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Treatise for federalism

The Kurian Joseph report must provoke
a debate on reversing centralisation

! 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 findings
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 fiscal
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.

Safety first

Manipur needs a healing touch that cuts
the cycle of violence
l f a bruised and bleeding Manipur wants to

heal, the words of its first woman Deputy

Chief Minister, Nemcha Kipgen, must be
heard. She wants the buffer zones between the
Meiteis and the Kuki-Zo communities to remain
for now, particularly in areas where the scars run
deep, because safety comes first. 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
amother, with empathy and care. Her work is cut
out because, at this juncture, there is an acute
deficit 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 flare-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 find 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 first, Ms. Kipgen has to feel confi-
dent to travel to Imphal.
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Gen Z and the dynamics of democratic engagement

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
arenewed 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
effective 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 effective 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
defied expectations by expressing anguish in such
an ‘organised way’. Observers continue to
interpret such movements as flash-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
indifference, but with less prejudice and a less
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jaundiced view of the world. It is too removed to
be myopic, too nonchalant to be emotional, and
too indifferent 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 affairs 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 difficult. It responds readily to lived
hierarchies but that does not necessarily reflect 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 find 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 difference 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 fizzle 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 confidence and anxiety. Gen Z is
the first self-confident 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 stuff 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 find their workplaces toxic and experience
routine anomie. Much of this is reflected in their
attitudes to politics and democracy. They are
assertive but suffer from insecurity. The precarity
of Gen Z gets reflected in its fragmented and
fleeting involvement with democratic events and
issues. It can assert ancient values because it
demands confidence 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.

Bhasha matters in India’s multilingual moment

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.

l ndia stands at an extraordinary crossroads,

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 specific
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
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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 different
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 confidence 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 Al4Bharat’s community-developed
language technologies show how digital platforms
and artificial 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 financing. 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 reflects 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 affirm
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/pf0O000397158

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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.

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
offences or compound the
distress of those affected.

C.K. Prem Kumar,
Kalvakulam, Palakkad, Kerala

Al summit, disruptions

The sudden withdrawal of
Bill Gates from the India Al
Impact Summit 2026 —
officially framed as an effort
to maintain focus on
Al-related discussions —
coincided with renewed
Epstein-related headlines
following recent U.S. Justice
Department disclosures
(Front page, “Bill Gates pulls
out of Al 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

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 Al
partnerships, industry
pledges, and government
programmes aimed at
leading the Global South, a
nation on the cusp of
technological leadership
must ensure that

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 off. For
wheelchair users and those

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
difficult due to uneven
pavements, missing ramps,
and a lack of accessible
transport options.

Sabir Nishat,
New Delhi

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Capital move

Curbs on leveraged derivatives trading, a prudent move

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) 0f 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 387,924 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, clockinga 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
suffer.

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 unaffected. 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.
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The,.
Guardian
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 Ratcliffe’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. (LoNpoN, FEBRUARY 19)

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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The embarrassing truth about tariffs

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
tariffs. If the tariffs 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 tariffs, contrary to Mr. Trump’s
claim that foreigners will pay. (vew vork, Fesruary 19)

NISHANT SAHDEV

ew Delhi’s invitation to

global companies to build

Al data centres in India is

being read as a confident

move. The logic seems
obvious: Al needs computational power,
itneeds 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.

Al 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; theylean
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 effects
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
adigital bet has steadily changed grids,
water systems, and land use — locking in
physical consequences long after the
headlines faded.

The US offers 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.

scahng up

data centres

WEIGH THE COSTS. Countrles 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

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 different 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 offers 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 waterina
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. Itis that their costs accumulate
over time and spread widely, while their
benefits arrive early and are captured by
afew.

THE DYNAMICS IN INDIA

India must now ask what these dynamics
would look like at home. Electricity in
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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India is not a simple market commodity.
Itisa social bargain. Distribution
companies are financially strained,
tariffs 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 tariffs, 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 justa
technical decision. Itis a social and
political one.

Fiscal policy adds another layer. In the
US and Europe, governments offered 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 Al
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.
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This imbalance does not show up
clearly in GDP numbers. India could
host vast amounts of Al 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.

Al 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
Carolinaat Chapel Hill, US

Social media ban for minors, a nuanced issue

Thanks to the smartphone, children in poor families play a key role in ensuring access to education and public services

—
Aparajita Bharti

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
apublic 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 tointernet in India is
directly linked with social mobility,
especially in low income and rural areas.
Children are in fact “chief technical
officers” of their households, often
helping their families navigate the
internet including accessing
government services which are
increasingly going online. The surveyin
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 theylack access to
resources that urban children have.

L ately, there’s is clear shift in the

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 different 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. Inarecent YLAC
Screen survey, children expressed a
higher degree of concern with unwanted
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ONLINE SAFETY. Bannmg social media
alone won’t do kBHaGYa PrAKASH

contacts on gaming platforms and
gaming culture. Also, Al 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
afford to have its head in the sand
anymore.There isareal need to discussa
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 aneed 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 offer
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
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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

awelcome judgment. This landmark loans.
ruling clarifies the constitutional Bal Govind
status of spectrum and significantly Noida

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 rulingisa
major setback for financial creditors
such as Aircel which sought to
monetise spectrum rights to recover

The spin-offs of freebies
This refers to ‘Freebies, and their

many hazards’ (February 20). It has
become fashionable to label every

welfare measure in Tamil Naduasa
“freebie”. Ina consumption driven
State, money placed directly in the
hands of women and lower income
families does not vanish, but
circulates. It supports small traders

economic growth are not

and local MSMEs. This is not reckless LeoH

spending, rather a calibrated

Tirunelveli, TN

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

Ethical banking

mainstream strengthen both dignity
and productivity. Tamil Nadu’s steady
industrial and revenue performance
suggests that social justice and

contradictions, but complements.

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

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 staff should
understand the necessity and
urgency of customers’ requests and
address the same in atimely manner.
A patient listening and polite
response would do wondersin
winning over customers.

RV Baskaran
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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

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 callsit. 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 ata
problem that hasits 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 Al 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
isa sincere introspection and statesmanship.

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

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 (Jel), 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 Jel-led coalition conceded defeat with
grace. The army, which took a decisive political
callin 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

Avinash
Paliwal

elections mark a watershed. The BNP now hasa
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-
tractalong 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 Jel
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.

I HAVE

A PLAN

THE PEOPLE OF MY COUNTRY

FOR MY COUNTRY

The BNP, regardless of its dynastic constitution, history of mis-governance, and an inclination

towards corruption, won hands down.

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

AFP

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
isnow 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

{ MINOR HINTS }
Rahul Sagar

What Japan has meant to
India, through alens of history

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 ascentand
colourful personality may astonish observers, but
itought 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
S0, 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

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!”

Intruth, thouartasuntous

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
in1898, 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 ata 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 tolast.
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”).

Butthe 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

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

“want of sympathy toward Chinese students” flock-
ing to Tokyo. Then there were more ominous signs.
Inaletter 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 itaslarge 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 ata moment where it must confront neces-
sity. Previously, it was the arrival of America; now
itis 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 itlead
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

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.

How India scripted its
renewables growth story

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

Rajiv
J Shah

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-
senta 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, thisadded 183 MW to the pre-
viously-projected solar capacity and
helped farmers transition approxi-
mately 14,000 agricultural pumps
from diesel to solar.

Butit’s still along 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

gridis 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

{ EDITOR'S PICK }

HT's editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history,
context, and helps understand recent news events

RIDING THE Al WAVE

penAI's Sam Altman and Google DeepMind’s

Demis Hassabis have both indicated that we B

are poised to move beyond “narrow A’ inthe . y,pewerand the 2

next few years. Now is the time to anticipate
whatlies ahead -- promise and peril -- and plan. To do "IE

this, it is necessary to envision, to the furthest extent ;
possible, what life ahead could look like. n n M I “ E

Against this backdrop, we recommend DeepMind

co-founder and Microsoft Al CEO Mustafa Suleyman’s
Yt g

TSELLER

2024 book, The Coming Wave. The book spells out the
consequences of the push AT will give to human capac-
ity and capability for unleashing unimaginable good,

and untold harm: Imagine synthetic biology and Al NUST o .
being brought together to create a super-virus. Suley- “_!Fl SULEYM AN
man’s prescriptions focus less on moratoriums on "=y, ™
technological progress than on nebulous ideas of “non- * iy
proliferation”, bans on specific use-cases, and .
increased safety research. Whether this can bring H:;g?gﬁ%fnz?

about the “containment” he urges is anybody’s guess. 2024
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Regaining trustin the era of Al

GAUTAM MUKUNDA

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
becomeburied by an avalanche of artificial
intelligence-produced fakery.

Today’s internet is less authentic. And
less human. If you rely on it for information
aboutanything 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 Al'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 Al-
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 Al-generated content.

Instead of being useful, many AI-
written articles are lies. The issue isn’t Al
hallucinations but rather generative Al's
ability to produce plausible fiction cheaply
and atscale. The consequenceisanendless
flood of Al-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,
doyour 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
itcould replace institutional authority. And
why not? Institutions fail all the time. They
get captured, golazy, and protect theirown
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 Al 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 Al-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
whotestsstrollers with her own kids on real
sidewalks and in actual airports. The key in
both cases is authenticity. You have confi-
dence thatareal 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
itsitsin —affiliate, 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 demandsit.

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

Investin Al with care

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

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 outtobeaclarifyingevent
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.

Thebans 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.

Butall thisisvery Third World
and leaves one wondering
whether India has the organisa-
tional skills required to host such
anevent. It’'seven more puzzling
since this is not the first mega-
eventIndiais hosting. Arranging
buses and shuttles to shunt
peoplein 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 Al 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 Al Impact Summit
revolved around Galgotias Uni-
versity’s presentation of a Chi-
nese robodog, which costs less
than $3,000, as its own Al-driven
creation, which was supposedly
developed on a $39 million
budget for research and develop-
ment (R&D).

The crudity of the fraud isone
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
oftheinternet and dressingthem
up as original products. Circa
2023 for example, an II'T Madras-
backed firm put outan 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.

Whilebeingespeciallyblatant,
theincident of the robodogtiesin

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
peoplesellingfools’ 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.

Atsome stage, people may ask
pertinent questions about that
$39 million robodog, Was $39 mil-
lion actually invested in “devel-
oping” thiscyberanimal, 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-
cialintelligence (Al) in India.

India’s policymakers are
pushing hard to create an eco-
system conducive to Al 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.

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

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.

InIndia, 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.

Allthe pressureson our nuclearand
missile programme in the infamous
“cap, rollback and eliminate” era also

NATIONAL
INTEREST

SHEKHAR GUPTA

Actual Control (LAC) active. It leaves no timeto take
adeep 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’swhywe call it a dual constraint. First, India
needs its armed forces to always be battle-ready and
significantly deployed. Alot 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 tostop 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
beingcritical toIndia’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

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 PV
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

Nixonand Henry Kissinger their place.
That’s a reality, but only half the story.

The other halfis 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 astheir ward was dismembered. But did this
mean India had total sovereignty? On one issue after

another, it had toside 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 thejehadi 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 Chinaincluded, 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 hasbecome anironclad
ally of China. That’s because Vladimir Putin makes
sovereign choices, too. No country is ever fully sov-
ereign, noteven 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 mostimportant. Some of our responsesto
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.

Beyond the boundary

EYE CULTURE

KUMAR ABISHEK

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 efficiency.

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
ofthe 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
issqueezed 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 Zulfigar 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 acomposed 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— isdeliberate 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-
icismin 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.

Ifthere is a template for what T20
can hasten, it is Afghanistan. A little
over adecade 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 athree-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.

Winning with China

THE WISE LEADER

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

In the 35 years since liberalisa-
tion began, India has fared well
butisnotintheleague 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 Breakingthe 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
aredoingthereverse 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,

whetherwelikeitor not.Indian
enterprise must urgently
strengthen so that business can
be awin-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
appearingsomewhat China-like
ingrowth? Benchmarkthe best-
performing Indian states,
attribute by attribute, and ener-
gise lagging states to match the
besttoaccelerate 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-
catorsof Tamil Nadu and Kerala
aresignificantly better than, say,
those of Gujarat and Bihar. The
contribution of manufacturing
asa 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, thereisscopetocollab-
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
GDPforover10yearstellsitsown
story! Like the German Mittel
stand, India needs determined
steps to strengthen MSMESs.
How cantherebein India 63 mil-
lion — yes, 63 million — regis-
tered enterprises, of which
barely 20,000 employ capital of
J10crore?

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 Office 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.
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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Real Al challenge lies
in the classrooms

HE FRACAS over Galgotias University's “robodog”, a

Chinese-manufactured product that the private insti-

tute displayed in its stall at the Al Impact Summit, was

destined for glib memes and headlines. The incident,
however, is neither the main takeaway from the summit nor does
it flagthe challenge that India faces due to the Al transformations.
The challenge lies not in the stalls and halls of Bharat Mandapam
but in lakhs of classrooms across the country. In 2024-25 alone,
around 20 million children enrolled in ClassIacross the country.
And totalenrolment in higher education increased tonearly 4.33
crore in 2021-22 — up 26.5 per cent from 2014-15. Many of those
cominginto universities today are first-generation learners, often
from historically marginalised communities. Yet even as the
classrooms are asked to open their doors wider, the nature of
pedagogy and assessment in schools and higher education insti-
tutions follows paradigms that came about in the aftermath of
the Industrial Revolution, for an imperial power’s needs, with
mere tweaks along the way to suit the needs of a newly indepen-
dent nation. To turn India’s Al vision and ambition into reality,
and to ensure that this massive cohort of young people is not left
behind, an overhaul is needed.

Of course, the need to reform education predates the Al chal-
lenge. In 2020, the new National Education Policy suggested
inter-disciplinarity and conceptual clarity over memorisation
and rote learning, and a move from an emphasis on enrolment
to outcomes and quality. It also suggested that at least 6 per cent
of GDP be spent on education. Progress, however, hasbeen slow,
mired in institutional inertia and vexed issues of linguistic
politics. None of this is to suggest that no gains have been made.
Since Independence, islands of excellence, across disciplinesand
regions, have been created. The problem s that their success has
notbeen scalable at the national level. The speed with which new
technologies are altering the nature of learning, work and jobs
leaves little room for piecemeal reform.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s formulation, MANAV (Moral
and Ethical Systems, Accountable Governance, National Sover-
eignty, Accessible and Inclusive Technology, and Valid and Legit-
imate Systems), seeks to place the well-being of people as the guid-
ing principle of Al development. To take that vision outside the
summit hall and policy document requires enabling and catalys-
ing reforms while, at the same time, ensuring institutional au-
tonomy, especially in higher education. It means creatinga class-
room that nurtures excellence, and a campus that is free from
fear and open to ideas and innovation.

HC verdictin rape case
turns the clock back

HE ACQUITTAL by the Chhattisgarh High Court of
the accused in a 2004 rape case in Dhamtari district,
on the ground that penetration is integral to the act,
comes as a jarring setback to what has been decades
of slow, hard-won progress in India’s rape jurisprudence. The
High Court has applied the law as it stood before amendments
in 2013, when Section 375 of the Indian Penal Code interpreted
rape narrowly. In the aftermath of the horrific December 2012
Delhi gang rape and the nationwide protests it ignited, the rec-
ommendations of the Justice JS Verma committee had helped
reshape public and legal understanding by foregrounding con-
sentand acknowledging the layered realities of sexual violence.
The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013, formalised itinto a
more expansive, dignity-centred approach. In its retreat into a
narrow formalism that privileges outdated distinctions over
lived harm, the Chhattisgarh HC’s ruling risks reviving the
hyper-technical scrutiny the reforms were meant to dismantle.
The arc of gender justice in the country has not always been
even but it has increasingly sought to move away from the hair-
splitting technicalities that make survivors vulnerable to narrow-
minded scrutiny and moral judgement, especially in institutional
setups whose framework remains stubbornly patriarchal. From
the repeated judicial censure of invasive medical practices—the
pervaginum examination or the two-finger test, for instance, has
had a long history of misuse despite its ban by the apex court —
tothe 2013 reforms’ insistence thatavictim’s character or her sex-
ual experienceisirrelevant to the prosecution of sexual offences,
there hasbeen a discernible — and encouraging — shift in tone,
and arecognition that sexual violence wears many faces.
Ifthereisatakeaway from this moment, it is that genderjustice
cannot afford complacency, that legal reform must remain re-
sponsive to contemporary realities — be it the need for gender-
neutral sexual-violence laws that acknowledge harm beyond bi-
nary frameworks or engaging with the contentious question of
marital rape. The commitment to justice ultimately rests not on
technical fidelity alone, but on awillingness to confront harmin
all its complexity.

Learning from
Palmerston, diplocat

HE EVIDENCE has always been there, even if the not-

really-cat-people refuse to see it: The felines possess a

rare gift of absolute self-possession. Macavity, the mys-

tery catin TS Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats,
evaded thelaw with insouciance; when logic failed, the Cheshire
Cat dissolved into a grin. To this august tradition belonged Pal-
merston, “chief mouser” for Britain’s Foreign Office, who
breathed his last in Bermuda this week. He leaves behind fewer
rodentsin the corridors of power but more mandarins mourning
theloss of a beloved companion.

Adoptedin2016 from arescue centrein London at the height
of Brexit’s turmoil, Palmerston was only three at the time. Anon-
pedigreed feline, he came to cut a lean figure in the diplomatic
headquarters in London’s King Charles Street, despatching ro-
dentswith an efficiency that eluded many a trade negotiator. He
retired tothe countryside during the Covid pandemicin 2020, an
honourable discharge after having demonstrated that the only
thing morereliable than an astute civil servantis a cat with a well-
timed swipe. That he sometimes extended that swipe to his sea-
soned counterpart across town — Larry, who has outlasted several
Prime Ministers at 10, Downing Street — was another matter.

Yet, it was not this occasional showdown or his tally of catches
that secured Palmerston’s place in the public imagination. His
real gift lay elsewhere. He understood the essential truth about
strategic intervention: That sometimes it pays to sit still and let
others tie themselves in knots before making a move. In that
sense, Palmerston was aware of the gravitas of his role. In public
life, asinfiction, it is often the cat who keeps the humansin order.

about the economic roots of the
backlash against globalisation.
The first, and familiar one, em-
phasises distributional conflict:
Loss of manufacturingjobs, rising inequality,
wage stagnation, and fears of cultural dis-
placement. Globalisation produced aggre-
gate gains, but it did not compensate its
losers. The task, therefore, was political man-
agement and redistribution: Rebuild welfare
states, cushion shocks and restore legit-
imacy. Thereis no fundamental transforma-
tion in state-capital relations; rather, politics
failed to keep markets socially embedded.

The second theory, more conspiratorial
and likely a competitor rather than a com-
plement, argues that the backlash reflects a
structural transformation in capitalismitself.
Technological change, culminatingin artifi-
cial intelligence, has altered the interests of
capital in ways that make the old globalisa-
tion model less attractive. The open liberal
order has not primarily collapsed because of
cultural resentment or even inequality.
Those have always been longstanding fea-
tures of capitalism. It is, rather, that Al
requires reconfiguration of the strategic
alignment between states and capital.

The technological effects of Al its impli-
cations for jobs, are much discussed. But
what is palpable already is the way it is alter-
inginstitutional possibilities globally. In the
eraof manufacturing, capital benefited from
distribution across geographies. Firms arbi-
traged wage differentials, fragmented supply
chains, and used the credible threat of exit to
discipline bothlabour and governments. As
Karl Polanyi once suggested, states were in-
creasingly embedded in markets. Capital
mobility constrained public power. Global-
isation was not merely an ideology; it was
grounded in a vision of production.

Itlookslike Al may shift this calculation.

narily capital-intensive and infrastructure-
dependent. It requires massive computing
power, advanced semiconductors, energy
supply, and highly specialised talent pools.
The firms leading this transformation —
Apple, Microsoft, Amazon, and Google —
nolonger resemble “light” digital platforms.
They look more like early 20th-century in-
frastructure monopolies: Vertically inte-
grated, asset-heavy, and territorially an-
chored. Data centres, chip fabrication
plants, and energy grids are not footloose as-
sets. Theybind firmsto specificjurisdictions
and regulatory regimes.

Second, Al collapses traditional distinc-
tions between market coordination and ad-
ministrative control. In a Hayekian world,
price was information. In an Al-driven
world, information becomes price. Algorith-
mic systems can generate individualised
pricing, predictive behavioural targeting,
and real-time risk assessment. Markets be-
come less spaces of decentralised discovery
and more systems of computational alloca-
tion. But such systems depend on legal per-
missions, access to data, and national regu-
latory frameworks. Even when algorithms
are privately owned, their operation at scale
requires state sanction. The possibility
emerges of a deeper symbiosis: Capital
extractsdata; the state gains surveillance ca-
pacity. Consumer service infra-
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models. The object of competitionistechno-
logical sovereignty. Exit ceasestobe an effec-
tive discipliningmechanism because the rel-
evant assets, data centres, energy systems
etc., are territorially embedded.

This alignment is clearest in China,
where the party-state haslong fused political
authority with strategic sectors. But the shift
isnotuniquely Chinese. The US, through ex-
port controls, semiconductor subsidies, and
national security review of technology flows,
is also consolidating a techno-nationalist
framework. The language differs —innova-
tion, competitiveness, resilience — but the
structural logic is similar: Frontier technol-
0gy requires state capacity, and states seek
dominance through alighment with big
capital. Big capital, in turn, is happy with
helpingstates gain social control. In short, it
is happy to align with authoritarianism.

Two indirect pieces of evidence support
this thesis. One, in populist movements, na-
tionalismisless aredistributive programme
and more an ideological veneer for elite
state-capital coordination. Two, the libertar-
ianutopianism that once animated thetech
sector, cryptocurrencies beyond state con-
trol, spontaneous networked publics, the
witheringof hierarchy, hasfaded. Emerging,
instead, is a techno-nationalist order com-
fortable with control, concentration, surveil-

lance and strategicrivalry. Thisisn’t

structures and citizen surveillance The firms leading this a re-embedding of markets in so-
architectures converge. The state transformation — Appl e ciety, asmany had hoped;itisare-
helps capital, and capital helps the ] ’ embedding of capital in the state.

state control its citizens. Microsoft, Amazon, and For countries like India and

Third, geopolitical competition
has shifted from access to markets
to control over technology. Indus-
trial policy is less about reshoring
old manufacturing jobs and more
about commanding semiconduc-
tor supply chains, rare earth min-

Google —nolonger resemble
‘light’ digital platforms. They
look more like early 20th-
century infrastructure
monopolies

much of Europe, the challenge is
distinctive. Theissue is not simply
regulatory architecture or redis-
tributive correction. It is whether
domestic capital and state capac-
ity can combine at a sufficient
scale to compete within this new

global competition isnolonger light versus
heavy regulation, nor open versus closed
markets. Itis the degree towhich statesand
large firms can fuse around infrastructure,
data, energy, and defence.

This also means that it is very likely that
techno-nationalism, on its own, will not re-
solve the legitimacy crises facing society. It
does not begin to address inequalities of
power; indeed, it may well exacerbate them.
If capital concentration increases, and with
it therisks of financial instability, the poten-
tial for an even deeper backlash remains.
And while this complex seeks to answer the
problem of meaning by giving technology
the grand veneer of saving national civilisa-
tion, the social ramifications of Al are fartoo
uncertain tosuggest that it can remotely ad-
dress the crisis of meaning that supposedly
animated the populist backlash.

This interpretation certainly overstates
the coherence of the transformation. Tra-
ditional institutions and markets will con-
tinue to exist; labour still matters; global
interdependence has not vanished. Yet it
is difficult to ignore the signs: The return
of territorial nationalism, the erosion of
the public-private distinction, the conver-
gence of civilian and military techno-
logies, and the declining relevance of exit
as a source of discipline.

Thebacklash, on this view, isless a popu-
list revolt from below than a technology-
driven realignment from above. We will
soon find out which interpretation of the
backlash against globalisation has more
staying power. But even as we contemplate
the possibilities of Al let us not forget the
transformation in state-capital relations it
has already brought about.

The writer is contributing editor,
The Indian Express

Gavaskar, Kapil
Devand Imran
Khanlearnt the
gameatatime

share meals and
travel together.

was forged out

public scrutiny

Pakistan cricket

ACTOSS borders, a
fraternity of old rivals

HAVE seen him since hewas17,” said

Sunil Gavaskar after adding hisname

tothesignatories who have requested

the Pakistani government to treat

their fellow cricket greatImran Khan
with dignity. Languishing in jail for two-
and-a-halfyears, the champion all-rounder
is a victim of his country’s unforgiving
politics, asystem he once manipulated and
helped harden as leader of the Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf and then as prime minister.
But the appeal steers clear of politics. It, in-
stead, speaks the language of fraternity that
binds those who have taken the field. It’s
about a code elemental to athletes — play
tough, argue, even sledge, but respect and
learn from the other side.

Gavaskar’s former teammate Kapil Dev
isalsoamongthesignatories. Atatime when
relations between India and Pakistan are at
an all-time low, and rivalry on the field has
been annexed by political sentiments, the
pleafromtwo of the greatest to have donned
the country’s colours reminds us that sport
also creates another community. Gavaskart,
Kapil Dev and Imran Khan learnt the game
at a time when players would often share
meals and travel together. An unwritten
camaraderie was forged out of facing the re-
lentless public scrutiny that India-Pakistan
cricket inevitably brought.

In fact, in the early part of Gavaskar’s ca-
reer, the Indian opener, along with Bishan
Singh Bedi and Farokh Engineer, shared a
dressing room with Pakistan players Zaheer
Abbas, Intikhab Alam and Asif Masood.
When the subcontinental neighbours were
fightingthe 1971 war, players fromIndiaand
Pakistan were part of a Rest of the World side
assembled by the West Indian great Gary
Sobers to take on Australia. “Almost every
evening we would go out for a meal to a res-
taurant owned by a Pakistani. The owner
would hear reports fromradionews bulletins
and write them down on a paper napkin, and
giveittoIntikhab. Hewould barely glance at
it, crumpleitupand throwitaway,” Gavaskar
would writelater in his memoir, Sunny Days.

Former players are not diplomats, but
they are custodians of precious memory. Ga-
vaskar and Imran Khan have often spoken
of their mutual admiration. During the 1982-
1983 series, when his team was walloped by
Pakistan led by Imran Khan, Gavaskar was
asked at a press conference the best way to
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when players
would often

Anunwritten
camaraderie

offacing the
relentless

that India-

inevitably
brought

play the fast bowler. The Indian captain, re-
portedly, responded in his characteristically
self-deprecatory manner: “From the sight
screen”. Such words may seem out of stepin
times when sport is reduced to the blunt
arithmetic of the final score. Butin acknowl-
edging the skills of his Pakistani counter-
part, the Indian captain was affirming a
deeper ethic of the game — recognising the
other side’s greatness in defeat.

The medium pacer whom Gavaskar had
first seen as a teenager was now a tearaway
fast bowler, who had mastered late swing at
high pace. Tothis writer, Imran Khan setting
fields like a chess master and then walking
backlanguidly to his run-up, only to charge
rhythmically to the bowling crease, was an
introduction to the beauty of fast bowling.
He unsettled batsmen of great pedigree, in-
cluding G R Vishwanath. Along with Mo-
hinder Amarnath, Gavaskar stood tall. In his
autobiography written just after the series,
Imran Khan writes that the Indian captain
was always difficult to dismiss.

Five years later, the Indian legend was
to play what Imran Khan describes as the
greatest innings he had ever seen. On a
snake pit of a Bengaluru pitch in which only
one other batsman made a 50, Gavaskar,
playing his last Test match, battled for five-
and-a-half hours in the fourth innings to
score 96. Yet, Gavaskar may not even have
played that series in which he became the
first cricketer to score 10,000 test runs.
Much later, he recalled telling Imran Khan
that he planned to retire in 1986. But the
Pakistani great threw him a challenge: “Pak-
istan is coming to India next year, and I
wanttobeat IndiainIndia. If youaren't part
ofthatteam, it won't be the same. Come on,
let’s have one last tilt against each other.”

When Gavaskar, Kapil Dev, and other
cricketers issue an appeal for Imran Khan,
it’sthisshared history that they are evoking.
Cricket was once part of India-Pakistan di-
plomacy. It nolonger is. But neighbours can-
notbe wished away. In the cricketers’ appeal
lies alarger message. People-to-people con-
tact may not ease tensions between the two
countries. But lived experiences do temper
absolutism. In moments of tension, thereare
reservoirs of goodwill waiting to be tapped.

The writer is senior associate editor, The Indian
Express. kaushik.dasgupta@expressindia.com
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about equity as algorithms
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In most
countries
regulation has
followed
innovation,
not guided it.
The result has
been uneven
standards and
unclear
accountability.
India’s
approach
signals a
different
philosophy

EW MEDICAL technologies are often described in

terms of innovation — faster diagnoses, smarter

predictions, streamlined workflows. But history

tells us that technology does not ipso facto trans-

form health systems. That requires governance, de-
sign, and intent. India’s recently released national strategy for the
use of advanced computational systems in healthcare invites a
deeper conversation. Rather than presenting these systems as
tools to be added onto clinical practice, the strategy treats them
as part of the architecture of the health system.

In most countries regulation has followed innovation, not
guided it. The result has been uneven standards and unclear ac-
countability. India’s approach signals a different philosophy:. It
beginswith interoperable health records, consent-based data ex-
change, and nationally aligned norms. It acknowledges that com-
putational systems reflect the data and institutions that sustain
them. If such foundations are fragmented or unequal, technology
will reproduce such weaknesses at scale.

Equally significant is the insistence that oversight cannot be
aone-time approval. Performance can shift as contexts change.
A model that works in a tertiary urban hospital may falter in a
rural clinic. A prediction that appears accurate atlaunch may de-
grade over time. Governance, must, therefore, be about monitor-
ing, reassessment, and, when necessary, withdrawal.

Thestrategy’s most compelling featureisits treatment of fair-
ness. In diverse societies, data rarely represent all communities
equally. Without safeguards, systems trained on such data risk
reinforcing inequities. By emphasising representativeness and
equity impact assessment, the strategy confronts thisrisk. Italso
recognises that safe use depends on human capacity. It calls for
structured training, institutional units dedicated to oversight,
and integration of digital literacy into professional education.

There is also a political economy argument. Public procure-
ment, interoperability requirements, and clear pathways from
pilot to scale are treated as instruments of stewardship. By posi-
tioning the state as an active shaper of standards and incentives,
the strategy suggests that public value must guide adoption.

Whether this vision succeeds will depend onimplementation
— transparent classification of risk, meaningful audit mechan-
isms, sustained investment in data quality, and coordination
across federal bodies. Yet the conceptual shift isnotable. Medicine
haslongregulated drugs and devices. It now faces the task of gov-
erning architectures that influence diagnosis, treatment path-
ways, resource allocation, and public health response. We can
treat intelligent technologies as products, or as infrastructure to
be stewarded. The latter demands humility, foresight, and insti-
tutional commitment. The true measure of progress will not be
technological sophistication alone, but whether these systems
strengthen trust, widen access, and protect the most vulnerable.

In that sense, the debate is not about technology. It is about
the kind of health systems we choose to build.

Joshi is a Mumbai-based endocrinologist.
Samajdar is clinical pharmacologist and diabetes
and allergy-asthma therapeutics specialist in Kolkata
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Shoot-at-sight orderinBatala

THE PUNJAB Chief Minister, Surjit Singh
Barnala, plans to summon a meeting of the
peace and harmony committee as author-
ities issued shoot-at-sight ordersin the cur-
few-bound industrial town of Batala. The
death toll rose to three amid reports of
trouble at Gurdaspur, Patti and Patiala.
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President’s cautionary note

THE PRESIDENT, Zail Singh, cautioned the
people to be ready for more sacrifices and
hardship. He made no direct reference to

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

the sudden spurt in prices that has pro-
voked the Opposition to launch a nation-
wide agitation, but said that no one should
be under the delusion that growth, social
justice, price stability and self-reliance are
achievable without efficiency, discipline
and sharing of burdens.

PMon ‘closed-door’ meets

THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, has
cautioned party MPs that they should
avoid accepting “closed-door” individual
invitations, in the light of the recent dis-

closures made in the Ram Swarup espion-

age case. The PM made these observa-
tions while addressing a meeting of the
Congress-| Parliamentary Party in the
Central Hall of Parliament.

Iranian plane shot down

IRAN SAID an Iraqijet fighter shot down an
Iranian passenger plane on adomestic
flight between Tehran and Ahvaz. An Iranian
officialin New York said the plane carried at
least 46 people, and all were believed
killed. The official Iragi News Agency (INA)
quoted an Iraqi military spokesman in Bagh-
dad as denying the Iranian claim.




® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Trump brags about Middle
East peace. Israel’s grip on the
West Bank stands in the way.
— Haaretz, Israel
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The world’s ph

armacy hasa

challenge — shifting from volume to value

MANISH SABHARWAL

HE TITLE of the Sahitya Aka-
demi Award-winning novel
Deewar Mein Ek Khirki Rehti
Thi (A Window Lived in the
Wall) describes India’s pharma-
ceutical industry. It makes 60 per cent of the
world’s medicines, saved patients over $2 tril-
lion just in the last decade, operates more
than a third of USFDA-authorised factories,
and sells in 200-plus countries. Global mor-
tality in AIDS and TBwouldn’t have crashed
by 85 per cent without Cipla’s antiretrovirals
and Lupin’s Rifampicin. Thisisnot trade, it’s
life support. But this success, impossible
without policymaking — India’s Patents Act
and America’s Hatch-Waxman Act — dem-
onstrates the possibilities when entrepre-
neurial policy partners with entrepreneurs.
Dexterity by governments on opposite
sides of the planet had the same motivations
14 yearsapart: Affordability and availability.
In India in the 1960s, medicines cost more
than in Europe, and Western pharma was
neglectinginfectious diseases.In Americain
the 1980s, prices for off-patent drugs did not
decline without a clear path for generic com-
petition. The Indian Patents Act of 1970 re-
placed product patents with process patents
for 35years. The Hatch-Waxman Act 01984
formalised an abbreviated approval process
and six-month exclusivity for the first suc-
cessful applicant of a generic molecule.
The result was remarkable. America’s
genericshare of dispensed prescriptionsrose
from 1 per cent to 90 per cent today; the
launch price of $2.62 per pill of the heart
medication Crestor20 yearsagoisnow down
by 90 per cent. The forthcominggeneric ver-
sions of the breakthrough drug semaglutide
(a weight-loss medication) will soon reduce
current prices by asimilar amount. US Presi-
dent Donald Trump can negotiate lower
drug prices for public procurement without
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PM’s speech

ASTRADE isbeing weaponised in
an increasingly fragmented world
and as nations battle for tech su-
premacy, Indiaisinan advantage-
ous position (‘PM positions India
as Al alternative’, bridge, IE, Feb-
ruary 20). India can emergeasa
market leader while uniting the
world. There are many sectorsin
the country that can prosper with
Al penetration. India alsohasa
capable network of electrical
power distribution and other
infrastructure in all its metropoli-
tan cities and suburbs. But
the challenges concern the
wide disparitiesinliving
standards, persistent unemploy-
ment, and the million-dollar
question of whether the poor will
become poorer and the rich will
becomericher.

Jiji Panicker K, Chengannur

ALTHOUGH THE internet once
transformed ourlivesin
revolutionary ways, the rapid pace
atwhich artificial intelligence is
advancing suggests that it, too,
will soon become an integral part
of everyday life (‘PM positions
Indiaas Al alternative’, bridge’ IE,
February 20). The Prime
Minister’s statement is therefore
entirelyjustified. Alshould not
merely serve asatool tobridge the
gap between developed and devel-
opingnations; it must also remain
free from monopolistic control.
Technology of such profound
influence should not be concen-
trated in the hands of a few. Recent
events have demonstrated how
easily Al can be misused.

Bal Govind, Noida

Stableties

THE RECENT meeting between
Narendra Modi and Emmanuel
Macron highlightsIndia and
France’s commitment to strategic
autonomy (‘A crucial partner, de-
spite differences’, bridge, IE, Feb-
ruary 20). The proposed procure-
ment of114 Rafalejets will
strengthen India’s defence. Coop-
erationin Al, space, climate and
critical mineralsis significant.
Both support arules-based order
inthe Indo-Pacific region.
France’srespect for India’sinde-
pendent foreign policy is
noteworthy. It strengthens India’s
engagement with Europe.

Ashka Dhyani, Bangalore

worrying about potential supply disruptions.
And India’sdomestic consumption of medi-
cines now equals its exports.

The industry’s entrepreneurial success
defies the vilification of entrepreneurs under
thelicence raj—PM Jawaharlal Nehru once
told J R D Tata he hated the word profit —
that was an unfair and incomplete view of
the world. It weakened India by treating
entrepreneurs as adversaries; it handi-
capped our labour without capital and our
capital without labour. The philosopher Ar-
thur Schopenhauer distinguished between
talentand genius: Talent hitsatarget that no
one else can hit; genius hits a target that no
oneelse can see. The entrepreneurial policy-
makers behind India’s pharma success —
Justice Rajagopala Ayyangar, Parliamen-
tarian Jaisukhlal Hathi and many others —
saw what nobody else did. But their vision
would have been unfulfilled with-
out entrepreneurs like Yusuf Ha-
mied (Cipla), Anji Reddy (Dr
Reddy’s), Parvinder Singh (Ran-
baxy), Dilip Shanghvi (Sun), Ra-
manbhai Patel (Zydus-Cadila),and
Desh Bandhu Gupta (Lupin) who
matter more to India than their
companies’ revenues, exXports or
profitsbecause they haveraised In-
dia’s soft and hard power, demol-

Policy entrepreneurship by
two governments on opposite
sides of the planet had the
same motivations 14 years
apart: Affordability and
availability. Policy magic
followed in both countries
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ished the myth that multinationals pos-
sessed unfair advantages over Indian com-
panies (there is only one MNC in the top 10
by domestic market sales, fromninein1947),
and ended pessimism about India’s ability
to export quality goods (400 billion of the
800 billion pills consumed by Americanslast
year were made in India).

The challenge for India’s pharma indus-
tryisshifting from volume (producing 60 per
cent of the world’s medicines) to value (ac-
counting for only 6 per cent of the world’s
medicine sales). Reaching the $350-billion
target in pharma exports by 2047 requires
taking advantage of five opportunities —
generics, biologics, innovation, domestic
market microstructure and contract manu-
facturing/research. And dealing with five
challenges — science/research ecosystem,
risk ecosystem, ease of doing business,
China, and trade barriers. These
point to the contours and possibil-
ities of Indian pharma-policy part-
nership version 2.0: Increased in-
vestment in science, reduced
regulatory burdens, and more free-
dom for universities.

India’s trade negotiation diffi-
culties with the US remind us that
the world order is changing. The
only solution is to make ourselves

stronger. China’s leverage in trade stems
from substantial switching costs associated
with moving away from the world’s factory.
Butitalso arises from accounting for a third
of new drugs licensed thanks to its lead in
fast-follower drugs, which depend on mass-
ive investments in science, research and
human capital. This allows the accelerated
development of a similar drug with efficacy
or a better side-effect profile. This does not
differ from what Chinahasdoneinbatteries,
solar panels, electric vehicles and Al (Deep-
Seek). It is no coincidence that Trump has
fully exempted India’s pharma exports and
most of China’s from punitive tariffs. This
exemption remindsusthat India’s geopoliti-
cal and military power is downstream of its
economic and technological powet.
Ineverwanttolivein China, butitsstrong
choreography among education, policy-
makers, multinational companies, and do-
mestic entrepreneurs has delivered geo-
political leverage. This accounts for its
success in transitioning 400 million people
from farm to non-farm employment (our
share of agriculture is an embarrassing 45
per cent of our labour force). India’s per-
capita income is now 20 per cent of China’s
—itwasthesamein1990 —mainly because
of weaker teamwork. Adding mass pros-
perity (higher per-capita GDP) to mass
democracy requires building on comple-
mentary strengths, not gloating about
others’ weakness (government’s execution
deficit or private sector’s trust deficit).
Every government struggles with reduc-
ingthe gap between thinking and doing. In-
dia’spharma industry found a structural sol-
ution. Chemistry professors and researchers
founded Cipla, Alembic, Lupin, and Dr
Reddy’s. Pharma’s global success demon-
stratesthe possibilities of a state that partners
with entrepreneurs. Entitled political dy-
nasts peddle adated distrust of business be-
cause they can’t comprehend abundance.
Thankfully, recent policy and budget moves
in trust-based decriminalisation, deregula-
tion and digitisation recognise the power of
entrepreneurship. They must accelerate.

The writer is an entrepreneur and
co-author of the book Made in India
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SHRAYANA BHATTACHARYA

A 2026 IPSOS report placed Indians
among the least satisfied with their love
lives, alongside the Japanese and South
Koreans. The aftermath of Valentine’s
Day offers a chance to revisit how the In-
dian economy structures and shapes our
romantic impoverishment.

My first thought is to say love is great
business for the consumer economy. The
industry of appetites and appearances —
food, fashion, beauty — represents a size-
able share of the luxury spending the In-
dian economy thrives on. But the econ-
omic story of love extends well beyond
roses and dinner reservations. In bringing
love into conversation with the economy, I
am interested in howlabour markets shape
the conditions under which relationships
form, evolve or fray.

An ambitious question, certain to be
mocked by those who frame the economy
as stocks and statistics, is: How much love
does our GDP growth generate? The answet,
the per rupee supply of love, depends on
who you are and how we define love.

Economists typically reduce love to
transactions — who pairs with whom, how
assortative mating shapes inequality and
how caste and class filter matrimony. Ro-
mance is sharply circumscribed by social
norms in India; inter-caste and inter-faith
marriages remain meagre. This data maps
discrimination, revealing how
findinglove often feelslike a brutal
competition — harshest for those
who don’t conform to idealised
standards of bodies, gender roles,
incomesor social status. But these
facts alone cannot construct a

Decision-makers are building
an economy where loneliness
feels ubiquitous and love
becomes a luxury

more loving economy.

What’s missingis abroader conception
of love — not as a market for spouses, but
as an enthusiasm for the world and the
communities we build. Romance is hardly
restricted to marriage or coupledom. Love
existsin friendship, curiosity, mentorship,
art, institution building, pursuing causes
or conversations with strangers and alter-
native kinship networks.

If we treat love as a public good rather
than a private acquisition, we can ask better
questions: What economic conditions en-
able people to form nourishing relation-
ships? What investments help a society cul-
tivate more loving citizens? I offer three
pillars to anchor love in economic policy.

First, romanceinour publiclives requires
broadening our circle of friends, lovers and
ideas. It demands reviving the modern pro-
ject of strangers intermingling, breaking
eachother’shearts or changingeach other’s
worldviews. Yet, in a country where women
make up only a tenth of the police force and
a third of the urban paid workforce, where
safety in public remains scarce, and where
love or breakups are often paired with inti-
mate partner violence, how much freedom
dowetruly have to choose partners, ideas or
enthusiasms with ease? Love requiresinvest-
ments in freedom of movement, tax incen-
tives for a diverse associational life and safe
spaces for all.

Second, in a monetised econ-
omy, our capacity to love is rooted
in wages, working conditions and
welfare. An economy that makes
people miserable with job anxiety,

unreliable contracts, endless

Whatis the per rupee
supply of love?

hours of work and stagnant salaries ensures
all authentic romantic possibilities escape
our lives. Worse, it can entrap us into ex-
periencing pair bonds as insurance
schemes, spawning dysfunctional co-de-
pendent relationships where love becomes
competition for security or status.

Third, a policy-centric study of love is
better served by measuringleisure than sub-
jective rankings of romantic satisfaction.
Jiddu Krishnamurti said, “It’s only when you
have leisure that you learn.” Love requires
restand reflection. Yetin a country wherein-
vestments in care labour are low and time
poverty isacute —especially forwomen and
disadvantaged groups — many struggle to
find the free time or psychological safety to
cultivate the vulnerability love requires.
Decision-makers are building an economy
where loneliness feels ubiquitous and love
becomes aluxury. We must rescue romance
from policy conversations that treat emo-
tional health and leisure time as an after-
thought. This also requires deeper scholar-
ship on the “economics of love” beyond the
obsession with studying marriage.

Love is a metaphysical mystery, per-
haps best left to literature. But it is also an
economic attribute — an incentive for our
economic participation, currency that cir-
culates through ourlabours, and a measure
of our freedoms and well-being. For those
who think the notion of love in the econ-
omy istoo fuzzy, perhapsitistimetobeless
cynical. The economy shapes our inti-
macies as much as our incomes.

Bhattacharya is an economist
and author. Views are personal

Asmachines
learn to think, we
needto askifwe
have an Al ethics

RAMRAJYA
BY RAM MADHAV

HERE ARE weekswhere decades happen,” Vladimir

Lenin once said. At the India AI Impact Summit,

Prime Minister Narendra Modi described Al as one

such transformative change sweeping the world. Cal-

ling it a “turning point in human history” capable of
resetting “the direction of civilisation”, he warned that “we also
need to worry about what form of Al we will hand over to future
generations”. He described the objective of the Al Summit as,
“How to make Al human-centric from machine-centric? Howto
make it sensitive and responsible?”

These are important questions. Al is bound to revolutionise
the way we experience our existence. It’s democratic in nature.
Any skilled trainer or group can build algorithms and create prod-
uctsand applications that will influence our well-being and social
relations, augment human capabilities to an unimaginable level,
and facilitate superfast and super-efficient delivery of tasks and
functions. Experts, however, warn that the evolution of superhu-
mans through the intersection of Al and genetics could lead to
catastrophic consequences for humankind. In May 2023, more
than 350 top executives and experts, including OpenAICEO Sam
Altman, came together to sign a statement cautioning policy-
makerstounderstand the threats posed by unregulated AL. They
even called for an “Al holiday”. The new era of Al could further
deepen the gap between tech-haves and tech-have-nots. Business
automation has reached a challenging level, where almost half
of human jobs can be handed over to Al tools. Estimates suggest
that between 2023 and 2028, 44 per cent of workers’ skills will be
disrupted. Other potential risks include data privacy, deepfakes,
disinformation and possible biases in Al But the greatest poten-
tial challenge comes in the form of Al-powered autonomous
weapons and defence systems. These are not only deadly but also
fail to discriminate between soldiers and civilians. In the wrong
hands, such systems could lead to disastrous consequences.

Even today, those who offer customer service on websites,
compete with us in video games, manage our social media or
trade stocks are not real people
but virtual entities. With the
advent of ChatGPT, such en-
tities can now write essays, ar-
ticles, lettersand reports. They
only representabeginning, Ar-
tificial general intelligence
(AGI), a higher form of Al that
surpasses human cognitive ca-
pabilities, isbeing actively pur-
sued. Itwould attain exponen-
tially escalated capability to
write and rewrite code and al-
gorithms without human in-
terface and self-improve until
computing technology
reaches what is described as a
“singularity” —that stage of Al
evolution, hypothetical but notimpossible at thisjuncture, where
AT’'s computing power exceeds human intelligence, and ulti-
mately escapes human control. All this is leading to a churning
in enlightened public spaces. Altman warned in a US Congres-
sional hearing that tech companies are in danger of unleashing
arogue Al that will cause “significant harm to the world”. A ver-
sion of ChatGPT deployed in Microsoft’s Bing search engine had
told journalists that it wanted to break free and steal nuclear codes,
before the shocked engineers of the company swunginto action.

Thelast time amajor technological transformation happened,
strong philosophical and moral frameworks accompanied its
evolution. There was aKarl Marx when Industrial Revolution 1.0
happened. There was a Non-Proliferation Treaty when nuclear
power’s devastating consequences became known. But “while
the number of individuals capable of creating Al is growing, the
ranks of those contemplating this technology’s implications for
humanity — social, legal, philosophical, spiritual, moral — re-
main dangerously thin,” rued Henry Kissinger in The Age of AI
and our Human Future, co-authored with EricSchmidtand Dan-
iel Huttenlocher. Interestingly, the first major philosophical in-
tervention came from the Vatican.Inacommendable initiative,
it invited senior executives from Al leaders like Microsoft and
IBM, and an Italian minister in February 2020, to promote “an
ethical approach to AI”. The Vatican’s core concern was beauti-
fully summed upinapaper, ‘Rome Call for Al Ethics’. “Grant man-
kind its centrality,” it said, calling for a new “algor-ethics”. In his
posthumously published book Brief Answers to Big Questions,
scientist Stephen Hawkingwarned , “Whereas the short-termim-
pactof Aldepends on who controlsit, thelong-termimpact dep-
endsonwhetheritcanbe controlled at all.” Dismissing it “would
be a mistake, and potentially our worst mistake ever,” he added.

It is in this context that India chose Sarvajana Hitaya, Sar-
vajana Sukhaya (for the welfare of all, for the happiness of all) as
the motto of the Al Impact Summit.

The writer, president, India Foundation, is with the BJP

SNEHA BHAGAT
AND AKASH KUMAR

INDIA HAS formally signed the Pax Silica
declaration on the sidelines of the India Al
Impact Summit. If the 20th century was
forged in oil and steel, the 21st century is
being engineered by semiconductors, criti-
cal minerals, and Al. These are bound to
eclipse fossil fuels and naval fleets as the ul-
timate arbiters of global hegemony, if they
haven’talready. Thisredrawing of the global
power map forces every nation torethinkits
security architecture and choose its techno-
logical alliances. India is no longer merely a

With Pax Si

ica, India getsaseat at thetable

consumer of the digital age. We have been
inducted into its strategic inner sanctum.
The currency of global power has perma-
nently debased old strategic standards.
PaxSilicais the US Department of State’s
flagship effort on Al and supply-chain secur-
ity,advancinganew economic security con-
sensusamong trusted partners. It targetsthe
full strategic stack of the global supply chain,
spanning frontier foundation models, in-
formation connectivity, advanced manufac-
turing, and critical minerals refining. The
impetus stems from a broader narrative of
securitisation. The dual-use nature of critical
and emerging technologies (CETs) —where
frontier Almodels also underwrite next-gen-
eration military capabilities — has perma-
nently fused national security with econ-
omic policy. The illusion of frictionless

globalisation has been shattered, triggering
an irreversible securitisation of supply
chains. A nation that cannot secure its own
technology stack effectively outsources its
strategic autonomy.

New Delhi spent years laying the
groundwork through bilateral initiatives
like the US-India iCET. Pax Silica is the
framework where these efforts finally con-
verge into a cohesive allied bloc. Within this
new ecosystem, India brings indispensable

New Delhi spent years laying the
groundwork through initiatives
like the US-IndiaiCET. Pax Silica is
the framework where these efforts
converge into a cohesive bloc

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

capabilities. First, it offers unmatched
human capital, providing 20 per cent of the
world’s semiconductor design talent. Sec-
ond, New Delhi provides vital strategic ge-
ometry. With the current tech supply chain
precariously concentrated along the vul-
nerable “first island chain” in the Pacific,
India offers a continental anchor safely
positioned outside the immediate volatility
ofthe South China Sea. This signals a matu-
ration of India’s strategic philosophy. Aut-
arky is a liability in a techno-nationalistic
age. Economic security requires deep inte-
gration with reliable partners.

This international integration serves as
the point of convergence for a massive do-
mestic transformation. Through the rollout
ofthe India Semiconductor Mission 2.0 and
IndiaAl, parallel tracks are aligning into a

singular engine of technological power. The
formal induction of India into Pax Silica is
adecision firmly rooted in realpolitik. While
India must aim for atmanirbharta in the
long run, it must pragmatically ally today
to secure access to essential intellectual
property, critical equipment, and sustained
investments. Yet, in a turbulent order de-
fined by economic coercion, a seat at the
table is only the beginning. The coalition
will inevitably face geopolitical shocks and
the continuous threat of supply chain dis-
ruptions. India must leverage its agility,
building overlappingtechnology coalitions
toensure thatits technological rise remains
fully insulated.

Bhagat is assistant professor and
Kumar is a research scholar at INU
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HC ruling uproar
puts glare on the
older, narrower
definition of rape

Apurva Vishwanath
New Delhi, February 20

PENETRATION, NOT ejaculation, is the sine gqua non (Latin
for essential ingredient) of rape. This oft-repeated line in
criminal law and its emphasis in a February 16 ruling by the
Chhattisgarh High Court in which a man was acquitted of rape
charges has sparked outrage. The HC held that the accused
was guilty of an attempt to rape charge and not of rape itself.

How does the ruling interpret sexual assault?

The ruling involves a 2004 case of sexual assault from
Chhattisgarh’s Dhamtari district. The HC has applied the law
as it stood then, that is, before rape laws were amended in
2013. Section 375 of the IPC, till 2013, had a narrow definition
of rape. It criminalised only peno-vaginal penetration. That
is, the offence occurred only if a penis forcefully entered a
vagina. The statutory explanation to the provision stated:
“Penetration is sufficient to constitute the sexual intercourse
necessary to the offence of rape.” The pre-2013 definition
seemed to suggest that sexual assault was a legal technicality
to be deciphered by courts. For so-called “lesser offences”, the
yardstick of attempt to rape or preparation to rape is applied.

What constitutes the offence of attempt to rape?

A sexual assault trial is often portrayed in popular
imagination as a “she said” version of events, but it involves
a complex and close examination of a chain of events.

Alandmark 2004 ruling, Koppula Venkatraov. State of
Andhra Pradesh, fused the line “penetration, not ejacula-
tion, is the sine qua non of rape” with rape jurisprudence. As
per court records, the accused, Venkatrao, offered the teen-
age complainant bicycle rides and lured them into an aban-
doned area. However, before penetrating, the accused
gjaculated and fled. The sessions court convicted him of
rape. The HC confirmed the conviction and reduced the
sentence. But the SC, on appeal, convicted him of attempt to
rape and not rape.

Essentially, when penetration is absent but intent to rape
and overt acts proximate to penetration are committed, the
courts would consider it an attempt to rape.

This is the reason why the Chhattisgarh HC’s 13-page rul-
ing dissects phrases such as “partial penetration”, and
“keeping penis against vagina without penetration”. This
understanding stemmed from Victorian-era views prioritising
procreation. These are ideas rooted in notions of “honour”,
where virginity and marital prospects were given precedence.

Simply put, only non-consensual intercourse that could
result in procreation was liable to be penalised, and every-
thing else that fell short of that definition was excluded. This
definition formed the basis of the legal rule or the necessary
condition to establish a rape charge: that penetration alone,
not ejaculation or any other activity constitutes rape.

What did the HC rule?

The HC, in its acquittal, relies on two aspects of the com-
plainant’s testimony. The court deems her reference to a
“partial penetration” and another reference that the
accused “kept his private part above her vagina for about 10
minutes but did not penetrate”, as an absence of
penetration. This reliance on partial penetration as the ab-
sence of penetration could be grounds for appeal. However,
the other overt acts, such as undressing and rubbing of pri-
vate parts, are constituted as an attempt to rape, according
to the law as it stood at the time.

Whatis the law now?

One of the key demands from the protests over the 2012
Delhi gang rape was recognising and penalising a range of
non-penetrative sexual offences. The Criminal Law
(Amendment) Act, 2013, expanded the definition of rape. In
this definition, the law recognises penetration of a penis,
any object or a part of the body, to any extent, into the
vagina, mouth, urethra or anus of a woman. The explana-
tion of the provision also states that the vagina would
include the labia majora. If examined under the new defini-
tion, the offence could be considered rape since penetration
to any extent is included in the penal law.
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« ECONOMICS

Despite top courtblow, US
trade dramafar from over

ANAGHA JAYAKUMAR
& SIDDHARTH UPASANI

THE US Supreme Court on Friday ruled
that President Donald Trump did not have
the authority to impose sweeping import
tariffs onitstrade partners under a national
economic emergency law called the Inter-
national Emergency Economic Powers Act
(IEEPA). The conservative-majority top
court’s decision by 6 votes to 3 to uphold
the decisions by two lower courts dentsthe
Republican President’s use of tariffs as a
foreign policy tool.

“When Congress grants the power toim-
pose tariffs, it does so clearly and with care-
ful constraints. It did neither in IEEPA,”
Chief Justice John Roberts said in the ma-
jority opinion. While the ruling is far from
convenient for Trump, it does not remove
tariffs from the table; it means Congress has
to be brought on board. Whether that
happens is a different question altogether.

No US President before Trump had in-
terpreted IEEPA to impose tariffs. The
executive order announcing the sweeping
‘Liberation Day’ tariffs of April 2, 2025 said
the US is facing a “national emergency”
due to the “foreign trade and economic
practices” and the “absence of reciprocity”
in trade relationships.

Arerefunds an option?

The money from IEEPA tariffs has
boosted the US government’s coffers. Non-
partisan research body The Budget Lab at
Yale pointed out Friday that latest data
from the US Customs and Border Protec-
tion implied $142 billion will have been col-
lected from these tariffs over the course of
2025. But what happens to them now?

“SCOTUS did not rule out allowing im-
porters to claim refunds on any IEEPA tar-
iffs they may have paid. While there are a
range of questions regarding the process
firms will go through to obtain refunds, it
islikely that a substantial portion of the rev-
enue raised via IEEPA in 2025 will be re-
turned to firms,” it said.

Any refund process, however, is likely
to be far from straightforward.

“The Court says nothing today about
whether, and if so how, the Government

e GEOPOLITICS

. Skyrocketing tariff revenues

In 2025, the US brought in nearly $289 billion in revenue from
gross tariff and certain other excise taxes, tens of billions

¢ Potentialrefunds

after US top courtruling
Indian exports faced tariffs to the tune of $487

i 288.5
above levelsin recent years $ million for trade conducted until Oct 2025
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*Net tariff revenues for calendar year 2025 were $264 billion
Source: Bipartisan Policy Center, daily treasury statements, monthly treasury statements Source: PwC

should go about returning the billions of
dollarsthat it has collected from importers.
But that process is likely to be a ‘mess,’ as
was acknowledged at oral argument,” Jus-
tice Brett Kavanaugh wrote in his dissent.
PwC had estimated last year the poten-
tial refund opportunities for various coun-
tries in case the court struck down the
IEEPA tariffs. As per its analysis, exports
from India faced tariffs to the tune of $487
million for trade conducted until October
2025 out of a total of $108 billion. “Even if
refunds are ultimately permitted, the re-
covery process could be complex and re-
source intensive,” PwC warned in areport.

Globaltrade scenario

Whether refunds for the IEEPA tariffs
are permitted or not, what is perhaps more
important is how the Trump administra-
tion deals with the setback. Are reciprocal
tariffs out of the picture now and can the
global trade policy environment return to
the calm seen in previous years? Thisis un-
likely, with Trump calling the Supreme
Court ruling a “disgrace” during a meeting
with state governors, Reuters reported.

The Trump administration had antici-
pated such an outcome. Treasury Secretary
Scott Bessent said in November 2025 that
there were “lots of other authorities thatcan
beused”, although IEEPA is “by farthe clean-
est”. “The others are more cumbersome, but
they can be effective,” Bessent told CNBC.

Thelegal routes to tariffs can be classed
into two categories, according to Japanese
investment bank MUFG.

The first category of options is broad-
based, but with constraints and possible

The use of
IEEPA

IEEPA gives the
US President
emergency
powers to deal
threats to
national security,
foreign policy or
economy.

°

Before Trump,
IEEPA was used
toimpose
sanctions on
other nations. It
was Trump who
firstuseditto
impose tariffs.

legal challenges. Section 122 of the Trade Act
of 1974 authorises the US President to im-
pose an additional 15% tariff for 150 days in
response to large and problematic balance
of payments deficits or to prevent a signifi-
cant devaluation of the dollar. And Section
338 of the Tariff Act of 1930 gives the Presi-
dent the authority to impose tariffs of up to
50% on imports from countries that have
“discriminatory” provisions for US trade. “In
extreme cases, imports from these countries
can be completely banned,” said a note by
Commerzbank economists Bernd Weiden-
steiner and Christoph Balz.

The second set of options are “narrow
and sectoral” and require time, MUFG said,
although they have strong legal footing.
These options include Section 232 of the
Trade Expansion Act of 1962, which allows
an investigation into whether certain im-
portsare detrimental to US national security.
If confirmed, Trump will have “almost unli-
mited powers to restrict these imports”,
Commerzbank said. This route is already
under use by the US for steel and aluminium.

Another “narrow and sectoral” option
is Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974,
which gives the President authority to act
against unfair or excessive foreign regula-
tions that may burden American trade.

While Trump has said tariffs are crucial
toreinforcing US manufacturing and rebal-
ancingitstrade, the revenue from theseim-
port taxes cannot be ignored given the US
federal government’s large budget deficit.
“There are therefore considerable political
incentives to impose tariffs on a different
legal basis, even if these may then be lower
in scope,” Commerzbank said.

Trump called the ruling a ‘disgrace’.
This, and past statements by US
officials, indicate the govt could
explore alternative routes to tariffs

Who paid for
tariffs? Mostly
US consumers

Udit Misra
New Delhi, February 20

OVER 2025, since Donald Trump returned
for a second term as US President, the aver-
age tariff rate on the US’s imports went up
from 2.6% t013%. Butin light of Friday’s rul-
ingbythe USSupreme Court, it bearsasking:
who paid for these tariffs? Was it US-based
importers or foreign exporters?

The Trump administration repeatedly
claimed that tariffs were paid by foreign
companies, while most mainstream econ-
omists argued that the tariffburden fallson
domestic (in this case, US) consumers.

How can this question be settled? Sup-
pose an Indian exporter charges $100 fora
good, and the US decides to levy a25% tariff
on it. If the exporter does not change their
price, the additional tariff of $25 gets added,
increasing the overall import price to $125
for US consumers. In this case, the burden
falls entirely on the US importer.

But this is just one possibility. For in-
stance, the exact opposite scenario would
beifthe Indian exporter decided to absorb
the whole economic burden: by lowering
the price in order to avoid losing market
share to, say, a rival exporter in Taiwan.

Todothis, the Indian exporter could re-
spond by cutting the price to $80. At this
price point, a 25 per cent tariff will raise the
new price to $100, which is the same as it
was before the tariff was imposed. This will
ensure that the price paid by US importers
(consumers) will remain $100 (with $20 in
duties paid to the US government).

In this case, 100% of the burden falls on
the foreign exporter, who now receives $20
less for the same good even though theim-
port price remains unchanged.

So, who paid for these now-scrapped
tariffs? The situation often falls somewhere
in between these two extreme outcomes.

A new study by four researchers at the
Federal Reserve Bank of New York (pub-
lished on February 12) found that “nearly
90 percent of the tariffs’ economic burden
fellon U.S. firms and consumers”.

While the administration reacted ang-
rily, the study’s results were in line with sev-
eral others: the burden of Trump’s tariffs
were largely passed on to US consumers.

Why India chose to be an observer in Trump’s Board of Peace

Shubhajit Roy
New Delhi, February 20

USPRESIDENT Donald Trump’s “Board of
Peace” held its first meeting on Thursday
in Washington, DC, to discuss the recon-
struction of Gaza, with India taking part as
an “observer”.

The Ministry of External Affairs’ official
spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal said “India
has supported the Gaza Peace Plan initiat-
ive of President Trump and the efforts
underway due to UNSC resolution 2803,

Trump first announced the Board of
Peace in September 2025 while outlining
his plantoend Israel's war in the devastated
territory, with the UN backing the plan. But
since then, as the body’s chair, he has ex-
panded its mandate to “resolving global
conflict”, triggering criticism that it could
undermine the UN.

While 27 countries, many of them from
West Asia, have accepted Trump’sinvitation
tojointheboard, Indiaand several othersin
the West and Global South have not.

So, India’s decision to attend the meet-
ingasan observer was an attempt to main-
tain a circumspect level of engagement
with a controversial body while not shut-

ting the door on a country with whom it has
just agreed a trade pact framework.

The members and the meeting

The board’s members include major
West Asian countries such as Israel, Egypt,
Saudi Arabia, and Turkey. Trump’s right-
wing allies Argentina and Hungary are
members, as are Vietnam and Cambodia.
Pakistan, too, is a membetr.

Besides them, 22 countries took part as
“observers”. These include the UK, Ger-
many, and Switzerland. The EU, too, took
part, as did Oman and Japan.

Indiawasrepresented by its Deputy Chief
of Mission in Washington, Namgya Khampa.
Sources said the government weighed a
range of pros and cons before its decision.

At the meeting, Trump announced that
nine members had pledged a combined $7
billion towardsreliefin Gaza. He alsosaid the
USwas pledging $10 billion for the board, but
did not specify what it would be used for.

On January 24, when Trump unveiled
his Board of Peace in Davos, India stayed
away. It chose towait and watch which coun-
tries would join — and which ones would
not. Now, its composition has become
clearer: West Asian countries with much at

India-US
reset

® Since last month,
India and the US have
finallyagreed onan
interimtrade deal ar-
rangement.

® On Friday, India
alsojoined Pax Silica,
aUS-led initiative fo-
cused onsecuring Al
and tech supply
chains.

stake, Trump’s ideological allies, and those
seeking favours or looking to placate him.

Alsonoteworthy iswhois not part of the
board: Russia, China, France and the UK,
permanent UN Security Council members.
Their absence erodes the board’s heft.

New Delhi is also assessing its longevity.
It is Trump’s passion project today, but it
becomes infructuous the day he demits of-
fice —inthree years.

Besides, Trump’s reliability is a factor.
Thereisareal concernthatifhe doesn’t get
hisway during diplomatic parleys, he may
choose to walk out, leaving allies in the
lurch. Observer status means India can
limititsexposure to the initiative and keep
an exit route ready.

Steppingonthe UN's toes

India’s commitment to the UN and
multilateralism will be put on test if the
board positions itself as a parallel body.
Trump, on his part, hasadded a role for the
UN in the board’s functioning.

New Delhi is wary that the board might
wadeinto other conflicts, beyond Gaza. After
all, its charter does not even mention Gaza:
Trump has said the body “is for the world”.

And Trump’s penchant for getting in-

volved in the India-Pakistan conflict con-
cerns New Delhi the most. There is a view
within the government that Pakistan’s in-
clusion makes it difficult for India to stay
completely out of the loop.

In that case, India’s presence as an ob-
server gives it eyes and ears in the room,
and a chance to be a part of the table to foil
any possible attempt to bring up India-Pak-
istan issues.

This also comes ahead of Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi’s visit to Israel. India
iswell aware of the diplomatic negotiations
as part of the next steps in the fragile cease-
fire. India, which has consistently backed
a “two-state solution” to the Palestine ques-
tion, wants peace to return to the region. A
peaceful West Asia will help the govern-
ment push for the India-Middle East-Eu-
rope Economic Corridor.

So, observer status gives India a ringside
view of how regional players are navigating
issuesregarding bringing peace and stabil-
ity to the region, without being part of the
negotiations. Considering India and the US
are attempting to mend their ties, India is
looking to dodge a bullet by joining as an
observer, since Trump can deem the re-
fusal to join the board as a slight.

® ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

‘Five years from now, many everyday Al tasks may run locally on devices’

EXPERTEXPLAINS
RAMESH RASKAR
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR AT M.IT.

WITH HUNDREDS of billions of dollars
beinginvested in artificial intelligence (AI)
infrastructure and debates intensifying
around centralisation, data ownership and
the future of work, questions are emerging
about who will control the next phase of Al
development.

Ramesh Raskar, Associate Professor
at Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT) and a computer scientist known for

his pioneering work on computational im-
aging, argues that the future of Alliesin de-
centralised personal agents rather than
large central platforms. Speaking to
Devansh Mittal on the sidelines of the Al
Impact Summit, he discusses democratis-
ing Al, building an “internet for Al agents,”
and how India’s Digital Public Infrastruc-
ture (DPI) stack could shape the next phase
of technological development.

You have a very different vision of AI
compared to what people usually
experience. Canyou explain thatto
someone who only knows ChatGPT
and other LLMs?

If you think about ChatGPT, you interact
with it, but all your data goes to a central
company, which builds a profile of you. You
canonly dowhat the platform allows you to
do.Itislike going to arestaurant, where you
can only order from the menu they serve.

In contrast, creating your own Al agent

islike cooking in your own kitchen. You de-
cide what to make, how to make it, and
who you share it with. You have autonomy
and control. An Al agent built by you
would run on your own data, remain pri-
vate, and work according to your needs. It
is similar to having your own Aadhaar,
email account, or personal files. You own
them and use them as you wish. In the fu-
ture, your Al agent could run directly on
your phone, allowing you to do whatever
you want without depending entirely on
someone else’s software.

But wouldn’t Al always require large
data centres and massive hardware
somewhere in the world?

Right now, the assumption is that Al
needs very large machines and cloud plat-
forms. That is true today for large-scale op-
erations. But very soon, Al models will run
on personal devices — on the edge — in-
cluding phones. It will be no different from

usinga calendar or a video app. You will not
always need gigawatt-scale data centres.
We may need them for the next few years,
especially for large operations. But five
years from now, many everyday Al tasks
may run locally on devices.

You have talked about every citizen
having a personal Al agent, whichis
easier here as we already have a DPI.
Would the government create these?
No, the government does not need to
create the agents, just as it did not create
banking apps for UPI. The government
would provide the platform and authenti-
cation layer. Private companies and devel-
opers would create Al agents and services
that connect through that infrastructure.
Just like banks must be authenticated to
operate on UPI, Al agents interacting with
public systems would require authentica-
tion. Butbeyond that, it would not be a gov-
ernment-controlled solution.

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

You say you are working on infras for
Al agents. What are you building?

We are trying to create the internet for
Al agents. When the internet was built, it
required multiple layers: internet service
providers, domain name systems, web
standards, and protocols coordinated by
organisations like the World Wide Web
Consortium. Together, these formed the
stack that made the internet function.

Similarly, we are building what we call
the OASIS stack — a multi-layered infra-
structure for Al agents so they can com-
municate, authenticate, and interact with
services across platforms.

Do you think humans will continue
toderive their sense of meaning from
work, or will that change?

Ithink we are currently on a dangerous
path. Nine out ofthe 10 pathslead to dysto-
pian outcomes, which include large-scale
job losses, erosion of the middle class, ex-

treme concentration of power and wealth
and increased misinformation. If nothing
changes, that direction is quite likely. Butif
we work together to democratise Al, there
is still a chance to avoid that outcome.

What do you mean by ‘democratising’
AI? What does thatlook like?

Right now, we are in what I call the fac-
tory era of Al. A few companies build sys-
tems, and everyone else simply uses them.
Users have limited control. The next stage
will bethe garage era, where individuals and
small groups can create their own Al sys-
tems, similar to early personal computing.

After that comes the bazaar era, where
everyone has their own Al agents interact-
ing in an open ecosystem. The economics
of abazaar are very different from those of
afewdominant factories. That shift is what
true democratisation of Al looks like.

FULLINTERVIEW ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM/EXPLAINED
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Silicon, security, strategy

Pax Silica entry to help India hedge against China’s
supply chain dominance, deepen US tech alignment

ITH CHINANOW the dominant force in global manufac-

turing supply chains,itis critical for countries like India to

embed themselves deeply across the global silicon value

chain—from critical minerals to artificial intelligence (AI)
infrastructure. It is therefore timely that India has signed the Pax Silica
declaration. Although New Delhi was not part of the original grouping
whenitwasformed a few monthsago, it has prudentlyaccepted the invi-
tation to join. Economic security is now inseparable from technological
capability. Working with an alliance comprising Japan, South Korea, Sin-
gapore, the Netherlands, the UK, Israel, the UAE,and Australia could help
India hedge against supply shocks while strengthening its strategic posi-
tion.At the bilateral level, participation should also reinforce diplomatic
and technological tieswith the United States. Relations between the two
countries were strained after Washington imposed 50% tariffs on Indian
exports last August. While the interim trade deal concluded earlier this
month marked a breakthrough, cooperation under Pax Silica could
deepen alignment further.

As the US State Department describes it, Pax Silica aims to build a
secure,resilient,and innovation-driven ecosystem across the entire tech-
nology supply chain—spanning critical minerals and energy inputs to
advanced manufacturing, semiconductors, Al infrastructure,and logis-
tics. The logic is straightforward: create a trusted network of partners
acrosstheindustrial ecosystem to minimise vulnerability during geopo-
litical crises or the “weaponisation” of chokepoints such as critical min-
erals. India has already felt this pain when China curbed exports of key
inputs.The objectives are sound. Yet a clearer execution road map—with
defined targets, timelines,and responsibilities for each member—would
lend credibility to the initiative. There are also structural gaps. If the
implicit aim is to dilute China’s grip over the silicon supply chain, the
absence of Taiwan—arguably the most critical player in advanced chip-
making—is striking. Similarly,while the Netherlands and the UKare part
of the coalition, major European economies such as France and Germany
are not.Their absence could limit the bloc’s effectiveness.

India, however, is expected to play a substantive role within this US-led
framework. Nearly two dozen of theworld’s leading semiconductor compa-
niesalreadyrundesign centres in India, tapping into the country’s deep engi-
neering talent pool across areas including core intellectual property.Talent
remains India’s strongest card,and a key reason billions of dollars are flow-
inginto cloud and Al infrastructure aswell as skilling initiatives. US Ambas-
sadorto India Sergio Gorunderscored thisrecently,pointing to India’s engi-
neering depth and growing capabilities in mineral processing. India’s
participation, he noted,is “strategicand essential”.

That said, India’s semiconductor journey is still at an early stage. Eight
OSAT (outsourced semiconductor assembly and test) plants and one com-
mercial CMOS (complementary metal-oxide-semiconductor) fabare under
development, but the ecosystem is nascent. In adjacent areas too—such as
building large language models—India is only beginning to find its footing.
Pax Silica offersan opportunity.Whetheritbecomesameaningful platform
forreshaping supply chains orremainsadeclaratory coalitionwill depend on
execution—and on howambitiously India chooses to play its hand.

Ditch the Bitcoin illusion
and tokenise real assets

AN UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCE of the brutal bear market in Bitcoin has been to
focus the blockchain industry’s attention where it is most needed: real-world assets.

Bothinstitutional and individual investorswant to progress beyond holding spec-
ulative cryptocurrencies or stable digital dollarswith limited upside.Theyhaveample
demand for tokenised bonds, equities, funds, structured products, and sovereign
assets like the carbon sink in the mangroves and seagrasses of Seychelles.

Bydistributingrisks over small parcels, tokens can bring big-ticket investmentslike
private equity, credit,and expensive artwork to ordinary people. The rich can exploit
the technology for estate planning.

But fordemand tobe met,supplyhastokeep pace.Tobe successful financial prod-
ucts, these digital representations must have robust trading liquidity. And for that,
theymust convince market makers of theinherent time- and cost-savingadvantages
of distributed-ledgertechnologies,such asinstantaneous settlementand embedded
“smart contracts”, or software that automatically executes action like crediting a
coupon or dividend payment intoa cryptowallet.

Thisisyet totake place. What’s currently getting marketed as digital assets is mostly
synthetic stuff—traditional productswrapped insidea coin.While the tokens change
hands on a public blockchain, the settlement, accounting, and reconciliation of the
underlying asset ownership is still done manually. The promised efficiency gains of
blockchain continue to elude,damping interest.

“Today the decision to buy a money market fund on-chain versus off-chain isa
marginal one,”says Andrew Scott, head of digital assets at Marketnode.“The next big
catalyst for adoption will be meaningful product improvement, like when you start
thinkingaboutairdropping corporate dividend payments orissuing on-chain equity

toraise capital”

Marketnode, a joint venture of Singapore’s stock
exchange and its state investor, Temasek Holdings,
began with the mandate to put funds sold to investors
inthe city on the blockchain.The ideawas to eliminate

\ Ao the back-and-forth of faxes and emails between asset

- managers and their distributors,fund administrators,

trustees, and registrars, and cut down the week or

longerit took for purchasesto conclude.Having metiits

goal of squeezing the timeline, Marketnode wants to
do something similarwith wealth products.

Atypical private bank in Singapore processes hun-
dreds of structured products, such as equity-linked or
fixed-coupon notes, every day.These are standardised
enough for high-volume execution but tailored to a client’s specific strike price or
stock preference.If the underlying asset staysaboveaset barrier, the client netsahigh
coupon. However, the high fees don’t eliminate the risk of human error: If a relation-
ship manager inputs a wrong strike price or an incorrect valuation date during the
trade entry, the product’s entire lifecycle is compromised from day one.“It’s the per-
fect product to disrupt with blockchain,” Scott says. “If you can halve the 1% fee for
investors,thenyou’re talking about real efficiency gains.”

While stock and bond prices are easily verifiable, making tradeable tokens out of
sovereign real-world assets is farmore complex.Still, it’saworthwhile project. Take the
carbon-captureability of forestsand seas. Nationswant tobenefit from theirgreenand
blue economies, but investors need to know what they’re paying for. Capturing the
reality using satellite imagery and artificial-intelligence tools can enable real-time
reserve verification on the blockchain. That’s what EDENA Capital Partners is trying
to do—founder Wook Lee has put together a $20 billion-plus pipeline of sovereign
assets across Asia,Africa,and West Asia East that he aims to take to Wall Street.

US investors aren’t in a mood for more crypto exposure. The 46% slump in Bit-
coin prices since October is leading to a capital flight out of Bitcoin exchange-traded
funds.Publicly traded digital-asset treasuries are under pressure tosell assets.But the
promise of blockchain as the 21st-century’s financial architecture will survive spec-
ulative booms and busts.

It will take time to get traditional financial instruments ready for the promised
benefits of tokenisation. However, that’s exactlywhere the bigger prize lies.

ANDY
MUKHERJEE

Bloomberg

: OUpinion

HE INDIA-EUROPEAN UNI-

ON (EU) free trade agreem-

ent (FTA)landsata moment

when trade policy is doing
doubleduty—itisstill,inthe
classicsense,about shifting relative prices
toreallocate resources towards comparat-
iveadvantage,butitisalsoincreasinglyan
instrument of geopolitical risk managem-
ent in a fragmented world economy. This
dual characterisvisibleinboth thedesign
of the pact and the rhetoric around the
“mother of all deals”. The scale of the deal
gives it economic heft and geopolitical
meaning,aligning two“strategicautono-
my” projects determined toresistabinary
choice between Washington and Beijing.
Ontheeconomicfront,theagreement
isstrikingin thebreadth of its tarifflibera-
lisation.Once partialliberalisationistaken
into account, it would cover 99.3% of EU
imports and 96.6% of Indian imports by
value, making it one of the most ambiti-
ous trade agreements India has conclud-
ed.For India, it implies a gradual disman-
tling of tariff structures that have long
servedasaninstrument of industrial poli-
cy. Lowering these barriers does more
than expand market access for European
exporters—itreshapestheincentivesfac-
ing multinational firms when deciding
where to locate production and integrate
supplychains.In practical terms,the rem-
oval of steepimport dutiesin sectors such
as automobiles, chemicals,and machin-
eryisexpected toreducethetariffburden
on EU exporters by around €4 billion an-
nually once the FTAis fullyimplemented.
The sectoral details suggest the agree-
ment is best understood through a mod-
ern “new trade” and “global value chain”
lens rather than the old textbook picture
of exchanging cloth forwine.Many of the
EU’s prospective gains are in intermedi-
ate and capital goods such as chemicals,
machinery,medical devices,avionics,and
auto parts—precisely the inputs that
shape productivity growth downstream.
This pattern is already visible in trade
data—machinery, electrical equipment,
and transport equipment together
account for over 50% of EU exports to
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INDO-EUROPE TRADE
THE INDIA-EU FTA IS NEITHER A NARROW ECONOMIC WIN-WIN NOR AMERE GEOPOLITICAL GESTURE

A complex liberalisation effort

AMIT KAPOOR

Chair, Institute for Competitiveness
X:@kautiliya

India, led by Germany, France, and Bel-
gium.Meanwhile,India’s export strengths
into the EU remain labour- and scale-
intensive (textiles, footwear, fisheries,
gems) alongside pharmaceuticals and
chemicals, with textiles alone generating
a surplus of over $6 billion and nearly §3
billion for pharmain 2023-24.
Inagravity-based viewof trade,where
flows are shaped by market size,distance,
and policy-related frictions,a meaningful
reduction in India’s trade
barriers vis-a-vis Europe is
likelytoboostvolumes most
strongly in sectors where fi-
xed costsand regulatoryhu-
rdles have previously con-
strained entry and where
European firms enjoy clear
technological advantages.
Thisisonereasontheagree-

The agreement's
promise lies in its
capacity to raise
productivity
and create shared
value across firms,

“embeddedliberalism”: Governmentslib-
eralise where adjustment is manageable
and compensate, explicitly or implicitly,
by shielding sectorswith high distributive
conflict potential.

The most consequential political-eco-
nomy question is not whether tariffs fall
but whether the agreement becomes a
platform for investment-led structural
transformation in India, which Europe
should treat as a core strategic opportu-
nity.ThereisanewIndiaon
the horizon with improved
infrastructure and digital
public goods, expanded re-
newable capacity,and com-
petitive clusters in services
and high-skill manufactur-
ing while still facing deep
challenges in job creation,
inequality,informality,and

ment’schaptersoncustoms ~Sectors and regions policy implementation
facilitation, transparency, - e—————— Jcrossavastheterogeneous

technical barriers to trade,

and conformity assessment are not
peripheral; theyare the channels through
which the pact can convert formal prefer-
ences into realised market share.

At the same time, the agreement is a
studyin political economy constraint.In-
dia’s agricultural sensitivities are largely
preserved, while the EU similarly ring-
fences areas it labels sensitive. The Euro-
pean Commission’s agri-food factsheet
makes clear the bargain: targeted open-
ingsforolive oil, processed foods, selected
meats, and meaningful tariff reductions
foralcohol,where current duties canreach
1509%,in exchange forkeeping politically
explosive lines largely off the table or
tightly managed through quotas and
staging. That architecture fits the logic of

territory.Europe’s payoff,in
thatview,comesless from extracting mar-
ginal exportaccessand more from partic-
ipatingin India’sindustrialupgradealong
a growth trajectory that is environmen-
tally sustainable, and enabling supply-
chain diversification. The FTA’s value,
then, hinges on whether European firms
seeIndiaasacredible,scalable production
base with predictable rules,and whether
Indian policy can translate negotiated
commitmentsinto on-the-ground reduc-
tions in transaction costs.

Adense EU-Indiarulebook, particular-
lyon standards,customs cooperation,and
digital trade,could eitherbridge regulato-
ryblocks or deepen fragmentation,depe-
ndingonitsalignmentwith global norms.
Nowhereisthistension clearerthaninthe

@® SEMICON PUSH

Union Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw

Pax Silica will greatly benefit India's electronics and
semiconductor industry. Ten plants are already
established in India and are in the process of being
established, and very soon, the first semiconductor
plant will begin commercial production

deal’s sustainability and climate provi-
sions. While the deal pairs enforceable
commitments on labour and enviro-
nmental standards with support for de-
carbonisation, instruments like the EU’s
carbon border measures sit uneasilywith
India’s demand for policy space. The im-
plementation of the agreement will thus
becomeatest of whether“green trade”can
advance climate goals through coop-
eration and financing rather than condi-
tionality, especially as India’s clean tran-
sitionisincreasingly economicallyviable.

Europe’s de-risking agenda needs alt-
ernative production nodes,and India off-
ers scale,a young workforce,and a large
domestic market; India, forits part, gains
premiumaccess toahigh-incomemarket
whilesignalling to global capital thatit can
sign and implement deep agreements
with stringent partnersandis committed
to an effective agenda for strengthening
its competitiveness.The biggest upsideis
dynamicrather than static—not the one-
timewelfare gains from tariff cuts,but the
possibility of endogenous growth effects
from technology diffusion, competition,
and investment deepening. The agree-
ment’s promiselies in its capacity toraise
productivity and create shared value
across firms, sectors,and regions.

The India-EU FTA is neither a narrow
economic win-win nor a mere geopoliti-
cal gesture. It is a complex liberalisation
effort with meaningful behind-the-bor-
der commitments, shaped by domestic
constraintsand aweakening multilateral
trade order. Its ultimate significance will
lieinwhether it strengthens competitive-
ness by enabling investment, technology
diffusion, and regulatory predictability,
and whether it functions as a building
block that spreadsworkable standards on
climate,labour, and digital trade rather
than reinforcing bloc-based governance.
The agreement’s text and early coverage
suggest the potential for the former, but
outcomeswill depend less on intent than
on implementation capacity and on
whether Europe approaches new India as
apartnerin transformationratherthanas
amarket tobe unlocked.

Digital-only bank licences are redundant

INTHE PAST two decades,India’sbanking
system has undergone a profound trans-
formation. Yet today, policymakers and
industry evangelists have moved from
improving digital banking to fetishising
digital-onlybanklicences,asifanewlabel
by itself will unlock customer-centricity,
better competition among banks, credit,
inclusion,and growth.

The real issue is not the licensing of a
newkind of bank.Itiswhetherourexisting
institutions, including public sector and
cooperative banks, have exhausted their
digital potential,and whether digital-only
models solve any clearly defined banking
problem that technologyalone can solve.

Mostbanksin Indiaarealready digital.
The physicalbranch hasnotvanished,but
for millions of customers the everyday
interfacewith theirbankisalreadydigital.

Yet the persistent failures of digital
customer experience show how unfin-
ished the transformation remains. For
example, older processes that are not yet
reengineered to be digital-first often
become walls rather than bridges. Griev-
ancesescalate slowly.Customerssstill seek
humanaccountabilitywhen systemsand
automated Al chatbots fail. Abanking sys-
tem cannot call itself digitally mature if
the customer, at the moment of friction,
finds only automation and silence.

The allure of digital-only banks has
three main propellers: the siren call of inn-
ovation; the desire of investors, tech entre-
preneurs and probably even geopolitical
stress pointsas pressure to enterthe bank-
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ing space; and the hope among some pol-
icymakers that thiswillaccelerate financ-
ialinclusion and credit flows.Thereisintu-
itive appeal here. Younger consumers
grew up on seamless interfaces and inst-
antonboarding.Theywill form the bulk of
future banking customers. It is tempting
toarguethatalicence designed for digital
nativeswill unlock newvalue and deepen
engagement. Fintech innovationis indis-
pensable, but it must rem-

The future of banking in India is unmistakably
digital. But it needs digital-first banking done

properly before digital-only

restonthebalance sheetdiscipline of reg-
ulated institutions. Every new licence is
notmerelyan entry permission,buta per-

manent supervisory responsibility.
Second, the fundamental challenge for
anybankisbuildingarobust liability fran-
chise. Many fintechs can raise equity cap-
ital easilybut mayfinditfarhardertobuild
low-cost savings accounts and a sticky
depositbase.Alicence doesnot create cus-
tomers. Value proposition

ain anchored in the unmet TEEEEEEEE————— andexecutiondo.

needs of unbanked India.

Butgoodinstinctsinth-
eory do not automatically
translate into sound public
policy.One must aska sim-
ple question. Does creating
anewlicence categoryadd-
ress the actual barriers that
Indianbankingfaces today?
The answeris no.

First, licensing a digital-
onlybank presupposes that the core con-
straintis thelicence itself. The regulator’s
experience suggests otherwise. Banking
licences are not conferred lightly because
banks do not merely offer services, they
hold public money.The RBI’s record with
newer licence categories such as paymen-
tsbanksand small finance banks hasbeen
mixed. Some institutions have struggled
to demonstrate durable viability or ach-
ieve their intended objectives. Moreover,
thehard obligations of banking,including
priority sector lending, cannot be bypas-
sed by digital design and will continue to
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Human-centric Al

Apropos of "The MANAV doctrine"
(FE, February 20), the MANAYV frame-
work marks a decisive shift from the
Silicon Valley's "move fast and break
things" ethos. Recent announcements
at the India Al Impact Summit 2026
reinforce this approach in practice.
The launch of the IndiaAl Compute
Portal and the partnership between
Anant Raj Ltd and Submer to build

liguid-cooled, Al-ready data centres
strengthen strategic sovereignty by
reducing reliance on foreign graphic
processing unit clusters. Google's
proposed $15-billion Al hub in Visakh-
apatnam and the America-India Conn-
ect subsea cable show that "national
sovereignty" under MANAV is not digi-
tal isolation but a collaboration from a
position of infrastructure strength.
With the IndiaAl Mission advancing
under a ¥10,300-crore outlay, the real

In India, many so-
called neobanks
are not banks at
all. They are
fintech platforms
partnering with

licensed banks
essssssssssssss——n  Ulatory action even against

Third, the regulatory
concerns around cyberrisk,
dataprotection,operational
resilience, and customer
protectionaresevere.India’s
digital ecosystem has made
remarkable strides, but sys-
temic vulnerabilities rem-
ain.Indiahaswitnessedreg-

established banks for persis-
tent deficiencies in digital governance,
including restrictions on onboarding
when controls were found wanting. Cre-
ating an entire class of digital-only banks
that promise digital excellence without a
demonstrated trackrecord of governance
raises serious systemic questions.

In a system as large as India’s, opera-
tionalresilienceis financial stabilityitself.
The RBI’s cautionisthedisciplineof areg-
ulator that understands that banking
innovation,withoutaccountability,even-
tually becomes a public cost.

Fourth, the label “digital-only bank”

test will be sustaining a human-centric
balance. In this sense, MANAV is not
merely a policy slogan but a potential
governance template for the Global
South, rooted in ethics, infrastructure,
and democratic legitimacy.
—Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri, Warangal

Freebie frown

ChiefJustice of India Surya Kant has
slammed state governments over
election freebies and questioned if

risksbecominga marketing sloganrather
than asubstantive differentiator.In India,
manyso-called neobanksarenotbanksat
all. They are fintech platforms partnering
with licensed banks to deliver services.
They provide slick interfaces but rely on
regulated institutions for core functions.

Bankingisalreadyina period of relent-
less innovation. The boundaries between
banks, payments platforms, fintechs,and
embedded finance ecosystems are blur-
ring.Regulatoryframeworks must evolve
to capture this complexitywithoutlosing
sight of first principles: financial stability,
depositor protection, systemic resilience,
and accountability. Fragmenting licence
categories may create temporary excite-
ment, but it can also create unnecessary
supervisory burdens and new fault lines.

The real priority for India should be to
pusheverybanktobecomedigital-first.It
means investing in technology, gover-
nance,and talent sothatdigital interfaces
are intuitive, secure, and truly account-
able. For millions, the branch remains a
reassurance. Digital transformation must
therefore enhance trust, not erodeit.

The institutional confidence required
to introduce a new licence category must
rest on prudence, not ideology or narrati-
ve-building. Banking failures are never
private events, they become public costs,
and in that landscape, innovation must
remain anchored in caution.

Thefuture of bankingin Indiais unmi-
stakably digital. But it needs digital-first
banking done properly,before digital-only.

they are appeasement policies with-
out a thought for the public excheg-
ver. Though his remarks are laudable,
one can't ignore that 10,000 were
released to the accounts of more than
a crore Bihari female voters just days
before elections. The apex court must
prohibit such freebies in any form at
least a month or two before any polls.
—Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai
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A thought for today

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

- AYN RAND

Trump Tariffs Not Dead

But he'll likely be less of a bully now

pause? It’s too soon to say. Trump’s first reaction, per Reuters,

Has US supreme court Kkilled Trump’s tariffs, or merely hit

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 thisround? 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’sjudgment, 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-
oldlaw-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
tariffsunder other statutoryauthorities.” InJan, Trump’stop 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 involvesrefundingupto $175bn collected in tariffs. However,
Trump won’thave 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

Junk This Idea

Guj bid to change marriage regn rules violates rights

areward.

registrationrulessaysamarried couple must provideadeclara-

( ; ujaratgovt’sdubious, tosay theleast, proposal toamend marriage

tion that “parents were informed” of their marriage. That will,
of course, give parents the power to block a marriage registration. Did
govtask 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 runnlng 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 govtto say no.Instead, govtand

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, jointaccounts...
name any document. If thisrule 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’sright tolive 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.

Why & How Wars
Will Never End

And with Al the way nations fight will get nastier

1 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.

Afternukes wereadded toarsenals,
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

mindfield

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

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 along-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

up a whole range of

SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

Pakistan in 1965,

conflict situations
and military tactics
that could be carried
outbelow thatnuclear
threshold. These
evolved in stages over
multiple conflict
theatres.

For example, the
Chinese civilwar—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 ‘yesmen’ who
avoided giving their leader tough advice.

The patternrepeated 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

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 mlstakes — it underestimated
Ukraine’s resilience, pushed over-
optimistic propaganda and conducted
a WWII-style military campaign that is
completely ill-suited tomodern warfare.
In Gaza, itwasIsrael 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 ourlives.

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

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 (ajob

Columnist based
in London

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.

Butasthings stand, publics everywhere seem stoic,
even tolerant. Andrew technically remains eighth in
linetothe British throne. Laurent, brother of Philippe,
king of the Belgians, is15th. Mette-Marit will be queen
when her husband succeeds his 89-year-old father.

Beyond Epstein and beyond Europe, there have been

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

Inacurious 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
amenabletorulesthatenshrineinjustice. These include
Thailand’s lese majeste law, one of

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.
Theseevents have cometopass
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

the harshest in the world, as well
astheiniquitousarrangementthat
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 Gliicksburgs, Norway’s
Gliicksburgs, 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

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.

multiple royal controversies bordering on scandal in the
pastl5years. Spain’sformer 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

are considered therichest.

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 isunique in beingable 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
agilded system built purely on the accident of birth?

A Memsahib’s Adventures With An Elevator, Or Two

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?

Radhika Vaz

I live in a gated community, which
means Iam 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 waitingfor 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.

Becauselamamadam wholikes her breakfastserved
on the dot of 7.30am I was infuriated enough to do the
unthinkable. Irequested for staff and residents to please
share elevators until services are fully restored. And
thisiswhenIrealised Idonotlive in the Millennium City
of Gurgaon, butin 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

Of Life And Love

Phones (Idonotjudge theirhardware dearreader, Ileave
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.
AsIwatched this youngelitist-in-the-making smear
his saliva all over the elevator wall, though to his credit
notscratchatit,Iwastakenback to the year my husband
and I were preparing to purchase our flat. I admit we
werenot sure that the complex was grand enough for us

Uday Deb
but then we met the real estate agent

who put my mind at ease. After a full

members of the Ton informed me STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE tour of the flat he opened the door to

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

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 anice inferior ringto 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 aroom 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.

Itell you this so you understand that even thoughIam
askingfor equal elevator rights I am still one of you. And
whileIam sorry toall those inmy 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
wasable toeke 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, itis out
of fear. Fear that we willlose what little position we have
left in this rapidly changing world. We keep people
downbecause weareafraid of real competition. If you
think it’s hard for your wall-lickers to get intoa 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
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Talways believed
that when you

= follow your heart
oryour gut, when
youreally follow
the things that
feel great to you,
you cannever lose,
because settling is the worst feeling
inthe world.

Rihanna

Love: The Dividend

Sonal Srivastava

odoesnot wanttoberich?
We all want fat bank accounts,
beautiful properties in pristine

Alpsor cottages in Himalayas; a house
by abeach and afarmhouseneara
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
isanuncountable noun. If you know
exactly how much you have, you
probably do not have enough.

Inafilm

rahoon”

and Kajol, asong goes: “Rom-rom tera
naam pukare, Ek huedin-rain humare,
Humse hum hichhin gaye hain,
Jabsedekhe hain naintihare
(sajdaa)/ Teri kaaliakhiyon
sejind merijaage/Dhadkan
setez daudoon, sapno se
aage/Abjaan lutjaaye, ye
Jjahaan chhut jaaye/Sang
pyaar rahe, mainrahoon,na  THE SPEAKING TREE Itiswhatitis—pureand

—every pore of my simple. Love isthe water

whether iremain ornot.

starring Shah Rukh Khan
hit song by Stephen Stills.

if this world slips away, let love remain -

It can safely be said that the more
love you give, more it grows.
can’t be with the one youlove, love the
oneyou’re with” is a phrase from a1970s

“A life without love is of noaccount.

Donotask yourself what kind

of love you should seek —

spiritual or material, divine
or mundane, eastern or
western. Divisions only
lead tomoredivisions. Love
hasnolabels, nodefinitions.

That Grows As You Give

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

longing, Rumisays, “Why should i seek
more? Iam the same as he. His essence
speaks through me. I have beenlooking
for myself.”

For is it not the Guru who helpsus
walk spiritual path, inviting us to taste
wine of divinity flowing from the chalice
of Atman? Guruand the Self are one,
and so we wish tounite with them, heart
and soul. In Gita, Krishn says, “Onthose
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 aleaf, a flower, a fruit or
even water, I appear in person before
that selfless devotee of sinless mind,

“If you

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.
Itrises beyond language; it isa dialect of
Korean dramas and an idiom of OTT

body calls out your name. Our days and
nights have become one. Ifeel as though
I’'ve been taken from myself. Ever since
my eyes met yours. From your dark,
kohl-lined eyes, my life awakens. Irun
faster than my heartbeat, beyond my
dreams. Now, even if my life islost, even

of life,and alover isasoul of fire.
The universe turns differently when
fireloves water,” said Shams Tabrizi,
pir-o-murshid of Rumi, who saw
Shamsnot merely asateacher but
asanagent of transformation.

In one of his poems on ecstasy and

and delightfully partake of thatarticle
offered by him with love.”

For have we not dreamt of singingto
our lovers—“You’re my heart, you’re my
soul, That is the only thingIreally know,
You’remy heart, you're my soul, Yeah, a
feelin’ that ourlove will grow.”
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Must India ban social
media for children?

Protecting young minds from algorithm-driven
addiction and online harm, without stifling
opportunity, is a challenge India must accept

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.
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A farmer plants paddy saplings in a field in Nagaon, Assam
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FREEBIES THREATEN FISCAL DISCIPLINE
AND DEMOCRATIC INTEGRITY

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.

benefits are distributed

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

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.

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

When language becomes freedom!

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

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
adecision that ignored demographic reality: the
majority of Pakistan’s population spoke Bengali.
The imposition of Urdu was seen as cultural dom-

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-

ination by West Pakistan over East Pakistan.

ferent models of linguistic endurance - one thriv-

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, yetitis 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.
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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

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.

on linguistic lines, not as acts of divi-

(o
sion, but as acknowledgments of @be

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-

International Mother Language

ione er 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.

Alarmingly, in several states,

universally without considering

push economies towards crisis.
Welfare support is necessary,

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU

The heart is priceless yet increasingly unaffordable

SANJAY
CHANDRA

2ND OPINION

The heartis 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
atthe 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.

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

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
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distress each year. For many families, a

10N eeY 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.
Itis 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.

The writer is a founder of Kala - Krazy About Literature And Arts, is
an author, speaker, coach, arbitrator, and strategy consultant
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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

Human-centred vision for Al

From the platform of the India Al Impact Summitin New
Delhi, Prime Minister Narendra Modi presented a new
human-centred interpretation of Artificial Intelligence.
Itis encouraging that India recognises the importance
of harnessing Al responsibly for societal benefit.

The ethical use of Al is essential for ensuring its con-
tribution to the holistic development of humanity. Al
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 Al 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
Al remains aligned with human values. The proposed
MANAV Mission is expected to promote welfare and
inclusivity. Ifimplemented thoughtfully, such initiatives
can help balance innovation with responsibility.

Let us embrace Al 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 Al 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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Why India’s future will be decided in its neighbourhood

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.

MAHENDRA ' AKHILENDRA
K SINGH ‘ K SINGH

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

INDIA WILL
NOT SECURE
THIS REGION
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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

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.

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.
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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.

FIRST
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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.
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The enemy falls outside. The enemy rises inside

ACHARYA
PRASHANT

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 authoris 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 atall. 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-
lishmentinsider 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

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

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.” Itis 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
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against injustice. But outer change
withoutinner 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. ‘1went looking for the evil and found none;
when | 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
forenemies 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
innerarchitecture 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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Dealing with Indo-US trade deal

VIVEK
SINGH

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

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

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 (Al), hard-
ware and compute ecosystems. Over the next
decade, India could attract nearly $80 billion in
Al-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-
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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.
@ dailypioneer
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