasrallah took
over Hezbollah after Israel killed the group’s
co-founder, Abbas al-Musawi. That did not stop
Hezbollah from becoming what it is today: the
most powerful non-state militia in the region.
Israel killed two of Hamas’s founding leaders in
2004. But that did not stop Hamas from driving
the Israelis out of the enclave in 2005, capturing
the territory in 2007, and carrying out the
cross-border attack on October 7 last year. If
Israel has not destroyed Hamas in the besieged
Gaza in 12 months, how is it going to stop
Hezbollah from �ring rockets from Lebanon?
After Nasrallah was killed, Hezbollah has
launched hundreds of rockets into Israel.

The Iran question
This takes us to the third problem: Iran. The IDF
has great �repower. Israel has proved in the past
that it can carry out pinpointed attacks inside
Iran, which shows the deep penetration of its
intelligence in the Islamic Republic. Israel is set to
carry out a decisive attack in Iran, in retaliation
for the October 1 ballistic missile attacks by the
Iranians. But will that deter Iran from launching
another attack or supporting the axis? If it
doesn’t, what Israel, Iran, and the region as a
whole will get is a shooting match between the
two most powerful actors of West Asia. If Iran’s
already porous deterrence is weakened further in
the shooting match, there is a high possibility that
Iran will change its nuclear doctrine. Israel does
not have a clear endgame vis-à-vis Iran, unless
there is a regime change in Tehran.

This is a con�ict loop where no side is
deterring its rival. With no way to break out of the
loop, Israel chose to climb up the escalation
ladder. To dial down the heat in the region, there
has to �rst be a cease�re in Gaza. For long-term
stability, the Palestine question needs to be
addressed. Israel is ready for neither now; it is
seeking to reshape West Asia in its favour instead.
The last time a country tried to do so was the U.S.
And the world’s most powerful nation failed.

stanly.johny@thehindu.co.in

A three-tier war in West Asia with no endgame 

Stanly Johny
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G
urmeet Ram Rahim Singh, the leader of
the sect Dera Sacha Sauda, who is a
convicted rapist and murderer, was

released on parole days before the Haryana
Assembly elections. He was released on parole in
the run-up to the Punjab Assembly elections in
2022 and the Rajasthan Assembly elections in
2023 as well. Singh has come out on parole 15
times. Several of these occasions have coincided
with some election. In all, Singh has spent more
than 250 days of his sentence outside jail.

Convicted for rape and murder
The ostensible reason for his release is that, as a
leader of a sect, he commands pockets of support
and in�uence beyond Haryana and Punjab, in
Rajasthan, Himachal Pradesh, and Uttar Pradesh,
in an estimated 30 Assembly constituencies. His
political clout aside, the fact that he has been
convicted for raping two female disciples and
also for murder by a special Central Bureau of
Investigation court needs to be reiterated.

It is a travesty that such special treatment is
made available to convicts such as him, especially
since journalist Ramchander Chhatrapati had put
his life in danger by exposing Singh and his
crimes. Chhatrapati’s newspaper, Poora Sach
(The Whole Truth), had carried an anonymous
letter by a Dera follower, who had accused Singh
of rape. In 2002, Chhattrapati was shot dead at

his residence. It was only in 2019 that Singh was
convicted for his role in the murder. This means
that it took nearly 17 years for Chhatrapati’s son,
Anshul Chhatrapati, to battle several odds to
obtain justice. That the bureaucracy-political
class nexus has gone out of its way to facilitate a
murder and rape convict after all these years of
struggle is a poor re�ection of our society and
raises disturbing questions.

The role of political parties and the ECI
The �rst question relates to the role of political
parties. The incumbent Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) regime in Haryana has been unapologetic
and brazen about the decision to grant parole. It
seems to suggest that due procedure has been
followed for the parole to be granted and that is
all that matters. While the Congress in the
Opposition objected to the grant of parole, the
sad reality is that the previous Congress
leadership’s views on the matter were no
di�erent from the views of the current regime.
These parties must take their cue from former
Prime Ministers, Atal Bihari Vajpayee and
Manmohan Singh, who showed courage in
allowing the rule of law to take its course on the
matter of conviction. Parties should not stoop so
low as to seek political support through someone
who has been convicted of heinous crimes such
as murder and rape.

The role of the Election Commission of India
(ECI) also comes under scrutiny. Mr. Anshul
Chhatrapati had sought the intervention of the
ECI, urging it to direct the Haryana government
to cancel the parole application. He had insisted
that the granting of parole ahead of the Assembly
elections would be a violation of democratic
values. It is hard to believe that the ECI has not
taken note of the curious pattern of paroles given
to Singh before speci�c elections.

The courts had played an important role in
bringing justice in cases related to Singh — from
taking suo moto cognisance of the letters by
anonymous victims to ensuring that the cases
were properly heard and punishment meted out.
The hope is that the judiciary will again take a
proactive role in preventing this travesty of justice
being played out in the form of paroles being
handed out liberally to Singh.

My father, Narendra Dabholkar, a rationalist
who lost his life in �ghting against forces
promoting superstition, used to emphasise that
the war against superstition, irrational practices,
and crimes had to be waged not over decades but
over centuries. As Singh’s saga — the crimes
committed by him and the punishment meted
out to him — completes nearly a quarter of a
century, we need to show solidarity and wish
more power to those in the �ght such as Mr.
Anshul Chhatrapati.

Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh and a travesty of justice 

Hamid Dabholkar

State working
committee member
with MANS, an
anti-superstition
movement in
Maharashtra
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nexus has gone
out of its way to
facilitate a
murder and
rape convict is a
poor re�ection
of our society

A mature decision 
India’s decision to
participate in the SCO
summit in Pakistan is
laudable (“Pak. visit is for
SCO meet, not to discuss
bilateral ties: Jaishankar”,
October 6). This is a fine
example of how a country
should do what serves its
own interests as well as the
interests of the region, while
keeping personal rivalries
aside. India is showing its
true commitment to
multilateralism.
Kirti Wadhawan

Kanpur

A sad state of a�airs
It is distressing that the
Supreme Court has to
intervene on issues that

risen manifold (“End of the
line for Kolkata’s trams”,
Oct. 6). Separate tram
tracks are occupying
precious space on our
streets. We may be
sentimentally attached to
trams, but they are no
longer the desired mode of
transport anywhere.
V. Lakshmanan
Tirupur

the Israeli Prime Minister
slammed him. The speed at
which Israel is eliminating
Hamas and Hezbollah
leaders indicates that it is
not interested in truce. It
has placed a ban on the UN
Secretary-General from
visiting the country. It has
killed more than 41,000
Palestinians. Where is the
collective conscience of
Israelis? For less grave acts,
nations have deposed
political leaders. Is it not
time for the world to call on
the people of Israel for a
regime change?
Hemachandra Basappa

Bengaluru

End of an era
Vehicles on the road have

major importer of oil from
West Asia, increased costs
could have a substantial
impact on our economy.
Though U.S. President Joe
Biden has warned Israel
against attacking Iran's
nuclear facilities, Israel has
shown no intention of
holding back. Many oil-rich
countries are subservient to
the American regime, which
could further complicate the
geopolitical landscape.
Israel's pursuits have
yielded no tangible benefit
for either the regime or the
peace process in West Asia. 
Rajesh Hiremath
Bengaluru

When the French President
called for an arms embargo,

must persevere. What kind
of message are they
sending to the public by
adopting such a dangerous
form of protest? Taking a
cue from them, citizens too
may resort to extreme
forms of protest.
Lawmakers need to learn to
behave properly in public if
they want our respect.
Kosaraju Chandramouli

Hyderabad

Tensions in West Asia
If Israel targets Iran's
nuclear sites and oil
refineries, it could lead to a
disruption of the global oil
markets (“Israel expands its
bombardment in Lebanon
as tens of the thousands
flee”, Oct. 6). As India is a

belong to the domain of the
executive (“Caste in jail,”
Oct. 5). There have also
been other instances where
the judiciary has pulled up
the executive for its failure
to abide by the
Constitution. This is a sad
commentary on our
governments. 
Ravi Mathur

Noida

Bizarre and dangerous
The legislators have set a
terrible precedent (“Tribal
MLAs in Maharashtra
jumped o� building in
protest”, Oct. 5). Legislators
are expected to discuss
issues in the legislature and
come up with solutions. If
they are not heard, they
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Colombo, Oct. 8: The Sri Lankan Prime Minister,
Mrs. Sirimavo Bandaranaike, to-day promised to
hold “fairly early” the by-election to the
Kankasanturai parliamentary seat in the
Tamil-speaking northern province. She made
this promise at a trade union rally held in Ja�na
to mark her �rst visit to the province as Prime
Minister. 

The seat was vacated by the leader of the
minority Tamil United Front. Mr. SJ.V.
Chelvanayagam, two years ago, as a challenge to
the Government to prove by contesting the
by-election, its claim that the bulk of the Tamil
community had accepted the 30-month-old
Constitution. The TUF has rejected the
Constitution on the ground that Tamil language
and non-Buddhist religions have not been given
parity of status in it along with the majority
Sinhala and Buddhism.

Mrs. Bandaranaike in her speeches, one at the
rally and another at the inauguration of the �rst
campus of Sri Lanka University in Ja�na,
appealed to the Tamil community to eschew
“communalism and sectarianism” and enter the
mainstream of politics as equals and partners in
nation-building. Mr. Bandaranaike hailed the
Tamil community as “vigorous, intelligent, and
patriotic”. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO OCTOBER 7, 1974

Join mainstream of politics,
Sirimavo appeals to Tamils 

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Calcutta, Oct. 6: The annual general meeting of
the Indian and Domiciled European Association
held today under the presidency of Lt. Col. H. A.
Gidney has adopted the resolution recording its
sense of deep concern at the anomalous and
unsatisfactory position occupied by the
Anglo-Indian community under the Indian Penal
Code in so far as it touches trial by jury and
earnestly requesting the Government of India to
give this matter their urgent and sympathetic
consideration with a view to remove this
anomaly. Another resolution views with much
surprise and disappointment the attitude of the
Government in respect of the claims of the
community for the formation of an Anglo-Indian
unit and requests the Government that early
steps be taken to raise such a regiment in
deference to the unanimous wishes of the
community.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO OCTOBER 7, 1924

Anglo-Indian problems. 

W
ith great
responsibility
comes an
obligation to

deliver what is best for our youth
and to ensure their futures are
bright, productive, and successful.
In just 100 days, our government is
well on its way to ful�lling its
responsibility of making India a
global skilling hub and setting an
example of excellence at scale
through our comprehensive
skilling roadmap. I am fortunate to
have the additional responsibility
of being a Minister of State for
Education, and the synergies
between education and skilling for
livelihoods are signi�cant. There
have been many highlights over
the last 100 days, but from our
nation’s perspective, the work of
being a skilling superpower has
just begun.

In many ways, the Union Budget
announcement, which gave
tremendous support and
responsibility to our Ministry, with
the Prime Minister’s clarion call for
how skilling and India are
integrated and synonymous with
India’s growth story during his 15th
August address, have been
encouraging and humbling. I am
tasked not just with ensuring our
children receive the best education
and life skills that our government
can o�er, but also ensure that they
are prepared for successful careers
through a comprehensive skilling
platform that we are putting in
place.

Education and skill
development have always been the
twin pillars of any nation’s
progress. Together, they bridge the
gap between the dreams of youth
and the reality of a prosperous,
self-reliant India. Since assuming
charge, the learning curve has
been steep. However, one thing
became clear early on:
government reports, numbers, and
policies alone cannot capture the
full picture. We need to
understand lived experiences and
learn from them to understand the
impact and opportunity within the
National Education Policy 2020
and other Central Schemes. To do

so, it was essential to step beyond
the con�nes of the written word
and spend extensive time with the
key stakeholders and bene�ciaries.
I have enjoyed and learned from
my engagement with students,
teachers, and industry leaders
alike. 

A glimpse of this impact was
witnessed in schools like the PM
Shri Kendriya Vidyalaya,
Gomtinagar, Lucknow, where
students were excelling not only
academically but also in
extracurricular activities. For
example, Ashish Pandey, an
extraordinary artist who aspires to
be a 3D artist. His portrait of my
grandfather, former Prime
Minister Shri Chaudhary Charan
Singhji, felt lifelike as if he were
present in the room. Similarly, my
visit to JNV Palghar was highly
personalised, as I was
accompanied by the MP, who is an
alumnus of the institution. One
student, Akshita, brilliantly
balanced tradition and modernity
in her paintings, embodying what
India’s education system aims to
foster — an appreciation for
heritage while embracing the
future. This narrative of success
extends beyond classrooms to the
realm of skill development, where
young Indians are shaping
industries. At the National Skill
Training Institute in Noida, two
young women who had completed
training in Arti�cial Intelligence
(AI) developed a chatbot. Their
achievement demonstrated the
immense potential of India’s
youth, and their dedication to
mentoring others was a testament
to the transformative power of skill
development.

Education goes beyond
academics; it is about preparing
youth to engage with the world, to
think critically, and to solve
problems creatively. Likewise, skill
development is more than
technical training — it is about
empowerment and ensuring that
young people have the tools they
need to adapt and thrive in a
rapidly changing global landscape.
This is the time to identify and
support high-impact sectors such

as sports among others, from
school to skilling to livelihoods,
and having these bene�t the
personal development of
individuals. 

In skill development, signi�cant
strides have been made. One of the
highlights was India’s participation
in the WorldSkills competition in
Lyon, France, where I watched
proudly as 60 of our most skilled
participants competed across 50
disciplines. Their remarkable
performance showcased India’s
potential to become the skill
capital of the world. The vision is
to see India rise to the top of the
WorldSkills leaderboard and
perhaps be engaged beyond just as
a participant. Another key
milestone was revamping the
Model Skill Loan Scheme. In
alignment with the goals of the
2024-25 Budget, the loan limit for
skilling was increased to ₹7.5 lakh,
up from ₹1.5 lakh, with a broader
lending network that now includes
small �nance banks and additional
courses.

An industry-driven approach
has been central to all these
e�orts. New partnerships are set to
enhance our outreach and,
partnering with countries such as
our recent collaboration with
Malaysia aims to strengthen
workforce development and
expertise exchange. The future of
India’s youth lies in the meeting of
education and skill development,
where schools nurture creativity
and values, and skill programmes
prepare young professionals to
lead in emerging industries such as
AI, robotics, and renewable
energy. The work ahead is critical
but we have reason to be
optimistic.

Re�ecting on such stories of
resilience, talent, and
determination evokes a deep sense
of responsibility. These encounters
have left a profound impact,
renewing the commitment to serve
with even greater dedication. Let
us continue our work to build a
nation where every dream has the
chance to �ourish, and every
talent is given the opportunity to
shine.

100 days completed, but the work has just begun 

Jayant Chaudhary 

Minister of State for

Skill Development

and Entrepreneurship

and Minister of State

for Education,

Government of India.

Views are personal

The future of
youth lies in the
meeting of
education and
skill
development,
where schools
nurture
creativity and
values, and skill
programmes
prepare young
professionals to
lead in
emerging
industries

STATE OF PLAY

I
n a bold but perilous
move, the Maharashtra
government has intro-

duced the ‘Ladki Bahin’
scheme, a populist initiative
brimming with promises of �-
nancial aid and incentives. Ho-
wever, this well-intentioned
but �awed programme high-
lights a grim reality: the State’s
leadership is sacri�cing long-
term �scal stability for short-
term electoral gains. While the
scheme o�ers �nancial relief,
its execution may worsen
Maharashtra’s precarious �-
nancial situation. 

Maharashtra is grappling
with a revenue de�cit of
₹20,151 crore and a �scal de�-
cit of ₹1,10,355 crore, with its
debt burden exceeding seven
lakh crore. Amid this, the go-
vernment has introduced se-
ven new �agship schemes esti-
mated to cost nearly one lakh
crore. The reallocation of
funds for these schemes has
placed immense pressure on
essential services and existing
programmes.

A consequence of this mis-
management is the suspen-
sion of aid to families of farm-
ers who have died by suicide —
a critical support measure of
one lakh per family. Addition-
ally, contractors across the Pu-
blic Works Department are
awaiting payments totaling ap-
proximately ₹500 crore for
completed projects. These de-
lays and suspensions under-
score the signi�cant strain on
Maharashtra’s �scal health. 

The Ladki Bahin scheme
exempli�es a broader trend in
Indian politics: the reliance on
populist schemes for imme-
diate electoral gains. Financial
aid may o�er temporary re-
lief, but these programmes
rarely address the root causes

of poverty and economic in-
equality. Such initiatives lead
to unsustainable �scal practic-
es, failing to generate long-
term growth or job creation.

During the UPA-II tenure,
India experienced a period of
�scal stability, with a focus on
employment creation through
programmes such as MNRE-
GA. This approach, prioritis-
ing sustainable job creation
and infrastructure develop-
ment, laid the foundation for
long-term economic stability
rather than opting for quick
�xes. 

Tamil Nadu and West Ben-
gal have set valuable examples
with their cash transfer
schemes for women. Tamil
Nadu’s Kalaignar Magalir Uri-
mai Thogai o�ers ₹1,000 per
month to women above 21,
with stringent eligibility crite-
ria based on income and land
ownership. West Bengal’s
Lakshmi Bhandar Scheme
provides ₹500 to ₹1,000 per
month based on caste and en-
rollment in the Swasthya Sathi
health scheme. The Ladki Ba-
hin scheme, however, appears
to be a hasty imitation rather
than a thoughtful adaptation
of these models.

Flawed execution
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar once said,
“However good a Constitution
may be, if those who are im-
plementing it are not good, it
will prove to be bad. However
bad a Constitution may be, if
those implementing it are
good, it will prove to be good.”

This wisdom is particularly re-
levant to Maharashtra’s cur-
rent schemes. Despite noble
intentions, the Ladki Bahin in-
itiative is hampered by poor
planning and execution, lead-
ing to diverted resources,
broader �nancial distress, and
ine�ective outcomes.

The increasing reliance on
freebie culture in Indian polit-
ics is reaching dangerous le-
vels, posing risks to the coun-
try’s �scal health. While direct
bank transfers are often pro-
moted as solutions to poverty,
they come with considerable
costs. Other segments of so-
ciety ultimately bear these �-
nancial burdens, especially
when such schemes lack com-
plementary strategies for em-
ployment generation or sus-
tainable development.

Economists warn that India
could face a �scal collapse si-
milar to Sri Lanka’s if such
trends continue. In countries
such as Turkmenistan, subsi-
dies have been curtailed to
target only those in genuine
need. As neighbouring na-
tions retreat from excessive
subsidies, India’s political
landscape appears to be mov-
ing in the opposite direction. 

The current situation de-
mands a critical reassessment
of welfare schemes. States
must shift from short-term
freebies to sustainable solu-
tions that o�er long-term be-
ne�ts. Expanding successful
programmes, enhancing em-
ployment opportunities, and
ensuring the e�cient execu-
tion of welfare schemes can
provide more substantial and
lasting bene�ts to society. A
strategic shift towards sustain-
able, employment-focused
policies is essential to balance
immediate relief with the
State’s long-term �scal health. 

Piyush Zaware is a Master of Public

Policy student at the University of

Chicago

Maharashtra’s populist gamble 
Ladki Bahin scheme risks worsening the �scal crisis, re�ecting a troubling trend

Piyush Zaware

C
ontinuing the trend of turn-
ing up in decent numbers
for elections, the recently

concluded three-phased Assembly
polls in Jammu and Kashmir regis-
tered a voter turnout of 63.9%,
higher than the 58.5% recorded in
the recently concluded Lok Sabha
election. The turnout �gure was
marginally lower compared to
2014 when the last Assembly elec-
tion in the erstwhile undivided
State of J&K was held.

The Assembly was dissolved on
November 21, 2018, by the then-
Governor of J&K, Satya Pal Malik,
and less than a year later, the State
lost its special status with the dilu-
tion of Article 370. The State was
then split into two Union Territo-
ries of Ladakh and J&K.

A major delimitation exercise
by the Jammu and Kashmir Delim-
itation Commission that followed,
noti�ed new boundaries, names,
and number of Assembly consti-
tuencies. This led to an increase of
seven additional seats in J&K (six in
Jammu and one in Kashmir).

Chart 1 takes a look, after ex-
cluding districts in Ladakh, at the
voter turnout in J&K’s Assembly
polls since 1962. Voter turnout
steadily increased after being as
low as 39.2% in 1962 and peaked in
1987 with 73.2% participation. Ho-
wever, the �gures from 1987 must
be taken with a pinch of salt as
these elections are reputed to have
been rigged.

Since 1987, the advent of mili-
tancy and its intensity led to an in-
frequency of regular elections,
and reduced participation in
them, especially in constituencies
belonging to the Kashmir valley.
Turnout fell to 43.1% overall in
J&K.

A weakening of militancy in the
early 2000s, besides measures ta-
ken by multiple administrations to
restore political dialogue, resulted
in a growing participation in elec-

tions. The apogee was the 65.7%
turnout registered in the 2014 As-
sembly polls when except for Sri-
nagar, Shopian, and Kulgam, voter
turnout was close to or more than
60% across the valley and in Jam-
mu. Table 2 shows the district-
wise voter turnout over the last
three Assembly elections in J&K.

In the 2024 Assembly election,
Kishtwar in Jammu recorded the
highest turnout — 80.2%. While all
10 districts in Jammu have record-
ed at least 70% turnout, participa-
tion peaked in Kashmir districts at
67.7%, in Bandipore. Srinagar re-
mains a district with limited parti-
cipation, turning out only at 30%.

Data shows that the voter tur-
nout has decreased in at least 14 of
the 20 districts across the U.T.
compared to the 2014 Assembly
election.

The voter turnout in most of
these districts is lower than that
during the 2014 State Assembly
polls except for six districts — Kul-
gam (increased by 3.4 % points),
Pulwama (2.5% points), Shopian
(8.5% points), Srinagar (2.1%
points albeit over a low base of
27.9%), Kishtwar (3.4% points) and
Baramulla (3.3% points). The pre-
sence of independents supported
by the banned Jamaat-e-Islami and
the Engineer Rashid-led Awami It-
tehad Party being part of the fray
in Baramulla has helped raise par-
ticipation in these districts.

Map 3 shows the constituency-
wise voter turnout in the 2024 As-
sembly election in J&K.

Inderwal and Padder-Nagseni,
which share borders with Hima-
chal Pradesh, registered the high-
est voter turnout in 2024 — 82.2%
and 80.7% respectively. The seats,
that were newly delimited, such as
Shri Mata Vaishno Devi and both
Udhampur East and West, have al-
so managed to pull high numbers.

Map 4 shows the constituency-
wise di�erence in voter turnout
between 2014 and 2024. The So-
pore seat in Kashmir recorded the
highest increase of almost 15%
points, while Budgam registered
the steepest decline — 14%.

Varied voting trends in J&K
While the voter turnout was higher than the Lok Sabha polls, only six of the 20 districts registered an increase since 2014 Assembly polls

The Hindu Data Team
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The number of
Palestinians killed in
Gaza since October 7

41,870
The toll

includes 45

deaths in

the last 24 hours, according to the ministry,

which said 97,166 people have been

wounded in the Gaza Strip since the war

began on October 7. AFP

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The number of PTI
party supporters
arrested in Lahore

30
Over 30 supporters of former

Prime Minister Imran Khan's

Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf

(PTI) party were arrested after they

managed to reach the Minar-e-Pakistan

premises late Saturday night demanding

the release of their leader. PTI

Number of people left
stranded due to �oods
in Bangladesh

1
In lakh. At least five people have died

so far as devastating floods, triggered

by heavy rains and upstream torrents,

continue to ravage northern Bangladesh. In

Sherpur, the water levels of major rivers

have surged, submerging new areas and

displacing thousands of families. REUTERS

The Lebanese pupils
displaced by Israeli
bombardment

40
In per cent. According to

Imad Achkar, the Director

General of Education, nearly

half of Lebanon’s 1.25 million school pupils

have become displaced as Israel’s strikes

on Hezbollah strongholds forced more

than one million people to flee. AFP

Migrants who crossed
the Channel into the
U.K. on Saturday

973
This is the highest

single-day number of

migrants making the

cross-Channel journey this year, surpassing

the last high of 882. Over 26,600 migrants

have crossed the Channel in 2024. AFP
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The story so far:

O
n September 26, the Sudanese
Armed Forces (SAF) launched
a major o�ensive against the
paramilitary Rapid Support

Forces (RSF) in Khartoum and Bahri.
Thus, the war which was quiet for a few
months has gained momentum again.
Eighteen months into the civil war, the
UN said that more than 20,000 people
have been killed. Additionally, the
International Organization for Migration
has recorded an estimated total of
10,890,722 internally displaced persons
(IDPs) as of October 1. All cease�re e�orts
and peace talks have failed so far. The
latest o�ensive comes ahead of the
U.S.-led cease�re talks on the sidelines of
the UN General Assembly.

Who are the actors in the civil war?
The civil war in Sudan between two
military factions, the SAF and the RSF has
crossed 18 months. It started as a power
rivalry between the military heads of the
SAF and the RSF, Abdel Fattah al-Burhan
and Hamdan Dagalo respectively. What
began as a con�ict in the capital city of
Khartoum has spread to Omdurman,
Bahri, Port Sudan, El Fasher and the Port
Sudan cities, as well as the Darfur and
Kordofan states. 

The RSF has an upper hand in multiple
war zones. However, since August, the
SAF has been carrying out frequent
airstrikes and has captured pocket
regions around Khartoum. The
humanitarian crisis is worsening
countrywide amidst limited and restricted
access to aid and health care, especially in
the Darfur states. The warring sides are
also accused of carrying out war crimes
including sexual violence and
extrajudicial killings in several regions. In
August, the UN declared famine in the
Zamzam camp in North Darfur which
hosts nearly 5,00,000 IDPs. The UN-
Integrated Food Security Phase
Classi�cation (IPC) Famine Review
Committee says that 14 regions in the
Greater Darfur, South and North
Kordofan, and Jazeera states face
conditions similar to Zamzam. According
to the latest UN-backed IPC initiative, 25.6
million people, more than half of Sudan’s
population, face “crisis or worse” levels of
food insecurity. Conditions have further
worsened amidst heavy rains and �oods
and the subsequent spread of cholera.
The outbreak has killed more than 200
people.

Why is the war continuing?
There is no sign of an end to the war.
Firstly, both warring parties are adamant
about gaining ground and legitimising
their power. The SAF claims to be the
legitimate government, with the UN just
about recognising their claims, although it
came to power through a coup in 2021.
However, the RSF has territorial gains
around the capital and other war zones. It
opposes the SAF’s e�orts to represent
Sudan internationally, claiming
legitimacy. The RSF, a former Arab militia
known as Janjaweed, seeks alliances from
several Arab countries to support its claim
to power.

Secondly, Sudan has been under the
UN arms embargo, since the 2004 Darfur
crisis, which has recently been extended
for another year. However, the embargo
has not blocked the �ow of weapons. A
Human Rights Watch report in July
claimed that the warring parties have
been using armed drones, drone
jammers, anti-tank guided missiles,

truck-mounted multi-barrel rocket
launchers, and mortar munitions
produced by companies registered in
China, Iran, Russia, Serbia, and the UAE.
Easy weapon procurement and use have
aided the continuation of the war. 

Thirdly, the war has become complex
with the involvement of multiple actors
and issues. What began as a military
rivalry has now evolved through ethnic
lines, involving several regional ethnic
militias. Arab and non-Arab militias have
taken sides with the RSF and the SAF
respectively. The rebel group Sudanese
People’s Liberation Movement has been
�ghting alongside the SAF. The RSF and

its allied Arab militias have been targeting
the Masalit community and other
non-Arabs in Darfur states. Ethnic
tensions have intensi�ed the war. 

Fourthly, the SAF has accused the UAE
and previously Russia’s Wagner Group of
supporting the RSF. Although the Wagner
group and the RSF have rejected any
direct military engagement, the group is
allegedly supporting the RSF by
facilitating the supply of UAE’s weapons
through the Central African Republic. At
the same time, Russia has been supplying
weapons to the SAF as well. With
abundant external support, both parties
have little motive to end the war. 

Have there been peace talks? 
There were nine rounds of cease�re
e�orts led predominantly by the U.S. and
Saudi Arabia; all failed in their primary
phase. On August 14, the latest round of
U.S.-led peace talks were held in Geneva,
Switzerland. But, neither of the warring
parties attended. SAF boycotted the
meeting, blaming the RSF for not
adhering to the Jeddah Declaration 2023,
including the withdrawal of forces from
civilian regions. RSF also pulled out from
the talks at the last moment.

The UN, the African Union, the U.S.,
the Intergovernmental Authority on
Development, and the EU have all urged
the parties to end the violence and work
together to de-escalate the crisis. Egypt
initiated a draft resolution on May 1 at the
Arab League meeting in Cairo, calling for
an “immediate and comprehensive
cessation” of hostilities. Until now, any
and all e�orts at a long-lasting cease�re
have been ine�ective. 

The RSF and the SAF claim they are
open to negotiations but have shown little
commitment to comply. They attempt to
gain a military advantage during the
cease�re, owing to mistrust between the
parties. Both sides have not reached a
possible bargaining stage for an e�ective
mediation. 

Another reason is that international
media attention to the war on the ground
is limited. International organisations’
access to war zones is also restricted.
With a limited understanding of the
con�ict on the ground, mediators like the
U.S. and Saudi Arabia are challenged to
formulate a cease�re or peace talk which
�t the multifaceted war situation. 

What are the regional implications?
More than two million people have sought
refuge in neighbouring countries
including Chad, South Sudan and
Ethiopia. The refugee camps are
over�own and have raised concerns in
Europe that many will attempt to reach
the continent. In February, dozens of
Sudanese drowned when a migrant boat
capsized along the Tunisia-Italy route. A
lack of state apparatus and institutions
has triggered ethnic clashes along the
South Sudan, Ethiopia and Eritrea
borders. Since January, ethnic violence in
the Abiey region, a disputed land
between Sudan and South Sudan, has
increased, with the UN reporting more
than 100 casualties. Frequent clashes over
agricultural land are reported in the El
Fashaga region on the Sudan-Ethiopia
border. The war has jeopardised an oil
pipeline from South Sudan to the Red Sea.

What next?
The involvement of multiple actors and
extended geography has made the war
complex, challenging international actors
to bring the warring parties to the
negotiating table. 

Multiple failed cease�re attempts and
peace talks imply the need to revisit
international actors’ approach to the war
in Sudan. Although SAF has been gaining
pockets in Khartoum, defeating the RSF is
a long road. The RSF lacks international
support to claim legitimacy. And, a
RSF-SAF compromise is highly unlikely.
The war will likely be prolonged until a
major breakthrough. 

There is an increasing fear that the
military rivals will divide the country,
leading to a plight similar to that of
Libya’s. Sudanese people have started to
live with the war, and with much
attention given to Gaza and Ukraine, the
war in Sudan will continue to rage on the
sidelines.

The author is a Research Associate at the
Africa Studies, National Institute of
Advanced Studies, Bengaluru.

The status of the civil war in Sudan
What is the extent of the war? Where did the con�ict between the Sudanese Armed Forces and Rapid Support Forces begin? How have ethnic tensions and

rivalries played a part in the war? From where are con�icting parties sourcing their weapons and arms?

Anu Maria Joseph
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�

The civil war in Sudan between
two military factions, the SAF
and the RSF has crossed 18
months. It started as a power
rivalry between the military
heads of the SAF and the RSF,
Abdel Fattah al-Burhan and
Hamdan Dagalo respectively. 

�

The war has become complex
with the involvement of
multiple actors and issues.
What began as a military rivalry
has now evolved through
ethnic lines, involving several
regional ethnic militias.

�

There were nine rounds of
ceasefire e�orts led
predominantly by the U.S. and
Saudi Arabia; all failed in their
primary phase.
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The story so far:

I
n the �rst week of September,
Telegram quietly edited out
language from its FAQ page that
stated private chats were protected

and that they “do not process any
requests related to them.” The answer to a
section titled, “There’s illegal content on
Telegram. How do I take it down?” has
now been altered to include directions on
how to report illegal content and
messages. It also turned o� a ‘People
Nearby’ feature that helped users �nd and
message other users in the vicinity, and
replaced it with a “Businesses Nearby”
feature instead, allowing “legitimate,
veri�ed businesses” to display products
and accept payments.

What happened?
On September 24, Telegram CEO Pavel
Durov announced de�nitive changes to
Telegram’s privacy policy, saying they will
now provide authorities with user data
including phone numbers and IP
addresses, in response to valid legal
requests. 

The move, Mr. Durov said, intends to
“deter criminals from abusing” the
platform’s search function that was being
abused to “sell illegal goods,” he added. In
the past, Telegram had agreed to supply
information on terror suspects as per
policy, but now it covers criminal
activities in general. The company will
disclose if it provided user information to
authorities, in its quarterly transparency
reports. 

Additionally, Mr. Durov said that
platform moderators will be using AI to
identify and remove “problematic
content” from Telegram’s search feature. 

How do other end-to-end messaging
apps moderate content?
In 2021, post the January 6 riots at the U.S.
Capitol, employees of the Signal app
internally raised concerns that the app
wasn’t doing all they could to stave o�
abuse, with reports showing a surge of
users on Telegram and Signal.

Signal is owned by a non-pro�t and
doesn’t sell ads or user data, or even
collect demographic or personal details
around users — other than phone
numbers. Given that all groups and direct
messages on the platform are encrypted,
the company has taken a similar
approach to Telegram in content
moderation by saying they don’t want to
�nd out how the app is being used, and
that knowing would be the antithesis to
its encrypted nature.

But Telegram o�ers more features than
Signal that make the app a go-to place for
anti-social elements. For example,
Telegram enables mass communication,
allowing groups to have up to 2,00,000
members, making the platform a hotbed
for those exchanging child sex abuse
media, terror-related content, and
misinformation. By comparison, rival
end-to-end encryption messaging apps
like Signal and Meta-owned WhatsApp
both allow up to 1,000 people in a group.

Signal doesn’t advertise these groups
within the app, but Telegram has a search
feature which makes it easier to �nd a
publicly visible forum by looking up a
speci�c hashtag or term. This makes it
child’s play to �nd groups posting hateful
content. The deluge of users to these apps
and others like Parler put them under �re
from several activists, but Telegram was
closer to the threshold of amplifying these
groups even more. Despite being
marketed as a messaging app, these
features make Telegram behave more like

a social media platform. So, while it isn’t
that Signal followed any speci�c content
moderation policies, it is more that
Telegram’s features raised a greater
number of red �ags.

Meanwhile, WhatsApp’s claim of
end-to-end encryption has often been
questioned. The messaging app is known
to hand over metadata to law
enforcement agencies, while Meta has a
long history of being hungry for user data.
Regardless of the user’s privacy settings,
WhatsApp collects user metadata. The
app has at least 1,000 content moderators
who are able to view some messages if the
recipient reports them. WhatsApp
disclosed in its terms of service that once
an account is reported, it “receives the
most recent messages” of the group or
user in question as well as “information
on your recent interactions with the
reported user.” While the clause doesn’t
mention it, this could include the user’s IP
address, mobile phone, phone number,
pro�le photos, and linked Facebook and
Instagram accounts.

What are the obligations imposed on
intermediaries operating in India?
Intermediaries such as social media or
messaging platforms operating in India
are expected to comply with national
regulations and respond promptly to
complaints regarding unlawful content.

However, there is a provision that may
give tech or social media platform
executives a safe harbour of sorts, in the
face of legal action.

Section 79 in The Information
Technology Act, 2000, states that “no
person providing any service as a network
service provider shall be liable under this
Act, rules or regulations made thereunder
for any third party information or data
made available by him if he proves that

the o�ence or contravention was
committed without his knowledge or that
he had exercised all due diligence to
prevent the commission of such o�ence
or contravention.”

In simpler language, a person who is
providing a social media or messaging
platform shall not be liable under the Act
if they prove that they were not aware of
o�ending third-party content being made
available on their platform, or if they did
their best to stop such o�ences from
taking place.

This means that an individual such as
Telegram CEO Pavel Durov could
potentially defend himself in India by
saying that he is not responsible for
unlawful content posted by others on the
network that he provides as a service.
However, Mr. Durov would be obliged to
quickly remove such content once it
comes to his notice, and Telegram must
have preventive measures in place.

The IT Act also gives the government
power to notify the intermediary that
unlawful content is live. Intermediaries
must quickly respond by disabling access
to the content. This can be useful when
one is, for example, trying to get explicit
deepfakes or highly personal leaked
media removed from digital platforms, as
tech companies are mandated to act
quickly. At the same time, there are
concerns about censorship and
governments unduly pressuring tech
companies to remove content critical of
it. In compliance with India’s IT
regulations, Telegram has a designated
grievance o�cer, in order to deal with
“public content which is not in
accordance with the applicable IT
regulations,” per its website.

Other intermediaries such as Meta and
Google also have grievance o�cers whom
Indian users can contact.

How has Telegram changed its stance on
content moderation policy? 
On September 24, Telegram CEO Pavel Durov announced de�nitive changes to Telegram’s privacy policy, saying they will now provide authorities

with user data including phone numbers and IP addresses in response to valid legal requests 

Under the scanner: Founder and CEO of Telegram Pavel Durov. REUTERS

Sahana Venugopal 
Poulomi Chatterjee

X

QUESTION 1 

Mithun's first released film
won him the National
Award for Best Actor.
Name the film and the
legendary director who
made it.
X

QUESTION 2 

The film that fans identify
him most with was the
1982 flick directed by
Babbar Subhash and had
foot-tapping music by
Bappi Lahiri.
X

QUESTION 3

Mithun also won two more
National awards, with one
of them being for essaying
the role of an Indian
mystic. Name the mystic.

X

QUESTION 4

Name the chain of hotels
that he owns in places like
Ooty, Siliguri, etc.
X

QUESTION 5 

Which African country
issued a stamp in his
honour in 2010?
X

QUESTION 6 

Mithun was parodied in a
2008 comic book written by
Saurav Mohapatra, with art
by Anupam Sinha. Name
the character based on him.
X

QUESTION 7

According to IMDB, he
turned down the o�er to
play the lead in which Mani
Ratnam film because it
would have required cutting
his long hair?

Questions and Answers to the previous

day’s daily quiz: 1. The reason why the
Nobel Committee thought Jimmy Carter
ought to have received the prize earlier. Ans:

He successfully mediated a peace

agreement between Egypt and Israel

(the Camp David Accords)

2. At the end of Carter's presidency, U.S.
diplomats and citizens were taken hostage
in this country as he U.S. had granted
admission to this deposed leader. Ans: Iran;

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi

3. The site of the worst nuclear accident in
U.S. history. Ans: Three Mile Island

4. This village in Haryana was renamed as
this on the instructions of Morarji Desai in
1978. Ans: Carterpuri

5. In 1978, Carter was warned by this
politician that Ted Kennedy might run
against him in 1980. Ans: Joe Biden

Visual: The reason why the statue is a
peanut. Ans: Jimmy Carter was a peanut

farmer

Early Birds: Sonali Das| Tamal Biswas| M.
Suresh| Mahmood Lebbai

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on Mithun Chakraborty, who has been awarded the Dadasaheb Phalke Award

X

Visual question:

Though a member of the ruling BJP now, which party nominated him to the Rajya Sabha
in 2014? MOORTHY R.V.

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

“Everything okay? Bharath told me that
you didn’t go for your usual early
morning walk.”

“Lost track of time. I was busy reading
this.”

“Isn’t that your favourite author’s latest
novel? When did you buy it?”

“Didn’t buy it. Borrowed it from
Sujatha.”

“I see. Is the novel as good as his
previous one? You �nished that one in
one sitting.”

“Chalk and cheese, my friend. Chalk
and cheese.”

“Chalk and cheese? What are you
talking about?”

“When you say that two things or
people are like chalk and cheese, what
you’re suggesting is that they are very
di�erent.”

“The two are so di�erent from each
other that there’s no point in comparing
them.”

“Very good! That’s exactly what it
means. Ram and Shyam may be brothers,
but they are like chalk and cheese.”

“How about this example? My new
boss’ style of management is very di�erent
from the old one. It’s like chalk and
cheese.”

“Good example! Comparing my
interests with those of my sister’s is like
comparing chalk and cheese. The two of
us have nothing in common.”

“I agree with you completely. She has
absolutely no interest in sports, does she?
Anyway, whether you like your favourite
author’s latest novel or not, I’m told it’s a
bestseller.”

“That, it is. The man has chalked up
another success.”

“Chalked up? What does it mean?”
“The expression ‘chalked up’ is mostly

used in informal contexts to mean to
achieve something signi�cant. You’ve
done something noteworthy.”

“I see. The star batsman chalked up a
double century and helped his team win
the match.”

“That’s a good example.”
“My uncle chalked up 40 years of

teaching at the same college.”
“That is amazing. Nobody wants to stay

in the same place nowadays.”
“I came across an interesting word

yesterday. It was spelt s..h..a..r..e..n..t.
“It’s a combination of ‘share’ and

‘parent’. Any idea what ‘sharent’ means?”
“Kids sharing parents?”
“Afraid not! Nowadays, we �nd that

some parents share a lot of information
about their children. Not just with
relatives and friends, but also with total
strangers.”

“Are you thinking about those people
who post a lot of pictures of their kids on
the Net?”

“Exactly! A sharent is a parent who
posts frequently on the social media
about their kids.

“The couple next door are sharents.
They post photos of their baby every day.”

upendrankye@gmail.com

He has
chalked up yet
another deal 

I don’t know how or why they

became friends. They are like

chalk and cheese 

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH
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O
n Saturday, External A�airs Minister S
Jaishankar expressed valid apprehensions
over the “widening” of the conflict in West

Asia and how the ‘Houthis firing in the Red Sea... is
actually costing us’. The converse also perhaps holds
true — that if the conflict remains confined to one
between Israel and Iran-supported non-state actors
such as Hezbollah, Houthis and Hamas, as has been
the case for a year, its economic fallout on India may
not be too damaging, even as the human costs of the
war itself have been alarming. 

But if the conflagration turns into a war
between Iran and Israel, commodity and
financial markets could turn volatile —
especially if Iran’s oil and nuclear facilities
are impacted. A war could involve hitherto
neutral players in the Gulf Cooperation
Council, if not China and Russia. There are
indications that India’s exports have been
dented, but perhaps not too seriously, by
the disruptions of the last one year.
Shipping costs rose as vessels went around
the Cape of Good Hope to get to Europe
and the US, instead of the Suez Canal, to
escape the threat of Houthi attacks. This
15-20 per cent cost increase hurts India’s
low margin, high volume exports. The
Houthis are estimated to have made about
130 strikes over the last year, as a result of
which average global daily transits through
the Suez Canal have dropped from 80 last
October to less than 30, according to an
IMF database. Meanwhile, a dip in global
demand for petroleum amidst a bearish oil
market seems to have impacted India’s
refiners.

Petroleum has dragged down India’s
overall export growth. In August this year,
petroleum exports fell 37 per cent to $5.95
billion, against $9.54 billion last year.
Exports excluding petroleum and gems and
jewellery were up 2.3 per cent to $26.8
billion. This trend applies to the current
fiscal; overall merchandise exports for
April-August rose just 1.14 per cent to $179
billion, but exports excluding petroleum
and gems and jewellery were up by 4.6 per
cent to about $136 billion. According to an
analysis by Global Trade Research
Initiative, India’s exports to countries in
the theatre of the conflict such as Israel,
Jordan and Lebanon have dropped sharply
this calendar year (till July), but increased
by 18 per cent to the GCC countries, which
have so far stayed out of the conflict.
Interestingly, India’s exports to Iran were
up 15.2 per cent over this period. EU
exports were up 6.8 per cent. An escalation
of the conflict could flatten these
distinctions.

A flare-up will rock movement of freight,
and financial and commodity markets. As
reported by this newspaper, India’s
benchmark equity indices fell 4 per cent
last week, with a net outflow of $3.19 billion
in equities as foreign portfolio investors
withdrew. While there is no cause for alarm
given India’s forex and strategic oil
reserves, the prospect of a rate cut decision
this week might have receded just a bit in a
situation where safe-haven investment
seems to be picking up. India needs to be
circumspect, while holding the course. 

Inflexion point
Escalation of West Asia conflict could hurt India 
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Boats ready in Chennai
Given Chennai’s experience of
getting marooned during monsoon
and unseasonal rains, the Greater
Chennai Corporation (GCC) this
time is preparing in advance to
handle any eventualities as the city
usually receives heavy rain in
November and December. 
It has procured two boats to be used

in a particular zone (Zone 4) and has
been working on rainwater drains.
GCC said it is preparing itself to
tackle situations in the event of
heavy rains in the city.

‘Closure Commission’
The Confederation of All India
Traders (CAIT) has slammed the
Competition Commission of India
(CCI) for its “lackadaisical” approach
in handling complaints against
Amazon and Flipkart, dubbing it the
‘Closure Commission of India’ in a
scathing complaint to the Finance
Minister. This despite the fact that
the regulator under its current chief
Ravneet Kaur has laid solid
foundation to operationalise the
recent reforms to competition law,
by framing futuristic regulations. The
regulator, however, has earned the

ire of not just start-ups, who first
cried foul over the CCI’s sluggish
handling of complaints against
Google, but now traders as well. 
With the Public Accounts
Committee already laying the
groundwork for its detailed
performance review, the regulator is
heading into turbulent times, with
the Government already keeping a
tight vigil over its working. 
“The distance between Closure
Commission and Closed
Commission is very thin”, rued a
competition law practitioner
preparing to diversify practice into
other areas of law, with diminishing
returns from competition law
practice.

Back to Ooru
In a meeting of representatives from

IT sector in coastal Karnataka this
week, the MP from Dakshina
Kannada, Capt Brijesh Chowta,
highlighted his vision for the sector. 
One among them is ‘Back to Ooru’
concept — (Ooru is native place in
Kannada). He said coastal Karnataka
region has produced many
entrepreneurs, and some of them
are doing well in other parts of the
country. 
He aims to encourage them to set up
their units in their native region also.
He expressed his desire to act as an
enabler for the growth of IT sector in
coastal Karnataka. Capt Chowta said
the region has a good talent pool and
better infrastructure for the IT
sector.

Retirement planning 
At the recent Pension Diwas event in

the Capital, Chief Economic Advisor
Anantha Nageswaran dropped a
nugget of wisdom that’s as practical
as it is clever. 
Pointing to the walking stick symbol
in the PFRDA logo, he remarked that
while the walking stick represents
retirement, to enjoy those years, you
have to start when you're still in your
jogging shoes! His message was
crystal clear: the earlier you begin
planning, the better your
post-retirement life will be.
But here’s the fun twist — despite
this thoughtful analogy, the CEA
admitted that it was the first time he
even noticed the walking stick in the
logo! Just goes to show, sometimes
the most important things are hiding
in plain sight — just like your
retirement plan! 
Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE 

Residents rescued on boats during
last year’s Chennai floods

A
s India globalises even more
in the coming years, it needs
to start paying serious
attention to the e�ciency of
its markets. Such e�ciency

is critical for allocating labour and capital
e�ciently and to compete
internationally. The world also needs to
believe that our markets are regulated
without bias, favouritism and
unquestioned integrity.

All economies have three markets: the
market for things, the market for labour
and the market for finance. When each of
these markets is in equilibrium, the
economy can be said to be functioning
e�ciently.

Equilibrium is defined as a state where
there is virtually no pressure to change.
But that never happens because that’s
how it is. So in order to make these
markets properly e�cient, we must have
market regulators who make the
operating rules for each market.

India didn't have real markets till the
1990s because Indira Gandhi had killed
them o� in the 1970s. But since then it
has had both markets and regulators.

How have these regulators
performed? Think about it and you will
realise that we don’t really know.
Regulatory capture happens quite
frequently. Indeed our government is the

biggest capturer. That is why I think the
time has now come for setting up a
commission (not just a committee, like
the Srikrishna Committee for the
financial sector in 2011) to prepare a
detailed report on their functioning.

The di�erence lies in authority and
credibility. To ensure the former, it is
Parliament that should set it up. To
ensure the latter, it should be sta�ed
half-and-half by Indians and foreigners.

The chairman should be appointed by
India but should not be an Indian. Some
Scandinavian countries might be the
best. There are at least four to choose
from.

These countries have blended
capitalism and socialism most
e�ectively. And they don’t have an axe to
grind.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

The terms of reference should simply be
best practice that aims at fairness. Both
these concepts — best practice and
fairness — are fully established and well
understood.

Thus, best practice is not merely the

best interests of the government, which
is what India does and which is colonial
in its origin, nature and application. And
fairness is neither justice nor equity.

Justice is an abstract philosophical
construct. Equity is a political practice.
Fairness is a good combination of the
two. It’s that balance that has to be
struck.

That’s why, whatever happens, the
terms of reference should not be left to
Indian bureaucrats. Most of them just
don’t know enough about markets and
economics. When acting in a group they
can make a dog’s breakfast of things.
Their e�orts have been known to damage
the very governments they serve. We are
actually very lucky because an excellent
guideline for framing any terms of
reference can be found in Article 280 of
our Constitution. It provides for setting
up of the Finance Commission and spells
out its charter breathtakingly precisely in
four short paragraphs which I have
summarised thus:

“It shall be the duty of the
Commission to make recommendations
to the President as to the distribution
between the Union and the States of the
net proceeds of taxes; the principles
which should govern the grants-in-aid of
the revenues of the States out of the
Consolidated Fund of India; the
measures needed to augment the
Consolidated Fund of a state; and any
other matter referred to the
Commission by the President.”

Parliament is also empowered by
Article 280 to “determine the
qualifications which shall be requisite for

appointment as members of the
Commission and the manner in which
they shall be selected.”

That’s 90 per cent of its substance and
just one more thing is necessary. To this
enabling power of appointment I would
add a disabling one, namely, that no
current or former bureaucrat or judge
can be appointed. But a single politician
would be fine, indeed necessary.

REVIEW NEEDED

The task before it: The starting point of
the exercise must, of course, be a review
of regulatory institutions and practices
over the last three decades. This could
start with the caste hierarchy in our
regulatory institutions.

Some are mandated by the
Constitution, some have been legislated
by Parliament and the rest by the
ministries. It should be a matter of the
deepest concern that not all regulatory
bodies are on an equal footing.

There is also the problem of vintages.
Some are very old and some are very new.
Reserve Bank of India is 90 years old. The
Telecom Regulatory Authority of India is
27 years old and the Airports Economic
Regulatory Authority just 15. Going by
their records, they all all mostly what
TTK called the RBI in 1957: subordinate
departments of the government.

To cut a long and sorry story short,
there are far too many shortcomings in
our regulatory systems and institutions.
These institutions need a thorough
review so that the economy can perform
e�ciently, both domestically and
internationally.
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Regulatory capture
happens quite
frequently. Indeed our
government is the biggest
capturer. The time has
now come for setting up
a commission (not just a
committee).

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN
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India’s
regulatory
hotch-potch
To ensure e�cient functioning of markets, a
thorough review of our regulatory institutions is of
utmost importance 

A
growing wave of speculative
activity in the futures and options
(F&O) markets, coupled with a

simultaneous deposit shortfall in the
banking sector, may not be entirely
unrelated. They could threaten India’s
financial stability and economic well
being.

Between FY23-FY24, the number of
individuals trading equity derivatives
increased from 29 lakh to 40 lakh. This is
dominated by those below 30 years of
age. The majority — 94 per cent — are
trading in highly leveraged index options.
This is thanks to:

Digital Accessibility: Thanks to
mobile trading apps and online
platforms that have democratized access
to the F&O markets, young people can
participate in high-risk trading activities
with unprecedented ease.

Speculative Appeal: The allure of
rapid gains attracts many inexperienced
investors who often need an
understanding of the downside of such
volatile instruments.

Easy Access to Payday Loans: The
growth of India's payday loan market has
also facilitated speculative activities.
Young investors can secure short-term

loans with just a few taps on their
smartphones, which they then use to
enter F&O trades. While these loans are
more regulated, they are proliferating.
SEBI research suggests that easy credit
and speculative investments can lead to
increasing retail indebtedness.

This trend of retail speculation could
have had a pronounced e�ect on India's
savings rate. In 2022-23, household
savings as a percentage of GDP fell to a
historic low of 5.1 per cent. Savings are
the backbone of financial stability,
enabling investments in critical
infrastructure projects. As more
households divert their income away
from savings towards speculative
activities, the foundation needed for
sustainable growth could be
compromised.

FIIS AND MARKET VOLATILITY

FIIs’ participation in the F&O segment
has only increased in recent years. In
FY24, FIIs accounted for 17.6 per cent of
the F&O market. They typically employ
sophisticated trading strategies,
including proprietary algorithms, to
capitalize on market movements. This
creates an environment where retail
investors lacking the same expertise and
access to advanced tools are often
disadvantaged. The recent case involving
Jane Street, a Wall Street firm that
reportedly made $1 billion in profit from

Indian derivatives markets, underscores
this disparity. 

This speculation-driven boom seems
to have significantly impacted the
banking sector. The credit-deposit (CD)
ratio, which measures how much banks
lend relative to their deposits, rose from
64.68 per cent in FY19 to 76.05 per cent
by July FY24. This increase perhaps
suggests that banks are under more
significant pressure to lend in response
to rising retail credit demand, partly
driven by the easy availability of credit,
such as payday loans. The concern is that
much of this credit, often sourced at a
higher rate, is channelled into
unproductive speculative activities,
making the banking sector vulnerable.

At the same time, India's broad money
supply (M3) has been expanding at a

compound annual growth rate (CAGR)
of 11 per cent, reflecting increased
liquidity within the economy. This too
could find its way into speculation. 

The Bu�ett Indicator (Market
Cap/GDP) further highlights the
consequences of this speculative activity.
As of September 2024, the ratio stood at
110.43 per cent, well above the 10-year
average of 92.07 per cent. This
overvaluation increases the likelihood of
a significant market correction unless
the risk-seeking money is distributed
among new issuances.

Recent SEBI measures on containing
volatility and market risk management
couldn’t have been better timed. Many
young retail investors are being drawn in
by the allure of quick profits and easy
access to credit. At the same time, foreign
participation, while boosting liquidity,
also contributes to market volatility,
leaving retail investors vulnerable. The
banking sector is pressured by increased
credit demand being used to fund
speculative activities rather than
productive investments. 

These trends could destabilize
financial markets, hinder household
financial security, and curb economic
growth. 

The writers are Partner, MCQube, and Emerging Scholars
in Finance from the National Institute of Securities
Markets. Views are personal.

Economic spillovers of F&O frenzy 

V Shunmugam 
Reyhan 
Ganesh Prabhu
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It could lead to a drop in household savings, increase indebtedness and drive a wedge between credit and deposit growth
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A year on, there is only one way to a credible peace
The first anniversary of the 7 October Hamas terror attacks on southern
Israel is also an opportunity to examine the response to the massacre of
Israel’s government and people, and of Israel’s friends and enemies. The
country’s prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, was accused of presiding
over an unprecedented security failure. The Israel Defense Forces (IDF)
and intelligence agencies also faced harsh criticism. Netanyahu, urged on
by his far-right coalition partners and fearing for his job, decided only
blood could pay for blood. He vowed, unrealistically, to destroy Hamas.
From that decision, many more massacres flowed. LONDON, OCTOBER 6

OTHER VOICES. 

U.S.: What Message Will The Candidates Send to Whom?
Who will win the U.S. presidential election, which is still a close race as the
campaign enters its final stage? The outcome will be determined by swing
voters who have not yet decided who to vote for. Simply resorting to personal
attacks is not enough to make a di�erence. The candidates should appeal for
support with dignified words and actions befitting the leader of a superpower.
With less than a month to go until Nov. 5, the race has seen such unusual
developments as Republican candidate and former President Donald Trump
being injured in a shooting during a campaign rally in July, and Democratic
candidate and President Joe Biden being replaced by Vice President Kamala
Harris in August. TOKYO, OCTOBER 6
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T
he literary world of
investing and wealth
creation adds yet another

gem to its stable with Rohit
Sarin’s Unlocking Wealth: Secrets to
Getting Rich at Any Age. It’s a
thought-provoking book that
presents the process of wealth
creation in a lucid way, making it
accessible to everyone, regardless
of age or financial status.

Sarin, in his book, keeps the
reader immersed as he paints the
big picture of the journey that the
businesses of Bharat are ready to
take upon, to make our nation the
world’s third-largest economy in
the next decade.

The book, meant for all ages,
actually makes you feel that age is
just a number when it comes to
wealth creation. It emphasises
that it's never too early or too late
to begin creating wealth. The
advice is highly practical as well.

Sarin outlines the importance
of saving smart with judicious risk
management in the process of
wealth creation. The book spends
a good amount of time on the
importance of saving which tends
to be an overlooked topic when it
comes to wealth creation.

‘The longer you stay invested,
the more wealth you create’
seems to be the nucleus of the
book. The ‘compounding e�ect’
occupies a special place in this
book, where its importance in
both personal and professional
situations is brought out
beautifully.

The book explains the
correlation between ‘Risk and
Reward’ while giving its readers a
quick glimpse of how risk taking
in human beings has evolved
historically. 

A line from the book, “Every
empire in history was the result of
risk-taking by emperors and their
generals” makes you think beyond
numbers and realise that the
modern man’s risk taking abilities
are in no way comparable to the
emperors of yore. 

The book also subtly touches
upon the consequences faced by
emperors who were too greedy for
their own good. The lessons
taught by history are many and
still would resonate with the
modern man. Risk Management
101.

STAYING GROUNDED

Humility is an underrated trait in
the process of wealth creation.
And sometimes, usage of the term
can get you in the midst of
controversy despite your

intention. However, Sarin doesn’t
shy away from asking you to be
humble if you are successful. He
almost says “If you have the
intention of staying successful,
stay grounded”.

The importance of showing up,
learning from your mistakes,
focusing on ‘purpose’ rather than
numbers, lifestyle management
are profound topics that are
discussed in simple, e�ective
ways. It is rather rare to find a
piece of literary work in the world
of finance unapologetically focus
on the basics and still leave you
wanting for more.

In conclusion, Unlocking Wealth
is a masterclass in financial
literacy, o�ering actionable
insights for readers from all walks
of life. Sarin’s writing style is
engaging, making complex
financial concepts accessible to
everyone.

The book's emphasis on
humility, risk management, and
long-term thinking resonates
deeply. By applying the principles
outlined in this book, readers can
unlock their full financial
potential. Furthermore, the book
stands out for its unique blend of
historical context, real-world
examples, and actionable advice.

Whether you’re a seasoned
investor or just starting out, this
book o�ers valuable insights to
enrich your financial journey.

Sarin’s commitment to
financial education is evident
throughout the book. His
expertise in navigating complex
financial markets comes through.

Don’t judge a book by its cover.
As it might surprise you. And this
surely did.

The book does more to you
than what you think it might do.

The reviewer is Vice-President, ithought
Financial Consulting

For investors of all ages

MK Balaji

The book underscores the importance of saving smart

Title: Unlocking Wealth:

Secrets to Getting Rich at Any

Age 

Author: Rohit Sarin

Publisher: Aleph Book

Company

Price: ₹599

BOOK REVIEW.

October 7, 2004

PM for voluntary job quota in pvt sector
The Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, said he favoured a national policy on
reservation for the weaker sections in the private sector, though not by legislation.
“It can be done voluntarily by the private sector. I am not suggesting jobs should not
be given without merit. People can be trained,” Dr Singh said. Addressing a press
conference in Mumbai, “Nobody can stop an idea whose time has come,” he said. 

Nissan in talks with Infosys for outsourcing
Nissan Motor Company is said to be in advanced talks with Infosys for outsourcing
its IT services. The Nissan Motor CEO and President, Mr Carlos Ghosn, visited the
Infosys campus in Bangalore on Wednesday and held exploratory meetings with
the top brass. 

Maruti top brass in Japan for Rs 6000-cr investment
The top brass of Maruti Udyog Ltd is in Japan to work out with its parent, Suzuki
Motor Corporation, the modalities of the proposed Rs 6,000-crore investment plan
announced recently. According to sources, the Maruti team led by MD, Mr Jagdish
Khattar, is in Hamamatsu to hold a series of meetings with the Suzuki top
management. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Cannot be forgiven (12)

08. Sluggish, lazy (8)

09. Donation (4)

11. Indian social class (5)

12. Pig's foot (7)

13. Rule, pattern (4)

15. Be wasted by time or use (4)

19. Ambassadorial building (7)

20. School formal tests (5)

22. Gather, gird up (4)

23. Male horse (8)

24. Denunciation (12)

DOWN

02. Gets close (5)

03. Pollen-bearing part of stamen (6)

04. Pieces of turf accidentally

dislodged (6)

05. Short, sti� hair (7)

06. Showing sense of adventure (12)

07. Not happy with one's lot (12)

10. Acknowledge applause (3)

14. Stream in Italy Caesar had to

cross (7)

16. Put question (3)

17. Mysterious, sacredly secret (6)

18. Madhouse (6)

21. Of birds (5)

ACROSS

01. Bounder working out a plan that can't be forgiven (12)

08. Doing nothing at home, I've cat to put out (8)

09. The present gran turismo, if included (4)

11. Indian class in Africa, stereotypically (5)

12. Sort of horse a porker will stand on (7)

13. The standard negative used by the Leathernecks (4)

15. It comes with long use to have clothing on (4)

19. Function of our man abroad Bess may have made

something of (7)

20. In short, they are sat by same characters when about

ten (5)

22. Fold under the food a schoolboy puts away (4)

23. No : it's all di�erent for the entire horse (8)

24. Giving of information against decent men on u-turn

(12)

DOWN

02. Gets close to reason nothing is missing from mixture

(5)

03. Part of the stamen that makes big cat lose its head (6)

04. Sod it replaces includes five bits of turf dislodged (6)

05. Show rage lest rib get broken (7)

06. Full of initiative, I ring present changes (12)

07. Not happy with descent, I'd not turned to it (12)

10. Sort of tie it to the front of the boat (3)

14. Stream Caesar crossed with one company in the

burn-out (7)

16. Like the king to make a request (3)

17. Sacredly secret city's sacked after end of millennium

(6)

18. Lunatic asylum blamed for its disruption (6)

21. Of the birds that go by way of an outer part (5)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Limpid 8. Limit 9. Saunter 11. Testator 12. Jetty 15. Tour 16. Ply 17. Gush 19. Sni� 21. Dumpling 24. Tussock 25. Liken 26. Toddle

DOWN 2. Image 3. Puncture 4. Diet 5. Sloth 6. Smut 7. Stir 10. Refulgent 12. Jute 13. Agonised 14. Chef 18. Plank 20. Focal 21. Dill 22. Make 23. Gust

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2541

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2540

NOT SO EASY

BOOK REVIEW.

B
ooks on the Indian economy
usually fall into two
categories. The first
category takes a very
positive and gung-ho view

and the other paints an excessively
bleak and pessimistic picture of the
economy.

Though Saurabh Mukherjea and
Nandita Rajhansa’s book Behold the
Leviathan – The Unusual Rise of Modern
India, tries to tread the middle ground,
the book takes a bullish view on India’s
economic prospects despite not shying
away from the pain points -- both social
and economic. 

The book, not surprisingly, starts
with India’s remarkable rise as an IT
global power in the last two decades or
so. The role played by Bengaluru in
India’s IT story and how it spawned the
e-commerce boom and start-up
ecosystem is described in some detail.
Interestingly, the authors say that
India’s rise as a global Chess power
mirrors its economic journey. 

Though the 1991 reforms is rightly
seen as the major inflexion point for the
Indian economy, the authors tend to
have a rather cliched and reductionist
view of the period between 1947-91. 

DIGITAL PATH

Among the positives, the authors talk
about the JAM trinity, the public digital
initiatives (Aadhaar, UPI, India stack),
Jan Dhan accounts and their impact on
the empowerment of the marginalised
sections of society, especially women
and the “historically oppressed castes”.
The role of education for both women
and the Dalits has been rightly
highlighted.

The greater financialisation of

savings by Indian households and the
breathless surge of stock markets,
which shows no signs of slowing
despite warnings of a correction, are
seen as key indicators of economic
resilience. The authors’ background as
fund managers perhaps explains their
bullish views on the stock markets. 

The two most interesting chapters in
the book are the ones on the rise of
women and the impressive rise on the
Peninsular States (the five southern
States and Maharashtra).

The authors rightly acknowledge the
role played by the digital initiatives
(JAM, Aadhaar, Jan Dhan) in the
financial empowerment of women.
Women have better access to formal
credit now and are increasingly seen as
more credit- worthy borrowers. 

However, the authors explain away
the low labour participation rate of
women, especially in 15-24 age group,
as greater focus on women’s education.
Though this argument seems
compelling, this is an issue which has
sparked a big debate in the country
with the jury still being out. 

SOUTHERN SURGE

The spectacular rise of the peninsular
States has been remarked by several
economists and analysts, the most
recent being a paper by the PM’s
Economic Advisory Council. Both in
terms of social and economic
development these States have surged
ahead.

Among the southern States the
authors focus particularly on Tamil
Nadu. In contrast to the companies
based in Mumbai and in the Delhi-NCR
belt, whose revenues exceed Rs 15,000
crore, the companies in Tamil Nadu fall
into the Rs 100-5000 crore turnover,
indicating greater industrial diversity
and spatial spread. 

Tamil Nadu is also a State where
fewer people work in agriculture and

more work in industry and services
compared to the national average. The
same picture emerges in the Gross
Value Added metric. 

The authors also touch upon another
crucial issue – the imminent

delimitation exercise. This is likely to
increase the number of Lok Sabha seats
of the North India. The South Indian
States will surely cha� at having to live
with lower Parliamentary
representation despite contributing
half of the country’s tax revenues. The
Centre’s handling of this political hot
potato will be crucial for the future of
Indian polity. 

However, the authors have omitted
one crucial factor and drove the
Southern States’ ascent – the role
played by cheap skilled and unskilled
labour from the Hindi heartland. 

Being fund managers, the authors
have had a ringside view of how
commercial activity is surging in the
Tier II and III cities and how that has
spawned a new economic elite in the
country. This has also perhaps led a
greater social and economic
‘democratisation’ of the country. 

The potential of the China+1
strategy, the growth of Global
Capability Centres and the key role
that the India Stack II will play are
brought out by the authors in the later
chapters. 

They also crunch numbers from the
I-T department and CMIE and argue
that the “fastest profit generators of
India are not from among the top 900
companies; instead they are from
among the 6,000 companies below the
top 900”. 

The advance praise for the book,
which includes Nandan Nilekani,
Mohandas Pai and Niranjan
Rajadhyaksha. is gushing. This would
normally make a reviewer wary, but the
book is an engaging and readable one
with plenty of interesting anecdotes
mined form the authors’ travels across
the country. 

This book gives a good snapshot of
the Indian economy, but for greater
depth readers will have to look
elsewhere. 

Charting India’s economic ascent
A snapshot of the Indian economy’s achievements in the last three decades and the challenges ahead

B Baskar
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A
ccess to financial services is a
basic necessity that gives a person
social and economic

empowerment, especially for those who
have been excluded for the longest time.
For women, especially in rural and
remote areas, access to financial services
has been a distant dream. Globally,
approximately 55 per cent of the total
unbanked population are still women. 

In India, while the financial inclusion
of women has significantly increased
with 79 per cent of women aged between
15-49 years having a bank account in
their name, however, there is still a long
way to achieve the goal of financial

programmes to increase adoption of
financial services among women. The
private sector’s ability to innovate on
top of the infrastructure provided by
several DPIs puts them in a critical
position to curate a set of products that
targets gender-based financial inclusion. 

In the next phase, the government
should target the financial inclusion of
women from rural and remote areas. 

Further, financial institutions may
adopt gender-sensitive lending practices
and provide products designed for
women. With the public and private
sectors’ continuous e�orts, women will
increasingly become financially
empowered. 

The writer is Member of Parliament, Lok Sabha

pivotal role in providing financial
services to women, particularly in rural
areas. 

ROLE OF DPIS

The adoption rate of UPI among women
has also seen an upward trend. However,
there is still a long way to go. 

Even today, less than 30 per cent of
women use UPI. There is a need to
significantly increase this number in the
coming years with targeted
policymaking and technological
solutions. The next phase of DPI should
enable financial inclusion of the
underserved women.

There is a need for joint e�ort from
the public and private sector to run
financial literacy and awareness

inclusion. The Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan
Yojana was pivotal in increasing the
number of women with bank accounts.
The number of accounts under PMJDY
witnessed remarkable growth,
increasing from 147.2 million in 2015 to
462.5 million in 2022, of which 55.59 per
cent of accounts were held by women.
Further, schemes such as direct bank
transfers, Pradhan Mantri Jeevan Jyoti
Bima Yojana, Pradhan Mantri Suraksha
Bima Yojana among others have also
helped the inclusion of women. 

Moreover, financial literacy initiatives
to educate women about financial
products, savings, investments, and
basic financial management has been
instrumental. Microfinance institutions
and Self-Help Groups have played a

Shambhavi Choudhary
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I
t is often argued that India needs to substantially increase its research and 
development (R&D) capabilities to improve productivity, which is essential to 
compete in global markets. This, it has been pointed out, will also help expand 
India’s industrial base and create employment. Unfortunately, India’s spending 

on R&D, which is about 0.7 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), is much lower 
than that of its peers and is a big impediment to accelerating economic growth. 
According to some experts, India needs to increase R&D expenditure to about 3 per 
cent of GDP. Industrialist Naushad Forbes has rightly argued on these pages that 
large Indian companies spend very little on R&D. While there is little doubt that 
India must focus on R&D, simply increasing expenditure may not be enough. 

In this context, economist Ufuk Akcigit of the University of Chicago has 
shown that an increase in R&D expenditure, particularly in the United States 
(US), has not led to a corresponding improvement in productivity. His findings, 
contained in an article in the latest issue of Finance & Development, published by 
the International Monetary Fund, can help policymakers avoid possible errors 
in other countries as well. Expenditure on  R&D by the US  in the 1980s was about 
2.2 per cent of GDP, rising to 3.5 per cent in recent years.  However, average pro-
ductivity growth, which was 1.3 per cent between 1960 and 1985, has declined in 
the subsequent decades, except for a brief increase in the 2000s. Even though 
the number of people working on patent production increased substantially over 
the decades, productivity fell. 

This paradox is explained by how resources are allocated. In terms of size, 
research shows small firms tend to be more innovative. On the other hand, large 
dominant corporations tend to focus on strategic moves over innovation, which 
affects potential output. There is enough evidence that market concentration 
increased in recent decades across several economies. Evidence from Italy shows 
that as businesses climb up in size, they tend to hire more politicians and inno-
vation suffers. Since large corporations prioritise protecting their strategic posi-
tions, they not only acquire potential small rivals but also hire researchers from 
smaller firms at a premium, even when they don’t necessarily need them. For 
instance, at the turn of the century, 48 per cent of inventors in the US worked for 
large estabilshments — companies at least 20 years old and employing over 
1,000 people. By 2015, this number had increased to 58 per cent. Many researchers 
were often placed in roles where they could not fully utilise their skills. The 
learning from this is that as a result of this, R&D at macro level suffers, which has 
adverse implications for growth and development. 

Some of these insights can be useful for developing economies like India. 
While it is essential to have large corporations leverage economies of scale, the 
government must ensure that firms do not use their dominant positions to stifle 
competition. To be fair, some of it will be unavoidable in the short to medium 
term. However, the government should not support large corporations at the 
expense of small and emerging businesses, which can potentially develop disruptive 
technologies resulting in substantial productivity gains. Fiscal support for R&D, 
wherever possible, should also not put smaller firms at a disadvantage. Focusing 
on a handful of corporations or champions may boost growth in the short run, but 
their dominant position can affect productivity and growth in the long run.

Moon rock
Chandrayaan-4 a test for Isro’s manned moon mission

T
he Indian Space Research Organisation (Isro) has an ambitious plan 
for the Chandrayaan-4 mission, targeted for 2027. The mission, cleared 
recently by the Cabinet with a tentative budget of ~2,104 crore, aims to 
return lunar samples safely to Earth for study. 

It will feature five modules launched on two geosynchronous launch vehicle 
mark 3 (LVM3) rockets, which will be assembled in space into one composite 
vehicle. The mission includes a lander, which will detach to collect a few kg of 
soil and rock samples from the lunar surface and return to Earth while carrying 
out other scientific experiments. 

The propulsion module will ferry the combined modular spacecraft. The lander 
module will land on the moon with the instrumentation. The ascender module 
will detach from the lander and launch from the moon with the samples to enter a 
lunar orbit. The transfer module will collect the samples from the ascender module 
and transfer them to the re-entry module and that will loop back around Earth 
while releasing the payload to fall safely to Earth for collection. 

The key tasks include space assembly, soft landing, collecting surface  
and sub-surface samples, and returning them to Earth safely while preventing 
contamination. 

Very complex docking manoeuvres will be critical for success both for the 
assembly as well as the detachment of modules. While Chandrayaan-3 demon-
strated Isro had the capability to manage a controlled soft landing, this is much 
more ambitious across various stages, including space assembly as well as re-
entry to the Earth atmosphere with a delicate payload. Roving on the surface, 
the hopping of the lander module, and returning the propulsion module to 
the Earth orbit are involved.  

This would demonstrate a grasp of several of the technologies required 
for a manned moon mission, which is on Isro’s long-term “to do” list. However, 
of course, there is a vast difference between ferrying a few kg of rocks and 
transporting human beings so this is only the first step on the journey of putting 
Gaganauts on the moon. 

After touchdown, a robotic arm, the surface sampling robot will scoop 2-3 
kg samples around the landing site and transfer them to the ascender module. 
Meanwhile, a drilling mechanism will collect sub-surface samples and transfer 
these. The containers with samples will be sealed to prevent contamination and 
leakage. After collection is completed, the ascender module would ascend and 
dock with the transfer-and-re-entry module.  

Samples will be transferred from the ascending module to the re-entry mod-
ule. The transfer-and-re-entry module will return to Earth. At a suitable point, 
the re-entry module would be separated from the transfer module and re-enter 
Earth’s atmosphere and finally land. It is designed to land on solid ground. 

Major new technologies are required for docking/undocking, landing, safe 
return to Earth and sample collection and analysis. The mission is scheduled 
to be completed within 36 months with industry and academia involved in 
design, manufacture and scientific research. 

Isro’s ambitions have grown along with its successes. Alongside 
Chandrayaan-4, the Cabinet also cleared a Venus orbital mission, which will be 
even more challenging. 

While the Mangalayaan missions have demonstrated Isro can design and oper-
ate a planetary orbiter, Mars has a thin clear atmosphere. Venus has a very thick, 
corrosive atmosphere and far higher gravity, presenting more daunting challenges. 

However, each one of Isro’s missions, even the failures, has gathered valu-
able data and helped improve technological capability. Those have translated 
into a series of useful terrestrial applications, and gradually brought Isro closer 
to being a big player in the satellite market while building India's aerospace 
and space ecosystems.
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F
lip through any academic journal, wade 
through an opinion piece on an online news 
site or its print cousin, or glance at a news 

headline and you see businesses claiming their 
innovative new product/service launch or govern-
ments proclaiming innovation-related investment 
or legislation. And you start wondering what all 
this frenzy about innovation is about. 

When I query my business friends, they prompt-
ly reply that innovation is essential to help them 
differentiate their products or services from those 
of their competitors. When I query my friends 
involved in state- or national-level 
policy making, their prompt reply 
is that innovation is central to cre-
ating industries that drive eco-
nomic growth and thus create jobs 
and grow gross domestic product 
(GDP). And come to think of it, the 
term “GDP”, which in my college 
days was perceived by all of us as 
something that only academics 
chant about, in today’s world 
appears to be as important even 
to the non-professional as India 
winning the world one-day cricket championship, 
or having an Indian girl being crowned as  
Miss World. 

Then we read about United States-based com-
panies like Google and Microsoft dominating the 
current hot topic of innovation, artificial intelli-
gence (AI), and then you hear that these great inno-
vator tech giants are led by Indians: Google by 
Sundar Pichai, Microsoft by Satya Nadella, IBM by 
Arvind Krishna, and, hold your breath, the White 
House Science and Technology Policy Committee 

by Arati Prabhakar … the list goes on and on. 
India also has its share of both large tech com-

panies and large national laboratories, but why is 
it that these don’t seem to be at the forefront of any 
innovation news headlines? 

Even more bewildering is that all these Indian 
tech leaders in the United States and leaders head-
ing Indian tech companies and labs, are all part of 
something we are all proud of: India’s merit-based 
education system, which ensures that in all fields, 
be it science, engineering, management or social 
sciences (to name a few fields), entry to the best 

colleges and institutes is based on 
an entrance exam system and is not 
based on family contacts and inher-
itance and paying hefty amounts. 

Co-existing with all of the above 
is the oft-reported news that we, 
because of this extreme merit-based 
system, seem to be creating a  
generation of students/entrants 
who have mastered a system of  
besting entrance tests using rote 
learning (through training schools 
such as those in Kota) and thus are 

not good at the kind of original thinking that inno-
vation requires? 

Maybe we can learn from other countries, par-
ticularly ones that overwhelmingly lead in inno-
vation, and for this there is no better place to start 
than the United States of America. As we all know, 
in our times, outfits from this country dominate 
the innovators of the business world (Google, 
Microsoft, etc) as well as the innovators of the edu-
cational world (Stanford University, Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, etc). What makes the  

US such a dominant player in the innovations of 
our time? 

The answer to this is (hold your breath) a public 
institution called DARPA, the full form of which is 
Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Administration. DARPA is the institution that 
defined the technical challenge and funded, for 
example, the innovation behind Google’s original 
search algorithm. DARPA’s funding also laid the 
foundation for the creation and dominance of Intel, 
Nvidia, Qualcomm, Cisco as well as Raytheon, 
Boeing, and more. A recent eye-catching one was 
the $600 million funding by DARPA of Amazon’s 
cloud-computing project. Incidentally, there are 
several of my left-leaning American friends who 
recount all this and say that this is why America 
needs to be at war all the time so that such funding 
will continue. But that is another story. 

What makes me worry and perhaps you too, dear 
reader, is this: India also has its share of such large 
institutions like the Defence Research and 
Development Organisation (DRDO), which alone 
had an annual Budget allocation last year of $2.8 
billion (~23,000 crore) and a network of 52-plus lab-
oratories spread all over India and employs more 
than 7,000 scientists. Why, then, does India not 
have world-leading technology companies like 
Google, Microsoft, and Amazon? 

When I wandered through my friends and 
acquaintances with this same question, why is India 
not in the forefront of innovation, the wisest reply 
that I got, and unsurprisingly, from a friend who is 
a member one of India’s “business communities” 
was this: “It does not pay to innovate in India.” I 
immediately jumped on him: “Why is that so?” His 
answer: Indian companies, private or government-
owned, think it is too risky to adopt a new innova-
tive product or service. 

In India, another friend says, a significant por-
tion of research funding is government-led, partic-
ularly in sectors like defence, space, and energy. 
This can lead to bureaucratic inefficiencies and a 
slower adoption of cutting-edge technologies in the 
private sector. And, crucially, large Indian compa-
nies often prefer low-risk, service-oriented models 
over high-risk, high-reward innovation. 

And, finally, India produces many highly skilled 
engineers and technical graduates, but many of 
them migrate to countries like the United States, 
where opportunities for tech innovation are greater, 
or they end up in the services sector domestically. 
The education system in India also tends to  
emphasise rote learning over creative problem-solv-
ing. Clearly, we have a lot on our hands if we  
set out to make India a more technologically inno-
vative country! 

The writer  (ajitb@rediffmail.com) is now devoted to 

understanding how technology is socially constructed 

M
any people seem convinced that the 
Indian economy is on track to becoming 
a developed nation. The untrammelled 

bullish case is that we have shed the vulnerabilities 
that were obvious until 2014, when the Indian eco-
nomic renaissance burst forth. In this view, a steady 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth rate of more 
than 7 per cent will transform India into a developed 
country or Viksit Bharat. The definite signs of this 
right now are a low level of debt-GDP ratio, a low 
current account deficit (heading towards a surplus), 
a strong banking system, a well-
managed Budget deficit, and low 
inflation. According to another 
minority camp, to which I belong, 
these are glib claims. A lot of posi-
tive factors may have temporarily 
created a favourable situation for 
now, but they only serve to hide 
many continuing core weaknesses. 
Besides, the data behind some of 
the positives is questionable. Let’s 
consider each of these positives one 
by one: 
Debt-GDP ratio: While the govern-
ment claims that India’s debt-GDP 
ratio is low, according to the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund, it is above 
82 per cent, among the highest ever. The ratio rose 
continuously from the low of 2014, hit a peak of 89 
per cent during the pandemic, and remained above 
80 per cent over the next few years. The last time 
the figure was above 80 per cent was in 2004, the 
peak of the previous 25 years being 83 per cent in 
2003, not too far from today’s level. 
Current account: The current account is mainly 
influenced by imports, exports, and financial flows 
(from investors and remittances). Imports are grow-
ing and are largely inelastic (crude oil, electronics, 
gold). Exports are not growing fast enough. Exports 
were 25 per cent of GDP in 2013, collapsed after 
2015, and are now 22.8 per cent. According to the 
official data, between 2014-15 and 2023-24, India’s 
merchandise exports went up from $310 billion in 
FY15 to $437 in FY24, which is a compound annual 
growth rate (CAGR) of just 3.3 per cent. Since this 

is far lower than the inflation rate, and the rupee 
has been weak, showing how uncompetitive India’s 
exports have remained. Meanwhile, imports were 
up by a CAGR of 4.67 per cent. What saved the day 
were services exports, which grew 8.92 per cent 
over the same period. The core of the current 
account — merchandise trade — remains weak. 
Of course, the weakness is partly compensated by 
capital flows from foreign investors and remit-
tances but here too the numbers are not strong, 
contrary to popular belief. Capital transfer rose 

from $65.7 billion in FY15 to $105.8 
billion in FY24, a CAGR of just 5.58 
per cent. The current account 
deficit as a percentage of GDP has 
remained 1-2 per cent for the past 
10 years; there is no fundamental 
improvement. 
Banking system: This is the third 
significant improvement claimed. 
What this really means is that pub-
lic-sector banks (PSBs) have 
cleaned up their balance sheets — 
since there was nothing much to 
fix in private banks, which are fairly 
well-run and regulated. Unfor tu -
nately, there is a huge difference 

between a one-time clean-up of the balance sheet 
and a fundamental change in operations and man-
agement. What is surprising is the continuing wil-
ful blindness about the single-biggest reason for 
previous bad loans: Unchecked corruption of bank 
officers in sanctioning loans and behest lending. 
Nothing has ever been done to make banks 
accountable. Indeed, officials of the Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI), the Ministry of Finance, vigilance 
teams of banks, the Central Vigilance Commission, 
and bank chairmen have all blamed the problem 
of bad loans on two external factors: Genuine busi-
ness failures and poor bankruptcy laws. But the 
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) has shown 
us how wide and deep such corrupt banking was. 
Trillions of rupees have been written off without 
anyone being made accountable for it. What is the 
evidence that this has changed in any way? PSB 
reform was initially tinkered with at Gyan Sangams 

(which have stopped now), through Indradhanush, 
the Bank Boards Bureau, recapitalisation, and bank 
mergers. A former chairman of a PSB said about 
bank mergers: “If you combine two small messes, 
you will only get a bigger mess.” All the tinkering 
studiously avoided the one thing that needed to 
be done: Setting up an apparatus of accountability, 
which can happen through ownership change. But 
then, even the much-discussed lone privatisation 
of IDBI Bank has gone nowhere. 
Fiscal deficit: India’s fiscal deficit was 5.63 per cent 
of GDP in FY24, higher than it was anytime between 
2012 and 2019. Only in FY11 was the fiscal deficit 
higher at 5.91 per cent. There is no fundamental 
change in the state’s financial strength. The deficit 
figure continues to be controlled either by squeez-
ing capital expenditure (which the Congress-led 
government did) or squeezing revenue expenditure 
(which the current regime is doing). 
Inflation: Of the three reasons for the humiliating 
performance of the Bharatiya Janata Party in the 
Lok Sabha elections a few months ago, one was 
high actual inflation, the other two being  
unemployment and lack of any real change in liv-
ing conditions. Official inflation is low but real 
inflation on the ground is not. The inflation num-
ber is different for different people. While the over-
all official inflation is low, food inflation is almost 
in double digits. Also, official inflation is low 
because oil prices are low, which India can’t claim 
credit for. 

The fact is, only three-four countries in the past 
100 years have transformed themselves into devel-
oped nations — Japan in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, Taiwan and South Korea in the 
mid-20th century, and China in the 1990s. Such 
radical transformation has three markers. One is 
farm-sector reforms, which would lead to a high 
rural surplus. The second is double-digit growth 
in manufacturing for years together. And the third 
is trade surplus from higher value-added products. 
Just ask yourself, have we even taken the first step 
on our journey towards any of these goals? 

The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a  trustee of the 

Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

Economy: Glass permanently half full

Increasing R&D spending may not be enough

Productivity boost

White House memoirs tend to go on a 
bit. Melania Trump is slim, as befits an 
erstwhile fashion model who prepared 
for her husband’s 2017 inauguration 
with “strong espresso and a light 
breakfast of fruit,” but gravely out  
of shape. 

Better brew a double before 
cracking Melania, which, though clad 
in a black cover — a choice that could 
symbolise mourning, sophistication or 
more likely abject nothingness — is a 
brazen whitewash of a presidency and 
a marriage of some tumult. 

Its 182 pages are padded with a 
generous photo insert, including an 

old ad she did for Camel cigarettes. 
There are long quotes from the former 
first lady’s previously delivered 
speeches, and some of Mr Trump’s, 
too. And as if to assert herself against 
his omnipresent monogram, some 
paragraph breaks are marked with the 
stark initial M. Is this a book or a 
souvenir tea towel? 

Certainly the timing of its release, 
less than a month before the 2024 
election, invites speculation about 
what exactly Melania is intended to 
accomplish. Its biggest revelation, that 
Mrs Trump supports abortion rights, 
could be a cry of independence — or a 
strategised attempt to further blur Mr 
Trump’s unpopular policy position. 
The author briefly waves a manicured 
hand at the idea that trans women in 
sports might unfairly dash some 
dreams, and refuses to concede that 
President Biden won in 2020. 

“I acknowledge that differing 
viewpoints are a natural aspect of 
human relationships” is a typical 

bland, obfuscating sentence. No co-
writer is credited; after a plagiarism 
incident at the 2016 Republican 
National Convention, as Mrs Trump 
explains in a chapter called “Why Was 
the Speech Not Vetted?,” she’s loath  
to delegate. 

Like much of the best life writing, 
Melania begins when its subject, then 
surnamed Knauss, arrives in New York, 
after modeling vaulted her from 
communist Slovenia to Milan, Paris 
and “everywhere in Europe.” She’s 26, 
ready to take her career to the next 
level and wearing a necklace from her 
family engraved with the German 
words Ich liebe dich (“I love you”). The 
twin towers loom as her limo comes 
into Manhattan, and will not be 
referred to again. 

Her mother, Amalija, who died this 
year, was Austrian, an onion farmer’s 
daughter who became a patternmaker. 
Her father, Viktor, was a chauffeur 
turned auto salesman, and Melania 
fondly recalls the new-leather smell of 

a Citroën Maserati he brought home 
when she was seven. 

There’s another chomp of the 
madeleine when Donald, after meeting 
her one night during Fashion Week in 
the VIP section of the now-defunct Kit 
Kat Klub, picks her up in 
a black Mercedes for 
their first date, a 
business-tinged visit to 
his property in Bedford. 
“Driving provides 
freedom,” she writes, 
“which I always 
treasure.” 

She and an older 
sister, Ines, had grown 
up in a colourfully decorated three-
bedroom apartment in the idyllic-
sounding town of Sevnica, tended to by 
a nanny. The family summered on the 
Dalmatian coast of Croatia, where 
Melania remembers running barefoot 
over cobblestone streets and enjoying 
gelato. She was a diligent student and 
planned to pursue industrial design 

before professional photographers 
began clamouring to take her picture. 

Her idealism was punctured after 
her prize money was stolen following a 
runway competition. “Such 
dishonesty has no place in my life,” she 
writes, “and it never will.” 

Melania is less a confessional than a 
CV, most notable for what it leaves out 
than what it includes. Forget anything 

about porn stars or 
crotch-grabbing; 
astoundingly, George 
Floyd’s name is never 
mentioned during a 
discussion of Black 
Lives Matter. Instead 
she writes of business 
ventures like her 
jewellery sold on QVC, 
a planned skin care 

line with “the rejuvenating properties 
of caviar” that never quite made it to 
eager customers and recent dabblings 
in blockchain. 

“Knowing that I can stand on my 
own if necessary,” she writes in one of 
those lines you’re dying to read into, 
but can’t quite, “gives me great 
confidence in everything I do.” 

 If there’s a plain truth in Melania, 
it’s that she loves her son, Barron,  
and will protect him at all costs;  
and sincerely cares for imperilled 
children. She has an aversion to raw 
fish that was accommodated during  
an official trip to Japan, and an 
ongoing correspond ence with King 
Charles III. There’s plenty about her 
hard-hatted but high-heeled 
renovation of the White House, 
including a tennis pavilion, and her 
design of a flowery new rug for the 
Diplomatic Reception Room. 

And yet the only entity called to the 
carpet by Melania is the media — a 
faceless monolith solely motivated by 
a desire to do damage to her family, 
wilfully misinterpreting and mocking 
messages — “Be Best,” her initiative  
to stop cyberbullying; “I Really Don’t 
Care, Do U?” scrawled on a jacket — 
that should be obvious to all. 

“Lying is not acceptable,” she 
asserts. 

The reviewer is a Times book critic and 

occasional features writer. She joined The 

Times in 2010 
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to further empower the LG vis-à-vis an
elected government in J&K. A July 2024
notification has noted that the transfer or
posting of any officer from the All India Ser-
vices will have to be approved by the LG.
The government will also have to seek the
approval of the LG to appoint the advocate
general and other law officers.

Essentially, the continuity of the Centre’s
control on J&K is ensured regardless of the
poll results. The parties contesting do so
with the knowledge that there has been 
a structural change in the governance sys-
tem. Delhi’s experience here could be
instructive. But J&K politicians are proba-
bly hoping that UT gains back full state-
hood, and with that, the state government

its powers.The BJP says the high
turnout indicates its Naya Kashmir
strategy is working. 

The problem in J&K is that there
is another malign element in the
equation that wields a dispropor-
tionate amount of weight — Paki-
stan. In the run-up to the polls, Pak-
istan has been active on the ground
through its proxy warriors. Accord-
ing to estimates, over the past year,
Islamabad has managed to push in

a highly trained force of 100-150 jihadis into
the UT through the international border in
Jammu. These have been operating in small
groups from the heights of the Pir Panjal.

Through 2023, there had been a rise in
terrorist activity in the Poonch-Rajauri area.
In June, a bus carrying Hindu pilgrims was
ambushed in Reasi, with nine people killed
and many injured. Since then, there have
been a number of incidents involving the
security forces and terrorists in the region
stretching from Poonch to Doda.

The security forces have pressed Army
para-commandos to ferret out the terrorists,
and the J&K police set up 19 special counter-
terror units to deal with the challenge in the
eight districts of the Jammu division. The
police have also arrested several persons
who have been providing logistic support to
the terrorist squads.

Pakistani terrorists aim to keep the Kash-
mir pot boiling. We cannot ignore the
nature of the Pakistani polity, where the
Pakistan army calls the shots on ties with
India. During General Qamar Javed Bajwa’s
term, we saw Pakistani efforts to stabilise
relations with India. But the current chief,
General Asim Munir, does not seem too
favourably inclined towards India. As it is,
the unity of the Pakistan army is frayed. The
fallout between the army and Pakistan’s
most popular political force, Imran Khan,
has badly divided the country. Internal chal-
lenges are mounting, so pushing jihad
against India in Kashmir remains the pre-
ferred option.

There is no doubt that India will defeat
the immediate jihadi threat militarily. The
elections seem to have consolidated the
preference for peace and stability. But the
problem of Pakistan will not go away that
easily. It remains a pill stuck in our throat —
we need to swallow or spit it out. 

Manoj Joshi is distinguished fellow, 

Observer Research Foundation. The 

views expressed are personal

the people of Gaza, and our tacit 
approval of such framing.

Israel is more isolated and inse-
cure: One year since the October 7 ter-
ror attacks on Israel and its dispropor-
tionate retaliation, Israel’s perpetual 
sense of insecurity has only deepened
alongside its now growing isolation.

Despite Israel’s ever-growing ability
to hit back at its enemies with more 
and more force, what is also clear is its
utter vulnerability in the region. What
Israelis call the ring of fire — Iran and
its proxy groups in Gaza, Iraq, Leba-
non, and Syria — has only become 
more intense. Are Israeli citizens more
secure today than they were a few 
years ago? No country, however pow-
erful, would be able to defend itself 
from determined, ideologically moti-
vated adversaries, especially when its
own actions sustain the latter’s cause.

Not only is Israel more insecure
today, but it is also losing the world’s 
sympathy. Israel is now routinely cen-
sured and criticised in various interna-
tional forums for its excesses and viola-
tion of international law, in particular 
by those in the Global South. While the
support of the Global South may not 
matter much to Israel, Israel’s European
and North American supporters might
find it hard to ignore them for geopoliti-
cal reasons, at the very least. While the 
US is still batting for Israel, there are 
growing divisions within the former on

the Israeli question, especially among 
the younger generations.

The Abraham Accords is hanging
by a thread, but it will come increas-
ingly under stress as the war pro-
gresses, primarily driven by popular 
sentiments on the streets. As a result, 
the Gulf States, in particular, may be 
forced back into the Palestine trap 
even if they want to move beyond it.

What does all this mean for the state
and people of Israel? Increasingly inse-
cure, losing global sympathy, and 
being labelled as merciless villains, the
war has not only overshadowed the 
popular protests against Netanyahu 
but also threatens to undermine 
Israel’s liberal and democratic values.
Is this truly the future the people of 
Israel envision for themselves as a peo-
ple? What Israelis do to the people of 
Gaza is bound to have a defining 
impact on themselves as a people.

For us in India, it was easy to ignore
the war in Ukraine as Europe’s prob-
lem in which “White people were kill-
ing White people”. But a war in West 
Asia is fundamentally different — it 
could affect us directly, indirectly and
in unforeseen ways.

Happymon Jacob teaches India’s foreign

policy at JNU and is the founder of 

the Council for Strategic and 

Defence Research. The views expressed 

are personal

Despite Israel’s ability to hit back at its enemies with more and more force, 
what is also clear is its utter vulnerability in the region AFP

T
he turnout in the elections in
Jammu & Kashmir was high, as
even historical boycotters like the
Jamaat-e-Islami participated, and

the electoral process took place peacefully
and smoothly. Initially, it was assumed that
the National Conference (NC)-Congress alli-
ance would sweep the Valley and the Bhar-
atiya Janata Party (BJP) could dominate the
Jammu region. But the presence of smaller
formations like Engineer Rashid’s Awami
Ittehad Party supported by the Jamaat, the
J&K Peoples Conference, the J&K Apni
Party, independents, and the BJP itself
might upset these calculations in the Valley.

The NC and the People’s Democratic
Party (PDP) have demanded the restoration
of Article 370 and J&K’s statehood,
as well as the nullification of laws
amended since 2019. The BJP is
equally vehement that Article 370
will never be restored, though
statehood will be, at some point 
in time. The Congress has been
silent on Article 370 but has prom-
ised statehood as well as a slew of
freebies.

The big issue will be govern-
ment functioning after the polls.
Following the changes since 2019, the new
Union Territory  (UT) Assembly and govern-
ment won’t have many of the powers they
had before 2018. Law and order, economy
and land use will be decided by unelected
officials reporting to the lieutenant gover-
nor (LG), under the Union home ministry.

The BJP is banking on making a break-
through in the Pir Panjal region and even in
the northern reaches of the Valley, in places
like Gurez. 

The Pir Panjal area has been a stronghold
of Valley-based parties, but post-2019 devel-
opments, such as the reservation of nine
seats for Scheduled Tribes (mainly Gujjars
and Bakarwals), are likely to be a factor. The
BJP is seeking the ST vote but has also
endorsed ST status for the Pahari commu-
nity, comprising mostly Hindus but also
Muslims and Sikhs. 

A BJP victory in the UT will not result in
too many problems because the party is in
power at the Centre. But an NC-Congress
victory will face all manner of problems.
The Centre announced crucial rule changes

{ OUR TAKE }

A war that can  
have no winners

Curing prisons of 
caste prejudice

A
mong India’s oldest fault lines, caste and 
associated discrimination is both stubborn in
its longevity and pernicious in its reach. More

evidence of this unfortunate phenomenon came last 
week when the Supreme Court outlawed caste-based 
bias in prisons and scraped an array of caste-
discriminatory jobs given to inmates in Indian jails. 
The top court found that colonial era jail manuals 
that segregated professions based on caste were 
violations of the constitutional protections for equal 
opportunity and against untouchability. 

The bench said caste-based assignments of labour,
such as assigning menial tasks like cleaning and 
sweeping to marginalised castes while reserving 
cooking for higher castes, is a violation of Articles 14 
and 15 of the Constitution, which ensures equality 
and prohibits discrimination on the grounds of caste. 
It further stated that these practices fail to meet the 
test of intelligible differentia and do not contribute to 
the reformation and rehabilitation of prisoners. 

For an issue that flew under the radar for many 
decades, this is a watershed moment in several ways. 
One, the Supreme Court expanded the scope of 
Article 21, stating that caste-based discrimination 
hinders personal growth and development. It ruled 
that prison systems must allow individuals from 
marginalised communities to overcome caste 
prejudices and provide an environment that respects 
equality and dignity. Two, it recognised the 
discrimination faced by denotified tribes in a rare 
acknowledgment of how independent India has 
failed to eradicate the bias engendered by colonial 
tropes. Three, it spoke about indirect forms of 
discrimination and used the logic to order the Centre 
to tweak model prison manuals and rules notified in 
2023. The order is a significant step in the battle 
against caste.

A
 year ago, October 7 came
as a distraction to the war
in Ukraine. Today, Israel’s
response to the Hamas
terror attack has become
so all-consuming that

everything else is a distraction. With 
close to 45,000, mostly civilians, dead, 
no ceasefire in sight, and a rapidly esca-
lating conflict, the possibility of a war 
engulfing West Asia, is alarmingly real.

A world without diplomacy: The
Ukraine war, to some extent, and the 
ongoing war in West Asia, more prom-
inently, highlight the fact that we are 
today in a world with no mediators 
capable of mediating or ending 
regional wars.

There are hardly any useful back-
channels or willing negotiators who 
can reach out to Israel, Iran or the 
United States (US). While, theoretically
speaking, the US may be in a position 
to end or extend the war in Ukraine, its
helplessness when it comes to West 
Asia is shockingly stark. The world 
continues to look at Washington for a
solution in the region, which it is una-
ble to provide thanks to its own presi-
dential elections and the influence Tel
Aviv exerts on the American body poli-

tic. If US intervention in regional con-
flicts is often unwelcome and problem-
atic, its indifference could be troubling,
and its inability to act due to partisan 
considerations even worse.

The silence of the superpower-in-
waiting, China, is curious, too. While it
sided with Russia in the Russia-
Ukraine war, it sat it out during the 
Red Sea crisis and has contributed lit-
tle to defusing global crises elsewhere,
and it has been disinterested in medi-
ating in the West Asia crisis.

India doesn’t see itself as powerful
enough to undertake such tasks, yet. A 
world without empowered institutions,
crisis diplomacy, and trusted mediators
able and willing to defuse serious crises
will be akin to chaos on steroids.

A more insecure world: Given two
simultaneous wars involving great pow-
ers in some capacity — with no mean-
ingful conversations on global stability,
the potential to fuel more grey-zone 
warfare and terrorism, and humanitar-
ian concerns sidelined —  a deeply inse-
cure and unstable world is in sight. Add
to this growing nuclear temptations that
are bound to result from such systemic
instability and uncertainty. While noth-
ing may stop Iran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons now, more and more
States with difficult neighbours, espe-
cially those with nuclear weapons, may
consider taking this path.

Even though the post-Word War II
institutions have perpetuated struc-
tural inequality on a global scale, a 
world without institutions and norms
is undoubtedly worse.

Consider the United Nations (UN).

The UN has not only become pathologi-
cally ineffective and helpless, with war-
ring parties feeling little hesitation in 
bombing even areas where  UN staff 
may be present, but it also faces the risk
of being banned or declared non grata, 
as Israel recently did with the UN chief 
whose pleas to the warring parties are 
not taken seriously even by the media.

Take the case of the International
Criminal Court (ICC). It is not only in 
Israel’s line of fire but also in that of the
US and some of Israel’s close friends in
Europe. Ironically, those very States 
that were keen to have the ICC issue 
arrest warrants against Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin had warned of 
sanctioning the ICC for issuing the 
same against Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu. Those who 
labelled the Ukraine war as Putin’s war
refuse to acknowledge that Israel’s 
excesses are driven by Netanyahu’s 
quest for political survival.

The two wars, particularly the one
being waged by Israel in Gaza, are also 
taking us toward a world where moral 
considerations are becoming obsolete, 
despite this approach’s inherent chal-
lenges, including the fact that political 
morality is rife with hypocrisy. And yet,
moralpolitik provides us with a yard-
stick to measure the “banality of evil” in
everyday State practice. In domestic pol-
itics or international relations, moral 
double standards are better than having
no moral standards at all. We need a 
yardstick, however flawed in practice, 
for measurement. The most disturbing
example of the banality of evil in this 
war is equating Hamas terrorists with 

A year after the Hamas 
strike, insecurity grows
Israel’s disproportionate 
response and failure of 
global powers and 
institutions to enforce a 
ceasefire have plunged 
the world into a crisis

A
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P
We are in close contact with our 
international partners to 
prevent a further escalation of 

the conflict (in West Asia)

Jammu & Kashmir polls 
and Islamabad’s shadow
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The Hamas-Israel conflict has wreaked havoc in 
West Asia, could debilitate the global economy

I
t’s been a year since Hamas launched its 
ill-conceived and brazen terrorist attacks on 
Israel that enabled the group to take scores of
hostages but led to a debilitating war. Israel’s

disproportionate response to the assault has led to 
the death of more than 40,000 Palestinians in Gaza, 
most of them women, children, and the elderly. 
Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has 
been unable to achieve his stated goals of 
destroying Hamas and bringing all the hostages 
home. With Israel’s decision to expand the war to 
Lebanon, apparently, to decapitate Hezbollah and 
facilitate the return of Israelis who had fled the 
northern part of the country, concerns about the 
violence spiralling out of control have grown. 
Netanyahu, who just a year ago was desperately 
clinging to power to avoid facing corruption and 
fraud charges, today enjoys popular backing within 
his country. But this has come at a tremendous 
human cost — nearly two million Palestinians have 
been displaced in Gaza and nearly all of them 
remain trapped, while one million Lebanese have 
fled their homes in recent days. Netanyahu’s 
actions in the West Bank and Gaza have triggered 
fears that he wishes to leave no room for a two-
State solution. Iran, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen have 
faced the brunt of Israel’s military might as 
Netanyahu claims he is destroying an ecosystem of 
Islamist terror. 

Israel has the support of the US, from where 
evidence has emerged of the Biden administration 
turning a blind eye to Netanyahu’s flagrant human 
rights violations, but Tel Aviv has lost the 
propaganda war. The Palestinian cause has received 
a fillip with countries such as Ireland, Norway and 
Spain voicing support for a two-State solution. The 
gains and diplomatic wins made through the 
Abraham Accords lie in tatters and West Asia has 
been dragged back several decades, with Israel 
isolated in a hostile region. The United Nations has 
again been exposed as a toothless body that is a 
prisoner to the interests of the five permanent 
members of the Security Council. In India and 
elsewhere, concerns have increased about the 
conflict’s impact on oil prices and exports at a time 
when the global economy remains fragile. Israel’s 
plan to retaliate against Iran could well tip West 
Asia past the breaking point. This war must end, 
and the world must then seriously look at UN 
reforms to ensure there are mechanisms in place to 
assert a rules-based order and avert prolonged wars.

Manoj 
Joshi

In the face of internal challenges, Pakistan 
aims to keep the  Kashmir pot boiling AFP

{ STRAIGHTFORWARD }

Shashi Shekhar

I
t’s impossible for any visitor to the war
museum in Ho Chi Minh City to not be
thrilled by the experience. The Vietnam-
ese have aesthetically preserved the

memories of their civil war and the drubbing
they gave France and the United States (US).
They not only share these immortal stories
of human dignity and the spirit of freedom
with others but have internalised them as
their code of honour. This is the surest way
to ensure permanent freedom from slavery.

I saw a large number of locals at the
museum. Young parents had brought their
children there and the old accompanied
their grandchildren to familiarise them with
the unique history of the war. The elders
read the descriptions before the exhibits to
the young ones. I have seldom witnessed
such a phenomenon on any of my foreign
trips.

Four days spent in Vietnam reminded me
of Howard Fast’s My Glorious Brothers. We
were slaves of the Egyptians a thousand
years ago—that was on the lips of every Jew
who lived in the Jewish nation established
before the advent of Christ. Being aware of
your subjugation is the surest way to never
be in that position ever again. Israel follows
the dictum till today. Vietnam has embraced
it in a more sophisticated way. It’s not fight-
ing wars with its neighbours like Israel. Its
relations with China have improved, too.
This is the reason, the nation, smaller than
the Indian state of Rajasthan has dazzled
everyone by its economic progress. After a
long spell of wars and the civil war, Vietnam
finally managed to come into its own in 1976.
But the next 25 years were spent nursing the
deep wounds left by decades of violence.

It’s only in the 21st century that it gathered
economic steam. In less than 24 years, 99%
of households have electricity. Load shed-
ding is unheard of and potholes don’t break
your back on the roads. Fifty per cent of the
population has access to clean drinking
water, and close to 87% of Vietnamese have
access to the national health insurance
scheme. The World Bank in a 2022 report
said just 4.2% of Vietnam’s population was
living below the poverty line.

It’s no surprise that a country with a popu-
lation of just 100 million has an economy
that has crossed the $1.350 trillion mark in

PPP terms. The World Bank has projected an
economic growth rate of 6% for Vietnam this
year and even higher for the next year. That’s
why Vietnam attracted foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) of $14.15 billion in the first eight
months of this financial year.

India is far bigger than Vietnam in terms
of size, population and economy, but this
year we received less FDI compared with the
year before. We shouldn’t be alarmed but
should remain alert. Vietnam is a member of
the 10-nation grouping, the Association of
South East Asian Nations (Asean). The
progress the Asean nations have made in the
past 30 years is worth acknowledging.

Western nations, which profess their com-
mitment to democracy, find themselves at
ease in Vietnam’s political atmosphere. Most
Asean nations prefer economic progress over
democratic values. Vietnam has a single-
party rule. The Communists rule Vietnam as
they do in China. People have the freedom to
talk but they shy away from openly discuss-
ing their country’s political issues. Like in
Moscow and Beijing, citizens in Vietnam feel
they are under constant surveillance. I
wouldn’t have noticed it had I not engaged
with a young man in Saigon Mall, an upscale
shopping complex, enquiring if he consid-
ered himself a comrade. He looked around
and in a hushed tone said — we are “red capi-
talists”. I probed him further. He replied — on
the surface our leaders are socialists but in
their hearts they are capitalists.

He wasn’t wrong. The stores in the mall
were packed with uber luxury items. Even in
Delhi-NCR, you won’t find many malls with
so many luxury stores. As they say, there’s
darkness behind every glitter. To a keen
observer, Vietnam betrays its dark side. The
youth are turning away from marriage.

A 28-year-old man told me he couldn’t
muster the courage to marry. “The cost of
living is so high, how will we raise kids?” He
isn’t wrong. This is the first country where I
saw a currency note for 500,000 dong. Its
value is close to ₹2,000.

Vietnam is dealing with its own maladies.
But India can, nonetheless, take inspiration
from Vietnam’s giant leap forward.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan. 
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In Vietnam’s resilience, a 
lesson for India’s economy
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enough ambiguity for people to impose their 
own ideas on another person. And what we 
are all in love with is our own ideas, even if 
they are projected on another person. 

This is why good scientists almost never 
become mass heroes, while actors do. There 
are, of course, some exceptions like Albert 
Einstein, but he was rare. Scientists are very 
clear about their ideas, so there is very little 
room for misinterpretation. On the other 
hand, many superstar actors, including those 
who are not identified as actors, are fluid. 
They are not what people think they are. This 
is not a deceit. It is just the way they are; that 
is their real talent. People see what they want 
to see in them. It appears that even when ‘the 
primary’ is not delusional, he can transmit a 
delusion to a wide range of people. 

In comparison, sanity has no influence. 
The world does make it look as though its 
beliefs have come from deep debate, that we 
took all arguments into account and 
weighed each angle to arrive at our beliefs, 
In fact, the inverse is true. People believe 
what they want to believe and then look for 
proof. Often, they find it in a person who says 
ambiguous things. 

The world has always been in the fierce 
grip of the madness of two. Most of the 
world’s Jokers are revered. 

who transmits the delusion (‘the primary’) is 
severely delusional and the receiver is some-
one with the potential to receive delusions 
upon contact with a ‘primary.’ 

Then, together they believe in the same 
vision and corroborate it for each other. In 
the film, the Joker passes on his delusion to 
a woman who then amplifies it. 

Shared delusion is all around us. A person 
begins to hear voices and a family member 
then begins to hear the same. A man believes 
a politician is an incarnation of divinity and 
someone else, or even the whole family, 
begins to believe in that. Most instances of 
shared delusion are so common and ordi-
nary that they are categorized as human 
nature. Some ideologies, for instance. 

There is also ‘folie à plusieurs,’ or the 
‘madness of many,’ where a single person 
infects many. But this too is common; we 
have to only think of ancient irrational ideas 
that have endured and still hold sway over 
the world. Anyone can see the ‘madness of 
many,’ except in the case of his own beliefs. 
Sanity is simply not the majority condition of 
the world. Mostly, the infection is very mild. 
But sometimes we get to see how powerful 
a shared delusion can be. 

In 2018, a man in Delhi convinced 11 mem-
bers of his prosperous household to hang 

J
oker: Folie à Deux, the second edition in 
the ongoing attempt at seriousness by 
Todd Phillips, director of The Hangover 
trilogy, released a few days ago. The film 

probably triggered a mass googling of ‘Folie 
à Deux,’ which means ‘madness of two,’ a 
phenomenon that is more formally known 
as shared delusion. So, what was an 
unspoken flaw in the first Joker is spelt out 
more clearly in the sequel.  The flaw is that it 
portrays its central character as crazy. Great 
stories never do that, even though they are 
all about madness. 

The madness of the mad looks like mad-
ness; the madness of the ‘sane’ is heroic. And 
infectious. From the propensity of the world 
to be infected by what doesn’t look like mad-
ness come our enduring abstractions. 

Folie à Deux is a phenomenon in which a 
person with a powerful delusion transfers it 
to another person, who then begins to see a 
version of the delusion. The relationship is 
not equal (assuming that there really are 
‘equal’ relationships). Usually, the person 

Court. His partisan use of X to promote 
his political preferences brings into the 
open what is mostly done behind closed 
doors. Every sovereign state should 
reflect on how we have arrived at this 
state of affairs.

Even if SpaceX was run by a team of 
faceless managers, the fact that it domi-
nates the satellite market is a serious 
global concern. It is true that the com-
pany has become the biggest player in 
the satellite business through a com-
mendable combination of entrepre-
neurship, innovation and visionary 
leadership. But it is also true that it did 
so on the back of the US government’s 
financial and policy support. American 
policymakers might believe that pro-
moting a homegrown champion is in 
their national interest. Yet, a situation 
where a single company has captured 
such a big share of space infrastructure 
is not in anyone else’s. 

Indeed, even American policymakers 
have begun to realize that it might not 
be in their own public interest. Last 
month, Jessica Rosenworcel, chairper-
son of the US Federal Communications 
Commission, worried that “We do have 
one player that’s got almost two-thirds 
of the satellites that are in space right 
now and has a very high portion of 
internet traffic,” and that space should 
not be an exception to competition 
considerations. I am not sure how seri-
ously the US government will pursue 
this line of thinking. Many wealthy tech 
industry figures are lobbying against 
regulation, and in any case, an issue of 
global interest should not be deter-
mined by US politics alone. 

Part of the reason why SpaceX’s Star-
link constellation has managed to put 
over 7,000 satellites in low-earth orbit 
(LEO) is because orbital slots are allo-
cated on what is effectively a first-come 
first-serve basis. With its Falcon re-usa-
ble launch vehicle, the company is able 
to put hundreds of satellites in orbit each 
month. Starlink aims at an eventual con-
stellation size of 42,000 LEO satellites 
providing global coverage and acquiring 

a dominant share of the world’s internet 
traffic. Other than being first to claim 
those slots, it pays nothing to use 
humanity’s shared resource. Chinese 
authorities have recognized the military 
strategic and political implications of it, 
and want to put 40,000 of their own 
satellites in orbit in the coming decade. 
Another constellation, including 
OneWeb in which Bharti Global is a 
shareholder, will have several thousand 
satellites. This is not competition in a 
real sense because billions of people will 
not have a choice. 

Unlike LEO slots, the radio spectrum 
that satellites need to communicate with 
each other and with earth stations is 
assigned by an international body. The 
International Telecommunication 
Union’s (ITU) radio regulations govern 
the allocation and assignment of spec-
trum and the rules of its use. Starlink is 
lobbying the FCC to get the ITU to 
change these rules to allow it to operate 
at higher power, arguing that this will 
improve coverage and connection 
speed. However, this comes at the cost of 
other users, especially geostationary sat-
ellites that occupy slots at much higher 
altitudes. Meanwhile, astrophysicists 
and astronomers have been upset about 
visible and radio-frequency pollution 
from LEO satellites. In other words, as 
much as LEO constellations provide val-
uable telecom connectivity, there are 
competing uses of space and radio spec-
trum that need wider global delibera-
tion. The world should not allow itself to 
be railroaded by SpaceX, the Chinese 
government and other constellation 
operators.

India could help shape global rules 
for the use of space. We should use it to 
ensure that space remains humanity’s 
common resource. Space and telecom 
policy should come together to ensure 
that the market for satellite communi-
cation is competitive. One part of the 
answer to that is multiple homegrown 
constellations that can compete in this 
space. The other part is to remember 
what the East India Company did to us. 

W
hen the man who runs Tesla, 
SpaceX and social media plat-
form X announced last month 

that his company “now constitutes 
roughly 2/3 of all active Earth satel-
lites,” my instinctive reaction was one of 
shock and misgiving. How did such a 
situation come to pass? An extreme 
concentration of market power ought to 
have triggered alarms among competi-
tion regulators. They would have acted 
if a single firm controlled two-thirds of 
say, the telecom, banking or road trans-
port markets in a single country. That 
one has come to dominate the orbital 
space around the entire planet is a 
marked failure of global governance.

The failure becomes all the more 
acute when Elon Musk, SpaceX’s 
founder and CEO, has been quite open 
about turning his market power into 
political influence. Indeed, his behav-
iour reminds us just why liberal democ-
racies must have effective competition 
laws. Anti-trust regulations and compe-
tition watchdogs do not exist merely to 
protect consumers from monopolies 
and cartels. Rather, the deeper purpose 
of competition policy is to ensure that 
no single entity amasses so much eco-
nomic power that it can capture policy 
and undermine democracy. Musk has 
used his control over his businesses to 
overrule Ukraine’s military decisions, 
and more recently, refused to comply 
with decisions of Brazil’s Supreme 

SpaceX’s dominance of satellite communication is a problem that should concern every country

NITIN PAI
is co-founder and director of The 

Takshashila Institution, an independent 

centre for research and education in public 

policy.

Why the world remains in the grip of fierce delusions
MANU JOSEPH

I
t’s time to admit that the profit motive—
and hence the free market—is under a 
cloud of suspicion again, one gathered by 
a digital version in general and GenAI in 
particular. In the 20th century, sceptics 
arched their eyebrows at signs of labour 

exploitation by capital. Now, market failure 
is in focus: The risk of an AI-armed Big Tech 
monopoly, owned by a few, exploiting us all. In 
India, an AI-dystopia film in Hindi titled CTRL 
has rung an alarm bell. In America, artificial 
intelligence (AI) and its generative tools are 
arousing an unlikely debate, given the role of 
capitalism in the country’s success, on the pur-
suit of profits. With the self-regulatory effect 
of competition having failed in online markets 
for search and social media, shouldn’t antitrust 
oversight tighten on AI—whose market impact 
is projected to be profound? And if online mar-
kets fail so often to stay competitive, doesn’t 
the profit motive itself deserve scrutiny? 

The rise of OpenAI presents a test case. As 
the market pioneer of GenAI, its ChatGPT app 
claims 250 million weekly active users, with 11 
million paying $20 per month for this AI chat-
bot service. It also has about a million business 
clients. The non-profit startup expects to log 
revenues of $3.7 billion this year and $11.6 bil-
lion next. Last week, it raised $6.6 billion in new 
funds in a funding round that places its value at 
$157 billion. Last year, it got $10 billion plus 
from Microsoft. While OpenAI began in 2015 
with a mission to serve humanity with safe AI, it 
set up a “capped profit” subsidiary in 2019, the 
soaring prospects of which sparked an internal 
rebellion over the startup’s direction within a 
year of ChatGPT’s late-2022 launch. In a swirl 
of backroom intrigue and high drama, OpenAI’s 
chief Sam Altman was ousted, but only to return 

within days as its boss amid a shakeup of its 
governing board. Today, its investors want it 
turned into a fully profit-aimed business, with 
its cap on profit distribution lifted, within two 
years. This shift will not be easy. If its for-profit 
arm is cleaved apart, valuable R&D assets may 
get left behind, and if Altman seeks to convert 
all of OpenAI into a separate company, the non-
profit entity may have to be paid a staggering 
sum. Although the startup does have AI rivals, 
speculation over Altman getting a stake worth 
$11 billion in a rejigged OpenAI has stoked con-
cerns of what a lurch for profits might imply. 
After all, trade-offs of profit-versus-principle 
confront almost every business; companies 
with market influence, all the more so. 

AI industry opacity means chatbots may be 
in a position to bend ethics and exploit users. 
Sure, corporate governance could guard the 
public interest, but for this to work optimally, 
we need boards that reflect well dispersed 
ownership and true shareholder democracy. 
If super-normal profits beckon on the back of 
captive markets, private dominance of AI goes 
unchecked and ethical ideals get bent along 
the way, a scenario that looks plausible in the 
context of Big Tech’s ascent so far, the profit 
motive’s very legitimacy—as drawn from free-
market theory—could face a popular backlash. 
For the self-interest of a few to serve every-
body well, markets must stay rivalrous so that 
users have choice and businesses should be 
transparent so that we can identify players that 
are up to no good. Should these two conditions 
go unmet—as regulatory laxity or capture 
could mean—it would arguably expose the 
free-market formula of economic success to 
the risk of public resistance. In other words, we 
all have a stake in how the AI market evolves. 

The AI market must not 

fail: It would hurt us all

The rise of artificial intelligence and the path taken by OpenAI could prove pivotal to public 

support for the profit motive. An AI let-down may hobble the case for free-market economics 
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QUICK EDIT

Investing
mistakes
Two great investors have

been in the news of
late. One has a legendary
ability to pick equity win-
ners while the other had,
till recently, an astonishing
track record in the bond
markets.

Warren Buffett bought a
large stake in British retail-
er Tesco way back in 2006.
Its share price is in free fall
after an accounting scan-
dal. Buffett last week called
his investment a huge mis-
take. Bill Gross walked out
of the bond fund he helped
establish in 1971. His stel-
lar performance came un-
der scrutiny after he took
wrong calls on US mone-
tary policy in the past few
years. His hubristic man-
agement style also came
under fire.

The upshot: even the
best investors make mis-
takes. The human brain is
hardwired to celebrate suc-
cesses rather than learn
from failures. Behavioural
economists describe this
cognitive flaw as survivor-
ship bias. One reason why
Buffett is so good is that he
openly accepts his failures.
It is an ability that one
does not see often in the
Indian financial markets or
company boardrooms.

Mint is also available for R8 with 

Hindustan Times in Delhi-NCR only

FESTIVAL SALES

Click wars heat
up: Flipkart hits
$100m in 10 hrs

BY M IHIR DALAL,

SHRUTIKA VERMA &

SAPNA AGARWAL

·························
BANGALORE/NEW DELHI/MUMBAI

India’s biggest online retail-
er Flipkart took just 10
hours to hit its target of $100

million in gross merchandise
value (GMV), or the value of
goods sold, on Monday, when it
hosted its Big Billion Day sale,
its co-founders Sachin Bansal
and Binny Bansal said.

The day saw significant of-
fline and online activity by ri-
vals Snapdeal and Amazon’s lo-
cal operation (the first took out
ads mocking Flipkart’s sale; and
anyone who typed BigBillion-
Day.com on their browsers
landed on the Amazon.in site),
confirming that e-commerce
wars are the contemporary ver-
sion of the cola or soap wars.

Snapdeal on Monday ran a
campaign with the tagline: “For
others it’s a big day. For us, to-
day is no different.”

Amazon has been running a
sale from 4-6 October, calling it
the Mission to Mars weekend.

The Flipkart sale could set
the tone for this festive season,
the business end of which is
likely to be played out online, as
Mint first reported on 9 Sep-
tember. The festive season nor-
mally sees a spike in sales of
everything from apparel to elec-
tronics to cars and bikes to jew-
ellery, even paints.

Meanwhile, scared at seeing
customers rushing in droves to
e-commerce firms Flipkart,
Amazon and Snapdeal, offline
retailers are being forced to in-
crease discounts and promo-
tional schemes this festive sea-
son even at the cost of a signifi-
cant hit to their margins.

Flush with money from re-
cent fund-raising efforts, Flip-
kart, promoted by Flipkart India
Pvt. Ltd, and rival Snapdeal are
pulling out all stops to woo
shoppers in a period that is cru-
cial for them to justify, and pos-
sibly increase, their soaring val-
uations.

The world’s largest retailer
Amazon, meanwhile, is match-
ing every step and promotional
offers by local firms as it seeks
to become the biggest player in
India.

“The Big Billion Day is an un-
precedented day for us as this is
the biggest sale ever in India.
We are delighted by the over-

whelming response from our
customers since 8 am today. We
got a billion hits on our site to-
day and achieved our 24 hour
sales target of $100 million in
GMV in just 10 hours,” Sachin
Bansal and Binny Bansal—who
are not related—said in a state-
ment.

Snapdeal also said it had a
record breaking day of sales on
Monday.

“We witnessed sales of over a
crore rupees a minute, with la-
khs of products being sold in a
single day,” Snapdeal’s co-
founder and CEO Kunal Bahl
said in a statement. “Over a mil-
lion Snapdeal apps were down-
loaded in one day.”

“The best part of the day: we
didn’t really spend much to
bring customers to Snapdeal,”
he added. “We promise to de-
liver great value on great selec-
tion of products every day to all
our new and existing customers
and that is the simple recipe
that continues to work for us.”

The ad wars
According to TAM AdEx In-

dia, a division of TAM Media
Research Pvt. Ltd, which tracks
advertising volumes and spend-
ing across media, between the
first half (January-June) of 2005
and the first half of this year,
the category that includes e-
commerce companies moved
up from fifth rank to third in
terms of TV advertising vol-
umes.

In print, the segment moved
up from fourth to first, and in
radio, from second to first. Ac-
cording to TAM AdEx, between
the first half of 2010 and the
first half of this year, TV adver-
tising by e-commerce firms
grew almost three times by vol-
ume and radio advertising six
times (print advertising by e-
commerce firms grew by a
modest 40% in this period).

Thanks in part to the tens of
crores spent, primarily by Flip-
kart, which promised “India’s
biggest ever sale” on Monday,
as well as rivals Amazon and
Snapdeal on advertising their
festive season sales, millions of
people are expected to buy all
kinds of things on these sites,
quite possibly at the expense of
offline retailers.

Flipkart, Amazon and Snap-
deal together spent more than
`100 crore on advertising their
festive season sales ahead of
Monday, according to one per-
son familiar with the matter
who spoke on condition of ano-
nymity.

The offline challenge
The change in buying habits

of customers, who are now fast
getting used to around-the-year
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Online retailers
compete with each
other to offer bigger
discounts as offline
outlets try to catch up

H-P splits into
two entities as
it seeks to stay
competitive

BY JACK CLARK

Bloomberg
···························
SAN FRANCISCO

Hewlett-Packard Co. is split-
ting into two companies,

using a breakup to become nim-
bler after failing to keep up with
the shift away from the printing
and personal-computing busi-
nesses it pioneered.

Chief executive officer Meg
Whitman will lead Hewlett-
Packard Enterprise, a new com-
pany focusing on corporate
hardware and services, while
Dion Weisler, the vice-president
in charge of personal-computer
and printer operations, will be-
come CEO of that business,
called HP Inc., Hewlett-Packard
said in a statement on Monday.

Whitman is reversing an earli-
er position that the company
should remain a single enter-
prise.

When she took the helm in
September 2011, as the fourth
CEO in 2 1/2 years, she ended
plans by her predecessor to spin
off the PC unit. Hewlett-Pack-
ard, which had set the pace in
computers for decades, had em-
barked on a rapid expansion
plan through acquisitions—
some of them controversial—
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BUSINESS CONFIDENCE INDEX 
SHOWS CONTINUED OPTIMISM
The business confidence index of lobby group Confederation of Indian 
Industry (CII) soared for the second quarter in a row. The surge was led 
by the “determination shown by the new government at the centre to 
provide an impetus to growth along with reviving the ‘feel good’ factor”, 
CII director general Chandrajit Banerjee said. The business outlook 
survey was based on responses from more than 150 industry members. 
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The number 50 is the dividing line between 
positive and weak business confidence.  

Note: A majority of the respondents (44%) belong to the large-scale sector; medium-sized companies 
make up 12%; small and micro enterprises make up around 38% and 6%, respectively.
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W ith a political vacuum
looming in Tamil Nadu,

the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), riding on the momen-
tum of the 16th general elec-
tion, is exploring whether its
time has come in the southern
state.

The conviction of Tamil
Nadu chief minister J. Jayala-
lithaa in a disproportionate as-
sets case has put a question
mark on her future in active
politics, even as the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK),
the second pole of Tamil Nadu
politics, struggles to come to
terms with internal dissent and
the health of M. Karunanidhi,
who is still its biggest leader.

In a state where the local
film industry has always
played a part in politics (Karu-
nanidhi shot to fame on the
back of his incendiary scripts
for movies and Jayalalithaa
was once one of the Tamil film
industry’s biggest stars) it isn’t
surprising that everyone is
now looking at Tamil cine leg-
end Rajnikanth.
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Political
vacuum makes
it open season
in Tamil Nadu
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This may turn out to be 
the most consequential 

fact about all of history so far. 
It is possible that we will 

have superintelligence in 
a few thousand days.

SAM ALTMAN

is a journalist, novelist, and the 

creator of the Netflix series, 

‘Decoupled’
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single source. Usually, because of the sheer 
number of people who are infected, which 
could be in hundreds, the primary source is 
hard to identify. As it happened in Haryana 
in 2017, when hundreds of women across the 
state believed that someone had chopped 
their hair when they woke up from sleep or 

after a blackout. 
Joker: Folie à Deux is not 

only about the shared delu-
sion between a man and a 
woman, but also his influ-
ence on society. A type of 
people who are primed to 
receive a convenient or 
fantastic delusion begin to 
see what ‘the primary’ sees. 
These are probably people 
in poor mental health, 
whose condition is made 
worse by traumas and fail-
ures. And they begin to see 
in a madman a revolution-

ary. As we can guess from the history of the 
real world, they are never really saved. They 
then move on to another delusional hero. 

How is it that a vast number of people 
claim to ‘understand’ a madman? They 
don’t. They, in fact, misunderstand. Mad-
men, by nature, are never clear. They leave 

themselves along with him. Until that day, 
they were known to their neighbours and 
friends as just a regular family. The dead 
belonged to a wide age group—there were 
teens, the young, the middle-aged and a very 
old woman. The primary influencer was the 
head of the family—somehow, he persuaded 
his family to stand on 
stools with nooses around 
their necks and hands 
bound. Maybe they were 
led to believe that if they 
merely stood this way, they 
would experience some-
thing supernatural after 
which they could just step 
down from the stools. But 
they would dangle like the 
veins of a banyan tree, 
which was the specific 
stated objective of ‘the pri-
mary.’ (Only 10 died by 
hanging. The old woman 
probably could not get on a stool, so she was 
helpfully strangled in another room.) This is 
a world where it is hard to sell a Netflix sub-
scription. Yet, a man could convince his 
entire household to hang themselves. 

Instances of mass hysteria too may 
emerge from the same phenomenon, with a 

The madness of 

the ‘mad’ looks 

like madness; 

the madness 

of the ‘sane’ is 

heroic. And 

infectious

The monopolization of space is 
bad for the world: Intervene now
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t was 1987 and the post-war world economic 
order was changing with some help from 
Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan; this 
prompted John Michael Stipe of alt-rock band 
R.E.M. to sing: It’s the end of the world as we 
know it/ And I feel fine. Now, almost four 

decades and some economic crises later, it seems 
time once again for a change because it’s no longer 
the world “as we know it.” However, there is no 
certainty what this change will look like, given the 
bewildering menu of choices and the resistance 
mounted by entrenched policymakers. This might 
be an opportunity for India to provide the world 
economy with a different model.

There has been a spurt in economic commen-
tary about how traditional policy formulations are 
not working (read Jake Sullivan’s 2023 remarks at 
Brookings Institution, tinyurl.com/4nm5hsx6), 
battered first by the 2008 financial crisis and then 
by the covid pandemic. The magical ‘LPG’ for-
mula of the 1980s and early 1990s—liberalization, 
privatization and globalization—is now seen as 
broken, considering the widening economic 
inequality across most economies, accompanied 
with stagnant real wages for large parts of the 
global workforce. Authoritarian and right-wing 
politicians have seized on this trend and distorted 
it to meet their narrow political interests, even if 
that meant jettisoning traditional ideological 
positions. The best place to find some of these 
signs is the current campaign for president of the 
US. Barring the unintended moments of levity, it 
provides multiple signposts indicating that the 
world we knew—through its conventional ideo-
logical positions—is inexorably changing.

Former US president Donald Trump exemplifies 
the departure from the accepted normal, having 
announced that his administration, if voted to 
power, would levy a uniform tax on all imported 
goods. Trump is contesting on a ticket from the 
Republican party, which, true to its conservative 
credentials, has traditionally advocated free mar-
kets and free trade. In his first term (2016-2020), 
Trump even invoked national security to impose 
high tariffs on steel imports; this had the unin-
tended consequence of inconveniencing steel con-
suming industries, which employ more people 
than steel manufacturers. He has now proposed 
the Reciprocal Trade Act, under which the US will 
impose tit-for-tat import levies on goods from 
countries that tax American goods. In a video 
recording, he said: “If India, China, or any other 
country hits us with a 100 or 200% tariff on Ameri-
can-made goods, we will hit them with the same 
exact tariff. In other words, 100% is 100%.”

Irony thrives in the shifting sands of politics: On 
the other side of the aisle, pejoratively called “the 
left” by Republicans, Democratic party candidate 
Kamala Harris has declared herself a “capitalist.”

Established, US-based conservative think-tanks 
(like Heritage Foundation) have been trying to 
walk the fine line between defending free trade 
while not appearing to be critical of Trump’s pro-
tectionist ideas. Out of this confusing miasma has 
emerged a boutique, right-wing think-tank called 
American Compass, which is closely aligned with 
Trump’s running mate J.D. Vance and some of 
Trump’s economic advisors; this organization is 
now challenging the conventional Republican 
touchstones of free markets, small government 
and tax cuts for large businesses.

Another contra indicator comes from a recent 
working paper authored by three economists at 
the International Monetary Fund. The paper has 
examined 4,500 election manifestos for 720 
national elections, held across 65 nations during 
the 1960-2022 period and concludes that there is 
clear evidence of a growing inclination for fiscal 
expansion rather than fiscal restraint. This is true 
for both advanced nations and emerging econo-
mies. Interestingly, the paper observes a markedly 
reduced discourse around fiscal restraint in 
advanced economies, down by almost a half since 
its peak in the 1980s. Specifically, over the past two 
decades, conservative parties are evincing increas-
ing support for fiscal expansionism, accompanied 
by reduced support for fiscal restraint.

Some evidence of these crossed wires is also 
visible in India. The government’s social welfare 
expenditure for 2023-24 was ₹23.5 trillion, against 
₹11.39 trillion in 2017-18, growing at a compounded 
annual growth rate of 12.8% over six years. Like-
wise, India’s debt-to-GDP ratio has jumped from 
66.6% during calendar 2014 to 81.6% in 2023, and 
is expected to further rise in 2024. The increase in 
welfare spending has occurred despite the ruling 
party’s rhetoric against freebies and doles.

While there can be no argument in support of 
profligate fiscal behaviour or continued high sov-
ereign indebtedness, it is also true that austerity 
measures and tight fiscal disciplinary targets are 
viable only when the economy is humming near 
full capacity, with near-full employment and mod-
erate inflationary impulses. 

The reality is that Indian politicians on the right 
have been forced to pursue a counter-intuitive, 
welfare-centred economic policy today because 
their survival instincts are perhaps sharper than 
those of entitled economists, privileged business-
men or co-opted bureaucrats. 

Indian politicians should perhaps be using these 
same intuitions to develop a unique, made-in-In-
dia economic model that acknowledges the obso-
lescence of old models by being truly progressive, 
socially just and climate friendly.

The world as we know it has gone 
off-kilter: It requires new ideas

There’s an opportunity for crafting a made-in-India economic model that’s truly progressive, socially just and climate friendly
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I
ncoming Nike chief executive officer 
Elliott Hill could learn a lot from his 
counterpart at Adidas, Bjorn Gulden. In 

formulating his strategic blueprint, Hill 
should follow Gulden in making Nike nim-
bler and introducing some winning prod-
ucts, like Adidas’s Samba.

But he should take a leaf out of Gulden’s 
book in another way too: He should not 
miss the opportunity to reset sales and 
earnings expectations lower for the com-
ing fiscal years, making them more realistic 
and reflective of the fact that it won’t be 
quick or easy to turn around the Nike busi-
ness juggernaut.

Nike laid the groundwork for this on 
Tuesday when it withdrew guidance for 
the year to the end of May 2025, choosing 
to set expectations quarterly instead.

This came after first-quarter sales fell 
10% to $11.6 billion. Nike anticipates 
another 8% to 10% decline in the second 
quarter, as it deliberately cuts back on the 
supply of styles such as the Nike Dunk, Air 
Force 1 and Air Jordan 1, where demand 
had waned after initial popularity. Its gross 
margin will likely be down by 1.5 percent-
age points. It expects trends to gradually 
improve in the second half of the year.

The company has also postponed an 
investor day that was due to take place next 
month to give Hill more time to come up 
with his revival plan. 

When Gulden arrived at Adidas in Janu-
ary 2023, he found a company in crisis. 
Adidas had ended its lucrative, almost dec-
ade-long partnership with rapper Kanye 
West, now known as Ye, and was stuck with 
a closet full of old Yeezy sneakers. Conse-
quently, he warned that Adidas could make 
an operating loss of up to €700 million in 
2023, much worse than expected. Though 
this was painful for investors, it cleared the 
decks, enabling Gulden to rebuild, which 
he has admirably. Adidas shares have risen 
about 70% since.

Of course, Nike does not face the sort of 
backlash that engulfed Adidas after West’s 
allegedly anti-semitic comments.

But it has a raft of challenges, including 
a lack of buzzy new shoes and competition 
from upstarts including On and Hoka. 
Meanwhile, tastes have shifted to lower-fit-
ting retro styles—where Adidas excels—
from Nike’s chunky basketball styles, 
which also command high margins. 

After the excitement over Hill’s appoint-
ment, which sent Nike’s shares up 10% 
through Tuesday last, reality is dawning 
that a revival won’t be instantaneous.

Nike’s first-quarter performance under-
lines its challenges. Sales of the Dunk, Air 

Jordan 1 and Air Force 1 brands fell almost 
50% through Nike’s own digital channels, 
although the performance was much bet-
ter through third parties. 

Overall, the company’s lifestyle business 
and the Jordan brand declined by a double-
digit percentage.

It’s also taking time to reconnect with 
retailers, with order books for ranges due 
to hit stores in the spring somewhat lower 
than expected. However, there were glim-
mers of hope; for example, new products 
such as the 41st iteration of its Pegasus 
shoes, the centerpiece of Nike’s running 
business, are selling well.

Hill, a company veteran, should be able 
to build bridges with retailers—something 
that Nike badly needs after it prioritized its 
own website and stores. But Nike’s new 
boss doesn’t come from a product-creation 
background.

The hope is that he will be able to galva-
nize Nike’s designers and sneaker develop-
ers so they can bring more hit shoes to the 
market. Nonetheless, new models can take 
a year or so to arrive in stores.

The company’s first-quarter perform-
ance matters little to investors—the CEO 
change already indicated that Nike was far 
from firing on all cylinders.

The company has been wise to allow Hill 
more time to formulate his strategy. It 
should also ensure that any future gui-
dance isn’t only grounded in realism, but 
can be achieved. By getting all the bad 
news out of the way early, Hill can create a 
solid platform from which to go forward.

Gulden was able to re-energize Adidas 
by doing a better job of dealing with the 
Yeezy inventory than expected. But the 
main driver was noticing that the com-
pany’s so-called Terrace styles, led by the 
Samba, were finding favour with fashion-
istas, and ramping up their production. 
Now that these sneakers are ubiquitous, he 
is drawing on other styles like the Super-
star and low-rise retro models from the 
Adidas archive and delaying new releases. 
This has enabled Gulden to constantly 
beat expectations. In July, he upgraded the 
forecast of Adidas’s full-year operating 
profit to €1 billion.

If Hill adopts the same playbook and 
clears out Nike’s closet full of out-of-fash-
ion Dunks and Jordans, he’d better make 
sure he outperforms too. ©BLOOMBERG

Nike’s new CEO should launch 
sneakers that catch the pulse

He could learn a thing or two from the Adidas revival playbook 

Nike’s products need to regain appeal in a 

fast-evolving market ISTOCKPHOTO

AP

THEIR VIEW

More than 40% of India’s total employ-
ment is still in the agricultural sector, com-
pared to less than 20% in China and less than 
2% in the US. Indians depend on farming not 
because it is remunerative, but because 
there are few non-farm job opportunities. 

All this strengthens the argument in 
favour of a major rural development thrust. 
Improving rural infrastructure could poten-
tially lead to a four-fold increase in job 
growth. If job creation is a policy priority, 
policymakers should focus on scaling up 
investments in human and physical infra-
structure in rural areas, where the biggest 
potential lies for the manufacturing sector to 
expand and create more jobs.

To be clear, India has not yet lost the global 
manufacturing race. Unlike China, Europe 
and the US, which have ageing populations, 
we have the advantage of a demographic divi-
dend. We have the largest youth bulge in the 
world, with our working-age population 
increasing in comparison with the dependent 
population, a situation expected to last until 
2040. As a latecomer to industrialization, 
India also has other advantages, such as 
access to technology and processes that can 
support green growth. Global diversification 
of supply chains away from China will also 
help. But we need the government to act.

physical and human infrastructure in these 
geographies, however, has prevented the 
sector from growing rapidly. So, has the 
de-urbanization of manufacturing become 
a binding constraint on the country’s indus-
trialization? No, it hasn’t.

An empirical analysis of the spatial loca-
tion of manufacturing enterprises in 600 
districts shows that the dispersion of the sec-
tor away from urban to rural areas has been 
associated with more efficient allocation of 
enterprises by geography, and this is good 
for economic growth and job creation. The 
future of industrialization is not in crowded 
megacities, but in small towns in rural areas.

Scaling up physical and human infra-
structure there will accelerate the pace of 
industrialization and enable these regions to 
become growth engines. This will also 
reduce the huge spatial and sub-national 
disparities in the economic geography of 
industrialization. It will further encourage 
non-farming activities and support rural 
development and job creation. 

Unfortunately, small towns have been 
overlooked in the political discourse. India 
needs to change its investment strategy to 
focus on small towns and rural areas that 
have more land and much more to gain from 
a youth demographic dividend.

A
 major explanation for India’s manu-
facturing sector remaining stagnant 
despite policy efforts to stimulate its 

growth lies in the changing traits of industri-
alization, with India being a latecomer only 
making it more challenging. In China and 
the US, industrialization and urbanization 
took place together. Urbanization and 
investments in cities promoted the manu-
facturing sector as well as factories located in 
or around major cities. They benefited from 
improved infrastructure, supply chains and 
agglomeration economies.

This is not happening in India, as the 
paths of urbanization and industrialization 
have diverged. They did move together in 
the 1990s, but then diverged later. The man-
ufacturing sector is de-urbanizing and relo-
cating to small towns and rural areas to stay 
cost competitive. The sector’s share in 
employment, output and the number of 
enterprises in mega cities and urban areas 
has been declining, while it is growing in 
small towns and rural areas. Inadequate 
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internet services. The stand-off between 
farmers and the government and rising rural 
protests are not just an expression of discon-
tent, but a reflection of rural distress. People 
in rural areas have higher aspirations today 
and are demanding more jobs and a better 
quality of life. Addressing rural distress 

could unleash the next 
stage of a larger structural 
transformation and help 
the country achieve its 
long-term growth goals.

So far, the long-awaited 
transformation of India 
from a rural-agrarian to an 
urban-industrial economy 
(and society) has not mate-
rialized. The Indian econ-
omy is missing the broad 
changes that were experi-
enced by successful East 
Asian economies after they 
embarked on the process of 

industrialization. These countries saw much 
of their agrarian workforce leave the coun-
tryside and settle with their families in urban 
spaces to work in fast-expanding industrial 
units and participate in a rapidly growing 
urban-centric economy. India, clearly, has 
not followed that path.

If India’s financing needs for a rural struc-
tural transformation are huge, so is the 
potential for attracting private investment to 
rural zones. The basic characteristics of rural 
infrastructure projects, which promise a 
steady revenue stream and returns on 
investment that exceed inflation, make them 
attractive for most institu-
tional investors. While pri-
vate institutional investors 
have over $100 trillion 
under their management, 
globally, their allocation 
for rural infrastructure 
remains tiny.

Rural distress will not be 
resolved just through agri-
cultural pricing reforms. 
We need a structural trans-
formation that expands 
manufacturing, leverages 
India’s demographic divi-
dend, enlarges the middle 
class, promotes gender equality, speeds up 
the country’s march towards net-zero emis-
sions and creates more jobs.

India’s rural areas are home to the largest 
concentration of poor people in the world. 
Most of them live with poor or no access to 
education, healthcare, roads, electricity and 

Investments 

in villages can 

create industrial 

jobs and revive 

a structural shift 

away from the 

farming sector
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ITH Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish 
New Year, falling last week be-
tween October 2 and 4, and Israel 
in the news, I recalled my experi-
ence of  another important Jew-
ish festival. Years ago, I was in-
vited to the Passover Seder at 

the Judah Hyam Synagogue in Delhi. The 
invitation was from Rabbi Ezekiel Isaac 
Malekar, who heads the tiny Jewish com-
munity of  less than ten families in Delhi. 

Passover, or Pesach in Hebrew, is the 
Jewish festival of  freedom that marks the 
exodus of  the Jews from slavery in Egypt. 
It occurs in March or April. As Jewish 
sources tell it, the story harks back 3,400 
years to the family of  Jacob, who fled their 
home in Canaan, or ancient Israel, to es-
cape a terrible famine. They found their 
way to Egypt where they were welcomed, 
and grew in numbers. But when a new 
pharaoh came to power, he feared the grow-
ing Israelite population and enslaved them. 
This oppression continued for 210 years.

Moses, an Israelite infant who escaped 
the pharaoh’s decree to kill Jewish babies 
and grew up half-Egyptian in the palace 
itself, heard God’s call from a burning 
bush in the desert to lead the Israelites out 
of  Egypt. He negotiated with the pharaoh 
for the Israelites’ freedom. This led to a 
conflict between God, who wanted freedom 
for the Israelites, and pharaoh, who epito-
mised the cruel forces of  tyranny and en-
slavement. God broke pharaoh’s arrogance 
by inflicting ten plagues on Egypt.

During the night of  the final plague, God 
“passed over” and protected the houses of  
the Israelites, giving the festival its name. 
Finally, with the Egyptian army chasing 
after them, God, symbolised by Moses’s 
out-flung arm, split the waters of  the Red 
Sea, allowing the Israelites to escape. Since 
they fled Egypt in haste, the Israelite slaves 
did not have time for their plain bread to 
leaven and rise, giving Passover its big 
symbol, matzah, which is Hebrew for ‘un-
leavened bread’. 

To me, the most touching thing in the 
story of  the Exodus is that Miriam, the sis-
ter of  Aaron, took her tambourine with 
her as she was so sure of  crossing safely 
and being able to sing and dance in God’s 
praise. Now that’s faith.

The central ritual of  Pesach is the Seder, 
a special meal that takes place on the eve 
of  Passover at home with family and 
friends, or with the community. It is a 
teaching experience for both children and 
adults. The Seder begins by reading the 

Haggadah, a 2000-year-old book that retells 
the story of  the Exodus from Egypt in de-
tail. Children sing ‘The Four Questions’, 
called Mah Nishtanah in Hebrew, which 
introduce the retelling of  the story.

The other main part of  the Seder is eat-
ing ritual foods symbolic of  the journey of  
the Jews from slavery to freedom: four 
small cups of  wine, symbols of  joy; bitter 
herbs, reminding Jews of  the suffering of  

slavery; green leafy vegetables represent-
ing the gifts of  spring and renewed life; 
and matzah, the thin, crisp unleavened 
bread, which is both the poor bread of  
slaves and the symbol of  Jewish freedom. 

I had enjoyed matzah ball soup very 
much at the home of  American Jews in 
Chicago and was very touched by the sin-
cerity and fervour with which they had ar-
ranged the dinner to share their culture 
with me. So, matzah was one of  the special 
things I looked forward to at the Seder in 
Delhi.

The international community of  Jews, 
whoever happened to be in Delhi, was also 
gathered there for the Seder. We shared 

food and then they sang. The love, longing 
and pain in their voices and deep gratitude 
to God for their deliverance was immense-
ly moving. They sang as though they them-
selves were crossing over from slavery to 
freedom, reliving the experience of  their 
ancestors. I felt one with them, thanking 
God for bringing us through the vicissi-
tudes of  our own history. Mitzrayim, the 
Hebrew word for Egypt, means “the nar-
row place”. The festival calls for Jews to 
introspect on where they feel constricted 
in their lives and what they can do to attain 
freedom.

Jews believe they have a special rela-
tionship with God, whom they trust for 
their eventual well-being. Through centu-
ries of  torture, religious taxes and persecu-
tion (but not in India), they clung to the 
faith of  their ancestors. They renewed 
their hope with their central affirmation: 
Shema Yisrael, Adonai Eloihanu, Adonai 
Echad, meaning ‘Hear O Israel, the Lord 
our God, the Lord is One’ (Deuteronomy 
6:4 in the Old Testament). 

When they were given their promised 
land after centuries of  being a scattered 
people, they recalled God’s promise in Isai-
ah 11:12—‘He will raise a signal for the na-
tions and shall assemble the outcasts of  
Israel, and gather together the dispersed 
of  Judah from the four corners of  the 
earth.’ Also, God’s promise through Isaiah 
46:4 is, ‘I have made you and I will carry 
you; I will sustain you and I will rescue 
you.’ Further, in Isaiah 54:17, is the assur-
ance, ‘No weapon formed against you shall 
prosper, and every tongue which rises 
against you in judgement you shall con-
demn. This is the heritage of  the servants 
of  the Lord, and their righteousness is 
from Me, says the Lord.’

As observers, we can well imagine how 
Jews down the ages found strength in these 
words, especially from Deuteronomy 33:29: 
‘Blessed are you, Israel! Who is like you, a 
people saved by the Lord? He is your shield 
and helper and your glorious sword. Your 
enemies will cower before you, and you 
will tread on their heights.’

(Views are personal)
(shebaba09@gmail.com)
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Arthur 
C Clarke

I want to see lasting and meaningful peace 
achieved in Sri Lanka as early as possible. But 
I am aware that peace cannot just be wished; 
it involves hard work, courage and persistence

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

N September, Sri Lankans broke 
their faith with the island’s po-
litical elites and elected left-
leaning Anura Kumara Dissa-
nayake, leader of  the Janatha 
Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) and 
the National Peoples’ Power 

(NPP). The economic collapse, hardships 
placed on the people and the governance 
crisis resulting in public protests changed 
the island’s political future.

The installation of  a new president 
representing a diametrically opposite po-
litical ideology was phase 1 of  political 
transformation, and phase 2 is marked 
by the parliamentary election. What hap-
pens between now and November 14 is, 
hence, future defining. In general, there 
is cautious optimism that this political 
experiment may yield some results—at 
least, at this moment.

With the September victory, the JVP, 
NPP’s main constituent partner, has end-
ed years of  political stagnation and been 
propelled to lead a nation that requires 
complete rebuilding. For its own part, 
the JVP/NPP has risen from the ashes, 
increasing its support base from a mere 
3 percent to 42 percent last month. 

However, while there may be both appre-
ciation and apprehensions about the JVP, a 
party that continues to generate extreme 
public responses, it has shown its ability to 
mobilise public support, an improvement 
made possible both by public anxiety and 
rejection of  the old guard as well as the 
JVP/NPP’s new rallying call around a fresh 
political agenda that takes into account spe-
cifics that need urgent addressing.

Phase 2 will be different. Firstly, 42 per-
cent of  the popular mandate was cast in 
favour of  an individual, Anura Kumara 
Dissanayake, the most trusted political fig-
ure at present. He has a carefully cultivat-
ed public image, particularly over the re-
cent years, coupled with a sustained mass 
appeal. What was offered from the presi-
dential platform has caught the public’s 
imagination and the broader electorate 
has shown confidence in said agenda.

In the past three weeks, the new presi-
dent has demonstrated pragmatism by 
engaging with the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) and by offering an assur-
ance for its continuity—but with room to 
make some necessary alterations to re-
duce the burden on the public. There is 
also a presidential pledge to the Catholic 
church to bring to book the perpetrators 
of  the Easter Sunday attacks.  Similarly, 
there are other undertakings to end impu-
nity and bring out the truth relating to the 
mystery murders of  iconic editor Lasan-
tha Wickrematunge as well as Wasim 

Thajudeen, a popular rugby player whose 
murder remains highly contentious. Then 
there is the most difficult of  them all, the 
anti-corruption and reformist agenda to 
improve the current political cesspit.

Prior to the parliamentary elections, the 
JVP/NPP is required to let the public 
know how things are meant to change—
how the promised agenda will be imple-
mented post November 14. To get there, the 
new administration will require at least a 
working majority, 113 seats in the House.

The general trend is to vote the incum-
bency into office, which should make it 
somewhat easy for the JVP/NPP to mus-
ter the required seats. However, since the 
introduction of  the 1978 Constitution 
and the complex preferential voting sys-
tem, voters do cast their preferential 

votes. The JVP has consistently cam-
paigned against marking preferences, 
but it is part of  the voter psyche by now.

Beyond the euphoria lies the political 
reality that beyond some well-known po-
litical figures, the JVP/NPP is going to 
introduce very fresh faces. The voters are 
decidedly tired of  traditional political 
parties and their breed that continues as 
if  retirement is anathema. Still, there is 
a need for the electorate to know the can-
didates to ensure a clear win. It is going 
to be a case of  attempting to shift num-
bers, from 3 to 113—at a minimum. While 
it would not be daunting, it is impossible 
to expect a landslide victory.

The JVP/NPP’s main Achilles heel is 
its inability to address Sri Lanka’s minor-
ities, making up 20 percent of  the elector-

ate. Despite recent modernisations and 
the influx of  professional women into 
politics and the appointment of  a female 
PM after 24 years, the president’s party 
does not relate well to ethno-religious mi-
norities. If  this drawback were addressed, 
Dissanayake would have cleared the 50 
percent plus 1 mark without hindrance.

Post nominations, this would be the first 
issue the president’s party must address. 
Their lack of  demonstrated empathy for the 
war disappeared, land return, justice and 
reparation made the Marxist party uncom-
fortable with the Marxist ideology itself. As 
Dissanayake stated in his inaugural ad-
dress, there is a deep need to win the trust 
and support of  those who did not vote for 
him, and this can be effectively achieved 
through the upcoming parliamentary elec-
tions if  only a genuine attempt is made to 
show commitment to resolving outstanding
issues of  the people of  the North and East.

At present, the president relies on a 
Sinhala Buddhist mandate, ironically 
the same base enjoyed by hawkish former 
president Gotabaya Rajapaksa. For Sri 
Lanka to move forward, both politically 
and economically, this unification proc-
ess is mandatory. It can be done only by 
treating their specific political and eco-
nomic issues with due respect.

Post November 14, the new administra-
tion will not have the opportunity to experi-
ment but simply launch into economic re-
covery. This will be combined with the 
daunting task of  keeping promises to the 
IMF and balancing the rough seas of  the 
India-China-US geostrategic and economic 
interests. The proposed production-based 
economy is for the long-term. In short, 
there is a dire need to generate revenue, at-
tract foreign direct investment, give tour-
ism a massive push, and increase exports.

This is likely to be one of  the most en-
during challenges before the new admin-
istration. There will be economic up-
heavals and geopolitical consideration 
that make things more complex.

The second challenge would be to de-
liver on the governance agenda. The pub-
lic would want to see heads roll, a few 
arrests on corruption charges and others 
linked to impunity. This will be the lit-
mus test as the party has catapulted into 
political power on the basis that corrup-
tion will be weeded out. It will have to 
start with the public service and move to 
politicians. Political rhetoric apart, this 
will require evidence beyond reasonable 
doubt and may prove hard to come by, a 
test the JVP/NPP must overcome.

(Views are personal)
(dilrukshi@cir.lk)

(dilrukshihandunnetti@gmail.com)
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OLD PROMISES TO THE  
JEWS FROM AGES PAST

CHALLENGES AHEAD 
FOR SRI LANKA’S NEW 

ADMINISTRATION

DILRUKSHI  
HANDUNNETTI

Award-winning journalist and lawyer;  
founder and director of the Colombo-based
Center for Investigative Reporting (CIR)

One part of the Seder is eating ritual 
foods symbolic of the journey from 
slavery to freedom: four small cups 
of wine, symbols of joy; bitter herbs, 
reminding Jews of the suffering 
of slavery; green leafy vegetables 
representing the gifts of spring; and 
matzah, the thin, crisp unleavened 
bread, the symbol of freedom

The island nation’s new president has promised to tackle 
burning issues like corruption, terrorism, and the economic crisis. 
But the challenge will be delivering on these post November 14

SOURAV ROY

Strong leadership
Ref: BJP hunts for an assertive new chief (Oct 
6). The editorial highlights the urgent need 
for strong leadership within the BJP as it faces 
internal turmoil and electoral challenges. The 
party’s search for a capable chief is critical, 
especially with upcoming elections looming. 
A decisive leader could unify factions and 
reinvigorate the party’s base.
Uddeshya Thakur, Dhenkanal

Young blood
The author ’s analysis of the next BJP national 
president encompasses only selective 
political celebrities from the north and west. 
Nevertheless, in the view of experimenting 
new thoughts, both the RSS and BJP can opt 
for a young leader like K Annamalai of Tamil 
Nadu, Tejasvi Surya of Karnataka or Anil 
Antony of Kerala to inject a young new shot to 
BJP’s organisational structure.
Venkat Desikan, Chennai

Women’s harassment
Ref: Break Bollywood’s wall of silence (Oct 6). 
From time immemorial, many men have been 
guilty of harassing women, not just in the 
cinema industry but in all  spheres of society. 
Rape and harassment cases of girls as young 
as 10 months old are reported in the news 
daily. Even when such crimes are exposed, 
fast prosecution and stringent punishment is 
abysmally few. 
R K Margabhandu, Kanchipuram

No support
The root cause for the silence in Bollywood is 
because there is no one to support the women 
in the industry. Some women have talked about 
it, but they had to flee the industry because 
they raised their voice towards this issue. In 
film industries the heroes are worshipped and 
respected larger than life, but they must take a 
heroic stand with their coworker.
Aditya Kamble, Kalaburagi 

Alarming suggestion 
Former US President Donald Trump’s weird 
suggestion that Israel should hit nuclear sites 
in Iran is aimed at Jewish votes in the upcoming 
US presidential election. Winning by any means 
seems to be his agenda. Can the US trust Trump 
with the nuclear button if he gets elected?
C G Kuriakose, Kothamangalam

BJP’s losses
Ref: Pollsters predict BJP’s Haryana exit (Oct 
6). The BJP central leadership seems to be 
clueless about their back-to-back losses. They 
don’t seem to have learnt their lessons from the 
electoral debacles of the past. It  remains to be 
seen what the return of the opposition in J&K 
will  mean for the country’s security scenario.
R Sriramprasad, email
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RESOLVE LABOUR  
UNREST WITHOUT  

CAUSING DISRUPTION

T
HE month-long workers’ strike at the Samsung plant in 
Tamil Nadu is reminiscent of  the 1970s and 1980s, when 
employee protests were a constant irritant in the coun-
try’s industrial hubs. With the politically connected la-
bour unions always in a battle-mode, such strikes in the 

pre-liberalisation era led to the downfall of  several manufactur-
ing hubs in the country such as Kanpur, Kolkata and Punjab. 
Even the textile mills of  Mumbai were once notorious for their 
militant labour unions. We now know how some of  these manu-
facturing hubs have been in complete disarray as promoters of  
companies shifted their base to relatively more business-friend-
ly centres such as Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, and Karnataka – even 
though these states had their own share of  labour problems. 
The strike in the Samsung factory in TN is for higher average 
salary and better working conditions. The workers have been 
complaining of  low average salary of  ̀ 25,000 a month and long 
working hours in unfavourable working conditions. They are 
demanding fixed 8-hour shifts and a hike in average salary to 
`36,000 a month. The workers have also demanded more fre-
quent breaks without being penalised by the management.

While these demands are not unfair, labour unions cannot be 
allowed to disrupt day-to-day operations of  the factory. However, 
poor working conditions remain an issue of  constant debate. A 
few months ago, a similar issue erupted in Amazon’s Manesar 
facility in Haryana, where workers complained of  long working 
hours with little or no breaks and low salaries. Similar issues 
came to the fore when a young chartered accountant in EY col-
lapsed and died allegedly unable to bear the work culture. 

While the government (Centre or the state) has a limited role 
to play in matters like these, it can ensure effective labour laws 
are in place, and chalk out a better mediation system to diffuse 
labour disputes. The Centre and state government should col-
laborate to timely douse the fire of  labour dispute and prevent 
it from spreading to other states. There is a need for political 
will to put in place labour law reforms which are balanced and 
not tilted too much in favour of  the corporates or employees. 
Promoters must also ensure they have the trust of  employees 
and should not be seen as anti-workers. At a time when India 
is striving hard to expand its manufacturing base, resolving 
labour unrest with minimal disruption is the way forward.

RIGHT TO PRIVACY HIT  
BY POLITICAL ATTACKS

P
OLITICAL rhetoric, particularly in Telangana and 
Andhra Pradesh, has always been problematic. While 
some utterances were understandable if  seen in the 
context in which they were made, others were mali-
cious in nature but the loud mouths have always, with 

a few exceptions, have had their way. The list of  culprits is 
long and illustrious. Unprintable expletives have made their 
way into the political lexicon and several leaders of  all par-
ties use them whenever it suits them. 

The latest to join their ranks is Telangana Endowments Min-
ister Konda Surekha, a firebrand of  the Congress. She has a 
history of  making stinging remarks but what she said about 
former IT minister and BRS working president K T Rama Rao 
and actors Samantha, Naga Chaitanya, and Nagarjuna has 
shocked everyone. Her target was KTR and, she held him re-
sponsible for the divorce of  Samantha and Chaitanya. Though 
she retracted her remarks, it didn’t seem like she was remorse-
ful since she threatened KTR that she wouldn’t let him walk 
free. Just as for everything, her ugly outburst too has a context. 
She was trolled by BRS supporters after she attended a func-
tion wherein a BJP leader felicitated her. The social media 
trolling was equally disgusting and for that, BRS senior leader 
Harish Rao had apologized too. In fact, the minister teared up. 
In her own words, she did the unthinkable in a fit of  anger. One 
wrong doesn’t make another right. That too, as she holds public 
office she ought to have known that she cannot violate the right 
to privacy of  others, and level utterly defamatory charges.

The worst-affected parties here, KTR, Nagarjuna and Naga 
Chaitanya, have taken legal recourse as they are entitled to. 
But the problem is that when a minister and a politician makes 
such comments, at least a sizeable section of  the population 
tend to believe, for, it is scandalous in nature. The damage done 
is irreparable. It is a wonder that a few Congress leaders have 
come out in the minister’s support. The party ought to take 
disciplinary action against her to send a message that it doesn’t 
encourage irresponsible conduct. After all, the right to privacy, 
as per the apex court, is an intrinsic part of  the right to life and 
liberty. There is another political angle as well. In one fell 
swoop, she managed to relegate the debate on Musi encroach-
ments to the background. That, is a disservice to the people.

Q U I C K  TA K E

HOW TO BE A SINGAPORE

SEVERAL Indian politicians have, over time, promised 
their electorates to transform their state capitals into 
something as glitzy, clean and efficient as Singapore. But 

the bit about the city state they perhaps did not have in their 
sights is its extremely low level of  corruption. It has just 
charged former transport minister S Iswaran and property 
billionaire Ong Beng Seng for corruption. The state’s tallest 
leader, former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, ensured that his 
ministers were among the highest paid in the world. At the 
same time, he instituted a strong anti-corruption framework. 
Those features should be emulated among Indian states, too.
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Ihad a phobia of speak-
ing in public. It is quite
surprising given that I

was good at debates during
school and college. I was
also a successful manager as
I traversed my profession-
al journey. I dealt with hun-
dreds of staff since I joined
the railways as a young
officer. 
I also interacted confident-
ly with my peers and the
seniors. However, I would
break out in a sweat and
lose my sleep each time I
had to be on stage. I was
envious of those who could
spontaneously break into a
joke or recite a poem. I
decided to do something
about it. I started preparing
notes days in advance. 
I would keep memorising
the lines by rote till they
were branded in my mem-
ory. I would even repeat
them standing in front of
the mirror watching intent-
ly my facial expressions.
This was the best that I
could do. I realised in later
years that my handicap was
nothing when compared to
the challenges faced by
many. Recently, I watched
The King’s Speech, a movie
on the life of King George

VI, who found himself on
the throne after his older
brother, King Edward VIII
abdicated. The film largely
dealt with King George’s
determination to overcome
his stutter with the help of
a speech therapist. I under-
stood that the will to beat
the odds comes from with-
in. 
No therapy can help an
unwilling person.There are
many instances of people
overcoming their handi-
caps to pursue their dreams.
We have al l  heard of
Stephen Hawking. He was
diagnosed with motor neu-
ron disease at age 21 and
was not expected to live
more than a couple of years.
He survived the odds but
the disease paralysed him
over decades. After he lost
his speech, he communicat-

ed through a hand-held
speech-generating device,
and then through a cheek
muscle.Helen Keller was an
American author. Medical
science was much less
advanced than what we
know today. 
An unknown illness, when
she was only 19 months old,
left her permanently blind
and deaf. She painstaking-
ly learned to recognise
words through hand move-
ments. We, who are blessed,
cannot even fathom the
hard work that would have
gone into her transforma-
tion to be the voice that she
became.The famous
Bharatnatyam danseuse
Sudha Chandran under-
went amputation of her
right leg at the age of 18 due
to a road accident. 
Many would have lost hope
and might have ended up
wallowing in self-pity. The
lady regained her mobility
with the help of a prosthet-
ic. She also pushed herself
to accomplish the unthink-
able. One need not look up
to only the famous to wit-
ness these stories of human
courage and conviction. 
My maternal grandfather
was comatose for a few

months after a botched-up
surgery. The doctors were
not even certain about his
coming out of the coma. He
was paralyzed on his right
side. He worked painstak-
ingly to lead as normal a life
as he could, he even devel-
oped writing skills with his
left hand.Many in our
country are differently
abled but do not have the
means to pursue their
dreams. 
On the other hand, we have
big business houses that
do not even bat an eyelid
before spending more than
the GDP of a small country
on lavish events. We, many
other individuals, and the
business houses have the
means to make a difference
in the l ives of
others.Stephen Hawking
said, “Concentrate on the
abilities your disability
doesn’t hinder and don’t
dwell on the things it inter-
feres with. Be disabled
physically, not in spirit.”
We need to be the spark
that ignites the spirit.
(The author is an electrical

engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts

classes in creative writing;
views are personal)
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Madam— The recent Supreme Court
decision against prejudice based on caste
in jails is a major step towards ensuring
that everyone is treated with dignity and
equality. But how can we make sure that
every state implements these changes in
an effective way? Concerns regarding the
extent of social injustice are raised by the
practices from the colonial past that
remain present in jail manuals. What
steps will be implemented to monitor
compliance and permanently end this
prejudiced conduct as we work towards
a more equal system? The Court’s order
is an important first step, but more work
needs to be done. 

Anshu Bharti | Begusarai
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Madam — I am writing to express my
deep concern regarding the adulteration
of Tirupati laddus. The Supreme Court’s
decision to form a five-member indepen-
dent SIT is a commandable step.
Any allegations of adulteration or misus-
ing of any ingredients in the Tirumala

Tirupati laddus are disrespectful to the
sentiments of crores of devotees. It also
questions about the quality control and
the safety standard that is being main-
tained by the Tirumala Tirupati
Devasthanams (TTD). I urge the SIT to
conduct an impartial investigation turn-
ing no stone unturned. The findings of
the investigation should be made public
which would restore the faith of devotees
in the TTD and also prevent such inci-
dents from happening in future. The
investigation must be done in such a
manner that it does not become a polit-
ical issue as Tirupati laddus is connect-
ed to crores of people and their beliefs,
it deals with the sentiments of devotees.
I urge the SIT to conduct an impartial
investigation which would not just resolve
this issue but also ensure that next time
such thing doesn’t happen by ensuring
regular maintenance and laboratory
tests are done.  

Fiza Fatima | Hyderabad
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Madam — Apropos of the editorial
‘How secular in India’ (October 5)
based on the report of the US
Commission on International Religious
Freedom, certain ground realities of the
present circumstances emanating from
Israel-Hamas war wrapping Lebanon, 
Iran and Syria, extremist groups of
Pakistan operating in India, terrorist
attacks from across the border and coup
in Bangladesh, which are directly boil-
ing the Indian Muslims against Israel,
US etc, can’t be factored for any judg-
ment by a US group. 
It is true that there are serious violations
of human rights and religious freedom
in the US. India has  very peculiar prob-
lems relating to religious issues. The
Waqf Act has embroiled the senti-
ments on possession of their lands and
temples,  the insurgency from
Bangladesh and Mayanmar have
changed the demography of the North
East, Bengal and other bordering states.
Our neighbourhood has been troubled
with army coups, dictatorships, religious
violence against Hindus and anti-India
governments. Pakistan, Bangladesh,
and Myanmar are failing in economies
with unstable governments. Hindus
are restive not against Muslims and
minorities but against indiscriminate
appeasement politics. 
These aspects have not been factored in
the report of USCIRF. It is surprising &
unfortunate, highly biased and dis-
criminatory that such organisations
don’t carry out similar investigations
and publish reports on Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Myanmar, Maldives,
Afghanistan, Iran, Syria and China.
However, such extraneous reports are
mostly inconsequential in Indian poli-
tics. 
Such reports don’t help Muslims too. US
should also denounce and discredit such
organisations and their reports. Such
reports viotiate diplomatic relations
and mutual cooperation. 

Vinod Johri | Delhi
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(GCCs), and IT services. 
This positioning earned India
the moniker of the “back-
room of the world,” a role
that, while economically ben-
eficial, left the nation lagging
in terms of innovation and
high-value technology cre-
ation. While India excelled in
providing services, it often
supported the innovation and
product development efforts
of other nations rather than
leading them. However, the
past decade has witnessed a
significant shift in India’s
global stance. 
India has emerged as a
geopolitical force, flexing its
muscles in various domains.
Diplomatically, India has
taken a more assertive posi-
tion on the global stage,
engaging in strategic partner-
ships with major powers
while maintaining its auton-
omy in international affairs.
In the geopolitical arena,
India has strengthened its
defence capabilities and has
been pivotal in initiatives like
the Quad, countering China’s
influence in the Indo-Pacific
region. On the trade front,
India has renegotiated trade
deals and is increasingly seen
as a critical player in global
supply chains, particularly in
the wake of global disruptions
caused by the COVID-19
pandemic.This newfound

assertiveness underscores
why India’s current focus on
“Create in India” is both
timely and strategically cru-
cial. By fostering a culture of
innovation and supporting
the development of indige-
nous technologies, India is
positioning itself to dominate
the next century, both eco-
nomically and in terms of soft
power. Economically, a focus
on creation will enable India
to move up the value chain,
generating higher returns on
its intellectual assets and
reducing its dependency on
foreign technologies. In terms
of soft power, leading in fields
such as media and enter-
tainment will allow India to
shape its narrative, instead of
continually reacting to dis-
torted Western narratives.
When PM Narendra Modi
made the call, “Let us togeth-
er start a ‘Create in India’
movement.”, not everyone
understood its second and
third-order effects, especial-
ly the ramifications on narra-
tive-correction, and exporting
our civilizational ideas glob-
ally. 
The “technologies” of
Eastman colour and vinyl
records helped America prop
its heroes and rockstars. The
era of XR and gaming will
help India prop ours. The
Ministry of Information and

Broadcasting recently
announced the ‘Create in
India Challenge’ under the
aegis of World Audio Visual
& Entertainment Summit
(WAVES) 2025; a first-of-a-
kind event showcasing the
future of our AVGC sector to
the world. This broad-spec-
trum challenge showcases
the best of our talent across
25 types of content and
games. 
India needs more of these vis-
ible celebrations. It’s time the
world saw our creativity and
our ambition. However, to
fully unlock this potential,
India must also invest heav-
ily. The AVGC sector repre-
sents the future of digital
interaction and entertain-
ment. Unlocking this future
needs skill development,
investment pipelines, plat-
forms that scale, a progressive
regulatory regime, and much
more. It is indeed a tall order,
but by establishing the
Gangotri here, India can
ensure its leadership in the
global economy and narrative
for years to come.
(The writer is a policy affairs

expert. He is a nominated
member of the National

Tourism Advisory Council,
Govt. of India and Board

Member, Centre for
Insolvency and Financial

Laws; views are personal)
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For centuries, Western
nations have reaped the
rewards of their focus
on innovation, intel-
lectual property (IP),

and the relentless pursuit of
technological advancement. By
glorifying creation, often over
manufacturing and service,
these nations have not only
monetised their inventions but
also exported their ideas global-
ly, establishing themselves as
economic powerhouses. 
The United States, for instance,
transformed industries through
disruptive technologies like the
internet, pharmaceuticals, and
aerospace, creating global
demand for their products and
services. Similarly, European
nations have led in sectors like
infrastructure (think about the
economic advantage of rail-
roads), automotive engineering
and luxury goods, where inno-
vation and IP are at the core of
their global dominance. In con-
trast, economies like India and
China historically anchored
their growth on manufacturing
and services—both positioned
lower on the value-addition
spectrum. 
This approach, while effective
for driving industrialisation and
job creation, did not prioritise
innovation or IP creation, the
intellectual asset that is moneti-
zable, leaving these nations as
consumers rather than creators
of advanced technologies. China,
however, has broken away from
this model in recent years, mak-
ing massive investments in inno-
vation, intellectual property, and
tech platforms. The country has
developed cutting-edge tech-
nologies in fields like telecom-
munications, social media, and
gaming, exemplified by global
giants such as Huawei, TikTok,
and Tencent. These efforts have
not only strengthened China’s
domestic economy, positioned it
as a formidable global exporter,
and given it access to priceless
data from across the world.
India, on the other hand, fol-
lowed a different trajectory.
Instead of focusing on produc-
tization and technology cre-
ation, India became synony-
mous with contact centres,
Global Capability Centers
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The people of Ladakh are deeply
concerned about pressing environ-
mental issues, regional affairs, and

the lack of essential services, all of which
continue to plague the region. The key
issues they are raising include the demand
for tribal status under the Sixth Schedule
of the Indian Constitution, full-fledged
statehood, separate parliamentary con-
stituencies for Leh and Kargil, and the
establishment of a Public Service
Commission. Sadly, even as they did 21

days fasting protest, getting no results they
began another Delhi Chalo Padyatra for
their rightful claims, despite being total-
ly peacefull protest, were  detained by the
Delhi police, sparking outrage across the
country.
It is alarming to see the government’s

apathy and the Indian media’s strange
silence on such critical matters. Ladakh
is an integral part of India, and its peo-
ple deserve to be treated with the same
respect and consideration as any other cit-
izens. Their development is India’s devel-
opment, and their issues must be
addressed without further delay. I urge
the government to fulfill the demands of
the people of Ladakh promptly and work
towards ensuring their welfare and dig-
nity. Jakir Hussain, Kanpur,

Jakir Hussain | Kanpur
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India’s changing dynamics
with the geopolitical pow-
ers of the world coupled

with its accelerating econo-
my have put us in a unique
spot– one that allows it to be
the voice of the Global
South. India’s position on cli-
mate change commitments
attracted global attention
during the 26th Conference
of Parties (COP26) in
Glasgow, during which
Prime Minister Modi com-
mitted to India achieving
net-zero emissions by 2070. 
This ambitious pledge,
unprecedented for a develop-
ing nation, was a point that
speaks of a profound shift in
India’s climate policy. The
country’s newfound author-
ity was further solidified
after last year’s G20
Presidency. 

Among the many deliberations
that India helmed with the
other delegations, there was
also a renewed global focus on
the urgency of climate action.
The Urgency of Mobilising
Capital in the Global South,
while the impacts of climate
change are global and  far-
reaching, the impacts of this
Research shows that 55 vulner-
able countries have suffered
$525 billion combined cli-

mate crisis-fueled losses in
the last 20 years. The number
is estimated to reach $580 bil-
lion per year by 2030. This is
because large-scale invest-
ments are required for mitiga-
tion or adapting to the conse-
quences. 
The Loss & Damage Fund,
proposed at COP27 and oper-
ationalised at COP28, was a
move India with the rest of
Global South welcomed. 
Though it is receiving initial
contributions from developed
nations, these fall short of
what many developing coun-
tries deem necessary. Further,
a recent study by CEEW found
that the developed world,
which is responsible for three-
fourths of existing carbon
emissions in the world — will
end up emitting 38 per cent
more carbon in 2030 than they

have committed, if one were to
look at the current trajectories.
83 per cent of this overshoot
will be caused by the European
Union, Russia and the United
States. It is critical to ensure the
rescue and rehabilitation of
countries facing the cascading
effects of this global issue dis-
proportionately. India has
held the Global North
accountable - not just as the
voice of the Global South but
owing to its vulnerability.
Understanding India’s Stance
around 619 million persons in
India bore the brunt of climate
change-induced extreme heat
between June 16 and June 24.
This is more than any other
country in the world.  These
incidents are not just environ-
mental, but also economic
and health-related. Cities grind
to a halt under the force of

extreme weather, leaving eco-
nomic scars and jeopardising
the 
marginalised. 
Creating a resilient and sus-
tainable future for India neces-
sitates a just transition, which
in turn requires significant
financial investment. India
faces a substantial climate
financing shortfall of USD 3.5
trillion. To address this, we
need investment support
amounting to USD 1.4 trillion

by 2070, translating to an
average annual requirement of
USD 28 billion over the next
five decades. While interna-
tional support is undoubted-
ly crucial, harnessing the
potential of domestic mecha-
nisms like carbon pricing and
blended finance models is
crucial for long-term sustain-
ability.
Novel mechanisms of blended
finance can not only help
bridge the financing gap to ful-
fil India’s needs but can also
unlock significantly higher
investment from the private
sector. This will also help in
reducing overdependence on
external climate capital as the
primary instrument for climate
capital. Strategic Alignment of
CSR Funds Corporate India
makes substantial expendi-
tures as part of their Corporate

Social Responsibility. 
We have an opportunity here
to strategically align these CSR
funds in a manner that accel-
erates our efforts of achieving
SDGs. According to provi-
sional data from the Ministry
of Corporate Affairs (MCA),
spending on health reached Rs
9,987 crore in FY22, compared
to Rs 8,382 crore on education.
In contrast, spending on the
environment was Rs 2,837
crore in FY22, which is dou-
ble the Rs 1,337 crore spent in
FY21.There is a major scope
for increasing the quantum of
CSR funds being streamlined
towards carbon projects. This
notion reverberates further in
the Reserve Bank of India’s
report on currency and
finance, wherein equitable
CSR funding is listed as the
crucial policy alternative to

mitigate climate risk. While
energy and mitigation have
received the most amount of
climate financing for India,
more investments should be
directed towards nature-based
solutions and environment
ecosystems that crosscut both
mitigation and adaptation in
India. This will help create per-
manence in carbon removals
that will help mitigate the
effects of climate change.The
flexible nature of CSR provides
businesses in the country a sig-
nificant chance to foster pos-
itive transformation and marry
socio-economic advancement
by finding environmental solu-
tions. Yet, these dual benefits
are attainable only with a com-
mitted long-term vision and
detailed planning. 

(The writer is CEO,
ProClime; views are personal)
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courses in schools is essential. Our
current education systems prioritise
knowledge-oriented training
through rote learning, neglecting
practical, experiential learning cru-
cial for real-world application.
Therefore, orienting students
towards vocational education as an
alternative career choice is imper-
ative.
The absence of practical and expe-
riential learning impedes innova-
tion, creativity, and imagination
among learners, leaving them ill-
prepared for the evolving world of
work. The National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020 advocates inte-
grating vocational education with
mainstream education to expose 50
per cent of K12 and PG learners
to vocational skills by 2025 and 100
per cent by 2030. Schools play a cru-
cial role in raising awareness about
vocational career paths. 
Notably, beauty and wellness skill
courses have been part of the cur-
riculum in Delhi Government
schools for over a decade. Early
exposure to such vocational educa-
tion can aid students, parents, and
guardians in considering alternative
career paths and foster a positive
outlook on the workforce’s dignity
in the beauty and wellness industry.
The vocational education sector has
tried mainstream vocational cours-
es such as BVoc, MVoc, BSc, and
MSc in Beauty and Wellness.
However, these programs have seen
low enrollment due to a need for
more awareness about career oppor-
tunities and limited seats. 
There is a need to design more BVoc
and MVoc courses with multiple
entry and exit points, focusing on
practical application in areas such
as Beauty Culture, Cosmetology,
Yoga, Ayurveda Dietetics, Sports
Nutrition, Physiotherapy, Salon

Management, Beauty Therapy,
Aesthetics, Aesthetic Dermatology,
Hair Dressing, Makeup, and Spa
Therapy, rather than just theoreti-
cal knowledge. 
Additional focus is also required in
the areas of human psychology,
stress management, mental well-
being, nutrition and diet, reflexol-
ogy, alternate therapies etc.An alter-
native pathway to a bachelor’s
degree is completing a one-year ITI
program and gaining a year of
industry experience. Expanding
training capacities in the Beauty and
Wellness sector within ITIs is cru-
cial, as the current short-term
training programs are insufficient
to meet industry standards and
demand.
Recognition of Prior Learning
(RPL) is essential for informal
workers with significant industry
experience. Despite possessing
valuable skills, many informal work-
ers in the Beauty and Wellness
industry need more formal educa-
tion and training. 
RPL can help them gain formal cer-
tification based on their industry
experience. Additionally, there is a
need to support entrepreneurship in
the Beauty and Wellness sector.
More than 50 per cent of vocation-
al graduates in this sector opt for
self-employment, and there is a
growing trend of industry workers
starting their enterprises.
A robust support system is required
to support these entrepreneurs and
foster innovation and employment. 
The Indian beauty and personal
care market is experiencing rapid
growth in tier-II and tier-III towns,
with a substantial value of $22 bil-
lion and projected to expand at a
rate of 10-12 per cent to reach $34
billion by 2028, as per the Nykaa
Beauty Trends Report. This surge in

tier-II and tier-III cities is not sur-
prising, given the global trend. In
India, approximately 38 per cent of
the demand for beauty and wellness
products and services, particularly
direct-to-customer (D2C) offer-
ings, originates from these cities,
making them highly lucrative mar-
kets.
Despite being underdeveloped, tier-
II and tier-III cities hold significant
potential in the beauty and wellness
sector.  Research indicates that
professionals in these cities are
well-versed in domestic and inter-
national trends, products, and hair
services. Social media’s influence has
been pivotal in driving lifestyle
changes, especially among the
younger population. Young cus-
tomers and professionals in tier-II
and tier-III towns are eager to
explore new trends and various
beauty and wellness services. 
In contrast to metropolitan cities,
recruiting a skilled workforce in
these smaller cities is more acces-
sible, as a motivated and trainable
young workforce is readily available.
Beauty, wellness, and grooming
have become integral to everyone’s
lifestyle, regardless of whether they
reside in metropolitan cities or
smaller towns across India. 
People increasingly seek profession-
als to help them achieve their
desired makeovers, so it’s time to
adopt an inclusive approach to
rebrand the traditional workforce as
professionals in the beauty and well-
ness sector.
(The writer is co-founder and MD
of Orane International, a training

partner of the National Skill
Development Corporation

(NSDC) and a network Member
of India International Skills

Centres, an initiative of GoI; The
views are personal)

Beauty, wellness and grooming are
indispensable aspects of life, partic-
ularly for young professionals striv-
ing for financial success and a lux-
urious lifestyle. It’s crucial to recog-

nise that a professionally trained hairdresser
can earn more than an engineer or a doctor,
dispelling the outdated notion that commu-
nity-based hairdressers only fulfil basic needs.
Their workplaces also serve as vibrant com-
munity centres where people gather, exchange
ideas and foster belonging and bonding
while waiting for a haircut. Therefore, it’s
imperative to rebrand the skills and profes-
sionals in the beauty and wellness sector as
‘Beauty Architects’ or ‘Glam Gurus’, elevating
their profession’s status and attracting more
talent to this lucrative industry.
Our country’s beauty and wellness industry
presents unparalleled employment opportu-
nities and global placements. Recognising this,
the government has initiated various measures
to create pertinent content, curricula, infor-
mation databases, and delivery systems, stan-
dardise accreditation and certification process-
es, and establish industry-aligned infrastruc-
ture. These efforts aim to equip young indi-
viduals to perceive beauty and wellness as a
promising profession.The beauty and wellness
sector should streamline its curricula to
emphasise industry exposure. 
As the industry transitions towards more
excellent organisations, professionals must be
educated on adhering to professional service
standards, obtaining industry-specific qual-
ifications and certifications from reputable
organisations, and enhancing their existing
qualifications through access to higher edu-
cation and research.
Integrating extensive internship, apprentice-
ship, and on-the-job training opportunities
will provide candidates with practical work
experience and a comprehensive under-
standing of the industry. The absence of
employer-led apprenticeship standards and
career pathways leads to limited internship
opportunities, depriving numerous students
of valuable learning experiences.
Early introduction of beauty and wellness
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