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T
he more wicked the problem, the more
the people yearn for a simpler solution.
This tendency has complicated the pu-

blic debate on how and how much social media
harm teenagers. While the idea that these plat-
forms were stoking a mental health crisis pre-
vailed in several countries for long, researchers
have now adopted a more cautious stance. Social
media use and mental health are clearly associat-
ed — more so among girls — but how much of that
is actually causal and in what circumstances is
still being debated. Recently, Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi spoke favourably of Australia’s deci-
sion, in 2024, to ban social media access for those
aged 16 and below. His words augur a similar ban
in India, one that Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka
have publicly mulled as well. However, Australian
psychologists, digital health researchers, child-
rights scholars, and online safety experts have
criticised the ban because, while there is a credi-
ble body of evidence linking social media use and
harm among children, evidence of a link bet-
ween an age-based access ban and better mental
health has been lacking. In the absence of a real-
world precedent, Australia has e�ectively been
conducting a natural experiment. And research
has estimated that around 85% of 12-16-year-olds
still use social media platforms.

While some psychologists and advocacy
groups have argued that waiting for perfect evi-
dence to act would recreate the mistake govern-
ments made with tobacco, many experts believe
that the state should drop the ban and instead
adopt a stronger duty of care, include digital lite-
racy in school education, restrict addictive user
interfaces/experiences, mandate a chronological
feed for minors, enforce stronger content moder-
ation, improve privacy protections, and intro-
duce e�ective parental controls. Most studies of
adolescent harm due to social media have also
been observational and thus susceptible to re-
verse causation (depressed teenagers may spend
more time online) and smaller average e�ects; ex-
perts have also noted that hours per day is less ex-
planatory than passive versus active engagement,
participation in supportive versus hostile com-
munities, and so on. Indeed, while social media
use can disrupt sleep and increase exposure to
cyber-bullying, addictive recommendation pat-
terns, and content about self-harm and eating
disorders, it can also help maintain friendships
and explore one’s identity, o�er peer support,
and increase access to LGBTQIA+ communities
and mental health information. The overall pic-
ture is mixed and the solutions are not simple.
However, the �rst step could be: rather than reg-
ulate ‘who may enter’, governments should
change how platforms operate.

Fix the house
Governments should regulate social

media platforms, not users

W
ith more Indian women entering un-
iversity campuses, the gender gap in
college classrooms has narrowed.

The latest All India Survey on Higher Education
(AISHE) data for 2023-24 reveal that absolute fe-
male enrolment rose by 42% over the past de-
cade, climbing from 1.57 crore in 2014-15 to 2.24
crore. In comparison, male enrolment grew from
1.85 crore to 2.26 crore during the same period.
Women have comfortably surpassed the male
growth rate of 22.16%, pushing total higher edu-
cation enrolment to a record 4.5 crore. They now
account for nearly half (49.7%) of all students in
Indian universities and colleges. With a Gender
Parity Index of 1.08, 108 young women now enter
higher education for every 100 men. This marks
a hard-won victory, especially for marginalised
communities, where female enrolment among
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes rose by
51.4% and 75.7%, respectively. Yet, a deeper look
at the data demands caution. High enrolment
numbers are a super�cial veneer if the pipeline of
employment opportunities beyond the college
gate remains broken. While women make up 44%
of STEM students, this number is heavily skewed
toward the “S” (general sciences such as biology
and chemistry), where they hold a 54.6% major-
ity. In contrast, engineering and technology re-
main male-dominated, with women making up
just 31.1% of enrolment. By clustering in tradition-
al sciences, women are isolated from the future-
proof economic drivers of arti�cial intelligence
and software engineering.

Educational institutions remain largely pa-
triarchal. While the student body re�ects a 50-50
split, there are only 82 female teachers for every
100 male teachers. Women remain absent from
top-tier leadership roles. Further, the in�ux of
students has coincided with an explosion of priv-
ate and low-tier colleges, which face acute faculty
shortages and poor infrastructure. India also fac-
es a disconnect between higher education and
the formal job market. The Female Labor Force
Participation Rate remains low due to societal ex-
pectations, domestic responsibilities, and safety
barriers. According to the 2025 PLFS report, men
dominate the regular salaried workforce (26.5%
versus 18.2%) and earn more. Average monthly
earnings stand at ₹24,217 for men, compared
with ₹18,353 for women. While 64.2% of women
are classi�ed as self-employed, this categorisa-
tion is vague and the statistic often includes un-
paid household or farm labour, failing to show
where women students go after they exit lecture
halls. As 2.24 crore young women claim their
place on campuses, the burden shifts to policy-
makers, institutional heads, and industry leaders
to ensure that these women stay on in fruitful
paid employment aligned with their degrees.

Over and above
Women must �nd support to stay in

jobs that match their degrees

A
t �rst glance, the macroeconomic
indicators of global security o�er a rare
moment of statistical comfort. Recent
reports suggest that global terrorism

experienced a noteworthy decline in 2025, with
fatalities around the world falling to 5,582 across
2,944 recorded incidents — representing a 28%
drop in deaths and a 22% reduction in overall
attacks. With as many as 81 nations registering
measurable improvements in their domestic
security landscapes, a super�cial reading of the
data might suggest that the international
community is �nally turning the tide against
terror, or as the strategists prefer to call it,
asymmetric warfare.

Beyond statistical comfort
Yet, there lies a far more unsettling reality: the
world is not necessarily becoming safer; it is
becoming unevenly unsafe. The aggregate
reduction in violence masks a profound
structural mutation in how terror operates,
where it thrives, and how we, as a global society,
perceive it. 

It raises a haunting philosophical and strategic
question: have we begun to subconsciously
accept terrorism not as a horri�c aberration to be
entirely eradicated, but as a “normal” tax on
modern civilisation?

There is an insidious trap in treating aggregate
declines as a triumph. When violence becomes
highly concentrated, it risks becoming invisible to
the global conscience. The data show that nearly
70% of all terrorism-related deaths are now
compressed into �ve countries: Pakistan, Burkina
Faso, Nigeria, Niger, and the Democratic Republic
of the Congo. Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly the
volatile Sahel region, alone accounts for over half
of all global fatalities.

Because the vast majority of this devastation
occurs within these speci�c, vulnerable
geographies, the wealthier and more stable
quarters of the world are prone to a dangerous
complacency. When terrorism is con�ned to
nations already beset by chronic systemic
fragility, the international community tends to
relegate it to background noise — a tragic feature
of post-colonial states.

This regional containment fosters a false sense
of security. Not every terror incident is a
Pahalgam: organised, ruthlessly planned and
�awlessly executed. The rise of decentralised,
transnational, and rapid digital recruitment has
facilitated lone-actor attacks in many countries.
When the methodology of terror shifts from
massive, complex operations to low-tech,
high-impact individual strikes incited on online
echo-chambers, the threat becomes an

internalised, ambient hazard of modern
pluralistic societies. By treating these as an
unavoidable operational hazard of the 21st
century, we risk normalising the unacceptable.

Reaction to prevention
To prevent terrorism from metastasising further,
counter-terrorism strategy must move away from
reactive responses and toward addressing the
structural ecology of extremist violence. There
are two critical arenas where this intervention
must take place: the blurring line between state
con�ict and terrorism, and the speci�c
vulnerability of international frontiers.

First, the data establishes an overwhelming
correlation between political instability and
violent extremism: an estimated 99% of all
terrorism-related deaths occur in nations already
entangled in armed con�ict. Terrorism is rarely
an isolated phenomenon generated in a vacuum;
it is the ultimate by-product of institutional or
diplomatic collapse. Where state capacity is
hollowed out, extremist groups swiftly step into
the vacuum, o�ering alternative forms of
primitive security, or ideological certainty to
disillusioned populations.

Second, the geography of modern terror has
become distinctly granular. Over 60% of attacks
now take place within 100 kilometres of
international borders. These frontier zones,
frequently neglected (or weaponised) by central
governments, o�er ideal operational sanctuaries.
In these porous margins, terrorist syndicates
manage cross-border movements, establish illicit
supply lines, and conduct recruitment enabled or
unhindered by state authority.

Curbing this threat requires an intentional
re-investment in state capacity, development and
border sovereignty. If central authorities continue
to treat borderlands as secondary priorities, they
leave the door open for non-state actors to
entrench themselves. Furthermore, development
assistance must be strategically aligned with
security imperatives, treating the reinforcement
of judicial systems, localised policing, and basic
administrative services as the primary bulwarks
against extremist encroachment.

Whether the statistical downward trend
recorded in 2025 will endure remains an open
and highly precarious question. The
contemporary security landscape is caught in a
tug-of-war between institutional stabilisation
e�orts and powerful destabilising catalysts.

The constriction of violent extremism to a
smaller pool of actors — speci�cally the �ve
dominant networks (Islamic State, Jama’at Nusrat
Al-Islam wal Muslimeen ( JNIM), Tehrik-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), Lashkar-e-Taiba and al-Shabaab)

— means that counter-terrorism forces can
achieve maximum impact through highly focused
intelligence and interdiction e�orts. As the threat
becomes more localised and frontier-centric,
multinational intelligence apparatuses must
become equally agile, disrupting cross-border
logistics before they can scale into wider
insurgencies. Tech platforms and state regulatory
bodies must continue to re�ne their capabilities
to detect and dismantle decentralised digital
radicalisation pipelines before they can catalyse
lone-actor violence.

However, the headwinds militating against a
sustained decline are formidable. The ongoing
con�icts in West Asia threaten to completely
reverse recent global gains. Prolonged warfare,
mass displacement, and the systematic erosion of
state institutions create a uniquely fertile
breeding ground for extremist resurgence in 2026
and beyond. The persistence of major
geopolitical con�icts, including India-Pakistan,
lowers the barriers to entry for new, fragmented
radical actors, further complicating the global
threat matrix.

Furthermore, even within the current
downward trend, the stark resilience and
adaptability of organisations such as the TTP —
which bucked the general decline by increasing
its attacks — serve as a potent warning. Modern
terrorist organisations are highly adaptive
entities. When squeezed globally, they fragment,
localise, and embed themselves within
pre-existing domestic ethnic or political
grievances, making them extraordinarily di�cult
to curb.

The complacency trap
The ultimate lesson of the contemporary security
paradigm is that terrorism is not receding; it is
simply reorganising. The international
community cannot a�ord to be lulled into a state
of complacency by declining aggregates; it is
simultaneously confronting a far more complex,
resilient, and adaptive adversary.

For nations such as India, navigating an
immediate strategic environment surrounded by
highly volatile neighbourhoods and cross-border
security challenges, these transformations
require a continuous, sophisticated recalibration
of both domestic and regional counter-terrorism
doctrines. We must not surrender the moral and
strategic clarity required to defeat it. The
numbers may be falling, but the structural risks
are not. True security will not be achieved by
celebrating statistical lulls, but by relentlessly
dismantling the fault lines of con�ict, governance
failures, and digital radicalisation that allow the
ideology of terror to survive.

Terrorism’s data retreat hides emerging global threats
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While the
world may be
recording fewer
terrorist attacks,
it is
simultaneously
confronting a
far more
resilient and
adaptive
adversary

N
ar has been working for 45 years and is
one of the longest-serving caddies at his
golf club. Although he had a bank account

for years, like many informal workers, he was
focused on earning a living and supporting his
family, leaving little opportunity to plan for the
future.

That changed three years ago when he learned
about the National Pension System and began
saving for retirement for the �rst time. Today, his
fund is growing, giving him con�dence that after
a lifetime of hard work, he can retire with
�nancial security and dignity.

The meaning of �nancial health
In June 2026, I visited India in my capacity as the
United Nations Secretary-General’s Special
Advocate for Financial Health. I have been
advocating for and learning about e�orts to
improve �nancial health, which means ensuring
that people have the right �nancial policies,
products, and services to manage day-to-day
expenses, stay resilient when unexpected shocks
occur, invest in and save for long- and short-term
goals, and have con�dence in the future.

In practice, this is like Nar’s experience — going
beyond having a bank account to having
investments that will help him in the future. It
could also mean a person having a�ordable home
insurance to help if a �ash �ood causes damage
to their house. Or, it could mean receiving
responsible credit to help with bills during a
tough month.

India has recently undergone a remarkable
transformation. According to the World Bank’s
Global Findex, account ownership among adults
has risen from around 56% to 89% in just 10
years. This progress in access is impressive, and it
creates an opportunity to do more to support
people’s �nancial health.

A �nancial health approach will be bene�cial
not just for families but also for the country.
Household and individual-level �nancial health
are crucial for country-level resilient growth and
prosperity. 

The Viksit Bharat 2047 goal to move from

“welfare to wealth creation” would also be well
supported by e�orts to improve �nancial health,
under the vision of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi.

During my visit, I saw how so many in India —
from the highest levels of government to
pioneering �ntech companies — are doing
�nancial health work.

In New Delhi, I spoke with informal sector
workers, who are now able to save, plan, and
retire without relying on their children, thanks to
opening retirement accounts with support from
Universal Pensions. In Mumbai, I spoke with
nurses at a hospital who have found more
�nancial stability and decreased stress through
workplace �nancial health products o�ered by
SalarySe, such as responsible credit,
individualised �nancial health scores, and
insurance.

I met with regulators and bank leaders who are
using innovation and Arti�cial Intelligence (AI) to
help households make better �nancial decisions,
grow their savings and investments, build
resilience through access to insurance, and tackle
challenges such as fraud and scams. Reserve
Bank of India Governor Sanjay Malhotra and I
discussed how India can expand on these
opportunities to support �nancial health in the
country.

Steps to take
In my conversations with Indian people from
di�erent walks of life, I heard directly how
�nancial products and services could further
build their trust in institutions and give them the
support that they need to improve their �nancial
lives. I want to thank the people in Mumbai and
New Delhi who shared their stories with me.

Four actions will help move �nancial health
forward:

First, further develop Jan Dhan 2.0 with
�nancial health at the centre. As the Pradhan
Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) enters its second
decade, there is an opportunity to transform
accounts from simple payment and
cash-withdrawal channels into a household

�nancial resilience platform. This means fully
integrating the PMJDY with Direct Bene�t
Transfers (DBTs), PM-KISAN, MGNREGA wage
payments (now VB-G RAM-G), e-Shram, the Atal
Pension Yojana (APY), Pradhan Mantri Jeevan
Jyoti Bima Yojana (PMJJBY), Pradhan Mantri
Suraksha Bima Yojana (PMSBY), and other social
protection schemes for informal and gig workers.

Linking these programmes through a single
account could help households build their
�nancial health. Women, who hold the majority
of PMJDY accounts, could particularly bene�t, as
would informal workers, migrants, and gig
economy workers.

Second, build on India’s robust digital public
infrastructure to support better �nancial health.
Innovations such as MahaVISTAAR, account
aggregators, the Uni�ed Lending Interface (ULI),
DigiLocker, and emerging AI applications create
opportunities to strengthen household �nancial
capability, choice and agency at scale.

Third, use India’s rich ecosystem of household
surveys, administrative datasets, and digital
infrastructure to gather data on �nancial health.
This data could be used to strengthen
policymaking, protect consumers, and ensure
that the �nancial sector is accountable.

Public-private collaboration
Finally, build on the momentum to further
mobilise �nancial institutions, employers, and
market players. Government and regulators play
a critical role in advancing households’ �nancial
health. The impact is ampli�ed when it is a joint
e�ort with the private sector. Countries including
the Netherlands and Indonesia are already
pursuing such public-private collaboration.

The vision of �nancial health is giving every
person a better today, tomorrow, and future. Just
as Nar should have the opportunity to save for a
well-deserved restful retirement, all Indian
families should have the �nancial policies, tools,
and services that they need to thrive throughout
their lives. After my visit in June, I am looking
forward to working with the Government of India
to make this vision a reality.

A future of �nancial health for every Indian
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India’s next leap
should be to
ensure �nancial
health for all

Platform bans
Australia’s move may sound
decisive (Front page, “Modi
hails Australia’s social
media ban on minors,
signals curbs” (July 10) but
a blanket age cuto� risks
pushing children into
darker, unregulated corners
of the Internet, where harm
can multiply. India’s digital
landscape — with
thousands of young users,
diverse languages, and

rule. I have sent emails,
personally visited
institutions, and shared
photographs and videos
showing students riding
without helmets.
Unfortunately, most
institutions have shown
little interest. 

Manikandan Gopinath,
Chennai

them. Reviving
people-to-people dialogue
would be a pragmatic way
to cut through the fog of
mutual distrust.
Ayyasseri Raveendranath,

Aranmula, Kerala

Enforce helmet rules
Despite the Motor Vehicles
Act making helmets
mandatory, many schools
and colleges continue to
ignore this basic life-saving

rightly or wrongly, as
someone sympathetic to
Pakistan, he presents a
convincing case for not
shying away from an
India-Pakistan dialogue
(Opinion page, ‘Parley’, July
10). As Jawaharlal Nehru
observed, “The only
alternative to coexistence is
co-destruction.” Since no
country can choose its
neighbours, it is wiser to
build bridges than burn

rapid-response mechanisms
for online abuse. Protecting
children is non-negotiable,
but good intentions without
e�ective implementation
can create more
vulnerability than they
prevent. 
K. Chidanand Kumar,

Bengaluru

Breaking the ice
Although Mani Shankar
Aiyar is often regarded,

patchy identity verification
— makes enforcement
di�icult. A ban that cannot
be implemented fairly
becomes performative
rather than protective.
Instead of chasing a
legislative headline, we
should invest in digital
literacy in schools, require
platforms to adopt
safety-by-design measures
rather than relying solely on
age gates, and create
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G
ovindaraj Janardhanan is struggling to
�nd words to describe his relief. A
farmer from Ekanapuram village near
Kancheepuram in Tamil Nadu, who al-

so works part-time at a private �rm, he is happy
that the Tamil Nadu government has paused the
Parandur airport project and may even drop it al-
together. “This will save our village and agricultu-
ral lands from being destroyed,” he says.

On May 4, when the results of the Tamil Nadu
Assembly elections were announced and actor-
turned-politician C. Joseph Vijay was elected as
the new Chief Minister, a wave of excitement
spread across many parts of the State.

For Ekanapuram, largely made up of agricul-
tural lands, wetlands, and small-scale farms, the
moment was signi�cant. The village had been at
the centre of a massive farmers’ movement
against the proposed ₹27,400 crore green�eld
airport project at Parandur. Planned as Chennai’s
second airport, the project involved the acquisi-
tion of more than 5,300 acres from more than 13
villages in and around Parandur. As per the pro-
posal, Ekanapuram was to fall within both run-
ways of the airport.

Six months before coming to power, Vijay had
visited the protesting villagers and extended his
support to their cause, which had been ongoing
since 2022. Today, the village, located nearly 50
kilometres from the existing Chennai airport at

Meenambakkam, is cautiously optimistic.
While the State Minister for Energy Re-
sources and Law, R. Nirmalkumar, said that
the State government would drop the Pa-

randur airport project and look for alterna-
tive sites, a stance reiterated by the Industries
Minister, S. Keerthana, an o�cial announce-
ment or a Government Order is still awaited

in this regard. For industry representatives and
several travellers, however, the government’s
decision has come as a disappointment.

Relief in Ekanapuram

The airport project faced strong opposition from
the residents of Ekanapuram, who feared dis-
placement, the loss of agricultural land, and envi-
ronmental damage, particularly its possible im-
pact on local water bodies. In the project area,
26.54% comprises wetlands, according to Tamil
Nadu Industrial Development Corporation, the
nodal agency executing the airport project.

“We were shattered when the announcement
to build the airport was made in 2022,” says G.
Subramanian, Secretary of the Parandur Airport
Opposition Joint Movement, a coalition of villag-
ers, farmers, and environmentalists. “After prot-
esting for nearly 1,000 days, we are glad that the
government is going to drop the project now.”

Subramanian explains that the project site is
full of water bodies. “Nelvoy lake and water bo-
dies including Vayaleri, Kadaperi, and Kalieri
would have been a�ected. The path of the Kam-
ban canal passing through the project area too
would have been obstructed,” he says.

Filling up water bodies with concrete and ur-
banising the area would not only destroy these
villages but could also have wider consequences
for Chennai, which has experienced �ooding on
several occasions during the monsoon season,
he says. “The city may witness a disaster if this
project is implemented,” Subramanian says.

He is quick to clarify that the residents of the
village are not opposed to development, but only
want the government to pick a better location for
the project. “We are not opposing a second air-
port for the city. We are only asking the govern-
ment to look for other options,” he says.

Villages in a limbo

After the airport project was announced in 2022,
the protests continued even as the State govern-

ment proceeded with the application process for
various approvals. The project subsequently re-
ceived site clearance and in-principle approval.

Land acquisition for the project commenced
in July 2025. The government, however, avoided
acquiring land in Ekanapuram and began regis-
trations in the surrounding villages. So far, nearly
1,700 acres have been acquired from villages in-
cluding Nelvoy, Nagapattu, Thandalam, Podavur,
Valathur, and Akkamapuram.

While Ekanapuram is una�ected, the resi-
dents of the other villages who were forced to sell
their lands worry about their livelihood and the
uncertainty that lies ahead. They wonder if the
government will return their lands.

K. Murugan, a resident of Nagapattu, who was
compelled to give up his farmland, says he is now
living o� the money that the government gave as
compensation. “We were left with no choice, so
we parted with our farmlands,” he says. “Now,
we hear that the government plans to drop the
project. But there is no clarity since there has
been no o�cial announcement yet.”

Murugan says the situation has left the villag-
ers frustrated. “Now that the government has ta-
ken away our land, they should execute the pro-
ject and shift us to the nearby Karai village. That
way, we can �nd a job. Access to transport too
will become easier,” he adds.

D. Shanmugham, another resident of the vil-
lage, gave one acre of his land for the project. He
believes that the government should return the
lands to the farmers if they don’t plan to go
ahead with the project. “Our street lights have
not been repaired. Our drains are still blocked.
When we raise these issues with the local author-
ities, they don’t rectify the issue claiming that it is
an airport site and that the residents will be shift-
ed soon anyway,” he says.

Residents also say they have not been able to
rebuild or repair their houses. Those living near
the proposed airport site continue to struggle
with leakages and other structural problems in
their houses. As Shanmugham says, “Why would
we want to take a risk and spend money repair-
ing a house or rebuilding a house without know-
ing if we will even have a life here in this village?”

In some households, these structural pro-
blems have even a�ected marriage prospects,
with families losing out on potential matches be-
cause of the condition of their houses.

D. Devaki Ammal, a resident of Nagapattu who
lives in a single-room house, says her family has
been looking for a suitable match for her grand-
daughter for a while now. “Families who come to
visit us are unhappy with the state of the house.
If I tell them that we may get a new house when
the airport comes up, or we may renovate this
one, they look unconvinced. My daughter and I

are distressed over the problems this project has
caused,” she says.

Devaki says the authorities could consider
moving them to a new, permanent site. “That will
do us a lot of good. Some of these issues will be
resolved,” she says.

Some residents who took the risk of building
houses say they do not expect to live in them for
more than a few years, given the lack of clarity
surrounding the project. S. Prema, a resident of
Nelvoy, says residents are exasperated. Unaware
of what is going to happen next, they have not
even built toilets. “They are scared to invest mo-
ney fearing it will be a waste,” she says. “But my
husband and I took the decision to reconstruct a
house because the existing one had too many
problems. Sometimes, snakes would enter the
house through crevices. We decided to rebuild it
for the safety of our children.”

But Prema says the family is not able to set up
the house as they wish. “If I like something which
I know will look good in my house, I don’t buy it
because I am not sure how long we will stay
here,” she says.

Maintenance issues in Chennai

While the villages around the site are divided,
aviation experts, industry representatives, and
frequent travellers in Chennai are disappointed
that the project has been paused and worry that
it could be dropped altogether. Though Chennai
airport has not reached its maximum capacity
yet, many air passengers feel that the city re-
quires a bigger, swankier airport with better
maintenance and improved �ight connectivity.

A. Sankar, a frequent traveller in Chennai, says
passengers like him are unhappy about the many
issues in the Meenambakkam airport, whether it
is the maintenance of the airport or the di�culty
in getting a cab. “Airports in other metro cities
o�er so much more in terms of experience. Pas-
sengers have many options to dine and shop.
Time just �ies by before boarding. I can’t say the
same about the airport here. When the authori-
ties can’t even open a cab boarding point on
time, it’s only natural for passengers to feel frus-
trated.” He says passengers have waited for a long
time for a second airport, and changing the site
yet again will only a�ect them further.

Karthik K., another traveller, says the connec-
tivity that other metro airports o�er is far better
than that of Chennai. “Bengaluru, Mumbai, and
Delhi have direct �ights to more domestic and in-
ternational destinations than Chennai,” he says.

An aviation expert says Chennai missed the
opportunity for aviation-led development two
decades ago when a second airport for the city
was proposed at Sriperumbudur. That project
did not take o�, and the existing Chennai airport
was modernised.

“The city has too much at stake in terms of air
connectivity, industrial growth, and investment
opportunities. It cannot a�ord to let this oppor-
tunity slip away yet again,” he says.

He says the process to choose a site for the se-
cond airport commenced once again more than
seven years ago. Initially, 11 sites were examined
in all. Of them, four were shortlisted — Thirupo-
rur, Padalam, Pannur, and Parandur. “The Air-
ports Authority of India (AAI) inspected all the
four sites and said an airport could be built either
at Pannur or Parandur, pointing out the advan-
tages and disadvantages of both. Parandur was �-
nally chosen since there were fewer families to be
relocated there,” he says.

A source in the State government believes that
any site spanning several thousand acres is
bound to have its own set of challenges. “It is
nearly impossible to �nd a site without water bo-
dies in Chennai’s vicinity. There are ways to miti-

gate issues. A hydrological study was already con-
ducted by a team of experts and was submitted to
the government in 2024.”

The aviation expert also notes that it is not ea-
sy to �nd a site for an airport. “This is not like
building a railway or a bus terminal. Several fac-
tors have to be considered including obstacles,
airspace availability, wind pattern, no �y zones in
the region, and proximity to a defence site or
another airport,” he explains.

He says if the government decides to drop the
proposal to build the airport at Parandur, Pannur
is the only alternative for now. “But then, passen-
gers will have to wait another eight or nine years
because the government will have to yet again re-
ceive all the approvals and complete construc-
tion. Politicians come and go, but it is the passen-
gers who su�er at the end of the day,” he adds.

The importance of an airport

Industry representatives say airports are no lon-
ger just transit points; they have evolved into eco-
nomic anchors that attract investments and drive
large-scale commercial, business, and residential
development. They add that when companies
consider investing in a city, the quality of its air-
port and cargo infrastructure is a key factor in
their decision-making.

Ganapathi Ramachandran, entrepreneur and
board member of The Southern India Chamber
of Commerce and Industry (SICCI), says it is evi-
dent that a modern, state-of-the-art airport with
strong connectivity is crucial for attracting invest-
ments in business parks, logistics hubs, hospital-
ity, the MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences,
and Exhibitions) sector and tourism, and is vital
for the State’s development. Tamil Nadu should
expedite the implementation of the Parandur air-
port project or, at the very least, pursue an alter-
native option and implement it soon, he says. He
believes that any further delay will only prove
costly for the State’s development.

“The youth of today are di�erent,” Ramachan-
dran explains. “With every passing decade, they
have a new demand. Tamil Nadu, with its advan-
tages such as a large talent pool, can attract major
companies and bene�t from robust aviation in-
frastructure and improvements in social infras-
tructure. Unless a city is vibrant in every aspect,
it will be di�cult to attract and retain young ta-
lent,” he says.

V.N. Shivashankar, senior vice-president of
SICCI, says Bengaluru and Hyderabad have wit-
nessed a remarkable transformation over the
past decade, with new modern airports playing a
signi�cant role. “The city expands signi�cantly;
better roads and infrastructure come up around
the airport zone, and areas that were previously
less popular begin to thrive,” he says.

Bengaluru, he says, is a perfect example of this
trend — it created an entirely new ecosystem, at-
tracted more �rms to set up o�ces, and generat-
ed new opportunities for the State.

He adds, “Chennai cannot a�ord to lose out on
the second airport project, especially after com-
ing this far in terms of clearances and land
acquisition.”

sunitha.s@thehindu.co.in

Ekanapuram village, identified as the site where Parandur airport’s runway would be built. VELANKANNI RAJ B. 

The uncertain �ight of

Parandur airport
The proposed Parandur airport project in Tamil Nadu has been put on hold, though there is no o�cial announcement yet. While the

protesting residents of Ekanapuram, the village that falls within both the proposed runways, are happy that the government plans to

drop the project, residents of other villages remain uncertain about their future. Sunitha S. reports on the challenges surrounding a

project that has left many frustrated

Why would
we want to
spend
money
repairing or
rebuilding a
house
without
knowing if
we will even
have a life
here in this
village?

D.
SHANMUGHAM
Resident,
Nagapattu village

Farmers of Ekanapuram village during their protest against the greenfield

airport project at Parandur. VELANKANNI RAJ B. 
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Airports in other metro cities o�er
so much in terms of experience.

Passengers have many options to dine and
shop. I can’t say the same about the airport in
Chennai. When the authorities can’t even
open a cab boarding point on time, it’s only
natural for us to feel frustrated.

A. SANKAR
Traveller
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F
or centuries, the Arctic has 
lingered in the global imagi-
nation as a mythical, almost 
otherworldly place. The 
Greeks believed that beyond 

the cold northern winds lived the Hyper-
boreans, a people blessed with eternal 
spring, perfect happiness, and extraordi-
nary longevity. This myth gives us Boreas, 
the god of the North Wind, and the root of 
Aurora Borealis, or the now Instagram-fa-
mous Northern Lights. The Arctic is sup-
posedly also home to Santa Claus and his 
Elves, and even to Superman. 

In reality, the Arctic is an empty, frozen 
wilderness that tests the limits of survival, 
inhabited only by lurking polar bears, 
intrepid explorers and ancient Inuit com-
munities. As with all past explorers, my 
first experience of the Arctic was awe at 
the brutal, unforgiving landscape, fol-
lowed by a deep urge to protect this 
unique and vital place. 

However, the Arctic is changing, and it 
is changing fast. It is warming faster than 
any other region on Earth, and while 
some world leaders continue to publicly 
question the scientific evidence, they 
have privately realised that climate 
change is real. Their governments are 
preparing for an ice-free Arctic that will 
unlock new trade routes and access to 
valuable natural resources. 

In Polar War, Kenneth R. Rosen exam-
ines this unfolding transformation and the 
geopolitical scramble it has triggered 
among the world’s major powers. He 
demonstrates how leaders from Russia 
and China have long recognised the role 
the Arctic will play in the near- and long-
term future, while the current global 
superpower, the US, hampered by politi-
cal grandstanding and poor foresight, has 
been forced to play catch-up. 

Rosen’s first-person reporting takes 
readers on a journey from military out-
posts to ancient Inuit towns to scientific 
stations. He traces how the US, Russia, 
China and other members of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) are 
repositioning themselves in the High 
North.

Rosen highlights the collision of envi-
ronmental fragility and strategic ambi-
tion, showing how climate change is 
reshaping not only the Arctic landscape 
but also, through it, global power dynam-
ics. He points out that the US needs to 

work with its European allies, rather than 
belittle them. As with his previous books, 
he weaves together field observations, 
interviews and historical context to 
chronicle the changes in a region that is 
rapidly becoming central to global secu-
rity and diplomacy.

Polar War details how the war in 
Ukraine has profoundly reshaped Arctic 
states’ view of the High North. Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine led to a near-complete 
halt in cooperation between Moscow and 
the other Arctic Council members, effec-
tively freezing the primary forum for dia-
logue. Russia has not been invited to an 
Arctic Council meeting since 2022, a move 
that has dealt a major blow to diplomacy.

Rosen reports that open borders have 
given way to heavily guarded boundaries, 
affecting the local populace, who worked 
together to survive in this tough environ-
ment until recently. This has led to able-
bodied men trying to escape Russia, in 
small boats, even during hurricanes, to 
avoid conscription, something not seen 
since the fall of the Iron Curtain. 

His visits to the military bases across 
the European Arctic show that the 
remaining Arctic states have accelerated 
military planning, strengthened regional 
alliances, and increased surveillance and 
infrastructure investments across the 
circumpolar north. NATO members now 
view the Arctic not only as a zone of cli-
mate vulnerability but also as a strategic 
frontier where deterrence and prepared-
ness have become more essential than 
during the Cold War. 

The ongoing conflict has made it clear 
that geopolitical stability in the Arctic can 
no longer be taken for granted and that 
there is deep mistrust between the Arctic 
nations.

Rosen details that the renewed aggres-
sive strategic interest in Greenland by the 
US is worsening matters, and discussions 
about expanding American influence 
there are weakening long-term alliances. 
While not yet amounting to formal terri-
torial claims, these moves have unsettled 
other Western-aligned Arctic states, who 
now view the US with greater caution. 

For Denmark, Norway, and Finland, 
media-frenzied exclamations from the US, 

including a lack of American expertise to 
build them. He shares his experience 
aboard the US’s largest and most techno-
logically advanced icebreaker, USCGC 
Healy, which shows that the US has very 
little experience surviving in the Arctic, let 
alone waging warfare on its own. He shows 
that past and current military training 
exercises clearly demonstrate the need for 
the US to work with its NATO partners, 
who have decades of experience in the 
region. Thus, the book highlights that the 
Arctic is no longer just a site of East-West 
tension but a region where intra-alliance 
dynamics must be managed carefully. 

During his journeys across the Arctic, 
Rosen joins a few scientists as they collect 
valuable data in harsh conditions and 
highlights how, while the geopolitical ten-
sions rise, the Arctic’s fragile ecology has 
become little more than an afterthought. 

As the Arctic warms at almost four times 
the global average, one can see the effects 
in melting sea ice, collapsing permafrost, 
shifting ecosystems, and stressed wildlife 
populations, and yet, these realities are 
overshadowed by military posturing and 
strategic calculations. The scramble for 
shipping lanes, minerals, and influence 
has pushed ecological stewardship to the 
margins, even as the Arctic’s environmen-
tal health remains central to global cli-
mate stability. He notes with stark irony 
how, while nations prepare for an ice-free 
Arctic to advance their strategic interests, 
the very ecosystems that make the region 
unique and sustain Indigenous communi-
ties are being destabilised.

This geopolitical hardening stands in 
contrast to the long tradition of scientific 
collaboration that once defined the Arctic. 
For decades, research stations such as Ny 
Ålesund in Svalbard embodied a uniquely 
cooperative model. Scientists from multi-
ple nations have been working together to 
understand the Arctic through painstak-
ing observations in atmospheric science, 
glaciology, oceanography, biology, ecol-

ogy, and climate, regardless of political 
tensions elsewhere. India, too, maintains 
a permanent scientific base here. Himadri, 
established in 2008, contributes to 
atmospheric and cryospheric research in 
partnership with other countries and has 
led to important discoveries about tele-
connections from the Arctic to the Indian 
subcontinent. The growing fractures 
described in Polar War sit uneasily against 
this history of shared scientific purpose.

Polar War reads like a warning to the 
US. The book shows that Russia and 
China have clarity and ambition, with a 
well-thought-out execution plan, giving 
them an early start, while the West-
aligned nations still decide their priori-
ties. The book also highlights how the 
Arctic is at the mercy of global forces, 
whether through climate change or geo-
political ambitions. 

At times, the book reads like a collec-
tion of essays rather than a cohesive nar-
rative, and themes such as militarisation, 
climate urgency, and geopolitical rivalry 
recur across all the chapters. For readers 
unfamiliar with Arctic issues, the lack of 
a clear narrative arc may make the book 
feel fragmented, even fictional, despite 
the very real geopolitical stakes it 
describes. With tighter editing and a clear 
storyline, the insights could have landed 
with even greater force.

That said, this book is important, even 
for readers in India. Since 2013, India has 
been an Arctic Council Observer (thank-
fully, our leaders had the necessary fore-
sight) and is formally recognised by the 
Arctic Council as a contributor to Arctic 
science, policy discussions, and environ-
mental stewardship, without decision-
making authority. Through this position, 
India is expanding its scientific, strategic, 
and economic interests in the region by 
establishing permanent research stations 
in different parts of the Arctic and influ-
encing governance decisions of the Arctic 
Council. This matters because changes in 
the Arctic affect India in multiple ways, 
including by influencing the monsoon 
and extreme weather over the subconti-
nent and hence have direct economic 
impacts on the country. 

Polar War, thus, offers essential context 
for most people who do not know why the 
Arctic matters to us. The book also helps 
Indian readers and administrators under-
stand the geopolitical landscape they are 
entering, where climate impacts, resource 
competition and power politics intersect, 
shaping trade routes, resource exploita-
tion and global strategic positioning in the 
decades ahead.

Anoop Mahajan is a scientist at the 
Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, 
Ministry of Earth Sciences, and conducts 
research on climate change, with a focus on 
the polar regions. He has led and partici-
pated in multiple scientific expeditions to 
the Arctic, Antarctic and the Southern 
Ocean. 
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I
f you were to visit the magnificent 
Pangong Tso in Ladakh you’d have to 
travel a number of hours from Leh. 

Driving up slim, gravelly roads, at 
Chang La you’d find dizzying views of 
the region’s Himalayan terrain. The 
oxygen levels are low at 5,000 metres, 
and for those visiting from the country’s 
other parts, it can all feel rather forbid-
ding. Luckily, the lake will rapidly lift 
your spirits: barely vegetated chocolate 
earth tipping into a rich, extraordinary 
splash of colour. However, you’d also 
notice something surprising. In this 
predominantly Buddhist zone—the lake 
is also sacred—with long cultural links 
to Tibet, a monumental statue will come 
into view. It is of a historical personage, 
a man we know, and many revere, as 
Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj, the Mara-
tha hero. There is only one, slightly odd 
detail: that in his own lifetime, Shivaji 
had probably never heard of Ladakh or 
Pangong Tso.

India is witnessing a golden age for 
statues. Governments across political 
lines are anxious to celebrate our land’s 
iconic figures, competing to make such 
tributes taller and taller. But we are also 
a quarrelsome people and can’t always 
agree on which of our greats deserve the 
honour. Just recently, as the Union 
home minister arrived to lay the founda-
tion stone for a 125-foot statue to Syama 
Prasad Mookerjee in Kolkata, someone 
vandalised an existing bust of the same 
person in the same city. Disputes also 
crop up over colour: some years ago in 

nagara presented in the 16th century 
bronzes of himself and his two consorts. 
Go back a few hundred years and you 
will see forms of Rajaraja Chola (947-
1014) in the same mould. In all these, the 
pose is not heroic as in modern statuary. 
Instead, they suggest submission and 
surrender before god, advertising the 
relevant kings not so much as great con-
querors but as Devotees No.1.

It is not just rulers, however, who can 
claim sculptural representation; there 
are cases of ordinary figures also mak-

ing it to the archive in stone and metal. 
In the Padmanabhaswamy temple in 

Thiruvananthapuram, for instance, 
carved on a pillar is the head carpenter 
who designed the present structure in 
the 18th century. At Pandharpur in 
Maharashtra, one encounters the sama-
dhi of Chokhamela, a 14th century Dalit 
poet-saint; on certain occasions, a metal 
head, believed to depict him, is brought 
out and placed here for veneration. Of 
course, in this case, the man’s caste 
position determined where in the tem-

ple he was granted a spot—at the foot of 
the steps, outside the door. There are 
statues signifying tragedy too. At Chat-
hurthiakary in Kerala, a sculpture rep-
resents a local hero called Perumpar-
ayan. A poor farm worker, he was buried 
alive to bridge a breach in a fast-collaps-
ing bund. He was subsequently deified. 
Convenient, a critic might say. 

In that sense, statues always also 
reflect something political. If the British 
went about installing versions of Queen 
Victoria and her progeny in India, it was 

Polar War: 
Submarines, Spies, 
and the Struggle for 
Power in a Melting 
Arctic: By Kenneth R. 
Rosen, Simon & Schuster, 
320 pages, ₹999.

(top) The Ny-Ålesund railway on Spitsbergen, Svalbard, which operated from 1917-62; 
rapidly rising temperatures are melting permafrost and destabilising existing structures.

akin to those on reality TV, underscored 
how even allies can introduce new uncer-
tainties into an already fragile geopolitical 
landscape. Unfortunately, through all this 
showboating, the will of the people of 
Greenland is effectively ignored, some-
thing the Inuit know all too well from 
experience with Denmark. The existing 
indigenous people are treated as nothing 
but pawns in this Arctic chess game. 

Rosen notes that while the current US 
President is bullish about the Arctic, as he 
is with most things, his lofty plans to build 
an Arctic-specific military and acquire 11 
icebreakers (compared to the two cur-
rently operating) face technical hurdles, 

A race to control the Arctic
The Arctic is no longer 
just a site of East-West 
tension but a region 
where intra-alliance 
dynamics must be 
managed carefully 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANOOP MAHAJAN

Uttar Pradesh, a statue of B.R. Ambedkar 
was vandalised. When a fresh one took 
its place, Babasaheb was dressed in saf-
fron. The innocent mistake was rectified 
with a quick coat of blue. Then there are 
statues that can only be described as hid-
eous. In Kerala’s capital, for instance, 
there is a bust of Indira Gandhi. If she 
ever saw it, Mrs Gandhi herself might 
have despatched a team for demolition.

Thiruvananthapuram, interestingly, 
is said to be the first place in south India 
where a statue—of the modern, street-
facing, “what an honour” type—was 
raised to an Indian. Sir T. Madhava Rao 
(1828-91) belonged to a set the British 
called “native statesmen”. He served for 
many years as dewan (minister) to the 
Travancore maharajah, helping him 
modernise his administration, get his 
finances in order, establish schools, 
build roads, and transition from an old-
fashioned semi-feudal government to a 
bureaucratic state structure. Eventually 
the maharajah in question grew envious 
of his minister’s fame and Rao left, but 
not before Travancore was recognised 
as a “model state”. In 1893, after Rao’s 
death—and in a different ruler’s reign—
the city’s people honoured him with this 
memorial. It was a big deal: most such 
public statues celebrated India’s white 
rulers at the time. Here was a chunk of 
bronze dedicated to someone brown.

This is not to say that Indians lacked 
commemorative statuary. While the 
British are believed to have introduced 
the concept of the civic statue, our fore-
bears took a more niche approach. Pat-
rons of religious sites, for instance, often 
placed sculptures of themselves in these 
complexes: in the Madurai Meenakshi 
temple in Tamil Nadu, thus, you will find 
a pillar featuring a man with an ample 
midsection, his hands joined in a devo-
tional pose. This is the famous 17th cen-
tury ruler of the area, Tirumala Nayaka. 
In Tirupati, Krishnadevaraya of Vijaya-

not because they presented dazzling aes-
thetic possibilities. It was an attempt to 
reinforce British assertions of imperial 
might over the land. When, after inde-
pendence, those statues were craned up 
and relegated to display slots in muse-
ums, this too was political: a (finally) sov-
ereign nation making a statement. 

It is a time-consuming process, 
though, because there are presumably 
too many statues to withdraw. It was 
only a few months ago, for example, that 
Edwin Lutyens’ bust was removed from 
a spot in Rashtrapati Bhavan, replaced 
by a stately likeness of C. Rajagopala-
chari. The former was the architect of 
the presidential palace and like the car-
penter in the Padmanabhaswamy tem-
ple, probably intended the bust to be a 
signature of sorts. In 2026, that 1929 
signature was erased.

Many will approve but remember that 
it isn’t just the foreigner’s iconography 
that can become controversial. When 
Shivaji was installed in Ladakh, the 
30-foot statue was celebrated in an offi-
cial declaration as a “symbol of valour, 
vision and unwavering justice”. For the 
thousands of troops from all over India 
stationed in this physically exacting 
place—soldiers who have had to deal 
with the unpleasant business of Chinese 
incursions—this memorial to a familiar 
martial hero probably offers a morale 
booster. Yet a local politician could not 
help but ask what “relevance” a struc-
ture like this held for Ladakh in its dis-
tinct context. The region has its own 
icon, Sengge Namgyal, also from the 
17th century, with his own great military 
exploits. He too has a statue. Only that 
unlike the massive Shivaji raising his 
sword in warning to the Chinese, the 
“Lion King” of Ladakh sits at an intersec-
tion in Leh, watching over traffic.

Manu S. Pillai is a historian and 
author, most recently, of Gods, Guns and 
Missionaries.

What the statue boom reveals about politics
The Chhatrapati Shivaji The Chhatrapati Shivaji 

Maharaj statue at Maharaj statue at 
Pangong Tso, Ladakh. Pangong Tso, Ladakh. 

FIREFURYCORPS_IA/X



12
Saturday, 11 July 2026

New Delhi Books

Somak Ghoshal

somak.ghoshal@partner.livemint.com

M
anil Suri’s memoir, A Room in 
Bombay, is dedicated to “Prem”. 
It becomes clear in the first few 
pages that it refers to his late 
mother, Prem Suri née Bindra. 

The decision to refer to her by her formal name is 
revealing. Instead of instinctively reaching out for 
a more intimate form of address, Suri seems to 
want to distance himself from this primal filial 
bond, which, as is evident from his account, was 
an all-consuming force in his life. While he wants 
to dedicate his life’s story to the “Mummy” he 
adored, at times with a fiercely disturbing inten-
sity, he also wants to acknowledge the unique per-
son behind that figure who pushed him to dis-
cover aspects of himself he would probably not 
have done, left to his own devices.

In choosing this route into life writing, Suri 
echoes the legacy of great memoirists like Roland 
Barthes. When the French writer wrote his 
famous treatise on photography Camera Lucida, 
he spent a sizeable portion of the book contem-
plating, with what felt like survivor’s guilt, the 
larger-than-life canopy of love that his recently 
dead mother had held over him through the years. 
For Suri, as the only child of a couple stuck in a 
loveless but co-dependent marriage, the duty of 
being a loyal son was far more onerous than it is to 
most other children. For, apart from living his 
truth (embracing his homosexuality, for instance), 
he had to be the lifelong supplier of the “intimacy” 
that was absent from his parents’ marriage.

Born in 1958, Suri grew up in one room 
(hence the title), which was sublet to his parents 
for a modest rent, in a four-room apartment in 
south Bombay (now Mumbai) by an Ismaili fam-
ily. Life in Razia Mansion, overrun by belliger-
ent stakeholders, was a nest of trouble. The 
shared kitchen was barely made available to the 
Suris by their landlord, while the common 
bathrooms remained filthy, their occupation a 
sore point of contention among all the resi-
dents. When the quarrels erupted, expletives 
were spat out like cannon fire. If some people 
spewed bile liberally, others conjured up 
inventive humiliations (such as switching off 
the light every time someone went into the loo 
or leaving a gift in the toilet bowl to discourage 
their neighbours from using it).

Despite these daily frictions, irregular source 
of income (Suri’s father was an aspiring playback 
singer who never made it in Bollywood; instead, 
he worked as an assistant to directors like Kaly-
ani-Anandji and Laxmikant-Pyarelal) and inter-
personal squabbles, Suri’s doting parents, Prem 
and Ram, left no stone unturned to give their 
son the best life they could. He got a solid educa-
tion, the tastiest delicacies even when money 
was tight, and the slightest hint of a sneeze from 
the boy set his parents on a flurry of medical 
attention and tender loving care. In return, 
Manil had to promise unflinching love to them, 
expressed in the form of frequent hugs and 

equanimity. Prem, who had studied psychology 
and Freud, was seemingly at ease with her son’s 
sexuality, though she was conflicted about mak-
ing it public knowledge. Suri’s father’s reaction, 
in contrast, was more benign, even mystifying. 
Instead of the adversity he had feared from him, 
Suri finds Ram reacting to his coming out to him 
(much later in life) with a poise that was unusual 
for men of his generation.

It is tempting to explain away such unexpected 
behaviour as proof of unconditional parental love. 
However, in Suri’s telling of their story, the reader 
becomes keenly aware of the unique, if inscruta-
ble, individuals that Prem and Ram each were in 
their own rights. Our parents are also other peo-
ple, Suri seems to remind us, who we shall never 
fully understand, or make sense of.

For Suri, umbilically attached as he remained 
to his parents till their deaths, the truth behind 
this realisation dawns much later in life as he 
nurses his mother through a prolonged and har-
rowing spell of dementia, leading to her death. 
As Prem’s condition worsens, Suri is wracked 
with the usual doubts. Did he do everything he 
could to make her life easier as a dutiful son? 
Was it selfish of him to refuse to take her back to 
the US to live with him? Should he have found a 
better way to manage his job and his relationship 
with his partner Larry, while he looked after his 
mother at his home? 

The only definitive knowledge he has in the 
end is that it was his unique privilege to know 
such a great love as he got from his mother, and 
that it was also “liberating for this love to have 
come to an end.”

A love that’s eternal 
and forever unspoiled
Manil Suri’s powerfully 
candid memoir examines 
questions of filial bonds 
and duty against his 
family’s life in a stifling 
room in Bombay

Aditya Mani Jha

M
eena Kandasamy’s latest novel 
Fieldwork as a Sex Object has two 
epigraphs. The first is a quote 

from the Manusmriti, and the other a 
Twitter comment about the primary pur-
pose of sex being to “fecundate the 
female” and that anything beyond the 2 
minutes required to do that would be 
“perversion, degeneracy and socialism”. 
Using this framing, Kandasamy unites 
far-right Hindu commentators and 
online incels (also called the “mano-
sphere”)—two groups that not only over-
lap but also share a number of goals, 
including the curtailing of women’s 
autonomy and reversing the legal-mate-
rial gains of feminism.

Fieldwork as a Sex Object is structured 
as a series of first-person vignettes and 
episodes written by Amrita Chaturvedi, 
aka “Amy”, a London-based student activ-
ist who’s evasive about her posh-girl back-
ground (her father is a Supreme Court 
attorney). A vocal critic of the Indian gov-

blame her because of her perceived trans-
gressions of the past—participating in 
Leftist student politics in Delhi, appearing 
in a short-lived reality show, kissing a 
woman on camera, and so on. 

In such a turbo-charged world of 
instant judgement, stable allies are crucial 
to one’s well-being. Amy is deeply 
touched, for instance, when her friend 
Nimmi takes care of her in the horrid first 

few days, bringing her home-cooked 
meals and distracting her with humour.

But Amy soon begins to sprout 
romantic feelings for Nimmi and con-
templates making a move, despite 
understanding that this will not end well 
for either woman. A kindly (but also per-
formative and tone-deaf) white 
acquaintance named India offers Amy 
shelter at her home following a particu-

Suri grew up in one room sublet to his parents in south Mumbai. ISTOCKPHOTO

I
n a society like 
India where the 
elderly, more 

so women in that 
age bracket, are 
relegated to the 
margins, Jasreen 
Mayal Khanna 
offers  a fresh 
counterpoint. 
Inspired by her 
own nani who 
refused to play by 
the rules, she profiles 12 daredevil women 
who have boldly redefined their identities 
in the autumn of their lives and proved that 
age is nothing but a number.

‘Bullet Nani: And Other Badass Indian 
Grandmas’, by Jasreen Mayal Khanna, Pan 
Macmillan, 280 pages, ₹399.

I
n a world of 
rising 
authoritarian 

politics, 
P. Lankesh’s 
Kannada play in 
translation, first 
published over 
three decades 
ago, assumes a 
striking 
significance. With 
Nadir Shah, the 
Persian emperor who sacked Delhi, at its 
centre, the play focuses on questions of 
morality, institutional failure and the 
dangerous insolence of power. 

‘Gunamukha: Namaz of a Dying Empire,’ 
by P. Lankesh, translated by H.S. Komalesha, 
Yoda Press, 102 pages, ₹250.

I
t isn’t unusual 
anymore for 
people to defer 

to AI for mental 
health advice. 
But the 
complexity of 
what goes on 
inside a 
therapist’s room 
can barely be 
understood, let 
alone addressed, 
by a machine. By chronicling the journey of 
four of his clients, therapist Joshua Fletcher 
shows that the work of healing requires far 
more effort and expertise than writing a few 
well-worded prompts.

‘Same Time Next Week?’, by Joshua 
Fletcher, Hachette India, 416 pages, ₹899.

M
anuraj 
Shun-
muga-

sundaram revisits 
the legacy of the 
Vaikom 
Satyagraha (1925) 
and its impact on 
caste-based 
discrimination, 
especially with 
regard to temple 
entry in India, in 
this forthcoming book. Drawing on a 
multiplicity of sources, he examines how 
the reformist movement profoundly 
transformed the very idea of India itself. 

‘The People’s Sanctum’ , by Manuraj 
Shunmugasundaram, Penguin Random 
House India, 216 pages, ₹699.

NEW ON 

SHELVES

kisses “on the lips”.
This physical affection was the “drug”, Suri 

writes, his parents were addicted to. Another 
child may have usurped such advantage and 
exploited their parents’ emotional dependence. 
But Suri says he experienced this “power” he 
wielded over two adults as a profound, at times 
abject, sense of “responsibility.” 

In a memorable instance, when 
he is too groggy to talk with his 
mother on the phone due to the 
time difference, he apologises to her 
in his next letter home by writing “I 
love you” 365 times. Over the years, 
he wrote more than 2,700 letters to 
his parents. While Prem was keen 
for this fact to be recognised in the 
Guinness Book of World Records, it 
was eventually counted as a national 
record of sorts.

Suri, now in his 60s, recounts 
these episodes with a wry sense of 
humour. But the reader only needs 
to put themselves in the shoes of 
his teenage self to get a sense of the 
unspoken trials of such a child-
hood and adolescent. Admittedly, many of the 
unsavoury scenes in the flat may be familiar to 
viewers of Bollywood cinema of a certain era 
(Hrishikesh Mukherjee chronicling life in the 
chawls) or readers of Bombay fiction of a spe-
cific vintage (Rohinton Mistry writing about the 
Parsi subculture). But Suri’s vision of his past is 
much more menacing and psychologically har-
rowing, rooted as it is in the “room” he remained 

trapped in with his parents.
Inside the microcosm of the room, young Suri 

discovered the perfect haven to run his own little 
kingdom. There he played cards with his mother, 
kissed his father goodnight even as he disliked the 
latter becoming drunk every evening. The room 
was where he indulged his love for reading; it was 

where his pubescent body awakened 
to desire. Yet, as the years go by, it 
also seemed to exert a malevolent 
hold over the life of the family, refus-
ing to let them go, thwarting their 
efforts to find another place to live 
in. Even after Suri literally escapes 
the room by going to the US to get a 
PhD in mathematics, he could not 
fully free himself off the hold the 
space had over his heart and soul.

And so, thousands of miles away, 
he feels wracked with guilt, thinking 
of his parents’ inability to stand up to 
the machinations of the neighbours. 
Suri’s father eventually dies in his 
80s, without ever achieving his long-
coveted dream of finding a home for 
his family away from the room. 

Prem, who spends her final years in an assisted 
care facility in Nerul, gets a small, though not 
insignificant, sum of money out of a crooked pro-
moter in exchange for her tenancy rights to the 
room. Once the room is handed over, Suri never 
ventures back in, not even for old times’ sake.

Apart from the life of his family, the other 
major theme of Suri’s memoir—his reckoning 
with his homosexuality—is told with a refreshing 

A Room in Bombay: 
By Manil Suri, 
HarperCollins India, 
320 pages, ₹699.

‘Any tech ends up as a tool of political capture’
ernment, Amy’s world is turned upside 
down overnight after a sexually explicit 
“deepfake” video featuring her goes viral. 
Soon she is shunned by her supposed 
friends, patronised by her family and 
trolled non-stop by the Indian mano-
sphere.

“It’s so funny and strange how Indian 
incels and their Western counterparts 
have very similar opinions about women, 
about sexuality, female pleasure, and so 
on,” Kandasamy says. In the last few years, 
a number of novels set in India have 
hinged on online videos going viral. Pray-
aag Akbar’s Mother India, Megha Majum-
dar’s A Burning and Aravind Jayan’s Teen 
Couple have Fun Outdoors come to mind. 
Kandasamy’s novel, however, is funda-
mentally different because it keeps its 
focus squarely on the incident’s profound 
emotional and psychological impact on 
Amy.

“In an earlier era, unless you were a very 
famous public figure, criticisms of you or 
your work would largely be private,” the 
author says. “Generally speaking, people 
did not know what was being spoken about 
them behind their back. But with the social 
media environment of today, Amy faces a 
lot of public judgement and scrutiny, and 
even if she logs out, someone can still cap-
ture a screenshot and send it to her. So 
there is no real escape, even temporarily.”

Amy’s past comes back to haunt her. 
People, especially Indians, are quick to 

larly rough patch. But Amy is continu-
ally judgmental and dismissive of India 
and her efforts.

“Amy is quite allergic to India’s privi-
leges as a white person, and her performa-
tive use of language,” Kandasamy says. 
“But India is also a 
genuinely nice 
p e r s o n  w h o 
wants to take care 
of a woman under 
attack from all 
quarters. What 
Amy doesn’t 
understand is 
that India’s privi-
leges as a white 
person are so very 
similar to the 
privileges Amy 
herself enjoys 
back home in India as the daughter of an 
important man.”

Along the way, Kandasamy gives us 
searing insights on the contemporary 
internet via Amy’s occasional standalone 
rants. A single-page chapter titled Case 
Study: Gen Z sees Amy skewering the “psy-
chotic moral pedantry” of Gen-Z, noting 
that this is the only cohort that looks at the 
nonconformist members of the previous 
generation with disdain. Kandasamy 
writes: “When it comes to these pick-me 
puritans, it is like listening to your parents. 
They are the most sexually conservative 

generation in decades.”
Elsewhere, a two-page chapter, Man-

thropology, reads like a poem. It unfurls in 
the form of call-and-response couplets 
where each first line sets up a situation in 
a woman’s life and each second line 

records a chauvinist response by a per-
ennially online Indian man.

One of the most 
important con-
nections Kandas-
amy makes is 
between how 
boys are raised in 
Indian joint fami-
lies and the kind 
of political views 
they later endorse 

as adults. A superbly-written flashback 
scene depicts a war of words between 
Amy and her entitled, misogynist 

cousin. He calls her a whore and worse, 
and she responds in kind. Later, we see 
him leading an organisation of keyboard 
warriors paid to attack the political oppo-
nents of Hindutva. 

“We’re now heading into the AI era or 
perhaps we are already in it,” Kandasamy 
says. “We should always remember that 
these new technologies, whether it’s 
social media or large language models, 
they become tools of political power and 
political capture in the end.”

Aditya Mani Jha is a writer based in 
Delhi.

Kandasamy gives us 

searing insights into the 

contemporary internet.

Fieldwork as a 
Sex Object: By 
Meena 
Kandasamy, 
HarperCollins 
India, 
240 pages, ₹599.

In her new novel, Meena 
Kandasamy explores the 
Indian manosphere and 
its connection with the 
far right
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It was an American scientist, 
Arthur Galston, who coined the 
word “ecocide” in 1970 to describe 
the catastrophic effects from the 
indiscriminate use of the infamous 
Agent Orange by US troops fighting 
in the Vietnam War. Agent Orange 
was used as a powerful herbicide to 
destroy large swathes of thick veg-
etation, within which Viet Cong 
guerrillas were suspected of hiding 
and launching surprise attacks 
against American troops. 

Agent Orange was used along-
side napalm, an incendiary 
weapon that ignited upon impact 
into a sticky gel that would cling to 
the target, destroying material, 
undergrowth and enemy person-
nel, via intense heat, extensive 
burns and suffocation. But napalm 
did not leave lingering, long-term 
damage. Agent Orange did.  

Soil contaminated by it is still 
being cleaned up in several 
affected areas in the country. Its 
ecological impact is multi-gener-
ational, and its toxicity is known 

not only to poison the soil and 
water sources, but also to affect 
human DNA, causing cancer and 
birth defects passed down through 
generations. If napalm was like a 
chemical weapon, Agent Orange 
served as both a chemical and bio-
logical weapon. Galston was right 
in describing its use as ecocide, in 
the same category as genocide and 
war crimes. However, this was 
accepted neither by the US nor by 
the international community. 

An effort was made to cover 
such actions in Protocol 1 to the 
Geneva Convention, concluded in 
1977. Article 35(3) and Article 55 
explicitly prohibit warfare 
methods that are intended or 
expected to cause widespread, 
long-term, and severe damage to 
the natural environment. This 
seems to cover collateral environ-
mental damage, but the key here is 
intentionality, which is diicult to 
prove. The Iraqi leader, Saddam 
Hussein, deliberately set fire to 
the oil wells in Kuwait after he was 
forced to retreat from the king-
dom in the Gulf War 1.0 in 1991. 
These wells burnt for several 
months causing immense and 
long-lasting environmental 
damage but his actions were not 
described as ecocide. The legal 
position remained ambiguous. 

The issue has once again come 
to the fore with the repeated aerial 
and artillery bombardment of the 
densely populated region of Gaza 

by Israeli Defense Forces, turning 
it into an ecological dead zone. 
The mountains of rubble are esti-
mated at 39 million tonnes, which 
include asbestos, heavy metals 
and toxic chemicals. 

The bombing of oil and gas 
facilities by the US and Israel in Iran 
has also inflicted huge, immediate, 
and long-lasting damage to the 
country’s environment, rendering 
vast swathes of its territory unin-
habitable, with the soil poisoned by 
toxic chemicals both from the ord-
nance used and from the targeted 
facilities, such as oil refineries. 
These effects have been described 
as a “slow motion chemical war.” 
According to one report, the mili-
tary assault on Iran created an 
“apocalyptic environmental crisis”, 
with the 9 million residents of 
Tehran affected by the black cloud 
and toxic fallout from the bombing 
of an oil storage facility on the out-
skirts of the capital. This is esti-
mated to have released 5 million 
tonnes of CO2 in just two weeks. 

In the Ukraine War, some of the 
rich grain-growing areas of the 
country, including its major river, 
Dnipro, are saturated with toxic 
chemicals, which are the residue of 
bombs, artillery shells, and missiles 
rained on the country by Russia.  
Unexploded munitions embedded 
in agricultural fields are a constant 
threat to farmers. It is estimated that 
30 per cent of the country is littered 
with landmines and unexploded 

ordnance, which impacts agricul-
tural production and physically 
tears up the topsoil ecosystem, 
resulting in long-term land degrada-
tion. Now, Ukraine is paying Russia 
back in the same coin. The recent 
hits on Russian oil refineries have 
led to toxic black smoke enveloping 
large areas around them, including 
the important city of St Petersburg. 
It has become diicult to dismiss 
this as collateral damage since it 
would be well understood that 
deliberately attacking an oil refinery 
would have catastrophic environ-
mental consequences. 

Legal experts have defined eco-
cide as “unlawful or wanton acts 
committed with knowledge that 
there is a substantial likelihood of 
severe and either widespread or 
long-term environmental damage”. 

In 2010, Polly Higgins, a Scottish 
lawyer, argued that the Earth 
should be recognised as a legal 
entity and should be entitled to 
legal protection against spoliation 
by individuals, businesses, or gov-
ernments. She led an international 
movement — Stop Ecocide Inter-
national — to have ecocide recogni-
sed as an international crime under 

the Rome Statute. The Rome Stat-
ute is an international treaty 
adopted on July 17, 1998, which set 
up the International Criminal 
Court, with its jurisdiction to cover 
genocide, crimes against 
humanity, war crimes, and the 
crime of aggression. If accepted, 
ecocide would become the fifth cat-
egory of international crimes.  

After her death in 2019, Stop Eco-
cide International is being led by her 
long-time associate, Jojo Mehta.  

The experience of the three 
recent wars, two of which are still 
ongoing, reflects the reality that the 

damage to the environment in the 
targeted country may be as exten-
sive as, and more long-lasting than, 
the immediate damage to military 
targets. It is only a small step to 
weaponising the country’s environ-
ment itself. Nor would such environ-
mental damage remain confined 
within national or regional borders.  

The Persian Gulf is home to a 
unique marine ecosystem that 
boasts of rare and unique coral 
reefs. Its nutrient-rich waters are 
home to a diverse marine biology of 
shellfish, oysters, scallops, crabs 
and shrimps. Their population has 
been devastated by the oil spills 
from sunken vessels and stranded 
oil tankers and cargo ships in the 
Strait of Hormuz.  

The shallow lagoons ringed by 
thick mangrove forests have also 
been contaminated by oil spills and 
may never recover once they die. 
The collapse of fisheries has 
deprived thousands of their liveli-
hoods. The nature and scale of war-
fare has changed dramatically. The 
environment is no longer just col-
lateral damage in a war. It is becom-
ing a target in its own right. This 
will have serious global conse-
quences. A war anywhere could 
become war everywhere as far as 
planetary ecology is concerned. 
Recognising the Earth as a legal 
entity with its own rights makes 
sense, as does ecocide as a crime 
against humanity.  

Indian tradition considers 
Nature as a mother who nurtures, a 
cosmic mother cow or a Kamad-
henu. If laws are passed to protect 
the cow as a holy being, why not 
pass legislation to safeguard 
Mother Earth as a legal entity 
entitled to protection? 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is a former  
foreign secretary 

Brazil’s deployment of ethanol 
as a substitute for petrol should 
serve as a blueprint, with cau-
tionary footnotes, for India. 
Brazil started implementing 
ethanol mixes in 1975, after the 
1973 oil shock. Like India, Brazil 
was a huge importer of crude oil.  

At the time, Brazil was ruled 
by a military dictatorship, 
which didn’t care about public 
opinion. So the government 
could have rammed an ethanol 
mandate through. But some 
senior military oicers had 
interests in the automobile 
industry, while others had 
interests in the sugarcane-to-
ethanol industry.  

This led to a balancing of 
interests. Brazil opted for a 
gradual ethanol transition. 
This gave Brazil’s auto industry 
and insurers the time they 
needed to develop eicient 
flex-fuel engines. It also meant 
drivers could fully depreciate 
the petrol-powered vehicles 
they were using, before 
moving to flex-fuel.    

Fifty years down the line, 
Brazilian pumps offer choices 
between E20, and various etha-
nol-petrol mixes all the way to 
E100 (a combination of ethanol 
and water with no petrol). All 
Brazilian petrol cars, and most 
motorcycles, run on flex-fuel 
engines, which use any mix. 
The fuel tanks have sensors 
that detect the composition 
and adjust engine timing.  

Brazil has also developed 
“dropin” biodiesel — fuels 
which can be used in diesel 
engines without modifica-
tions. India is looking at 15 per 

cent isobutanol blending in 
diesel, which also presents its 
own set of problems.  

Brazil is almost three times 
as large as India. It has one-
seventh the population. It’s in 
the tropics. This means lots of 
arable land.  It planted sugar-
cane in huge quantities. Cane 
is the most eicient crop for 
ethanol yield due to its high-
sugar content. For historical 
reasons, Brazil also had a tradi-
tion of advanced research and 
development (R&D) in the 
agro-sciences, which meant it 
found ever more eicient ways 
to squeeze ethanol out of cane. 
It also had a big internal 
market for automobiles and 
manufacturers started incor-
porating flex-fuel engines into 
Brazilian cars.  

Brazil had insane inflation 
through the 1970s and 1980s, 
often logging 100 per cent plus 
inflation per annum during 
those decades. But the consen-
sus opinion is that ethanol 
blending helped moderate 
some of the ill effects because 
it insulated the country from 
oil shocks.    

The downside was that 
extensive sugarcane plantation 
led to massive environmental 
degradation, both directly and 
indirectly. Cane is a water-
intensive crop that needs good 
soil. It is commonly cleared 
after harvest by burning.  

Cane plantations took over 
areas where such conditions 
existed, while less fertile regions 
became home to livestock 
farmers and crops that could 
survive in less benign condi-
tions. So while cane degraded 
the fertile Atlantic coast, cattle-
ranchers and other farmers 
were displaced and moved into 
the Amazon. They cut down 
the rainforest, and killed local 
tribal people. This process has 
continued and is said to have 
accelerated during the Jair Bol-
sonaro  regime, when laws pro-
tecting the rainforest and its 
tribes were repealed.   

Despite the darker aspects 
of this process, we could claim 

that Brazil’s adoption of etha-
nol has been a qualified suc-
cess. Ethanol has a lower 
carbon footprint than fossil 
fuels. The Brazilian consumer 
has a choice between many 
mixes, which are priced 
according to prevailing prices 
of crude and ethanol. The long 
runway gave the auto industry 
time to engineer for the transi-
tion, and people did not suffer 
economic losses with their 
vehicles suddenly experienc-
ing steep dips in mileage and 
seeing rubber parts wearing 
out quickly. 

Brazil is the world’s second-
largest cane sugar producer. 
India is the largest. India con-
sumes more sugar and khand-
sari than Brazil does. (India 
also uses damaged grains and 
rice to produce ethanol.) India 
has a much larger population, 
much less arable land and 
more water stress. The envi-
ronmental degradation will be 
considerable if acreage under 
cane increases from current 
levels, and India lacks the vast 
rain forest, a la Amazon where 
displaced crops may be 
replanted (never mind the dis-
placement of tribals).  

In key cane-growing dis-
tricts, a large chunk of the 
population tends to be 
employed on the industry’s 
value chain, and this value 
chain has extended as ethanol 
enters the picture. This makes 
cane politically sensitive, since 
the fortunes of voters align 
with industry trends. Ethanol 
as fuel is good for the  
cane industry.  

But the automobile industry 
also has a really long value chain 
and generates lots of employ-
ment. Forcing the auto industry 
and vehicle owners through a 
rapid transition was something 
Brazil’s generals avoided.  

India has missed out on that 
balance. It might get the envi-
ronmental degradation as well 
as the additional unhappiness 
of auto manufacturers and 
vehicle owners suffering econ-
omic losses.

Not in our lifetime has any technol-
ogy accelerated at the pace that 
artificial intelligence (AI) is doing so 
today. When OpenAI’s ChatGPT first 
broke into public awareness in early 
2023 or so, it was clearly a vast 
improvement over previous text 
chatbots; yet, in the three years since 

then, it and its competitor models 
have metamorphosed into some-
thing unrecognisable. 

We still do not know what the 
effect on the macro-economy of 
these models’ effectiveness will be. 
What does appear clear, however, is 
that — as a public policy and econ-
omic-security problem — they do not 
represent a problem for the 2030s, but 
something far more immediate. 

Many were forced to confront this 
when the United States’ (US’) Depart-
ment of Commerce reportedly told 
the AI lab Anthropic to cut off access 
for non-US citizens to its most 
advanced deployments, Fable 5 and 
Mythos 5. Naturally, this was a com-
pletely unimplementable order — if 
nothing else, Anthropic itself has a 
large number of non-US citizens 

working on those models. The order 
thus amounted to telling a major 
company to switch off its latest offer. 

After some negotiations, export 
controls were lifted on the deploy-
ment with more safety guardrails, 
namely Fable 5; Mythos 5, how-
ever, remains restricted although 
specific partners are allowed 
access. Fewer of its potentials are 
switched off for safety reasons. In 
return, those vetted operators who 
have been allowed to use it have to 
agree to far stricter terms that limit 
how they use it. 

Given that we know very little 
about the actual capabilities of these 
models — though rumours abound 
that Mythos proved capable of 
breaking high-level crypto-security 
used by the US intelligence estab-

lishment — it is also possible that 
this was a bit of strong-arming by 
the administration of President 
Donald Trump, which has taken a 
dislike to Anthropic after the latter 
attempted to impose ethical restric-
tions on the use of its technology by 
the Pentagon. 

But, if so, it has certainly served 
as excellent marketing material for 
Anthropic. Mythos has lent itself to a 
great deal of myth-making. 

But there is nevertheless a real 
question here. If Mythos or some 
successor deployment — perhaps 
from Anthropic, perhaps from 
another American lab — does 
indeed demonstrate the sort of 
extraordinary jump in capabilities 
and danger that we have only seen 
before a couple of times, such as with 
the development of nuclear 
weapons, what will Washington’s 
reaction be? And how will other 
countries respond? 

It seems clear that the US admin-
istration believes that it can both 
analyse swiftly enough the dangers 
that a model being released to the 
world might pose to 
its security, and that 
if it acts to restrict it 
then it will be able to 
do so effectively. The 
labs, they believe, 
will comply; the tech-
nology will not leak; 
it will not be rep-
licated or copied. 
These are fairly strin-
gent assumptions. 

The only real 
competitor to the US 
in terms of creating 
frontier models is the 
People’s Republic of China. (The 
European front-runner, France’s 
Mistral, has lost a great deal of 
ground in recent months.) Chinese 
models were initially being touted as 

being largely open-source, and easy 
to deploy and adapt. But that will not 
last forever. It was reported over the 
last fortnight that Beijing’s Ministry 

of Commerce had 
convened sessions 
with major technol-
ogy companies to 
examine whether 
and how restrictions, 
especially export 
bans, could be 
imposed on their 
own top-tier models. 
According to one 
Reuters report, oi-
cials also want to 
limit who can invest 
in related startups 
within China. This 

followed the thwarting of Meta’s $2 
billion bid for the Chinese startup 
Manus, and oicial orders to Moon-
shot AI that it obtain government 
approval before receiving foreign 

venture capital. Legal scholars gath-
ered a few months ago to try and 
frame a new AI-focused economic-
security law that might allow Beijing 
to limit frontier systems to domestic 
release, or to withhold them from the 
public altogether. 

The open question is whether 
this intensifying climate of restric-
tiveness in the two major AI geo-
graphies is driven by economic 
nationalism or by genuine national-
security concerns. We know that 
most restrictions on trade in past 
years supposedly driven by security 
worries were actually mercantilism 
in another guise. But it might be too 
soon to assume that the same is true 
for these restrictions on AI. Cer-
tainly, the news that Beijing — which 
has so far used its cheaper models as 
a way of extending its economic 
power — might be reversing course 
suggests that genuine security con-
cerns might exist.

Even in the most innocent times, nobody in 
Punjab would believe that the OTT release and 
then sudden withdrawal of Honey Trehan/Diljit 
Dosanjh’s Satluj was without political motives. 

In this era of conspiracy theories, everybody in 
Punjab seems to have their own “insight” into this. 
If the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) wanted to stop 
the film, as the Central Board of Film Certification's 
127 proposed cuts showed, it could’ve easily made 
sure Zee wouldn’t release it. It’s also owned by 
somebody close to it politically. 

Then, why would he pull it in 48 hours? 
Everybody would’ve known that once out in 
digital form, it will be shown widely. 
If anything, the controversy will give 
it more fire and fury. The buzz in 
Punjab, headed for elections early 
next year, is: Who benefits the most 
from this controversy? Or who will it 
hurt the most? As usually happens, 
one outcome leads to the other. 

Let’s list four things the film does. 
One, by focusing on just the man 

who investigated “fake” encounters 
after the militancy was over, it’s play-
ing into a generation-old grievance. 
The film will rekindle fresh anger 
with its revisionism. 

Two, in a hardly subtle way, there is heroism 
bestowed upon the militants. Watch the way the 
August 31, 1995 human-bomb assassination of 
chief minister Beant Singh is portrayed. In the 
background plays the foremost Sikh verse of sacri-
fice in battle.  

Three, while it is bound to anger many younger 
Sikhs with no lived experience of the decade of 
terror, those particularly affected will be the Jats 
(‘Jutt’ in Punjab), especially among the more relig-
ious and conservative sections. A critical mass of 
them, in terms of a percentage of overall demo-
graphics or voter base, live in Punjab’s border dis-
tricts and traditional strongholds of the Shiromani 
Akali Dal (SAD).  

And four, overtly the film is so apolitical as to be 
anodyne. It’s as if this was a private war between 
the militants and the police. We only know the 
demographic it is bound to trigger the most. 
They’re the relatively conservative sections of the 
Jutt Sikhs, especially in rural constituencies. 

Where might their vote go as a result? The Shi-
romani Akali Dal, which has traditionally owned 
this vote, has been on the ropes already. In the 2024 
Lok Sabha elections, it lost the Tarn Taran/Kha-
door Sahib constituency to jailed radical Amritpal 

Singh by a huge margin. The radicals got another 
seat, Faridkot, won by Sarabjeet Singh Khalsa, the 
son of Delhi cop Beant Singh, who was one of 
Indira Gandhi’s two assassins. 

This mass of voters was already angry, disaf-
fected from their mainstream politicians, and 
especially the Akalis. It is unlikely that the same 
voter, further angered by Satluj, will return to the 
Akali Dal. They are even more likely to stay with 
the radicals. And because this conservative mass 
will almost definitely not go to the Congress or 
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), there is only one 
party that benefits. 

See it like this. Power in Punjab has 
rotated among three entrenched 
political forces: The Congress, Akali 
Dal, and AAP. The radicals are the 
fourth, if limited. 

Even to be a coalition partner, the 
radicals will need the Akalis to win a 
third of the seats, an improbability. 
For the Akalis, with their “believers” 
vote split, they can be driven to 
further marginalisation. The AAP 
has to deal with anti-incumbency 
and attacks from the Sikh clergy. The 
Congress is fighting with itself. In 
this melee, if the Hindu vote consoli-

dates, only the BJP benefits. 
See Punjab politics through its demographics. 

Contrary to folklore, Punjab isn’t a Sikh state. The 
Sikhs, at 58 per cent are a majority, but Hindus, at 
around 40 per cent, are significant. If the Sikh vote 
fractionalises and the Hindus come together, the 
state could take an unimagined turn. 

We can cut and dice this further. Of the Sikhs, 
about 60 per cent are Jutts, say, about one-fourth 
of the state’s overall population. They form the 
bulk of the Akali, radical and anti-Congress vote. If 
more of it shifts to the radicals, it decimates SAD-
Akali Dal and benefits AAP or the Congress. The 
BJP wants to consolidate the Hindus, as in West 
Bengal and Assam. 

If they get 70 per cent of the Hindu vote, they’re 
in business in what will then become a five-way split. 

A relatively under-appreciated factor is the 
Dalit vote in Punjab. It is widely, and quite reliably, 
estimated at 33 per cent, Sikh and Hindu.  They are 
35 per cent of the Sikhs. Traditionally, the Congress 
had a foothold there, and the AAP cut into it. An 
important point is the sway that the many babas 
and deras have on this vote bank. That’s why rape 
convict Gurmeet Ram Rahim gets paroles on the 
eve of any polling, even a panchayat election. The 

BJP has built this constituency for long. 
Next week, the Prime Minister visits Punjab. He 

will go to Jalandhar to inaugurate the new railway 
station, but the really politically significant move 
will be his expected visit to Dera Sachkhand Ballan, 
the “seat” of Sant Niranjan Dass ji. He’s the spiritual 
leader of the Ravidassia Dalit community. We do 
not know the split, but the larger community, of 
what will be described as Jatavs in the Hindi heart-
land, constitutes just about half of all Dalits in 
Punjab. In this Republic Day’s list of honours, Sant 
Niranjan featured with a Padma Shri. You can add 
two and two. 

Next step is electoral data. After the break of the 
old alliance with SAD over farm Bills, the BJP 
decided to go alone in Punjab. It was arrogant and 
suicidal, it was widely thought. 

Sure enough, in the 2022 Assembly elections, 
it got just 6.6 per cent. But in the 2024 Lok Sabha 
polls, it went up to 18.65 per cent. It sounds even 
more impressive given that the Congress and 
AAP were at around 26 per cent each, and the 
Akalis were reduced to 13.48 per cent as conser-
vative Sikh vote moved to the radicals. They are 
looking down the barrel now. You can under-
stand why they are organising shows of Satluj in 
“every village” of the state. 

The BJP is hoping if they can go up to 30 per 
cent vote, max out in the 55 constituencies where 
Hindus have significant presence, and have the 
deras deliver the Dalits, they can be the largest 
party. It looks like simple enough arithmetic, and 
to that extent, it might see the risk of a fresh wave 
of radicalisation worth its while. For sure, it would 
believe it will put it down quickly, and so what if 
another Satluj-like film is made 30 years later. We 
need to note that while the Akalis are celebrating 
Satluj and others are quiet, it is only the BJP’s Rav-
neet Singh Bittu who’s attacking it. You might 
credit this on his being former chief minister Beant 
Singh’s grandson, but if you think any BJP leader 
goes out on a limb without the party’s approval, 
you must be naive. 

Nobody can be sure, but this would look like the 
most logical explanation for this dramatic Satluj 
release and withdrawal on Zee5. It is just that 
Punjab’s voters can also surprise us. The Satluj pro-
tagonist, Jaswant Singh Khalra’s wife, contested 
for Lok Sabha from Tarn Taran/Khadoor Sahib 
twice. In 1999 for a breakaway Akali Dal faction 
when she lost her deposit, and then in 2019 to 
finish third, with the Congress winning the most 
“religious Sikh” seat in the state. In 2019, she was 
fielded by Punjab Ekta Party that Sukhpal Singh 
Khaira formed after breaking away from the AAP. 
Khaira is now in the Congress and among its most 
vocal leaders. All of this, just in case you thought 
only Bihar’s politics was complicated. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The Diljit Dosanjh-starrer Satluj doesn’t blame any 
political party or individual politicians. We only know the 
demographic in Punjab it’s bound to trigger the most
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The new AI mercantilism
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Should the world adopt a law against ecocide?
From the Vietnam War to the crisis in West Asia,  
the environment is no longer just collateral damage.  
It is becoming a target in its own right

illustration: binay sinha

shyam saran
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Mental health is no longer a silent issue. It is now one of
the largest public health challenges facing the world, India
included. According to an analysis from the “Global
Burden of Disease Study” published in The Lancet, anxiety
disorder patients in India increased by 123.5% from 1990
to 2023. It also pointed out that there has been a steep rise
in the cases of depressive disorder and anxiety after Covid-
19. However, they are more than just numbers. Behind every
number is a person struggling with stress, fear, loneliness,
burnout, sleep problems or emotional pain. Many are stu-
dents, young professionals, working parents and elderly
people trying to cope quietly every day.

The study also points out an important reality -- mental
disorders are now one of the leading causes of disability
across the world, even more than many major physical ill-

nesses. This should make all of us pause and rethink how
we look at mental health in India. To its credit, the govern-
ment of India has recognised this growing crisis. The Union
Budget 2026-27 has placed stronger focus on expanding
mental health and trauma care infrastructure. This is an
important and welcome step. However, infrastructure alone
will not solve the problem. India certainly needs more hos-
pitals, more counselling centres and more trained mental
health professionals. We also need to focus on prevention,
early support and community-based care. 

Mental health can no longer remain limited to big cities
or specialised hospitals. One of the biggest concerns is that
mental health problems are increasing most rapidly
among teenagers and young adults. This is a very sensi-
tive stage of life where emotional health shapes education,
relationships, confidence and future careers. Unfortunately,
many young people today are growing up under constant
pressure. Academic competition, social media compari-
son, financial insecurity, loneliness and lack of emotion-
al communication inside families are affecting mental well-
being deeply. Many children are connected online all day
but emotionally disconnected in real life. Anxiety and
depression have also increased among women in the post
pandemic years due to emotional stress, responsibilities
at home, work-related pressure, and societal demands. 

Chronic anxiety and depression can disturb sleep, con-
centration, memory and overall quality of life. Long-term
stress may also increase the risk of headaches, hyperten-
sion, stroke risk factors, and other neurological problems

indirectly through lifestyle changes. India, therefore,
needs a much broader mental health movement. Mental
health education should begin in schools. Every school and
college should have access to trained counsellors. 

Even at the workplace, conversations around burnout,
anxiety and emotional fatigue need to be normalised.
Primary healthcare doctors should receive basic mental
health training so that early symptoms are recognised
before conditions become severe. At the community level,
we must reduce stigma. Even today, many families hesi-
tate to seek psychiatric help because of fear, shame or social
judgement. Mental illness should be treated like any other
health condition -- without embarrassment. Technology
can also play a major role. Tele-consultations, digital coun-
selling platforms, and regional-language mental health ser-
vices can improve access in smaller towns and rural India
where specialists remain limited. More importantly, we
need to realise that mental well-being is also connected
with issues such as education, job prospects, social
welfare, family matters, and the economy. 

A country cannot progress without ensuring the mental
well-being of its people. India is on the right track by taking
the first step in terms of policy and funding. The next step
would be implementation on the ground. Mental well-being
needs to become affordable, available, and acceptable for
all Indians. This way, India will emerge a better nation.
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Department of Personnel and Training. As a
result, many critical policy decisions affecting
technology, health, agriculture, climate change,
digital governance, and innovation are formu-
lated without adequate participation from
those possessing the deepest domain knowl-
edge. 

This disconnect creates a structural paradox
and administrative inertia. The individuals who
design and implement many of India’s most
important national programmes often have
limited opportunities to influence the strate-
gic decisions that shape and implement those
programmes. The consequences are increas-
ingly visible: Ministries frequently depend on
external consultants, advisory bodies, and
contractual experts to bridge knowledge gaps.
While external expertise certainly has value, it
raises a pertinent question: why should India
overlook its own institutional scientific talent
while seeking expertise from outside? 

The challenge is not one of replacing the
existing administrative framework but of
strengthening it. India needs a governance
model that combines the strengths of expe-
rienced administrators with the knowledge
and analytical capabilities of scientific and
technical experts. 

A practical solution would be to create a
structured techno-bureaucratic framework
within government. Just as officers from the
IAS, IFS, IPS, IFoS, IRS, IES, ISS, and other organ-
ised services are deployed across ministries
and departments, senior scientists and tech-
nologists should be eligible for empanelment
and strategic leadership assignments where
their expertise directly supports national pri-
orities. 

Such a reform would not diminish the role
of civil servants. Instead, it would create a com-
plementary leadership stream that enriches pol-

icymaking through evidence-
based expertise and long-term
institutional memory. To facil-
itate this transition, selected sci-
entific and technical profes-
sionals should undergo struc-
tured administrative training
under Mission Karmayogi. The
curriculum should include con-
stitutional governance, public
administration, public finance,
legislative drafting, inter-gov-
ernmental coordination, and
policy analysis. By combining
technical depth with adminis-
trative competence, India can
cultivate a new generation of
techno-bureaucrats capable
of addressing increasingly
complex governance chal-
lenges. 

The benefits would be signif-
icant. Policies would become
more evidence-driven and

future-oriented. Ministries would gain access
to leaders who understand both the scientif-
ic dimensions and implementation realities of
their sectors. Decision-making would become
faster, more informed, and better aligned
with national priorities. 

Equally important is the need to strengthen
accountability throughout the governance
system. Senior officials-whether administrative
or technical-should undertake periodic field
assignments at district, block, and village
levels, and should be encouraged to attend
focussed workshops at national levels. Such
exposure would ensure that policymaking
remains grounded in local realities and citizen
needs. 

Performance evaluation systems must also
evolve. Career progression should be linked not
only to tenure but also to measurable out-
comes, including service delivery, transparen-
cy, innovation, fiscal efficiency, and citizen sat-
isfaction. Digital governance platforms now
provide unprecedented opportunities to
measure outcomes and strengthen accountabil-
ity across all levels of administration, especial-
ly below district levels.  

A prime example of where this integrated
expertise is urgently needed is the rural sector.
The 16th Finance Commission’s allocation of  ̀ 8
Lakh Crore to Panchayat Raj Institutions (PRIs)
provides a unique opportunity to integrate
digital governance, agricultural innovation, local
planning, and rural entrepreneurship into a
unified development model capable of deliv-
ering measurable returns on public investment. 

Maximizing this massive fiscal devolution
requires a techno-administrative approach that
can seamlessly deploy smart irrigation projects,
AI-driven climate-resilient farming, and
blockchain-based supply chains directly at the
village cluster level. 

Editor’s

When Prime Minister Narendra Modi touched down in
Melbourne on Wednesday evening, fresh from a warm
reception in Jakarta and Yogyakarta, he was on an important
leg of a three-nation Indo-Pacific tour. This is his third visit to
Australia as Prime Minister — a frequency no Indian premier
has matched — and it says something about how central
Canberra has become to New Delhi’s calculus east of
Singapore defined by ‘Act East’ policy.

At the third Australia-India Annual Summit, Modi and his host
Anthony Albanese oversaw what officials describe as eighteen
distinct outcomes: a Joint Declaration on Defence and Security
Cooperation that upgrades the relationship with an Annual
Defence Ministers’ Dialogue, a new maritime security roadmap,
and — most striking — a commercial uranium supply agreement
building on the 2014 Civil Nuclear Agreement, under which
Australia has so far shipped uranium to India just once, in 2017,
to feed India’s ambitious 100-gigawatt nuclear power goal.

Talks on the long-pending Comprehensive Economic
Cooperation Agreement were formally accelerated, building
on the 2022 Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement
that was India’s first developed-country trade deal in a
decade. Education, critical minerals, and cultural repatriation
rounded out a genuinely wide canvas.

Trade negotiators have set a target of AUD 100 billion in
two-way commerce by 2030, roughly double current levels,
and Thursday’s acceleration announcement gives that
number a fighting chance. For decades, India and Australia
were bound loosely by cricket and Commonwealth ties rather
than strategic convergence; the Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership, now six years old, has since matured from
rhetoric into structure. A 2021 logistics agreement already
lets warships use each other’s ports, and the new defence
declaration reads less like an aspiration than a maintenance
upgrade on an alliance-adjacent partnership.

But it was not smooth sailing for the Indian Prime Minister.
Rights groups, including Amnesty International and Human
Rights Watch, used the visit to press Canberra to raise India’s
democratic backsliding, a criticism that has trailed Modi’s
Australian visits since 2023. It was indeed a low point of the
visit but was not allowed to overshadow the visit.

Where does this leave the two countries? Well, the trajectory
is unmistakably upward, but increasingly instrumental rather
than sentimental. Both governments now speak the language
of supply-chain security, critical minerals, and an “open, rules-
based” Indo-Pacific. The Quad remains the scaffolding; bilateral
deals are increasingly the substance built upon it. If the Jakarta
leg was about breadth — reviving an old civilisational
friendship into hard defence contracts like BrahMos — the
Australia leg was about depth, converting decades of trade and
strategic dialogue into binding commitments. The test now is
delivery: whether CECA is actually concluded, whether uranium
shipments follow the ink, and whether the partnership can
absorb criticism without either side flinching.

Modi’s third visit to Australia, shows a relationship
that has moved past symbolism into the business

of contracts and commitments

India–Australia ties
come of age

West Asia cannot afford another escalation
The renewed military confrontation between the
United States and Iran threatens to undo the fragile
ceasefire that had briefly raised hopes of stability in
West Asia. Fresh US airstrikes followed by Iranian
missile attacks on Gulf countries have once again
pushed the region towards a dangerous conflict with
consequences extending far beyond its borders.

The Strait of Hormuz, through which nearly one-fifth
of the world’s oil and gas supplies pass, remains at the
centre of the crisis. Any disruption to shipping through
this vital waterway risks triggering higher energy prices,
supply-chain disruptions and economic uncertainty
worldwide. The latest violence has also cast serious
doubt over planned negotiations on reopening the
Strait and addressing Iran’s contentious nuclear
programme.Military retaliation may satisfy immediate
strategic objectives, but it seldom produces lasting
peace. Continued escalation only heightens the risk of
miscalculation and draws more countries into an
already volatile conflict. The international community
must intensify diplomatic efforts to restore the ceasefire
and bring both sides back to the negotiating table.
Dialogue remains the only sustainable path towards
regional stability and global energy security.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

Elder care requires collective action
This refers to “Elder care is not optional, it is a social
responsibility” (July 9). The article rightly highlights how
rapid urbanisation and changing family structures have
weakened traditional support systems for senior
citizens. While restoring old values is desirable,
practical solutions are equally essential.Emotional
bonds cannot be legislated, but effective community
support can certainly be created. Resident Welfare
Associations can maintain registries of elderly people
living alone, local police can conduct regular welfare
visits, and corporate social responsibility funds can
strengthen neighbourhood care initiatives. Such
measures are affordable, practical and capable of
significantly improving the safety and dignity of senior
citizens.At the same time, India must prepare for the
challenges of an ageing population by strengthening
healthcare, age-friendly urban infrastructure and
workplace policies that support caregivers. Old-age
homes alone cannot address the growing need, nor can
nuclear families shoulder the entire responsibility. 

A balanced approach combining legal safeguards,
community participation and intergenerational
engagement is the need of the hour. How a society
treats its elderly reflects its moral character. 

VEDA CHIDANAND | BENGALURU
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Farmers transplant paddy saplings in a field during monsoon, in Ranchi, Jharkhand
PHOTO: PTI
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Politics is meant to be debated in

Parliament, not allowed to poison

friendships and family

relationships. While political

leaders are expected to disagree,

ordinary citizens need not become

foot soldiers of any party.

Unfortunately, many people now

treat criticism of their favourite

leader or party as a personal

attack, replacing reason with blind

loyalty.Political discussions

increasingly descend into hostility,

with friends and even elderly

citizens exchanging insults over

issues beyond their control. 

More worrying is the tendency

to focus on a leader’s attire,

appearance or style rather than

governance, policies and

performance. Likewise, official

foreign visits by ministers are

often dismissed as leisure trips,

ignoring the complexities of

diplomacy. Leaders should be

judged by their competence,

integrity and public service—not

ideological or religious affinity.

The greatest threat to

democracy is not rivalry between

political parties but growing

intolerance among citizens.

Healthy democracies thrive on

informed debate and mutual

respect, not unquestioning

allegiance. Governments will come

and go, but damaged relationships

are far harder to rebuild. No

political ideology is worth

sacrificing civility, respect and

cherished human bonds.

Democracy is strengthened by

informed dialogue, mutual respect

and tolerance. Political differences

should never outweigh humanity,

because governments change with

time, but broken friendships,

divided families and lost trust are

far harder to restore.

AP THIRUVADI | CHENNAI
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To achieve Viksit Bharat by 2047, the existing administrative framework must be strengthened. India needs a governance
model that combines the strengths of experienced administrators with the knowledge and analytical capabilities of technical

experts. A practical solution would be to establish a structured techno-bureaucratic framework within the government

Viksit Bharat demands a techno-bureaucracy
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Justice must be swift as well as fair
The recent Gujarat High Court judgment upholding
the convictions in the 2008 Ahmedabad serial
blasts case has reaffirmed the common citizen’s
faith in the judiciary. The horrific attacks claimed 56
innocent lives, injured nearly 200 people and
terrorised the nation for over an hour. 

The court’s decision to uphold death sentences
for 38 convicts and life imprisonment for 11 others
sends a strong message that terrorism will not go
unpunished.For the families who lost loved ones,
the verdict offers some measure of closure, though
no judgment can compensate for the loss of
precious human lives or erase the emotional scars
left behind. Justice, however, loses much of its
meaning when it arrives after years of waiting. 

Victims and their families deserve timely
resolution, not prolonged uncertainty that deepens
their suffering.The judiciary continues to command
immense public trust because it remains the last
refuge of justice. To strengthen that faith further,
cases involving terrorism and other heinous crimes
must be heard and decided without avoidable
delays. Justice should not only be fair and impartial;
it must also be delivered within a reasonable time.

SUNIL OKHADE | INDORE

PRAVEEN
GUPTA

India’s aspiration to become a developed nation
by 2047 is not merely an economic objective; it
is a civilizational mission. The vision of Viksit
Bharat encompasses technological leadership,
food, nutrition and health security, climate
resilience, digital inclusion, energy security, and
global competitiveness. Achieving these ambi-
tions, however, requires more than investments
and infrastructure. It demands a fundamental
transformation in the way India governs itself. 

While India’s economy and society have
undergone remarkable changes over the past
three decades, many aspects of its administra-
tive architecture continue to reflect structures
designed for a different era. One of the most sig-
nificant yet least discussed challenges lies in the
composition of senior leadership within the
Government of India. Today, strategic policymak-
ing positions at the level of Joint Secretary and
above are overwhelmingly occupied by tradition-
al career civil service cadres. 

There is no dispute regarding the historic con-
tribution of India’s civil services to nation-build-
ing. However, the governance challenges of the
twenty-first century increasingly require a com-
bination of administrative capability and deep
domain expertise. The world is entering an era
shaped by artificial intelligence, quantum tech-
nologies, cybersecurity, biotechnology, climate
adaptation, digital public infrastructure, precision
agriculture, and advanced healthcare systems.
Public policy in these sectors cannot rely solely
on administrative experience. It requires leaders
who possess first-hand knowledge of the tech-
nologies, scientific principles, and institutional
ecosystems involved. 

Ironically, India already possesses a vast reser-
voir of such expertise within its own public S&T
institutions. Scientists, Engineers, Technologists,
and Research leaders from organisations such as
ISRO, DRDO, DAE, CSIR, ICMR, ICAR, IMD, FSI, WII,
ICFRE, NIC, C-DAC, STQC, and NCMRWF have played
a pivotal role in advancing national development.
They have built satellites, secured strategic tech-
nologies, strengthened food security, devel-
oped digital governance platforms, expanded sci-
entific research, and enhanced public service
delivery. 

Yet, despite their immense contributions,
these experts remain largely excluded from the
highest levels of policy leadership. Their career
progression follows separate scientific and tech-
nical cadres, placing them outside the main-
stream empanelment mechanisms used for
senior government appointments by the

India’s mental health challenge needs more than awareness
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Education has
always been the first
step of progress.
However, in the
rural landscape, 
the conversation
around education
must move beyond
textbooks, examina-
tions, and class-
room attendance.
True education is
generally beyond

acquiring knowledge. It is about developing the
skills, values and confidence needed to navigate
life’s challenges and opportunities. Rural educa-
tion must focus on a holistic approach to
achieve inclusive and sustainable growth. 

The Need to Go Beyond Traditional
Learning
The majority of villagers are considered to be
first-time learners; however, it is also crucial that
these children receive training in practical skills
in order to prepare them to succeed in today’s
world. Critical thinking, communication skills,
teamwork, problem-solving, financial manage-
ment, digital literacy, and overall awareness are
very much needed in today’s fast-moving world.
All these skills will help students make good

choices regarding their lives, whether
in the workforce or otherwise, and
contribute to the improvement of
their communities.

India’s rural communities are
rapidly changing due to technology,
entrepreneurship and new opportu-
nities. The education system must
change and be able to assist our stu-
dents in this transitional period, in
order to guarantee that our students
will have a bright future. In addition
to teaching mathematics and science,
schools should teach children about
leadership, creativity, social values,
environmental awareness and person-
al development.

Experiential Learning: Building
Confidence and Capability
The most effective way to promote holistic edu-
cation is through experiential learning.
Experiential learning encompasses a variety of
activities such as sports, arts, cultural pro-
grams, community service, and vocational train-
ing. These types of activities give students the
ability to build confidence and develop practi-
cal skills, as well as teach them important life
skills such as discipline, resilience, teamwork, and
responsibility that are difficult to develop

through traditional classroom instruction. By
encouraging students to participate in experi-
ential learning activities, educational institutions
help students identify their strengths while
expanding their understanding of what is pos-
sible in their lives and careers.

Digital Literacy for a Changing World
Digital literacy is another fundamental principle
for a holistic education. The rapid growth of tech-

nology has changed the way
people communicate, conduct
business, and access and
utilise information. As technol-
ogy becomes an ever-increas-
ing part of everyday life, rural
students will need to be
equipped with the knowledge
and ability to access informa-
tion, responsibly use digital
technology, and seek new
learning opportunities.

Bridging the digital divide
offers tremendous potential
and ensures that rural stu-
dents can compete with urban
students on an equal basis.
Access to digital  media
resources also gives rural
youth new opportunities for

online learning, developing new skills, creating
their own businesses and contributing to the
growth of India.

Nurturing Values and Responsible
Citizenship
Equally important is the role of values and char-
acter building. Education should nurture empathy,
integrity, respect, and a sense of civic responsibil-
ity. When young people understand their duties

toward society and the environment, they grow
into responsible citizens capable of driving posi-
tive change. Such values are particularly important
in strengthening community bonds and preserv-
ing the social fabric of rural India.

Teachers and parents play a vital role in this
transformation. Their encouragement and
support can help students discover their talents,
pursue their aspirations, and develop self-
belief. Educational institutions must work closely
with families and local communities to create
an ecosystem that supports holistic growth.
Preparing Rural Youth for the Future

The future of rural India depends on empow-
ering its youth with more than academic qual-
ifications. By integrating life skills, technology,
values, and practical learning into education, we
can create a generation that is not only educat-
ed but also capable, confident, and future-
ready. Holistic education is not merely an edu-
cational reform; it is an investment in the social
and economic development of the nation.
When rural students are equipped to succeed
in all aspects of life, the entire country moves
forward together.

On 30 May, I was at the Cambridge Union in conversa-
tion with Professor Jaideep Prabhu. In that hall, where
Churchill and Hawking have both been heard, the audi-
ence before me was made up largely of economics and
management students. But one thing became clear very
quickly. However sophisticated the education, there
comes a point where no theory helps and no degree
comes to the rescue. At that point, the question is no
longer about the world. It is about the questioner. A one-
hour session stretched into conversations over nearly
two days.

And what I saw at Cambridge, I saw throughout the
tour. At Oxford, in the British Parliament, at the London School of Economics, and in
public dialogues. The lack was the same. People know a great deal, but they do not
know themselves. What do the world’s finest universities teach, and what do they
still fail to teach?

Let us begin fairly. Western higher education has immense strengths. It has reason,
analysis, and intellectual honesty. Science has dignity because it does not rush to con-
clusion. It says: first I will observe, test, verify.

On 8 June, at Oxford, I was speaking on the second mantra of the Ishavasya Upanishad
in a setting connected, a century and a half earlier, with Max Muller’s role in intro-
ducing that very text into the Western scholarly world. On 12 June, at the British
Parliament, I spoke on “Asato Ma Sad Gamaya.” Universities know how to study the
world, but the most important question is left untouched. In the statement “I know,”
who is this “I”?

That is where education remains incomplete.
If you inform a person about the world, but never examine the one gathering that

information, education remains incomplete. If the eye itself is distorted, then what-
ever it sees will also be seen wrongly. All outer knowledge then ends up serving inner
distortion.

So the real problem is not a lack of information. The real problem is the condition
of the knower.

Knowledge is value-
neutral; the user of knowl-
edge is not. A tool is neither
good, nor bad in itself. But
if the one holding the tool
is inwardly distorted, the
tool becomes a weapon.
Technology then serves
exploitation. Economics
serves greed, politics serves
domination.

On 2 July, in a conversa-
tion with the Cambridge-
trained biologist Dr Rupert
Sheldrake on conscious-
ness and the limits of science, the same point became even clearer. Science asks what
a thing is, and how it works. But science, by its nature, does not investigate the one
asking those questions. As long as science remains within its domain, it is honest and
beautiful. The trouble begins when the limits of science are declared to be the limits
of reality itself. Then science turns into scientism. And scientism is very useful to the
ego. It allows a person to say: only what is outside is real.

That is where the real trouble begins.
At the London School of Economics, in a dialogue with Professor Jonathan Birch

on animal consciousness, whose research contributed to UK law recognising even
octopuses and crabs as sentient beings, I offered the example of a drunk driver. If a
man is driving drunk and we keep improving the roads, softening the barriers, and
speeding up the ambulance, will the basic problem be solved? No. There may be some
relief, but the root remains untouched. In the very week I was in London, there were
severe heatwaves, yet the discussion kept returning to new technology, not to the
appetite producing the heat in the first place. But one question is still avoided: who
is the one doing all this?

The same point came up again in my conversation with PETA’s senior vice-presi-
dent on 3 July. The exploited may change. Sometimes it is the animal, sometimes the
river, sometimes the forest. The exploiter remains almost the same: conditioned, fearful,
acquisitive, violent ego. Unless education touches this ego, education produces civilised
barbarism. The outer polish remains.

Now let us turn to India.
India has had the language of self-knowledge. The Upanishads are here, vedanta

is here. India’s real contribution was this: before you know the world, see who it is
that is knowing. The Ishavasya expresses this in two words: vidya and avidya. If you
pursue only avidya, only outer knowledge, you remain in darkness. If you cling only
to vidya, in a merely verbal sense, you fall into deeper darkness still. One crosses only
by carrying both together. The fault lies not in outer knowledge but in the blindness
of the one using it.

And India’s tragedy is this: we have repeated this wisdom far more than we have
lived it. We have turned it into identity, ritual, sentiment, convenience, and display.
What could cut into a person, shake him, and transform him, we set aside. What could
become spectacle, we kept.

So this is not a question of East versus West, nor of one civilisation being superior
to another. The West knows the outer world very well, but falls silent on the knower.
India had the language of the knower, but now often uses that very language to sustain
the machinery of ego. Yet in both places, human beings remain frightened, greedy,
lonely, and insecure. The real issue is not civilisation, it is consciousness.

Even the students of Oxford and Cambridge, brilliant in their fields, can sense that
something remains missing, some lack that neither degrees nor money can fill. But
their education does not tell them that what is missing is the cleansing of the eye
and the clearing of intent. Because if the knower himself is fearful, greedy, and inward-
ly unclean, then even the best knowledge will finally serve ego and violence.

So what do the world’s finest universities still not teach?
They do not teach you to ask whom your education is serving.
They do not teach you how to examine the knower.
They do not teach you that achievement without self-knowledge also becomes

destructive. They teach the world well. They do not ask
who is receiving that knowledge. And until these ques-
tions enter the centre of education, universities will con-
tinue to produce brilliant, accomplished graduates,
while the human being remains a cause of destruction
for other species and for the Earth itself.
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the cheapest power sources available - an economic asset
as much as an environmental one. It is also a genuine jobs
engine, spanning manufacturing, installation, operations and
research, while rooftop solar, solar pumps, mini-grids and
biogas plants extend reliable electricity to rural communi-
ties once dependent on diesel, advancing goals from poverty
reduction to public health and gender equality. As floods,
cyclones, heatwaves, droughts and wildfires grow more fre-
quent, reliable power becomes critical for hospitals, emer-
gency centres, water systems and relief camps, all of which
can lose power when conventional grids fail. Distributed
renewable systems, including rooftop solar and battery-
backed microgrids, keep essential services running when the
main grid goes down - something India has already put into
practice, extending solar power to hospitals, schools and irri-
gation systems in disaster-prone regions. This echoes the
“Build Back Better” principle under the Sendai Framework
for Disaster Risk Reduction. Toward Viksit Bharat 2047, renew-
able energy is as much an investment in resilience as in clean
power.

India’s renewable ambitions now extend well past solar
and wind. The National Green Hydrogen Mission aims to make
the country a global hub for green hydrogen, a fuel with real
potential to decarbonise hard-to-electrify sectors such as steel,
fertilisers, refining, shipping and heavy transport. Battery
storage is another priority, smoothing out the natural vari-
ability of solar and wind generation, alongside continued
investment in pumped hydro. Offshore wind pilots are under-
way in Gujarat and Tamil Nadu, biomass and mini-hydro pro-
jects continue to expand, and rising EV adoption promises
to further cut reliance on imported fuel.

What Still Needs Work
Real hurdles remain. Grid integration tops the list: solar and
wind output depends on weather, so absorbing it reliably
requires substantial investment in modern infrastructure and
storage. Financing is another constraint - hitting the 500 GW
non-fossil target by 2030 needs capital from international
climate funds, green bonds and public-private partnerships.
Domestic manufacturing also needs strengthening: despite
progress under the production-linked incentive scheme, India
still imports key raw materials for solar panels. Land acqui-
sition, environmental clearances, skilled-workforce shortages
and transmission delays add further complexity, all point-
ing to the need for sustained research and development.

The Way Forward
India’s progress so far shows that economic growth and envi-
ronmental sustainability can advance together. But reach-
ing 500 GW of non-fossil capacity by 2030, and net-zero by
2070, will require sustained policy consistency, investment
and innovation: scaling up rooftop solar and battery storage,
building smarter transmission networks, and expanding
domestic production of solar modules, batteries and elec-
trolysers under the Make in India framework - alongside green
hydrogen, energy efficiency and embedding renewable power
into infrastructure such as hospitals and schools.

The recent turbulence in the Middle East is only the latest
reminder of how exposed fossil-fuel-dependent nations
remain to forces beyond their control. For India, energy inde-
pendence is no longer simply an environmental or econom-
ic goal; it is a strategic necessity tied to national security,
economic stability and climate resilience. This Global
Energy Independence Day carries a clear message: the shift
to clean, self-reliant energy is not merely sound environmen-
tal policy - it is the foundation of a secure and sustainable
future for India.

Renewable energy transition for a
climate-resilient India
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What the world’s finest

universities do not teach
For India, which imports nearly 85 per cent of its crude oil and more than half of its natural gas requirements,

energy independence is no longer merely an environmental aspiration but a strategic imperative. Its rapid
transition to renewable energy is emerging as the cornerstone of economic resilience and climate action 

Educating for life: The case for holistic learning in rural India

Every 10 July, Global
Energy Independence
Day underscores a
simple truth: a nation’s
energy security is insep-
arable from its econom-
ic and strategic stability.
A prolonged war in
Eastern Europe, unrest
across the Middle East,
disrupted shipping
lanes, and a fresh flash-
point between Iran and
the United States have
rattled oil markets in

recent months, exposing how vulnerable countries
remain when they depend on distant, unstable regions
for fuel. Few nations feel that exposure as sharply as
India, which imports close to 85% of its crude oil and
more than half its natural gas - a dependence that shows
up directly in import bills, the balance of payments,
industrial competitiveness, and household budgets. As
the country looks ahead to Viksit Bharat 2047, energy
security has moved from a policy footnote to a nation-
al priority, with India’s decade-long renewable energy
transformation at its centre. 

Conflict in any oil-producing region moves fast
through the global economy: crude prices spike,
freight costs climb, and import-dependent countries
absorb the shock first. India has treated this as a wake-
up call, spending the past decade on one of the world’s
most ambitious energy transitions - one that now ties
together energy security, climate action, economic
growth, technology and disaster preparedness.

Modern life runs on energy - industry, agriculture,
healthcare, education and digital infrastructure all
depend on it. Yet coal, oil and natural gas are also
responsible for roughly three-quarters of global green-
house gas emissions, according to international scien-
tific assessments, driving melting glaciers, erratic
monsoons, prolonged droughts, stronger cyclones
and rising seas - risks that hit India especially hard given
its geography and population. Shifting to renewable
energy is therefore not simply a fuel substitution; it is
one of the most effective tools for cutting climate risk
while strengthening energy security.

As the world’s fastest-growing major economy and
its third-largest electricity consumer, India’s power
demand is set to climb sharply with urbanisation, indus-
trial expansion, digitisation and rising living standards.
Meeting that demand through fossil fuels alone would
deepen import dependence and undercut India’s
climate commitments at once. Renewable energy
avoids that trade-off: it is domestically available, abun-
dant, environmentally sound, and - thanks to falling costs
- genuinely competitive on price.

The Scale of the Renewable Revolution
India’s numbers are striking. Total installed power gen-
eration capacity now exceeds 530 GW, with more than
half drawn from non-fossil sources - meeting a key Paris
Agreement commitment years ahead of its 2030 dead-
line. By March 2026, non-fossil capacity had reached
roughly 283 GW, making India the world’s third-largest
producer of renewable energy, with solar and wind
together contributing nearly three-quarters of that total.

A few figures capture the pace of change: Solar power
capacity has crossed 150 GW; wind has passed 56 GW
and India now ranks as the world’s third-largest renew-
able energy producer. This growth has been driven by
coordinated policy support: the National Solar Mission,
the PM Surya Ghar rooftop solar scheme, ultra-mega solar
parks, production-linked manufacturing incentives,
and sustained investment in transmission infrastructure.

India’s Place on the Global Climate Stage
India’s renewable energy record has also strengthened
its standing as a global climate leader. At COP26, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi announced the “Panchamrit”
commitments: 500 GW of non-fossil power capacity by
2030, meeting half of India’s energy needs from non-fossil
sources, cutting a billion tonnes of projected carbon emis-
sions, reducing the emissions intensity of GDP by 45%
against 2005 levels, and reaching net-zero by 2070. India
has also pushed for developing nations to get adequate
climate financing, technology transfer and capacity-build-
ing support, backing that stance through initiatives like
the International Solar Alliance, co-founded with France.

More Than Just Clean Power
Renewable energy’s value now reaches well beyond
emissions reduction. Cutting reliance on imported fuel
strengthens energy security and improves air quality,
and steep declines in solar tariffs have made it one of

INDIA’S RENEWABLE
AMBITIONS NOW

EXTEND WELL PAST
SOLAR AND WIND.

THE NATIONAL
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MAKE THE COUNTRY
A GLOBAL HUB FOR
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DECARBONISE HARD-
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STEEL, FERTILISERS,
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TRANSPORT

SATENDRA
SINGH



When  allies  ignore  allies 

The  real  competitiveness  trap  

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

Incorporating and directly descended from 
the Friends of India -founded 1818

A nation’s bookshelves often reveal more about its future 
than its election slogans. What people choose to read 
reflects not only their interests but also their anxieties, 
ambitions and sense of identity. In India, the growing 

popularity of English-language books offers a revealing, if 
incomplete, glimpse into a society negotiating rapid economic 
change, social mobility and cultural self-confidence. The striking 
feature of today’s reading trends is the dominance of aspiration 
over escapism. Self-improvement, entrepreneurship, personal 
finance, mythology, history, spirituality and leadership have 
emerged as some of the most sought-after genres. They point to a 
middle class less preoccupied with abstract ideological debates 
than with navigating an increasingly competitive world.  

For millions of first-generation professionals and 
entrepreneurs, books have become practical guides to 
advancement as much as sources of knowledge or 
entertainment. This shift mirrors broader changes in India’s 
economy. Liberalisation, digital connectivity and expanding 
educational opportunities have created a generation that sees 
success as attainable through individual effort. Reading, 
therefore, is no longer merely a cultural pursuit; it has become 
an investment in personal capital. The popularity of books 
promising better careers, financial literacy or entrepreneurial 
success reflects faith in upward mobility, even if that faith is 
often tested by unequal opportunities and persistent structural 
barriers. Equally significant is the renewed interest in Indian 
mythology, civilisational history and philosophical traditions. Far 
from representing nostalgia alone, these works suggest a search 
for rootedness amid rapid modernisation. As India becomes 
more globally integrated, many readers appear eager to reconcile 
economic ambition with cultural continuity. This does not 
necessarily imply ideological conformity. Rather, it reflects a 
desire to understand modern aspirations through familiar 
historical and civilisational frameworks. Yet any sweeping 
conclusions should be approached with caution.  

English-language publishing represents only one segment of 
India’s extraordinarily diverse reading culture. Regional- 
language literature continues to thrive across states, often 
exploring themes and concerns quite distinct from those 
dominating English bestseller lists. Moreover, purchasing a 
bestseller is not always the same as reading it, and online 
platforms, podcasts and short-form videos increasingly compete 
with books for public attention. Nevertheless, reading habits 
remain among the most reliable indicators of a society’s 
intellectual direction because books demand sustained 
engagement rather than fleeting attention. They reveal what 
people are willing to invest time, money and thought in. In India’s 
case, that investment increasingly centres on acquiring skills, 
improving lives and understanding identity in a rapidly changing 
world.  The country’s reading preferences therefore tell a larger 
story. They depict a society that is optimistic without being 
complacent, ambitious without entirely abandoning tradition, 
and increasingly convinced that personal transformation is both 
possible and desirable. If the books Indians are buying today are 
any guide, the defining aspiration of contemporary India is not 
simply to become wealthier, but to become more capable, more 
confident and more certain of its place in the world.

The current Middle East crisis 
demonstrates that American power 
has not vanished, but rather that 
dominant powers struggle to enforce 

their will in a fractured global landscape. 
Washington has made no end of efforts 

to put the region right and broker an end to 
hostilities. However, Israel has gone ahead 
with military action anyway, putting at risk 
the very diplomatic accords the U.S. has 
laboured over. In the end, it is more than 
just another crisis in the Middle East;  
it is a direct affront to American authority, 
not to mention the threat it poses to global 
economic stability. 

President Trump has invested significant 
political influence in maintaining ceasefires 
and open passage through the Strait of 
Hormuz. That waterway accounts for some 
20 per cent of the world’s oil trade. There 
were recent understandings with Tehran 
designed to calm energy markets and get 
maritime commerce back on track as a 
prelude to talks on Iran’s nuclear programme. 
Instead, fresh military activity between 
Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon has done 
damage to those agreements and left Iran 
to make threats about access through the 
Strait of Hormuz.  

Such Israeli arrogance is attributable to 
the divergence in strategic objectives between 
Washington and Jerusalem. The Trump 
administration is after a measure of stability. 
It wants to see energy prices come down, 
trim its military involvement, and have some 
diplomatic wins to point to as foreign  
policy successes. 

Israel is operating on a different set of 
numbers. A ceasefire with Hezbollah or 
Iran’s influence in the region left unchallenged 
is nothing more than a deferral of the next 
round of hostilities for Israel’s security 
establishment. Israeli leaders would often 
feel they had no choice but to apply military 
pressure despite Washington’s restraint. 
They are making it clear that what they are 
doing is a necessary response to the threats 
and transgressions of their enemies. 

Adding to divergent regional interests is 

domestic politics. Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu is experiencing considerable 
domestic pressure. Ever since the Hamas 
onslaught in October 2023, security has 
dominated the political landscape in Israel. 
In that climate, caving in to foreign restraints 
can be a liability. For Israeli officials, legitimacy 
rests on showing they have the mettle to act 
militarily rather than appeasing American 
diplomats. Their conduct is less an act of 
defiance than the product of a political 
culture that values its own autonomy. 

Then there is the bigger question of 
American influence. One has to wonder 
how Israel can so consistently have its 
way with events in the face of what looks 
like clear disapproval from the U.S. One 
explanation lies in the imbalance in the 
relationship between the two countries. 
True, Israel is heavily reliant on America 
for its military, diplomatic, and financial 
backing. However, over time, one American 
administration after another has made 
a political point of standing behind Israel. 

It is a paradox: Washington has all the 
leverage in the world but cannot apply it 
to Israel. This configuration yields 
substantial operational autonomy despite 
Israel’s established dependence. It is 
readily apparent that the Israeli leadership 
understands their American counterparts 
are unlikely to destabilize the alliance, 
regardless of any displeasure. Consequently, 
disagreements are more likely to be verbal 
rather than consequential. 

For Trump, there are options. He could 
tie the next tranche of military aid to Israel’s 
honouring of its ceasefire obligations. He 
could make it plain that continued support 
is contingent on strategic coordination. 
However, that would be a domestic political 
liability and would run into opposition in 
Congress and among policymakers. So the 
problem for him is not a lack of cards to play 
but the inclination to use them. 

The Trump administration has given a 
temporary green light to Iranian oil exports, 
which only muddies the waters. In one 
sense, Washington is acknowledging it has 
no choice but to stabilize the global energy 
market and get the Strait of Hormuz open 
again; these are unavoidable economic 
imperatives. However, the decision also puts 

a fine point on how at odds American 
de-escalation is with what regional powers 
are thinking from a security standpoint. 
The US administration is making it plain 
that its first priority is to put things back to 
normal economically and see energy flow 
freely, even when the situation on the ground 
makes for frustrating reading. 

There is a more contentious way to read 
the latest developments: the rift between 
Washington and Jerusalem is not as real as 

it seems. Take the case of 
Trump’s open irritation with 
what Israel is up to. Perhaps 
it is perfectly compatible 
with a quiet nod to some 
military overreach on their 
part, so long as it is in America’s 
economic or strategic interest. 
These ripples heighten the 
need for security assurances, 
inflate the cost of American 
energy exports and arms 
transactions with apprehensive 
regional neighbors, and 
solidify America's significance 
during an era of increasing 
global multipolarity. 

However, one would be 
hard-pressed to find much 
in the way of proof for such 
claims. The United States 
has its own skin in the game 

when it comes to the costs of a protracted 
mess: inflation, volatile financial markets, 
trade disruptions, and higher oil prices are 
burdens we cannot ignore. The Trump 
administration has been quite clear that 
stabilizing the region and keeping energy 
costs down are policy priorities. While it is 
easy for critics to suspect Washington is 
reaping indirect rewards from controlled 
chaos, there is no solid basis to say Trump 
is countenancing ceasefire violations for a 
commercial payoff. 

One must not ignore the reticence displayed 
by China and Russia. They have been 
denouncing Western interventionism and 
touting multipolarity for years. However, 
neither has shown the least intention or 
ability to step in and mediate the current 
crisis. Beijing is being circumspect for 
good reason. With energy security and the 

economy as its top priorities and deep 
commercial ties in the Gulf, it has no desire 
to get drawn into a military quagmire; it is 
not taking any chances.  

Moscow is in much the same boat. With 
complicated dealings with Iran, Israel, and 
various Arab states on top of the Ukraine 
War, the resources and motivation to do 
something are not there. Neither wants to 
be left holding the bag for a conflict the U.S. 
itself has trouble containing. 

India can afford no passivity in this matter. 
With its economic interests put at risk by 
the trouble in Hormuz, inaction is simply 
not on the table. Instability in Hormuz and 
oil price spikes are visibly affecting India 
due to its reliance on Gulf energy. What 
New Delhi needs to do is to mount a diplomatic 
offensive of its own. To begin, it is advisable 
to collaborate with other prominent Asian 
consumers, specifically China, South Korea, 
and Japan, to establish a unified strategy 
for safeguarding maritime commerce. 

India should also deepen ties with the 
Gulf monarchies, Iran, and the U.S., clarifying 
that it is a stakeholder in regional stability 
and not merely looking on from the sidelines. 
Moreover, to lessen the impact of any future 
shocks, New Delhi must get on with diversifying 
its strategic reserves and supply lines. 

There is analytical interest in the present 
moment for what it reveals about a structural 
shift in international politics. The post-Cold 
War era was founded on the assumption 
that the United States could simultaneously 
fulfill the roles of security guarantor, ally 
management, and facilitator of global trade. 
For India, China, Japan, South Korea, and 
most of Europe, being able to navigate these 
waters is an economic imperative, not an 
abstract notion. If recurring disputes in the 
region jeopardize the world's foremost energy 
conduit, the situation escalates from a Middle 
Eastern security concern to a matter of 
global governance. 

The fragmented international system 
exhibits a lack of purpose. The most  
troubling thing about this crisis is not that 
power is dissipating, responsibility is.  
Should key stakeholders be capable of 
implementing measures but decline to 
address deficiencies, there is no escaping 
this enduring state of disquiet.

Throughout the developed world, 
you hear the same anxious story. 
From Brussels to Washington, 
political and business leaders 

warn that our economies have grown 
uncompetitive because wages are too 
high, and regulation too burdensome.  

Make labor cheaper and deregulate, we 
are told, and private investment will 
abound. This diagnosis may sound like 
common sense to some.  

But we now have ample evidence and 
real-world experience to know that it is 
dead wrong.  

In a new study for the European Trade 
Union Confederation, my colleagues and 
I followed the money to test this hypothesis, 
analyzing the financial records of Europe’s 
300 largest publicly listed non-financial 
corporations over the last 25 years.  

Our findings should trouble policymakers 
both in Europe and beyond. For two 
decades, capital has been abundant and 
cheap and corporate profits strong; yet 
investment, productivity and wages have 
stalled. The binding constraint on growth 
has not been the price of labor, but the 
allocation of capital.  

Our study details how large 
firms maintain healthy profit 
margins for their shareholders 
even as real operations are 
squeezed.  

Companies increasingly earn 
their keep as financial actors, 
collecting interest on bonds 
or treasuries, receiving dividends, and 
lending to their own customers, rather 
than as producers.  

As a result, shareholder payouts have 

grown faster than the profits that fund 
them. Not only does the non-financial 
corporate sector in Europe now save more 
than it invests, but since 2009, it has been 
a net lender to the rest of the economy, a 
striking inversion of its historic role.  

When the profits of Europe’s largest 
firms are increasingly routed into share 

buybacks, dividends and financial 
assets rather than into production 
and innovation, the result is a mounting 
social cost of misdirected capital.  

As the returns on productive capital 
fall, it becomes more attractive to put 
each additional euro into financial 
assets than toward a new factory or 

laboratory.   
Across the firms we studied, the capital 

stock is in net depletion; and across 
Europe’s non-financial corporate sector, 

net capital formation has more than halved 
as a percentage of GDP since 2000, from 
3.7 percent to 1.6 percent.  

For every euro of profit Europe’s 
non-financial corporations earned, the 
share reinvested, net of depreciation, in 
new productive capacity more than halved, 
falling from 18.9 percent in 2000 to just 
7.4 percent in 2024.  

Workers have paid for this continued 
financial accumulation. Labor’s share of 
income in the real economy is lower today 
than it was in 2000, and it is still declining 
in several major European countries.  

More than two-thirds of the companies 
we examined had announced restructuring 
events, putting 2.7 million European jobs 
at risk, and nearly 80 percent of those 
announcements came from firms that 
booked a profit the same year.  

The disappearance of Satluj from an Indian streaming 
platform within days of its release is about far more 
than the fate of a single film. It raises a larger question 
that democratic societies cannot afford to ignore: who 

gets to shape public memory, and by what process? Every nation 
has painful chapters in its history. India’s battle against militancy 
in Punjab remains one of them. The insurgency claimed 
thousands of lives, including civilians, security personnel and 
political leaders. It also left behind allegations of excesses by state 
agencies, many of which have been examined by courts, 
commissions and investigative bodies over the years.  

A mature democracy should possess the confidence to 
confront both realities simultaneously rather than reducing 
history to a single, officially sanctioned narrative. The irony is 
striking. India has gradually moved towards a more liberal 
ecosystem for digital content, where streaming platforms were 
expected to widen the space for creative expression beyond the 
traditional censorship model applicable to theatrical films.  

Yet the swift withdrawal of Satluj demonstrates that digital 
distribution is no guarantee against official intervention. The 
distinction between certification and post-release regulation may 
exist in law, but for filmmakers the practical uncertainty remains 
substantial. The disappearance of Satluj also highlights the need 
for transparency. Regulatory decisions command greater public 
confidence when governments clearly explain the legal basis for 
their actions. Silence fuels speculation, political polarisation and 
allegations of arbitrary censorship. Neither artists nor audiences 
benefit when important decisions are shrouded in ambiguity.  

This episode also exposes the costs of regulatory 
unpredictability. Films dealing with sensitive historical or 
political subjects already face considerable financial and legal 
risks. Producers, distributors and streaming platforms may 
increasingly conclude that certain themes are simply not worth 
pursuing. Such self-censorship is often more damaging than 
formal censorship because it narrows public discourse long 
before any regulator intervenes.  

That does not mean artistic freedom is absolute. Democracies 
routinely impose reasonable restrictions relating to incitement, 
national security and public order. But these restrictions derive 
legitimacy only when they are exercised through transparent 
procedures, narrowly tailored legal standards and decisions that 
can withstand judicial scrutiny. Otherwise, the boundary 
between lawful regulation and suppression of uncomfortable 
narratives becomes increasingly difficult to discern. India's 
democratic strength has never rested on the absence of 
disagreement. It has rested on the capacity of its institutions to 
accommodate competing interpretations of history while 
allowing facts to be tested through debate, scholarship and the 
courts. Cinema, like literature and journalism, often challenges 
settled assumptions. That can be uncomfortable, but discomfort 
alone cannot become the standard for restricting artistic 
expression. The controversy surrounding Satluj should therefore 
prompt a broader institutional conversation.  

A democracy confident in its constitutional foundations need 
not fear difficult stories. It should instead ensure that when such 
stories are questioned, the reasons are public, the process is fair 
and the principles are applied consistently. Only then can 
regulation command respect without diminishing the freedom 
that gives democratic culture its vitality.

Reading  India 

The Memory Battle 

For Trump, there are options. 
He could tie the next tranche of 
military aid to Israel's 
honouring of its ceasefire 
obligations. He could make it 
plain that continued support is 
contingent on strategic 
coordination. However, that 
would be a domestic political 
liability and would run into 
opposition in Congress and 
among policymakers. So the 
problem for him is not a lack of 
cards to play but the inclination 
to use them
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Paying a price 
Sir, Apropos “Heavy rains ravage Maha: 

floods, landslides, and waterlogging bring 
life to standstill” (The Statesman, July 7), 
torrential rains and massive deluge are not 
new to Mumbai. This time around, the 
monsoon arrived late and  there was an 
unambiguous Indian Meteorological 
Department(IMD) warning. 

 The important message that emanates 
from the massive yearly rains and the 
subsequent damage is clear: authorities are 
yet to learn to respect nature and its 
inconsistency.  

Like many major cities of the country, 
Mumbai is paying the price for massive 
urbanisation and poor  planning, especially 
water management.  Major exigency plans 
to mitigate rain woes are hardly in sight.  

Due to its geography, rain water absorption 
and emptying is extremely vital for the city. 
Old drainage systems require an urgent 

review. Ineffective drainage system has put 
a high load on the final outlets that empty 
into the sea.   

The basic ground water absorption system 
has taken a hit by concretisation of land. 
Removal of encroachments is not forthcoming 
for obvious reasons. Exhaustive and relentless 
study on geography, rain water absorption 
and emptying cannot wait anymore.  

Yours, etc., Dr Ganapathi  Bhat, 
Akola, 7 July. 

 

Suicides 
Sir, Vidarbha and Marathwada have 

once again emerged as the regions with the 

highest number of farmer suicides in 
Maharashtra. Unseasonal rainfall, drought, 
rising cultivation costs, the lack of assured 
minimum support prices, mounting debt, 
climate change-induced uncertainty, and 
declining agricultural income have trapped 
farmers in a vicious cycle of economic and 
psychological distress.  

The National Crime Records Bureau 
(NCRB) report, Crime in India, has once 
again highlighted the painful reality facing 
Maharashtra's agricultural sector. Maharashtra 
continues to account for the highest share 
of farmer and agricultural labourer suicides 
in the country, with nearly one of every 
three such suicides being reported from 
the state.  

Although there are claims of a slight 
decline in farmer suicides at the national 
level, the data clearly indicates that 
Maharashtra's agrarian crisis remains severe. 
According to the NCRB, a total of 10,546 
farmers and agricultural labourers died by 

suicide across India, of which 3,824 cases 
were reported from Maharashtra alone.  

 Unless policymakers ensure stable farm 
incomes, effective minimum support prices, 
comprehensive crop insurance, improved 
water conservation, and climate-resilient 
agricultural policies, this tragic cycle is 
unlikely to end. 

Yours, etc., Dattaprasad Shirodkar, 
Mumbai, 7 July. 

 

Public trust 
Sir, During his recent visit to Ujjain, Chief 

Election Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar 
praised India as “the most transparent, 
efficient and competent democracy in the 
world.” It’s almost a textbook case of what 
critics call performative legitimacy: institutions 
proclaiming their strength and purity 
precisely when public trust is fraying. 

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley,  
Dewas, 6 July.



WITHOUT A 
PRECEDENT 

POSITION OF 
CANADIAN 
GOVERNMENT 
TORONTO, JULY 

MR. Stevens, the acting Minister of 
Customs, in a speech declared that the 
issue of the elections was not a constitutional 
issue, which the Liberals were endeavouring 
to make it. Every move of Mr. Meighen 
and his associates accorded with precedent. 
They had acted always on the advice of 
law officers. 

He asked where in all the constitutional 
history of the British Empire could Mr. 
King produce a precedent where a 
Government thrice defeated on motions 
involving its honour and integrity had 
been able to secure a dissolution. 

Mr. Stevens declared that the public 
Treasury had lost thirty million dollars 
annually owing to Customs irregularities. 
He promised a drastic investigation and 
war against rum-running.— Reuter. 

 
 

DESERT ROMANCE 

MARRIAGE 
ANNULLED IN 
PARIS COURT 
(SPECIAL CABLE.) 
PARIS, JULY 

AN explorer’s romance, which was 
followed by a marriage in the desert, 
has abruptly ended in the Court annulling 
the marriage on the husband’s application. 

Count Jacques de Leddain met a young 
American girl while he was attempting 
to cross the Gobi Desert in the Tibetan 
Plateau towards India and the marriage 
was performed at Chabernooy in the 
heart of the desert by two Belgian 
missionaries. A child was born to the 
Count. 

The Count pleaded before the Court 
that the marriage was irregular and the 
Court decided that, in view of the lady’s 
good faith, the marriage should have 
certain civil consequences for herself 
and the child.—Copyright. 
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Uttarakhand E ducation 
Minister and the state's 
well-known organisational 
strategist, Dhan Singh Rawat, 

has consistently earned the confidence 
of the BJP's central leadership to 
manage parts of its election campaigns 
in poll-bound states across the country. 
His organisational capabilities have 
del ivere d p osit ive  results  in 
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, parts 
of West Bengal, and other states. 

In a candid conversation with 
Prithviraj Singh, Rawat explains why 
the BJP is confident of winning the 
2027 state Assembly elections and 
how the government can be credited 
with the state's achievements in 
education and other sectors. 

 
Q: Uttarakhand has reached 

election year. Do you think the 
BJP will be able to repeat its past 
two performances?  

A: Yes, the BJP will secure a third 
consecutive term in the 2027 Assembly 
elections. The people of Uttarakhand 
have always supported nationalist 
forces and political parties. They have 
been comparing the Congress party's 
60 years in power with the BJP's 
15-year tenure, particularly since Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi took office. 

It is a well-known fact that infrastructure 
projects worth Rs 2 lakh crore are 
currently underway in Uttarakhand. 
The double-engine government is 
providing free education, the BPL 
Antyodaya ration scheme, the PM 
Kisan Samman Nidhi, and several 
other social welfare schemes across 
every nook and corner of the state. 
The BJP government has outperformed 
previous governments in delivering 
welfare schemes to the people. 

The people of Uttarakhand witnessed 
widespread corruption during the 
Congress rule, leaving them with little 
reason to return the party to power. It 
is premature to predict the exact 
number of seats at this stage, but the 
BJP appears well-positioned to secure 
a comfortable victory. 

 
Q: Don�t you carry the burden 

of anti-incumbency? 
A: Over the last four years, around 

20 lakh people in Uttarakhand have 
received free health cards. Today, tap 
water connections have reached almost 
every household in the state. Schools 
are available in every block, and there 
are no school dropouts in the state.  

 
Q:  It is being said that elections 

may be held earlier to avoid a 
clash with the Kumbh festival, 
which is scheduled to take place 
in January 2027. Do you think it 
would be appropriate to advance 
the polling date? 

A: Although this is a matter for the 
Election Commission of India, I do 
not see any compelling reason to 
advance the dates. The Kumbh festival 
primarily affects Haridwar, and that 
too only from January 2027 onwards. 
Advancing the election dates is unlikely, 
as four other states will also have to 
go to the polls simultaneously. 

 
Q: The Uttarakhand government 

has also begun taking bulldozer 
action. Do you think this is an 
appropriate approach for the 
government to adopt? 

A :  I l legal  constr uct ions and 
encroachments on government land 
will have to be cleared, and it is the 
responsibility of the government to 

do so. Illegal constructions must be 
dismantled. 

It is not true that people oppose 
b ul ldozer  drives  against  i l legal 
constructions and encroachments on 
forest and government land. On the 
contrary, the public has always supported 
anti-encroachment drives. The massive 
anti-encroachment action and demolition 
of illegal constructions carried out by 
the General B C Khanduri government 
in Dehradun received widespread 
public support. 

There is no alternative to using 
bulldozers against illegal constructions. 

 
Q: Now Uttarakhand has declared 

itself a state with 98.7 per cent 
literacy. How was this possible? 
D o  yo u  t h i n k  we  a r e  b e t t e r 
positioned in terms of having 
higher education government 
institutions?  

A: We have achieved a literacy rate 
of 98.5 per cent in Uttarakhand. 
According to the Government of India's 
standards, Uttarakhand is now a fully 
literate state, as the state Cabinet has 
already ratified it. Today, Uttarakhand 
ranks among the top three most literate 
states in the country. The remaining 
1.5 per cent literacy target will be 
achieved within the next year through 
a statewide campaign. 

As for higher education, Uttarakhand 
has IIT Roorkee, an IIM, an NIT, two 
AIIMS, 12 government universities, 
32 private universities, a government-run 
Institute of Hotel Management, and 
a host of other renowned institutions. 
Relative to its population, Uttarakhand 
has the highest Gross Enrolment Ratio 
(GER) in higher education in the 
country at 48 per cent, compared with 
the national GER of 28.4 per cent. 

According to the Union government's 
target, the national GER is expected 
to reach 50 per cent by 2045, but 
Uttarakhand is expected to achieve 
that milestone by the end of this year. 

 
Q: The opening of an NLU has 

become a major issue in Uttarakhand 
now, as the plan has been pending 
for several years. 

A: Uttarakhand's proposed National 
Law University will be constructed at 
the designated site. The delay was 
mainly due to the lack of adequate 
land required for the university as per 
prescribed norms. There was a shortage 
of three to four acres of land at the 
location identified for the NLU in 
Doiwala, Dehradun. 

Efforts are underway to arrange the 
required land and begin construction. 

 
Q: What change do you look for 

in the education system for minorities 
in Uttarakhand after the Madarsa 
Board has been abolished? 

 A: The abolition of the State Madarsa 
Board aims to streamline the minority 
education system in the state. It will 
specifically help track students studying 
in madrasas, their places of origin, 
and the facilities being provided to 
them. 

It will now be mandatory for all 
minority educational institutions to 
register with the State Education Board 
and the newly constituted authority 
for minority educational institutions. 

Besides the mandatory recitation 
of Vande Mataram in madrasas, these 
institutions will also provide education 
in conventional subjects, including 
languages, mathematics, and sciences, 
along with religious studies. This will 
help minority students gain admission 
to reputed higher education institutions, 
as they will be studying under the 
State Education Board. 

The move will also help madrasa 
students broaden their perspectives 
beyond a limited understanding shaped 
by orthodox religious ideology.

ACROSS 
 

1    Rolling Stone review 

initially delighted 

musician (6,6) 

8    Contest featuring 

Oxford University is 

level (4,3) 

9    Soldier possibly joins 

wife before heading 

back for port (7) 

11  Silicate almost 

cracks, showing 

signs of stress (7) 

12  Shut your mouth 

after admitting lies 

regularly (7) 

13  Incite, say, unlimited 

agony (3,2) 

14  Animal�s limb badly 

beset by trouble (9) 

16  Leading a bike race � 

chortle � by 50 

minutes! (2,3,4) 

19  Nothing featured in 

new online talks is 

well-known (5) 

21  Criminal thus called 

the shots and 

carried out scams (7) 

23  Endlessly travelled 

around, having left 

part of Wales (7) 

24  Plan 24 hours in 

Ibiza? Good stuff! (7) 

25  Cookie containing 

odd bits of grain and 

herb (7) 

26  Unite extremists to 

do what�s necessary 

financially (4,4,4) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    The terms of this 

fresh scheme 

absolutely matter! 

(7) 

2    Feeling of ecstasy 

comes with 

travelling (7) 

3    Digger finally 

departs from 

highway, leaving 

nothing behind (9) 

4    Garments in wide, 

upright box (5) 

5    Wound up line that 

has caught on the 

outside (7) 

6    Persistent bird 

tucked into 

decapitated 

mammal (7) 

7    Type of property 

developed this 

decade to 

incorporate space 

(4-8) 

10  Up-front 

requirement: change 

old pic on Tinder 

(12) 

15  Significant American 

in pursuit of second 

Oscar (9) 

17  Hot jalapeño 

peppers to finish 

with ... et voilà, 

Mexican food! (7) 

18  Expatiate and agree 

to differ about the 

origins of natural 

law (7) 

19  Straight away, this 

place is out of 

contention (7) 

20  Tate�s opening week 

has Bridget Riley 

works in more than 

one section  

(3-4) 

22  Very skilled person 

made money to 

some extent (5)

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

G E T O N E S O W N B A C K
E H O C A U O W
T A R O T R O Y A L B L U E
A O O E S G L E
C Y B E R S E X B E H E L D
R I N O A
O C H R E T O P F L I G H T
S O T E E A U R
S E T E Y E S O N N I E C E

P T S D A
G L O S S Y C E N S O R E D
O T T P A C A M
W E A R I N E S S A L I B I
N T F A O P T L

C O N F E R E N C E C A L L

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

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

P E R S P E C T I V E

100 Years Ago

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

‘No anti-incumbency in Uttarakhand’

News Items

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 11 July 1926

OCCASIONAL 
NOTE 

THE treatment, and where the disease 
has been taken early, the cure of leprosy 
by means of the use of certain essential 
oils has long since been perfected by 
the experts of the Calcutta School of 
Tropical Medicine. Many hundreds of 
lepers are being treated daily in Bengal 
alone and it is hoped that centres for 
the application of the treatment will be 
opened in due course not only in India 
but in every part of the world where 
lepers exist. Volumes have been written 
on the new cure and men like Sir Leonard 
Rogers have very publicly assisted in 
the pro¬paganda. Yet it would appear 
that no hint of the Indian discoveries 
has reached a country like Germany 
which prides itself on keeping abreast 
of modern medical science. That is the 
only explanation of the importance that 
is being attached in Berlin to the 
experiments of Professor Pazdrock, who 
claims that out of sixteen lepers he has 
treated, seven are permitted to mingle 
again with their fellow men. We imagine 
the Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine 
can show much better results than these. 
Professor Pazdrock inoculates his patient 
with leprosy bacilli in conjunction with 
a specified  frozen carbonate. We do not 
suggest, of course, that the German 
treatment has no merits of its own, but 
it would be a pity if the methods which 
have already proved their value in the 
East were abandoned for something 
which is still in the experimental stage. 

DR DEBAPRIYA MUKHERJEE 
 

The formation of  a  new 
government in West Bengal 
offers a historic opportunity 
not only for administrative 

reform but also for environmental 
renewal. Economic development is 
rightly measured by investments, 
industries, and infrastructure, but its 
true success ultimately depends on 
the quality of air people breathe, the 
purity of water they drink, and the 
health of the ecosystems that sustain 
life. Environmental protection is 
therefore no longer a peripheral issue; 
it has become central to sustainable 
development. 

The urgency of this challenge is 
f irmly established by science. A 
landmark study published in Nature 
by Johan Rockström and an international 
team of Earth-system scientists 
concludes that humanity has already 
crossed seven of the eight globally 
quantified “Safe and Just Earth System 
Boundaries.” These findings indicate 
that climate change, biodiversity loss, 
freshwater depletion, ecosystem 
degradation, and disruption of natural 
cycles are pushing the planet towards 
potentially irreversible environmental 
changes. The message is unequivocal: 
protecting nature is essential not only 
for biodiversity but also for food 
security, public health, economic 
stability, and human well-being. 

India mirrors this global crisis. Rapid 
urbanization, indiscriminate exploitation 
of natural resources, groundwater 
depletion, river pollution, shrinking 
forests, biodiversity loss, and ever-growing 
volumes of waste have placed enormous 

pressure on the country’s environment. 
At the same time, climate change has 
increased the frequency of floods, 
droughts, heatwaves, cyclones, and 
coastal erosion. 

Although India has introduced 
several progressive environmental 
policies, weak enforcement, fragmented 
governance ,  and comp eting 
developmental priorities have often 
limited their effectiveness. The challenge 
today is to ensure that economic 
growth proceeds without compromising 
ecological security. 

West Bengal reflects many of these 
national concerns. Environmental 
degradation has gradually become 
normalized as rivers, canals, ponds, 
and wetlands suffer from pollution, 
encroachment, and neglect. Rapid 
urban expansion has reduced green 
spaces and obstructed natural drainage 
systems, contributing to frequent 
urban flooding and declining groundwater 
recharge. Air pollution in industrial 
and metropolitan regions continues 
to threaten public health, while untreated 
municipal sewage and industrial 
effluents degrade the quality of rivers 
and other water bodies. 

Industrial districts such as Paschim 
Bardhaman, Howrah, Hooghly, and 
parts of North 24 Parganas illustrate 
the delicate balance between economic 
development and environmental 
protection.  Industrial  growth is 
indispensable for employment and 
prosperity, yet inadequate monitoring 
and enforcement have often imposed 
environmental costs on surrounding 
communities. 

Equally concerning are the mounting 
pressures on the East Kolkata Wetlands 

and the Sundarbans - two globally 
significant ecosystems that play critical 
roles in biodiversity conservation, 
flood mitigation, climate resilience, 
and the livelihoods of millions. 

These environmental problems are 
not merely the consequences of 
population growth or industrialization. 
They also reflect years of weak 
governance, inadequate enforcement 
of environmental laws, insufficient 
scientif ic  planning ,  and l imited 
institutional capacity. Environmental 
Impact Assessments are too often 
treated as procedural formalities 
instead of scientific tools for sustainable 
decision-making. Without transparent 
governance and strong regulatory 
institutions, even the best environmental 
policies cannot achieve meaningful 
results. 

The new government under Chief 
Minister Suvendu Adhikari therefore 
inherits both a formidable challenge 
and a unique opportunity. Initial policy 
signals, including stricter action against 
illegal mining and sand extraction, 
promotion of renewable energy and 
electric transportation, and improved 
coordination with the Union Government, 
provide a promising foundation. These 
initiatives, however, should evolve 
into a comprehensive environmental 
strategy. 

Such a strategy should prioritize 
restoration of rivers and wetlands, 
conservation of the Sundarbans, 
scientific management of urban drainage, 
strict pollution control, expansion of 
renewable energy, and continuous 
real-time environmental monitoring. 

A state-wide "Green Bengal Mission" 
could significantly increase forest 

cover through native species, restore 
degraded ecosystems, and encourage 
active participation by local communities. 
S imultane ously,  investment  in 
environmental education, scientific 
research, and technological innovation 
would enable universities, industries, 
and research institutions to develop 
practical solutions for pollution control, 
waste management, water conservation, 
and climate adaptation. 

West Bengal has long been a centre 
of scientific inquiry and intellectual 
leadership. It now has an opportunity 
to  demonstrate  that  e conomic 
development and environmental 
protection are complementary rather 
than competing goals. The environmental 

challenges confronting the state have 
accumulated over decades and cannot 
be solved overnight. 

Yet with visionary leadership, 
evidence-based policymaking, and 
accountable governance, this government 
can transform these challenges into 
an opp or tunity  for  sustainable 
development. A cleaner environment, 
healthier ecosystems, and greater 
climate resilience would not only 
improve the quality of life of the people 
of West Bengal but also establish the 
state  as  a  nat ional  mo del  of 
environmentally responsible governance. 

 
(The writer is a former Senior Scientist, Central 
Pollution Control Board.)

Bengal must confront environmental challenge
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S
ecuring an agreement for supply of Australian uranium to fuel India’s
nuclear power programme was Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s prize
catch on his eastern trip to the Antipodes. The landmark deal should open
the way to give a new impetus to India’s clean energy objectives, the plans

for which have either lain dormant or moved at snail’s pace for over the 12 years
since India and Australia had agreed in 2014 on a civil nuclear cooperation pact.

Australia’s preparedness to get its miners to enhance their operations to fulfil
India’s large order for nuclear fuel to energise its green ambitions as well as steer
away from fossil fuels a little more drastically because of current uncertainties
over crude oil supplies and their carbon footprint also sends a message to the world
on India as a reliable user of uranium for peaceful purposes.

The ground realities changed in the years since 2014 as the regulations over cul-
pability and compensation in the event of a nuclear accident were altered in the
“Shanti Act” of 2025, limiting liabilities to international standards. In those 12
years, much may have been said about selling nuclear fuel but the uranium never
came from Down Under. Against a planned nuclear power generation of 100GW by
2047 (22.5GW by 2032), India’s current installed capacity is just 8.8GW from 25
plants that generate only around three per cent of the nation’s power consumption.

As Australian Prime Minister Antony Albanese pointed out, the pre-2014 bilater-
al ties — and perhaps the ties in the last 12 years —
were “underdone” and it is only now that India
appears to have moved up the international order to
be considered a crucial strategic partner, if not quite
an ally though both countries are fellow members in
Quad. The nuclear deal caps this new effort to fur-
ther ties and take the bilateral aspects further regard-
less of divergent views on China, the country that is
invariably the elephant in the room at every major
diplomatic meeting.

As Prime Minister Modi pointed out, the Indo-
Pacific is not just the confluence of two great oceans,
it also symbolises shared concerns over maritime
security in view of the current geostrategic fears and
suspicions. An array of pacts with Indonesia as well

as Australia are set to operationalise closer cooperation in maritime matters in
which India’s role as a facilitator and coordinator of data sharing has been rising.

The other worry emanating from geopolitical shifts in the wake of US trade
moves has been in the field of critical minerals and India’s search for reliable sup-
ply chains is spurred by events after China stopped supplies. Australia may be well
placed with the capacity to supply many materials from its Critical Minerals List.
With the nations kicking on towards a fuller ECTA by building on the interim deal
of 2022, India may also be hoping to reduce the trade deficit with Australia.

With investments flowing in — an Australian pension fund is taking a $346 mil-
lion punt on India’s infrastructure fund and New Zealand mulls earmarking $20
billion — the importance of pitching India internationally is stressed. Prime min-
isterial visits carry a lot more significance than the civilian awards that Mr Modi
is adorned with but which are a recognition of India’s global heft today.
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Uranium deal icing on cake
of Modi’s visit to Australia

Against a planned
nuclear power 

generation of 100GW
by 2047 (22.5GW by

2032), India’s current
installed capacity is
just 8.8GW from 25

plants that generate
only around three per

cent of the nation’s
power consumption

R
ain… rain… go
away… Little
Donald wants to
play…” While
Mumbai dro-

wned, the rest of the world
stayed afloat, and in partic-
ular Big Bully Donald
Trump, who tossed away
any thoughts about a peace
deal with Iran by declaring
it was “over”.

Closer to home, Mumbai
just about managed to keep
its head above water.
Without writing another
whiney column about the
“multiple organ failures”
of the BMC (Brihanmum-
bai Municipal Corpora-
tion), which is the primary
civic body responsible for
the civic infrastructure
and day-to-day administra-
tion of Mumbai, and also
happens to be India’s rich-
est civic body, I do need to
vent. When a megapolis
virtually shuts down for
two  to three days, it is not
just unacceptable but bor-
ders on the criminal.

A crime minus any pun-
ishment. Year after year,
Mumbai comes to a stand-
still because of an annual
event — the devastating
monsoon. Note: This is an
annual event. Not some-
thing that takes Mumbai
by surprise. The Mumbai
Monsoon is not an ambush.
It is not a sneaky stealth
attack that catches the city
off guard. It is a closely
tracked weather pattern. A
known beast. “A Hungry
Tide”, that sweeps over a
city with due warning.
Year after year. Despite its
predictability and well-
established savage behav-
iour, the lack of prepared-
ness by the civic authori-
ties is nothing short of
vicious negligence. It is a
wonder, in a city that
boasts of the country’s top
legal brains, nobody has
taken the authorities to
court on behalf of citizens.
When things get desperate,
we invoke the mysterious
“Spirit of Mumbai”.
Mumbaikars are expected
to miraculously rise to the

occasion with zero help,
and even less responsibili-
ty, from those civic bosses
and politicians sitting pret-
ty in their homes and
offices, offering lame
excuses for all the disasters
inflicted on sitting ducks —
ordinary citizens.

To add insult to injury,
just as Mumbai was stag-
gering back to life, the inef-
fective and weak
Maharashtra government
has announced a `13,000-
crore “flood plan”.
Maharashtra chief minis-
ter Devendra Fadnavis
rolled out the plan in the
state Legislative Assembly
— and nobody laughed!
The BMC is currently
hanging on to a staggering
`78,000 crores in FDs:
which is taxpayers’ money.

What is it doing lying
around in FDs when there
is a dire need to disburse
funds right now and rescue
Mumbai before some more
disasters and deaths occur?
Let’s not even talk about
The Missing Link – which
is CM Fadnavis’s biggest
folly. A folly that exposed
the worst in our system.
The much-touted “Missing
Link” (what a strange
name!) collapsed before it
had even taken off. The
“engineering marvel”,
built at a cost of `6,695
crores and described as a
“feat”, the bypass with two
major tunnels connecting
Mumbai and Pune, was
inaugurated only on May 1,
2026! It is already being
described as a gigantic
embarrassment… an
expensive “link” that is
missing! Had it not been for
the alertness of a 24-year-
old young man named
Sandesh Kharat, who,
thanks to his presence of
mind, pressed an emer-
gency SOS button near the
exit of tunnel number 2,
when he and his friends
witnessed a landslide from
a distance of 200 metres.
The control room in Pune
swung into action. But
even before that, the young
men stopped approaching

vehicles and warned
motorists about the land-
slide. They deserve recog-
nition and gratitude. But
hey… that does not absolve
the administration from
taking full responsibility,
owning up and explaining
where that money was
spent — who pocketed how
much. Rampant corruption
in high places has paral-
ysed Mumbai for decades…
But the worm is ready to
turn!

Despite the downpour
that converted Mum-
bai into a filthy, dan-

gerous swamp, there was
reason to cheer — two
high-profile celebrity
shaadis were celebrated
with the expected dhoom
dhaam — nothing was
allowed to dampen the spir-
its of Bollywood revellers.
Mumbai loves its “Mon-
soon Weddings”, especially
if those involve our movie
folks. Aamir Khan, 61,
lived up to his well-estab-
lished reputation as a life-
long, diehard non-con-
formist, by marrying for
the third time, surrounded
by his loving family (which
includes two former wives
and their children).

The latest Khan wedding
generated such a strong
buzz on social media that
for a few short, sweet hours
we forgot all about our
soggy, miserable, rain-
soaked lives, and joined the
party. Hurrah! Aamir set a
new fashion trend for desi
bridegrooms by wearing
heavy anklets and a nose
clip. Disappointingly, a
beautiful “maang tikka”,
sindoor and mangalsutra
were missing from his
attire.

Not to worry. The wed-
ding of Anshula marked
the first marriage in Boney
Kapoor’s family. It was cel-
ebrated with all the tradi-
tional trimmings associat-

ed with a boisterous
Punjabi shaadi. Rohan
Thakkar, the lucky bride-
groom, was around. Of
course. If fans cared to look
for him, beyond the daz-
zling guests dancing ener-
getically, while the rest of
the city limped back to
semi-normalcy.

Hallelujah! At least
one global person
was home and dry

even if the world was cry-
ing “foul”. President
Donald Trump getting the
Fifa boss man to revoke a
“red card” during Fifa’s
fiercely fought World Cup
football matches has creat-
ed a permanent black mark
on the reputation of the
Beautiful Game. But why is
everyone so shocked by
Donald Trump’s obnoxious
abuse of power? He is a
sore loser. An abusive
loser. He has just made that
official. In US striker
Folarin’s place, any other
sportsman would have felt
humiliated about the
embarrassing intervention
by no less a person than the
President of the country.
This is only the second
time in World Cup history
that Fifa has overturned a
suspension for a player
sent off during the tourna-
ment.  Even worse, Gianni
Infantino, Fifa’s president,
should have resigned from
his position, rather than
surrender to a bully. Tell
the world, Signor
Infantino, now that you’ve
been stripped of all author-
ity and dignity… how will
you appear in history? And
please… how are you living
with yourself after such a
public disgrace?

But guess who had the
last laugh? Belgium! Didn’t
you love the way the team
mocked President Trump
after their win over the
United States?

So… who are you betting
on, folks? Like the rest of
the football crazy world, I
am crushing on the Viral
Viking. Seven goals in four
games so far. And that
hair… uff… Haaland is
Samson! I am rowing away
with this striker!

I am looking forward to a
France-Norway Final on
Sunday, July 19… Let the
best boot win!

Instagram handle
@ShobhaaDe; Twitter 

handle @DeShobhaa

To add insult to
injury, just as
Mumbai was 
staggering back to
life, the ineffective
and weak
Maharashtra 
government has
announced a
13,000-crore

‘flood plan’

Did Fadnavis fiddle while
Mumbai nearly drowned?

The Jammu and Kashmir administration’s territory-wide campaign to screen
and purge “objectionable” books marks a profound and troubling shift. It is
one thing for a government to decide what textbooks align with its educa-

tional vision. It is quite another to raid bookstores, blacklist authors, confiscate
publications and police every shelf in every school and coaching centre. This is not
curriculum oversight. It is state-driven narrative control.

The trigger was the discovery of allegedly separatist-linked content in two school
library books — Personalities and Legends of J&K and Great Personalities of
Jammu and Kashmir. These titles referred to Jammu and Kashmir as “India-occu-
pied Kashmir” and described pro-independence leader Muhammad Maqbool Bhat
as “Shaheed-e-Azam” or great martyr.

Bhat, co-founder of the Jammu Kashmir National Liberation Front (JKNLF), a
militant organisation advocating the reunification of J&K as an independent state,
was hanged in Delhi’s Tihar Jail on Feb. 11, 1984 after being convicted on murder
charges. Over time, he came to be seen as a foundational figure in the violent sepa-
ratist movement that gripped the region for more than three decades.

Glorifying him as a martyr contradicts India’s stance. But the administration’s
response — suspending officials, blacklisting authors, withdrawing all their works,
launching criminal investigations and ordering a territory-wide sweep of every
book in every institution — goes far beyond correcting a procurement lapse.

That is part of a broader pattern. In 2025, the government banned 25 books by
respected scholars, journalists and historians — from A.G. Noorani, Arundhati
Roy, Sumantra Bose, Victoria Schofield, David Devadas and Anuradha Bhasin to
Piotr Balcerowicz and others — alleging they promoted “false narratives” and “glo-
rified terrorism”. Critics countered that these were rigorously researched works
offering critical political analysis, not propaganda.

The new directive intensifies that fear. Schools must eliminate anything “preju-
dicial”, “age inappropriate” or “contrary to national interest” — elastic categories
easily stretched to fit any inconvenient fact. Police raids on bookstores make the
message unmistakable: Only one version of Kashmir’s story is now permissible.
Kashmir’s history — its conflicts, aspirations, traumas and political movements —
cannot be erased by administrative order. Memory lives in people, not just pages.
Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution protects the freedom of speech and expression.
The campaign in J&K undermines that guarantee, replacing dialogue with decree. 

J&K: Halt libraries’ crackdown

Perils of being
‘cancelled’… The

twisted saga of
my Jinnah play!

“The magpie’s cry goes clackety-clack —
It says she’s gone and won’t come back…
Why personify the cry of a bird?
The notes or the sentiment overheard?
The magpie knows nothing of your loss…
And even if it did, it wouldn’t give a toss.”

— From Flutter Gutter Verses, by Bachchoo

U
nlike some distinguished writers — such
as J.K. Rowling — and several academics,
I have never experienced “being can-
celled”. This is the contemporary practice

of being refused a platform to which one was for-
merly invited, owing to protests from people and
lobbies who don’t like your opinions.

So, JK has been denied a hearing and banned
from several platforms because she believes that
humans are assigned a gender at birth through
their chromosomes and through formation of
their sexual organs and secondary gender mani-
festations.

These bans and cancellations make me wonder
if my opinions, which I express in these columns,
in others and in my books and speeches from var-
ious platforms, are innocuous and not worth both-
ering about? Perhaps in my short and happy life,
though I have acquired the description of being
“radical”, I have never sufficiently offended any
vociferous lobby.

Luck? Caution? Fence-sitting? (I plead not-
guilty, m’lud!)

Not for my opinions, but for my very existence, I
have indeed suffered some bans or omissions.

I suppose the first one that comes to mind was
when, in the wake of Richard Attenborough’s
Gandhi, I was approached by two Pakistanis —
the distinguished director Jamil Dehlavi and a
contemporary from Cambridge, Akbar Ahmad,
proposing that I write a film on Jinnah.

I said I was out of sympathy with Jinnah for
splitting the sub-continent. They said my Indo-
nationalist view probably didn’t take in all the
facts that caused the fragmentation of British
India. They urged me to read Stanley Wolpert’s
biography of Jinnah. I did.

Akbar, as producer of the tentative project, had
offered me a decent sum of money if I would write
the film. And yes, gentle reader, after reading two
or three biographies of the Quaid-e-Azam, I under-
stood the complexities that led to “Partition” and
told Jamil and Akbar that I would write a script as
I conceived it. They agreed and I did.

When I handed in the completed screenplay,
Akbar said to me: “That’s great, we’ll start pro-
duction soon, but Farrukh, you won’t get a credit
on screen as the writer!”

I was about to say “pour the hell qua non?” but
instead simply asked why.

“Because the film is being financed by Pakistani
capitalists who would not support the production
if the screenplay was by a non-Muslim Parsi of
Indian origin, resident in Britain with a reputa-

tion for Marxist views and radical ‘socialistic’
activity.”

“And you are to promise to never claim to have
written the film,” Akbar said, “and I want to
increase your fee by a thousand pounds”.

Gentle reader, being of a modest (and acquisi-
tive?) disposition, could I refuse?

The film went into production with Christopher
Lee, famous for playing Dracula, as the mature
Jinnah, and Shashi Kapoor as the angel Jibrail
who questions Jinnah in heaven (yes, one of the
opening scenes!).

The film was a success in Pakistan — so much so
that General Pervez Musharraf, who was hen in
charge, appointed Akbar Ahmad as Pakistan’s
high commissioner to Britain.

Then came the unravelling. Jamil and Akbar fell
out, with Jamil accusing Akbar of inflating the
budget and carrying away extremely large sums
of money by pretending they were paid to (non-
existent) “script consultants” and other such fab-
rications. Jamil blew the gaff, and journalists then
called me to ask if I had written the script. I, stick-
ing to my promise, said “no comment”, or the
equivalent. Then Seamus Milne, a Guardian jour-
nalist, showed me a document which said that I
sold the script of Jinnah to Akbar Ahmad for “£1”.
It had my signature.

So, he said either I did write Jinnah, or I was
accusing the high commissioner of Pakistan of
forging my signature. I said I wasn’t accusing

Akbar of forging my signature.
“So, you did write Jinnah,” says Seamus Milne.
Out of the bag burst pussy. The UK and

Pakistani papers picked up the story and when
they called me, I told them that if Gen. Musharraf
was handing out diplomatic posts for writing
Jinnah, I would be quite happy to be Pakistan’s
ambassador to Tahiti and will look after
Pakistan’s interests after I’ve looked after some of
my own. It was a joke! Dawn printed it.

I subsequently met General (no longer supremo)
and Mrs Musharraf at a friend’s party and Mrs
Musharraf asked me why my name was not on the
film. I told her, and she, and the general, who was
listening, said words to the effect of “that’s
absurd!”

So, to the latest of such reverses:
I’ve written a play called Karna: Warrior of The

Sun, based on the Mahabharata.
My good friend, a producer, proposed to stage it

in India in partnership with the National School
of Drama. Great!

He subsequently informs me that one of the
members of the governing body of the National
School insisted on cancelling the partnership on
the grounds that the play was written by a non-
Hindu, resident in Britain, with a reputation for
being a Marxist.

Partnership duly cancelled…
O tempora! O mores!
But yes, it will reach the stage!

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

Cabbages 
& Kings

Shobhaa’s Take

OLYMPICS DREAMS
Chief Minister A. Revanth
Reddy deserves apprecia-
tion for establishing a
Sports University (Hyd
Olympics my dream: CM,
July 10). This forward-look-
ing initiative will strengthen
sporting talent and help
Telangana and India win
more medals in the future.

Sanjay Mahadas
Pocharam

GRANDPA REVANTH
The photograph of Chief Minister A.
Revanth Reddy making puris for his
grandson highlights the importance
of grandparents spending precious
time with children.

M.A. Hadi Shahid
Hyderabad

ENUMERATION FORMS
Minor name differences between
Aadhaar and voter ID are forcing
voters to choose offline submission
of enumeration forms (EF distribu-
tion: Poll authorities cover over 99%,
July 10). The EC should allow small
corrections through Form 8 while
linking mobiles, easing the process
for voters.

N. Nagarajan
Hyderabad

GURUKUL MEALS
The food poisoning of 40 Gurukul
students exposes serious negligence
in hostel kitchens (40 Gurukul stu-
dents fall ill after hostel meal, July
10). Those responsible for the inci-
dents must be punished.

Siraj ur Rahman
Hyderabad

LAND GRABBING
The encroachment of land allotted
for a police station is alarming
(HYDRAA removes police land
encroachments, July 9). HYDRAA’s
recovery of government land sug-
gests that such illegal occupation
was systematic. The previous gov-
ernment must explain how it hap-
pened and what action was taken.

Narendra Kumar
Hyderabad

CYBER FRAUDS
The surge in cyber fraud is eroding
trust in digital services (Man looks
for stocks on SM, duped of `86 L, July
9). As even careful users fall prey to
scams, the government, banks and
technology firms must strengthen
security, and ensure swift action.

Scian Venessa Stanislaus
Hyderabad
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INS MAHENDRAGIRI
The commissioning of INS
Mahendragiri marks a major
milestone in India's mar-
itime strength and self-
reliance. As the sixth
indigenous Project-17A
stealth frigate, it reflects
the success of Make in India
and reinforces the vision of
Atmanirbhar Bharat while
strengthening India's pres-
ence in the Indian Ocean.

P. Siri Chandana
Tirupati

INVESTMENT GATEWAY
AP's outreach to South Korea can
accelerate its transformation from
an agriculture-dependent state into
a global hub for manufacturing,
renewable energy and digital tech-
nology (Lokesh pitches  AP  as South
Korea's preferred investment gate-
way, July 10). Investments can cre-
ate jobs, strengthen education and
infrastructure, and advance the
Swarna Andhra vision.

P.V.S. Sai Raghav
Tirupati

LAND SECURITY
The government's land reforms can
secure ownership, reduce disputes
and protect farmers' rights through
transparent surveys, digitised
records and timely registrations
(We are accountable for your lands,
says Naidu, July 10). Citizens must
verify records and report errors,
while officials should ensure accu-
rate documentation, swift grievance
redressal and accountable services.

Raju Kolluru
Kakinada

LETHAL PRACTICE
RMPs administering IV fluids and
strong antibiotics without proper
diagnosis pose a grave risk.
Licensing them is no solution. The
government must fill rural vacan-
cies with qualified doctors and spe-
cialists. Quackery will decline only
when people regain access to reli-
able healthcare. 

C.S. Raju
Puttaparthi

PM IN AUSTRALIA
Prime Minister Narendra Modi's
Australia visit strengthens India's
economic and strategic role in the
Indo-Pacific. Deeper cooperation in
trade, mining, defence and supply
chains can benefit both countries.
India should use this opportunity to
diversify partnerships.

Medapati Sri Sudheesh Reddy
Visakhapatnam
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EDITORIALS

The superintendent of federal 
prisons, L. C. White, has been 
trying to get board and room in 
state prisons for the oversupply 
of federal prisoners. Only one 
state prison has offered to take 
any. The state prisons of such 
character as would be accept-
able to the national government 
and its criminal wards are them-
selves full up enforcing their 
own laws.

The national government can 
room more than it can feed, but 
it anticipates the worst when the 
federal judges get back from their 
vacations and all the courts are 
again in session.

Among the moral advantages 
of prohibition it was said that 
there would be less need for pris-
ons. It is found that the need is 
for more and much larger ones. 
Prohibition and the prison hous-
ing shortage are at least contem-

poraneous. It is true that within 
the prohibition period there has 
developed a higher organization 
of crime, a multiplication of laws, 
and a shortage of prisons.

We have so many laws—local, 
state and federal—that not many 
people can or will get through 
a day without breaking one or 
more of them. We know that 
before the federal government 
assumed so many state police 
functions and threw its agents 
into the private life of American 
citizens there was almost a fetish 
of respect for the national law 
and law enforcement. Crimi-
nals who took chances with state 
law hesitated before they did so 
with the federal law. The federal 
government, in extending its 
power, has weakened its author-
ity.

Tribune editorial board, 
July 10, 1925

ON THIS DAY 101 YEARS AGO  FULL PRISONS

MICHAEL RAMIREZ

Mayor Brandon Johnson 
allowed the City Council’s 2026 
budget to become law without his 
signature and he then spent the 
early months of the year trash-
ing that plan. So it was beyond 
predictable that this summer we 
would find ourselves hearing 
the mayor warn of a shortfall in 
Chicago’s current budget.

Sure enough, Team Johnson 
unveiled a midyear update earlier 
this week and used the oppor-
tunity to lambaste the council 
majority and scare the public into 
believing the city faces a current-
year budget gap of $130 million or 
thereabouts. Headlines fell in line 
with the terrible news: “Chicago is 
$130M short,” “Chicago midyear 
budget claims $131.7m shortfall.”

But the actual budget document 
laid out a revenue picture far less 
frightening.

Revenues through the month 
of May came in $32 million short 
of what was budgeted, not $132 
million.

Why? Some line items are 
substantially exceeding expec-
tations even as the administra-
tion has failed to execute in a 
timely way $132 million worth 
of the measures that the council 
approved but Johnson opposed, 
such as selling a portion of the 
billions in unpaid fines, fees and 
other debts owed to the city to 
outside firms for collection. The 
council figured the city could reap 
nearly $90 million from such a 
sale, but so far it hasn’t happened.

Whose fault is that? It depends 
who you ask.

Johnson blamed the majority 
of council members who passed 
the budget over his objections late 
last year. Leaders of the majority 
aldermanic bloc that forged the 
budget and continue to oppose 
other of Johnson’s initiatives 
accused the administration of 
slow-walking the debt sale as well 
as other more modest of their 
revenue raisers that he didn’t like.

The mayor consistently has 
castigated the debt sale proposal 

as immoral (it’s not) so it’s hardly 
surprising his administration 
hasn’t made a high priority of 
getting it completed despite the 
substantial dollars attached. 
That’s the sort of executive resis-
tance or opposition to a separate 
but co-equal branch to which 
Johnson and his supporters 
rightly object when the Trump 
administration attempts to with-
hold appropriated funds from 
jurisdictions the president doesn’t 
favor, such as Illinois and Chicago.

In either case, the executive 
branch is tasked with administer-
ing and enforcing laws, whether 

the mayor or president likes them 
or not. That’s how our govern-
ments must function in a democ-
racy. When they don’t, we get the 
relitigating of past debates and 
general chaos.

Johnson continued this week 
to push for his foolish and coun-
terproductive desire to impose 
a $33-per-month tax on each 
Chicago job generated by the city’s 
largest private-sector employ-
ers. The head tax was at the heart 
of the budget battle last year and 
led to Johnson’s extraordinary 
decision to allow the budget to 
become law without his signature.

It is more than clear at this stage 
that the head tax is anathema to the 
council majority. Rightly so, since 
it would send a horrendous signal 
to the private sector that Chicago is 
so hostile to business that it would 
punish employers for putting 
people to work. Johnson, of course, 
is free to run for reelection on the 
issue next year if he chooses to seek 
another term. But that tax isn’t 
happening this year. Obviously.

We’ll mention at this point 
that one of the largest upside 
surprises so far this year has been 
the revenue generated by Chica-
go’s eye-watering tax on cloud 

computing licenses, the vast bulk 
of which is paid by the corpora-
tions Johnson frequently accuses 
of having “no skin in the game” 
in terms of financing city govern-
ment. The city projected $362 
million from that tax as of the end 
of May; it took in $402 million.

One other interesting factoid 
that demonstrates how taxes have 
unanticipated consequences: The 
budget hiked the checkout bag 
fee to 15 cents from 10 cents. And 
more irritated consumers clearly 
have started bringing their own 
bags. The city collected just $10.3 
million through May, 10% below 
the projected $11.5 million.

You don’t think businesses 
would react negatively to a head 
tax? When a fee or a tax is egre-
gious enough, people and busi-
nesses respond.

The midyear budget report 
should not be occasion for fight-
ing last year’s wars. It should be 
a clear-eyed status report on the 
city’s finances — and no more.

And if the mayor is going to 
warn of deep budget shortfalls 
that presumably must be filled, he 
and his team should be providing 
concrete estimates and calling 
specifically for action instead of 
continuing to fight yesterday’s 
ideological battles. We have no 
idea based on what was said and 
presented this week whether such 
action will be necessary.

But if the hole is deep enough, 
the mayor shouldn’t waste time. 
He should be calling in the unions 
representing city workers and 
negotiating belt-tightening 
steps that would mitigate other-
wise-necessary position reduc-
tions and layoffs. That’s what 
other mayors do in such circum-
stances, including recently in 
liberal cities such as Denver, Los 
Angeles and San Francisco.

And if this tunnel-vision mayor 
is unwilling to do that unpleasant 
work, the council majority must 
step into the breach as it did with 
last year’s budget and do what 
should be the mayor’s job.

Johnson continues to wage his 
losing budget and propaganda war

Chief of Policy Jung Yoon, from left, Mayor Brandon Johnson, center, and Budget Director Annette Guzman 
answer questions from the audience during a town hall on Feb. 3 at the South Shore Cultural Center. The 
mayor defended his handling of the 2026 budget and took questions. JOSH BOLAND/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Every citywide advisory ques-
tion that reaches Chicago voters 
means another did not.

So the debate isn’t simply about 
which ideas deserve a public vote, 
but about who gets to decide what 
voters are allowed to weigh in on 
in the first place.

During Thursday’s City Coun-
cil Rules Committee meeting, six 
proposed citywide advisory ques-
tions — including three submitted 
by Mayor Brandon Johnson — vied 
for a place on November’s ballot, 
where ultimately only three city-
wide questions can appear.

Mayor Brandon Johnson’s 
proposals largely reflected his 
administration’s policy priori-
ties: asking voters about a city 
millionaire tax, seeking federal 
reimbursement for immigration 
enforcement costs and creating 
a permanent Property Tax Relief 
Fund.

The aldermanic proposals, by 
contrast, focused on long-stand-
ing municipal questions: whether 
to restore ShotSpotter, build a 
permanent festival space and 
change the timing of city pension 
contributions.

When only three advisory ques-
tions can appear on the ballot, the 
distinction matters. Every slot 
devoted to an administration prior-
ity is one less opportunity to gauge 
public opinion on another pressing 
issue. That is precisely why mayors 
should be especially cautious about 
using scarce ballot space to advance 
their own agendas.

Particularly compelling, in our 
view, is the proposal asking voters 
whether Chicago should restore 
gunshot detection technology. 
We have long held that ending 
ShotSpotter was a mistake. A city-
wide vote would tell elected offi-
cials whether Chicagoans agree.

Oh, and there’s another topic we 
forgot to mention.

The millionaire tax.
Johnson wanted to ask Chica-

goans whether the city should 
impose a 3% surcharge on individ-
uals earning more than $1 million 
annually.

Separately, former Gov. Pat 
Quinn and state Rep. La Shawn 
Ford today announced an ordi-
nance calling for a citywide advi-
sory question asking Chicago 
voters whether they support a 
proposed Illinois constitutional 
amendment imposing a 3% 
income tax surcharge on million-
aires, with revenue split between 
property tax relief and education.

For a brief time, two different 
millionaire-tax questions were 
competing for one of the city’s few 
available ballot slots.

How is this productive?
A millionaire tax has already 

been considered in Springfield and 
failed to advance. Gov. JB Pritz-
ker wisely declined to push for its 
placement on the statewide ballot, 
as we noted in March, pointing 
to the sound defeat in 2020 of his 
signature progressive income tax.

There is little mystery about 
how Chicago would vote on a 
millionaire tax, as such a proposal 
has long enjoyed support here. 
The obstacle has never been 
Chicago, but the rest of Illinois. 
This tax idea gets trickier state-
wide, and given that advancing 
such a tax would require amend-
ing the Illinois Constitution, it’s 
going nowhere unless the rest of 
the state gets on board.

Which is why the city shouldn’t 
commit valuable real estate to 
an advisory question on this 
issue. Johnson’s was shot down 
in committee. The fate of Quinn 
and Ford’s plan is uncertain — and 

unlikely.
The committee ultimately 

rejected Johnson’s millionaire-tax 
proposal and his property tax 
relief question while advanc-
ing his proposal seeking federal 
reimbursement for immigra-
tion enforcement costs. It also 
advanced advisory questions on 
ShotSpotter, a permanent festival 
site and earlier pension contribu-
tions. The full council still must 
weigh in before any of these ques-
tions make it to the ballot — and 
because the number of citywide 
advisory questions is limited, not 
every proposal can ultimately 
appear before voters.

Thursday’s vote is not the final 
word. The full City Council still 
must decide which questions ulti-
mately reach Chicago voters.

But the committee sent an 
important message of its own: how 
ideas reach the ballot matters, too.

We already know how Chicago voters feel about a millionaire tax.
We want to know what they think about other important issues
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OPINION

By Thomas J. Dart
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

The discussion on how to treat 
those with mental illness in our 
communities — specifically as 
it relates to 911 calls for mental 
health crises — never ends. The 
primary response in the city 
of Chicago is the Crisis Assis-
tance Response and Engagement 
program.

CARE was born from the school 
of thought that the only way to 
effectively address mental health 
issues is to send clinicians out on 
calls rather than police officers. 
It is loosely based on programs 
such as Oregon’s Crisis Assistance 
Helping Out On The Streets, a 
much-lauded (and now mostly 
defunct) program that sent mental 
health workers instead of police 
officers to address low-level, 
nonviolent calls for service involv-
ing mental health issues.

This model sounds good and 
sells well at galas and fundrais-
ers. But, after years of attempts 
throughout the country, the 
model has not worked. Whether 
it’s because of funding issues or 
execution, it has floundered.

Mental health has long been a 
critical concern for me, and in my 
20 years as sheriff, I have made 
it my mission to expand mental 
health services in the jail and the 
community. This is because I, like 
many thoughtful people in the 
criminal justice system, recognize 
that treating mental health as a 
criminal issue only serves to flood 

our jails and ignores the underlying 
issues that, left unaddressed, will 
continue the cycle of law enforce-
ment involvement in a health issue.

After years of groundbreak-
ing mental health programming 
at the jail, I developed a plan to 
tackle the vexing issue of the tens 
of thousands of mental health calls 
presently directed to law enforce-
ment through 911 calls. Frankly, I 
was tired of hearing utopian plans 
supported by neither data nor real-
ity.

The system we developed is the 
Co-Responder Virtual Assistance 
Program (CVAP), which equips 
our police officers with low-cost 
electronic tablets that they use to 

instantly connect a person in crisis 
via video to one of our civilian 
mental health professionals 24 
hours a day.

No waiting for the clinician to 
arrive. No worrying about their 
safety when they get there. Mini-
mal cost, because we are using 
mental health professionals we 
already had in place. And the side 
benefit of using tablets is that we 
quickly discovered that talking on 
Zoom felt much less confronta-
tional to people in crisis — espe-
cially to kids and teens, who 
sometimes find online interactions 
less threatening than in-person 
conversations.

All this with a staff of 21 and a 

total budget last year of less than 
$2.3 million. It should be noted 
that CVAP isn’t all these staff 
members do, either. They also run 
our Treatment Response Team, 
another program that works with 
those dealing with substance-use 
disorders.

Today, while the CARE program 
is floundering, CVAP continues 
to expand. Currently, 47 police 
departments — or more than 
one-third of local cities, towns 
and villages in Cook County — 
use our service, meaning that 
CVAP is available to a combined 
total of 770,000 residents. We’ve 
expanded CVAP’s use to virtually 
every part of the sheriff’s office. 
Our detectives use it. Deputies use 
it in our courthouses and on evic-
tions. It’s available to officers who 
have to notify someone that their 
loved one died. CVAP staff are 
embedded in our dispatch center.

Most recently, our officers on 
mass transit have used it for indi-
viduals they encounter on CTA 
trains, buses and stations. In short, 
anytime someone could benefit 
from a mental health professional, 
they are just a Zoom session or 
phone call away.

As for results, CVAP clinicians 
have provided immediate, virtual 
mental health co-responses to 
more than 1,400 police calls for 
service since they took their first 
call in December 2020. And CVAP 
staff have fielded another 6,100 
calls from people looking for help 
for themselves or their loved ones. 
The program doesn’t just address 

the immediate crisis that precip-
itated the 911 call; it also treats 
every individual as a potential 
client for case management for 
their underlying issue. That’s why 
CVAP maintains an active client 
list of more than 500 people — 
many of whom first engaged with 
the program following a police 
response — that staff members 
regularly engage with to connect 
them with services, resources or 
just to see how they are doing.

The success of this program is 
demonstrated by the fact that, to 
our knowledge, there have been 
no use-of-force incidents on calls 
for service where police have 
used CVAP. Police officers like 
it because it’s an effective tool to 
safely de-escalate or prevent vola-
tile interactions. Clients and their 
loved ones like it because they see 
we’re bringing help, not just hand-
cuffs. And the model has garnered 
attention from other jurisdictions, 
including Broward County, Flor-
ida, and the city of Philadelphia, 
which have sent officials to learn 
how to adopt CVAP.

It’s a great model that every 
town or city in Cook County should 
adopt rather than throwing more 
money at unworkable models. The 
community does not need another 
great-sounding but impossi-
ble-to-implement program.

The community needs help 
now.

Thomas J. Dart is Cook County 
sheriff and a former Illinois 
prosecutor and state legislator.

Cook County’s 911 mental health response 
program grows, while Chicago’s flounders

Cook County police Sgt. Bonnie Busching tests a virtual meeting with a 
tablet at the Cook County sheriff’s office in Chicago on Aug. 13, 2021. The 
sheriff’s office is using the tablets to give people having a crisis face-to-
face virtual meetings with mental health professionals.  NAM Y. HUH/AP

America celebrated its 250th 
year of independence under a 
historic heat dome that shattered 
more than 148 records for daily 
high temperature across the East-
ern United States. The nation’s 
capital recorded the hottest 
Fourth of July on record at 103 
degrees. Philadelphia, where our 
Declaration of Independence was 
written, recorded three days in a 
row above 101 degrees for the first 
time ever. The heat last week was 
so severe that parades and events 
across the country were canceled, 
including the flagship Indepen-
dence Day Parade planned in 
Washington. The heat index in 
Chicago exceeded 100 degrees 
on July 1, putting the power grid 
under strain.

It isn’t just the United States. 
Heat waves have rocked Europe 
three times already this summer, 
with record temperatures hitting 
the United Kingdom, France, 
Spain and Portugal in late May, 
late June and again right now. The 

June heat wave caused more than 
1,300 excess deaths. With less 
snow on the ground each year to 
deflect the sun, and the warm-
ing Arctic nearby, where rapidly 
melting sea ice leaves more ocean 
to absorb the sun’s energy, Europe 
is warming faster than any other 
region on earth.

Since only about 20% of house-
holds in Europe have air condi-
tioning, it’s hard to ignore. I’m in 
France now and can attest. We 
went to the mountains seeking 
relief, but the heat was relent-
less even at 4,000 feet. With no 
air conditioning, even sleep was a 
chore.

But these inconveniences are 
nothing compared with what lies 
ahead if we don’t change course. 
The most alarming new tempera-
ture record was the ocean surface, 
which hit almost 70 degrees in 
June, capping off six months of 
record warmth. Marine heat 
waves are triggering extreme 
weather, killing off marine wild-
life and bleaching coral reefs, and 
even more heat is in the forecast 
with a super El Niño weather 
pattern expected this year. This 
will cause extreme flooding in 
some regions and droughts and 
wildfires in others. It could even 
cause famine in parts of the globe.

All of this is threatening to 
collapse the Atlantic Meridio-
nal Overturning Circulation, or 
AMOC, a critical ocean current 
system that pulls water from 
warm areas of the ocean up 
north where it cools and sinks 
and cycles back south. The Gulf 
Stream, which brings warm water 
from the Gulf of Mexico into the 
Atlantic Ocean and shapes the 
climate in the United States as 
well as Western Europe, is part 
of that system. Once thought to 
be a low-risk possibility for some 
future generation, new estimates 
suggest AMOC could collapse 
within decades and that it’s 
already too late to turn back the 
clock. A mysterious cold ocean 
blob has been discovered south of 
Greenland that scientists suggest 
is a sign of AMOC heading toward 
a tipping point. AMOC’s collapse 
would be globally catastrophic; 
in fact, it’s the event at the center 
of the apocalyptic 2004 film “The 
Day After Tomorrow.”  

As my mother lamented 
recently, “Climate change is ruin-
ing summer.” And it’s ruining 
summer whether you believe in 
it or not. I remain shocked that so 
few people, in America in partic-
ular, are not seized with this and 
raising alarm. The frog in boiling 

water metaphor is just a little too 
on the nose.

Ironically, the very things that 
help Americans avoid the reali-
ties of climate change are speed-
ing it up: our car-based lifestyle, 
our plentiful air conditioning, 
our economy based largely on 
industries that happen inside 
away from the elements. I lived 
and worked in Africa for years and 
never met an African skeptical of 
climate change.  

So perhaps it’s unsurprising 
that the U.S. government today 
stands alone in aggressively 
opposing the mitigation of climate 
change and doubling down on 
the fossil fuels that cause it. The 
fossil fuel industry has paid a lot of 
money for its friendly treatment 
in Washington, but President 
Donald Trump’s administra-
tion has taken that favoritism 
to lengths so absurd it would be 
comical if this weren’t such a dire 
issue. Trump’s One Big Beau-
tiful Bill, signed into law a year 
ago, increased fossil fuel subsi-
dies by $4 billion to reach nearly 
$35 billion a year, which coinci-
dentally is roughly equal to the 
cost of renewable energy projects 
that were canceled due to Trump 
administration policy changes. 
The administration has even paid 

$2.5 billion of taxpayer money to 
get companies to shut down exist-
ing wind energy projects.  

Like tobacco companies that 
spent decades denying the health 
dangers of cigarettes, people who 
financially benefit from depen-
dence on fossil fuels will always 
try to deny that climate change is 
happening, and that their prod-
ucts are causing it. Politicians in 
the pocket of these industries will 
do the same.

But we will keep experiencing 
its disastrous effects in our day-to-
day lives, in the form of hotter 
summers, longer tornado seasons, 
more dangerous droughts and 
floods, longer fire seasons, higher 
food costs and more expensive 
insurance.

We Americans can choose to 
put our heads in the sand, but it’s 
hot down there now, too.  

Elizabeth Shackelford is a senior 
adviser with the Institute for 
Global Affairs at Eurasia Group 
and a foreign affairs columnist 
for the Chicago Tribune. She is 
also a lecturer with the Dickey 
Center at Dartmouth College. She 
was previously a U.S. diplomat 
and is the author of “The Dissent 
Channel: American Diplomacy in 
a Dishonest Age.”

Climate change’s heat is baking us to death. We must act
Children cool off at Crown Fountain in Millennium Park in downtown Chicago during a heat wave on June 29.  EILEEN T. MESLAR/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Elizabeth Shackelford
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Mexican team inspired pride
On Sunday night, as the 

minutes ticked down in the 
Mexican national team’s World 
Cup defeat to England, I couldn’t 
help but wipe tears from my 
eyes. This time was different; 
they weren’t heartbreaking, 
gut-wrenching, defeated tears. It 
was me reflecting on something 
Dr. Seuss is credited with saying: 
“Don’t cry because it’s over. 
Smile because it happened.”

I thought of the joy of all my 
people from every corner of 
the globe who had a reason to 
smile and laugh and celebrate 
being us. We celebrated in our 
amazing cities with our people 
and with strangers who couldn’t 
help but join in on the fiesta. The 
whole world found out what we 
know. We’re beautiful people 
who love México, love life and 
love the amazing land we are 
blessed to either call home or the 
land of our ancestors.

I remembered last Septem-
ber when people like me were 
persecuted in the streets of 
Chicago and could legally be 
racially profiled and taken away 
without due process. That 
period was mentally and phys-
ically taxing on thousands of 
people like me who stayed in 
the house for fear of being the 
next one federal agents took. I 
remembered when the capture 
of an infamous drug cartel head 
brought attention to Mexico for 
all the wrong reasons, and in 
some cases, people questioned 
whether the only Latin Amer-
ican nation to host two World 
Cups (and the Olympic Games) 
could host a third.

I remembered taking my 
father to the World Cup’s open-
ing game this year at Esta-
dio Azteca in Mexico City on 
June 11. Gosh, did that immi-
grant deserve it after work-
ing two jobs for most of his 
life as a baker, and during that 
period, his son proudly became 
a United States Marine. His 
other son worked with the 
U.S. national soccer team, and 
his daughter, helping younger 
people accomplish their goal of 
higher education.

I remembered my mother, 
a working mom whose matri-
archal disposition kept it all 
together and allowed us to live 
our American Dream.

During Sunday’s game, I was 
grateful and proud to be Mexi-
can and knew the victory was 
our squad giving us a reason to 
smile and celebrate ourselves.

May it be this way forever. 
Viva México.
— Sinhue Mendoza, Chicago

FIFA president  
caved to pressure

I watched the U.S. men lose to 
Belgium on Monday night. My 
feelings were complicated. At 
best, I’m a casual soccer fan, but, 
hey, it’s the World Cup, and it’s 
here. USA!

I also watched the U.S. versus 
Bosnia and Herzegovina match, 
and I watched as Folarin Balo-
gun received a red card. Ouch. 
Brutal, but them’s the rules, 
right? And has there ever been 
a match without a controversial 
call? In any sport?

I was horrified to read that 
President Donald Trump pres-
sured FIFA President Gianni 
Infantino to repeal Balogun’s 
suspension. Infantino, the same 
guy who invented and awarded 
Trump the “FIFA Peace Prize,” 
caved pretty quickly.

I hoped against hope that, 
this time, someone would stand 
up for integrity and rules and a 
bully wouldn’t get his way. And 
maybe give the USA a chance to 
win fair and square.

But, like Charlie Brown and 
the football, I’m still hoping.
— Suzanne Zettle, Naperville

FIFA lacks an appeal process
The recent controversy 

surrounding U.S. striker Folarin 
Balogun’s red card reversal 
highlights a glaring flaw in 
international soccer’s gover-
nance. Balogun was cleared 
to play against Belgium after 
FIFA suspended his automatic 
one-game ban and placed him 
on probation instead. While 
American fans were glad to 
have him back, the arbitrary 
way this decision was reached 
undermines the integrity of the 
sport.

Major American sports 
leagues have a formalized, trans-
parent appeal process built into 
their core rules. In the NFL, 
MLB and NHL, if a player or 
team faces a major penalty, there 
are clear, structured channels for 
arbitration.

In contrast, FIFA, an orga-
nization that operates with 
hundreds of staff members 

globally and is projected to bring 
in a staggering $13 billion over 
this World Cup cycle, lacks a 
formal, equitable appeal process 
for on-field discipline. With a 
referee’s decision on the field 
being considered final, teams 
have no way to challenge a bad 
call, which does happen during 
a game.

In fairness to the players and 
to the nations participating, 
FIFA must establish a legitimate, 
independent appeal process. 
With modern video technol-
ogy and multiple camera angles 
showing exactly what happens, 
there is no excuse for this orga-
nization to rely on nonappeal-
able referee decisions.

It is time for FIFA to adopt the 

transparency and fairness that 
other major sports leagues have 
practiced for decades.
— Al Zvinakis, Lemont

Balogun should have sat out
Despite the reinstatement of 

the U.S. soccer team’s star player 
for Monday’s match, sitting him 
out might have gone a long way 
toward restoring the goodwill 
the team — and the U.S. — had 
been enjoying.
— Jase Frederick, Evanston

Goals of democratic socialists
Regarding “Centrist Dems 

must not let ‘democratic social-
ists’ take over their party with-
out a fight” (July 5): Wow! Did 
Joe McCarthy write the editorial 
about democratic socialists?

This piece is ill-informed fear-
mongering, and this nonsense 
really needs to stop.

Most Americans support indi-
vidual pieces of the democratic 
socialist platform. This includes 
universal healthcare; increasing 
taxes on the super-rich, decreas-
ing military spending; raising 
the minimum wage; expanding 
social services such as childcare; 
strong public education and 
paid family leave; and adopt-
ing green energy technologies. 
It also includes putting guard-
rails on corporations to ensure 
clean water, air and soil, and fair 
worker treatment and compen-
sation.

The editorial board knows 
that democratic socialism is not 
communism. This opinion was 
irresponsible and inflammatory.
— Rebecca Palumbo, Tinley Park

Definition of  
a centrist Democrat

I would put this question to 
the Tribune Editorial Board: 
What defines a “centrist Demo-
crat”? This editorial is written as 
if the readers already know what 
a centrist Democrat is. But with-
out a clear definition, how are 
we to compare?

Simply using extreme exam-
ples from some far-left demo-

cratic socialist candidates is not 
sufficiently illustrative. Does 
a centrist Democrat support 
universal healthcare? How 
about taxing the very wealthy at 
higher rates rather than giving 
them tax breaks? Do centrist 
Democrats want to reduce 
wealth disparity or keep it grow-
ing? What about working for 
policies that increase affordable 
housing? Spending less on our 
already-bloated military and 
more on programs that help our 
people? How about common-
sense campaign finance reforms 
such as overturning the disas-
trous Citizens United Supreme 
Court decision?

Do centrist Democrats 
support partisan gerrymander-

ing or term limits for Supreme 
Court justices and members 
of Congress? If the answers to 
these questions are “no,” then a 
centrist Democrat is no different 
than a Republican.

This piece reads more like 
fearmongering than a thought-
ful analysis. I do give the board 
credit, however, for not going 
as far as using the “communist” 
label that our current Republi-
can president is slinging about.
— Ronda Schiess, River Forest

Platner did not wait, 
fortunately

Former Maine U.S. Senate 
candidate Graham Platner did 
not take a page from President 
Joe Biden’s 2024 playbook. 
Biden afforded his Republican 
challenger Donald Trump an 
advantage by waiting too long 
to drop out of the race. With the 
growing allegations against Plat-
ner, he reassessed his campaign 
and bowed out of the race. Had 
he waited longer, it would have 
only inured to the benefit of 
Republican incumbent Susan 
Collins. A Collins victory would 
dash Democrats’ hope of taking 
the U.S. Senate, which — except 
for the pending bipartisan 
affordable-housing legislation — 
has been rubber-stamping this 
administration’s objectives and 
policies.
— Ava Holly Berland, Chicago

Why is Trump above scrutiny?
It has become very clear that 

Maine Democratic U.S. Senate 
candidate Graham Platner was 
a terrible choice to face Republi-
can incumbent Susan Collins.

Platner has a shady past, and 
he may be a rapist.

Having said that, why is Plat-
ner subjected to scrutiny that is 
not applied to the president of 
the United States, the leader of 
the free world who, among his 
many misdeeds, was found by 
a court to be liable in the sexual 
assault of a woman and who has 
been accused of rape and sexual 
misconduct by several people?

In one of their debates, Presi-
dent Joe Biden accused Donald 
Trump of having “the morals of 
an alley cat.” That was an insult 
to all alley cats.

What is good for the goose 
should be good for the gander.
— Oren Spiegler, Peters 
Township 

Illinois clings to partisanship
I am disgusted that Illinois 

refused to officially participate 
in the Great American State 
Fair, part of the nation’s 250th 
anniversary celebration. That 
isn’t principle — it’s partisan-
ship placed above the state and 
above the country every one of 
us belongs to, regardless of who 
holds office.

It’s also hypocritical. Demo-
crats have spent years warning 
about division in this country. 
Yet Illinois chose to boycott its 
own country’s 250th birthday 
celebration because of who’s in 
the White House. That doesn’t 
fight division — it manufactures 
more of it.

It’s an embarrassment on 
the world stage. Other nations 
watched how America marked 
this milestone, and Illinois’ 
absence sent a message that 
this state can’t set politics aside 
even for one moment of national 
significance.

I expect the people who 
represent me to rise above petty 
partisanship. This time, they 
didn’t.
— Thomas Hoerner, Mokena, 
Illinois

Protected right  
to free speech

As America celebrated its 
250th Independence Day, white 
supremacists marched openly in 
Washington, spreading hatred 
with little public condemnation 
from our nation’s highest office. 
Their presence raises a simple 
but uncomfortable question: 
What am I missing?

For years, political leaders 
have argued that even hateful 
speech by white supremacists is 
protected by the First Amend-
ment unless it crosses the line 
into criminal conduct. If that 
constitutional principle is valid, 
it must apply equally to Amer-
icans who peacefully advocate 
for human rights, including the 
rights of Palestinians.

Let me be clear: Anyone who 
promotes violence or supports 
terrorism deserves condem-
nation and accountability. But 
peacefully speaking out for 
civilians suffering in war is 
neither terrorism nor extrem-
ism. It is protected speech.

The Constitution does not 
create one standard for white 
supremacists and another for 
those who peacefully call for 
justice. The First Amendment 

cannot depend on politics, race, 
religion or whether those in 
power approve of the message.

America’s strength has always 
rested on defending constitu-
tional rights consistently, not 
selectively. When free speech is 
protected for some but ques-
tioned or punished for others, 
we are no longer defending the 
Constitution.

We are defending hypocrisy.
God bless our Constitution — 

not hypocrisy.
— Masood Akhtar, Madison, 
Wisconsin

Restricting birthright 
citizenship

Since the Constitution is clear 
about the fact that anyone born 
in the United States is automati-
cally a citizen, the U.S. Supreme 
Court made the correct deci-
sion in affirming that right. That 
said, I do agree with those who 
feel that there should be some 
exceptions. For instance, asylum 
seekers who have a child born 
here but then are denied asylum 
by the courts. Another exam-
ple would be tourists who come 
here with the explicit desire to 
have their child be born in the 
United States.

The problem is that since this 
right is in the Constitution, it 
would probably require a consti-
tutional amendment, which 
would be difficult during this 
administration’s term. Perhaps 
Congress could pass some 
restrictive laws, but I’m afraid 
the legislation would be chal-
lenged and struck down by the 
courts.

Therefore, it appears that we 
are stuck with this situation, and 
President Donald Trump should 
forget about it and move on to 
other important matters.
— Dan Schuchardt, Wheaton

Can our American  
values endure?

American values — demo-
cratic governance, adherence 
to the rule of law, cooperation 
among allies, equal opportu-
nity, journalistic freedom — have 
been, for the past 250 years, a 
model for the rest of the world. 
The perversions served up by 
this U.S. Supreme Court and 
the administration stand at the 
forefront of an assault on those 
values.

But there is a glimmer of 
hope in the willingness of this 
court and other courts to reject 
the administration’s egregious 
departures from the moral high 
ground. Do the birthright citi-
zenship ruling, the tariff rejec-
tion, the felony convictions of 
the president and preservation 
of funding for the press repre-
sent a chance for us to redeem 
our experiment in democratic 
governance?

We face a test. Is our system 
strong enough to withstand 
this assault on its fundamental 
values? Is the public motivated 
sufficiently to rise peacefully 
and demand changes? Can 
“this nation, or any nation so 
conceived and so dedicated, long 
endure”?
— Del Bloem, Hoffman Estates

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

People toss a massive blowup soccer ball back and forth in Elgin before the start of the World Cup game between Mexico and England on Sunday. 
STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Most Americans support individual pieces of the democratic socialist platform. This 
includes universal healthcare; increasing taxes on the super-rich, decreasing military 

spending; raising the minimum wage; expanding social services such as childcare; 
strong public education and paid family leave; and adopting green energy technologies. 
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Mean Streets,
Murky Waters
Gowanus Crossing
By Vincent Coppola
Holt, 256 pages, $27.99

BOOKSHELF | By Alex Belth

When Your Friends All Turn 70

O ne by one, my class-
mates from elementary
school are turning 70,

and the celebrations and ac-
knowledgments are moving
through our lives like Bob Dy-
lan’s Rolling Thunder Revue.

These are low-key affairs in
someone’s home or a restau-
rant, not fancy parties or far-
flung cruises. We gather in sixes
and eights for dinner at places
chosen more for their decibels
than their desserts. Seven-
thirty reservations? Didn’t they
have anything at 6:00?

Seating is more ritualistic
than a state dinner. Men at one
end of the table, women at the
other. A couple of “middlers”
settle in between for when
conversation includes the
whole group. I try to grab the
chair to Goldberg’s right, as
that’s his good ear. Entrees are
often split by couples and still
leave something for tomor-
row’s lunch. Because we are
turning 70 and have license to

let loose, we order a single
dessert with six forks.

Discussions range from
Steelers Super Bowls at one
end of the table to new grand-
children at the other. Both
ends mourn the recent death
of Bill Mazeroski.

Who recently fell down is
another topic, followed by my
grab-bar lecture. The shower, I
explain to my friends for the
15th time, is a silent killer.

Downsizing and condo strate-
gies are divulged. First-floor
master bedrooms are the holy
grail in hilly Pittsburgh.

Our hard drives being full,
we can vaguely remember that
we had some grudge but not
what it was about or who it
was against. We’re mostly be-
yond hating and bragging at

this point, happy to be vertical
or angled a bit. I’m one of the
few still kvetching about rap
music and why isn’t “Saturday
Night Live” funny anymore? I
see why parents would name
their kid A$AP Rocky, but did
they really need the dollar
sign? Seems gratuitous.

Also, our Sirius channels
keep getting moved. The ’40s,
which logically used to play
on 4, is now up near Sinatra.
The ’50s and ’60s, formerly 5
and 6, are 72 and 73. The ’80s,
’90s and 2000s are rightly at
8, 9 and 10, but watch out,
’70s on 7, you’re hanging by a
thread.

One fit friend, Wendy,
planned a dance party that I
was going to miss, so we met
over coffee. A trained art con-
servator, she is the unofficial
archivist for our grade-school
class. She pulled out a Polar-
oid of the third-grade boys.
Without hesitation, I named
everyone but stopped short as
I realized that we now knew
how many of their life stories

unfolded. Engineer, engineer,
doctor, carpet salesman.

I still picture people as they
were in their prime, not as
they are now, which isn’t that
bad since we came of age right
when people decided to get
healthy. Our grade was espe-
cially lucky, missing both the
draft lottery and mullets but
catching erectile-dysfunction
pills when they went generic.
To paraphrase Monty Python,
we’re not dead yet, but as we
meander through our 70-year
events the birth class of ’56 is
mainly happy to have made it
this far, leading productive and
meaningful lives and remem-
bering those whose lives were
cut short.

The Hebrew blessing on a
birthday is that you should live
to 120 (Moses’ age when he
died in good shape with all of
his marbles). Instead, let’s
shoot for 80 and see where we
go from there.

Mr. Weiss is a Pittsburgh
carpet salesman.

By Lou Weiss

Birthday dinners are
small and early, and
we don’t eat a lot.

OPINION

T he New York City borough of Brooklyn is often por-
trayed with nostalgia. In “Gowanus Crossing,” Vincent
Coppola’s elegiac memoir, even the pollution is imbued

with longing.
“In the 1960s,” Mr. Coppola writes of Brooklyn’s Gowanus

neighborhood, a narrow corridor abutting the Gowanus Canal,
one could “drive a car at fifty miles per hour down Carroll
Street from Hoyt, accelerate over the one-hundred-foot-wide
waterway—and gag.”

The source of the stench was the canal itself, a stretch of
sewage, chemicals and other unmentionables in “green water
that hissed and bubbled like a witch’s cauldron.”

Wedged between the residential neighborhoods of Park
Slope and Carroll Gardens, Gowanus in the 1960s was a self-
contained world populated by dockworkers, shopkeepers, wise-
guys and priests, where the sound of mockery was “a constant:
singsong, aural graffiti, echoing everywhere.” Mr. Coppola’s
family, originally from southern Italy near Naples, settled in the

neighborhood in the 1890s. The
small piece of Brooklyn was a
place of “nonstop crime and vio-
lence” where, in Mr. Coppola’s
words, “even the undertakers
tried to kill one another.”

Education was treated with
suspicion in Mr. Coppola’s family
and in the neighborhood at large.
Authority was disdained and out-
siders unwelcome. The oldest of
four brothers and one of more than
30 first cousins—“more tribe than
family,” as he puts it—Mr. Coppola
was an anomaly. As a child he was a
reader and a diligent student.

Though he knew no adult who had completed high school, he
would go on to graduate from Columbia Journalism School and
build a career as a reporter, mostly at Newsweek.

Each of the 32 chapters in “Gowanus Crossing” is devoted
to a neighborhood personality or an episode from the author’s
youth. It’s a trim book—you can read it in a couple of sittings
or on a long flight—but it’s perhaps best enjoyed in small
doses, a chapter or two at a time. You don’t chug espresso.

Many of Mr. Coppola’s recollections are sensory: roasted
peppers, his grandma’s sizzling meatballs, a neighbor’s home-
made wine sweetened with peaches—“smells and tastes that
intoxicate me to this day.” Memorable characters he introduces
include Armando Illiano, a 4-foot-tall gangster connected to
the Gallo crew who walked a pet lion named Cleo around the
neighborhood. Margie, a neighbor Mr. Coppola describes as “a
woman with a wrestler’s bulk . . . and murder in her heart”
taught high school by day and tended bar beneath the author’s
apartment at night. She eventually loses her teaching job for
biting a student in the head.

“Everyone from Gowanus shouts,” Mr. Coppola writes. “All
day, all the time, as if they’re players fretting and strutting on
some invisible stage.”

The author, restrained and watchful, proves the exception.
As a child, Mr. Coppola stayed close to home, “afraid of the
unknown, of being alone, of losing friends and family should I
venture out of Gowanus, a fear hard to shake.”

The anxieties that were an ordinary part of life in the neigh-
borhood—including air-raid drills at school and the constant
threat of violence from parents, teachers, police officers and
street punks—is conveyed vividly. “It’s an unsettling thing,”
Mr. Coppola writes, “to see my father and uncle, both wife
beaters, flailing at each other in the gutter.”

The same two men figure in one of the book’s most arrest-
ing episodes. In 1956 a fire at Bush Terminal’s 35th Street pier,
not far from Gowanus, produced what was then one of the
largest explosions in New York’s history. Afterward, the young
Vincent watched his father, his uncle and a few other men, all
veterans of World War II, gather in the Coppolas’ backyard,
where tomato plants flourished between weeds and broken
glass. Taking swigs from a bottle of whiskey, each man pre-
pared to have one of his knees smashed with a hammer—by
his helpful friends—so he could file injury claims connected to
the explosion.

“What level of desperation,” Mr. Coppola asks, “forces you
to believe that crippling yourself for a few thousand dollars is
the only option you have?”

This unanswered question lingers, along with an atmo-
sphere of loneliness. Most of the people from the neighbor-
hood would die young, “mortality in the air like early frost.”
Many of his father’s friends would be cut down by “cigarettes
and stress and brutal working.” Mr. Coppola’s beloved brother
Thomas would die of AIDS in 1985. His parents—first his
father, then his mother—would die in their 60s. When the
author was diagnosed with throat cancer despite having never
smoked, he wasn’t surprised. “Surviving is the surprise,” he
writes without self-pity.

The culture depicted in “Gowanus Crossing” is one many
readers will know through mafia movies, though the book is
chiefly set “before ‘The Godfather’ exalted organized crime
and romanticized violence,” writes Mr. Coppola—who is not
related to Francis Ford Coppola. The criminal ensemble of
Martin Scorsese’s “Goodfellas” (1990) is echoed in the book’s
roll call of neighborhood characters—Jimmy Psycho, Richie
Mel, Uncle Fat—yet “Gowanus Crossing” avoids cliché.

Like Mr. Scorsese, the author adores the flawed characters
he grew up around, but he’s no fool, and comes to loathe the
mob, along with the crueler authority figures—nuns and cops
among them—who mistreated him as a child. Gentrification
eventually claims Gowanus, as it has the surrounding neigh-
borhoods, and Mr. Coppola is unimpressed by the newcomers
who seem convinced that “no one and nothing of value existed
before they arrived.”

“We leave so little trace in passing through life,” he writes.
In this collection of sketches, filled with guilt and shame, pride
and love, Mr. Coppola finds the meaning he craves.

Mr. Belth writes the Substack newsletter Dig This With
Alex Belth.

Vincent Coppola lovingly recounts his youth
in a neighborhood where violent conflict was
the norm and the local waterway was toxic.

Democrat ic
Party leaders
are fuming
over the in-
competence
of the pro-
gressive op-
eratives who
gave them
Graham Plat-
ner, the
Maine train

wreck who jeopardizes their
ambition to take the Senate.
Yet those leaders are stand-
ing mutely as the same pro-
gressives dictate Mr. Plat-
ner’s replacement. It’s a
perfect illustration of the
party’s dysfunction.

Days after Politico re-
ported another round of sex-
ual-assault allegations from
another Platner ex-girlfriend,
the party shucked off the
Maine “oysterman.” Demo-
crats will tolerate Nazi tat-
toos, unhinged Reddit posts,
extramarital sexting and even
accusations of physical abuse
(if lodged by a conservative).
But the party wants it known
it will act on allegations from
a liberal woman—overnight.
Once it was ruled Mr. Platner
had to go, he was gone. No
chance to explain, no window
for pushback. Liberal leaders
linked arms in a classic dem-
onstration of Democratic
Party ruthlessness, stripping
the candidate of endorse-
ments, funds, voter data and
ground support.

In a video, Mr. Platner
made clear he feels robbed—
and with some justification.
When Maine primary voters
went to the polls on June 9,
they already knew most of

Maine May Get Another Platner
the Bad Boy Platner story
and overwhelmingly nomi-
nated him anyway. Mr. Plat-
ner wants to blame his politi-
cal execution on the media
and the “political establish-
ment.” But among the first
Democrats to rush for the
Grahamtanic lifeboats were
the progressive insurgents
who recruited him to go
around the party establish-
ment. This was the party as a
whole—the “party of democ-
racy”—uniting to erase the
voters’ decision.

That’s where the unity
ends. Amid the wreckage is a
pressing deadline—2½ weeks
from now—to choose a re-
placement nominee. You
might think that Senate Mi-
nority Leader Chuck Schumer
and Democratic Senatorial
Campaign Committee head
Kirsten Gillibrand would be
shouting “I told you so” and
“the grownups are back in
charge.” They are the “estab-
lishment” that the progres-
sives unwisely defied by re-
cruiting Mr. Platner.

Mr. Schumer had re-
cruited the popular Gov.
Janet Mills to take on GOP
Sen. Susan Collins. Ms. Mills
is a vetted professional with
a lifetime of public service—
district attorney, state repre-
sentative, attorney general,
first female governor. She
won election and re-election
by comfortable margins and
was the first gubernatorial
candidate since the 1990s to
receive more than 50% of the
vote. Ms. Mills’s résumé con-
tains not a single entry for
“sexting,” “rape” or “Nazi
tattoo.” She’d have been a

formidable challenger.
But she wouldn’t do for

the Bernie crowd, determined
to use this year’s primaries
to saddle the party nation-
wide with far-left candidates.
They plucked Mr. Platner out
of obscurity, dazzled by his
“workingman” credentials,
wanting to show that a so-
cialist-leaning “outsider” and
“fighter” would generate en-
thusiasm. Then they jeered
Ms. Mills to the sidelines—

trashing her as too old, too
moderate, too establishment.
She suspended her campaign
in April, just in time to watch
the Platner clown car go full
Bozo.

The party has now engi-
neered a do-over. To be de-
cided by the tippy top. The
base remains aggrieved over
past party maneuvering—
from the rejiggering of the
primary calendar to aid Joe
Biden, to the disastrous coro-
nation of Kamala Harris.
Ergo, the Maine Democratic
Party is frantically spinning
its plan for a complex “con-
vention,” complete with “del-
egates” chosen by “county
committees” and other fea-
tures suggesting democracy.
This is all nonsense. The
party quickly killed a plan to
have a true caucus, which
would have given voters a

new say. This decision will be
made by insiders—apparently
by the same progressive
poohbahs who just blew up
Democrats’ Maine race in
monumental, humiliating
fashion.

Before Mr. Platner even
announced his suspension,
that progressive crew came
out in force to declare that
only another progressive fire-
brand would be tolerated.
They helpfully flagged for the
press a list of democratic-so-
cialist approved mini-Plat-
ners, and prodded several to
jump into the race. “I’ve got
a message for Chuck Schumer
and the DSCC: Maine doesn’t
need Washington insiders
picking our senator,” declared
Jordan Wood, one of the
front-runners.

And Mr. Schumer? He,
along with any Democrat
with a sensible plan for win-
ning Maine, remains cowed
by the likes of Mr. Wood (age
36, running on the strength
of his bio as a congressional
aide). He has offered no
pushback against the party’s
progressive minority. No
threats to withhold re-
sources. Ms. Mills—sitting
governor, with the broadest
name recognition of any
Democrat in the state—re-
mains She Who Must Not Be
Named.

If Democrats lose Maine,
they will blame it on the
“flawed” Mr. Platner. The real
blame will be on the party
“establishment” who sat still
at this second moment—and
watched the left make the
same mistake all over again.
Write to kim@wsj.com.

Cowed by the left, the
party establishment
may get stuck with
another hard leftist.

POTOMAC
WATCH
By Kimberley
A. Strassel

The ques-
tions that
define civili-
zations don’t
always an-
n o u n c e

themselves cleanly. They can
arrive wrapped in the language
of progress—faster, smarter,
more efficient—until one day
we realize that what has ar-
rived isn’t what we wanted.

In the case of artificial intel-
ligence, choices made in board-
rooms and research labs will
have far-reaching conse-
quences. We need to under-
stand that clearly, before the
changes become irreversible.
Even more, to make serious de-
cisions about our future, we
need to state the moral defini-
tions of what it means to be hu-
man and the limits on AI’s influ-
ence on the social order.

AI development is outpac-
ing ethical deliberation, and
people are already being
harmed. We’ve seen teens
counseled toward suicide, a
proliferation of child sex-abuse
material and communities
strained by sprawling data
centers. And that’s only what’s
come to light. This technology
is permeating our lives in ways
beyond our awareness. The
risks of AI superintelligence
run from economic upheaval to
the concentration of power in
the hands of whatever corpo-
ration or government wins the
AI technology race.

At the same time, we have
to see clearly the good of AI. I
recently met a developer
whose AI tool helps trafficking
survivors delete their images
online. AI can provide earlier

A Christian Vision for the Future of AI
and more accurate medical di-
agnoses, together with treat-
ment plans providing real ad-
vancements for underserved
communities. AI is generating
creative solutions in water
management.

Transformational opportu-
nities for improvement are be-
fore us, thanks to AI. But a
pro-human worldview—the
philosophical grounding to aim
those opportunities at the
moral end of human flourish-
ing—won’t emerge spontane-
ously. We must shape AI be-
fore it shapes us.

That is why I joined a multi-
faith coalition in Rome last Oc-
tober to declare that AI must be
ethical and people of faith must
help make it so. The American
Security Foundation convened
an assembly of leaders and
scholars at the Vatican, where
we signed a Joint Statement on
AI Ethics. The statement set
five principles as the moral ar-
chitecture of the AI age: accu-
racy, transparency, privacy, se-
curity and the common good of
human dignity.

A statement, however, is
only a beginning. In Rome we
established a moral vocabu-
lary—the groundwork neces-
sary for further discussion. In
late May we reconvened in Ath-
ens, inviting other faith leaders
to join us in developing and ap-
plying that ethical language.
Keeping pace with AI will take
all of us speaking with clarity
and common purpose. Themar-
ket-driven development of new
technology, by itself, won’t pro-
tect children, truth or human
dignity. But religious traditions
have spent millennia on exactly

those concerns. Ethical public
policy must be developed with
meaningful input from faith
communities.

For evangelical Christians
like me, a foundational convic-
tion is that human beings are
made in the image of God. In
the ancient Near East, the im-
age of God was used to legiti-
mize power of the divinity of
kings. In that context, the Book

of Genesis does something au-
dacious. It democratizes royal
dignity, extending it to every-
one—man and woman, slave
and sovereign, each bearing
inestimable worth.

That conviction underlies
Christian accounts of dignity,
equality, justice and human re-
sponsibility. It has also shaped
the most consequential moral
arguments in Western history.
The claim was provocative
then as it is now. It is the kind
of underlying moral idea that
can protect us from an AI-in-
fluenced social world that
doesn’t understand the point
of all technology is the eleva-
tion of human worth.

People of faith number
more than six billion world-
wide. Religious leaders, schol-
ars, advocates, parents, profes-
sionals and policymakers can
curtail abuses and promote hu-
man dignity. Pope Leo XIV’s

recent encyclical, “Magnifica
Humanitas,” demonstrates
such moral participation.

We don’t need to choose be-
tween innovation and integ-
rity. We can move forward if
we have the confidence and
moral clarity to demand three
things. First, a national truth-
in-AI standard, so people know
when content is synthetic and
when they are dealing with a
machine rather than a person.
Second, human accountability
wherever AI shapes conse-
quential decisions in areas like
healthcare, education and le-
thal military action. Third, in-
dependent auditors to mea-
sure these systems not by
efficiency or profit alone, but
by whether they protect hu-
man dignity and serve the
common good.

The church, too, has work.
We must form the next genera-
tion to judge these tools, not
merely use them. Christians
working in technology have a
calling to shape these systems
from within, and they need
prayer and support. All of us
can back measures like the De-
fiance Act (which gives people
a way to fight back against
harmful AI-generated images)
or join campaigns pressing for
accountability and dignity.

Regulation need not stymie
innovation. It can be a guardrail,
not a brake. But we can’t be pas-
sive observers of a revolution
that will reshape every dimen-
sion of human life. We must be
advocates and architects.

Mr. Kim is president of the
National Association of
Evangelicals.

The development
of the technology is
beginning to outpace
ethical deliberation.

HOUSES OF
WORSHIP
By Walter
Kim

Coming in BOOKS this weekend
Life in the Soviet Union after Joseph Stalin • Interracial
encounters in the antebellum South • A history of U.S.
foreign policy • Homer’s ‘Odyssey’ on audiobook • The
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The Chavista Regime, Venezuela and Trump
Mary Anastasia O’Grady is right

that the Chavista regime has priori-
tized its own corrupt interests over
an effective earthquake response
(“Why Venezuela Turned Rescue
Teams Away,” Americas, July 6). The
danger now is that reconstruction
becomes another economic excuse to
delay the country’s much-needed
democratic transition.

Since Nicolás Maduro’s capture in
January, the Trump administration
has given priority to stability and
economic recovery in Venezuela.
Treasury has issued general licenses
to manage the revival of the coun-
try’s petroleum and mining sectors
and attract foreign investment. This
opening has not been conditioned on
progress toward key election-en-
abling steps, including a new elec-
toral commission, an electoral time-
line and a new electoral tribunal.

The regime has also obtained U.S.
authorization to hire advisers for
what could be the largest ever sover-
eign-debt restructuring. That $240
billion burden will be one of Mr. Ma-

duro and Delcy Rodríguez’s enduring
legacies, and the Venezuelan people
should have the chance to elect their
leaders before any restructuring is
concluded.

Added to that debt pile are the
billions it will take to rebuild La
Guaira and other hard-hit areas. The
same corrupt regime that built
many of the collapsed buildings
should not profit from their recon-
struction. Its inept response demon-
strates why Venezuela, like Cuba,
can’t recover effectively under its
current leadership.

The Trump administration has
mounted an impressive disaster re-
sponse, but stability will be fleeting
as regime failures intensify calls for
elections. That’s why it’s more im-
portant than ever for Washington to
flex its leverage over Venezuela’s ex-
ports and debt negotiations. It can
put the country on a real path to
transition.

CONNOR PFEIFFER
FDD Action

Bethesda, Md.
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How Trump’s Tariffs Really ‘Work’

P resident Trump is grasping for good
economic news to rescue his underwater
job approval rating. So it’s not surpris-

ing that he’s hailing Toyota’s
announcement Tuesday that it
will expand truck production
in Texas. This is a deflection
from the dismal reality that
his border taxes are raising
costs and have failed to usher
in a manufacturing renaissance.

Toyota said it plans to invest $3.6 billion
adding a second assembly line at a new San
Antonio facility to produce its Tacoma truck
and will create 2,000 jobs. The Japanese auto
maker currently produces the Tacoma in Texas
and Mexico, so it will be shifting production
from south of the border.

Music to Mr. Trump’s protectionist ears.
“Toyota is moving from Mexico to the United
States (Texas!). A really big deal. Tariffs at
work!” the President wrote on social media.
Sorry to curb the enthusiasm, but Toyota may
have made the decision for business reasons
unrelated to his tariffs.

The Japanese car maker’s press release lav-
ished praise on Texas’s pro-business environ-
ment and included statements from the state’s
political leaders (Attorney General Ken Paxton
excepted). No mention of Mr. Trump or his tar-
iffs. Toyota says the new plant will provide
“flexibility” from “advanced manufacturing
technologies,” which may offset the relatively
higher labor costs in Texas.

But the President is right that his tariffs are
at work—in destroying U.S. jobs and raising
prices. The U.S. has lost some 75,000 manufac-
turing jobs since January 2025, including
25,900 in motor vehicle and parts production.
Manufacturing jobs have been declining since
early 2023, so not all of these job losses stem
fromMr. Trump’s border taxes. Some auto job
losses are probably an overhang from the elec-
tric-vehicle fiasco.

Still, there’s no question his tariffs are rais-
ing costs for U.S. manufacturers. At the same
time, foreign retaliation has hurt America’s
farmers and depressed purchases of agricul-
ture equipment. A slowdown in trade has also
dented demand for semi-trucks.

Mr. Trump’s Section 232 national security
tariffs on autos and parts have cost $35.2 bil-
lion through April of this year, and his steel
and aluminum tariffs another $17.5 billion, ac-

cording to U.S. government data. Mr. Trump
and his advisers claim that foreigners pay his
border taxes, but the evidence shows that U.S.

companies, workers and con-
sumers are picking upmost of
the tab.

The Anderson Economic
Group estimates that auto
tariffs on Canada and Mexico
alone added about $1,600 to

the cost of each car made in the U.S. last year.
While auto makers absorbed some of the
Trump tariff costs, they also passed on a large
share to customers.

A March report by Cox Automotive found
that tariffs drove a 10.4% increase in the average
suggested retail price of a new car. Sticker
prices rose by an estimated $5,000 to $8,900
for imported vehicles and about $1,600 to
$2,000 for U.S.-made cars. Auto dealers—most
of which are small businesses—absorbed about
4.5% of the manufacturer’s price increase.

Dealers have shed 6,100 jobs since Mr.
Trump became President. Cause and effect?
Manufacturers have also added fees to avoid
raising base prices. Cox says GM and Ford
charge “destination fees” of $2,795 for full-
size trucks and SUVs. GM has increased such
fees by 40% (about $800) on its Chevrolet Sil-
verado. Call it the Trump tax.

Auto makers have also reduced imports,
and in some cases discontinued sales, of entry-
level models because the tariff costs render
them unaffordable. One result is that younger
and middle-class Americans are struggling to
afford new cars, especially on the heels of the
Biden inflation.

Many are driving clunkers for longer—and
paying more for repairs if they break down—
or buying used cars. New vehicle sales have
averaged 15.9 million in the first half of this
year, down from the 17 to 18 million in the
five years before the pandemic. When people
buy fewer cars, auto makers don’t need as
many workers.

The uncertainty hanging over the extension
of the U.S.-Mexico-Canada trade agreement is
delaying some investments since businesses
don’t know what the trade rules or tariffs will
be in a few years—or even tomorrow with Mr.
Trump. His trade oscillations and border taxes
are a major reason the economy hasn’t per-
formed as well as during his first term, and
why Americans are so unhappy.

He hails Toyota’s
investment, but what
about the job losses?

Mike Waltz Takes Cuba to School

C uba’s regime is under pressure as for-
eign benefactors have vanished, but it’s
still hoping for relief from its old friends

at the United Nations. Its
problem is that U.S. Ambassa-
dor to the U.N. Mike Waltz is
willing to tell the truth about
Cuba that the regime doesn’t
like to hear.

The long-time Havana nar-
rative, echoed in much of the U.S. media and
parts of Congress, is that Cuban poverty is
caused by U.S. sanctions. Cuba has called for
an emergency session of the General Assembly
on Friday on what it calls the U.S. “blockade.”
The U.S. lost the vote Tuesday (136-9 with 30
abstentions) on whether to hold the session,
but not before Mr. Waltz and his deputy, Jeff
Bartos, catalogued Havana’s role in the is-
land’s misery.

“For 67 years, the Cuban regime has en-
riched itself, its ruling elites, while abusing its
people, strangling private enterprise, criminal-
izing dissent, and clinging to failed communist
economics,” Mr. Waltz told the U.N. He spoke
about some of the political prisoners in jail for
writing poetry and music. And he said that
while Cubans live in the dark owing to the fail-
ure of the electricity grid, there’s still enough
fuel for the Castro family’s private jets.

Mr. Waltz also took apart the claim that the
U.S. blocks Cuba’s access to world markets.

“If there’s an embargo, a blockade, whatever
name they want to put on it, how did humani-
tarian aid from Belize, Canada, Chile, China,

Colombia, the European
Union, Mexico, Spain, Russia,
Uruguay, and the U.N. itself
reach the country just in the
last few months?” Mr. Waltz
asked. “There is no ring of
Navy warships sitting around

this island blocking trade or humanitarian aid
going into Cuba. It’s fake. It’s false. It’s a lie.
Period.”

The U.S. has sanctioned the regime’s big
shots, but it sends “a half a billion dollars a year
in commodities to Cuba” and it sent “more than
$100 million in aid” this year alone, Mr. Waltz
said. America also works “with the Vatican and
the Catholic Church to deliver food and medi-
cine to the needy. Aid that we also provided—
additional aid after themost recent hurricane.”
Some blockade.

All of this left Cuban Ambassador Bruno
Rodríguez sputtering in rage as he banged the
desk and accused the American of failing to ob-
serve “decorum,” and calling him “a liar.” That’s
called hitting a nerve.

So “why does Cuba continue to call for this
debate and come to this microphone?” Mr.
Waltz asked his colleagues. “The answer is sim-
ple: because blaming the United States is the
only economic plan Havana has left.”

Havana’s usual blame-
the-U.S game gets a
rebuttal at the U.N.

A Revealing Senate Debate in Michigan

T he next big effort by the left to conquer
the Democratic Party is Michigan’s
Senate primary on Aug. 4, and this

week’s debate between the
two contenders illustrates the
stakes. Abdul El-Sayed told
viewers that he wants to
abolish ICE, confiscate bil-
lionaire wealth (“let’s say an
8% tax”), freeze seniors’
property taxes, and offer free childcare, plus
government healthcare “without a deductible,
a premium or a copay.”

The other thing he’s selling, though, is left-
populist conspiracy theories. “For too long,”Mr.
El-Sayed claimed, “our foreign policy has been
handed to us by the likes of the state of Israel
and AIPAC,” the American Israel Public Affairs
Committee. He promised to “stand up to the
monopolies and oligopolies that are picking our
pockets.” The Immigration and Customs En-
forcement agency “is not about immigration,”
he said. “ICE is about normalizing paramilitary
force on our streets.”

The other candidate, Rep. Haley Stevens, ar-
gued she’s a real legislator, unlike her opponent,
whose primary business is getting attention for
himself. “I am not trying to sell a book or a pod-
cast,”Ms. Stevens said. “My head is down doing
the work for the people of Michigan, who need
the work to be done.We do not need a celebrity
Senator. We need a workhorse.” She also made

a case that she will do better in November
against Republican Mike Rogers.

Ms. Stevens would like to shift the country
sharply leftward as well. She
endorsed “taxing the growing
billionaire class, and forcing
them to pay their fair share,”
as well as uncapping the So-
cial Security payroll tax,
which comes off currently af-

ter the first $184,500 of earnings. Ms. Stevens
wants to set a national policy on paid family
leave for workers.

She’s no fan of President Trump or his push
for mass deportation. “Donald Trump’s ICE is
completely out of control, and it is an abuse of
power,” Ms. Stevens said. She introduced legis-
lation inMarch to set up what she called a new
“independent special prosecutor.” She told the
debate audience that Mr. Trump’s $70 billion
ICE “slush fund” should be redirected to other
law-enforcement agencies.

Is that enough for the Democratic base these
days, or does it crave harder stuff? The debate
moderators didn’t press Mr. El-Sayed on
whether “abolish ICE” means no deportations;
whether he’d vote tomake private health insur-
ance illegal; or whether President Obama was
an Israeli puppet, too.

But leftist utopianism is in the air after Dem-
ocratic primaries inWashington, D.C., NewYork
and Colorado. How about Michigan?

Abdul El-Sayed is a
leftist who sounds like
a conspiracy theorist.
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Palestinians Have Been Offered Peace Before
In “A New Path for NATO and Is-

rael” (op-ed, July 6), Rahm Emanuel
writes that Yitzhak Rabin admon-
ished Israel to “fight terrorism as if
there’s no peace process, and work
to achieve peace as if there’s no ter-
ror,” and he criticizes Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu for not endorsing the latter
part of that approach.

Rabin’s actual quote, and the con-
text surrounding it, differ from Mr.
Emanuel’s assertion. Rabin didn’t
admonish Israel but rather made a
demand on Yasser Arafat. At his
March 16, 1994, press conference
with President Bill Clinton, Rabin
called on Arafat to “act like me, to
fight terror as if there were no ne-
gotiations and conduct the negotia-
tions as if there was not terror.” On
Feb. 25, 1994, a Kahanist extremist
murdered 29 Palestinians in Hebron.
Rabin had condemned the massacre,

and Israel had outlawed the Kah-
anist organizations by the time of
the press conference, less than three
weeks later.

Neither Arafat nor his successor
ever dismantled Hamas, despite
multiple Palestinian promises to do
so. Israel nevertheless offered the
Palestinians a state four times: at
Camp David in 2000, in the Clinton
Parameters in 2000-01, in the Bush
administration’s Annapolis Process
in 2008 and in Mr. Netanyahu’s
2009 Bar-Ilan speech. Mr. Emanuel
is more accurate in describing the
Palestinian response: “Israeli prime
ministers who have extended an ol-
ive branch have been met with unre-
lenting terrorism from their Pales-
tinian partners.”

RICK RICHMAN
American Jewish University

Los Angeles

Why the Founders Weren’t Afraid of Lobbyists
Allysia Finley’s column “Did the

Supreme Court Steal the Midterm
Elections?” (Life Science, July 6)
closes with a compelling but often
overlooked point: the growth of lob-
bying is directly correlated with the
growth of government.

As law, policy and regulation have
penetrated deeper into every facet of
life, the First Amendment right “to
petition the government for the re-
dress of grievances” has become of
utmost importance. What citizen
would waste his time or money on
lobbying if not for the direct effect
of that government on his life, lib-
erty and pursuit of happiness? What
business would commit resources
that might otherwise fund innovation
or reward workers if not for the ef-

fect of government on the fate of the
business?

Calls for socialism reinforce the
incentive for lobbying, as Ms. Finley
suggests. But, even now, those who
show disdain at the money spent on
lobbying must confront the reality
that a government that impinges on
nearly every aspect of life is the
driving force for efforts to influence
policy. The solution is simple: the
smaller government the Founders
envisioned.

PETER COFFEY
Madison, Conn.

The Heart Beats the Machine
Regarding Richard Dooling’s “AI

and the English Language” (op-ed,
July 3): Evelyn Waugh once said
that the English language is “incom-
parably rich and can convey every
thought accurately and elegantly.”
Its craftsmen bear a weighty re-
sponsibility. A large language model
can sift, sort and mimic to perfec-
tion, but to what degree does the fi-
nal outcome of a piece of writing
depend on how much the writer, hu-
man or machine, is capable of car-
ing about its quality?

A machine will write faster, but
can it write better? Its words will
be blandly pleasing, but can they
sparkle? Will it bring a reader to
tears? And what of the matter of in-
stinct and feel, those aspects of ar-
tistic creation beyond the reach of
logic?

A machine may be allocated a
wide range of quotidian writing
tasks, but let flesh and blood hold
fast the art of writing.

MARGARET MCGIRR
Greenwich, Conn.

Pepper ...
And Salt

Wait Until Gen Z Turns 30
In “As America’s Mood Sours, Its

Creed Endures” (Politics & Ideas, June
24), William Galston correctly writes of
the 1970s bipartisan effort to remove
Richard Nixon from office and avert a
constitutional crisis. I would add that
Nixon, when ordered by the Supreme
Court to surrender the Watergate tapes,
did so and resigned his office.

In 1981 I met him at his first appear-
ance after his resignation at a New
York political event. Whatever his
shortcomings, in his post presidency
Nixon conducted himself with dignity
and patriotism.

JOHN A. VITERITTI
Laurel, N.Y.

I was one of those wannabe pro-
gressive students in the early ’70s. It
came with the college territory—that
peer-pressured sense of rebellion
and to “never trust anyone over 30.”

But then we turned 30 ourselves.
As we became more engaged with
work, taxes, personal prosperity and
national economic realities, many of
us started to lean right.

I don’t see a huge difference in Gen-
eration Z today. Give them time.
They’ll come around.

DOUG WOLFF
Cincinnati

.
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Why Do Democrats Hate Medicare Advantage?
overall well-functioning pro-
gram while ignoring our na-
tion’s worst program: Medicaid.

One of the great ironies in
U.S. healthcare is that the pri-
vate insurance industry is
largely responsible for adminis-
tering both the best and worst
health insurance programs we
have. What Mr. Doggett calls the
“giant private insurance compa-
nies that profiteer off Medicare”
are mostly the same companies
that are administering Medicaid.

Medicaid is heavily privat-
ized. Nationwide, 78% of enroll-
ees are in private managed care
plans, or MCOs. If you exclude
the elderly and the disabled, the
figure reaches 90% or more in
most states. Medicaid fee-for-
service (the public option) usu-
ally doesn’t even compete for
business. Instead, enrollees are nor-
mally required to join an MCO. Yet
it’s rare to hear a congressional
Democrat advocate less spending on
“giant” MCOs “profiteering” off care
for the poor.

If private companies run both
programs, why is one so much bet-
ter? The answer lies in how the pro-
gram is structured. Medicare Advan-
tage gets four things right:

First, it is the only program in our
entire healthcare system in which a
doctor who discovers a patient’s pre-
viously unknown health problem can
send that information to the insurer
(in this case Medicare). This results
in a higher premium payment for the
health plan to cover the higher ex-
pected cost of care.

Second, because of a sophisti-
cated risk-adjustment program,
Medicare Advantage plans are the
only plans in our healthcare system
that actually want sick people as
enrollees. No employer, commercial

insurer or ObamaCare marketplace
plan wants a sick enrollee.

This is obvious from the design of
marketplace plans. When Democrats’
second-tier subsidies—a temporary
Covid-era measure—were in place,
almost half the enrollees in market-
place exchange plans paid no pre-
mium, and 80% paid $10 a month or
less. Plus, the only medical care a
healthy person needs is preventive
care, and that is also free of out-of-
pocket cost. So if you were healthy,
the entire package was free, or al-
most free.

But for sick people in marketplace
plans, the out-of-pocket exposure is
the highest found anywhere. This
year an individual with serious med-
ical problems can pay $10,600, and
double that for a family. Next year it
will be $12,000 for an individual and
double that for a family.

Although employer plans aren’t as
bad, they are also tilted to attract
the healthy and avoid the sick.

Mr. Doggett insists that Medicare
Advantage plans seek to enroll only
the healthy, but the reverse is true.
Significantly more low-income bene-
ficiaries were enrolled in Medicare
Advantage plans (68% vs. 32%) in
2023. In 2021, such plans were also
the preferred choice of black (59%)
and Hispanic (67%) enrollees relative
to whites (43%). These minorities
are known to have above-average
medical needs.

Third, Medicare Advantage is the
only program in our healthcare sys-
tem in which health plans can spe-
cialize in the treatment of specific
conditions such as diabetes, conges-
tive heart failure or HIV. This allows
them to create focused factories that
are increasingly skilled at providing
care. By contrast, in the ObamaCare
marketplace, health plans are forced
to be all things to all people.

Finally, Medicare Advantage
plans make money by keeping peo-
ple healthy. Long before the price of

insulin became a political issue,
some plans were discounting the
out-of-pocket cost to diabetics.
While the political focus today is
on $35 insulin, some Medicare
Advantage plans make insulin
available free in special-needs
plans for diabetics. Keeping dia-
betics out of emergency rooms
is cost-effective medicine.

Most employer plans and ex-
change plans haven’t done the
same because free or cheap insu-
lin would attract diabetic enroll-
ees (on whom those insurers
would lose money overall). The
incentives in traditional Medi-
care are even worse. The more
traffic there is to the emergency
room, the more the doctors earn.

Former Kaiser CEO George
Halvorson has written that if a
diabetic in a Medicare Advantage

plan requires a foot amputation, that
will likely cost the plan $100,000. If
an amputation occurs in traditional
Medicare, the full cost is borne by
taxpayers.

In traditional Medicare, Mr. Hal-
vorson wrote, “20% percent of dia-
betes patients routinely get ulcers
and 20% of those ulcers turn into
amputations.” In Medicare Advan-
tage, the number of amputations is a
tiny fraction of that. “Far too many
low income people who are not on
Medicare Advantage plans go blind
and then they stay blind for life,” he
added. The key to preventing blind-
ness in diabetics is controlling blood
sugar levels. Medicare Advantage
plans have strong incentives to do
that. Traditional Medicare doctors
don’t.

Mr. Goodman is president of the
Goodman Institute of Policy Re-
search and a senior fellow with The
Independent Institute.

By John C. Goodman
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A bill introduced by Rep.
Lloyd Doggett (D., Texas)
and co-sponsored by more
than 40 House Democrats
would sharply reduce gov-

ernment payments to Medicare Ad-
vantage plans—private policies for
Medicare enrollees. The bill purports
to end practices of questionable
value, and the press announcement
makes the bill out to be an effort at
saving taxpayers money.

Mr. Doggett’s floor speech intro-
ducing the bill suggested a different
motive. He said it would “level the
playing field” between traditional
Medicare and Medicare Advantage
plans.

It is no secret that many congres-
sional Democrats dislike private
health insurance even though private
insurers were heavily involved in de-
signing ObamaCare. Politicians on

the left often speak about the desir-
ability of a “public option.” But
Medicare has already had a compet-
ing public option for more than two
decades. It’s called traditional Medi-
care, and it has been losing the com-
petition. More than half of all Medi-
care enrollees are in private plans.

For all its faults, Medicare Ad-
vantage is arguably the best health-
care program we have. It’s much
better than the ObamaCare ex-
change plans and most employer
plans. Mr. Doggett is attacking this

It’s the best program in
the entire U.S. healthcare
system, including even
employer-sponsored plans.

OPINION

Merz’s Economic Reforms Are Better Than Nothing
The race is on to
save Germany’s
economy. Rather,
make that a mod-
erate trot. Here-
with another mo-
rality tale about
what truly ails Eu-
rope’s most impor-
tant economy.

C h a n c e l l o r
Friedrich Merz last

week unveiled another series of eco-
nomic reforms. The new tranche in-
cludes modest income-tax reductions
and a commitment to push ahead
with previously debated tweaks to
the German equivalent of Social Se-
curity. There’s some labor-market
reform and red-tape reduction for
businesses.

You can argue the plan is small
beer relative to the scale of Ger-
many’s challenges. The economy is
barely growing after adjusting for
inflation, and industrial production
is falling off a cliff. But remember
that the easiest thing for Mr. Merz
to do would be nothing.

Immediately following last year’s
election, he announced a bipartisan
deal to ramp up government borrow-

ing, throw €500 billion at public
works, and increase defense spend-
ing by at least that amount. That
satisfied the Keynesian peanut gal-
lery that always argues Germany
need only borrow more to stimulate
economic growth. A lesser politician
might have called it a day and
spared himself the headache of in-
troducing more changes.

Instead, Mr. Merz keeps hammer-
ing away at the reform Germany ac-
tually needs, with some success, as
in last year’s tightening of working-
age welfare eligibility. Mr. Merz
hails from the free-market wing of
his center-right Christian Demo-
cratic party, and his grand vision is
of a German economy that pro-
motes work, business growth and
job creation.

His newest plan succeeds on de-
regulation. Berlin aims to rationalize
burdensome data-protection regula-
tions, freeing small businesses from
the costliest strictures. There’s an
effort to limit the adoption of new
regulations and to streamline regula-
tory approvals for businesses.

The trouble is that Mr. Merz keeps
hitting political opposition that
makes it impossible to go far enough.

The labor-market element of last
week’s proposal is a case in point.
Germany, like most of Europe, des-
perately needs laws that allow com-
panies to hire and fire easily. Mr.
Merz proposes removing legal protec-
tions for some workers so they can
be fired at will with severance pay.

But this is limited to employees
earning more than about €175,000,
and is aimed mainly at tech start-
ups. The center-left Social Demo-
crats, with whom Mr. Merz is
trapped in a governing coalition, be-
lieve they paid too high a political
price for labor reforms 20 years ago
and are reluctant to touch the hot
stove again. To be fair, it isn’t obvi-
ous voters are ready to abandon the
perceived protections of today’s
regulations.

As for taxes, the reform plan is a

mess. Mr. Merz and Finance Minis-
ter Lars Klingbeil, a Social Demo-
crat, say their changes will leave an
additional €600 a year in the
pocket of a middle-class double-
earner family. This would be
achieved via tweaks to the standard
deduction and the characteristically
German formula used to calculate
with great complexity the marginal
rate for incomes below around
€70,000.

Yet in the first sign of trouble,
this is offset by tax increases on in-
comes above €250,000. And many
households (single or married) earn-
ing more than about €78,000 will
see their disposable income decline
following the reform, according to
an analysis commissioned by Han-
delsblatt newspaper. This happens
due to Berlin’s failure to index tax
brackets fully for inflation, a small
increase in the payroll tax to fund
old-age benefits, and messy interac-
tions with tax handouts like child
credits.

It’s an example of how substan-
tive tax reform can’t be done piece-
meal when the code is so badly dis-
torted to start with. Yet a big-bang
tax reform is impossible as long as

voters and the major center-left
party seem allergic to any policy
change that might be perceived as
benefiting the rich.

Worst of all is what Mr. Merz left
out. Germany’s deranged net-zero
climate policies remain so deeply en-
trenched in the country’s political
psyche that they’re all but omitted
from last week’s reform package.
Were Berlin to abandon this non-
sense, the elimination of climate
mandates would stimulate a reve-
nue-swelling industrial boom while
easing the burden subsidies impose
on the fisc. For as long as voters re-
main unwilling to contemplate this
reform, what they’ll get instead is
the confusing and inadequate option
presented last week.

Mr. Merz’s plan is worth execut-
ing for the deregulation alone. It’s
worrying, however, that this may be
the limit of what a European polity
can achieve even when its leader
campaigned on the need for eco-
nomic reform, and the country’s dys-
functions are obvious for all to see.
Leaders like Mr. Merz understand
that Europe needs to change. Turn-
ing thought into action is another
matter.

The German chancellor
unveils a plan that’s good
on deregulation and so-so
at best on everything else.
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The Selfie Generation Is the Baby Boomers’ Mistake

M y story isn’t unique in Amer-
ica. All four of my grandpar-
ents came to this country in

the early 20th century—from Eng-
land, Poland and Russia—with noth-
ing. Less than nothing. No money, no
connections, no guarantees. Some
lost family members they came with
in the chaos at Ellis Island. They all
learned English on their own and
spoke it fluently, not because they
were required but because they were
proud to do so. They had immigrated
to become Americans—that was the
whole point.

Love for this country ran in the
family. When the Japanese attacked
Pearl Harbor, the 17-year-old who
would become my father lied about
his age to enlist in the Marines. For
the men of his generation, that was
the gut reaction. Today, polls show a
majority of Democrats say they
aren’t proud to be American.

My father came back from war

and scrambled to find work. After
marrying my mom, he worked three
jobs, including driving a taxi on the
midnight shift, so that his sons could
be the first in our family to go to
college. One night he fell asleep at
the wheel, crashed and was thrown
through the windshield. I woke up to
find him in a hospital bed in our
basement, bandaged and recovering
from several broken ribs. Through it
all, he never asked whether the sys-
tem was fair. He didn’t look to Wash-
ington for a handout. He drove
through the night so we could have
a better morning.

I got my education with the help
of a part-time pizza-delivery job,
merit scholarships and loans—loans
I was thrilled to take and proud to
pay back in full. That’s how opportu-
nity was supposed to work. You
reached for it, you used it, and you
honored the obligation.

I became a physician, then a pro-
fessor and chief of neuroradiology at
Stanford, and eventually a senior

fellow at the Hoover Institution. By
many measures, I joined the so-
called elite. But I’ve always been the
outsider in those rooms. Most of my
colleagues grew up with educated
parents, affluent households and
connections. I didn’t. The difference
shapes whether you see success as
an entitlement or as yours to create.

My generation—the baby boom-
ers—made a catastrophic mistake.
We watched our parents sacrifice,
we struggled to move up, and we
vowed our children would have it
easier. When that time came, we
gave them trophies for showing up.
We meant well. But in freeing them
of the need to struggle, we deprived
them of something essential. We
raised a generation insulated from
failure, from consequence, from the
experience of working for some-
thing, failing and trying again.

The result is visible in major
American cities, where young voters
are electing socialist candidates
who spew hatred of those who

achieve greatness. These move-
ments aren’t about creating oppor-
tunity. They’re about grievance, re-
distribution and the conviction that
your own failures are the result of
someone else’s success. It is a poli-
tics of envy dressed up as justice.

The hallmark of today’s young
generation is the selfie. A photo of
yourself, taken and posted for the
approval of others. That says ev-
erything. And when the world
doesn’t deliver the validation
young people have been told they
deserve simply for existing, the ex-
planation is always the same: The
system is rigged, the deck is

stacked, someone else has too
much.

My grandparents never asked
whether the deck was stacked. Of
course they had disadvantages. They
were dirt-poor immigrants who
spoke no English in a new country.
They built anyway.

The appeal of socialism to young
Americans isn’t really about econom-
ics. It’s about having someone else to
blame. When you haven’t succeeded
after being given every advantage,
it’s easier to claim the system is un-
fair than to admit personal failure.

What’s tragic is that the narrative
of societal unfairness is being sold as
compassionate. It isn’t. It is conde-
scension packaged as solidarity. It
tells young people they are victims—
incapable of rising, dependent on re-
distribution, owed a life they haven’t
earned. It robs them of the one thing
my father’s midnight taxi shifts gave
me: the knowledge that I could do it
myself.

My grandparents came here for
opportunity, not guaranteed out-
comes. My father eagerly defended
his country without asking for any-
thing in return. I am not nostalgic
for poverty or for war—my family’s
sacrifices were real costs, not ro-
mantic ones. But what came out of
that hardship—the self-reliance, the
drive, the refusal to accept helpless-
ness—wasn’t incidental to who they
were. It was the whole of it.

We have abandoned the uniquely
American idea that you must earn
what you get. We need to restore
that belief, before the generation we
indulged forgets it forever.

Dr. Atlas is a senior fellow at Stan-
ford’s Hoover Institution. He served
as a special adviser to the president
and a member of the White House
Coronavirus Task Force (2020).

By Scott W. Atlas

We meant well when we
coddled our children, but
they ended up embracing
the politics of envy.

New York Times columnist Mi-
chelle Goldberg describing a Graham
Platner rally on “The Fifth Column”
podcast, April 23:

You know, like when I was at one
of his events and there was this
trans woman who was talking about,
you know, being really terrified
about this, like, you know, barrage of
legislation and saying: Are you going
to stand up for me? And him, you
know, up there again with his grav-
elly voice saying that, you know, like,
well, you know, like, yes, like the one
thing that I can do as—I think he
called himself like a “cease man,”

which I thought was cute. Like he
was trying to, like he was—here’s
what I thought was cute about it,
was that he didn’t have the pronun-
ciation right, like he was kind of try-
ing—but do you know what I mean?

So he says, you know, that I can
sort of be the—again, this is months
ago—that, you know, like I can be
like the shield between, you know,
for the more vulnerable people. And
so again, I just think that what they
are, what people are connecting to is
feeling like nobody is protecting
them. And he seems like he will be
unrestrained in trying to protect
them.
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