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SCIENCE

Researchers have caught a glimpse of life on the
Arctic sea�oor using a portable camera. After
they deployed the device 260 m into a
Greenlandic fjord, they saw a bustling ecosystem
previously hidden from view. There were
hundreds of small organisms, including
shrimp-like amphipods and tiny jelly�sh, and a
snail�sh swimming backwards and a narwhal.
Using red LED lights, which many deep-sea
creatures can’t see, the researchers observed
these animals without scaring them away.

Small camera reveals hidden
world on Arctic sea�oor

A powerful AI tool called TranscriptFormer can
identify cell types with extreme accuracy, even of
species it hasn’t seen before. Scientists trained it
on 112 million cells from 12 species, spanning 1.5
billion years of evolution. It could rapidly detect
disease states in human cells and naturally
uncover complex biological patterns, such as
how species are related, without new
instructions. The model is a new way for
comparing biology across all living beings.

AI tool excels at identifying
cells, even ‘new’ ones

A study in Nepal has found that insect pollinators
are essential for both human health and �nancial
survival. Researchers tracked the diets and
incomes of smallholder farming families and
found that insects are responsible for 44% of a
family’s farming income and over 20% of its
intake of vital nutrients, like vitamin A and folate.
The native honeybee was the single most critical
species. The study also found that actively
managing these species could reverse
malnourishment trends.

Vulnerable communities in
Nepal need insect pollinators

SNAPSHOTS
�

On hotter days, why does
the sky seem more grey
than blue?

The sky’s blue is due to
Rayleigh scattering — when
molecules in the air scatter
light of shorter wavelength
(bluer) much more
e�ciently than that of
longer ones. On hotter
days, however, there can
be other things in the air
that can a�ect how light is
scattered.
Warmer air can hold more
moisture. So on a hotter
day, the air can have a
combination of higher
humidity, in the form of
water vapour and �ne
droplets, and more dust,
aerosols, and other
particulate matter that
convective currents driven

by the heat have lifted.
These larger particles
scatter all wavelengths of
light more equally, not just
blue, an e�ect called Mie
scattering. Rayleigh
scattering happens only
when the object scattering
the light is much smaller
than the light’s
wavelength.
As a result of Mie
scattering, the sky’s
colours are ‘washed out’
into a pale grey haze.
Human perception also
plays a small role. On hot
and bright days, the
overall luminance of the
sky increases, forcing our
eyes to adjust. 

Question Corner

Flooding with light

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

Flood hazard assessments
for Uttarakhand have rou-
tinely underestimated the
danger to its towns and vil-
lages because they have
leaned on long-term aver-
age rainfall �gures rather
than the extreme down-
pours that actually trigger
disasters, according to a
study in Current Science.
The �ndings arrive at a mo-
ment when the Himalayan
State is grappling with
what climate scientists de-

scribe as a sharpening pat-
tern of cloudbursts, glacial
lake outbursts, and �ash
�oods.

The study, led by re-
searchers at the Malaviya
National Institute of Tech-
nology, Jaipur, tracked
how �ood hazard zones
have intensi�ed in 2017-
2021. Areas classi�ed as
‘high’ or ‘severe hazard’
zones rose noticeably over
that period, with 2021
showing the largest extent
of ‘high-hazard’ land.
Across all the years exa-
mined, more than 90% of

Uttarakhand fell within
moderate or high-hazard
categories.

The researchers
mapped �ood hazard
zones the State using a Ge-
ographic Information Sys-
tem), a popular digital
mapping technology used
by planners everywhere.
They combined six factors
to assess where �oods are
most likely: elevation,
slope, drainage density, to-
pographic wetness, land
use, and rainfall. Each fac-
tor was assigned a weight
re�ecting its in�uence on

�ooding. Slope, elevation,
and rainfall were judged
the most important; land
use, drainage density, and
wetness were treated as
secondary.

The map was then
drawn once using the high-
est rainfall recorded in a gi-
ven year and once using
the average of those annual
peaks across three de-
cades. The contrast was
stark. When the heaviest
yearly rainfall was used,
severe and high-hazard
zones expanded across the
State. When long-term av-

erages were used instead,
those zones appeared to
shrink. The authors argued
that conventional methods
relying on average values
may give planners a false
sense of safety.

Risky terrain
The �ndings carry weight
in a State that has wit-
nessed a series of catas-
trophes over the last two
decades, from the Malpa
landslide of 1998 and the
Kedarnath disaster of 2013,
in which Uttarakhand re-
ceived 375% of its bench-

mark monsoon rainfall, to
the Chamoli �ood of 2021.
Climate scientists have
linked the rising frequency
of extreme rainfall in the
Himalayas to a warming at-
mosphere. Built-up areas,
the study noted, have also
expanded across the State,
leaving less land able to ab-
sorb sudden runo�. The
authors recommend �ood
maps be redrawn around
extreme rainfall scenarios
rather than long-term aver-
ages, and that bu�er zones
be created around the
most vulnerable terrain. 

Uttarakhand �ood maps may be underestimating risk, study warns
Jacob Koshy
NEW DELHI

I
n 1988, a landmark
paper in Cell said
that in around 95%
of pancreatic can-

cers, a gene called KRAS
carried mutations at a par-
ticular location. It was one
of the �rst demonstrations
of a mutation with near-un-
iversal frequency identi-
�ed in a cancer.

Cancer is uncontrolled
cell division. In a healthy
individual, cells grow and
divide in a tightly con-
trolled cycle, with speci�c
signals telling the cell when
to divide or not. If someth-
ing goes amiss in this pro-
cess, cells can repair them-
selves or undergo
programmed cell death. In
cancer, this balance is dis-
turbed, causing unregulat-
ed cell division. As a result,
mistakes tend to accumu-
late in the DNA, leading to
tumours that can invade
surrounding tissues and
spread to other organs.

The 1988 Cell paper
showed the KRAS gene acts
as a switch, regulating
whether a cell divides. The
KRAS protein — the pro-
duct of the gene — exists in
either an ‘o�’ state, which
suppresses cell division or
an ‘on’ state that promotes
it. The mutations reported
in the study locked KRAS
in its ‘on’ state, driving un-
controlled cell division,
leading to pancreatic, colo-
rectal, and lung cancers.

Pancreatic cancer is par-
ticularly deadly because it
is usually detected late,
when the disease has alrea-
dy spread to neighbouring
tissues. 

There are very few sur-
gical options; even after

surgery, recurrence is com-
mon. Standard chemothe-
rapy is also not very
e�ective.

For decades, the medi-
cal fraternity considered
KRAS to be an attractive
drug target. However, it
proved exceptionally di�-
cult to inhibit because
most small-molecule drugs
work by �tting into well-
de�ned pockets or grooves
on a protein’s surface,
blocking its activity, whe-
reas KRAS has a relatively
smooth, compact surface
with few binding sites.

Despite this di�culty,
several research groups at-
tempted to target the KRAS
gene, but nearly all e�orts
fared poorly in clinical
trials. As a result, KRAS
was long labelled
“undruggable”.

In June 2024, a Califor-
nia-based company called
Revolution Medicines re-
ported a molecule later

called daraxonrasib. It
works by targeting a range
of the RAS family of pro-
teins, including KRAS,
when they are in their ‘on’
state and signalling the cell
to divide. Daraxonrasib
�rst binds to another pro-
tein called cyclophilin-A,
then locking it with KRAS
into a nonfunctional state.

Since daraxonrasib inhi-
bits multiple RAS variants,
it could be useful to treat a
variety of cancers.

In a phase 1/2 clinical
trial, researchers evaluat-
ed daraxonrasib for safety
and its ability to shrink tu-
mours in patients with ad-
vanced cancers driven by
RAS mutations. Results
from these tests were en-
couraging enough for the
drug to move forward into
a phase 3 trial, where in-
vestigators tested daraxon-
rasib’s actual e�ectiveness.

These results were pre-
sented at a meeting of the

American Association for
Cancer Research in April.
The �ndings suggested da-
raxonrasib may be more ef-
fective than previous treat-
ments for pancreatic
cancer. In 51% of patients,
it reduced the size of tu-
mours, and in 97% it
caused their cancers to
either shrink or not grow
further.

However, daraxonrasib
also had many side e�ects.
Nearly all patients expe-
rienced mild to moderate
e�ects, including skin rash,
diarrhoea, mouth sores,
nausea, and fatigue. Ho-
wever, importantly, no life-
threatening side-e�ects
were reported in any
patients.

While the peer-re-
viewed data are still await-
ed, the early results have
generated considerable ex-
citement in the cancer re-
search community. Many
researchers are already

calling daraxonrasib a po-
tential “game changer”,
particularly for cancers
like pancreatic cancer,
where treatment options
are limited.

The strong clinical re-
sults have also led the U.S.
Food and Drug Administra-
tion (FDA) to include da-
raxonrasib among eight
other therapies in the �rst-
ever group of drugs to re-
ceive “National Priority
Voucher” status. The FDA
created this designation
for highly promising drug
candidates that address ur-
gent national health needs. 

The voucher also allows
the FDA to shorten what
would typically be a year-
long review process to just
one or two months. The re-
sults of the FDA review are
awaited as well, and there
is growing optimism that it
will be positive. Mean-
while, the FDA has also gi-
ven Revolution Medicines
‘expanded access’ to use
daraxonrasib with patients
who lack other treatment
options.

For many decades, pan-
creatic cancer has stood as
one of medicine’s most un-
forgiving challenges, often
o�ering little time, few op-
tions, and even less hope.
Today, that narrative may
�nally be beginning to
change. For a scientist, da-
raxonrasib is not a cure in
the real sense of the word,
at least not yet — but for pa-
tients and their families
around the world, it is a
long-awaited ray of hope.

(Arun Panchapakesan is an
assistant professor at the
Y.R. Gaitonde Centre for
AIDS Research and Educa-
tion, Chennai)

Hope for pancreatic cancer as
new drug shows promise

Arun Panchapakesan

Pancreatic cancer has been one of medicine’s most unforgiving challenges, often o�ering little time and few options; new

results from a phase 3 trial suggest daraxonrasib could be a ‘game changer’ with mild to moderate side-e�ects

For a section of people,
their monthly subscription
budget got a new line item.
The AI tools they once ex-
perimented with for free
are now costing them mo-
ney. And they now scroll
past monthly billing remin-
ders with the same resigna-
tion they once reserved for
streaming services.

OpenAI, Anthropic,
Google, Mistral, and xAI —
each has its own price lad-
der, and its own gentle sug-
gestion that the free ver-
sion is merely a waiting
room. But is the lobby ex-
perience good enough for
most people? Every major
AI platform has converged
on roughly $20 a month
for its entry paid tier —
ChatGPT Plus, Claude Pro,
and Google AI Pro have all
landed at this price with al-

most eerie synchrony. Mis-
tral undercuts them at
$14.99. SuperGrok goes the
other direction at $30, and
if you want Grok’s frontier
multi-agent system, that’s
$300. Above $20, ChatGPT
and Claude both o�er $100
and $200 tiers for users
who need more runway.

The marketing pitch for
each paid tier follows the
same basic script: more ac-
cess, more power, better
models, faster responses. 

But what about the free
tiers?

Google’s free Gemini in-
cludes Deep Research, No-
tebookLM, a capable mo-
del in Gemini 2.5 Flash,
and even limited video
generation credits.
Claude’s free plan gives
you Sonnet — a model that
handles most everyday
writing, summarisation,
and analysis tasks.
ChatGPT’s free tier still
provides GPT-5.3, image
generation, and web
search. Mistral’s free plan

caps you at roughly 25
messages a day, but those
messages are processed at
full quality with no speed
throttling.

For the regular user, the
free tiers deliver. So, pay-
ing $20 a month for such
use cases is, bluntly, an un-
necessary subscription.

For developers, data
scientists, and technically
pro�cient users, paid AI
subscriptions provide a
new class of features.

Claude Code is an auto-
nomous agent that plans,
writes, tests, and debugs

across entire codebases. It
can consume the equiva-
lent of $1,500 in API com-
pute for a �at $200 month-
ly fee, making it one of the
most cost-e�cient tools in
a developer’s arsenal.

ChatGPT’s Codex agent,
unlocked with Plus, can
read and edit �les, run
tests, and commit to GitH-
ub with minimal supervi-
sion. Google’s Jules agent
works asynchronously in
the background, �xing
bugs while you sleep.

This is the hidden two-
tier structure that none of

the marketing materials
state clearly: these plat-
forms are priced like con-
sumer subscriptions but
deliver their real value as
developer tools.

So who should actually
pay? If you’re a developer
writing production code
daily, the $20–$100 tier is
almost certainly worth it,
compounding productivity
gains from AI coding
agents. If you’re a privacy-
conscious professional,
Mistral Pro at $14.99 with
its No Telemetry Mode o�-
ers something the Ameri-
can platforms don’t: a con-
tractual guarantee that
your data isn’t being used
to train the next model.

The subscription indus-
trial complex depends on
the fear and anxiety that
the free version is just
slightly too limited to be
useful. It manufactures
friction at the edges by set-
ting rate limits for messag-
es and downgrading the
model. And it mostly

works, because the drag is
real enough to be felt, even
when it’s rarely actually
encountered.

The deeper irony is that
as competition intensi�es,
the free tiers will keep get-
ting better. The companies
are caught in a race to the
bottom that slowly under-
mines their own paid con-
version logic.It is unlikely
that the company will en-
tirely remove the paid
tiers. But, for now, unless
you write code profession-
ally, the free tier is almost
certainly enough. 

Or, if you’re genuinely
tempted, pick one plat-
form that matches your
work�ow and subscribe to
that one. The one thing
guaranteed to leave you
worse o� than the free tier
is paying for four subscrip-
tions simultaneously and
feeling virtuous about it.

The AI companies will
call that a power user. Your
bank account will call it so-
mething else.

Do you need a paid AI subscription plan?

GETTY IMAGES

John Xavier
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The story so far:

O
n May 4, Pixxel, a Bengaluru-based
imaging satellite company, said that it
would partner with the AI �rm Sarvam

to launch what is being described as India’s �rst
‘orbital data centre’ satellite, named Path�nder.
This is expected to be a 200 kg-class satellite
scheduled for orbit by the fourth quarter of
2026. It will carry datacentre-class GPUs
(graphics processing units) alongside Pixxel's
hyperspectral imaging camera, the company’s
bread-and-butter business.

What is an orbital data centre?
It is a constellation of satellites carrying the
same kind of GPUs found in terrestrial data
centres. It can train and run AI models in orbit
rather than only relaying data to ground
stations. Such a centre can do more demanding
work than the low-power “edge” processors that
conventional satellites use for tasks like signal
compression. Edge computing on earth refers to
the practice of running computation close to
where data is generated rather than in a
centralised cloud, and the same logic, applied in
orbit, is what space-based compute promises to
extend.

Pixxel’s Path�nder is being built as a
single-satellite demonstrator, designed to test
whether ground-grade hardware can be made to
function reliably in the harsh, hot environment
of low Earth orbit. 

Why are global
�rms suddenly
interested?
Three factors have
converged in the
past two years,
prompting large
tech companies to
strive towards
making such

centres real. Data centres are being constrained
by limits on energy availability, land, water, and
local regulation, all of which have been
ampli�ed by the demands of AI. In the right
orbit, solar power is e�ectively continuous and
o�ers free electricity, which proponents regard
as the strongest argument for moving
computation to space.

Earth observation satellites also generate
detailed, heavy image �les that are expensive to
downlink; processing the data in orbit and
beaming down only the conclusions has long
been seen as a way to ease that bottleneck. 

The third factor is competitive positioning.
SpaceX CEO, Elon Musk, said on X in 2025 that
“simply scaling up Starlink V3 satellites, which
have high-speed laser links, would work. SpaceX
will be doing this.” He also argued that “Starship
(the company’s most powerful rocket) could
deliver 100GW/year to high Earth orbit within
four to �ve years if we can solve the other parts
of the equation.” Amazon founder Je� Bezos’
Blue Origin, Microsoft’s Azure Space, and
Lonestar Data Holdings have already begun pilot
deployments. None of these e�orts has yet
produced a commercial-scale orbital data
centre.

What are the challenges?
The GPU chips powered by electricity from solar
panels become hot. Now space may be cold, and
common sense may suggest it a natural sink for
the heat. However, space is also empty and its
vacuum eliminates convection. This is the
mechanism by which warm air on earth is
normally carried away from terrestrial servers;
in orbit, a hot GPU chip is e�ectively an oven
unable to fan away its own waste energy, with
no air to carry it o�. The only solution to this is
radiation, which requires that heat be pumped
through ammonia-�lled loops to deployable
panels, where it can be radiated as infrared light
into space. The history of crewed space�ight is
studded with reminders of how unforgiving this
regime can be. 

Radiation damage is the second problem, and
one that has shaped the design of every
long-duration mission �own to date. ‘Bit �ips’ —
where bits and bytes of computers randomly
change — and long-term semiconductor
degradation are caused by cosmic rays, and
radiation-hardened chips, which govern most
space hardware, typically lag commercial GPUs
by years. Power requires storage for eclipse
periods, and maintenance is e�ectively
impossible without robotic servicing, so
redundancy must be designed in from the start.

What does the Pixxel–Sarvam partnership
actually involve?
The Path�nder satellite will be designed, built,
launched, and operated by Pixxel. Sarvam, an
Indian AI �rm will provide what it describes as
the AI backbone, with full-stack language
models being run on the satellite’s GPU layer for
both training and inference. Pixxel's
hyperspectral camera will be carried on the
same platform, giving the mission an immediate
use case: imagery captured in orbit can be
analysed in orbit, with only the conclusions
transmitted to Earth. The Pixxel team has
several experts who have worked with the
Indian Space Research Organisation and have
experience in thermal management in space. 

What is India’s
�rst orbital data
centre satellite?
What is an orbital data centre? Why are

global �rms interested? What does the

Pixxel-Sarvam partnership involve? 

An orbital data centre
can do more
demanding work than
the low-power ‘edge’
processors that
conventional satellites
use for tasks like signal
compression

Jacob Koshy
The story so far:

D
espite the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
(TVK) emerging as the single largest
party in the 2026 Assembly elections
in Tamil Nadu, Governor Rajendra

Arlekar refused to swear in party president C.
Joseph Vijay as the new Chief Minister for
several days. The Lok Bhavan insisted that Mr.
Vijay prove majority by handing over physical
letters of support from at least 118 MLAs in the
234-seat Legislative Assembly. On May 9, Mr.
Vijay met the Governor for the fourth time and
staked claim to form the government. He is
scheduled to take oath at 10 a.m. on Sunday.

What is the role of the Governor in the
formation of a new government if there is a
hung Assembly following an election?
The Governor appoints the Chief Minister under
Article 164 of the Constitution. The Constitution
does not provide a settled procedure for a
Governor to choose a Chief Minister in a hung
Assembly though constitutional conventions
dictate that the Governor’s actions must be
guided by sobriety.

The primary objective of the Governor, as a
constitutional head of the State, is to ensure the
formation of a stable government. To this end,
the Sarkaria Commission; the �ve-member
Committee of Governors appointed by the
President pursuant to the decision taken at the
Conference of Governors held in New Delhi in
November 1970; and conventions evolved
through successive Supreme Court rulings
provide that the personal bona �de or any ipse
dixit of Governors is irrelevant.

The Lok Bhavan must proceed legally and
explore all possibilities with political parties,

groups, and independent MLAs within a
reasonable time to maintain the constitutional
machinery in the State. Only if all alternatives
fail, and to avoid any violence to correct
constitutional practice, should a Governor, as a
last resort, initiate the process for declaration of
President’s rule in the State under Article 356 of
the Constitution.

The Constitution has not de�ned the
‘reasonable time’ a Governor could take to
explore possibilities for forming a responsible
and stable government. But the Governor
cannot wait inde�nitely, and in the process, lay
the �eld open for horse-trading. In fact, the
Supreme Court has interpreted in the B.R. Kapur
(2001) and Rameshwar Prasad (2006) judgments
that the Governor could dissolve a Legislative
Assembly under Article 174(2)(b) even before the
�rst meeting of the State Legislature, to avoid a
breakdown of the constitutional machinery due
to parties’ inability to stake claim to form a
meaningful government for want of requisite
strength. The Governor cannot be in limbo,
neither being able to appoint a government nor
exercise the power of dissolution.

What is the hierarchy or order of preference
to extend an invitation to form a
government?
The Sarkaria Commission Report of 1988,
endorsed by the Supreme Court, has
recommended that a Governor should �rst
invite the pre-poll alliance which has won a
majority. However, in Tamil Nadu, no such
alliance has a clear majority. The next option is
to invite the single largest party that could
demonstrate majority support.

A nine-judge Bench in the S.R. Bommai
judgment (1994) reasoned that the Constitution
does not create an obligation that the political
party forming the government should
necessarily have a majority in the Assembly.
“Minority governments are not unknown. What
is necessary is that that government should
enjoy the con�dence of the House,” the
Supreme Court said.

The third in the order of preference is a
post-poll alliance of parties that can
demonstrate a majority in the Assembly. The use
of this third option has become more frequent in
recent times, with coalition governments
becoming the norm. The Court had found
nothing wrong in ideologically similar parties
engaging in mutually convenient post-poll
alliances to cross the Rubicon of the ‘golden
majority’ in the House.

If none of these options work, the Governor
can recommend President’s rule, although this
is an extreme measure. The Court has advised

that a “constitutional machinery in the State
should, as far as possible, be maintained”. This
advice has assumed new relevance in recent
years, with Governors seen as using their
discretionary powers to recommend President’s
rule to “promote the political interests of the
party in power at the Centre.”

Has the �oor test been a constant, objective
means to prove majority?
Critics have said Governor Arlekar's insistence
on physical letters of support is the sole reason
for the deadlock in Tamil Nadu. A writ petition
has been �led in the Supreme Court, arguing
that the Governor is “duty-bound” to invite Mr.
Vijay to form the new government, swear him
in, and immediately subject his claim to a trust
vote on the �oor of the Assembly.

The Committee of Governors had also
concluded that the test of con�dence in the
government should normally be left to a vote in
the Assembly.

Though the S.R. Bommai judgment includes a
paragraph indicating that a �oor test should be
con�ned to testing the strength of an incumbent
Chief Minister who is alleged to have lost
majority support, and not used in the formation
of a new government after elections, successive
Supreme Court precedents have nevertheless
relied on the �oor test as the most objective and
transparent way to ascertain majority. These
judgments also highlighted that the fate of the
electorate’s mandate must not be left to the
personal discretion of the Governor.

What are some instances where �oor tests
rescued the constitutional machinery in
States?
Repeated occasions of the Court ordering �oor
tests to assess a claim to govern, whether by an
existing or incoming government, has made it
the touchstone for ensuring a stable
government. In 2017, the Court declined to stay
the swearing-in of the Bharatiya Janata Party’s
Manohar Parrikar as Goa Chief Minister at the
head of a post-poll alliance, but reduced the
15-day window allowed to him to prove majority
over the Congress, which was the single largest
party, and ordered a �oor test in 48 hours. Mr.
Parrikar won the �oor test. The Court
intervened in Karnataka the next year after the
Governor invited B.S. Yediyurappa to form the
government while giving him 15 days to prove
majority. On a challenge by the Congress-Janata
Dal (Secular) combine, the Court allowed the
swearing-in but cut short the time for the �oor
test to 24 hours and said it must be conducted
on live camera and not by secret ballot. Mr.
Yediyurappa resigned before the trust vote. 

The Supreme Court has held that the House,
and not Lok Bhavan, “is the place where
democracy is in action.” That is, the decision on
who should govern must not be left to the
subjective satisfaction of the Governor but be
determined on the �oor of the House. 

What is the Governor’s role in a hung Assembly?

The Supreme
Court has
time and
again held
that the
House, and
not Lok
Bhavan, ‘is
the place
where
democracy is
in action’

Why did the Governor refuse to swear in TVK party president Vijay as the new Tamil Nadu Chief

Minister for many days? What is the primary objective of the Governor in such situations? What

has the Supreme Court ruled in the past? Is the �oor test the best way of proving majority?

Krishnadas Rajagopal

TVK chief Vijay meets Tamil Nadu Governor Rajendra Vishwanath Arlekar at

Lok Bhavan in Chennai on Friday. PTI

The story so far: 

F
ollowing a hantavirus outbreak on the
MV Hondius expedition cruise ship in
early May, in which three deaths were
reported and at least �ve others were

infected, global attention has once again turned
to the group of viruses. Hantavirus had made
headlines last year following the passing of Betsy
Hackman, wife of renowned American actor
Gene Hackman. 

What happened on the ship?
The Dutch expedition cruise ship was travelling
from Ushuaia in Argentina across parts of the
South Atlantic towards Cape Verde and the
Canary Islands when cases were identi�ed
among both the passengers and the crew.

The World Health Organization (WHO) said
147 passengers and crew were onboard, and 34
passengers and crew had previously
disembarked. It said that as of May 8, there were
eight cases (six con�rmed and two probable
cases) reported. Three of them died (two
con�rmed and one probable) after contracting
the Andes strain of hantavirus. Several others
were hospitalised with symptoms including
fever and breathing di�culties.

After con�rmed and suspected cases had
been identi�ed among passengers after they left
the ship and travelled to di�erent countries,
health authorities in Singapore, Switzerland,
South Africa, Spain, and the U.S. began tracking
and monitoring passengers.

What is hantavirus?
Hantaviruses are a group of viruses mainly
carried by rodents such as rats and mice.
Human beings can get infected after coming into
contact with infected rodent urine, saliva, or
droppings, especially while cleaning or
disturbing contaminated areas, which can
release virus particles into the air.

Hantavirus infections can a�ect either the
lungs or the kidneys. Some strains can cause
hantavirus pulmonary syndrome, a severe
respiratory illness, while others can lead to
haemorrhagic fever with renal syndrome,
a�ecting the kidneys and blood vessels. WHO
states that even though most hantaviruses do
not spread from one human to another, the
Andes virus strain found in parts of South
America has shown some human-to-human
transmission, usually among close contacts.

Why are health agencies concerned now?
The outbreak linked to the MV Hondius cruise
ship drew attention because passengers
travelled across several countries before the
infection was identi�ed. WHO reported that
cases were characterised by fever,
gastrointestinal symptoms, pneumonia,
respiratory distress, and shock. Reacting to fears
of another pandemic, o�cials from WHO and
the Disease Control and Prevention have
stressed that hantavirus spreads very di�erently
from viruses such as COVID-19 and is far less
transmissible.

What are the symptoms?
WHO states that symptoms usually appear
between one and eight weeks after exposure.
Early symptoms are often �u-like and can
include fever, muscle aches, fatigue, headache,
chills, nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, and
dizziness.

In severe cases, the infection can a�ect the

lungs, causing coughing, chest tightness,
breathing di�culty, and �uid build-up in the
lungs. Some forms of the disease can also a�ect
the kidneys and blood vessels, leading to kidney
complications or bleeding problems. Since the
symptoms can resemble illnesses such as
in�uenza, COVID-19, dengue, or pneumonia,
diagnosis may sometimes be delayed. Even
though infections remain rare overall, severe
respiratory forms of hantavirus infection can be
dangerous, particularly without early medical
care.

Who is at risk?
People living or working in rodent-prone
environments face the highest risk. Farmers,
forestry workers, campers, construction
workers, and people cleaning poorly ventilated
or abandoned buildings are vulnerable. Health
agencies also advise caution while handling pet
rodents or entering rodent-infested spaces.

Is there a treatment or cure?
WHO notes that early diagnosis and timely
medical attention can signi�cantly improve
outcomes. Prevention is important, particularly
through rodent control, proper sanitation, and
safe cleaning practices in potentially
contaminated environments.

Currently, there is no speci�c antiviral cure or
approved vaccine for hantavirus infection.
Treatment mainly focuses on supportive
medical care, including oxygen therapy, �uid
management, and intensive care support during
severe illness. Some patients may require
mechanical ventilation.

Could this become another pandemic?
Public health agencies say current evidence does
not suggest a COVID-19-like global pandemic
scenario. WHO has repeatedly stated that the
overall risk to the wider public remains low and
that hantavirus does not spread easily between
humans like airborne viruses such as in�uenza
or SARS-CoV-2.

The outbreak has also drawn attention to
zoonotic diseases — infections that spread from
animals to humans — and highlighted the
importance of staying prepared as global travel
and human-animal interactions increase. At the
same time, WHO and other health agencies have
stressed that stronger surveillance, quicker
reporting, testing systems, and coordination
between countries are helping health authorities
respond e�ectively.

Why is hantavirus drawing global attention?

WHO has
stated that
hantavirus
does not
spread easily
between
humans like
airborne
viruses such
as in�uenza
or SARS-CoV-2

What is hantavirus? What happened on the expedition cruise ship MV Hondius early this month?

How does hantavirus spread? Why are health agencies monitoring recent cases? What are the

symptoms and treatment options? How concerned should the public be?

Athira Elssa Johnson

MV Hondius docks o� Cape Verde’s Praia port on May 4, as health authorities

investigate suspected hantavirus cases. REUTERS
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I
n Tamil Nadu, reel is often
indistinguishable from real,
particularly in politics. In a State
where people have gotten used

to �lm folding into politics and vice
versa, in �tting fashion, the website of
the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK)
runs an AI-generated scene of war in
the background. The ground shudders
as a general rides in on horseback and
dismounts, in a classic introductory
scene for the hero, the rescuer, the
commander who will vanquish all evil
— C. Joseph Vijay. 

Just over two years old, the TVK,
which was formed in February 2024,
has managed a cinematic
transformation, going on to seize an
impressive number of seats (108) in the
Tamil Nadu Assembly in its political
debut. Essentially emerging from
Vijay’s extensive fan-based network,
the TVK has since declared itself as a
secular organisation, rooted in the
Tamil experience, and committed to
social justice and equality. 

While the party was questioned
several times by its �erce critics about
its ideological stance, it positioned
itself as a movement with a stake in
equality. It went with the opening lines
of Tirukkural 972: Pirappokkum ella
uyirkkum, meaning “all are born
equal”. The party also created a
motley pantheon of sorts, installing
social reformist leader Periyar, former
Chief Minister Kamaraj, the father of
the Constitution, Ambedkar, freedom
�ghter Velu Nachchiyar, and Gandhian
and social activist Anjalai Ammal on a
pedestal. 

While his entry into politics was
rumoured for long, it was on February
2, 2024, when people least expected it,
that Vijay launched his political party,
christening it the Tamilaga Vettri
Kazhagam, sticking to the Tamil
identity and playing on his name: Vijay
— for victory. He chose to launch in
Chennai, the fortress of the party’s
Enemy No. 1 — the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK). 

Vijay had decided to take the bull by
its horns in a State that understood a
jallikattu metaphor very well. The city
repaid him richly — the TVK won in 14
of Chennai’s 16 seats, even defeating

incumbent Chief Minister M.K. Stalin
in his Kolathur base, a seat he had won
three times before. 

During the launch, Vijay perorated,
to raucous applause and whistling
from his fans: “It is a fact that everyone
is yearning for governance that is
sel�ess, transparent, corruption-free,
and without caste or religious bias.
What is important is that such politics
is in tune with the Tamil culture of
equality and political traditions of the
State, and within the framework of the
Indian Constitution.” 

Political and ideological rivals 
He declared he would contest only in
the 2026 Assembly elections, and
would skip the Lok Sabha polls of
2024. He pointed to the DMK as his
political rival and the BJP, his
ideological rival. Vijay went on to rail
against Stalin and the DMK, accusing
them of indulging in dynastic politics
and corruption, promising a “change”
from all that. The TVK, he claimed,
would defeat the behemoth Dravidian
duopoly, set store by people-centred
politics, �ght against corruption, drugs
and unsafe spaces for women, and
create job opportunities. 

He went on to refer to Stalin as
‘Stalin Uncle’ in an obvious e�ort to
underline his relative youth, hailing
the younger demographic. He urged
children to ask their parents and
grandparents to vote for ‘Vijay mama’.
The election symbol allotted to the
TVK by the Election Commission of
India, the whistle, too, worked its
charm, with its entrenched emotive
connect to the people of the State. 

Vijay or the TVK may not have
tasted power or been through the
hamster wheel of governance, but he
had actually announced his political
ambition with the launch of Vijay
Makkal Iyakkam (VMI), an organisation
of fans with a welfare motive, in 2009.
In Tamil Nadu, the narpani mandram
is an established tradition — it is
basically a welfare club of fans who
come together to carry out outreach
activities in the name of the star. 

Over 80,000 fan clubs were set up
under the VMI, a base that would grow
to outpace the mightiest of political
parties in Tamil Nadu. While they
implemented the regular welfare

measures that narpani mandrams are
usually involved in — distribution of
computers to students, setting up free
canteens, and blood donation camps —
Vijay bid them to stretch a bit. They
came together to launch disaster relief
work during cyclones and �oods in the
State; some of the members contested
as Independents in the 2021 local body
polls and emerged victorious. 

He himself stretched beyond the
remit of a welfare/fan club president —
in January 2017, he extended support
to the massive protests that shook the
State against the ban on jallikattu, the
bull taming sport. Taking on the role of
the anti-establishment hero he had
been building himself up as, through

his movies, he visited the venue on the
Marina in Chennai, masked up.

He also met with political party
leaders over the years, including the
Congress’ Rahul Gandhi, the current
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, during
his term as Gujarat Chief Minister, and
social activist Anna Hazare. Vijay met
the family members of S. Anitha, a
topper in the Class XII examination,
who ended her life after she failed to
clear the National
Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test (NEET),
at their home in Ariyalur. He also
visited the families of the victims of the
anti-Sterlite protests, again in their
homes, in Thoothukudi. This was
something he failed to do,

inexplicably, after the Karur stampede. 
During his rally in Karur, in

September 2025, 41 persons, including
children, died in a stampede that
occurred when his caravan belatedly
pulled into Velusamypuram on the
narrow Karur-Erode highway. His
actions after this were unusual — he
left the place overnight and brought
the family members of the victims to
Chennai to meet him, instead of
meeting them in their homes. In a later
rally, he would rhetorically ask: “What
did I do wrong in Karur?” turning the
tables on the State government. 

Walking on �re 
Rambunctious crowds lined the
pathways whenever he made a public
appearance, dangerously throwing
themselves at his convoy. Even during
the heat of the campaign where the
leaders of other political parties went
to the nooks and crannies of the State,
Vijay’s appearances were few and far
between. But that was a choice he had
made, to adopt a strategy that was
dissed as ‘lazy’ before the elections,
but remarked upon with admiration
after his win: A man, who seemingly
was a loner, had no use for traditional
electoral campaign methods. Instead,
he turned to social media, setting, for
his cadre, a task to build a whirlwind
engagement agenda online. An army of
o�cial and uno�cial supporters built
up a storm — one that eventually put
him ahead of all his rivals. 

The TVK has indeed emerged the
disruptor Vijay promised it would be.
In some ways, it has already reshaped
the power map in Tamil Nadu, but the
sequence of events in the days after
the declaration of results has turned
out to border the farcical. While the
TVK holds 108 seats (and 35% vote
share), the highest any party has
scored this election, it fell short of the
absolute majority of 118 in a 234-seat
legislature. After a week of
negotiations, he managed to get
support and bring his tally up to an
acceptable 120 seats. Vijay, a political
novice, has been thrown willy-nilly
into the smouldering coal bed of
politicking and political jockeying.
How will a hero, used to setting the
screens on �re, take to walking on �re?
As the plot thickens, stay tuned.

The star who stormed into politics 
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam

The political organisation built by actor-turned-politician Vijay, which emerged as the single largest party in the Assembly, declares itself as a secular movement,
rooted in the Tamil experience, and committed to social justice and equality 
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W
eeks before Su-
vendu Adhikari
defected from

the Trinamool Congress to
join the BJP in December
2020, several senior Trina-
mool leaders tried to per-
suade him to stay. But Mr.
Adhikari’s close aides
knew that he had made up
his mind: he wanted to be-
come Chief Minister of
West Bengal — an ambition
he could never realise had
he remained with the
Trinamool.

Mr. Adhikari was the
most promising of the se-
cond generation of Trina-
mool leaders until Mamata
Banerjee’s nephew Abh-
ishek Banerjee emerged on
the political scene. At the
age of 27, Abhishek was
elected MP from the Dia-
mond Harbour Lok Sabha
seat in 2014. By then, Mr.
Adhikari had emerged as a
prominent Trinamool
leader who challenged the
organisational might of the
Communist Party of India
(Marxist) during the Nandi-
gram protests. 

Mr. Adhikari comes
from a political family in
West Bengal’s coastal Pur-
ba Medinipur district. His
father Sishir Adhikari was
associated with the Con-
gress and then with the Tri-
namool when the party
was set up in 1998. 

It was the �ght against
land acquisition at Singur
and Nandigram that cata-

pulted Ms. Banerjee and
the Trinamool to power in
2011, ending 34 years of
Left Front rule in West
Bengal. Mr. Adhikari was at
the forefront of these prot-
ests. From the victims of
Nandigram shooting in
2007 to those killed in
communal violence in
Murshidabad in 2025, ma-
ny families of victims say
that Mr. Adhikari stood by
them when few others did. 

Growing in�uence 
After the Trinamool came
to power in 2011, Mr. Adhi-
kari started extending his
political in�uence across
south and central Bengal,
bringing MLAs, civic bo-
dies and strongholds of the
CPI(M)-led Left Front and
the Congress into the Tri-
namool’s fold. In 2016, he
joined the Cabinet headed
by Ms. Banerjee and be-
came one of the most in-
�uential Ministers, in
charge of the Transport
and Environment
Department.

The most challenging
part of Mr. Adhikari’s polit-

ical journey came after he
left the Trinamool. After
defeating Ms. Banerjee in
Nandigram in the 2021 As-
sembly polls by a margin of
1,956 votes, he faced a bar-
rage of criminal cases by
the West Bengal Police. 

The State police �led so
many cases against him
that the Calcutta High
Court, in an unprecedent-
ed order, directed that no
new FIRs be �led against
Mr. Adhikari and stayed
proceedings in all pending
cases. The a�davit �led by
the BJP leader before the
Election Commission in
2026 referred to 29 cases.

By his own admission,
the BJP leader had to ap-
proach the Calcutta High
Court on 111 occasions after
the police denied him per-
mission to hold public
meetings. In campaign ral-
lies, he repeatedly said
West Bengal would go the
way of Bangladesh if the
Trinamool were to be vot-
ed to power again in 2026.

Mr. Adhikari has not
been a stranger to contro-
versies. His name �gured

in the Narada sting videos
in which several Trinamool
leaders were seen accept-
ing cash on camera before
the 2016 Assembly polls.
More recently, after the
2024 Lok Sabha polls, he
triggered another contro-
versy when he said there
was no need for the BJP Mi-
nority Morcha as Muslims
did not vote for the BJP. If
Ms. Banerjee was a student
of the Left Front’s brand of
politics, Mr. Adhikari is a
student of Ms. Banerjee’s —
populist, relentless, unfor-
giving, and unafraid to de-
ploy the administrative ap-
paratus against political
adversaries. Once her clos-
est aide, he went on to be-
come her �ercest rival. 

By defeating Ms. Baner-
jee in her Bhabanipur bas-
tion by 15,115 votes in the
2026 Assembly election,
Mr. Adhikari cemented his
claim to the Chief Minis-
ter’s post in West Bengal.

At 57, Mr. Adhikari will
take charge of West Bengal
at one of its most challeng-
ing moments — when the
State is in urgent need of
industry and jobs, its social
fabric deeply polarised,
and concerns over law and
order persist. One of West
Bengal’s most popular
leaders, Mr. Adhikari
brings decades of electoral
experience and some ad-
ministrative experience.
But he will need considera-
ble political skill and far-
sightedness to put the
State back on track.

The Bengal pivot 
Suvendu Adhikari

Mamata Banerjee’s former trusted lieutenant has unseated her from power and become 

West Bengal’s �rst BJP Chief Minister 

Shiv Sahay Singh
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I
n cybersecurity,
speed is everything.
The faster a vulnera-

bility is found and recti-
�ed, the safer the data is.
For years, human exper-
tise was needed to do this.
Now, Arti�cial Intelligence
can identify hidden vulner-
abilities and write the code
to patch it in hours, com-
pressing a process that
once took teams of experts
days or weeks. But, what
happens when the same AI
increases the risk? 

The International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) has
warned that while AI could
strengthen cyber defence,
it could also make cyberat-
tacks faster, cheaper, and
accessible even to non-ex-
perts. The risks are partic-
ularly serious for the �nan-
cial sector, which relies
heavily on shared digital
infrastructure like soft-
ware, cloud services, pay-
ment networks, and inter-
connected databases. 

In a new report, the IMF
singled out Anthropic’s
Claude Mythos Preview to
show how quickly risks are
rising. Mythos is a large
language model developed
with general-purpose rea-
soning, coding, and auto-
nomous tasks.

In April, Anthropic an-
nounced that Mythos
would not be released pu-
blicly because of its ability
to identify unknown �aws
in IT systems, which could

potentially be exploited by
hackers. But on April 22, it
con�rmed it was investi-
gating reports that unauth-
orised users had gained ac-
cess to Mythos.

Mythos can �nd ‘zero-
day’ or undiscovered vul-
nerabilities in real open-
source codebases. It has al-
so demonstrated capabili-
ties to reverse-engineer
exploits in closed-source
software, and turn N-day,
or known but not yet wide-
ly patched, vulnerabilities
into exploits. In short,
Mythos can not only identi-
fy vulnerabilities that hu-
mans may have missed,
but also generate ways to
exploit them, potentially
even for non-experts.

“The vulnerabilities it
�nds are often subtle or dif-
�cult to detect. Many of
them are ten or twenty
years old, with the oldest
we have found so far being
a now-patched 27-year-old
bug in OpenBSD — an oper-
ating system known prima-
rily for its security,” An-
thropic said in a blog.

The company also re-

vealed how quickly these
capabilities emerged. An-
thropic said its engineers
were able to ask Mythos to
�nd vulnerabilities and
produce a complete, work-
ing exploit in just one
night. “In other cases,
we’ve had researchers de-
velop sca�olds that allow
Mythos Preview to turn
vulnerabilities into exploits
without any human inter-
vention,” the company
wrote.

Fears of cyberattacks 
More worryingly, the com-
pany revealed that these
capabilities were not inten-
tionally trained into the
system. The blog noted
that Mythos was able to de-
velop these capabilities
“very quickly” even
though the AI was not
trained speci�cally for
them. “Rather, they
emerged as a downstream
consequence of general
improvements in code,
reasoning, and autonomy.”

The challenge is that AI
is already deeply embed-
ded within the �nancial

system. Powerful systems
like Mythos raise fears that
cyberattacks could be-
come more scalable, auto-
mated, and accessible. 

The IMF has urged go-
vernments and regulators
not to treat AI “as a purely
technical or operational is-
sue” and instead build resi-
lience through supervi-
sion, coordination, and
preparedness. Govern-
ments are beginning to res-
pond. Regulators and �-
nancial authorities across
the world are warning that
AI could amplify cyber
risks in critical sectors.

In India, after reports
emerged that unauthor-
ised users may have gained
access to Mythos, Finance
Minister Nirmala Sithara-
man convened a meeting
with Electronics and IT Mi-
nister Ashwini Vaishnaw,
bankers, and other stake-
holders to assess the risks
posed by AI and its impli-
cations for �nancial data
security.

Mythos reveals a deeper
problem in the system.
The IMF points out that the
risks are not limited to the
�nancial sector alone. Sec-
tors like energy, telecom-
munications, and public
services are also vulnera-
ble. Dependence on a
small number of software
platforms, cloud provid-
ers, and AI models could
further increase the im-
pact because many sectors
rely on the same infras-
tructure.

Double-edged sword
Mythos

The Anthropic AI model can not only identify vulnerabilities in cyberspace that humans may have

missed, but also generate ways to exploit them, potentially even for non-experts

V. Nivedita
REUTERS 

e2213679

e2213679



The looming 
climate crisis
This is with reference to 
“Prepare now for heat, 
water, and crop risk” by 
Arunabha Ghosh and 
Roxy Mathew Koll (May 
03). A below-normal 
monsoon, influenced by 
El Nino effects, can 
intensify heat stress, delay 
sowing, and strain water 
resources. Early warnings 
must translate into local 
preparedness.

Sanjay Chopra

The role of laughs in diplomacy
This is with reference to “In the US, a King Charles 
masterclass in diplomacy” by Karan Thapar (May 03). 
US-UK relations are a clear example of how a history of 
animosity need not be the reason two nations cannot 
have cordial relations with each other. A mix of humour 
and sarcasm can work wonders.

Avantika Lokhande

Diljit and his global aura
This is with reference to “An unbothered minstrel called 
Diljit Dosanjh” by Nishtha Gautam (May 03). Diljit 
captivates audiences worldwide. His humility and music 
are make him a beloved artiste.

Ninad Sharma

{ SUNDAY LETTERS }  
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I
t obviously struck deep at my mother’s
core because she talked about it more
than just a few times — how she had
given up her fledgling career as a lawyer

in Kanpur when she married my father. 
But why? I would ask on cue. 
In my mother’s mind, the two were irrec-

oncilable. You either had a career or you had
a family. The choice, as she saw it, was abso-
lute. 

Ten years after she passed, I am on the
phone with my elder daughter. She is calling
from the airport, on her way to a work trip, 
guilty at leaving behind her six-month-old 
daughter with her father.

How is it that more than six decades after
my mother made that choice, the same 
dilemma shadows her granddaughter? Yes,
things have changed. Women no longer 
believe it’s a stark choice between career and
family. But the one thing that has survived 
across generations is the internalised guilt 
that seems to attach itself almost exclusively
to mothers. 

The guilt that cuts across class, though the
privileged have the purchasing power to out-
source care. For others, the cost can be bru-
tal. Rani Baa, a migrant from Odisha who 
has worked in Delhi for over 30 years, says it
was possible to do so only because her 
daughter was brought up by her family back
home. She missed her child’s growing up 
years, seeing her just once a year. 

Economists talk of the motherhood pen-
alty that affects career trajectories. A 2024 
study of 134 countries by academics from the
London School of Economics and Princeton
University found that on average 24% of 
women leave the labour force in the first 
year after the birth of their first child. Five 
years later, 17% are still absent. And after 10
years, 15% will not rejoin the workforce. 

Women don’t have to make the choice my
mother did any longer. We juggle multiple 
identities as mothers, professionals, gym-go-
ers, solo travelers, discoverers of new pas-

sions, companions to aging parents and 
baby-sitters to grandchildren. 

And yet it is hard — because we are con-
stantly judged, our mothering is always 
under scrutiny, and because patriarchy has
convinced us that raising a child is, ulti-
mately, a mother’s work, a duty elevated to 
almost mythic levels. Fathers provide, moth-
ers are expected to be inexhaustible. And so,
generation after generation without com-
plaint we plough ahead, apologetic and 
guilty for never being enough. 

Perhaps we’ve set up impossibly high
standards for ourselves. Leaning in cannot 
be one person’s responsibility. If it takes a 
village to raise a child, it also takes a village 
to support the mother. 

“How do you justify women staying at
home and men going to work?” asks Utkar-
sha Jagga, founder of The Coping Central 
that focuses on mental health. “If care-giving
comes ‘naturally’ to women, why do you 
have to constantly keep excelling at it?”

Jagga advocates being a “good enough
mother”, a term coined by British pediatri-
cian Donald Winnicott in the early 1950s. 
“Children don’t need perfect mothers,” she 
explains. “They need a good-enough mother
who can be a caregiver but also hold the 
capacity to disappoint us. That is what 
allows emotionally healthy adults to be 
formed.”

My daughters do not have to choose, as
my mother believed she did. But until care is
seen as a human responsibility shared 
equally by both parents and not segregated
by gender, the old guilt will travel generation
to generation.  

My mother believed motherhood
demanded sacrifice. My daughter knows it 
should not require surrender. That is 
progress — hard won, incomplete but 
worthy of celebrating this Mother’s Day. 

Namita Bhandare writes on gender. 
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Why balancing work and 
motherhood is still hard

guilt trips. The parents try to reassure over 
calls, “We are fine, the neighbour’s son takes
care of us during emergencies.”

“Is he still working in Lucknow?” the
child asks with some derision. “Yeah, his 
father isn’t happy. They couldn’t settle their
kid well,” comes the reply. “Heh,” another 
derisive snort escapes the child.

Ironically, a parent in India is sad if they
can’t send their kid thousands of miles away
from them, permanently.

When an adult actually visits the parental
home, the first thing he/she does is to con-
firm the return tickets. But one’s parental 
home is always sweet. It is where the family
photo albums are — physical, hardbound. 
On those visits to your parents, you peel off
the pages to reveal your childhood to your 
kids. Then, the albums are placed back in 
those creaky Godrej almirahs. For the next 
visit, maybe.

It takes you some time to merge with the
silence of your parents’ homes, their perma-
nent afternoons. But there is not enough 

time to feel its weight. The return flight is on
Sunday night. Mother will pack some lad-
doos, her kitchen buzzing for a bit. Then, on
Sunday night, it is back to the dense quiet. 
Both houses go back to the struggle of 
arranging internet-mediated facetime 
between the grandparents and grandkids.

This is the inescapable reality — old age is
lonely. Even if you make friends — a group 
of active retirees who participate in all 
events, celebrate festivals together, and 
share each other’s bigotry — you will still 
lose them to attrition. To old age. To pan-
demics. To cancers. Nobody is at fault here.
Nests are built and, one day, left empty. As a
society, we need to reduce the stigma of liv-
ing in old-age homes or assisted living facili-
ties. Being a prisoner in your own museum,
depending on a neighbour’s child, is not a 
dignified way to go.

Abhishek Asthana is a tech and media 

entrepreneur, who tweets as @gabbarsingh. 
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tion they are serving in, would sign in the
remarks column of the Mess visitor’s
book with the letters PPC. It would “sig-
nify that the association with the present
unit was coming to an end”.

On April 28, 2022, when he was being
“dined out” at the Army Battle Honours
Mess on his retirement as Army Chief,
General Naravane wrote PPC in the
remarks column of the visitor’s book. “It
encapsulated everything the army had
taught me to value,” he adds. “… of letting
go with grace and never looking back.”

I recommend this book to everyone
with a military connection.

Karan Thapar is the author of 

Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story. 
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greening, the practice of making minor mod-
ifications to existing drugs and re-patenting
them to extend monopoly periods.

The outcome is worth noting. Indian
generics have emerged as the world’s largest
source of generic medicines, meeting
approximately 40% of American generic
drug demand and a significant share of
global supply. During Covid-19, Indian man-
ufacturers also played a central role in vac-
cine production for the developing world.
India continues to appear on the US Special
301 intellectual property watch list even as
its pharmaceutical exports contribute mate-
rially to lowering health care costs in
advanced economies, including the US.

The current state of the relationship
reflects a sharper and more transactional
phase under the Trump administration, but
it is hardly exceptional. The first Trump
administration removed India from the Gen-
eralised System of Preferences in 2019, end-
ing preferential tariff treatment on approxi-
mately $6 billion of Indian exports. The sec-
ond has imposed tariffs of 26% on Indian
goods, built on the goods deficit calculation

described above. India has not retaliated. It
has offered to increase purchases of Ameri-
can energy and defence equipment, sig-
nalled willingness to reduce tariffs on cer-
tain agricultural imports, and indicated flex-
ibility in its energy sourcing. The posture
has been quite accommodating.

Trump’s recent description of India as a
“hellhole” sits uneasily alongside the lan-
guage of strategic partnership. Such
remarks are often dismissed as undisci-
plined asides from an undisciplined com-
mentator. A more plausible interpretation is
that the coarsening of discourse is part of a
negotiating style, where public rhetoric
shifts the terms of negotiations. If that is the
operating logic, India’s restrained response
offers little evidence that it is ineffective.
Asymmetry is being asserted not only
through tariffs and market access, but also
through the tone in which engagement is
conducted.

Why has India been soft? While India is
not without options, these are limited. It
could restrict access in selected services sec-
tors, slow regulatory approvals for Ameri-

can firms, or accelerate alternative trade
partnerships. It could leverage its market
size and its role in supply chain diversifica-
tion, especially away from China. But these
have not translated into reality. The most
possible explanation is that the US is simply
too important to India’s export earnings, its
services revenues, its remittance flows, and
its capital account to risk a serious deterio-
ration. In other words, the luxury of princi-
pled retaliation has been eschewed in favour
of patient negotiation. 

Mirza Ghalib captured Adam’s expulsion
from paradise, and the dishonour of depar-
ture, in lines that continue to resonate:
Nikalna khuld se Aadam ka sunte aaye hain
lekin/ Bahut be-abru ho kar tere kuche se hum
nikle 

(We have heard (often) about the depar-
ture of Adam from Paradise, But with much
greater dishonour, I left your street.)

Rajat Kathuria is dean, School of

Humanities and Social Sciences, and professor

of economics, Shiv Nadar University.
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T
he India-US trade relationship
has never been easy and has
occasionally even been hostile.
From aid to estrangement, from
sanctions to strategic partner-
ship, it has been tempestuous

and is currently somewhere between part-
nership and irritant. The trade agreement
hangs in balance, and what has changed is
not the asymmetry which has always been
there, but the willingness to weaponise it
openly — naturally, by the side that can.

The US currently is India’s largest export
destination, accounting for roughly 18% of
India’s merchandise exports. It is also the
primary market for India’s information
technology (IT) services. The Indian dias-
pora in America generates remittances
exceeding $32 billion annually. American
institutional investors hold significant posi-
tions in Indian equity markets. To use a 2008
financial contagion inspired metaphor,
when the US sneezes, India reaches for the
inhaler. 

The reverse is not true. America’s expo-
sure to India, while growing, remains man-
ageable and is definitely not critical. This is
the structural reality that entraps every con-
versation between the two countries.

What has changed materially over the
better part of the last two and a half decades
is the content of our trade with the US.
India’s emergence as a global services force
was not planned. It was a combination of

historical accident and an earlier act of fore-
sight. Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s
investment in the IITs in the 1950s was moti-
vated by the idea of nation-building, not
export strategy. The engineers and (com-
puter) scientists those institutions delivered
were meant for India. Many went to Amer-
ica instead, embedded themselves in tech-
nology, medicine and finance and
created a diaspora presence that
became the foundation of the bilat-
eral relationship. By 2023, the Indi-
an-American community was
about 4.4 million, playing a dispro-
portionate role in leadership of
American political and economic
institutions. Naturally, US corpora-
tions are deeply invested in keeping
the relationship functional regard-
less of what politicians on either side do.

The historical accident was Y2K. The fear
that the global financial system would mal-
function at the turn of the millennium sent
American corporations looking for software
engineers who could work in English, imme-
diately and economically. India had them --
trained by the institutions created in the
late-1950s and 1960s, of course, for a very dif-
ferent purpose. The IT services industry that
subsequently emerged from that moment
has been India’s most durable export engine
since. By 2022-23, IT and business services
exports to the US alone stood at approxi-
mately $80 billion.

The goods trade has followed a more lin-
ear trajectory, up from $5 billion in 1990 to
over $190 billion by 2023, although it has
been considerably more politically compli-
cated than services. The US runs a goods def-
icit with India of about $45 billion while
enjoying a services surplus of approximately
$15 billion. The net position is a deficit of
around $30 billion, considerably smaller

than the goods only figure. But it is the goods
deficit that has been driving recent US trade
policy. Counting goods and ignoring services
when calculating bilateral balances is not an
economically defensible position. It is analo-
gous to an entrepreneur saying he does not
take a salary from his wholly owned enter-
prise, while ignoring the profits it generates.

Advanced economies, including
the US, are services-dominated,
with services accounting for
70–80% of the GDP. Services trade
has also grown faster than goods
trade in recent years. These facts
are central to understanding con-
temporary trade balances. India
has not found a satisfactory way to
make this argument land in Wash-
ington. While goods deficits are vis-

ible, services are diffuse and harder to meas-
ure. The result is a framing that is selective
and the justification is largely political and
therefore effective.

The 2005 civilian nuclear agreement was
the high point of our relationship. It was the
moment when the US formally acknowl-
edged India’s strategic weight. The Trade
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property
Rights (TRIPS) agreement, negotiated during
the Uruguay Round and operational from
1995, was at the other extreme. TRIPS
required India to introduce product patents
for pharmaceuticals by 2005, ending a
regime under which Indian companies man-
ufactured generic versions of patented medi-
cines using reverse processes. The US phar-
maceutical industry lobbied hard, arguing
that innovation would slow. India complied
by amending its Patents Act in 2005, but
inserted Section 3(d), a provision that pre-
vents patenting of new forms of existing mol-
ecules unless they demonstrate enhanced
efficacy. This was designed to block ever-

A relationship of unequals: 
US-India trade ties & twists
The coarsening of discourse 
by the US is likely part of a 
negotiating style, where 
public rhetoric shifts the 
terms of the negotiations

General Naravane reveals that the ori-
gin of the salute probably stretches back
to ancient Rome or, even, the Apache
Indians of America. As he puts it, “Sol-
diers would raise their right hand to dem-
onstrate that they were unarmed and not
a threat.”

However, it’s the three chapters at the
end of the book that truly fascinated me.
One of them is about rum and its unique
connection to soldiering. The General
describes how the Company Quartermas-
ter meticulously uses a peg measure to
pour out a tot to each jawan. In a delight-
ful aside he reveals that the army catego-
rizes soldiers as “meater” (non-vegetar-
ian) and “non-meater” (vegetarian). How
very apt! Now, if you’re a drinker, you will
know the name Mohan Meakin. It’s the
legendary brewery in Solan which makes
Old Monk. But did you know that it was
originally founded by the father of Gen-
eral Reginald Dyer of Jallianwala Bagh
notoriety?

The second fascinating chapter is about
the origin and tradition of army messes.
The word mess, the General points out,
comes from old French word mes, which
means a portion of food or a course of a
meal.

However, the chapter that I will always
remember is simply called PPC. The ini-
tials stand for the French phrase pour
prendre congé, which goes back to Louis
XIV, the Sun King. It’s the formal way offi-
cers would request time off duty from
their superiors. The General recounts
how officers, when posted out of the sta-

America’s exposure to India, while growing, remains manageable and is definitely not critical. This is the structural reality that 
entraps every conversation between  the two countries. REUTERS
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Karan Thapar

A
mongst my fondest memories are
evenings spent on the terrace of
our old farm in Chhatarpur, lis-
tening to Daddy reminisce about

his days in the army as he sipped his first
drink. To my teenage ears, places like
Kohat, Quetta and Loralai seemed to
belong to another world. Even Ambala,
where he commanded 4 Div in the 1950s,
appeared exotic. These were stories of a
time long past. Of nostalgia and history.
Yet they became vivid in his telling of
them.

My favourite was when my parents
were presented at Court in the late 1930s.
George the VI was King Emperor, Daddy
was a young captain and Mummy a new
bride. As they lined up in one of the pal-
ace’s ante-rooms, to be received by the
British sovereign, an equerry mistook
Mummy’s pallu for a train and tugged at
it. That virtually undid her sari seconds
before her turn to be received by their
majesties. She was 19 and quite flustered
by this experience.

Mummy recounted how later, at the
reception, the tip of the scabbard of
Daddy’s ceremonial sword got embedded
in the Marchioness of Zetland’s dress. At
the time, her husband was the Secretary
of State for India. To be honest, nothing
could have been more embarrassing.

General Manoj Naravane’s new book,
The Curious and the Classified: Unearthing
Military Myths and Mysteries, reminds me
of Daddy’s anecdotes. The book is about
the legends and lore of the Indian army,
the navy and the air force. It’s about
things you may occasionally have thought
about but never really bothered to find
out more. And it’s a riveting read.

For instance, do you know the differ-
ence between an army, air force and navy
salute? As Daddy’s son, I thought I did. I
was wrong.

All three salutes are performed with
the right hand raised to the forehead. In
the army case, the palm faces outwards.
In the navy, it faces down. In the air force,
it’s angled upwards.

Recollecting legends and 
lores about India’s forces

A
t the homes of elderly couples who
live alone, their children settled in
far-off parts of the world, you will
encounter the “smell” of old age.

Their houses are museums, showcasing
items curated over the years — 
some received as wedding gifts 
four-five decades ago. The dressing
table is older than their eldest kid.
The sofa, with that hexagonal cane
webbing, has surrendered to the 
shape of their bodies. The cushions
smell grand-fatherly. No matter 
what time of the day, it’s always 
afternoon in the house — quiet. It’s
the time when the sunlight enters
softly and grazes bedcovers before dying 
out. The panchang (Hindu lunar calendar) 
on the wall still shows last month; there is 
no urgency to turn it over. There are half-
empty strips of medicine by the bedside. 
Each tablet used to be a phone-call, a 
reminder from someone to take it, without
fail. Not anymore. Since the children started
their own families, their tablet reminders 
get exhausted in their own nuclear house-
hold. The luckiest houses of the elderly have
a porch or a balcony and a folding chair to 
sit and read local crime-news in the newspa-
per. “Elderly couple robbed, murdered in 
Gomtinagar,” the headline reads. The eld-
erly, lonely parents have become numb to it.

Most days, they try to trick their grand-
kids into a conversation on a video call; the
kids aren’t interested beyond pleasantries. 
So, the parents turn to their own child, 
covertly asking them when he/she will pay a

visit. “Office is hectic,” they hear. They 
always understand. There are no hard feel-
ings. They go back to scrolling videos on 
their respective phones. The algorithm 
knows about your parents more than you 

do. Even though the furniture is
old, the electronics in the house
are brand new. The kids jump at
such occasions, as if spending
some money on their parents can
melt some of their guilt. Mean-
while, the phone is dutifully put on
charge.

Every lock of the house is
locked. And the old couple drifts
off. Their pillow is usually the sat-

isfaction of having “settled”their kids well, 
validated by their relatives. They sleep in the
silence of an empty nest, a silence that is 
broken only by the ticking of the wall-clock,
bringing the inevitable closer by the second.

Double income, no kids (DINK) is a lifes-
tyle gaining currency. But having switched
sides from that camp, I have some insight. 
The purest form of love is that of a parent, 
for their kids. There may not always be a 
vice versa. It’s often unrequited, especially 
after the kid discovers dating apps.

Relationships and marriages often
devolve into transactional setups. But the 
affection for one’s kid remains pure. And 
that’s why, even if your office isn’t as hectic,
and you opt for a Thailand trip instead of 
visiting your parents, they understand.

For the children, especially after having
their own kids, visiting parents becomes a 
filial responsibility. Such trips are literally 

An age of loneliness, of 
permanent afternoons 

Relationships and marriages often devolve into transactional setups. But the 
affection for your child remains pure. SHUTTERSTOCK

Abhishek 
Asthana

GENERAL MANOJ 
NARAVANE’S NEW 
BOOK, THE CURIOUS 
AND  THE CLASSIFIED: 
UNEARTHING MILITARY 
MYTHS AND MYSTERIES, 
IS ABOUT THINGS YOU 
MAY OCCASIONALLY 
HAVE THOUGHT ABOUT 
BUT NEVER REALLY 
BOTHERED TO FIND OUT 
MORE. AND IT’S A 
RIVETING READ

{ THEBIG PICTURE }  

Rajat 
Kathuria

{ ANOTHER DAY }

Namita Bhandare
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JON RICHARDSON

Russia has dramatically scaled back its annual
Victory Day parade in Red Square on May 9, with
no heavy military hardware for the first time in
20 years. There will also be fewer foreign and
Russian dignitaries present.

In addition, the government has shut down air-
ports and temporarily suspended mobile inter-
net access ahead of the holiday.

The Kremlin says the security measures are
intended to guard against Ukrainian “terrorism”.
It has declared a unilateral “truce” for May 8-9,
warning that any Ukrainian attacks during the
celebrations could trigger a massive strike on
Kyiv. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky
has rejected the proposal, calling it a “theatri-
cal performance”.

As the war grinds on in Ukraine, the Kremlin’s
precautions at home are remarkable - a sign 
that Ukraine’s long-range strike capabilities
have punctured one of Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s most important political rituals,
as well as the country’s seeming impregnabili-
ty to the war.

Ukraine’s momentum
Under Putin’s rule, Victory Day has become more
than just a commemoration of the Soviet defeat
of Nazi Germany. The parade, a showcase of
Russian military might, has been elevated into
a core ritual for legitimising his regime.

The symbolism has taken on even greater
meaning since Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in 2022. The defeat of Nazi Germany has
been fused with Putin’s bogus claim that Russia
needs to defeat fictitious Nazis in Ukraine.

Last year, Putin welcomed two dozen world
leaders, including Xi Jinping of China, Luiz
Inácio Lula da Silva of Brazil, Nicolás Maduro of
Venezuela and Abdel Fattah el-Sisi of Egypt.

It was seen as an attempt to project Russia’s
global power and show that the West’s attempts
to isolate Moscow were failing.

Russian S-400 anti-aircraft missile system
launchers displayed during the Victory Day
military parade in Moscow on May 9, 2025.
Alexander Zemlianichenko/AP

What a difference a year makes.
Ukraine has steadily expanded its ability to
hit targets deep inside Russia, including oil
terminals, refineries, military infrastructure
and defence industries. Some targets in the
Baltic Sea near St. Petersburg and in the Ural
Mountains are hundreds of kilometres from
Ukraine. The mere threat of drones has
prompted dozens of airport closures and hun-

dreds of flight delays in recent months, especial-
ly in Moscow. At the same time, Ukraine has
become much more adept at repelling Russian
drone attacks on its own territory, reportedly
shooting down 33,000 Russian drones in March
this year alone — a record for one month.

The expansion of its unmanned ground
robotic systems and deep-strike capabilities -
including its Flamingo missile, which hit a
defence plant 1,500 kilometres from Ukraine on
May 5 — has helped Ukraine offset its disadvan-
tages in manpower (which remains a major con-
straint) and ammunition.

Ukraine’s defence industrial base is a major
part of the story. Kyiv says its capacity has grown
50-fold since 2022 and now accounts for 70% of
its weapons procurement.

Its successes have won the admiration of its
European partners and others around the
world. In recent days, for example, it signed a 10-
year defence export deal with Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Qatar, all three of
which were attacked by Iran.

And there are signs Ukraine is gaining momen-
tum on the frontlines. Analysts say Ukrainian
forces actually gained more territory than they
lost in February, for the first month since 2023.

Estimates of Russian death tolls are difficult
to verify, but NATO chief Mark Rutte said Russia
is losing 30,000-35,000 soldiers per month, while
Zelensky said 35,000 Russian troops were either
killed or wounded in the month of March.

Cracks at home
Meanwhile, Putin has only grown more paranoid
about a potential coup or assassination attempt
involving drones. He has reportedly sharply
reduced his movements, spends more time in
bunkers, and is surrounded by tighter security.

Domestic strains are growing as well. Russia’s
rate of recruitment has begun to fall short of its
battlefield losses. The quality of recruits has plum-
meted as well, with alcoholics reportedly being
duped or pressured into signing up.

It is becoming harder to sustain recruitment
without another politi-
cally risky mobilisation.
That matters because
Putin has long tried to
convince Russians the
war can be fought at a
distance,  without
demanding too much
from society at large.

Russia’s economy is
suffering too, from
chronic labour short-
ages, negative growth,
and high inflation and

interest rates. And there are increasing signs of
discontent. One critic, Ilya Remeslo, a former
Kremlin propagandist, publicly accused Putin of
being a “war criminal”, for instance. He was
arrested but, in a surprise move, was released
after just 30 days and has vowed to continue his
campaign against the Russian leader.

Gennady Zyuganov, the leader of Russia’s
Communist Party (loyal to Putin), has warned the
country’s faltering economy risks stoking a
1917-style revolution. And an anonymous former
senior official wrote in The Economist that grum-
bling among the elite shows Putin is losing his
grip on Russia. Rising popular anger has also been
triggered by the tightening of controls on the
internet, including WhatsApp and Telegram,
aimed at curbing dissent and criticism.

It is too early to claim the war has turned deci-
sively in Kyiv’s favour. The current stalemate may
prevail for some time.

But recent trends suggest Russia can no

longer assume it can simply outlast Ukraine
through attrition. This may well cause Putin to
adjust his calculations about peace talks and his
unwavering pursuit of maximalist goals.

Despite US President Donald Trump’s recent
unfounded claim that Ukraine has been “mili-
tarily defeated”, Kyiv is more than holding its
own. It continues to have Europe’s backing as
well, with the EU recently finalising a massive
90 billion euro (A$145 billion) loan. As eminent
strategic analyst Lawrence Freedman argues,
Ukraine is succeeding by not losing. He argues
Ukraine’s “Micawber strategy” - hoping that
something will turn up, like the character
Wilkins Micawber in David Copperfield - could
very well pay off.

(The writer is visiting fellow, Centre for European Studies, 
Australian National University)

Courtesy: The Conversation

“WAR: A MASSACRE OF PEOPLE WHO DON’T KNOW EACH
OTHER FOR THE PROFIT OF PEOPLE WHO KNOW EACH

OTHER BUT DON’T MASSACRE EACH OTHER”
— PAUL VALERY

FROM AGENDA COVER
Thalapathy storms... 
There is the usual retinue of freebies like financial
aid for women and unemployed youth, free annual
medical check-ups, free LPG, loan waivers etc, that
seems run-of-the-mill.

He even did the de rigueur temple run to
assuage people of faith who could have had
potential concerns owing to his belief systems. His
youth-baiting beyond the “Starpower” was with
quaint promises like a Ministry of Artificial
Intelligence — whether that delivers as well as it
sounds remains to be seen. He even showed polit-
ical astuteness in courting and heeding Prashant
Kishore's critical advice on going solo, as opposed

to tying up with any other regional or
national party. Unlike the stuttering and
seemingly confused positions of other cine
stars like Kamal Haasan or Rajinikanth, Vijay
has stunned all and sundry with his clarity,
grit, and confidence in his chosen path.

For now, the masses have given him a solid
benefit of doubt that has glossed over many
personal, financial, cinematic, and even
political controversies like the recent mishan-
dling of his political rally that resulted in a
deadly stampede. If anything the deployment
of the state machinery to suppress his move-
ment e.g., delayed clearance and supposed
leak of his latest movie, Jana Nayagan, to

curbs on his political activities have all seemingly backfired
as the Tamil electorate have given him a thumping endorse-
ment to victory.    

However Vijay would know better than most, that in real
life the script rarely plays out as seamlessly, as it should. Film
stars know the fickleness of stardom and how the fate of a
star can never be taken for granted, as there is always yet
another star waiting in the wings to dislodge the first. Today
the masses are a lot more impatient, demanding, and seek
action rather than words — that is particularly truer in the
Southern States, where the overall socio-economic indices
are higher than the national average. Vijay’s much bandied
cinematic line, Naa Vaaren (I am coming) has come true, now
the stage is set for the more difficult path of leading the State
of Tamil Nadu to its aspired destiny.   
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Russia celebrates 
Victory Day, as Ukraine war rages on

Ukraine’s
defence

industrial base is
a major part of
the story. Kyiv

says its capacity
has grown 50-

fold since 2022
and now

accounts for 70
per cent of its

weapons
procurement



Observed across many parts of Bharat under dif-
ferent names, Savitri Puja is among those sacred
observances where faith is expressed through
fasting, prayer and remembrance. Rooted in the
timeless story of Savitri and Satyavan from the
Mahabharata, the occasion honours a wife whose
courage, intelligence and spiritual determination
compelled even Yama, the lord of death, to
restore her husband’s life. Over generations, the
observance has come to symbolise more than
marital togetherness. It reflects steadfastness, duty,
prayer and the moral strength of the household.
Around this occasion evolved a distinctive culinary
tradition as well, where fasting foods, seasonal
fruits, simple sattvic preparations and ceremoni-
al offerings became part of the custom and
atmosphere of the day.

The story of Savitri and Satyavan gives the fes-
tival its moral depth. In the Mahabharata, Savitri
is born to King Ashwapati after long prayer and is
raised with strength of character and clarity of
mind. When she chooses Satyavan as her husband,
she does so despite being warned that he is des-
tined to die within a year. Satyavan is no ordinary
figure in the tale. He is the son of Dyumatsena, a
blind and exiled king living in the forest after losing
his kingdom. Savitri therefore accepts not only
Satyavan, but also the hardship that surrounds his
life. On the foretold day, she undertakes a rigor-
ous fast and accompanies him into the forest,
where he grows weak while cutting wood and rests
his head in her lap. As his destined hour arrives,
Yama, the divine lord of death and guardian of
departed souls, comes to claim Satyavan’s life.
Savitri does not collapse in grief. She follows Yama
and speaks to him with composure, wisdom and
moral force. One by one, she secures boons for her
father-in-law’s sight, his lost kingdom, her father’s
lineage and finally her own future as Satyavan’s
wife. By the logic of this final boon, Satyavan’s life
must be restored. The banyan tree, or vat vriksha,
later became an important symbol of this obser-
vance because of its association with long life,
shelter and continuity.

The importance of the festival lies in the way this
epic episode moved from scripture into lived
household practice. Savitri Puja allows the story
to be remembered through fasting, offerings, wor-
s h i p p i n g
banyan

trees, seasonal foods and
family rituals. It trans-
forms Savitri’s journey
into a recurring cultur-
al lesson on courage,
presence of mind and
the quiet strength
with which women
have shaped the moral
life of the home.

While Savitri Puja is
observed across different parts
of the country, its rituals and
modes of celebration vary
from region to region. The
festival assumes different
names, ceremonial forms
and degrees of social
prominence depending on
local customs, ritual calen-
dars, culinary traditions and
inherited community prac-
tices. In Odisha it is celebrated as
Savitri or Sabitri Brata, in Bihar and
parts of North India as Vat Savitri Vrat, in
Maharashtra and Gujarat as the related observance
of Vat Purnima, and in parts of Bengal through
related observances linked to Savitri Chaturdashi.
Some emphasise banyan-tree worship, others
fasting disciplines and household offerings, yet all
remain rooted in the enduring story of Savitri and
Satyavan. What binds these traditions together is
a shared reverence for endurance, self-control,
prayer, family continuity and the moral strength
of women within the household.

Food on Savitri Puja observes these sentiments
through humility, simplicity and inherited practice.
Fasting is generally observed in the early part of
the day and is usually followed by fruits and sattvic
preparations. A brass thali filled with ripe mangoes,
bananas, soaked grains, flowers, vermilion and
sacred thread is readied for the vrat and placed
as an offering. It becomes part of the festival’s
beauty, reminding the household that food is first
offered, then received as nourishment, and only
afterwards enjoyed.

Odisha offers one of the richest culinary spreads,
while in many northern and western communi-
ties the emphasis remains on fruits, coconut, simple
sattvic foods and post-vrat nourishment. Among
the most distinctive savoury offerings is muga
chakata, a simple preparation of soaked green
gram that reflects the quiet culinary spirit of the
vrat. It is usually made from soaked or lightly
sprouted whole green moong dal mixed with
banana, coconut, sometimes jaggery, black pepper,
or other fasting ingredients, then mashed into a
sattvic preparation. Alongside it, soaked chana or
buta (in Odia) is sometimes eaten plain, sometimes
lightly mixed with coconut, ginger and a touch of
salt after the fast is broken. Arwa rice, also used
as a ceremonial grain, appears in ritual settings as
a sign of auspiciousness and sustenance. These

a r e
not elaborate

dishes, yet they
show that the meal

begins with the simplest forms of sustenance.
On completion of the fast, many households

move toward light vegetarian meals. Chuda-
dahi, made with flattened rice softened in curd,
is cooling, quick to prepare, and often enriched with
banana, grated coconut, jaggery or small pieces
of mango. In some homes, kheera-dahi, or cucum-
ber mixed with curd, offers similar relief from the
heat. Pakhala, the beloved fermented or water-
soaked rice, may also be consumed after rituals,
served with curd, roasted cumin, salt, green chilli
and simple accompaniments. Its character makes
it especially suited to the season, as it restores the
body gently after the fast.

A more complete vegetarian spread often
includes dalma, the Odia preparation in which
lentils and vegetables are cooked together with
minimal spice. Raw banana, pumpkin, papaya,
brinjal, drumstick and colocasia may be added,
depending on what is available. Tempered with
cumin, dry red chilli and ghee, and finished with
grated coconut in some versions, dalma carries the
dignity of everyday food elevated for a special day.
It occupies an important place in Odia festive,
temple and community food culture, valued for
being wholesome, balanced and easy to digest.
Kanika, a mildly sweet fragrant rice cooked with
ghee, bay leaf, cinnamon, cardamom, cashew and
raisins, may appear in festive Odia meals, offering
a bridge between savoury rice and sweet pulao.
Ghuguni, made from soaked yellow peas or dried
white peas simmered with ginger, cumin, turmer-
ic and a light masala, provides a heartier savoury
note. When served with puri or luchi after the vrat,
it becomes a family dish that gathers people

around the table after the long
quiet of fasting.

In Bihar and parts
of North India, the

post-vrat meal
often remains

simple, built
a r o u n d
fruits, curd,
s o a k e d
gram, light

p o t a t o
preparations

and cooling
foods suited to the

summer season. In many
north Indian homes,

vrat-friendly aloo jeera
is prepared with
boiled potatoes,
cumin, rock salt,
green chilli and
ghee, avoiding

onion and garlic.
Sabudana khichdi,

made from soaked
tapioca pearls tossed

with roasted peanuts,
potato, cumin and corian-

der, offers energy while remain-
ing light. Singhara puri or kuttu puri,

made from water chestnut or
buckwheat flour, may be pre-
pared where grain restrictions
are observed, usually eaten
with curd or a mild potato
curry. In Maharashtra and
Gujarat, where the related obser-

vance is often known as Vat
Purnima, the culinary emphasis

may remain more restrained, with
fasting, fruits, coconut offerings and

simple family foods carrying the meaning of the
day. The vow remains consistent, but the plate
changes with language, climate, agriculture and
family tradition.

No account of Savitri Puja cuisine can be com-
plete without its sweets, because they mark the
emotional release of the vrat. Kheer, prepared by
slowly simmering rice in milk until it thickens, then
sweetening it with sugar or jaggery and flavour-
ing it with cardamom, is among the most famil-
iar offerings. In some homes, makhana kheer
replaces rice with fox nuts roasted lightly in ghee
before being cooked in milk. The dish is soft, cooling
and auspicious, making it suitable for a day
centred on prayer. Malpua, made from a batter of
flour, milk, fennel and sometimes banana, fried
gently and dipped in sugar syrup, brings a richer
festive note. It is not always a fasting food, but after
the rituals it becomes part of the family’s celebra-
tory table.

Odisha’s pitha tradition gives Savitri Puja
another layer of regional richness. Manda pitha,
made from a rice flour casing filled with coconut
and jaggery, is steamed until soft and fragrant.
Kakara pitha is more robust, made with semoli-
na or wheat dough, stuffed with coconut and
jaggery, then fried until golden. Arisa pitha, pre-
pared from rice flour and jaggery and fried slowly,
has a deeper flavour and longer keeping quality,
which makes it suitable for festive sharing. These
sweets are not simply desserts. They carry the
imprint of the household through recipes handed
down by grandmothers, prepared carefully and
shared with family and friends.

Seasonal fruits remain central even when elab-
orate dishes are prepared. Mango is perhaps the
most visible fruit, not only because it ripens during
the season but because its sweetness feels like a
blessing in itself. Jackfruit, with its honeyed fra-
grance and many seeded bulbs, represents abun-
dance besides being readily available in the
eastern states. Banana brings softness and satiety,
coconut purity and completeness, while palm fruit
and date palm offer relief in the summer heat.
Kendu, pineapple, apple and other fruits may also
be included depending on region and availabili-
ty. Fruit chaat, made after the puja with chopped
mango, banana, apple, pomegranate, cucumber,
grated coconut and lime, becomes an easy way
to share the offered fruits among family members.
Served with rock salt, chaat masala and lime, it is
favoured for its sweet and tangy conclusion to a
nutritious meal. In some homes, panchamrit, made

with milk, curd, honey, ghee and sugar or banana,
is also prepared for offering to deities and later dis-
tributed as prasada. Each ingredient carries ritual
meaning within Hindu thought, making the
preparation both simple and deeply symbolic.

While non-vegetarian dishes are included in
some households, they belong to the later family
meal and not to the vrat or puja thali. Non-vege-
tarian dishes are not treated as offerings to
Savitri. However, in some eastern Indian house-
holds, especially where fish is a normal part of the
regional diet, the family meal after the fast may
include fish or meat once the formal ritual has con-
cluded. A light machha besara, prepared with fish
cooked in mustard paste, turmeric and green chilli,
can appear as a post-puja household dish in Odia
or Bengali-influenced kitchens. Macher jhol, a thin
fish curry with potato, tomato, cumin and turmer-
ic, offers a gentler alternative that pairs well with
rice. Chingri malai curry, made with prawns sim-
mered in coconut milk and mild spices, may be
reserved for a more festive meal, while chicken jhol,
cooked as a light curry rather than a heavy
restaurant-style dish, can be prepared for family
members who are not fasting or for the evening
meal after observance. This distinction protects the
sanctity of the vrat while acknowledging the diver-
sity of regional food habits.

The beverages associated with the season of
Savitri Puja deserve a special mention because the
festival falls during a hot period and the body needs
cooling drinks after fasting. Pana, made with water,
jaggery or sugar, curd or milk, fruit pulp, grated
coconut, black pepper and sometimes chhena, is
one of the most culturally resonant summer bev-
erages in Odisha. Aam panna, prepared from boiled
raw mango, cumin, black salt and jaggery, restores
salt and sharpness after the heat of the day. Bel
sherbet, made from the pulp of wood apple mixed
with water and jaggery, is valued for its cooling
nature. Chaas, or spiced buttermilk, brings curd,
roasted cumin and rock salt together in a simple
drink that settles the stomach. Sattu sharbat, made
by mixing roasted gram flour with water, lemon,
salt or jaggery, gives strength without heaviness.
Tender coconut water, sugarcane juice, lemon
sherbet and light fruit drinks made from mango,
watermelon or bael also fit naturally into the day’s
refreshments. These beverages reflect the season-
al wisdom of the festival and help devotees remain
hydrated through the long summer day.

The cuisine of Savitri Puja thus moves from a per-
sonal vow to shared nourishment. The morning
belongs to fasting, prayer, offerings and family
rituals. The evening opens into fruits, pulses, curd,
rice, sweets and, in some households, a fuller
regional meal. The festival does not seek meaning
from excess. It asks food to remain sincere, sea-
sonal and suited to a moment of prayer. I believe
it teaches that the kitchen, like the shrine, can pre-
serve values across generations.

In that sense, Savitri Puja is not only a celebra-
tion of Savitri’s love for Satyavan, but also a
reminder of how the household has served as one
of Bharat’s most enduring civilisational institutions.
Its cuisine gathers the sacred and the seasonal into
one graceful observance, where fasting, offerings,
fruits, grains, sweets, cooling drinks and careful-
ly prepared family dishes become more than food.
They become carriers of memory, responsibility
and cultural continuity. I believe this is where the
deeper lesson of Savitri Puja lies. Our civilisation-
al heritage is preserved not only in temples, scrip-
tures and public rituals, but also in the quiet prac-
tices of the home, in the food placed before the
divine, in the stories retold across generations, and
in the values that families continue to live through
their daily customs.

“NOTHING IS BETTER THAN GOING HOME 
TO FAMILY AND EATING GOOD FOOD 

AND RELAXING”
— IRINA SHAYK

ANIL
RAJPUT

FOOD III
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(The writer is Secretary, Cuisine India Society)

NISHANT SAHDEV 

There is a spine-broken diary on the
granite counter of my family’s Delhi
kitchen. It is an ordinary object filled
with slanted Hindi script and mea-
surements making no mathematical
sense. On a page detailing a Gajar ka
Halwa recipe, there is a faded
thumbprint. It is a stain from a drop
of warm ghee that fell a decade ago,
pressed into the paper by my
mother’s hurried thumb.

Beside that diary is my smart-
phone. Applications can photograph
my mother’s recipe, translate it into
Mandarin, calculate its caloric break-
down, and generate a hyper-realistic
video of a digital chef cooking it. I
could take three minutes of her
WhatsApp voice notes, feed them into
a neural network, and have an AI
archive her pitch and intonation
forever. While this tech allows us to
preserve our heritage with total
fidelity, our obsession with AI’s infi-
nite capabilities is creating a danger-
ous blind spot in how we understand
human love. We are confusing data
preservation with devotion.

In the tech industry, we design
systems with a singular goal: 
eliminating friction. We want process-
es to be seamless and perfectly 
efficient. But when we bring this
mindset into our homes, we forget
that an Indian mother’s love is 
built entirely on friction.

When a mother spends three hours
by a hot stove in the sweltering
humidity of a summer afternoon, she
is not executing a task a robotic arm
could replicate. She spends a curren-
cy she can never earn back: her
time, energy, and cellular youth.
Every act of maternal devotion is a
microscopic expenditure of her mor-
tality, given willingly to fuel yours.

Viewing her labor as a mere opti-
mization task blurs her sacrifice.
While an AI model never fatigues, a
mother has joints that ache with the

monsoon rains. Unlike AI, which
consumes cheap computing power,
a mother sets aside her ambitions to
absorb the messy details of your
heartbreak. She spends her life-a
resource neither cheap nor renew-
able. As a generation of busy 
professionals, we often assuage our
guilt of absence by throwing technol-
ogy at the problem. We buy our
parents smarter devices,  set 
automated deliveries, and point 
high-definition cameras at 
them during Diwali. We think build-
ing an efficient digital infrastructure
means loving them better.

But AI, for all its staggering bril-
liance, gives you the product of a
mother without the cost. And the cost
is what makes it love. As a physicist,
I study the laws of thermodynamics
and the inevitable decay of systems.
We build intelligent machines to
outsmart this decay, attempting to
mathematically archive ourselves
into eternity. As we wade into this

algorithmic age, we must draw a hard
boundary. We do not need to resist
Artificial Intelligence; we need to
put it in its proper place.

The purpose of AI is not to simulate
human connection, nor perfectly
archive our mothers so we can com-
fortably ignore them while they are
still here. Its true, revolutionary
promise is giving us our time back.

This Mother’s Day, let AI draft your
emails. Let the algorithm manage
your calendar and optimize your
spreadsheets. Let the machine absorb
the friction of the modern workplace
so you can step away from your
screens and back into the kitchen. Use
the machine’s ultimate efficiency to
afford the beautiful inefficiency of
being human. The most sacred arti-
facts of an Indian childhood are
inherently imperfect. 

It is the slight misalignment of a
hastily applied bindi. It is the dal she
forgets to salt because her mind is
paralyzed with worry over your
career. It is the way her voice cracks
with tears when blessing you over a
video call. These imperfections
cannot be prompted by an LLM. You
cannot engineer a hallucination of

genuine worry. These flaws are the
friction of a human soul colliding with
a difficult world, trying to shield you.
Digitizing the recipe cleans up the
archive, but you lose the ghee stain.
You erase the messy, chaotic evi-
dence that she was actually there,
breathing, rushing, living, and loving
you in real-time.

This Sunday, do not buy her a
smarter gadget or send an AI-gener-
ated poem. Use the time technology
saved you to sit across from her. Look
at the lines around her eyes and rec-
ognize them as the physical receipts
of the worry spent keeping you alive.
Eat the food she made, knowing
you will never taste this exact batch
again. Listen to her voice, knowing
the sound waves will permanently
dissipate into the air.

Let AI handle the infinite. But let
your mother be beautifully, fiercely,
and painfully temporary. Because it
is only when we accept that our time
with her is a finite resource, that we
finally understand the sheer magni-
tude of what she did with it.

(The writer is is a theoretical physicist at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill)

Rekindling old Delhi’s culinary soul 
GYANESHWAR DAYAL

At a time when “modern Indian dining”
often means deconstructing familiar dishes
beyond recognition, Daryaganj Gold takes
a refreshingly different route. It elevates
North Indian cuisine without disturbing its
soul. The newly launched flagship format
of the Daryaganj brand in Aerocity is not
merely a larger restaurant; it is an attempt
to give classic North Indian food the scale,
theatre, and dignity usually reserved for
global fine-dining concepts.

The moment one enters the expansive
150-seater space, the intention is clear. Gold-
plated tandoors glow in the open kitchen,
chefs move with choreographed preci-
sion, and the mood balances old Delhi nos-
talgia with contemporary luxury. Yet, for all
its polish, the restaurant never feels intim-
idating. Instead, it carries the warmth of a
family celebration.

What makes Daryaganj Gold stand apart
is that it resists the temptation to reinvent
for the sake of novelty. Its celebrated
Butter Chicken and Dal Makhani continue
to anchor the experience, drawing from
recipes linked to the legacy of Kundan Lal
Jaggi. But the new Gold menu introduces
thoughtful additions that surprise without
alienating. The chaat selection is particu-
larly inventive. Dahi Bhalla Bingsu and
Mushroom Ram Ladoo
reinterpret street-

food memory with finesse, while the Daulat
Ki Chaat evokes the fleeting winter delica-
cy of Old Delhi with admirable delicacy.

The highlight, however, is the Five Senses
Curries. The dish arrives not just as food, but
as performance - the whistle of the cooker,
the aroma escaping the lid, the slow reveal
of deeply spiced gravy, and finally the ten-
derness of the meat. It captures what Co-
Founder and CEO Amit Bagga calls “present-
ing familiar food in a contemporary and
engaging way, without changing its soul.”

Bagga’s larger philosophy is visible
throughout the restaurant. “Modern Indian
dining in 2026 is not about changing the
food, but about changing how it is experi-
enced,” he says. That idea defines Daryaganj
Gold. It respects nostalgia but refuses to
remain trapped within it.

The live chaat counters, chef theatre
nights, unplugged music performances, and

intimate private dining rooms all add
layers to the experience. Yet, the real

triumph is simpler: beneath
the glamour, the food still
comforts. In a city crowded

with fashionable dining
e x p e r i m e n t s ,
Daryaganj Gold
succeeds because
it remembers that

memory itself can be
luxurious.
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Savitri Puja: Where faith, food and family endure

Finding the boundary of AI era on Mother’s Day
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Ashutosh Agnihotri, while
illuminating the collective
consciousness of Indian
culture, spiritual traditions
and civilisational values,
emerges as a devoted trav-
eller through the emotional
and philosophical landscape
of Sab Par Ram Tapasvi Raja. 

Written in fluid Hindi
verse and lyrical expression,
this poetic work deserves to
be read not merely as liter-
ature, but as a profound
exploration of the humane,
cultural  and national  
dimensions of Shri Ram’s
character.

Carrying forward the epic
tradition into modern Hindi
poetry, the poet presents
contemporary interpreta-
tions of several episodes
from the Ramcharitmanas.
Passages such as the “Shiv-
Parvati dialogue” and the
celebrated “Dhanush Yagya”
are rendered with freshness
and emotional resonance,
offering readers a renewed
understanding of these
timeless episodes. 

The lines: “Haan Ram

nahin hai saadhan, 
Shiv ka hai aadhar priya,

Jo mere andar dikhta hai
wahi to Ram hai... beautiful-
ly capture the spiritual
essence of the collection.

Throughout the book, the
reader encounters not only
devotion and surrender, but
also moments of national-
ism, moral introspection
and deep human sensitivity.
Whether exploring Kaikeyi
and Sita’s inner dilemmas,
Bharat’s selfless sacrifice, or
the emotional devastation
surrounding Mandodari’s
grief, the poet consistently
brings forth a spiritual voice
that resonates amid human
suffering and ethical conflict.

The emotional strength
of the poetry lies in its ability
to connect devotional phi-
losophy with contemporary
human concerns. The poet’s
lines flow with rhythm and
musicality, often carrying
the cadence of composi-
tions meant for theatrical or
artistic performance. 

The language remains
expressive yet accessible,
never weighed down by
excessive ornamentation;

instead, it allows the emo-
tional core of each episode
to emerge naturally and 
powerfully. Although rooted
in tradition, the poetry sus-
tains a distinctly modern
sensibility. 

Ram is presented not
merely as a divine figure, but
as a symbol of ethical con-
sciousness, sacrifice, com-
passion and cultural unity.
References to Shabari’s
devotion, Bharat’s renunci-
ation and the ideals of
Rajdharma deepen the
philosophical texture of the
collection.

Read through the lens of
Indian poetics, the work
evokes an aesthetic space
where poetic beauty and
spiritual experience merge
seamlessly. The poet’s ability
to internalise Shabari’s
longing, Kaikeyi’s remorse,
Bharat’s sacrifice and Ram’s
ideals of governance lends
the collection emotional
depth and dramatic vitality.

Ultimately, Sab Par Ram
Tapasvi Raja emerges as a
meaningful and enduring
poetic work - one that holds
relevance not only for

readers of devotional litera-
ture, but also for theatre
practitioners, performing
artists and wider cultural
discourse for years to come.

GYANESHWAR DAYAL

The launch and reading of
The Alphabets of Africa by
Abhay K was not merely a lit-
erary event at Oxford book
store in Connaught place in
Delhi — it was an act of re-
seeing a continent long
trapped in narrow narratives.
The occasion brought togeth-
er literature, diplomacy, and
lived experience in a rare 
confluence. Abhay K, who has
served as a diplomat in
Madagascar and now 
represents India as
Ambassador to Azerbaijan,
spoke not as an observer of
Africa but as someone who has
encountered it intimately. The
interactive session with
Murtaza Ali khan and Amit
singh was informative and as
well as a rare peep into the
continent we know so little
about yet think we know
everything about it — Africa.

At the reading, passages
from the book revealed its dis-
tinctive voice-lyrical yet
informed, poetic yet ground-
ed in history. The poems move
alphabetically, each letter
opening a window into a dif-

ferent facet of Africa — its
landscapes, civilisations, icons,
and everyday rhythms. This
structure, deceptively simple,
becomes a powerful narrative
device, turning the book into
what critics have described as
a “cartography of a conti-
nent” told through verse. 

What makes Alphabets of
Africa stand apart is its delib-
erate departure from the dom-
inant, often reductive imagina-
tion of Africa. For decades,
global narratives have flat-
tened the continent into a
trilogy of stereotypes-wildlife,
poverty, and conflict. Abhay K.
challenges this framing head-
on.  His poems foreground
Africa as the cradle of human-
ity, a land of ancient civilisa-
tions, intellectual traditions,
and cultural innovations that
have shaped the world. 

During the launch, the
author underscored a striking
idea: that every human being
carries Africa within them.
This is not poetic exaggera-
tion but a reminder of scien-
tific and historical reality-that
human origins trace back to
the continent. By weaving
such insights into verse, the
book bridges knowledge and
emotion, transforming facts
into felt experience.

The collection draws exten-
sively from the author’s
travels across Africa, lending
it authenticity that goes
beyond second-hand obser-
vation. It introduces readers

to figures and histories often
absent from mainstream dis-
course-emperors, queens,
resistance leaders, artists, and
everyday cultural practices.
From the wealth of Mansa
Musa to the resilience of Yaa
Asantewaa, from ancient
treaties to living 
traditions, the poems reclaim
a narrative that is both diverse
and deeply rooted.   

The Alphabets of Africa
refuses to romanticise Africa
while also rejecting colonial
stereotypes that once
reduced the continent to a
“heart of darkness”. Instead,
Abhay K presents a layered
portrayal that acknowledges
both struggle and splendour,
giving the work emotional
depth and intellectual credi-
bility. 

The reading session
encouraged audiences to
question inherited percep-
tions and engage with Africa
as a living, evolving reality.
More than poetry, the book
becomes a bridge across his-
tories and cultures, reminding
readers that Africa is central
to understanding humanity
itself.

NEW LAUNCH

Title: The Alphabets of Africa
Author: Abhay K
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Publisher: Vintage Classics

GURUDEV SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

When you feel hurt, you blame others
for causing it. But the truth is, it is not
people who hurt us. It is our own
mind, our own vulnerability and our
own emotions that entangle us and
make us feel hurt.

If you really look into it, what
causes the hurt? Somebody’s words,
somebody’s selfishness, somebody
not caring for you? What usually
happens is you love somebody, and
you think they do not care for you, or
you have helped somebody a lot,
and they do not talk to you, and that
hurts you, does it not? Wake up and
see: Is there an intention in them to
hurt you? Place yourself in their shoes
and try to look at things from their 
perspective too.

Often, you never intended to hurt
someone, yet they feel hurt by your
actions. What do you usually tell
them? “I did not mean it, it just hap-
pened. I did not mean to hurt you, but
an incident or event happened that
gave you the idea that I hurt you.”

Now, if you really intended to hurt
somebody, it means you have a deep
hurt inside you. Even then, you are
worthy of being excused, and similar-
ly, you have to excuse the other
person as well. 

If someone has hurt you intention-
ally, you should know that they are
unwell. People hurt others out of a
lack of wisdom, unhappiness or a lack
of inner connection with the divine,
and this keeps them mentally dis-
turbed and dissatisf ied.  When
someone is unwell, how can you get
angry at them? In a mental hospital,
there are so many people saying so
many things. Do you get annoyed at
them? You do not.

Someone happy, content and in
love will not hurt anyone. It is simply
impossible. If someone hurts another,
it is because there is a deep wound or
scar of pain and rejection inside them
that needs to be healed. What should
your attitude be towards someone
who is unwell? You will naturally be
compassionate towards them, and
when compassion reaches its peak, it
is nothing but love.

And if someone has not intended to
hurt you, if it is an unintentional act,
then it is a mistake on your part to
blame them for your hurt. You can
only blame your own perception,
and not them. They are not culprits.
Then it is you who has to ask them for
forgiveness. Asking for forgiveness in
such a situation can save the relation-
ship. If someone has used harsh
words with you, but with good inten-
tion, you can only thank them. 

You have only grown stronger by
their act. For example, no parent has
raised their children without giving
them a piece of their mind, have they?
They may have used hurtful words,
but it has been for your own good. If
a friend has insulted you knowingly,
you can only thank them. This is
because they have dared to give you
honesty, to give you what you needed
to grow. Why would anyone want to
hurt you at their own cost? Nobody
wants to risk their friendship. What
should be your attitude? “Thank you!
You did something good for me. It has
made me strong.”

How you perceive situations around
you is entirely in your hands. Any
intention you put out there comes
back to you. If you think that everyone
is hurting you, your own intentions
will create similar situations again and
again. Wake up and see: “There is
none other than the One, and the One

comes to me in many forms. It is all
for my growth, for my well-being, for
my happiness.” This is because the
Universe is so loving and compassion-

ate towards you. If we keep this
wisdom in our hearts, nobody can
hurt us. In India, there is a proverb: if
God is happy with you, He gives you
a lot, and if He is very happy with you,
He might slap you as well. When your
senses are turned outwards and you
get attached to material things, you
invite pain and suffering. Problems
come so that you can look within and
enter a state of dispassion and calm.
God creates situations to turn you
away from this outward chase and
brings you towards Himself. He wants
to draw you to Himself so that you
drop everything and look at Him.
When the soul is united with the
Divine, when there is no duality, you
experience this innermost joy. Once
that connection happens, nothing
whatsoever in the universe can bring
down your smile, energy, enthusiasm
or joy. Everything is an opportunity for
growth in life.

If you are happy and comfortable,
it is an opportunity for you to recog-
nise the truth and share it with others.
If misery comes your way, make use
of it as an opportunity to turn inwards,
become very strong from within and
recognise the truth of the Universe -
that everything is changing and every
relationship is fleeting.

Usually, we tend to let go of pleas-
ant emotions and hold on to unpleas-
ant ones. But when the mind becomes
free and cultured through meditation,
this tendency to hold on to negative
emotions is the first thing that disap-
pears. We start living in the moment.
Little things cease to bother you.
Every up and down that comes your
way makes this recurrent play of life
more interesting.

Time, mind and events are closely
interlinked, and none of them is stag-
nant; they keep changing. When the
mind is stuck to events, there is suf-
fering. When the mind flows with
time, it is fresh and alive.

“THE UNIVERSE IS CHANGE; OUR LIFE IS
WHAT OUR THOUGHTS MAKE IT”

— MARCUS AURELIUS
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“TIME, MIND AND EVENTS ARE CLOSELY INTERLINKED, AND
NONE OF THEM IS STAGNANT; THEY KEEP CHANGING. WHEN THE
MIND IS STUCK TO EVENTS, THERE IS SUFFERING”   —  GURUDEV

Rising from the desert of Abu Dhabi, this BAPS Hindu Mandir Abu Dhabi stands as a rare symbol of
unity in a divided world. A timeless gift to the modern age by the revered Mahant Swami Maharaj, it

embodies a vision far beyond stone and structure. More than a place of worship, it reflects love, peace,
non-violence and harmony between nations, faiths and cultures. In a land shaped by diverse traditions,
it redefines coexistence with quiet dignity and universal truth. A true millennium monument, it reminds

humanity that the deepest values of faith can build bridges stronger than borders

DR GYANANANDDAS SWAMI

Across years, decades and even cen-
turies, most days pass without distinc-
tion. The sun rises and sets, and life
moves forward in familiar rhythms.
But occasionally, a single day stands
apart, marked by an event so signifi-
cant that it earns a lasting place in
history. These rare moments remind
us that even within the ordinary flow
of time, something extraordinary can
redefine the future.

One such moment unfolded on 14
February 2024. The dawn over Abu
Dhabi, in the United Arab Emirates,
carried an unusual radiance. The vast
skies of the Middle East bore witness
to a day of quiet grandeur, as the
desert sands of Arabia seemed trans-
formed from barren stretches into
landscapes of spiritual meaning. It was
the inauguration of the first and
largest Hindu mandir in the Middle
East, built using traditional Indian
craftsmanship, a landmark that turned
vision into reality.

At precisely 8 a.m., within the newly
constructed, magnificent BAPS Hindu
Mandir Abu Dhabi rising proudly in
Abu Dhabi, the sacred ceremony of
murti-pratishtha (consecration of
deities) commenced. The air resonat-
ed with Vedic chants, broadcast live
across the globe, echoing through
homes and hearts worldwide.

This was an unprecedented event in
world history. The very idea of creat-
ing a grand symbol of Hindu civilisa-
tion and culture on land associated
with Islamic heritage once belonged
to the realm of imagination. Yet, it
stood realised. In doing so, the mandir
emerged as a bridge of harmony,
bringing together leaders such as
the UAE’s royal authority, Mohamed
bin Zayed Al Nahyan, and India’s
esteemed Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on a shared platform, bound not
by politics but by mutual respect and

trust. Such a convergence is nothing
short of transformative, an event
marking the dawn of a new era.

It is this very spirit of unity that res-
onated across the world. Across
nations, religions, societies and lan-
guages, words like love, brotherhood,
harmony, coexistence and dialogue
are often spoken, but too often remain
abstract ideals. This mandir has given
those words a living voice and tangi-
ble meaning.

Walking upon the earth is ordinary;
yet when a human steps onto the
moon, the world takes notice. But
every such achievement begins long
before the moment itself, with a

dream, sustained by faith, that quietly
sows the seeds of greatness. As Prime
Minister Narendra Modi himself
recalled in his speech on the day of
inauguration, “The magnificent
mandir that we see today in Abu
Dhabi is because it was first envi-
sioned years ago (in 1997) by Pramukh
Swami Maharaj.”

Every great achievement rests on a
strong foundation. In this case, the
guiding force was the revered guru
Pramukh Swami Maharaj, whose
vision became the source of inspira-
tion for the mandir. Yet, a long journey
still lay ahead. Sustained effort and
decisive action were essential to
carry that dream to completion.

True achievements, after all, are not
written merely in ink, but in rare acts
of dedication and determination,
which come together to create history.

That responsibility was taken forward
by Mahant Swami Maharaj, who
carried the legacy with unwavering
dedication. Inspiring thousands of
volunteers and craftsmen, he helped
transform his guru’s vision into a
living reality. Through tireless effort,
day and night, the dream was not 
only preserved but fulfilled in its
fullest form. 

In the inauguration assembly, the
Tolerance and Coexistence Minister,
Nahayan bin Mubarak Al Nahyan,
thanked Mahant Swami Maharaj for
building the BAPS Hindu Mandir in Abu
Dhabi. He said, “Today marks the
beginning of something special. The
new mandir will serve as both a
place of worship and a community
centre for all.”

After introducing Mahant Swami
Maharaj as “a powerful advocate for
human harmony” and “a renowned
global leader whose teachings are a
source of spirituality, inspiration and
joy,” Sheikh Nahayan added, “Your
visit, Your Holiness, is an opportuni-
ty for us to marvel at your example in
working cooperatively to resolve con-
flicts between different communi-
ties and to build a spirit of tolerance
as a gateway to understanding,
mutual respect and peace.”

In his blessings, Mahant Swami
Maharaj said, “Harmony is the power
of God, and humility is the way of God.
With this understanding, we can
serve humanity.”  Swamiji  also
thanked Mohamed bin Zayed Al
Nahyan, indicating that his generos-
ity had made this grand and beauti-
ful mandir possible.

The world watched that day and
witnessed how love and harmony can
forge a powerful bond between differ-
ent faiths and nations.

Title: Sab Par Ram 
Tapasvi Raja
Author: Ashutosh Agnihotri
MRP: `495
Publisher: Radhakrishna
Prakashan Pvt. Ltd., Delh

IF YOU REALLY LOOK INTO
IT, WHAT CAUSES THE
HURT? SOMEBODY’S

WORDS, SOMEBODY’S
SELFISHNESS, SOMEBODY

NOT CARING FOR YOU?
WHAT USUALLY HAPPENS
IS YOU LOVE SOMEBODY,
AND YOU THINK THEY DO

NOT CARE FOR YOU, OR
YOU HAVE HELPED

SOMEBODY A LOT, AND
THEY DO NOT TALK TO
YOU, AND THAT HURTS

YOU, DOES IT NOT?

If someone has used harsh words with you, but with good intention, you can only thank
them. You have only grown stronger by their act

Breaking the African stereotypes 

(The writer Dr Swami Gyanananddas  is a dedicated 
follower of the Swaminarayan tradition and has

earned a PhD from MS University)

TRUE ACHIEVEMENTS,
AFTER ALL, ARE NOT

WRITTEN MERELY IN INK,
BUT IN RARE ACTS OF

DEDICATION AND
DETERMINATION, WHICH

COME TOGETHER TO
CREATE HISTORY

Ram, poetry and the human spirit

BOOK REVIEW

A Millennium Monument of
Harmony: The Abu Dhabi

Hindu Mandir

Nobody Can Really Hurt You
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Mahasweta 
Devi

To me history means the blank space 
between two printed lines. Therein  
is the true history of the people

Bengal currents
Ref:  The Renaissance required in the East again 
(May 9). In early medieval Bengal, while Shashanka 
cut down the Bodhi tree, Dharmapala restored Nal-
anda; while the Senas revived orthodox Hinduism, 
the Khaljis ushered in the first Muslim sultanate. In 
modern Bengal, when the Derozians were f lying 
high, the Brahmo Samajis remained grounded; if 
Hindu College pioneered western education, Shan-
tiniketan pioneered the Indian. After independence, 
if the political compass moved from the centre to 
the Left, it has now taken a turn to the right. Bengal 
flows like a river, with cycles of change and continu-
ity, and any attempt to fixate on a particular cur-
rent holds no water.

K S Mohana Murugan, email

Revival time 
Ref:  The Renaissance required in the East again 
(May 9). With the change of government in West 

Bengal, it is a timely write-up on the decadence of 
values in the state. The fall is all the more evident 
in unbridled violence and unchecked corruption of 
the ruling parties. The masses are neglected and 
their economic needs uncared for. The literature and 
music is replaced with meaningless cacophony. An 
overhaul is the need of the hour. 

Ramalingeswara Rao, email

Remove bottlenecks
Ref: Urgency needed in oil exploration (May 9). The 
main bottlenecks to such projects include bureau-
cratic delays, complex land acquisition, high taxes 
and lack of foreign interest. Solutions involve AI-
driven exploration, fair compensation and collab-
orative state-central policies. With the West Asia 
conflict causing a dent to crude supply and warning 
of possible future disruptions, there needs to be 
urgency in jacking up domestic oil output.

R Sampath, Chennai

Moniker’s weight
Ref: Vijay still  two short  (May 9). The VCK chief 

bears two illustrious and ancient Tamil  names—
Tholkappiyan, the source of Tamil grammar, and 
Thirumavalavan, another name for the incompara-
ble Chola king Karikala. But he seems not to be be-
having like either. He can either justify his great 
names with his behaviour, or be known as another 
“me too” person. It is sad that he does not under-
stand the greatness of the names he carries.

Krishnaswamy N Ponnani, Palakkad 

Opening doors
Ref: TNEA cut-off likely to drop as centum scorers in 
Class 12 exams decline (May 9). The drop in centum 
scorers need not be read as a setback. Instead, it 
m a y  r e f l e c t  a  m o r e  h o n e s t  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  
student performance. Maithili’s story says it all. A 
corporation school student from a humble family 
b a c kg ro u n d , to p p i n g  C h e n n a i  w i t h  59 3  m a r ks ,
p r o v e s  t h a t  c i r c u m s t a n c e  n e v e r  d e t e r m i n e s 
potential. Lower cut-offs will open doors for many 
such deserving students who were earlier excluded 
by a single mark.

Prajesh Paramasivan, Neelambur

School counsellors
Ref: Students account for 8.5% of suicides (May 9). 
This is a shocking revelation from the latest na-
tional crime data. One of the important reasons is 
that most schools do not have full-time psychologi-
cal counsellors. I  have seen in my teaching career 
spanning over four decades that good counsellors 
serve as a bridge between students, teachers and 
parents, help students perform to their potential, 
and ensure that they lead a stress-free life. Money 
spent on psychological counsellors by schools is an 
investment on human capital. 

S Ramakrishnasayee, Chennai 

Vatican mission 
Ref: Rubio urges Europeans to share Iran burden 
(May 9). Trump in damage control mode sent Sec-
retary of State Marco Rubio on this mission to the 
Vatican. The damage caused by Trump’s insults to 
the Pope is rebounding on him and the war is going 
completely out of control. He should have been a 
little more careful about what he said and did.

Philip Alexander, Bengaluru 

The Epstein class is above party. They don’t associate 
as Republicans or Democrats. The people who are 
funding the [White House] ballroom, funding the 
arch, funding the rebranding of the Kennedy Center, 
these are the people who are also funding my opponent.
Thomas Massie, US Congress member who co-sponsored the Bill to release 
Epstein files, on funding against him by billionaires mentioned in the files 

Operation Trust Me Bro failed. Now back to routine with Operation Fauxios.
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, Speaker of Iran’s parliament, on the end  
of Donald Trump’s Operation Project Freedom and an Axios exclusive 
claiming a new peace deal had been signed to open the Strait of Hormuz

IPL is now purely business. They prepare flat pitches because low scores  
are boring for sponsors. Even I would struggle to bowl against  
aggressive kids like [Vaibhav] Suryavanshi.
Muttiah Muralitharan, Sunrisers Hyderabad coach who claimed  
63 IPL wickets before retiring as a T20 player in 2014

O
NE year after Operation Sindoor, it is perhaps appropriate 
to move beyond the immediate emotion and symbolism 
associated with the operation and examine what it may 
truly have achieved. Nations often celebrate military re-
sponses in the immediate aftermath of  provocation, but 

strategic communities must ask harder questions. Did the opera-
tion fundamentally alter Pakistan’s calculus? Has the infrastruc-
ture of  proxy war weakened irreversibly? Or has the conflict 
merely entered another phase of  adaptation and pause?

Operation Sindoor undoubtedly marked another milestone in 
the evolution of  India’s deterrence doctrine. Like Uri and Balakot 
before, it demonstrated that India was willing to impose costs for 
acts of  terrorism linked to Pakistan-based groups and their sup-
port structures. Equally important was the manner in which the 
response was executed. India signalled resolve, both political and 
military, without recklessness, and retaliation without uncon-
trolled escalation. In an era when military action is scrutinised 
not only on the battlefield but also in diplomatic, informational 
and economic domains, this calibrated approach mattered.

Yet it would be strategically unwise to assume that one success-
ful operation, however effective, can permanently transform the 
behaviour of  an adversary whose statecraft has for decades relied 
upon irregular warfare. Pakistan’s dependence on proxy war is 
not merely tactical; it is deeply structural. Conventional asym-
metry vis-a-vis India, domestic political fragility, the centrality of  

the military establishment within Pa-
kistan’s power architecture and the 
enduring utility of  jihadist groups as 
instruments of  influence ensure that 
the temptation to revive proxy strate-
gies never entirely disappears.

In fact, recent geopolitical develop-
ments in West Asia may produce pre-
cisely the kind of  misplaced confi-
dence that sections of  Pakistan’s 
deep state have historically exploit-
ed. Periods of  turbulence in the Is-
lamic world often generate narra-
tives of  strategic opportunity within 
Rawalpindi’s security establishment. 
Diplomatic flux, sharpening ideologi-

cal sentiment and renewed great-power competition can create 
the perception that international attention is fragmented and 
that proxy actors may once again operate within widened grey 
zones. Pakistan’s establishment has repeatedly shown an ability 
to publicly deny sponsorship of  terrorism while quietly sustain-
ing the infrastructure that enables it.

History warns us against premature declarations of  victory 
over terrorism. Terror ecosystems possess an extraordinary ca-
pacity for regeneration. They survive periods of  pressure, dis-
perse geographically, mutate organisationally and return in al-
tered forms when geopolitical conditions become favourable 
again. The contemporary instability across West Asia once again 
carries the potential to energise extremist ecosystems globally. 
Even conflicts geographically distant from India can influence 
radical discourse within South Asia through digital ecosystems.

India cannot remain insulated from these currents. Technology 
is rapidly democratising the means of  disruption. Cheap drones, 
encrypted communications, cyber coordination, AI-assisted prop-
aganda and decentralised radicalisation networks are reshaping 
how proxy warfare may be conducted in the future.

Already, security agencies have encountered increasing use of  
drones for movement of  weapons, narcotics and financial assets 
across borders. Narco-terror networks now intersect with organ-
ised crime, arms trafficking and extremist financing in ways that 
blur distinctions between internal security and external aggres-
sion. Recruitment, indoctrination and operational guidance can 
increasingly occur remotely, often without physical contact.

For India, therefore, the challenge is not merely to respond to 
individual attacks but to sustain long-duration national resil-
ience. Counter-terrorism can no longer be viewed only through 
the prism of  military operations. Cultural and social understand-
ing through deep analyses should be an area of  focus. The con-
tinuing erosion of  extremism and separatist sentiment in Jam-
mu & Kashmir must remain an unwavering priority. Equally 
important is vigilance in the Northeast and on the Indo-Nepal 
border, where adversarial networks may seek new vulnerabili-
ties, logistical routes and influence spaces. The contest is now as 
much about preventing ideological penetration and social frag-
mentation as it is about neutralising armed cadres.

Operation Sindoor demonstrated that India possesses political 
will and operational capability. But deterrence in the realm of  
proxy warfare is inherently more complex than conventional 
deterrence between armies. States employing proxies often cal-
culate that deniability, ambiguity and time will eventually dilute 
the costs imposed upon them. India must, therefore, guard against 
triumphalism. Strategic success lies not in believing that proxy 
war has ended, but in ensuring that the adversary progressively 
loses both capability and confidence in using it effectively.

One year after Sindoor, the broader lesson is perhaps this. India 
seeks peace, stability and regional normalcy. But peace cannot 
rest upon illusion. The long war against terrorism will not be won 
through a single operation, however successful. It will be won 
through sustained national resolve, institutional adaptability and 
the ability to anticipate the changing character of  conflict.

The shadow beyond Sindoor still exists. Recognising it clearly 
may be India’s greatest strategic strength.  (Views are personal)

Full article on newindianexpress.com

NEED TO RECOGNISE 
THE LONG SHADOW 
BEYOND SINDOOR

OPINION
LT GEN SYED ATA  
HASNAIN (RETD) 

Governor of Bihar and
 former Commander of 

Srinagar-based Chinar Corps

I
N the blazing midday sun on May 
9, history did not merely turn a 
page at Kolkata’s Brigade Parade 
Ground. It erupted in a saffron 
surge that scorched away over 
seven decades of  ideological iner-
tia. For the first time in West Ben-

gal’s storied annals, a saffron-clad stal-
wart ascended as Chief  Minister. 
Suvendu Adhikari, 55, a celibate politi-
cal phoenix who rose from the Trina-
mool Congress’s daredevil ranks, strode 
forward in resplendent saffron to take 
his oath. His attire was no mere fabric. 
It was a defiant drape of  cultural recla-
mation in a state long bound by Con-
gress complacency, Marxist misrule 
and Mamata’s machinations.

Moments earlier, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi had driven alongside 
him in a saffron-coloured, open-top mo-
torised ‘rath’, a chariot of  conquest spe-
cially forged for this occasion cutting 
through streets electric with anticipa-
tion. Before that, Governor R N Ravi, 
who had rarely donned traditional vest-
ments during his Tamil Nadu tenure, 
stood resplendent in a saf fron  
kurta paired with a flowing Bengali 
dhoti and offered his prayers to Rabind-
ranath Tagore, whose birth anniversa-
ry fell on the day, along with his wife in 
a matching sari. 

The entire pandal was transformed 
into a saffron sea of  humanity: flags 
fluttering, scarves waving, foreheads 
marked with vermilion resolve. 
Adhikari and his five Cabinet minis-
ters, each a study in saffron symmetry, 
embodied the new colour and new con-
tours the state had so decisively  

acquired. It wasn’t just symbolism. It 
was a statement declaring Bengal’s 
new cultural identity.

The mandate that propelled this mo-
ment was nothing short of  a historic 
rupture. BJP’s victory, securing 207 
seats and a commanding 45 percent vote 
share, spoke not in whispers but in 
roars of  righteous resentment. Voters 
came not for incremental tweaks but for 
total transformation. For Modi, Amit 
Shah and the RSS’s loyalist cadre, this 
was more than electoral arithmetic. It 
was a cultural conquest that erased, in 
one sweeping stroke, 175 years of  Brit-
ish imperial memory. Kolkata was the 
cradle of  colonial conquest. It was from 
here that Warren Hastings, the first 
governor-general of  Bengal in 1774, had 
administered an empire that stretched 
its tentacles across the subcontinent. 
The city that birthed 
the British Raj’s admin-
istrative spine now wit-
nessed its symbolic 
demolition.

The BJP’s choreogra-
phy was masterful, me-
ticulous and farsighted. 
West Bengal was delib-
erately positioned as 
the last state to con-
clude its polls. A gener-
ous five-day interval 
separated the final vot-
ing phase from the 
count on 4 May, a date pregnant with 
purpose, coinciding with the birth an-
niversary of  Jan Sangh’s icon Syama 
Prasad Mookerjee, the founder whose 
vision of  integral Bharat had been bur-
ied under layers of  leftist historiogra-
phy. The swearing-in was fixed for May 
9, evoking Tagore’s timeless legacy 
while stamping it with saffron sanctity. 
Even the decision to relocate the seat of  
governance from Banerjee’s pet project, 
Nabanna, back to the storied Writers’ 
Building signalled restoration. De-
signed in 1777 by Thomas Lyon as the 
East India Company’s clerical citadel, 
the building had housed the ‘writers’ 
who scripted colonial edicts. 

Beneath this spectacle lay deeper 
roots that the BJP had patiently wa-

tered for 15 years. West Bengal’s soil 
had always been fertile for sanatani na-
tionalism. It was the land of  Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy, the rationalist reformer 
who lit the first lamps of  renaissance. 
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee penned 
Vande Mataram, the national song that 
stirred generations. Subhas Bose forged 
an aggressive freedom movement that 
challenged the Raj. Sri Aurobindo ele-
vated Hindu spirituality into a revolu-
tionary creed. Swami Vivekananda be-
came Hinduism’s global ambassador, 
thundering at the Parliament of   
Religions in Chicago that India’s soul 
was eternal. These giants had sown 
seeds of  cultural nationalism so pro-
found that neither Congress’s secular 
dilution nor the Marxists’ materialist 
hammer could uproot them.

Yet for seven decades, these icons 
were consigned to ar-
chival dust. The Con-
gress, the Left Front 
and later the Trinamool 
Congress converted 
Bengal into a soulless, 
splintered state. Vote-
bank politics fragment-
ed society along reli-
gious and regional fault 
lines. Infiltration from 
Bangladesh turned bor-
der districts into tin-
derboxes. Violence, of-
ten state-tolerated, 

chased away investors. Once an indus-
trial powerhouse, Bengal became a by-
word for capital flight, deindustrialisa-
tion and extortion. Per-capita income, 
which stood at 127.5 percent of  the na-
tional average in 1960-61, plummeted to 
a humiliating 83.7 percent. Its share  
of  national GDP shrank from 10.5 per-
cent to 5.8 percent. 

The BJP spotted the opening. For 15 
years, they worked silently identifying 
victims of  humiliation, reminding Hin-
dus of  their endangered symbols of  
worship, warning of  a future where de-
mographic shifts could render them 
strangers in their own land. The anger 
that simmered through the Sand-
eshkhali horrors, post-poll violence and 
daily indignities finally boiled over. 

Hindus, across castes and classes, voted 
in unprecedented solidarity not  
merely rejecting the old regime but de-
manding restoration.

Yet victory brings its sternest litmus 
test. Adhikari’s government must now 
deliver more than rhetoric. The mil-
lions who queued under the summer 
sun expect bread with brotherhood,
tangible development that heals rather 
than divides. They voted for Hindu soli-
darity; they now crave Ram Rajya in 
practice: governance that restores dig-
nity to the dispossessed, revives invest-
ment without fear of  goons, secures 
borders without appeasement, and re-
builds Bengal’s intellectual and eco-
nomic sinews. The shift to Writers’ 
Building is emblematic of  this  
deeper intent. No longer will the secre-
tariat sit in a modern edifice severed 
from history. It returns to the very halls 
where clerks once penned imperial de-
crees and where revolutionaries later
defied them. In moving there, the new 
dispensation declares that Bengal’s 
identity is neither a colonial relic nor a
leftist laboratory, but a living continu-
um of  Bharat.

Critics will carp, of  course. Some will 
decry “saffronisation” as if  cultural as-
sertion were a sin. Others will lament 
the end of  “secular” fiefdoms built on 
selective silences. But the mandate is 
unambiguous. Voters rejected the bro-
ken promises of  the past—land reforms 
that stagnated agriculture, industrial 
policies that invited strikes over growth, 
minority politics that ignored the ma-
jority’s mounting anxiety and chose 
disruption instead.

The May 9 ceremony was not pomp 
for its own sake. It was a prophecy ful-
filled. The seeds were planted by Ben-
gal’s own nationalists. Roy’s reason, 
Bankim’s patriotism, Bose’s bravery, 
Aurobindo’s vision, Vivekananda’s vig-
our have finally fructified. History has 
been rewritten in saffron ink. The com-
ing years will determine whether that 
ink becomes the permanent script of  a 
resurgent Bengal or merely a bold first 
chapter. For now, one truth stands unas-
sailable. The original soul of  Bengal 
has returned home.

PTI

A
RE the British losing their mar-
bles over marmalade? English 
breakfast tables are now poten-
tially liable to European politi-
cal correctness. Thereby hangs 
the tale of  how, in an intercon-
nected world, things may find 

new identities away from their birth-
place while facing rude shocks at home.

There is a debate on whether Keir 
Starmer’s Labour government, already 
on a shaky wicket at home, would be 
compelled to say ‘citrus marmalade’ for 
something they never thought would 
need an adjective. After all, the diction-
ary defines marmalade as a “type of  
jam made from oranges or lemons”. 
The touch of  mildly bitter rinds is what 
makes marmalade tangy, much like the 
clipped accent of  the Queen’s English.

Members of  the UK’s House of  Com-
mons recently expressed outrage after 
reports that the bread-spread associated 
with Queen Elizabeth—because of  her 
fictional video with marmalade-loving 
Paddington Bear—may be subject to re-

labelling under a trade deal with the Eu-
ropean Union. It might have something 
to do with the Germans, who use the 
word ‘marmalade’ for all sorts of  fruit 
preserves. The new requirement is a 
pushback from the Brexit days as Starm-
er’s Britain tries to start life afresh with 
the EU. Maybe the UK should insist on 
calling it “British marmalade” when it 
is made from citrus fruits. 

They may pick a leaf  from the Bengal 
vs Odisha battle over who invented the 
rosogolla. Bengal now has a geographi-
cal indication tag for ‘Banglar rosogol-
la’ while Odisha has received a separate 
GI tag for ‘Odisha rasagola’. It seems 
spelling the same thing differently can 
get you some mild respite in intellec-
tual property disputes. A GI tag acts 
like a trademark to protect authenticity 
and offers a limited guarantee for au-
thorised producers.

Heritage gets shaky in a shrinking 
world. We Indians have often had to 
worry about misappropriation of  tradi-
tional knowledge. In the 1990s, India 
had to fight two significant battles. Gov-
ernment agencies won one dispute 
against the US patenting the medicinal 
core of  turmeric, which in India is part 
of  grandma’s remedies for everything 
from sore throats to wounds, and an-
other that restricted US-based RiceTec 
from taking a patent on basmati rice. 

Twice-bitten, hundreds of  times shy. 
Thanks to increased IP awareness, In-
dia now has more than 500 GI-tagged 
products that include Alphonso man-
goes, Nagpur oranges, Bikaneri bhujia, 
Kanjeevaram silk, Pashmina shawls 
and Darjeeling tea. But global appro-

priation is a two-way street. You some-
times have to give as good as you get. 
Some of  the most common things as-
sumed to be Indian at least by large 
parts of  the world are not Indian if  his-
tory were to bear witness.

Samosa’s origins are traced variously 
back to central and western Asia or 
even Egypt, where it was called sam-
busa and typically filled with meat. If  
you think replacing meat with potatoes 

makes it truly Indian, think again. Po-
tatoes were brought to India from South 
America by the Portuguese in the 17th 
Century. Syrupy jalebis, often relished 
with samosas, trace their origin to Arab 
lands where they were called jalebia. 
Had the Arabs and/or Turks got GI tags 
for samosas and jalebis, the history of  
Indian cuisine would have been differ-
ent, at least in name.

As for the British, it may be time for 
them to frown on William Shakespeare, 
who famously wrote, “What’s in a name? 
That which we call a rose / By any other 
word would smell as sweet.” Imagine 
Starmer invoking the best-known Eng-

lish writer to defend a concession to the 
EU. It is unlikely to wash. There is an-
other layer of  irony when you notice 
that a name for what is essentially a pre-
serve cannot be preserved so easily.

But then, culture can be manufac-
tured. I grew up reading P G Wode-
house’s stories of  elite British life in 
which a combination of  eggs and bacon 
seemed quintessentially English. But 
things have rolled on from there.

An Austrian-born American nephew 
of  psychoanalyst Signmud Freud, Ed-
ward Bernays, is considered the father 
of  public relations. He is credited with 
making the heavy-duty breakfast com-
bo popular in America, where orange 
juice, rolls and coffee used to be the 
morning staple. Bernays famously co-
opted 4,500 doctors in a campaign to 
boost the idea that a heavy breakfast 
was a healthy one. The story made it to 
newspapers across America. The rest is 
culinary history.

It is quite a reverse swing for me to 
infer that Wodehouse’s “British break-
fast” may have its origins in American 
PR strategy. The main years he wrote his 
bacon-laden Jeeves novels, the 1920s and 
the 1930s, coincide with the high points 
of  Bernays’ comparably long career. The 
two were born just 10 years apart.

Marmalade, meanwhile, is now a 
many-splendoured thing. It is made in 
India with GI-tagged Nagpur oranges, 
Himalayan Galgal lemons and locally-
grown ‘Malta oranges’. In a world of  fu-
sion cuisine and social media collabora-
t ions,  culture  has  become as 
unpredictable as the English weather.

(Views are personal)

OF MARMALADES AND MARKETING MYTHS

REVERSE SWING
MADHAVAN NARAYANAN

Senior journalist
Follow him on X @madversity

A recent row between Britain and  
the EU over what to call marmalades 

has led to a cascade of linguistic  
and culinary ironies. Maybe they can 

learn from India’s own e�orts  
at protecting food heritage

POWER & POLITICS
PRABHU CHAWLA

prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

SAFFRON BENGAL NEEDS RAM RAJ



Election  Integrity 

End  the  motherhood  penalty  at  work 

Letters To The Editor e d i t o r @ t h e s t a t e s m a n . c o m

08

With which is incorporated  
The Englishman ~ founded 1821

Suvendu Adhikari’s rise to the chief minister’s chair 
marks more than the fall of a 15-year government. It 
signals the collapse of an entire political grammar that 
had defined West Bengal since the Singur-Nandigram 

upheavals first brought Mamata Banerjee to power in 2011. 
The irony is stark. The same Nandigram movement that 

destroyed the Left Front and elevated Ms Banerjee also created 
the political figure who would eventually end her dominance. 
Mr Adhikari was not an outsider storming Bengal’s gates from 
Delhi. He emerged from the inner machinery of the Trinamool 
Congress itself. He understood its district networks, its methods 
of mobilisation, its emotional vocabulary, and its dependence 
on local strongmen. The BJP’s Bengal victory therefore cannot 
be explained merely as a national wave imposed upon a 
resistant state. It was also an insider-led dismantling of the 
Trinamool system from within. That distinction matters 
because it changes the future of Bengal politics. 

For years, Bengal’s political culture rested on a regional 
identity framework. Even when fiercely confrontational, Ms 
Mamata Banerjee projected herself as the defender of Bengali 
political autonomy against Delhi-centric power. The BJP has 
now replaced that framework with something fundamentally 
different: a politics rooted in border security, demographic 
anxieties, citizenship debates, and national integration. Union 
Home Minister Amit Shah’s remarks describing the Bengal 
outcome as linked to “national security” were not rhetorical 
excess. They revealed how the BJP now sees the state - not 
merely as another electoral prize, but as the eastern frontier of a 
larger ideological project. This shift will have consequences 
beyond party politics. Questions involving Bangladesh, illegal 
migration, border management, religious polarisation, and 
voter identity are likely to dominate governance in ways Bengal 
has not experienced before. The state may increasingly 
resemble Assam’s political trajectory rather than its own 
traditional culture of linguistic regionalism and ideological 
contestation. Mr Adhikari’s political style reinforces that 
possibility. The BJP had other options. It could have chosen a 
softer administrative face to reassure minorities and the urban 
middle class after a bitter campaign. Instead, it selected its most 
combative Bengal leader ~ a politician whose appeal rests on 
confrontation, organisational aggression, and direct street-level 
mobilisation. That decision suggests the party believes Bengal 
remains a battleground requiring political hard power rather 
than consensual governance. Yet victory brings risks that 
opposition politics never does. Campaigns thrive on anger and 
polarization, but governments are judged on administration, 
employment, law and order, and economic delivery. Bengal’s 
finances remain fragile. Industrial revival has stalled for years. 
Political violence has exhausted public patience across party 
lines. The BJP now inherits the same state machinery it spent 
years condemning. The real challenge before Mr Adhikari is 
therefore not defeating Ms Mamata Banerjee. He has already 
done that politically. His challenge is whether he can transform 
Bengal from a permanently mobilised political battlefield into a 
governable state. If he fails, the victory that looks epochal today 
may eventually resemble merely another transfer of Bengal’s 
culture of confrontation from one party to another.

Elections in our country are often 
described as the largest democratic 
exercise in human history, and the 
numbers alone justify that claim. 

Nearly a billion citizens are eligible to vote, 
supported by millions of polling staff and 
security personnel spread across every 
corner of the country. The logistical scale is 
staggering: ballots and electronic voting 
machines must reach remote villages, 
mountain hamlets, and island communities, 
ensuring that no citizen is denied the right 
to participate. 

More than a million polling booths are 
set up, each requiring staff, security, and 
logistical support. In some regions, polling 
officials trek through forests or sail across 
rivers to ensure that even the smallest hamlet 
is included. Citizens themselves show 
remarkable commitment: elderly voters 
being carried to booths, villagers walking 
miles in the heat to cast their ballot. 
Participation is not the problem; it is the 
integrity of the process that is under strain. 

Campaign financing operates under a 
complex legal framework, but loopholes 
abound. The Representation of the People 
Act sets expenditure limits for candidates ~ 
Rs 95 lakh for Lok Sabha contests in larger 
states and Rs 40 lakh in smaller ones ~ yet 
political parties face no such restrictions.  

This imbalance allows parties to spend 
hundreds of crores on rallies, advertising, 
logistics, and digital campaigns, drowning 
out smaller voices and independent candidates. 
Campaigns now resemble corporate marketing 
exercises, with helicopters ferrying leaders 
across constituencies, massive stages erected 
for rallies, and advertising blitzes dominating 
television and social media. For a candidate 
bound by expenditure limits, the contest is 
unequal from the start. 

The introduction of electoral bonds in 
2018 was intended to formalise donations, 
but it has instead enabled anonymous 
contributions of unlimited sums. Reports 
suggest that thousands of crores have flowed 
through this route, with the public left 
guessing about the source. Transparency, 
which is the lifeblood of electoral integrity, 
has been sacrificed at the altar of expediency. 
Critics argue that anonymity shields corporate 

donors and allows ruling parties to benefit 
disproportionately, while citizens are left in 
the dark about who funds whom.  

The Supreme Court has debated the issue, 
but reforms remain stalled. In effect, the 
system has created a parallel economy of 
influence, where money speaks louder than 
manifestos. 

The criminalisation of politics compounds 
this imbalance. According to the Association 
for Democratic Reforms, more than 40 
per cent of Members of Parliament face 
criminal cases, and nearly one in four 
face serious charges including murder, 
kidnapping, and crimes against women. 
Trials drag on for decades, allowing 
accused legislators to continue contesting 
elections and shaping laws.  

The maxim that one is innocent until 
proven guilty is stretched to absurdity 
when trials never conclude, and the 
accused continue to wield power unchecked. 
The result is a system where lawbreakers 
thrive as lawmakers, and the credibility 
of democracy itself is weakened. Citizens 
are left to wonder whether the ballot is 
truly a tool of reform or merely a mechanism 
that perpetuates entrenched interests. 

The Special Intensive Revision (SIR) 
of electoral rolls illustrates another weakness 
in the system. Intended to update and cleanse 
voter lists, the exercise often becomes 
controversial. Citizens complain of names 
being arbitrarily deleted, genuine voters 
being asked to repeatedly prove their identity, 
and entire groups ~ especially migrants and 
the poor-facing exclusion.  

When revision itself becomes inconsistent 
or politicised, trust in the process erodes. 
Electoral integrity cannot be sustained by 
half measures; it requires a system where 
inclusion is the norm and exclusion is the 
exception, and where the burden of proof 
does not fall unfairly on the citizen. 

Another distortion arises from India’s 
vast floating population of migratory workers 
and gig labourers. Lakhs of citizens move 
between cities for employment, often excluded 
from voter lists or unable to return home to 
vote. In urban centres, turnout is depressed 
because workers cannot afford to travel 
back to their native constituencies. This 
exclusion weakens representation and creates 
a silent disenfranchisement.  

A democracy that prides itself on scale 
must also ensure that mobility does not 
translate into invisibility. Mechanisms such 
as absentee ballots, postal voting, or portable 
voter registration could address this gap, 
but progress has been slow. Equally troubling 

is the lack of civic education. Many citizens 
are unaware of their rights or disengaged 
from the process. Schools rarely embed civic 
education in curricula, leaving young voters 
ill-prepared to understand the stakes of 
participation.  

Without awareness, voters become vulnerable 
to misinformation, inducements, or apathy. 
Contrast this with democracies where civic 
education is a structured part of schooling, 

instilling respect for institutions 
and responsibility in 
participation. In India, the 
absence of such education 
leaves a vacuum that money 
and patronage readily fill. 

The freebie culture further 
distorts voter choice. Promises 
of cash transfers, subsidies, 
or gifts shift focus from policy 
to patronage. Parties compete 
to outbid one another with 
short-term inducements, 
while long-term governance 
issues are neglected. Freebies 
may provide immediate relief, 
but they erode the principle 
that elections should be 
contests of ideas and vision.  

Democracies elsewhere regulate or ban 
such practices, recognising that inducements 
undermine free choice. India’s tolerance of 
this culture reflects a failure to distinguish 
between welfare and patronage, between 
policy and populism. 

Underlying all these distortions is a deeper 
fear: in any democracy, the State must avoid 
being judgmental in selecting voters. It is 
the function of the State to keep a check on 
infiltrators, but when it fails, citizens should 
not be pushed to repeatedly prove their 
identity. The burden of proof must not fall 
unfairly on the voter.  

When citizens are harassed or excluded 
under the guise of verification, the very 
fabric of democracy is torn. The right to 
vote is not a privilege to be granted conditionally; 
it is a fundamental entitlement. A democracy 
that mistrusts its citizens risks losing their 
trust in return. 

Comparative experience offers lessons. 
In the United Kingdom, donations above 
modest thresholds must be disclosed, and 
corporate contributions are tightly regulated. 
Germany imposes strict caps on campaign 
spending, while Scandinavian countries 
experiment with public funding of elections 
to level the playing field. The United States, 
despite its own challenges, enforces disclosure 
of donations above $200 and subjects 

campaigns to oversight by the Federal 
Election Commission. 

Canada requires strict disclosure of 
donations and limits corporate and union 
contributions, ensuring campaigns rely more 
on individual citizens. Australia enforces 
compulsory voting, which raises turnout 
but also demands strong oversight of 
campaign finance to prevent undue influence. 
South Korea has experimented with real-time 
disclosure of donations during campaigns, 
giving voters immediate transparency.  

Brazil moved toward banning corporate 
donations altogether after corruption scandals, 
showing how reform can be triggered by 
crisis. These examples demonstrate that 
democracies across the world grapple with 
similar challenges, but many have chosen 
to confront them head-on rather than allow 
distortions to fester. 

The imbalance can be corrected, but only 
with systemic reform. Mandating full disclosure 
of funding sources, lowering donation caps, 
strengthening Election Commission oversight, 
and disqualifying candidates facing framed 
charges are essential steps.  

Technology can be leveraged for real time 
expenditure tracking, while a statutory 
framework for state funding of elections 
could level the field. Mechanisms to include 
migratory workers, embed civic education, 
and regulate freebies must be part of the 
reform package. Public trust in democracy 
depends not only on the right to vote but on 
the assurance that votes are not drowned 
out by money or distorted by inducements. 

India’s democracy thrives on participation, 
but participation alone is not enough. The 
spectacle of high turnout cannot mask the 
distortions created by unchecked money 
power, criminalisation, exclusion, and 
patronage. When money decides elections, 
democracy becomes a transaction, not a 
trust. Unless reforms that have long been 
proposed are f inally implemented,  
electoral integrity will remain hostage to 
financial clout, and the mandate of the 
people will risk being subsumed by the 
power of money. 

The challenge is not the absence of reform 
proposals, but their consistent failure to be 
implemented. The time has come for those 
proposals to move from paper to practice, 
for only then can India’s democracy claim 
to be both the largest and the fairest in the 
world. As Brad Schneider aptly said, “The 
very foundation of our democracy depends 
on the integrity of our elections.” Election 
integrity is not a luxury ~ it is the lifeline  
of democracy.

It is utterly frustrating that thousands 
of experienced women in the country 
are being pushed out of the workforce 
at the very stage when they are ready 

to assume leadership roles.  
A recent report by this daily shows 

how many women are forced to choose 
between their careers and caregiving 
responsibilities because of inadequate 
childcare support, inflexible workplaces, 
and unequal burdens at home.  

Over the past decades, the country has 
made significant progress in women’s 
education, but that progress has not been 
fully translated into economic advancement 
in the absence of a conducive, women- 
friendly environment at workplaces. 

The story of Feroza Ahmed, as reported 
in this daily, reflects the widespread reality 

of many women in the workforce. Despite 
having more than a decade of experience 
and a successful media career, she had to 
leave her job after the birth of her second 
child. While she successfully managed 
her department remotely during the 
pandemic, no hybrid or part-time option 
was offered to her when she 
needed it most.  

Such experiences are common 
across sectors, where motherhood 
often becomes a penalty for 
women. 

According to a BRAC study, 
nearly 75 percent of 1,200 
mid-career women now seeking employment 
had previously quit jobs due to domestic 
responsibilities or motherhood. Meanwhile, 
a Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics Time 

Use Survey found that married women 
perform 7.3 times more unpaid care work 
than men. These numbers expose how 
women continue to shoulder a disproportionate 
share of unpaid work while being expected 
to compete equally in the formal job 
market. The country loses valuable human 

capital as trained women professionals 
leave work. It is telling that less than 
seven percent of managerial roles in 
the country are currently held by 
women. 

We therefore urge the government 
to formulate the necessary policies 
to create an environment where 

women do not have to leave their careers 
midway. Childcare and caregiving services 
must be expanded so that women from 
all economic backgrounds can access 

these services. Community-based and 
affordable day-care centres, certified 
caregiving services, workplace childcare 
facilities, flexible work arrangements, 
paid parental leave, and inclusive support 
for mothers of children with disabilities 
are all essential.  

Equally important is raising awareness 
and challenging the deep-rooted notion 
that caregiving is solely a woman’s 
responsibility. A 2024 ILO report suggests 
that investing 3.99 percent of GDP in care 
sectors could create around 70 lakh jobs 
in Bangladesh by 2035, with 91 percent 
formal roles for women. If we are serious 
about economic growth, productivity, and 
equality, we must build a care economy 
that allows mothers to thrive at home 
and work.

The Indian Opposition’s deepest crisis is no longer 
electoral. It is psychological. For nearly a decade, 
anti-BJP politics has revolved around a single 
assumption: that public dissatisfaction, economic 

distress, institutional controversies, or even internal 
contradictions within the ruling party would eventually weaken 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s dominance in the natural 
course. That assumption now looks increasingly detached from 
political reality. The BJP has evolved beyond dependence on 
one leader. It has become the default national political machine 
in a way India has not witnessed since the Congress at its 
post-Independence peak. Its strength lies not merely in 
organisational reach or financial resources, but in occupying the 
emotional centre of Indian politics ~ nationalism, aspiration, 
welfare delivery, and cultural confidence simultaneously. 

The Opposition still has not understood this shift. Most 
non-BJP parties continue to operate as defensive regional 
formations rather than as components of a coherent national 
alternative. Their politics is often built around preventing BJP 
expansion within state boundaries, not constructing a 
persuasive national vision. This explains the contradiction 
visible across India today: regional parties remain locally 
relevant, yet collectively appear incapable of altering the 
national balance of power. The Congress faces the sharpest 
version of this dilemma. Having lost its social coalition over 
three decades to regional parties like the Trinamool Congress, 
DMK, Samajwadi Party and others, it now depends on those 
very parties for survival. The result is strategic paralysis.  

A party seeking revival cannot indefinitely play junior 
partner to forces that replaced it. Equally significant is the 
ideological drift of the Opposition. The BJP successfully 
positioned itself as the custodian of nationalism and political 
confidence, while many Opposition leaders became 
uncomfortable engaging on the same terrain. This allowed the 
ruling party to portray critics as disconnected from majority 
sentiment, particularly on issues involving national security, 
identity, and religion. That does not mean India is becoming 
uniformly right-wing. The 2024 Lok Sabha election itself 
showed that a majority of voters still did not vote for the BJP.  

But voters increasingly reward clarity, conviction, and 
cultural confidence over fragmented coalition arithmetic. 
International examples reinforce this lesson. In several 
democracies facing dominant nationalist governments, 
Opposition victories have emerged not from elite 
consensus-building but from reconnecting with mainstream 
voters on everyday concerns ~ inflation, wages, public services, 
and corruption ~ while also engaging national identity instead 
of surrendering it. Indian Opposition parties, by contrast, often 
appear trapped in an echo chamber of press conferences, social 
media outrage, and institutional complaints. None of these can 
substitute for political rebuilding at the grassroots. The BJP’s 
rise was not accidental. It was built patiently over decades 
through cadre expansion, ideological consistency, and narrative
discipline. Defeating such a structure requires more than 
tactical alliances or moral criticism. It requires a rival political 
imagination. At present, the Opposition does not lack leaders or 
issues. It lacks a believable national story. 

Bengal  Shift 

Hollow Opposition

Many citizens are unaware of 
their rights or disengaged from 
the process. Schools rarely 
embed civic education in 
curricula, leaving young voters 
ill-prepared to understand the 
stakes of participation. Without 
awareness, voters become 
vulnerable to misinformation, 
inducements, or apathy. 
Contrast this with democracies 
where civic education is a 
structured part of schooling, 
instilling respect for institutions 
and responsibility in 
participation. In India, the 
absence of such education 
leaves a vacuum that money 
and patronage readily fill

A Member  
Of The

The writer is a 
retired Air 

Commodore, 
VSM, of the

Indian  
Air Force

S S 
SAXENA

New Delhi 
10 May,  2026                           Vol. CXXXXXX 19 (S)

Floor test 
Sir, Indian constitutional practice is 

replete with instances where Governors 
invited the single largest party to form 
the government despite the absence of a 
clear majority, leaving the final legitimacy 
test to the floor of the House.  

In Karnataka in 2018, Governor Vajubhai 
Vala invited B. S. Yediyurappa though 
the BJP lacked numbers. 

In Maharashtra in 2019, Devendra 
Fadnavis was sworn in amid uncertainty 
over legislative support.  

Earlier, in Goa and Manipur in 2017, 
post-poll arrangements and discretionary 
gubernatorial calls became fiercely debated 

constitutional episodes. The underlying 
principle remained that the Assembly 
floor - not the Raj Bhavan ~ is the ultimate 
arbiter of majority. 

Against this backdrop, the Governor’s 
stance in Tamil Nadu naturally invites 
scrutiny. Constitutional offices derive 
credibility not merely from legality, but 
from consistency.  

If identical precedents elsewhere were 
defended as constitutional convention, 
selective departures inevitably raise 
suspicions of political interpretation 
overtaking institutional neutrality.  

In a parliamentary democracy, Governors 
are expected to facilitate government 
formation, not appear as gatekeepers of 

political preference. The floor test exists 
precisely to resolve ambiguity democratically 
and transparently. 

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 7 May. 

 

Letter and spirit 
Sir, Post the recent state elections, 

Mamata Banerjee is the only one who 
has dug in her heels, and refused to  
resign. It is indeed  childish and churlish 
for a senior political figure to behave in 
this manner.  

Even if  the Indian Constitution does 
not explicitly say that a defeated Chief 
Minister must resign, Mamata, acting in 

accordance with the spirit of the law, 
ought to have  tendered her resignation.  

However, both Mamata Banerjee and 
Abhishek Banerjee have confirmed that 
their party, the TMC, will move the  
Supreme Court, alleging large-scale 
irregularities and demanding scrutiny of 
the election process. 

 If the election process was compromised, 
the TMC should not have contested on 
moral grounds. Would she have raised 
any objection had her party won the 
election? Mamata can’t have the cake and 
eat it too. 

Yours, etc.,  
Avinash Godboley,  

Dewas, 7 May. 
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THE RIGHT SHOE 

 
KRISHNENDU BHATTACHARYYA 
 

Having just written our BSc final year 
exams, we desperately needed a break 
– a break to permanently dislodge 
from our heads stuff like Fourier 

analysis and Michelson-Morley’s experiment. 
So, one windy July morning, three of us – Amit, 
Ritwik and I – set off for Bakkhali with Rs 2,500 
each, and five packs of Charminar. 

Ritwik in particular was blooming. He sported 
on his wrist a sparkling Rado that his aunt had 
sent him from the UK, and on his feet a brand-new 
pair of Adidas – quite a novelty then – that he 
had picked up for all-round achievement in our 
college sports. 

We reached past noon. A preliminary survey 
of the beach was not promising, neither was the 
lunch that our hotel served. But our spirits were 
too high to be battered by such trifles. Soon we 
were seated in our modest room, Charminars 
dangling from our lips, discussing love. Later, 
we went to the beach. 

Our idea was to ramble about for a while, and 
later take a cycle-van to Frasergunge, another 
beach a couple of kilometres away. But the 
tempting sea changed all that. Fully clad but 
sans our shoes, we were, before long, knee-deep 
in the waters when Amit chose to remember 
that Ritwik’s flame had lately been going out 
with Abhijit, widely believed to be the only 
first-class material of our class. A scuffle ensued 
– surely not the first between friends, or between 
philosophers with a girl unknowingly pulling at 
the strings.

I, the mute spectator, observed two events in 
quick succession. First, Ritwik’s Rado flew off 
his wrist and into the water, at my feet. I quietly 
retrieved it. Second, a colluding wind stirred up 
an unexpected breaker in the normally languid 
Bakkhali waters that lashed the beach at precisely 
the spot where Ritwik had left his pair of Adidas, 
and the right shoe was gone in no time. 

In a minute Ritwik discovered his first loss. I 
pointed out his second. He went dumb – and I 
feared numb too – until in a flurry of animation 
he ran towards the spot and flung the left shoe 
deep into the sea. The waters took it without a 
murmur. 

That evening we discussed God and his strange 
ways. Amit sheepishly said that the sea always 
returns what it takes. Ritwik said nothing. He 
refused dinner and Amit found it difficult not to 
follow suit. I was in charge of our Rs 7,500, and 
since a single meal would make record-keeping 
complicated, I rang up reception and said no-meal 
for all. I turned the Rado over in my trouser 
pocket. It was still ticking. 

The next evening we were to return. The 
night’s sleep, the bright sun and a breakfast of 
alu-parathas and omelettes did wonders for our 
morale, and Ritwik volunteered that we spend 
the morning on the beach. 

We were the only ones about. I had been 
looking for the right moment to return the Rado. 
Amit seemed lost, clearly thinking of the evening 
before and the central role he had played in the 
turn of events. None of us spoke of it. 

It was Amit who noticed it. A white-and-blue 
object sticking out of the sand some 25 yards 
from us that looked perilously like a shoe. 
Another 10 yards, and the object was as plain as 
day, but a vital question remained – which one 
was it? 

It was the right shoe. 
Ritwik stood looking at it for a long moment. 

Then he turned, and I held out the Rado. He 
took it without a word and put it on. We walked 
back to the hotel.

�NO REPRISALS� 

PROTECTION FOR 
LOYAL WORKERS 
London, May. 

The British Gazette officially notifies all workers 
that every man doing his duty by the country in 
the present crisis will be protected by the State 
from reprisals and loss of benefits or pension, 
and legislation with that purpose will be proposed 
at an early date. —Reuter. 

 
 

GERMAN FLAGS 

PRESIDENT 
HINDENBURG’S 
LATEST ORDER 
(Special Cable.) 
Berlin, May. 

The president has decreed that all German 
Embassies and Consulates shall hoist by the 
side of the Republican flag a merchant flag in 
the form of the Monarchist colours with the 
Republican colours in the corner. Political parties 
are very much excited. The Leftists describe the 
decree as an affront to the Republic. The Socialists 
are furious and are submitting to the Reichstag 
a vote of no confidence in the Chancellor, which 
stands a good chance of adoption. The Democrats 
and Centre Party, belonging to the Government 
Coalition, strongly disapprove of the move and 
the Catholics regret the decree.—Copyright. 

ACROSS 
 

8    Language without 

appeal draws in 

two kings (8) 

9    Building quickly 

assembled before 

cracking (6) 

10  Obstacle on 

marshland where 

ship departs (6) 

11  Engage in sport 

and kit wears out 

(8) 

12  Enemy circles large 

ice sheet (4) 

13  Offensive 

revolutionary 

deeply hurt a right-

winger (10) 

15  Short holiday 

viewed as sound, 

healthy 

preparation?  

(7) 

17  Storm in Belgium 

with freakish result 

(7) 

20  Purgative from 

sailors in Surrey? 

(5,5) 

22  Woman into bed 

with Democrat  

(4) 

23  Music rocks on 

beat that can be 

hot (8) 

25  Country game 

needs good man in 

charge (6) 

26  Jack meets fool 

and hospital 

cleaner (1-5) 

27  Is it paste 

produced in this 

plant? (8) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    One found in bed 

happened to have 

a bad back (8) 

2    American 

playwright 

discussed on the 

beach? (6) 

3    Perhaps Bering, 

Blixen and 

Kierkegaard, or 

certain 7s? (5,5) 

4    Crew member 

checks mounting 

fear in  

two ways  

(7) 

5    Son, mine, an exact 

likeness (4) 

6    Car capital leaves 

nothing � just 

endless rubble  

(8) 

7    One earning crust 

from bread 

engages right tout 

(6) 

14  Warmer in the 

main with  

huge opening 

flower?  

(4,6) 

16  Peevish with 

formal greeting 

showing arm  

(8) 

18  Weird Scots rook 

inside the Spanish 

moat? (8) 

19  Some terrible 

mishap brings scar 

(7) 

21  Swimmer one put 

outside (6) 

22  Ulster 

manoeuvring 

shows brilliance  

(6) 

24  Characters inside 

school getting 

cooked salmon  

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9

10 11

12 13 14

15 16 17 18

19

20 21 22

23 24 25

26 27

T F G E O B C
B U L L Y I N G B A L L A D

T I A O O O R
R E A G A N T E E T O T A L

L H T R D F
H A R T P R I T I P A T E L

G A A P C N
D E S T I N Y V E R D A N T

T D A B T U
B E N E F A C T O R H U T U

V N T E U H
M A N D R A K E A N N U A L

D A D M K D T
H E R N I A P R E T E N C E

R T M T R R H

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

NOW AND AGAIN

Last SundayÊs Solution

On e 
y e a r 
a f t e r 
Opera

tion Sindoor lit 
up the skies and 
delivered justice 
to  terror 
networks, one 
tr uth stands 
cr ystal  c lear : 
Uttar Pradesh 

has become the beating heart of 
India’s defence manufacturing 
revolution. While the nation rightly 
celebrates the valour of our armed 
forces, it is time to recognise the 
real enablers of that victory - the 
factories, foundries and missile 
integration lines rising rapidly 
across Uttar Pradesh’s six defence 
corridor nodes. 

This is not just industrial progress. 
This  is  the  l iv ing success  of 
Atmanirbhar Bharat. 

Under the powerful double engine 
governance of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi at the Centre and 
Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath in 
Uttar Pradesh, the state has moved 
with extraordinary speed and 
purpose. PM Modi’s bold vision of 
dedicated defence corridors has 
been turned into a formidable reality 
in Uttar Pradesh through the 
unwavering support of Defence 
Minister Rajnath Singh and tireless 
execution by Yogi Adityanath. 

The numbers tell a compelling 
story of transformation. Investment 
proposals worth over Rs 35,000 
crore are actively being implemented 
on the ground across the six nodes 
of the Uttar Pradesh Defence 
Industrial Corridor - Agra, Aligarh, 
Lucknow, Kanpur, Jhansi and 
Chitrakoot. This builds upon Rs 
12,000 crore worth of projects 
already seeded by January 2026. 
The state has created a large land 
bank and is offering attractive 
incentives under its Aerospace and 
Defence Policy. 

Uttar Pradesh is not merely setting 
up factories it is producing systems 
that matter in battle. Lucknow has 
been developed as the hub for 
BrahMos missiles and heavy defence 
manufacturing.  The BrahMos 
Aerospace Integration and Testing 
Facility here has already begun 
delivering supersonic cruise missiles, 
providing critical firepower that 
proved its mettle during Operation 
Sindoor. 

Aligarh is evolving into a major 
centre for small arms, defence 
equipment, military supplies, drones 
and electronic warfare systems. 
Kanpur, the traditional industrial 
heartland, is emerging as a powerhouse 
for ammunition, missiles, defence 
textiles and protective gear. Agra 
and Chitrakoot are being positioned 
for precision engineering in aerospace 
and defence. 

The corr idor  is  act ively 
manufacturing artillery shells, 
drones, bulletproof jackets, and 
advanced communication systems. 
All of these strengthened India’s 
capabilities during Operation Sindoor. 
The Uttar Pradesh-made drones 
provided real-time intelligence and 
strike support, while other systems 
from the corridor bolstered overall 
operational effectiveness. 

The Chief Minister has positioned 
the defence corridor as a future 
“knowledge corridor” that will 
combine large-scale manufacturing 
with cutting-edge research. The 
state is collaborating with IIT 
Kanpur to establish a Centre of 
Excellence for drones. Uttar Pradesh 
possesses 56 per cent skilled 
manpower and a massive base of 
96 lakh MSMEs, creating a perfect 
ecosystem for defence manufacturing. 

Uttar Pradesh has also fostered 
a vibrant start-up environment. 
More than 21,000 start-ups have 
been established across AI, robotics, 
drones, semiconductors and data 
centres, many of which are now 
feeding into the defence sector. 

The synergy has been exceptional. 
Prime Minister Modi provided the 
national vision and policy direction. 
Defence Minister Singh extended 
steady central support. And Chief 
Minister Yogi delivered decisive 
on-ground execution. This double 
engine model has proven far more 

effective than fragmented efforts 
seen elsewhere. 

As the nation marks the first 
anniversary of Operation Sindoor, 
the message is powerful and 
unmistakable. The BrahMos missiles 
from Lucknow, the drones from 
Aligarh, the ammunition from Kanpur 
and the support systems from across 
the corridor were not imported. They 
were made in India and substantially 
made in Uttar Pradesh. This is the 
clearest proof yet that Atmanirbhar 
Bharat has moved from slogan to 
battlefield reality. 

Uttar Pradesh is no longer just 
participating in the national defence 

mission.  It  is  leading it  with 
determination, scale and speed. 
The state is now poised to move 
b eyond me eting domestic 
requirements and emerge as a 
significant defence exporter to 
friendly nations. Challenges remain, 
but the trajectory is unstoppable. 

One year after Operation Sindoor, 
Uttar Pradesh stands tall as the 
sword arm of a proud and self-reliant 
India. The future of Indian defence 
manufacturing is rising unmistakably 
from the soil of Uttar Pradesh. 

 
 

(The writer is National Spokesperson, Bharatiya 
Janata Party.)

Th e 
schedul
ed visit 
o f 

President Donald 
Trump to Beijing 
on May 14-15 
2026, marks a 
pivotal moment 
in  global 
d i p l o m a c y , 
s ignal l ing an 

attempt to stabilize the world's 
most critical, yet deeply strained, 
bilateral relationship. 

Coming after a period of intense 
economic volatility and geopolitical 
friction, the summit - the first by a 
U.S. president in nearly a decade - 
is less likely to yield a transformative 
"reset" and more likely to focus on 
damage control and the establishment 
of "managed competition". Expectations 
for this high-stakes meeting are 
diverse, ranging from hopeful trade 
deals to apprehensions regarding 
shifting stances on security. 

The most immediate expectation 
is the restoration of regular, high-level 
communication between the two 
leaders, which has been severely 
lacking. In an era marked by "tense 
stability," the personal interaction 
between Mr Trump and President 
Xi Jinping is considered a necessary 
guardrail to prevent misunderstandings 
from escalating into open conflict. 

While both leaders have signalled 
an interest in dialogue, they are 
expected to navigate intense domestic 
pressures. Trump is seeking to 
appear strong on China, while Xi 
wants to project authority aimed 
at tightening Party control and 
ensuring economic stability ahead 
of the 21st Party Congress in 2027. 

Trade will take centre-stage, with 
expectations focused on an extension 
of the current "trade truce". Following 
intense trade war friction and heavy 

tariff adjustments, the summit is 
likely to yield some important 
results. China is expected to pledge 
large-scale purchases of American 
goods, particularly agricultural 
products, energy, and Boeing aircraft. 
This would be a "headline-grabbing" 
win for the Trump administration. 

In exchange, the U.S. may offer 
partial relief from tariffs and a 
pause on technology export restrictions 
on Chinese subsidiaries. Discussions 
may also focus on establishing new 
bilateral "boards" for trade and 
investment to manage disputes in 
non-sensitive sectors. 

The geopolitical context of the 
2026 visit is complex, influenced 
by the ongoing U.S.  mil i tar y 
engagement in Iran. 

Middle East Stability: A major 
priority for Trump is securing 
Chinese leverage to prevent further 
escalation in the Middle East and 
stabilize global energy markets, 
particularly given China's role as a 
major energy importer. Securing 
Chinese leverage to manage Middle 
East instability and stabilize energy 
markets is a central, yet complex, 
goal of the Trump administration's 
foreign policy. 

Facing an intensified Iran crisis 
and a blocked Strait of Hormuz, 
the US is pressuring Beijing - a 
primary importer of Middle Eastern 
oil - to use its economic influence 
to curtail Iranian actions. While 
China has officially called for 
de-escalation and pledged a "greater 
role" in restoring peace in the Middle 
East, it has maintained its own 
diplomatic engagement with Tehran. 
During Iranian Foreign Minister 
Araghchi's recent visit, Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi called 
for an urgent "comprehensive 
ceasefire," stating that a resumption 
of hostilities is unacceptable. China 
urged the reopening of the Strait 

of Hormuz for international shipping. 
China will benefit from stability, 
but it also gains leverage as the US 
deals with a "muddle" in the region.  

The Taiwan "Red Line": China 
considers Taiwan the primary risk 
factor,  viewing US actions as 
undermining sovereignty. Beijing 
is expected to strongly press for a 
halt to U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, 
which reached record levels in late 
2025. On 17 December 2025, the 
U.S. government announced a 
record-breaking arms sales package 
for Taiwan valued at approximately 
$11.1 billion, marking the largest 
single weapons deal in history 
between the two sides. 

This move, authorized by the 
Trump administration, followed a 
$330 million sale of aircraft parts 
in November 2025, reinforcing a 
rapid escalation in defense cooperation 
amid rising tensions in the Taiwan 
Strait. The U.S. side aims to manage 
this tension while navigating concerns 
that a transactional approach could 
lead to shifts in long-standing 
security policies. 

The meeting between Trump 
and Xi Jinping highlights an attempt 
to manage intense rivalry through 
direct negotiation. The U.S. treats 
economic and security commitments 
to Taiwan as re-negotiable bargains, 
which boosts near-term deterrence 
but introduces volatility. 

Technology is the core conflict 
area of the U.S.-China strategic 
rivalry, surpassing trade in geopolitical 
significance by determining future 
military superiority and economic 
dominance. The competition focuses 
on artif icial  intelligence (AI), 
semiconductors, and quantum 
computing, with both nations 
employing industrial policy and 
tech nationalism. 

While the U.S. has imposed severe 
restr ict ions on high- end 

semiconductors, there is an expectation 
of discussing guardrails for artificial 
intelligence (AI) to stop the rivalry 
from spiralling into a crisis. However, 
b o th sides are  l ikely to  ke ep 
collaboration in advanced technology, 
military applications, and frontier 
AI capabilities firmly off the table, 
focusing instead on risk management. 

Given the deep-seated structural 
issues and mistrust, there should 
no t  b e high exp e ctat ions for 
comprehensive breakthroughs. The 
Trump-Xi summit is aimed at 
managing deep-seated structural 
rivalries rather than achieving a 
comprehensive, long-term framework.  
The summit is more likely to codify 
new, temporary rules of coexistence, 
useful for short-term stabilization 
rather than a durable, long-term 
framework. The ultimate goal is to 
move from a state of antagonism 
to a more predictable form of 
"managed competition". 

The 2026 Trump visit to China 
serves as a crucial test of leadership 

for both presidents. It is a necessary 
exercise in ensuring that the world's 
most significant economic powers 
can continue to engage despite 
fundamental differences. While 
transactional deals on agriculture 
or technology are expected to 
dominate the headlines, the true 
success of the visit will be measured 
by the ability to prevent economic 
and technological competition from 
turning into military confrontation. 

The key metric for success is 
managing the rivalry to prevent it 
from escalating into military conflict, 
especially regarding Taiwan and 
regional disputes, amid a backdrop 
of significant trade friction. The 
meeting aims to transition from a 
"cyclical spiral" of mistrust towards 
a more structured competition, and 
lasting success depends on creating 
long-term frameworks to prevent 
escalation. 

 
(The writer, a retired IFS officer, served as India’s 
Ambassador to Kuwait and Morocco and as 
Consul-General in New York.)

What should we expect from 
Trump-XI summit

PRABHU 
DAYAL

UP adds edge to India’s defence arsenal

SHEHZAD 
POONAWALA
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DR. ARGHYA CHATTOPADHYAY 
 

 

In anticipation of World Lupus Day 
on May 10, 2026, this feature story 
explores the dual ideas of “Steps 
for Change” and “Hope in Action.” 

It highlights the hidden reality of Systemic 
Lupus Erythematosus (SLE), a complex 
autoimmune condition that affects 
millions—disproportionately young 
women—and examines how medical 
advancements and social advocacy 
are finally bringing this “invisible” 
illness into the light. Emphasized 
and guide d by C onsultant 
Rheumatologist  and Academic 
Dire ctor  of  AIIR ,  Dr.  Arghya 
Chattopadhyay. 

 
The Great Mimicker 
in Our Midst 

 
Imagine a disease that hides in 

plain sight, masquerading as a dozen 
other ailments while quietly attacking 
the body from within. This is the 
reality of Systemic Lupus Erythematosus 
(SLE), a condition often called the 
“great mimicker.” Globally, lupus 
prevalence is estimated to vary widely, 
often ranging between 20 to 150 
people per 100,000, yet it remains 
one of the most misunderstood 
chronic illnesses of our time. 

In India, the challenge is amplified. 
Due to its varied symptoms—ranging 
from joint pain and hair loss to the 
signature “butterfly” skin rash—many 
cases are either misdiagnosed or 
caught far too late. For the nearly 
90% of patients who are women in 
their child-bearing years, the diagnosis 
often arrives just as they are beginning 
to navigate the complexities of careers, 
marriages, and motherhood. 

Behind the �Invisible� 
Mask 

 
The true weight of lupus is rarely 

seen on the surface. While a patient 
may look healthy to a casual observer, 
they are often battling a trifecta of 
physical, psychological, and social 
hurdles: 

The Physical Toll: Beyond the joints 
and skin, lupus can strike vital organs. 
Between 40% and 60% of patients face 
kidney involvement, while others deal 
with complications in the brain and 
blood. 

The Mental Burden: Living with a 
“relapsing-remitting” disease—where 
you feel fine one day and bedridden 
the next—takes a heavy psychological 
toll. Studies suggest that depression 
affects up to 40% of patients, with 
nearly half of the lupus community 
struggling with chronic anxiety. 

The Social Stigma: In many societies, 
a lupus diagnosis can unfairly impact 
a woman’s prospects for marriage or 

employment. The fear surrounding 
pregnancy is particularly poignant, 
though modern medicine is rapidly 
changing that narrative. 

 
Steps for Change: A 
New Era of Care 

 
The ideas of “Steps for Change” serve 

as a rallying cry for collective action. 
It is no longer enough to simply know 
the name “Lupus”; the goal is now 
early detection and seamless access 
to care. 

The medical community is pushing 
for a shift toward precision medicine. 
By identifying specific biomarkers, 
doctors can now tailor treatments to 
the individual rather than using a 
one-size-fits-all approach. This shift 
has turned the tide on what was once a 
terrifying prognosis. Today, long-term 
survival exceeds 90% in many regions, 
and with the help of targeted therapies, 
many are able to maintain active, 
high-achieving lives. 

Hope in Action: The 
Path Forward 

 
Perhaps the most inspiring shift is 

seen in the realm of family planning. 
For decades, women with lupus were 
often told that motherhood was a 
dangerous impossibility. Under the 
banner of “Hope in Action,” that myth 
is being dismantled. With controlled 
disease activity and close monitoring, 
the majority of women with lupus can 
now experience successful, healthy 
pregnancies. 

As we approach World Lupus Day, 
the message from advocates and healthcare 
providers is one of empowerment. Lupus 
is a formidable opponent, but it is no 
longer a life sentence of limitations. By 
making the invisible visible—by talking 
about the fatigue, the flares, and the 
triumphs—we turn the tide from mere 
awareness into tangible change. 

This May 10th, the call is simple: 
Take a step. Create change. Turn hope 
into action. 

The Butterfly Deception: 
Unmasking Lupus 

Sipping Hidden 
Risks 

DR. VIKASH MASKARA 

DR. AVIK BHATTACHARYYA 
 

In the high-stakes rhythm of modern 
life, our legs are the unsung heroes 
of  our  dai ly  commute and 
professional hustle. However, they 

are also the first to signal distress. What 
begins as a dull ache or a “heavy” 
sensation is often dismissed as routine 
exhaustion. But as Interventional 
Radiologist Dr. Avik Bhattacharyya 
observes, these subtle whispers from 
our veins can escalate into a clinical 
crisis if ignored. 

The rising prevalence of varicose 
veins is no longer just a concern for the 
elderly. It is increasingly being seen 
across age groups and is influenced by 
contemporary lifestyles—prolonged 
standing, sedentary habits, obesity—as 
well as genetic and occupational factors. 

 
The Anatomy of 
Failure: Beyond the 
Surface 

Under normal conditions, veins carry 
blood upward toward the heart with 
the help of one-way valves and muscle 
contractions. When these valves weaken, 
gravity takes over. Blood pools in the 
lower limbs, causing the veins to become 

distended, twisted, and visible as blue 
or purplish cords. 

If left untreated, this venous hypertension 
can lead to a cascading series of 
complications: 

Skin Discoloration: A brownish 
tint near the ankles caused by blood 
leaking into the tissue. 

Venous Ulcers: Chronic sores that 
are notoriously difficult to heal. 

Bleeding: Fragile surface-level veins 
may bleed, sometimes after minor 
trauma. 

 
Case Study: The 
Pedagogy of Pain 

 
Madhumita Devi, a veteran school 

teacher, spent decades standing in front 
of blackboards. For her, “heavy legs” 
were simply a professional hazard. She 
ignored the initial swelling until it 
transformed into a painful, non-healing 
ulcer. Her story is a quintessential 
example of venous insufficiency—where 
the underlying “plumbing” of the vascular 
system requires a mechanical fix rather 
than just a medicinal one. 

“I used to run for my work; now I 
walk for myself,” Madhumita reflects. 
Her journey back to the classroom was 
paved with a commitment to both 
modern medicine and lifestyle discipline. 

 
The Modern 
Intervention: Beyond 
the Scalpel 

Gone are the days of invasive “vein 
stripping” that required long hospital 
stays. Today, Interventional Radiology 
offers pinhole solutions, and many 
patients are able to return home the 
same day they are treated. 

Thermal Ablation: Using ultrasound 
guidance, a thin catheter seals the 
diseased vein with heat, allowing the 
body to naturally reroute blood flow to 
healthier channels. 

Vena Seal (Medical Glue):  A 
revolut ionar y approach where a 
medical-grade adhesive closes the vein, 
often eliminating the need for multiple 
numbing injections. 

Sclerotherapy: A specialized solution 
is injected into smaller “spider veins” 
to shrink and eventually eliminate them. 

 
The Protocol for 
Prevention 

 
While modern medicine can fix the 

damage, lifestyle remains the primary 
defense. A successful recovery and 
prevention strategy involves: 

The Calf-Muscle Pump 

Regular movement, such as walking, 
engages the calf muscles. These act as 
a “second heart,” physically helping 
push blood upward against gravity. 

 
Compression and 
Weight 

 
Reducing BMI may lower the pressure 

that stresses leg veins, while medical-grade 
compression stockings provide external 
support, improve circulation, and help 
reduce symptoms. 

 
Final Thought: Reclaim 
Your Mobility 

 
Madhumita Devi’s recovery serves 

as a vital reminder: pain is a 
diagnostic tool. By embracing 
early diagnosis and minimally 
invasive technology, you are not 
just treating a cosmetic issue; you 
are reclaiming your mobility. Your 
legs carry the weight of your world—it 
is time you returned the favor. When 

treated correctly, your legs will finally 
breathe a sigh of relief. 

As temperatures rise, so 
does the craving for 
chilled,  indulgent 
beverages. From creamy 

milkshakes and cold coffee to fizzy 
soft drinks, these summer staples 
are especially popular among young 
people seeking quick refreshment. 
While they offer momentary relief 
from the heat ,  their regular 
consumption may carry hidden 
health consequences. 

Milk-based drinks such as flavored shakes, iced coffees, and 
smoothies are often perceived as nutritious. However, many 
commercially prepared options are loaded with added sugars, 
syrups, and high-fat ingredients like ice cream and whipped 
cream. Excess sugar intake is closely linked to weight gain, which 
in turn increases the risk of hypertension and places additional 
strain on the heart. High saturated fat intake can also contribute 
to elevated cholesterol levels, further affecting cardiovascular 
health. 

Soft drinks and colas present a different but equally concerning 
profile. These beverages may contain high amounts of added 
sugar or artificial sweeteners, each with different health considerations, 
and many also contain caffeine. Frequent consumption has been 
associated with weight gain, insulin resistance, a higher risk of 
metabolic disorders, and in some individuals, elevated blood 
pressure. The high sugar load of sugary drinks may also contribute 
to fat accumulation in the liver, raising the risk of non-alcoholic 
fatty liver disease (NAFLD), an increasingly common condition 
across younger age groups. 

Another often overlooked factor is portion size and frequency. 
What begins as an occasional indulgence can quickly turn into a 
daily habit during the summer months. Regular intake of 
calorie-dense beverages adds “empty calories” without providing 
lasting satiety, making it easier to exceed daily energy requirements 
without realizing it. 

This does not mean such drinks must be completely avoided. 
Moderation and mindful choices can make a significant difference. 
Opting for homemade versions with controlled sugar, choosing 
low-fat milk, or replacing sugary beverages with natural alternatives 
such as coconut water, buttermilk, or fresh fruit-infused water 
can help maintain hydration without compromising health. 

Summer hydration is essential, but the quality of what is 
consumed matters as much as the quantity. Making informed 
beverage choices today can go a long way in protecting heart 
health, maintaining healthy blood pressure, and supporting liver 
function in the long run. Smart beverage choices today can protect 
heart, liver, and metabolic health tomorrow. 
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