
Need For legal 
recognition
This is with reference to
“Indian women farmers’ 
long wait for visibility” by 
Namita Bhandare (July 
05). In India’s agrarian 
economy, women farmers 
remain deprived of legal 
recognition, land rights & 
institutional protection. 
Maharashtra’s legislation 
aims to confer long 
overdue dignity and 
economic inclusion.

Aditya Shekhar

Confidence is needed to use idioms
This is with reference to “Lost in Translation: How India 
Speaks English” by Karan Thapar (July 05). Indians speak
English fluently, but use it literally. Encouraging greater 
exposure to idiomatic English enriches communication 
while keeping alive Indian English’s unique identity.

Sanjay Chopra

II
Our English is not idiomatic. While using English, we 
focus on word-to-word translations into our vernaculars, 
leading to a loss of intensity and depth of emotion. The 
English we use is referred to, colloquially, as Hinglish.

S H Quadri
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M
arital rape remains a vexatious
issue for India as it is not recog-
nised as a criminal offence under
the law. Under the Bharatiya

Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), a man cannot be prose-
cuted for rape when he has non-consensual
sexual intercourse with his wife if she is 18 
years of age or older. There are other legal 
protections for women for abuse in marriage
but not specifically marital rape. There are 
many petitions before the courts on the right
to bodily autonomy, and despite law com-
mission reports, amendments to the law and
new legislations, no clear legal provision 
exists and everything is left to the interpreta-
tion of the courts.

The Criminal Law Amendment Act, 2013,
introduced a number of changes in the 
Indian Penal Code, 1860, Code of Criminal 
Procedure, 1973, and the Indian Evidence 
Act, 1872. These changes are based on the 
recommendations of the Justice Verma Com-
mittee Report of 2013. However, one of the 
committee’s key recommendations — that 
marital rape be criminalised — was not 
accepted by the Cabinet. The reasons given 
were that women will fabricate rape charges;
a complaint of marital rape breaks the mari-
tal relationship; and the law provides other 
remedies that the wife can exercise. The 
exception made for marital rape is viewed by
many legal experts as being based on the 
flawed presumption of irrevocable sexual 
consent within marriage.

In this context, the Infinite Saree, a cam-
paign advocating for the removal of the mari-
tal rape exception from the law, is worth 
mentioning. The campaign was developed 
for Red Dot Foundation by Klick Health in 
collaboration with MediaMedic Communica-
tions, INVNT, TA2, and LightFarm.

A four-kilometre-long saree was embroid-
ered with thousands of signatures support-
ing the removal of the marital rape exception
and was displayed at Mumbai’s Royal Opera

House. This is meant to begin public engage-
ment and dialogue around legal protections
for married women facing sexual violence. It
highlights how creativity, culture and collec-
tive action can amplify conversations around
gender justice. Imaginative campaigns like 
this draw attention to the issue. It is a largely
unseen crime as most women are either una-
ble or unwilling to come forward and make
a case against their husbands. Family hon-
our, patriarchy, and lack of any form of 
empowerment ensure silence.

The campaign highlights the lived reality
of many married Indian women who experi-
ence sexual violence while often having
limited legal protection. The legality of
marital rape has been challenged by 
women’s rights advocates, legal experts, and
civil society organisations who argue that 
marriage should not negate an individual’s 
right to consent.

A survivor who did not wish to be named
said, “For years, I believed what was
happening to me was something I simply had
to endure because I was married. The
emotional and physical trauma was real, but
the silence around it was even more painful.
Knowing that so many people are standing 
up and demanding change gives survivors 
like me hope.” The courage of such survivors
is at the centre of the movement and serves 
as a reminder that the conversation is
ultimately about human dignity and
fundamental rights.

Supreet K Singh, co-founder & CEO, Red
Dot Foundation says, “Around the world, one
of the greatest barriers to ending gender-
based violence is the persistence of silence. 
The Infinite Saree is our response to that 
silence. Real change begins when society dis-
cards normalisation of violence as a social 
obligation and stops asking women to 
endure violence.”

The views expressed are personal

The case for a law 
against marital rape

who defies all notions of conventional divin-
ity, at another level? In truth, both are two 
sides of the same coin, each portraying the 
infinity of the Ultimate in myriad ways, and
yet, each a window to that same supreme 
cosmic consciousness. At the apex is the 
Trinity — Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva — with
their divine consorts. The Devi herself is 
conceived in multifaceted ways: Uma, 
Lakshmi, Sarasvati, Durga, Kali, and more.

The Bhakti poets explained this beauti-
fully. In Tulsidas’ Ramcharitmanas, Ram 
sings powerfully in praise of Shiva,
and Shiva proclaims a compelling tribute to
Ram, because essentially both are
manifestations of the same unity. Overarch-
ing the Shaiva-Vaishnava beliefs, the
Nirguna Brahman is the only reality; the 
saguna is the grace of the playful energy of 
that reality. Tulsidas puts it succinctly: 
“Aguna saguna dui Brahma svarupa, akath 
agadha anadi anupa” (The attribute-full 
saguna, and the attribute-less nirguna, are 

two aspects of the same Brahman; both are
indescribable, unfathomable, eternal and 
unparalleled). He then compresses tomes of
philosophical debate to explain why the nir-
guna becomes the saguna: “Aguna arupa 
alakh aja joi, bhagata prem basa saguna ho 
joi” (That nirguna Brahman which is
attribute-less, imperceptible, indivisible and
eternal becomes the saguna Ishwara to fulfil
the love of the devotee). 

The ultimate Brahman, therefore,
becomes the multidimensional Ishwara, to
become more accessible to devotees. There
is both profundity and compassion in this 
benevolent transition. People like Doniger,
used to religions with a predictable linearity,
cannot comprehend this. For her — and so
be it — Hinduism will remain an armadillo,
part hedgehog, part tortoise. 

Pavan K Varma is an author, diplomat, and 

former Rajya Sabha MP. The views expressed 

are personal

almost anything you needed. And
Wenger’s. They were the shops I was most
familiar with. Many are no longer there.
What a joy Wenger’s still is!

Last week, in London, I spent many aft-
ernoons watching Wimbledon and
devouring strawberries and cream. On
sunny afternoons, it is a joy to have with a
glass of Pimms or, better still, chilled
champagne. Now, if only Wenger’s would
introduce strawberries and cream on
their winter menu. As Eliza Doolittle
would say, wouldn’t that be “loverly”? 

Do you think the management might
take a hint?

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s Advo-

cate: The Untold Story. The views expressed

are personal

I
n my childhood, trips to Connaught
Place frequently ended with visits to
Wenger’s. The once Swiss-owned
confectionery was a favourite haunt

for snacks in between shopping. The
chicken patties and éclairs were my
favourites as a teenager. Mummy would
buy their plum cake for tea. She knew
Daddy found it irresistible. Rarely could
he resist a second slice!

It was only in my 20s that I discovered
Wenger’s flourie tarts. Covered with dry
and crystallised fruit, I came to love the
way my teeth would sink into the pastry.
Over the last few decades this wickedly
delightful creation is what I always buy
from Wenger’s. Indeed, whenever Pertie
— do you remember him; he hasn’t
appeared in this column for a while? —
drops by the office, he brings Flourie tarts
in Wenger’s famous and easily recognised
boxes. 

He knows it’s an offering that can only
please me. On such occasions, he tends to
open the box with a flourish as if to

declare look what I’ve brought. Instantly,
the aroma of freshly baked pastry wafts
through the room.

The Wenger’s restaurant on the first
floor — I assume it still exists — serves
delightfully strong coffee. It has small
tables with low lamps. It feels cozy and
quiet. That is probably because most peo-
ple visit the confectionery on the ground
floor, buy their breads, cakes and patties,
and leave. 

Wenger’s delights are best savoured
with the family or as you saunter through
the colonnaded corridors of Connaught
Place, heading to the next shop you want
to visit or on your way home.

In the early 1970s, after taking the Sen-
ior Cambridge exam and whilst waiting
for the results to be announced, my Doon
School chum Rajbir Singh and I walked
from the Gymkhana Club to Connaught
Place so I could introduce him to
Wenger’s. “I’m sure we have better stuff in
Bombay,” he insisted as we wended our
way. He was wrong and readily admitted

The delight Wenger’s has 
been for Delhi for 100 years

better-equipped crew and service modules, 
and eventually supporting longer-duration 
missions that carry more fuel, more shield-
ing, and more redundancy. Advanced propul-
sion is not a luxury for a mature human 
spaceflight programme; it is the foundation 
upon which everything else, including the 
crucial ingredient of safety, is built.

This is where the semi-cryogenic break-
through is a prelude to India’s ambitions well
beyond Gaganyaan. ISRO’s roadmap envisa-
ges the Bharatiya Antariksh Station, with its
first module targeted for launch by 2028 and
the full station operational by 2035, followed
by a crewed lunar mission by 2040. It will 
have to be carried up in modular pieces and
assembled in orbit. None of this is achievable
with today’s launch vehicles alone. ISRO’s 
Next Generation Launch Vehicle, still on the
drawing board, is designed around a cluster
of five SCE-200 semi-cryogenic engines
powering a single core stage carrying some 

400 tonnes of propellant, a configuration that
would place India in the league of nations 
capable of heavy-lift, and eventually super-
heavy-lift, launches.

The semi-cryogenic engine tested last
week at Mahendragiri is a fundamental 
building block for that entire future architec-
ture. It is also the kind of propulsion technol-
ogy that will eventually carry heavier
communication satellites, interplanetary 
probes, and space station modules, quietly 
expanding what Indian industry and science
can attempt in orbit and beyond.

There is a broader point about how tech-
nological maturity accumulates. Chandray-
aan and Mangalyaan showed that India could
navigate deep space with precision and fru-
gality. Gaganyaan will show that India can 
safeguard human life in the harshest of envi-
ronments. A domestically designed, staged-
combustion, semi-cryogenic engine now 
shows that India’s propulsion science has 

matured, engine by engine, test by test, to 
match the demands of an ambitious explora-
tion programme for decades to come. Each 
such capability, once acquired, does not stay
confined to a single mission. It becomes part
of the permanent toolkit available to Indian 
scientists and engineers.

A few seconds of fire on a test-stand in
Tamil Nadu would hardly make for dramatic
television. But such moments are how space-
faring nations are actually built — with 
patience and in measured steps, long before
an astronaut boards a spacecraft. As ISRO 
now turns towards a full-thrust firing of this
engine, it is worth remembering that the road
to the Bharatiya Antariksh Station, and even-
tually to the Moon and beyond, runs directly
through test stands like this one.

Somak Raychaudhury is vice-chancellor and 

professor of physics, Ashoka University. The 

views expressed are personal

O
n June 24, at the Indian Space
Research Organisation (ISRO)
Propulsion Complex in Mahen-
dragiri, Tamil Nadu, an engine
roared to life, for barely a few
seconds. In those seconds lay

years of patient, unglamorous engineering 
that will shape the next two decades of India’s
journey into space. ISRO successfully
hot-tested its indigenous semi-cryogenic 
engine at 175 tonnes of thrust. It was the most
powerful such firing yet, the eighth in a series
that has been building steadily in thrust since
March 2025. It was at 88% of the target
demonstration of steady-state performance 
of the engine powerhead at 200 tonnes. 
Steady state performance refers to how
the engine functions once it is at a constant 
throttle, speed, and load — this evaluates
stability, fuel consumption and output
under steady conditions.

ISRO has rightly hailed this as a major
milestone. To the casual observer, a few sec-
onds of fire and smoke over a test stand may
seem unremarkable compared to the drama
of a rocket launch. Yet, this apparently incon-
spicuous event brings India appreciably 
closer to a propulsion capability that only a 
handful of nations possess, and one that will
underwrite everything from Gaganyaan’s fol-
low-on missions to India’s own space station
and, eventually, journeys beyond Earth orbit.

What exactly is a semi-cryogenic engine,
and why does it matter? Most of ISRO’s work-
horse engines burn storable propellants such

as unsymmetrical dimethylhydrazine 
(UDMH)-based fuels used in the Vikas engine
that powers the second stage of ISRO’s PSLV
and GSLV. The other, more recent alterna-
tives have been fully cryogenic combinations
such as liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen, 
which power the upper stage of the Launch 
Vehicle Mark-3 (LVM3). A semi-cryogenic 
engine lies in between: It burns refined
kerosene, similar to aviation turbine fuel, 
together with the more eco-friendly liquid 
oxygen, which must be stored at extremely 
low temperatures. This combination is 
denser and easier to handle than liquid 
hydrogen, allows for more compact tankage,
and, crucially, delivers a higher thrust for a 
given engine size. The engine under
development, called SE-2000, 
uses what is called an oxidiser-
rich staged combustion cycle, a 
highly efficient but technically 
demanding design that only
Russia, the US, and China have 
mastered at this scale.

What made this test significant
was not the full engine, but a criti-
cal subsystem called the Power 
Head Test Article, which includes
everything except the thrust chamber: The 
turbopumps that feed propellant at enor-
mous pressure, the pre-burner, the ignition 
system, and the associated control compo-
nents. Getting this “power head” to start up 
smoothly, build thrust in a controlled 
sequence, and sustain stable operation is one
of the hardest parts of engine development, 
since turbopump and combustion instabili-
ties have historically doomed rocket engine 
programmes worldwide. This was the eighth
hot-test in the series, following earlier firings
at 47% and 60% of rated thrust. Reaching 
88%, with stable and controlled performance

throughout, tells ISRO’s propulsion engineers
at the Liquid Propulsion Systems Centre that
the design is sound and ready to be pushed 
towards its full 200-tonne capability.

This result should be read as a licence to
proceed, not as the finishing line. ISRO has 
indicated that it now has the confidence to 
attempt a full-thrust demonstration of the 
complete engine, integrating the thrust 
chamber with the power head. The Semi-
Cryogenic Propulsion Stage, called SC120, 
that will eventually house this engine is 
intended to replace the L110 liquid stage that
currently powers the LVM3, India’s heaviest
operational launch vehicle. The upgraded 
configuration, working alongside an uprated
CE20 cryogenic upper stage, is expected to 

meaningfully boost the LVM3’s
payload capacity to geostationary
transfer orbit. ISRO is targeting
the first flight of this upgraded
LVM3 for as early as 2027, an
ambitious but not unreasonable
timeline given the pace of testing
over the past year.

Why should this matter to a
programme like Gaganyaan,
whose immediate goal is simply

to put three Indians into low Earth orbit and
bring them home safely? The answer lies in 
what comes after. Human spaceflight cannot
afford any shortfall in margins. A crew mod-
ule, its life support systems, consumables, 
escape systems, and the additional structural
mass needed to keep astronauts safe, all add
up quickly, eating into the payload that a 
rocket can actually lift. The LVM3 that carries
India’s first gaganyatris this decade is already
human-rated, and sufficiently powerful for 
that specific mission. But, flights after the ini-
tial Gaganyaan mission will demand consid-
erably more lift capacity, sending heavier and

ISRO shows how tech 
maturity accumulates 
The semi-cryogenic 
breakthrough is a prelude to 
India’s ambitions well beyond 
Gaganyaan

it as he munched his second chocolate
éclair whilst licking fragments of the
sweet cream off his fingers.

Why do I mention all of this? Because
Wenger’s has just turned a 100 years old.
There are few shops that have done more
to please and feed the denizens of Delhi
over the last century. 

If a culinary history of the capital were
to be written, Wenger’s along with Moti
Mahal and Kake di Hatti would be
assured places of pride. They represent
more than just good food. They are part of
the tradition and style of our city. In fact,
they help define Delhi.

Wenger’s was opened by Jeanne Seter-
chi Wenger and HC Wenger, and its first
location was at Kashmere Gate. It moved
to the corner of A-block, Connaught
Place, in 1933. Since then, it is said, its
devoted customers have included Atal
Bihari Vajpayee and Shah Rukh Khan. 

But it is the ordinary Delhiite, visiting
to buy croissants, cheese straws or pas-
tries, with children clamouring for cream
cakes, that must be amongst the confec-
tionery’s favourite and most reliable cli-
entele. Their custom is its guarantee of
success.

Today, as I remember Connaught
Place, the shops that come to mind are
iconic and were often old haunts. New
Book Depot, where I spent ages browsing
through their collection. Sahib Singh,
which used to be the chemist we always
visited. Empire Stores, now history,
whose fresh sliced ham was delightful.
Pandit Brothers, where you could buy

A domestically 
designed semi-
cryogenic engine 
shows that India’s 
propulsion science 
has matured — 
engine by engine, 
test by test — to 
match the demands 
of an ambitious 
exploration 
programme for 
decades to come.
SHUTTERSTOCK
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Karan Thapar

I
 have heard uninformed foreigners —
and some Indians — denigrate Hindu-
ism for having lakhs of gods. These nay-
sayers argue that Hinduism never had a

unified core. No one god, no one religious 
text, no one supreme temple, no one pope 
and no one set of prescribed rituals make it
just a collation of diversities that cannot 
qualify it to be a “coherent” religion in the 
way Abrahamic faiths are. 

The high-priestess of Ameri-
can Indology, Wendy Doniger, 
actually asks superciliously, “Hin-
duism (dare I use the “H” word, 
and may I stop holding up my 
hands for mercy with quotation 
marks?), is, like the armadillo, 
part hedgehog, part tortoise.” The
academic ease with which Doni-
ger conflates diversity with dis-
parity is amusing. What she 
refuses to understand is that the surface 
diversity that convinces her that there is not
one but many Hinduisms, is precisely what
Hinduism is about. In evolving over millen-
nia, instead of congealing into a brittle set of
absolutes, Hinduism fully enabled both 
diversity of opinion and local variations, 
without losing the centrality of its narrative.

Nothing illustrates this better than the
remarkable dialectic between Nirguna Brah-
man (attribute-less cosmic consciousness) 
and Saguna Ishvara (attribute-full depiction
of a personal god). This duality in the per-
ception of divinity is the key to understand-
ing both Hindu philosophy and religion. 
Assured of the primacy of the nirguna infi-

nite, which is formless, indivisible, omnipo-
tent and immanent in everything, and of 
which the gods too are an emanation, Hin-
dus have no inhibition in giving full play to
the human imagination in creating, embel-
lishing and humanising their saguna deities.

What foreigners, especially those of the
Abrahamic faiths for whom divinity is pre-
scriptive and singular, don’t understand is 
that for the Hindu mind, revelling in the

plurality of the divine is an act of
devotional joy. It is plural in
projection, and singular in belief.
The firm anchorage of the one and
supreme Brahman, legitimises —
without diluting the original con-
cept — the festive variations in the
depiction of Ishvara. Indeed,
Hinduism provides ample, even
exuberant evidence of this.

The pantheon of our gods, the
range of attributes we give to them, the myr-
iad ways we worship them, the uninhibited
manner in which we portray them, the 
songs we compose for them, the art we
create for them, the rituals with which we 
venerate them, the delight with which we 
humanise them, the personal rapport we 
build with them, is not a sign of mindless 
primitive polytheism, but the joyous
depiction of a vision that is monotheistic in
concept and plural in representation — the
ability to see the One in the many, and the 
many in the One. 

Why else would we have maryada puru-
shottam Ram, the very epitome of rectitude,
at one level, and leela purushottam Krishna,

Donigers of the world are 
wrong about Hinduism

In evolving over millennia, instead of congealing into a brittle set of absolutes, 
Hinduism fully enabled both diversity of opinion and local variations. SHUTTERSTOCK

Pavan K 
Varma 

THERE ARE FEW SHOPS 
THAT HAVE DONE MORE 
TO PLEASE AND FEED THE 
DENIZENS OF DELHI OVER 
THE LAST CENTURY. IF A 
CULINARY HISTORY OF 
THE CAPITAL WERE TO BE 
WRITTEN, WENGER’S 
ALONG WITH MOTI 
MAHAL AND KAKE DI 
HATTI WOULD BE 
ASSURED PLACES OF 
PRIDE

Somak 
Raychaudhury

{ THE BIG PICTURE }  

{ ENGENDER }

Lalita Panicker
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SCIENCE

Satellite data from 2013 to 2024 revealed that 71%
of 287 large dams across the U.S. signi�cantly
altered water temperature downstream. In most
cases, the water became warmer and — notably —
maintained that temperature for at least 20 km
downstream. The most extreme shifts occurred
at dams with reservoirs. Altered river
temperature can disrupt �sh spawning and harm
aquatic ecosystems, especially in spring and
summer. The study highlights the widespread
e�ects dams have on river health.

Dams make rivers warmer
downstream: satellite data

Researchers have captured a rare look at how the
ocean �oor grows. Using underwater sensors in
the Indian Ocean, in April 2024, they found
magma moving under the crust, the sea�oor
sinking by 4 m and spreading apart by more than
1 m, leading to an eruption that poured 160
million m3 of lava on the �oor over 16 days.
Much of this movement happened without
severe earthquakes, potentially because
magmatic processes allow the plates to slide
apart smoothly.

Rifting event observed for
�rst time in Indian Ocean

After studying samples from an ancient latrine at
Hadrian’s Villa in Italy, researchers found Roman
concrete grows stronger over time. Lime in the
mixture reacts with moisture and carbon dioxide
from the air over centuries to create calcite
cement, a mineral that �lls cracks and pores and
reinforces the structure. Thus, unlike modern
concrete, which can degrade in a few decades,
Roman concrete becomes a long-term sink for
carbon dioxide, turning the gas into solid rock.

Roman concrete lasts so long
thanks to self-healing

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why is red the colour of
danger?

Red has the longest
wavelength of any colour
in the visible spectrum, so
it is scattered the least by
particles in the air, such as
fog, rain or dust. Thus, you
can see a red sign from
further away than, say, one
in blue or green. Humans
are also hardwired to
notice red. It is the colour
of blood and �re, two of
our ancestors’ greatest
indicators of harm. The
sight of red often triggers a
subtle �ght-or-�ight
response, increasing heart
rate and sharpening focus.
On Earth, red also makes a
stark contrast to the
natural environment. Most
of the planet is blue (the

sky and ocean) or green
(foliage). A bright red sign
‘pops’ against these
backgrounds, ensuring it
isn’t easily missed. This is
why early railroad and
automotive engineers
adopted red as the
standard for stop signs.
On Mars, a red stop sign
would be ine�ective as the
landscape is dominated by
reddish-orange dust and
the sky often has a pinkish
hue. So danger signs on
Mars would likely be bright
cyan or deep blue, which
are the opposite of red on
the colour wheel.
Can you work out the best
‘danger’ colours on
Mercury and Venus?

Question Corner

Standing out

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

A team of scientists has, for
the �rst time in India, iden-
ti�ed and genetically cha-
racterised a virus that of-
ten causes rapid death in
captive psittacine birds,
raising concerns about the
health of exotic pets and
conservation of threatened
parrot species.

Psittacine, which means
relating to or resembling a
parrot, describes the bird
family Psittacidae and or-
der Psittaciformes. It in-
cludes budgerigars, cocka-
tiels, cockatoos, lovebirds,
macaws, and parakeets.

The team, led by Pankaj
Deka and Sangeeta Das of
the Assam Veterinary and
Fishery University in Gu-
wahati, found and charac-
terised parrot bornavirus 4
(PaBV-4) circulating among
captive psittacine birds in
India. Their study was pu-
blished in Scienti�c
Reports.

The other members of
the team represent institu-
tions in Assam and
Gujarat.

They tested 83 psitta-
cine birds from 13 species
in aviaries in Assam, Kar-
nataka, and West Bengal in
2020-2024. The birds in-

cluded the African grey
parrot, ochre-marked pa-
rakeet, yellow-collared ma-
caw, eastern rosella, blue-
crowned hanging parrot,
rainbow lorikeet, and scar-
let-chested parrot.

Three groups
They divided the birds into
three groups: those show-
ing clinical signs of proven-
tricular dilatation disease
(PDD), clinically healthy
cage mates of suspected
cases, and birds that had
died of suspected PDD.
Caused by avian bornavi-
rus, PDD is a largely fatal
viral condition a�ecting

the digestive and nervous
systems of birds.

“Amongst the avian bor-
naviruses discovered,
PaBV belonging to species
Orthobornavirus alphap-
sittaciforme possess the
highest veterinary rele-
vance and are considered
to be a major threat to psit-
tacine aviculture,” the re-
searchers said. 

“Since the discovery of
PaBV in psittacine birds
su�ering from PDD in
2008, PaBV infections
have been reported
worldwide.”

Upon testing cloacal
swabs from live birds and

brain and proventriculus
tissue in dead ones, the
team found 44 of the 83
birds tested were infected.
Infection was detected in
almost 88% of the dead
birds and 19% of the appa-
rently healthy cage mates,
underlining how the virus
can lurk without showing
outward symptoms. The
infected birds belonged to
nine species whose conser-
vation status ranged from
near-threatened to
endangered.

Potential risk
The scientists also found
that brain tissue and cloa-

cal swabs yielded higher
detection rates in dead and
live birds, respectively. Ge-
netic analysis con�rmed all
positive samples had
PaBV-4, a strain previously
reported in Canada, Israel,
Japan, South Korea, and
the U.S.

The team found no pat-
terns linking genetic clus-
ters to host species, geog-
raphy or timing.
Suggesting this may re�ect
the global trade in psitta-
cine birds, the researchers
said their �ndings high-
light risks to conservation
based on breeding captive
birds.

Deadly bird virus PaBV-4 identi�ed for �rst time in India
Rahul Karmakar

A
sk Indrakshi
Raychowdhury
what a quantum
computer is bad

at and she points to
arithmetic.

“If you try to add two
numbers, a classical calcu-
lator does it easily, whe-
reas doing it on a quantum
computer is incredibly dif-
�cult,” she said in a conver-
sation with The Hindu.
“But simulating a highly
complex interacting quan-
tum system, where parti-
cles mutually in�uence
each other, is relatively ea-
sy for a quantum compu-
ter. That is highly counte-
rintuitive, but it is where
quantum advantage lies.”

“Understanding exactly
where quantum compu-
ters can provide this ad-
vantage is currently the
biggest challenge, and it is
why governments and
companies are investing
heavily in this space,” Dr
Raychowdhury, an asso-
ciate professor in the phys-
ics department at BITS Pi-
lani, added.

The problem her team
solved a few weeks ago is of
the useful kind. Per one
expert assessment, it is on-
ly one of three problems
useful to physicists that has
also been so far imper-
vious to the muscle of clas-
sical computers. That is, it
demonstrates ‘quantum
advantage’.

Working with scientists
from IBM Quantum, Dr.
Raychowdhury and team
simulated the behaviour of
subatomic particles on 120

qubits — the computing
currency of quantum com-
puters — of an IBM proces-
sor. The calculation took
the machine 20 seconds
and a classical computer
two hours.

The Quantum Advan-
tage Tracker (QAT) exists to
police that claim.
Launched in November
2025 by IBM, with the Flati-
ron Institute, the startups
BlueQubit and Algorith-
miq, and a widening cast of
academic reviewers, it is a
kind of live peer review
where a researcher sub-
mits a result and a commit-
tee checks it on both classi-
cal and quantum
machines. The bar is high.
Of some 220 items logged
on its GitHub page, only
around a dozen have been
accepted, and just a hand-
ful survive as active claims.

“It is more thorough
than a standard academic
journal,” Dr. Raychowdhu-
ry said. It is here that her
group's entry now sits,

marked ‘active’ — the �rst
such from an Indian labo-
ratory. Were the problem
to be solvable by a classical
machine, it would be con-
sidered ‘superseded’.
Since May, the result hasn’t
been superseded.

For all the money and
noise around quantum
computing, the machines
have yet to solve a genuine-
ly useful problem faster
than an ordinary compu-
ter. The best-known de-
monstrations have been
contrived. When Google
reported in 2019 that its
processor had �nished in
minutes a task a supercom-
puter would need 10,000
years to match, the task
had no practical use and
was chosen only because it
suited quantum hardware.

Breaking modern en-
cryption or simulating a
large molecule from
scratch, remains years
away. So the �eld has be-
gun to chase a narrower
prize: “useful” advantage,

a quantum win on a real
problem whose answer
can be independently
checked.

“While the media often
highlights quantum appli-
cations in drug discovery
or materials science, those
�elds are at a much more
primitive stage computa-
tionally than high-energy
physics,” Dr. Raychowdhu-
ry said.

The team’s problem of
choice lies at the founda-
tions of physics. The
quarks inside a proton,
and the gluons that bind
them, are governed by the
strong nuclear force, and
working out how they
move and rearrange in real
time is among the toughest
problems in the �eld. Clas-
sical methods can pin
down a proton’s mass with
great accuracy but watch-
ing the particles evolve,
frame by frame, is “expo-
nentially hard to calculate
classically,” she said. A
quantum computer can

however be coaxed into
imitating the system direct-
ly, like replacing a still pho-
tograph with a �lm.

“I am actually visiting
CERN (Switzerland) next
month," she said, where
the world’s most powerful
particle smasher pulveris-
es protons to physically
trace how the simplest par-
ticles may evolve into
weightier, more complicat-
ed ones. CERN research-
ers, limited by classical
methods, have invited her,
she said, to know whether
her approach can carry
their simulations further.

The model her team
used was a simpli�ed
stand-in for the full theory
of the strong force, which
is nature’s most powerful
force. The team’s encoding
stripped away mathemati-
cal redundancy so the sim-
ulation could scale: a task
others had run on at most
27 qubits was pushed to
120. “If someone gave me a
1,000-qubit computer to-
day, our algorithm would
scale to it seamlessly,” she
reckoned.

India is only beginning
to build towards this. Its
National Quantum Mis-
sion, the ₹6,003-crore pro-
gramme approved in 2023,
is funding quantum algo-
rithms and runs a comput-
ing hub in Bengaluru, but
the country has no high-
end quantum hardware of
its own, and researchers
here lean on machines
abroad. “Without algo-
rithms, the hardware is
useless; you can't just sit in
front of a quantum compu-
ter and get an answer,” she
said.

Indian lab designs quantum
algorithm to beat computers

Jacob Koshy
NEW DELHI

Working with IBM Quantum, BITS scientists simulated the behaviour of subatomic particles on 120 qubits of an IBM

processor; in a �rst for Indian labs, the Quantum Advantage Tracker has deemed the result ‘active’

Proteins in the cells in our
body perform functions of
value to the sustenance
and growth of organs.
There are more than 20
amino acids, which are the
building blocks of proteins,
and the sequence of these
amino acid chains gener-
ates the structure and
function of each protein in
the cells.

Several of these amino
acids play vital roles in
speci�c functions. For ex-
ample, an amino acid
called glycine is vital for
blood cells. Leucine is an
essential amino acid in-
volved in muscle growth,
tissue repair, and energy
production. The body has
eight other essential amino

acids that the body cannot
produce on its own. They
need to be supplied to the
organs from outside for
them to function.

The energy for each or-
gan is generated by cellular
components called the mi-
tochondria (in Ancient
Greek, ‘mito’ means
thread-like and ‘chon-
drion’ means granule).
These are unique, thread-
like organelles present in
the thousands per cell.
They are the gatekeepers
of energy in most organs in
our body.

Mitochondria are res-
ponsible for maintaining
the cell’s supply of energy,
by producing the molecule
adenosine triphosphate
(ATP), which is the energy
currency of the cell. Mito-
chondria are thus the bat-
tery of the cell, charging it
using ATP. The connection
between the mitochon-
drion and the parent cell is
vital, since during oxida-

tion and respiration, the
membrane of this cellular
organelle can be degraded,
causing a loss in cellular
function.

For example, the adult
human heart has more
than 2 billion muscle cells
that work non-stop, and
each of these cells has
5,000-8,000 mitochon-
dria. Most of the energy re-
quired for the pumping of
the heart comes from
these mitochondria.

Every organ in the body

needs adequate energy to
function normally. When
an organ needs more ener-
gy, new mitochondria are
made, while at the same
time increased wear and
tear necessitates the degra-
dation of some
mitochondria.

The proteins that make
up mitochondria are de-
graded during the process.
Critically, the outer mito-
chondrial membrane pro-
teins should not be lost,
and methods should be

found to prevent excessive
degradation. Scientists
have been searching for
ways to prevent these out-
er walls from breaking
down completely under
stress, as this can lead to
metabolic and age-related
diseases.

Role of leucine
It is here that the essential
amino acid leucine be-
comes valuable. It belongs
to the family of branched
chain amino acids (BCAA)
such as isoleucine and va-
line, which are needed for
the growth and function-
ing of organs such as mus-
cles, nervous system, the
heart, and the brain.

BCAAs are not made in
the body and need to be
supplied from our diet.
Without them, the outer
membrane of the mito-
chondrion cannot be pro-
perly constructed or main-
tained. A study last year
(Nature Cell Biology, 1889-

1901, November 27, 2025)
by a group from the Un-
iversity of Cologne Centre
for Excellence Cluster on
Aging and Aging-Associat-
ed Diseases, Germany,
used the small roundworm
Caenorhabditis elegans as
the model organism to
work with. Their results
showed that the BCAA leu-
cine acts like a protective
shield and inhibits the pre-
mature degradation of out-
er mitochondrial mem-
brane proteins. This is
done by leucine interact-
ing with a protein called
SEL1L, which has a role in
recognising and pulling
out damaged or misfolded
proteins.

Thus, leucine o�ers
both protection and more
energy to cells and organs.
Whether other BCAAs also
play such valuable roles in
cell protection will be
worth studying.

dbala@lvpei.org

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

How amino acid leucine helps our cells produce energy

Mitochondria are responsible for maintaining the cell’s supply of
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FAQ

The story so far:

O
n July 7, 2026, the Video Assistant
Referee (VAR) came under the spotlight
after causing disappointment for Egypt

and delight for Argentina in the World Cup
round-of-16 clash in Atlanta. Egypt felt hard
done by after a beautifully crafted second-half
goal was chalked o� following VAR intervention
for a foul in the build-up. 

The African team, which let slip a two-goal
advantage and eventually went down 2-3, was
incensed that the on-�eld o�cial was not called
upon to forensically examine potential
Argentine fouls that were made seconds before
the winner was scored.

What is VAR and how does it work?
The VAR refers to the system itself and the chief
referee who inspects every phase of play, usually
from a central hub. Proposed in the early 2010s
and approved by lawmakers at the International
Football Association Board in 2016, the VAR was
welcomed into the football family to provide
technological support to on-�eld referees and
minimise mistakes. The main objective is to
avoid “clear and obvious errors” during key
match incidents.

The current set-up includes numerous
high-quality cameras stationed at di�erent
points in a venue and a pitch-side monitor,
which is generally placed close to the dugouts.
The head o�cial at the VAR booth recommends
that the on-�eld referee re-examine events that
the latter could have handled better. The man or
woman in the middle, however, can choose to

ignore the advice
or stick with the
original decision
even after an
on-�eld review.

When can the
VAR intervene?
In tournaments
and leagues
across the globe,
the system is

primarily used to analyse the following: goal/no
goal, penalty/no penalty, direct red card or the
reversal of it, and mistaken identity. Being used
at the World Cup for the third successive edition
(it was introduced in 2018), the VAR has been
having additional responsibilities this time. It
intervenes when a corner kick is wrongly
awarded and helps in removing an incorrectly
brandished second yellow card, which would
otherwise result in a player being sent o�.

How e�ective has the system been in the
ongoing World Cup?
The VAR has made some contentious
interventions so far, none more than the one for
the disallowed goal in the Egypt-Argentina
�xture. The Egyptian footballer Mostafa Zico
was in dreamland after �nding the back of the
net following a breathtaking attacking move
from the ‘Pharaohs’, but ecstasy turned into
agony in a matter of minutes. Jerome Brisard,
the VAR based at the tournament hub in Dallas,
recommended that the on-�eld referee, Francois
Letexier, review a possible foul by Egyptian
player Marwan Attia on Argentine player
Lisandro Martinez at the other end of the pitch.
After an on-�eld review, Letexier deemed that
Attia unfairly won the ball in the build-up to the
goal and therefore ruled it out.

What made the Egyptians furious?
The Egyptian contingent argued that the foul
was not committed in the phase of play
preceding the goal and that the Attia-Lisandro
duel took place well away from where the
sequence ended. But FIFA chief refereeing
o�cer Pierluigi Collina issued a clari�cation
saying: “If a foul is identi�ed in the build-up and
is deemed to have had an impact on the goal,
the VAR will recommend an on-�eld review.
There is no de�ned limit regarding either the
distance from goal or the amount of time
between the incident and the goal.”

The Mohamed Salah-led side also confronted
the o�cial when it felt that an “illegal” contact
on the foot and a shirt pull, both in Argentina’s
18-yard box, were overlooked seconds before the
winning goal. Letexier, however, waved o� the
protests and was not advised to recheck the
incidents. Egypt head coach Hossam Hassan
remarked that his team was “unfairly” treated
by the man in-charge, while the national
federation later �led a complaint with FIFA. 

After being under the microscope, the sport’s
global governing body made a huge change to its
VAR operations, appointing two in-house VAR
o�cials for every match in the business end of
the tournament (quarter�nals to �nal).

What are the complaints?
The lack of consistency in interpreting similar
situations and deciding when to intervene has
left many ba�ed; what is a penalty or red card
in one referee’s eyes may not be the same in
another’s view. There are claims that VAR is
making football a “soft” sport by nitpicking fouls
that are hardly spotted by on-�eld o�cials –
Germany defender Jonathan Tah’s disallowed
goal in the round-of-32 encounter against
Paraguay is a case in point. Fans, and sometimes
even players and sta�, are left in the dark about
what the VAR is communicating to the man or
woman on the ground. 

Why is VAR
controversial?
How does it work? What went wrong in

the Egypt-Argentina match? What

decision has FIFA taken in this regard?

The lack of consistency
in interpreting similar
situations and deciding
when to intervene has
left many ba�ed; what
is a penalty or red card
in one referee’s eyes
may not be the same in
another’s view

S. Shrivathsan

The story so far:

O
n July 8, the U.S. Department of
Justice (DoJ) announced an
indictment against three
Punjab-linked transnational

organised crime syndicates operating across
India, Canada, the U.S., and Europe. Among the
most signi�cant allegations is that Lawrence
Bishnoi, 33, a Punjab-born gangster, and his
associate, Satinderjeet Singh alias Goldy Brar,
ordered the assassination of pro-Khalistan
activist Hardeep Singh Nijjar in 2023 in Surrey,
British Columbia, Canada. While Bishnoi is
lodged in a high-security prison in Ahmedabad
in Gujarat, Brar is a wanted fugitive in the U.S.
Nijjar is designated as a terrorist by India.

The investigation has also led to multiple
arrests, major drug seizures, and indictments
alleging extortion, racketeering,
murders-for-hire, and drug tra�cking. The DoJ
said that 37 people have been charged so far. It
said that 24 defendants, connected to the three
India-based transnational organised crime
groups, who have been charged with a litany of
criminal acts, have been arrested in the U.S.,
Canada, and Spain. Law enforcement o�cials
are looking for 10 fugitives — seven in the U.S.,
two in India, and one in Europe.

Which are the three groups indicted by the
DoJ?
The central organisation in the U.S. case is the
Lawrence Bishnoi Organised Crime Group
(OCG). Prosecutors describe it as a transnational
criminal enterprise headquartered in India but
operating extensively in Canada, the U.S., the
U.K., Europe, and Australia. According to the
indictment, the group was founded and led by
Bishnoi and continued to function even while he
was incarcerated. Brar allegedly managed North
American operations, while Rohit Godara

oversaw activities in Europe.
The second organisation is led by gangster

Jagtar Singh alias Jaggu Bhagwanpuria, 38, who
is imprisoned at Silchar jail in Assam. U.S.
authorities describe his group as a separate
transnational crime syndicate with a signi�cant
presence in India, Canada, the U.S, and other
countries. According to prosecutors, the
network has more than 1,000 members and
associates worldwide. It emerged as a rival to the
Bishnoi organisation but allegedly developed its
own international criminal infrastructure.
Bhagwanpuria is a former aide of Bishnoi.

The third major network is associated with
Ravinder Singh Dhanda, 57, a Canada-based
operative accused of running a large
cross-border narcotics operation. This group’s
primary focus is the large-scale movement of
drugs between countries, particularly the U.S.
and Canada.

What are the charges against the Bishnoi
group?
The charges against the Bishnoi gang were �led
by the U.S. in a California court in February
2026, records show. The DoJ said that Bishnoi
projected an image of himself as a “patriot,”
“nationalist,” and a deeply religious individual
through social media posts and interviews with
news organisations and used this public image
to recruit members and associates to his crime
syndicate in India, the U.S., and elsewhere.

The DoJ accused the Bishnoi network of
targeted killings, shootings, kidnappings,
assaults, and public threats to create a climate of
fear among businessmen, celebrities, and
members of the Indian diaspora. It accused the
gang of killing Punjabi singer Sidhu Moosewala,
threatening singer Gippy Grewal, and plotting an
attack on actor Salman Khan between 2023 and
2026. These alleged acts all coincided with
Bishnoi's incarceration at the high-security
prison in Ahmedabad.

According to investigators, the objective was
to facilitate extortion and enhance the gang’s
reputation. The indictment also alleges that the
group was involved in transporting cocaine and
methamphetamine across North America and
stealing narcotics shipments from rival
tra�cking organisations. 

The indictment said that recruitment
coordinators for the Bishnoi gang “enticed
impoverished minors in India to join the
enterprise by promising, among other things,
money, notoriety, and protection.” It said that
upon being recruited into the Bishnoi gang in
India, new members received minimal
compensation for criminal acts committed on
behalf of the enterprise. The Bishnoi gang sent
loyal members to countries including the U.S.
and Canada on student and work visas obtained
using fraudulent information, to assist the

enterprise’s criminal operations in those
countries, the DoJ said. 

What has the NIA said about Bishnoi?
According to his lawyer Rajni Khatri, Bishnoi has
been lodged in Sabarmati jail since 2023 in
solitary con�nement and is under 24/7 CCTV
surveillance. The Ministry of Home A�airs
(MHA) has invoked Section 303 of the Bharatiya
Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023, which prohibits
his movement outside the jail. He participates in
court hearings via video conference, and if
police from outside the State need to interrogate
him, they travel to the prison.

According to a charge sheet �led by the
National Investigation Agency (NIA) in 2022
against Bishnoi and others, 84 cases have been
registered against him in Delhi, Chandigarh,
Rajasthan, and Punjab with the �rst case dating
back to 2010. Ms. Khatri said that Bishnoi had
been discharged or acquitted in 40 other cases.
The NIA's charge sheet mirrors the allegations
made by U.S. authorities that Bishnoi has been
running his criminal network from prison. “He
is so adept in operating from inside the jail that
he has not applied for bail in any case... [for]
many years,” the NIA said. Ms. Khatri said he did
not apply for bail in recent years as there are
several cases registered against him and no one
will come forward to secure a bail bond for him. 

The NIA compared Bishnoi’s rise to that of the
fugitive underworld don Dawood Ibrahim and
accused him of funding the activities of
“pro-Khalistan extremists.” 

How did the Federal Bureau of Investigation
unravel the Bishnoi gang?
According to the indictment, Sukhraj Singh
Kang, a senior India-based lieutenant in the
Lawrence Bishnoi Organised Crime Group, who
directed and coordinated acts of violence
carried out by members and associates in the
U.S., Canada, and elsewhere, provided key
evidence. 

Where does the Nijjar killing �t into this?
The U.S. indictment alleges that Bishnoi and
Brar ordered the assassination of Nijjar in June
2023. Prosecutors claim that Bishnoi supplied
information about the target and that associates
carried out the killing outside a gurdwara in
Surrey. The allegation places the Bishnoi
network at the centre of one of the most
sensitive diplomatic disputes between India and
Canada in recent years. The murder strained
diplomatic relations between the two countries,
with the government of the then Canadian
Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, alleging the
involvement of “agents of the Indian
government” and designating Indian diplomats
as “persons of interest” in the investigation.

Bill Essayli, First Assistant U.S. attorney, told a
press conference that the “Indian authorities
have been very cooperative and India is happy
with today’s operations.” 

Meanwhile, the Royal Canadian Mounted
Police is conducting a parallel investigation into
South Asian organised crime, the DoJ said.

Why did the U.S. indict Lawrence Bishnoi? 

The DoJ
accused the
Bishnoi
network of
targeted
killings,
shootings,
kidnappings,
assaults, and
public threats
to create a
climate of
fear among
businessmen,
celebrities,
and 
members of
the Indian
diaspora

Which are the three Punjab-linked transnational organised crime syndicates against which the U.S.

Department of Justice announced an indictment? Who is Bishnoi and what has he and his gang

been accused of? What did charge sheet �led by the NIA say about him in 2022? 

Vijaita Singh

File photo of police escorting Lawrence Bishnoi at a court in Delhi. REUTERS 

The story so far: 

O
n July 5, just two days after its
premiere, the �lm Satluj (originally
titled Punjab ‘95) was removed by
ZEE5 from its OTT platform. The

�lmmakers have said the government ordered
the removal. Reports suggest that a
Centre-appointed committee is examining the
�lm under Section 69A of the Information
Technology Act. No o�cial blocking order has
been made public.

What is Satluj about and why was it removed
from ZEE5? 
Directed by Honey Trehan and starring Diljit
Dosanjh, Satluj is about the life of human rights
activist Jaswant Singh Khalra, set against the
backdrop of Punjab in the 1980s and 1990s.
Khalra had been documenting the alleged
extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances,
and illegal cremations during Punjab’s militancy
years and had estimated that around 25,000
people had been secretly cremated across the
State. In 1995, he was abducted from outside his
home in Amritsar and was never seen again. The
Central Bureau of Investigation concluded that
he was taken by police o�cers to a police station

in Tarn Taran and killed in custody.
The �lm premiered on ZEE5 on July 3 after

years of delays over a certi�cation dispute with
the Central Board of Film Certi�cation (CBFC).
However, two days later, the platform removed it
from its India catalogue while continuing to
stream it internationally through ZEE5 Global,
citing “current developments”. 

The �lm’s OTT release came after years of
controversy. Originally scheduled for a theatrical
release in India, it faced hurdles with the CBFC.
The Board reportedly recommended 127 cuts
before granting the �lm certi�cation. The delays
forced the makers to repeatedly postpone the
release, and the �lm never made it to theatres. 

Can the government legally order an OTT
platform to remove a �lm?
Unlike �lms released in the theatre, content
released directly on streaming platforms does
not require prior certi�cation from the CBFC
under the Cinematograph Act, 1952. Instead,
OTT platforms are regulated under the
Information Technology (Intermediary
Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules,
2021. However, Section 69A of the Information
Technology (IT) Act, 2000 empowers the Centre
to block online content on limited grounds,
including acts threatening the sovereignty and
integrity of India, security of the State, defence
of India, friendly relations with foreign States,
and public order, or to prevent the commission
of a cognisable o�ence. Any such blocking,
however, must follow the procedure and
safeguards prescribed under law.

What legal safeguards apply before online
content can be blocked?
According to Apar Gupta, advocate and founder
of the Internet Freedom Foundation, if the
reported action against Satluj has been initiated
under Section 69A read with the IT Rules, 2021,
the government is required to follow certain
“procedures and safeguards”. These include a
reasoned written order explaining how the
content falls within one of the statutory grounds

under Section 69A(1), an opportunity for the
publisher to be heard, and a review by the
designated committee. He points out that the
Supreme Court, in Shreya Singhal v. Union of
India (2015), had upheld Section 69A because
these procedural safeguards, including recorded
reasons and an opportunity for hearing, formed
part of the statutory framework. He notes that
the constitutional validity of certain provisions
of the IT Rules, 2021 remains under challenge
before the Delhi High Court.

Can blocking orders remain con�dential?
One of the central questions is whether the
government is required to disclose the reasons
for a take down. Rule 16 of the Blocking Rules
contains a con�dentiality provision. The
government has increasingly relied on it to
withhold blocking orders even from the a�ected
parties. This undermines the rationale on which
the Supreme Court upheld Section 69A in the
Shreya Singhal case since a blocking order that
remains secret cannot be meaningfully
challenged before the court of law. Without
access to the blocking order, �lmmakers cannot
e�ectively challenge the decision, and the courts
are left with little material to assess whether the
restriction satis�es the constitutional test of
proportionality laid down in decisions such as
K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union of India (2017) and
Anuradha Bhasin v. Union of India (2020).

Does the case signal a broader shift in the
regulation of OTT platforms?
There is a shift from pre-certi�cation under the
Cinematograph Act to post-publication executive
control through Section 69A and the IT Rules.
As OTT platforms fall outside the CBFC
certi�cation, the executive blocking powers risk
functioning as a parallel censorship mechanism.

What legal remedies are available to the
�lmmakers?
If a blocking order has been issued, the
�lmmakers can challenge it before a High Court
through a writ petition under Article 226 of the
Constitution, arguing that the direction is ultra
vires Section 69A and violative of Articles 19(1)(a)
and 19(1)(g), which provide the right to freedom
of speech and expression and the right to
practise any profession or carry on any
occupation, trade or business, respectively.

Why did the government get ZEE5 to remove ‘Satluj’? 

There is a 
shift from pre-
certi�cation
under the
Cinematograph
Act to post-
publication
executive
control
through
Section 69A
and the IT
Rules

What is the �lm about and why was it removed two days after release from ZEE5? Who was

Jaswant Singh Khalra, the subject of the �lm? Can the government order an OTT platform to block

a �lm? How are OTT platforms regulated? What legal remedies are available to the �lmmakers?

Rizmi Lia M.

Villagers watch a special screening of the film ‘Satluj’ at a Sikh temple at

Tatley village, in Punjab's Gurdaspur district. AP 
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F
or more than seven decades,
the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO) has
been the cornerstone of

Western security architecture.
Founded in 1949 as a bulwark against
Soviet expansion into capitalist
Europe, the 32-member military
alliance outlived its original purpose
by morphing into a vehicle for
American power projection not just in
Europe but across the globe.

In the post-Cold War era, challenges
to NATO have come from within and
without. The most obvious external
threat has been Russia, which sought
to check its continued eastward
expansion by invading Ukraine. Today,
the Russia-Ukraine war, in its �fth year,
remains NATO’s foremost priority in
the context of its foundational
mandate of European security. The
threat from within, however, has been
more insidious. It can be summed up
in three words: the Trump Presidency.

Both in his �rst and current term,
President Donald Trump has
questioned NATO’s utility for the U.S.,
and even threatened to exit the
alliance. He believes that while NATO’s
capabilities, funds, leadership and
infrastructure were overwhelmingly
American, the U.S. gets out of the
alliance far less than it puts into it, in
contrast to its European allies, who got
to reap its bene�ts while paying a
fraction of the costs. 

Mr. Trump’s simmering resentment
appeared to reach a boiling point in
April, when his NATO allies ignored his
call to join the U.S. in its war of choice
against Iran. Notably, Spain and the
U.K. (initially) refused access to their
military bases for U.S. warplanes,
while France refused over-�ight rights.
Mr. Trump lashed out, calling NATO a
“paper tiger” without the U.S. He saw
it as NATO’s betrayal of the U.S.,
stating: “We’ve been there
automatically, including Ukraine.
Ukraine wasn’t our problem. It was a
test, and we were there for them, and
we would always have been there for
them. They weren’t there for us.”

U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio
went further: “If NATO is just about us
defending Europe if they’re attacked
but then denying us basing rights
when we need them, that’s not a very
good arrangement.” 

U.S. drawdown 
This was followed, in June, by a New
York Times story based on a leaked
communication, which laid out plans
for a signi�cant drawdown of U.S.
commitments in NATO’s Europe
operations. According to the report,
the Trump administration planned to
“pull a third of the �ghter jets it
provides NATO for Europe”, along
with “reallocating a missile-launching
submarine and an aircraft carrier,
along with several warships”. These
developments set alarm bells ringing
in Europe’s strategic corridors, as they
seemed to erode the lynchpin of their
collective security — the pledge of
mutual defence under Article 5. Could
they still rely on the U.S. to rescue
them in the face of an attack? 

The U.S. has also scaled down its
assistance to the Ukraine war e�ort,
making European allies the principal
�nancier. At the same time, Mr. Trump

has been pushing NATO’s European
members to spend 5% of their GDP on
defence (3.5% on core military
requirements plus 1.5% on critical
infrastructure). But only �ve of NATO’s
32 members are on track to meet this
target in 2026.

Other sources of intra-NATO
tensions include Mr. Trump’s
obsession with annexing Greenland, a
sovereign territory of fellow NATO
member Denmark. Mr. Trump also
feels frustrated that European security
considerations are coming in the way
of his developing a more congenial
relationship with Russian President
Vladimir Putin. Tensions on this front
came to the fore in early 2025 when he
tried to broker an end to the Ukraine
war by directly speaking to Mr. Putin.

For their part, NATO’s European
members have tried to play a
balancing act. There is now a
clear-eyed recognition that the U.S.
can no longer be expected to continue
as the sole pillar of NATO. The
constitutive principle of NATO is the
unconditional security guarantee. But
Mr. Trump’s repeated attempts to
make it conditional — linking it to
members “paying up”, or to their

‘loyalty’ — has cast a pall of
uncertainty on that guarantee,
prompting European nations to
consider autonomy and self-reliance.
But those are expensive propositions
that need time, and vast investments,
to fructify. In the interim, the
European allies cannot do without
continued U.S. engagement in NATO
operations which, to their mind, calls
for a strategy of placating Mr. Trump
selectively and �attering him
indiscriminately.

Interim strategy
This strategy, which was on full display
at the NATO summit that unfolded in
Ankara, Turkiye, on July 7-8, appears
to have worked rather well. European
leaders, led by NATO
Secretary-General Mark Rutte, a canny
Dutch politician, showcased their
plans to ramp up spending on military
hardware and investments in
expanding their defence industrial
base. While sticking to their decision
not to get their hands dirty in the Strait
of Hormuz, they ensured that the
summit declaration reiterated Mr.
Trump’s stated goals in the Iran war:
Iran must never acquire nuclear

weapons, and freedom of navigation
must be restored in the Strait of
Hormuz. For good measure, they also
pledged $50 billion in new defence
procurements — a bonanza for
America’s military-industrial complex
— and €70 billion worth of military
assistance to Ukraine. In return, they
got Mr. Trump to undersign an
“ironclad commitment” to Article 5. 

But the tensions, though papered
over in Ankara, haven’t gone away. The
European allies’ reluctance to join U.S.
military operations against Iran points
to a fundamental divergence in how
the two see NATO. While Europeans
view NATO as a “defensive” force that
is region-speci�c (trans-Atlantic), Mr.
Trump sees it more broadly as an
extension of U.S. military capabilities
that should be deployable globally. 

To be fair, NATO has never been a
one-way street as Mr. Trump seems to
believe. For nearly eight decades, the
U.S. has enjoyed unfettered access to
air bases, military networks,
infrastructure and logistical support
across Europe, without which its
various campaigns in West Asia and
elsewhere over this period would have
been impossible. It has also enjoyed
the support of its European allies on
most foreign policy issues, including
when they have been controversial,
and the military leadership of most
nations in the continent. But with the
U.S. increasingly prioritising the Paci�c
theatre, a greater European role in
NATO was inevitable.

For the medium-term, in the words
of the Ankara declaration, “a stronger
Europe within a stronger NATO”, is the
stated objective, wherein European
allies and Canada would be “assuming
greater responsibility for the Alliance’s
defence”. But over the long-run,
Europe would want to develop its
military capabilities to a level where,
�rstly, it provides credible deterrence
against Russia even in a scenario of
strategic ambiguity on the matter of
American intervention in the face of a
credible threat, and second, secures
the autonomy necessary to safeguard
its own political interests when they
come up against American coercion.

Towards a more European alliance 
NATO

Faced with external security challenges and internal divisions, especially under a sceptical Donald Trump administration, European members 
are preparing to play a larger role in keeping the alliance united and functional 
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his NATO allies ignored his call

to join the U.S. in its war of

choice against Iran

�

Other sources of intra-NATO

tensions include Mr. Trump’s

obsession with annexing

Greenland, a sovereign

territory of fellow NATO

member DenmarkJoint family: Leaders including NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte, U.S. President Donald Trump, and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan

pose for a photo during the NATO summit in Ankara, Turkiye on July 8. AP

N
igel Farage, who
heads the right-
wing Reform UK

party, announced on July 7
that he was resigning as the
MP for the English consti-
tuency of Clacton-on-Sea,
only to quickly add that he
would re-run in the ensu-
ing byelection. Mr. Farage,
a polarising �gure with
staying power, has sur-
vived a plane crash, a car
crash and several milksh-
akes thrown at him by
protestors. He is now seek-
ing to politically survive
the latest scandal brewing
around him.

Mr. Farage is currently
being investigated by a par-
liamentary process for not
registering a £5 million
personal gift from a Thai-
land-based crypto millio-
naire, Christopher Har-
borne. There are other
recent controversies as
well, including a recent re-
port in the Sunday Times
about gifts Mr. Farage re-
ceived from a long-time as-
sociate and convicted
fraudster, George Cottrell.
He has denied wrongdoing
in both instances, arguing
the gifts were personal. 

Mr. Farage is no stranger
to controversy. He was the
informal lead of the deeply
divisive ‘Leave’ campaign,
which sought to take the
U.K. out of the EU (Brexit).
In 2010, he acquired noto-
riety for a speech in the Eu-
ropean Parliament, in
which he called Belgium a
“non-country” and its
former Prime Minister Her-

man Van Rompuy a “damp
rag” to his face.

Mr. Farage was born in a
well-to-do family in Kent in
1964. His father was a
stockbroker who struggled
with alcoholism and left
the family home when his
son was �ve. After com-
pleting his schooling at
Dulwich College in Lon-
don, Mr. Farage chose to
become a commodity trad-
er in London rather than
attend university.

Having joined the Con-
servative Party as a teenag-
er, he quit it in the early
1990s after the John Major
government signed the
EU’s foundational Maas-
tricht Treaty. Mr. Farage,
by now a Eurosceptic, be-
came a founding member
of the UK Independence
Party (UKIP) in 1993. In
1999, he became a Member
of the European Parlia-
ment (MEP) in Strasbourg
and quit being a trader. 

After Brexit, Mr. Farage
acquired a new objective:
replacing the Conservative
party as the main Opposi-
tion to Labour. In 2021,
during the pandemic, hav-
ing dissolved the Brexit
Party, Mr. Farage created

Reform UK. It currently
supports tight immigration
control, including rescind-
ing permanent residence,
and has taken up right-
wing culture wars, such as
“supporting free speech”
and countering a�rmative
action. It also seeks to
scrap net-zero policies.

Prior to his election to
the U.K. Parliament in July
2024, Mr. Farage had
worked as a television
broadcaster and pro-
gramme guest, including
in America, where he has
appeared on various Fox
News programmes. Since
at least 2016, Mr. Farage
has cultivated ties with U.S.
President Donald Trump.
He has sought to develop
Reform as the British ver-
sion of Mr. Trump’s MAGA
political platform. 

‘Opposition voice’
In the run-up to the July
2024 general election,
which Labour was expect-
ed to win, Mr. Farage insist-
ed that Reform UK would
become “the leading voice
of the Opposition”. The
Conservatives, it turned
out, became the o�cial
Opposition, but Reform

broke its previous records.
While it had just �ve MPs in
the 650-member House of
Commons, it won the third
largest vote share (14.3%). 

Even with just a handful
of MPs in Parliament, Re-
form has been wielding an
outsized in�uence on go-
vernment and the Opposi-
tion. A number of key sit-
ting Tory MPs defected to
Reform just this year. La-
bour’s signi�cant tighten-
ing of migration policies
has been a reaction to Re-
form’s positions and voter
preferences. 

Reform made signi�cant
gains in local council elec-
tions in England and As-
sembly elections in Wales
and Scotland in May, at the
expense of Labour and the
Conservatives. 

While Reform has more
consistently led other par-
ties in opinion polls since
around the middle of 2025,
Mr. Farage’s own populari-
ty has su�ered. His net fa-
vourability ratings were
worse than Conservative
leader Kemi Badenoch’s
but higher than outgoing
Labour Prime Minister
Keir Starmer’s, as per poll-
ing from April.

Andy Burnham, who is
set to replace Mr. Starmer
as the PM, had a 20-point
lead over Mr. Farage in a
June YouGov poll about
who would make a better
PM. Reform also stands to
potentially lose votes to
hard-right party Restore
Britain. Mr. Farage, while
far from safe electorally, is
unlikely to go gently into
the political night.

A persistent force 
Nigel Farage

From leading the Brexit campaign to starting Reform UK, the far-right leader has remained a

deeply controversial �gure in British politics 
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P
rime Minister Na-
rendra Modi visit-
ed the historic

Prambanan Temple near
Yogyakarta, Indonesia last
week. Standing alongside
Indonesian President Pra-
bowo Subianto, he o�ered
prayers at the 9th-century
UNESCO World Heritage
Site, the largest Hindu tem-
ple complex in the coun-
try, which houses the tri-
murti of Vedic Hinduism —
Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.

The temple signi�es the
assertion of Hinduism as a
monotheistic religion to
meet the legal standard in
the country for o�cial re-
cognition, which it secured
in 1962, after a period of
turmoil and uncertainty
following Indonesia’s inde-
pendence in 1945. The tri-
murti is presented as the
manifestation of one su-
preme god. The temple
combines the antiquity of
the faith and traditions
with the modern, innova-
tive repurposing of the in-
herent polytheism of Hin-
duism as monotheistic.

In Indonesia’s legal sys-
tem, two concepts are in
tension — mandatory mo-
notheism and the guaran-
tee of religious freedom.
The country’s national
identity itself is deeply tied
to adherence to religion.
The country has a national
identity card with a man-
datory column on religion.
Marriage registration, birth
certi�cates, school reli-
gious education tracking,
civil service promotion,

and even burial rights are
tied to a person’s declared
religion. 

Indonesia also guaran-
tees religious freedom. To
reconcile this, the state re-
cognised six religions — Is-
lam, Protestantism, Cath-
olicism, Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Confucian-
ism — as agama, formalised
in 1965.

The founding principle
of the modern Indonesian
state has �ve components
(Pancasila), and the �rst is
monotheism, or faith in
one supreme god. When
this was mandated as state
policy, Islam, Catholicism
and Protestantism were
considered legitimate by
default. Hinduism could
not meet the three criteria
set in 1952 for a community
to be recognised as a reli-
gion — it had to be strictly
monotheistic, possess a re-
cognised holy scripture,
and be founded by a
prophet.

The application for Hin-
du recognition was formal-
ly turned down by the In-
donesian Ministry of
Religion in 1952. Reformers
organised under the ban-
ner of the Parisada Hindu

Dharma (later Parisada
Hindu Dharma Indonesia,
PHDI), founded in Bali in
1959, and reframed Bali-
nese practice around a sin-
gle supreme deity, Sang
Hyang Widhi Wasa, recast-
ing a richly polytheistic tra-
dition into something that
could satisfy the monoth-
eistic test. 

Federation of traditions 
To satisfy the state’s mo-
notheism requirement, Ba-
linese reformers took the
Hindu monistic concept of
Brahman (the impersonal
ultimate reality) and per-
soni�ed it as a single su-
preme god-concept, Sang
Hyang Widhi Wasa — some-
times equated with the tri-
murti fused into one, so-
metimes identi�ed with
the abstract Acintya (“the
inconceivable”). The con-
cept evolved across three
distinct phases to become
Indonesia’s de�nitive mo-
notheistic deity. It began
with ancient Austronesian
and Sanskrit roots, where
‘Sang Hyang’ signi�ed di-
vine forces and ‘Widhi’
cosmic law, represented
conceptually as the form-
less Acintya. 

Islam and Christianity
arrived with pre-existing
global institutional scaf-
folding — scriptures, clergy
hierarchies, and centuries-
old doctrines. Hinduism in
Indonesia had to build its
sca�olding speci�cally to
satisfy state monotheism
rules and qualify as one of
the recognised agamas.
But internally it is closer to
a federation of distinct tra-
ditions uni�ed under a
shared nomenclature. 

Once Hinduism secured
o�cial recognition, it be-
came something other in-
digenous groups could de-
liberately import
wholesale as a legal shelter.
The linkage between Hin-
duism and Indonesia’s in-
digenous groups is a
shared abstract supreme
being concept plus a
shared certifying institu-
tion (PHDI), laid over com-
munities whose actual ri-
tual life — deities, ancestor
practice, and funerary
rites — remain substantially
indigenous and pre-Hindu
in origin.

Three common features
from older traditions,
shared across religions in-
cluding Catholicism, Prot-
estantism and Hinduism,
continue to endure in In-
donesia — ancestral wor-
ship, animal sacri�ce and
nature worship. Islam and
Christianity too are diverse
and pluralistic in Indone-
sia, though their pluralism,
shaped over four to �ve
centuries, is now widely
seen as an organic part of
the country’s cultural
depth. 

Oneness of the multitude 
Hinduism in Indonesia

The Prambanan Temple signi�es the assertion of Hinduism as a monotheistic religion to meet the

legal standard in the Southeast Asian country 

Varghese K. George
AFP 

e2213679

e2213679



������ ������� ���� ��
�������� ���� �� ������
�������� ���������������
�������������������������
�������������������������

����������� �� ��� ���� ���������
��������������������������������������
����������������������������������
����� �������� �������� ��������������
���� �� ������� ��� �� ��� ���� ��������
����������������������������������������
�����������������������������������
�������������������������������������
��� ��������� �� ��� ������ ��������� ��
���� ������ ����� ������� ���� ������
�������� ��� ���������� ���������� ��
���������������������������������

�� ������������������������ ����
��� ����������������� �����������������
������������ ��� ������ ��� ������
������������� �������������������������
���������������������������������������
���� ��� ���� ������������������ ����
������ �� ������� ����������������������

������ �� �� �� ���� ���� ������� ��
������� ���� �� ��������� �� �������� ��
�������� ����� ���������������������
������������ �� ���������������� ������
�����������������������

������������� ������� ����������
������ ������ ����������� ����������
��� ��� �������� �� ������������
��������� �� ������ ������������� ���
�������������������������������������
���������� �� ������ ����������������
��� ������ ������� ��� ������������� ���
������ ���������� ��� ��������������� ���
������������������������������������
������������������������������������
�����������������������������������
��� ���� �������� ��� ������������� ��
���������������������������������
��������������������������������������
����������� ������ ������� ����� ��
�����������������������������������
����� �������� �������� ���� ������ ����
��� ���� � ����� ��������� ������ ��
��������� ���������� ���� ��� ���������
���������������������������������
������ �� ������ ����������� ����
����������������� �����������������
�����������������������������������
��������� �� ��� ���� �� �������������
������������ ����� ��� ��������� ������
���������������������������������

���������������������������������
��� �������������� ������ �������� �����
����� ��� ���������������� ������ ��������
�������������������� �����������������
�������������������������������������

������� ��� ��������� ���� �� ����������
������������������ ����������� ��� ��
��������������������������������������
�������������������������� �������
��������� ���� �� ���� ������������ �����
�������������� ��������� �� ��� ������
�������������������������������������
���������������� ������������� ��� �����
�����������������������������������������
���� �������� �������� ��� ������� ������
�������������������� �������� �� ���
������������������������������������

���������������������������������������
�������� ��� ��������� � ������������ ����
�������������������������� �����������
����������������������������������
���������������������������������������
������������������

���������� ����� ������ ������������
������ �������� ��� ��� ������ ������
������� ��� �������� �� �����������
���������������������������� ���������
������ ������������ ������ ������ ��� ����
���� ������ ��� ��� �������� �������

���� ����������� �������� �� ���������
����������� �� ����� �������� ��������������
��� �� ���� ����� ����������� � ����������
�������������������������������������
���� ���� ����������� ��� ���������� �����
������� �� ��������� ���� ���������� ���
����������������

����� �� �������������������� ��
��� ������������ �� �������������������
������ ������ �� ������ � ��������� ���
�������������������������������������
������� �� ����� ������� ��������� ����
�������������������������������������
���������������������������������������
��������������������������������������
�� ��������� ���������������� �����������
���������������������������������������
������������������ �������� ��������
�������������������������������������
���������������������������������������
�����������

����������� ������� ������� ���������
�������������������������������������
����������������������������������������
��������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
��������������������������������������
�������

������������������������������
������������������������������������
��������� ������������� ����� ����
������������ ������� ���������� ����
��������� ������� ����� ����������
��������� �������������������������
����������������������������������������
����������� ���� ��� ������� ����� ����

����� ��� ������ �� ��������� ��� ���
���������������������������������������
���������������������������������������
�������������������������������������
�������� ���������� ��������������� ����
������������������������������������
������������������������������

����������������������������������
���� �� ��� � ��������������� ��� �������
���� �� �������� ��������� ���� ����������
����������������������������������
���� ����������������������������������
���������������������������������������
������ ������� �� ���� ������� �� ���
���������� �� ���������������������
��������������������������������������
�����������������������������������
��� ���������� ��� � ��� �� ������������
�����������������������������������

����������������������������������
���� �� �� ��� �� ����������� ��� �������
����������� �����������������������
������������������ ��� �������������
����� � ���� ������ �� �� ��� ���������
������������������������
������������������������������
������������������������������

�����������������������������
�������������������������������������
������������������������� �������
�����������������������������������
�����������������������������������

�������������������������������
�����������������������

�������
������� ���� ��� ����

�� �������� ������������������������

����� ���� ������ ���� ��� ��������� ���
����� ������� ��� ����������� ��������� ���� ��
����� ����� �� �� ��� ��������� ���� ����
������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������
�������� ���� �� ����� ������ ����� ��� �����
��������� �� ��� ����� ������� ��� �������� ���
����� �������� �� ��������� �������� �� ������
������ ��������� ��������������������� ������
�������������������������������������������
���������������������������������

��������� ������ �������� ����������� ������
����� �� ����� ���� ����� ������������� �� ���
�������������� ���������� � ���������� ����� ��
��� �������� ����� ���� ����� �� ������ �� �� ���
����� �������� �� ����� ����������� �� ���� ��
�������� ���� � ������ �� ����������� ���� ���
������ �������� ����� ��� �������� �� � ��������
������������� ���� ����� �� ������� �� �� �����
�� ��� �������� ������ ���������� �����������
���� ��������� ��� ����������� ����� ��������
���� ��� ���� ���� �� ��� ������� ����� � ��� ���
�����������

���� ����������� ���� ���� ����� ���������
��������� ��� ��������� ���� ��� ���� ����� �����
������������ �� ����� ��������������� � ������� ����
�������� ���������������������������������� ��
�� �� ��� ��������� ��� ��� �������� ��� �����
����� �� ������ �������� ��� �� �� ������� �������
������������������������������

���������� ��� ������������� �������� ��
�� ����� ������ �� ���� ���������� ������� ���
���� ����������� �������� ��� �����������������
�����������������������������������������
������������������������������������������
�������� ������ ��������������� ��������������
����������������������������������������������
��������

���� ������� ���������� ��� ���������
��� �� ������������ ����� ��� � ������ �� �������
��������������������������������������������
��� ��� �� ���������� �� ������� �������� ��
������� ������ ����� ������� ��� ������ ��� ���
������������������������� ��������� �������
����������� ����������� ���������� ����������
������ ��� ����� ��� �� ��������� ���� ��������
����� ��� ����������� ��� �������� ����������� ��
�����������������������������

�� ��� ��� ��������� ��� � ���� ���� ������
�������� ���������� ���� ������ �� ��������� ���
������������������ � ������� ������������� ���
��� ����������� ����� ��� ��� ����� ����� ����� ��
��������������������������������������������
����� ��� ������ ������������� ��� �������
��������� ������������������

����� ������
�����������������������������������������

���������� ��� ��� ��������� ��� �� ��� ��������
���� ������ � ���� �� ��� ������ �� ����� ��
��������� �������� �� ���� ��� � �������� �� ��� ��
��� ������������ �������������� ��� �������������
��������������������������������������������

������������������ �������� �� �����������
������ ����� �������� ����������� ������ ���� ����

�����������������������������������������
���� ������������������ ������ ������� ��� �����
�� ��� ���� �� ��� ������� �� ��� ���� ��������
����� �� �����������������

� ������� ���� ����� ���� ������� � ��������
�����������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������
����� ������� ���������� ��� ���� ������ �� ���
�������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������
���������� ��� ���� ������� ���������� ��
��������������������������������
���������������������������������
����� ������ ������� ��������

���� ��������� ���� ������
��������������������������������
������� �� ������� ���� �� �� ������ ��
������������� � ���������� ��������
��������� ���� ��� � ����� ��������
��������������������������������
��������������������������������
����� ������ ������� �� � ���� ��
��������� ����

����� ����������������� �������
��� ����� ���� ���� ������ ����� ���
���� �� �������������������������
����������� �� ���� �����������������
�������������� ������������������������������
������ ���� ������� �� �� ��� ����� ����������
� ������ ����������� ������� ��� ��������� ����
��� ������������� ��� ������������

��������������� ������� �� � ��������� �����
���� �� ������� ��� ������� ������� �� ������ ����
����� ������ ��� ������ ������� � ��� �� �������
��� ���� �������� �� ��� ������� ����� ���
������� ���� �� ������ �� ��� ��������� ��������
��������������������������� ���������������
������ ������ ������ ���� �� ���������� �� ����
��������� �������� ��� ������ ���������������
���� �� ���� ����� ���� �� �� ��������� ���� ��
������� ���� � ������ �� ������������ � �������
���� ���� ��� ���� � ������ �� ������� �� ���
������� ����������� �� ������������� ��������

����� ����� � ������ �� ����������� �� ����������
�������� ������������������������������ �� ���
����� ����������� �����

���� �� �������
��� ���� ������ ������� ���������� ���

������� ���� ��� ��� �� ������������ ����
����� ����������� ���� ��������������� ��� ��
��� ����������� ����������� ��� ���� �����
������� ���������� �� ���� ���� ������� �����
���� �������� ����� ��� �������� ������� ��

������� ��� ������������ ���� ��� ��
����� ����� ���� ���� ��� �����
������ ���� ���� ���������� ��
������� �������� ��� ���������
���� ���������� �� ���� ��������
������� ����� ���� ����� �� �� ���
���� ������������� �� ����� ������
����� ��� ��� ���� ��� � �������
���� ��������� ���� �� �����������
������� ������� ��� �� ����� ����
������ ����� ���������

������������������������ ����
������ �� ���� ����� ���� ��� ��
������� ���������� ���� �����
������� ��������������� ����� �����
���� ���� �������� ��� ���������

���� ��� �� ������ ��� ����������� ����� ����
���� ������� ������� �� ������

������������������������� ����������������
�������������������������������������������
���������������������������������������������
���������������� ���������������������������
�������������������������������������������
����� ������������������������ ���� �������������
��������������������������������������������
����������� ������ ����� ������������������� ��
������������������������������������������
��������������������������������������������

�������������������������������������������
����������������������������������������������
�������������������������������������������
��������

������������������
����� ��� �������� ������� �� ���

���������������������������������
������� ������ ��� �������� �������
����������������������������������
����������������������������������
����������������������������������
�����������������������������������
�����������������������������������
� ������������ ������ �������� ��
����������� �����������������������
��������������������� �������� ���
��������������������������������
���� ������ ���� ��� ����������
�������������������������������
������������������������������������
�� ����������������������������
������ �� ������������������ ����
�������������� ���� ��������������
������� �������� ��� �� ������
������� �� ������� ��� ����������
������������������������������������
����������������������������������
�����������������������������������
����������������������

�������� ���� �������� ���������
������������������������������������
�����������������������������������
�������������������������������
����� ����� ��������������� �� �����
�������� ��������� ��� ���������
������������ �������� �����������
��������������� ���� ���������������
�����������������������������������
��������������������������������
��� ������� ���������� �� ���������
�����������������������������������
��� ��� ������ ��������� ���������
���������������������������������
���������������������������������
��������������

�����������
�������������������������������

�������� ������ ����������� ������
�������� ������ � ���� �� ��� ������
����������� ����������� �����������
��� ��������� �� ������ ����������
�������� ������ ����������� ��������
��������������������������������������
����������������������������������
�������� ����� ������� ��� �����
������ ����� ����������������������
�����������������������������������
�����������������������������������
��������� ����� �� �� ��������� ������
���������������������������������
�������������������������������������
����� �� ������� ������������������
�� ���������� ������ ���������� �� ���
������ �� ��� ���� ������������� ����
��� ������������������ �� ����� �� ���
�������������������������������������
�����������������������������������
������������ ��������� ����������
����� �� ������������� �� ��� ����
����������������������������������
���������������������������������
��� �� �����������������������������

���������������� ���� �������� ������
���� ��� �� ���� ��� ������� ���
������� ���� �� ���� ����� �� ���
��������� ���� ������� �� ���������
����������������������������������
�������������������

������� �������� ��������� ����
����� �� �������������� ������������
��� ��������� ��� ����� ������ ��
��������������������������������
������������������������� ��
��������������������������������
������ ��������� ������ ����� ������
��������������������������������
����� ������������ ���� ���� ��� �����
������ ���� ���� ������ �������� ��
��������������������������������
���������������������������������
�������������������������� ��������
��������������������������������
����� �������������� ������������
�������������������������������
����������������������������������
����������������

������������������
�������������� ��� ������� ��� ��

�������� �� ��� ��������� ������������
�����������������������������������
���������������������������������
�����������������������������������
������ �������������� �� ��� ��������
������ ��� ������������� �������� ����
����� ��� ����� ���������� ��� ���
��������� �������������������� ������
��������������������������������
����� ����� ��������� �� ������� ���
������� ��������� ��������� ����� ����
������������ �� ����������������
�������������������������������
���������������������������������
�� ����������� ���������� ���� ���
��������������� ��� ��������
��������������������������������
������������������������������������
������ ����� ������� ��� ����� �����
�������������������������������������
������������������������� ���������
������������������������������������
����������� ���� ��������������� ���
����������� �� �������������������
�������������������������������������
���������������������������������
������� ������������������������
����������������������������������

��������������
���������������

������������� ����������������
�������������� �� ����������� ����
������� �������� ��������� ��������
�������������������������������
��� ��� ����� ������ ����� ��� �����
������� ������������������ �������
��������������������������������
����������������������������������
������� ���� ��� ��� ������ ����
������� ������� ��� ��������������
��������������������������������

����� ��� ��������������� ������ ��� ������������������ ������� ��� �������������������������������� �������� ����� ������ ������� ��� ��� ���������� ����� ������ ������� ��� ��� ���������� ��������� ����� � ������ ������������ ����� ������ ������� ��� ������������� ������ ������� ��������� � � ���
������� ���� ���������� ���������������� ������ ������������� ������ ������ ������ ����� ������� ���� �������� ����� �������� �� ��� ������������������� ������� ���������������� ������ �������� �������� ������������ ������������� ��� ��������� ������ ����� ��� �������

�������������� ������ ������� ��� ��� ��� ������ ��������� ������������ �� ���������� ���������� �� ���������� ������� �� �� ������������ ������������ ���������� �� �������������� ��������� ��������

��� ����� �������� ���������� ������ ��������� ������� � ������������ ��������� � �����
���������� �� ��� ������� ��� ��� ������� ������ ����� ������ ������ �� ��� ����� ���

�� ��� ����������� ��� ��������� ���� �� ������ ��� ������� ��������� ���
�������� ������

�������� �����

������ �� �� ��� �� ��������

��������
����
�������������

�� ��� ����� �������������� ������ ������������� ���������� ��� ������� ������������� ������� �� �����
������� ��� ������ ������������ � ���� ������������ ��������������� �� ������� ������

������
�����
�����������

������������ ��� ����

���� ������ ����
���� ����������

�� ������ �
������ �� ��� ����

�� ��������
���������� ��
������ ���� ��

������� ��� �����
�� ��� ���� ��
��� �������

��� �����



There are festivals that are seen, festivals that are
heard, festivals that are tasted and festivals that
are experienced. Jagannath Rath Yatra belongs
to all four. The sight of the great chariots rolling
through the Bada Danda of Puri, the sound of
cymbals, conch shells and chants of Jai Jagannath,
and the fragrance of sacred food rising from
homes, mutts and temple kitchens together
create one of India’s most powerful civilisation-
al experiences. Every year, on Ashadha Shukla
Dwitiya, Lord Jagannath, Lord Balabhadra and
Devi Subhadra leave the sanctum of the Shri
Jagannath Temple and travel to the Gundicha
Temple in their magnificent chariots. For millions
of devotees, this is not merely a procession. It
is the rare moment when the divine steps out
to meet the people. In that meeting, food
becomes one of the most intimate languages of
faith. The cuisine of Rath Yatra is not about indul-
gence or display. It is about offering, receiving,
sharing and remembering.

The cultural history of Rath Yatra is deeply tied
to the idea of accessibility. Lord Jagannath, whose
name means Lord of the Universe, does not
remain distant from his devotees. During the
yatra, he comes out of the temple with his
brother and sister so that everyone, regardless
of age, status or background, may receive
darshan. The chariots themselves become
moving temples. Lord Balabhadra’s Taladhwaja,
Devi Subhadra’s Darpadalana and Lord
Jagannath’s Nandighosha are pulled not by kings
alone, but by countless hands joined in devotion.
The festival moves from Shri Mandir to Gundicha
Temple, where the deities stay before returning
during Bahuda Yatra. This journey is filled with
rituals, pauses and emotions, each carrying its
own culinary memory. At the heart of it all is the
Jagannath food tradition, one of the most
sacred and distinctive temple cuisines of India.

To understand the cuisine of Rath Yatra, one
must first understand Mahaprasad. In Puri, food
is not simply cooked for consumption. It is pre-
pared as bhog, offered to Lord Jagannath, and
sanctified as Mahaprasad after its ritual associ-
ation with Maa Bimala. Only then does it
become food that is received by devotees as
grace. The cuisine is sattvic, without onion and
garlic, and built around rice, lentils, vegetables,
jaggery, coconut, ghee, milk, curd and local sea-
sonal produce. In Ananda Bazaar, Mahaprasad
is shared among people without the ordinary
barriers of caste, class or social standing. In a
country where food often reflects hierarchy,
Jagannath Mahaprasad stands as a sacred
reminder that before the divine, all are equal. The
process of preparing Mahaprasad is as sacred as
the food itself, and it also reflects a remarkable
traditional understanding of heat, steam and
scale. In the Jagannath tradition, cooking is not
treated as an ordinary kitchen activity, but as seva
performed under strict ritual discipline. The food
is prepared in the Rosaghara, the temple kitchen,
by hereditary cooks known as suaras and maha-
suaras. The ingredients are sattvic, vegetarian
and free from onion and garlic, and nothing is
tasted during preparation because the food is
meant first for the Lord. Water is drawn from the
temple wells traditionally known as Ganga and
Jamuna, and the cooking is done in earthen pots
called kudua over firewood.

What makes the preparation especially dis-
tinctive is the stacked-vessel method. Several

earthen pots are placed one above
another on the same wood-fired
hearth, with rice, dal, vegetables or
other offerings cooking in sepa-
rate vessels at the same time.
Traditionally, it is said that
the pot at the top cooks first,
followed by the vessels
below. Rather than seeing
this only as a mystery, it may
also be understood as the
wisdom of an old cooking
science. The fire below
creates intense heat, while
steam and hot  air  r ise
through the stacked arrange-
ment. The clay pots absorb,
retain and slowly distribute
heat, allowing the food to cook
gently without direct metal
contact. The porous earthenware, the
trapped steam, the shape of the hearth
and the arrangement of the pots together
create a system that can cook large quantities
while preserving texture, aroma and warmth.
Once the food is cooked, it is offered as bhog
to Lord Jagannath, Lord Balabhadra and Devi
Subhadra. In the Puri tradition, the offering
becomes Mahaprasad only after its ritual asso-
ciation with Maa Bimala. It is then carried to
Ananda Bazaar, where devotees receive it not
merely as food, but as grace.

The most recognisable way in which devo-
tees receive this sacred food is Abhada, the
cooked Mahaprasad meal associated with the
temple tradition. Abhada is not one single dish,
but a complete experience of rice, dal, vegeta-
bles, greens, khatta and sweets received
together. It is served with humility, often on leaf
plates, and eaten with reverence. Its beauty lies
in its simplicity. Unlike rich restaurant food,
Abhada does not depend on heavy spice or
elaborate garnish. Its depth comes from the
sanctity of the offering, the purity of ingredients
and the collective memory of generations
who have eaten it as divine food. Around Rath
Yatra, devotees who visit Puri often consider
receiving Mahaprasad an essential part of the
pilgrimage. For those outside Odisha, prepar-
ing Odia-style dishes at home becomes a way
of joining the festival through taste.

Among the rice preparations, Kanika holds a
special place. It is a fragrant sweet rice cooked
with ghee, sugar or jaggery, and mild spices such
as bay leaf, cardamom or cinnamon, depending
on household practice. Unlike ordinary sweet
rice, Kanika belongs to the ceremonial world of
Odisha’s temple food. It carries a gentle sweet-
ness, a golden richness and a festive dignity that
make it appropriate for offering. Ghia Anna, rice
mixed with ghee, is another preparation that
may appear simple but is deeply meaning-
ful in the Mahaprasad tradition. The
warmth of cooked rice and the
aroma of ghee create a
food that is soft, nourish-
ing and sacred. Dahi
Pakhala, rice cooled
with curd and
water, reflects
Odisha’s climate
and culture. In
the humid
m o n s o o n
atmosphere of
Rath Yatra,
such cooling
foods are both
practical and
symbolic. They
remind us that
temple cuisine is
not detached from

ecology. It understands heat,
rain, hunger, digestion and the needs of the body.

The savoury heart of the Rath Yatra table is
found in Odisha’s vegetable and lentil prepara-
tions. Dalma is perhaps the most beloved of
these. Made with lentils and vegetables such as
raw banana, pumpkin, papaya, brinjal, yam or
drumstick, it is lightly spiced and often finished
with roasted cumin and ghee. Dalma is nourish-
ing without being heavy, festive without being
excessive. Its importance lies in balance. Grain,
dal and vegetables come together in one pot,
reflecting the Odia instinct for food that sustains
both body and spirit. Muga Dalma, made with
moong dal, has a softer and more delicate char-
acter. The roasted aroma of moong dal, com-
bined with seasonal vegetables, gives it a com-
forting depth that makes it suitable for offerings
and family meals during the festival.

Another important preparation is Besara, a
mustard-based vegetable dish that reveals the
distinctive flavour of Odisha. Mustard paste gives
it sharpness, warmth and earthiness. Vegetables
such as pumpkin, raw banana, potato, coloca-
sia or ridge gourd may be cooked in this paste,
creating a dish that is unmistakably Odia. It is
not generic temple food. It carries the taste of
the region. Mahura adds another dimension to
the meal. Usually made with mixed vegetables
and gentle spices, it has a rustic, full-bodied
quality. It may include vegetables like pumpkin,
brinjal, raw banana and yam, cooked until they
absorb the seasoning and become soft, fragrant
and satisfying. Saga Besara or simple Saga
Bhaja brings greens into the ritual meal. Leafy
vegetables cooked with mustard or lightly

sautéed reflect the everyday wisdom
of Odia households, where

greens are treated not as
decoration but as essen-

tial nourishment.
No

Odia festive meal feels complete without a
sharp, sweet or sour note, and this is where
Khatta becomes important. A khatta may be
made with ingredients such as elephant apple,
raw mango, tomato in household versions, or
other souring agents, balanced with jaggery and
mild spices. Its role is to awaken the palate and
bring contrast to the meal. Ambila, a soupy sour
vegetable preparation, offers another expres-
sion of this Odia love for tang and balance. It
is usually light, digestive and deeply suited to
the monsoon mood. Santula, made with boiled
or lightly cooked mixed vegetables, is gentler
and more restrained. It reflects the sattvic side
of the cuisine, where the natural taste of veg-
etables is allowed to remain visible. Even a
preparation like Badi Chura, made by crushing
fried or roasted lentil dumplings with mustard
oil, green chilli and sometimes coconut, carries
the rural strength of Odisha’s kitchens. It is
sharp, textured and intensely local. Kakharu
Phula Bhaja, pumpkin flowers dipped in a light
batter and fried, brings seasonality and delica-
cy to the table, showing how even flowers
become part of festive memory.

If the savoury dishes give the Rath Yatra meal
its body, the sweets give it tenderness. The most
significant sweet connected to the festival cycle
is Poda Pitha. During Bahuda Yatra, when the
deities return from Gundicha Temple to Shri
Mandir, Lord Jagannath is traditionally associat-
ed with a halt near Mausi Maa Temple, where
Poda Pitha is offered. This makes it one of the
most emotionally specific foods of the Rath Yatra
tradition. Poda Pitha is made from rice batter,
often enriched with jaggery, coconut, lentils, car-
damom and sometimes black pepper, then slow-
cooked or baked until the outside becomes dark
and caramelised while the inside remains soft
and fragrant. The word poda means burnt, but

here the burn is not a flaw. It is the source of
flavour. The smoky crust, the sweetness

of jaggery and the grainy softness of
the interior make it one of Odisha’s
most distinctive ritual foods.

Khaja is another essential sweet
in the Jagannath tradition. Made
from layered dough that is fried and
coated in sugar syrup, it is crisp, flaky

and long-lasting. It is often associat-
ed with temple prasad and pilgrimage,

partly because it travels well and retains
its texture. Gaja, a deep-fried sweet
made from dough and soaked or coated
in sugar syrup, is denser and more
robust. It offers a different kind of satis-
faction, crisp at the edges and sweet
within. Arisa Pitha, made with rice flour
and jaggery, is fried until it develops a rich

brown surface and chewy interior. It is one
of Odisha’s classic festive pithas, linking

Rath Yatra cuisine to the wider pitha-
making culture of the state. Kakara

Pitha, often made with semolina or
wheat and stuffed with coconut
and jaggery, brings softness,
sweetness and aroma. Manda
Pitha, a steamed dumpling filled
with coconut and jaggery, offers
a gentler contrast to the fried
sweets. Its steamed form makes
it light, devotional and homely.
Milk and chhena-based sweets
also occupy a cherished place in

Odia food memory. Rasabali, with
flattened chhena patties soaked in

thickened sweetened milk, is rich,
soft and ceremonial. Chhena Poda,

Odisha’s celebrated baked cheese
dessert, is made by baking fresh chhena

with sugar or jaggery until it forms a
caramelised crust. Kheeri, the Odia form of kheer,
becomes distinct in the Jagannath context
because of its ritual association. Jagannath
Ballava, Kora Khai and Nadia Kora add to the
temple and festive imagination, representing
sweets that are easy to offer, share, carry and
remember.

Beverages during the Rath Yatra season
also carry both ritual and regional meaning. The
most sacred among them is Adhara Pana, a
special sweet drink associated with the conclud-
ing phase of the Rath Yatra rituals. It is offered
in large pots on the chariots and traditionally
includes ingredients such as milk, chhena, sugar
and spices. Its ritual meaning is very specific,
so it should not be confused with an everyday
summer drink. Alongside this, households and
pilgrims may enjoy cooling Odia beverages
suited to the heat and humidity. Bela Pana,
made from wood apple pulp, water, jaggery and
sometimes curd or coconut, is cooling and
digestive. Dahi Pana uses curd as its base and
offers relief during long days of worship and
travel. Chhena Pana, enriched with fresh
chhena, gives a sweet, nourishing quality.
Torani, the lightly fermented water from
pakhala, reflects the Odia genius for cooling the
body through rice-based traditions. Even
simple jaggery water with lemon, roasted
cumin or coconut can become part of the
pilgrim experience, not as temple bhog, but as
the practical kindness of festival hospitality.

As modern life becomes faster, many young
people may know Rath Yatra through pho-
tographs, television coverage or social media
posts, but not through the taste of its food. That
is why families and communities must keep
these traditions alive not only by speaking about
them, but by cooking them. Children must know
why Poda Pitha is offered during Bahuda Yatra,
why Mahaprasad is received with reverence,
why food from Ananda Bazaar is considered
sacred, and why Odia households prepare
pithas, cooling drinks and sattvic meals during
this season. To preserve the cuisine of Jagannath
Rath Yatra is to preserve a way of seeing food
as grace, cooking as service, sharing as equal-
ity and tradition as a living inheritance. The char-
iots of Puri move once a year, but the values they
carry must move from one generation to the
next every day. If we want future generations
to feel the spirit of Jai Jagannath, we must give
them more than stories. We must give them the
taste of Mahaprasad, the warmth of Poda Pitha,
the humility of Abhada and the understanding
that a civilisation survives not only through
temples and texts, but through the sacred 
offerings, rituals and memories it continues to
prepare, receive and share.

ANIL
RAJPUT

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

JAGANNATH RATH YATRA

“TAKE CARE OF YOUR BODY. 
IT’S THE ONLY PLACE YOU HAVE TO LIVE”

— JIM ROHN

The cuisine of mahaprasad, memory and devotion

GYANESHWAR DAYAL

Rajasthan’s desert kitchens have set
up camp in central Delhi. Food
Exchange, the all-day dining restau-
rant at Novotel New Delhi City Centre,
has handed its dinner buffet over to
the state for Padharo Mhare Feast —
a festival celebrating the slow-cooked,
boldly spiced repertoire of Rajasthan’s
royal and rural cuisines.

The name borrows from Rajasthan’s
familiar greeting, Padharo Mhare Des,
loosely translating to “come on in.” It
reflects the spirit of hospitality that
defines both the state and the festival.
Behind the menu are two chefs with
close ties to the region rather than a bor-
rowed theme. Chef Chetan Singh, Master
Chef at Novotel Jaipur Convention
Centre, has collaborated with Chef
Umesh Singh, Executive Chef at the Delhi
property, to create a menu rooted in
regional ingredients and traditional
techniques rather than a generic North
Indian spread. As the chefs explain, the

aim is to bring the warmth,
culture and cele-

b r a t o r y

spirit of Rajasthan to the table along
with its distinctive flavours. That inten-
tion is evident from the soup counter,
where Makke ka Raab and Bajre ka
Raab  — millet-based broths usually
enjoyed in Rajasthani homes — sit
alongside Dal Badam ka Shorba. The
appetisers include Pyaz ki Kachori,
Mirchi Bade, Sangri ki Tikki, prepared
with the dried desert bean that has
long been a staple of the region, and
Paneer Methania Tikka flavoured with
the famous Mathania chilli. 

The main course showcases ingredi-
ents and recipes that rarely travel
beyond Rajasthan. Panchkutta ki Sabzi,
a blend of dried desert vegetables and
legumes, shares space with Jodhpuri
Gatta Curry and a tangy Rajasthani
Kadhi. Reflecting the state’s arid land-
scape, Bajra and Jowar rotis replace
naan and pair well with the dedicated
Dal Baati counter, where crisp, ghee-
soaked baatis are served with Dal
Mewadi, Dal Banjara and Churma, com-
pleting Rajasthan’s iconic dal-baati-
churma combination.

The non-vegetarian selection makes
an equally strong impression. Laal

Maas and Safed Maas, the
region’s celebrated red

and white mutton
c u r r i e s

asso-

ciated with Mewar’s royal
kitchens, headline the spread
alongside Khad ka Murgh,
Dunger Murgh and Machli
Ja isamandi ,  inspired by
Rajasthan’s lesser-known
lake cuisine. Starters such as
Murgh Shekhawati Kebab,
Achari  F ish Tikka and
Lahsuni Murgh continue
the emphasis on robust
regional flavours. Desserts
bring the meal to a fitting
close with  some of
Rajasthan’s best-known
sweets. Malai Ghewar,
closely associated with
Teej celebrations, is joined
by Mawa Kachori, Moong
Dal Halwa, Rajasthani Lapsi and Besan
ki Chakki, offering a glimpse of the
state’s rich dessert tradition.

The festival succeeds by staying
close to its  roots.  Rather than 
|presenting a familiar buffet with a
Rajasthani label, it highlights recipes,
ingredients and cooking traditions,
bringing an authentic  taste of
Rajasthan to the Capital.

THE MAIN COURSE SHOWCASES
INGREDIENTS AND RECIPES THAT

RARELY TRAVEL BEYOND RAJASTHAN.
PANCHKUTTA KI SABZI, A BLEND OF

DRIED DESERT VEGETABLES AND
LEGUMES, SHARES SPACE WITH
JODHPURI GATTA CURRY AND A

TANGY RAJASTHANI KADHI

Padharo Mhare Feast: Rajasthan’s Royal Kitchen
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AMMA (SRI MATA AMRITANANDAMAYI DEVI)

Children, we regard some people as
good, and brand some as good for
nothing. After some time, we will say that
those very people we had earlier praised
as good are bad, and those whom we
had dismissed as good for nothing are
friends we can trust. 

Thus, our opinions and outlook keep
changing. How does this happen? The
main reason is that we lack true knowl-
edge. We accumulate sufficient informa-
tion about the body and the external
world. But we know nothing about our
own mind; we know nothing about our-
selves. Prejudging everything has become
a habit with us. If we approach everything
with preconceived notions, we will not
have real knowledge about anything. We
should be able to see everything as it is.
We should learn how to look upon every-
thing with an open mind. Only then can
we see what is true. 

This world - objects, people and all - is
constantly changing. The person we
saw yesterday is not the same today.
Whenever someone goes to a tailor to
get clothes stitched, the tailor will retake
the measurements. He doesn't think, "I
already measured him last time." The
tailor knows that the person's size and
tastes can change. 

We should have this kind of outlook
when we interact with others. A person's
character and attitude towards us can
change any moment. Today's enemy can
be tomorrow's friend. Today's friend
can also be tomorrow's enemy. We
should be able to look upon people with
an open mind instead of sizing them up
based on our past impressions. There are
those who think that acting on precon-
ceived ideas will help them avoid obsta-
cles. Actually, what is needed is alertness,
not biases. Prejudging is an unfavourable
attitude, and alertness a favourable one.
When we prejudge, we miss out on much
new knowledge. However, when we act
with alertness, we gain further insights.

Amma remembers a story. While at
home, a man lost his wallet which con-
tained a lot of money. The man, his wife,
and their children started searching the
whole house. They couldn't find it any-
where. The man's youngest son, a seven-
year-old, said, "The boy next door had
come here a little earlier." The man, who
until then had only affection for that boy,
suddenly started to suspect him. 

"Haven't you seen the way he looks?
There's no doubt about it. He's the one
who stole the wallet," declared the
man, who began to discern deceitfulness
in the boy's manner of sitting, walking,
and talking. He then began to express
his anger and coldness towards every-
one in that boy's family. The man who
lost his wallet also lost his peace of mind.

One day, while sweeping and clean-
ing the house, the man found his wallet
in a gap in the sofa. Filled with remorse,
he once again considered the boy a
good, faultless, and innocent child. His
respect for the family was restored and
he apologised for his baseless suspicion
and harsh words. 

When we regard something with
fixed ideas, a judgement will first form
in the mind and we will see everything
through an outlook that may often be
misleading. We should first learn about
something through alertness and dis-
crimination in the present moment. Only

after that should we come to a conclu-
sion. Prejudging is nothing but project-
ing our likes and dis-
likes on others. It will
not help us see the
truth; it will hamper
our outlook. It is like
looking at the world
through glasses of
many different tints.
We will say, "blue
world," "black world,"
or "red world." We
won't perceive the
multi-coloured com-
position of what truly
exists before our eyes. 

We should be able to
understand and evalu-
ate all situations and
experiences  - even our
own selves - without prejudice. Through
the awareness and maturity that spiri-
tual principles impart, we can lead lives
based on dharma that bring love, 
compassion, and peace to all. 

SADHGURU

We as humanity have not focused on
human resource in its real sense. We
have invested a lot in maintaining a
human being where he is right now,
but we have not truly invested in
developing a human being in such a
way, that we open up the human pos-
sibility to its fullest potential.

A few years ago, when I was in Davos
at the World Economic Forum, a certain
professor from Harvard University
came up to me and said "Oh, you are
that amazing tree planter." I said "No,
I am not a tree planter." He said, "No,
no, you planted millions of trees."

"Yes, we did that,
but I am not a tree
planter." Then he
asked, "What do
you do then?" I
said,  " I  make
people flower." A
true HR depart-
ment means you
must know how
to make people
flower. To make a
human being
flower, what are
the necessary 
conditions? Your
body,  mind,
emotion and your
energy need to be

cultivated to their full scope and
dimension. You will understand this
from your career, your profession
and your business - unless you do the
right things, right things will not
happen to you. This is how life works.
If this is true outside, this is also true
inside. But before we do the right
things with other people, first of all we
need to do the right things with our-
selves. If you were doing the right
things with yourself, you would be in
utmost pleasantness.  After all ,
whether somebody is seeking success,
money or power, whether somebody
is going to the bar, going to the
temple or wants to go to heaven -
essentially everybody is seeking pleas-
antness inside and outside.

Right now, your experience is unfor-
tunately determined in reaction to
external situations. Whatever kind of
situations you are living in, not a
single person on this planet happens
100% the way you want them. If this is
so, at least this one human being- you
- must happen your way. But right now,
your joy, your peace, your wellbeing is
so fragile. Anybody can shoot it down.

When your wellbeing is so fragile,
being anxious is normal. When
anxiety is normal, madness is just
one step away.

Especially if the outside situation
becomes unpleasant for some reason,
if people around you are unpleasant,
it is all the more important that you
keep your insides pleasant. If we want
to truly develop human potential, the
most fundamental thing is we must
create a situation where pleasantness
is a conscious choice, it is not some-
thing that happens to you because
somebody is wonderful to you. If the
best has to come out from a human
being, the first thing is, you must
know how to keep yourself joyful so
that you can keep everybody around
you joyful. If everybody who is working
for you is really happy, they don't
need much management. A joyful man
is a wonderful human resource always.
If I meet you when you are very happy,
I am sure all of you are wonderful
human beings. If I happen to meet you
when you are angry, frustrated, and
unhappy, you could be a nasty human
being. I am not saying you are, but pos-
sible. So, this is the basic thing which
we have not attended to.

Your body, your mind, your emotion
and your energies can be constantly
enhanced and made to function in a
better way than they are right now. The
very source of creation is throbbing
within you every moment, but you are
not aware of it. This body got created
from within, not from outside. What
you call as your body is an accumula-
tion of food. You provide the raw
material, but the making of the body
is happening from within. Instead of
living here as an accumulation of food,
and an accumulation of impressions

which you call "mind," if you had
access to that source of creation within
you, you would live a very exalted life.
That is when we can say you are truly
developing human resource, not just by
training them to do this and that.

This must happen to every human
being, and it is not far away. Your joy,
your misery, your agony or your ecstasy
always happen within you. This is the
essential human predicament - your
senses are all outward bound, but the
seat of your experience is within you.
If only you were aware of how the seat
of your experience happens, would you
make your experience of life pleasant
or unpleasant? Definitely pleasant. 

If you were in utmost pleasantness,
you would function at your best. We
have built all kinds of infrastructure on
the planet but we have not built much
infrastructure for the inner wellbeing
of a human being. How a human
being is within himself is most impor-
tant if we want to bring out the best in
that person. Otherwise, we will remain
a crippled humanity. I want you to see
HR in a much larger perspective than
just running your company, hiring and
firing people. If we really want to
develop human resource, we as indi-
viduals, as families, as communities, as
nations, as humanity as a whole, have
to invest something into developing a
human being into a much bigger pos-
sibility than the way he is right now.
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Life does not promise another sunrise; it only entrusts us with this sacred moment. Before time quietly
closes the door, let your heart forgive, your hands serve, and your soul seek God. The greatest tragedy is

not dying tomorrow, it is failing to truly live today

DR SADHU GYANANANDDAS

In the Mahabharata, the Pandavas
were wandering through the forest
during their exile. One afternoon,
exhausted by heat and thirst, they des-
perately searched for water. Nakul first
spotted a beautiful lake shimmering
amidst the trees. Crystal-clear water
danced under the sunlight like liquid
silver. Overjoyed, he rushed toward it.

But before he could drink, a myste-
rious voice echoed through the forest:
"This lake belongs to me. Before drink-
ing, you must answer my questions.
Ignore my warning, and death will
follow." Blinded by thirst, Nakul
ignored the warning and drank the
water. Instantly, he collapsed lifeless
beside the lake.

One by one, Sahadev, Arjun, and
Bhima arrived, heard the same
warning, ignored it, and met the same
fate. Finally, Yudhishthir came and
was stunned to see his four brothers
lying lifeless beside the lake. Unlike the
others, he remained calm and respect-
fully agreed to answer the questions of
the mysterious Yaksha.

After many deep questions, the
Yaksha finally asked, "What is the
most astonishing thing in this world?"

Yudhishthir replied, "Every day,
countless people die, yet those who
remain think they are immortal. What
can be more astonishing than this?"

This answer exposes the greatest illu-
sion of human life. Every day we
witness death around us, yet we con-
tinue living carelessly, absorbed only
in pleasure, wealth, ambition, and
temporary enjoyments, as though
death will never come to us. 

After narrating this incident, Yogiji
Maharaj once said, "Life is ephemeral,
and therefore every moment should be
lived with awareness, purpose, and
understanding.

Of course, human life rests upon the
most fragile foundation imaginable,
uncertainty. No man knows what the
next moment holds. A healthy person
may suddenly collapse, a prosperous
man may lose everything overnight,
and a smiling face may disappear
before sunrise. Yet we live as though

tomorrow is guaranteed. As a result, we
postpone goodness, delay spirituality,
ignore relationships, and waste pre-
cious time in endless distractions,
assuming life will continue forever.

That is why the timeless reminder of
the Bhagavad Gita strikes the human
heart with such force:  "For one who is
born, death is certain."

This is not a statement of pes-
simism; it is a call to awakening.
Even Steve Jobs, who was the wealth-
iest and most influential man in the
world, couldn't buy one more day for
his life. True, all success, innovation,
and fortune stood helpless before
death. However, death is not the
tragedy; forgetting death is the
tragedy. The awareness that life is
temporary gives seriousness to our
actions and value to our moments. A
student studies sincerely when he
knows the exam date is f ixed.
Similarly, a wise person lives meaning-
fully because he knows time is limited.

If there may be no tomorrow, then
why waste today in hatred? Why post-
pone prayer, kindness, self-improve-
ment, or expressing love? The uncer-
tainty of life should not create fear; it
should create urgency for right living.

Live today with purpose. Speak
gently. Forgive quickly. Serve selfless-
ly. Spend time wisely. Build character

more than wealth. Because life is not
measured by how long we live, but by
how deeply and nobly we live.

During His pilgrimage as Nilkanth
Varni, Bhagwan Swaminarayan awak-
ened people from the illusion of
worldly permanence and guided them
toward the eternal. One such remark-
able incident took place in Nepal. At
that time, the King of Nepal Rana
Bahadur Shah, was suffering from a
severe and incurable illness. Physicians,
astrologers, and tantric practitioners
had all failed to provide relief. Hearing
of the Balaprabhu whose divine radi-
ance had captivated scholars and
yogis alike, the king requested Nilkanth
Varni to visit the palace.

When Nilkanth entered the royal
court, the old king bowed with great
reverence and prayed:

"O Prabhu! If you possess divine
powers, please cure my disease. I will
reward you with immense wealth,
honor, and whatever you desire."

Nilkanth Varni compassionately
looked at the king but did not imme-
diately heal him. Instead, He first
imparted spiritual wisdom.

"Your disease has arisen according
to your own karmas. No physician,
mantra, or medicine can erase what
has been ordained by the law of
karma. Even at this stage, you are think-
ing of your wealth and power, which
is very pitiful." He further said, "O King,
this world is ephemeral. Kingdoms,
wealth, youth, and power are like
dew upon a lotus leaf, beautiful for a
moment, gone with the first rays of the
sun. Therefore, do not place your faith
in what time will surely take away. Seek
the eternal refuge of God instead, for
only spiritual realization accompa-
nies the soul beyond death."

Nilkanth Varni not only cured
the king but also transformed his
life. He reminded humanity that life
is uncertain and every breath is pre-
cious. Tomorrow is only a possibil-
ity; today is the gift placed in our
hands. Live it wisely.

Live today: There may be no tomorrow

Why happy employees need
less management 

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

earned a PhD from MS University

Leave prejudice to live 

GURUDEV SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

While it is easy to repent bad deeds,
good deeds can make you miserable too.
Good deeds don't automatically uplift
you. Your intention, attachment, expec-
tation, ego, and the state of mind
behind the action determine whether
the deed brings you joy or misery. 

Even when you do charity, sometimes
you may feel that your good deeds went
unnoticed. 'I did such wonderful things,
but nobody recognises them. There is
no appreciation for them.' This is a usual
complaint. This need for recognition, for
one's good deeds, can cause misery. In
the Narada Bhakti Sutras, Narada
advises taking a break not just from
activity but also from expecting the fruit
of that activity. It brings deep rest from
doubts, conflicts, and misery. One who
isn't concerned about the outcome
and is focused on the action goes
beyond dualities, beyond conflicts. The
wise one is beyond all actions. Yet they
continue to engage themselves in
action for the benefit of the world. 

You have some expectations when
you perform good actions. This expec-
tation becomes a source of misery. Even
when a good deed happens through
you, you must remind yourself that it is
the divine who has put you in a scenario
where you got the opportunity to do a
good deed. That is why it is said, 'The
giver must be thankful.' When someone
gives something, and it is accepted, the
giver must be thankful. The thought is,
"I have been given the role of a giver;
that is itself a great blessing.' 

Another type of complaint that often
comes from people who do good work
is, 'I did such good deeds yet see what
has happened to me.' That is why the
saying is, neki kar, kuwein me dal (Do
good deeds and throw them in the well.)
You shouldn't even remember that
you have done it. Otherwise, you might
end up miserable, thinking, 'I have
done this and that for so many years,
but people who have benefited don't
recognise me anymore in my rainy
days.' Just remember, you must have
done some good in the past, so you got
to serve, and you have done it. 

Doubts about your positive actions
also cause misery. These doubts come up
when you see people who do harmful
things get rewarded by society. But I tell
you, it only appears like that because you
see events through a very narrow lens.
You only need to expand your awareness.

These so-called bad people must have
done something good in their past lives,
and they reap good results now. You
have done so many things in so many life-
times, and they all have repercussions.

Similarly, those who do good, if some-
thing bad happens to them, know that,
knowingly or unknowingly, they must
have committed some wrong in the past.
You don't get mango by sowing the seeds
of neem. As you sow, so do you reap.

People don't experience misery
because of their goodness. You have to
use your intelligence and awareness
before any action. If someone says, 'I am
very good and noble', and then they put
their hand in the fire, they are bound to
get burnt. You should also have a pres-
ence of mind and use your intelligence
before you act. 

To free yourself from the results of past
actions, you should regularly do our
sadhana or spiritual practices (prac-
tices like meditation, breathing,
Sudarshan Kriya, chanting, singing.)
When you see the results of your actions
from a bigger perspective, great inner
strength dawns within you, and you can
smile through any situation.

Everyone goes through tough times.
And those who do good also go through
their own share of challenges. Plenty of
obstacles can come your way when you
set out to do some good work in society.
A committed mind may at times expe-
rience rough weather, but it will reap the
fruits of its toil. Tough times beckon you
to put your skills into action. Trying times
bring the best out of you. Rewarding
times gives you the best of the world.
Miseries in life bring you some depth. Life
is a combination of both. We need to
make use of every situation, whether

good or bad, to your advantage. That is
intelligence. Wisdom from past expe-
riences; engaging in spiritual practices;
invoking the valour within, and
keeping one's faith help us sail through
the rough patches of life.

Your goodness can also fuel your ego
and become a source of misery. When
you think you are very good, then you
somehow feel others are not as good.
When you find others aren't good, you
definitely become no good yourself.
When you find that you are right, every-
one else becomes wrong in your eyes.
It is a very delicate balance. 

On the other hand, the feeling that
you are not as good as others or that you
lack something is also part of your ego
and is equally destructive. 'Everyone else
is right. Only I am always wrong.
Nobody loves me. Nobody understands
me.' These types of thoughts are not
helpful. Instead, create space for all
types of opinions and feelings:' I am
right, and so is everyone else. Everyone
is right in their own way.'  

Despite all this, you cannot stop doing
good in society. In fact, you cannot
exist without performing some action.
Your body organs are serving you even
when you are asleep.

Your first and foremost commit-
ment is to do seva in the world. When
you make the service your sole
purpose in life, it eliminates fear,
brings focus in your mind, purposeful-
ness in action, and long-term joy.
When you do seva, it brings natural-
ness and human values back in society;
it helps in building a society that is free
from fear and depression. 

If you have the desire to serve and
help others, you don't have to worry;
your needs will be taken care of. Your
life is not a big responsibility for the
Divine. It can take care of you very well.
Don't be concerned and worried about
money or other resources so much.
They'll all come. Be filled with love, be
filled with gratitude, get rid of the fear
in you by being in love. 

When you do something which ben-
efits others, it should be cherished, it
should humble you and inspire you to
do more, instead of making you proud
or arrogant. Because you are not really
the doer. Simply offer your negative as
well as positive deeds and qualities to
the divinity. Keep a smile on your
face, serve, and immerse yourself in
knowledge. Then, no misery will be 
able to touch you.

(Ranked amongst the fifty most influential people
in India, Sadhguru is a Yogi, mystic, visionary and a
New York Times bestselling author. Sadhguru has

been conferred the Padma Vibhushan by the
Government of India in 2017, the highest annual

civilian award, accorded for exceptional and distin-
guished service. He is also the founder of the world’s
largest people’s movement, Conscious Planet- Save

Soil, which has touched over 4 billion people)

Sri Mata Amritanandamayi Devi, known simply as
Amma, is a spiritual master and humanitarian who

has given her darshan in the form of a motherly
embrace to more than 4 crore people. Listening to
the cries of the suffering, Amma leads an NGO that
reaches across more than 50 countries, working in
the areas of healthcare, disaster relief, education,

gender equality, and environmental restoration

When the good you do makes you miserable
You don't get mango by sowing the seeds of neem. As you sow, so do you reap

To truly know anything, even our own selves, we must experience each
moment with an open mind
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Salman 
Rushdie

What AI can do is suck up enormous 
amounts of information and produce 
versions of that. What it can’t do is something 
nobody’s done before. And that’s what art is

Football escapism
Ref :  Pass i o n  p lays  (J u l  1 1 ) .  A  fe w  d ays  a go, 
there was a discussion in this newspaper about 
the declining passion for football in Kerala and 
West Bengal. One argument was that changing 
e m p l o y m e n t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  h a v e  r e d u c e d 
people’s  emotional attachment to the sport. 
Football is a wonderful game in its own right. 
However, in economically disadvantaged regions, 
it can sometimes become more than just a sport—
i t  m ay  se r ve  as  a  fo r m  of  esca p i s m , h e l p i n g 
p e o p le  te m p o ra r i ly  f o rge t  t h e  h a r d s h i p s  o f 
everyday life. Over time, this coping mechanism 
m ay  co m e  t o  b e  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a  “ p a s s i o n ”. 
I f  w e  r e c o g n i s e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n 
genuine passion and escapism, we can possibly 
appreciate football for what it truly is: a beauti-
ful game to enjoy, celebrate and be inspired by, 
w i t h ou t  a llowi n g  i t  to  b ecom e  a n u n h ealthy 
emotional dependency.

S Sundareswara Pandiyan, Kovur

Probe speed
Ref: Speed up Dharani cases, prosecute guilty 
seniors (Jul 11). Two years is far too long for a 
scam of this scale to remain under investigation. 
Delay only helps those responsible for corruption 
regain confidence. The Telangana government 
must set firm timelines for the SIT’s work and 
ensure suspended officials cannot quietly return 
to similar postings. Justice delayed here actively 
enables the next scandal.

Swathi Senthilkumar, email 

Tech valuations
Ref: Techno bubble blooms again in amnesiac 
rush (Jul 11). The parallels drawn with the 2000 
dot-com crash are hard to dismiss. When inves-
tors chase valuations built on unproven tech-
n o lo g i e s  a n d  t r i b a l  a f f i l i a t i o n s  ra t h e r  t h a n 
known variables, corrections eventually follow. 
Regulators should require clearer disclosure of 
realistic timelines of AI ventures before retail 
investors pile in. Optimism is fine; blind opti-
mism repeats history.

Prajesh Paramasivan, Neelambur

Professional orientation
Ref: Missing link in professional edu (Jul 11). Pro-
fessional courses producing technically sound 
graduates who struggle with basic ethical judg-
ment is a real gap, not an abstract concern. Uni-
versities should treat ethics as a graded, practi-
ca l  s u b j e c t  ra t h e r  t h a n  a  to ke n  o r i e n t a t i o n 
session. Case-based reasoning tied to real work-
place dilemmas would prepare students far bet-
ter than isolated lectures ever could.

S P Suganya Devi, Coimbatore

Ottapalam’s pride
R e f :  ‘ S e e  y o u  f r o m  u p  t h e r e ’  ( J u l  1 1 ) .  I t  i s 
extremely hear tening to hear  about Col  Anil 
Menon, the Nasa astronaut who would be the 
first person of Malayali  origin to go to space, 
where he would stay for eight months conduct-
ing research about the human circulatory and 
nervous systems. It is a matter of pride that he 
belongs to the ancient city Ottapalam, and to a 
Nair Chettur family that has given India eminent 
citizens. We convey our best for his mission.

Sreeprakash Ottapalam, email

Take-it-easy policy
Ref: Fire breaks out as CNG leaks from damaged 
pipelines (Jul 11). Before any digging, the pipe-
line map for that area would have been consult-
ed. How then could a gas pipeline get damaged 
like this? This is sheer negligence with a highly 
hazardous and polluting result. Such incidents 
reflect a dangerous take-it-easy attitude. Unless 
we get serious, we are inviting bigger tragedies.

Komala B, email

Philatelists’ plaint
Ref: Trail of tales (Jun 27). The Philately Pass-
port is  a good initiative that began last year. 
Many citizens are interested in purchasing it, es-
pecially those of us who love stamp collections. 
But a recent exercise at the Karnataka Postal 
Circle had very limited numbers and thousands 
of philatelists who wanted to buy these collec-
tions weren’t able to do so because of short sup-
ply. May we request the postal department to 
print more Philately Passports and make them 
available more widely?

Gopal Namdeo, Bengaluru

A 
curious notion has been gaining currency in the media. That 
people are no longer interested in entertainment and sports. 
Maybe the statistics reveal new sectors of  popular interest. 
That wouldn’t be surprising after three decades of  politics be-
ing framed as audio-visual entertainment, even if  it’s often of  
the gothic sort. Leave aside our Bigg Boss-like news TV. It seems
only firangs watch that now, strictly for entertainment. (If  you 

haven’t seen that reel of  two white men guffawing over Indian war 
coverage, go google!) There’s plenty of  everything gushing around in 
the online circulatory systems: comedy, tragedy, slasher gore, podcast 
pedants, QAnon types, globe-trotting lefties, all attracting more foot-
falls than cinema halls.

One does get the distinct sense that average political engagement 
levels are much higher among the Twenty20s—the generation in that 
tender age bracket in this decade—than at any other time before. The 
explosion of  content has sent curiosity skyrocketing. The Uber driver 
from Agra wants to know about Bhindranwale. Sophomores are asking 

ChatGPT about Suhrawardy. Kurds may 
rank higher on search engine stats than 
curd. The media is obliging. According to 
this theory, what everyone is consuming the 
most is this new artefact called explainers: 
on every possible topic.

Especially “geopolitics”. It used to be a rar-
efied topic. Even the word was reserved for 
5-megaton oped pieces. Not anymore. Not 
with asymmetric wars becoming as ambient 
as air pollution, and Donald J Trump emerg-
ing as the new mathematical puzzle that even 
AI can’t solve. The questions mob us from all 
sides. From the stock market to your sleep, 
everything is in the red in this Age of  Anxi-
ety. You can’t blame young people for wanting 
to know why things are so messed up. That 
has turned us into a textbook nation! Not an 
ideal one, just one where even adults are now 
consuming knowledge in easy-to-digest Q&A 
capsules. In any case, we are society of  exam-
takers, leak or no leak. So we in the media too 
turn into a Kota coaching centre.

But who says entertainment has lost its hold 
on our psyche? The latest successful startup in 
Indian politics has come via cinema. The entire 
youthful sap of  our ancient Tamil lands was di-
verted to underwriting the phenomenal rise of  
Vijay. Talk to anyone beyond their 50s, and you 
hear stories of  them being emotionally black-
mailed into voting TVK by their children or 
grandchildren! The background chatter has it 
that Vijay came into politics because the scion 
of  the previous dispensation was making it dif-

ficult for him to function in the film industry. In short, a filmi fight spilled 
into the political field. That proves South Indian politics has not quit its long 
romance with cinema. Even the new Kerala CM scored a few brownie points 
with the youth by putting out that he was a regular at film festivals!

As for West Bengal, if  you think the big fight is ‘The CM vs Mamata 
Banerjee’, you are wholly wrong. Half  the social media space is devoted 
to ‘The Trolls vs Rachana Banerjee’. The former Bengali actress a.k.a. 
Jhumjhum—a self-styled Didi No 1 of  local TV, and now a Rajya Sabha 
member—had recently hopped from the real TMC to the rebel TMC. At 
that point, she stirred the pot saying it takes a bit of  class “to stay in Ur-
bana”, referring to her champagne-class Kolkata colony, and made a throw-
away remark about a “footpath girl”. You can imagine how that went.

In Punjab, it’s a more sombre story. A stark film failed in a years-long 
battle with the censors. Unlike the blind film censor in Azar Nafisi’s 
Reading Lolita in Tehran, they actually watched it and pronounced 
quietus by a thousand cuts. Anyway, it had Diljit Dosanjh, who has a 
knack of  putting the ruling order in a pickle. Suddenly, under the name 
Satluj, it was put out on OTT. Only to vanish again. Initially, there was 
no official ban but it soon came. Now it’s on just about every WhatsApp 
group, being furiously shared, to be watched no later than this week-
end. Even gurdwaras are holding screenings.

A generation or two is discovering the fraught history of  India through 
a film. Or through explainers—for, geopolitics isn’t absent. The young 
were being encouraged to the path of  violence by another country. A 
State crackdown, even if  excessive, was made necessary, they say—the 
Constitution and civil rights sometimes have to kept aside for a little 
while. In short, the law has to abolish itself  so as to uphold the law.

Thus, a nation and its founding paradoxes are meeting in an encoun-
ter. KPS Gill’s family, one of  whom is otherwise a paragon of  liberal 
thought, is defending the mass burials of  Punjab. But the human sto-
ries were bound to emerge from the grave like ghosts, in the form of  
poetry, protest, song or film. The parallels with Bengal are striking. 
Both states suffered the mayhem of  Partition, saw strife with Naxalism 
and militancy, lost a whole generation to the state’s bullets, and finally 
rejoined the mainstream—thanks to those bullets, they say. Both states 
subsequently also saw an economic decline. Even if  Punjab looks pros-
perous on the outside, it is fragile within.

What was the original question? Yes, if  politics has become enter-
tainment, the reverse is also true and the proof  is probably playing on 
a small screen near you.

AN EXPLAINER
ON INDIA, IN

BULLET POINTS

I
T was 6°C outside Marvel Sta-
dium in Melbourne on Thurs-
day night, but inside, nearly 
30,000 people were generating 
their own heat. Giant mandalas 
glowed behind the stage, and 
the red carpet stretched im-

probably long. When Narendra Modi 
walked out beside Australian Prime 
Minister Anthony Albanese, the arena 
did not so much applaud as detonate.

Albanese, who has hosted Bruce 
Springsteen at the same venue, joked 
that even ‘The Boss’ hadn’t seen a re-
ception quite like this one. Chants of  
“Modi, Modi, Modi” collided with an 
Australian sporting refrain “Oi! Oi! 
Oi!” This was the Melbourne leg of  
Modi’s latest three-nation tour of  In-
donesia, Australia, New Zealand—
one unmistakable style, road-tested 
across more than a hundred foreign 
visits to around 100 nations since 
2014. It’s a record unmatched by any 
Indian Prime Minister before him.

What sets apart Modiplomacy is not 
merely its volume, but its geography 
and grammar. Where American, Rus-
sian, Chinese and many European 
leaders have historically circled a fa-
miliar loop of  Washington, Moscow, 
Beijing, London, Paris and Tokyo, 
Modi has, by design, repeatedly 
stepped off  it. He became the first In-
dian PM to visit Israel, Palestine, Mon-
golia, Rwanda, and, weeks before this 
trip, Slovakia since its independence.

He has traveled to Fiji, Seychelles, 
Mauritius, Papua New Guinea, Trini-
dad and Tobago—nations that rarely 
feature on major-power itineraries, 
yet host sizeable populations of  In-

dian origin. Everywhere, a connect-
ing line keeps surfacing. It’s about 
retrieval of  a diaspora no previous 
PM had systematically courted—in 
Houston’s ‘Howdy Modi’ rally and 
now in a sold-out Docklands arena in 
Melbourne, where he told the crowd 
their weekends of  bhajan-clubbing 
and backyard cricket proved a life 
built abroad and an identity rooted in 
India need not contradict each other.

Layered onto that geography is a 
more personal grammar than state-
craft’s usual communiqués and re-
strained handshakes. The Modihuglo-
macy—extended to leaders from 
Barack Obama to Emmanuel Ma-
cron—is now so recognisable that for-
eign media outlets anticipate it as a 
symbolic gesture. Gestures like unveil-
ing a two-decade-old photograph of  
himself  with former Australian cap-
tain Steve Waugh at 
the Melbourne Crick-
et Ground this week, 
a memento from when 
Modi was still Gu-
jarat’s Chief  Minister, 
define Modi’s style.

Numbers, too, have 
entered the reper-
toire, deployed as lit-
eral equations rather 
than abstract talk of  
“connection”. In Ja-
karta, Modi told the 
Indian community 
that Republic Day, January 26, could 
be read as 2+6=8, echoing President 
Prabowo Subianto’s own milestones, 
a flourish that didn’t quite land since 
Republic Day is an annual event, not 
the “last year” event his arithmetic 
implied. Opposition parties mocked 
it as gimmickry. In Melbourne, he 
reached for a different sum, describ-
ing the India-Australia relationship 
as 1+1=11, insisting the partnership 
was not merely additive but exponen-
tial. He called this trip his “hat-trick” 
in Australia, urging the diaspora to 
“hit fours and sixes” for their adopt-
ed country, reaching for a metaphor 
his audience lives inside.

Strip away the choreography and 
the visits still carry a dense agenda: 16 

agreements in Jakarta spanning de-
fence and space cooperation between 
Isro and Indonesia’s BRIN, a decade-
stalled uranium deal and expanded 
defence roadmap in Melbourne, and 
talks in Auckland building on this 
year’s India-New Zealand trade agree-
ment. Modi now holds more than 
three-dozen international civilian 
honours—Indonesia’s Bintang Ad-
ipurna the latest—making him India’s 
most internationally decorated PM.

Opposition leaders argue the travels 
came at cost of  roughly ̀ 762 crore over 
a decade. But the bigger picture is 
arithmetic before charisma. India, a 
nation of  1.4 billion people, is the fast-
est-growing major economy on the 
planet. When Modi lands in Melbourne, 
Jakarta or Berlin, he facilitates access 
to Indian consumers and a multimil-
lion-strong diaspora.

That leverage buys 
latitude: a PM whose 
country other gov-
ernments need some-
thing from can set 
the terms of  his own 
reception—for one, a 
stadium instead of  a 
banquet hall. Host 
governments build 
itineraries around 
the informality rath-
er than merely toler-
ating it. Albanese’s 
office organised the 

30,000-seat stadium event. The mayor 
of  Nice ordered India’s tricolour 
flown over the city hall, a courtesy 
rarely extended to visiting dignitar-
ies. None of  this sits in any protocol 
handbook; it exists because hosts 
have concluded that meeting Modi on 
his own terms is worth more than in-
sisting he meet them on theirs.

This louder and disruptive diplo-
macy has to be empirically exam-
ined. Jawaharlal Nehru’s authority 
was moral and intellectual, heard in 
world capitals in English polished 
enough to out-argue his hosts. Indira 
Gandhi needed no charm, carrying 
the cold authority of  a leader who 
split Pakistan in two and made Cold 
War superpowers wait on her deci-

sions. Atal Bihari Vajpayee wrote po-
etry, rode a bus to Lahore and let re-
straint itself  become his signature, 
the poet visible beneath the politi-
cian even at Pokhran.

Modi has none of  these instruments, 
and yet has arguably reshaped the tone 
of  Indian diplomacy by inventing a dif-
ferent currency: relentless, repeated, 
personalised familiarity, amplified 
through modern media as none of  his 
predecessors could. Where Nehru per-
suaded through argument and Vajpay-
ee through gesture, Modi persuades 
through repetition and intimacy—the 
same embrace, the same rally, the same 
one-liners deployed in Houston, Wem-
bley and Melbourne until audiences 
recognise the pattern the way they’d
recognise a returning performer. 

None of  this should be mistaken for 
diplomacy on Modi’s terms alone, 
since the accommodation cuts both 
ways. Albanese benefits from embrac-
ing a leader popular with a diaspora 
bloc that votes in marginal seats; 
Prabowo gains domestic standing by 
association with a rising power. It is 
part of  why critics ask whether this 
style outlives Modi, or is so bound to 
his persona that Indian diplomacy will 
need a new narrative once he is gone, 
as it did after Nehru, Indira and Vaj-
payee. What Modi has done, in essence, 
is convert India’s economic ascent into 
a weaponised diplomatic style tailored 
by cultural nationalism rather than 
merely a diplomatic asset.

His predecessors leaned on intel-
lect, power or literary grace because 
those were the currencies India could 
spend when its economy was a frac-
tion of  its size today. Modi, as a lead-
er of  a gigantic economy, chose in-
stead to spend that weight on 
informality, betting that a billion-per-
son market can be leveraged on its 
own terms. Hug first, followed by a 
protocol that concludes in a treaty.

His admirers or historians may 
call that a masterstroke of  soft power, 
or a triumph of  marketing over state-
craft. But the tone and terms set by 
Modi dictate how global leaders are 
expected to engage with the PM of  a 
New India. 
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DIPLOMACY: BILLION PEOPLE, ONE BRAND

NDIA runs on many calen-
dars. The fiscal calendar de-
fines the spend of  the excheq-
uer, the academic year for 
students, the kharif  and rabi 
calendars for farmers, the fes-
tival calendar for the soul. 

There is a fifth calendar that is un-
printed and unfailing, observed with 
the devotion of  the faithful. It is the 
calendar of  outrage.

It opens with January and Febru-
ary focused on air pollution. This Jan-
uary, 123 of  148 cities recorded higher-
than-recommended PM2.5 levels, and 
53 cities figured in the most polluted 
lists. March arrives with water wor-
ries. Taps run dry and tanker mafias 
rule the roost in Bengaluru, Chennai, 
Mumbai, Pune. By May, it is inverter 
raj as power outages haunt homes and 
offices. June brings the rains; July 
brings the floods. The clouds clear for 
potholes and craters to show up in Au-
gust and September. October is open 
for suggestions, followed by Novem-
ber and December, when the nation 
returns to smog, stubble burning, 
winter inversion. Between the recur-
ring surprises, there is the parade of  
preventable disasters—hotels and 

hospitals on fire, collapsing flyovers, 
derailed trains, stampedes at shrines 
and attacks on hospitals.

The disasters arrive without ap-
pointment, but rarely without prece-
dent. The rituals that follow events are 
as predictable. The visuals surface on 
social media followed by headlines. 
Whether the government follows de-
pends on the math of  casualties and 
momentum of  opposition—and is usu-
ally followed by announcements. This 
year when the 50 hottest cities of  the 
planet were in India, the minister 
stayed in the shade and mum.

Explanations for events sound 
more like alibis—“this much rain 
was not expected”. It is also the only 
time climate change is acknowl-
edged. Nature is ahead of  the curve, 
governance is behind it—and the dis-
tance between the two is measured in 
committee reports that are old enough 
to vote and are still waiting to be 
read. The unprecedented has become 
India’s most precedent justification.

The response to events is predicta-
ble. So is the follow up. After the catas-
trophe in Mumbai in 2005, the Madhav 
Chitale committee delivered a 359-page 
report. Twenty years later, its core pre-
scriptions—no development zones 
along rivers, relocation of  encroach-
ments, mangrove protection—remain 
largely unimplemented. In 2018, a Su-
preme Court-appointed committee re-
ported on the lack of effective steps 
and that even the 50-metre buffer had 
not been created. This week, Mumbai 
and Pune were inundated by flood wa-
ters for over 48 hours at places, bring-
ing the cities to a standstill.

Mumbai presents the template for 
unattended issues. Following a major 
flood in 1985, a committee identified 

the need for a new stormwater drain-
age system. In 1993, the BMC came up 
with the Brihan Mumbai Storm Wa-
ter Disposal System, but didn’t imple-
ment it for lack of  funds. BRIMSTOW-
AD surfaced again after the 2005 
floods, but is incomplete in 2026. On 
Thursday, the Maharashtra govern-
ment announced yet another plan that 
will cost over ̀ 13,000 crore and which 
will make Mumbai “a sponge city”.

The archives damn governments. 
This week, Surat received the heavi-
est rainfall in its history. Its vulner-
abilities though are not new, though. 
The recommendations for solution 
date back several decades to after the 
1968 floods. The expert panel which 
examined the 2006 floods indicted 
the  constr uction sprawl  on 
Tapi’s flood plains. Two decades later, 
the floodwaters followed the con-
struction sprawl. The response: an-
nouncement of  a `500-crore project.

Bengaluru and Chennai have re-
fined the absurdity of  circumstance. 
Both face water distress and often ra-
tion water by tankers in April. They 
also end up evacuating people by boat 
in November. Chennai 2015 followed a 
drought; Bengaluru’s 2022 floods ar-
rived months after its borewells ran 
dry. Same lakebeds—concretised for 
shortage, submerged in surplus. In 
Delhi, the government declared the 
waterlogging “under control” the same 
afternoon the opposition declared that 
the capital a sea. In 2024, a landslide in 
Kerala’s Wayanad district buried over 
400 people. This week, another land-
slide struck Kalladi in the same dis-
trict. The hillside was mapped, vulner-
ability documented, warnings issued.

On paper, India is a global superpow-
er of  committees. The Rashtriya Barh 

Aayog (National Commission on 
Floods) was constituted in 1976. It sub-
mitted 207 recommendations that were 
sent to states in 1981. But the recom-
mendations stayed on paper. In 2001, 
the Rangachari Committee reviewed 
and shortlisted 40 recommendations 
for immediate implementation. Guide-
lines followed disasters. The National 
Disaster Management Authority’s 
guidelines came in 2010. The BJP’s 
promise of  100 new cities in 2014 were 
followed by Smart Cities and the AM-
RUT programme.  Yet, on ground, 
there is little to assure people.

India does not lack for diagnosis. But 
it suffers from a 20-year lag between the 
diagnosis and implementation.  Con-
sider this nugget. In 1975, the Union 
government drafted a model law for 
flood plain zoning and shared it with 
the states. Suffice to say it did not get 
far. But in 2022, the idea was back in 
circulation. And in 2026, it is stranded 
between the Centre and the states. Un-
like in the past, weather updates are 
fairly robust these days. The warnings 
land. The orange alerts are issued. 
What does not exist is the machinery to 
act on foresight—because the entire ap-
paratus of  Indian administration is
trained to react, not prevent.

Tolstoy observed that happy fami-
lies are all alike, while each unhappy 
family is unhappy in its own way. In-
dian cities are unhappy for the same 
reasons, only on different schedules. 
Different rivers, identical post-mor-
tems. Encroached flood plains. Con-
cretised lakebeds. Desilting claims 
disproven at the first cloudburst. The 
calendar of  outrage will keep its ap-
pointments. The question is whether 
governments will keep their appoint-
ment with governance.

THE REPUBLIC OF RECURRING SURPRISES

THE THIRD EYE
SHANKKAR AIYAR

Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar: A Biometric History 
of India’s 12 Digit Revolution, and Accidental India

(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)

In the 1990s, if a player was a good dribbler, people would say he had 
samba no pé (samba foot)... As US-style evangelical prosperity gospel 
churches sprang up in Rio’s favelas, samba gave way to Brazilian funk 
that exalted consumerism and removed double entendres... The 2026 
squad only has one non-evangelical in the starting lineup.
Brian Mier, co-editor of Brasil Wire, explaining how Brazilian football’s decline 
is mirrored in a deeper socio-cultural transformation across the nation over decades

As of 2026, the plaintiff’s evidence is ongoing. We may say that even a snail may question 
the speed at which this trial is proceeding.
Justices Sanjay Karol and N Kotiswar Singh, on a commercial suit 
pending before a consumer court and then the Delhi High Court since 2015

I would probably just watch the replays of Egypt getting robbed again and again.
Zohran Mamdani, New York mayor, when asked what he would do with the 6 mins saved per 
commute as a result of his new bus scheme, on questionable World Cup refereeing decisions
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I

Political engagement 
among Twenty20s 

seems higher than at 
any time before. If not 
through explainers or 
AI chatbots, a whole

generation is learning 
about politics via 

cinema. Satluj shows 
human stories emerge 

from the grave like 
ghosts—as poetry, 

protest, song or film



mittee on Historical Inequalities in
Commemoration, established in 2021,
that entrenched racial prejudice and dis-
criminatory colonial attitudes had con-
tributed to unequal commemoration.

For Madra, who served on that com-
mittee alongside Professor Rand, the
present announcement demonstrates
that history can sometimes be correct-
ed rather than merely debated. “This is
one of the rare cases in Britain’s colo-
nial history where we can actually cor-
rect a wrong rather than just argue
about it,” he says.

The Punjab Registers reveal far more
than military service. Taken together,
the registers amount to an unparalleled
census of rural Punjab on the eve of
modern history, recording not simply
soldiers but families, villages, religions,
castes and communities that would lat-
er be divided by Partition.

Each entry records a soldier’s reli-
gion, caste, father’s name, village and
district, creating an extraordinarily
detailed portrait of rural Punjab
between 1914 and 1918.

The newly identified casualties them-
selves reflect the diversity of that soci-
ety: approximately 41 per cent were
Muslim, 26 per cent Hindu, 25 per cent
Sikh and less than 1 per cent Christian.

“It gives us Punjab from the village
up,” Madra says. “You begin to see how
communities were organised and how
people identified themselves. It tells
the social history of Punjab as much as
its military history.”

That Punjab no longer exists. The vil-
lages recorded in the registers now lie
across India and Pakistan, reminding
us that the soldiers belonged to an
undivided province long before Parti-
tion divided families, communities
and memories.

“It isn’t an Indian story or a Pakistani
story,” Madra says. “It’s a shared Pun-
jabi story.” The research itself crossed
modern borders. British and Punjabi
scholars worked alongside archivists in
Pakistan, while transcribers in both
India and Pakistan painstakingly con-
verted thousands of handwritten pages
into searchable data.

For many families, the project has
already transformed fragments of fam-
ily legend into documented history.

Among those newly recognised is

Jagat Singh of the 34th Reserve Moun-
tain Battery, who died in Mesopotamia
in January 1918. His great-granddaugh-
ter, Manjinder Nagra, became the first
Sikh woman to play rugby for England.

Another descendant, Leicester den-
tist Dr Inder Singh Palahey, spent
years searching for information about
his great-grandfather, Kesar Singh.

“From just hearsay to now discovering
the facts about my great-grandfather’s
ultimate military sacrifice has been
incredibly poignant,” he says. “The fact
that he will now be remembered in per-
petuity simply means everything to us.”

Madra has experienced that same emo-
tion himself. Finding his own relative,
Bishen Singh, in the registers remains his
most powerful memory of the project.

“It’s probably the only surviving
record where both his name and his
father’s name still exist,” he says.

The work, however, is far from com-
plete. The 9,909 names represent only
those who died and were omitted from
commemoration. The registers them-
selves contain details of around 3,20,000
soldiers and promise to become one of
the richest resources ever assembled on
the Indian army during World War I.

Researchers hope eventually to cre-
ate a public, searchable database allow-
ing descendants across the world to
trace relatives, add family histories and
photographs, and piece together stories
that have lain buried for generations.
The CWGC also believes similar
archives may survive elsewhere in the
former British Empire, raising the pos-
sibility that more forgotten soldiers
may yet be found.

For Madra, however, the work will not
be complete until the names exist not
only in a digital database, but on per-
manent memorials where descendants
can stand before them. He believes the
men should ultimately be commemo-
rated physically, with their names
carved in stone, just like those of other
Commonwealth war dead.

For thousands of families, the project
has transformed fading memories and
family folklore into documented history.

After more than a century, the forgot-
ten soldiers of undivided Punjab have
begun their journey back into history.

— Shyam Bhatia is the London 
correspondent of The Tribune

Shyam Bhatia

M
OREthan a century after
the guns of World War I
fell silent, nearly 10,000
Indian soldiers whose
deaths slipped from the

official historical record are finally to
receive the recognition they were denied.

The Commonwealth War Graves
Commission (CWGC) has announced
that 9,909 previously unrecorded Indi-
an servicemen will now be commemo-
rated after a decade-long research proj-
ect centred on a remarkable archive in
Pakistan: 34 handwritten Punjab Reg-
isters containing the names of some
3,20,000 men recruited into the Indian
army during the war.

It is one of the largest single additions
ever made to the Commission’s casual-
ty records, and represents far more than
an administrative correction. It restores
identities, acknowledges forgotten sacri-
fice and shines a light on one of the last
major gaps in the history of India’s con-
tribution to the Great War.

More than 13 lakh Indians served
during World War I, making the Indian
army one of the largest volunteer forces
in history, with soldiers fighting from
Flanders and Gallipoli to East Africa
and Mesopotamia.

Behind the announcement lies an
extraordinary story of historical detec-
tive work that began not in London or
Delhi, but in the Lahore Museum.

“I found them in 2014 during
research for our Empire, Faith & War
project,” recalls Amandeep Madra, co-
founder of the UK Punjab Heritage
Association, whose discovery set the
entire process in motion.

“Military historians knew the regis-
ters existed in principle, but no one had
gone to look. It seemed unlikely: an art
museum holding 34 handwritten vol-
umes of military records. But they were
there: a systematic record of every Pun-
jabi man who served in the Indian
army during the First World War. I
knew straightaway it was significant.”

The significance became deeply per-
sonal. One of the first registers pho-
tographed was from Ambala district,
the home of Madra’s own family.

“My father’s Chacha (paternal uncle),
Bishen Singh, had served,” he says. “My
dad remembered being taken to collect
his pension as a boy and that he’d been
blinded by sandstorms during the war.
That was all we knew. Then I found him
in the register. He was the only man
from our village to serve. If it could do
that for my family, I knew it could do it
for thousands of others.”

What followed was more than 10
years of painstaking work.

The 26,000 pages had first to be pho-
tographed, digitised, indexed and tran-
scribed. The project later became a col-
laboration between the UK Punjab
Heritage Association, the University of
Greenwich and the Commonwealth
War Graves Commission.

Prof Gavin Rand of the University of
Greenwich recognised the scholarly
importance of the archive and secured
funding for its transcription. The
CWGC then undertook the laborious
task of comparing the information with
its own casualty database.

That comparison proved anything
but straightforward.

Names had often been spelled differ-
ently by different clerks. Villages
appeared under several spellings. Regi-
mental records varied. Punjabi naming
customs created further complications.

As Madra explains, researchers had to
learn to think like Edwardian record
keepers. ‘Roor Singh’ and ‘Rood Singh’
could be the same man. ‘Dulla’ might
turn out to be Abdullah Khan, “but only
if every other detail — father’s name, vil-
lage and regiment — matched”.

During the Covid lockdown, volun-
teers began checking a sample of sol-
diers listed in the registers as having
died during the war against CWGC
records. They immediately discovered
dozens whose names simply did not
exist in the Commission’s database.

As the work expanded, the omissions
kept growing. Ultimately, researchers
examined almost 16,000 recorded
deaths against some 74,000 existing
Indian army casualty records. Support-
ed by computer-assisted analysis and
multiple layers of verification, they
identified 9,909 men who had never
previously been commemorated.

Why had they disappeared from history?
According to Dr George Hay, Official
Historian at the Commonwealth War
Graves Commission, the reasons were
both administrative and political.

“The British Indian Government
made a conscious decision not to extend
full war graves status to Indian army sol-
diers who died at home and away from
operational zones,” he explains.

Many of those men had survived the
battlefields only to die later from
wounds or disease after returning to
India. Unlike British soldiers who died
in comparable circumstances, their
names were never passed on to the
Commission’s predecessors for perma-
nent commemoration.

Administrative failures compounded
the problem, meaning that some oper-
ational casualties also disappeared
from the historical record.

The findings reinforce the conclusions
reached by the CWGC’s Special Com-
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Raithara Makkalige Hennu 
Kodi (Offer Brides to Farm-
ers’ Sons): the poster of this 

recent Kannada film caught my eye 
as I was suffering through traffic last 
week. Against an expansive sky, this 
old-style poster assembled the main 
cast: a young villager with a plough 
on his shoulder, a demure city wom-
an, a blood-splattered, long-haired 
man, a concerned-looking head of a 
matha, a sinister-looking man and 
an affable-looking man. Curious 
about how this evidently dramatic 
film addressed a painful truth of 
rural India today, I checked to see 
where the film was showing, but it 
had already left the theatres.

The film’s online preview gave 
glimpses: the hero, who had given 
up school to work on the family 
land, decides to study at a city col-
lege (there was a hint he would 
return in the end); a farmer pro-
nounces to approving fellow farm-
ers that it is not enough merely to 
produce – they must also become 
investors and market their own 
produce. I got the drift. Turning to 
me, my cab driver, who I knew had 
lost all his money producing a film 
that flopped, remarked that his film, 
too, dwelt on the tough marriage 
predicament of village men.

A couple of months ago, at a 
wedding ceremony of the son of a 
departed friend, a family member 
complimented the bride on the 
stage. (It was a mantra mangalya 
wedding where short speeches are 
made by relatives and friends). He 
said: “In these days when girls re-

fuse to marry boys from rural ar-
eas, you have set a bold example.” 
Loud applause followed. The groom 
has done a Master’s in business in 
Bengaluru and is heir to a fifty-acre 
estate in Chikkamagaluru.

Four years ago, a convention or-

ganised by the Adi Chunchungiri 
Matha for prospective Vokkaliga 
grooms and brides to meet ended 
up being cancelled. More than elev-
en thousand unmarried men turned 
up, while only about two hundred 
unmarried girls had registered.

The tragic shake-up in the mar-
riage universe in rural Karnataka 
surfaced for the first time around 
fifteen years ago. Youths from the 
Havyaka community, the agricul-
tural Brahmin community, were vis-
iting orphanages in North Karnata-
ka to seek potential brides from the 
vegetarian Lingayat community. 
They asked the head of Swarnavalli 
Matha for permission to marry out-
side their caste since it was proving 
impossible for them to find girls 
from their own community: the 

girls, who were educated, were 
choosing to marry Havyaka men in 
city-based occupations or men from 
other castes who worked in cities.

The youths wished that the girls 
they married from outside their 
caste be accepted as their own by 
other caste members. The head of 
the Matha assured them that they 
were free to marry girls from among 
any of the Brahmin sub-sects.

The problem has deepened since. 
A telling symptom: in the last As-
sembly elections, the JD(S) prom-
ised to give Rs 2 lakh each to women 
who married young farmers. A few 
weeks ago, a farmer in favour of the 
Bidadi Township project reasoned 
that getting compensation for their 
acquired land would make it easy for 
young farmers to find girls.

Life in villages does indeed pres-
ent major problems to women 
which need to be dealt with in great 
detail elsewhere.

Urban-centred growth is the key 
disruptor of the marriage realities 
across communities in rural Kar-
nataka. Over half of the people in 
Karnataka continue to live in villag-
es. When this is the case, reviving 
rural livelihoods, restoring their 
dignity and securing the future 
of village society should find high 
policy priority. Instead, we only see 
policy attention on expanding cities 
in the state. Is the threat of forced 
bachelorhood – along with falling 
rural incomes – expected to push 
rural youth towards cities and ur-
banise the state completely? I just 
don’t know what the thinking is.

A few years ago, when the show Indian Matchmaking aired on 
Netflix, many of my American friends were both mesmerised 
and jealous of the Indian arranged marriage process. “I wish 

I had help in finding a partner, too,” they said.
Western dating can get too lonely, they complained, and in this day 

and age, it has become increasingly difficult to find people to marry. 
It’s a paradox arising from the fact that dating apps inundate you 
with choices but not enough intentionality. Arranged marriage, by 
contrast, is all about intentionality. Everyone is in it to get married 
rather than to goof around. And family and community support, 
my friends argued, helps make this rather emotionally draining 
and vulnerable process less lonely. It also keeps everybody more 
accountable.

For the most part, I agreed. I am myself a happy beneficiary of that 
system of family and community support. But then again, when that 
support system fails, it fails rather spectacularly.

Reflect on these recent stories, for instance. In Pune, a young 
woman and her long-time boyfriend (and reportedly, secret hus-
band) have been accused of killing the fiancé her family had chosen 
for her. In the state of Washington, United States, an Indian techie 
has just been arrested on suspicion of having killed his wife, merely 
four months after their wedding. Police said that he had already been 
in a years-long relationship with another woman in India before his 
family had arranged his marriage to his late wife.

Both cases are still ongoing, so we don’t know what else will 
be found or what will be proven. Neither case is shocking or un-
precedented. In India, we are used to hearing stories of newlywed 
men and women killing and torturing 
each other shortly after being forced into 
marriage. We are also used to hearing of 
young couples eloping, and of the same 
couples then being chased, caught, bru-
talised and killed by their own parents, 
uncles and aunts.

All these stories are also a product of 
the same communitarian system, which is 
what makes them so quintessentially Indi-
an. In the West, relatives kill each other for 
personal, individual or material reasons: 
mental illness, drug addiction, alcoholism 
or money troubles.

But in India, relatives kill each other to 
salvage how they are perceived by other 
relatives. In the Pune case, for instance, 
the girl accused of murder conceded that 
she killed her fiancé because she felt that 
calling off the wedding would bring dis-
honour to her family. Her parents respond-
ed by saying that their daughter should be 
thrown off a cliff if she’s found guilty.

The pressure of “what will people say” 
does not always lead to death and murder. 
Sometimes, it tears families apart, robs 
people of their dignity, or bankrupts them. 
Parents drain their lifelong savings and even take out expensive 
loans to finance a lavish week-long wedding. They often sacrifice 
the education of their children – and especially their daughters – to 
pay for it. They force their children into awkward, even physically 
violating rituals, against their consent, just to honour somebody 
else’s traditions. They also frequently lie during arranged marriage 
discussions to increase their perceived value in the marriage market.

The ghost of social judgment follows Indians everywhere they go. 
A female friend from college was hastily married off at the tender age 
of 20 because her father found her talking to a boy. Another one was 
pulled from college before she graduated because her parents were 
worried that she would become “too independent”. Yet another was 
married to a guy who lied about his age and turned out to be much 
older than he had originally claimed.

In the process, many of us have learnt to live a life of cognitive 
dissonance and double standards. We blindly follow traditions and 
rituals we find inconvenient, just to placate conservative members 
of our family. We eat meat when we’re out with friends while pre-
tending to be vegetarian at home. And if our parents are somewhat 
more liberal-minded, they would counsel us to “do what you want 
but don’t tell anybody about it”.

Honestly, it does not have to be this way. The happiness of individ-
uals should be worth far more than something as silly as the opinion 
of strange aunts. We don’t have to keep going like this.

The third phase of the electoral roll clean-up through the 
Special Intensive Revision (SIR) has begun. Citizens are 
queuing up to prove their eligibility to elect their represent-

atives to Parliament and state legislatures. When the demoneti-
sation exercise was announced a decade ago, as a surgical strike 
on black money, people had similarly stood in front of banks to 
prove that the currency notes they held were earned legitimately. 
Subjecting people to such agni parikshas (tests by fire), repeatedly, 
has become a habit with the Union government. Very few have 
questioned the cramped SIR time-frames. We are made to believe, 
once again, that this is best for the country, regardless of the fact 
that many of us might board the same boat as the lakhs of people 
disenfranchised in West Bengal after SIR-II. The Calcutta High 
Court lamented last week that their appeals might be cleared in 
just about two decades!

We perform another ritual every five years by pressing the but-
ton on the Electronic Voting Machine (EVM). We are repeatedly 
made to believe that this is the best method for electing our MPs 
and MLAs because ‘no vote is wasted’, and the ‘results are de-
clared in a few hours’. The 124 FAQs published by the Election 
Commission of India (ECI) apparently dispel all doubts about the 
efficacy of machine-based voting. But deeper probing throws up 
more questions. For example, after the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, 
I asked the two manufacturing companies under RTI: How many 

votes can be printed on the VVPAT units? BEL mentioned 1,300 
slips, and ECIL said 1,400, at maximum. This year, answers to 
the same question, about the 2024 Lok Sabha polls, were 1,400 

and 1,500, respectively.
So what is wrong with these replies? 

Nothing much, except that in a polling 
station like booth no. 8 located at St 
Mary’s High School, Vettukadu, in the 
Thiruvananthapuram constituency, if all 
1,396 electors turned up to vote, would 
one paper roll from a BEL-manufactured 
machine be enough? Every Presiding 
Officer is mandated to conduct a mock 
poll by printing 50 votes before polling 
begins. The handbooks for election offi-
cials are silent about the protocol for re-
plenishing the paper rolls if they run out.

In the same RTIs, I asked these compa-
nies about the state-wise deployment of 
EVMs during the 2024 general elections. 
BEL said its EVMs were used for the Lok 
Sabha elections across the country, but 
only in Andhra Pradesh for the simulta-
neously held Assembly elections. ECIL 

claimed it does not know where its EVMs were deployed because 
they all go to a common pool. This reply is unreliable because their 
engineers know which polling station to visit if their EVMs become 
defective. And thousands of them do, every election season.

Few voters know that the patent protection granted to these 
companies for exclusively manufacturing the EVMs expired in 
March 2021. In January 2022, BEL secured a patent for an en-
hanced EVM (certificate no. 387537). It claimed several advanced 
features, including integration of the control unit and the ballot 
unit into a single body and a special unit for verifying the authen-
ticity of a voter before he/she is permitted to vote. The patent doc-
uments do not explain how the ballot’s secrecy will be preserved.

In 2025, BEL told me under RTI that it supplied these new 
machines to the ECI between 2022 and 2024. It told the Patent 
Office the machines were sold for Rs 1.19 crore in 2022-23. But 
in 2025, it claimed the machines were still under development/
commercial trial, so it had not sold any. The latest RTI replies 
state these machines were not used in the 2024 elections, and 
ECIL is not manufacturing them at all. What has happened to 
them is a sarkari secret. Instead, the old M3 model of EVMs and 
VVPATs manufactured by these companies were deployed in the 
2024 elections.

Except for the voters’ records and their choice of candidates, 
all information about EVMs ought to be in the public domain. 
They will not tell if we do not ask repeatedly and loudly. It is every 
thinking person’s obligation to get bitten by the Enlightenment 
bug of ‘permanent critique’ and question the grand narratives, to 
push past the boundaries set by the power structures about “what 
we cannot know”, like Michel Foucault, the French historian of 
ideas, wrote long ago.

Punjab, watered by the tributaries of the 
Indus, was the original Vedic land. Yet 
today, the Veda is more closely associated 

with the Yamuna-Ganga doab, while Punjab is 
better known as the fountainhead of Sikhism. 
The eastern part of historic Punjab is now in 
Pakistan and is overwhelmingly Muslim. The 
western part, in India, is divided between Sikhs 
and Hindus.

Although Brahmins have never played a 
central role in the social management of Pun-
jab, and although both Sikhism and Islam 
preach caste equality, the state has the highest 
proportion of Dalits in India, around 30%. A 
study of Punjab’s history shows that Hinduism 
here developed along a path quite different 
from the rest of the subcontinent.

Punjab was a major hub of the Harappan 
civilisation; the city of Harappa itself stands 
on the Rabi. The region lies between the Indus 
and the Sutlej, with the northern hills opening 
towards the Swat Valley, where the Buddhist 
Gandhara civilisation later flourished, and 

towards Jammu, Kashmir, and the hill states 
from which the five rivers descend. The north-
ern hills and the southern flatlands together 
have shaped Punjab’s history.

Harappa traded with cities in Sindh, Guja-
rat, Haryana, and Rajasthan over four and a 
half thousand years ago. Around 3,500 years 
ago, the Aryans entered India through this 
region, bringing horses. On its eastern edge, 
between the Sutlej and the Ganga, earlier Ary-
an migrants clashed with later ones, and it was 
here that the Rig Veda was composed. Even 
so, when Vedic civilisation matured, Punjab 
was treated as a frontier, the land from which 
horses came. This is why Kekeya of the Ra-
mayana is ruled by Ashwapati, lord of horses, 
and why Madra of the Mahabharata is also a 
land of horses.

The eastern edge later fell to the Persians 
and Greeks, resisted by the Punjabi king Puru-
rava. The Mauryans, 2,300 years ago, opened 
trade routes through the region, and along 
these routes Buddhism reached Punjab. Trade 

flourished under the Mauryans and Kushans, 
who controlled the passes of the Hindu Kush 
leading to Persia and Central Asia. The Yaud-
heya tribes minted coins bearing Kartikeya, 
then seen as the son of Agni rather than of 
Shiva. Gandhara prospered as a major Bud-
dhist centre until the Huns destroyed it 1,500 
years ago.

Then Buddhism declined, and Shaivism 
took its place. The Siddhas arrived, Shiva 
lingas were said to spring up across the land, 
and goddess worship spread, especially in 
the hills. Today, we distinguish Himachal and 
Jammu from Punjab, but traditionally, these 
hill states were its extensions. Around the 8th 
century, temple complexes such as Masroor, 
Bharmour, and Chamba were built mostly to 
honour Shiva. This is when Puranic Hinduism 
appeared. Brahmins were invited to manage 
these temples and granted land, but this pat-
tern is largely confined to the hills. In Kashmir, 
images of Vishnu Vaikuntha appeared with 
heads of the boar and the lion, but this was re-

placed by Kashmir Shaivism 1,000 years ago.
The lowland river valleys had neither tem-

ples nor Brahmins. They were the lands of 
mystics, of the Deras and Gaddis of various 
Nath jogis such as Goraknath, Jalandhar Nath, 
and Chaurangi Nath – wandering sages with 
magical powers. There were no major king-
doms in Punjab itself, because cultivable land 
was concentrated in the north. The economy 
ran on trade, and most people were settled 
pastoralists whose principal wealth was cattle 
and who often offered military service.

The arrival of the Sufis brought mystical 
Islam into this milieu. Sufis and Nath Panthis 
mingled, exchanged ideas, and shared an in-
difference to image worship. The Nath jogis 
revered Alakh Niranjan, the formless one; 
the Sufis, drawing on Central Asian Islamic 
thought, also rejected a god with form. This 
ecosystem welcomed the Nirguna Bhakti po-
et-saints who celebrated a formless divine.

Sikhism emerged from this soil, especial-
ly among the Khatri trading communities to 

which Guru Nanak belonged. He rejected 
caste, saw God as formless, and held that 
everyone had equal access to the divine. Ten 
Gurus followed during a turbulent age of Del-
hi sultans and Mughals. Persian rulers intro-
duced canals and water wheels, and Jatt pas-
toralists, especially in the east, became settled 
cultivators. This produced the dense Muslim 
concentration that would become Pakistan.

Hindus and Sikhs were not initially distinct; 
both followed Bhakti. To break the hereditary 
Dera-and-Gaddi pattern, the Sikhs enthroned 
the Granth Sahib, a book of devotional poetry 
in many languages, including verses by Nam-
dev, Ramanand, Ravidas, and the Sufi Baba 
Farid, as the ultimate Guru. Conflict with the 
Mughals pushed Sikhism towards arms; Jatts 
joined in numbers, and the Khalsa rose, found-
ing kingdoms that resisted the empire. Sikh-
ism today still bears the imprint of its three 
streams: Khatri traders, Jatt warrior-peasants, 
and the Dalits who, despite egalitarian ideals, 
remain at the bottom.
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It is no secret that India’s justice system 
groans under its own weight. Three num-
bers tell the story. As of today, the National 

Judicial Data Grid records 5,04,12,584 cases 
pending before our courts. In the last month 
alone, 17,89,241 fresh cases were instituted. 
And behind this mountain stands a bench 
stretched impossibly thin: India has roughly 22 
judges per million people, against the long-rec-
ommended benchmark of 50 per million, as a 
news report noted this January.

Where, in this vast and slow-moving ma-
chine, does a litigant with a disability figure? 
Until recently, nowhere in particular. Their 
matters joined the same endless queue as 
everyone else’s and waited – frequently for 
years – regardless of the additional barriers, 
expense, and physical difficulty that attend-
ing court imposes on them. A blind litigant 
who cannot read an inaccessible paper-book, 
a wheelchair user for whom a trip to a court 
complex is an ordeal, a person with a psycho-

social disability navigating a system built for 
no one like them: all were left to the mercy 
of the calendar. The 2011 Census counted 
2.68 crore persons with disabilities in India, a 
figure almost universally regarded as a gross 
undercount. For such a large population, an 
indefinite delay is not a minor inconvenience. 
It is a quiet denial of justice.

Against this backdrop, something has be-
gun to change. Over the past several months, 
some of our most important courts have decid-
ed that these litigants need not wait their turn 
forever. By a circular in December 2025, the 
Supreme Court created a dedicated category 
in its miscellaneous-day cause list for “cases 
relating to specially abled persons” – alongside 
new heads for senior citizens, persons below 
the poverty line, and legal-aid matters – and 
directed advocates and parties to flag such cas-
es at the filing stage, backed by documentary 
proof, so the Registry can prioritise them. The 
Delhi High Court outstripped the Supreme 

Court in this regard, deciding to prioritise 
such cases from April 2024 onwards, and its 
practice is by now the most settled. The High 
Court of Meghalaya, with effect from July 1 
2026, has begun identifying cases involving 
persons with disabilities (as defined under the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016) 
for priority listing, allowing even pending 
matters to be moved up on production of a 
disability certificate. The Nagpur Bench of the 
Bombay High Court has started collecting par-
ticulars of matters in which a disabled person 
is a litigant, precisely so that their hearing and 
disposal can be expedited.

This is a genuine expansion of access to 
justice for a class of litigants who have long 
been an afterthought. Its significance is sharp-
ened by how poorly the RPwD Act has been 
implemented since it was passed. Digital 
platforms – government portals and increas-
ingly private services – remain inaccessible to 
screen-reader users. Public buildings continue 

to be sanctioned without any check for acces-
sibility before approval. Reservation norms 
in public employment are honoured more in 
the breach than in observance. Reasonable 
accommodation, the statutory duty to make 
individual adjustments so a disabled person 
can participate on equal terms, is routinely 
denied. And the bodies meant to enforce these 
rights – the disability commissions at the Cen-
tre and in the states – carry only recommenda-
tory power and are chronically short-staffed, 
unable to compel compliance even when they 
find a violation.

In that landscape, the courtroom is often the 
only forum where a disabled person can obtain 
a binding remedy. Priority listing means that 
this remedy will no longer be swallowed by the 
backlog. When the very rights that the exec-
utive machinery fails to deliver can be vindi-
cated quickly through litigation, the practical 
value of those rights rises sharply.

It would be dishonest, though, to declare 

victory. We still have a long way to go. Reforms 
of this kind live or die in the implementation, 
and the early signs are uneven. Despite the Su-
preme Court’s clear direction, only one case, at 
last count, appears to have been properly cate-
gorised and prioritised under the new head: a 
reminder that a circular is only as good as the 
Registry’s diligence and the Bar’s awareness. 
Outside the Delhi High Court, the practice has 
not yet bedded down into routine. Categories 
can quietly lapse if no one insists on them.

Yet the promise is real, and it extends be-
yond the cases already in the system. The deep-
est impact will be on people who have never 
approached a court at all – those who assumed, 
not unreasonably, that pursuing their rights 
meant surrendering years of their lives to an 
indifferent docket. Knowing that the system 
will now hear them without an endless wait 
may embolden many to come forward and 
claim, at last, their day in court. That is worth 
building on.

THAT BLIND RHODES SCHOLAR
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Rattan Dhillon

I
HAVE spent the last 15 years travel-
ling across India, leading expeditions
through some of the country’s most
remote and challenging terrains.
Month after month, I travel with

groups of people to destinations such as
Ladakh, Spiti, Zanskar, and other
Himalayan regions. Having witnessed
these places evolve over the years, I
believe it is important to highlight both the
positives and the growing concerns sur-
rounding development and tourism in
these fragile ecosystems.

There is no denying that infrastructure
development in the Himalayas has trans-
formed connectivity. From a strategic per-
spective, better roads are invaluable for the
swift movement of our armed forces and for
improving accessibility to remote regions.
However, every development project must
be evaluated not only for its economic and
strategic benefits, but also for its long-term
environmental impact.

I first travelled to Leh-Ladakh in 2010. At
that time, there were no proper highways,
no mobile connectivity, and reaching Leh
from Chandigarh often took nearly three
days. Today, the same journey can be com-
pleted in around 14 hours on well-built
roads, and 5G connectivity is available in
many parts of the region. This transforma-
tion has undoubtedly boosted tourism and
opened economic opportunities for local
communities. However, it has also placed
unprecedented pressure on landscapes that
were never designed to handle such large
numbers of visitors.

One issue that has become increasingly
evident is the decline in civic sense among
many tourists. During recent expeditions, I
witnessed vehicles from different states
being washed directly in sacred rivers such
as the Shyok using detergents and chemi-
cals. Plastic bottles, food wrappers, and oth-
er waste are frequently discarded in valleys,
rivers, and mountain passes. These are not
isolated incidents anymore; they are
becoming common sights in places that
were once untouched. 

If we continue to treat these destinations
as picnic spots rather than environmentally
sensitive regions, we risk permanently dam-
aging what makes them so unique.

Another growing concern is that travel-
ling to high-altitude regions has become
easier, but not necessarily safer. In the past,
reaching Ladakh required preparation,

research, and respect for the terrain. Trav-
ellers would spend weeks understanding
altitude sickness, road conditions, vehicle
requirements, and weather patterns before
attempting the journey. Today, digital maps
and viral social media reels have created the
illusion that these destinations are just
another weekend road trip.

Many visitors arrive without understand-
ing the risks posed by high altitude, reduced
oxygen levels, or rapidly changing weather
conditions. It is increasingly common to see
families travelling with very young children
to elevations above 11,000 feet without ade-
quate acclimatisation or medical awareness.

Many tourists ignore the importance of
gradual ascent, proper hydration, and rest.
Every year, local authorities and rescue
teams respond to preventable medical
emergencies caused not by the mountains
themselves, but by a lack of preparation.

Equally concerning is the tendency of

many travellers to ignore the knowledge of
local communities. The people who have
lived in these regions for generations under-
stand the mountains better than anyone else.
They know which roads become dangerous
after rainfall, how weather changes within
minutes, and how visitors should acclimatise
before travelling further. Yet many tourists
rely entirely on navigation apps or social
media recommendations.

Technology is a useful tool, but it should
never replace local wisdom in environments
as unpredictable as the Himalayas.

The increasing number of landslides across
Himalayan states is another issue that
deserves attention. While natural geological
conditions certainly play a role, aggressive
hill cutting for road widening and new high-
way projects has undoubtedly weakened
mountain slopes in many areas. Roads that
were originally designed as single carriage-
ways are now being expanded, often requir-

ing extensive excavation. Development is
necessary, but it must be carried out with
careful environmental assessment and scien-
tific planning rather than speed alone.

Tourism is essential for the local economy,
and no one is suggesting that it should be
discouraged. However, tourism must
become sustainable. Ecologically sensitive
regions cannot continue to receive unlimit-
ed numbers of visitors without conse-
quences. Introducing a regulated permit
system or seasonal cap on visitor numbers
in highly sensitive areas would reduce pres-
sure on infrastructure, minimise environ-
mental degradation, improve the travel
experience, and provide local communities
with a more stable source of income
throughout the year rather than concentrat-
ing tourism into only a few months.

Authorities should spread awareness to
promote responsible tourism. Visitors must
understand that preserving these places is

as important as enjoying them. Carrying
back waste items, respecting local customs,
avoiding pollution of rivers, and following
advice from local residents should be con-
sidered basic responsibilities rather than
optional choices.

The Himalayas are among India’s great-
est natural treasures. They are not merely
tourist destinations but living ecosystems
that support millions of people down-
stream. Development and tourism are
both important, but neither should come
at the cost of the environment or the well-
being of local communities.

Progress and conservation must go hand
in hand. If we fail to protect these mountains
today, future generations may inherit roads
and hotels, but they will lose the pristine
landscapes that once inspired millions to
visit them in the first place.

— The writer is an automobile 
enthusiast and expedition leader
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IF you truly want to understand India,
don’t begin with its monuments.
Begin with its streets. Stand in the
bustling lanes of Mumbai and watch a

vendor skilfully assemble a vada pav. It is
more than a snack; it is the city’s heart-
beat — quick, humble, resilient, and full of
character, much like Mumbai itself. Walk
through the crowded bazaars of Delhi,
where the aroma of aloo tikki, golgappe,
and chhole bhature fills the air. Every cor-
ner tells a story, every recipe carries gen-
erations of tradition, and every bite feels
like a chapter from the city’s rich history.
In Kolkata, the streets come alive with
kathi rolls, puchkas, and jhal muri.

Likewise, in Ahmedabad, evenings
transform into celebrations. The aroma
of fafda-jalebi, khaman, and dabeli
drifts through the air, bringing families
and friends together over shared plates
and stories. The streets of Lucknow
whisper tales of royalty through melt-in-
the-mouth galouti kebabs and rich
chaats, while Indore turns every night
into a food festival, where poha, sabu-
dana khichdi, and bhutte ka kees have
become symbols of local pride. But

beyond the cities and specialties lies the
true essence of Indian street food.

With the monsoon season in full swing,
there’s nothing more comforting than a
plate of pakoras paired with a hot cup of
chai. I couldn’t help but think of one of

my all-time favourites and give it a little
twist of my own. That’s exactly what
inspired these kanda bhajiya bread rolls
— a delicious spin on a beloved classic.

— The writer is a celebrity 
chef and entrepreneur 

There’s nothing more
comforting than a plate of
pakoras paired with chai

INGREDIENTS
Mozzarella and cheddar cheese 1 cup
Green chilli (chopped) 1 tsp
Coriander powder 1 tsp
Red chilli powder 1 tsp
Garam masala 1 tsp
Chaat masala ½ tsp
Onion (sliced) 1 cup
Bread slices 6
Green chutney ½ cup
Gram flour (besan) 2 cups
Rice flour 1 cup
Turmeric ½ tsp
Carom seeds (ajwain) 1 tsp
Cumin seeds (jeera) ½ tsp
Salt To taste
Water As required
Oil For frying
Chaat masala For sprinkle

■ In a bowl, combine mozzarella-ched-
dar cheese, green chilli, coriander
powder, red chilli powder and garam
masala. Add salt, if required.

■ Take a slice of bread and flatten it
gently using a rolling pin. Spread a
layer of green chutney evenly over
the surface of the bread.

■ Apply the prepared cheese mixture
on one end of the flattened bread and
roll it tightly into a cylinder. Seal the
edge gently to keep the roll intact.

■ In another bowl, add gram flour, rice flour,
turmeric powder, carom seeds, cumin seeds,
salt, and sliced onions. Gradually add water
and whisk well to make a smooth, thick batter.

■ Dip the prepared bread roll into the batter,
ensuring it is coated evenly on all sides.

■ Heat oil in a karahi over medium heat.
Carefully place the batter-coated bread
rolls into the hot oil and fry until golden
brown and crispy. Remove and drain excess
oil. Sprinkle chaat masala on top and serve
hot with green chutney. 

METHOD

From our streets to the kitchen

HARPAL SINGH SOKHI

KANDA BHAJIYA BREAD ROLL

HIMANSHU MAHAJAN

Rapid Himalayan development has transformed connectivity, but brought ecological pressure and disregard for local wisdom

Highs
& lows

Unmindful of
local traditions
and customs,
tourists wash
their vehicles 
in Shyok river.
PHOTOS BY 

THE WRITER

A 2011 photo 
of the serene
Pangong Lake
before it was
flooded with
tourists.  

DOS & DON’TS

■ Allow body to acclimatise. Stay hydrated. If driving through
high passes, carry a portable oxygen cylinder.

■ Seek advice from locals regarding the terrain, 
weather, and road conditions.

■ Drive responsibly. Never litter or throw plastic in the 
mountains.Don’t drive recklessly around blind corners.

■ Don’t disrespect local traditions, monasteries, wildlife.
■ Watch out for signs of altitude sickness. In case of

severe headache, breathlessness, persistent vomiting,
or confusion, immediately seek medical attention.

Digital maps and social media reels have created the illusion that remote destinations are just another weekend road trip. 
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No stage, no light arrangement, not even a PA system was required for her art that brought Mahabharata to the ordinary Chhattisgarhis
Ashok Vajpeyi

M
ANY decades ago, some-
time in the mid-1980s, I
arrived in Paris and
knocked at my painter
friend SH Raza’s door ear-

ly in the morning. He was awake. As soon
as we settled down to the morning tea, he
asked me who Teejan Bai was. He added
that the Parisian high society was abuzz
with scandal since Teejan Bai had stated
in an interview, published the previous
day in the French daily Le Monde, that
“French women are beautiful, but they are
so flat-chested!”

Teejan Bai, a dark-skinned, well-endowed
woman from Chhattisgarh, was a Panda-
vani performer who narrated episodes from
the Mahabharata with pithy and sharp
comments, relating them to current affairs,
to the eternal dilemmas and contradictions
of humans. A solo actor, a dancer, a singer,
she was all rolled into one, her body and an
ektara her only physical assets. 

No stage set, no complicated light
arrangement, not even a public address
system was required for Teejan’s art. 

It was an art that teased and brought
the grand epic of Mahabharata to the
utterly ordinary, infusing it with the
earthiness of Chhattisgarh.

In her narrative, the classical was folk,
and the grandeur and the heroics were
teased into being everyday occurrences.
Teejan creatively, and significantly,
transformed the distant and inaccessible
narrative into its inevitable everyday-
ness. The living and the grand, the awe-
inspiring and the interrogative were all
pulled down, as it were, to be located and
rooted in the mundane, and the earthi-
ness and mess of  daily life.

Pandavani, a popular folk form of Chhat-
tisgarh, is the narrative art of telling the
tales of the Pandavas from the Mahab-
harata. Teejan Bai, born and brought up in
the lowliest of social and economic circum-
stances, almost single-handedly trans-
formed this art into a vehicle of not only
the epic episodes, but also of social and

moral criticality. She was very nearly the
first woman performer in the exclusively
male-dominated Pandavani. She took this
Chhattisgarhi genre of creative expression
to the national and international levels.

Teejan, through her self-chosen art, con-
verted the lowliness of her circumstances
into depth. She was able to transgress the
conventional constraints into a bold, open-
ended arena of moral and social interroga-
tion. The irony of a low-caste woman mak-
ing a foundational text, a
classic of Hinduism,
come alive could not
be lost on her audi-
ence, nor its contem-
porary relevance
be overestimated.

It became Teejan
Bai’s Mahab-
harata. She
seemed to be
possessed by it.
On the stage, she
almost owned it.
Classics are
classics because
they allow con-
stant discovery
and reinvention.
However, rein-
ventions in per-
formance often
do not get the
recognition
that scholarly

or intellectual discoveries and explo-
rations of the same classics get. In our

time, if Buddhadeb Basu (Bengali),
Durga Bhagwat and Irawati

Karve (Marathi),
and Dharmveer
Bharati (Hindi)

have discovered the
Mahabharata and

reinterpreted it in
literature, Teejan
Bai has done so in

performance.
We came to know of

Teejan Bai through the-
atreperson Habib Tanvir
in the late 1970s. He was
already creating a new
kind of modernism in
theatre by engaging
the energy and vitality
of some of the folk
performers of Chhat-
tisgarh. When Tee-

jan Bai performed
for the first time
in Bhopal, we
were struck by

the many ele-
ments of her per-
formance; and

the ease and confidence with which she
handled a variety of emotions and experi-
ences: love, longing, grief, tenderness,
waiting, wonder, shock, challenge, resolve
to fight, retaliation, contemplation, moral
dilemma, burning questions. She smooth-
ly moved from one to the other, as she did
from enacting a variety of characters
such as Krishna, Duryodhana, Karna,
Bheema, Arjuna, Draupadi, and Gand-
hari. While they were part of a narrative
being said and sung, suggested and
enacted, each one emerged with a
marked and distinct persona.

She spoke, sang, whispered, shouted,
wailed, laughed, and, in a manner, wove
them together in her unending, almost
interminable, episodes from the great epic.

In between, with humour and sarcasm,
she would punctuate the narration with
bits of contemporary happenings, com-
menting sharply on their import and
implication. In her performance, we, who
watched her, were transported to an epical
time, in which the past and the present
seamlessly merged. Teejan Bai spoke to
the great epic Mahabharata, but she also
addressed the clumsy, chaotic, clueless
‘Mahabharata’ we currently live in.

Teejan Bai had a troubled personal life,
a depressing ethos of social stigma. But
she fiercely protected her art from being
soiled by it, refusing to carry the suffer-
ing visibly. Perhaps she was, in this
respect, an unsuspecting classicist who
did not use art for self-expression. And

yet she was a woman, her female pres-
ence and gesture undeniable, and some-
times stark. She was a woman who was
telling us stories and episodes from a
classical past, revealing aspects of our
eternal human condition.

She became a human voice, a human
presence, a human oracle, reaffirming that
we are all human beings who have a lot to
share with each other: songs, stories,
strengths, foibles, dignity and arrogance
— all markers of irrepressible humanity.

Teejan Bai was admired by lakhs of peo-
ple, both in India and abroad. She received
many honours: the Rajya Shikhar Sam-
man of the Madhya Pradesh government,
the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award, the
Padma Shri, the Padma Bhushan and the
Padma Vibhushan. She emerged as the
most admired and awarded folk perform-
ing female artiste in India. 

She travelled far and wide and carried
both the Mahabharata and the Chhattis-
garhi fragrance all along. I recall that when
she went to Paris to perform for the first
time, she was scheduled to give about a
dozen concerts, but performed twice the
number due to  public demand.

From singing on small chabutaras and
under trees in rural Chhattisgarh, she rose
to perform in hallowed halls and glittering
spaces, both within India and elsewhere.
But she remained the same Teejan, always
narrating and singing in Chhattisgarhi, in
a sari, with an ektara in her hand. 

She occupied the stage, as it were, for
more than half a century. She has now
left. If there is a heaven, the ultimate
resort of gods and heroes, Teejan Bai
must already be performing before
them, singing to them their own tales,
which might have disappeared from
their memory due to widespread divine
amnesia. She might also be reminding
them how they were like other humans
— earthy, fallible and lovable.

— The writer is a Hindi poet-critic
and art lover based in Delhi. As 

Secretary, Culture, Madhya Pradesh,
in the 1980s, he brought Teejan Bai to

international prominence

T
HERE are many methods to
the craft of acting, and I’ve
been fortunate to find those
that allow me to inhabit a role
without losing myself in it. I

don’t believe acting requires me to bleed
for my art. You can separate the craft from
your own personality. Your lived experi-
ences, your emotions don’t have to be the
fuel for every performance. Acting, for me,
is closer to manipulating a puppet. You
move it, you shape it, but you are not it. 

Early on, I worked with directors who
wanted me to internalise — to become the
character. And this wrecked me. It affected
my mental health. I would walk away from
sets feeling drained, thinking I hate act-
ing. But then I discovered other methods
— ones that didn’t demand immersion yet
upheld the integrity of performance.

Studying under teachers like Jacques
Lecoq, my guru in Koodiyattam, Gopalan
Nair Venu or Venuji, Kapila Venu’s father
— I learnt something invaluable: how to
step into a role, embody it and then step
out, without carrying its wounds with me.

I refuse to indulge in suffering for the
sake of authenticity. If a scene demands an
extreme emotional state, I may make a cal-
culated choice to go there — for that
moment, for that shot. But it’s my choice.
And the moment the director calls cut, I
walk away. It’s a method that keeps me
healthy, that protects my boundaries. And
as a woman, in an industry that is all too
eager to blur those boundaries — to
romanticise suffering as part of the craft —
I insist on drawing that line.

I will emote, I will perform, but I will
not surrender myself. My art does not

require my self-destruction. For me, act-
ing is about making choices consciously.
My approach shifts with each story, the
character, the style of the film and the
director’s vision. In ‘All We Imagine as
Light’ or ‘Girls Will Be Girls’, my process
was different for each. If I know a certain
method will strain my mental well-being,
I step back. I choose to be vulnerable for a

role only when it is the only method left,
the only way to serve the story. And even
then, I make a promise to myself — to take
care of my mind afterwards. That aware-
ness, that negotiation, is crucial.

Perhaps my clarity comes from the way I
was raised. My parents were deeply reflec-
tive and introspective, and they encour-
aged me to be the same. We had open, hon-

est conversations about everything — what
was happening inside my body and mind,
what was happening in the world around
me. That kind of upbringing makes you
attuned to yourself, to your own bound-
aries. And in a field like acting — where the
lines between self and performance,
between control and surrender, can so eas-
ily blur — that awareness is a gift.

WINDS OF CHANGE
One of the most significant, yet often
overlooked, shifts in the film industry
is the quiet but powerful restructuring
of its workforce. When I was starting
out, I could have never imagined see-
ing female cinematographers or
women working in the light unit.
These were spaces that belonged,
unquestioned, to men. But now, things
are changing. On the set of ‘Girls Will
Be Girls’, the crew was predominantly
female. I have worked with women
directors of photography (DoPs), with
women handling lights — tasks that
were once considered beyond them,
not because of ability, but because of
an entrenched hierarchy that dictated
who belonged where.

This isn’t just about representation.
It’s about power. The structure of a
film set, much like any workplace, is a
reflection of deeper social hierarchies.
And when those hierarchies start
shifting — when more women and
marginalised voices enter spaces
where they were previously invisible
— the power dynamic inevitably
begins to change. It’s slow, but it’s
happening. And that, I believe, is
where the real transformation lies. Not
just in the stories we tell on screen, but
in who gets to hold the camera, who
gets to shape the narrative, and who
gets to decide what is seen and what
remains in the shadows.

— Excerpted from ‘Ashes to Light’,
edited by Priyadarshini 

Bhattacharya, with permission from
Penguin Random House

Actor Kani Kusruti recalls how directors wanted her to internalise the character, leaving her a wreck. Today, she draws the line 

Stepping into & out of a role

Kani Kusruti at a photocall
for the award-winning ‘All
We Imagine as Light’ at the
77th Cannes Film Festival in
Cannes in 2024. REUTERS

The inescapable earthiness of

Teejan Bai

From singing
on small

chabutaras
and under

trees in rural
Chhattisgarh,

Teejan Bai,
who died on
July 5 at the

age of 70,
rose to

perform in
hallowed

halls within
India and

abroad. ANI

ASHES TO LIGHT: STORIES 
OF HOPE TOWARDS 
GENDER JUSTICE

Edited by 
Priyadarshini Bhattacharya.

Penguin Random House.
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KP Nayar 

A
N unintended book can some-
times be a great delight to read
and a learning experience
even for people conversant
with its theme. ‘The Kerala

Club: Keepers of the Flame’, edited by
KM Chandrasekhar and TP Sreenivasan,
is one such book.

What started as a casual WhatsApp group
of retired civil servants — belonging to the
Kerala cadre; Keralites who were sent to
other state cadres or the Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs or the United Nations; and non-
Malayalis who embraced Kerala during
their postings in the state — evolved into
this absorbing compilation.

As the WhatsApp group thrived with
vibrant recollections of bureaucrats, some of
whom helped steer India’s sectoral destiny,
Chandrasekhar, who was Union Cabinet
Secretary for four years under Prime Minis-
ter Manmohan Singh, came up with the idea
of curating these valuable reminiscences by
inviting their authors to expand their instant
messages into full-fledged articles. 

Chapters in this book are consequently
on themes mostly about individual
authors’ career-long experiences in gov-
ernment. There are 29 of them, each vast-
ly different, lending variety to the volume.

The editors claim ‘The Kerala Club’ is
“the first attempt of its kind to analyse the

Kerala experience of development dili-
gently, honestly and with great attention to
detail”. It is a claim that is difficult to con-
clusively verify.

Chandrasekhar’s co-editor TP Sreeni-
vasan’s anonymous literary flourish is evi-
dent in the appropriate turn of phrase, such
as the description of the book as a “beautiful
tapestry — much like a kasavu (roughly zari
for non-Malayalis) handloom fabric, meticu-
lously woven with a delicate gold border”.

By way of full disclosure, I am personal-
ly familiar with Sreenivasan’s literary,
editing and correcting abilities ever since
he was my teacher of English language
and literature — phonetics in particular
— in college before he joined the Indian

Foreign Service (IFS) in 1967. 
The book is a narrative about experiences

of governance, each unique in its own way.
So, learning from those experiences is
important because many of the challenges
facing Kerala today are the same that the
authors have faced in their allotted state
governments across India, Union min-
istries or as international civil servants.

The best example worthy of emulation is
that of Gopalan Balagopal, an Indian
Administrative Service (IAS) officer of  the
West Bengal cadre, who later joined the
United Nations International Children’s
Fund (UNICEF) and was its Country Head
in North Korea after postings in Dhaka,
Geneva and New York. He now lives in
Wayanad, Kerala, where he uses his
UNICEF experience to make anganwadis
realise their vastly underutilised potential.

He found that a common problem with
anganwadis in Wayanad was “administra-
tive data collection, which often discour-
ages honest and accurate recording when
the responsibility of data collection and
implementation lies with the same individ-
uals”. Luckily, the anganwadi ‘establish-
ment’, so to speak, welcomed Balagopal’s
interventions. The improvements he pro-
posed came from his nationwide resources
and global connections.

That was not the case with T Nandakumar,
a Malayali IAS officer of the Bihar/Jhark-
hand cadre. In 1976, he was made liquidator

of the Patna Urban Cooperative Bank,
which was plagued by embezzlement,
including a loan given to a borrower who
pledged Patna’s famous Gandhi Maidan
and the city’s railway station platform no. 1
as collateral. The bank’s chairman, a ruling
party MLA, fled but resurfaced when part of
his house was attached by Nandakumar and
his liquidation team. A hotel owned by the
bank’s secretary was also attached. The
MLA’s supporters provoked unrest. The liq-
uidator’s team eventually recovered
enough money to pay back every individual
depositor. “The Chief Minister was furious,
but held his silence… And I am alive to tell
the story. In Bihar, that felt miraculous.”

Indian Police Service (IPS) officer B Sand-
hya’s 12-year-long experiences as a nodal
officer at the Kerala government’s Commu-
nity Policing Project raise hopes that confi-
dence can be restored in law enforcement,
which has reached its nadir in some metros
like Delhi and Kolkata. Sandhya cites the
Saanjh Model of Punjab Police as a success-
ful example of community policing. 

A copy of ‘The Kerala Club’ is well worth
its cover price for students who aspire to
follow the authors and join the civil service,
citizens who want to know about the soft
underbelly of the corrupt politician-
bureaucrat nexus and lay readers who sim-
ply want to enjoy reading the anecdotes its
pages are peppered with.

— The reviewer is a strategic analyst

The official Kerala experience 

Amitabha Bhattacharya

I
STILL remember a lecture delivered
by the former Chief Justice of India, PB
Gajendragadkar, in the late Sixties in
Calcutta, where he said his favourite
poem that he considered equally suit-

able for our National Anthem was Tagore’s
‘Where the mind is without fear  and the head
is held high…’ from ‘Gitanjali’.

The poet implores at the end: ‘Into that
heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country
awake.’ Although Tagore’s concept of free-
dom and his idea of inclusiveness, or even
Amartya Sen’s arguments about develop-
ment as freedom, are not touched upon in
this book, Neera Chandhoke discusses,
through five essays, her “idea of India in
political theory, Bombay cinema and pro-
gressive Urdu poetry”, connected through “a
restless search for freedom”.

She analyses various notions of freedom as
advanced by leading political theorists and
practitioners — from Hobbes and Rousseau
to Ambedkar and Gandhi. Although the
book, in a way, is a critique of the current
political climate in India, its scope extends

beyond that. The chapters, titled ‘Swaraj as
Freedom’, ‘Thinking Freedom’, ‘The Poet-
ry of Freedom’, ‘Films as Critiques of
Unfreedom’ and ‘Writing Indian Political
Theory’, cover a wide spectrum.

What stands out is the author’s virtual
rediscovery of Krishna Chandra Bhat-
tacharya (KCB), whose highly influential
essay ‘Swaraj in Ideas’ was delivered in
1929, and published after his death in 1949.

KCB, as George V Chair of Philosophy at
Calcutta University, raised the issue of “how
the ideas and ideals introduced by a domi-
nant culture to a colonised culture affect the
freedom to think, reflect and evaluate. How
do we acquire swaraj in ideas in an intellec-
tually dominated society?”

The author quotes KCB: “When a person
can shake himself free from it, he feels as
though the scales have fallen from his eyes.
He experiences a rebirth and that is what I
call Swaraj in Ideas.” While KCB’s thesis
made waves in the philosophical circles, it
has been questioned by scholars like Rajen-
dra Prasad and Dharmendra Goel on the
grounds that it is conservative, vague about
the definition of Indian culture and that KCB

meant “classical Hindu culture, and not
medieval or modern systems of thought”.

The chapters that follow seek to unravel
the languages of freedom as articulated
through Hindi/Urdu cinema and poetry.
Chandhoke does a competent job, citing
example after example of how the progres-
sive, secular and pluralistic idea of India was
reflected through such channels.

As the author articulates, “As we walk
through the gardens of the many religions
and their culture in India, we become con-

scious that our cultural concepts are
sculpted by the poetry of Ghalib, Iqbal,
and Sahir as well as Guru Gobind Singh,
the magnificent prose of Munshi Premc-
hand and the genius of MF Husain…” If
the reader, in her imagination, conjures
up similar contributions of those from the
vast areas outside the northern belt, one
would get a comprehensive  understand-
ing of the diversity of our culture.

Although Chandhoke has focused largely
on Bombay cinema and progressive Urdu
poetry, she has covered the subject with
insight. While discussing ‘The Poetry of
Freedom’, she underlines the critical role
played by the Progressive Writers’ Associa-
tion. Equally interesting is her take on cer-
tain Bombay films as “critiques of unfree-
dom”. Here is an interesting story. Hearing
that the film ‘Achhut Kanya’ (1936) was cre-
ating waves since it promoted inter-caste
mingling, “Sarojini Naidu took Jawaharlal
Nehru to see the film in Bombay. Nehru was
greatly impressed by the presentation and
wrote to the heroine Devika Rani a fan letter
requesting an interview to discuss the film.
The letter remained unanswered…”

The impact of the Indian People’s Theatre
Association and that of Partition on Bombay
films has also been analysed.

In the last chapter, both the need for and
difficulties in “writing Indian political theo-
ry” have been dealt with quite adroitly.
While highlighting the role of Vivekananda,
who “established a firm and confident polit-
ical identity for India by declaring its culture
to be predominantly spiritual, and distinc-
tive from the West”, as also of our first mod-
ernist Rammohun Roy and of the various
reform movements, Chandhoke reflects
that for Gandhi, religion was important but
political struggles were more important.
“…he reconciled the relationship between
the two by transforming a predominantly
spiritual philosophy, aimed at the liberation
of the self, into liberation of the collective.
He theorised swaraj, ahimsa and satya as
not only individual virtues, but as also the
attributes of a collective movement, and ulti-
mately those of an ideal state…”

The book, which should have had an
Index, achieves a great deal in exploring the
languages of freedom in the Indian context.
— The reviewer is a retired IAS officer

THE KERALA CLUB: KEEPERS OF THE FLAME
Edited by KM Chandrasekhar & 

TP Sreenivasan.
Bloomsbury.  

Pages 299. ~799

BACKFLAP

VOICES AFTER THE SHOUT
by Harish Jain.
Unistar Books.

Pages 134. ~495
This volume brings together four
plays that return to the Indian revo-
lutionary movement not at the
moment of explosion, but in the long,
uneasy silence that follows it. Set in
prison cells, courtrooms, addas, and
remembered streets, these plays re-
imagine Bhagat Singh and his com-
rades as thinking, arguing, vulnera-
ble human beings. They trace a
deliberate movement — from
endurance to articulation, to memori-
al distortion and finally to political
responsibility.
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A work of eco-fiction of startling ambi-
tion and talent, ‘Herbarium’ revolves
around Tipu, a sensitive boy growing
up in Dubai who visits his maternal
house in Kerala. In the hush of groves,
he begins to see the world through his
mother’s eyes. Plants become dearer
to him, and the novel offers a pro-
found exploration of nature.

Exploring the strands of freedom that define us

Every border tells a story 
Sonali Gupta

T
HERE is something deeply reas-
suring about a book called ‘The
Mapmaker’. It sounds like the
promise of order — tidy lines,
clear borders and someone sensi-

ble in charge of the pencils. You imagine a
protagonist with excellent posture, ruling the
world with rulers. The title suggests that real-
ity can be measured into submission, prefer-
ably in neat, labelled sections. But Maitry
Roy Moulik, thankfully, has other ideas. 

In ‘The Mapmaker’, translated from
Bangla, maps are not tools of cer-
tainty; they are tools of persuasion,
and sometimes of gentle mischief.
The novel begins as a calm story
about charting land in Enlighten-
ment-era England, with canals,
coal mines, and gentlemen in wigs.
But very quickly, it starts asking
harder questions: Who gets to
decide what is “official”? Who lives
with those decisions? And how
many cups of tea does it take to
make a doubtful boundary look
completely respectable?

The mapmaker is not simply
measuring hills and fields. He is
negotiating histories, egos and
silences, plus the kind of bureau-
cracy that anyone in South Asia,

or anywhere with a land office, will recog-
nise instantly. Loosely following William
“Strata” Smith, the self-taught surveyor
whose geological map of England, Wales
and Scotland was built “drop by drop” while
the industrial world rushed ahead, the
author gives us a protagonist who is bril-
liant, stubborn, and deeply alone. This is
not the glamorous tale of a genius adored by
his peers; it is the story of a man who keeps
scratching at the earth while everyone else
is busy laying railway tracks over his work.

The book unsettles you gently. No big
speeches, no courtroom showdowns. The
tone is calm, almost polite. It feels like a

well-mannered conversation in a drawing
room until you realise, later, that your ideas
about maps, truth and authority have quiet-
ly shifted. Instead of hitting you over the
head, the novel taps you on the shoulder
and says, “Look again.”

Roy Moulik’s England is full of small,
revealing scenes. Learned men argue over
strata and property lines. Everyone agrees a
boundary must exist; nobody agrees on
where. It is all civilised: tea is served, min-
utes are recorded, and someone’s future is
quietly nudged to the wrong side of a map. 

Chandana Dutta’s translation is crucial
here. Translation, like mapmaking, is inter-
pretation disguised as accuracy. She keeps
the prose simple and smooth, so you forget
you are reading a work crossing languages.
Her English catches both the rhythm of the
Bangla original and the feel of 19th-century
Britain without becoming stiff-lipped.

Underneath this polite surface, however,
‘The Mapmaker’ is deeply political. It asks:
Who has the power to draw a line and call it
truth? What happens to those placed on the
“wrong” side of that line? How often do we
treat a map or certificate as unquestionable
simply because it has been signed and
stamped? In Roy Moulik’s world, these
questions decide who gets land, credit, and
recognition, and whose labour is buried
under someone else’s name.

In a time that loves speed, certainty, and
clear answers, ‘The Mapmaker’ quietly
argues for slowness, doubt, and attentive-
ness. It reminds us that every border has a
backstory and every map has fingerprints.
The earth may be made of rock and clay, but
the lines we draw across it are made of pol-
itics, memory, and habit.

You close the book, step back into your
own landscape and realise that the world
you move through is far less fixed than it
appears, especially when seen from the com-
forting, but deeply unreliable, safety of a map.

— The reviewer is founder-director 
of the Himalayan Institute of 
Cultural & Heritage Studies

Lotus in Indian imagination
Sarabjeet Garcha

T
WO virtues make a pocketbook
desirable: handiness and conci-
sion. Devdutt Pattanaik’s
‘Flower of India: Ways of Seeing
the Lotus’ honours both. On the

very first page, we are made party to a secret:
the Botanical Survey of India “has never
declared any flower as the national flower of
India”, let alone the lotus. Yet centuries of
reverence and fascination have rendered it a
precious presence in the Indian imagination. 

In George Santayana’s words, “The idea of
the physical world is the flower or thick
cream of practical thinking.” In India, the
lotus is the flower infusing both thought and
substance, the world it unfurls being a con-
stant source of inspiration and mystique.

To meet the demands of brevity, it was a
good choice on the author’s part to restrict
his exploration to five aspects: “botany”,
“resource”, “metaphor”, “design” and the
“sacred”. Curiously, however, the omission of
the definite article before the final item
slightly trips the list’s parallel structure. But
this is a minor stumble in an otherwise
thoughtful survey. 

Pattanaik begins with the essential elabora-
tion of the distinction between the lotus and
water lily. Although the book leaves the inter-
esting history of this “ancient” confusion to
the reader’s imagination, a look into the
archives reveals just how prevalent the mix-
up has been. If Carl Linnaeus, the father of
binomial nomenclature, himself mistook the
lotus for a water lily, it isn’t surprising that the
confusion persists even today. Before him, in
1696, the English botanist Leonard Plukenet
had labelled the lotus “the marsh-loving nut-
bearing Indian water lily with large, navel-
centred leaves, prickly stalks and rose-purple
flowers”. Not until 1788 did the aquatic flower
acquire its own genus, Nelumbo, thanks to
the German botanist Joseph Gaertner.

The book is rich in mythical, religious, cul-
tural and philosophical trivia associated with
the lotus. For instance, although “the tragic

tale of Tejimola, a young girl killed by her step-
mother”, is narrated in only five short sen-
tences, one is inspired to dig deeper into the
folklore of Assam for other such gems. The
philosophy of the ‘Lotus Sutra’, a fundamen-
tal Buddhist text, is summarised in three neat
bullet points under the heading ‘Awakening’.
That serves as a reminder to revisit the classic,
alongside several others that find mention.

While the book is usually specific about
such references, there are occasions when it
is not — for instance, we come across the
phrase “In a Vedic ritual manual” at least
twice. Furthermore, the ungrammaticality of
a sentence such as the following is not easily
overlooked: “By the Upanishad philosophi-
cal texts (500 BCE), the image moves
inward.” However, the author never runs out
of lucid libation to wash away such grit: “The
heart-lotus becomes the inner shrine — the
small, secret space where Brahman dwells.”

In his conclusion, Pattanaik shares an
intriguing “urban legend” about the BJP’s
emblem, the lotus: “The addition of water
enhanced the power of the logo and con-
tributed to the party’s success and growth.”
That shows his penchant for unearthing the
peculiar. All in all, the true value of this brief
study lies in its catalytic power. While focus-
ing on the flower, he casts his gaze wide,
thereby rendering the book a meaningful
departure point for the reader’s own journey.

— The reviewer is a poet
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In 1956, PM Jawaharlal Nehru laid
the foundation stone of the first Indi-
an Institute of Technology (IIT) in
Kharagpur. Seven decades later, the
IIT is not just India’s most presti-
gious educational ecosystem, but its
alumni are among the architects of
the modern world. In his book, Prab-
hat Kumar, himself an IIT alumnus,
unveils the story of these centres of
excellence. The  book portrays a mul-
ti-generational portrait of an institu-
tion that has established India’s
presence on the world stage.
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O
N a recent cab ride through
one of India’s sprawling met-
ros, the driver vented his frus-
tration at the notorious traffic.
“This is no city, it is a crowd,”

he exclaimed. Looking at the unmoving rows
of vehicles stretching endlessly ahead, the
streams of people attempting to cross a
chock-a-block road, and the continuum of
construction projects rising above and bur-
rowing beneath the ground, I conjured the
image of the city as a hapless Gulliver pinned
down by the tiny yet relentless armies of peo-
ple, vehicles, buildings and bridges. 

“But this city is my only hope,” the driver
said, after a pause. One among the countless
migrants who had found no worthwhile

employment in his hometown, the city rep-
resented chaos but also possibility. It was
both burden and refuge for him. I was
instantly reminded of the haunting song
‘Seene Mein Jalan, Aankhon Mein Toofan’
from ‘Gaman’, picturised on Farooq Sheikh
against the backdrop of a restless Bombay —
a metropolis that promises everything while
demanding even more. 

Decades ago, Khushwant Singh described
Bombay, before it became Mumbai, as “the
only city” in India with enough high-rise
buildings to resemble “a miniature New
York”. He added, with characteristic wit: “It
has other things to justify its city status: it is
congested, it has traffic jams at all hours of
the day, it is highly polluted and many parts
of it stink.” Today, Mumbai faces stiff compe-
tition from almost every Indian metropolis
in fulfilling those criteria.

Architect Gerson da Cunha once observed
that a city is the sum of its economic oppor-
tunities and its quality of life. Judged by that
measure, which Indian metropolis can truly
claim to offer both opportunity and a life of
dignity for its citizens?  

The debate surfaces repeatedly on social

media, where those who have lived in both
India and the West compare the quality of
urban life. The arguments are familiar: effi-
cient civic infrastructure versus vibrant com-
munity life, cleaner air and water versus rich-
er cultural life, order versus spontaneity. But
the verdict remains elusive. Is a good city
one that functions with mechanical preci-
sion, or one that accommodates the unpre-
dictability of human life? Are Indian cities
dystopias or utopias?

Perhaps they are both. Or, as writer Mar-
garet Atwood perceptively observes, “Within
every dystopia, there is a little utopia.” The
converse too is true, for can there truly be a
perfect city? Atwood in fact coined the word
‘ustopia’, combining both the words and the
disparate worlds they hold. Ustopia, she
wrote, “is the imagined perfect society and
its opposite — because, in my view, each con-
tains a latent version of the other”. Ustopia,
she said, is also “a state of mind, as is every
place in literature of whatever kind”. This
idea extends naturally to the city. It is never
merely a collection of roads, buildings and
infrastructure; it is also an emotional land-
scape, shaped by the histories, memories

and everyday lives of its inhabitants. 
A city lives many lives and undergoes

many rebirths. No single narrative can
ever exhaust its meaning. Whether it is
Singh’s ‘Delhi’, where the city becomes a
layered chronicle of its past and present;
‘ City of Djinns’, where William Dalrymple
explores Delhi as a palimpsest, uncovering
the overlapping histories and traditions
that continue to shape its identity; ‘Maxi-
mum City’, where Suketu Mehta reveals
Mumbai as a restless creature of ambition,
crime, cinema and survival; or ‘City of Joy’,
in which Dominique Lapierre portrays
Kolkata through extraordinary resilience
amid poverty — each offers a different way
of seeing the city.

For the historian, the city is a chronicle in
stone and memory, for the sociologist, a pul-
sating social landscape, and for the political
observer, it is a theatre of power. Every walk
on its streets becomes an act of reading for
the flaneur. For the storyteller, it offers an
inexhaustible crucible of characters and
contexts. And for the poet, it is indeed a
state of mind — an emotion, a longing, a
rhythm of life. That idea found a poetic

expression: Poocha jo maine rooh se, ‘ Yeh
Dilli kya hai?’ Yeh sun ke boli, ‘Jism kul
aalam hai, aur Dilli us ki jaan hai’ (I asked
my soul: What is Delhi? She replied: The
world is the body, and Delhi its life).

Ultimately, the city each of us inhabits is
intensely personal. One may not feel at
home in it even after years of living there,
while a passing traveller may forge an
instant connection. Graham Greene wrote
that however large a city may be, it finally
consists for each person of only “a few
streets, a few houses, a few people”.
Remove those, and it survives only as “a
pain in the memory, like a pain of an ampu-
tated leg”. The city we remember, however,
is rarely the one that continues to exist. 

Perhaps that is the enduring paradox of
the city: it belongs to everyone and yet to
no one. Dalrymple has remarked that the
Delhi he first encountered had become
almost unrecognisable within two decades.
That may well be the destiny of every city:
to outgrow the stories written about it, even
as it invites new ones.

— The writer is a journalist 
based in Bengaluru

Cosmic lottery & a genius

Sujata Gulati Rajpal

M
Y name is Sujata, and there is no
‘h’ in my name — that’s how I
introduced myself when I made
Mysuru my home 25 years back.
Landing straight from a Punjabi

North Indian household into Mysuru, a city
deeply immersed in South Indian ethos, was a
cultural shock. I noticed that ‘h’ seemed to be
the default letter in names — Geetha, Aniketh,
Parvathi, Bharath, Pramodh, Vidhya...

Initially, I thought the extra ‘h’ was for good
luck like the extra ‘a’ some celebrities add to
their names for an additional dose of auspicious-
ness. It was only later that I understood that in
the South, people spell names the way they pro-
nounce them, so the ‘h’ naturally finds its place.

It wasn’t that people in the South are partial to
‘h’; they love all letters equally. Because the
English alphabet lacks separate letters for these
specific phonetic characters, South Indian
transliteration traditions use the ‘h’ to signal a
harder or aspirated pronunciation: same name,
different linguistic traditions.

My gas connection records and even my bank
spell my name as Sujatha. Initially, my Aadhaar
card also had an ‘h’. I had to apply for a correc-
tion. The authorities obliged, but wondered why
I didn’t want my name to be ‘spelt correctly’. 

Despite repeatedly informing my bank, I con-
tinue to be Sujatha. The spelling doesn’t match
my Aadhaar card or passport, but nobody seems
to care. The ‘h’ must follow the ‘t’. Period.

Explaining this every single time became
exhausting. Eventually, I stopped resisting and
accepted it wholeheartedly. After all, if you can’t
convince them, join them. I, too, started adding
an ‘h’ after ‘t’ and ‘d’ in names without a sec-
ond thought, and I was right every time. Well
almost. Clearly, I had imbibed the culture of my
adopted state rather quickly.

A while ago, I interviewed an accomplished
woman and wrote her name as Shruthi.

“Why did you add an ‘h’? There is no ‘h’ in
my name,” she said. I could empathise.

“But you’re from the South, aren’t you?” I
reasoned. “Yes, I am. But there is no ‘h’ in my
name,” she said.

Note to self: when you do things blindly, you
may be right most of the time, but not always.

Another cultural surprise was the practice of
using a father’s or husband’s name after a
woman’s first name. Initially, I was puzzled. Why
did women have two names but no surname?

For years, and even now, some people assume
Rajpal is my husband’s first name.

“How is Rajpal doing?” they ask.

“Which Rajpal?” I reply. “We have three and a
half Rajpals in our family. My husband and sons
are authentic Rajpals, whereas I’m only half a
Rajpal. Gulati is my maiden surname.”

It took me some time, but I eventually
understood the cultural logic behind using a
father’s or husband’s name. Once I did, it
made perfect sense. But when you assume
that things work the same way everywhere,
mishaps happen. Recently, I met a friend and
asked, “How is Kumar doing?” Pat came the
reply: “You’re the only one who calls him
Kumar. His name is Kiran.” 

“Oops.”
“Kumar is our family name,” she explained.

“We use our family name.”
Another cultural variation. In many families,

especially in South India, surnames don’t
always follow the same pattern. Father, mother,
brothers, and sisters may all have different sec-
ond names because they may use their father’s
name, grandfather’s name, ancestral village, or
family name in different ways. 

It is fascinating and often becomes a wonder-
ful conversation starter. In North India, sur-
names often openly signal caste. In Tamil Nadu,
and Kerala, many dropped caste surnames due
to Dravidian movement politics.

Well, that is what makes our country such a
beautiful potpourri of cultures, traditions, and
identities. We may pronounce, spell our names
differently, but every name deserves to be called
just as its owner chooses.  My name. My choice.

— The writer is an author

Within every dystopia is a little utopia, like in our cities

Hunter-gatherers
of the present day

Y
ET again, let me start with
a book. Almost needless to
add, this too has had its fair
share of critics and detrac-
tors. In 2021, during the

Covid pandemic, evolutionary biolo-
gists Heather Heying and Bret Wein-
stein published ‘A Hunter-Gatherer’s
Guide to the 21st Century’. They speak
of our era, arguing that despite what all
is happening around us and our being
increasingly aware of the events that
surround — and at times overwhelm —
us, we, as a species, are living in the
best time of human history.

The world that these wife-and-hus-
band writers inhabit — and the one
they speak of — is largely West-
focused, where both wealth and com-
fort are substantial. Yet people are lone-
ly and life itself can seem unhinged.
The authors question many main-
stream modern practices and posit that
the accelerating rate of change in
today’s world has outpaced our capac-
ity to adapt. Our brains and bodies
have simply not been able to keep up.
Human beings evolved to live in clans,
but today many of us don’t even know
the names of those who live next door.
Nor do we care, supposedly.

As I step out of those pages, permit me
to return to my true self of being a life-
long vagabond. And a person in that
lowly category of human is not neces-
sarily one who physically wanders, aim-
lessly, from place to place, but can also
be someone who lets his mind do some
of that tramping. Now, I’m going to
wander off in another direction — and
tongue in cheek at that. As may be
known, in order to survive, vagabonds
are hunter-gatherers. That said, let’s
change the targets of the pre-historic
hunter-gatherer and transport him to
our dog-eat-dog digital/AI world that is
ruthless in its sameness.

We are still hunting and we are still
gathering, only what we hunt and
what we gather has changed from the
time our ancestors rushed out with
sticks and stones, and knocked off
the closest edible animal — or colour-
ful fruit (forbidden or otherwise).

Today’s battle is to jump the queue
or to overtake on the highway. That
said, one has managed to piece togeth-
er a couple of categories of present-
day hunter-gatherers where the
weapon is a phone, the hunting
ground is an app, danger comes in the
form of broken Internet connectivity
and the trophy is something bought
on Amazon at a hefty discount.

Let’s start at the top of the food chain
and the (not so) venerable politicians,
who begin by hunting for a political
platform and then gather enough votes
to take over the platform. These are the
alpha versions of the hunter-gatherer.
They may be easily recognised by the
number of followers that they have
hunted-gathered. The social media
accounts of these persons gauge their
successes and failures. (My apologies:
there are no failures, there are only suc-
cesses). Every hunt brings back more

followers, more likes, assorted emojis
and emoticons that rivals may drool
over. These, with the blessings of the
deities of the contemporary hunter-
gatherer, may translate into actual
votes at the hustings.

Next, in India, we don’t just marry.
We enter the marriage market. We
slide into it or are shoved, willingly or
otherwise, into it. In the present con-
text, that may be treated as the hunt-
ing ground that is packed with biped
livestock. It is an area as vast as the
sea where little streams exist and are
based on caste, religion or some other
means of identification. In this ocean,
some hunt for husbands and others
for wives. Once the desired spouse
has been identified, it is time to hurl
the spears. There is a process
involved. All sorts of people have a
say in this. As is obvious, the individ-
uals who make up the couple are first
hunted and then gathered.

To balance the load of all this hunt-
ing-gathering, it is appropriate that
something must be said at one’s own
expense. Some years back, a friend
and I joined some others on a longish
hike. It was expected to take most of
the day. For this, I had packed a food
bag with assorted sandwiches, fruit
and other edibles. As the day pro-
gressed, my friend and I dug into the
bag. After every round of eating, he’d
declare: “This is very nice. See how
organised I am.” At some point, given
that one had laboured over getting
this together when dawn had barely
broken, I snapped with some irrita-
tion: “What do you mean you are
organised? I’m organised. I’ve
brought all this along.” He calmly
smiled back and said: “No, I’m organ-
ised. I’ve got you along.” This should
stand out as a fine example of man-
agement-driven hunting-gathering.

At the moment, I’m on the lookout
for some accessories for our dog — a
raincoat and other sundries. So, in a
manner of speaking, I’m also still
hunting and gathering, only this is
being done on the Net. The hunting
ground is the infinity of Net-based mar-
kets, but the instincts are the same.

— The writer is an author 
based in Shimla

I
N the cosmic lottery of human existence,
the distribution of nature’s bounties is so
uneven that one is compelled to wonder
whether life was ever meant to be fair. It
transcends the boundaries of everyday life,

manifesting itself in countless ways — from the
accident of being born into privilege to the pos-
session of extraordinary gifts in different fields of
professional life, including the sporting arena. 

When you watch Lionel Messi glide across a
football field, the ball seemingly strung to his
feet, navigating crowded spaces that appear to
open before him as if by magic, you know you
are witnessing something that transcends
mere training. Years of practice undoubtedly
shaped the athlete, but they do not fully
explain the phenomenon. 

As the move unfolds, Messi appears to see
possibilities invisible to everyone else. And
when he applies the final touch to a symphony-
like sequence and kicks the ball into the net,
you are left with the unmistakable feeling that
you are watching a rare gift at work: an intuitive
grasp of space, time and creativity that lies
beyond the reach of hard work alone. 

Watching a genius unravel intricate patterns
with effortless grace, accomplishing what count-
less others can only aspire to despite years of toil,
one is inevitably led to an unsettling question: is
life really fair? 

An exceptional gift, almost a blessing from
the heavens, among many other things, is the
ability to retain perfect balance while the body
is in motion. It is a universal truth that runs
through almost every sport. A Messi or a
Maradona, sprinting with the ball seemingly
glued to their feet, keeps the body’s centre of
gravity intact despite tackles, nudges and des-

perate physical challenges. Their rhythm is
rarely broken, because they never quite lose
balance. They literally conjure space that, a
moment earlier,  appeared blocked to them. 

Watch Roger Federer chase a ball that seems
racing away from him. His long strides are
rhythmic, his body perfectly aligned, every
movement flowing into the next with weight-
less symmetry. As he reaches the ball, stretch-
es for a backhand and unleashes a sweeping
stroke, his shoulders rotating in a perfect arc,
you wonder whether he is entirely human. It is
not merely the difficulty of the shot that aston-
ishes. It is the ease with which he executes it,
maintaining perfect posture, balance and har-
mony even under immense physical stress.

Among the many enduring  images  of a
sporting genius in action is that of Tiger Woods
striking a golf ball. His skill lies not merely in

landing the ball at the perfect spot or covering
the exact distance required. It lies in his ability
to keep his head perfectly still even as the rest
of his body coils and uncoils in preparation of a
pendulum-like swing that reveals the almost
rubber-like elasticity of the human body.
Through all the twists, turns and violent trans-
fer of weight, his balance never deserts him.
Nothing sways out of rhythm, nothing falls out
of alignment. It is a body in motion, yet one
with a centre of gravity that remains almost
uncannily still.

Cricket offers a unique challenge. A stationary
batsman has to strike a moving ball hurled at
him at varying degrees of speed, spin and swing
on different lines and lengths. His success
depends on the precise timing of every body

movement, the stillness of head even as his
arms unfurl into a stroke or defence, and the per-
fect balance of his body at the precise moment
of contact with the ball. Those who can do this
time and again with effortless precision and
impeccable timing are, so to say, the chosen few.

The poise of Sachin Tendulkar in full flow,
driving with masterful ease, or the nonchalant
yet menacing presence of Viv Richards at the
batting crease, chewing gum as he struck the
ball with majestic authority that has  rarely  been
replicated, are the lasting images of geniuses at
their peak. That is why even as opponents
feared them and longed to dismiss them quick-
ly, they could not help but acknowledge the aura
of greatness that illuminated their sport.  

In this planetary interplay of luck, chance,
hard work, training, guidance, intuition and the
millions of unknowables that shape a life of suc-
cess or failure, the genius stands in splendid iso-
lation. What has earned him gifts that countless
others long for but never possess? Like life itself,
the world of sports has its own hierarchy that
resists explanation.

Unlike the toiling masses, either bitter or
resigned to the hardened, unresponsive line
destiny has drawn for them, players of accom-
plishment acknowledge the presence of a
genius with a gracious surrender to his superior-
ity. I once witnessed this relationship of admira-
tion bordering on hero worship when Richards
came to Punjab with the West Indies team to
play a tour game against the North Zone. 

It was at a dinner hosted for the visiting West
Indies team in Amritsar in 1983. Richards regally
sat on a chair, while a few stars of the North Zone
team sat around him on the floor. Like awestruck
fans, they wanted to savour every moment in the
company of a batsman they believed embodied
the highest expression of skill that seemed to
transcend even perfection. They were like starry-
eyed children paying obeisance to a genius
beyond their reach. They had graciously accept-
ed the reality of  the unequal distribution of talent
in the sporting world,  not with resentment but as
a miracle to admire and celebrate.

— The writer is the author of ‘Not Quite
Cricket’ and ‘Not Just Cricket’

Messi or Maradona, Woods
or Federer, Tendulkar or

Richards, even opponents
acknowledge their 
aura of greatness

We may pronounce, spell it
differently, but every name
deserves to be called just 

as its owner chooses 
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gathering, only what
we hunt and what we
gather has changed 
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A
MID concerns over allega-
tions of theft of donations and
financial irregularities at Ayo-
dhya’s Ram Temple, the Shi-
romani Gurdwara Parband-

hak Committee (SGPC) claims to have an
elaborate mechanism in place to manage
the offerings and donations received at
Sikh shrines.

Under the Sikh Gurdwaras Act, 1925,
gurdwaras generating an annual income
exceeding ~25,000 fall under the SGPC’s
administrative jurisdiction.

The SGPC currently manages 83 historic
gurdwaras under Section 85 and another
200 shrines under Section 87 of the Act.
Offerings from devotees remain the back-
bone of the SGPC’s finances.

According to the SGPC, during the
2025-26 financial year, the total income
was approximately ~1,480 crore. Of this,
the major share — nearly ~632 crore, or
42.5 per cent — was of offerings and
donations in cash by devotees.

Apart from physical donations, devotees
also contribute securely through the
SGPC’s online donation portal and Das-
vandh platform. Foreign contributions are
accepted through designated channels in
compliance with the Foreign Contribution
Regulation Act (FCRA).

ALLEGATIONS OF FUND MISUSE
The SGPC, too, has faced allegations of
misuse of donation funds for its “extend-
ed political arm”, the Shiromani Akali
Dal (SAD).

Bibi Jagir Kaur, the first woman to serve
as the SGPC president, says the mecha-
nism to manage SGPC funds is flawless,
“yet these were misused, though just on a
couple of occasions”.

A former Cabinet minister who repre-
sented Bholath as an Akali Dal MLA sev-
eral times and is now a ‘rebel’, she cites
the 2015 instance. At that time, the SGPC
sparked a controversy by spending over
~90 lakh from gurdwara funds on adver-
tisements to justify the Akal Takht’s exon-
eration of the controversial Dera Sacha
Sauda head, Gurmeet Ram Rahim, for his
alleged blasphemous act in 2007. The par-
don was revoked within a month.

Years later, on December 2, 2024, the
Akali Dal leaders were penalised and
made to return the money.

Similarly, last month, the SGPC drew
condemnation for installing hoardings
across gurdwaras in  Punjab, including the
Golden Temple complex, in support of an
Akal Takht edict declaring Chief Minister
Bhagwant Singh Mann as “Guru Dokhi”

(anti-Guru) and “Khalsa Panth Virodhi”
(anti-community) over an alleged objec-
tionable video that hurt Sikh sentiments.

“Except on these two occasions that I can
recall, SGPC funds have seldom been mis-
used. It was absolutely wrong on the
SGPC’s part to misutilise the devotees’
donations for political gains,” says Bibi
Jagir Kaur, while refuting the allegations
being levelled against the Sukbhir Singh
Badal-led SAD of misusing SGPC funds
for organising political rallies.

“That is not true. If, on a rare occasion, an
Akali Dal meeting was organised in a gur-
dwara and langar was served, it cannot be
termed misuse of funds as it is the Sikh
principle of sangat and pangat which is
observed in all gurdwaras. Even members
of farmers’ unions conduct their meetings
in gurdwaras and partake of langar. No one
objects to that. So, these are politically-
motivated allegations meant simply to tar-
get opponents,” she adds.

Bibi Jagir Kaur says there is a “fool-
proof” mechanism in place to obtain
approval for the use of funds from the
SGPC House, which is then routed
through several administrative layers. 

“This is done for social causes only. Like,
a mammoth amount was spent during the
trying times of the Covid-19 pandemic and
natural calamities like floods. Similarly,

funds are spared for granting scholarships
to children or fee concessions to deserving
ones in academics and sports,” she says.

The former SGPC chief says that when the
counting of currency is undertaken, strict
measures are adopted. “Maybe 0.5 per cent
people with mala fide intentions indulged in
siphoning off small amounts during the
counting, but they were nabbed on the spot.”

THE OFFERINGS
The scale of offerings varies according to
the footfall of devotees, festivals and the
prominence of individual shrines. The

Golden Temple in Amritsar, it is estimated,
receives between ~20 lakh and ~25 lakh
daily in its golaks (donation boxes) direct-
ly, which amounts to a monthly collection
of around ~6 crore to ~7.5 crore.

At Takht Sri Kesgarh Sahib in Anandpur
Sahib, the monthly collections average a
little over ~1 crore. Takht Sri Damdama
Sahib in Talwandi Sabo receives approxi-
mately ~35-40 lakh every month.

Other shrines generate enough income
to independently support their religious
activities and langar services.

ELABORATE SECURITY SETUP
SGPC Additional Secretary Bhagwant
Singh Dhangera says donation boxes
placed in the sanctum sanctorum and
parikrama areas are secured with three-
level locking systems and special seals.
The opening of donation boxes, he points
out, is carried out under the strict supervi-
sion of authorised SGPC officials, shrine
management representatives, inspectors
and flying squad personnel.

“One set of keys remains at the shrine
and carries the SGPC seal, while another
set remains with the SGPC and carries the
shrine’s seal. Whenever a golak is to be
opened, the SGPC deputes an inspector-
level officer from Amritsar who is autho-
rised to break the seals and supervise the

counting process,” Dhangera says.

MONITORED COUNTING
At the Golden Temple, counting takes
place five days a week, while at other
shrines, it is carried out weekly or fort-
nightly, depending on the volume of dona-
tions. The counting process is conducted
by designated teams under continuous
CCTV surveillance. “The monitoring sys-
tem is online, allowing officials sitting in
Amritsar to oversee counting operations at
any shrine in real time,” Dhangera says.

Cash and valuables are transported to
the designated counting centres where
trained staff, supervisors and committee
members jointly undertake the exercise.

Currency-counting machines are used for
notes, while coins are segregated and count-
ed separately. “After counting, every bundle
of currency is duly signed by the authorised
staff members. Those engaged in the count-
ing process are not permitted to carry per-
sonal belongings, cash, purses or jewellery
inside the counting area,” he adds.

HANDLING GOLD, SILVER
Offerings are separated into different cat-
egories, including cash, coins, foreign cur-
rency and precious metals such as gold
and silver. The precious metals are evalu-
ated daily by empanelled jewellers under
official supervision. These are weighed,
documented and securely stored in gurd-
wara treasuries for further processing.

PUBLIC DISCLOSURE
Amidst allegations of politically-influ-
enced “misuse” of golak money, the
SGPC claims it maintains transparency
by publishing a monthly Gurdwara
Gazette detailing the income and expen-
diture of SGPC-managed shrines. It is
available at a nominal cost within the
Golden Temple complex.

“Every month, the Gazette carries com-
prehensive details of receipts and expendi-
ture across SGPC-controlled shrines,”
Dhangera says, underscoring the commit-
tee’s emphasis on accountability.

NO SHORTAGE OF FUNDS
During the Covid-19 pandemic, the offer-
ings at the shrines had fallen sharply due
to nationwide lockdowns and interna-
tional travel restrictions. An official, pre-
ferring anonymity, said the average daily
collection at the Golden Temple complex
was ~15,000-~20,000, down from the usu-
al ~20-25 lakh. Yet this was no deterrent
for the SGPC to dole out funds.

While a multi-specialty hospital chain
was charging ~72,550 per day for treat-
ment with a ventilator, the SGPC
announced a subsidised treatment pack-
age for Covid-19 patients at Sri Guru Ram
Das Charitable Hospital in Amritsar. It
also arranged extra ventilators and
announced it would charge just ~50,000
for a ‘seven-day’ treatment, including
testing, food and medication.

The SGPC utilised its funds to establish
additional Covid care centres and invest-
ed heavily in oxygen generators. It also
offered shelter to Covid-positive patients
in its hospitals and serais.

The Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee says it follows a stringent, multi-layered system of 
checks and balances to manage daily offerings and donations at the shrines under its control
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I
N a sector where exaggerated,
unsubstantiated and misleading
claims are increasingly becoming a
norm rather than an exception, the
consumer protection regulator’s

recent action against two leading food
manufacturers for their misleading claims
is a welcome development. Of particular
significance is the Central Consumer Pro-
tection Authority’s (CCPA) unequivocal
message to the food industry that all
claims relating to composition, quality,
nutrition or health benefits must be truth-
ful, verifiable and non-deceptive. And that
these will be assessed from the perspective
of a reasonable consumer. 

Signalling that this is only the beginning
of a broader crackdown on such violations
of consumer rights in the food sector, the
CCPA has made it clear that exaggerated
claims made for commercial gains cannot
be allowed to undermine consumers’ right
to information and informed choice. 

The authority’s orders against Storia
Foods and Beverages stemmed from the
fact that the company used words such as
“100% natural tender coconut water” and
“100% tender coconut water” to describe
its product. However, the CCPA found that
the ingredients on the packaging showed
that it was not natural, but reconstituted
coconut water. The product also contained
class II preservative, thereby making the
accompanying claim of “100% natural”
untenable, the CCPA observed in its order. 

Similarly, the company’s pomegranate

juice, with the pictorial representation of
pomegranate, claimed it was “100% juice”.
But the actual composition was “water,
pomegranate juice concentrate: 4 per
cent, and apple juice concentrate: 10 per
cent”. There were similar misleading
claims about its mixed fruit, mango and
guava chilli flavours. 

In the case of Mrs Bectors Food Specialities,
the English Oven bread was projected as
“100% atta bread”, “100% whole wheat bread”.
However, the CCPA found that the product
contained only 87 per cent wheat flour. 

In two separate orders issued last month,
the CCPA, headed by Chief Commissioner
Nidhi Khare and Commissioner Anupam
Mishra, directed the companies to imme-
diately discontinue such claims and pay a

penalty of ~1 lakh. For an industry which
thrives on exaggerated claims and uses the
numeral “100%” indiscriminately, the
CCPA’s message was unambiguous: “100% is
a precise and absolute numerical expression
and cannot be used loosely, approximately or
as a marketing slogan. Any such claim must
correspond exactly with the actual composi-
tion of the product.”

With consumers increasingly becom-
ing  health-conscious, demand has
surged for foods marketed as sugar-free,
fat-free, organic, probiotic, high-protein,
millet-based and the like. At the same
time, the market for nutraceuticals —
products derived from food sources that
claim to provide health or medical bene-
fits — has also expanded rapidly. The

food industry has responded with a pro-
liferation of such products, but in many
cases, the products fall short of the
claims made about their composition,
nutritional value or health benefits. The
extent of such misrepresentation can be
gauged from the large number of show-
cause notices issued by the regulator,
Food Safety and Standards Authority of
Indian (FSSAI), last month and again
this month to food business operators for
misleading claims. In its notice to Mari-
co Ltd-Saffola Total Heart Pro Multi-
source cooking oil, for example, FSSAI
said the use of the term “Heart Pro”
along with heart device imagery could
create an impression among consumers
that the product itself imparts heart-
health benefits and was misleading. 

It also took objection to Cipzer Nutraceuti-
cals’ Juice Capsule proclaiming “Boost your
immune system” and “Remove toxins from
your body” without any substantiation. 

SAJ Food Products’ claim of “No added
sugar” was misleading as it contained mal-
todextrin and glucose syrup solids, the
FSSAI pointed out. In case of Pluckk Man-
go Fruit Juice, too, the claim was “No
added sugar”, but the ingredients declared
mango pulp as 51 per cent and sugarcane
juice 49 per cent! In the case of Raw
Pressery Alphonso Mango fruit drink, the
regulator said it claimed to contain only
naturally occurring sugar, despite the pres-
ence of fructose as added sugar. 

The regulator has also sent notices to
several beverage brands for claiming to be
“energy drinks” and to several “organic

brands” for making the claim without
recognised certification. I do not know if
the regulator has looked at millet-based
foods because that is also an area where
misrepresentation is rampant.

The Advertising Standards Council of
India (ASCI), a self-regulatory body of
the advertising industry, which scruti-
nises advertisements on all media plat-
forms for violations of its comprehen-
sive code on advertising, in its latest
‘Annual Complaints Report’ has flagged
the rise in unsubstantiated health,
nutrition and well-being claims in the
food and beverages sector. 

The seriousness of the issue can be
gauged from the fact that the ASCI, which
strongly promotes self-regulation, said,
“The food and beverages sector, particular-
ly the nutraceutical segment, requires
immediate, stronger pre-publication
guardrails as many claims carry real-world
consequences for physical wellbeing.” 

The CCPA’s regulatory action in the food
sector appears to have nudged the FSSAI
into a more proactive mode. Together,
however, the two regulators have created a
much-needed momentum. This is the
right time to institutionalise preventive
compliance mechanisms for advertising
claims in the food sector, rather than rely-
ing primarily on post-publication enforce-
ment. Since advertisements shape con-
sumer perceptions and purchase
decisions, misleading claims can inflict
considerable harm from the moment they
are in the public domain.
— The writer is a consumer affairs expert

How misleading food claims undermine safety
Regulator signals that action against leading manufacturers is only the beginning of a broader crackdown on violations

For an industry thriving on exaggerated claims, the CCPA has said that ‘100% is a precise
expression and cannot be used loosely, approximately or as a marketing slogan’. ISTOCK

Devotees make offerings in the golak placed near the Akal Takht in the Golden Temple complex at Amritsar. According to the SGPC, 
during the 2025-26 financial year, cash offerings and donations totalled ~632 crore. TRIBUNE PHOTO: VISHAL KUMAR

FAITH&
FINANCES

At the Golden Temple,
counting takes place

five days a week, while
at other shrines, it is
carried out weekly 
or fortnightly. The

counting process is
conducted under

CCTV surveillance





YOUR VOICE

By Jenan Mohajir
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

When my children and I walked into the 
newly opened Obama Presidential Center, 
a three‑story mural map of Chicago greeted 
us. We stood to take it in — “City of the Big 
Shoulders,” painted by Mark Bradford, one 
of many original works displayed at the 
center. We absorbed the colors marking the 
lakeshore, landmarks and neighborhoods; 
the train tracks that looked like stitches 
holding the city together.

It reminded me of Barack Obama’s 
words from his first inaugural address as 
president: “Our patchwork heritage is a 
strength, not a weakness.” In that moment, 
the mural felt less like a map and more like 
a mirror — reflecting the city that shaped 
him and the pluralistic promise he spent a 
lifetime urging us to fulfill.

In one of the most powerful sections of 
the center, the exhibits place the Obamas’ 
personal stories alongside the long arc of 
American social movements. We walked 
through galleries tracing the journey from 
slavery to emancipation, from Jim Crow to 
the Civil Rights Movement, from redlin‑
ing to the fight for voting rights. These 
rooms did not treat history as distant; they 
braided it directly into the lives of Barack 
and Michelle Obama — a reminder that 
their rise was not an isolated miracle but 
part of a continuum of struggle, resilience 
and progress.

By placing the Obamas’ story within this 
lineage, the center makes clear that their 
journey belonged to a much larger Amer‑
ican narrative shaped by generations of 
leaders and ordinary citizens who came 
before them. And for this South Side family, 
we saw how it belongs to us.

A quote there from the president’s 2008 
campaign reads: “We rise or fall as one 
nation, as one people.” It is the kind of line 

that could sound aspirational — that is, until 
we stood in a room filled with the stories 
of people who believed it enough to act on 
it. It brings home the realization that our 
country’s current polarization is a strangle‑
hold on our collective humanity — and that 
perhaps the only way out is when we can all 
breathe freely.

The first lady’s presence is felt through‑
out the center, which highlights her jour‑
ney from a South Side girl to the White 
House. A video plays her words: “When 
they go low, we go high.” My daughter 
watched, and I wondered whether the first 
lady’s lessons on dignity, resilience and 
staying true to one’s values in the face of 
challenge resonated with her — whether 
she connected them to the trials she was 

facing in middle school, the archetypal 
questions of belonging and beauty that have 
filled our home conversations.

On the eighth floor, the Sky Room offers 
a panoramic view of the South Side — Hyde 
Park, Woodlawn, South Shore — neigh‑
borhoods that shaped the Obamas and 
continue to shape the city’s future. My 
children pressed their faces to the glass, 
pointing out places they knew: the Griffin 
Museum of Science and Industry, the lake‑
front and the South Side YMCA where we 
go for our Eid prayers.

Etched on the ceiling is Barack Obama’s 
speech from the 50th anniversary of the 
protest marches from Selma to Montgom‑
ery in Alabama. In that speech, he said, 
“The arc of the moral universe may bend 

toward justice, but it does not bend on its 
own.” The center invites visitors to trace 
that arc themselves — from Reconstruction 
to the Civil Rights Movement to the pres‑
ent — and to consider the unfinished work 
ahead.

Standing among these words, I hoped my 
children began to understand that plural‑
ism is not simply about diversity; it is about 
shared destiny. Building a pluralistic Amer‑
ica requires us to work together to actual‑
ize the values of the nation’s foundational 
promise. The center’s design makes clear 
that we are not passive observers of history; 
we are part of the larger story, and our 
individual actions etch pathways into our 
collective imaginations.

We ended our visit exploring the grounds 
and the park. Walking back toward our car, 
I asked my children what their favorite part 
of the center was. “The Oval Office and the 
big slide,” my son said — a reminder that 
he was 10, and a moment of gratitude that 
his life circumstances allowed him to enjoy 
carefree play while also imagining himself 
at the Resolute desk.

For my daughter, the “Yes We Can” chant 
screen — interspersed with images from 
the campaign trail and major moments 
from the Obama administration — was 
particularly inspiring.

I told them that my favorite part was all 
the stories we witnessed, showing us that 
our future is built not by extraordinary 
people but by ordinary people choosing, 
again and again, to show up for one another.

And that the story of America — the story 
this center enshrines — is still being writ‑
ten, one act of community at a time.

Jenan Mohajir is vice president of external 
affairs at Interfaith America, a Chicago-
based nonprofit that equips leaders with 
the tools to respect, relate and cooperate 
across differences.

A visit to the Obama Presidential Center  
reminded my family of the promises of pluralism

Mark Bradford’s artwork “City of the Big Shoulders” is displayed in the entry lobby at the 
Obama Presidential Center on Wednesday, in Chicago’s Jackson Park.  
BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Don’t leave out Ulysses S. Grant
The list of Illinois’ most influential 

people impressively touches on nearly 
every aspect of American life, but I was 
surprised by one glaring omission — 
Ulysses S. Grant (“Meet the state’s most 
influential people, from architects to a pope 
and future presidents,” July 5).

It’s true that he was — like Presidents 
Abraham Lincoln and Barack Obama — 
not born and raised in Illinois. However, 
Galena was his home during his unlikely 
rise to prominence. He helped recruit some 
of the first regiments of Illinois volunteers 
for the Civil War in Mattoon, Belleville and 
Anna. A Galena paper gave him his first 
press exposure. And when Grant had the 
option of his first Civil War command being 
an Illinois or Ohio regiment, he led the Illi‑
noisans.

While I would accept arguments that 
Grant isn’t truly an Illinoisan, I will not 
accept that he was not influential. As 
Lincoln dealt with inept, plodding gener‑
als in the war’s eastern theater, Grant was 
handing the Confederates loss after loss in 
the war’s western theater, ultimately secur‑
ing the Mississippi River and likely tipping 
the war permanently in the Union’s favor. 
After his 1864 promotion to lieutenant 
general put him in charge of all Union 
armies, he finally coordinated previously 
disjointed military actions, bringing about a 
quicker end to America’s bloodiest war.

Grant’s influence did not end at military 
matters. Lincoln signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation, but Grant put it into practice. 
He worked out the details and provided 
resources for people formerly enslaved, 
and 179,000 Black troops would ultimately 
fight for the Union under his command. 
As commanding general, Grant oversaw 
Reconstruction, including his use of federal 
troops to protect Black people in the former 
Confederacy. As president, he supported 
the 15th Amendment to ensure its passage, 
appointed the first Black diplomat in Amer‑
ican history and negotiated former Confed‑
erate states returning to the Union.

Love him or hate him, it’s hard to 
argue that the person who prosecuted 
the Union’s war against the Confederacy, 
executed the Emancipation Proclamation 
and reintegrated Confederate states was 
not influential.
— Alex Marianyi, Chicago

Why omit these celebrated people?
Regarding the “Illinois 250” series: 

Two Mayor Richard Daleys but no Harold 
Washington? Not a single labor leader in 
the nation’s strongest union town, even the 
storied Mother Jones?

I detect a hint of ideological bias.
— Merrill Goozner, Chicago

Illinoisans’ influence on medicine
Regarding the “Illinois 250” series: 

Somewhere in between our two presidents, 
the pope and Hugh Hefner, the Tribune 
might have included several influential 
medical people. For instance, Dr. Bernard 

Fantus in 1937 established the world’s first 
blood bank at Cook County Hospital, and 
Charles Brenton Huggins was awarded the 
Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1966 on how 
hormones influenced prostate function, 
which later led to hormone treatment for 
prostate cancer.
— Dr. Michael Ellman, Wilmette

A history lesson during vacation
The Sunday article (“Ghosts of 

Kaskaskia”) about Kaskaskia, Illinois’ first 
capital, brought to mind a family vacation 
in 1959. We headed south from Chicago 
for what would turn out to be an in-person 
history lesson.  We made stops in Cahokia 
to see the oldest church in Illinois and the 
old courthouse, both built with vertical 
logs. We spent the night in Chester and 
then visited the home of Pierre Menard 
before driving past the correction center 
named for him. And then we visited Fort 
Kaskaskia where he is buried.

I remember looking down to the Missis‑
sippi River to an island my dad told us had 
been the first state capital. We were pretty 
impressed. And years later, I still am.
— Dorothy Evenhouse, Waukegan

Make Idaho stop the law
Complaints about bicycles blowing 

through stop signs, such as we saw in the 

July 5 letters, miss the point. Four-way 
stops are substantially less efficient for all 
traffic than two-way stops and are intended 
as traffic-calming measures to prevent 
reckless, high-speed driving on quiet 
boulevards. Bicycles have shorter stop‑
ping distances, unimpeded road vision and 
lower top speed than cars, making this sort 
of traffic-calming unnecessary for cyclists.

In fact, coming to a complete stop along‑
side car traffic introduces a new hazard. 
The mismatch in acceleration and speed 
between cars and bikes, and increased time 
at intersections, creates opportunities for 
collisions that do not exist for drivers alone.

I want to challenge the reader: Go to 
your nearest four-way stop on a quiet street 
and count how many drivers come to a 
complete stop. I can guarantee it is fewer 
than 1 in 5; these vehicles can do a great deal 
more damage than a 30-pound bicycle.

There is a solution that has been success‑
fully implemented in cities around the 
world: the Idaho stop. This allows cyclists to 
treat stop signs as yield signs and no longer 
arbitrarily subjects them to traffic control 
measures designed for other types of vehicles.

This has proved to improve safety and 
efficiency where it has been adopted.

Let’s bring the Idaho stop to Illinois and 
put this talking point to bed.
— Derek Eller, Chicago

License plates for bicycles
I have read the opinions in letters on 

bicycle lanes that appear to be slanted 
favorably toward the wishes of all the bicy‑
cle owners and not to the impact that the 
lanes have on motorists and pedestrians. 
I agree that bicycle lanes are needed for 
safety reasons.

My question is: Why do the rest of us 
have to pay for this infrastructure of bicycle 
lanes? Why is this not being funded at least 
partially by owners of bicycles who use 
these lanes, through the purchase of bicycle 
license plates? And why are these bicycle 
lanes being put on busy streets where there 
is already congestion? Lastly, I would like 
to see the owners of bicycles be required 
to pass a rules-of-the-road test before a 
license is granted.

It has been my experience that bicycle 
owners do not obey the rules of the road 
that are required of motorists. I have seen 
cyclists go through stop signs and traffic 
lights, weave in and out of traffic, and ride 
on sidewalks, impeding the rights of pedes‑
trians. 

Cyclists should be ticketed and fined for 
these violations, just like motorists. The 
only way that cyclists can be held account‑
able is through having license plates on 
their bicycles.
— Louise Rohr, Chicago
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T he threat to flee to Can-
ada if a Republican is
elected president has be-
come a trope in Ameri-
can liberal politics,

though few ever actually make the
move. Gad Saad is about to do it in
reverse.

Mr. Saad, 61, is an evolutionary
psychologist, a professor of mar-
keting at Concordia University in
Montreal. He is the author of “Sui-
cidal Empathy: Dying to Be Kind,”
published in May, a cri de coeur
against “maladaptively irrational
altruism.” On immigration, crime,
homelessness, taxation, schooling,
environmentalism and transgender-
ism, he argues, Western elites have
embraced policies that allow them
to bask in a glow of self-satisfied
virtue “while being fully decoupled
from the negative consequences.”

In a conversation by Zoom from
his home in Montreal, Mr. Saad
says he has been driven from Can-
ada by the “orgiastic commitment
to diversity, inclusion and equity,
or ‘DIE,’ across all Canadian insti-
tutions, but especially Canadian
universities,” as well as by the un-
precedented levels of antisemitism
in the country. After Oct. 7, Jews,
around 1% of Canada’s population,
have been on the receiving end of
70% of all religion-related hate
crimes.

Canada’s official reaction takes
Mr. Saad’s breath away: “Mark
Carney, the prime minister, has
proudly proclaimed that Islamic
and Canadian values are the

same,” he says. The mayor of To-
ronto, Olivia Chow, “repeatedly
mentions Islamophobia, because
it would be too bigoted to re-
serve her empathy strictly to the
Jews.” Suicidal empathy, he says,
“requires that whenever Jews are
attacked, Western leaders should
urge us to redouble our efforts to
defeat Islamophobia. To do oth-
erwise would be mean, racist,
bigoted.”

Mr. Saad has also had enough of
Canada’s “soul-crushing parasitic
taxation,” which has hit him afresh
in the form of an exorbitant “de-
parture tax.” The fair market value
of his taxable assets will be calcu-
lated on the day of his departure
from Canada. He will then be
deemed to have sold and reac-
quired these assets, with the dif-
ference between the market value
and the original purchase price be-
ing taxed as capital gains. “No hu-
man being in a free society should
have their hard-earned money sto-
len in this manner,” he tweeted.
He declines to say how much he
expects to pay, but the top rate
works out to more than 25% of the
appreciation in value.

His move to the U.S., where he
will be a professor at the Univer-

sity of Mississippi, will make him a
two-time immigrant. Mr. Saad was
born a Lebanese Jew. “It’s not an
oxymoron, though it sounds like
one,” he says. He was 11 when his
family fled his native Beirut in
1975, at the outbreak of civil war.
“It became impossible to be Jew-
ish in Lebanon.” The Arabic-speak-
ing Saad family, Mizrahi Jews, set-
tled in Quebec.

“You didn’t see a single veil
back then,” he says. Today in
some Montreal neighborhoods,
“50% of the women are veiled,”
largely the result of immigration
from North Africa, especially Alge-
ria. In seeking to bolster the
French language, the province of
Quebec encouraged immigration
from French-speaking but Muslim
Algeria. “Thank God the French
language has been protected,” Mr.
Saad says. “Never mind the ele-
mentary-school teachers wearing
the niqab or the influx of Muslims
praying on sidewalks, parks and
streets.” (In a rare departure from
Western policies of cultural ac-
commodation, the Quebec govern-
ment in April passed a law ban-
ning public prayers. “They didn’t
say it was in response to Islamic
gatherings,” says Mr. Saad. “But
there are no Jains blocking the
streets, no Seventh-day Adven-
tists, no Orthodox Jews.”)

“Suicidal Empathy,” Mr. Saad’s
fifth book, is a sequel to his third,
“The Parasitic Mind: How Infec-
tious Ideas Are Killing Common
Sense” (2022). That book caught
the eye of Elon Musk, who said its
message gave him nightmares. Mr.
Musk wrote a blurb for “Suicidal
Empathy,” and his endorsement
made the outspoken Mr. Saad even
more reviled on campus.

“The great majority view me as
a dangerous ideologue, an evil
Jewish professor trying to create a
dark, sinister world with no empa-
thy,” he says—never mind that he
has nothing against empathy: “You
need empathy to serve as the lu-
bricant of our sociality,” he ob-
serves. “I’m saying what Aristotle
explained to us millennia ago in
his ‘Nicomachean Ethics’: every-
thing in moderation. Too little or
no empathy makes you a psycho-
path. Too much empathy, invoked
in the wrong situations, toward
the wrong targets, is suicidal.”

“The Parasitic Mind” argues that
“idea pathogens” have taken root
in the Western mind. “In order to
fully hijack your ability to reason, I
need to parasitize both your cogni-
tive or thinking system, as well as
your emotional affective system.”
Brainwashing isn’t enough: “To
turn you into a willful collaborator,
I need to also attack your emo-
tional system. Empathy is an adap-
tive virtue. Suicidal empathy is the
misfiring of this adaptive process.”
Empathy, in this view, has both a
cognitive component (“I under-
stand your pain”) and an affective
one (“I feel your pain”).

The academic literature, he
says, differentiates between “sym-
pathy, empathy, compassion, kind-
ness. There are very small, granu-
lar differences between each.

Empathy itself has 43 different
definitions.” In his book, he treats
empathy in a largely colloquial
sense, “as both a way of exhibiting
sympathy towards someone, as
well as a means of putting myself
in your shoes.”

For empathy not to misfire in
the policy sphere, he contends, we
need a “cultural theory of mind,”
where “one culture puts itself in
the mind of another culture.” The
West, he says, lacks such a facil-
ity. “We presume that benefi-
cence, compassion, empathy, sym-
pathy or kindness will be
processed by this other culture in
ways similar or identical to ours.”
But other cultures aren’t always
in sync with us. Islam, in particu-
lar, “hears and sees these virtues
and processes them as weakness,
weakness, weakness, weakness
and weakness.”

Mr. Saad offers a list of para-
sitic ideas that distort the way we
think by denying or playing down
objective truth: postmodernism,
cultural relativism, social con-
structivism and “biophobia” (the
fear of using biology to explain hu-
man behavior). “All of these idea-
parasites were spawned on univer-
sity campuses, in some esoteric
humanities department,” he says.
“But they’ve broken out of the
‘lab’ and have caused people to
abandon their capacity to think
properly.” Now “we’re adjudicating
what constitutes being a man or a
woman, when up until recently
tens of billions of people who’d ex-
isted on earth were fully able to
navigate that conundrum.”

M r. Saad calls postmodern-
ism “the granddaddy of all
parasitic ideas.” That

would make the great-granddaddy
cultural relativism, the brainchild
of German Jewish anthropologist
Franz Boas (1858-1943). Boas and
his acolytes argued, in Mr. Saad’s
summary, that “there are no hu-
man universals. Every culture has
to be judged in its own idiosyn-
cratic reality.” For the West to
“impose absolute deontological
statements on a culture”—to hold
a normatively ethical view of civi-
lization—“is racist. Who are you to

judge female genital mutilation?
Honor killings? Child brides?”

To see how this leads to suicidal
empathy, consider immigration.
“We refuse to argue that some
people stemming from certain cul-
tures may be less likely to assimi-
late into the ethos of the Western
tradition,” Mr. Saad says. “That
feels non-empathetic. So we end
up acting as if 500,000 new immi-
grants from Waziristan are the
same as 500,000 from Denmark.”

Relativism leads to a toxic form
of diversity. “People like Justin
Trudeau”—Mr. Carney’s predeces-
sor as prime minister—“believe
that greater diversity results in
only positive outcomes. And that’s
just laughably, demonstrably
false.” As an example, Mr. Saad
says, “there shouldn’t be diversity
in the West when it comes to what
we do with gays. Gays should be
allowed to flourish and live peace-
fully like anyone else.” And we
don't want a society “where there
is a debate and diversity as to
whether Jews are cockroaches. But
if you import millions of people
who think that, then you will get
that diversity of thought.”

Nothing sets Mr. Saad off more
than postmodernism, “a dreadful
idea” that came into vogue in the
1960s thanks to a trio of French-
man, Jacques Derrida, Jacques La-
can and Michel Foucault. “Post-
modernism purports that there are
no objective truths, other than this
one objective truth—that there are
no objective truths.” That lays the
ground for all the other parasitic
ideas: “Men are women. Gaza is
peaceful. Zionists are terrorists.
Up is down.”

Only the West is suicidal in its
empathy. Israel is mostly an excep-
tion, “because they don’t need
anyone’s help to die. You don’t
commit suicide when someone’s
trying to kill you already.” The
Japanese aren’t committing what
Mr. Saad calls “civilizational sep-
puku,” even though the word for
ritual suicide is theirs. Neither are
the Chinese. “If I’m very self-as-
sured about my cultural identity
and heritage, I’m much less likely
to succumb to suicidal empathy,”
he says. “If you truly believe the

West is built on stolen land, slav-
ery, Islamophobia and genocide,
then it makes perfect sense for me
to kill my society because it’s so
corrupt.”

Aren’t there robust forces in
the West pushing back against
Western self-destructiveness? Mr.
Saad responds by conceding that
“the welder, the trucker, and the
corrections officer are not suffer-
ing from suicidal empathy.” But
they aren’t the ones dictating pol-
icy: “Those are the intelligentsia:
academics, journalists, boards of
corporations. It’s not the Navy
SEAL who’s suicidally empathetic.
It’s Justin Trudeau and the inver-
tebrate castrati, lacking in spine
and testicles, who make up our
elites.”

In case you haven’t noticed, Mr.
Saad can be vivid and blunt. In his
book he describes Kamala Harris
as a “lobotomized cackler.” On Joe
Rogan’s podcast he called the Que-
becois accent “an affront to human
dignity.” Quebeckers accused him,
among other things, of “glottopho-
bia”—prejudice against dialects or
accents. In a recent tweet, he of-
fered “congrats to two proud Is-
lamic countries, France and Mo-
rocco,” for reaching the soccer
World Cup quarterfinals.

It’s no surprise that he admires
President Trump, perhaps the
least suicidally empathetic politi-
cian in the Western world. Can
Mr. Trump and his administration
turn the tables on the suicidal
empathizers?

Mr. Saad fears not. “He’s only
here for a limited time, right? So,
he’s a doorstop, an ephemeral
doorstop to the tsunami of suicidal
empathy. If there isn’t a longer-
lasting change that actually shifts
the culture away from regarding
suicidal empathy as the highest
virtue, then Donald Trump will
only have served as a pause but-
ton.” While it was “much better, in
my view, that Trump won instead
of the lobotomized one, there’s too
much more that needs to be done.”

S till, the U.S., he says, is in
much better shape than Can-
ada, which is in a “Stage 5

state of civilizational seppuku—
one higher than Stage 4, which is
the worst stage of cancer.” Other
countries that are as “doomed” as
Canada include Sweden, Norway,
the U.K. and Germany. Part of the
problem is that the end of the
Cold War has meant that Western
societies no longer have to affirm
their own values: “We no longer
believe that we are exemplars, bet-
ter than other societies.”

How far along is the process of
civilizational seppuku? “Let’s say
the ceremonial blade is 7 inches
long. We already have it in 2
inches deep. Demography is des-
tiny. Go to France, go to Britain,
come to Canada. We are starting
to disembowel ourselves.”

Mr. Varadarajan, a Journal con-
tributor, is a fellow at the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute and at
New York University Law School’s
Classical Liberal Institute.

Suicidal Empathy and Western Decline
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Civilization is destroying
itself, says the Canadian
scholar who is fleeing
Montreal for the U.S.

THE WEEKEND INTERVIEW with Gad Saad | By Tunku Varadarajan

OPINION

Will Washington State Choose Stagnation Over Growth?
The Seattle suburb
of Kent, home to a
Starbucks roasting
plant that employs
hundreds of people
and processes more
than 75 million
pounds of coffee a
year, has long been
for me a bellwether
of Washington’s
state economy.

Recently, however, I’ve been
watching a building less than 2 miles
away, where a startup, Stoke Space, is
developing reusable rockets to launch
satellites into orbit.

Stoke plans a major launch this
year. Regardless of the outcome, the
company’s growth—and that of doz-
ens of other advanced-manufactur-
ing startups in Washington—poses
a make-or-break test for state lead-
ers: As Microsoft, Amazon and Meta
shed thousands of jobs in the race
to build artificial-intelligence data-
center capacity, will the state figure
out how to cultivate a new wave of
entrepreneurs?

Or will Washington, which has
been raising taxes on businesses
while failing to prepare students for
the jobs of the future, lose out to
states that are courting entrepre-
neurs and realigning their education
systems to meet employer demand?

Washington used to be a favored
destination for entrepreneurs be-
cause state leaders understood the
vital role businesses play in creating
jobs and sustaining a tax base that
enables government to operate. Com-
panies like Boeing, Microsoft, McCaw
Cellular, Paccar, Amazon, Costco and

Starbucks helped define Washing-
ton’s economy and create opportu-
nity across generations.

Lately, however, Gov. Bob Fergu-
son and the Democrats who rule the
state capital have chosen to burden
businesses with one tax increase af-
ter another. They recently ratcheted
up a revenue-based business-and-
occupation tax that penalizes
growth and profitability. Meanwhile
the biennial state operating budget
has grown from $33 billion ($46 bil-
lion in 2025 dollars) in 2013-15 to
$80 billion in 2025-27.

Corporate leaders and small entre-
preneurs are concerned about the an-
tibusiness statements and tax pro-
posals of Seattle’s inept new mayor,
socialist Katie Wilson. But the prob-
lem is bigger than Seattle.

The state’s education system is
failing to deliver graduates ready to
work in the manufacturing, aerospace
and technology businesses that will
help reindustrialize the U.S. Only 40%
of the state’s 2021 high-school gradu-
ates are projected to obtain a post-
secondary credential by age 26.

Meanwhile the economics of the
rush to build data centers are coming
into view. An investigation by Pro-
Publica and the Seattle Times two
years ago found that tax breaks for

data centers have grown into one of
the state’s largest corporate subsi-
dies. These incentives were justified
as engines of rural development, job
creation and local investment. Yet
lawmakers have weakened hiring re-
quirements, expanded eligibility and
extended the benefits without a clear
accounting of the results. The jobs re-
main difficult to quantify, but the
subsidies keep flowing to new data
centers.

At the same time, a powerful coali-
tion has formed around AI infrastruc-
ture: technology companies, orga-
nized labor, utilities, construction
industries and state governments.
Each has legitimate interests. Micro-
soft and Amazon need computing ca-
pacity. Unions see demand for electri-
cians, welders, and skilled trades.
Public officials want investment and
economic growth. But what happens
to everyone who isn’t at the table?

For young people, the debate over
AI isn’t abstract. The way states allo-
cate incentives, design workforce sys-
tems and support entrepreneurship
may decide whether opportunity is
broadly shared or not.

The construction jobs and trade
careers supported by data-center
construction are valuable, but a
healthy economy needs to diversify
beyond the expansion plans of a few
trillion-dollar companies. Long-term
prosperity also requires entrepre-
neurs, small businesses, healthcare
innovators, energy and aerospace
companies, software startups, manu-
facturers and founders building the
next generation of industries.

It requires investment in people
and pathways that connect young

people to skilled trades, technical
careers, entrepreneurship and
emerging industries. It requires a
fairer tax system that doesn’t penal-
ize entrepreneurs while handing out
benefits to big tech. It requires col-
laboration among philanthropy,
business, government, education
and investors to create opportuni-
ties beyond the footprint of a data
center.

One innovative idea would be to
connect the next generation of build-
ers—the entrepreneurs seeking to re-
industrialize America—with young
people seeking apprenticeships in a
physical space that enables both to
realize their ambitions.

Mr. Ferguson seems to see the
warning signs. He recently announced
the formation of an economic devel-
opment council. But it’s packed with
big-business leaders and other insti-
tutional players. Few startup entre-

preneurs are invited to the table.
That’s not surprising. Public policy

is increasingly organized around the
immediate needs of the largest play-
ers in the AI race. Smaller founders
compete on a tilted field. Workforce
systems increasingly align with AI-in-
dustry labor demand. States continue
writing checks without fully measur-
ing the return.

We should all be watching Stoke
Space, not only to see its first rocket
launch. We should be checking
whether it and dozens of other com-
panies of the future decide that
Washington is the best place for
them to grow, creating much-needed
jobs. Or will the companies at the
vanguard of American reindustrial-
ization pull up stakes and move to
states that welcome entrepreneurs?

Mr. Schultz is a former CEO and
chairman emeritus of Starbucks.

As the Evergreen State
throws money at AI data
centers, it ignores the
builders of tomorrow.

CROSS
COUNTRY
By Howard
Schultz

Adam Lehodey reporting for City
Journal, July 9:

The top official in the Zohran
Mamdani administration’s Office for
International Affairs made plans to
meet with Iran’s ambassador and
permanent representative to the
United Nations.

Commissioner Ana María Archila
was scheduled to meet with Amir-
Saeid Iravani, Iran’s permanent rep-
resentative to the United Nations . . .
on July 7. . . . The meeting between
Archila and Iravani was called off af-

ter the State Department . . . met
with the Mamdani administration to
clarify acceptable conduct. . . .

The development is a continuation
of Commissioner Archila and the
Mamdani administration’s ongoing
use of public resources to advance an
agenda that extends well beyond New
York City. On April 16, a message . . ..
was sent to staff within the Mayor’s
Office for International Affairs asking
them to prioritize diplomatic engage-
ment in part based on whether for-
eign officials “are . . . in political
alignment/leftist.”

Notable & Quotable: Mamdani
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What Greenspan’s Legacy Might Have Been
Regarding your editorial “The Myth

of the ‘Maestro’ ” (June 23): The death
of former Federal Reserve Chairman
Alan Greenspan invites reflection on
one of the great ironies in modern
economic history. Long before he be-
came the nation’s chief central banker,
Greenspan authored an insightful 1966
essay, “Gold and Economic Freedom,”
in which he identified the Federal Re-
serve’s easy-money policies as the pri-
mary cause of the unsustainable stock
market boom of the 1920s.

Greenspan argued that central bank
credit expansion and artificially low
interest rates fueled speculative ex-
cesses that inevitably ended in the
Great Depression. He also explained
that the Fed enables chronic federal
deficit spending by creating money
and suppressing interest rates below
market levels, allowing politicians to
finance government expansion with-

out immediately imposing the full cost
on taxpayers.

Greenspan contended that a gold-
backed monetary system would re-
strain government spending, prevent
reckless money creation and largely
eliminate the destructive boom-bust
cycle that has plagued modern econo-
mies. Gold, he wrote, protects citizens
from the confiscation of wealth
through inflation.

Ironically, as Fed chairman, Green-
span pursued many of the same poli-
cies he once criticized. His tenure was
marked by easy money and below-
market interest rates that contributed
to the dot-com bust, followed by the
housing bubble. Had Greenspan re-
mained faithful to the principles he
articulated in 1966, his legacy might
have been far different.

MURRAY SABRIN
Naples, Fla.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“And with climate change,
you’ll be getting beachfront property

in just a couple of years.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Trump Fires a Federal Election Board

P resident Trump on Thursday forced
out the entire bipartisan leadership of
the U.S. Election Assistance Commis-

sion (EAC), which is his latest
flexing of the principle, now
endorsed by the Supreme
Court in Trump v. Slaughter,
that executive agencies
aren’t constitutionally inde-
pendent. On the practical im-
plications, however, the partisan rhetoric is
ahead of reality.

Democratic Sen. Chuck Schumer, reacting to
the firings, accusedMr. Trump of “a brazen at-
tempt to seize control of our elections before
a single vote is cast.” Yet voting in America is
run by states and localities, and the EAC’s role
is appropriately modest. Created in 2002, it
hands out grants for election security, last year
$15 million. It publishes a biennial report full
of voting statistics. It oversees certification of
election equipment to a set of Voluntary Voting
System Guidelines.

While some of the EAC’s functions are use-
ful, the November elections would go on even
if the agency were hit by an asteroid and vapor-
ized. The agency has four bipartisan seats. Mr.
Trump fired two Democrats, Thomas Hicks and
Benjamin Hovland. A Republican, Christy Mc-
Cormick, was “allowed to resign,” news stories
say. A fourth seat was vacant. Basic functions
can continue under the EAC’s staff. When Mr.
Hovland arrived in 2019, the press release said
it was “the first time in a decade that the com-
mission has had a full quorum.”

Yet there’s a turducken of ironies nesting in
the response toMr. Trump’s firings. Democrats
have sought for years to nationalize election
rules in their favor. H.R.1, the bill they pushed
under President Biden, would have let the EAC
dole out money for recruiting poll workers and
running state redistricting commissions. Mr.
Trump’s move to assert control of the EAC is
a chance for Democrats to repent and embrace

the wisdom of decentralized elections.
The last national freakout involving the EAC

was in early 2025, when Mr. Trump issued an
executive order telling it to
add a citizenship check to the
“national mail voter registra-
tion form.” This was blocked
by the courts.

Now that Mr. Trump has
fired all the commissioners,

can he even make a second attempt? Or does
he have to wait until the Senate confirms re-
placement commissioners? Three EAC mem-
bers are required for major action, including a
Democrat.

Mr. Trump’s cleanout of the EAC is probably
the first of many such firings after Slaughter.
That makes this a ripe moment for lawmakers
to reconsider all of the authority they spent de-
cades handing to Washington’s alphabet soup
of “independent” agencies. “Would Congress
have delegated somuch power,” as Justice Neil
Gorsuch asked in his Slaughter concurrence,
“had it known that the President would come
to control them?”

If Democrats decide they want to pare back
the federal bureaucracy, they’ll find many will-
ing Republicans. The details might vary agency
by agency, but maybe the EAC’s work could be
done by, say, the National Association of Secre-
taries of State. Yet many Democrats are too
busy instead imagining what a President Alex-
andria Ocasio-Cortez could do with the same
power if they win in 2028.

Meantime, states and counties are busy with
the actual work of making the midterm elec-
tions happen. Mr. Trump is probably willing to
do whatever he can to help Republicans keep
Congress in November. At every twitch, Demo-
crats will cry havoc. Both the right and the left
are happy to cast doubt on elections, when it
suits them. The comforting reality is that the
ballots are controlled by thousands of different
state and local officials.

Here’s a chance for
Democrats to embrace
decentralized elections.

Trump, Turkey and the F-35s

T he U.S. kicked Turkey out of the F-35 jet-
fighter program in President Trump’s
first term, but now he wants it back in.

For years the Turks have re-
sisted giving up their Russian
S-400 air defenses, which
could compromise the U.S.
jets’ radar signature. Now An-
kara may change its tune, and
good. U.S. law requires it.

Turkey’s purchase of the S-400 from Russia
incurred U.S. sanctions in 2020, but “we’re go-
ing to be taking the sanctions off,” Mr. Trump
said Tuesday. Asked if he had concerns about
Ankara still possessing the Russian air de-
fenses, Mr. Trump said he didn’t.

“I haven’t totally made upmymind” on sell-
ing the F-35s to Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan,Mr. Trump addedWednesday, “butmy
inclination is to say, look, he’s done everything.
He’s helped us in different ways.”

That’s debatable, but the legal problem is
that the Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act (Caatsa)mandates these
sanctions. To issue a waiver, the Trump Admin-
istration has to certify that it “would not signif-
icantly increase the risk of compromising
United States defense systems and operational
capabilities,” among other things.

A separate U.S. law from 2020 explicitly pro-
hibits Turkey’s acquisition of the F-35 until it
“no longer possesses” the Russian air defenses.
Mr. Erdogan reportedly is now requesting Rus-
sian permission to resell the S-400s to a Gulf
monarchy. This could allowTurkey to buy F-35s,
even if it creates other issues. For the Gulf Arab
states, air defenses are now top of mind.

Whether a deal is reached or not, any Turk-
ish sanctions waiver or delisting should trigger
Congressional review. The Trump Administra-
tion “may be able to get around this, but it
would take a very novel legal theory,” says FDD
Action’s Matt Zweig, who worked on Caatsa at
the House Foreign Affairs Committee.

The Trump Administration circumvented a

waiver process to lift Iran sanctions and said
the memorandum of understanding with Iran
didn’t need Congress’s approval despite the lan-

guage of the Iran Nuclear
Agreement Review Act. It
could try a similar maneuver
with the F-35, but is it worth
the political lift?

Republican Sens. Jim Risch
(Idaho), Tom Cotton (Ark.),

James Lankford (Okla.), Lindsey Graham (S.C.),
Ted Cruz (Texas) and John Cornyn (Texas) have
all raised concerns and urged caution. So have
Democrats. RewardingMr. Erdogan isn’t a com-
pelling enough need to overcome the defense
issue.

Mr. Erdogan said he has been promised the
jets, but if he doesn’t dump his Russian system,
Mr. Trumpmay not be able to deliver. Even if the
sale can get past Congress, delivery could take
until the next Administration, which may have
no interest in subverting the law forMr. Erdogan
as he jails domestic opponents.

Mr. Trump keeps giving the Turkish strong-
man credit for not entering the Iran war to at-
tack Israel, even thoughMr. Trump saysMr. Er-
dogan wanted to. One would think that
expressing interest in fighting a U.S. wartime
ally on behalf of Iran would be disqualifying to
receive high-end U.S. fighter jets.

The President also lauds Mr. Erdogan for
backing the rebelswho overthrewSyria’s Bashar
al-Assad. But those rebels faced little resistance
on their late 2024 offensive to seize power. Is-
rael had already removed the Syrian regime’s
Hezbollah defenders from the equation.

Turkey remains a patron of Hamas and Hez-
bollah and is moving arms into the new Syria,
for which Mr. Trump’s praise may be prema-
ture. The Erdogan regime’s aggressive rhetoric
is matched by its military deployments across
the region, so arming it with F-35s is a head-
scratcher. But if Mr. Trumpwants to sell Turkey
the jets so badly, at least have it play by the
rules and surrender its Russian system.

Rewarding Erdogan isn’t
enough reason for

Trump to stiff Congress.

California Is High on Illegal Pot

M ore than 63,000 pounds. That’s how
much illegal marijuana California
Gov. Gavin Newsom said onWednes-

day that law enforcement officials have seized
over the past three months, carrying a market
value of $104 million. Wait, didn’t Mr.
Newsom say legalizing pot would eliminate
the black market?

Yes, he did. It was one of many doubtful
promises Mr. Newsom and other progressives
made to convince voters to legalize the drug.
In 2016 Californians approved a ballot initia-
tive to permit the recreational use and sale of
weed. The state was then supposed to set up
a comprehensive scheme to license, regulate
and tax the drug.

“Wemoved towards legalization to get peo-
ple into the daylight and into the sunshine of
a regulated environment,” Mr. Newsom said in
2017. “There is nomore blackmarket.” He needs
to get out more. The black market continues to
thrive, especially in the state’s rural areas
where transnational gangs have used the cover
of legalization to grow weed.

Some of California’s illicit harvest is sold
on the street in the state at lower prices than
in legal dispensaries. (Marijuana remains ille-
gal under federal law.) Much is also exported
to places with less permissive laws. California

marijuana is known worldwide for its high po-
tency, and the United Kingdom has been seiz-
ing suitcases full of the stuff smuggled in on
planes by gangs.

Licensed pot businesses also continue to
complain that they are being undercut by illegal
operators. This prompted Democrats in Sacra-
mento last year to cut taxes on the industry. Mr.
Newsom said the tax cut would promote “the
long-term success of the legal industry.” Lo,
progressives turn out to be supply-siders when
the supply they want is reefer.

The tax cut also hasn’t snuffed out the black
market, as evidenced by the Governor’s press
release this week. It notes that state and local
law enforcement have in the last three months
eradicated nearly 90,000 cannabis plants, con-
fiscated 17 firearms andmade 24 arrests at ille-
gal cannabis sites.

Since 2022, “the state has seized and de-
stroyedmore than 841,000 pounds of illicit can-
nabis valued at more than $1.3 billion,” Mr.
Newsom’s office said. Some has been grown us-
ing toxic chemicals that “are harmful to fish and
wildlife and the habitats they depend on to sur-
vive, and they’re a threat to consumers,” ex-
plained the state fish and wildlife director.

Where are the Sierra Club protesters when
you need them?
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Trump, Balogun and a Suspended Red Card
The U.S. soccer team was clearly

victimized by the red card assessed to
Folarin Balogun (“Donald Trump,
World Cup Referee,” Review & Out-
look, July 7). A yellow card would
have been the appropriate decision,
but heinous calls are implicit in major
sporting events, perhaps nowhere
more so than the World Cup. The U.S.
team would have managed through
Mr. Balogun’s absence, perhaps spec-
tacularly, but now we’ll never know.

Like a helicopter parent leaning
into a middle-school teacher to let
their child submit a project after a
deadline, President Trump had to in-
sinuate himself into the controversy. I
doubt he ever considered not inter-
vening, and anyone who thinks his
conversation with FIFA had no effect
on the reversal decision is naive. Irre-

sistible corruption met immovable
dissolution. As such, the U.S. team
was deprived of the opportunity to
rise to the occasion in epic fashion as
Americans have so frequently done.

BRADFORD MILLER
Murfreesboro, Tenn.

The referee who issued the red card
to U.S. striker Folarin Balogun ought
to have his ethics questioned. There
was no severe offense by Mr. Balogun
that breached the laws of the game.
On the other hand, Cristiano Ronaldo
shouldn’t have had his red card sus-
pended. The suspension of his red
card was pure politics. The suspension
of the red card issued to Mr. Balogun
was common sense.

PETER MCCARTHY
Scarsdale, N.Y.

Cuba’s Market Lesson for American Socialists
In his op-ed “Decades Late, Cuba

Approves Serious Market Reforms”
(July 8), Roberto Gonzalez succinctly
describes Cuba’s effort to break free
from its more than six decades of “di-
sastrous economic policies of the so-
cialist experiment.” This should be
mandatory reading for all students
taking any economics course.

Mr. Gonzalez makes a clear distinc-
tion between economic and political
reform. His point is that, over time,
economic prosperity often brings po-

litical pluralism. We can look at one-
party states in America—California
leads the pack, but my state of Massa-
chusetts is firmly blue—and see
glimpses of efforts to break out of the
one-party ruling-class pattern. The
timeline unfortunately is long.

CHARLES H. GESSNER
Marblehead, Mass.

In his discussion of Cuban reforms,
Mr. Gonzalez mentions Deng Xiaoping’s
willingness to leave Mao’s religious ded-
ication to Marxist failure and embrace
some capitalism. Deng’s philosophy was
to let some people get rich first, so that
they can help others get rich later, and
eventually achieve “common prosper-
ity.” Our U.S. socialists would never ac-
cept the rich as a source of prosperity
since it can only be through govern-
ment overlords that we succeed.

JOE BOCCUZZI
Tomball, Texas

Trump’s Wealth Opportunity
Adam Michel (“The Trouble With

the Trump Accounts,” op-ed, June 23)
proposes changes that would make pa-
rental Trump account contributions
tax-advantaged and reduce restrictions
on how funds in the accounts can be
used. These would be welcome
changes, but it would be unfortunate if
these criticisms prevent anyone from
using these accounts as intended.

Next time your compensation is up
for reconsideration, ask for maximum
Trump account contributions for
your kids. Employers can make tax-
deductible contributions up to $2,500
per child per year, and when the kids
turn 18 they can convert the accounts
to IRAs at their own tax rates, which
will likely be low because 18-year-
olds don’t have much income.

Then the power of compound re-
turns will grow it into a huge after-
tax retirement nest egg. This is a
wealth-building opportunity for the
next generation, even without a tax
advantage for parental contributions.

PHIL KERPEN
Washington

The Cure for a Lonely Drive
Patrick Henry writes that he is re-

minded of why he always sits in the
front seat of a taxi—so he can talk to
the driver (“My Cab Driver and Amer-
ica,” Letters, July 7). I am reminded of
why I never hail a Waymo, the driver-
less taxis on the streets of San Fran-
cisco. There’s no one to talk to.

PHILIPPA NEWFIELD
San Francisco

Pepper ...
And Salt

Why Parents Should Snoop
Regarding your editorial “Parental

Consent in the Smartphone Age” (July
7): It’s good that we enact laws to pro-
tect our children. The advent of the
internet requires new laws. But new
laws don’t relieve parents of their re-
sponsibility to know what is going on
in their child’s life—especially on the
internet.

No child has an absolute right of pri-
vacy. Allowing teenagers the right to
shield their activities, online or else-
where, from their parents is a mistake.
Ask Sue Klebold, mother of one of the
Columbine killers. In her book, “A
Mother’s Reckoning,” she laments not
invading her son’s privacy. Had she done
so a tragedy may have been averted.

Or take Tycon Proper, one of the
people charged with planning acts of
violence at the UFC event at the White
House last month. He may well owe
his life to his mother’s snooping into
his private affairs.

Parents may want to believe their
well-behaved child isn’t involved in
damaging behavior, but in the words
of Ronald Reagan, “trust, but verify.”
It is your duty.

RICHARD BERMAN
Baltimore
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Is Private AI Regulation Constitutional?

G oogle last month released a
framework for artificial-intel-
ligence governance, proposing

the creation of “an independent reg-
ulatory organization for frontier AI
with government oversight.” This
organization would “standardize and
verify frontier AI labs’ safety and
security practices” and ensure that
AI companies comply with regula-
tions and audit requirements. It
would be modeled after private, in-
dustry-funded organizations, such as
medical and state bar associations,
that “write and enforce binding
rules” while operating “under the
supervision (and ultimate veto) of a
government agency.” Google sug-
gested that agencies such as the
Commerce, Treasury and Energy de-
partments could provide oversight.

Whether this model—governing
the industry privately with some
government supervision—with-
stands legal challenges will de-
pend on the extent of government
involvement.

Supervision of an agency is nec-
essary to comply with the private
nondelegation doctrine, a constitu-
tional principle that prohibits Con-
gress and agencies from delegating
authority to private parties without
sufficient government oversight.

The doctrine, as the Supreme
Court articulated in FCC v. Consum-
ers’ Research (2025), requires a su-
pervisory government body to retain
“all decision-making authority,” al-
lowing the government “to approve,
disapprove, or modify” decisions by
private regulators. The government
relies on these private organizations
“only for non-binding advice.”

Private regulatory organizations
are nothing new; they exist across a
range of industries. In Consumers’
Research, the justices upheld the
Federal Communications Commis-
sion’s delegation of some authority
to the Universal Service Administra-
tive Co., a private not-for-profit cor-
poration. Among other administra-
tive responsibilities, USAC assists
the FCC in calculating how much
money telecommunications carriers
must contribute to the Universal
Service Fund. The court found this
delegation of authority constitution-
ally sound because USAC is “broadly
subordinate” to the FCC. USAC
merely serves as an administrator,
setting and collecting fees.

A private AI regulator likely
would have significantly more au-
thority, including making and en-
forcing binding rules. Federal
courts have recently confronted the
limits of analogous industry-led
regulators, but the issue remains
unsettled.

The U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals
for the District of Columbia held in
2024 that the Financial Industry
Regulatory Authority, a private non-
profit that regulates stock ex-
changes, likely violates the private
nondelegation doctrine. The court
said Finra can’t unilaterally expel or
ban a firm from trading stocks with-
out government review. The Su-
preme Court last June declined to
review this case, leaving Finra intact
while keeping open the possibility of
future legal challenges.

The Sixth Circuit in December
2025 upheld the constitutionality of
the Horseracing Integrity and Safety
Authority, a nonprofit that regulates
thoroughbred racing. The court rea-

soned that the Federal Trade Com-
mission, not the horse-racing au-
thority, has “final say over” rule-
making and enforcement. Six
months later, however, the Fifth Cir-
cuit held that the horse-racing au-
thority’s enforcement provisions vi-
olate the private nondelegation
doctrine because the organization
can “investigate, issue subpoenas,
conduct searches, levy fines, and
seek injunctions—all without the
FTC’s say-so.” The opposing rulings
created a circuit split, making it
likelier that the issue will end up at
the Supreme Court.

Google points out in its proposal
that private, industry-led regulation
would enable “nimble and informed
decision-making particularly well-
suited to the fast-evolving world of
AI.” But courts have been clear that
private regulators require meaning-
ful government oversight. A supervi-
sory government body must retain
authority to review enforcement de-
cisions and to approve, modify or
reject regulations created by private
organizations.

Any effort by lawmakers to build
a framework without sufficient
oversight is bound to fail, so they
should err on the side of supervi-
sion. Industry governance of AI is
promising, but the Constitution lim-
its how much authority Congress
may vest in private actors, and the
judiciary is still defining exactly
where those boundaries lie. No mat-
ter how nimble or innovative, AI
governance can’t succeed if it is
struck down in court.

Mr. Jung is AI policy counsel at
TechFreedom, a think tank focused
on technology law and policy.

By Andy Jung

OPINION

of years—are that annoying ferry
line, fishing and on the sidelines of
my kids’ soccer games. Even there, I
tried to work when my kid was
subbed out. The other parents kept
interrupting, so eventually I gave up.

Can we prove that the pursuit of
frictionless living has contributed to
an unintended loneliness epidemic?
Not easily. But the data fits better
than I expected. Using state-level
loneliness measures from the U.S.
Census Bureau’s Household Pulse
Survey, I compared loneliness with
three proxies for modern conve-
nience: working from home, broad-
band-enabled living, and the share of
commuters who still move through
public or pedestrian space.

States where more daily life can be
conducted privately—at home, online,
on a screen—tend to report some-
what more loneliness. States where
more people commute by public tran-
sit or walking tend to report less.
Places built around private conve-
nience look lonelier than places where
daily routines force people to bump
into one another. After accounting for
age, income and who lives alone, the
relationship weakens but remains sta-
tistically significant. This isn’t defini-
tive, but it points in the direction the
theory predicts: When the ordinary
logistics of life no longer require us to
encounter one another, the ties that
begin in those encounters become
harder to form.

Why hasn’t the market solved
this? Economics has markets for

seemingly everything—marriage, la-
bor, education, housing, therapy, en-
tertainment, even sex. But there is
no clean market for friendship. That
isn’t because friendship lacks value.
It is because friendship is hard to sell
directly.

A friend isn’t simply a person with
similar interests. Friendship requires
trust, recurrence, reciprocity and
time. It is difficult to verify in ad-
vance and awkward to purchase ex-
plicitly. The moment one says, “I am
here to buy friendship,” the thing be-
ing purchased changes. Markets are
powerful when the good is clear, the
price is observable, and the transac-
tion is socially acceptable. Friendship
fails on all three margins.

That is why friendship is usually
produced indirectly. People go to
school to learn, to the office to earn
a living, and to the ferry line to get
to the other side. Yet these settings
solve the hardest problem in friend-
ship formation: proximity multiplied
by repetition. They put the same
people in the same place often
enough that a conversation can be-
come a relationship.

Search theory offers a useful way
to think about this. In labor markets,
workers and firms don’t match in-
stantly, because information is in-
complete and search is costly. Poten-
tial friends are everywhere; good
matches are hard to find. And unlike
a labor market, there is no résumé
for a good friend. Institutions reduce
those search costs. The office hall-

The Economics of Friendship

T he ferry crossing from
Chappaquiddick to Edgar-
town, Mass., is only 527
feet long. But no matter
how rich or important you

are, you have to wait to get on the
boat. Sometimes you wait in your
car. Sometimes you get out. Someone
complains about the line, the
weather, our politics or the UPS
driver who goes to the front of the
queue. Someone else laughs. A con-
versation begins.

This isn’t a defense of bad mari-
time logistics. But spending time
around that ferry has made me won-
der if modern life has undersold in-
convenience. We treat waiting as
wasted time. Often it is. But some-
times waiting does something useful:
It forces people into the same place,
with nothing to do, long enough for
conversation to begin.

That may sound trivial. It isn’t.
Loneliness has become one of the
stranger problems of modern life. In
2023 the U.S. surgeon general called
loneliness and social isolation a pub-
lic-health problem. About half of

American adults have reported expe-
riencing loneliness. The World
Health Organization describes social
disconnection as a global health
challenge, affecting roughly 1 in 6
people worldwide. In several West-
ern countries, self-reported loneli-
ness among young adults appears to
have risen over the past four or five
decades; young adults report more
loneliness than middle-aged or older
adults.

In 2010 research, Julianne Holt-
Lunstad and her co-authors pooled
evidence from 148 studies and found
that weak social relationships pre-
dict mortality at a magnitude compa-
rable to smoking and greater than
obesity or physical inactivity. Loneli-
ness has been linked to higher risks
of cardiovascular disease, dementia,
stroke, depression, anxiety and pre-
mature death. These estimates aren’t
from randomized trials, and loneli-

ness isn’t a pill with a known
dosage. But they make one in-
tuitive point hard to escape:
Social connection is part of a
healthy life.

Which brings me back to
that ridiculously inconvenient
ferry and what I call the fric-
tion theory of friendship. The
idea is simple: Some inconve-
niences aren’t merely costs.
They are the hidden scaffolding
of social life. If I had to esti-
mate my own production func-
tion for friendship, it would
look something like this:
friendship = (proximity × repe-
tition) + (idle time × low
stakes) + shared irritation.

Proximity matters most
when it recurs. Idle time mat-
ters most when nobody is try-
ing to impress anyone. Shared
irritation helps, but with di-
minishing returns: A delayed
ferry creates conversation; a broken
ferry creates rage.

This is why friendship is often a
product of something else: work,
school, church, children, sports, er-
rands, waiting rooms. It is produced
not by misery, but by enough com-
mon friction to make conversation
natural. Modern life has spent de-
cades eliminating that friction. We
can work without offices, shop with-
out stores, exercise without gyms
and communicate without looking
anyone in the eye. Each improve-
ment is defensible, some phenome-
nal. Together they have made inter-
action with other people
increasingly optional.

I am the last person who should
be moralizing about convenience. I
almost never go to the grocery store;
there is too much waiting. I order
food delivery as often as my wife will
tolerate; our daughters love takeout
and I get to keep working. I gave up
the gym for a Peloton. Even my walk
home from work has to be produc-
tive: I don’t begin until I have started
a deep-research query on whichever
artificial-intelligence assistant I am
in love with that week.

The joke is on me. I used to meet
interesting people in line, at the gym,
on the walk home—in the small de-
lays that interrupted my day. I don’t
anymore. I have optimized away the
moments in which friendship used to
appear. The last few friction-filled
places in my life—the only places I
have made friends in the past couple

way lowers the cost of a first
conversation. The school
pickup line does the same. So
do the church basement, the
neighborhood barbecue, the
youth-sports sideline and the
ferry queue. They put us near
one another often enough that
trust can accumulate without
anyone having to announce that
trust is the goal.

The usual response is to
blame phones. That is too
easy. The deeper force is the
war on friction. Remote work,
delivery apps, online shopping,
online banking, self-checkout,
telemedicine and private exer-
cise platforms each solve a
real problem. But they also re-
move tiny moments of shared
dependence.

The solution isn’t to make
life harder for its own sake.
Pointless hassle is still point-

less. But as technology redesigns
schools, workplaces, neighborhoods
and commerce, we should ask what
social infrastructure is being lost.

Schools, for example, aren’t only
human-capital institutions. They are
social-capital institutions, so making
them hyperindividualized and effi-
cient has costs. Workplaces are simi-
lar. The goal isn’t to abolish remote
work, but to recognize that company
has value. Cities should build and
preserve libraries, parks, play-
grounds, walkable streets and mixed-
use spaces as amenities and places
where low-stakes contact can hap-
pen. It is a mistake to think of social
life as something individuals can
solve alone. Much of what we call
“community” used to be produced by
institutions as a byproduct.

That is why I’ve come to love the
Chappaquiddick ferry. It is inefficient
in almost every measurable way. It
creates lines. It wastes time. It forces
strangers into proximity. It gives
people nothing to do for a few min-
utes except notice one another.

Convenience has saved us time.
The hidden price is that it has also
saved us from one another.

Mr. Fryer, a Journal contributor,
is a professor of economics at Har-
vard, a founder of Equal Opportunity
Ventures and a senior fellow at the
Manhattan Institute.
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Why does loneliness seem
to be on the rise? In part
because we’ve made life
frictionless and efficient.

By Roland Fryer
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DOW JONES MANAGEMENT:
Jason P. Conti, General Counsel; Dianne DeSevo,

Chief People Officer; Artem Fishman, Chief
Technology Officer; Lisa Fitzpatrick, General
Manager, Dow Jones Industries;
M. Scott Havens, Chief Growth Officer;
Dan Shar, EVP, General Manager, Wealth &
Investing; Ashok Sinha, Chief Communications
Officer; Josh Stinchcomb, EVP & Chief Revenue
Officer, WSJ | Barron’s Group

Too Little, Too Late, a Putin Oligarch Speaks Up
“The Wizard of the
Kremlin” is in the-
aters now, a fic-
tionalized movie
about onetime Pu-
tin propaganda
aide Vladislav
Surkov, whose lay-
ered ambiguities
and deceits you
may remember
from the election-

meddling era of 2016.
Much has changed. Mr. Surkov

was last reported to be on the lam.
Mr. Putin, meanwhile, has become
surprisingly frank in signaling his
wants and needs, however unrealis-
tic they are. Four years ago, when he
was pressing hopeless strategic ad-
justments on the U.S. and Europe, he

was surprisingly candid about why:
His illegal seizure of Crimea posed
the risk of direct confrontation with
NATO if Ukraine tried to reclaim its
territory.

Voilà, today a NATO-backed
Ukraine is using long-range strikes
to make Russia’s hold on the penin-
sula increasingly tenuous.

This doesn’t bode well for the Pu-
tin machine’s latest signaling binge,
in which it threatens war against
NATO because of its role in prolong-
ing Ukraine’s resistance. To what
end?

Even if NATO failed to rise to the
occasion in a Russian grab at Estonia

or other vulnerable territory, as Mr.
Putin might hope, the result
wouldn’t be an end to Ukrainian re-
sistance. It wouldn’t be an end to
Ukraine’s strikes deep into Russia
with Ukraine’s own weapons. The
likelier result would be Germany, Po-
land, the U.K., the Baltics and per-
haps others deciding, with more ur-
gency and less restraint, on the
importance of assisting Ukraine to
hold off Russia.

If anybody knows Mr. Putin’s real
ask behind his NATO threats, it’s
Donald Trump, since the two talk.
But it’s easy to guess, especially in
light of some other recent news,
which we’ll get to.

Mr. Putin wants an end to Ukrai-
nian attacks on his domestic refiner-
ies, which cause him serious trouble
with his subjects. He wants, if utterly
hopelessly, the war shoved back into
the box it once occupied, a war that
Mr. Putin had grown comfortable
that he could sustain indefinitely.

The problem is there’s no Venn-
diagram solution to meet Mr. Putin’s
needs that the West has any power
or wish to deliver.

See the other big news of the
week, or at least what the Economist
magazine considers big news: a Pu-
tin-loyal oligarch, fertilizer kingpin
Andrey Melnichenko, in its pages
penning a plea for the West to bail
out Russia on basically the terms Mr.
Putin failed to sell four years ago be-
fore he fatally weakened himself
with a misconceived war.

The Economist makes quite a fuss
about the alleged opening here. Yet,
for all the dark forebodings Mr. Mel-
nichenko uses to sell his request, it
only shows how behind-the-curve
Mr. Putin and his allies remain in
dealing with his situation.

The West is more united than

ever behind Ukraine; if any schism
exists, it’s only between those still
open to a deal and those keen on
further weakening Russia.

Donald Trump was the only vehi-
cle for bridging the gap and strong-
arming a compromise. Only Mr.
Trump (aka a U.S. president) could
supply the necessary superpower at-
mospherics, plus payola, plus secu-
rity guarantees, to push a deal
through the eye of a needle.

Now even Mr. Trump couldn’t do
it. A ceasefire at present lines is the
best Mr. Putin could get. Gone, if it
ever existed, is the idea of Ukraine
ceding additional unconquered ter-
rain to Russia.

This realistic outcome is impossi-

ble for Mr. Putin, Mr. Melnichenko
more or less admits. He goes on to
suggest a lobby exists inside Russia
to continue the war even in Mr. Pu-
tin’s absence, viewing the conflict as
“existential” though he might more
clearly specify whether he means ex-
istential for Russia or for the privi-
leged positions of the lobbyists.

In fact, all evidence suggests
there are also Russian nationalists
who are capable of nursing contin-
ued revanchist aims against Ukraine
while recognizing that the current
war doesn’t serve Russia’s interests.

The problem always has been Mr.
Putin. He must exit or the West
must summon the will (and gall) to
impose a settlement to prop him up

at the expense of 40 million Ukraini-
ans. Such an outcome was unrealis-
tic four years ago when Mr. Putin
first sought it. It maybe wasn’t un-
realistic at the moment of peak
Trump, with his triumphal return to
the presidency in January 2025. Or
maybe it was, however dear the idea
of a Ukraine sellout to some still
promoting Trump-Putin collusion
theories.

But we’re in a different place now.
The future rests on a stack of wild
cards, importantly in the halls of the
Kremlin itself. The West will keep
supplying Ukraine. In every other
way, events are in the saddle in a
manner that should give nobody a
particularly comfortable feeling.

The final battle of the
Russian war with Ukraine
will be fought in the
corridors of the Kremlin.
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