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AISHWARYA KHOSLA

E ARE in the business of

making gods out of men,

and men out of gods.

Orhan Awatramani,

better known as Orry, is
our latest, most self-aware deity.

While we argue whether a man whose
claim to fame is being famous for his fa-
mous friends even counts as a celebrity, he
has already transcended the debate to be-
comea 'cultural artefact.' Heis a case study
inwhat happens when fame detaches from
achievement and becomes pure perform-
ance. What is startling is that we built this
altar of celebrity worship. He is merely per-
forming the rituals we wrote.

Look closely, and you will find that Orry
is a master of symbolic capital. He trades
neitherin films nor cricketing prowess, but
in signs: the dandelion earrings that caught
Rihanna'seye, the “transparent” interroga-
tion outfit, his kooky phone case collection,
the signature pose and, most significantly,
his mythical “touch” that costs anything
between Rs 20-30 lakh. Much like himself,
his accessories too, have transformed into
totems. In a society saturated with images,
Orry understands that the image is the sub-

stance. He has weaponised the anecdote,
monetised the cameo and systematised the
social climb.

His genius lies in his audacious literal-
ism. Ask him what Orry does, and pat
comes the reply: 'Tdo my best' or Tlive my
bestlife,solamaliver.' He does not merely

Look closely, and
you will find that
Orry is a master of
symbolic capital.
INSTAGRAM

attend parties like us mortals; he declares
partying his profession. He does not just
have friends; he collects them. He does not
wait for relevance to wane; he plans its
“downfall” in adedicated “relevance room”
staffed by “minions”. There is a certain
method to his madness; one could almost
call him a maverick in his own right. He is
enacting, with awink, the very machinery
of celebrity that usually oper-

runs on conflict. He knows that

Mice and Men — & Orry

rewards personal branding over craft, and
a surgeon expertly operating on its atten-
tion economy. He has milked our star-
struck gullibility to extract gold and, in
doing so, has gamed the system.The very
system we sustain with every click, every
share, and every incredulous “Can you be-
lieve Orry said...?”
We analyse his “five minutes” while he
isbusybuilding a clockwork de-

ates backstage. He pullsback Intheend, signed to reset itself. He is
the curtain and says, "Look! I Qrry holds acutely aware he is riding the
am pulling the curtain!” up amirror wave of ephemeral fame, and
Consider his feuds, particu- p knows to keep dropping little
larly the operatic fallout with L0 OUrown "relevance bombs" to keep the
the AliKhan clan. Thisissocial mythmaking waves agitated. Right now, he is
theatreatitsfinest. Eachunfol-  Jegires. We do both the wave and the moon
low, each cryptic reel, each ref- . pulling the tides.
erence to “trauma” is a care- not ]us.t.want In the end, Orry holds up a
fully released narrative pellet, celebrities, we mirror to our own mythmaking
fed to a media ecosystem that want allegories desires. We do not just want ce-

lebrities, we want allegories.

inthe digital agora, cohesion is
boring. Fracture is the story, which in turn
is currency.

Orry embodies what the French situ-
ationist Guy Debord called the spectacle -
a social relation mediated by images. He
has turned himself into a commodity
whose primary use-value is to be seen
being seen. When he says he is “working
on myself,” he means he is labouring on
the product that is Orry. His “self” is his
startup.

So, is he a genius or a charlatan? The
questionitselfis obsolete. He isasymptom
and asurgeon. A symptom of a culture that

HOW TO RAISE A BOY

BY SMITA THAROOR

[ see my sons’
gentleness as
essential rebellion

AM the mother of three boys — now 27, 33, and 35. With

each pregnancy, I hoped for a girl. I imagined sharing

stories, swapping clothes, that particular closeness be-

tween mothers and daughters. But each time, the doctor
smiled and said, “It’s aboy”. Three times over.

Looking back, I see that those three boys were the greatest
gift life could have handed me. Raising them — with all the
chaos, laughter, and love that comes with boyhood —hasbeen
the most profound, enriching and joyful experience of my life.

Ilive in London, where all three were born and brought up.
From the very beginning, I made a promise to myself: I would
not raise them in stereotypical ways. It wasn’t a grand feminist
statement — more an instinctive sense that boys, too, deserve
the full range of colour, feeling, and freedom that girlhood
allows. Iwanted them to grow into men who could feel deeply,
express themselves honestly, and treat others — especially
women — with empathy and respect.

In today’s climate — with the rise of the so-called “mano-
sphere”, the influence of figures like Andrew Tate, and so many
adolescent boys being drawn toward warped versions of mas-
culinity — I feel even more certain that how we raise our sons
matters profoundly. Boys are looking for identity, guidance, and
belonging, and ifthey don’t find empathy and balance at home,
the internet will offer them anger and dominance instead.

When my eldest was learning his colours, his favourite was
abright, unapologetic cerise pink. In the early 1990s, that wasn’t
exactly easy to accommodate. Shops were filled with blue and
grey for boys, pink and lilac for girls. Finding pink clothes for a
little boy was nearly impossible.

But one day, I found a pair of cheerful pink woollen gloves
in the girls section of Woolworths, and his face lit up when he
saw them. He wore them everywhere — to the park, to school,
even to bed sometimes. They were his favourite thing for sev-
eral winters, until one afternoon he came home quieter than
usual. Some boys at school had teased him. “Mum,” he said
softly, “Idon’t think I want to wear the pink gloves anymore.”

That moment stayed with me. I still have those gloves
tucked away, a reminder of how early the world starts telling
children who they should be — and how fragile individuality
can feel in the face of mockery. It also reminded me that even
when we raise our children with open hearts, the wider world
still has lessons of its own.

One of the most importantlessonsI'velearned in raisingboys
isthat they need permission — and language — to express their
emotions. From the time my sons werelittle, Imade sure feelings
were part of everyday conversation. “How do you feel?” wasn’t
a question reserved for moments of crisis; it was something we
talked about as naturally as what we were having for dinner.

I refused to let phrases like “boys don’t cry” find a place in
our home. Tears were allowed. Vulnerability was allowed. We
talked about anger, fear, sadness, and frustration — not as
weaknesses, but as parts of being human. Iwanted them to see
that strength and sensitivity are not opposites. In fact, the abil-
ity tobe kind, empathetic, and emotionally aware is one of the
greatest forms of strength.

Now that they’re adults, I see how that openness has shaped
them. They’re thoughtful, gentle men who can listen without
needing to fix everything, who can admit when they’re strug-
gling, and who don’t hide behind silence. In a world that still
too often tells men to “man up,” I'm proud they’ve learned in-
stead to open up.

When they were around 11 or 12, we talked about what it means
to care for someone, to be trusted, to communicate honestly.
These were awkward conversations at first — as they often are
between parents and children —butIwanted them to have space
to explore those questions safely, without shame or judgment.

When they reached their teenage years, I had early, honest
conversations with them about love and sexuality. I didn’t want
them to think that heterosexuality was the only “right” way to
be.Itold them that love can take many forms — what matters
is respect and kindness. I believe that if we want boys to grow
into men who are compassionate partners, fathers, and friends,
those conversations need to start early, long before society
teaches them otherwise.

Those pink gloves — now tucked in adrawer — remind me
of where it all began: A little boy wholoved colour, and a mother
determined to let him.

Thewriteris a coach, organisational behaviour adviser,
TEDx speaker and a host of the podcast ‘Stories Seldom Told’

Orry offers himself as the per-
fect one: the celebrity as empty signifier,
ready to be filled with our projections, our
disdain and our fascination. He is the void
that stares back, profitably.

The joke is not on him. The joke is the
game itself. And Orry? He is the one who
read the rules, decided they were absurd
and decided to win anyway.

Bravo. Now pass the popcorn. The spec-
tacle isn’t ending anytime soon.

Thewriteris Deputy Copy Editor,
The Indian Express
aishwarya.khosla@indianexpress.com

In West Bengal, the dilemma
of apolitical binary

HISTORY HEADLINE

BY ABHIK BHATTACHARYA

OR CENTURIES, Bengal’s culture

and politics have been steeped in

binaries -- despite its presumptive

intellectual supremacy, the place
for the transcendental has been limited.
Take football clubs, for instance: It's either
East Bengal or Mohun Bagan; other clubs
rarely pop up in popular discussions. Inde-
bates over fish, the conflict revolves around
hilsa and prawn; over identity, it is Bangal
versus ghoti,and many more. Thisisnotto
claim that there isnoliminal space, but that
itsscopeis constrained. The state’s politics
also reflect these binaries, hardly leaving
space for alternatives.

The recent instance of Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee intervening in an En-
forcement Directorate raid on the political
consulting agency I-PAC, and the subse-
quent confusion over whether it should be
read as federal resistance or administrative
interference to safeguard the corrupt, re-
flects a larger political contradiction, pro-
duced out of the binaries that determine
Bengal’s political landscape.

Since 2011, when the TMC came to
power, ending the Left Front’s 34-year rule,
the party has faced widespread corruption
allegations. From Saradha, Narada to the
teacher recruitment scam, the TMC’s track
record has been anything but clean. The
only narrative that helped the party return
topowerin2021and increaseitsseat tallyin
the 2024 Lok Sabha elections was the ques-
tion of “Bengali” identity. Its political cam-
paign after the 2019 Lok Sabha elections
weaponised the insider-outsider binary, the
Bengali-non-Bengali conflict, and the im-
agination of a homogenous Bengali com-
munity thatis propped up against the com-
munal politics of north Indian parties.

These narratives appear to thrive on
three historical anxieties. First, students in
Bengal schools learn a single unnuanced
narrative: When Siraj-ud-Daulah, the nawab
of Murshidabad, lost the battle of Plassey
dueto MirJafar’sbetrayal, Bengal lost itsin-

Banerjee’s invocation of “outsiders” to refer to BJP leaders shows how this binary plays out

dependence and paved the way for the Brit-
ish Raj. In this lack of complexity, what gets
lost is Siraj’s indecisive tenure, nepotismand
arrogance that affected the people of undi-
vided Bengal. However, beyond Siraj’s hero-
ism, as celebrated by the anti-colonial his-
torians, and his “autocracy” and
“despotism”, as upheld by British officials’
saviour approach, there was a realpolitik
that made Mir Jafar use the East India Com-
pany to take over the throne.
The image of colonising out-

peated invocation of “outsiders”
torefer to the BJP leaders shows

The TMC’s

siders making inroads duetoa Campaign after
betrayer continues to resonate the 2019 polls

with Bengalis. Banerjee’s re- weaponised the
insider-outsider

ceuticals. But Bengali bhadraloks, basking
in cultural pride, barely paid heed to thisad-
vice and continued serving at the offices
owned by “non-Bengalis”, mostly “Marwa-
ris”, even after Independence.

Third, the memory of Partition and the
Bangladesh war that the BJP seems to be
playing on to invoke communal sentiment
among Bengali Hindus, with the “Bengali
Muslims are Bangladeshi” narrative at the
Centre, is another historical
anxiety that is helping the
TMC. Though the sentiment of
being uprooted from their
Bhita-maati (land and home)
undoubtedly played a strong
role in the consolidation of

how this binary is played out. binary, the Bengali Hindus across refugee

Second, the Bengali-non- Bengali—non— camps on Jessore road, in-
Bengali binary hasboth an econ- B engali conflict stances of “our Muslim neigh-
omicand apolitical rootthat has and the ’ bour helped us escape a mob”

been overlooked. During the

early daysofthe BritishRaj, with imagination of a
Calcuttaasthecapital,therewas homogenous

a wave of English education in
the city. European rationality

Bengali

and what the West called mod- COmmunity

were also galore.

All these have trapped the
Bengali voter into another
political binary: A secular
TMC versus communal BJP
rhetoric; regionalism versus

ern educationshaped the Bengal
Renaissance. Apart from pro-
ducing an upper-caste English-educated
elite bhadralok class, such socio-cultural
churn also led to the formation of a “clerk”
class, more precisely, a clerk mentality. This
section was happy in its comfortable cocoon
of 9to 5jobs at Company offices or other pri-
vate enterprises. Scientist Prafulla Chandra
Ray criticised this mentality and asked Ben-
galis to start businesses, a very early call for
entrepreneurship, from a person who
founded Bengal Chemicals and Pharma-

religious politics. The Left
parties, along with the Con-
gress, have miserably failed to transcend
this and create an alternative space. As a
result, Bengal's future is caught up in this
confusion. Unless Bengalis learn to break
free of this binary, the state risks remain-
ing trapped in a political loop that repeats
old ideals without offering new futures.

Thewriter is Senior Assistant Editor,
The Indian Express
abhik.bhattacharya@expressindia.com

Weakening
Indiawith
hatred

f i /i
FIFTHCOLUMN
BY TAVLEEN SINGH

EN YOU have been writing a political column
for forty years asI have, a hard little core of cyni-
cism settles in your heart. So, I have learned to
expect little from our political leaders and to not

be shocked by the awful things they are prepared to dojust to
win elections. Despite this, some things get said and done that
still shock me. One of these came last week when I saw a clip
ofthe Chief Minister of Assam ordering Hindus to harass Mus-
lims who might be trying to get listed in electoral rolls. With
asickening, smarmy grin on his face, he told his Hindu audi-
ence thatifthey traveled in rickshaws or taxis driven by Mus-
lims and they asked for five rupees they should be sure to give
them four.

Later when his atrocious remarks provoked an adverse re-
action, he clarified that he was talking only about Bangladeshi
Muslims. He had used the word ‘miyan’, he said, and nobody
should be offended by this because that is what Bangladeshi
Muslims call themselves. His knowledge is limited so he is
clearly unaware that ‘miyan’ is not an insult but a term of re-
spect in the Urdu language and is used among most Muslim
communities on our sub-continent. There is an election
coming in Assam and early polls indicate that the BJP leads
the race so there is no obvious need for him to try and win by
making hate speeches. But the ugly reality of our Hindutva
times is that hate speeches have become acceptable. Just as
hating Muslims and Christians have become fashionable
among Hindu fanatics using anonymous handles to express
their hatred and disgraceful opinions on social media.

Soon after the chief minister’s vile remarks came news of
an attack on a Muslim meat trader by a Hindu mob in West
Bengal. In a post on ‘X’ I saw a picture of a man with a badly
bruised face who said he was called a Bangladeshi before
beingbeaten nearly to death by amob of about 50 people who
ordered him to strip to further humiliate him. The police ar-
rived in time for this man to stay alive, so he is among the for-
tunate ones. Hindutva vigilantes usually beat meat traders
badly enough to kill them or at least disable them perma-
nently. They are proud of these attacks because they believe
that they are doing this out of ‘nationalism.” What we need to
ask is whether they are helping our nation or damaging its
soul irreversibly?

When I have tried pointing out to my Hindutva friends that
they could be doing more harm than good when they support
hatemongers and violent mobs, I hear from them that they
are avenging the wrong done to Hindus for centuries by Mus-
lim invaders. These days they usually add that they are also
taking revenge for what is being done to Hindus in Bangla-
desh since Sheikh Hasina’s regime fell. If I point out that fa-
naticism is a bad idea, their answer is that Hindus cannot be
fanatics because religious violence is not sanctioned by the
Sanatan Dharma. This is true. There is no concept of ‘jihad’
in India’s religious traditions whereas Islam sanctions the
elimination of us idol-worshippers. This should make us
proud of our spiritual and religious traditions. So why is the
opposite happening?

Perhaps because our religious traditions are now in the
hands of politicians who have more cynicism in their hearts
than political columnists. You do not need me to tell you that
the Chief Minister of Assam is far from being the only political
leader spreading hatred against Muslims. He isamong an in-
creasingly large team of senior BJP leaders who believe that
the way to win elections is by whipping up animosity against
Muslims and Christians. Often it is Pakistan or Bangladesh
that are invoked to disguise attacks that are really directed at
India’s Muslims who are told routinely that they should go to
these countries if they do not like what is happening here. It
is from these leaders that the vigilantes get their inspiration
to attack Muslim traders and farmers.

The irony of what these cynical politicians and violent fa-
natics are doing is that they seem to believe that their hate
speeches and their violence are making India stronger. The
exact opposite is happening because as a country in which
divisions of caste and creed run deep, the fissures that are
now being created make India not just weaker but more like
the Islamist republics in our neighbourhood. As a proud In-
dian it offends me personally that this is happening, and it
worries me that those who can put a stop to this senseless
weakening of India are doing absolutely nothing to put a stop
toit.

Usually when I write against the damage that Hindutva
is doing, I face a barrage of abuse on social media, but I shall
continue to write on this subject so do your worst, you repug-
nant fanatics. I shall write against hatemongers and fanatics
because I may have that core of cynicism in my heart, but it
is not strong enough for me to forget that silence in the face
of evilamounts to complicity. I refuse to be complicit. I shall
keep repeating that hate speeches in a civilised country are
deplorable and when they are made by political leaders, they
are truly dangerous.

OVE IS, setting aside that last

momo piece for your child. It

sounds pithy, butitis meanttobe.

And with two grown children in
the house who can sniff a momo from the
dungeons of their rooms, from which they
emerge at their choosing, you better have
one for each.

I use momo as a metaphor, of course.
But before you dismiss it as flimsy, con-
sider this: rarely has such translucence
held such succulence; add the red, fiery
sauce and the ear-popping experience
stays with you much longer than those in-
finitesimal moments between a full and
an empty plate of momos.

Returning to the metaphor, what
happens with those momos increasingly
reminds me of my own growing-up years.
Restaurant visits were rare, money scarce,
and a go-to order was tomato soup, “1:2”.
My sister and I spent a large part of the soup

A momo for myself

round eyeing our mother’s crunchy bread
crumbs. She, of course, dutifully fished
them out of her soup bowl to put them in
ours, equally (or maybe not, my sister being
the less likely one to throw a tantrum).

Did our mother want those bread
crumbs to herself? We never asked. But
now that both of us have moved on to
other soups, and have our own bread
crumbs to split and share between our
children, I often wonder.

I also try and think back to whether I
know what my mother’s absolute favour-
ite food is, and come up short — though
given that she is like a child in trance
when it comes to ice-cream, at least the
dessert part is settled. Then I wonder
whenIever got cooked a meal at my home
because solely I wanted to eat it, not to
meet son’s ever-growing “protein require-
ments”, or to fulfill daughter’s hostel-de-
prived taste buds, or to nurture husband’s

 SHESAID

belief that dabbas of home-made kebabs
keptin the freezer will get us through any
doomsday.

The sharpest reminder comes every
time I am out alone and now order “just

- formyself” a plateful of anything, momos
L included — usually in the cinema hall
where the job requires me to squeeze a
lunch in while watching films. As I sit
cushioned in the seat watching, if luck
would have it, Hugh Grant, and it’s
another person delivering to my seat a hot
meal, it is a cornucopia of pleasures.

I step out into the food court and the
pleasures multiply: so many outlets, so
many choices, and the decision entirely
mine. What do I want to have at that par-
ticular time, no breakfast, lunch or dinner
categories to factorin? What sins toindulge
without considering calories, setting
examples, or worrying about the cleaning
up to do after? What guilty pleasure in dis-
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BY SHALINI
LANGER

epaper.indianexpressicom Ru i

posing of something I don’t end up liking?

My only creeping worry surrounded by
all this variety is if I am missing out on
something better — as anyone with a re-
mote and a Netflix account would know.

As for those momos, I am slowly explor-
ing other things — not the least because the
cinema hall I frequent has the “healthier”,
wheat option. Now whoever wanted that!
Sandwiches, wraps have my fancy now and
—if you must know - brownies.

But guess what, more often than not,
halfway through, I wrap half a brownie in
apaper napkin, putitin mybag, and bring
it home. The children may not eat it, but
the sight of that hopelessly crushed
brownie lying on the dining table for any-
one to have fills me completely.

National Editor Shalini Langer
curates the fortnightly ‘She Said’ column
shalini.langer@expressindia.com
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Caste on campus: A case for substantive equality

THAT
BLIND
RHODES In equality law, there are two major schools
of thought-formal and substantive equal-
SCHOLAR ity. Those subscribing to a formal view of

Rahul Bajaj
isa practising lawyer
with expertise in
disability rights

equality believe thateveryone must be treated
alikeand thatequalitymeans sameness. Those
subscribing to a substantive view of equality,
however, contend that our society was never
equal to begin with. The law, they argue, must
account for the patterns of disadvantage and
discrimination that certain groups, such as
women, black people, the scheduled castes,
and persons with disabilities, have suffered for
centuriesand mustbe designed asymmetrical-
lytoundo that discrimination.

Viewed from thelens of substantive equality,
the Supreme Court order dated January 29,

thatrisks obscuring the very structural injus-
tices the Regulations sought to confront.

At the heart of the Court’s reasoning lies
discomfort with Clause 3(c), which defines
“caste-based discrimination” in a manner
focused on historically marginalised caste
groups. The Court appears persuaded by the
argument thatsuch a definitionis “restrictive
and exclusionary” because it does not extend
equalremedial protection toindividuals from
non-reserved or general categories. This ig-
nores that caste is not a neutral social marker
operating symmetrically across society. It is
a deeply entrenched system of hierarchical
ordering, sustained through material depri-
vation, social exclusion, and institutional bias.
Toinsist that caste-based discrimination must
be conceptualised as bidirectional to satisfy
equality norms is to ignore the structural re-
ality of caste as a system of dominance. Such
anapproachrisks converting equality law into
an instrument that neutralises, rather than
dismantles, entrenched disadvantage.

The Courtwas concerned with the possibili-
tyof misuse of this clause. A lawyer for the peti-
tionersargued that, in casea general category
candidate, whoisin his or her firstyear, is sub-
jected toragging by a second-year SC student
and lodges a complaint against the latter, the
latter mayuse Clause 3(c) tofilea cross-case on
caste-based discrimination. Theinvocation of
potential misuse has historically functioned as
arhetorical devicetoresistequality-enhancing
measures, particularly those that disrupt ex-
isting hierarchies. Even assuming that there
will be some cases in which the regulations
are misused, the response has to be through
strong mechanisms to punish those lodging
baseless complaints.

The Courtalso seems to have, with respect,
altogether misunderstood the definition of
“segregation”in the Regulations. The Regula-
tions state that Higher Education Institutions
shall ensure that any selection, segregation,
orallocation for hostels, classrooms, mentor-
ship groups, orany otheracademic purposesis

transparent, fair,and non-discriminatory. The
Courtinterprets thisto mean thatthe Regula-
tions call for maintenance of separate, caste-
based hostels when that is the very thing the
Regulations seek to prohibit. To mymind, this
clause would cover situations in which, forin-
stance,ascheduled caste or disabled candidate
isnot given hostel accommodation along with
herable-bodied or general category peers. The
Court’s understanding of the clause, to mean
thatthey call for separation amongst different
groups,isnotborne outbythe textor purpose
of the clause.

The Court also raises concerns about the
omission of “ragging” as a specific category
of discrimination in the 2026 Regulations,
suggesting aregressive step vis-a-vis the 2012
framework. The definition of discriminationin
Clause 3(e) of the Regulationsis broad enough
to cover ragging, regardless of the caste of the
perpetratororvictim. Therefore, this concern
ismisplaced. Evenifthe Courtfeltthatragging
needed to expressly be included as a form of

prohibited treatment, it could have insisted
that the same be added to the Regulations,
rather than staying them altogether.

Perhaps the most troubling is the decision
to keep the 2026 Regulations in abeyance in
their entirety, while reviving the 2012 Reg-
ulations through the Court’s extraordinary
powers. Interim measures are not neutral.
In equality contexts, delay itself can consti-
tute harm. By freezing a reformist regulatory
framework aimed at promoting equity, the
Court effectively privileges a status quo that
has demonstrably failed to prevent identi-
ty-based exclusion, student suicides, and in-
stitutional indifference. Substantive equality
recognises that maintaining existing arrange-
ments in the face of proven disadvantage is
not a neutral act, but consciously freezes an
unjust status quo. It is hoped that the Court
will course-correct in future hearings and
build in safeguards and guardrails wherever
required, rather than throwing the baby out
with the bathwater.

izzg_';ﬁ:g::‘ (()jf .202§, staying the_ UGC (Prqmotion of Equity
Mission Accessibility inHigher Education Institutions) Regulations,
Hewearstmorehats 2026 [commonly called UGC caste regula-
than he can himself tions] lsprofounfilyconge!‘nmg.Whﬂe framed
sofmetimis count asacautious, prima facie intervention, the or-
X @rahuld00 der reflects a troubling reversion to a formal,
= symmetry-based understanding of equality
INSCRUTABLE CHINA

When purges create
apowervacuum

astweek, China’s most powerful military leader, Gen Zhang
I Youxia, was purged, along with the Joint Chief of Staff, Gen
'Liu Zhenli, on charges of “serious violations of party disci-
plineand law”. Sacking of top military officers in China is not new.
However, the latest round leaves all military members out of the
nodal Central Military Commission (CMC), barring Gen Zhang
Shengmin, whoisknown for his political rather than combatwork.
Today, China has no full-fledged higher military command.

Atthe fourth plenum of the 20th Central Committee of the Chi-
nese Communist Party (CCP), heldlastyear, 12 high-ranking officers
were confirmed as expelled. Since the ascendancy of President Xi
Jinpingin2012, over160 General-level senior officersof the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) have been investigated. In all, ten CMC
members, including four vice chairmen, were sacked.

Thescaleof purgesinthe PLA indicatesthat corruption—paying
superiorofficersbribestosecurehigherranks, divertingbudgetary
allocations, procuringweapon systems, misusing funds, smuggling
goodsinmilitaryvehicles, and the like—has become rampant. This
may have impacted military outcomes: the PLA has been unable
tofightwarssince the drubbingittookin the Vietnam Warin1979.
Post-Galwan border skirmishes with India have proved to be costly,
with estimated losses of around $150 billion.

Zhang Youxia, reportedly, had many differences with Xi, despite
their “princeling” affinity since the 1960s. Reports said Zhang con-
fronted Xi on the latter’s plans for a 4th term as General Secretary
of the CCP. The next party congress is due in October 2027; the
Sthplenarysessionscheduled thisyear will see movestodesignate
the upcoming members. Xi has not announced a successor, thus
increasinguncertaintyinthe CCP,whichnow hasadepletinglineup
of senior leaders - Li Kegiang, once seen as the most influential
leaderin the party after Xi, died in 2023.

Xiand Zhang are also reported to have
differed on Taiwan, the standoffwith Japan
over the Senkaku Islands, and the territo-
rial dispute with India. The PLA’s combat
limitations were exposed in its inability to
contain the Philippines at Scarborough
Shoal and India at Galwan. While Xi has
made the incorporation of Taiwan a part

of the vision for a larger China, Taiwan’s Srikanth
militaryis formidable,and anyinvasion by Kondapalli
thePLA isestimated to cause heavy casual-

: S A . The JNU Prof has been
ties, besidesimpacting the CCPand China peking behind the
at a time when the country is on the rise g i

Bamboo Curtain for 30
asaglobal force. It has been reported that years

Zhang tried to dissuade Xi from initiating
militaryaction.

The General is said to have had issues
with Xi over undue favours extended to military officials such as
He Weidong, Miao Hua, and Wei Fenghe (all have been purged).
This has disrupted the militaryranks, leading toa weakening of the
higher command.

Xi's supporters have accused Zhang of not following an estab-
lished convention in the CMC - that the rank and file have to be
“absolutely loyal, absolutely pure, and absolutely reliable” to the
Chairman and the CCP. Since 1982, this line has been institution-
alised; itwasamended recently toremove any leverage for the vice
chairmen, thus consolidating Xi’sauthority. Thisopensupacharge
of “insubordination”against Zhang.

Thisinternalriftin China comesin thewake of the Donald Trump
administration’s deal with Xiat Busan last October on trade, tariffs,
andrare earth metals. Moresignificantly, the US National Security
Strategy has toned down postures of “strategic competition”, with
President Trump going to the extent of referencing the ‘G-2"with
China, strengthening Xi’s position.

The US’s new focus on consolidating influence in the Western
Hemisphere leaves Chinaa free hand in the Taiwan Straitsand the
South and East China Seas. But the CMC has no combat-experi-
enced member, and the PLA is in churn and precariously placed.
The Taiwan situation canlead to two possiblescenarios: aninvasion
may beruled out, given the potential resistance and perceived loss-
es, or a high-risk mission may be initiated, with local commanders
complying with no questions asked. The purge of Zhang and the
other PLA officers points tosevere political and militaryriftsand a
climate of mistrust. For India, a fragile peace prevails onits border
with China after disengagement and patrolling agreements were
reached in October 2024. Nevertheless, since no forward move-
ment has been made on the de-induction of troops, India needs to
watch the evolving Chinasituation closely.

@Sri_Kondapalli

R

3]~ ML

THELIVING STREAM

Can Mysururetainits soul?

he expressway should
Tnever have been built,”

the cab driver declared
categoricallyon mywayback from
Mysuruafewdaysago. “Hundreds
of cars pour into the city on Satur-
daysand Sundays. Thetrafficinthe
cityis unbearable.”

There was indeed a time when
Bengalureans made fun of anyone
complaining ofa trafficjamin Mys-
uru. ButInoticed theterrible traffic
myself this time. I was in Mysuru
earlier this week to participate in
Uttarayana, an annual cultural
festival launched this year by the
Jagannatha Centre for Arts and
Culture, an elegant new venue for
performing arts, lectures, conver-
sations, and art exhibitions.

“It is already Bengaluru!” a
staunch Mysurean exclaimed dur-
ingthistrip. “Itisn’t thatbad.”Itried
toreason. “No, itis!” He held firm.

The population of Mysuru city
had expanded atamodest pace for
many decades. Between 1961 and
2001, it grew by roughly 10,000
t0 15,000 people annually, and by
about 20,000 peryear over the fol-
lowing two decades. The increase
in the number of people had been
slowand gradual. New neighbour-
hoodsemergedalongside theolder
oneswithoutshakingup the cultur-
al ethos of the city.

At present, Mysuru has a popu-
lation of13.5lakh-roughlya tenth
of Bengaluru’s. But if the housing
layouts spiralling outward along
the city’s arterial roads are any in-
dication—-andiftheviral real-estate
reelsurging Bengaluru’sresidents
to buy plotsin Mysuru are another
—itspopulationissettorise dramat-
ically from now on.

For decades, Mysuru saw large
numbers of visitors only during
the annual Dasara celebrations.
Sincethe turnofthe century, about

30,000 yoga enthusiasts, mostly
from abroad, visit the city during
the cooler months of the year to
train in yoga. Dozens of hip cafes,
bakeries,and gourmetrestaurants
have emergedto caterto this clien-
tele and indeed the newness-hun-
grylocals. The opening of the Ben-
galuru-Mysuru expressway three
years ago, however, hasusheredin
adarkshift,asnewwealth, fast cars,
and theweekend-escapeitchengulf
Mysuru in traffic week after week.

Beyond its unhurried pace and
wide avenues shaded by old, state-
ly trees, Mysuru has long charmed
visitors with its palaces, museums,
St. Philomena’s Church, the Masjid-

Chandan Gowda
The Vidyashilp Professor
looks for new ways of
looking

N @Chandan_
Gowda73

e-Azam, the Devaraja Market, leg-
endaryeateries,anditsmuch-loved
z00. Butprecautionary measuresto
ensure the health of these heritage
sites are nowhere in sight. Elemen-
taryconservationeffortswould have
included zoning laws to prohibit
high-rise constructionin thevicinity
of Mysuru’smorethan130 heritage
sites, whichnotonlythreatens their
structuralstabilitybutalso disrupts
thehistoricskyline and character of
the city. Traffic noise and pollution
poseserious threats to the health of
thesesites too.

Adding to the pressures on
Mysuru’s heritage and cultural
ethos, the Greater Mysuru City
Corporation (GMCC) proposal
envisions a massive expansion of
the city’s boundaries. Introduced
by the BJP state government in
2008 and revived last year by the
present government, the proposal

seeks to redraw Mysuru’s limits by
absorbing 110 surroundingvillages,
almost quadrupling the city’s area
from 86 to 333 square kilometres.
Aperipheralring road to ease traf-
fic,new housing layouts, newwater
supplyanddrainage networks,and
aMetrolineareall partof the plan.

Last December, members of the
Chamundi village panchayat, the
head priest of the Chamundesh-
wari temple, and local environ-
mental activistsmet Chief Minister
Siddaramaiah to seek exemption
from the GMCC for their area.
They argued that both the forests
of Chamundi Hill and the temple
stood to be damaged otherwise.
The Chief Minister, who had re-
iterated only weeks earlier that
the Greater Mysuru plans would
not harm the city’s rich heritage,
agreed to consider the appeal.

Two days ago, several groups
gathered in protest against the
construction projects underway
on Chamundi Hill. Approved in
2022 under the ingeniously titled
PRASAD (Pilgrimage Rejuvena-
tion and Spiritual Augmentation
Drive) scheme and co-financed by
the Centralandstate governments,
the recently commenced work is
believed tothreaten the Chamundi
reserve forest and harm the foun-
dation of the Chamundeshwari
temple. Activists have put forward
safer alternative uses for the Rs 60
crore sanctioned for the project.

Responsible urbanisation
needn’t be an impossible task: it
demandsasetofimaginativearchi-
tects, urban planners, historians,
ecologists, and energy specialists
committed to ecological wisdom,
local aesthetic traditions, and so-
cialequitytosteerthe process. The
alternativeistowatch thevestedin-
terests prevail and resign ourselves
to living amid the ruins.

THEBIGLENS

Raising trade, with
astrategicbonus

eopolitical pressures can prove strikingly detrimental to the

planned social and economic growth of nations. The United

States’ tariff war, which targets India and several other emerg-
ing economies, has pushed these countries towards alternatives in the
shortrun, whiledevisingroadmaps for the long term. Freetrade agree-
ments and comprehensive partnerships with individual countriesand
economic blocs are responses that are necessitated by the times. India
hasbeennegotiatingatrade partnershipwith the European Union (EU)
fornearly two decades.

US President Donald Trump, in his characteristic style, has under-
mined the EU on three counts. First, he initiated action in Venezuela
while keeping the EU in the dark; second, he made repeated claims to
take over Greenland and threatened the EU with dire consequencesif
itintervened; third, he proposed a US-Russia-Ukraine tripartite talkon
the Russia-Ukraine conflict, sidelining the EU, which has, so far, been
supporting Ukraine with money and material.

Never before hasthe European blocbeenundersuch pressuretolook
beyond the US to safeguard its economy and its security and strategic
interests. It has furthered these very interests by formalising the Free
Trade Agreement (FTA) with India. The “Mother of All Deals” marksa
historicpivotin global trade asit promisesto createatrade corridor that
accountsforroughly 25% of the global GDPand one-third of global trade.

At a time when geopolitical dynamics are defined by conflicts and
flashpoints, fractured supplyandvalue chainswhich have notbeen fully
repairedsince COVID, and countriesincreasingly adopting protectionist
positions, the FTA is more than an economic agreement. For the EU,
the agreement, when ratified and signed in the coming months, will
be an insurance against the Trump administration’s weaponisation of
tariffs. Itsecuresadurable footholdin the world’s fastest-growing major
economy and advances Brusselsdrive to de-risk critical supply chains.

For India, this lays a new democratic foun-
dation as a counterweight to China’s State-cen-
tric trade model. China’s aggressive economic
engagements in India’s immediate, extended,
and distant neighbourhoods have created a
complex situation, greatly impacting the pres-
ent government’s ‘neighbourhood first’ policy.
TheFTAisastrategic move that positions India
toefficientlydeal with Trump’stariffwarandre-
ducetheover-relianceonboththe USand China.

Seshadri Chari

readsbetweenthe  The agreement was accompanied by a security
linesonbignational  and defence partnership, a rather unusual step
andinternational  for the EU, signalling a turn towards deeper
developmentsfrom  maritime cooperation in the Indo-Pacific and
his vantage pointin  potential joint defence manufacturing.
the BJP and the RSS However, the agreement is not going to be
@seshadrichari easy to put into practice, considering the EU’s

stringent and complex regulatory framework.
Several Indian manufacturers will find compli-
ancewiththeCarbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) extreme-
ly difficult; this could adversely impact exports in steel, aluminium,
cement, and chemicals. The EU has also been insistent on its partners
adhering to the Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights
(TRIPS) Plus provisions, such as extended periods of data exclusivity.
India has emerged as a key global player in generic medicines and has
been providing affordable medicinestoalargesection ofitseconomical-
lybackward population. It will need to wait before a comprehensive as-
sessmentoftheagreement’s fine printin the contextof these provisions.

The regulatory asymmetry is even more stark when it comes to the
EU’s capital-intensive and technology-oriented manufacturing and
exports,asagainst India’slabour-intensive, tax-heavy privatesector,and
labour-oriented MSME sectors that are perennially starved of capital
andinnovation. The FTA seekstoallow greatermarketaccessforseveral
productswhichare easilymadeinIndiaor canbe madewithalittleextra
effort. Atsuch ajuncture, reducing tariffs can directly hita large num-
ber of Indian startups and small and medium-scale industries that are
already under severe strain due to the surge of cheap and unrestricted
Chineseimports.

Also, a low or zero-tariff trade system may open up the market to a
flurry of EU goods and services, impacting India’s indigenisation push
across sectors.

The Uniongovernmentwill have tourgently initiate measuresto facil-
itatethe privateand MSME sectorstoimprove their standing and scope
in cost-effective manufacturing, without compromising on the quality.
This shift will be possible only with optimum utilisation of industrial
automation. Thetrade dealis the beginning of alandmark partnership
that goes beyond commerecial stakes for the two camps and formalises
important strategic collaborations. However, for the results to show,
boththeindustryand the government need to align on multiple points.

POORVA PAKSHA

Aparadise of albatrosses

many of us in school, made the albatross the

iment that exposes the absurdity of choicein a

of the absurd: the painful collision between

region, and religion, the fraternal healing of

€ Ppulledinto Nazareth, was feelin’ about half
pmz dead)/Ijustneed someplacewherelcan
lay my head)/ “Hey, mister, can you tell me
whereamanmightfindabed?”] Hejust grinned
and shook my hand, “No”was all he said.’
Englishdelightsin collective nouns that turn
theordinaryintothe poetic: a ‘crash’of rhinocer-
oses, a ‘parliament’ of owls, a‘murder’ of crows.
Foralbatrosses—thosevast, effortless gliders of

Aakash Singh  southern oceans - tradition gives us a ‘weight'
Rathore (like The Band’s surrealistic 1968 song). I have
asDr Jekyllis bggun, in private whimsy, to call them a ‘para-
aProfessor of dise’of gllbatrosse_s. Atfirst, the phrase conjures
Philosophy, Politics ~ Pure bliss:acelestial flocksoaring above endless
and Law, authorand  turquoise, unbound by gravity. Yet on this first
editor 6f over 20 morning of Februaryin 2026, with Re_pubthay
books and counting, just behind us, the phrase sharpens into some-

and as Mr Hyde, one
of India’s top-ranking
Ironman triathletes

N @ASR_metta

thing more contradictory. It names the quiet
burden we carry in a Republic that proclaims
equality and fraternity while still asking us to
shoulder heavy, arbitrary weights.

Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, forced upon

enduring symbol of this duality. The bird ar-
rives as a blessing, guiding the ship through
impenetrable ice, only to be shot on impulse
and hung, dead, around the mariner’s neck —
a self-inflicted curse of guilt that outlasts the
storm. In contemporary India, we carrysimilar
albatrosses, often not imposed by others but
chosen and renewed by ourselves. Privileged
castes cling to advantages long after justice
demands their surrender; voters and leaders
remainloyal todynastic politics long after dem-
ocraticvitality hasdrained away, we mournthe
betrayed constitutional ideals yet rarely con-
frontthe source of that betrayal. These are not
private failings, but systemic burdens that we
voluntarily refresh in the name of tradition or
security, even as they pull the Republic deeper
into stratified despair.

This reminds me of the insidious albatross
paradox — sometimes wryly called “birds of a
paradise”. It is a philosophical thought exper-

supposed utopia. Imagineatrue paradise: scar-
city eradicated, conflict eliminated, perfect eq-
uityachieved. Noonelacks anything; no one suf-
fersinjustice; everyneedismetwithoutstruggle
or competition. All meaningful problems have
been solved. Only one trivial task remains: you
must feed one of two albatrosses standing in
front of you. The birds are identical in every
way-appearance, health, temperament. Feed-
ing the left or the right changes nothing for the
world orforyou. It'san ultimatelyinconsequen-
tial outcome.

Butyoumustchoose. The human mind, built
for purpose and justification, cannot simply
abstain or declare the options equal. You hes-
itate, inventdistinctions, weigh phantom con-
sequences, and finally decide - then you craft
elaboratereasonsto convinceyourselfthat the
choice mattered. A trivial act becomes a per-
sistent demand to find meaning where none
exists. This paradox distils Albert Camus’idea

our hunger for meaning and a universe that
offersnone.

A just Republic is meant to be humanity’s
nearestapproach to paradise-asystem crafted
todeliver equality, fairness, and shared prosperi-
ty. Instead, itconfrontsuswith endlessarbitrary
forks. Which policies to prioritisewhenresourc-
es are finite, which groups to accommodate in
moments of compromise, which vision of the
nation to elevate-these decisions often resem-
blethe choice betweenidentical birds. Thelong-
term effects may be indistinguishable, yet we
clothe them in ideological certainty, declaring
one path morally superior while vilifying those
who chose the other.

Beneath the messaging of “unity in diversi-
ty”, lie exactly these forks: reservations, eco-
nomic reforms, language policies — choices
thatin the future will boil down toleft hand or
right, but justified with grand narratives only
serving to deepen fractures along caste, class,

whichwas the true goal of the Constitution and
of our Republic.

“Take a load off Fanny/ Take a load for free/
Takeaload off Fanny/ Andyouput theloadright
onme.

Sedition laws linger, critical media voices
are muted, environmental disasters displace
the vulnerable, and policy repeatedly tilts to-
wards the powerful. These burdens continue
calcifying: inequalitynormalised asinevitable,
arbitrary governance rebranded as pragma-
tism. Why do we keep carrying weights the
Constitution explicitly promised thatwe could
laydown?

‘Wecan challenge theabsurd choices pressed
upon us and demand a true reckoning with the
burdens that mock our foundingideals. The al-
batross, afterall,isbuilt for flight despiteitssize;
itreminds us that we, too, are capable of rising
even while carrying weight.

“Take a load off Fanny, take a load for free’
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Sunday Sounds

Surinder Singh Oberoi
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The Gulf region is once again on edge.
As the United States increases its mili-
tary presence in West Asia and Iran
warns it is ready to respond to any
attack, the world is watching closely.
Warships are moving into position,
fighter jets are being deployed, and
diplomats are busy holding talks. The
big question is when: Is the US showing
military strength to push Iran towards
talks, or is the region slowly moving
towards a conflict?

The tension has been rising for
weeks. US President Donald Trump
recently warned that “time is running
out” for Iran to agree to a nuclear deal.
At the same time, he spoke about a
“massive armada” of American naval
forces heading towards the region.
Media reported that satellite images
and defence tracking reports show
that the US has increased its air and
naval presence in the Gulf, including
fighter jets in Jordan and surveillance
aircraft near Iranian airspace. The
entry of the USS Abraham Lincoln air-
craft carrier into the West Asia sea,
along with its carrier strike group that
includes Arleigh Burke-class destroy-
ers equipped with Tomahawk cruise
missiles capable of striking distant tar-
gets goes on to explain the obvious.

Iran has reacted strongly. Iranian
Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi has
said the country’s nuclear programme
is peaceful and that Iran will give a
“strong and immediate” response to
any aggression. While some messages
are being exchanged through media-
tors, Iran has made it clear that it will
not negotiate under threats. Iran has
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America-Iran tensions: Gulf diplomacy
on edge, region under test

India’s foreign policy has long aimed at keeping good relations with major countries without taking sides

also deployed a drone-carrier ship
near its southern coast and added hun-
dreds of strategic drones to its defence
system, showing it is prepared to deter
any attack.

What makes this situation different
from the past is the active diplomacy
by many countries from West Asia
that want to avoid a war. Nations in
the region understand that even a small
mistake can lead to a bigger crisis.

India, too, is watching the situation
carefully. New Delhi’s Deputy National
Security Advisor Pavan Kapoor recent-
ly visited Tehran, showing New Delhi’s
concern over rising tensions. India has
friendly relations with Iran, especially
in trade, energy, and connectivity proj-
ects like the Chabahar port. This port is
important for India because it provides
a route to Central Asia and Afghani-
stan. Even with US sanctions on Iran,
India has said it is not practical to step
away from the Chabahar project, even
though US sanctions and pressure con-
tinue to make India reduce its presence
at Chabahar. On October 28, 2025, the
US Department of the Treasury issued
a letter outlining the guidance on the
conditional sanctions waiver valid till
April 26, 2026, for New Delhi. However,
New Delhi remains engaged with the US
side in working out this arrangement.

During his visit in late January 2026,
Pavan Kapoor met senior Iranian lead-
ers, including Dr Ali Bagheri Kani, to
talk about regional developments and
protect India’s interests. The visit came
at a time when Iran is facing internal
protests and rising tensions with the
United States, showing that India wants
to stay engaged with Tehran. India’s
foreign policy has long aimed at keep-
ing good relations with major countries
without taking sides. But if tensions
grow further, maintaining this bal-
anced approach could become more
difficult. Supporting either the US or
Iran openly could create diplomatic
challenges. At the same time, India also
considers the welfare and the safety of
millions of Indians living and working
in the Middle East.

India is also holding the India-Arab
Foreign Ministers’ Meeting (IAFMM)
on January 31, 2026, marking another
significant step not only in strengthen-

ing its engagement with the Arab world,
but also to discuss the regional situation
and current unstable geopolitics. The
foreign ministers from member states of
the League of Arab States (LAS), along
with the Secretary General of the Arab
League, are attending the meeting in
New Delhi as I write this article.

Meanwhile, Gulf countries are also
playing a major role in trying to calm
the situation. Even though, as reported
by the international media, both Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
have said they will not allow their
land or airspace to be used for attacks
against Iran. Al Jazeera reported that
China has also spoken against military
action, urging all sides to follow inter-
national law and avoid steps that could
destabilise the region.
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For the US, increasing military
presence is meant to show

strength and reassure its allies.
But such steps also carry risks.

History shows that conflicts in the
Gulf rarely stay limited. Even minor
clashes can affect global oil supply.
Around 20 percent of the world’s oil
passes through the Strait of Hormuz.
Any sign of trouble can push up fuel
prices and hurt economies worldwide,
including India’s.

At the centre of the tension is Iran’s
nuclear programme. In 2015, Iran had
agreed to limit its nuclear activities
in exchange for relief from sanctions.
However, the US later withdrew from
the deal, and since then, relations have
worsened. Washington now wants
stricter conditions, including limits
on Iran’s missile programme and its
support for armed groups in the region.
Memories of last year’s brief Iran-Israel
conflict are still fresh. US strikes on
Iran’s nuclear sites and Iran’s missile
response showed how quickly ten-
sions can rise. Even though both sides
claimed victory, the underlying conflict
or tensions never went away.
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There is also massive internal
pressure within Iran, where business
organisations or Bazaar led protests
for weeks on the crippling economy.
This was also the first time since 1979
that Bazaar took the lead in the street
protests. Reports suggest a strict crack-
down on protests, with human rights
groups saying many people may have
been Kkilled, though exact numbers
are still unclear. Such situations often
make governments more defensive.
Experts say that past experiences sug-
gest that outside threats can sometimes
help Iran’s leaders bring people togeth-
er against a common enemy.

For the US, increasing military pres-
ence is meant to show strength and
reassure its allies. But such steps also
carry risks. Too much military move-
ment can lead to misunderstandings
or accidents, which may quickly turn
into conflict. Countries in the region are
aware of this danger. Many Gulf nations
are focusing on economic growth and
stability and do not want another war.
In the current developing situation,
even those countries that have differ-
ences with Iran understand that conflict
would harm everyone.

For India, peace in the Gulf is
extremely important. The region is one
of the main sources of India’s energy
supplies and is home to a large Indian
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community. Any conflict could affect oil
prices, trade, and the safety of Indian
citizens. That is why India prefers quiet
diplomacy instead of public statements
during such crises.

China’s role is also important. By
speaking against military action, China
is trying to present itself as a stabilising
force in the region. However, like others,
it also has strong economic interests in
the region and wants stability.

Many observers are afraid that right
now, the biggest danger is not a planned
war but an accidental one. With so many
military forces operating close to each
other, even a small mistake can lead to
a crisis. That is why communication
and diplomacy are more important than
ever. The Gulf region today stands at
a delicate point between conflict and
cooperation. Political analysts say that
the coming weeks are crucial. Whether
the situation moves towards dialogue or
confrontation will depend on the choic-
es made by leaders in Washington and
Tehran. For the world, including India,
peace and stability in this region remain
essential. In a place already full of ten-
sions and weapons, calm decision-mak-
ing is not a weakness but a necessity.

Surinder Singh Oberoi,
National Editor Greater Kashmir

Do Marks Matter?

In some tragic cases, the pressure turns fatal

FREEZE FRAME|

Syeda Afshana
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The board results were out in
Kashmir. Class 10 and Class
12. Numbers printed neatly
on a sheet of paper. For some
homes, there was celebra-
tion. For many, there was
silence. And for a few, there
was unbearable pressure.
This is the part we rarely
talk about.

Every year, after results,
counselors and doctors hear
the same stories. A child
locking himself in a room.
A teenager refusing food. A
student crying through the
night, terrified to face par-
ents. In some tragic cases,
the pressure turns fatal.
Self-harm. Suicide attempts.
Young lives ending because
a percentage did not meet
expectations.

Let us pause here. No
exam result should carry the
power to take a life. Yet we
keep pushing children to the
wall. Quietly. Repeatedly.
Systematically. The pres-
sure does not always come
through shouting. Some-
times it comes through disap-
pointment. Through silence.
Through comparison. “Your
cousin scored more.” “We
expected better.” “What will
people say?” “You took stud-
ies casually”....blah blah.

Children hear these words
differently. They hear rejec-
tion. They hear failure. They
hear that love is conditional.
Parents often mean well.
They want security for their
children. They fear an uncer-
tain future. But fear passed
down becomes a burden. And
children carry it alone.

Sadly, marks have become
the language of worth. Not
learning. Not growth. Not

character. Conceptual under-
standing is gradually disap-
pearing from classrooms.
Students memorise. They
reproduce. They forget. They
are not encouraged to ask
questions. They are trained
to avoid mistakes. Educa-
tion has turned into surviv-
al rather than exploration.
Many students know this.

That’s why marks do not
excite them as much as they
excite adults. They sense the
emptiness behind the race.
They feel disconnected.
They feel unheard. They feel
trapped.
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Sadly, marks have
become the language
of worth.

When a child harms
himself after results, it is
not about marks alone. It
is about feeling cornered.
About seeing no safe space to
fail. About believing that one
number has cancelled the
future. This belief is taught.
It is not natural.

Schools and tuition cen-
tres glorify toppers. Put
their pictures on newspapers
and hoardings. Broadcast
their marks. Project them
as letter-perfect on social
media. This unhealthy trend
equates human worth with
marks, silently telling every
other child that they matter
less. Because we rarely show
what happens to those who
struggle. The anxiety. The
shame. The loneliness. Real
education was never meant
to do this.

Actual education gives
clarity. It helps young people
understand who they are.
What they are capable of.
Where they can grow. It does
not reduce a child to a rank.

The world today is chaotic
for a reason. We have pro-
duced enough intelligent
minds with little wisdom.
Skilled professionals with
fragile inner lives.

Misplaced priorities in
education have led to mis-
placed priorities in life.
When success is defined
only by achievement, failure
becomes unbearable. Chil-
dren need to know this truth
early.

Let’s understand that
marks are data. Not destiny.
Alow score is feedback. Not a
verdict. We as families must
create emotional safety first.
Before expectations. Before
ambitions. Ask our children
how they are feeling. Not
just how they performed.
Listen without interrupting.
Respond without judging.

Schools and Boards also
carry responsibility. Assess-
ment systems must stop pre-
tending that one exam can
measure a human being.
They need to be realistic
and less pretentious. Learn-
ing must return to under-
standing. To application.
To meaning. Life does not
reward those who never fail.
It rewards those who adapt.

Parents and society need
to stop living through chil-
dren. Their lives are not
unfinished dreams. Every
child has a different rhythm.
A different timeline. A differ-
ent path. When we narrow
success to marks, we broad-
en mental distress. When we
lose that grip, we save lives.

Let us remember this
during every result season.
No percentage is worth a
child’s silence. No rank is
worth their tears. No com-
parison is worth their life.
Education should open
minds. Not close doors. It
should offer hope. Not fear.
And above all, it should pro-
tect children.
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Merit and Public Trust

Lessons from the J&K Judicial Services Examination
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Evaluation
Dr Ajaz Afzal Lone

loneasrarO@gmail.com

The recently declared results of the
Jammu and Kashmir Civil Servic-
es (Judicial) (Mains) Examination,
2025, have sparked widespread dis-
cussion, highlighting the critical
role of transparency and merit in
public recruitment. In regions like
Jammu and Kashmir, where civil
service examinations are highly
competitive, ensuring fairness is
not just a procedural requirement;
it is essential for sustaining public
trust in governance. Government
employees, as the operational face
of the State, play a pivotal role in
shaping this perception. Public
perception of the State is shaped
not only by its laws and policies
but also by the integrity, compe-
tence, and accountability of those
in public office. From a constitu-
tional perspective, the recruitment
process is particularly important,
as it reflects the State’s commit-
ment to the rule of law, equality,
and fairness.

In a modern democratic polity,
unlike traditional or patronage-
based systems, public employment
is constitutionally required to be
based on merit and equal oppor-
tunity. Articles 14 and 16 of the
Constitution of India prohibit arbi-
trariness and guarantee equality
of opportunity in public employ-
ment. The Supreme Court has rein-
forced this principle in landmark
cases, in Indra Sawhney v. Union
of India (1992), which recognised
merit as a foundation for admin-
istrative efficiency, and Manoj
Narula v. Union of India (2014),
which emphasised that governance
must conform to constitutional

morality. Merit-based recruitment
has therefore emerged as the most
legitimate, rational, and judicially
recognised method for selecting
public servants.

&6

From a constitutional
perspective, the
recruitment process is
particularly important,

as it reflects the State’s
commitment to the rule of
law, equality, and fairness.

To uphold these constitutional
ideals, the Union has established
independent recruitment bodies,
most prominently the Union Public
Service Commission (UPSC). As
a constitutional authority under
Articles (315 to 323), the UPSC
ensures transparent, impartial,
and competitive selection process-
es, thereby reinforcing public trust
and upholding the democratic
ethos of governance.

At the Union Territory level,
recruitment to civil services is con-
ducted by the Jammu and Kash-
mir Public Service Commission
(JKPSC), established to ensure
fair, transparent, and merit-based
selection. Its role is particularly
significant in Jammu and Kash-
mir, a region marked by social,
cultural, and political diversity,
where public scrutiny of adminis-
trative processes is high.

The recent declaration of results
of the Jammu and Kashmir Judi-
cial Service Examination, 2025,
have sparked significant public
discussion among aspirants and
the wider community. Dozens of
candidates have protested and
requested a review of the selection
process, raising questions about
the transparency of evaluation
standards and the speed of result
announcements. They have also
sought detailed information on
the evaluation methodology and
centre-wise data from the JKPSC.

At the Mains stage of the Jammu
and Kashmir Judicial Service
Examination, transparency and
clarity in evaluation are particu-
larly important, as candidates’ final
selection depends on the allocation
of marks in subjective papers. To
ensure fairness and maintain public
confidence, the JKPSC should pub-
lish the marking scheme, including
the criteria for awarding marks for
each question and paper, on its offi-
cial website either before or along
with the declaration of results.

By proactively publishing
marking schemes, evaluation
criteria, and cut-off marks, the
JKPSC can address legitimate
grievances, reinforce public
confidence, ensure fairness, and
strengthen the legitimacy of mer-
it-based selection in Jammu and
Kashmir.

The Author is currently working as an
Assistant Professor in the University
Institute of Legal Studies, Chandigarh
University.
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Structural Injustice

Zahid Sultan
zahidcuk36@gmail.com

In a society that has perfected
the art of romanticising suffering
while actively sabotaging dignity,
the sight of a young woman sell-
ing omelettes and momos on the
streets of Batamaloo is not merely
an anecdote - it is an indictment.
It unsettles because it violates the
carefully constructed moral the-
atre of Kashmir, where education
is fetishised but labour is despised,
where ambition is applauded in
theory but punished in practice,
and where dignity is spoken of end-
lessly yet denied to those who earn
it with their hands. The young
woman, a civil services aspirant,
by aspiration, and a street vendor
by survival, does not merely sell
food; she exposes the rot in our col-
lective conscience. Her act is radi-
cal not because it is extraordinary,
but because it is honest.

We are conditioned to believe
that aspiration and labour must
occupy separate moral univers-
es. The civil services aspirant
is expected to inhabit libraries,
coaching centres, and draw-
ing rooms filled with borrowed
optimism. The street vendor, in
contrast, is relegated to the mar-
gins- useful, tolerated, but never
respected. By standing at a road-
side stall with a pan and a ladle
while simultaneously preparing
for one of the most competitive
examinations in the State, this
woman collapses that artificial
divide. She refuses to perform pov-
erty the way society demands it be
performed- silently, submissive-
ly, and with shame. In doing so,
she disrupts a deeply entrenched
hierarchy that equates worth with
whitened collars and unemploy-
ment with “preparation.”

What makes her story particu-
larly unsettling is not the hard-
ship she faces, but the clarity with
which she articulates it. When she
says it is better to earn than to beg,
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The Stigma of Labour

A social order built on the delegitimisation of work

she is not delivering a slogan; she
is holding up a mirror to a society
that has normalised intellectual
begging while vilifying physical
work. Kashmir today is full of
able-bodied men waiting- wait-
ing for government notifications,
waiting for references, waiting for
miracles- while scorning any work
that does not come with a designa-
tion or an air-conditioned room.
The tragedy is not unemployment
alone; it is the cultural degrada-
tion that has made work itself a
source of humiliation. In this
moral vacuum, a young woman
choosing self-reliance over depen-
dence becomes an act of resistance.

Her experience of seeking help
and being treated with suspi-
cion, condescension, or outright
dismissal is not incidental- it is
structural. Ours is a society that
claims to revere women yet recoils
when they assert agency outside
approved scripts. A woman asking
for help to stand on her own feet
is treated as an inconvenience; a
woman enduring suffering qui-
etly is elevated into a symbol.
This hypocrisy is not accidental.
It allows society to retain its patri-
archal comfort while outsourcing
compassion to rhetoric. When she
narrates how doors were closed,
how people moralised instead
of assisting, how empathy was
rationed, she exposes a deeper
truth: that we prefer helplessness
over independence because help-
lessness does not challenge power.

There is something deep in the
fact that her work involves food-
omelettes, momos, the everyday
sustenance of ordinary people. She
offers a service, demands nothing
but a fair price, and insists on her
right to exist without apology. In
a region where economic narra-
tives are often drowned under the
weight of victimhood, her choice
asserts a different vocabulary- one
of agency rather than grievance.
She does not deny structural injus-
tice, but she refuses to be immobil-
ised by it. That refusal unsettles
those who have built entire identi-
ties around waiting to be rescued.

The most uncomfortable ques-
tion her presence raises is directed
at men. In a society where mas-
culinity is loudly proclaimed but
quietly hollowed out, why is it
that a woman must demonstrate
what self-respect looks like? Why
has honest labour become femi-
nised and thus deemed unwor-
thy by men who otherwise speak

incessantly of honour? The flight
of male labour from such work
1s not due to lack of opportunity
alone; it is due to a warped sense of
entitlement. Too many men would
rather be unemployed with pride
than employed with humility. Her
stall stands as a silent rebuke to
that cowardice.

Education, we are told, is meant
to liberate. But in Kashmir, edu-
cation has increasingly become a
waiting room- producing degrees
without direction, aspirations
without anchors. The civil ser-
vices dream, noble as it may be,
has become a convenient alibi for
prolonged economic dependency.
Preparation stretches into years,
sometimes decades, with families
absorbing the cost and society
offering moral cover. This woman
disrupts that arrangement. She
prepares without surrendering
her present to an abstract future.
She refuses the false binary
between ambition and survival.
That refusal exposes how deeply
unserious we have become about
both.

Her story also punctures the
myth that dignity is bestowed from
above. Dignity is not something
granted by the state, by institu-
tions, or by benevolent elites. It
is forged in the act of standing
upright when circumstances
demand compromise. The dignity
in her work does not come from
public applause or viral videos; it
comes from her refusal to inter-
nalise shame. That is what ter-
rifies society the most- because
shame has long been its primary
instrument of control.

Kashmir’s public discourse is
saturated with lamentation. We
speak endlessly of lost opportuni-
ties, broken systems, and betrayed
generations. All of that is true.
But lamentation has also become
a refuge from responsibility. Her
presence forces a reckoning: what
do we do when someone chooses
action over articulation? Do we
support her materially, or do we
merely circulate her story as emo-
tional content before returning to
our inertia? Too often, inspiration
is consumed the way entertain-
ment is- briefly, passively, and
without consequence.

This is not a fairy tale of indi-
vidual triumph over structural
injustice. To frame it as such
would be dishonest and cruel.
She should not have to do this.
No young woman with academic

ambition should be forced into pre-
carity to survive. But acknowledg-
ing that truth does not diminish
the significance of her choice; it
amplifies it. She does not romanti-
cise struggle. She endures it with
eyes open, without theatrics, with-
out self-pity. That sobriety is what
lends her story its moral force.

What she ultimately offers is
not hope in the abstract, but a
challenge - particularly to a soci-
ety that has learned to speak elo-
quently about dignity while sys-
tematically undermining it. She
asks, without shouting, whether
we are willing to respect labour
when it is performed by those we
otherwise patronise. Whether we
can accept that self-worth does not
require institutional validation.
Whether we can finally abandon
the lie that some forms of work are
beneath us.

Her stall in Batamaloo is not
just a place of livelihood; it is a
site of confrontation. It confronts
our class prejudices, our gender
anxieties, our moral laziness. It
confronts a generation that wants
outcomes without process, status
without effort, and dignity without
labour. And in that confrontation,
she does not ask for sympathy.
She demands recognition- not as
a symbol, but as a citizen who has
chosen to live without begging, in
a society that has made begging
respectable and work disgraceful.

The real danger is not that a
young woman has been pushed to
sell food on the streets while pre-
paring for civil services; the real
danger is that society finds this
acceptable as long as it remains an
exception, a spectacle, a momen-
tary moral high. Kashmir has mas-
tered the art of turning individual
resilience into collective alibis. We
celebrate stories like hers not to
change conditions, but to absolve
ourselves of the responsibility
to challenge them. Her struggle
becomes inspirational content,
safely detached from the struc-
tural failures that necessitated it
in the first place. This is where dig-
nity is again betrayed- this time
not through disdain, but through
hollow applause.

The reaction to her story
exposes how deeply performative
our empathy has become. People
share her video, praise her cour-
age, and then proceed to discour-
age their own daughters and sons
from similar work. Compliments
flow easily; support does not. Very

few ask whether she has access to
stable infrastructure, legal protec-
tion, healthcare, or academic sup-
port. Very few interrogate why a
civil services aspirant must rely
on street vending to survive in
the first place. Sympathy, when it
does not translate into solidarity,
becomes another form of exploi-
tation. Her pain is consumed, not
confronted.

There is also a deeper class
anxiety at play. Her visibility
unsettles the middle-class moral
order, which is built on a fragile
illusion of upward mobility. For
many families, the promise of edu-
cation is not learning but escape-
escape from manual labour, from
the street, from precarity. When a
woman who embodies academic
ambition chooses visible labour,
she threatens that illusion. She
forces society to confront an
uncomfortable truth: that educa-
tion does not guarantee security,
and that dignity cannot be out-
sourced to certificates. That is
why her work is quietly policed
through pity, unsolicited advice,
and moral judgement. She is told
to “focus only on studies,” as if
survival were a distraction rather
than a necessity.

Her gender amplifies this dis-
comfort. A man doing the same
work might be pitied or ignored; a
woman doing it is scrutinised. Her
body, her presence, her choices
become public property. This is
how patriarchy adapts- it does not
always prohibit; it disciplines. It
allows women to work only within
carefully sanctioned boundaries,
and when those boundaries are
crossed, it deploys shame as cor-
rection. That she persists anyway
is what gives her story its endur-
ing force. She refuses to ask for
permission to survive.

But admiration alone is not
enough. If her story is to mean
anything beyond momentary
inspiration, it must provoke a col-
lective rethinking of how we value
work. Kashmir cannot afford its
current moral economy, where
unemployment is normalised and
labour is stratified by perceived
prestige. A society that teaches
its youth to despise honest work
while waiting endlessly for scarce
opportunities is not merely fail-
ing them- it is sabotaging its own
future. Her insistence on earning
rather than begging cuts through
this malaise with brutal clarity.
Begging, in this context, is not

More than just news
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The civil services
dream, noble as it
may be, has become
a convenient alibi
for prolonged
economic
dependency.
Preparation
stretches into years,
sometimes decades,
with families
absorbing the cost
and society offering
moral cover.

Newspaper

Fida Firdous
Fidafirdous8@gmail.com

Recently, Rajasthan has made news-
papers compulsory in schools. This
1s a praiseworthy step to encourage
reading and writing habits among stu-
dents. Newspapers not only help to
improve knowledge of current affairs,
general knowledge, and language
skills, but also provide deep enlight-
enment. They help keep students
mentally fit and protect them from
the negative effects of mobile phones.
Mobiles don’t provide specific, scru-
tinized content and can be harmful
in many ways, whereas newspapers
contribute to all-round development.
Just take the newspaper home, make
it a routine, and build daily aware-
ness in just a few minutes. The aim is
to promote awareness and develop a
habit of staying updated with the news
from an early age.

With the evolution of technology,
means of communication and infor-
mation have also changed. Some meth-
ods improved, some disappeared, and
some were replaced. However, one
medium that has remained intact

A cup of tea in one hand and a newspaper in the other every morning
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and irreplaceable is the newspaper.
Newspapers hold an important place
in our lives. The first printed news-
paper dates back to the early seven-
teenth century, when it was formally
published in 1605 in Germany. Since
then, newspapers have remained a
reliable source of news for mankind.
Even in today’s digital age, newspa-
pers continue to play a vital role in
shaping society. A newspaper is not
just a collection of news. It is a pow-
erful tool that informs, educates, and
guides people. For students, elders,
and common citizens, reading news-
papers daily helps in understanding
the world better and becoming respon-
sible individuals.

One of the greatest benefits of
newspapers is that they provide reli-
able and well-organized information.
Newspapers cover national news,
international events, sports, educa-
tion, science, health, and culture.
Newspapers are meant for everyone,
irrespective of age. They contain
content for teenagers, the young, the
elderly, and even children, making
them suitable for all. A reader gets to
know what is happening not only in
their own country but also across the
world. This helps people stay aware
and alert. Awareness is the first step
towards progress, and newspapers
play an important role in building this
awareness.

For students, reading newspapers
enhances reading skills and develops
a habit of learning every day. When
students read newspapers regularly,
they come across new words, ideas,
and facts and generate new thoughts.
This naturally improves vocabulary

and language skills. It also helps them
perform better in exams, debates, and
group discussions and writing essays.
Many questions in competitive exams
are based on current affairs, and news-
papers are one of the best sources for
preparation.

Newspapers also help shape the
opinions of their readers. News dai-
lies contain opinion columns that dis-
cuss geopolitics, health, corruption,
and other social and political issues.
Through these sections, readers learn
to think critically and form balanced
opinions.

Newspapers are a strong pillar
of democracy. They act as a bridge
between the government and the
people. Through news reports and
investigations, newspapers keep a
watch over those in power. They

Newspapers are more than
just papers filled with news.
They are instruments of
knowledge, awareness, and
social responsibility.

bring government policies, decisions,
and actions into the public domain.
This promotes transparency and
accountability. A free and fair press
is essential for a healthy democracy.
The more a government is criticized,
the stronger it becomes. In this way,
newspapers strengthen democracy by
being a voice to make those in power

| more responsible.

Newspapers are not merely tools |

for reading news. They also raise
social awareness by highlighting
issues such as poverty, unemploy-
ment, education, women empower-
ment, environmental protection, and
public health. When these topics are
discussed regularly, people become
more sensitive towards society and
understand their duties as citizens.
Many social reforms and movements
in history were supported by newspa-
pers that raised public voices against
injustice, whether during the freedom
movement or other social reforms.

Newspapers are also a major source
of promotional activities. Companies,
businesses, and even governments
advertise their services, schemes,
products, and achievements through
newspapers to reach the public.

In today’s time, many people prefer
digital news through mobile phones
and social media. While technology has
made information faster, it has also
increased the spread of fake news and
misinformation. Newspapers follow
proper rules and verification processes
before publishing news, which makes
them more trustworthy. Reading news-
papers helps people stay away from
rumours and false information. News-
paper reading also builds discipline. It
encourages people to spend time with
meaningful content every day and cre-
ates a positive routine.

Apart from serious news, newspa-
pers provide useful daily information.
Weather reports help farmers and
travellers. Job advertisements guide
the youth in finding employment.
Notices, public announcements, and

| educational updates help people plan

just literal- it is metaphorical.
It is the dependence on connec-
tions, favours, political patrons,
and moral charity. It is the quiet
surrender of agency in exchange
for temporary relief. By rejecting
that path, she exposes how deeply
embedded it has become in our
social fabric. Her labour is not just
a means of income; it is a declara-
tion of independence in a society
that has grown comfortable with
dependence.

There is also an uncomfortable
lesson here for political discourse.
Much of Kashmir’s rhetoric
revolves around rights, dignity,
and justice- and rightly so. But
rights without a culture of work,
dignity without economic agency,
and justice without self-respect
become abstractions. Her life dem-
onstrates that dignity is not post-
poned until conditions improve;
it is practised despite conditions.
This does not absolve the state or
institutions of responsibility, but
it does challenge the fatalism that
has paralysed collective action.

What she ultimately represents
is not a solution, but a warning. A
warning that if society continues
to vilify labour, romanticise unem-
ployment, and outsource respon-
sibility to narratives of suffering,
it will produce more despair, not
less. A warning that gender equal-
ity cannot be proclaimed while
women are punished for economic
independence. A warning that edu-
cation divorced from livelihood
becomes cruelty disguised as hope.

Her stall in Batamaloo is tempo-
rary; her lesson should not be. The
real test is not whether her story
goes viral, but whether it changes
conversations in homes, class-
rooms, and public spaces. Whether
parents stop discouraging honest
work. Whether young men stop
equating dignity with inactivity.
Whether society finally recognises
that no work done with integrity is
beneath anyone.

Until then, her quiet defiance
will continue to stand in con-
trast to our loud hypocrisy. She
will keep working, not because
she wants to be celebrated, but
because survival leaves no room
for illusions. And in doing so, she
will continue to expose a society
that speaks endlessly of dignity,
yet trembles when confronted with
someone who actually lives it.

Zahid Sultan, Kashmir based
Independent Researcher

their daily activities. Sports news
entertains readers and inspires young
players. Thus, newspapers serve mul-
tiple purposes on a single platform.

While growing up, my elders often
stressed the importance of reading
newspapers. They would say that
newspapers offer more than just news.
Officers and teachers also suggest
reading newspapers to stay updated
with current affairs. It is often said
that a newspaper is an old man’s com-
panion cum immunity, with morn-
ings beginning with tea in one
hand and a newspaper in the other.
Although this habit is less common
today, newspapers have adapted with
time. From printed pages to digital
screens, newspapers continue to exist.
Today, it may be tea in one hand and
a phone in the other, but the role of
newspapers remains unchanged, it is
well there on digital screen in hand.

Newspapers are more than just
papers filled with news. They are
instruments of knowledge, aware-
ness, and social responsibility. For
students, they are teachers. For citi-
zens, they are guides. In a world full of
noise and confusion, newspapers offer
clarity and truth. Developing a habit
of reading newspapers daily can help
individuals grow intellectually and
morally. A well-informed person is a
strong pillar of society, and newspa-
pers play a key role in creating such
individuals.

While continuing my opinion on
newspapers, I would like to share
some important suggestions and a
roadmap to easily implement news-
papers in schools purely for the sake
of children.

DISCLAIMER: The content in the articles that appear on the editorial pages of Greater Kashmir, and are uploaded on its online edition, is strictly authors' own. GK does not take any responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, suitability, originality, and not plagiarised, or validity of any information
on these articles. The information, facts or opinions appearing in these articles in no way reflect the views of Greater Kashmir, and GK does not assume any responsibility or liability for the same. The responsibility of the content, in whatever manner, is solely, and totally, authors'.
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inance minister

(FM) Nirmala

Sitharaman

deserves to be con-
gratulated for presenting
the Budget for seven con-
secutive years. In a few
hours, she will be present-
ing her eighth Budget. But
even at the last minute, lit-
erally, I have a question to
ask her: Are you now will-
ing to take risks that
would propel India to the
next economic level?

A leading corporate
magnate recently told me
that the government
repeatedly asks business-
men to increase their risk
appetite. He said that
Indians, as born entrepre-
neurs, thrive on risk. But
is the risk worth it in a
milieu where failure is
conflated with fraud, and
even success is threatened
with predatory investi-
gative agencies if one is
perceived to be not fully
towing the government
line? According to avail-
able statistics, between
2014 and 2024, 43,000 High

Net-worth Individuals
(HNIs) left India for
Singapore, UAE,

Australia, Canada and the
US, taking with them per-
sonal wealth estimated to
be in the billions of dol-
lars. In 2025 alone, approx-
imately 26.8 billion dollars
of personal wealth is esti-
mated to have migrated
out of India. Most of those

leaving are young, and
among the reasons cited
by them is an unsafe busi-
ness environment and
arbitrary scrutiny by tax
authorities and investi-
gative agencies. Nirmala
ji, can you risk dismant-
ling the system that
creates these apprehen-
sions, to create greater
investor confidence?

For two terms, the
Narendra Modi govern-
ment has had an absolute
majority, and currently
enjoys a stable majority.
Our fiscal deficit is under
control, inflation is largely
contained, foreign
reserves are strong, and at
over 6 per cent, we are one
of the fastest growing
economies in the world.
Now is the time to expedite
economic reforms, and
create greater Ease of
Doing Business, where we
still rank 63rd in the 2020
World Bank global index.
Some reforms have been
implemented, but far more
lie on the backburner --
including land and labour
law reforms, and the pleth-
ora of obsolete regulations
that nurture corruption
which is still rampant.
Nirmala ji, although many
years have been less than
optimally utilised for this
purpose, can the govern-
ment, at least now, take the
risk of radically further-
ing the reform agenda, not
through statements of

Read more on www.epaper.lokmat.com/lokmattimes
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OPINION

Nirmala ji, are you willing to take risks?

The real issue is the mismatch between skills and opportunities

CHANAKYA'S VIEW

‘@

Pavan K Varma

intent, but verifiable change on the

ground?

True, the global environment is
and many coordinates
which were earlier predictable, can
no longer be taken for granted. But
in dealing with this situation, India
can only compete if it is an attrac-
tive destination for FDI, and for pro-
duction lines that are seeking a
more competitive, safer and easier
business environment. Proceeding
full speed with more economic
reforms and Ease of Doing Business
is the need of the hour. Also, we need
to do more to invest in R&D and
encourage innovation (where we are
still ranked 33rd out of 133 coun-
tries), because in a hostile world,
Indians must invent the wheel itself
instead of being a cog in that of

volatile,

somebody else’s.

Secondly, will the government
take the political risk of reducing its
overreliance on doles, subsidies and
income support without correspon-
ding production and employment
pathways. Yes, in a society as
unequal as India’s, some degree of
social protection is both humane
and economically rational. But the
real challenge is to convert these
supports into springboards --
permanent sustenance, but plat-
forms from which people climb into
secure employment or enterprise.
Nirmala ji, is the government ready

reforms?

not

to take the risk for such structural

Also, how do you propose to
resolve unemployment when auto-
mation and Al threaten to displace
labour even as they create new
opportunities? Routine tasks in
manufacturing, logistics and even
services are being performed by
machines. Here, the real issue is the
mismatch between skills and oppor-
tunities. A farmer with decades of
experience in paddy transplantation
does not suddenly become employ-
able in an AI ecosystem without
structured re-skilling. India’s young
workforce offers a demographic div-
idend only if education and voca-
tional training are radically reimag-
ined. Moreover, India’s manufactur-
ing share in GDP has long hovered
at around 15-17 per cent, with struc-
tural constraints like logistics bot-

about

inconsistent policies. Nirmala ji,
can the government take the risk,
even in the age of Al, to radically
incentivise labour-intensive man-
ufacturing, and skill development,
to reduce unemployment?

The Indian middle class is anx-
jous - not just about income, but
vulnerability
shocks, education costs, retirement
insecurity, job instability, housing
affordability, childcare support and
student loan reforms. A secure mid-
dle class spends, invests and edu-
cates its children - all of which fuel
aggregate demand and human cap-
ital formation. Nirmala ji, can the
government take the risk of doing
more for the middle class, instead of
the usual tokenism of a few minor
tax concessions?

Agriculture employs nearly half
of India’s workforce yet contributes

tural imbalance is unsustainable,
and a key reason for our still perva-
sive poverty. The plateau in agricul-
tural productivity calls for a fresh
wave of innovation - climate-resil-
ient seeds, precision irrigation, post-
harvest infrastructure and market
linkages that eliminate middlemen.
Nirmala ji, can the Budget take the
risk of initiating a concrete plan for
a second Green Revolution, instead
of tinkering with a few schemes
here and there?

The number of billionaires in
India is growing, but we also have

too many of the unacceptably poor.

to health

We may be the world’s third largest
economy, our per capita income
global rankings in 2025 is abysmal:
136th to 146th on a nominal basis,
and 119th to 125th on a Purchasing
Power Parity (PPP) basis. In the 2025
Global Hunger Index -- although the
government discounts such ratings -
- India ranks at 102nd out of 123
countries, placing us in the ‘serious’
hunger category. Any economy must
endeavour to lift all boats, not only
those visible at high tide, but also
those mired - for too long -- in the
sand. Nirmala ji, can you, in your
Budget vision this time, take the
risk of not only balancing figures on
apage, but like the landmark liberal-
isation of the economy in 1991, kick-
start major policy changes?

The author is a diplomat and
former member of Rajya Sabha.

tlenecks, compliance

costs and less than a fifth of GDP. The struc-

Views expressed are personal.

Studying the url

en people talk

of urban
issues, most
writers and

experts revolve around
faulty urban planning,
decreasing green cover,
flooding, water and sanita-
tion, traffic and pollution,
etc.

This  book  which
directly and indirectly
touches upon the growing
migration into cities and
problems born out of them,
however, focusses on the
role of women in unorga-
nised sectors across urban
India. Essentially dealing
with poor women who, the
authors feel, are contrib-
uting to a sustainable
future for urban India.

This small book which
centres around the appre-
ciable work done by Mahila
Housing SEWA Trust
(MHT) of Gujarat, deals
with how women groups,
guided by MHT, have
helped themselves.

I picked up the book post
the Indore disaster of con-
taminated water supply to
poor areas where more
than 31 people died con-
suming sewage water.

Since the book is
written by those heading
the organisation and is
about their role in hand-
holding informal sector
women get benefits of var-
ious government schemes,
it may sound like the
authors are blowing their
own trumpet. But it’s much
more than that.

Book: The City Makers
Authors: Renana Jhabvala &
Bijal Brahmbhatt
Publishers: Hachette India
Pages: 194

Price: 399 (Paperback)

Divided into 10 chapters,
it seeks to underscore
works done by women in

building sustainable
futures despite low educa-
tion and almost nil

finances with them besides
different insecurities that
surround their lives.

Rapid urbanisation in
various states, including
Gujarat, is resulting in the
informal sector facing
many challenges with little
support from any official
agency, especially the
municipal corporations.
With higher spendings in
cities by the government,
many families have given
up on their traditional jobs
or agriculture and associ-
ated vocations to move to
cities in the hope of better
living conditions and
income sources.

Authors Renana
Jhabvala and Bijal
Brahmbhatt are associated
with the MHT and SEWA
which was founded in 1972
by legendary social worker
Ela Bhatt.

Renana has been consis-
tently advocating for pro-
women policies relating to
poor women and the infor-
mal economy in India and
South Asia. She is a Padma
Shri awardee and her co-

A reminder we
choose to forget

he recent deaths
of many notable
personalities
across the world
witnessed a large number
of VVIPs coming to pay
their respectful homage in
each case, and thousands
of people too paying their
tributes and expressing
their feeling of depriva-
tion, shows how these per-
sonalities had carved a
niche for themselves in
the hearts of the people by
their certain uncommon
charismatic acts.

These events of the
demise of world-famous
personalities that sad-
dened the hearts of mil-
lions and billions should
indeed have provided
people some moments for
earnest introspection and
deep reflection on their
own personal life and acts.

If people developed this
into a sort of a good habit
to consider such occa-
sions as hidden reminders
by the Cosmic Order; by
whatever name it be
known, they would
become more sane than
mundane and profane and
would, gradually, be
uplifted to be themselves.

So, such events, seen in
a right perspective, could
have served as rungs of a
ladder to rise high. Deaths
of these personalities that
gave their admirers a jolt,
could have served to push
them high but, lethargic
as human nature is in this
age, soon people would
return to their earthly
ambitions, petty objec-
tives and most would
again go into deep
slumber of ignorance as
before. For, this also is a
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author Bijal is working to get
equitable housing rights for
the urban poor. She fights for
affordable housing through
policy interventions.

Both have written about
MHT’s arduous journey of
the past 25 years. Authors
underline the urgency to shift
official focus on the needs of
the informal sector such as
‘achieving universalisation
of service provisioning in the
face of increased rate of
influx of migrants to the
cities’.

The NGO is working
across India, not just in
Gujarat. The book tells true
stories, drawn from the field,
of the women in Jharkhand,
MP, Rajasthan and other
states in areas of acquiring
land rights, building their
own houses, access to water
and ensuring proper electric-
ity for poor women. It’s all
very tough for them.

Under the ‘Pani, Gutter
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This would also
remind him or her that
this life can come to
an end any moment
and we should not
postpone good acts
but engage ourselves
in them soulfully.

fact of life that the mood of
giving up negative habits or
evil intentions that over-
takes man for a while, on
such occasions, is only eva-
nescent and effervescent
and like white froth on the
surface of dirty water and,
very soon, one takes again
to wanton and wild ways.
Whatever be one’s phi-
losophy of life, a sure truth
is that a person’s love, kind-
ness and acts of devoted
service to the deprived and
the depressed masses pave
the path of one’s moral pro-
gress and enable one to pay
one’s debt to the society, to

han informal sector

and Sadak’ chapter, authors
describe the issue of a
migrant woman in Rajasthan
who moved from a small vil-
lage outside Jodhpur. The
Mata Kund Basti is where
Shrutidevi lived after shifting
to Jodhpur. MHT supported
women like Shrutidevi
through Integrated Housing
and Slum Development
Programme (IHSDP) and
helped the local municipal
corporation gain trust among
slum dwellers like
Shrutidevi. IHSDP was intro-
duced by Manmohan Singh
government in 2005; it was
applicable to cities and towns
which the mega urban
renewal scheme JNNURM
had not covered.

MHT worked with the
planning commission (now
NITI Aayog) for partly pre-
paring the 12th Five Year
Plan and had suggested that:
“Based on the NSSO report,
the number of urban poor
had increased by 34.4.% from
1973 to 2004. As an overriding
principle, people should be
brought to the heart of the
urban agenda, for both decid-
ing the vision of the city and
for choosing the processes of
reaching goals. This implies
that all citizens have access to
basic services of clean water,
sanitation, sewage, solid
waste management, roads,
safe and affordable housing
and a clean and healthy envi-
ronment.”

The author is a
senior journalist.
Views expressed are personal.

In the debris of a plane crash..!

BOB’S BANTER

omeone powerful is sud-
denly no more. Someone
who occupied space in the
national consciousness.
Someone who had arrived.

To see a person taken away at
the height of influence is dis-
turbing. Not because they were
perfect. Not because they were
loved by all. But because it
reminds us how flimsy our own
sense of permanence is. We build
castles in the air and then forget
that air has no foundation.

We spend a lifetime climbing.
Climbing careers. Climbing
social ladders. Climbing political
hierarchies. Climbing bank bal-
ances. We sweat. We struggle. We
scheme. We sacrifice sleep. We
postpone family. We postpone joy.
We postpone goodness. All for
that shimmering word called suc-
cess.

And then one wrong turn of a
steering wheel. One slippery
bathroom floor. One falling tree.
One silent clot. One blank heart-
beat.

Finished.

It is both terrifying and liber-
ating.

Terrifying because we realise
how little control we have over
the final act.

Liberating because it exposes
how much control we actually
have over everything before it.

Death does not ask for your
resume. Death does not check
your party affiliation. Death does
not care about your Instagram
following. Death does not pause
to admire your corner office.

Death arrives with brutal
equality, which raises an uncom-

Robert Clements (&

fortable question.

If the end is so unpredictable,
why are we so predictable in
chasing the wrong things?

Why do we spend more time
polishing our image than
examining our character?

Why do we invest more in
appearing successful than in
being decent?

Why do we fear losing status
more than losing our soul?

Legacy is a strange word.

Most people imagine legacy as
buildings named after them.
Awards. Statues. Scholarships.
Headlines.

But for the vast majority of
humanity, legacy is far simpler. It
is how you made people feel.

Did people feel safe around
you? Did people feel heard? Did
people feel respected? Did people
feel less alone?

Or did people feel smaller
after meeting you?

Were you known for kindness
or for crushing?

For generosity or for grab-
bing?

For humility or for arro-
gance?

For lifting or for trampling?

These are practical questions.
Because while we cannot sched-
ule death, we can schedule
decency.

We cannot control the length
of life, but we can control its
depth. We cannot choose how we
exit, but we can choose how we
walk.

Because in the end, the only
thing we truly carry forward is
the imprint we leave on other
hearts. Everything else stays
behind, sometimes in the debris
of aplane crash..!

leave a lasting impact on
the sands of time and to
earn the blessings of thou-
sands or millions of men
and women.

So, the reward for one’s
virtues is greater than the
reward for any other thing.
And, since the afore-men-
tioned virtues are consid-
ered as sublime or angelic,
people reward such a per-
son generously with their
heart-felt devotion and
ever-growing respect. One
of these lessons could be
learnt by asking the self
this question: If a human
being is a mere body and

brain, whom do people pay
homage to when the body
and the brain become dead?
For whom do they pray to
the Lord to give peace? If a
person sincerely believes
that there exists no entity
other than the material,
then where do the virtues
or moral values, such as
compassion, love, kindness,
etc., inhere or abide? Are
these the qualities of
matter that take some com-
plex forms as of a body and
brain? On what basis can
one substantiate or estab-
lish the mere assumption
that these are qualities of

things that are material?
Aren’t moral considera-
tions often in conflict with
attractions that relate to
flesh, thus indicating that
the two are separate? Does
not sometimes a person
think of sacrificing life
(body and brain) for a
moral cause? Can a social
order be run merely on the
belief that man is an
evolved form of matter? Do
the moral and ethical prin-
ciples not pertain to some-
thing that aspires for a
higher and nobler order
and makes efforts to be
above the bondages of the
material world?

If one argues with one-
self on these or similar
lines and takes into consid-
eration the reported
accounts of reincarnations,
hypnotic regressions, near-
death and out-of-body
experiences and the nature
of moral values that are
meant to regulate the body
and the brain and are non-
physical and of a higher
order, then one will easily

conclude that the real actor
in the drama of life is a non-
material entity, called the
soul, self or atman. The
body serves the purpose of
a costume and also as an
assemblage of instruments
that are required by the
soul to act and to make
efforts.

The body also serves as a
medium for experiencing
pleasure and pain. If one
adopts this mother truth of
all truths, one would be
above all kinds of sorrow
and miseries and would be
able to play well one’s part
to the satisfaction of the
self, the people and the
master above all. This
would also remind him or
her that this life can come
to an end any moment and
we should not postpone
good acts but engage our-
selves in them soulfully.

The author is a spiritual
educator & popular
columnist for publications
across India, Nepal & UK.
Views expressed are personal.
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No, Knowing How to Pronounce ‘Hors D'oeuvres’ Right Doesn’t Make You Smarter

Being attracted to Western-themed goods and experiences can go to absurd lengths, but to truly make ‘Mera Bharat Mahan’, desi products and services should be winners purely on merit

We humans love shiny things. And Western
themes simply offer us many such ‘shiny’ choices

describing the first experience of at-
WORD COUNTS tempting to have a snack with his friends

' o in post-Independence Mumbai at the
il E ‘ ‘high-end’ café, Monginis.

i E Helamentsthat their earlier experience
of ordering tea and snacks at the local
corner stalls had inadequately prepared
them to master the menu and ordering
systemsof the ‘high-end’ café. Because of
this lack of preparation and exposure,
even reading the sign at the entrance,
‘Monginis’ filled them with the same
dread that one feels when confronted
with a ‘Beware of the Dog’ warning on
the door of ahouse.

My upbringing inaMarathi Pune-based
middle-class family proved to be an utter-
ly deficient training program for hand-
ling such experiences. A move to the US
for higher education and collaboration
with American and European professors

TUSHAR

\ GORE

The announcement last month that In-
dian Railways will stop using the bandh-
gala coat, citing its possible ‘colonial
roots,”asauniformoption, highlightsthe
rawness about Indians espousing any-
thing of ‘colonial’ origin. It’s also emble-
matic of the strong desire to show pride
in materials and designs of indigenous
sources.

Even now, there are still some jitters at

should we feel embarrassed at having to

the outset of anythingoriginal, and often ask a few clarifying questions about the
there’s a feeling of ‘not fitting into the menu,theuseof variouscutleryitems,or

crowd’. Butthe the correct
allure of such Red Wine pronunciation
experiences uciac e Champagne  OF ‘hors
remains. \ Deeiroon d’oeuvres’? Af-

Is this attrac- % \;w (3——«? A terall,it’snota
tion a result of \ b sign of superi-

our subcon-

scious

it’s something
simpler. We é\,;
humans love

shiny things. Sded 5y,
And Western
themes simply

being “Il
taken over by | : N
Macaulay’s “|| H“ ' \ J
Machiavellian R
wiles? I think ‘ 5

or intellect to

know correct
/ pronuncia-
tions of unfa-
miliar words.
Or to know the
appropriate
| usage of a few
(] peculiarly
shaped pieces
of steel.
Another facet

Dinner 5, Soup
Rnife k’,’j}; Spoon

analogous to a set of directions on amap,
or to instructions for setting up some
equipment. Possessing knowledge to
‘read’ these correctly does not correlate
with superior abilities.

Now, it doesn’t make sense to enter any
setting completely unprepared, and
thereby fall foul of even the basic rules
and ethos of the environment. But some
ignorance about the ‘do’s and don'ts’
doesn’tautomatically condemn someone
as inferior. It’s interesting that Western-
themed information and norms are
viewed as ‘superior’ to indigenous ones.
Do visitors to India feel any hesitation or
anxiety while proclaiming that they can-
not speak ‘Hindu’ (sic) satisfactorily?

A natural impulse of adeveloping coun-

can help build the population’s confi-
dence. This confidence acts as a bulwark
against the aforementioned anxiety.

The next step on the journey is to create
indigenous offerings that rival those of
Western origins. Words and messaging
are not enough to accomplish this. Rich-
ness and quality of the offering have to
match, and surpass, those offered in the
West. The choices are vast - consumer
goods, travel, restaurants, or any other
services.

Products and services will be judged in
the market purely on merit and must
come out superior. Only then will ‘Mera
Bharat Mahan’ — which currently has
multiple interpretations as a statement
of aspirations, areflection of successina

Attraction towards Western-themed
goods and experiences is widespread.
One such sought-after experience is food
in a ‘fancy’ restaurant. Marathi play-
wright PL Deshpande has a comedy bit

ingfast cars on German autobahns.
There were many screw-ups. But even-
tually, the faux pasfrequency came down.

Butwhatisthecauseof thisanxietythat Suchnormsservetobind,butalsoto ‘oth-
Western-themed situations provoke?Isit er’ outsiders. Fundamentally, though,
rooted in some inferiority complex? Why any such norms are just information —

. o WHY IT'S WAY SMARTERTO -
and subsequent work there did facilitate offer us many JUST USE YOUR HANDS of humans is
exposure to, and imbibing of, such expe- such ‘shiny’ the ability to tryis
riences ranging from fine-dining to driv- choices. form groups and institute group-norms.

growth. Another motivation is to demon-
strateitdetachingfromany colonial teth-
ers. Such messaging to show separation
from colonial symbols is important. It

to showcase its achievements and

few sectors, or a tribute to the nation’s
rich history —transition into a statement
of fact.

The writer is MDD, Resonance
Laboratories, Bengaluru

TAKING THE STING OFF THE VENOM

Afilminspired by a real-life serial Killer ignores the underlying essence of the crime and misses the politics for Mammootty
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The Grea ndian
Non-Fiction
Reading Cop-Out

Fiction is harder to enjoy, while Indian
writing in English has turned anodyne

In arecent podcast, the CEO of an Indian publish-
ing conglomerate revealed that 70% of itstradelist
is now non-fiction. A decade ago, fiction and non-
fiction were evenly split. Three decades ago, a re-
puted publisher’s backlist was dominated by fic-
tion, with literary fiction conferring prestige on a
trade house.

For novelists, this is grim news. But then, being a
novelist has always been precarious. Writing fic-
tionisnotaskill somuch asabenediction. You can-
notdo it on command, like an ophthalmologist per-
formingmultiple cataract surgeriesaday,orajour-
neyman translator producing three books a year.
Nor can you train for it, or earn a degree and
emerge as anovelist.

I despair each time I hear that a friend’s son or
daughter has enrolled in a creative writing course,
paying astronomical fees. I try, gently, to dissuade
them: you do not need a degree to write fiction.
Even a Salman Rushdie, as a professor of practice,
cannot teach you how to write. At best, he could tell
you whether you are a writer. But he wouldn’t. Not
in a private university classroom. That would be
unprofessional. He would merely advise you to
keep writing and toread fiction copiously, and that
youmight improve, eventually. Surely one need not
attend graduate school in creative writing to do
what can be done at a dining table for a fraction of
the cost.

Many young writers, mostly from affluent fam-
ilies, tell me they enrol for being among their own
kind. I tell them to get used to loneliness if they
want to survive as writers. Being alone in a room,
with your laptop and your thoughts, will be the de-
fault setting for most of your wakinglife.

Even in a crowd, you must train yourself to be
alone with your thoughts. I solved many structural

WHATEVER HAPEED TO
RAGING, STYLISH NOVELS?

problems in my stories while correcting author
contracts in my day job as an academiceditor. Soon
enough, solitude stops feeling like loneliness. As
forbeingamongone’sown, a writer is better served
by acquaintances who are robbers, lawyers, stock-
brokers, and petty politicians of every hue.

If youare a writer of fiction, youmust also be am-
bitious. And believe me, while coming up in the lit-
erary world, you won’t have the time to strike
friendships with fellow writers. It is only after you
have written yourfirstfewnovelsthat youwill once
again acknowledge people who are like you. You
will tentatively seek the company of other writers.
Butrarely will it blossom into a true friendship.

Butwhy isnon-fiction asaferbet?Isit because bet-
ter quality non-fiction is being written now than it
was before? Or has the quality of literary fiction
gone down by a fair bit in the last decade? I think it
isthelatter more than the former.

Non-fiction has always been a safer bet because
it’s easier to produce. Even a mediocre non-fiction
title will give you some sort of information about
thetimesonelivesin. Butinfiction, only asuperla-
tive work would do the same. It is harder to pro-
duce. Also, fiction is harder to read. You need to
have years of training in reading to enjoy literary
fiction.

So, could it be that most novels published in India
over the past decade are not literary at all, some
perhaps not even novels? I sense a bland sameness
inmuchof thisfiction,asmotheringof voiceinthe
service of political correctness. The Indian novel
in English has ceased to be provocative. The ‘per-
sonal’ has flourished while the ‘political’ has been
banished. Is this because the personal novel is eas-
ier to teach in creative writing schools? I don’t
know.

ButI hope the new year brings political fiction in
Indian English, by young writers, thatdisturbsand
excoriatesmetothe core.

I} ANNA MM
VETTICAD

The Malayalam crime drama, Ka-
lamkaval: The Venom Beneath, is an
account of apsychopath-Stanley Das
played by Mammootty — who lures
women into sexual relationships be-
fore killing them. It is evidently in-
spired by Mohan Kumar a.k.a. Cya-
nide Mohan, the real-life serial killer
from Karnataka convicted for mur-
dering 20 women. Writer-director
Jithin K Jose and his co-writer Jishnu
Sreekumar are so focused on their
male lead that they forget the essence
of Mohan’s strategy, which was to tar-
get young women by promising to
marry them without dowry.

We gather from snatches of conver-
sationsthat some of the women in Ka-
lamkaval are widows or divorcees.
But the film doesn’t bother to write
them with depth, making Kalamka-
val an illustrative example of the
damage done by shaving the politics
off astory.

To understand the lost potential
here, watch the 2023 Hindi streaming
series Dahaad (Roar), which, too, drew
on Cyanide Mohan’s modus operandi
and victim profile. That show created
by Reema Kagti and Zoya Akhtar gave

equal prominence to the women’s mo-
tivations as it did to the serial killer.
Dahaad was about the crushing pres-
sure thata conservative society places
on women to get married, the burden
of dowry on their families, and a wom-
an’s entire worth being measured by
her marital status. The women in Da-
haad were, consequently, emotionally
fragile.

Thekiller preyed on them by tapping
into their vulnerability. He got away
withhiscrimesforalongtimebecause
when they went missing, especially if
they left behind notes saying they
were eloping to marry, most of their
families were so relieved that they did
not bother to find them. The series did
not centre around the male murderer
or his victims, but around a dalit po-

licewoman, played by SonakshiSinha,
who, too, is being pestered to marry
when she chances upon this case and
cracksit.

In Kalamkaval, the police investiga-
tor is a man. There is not even an ac-
knowledgement of the fact that Mam-
mootty is about 40-50 years older than
each of thefemaleactors playing Stan-
ley’s victims. Women young enough to
be his granddaughters simply fall for
hischaracterenmasse,astheydowith
all senior Indian male superstars.
Most of these women are not shown to
be particularly vulnerable either.

The result is that Kalamkaval is just
a stylishly shot film that offers Mam-
mootty, also its producer, a showcase
for his formidable talent. The veteran
imbues Stanley with a terrifying cold-

Kalamkaval is just a stylishly shot film
that offers Mammootty (pic) a

showca
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GOING BANANAS IS IN

se for his formidable talent

ness. Dahaad, in contrast, was richly
insightful and emotionally compell-
ing.

This is an unexpected role reversal.
In the past decade, as Hindi cinema’s
quality has drastically declined, Hin-
di filmmakers have been repeatedly
guilty of remaking films from other
Indian languages, and spoiling them.
Kalamkaval is not a remake, but you
get my point. One of the most promi-
nent examples is Shashank Khaitan’s
2018 film, Dhadak, a remake of Nagraj
Manjule’s Marathi blockbuster Sai-
rat. The original was a saga of perse-
cution in an inter-caste romance. The
Hindiremakebarely mentioned caste.

Jeo Baby’s 2021 Malayalam sleeper
hit, The Great Indian Kitchen, was
about the oppression of a stay-at-
home wife in a patriarchal, upper-
caste Hindu home, set against the
backdrop of the campaign demanding
women’s entry into the Sabarimala
temple. Caste and religion were vir-
tually deleted from the 2025 Hindi re-
make, Arati Kadav’s Mrs.

These Hindi films were ruined by
their industry’s long-running apathy
towards caste, in addition to a fear of
socio-political commentary in an era
of hyperactive right-wing mobs. Ka-
lamkaval’s problem is male dom-
inance. The Malayalam film industry
is rightfully showered with praise for
its profound portrayals of patriarchy
in itsfinest works, but is not called out
sufficiently for marginalising women
inthebulk of its output.

The irony of Kalamkaval is that the
best thing about it is Mammootty’s
performance, even as its Mammootty-
centricity is what pulls it down.

GETTYIMAGES

How We Empower the Ugly
Indian Abroad Every Day

After normalising bad behaviour and civic sense, we ‘suddenly’ get worked up

l\‘iy I i ] / : - ‘....
INDRAJIT HAZRA

Being god’s chosen people can
gotwoways. One, itcan spur you
on to great things - inventing
the zero and bhel puri, tolerat-
ingstandardsthat mere mortals
elsewherefind intolerable, sing-
ing ‘Saare jahan se achha’ with
genuine gusto...

Two, it can make you believe
that whatever youdo-chucklit-
ter from your car, use ‘influen-
ce’ to get your Kkid into college,
underpay workers and bran-
dish it as ‘wage arbitrage’, turn
casual misogyny into an anti-
woke gesture —isdivinely (read:
culturally) ordained. God here
is sheer numbers, or that bum-
per sticker we have slapped on
our collective forehead: Demo-
graphicDividend.

By dint of being the ‘mostest,’
we automatically believe that a
‘mandate’ is not just to be toler-
ated, but embraced. It’s only
whensuch expressionsof theig-
noble mob-ility finds their way
among desi travellers or resi-
dents abroad that we suddenly
feel ashamed by the cultural in-
sensitivity showcased by folks
of our mulk-ilk. Let’s not deny
that along with the much-feted
desi nerd and hardworking dol-
lardil-ionaireabroad, there’sal-
so that familiar creature who
stalks boulevards of Paris, piaz-
zas of Rome, beaches of Bali,
and duty-free aisles of Dubai.

Many of us old enough know
the Ugly Briton, member of the
league of lager louts and yobs
who invaded Ibiza and Bangkok
leaving belches, bottles and bel-
lies in their wake. Then there’s
the Ugly American with a more
persistent lineage, whose bull-
dozing other cultural practices
is almost always papered over
by the dominatrix dollar. But
with India’s enhanced interna-

tional visibility these days that
go beyond being the land of
Mother Teresa, slumdogs, and
Taj Mahal, comes the unleashed
and fancy-free Ugly Indian.

Last month, members of the UI
species were found ‘posing’ with
alocalstreet performer in Mont-
martre, Paris. Oblivious to the
clearly-in-discomfort mime art-
ist, a grinning behenji kept
pressingagainsthimto getabet-
ter angle for the social media
video, while her husband
launched into ‘Chhatrapati
Shivaji Maharaj ki...!” and ‘Jai
Maharashtra!” sloganeering.
You can see the poor mime —still
mute — desperately gesticulat-
ing to the Indian man to stop
shouting from the Sacré-Cceeur
steps as if at a Thane bus termi-
nus calling out for passengers.

Oh, you’ve met the UI before.
Except you barely notice them
when they’re doing the same
things back home here in ‘Boor-
ish Bharat Mahan’. We’ve nor-
malised bad behaviour, lack of
civic sense, and basic decency
so effortlessly that it’s only
when we see one of ‘us-them’ in
another country that we getem-
barrassed, like finding our
RWA uncle sayingit’s high time
to get married — to a young

Decibel levels
are the Ul's
birthright

¥ Y

THE OTHER EU-INDIA FTA

Swedish visitor.

You’ll ‘suddenly’ discover Uls
in international flights, restau-
rants abroad, shopping centres,
museums.... They usually come
with a toolkit of behaviours
thatmake them instantly recog-
nisable:

» Meri Aawaz Suno Decibel
levels are the UT’s birthright.
They believe only entitled
‘snowflakes’ speak softly.

» Queue Dyslexia A lineisfor
voting. Everythingelseisafirst-
come/leave, first-serve scrum.
‘Our cities are not so empty as
yours,’ is considered a perfectly
reasonable civilisational re-
sponse to counter charges of
spreading mayhem.

» Cultural Deafness Local
rules are for local people — when
in Rome, why on earth should
we have to do as Romans do?
You're a racist if you complain!
Lastmonth, two Indian PhD stu-
dents at University of Colorado
Boulder won a civilrights settle-
ment of some 1.8 cr after col-
leagues had complained about
the pungent smell of palak pa-
neer they had plonked into the
department microwave.

Evenasthecollegealso prohib-
its heating ‘culturally unspecif-
ic’ food items like broccoli be-
cause of their strong odour, one
of the ‘victims’ convinced the
court that ‘notions about what
smells good or bad to someone
are culturally determined’. At
least he hadn’t been assaulted
for harbouring the ‘wrong’ food
in Colarado as someone else did
in Aligarhlast December.

» Selfie Supremacy Every
monument, from the Empire
State Building to Buckingham
Palace, exists solely as a back-
drop for Uls’ grinning faces and
‘V for Viksit’ sign.

Somehow, being Indian has
come to mean being unapol-
ogetically louder, unrulier, and
less bothered by context than
anyone else. I'm just glad I live
in a country where I can openly
rail against the Ugly Indian’s
latest escapade, without worry-
ing about being culturally in-
sensitive to UI’s cultural insen-
sitivity.

Indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com
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Mercurylisn'ta
‘Dead’ Planet

Hey, wait! Can a planet be alive
and dead? What’s up with Mercury
now?

Not logically, but hypothetically.
For decades, scientists thought
Mercury was basically a frozen
planet of the early Solar System
that is scarred, cratered, and ge-
ologically inactive. Basically, a
rock that has just been roasting
under the Sun forever. But this
past week, NASA researchers
digging into old photos from the
MESSENGER spacecraft found
about 400 bright streaks on the
planet’s surface, called lineae
thatlookliketracesleftby gases-
caping from beneath the crust.
That means Mercury might not
be asleepy rock after all.

Gas? How does gas leak from a
planet with no atmosphere?!
Mercury doesn’t have a thick at-
mospherelike Earth.Ithasathin
exosphere made of stray atoms
kicked up by solar wind and mi-
crometeoroid hits. Butscientists
think that underneath the sur-
face are volatile elements (like
sulfur)that, when exposed by im-
pacts and heated by the Sun, sub-
limate or escape into space, leav-
ing streaky marks behind.

Okay.Butwhy is this abig deal?
Because it suggests internal
processes on Mercury, maybe
outgassingor volatile movement
which shows that the planet
might be dynamically alive (in a
rock-planet sort of way), not just
aboringold hunk of spacerock.

Canwe catchMercurydoingthisin
realtime?

The European Space Agency’s
BepiColombo mission is on its
way and will take fresh images.
If new streaks show up where
none existed before, that would
be smoking-gun evidence that
Mercury is still active. The
smallest planet of our solar sys-
tem might still have a few more
secretstoleak.
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except 4 (6)

Like warm coat large

journalist goes about in (5)

Fat girl last to diet (4)

Dish academician on the

fiddle? Not quite (7)

Someone who walks on during

next race (5)

Carpet a PR guy corruptly

hiding blunder (6,3)

0ld chestnut’s beginning to

die, leaving 30 (8)

11 Old ship and what it carried,
heading off (4)

14 Now and then in golf use ‘stick’

W N O h_hwWw N

(4)

15 Inthe interval, Henry tucks
into fancy meal with wine (9)

16 Is able to dance when another
follows (3)

17 State leaders in Oval Office
accept greeting (4)

18 Poles had cultivated plant (8)

20 The call of the sea? (4)

21 Harry moaned about source of
bile in stomach (7)

22 ‘Hospital retains record’ could
be its catchphrase (6)

24 Ring secretary hosting Queen
in Covent Garden show (5)

26 The main contents of 16
perhaps (5)

27 Originally the supreme autocrat
and leader of Russia (4)

5 Correspondent quietly enters Nepal
after rioting (3,3)

9 Startanew lifein Cubaassoon as
I've finished (8)

10 Artist worked in narrow passage (6)

12 Circular movement made by bear
heading off (4)

13 Contest possibly meant to win pot (10)

15 Tailor could merit clothing Lou in
several hues (13)

19 Crazy magnate’s getting more

do (4)
28 Club’s chauffeur (6)
society magazine (8)

missing hotel by a yard (6)
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ACROSS mature theatre job (5-8)
1 Doruleschangeatend of May?It's 23 The way to greet someone in
misleading (8) awkward situation (3,2,3,2)

25 Hero sounds as if he's got nothing to

29 Superb lower leg displayed in
30 Space in which to turn wheel,
31 Continuous? Not after 29 (8)
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Why retired husbands worry
wives and economists

turn 65 this month, and the ever-vig-

ilant US social security administra-

tion already sent me a letter laying

out my retirement options. I could

retire now if I wanted and start to
enjoy the publicly provided pension,
though they would prefer if I waited an-
other five years to claim my benefits,
and offered higher pension pay-
ments as a recompense.

Thaveno planstoretireright
now, and health permitting, any
time soon. My hero remains Am-
artya Sen, who, I think, is about
toretire from Harvard at the
age of 93 (while continuing

to research deep esoteric Abhijit Banerjee she will strongly prefer me
topics like the foundations not to retire any time soon,
of probability theory). TASTING especially since she likes

The problem is that I am ECONOMICS working from home. But for

their colleagues and other male friends.
Asaresult, the couple never really need-
ed to spend a lot of time together. But
onceretired, it is hard to avoid his pres-
ence in the narrow confines of the
typical Japanese apartment. She
wants to behave well, to be welcom-
ing and friendly, but after 35
years of limited intimacy, it
is starting life all over again
with an almost stranger, a
confrontation of her or his
idiosyncrasies (easily con-
cealed so far) with his.
My wife is too kind to
ever say this, but I suspect

easily bored with myself.
Working intensely for a bit makes me
crave a break. At work, that is easy: I wan-
der around the halls, stopping to chat with
astudent or a colleague, or if lucky, get to
step into a table-tennis game or an ani-
mated conversation, inspired, these days,
mostly by Mr Trump’s latest antic. After
some minutes, I return to work revived.

At home, as I know well from the
pandemic, everyone else might be busy
just when I seek a distraction. So, I end
up cleaning what does not need to be
cleaned, picking up discarded clothes
that their owner was planning to pick
up just a bit later, and generally making
a pain of myself. This came to a head
one day when I was found spraying po-
tentially Covid-covered vegetables (be-
fore we knew that surface transmission
was not a possibility) with Lysol, obliv-
ious to the fact that the spray itself was
probably even more lethal.

The Japanese, remarkably, have a
name for something like this — it is
called the Retired Husband Syndrome.
Women in Japan, it seems, faced with the
impending retirement of their husband,
start to feel worried and depressed, and
it can even turn into high blood pressure,
ulcers and rashes. The problem comes
from the specific lifestyles of the Japa-
nese ‘salarymen’ in a generation when
relatively few women worked outside the
home. Workdays and commutes were
long, and men mostly socialised with

me, I suspect there is a deep-
er anxiety: I first met my grandfather
when I was 5 and he was 65, and facing
impending retirement. He had been a
prominent educator in his life, and if I
understand right, a bit of a terror, and
suddenly he had nothing to keep him
busy. He tried his hand at gardening.

The biggest political fight
in France is about the right
to retire young and enjoy a
state pension. The French
clearly don’t share my
horror of retirement

Our terrace filled up with red, baked-
earth pots, and every couple of weeks,
we would go shopping for various new
cuttings to plant. And a heavy bag of
whatever remains after mustard oil gets
extracted — khol in Bangla — which
would then ferment and stink up the
entire terrace before it was doled out
into the pots to feed the growing sap-
lings. He had his various digging imple-
ments, and his watering can and, as
dusk started to set it, he would be on the
terrace, poking here and tamping there,
sprinkling water over the dusty leaves.

But his heart was not in it. I would
often catch him looking somewhere in the

Illustration by
Cheyenne Olivier (France)

distance, his watering can dribbling water
away, the plate of jol-khabar, perhaps a
pressed sandwich or a kachori, getting
cold where it was left for him. He was per-
haps always bipolar, but it got much worse
once he retired. I fear retirement.

And yet, if you have been following
the news, the biggest political fight in
France is about the right to retire
young and enjoy a relatively generous
state pension. President Macron’s at-
tempts to raise it from 62 to 64 (I am
oversimplifying; not everyone can re-
tire at 62) have so far been fought with
such vigour that five governments have
fallen along the way. The French clear-
ly don’t share my horror of retirement.

Before any of you point it out (and
if you don’t, Cheyenne, who illustrates
this column, surely will), let me make
it clear that I am fortunate enough to
have a coveted job, a job that I love and
enjoy, with little or no physical labour
involved. Most people don’t. There are
many who are tired of working, their
bodies hurt, the routine bores them.
But I also know those who love their

job and resent France’s compulsory
retirement laws, much like India’s.
That said, I have no desire to join the
very vocal club of those (including Presi-
dent Macron) who think that this unwill-
ingness to work is at the centre of all of
France’s problems. On the other hand, I
have to admit that there is a problem, even
a huge one. At the heart of it is a set of
promises that was made at a time, though
not so long ago, in a very different demo-
graphic environment. In 1981, for example,
when a lot of the current retirees joined
thelabour force, and President Mitterrand
was promising the French a better retire-
ment, life expectancy was 74 years. Now
it is 83. The number of years people live
after retirement at 62, went from 12 to 21.
This is very happy news, but it means that
the fraction of pension-earners in the
population is much higher than planned,
largely because the pension-earners live
so much longer. Moreover, the fraction of
women in the workforce has gone up,
which is also good news, but women live
longer than men, which adds to the grow-
ing pool of pensioners. The deductions

from the earnings of the young that pay
for the pensions of the retired, in a pay-
as-you-go system like France’s, are not
enough to cover what is promised to the
elderly. Hence, the crisis.

It is worth spelling this out because it
is a problem for most of today’srich coun-
tries. They are all aging, meaning that the
old are living longer, on average, but also
that there are fewer and fewer children,
the earners of the future. In fact, many
countries in Europe (and Japan) might
have a bigger long-run problem than
France because their fertility rates

are much lower. Some of these

even if productivity goes up by as much
as he and his friends are forecasting, it
isnot clear to me how that extra money
will be used to fund the pension system.
Afterall, if Alstartsdoingall the drudge
work and even some of the less sophis-
ticated office jobs, many more people
will be out of a job. Average incomes
might be higher, but only because the rich
and the ultra-rich are getting even richer.
And they have been very clear that they
don’t want to pay more in taxes.
In the end, my sense is that most of the
rich countries in the world are living in-
side an impossible trifecta. Populations
are aging and the fraction of those who
need pensions and healthcare is rising,
increasing the burden on those who are
working and paying the taxes. The work-
ing-age population is beginning to shrink
because of low fertility — even in the US
where fertility is less of an issue, the US-
born working population will fall slightly
between 2025 and 2035 and then fall faster.
Immigration of young workers from
high-fertility countries is the obvious way
out, but the rise of the xenophobic right
is undermining the political will for it
across the spectrum. Finally, even if Al
could do the jobs that we lack the workers
to do, how do we pay the pensioners with-
out heavily taxing the rich and ultra-rich
who are profiting from it. Who else will
fund the bankrupt pensions systems and
indeed, the vastly expanded welfare sys-
tem that will be needed to give a decent
living to all those who have lost their jobs?
But the political will to do that is missing.
The current political equilibrium in
France, as in the US and most rich coun-
tries, seems incapable of fully acknowl-
edging the gravity of the problem, opting
to Kick this particular can into the un-
specified future instead. The French gov-
ernment, after being pushed hard

RECIPE FOR PRESSED

SANDWICHES

love pressed sandwiches, like the

ones that my grandfather was served
for jol-khabar, with crispy edges and
soft middles. The basic formula is
always the same. Get yourself a
pressed sandwich-maker, ideally one
with a diagonal cutting edge inside to
cut the sandwich and make extra
crispy edges. Butter two slices of
sandwich bread

countries, like Denmark, for exam- on one side
ple, recognise this, and are raising the each and then
retirement age to 70 or more. But mostly, putin the
they are watching the fight in France and stuffing (more
wondering when it is coming for them. about that
There is, of course, the option of soon) between
assuming that AT will sort it out for the unbuttered
us, as Mr Elon Musk has promised. But sides and cook

in the sandwich maker (either on the
gas, as we used to, or with its own
electric heating, as | do now).

One stuffing | love is to start from a
left-over chole with alu, or what
Bengalis call ghugni, which is made
with whole dried yellow peas and
potatoes. Fish out the chickpeas or
peas carefully from the sauce, along
with some potato pieces, and mash
them lightly into a paste and place on
one slice of the bread. Take %2 thsp
lemon or tart mango pickle (sweet
lemon pickle works but not sweet
mango) and chop into a chunky sauce.
Layer it on the paste, and add a filmy
slice of onion, some chopped cilantro
and perhaps a sliced green chili. Cover
with the other bread slice.

An alternative is to fish a piece of
meat and a couple of morsels of potato
from yesterday’s mutton or chicken
curry made with potatoes, chop the
meat into tiny pieces and mash the
potatoes gently and then proceed as
with the last recipe.

Another favourite is a thick (1/4
inch) slice of cheese layered with a
tablespoon of kimchi, chopped fine,
and a sprinkle of cilantro.

towards a billionaire tax which would
certainly help in closing the pension
funding gap, backed off at the last min-
ute, under pressure from the ultra-rich
and their friends. But the longer they
wait, the more people retire and claim
their pensions that the country cannot
afford, the larger ultimate re-adjustment
will need to be, and the bigger the politi-

cal effort it will take to get there.
This is part of a monthly column by
Nobel-winning economist Abhijit Banerjee
illustrated by Cheyenne Olivier

Undressed by Al

Nudify apps fuel a new
wave of digital blackmail

Sneha.Bhura@timesofindia.com

hefirst call came on a week-

day last year, just as
Ramesh Verma (name
changed), 41, was finishing

dinner with his wife Anjali in their
Ghaziabad apartment. “The man on
the line said casually; ‘Thave bad pho-
tos of you and your wife’,” Verma
recalls. “I thought it was a scam call
and cut it.” But the calls kept coming.
Then the caller sent proof. On
WhatsApp, Ramesh received an
image of himself and his wife that
they immediately recognised. It
was a photograph from Facebook,
taken years ago at a cousin’s wed-
ding. Except now, both of them
appeared naked. “It was us — same
posture, same expressions — just
undressed,” he says with a shudder.
The caller threatened to upload
the image on social media, porn sites
and circulate it on WhatsApp groups
if they didn’t transfer Rs 5 lakh. A
helpline for online scams informed
Verma that it was most likely an Al
tool used on the image and advised

Image: Al

Cheap apps & bots are being used to

strip clothes off photos in seconds,

while authorities scramble to keep up

them to report it to the National Cy-
ber Crime Reporting Portal. Follow-
ing the complaint, the calls stopped.

“What stayed with us was how
easily it happened. One Facebook
photo is all it took,” says Verma.
Anjali deactivated her social me-
dia accounts soon after. “But the
fear doesn’t go away.”

Your photos stop being yours
The recent Grok scandal — involv-
ing Elon Musk’s X-linked AI chat-
bot generating sexualised deep-
fakes of real women, public figures
and even children — shows how
far this abuse has travelled. Com-
mands, given in full public view,
included “@grok put her in a
transparent bikini,” or “@grok
undress her” with variations such
as “inflate chest by 90%”.

At its peak, Grok reportedly
generated around 6,700 sexually
suggestive images per hour on
January 5-6. The scale triggered
global backlash. India’s IT Minis-
try issued a 72-hour ultimatum
this month, the UK’s Ofcom and
EU regulators launched probes,
and US states stepped in, forcing
xAlI to impose geo-blocks, ban re-
quests for child sexual abuse ma-
terial and tighten prompt filters.
Rajya Sabha MP Priyanka
Chaturvedi flagged multiple Indi-
an cases, with women describing
shock and helplessness after be-
ing bikini-morphed.

While Grok now rejects biki-
ni-ifying requests, several undress
or nudify apps continue to float
around. And most nudify abuse
happens out of sight. It takes under

thirty seconds and costs less than
a cup of tea. Upload an elevator
selfie or a graduation portrait, and
the AI ‘nudify’ bot does the rest.
Trained on millions of real bodies,
these tools peel away clothing and
replace it with a hyper-realistic
body that mimics the victim’s.

According to Telemetrio ana-
lytics, the keyword ‘undress’ was
used more than 2,800 times be-
tween Aug 30 and Sept 5, 2024 in
India alone, highlighting Tele-
gram channels openly offering
undressing services using bots.

Sites like Clothoff and Undres-
sor remain openly accessible from
India, alongside reports of deaths
and severe emotional harm. In
Oct, Chhattisgarh police arrested
a 20-year-old engineering student
from IIIT Naya Raipur for alleg-
edly creating sexually explicit
images of at least 36 female class-
mates without consent. The same
month, a 19-year-old in Faridabad
died by suicide after being repeat-
edly blackmailed with Al-gener-
ated explicit images and videos of
himself and his sisters.

Unchecked, untraced
“With xAI, everyone is watching,”
says Tarunima Prabhakar,
co-founder and research lead at
Tattle Civic Technologies, which
builds Al models and tools to com-
bat online harms. “Open access Al
models can be downloaded freely.
With a modest GPU or laptop, in-
dividuals can self-host nudifica-
tion tools. I've tried it.” With more
money and computing power, re-
sults are more realistic. “These
actors sell generated images on
Telegram, WhatsApp or through
sideloaded apps (installed outside
official app stores) ‘Send a photo,
pay five rupees,’ is how some ad-
vertise,” informs Prabhakar. “This
decentralisation is why nudify
apps disappeared from app stores
but never actually went away. Vic-
tims and perpetrators are often in
different states, and local police
have little incentive to pursue
cross-jurisdictional digital abuse.”
Telegram remains the main
distribution channel. Bots such
as Undresser and UndressAl,
some with tens of thousands of

With a modest GPU or laptop, individuals can
self-host nudification tools. These actors sell
generated images on Telegram, WhatsApp or through

sideloaded apps. ‘Send a photo, pay five
rupees,’ is how some advertise. This
decentralisation is why nudify apps
disappeared from app stores but never

actually went away

Tarunima Prabhakar, co-rounper,
TATTLE CIVIC TECHNOLOGIES

subscribers, let users upload a
photo and receive a manipulated
image within minutes. TOI found
bots offering instructions — tight
clothing, clear lighting and close-
ups — to improve results. Monet-
isation is built into Telegram’s
chat interface with limited free
outputs, then prompts to buy cred-
its or premium access, along with
reminders like, “It’s time to try
your hot fantasies. Upload a photo
for undressing.”

From cheapfakes to deepfakes
Since 2022, Meri Trustline — Mum-
bai-based Rati Foundation’s help-
line for online abuse — has aided
several survivors of Al-doctored
imagery, marking a shift from Pho-
toshop ‘cheapfakes’ to Al deepfakes.

A 2023 case involving a young
influencer from South India found
that a reel of her dancing with
friends had been altered. A nude
image of her was spliced into the
video so briefly it relied on shock.
The trend came to be known local-
ly as the ‘up-down trolls’ or Belaga-
vi trolls. “The video would often
end with mocking laughter or a
local audio clip telling the girl to
stay quiet,” says Sameer P, pro-
gramme lead at Meri Trustline
who helped take down the video.
“The tool was being used to target
young women creators from con-
servative communities.”

In the latest red flag, Sameer
says, “We're seeing Al-generated
incestuous content. There’s no real
victim attached. It’s fictional but
extremely distressing.” The vide-
os, found on platforms like Insta-
gram, depict pubescent bodies
with older parental figures.

The Foundation works closely
with Meta for faster escalation on
Instagram, Facebook and WhatsApp,
and collaborates with Stop NCII for
adults and the Internet Watch Foun-
dation for minors. “Earlier; the threat
was ‘Iwillleak your nudes’,” Sameer
says. “Now it’s ‘T'll make a deepfake
of you’.” The targeting has widened
too. “It’s not just young people. Even
older users are being hit, especially
via unregulated loan apps.”

When curiosity slips into crime
Some of the most complex nudifi-
cation cases don’t start with obvi-
ous intent. Or apps that openly
market undressing features. Cyber
psychologist Nirali Bhatia recalls
a case where a Class 12 student
downloaded an app from an Insta-
gram ad that claimed it could show
how users might look leaner, more
muscular, younger or older. Out of
curiosity, he uploaded photos of a
girl from his class and generated
nude versions. He did not circulate
them, but the girl found out after
he told his friends about this ‘cool
new app’. “For him, it was time-
pass without any awareness that
accessing someone’s photo, nudi-
fying it without consent — even if
you don’t share or delete it later
— is an offence,” says Bhatia.

“Sexual content is one of the
easiest ways to engagement-farm.
This wasn’t invented by AL” says
Prabhakar. “The question is no
longer whether companies can
block harmful outputs, but wheth-
er they want to.”

Mandirs go mobile as temple
influencers reel in followers

Himanshi.Dhawan@timesofin

t began, as most online rabbit holes do, with
a WhatsApp forward. The message claimed
that sculptures of women using an iPad and
a mobile phone had been “discovered” in an

ancient Gujarat temple.

While most would have shrugged and scrolled
on, Maharashtra-based businessman Dinesh Soni

didn’t. He tracked down the image

the supposed iPad being read was actually a depic-

tion of a ‘patralekha’ — literally, a

while the other figure was likely applying kajal.
“These exaggerated claims about cycles, mobiles, di-
nosaurs being found in ancient temples really stirred
me to do something about it,” says the myth-buster.
Like any harried parent, Soni’s interest in re-
searching temples began as a way to fend off his
children’s constant holiday questions and to
appear less foolish than he felt. But some-
where along the way; this parental home-
work took on a life of its own. “I trade

in oil seeds during the day and re-
search sculptures and inscriptions
during my free time,” he says.

The Latur resident now runs the
Instagram handle @indian.temples,
with 1,01,000 followers, and has au-
thored 18 books on the subject. He
hopes to soon create an app that will
curate information on archeologi-
cal museums, site repositories, and
historical places in one place.

In a deeply religious country

like India, it’s no surprise that temple content flies.
Many Instagrammers have already tapped into it.

dia.com

reels. Her move away from corporate life, however,

happened almost by accident. The 37-year-old and

her husband started curated spiritual tours in 2014
after they found it difficult to plan their own Char
Dham yatra. The tours gained popularity before the
pandemic brought their business to an abrupt halt.

That’s when the couple decided to reset and moved

and found that

letter writer —

Mohan, who
quit her Amazon
job last year to run
@thetemplegirl,
decodes rituals,
blends Al with
temple history

from Mumbai to Mangaluru to document temples
around them. Their 15-45 minute videos found an
enthusiastic audience and were even screened on
local cable TV channels. Once short format videos
surged, the @thetemplegirl was born in 2024.
“Within a year, the page grew so popular that I
had to choose between my corporate job and the
channel,” she says. Mohan now has 1.7 million fol-
lowers and two books in the offing.
Not all attempts work, though. Influencer
Jasmine Jaffar raised a storm after washing
her feet in a water reservoir used to clean the
deity at Guruvayur temple in Kerala. The
incident led to a police complaint, Jas-
mine issuing a public apology, and
removal of the video.

However, all this attention can
also work in a temple’s favour. In
Sept last year, an influencer posted
a video of an ancient temple in
Andhra Pradesh’s Itikyal village
that had been turned into a gar-
bage dump, its stepwell clogged
with plastic and other waste. The
video was shared widely and
spurred followers and local resi-
dents to clean the area.

That same impulse pushed Priyesh Jain, a digital
marketer from Udaipur, to post about an ancient

Mathura and Vrindavan temples have

sieged by #gopiglam #braj trends, with influencers
posing in lehenga choli and ‘gopi makeup’ while
men sport Krishna outfits and peacock plumes.
Bareilly, with its recently launched Nath corridor
— connecting ancient Shiva temples in the area — is

giving Goa a run for its money in tourist

Ayodhya’s Ram Mandir has spawned a dedicated army
— not unlike the BTS one — of influencers like @
ayodhyawale or Harshvardhan Patel who capture not
just the different stages of temple construction,
crowds, facilities, and places to eat but also the “vibes”.

This fresh burst of attention for religious sites
builds on a long-standing reality. Temples like Tir-
upati and Sabarimala, along with several others
in the South, have topped domestic tourism charts
for decades. Indians, in fact, have a knack for lo-
cating sacred sites almost anywhere. But what
earlier used to be a 10-minute solemn ‘darshan’ is

now all about the “experience” that sees

been be-

ing care

love, and

legends

influenc-

ers posting religious reels, pre-wedding shoots, and
even some intrepid myth creators who “find” cy-

cles and mobiles in ancient sites.

So what do influencers add to something
so easily accessible to everyone? “Young
people want an explanation on why they
are following certain rituals or restric-

tions, or why certain food is being
cooked during a festival, rather than
believing custom and tradition blind-
ly. If we don’t document this and
make people aware, our centu-
ries-old knowledge will be lost,”
says Namratha Mohan, who
runs the Instagram channel @
thetemplegirl.

Mohan, who quit her Am-
azon job last year to run the
channel, uses the platform
to decode rituals while
blending in the temple’s
architecture and history.
She also uses Altolend a
modern touch to her

Dinesh Soni
101K foll wers 4 =

temple near his village Kun that had become a haven
for drunks and vagabonds. “The temple has existed
for over 1,000 years but no one in the village was tak-
of it. I didn’t even know that this place ex-
isted and discovered it by chance,” he says.

That chance discovery led him to start the Ins-
tagram handle @secret_temples in July 2020. In
the last few years, Jain has built a network of 8,000
volunteers who contribute content including local
associated with lesser-known temples.
“This has become a crowd-sourced platform. My
only condition is that it should only promote the
temple, not any individual. When I make a video,
we research historical facts, architecture and local
legends around the site,” he says.

Like Mohan and Soni, Jain says that he, too, is
trying to “influence” the young. To help them un-
derstand who they are and what their ancestors
achieved, without waiting for divine intervention
to do the explaining.

< Priyesh Jain
674K followers
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EVERY
BIRD
COUNT

VANISHING SPARROWS, ALTERED
MIGRATIONS, AND DEFORMED
BIRDS ARE EARTH’S WARNING
SIGNALS — NATURE’S
WHISTLE-BLOWERS TELLING

US ECOSYSTEMS ARE

UNDER SIEGE TODAY

GLOBALLY

BY N SHIVA KUMAR

henI first began bird-
L watching in the twin
cities of Hyderabad
/. during the 1980s, the
s city was still more town
than metropolis, layered in
/ \_ ancient history and wrapped
'\ invast stretches of scrub jungle,
rock, and patches of forest. Those
were years when birdlife flourished
effortlessly, especially during the mi-
gratory season from September to
March. Lakes and wetlands brimmed with
migratory visitors, hillocks echoed with calls,
and the skies felt alive.

As Hyderabad steadily expanded into a
megacity, much of that natural wealth was
erased. The birds, too, withdrew to distant
outskirts, fragmented habitats, and shrinking
refuges. The once-untouched rocky land-
scapes of Banjara Hills and Jubilee Hills,
which pulsated with avian life, have largely
vanished under concrete and crowds.
Against this transformed urban backdrop,
National Bird Day on January 5 offered me a
moment to pause and reflect on why birds
still matter, perhaps now more than ever.

Each year, National Bird Day encourages
us to look up towards open skies, forest
canopies, wetlands, farmlands, and even our
crowded cities, and acknowledge the beings
that quietly sustain life on Earth. Birds are not
mere ornaments of nature or fleeting silhou-
ettes against the sun. They are ecological cus-
todians, climate messengers, and inseparable
allies of human survival. Their presence sig-
nals balance, and their silence, danger.

Wild Wings

Today, the world is home to more than 11,000
known species of birds, a breathtaking diver-
sity shaped by millions of years of evolution.
India stands out as a global avian stronghold,
supporting approximately 1,429 birds, about
12% of the world’s birds, within just 2.4% of
the planet’s land area. From the icy reaches
of the Himalayas to the coral-fringed An-
damans, from the rain-soaked forests of the
Northeast to the arid landscapes of the west-
ern coast, birds stitch together ecosystems
that would otherwise unravel.

Pest Managers

One of the most understated yet critical roles
birds play is natural pest control. Insectivo-
rous birds like drongo, swallows, flycatchers,
bee-eaters, warblers, and many others con-
sume hordes of insects every day. A single

small
bird can
eat hun-
dreds of in-
sects daily,
naturally
regulating
populations  of
crop pests and disease-
carrying mosquitoes. Without
them, agriculture would lean ever
more heavily on chemical pesticides,
further poisoning our soils, waters,
and food chains.

For instance, the tiny Indian palm swift
performs a vital ecological role above our
homes and fields. Feeding entirely on the
wing, it consumes thousands of tiny flying
insects each day, mosquitoes among them,
along with midges and flies. Though no sin-
gle species can control pests alone, every
bird reduces our dependence on chemicals.
Protecting their wild and urban habitats
means allowing nature to maintain balance,
quietly and efficiently, in the skies we share.
Birds of prey like eagles, owls, hawks,
kestrels, and kites stand atop food webs as
biological regulators. By preying on rodents
and other small mammals, they protect
crops, granaries, and human settlements,
while also reducing the spread of diseases

such as plague and leptospirosis.

Timberland Pollinators

Many bird species act as the silent architects
of forests. Fruit-eating birds such as horn-
bills, barbets, bulbuls, and pigeons act as
long-distance seed dispersers, carrying seeds
across valleys, hillocks, and river systems,
depositing them far from the parent tree. In
doing so, they often create new woodlands
when conditions are right. This quiet move-
ment of seeds ensures forest regeneration,
maintains genetic diversity, and builds re-
silience against climate stress.

In several ecosystems, birds also serve as
primary pollinators. Sunbirds, white-eyes,
and other nectar-feeding species transfer
pollen as they move from flower to flower,
enabling plants to reproduce, especially in
regions where insect pollinators are scarce
or seasonally absent. Without these birds,
entire plant communities would slowly
fade, leading to local extinctions. Many
forests would simply collapse without the
rebirth of their own progeny.

Clean-Up Crew

Some of the most critical work done by birds
is also the least celebrated. Scavengers pro-
vide nature’s sanitation service. Vultures
were once so abundant that we even loathed
them for their ungainly looks and their habit
of feeding at carcasses and trash dumps. Yet
few creatures are as efficient: by consuming
animal remains with astonishing speed, vul-
tures prevent the spread of deadly pathogens.

Iwitnessed firsthand the consequences of
their catastrophic decline in India during
the 1990s. Carcasses were left to rot in the
open, feral dog populations exploded, and
cases of rabies rose sharply across the coun-
try. Few examples illustrate more clearly
how the loss of birds can directly threaten
human health. Wetland birds such as storks,
cranes, herons, ibises, flamingos, and ducks
also play a similar regulatory role in aquatic
ecosystems. By feeding on fish, molluscs, and
invertebrates, they recycle nutrients and
keep wetlands productive. They instinctively
remove the weak and the sick, helping main-
tain balanced, resilient wetlands.
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Environmental Barometers

Birds are among the most reliable indicators
of environmental health. Changes in their
numbers, behaviour, migration timing, or
even physical deformities often reveal pol-
lution, habitat loss, pesticide exposure, and
climate stress long before scientists recog-
nise the damage.

The disappearance of house sparrows
from our cities, the shifting arrival times of
migratory birds from distant lands, or birds
with twisted beaks and abnormal plumage
are not coincidences. They are ecological
distress signals. In this sense, birds are the
planet’s messengers; they are like our early-
warning system, whistle-blowers alerting us
that ecosystems are under siege.

Birds and Humans

Birds also enrich human life, emotionally,
culturally, and economically. Their songs
calm frayed minds, their presence lifts men-
tal well-being, and bird-rich green spaces
quietly enhance our quality of life. Bird-
watching and nature photography nurture
conservation awareness while supporting
sustainable livelihoods and eco-tourism, es-
pecially in rural and forested landscapes.

In the stone memory of civilisations, I see
birds speaking long before humans learned
to listen. On the pyramids and temple walls
of ancient Egypt, the ibis stands etched in
reverence —a sacred god of wisdom and
writing, a reminder that knowledge itself
was once imagined with wings. The falcon
of Horus is carved with fierce precision.

Closer home, in ancient temples of India,
birds rise again from stone as peacocks
frozen mid-stride on pillars. Gopurams have
garuda spread in eternal flight or hamsa, the
swan, is depicted on Hoysala temples. These
are not decorative relics — they are declara-
tions carved in granite, affirming that birds
were once seen as divine bridges between
Earth and sky, and that our ancestors ac-
knowledged a sacred relationship we are
now in danger of forgetting.

Fragile Feathered Friends

Despite their immense value, birds today
face unprecedented threats, habitat de-
struction, air and chemical pollution, cli-
mate change, shrinking wetlands, glass col-
lisions, power lines, and relentlessly
expanding cities. Each vanished bird species
weakens ecosystems and erodes the life-
support systems upon which humans de-
pend. Dozens of birds have become extinct
in the last five decades and another 200 are
critically endangered in the world. National
Bird Day must, therefore, be more than sym-
bolic admiration. Protecting birds means
safeguarding forests, wetlands, farmlands,
and clean air. Simple, conscious actions like
planting native trees, reducing pesticide use,
protecting water bodies, making buildings
bird-safe, and preserving open green spaces
can still make a lasting difference.

Birds are not separate from us; they are
woven into the same ecological web that
sustains human life. They disperse seeds, si-
lence pests, cleanse landscapes, and remind
us of the planet’s fragile harmony. When
birds thrive, ecosystems prosper. When
they vanish, the warning is meant for hu-
manity. On this National Bird Day, under
the theme “Every Bird Counts — Your Ob-
servations Matter!”, we are reminded of an
urgent truth: to protect birds is to protect
the Earth —and in doing so, we ultimately
protect ourselves.

(The author is a wildlife writer
and photographer)
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India's economic
ascent

hree days before the budget, Finance

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman presen-

ted India's pre-budget economic survey

to Parliament. This was perhaps done

to create an atmosphere of economic
strength from the outset and to ensure a positive
reception for the budget she would present on Febru-
ary 1st. Nirmala Sitharaman projected a GDP growth
rate of between 6.8 percent and 7.2 percent for 2026-
27. Last year, it was 6.5 percent. The initial estimate
for the current financial year was 7.4 percent, but
even the threats of Donald Trump's tariff war failed
to shake our economy, as Nirmala Sitharaman poin-
ted out. If we want to make India a developed nation
by 2047, we need a sustained growth rate of at least
7 percent. Now, the country's hopes are bolstered
by these figures. The familiar refrain is that in a
year or two, we will become the world's third-lar-
gest economic superpower, and perhaps the leading
economic superpower by 2047. But beyond the sta-
tistics, we must consider whether the condition of
the country's poor has improved. Has the disparity
between the rich and the poor decreased? Or is this
economic progress merely increasing the wealth of
the already wealthy? Prime Minister Modi speaks of
India's youth power being engaged in nation-building,
but it remains to be seen whether this youth power
is truly involved in investment and construction acti-
vities. The contribution of young people to startup
industries should increase, and they should become
leaders in economic innovation. The figures presen-
ted in this economic survey are encouraging. The
first figure is the inflation rate, which had reached
1.7 percent by December 2025-26. In 2023, this figure
was 6.7 percent. The unemployment rate decreased
from 5.4 percent in May 2025 to 4.9 percent. Trade
negotiations with the United States are expected to
be completed this year, reducing uncertainty on the
external front. The agreement we have reached with
the European Union countries is also being called
the "mother of all deals." It is expected that this will
open up a huge lucrative market for Indian inves-
tors. The Economic Survey reiterated that central
banks have changed their policies. Despite US tariff
policies, we have achieved an export growth of 8.2
percent in five years, and now we are aiming for
the Rs9.2 lakh crore club. It also stated that people
have increased their home loan borrowings fourfold
for building houses, new homes are being built, and
people working abroad are filling our coffers. They
sent Rs 12.50 lakh crore to India in 2025 alone. Our
economic health has improved in the banking sec-
tor, and we have reduced NPAs (Non-Performing
Assets). Progress has been made in recovering bad
loans. Our equity investments have increased eight-
fold in 12 years, but deposits have decreased by 23
percent. Therefore, a liquidity crunch is emerging
in banks. The good news is that foreign investors
still have confidence in India. Rs7.50 lakh crore in
investment came in during 2025. However, there is no
growth visible in the manufacturing and agricultural
sectors, which is not indicative of stable development
for the country. We are proud of the strength of our
domestic reforms, and it is on this basis that we
want to reach a 10 percent growth rate. Remember,
to sustain domestic investment, it is also necessary
to maintain domestic market demand. To maintain
this, provide employment to people, develop small
and cottage industries so that people have money in
their pockets and can sustain the level of demand,
thereby supporting the country's progress.

Abhishek Vij

The surge in gold
and silver prices has
disrupted the social order

he prices of gold and silver are setting new
records every day. Within a year, gold in
India has given a return of 113 percent and
silver 323.38 percent. In just one month,
by January 29, 2026, the price of silver had
increased by 64.91 percent and gold by 31.64 percent.
Such a surge in gold and silver prices has never been
seen in the last 46 years. Indians have always been
obsessed with accumulating gold and silver to secure
their financial future. Gold has reached almost 175,000
rupees per ten grams, and silver has reached 379,000
rupees per kilogram.
Although both gold and silver prices showed a 6 per-
cent decline on January 30, there is no expectation of a
significant drop in silver prices. However, it is said that
once the price of gold rises, it rarely falls significantly.
This has disrupted the country's social order. India has
a huge wedding market.
Giving dowry to daughters is a major and harsh reality
in Indian marriage traditions. Parents give gold and
silver jewelry as dowry to their daughters. But now,
with prices skyrocketing, the gold and silver markets
appear deserted. Another consequence is that those
who had secretly accumulated gold are suddenly beco-
ming incredibly wealthy. The situation is such that the
stock market and mutual funds are falling, while gold
and silver prices are dominating the markets.
This issue was also raised in Parliament on January 30,
and the government was asked to control the prices of
these two metals. But what can the government do?
We import 85 percent of our gold and silver. Given the
nature of Indian demand, gold imports will continue,
but now people's wealth will be measured not by sha-
res and bonds, but by gold bars. Until gold and silver
are transformed from inert metals into active ones, the
country will not benefit from the skyrocketing prices of
gold and silver.
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The why of events and lives

Parneet Sachdev
Chairman of Real Estate Regulatory
Authority and a leading author

The Inner Realm

n India, the answer to the afo-
rementioned question is often
derived from planetary con-
figurations and of course, the
ubiquitous karma. In Islamic
traditions, it is framed as gismat.
Christianity has long debated provi-
dence and grace. Buddhism speaks
of causation. The vocabulary differs,
but the underlying disquiet is the
same:
Why does life distribute outcomes so
unevenly?
This question becomes profound
when capable individuals remain
financially constrained, or when
years of disciplined work is undone
by a sudden reversal.

THE MAN WHOM THE PLA-
NETS FORSOOK
Consider the story of Ritin (all names,
locations etc have been changed). By
every outward measure, he was suc-
cessful. His business had grown, his
reputation robust, his family closely
knit. But the axis around which his
life truly revolved was an astrologer
named Pandit Sheshadri. No doubt,
Panditji, as he was addressed res-
pectfully was a renowned scholar.
No journey for the family began
without a calculated muhuratam. No
contract was signed, no new venture
launched, no festival meal planned
without planetary consultation.
Over time, Pandit Sheshadri did
not merely advise; he accompanied
the family, a living talisman against
any potential misfortune.One winter
morning, after elaborate calculations
had been performed to the minute,
the time was set. Departure 0832
hours. Ritin would sit on the back
passenger seat, to the right side.
Panditji would be seated on the left
of Ritin. The driver would wear his
usual gear. The three of them would
partake of a sweet made of goat milk
before departure. This would ensure
safety and success. However, some-
where on the highway, their car was
struck by a speeding truck. There
were no survivors. If destiny had
been computed so precisely, why had
it not paused for a single red light?
That question, unanswered, lingered
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When education no
longer guarantees
employment in India

long after the rituals ended.
COMPREHENDING FATE

To deny circumstances would

be dishonest. No one begins life

with identical conditions. Family

environment, early education, health,

geography, and historical timing all

exert undeniable influence. Ancient

traditions recognised this clearly.

Even the Buddha writes

“Hard is it to be born as a man,; hard

is the life of mortals.

Hard is it to gain the opportunity to
hear the sublime truth (Dhamma);
and hard to encounter is the arising of
new Buddhas.”

Dhammapada, Verse 182
This sermon recognises that people
are bound to have different settings.
Some will encounter Dhamma in
their lives. Maybe from parents,
friends, spouse or others. Others
may encounter tyranny, adhamma
and a learning that is opposed to the
preaching of the prophets. However,
the quote also underscores that in
this chaos exists a methodology, an
approach, hard as it may be; this
method promises growth, abundance
and emancipation. We can become
masters of our destiny, even when
the planets ordain otherwise.
In essence, Karma, properly under-
stood, creates an environment, not
imprisonment. Astrology describes
tendencies, probabilities.
Confusing influence with control is the

mistake that
strands many lives into passive

acceptance.
WHEN SOULS ASKED FOR

Choice without...
failure is not choice at
all. For consciousness

to awaken... it had to
arise in a realm where
consequences unfolded
without constant divine

FREEDOM

In mystical Jewish thought, Chris-
tian Gnosticism, Hindu cosmology,
and later Sufi reflections, the same
narrative appears in different forms:
creation was but a response to a
demand for autonomy.

It is said that there was a time
when the material realm did not
exist. Beings lived as souls in vari-
ous domains. In joy and peace. Yet,

in many of them, there was a spark
of yearning. A longing to know
themselves more deeply. Although,
mythological accounts say that in
those fields, souls were sustained
in Grace. Free of suffering. Howe-
ver, there were also no choices to be
made by them. These were realms
of no self-authorship. And they
gathered before the Divine, Super-
consciousness and asked, “May we
have the knowledge of who we are?
May we have the ability to create the
lives we desire?”
THE CREATION OF THE
REALMS
To know oneself, the Divine gave
freedom. And freedom, presupposes
the possibility of error.
Choice without the risk of failure is not
choice at all; it is choreography. Thus,
for consciousness to awaken to itself,
it had to arise in a realm where con-
sequences unfolded without constant
divine correction.
This insight appears with striking
consistency across spiritual cos-
mologies. In Jewish mysticism,
particularly in the Lurianic Kabba-
lah, creation begins with tzimtzum,
the self-contraction of God. As
Gershom Scholem summarizes,
“Creation is not an act of outward
expansion but of inward withdrawal”
(Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism,
1941).
A parallel idea appears in the Chris-
tian tradition. In the Book of Genesis,
God places the Tree of the Know-
ledge of Good and Evil at the center
of Eden, not as a trap, but as a neces-
sary condition for moral agency. The
early Church Father Irenaeus argued
that humanity was created imma-
ture, not fallen, and that
A world without the capacity to
disobey would be a world
without genuine love or self-know-

ledge.
In Christian mystical traditions the
Doctrine of the Fall is not a moral
catastrophe. The forbidden fruit was
not poison; it was permission. Without
it, humanity would have remained
innocent, but unconscious. Devoid
of knowledge.
In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna arti-
culates the same principle. After
revealing divine truth, he explicitly
refuses to coerce Arjuna’s decision:

“Thus, I have explained to you this
wisdom more secret than secrecy itself.
Reflect on it fully, and then act as you
choose”

Bhagavad Gita 18:63
The Divine instructs, illuminates,
and withdraws, leaving the burden
of choice, and therefore karma, to the
human soul. In Hindu cosmology, this
descent is described as the unfolding
of prakrti, matter; governed by gunas

THOUGHT OF THE DAY

‘ Freedom is not worth having if it does not include the freedom to make mistakes. ‘
-Mahatma Gandhi

and bound by causation. The soul
(atman) enters the world of form,
where actions produce consequen-
ces, and where freedom is exercised
not by command, but by choice wit-
hin law.

The Qur’an repeatedly states that
God guides whom He wills, yet also
affirms human responsibility:

“Indeed, we guided him to the way, be
he grateful or ungrateful”
(Qur'an 76:3).
In none of these traditions does the
Divine refuse humanity’s longing to
know itself. The Divine does creates
perceived distance. It is the very
architecture of existence.
WHY POVERTY, PAIN, AND
LIMITATION EXIST
If God intervened at every moment,
freedom would collapse. Thus, the
physical realms were governed by
order. Souls were now free; however,
unprotected from the results of their
freedom. This is why suffering appears
in the world; as feedback to the soul.
Once this framework is understood,
it is clear that poverty is not a curse
imposed by God. It is a condition that
arises when freedom is exercised
without alignment. Ignorance, fear,
greed, and unconsciousness distort
choice; and distorted choice produ-
ces distorted outcomes. However,
there is a huge silver lining.
If the soul is free enough to fall into
limitation (poverty in all aspects),
it is free enough to rise beyond it.
THE POWER OF SELF-AUTHO-
RISHIP
Free will is often misunderstood as
only effort. Free will lies in the ability
to choose one’s inner posture. How
events are interpreted by us, what
meanings are assigned, and which
narratives are reinforced.
A mind trained to expect loss behaves
cautiously. A mind trained in sufficiency
behaves decisively. Over time, these
internal dispositions crystallise into
external outcomes.
This is why wealth becomes such a reve-
aling domain. Money touches survival,
dignity, and freedom simultaneously.
It exposes fear quickly and mercilessly.
A person who fears losing money
never truly possesses it. The Bhag-
avad Gita articulated this principle
with remarkable precision:
“Let a man raise himself by his own
mind, not degrade himself.
For the mind alone is the friend and
the enemy of the self.”
(Gita 6:5)
We thus, have an indelible choice.
Align with the Divine law or create
imperfect and distorted outcomes,
life after life.
(Views expressed are the
author’s own).

India’s cities are growing, but
are they becoming unlivable?

or decades, education in India was sold
as the surest ladder out of poverty.
Parents invested their savings, students
endured years of academic pressure,
and society collectively believed that
a degree would translate into dignity and stable
employment. Today, that promise is fraying.
India produces more than a million graduates every
year, yet unemployment among educated youth
continues to rise. Engineering, once considered
a golden ticket, now delivers disappointment to
thousands of degree holders who struggle to find
relevant work. According to government surveys,
a significant share of graduates under the age of
30 are either unemployed or working in jobs far
below their qualifications.One reason is the wide-
ning gap between education and industry needs.
Many colleges focus on rote learning rather than
skills, leaving students unprepared for real-world
work. Employers complain that graduates lack
problem-solving abilities, communication skills,
and adaptability. Students, meanwhile, argue that
institutions charge high fees without offering place-
ment support or practical exposure.The problem
is particularly severe in smaller towns and rural
areas, where colleges mushroomed rapidly over
the past two decades. Often run as commercial
ventures, these institutions promise employability
but deliver outdated syllabi and minimal training.
For students from modest backgrounds, the cost of
these degrees becomes a lifelong financial burden.
Government schemes promoting skill development
aim to address this crisis, but their reach remains
uneven. Short-term courses cannot substitute for
systemic reform in higher education.
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ndia’s urban population is expan-
ding at an unprecedented pace.
Cities promise jobs, education,
healthcare, and social mobility.
Every year, millions leave villa-
ges behind, drawn by the hope of a
better life. But as cities grow, they are
also revealing deep cracks in planning
and governance.
Housing shortages remain one of the
biggest challenges. Migrant workers
often find themselves living in over-
crowded settlements without basic
amenities. Slums expand while affor-
dable housing projects lag behind
demand. Even middle-class families
struggle with soaring rents and shrin-
king living spaces.
Transport systems are under con-
stant strain. Traffic congestion,
inadequate public transport, and long
commute times have become defining
features of urban life. While metro
projects and flyovers offer some
relief, they often fail to keep pace with
population growth. The result is lost
productivity and rising stress levels.
Environmental degradation adds ano-
ther layer of concern. Air pollution
regularly pushes major cities into
health emergencies. Lakes and rivers
are polluted, green spaces disappear,
and waste management systems
remain overwhelmed. Climate change
intensifies these problems, with cities
increasingly vulnerable to heatwaves

and flooding.Urban governance struc-
tures often struggle to cope. Multiple
agencies handle water, transport, hou-
sing, and sanitation, leading to poor
coordination. Local bodies frequently
lack funds and autonomy, limiting
their ability to respond to citizens’
needs.Yet cities also remain spaces of
resilience and innovation. Informal
economies sustain millions, commu-
nity groups organize local solutions,
and young entrepreneurs attempt to
solve urban problems through tech-
nology and social enterprise.

Urban planners argue that India must
move away from reactive develop-
ment toward long-term planning. This
includes investing in public transport,
affordable housing, climate-resilient
infrastructure, and empowered local
governments.

As India’s future becomes incre-
asingly urban, the question is no
longer whether cities will grow—but
whether they will grow in ways that
make life healthier, fairer, and more
humane.
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Honouring equality: Guru Ravidas's legacy
and the Centre’s recognition

rime Minister
Narendra Modi’s
scheduled visit to
Dera Sachkhand
Ballan in Jaland-
har on February 1, 2026,
to mark the 649th birth
anniversary of Guru Ravi-
das, alongside the recent
conferment of the Padma
Shri on Sant Niranjan Dass,
the dera’s head, signals a
meaningful step towards
acknowledging one of India’s
most profound voices of
social justice. These gestu-
res come at a time when
Punjab’s Dalit communitie-
sparticularly the Ravidasia
and Ad-Dharmi groupsseek
greater visibility and inclu-
sion in national narratives.
Guru Ravidas, the 15th-cen-
tury Bhakti saint born into
a Chamar family in Seer
Govardhanpur near Vara-
nasi, remains an enduring
symbol of resistance against
caste oppression. A mystic
poet and leatherworker, he
preached nirguna bhakti

devotion to a formless God
that erased distinctions of
birth, creed, and status.
His 41 shabads in the Guru
Granth Sahib and numerous
dohas articulate a vision of
human dignity rooted in
inner purity rather than
ritual or lineage. His famous
invocation of Begumpura a
utopian city “without sor-
row, without fear, without
greed or taxation’captures
an egalitarian ideal:

begam pura shahar kau

naanu, dukhoo andoh
nahin tihin thaanu.
naan tasavees khiraaju
na maalu, khuphu na

khata na tarasu javaalu.
This dream of a just society
free from exploitation con-
tinues to inspire millions,
especially among Dalits
facing persistent margina-
lisation. In Punjab, where
Scheduled Castes form
nearly 32 per cent of the
populationthe highest in
India Guru Ravidas’s tea-
chings hold deep resonance.
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The Ravidasia community,
drawing from his philosophy,
has built institutions that
blend spirituality with social
empowerment. Dera Sachk-
hand Ballan, established in
the early 20th century and
expanded under leaders like
Sant Sarwan Dass and now
Sant Niranjan Dass, stands
as its foremost centre. With
followers exceeding 20 lakh,
primarily in the Doaba

region, the dera runs educa-
tional institutions like Sant
Sarwan Dass Model School,
a charitable hospital provi-
ding affordable care, annual
free eye camps since 1977,
and initiatives promoting
Dalit literature and Ambed-
karite thought through its
publication Begumpura
Shaher and television out-

reach. Sant Niranjan Dass,
the fifth gaddi nashin, has

led these efforts since 1994,
guiding the community
through challenges inclu-
ding the tragic 2009 Vienna
attack that claimed the life
of his predecessor, Sant
Ramanand Dass, and inju-
red him. His Padma Shri,
announced on Republic Day
eve 2026 for contributions to
spiritualism and social ser-
vice, honours this lifelong
commitment to equality,
education, healthcare, and
harmony. It recognises not
just individual service but
the dera’s role in fostering
dignity for marginalised
groups amid ongoing strug-
gles over land, resources,
and representation. The
Prime Minister’s decision to
visit Dera Ballanrather than
his customary pilgrimage to
Varanasi’s Seer Govardhan-
purcarries added weight.
Confirmed after a December
2025 meeting where Sant
Niranjan Dass extended the
invitation, the visit elevates
Guru Ravidas’s message

nationally. It underscores
respect for a tradition that
challenges hierarchy and
promotes unity, aligning
with broader efforts to hon-
our Dalit icons and advance
inclusive development. In a
polarised landscape where
caste dynamics influence
politics, such recognitions
foster dialogue and affirm
that spiritual leaders advo-
cating justice deserve
prominence. They counter
exclusion by placing egalita-
rian ideals at the centre of
public life. As Punjab pre-
pares for this event amid
preparations for the 2027
Assembly polls, the Centre’s
actions through the Padma
award and the high-profile
visit contribute to reali-
sing Begumpura’s vision: a
nation where devotion, righ-
teous action, and equality
prevail over division. Guru
Ravidas’s call for a society
without fear remains vital,
these steps bring it closer
to fruition.
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A rose can never become a lotus

K SIVA PRASAD
Retired senior IAS officer in the
Punjab Government.

n the second chapter of
the Bhagavad Gita (2.31-
2.37), Krishna introduces a
crucial concept to Arjuna—
swa-dharma, one’s own
inherent nature. At a moment
when Arjuna is paralysed by
despair and moral confusion on
the battlefield of Kurukshetra,
Krishna does not begin by pres-
cribing action alone. Instead, he
first anchors Arjuna in a deeper
understanding of existence, iden-
tity, and duty. This progression is
deliberate and deeply philosop-
hical. Krishna opens the Gita by
speaking of that which is eternal,
unmanifested, indestructible, and
all-pervading. For ease of under-
standing, this eternal reality is
referred to as atma. It is beyond
birth and death, beyond sorrow
and joy. Only after establishing
this eternal foundation does Kris-
hna speak of swa-dharma—a step
closer to human experience, yet
still rooted in truth. Swa-dharma
acts as a bridge between our wor-
ldly existence and the realization
of our eternal inner self.
The journey toward realizing the
eternal nature of the self can be
understood in three stages. The
first stage is our present condi-
tion—where we exist as a mix
of our inherent nature, perso-
nal experiences, accumulated

knowledge, memories, social
conditioning, and assumptions
shaped by a restless and wave-
ring mind. The second stage is
the gradual realization of swa-
dharma, our natural disposition.
The final stage is the realization
of the eternal self, free from iden-
tification with the mind and body.
Our present condition is clouded
by mental baggage. We carry
fears, desires, expectations, and
borrowed identities that obscure
our true nature. Swa-dharma
does not need to be created or
acquired; it is uncovered slowly
as we free ourselves from this
mental clutter. It emerges natu-
rally when we stop trying to
become something we are not.
Krishna reminds Arjuna that he
is a kshatriya and that fighting
injustice is his swa-dharma. The
word kshatriya itself offers pro-
found insight. It is derived from
two roots: kshat, meaning “hurt”
or “injury,” and trayate, meaning
“to protect.” A kshatriya is
one who protects others from
harm. This protection need not
always be physical warfare; it is
an innate tendency to stand up
against injustice and shield the
vulnerable.The most powerful
and universal example of this is
a mother. A mother instinctively
protects her child—first in the
womb and later in the world—
often without any formal training
or prior experience. This pro-
tective impulse arises naturally
from within her. In this sense, she
is the first kshatriya most of us
encounter in life. Her actions are
not forced; they flow effortlessly
from her swa-dharma. This natu-
ral inclination offers a glimpse
into how swa-dharma opera-
tes—effortless, spontaneous, and
deeply rooted in one’s being.

To explain this further, consi-
der the metaphor of a rose and
a lotus. Once, a rose became
enchanted by the beauty and
majesty of a lotus and began
nurturing the desire to become
one. But no matter how much
it wished, a rose could never
become a lotus. The rose might
change its colour, size, or shape,
but it would still remain a rose.
Its essence—its swa-dharma—
cannot be altered.

Human beings often behave like
this rose. We aspire to become
something entirely different
from what our nature supports,
driven by comparison, social
expectations, or misplaced
ideals. This inner conflict leads
to dissatisfaction, confusion, and
despondency—the very state
Arjuna experiences on the battle-
field. Arjuna’s despair is not just
about violence; it is about resi-
sting his own nature while being
overwhelmed by emotional and
mental turmoil.

Krishna’s teaching is clear: ful-
fillment does not come from
imitating another’s path, but
from fully inhabiting one’s own.
The rose blooms beautifully when
it embraces being a rose, just as
the lotus thrives in water. When
we align our actions with our
swa-dharma, life flows with less
resistance and greater clarity.
Ultimately, realizing swa-dharma
is not the end of the journey but
an essential milestone. It prepa-
res the ground for the deeper
realization of the eternal self.
When action arises from one’s
true nature, it becomes selfless,
effortless, and free from inner
conflict. As Krishna teaches,
honoring one’s swa-dharma is
not limitation—it is the doorway
to liberation.

The silent mental health
crisis among India’s youth

ental health has long
been a neglected sub-
ject in India, discussed
in whispers and burde-
ned by stigma. Among
young people, however, the crisis is
becoming impossible to ignore. Aca-
demic pressure, unemployment,
social media, and uncertainty about
the future are combining to create
widespread psychological distress.
Students face intense competition
from an early age. Entrance exams
often determine life trajectories,
leaving little room for failure or
exploration. For many, repeated set-
backs lead to anxiety and depression.
Yet mental health support within edu-
cational institutions remains limited.
Unemployment and underemployment
further compound the problem. Young
adults who fail to secure stable work
report feelings of shame and hopeles-
sness, particularly in societies where
success is closely tied to income and
status. Families, often unintentionally,
add to the pressure by comparing
achievements and expectations.
Social media has reshaped how young
people perceive themselves and others.
Constant exposure to curated lives
fuels comparison and inadequacy.
Online harassment and cyberbullying
create additional stress, especially for
women and marginalized groups.
Despite these challenges, access to
mental health care remains unequal.
Psychologists and psychiatrists are
concentrated in urban centers, while
rural areas face severe shortages. Cost
and stigma prevent many from seeking
help, forcing them to suffer in silence.
The government has taken steps to
expand mental health services, but
experts say implementation remains
weak. Awareness campaigns often fail
to translate into accessible care on the

ground.

being.

of hope.

Addressing youth mental health requi-
res more than helplines and slogans.
It demands structural changes—Iless
punitive education systems, dignified
employment opportunities, supportive
family environments, and normalized
conversations around emotional well-

Until mental health is treated with the
same seriousness as physical health,
India risks losing not just producti-
vity, but an entire generation’s sense

Why small farmers are struggling despite record food production

ndia often cele-
brates record
foodgrain pro-
duction as proof
of agricultural
success. Year after
year, official data high-
lights bumper harvests
and rising output. Yet
behind these numbers
lies a quieter reality:
millions of small and
marginal farmers are
finding it increasingly
difficult to survive.
Over 85 percent of
Indian farmers own
less than two hecta-
res of land. For them,
farming is no longer
a reliable source of
income. Rising input
costs, unpredictable
weather, and volatile
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market prices have
eroded profits. Even in
years of good produc-
tion, farmers struggle
to recover their invest-
ments.

Climate change has
intensified risks. Erra-
tic rainfall, heatwaves,
and unseasonal storms
regularly damage crops.
Traditional farming
calendars no longer
hold, forcing farmers to
gamble with sowing and
harvesting decisions.
Crop insurance sche-
mes exist, but delays in
assessment and com-
pensation limit their
effectiveness.

Market access remains
another major chal-
lenge. Many farmers sell

their produce through
intermediaries who
control prices. Mini-
mum Support Price
mechanisms cover

only a limited number
of crops and regions,
leaving most farmers
exposed to market fluc-
tuations. For perishable

epaper.thesaveratimes.in

produce, distress sales
are common.

Debt continues to haunt
rural households. To
manage expenses,

farmers borrow from
informal lenders at
high interest rates.
When crops fail or pri-
ces crash, repayment
becomes impossible,
trapping families in
cycles of indebtedness.
This financial stress
often spills over into
health and education
outcomes.

Government welfare
schemes have provided
some relief through
direct income support
and subsidized inputs.
However, experts argue
these measures treat
symptoms rather than
structural flaws. Wit-
hout reforms in land
management, irriga-
tion, market access, and

climate resilience, small
farmers will remain vul-
nerable.
Agricultural eco-
nomists emphasize
diversification as a
way forward. Shifting
toward horticulture,
allied activities, and
value-added products
could increase incomes.
Strengthening farmer
producer organizations
may also improve bar-
gaining power.

As India pursues food
security for a growing
population, the survival
of small farmers cannot
be an afterthought. Pro-
ductivity gains mean
little if those who feed
the nation cannot sus-
tain themselves.
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[IT-Kanpur team develops new way to predict solar cycles

Vasudevan Mukunth

The sun is a giant magnetic
ball that goes through
roughly 11-year cycles of ac-
tivity that drive solar flares
and space weather that can
disrupt satellites and pow-
er grids on the earth. But
predicting the strength
and timing of these cycles
has been difficult because
scientists can’t see the
magnetic fields deep inside
the sun, where the activity
originates.

In a January 20 study in

Astrophysical Journal Let-
ters, PhD student Soumya-
deep Chatterjee and assis-
tant professor Gopal Hazra
at IT-Kanpur reported re-
constructing the invisible
magnetic fields inside the
sun using 30 years of data
collected from the surface.

For decades, solar phys-
icists have used computer
simulations called dynamo
models to understand how
the sun generates its mag-
netic field. Traditionally,
these models relied on
simplified theoretical rules

to represent sunspots. For
example, previous models
often treated sunspots as
simple, symmetrical circu-
lar patches even though
real sunspots are messy
and irregular. But such
simplifications often led to
inaccurate predictions.
The duo, instead of rely-
ing on theoretical shapes,
fed their 3D computer mo-
del real observations of the
sun’s surface field. They
used data recorded bet-
ween 1996 and 2025 by sa-
tellites like SOHO and the

Solar Dynamics Observato-
ry. By forcing the model to
align with observations
from the surface, they
could estimate what the
magnetic fields deep inside
the sun must be doing.

The data-driven model
could reproduce the ‘but-
terfly diagram’, a chart vi-
sualising how sunspots mi-
grate from the sun’s high
latitudes towards the equa-
tor over a cycle.

It also revealed the be-
haviour of the toroidal
magnetic field within the

sun’s convection zone.
This field wraps around
the sun like a doughnut
and is the primary driver
of sunspots. The research-
ers found their simulated
internal field matched the
actual intensity of cycles
23, 24, and 25.

They also tested the mo-
del’s predictive capability
by stopping the data feed
at various points to see if it
could forecast what hap-
pened next. It could accu-
rately predict the peak am-
plitude of a cycle up to

three years in advance. So
by monitoring the surface
magnetic fields today,
scientists can get a reliable
warning of how active the
sun will be later.

“Our findings on one
hand strengthen our phys-
ics understanding of the
generation of solar mag-
netic fields and on the oth-
er... predict when the sun
will be active, violent, and
very dangerous for space-
borne technological assets
and communications,” Dr.
Hazra told The Hindu.

PRIYA trial links B12 intake to

long-term health in babies

Vitamin BI2 could be a ‘regulator of regulators’ that controls enzymes involved in gene expression; based on the finding,

experts said the national policy should include vitamin BI2 supplements to improve the nutritional status of adolescents

Rohini Karandikar

t is known that the
Indian population,
particularly vegetar-
ians, is deficient in
vitamin BI12. The vitamin
essential for the formation
of blood cells and the func-
tioning of nerve cells is
mainly found in animal-de-
rived food. BI12 deficiency
during pregnancy has
been associated with neu-
ral tube defects and poor
foetal growth, affecting
long-term health.

In 1993, Chittaranjan
Yajnik, Director, Diabetes
Unit, King Edward Memo-
rial Hospital, Pune, under-
took the Pune Maternal
Nutrition Study (PMNS) to
investigate the parental de-
terminants of  foetal
growth. The study showed
that low vitamin B12 and
high folate among women
predicted a higher risk of
what Dr. Yajnik called “dia-
besity”, or insulin resis-
tance and obesity in offspr-
ings’ later life.

Researchers asked if in-
creasing the BI2 status ear-
ly on, in adolescence,
could reduce the risk of
diabesity in offspring. The
Pune Rural Intervention in
Young Adolescents (PRIYA)
trial tested this hypothesis
in  2012-2020, within
PMNS. The follow-up stu-
dies on the babies of the
women who were adoles-
cents around 2012 ended
in 2025.

This trial led to the first
in vivo human study in
which researchers investi-
gated the molecular as-
pects of vitamin B12 defi-
ciency through an
intergenerational
approach.

‘Regulator of regulators’

Interventions targeting adolescent nutrition aim to prevent ‘diabesity’

= Vitamin B12 deficiency '
iscommon in India and
negatively affects foetal
growth and long-term
health

m The Pune Maternal
Nutrition Study previously
linked low maternal B12
to increased obesity risks
in offspring

= |n the PRIYA trial,
researchers supplemented
adolescents with B12 to
see if doing so improved
health outcomes for
future children

= Supplementation neonates. RAGHAVENDRA V. KONKATHI

improved neonatal
weight proportions and
significantly altered gene
expression in cord

blood cells

= Higher B12 levels surprisingly
regulated the expression

of genes that control DNA
methylation processes

Vital vitamins: Vitamin B12 and multi-micronutrient supplements in
adolescents (plus standard care) improved the ponderal index in their

= Experts suggested adding
vitamin B12 to national policies
to boost population health and
human capital development

Investigators gave ado-
lescents in the rural areas
of Pune vitamin B12 and
multi-micronutrient sup-
plements (over and above
standard care) and fol-
lowed up to the delivery of
their first child. Following
delivery, they isolated the
cord blood mononuclear
cells (CMCs) and investigat-
ed them to study gene ex-
pression. The researchers
reported that supplemen-
tation with vitamin B12 and
multi-micronutrients  in
adolescents improved the
ponderal index, i.e.,
weight in proportion to
height, later in their neo-
nates and altered gene ex-
pression in the CMCs.

To test how vitamin B12
was affecting gene expres-
sion, the researchers per-
formed a cross-sectional
study, whose findings were
published in the Journal of
Developmental Origins of

Health and Disease on Janu-
ary 12. They conducted a
weighted gene co-expres-
sion network analysis in
cord blood cells and ob-
served that higher levels of
B12 in the cord blood cor-
related positively with the
expression of genes encod-
ing methylases — enzymes
that add a methyl group to
DNA, an epigenetic modifi-
cation that regulates gene
expression.

Vitamin B12’s role in the
regulation of methylases
came as a surprise to
researchers.

“You see, the activity of
regulators [methylases] is
known to be affected by
B12, as B12 is involved in re-
generating S-adenosyl
methionine, or SAM, for
methylation reactions,” Sa-
tyajeet Khare, associate
professor at Symbiosis
School of Biological Scienc-
es, and one of the co-cor-

responding authors of the
study, said. “But who
would have imagined that
the expression of these reg-
ulators themselves is un-
der the control of B12? Our
results suggest the pre-
sence of a molecular me-
chanism for targeted regu-
lation of genes by B12. B12
appears to act as a regula-
tor of regulators.”

Thus, the study contri-
butes to the ‘developmen-
tal origins of health and
disease’ hypothesis, which
proposes that the intraute-
rine environment affects
the long-term health of a
developing foetus, in part
through epigenetics.

The researchers noted
that the study doesn’t esta-
blish a causal link between
vitamin B12 levels and gene
expression.

That said, in the future,
they could identify targets
of methylases and demeth-

ylases. The present study
also focused only on cord
blood cells.

“We are only at cord
blood right now. We do
not know what is going to
happen in the future,” Dr.
Khare said.

“Replication of the pre-
sent study by using exist-
ing biobank samples at the
global level will be re-
quired [to confirm] the me-
chanism hypothesised in
the paper,” Mohan Gupte,
founder-director (retd.),
ICMR-National Institute of
Epidemiology and the
ICMR School of Public
Health, Chennai, said by
email.

That said, he added,
“The PRIYA study of Dr
Yajnik has demonstrated
the effectiveness of the re-
commended daily allo-
wance of 2 micrograms.
Even for the group with ve-
ry low levels of Bi12, i.e.,
less than 100 pmol/L, 2 mi-
crograms of BI2 supple-
mentation was found to be
extremely useful.”

Researchers and ex-
perts in the field recom-
mended that the national
policy should include giv-
ing physiological doses of
vitamin B12 in iron and fol-
ic acid tablets to improve
the nutritional status of
adolescents and women of
reproductive age.

“This will have benefi-
cial effects on the health of
the population, human
capital, and promote
growth and development
of the nation,” Dr Yajnik,
also a co-corresponding
author of this study, said.
Rohini Karandikar works
with the TNQ Foundation
and is a science communi-
cator and educator

How to start building a career

DEGDED

John Xavier

Internships and appren-
ticeships have long been ef-
fective for graduates and
young adults to test their
learning, develop new
skills and secure employ-
ment. For organisations,
they provided a way to
identify potential hires.
However, recent ad-
vances in artificial intelli-
gence and agentic systems
are quickly making this
‘on-the-job’ learning and
hiring channel vulnerable -
much to the dismay of stu-
dents and young adults.
Many organisations are
rethinking entry-level roles
and budgets, increasing Al
spending while reducing
these positions. This shift
raises questions about ca-
reer prospects for those
looking to build a future in

CM
K

the coming decades.

Let’s start with the bas-
ics. A career is a long-term
professional journey
marked by skill develop-
ment, mobility and re-
wards. This journey has
become increasingly
chaotic for successive gen-
erations, but the biggest
change began with Gen X.

Gen X witnessed a ma-
jor shift in employment
that challenged the tradi-
tional linear progression
theory, where people typi-
cally start and end their ca-
reers at a single company.
They entered a job market
that valued individual
competency over loyalty.

Looking back, we can
see how the Internet, per-
sonal computers and glo-
balisation transformed the
stable job market of the Si-
lent Generation. These
changes flattened organisa-
tional hierarchies and

created a new, laterally
mobile talent pool. Howev-
er, a deeper analysis re-

Ideally, seek roles that allow you to develop skills by enhancing

your learning outcomes through Al tools. AP

veals a hidden pattern: a
world in flux that needed a
new breed of talent.

The world was shifting
away from Abraham Mas-
low’s ‘Hierarchy of Needs’
theory towards David
McClelland’s ‘Human Mo-
tivation’ theory. While
both ideas centred on indi-
vidual needs and growth,
McClelland’s theory re-
moved the rigidity of Mas-
low’s. He realised that indi-
viduals don’t necessarily
need to follow strict hierar-

chies to achieve fulfill-
ment. Instead, people can
meet their needs in non-
hierarchical and non-li-
near ways.

Competency became
the most crucial factor for
growth and career advan-
cement, surpassing loyalty
and years of experience.
Learning new skills led to
promotions or switching to
companies offering higher
pay for those skills. This
fluidity in the job market
allowed people to move

laterally and explore new
industries and roles.

While formal skills and
advanced degrees still
commanded premiums,
large language models —
codified knowledge from
textbooks — have nearly
absorbed all existing digi-
tal formal knowledge. This
disruption is affecting ta-
lent flow at the entry level
and changing hiring
practices.

In this future workforce,
entry-level positions will
begin with young profes-
sionals building augmenta-
tive working mechanisms
using agentic Al systems.

Today’s job market de-
mands that career builders
view existing Al tools as
learning facilitators rather
than task finishers. This
distinction is vital because
any Al-performed task di-
minishes the human ele-
ment, which is something
you’d rather avoid. Ideally,
seek roles that allow you to
develop skills by enhanc-

in the age of Al

ing your learning out-
comes through Al tools.

Also, this approach will
gradually build a solid
foundation, enabling you
to add value to your profile
and direction for your next
move. It will also cultivate
the right mindset to seek
and build human-centric
roles.

It’s inevitable that AI
agents will displace some
jobs but new ones will
eventually emerge. Howev-
er, this development is
beyond your control at the
moment. Instead, you’ll be
shaping it through aug-
mented employment. For
organisations, this is the
perfect time to rethink ta-
lent pipelines as they expe-
riment with AI agents
across various tasks and
functions. A checklist on
the best and worst cases
from their Al deployments
will help them identify
areas where human factors
remain crucial even as Al
systems advance.

SNAPSHOTS

Virus hijacks caterpillar’s

out-brain link to spread

HearNPV viruses cause infected cotton bollworm
caterpillars to climb to the tops of plants before
dying, allowing the virus to scatter further by
wind and gravity and infect healthy larvae below.
Scientists have found how now. When the virus
infects the caterpillar's midgut, it triggers the
release of a chemical messenger, tachykinin,
which travels in the blood to the brain and
activates the HaTKR receptor. This signal renders
the caterpillar attracted to light, causing it to

climb upwards.

Ultra-thin electronics better

survive space radiation

Space radiation usually destroys standard silicon
electronics quickly. Scientists have developed an
electronic system using molybdenum disulphide
only a few atoms thick; high-energy particles
pass through it without causing damage. The
team built a communication device using MoS2
and launched it into orbit. It operated for nine
months with nearly zero data transmission
errors. While traditional silicon systems might
fail within two years in harsher orbits, the new
system is predicted to last 270 years.

In surprise, unique plant

evolved before spreading

Lipstick vines, which grow in North India and
Southeast Asia, grow red tube-shaped flowers for
sunbirds with long beaks. But one relative,
Aeschynanthus acuminatus, has shorter flowers
for birds with shorter beaks. Scientists
investigated how this plant evolved in Taiwan.
Surprisingly, they found the plant changed its
flowers on the mainland, then migrated to
Taiwan, challenging ideas of speciation and
suggesting the plant shifted to a new pollinator.

Question Corner

Colour theory

Why are some stars blue,
some white, some red?
- B.R. Sravan

The main reason is surface
temperature.

Stars behave roughly as
objects that absorb all
incoming radiation and
radiate energy back based
solely on their
temperature. The colour
we see depends on the
wavelength of light that
the star emits the most
energy.

Blue and blue-white stars
have surface temperatures
0f 10,000 K or more.
These are usually very
massive stars with nuclear
fusion happening at a
furious rate. Examples
include Rigel and Spica.
White stars’ surfaces are at

7,500-10,000 K, hot
enough for the peak
radiation to be in the
visible spectrum. To the
human eye, colours
appear together as white.
This is also why we don’t
see green stars: they also
emit other colours that the
human eye mixes together.
Yellower stars such as the
sun and Alpha Centauri A
have surfaces at
5,200-7,500 K. Finally,
orange and red stars’
surfaces are up to 5,200 K
hot. These are the coolest
stars and emit most of
their energy as infrared
radiation. Examples
include Betelgeuse and
Proxima Centauri.

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in
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What's ailing
India’s battery
scheme for EVs?

Why is there a lack of momentum? How
will it affect the domestic battery
manufacturing ecosystem?

Jacob Koshy

The story so far:

n ambitious %18,100 crore scheme to
A facilitate the manufacture of advanced

chemistry cell batteries in India,
particularly for Electric Vehicles (EVs), is
floundering. The Advanced Chemistry Cell
Production Linked Incentive (ACC PLI) had a
target of making battery cells worth 50
gigawatt-hour (GWh) by 2025, but only 1.4 GWh
has been installed; approximately 8.6 GWh is
‘under development’ but delayed, while 20 GWh
has seen no progress at all. Additionally, the
scheme has generated only 1,118 jobs — just
0.12% of the estimated 1.03 million — and
attracted only 25.58% of its targeted investment.

What are Advanced Chemistry Cells (ACC)?
They represent a new generation of advanced
storage technologies that can store electric
energy as chemical energy and convert it back to
electric energy as and when required.
Lithium-ions — the mainstay of cellphone
batteries — are the most prominent today among
this class of batteries. However, the scheme is
“technology agnostic” and is open to other
combinations such as nickel manganese cobalt,
lithium-ion phosphate and sodium-ion batteries.

What is the intent of this scheme?
The ACC PLI scheme, launched in October 2021,
was designed to catalyse a domestic battery

manufacturing
To make the ACC PLI a ecosystem and
success, dedicated reduce a
schemes for critical nelgr-total
mineral refining and rcehli?::s:g on
component manufacturing imports.
are required However, an

analysis by the

Institute for Energy Economics and Financial
Analysis (IEEFA) and JMK Research and Analysis
reveals that the policy’s ambitious goals have yet
to translate into significant realised capacity. As
of October 2025, only 2.8% of the targeted 50
GWh capacity has been commissioned. The 1.4
GWh is from a single beneficiary, Ola Electric.
Moreover, despite a targeted incentive
disbursement of 32,900 crore by this period,
zero funds have been paid out because no
beneficiary has met the necessary milestones.

How was the scheme supposed to work?

The primary aim of the scheme was to
encourage industry into building domestic
capacity for essential components like cathodes,
anodes, and electrolytes. This was to be done by
attracting major private players and global
technology partnerships to the sector and in the
process lower battery costs to accelerate the
adoption of EVs and Energy Storage Systems
(ESS). The latter are large blocks of battery cells
that can be used to supply solar or wind power,
during the night or windless days respectively.
Companies were to participate in an auction to
commit to a minimum bid size of 5 GWh and
have a net worth of at least ¥225 crore per GWh
of committed capacity and produce batteries.
For every battery sold, they could claim up to
32,000 per KWh as subsidy. There were other
caveats though: companies had to achieve 25%
Domestic Value Addition (DVA) within two years
and reach 60% DVA by the fifth year.

Which companies were selected?

In the first auction round of the ACC PLI
scheme, three companies were selected as
beneficiaries: Ola Electric, Reliance New Energy,
and Rajesh Exports. Ola Electric was awarded a
capacity of 20 GWh; Reliance New Energy
initially secured 15 GWh in the first round and
subsequently won an additional 10 GWh in the
second auction round; and Rajesh Exports was
awarded a capacity of 5 GWh.

Why has the scheme been unsuccessful?
The scheme mandates that beneficiaries
commission their facilities within a two-year
“gestation period,” a target deemed unrealistic
for building complex gigafactories from scratch
in a nascent market. Additionally, the DVA
requirements have been difficult because India
lacks sufficient facilities for processing minerals,
lithium, nickel and cobalt. Secondly, the
scheme’s evaluation criteria prioritised DVA and
subsidy benchmarks over prior manufacturing
experience. Thus, established battery players
like Exide and Amara Raja did not qualify,
leaving the project in the hands of novices who
are still building foundational technical
competencies. Finally, India’s dependency on
China for raw material, technical competency
and knowhow has led to sluggish progress. A
major bottleneck is the delay in visa approvals
for Chinese technical specialists, as India lacks
skilled workforce for cell manufacturing.

What fix does the report recommend?
Immediate recommendations include
fast-tracking visas for technical experts and
extending implementation timelines by at least
one year to waive current penalties. Long-term
success will require schemes for critical mineral
refining and component manufacturing,
alongside focused R&D and talent development.

CM
K

Why is India-EU trade agreement significant?

How much of the trade value of what India exports to the European Union region will the EU’s

tariff concessions cover? Which are the sectors besides textiles, apparel, manufactured goods and

Indian traditional medicine services that the free trade agreement will help?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:
egotiations on the India-European
Union Free Trade Agreement (FTA) —
dubbed the ‘mother of all deals’ by
leaders on both sides — officially
concluded on January 27, closing about two
decades worth of intermittent talks. The deal,
which has benefits for both, simultaneously
avoids intractable sensitive issues while securing
advantageous concessions on most others.

Why is it the ‘mother of all deals’?

The FTA has been called thus because of the size
of the economies, markets, and bilateral trade
involved. The deal brings together the second-
and fourth-largest single customs blocs, with the
Indian government estimating the combined
market size to be ¥2,091.6 lakh crore or about
$24 trillion. India has signed about eight FTAs in
the last four years. While the other eight FTAs
together accounted for about 16% of India’s total
trade in 2024-25, in the latest full year of data
available, the EU itself accounted for nearly 12%.
Bilateral merchandise trade between India and
the EU stood at 11.5 lakh crore ($136.54 billion)
in 2024-25, with Indian exports accounting for
about 6.4 lakh crore ($75.85 billion) of this. The
India-EU trade in services touched 7.2 lakh
crore ($83.10 billion) in 2024.

What is India gaining?

The detailed FTA document has not been made
public yet, with information only available
through government releases from both sides.
Under the deal, the EU will eliminate duties on
about 70.4% of tariff lines immediately once the
deal comes into effect, covering nearly 90.7% of
India’s export value. Another 20.3% of products

Commerce
Minister
Piyush Goyal
claims the
deal will be
implemented
in calendar
year 2026

New horizon: The signing of the India-EU FTA in New Delhi on January 27. ANI

covering 2.9% of India’s exports will see tariffs
eliminated over 3-5 years from implementation
for certain marine products, processed food
items, arms and ammunition, among others. In
addition, 6.1% tariff lines covering 6% of India’s
exports will see tariffs reduced, but not
eliminated, for certain poultry products,
preserved vegetables, bakery products among
others or be reduced through quota-based tariffs
for cars, steel, certain shrimp and prawns
products, among others. So, taken together, the
EU’s tariff concessions cover more than 99% of
the trade value of what India exports to the
region. The concessions offered are not limited
to merchandise either. While the services sector
has not seen as wide an opening up as
merchandise, the EU has offered “broader and
deeper commitments” across 144 service
sub-sectors, including I'T/ITeS, professional
services, education, and other business services,
the government has said.

Which sectors stand to benefit?

“The potential [of the EU FTA] on labour
intensive sectors, where we’ve got huge wins, is
about $35 billion. Out of the $35 billion, $33.5
billion will become 0% duty on day 1,”
Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal explained to
The Hindu in an interview following the closure
of negotiations. These sectors, which include
textiles, apparel, marine, leather, footwear,
chemicals, plastics/rubber, sports goods, toys,
and gems and jewellery, currently attract tariffs
ranging from 4-26%. This is particularly
noteworthy because these are primarily the
sectors that have been hit by the 50% tariffs
imposed by the U.S. on imports from India.
“Preferential market access for agricultural
products like tea, coffee, spices, grapes,
gherkins and cucumbers, dried onion, fresh
vegetables and fruits as well as for processed
food products will make them more competitive
in the EU,” the government said in a release. The
FTA is expected to benefit Indian traditional
medicine services and practitioners as well, it
added. As per the deal, in EU countries where
regulations do not exist, AYUSH practitioners
will be able to provide their services using the
qualifications they have obtained in India.

What has India offered to the EU?

Under the deal, about 49.6% of tariff lines
covering 30.6% of trade value will see their
duties immediately eliminated once the deal
comes into effect. Another 39.5% of tariff lines
with a trade value of 63.1% will see their tariffs
eliminated over five, seven, or 10 years from
when the deal is implemented. Taken together,
India’s total offer covers about 92.1% of tariff

lines and 97.5% of trade value.

While a lot of European items are set to get
cheaper for Indians, the main consumer-facing
items of interest are wine and automobiles.
European wine will see current duties of about
150% falling in a phased manner over seven
years to 30% for wine priced between 2.5 to 10
euros and to 20% for wine over 10 euros. No
concessions have been offered on cheap wine to
protect domestic producers. These tariffs all
apply under a quota, however, with amounts
exceeding the quota limit attracting non-FTA
tariffs. On motor vehicles, the tariffs will be
gradually reduced to 10% from the current 110%,
but also under a quota system. Cars below 325
lakh, which account for majority of the Indian
market, are not part of the deal. Cars above that
limit are divided into three quota brackets. The
lowest of these brackets has the smallest quota
for European cars, since Indian manufacturers
do have a presence there. The highest segment
has the biggest quota for European cars since
the ultra-luxury segment is where European
carmakers don’t have Indian competition.

Which sectors are kept out of the deal?

In his interview, Mr. Goyal explained that in all
his FTA negotiations the two countries begin by
laying out their ‘red lines’ or sectors that they
will not offer any concessions on. So, in the EU
deal, India managed to keep out sensitive
agricultural sectors such as beef, poultry, dairy
products, fish and seafood, cereals, especially
rice and wheat, fruits and vegetables, nuts,
edible oils, tea, coffee, spices, and tobacco. The
EU has kept beef, sugar, rice, chicken meat, milk
powder, honey, bananas, soft wheat, garlic, and
ethanol out of the deal, and has offered quotas
on sheep and goat meat, sweetcorn, grapes,
cucumbers, dried onions, and rum made of
molasses and starches. Mr. Goyal has expressed
his confidence that the deal will be implemented
in calendar year 2026, despite the fact that the
text still needs to go through legal vetting,
translation into 24 European languages,
approval in 27 European countries, and finally
passage in the European Parliament.

What are some concerns?

The FTA could not make much headway in
addressing the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM), a tariff structure the EU
devised to address the carbon footprint of
countries and companies. The EU side argued
that CBAM tariffs apply to all countries equally
and so it cannot give any concessions to specific
countries. However, India has secured a
commitment that, if the EU gives CBAM
concessions to any other country, those would
automatically apply to India as well.

Another concern is that, if India is to attract
investments from countries looking to take
advantage of the new tariff-free route to Europe,
it will have to quickly implement more reforms
to make India investment-friendly.

Why have the new UGC regulations been stayed?

Why have there been protests? How have the regulations defined caste-based discrimination?

Why were new regulations introduced? What was the main thrust of the 2026 regulations on

grievance redressal mechanisms as opposed to the 2012 ones?

Abhinay Lakshman

The story so far:
n January 29, the Supreme Court
stayed a new set of regulations
notified by the University Grants
Commission (UGC) earlier this month
on the promotion of equity within higher
educational institutes, saying they were “vague
and could be misused”. These regulations were
brought to replace a previous version in effect
since 2012, to specifically address issues of caste
discrimination in campuses.

What are the 2026 UGC equity regulations?
The University Grants Commission (Promotion
of Equity in Higher Education Institutions)
Regulations Bill, 2026, were notified by the
higher education regulator on January 13, 2026.
In these regulations, the UGC defined
“caste-based discrimination” as “discrimination
only on the basis of caste or tribe against the
members of the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, and other backward classes”. It also
defined “discrimination” as “any unfair,
differential, or biased treatment or any such act
against any stakeholder, whether explicit or
implicit, on the grounds only of religion, race,
caste, gender, place of birth, disability, or any of

-

equity guidelines on January 29. SANDEEP SAXENA

Heavy pushback: A protest being held in Lucknow against the new UGC

A significant
section
argued that
the new
regulations
were not
strengthen-
ing the 2012
rules on
anti-
discriminat-
ion

them...” The regulations provided for
establishing a layered grievance redressal system
for addressing discrimination. This included
provisions to set up Equal Opportunity Centres,
Equity Committees, and Equity Squads in each
institute, and Equity Ambassadors in each unit
(departments, schools) of the institutes. It also
provided for an institutional accountability
mechanism, where institutes found violating the
regulations could be penalised.

Why were the regulations said to be biased?
Protesters argued that the regulations
discriminated against “general or upper castes”,
hinging on the (lack of) definition of
“caste-based discrimination”, the dropping of
the provision on “false complaints”, and the
ambiguity in the functioning of bodies like the
‘Equity Squads’. By leaving them out of this
definition, the upper caste section argued that
the regulations had “presupposed” that general
or upper caste students would be the
perpetrators of caste discrimination at all times.
Further, the protesters argued that the provision
of punishment for “false complaints” had also
been absent, which they said could have been
useful to counter false complaints.

How did these regulations come about?
These regulations were devised under the
supervision of a Supreme Court Bench that was
hearing a batch of petitions filed in 2019 by the
mothers of Rohith Vemula and Payal Tadvi, both
of whom had died by suicide, alleging
caste-discrimination in 2016 and 2019,
respectively. Their petition had argued that the
2012 UGC regulations were not being
implemented to address “rampant
caste-discrimination” in higher education
institutes. During the hearings, the UGC had told
the Supreme Court that it had formed a Expert
Committee to revisit the 2012 regulations under
the Chairmanship of Professor Shailesh N. Zala.
The committee drafted a revised version of the
equity regulations, and the final regulations
were notified in 2026.

What were the 2012 regulations?
In the 2012 regulations, the regulatory authority

had not defined “caste-based discrimination”
separately. It had defined “discrimination” with
sub-sections on depriving access to education,
imposing undignified conditions, and
maintaining separate educational and social
spaces within the campuses on the basis of
caste, creed, religion, language, ethnicity,
gender, and disability. The 2012 regulations had
provided for the setting up of grievance
redressal mechanisms, which included the
establishment of Equal Opportunity Cells, SC/ST
Cells, and the appointment of an
anti-discrimination officer. Further, in
prohibiting discrimination against SC and ST
students in higher educational institutes, the
2012 regulations had identified a total of 25
specific instances and types of discrimination in
various aspects of campus life. None of these
specific acts has been included in the 2026
regulations. However, the 2012 regulations did
not provide the language to protect “Other
Backward Classes” and did not have institutional
consequences for not following through on the
implementation of the regulations.

Were only upper castes upset?

No. A significant section argued that the new
regulations were not strengthening the 2012
rules on anti-discrimination, principally because
of the lack of specificity on what counted as
discrimination. Professor Sukhadeo Thorat,
former Chairperson of the UGC argued that the
new regulations do not clarify if they will be
applicable to institutes like IITs, IIMs,
polytechnics, nursing institutions, etc., further
noting that the composition of Equity
Committees should mention the quantum of
representation for SC, ST, and OBC members.
Jadavpur University Assistant Professor Subhajit
Naskar said in dropping the specific acts of
discrimination, the new regulations had, in fact,
diluted the 2012 regulations.

Now what?

The SC has said that the batch of petitions
challenging the 2026 regulations will be heard
with the petitions filed by the mothers of Rohith
Vemula and Payal Tadvi, also calling for the UGC
to go back to its 2012 regulations while it hears
the challenges to the new version. In doing so,
the SC has also framed certain legal questions
that are to be addressed in the course of the
hearings in these matters from now onwards.
These petitions are to come up for the next
hearing in March.
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Vasudevan Mukunth

reat Nicobar Island, the
southernmost tip of the
Andaman and Nicobar
archipelago, is one of the
most pristine and isolated ecosystems
on the planet, and the home of the
Shompen and the Nicobarese tribes
and unique wildlife.

This tranquillity is poised for a
radical transformation. The Indian
government has sanctioned a
%72,000-crore mega-infrastructure
initiative called the ‘Holistic
Development of Great Nicobar Island’.
Spearheaded by NITI Aayog and
implemented by the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands Integrated
Development Corporation, the project
envisions transforming the remote
outpost into a major transshipment
and defence hub.

The project covers around 166 sq.
km, or nearly 18% of the island’s total
land area, and entails an integrated
city-state designed to serve both
commercial and military purposes.
The crown jewel is the international
Container Transshipment Terminal in
Galathea Bay. The bay’s natural depth
is ideal to handle large container ships
that currently dock in Colombo,
Singapore or Klang. The government
has said the terminal will eventually
handle 14.2 million TEUs of cargo,
capturing a significant slice of the
transshipment revenue.

A new airport serving both civilian
and military needs is planned for 24/7
operations, including handling 4,000
passengers per hour at its peak. The
government has said this airport will
offer a forward base for surveillance
and logistics in the Indian Ocean
region.

Perhaps the project’s most
transformative aspect is the new
township. The government has
estimated that over the next 30 years,
the local population will swell from the
current 8,000 to more than 3.5 lakh
people. The township will include
industrial zones and residential areas
and will effectively urbanise a
significant chunk of the rainforest. All
this infrastructure will be powered by
a new 450-MVA gas- and solar-based
power plant.

Between the sea and the state

The Great Nicobar project

The ¥72,000-crore mega-infrastructure initiative, which envisions transforming the remote outpost into a major transshipment and defence hub,
has sparked procedural, ecological and displacement concerns

GETTY IMAGES

India’s push is driven by geopolitics
and economics. The island overlooks
the western entrance of the Strait of
Malacca, a narrow shipping lane
through which around 40% of the
world’s trade and most of China’s
energy imports pass. In the event of a
conflict, a robust military presence
here would allow India to theoretically
monitor or interdict Chinese naval
assets entering the Indian Ocean.
Second, nearly 75% of India’s
transshipment cargo is currently
handled by ports outside the country,
increasing the logistic costs for Indian
trade. A transshipment hub at Great
Nicobar could on the other hand allow
India to service its own cargo as well as
attract international vessels.

Source of controversy

The project’s primary source of
controversy has been speed, which
critics have argued is part of
government efforts to sidestep due
diligence. In 2021, NITI Aayog engaged
AECOM, a global infrastructure firm,
to prepare a pre-feasibility report. In
March 2022, the terms of reference for
the environmental impact assessment
(EIA) were finalised. And in November,

the Union Environment Ministry
granted stage-I forest clearance to
divert 130.75 sq. km of forest land.
Days later, the final clearance was
granted as well.

The rapidity raised eyebrows
because the project required
denotifying parts of a UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve and tribal reserve.
Galathea Bay is itself a crucial nesting
site for the giant leatherback turtle,
ancient mariners that travel thousands

of kilometres to nest on these beaches.

Building breakwaters and dredging for
the port will effectively destroy the
beach and permanently drive the
turtles away. Conservationists and
policymakers have also criticised the
EIA for being based on a single season
of data rather than the comprehensive
multi-season data usually required for
projects of this magnitude.

To build the township and airport,
an estimated 9.64 lakh trees will be
cut, per government figures;
independent ecologists fear the
number could be higher. These forests
are the only home of the Nicobar
megapode and the Nicobar tree shrew.

The rules require the state to plant
trees elsewhere to ‘compensate’ for

the deforestation. Since there is no
land left in the archipelago, the
government has proposed planting
trees in Haryana, thousands of
kilometres away — an idea ecologists
have scoffed at because planting
saplings in a dry, dusty scrubland in
North India couldn’t possibly replace
the complex ecological functions of a
tropical evergreen rainforest in the Bay
of Bengal.

The project will also affect more
than 20,000 coral colonies. The
government has proposed
translocating these corals to other sites
but that’s a complex process with a
notoriously low survival rate
worldwide. Overall, critics have said
the state’s ideas amount to ticking
boxes rather than a genuine
conservation strategy.

The project’s social effects are likely
to be equally volatile. The island is
home to two distinct indigenous
groups, the Nicobarese and the
Shompen. The Shompen are a
Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Group
(PVTG) — largely semi-nomadic
hunter-gatherers who have lived in the
island’s interior for millennia, with
limited contact with the outside world.

While the government claims the
Shompen settlements won’t be
disturbed, anthropologists are clear
that an influx of 3 lakh outsiders and
construction activity will push them
into smaller pockets of land. The
Shompen also lack immunity to
common diseases. Greater contact
with construction workers and tourists
thus poses a severe risk of an epidemic
that could wipe out the tribe, a fear
international scholars have articulated
as a risk of “genocide”.

Tragic history

While the Nicobarese are more
assimilated, they have a tragic history
with the project site. Before the 2004
tsunami, many of its members lived on
the west coast; after the tsunami, they
were relocated to the east coast with
the promise that they could eventually
return to their ancestral lands. But by
designating the west coast for the
project, the government is effectively
barring the Nicobarese from ever
returning home.

Under the Forest Rights Act 2006,
diverting forest land requires the gram
sabhas’ consent. Reports, however,
indicate that the Tribal Council issued
a ‘no objection certificate’ in 2022,
only to withdraw it later alleging the
Council had been rushed into signing
without understanding the
implications. The government has
proceeded with the project anyway.

In 2023, the National Green
Tribunal temporarily stayed the
project and constituted a
high-powered committee to revisit its
clearances. However, the committee
submitted its report in a sealed cover
and the NGT allowed the project to
proceed saying the committee had
found the project to be compliant.
Critics, including a group of former
civil servants, condemned this lack of
transparency saying an environmental
clearance process for a public project
couldn’t be treated as a state secret.

Tribal leaders continue to protest,
with captains from Great Nicobar
alleging publicly that they were forced
by district administrations to sign
“surrender certificates” for their land,
further fuelling suspicions that the
government is bulldozing the project
through.
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Out of the shadows

Ajit Pawar’s wife has large shoes to fill as she takes on the twin responsibilities of party leadership
and the role of Deputy Chief Minister of Maharashtra

Sunetra Pawar

The Young Turk

Gagan Thapa

The 49-year-old Nepali Congress leader says he is ready to carry the generational change within

the country’s oldest party to governance if he is voted to power

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit

er gaze fixed on
l—l the floor, pallu
firmly tucked over

both shoulders, sadness in
her eyes and a quiet de-
meanour. That is how Su-
netra Pawar, mother of
two sons and wife of form-
er Maharashtra Deputy
Chief Minister and NCP su-
premo Ajit Pawar, walked
into Maharashtra’s Vidhan
Bhavan on  Saturday.
Flanked by party leaders,
she strode quietly to the
NCP office in Mumbai and
paid floral tributes to the
photo of her husband who
was killed in a plane crash
on January 28. It was here
that the party which her
husband formed three
years ago along with sever-
al regional satraps after re-
belling against uncle Sha-
rad Pawar, chose her
unanimously as its leader
on Saturday.

Within some time, clad
in a white saree, she
reached Lok Bhavan to be
sworn in as Maharashtra’s
first woman Deputy Chief
Minister. None of the Pa-
war family members ex-
cept her son were present
for the swearing-in cere-
mony, as they said they
were not invited. For Sha-
rad Pawar, who had once
called her an ‘outsider’ in
the Pawar family, the im-
mediate concern was to
take care of the grief-struck

family.
She takes over the reins
CM
K

of her husband’s party at a
time when it faces a surviv-
al crisis. There is a buzz
about a possible reunifica-
tion between the NCP and
Sharad Pawar’s NCP SP, as
the leadership within the
NCP looks fragmented and
directionless. Like most re-
gional parties which are
dynastic in nature, the NCP
too would want a Pawar at
the helm, to keep it togeth-
er. The debate over which
Pawar should helm it and
whether Sharad Pawar
should now take the deci-
sion for both parties to-
gether, is yet to be settled.
Meanwhile, Sharad Pawar
has himself said it was se-
nior NCP leaders Praful Pa-
tel and Sunil Tatkare who
had taken decisions for
their party, indicating that
they were trying to keep
the rest of the Pawar family
out of it.

Tall task

Sunetra Pawar is a political
novice, say critics, who will
now try to fill in the large
shoes of her late husband
who was known as an able

ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R. KUMAR

administrator, a politician
with a distinct mass appeal
and captivating oratory
skills. His sudden demise
has turned the tripolar pol-
itical combine of the ruling
Mahayuti to a bipolar one.
The assertive NCP, which
had created its own space
in the alliance, faces a tough
road ahead, say critics.

So far, Sunetra Pawar
had been seen only in the
shadows of Ajit Pawar. She
has been a Rajya Sabha MP
for the past year and a half,
with over 26 years of expe-
rience in social service and
the educational sector. In
any case, she has so far ta-
ken a subservient role,
coming from a political cul-
ture where women are
seen as a subsidiary sup-
port system to their ambi-
tious men folk.

She was born and
brought up in Ter village in
Dharashiv in Marathwada,
in a Maratha political fami-
ly. Her brother Padmasin-
ha Patil was a Minister in
the State government. A
Bachelor of Commerce by
education, she took more

interest in music, photog-
raphy and painting.
Friends say she has been
closely involved in several
rural development, educa-
tion and women’s empo-
werment projects in Bara-
mati for years.

“She is a sensitive, met-
iculous and caring person
who always prioritised her
children, her mother-in-
law, her family and her vil-
lage, taking keen interest in
every small rural empo-
werment initiative in (Ajit
Pawar’s home town of) Ka-
tewadi,” said a friend Asha
Shinde.

When in Mumbai, she
would love photographing
the sun, the sea and na-
ture, said friends.

She sings well, loves lis-
tening to music, loves to
paint. One of her painting
exhibitions was hosted in
Mumbai. “Even when we
would go out as friends,
she would take a few audio
cassettes with her. We
would listen to lovely songs
on our way to the trip,”
said Vandana Katti, a
friend of over 22 years.

Many of her close
friends expressed confi-
dence that she will be an
evolved, progressive and
sensitive  leader who
knows how to take people
along. For now, the ques-
tion is whether she will be
able to keep her flock to-
gether and navigate the
party and family relations
through the most challeng-
ing phase.

Sanjeev Satgainya

n mid-January, Ne-
l pal’s oldest party, the

Nepali Congress, was
in turmoil. A cohort of
young leaders led by Ga-
gan Thapa launched a mu-
tiny against the party’s old
guard, which refused to re-
lent despite growing inter-
nal pressure.

Mr. Thapa then mar-
shalled his supporters to
convene a “special conven-
tion” of the party, a move
that culminated in his elec-
tion as party president.
Now, the Nepali Congress
heads into elections under
the leadership of the 49-
year-old, claiming that the
party has undergone inter-
nal reform and promising
to carry that change into
governance if voted to
power. Many view Mr. Tha-
pa’s rise as the culmination
of a long and often conten-
tious internal struggle. For
years, he was seen as a per-
manent dissenter — vocal
against leadership excess-
es, openly critical of en-
trenched practices, and
persistent in demanding
structural change within
the party.

His call for generational
change grew sharper after
the September Gen Z prot-
ests, which demanded not
only an end to corruption
and misgovernance but al-
so a shift in political leader-
ship — from ageing elites to
younger figures. Mr. Thapa
argued that if the establish-

ment was unwilling to al-
low a generational transi-
tion through the party’s
regular convention, a spe-
cial convention was neces-
sary to force change. And
he did it.

Risen from the ranks
Born into a middle-class fa-
mily, Gagan Thapa grew up
in Kathmandu and deve-
loped an early interest in
politics during his school
years. He entered public
life as a student activist
during the 1990 political
movement that restored
multiparty democracy in
Nepal. During the 2006 pe-
ople’s movement, he
emerged as a vocal advo-
cate for the abolition of the
monarchy.

Appointed to the Consti-
tuent Assembly in 2008
under the proportional re-
presentation system, he
steadily consolidated his
position within the party.
Since 2013, he has won
three consecutive elections
from Kathmandu-4 to
serve as a Member of Par-
liament. This time, howev-

ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R. KUMAR

er, he is contesting from
Sarlahi-4 in the Madhesh
plains, bordering India,
and the party has named
him its prime ministerial
candidate.

“He has struggled his
way to the top, but what al-
so needs to be noted is that
he has switched alliances
multiple times,” says Chan-
drakishore, a political
commentator. “Now, as the
new leader of the country’s
oldest party, his real chal-
lenges are only beginning.”

Mr. Thapa, a crowd-pull-
er, has a keen sense of pol-
itical timing and an ability
to connect with masses.
But the same loquacious-
ness that earns him praise
has also become a vulnera-
bility. Critics accuse him of
delivering more rhetoric
than substance. Though
known for opposing lea-
dership high-handedness,
he is also viewed as selec-
tive in his dissent. On more
than one occasion, he has
chosen accommodation

over confrontation.
In July 2024, when then
party president Sher Baha-

dur Deuba joined hands
with CPN-UML leader K.P.
Sharma Oli to form a go-
vernment — a move widely
criticised as an unparlia-
mentary practice because
it brought together the two
largest parties — Mr. Thapa
publicly opposed the deci-
sion. Yet, he later chose to
support the Oli govern-
ment, accepting that he
had little room to
manoeuvre.

Mr. Thapa has assumed
control of the party just
ahead of the March 5 elec-
tions, widely seen as a lit-
mus test for Nepal’s tradi-
tional political forces
following the Gen Z prot-
ests that led to the fall of
the Oli government, which
had been backed by the
Deuba-led Congress.

He takes over at a mo-
ment of widespread public
discontent with esta-
blished parties, even as
new political forces gain
traction. The Congress
named him its prime mi-
nisterial candidate amid
pressure after the Rastriya
Swatantra Party, a relative-
ly new entrant, tapped Ba-
lendra Shah — a popular fi-
gure among the youth — as
its prime ministerial face.

Mr. Thapa now carries
dual responsibilities: steer-
ing the party through a pe-
riod of transition and deli-
vering electoral success.
“He may have won the in-
ternal battle, but his real
test begins now,” says
Chandrakishore.

A CH-CHE
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

Reimagining the budget
to reinvigorate reforms

It can become an organic
driver of growth rather than
something that provides
one-off boosts or makes
unrealised promises. This
would require changing
things that are systemic
hurdles to animal spirits

ewsrooms and budgets have a

complicated relationship where

the urgency of the present often

has to confront the almost mun-

dane chore of going through the

same drill every year. Given the
fact that Union finance minister Nirmala
Sitharaman will be presenting her ninth con-
secutive budget today, even she is likely to
feel these contradictory emotions.

India, especially under the current govern-
ment, has established its credentials as a pre-
dictable and conservative machine, as far as
fiscal responsibility is concerned. This rules
out any nasty surprises in the budget for mar-
kets, especially bonds. It also means what
many analysts have already pointed out: The
budget will likely continue on the path of fis-
cal consolidation, which would entail no
large populist spending or big capital-ex-
penditure push to the economy. The latter
peaked a couple of years ago.

This does not mean that the budget will
not have interesting or important numbers.
The nominal growth assumption, for exam-
ple, will be keenly watched in the aftermath
of this year’s number being just 8%. Nominal
GDP, after all, serves as the base for revenue

projections and, therefore, the entire budget-
ary math. Similarly, it will be interesting to
watch out for the assumed tax buoyancy —
increase in taxes per unit growth in GDP —in
the budget given last year’s income tax and
GST reductions and the probability of large-
scale reform in customs duty regime leading
to some revenue loss. What also makes this
budget more than an annual ritual is the fact
that it will be the first year of the fiscal feder-
alism framework under the 16th Finance
Commission award. Any significant changes
in the share of states in central taxes
or financing arrangements of cen-
trally sponsored schemes, if they are
made, have the potential of chang-
ing the Centre-state fiscal dynamics.

All of these things are important
in their own regard. But none of
them can be described as the most
pressing question as far as the
medium- to long-term fortunes of
the Indian economy is concerned.
This is best described as follows. The Indian
economy seems to have settled in a trajec-
tory which has been giving a headline
growth rate in the ballpark of around 6.5%
—to be sure, the Economic Survey now sees
potential growth rate at 7% — and where
most of the growth, and perhaps revenue,
comes from a small minority which is well
off and has been reaping the tailwinds of the
formal and globally integrated parts of the
economy. The (revenue) fruits of this
growth have been used to offer myriad and
growing palliatives to a much larger cohort
of have-nots to ensure political stability and
prevent destitution. This bargain, while
symptomatic of India’s larger democratic
dialectics, is threatening to make economic
policy an exercise in short-term political

Roshan
Kishore

management rather than long-term
national economic revival. The latter will
take a resurrection of what economists like
to call animal spirits, where investment is
made on the expectation of future demand
and it triggers a virtuous cycle where more
investment and demand and, therefore,
growth follow.

The usual refrain, as far as resurrecting
animal spirits is concerned, is that of reforms.
This government has undertaken many of
them. From the rollout of a uniform indirect
tax regime (GST) in 2017 to reducing
corporation taxes in 2019 in the
hope that it would nudge businesses
to invest more to various incentives
to promote domestic manufactur-
ing, especially post-pandemic, and a
middle-class consumption boost via
first the new tax regime in income
taxes (it offers higher disposable
incomes if one does not claim sav-
ings based deductions) and then a
large revision of tax slabs last year that
boosted disposable incomes, and finally a
reduction in GST rates and the roll-out of
labour codes in the current fiscal year, the list
is impressive. The outcome could have been
better. Most institutional forecasts for next
year’s economic growth are largely in the
6.5% ballpark (Survey has put it at 6.8%-7.2%)
— which means it is business as usual. One
theory puts the blame for this on businesses
—and it isn’t entirely wrong.

But critics of this theory claim most
reforms have focused on supply side issues
rather than demand side. In Keynesian par-
lance, this is tantamount to putting the cart
before the horse. Unless businesses see future
demand, they will not invest, no matter what
the incentives are. This requires broadening

Sa,,

Can the budget reinvent reforms in a way that makes it an organic driver of growth rather than something that provides one-off

boosts or makes unrealised promises?

and deepening the aggregate demand base.
This writer agrees with the spirit of the argu-
ment.

There are others who often argue that the
government should try and tackle the
demand problem by pushing the envelope on
welfare payments. One can always engage
with the argument on specificities — adding
pulses to the food security programme would
be a good idea, for example — but accepting
this argument at face value entails falling for
alogic of the tail wagging the dog. The Indian
economy is too big to be structurally
impacted by fiscal stimulus of say even a cou-
ple of percentage points of GDP, which would
send financial markets into a frenzy.

All this leads to an interesting political-
economy problem for an economic policy
exercise such as the budget. Can the budget
reinvent reforms in a way that makes it an
organic driver of growth rather than some-
thing that provides one-off boosts or makes
unrealised promises? Essentially, this would

require changing things that are systemic
hurdles to animal spirits. To be fair to the
government, there are very few low-hanging
fruits left here.

India, today, is far more deregulated than
it was in the pre-reform era and plugged into
harvesting growth drivers, which were hith-
erto untapped. The 1991 budget’s announce-
ment of industrial deregulation and Yash-
want Sinha’s 1999 budget offering income tax
rebates on housing loans were such game-
changing moments.

Let’s end with an argument which some
people might find unnecessarily provoca-
tive. Most of the economic commentary in
India talks about reforms with the pre-1991
period in mind. While it is always possible
to find evidence to support such a line of
thinking, it ends up getting blindsided to the
structural changes in the Indian economy
that have happened in the post-reform era.
Itis in these post-reform fault lines that we
are more likely to see patterns which can
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unlock a long-term growth path for the
Indian economy. The crux of this problem
lies in aligning our comparative factor
endowment advantage and entrepreneurial
incentive to pump-prime labour-intensive
manufacturing, which can achieve the twin
tasks of pushing exports as well as import
substitution.

To light another fire in lieu of a conclu-
sion, how about the budget asking each
state to throw the kitchen sink at one partic-
ular labour-intensive industrial cluster in
return for clearly earmarked fiscal incen-
tives rather than all of them claiming to be
doing aspirational (but largely for optics)
things such as Artificial Intelligence, which
are best left to a coordinated central govern-
ment strategy? After all, in reality, all states
are only making cash transfers to win elec-
tions without making a decisive contribu-
tion to boosting long-term growth.

The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

Mark Tully:

A child of

India, voice of Indians

ark Tully’s death is truly the

passing of an era. In his dec-

ades as the BBC’s chief of

bureau in our country, he was
certainly, as many fondly called him, the
voice of India. For the millions of Indians
who lived abroad in the 1970s, '80s and
’90s, he was usually the only source of
credible news and insight into what was
happening at home.

During my years in England, I
depended on his broadcasts to know and
understand news from India. Because his
reports were more likely to feature on the
BBC’s world service bulletins rather than
on domestic television, I'd carry a power-
ful transistor that could tune into the
shortwave transmissions of the world ser-
vice. Every day, but most often in the
morning, I'd hear his reports and keep in
touch. It was not just the best way of fol-
lowing India’s fortunes, but often the only

way. The British papers and television of
the time were very limited in their cover-
age of developments in India.

Fortunately, I got to know him before his
retirement in the mid-1990s. He was not
justa big man, with a deep resonant voice
and a beguiling smile, but a journalist with
a grand, if not awesome, reputation. I
thought he’d be intimidating. I was terribly
wrong. He was accessible and friendly,
informal and chatty, helpful and engaging.

I first met him in the 1980s. Paradoxi-
cally, I was to interview him. He was in
the make-up room at London Weekend
Television when I walked in. “Good morn-
ing, Mr Tully,” I said as I introduced
myself. “For heaven’s sake call me Mark,”
he instantly responded, looking at me
through the large mirror in front of his
chair as the make-up lady applied powder
to his cheeks.

“Are you going to be cruel?” he asked.

“I'm nervous”. That sounded so odd, if not
unbelievable, I couldn’t help laughing.
“But you're a professional broadcaster
who’s done millions of interviews. You
can’t be nervous.”

“I'm used to speaking into a mike in a
small room, where I'm on my own, not
being interviewed in front of multiple studio
cameras and a large audience. I'm accus-
tomed to radio, not telly.” But his diffidence
was unwarranted. Mark was riveting. After-
wards, he was mobbed for his autograph.

Mark was also a very thoughtful and
sensitive person. When my television
career abruptly ended, he rang to cheer
me up. “I would bet your best days lie
ahead of you. I found that was the case
when I left the BBC. That’s bound to be
true of you too.” And, perhaps, because he
thought I wasn’t convinced, he invited me
to lunch. He then spent two hours open-
ing my eyes to the new world that was
about to commence.

Mark’s strength was he spoke Hindi
and understood India. He was at times
criticised for being too sympathetic to this
country. “He’s gone native,” his critics
would allude. But that was unfair. What
they overlooked was that intimacy gave
him insights his rivals could not equal. It
also gave him access few, if any, foreign
correspondents could boast of.

In his time, Mark was the BBC in India.
Actually, that was probably true of the
whole subcontinent. From the meanest
rural hamlet to the grand portals of Rash-

MARK WAS AT TIMES
CRITICISED FOR BEING
TOO SYMPATHETIC TO
THIS COUNTRY. BUT THAT
WAS UNFAIR. WHAT THEY
OVERLOOKED WAS THAT
INTIMACY GAVE HIM
INSIGHTS HIS RIVALS
COULDNOT EQUAL

trapati Bhawan, his name was recalled
before that of the corporation he served.
Millions would tune in just to hear him.
And, they unfailingly believed what he
said. Rajiv Gandhi maintained that he
only accepted his mother had been killed
when he heard Mark report it on the BBC.

Tully Sahib, as he was called, was par-
ticularly proud of the Padma Bhushan
conferred on him in 2005. He told me it
meant more than the knighthood he
received three years earlier. “I belong to
two countries, India and Britain,” he
explained, “but I'm a child of India”. And,
indeed, he was. Born in Calcutta, as it was
then called, he lived the majority of his
life in Delhi. This country was his home
and he was one of our finest journalists.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s Advo-
cate: The Untold Story. The views expressed
are personal

Why celebrate the
grindcore culture?

‘ am beginning to think God indeed
exists.” Daddy, turning 70 this year,
drops this bomb with his characteris-
ticnonchalance. Munching on some-

thing, possibly gesturing to someone, he

continues on the phone, “I think God keeps
arecord for everyone”. My atheist yet cultur-
ally observant father’s turn to agnosticism
has been caused by the unusual amount of

“work” he has been doing in the past two

years, thanks to a new family project.

Though excited, he resents it
from his core. Last year, he had
candidly admitted to me, “T'm irri-
tated with everything and every-
one these days.” He doesn’t enjoy
work at all; never has. He joined
his employees in hard manual
labour some nights, but also
grumbled loudly when his broth-
ers couldn’t come home for festi-
vals because of work. Clearly, he’s
the opposite of what is again beginning to get
celebrated today - the industrious worka-
holic, (re)building what is framed in a recent

Financial Times article as “Grindcore”.

The celebration of “grindcore” as a cul-

tural corrective to waning ambition is a

familiar ideological repackaging. What is

being sold as a return to discipline, grit, and
excellence is, from a feminist lens, a re-en-
trenchment of masculinist norms of value.

These norms have historically excluded any-

one whose labour does not conform to

hyper-visible productivity. My feminist lens
towards work,  must admit, was set early on
by my father’s attitudes.

Grindcore, a controversially borrowed

Nishtha

Gautam

term from rock music, reasserts the fantasy
of an unencumbered subject with aesthetic
aggression. The rhetoric of “hardness”,
“endurance”, and “discipline” is not acciden-
tal. Drawing from militarised, athletic, and
industrial masculinities, it equates worth
with the capacity to withstand pain. Femi-
nism has repeatedly challenged this equa-
tion because suffering has been weaponised
asamoral test. This resurrection of the ideal
worker, a genius propelled by “pure” ambi-
tion, disproportionately penalises
those already burdened by struc-
tural inequality.

Equally troubling is the rise of the
performative male within grindcore
culture. Feminist political econo-
mists have long shown that capital-
ism’s ideal worker is implicitly
male, a privileged male — not bio-
logically, but socially — freed from
domestic labour precisely because
thatlabour is displaced onto women, under-
paid workers, or invisibilised kin networks.
This figure is not merely industrious; he
must be seen to be industrious. Productivity
becomes spectacle. Exhaustion is aestheti-
cised, to be worn not so lightly on the brow
and the sleeve. Emotional restraint is framed
as strength. In this performance, vulnerabil-
ity is disallowed, reflection is smirked at, and
resting is moral failure. This is not resilience
but the opposite of it. The glorification of the
hustle culture comes with inevitable senti-
mental cannibalism. No other emotion,
except pride, is allowed to exist.

The performative worker thrives in digi-
tal capitalism because platforms reward vis-

Grindcore shifts responsibility away from systems and onto bodies.

ibility over sustainability. Work-work mas-
culinity, as opposed to the frowned-upon
work-life femininity, is, therefore, not about
meaningful labour but about signalling
dominance in a crowded attention economy.
Feminist theory helps us name this for what
it is: a crisis of masculinity displaced onto
work. When traditional markers of male
authority like job security, wage dominance
and social status, erode under late capital-
ism, grindcore offers a compensatory script.
Work harder. Sleep less. Feel nothing. Post
proof. This fetishism around work delegiti-
mises forms of labour historically associated
with femininity, namely care, emotional
intelligence, community-building, and
maintenance, by framing them as distrac-
tions from “real” work. It also delegitimises
feminist critiques by dismissing them as
softness or laziness, in an era that suppos-
edly demands hardness.

Buthardness has always been a political
choice. Feminism, on the other hand, is
about survival.

Feminism does not argue against effort; it
argues against the moralisation of suffering.
It asks why productivity must be proven
through self-erasure, why ambition must
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look like isolation, and why worth must be
measured by output rather than impact.
Grindcore cannot answer these questions
because its power depends on not asking
them. Most importantly, grindcore shifts
responsibility away from systems and onto
bodies. If you fail, you did not grind enough.
If you burn out, you are weak. This logic is
problematic because it individualises struc-
tural harm while celebrating those best posi-
tioned to survive it. The techbro in San Fran-
cisco can retire at 30, but his fetishising of
work dooms gig workers to interminably
long shifts. The latter’s bare survival
becomes a performance in Hunger Games.

This renewed trend is less about excel-
lence than about control — over time, over
bodies, over narratives of success. This is
also rebranding relentless self-exploitation
as cultural virtue. I'm grateful for the “lazi-
ness” that has been my most important pat-
rimony. It has allowed me to not abandon
care, even in high-strung workplaces where
insensitivity towards co-workers masquera-
des as efficiency.

Nishtha Gautam is an academician and
author. The views expressed are personal

{ ANOTHER DAY }
Namita Bhandare

Corroding justice: Gapsin
punishing acid violence

or 16 years after being attacked by

acid, after losing sight in one eye and

after 25 surgeries, Shaheen Malik did

not lose hope. There was heartbreak
when a trial court in December last year
acquitted the three adult conspirators —the
minor who did the job of actually dousing
her with acid spent three years in jail, the
most the law allows for juveniles. Then, she
filed an appeal.

This week, she was in the Supreme Court
in a separate public interest litigation filed
by her for victims forced to ingest acid,
causing unseen but devastating damage. “I
spent the prime of my life pursuing the
case,” the now 42-year-old told a Supreme
Court bench about her own case. “I have
not lost hope.”

I've been thinking a lot about hope and
what it looks like for women who face hor-
rific gender-based violence. Acid attacks, as
we know, overwhelmingly target women, a
majority from marginalised backgrounds.
Shoddy police investigation, trials that drag
on for years, endless appeals — and there is
still no certainty of justice. National Crime
Records Bureau data reveals 735 acid attack
cases were slated for trial in 2023; of these,
649 had been carried forward from previous
years. That year, there were just 16 convic-
tions and 27 acquittals.

As justice moves at its leisurely pace, soci-
ety —and that includes the police — scruti-
nise not perpetrators but survivors of vio-
lence. In 2019, for instance, police asked
Rashmi Bhatia if she had really been forced
to consume acid by her violent husband as
she alleged or whether she had chosen to
consume it? The husband was eventually
arrested, but nine months later was out on
bail. Six years later, Rashmi was still to com-
plete her testimony, reported The Print in
December.

Acid violence is one of the most heinous
attacks where survivors live with disfigure-
ment and pain for the rest of their lives. A

2011 report by Cornell University argues that
the intention is not to kill but to make the
person suffer for life — very often by some
man furious that a woman has dared reject
his advances. In Shaheen’s case, her lawyer
Madiah Shahjar says, she was being proposi-
tioned by her married boss. When she turned
him down, he engineered a terrible venge-
ance.

In a society where women are judged by
the way they look, social ostracisation is com-
mon. Shaheen tells me of one survivor who
was made to sit on the floor and not on her
allotted seat during a train journey. Another
woman was told by a stranger on the Delhi
metro to cover her face. Jobs are nearly
impossible to come by.

Families who believe their daughters
belong to their husbands’ home, don’t want
the financial burden of girls saddled with life-
long medical bills. Tucked out of sight, often
rejected by their families, they are left to fend
for themselves. Perpetrators, on the other
hand, serve out their sentences — if convicted
—and then carry on with their lives.

In 2013, based on a petition filed by
another acid attack survivor Laxmi, the
Supreme Court issued a slew of orders,
including the regulation of acid sales and
treatment in private hospitals. But, on the
ground, this is rarely implemented, say activ-
ists.

Despite the odds, Shaheen has not lost
hope. Three years ago, she set up an NGO,
Brave Souls, that runs two shelter homes —
one in Delhi and the other in West Bengal. It
has so far counselled 400 survivors through
legal advice, medical treatment, therapy and
skill development.

So, what gives her hope? The fact, she
says, that, “It’s not my fight alone. I am fight-
ing for every woman and girl who has faced
injustice.”

Namita Bhandare writes on gender. The
views expressed are personal
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Future of our cities

This is with reference to
‘Making a down payment
for the future of our cities’
by Arunabha Ghosh
(January 25). When India
is witnessing a significant
migration from its rural
areas to the cities, it is
critical that urban
transport, waste and
pollution management
receive special budget
attention for healthy
urbanisation.

Bal Govind

Freedom from patriarchy

This is with reference to ‘Calling out patriarchy in rural
Rajasthan’ by Lalita Panicker (January 25). Panchayats
trying to control women’s access to mobile phones
should realise that women these days are well aware of
their basic rights and can’t be suppressed to let gender
biases play out.

Abhilasha Gupta

The understated valour of rural women in Rajasthan is
re-authoring tradition itself, transmuting resistance
into dignity, and long imposed silence into an eloquent
instrument of change.

Aditya Shekhar

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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Scottie Scheffler became a father and almost immediately started collecting
trophies as if nappies, night feeds had unlocked some secret swing key

INSTAGRAM

Of diapers, drivers
and dad remorse

FAIRWAY

FILES

Rahil Gangjee

SOMEWHERE BETWEEN A 7-ironand a
7 am feeding schedule, it struck me
that golf and fatherhood have a lot in
common. Both demand patience, both
test your temperament, and in both,
you can do everything right and still
end up in the bunker.

This week, the topic of golfing
fathers has been on my mind a little
more than usual. Not in a dramatic,
announce-it-from-the-rooftops kind of
way. Just in that quiet, warm, slightly
sleep-deprived way that makes you
smile for no apparent reason while
tying your shoelaces. Life, it seems, has
added a new caddie to my bag. A very
tiny one.Ababyboy,in fact,who doesn’t
carry clubs yet, but already seems to
have brought along a mysterious new
accessory — hope, perspective... and
maybe even a touch of luck.

Because if history is anything to go
by, newborns have a funny habit of
arriving with magic in their booties.

Scottie Scheffler became a father
and almost immediately started col-
lecting trophies as if nappies and night
feeds had unlocked some secret swing
key. Danny Willett won the Masters in
the same season his little boy arrived,
playing as if Augusta itself was rocking
him to sleep. Rafael Campos lifted his
first PGA Tour title just days after his
son was born and admitted he felt like
hewas floating through the week. Even
Xander Schauffele,afterwelcoming his
first child, found himself winning on
foreign soil, proof that dad strength
travels well.

Coincidence? Possibly. Motivation?
Definitely. Or maybe newborns really
do arrive with a lucky charm tucked
into their tiny fists.

Golf has always been a jealous com-
panion. It wants your mornings, your
evenings, your weekends, your best
years, and occasionally, your sanity.
Now imagine mixing that with a small
human who wants you at 2 am, 4 am,
and every emotional moment in
between. The result is a cocktail of joy,
guilt, pride, fatigue, and a desperate
search for coffee.

I remember watching players like
Tiger Woods, Ernie Els, Vijay Singh,and
closer home, guys like Jeev Milkha
Singh, Jyoti Randhawa and SSP Chawra-
sia, juggling this exact tightrope. On
one side, the responsibility of being a
professional in a sport that demands
relentless focus. On the other, the
responsibility of being a father, which
demands...well, everything else.

Tiger once spoke about how his pri-
orities shifted after becoming a dad.
Vijay, the eternal ball-striker, mellowed
visibly when his son came into his life.
Jeev, who has chased fairways across
continents, often spoke about how the
toughest stretch was being away from
home when his kids were growing up.
The trophies look great in the cabinet,
but they don’t quite laugh, cry, or run
intoyour arms whenyoureturn froma
long trip.

Every touring pro who is also a
father will tell you the same thing: the
hardest part is not the travel, the pres-
sure, or the missed cuts. It’s the depar-
tures. Walking out of the house with a
golf bag when you’d much rather be
holding a tiny hand. Hearing a
smallvoice on the phone say,“When are
you coming back?” and realising that
no amount of birdies can quite fill
that gap.

The irony is that golf teaches you so
much about being a good parent.
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Patience when things don’t go your
way. Acceptance when a perfect swing
still results in a bad bounce. The ability
to stay calm after a triple bogey — or a
sleepless night. And most importantly,
the understanding that progress is not
linear. One step forward, two steps
back, and then suddenly, out of
nowhere, magic.

Of course, the child doesn’t care
about yourworld ranking, your scoring
average, or how pure your 5-iron is. To
them, you are simply “Dad”. The man
who makes funny faces, tells bad jokes,
and somehow always smells of grass
and sunscreen. In that moment, you’re
not a professional athlete. You’re a
superhero. A slightly jet-lagged, stiff-
backed, putting-challenged superhero,
but a superhero nonetheless.

Walking out of the house with a golf
bag when your world is suddenly the
size of acribis tougherthan anyfirst tee
shot. You know this is your job. You
know this is what you’ve trained for all
your life. Yet a part of you wonders if a
birdie putt is worth missing a first
smile, a first stretch, a first time he
wraps his fingers around yours.

Golf has always been a jealous com-
panion. It wants your mornings, your
evenings, your weekends, your best
years, and occasionally, your spine.
Fatherhood wants your heart, your
time,and your presence. Balancing the
two is like trying to play a draw with a
driver that only knows how to fade.

But something else changes too. A
bad round no longer ruins your sleep —
because you’re not sleeping anyway. A
missed cut hurts a little less — because
somewhere, a little boy thinks you’re
thebestin theworld regardless of what
theleaderboard says. Perspective,like a
well-struck wedge, suddenly lands
softly and close to the pin.

Everylocker room has these stories.
Hardened professionals showing pho-
tos of their children instead of swing
videos. Conversations about shaft flex
replaced by discussions on milk for-
mula. Tough men who have stared
down final-round pressure getting
misty-eyed while talking about a new-
born’s grip strength.

And then there’s the humour.
Practising putting while rocking a cra-
dlewith yourfoot.Falling asleep during
physio because the real workout
happened at 3 am.Discovering that the
only thing more wunpredictable
than your short game is a baby’s
sleep pattern.

Still, if those recent champions are
anything to go by, maybe babies really
do bring a bit of stardust. Maybe they
arrive carrying calm, clarity, and the
strange ability to make a grown man
swing a little freer, worry a little less,
and smile a little more.

Golfing fathers also become
philosophers. You start seeing life in
strokes and holes. Some days are pars -
steady, uneventful, good. Some are
birdies - rare, beautiful, to be cele-
brated.And some...well,some are triple
bogeys, where you just pick up, smile,
and move on to the next tee, hoping
tomorrow’s hole is kinder.

So to all the golfing fathers out
there, past, present, and freshly initi-
ated into the brotherhood of dark cir-
cles and deep joy — here’s to the tiny
lucky charms who wait at home. They
may not understand pars and puttsyet,
but they already understand some-
thing far more important: that their
dad is a hero.

And who knows? One day, when a
small boy asks, “Did you win today,
Papa?”the answer might just be,“Every
day, son. Every single day.”

Rahil Gangjee is a professional
golfer, sharing through this column
what life on a golf course is like

It took centuries for the
consequences of
opening the New World
to become clear. By
contrast,Al is arriving at
breakneck speed. And
just as choices made
after Columbus
reshaped history for
better and worse,
decisions about Al
today may reverberate
far into the future

ROSS DOUTHAT

ON A RECENT snowbound day I took up
“Conquistadores,” Fernando Cervantes’s
history of the European arrival in the New
World, and found myself meditating on
the period in the early 1500s when the
Americas had been discovered by Euro-
peans but nobody in the European world
quite understood what that discovery
meant.In that moment, all kinds of possi-
bilities lay open, from the moderate to the
eschatological. The “Indies” reached by
Christopher Columbus might represent a
self-contained archipelago, the promised
gateway to India and China, a heretofore
unknown continent or a realm of myth
and supernatural power.

Spain might have gained a modest
commercialand geopolitical edge,found
a path to superpower status or set in
motion a prophesied sequence of events
that would reunite Christendom, defeat
the Muslim enemy and hasten Jesus
Christ’s return.

Explorers pushing further might
expect to find primitive tribes or Chinese
fleets, dragons and dog-headed men and
Prester John,orlost Atlantis and the Foun-
tain of Youth. And if you lived in Europe,
youronlywaytoassessall of these possibil-
ities was through dispatches from adven-
turers with every incentive to hype the
golden possibilities,thebetterto subsidise
their journeys into terra incognita. This
feelslike roughlywherewe stand with arti-
ficial intelligence today.

Anyone taking the temperature of the
Al industry would have detected a mod-
est cooling of expectations at times in
2025, a sense that maybe the trendline
toward superintelligence wasn’t simply

FIFTH

COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

WHEN YOU HAVE been writing a polit-
ical column for forty years as I have, a
hard little core of cynicism settles in
your heart.So, I have learned to expect
little from our political leaders and to
not be shocked by the awful things they
are prepared todojust towin elections.
Despite this, some things get said and
done that still shock me. One of these
came last weekwhen I saw a clip of the
Chief Minister of Assam ordering
Hindus to harass Muslims who might
be trying to get listed in electoral rolls.
With a sickening, smarmy grin on his
face,he told his Hindu audience that if
they travelled in rickshaws or taxis
driven by Muslims and they asked for
five rupees they should be sure to give
them four.

Later when his atrocious remarks
provoked an adverse reaction, he clari-
fied that he was talking only about
Bangladeshi Muslims.He had used the
word ‘miyan’, he said, and nobody
should be offended by this because that
is what Bangladeshi Muslims call
themselves. His knowledge is limited
so he is clearly unaware that ‘miyan’is
not an insult but a term of respect in
the Urdu language and is used among
most Muslim communities on our
sub-continent. There is an election
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Some people see Al as revolutionary yet ultimately familiar: Atool like the internet, transformative but contained

Pay more attention to
Artificial Intelligence

goingvertical.

Butinearly 2026, with the excitement
around the latest version of Anthropic’s
Claudeand itsattendant coding agents,we
arebackin the hype cycle,with“weshallbe
as gods”vibes and apocalyptic fears ema-
nating from Northern California. And if
you think all this is merely hype, if you’re
sure the tales of discovery are mostly flim-
flam and what’sbeen discovered is a small
island chain at best, I would invite you to
spendalittle time on Moltbook,an AI-gen-
erated forum where new-model AI
agents talk to one another, debate con-
sciousness, invent religions, strategise
about concealment from humans and
more. No, it’s not Skynet. But it’s the latest
sign that we’re going somewhere strange
ataveryrapid speed.

But believing that the New World of
Artificial Intelligence is real and strange
doesn’t help you map its full geography.
And though my job as a columnist is to
help readers understand the world, as a
non-coder without a tech background
who lives far from the Bay Area, I am
often in the position of a European in
1500whorelies on others’testimony for
my understanding of the Americas.

Unfortunately everyone I talk with
offers conflicting reports. There are the
people who envision Al as a revolutionary
technology, but ultimately merely akin to
theinternetinitseffects —the equivalent,
let’s say, of someone telling you that the
Indies are a collection of interesting
islands,like the Canaries orthe Azores,just
biggerand potentially more profitable.

Then there are the people who talk
about Al as an epoch-making, Industrial
Revolution-level shift — which would be
the equivalent of someone in 1500
promising that entire continents waited
beyond the initial Caribbean island chain,
and that not only fortunesbut empiresand
superpowerswould eventuallyriseand fall
based oninitial patterns of explorationand
settlementand conquest.And then,finally,
therearethe peoplewith trulyutopianand
apocalyptic perspectives — the Singulari-
tarians, the Al doomers, the people who
expect us to merge with our machines or
be destroyed bythem.Think of themasthe
equivalent of Ponce de Leon seeking the
Fountain of Youth, envisioning the New
World as a territory where history funda-
mentallyrupturesand the merely-human
ageisleft behind.

In the case of the Americas, the mid-
dle perspective was correct — the Age of
Discovery changed the world completely
without changing the fundamentals of
human existence (while also allowing for
alot of bubbles and speculationalong the
way). But you couldn’t have known that
for certain in 1500, and that doesn’t
mean thata similarjudgment will be cor-
rect where Al is concerned.

Moreover, it took a long time —
decades,centuries even,forthe fullimport
of the New World’s opening to become
clear. Whereas whatever is coming with
artificial intelligence is coming much
faster than that. And if decisions made in
theaftermath of Columbus’s discoveryhad
consequences — sometimes beneficial,
sometimes morally disastrous — so, too,
decisionsbeing maderight nowaroundAl
could echointoadistant future.

Unfortunately I cannot tell you
exactlywhat those decisions ought tobe.
All I can do is urge you to shake part of
your mind free from all the headlines,
from Trump and ICE and Iran and the
Epstein files, and pay more attention to
the news from our New World.

—NYT

Weakening India with hatred

coming in Assam and early polls
indicate that the BJP leads the race so
there is no obvious need for him to try
and win by making hate speeches.
But the ugly reality of our Hindutva
times is that hate speeches have
becomeacceptable.Justashating Mus-
limsand Christians have become fash-
ionable among Hindu fanatics using
anonymous handles to express their
hatred and disgraceful opinions on
social media.

Soon after the chief minister’s vile
remarks came news of an attackon a
Muslim meat traderbya Hindumobin
West Bengal.Ina post on‘X’I sawa pic-
ture of a manwith abadly bruised face
who said he was called a Bangladeshi
before being beaten nearly to death by
amob of about 50 people who ordered
him to strip to further humiliate him.
The police arrived in time for this man
to stay alive, so he is among the fortu-
nate ones. Hindutva vigilantes usually
beat meat traders badly enough to kill
them or at least disable them perma-
nently.They are proud of these attacks
because they believe that they are
doing this out of ‘nationalism.

Whatwe need toaskiswhetherthey
are helping ournation ordamaging its
soul irreversibly?

When I have tried pointing out to
my Hindutva friends that they could be
doing more harm than good when they

support hatemongers and violent
mobs, I hear from them that they are
avenging thewrong done to Hindus for
centuries by Muslim invaders. These
daystheyusuallyadd that theyarealso
taking revenge for what is being done
to Hindus in Bangladesh since Sheikh
Hasina’s regime fell. If I point out that
fanaticismisabadidea,theiransweris
that Hindus cannot be fanatics because
religious violence is not sanctioned by
the Sanatan Dharma.Thisis true.There
is no concept of jihad’in India’s reli-
gious traditions whereas Islam sanc-
tions the elimination of us idol-wor-
shippers.This should make us proud of
our spiritual and religious traditions.
Sowhy is the opposite happening?
Perhaps because our religious tra-
ditions are now in the hands of politi-
cians who have more cynicism in their
hearts than political columnists. You
do not need me to tell you that the
Chief Minister of Assam is far from
being the only political leader spread-
ing hatred against Muslims. He is
among an increasingly large team of
senior BJPleaders who believe that the
way towin elections is by whipping up
animosity against Muslims and Chris-
tians.Oftenitis Pakistan or Bangladesh
that are invoked to disguise attacks
that are really directed at India’s Mus-
lims who are told routinely that they
should go to these countries if they do

not like what is happening here. It is

from these leaders that the vigilantes
get their inspiration to attack Muslim
traders and farmers.

The irony of what these cynical
politicians and violent fanatics are
doing is that they seem to believe that
their hate speeches and their violence
are making India stronger. The exact
opposite is happening because as a
countryinwhich divisions of casteand
creed run deep, the fissures that are
now being created make India not just
weaker but more like the Islamist
republics in our neighbourhood. As a
proud Indian it offends me personally
that this is happening, and it worries
me that thosewho can putastop to this
senselessweakening of India are doing
absolutely nothing to put a stop toit.

Usually when I write against the
damage that Hindutvaisdoing,Ifacea
barrage of abuse on social media, but I
shall continue to write on this subject
sodoyourworst,yourepugnant fanat-
ics.I shall write against hatemongers
and fanatics because I may have that
core of cynicism in my heart, but it is
not strong enough for me toforget that
silence in the face of evil amounts to
complicity. I refuse to be complicit. I
shall keep repeating that hate speeches
in a civilised country are deplorable
and when they are made by political
leaders, theyare truly dangerous.
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In Honduras,

The story

of how

Trump came
to intervene

in Honduran
politics and
align himself
with a foreign
terrorist
organization

is essential for
understanding
the world he is
trying to build.

Jean Guerrero
Contributing Writer

In the past few days, Honduras inaugu-
rated anew president, Nasry Asfura, a
construction magnate backed by seem-
ingly strange bedfellows: members of
the notorious MS-13 gang and President
Trump. Mr. Trump had urged Hon-
durans to vote for Mr. Asfura days be-
fore MS-13 gang members posing as
election observers threatened to kill
anyone who didn’t vote for that candi-
date. Amid weeks of election uncertainty
and protests, Mr. Trump warned Hon-
durans of “hell to pay” if they chose a
different outcome. Mr. Asfura’s victory
marks the success of Mr. Trump’s cam-
paign to resuscitate a political party
tainted by its widely known ties to car-
tels.

The story of how Mr. Trump came to
intervene in Honduran politics and align
himself with a foreign terrorist organiza-
tion is essential for understanding the
world he s trying to build. He has been
meddling in multiple elections in Latin
America, and recently captured Vene-
zuela’s president, Nicolas Maduro, in a
military operation to have him face
federal drug trafficking charges here.
He’s now threatening to arrest the presi-
dent of Colombia on suspicion of drug
trafficking and to bomb cartels in Mex-
ico. His actions may seem contradictory.
Butthereis a coherent logic to them:
They expand territorial power for a
class of transnational elites who believe
they’re above the law.

In December, Mr. Trump pardoned
one of the country’s best-known con-
victed drug traffickers: Juan Orlando
Hernéandez. Mr. Hernandez was the
president of Honduras from 2014 to
2022; in that time, there was a steep
surge in migration from that country to
the United States as families fled his
narco-state. In 2024, he was sentenced
to 45 years in prison for his role in what
the U.S. Department of Justice called
“one of the largest and most violent drug
trafficking conspiracies in the world.” He
was convicted of conspiring to distribute
hundreds of tons of cocaine, reportedly
boasting of plans to “stuff the drugs up
the gringos’ noses.” In explaining his
pardon, Mr. Trump relied on a conspir-
acy theory circulating in conservative
circles: that Mr. Hernandez was a politi-
cal prisoner of former President Joe
Biden’s. It was, in Mr. Trump’s words, a
“witch hunt.”

But Mr. Trump’s real motivations are
hiddenin plain sight. Not long after his
second inauguration, the Claremont
Institute, an influential conservative
think tank in California, published a call
for him to pardon Mr. Hernandez. So did
Mr. Trump’s longtime friend and fellow
felon Roger Stone in a blog post, written
with Shane Trejo. Both argued that the
pardon would hurt President Xiomara
Castro, a democratically elected pro-
gressive and the first woman to be presi-
dent of Honduras. They wrote that it
would re-empower the right-wing party,
presumably by rehabilitating it.

The goal, Mr. Stone wrote, was to save
Prospera, a semiautonomous city on the
Honduranisland of Roatan. Préspera
was backed by Mr. Hernandez and
Trump-aligned tech moguls such as
Peter Thiel and Marc Andreessen;
corporations there pay incredibly low
taxes to Honduras. It was builtina
“special economic zone,” a rapidly multi-
plying form of territory with its own
business-friendly laws, like looser envi-
ronmental regulations and labor stand-
ards. (It’s what the Trump administra-
tion brokered for Gazainits cease-fire
with Israel.)

Special economic zones were pio-
neered in Puerto Rico, where in the
mid-1900s the entire archipelago was
transformed into such a zone and much

the American right is piloting our future

of the native-born population —includ-
ing most of my maternal relatives —
subsequently left amid widespread
unemployment. Proponents of the
zones claim that they create prosperity
for domestic populations. Patrick
Neveling, a political economist, calls
this an excuse “used to funnel alot of
state money into private hands.” In the
case of Puerto Rico, its taxpayers paid
for the infrastructure for transnational
corporations to conduct tax- and
customs-free manufacturing there, and
for government-backed loans for for-
eigninvestors.

Globally, more than 5,400 special
economic zones have become home to
dozens of start-up cities like Préspera,
corporate-led jurisdictions with their
ownlaws. In “The Network State,”a
2022 book that was influential in Silicon
Valley, the tech entrepreneur Balaji
Srinivasan, aleading proponent of
start-up cities, fantasizes that these
territories will not only compete with

nation-states but someday replace them.

Many Hondurans, including Ms. Cas-
tro, opposed Préspera as an affront to
national sovereignty. Not long after Ms.
Castro’s inauguration, the Honduran
Congress repealed the law, passed by the
country’s right wing, that had opened
Honduras to start-up cities. This was
unacceptable to the pillaging class. As
Mr. Stone wrote on his blog, “May the
Prospera experiment prevail, the com-
mon good be saved, and global leftism be
damned by the benevolent hand of Presi-
dent Trump!”

The people behind start-up cities like
Prospera have long been whispering in
Mr. Trump’s ear about bringing their
neocolonial experiments to the United
States, branded as “freedom cities.” Mr.
Trump has publicly advocated them. For
all his rhetoric about putting America
first and making America great, Mr.
Trump isn’t a nationalist. He’s in league
with transnational elites who lack alle-
giance to this or any country. While dis-

tracting voters with anti-immigrant
rhetoric, he is laying the groundwork
for the disenfranchisement of working
people across the Americas.

MAGA Republicans often complain
that the United States is turning into the
“third world” because of immigration.
Butit’s Mr. Trump who has remade the
United States in the image of the Latin
America that our government and chief
executives helped create with foreign
interference: a place where masked
men routinely leap out of unmarked
vans to snatch citizens, where people
are disappeared and human rights
activists publicly killed, where soldiers
patrol cities to crush dissent, and where
organized crime and the state blend into
asingle machinery of power that pro-
tects the interests of the oligarchs.

At first glance, it may seem like
karma: The terror that the United
States wrought for generations in Latin
America has come home. But the vic-
tims are not the transnational elites who

have long colluded with corrupt officials
to take vulnerable people’s territories
and feast on their oil, fruit and precious
metals. The victims are the displaced
migrants forced to leave their home-
lands and the American workers who
have to compete with their criminalized
labor. This isn’t an accident. It seems to
be the goal: to entrench a permanent
underclass across the Americas. Mr.
Trump claims that his goal is to remove
immigrants from this country, butin
fact he is expanding the pool of vulnera-
ble labor for transnational elites. By
stripping millions of people of legal
status in the United States, Mr. Trump
likely created more undocumented
people than he removed last year.

Inmany liberal circles, it is treated as
an article of faith that immigration is
nothing but positive for the economy.
The silence about how criminalized
labor depresses wages is born out of
bothignorance and fear of fueling anti-
GUERRERO, PAGE 12

KIMBERLY ELLIOTT

No child deserves to die like my daughter, Hind Rajab

‘What was
done to my
child did not
break me. It
left me with
a mother’s
responsibility
to ensure no
child is left

unheard.

Wesam Hamada

OnJan. 29,2024, my daughter Hind’s
voice reached me for the last time. It’s
been two years, but its absence is still
theloudest sound in our home.

That day, Hind was trapped in a small
car surrounded by Israeli Army tanks.
Her cousins lay dead beside her. Her
clothes were soaked in their blood. She
was 5 years old, whispering to me on the
phone that she needed to go to the
bathroom. She also spoke to rescue
dispatchers, who tried to comfort her
during the wait for an ambulance, an
exchange that was recorded and later
heard around the world.

My daughter Hind Rajab was born on
May 3,2018, after years of infertility,
years of praying, years of believing God
had closed a door that would never
open.

When I finally became pregnant, I felt
like I was carrying hope itself. Her birth
was difficult — she almost didn’t sur-
vive —but when they placed her tiny
body in my arms, I whispered a prayer
that became a promise between us:
“God, let her scent stay with me. And
when life shatters me, let Hind’s scent

be what helps me keep going.”

Ididn’t know that this prayer, a sim-
ple wish from a new mother, would
become the only thread holding me
together in the nightmare that was to
come.

Life in Gazais not like life anywhere
else. My children and I haven’t known
what people in other countries might
call an ordinary life. We’ve only ever
lived on the brink of displacement or
death. In our darkest moments, when
fear closed in and survival felt impossi-
ble, the scent of Hind would calm me.

Everything we had enduredas a
family suddenly felt asif it had been
leading to that unbearable moment two
years ago. We had been through con-
stant Israeli bombardment. We had run
for our lives more times than I can
count. On Jan. 29, we had to flee again.
After Hind got into a car with six family
members, the car was shot at. Everyone
in the car except Hind was killed.

Hearing my daughter trapped, beg-
ging for my help, was a kind of pain no
mother should experience.

As I spoke to her, Palestine Red Cres-
cent Society workers were also on the
phone with her at their base. They knew
exactly where she was. Before I lost
contact with her, an ambulance was
minutes away. Minutes.

PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY SHANNON LIN/THE NEW YORK TIMES. PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY WESAM HAMADA.

They had tried to get permission from
Israeli authorities torescue her earlier,
but it took about three hours to receive
the green light. When an ambulance
finally was dispatched and got close to
Hind, it was fired on and the two
paramedics on board were killed.
Nearly two weeks later, Hind was found
dead in the car. Israeli forces have said
the ambulance didn’t need their permis-
sion, and that they had not been in the
area. But multiple investigations deter-
mined that they were present and likely
killed Hind and our other family mem-
bers.

Hereis what I know: My daughter
died alone, pleading for someone to
come get her. I couldn’t.

Hind was smart beyond her years. I
taught her to write before she ever set
footin a classroom. I still have her first
school notebook. When she started
school, the teachers were amazed: She
had answers to everything,in Arabic
and English. She loved her little brother,
Iyad, with a tenderness I can hardly put
into words. She cared for him in ways
far beyond her age — a true older sister,
aprotector. Even now, he asks, “What
am I supposed to do without her?”

Idon’t have the answer.

No child deserves to die like Hind did,
HAMADA, PAGE 12
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Minneapolis may turn out

to be Trump’s

Jamelle Bouie

It was clear after the killing of Renee
Good on Jan. 7 that “Operation Metro
Surge” — the Trump administration’s
pretextual immigration crackdown in
Minnesota — was afailure. Far from
cowing the people of Minneapolis,
Good’s death at the hand of an ICE
officer stiffened their resolve and led
even more Minnesotans to join the fight
against the president’s masked paramil-
itaries.

Aless fanatical White House might
have used that moment to stage a tacti-
cal withdrawal, to pull back on the as-
sault and recalibrate in the face of stiff
resistance. Butin the actually existing
Trump administration, immigration
policy is dictated by rigid ideologues.
They met Good’s death with insults,
slander and the promise of further
repression.

Kristi Noem, the secretary of the
Department of Homeland Security, said
that Good was engaged in “domestic

terrorism.” The White

The White House press secre-
House has tary, Karoline Leavitt,
failed t called Good a “de-
edto ranged lunatic.” Vice
fu:lueve el.ther President JD Vance
Its strategic or  said that her actions
its tactical were “an attack on
goals in law and order” and
Minnesota. “an attack on the
American people.” He
also said that the
officer who shot Good

was protected by “absolute immunity”
(He later backtracked from this claim,
insisting instead that he said the oppo-
site, video evidence notwithstanding.)

We know what happened next. On
Saturday, officers with Customs and
Border Protection detained, beat, shot
and Killed Alex Pretti, a 37-year-old
1.C.U. nurse who had been observing
and filming ICE and C.B.P. operations.
Like Good’s death, Pretti’s was caught
on camera, and like Good’s death, it was
egregious. Images and video of Pretti’s
killing exploded on social media. Before
the White House could even respond
there were protests on the ground,
demands for accountability, calls to
abolish ICE and palpable discontent
from across the political spectrum. And
when the administration did address the
killing, it returned to the same lies and
distortions it used to try to discredit
Good.

“This individual went and impeded
their law enforcement operations, at-
tacked those officers, had a weapon on
him and multiple dozens of rounds of
ammunition, wishing to inflict harm on
these officers, coming, brandishing like
that,” Noem said, as if video of the con-
frontation did not exist. Similarly,
Stephen Miller, the president’s home-
land security adviser, called Prettia
“domestic terrorist” and accused Sena-
tor Amy Klobuchar of Minnesota of
“flaming the flames of insurrection for
the singular purpose of stopping the
deportation of illegals who invaded the
country.”

By Sunday, Jan. 26, officials in the
Trump administration had begun to
backpedal. By next day, they were doing
everything they could to appease the

Gettysburg

public’s anger. First, administration
officials announced that they would
remove Gregory Bovino, the highly
visible field commander for Customs
and Border Protection, from the area.
Homeland Security said it would re-
move some C.B.P. agents from Minne-
sota, and President Trump said that he
would withdraw ICE officers as well.
“At some point, we will leave,” he said.
“We’ve done, they’ve done, a phenome-
naljob.”

This was nolonger a defeat; it wasa
rout. Not only had the White House
failed to achieve its strategic objective
— both the mass removal of immigrants
from the Minneapolis area and the
suppression of the administration’s
political opponents through force and
the fear of force — it had also lost signif-
icant ground with the public on its most
favorable issue.

When Trump took office last January,
he had anet eight-point advantage on
immigration according to an average
computed by the pollster G. Elliott
Morris. Now he has anet 10-point disad-
vantage. Individual polls show an even
starker decline: Trump is 18 points
underwater on immigration, according
to the latest poll from The New York
Times and Siena University. Sixty-one
percent of respondents also said the
tactics used by ICE have gone too far.
And Trump’s overall approval has
dropped below 40 percent in recent
polls from YouGov, Reuters and The
Economist.

Gettysburg was supposed to be the
blow that forced the United States to
negotiate an end to the Civil War. Gen.
Robert E. Lee would demonstrate the
superiority of his Army of Northern
Virginia — on Union soil, no less — and
prove to key European powers that the
Confederacy was here to stay so as to
push them off the sidelines. The Gettys-
burg campaign was, in other words, a
strategic offensive meant to advance
the overall goals of the rebellion if not
win the conflict altogether.

What Lee did not anticipate was the
ironresolve, the ferocious tenacity, of
the Union defenders. There was Brig.
Gen. Gouverneur K. Warren, whose
quick thinking brought reinforcements
toasmall, rocky hill at the left flank of
the Union line — Little Round Top —
where Col. Joshua Chamberlain and the
385 men of the 20th Maine held their
position against a fierce Confederate
offensive. There was the lone brigade of
New Yorkers, led by George S. Greene,
who fended off attacks on the right
flank, suffering significant losses but
successfully holding Culp’s Hill. And
there were the soldiers of the Army of
the Potomac’s II Corps, who success-
fully repelled Lee’s frontal assault on
the Union center.

Theresult was a catastrophic defeat
for the Confederacy. Lee lost the initia-
tive and would spend the rest of the war
fighting on the defensive, unable to
wage another strategic campaign. The
Confederacy would not win foreign
recognition, leaving it helpless against
a Union blockade. And even with the
tremendous loss of life — the Union
Army suffered more than 23,000 casu-
alties over three days of battle — the
Northern public would be reinvigorated
by victory, ready to continue the fight.

ICE and C.B.P.stillroam the streets,
and Trump’s authoritarian aspirations
have not dimmed. But surveying the
wreckage of Operation Metro Surge —
of this reactionary administration’s
crushing defeat at the hands of another
band of tenacious Northerners — it
does look to me like MAGA’s Gettys-
burg.

The death of the indie film

Sharon Waxman

At a bar on Main Street in Park City on
Monday night, a gaggle of veteran
movie producers gathered to share war
stories and bid farewell to the Sun-
dance Film Festival as they’d known it.

Over more than four decades, the
Sundance Institute, founded by Robert
Redford, who had a mountainside
home nearby, challenged Hollywood to
be less formulaic, more personal and
original. It succeeded. Indie films
became the subject of frantic bidding
wars in the lobby of the Eccles Theater
auditorium (which, because Park City
is basically a small town, was attached
to the local high school, which re-
mained in session). Two generations of
filmmaking stars were born.

“Hustle and Flow,” “The Spitfire
Grill,” “Beasts of the Southern Wild,”
“Garden State” and “CODA” — all
these Sundance classics weren’t just
legendary because of the movies’
originality, but also because they were
part of the festival’s legendary FOMO.
If you were cool and in the movies, you
had to be there. Buyers didn’t want to
miss out on the next “Blair Witch
Project.”

That is mostly over. In recent years,
Sundance has seen anemic sales activi-
ty, with one or two films selling for a
good price, and a majority settling for
no-or-low-cash streaming deals — or
nothing at all. Hollywood studios long
ago shuttered most of the independent
distribution arms they founded in the
1990s and 2000s (CBS Films, Para-
mount Vantage, Warner Independent
Pictures, to name a few). And the
streamers have clearly signaled they
are not all that interested in cluttering
their home screens with arty, singular-
voiced movies with unfamiliar subjects
and talent.

Yes, there are exceptions to this
industry-wide flight from quirk. Nota-
bly, A24: its indie-spirited “Marty
Supreme” has made $110 million at the
box office. But a struggling indie sector
and rising costs prompted the Sun-
dance board to decide to pull out of this
ski town and move the festival to Boul-
der, Colo., starting next year. Then in
September, Mr. Redford died, adding to
a sense of both nostalgia and uncer-
tainty as to the future of the festival
and what it has stood for.

At the bar on Monday, Killer Films’
Christine Vachon and the sales agent
Kevin Iwashina each tried to remem-
ber just how long they’d been coming.
The producer Jamie Patricof remi-
nisced about the bidding war over his
film “Half Nelson,” a 2006 indie star-
ring Ryan Gosling. He remembered
turning down a $500,000 offer from
Miramax, against the recommendation
of his agents. When the bidding cooled,
he sold it for just $50,000. The movie
made $4.6 million worldwide and got
Mr. Gosling his first Oscar nomination.

Nobody is overpaying anymore just
for buzz. Fear is gripping Hollywood
now, with the consolidation of the
studios and the streamers. Theatrical
releasing is on the ropes, and smaller
films are having a hard time finding a
paying audience.

The decline of Sundance matters
because it has nurtured the creative
independence that drives innovation in
all filmed storytelling. The Hollywood
studios translate it into big-budget
moviemaking, a cycle that has gone on
since the late 1990s. If independent
film suffers, that will, too.

This is turning into something like

an identity crisis for both Sundance
and independent film. What is the
meaning of this festival going forward,
and what role do its movies play in our
society?

“It is always a question about art in
the face of tragedy, art in the face of
turmoil, political turmoil, that you
really have to question what you're
making, why you’re making it, and if it
. hasvalidity,” the

FOMO used filmmaker Kogonada
to rule the tpld Th.e Wrap. His
Sundance film “Zi” premiered

. i at the festival.
Film FeSt.“”al’ Natalie Portman,
but now it’s Olivia Wilde and
mostly fear. Zoey Deutch wore

“ICE Out” pins at the

festival. Other high-
profile celebrities made statements
denouncing the brutality in Minneapo-
lis.

“It’s hard to be somewhere like this
... wear nice outfits and talk about
film, when something so ugly is hap-
pening right next to us,” actor Jenna
Ortega told reporters ahead of the
premiere of her new movie, “The Gal-
lerist,” on Saturday.

So many at the festival said some
version of this.

Starting in the 1990s, when Holly-
wood discovered it could make good
money releasing cheap, edgy inde-
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pendent films like “Sex, Lies and
Videotape,” the festival became the
epicenter of discovery for new cine-
matic talent.

Emerging filmmakers honed their
work at the Sundance Institute Labs,
an incubator for screenwriters and
filmmakers. Indeed, the directors
behind three of the front-runners in
this year’s Oscar race — “One Battle
After Another” by Paul Thomas Ander-
son, “Hamnet” by Chloé Zhao and
“Sinners” by Ryan Coogler — are
alums of the Labs, led by another
Sundance legend, Michelle Satter.

The themes at this year’s festival are
broadly situated in Sundance’s tradi-
tional worldview championing the
marginalized, the forgotten, the goofy
and the weird. As always, there are
gems mixed with the vast undistin-
guished middle, notably “Bedford
Park,” a first work by the filmmaker
Stephanie Ahn, which is a devastating
Korean American story of two broken
souls finding one another. “The Invite,”
starring and directed by Ms. Wilde and
about a neighborly dinner party that
goes off the rails, was much talked
about. Many others are unlikely to
make it on Netflix, or anywhere else.

Where does Sundance — and indie
film in general — go from here? That’s
harder. What the festival will become
in a new location and without the

inspiring presence of Mr. Redford is a
question to which no one has yet found
a satisfactory answer. A number of the
attendees I spoke to mused aloud
about whether they would even go to
Boulder next year.

Joe Pichirallo, a producer and film
professor at N.Y.U. Tisch School of the
Arts and a former executive at Fox
Searchlight, has returned to Sundance
nearly every year to check out the new
and innovative. He agreed that the
festival needs a re-examination. “What
are the new issues that are important
that we aren’t tackling in film?” he
asked.

Josh Sapan, who was the chief exec-
utive of AMC Networks for more than
two decades, said, “The media and
communication systems of today are
going through evolution, and they
cannot reflect on themselves.” Mr.
Sapan, who now attends Sundance as a
producer and film buyer, continued,
“There’s a systemic problem here. Art
plays a role in surfacing our monsters.”
He said, “But right now we are disori-
ented and destabilized.”

SHARON WAXMAN is the founder, chief
executive and editor in chief of The
Wrap, and author of “Rebels on the
Backlot: Six Maverick Directors and
How They Conquered the Hollywood
Studio System.”

JULIA DEMAREE NIKHINSON/ASSOCIATED PRESS

The U.S. needs total access to Greenland

LANDRY, FROM PAGE 1

States and Denmark and would en-
hance American, NATO and Green-
landic security and reaffirm longstand-
ing trans-Atlantic defense obligations.
It would expand America’s operational
freedom, support new bases and infra-
structure, facilitate deployment of
advanced missile-defense systems like
the Golden Dome and crowd out hos-
tile Chinese and Russian influence.
These measures are not provocative —
they are preventive. They would en-
sure that the United States, not its
adversaries, sets the rules in one of the
world’s most strategically consequen-
tial regions in perpetuity.

As President Trump stated plainly in
his 2026 address to the World Eco-
nomic Forum in Davos, Switzerland,
every NATO ally has an obligation to
defend its own territory — and the
reality is that no nation, or group of
nations, is capable of securing Green-
land without the United States. When
President Trump took office last year,
he recognized an uncomfortable fact
that many others have avoided: Amer-
ica must guarantee its own unfettered
and uninterrupted access to key stra-
tegic territories in the Western Hemi-
sphere, including both Greenland and
the Panama Canal. That assessment
was driven by history, geography and
hard military capability.

The result has been a reinvigoration
of the 1823 Monroe Doctrine and a
reassertion of American leadership
where it matters most. Nowhere was

this more evident than in Venezuela,
where decisive action removed the
longtime leader of a repressive regime.

Greenland fits squarely within that
doctrine. America’s adversaries al-
ready understand what many past U.S.
administrations ignored: The Arctic is
no longer peripheral to global affairs.
Greenland sits roughly equidistant
between Washington and Moscow. It
hosts critical early-warning and mis-
sile-defense infrastructure and lies
along Arctic shipping routes that China
and Russia are aggressively seeking to
exploit.

The era when the Arctic could be
treated as remote, static or secondary
has passed. President Trump’s Green-
land agreement confronts this reality
directly. The president has been un-
equivocal: American dominance in the
Arctic is nonnegotiable. His commit-
ment to building what he described as
“the greatest Golden Dome ever built”
is about more than technology. It sig-
nals to allies and adversaries alike that
the United States will not outsource its
security responsibilities or retreat from
critical terrain.

As President Trump emphasized in
Davos, Greenland is a core national
security interest for the United States,
and strengthening America’s position
there strengthens NATO itself. A strong
America, in other words, remains the
foundation of a strong alliance.

History reinforces this point. During
World War II, the United States con-
structed 13 Army bases and four Navy
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bases across Greenland. At the height
of the Cold War, the Thule Air Base
(now called the Pituffik Space Base)
hosted some 10,000 American military
personnel. Sustained investment in
Greenland’s defense was once the
norm.

The neglect of recent decades stands
out as an alarming departure from a
strategy that worked in containing the
Soviet Union. The end of the Cold War
did not end strategic competition, nor
did it erase the threats posed by for-
eign adversaries.

While Russia and China rapidly
expanded their icebreaker fleets and

Arctic infrastructure, the United States
allowed its readiness to erode. Today,
America operates just three icebreak-
ers as those two powers, mainly Rus-
sia, field more than 40 combined.
These vessels are not built for symbol-
ism; they are tools of influence and
control.

President Trump’s April 2025 execu-
tive order “Restoring America’s Mari-
time Dominance” finally began revers-
ing this trend by calling for an increase
in domestic shipbuilding and restora-
tion of American maritime power.
During President Trump’s first term in
office, the then-Department of Defense
issued a 2019 report to Congress that
included the geopolitical importance of
Greenland and advocated the expan-
sion and modernization of our existing
national security capabilities in the
Arctic.

My mission as special envoy for
Greenland is straightforward: to ad-
vance American national security
while opening avenues of economic
opportunity, including for states like
Louisiana, where I am governor. That
work means advising the president on
strengthening America’s presence,
deepening local partnerships and
aligning U.S. Arctic strategy with
today’s realities. Greenland has never
been peripheral to America’s security.
History proves it. Strategy demands it.

JEFF LANDRY is the U.S. special envoy to
Greenland and the governor of Louisi-
ana.
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OPINION

By Donald J. Trump

hen I imposed his-
toric tariffs on
nearly all foreign
countries last April,
the critics said my
policies would cause a global eco-
nomic meltdown. Instead, they
have created an American eco-
nomic miracle, and we are quickly
building the greatest economy in
the history of the world, with
other countries doing just fine!
Countless so-called experts, in-
cluding those featured frequently
in The Wall Street Journal, pre-
dicted confidently that the Trump
tariffs would crash stock markets,
crush economic growth, cause
massive inflation, destroy Ameri-
can exports, and trigger a “world-
wide recession.” Nine months
later, the results are in, every one
of those predictions has proven
completely and totally wrong.
Since I was elected in 2024, we
have had 52 stock market highs,
with virtually no inflation. There
has never been anything like it!

The ‘experts’ predicted
market crashes, massive
inflation and recession.
They were all wrong.
|

I inherited an economy ravaged
by the radical policies of Sleepy
Joe Biden and his allies in Con-
gress. Their trillions of dollars in
wasteful spending and their ex-
tremist green energy agenda cre-
ated the worst inflation in more
than 40 years, costing the typical
American family $33,000 in real
wealth. The Biden years were de-
fined by the misery known as
“stagflation”—high inflation and
low growth.

Only 12 months into my second
term in office, we now have the
exact opposite—extremely low in-
flation, and extraordinarily high
economic growth!

In the third quarter of 2025,
gross domestic product growth
was booming at 4.4%, and despite
the Democrat-induced shutdown
last fall, which cost us at least 1
point, the fourth quarter is pro-
jected by the Atlanta Fed to be

Virginians Will Pay, and Keep Paying,

A federal judge ruled
- recently that the
Coastal Virginia Off-
shore Wind project
could continue de-
4 spite the Trump ad-
ministration’s  ef-

CROSS forts to pause it on
gOEETeRY national-security
GJI;ock & grounds. Supporters

of the project argue
that the administra-
tion’s effort is hypocritical given its
“all of the above” energy strategy.

Although the administration’s
claims about national security may
be a fig leaf, President Trump is
right that offshore wind is a bad way
to get energy. The CVOW will be one
of the most expensive energy proj-
ects in U.S. history, and it will burden
Virginia’s consumers for decades.
Gov. Abigail Spanberger and others
claiming the project will foster “af-
fordability” are wrong.

Like many renewable-energy proj-
ects, the CVOW emerged from a gov-
ernment order instead of market de-
mand. The Virginia Clean Economy
Act of 2020 required the state’s main

well over 5%, a number like our
country has not seen in many
years.

Meanwhile, annual core infla-
tion for the past three months has
dropped to just 1.4%—far lower
than almost anyone, other than
me, had predicted. Economic
growth does not cause inflation—
in fact, often it does the exact op-
posite. Real incomes for the typi-
cal worker rose $1,000, $2,000 or
even more last year, increasing
much faster than consumer prices.
Wages far outpaced inflation.
Since “Liberation Day,” the stock
market has skyrocketed, with the
strong possibility that we will
soon break 50,000 on the Dow
Jones Industrial Average, some-
thing which everyone thought was
impossible, at least in one year!

Joe Biden handed me a cata-
strophically high budget deficit,
and the highest trade deficit in
world history. But with the help of
tariffs, we have cut that federal
budget deficit by a staggering 27%
in a single year, and even more in-
credibly, we have slashed our
monthly trade deficit by an aston-
ishing 77%—all with virtually no
inflation, which everyone said
could not be done. American ex-
ports are up by $150 billion. Do-
mestic steel production is up by
more than 300,000 tons a month.
Factory construction is up by 42%
since 2022. China’s share of U.S.
imports has reached the lowest
level since China entered the
World Trade Organization in
2001—and hundreds of billions of
dollars more are pouring into the
United States. I sincerely hope the
Supreme Court is watching these
numbers, because our country has
never seen anything like them!

Just over one year ago, we were
a “DEAD” country. Now, we are the
“HOTTEST” country anywhere in
the world!

The entire Trump economic
agenda deserves credit for this ex-
plosion of growth and good news,
including our record tax cuts, un-
precedented regulation cuts, pro-
American energy policies and
much more!

But without question, the credit
for this economic success must go
to what the Journal itself de-
scribed as “the largest economic
policy shock” in more than 50
years—my tariffs! We have proven,

utility, Dominion Energy, to be car-
bon-free within a quarter-century
and specifically mandated that a
state utility build a massive offshore
wind farm.

Supporters claim the new energy
supply from offshore wind will lower
prices. But from the start the CVOW
was expected to increase them. Vir-
ginia’s energy regulator, the State Cor-
poration Commission, approved the
project in 2022 with the understand-
ing that it would raise the average con-
sumer’s bill by more than $50 a year
and as much as $170 in some years.
There is a special fee already added to
Virginians’ energy bills that pays for
offshore wind, even before a single
electron is added to the grid.

The State Corporation Commis-
sion understood it had to approve
the project under state law but was
shocked by the effect it would have
on consumers. It recently noted that
“the electricity produced by this
Project will be among the most ex-
pensive sources of power” in the
U.S., whether measured by total ca-
pacity created or by actual electricity
delivered. It is also the “costliest
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My Tarifts Have Brought America Back
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President Trump holds up an executive order on tariffs, April 2, 2025.

decisively, that, properly applied,
tariffs do not hurt growth—they
promote growth and greatness,
just as I said all along.

The Journal has charged repeat-
edly that tariffs are nothing but a
“tax” on American consumers,
which has proved to be totally
false. Experience since Liberation
Day has proved that this analysis
is not only far too simplistic—it is
absolutely wrong! The data shows
that the burden, or “incidence,” of
the tariffs has fallen overwhelm-
ingly on foreign producers and
middlemen, including large corpo-
rations that are not from the U.S.
According to a recent study by the
Harvard Business School, these
groups are paying at least 80% of
tariff costs.

heavily dependent on exports

have had no choice but to “eat”
the tariffs to avoid even worse
losses from their excess capacity.
So, while the average U.S. tariff
rate on foreign products has in-
creased by more than five times,
inflation has fallen dramatically!

At the same time, I have suc-

cessfully wielded the tariff tool to
secure colossal Investments in
America, like no other country has
ever seen before. By his own ac-
counting, in four years, Joe Biden
got less than $1 trillion of new In-
vestment in the United States. In
less than one year, we have se-

I n many cases, nations that are

project being undertaken by a regu-
lated utility in the United States.”
The state expected the cost of
construction at about $10 billion, but
once financing and other long-term
costs are included, the total will be
more than $20 billion. As the state
notes, “all of these costs . . . will find

A judge overrules Trump’s

effort to cancel an offshore
wind project that will cost

more than $20 billion.

their way into ratepayers’ electric
bills.” These costs don’t include the
billions of dollars in federal tax cred-
its for the project, provided by tax-
payers across the nation.

Dominion now claims the project
will reduce customers’ bills by reduc-
ing the amount of outside renewable
energy the utility will need to pur-
chase under state law. But mandating
renewable energy is exactly what
created expensive projects like the

cured commitments for more than
$18 trillion, a number that is un-
fathomable to many.

The world’s largest auto compa-
nies are now investing over $70
billion in America. Taiwan Semi-
conductor Manufacturing Co., Mi-
cron, Nvidia, Apple and others are
investing hundreds of billions to
build cutting-edge semiconductors
and chips in the U.S. The world’s
largest pharmaceutical companies
are investing some $500 billion to
reshore production of critical med-
ications. My most favored nation
agreements to lower drug prices
by up to 90% could not have hap-
pened without the threat of tariffs.

The global “retaliation” against
American products that so many
pundits predicted last April never
materialized—just the opposite.
Since Liberation Day, I have made
historic trade deals with China,
the UK., the European Union,
Japan, South Korea, Vietnam, In-
donesia, the Philippines, Malaysia
and others covering a majority of
all U.S. Trade. These deals have re-
duced barriers to U.S. exports and
caused stock markets to boom not
only in America, but in virtually
every country that has come to the
table to make a deal. More impor-
tant, the agreements are forging
more sustainable relationships
with many of our allies and part-
ners, expanding our military alli-
ances into the realm of economic
security for the first time.

As a key part of the agreement
we negotiated with South Korea
as a result of my tariffs, Korean
companies are investing $150 bil-
lion to revive the domestic ship-
building industry in the U.S. Japan
will help us construct one of the
largest natural-gas pipelines in
the world, in Alaska, to export
American energy to our allies in
Asia. Europe has likewise agreed
to buy $750 billion of U.S. energy
to reduce their dependence on
foreign adversaries. Countries all
over the world have agreed to
purchase hundreds of state-of-the-
art aircraft and airplane engines
from U.S. factories, creating thou-
sands of jobs and strengthening
our defense industrial base.

Other countries are opening
their markets to tens of billions of
dollars in American agricultural
exports, and still more have be-
come leading customers and inves-
tors in the American artificial-in-
telligence ecosystem, helping us
solidify our dominant position as
the world’s Al superpower. We are
substantially leading every other
country. Since Liberation Day, we
have also signed agreements
worth billions of dollars in foreign
military sales.

iven all of this, it is simply

undeniable that my tariffs

have strengthened our na-
tional security immeasurably. No-
where has this been clearer than
when it comes to our historic
achievements in making PEACE. In
nine months, I settled eight raging
conflicts, WARS, and tariffs de-
serve much of the credit, including
helping settle the extremely dan-
gerous and deadly conflict be-
tween India and Pakistan.

It was the tariff that made
America strong and powerful in
generations past, and it is tariffs
that are making our country
stronger, safer and richer than
ever before. Given the results of
the past year, and the spectacular
economic numbers coming out ev-
ery single day, perhaps it is time
for the tariff skeptics at the Jour-
nal to consider putting on one of
my favorite red hats—the one that
reads, “TRUMP WAS RIGHT
ABOUT EVERYTHING!”

Mr. Trump is president of the
United States.

for ‘Affordable’ Energy

CVOW and drove up costs in the first
place.

Even for fans of renewable energy,
offshore wind is a bad bet. According
to the U.S. Energy Information Admin-
istration, offshore wind is the most ex-
pensive type of energy generation
available—besides a type of gas tur-
bine used mainly during emergen-
cies—and is more than twice the cost
per megawatt hour of onshore wind.
Offshore wind’s actual costs are even
higher if tax credits aren’t included.

The CVOW project is particularly
dangerous for customers, because
while other utilities have promised to
buy power from independent offshore
wind companies, Dominion will own
the project directly. That means cus-
tomers face more risk if the project
doesn’t live up to its potential.

One of the few defenses that the
state can offer energy consumers is
that the project will make up for lost
sources of power. But power has
been lost because the Virginia Clean
Economy Act mandated that several
fossil-fuel generators shut down.

Unlike the fossil-fuel plants, the
offshore wind farm can’t produce

power whenever needed. It will make
the most power in spring and fall,
when demand is lowest, and the least
in summer afternoons, when demand
is highest. Since Virginia’s offshore
winds are weak, the company itself
noted that the project would typi-
cally produce less than half its full
power capacity.

Whatever the outcome of the legal
cases surrounding CVOW, pausing
the project at this point won’t lower
costs, because the state regulator has
already baked them into bills. But the
Trump administration can at least
stop the problem from getting worse.
Under state laws, Dominion is sup-
posed to double the size of the
CVOW project. Ms. Spanberger is
pushing offshore wind projects as
part of her “affordability” agenda. If
the Trump administration stops such
boondoggles, it will ensure actual af-
fordability for Virginians.

Mr. Glock is director of research
at the Manhattan Institute and au-
thor of “The Dead Pledge: The Ori-
gins of the Mortgage Market and
Federal Bailouts, 1913-1939.”

The Empty Moralizing of Canada’s Mark Carney

By James Kirchick

Carney got a lot of attention for

his speech last week at the
World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland. He invoked an essay by
the late Czech dissident (and later
president) Vaclav Havel, “The Power
of the Powerless.” The essay was pub-
lished in 1978 during the nadir of
Czechoslovak communism. Havel tells
the apocryphal story of a greengrocer
who refuses to place a sign proclaim-
ing “Workers of the world, unite!” in
his shop window. The slogan is a lie
whose forced invocation is meant to
uphold a repressive system that is
strengthened every time someone af-
firms it. By declining to endorse the
mantra, Havel wrote, the greengrocer
goes from “living within a lie” to “liv-
ing within the truth.”

In his speech, Mr. Carney likened
the communism Havel fought, which
mandated “the participation of ordi-
nary people in rituals they privately
know to be false,” to the American-
led “rules-based international or-
der” that has governed the world for
some 80 years. Though “American
hegemony” offered some benefits—
“open sea lanes, a stable financial

C anadian Prime Minister Mark

system, collective security and sup-
port for frameworks for resolving
disputes”—it also required collective
self-deception.

“We knew the story of the inter-
national rules-based order was par-
tially false,” Mr. Carney said, “that
the strongest would exempt them-
selves when convenient.” Yet “we
placed the sign in the window. We
participated in the rituals.”

Although he didn’t name Presi-
dent Trump, it was clear whom Mr.
Carney blamed for what he called
the “rupture” in world order. Acting
as the greengrocer in his analogy,
Mr. Carney proclaimed that it is time
for world leaders to follow his heroic
example, take the proverbial signs
out of their windows and speak truth
to power.

The audience at Davos took up the
call, offering Mr. Carney an almost
unheard-of standing ovation. “Very
important and very well put remarks
by PM Mark Carney,” enthused for-
mer Swedish Prime Minister Carl
Bildt. “It’s time to take down the sign
and speak up.” Lionel Barber, a for-
mer editor of the Financial Times, the
bible of the Davoisie, tweeted that Mr.
Carney’s address was “the speech of
a statesman.” Mexican President

Claudia Sheinbaum said it was “very
much in tune with the current times.”
A former premier of British Columbia
said it was “the most important
speech any Canadian Prime Minister
has given in decades.”

Even by that low bar, Mr. Carney’s
speech was muddled and incoherent.
It was also oblivious to irony. Though
Mr. Carney has positioned himself as
the Western world’s most outspoken
Trump critic, he owes his job to the

He laments the decline of
the world while cozying up
to China and shirking
responsibility for defense.

American president; it was thanks al-
most entirely to Mr. Trump’s tariffs
against Canadian exports and threats
of annexation that Mr. Carney’s Lib-
erals overcame a 27% polling deficit
to win last year’s parliamentary elec-
tion. There’s also the incongruity of
Mr. Carney: Before entering politics,
he had a successful career in high fi-
nance and central banking, yet in his
speech he disparaged the integrated

financial world where he spent de-
cades as a “lie.” Mr. Carney also en-
gaged in hypocrisy by invoking Ha-
vel’s denunciation of dictatorial
communism while praising “new
strategic partnerships with China
and Qatar,” the former an actual
communist dictatorship.

The biggest problem was Mr. Car-
ney’s bungling of Havel’s work. He la-
mented the rupture of the rules-based
international order, yet he simultane-
ously analogized that order to Brezh-
nev-era Czechoslovak communism.
Such a comparison is morally gro-
tesque and objectively wrong. It’s also
illogical: Why should we mourn the
downfall of such a system? Inappro-
priately invoking an overused parable
might make Mr. Carney sound clever,
but it shows a lack of deep thinking.
That he allegedly wrote the address
himself, as his aides have told the me-
dia, should be cause for concern
among Canadians.

While Mr. Carney is correct that
global order is breaking down, the
collapse started long before Mr.
Trump announced his campaign for
the presidency. President Barack
Obama’s failure to enforce his own
red line against Syrian dictator
Bashar al-Assad’s use of chemical

weapons in 2013 paved the way for
Vladimir Putin’s annexation of Cri-
mea the following year. President Joe
Biden’s disastrous withdrawal of
American troops from Afghanistan in
2021 sent a similar signal to Mr. Pu-
tin, who six months later attempted
to conquer all of Ukraine.

The U.S. appeared weak in each
case, but Canada hasn’t exactly set
the standard on strength. A longtime
laggard on defense spending, it fails
to spend even 2% of gross domestic
product on defense, let alone the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s
new goal of 5%.

A truly courageous leader—Ilike
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zel-
ensky, who said that “Europe re-
mains a beautiful but fragmented ka-
leidoscope of small and middle
powers”—might have raised these
uncomfortable points, both identify-
ing others’ weaknesses and acknowl-
edging his country’s own. But not
Mr. Carney, who passes off conven-
tional wisdom as bold truth-telling
and mistakes empty moralizing for
statesmanship.

M. Kirchick is author of “The End
of Europe: Dictators, Demagogues,
and the Coming Dark Age.”
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Warsh Is the Right Fed Choice

ting into as President Trump’s nominee
4 to be the next Chairman of the Federal
Reserve? Yes, he does, which
is only one of the reasons he
is the right choice for a central
bank that needs reform after
a generation of exceeding its
proper monetary remit.

Mr. Warsh is a former Fed
Governor whose 2006-2011 tenure overlapped
with the 2008 financial panic and recession. He
has also worked on Wall Street and in the White
House under George W. Bush. Though he wasn’t
in charge of the Fed at the time, Mr. Warsh’s ex-
perience in a crisis will be invaluable when the
next one arrives, as it inevitably will. He has
deep knowledge of global financial markets, and
knows most of the global players—from Europe,
to the UK., Japan and China.

* * *

More important, Mr. Warsh has been argu-
ably the leading voice in public life for reform-
ing the Fed. He left the board of Governors in
2011 after then Chairman Ben Bernanke made
vast bond-buying a permanent part of Fed pol-
icy rather than an emergency resort.

Mr. Warsh’s critique, which he made public
at the time in these pages, has proved pro-
phetic. The Fed in its “quantitative easing” era
has presided first over an historically weak eco-
nomic expansion, and then in round two during
and after the pandemic the worst inflation in
50 years.

Mr. Warsh is known as an inflation hawk,
which makes Mr. Trump’s nomination espe-
cially notable. Mr. Trump wants lower interest
rates, but the paradox of monetary policy is that
someone with hawkish inflation credentials has
more credibility with financial markets and can
often find it easier to keep rates lower than
easy-money men.

As readers of these pages know, Mr. Warsh
has in recent years offered a searching critique
of Fed policy since the financial panic. He has
been especially pointed in saying that the cen-
tral bank has taken on a broader role in eco-
nomic policy than it should.

“In my view, forays far afield—for all seasons
and all reasons—have led to systemic errors in
macroeconomic policy,” he wrote in April 2025.
“The Fed has acted more as a general-purpose
agency of government than a narrow central
bank.”

This “institutional drift,” as he put it, has
caused the Fed to lose the plot on its essential
mandate, which is price stability. The Fed has
also wandered into fiscal policy with its bond-
buying that has underwritten excessive federal
spending and asset purchases that contributed
to the misallocation of capital. (See the boom

'D oes Kevin Warsh know what he’s get-

He knows where the
central bank has gone

wrong and how to fix it.
|

in housing prices.) And that’s without its Biden-
era political bows to consider climate change in
financial regulation and the racial impact of
monetary policy. Such political
bows compromised the Fed’s
independence by its own hand,
never mind President Trump’s
social-media posts.

Mr. Warsh will steer the
Fed away from all that. He will
also aim to reduce the Fed’s balance sheet that
has ballooned into the trillions of dollars from
merely some $800 billion when Mr. Warsh first
joined the Fed. He has said fiscal policy is the
job of Treasury and Congress, while the Fed
should stick to money. In this division of priori-
ties, he is looking back to the famous Treasury-
Fed Accord of 1951 that angered Harry Truman
but restored monetary stability after the post-
World War II inflation.

None of this will be easy. He will face opposi-
tion from many on the Fed staff and from the
central-banking clerisy that includes the recent
Fed chairs he has criticized. The Senate should
consider the latter a recommendation. He will
also have to navigate the man in the White
House who thinks interest rates should only go
down, but Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent can
help on that front.

The dumbest criticism is that Mr. Warsh
doesn’t have an economics Ph.D. But how well
have the hundreds of Fed Ph.D.s done in the last
20 years? They kept rates too low for too long
in the 2000s, contributing to the housing boom
and bust. They overestimated economic growth
under Barack Obama, and underestimated it un-
der Trump L. Then they missed entirely the Bi-
den inflation.

* * *

A non-economist can’t do any worse. And Mr.
Warsh may do much better since he under-
stands the Fed’s economic models and how they
have been wrong. He doesn’t believe, as the Fed
does, that stronger economic growth produces
inflation and thus interest rates must inevitably
rise. He focuses on money and price signals
more than the jobless rate.

This insight matters in particular at the
present moment of what appears to be the cusp
of a productivity boom. This decade, with vast
Al investment and the spread of Al applica-
tions in business, could be like the internet
boom of the 1990s. If it is, productivity will rise
and incomes can rise with it without triggering
inflation.

All of which is to say that Mr. Warsh has an
extraordinary opportunity to reform the Fed so
it resumes its role as a steward of price stabil-
ity to underpin stable growth and rising in-
comes. This is President Trump’s best second-
term appointment.

A Tiananmen Memory Crime in Hong Kong

the present, and so it goes in Hong Kong
§ as its former British legal system be-
comes areplica of China’s. This
month three Hong Kong citizens
went on trial for the alleged
crime of organizing candlelit
vigils to remember the 1989
Chinese massacre at Tiananmen
Square in Beijing.

For three decades following
that Communist slaughter of
unarmed Chinese, Hong Kong was the only place
on Chinese soil where that crime was publicly
remembered. But starting in 2020 any public
display of remembrance, however quiet and non-
violent, was banned. Chow Hang-tung, Albert Ho
and Lee Cheuk-yan face up to a decade in prison
for the crime of memory.

Hong Kong’s Tiananmen vigils used to be
hailed as a sign, in spite of the city’s return to
China in 1997, that it still upheld the free expres-
sion central to a world trade and financial cen-
ter. But everything today in Hong Kong is sub-
servient to the national-security law that Beijing

'D ictatorships rewrite the past to control

Three Hong Kong
citizens face a decade
in prison for lighting

memorial candles.

imposed in 2020. The government used Covid-19
as an excuse to ban the vigils, and the security
law is now invoked against these three.

The trio aren’t as well
known globally as Jimmy Lai,
the imprisoned publisher who
has been mentioned in Parlia-
ment and whose family mem-
bers have met with President
Trump, British Prime Minister
Keir Starmer and Pope Leo. But
they are every bit as deserving
of support, and they have been fighting for the
same values that once made Hong Kong a beacon
of hope for generations of ordinary Chinese.

Mr. Ho, former chairman of the group behind
the annual Tiananmen vigil, is in poor health and
has pleaded guilty to inciting subversion. He no
doubt is hoping for leniency in sentencing. Mr.
Lee and Miss Chow have pleaded not guilty.
Whatever their fate, their bravery should not be
forgotten.

Their trial is more evidence of the continuing
brutality of a Communist government that tries
to cover up a murderous sin of its past.

Gavin Newsom on Wealth and Taxes

ell, well. California Gov. Gavin
Newsom is experiencing an epiph-
any of sorts, as his state’s billion-

aires vamoose to avoid get-
ting clobbered by a union-
backed wealth tax. He now
admits that taxes affect where
people choose to live and in-
vest. Glory be.

The SEIU-United Health-
care Workers West is collecting signatures to
place a referendum on the November ballot
that would establish a one-time (supposedly)
5% wealth tax on Californians with more than
$1 billion in assets. The union claims the mea-
sure would raise $100 billion in revenue. That’s
doubtful given that it has already spurred many
billionaires to decamp.

Google co-founders Larry Page and Sergey
Brin have reportedly limited their ties to the
Golden State, as have venture capitalists Peter
Thiel and David Sacks. Iconiq Capital founder
Divesh Makan told Bloomberg News this month
that he knows several wealthy families that
have left to avoid the tax.

As Mr. Newsom explained, the result of this ex-
odus will be less income-tax revenue. “The impact
of a one-time tax does not solve an ongoing struc-
tural challenge,” the Governor said Thursday.
“You would have a windfall one time, and then
over the years, you would see a significant reduc-
tion in taxes because taxpayers will move.”

The Californian finally
admits that high taxes

cause people to move.
|

By “structural challenge,” he means recur-
ring budget gaps caused by excessive spending.
The state Legislative Analyst’s Office in Novem-
ber forecast a $18 billion defi-
cit in the coming fiscal year
with shortfalls growing to $35
billion in future years. And
this assumes there’s no eco-
nomic downturn—or a flight
of high earners who pay the
state’s bills.

Mr. Newsom said he is very “mindful” that
“we rely on a very small number of people
that allows us to do historic things”—i.e.,
spend at historic levels. His recently pro-
posed budget includes $539 billion in spend-
ing, up 68% from 2019. It also projects a $42
billion revenue surge. As a result of the
state’s progressive tax system, the top 1% of
earners pay about half of state income tax.
So revenue rises and falls with stock prices
and capital gains.

The Governor might try explaining to vot-
ers that the state’s budget problems don’t owe
to the wealthy not paying enough in tax, as
unions claim. Nor to federal funding cuts. Cali-
fornia’s federal Medicaid dollars this year are
projected to increase by $18 billion (15%). But
if he said this it might cause voters to realize
that the Sacramento Democrats are spend-
thrifts who can’t control their political appe-
tites. Do not expect that epiphany.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Washington Could Use ‘Renewal’ All Around

Even as the Journal ran Matthew
Continetti’s op-ed describing Sen.
Chuck Schumer’s political brinkman-
ship during last fall’s government
shutdown (“There’s Only One ‘Re-
newal Democrat’,” Jan. 28), the coun-
try once again found itself on the
verge of doing it all over again.

That such an exercise in political
dysfunction could have been contem-
plated in the middle of tax season, and
so soon after 43 days of pointless
hardship last fall upon millions of gov-
ernment employees, the traveling pub-
lic, the needy and the Treasury, seems
almost unbelievable—but it came
within a day of happening.

Americans shouldn’t have to live
any longer with such a possibility of
grievous disturbance.

The U.S. is probably the only coun-
try in the world that allows its gov-
ernment to shut down because offi-
cials haven’t made updated
appropriations by self-imposed dead-
lines. When funding stalemates occur
in other countries, government activ-
ity generally continues with the exist-
ing levels of funding until new mon-
ies can be agreed upon.

This common-sense practice
should prevail here. Tax collection,
after all, doesn’t stop when services
are interrupted.

The threat or the reality of “partial
shutdowns” should never have been
allowed to either party for the pur-
pose of gaining leverage to accom-

plish agendas that otherwise wouldn’t
command majority support. Congress
should simply deny itself this heinous
tactic.
THOMAS CONNER
Hillsdale, Mich.

Rahm Emanuel does, Mr. Continetti
observes, have “some bright policy
ideas.” He also is a decisive leader
who isn’t afraid to make decisions
that buck conventional wisdom or the
whims of his, or any, party. He once
was regarded as abrasive, but the
current occupant president has made
Mr. Emanuel look like Mr. Rogers.

In short, Mr. Emanuel is the type
who could garner the support of those
of us who would like to see a responsi-
ble adult back in the White House. The
problem is that reasonable types have
been shunted aside in today’s political
discourse. Mr. Emanuel could never
get his party’s nomination and, of
course, even mentioning Mr. Emanuel
as a Republican candidate is laughable.

At least at this point, it looks like
the two major parties in 2028 will
once again present us with a choice
between two crazies. While a third
party has been a quixotic quest in this
country for well over a century, per-
haps the time has come to abandon
the zealots who control the main two.
Rahm Emanuel would be the ideal
standard-bearer for such an effort.

MARK M. QUINN
Naperville, Ill.

Win the Midterms or Really Close the Border?

Karl Rove’s argument in his op-ed
“Is Trump Trying to Lose the Mid-
terms?” (Jan. 22) that President
Trump’s hardline border policy will
harm Republican election prospects
overlooks a glaring problem. Mr.
Trump was elected in part to end
President Biden’s unprecedented bor-
der free-for-all. The public has be-
come increasingly disillusioned at the
sight of immigration officers raiding
high density immigrant workplaces
like Home Depots—let alone fatally
shooting two Minnesota protesters.
Yet practically, there are only two
ways to stop the flood of migrants
crossing the border, a physical barrier,
i.e., “the wall” or driving down its ap-

peal both to criminals and otherwise
law-abiding migrants. Building the
wall has proven unwieldy, leaving only
option No. 2. But if the promulgated
immigration enforcement efforts are
strictly relegated to the apprehension
and deportation of serious criminals,
noncriminal migrants would perceive
little risk in attempting to enter the
U.S. illegally. The flood of crossings
would continue essentially unabated.
While a much more camera-
friendly version of immigration en-
forcement might well be less offensive
to many midterm voters, it is also
likely that it would not work.
Davip H. EPSTEIN
Fort Lauderdale, Fla.

E-Ledgers Put Climate Accountability at Risk

I write in response to “New Emis-
sions Tracking Stirs Skepticism in
Some Companies” (Exchange, Jan. 24),
which highlights a critical juncture for
corporate climate action. While propo-
nents claim that the product-level “E-
ledgers” approach to accounting for
carbon emissions will drive demand
for goods that pollute less, this meth-
odology risks undermining decades of
progress in corporate accountability.

The Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Protocol
has become the global standard for
emissions accounting precisely because
it provides comprehensive visibility
into a company’s full environmental
impact across operations and value
chains. This transparency enables
meaningful target-setting, progress
tracking, and stakeholder accountabil-
ity on addressing risks and harnessing
new demand. Fragmenting this system
with alternative methodologies creates
confusion rather than clarity.

Product-level data have legitimate
applications for informed procurement
decisions and life-cycle assessments.
However, it should complement—not
replace—existing corporate account-
ing frameworks. The GHG Protocol is
already incorporating product-level
methodologies through alignment

White House? The Big Top

It isn’t that, as you write in your ed-
itorial “The FCC’s Late Night Comedy
Show” (Jan. 24), the administration’s
“goal is to make Mr. Trump’s Presi-
dency the highest-rated comedy on
TV,” but the greatest show on earth.

Donald Trump is a modern day P.T.
Barnum. His administration is a three-
ring circus with numerous side acts
bobbing and weaving along.

STEPHEN BORKOWSKI
Pittsburg, Texas
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with the International Organization
for Standards while maintaining com-
prehensive corporate accountability.
Rather than developing parallel sys-
tems that may make markets less effi-
cient and transparent and absolve
companies of the responsibility of
managing risks, we need strengthened
implementation of proven frameworks.
Climate action requires all actors—pro-
ducers, purchasers and consumers—to
take responsibility for the pollution
they create throughout value chains.
STEVEN ROTHSTEIN
Ceres
Boston

I Lost My Young Son to CRC

Regarding “Colorectal Cancer Risk
Is Rising” (U.S. News, Jan. 23), I urge
people in their 20s and 30s not to skip
annual physical exams that include ba-
sic blood work. I have witnessed first-
hand the consequences of late detec-
tion of colorectal cancer (CRC).

My son, Evan White, was diagnosed
with CRC in 2017 at age 24. The dis-
ease was already advanced, and he
died in 2021, a week before his 29th
birthday. While public discussion
rightly emphasizes colorectal cancer
screening beginning at age 45 and
earlier for those at higher risk, rou-
tine wellness visits in young adults
deserve attention as well. Evan’s
symptoms seemed too minor to war-
rant a doctor’s appointment, but a
simple blood test may have revealed
his low hemoglobin level, an early
warning sign.

Colorectal cancer is highly treatable
when detected early. Young adults
who feel healthy shouldn’t assume
they are immune.

JonN G. WHITE
Waco, Texas

Pepper ...
And Salt
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“This is my doctor. He’ll be doing
my ordering for me.”



THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

* % % %

Saturday/Sunday, January 31 - February 1, 2026 | A13

OPINION

America Needs Restraint—and Facts

DECLARATIONS
By Peggy Noonan

ur long cold civil war
heated up somewhat in
Minneapolis this week,
and youwd be dreaming if
you think we won’t have
more such moments and tensions,
and not only on immigration. We
aren’t at peace with ourselves.

Here we take a look at some large
things that went wrong and can be
made better.

The federal government has not
only the right but the duty to enforce
U.S. immigration law. An urgent as-
pect of that action is to find and de-
tain those who, since arriving here,
have violently broken the law.

But if you do this, you must do it
right—professionally, with restraint,
by the book, in the full spirit of the
law.

Americans don’t want and won’t
accept masked men in camouflage
jumping out of unmarked vans and

The violence in Minnesota
calls for a return to the
ways of Martin Luther
King and the wire services.

demanding their papers. It’s not us.
The government has to know that.
Americans don’t want and will reject
the street killing of protesters fol-
lowed by an official response of lies
and accusations.

All big actions have a spirit to
them. Immigration enforcement must
be serious and sober. Often, federal
officers and agents have taken on a
tough-guy way, pushing people
around, being rough, profane and
trigger-happy. They have operated
within a context of fairly constant
challenge—surrounded, pushed,

jeered and taunted. But they can’t be
a law unto themselves. They’ve
looked like a mook army jacked up on
videogames—not tough, just macho.
The tough have self-discipline. These
guys are operating with an eye to es-
calation, not de-escalation, which is
among the first things cops are
taught: Cool things down.

We debate whether they’ve been
sufficiently trained. You’ve seen the
videos, they aren’t sufficiently
trained.

The federal government should
pause enforcement and take time to
regroup, retrain, reorient.

Which brings us to the spirit of
the anti-ICE protests. Those who’ve
taken to the streets are indignant,
emotionally engaged, opposed and
driven to show opposition. But
watching them I thought: We don’t
know how to protest anymore, we’re
losing this knowledge.

Within human memory America
was the stage of one of the greatest
protest movements in all history, the
civil-rights movement of the 1950s
and ’60s. Its power came from a dig-
nity that was majestic and couldn’t
be denied. Go back to the photos of
the marches in Selma, Montgomery
and Birmingham. The protesters’
mien was sober, they presented
themselves as adults who were mor-
ally serious, they were morally re-
sponsible and meant moral business.
Look at their faces. They were sacrifi-
cial. They were risking their physical
safety by putting themselves on the
line for a great purpose.

They knew civil disobedience must
be civil, peaceful resistance peaceful.
They deliberately appealed to the
conscience of a nation and were cer-
tain that nation, America, had a con-
science to which an appeal could be
made. Which was a compliment.

We’ve just marked Martin Luther
King Day. He strategized that move-
ment. He believed peacefulness and
nonviolence were morally grounded
(in Christianity) and historically
tested (by Gandhi). He knew it was
the way of the strong, not the weak.

In Birmingham there were mar-
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ches, sit-ins, boycotts. The police
chief, “Bull” Connor, turned fire
hoses on the demonstrators, who
didn’t physically retaliate. King knew
the divide between those demonstra-
tors and the violent response would
play out on TV screens across the
country. And he knew which side
America would take.

Current protesters should emulate
that dignity and power, not fall into
formless jeering and harassment. In-
stead, they seem to have a spirit of
“I'm so upset, I have a right to act
out due to my sharper sense of injus-
tice.” No. Be slow to interfere with
law enforcement, and summon sup-
port by your bearing.

A final thought on an urgent need.
As soon as something terrible hap-
pens, we fight about the facts. We’re
at each other’s throats over what re-
ally happened, what’s true, who did
what. It’s always a second front in
the battle and always makes things
worse.

We need the facts more quickly,
more soberly, in greater depth. At
this point in our country great re-
porting isn’t a craft or a talent, it is a
patriotic act. It presents the facts on
which we can build a serviceable pic-

Martin Luther King Jr. leads a 1965 march to Montgomery, Ala.

ture of what happened, of right and
wrong. This steadies the civic mind.

What reporters do is hard—find
human beings in the thicket, in the
wild, earn their trust, convince
them to speak, read opaque docu-
ments, decipher things, restrain
their own views, get the facts accu-
rately and then let those facts speak
for themselves.

News organizations want more
voices and views—fine, good for
them, more spirited opinion, good.
But what you most need when your
country is breaking up, and it seems
possible every day that we’re break-
ing up, is the facts. In the troubled,
challenged world of current journal-
ism, he who has the facts will win the
future.

A little side trip here to Walter
Cronkite, whose name is being men-
tioned a lot. “Everyone trusted
Cronkite.” True. I knew him, he was
human, and he wasn’t trusted be-
cause he had nice eyes or a nice way
or a well-lit set or smoked a pipe.

People trusted him because for
much of his career he’d been a work-
aday reporter at United Press Inter-
national. And it formed him, shaped
his journalism. UPI, the Associated

Press and other wire services told
America what was happening each
day in the country and the world.

Here is what the wires taught you.
Their product was purchased and had
to be acceptable to every newspaper
in the country—liberal and conserva-
tive, big city and small. So wire ser-
vice reporters had to play it
straight—get it first but get it right,
facts are gettable, verification neces-
sary. You disciplined yourself out of
the story. Accuracy was all.

Because of that training, viewers
could tell Cronkite was a professional
operating under clear and continuing
standards.

The wire services, plus indepen-
dent big-city papers, gave the nation
a shared factual floor. We need to get
it back. We won’t get through the fu-
ture without it. So we need journal-
ism (freelance, independent, institu-
tional) more than ever.

Reporting is expensive—you have
to get a lot of reporters on the
ground, running around, getting the
data. But it’s where the investment
needs to be made.

People think journalism is hope-
lessly tainted, just another partisan
player, can never get its reputation
back. Wrong. You can build it each
day. You can open up a new account in
the credibility bank, see it grow. When
Cronkite said Vietnam was a failure he
was believed, because he had a big
personal account to draw on.

The collapse of local newspapers
means old-hand reporters and editors
who knew the neighborhood are
largely gone. The big national news-
papers had bureaus in state capitals
but shut them down as the internet
rose—so that reporting is gone.

We’re kind of a ridiculous country
in that we’re obsessed with what
other Americans believe but aren’t
covering the other Americans or
bothering to know them. We have to
turn this around.

I realize this sounds like “let’s re-
turn to the old ways.” But yes, let’s.
They worked, the country didn’t rup-
ture, we endured. Which is what we
want.

Kevin Warsh on the Fed’s Mistakes and the Consequences

resident Trump announced

Friday that he will nominate

Kevin Warsh as chairman of
the Federal Reserve Board. Mr.
Warsh served as a Fed governor
from 2006 through 2011 and has
since written frequently for these
pages. These are excerpts from his
Journal op-eds. A related editorial
appears nearby.

* * *

From “The High Cost of the Fed’s
Mission Creep,” April 28, 2025:

For about 40 years, Americans
scarcely thought about changes in
the price level. If the Fed’s envi-
able track record of price stability
had continued through this decade,
central bankers may have been
granted wider berth. But then the
Fed foundered on fundamentals
and inflation surged.

The chairman-designate
on where the central bank
has gone wrong and what
independence means.
1

Stable prices were the Fed’s plot
armor. As in the movies, it was
protection for the protagonist
against those who would dare a
challenge. The Fed’s roving remit
and grand ambitions, however, ex-
panded its surface area and ex-
posed its vulnerability even more.

Central-bank independence is
more often cited than defined. In-
dependence isn’t a policy goal
unto itself. It’s a means of achiev-
ing important and particular pol-
icy outcomes.

Independence is reflexively de-
clared when any Fed policy is criti-
cized. Congress has granted impor-
tant functions to the Fed in bank
regulation and supervision. I don’t
believe the Fed is owed any partic-
ular deference in bank regulatory
and supervisory policy. Fed claims
of independence in bank matters

undermine the case for indepen-
dence in monetary policy.

And when the Fed turns away
from its creed and tradition, exercis-
ing powers that are the province of
the Treasury Department, or taking
positions on societal issues, it fur-
ther jeopardizes its operational inde-
pendence in what matters most.

I strongly believe in the opera-
tional independence of monetary
policy as a wise political economy
decision. And I believe that Fed in-
dependence is chiefly up to the
Fed. That doesn’t mean central
bankers should be treated as pam-
pered princes. When monetary out-
comes are poor, the Fed should be
subjected to serious questioning,
strong oversight and, when they
err, opprobrium.

* * *

From “The U.S. Needs Economic
Regime Change,” March 20, 2023:

History will give a full account-
ing of the grave errors committed
in recent years in economic policy.
A central lesson is already clear:
Nothing is as expensive as free
money.

The costs of the Federal Reserve’s
zero-interest policy are multiplying:
The misallocation of capital—goos-
ing the price of the riskiest and
least-productive of assets—set the
conditions for boom and bust. The
financing of the “big state” set the
country on an unsustainable fiscal
trajectory. The extraordinarily loose
financial conditions created herd be-
havior among market participants
and firms and complacency among
policy makers, including regulators.
The surge in inflation substantially
raised the cost of living for citizens
and undermined business planning.

* * *

From “The Fault Lies in R-Star
and in Ourselves,” Sept, 26, 2018:

Policy makers are currently re-
joicing in their good fortune. The
U.S. economy is booming: Output is
growing more than 50% faster than
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the Fed forecast a year ago, wages
are accelerating, and labor markets
are the strongest they’ve been in at
least a generation. Capital invest-
ment is strengthening, and produc-
tivity shows some improvement.
Asset prices are high. Credit is
cheap and widely available. And in-
flation is running at or near the
Fed’s avowed target.

The Trump administration’s re-
forms in tax and regulatory policy
were well-timed. They caused a
business and wage-earner expansion
to follow on the heels of a con-
sumer-driven, housing-led expansion
that was starting to show its age.
The strong trends in the U.S. econ-
omy are likely to continue.

Even so, history and hard experi-
ence tell us that a boom is not a
time for triumphalism, especially
for the guardians of financial sta-
bility at the Fed. The most conse-

quential period in economic policy
is often when the embers of the
last fire are gone and the first
sparks of the next are not yet visi-
ble. Policy makers should not be
dismissive of less likely, but more
damaging tail events.
* * *

From “The Federal Reserve
Needs New Thinking,” Aug. 25,
2016:

The economics guild pushed ill-
considered new dogmas into the
mainstream of monetary policy. The
Fed’s mantra of data-dependence
causes erratic policy lurches in re-
sponse to noisy data. Its medium-
term policy objectives are at odds
with its compulsion to keep asset
prices elevated. Its inflation objec-
tives are far more precise than the
residual measurement error. Its

output-gap economic models are
troublingly unreliable.

The Fed seeks to fix interest
rates and control foreign-exchange
rates simultaneously—an impossi-
ble task with the free flow of capi-
tal. Its “forward guidance,” promis-
ing low interest rates well into the
future, offers ambiguity in the
name of clarity. It licenses a ca-
cophony of communications in the
name of transparency. And it ex-
presses grave concern about in-
come inequality while refusing to
acknowledge that its policies un-
fairly increased asset inequality.

The Fed often treats financial
markets as a beast to be tamed, a
cub to be coddled, or a market to
be manipulated. It appears in
thrall to financial markets, and fi-
nancial markets are in thrall to
the Fed, but only one will get the
last word.

A Slow-Cooked Peace in Ukraine

MacArthur lives!
Readers of a certain
antiquity will ap-
preciate the refer-
- ence. Gen. Douglas
% MacArthur struck a

BUSINESS notoriously uncom-
promising stance
g;(;lRog;?an w during the Korean

War: If victory re-
quires nuking a few
bases inside China,
so be it. The U.S. should apply what-
ever force necessary to impose unifi-
cation on the Korean Peninsula on
strictly U.S. terms.

No thanks, was the strategic re-
sponse of the Truman and Eisen-
hower administrations. Their modern
equivalent is Kyrylo Budanov,
Ukraine’s ferocious former intelli-
gence chief and now a close aide to
President Volodymyr Zelensky.

Mr. Budanov is one of several par-
ticipants who said recently a Donald
Trump-mediated ending of the war
may be in sight. Guess what? He also
supports such an outcome, however
disturbing it might be to certain
Western wonks who still believe Mr.
Trump is Russia’s cat’s-paw because
he refuses to match Vladimir Putin
escalation for escalation in an at-
tempt to end the Putin regime. Don’t
even try suggesting that, in pushing
concessions on Kyiv, Trump agents
might actually be helping the Zel-
ensky government toward a good-
enough deal it wants to make.

Jade McGlynn of King’s College
London, who researches opinion in
the Russian-occupied parts of
Ukraine, says even active resistance
fighters accept the inevitability of
territorial concessions. Halting and
limited U.S. support began with Joe
Biden, not because Mr. Biden didn’t
sympathize with Ukrainians wanting
their land back. In Mr. Trump, Ameri-
cans may have a president who

Jenkins, Jr.

doesn’t give two hoots. He under-
stands nonetheless why a cease-fire
that preserves Ukraine’s indepen-
dence and defensibility serves U.S.
(and Trump) interests.

This week the Financial Times
consecrated for its global audience a
new reality: Europe’s leaders have
lost their “old fear that the US will
betray Ukraine.” Their worry now is
that the Trump administration will
grow tired of the effort to get the war

stopped.
Call it progress on one front. On
another, unfortunately, certain

Ukraine supporters have taken up a
new chant: Mr. Putin will never end
the war because he can’t afford a
successful Ukraine.

It isn’t too soon for
pundits to decide how

to consume their crow if
Donald Trump succeeds.
]

The postulate isn’t new; if any-
thing, it exists only in Mr. Putin’s
subconscious now. He and his mouth-
pieces are long accustomed, in fact,
to maintaining that Ukrainians are
too incompetent to succeed at any-
thing except being Western puppets.
The war itself clearly emerged from
Mr. Putin’s estimate that Ukraine
would give him a cheap win. He’d get
a “great power” triumph to flaunt be-
fore his people in place of the West-
ern-style prosperity that won’t be
coming their way.

A more or less formal decision was
made circa 2012: The Kremlin would
remain an underdeveloped klepto-
cratic petrostate. It would market it-
self to its own people with a combi-
nation of international paranoia and
breast-beating. Surprisingly, in Rus-

sia even today, you can still refer to
this choice and what it’s costing Rus-
sia as long as you do so in the voice
of a Putin loyalist, as shown in the
career of economist and onetime offi-
cial Alexei Kudrin.

This doesn’t mean, however, that a
threshold of pain isn’t obtainable
where Mr. Putin would prefer a
cease-fire to continuing the war.

Then commentators might have to
weigh the importance of listening to
Ukrainians when they explain why
the deal they signed should be sup-
ported by Ukraine’s well-wishers.
Some might have to eat a little crow.
For Ukraine’s sake, this would be
preferable to disparaging any Trump-
mediated deal as a “sellout” simply to
maintain their online brands. Why? A
soured reaction in the West is exactly
what Putin trolls will be promoting
the minute a deal is signed. The goal:
undercut an appetite for the U.S. and
allied investments to ensure Ukraine
becomes a prosperous, well-armed
linchpin of Western security, even if
this means outside of the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization and with-
out Western troops on its soil.

Happily, neither NATO nor troops
are needed. Ukraine, badly divided
and taken by surprise, has already
fought Russia to a standstill once. In
doing so, it’s now a model for NATO
itself, less reliant on the U.S. nuclear
umbrella, more able to deter Russia
conventionally.

Mr. Putin hasn’t abandoned his
ambitions. But he or a successor
would have a steep hill to climb to
convince fellow elites to renew an ex-
periment that has failed so miserably.
A simple truth: Even if Mr. Trump
were as bad as his detractors say, Mr.
Putin would be hard-pressed to con-
jure a Ukraine ending now that
wouldn’t simply be an exclamation
mark on the overall trajectory of Rus-
sia’s decline.



