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A
high-level committee on Union-State rela-
tions appointed by the Government of Ta-
mil Nadu has mapped the pattern of cen-

tralisation of power and the weakening of federal
democracy in India over the decades, and sug-
gested comprehensive corrective measures. The
three-member Committee, chaired by a former
Supreme Court judge, Justice Kurian Joseph, has
drawn on scholarship across various disciplines,
Constituent Assembly debates, and the �ndings
of three other committees on Centre-State rela-
tions, while also critiquing recent governance
trends that weaken the authority of States. It con-
cludes that centralisation is increasing — which it
notes is not healthy — and calls for urgent reme-
dial measures. The report is an expansive cri-
tique of the dilapidation of federalism, threaten-
ing India’s progress, and calls for changes to
reverse the dangerous course, stating that “In-
dian federalism now requires a structural reset
comparable in ambition to the economic reforms
of 1991”. India’s constitutional framework took
shape against the backdrop of Partition, and the
consolidation of princely States. The context en-
couraged the founders to tilt towards a centralis-
ing constitutional scheme; legislative, adminis-
trative, and judicial measures in the ensuing
decades further reinforced this line of thinking.
The report convincingly takes down the argu-
ments for centralisation, and argues that federal-
ised governance is essential for a country of In-
dia’s size and diversity, and that it would in fact
be dangerous to overlook this imperative.

The Kurian Joseph Committee report comes
amid repeated and deliberate moves by the Un-
ion to centralise power. The Constitution can be
amended far too easily for a federal polity, and
this creates a self-perpetuating cycle of centrali-
sation. The territorial integrity of States is at the
mercy of the Centre, most blatantly illustrated by
the dismantling of Jammu and Kashmir into two
Union Territories in 2019. The misplaced idea
that the country needs one national language is
being pursued by the Union government, which
is particularly assertive on the question. Gover-
nors have become instruments of the Centre’s
overreach in all areas of governance. The im-
pending inter-State delimitation of Lok Sabha
constituencies is causing anxiety among States
that have stabilised their populations and stand
to lose their relative weight in national gover-
nance. The Union has overt power in the conduct
of elections, and key sectors such as education
and health are being increasingly centralised.
The GST regime has restructured India’s �scal
landscape in favour of the Union and at States’ ex-
pense. This report lays out the logic, facts and
common sense about why federated governance
should be the path to progress. This report must
form the basis for a new national conversation.

Treatise for federalism 
The Kurian Joseph report must provoke 

a debate on reversing centralisation 

I
f a bruised and bleeding Manipur wants to
heal, the words of its �rst woman Deputy
Chief Minister, Nemcha Kipgen, must be

heard. She wants the bu�er zones between the
Meiteis and the Kuki-Zo communities to remain
for now, particularly in areas where the scars run
deep, because safety comes �rst. Hailing from
the Kuki-Zo community, Ms. Kipgen had to take
oath virtually from New Delhi when a new go-
vernment was installed in the State capital, Im-
phal, on February 4, after two years of violence
and a long stint of President’s Rule. While Chief
Minister Yumnam Khemchand Singh is a Meitei,
in an attempt to represent the three major com-
munities in the government, Ms. Kipgen and Lo-
sii Dikho, a Naga, were named Deputy Chief Mi-
nisters. But the complexity of the ground
situation is such that Ms. Kipgen is stationed in
Kuki-dominated Kangpokpi, and unable to at-
tend the Assembly session in Imphal due to se-
curity concerns. In an interview to The Hindu,
she described approaching the road to peace like
a mother, with empathy and care. Her work is cut
out because, at this juncture, there is an acute
de�cit of trust in the BJP government, and bet-
ween the majority Meiteis, who dominate Imphal
Valley, and the tribals, particularly the Kuki-Zo
communities, of the hill districts.

More than 250 people have been killed and
around 60,000 people were displaced after eth-
nic violence between the Kuki-Zo and Meitei peo-
ple erupted in the northeastern State on May 3,
2023. What is worrying is that skirmishes have
begun between the Kuki-Zo and Nagas as well,
with the Manipur police having to evacuate Kuki
students from a school in Naga-dominated Uk-
hrul district after a recent �are-up between the
communities. Manipur is no stranger to violence,
having witnessed waves of insurgencies ever
since it attained full Statehood in 1972, and the
three main communities must �nd a way to
peaceful coexistence in the geographical space
they live in. Ms. Kipgen wants to hear each com-
munity’s pain on their terms but she also drives
home the point that every one must recognise
the common ground that binds Manipuris — “our
shared spaces, tribal heritage, cultural values,
languages, faith traditions, social institutions,
and our future, especially the future of our chil-
dren”. Harmony, she says, does not mean same-
ness; “it means respecting distinct identities
while strengthening the bonds that allow us to
live together”. Her political masters too will do
well to hear these words because the cycle of vio-
lence has to be broken. A rhetoric of hate has no
winners. But �rst, Ms. Kipgen has to feel con�-
dent to travel to Imphal.

Safety �rst
Manipur needs a healing touch that cuts

the cycle of violence 

D
emocracies across the globe have
been witnessing backsliding and
counter-narratives have not been too
successful in arresting the malaise. In

this context, Generation Z, or Gen Z (those born
roughly between 1997 and 2012), has emerged as
a renewed source of hope at a time when many
people had begun to resign themselves to
authoritarian regimes and their unresponsive
governance.

In Bangladesh (2024) and Nepal (2025), Gen Z
has spearheaded regime-challenging protests,
mobilising around issues of corruption,
transparency and institutional accountability.
These sporadic protests proved to be more
e�ective than the earlier round of such mass
protests, examples being the Occupy Wall Street
in the United States (2011), the Arab Spring (the
early 2010s), and the Brazilian Spring (2013).
Some of these protests hit the headlines but did
not make e�ective policy changes, leave alone
regime change. So, how do we make sense of
such sudden eruptions?

Every generation recalibrates ethics, values
and social practices in a manner that is distinct
from the previous generations. Therefore, it takes
time to make sense of what the new generations
think and say — the ingredients of old practices
and imagination melt into a new recipe. The old
has an ‘absent presence’ in the way the new gets
articulated. The new looks like a distorted version
of the old, and the older generations,
understandably, feel disappointed and disturbed.

The essence, its worldview
Long dismissed as preoccupied, politically
disengaged, and lost in the virtual world, Gen Z
de�ed expectations by expressing anguish in such
an ‘organised way’. Observers continue to
interpret such movements as �ash-in-the-pan
political mobilisations — characterised by pointed
demands but marked by an episodic and
short-lived presence. One can make better sense
of such political events only if one gets to
understand the emergent political subjectivity of
Gen Z, beyond conventional registers. While
democracies are typically understood in terms of
constitutional frameworks and institutional
structures, their true substratum consists of
shifting everyday moral practices and latent
collective emotions.

To begin with, Gen Z is an uncanny
combination of radical individualism and social
indi�erence, but with less prejudice and a less

jaundiced view of the world. It is too removed to
be myopic, too nonchalant to be emotional, and
too indi�erent to be prejudiced and
discriminatory. Gen Z seems to believe in a
worldview that the ‘personal is political’ but
political is not personal. It is not involved in
worldly a�airs but that does not mean it lacks a
worldview.

Being political seems to matter the most in its
personal conduct and the way it is treated. In
essence, it operates primarily as exemplars rather
than as emissaries. It believes in living rather than
making propositions — and, therefore, not
ideologically motivated — and in making practical
sense of the world. It resists being preached to
and is sensitive about not preaching to others,
which makes forging collective struggles that
much more di�cult. It responds readily to lived
hierarchies but that does not necessarily re�ect a
structural understanding of those hierarchies.

Gen Z avoids making moral judgments about
the world. It also makes people within this
generation more active in the virtual world than
the real one. They �nd it more agreeable to work
and express their views on virtual platforms than
attend physical meets to interact. This instinct to
avoid thick face-to-face interaction has an impact
on the nature of protest and in imagining
democratic futures. It is for this reason that Gen Z
is more at home with sporadic and episodic
protests than organised movements; their
protests are leaderless and without pronounced
ideological frames.

A comparison of protests
The di�erence becomes clear when one
compares the farmers’ movement (2020-24) with
the Gen Z protests. The farmers were formally
organised, had a sustained leadership and
pronounced demands. They could sustain a
movement for years. In comparison, Gen Z
protests �zzle out and disappear without a trace
but nevertheless leave a great impact behind.

The changing modes of protest also have
something to do with again an uncanny
combination of con�dence and anxiety. Gen Z is
the �rst self-con�dent generation in
post-independent India but also the most anxious
one. Gen Z is a result of both sustained social
democratisation and fast disappearing economic
opportunities. Sustained democratisation has
allowed Gen Z to be more open about ‘self’
introspection.

The people of this generation are at ease with

counselling and therapy; therefore, mental
health-related issues are pronounced.

Previous generations were less comfortable in
accepting emotional trauma and seem to have
passed on a lot of the toxic and masculine stu� to
the next generation. Gen Z is more conscious and
wants to overcome the battles of ‘mental despair’.

The New York Times reported a sense of
“mental despair” not only among unemployed
youth but also among those employed, many of
whom �nd their workplaces toxic and experience
routine anomie. Much of this is re�ected in their
attitudes to politics and democracy. They are
assertive but su�er from insecurity. The precarity
of Gen Z gets re�ected in its fragmented and
�eeting involvement with democratic events and
issues. It can assert ancient values because it
demands con�dence to claim one’s own culture
and reject radical transformation because it is
clichéd.

Unpredictable impact
Finally, one unmistakable feature of Gen Z is the
connect between its self-representation or
identity and pronounced consumption patterns.
Market is integral to its self-making and social
imaginaries that challenge/disturb the ascriptive
identities of caste and religion. With a greater
reach of market, technology and education, Gen
Z follows global fashion trends, technological
innovations and looks for newer educational
opportunities.

All of this makes Gen Z more secularised but
inward-looking, and giving undue importance to
personal choices. Possessing the latest iPhone is
seen as a great equaliser, transcending the
complex debates surrounding class inequality.
Access to information is a greater source of
dignity than the caste and religion one is born
into.

However, engagement with fast-changing
technologies and information may contribute to
hyper-nationalism and the propagation of empty
rhetoric of the glorious past. The rise of
hyper-nationalism today is less concerned with
the chauvinistic superiority that Tagore worried
about and more focused on projecting ambitious
claims about future possibilities. India might be a
poor country yet has launched space missions;
despite grave inequalities, it also maintains a
notable presence in Silicon Valley. Gen Z will
continue to disappoint us with responses we
expect, yet surprise us with responses we have
not yet thought about.

Gen Z and the dynamics of democratic engagement

Ajay Gudavarthy 
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With its digital
activism and
episodic
protests, this
generation is
emerging as a
renewed source
of hope in an
authoritarian
world

I
ndia stands at an extraordinary crossroads,
with a linguistic landscape unmatched in
scale and richness. According to the 2011

Census, India is home to more than 1,300 mother
tongues and 121 constitutionally recognised
languages. This diversity is not merely a statistic.
It is a national strength, central to how children
learn, grow and understand the world.

When a language disappears, we lose more
than words. We lose a way of understanding the
world built over generations. Safeguarding
languages is, therefore, not only a cultural
imperative. It is fundamentally a question of
holding on to humanity’s accumulated
knowledge, which in turn makes it an educational
issue. This is why mother-tongue-based
multilingual education (MTB-MLE) is critical.

Basis for quality education
As we mark International Mother Language Day
(February 21), under the theme “Youth voices on
multilingual education”, the message is clear:
young people thrive when their languages — and,
therefore, their identities — are recognised and
valued in the classroom. When this happens,
schools become spaces where children learn
about themselves, others, and the world in all its
diversity. UNESCO has long championed
multilingual teaching, based on the language best
understood and spoken, as a condition for quality
education.

Each year, UNESCO publishes the State of the
Education Report for India, focusing on a speci�c
themes. This year, which is the seventh edition
(2025), Bhasha Matters: Mother Tongue and
Multilingual Education, brought together global
research, new national evidence and practical
lessons to explore the state of Mother Tongue and
Multilingual Education in India. The report
demonstrates that MTB-MLE is not only
pedagogically sound but also transformative. It
outlines 10 policy recommendations to guide
India towards a more inclusive and equitable
education system that treats linguistic diversity as

an asset rather than a challenge. It also highlights
what is working — from bilingual learning
materials and teacher preparation to innovative
digital solutions that bring multilingual resources
to classrooms and communities

A barrier of language
Globally, over a quarter of a billion learners lack
access to education in a language they fully
understand. In India, nearly 44% of children
enter school speaking a language that is di�erent
from the medium of instruction, according to the
National Council of Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) in 2022. For these children,
learning begins with the added burden of
decoding an unfamiliar language before grasping
academic concepts. Weak foundational literacy
and numeracy can lead to cumulative learning
gaps, reduced con�dence and, ultimately, a
higher risk of dropout.

India has taken decisive steps to address this
challenge. The National Education Policy (NEP)
2020, followed by the National Curriculum
Frameworks of 2022 and 2023, places the child’s
home or mother tongue at the centre of early
education.

The Bhasha Matters report highlights
promising examples. In Odisha, a long-standing
multilingual education programme spans 21 tribal
languages across 17 districts, supporting nearly
90,000 children. In Telangana, the use of Digital
Infrastructure for Knowledge Sharing
(DIKSHA)-enabled multilingual resources
demonstrates how digital tools can expand access
to learning materials in local languages. National
initiatives such as PM eVIDYA, Adi Vaani
(developed by a national consortium), BHASHINI
(BHash-based ANd Intelligent Node for InclusioN
in India) and AI4Bharat’s community-developed
language technologies show how digital platforms
and arti�cial intelligence can help document
endangered languages, create local-language
content and support teachers with multilingual
resources.

Building on these examples, Bhasha Matters
sets out a practical road map. It calls for clear
state-level language-in-education policies
grounded in MTB-MLE, stronger teacher
recruitment and professional standards for
multilingual classrooms, and reforms in
pre-service and in-service training to embed
multilingual pedagogy. It emphasises high-quality
multilingual materials and assessments,
community participation and indigenous
knowledge, gender-responsive approaches,
responsible investment in language technologies,
and sustainable �nancing. Crucially, it proposes a
National Mission for Mother-Tongue-Based
Multilingual Education to coordinate action
across ministries, research institutions, civil
society and technology partners, ensuring that
promising pilots become systemic reform.

Linguistic diversity is a driver
India’s linguistic diversity is not a barrier to
development; it is a powerful driver of equity,
identity and social cohesion. With States already
demonstrating what is possible, and with clear
policy frameworks in place, the country stands at
the threshold of transformative educational
change. This shift re�ects a growing body of
evidence: children learn best when taught in a
language they understand.

On International Mother Language Day, the
call is clear. Education systems must recognise
and value every learner’s language, not only to
improve learning outcomes but also to a�rm
identity, well-being and meaningful participation
in society.

When young people’s voices are heard,
multilingual education becomes more than a
policy aspiration. It becomes a shared national
movement. India’s multilingual moment has
arrived — and its youth are helping to shape its
future.

Link to report:

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000397158

‘Bhasha’ matters in India’s multilingual moment
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based
multilingual
education is
central to
inclusive and
e�ective
education

Legal jugglery
The report, “‘No clear
evidence’, man gets
sentence for attempt to
rape” (Inside pages,
February 20), describing the
shameful act of a rapist,
was immensely disturbing
to read. While legal
processes require precision
and careful interpretation,
the language often used in
such cases — as in this
report — can
unintentionally overshadow
the gravity of the violation
and the trauma endured by
survivors. Sexual violence is
fundamentally an act of
coercion and violation.

using crutches, prosthetics
or walkers, lifts are a
necessity. Without them, the
metro becomes
inaccessible. Staircases and
escalators cannot substitute
for lifts. Last-mile
connectivity is another
challenge. Even when
stations are accessible
inside, reaching them is
di�icult due to uneven
pavements, missing ramps,
and a lack of accessible
transport options.

Sabir Nishat,
New Delhi

momentary storms do not
eclipse its long-term vision.
Shreyan Kumar Mishra,

Kolkata

Accessibility gaps
Delhi’s metro network is
praised for its scale and
modernity, and there have
been visible improvements
in accessibility. Yet, for
persons with disabilities
and mobility challenges, it
still falls short of being truly
inclusive. A major concern is
the lack of functional lifts at
some stations. At Dwarka
Mor, a lift has now been
permanently sealed o�. For
wheelchair users and those

convergence of these
developments casts a
shadow over a summit
meant to project India’s
technological confidence.
Instead of headlines about
innovation, the narrative
appears to have shifted
toward controversy, blurring
the message that India
hoped to send to the world.
At a time when the country
is advancing major AI
partnerships, industry
pledges, and government
programmes aimed at
leading the Global South, a
nation on the cusp of
technological leadership
must ensure that

AI summit, disruptions
The sudden withdrawal of
Bill Gates from the India AI
Impact Summit 2026 —
o�icially framed as an e�ort
to maintain focus on
AI-related discussions —
coincided with renewed
Epstein-related headlines
following recent U.S. Justice
Department disclosures
(Front page, “Bill Gates pulls
out of AI Summit”, February
20). The wave of revelations
has also brought scrutiny to
a Union Minister’s past
professional
correspondence with
Epstein, sparking political
controversy. The

Attempts to narrowly
interpret or technically
categorise such crimes risk
diminishing their
seriousness. No legal
reasoning should obscure
the lived reality of force,
fear, and harm experienced
by survivors. Courts must of
course follow the law, but
sensitivity in both
interpretation and public
communication is essential.
Legal terminology should
not appear to dilute the
moral weight of such
o�ences or compound the
distress of those a�ected.
C.K. Prem Kumar,
Kalvakulam, Palakkad, Kerala
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T
he Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has revised
regulations governing the exposure of
scheduled commercial banks to capital

markets. There can be no mistaking the context
here — namely, the rampant increase in leveraged
equity derivatives trading since the pandemic.
Exposure of private sector banks to capital markets
has grown at a compounded annual growth rate
(CAGR) of 19.3 per cent between FY20 and FY25.
Even PSU banks have grown their lending to this
segment at a CAGR of 15.6 per cent in this period.

While private banks’ lending to capital
markets stood at ₹1,91,945 crore as on
March 2025, the exposure of PSU banks
was ₹87,924 crore. This trend cannot be
overlooked for its potential impact on
banks’ stability. Not surprisingly, RBI is
trying to restrain banks from ramping up
their exposure. It has said that scheduled
commercial banks should not finance
buying of shares or trading by
stockbrokers on their proprietary
accounts. They are allowed to provide
guarantees for proprietary trading,
provided it is 100 per cent backed by
collateral, 50 per cent of which should be
in cash. There shall be strict monitoring of
the collateral. RBI has also laid down the
haircuts which should apply to securities
given as collateral. These steps will help
rein in banks’ capital market exposure
along with the galloping trading volumes. 

The number of contracts traded in the
equity derivative segment of the NSE has
surged from 512 crore in FY20 to 10,329
crore in FY25, clocking a CAGR of 82 per
cent annually. Proprietary trading by
stockbrokers has been leading this surge
in volumes, accounting for over 60 per
cent of the derivatives trading and about
one-third of the cash volumes on
exchanges. The RBI has, however, been
prudent; it did not clamp down on the
entire broking industry. Instead, it has
provided brokers with a lifeline, saying
that banks can provide credit to finance
their day-to-day operations, which include
working capital facilities and finance for
margin trading provided to clients, and to
help them meet mismatches in
settlement. Therefore, clients of brokers
will not face a paucity of funds and the
client-facing business of brokers will not
su�er. 

Yet, stockbrokers’ bodies have urged a
rollback of the RBI rules, citing a potential
hit to market liquidity and volumes. This
is notwithstanding the fact that the
Securities and Exchange Board of India
has been concerned about equity
derivatives trading, and since 2024 has
come out with regulations to control
speculation and protect smaller investors.
So, the RBI is undoubtedly justified in
imposing the latest lending curbs. Larger
brokers who primarily concentrate on
client servicing are unlikely to be
impacted. Everyday operations of
stockbrokers will be una�ected. Smaller
brokers may struggle to give 100 per cent
collateral for obtaining bank guarantees,
and may have to reduce their trading
activity. Fact is, some reduction in market
volume is good for the well-being of the
market, and for financial stability.

Capital move 
Curbs on leveraged derivatives trading, a prudent move
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Rights over spectrum
This refers to ‘Spectrum redefined’
(February 20). The Supreme Court’s
conclusion that spectrum is not an
asset of the corporate debtor
capable of restructuring under IBC is
a welcome judgment. This landmark
ruling clarifies the constitutional
status of spectrum and significantly
limits the reach of the IBC in sectors
involving natural resources. It
preserves the sovereign regulatory
control over telecom licences. This
judgment will ensure that statutory

dues linked to natural resource
allocation cannot be diluted through
insolvency resolution. This ruling is a
major setback for financial creditors
such as Aircel which sought to
monetise spectrum rights to recover
loans. 
Bal Govind
Noida

The spin-o�s of freebies
This refers to ‘Freebies, and their
many hazards’ (February 20). It has
become fashionable to label every

welfare measure in Tamil Nadu as a
“freebie”. In a consumption driven
State, money placed directly in the
hands of women and lower income
families does not vanish, but
circulates. It supports small traders
and local MSMEs. This is not reckless
spending, rather a calibrated
demand support. More importantly,
governance is not merely about
balancing books, it is also about
balancing society. Inclusive policies
that bring women and vulnerable
communities into the economic

mainstream strengthen both dignity
and productivity. Tamil Nadu’s steady
industrial and revenue performance
suggests that social justice and
economic growth are not
contradictions, but complements.
Leo H
Tirunelveli, TN

Ethical banking
Apropos ‘Ethics in banking is not just
about compliance’ (February 20), in
the digital era, both system driven
ethics and individual ethics influence

institutional ethics. While system
driven ethics is centralised and
catalysed by several policies,
individual ethics plays a greater role
in winning the confidence and trust
of customers. Frontline sta� should
understand the necessity and
urgency of customers’ requests and
address the same in a timely manner.
A patient listening and polite
response would do wonders in
winning over customers.
RV Baskaran
Pune
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L
ately, there’s is clear shift in the
narrative in India with respect to
social media regulation and

children. State after State is signalling
the need for a social media ban for
under-16s. The Chief Economic
Advisor’s framing of digital addiction as
a public health issue has added
momentum to this conversation.
However, there’s need to take a more
considered approach before this
snowballs into a politically emotive
issue as it did in the West. 

First, access to internet in India is
directly linked with social mobility,
especially in low income and rural areas.
Children are in fact “chief technical
o�cers” of their households, often
helping their families navigate the
internet including accessing
government services which are
increasingly going online. The survey in
ASER 2024, which has been quoted by
the Economic Survey, while noting the
high social media usage among young
people, has also noted that more than
half of them use smartphone for
education, as they lack access to
resources that urban children have. 

This data clearly show the inverse
dependence of mothers on their
children for digital guidance. Many State
governments have been distributing
phones/tablets especially to students in
grades 10 and 12, as they recognise the
link between economic mobility and
education opportunities not just for
them, but their entire families.

Second, in many Western countries,
phones were allowed in schools which
led to di�erent outcomes such as social
connections, campus bullying, mental
health issues, etc. Here in India, from
the very beginning, most schools did not
allow phones. The Indian instinct to
follow the middle path should not be
discounted. India has a high percentage
of shared device usage (around 70 per
cent according to some surveys in
low-income and rural households). This
leads to higher supervision by parents
organically and control on on-screen
time. A ban, therefore, will not achieve
much as children will continue to access
platforms through the shared household
phones.

Third and most important, curbing
social media alone will not take care of
all online harms. In a recent YLAC
Screen survey, children expressed a
higher degree of concern with unwanted

contacts on gaming platforms and
gaming culture. Also, AI related harm to
children was detected. There’s,
therefore, a need to make the entire
internet safe for children, of which social
media is but one platform.

The narrative around bans is no doubt
stemming from parents’ concern,
considering the amount of time children
are spending online. Millennial parents
are grappling with the onerous task of
limiting their children’s time with
phones. Fortunately, the Digital
Personal Data Protection Act 2023 will
be implemented in India next year and it
has already made way for verified
parental consent. The Act has also

banned targeted advertising and limited
the scope for personalisation for
children.

Further, the tech industry cannot also
a�ord to have its head in the sand
anymore.There is a real need to discuss a
middle path solution with intellectual
honesty and rigour. It is not enough for
the tech industry to introduce product
features for safer teen experience and
parental controls; there is a need to drive
their uptake on their platforms. Further,
safety-by-design principles should not
apply only to social media, but all
platforms that children are more likely
to access including gaming and AI
chatbots. There are many in-between
regulatory approaches that can be
adopted by industry, policymakers and
civil society. 

India is uniquely positioned to o�er
an alternative pathway on online child
safety — one that balances their access
and well-being since this is an economic
imperative for us. The internet has been
transformative for children and their
families who do not have equal
opportunities.

The writer is Founding Partner of The Quantum Hub
and Co-Founder of Young Leaders for Active
Citizenship

Social media ban for minors, a nuanced issue

Aparajita Bharti

ONLINE SAFETY. Banning social media
alone won’t do K BHAGYA PRAKASH

Thanks to the smartphone, children in poor families play a key role in ensuring access to education and public services
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An emerging Berlin-Rome axis threatening EU’s green deal 
When the European Union launched its green deal in 2019, putting into law
the goal of climate neutrality by the middle of the century, it showed strategic
foresight as well as global leadership. Russia’s war in Ukraine has starkly
underlined the extent to which the continent’s energy security is dependent
on the transition away from fossil fuels. Lately, however, EU leaders’
environmental approach appears to be echoing the youthful St Augustine’s
plea on chastity: make us greener, but not yet. The recent European Industry
Summit made unusually big headlines thanks to Sir Jim Ratcli�e’s xenophobic
outburst over immigration. But it was also notable for fierce attacks on one of
the most important pillars of EU environmental policy. The bloc’s emissions
trading system (ETS) has achieved dramatic results in driving down overall
emissions since 2005 and encouraging green innovation. (LONDON, FEBRUARY 19)

OTHER VOICES. 

The embarrassing truth about tari�s
The White House this week opened a new front in its war on the Federal
Reserve: a fight about Fed research on the consequences of President Trump’s
tari�s. If the tari�s are such an unambiguous economic and political winner,
why is the Administration so defensive about them? The flap concerns the
analysis we told you about last week by four economists at the Federal Reserve
Bank of New York. They found that American households and businesses are
bearing nearly 90% of the cost of the Trump tari�s, contrary to Mr. Trump’s
claim that foreigners will pay. (NEW YORK, FEBRUARY 19)

N
ew Delhi’s invitation to
global companies to build
AI data centres in India is
being read as a confident
move. The logic seems

obvious: AI needs computational power,
it needs large data centres to run, and
India has the scale and space to host
them. But countries that jumped early
into building large numbers of data
centres have learned a wallet-bruising
lesson. 

AI infrastructure is not like roads or
bridges. The technology changes fast,
becomes outdated fast, consumes
enormous energy, and depends heavily
on the changing priorities of private tech
firms. What looks simple on paper is far
harder to manage in practice.

India has the advantage of watching
others go first. That matters, because
once projects reach a certain size,
choices become harder to reverse. The
real constraint today is not talent or
ideas. It is steady power, cooling, water,
stable grids, and available land. These
are the pressure points. Large
computing centres do not just sit
implicitly in the background; they lean
heavily on the country’s physical
systems.

A single modern facility can use as
much electricity as a small city, and it
needs that supply without pause. It does
not power down during peak demand or
summer shortages. Cooling runs day and
night, often drawing deeply on local
water. Once built, the ripple e�ects
spread silently. Transmission lines are
strengthened. Older power plants stay
open longer. Water is diverted. Zoning
rules changes. None of it feels shocking
at the moment. It happens step by step.

LESSONS FROM ABROAD

Countries that moved early now see the
full cost of those choices. What began as
a digital bet has steadily changed grids,
water systems, and land use — locking in
physical consequences long after the
headlines faded.

The US o�ers a clear warning sign. In
2023, data centres used about 176
terawatt-hours of electricity — roughly
4.4 per cent of the country’s total
demand. That share is expected to climb
sharply, possibly reaching 10-12 per cent
within a few years as heavy computing
loads grow.

The real issue, though, is not the
national average. It is where this
demand is concentrated. In Northern
Virginia, home to the world’s largest
cluster of data centres, these facilities
already consume more than a quarter of
the region’s electricity. To keep up,
utilities have rushed to expand the grid,
postponed the shutdown of fossil-fuel
plants, and reworked how risk is priced.

The impact is already visible.
Household electricity bills are rising
faster than the national average, and grid
planning now revolves around the
demands of large computing facilities
rather than homes or small businesses.

What began as a technology surge has
turned into a broader power and pricing
challenge.

Local governments first welcomed
these facilities for the tax revenue. Over
time, a di�erent picture emerged: grid
upgrades, substations, and transmission
costs were largely shared across the
system, while job creation remained
modest compared to energy use. The
infrastructure stayed. The leverage
faded.

Ireland o�ers a parallel lesson. By
2022, data centres accounted for over 20
per cent of the country’s electricity
demand, heavily concentrated around
Dublin. Grid authorities warned that
further expansion risked stability and
climate goals. The response was
practical, not ideological: new grid
connections were paused in key areas.
What had been sold as digital growth
was redefined as a hard infrastructure
limit.

Water tells the same story, only later
and more sharply. In The Dalles,
Oregon, Google’s facilities at times used
nearly 30 per cent of the city’s water in a
drought-prone area. Usage grew quietly
under industrial permits, and public
concern surfaced only once scarcity
became visible — after contracts and
infrastructure were already locked in.

The lesson is not that data centres are
harmful. It is that their costs accumulate
over time and spread widely, while their
benefits arrive early and are captured by
a few.

THE DYNAMICS IN INDIA

India must now ask what these dynamics
would look like at home. Electricity in

India is not a simple market commodity.
It is a social bargain. Distribution
companies are financially strained,
tari�s are cross-subsidised, and power
supply is deeply political — balancing
households, farmers, and small
businesses. Adding large, always-on data
centres into this system does not just
raise demand. It reshapes who gets
priority.

During heatwaves, fuel shocks, or grid
stress, hard choices are inevitable. Once
large computing facilities are labelled
“strategic infrastructure,” their access
to power is rarely questioned. The
adjustment cost shifts elsewhere —
through outages, higher tari�s, or
reduced reliability for ordinary users —
often without public debate.

Water raises even sharper concerns.
Many Indian cities already face seasonal
shortages, and groundwater depletion is
widespread. Large data centres can
consume water at the scale of thousands
of homes, yet this often remains
invisible until scarcity becomes acute. In
India’s context, water allocation to
global computing workloads is not just a
technical decision. It is a social and
political one.

Fiscal policy adds another layer. In the
US and Europe, governments o�ered tax
breaks, discounted power, and
infrastructure support to attract data
centres. Early investment figures looked
impressive. Over time, many regions
found that public costs persisted while
returns faded — especially given the low
employment these facilities generate.
Indian States, many already under fiscal
pressure, will face similar arithmetic.

So far, this looks like an infrastructure
story. But the deeper issue is where
value accumulates.

When global firms operate large AI
systems in India, India supplies
electricity, water, land, grid stability, and
regulatory certainty. What it does not
automatically gain is control over the
intelligence being produced. The
models, systems, and optimisation logic
remain proprietary and mobile. The
infrastructure stays. The intelligence
can leave.

This imbalance does not show up
clearly in GDP numbers. India could
host vast amounts of AI activity while
capturing only a thin slice of its strategic
value. India has seen this pattern before.
The telecom revolution delivered cheap
connectivity at scale, but platform
power — data control and pricing
leverage — consolidated elsewhere.
India became essential to global
platforms without owning them.

AI infrastructure risks repeating this
mistake at a deeper level. This time, the
subsidy is not just market access. It is
power, water, land, and grid stability.

There is also a strategic dimension.
Large computing clusters are inherently
dual-use. The same systems that power
commercial applications can also be
used for surveillance, cyber operations,
or influence campaigns. Countries
responding seriously are not rejecting AI
infrastructure; they are setting
conditions around transparency,
oversight, and national capability
building.

SET THE TERMS

India still has an advantage others lack:
time. The US and Ireland learned these
lessons after leverage was lost. India can
still define the terms — before scale
makes those choices irreversible.

India does not need to slow its
ambitions, but it must price them
honestly. Large data centres should be
treated as strategic infrastructure, not
routine real estate. Power and water
costs must be transparent and capped,
incentives time-bound, and public
subsidies tied to domestic capability, not
permanent concessions. Most of all,
hosting computation must come with
ownership of skills, systems, and
models.

These safeguards do not block
growth. They decide who benefits from
it. Set the terms early, and infrastructure
builds national strength. Delay them,
and the costs will still arrive — quietly,
and without leverage.

The writer is a Physicist at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, US

During heatwaves, fuel
shocks, or grid stress, hard
choices are inevitable.
Once large computing
facilities are labelled
“strategic infrastructure,”
their access to power is
rarely questioned
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Think before
scaling up AI
data centres

WEIGH THE COSTS. Countries that moved early now see
the full cost of those choices. What began as a digital bet
has steadily changed grids, water systems, and land use
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The BNP, regardless of its dynastic constitution, history of mis-governance, and an inclination 
towards corruption, won hands down. AFP

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  
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RIDING THE AI WAVE

The Coming Wave
Mustafa Suleyman
2024

O
penAI’s Sam Altman and Google DeepMind’s
Demis Hassabis have both indicated that we
are poised to move beyond “narrow AI” in the
next few years. Now is the time to anticipate

what lies ahead -- promise and peril -- and plan. To do
this, it is necessary to envision, to the furthest extent 
possible, what life ahead could look like.

Against this backdrop, we recommend DeepMind
co-founder and Microsoft AI CEO Mustafa Suleyman’s
2024 book, The Coming Wave. The book spells out the
consequences of the push AI will give to human capac-
ity and capability for unleashing unimaginable good,
and untold harm: Imagine synthetic biology and AI 
being brought together to create a super-virus. Suley-
man’s prescriptions focus less on moratoriums on 
technological progress than on nebulous ideas of “non-
proliferation”, bans on specific use-cases, and 
increased safety research. Whether this can bring 
about the “containment” he urges is anybody’s guess.

I
n 2024, Nirmal Das Swami, a farmer in
Rajasthan, began harvesting the power of
the sun. Nirmal installed a one-megawatt
solar park on his land, enough to power

his entire community. With access to steady, 
affordable, and clean energy, Nirmal’s income
grew. Nirmal is part of a larger transformation
happening in India. Boosted by the increasing
economic viability of renewables, India is out-
pacing other major developing countries in 
scaling cost-effective clean energy. It is set to 
add more renewables to its grid than the US 
this year. Non-fossil fuel sources now account
for 50% of its installed capacity.

India’s progress here is a result of three key
factors — the government’s big bet on univer-
sal energy access, a willingness to experiment,
and strong public-private-philanthropic part-
nerships.

First, the government recognised that
access to electricity is essential for unlocking 
health, education, jobs, and opportunity. 
Today, the big development chal-
lenge — and opportunity — is access
to power. As renewables became 
more affordable than fossil fuels, the
government seized the opportunity.
By 2018, India reached its goal of 
bringing electricity to every village. 
Last year, overall power output 
increased at its fastest pace since 
2022.

Second, India has displayed a
growing appetite for innovation, testing new 
technologies, taking risks, and accelerating 
implementation. For instance, the PM KUSUM
subsidy scheme has helped farmers repurpose
their land for solar plants. The country also 

introduced reverse auctions, encouraged local
manufacturing, and incentivised non-fossil 
fuel energy.

The third factor is novel partnerships with
businesses, philanthropies, and communities.
Public-private-philanthropic models repre-
sent a sustainable approach to development in
the 21st century, driving faster innovation and
smarter risk-taking than any sector can 
achieve alone.  Those partnerships have sup-

ported building and scaling solar grid
systems across the country.

The Global Energy Alliance
(GEA) — working with the Rajasthan
government — deployed digital tools
for farmers to lease their land to utili-
ties for solar projects. Within two
years, this added 183 MW to the pre-
viously-projected solar capacity and
helped farmers transition approxi-
mately 14,000 agricultural pumps

from diesel to solar.
But it’s still a long road to the government’s

ambitious goal of 500 gigawatts of non-fossil 
capacity. Scaling battery storage and accelerat-
ing digital solutions will be key to ensuring the

grid is more reliable, efficient, and resilient. At
Mumbai Climate Week, the GEA launched the
India Grids of the Future Accelerator, a plat-
form bringing together utilities, technology 
leaders, investors, philanthropies and more to
digitise India’s grid and bring distributed 
renewables to communities. This seeks to 
reach 300 million Indians, support 15 utilities
to build digital twins, and enable expansion of
100 GW of new distributed renewables.

India’s big bet on universal, affordable,
abundant energy is shaping how Africa, Latin
America, and the Asia-Pacific regions 
approach their own energy transitions. One 
such example is Mission 300, led by the World
Bank and African Development Bank, which 
aims to connect 300 million people across sub-
Saharan Africa to electricity by 2030. 

As the private sector, philanthropies, and
other investors grow more interested in clean
energy, bigger, more diverse coalitions con-
necting even more people to the 21st-century 
economy can be expected.

Rajiv J Shah is the president of The Rockefeller

Foundation. The views expressed are personal

How India scripted its 
renewables growth story

Rajiv 
J Shah

droves of students being dispatched to America 
and the teachers being imported from there, they
praised Japan’s willingness to “emulate the West”.
Again and again, they cited the famous Meiji-era 
dictum: “We do not say that whatever is Japanese
is good, but that whatever is good shall be Japa-
nese”.

Then came the Russo-Japanese War. Almost
overnight, Indians decided that Japan owed her 
victory to patriotism, which had unified the coun-
try in purpose and action. Now it became common-
place to quote the Meiji diplomat Suematsu Ken-
cho, who attributed her military and industrial 
achievements to the fact that “the Japanese never
forget that the individual must unconditionally 
step into the background whenever the common 
weal is in question”. The effect of the example was
electric: Droves entered movements like the Arya
Samaj, and newspapers and periodicals were 
flooded with letters and poems extolling Japan. As
“VS” wrote to The Arya: 

Glorious Japan! Thou hast in thee,
Combined the arts of war, and peace,
And reared a soul sublime and great;
Wherefore ‘Thou land of the rising sun!’
In truth, thou art a sun to us
But then, as the British began cracking down on

Indians who tried to follow Japan’s example by 
championing swadeshi, our forefathers arrived at
the conclusion that Japan owed its success to the 
fact that it had an “independent political existence”.
“Liberty is the best educator”, they began to say. Lit-
tle wonder, then, that the Native States, which 
enjoyed greater freedom in the economic domain,

were the ones to forge the deepest links with Japan.
The “pioneering” Indian students in Japan came

from Gwalior, and it was only after their “silk tur-
bans” and “studiousness” had warmed Japanese 
hearts that numbers followed from Bengal and 
Madras. It is no accident that Jamsetji Tata, who 
voyaged to Japan alongside Vivekananda, opened
his silk farms and the Tata Research Institute in 
Mysore, or that M Visvesvaraya, who visited Japan
in 1898, went on to serve in Hyderabad and Mysore.
The maharajas were drawn to Japan because it 
showed what a progressive monarchy could 
accomplish. 

The Gaekwads led the way, eager to adopt
Japan’s technical prowess. None endeared them-
selves more than Sriram Chandra of Mayurbhanj,
who candidly announced at a dinner hosted by the
famed statesman Okuma Shigenobu that “he would
like to be born a Japanese at the next birth”.

This universal admiration was not fated to last.
Soon enough, Indians began to feel uneasy about 
what Japan’s knowledge, patriotism, and liberty 
were coming to mean in practice. We associate this
worry with Rabindranath Tagore, who, when he 
visited Japan in 1916, excoriated his hosts for 
annexing Taiwan and Korea (to which proponents
of “Japanism”, such as the ultranationalist Mitsui
Koshi sarcastically replied that Indians such as 
Tagore had “a tendency to try to escape from the 
actualities of life”). 

But the truth is that, long before Tagore set foot
in Japan, Indians living there had begun to warn 
that the Japanese were only “half-serious” follow-
ers of the Buddha whose pride in their land went 
“to an excess”. Initially, they dwelled on Japan’s 

“want of sympathy toward Chinese students” flock-
ing to Tokyo. Then there were more ominous signs.
In a letter published in The Dawn in the wake of the
Russo-Japanese War, an Indian student recounted
asking “young Japanese” how their “small coun-
try” could possibly compete with the West. “Why,
we will make it as large as the British Empire”, they
replied, a statement that understandably left their
interlocutor horrified. Eventually, the flame came
closer. By 1919, Japan had become India’s second-
largest trading partner, having undercut European
manufacturers. This sharply increased the number
of Japanese residing in India. Unfortunately, this 
meant, as a worried Japanese businessman wrote
to the Indo-Japanese Association, that Indians real-
ised their “brother Asians” were quite ready “to 
take after the British people in their contemptuous
attitude towards Indians”.

The praises and cautions voiced by generations
past are worth recalling because Japan is once 
more at a moment where it must confront neces-
sity. Previously, it was the arrival of America; now
it is the ceaseless rise of China. Fearing diminish-
ment, Japan is moving in the direction of rearma-
ment, in every sense of the word. The spectacular 
election of Takaichi (and before that, of her 
lamented mentor, Shinzo Abe) is but a sign of this 
churn. 

Will this fateful moment lead to peace or to con-
flagration in Asia? 

It depends on Japan’s answer to the question
that our forefathers asked a century ago: Can it lead
without descending into chauvinism? The ques-
tion is important because India seems unable to 
rise to the moment. We remain the “vain talkers” 
that Vivekananda feared we were, unwilling to 
“awaken ourselves to the necessity of the present 
times.” And so, what is to become of Asia in the 
coming decade will depend greatly on whether the
Japanese, the “singular people” we have long 
admired, can revive themselves without being car-
ried to that “excess” we once feared.

Rahul Sagar is Global Network associate professor at 

NYU Abu Dhabi. His recent books include The Progres-

sive Maharaja and To Raise A Fallen People. The views 

expressed are personal

To be clear, thanks to the quality of these elec-
tions, two immediate concerns have abated. The
law-and-order situation is not currently a serious
impediment. This reduces pressure on the 
army to manage the streets under duress. The BNP
too, for now, is not being driven by anti-AL ven-
detta. 

On the implementation of the July National
Charter, the BNP can safely adopt a “yes, but” 
approach. It may implement some core reforms
that correspond to its own 31-point agenda, while
amending those clauses that it challenged from
the outset. 

On foreign policy and economy, Rahman’s
centrism will afford policy stability. His decision
to mend ties with India and New Delhi’s reciproc-
ity are promising signs. If his government redu-
ces inflation from its current standing at 8.5%, 
continues to build forex reserves, limits external
debt, and supports the mid-term development of
revenue-generating sectors beyond ready-made
garments exports, then the electoral bet will pay
off.

But, given Bangladesh’s unchanged political
economy, the biggest challenge for the new prime
minister is likely to come from within the party 
itself. Not in the form of a direct leadership chal-
lenge. The long-term line of succession is clear 
with daughter Zaima Rahman’s centrality to her
father’s political network, along with a clutch of 
loyalists who supported Rahman during exile in 

London. More in the form of passive resistance to
institutional change and accountability by the 
party’s regional satraps, who have long been wait-
ing for “good times”. These cleavages, less salient
when the BNP was fighting for survival, are likely
to grow as it begins to govern. How Rahman man-
ages intra-party dynamics will shape the BNP’s 
overall performance.

Rahman could opt for insularity and tighten
the circle of loyalists around him. Such an
approach risks putting the party on the same
path as the AL. Hasina’s inward turn under pres-
sure, and towards India, backfired. Or Rahman
could adopt a consensual approach, respect
those who deserve recognition and responsibil-
ity for not abandoning the country and the party
and develop a transparent inner-party system of
accountability.

The initial signs indicate that Rahman has
opted for the latter route while retaining political
command. Sustenance of intra-party discipline 
will test his leadership. Mismanagement on this 
count will put BNP’s historic win at risk. The cap-
ture velocity of Bangladeshi politics means that the
field for Rahman to prove his word and his worth
is now fully set.

Avinash Paliwal teaches at SOAS University of 

London and is the author of India’s Near East: A 

New History (London: Hurst, 2024). 

The views expressed are personal

J
apan has resoundingly elected as its first-ever
female prime minister, an iron-willed con-
servative with a fondness for heavy metal and
fast cars. Sanae Takaichi’s sudden ascent and

colourful personality may astonish observers, but
it ought not to surprise Indians aware of the paeans
their forefathers sang for Japan. To them, Japan 
was admirable for being conservative when possi-
ble and radical when necessary. But in this remark-
able dualism, they also noticed a wrinkle that 
deserves our to be remembered.

When the “makers” of modern India came of
age in the latter half of the 19th century, they ini-
tially sought to learn from Italy and Germany, the
other latecomers to nation-building. Romantics 
rehearsed Mazzini’s orations and statesmen avidly
followed Bismarck’s moves. But then, slowly, news
filtered in of the great changes afoot in Japan. And
so, as soon as steamship routes permitted Indians
to travel to North America via Japan, the curious 
took advantage of the opening. One of the earliest
voyagers was Swami Vivekananda, who was 
stunned by what he discovered. The Japanese, he
wrote to his associates in July 1893, were “bent 
upon making everything they want in their own 
country”— including rifles and naval ships — while
his own countrymen were a “race of dotards” 
debating the “untouchableness” of food and chas-
ing after “thirty-rupee clerkships”. “Come, see these
people, and then go and hide your faces in shame,”
he fumed.

Initially, Indians believed that the Japanese
owed their “unexampled” rise to their “intense 
craving” for “useful knowledge”. Pointing to the 

A
fter 15 years of Sheikh Hasina-led
Awami League’s (AL) regime that is
believed to have jailed thousands,
disappeared hundreds, and killed
over 1,400 people in July 2024 before
being toppled by a mass uprising,

and the ensuing uncertainty over the last 18 
months, Bangladesh has finally turned a corner.

In the first free and fair, if not inclu-
sive, elections since 2008, the Banglade-
shi public has (re)elected to power the 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) 
under the leadership of Tarique Rahman.
The Jamaat-e-Islami (JeI), under the 
leadership of its ameer, Shafiqur Rah-
man, won 77 of 300 seats, whereas the 
BNP stands at 212. The referendum on 
the July National Charter that promises
a structural overhaul of the country’s 
body politic has also passed.

This is a strategically significant moment. Not
only did the elections occur peacefully, but they 
also witnessed nearly 60% voter turnout. Instead
of challenging the results and questioning the 
process, the JeI-led coalition conceded defeat with
grace. The army, which took a decisive political 
call in 2024 to end Hasina’s excesses, is committed
to military professionalism and is steering clear of
civilian politics.

Such is the power of an honest ballot that it is
hard to overstate the emotional value of this 
moment for the Bangladeshi public. Be it the 
young who grew up under Hasina’s regime and 
never knew what genuine political participation 
looks like, or others with longer memories, these

elections mark a watershed. The BNP now has a 
five-year mandate to deliver on Rahman’s “plan 
for the people of my country”. The interim govern-
ment and Bangladesh’s armed forces deserve 
credit for rebuilding the country’s political con-
tract along democratic, civilian lines.

There is an interesting paradox at play,
though. The 2024 uprising generated powerful 
escape velocity that ended an oppressive cycle of
compromised elections overseen by a traditional
political party. Regardless of whether the AL 
re-emerges in some form or other, Hasina and 
her family’s political career is likely over. Still, the
2026 elections have demonstrated an equally 
powerful capture velocity wherein another tradi-
tional, family-led political party has been voted 
back to power. From promising voter turnout 

and the social coalitions both parties
built, to voting patterns across demo-
graphics and regions, these elections
indicate the electorate’s hunger for
institutional stability and prosperity.

This paradox is unsurprising given
the context and build-up to these elec-
tions. But it tells a cautionary tale of
continuity more than change. The JeI
has an image of being clean; it moder-
ated rhetoric on several issues, barring

women’s rights, and faced much worse persecu-
tion and violence under Hasina than most BNP
cadre and leaders did. It still struggled at the
ballot. Similarly, the students-led National Citi-
zens Party, despite its key role in the 2024 upris-
ing and winning six seats, has a long way to go.

In contrast, the BNP, regardless of its dynas-
tic constitution, history of mis-governance, and
an inclination towards corruption, won hands
down. Even if the tables turn in the next elec-
tions, there is a case to be made that Islamist
parties, though part of Bangladesh’s social fab-
ric, do not form its political core. And that
despite the deluge of understandable optimism,
Bangladesh’s political economy remains
unchanged. This poses its own risks.

Riding high on 
hope, waiting 
for deliverance
Despite the deluge of optimism 
in Dhaka following the BNP’s 
win, Bangladesh’s political 
economy remains unchanged. 
This poses its own risks

What Japan has meant to 
India, through a lens of history

{ OUR TAKE }  

F
ederalism and separation of powers are among
the most important tenets of India’s 
constitutional framework. A sound fiscal state,
while a later addition to the statute, is the 

bulwark without which the nation’s well-being will be 
threatened. Each of the three is indispensable for the 
country’s stability and long-term well-being. However, 
these first principles do not guarantee that the three 
will not be in conflict with each other. In fact, we have 
entered an age where this conflict is becoming the 
norm rather than the exception.

The Supreme Court’s outburst on Thursday — 
observations rather than a decree — against the so-
called “freebie” culture in the country, while hearing a 
case filed by the Tamil Nadu government defending its 
right to provide subsidised power, is one such example.
The matter reached the Court because a central law 
prohibits the Tamil Nadu government from continuing 
to provide subsidised power. The law is for the greater 
good. Power subsidies and their fiscal overhang are 
systemic problems facing state finances in India.

However, the larger world of what the Court termed
“freebies” is not exactly within judicial purview. This is 
because governments, whether at the Centre or the 
state level, are free to choose how they spend their 
money, provided they adhere to fiscal norms, which 
continue to focus on headline deficits for states. This 
has led to a proliferation of debt-financed doles and the 
substitution of expenditure useful in the long run with 
spending that delivers immediate populist rewards. 
The problem, as the justices rightly pointed out, is 
party- and region-agnostic now. Outbursts aside, 
courts should stay away from this issue if they want to 
respect the separation of powers. The Centre could 
very well tweak the law to expand the universe of fiscal 
rules for the states, but such a law will further squeeze 
the fiscal autonomy of the states, which has already 
been curtailed in the post-GST world.

Then there is also the persisting heartburn among 
the richer (mostly southern) states about the 
disproportionate burden they carry to sustain the 
principle of equity in India’s fiscal federalism. A lot of 
central taxes, raised in richer states, are diverted to 
poorer states to help them cover their “income 
distance”, as the Finance Commission calls it. The 
problem seems like a genuine dilemma where one 
(federal autonomy) cannot be protected without 
sacrificing the other (fiscal prudence). Status quo will 
only make things worse. So, what is to be done?

Politically convenient acts of trying to prioritise one
cause without the other will definitely not help. 
Opportunism or hypocrisy, where deviants of one kind 
are flogged while the others are left scot-free, will only 
worsen the heartburn and trust deficit. What is needed 
for a true resolution of the problem is a fundamental 
change in politics, rather than throwing rules at a 
problem that has its origins in political economy.

India is at the cusp of becoming the third-largest 
economy in the world. But many Indians are very far 
from even basic economic security. “Freebies” are the 
palliative that politicians have discovered to postpone 
the day of reckoning as far as this asymmetry is 
concerned. With technologies such as AI knocking on 
the door, the gap between overall growth and mass 
fortunes will only widen in the future. Politics, and 
more importantly, democracy must reinvent itself to 
manage this problem. Outbursts and grandstanding, 
even if well-intentioned, will not help. What is needed 
is a sincere introspection and statesmanship.

More than just 
a fiscal problem
Freebies are the palliative politicians offer to tide 
over economic asymmetry. Statesmanship, not 
grandstanding, should guide the debate on it
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FEARING DIMINISHMENT, 
JAPAN IS MOVING IN THE 
DIRECTION OF 
REARMAMENT, IN EVERY 
SENSE OF THE WORD. THE 
SPECTACULAR ELECTION OF 
TAKAICHI IS BUT A SIGN OF 
THIS CHURN
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Your grandmother trusted her doctor. Your 
mother trusted consumer reports. You 
trust the 4.7-star rating from 2,300 
strangers. But if you’ve recently used the 
internet to look at reviews for a stroller, or 
even for help selecting a health insurance 
plan, you likely noticed that it’s not very 
helpful anymore. Real information has 
become buried by an avalanche of artificial 
intelligence-produced fakery. 

Today’s internet is less authentic. And 
less human. If you rely on it for information 
about anything from polo shirts to politics, 
that’s a big problem. The good news might 
just be that in an age when artificial intelli-
gence (AI) can manufacture those 
strangers — and their enthusiasm — over-
night, people may start trusting institu-
tions and experts again. 

Partly due to the influence of the inter-
net, we’ve seen a rejection of institutional 
credibility and the value of expertise in 
favour of the distributed judgment of 
everyday users. Generative AI’s infinite 
stream of digitally produced nonsense is 
making that an increasingly bad bet. A 
Graphite study of 65,000 English-language 
web articles found that before ChatGPT, 
about 5 per cent of those were primarily AI-
generated. By late 2024 that figure crossed 
50 per cent. In April 2025, Ahrefs found that 
74 per cent of newly created web pages con-

tained AI-generated content. 
Instead of being useful, many AI-

written articles are lies. The issue isn’t AI 
hallucinations but rather generative AI’s 
ability to produce plausible fiction cheaply 
and at scale. The consequence is an endless 
flood of AI-created nonsense on every topic 
where propagating falsehoods is in some-
one’s interest, from Amazon product 
reviews to global politics. 

The natural response is to be skeptical, 
do your own research, triangulate sources, 
etc. That can work if you already have 
expertise on the question you’re trying to 
answer. It falls apart for everything else. 
When you’re buying a stroller, you can’t 
crash-test every model. You rely on 
reviewers who are real, hopefully aren’t 
selling you something, and seem to have 
good judgment. There’s a name for that 
arrangement: delegated trust. 

For a while, the internet’s distributed 

version of delegated trust — Amazon 
reviews, TikTok influencers — looked like 
it could replace institutional authority. And 
why not? Institutions fail all the time. They 
get captured, go lazy, and protect their own 
interests. But when anyone can generate 
infinite flimflam, relying on unfiltered 
views means listening to whoever has most 
aggressively deployed fakery to drown the 
truth in synthetic blather. 

And it gets worse. Decades of psychol-
ogy research have shown that simple rep-
etition makes claims feel true. Research 
demonstrated in 2015 that this “illusory 
truth effect” persists even when people 
know a claim is false. When AI enables 
cheap, massive repetition of plausible nar-
ratives, familiarity substitutes for credibil-
ity. That is not a problem anyone can think 
their way out of. 

But quite often you have to trust some-
one. There are just too many decisions in 
life — from what to buy to where to invest 
to who to vote for — where people, no 
matter how capable, need guidance. 

So here’s my prediction: As AI-gener-
ated content overwhelms the open web, 
trust will recentralise. People will fall back 
on recognisable institutions, named 
authors, and visible editorial processes. 
They’ll also fall back on individuals with 
established track records, whether a 
named journalist or a parent influencer 
who tests strollers with her own kids on real 
sidewalks and in actual airports. The key in 
both cases is authenticity. You have confi-
dence that a real person is providing truth-
ful, trustworthy information. 

Institutions can fill the gap. You might 
disagree with this column, but you can be 
sure that I am a real person, because 
Bloomberg says I am. Someone at the 
organisation has met me, checked my cre-
dentials, and would be fired if I turned out 
to be ChatGPT-5.2 in a blazer. That’s not 
much, but it’s more than most of what is 
published today. 

Organisations who have built that kind 
of verification infrastructure are starting to 
see returns. The New York Times bought 

Wirecutter for $30 million in 2016, and it’s 
now a key driver of the media firm’s sub-
scription bundle, and the broader category 
it sits in — ailiate, licensing, and other rev-
enue — reached $70.5 million in the second 
quarter of 2025. Wikipedia’s army of volun-
teer editors — real people enforcing sourc-
ing standards — has made it one of the 
most trusted sites on the internet for the 
same reason: Visible, human curation. 

Institutions that assume public distrust 
is permanent will underinvest in credibil-
ity. That’s a strategic mistake. Credibility 
compounds slowly. It takes years of edi-
torial standards, sourcing discipline, and 
accountability before people treat you as a 
default. The institutions that will benefit 
from the coming recentralisation of trust 
are the ones building that infrastructure 
now, before the market demands it. 

The question isn’t whether trust will 
recentralise; it’s which institutions will be 
ready when it does. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
Bloomberg

The AI Impact Summit was 
intended to be a showcase for a 
rising India. The nation would 
demonstrate its organisational 
prowess and the range of its con-
tributions to the buzzword 
industry of the moment. It 
turned out to be a clarifying event 
for the wrong reasons. 

Multitudes of delegates and 
visitors complained that mobiles 
were not allowed at the venue. 
They were unhappy about the 
disruption of normal business 
with halls shut due to  
movements of “very important 
persons” (VIPs). They did not 
relish having to walk several  
kilometres before they could 
access transport. 

The bans on cars and mobiles 
may have been for security rea-
sons. Cars can explode, and 
mobiles can be used to trigger 
explosions. The bans on people 
entering halls where VIPs were 
floating around were presum-
ably also for security reasons. 

But all this is very Third World 
and leaves one wondering 
whether India has the organisa-
tional skills required to host such 
an event. It’s even more puzzling 
since this is not the first mega-
event India is hosting. Arranging 
buses and shuttles to shunt 
people in and out of Bharat Man-
dapam should not have been an 

impossible task. 
Security can also be arranged 

without causing this level of 
inconvenience. The summit fol-
lows on the heels of the AI Action 
Summit in Paris last year. That 
went off without incident. People 
easily accessed the venue while 
carrying mobiles. 

But of course, the juiciest 
gossip of the AI Impact Summit 
revolved around Galgotias Uni-
versity’s presentation of a Chi-
nese robodog, which costs less 
than $3,000, as its own AI-driven 
creation, which was supposedly 
developed on a $39 million 
budget for research and develop-
ment (R&D). 

The crudity of the fraud is one 
of the surprising things about it. 
There was no attempt to change 
the look and feel of the robot, 
even though the exhibitors must 
have hoped for saturation cover-
age. Bollywood and Mollywood 
have many designers who spend 
their time dreaming up and cre-
ating science fictional swag that 
looks really good onscreen. The 
exhibitors could have spent a 
small fraction of the $39 million 
to hire a Bollywood designer to 
give the robot a makeover. 

The fraud itself is par for the 
course. Some Indians have a his-
tory of taking information tech-
nology-related stuff from corners 
of the internet and dressing them 
up as original products. Circa 
2023 for example, an IIT Madras-
backed firm put out an operating 
system labelled BharOS where 
Bhar is a diminutive of Bharat. 
After the “new indigenous 
system” was announced with 
fanfare, it turned out to be a 
rebranded version of an Android 
Open Source Project which was 
freely available. 

While being especially blatant, 
the incident of the robodog ties in 

with the history of gold rushes 
and technological breakthroughs. 
Where there’s a sniff of money, 
there will be scamsters. Every 
gold rush has had its share of 
people selling fools’ gold – chunks 
of inexpensive iron pyrites that 
glint like the precious metal. 

The discovery of electricity 
and magnetism led to the prolif-
eration of many perpetual 
motion machines. As a young 
patent clerk, Albert Einstein is 
said to have made himself 
unpopular by refusing to grant 
patents for such machines. And 
speaking of patents, when patent 
medicines became popular, 
“medicine men” started hawking 
snake oil as a panacea for all ills. 
An Indian variation Sande ki Tel 
has long been touted as the 
granddaddy of Viagra.   

At some stage, people may ask 
pertinent questions about that 
$39 million robodog. Was $39 mil-
lion actually invested in “devel-
oping” this cyberanimal, or was it 
just a figure plucked out of thin 
air because it sounded impres-
sive? If indeed that money was 
raised and spent, investors might 
want to know where it went. 

In broader terms, a high-pro-
file incident of this nature, ema-
nating from a supposedly 
top-class private university, 
severely dents confidence in the 
quality of R&D as regards artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) in India. 

India’s policymakers are 
pushing hard to create an eco-
system conducive to AI R&D, 
backed with compute power and 
state-of-the-art data centres, and 
attempts to integrate backwards 
into chip design and production. 
Enormous sums have been 
invested in this. The emergence 
of Canis Galgotias makes  
one wonder how that money is 
being deployed.

It’s early days in 2026, but the word “sovereignty” is 
already the most likely frontrunner for the word of 
the year. It’s now a key buzzword in Indian politics. 
And it gets radioactive whenever US President 
Donald Trump makes any reference to India. Or 
when something as normal and reciprocal as his 
ambassador, Sergio Gor, visiting the Western Com-
mand headquarters at Chandimandir happens. 

Mr Trump has brought sovereignty back in 
fashion. He’s broken three decades of globalisation 
consensus that persuaded nations to see benefit in 
sharing sovereignty with their friends and allies, in 
groupings and alliances. This is over. Mr Trump  
has persuaded every nation, especially his allies or 
partners – from Canada to India – to rediscover  
that “S” word. 

In India, it only recently reawakened latent emo-
tions. You could see it as the end of the era of com-
placency, or a test of our national 
wisdom. India’s short era of strategic 
pragmatism is being put to the test. 

You can attribute it to our colonial 
history. Or subsequent victimisation by 
the West (read America) as Pakistan 
became its treaty ally. Later, the 
wounds were made deeper and the for-
tress mentality stronger as India faced 
successive sanctions and technology 
denial after the two Pokhran tests in 
1974 and 1998. 

All the pressures on our nuclear and 
missile programme in the infamous 
“cap, rollback and eliminate” era also 
came from Washington. India’s larger, 
philosophical concept of sovereignty, therefore, 
came to be defined as defiance of America. This 
lived experience produced a nationalism that was as 
thin-skinned as the suspicion of the US was deep. 

The “foreign hand” was always American. Its 
adversaries, the Soviet Union and its allies, were 
natural friends. That was until one day the Soviet 
Union and its bloc vapourised in 1990-91. Since 
then, India has been exploring the new, unipolar 
world and steadily building a perch for itself in this 
unfamiliar terrain. The larger result has been a 
steady but decisive tilt towards the West. From P V 
Narasimha Rao to Narendra Modi through Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee and Manmohan Singh, every 
Indian leader has wrestled with the same strategic 
dilemma: How to build relationships in the post-
Cold War era without joining any camp. 

India’s fraught neighbourhood places multiple 
constraints on its strategic choices. Broadly, let’s 
look at a dual constraint. Because India is always in 
a hair-trigger situation with Pakistan and always 
worries about when the Chinese make the Line of 

Actual Control (LAC) active. It leaves no time to take 
a deep breath, lean back and reset. Americans like 
to underline the challenge of walking and chewing 
gum. For India, the China-Pakistan alliance pro-
duces a much greater complexity. 

Here’s why we call it a dual constraint. First, India 
needs its armed forces to always be battle-ready and 
significantly deployed. A lot of the hardware is still of 
Soviet/Russian origin, and that dependence cannot 
be wished away. Further, Russia is critical to some of 
India’s most sensitive and strategic programmes – 
the nuclear submarines (SSNs), for example. Second, 
to avoid a two-front challenge, it needs stable ties – 
even trade compromises – with China. 

Managing this relationship means it cannot say 
anything rude about Russia over Ukraine or even 
publicly accept Mr Trump’s claims that it has com-
mitted to stop buying Russian oil. The complexity is 

evident in the fact that, before the 
Ukraine war, when Europe and 
America wanted India to buy Russian 
oil at a price ceiling to help maintain 
global energy prices, India was buying 
almost no crude from Russia. Forget 
being critical to India’s energy security, 
it did not even figure in the conversa-
tion. Now there’s pressure from public 
opinion not to stop buying. Tell them 
you are sovereign. 

The defiance Indian governments 
of the past showed to American press-
ure is being invoked often, reminding 
us how Indira Gandhi showed Richard 
Nixon and Henry Kissinger their place. 

That’s a reality, but only half the story. 
The other half is that while Indira Gandhi defied 

one bloc, she made India nearly (or partly) a 
member of the other. From 1969, when she needed 
the pro-Moscow Communist Party of India (CPI) 
members of Parliament to keep her minority gov-
ernment in power, her tilt to Moscow became pro-
nounced. From August 9, 1971, India became a 
treaty-bound ally of the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics. It wasn’t your vanilla security treaty; 
buried in much text of platitudes was also Article IX, 
which amounted to a mutual security guarantee. 

It came in handy as the US 7th Fleet sailed to foil 
India, guaranteed a Soviet veto in the UNSC and 
enabled India to build military hardware very 
quickly, including several hundred T-55 tanks from 
Poland. All this even as China, the new friend of the 
US, rearmed Pakistan. 

The 1971 victory was the peak of glory for Indira 
and India and a humiliation for the Nixon adminis-
tration as their ward was dismembered. But did this 
mean India had total sovereignty? On one issue after 

another, it had to side with the Soviets, whatever the 
moral argument. Kampuchea/Cambodia and 
Afghanistan tested India’s claims to morality. At 
least one of these, Afghanistan, created a strategic 
mess for India. It revived the US-Pakistan alliance, 
seeded the jehadi culture and created space for Isla-
mabad to nuclearise. 

Did this phase in our history, say from 1969 to 
1989, see our sovereignty compromised? The 
answer is no. Sovereignty is not something hall-
marked like gold. Sovereignty for any nation, the US 
and China included, is relative. In essence, it means 
a nation must have the space to make its choices, 
even compromises. In the Cold War era, India’s sov-
ereign choice was to tilt towards Moscow. After-
wards, there’s been a slow linkage with Washington. 
At the same time, the relationship with Russia has 
been nursed, stability has been sought with China, 
and deterrence has been built with Pakistan. At the 
same time, however, Russia has become an ironclad 
ally of China. That’s because Vladimir Putin makes 
sovereign choices, too. No country is ever fully sov-
ereign, not even neutral Switzerland. They all make 
their choices and compromises. Opportunism 
becomes a valid tool in the hands of the wise, and 
there is no shame. 

The upshot is, in the Cold War era, India had to 
put up with Soviet misdemeanours — Afghanistan 
being the most important. Some of our responses to 
the US are a mirror image of that. 

So strong was our anti-Americanism that in no 
city of India was any landmark named after an 
American until Revanth Reddy decided to name 
one after Mr Trump in Hyderabad. In New Delhi, 
even now, there’s none but Roosevelt House, the US 
Ambassador’s residence. We didn’t even name an 
avenue after Martin Luther King. 

Today, we live in a globalised world of inter-
dependencies, and the idea of sovereignty needs 
greater flexibility. All nations are seeking new 
alliances, and shared vested interests are the only 
guiding principle. Ideology and morality are out. A 
good personification of this change will be seen in 
New Delhi in a week, when Canadian Prime Min-
ister Mark Carney comes by to repair a relationship 
his predecessor tore up. His choice: Put up with Mr 
Trump’s threats to Canada’s sovereignty, or hedge 
with relationships elsewhere. 

As a student of Indian politics, one of my most 
memorable Walk the Talk interviews was with then 
CPI(M) General Secretary Harkishan Singh Surjeet. 
You’ve backed governments that continued 
improving ties with the US, I asked. How do you  
justify that? 

“Dekhiye,” (please see), he said, India needs  
technology. We used to get it from the Soviet Union, 
which doesn’t exist now. So, we need America. We 
have to do what our national interest demands. 

This is a short tutorial on sovereignty from  
the great Left ideologue. I could’ve simply told  
you this story upfront rather than making you read 
1,200 words. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Sovereignty, pragmatism & choices
India’s fraught neighbourhood places multiple constraints on 
its strategic choices. Americans like to underline the challenge 
of walking and chewing gum. For India, the China-Pakistan 
alliance produces a much greater complexity

illustration: binay sinha

On a humid evening in Chennai, before 
roughly 16,000 spectators, Brampton-
born Yuvraj Samra, named after the 
king of six sixes, played an innings that 
seemed to stretch beyond the boundary 
rope. Canada were facing New Zealand 
in the 2026 T20 World Cup. Samra 
struck 110 from 65 balls, becoming the 
youngest centurion in the tournament’s 
history and the first from an associate 
nation. The Kiwis prevailed in the end, 
but the weight of that ton lingered. 

In Canada, cricket remains blan-
keted by snow for much of the year. 
Samra grew up in indoor nets with 
winters spent honing his bat swing and 
sharpening decision-making in tight, 
artificial spaces. Exposure tours to Sri 
Lanka provided what Ontario could 
not: Heat and spin. The hundred in 
Chennai felt crafted rather than con-
jured. He opened up the off-side in the 
powerplay, accumulated steadily 
through the middle overs, then acceler-
ated in the final few. 

This showcases a wider shift in the 
sport’s competitive order. T20 flattens 
hierarchy. Twenty overs reward clarity 
of role, precision in match-ups and dis-
cipline across phases, more than a vast 
first-class calendar. Associate sides, 
often without expansive domestic struc-
tures, have learned to value eiciency. 

Italy’s recent strides rest on adapta-
tion. Much of their cricket is played on 
astroturf, demanding technical adjust-
ment. After a World Cup win over 
Nepal, captain Harry Manenti noted: 12 
of the 15 players hold jobs outside 
cricket. Crishan Kalugamage, player of 
the match that day, makes pizzas at 
home, training around shifts in hospi-

tality. The Mosca brothers—Justin, a 
physical education teacher, and 
Anthony, a carpenter— balance profes-
sions with opening stands. Preparation 
is squeezed into spare hours; roles are 
sharply drawn. 

The Netherlands have long oper-
ated on similar terms. During the pan-
demic, Paul van Meekeren revealed he 
was delivering for Uber Eats while 
cricket around the world stood still. 
When fixtures returned, so did his pace. 
Saqib Zulfiqar has combined leg-spin 
with work in banking at ABN AMRO. 
For many Associates, professionalism 
coexists with ordinary employment. 

Nepal’s climb has been fuelled by 
strong public backing and clearer tacti-
cal thinking. Rohit Paudel has grown 
into a composed presence in the 
middle order; Kushal Bhurtel brings 
early momentum; Dipendra Singh 
Airee offers flexibility with bat and ball. 
Facilities remain modest by global 
standards, yet their T20 execution—
pace-off into the pitch, protection of 
straight boundaries, discipline at the 
death— is deliberate and drilled. 

The United Arab Emirates have 
benefited from the format’s brevity, 
with Muhammad Waseem’s powerplay 
hitting translating into franchise vis-
ibility. The United States of America’s 
Saurabh Netravalkar, who was once 
part of India U19 setup and later 
worked with Oracle, became a house-
hold name after his pace strangled Pak-
istan in a super over in the 2024 T20 
World Cup. 

Elsewhere, the Papua New Guinea 
national cricket team lean heavily on 
homegrown talent, prioritising athlet-
icism in the field and seam bowling. 
The Uganda national cricket team have 
advanced through structured regional 
competition. The Hong Kong national 

cricket team draw on expatriate experi-
ence, assembling tactically astute sides 
without the cushion of lengthy 
domestic seasons. 

If there is a template for what T20 
can hasten, it is Afghanistan. A little 
over a decade ago they were Associates 
navigating World T20 qualifiers. The 
format offered exposure and league 
contracts. Rashid Khan, Mohammad 
Nabi and later Fazalhaq Farooqi found 
global demand for their skillsets, creat-
ing financial returns that fed back into 
the domestic game. Afghanistan are 
now embedded in ICC events. Even 
after a below-par past year, their pres-
ence feels structural, and not symbolic. 

This World Cup’s competitiveness 
has also owed something to conditions. 
Surfaces have offered early seam and 
later grip, restoring equilibrium 
between bat and ball. On balanced 
tracks, planning counts as much as rep-
utation. Bowlers regain relevance and 
disciplined Associate sides stay in the 
contest longer. 

The league economy remains the 
great catalyst. The Indian Premier 
League set the commercial benchmark; 
the PSL, CPL, SA20, ILT20 and Major 
League Cricket broadened access. A 
strong World Cup performance can 
lead directly to a contract; a contract 
can underwrite preparation and over-
seas tours.  

Ryan ten Doeschate’s journey from 
Netherlands talisman to coaching roles 
with Kolkata Knight Riders and India 
shows how influence now travels 
beyond the boundary. Samra’s 
hundred did not rejig the table. New 
Zealand progressed, as expected. Yet 
the innings revealed something crucial: 
In a three-hour format, opportunity 
can be engineered. For Associate 
cricket, that opportunity is no  
longer symbolic. It is there in  
scorecards, in contracts signed, and in 
sustained belief.

In the 35 years since liberalisa-
tion began, India has fared well 
but is not in the league of China. 
China is winning alone; India 
will win but could win faster 
with China. If not friends, they 
should not be enemies; better be 
“frenemies”, an expression 
coined in the 1950s for United 
States-Soviet Union relations. 
The gap in technology, per 
capita income, and industrial-
isation is very big. India and 
China together can better win 
the Asian century. 

Business influences United 
States-China relations. In his 
book Breaking the Engagement: 
How China Won and Lost 
America, David Shambaugh 
points out how in the 1990s, it 
was American business that 
spearheaded the country’s 
engagement with China; they 
are doing the reverse now. There 
is a lesson for us. Indian busi-
ness can influence relations. 

India and China can be 
closer through enterprise col-
laboration. China has achieved 
extraordinary results, and India 
is clearly now the junior, 

whether we like it or not. Indian 
enterprise must urgently 
strengthen so that business can 
be a win-win game for both.  

The difference in perform-
ance is not merely systemic — 
communist versus democracy; 
it is pointless to view each other 
as competitors. Are there parts 
of India that have achieved a lot 
more than some others, even 
appearing somewhat China-like 
in growth? Benchmark the best-
performing Indian states, 
attribute by attribute, and ener-
gise lagging states to match the 
best to accelerate India’s growth.   

Examples illustrate. Assam 
has grown impressively albeit 
on a lower base. The south has 
done quite well. Growth in gross 
state domestic product (GSDP) 
in Tamil Nadu has accelerated 
from 6-7 per cent a year until 
2020 to 11 per cent last year, 
close to the highs of Chinese 
growth. Tamil Nadu has signifi-
cantly higher female labour 
force participation than the 
national average (its garment 
units and iPhone factories are 
China-like). Its per capita 
income is 35 per cent higher 
than, say, Uttar Pradesh’s. The 
human capital and social indi-
cators of Tamil Nadu and Kerala 
are significantly better than, say, 
those of Gujarat and Bihar. The 
contribution of manufacturing 
as a percentage of GDP in Tamil 
Nadu is significantly higher 
than the national average. So, 
Indian enterprise can grow 
superfast within “our system”. 
We need six accelerators. 
1. Focus sharply on human 

capital: Instead of Centre-
driven policies — the four 
labour Codes, National Educa-
tion Policy, and National Eligi-
bility Cum Entrance Test — we 
should atomise the develop-
ment of human capital to 
states. Allow flexibility to states 
like Kerala and Tamil Nadu, 
which are already ahead, and 
hold up these states as 
examples to the laggards. 
2. Collaborate in governance: 
States and the Centre have 
become disgustingly pedestrian 
in the last decade. Chinese 
politics is centralised but econ-
omic growth is decentralised. 
Indian politics and economic 
growth both are centralised, 
creating the mythology of 
“double engine”. In reality, 
many single-engine states are 
more advanced! 
3. Export or perish: The late 
Abid Hussain used to repeat this 
message in the 1980s. Indian 
merchandise exports as a per-
centage of GDP have not been 
impressive at all for over a 
decade, though there are diplo-
matic hugging and bipartite 
trade deals. How many enter-
prises plan on the basis that the 
world is their market? Chinese 
company Apache Footwear, 
based near Nellore, already 
makes six million pairs for 
Adidas, and is expanding to 20 
million! 
4. Focus on technology, innova-
tion, and research: China’s 15th 
Five-Year Plan is focused on 
artificial intelligence, robots, 
and battery technology, out-
spending India by a huge factor. 

If India gets its research act 
together, there is scope to collab-
orate on electronics, clean tech, 
electric vehicles, and even 
pharma. India needs the likes of 
Lianchuang, Go-tion, Svolt, 
Apache, and Longi while they 
need our markets. 
5. Strengthen micro, small, and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs): 
Though large enterprises can do 
the heavy lifting within the pri-
vate sector, static private capital 
formation as a percentage of 
GDP for over 10 years tells its own 
story! Like the German Mittel 
stand, India needs determined 
steps to strengthen MSMEs. 
How can there be in India 63 mil-
lion — yes, 63 million — regis-
tered enterprises, of which 
barely 20,000 employ capital of 
~10 crore? 
6. Adopt an engineering 
approach to agriculture: Break 
up the whole into components, 
re-engineer the components, 
and then assemble back into a 
coordinated whole. In 2014, I 
had presented a White Paper 
(“Sarthak Krishi Yojana”) to the 
Prime Minister’s Oice on this 
subject. Such an approach 
might help India to reduce 
dependence on imports — we 
are the world’s largest importer 
of pulses and edible oils, but we 
gloat that we are the world’s lar-
gest exporter of groundwater-
intensive rice! 

Indian enterprises must 
shape up for the Asian century 
and can win better with China. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author’s latest book, CHA-
NAKYA AND SUN TZU: A Busi-
ness Lens on Trade, Thought, 
and Travel, is coauthored by 
Nirmala Isaac
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Beyond the boundary
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A thought for today

Gujarat govt’s dubious, to say the least, proposal to amend marriage
registration rules says a married couple must provide a declara-
tion that “parents were informed” of  their marriage. That will,

of  course, give parents the power to block a marriage registration. Did
govt ask whether this is constitutional, especially since all govts are led
by constitutional post-holders, in this case a CM? The reported trigger
for the proposal is demands from Patidars and Thakors, because “girls
are running away”. It is such regressive ideas – that girls asserting 

their right to marry their choice is dishonourable – that
legislators need to counter. So, when the demand was

raised, it was for BJP govt to say no. Instead, govt and
legislature prepared to cast this regressive idea in
stone, even though it will be found to be in conflict
with constitutional safeguards of  Article 21.

Marriage registration is mandatory. Without 
registration, the marriage isn’t void, but a couple does

not have official marital status needed for govt records,
IDs (passports/visas), inheritance, financial nominations, joint accounts…
name any document. If  this rule is allowed, consenting married adults
will face untold persecution by the state. The target here is what toxic
tradition calls “love marriage”. That’s a short descriptor for marriages
outside rigid caste/community boundaries. But inter-caste marriages
are barely 5% across India, more among rural and low-income groups,
per NCAER. Inter-faith marriages, weaponised as the political project
of  “love jihad”, are too few as well. The numbers, though, are not the 
point. What is is that the freedom of  an adult to marry a person of  their
choice, and the couple’s right to live legally and freely, is a constitutional
guarantee. That’s what central BJP leadership must consider and
that’s why it should tell Gujarat govt to withdraw the proposal.

Junk This Idea
Guj bid to change marriage regn rules violates rights

Who does not want to be rich? 
We all want fat bank accounts,
beautiful properties in pristine

Alps or cottages in Himalayas; a house
by a beach and a farmhouse near a
bustling metro, where we might retreat
for quiet time after exhausting ourselves
with city life, forays into malls and
cinema halls, clubs, five-star brunches,
soirées at friends’ and concerts headlined
by our favourite rock stars – luxuries
of  life are expensive. But true wealth
is an uncountable noun. If  you know
exactly how much you have, you
probably do not have enough.

The wealth of  love is beyond measure.
Greeks call it agape, love for its own sake.
In its purest form, love makes the world go
round, for it is the most widely recognised
and deeply felt emotion across the globe.
It rises beyond language; it is a dialect of
Korean dramas and an idiom of  OTT

platforms, and no Bollywood movie is
ever complete without its leading pair.
From Raj Kapoor and Nargis to Shah
Rukh Khan and Kajol, actors have enacted
this emotion with utmost sincerity.

In a film starring Shah Rukh Khan
and Kajol, a song goes: “Rom-rom tera
naam pukare, Ek hue din-rain humare,
Humse hum hi chhin gaye hain,
Jabse dekhe hain nain tihare
(sajdaa)/Teri kaali akhiyon
se jind meri jaage/Dhadkan
se tez daudoon, sapno se
aage/Ab jaan lut jaaye, ye
jahaan chhut jaaye/Sang
pyaar rahe, main rahoon, na
rahoon” – every pore of  my
body calls out your name. Our days and
nights have become one. I feel as though
I’ve been taken from myself. Ever since
my eyes met yours. From your dark,
kohl-lined eyes, my life awakens. I run
faster than my heartbeat, beyond my
dreams. Now, even if  my life is lost, even

longing, Rumi says, “Why should i seek
more? I am the same as he. His essence
speaks through me. I have been looking
for myself.”

For is it not the Guru who helps us
walk spiritual path, inviting us to taste
wine of  divinity flowing from the chalice
of  Atman? Guru and the Self  are one,
and so we wish to unite with them, heart
and soul. In Gita, Krishn says, “On those
ever united through meditation with
Me and worshipping Me with love, I
confer that yog of  wisdom through which
they come to Me,” and “Whosoever offers
Me with love a leaf, a flower, a fruit or
even water, I appear in person before
that selfless devotee of  sinless mind,
and delightfully partake of  that article
offered by him with love.”

For have we not dreamt of  singing to
our lovers – “You’re my heart, you’re my
soul, That is the only thing I really know,
You’re my heart, you’re my soul, Yeah, a
feelin’ that our love will grow.”

if  this world slips away, let love remain –
whether i remain or not.

It can safely be said that the more
love you give, more it grows. “If  you
can’t be with the one you love, love the
one you’re with” is a phrase from a 1970s
hit song by Stephen Stills.

“A life without love is of  no account.
Do not ask yourself  what kind 

of  love you should seek –
spiritual or material, divine
or mundane, eastern or
western. Divisions only 
lead to more divisions. Love
has no labels, no definitions.
It is what it is – pure and
simple. Love is the water 

of  life, and a lover is a soul of  fire. 
The universe turns differently when
fire loves water,” said Shams Tabrizi,
pir-o-murshid of  Rumi, who saw 
Shams not merely as a teacher but 
as an agent of  transformation.

In one of  his poems on ecstasy and

Love: The Dividend That Grows As You Give
Sonal Srivastava

Has US supreme court killed Trump’s tariffs, or merely hit
pause? It’s too soon to say. Trump’s first reaction, per Reuters,
was that the ruling was a “disgrace”, and he’d have to do 

something about the courts. Which isn’t out of  character, but did he
really expect to win this round? Even with a 6-3 conservative majority,
the court during Nov’s hearings had been sceptical of  his admini-
stration’s “warlike emergency” justification for tariffs. One of
Trump’s own appointee judges had asked whether Spain and France
indeed posed a threat to America’s defence and industrial base. In

Friday’s judgment, chief  justice John Roberts
said as much: “United States, after all, is not
at war with every nation in the world.”

But Trump is. That’s why the tariff  saga
won’t be over till it’s over. Using a half-century-
old law – International Emergency Economic
Powers Act – he’s roiled international trade
through the first year of  his term. And most
analysts don’t expect him to change course.

As Brett Kavanaugh, a dissenting judge, wrote, this ruling won’t 
keep Trump “from imposing most, if  not all, of  these same sorts of
tariffs under other statutory authorities.” In Jan, Trump’s top trade
negotiator Jamieson Greer had also said, if  the admin lost its case, 
it would “start the next day” to reestablish tariffs.

A return to the Feb 2025 baseline then seems unlikely, especially
because it involves refunding up to $175bn collected in tariffs. However,
Trump won’t have the same sweeping powers under other measures
at his disposal. He’ll probably have to conduct tariff  negotiations
with greater civility now. Meanwhile, we have more uncertainty
trade-wise, not less. Months of  negotiations and hard-won trade 
deals – including India’s – seem to have been in vain. Unless you 
count the majesty of  law – SCOTUS cutting POTUS down to size – as
a reward. 

Trump Tariffs Not Dead
But he’ll likely be less of a bully now

The arrest of  a man formerly known as
prince, Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor,
is consequential because the affairs 
of  this scandal-scarred brother of  
Britain’s reigning monarch seem a
grotesque link between old world 
and new, the entitled aristocracy and
modern-day plutocracy.

This fallen British royal’s case
symbolises the deep intertwining of  extreme privilege
(that includes demanding extraordinary deference) with
exceptional impunity. In his former role as Britain’s
trade and investment envoy (a job
for which Buckingham Palace
reportedly lobbied hard despite
Andrew having no discernible
qualifications), the globe-trotting
prince appears to have shared
sensitive commercial documents
with the late child sex offender
Jeffrey Epstein. Andrew is now
being investigated on suspicion of
misconduct in public office, which
carries a maximum sentence of
life imprisonment.

These events have come to pass
seven years after Andrew went 
on TV to brazenly acknowledge 
a relationship of  sorts with 
Epstein. He denied wrongdoing
but conceded that his equation
with the convicted paedophile 
included private planes and islands
and “the people that I met and 
the opportunities that I was given to learn either by
him or because of  him were actually very useful”. 

For Epstein, the trade-off  included, in Andrew’s
memorable words, “a straightforward shooting 
weekend” at Balmoral, the British royal family’s private
Highland estate. It was a clumsy attempt to explain 
that Epstein hadn’t been a guest at a glamorous royal
party so much as a companion in the muddy pursuits
enjoyed by the English upper classes.

This tone-deaf  revelation spoke to the 21st century
interplay of  celebrity power and predation. Epstein
schmoozed both new royalty and old, connecting 
freshly minted kings of  business and politics with 
old-style princes of  many realms. Thus, no matter 
how much it was shaken, the kaleidoscope continued
to settle into a two-tier world: thin upper crust, 
thickly underlaid by chaff.

Andrew is hardly the only stain on the royal record
book in relation to Epstein. Norway’s Crown Princess
Mette-Marit has publicly apologised for the “content”
of  hundreds of  warm emails she exchanged with 
Epstein even after he had served a jail term. Belgium’s
Prince Laurent had to clarify that he met Epstein 
privately on two occasions, after initially saying he 
had never attended any event involving him.

But as things stand, publics everywhere seem stoic,
even tolerant. Andrew technically remains eighth in 
line to the British throne. Laurent, brother of  Philippe,
king of  the Belgians, is 15th. Mette-Marit will be queen
when her husband succeeds his 89-year-old father.

Beyond Epstein and beyond Europe, there have been

multiple royal controversies bordering on scandal in the
past 15 years. Spain’s former king Juan Carlos abdicated
and went into exile, disgraced after years of  extramarital
affairs and alleged financial irregularities. Thailand’s
King Rama X succeeded his revered father’s 70 years on
the throne only to cause a stir when he declared Crown
wealth his personal property rather than notionally
in trust for the people. Monaco’s ruler, Prince Albert,
married a former South African Olympic swimmer 
despite her apparent attempts, three times over, to run
away from him. Accounts abound about Gulf  royalty’s
egregious behaviour at home and abroad.

And yet, the monarchy as an institution seems to 
be doing just fine. In Norway, it still has solid respect,
with Europe’s leading data collector Norstat finding
73% public support late last year. In Britain, a mid-Feb
Ipsos poll found that 51% still think there will be a

monarchy 50 years on, 70% think it will exist in 20 years’
time and 79% think it will exist in 10 years. 

In a curious inversion, some commentators are saying
Andrew’s arrest is a sign that Britain, a constitutional
monarchy, is a more equal society than the US republic.
In Trump’s America, they argue, no real action is 
being contemplated against sexual abusers and
enablers while the elected president exercises kingly
authority over all levers of  the state.

The wonder of  it all is that publics still put up with 
royal families and all that bowing and scraping and
tugging of  the forelock. They acquiesce in a system that
offers lucrative rewards to lineage. They are even
amenable to rules that enshrine injustice. These include

Thailand’s lese majeste law, one of
the harshest in the world, as well
as the iniquitous arrangement that
absolves the British monarch from
public disclosure of  inherited 
assets and tax liability.

Europe prides itself  on its 
egalitarian instincts and democratic
institutions but its 10 royal families
represent one of  the largest con-
centrations of  inherited privilege.
It’s hard to properly estimate the 
wealth of  Britain’s Windsors, Spain’s
Bourbons, Sweden’s Bernadottes,
Denmark’s Glücksburgs, Norway’s
Glücksburgs, Netherlands’ van
Orange-Nassau, Monaco’s Grimaldis,
the Grand Ducal Family of
Luxembourg, Belgium’s van Belgie,
and Liechtenstein’s von und zu 
Liechtenstein. However, the last 
are considered the richest.

Strangely, not only do people put up with royalty, 
they quixotically demand its return following spurts 
of  republicanism. After the 1815 Congress of  Vienna,
monarchy became a popular way to organise new nations.
India, which dispatched princely states to the history 
books 55 years ago, hasn’t felt the nostalgic urge but 
Nepal is coming over all teary for its king, 18 years – and 
14 changes of  govt – after sending the monarchy packing.
Even sections of  Iranian society appear to be calling 
for US-based Reza Pahlavi, son of  the autocratic last 
Shah who was forced to flee the country.

Some say royalty is unique in being able to fulfil social,
legal and symbolic functions all in one. It serves as a 
conceptual placeholder for the state and gives it a 
human face, even as it reflects back to the people their
ideal image of  the collective. But what real value has 
a gilded system built purely on the accident of  birth?

Kings, Queens & Jack Of Dirty Trade
Does Andrew’s Epstein-related arrest show that Britain is more equal than Trump’s America?

That’s a weird reading of a case exposing how grotesquely all monarchies, even now, 
intertwine extreme privilege with exceptional impunity

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Columnist based
in London
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– AYN RAND

We are fast approaching the stage of the ultimate inversion:
the stage where govt is free to do anything it pleases, while

citizens may act only by permission
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Calvin and Hobbes

Calvin & Hobbes

I
n late 1940s, many pundits believed
that World War 2 would be the 
last large-scale military conflict.
With the clarion call of  “never

again”, it was hoped that the world
had entered a phase of  long-term peace.
Conflict: The Evolution of Warfare
from 1945 to Gaza by General David
Petraeus and Andrew Roberts puts
this hypothesis to a severe test. The
authors show that not only did 
conflict not go away but evolved in 
surprising ways.

After nukes were added to arsenals,
with multiple countries testing their
own nuclear weapons, the concept 
of  Mutually Assured Destruction
(MAD) came to dominate military-
strategic discourse. However, MAD
only put an upper 
limit to warfare, per
the authors. It opened
up a whole range of
conflict situations
and military tactics
that could be carried
out below that nuclear
threshold. These
evolved in stages over
multiple conflict 
theatres. 

For example, the
Chinese civil war – the
first big consequential
conflict after WWII – saw the better 
equipped nationalist forces under
Chiang Kai-shek get routed by Mao’s
communist peasant soldiers. While
much of  this was due to the nationalist
forces’ losses fighting the Japanese in
WWII, it was also due to Chiang’s 
personality. The Generalissimo had a
centralised command structure and
surrounded himself  with ‘yes men’ who
avoided giving their leader tough advice.

The pattern repeated with American
General MacArthur in the Korean
war. MacArthur cultivated for himself
a larger-than-life image that couldn’t
be questioned. As a result, the war 
between communist North Korea and
US-backed South Korea saw massive
loss of  lives and a frozen conflict. Per
the authors, Korea and then Vietnam

also created an impression among
communist autocracies that capitalist,
liberal democracies were flaky and
didn’t have the stomach to go the 
distance in a fight. 

Plus, the history of  conflicts since
1945 shows that autocracies sans 
internal opposition are more inclined
to mount surprise attacks to initiate
wars, be it Korea in 1950 or Saddam
Hussein in the first Gulf  War. However,
this doesn’t necessarily give the
aggressor a long-term advantage.

Meanwhile, the evolution of  guerrilla
tactics, particularly in Vietnam, showed
that underfunded, rag-tag forces could
defeat much richer modern Western
armies. But India also showed in 
Kashmir in 1947 how effective counter-

insurgency operations
could be mounted.
Despite wars with
Pakistan in 1965, 
1971, 1999 – and more
recently during Op
Sindoor – India has
managed to prevent
the low-intensity
conflict in Kashmir
from evolving into a
bigger conflict.

But in Russia’s
war in Ukraine, 
Moscow made some

classic mistakes – it underestimated
Ukraine’s resilience, pushed over-
optimistic propaganda and conducted
a WWII-style military campaign that is
completely ill-suited to modern warfare.
In Gaza, it was Israel that underestimated
Hamas’s capability to launch a terror
attack with military tactics.

So, what’s the future of  warfare?
The authors say conflicts are bound
to become more multi-dimensional
with everything from national 
currencies to public opinion being
weaponised. This also changes the
meaning of  victory and defeat, 
making them temporary positions.
The world might just be entering an
era of  continuous war where new
technologies like AI can potentially
weaponise every aspect of  our lives.

Why & How Wars
Will Never End

And with AI, the way nations fight will get nastier

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

I always believed
that when you
follow your heart
or your gut, when
you really follow
the things that 
feel great to you,
you can never lose,

because settling is the worst feeling
in the world.

Sacredspace

Rihanna

I live in a gated community, which 
means I am a proud menace to society.
To take our entitlement to max, we
have a segregated elevator system.
Staff  get one elevator to ride in and 
residents get two. Residents may 

use the staff  elevator whenever the mood strikes us
but staff  may never use ours.

All was going well until we began an upgrade on
the elevator system. To this end we have to shut
down one elevator as it gets replaced so residents 
now have just one. Staff  still have their elevator 
BUT they have to share it with construction men 
and materials. The result of  this is that my cook is 
heavily delayed waiting for the staff  elevator. Naturally
we residents continue to pick and choose what 
elevator to ride in, unencumbered by the issues of  
those who make our lives more pleasant.

Because I am a madam who likes her breakfast served
on the dot of  7.30am I was infuriated enough to do the
unthinkable. I requested for staff  and residents to please
share elevators until services are fully restored. And
this is when I realised I do not live in the Millennium City
of  Gurgaon, but in the TV show Bridgerton.

The push-back to my suggestion of  maids, cooks
and cleaners sharing the elevator with women and
men of  high position such as myself
was swift and merciless. Senior 
members of  the Ton informed me
that this was a rule made by those 
above my pay grade and one Queen told me that 
staff  will scratch the shiny new surface of  the resident
elevator. She said this right after I witnessed a
4-year-old resident Lord lick the elevator wall while his
young parents stared intently at their Samsung Galaxy

Phones (I do not judge their hardware dear reader, I leave
that to you). I am sure the boy’s nanny would have 
stepped in but she was travelling in the staff  elevator
weighted down by the young master’s school bag.

As I watched this young elitist-in-the-making smear
his saliva all over the elevator wall, though to his credit
not scratch at it, I was taken back to the year my husband
and I were preparing to purchase our flat. I admit we 
were not sure that the complex was grand enough for us

but then we met the real estate agent
who put my mind at ease. After a full
tour of  the flat he opened the door to
the servants quarter. First, let me say

I was delighted to hear people throw the word ‘servant’
around like it isn’t the worst, most out-dated word we
can possibly use. I was sick of my woke niece and her 
insistence on words like ‘staff ’, ‘nanny’ and ‘maid’
when ‘servant’ has such a nice inferior ring to it.

But it was what he said next that sealed the deal. He
assured us that the servants quarter, and it really is a
quarter dear reader, a quarter of  a room that is, had been
constructed as cheaply as possible. That it was absolutely
not on par with the rest of  the apartment. Great selling
point – a servant should never think that they have
anything in common with us. My husband and I signed
the parchment with our quills there and then.

I tell you this so you understand that even though I am
asking for equal elevator rights I am still one of  you. And
while I am sorry to all those in my socio-economic group,
being served my delicately scrambled eggs even one 
second after 7.30am is intolerable so I broke rank and
pursued the matter of  the elevator apartheid. Luckily I
was able to eke out some like-minded Lords and Ladies,
who despite their blue blood were willing to go along
with my plan to allow at least female staffers to use 
both elevators, and I get to eat my toast on time.

Yesterday my aforementioned niece called to tell me
how pleased she is that our building is so egalitarian.
She went on to give me her opinion (as if  I asked) on
why we create a separation between them and us. 
Apparently, and these are her words not mine, it is out
of  fear. Fear that we will lose what little position we have
left in this rapidly changing world. We keep people
down because we are afraid of  real competition. If  you
think it’s hard for your wall-lickers to get into a decent
school now, wait till every single maid and driver

starts to get paid what they really deserve and their 
kids get to apply to the same schools and colleges.

I leave it to you to decipher what she was on about 
dear friends because I had stopped paying attention. 
I was too busy glaring at my cook because I caught 
her drinking water out of  my water glass when I have 
so thoughtfully put aside two old, stained and chipped
teacups especially for her.

The writer is a standup comedian

A Memsahib’s Adventures With An Elevator, Or Two

Radhika Vaz

What’s going on with rich folk who don’t like domestic staff sharing the ride up to their plush 
home in the tower? Why are they so scared? Is it fear of losing privilege in a changing world?
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

The heart is an amazing organ in the human body. It would
probably not be an exaggeration to say that the heart has
no match — both physically and metaphorically. It has
always been considered precious, to be treated with the
utmost care and reverence. It is not something to be casu-
ally given away.

Yet, in the flush of youth, and for a few even later in life,
hearts are exchanged at the fluttering of eyelids - often with
unforeseen and disastrous consequences. Lovers pine for
their beloved because they chose to give it on a whim. Poets
grow lyrical and reflective when they talk about the heart.
The heart is at the centre of everything that may go right
in someone’s life, and go wrong without warning. It breaks
at the hint of a disagreement. It heals itself as the two rec-
oncile their differences. The heart is fragile, yet resilient;

it bears the weight of joy and sorrow alike, often silently
enduring trials that the mind cannot comprehend.

The life of a heart is not always easy. Wars have been
fought, princesses kidnapped, emperors and queens
have pronounced death sentences to gain the heart of
someone who had already lost theirs to another.
Wordsmiths have made a fortune writing dramas around
the heart across cultures and centuries.
Romeo and Juliet, Laila Majnu, Shirin Farhad,
Sohni Mahiwal are only a few unfortunates
who had the good fortune of being immor-
talised by playwrights or storytellers. There
are many stories around us where the hand
did not tremble or the heart did not quail at the thought
of striking down a sister, a daughter, or another’s son only
because they dared to lose their hearts against rigid social
norms and unforgiving traditions. The heart continues to
inspire passion, rebellion, and courage, silently witness-
ing human triumphs and tragedies that may never be
recorded in books.

As society evolves and civilisation advances through tech-
nology, the human heart has been reduced to an expen-
sive accessory in modern healthcare systems. I discovered
this recently as my nonagenarian father suffered a sudden
cardiac event at the hospital. The doctors advised him to
have an upgraded device connected to his heart to regu-
late the pumping of blood. Even the government-approved

amount - half the actual cost - would remain beyond the
reach of probably 95% of our population. It struck me then
that despite technical advances in medical sciences and
the improved longevity they bring, the majority of us remain
unable to access even basic interventions for our own
hearts. According to national health estimates, nearly 60%
of healthcare expenditure in India is still borne out-of-pocket

by individuals, pushing millions into financial
distress each year. For many families, a
medical emergency is not merely a health
crisis but an economic catastrophe. The
heart may be priceless in poetry, but in reality
it comes with a price few can sustain.

Watching my father’s heart steady on the monitor, I
realised how miraculous yet vulnerable it remains - both
as an organ and as a symbol of life, love, and resilience in
fragile human existence. Perhaps the greatest lesson is that
the heart, in every sense, deserves our care, respect, and
attention — not only when it can be repaired, but always.
It is our responsibility to keep our bodies fit, live with dis-
cipline and awareness, and not take health for granted. Yet,
individual effort alone is not enough.

A heart may be priceless in metaphor, but it must never
become unaffordable in reality.
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tive result of millennia of migration, interaction,
and coexistence. India’s post-independence
leaders understood that linguistic aspirations
could not be ignored. The linguistic reorganisa-
tion of states in 1956 was a landmark in demo-
cratic accommodation. States like Tamil Nadu,
Maharashtra, and Gujarat emerged
on linguistic lines, not as acts of divi-
sion, but as acknowledgments of
cultural identity within the frame-
work of national unity. The formula
was simple yet profound: respect
diversity to preserve unity.

But linguistic harmony has never been auto-
matic. Colonial India witnessed its own battles
over language. In 1878, the British passed the
Vernacular Press Act to curb Indian-language
newspapers that criticised colonial rule. English
publications were spared, but vernacular presses
were targeted. The Act revealed the colonial
anxiety that native languages could mobilise
political resistance. And they did. Newspapers
in Bengali, Marathi, Urdu, and Tamil became plat-
forms for nationalist awakening. Language
became liberation’s ally.

Even today, the vernacular press remains the
lifeblood of Indian democracy. While English
media often dominates elite discourse, region-
al newspapers and television channels shape
public opinion in rural and semi-urban India.

Globally, however, the story is not always
hopeful. UNESCO estimates that nearly 40 per
cent of the world’s 7,000 languages are endan-
gered. India, despite its linguistic wealth, is not
immune. Many tribal languages in the Andaman
Islands, Arunachal Pradesh, and central India
have already disappeared, taking with them
unique worldviews, oral traditions, and ecolog-

ical knowledge.
When a language dies, an entire intellectual

universe vanishes. Vocabulary encodes culture;
grammar reflects patterns of thought; proverbs
carry ancestral wisdom. Extinction is not merely
linguistic - it is civilisational.

This is why mother language education is vital.
Children learn concepts best in the language they
speak at home. Studies consistently show that
primary education in the mother tongue
improves comprehension, retention, and cog-
nitive development. The National Education
Policy 2020 in India emphasises teaching in the
mother tongue at least until Grade 5, reflecting
global pedagogical consensus. This approach is
not parochial; it is practical and humane.

Consider Tamil, often described as one of the
world’s oldest continuously used classical lan-
guages. Tamil boasts a literary tradition spanning
over two millennia, from Sangam poetry to
modern novels. Its antiquity is not merely a
matter of pride for Tamils; it is a testament to
India’s civilisational depth.

Likewise, Sanskrit, though no longer widely
spoken as a mother tongue, continues to influ-
ence philosophy, ritual, and vocabulary across
the subcontinent. Both languages illustrate dif-
ferent models of linguistic endurance - one thriv-
ing as a living vernacular, the other preserved
as a liturgical and scholarly medium.

Across the border in Bangladesh, the memory
of the language martyrs remains vibrant. The
Mukti Bahini fighters of 1971 did not forget that
their liberation struggle began with the asser-

tion of Bengali identity.
International Mother Language
Day, therefore, is also a tribute to
them. It reminds us that cultural
rights are inseparable from polit-
ical freedom.

In a world increasingly dominated by global
languages such as English, Mandarin, and
Spanish, smaller languages often feel pres-
sured to retreat. Yet multilingualism need not
be a zero-sum game. One can be proficient in
English for global mobility while remaining
rooted in one’s mother tongue for cultural con-
tinuity. The challenge is not choosing one over
the other, but ensuring that globalisation does
not become homogenisation.

India’s strength lies in its ability to say “unity
in diversity” not as a slogan but as lived reality.
Walk through a railway station, and you hear
announcements in multiple languages. Look at
Indian currency notes, and you see denomina-
tions printed in numerous scripts. Watch parlia-
mentary debates, and members speak in differ-
ent tongues, relying on simultaneous translation.
Diversity is institutionalised, not merely 
tolerated.

For in the lullabies of our mothers, in the
idioms of our villages, in the poetry of our ances-
tors, lies a truth no decree can erase: a people
live as long as their language lives. And when we
honour our mother tongue, we honour not only
our past but also our future.

Editor’s

Over sixty per cent of children in India spend over three
hours on their mobile phones every single day, and an equal
percentage show increased impatience, aggression, and
hyperactivity, with almost half showing signs of depression
and lethargy at a very early age. However, there are still no
safeguards to limit, let alone debar, children from using
online content which is often detrimental to young minds.

Germany has taken a lead in this regard. Germany’s new
Chancellor, Friedrich Merz, is considering legally barring
children from accessing social media. Merz argues that one
should not underestimate the power of algorithms, artificial
intelligence, and targeted manipulation that accompany
social media and harm young minds. With both his
conservative bloc and coalition partners signalling support
for tighter controls, Germany may soon join a growing list of
nations that are banning social media for young people.

Germany would not be acting alone. Australia became the
first country to require platforms to cut off access for children,
and governments in France, Spain, Greece, and the United
Kingdom are weighing similar measures. Indeed, the risk is
too grave to ignore. Algorithms amplify outrage,
disinformation spreads with viral efficiency, and artificially
generated images and videos blur the line between fact and
fiction. The big question is whether we should allow digitally
engineered manipulation to shape young minds and, by
extension, democratic culture. This is true for Germany, and it
is true for India. Advocates of restrictions point to mounting
evidence linking excessive social media use to anxiety,
depression, body-image issues, and declining attention
spans. They warn of grooming, cyberbullying, and
radicalisation. Social media raises profound questions about
mental health, civic trust, and childhood itself. Back home in
India, the case for banning social media for children is
equally strong, but it may not be that easy to achieve, and
there are larger questions about stifling the creativity,
learning, and positive support that one can gain from social
media. Besides, prohibition may drive usage underground,
making platforms harder to monitor and children less likely
to seek help when needed. Age verification systems raise
privacy concerns and can be circumvented. For many young
people, especially those marginalised offline, digital
communities offer vital support networks. Many
underprivileged children also use it to learn skills and crafts
that they cannot otherwise afford.

The way out, therefore, lies in layered reform. Age-
appropriate design codes, stricter data-collection limits,
algorithmic transparency, and heavy penalties for platforms
that fail to remove harmful content could shield children
from online harm. Besides, raising awareness and equipping
young people to recognise manipulation and misinformation
can go a long way in promoting the responsible use of social
media. The best approach, therefore, could be to 
regulate rather than ban it — but this must be done sooner
rather than later.

Protecting young minds from algorithm-driven
addiction and online harm, without stifling

opportunity, is a challenge India must accept

Must India ban social
media for children?

Human-centred vision for AI
From the platform of the India AI Impact Summit in New
Delhi, Prime Minister Narendra Modi presented a new
human-centred interpretation of Artificial Intelligence.
It is encouraging that India recognises the importance
of harnessing AI responsibly for societal benefit.

The ethical use of AI is essential for ensuring its con-
tribution to the holistic development of humanity. AI
is no longer in its infancy; its influence is expanding
rapidly. 

Therefore, it must be channelled through lawful, trans-
parent and verifiable frameworks. The multifaceted
nature of AI brings both promise and risk, making it vital
for all stakeholders to prioritise ethical applications that
avoid harm.

The summit emphasised quality measures to ensure
AI remains aligned with human values. The proposed
MANAV Mission is expected to promote welfare and
inclusivity. If implemented thoughtfully, such initiatives
can help balance innovation with responsibility.

Let us embrace AI within a framework of ethics, secu-
rity and collective well-being, ensuring that technolog-
ical advancement remains firmly anchored in 
human dignity. Human dignity must remain at the heart
of AI progress.

KIRTI WADHAWAN | KANPUR

Language shapes cultural identity
It is believed that there are about seven thousand
spoken languages in the world, though ambiguities
remain regarding the number of “living” and “dead”
languages. Language defines an individual’s cultur-
al identity, and its preservation, promotion and pro-
tection are part of our collective heritage. Sadly, only
about sixty per cent of the world’s population
receives education in their own spoken language,
while nearly forty per cent of languages face extinc-
tion.

Learning in the language spoken at home helps chil-
dren grasp concepts more effectively and naturally.
The mother tongue becomes a vital factor in sustain-
ing linguistic diversity and enriching the cultural fabric
of society. Young minds understand basic ideas far
better when they learn in the language spoken by
their parents.

Cultural traditions, cognitive development and peer
bonding receive a strong boost when primary edu-
cation is imparted in the mother tongue. No language
is inferior to another; rather, all should serve as
bridges of tolerance and mutual respect. Indigenous
languages must remain rooted despite the growing
threat of disappearance.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA
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On February 21, the world pauses to remember
a truth written in blood and ink — that language
is not merely a tool of communication, but the
soul of a people. International Mother Language
Day is not an abstract cultural celebration. It is
rooted in sacrifice, in the streets of what was then
East Pakistan, where young students laid down
their lives defending the right to speak Bengali.
Their resistance shaped not only the destiny of
Bangladesh, but also the global conscience on lin-
guistic justice.

The origins of this day trace back to 1952, when
Pakistan’s founder, Muhammad Ali Jinnah,
declared in 1948 that “Urdu and Urdu alone”
would be the state language of Pakistan. It was
a decision that ignored demographic reality: the
majority of Pakistan’s population spoke Bengali.
The imposition of Urdu was seen as cultural dom-
ination by West Pakistan over East Pakistan.

On February 21, 1952, students of the University
of Dhaka defied Section 144 and marched in
protest. Police opened fire. Several students were
killed. Their martyrdom became the seed of the
Bengali Language Movement, which later nour-
ished the liberation struggle of 1971, when the
Mukti Bahini - Bangladesh’s liberation fighters -
took up arms for political and cultural freedom.

Language was at the heart of that struggle. The
fight was not merely about vocabulary; it was
about dignity, identity, and the right to exist as
a distinct people. In recognition of this sacrifice,
UNESCO declared February 21 as International
Mother Language Day in 1999. Today, the Shaheed
Minar in Dhaka stands not just as a monument
to fallen students but as a global symbol of lin-
guistic rights.

The Bengali Language Movement teaches a
timeless lesson: unity cannot be built on linguis-
tic uniformity. Diversity is not a weakness but a
strength. This principle resonates deeply in
India, a country often described as a linguistic civil-
isation rather than a monolithic nation-state. India
officially recognises 22 languages in its Eighth
Schedule, yet it is home to hundreds of languages
and thousands of dialects.

Scholars generally classify Indian languages into
four major families: Indo-Aryan, Dravidian, Tibeto-
Burman, and Austroasiatic. Indo-Aryan languages
such as Hindi, Bengali, Marathi, and Punjabi dom-
inate northern and central India. Dravidian lan-
guages - Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, and Malayalam
- flourish in the south. Tibeto-Burman languages
are spoken across the northeastern hills, while
Austroasiatic tongues survive among tribal com-
munities in central and eastern India.

This mosaic is not accidental; it is the cumula-

GLOBALLY,
HOWEVER, THE
STORY IS NOT

ALWAYS
HOPEFUL.
UNESCO

ESTIMATES THAT
NEARLY 40 PER
CENT OF THE

WORLD’S 7,000
LANGUAGES ARE

ENDANGERED.
INDIA, DESPITE
ITS LINGUISTIC
WEALTH, IS NOT

IMMUNE. 

The heart is priceless yet increasingly unaffordable 

A farmer plants paddy saplings in a field in Nagaon, Assam
PHOTO: PTI
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Apropos, “SC flags fiscal stress

of populist schemes,” February

20. The Supreme Court has

rightly criticised the growing

culture of announcing freebies

and indiscriminate subsidies on

the eve of elections. Its

observations reflect a deeper

constitutional concern: public

money is increasingly being

converted into an indirect

inducement to secure votes

rather than a tool for

sustainable social

transformation. Political parties,

driven by an excessive quest for

power, often push national

interest aside and sideline

genuine public welfare. Instead

of promoting employment, skill

development and

entrepreneurship, governments

risk fostering dependency,

reducing productivity and

weakening citizens’ incentive to

participate in an expanding

economy.

Alarmingly, in several states,

benefits are distributed

universally without considering

income levels, vulnerability or

fiscal capacity. This approach

diverts scarce resources from

vital sectors such as health,

education and infrastructure.

Global experience shows that

unchecked giveaways can

destabilise public finances and

push economies towards crisis.

Welfare support is necessary,

but it must remain targeted,

transparent and outcome-

oriented. By drawing a

principled distinction between

genuine social protection and

politically motivated largesse,

the judiciary would serve the

larger national interest.
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February 21, observed as International Mother Language Day, is rooted in the sacrifice of young students who, in 1952, defied state
authority in Dhaka to defend their right to speak Bengali. Their martyrdom became the spark that eventually led to the birth of Bangladesh

SANTHOSH
MATHEW

When language becomes freedom!

The writer is Professor at
Centre For South Asian

Studies, School of
International Studies &

Social Sciences
Pondicherry Central

University

dailypioneer

@veranani

The Pioneer

Rethinking Upper House role
The need for the Rajya Sabha deserves serious
reconsideration. Maintaining an Upper House imposes
a financial burden on the public exchequer. Instead,
increasing representation in the Lok Sabha may better
reflect democratic will.

Over time, the Rajya Sabha has often been criticised
as a platform for indirect political entry rather than
genuine legislative review. Historically, bicameral
systems reflected colonial and aristocratic priorities.
In modern India, their relevance must be evaluated
pragmatically.

Similarly, Legislative Councils exist in six states -
Andhra Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Karnataka,
Telangana and Maharashtra — adding further admin-
istrative expense. Many argue that these bodies offer
limited value compared to their cost.

Public debate on this issue is necessary. A referen-
dum could help determine whether such institutions
continue to serve the nation effectively. Rationalising
governance structures may strengthen democratic
accountability and fiscal responsibility.

India has the opportunity to review its parliamen-
tary framework and set an example in efficient 
governance.

SUNIL PRADHAN | ODISHA



neighbourhood policy was guided by
moral idealism, non-alignment, anti-colo-
nial solidarity and the assumption that
shared history would automatically
produce trust. That approach was ethical-
ly sound, but experience has delivered a
harsher lesson. Good intentions do not
guarantee stable neighbourhoods, and
shared history does not automatically
translate into shared interests.

Neighbourhood First represents India’s
strategic maturation. It acknowledges
that India’s internal transformation and
its global aspirations are inseparable
from regional stability. This policy is
neither an act of charity nor a display of
benevolence. It is a clear expression of
enlightened self-interest.

In contemporary South Asia, power
does not operate through sentiment; it
operates through transactions and tangi-
ble outcomes. New Delhi has recognised
that being a friendly neighbour is not
enough. India must become an indispens-
able partner — economically, infrastruc-
turally and strategically.

This recalibration is inseparable from
China’s expanding footprint in the region.
India has drawn two clear conclusions.
First, China cannot be wished away.
Second, India does not need to displace
China to succeed. Rather than confronta-
tion, New Delhi has opted for calibrated
realism.

The core of this approach lies in build-
ing asymmetric interdependencies - rela-

tionships in which neighbouring countries
derive concrete, long-term benefits from
engagement with India. When coopera-
tion delivers results, strategic deviation
becomes costly. This realism explains
why India engages with governments it
agrees with and those it does not. Political
leadership changes; ideologies shift;
rhetoric fluctuates. Geography does not.

Across Sri Lanka, Nepal and the Maldives,
India’s priorities are increasingly defined
by dialogue, delivery and durability.
Connectivity has emerged as the
most powerful instrument of this
strategy. Railways, ports, power
grids, digital payment systems
and energy corridors are no longer
just development projects; they are
strategic assets. From the Greater Malé
Connectivity Project to hydropower coop-
eration with Bhutan and electricity trade
with Bangladesh, India is quietly reshap-
ing South Asia’s economic geography.
Infrastructure, today, is quiet geopolitics.

Equally important is India’s develop-
ment cooperation model. While some
external powers rely heavily on collater-
alised loans and opaque financing, India
has emphasised grants, concessional
credit, humanitarian assistance and crisis
support. Its role during Sri Lanka’s eco-
nomic collapse, debt relief to the Maldives,
and disaster response across the Bay of
Bengal have all contributed to trust-
building.

Yet,  realism demands humility.

Outcomes have been uneven. Bhutan
remains India’s closest partner but is also
exploring diversification. In Nepal, domes-
tic politics frequently weaponises anti-
India sentiment. Bangladesh and Sri Lanka
value India, even as they remain deeply
embedded in Chinese economic net-
works. The Maldives has demonstrated
how quickly domestic nationalism, ampli-
fied by external actors, can dilute Indian
influence.

The most complex challenges remain
Pakistan and Afghanistan.
India’s policy towards
Pakistan, even after cali-
brated military signalling
through Operation
Sindoor, has yielded only

modest results, reinforcing deterrence
without producing a fundamental shift in
Pakistan’s strategic behaviour. In
Afghanistan, New Delhi continues to walk
a tightrope between humanitarian respon-
sibility and strategic risk, particularly as
China consolidates its presence.

Perhaps the greatest source of diplomat-
ic anxiety for India today is not a single
adversary but an unstable neighbourhood.

Elections, from Nepal to Bangladesh,
Myanmar to Thailand, are taking place
amid economic distress, youth disen-
chantment and declining faith in tradition-
al politics. This is where Neighbourhood
First faces its real test.

First, India must recognise that the most
credible proof of diplomacy is delivery.

Projects must be completed on time,
commitments must be visible, and assis-
tance must be felt on the ground. Strategy
succeeds only when it moves beyond
paper and alters lived realities.

Second, Neighbourhood First must be
elevated beyond government policy into
a durable state strategy. Elections in
neighbouring countries will come and go;
great-power competition will persist.
India’s partnerships in connectivity,
energy, trade and education must not
become hostages to political cycles.
Institutional continuity is the foundation
of lasting influence.

Third, India must engage South Asia’s
emerging political generation. Much of the
new leadership does not come from an era
when India was the natural reference
point. Diplomacy must therefore move
beyond capitals to universities, parlia-
ments, media and youth networks.
Academic and youth engagement are no
longer auxiliary tools; they are central to
strategic relevance.

Fourth, leadership must be paired with
sensitivity. The perception of a “big
brother” has often undermined Indian
influence. Listening diplomacy, respect for
sovereignty and restraint in public mes-
saging are not signs of weakness; they are
markers of strategic confidence.

Fifth, competition with China must be
framed as a contest of options, not con-
frontation. Not every initiative needs a
China-versus-India lens. When India offers
better, more sustainable and more trans-
parent alternatives, the comparison works
in its favour. The objective is not to
exclude China, but to make India indis-
pensable. Finally, India must institution-
alise crisis response. Its swift assistance
during economic and natural disasters has
shown that presence during crisis is the
most persuasive diplomacy. This capabil-
ity must move from ad hoc responses to
a standing rapid-response framework.

If pursued with consistency and serious-
ness, Neighbourhood First can become
more than a policy; it can define India’s
strategic identity. South Asia is entering
a phase of political churn where power
will be contested, trust will be tested, and
leadership will  need repeated 
validation.

India will not secure this region through
dominance. It will do so through credibil-
ity, built on presence, continuity and
sensitive leadership. Because India’s
neighbourhood is not merely its periph-
ery; it is its strategic soul.

The interim trade framework between the largest
economy in the world, the USA, and the fastest-
growing economy, India, is set to be a game-
changer and a historic trade deal. It marks an initial
step towards a Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA)
between the two major economic powers. The
framework will boost exports from labour-inten-
sive Indian sectors such as textiles, footwear, plas-
tics and smartphones. The India-US trade deal will
cut tariffs on 60per cent of Indian exports to the
US and includes provisions for zero tariffs on mul-
tiple items entering the US market. This will
provide India access to the $30 trillion US market
with lower tariffs than competing countries.

India will gain a competitive edge as the US has
lowered tariff rates from a peak of 50 per cent to
18 per cent on Indian exports. In comparison, tariffs
on China stand at 34 per cent, South Korea 25 per
cent, Bangladesh 20 per cent, Vietnam 20 per cent,
and Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand 19 per cent.
The US has effectively reduced tariffs by 32 per cent
on Indian exports. Zero duties on selected prod-
ucts will enhance India’s export competitiveness.
The move reflects market-reopening measures
aimed at strengthening economic cooperation
and trade relations between the two nations.

The broader framework will deepen econom-
ic engagement between India and
the US. Several products exported
from India — including spices, tea,
coffee, gems and jewellery, dia-
monds and pharmaceuticals — will
enjoy zero duty access. Around $44 billion worth
of Indian merchandise exports are expected to
gain this benefit. This will strengthen India’s posi-
tion in global trade and accelerate its role in emerg-
ing sectors such as artificial intelligence (AI), hard-
ware and compute ecosystems. Over the next
decade, India could attract nearly $80 billion in
AI-related investments, further establishing itself
as a global hub in this domain. The agreement is
expected to unlock the $120 billion US textile
market for Indian exporters. With lower tariffs
compared to competitors such as Bangladesh,
Pakistan and China, India will gain a distinct advan-
tage. A 50-60 per cent increase in textile exports
to the US market is anticipated in the coming years.

India remains heavily dependent on imported
crude oil, with nearly 85 per cent of demand met
through imports. Diversifying supply sources
has been a strategic priority. Imports from Russia
have risen significantly in recent years. Under the
trade framework, India is also expected to accel-
erate crude oil imports from Venezuela, potential-
ly enhancing energy security.

The announcement of the framework has
boosted investor confidence. India has emerged
as a preferred destination for foreign institution-

al investors, with a noticeable rise in investment
inflows. Both nations are working towards achiev-
ing Mission 500 — a target of $500 billion in bilat-
eral trade by 2030. The deal is also aligned with
India’s Viksit Bharat Mission 2047. India’s GDP, cur-
rently around $4 trillion, is projected to reach $35
trillion by 2047, making high-quality manufactur-
ing and service delivery critical for sustained
growth. Agriculture and food exports are likely to
benefit significantly. While US agricultural exports
to India stood at $2.25 billion, India’s exports to
the US reached $6.2 billion. This figure is expect-
ed to cross $10 billion soon. In FY25, India import-
ed $45.62 billion worth of US goods while export-
ing $86.5 billion to the US. Total bilateral trade
stood at $132 billion, with India enjoying a $41
billion surplus. The US remains the third-largest
investor in India, contributing around $70 billion
between 2000 and 2025.

India has prioritised protecting sensitive sectors
such as agriculture and dairy, including wheat, rice,
milk and cheese. The textile and apparel sector
remains a crucial contributor to exports. With zero-
duty access to a $130 billion US market, India will
benefit from lower tariffs compared to competi-
tors like China, Bangladesh, Vietnam and Pakistan.
The global textile market, valued at $900 billion,
is expected to exceed $1.4 trillion by 2030. India
currently holds a 4 per cent share, compared to
China’s 40 per cent and Bangladesh’s 8 per cent.
With exports of $37 billion last year, the sector aims
to reach $100 billion by 2030.

The deal will also strengthen India’s perfor-
mance in gems and jewellery. Indian exporters
will gain access to a $60 billion US market with
zero duty on diamonds and platinum. This pro-

vides an advantage over competitors
such as South Africa (30 per cent), China
(30 per cent) and Thailand (19 per
cent). India will also gain improved
market access in footwear and leather

($42 billion), toys ($18 billion) and machinery and
parts ($480 billion). India has not committed to
purchasing $100 billion annually from the US for
five years. Instead, it has expressed intent to
increase imports worth $500 billion over five years
in energy, ICT, coal, aircraft and related sectors.

However, tariff relief remains temporary and
conditional. While US tariffs have been reduced
from 53 per cent to 18 per cent, earlier MFN status
provided rates as low as 3 per cent. The US is also
urging India to reduce dependence on Russian
crude oil, which currently accounts for 35 per cent
of India’s imports worth $50 billion in FY25. India
saves around $2 billion annually through discount-
ed Russian oil, while the US accounts for $87 billion
(20 per cent) of India’s exports.

Despite these complexities, the interim frame-
work is poised to reshape India’s export trajecto-
ry and pave the way for a comprehensive bilat-
eral trade agreement between the two 
economic giants.

Every rebellion imagines itself as the subject of
history: we, the people, are acting; we are
choosing; we are remaking the world. But look
more carefully, and a disturbing possibility
emerges. The crowd that fills the streets is not the
author of the revolution; it is the instrument. The
real author is the unexamined conditioning that
moves through every individual in that crowd, the
same conditioning that built the system now
being torn down, the same fears and hungers that
installed the tyrant now being deposed, and that
will, given time, install his replacement. The crowd
believes it is acting; it is being acted upon by its
own unexamined interior.

The pattern no one wants to see
In August 2024, students protesting a discrimina-
tory job-quota system in Bangladesh toppled a
government that had ruled for fifteen years. The
movement was brave, broad-based, and genuine-
ly popular. Young people died in the streets for
what they believed was a new beginning. Within
months, the student leaders formed a new
political party, promising a “second republic”
grounded in good governance and 
democratic reform. 

By December 2025, this party had entered an
electoral alliance with the most conservative
Islamist force in the country, a party that had
opposed Bangladesh’s very independence in
1971, whose leaders were accused of wartime
atrocities, and whose stance on women in polit-
ical leadership is the most regressive of any
major party in Bangladesh. And yet a movement
born of young, educated, urban energy, a
movement that included women at its forefront,
that spoke the language of rights and reform,
voluntarily subordinated itself to the one force
in the country most hostile to everything the
uprising claimed to represent. Several of the
student party’s most prominent women leaders
saw the contradiction clearly and resigned.
Others discovered, too late, that many of their
own founding members had been cadres of the
Islamist party’s student wing all along, opera-
tives who had ridden the uprising as a vehicle
and returned to their ideological parent the
moment the common enemy fell. The uprising
had not transformed the traditional order; the
traditional order had infiltrated and consumed
the uprising from within.

In the February 2026 election, the students’
party became electorally irrelevant, while estab-
lished forces strengthened their position. The rev-
olution’s children had become marginal within
eighteen months, because the underlying value
structure of the society had not shifted at all. The

surface had been spectacularly disrupted; the
depths had not trembled. 

Nepal has repeated this cycle so many times
that repetition itself has become its defining polit-
ical feature. Since 2008, the country has had over
fourteen prime ministers, often the same individ-
uals rotating through office. The Carnegie
Endowment’s verdict: “Every generation before
has overthrown a government. None has sus-
tained lasting change.” 

In Sri Lanka, the 2022 Aragalaya united Tamils,
Muslims, and Sinhalese for the first time, stormed
the presidential palace, and forced a dynasty from
power. The same parliament elected an estab-
lishment insider who crushed the movement. In
2011, the Arab Spring toppled four entrenched dic-
tators across Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen.
Fifteen years later, not one is freer or more stable
than before the first protester took to the streets.

Dhaka, Kathmandu, Cairo: the geography
changes, the outcome does not.

The foundation that survives 
every earthquake
What survives every uprising is not a political
system but a psychological one. The Katha
Upanishad identifies it with surgical precision: ‘the
senses were made to face
outward; therefore, using only
senses, one looks outside, not
within.’ The crowd gazes outward
at the tyrant, the institution, the
visible structure of oppression, and never turns
to examine the one who gazes. That one, the
unexamined ego, is the author of every system
the crowd has ever built and every system it has
ever destroyed, and until it is seen clearly, the next
system will be indistinguishable from the last.

The shared enemy falls, and the crowd discov-
ers it has nothing in common except rage,
because rage is the only collective emotion that
requires no self-knowledge. You do not need to
know who you are to know what you oppose. But
the moment you must build, you must know what
you stand for, and what you stand for depends
entirely on who you are, and who you are is the
one question the ego will do anything to avoid.
Without the enemy, the collective ego does what
it always does: it searches for the nearest avail-
able certainty and clings to it. In Bangladesh, the
nearest certainty was a fundamentalist party. In
Egypt, the military. The costume changes; the
reflex is identical.

Anger feels like clarity. Revolt feels like purpose.
But unless the one who revolts has understood
herself, she ends up recreating the same world
with different slogans. She has asked, “Who holds
power?” but never, “Who in me craves it?”

The traditional value structure that survives
every revolution is not a set of customs “out
there.” It is the ego’s need for belonging, certain-
ty, hierarchy, and enemies, projected outward as
social order and then worshipped as heritage.
Culture gives the ego a ready-made shelter: it tells
the individual who to be, what to value, and
whom to oppose. The ego does not cling to tra-
dition because tradition is sacred; it clings

because tradition spares it the terror of having
to know itself. This is why you cannot overthrow
a traditional order by storming a palace. The
palace is merely the outward architecture of an
inward need. Tear it down, and the need rebuilds
it overnight, because the need was never in the
building; it was in the builder.

A society of inwardly unexamined people will
produce corrupt systems as reliably as a diseased
root produces bitter fruit. You can strip the tree
bare each season; the next harvest will taste the
same.

The same ego that clings to a leader clings to
the identity of the one who overthrew the
leader. The same terror of standing alone ensures
that the revolutionary, the moment her revolu-
tion succeeds, will reach for the nearest certain-
ty, because the alternative is to face herself. The
senses drag the mind as wind drags a ship off
course; this is what happens to entire populations
when outward-facing desire is handed the
instruments of power. The difference between
the dictator and the ordinary citizen is not one
of kind but of opportunity.

The revolution the ego cannot survive
No system can redeem an unconscious mind,

nor can inner work excuse inaction
against injustice. But outer change
without inner seeing only rotates power.

A complete revolution would require
something far more demanding than the

willingness to face tear gas. It would require the
willingness to face oneself: to ask, before one
marches, what in me is creating this world? Not
“who holds power?” but “who owns my mind?”

Kabir Saheb saw this with the clarity that
neither political theory nor institutional reform
has yet matched: Bura jo dekhan main chala, bura
na milya koy; jo dil khoja aapna, mujhse bura na
koy. ‘I went looking for the evil and found none;
when I searched my own self, I found no one
worse than myself’. This is not self-flagellation.
It is the precondition for action that does not
secretly reproduce the old sorrow in new cloth-
ing. The one who has seen through her own need
for enemies can still act, and act fiercely, but her
action is no longer contaminated by the blind-
ness that turns every liberation movement into
the next prison. The heartbreak will continue as
long as the inner architecture, the conditioning,
the fears, and the unexamined identities are
treated as irrelevant to the political project. That
inner architecture is not a side issue. It is the polit-
ical project. Everything else is rearranging furni-
ture in a burning house.

The dust is settling now, in Dhaka, in
Kathmandu, in Cairo and Tunis. Look carefully at
what remains standing.

Then look at the one who is looking.
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India stands at a moment of strategic con-
tradiction. Its global profile has expanded,
its diplomatic reach has widened, and its
economic ambitions have grown. Yet it is
surrounded by one of the most unstable and
contested neighbourhoods in the world,
where shifts in power directly shape its secu-
rity and global credibility.

In the 1990s, India and China were
broadly viewed as peer competitors. By 2026,
that balance has altered decisively. China has
surged ahead economically, technologi-
cally and militarily, while deepening its
strategic alignment with Pakistan, including
military support during crises with India.

At the same time, South Asia is marked by
political churn and economic stress. Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh and Nepal remain fragile;
the Maldives has oscillated sharply in its
foreign policy orientation; Afghanistan con-
tinues to pose humanitarian and strategic
dilemmas; and Pakistan remains locked in
internal instability. All this is unfolding at a
time when the United States, the world’s
only superpower, is reassessing its global
commitments, including the degree to
which India fits into its long-term strategic
calculus.

Against this backdrop, India’s
Neighbourhood First Policy is not a diplomat-
ic slogan or an exercise in goodwill. It is a
strategic necessity.

A simple but often overlooked truth
needs emphasis: India’s future will not be
decided first in Washington, Beijing or
Brussels. It will be shaped, above all, in
Kathmandu, Dhaka, Colombo, Malé and
Islamabad. These are not merely neighbour-
ing capitals; they are the strategic nodes that
directly influence India’s security, econom-
ic prospects and global credibility. This rea-
soning aligns closely with structural realism
theory, which emphasises that geography
and regional balances of power shape a
state’s strategic destiny more decisively than
intentions or rhetoric. States operate within
structural constraints imposed by proxim-
ity and power distribution, 
and India’s neighbourhood represents pre-
cisely such a constraint.

For decades after Independence, India’s

Why India’s future will be decided in its neighbourhood
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India’s foremost diplomatic concern today is not one adversary, but a turbulent neighbourhood. From Nepal to Bangladesh, and Myanmar to Thailand, elections are unfolding against a
backdrop of economic strain, restless youth and eroding trust in established political systems. It is in this shifting landscape that the Neighbourhood First policy faces its most serious test.
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The enemy falls outside. The enemy rises inside


