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P
olicing the digital economy requires what
might seem disproportionate resources,
and a recent case in Hyderabad illustrates

why. A retired doctor was persuaded to invest
more than ₹20 lakh after viewing a video on In-
stagram, in which Union Finance Minister Nirma-
la Sitharaman appeared to endorse an invest-
ment scheme. The video was a deepfake. Similar
videos have been in circulation, featuring other
public �gures, to lend credibility to fraudulent
cryptocurrency platforms. Such scams exploit
the limited technical literacy of the wider popula-
tion, regulatory gaps in cryptocurrency trading,
the new use of Arti�cial Intelligence (AI)-generat-
ed deepfakes, and the limited response of social
media platforms. Despite wide smartphone pe-
netration, many users are still unable to identify
online manipulation, and are further motivated
by the promise of rapid pro�ts and fabricated evi-
dence of gains. Complaints often arise only after
attempts to withdraw returns are blocked. Public
awareness campaigns remain uneven and often
general, leaving many people vulnerable to
scams that use increasingly sophisticated forms
of deception. Most countries, including India, al-
so do not yet classify them with the same clarity
as conventional securities, creating an environ-
ment where fraudsters operate with impunity.
Many are hosted abroad, operate through com-
plex chains of wallets, and can disappear over-
night. While police units have developed capaci-
ty, their reach stops at national borders. 

Social media platforms, which serve as the
principal channel for these scams, often respond
passively. While companies such as Instagram
publish advisories on avoiding scams and o�er
reporting mechanisms, fraudulent videos and ac-
counts remain accessible until removed. The pol-
icies of platforms emphasise user self-protection
rather than proactive detection. This means that
scams circulate long enough to entrap victims be-
fore takedown requests are processed. The scale
of global content slows manual review while au-
tomated moderation systems remain limited in
detecting manipulated videos. As they are private
entities pro�ting from user engagement, plat-
forms prefer to avoid sustained monitoring that
would involve intrusive scrutiny of user uploads.
The result is that deepfake scams are treated as
individual incidents rather than systemic vulner-
abilities. Three measures are necessary. First, go-
vernments must de�ne standards for registra-
tion, disclosure, and cross-border cooperation to
limit the space in which fraudulent schemes op-
erate. Second, technical literacy must be treated
as a public policy priority. Awareness e�orts
should be continuous and supported by educa-
tional institutions, rather than limited to periodic
campaigns by police units. Third, social media
platforms should be required to remove fraudu-
lent content proactively. Without these, such
scams will entail huge human and material costs.

Scam space 
Social media platforms should

proactively remove fraudulent content 

W
eeks after calling o� the visit of trade
negotiators to Delhi, the U.S. adminis-
tration says it has invited Commerce

Minister Piyush Goyal and the Indian trade team
to Washington to resume talks for the India-U.S.
FTA. The announcement came days after U.S.
President Donald Trump and Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi signalled, through public comments
and social media posts, a halt to tensions of the
last four months. On Thursday, U.S. Secretary of
State Marco Rubio and Mr. Trump’s Ambassador-
designate to India Sergio Gor also said they ex-
pect ties to be smooth, a trade deal to be an-
nounced shortly, and a Quad Summit later this
year. Despite the U.S.’s punitive actions against
India on trade, visas, deportations, and Mr.
Trump’s comments on Operation Sindoor, the
cease�re and his dealings with Pakistan, New
Delhi has appeared prepared to move forward as
well, with Mr. Goyal and External A�airs Minister
S. Jaishankar con�rming India’s active engage-
ment with the U.S. However, other comments by
the Trump administration on India’s import of
Russian oil could throw a spanner in the works.
Mr. Gor has said that stopping the imports by In-
dia remains the U.S.’s “top priority”, while Com-
merce Secretary Howard Lutnick has said that In-
dia has “got to stop” buying Russian oil for a U.S.
trade deal. Meanwhile, reports suggest that Mr.
Trump has personally asked the European Union
to slap “100% sanctions” on India and China to
make Russia stop the Ukraine con�ict.

The U.S.’s doublespeak will disappoint many
in government and industry circles who had ex-
pressed relief over the Modi-Trump détente, and
the resumption of trade talks. At 50%, India and
Brazil face the highest U.S. tari�s, and Indian tex-
tile exporters have begun to see orders being can-
celled. According to the Chief Economic Adviser,
V. Anantha Nageswaran, the tari�s could mean a
loss of half a per cent from India’s GDP, and job
losses will be a concern as well. In theory, the go-
vernment could consider the U.S.’s demands on
reducing Russian oil if they had not been served
as an ultimatum. However, even if New Delhi was
so inclined, Washington is making the choice
much harder with its crudely worded diktats.
While the Modi government did accept the U.S.
demands to stop the imports of Iranian and Vene-
zuelan oil earlier, repeating that in 2025 with
Russia is more complex. While the costs of oil
sanctions and high tari�s can be absorbed, the
costs of caving in now and the resultant reputa-
tional damage may seem greater in the balance.

Doublespeak  
India is �nding the Trump

administration increasingly unreliable  

T
he Right to Information (RTI) Act is
founded on the principle that in a
democracy, which is de�ned as “rule
of the people, by the people, for the

people”, all information held by the government
inherently belongs to the citizens. The
government acts as a custodian of this
information on behalf of the populace. Citizens
legitimise their representatives by electing them,
who in turn legitimise the bureaucracy.
Therefore, the default mode under the RTI is that
all information must be shared with citizens.

However, the Act always included speci�c
exemptions to protect certain interests, such as
national sovereignty. One crucial exemption is
the Act’s Section 8(1)(j), which is on “personal
information”.

The original Section 8(1)(j) was a detailed
provision designed to balance the right to
information with individual privacy. It stipulated
that personal information could be denied if it
had no connection to public activity or
constituted an “unwarranted invasion on the
privacy of an individual”, unless there was a
larger public interest in its disclosure.

A key aspect of this original provision was a
proviso which is an acid test. It said: “provided
that the information which cannot be denied to
the Parliament or a State Legislature shall not be
denied to any person”. This meant that if
information could not be denied to Parliament or
a State Legislature it could also not be denied to
an ordinary citizen. 

The intent was to guide public information
o�cers (PIOs) in discerning what constituted
public activity, private activity, or an invasion of
privacy, especially given the di�culty in
de�nitively de�ning “privacy” (even Justice K.S.
Puttaswamy (Retd) vs Union Of India
acknowledged that it would evolve on a
case-to-case basis). The government routinely
collects information from an individual in the
normal course of its duties, and such information
is generally not considered to be an invasion of
privacy and should, therefore, be shared.
However, if it invades his privacy, it must not be
taken routinely. Restrictions on the fundamental
right to information should be within the limits
set by Article 19(1)(2) of the Constitution. Here,
there are only two words relating to privacy:
‘decency’ or ‘morality’. If disclosure violates
decency or morality, it should be denied to
Parliament and citizens.

The ambiguity of ‘personal information’
The Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Act
amends Section 8(1)(j) of the RTI Act — a drastic
alteration of Section 8(1)(j) that reduces its length
to six words. This signi�cant abbreviation makes
it easy for most information to be denied. The
core concern revolves around the interpretation
of “personal information” itself.

One of the most pressing issues is the lack of a
clear and consistent de�nition of “personal
information” under the amended RTI Act,
especially in its relationship with the new Data
Protection Law. There are two con�icting views:
the �rst is Natural Person Interpretation: One
view holds that “person” should be understood
in its general sense, referring to a “normal
person” or natural person. The second is the
DPDP Bill De�nition. The other, equally valid
view, interprets “person” as de�ned in the Digital
Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Bill. The DPDP
Bill’s de�nition is expansive, including a “Hindu
undivided family, a �rm, a company, [and] any
association of individuals and the State”.

If the latter de�nition is adopted, “almost
everything is personal information”. A signi�cant
amount of information can be shown to be
related to some person. Thus the law gives a
handle to deny most information. The RTI is
transformed into a Right to Deny information. It
becomes an ‘RDI’. This broad interpretation
poses a fundamental threat to the spirit of
transparency. Adding to the complexity, the
DPDP Bill contains a provision that overrides all
other laws in cases of con�ict. This is alarming
because the DPDP Bill speci�es strong penalties
for violations which can be as high as ₹250 crore.

This creates an untenable situation for PIOs. As
much of the government information is now
digital, PIOs are apprehensive that a mistake in
disclosing information could lead to severe
�nancial penalties. This fear will incentivise PIOs
to err on the side of information denial rather
than disclosure, e�ectively creating a “right to
deny information”. The DPDP Act must not
override the RTI Act, though it might be
acceptable for it to override other Acts.

Facilitating corruption
The practical implications of these amendments
are dire for public accountability and the �ght
against corruption. Transparency is a crucial tool
in this battle, especially when other
anti-corruption mechanisms have proven to be
ine�ective.

The �rst is the loss of public monitoring.
Citizens are the best monitors against corruption.
If information is denied, this vital monitoring
mechanism is severely hampered. India’s
multilayered government agencies such as
vigilance departments, anti-corruption bureaus
and the Lokpal, have abjectly failed to curb
corruption.

The second is denial of essential information.
The broadened scope of “personal information”
means that even mundane yet crucial documents
could be withheld — a citizen’s own corrected
marksheet could be denied as “personal”. The
example of Rajasthan sharing details of pension
bene�ciaries to combat “ghost employees” and
“ghost cards” will cease. Even a simple order

signed by an o�cial could be denied as “personal
information”. It can result in over 90% of
information being denied.

The third is unfettered corruption. The
amendment “makes it the easy thing to be
corrupt”. Information relating to ghost
employees or corruption charges falls under
“personal information”. It will be hidden,
allowing corruption to ‘�ourish and continue
unhindered’.

While the “larger public interest” clause still
exists in the RTI Act (in Section 8(2)), its practical
application is extremely rare and di�cult.
Citizens should not have to demonstrate “larger
public interest” to access information as it is their
fundamental right. This requirement only applies
if information is already exempt.

There will be less than 1% orders where an
exemption is accepted, but disclosure is based on
larger public interest. This is because it is an
incredibly challenging decision for any o�cer to
make, weighing potential harm to an individual
against the broader public bene�t of disclosure.
Therefore, relying on this clause to ensure
transparency after the amendment is largely
futile.

Apathy and a call to action
Despite the gravity of these amendments, there
has been a notable lack of public and media
outcry when compared to previous RTI changes,
such as those concerning Commissioner’s salaries
and tenures. This apathy may be due to the
amendment being “under the guise of data
protection”, making it seem less threatening to
the average citizen. There is also a common
sentiment that an individual’s own information
should not be shared, regardless of its relevance,
leading to an ‘ego takes over’ mentality.

Sections 8(2) and 44(3) of the DPDP Bill
constitute a “very fundamental regression on our
democracy” and a “very fundamental attack on
our fundamental rights”.

There needs to be a focus on four issues. First,
media and citizen engagement — there must be
widespread public discussion across the country.
Second, political accountability — citizens should
demand assurances from political parties in their
election manifestos that these amendments will
be reversed. Third, public opinion — it is crucial
to build strong public opinion with the support of
the media. Fourth, recognition of gravity — this
issue deserves as much attention as any other
critical national debate, as the fundamental right
to information is being compromised.

If citizens continue to remain silent, they will
imperil their freedom and democracy. Collective
action can lead to these changes being reversed.
The future of transparency and accountability in
India hinges on whether citizens and media can
push back and protect the integrity of the RTI
Act.

The RTI’s shift to a ‘right to deny information’ 
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Citizens and
the media need
to challenge the
Digital Personal
Data Protection
Act’s
amendment of
Section 8(1)(j) of
the Right to
Information
(RTI) Act

I
t is over a month since International Day of
the World’s Indigenous Peoples was
observed on August 9, but it is still not late to

ponder over the rights of India’s indigenous
population. The proposition becomes all the
more topical following a judgment of the
Supreme Court of India on July 17, 2025. In Ram
Charan and Ors. vs Sukhram and Ors., the Bench
of Justice Sanjay Karol and Justice Joymalya
Bagchi equated the exclusion of daughters in
ancestral property to be a negation of their
fundamental right to equality. Thus, looking at
the issue of a tribal woman’s property rights
through the lens of gender equality becomes
signi�cant. It is a matter of deep gender injustice
that most tribal women (except in the north-east
where there is matriliny in some tribes) do not
have pieces of legislation giving them statutory
rights in ancestral property.

Plea of equal share
In this case, the appellant-plainti�s were the legal
heirs of Dhaiya, a Scheduled Tribe (ST) woman in
Sarguja district, Chhattisgarh, who sought
partition of a property that belonged to their
maternal grandfather, Bhajju alias Bhajan Gond.
Their mother (one of the six children — �ve sons
and a daughter), they claimed, was entitled to an
equal share. The cause of action arose in October
1992 when the defendant refused to make a
partition. The appellant-plainti�s approached the
trial court seeking a declaration of title and
partition of the suit property, which was
dismissed on the ground that no such custom
existed in the Gond tribe where female heirs are
given rights in ancestral property.

After being rejected by the �rst Appellate court
and Trial court, the plea then came before the

Chhattisgarh High Court. In so far as the
argument of the appellant-plainti� that they had
adopted Hindu traditions and so be granted such
rights according to the Hindu Succession Act, it
was held that since there was no evidence on
record, the Trial Court and the First Appellate
Court had rejected this contention. However, it
granted Dahiya’s legal heirs an equal share in the
property stating that denying the female heir a
right in property under the garb of customs only
exacerbated gender discrimination — which the
law should weed out.

In Madhu Kishwar and Ors. vs State Of Bihar
and Ors. (1996), a petition had raised the issue of
parity between female and male tribal members
in the matter of intestate succession. This
pertained to customary laws excluding women
from inheritance of land or property. The
majority judgment of the Supreme Court refused
to strike down the provisions as violative of the
right to equality, stating that this would cause
chaos in the existing law.

Laws in Scheduled Five Area States
In matters of marriage, succession and adoption,
tribals in Scheduled Areas are governed by their
customary laws. Despite women contributing
more in farms than the men, none of the tribal
customary laws prevalent in the Scheduled Five
Area States (which also includes Chhattisgarh,
Jharkhand and Odisha) give land inheritance
rights to females in ancestral properties. The All
India Report on Agriculture Census 2015-16 shows
that 16.7% of ST women possess land when
compared to ST men (83.3%). 

It is also argued that in tribal society, land is a
communitarian property, where there cannot be
an individual owner. But, it rarely happens that

money received against the sale or acquisition of
tribal lands goes to the gram sabha of villages.
The fear of tribal women marrying non-tribal
men, leading to land alienation, is another reason
for denying women land inheritance rights. The
fact that the nature of land remains indigenous
despite its transfer to non-tribal as it happens in
forest land is to be understood before any such
denial.

Any custom must pass the test of parameters
such as antiquity, certainty, continuity,
reasonableness and conformity with public
policy in order to be transformed into a law. A
court of law can verify the legality of a custom
based on these. A similar situation arose in
Prabha Minz Daughter Of Late Saran Linda vs (A)
Martha Ekka Wife Of Late Ajit Ekka (2022), where
the Jharkhand High Court historically decided in
favour of property rights of women of the Oraon
tribe in the State as the defendant failed to prove
that there was any custom in the Oraon
community of Jharkhand where daughters have
been continually deprived of inheritance rights in
paternal property.

A case for a separate act
The Supreme Court took an a�rmative stand on
tribal women’s property rights, in Kamala Neti
(Dead) Thr. Lrs. vs Special Land Acquisition O�cer,
on December 9, 2022, which was one of the �rst
steps towards celebrating the beginning of gender
parity in property rights among the tribal
women. If Section 2(2) of the Hindu Succession
Act, 2005 excludes tribal women from its
purview, why not have a separate Tribal
Succession Act made for tribals? Codi�cation of
tribal laws on the lines of Hindus and Christians
can also help resolve the issue substantially.

Property rights, tribals and the gender parity gap 
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It is a matter of
deep gender
injustice that
most tribal
women do not
have statutory
rights in
ancestral
property

In Nepal

Nepal is facing possibly its
worst political turmoil.
Following the youth-led
protests, curfews and
disrupted services reflect
the fragile situation. India
must act with careful
diplomacy by supporting
peace, democracy and early
elections, taking care to
avoid any perception of
interference. Stability in
Nepal is vital.
Hammad Noori,
Mumbai

India must be wary of the

‘Made of Chennai’ column
— on the nostalgic
memories of celebrities and
achievers in di�erent fields.
But one of the most
important pillars of The
Hindu since its founding is
its readers, who have been
steadfast in their support.
Perhaps the daily can
feature readers and their
memories about the
evolution of Madras.

A.V. Narayanan,
Chennai

following Israel’s attack on
Qatar. This could create a
new headache for America
by fuelling yet another crisis
of confidence among Arab
states on the U.S.’s ability to
play a meaningful role in
West Asia. It is clear that
deleterious tendencies that
have crept into democracies
linking domestic political
exigencies to foreign policy
actions. This needs to end. 
Girija Kumar,

Chennai

‘Made of Madras’

I have been following the

rather than later. When
avenues of protest are
closed or stonewalled, the
populace will let o� steam
— only in an explosion.
R. Thomas Paul,

Bengaluru

Break this link

It is ironic that Israel Prime
Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, who promptly
nominated Israel’s strong
backer U.S. President
Donald Trump for the Nobel
Peace Prize, has ensured
that Mr. Trump’s ‘Nobel
goal’ may be dashed

insignificant. It has shown
the power of youth in
demanding a future in
which they can have faith. It
is crucial that this type of
‘energy’ is nurtured.
Vaibhav Kochar,
Ludhiana, Punjab

The protests were led by
‘Gen Z’, the generation of
‘digital natives’ who have
grown up with the Internet,
smartphones and social
media. A dismissive,
complacent and even
somnambulant regime will
get its wake-up call sooner

developments in Nepal — in
fact, the neighbourhood.
New Delhi must extend all
the aid it possibly can.
Nepal must be represented
by a democratic
government. The Army is no
entity to settle the issues in
the current scenario.
Manas Agarwal,
Shahjahanpur, Uttar Pradesh

The protests, led by ‘Gen Z’,
signal a restless generation
demanding accountability.
While it is uncertain
whether it will see success,
the movement is not
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GROUND ZERO

T
he dark monsoon clouds that hung ov-
er Fazilka have given way to sunlight
that �lters through the eucalyptus
trees surrounding the government

middle school at Salem Shah village. Kirna Rani,
22, cannot enjoy it. She sits on the �oor of the
corridor, gently stirring a saucepan of water and
a �our-jaggery mixture over a shared mini-gas-cy-
linder stove. 

These are emergency rations, given to those
who were forced out of their homes in Punjab’s
�oods that killed 55 and left thousands homeless.
Heavy rains put the Sutlej, Ravi, and Beas rivers
in spate, and they soon over�owed their banks
inundating low-lying areas and farmland. 

Rani and her family of four, along with a dozen
other people from her village, who had been at
the school that was transformed into a camp
overnight, feel the weight of uncertainty. “The
water started to rise in the Sutlej close to our vil-
lage, somewhere in early August. Initially, it was
rising slowly and we didn’t anticipate that it
would suddenly swell,” she remembers. 

The night after Raksha Bandhan, on August 10,
when women tie threads on their brothers’
wrists for protection, she says water gushed into
their three-room house in Dona Sakandri village
in Fazilka district. They waded through knee-
deep water, most of their belongings destroyed,

yet clinging to the hope that the water would
recede. “For a few days, we stayed inside the
house. We climbed on tables and tried to
survive,” she says. They realised their pad-
dy crop, planted across 5–6 acres had been
submerged and destroyed. 
The Army rescued families by boat, taking

them to Kawan Wali Pattan village across the Sut-
lej. Dona Sakandri and about a dozen other vil-
lages lie between the Sutlej and the Pakistan bor-
der. A bridge connects them to the rest of India,
but the river raged over it. This strip of land was
impacted during Operation Sindoor, in May,
when schools were closed and villages under-
went safety drills. 

Rani’s two children, three-year-old Tavanjot
and Harsimrat Kaur, who is still a baby, huddle
close to her hoping to get their favourite meal
soon. 

“It’s di�cult to stay in the camp for long, but
there’s no other option. We don’t know how long
we will have to stay here. I don’t know whether
our house is even intact. Nothing will be the
same as before,” she says, hoping the govern-
ment will compensate them.

The relief camp at the school building is one of
111, sheltering 4,600 people, set up in the �ood-
a�ected areas of Punjab, the country’s grain
bowl. Besides Fazilka, Gurdaspur, Amritsar,
Hoshiarpur, Kapurthala, Jalandhar, Ludhiana,
and Ferozepur, were all impacted.

People still remember the �oods of 1988,
when several hundreds died here, a part of de-
vastation across several States in north India.
This time, according to the State government, al-

most 4 lakh people have been a�ected in about
2,200 villages across Punjab.

Boats and bridges

Sham Singh, 36, from Rete Wali Bhaini village,
doesn’t own land and works as a daily wage la-
bourer on farms. “My house has been badly dam-
aged by the �oodwater. With most farmland un-
der water, I have no work. For the past couple of
weeks, my family (of �ve) has been here at the
camp, but I am worried about how I will sustain
them once the camps are closed,” says Singh, the
sole breadwinner.

Balwant Singh, 65, a farm labourer from Teja
Ruhela village, says,“A big problem for most of us
living in the village is that land is not registered in
our name. Most families settled here after the
Partition (India-Pakistan in 1947). Many of us will
not get �nancial relief as we do not have any doc-
uments. Where do we go? What do we do?”

Punjab received 253.7 mm of rain in August,
which was 74% in excess of normal, according to
the India Meteorological Department (IMD).
Now, the �oodwaters recede with the retreating
monsoon, but people’s lives are not returning to
what they were used to. 

Chand Singh, 65, from Ram Singh Bhaini vil-
lage, gauges the current of the water �ow before
he takes a call to walk over the bridge from Ka-
wan Wali Pattan village. Chand says, “For the
�rst time in years, I have seen water �owing over
this bridge. The water has receded now, but the
current is still strong, so I’ll take a boat.” He has

been able to stay, because water didn’t enter his
house. He crossed the river in the morning to get
a few medicines and rations.

His neighbour, Sukhvinder Singh, 30, rues that
while the administration has provided manually
operated boats, villagers have to row the boats by
themselves. Most are not trained to do this,
which puts their lives at risk, he says. “There’s al-
so a shortage of safety jackets,” says Sukhvinder,
a daily wager. He has come with Chand to replen-
ish fodder and cattle medicine stocks. 

“Relocating cattle to dry, high ground has
been challenging. Teams of veterinarians have
been paying visits, but the situation requires
more attention. Also, there’s a shortage of cook-
ing gas cylinders now, forcing many to share the
limited supplies,” he says.

Survival through the storm

As relief e�orts continue, the residents face the
dual challenge of immediate displacement and
long-term livelihood loss. Mukhtiar Singh, 50, a
school cab driver, is anxious about his family’s
sustenance amid the crisis. “I have a family of
eight to support and our meagre savings are near-
ly depleted. The �oods have submerged my vil-
lage and surrounding areas. I can’t drive my
school cab, and with no work available for my
two sons, who are daily wagers, our situation is
dire,” he says.

Balwant Singh, the Sarpanch (village head) of
Jhangar Bhaini, feels that the miseries have in fact
just begun. “As the water level has started to go
down, the sight of destruction is slowly revealing
itself. In my village, there are around 270 houses
and almost all of them have su�ered damage,
completely or partially and the entire crop has
been lost. Animal carcasses can be seen at some
places, the stench is unbearable and there is a
growing fear of disease outbreak.” He says the ad-
ministration is working hard to provide relief
though.

Fazilka’s Deputy Commissioner Amarpreet
Kaur Sandhu points out that of 30 relief camps
immediately set up in the district, 14 remain ac-
tive, sheltering 2,946 people. “Till September 9,
about 12,539 ration kits have been given to a�ect-
ed families. Additionally, 6,190 bags of cattle feed
have been distributed for livestock,” she says. Ma-
ny people have brought their cattle to the relief
camps, and the government is supplying green
fodder for their feed. 

Fields of water

In Gurdaspur, another �ood-ravaged district,
which accounts for the bulk of agricultural losses,

the water levels in the Ravi have gradually gone
down. However, farmers like Gurinderpal Singh,
48, from Kalanaur village are worried about the
next season’s losses. The rice crop and the invest-
ment has sunk, and he says the ground will be too
wet to plant the winter wheat crop. 

“My paddy crop was under 3–4 feet of �oodwa-
ter for days, leaving it completely ruined. We
usually sow wheat in late October and early No-
vember here, but it will be di�cult this time. Late
sowing will result in low yield, which again
means loss,” says Gurinderpal, who had sown
paddy in around 70 acres of land on lease. This
year, crops have been damaged on at least 1.91
lakh hectares spread over 18 of the 23 districts of
the State, the government says.

The Punjab monsoon season, welcomed after
the dry summer of May and June, when temper-
atures soar into the 40-degrees, gives the State
75% of its annual rainfall. A State government as-
sessment points out Punjab’s vulnerability to re-
curring �oods, seen in 2023, 2019, 2013, 2010,
2008, and 2004. 

Devinderjeet Singh, 51, a farmer in Manawalan
Kalan village of Amritsar district, explains that
heavy rains and gusty winds have adversely im-
pacted his Basmati, the aromatic, long-grain rice
crop. The cost of harvesting has also shot up. “As
the rain spells continued till the �rst week of Sep-
tember, the harvesting of whatever crop is left
has also been delayed. I usually harvest Basmati
in the last week of July,” Devinderjeet says. 

He is now using combine machines with
chains, designed for harvesting on moist land,
which has increased his farming cost. “I have to
shell out ₹6,000 per acre for using these ma-
chines. Otherwise it would have been ₹2,000 an
acre,” says Devinderjeet, who has sown rice in
around 75 acres of land. 

Politics in a crisis

Amid the �ood catastrophe, political parties con-
tinue to point �ngers at each other. Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi, who on September 9 tra-
velled to Punjab, announced �nancial assistance
package of ₹1,600 crore for the State. Soon after,
the ruling Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) termed the
amount as “meagre and insu�cient”.

Punjab Cabinet Minister and AAP president
Aman Arora accused the Prime Minister of deli-
vering a “cruel joke” in the name of the relief
package to the people of Punjab instead of the
meaningful national response they had hoped
for, noting the State was staring at losses exceed-
ing ₹20,000 crore. Punjab Congress president
Amarinder Singh Raja Warring described the re-
lief package as “miserably meagre”, similar to “a
drop in the ocean”.

The Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD), urged the
Prime Minister to enhance the �nancial assis-
tance, while questioning the AAP about the
₹12,000 crore available to the State government
under the State Disaster Management Fund
(SDRF). “Punjabis want to know the whereabouts
of the ₹12,000 crore referred to by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi during his visit to �ood-a�ected
areas. This money was to be used to provide
speedy aid to the �ood a�ected, but now the
State is asserting that it does not have this mo-
ney,” noted senior SAD leader Daljit Singh
Cheema.

Blaming the AAP for “squandering away
₹12,000 crore of SDRF received from Centre, on
publicity stunts and other purposes,” Bharatiya
Janata Party’s (BJP) State president Sunil Jakhar
said, “The money has not been utilised for �ood
mitigation e�orts.”

Reacting to the charges, Punjab Cabinet Minis-
ter Harpal Singh Cheema has accused the BJP of
deliberately misleading the public on disaster re-
lief funds. “BJP leaders have been shamelessly
peddling lies to defame the AAP government.
The truth is before the people, and every single
rupee received and spent from SDRF is in the pu-
blic domain,” he said, in a statement. 

vikas.vasudeva@thehindu.co.in

Helping hands: Rescue

work in progress at Kanwan

Wali Village, in Fazilka.

SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA

After the 

disaster
Punjab’s �oods have taken 55 lives and left thousands of people homeless. Vikas Vasudeva reports on the

anxiety around the loss of farm produce and jobs. People in relief camps wonder when they can return home

and worry about the condition of their houses and belongings collected over years of work and struggle

As the water
level has
started to go
down, the
sight of
destruction
is slowly
revealing
itself. 

BALWANT
SINGH
Sarpanch of
Jhangar Bhaini

Residents of Salem Shah at a relief camp, in Fazilka, Punjab, after the floods. SUSHIL KUMAR VERMA
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A
fter a close brush with a balance of
payments crisis in 1991 and a run on the
rupee during the 2013 taper tantrum, India

has had reason to be extra-cautious with its external
debt obligations. The latest status report by the
Department of Economic A�airs (DEA) showcases
the massive improvement in its external debt
metrics since those episodes. India’s external
debt-to-GDP ratio at 19 per cent in FY25 has halved
from 39 per cent in FY92 and 24 per cent in FY14. 

Its foreign exchange reserves, which
barely covered 10 per cent of its external
borrowings in FY92 have been assiduously
built up to 91 per cent by FY25; debt
servicing costs are at just 6.6 per cent of
export earnings. Much of this improvement
is attributable to the government ruthlessly
cutting back on its foreign borrowings and
pivoting to domestic sources for deficit
funding. Foreign borrowings now make up a
minuscule 4.4 per cent of Indian
government debt compared to 26 per cent
in FY91. This puts India at negligible risk of
sovereign default even in a phase of global
bond turbulence. India has also kept a tight
leash on its debt metrics in the post-Covid
era, when many advanced and emerging
economies have slipped. Despite an
increase in absolute debt from $573 billion
to $736 billion in the last five years, India’s
external debt is just 0.5 per cent of the
global stock of $140 trillion. Its external
debt-to-GDP ratio of 19 per cent is well
below the average 24 per cent for
low-and-middle-income countries. Its
forex bu�ers of 90-100 per cent are far
superior to other emerging economies at
40-70 per cent. Therefore, the DEA’s
assessment that India’s debt vulnerability
indicators are benign is not an
over-statement. Credit for this should go to
successive governments from both sides of
the political spectrum.

While headline numbers on India’s
external debt are clearly under control, its
composition reveals some vulnerabilities.
One, while the government has reduced its
foreign borrowings, India Inc has not.
Overseas commercial borrowings have
surged 32 per cent in just the last two years
to make up 40 per cent of external debt in
FY25. Indian companies have a history of
leaving their dollar debt unhedged. They
need to be nudged to take cover. Two, about
41 per cent of the external debt in FY25 was
repayable within a year. Commercial trade
credit and NRI deposits made up the bulk of
this. The latter may flow out in a crisis.
Three, e�orts to diversify away from US
dollar-denominated debt to rupee debt
have not made much headway, with dollar
debt making up 54 per cent of external
obligations in FY25. 

The opening up of India’s government
bond (g-sec) markets to foreign investors
has brought in $43.9 billion in FY25. But
this has not moved the needle much on
rupee borrowings and is a volatile source.
Overall, India seems to be sitting pretty on
its external debt position at a time when
unsustainable borrowings are triggering
bond market scares in advanced economies.

Exceptional record 
India’s external debt metrics sound, with a few chinks 

SATURDAY - SEPTEMBER 13, 2025

HIRE hurdle
The introduction of the HIRE Act,
which proposes taxing companies
that hire foreign workers over
Americans and barring firms from
claiming outsourcing payments as
tax-deductible expenses by US
Republican Senator Bernie Moreno,
could not have come at a worse time
for India's IT sector, which is now
struggling with weak revenue growth
in its mainstay US market as clients
defer non-essential tech spending
amid inflationary pressure and tari�
uncertainty. 
The HIRE Act would probably face
backlash from US companies that
rely heavily on outsourcing and
a�ect their global capability centres,
which have now become high-value
innovation hubs that support
operations, finance, research, and

development. 
Moreover, the shortage of skilled
manpower in the US can be
addressed in the near future only
through outsourcing.
M Jeyaram 
Sholavandan (TN)

UN losing steam
Apropos, ‘Why has the UN lost
relevance’ (September 12). The
United Nations, once envisioned as
the guardian of global peace, has
steadily lost its relevance. 
Its overdependence on powerful
funders, particularly the US and
China, has crippled its independence
and ability to act decisively.
Whenever crises involve these
superpowers or their allies, the UN
becomes a mere bystander, unable
to voice strong opposition. 

The Security Council, dominated by
veto powers, blocks meaningful
resolutions, turning humanitarian
tragedies into political chess games.
Amid raging wars, refugee crises, and
human rights violations, the UN’s
silence is deafening. 
Instead of enforcing peace and
accountability, it has been reduced
to symbolic statements, eroding
credibility. 
The world needs a truly impartial,
empowered global body — not one
held hostage by its financiers.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

An alternative UN
The article ‘Why has the UN lost
relevance?’ (September 12), raises
relevant points to ponder on and
address. 

The prevailing mood that a weak UN
is better than no UN, is steadily losing
currency.
An alternate UN or such other
agency mandated with same
responsibility as UN, but with no ‘Big
Five’ veto and allied belligerent
postures, headquartered in Asia or
Africa is the way out. 
It is time the so called ‘big five’
understand multilateralism and that
essential democracy is the ruling
order. 
Finances for the organisation should
be secured through collective e�ort
of the Global South. 
Any such organisation can do good
and better without incurring
humongous sums as expenditure on
sta� salary and perks. 
Jose Abraham 
Kottayam (Kerala)

Happiness through work
I read the article ‘7 ways to make
your life happier’ (September 12)
with profound interest. 
All the seven ways articulated
therein to bring more happiness
into our everyday life are
practicable. 
What I have realised over the years
is that if we start liking the work we
do, and are passionate about it,
then we will by all means be happy. 
Happiness, of course, should be the
ultimate end of any e�ort. 
But it is imperative that we enjoy
the process of attaining it. 
There may be twists and turns
making the process challenging. Life
is all about “mind winning over
matter”, isn't it?
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai
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T
hose who were expecting another
round of acrimony at the
nomination hearing of India’s

Ambassador-designate, Sergio Gor, at
the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, are bound to be either
relieved or disappointed. 

In fact the introductory remarks of
Secretary of State, Mario Rubio, the
statements of Gor and his interactions
with Senators gave the impression that
there was nothing wrong in bilateral ties
or that critics and detractors on both
sides were making a mountain out of a
molehill, of the perceived di�erences.

In ways more than one, the
nomination hearing of Gor is itself a
positive indication of the things to
come. US President Donald Trump
o�cially nominated Gor on August 22
and for the Senate to move so quickly to
hold a hearing is significant. 

Add to this the fact that the Secretary
of State himself came to the Dirksen
Building to introduce the nominee. This
is seen in many quarters as the

importance the White House attaches to
this nomination, and by extension to
India and the region. Observers cannot
recall the last time a Secretary of State
came down for this purpose.

POSITIVE SIGNS

India is “one of the top relationships the
United States has in the world today in
terms of the future of what the world’s
going to look like”, Secretary Rubio said
in his remarks. “In the 21st century, the
story is going to be written in the
Indo-Pacific. In fact, it is so important
that we’ve actually changed the name of
the combatant command to the
Indo-Pacific. India is at the core of that,”
he said. The top person at Foggy Bottom
also made the point that when Gor
speaks, he does not only for the State
Department but also for Trump,
reminding many of the depth of the
incoming envoy’s White House
connection.

The Ambassador-designate could not
be expected to deviate from the
administration’s policy on Russian oil
revenues and the sanctions slapped on
India. “President Trump has made it

crystal clear that India must stop buying
Russian oil”, said. Gor. 

On why India was sanctioned on
Russian oil purchases while China was
given a free pass, he said, “We hold our
friends to di�erent standards. Frankly
we expect more from India than we do
sometimes from other nations. I do
think it will get resolved over the next
few weeks”.

A positive sign on the vexatious trade
deal is a statement that negotiators
would be back on the job and that
Washington and New Delhi are not “that

far apart” and despite recent hiccups
both countries are “on track” to
resolving them.

Also at a time when questions had
been raised on Trump’s visit to India
later this year for the Leaders meeting of
the Quad, there was perhaps the first
clear hint that Air Force One might be
heading this way, perhaps in November.
“… the President is fully committed to
meeting leaders of Quad… there have
already been talks on a trip for the next
Quad meeting… The QUAD is vitally
important”, Gor remarked.

All indications are that the Senate will
be on a fast track to confirm Gor as the
next occupant of the Roosevelt House in
New Delhi. The time has come for the
two nations to make the most out of the
emerging scenario keeping in mind the
new envoy’s proximity to the White
House and in the personal equations of
the two leaders. “Our President has a
deep friendship with Modi. That is
something that is unique,” Gor
characterised.

The writer is a senior journalist who has reported from
Washington DC on North America and UN

Sergio Gor ticks the right boxes 

Sridhar Krishnaswami

SERGIO GOR. Raising expectations REUTERS

The US Ambassador-designate to India has raised hopes of a trade deal and a mending of ties
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I
t was a dark overcast winter
night. Nervousness was writ
large on the faces of the group of
people gathered in one of the
smaller meeting rooms of Taj

Mahal Palace, Colaba. 
Fayne Sweet, who headed a large

foreign fund with investments across
the world, wondered why he had been
summoned urgently from New York.
Ambar Advani tried to put on an
I-don’t-care-a-hoot attitude, slumped
on the sofa staring at his mobile phone.
But he knew that the the consistent
losses he had been making in futures and
options had made him the focus of all
attention.

Alfie Patel paced up and down, having
an animated discussion with a mutual
fund chairman. Surabi Saxena was trying
her best not to look irritated at being
called away from work. She had to put
finishing touches to the Board Meeting
agenda which included some new
interesting ways to trouble
stockbrokers. .

Silence fell on the room as Hercules
Tarot, the famous detective, rose to
speak. “Excusez-moi madame et messieurs,
for dragging you all here at this hour. But
le Finance Secretary has assigned me a
very important job. Over the last many
months, a strange madness appears to
have gripped Indian stock market. Stock
prices are going up and up, but
companies are reporting dismal revenue
and profit numbers. Investors do not
seem to care about earnings, the risk
from the madman in America, the higher
tari� or slowing demand,” said Tarot
gesticulating with his hands.

SANITY GOES MISSING

“Someone is continuing to buy these
stocks at such absurd prices.
Mademoiselle Sanity, who makes sure
that investors link fundamentals with
stock prices before buying, was found
dead in one of the alleys of Dalal Street
last month. I have been investigating
this murder, and I am sorry to say that
the murderer is one among you.”

Everyone looked stunned at this
announcement. Fayne Sweet jumped up
from his seat indignantly, “Look here
Monsieur Tarot, you cannot fling
accusations like this at foreign investors.
We have been the most rational in this
silly bull-run. Why would we buy Indian
stocks when Chinese stocks are available
at much lower price earning multiple?”

“C’est vrai,” said Tarot nodding his
head slowly. “The needle of suspicion
was on you first since you lot are
unscrupulous about pushing up prices
without any fundamental basis and are
quite capable of strangling Mademoiselle
Sanity ruthlessly. But foreign portfolio
investors have been continuously selling
Indian stocks since last October, net

selling over $15 billion so far in 2025.
You have, surprisingly, been protecting
Mademoiselle this time.”

Fayne Sweet heaved a sigh of relief. 
“Monsieur Ambar Advani is also guilty

of being stupid in listening to people on
YouTube or WhatsApp groups and
blindly buying stocks and hurting
Mademoiselle Sanity often,” continued
Tarot. Ambar looked up from his mobile
phone with a what-now look.

“I investigated Monsieur Advani and
his friends and I have concluded that
though they are capable of the murder,
they have not done it this time,”
continued Tarot. “The market
correction in the first quarter of 2025
seems to have scared them. They have
net purchased only ₹10,521 crore of
stocks between January and July 2025,
which is low compared to the purchase
of ₹1,65,810 crore of stocks in 2024. The
murder of Mademoiselle Sanity was not
done by him.”

“How long do we have to stay here and
listen to this drivel?” exclaimed Surabi
Saxena.

“Just a little longer Madame,”
continued Tarot. “A look at the turnover
in cash market shows that Fayne Sweet

and co. were net sellers in 2025 and
Ambar and his friends purchased very
few stocks. But domestic institutional
investors were the largest buyers this
year, net purchasing stocks worth
₹4,18,514 crore till July. They bought
over ₹5 lakh crore in 2024 too.”

“Monsieur Alfie Patel,” Tarot
continued. “Your friends, the mutual
funds are largely to blame for this blind
purchasing of stocks. You have a hand in
the murder of Mademoiselle Sanity. Do
you agree?”

Alfie Patel became quite agitated at
this. “What can I do Monsiuer, it is not as
if I do not know that Mademoiselle Sanity
is at risk if we buy at this time. But the
SIP (systematic investment plan)
inflows keep coming. Average monthly
SIP inflow amount was ₹27,463 crore in
FY26 so far, much higher than the
inflows of ₹24,112 crore in FY25.’

“But why are the fund-houses
advertising so heavily? Shouldn’t they
shut up when valuations are rich and
Mademoiselle Sanity is at risk?” asked
Tarot sternly.

THE CULPRIT

“Blame it on BEBI, Monsieur,” said Alfie
almost close to bursting into tears. “The
market watchdog has been doling out
mutual fund approvals freely in the
recent past. Almost every brokerage,
PMS or AIF wants to launch a mutual
fund now, mostly passive funds. MF
folios have shot up over 30 per cent in
the last one year and so have SIP
inflows.”

“Aha, and with that, we finally have
our culprit,” said Tarot with a tweak to
his waxed moustache. “Madame Surabi,

you and your organisation are behind
the killing of Mademoiselle Sanity. You
are making poor investors enter the
stock market through new mutual funds
at peak valuation.”

“Heavens!” said Surabi Saxena rolling
her eyes. “So, it has all come down to me.
I was only trying to improve stock
market penetration. Mutual fund route
is the safest, so we are encouraging more
of them. You cannot arrest me for that.”

“Vrai Madame,” said Tarot, “but surely
you acknowledge that the new MF
approvals and the continuing SIPs are
preventing the stock market from
correcting. That has killed poor
Mademoiselle Sanity and Indian stock
market has become the butt of all jokes.”

“What do you propose I do?” asked
Surabi with a haughty look.

“You much stop doling out new MF
licences and ask new mutual funds, who
haven’t commenced operations to
postpone the launch by six months,”
said Tarot. Turning to Alfie, he said,
“Along with mutual fund sahi hai
campaign, you must also run campaigns
on when to stop SIPs, when to cash in
and when to switch. This one-directional
campaign is doing more damage than
good.”

“Does that mean we can go now,”
asked Ambar, looking up from the
mobile.

“Oui,” said Tarot. “Mademoiselle
Sanity’s killing has been accidental and
due to misguided actions of Alfie Patel
and Surabi Saxena. Once they make
amends; Mademoiselle Rationality can be
asked to come to Indian stock market
and restore balance. Au Revoir Madame et
Messieurs, thank you for your time.”

Who killed
Mademoiselle
Sanity?

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

The new MF approvals and
the continuing SIP flows
are preventing the stock
market from correcting.
That has killed poor
Mademoiselle Sanity and
Indian stock market has
become the butt of all jokes

In this whodunnit, Hercules Tarot solves the
mystery behind the murder of Mademoiselle
Sanity in Indian stock market
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“Werespectfullysuggest…,”thelettersays.
It was sent by a group representing more
than 300 veterans of American diplomacy,
intelligence and national security and
addressed to the leaders of the intelligence
committees in the Senate and House. For a
fleeting moment, I thought — hoped? —
that I was reading a Swiftian satire in the
tradition ofAModestProposal. Then it hit
mewithfullforcethattheentreatywasdead
serious and reflected what I and other
observers of US foreign policy under Presi-

dent Donald Trump have been worrying
aboutformonths.

The letter asks Congress to demand a
classified intelligence assessment that
answers questions such as the following:
Whether America’s allies believe the US
remains a stable democracy; whether they
regardtheUSasareliablepartner;whether
they’re hedging their security by seeking
alternative alliances without the US; and
even whether they’re developing contin-
gency plans for wars “in which they might,
forthefirsttimeingenerations,havetofight
against US forces if America were to align
with Russia against Nato or Ukraine, for
example.”Letthatsinkin.

Such an intelligence assessment, of
course, stands a snowball’s chance in hell.
The relevant committees are controlled by
Republicans,whoareinthralltoMrTrump.
So is the so-called intelligence community
thatwouldexecutetheanalysis.Butthecon-
cerns are out there and becoming more
urgent with every news cycle. Consider

those military drones that Russia just sent
into Poland, where Nato jets shot them
down. It appears that Russian President
Vladimir Putin was testing Nato’s air
defences,crisisproceduresandresolve.

OrconsidertheIsraelibombingofQatar,
withtheaimofkillingHamasleaders.Both
Israel and Qatar are, in the jargon, Major
Non-NatoAlliesoftheUS.Qatarevenhosts
America’slargestmilitarybaseintheregion
and recently hosted Mr Trump with lavish
promises of deals and the personal gift of a
luxury jet. All that was clearly irrelevant as
Israel’s Prime Minister once again ignored
MrTrump,whoeithercan’torwon’tprotect
the sovereignty of his Qatari allies and was
reducedtogrumblingthatthestrikesmade
him“veryunhappy.”

If the Polish episode highlights Mr
Trump’s inconstancy within Nato and the
Qatari event shows his weakness toward
Benjamin Netanyahu, America’s actions in
Greenlandpoint todownrightmalice.That
semi-autonomousterritorybelongstoDen-

mark, one of America’s oldest and tightest
allies.AndyetMrTrumpkeepsthreatening
to seize Greenland “one way or the other.”
Thisisnotfriendly.

The list of friends and allies scorned,
humiliated and disdained continues: Mr
Trump wants to annex Canada. His intelli-
gence director has blocked information
aboutRussiafromgoingtotheFiveEyes,an
intelligence-sharingarrangementwithBrit-
ain, Australia, New Zealand and Canada
that is one of America’s most intimate and
useful alliances. Mr Trump casts doubt on
Aukus, a budding alliance among the US,
UK and Australia, and on the Quad, a part-
nershipamongtheUS,Japan,Australiaand
India that was meant to blossom into an
allianceoneday.FromTaiwanandthePhil-
ippinestoEstoniaandGermany,noAmeri-
can ally can be sure that Washington, in a
pinch,wouldhaveitsback.MrTrump’swill-
fuldestructionofAmerica’salliancecapital
issoself-defeatingthatit“discombobulates
us,”saysGrahamAllisonatHarvardUniver-

sity,adoyenamonginternational-relations
scholars.Itwasbydeepeningandwidening
its alliances after World War II that the US
wasabletodeteranotherworldwarforeight
decadesandtolimit thenumberofnuclear
powers to just nine so far, a degree of geo-
political stability that Dr Allison deems
“unnatural” by historical standards. Mr
Trumpdoesn’tgetthisandinsteadinteracts
with allies as if he were a Dickensian land-
lord squeezing his tenants or a mob boss
shakingdownamark.

Forthesakeofargument, ignorefactors
suchashonour,credibility,idealsandvalues
for a moment and think only in terms of
realpolitik and the looming contest with
China. Even then, Mr Trump’s de facto
policyofcontemptforalliesseemsbonkers.
Kurt Campbell and Rush Doshi, who were
topforeign-affairsexpertsintheadministra-
tion of Joe Biden, point out that China
already surpasses the US in many of the
metrics that matter in war, from ships and
factoriestopatentsandpeople.ButiftheUS
cooperated more with its allies, their com-
binedeconomicandmilitarypower would
dwarf China’s. The way things are going,
that allied scale will remain a pipe dream.

The US’ allies are instead reacting as pre-
dictedbythe“balance-of-threats”theoryin
international relations. They’re forming
othertradingandsecuritynetworks,exclud-
ing the US to hedge against hostility by Mr
Trump or a future president. Some Ameri-
cans are aware that the current direction
pointstowarddisaster.MrTrump“isisolat-
ingAmerica,” saidGregoryMeeks,therank-
ing member and former chairman on the
HouseForeignAffairsCommittee.“He’snot
leading. If you’re leading, you got to have
other people following you, and he’s push-
ing people away. He treats our allies as if
they’readversaries.”

I asked Mr Meeks what, among all the
problemsinhisinbox,worrieshimmost.He
pondered that for a long minute, during
which my gaze drifted to the window
behindhisdesk,whichperfectlyframedthe
Capitolinallitssplendour.“Whatkeepsme
up most,” he finally answered, is “whether
or not our friends and allies will ever trust
theUnitedStatesagain.”ThewayIheardit,
thequestionwasrhetorical.Ifeartheanswer
issimpleandsad:Theywon’t.
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv
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“Discord” is the social-media plat-
form Nepal’s newest political
group, GenZ, is currently using to
hold consultations. Nothing could
bemoreapt.

The paroxysm of rage that
lasted 40-odd hours and spilled
out countrywide earlier this week
has led to the destruction of prop-
erty to which no value can be put.
SinghaDurbar, thesoaringedifice
built in Baroque style in Kath-
mandu, for instance, was con-
structed in 1908 as a private
residence, later repurposed as the
secretariat and the Prime Min-
ister’soffice.Today,itliesvirtually
gutted. So do the Supreme Court;
most of the Nepal Parliament;
offices of chief development
officers in many of Nepal’s 77 dis-
tricts;privatebusinesses likeBhat
Bhateni, Nepal’s only organised
retail business; the Hilton hotel;
and the residences of half a dozen
ministers and other structures.
More than 20 are dead, the youn-
gest among them a 13-year-old.
Nepal ismourning:Yetexultant.

The destruction and killing
mighthavecontinued.Thereason
for the suddenness with which it
stopped lies in Nepal’s political
economy. The median age of this
countryis25.Agricultureemploys
68 per cent of the population.
Young people can rebel, sure. But
thentherearegoatsandcowstobe

tended, fields to be watered,
bhatta(soybean)andmakai(corn)
tobegradedandsorted…

Sujeev Shakya, who describes
himself drolly as CEO (chief eter-
naloptimist), is the founderof the
Nepal Economic Forum, a Kath-
mandu-based, private sector-led
economic policy and research
institution. He says that despite
challenges the economy is in fine
fettle. Since 2004, its gross
domestic product has increased
sixfold from $7 billion in 2004 to
$44 billion in 2024. Nepal is the
third-highest globally in terms of
private-sector credit growth.
Remittances have soared from $2
billion to $11 billion in 20 years,
providing household consump-
tion and investment. Social indi-
cators have improved, with life
expectancy moving from 54.77
years in 1990 to nearly 72 in 2024.
Primary-schoolenrolmentisclose
to 100 per cent, and the literacy
ratehasincreasedfrom59percent
in 2000 to 76 per cent in 2024.
Eighty-one per cent of the people
of Nepal live in their own homes,
andfouroutoffiveNepalifamilies
haveatleastonememberworking
or livingabroad.

The problem lies in politics,
the only route to quick enrich-
ment.Thenatureofthescamsthat
havebeenreportedinrecenttimes
is revealing. One of the leaders
affiliated with the GenZ move-
mentwassprungfromprisonbya
50,000-strong mob while he was
awaiting trial in at least five cases
ofloandefault—moneyborrowed
fromcooperativebanksandnever
returned.Hebecamethecountry’s
home minister. Another former
home minister was arrested after
heoffered,forafee, thedocumen-
tationofNepalisasfakeBhutanese
refugees to facilitate resettlement
in the United States. Another
homeministerwhoresignedinthe

wakeofthecurrentupheavalswas
being investigated for his role in
humantrafficking.Morethan400
Nepalis pass through Tribhuvan
International Airport every day
aftergettingjobsabroad.Aposting
as an immigration officer at the
airport is controlled by the home
ministry and is highly prized. It
sustains a string of supporting
businesses: Travel agents, pass-
port-issuing authorities, fake-
documentationexperts…

An explanation offered for the
riseanddevelopmentof theGenZ
movement is anger against privi-
legednepo-babies:Entitledyoung
peoplebornintoprivilege.Butit is
much more complex than that.
The protest is against a dysfunc-
tionalsystemandthetargetswere
all those who have helped to sus-
tainandperpetuate thissystem.

WeknowwhatGenZisagainst.
But what is it for? And who are
they?Deconstructingamobisnot
easy. It comprisesGenZ,anamor-
phous NGO-like organisation; TV
anchor Rabi Lamichhane’s Rash-
triya Swatantra Party, which was
formedin2022andwhichstormed
to power in 2023, winning more
than20seatsintheparliamentary
polls; supporters and admirers of
Balen Shah, the controversial
mayorofKathmandu;andmonar-
chists represented by self-styled
supporter of former king Gyan-
endra, Durga Prasain, charged
with loan default, detained, and
currentlyoutonbail.Accordingto
news filtering out of Kathmandu,
when talks were on about an
interim government, some
membersofGenZwalkedoutofthe
meeting,refusingtositatthesame
tableasMrPrasain.

Managingthesecontradictions
is a job that Nepal’s interim Prime
Minister, retired chief justice
SushilaKarki,hasbeentaskedwith.
Theroadaheadisnoteasy.

Is there such a thing as a hard or a soft state? What
ifwesaidthatanystateisindeedjustthat,thestate?
Ithastohaveitinitsgutstostaytogether,cohesive,
andorderly.Thatlastisnotmyline.Fromwhomit’s
borrowed, I’ll tellyouaswegoalong.

Take Nepal. The fall of its constitutionally
electedgovernmentinjustoveradayofGenZpro-
testsinthecapitalisthethirdsuchinthreeyearsin
the subcontinent, after Sri Lanka (Colombo, July,
2022)andBangladesh(Dhaka,August,2024).Aswe
keepsaying,invokingtheprimerofjournalism,this
conforms to the three-example rule. We can also
note much clamour on social media, mostly from
the Bharatiya Janata Party base, which includes
manyprominentandrespectednames,thatthis is
just what the “powers that be” would want done
with the Modi government in India. The regime-
changetoolkit, as they’dput it.

Let’salso lookatexceptions.Noteverygovern-
mentcollapsesunderapublicprotest.
I know this is a super-provocative
example, but remember Pakistan on
May9,2023?

Imran Khan’s supporters rioted
not inonecitybutacrossmany,even
stormed Lahore’s Jinnah House, the
CorpsCommander’shome.Thesitu-
ationhadmanymoreingredientsfor
a “regime” overthrow than in
Colombo, Dhaka or Kathmandu. A
widely hated civilian government,
the handmaiden of a then-reviled
army, had jailed the most popular
mass leader.

That“revolution”endedwithin48hours.The
leader (Imran Khan) is still in jail, now handed a
14-year sentence, the same coalition is still in
power, having been rebirthed through another
rigged election, and all socio-economic and
democratic grievances remain. More than 250
protest leaders are being tried in military courts.
The state looks way stronger.

Did the Pakistan establishment survive
because it is a hard state, while Sri Lanka, Bangla-
desh, and Nepal weren’t? Definitely, even Asim
Munirdoesn’t thinkso.Or,hewouldn’thavegiven
Pakistana“wehave tobecomeahardstate”call in
that infamousApril 16speech.

The fact is, the regime survived in Pakistan
because it is still a functional state. The heart of a
functional state is law and order. Functional is the
key word here, not hard or soft. No state can be
functional unless it’s capable of maintaining law
and order. And when there is law and order, cata-
strophic state failures like Colombo, Dhaka, and

nowKathmanduwillnot takeplace.
Regime change can always be a democratic

aspiration.But itwill takemore toachieve it than
a few days of protests, riots and arson. It will take
long months if not years of toil and struggle to
build a political counter, go to the people, and
createtherevolutionyouwant, throughelections
or mass movement.

What the collapse in Kathmandu with just one
pushunderlinestousisthatitwasanon-functional
state. Ithadanelectedgovernment,but its leaders
did not have the first prerequisite for governance:
Democraticpatience.

The leadership trained as guerrilla fighters
through their youth to middle age, and then ran
cynical musical chairs through defection and
alliance-switching, as elected politicians had no
experience in dealing with “other” angry people.
The Maoists were once heroic change agents.

Once they rode that wave to power,
they no longer thought the same
peoplecouldalsogetangrywiththem.
Andwhentheydid, theyneededsome
negotiations to revive trust and credi-
bility, not bullets.

Guns were an instrument of win-
ning popularity and power. Nor had
theyspentanyofthepast17yearssince
the end of the monarchy in 2008 to
build and strengthen institutions of
democracy. If they had, the same insti-
tutions would have protected them. If,
in the end, the only institution the pro-
testing masses trust is the army, it

shows what a colossal failure the revolutionary
politicalclassinNepalhasbeen.Theyneverbuilta
functionalstate.

Ahardstatecanbequite fragile.Mymostvalu-
able case study is Georgia, then a Soviet republic.
History has rarely seen a state harder than the
USSR.Itpanickedwhenthefirstprotestsbrokeout
inGeorgiain1988-89?ItsentouttheRedArmywith
specialforcesandarmedKGB,whounleashedbul-
letsandpoisongas.Thiswasaclassicalbull-headed
hardstate. Itunravelled.

Its discredited party state had a broken econ-
omy, and didn’t know how to handle disagree-
ments. Individual dissenters it could kill, or pack
off to distant gulags. A mass protest wasn’t its
glass of vodka.

We got a better understanding shortly after-
wards as we were hosted for dinner, with my then
editor, Aroon Purie, by Buta Singh, Rajiv Gandhi’s
homeminister.HesaidhehadrecentlyhostedRus-
sian foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze (a

Georgian)who“askedmehowwehandledprotests
bylakhs —whenhisarmyunleashedpoisongason
amuchsmallercrowd” inTbilisi.

“I said, your excellence,” said Buta Singh, “I
can lend you a few companies of CRPF.” The
lessonisthatastatemustmaintainlawandorder.
Forthis, itmusthavethreeprerequisites:Theuni-
formedforceswiththerighttraining,negotiating
skills and democratic patience or the willingness
to trade spaces.

Today’sdiscourseconfuses theabsenceofan
Opposition for a hard-state essential. It’s the
opposite. The Opposition serves as a pressure-
release valve. People can vent through it rather
than sack your President, Prime Minister or
corps commander’s homes. All four of our
neighbours banished their Opposition to differ-
ent degrees.

At which point, we return to our earlier ques-
tion.CouldthishappeninIndia?Aregimechange
throughany“tool-kit”?Aquickwaytoexplainwhy
it can’t happen is to remind ourselves that consti-
tutionaldemocraciesdonothavea“regime.”

While there are a couple of dozen mutinies
goingonacrossIndiaatanypoint,wehaveseentwo
serious challenges to the state from the “street” in
the past 50 years. The first was Jayaprakash
Narayan’s (JP) Navnirman Andolan, beginning
1974 and compounded by the George Fernandes-
ledrailwaystrikethatparalysedIndia.Yet,failedto
dislodgeMrsGandhi. It tookanelection.

The second was Anna Hazare’s so-called anti-
corruption protests, fully backed by new TV and
strong elements in the Opposition, especially the
RSS,aswasthecasewithJP’smovement.Buteven
a government as weak as the United Progressive
Alliance-2hadthestrengthtoride itout.

AdebateontheJanLokpalBill,goingwellpast
midnight,sealedtheissue.Itwasthatlinefromthe
late Sharad Yadav in response to the self-pro-
claimedGandhi,AnnaHazare,pouringscornover
Parliament and elected leaders. “Think of an
IndianwiththenamePakauriLal,hesaid,pointing
tofellowMP(SamajwadiParty,Forbesganj). Inthis
system, a man as humble as him can be here. And
this is the system you’ve come to destroy?” The
Anna movement was over at that moment. The
parliamenthadrisentoprotect thestate.

Finally, I will let you know about the “state
needingtohaveit initsguttostaytogether”obser-
vation. In 2010, when mass stoning and terror had
peaked in the Valley, many mainstream voices
were rising, saying, “If Kashmiris are so unhappy,
why don’t we just let them go?” M K Narayanan,
then national security advisor, spoke this line in a
conversation,pointinghisfist—whereelse,butat
hisgut.Itwas15yearsago,soIhopehe’dforgiveme
for recounting this. See where the Valley is, now.
This, by the way, was the same UPA-2, now widely
seentoberunningasoft state.

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv
ByspecialarrangementwithThePrint

America’s friendswillnever trust theUSagain
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Why regimes collapse
To be truly functional and durable, even eternal, a state
doesn’t just need a leader, a party, or an ideology. It
needs functional and robust institutions

illustration: BinaY sinHa

EYE cUlTURE
kumAr AbISHEk

AparadeinBeijingwasmeanttoshow-
casesteelandcertainty:Columnsof
modernweaponry,synchronised
salutes, leadersframedlikestatues
aboveTiananmenGate.Thenahot-mic
momentbetrayedsomethingsofter.Xi
Jinping,VladimirPutin,andKimJong
Unleanedclose—nottotalkofmissiles
butofbiotech,organs,andlifespans
stretchedto150years.Themenwho
embodypower’spermanencerevealed
theirownuneasewiththeinexorables
oftime;theclockisticking.

Thelongingtooutwitdeathhas
trailedhumanityformillennia. In
Indianmythology,devasandasuras
churnedthecosmicoceantoextract
amrita, thenectarof immortality.The
prizepromisedeternitybutalsopro-
vokedchaos:Whowoulddrinkfirst,
whowouldruleforever?Alchemists
mixedmetals insearchofeternity,phil-
osophersdebateditsworth,novelists
sketchedfutureswheredeathwaslittle
morethanaschedulingglitch.The
seekerschange—devas,kings,scien-
tists,moguls—butthecraving
endures:Tokeepliving.

Whatoncebelongedtoepicnow
livesinexperiment.Partialcellular
reprogrammingnudgescellsback-
wardsintimewithYamanakafactors
(genesthatresetcell identity),coaxing
themintoayoungerstate.Inmice,the
resultsborderonmiraculous:Tissues
rejuvenated,visionrestored.Pushtoo
far, though,andthecellsforgetwho
theyare,tumblingintotumours.Jeff
Bezos-backedAltosLabsisbettingbil-

lionsthatthisperilousdancecanbe
choreographedintotherapy,aresetof
thebiologicalclockitself.Atthecentre
ofthenewcreedoflongevitystands
BryanJohnson,themillionairebio-
hackerwhohasturnedhisbodyintoa
testbed,aprojecthecallsBlueprint.His
pursuitofagereversalrunsonrelentless
discipline,astrictdiet,andevencontro-
versialplasmatransfusions, including
fromhisteenageson.Thespectacleis
equalpartsfascinatingandfaintlymad.

Meanwhile,quieteradvanceshum
along.Senolyticdrugsaimtoclearaway
“zombie”cellsthataccumulatewith
age, leakinginflammationanddysfunc-
tion.Inanimals—andearlyhuman
trials—theyrejuvenatehearts,brighten
eyes,strengthenlungs.Aubreyde
Grey’sSENSframeworkapproaches
ageinglikeamaintenancebacklog:
Repairmitochondria,sweepprotein
clumps,patchDNA,tidycellulardebris.
Thegoalisnotimmortalitybutnegli-
giblesenescence:Slowerwear, longer
vigour,decadesratherthancenturies.

Thesobercounterpointcomesfrom
apiecepublishedinNature, inwhichS
JayOlshansky,BradleyJWillcox,Lloyd
Demetrius,andHiramBeltrán-Sánchez
argue:“Until itbecomespossibleto
modulatethebiologicalrateofaging…
radical lifeextensioninalreadylong-
livednationalpopulationsremains
implausibleinthiscentury.”

Ageingcannotbecuredbyany
singlepillormagicbullet:Telomeres
shorten,mitochondriastumble,pro-
teinsmisfold.Pullonethreadand
othersunravel.Extendingamouse’s
lifeby30percent isremarkable;
stretchinghumansbyacenturyis
anothermatterentirely.

Sciencefictionhaslongrehearsed
scenariosbiologyhasn’tyetdelivered.
RichardMorgan’sAlteredCarbon
imaginesconsciousnessendlessly
recycledintofreshbodies,widening
gulfsbetweenthewealthylong-lived
andtheexpendablepoor.Drew
Magary’sThePostmortalsketcheslaws,
marriages,andmeaningcollapsing
whendeathispostponedindefinitely.

Evenaslabspushtheboundariesof
agereversal,mythologyremindsusthat
longevitycarriesconsequencesbeyond
thebiological.Ashwatthama,cursedto
wandertheearthforeternityafterthe
Kurukshetrawar,embodiesthehidden
costofimmortality:Awitnesstoend-
lesschange,foreveroutsidetheworld
hecannotleave,areminderthatliving
foreverisnotalwaysagift.

Theethicaldilemmassharpenwith
every labbreakthrough. If longevity
therapiesarriveasproducts,whowill
buythem?Will societysplit intobiolog-
icalhavesandhave-nots?Theancients
anticipatedthis imbalancewhen
divinenectar threatenedcosmicorder.
Todaytherisk is lessmythicalbut just
asurgent:Longevity for thefew,
declinefor therest.

Still, theincrementalgainsmatter.
Senolyticsthateaseheartdisease,gene
therapiesthatrestoresight,regener-
ativescaffoldsthatkeepkidneysor
liversworkingforanotherdecade.They
maynotrewritethehumancondition,
buttheyredrawthemapofoldage, its
finalchapterslesspunishingandmore
humane.Thetools—CRISPR,stem
cells,nanotech—arereal.

Perhapsimmortalitywillremain
half-legend,half-labreport.Perhaps
sciencedeliversnotforeverbutincre-
ments:Fragile,real,preciousincre-
mentsoftime.Fornow,theoceanstill
churns,thelablightsstillburn,andthe
amritaremainsjustbeyondreach.

The Las Vegas Convention and
Visitors Authority last week
launchedanewglobalcampaign
promotingLasVegas,the“sports
andentertainmentcapitalof the
world”, as “fabulous.” A dip in
tourismnumbersfuelledonline
speculation that Las Vegas was
pricing itself out of the market:
Slower tourism trends resulted
in a 12 per cent year-over-year
decreaseinvisitorstoLasVegas,
with the city welcoming just 3.1
millioninJuly,settingoffalarm
bells. Hence an urgent need
was felt to bolster numbers
through stimulation by an
advertising campaign.

The just released campaign
plays upon the iconic “Welcome
to Fabulous Las Vegas” sign that
greets visitors as they enter the
city. The ad features an office
worker wishing for a break from
the usual day-to-day doldrums.
She hears a siren song from Las
Vegas, enticing her to break free
from the monotony and enter a
world of fabulousness. Sur-

rounded by the neon lights that
provided inspiration for the
campaign, she encounters
iconic locations that have made
Las Vegas famous, including
Circus Circus Hotel & Casino,
FremontStreetExperience,The
Orleans Hotel & Casino, The
Venetian Resort Las Vegas and
many more. This is Vegas’ first
truly large campaign in nearly
twodecades.

The title track of the new
campaign, “Welcome to Fabu-
lous,” comes to life through the
vocals of Grammy Award-win-
ningsingerErynAllenKaneand
has been produced by Grammy
Award-nominatedproducerand
songwriterDaveSitek.Noefforts
havebeenspared.

Since 1959, the “Welcome to
Fabulous Las Vegas” sign has
served as a beacon to more than
1.5billionvisitors.Whatbeganas
a greeting has grown into a glo-
ballyrecognisedmottospanning
decades and transcending lan-
guages and cultures. The “fabu-
lous” campaign is a
recommitment to the extraordi-
naryspiritofLasVegas,intended
toreaffirmthatunmatchedhos-
pitalityandfabulousexperiences
are not trends, but timeless
promises that embody the city’s
glamour, vitality, and sense of
escape.And,“Fabulous”isn’tjust
a word on a sign — it’s Vegas’
DNA, its identity, and its endur-
ingbrandpromise.

The famous slogan “What
Happens in Vegas, Stays in

Vegas” was originally written to
giveasparktothetown’s“image
of adult freedom” by Jason Hoff
andJeffCandido,whoworkedat
ad agency R&R Partners. It was
thenslightlymodified.Whenthe
“What Happens Here, Stays
Here” ads for Las Vegas debuted
in February 2003, they became
an almost instant “cultural phe-
nomenon.”Thephrasewasrefer-
enced by numerous pop culture
mainstays, including Saturday
NightLive,theAcademyAwards,
andtheMadisonAvenueAdver-
tising Walk of Fame. In fact, two
years after the campaign
debuted, the then First Lady,
LauraBush,usedthetaglineina
discussionwithJayLenoonThe
Tonight Show, making it even
more famous. The slogan
became the name of the 2008
American comedy What
HappensinVegas.Italsoinspired
a song of the same name by
Usher, as well as the film series
The Hangover. Twenty years
later,however,arefreshhasbeen
mountedonBrandLasVegas.

According to 2024 statistics,
Las Vegas had 41.7 million visi-
tors, with about 6 million going
there to attend conventions and
conferences. This accounted for
direct visitor spending of $55.1
billion, making for an overall
economicimpactof$87.7billion.
So, there’s a lot at stake —
especially with hotel occupancy
decliningyear-on-yearby7.6per
centinJuly.

In 2018, the Sin City ran the

“OnlyVegas”campaignwithcul-
tural storylines that reinforced
theiconicbrand’s identityasthe
paramount purveyor of adult
freedom and encouraged visi-
tors to embrace only-in-Vegas
moments of self-truth. During
the 2024 NFL Super Bowl,
which Vegas was hosting, the
city ran the“ExcessiveCelebra-
tion” campaign. The promo-
tion’s music video was viewed
an incredible 114 million times.
So, constant marketing efforts
havebeenongoing.

The “Fabulous” campaign,
meanwhile, has been facing
extreme backlash on social
media and is being labelled
“aggressivelyterrible”. LasVegas
still doesn’t get it, most say. Net-
izenspredominantlyagreedwith
thesentimentthatthecampaign
does not address real issues that
affect how Las Vegas, as a tour-
ism destination, is perceived:
Advertising can’t overcome a
productproblemuntilitfixesthe
No1 issue—out-of-controlpric-
ingoneverything.Pricegouging
issaidtobethebiggestdeterrent
fortouristscomingtoVegas.

Now to the question: “Vegas
over?” Well, 10 years ago black-
jacktablesalongtheStripshifted
froma3:2payoutto6:5odds.For
every$100bet,earningsdropped
from $150 to only $120. Vegas
needs to fix that too. An ad cam-
paignalonecan’thelp.
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The author is chairman of
Rediffusion
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The immortal quest

ANDrEAS kLuTH

Against, yes, but forwhom?

naTional
inTEREST
SHEkHAr GuPTA

DoesVegasreallyneedanadcampaign?
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plain poliTicS
ADITI PHADNIS

YES, BUT...
SANDEEP GOYAL
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I
n his lifetime, Raja Ravi Varma 
(1848-1906) was an avid traveller, 
who ventured beyond the 
boundaries of his home state Ker-
ala to observe his subjects from 

close quarters, and later set up an iconic 
printing press in Maharashtra. His paint-
ings, especially those that were mass-pro-
duced as affordable prints by his press, 
enjoyed a pan-India appeal, beloved of the 
rich and poor alike.

Ravi Varma’s afterlife has been no less 
eventful. Dismissed by artists like Nanda-
lal Bose and historians like Ananda Coo-
maraswamy as a painter of kitsch, his rep-
utation was revived by a major exhibition 
at New Delhi’s National Museum, curated 
by art expert Rupika Chawla and artist A. 
Ramachandran, in 1993. The artist’s for-
tunes have been on the rise since then 
among elite patrons of galleries and auc-
tion houses.

A Sotheby’s sale in New York in 2017 
saw Ravi Varma’s untitled painting of the 
mythological heroine, Damayanti, fetch a 
whopping ₹11.09 crore, more than dou-
bling the initial estimate. Historians and 
Ravi Varma enthusiasts (such as Lounge 
columnist Manu S. Pillai and lawyer-
turned-collector Ganesh V. Shivaswamy) 
have revived interest in the artist’s life and 
work among a new generation of Indians. 
And now  Ravi Varma is poised to travel to 
Australia, thanks to a major show of his 
oleographs, organised by Queensland Art 
Gallery and Gallery of Modern Art 
(QAGOMA), which opens on 20 Septem-
ber in Brisbane.

The collection, made up of 48 embroid-
ered oleographs (which are essentially 
“lithographs with a coating of varnish 
designed to resemble oil paintings,” as 
conservator Kim Barett describes them), 
was acquired by QAGOMA from the 
Henry and Amanda Bartlett Trust in 2024. 
Currently a beneficiary of a Maitri grant, 
which is disbursed by the Centre for Aus-
tralia-India Relations, the project has 
involved extensive collaboration between 
experts from India and Australia to better 

understand and restore the collection. For 
QAGOMA, which has so far focused 
mostly on contemporary Indian art, it is a 
step into an entirely new terrain.

“You really don’t see Ravi Varma’s work 
in Australia, except perhaps rarely in a 
museum,” says Tarun Nagesh, curatorial 
manager of Asian and Pacific art at 
QAGOMA. “We wanted to share the story 
of this unique artist with non-Indian view-
ers here. Like Katsushika Hokusai, who 
had an incredible mainstream impact out-
side of his home country Japan, Ravi 
Varma’s story, too, deserves to be known 
all over the world.”

Interestingly, the collection will be 
shown alongside contemporary art from 
Asia, including paintings by Indian artist 
Jangarh Singh Shyam, to showcase the 
diverse origins of religious iconography in 
different cultures. “The aim is to see how 

these artists craft their stories and mytholo-
gies,” says Nagesh, “and how their art 
becomes an expression of everyday faith.”

THE PRINCELY PAINTER

Over the last two decades, the commercial 
success of Indian art on the global stage 
has been dominated by the modernists. 
Members of the so-called Progressive Art-
ists’ Group. M.F. Husain, V.S. Gaitonde, 
S.Z. Raza, F.N. Souza, Tyeb Mehta and 
their peers have fetched astronomical pri-
ces in auctions. Contemporary Indian art 
has become increasingly visible and influ-
ential. Yet, none of the Old Masters or 
their younger luminaries have had such 
an outsized impact on Indian public life as 
Ravi Varma.

How many Indian artists enjoy the 
“honour” of seeing their art turn into pop-
cultural nuggets like Ravi Varma’s paint-

ings have? Or, for that matter, have the 
subjects of their art refashioned into an 
eclectic range of merchandise—cushion 
covers, coasters, mugs, and so on? (Jour-
nalist Akshaya Mukul, author of Gita Press 
and the Making of Hindu India, tells me 
that a member of his wife’s family even 
had a deck of cards printed by Raja Ravi 
Varma’s printing press with his signature 
iconography.)

So, what explains the artist’s enduring 
appeal outside of the closed portals of aca-
demic interest or commercial enterprises 
like galleries and auctions?

It’s tempting to read the story of Ravi 
Varma’s ascent as a parable for what it 
means to be modern and Indian. His life 
and career are a bundle of contradictions. 
A conservative, upper-caste man, with 
close links to the royal family of Travan-
core, he took up a profession that was 

considered beneath his station during his 
time. He then learned to paint by observ-
ing Dutch painter Thomas Jensen at 
work. Out of this very rudimentary 
“training”, he forged his own style—a 
unique blend of Western and Eastern 
practices. 

Most outrageously of all, he didn’t 
want to cater to the wealthy alone but 
aspired for the kind of fame that brings 
what we now call “virality”. So, he opened 
a printing press to disseminate his work 
as cheap and cheerful prints.

“Contemporary artists from the Bengal 
School (originating in the early 20th cen-
tury) believed that art had to be rarefied, it 
couldn’t belong to every home,” says Shiv-
aswamy, who is writing a six-volume study 
of Ravi Varma, of which three are out. “But 
Ravi Varma held a radically different point 
of view. He wanted to democratise his art 
so that it could belong to anyone.”

Ravi Varma was the first painter to 
provide a unique visual template to mil-
lions of deity-worshipping Indians. As 
his chromolithograph prints became 
popular, they were plagiarised or repro-
duced in leading journals and magazines 
of the 20th century, especially after his 
death in 1906. 

In an interview with the digital art 
journal Abir Pothi in 2023, Mukul 
explained, “The technology of chromoli-
thography helped… (the) publications of 
Gita Press to bring gods to our homes. In 

that sense, we don’t know how Ram 
looks, do we? We only know it through 
the drawings of Gita Press.”

ART AS POLITICS

Seen through the lens of our time, Ravi 
Varma’s art might seem to pander to the 
ascendant notion of reimagining the 
nation as a Hindu rashtra. He did heavily 
rely on Hindu myths, legends and epics 
for his subjects. Most of his main charac-
ters are fair-skinned women, affirming 
their upper-caste status. They also appear 
docile and exude a “coy eroticism,” as 
Mukul puts it. But there is more to his art 
than meets the eye.

“Ravi Varma’s art was always a political 
project,” says Deepanjana Pal, the author 
of The Painter: A Life of Ravi Varma. “He 
picked a medium—oil painting—that was 
technically barred to Indians.” Art writer 
Geeta Kapur also describes Ravi Varma’s 
flouting of tradition as “the struggle of a 
prodigy to steal the fire for his own peo-
ple” in her critically acclaimed study, 
When Was Modernism.

Unsurprisingly, this narrative of an 
Indian artist’s rebellion against foreign 
exclusivity over a format (oil painting) was 
co-opted by leaders of the nationalist 
movement like Bal Gangadhar Tilak and 
Kakasahib Khadilkar. As visual historian 
Christopher Pinney explains in Photos of 
Gods: The Printed Image and Political 
Struggle in India, such appropriation of 
Ravi Varma’s art was a low-hanging fruit. 
Even progressive thinkers like Raman-
anda Chatterjee considered Ravi Varma 
“as a protagonist in the task of nation-
building,” Kapur adds.

The nationalist agenda, as the project 
of political modernity has repeatedly 
shown, can never remain untainted by 
supremacist impulses. “Ideologically the 
classical past is set against the medieval, 
regarded as having been corrupted by a 
medley of foreign influences...,” as Kapur 
explains. “Not only Islamic but curiously 
also Buddhist culture… is largely 
excluded when a civilisational memory 
of India is sought to be awakened. By 
deduction the touchstone for the nine-
teenth-century Indian renaissance is 
clearly Hindu civilisation.”

The long arm of this problem of appro-
priation continues to hold contemporary 
India in its thrall. If Ravi Varma’s art has 
entered the visual lexicon of militant Hin-
duism, it’s beyond anyone’s control. 
“Every culture starts as a cult, controlled 
by a few people,” as Shivaswamy puts it. 
“Once it enters the collective, it doesn’t 
belong to anyone.” 

Or, rather, it belongs to everyone—
from the god-fearing ordinary Indian 
who says a silent prayer when faced with 
a deity on a calendar to the gleeful meme-
maker on the internet, who wants to take 
the micky out of Ravi Varma’s “emascu-
lated women”, who are “infantilised and 
objectified, reduced them to their tender-
est and softest versions,” as Pal says. 

Much as the artist might have hated 
the ‘meme-fication’ of his art, he would 
have loved the attention. “He would 
have certainly enjoyed the millions of 
likes on Instagram,” adds Pal. “He 
would have valued the virality and the 
public access to his art.”

Raja Ravi Varma 
goes to Australia
A new exhibition of 
the popular Indian 
artist opens in 
Brisbane next week. 
What explains his 
enduring appeal?

PAST 
PARTICIPLE
M A N U  S  

P I L L A I

I
n September 1925, C.W.E. Cotton, 
British representative at the court of 
Travancore, wrote to an acquaint-

ance: “I am greatly excited over the 
prospect of getting married”. The 
“excitement” was probably feigned, for 
the 51-year-old’s sudden appetite for 
matrimony had more to do with reasons 
of the head than the heart.

After all, damaging gossip trailed 
him, especially with regard to his taste 
for (married) local women. There was a 
naughty Malayalam line going around—
“methayil cotton undo?, is (Mr) Cotton in 
(or on) your mattress?” His bosses were 
scandalised, because no imperial agent 
could be permitted such a reputation. 
So, Cotton was told to settle down.

Another factor, besides, was that 
Travancore was ruled by an orthodox 
woman who baulked at doing business 
with a bachelor of Cotton’s type. Even 
after he was wed, she ensured that their 
meetings were held in the presence of 
her husband. All said and done, a man 
might yet survive scandal; for a female, 
the whiff of sexual impropriety could 
spell ruin.

Gossip and rumour-mongering have 
long been among mankind’s favourite 
pastimes. Even the best of us delight in 
the former, and have been victim to the 
latter. Gossip spares not even gods: in 
the Ramayana, it is bazaar chatter that 
triggers Sita’s exile. In the puranas, 
divine ends are often achieved by the 
sly, tale-carrying proclivities of Narada. 
But hearsay and whispers could also be 
an instrument of statecraft, a way to 

Gossip, in that sense, strips away the 
pretensions and airs of the elites, which 
is why sometimes journalism treads this 
territory. In the late 18th century, the 
editor and proprietor of the Bengal 
Gazette, who was waging a war in print 
against the British governor-general, 
was taken to the cleaners when he 
added a line that the man also suffered 
from erectile dysfunction. 

Indian akhbars (newspapers) were 
packed with similar stories: a rather 
dreaded, but also often indebted, 
19th-century military chief called 
Amir Khan was said to escape bankers 
by jumping out of toilet windows and 
hiding in women’s zenanas. This is 

not to say that the press could not be 
counter-manipulated: In 1809, the 
Maratha chief Yashwantrao Holkar 
was reported to have been possessed 
by a deity for his “numerous offen-
ces”. The only recourse was for him to 
visit the Jejuri temple in the Deccan, 
and soon he—with his army—set out. 
But apparently Holkar’s secret goal 
was to confer with the toilet-fleeing 
Amir Khan; it was to avoid raising sus-
picions in British circles that the akh-
bars were made to push talk of a god-
appeasing pilgrimage.

Gossip clearly then had political uses, 
though as with Razia Sultan, in 
unfriendly hands, it could birth 

unpleasant consequences. If a king 
were unable to father heirs, it raised 
questions about his manhood, and by 
extension, his capacity to rule. 

In the 17th century, the sultanate of 
Bijapur—eyed by the Mughals—was 
attacked, justification conveniently 
emerging from a whisper campaign that 
its sultan was illegitimate. In Golconda, 
meanwhile, a powerful minister was 
rumoured to be having an affair with 
the queen mother; stung by the gossip, 
when his boss fired him, the minister 
betrayed him to the Mughals.

In Britain, Queen Elizabeth I’s politi-
cally sensible refusal to marry resulted 
in murmurs about whether she was bio-

deliberately cut people down to size, 
and a weapon weaker folk might deploy 
against the rich and powerful. 

The much-celebrated Arthasastra, 
for instance, endorses sowing rumour 
and falsehoods about political foes. 
Even today, we see the principle in play: 
social media platforms were abuzz 
recently about the health of an orange-
complexioned world leader, the not-so-
innocent hint being that he is unfit to 
rule. In prior eras, this kind of talk could 
be hazardous. When the Mughal 
emperor Shahjahan fell ill and failed to 
appear in public, gossip fanned out that 
he was dead. This set off a bloody war of 
succession, and by the time he showed 
himself, it was simply too late.

Sexual gossip, though, tends to carry 
a distinct sting. Queen Victoria loved 
her husband, and after his death wore 
black for the rest of her days. Yet in her 
widowhood she was called “Mrs Brown” 
in gossip columns, on account of an 
alleged affair—some say even a morga-
natic marriage—with a Scottish manser-
vant. 

Centuries before, in Delhi, Turkish 
nobles upset with the favour Razia Sul-
tan showed an African slave-turned-
courtier used talk of an illicit intimacy to 
murder the queen. Shahjahan was 
accused of harbouring incestuous feel-
ings for his daughter, Jahanara. And the 
princess—a builder of mosques and 
patron of charities—was slandered in 
the markets as sleeping with a musician; 
her father apparently detected the affair 
and made the memorable choice of hav-
ing the singer boiled to death. 

There is more to these tales than titil-
lation. Courtly writings, as the historian 
Harbans Mukhia observes, presented 
the highborn as “governed by perfect 
decorum”, justifying their superiority. 
Bazaar talk, on the other hand, human-
ised the same figures, using crudeness 
to establish that they were flawed like 
everybody else.

logically all there. Eventually this for-
midable lady agreed to “a semi-public 
gynaecological examination” to which 
the French embassy sent witnesses; it 
was the only way to stop further gossip. 
Her successor, James I, married but 
also carried on with men, resulting in 
his being branded “Queen James”—an 
“unmanly” ruler. Unkind talk in all 
these instances served also as a vehicle 
for political assault.

Given human delight in talking 
behind people’s backs, gossip is 
unlikely to perish, even in our rela-
tively staid times. No matter what one 
does, there is no escaping unflattering 
speculation, even for consciously 
upright folk. For instance, in 1905 in 
Kerala, there was the case of Kuriyed-
athu Thatri, a married Brahmin 
woman found in a compromising situ-
ation. When tried, she listed an 
impressive total of 65 lovers. So unpre-
pared was society for this number—
which challenged established ideals of 
female virtue as well as local Brahmins’ 
social airs—that some claimed the 
names were planted. This was a time of 
reformist stirrings among Brahmins, 
and the conservative Cochin rajah in 
cahoots with orthodox elders, it was 
said, got Thatri to name, shame and 
ostracise the firebrands. But the more 
popular version turns the tables. In 
this account, the increasing volume of 
men embroiled in the affair so ago-
nised the pious rajah that he put an 
end to the trial. The case was closed 
and Thatri was excommunicated. This 
only made things worse. As enduring 
gossip in Kerala has it, the reason the 
trial was terminated was not the good 
ruler’s shock and pain—it was simply 
that the 66th name was probably the 
rajah’s own.

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

Waging war through whispers and gossip

Maratha chief Yashwantrao Holkar (right) meeting with Sikh ruler Maharaja Ranjit Singh. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

Much as the artist might 
have hated the 

‘meme-fication’ of his art, Ravi 
Varma would have loved the 

attention and enjoyed the 
millions of likes on Instagram.

COURTESY QAGOMA

(above) Conservationist Kim Barett works on a Ravi Varma Press oleograph at 

QAGOMA; and ‘Mohini’, printed c.1910–20 (after Ravi Varma’s painting ‘Mohini’, 1894). 
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A SpiceJet flight from Gu-
jarat’s Kandla Airport to 
Mumbai made an emergen-
cy landing at Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Maharaj Interna-
tional Airport (CSMIA) on 
Friday after an outer wheel 
was discovered on the run-
way following take-off, a 
SpiceJet spokesperson con-
firmed.

The SpiceJet Q400 air-

craft reported a technical 
issue mid-flight, prompting 
the pilot to request an emer-
gency landing as per stan-
dard operating procedure 
(SOP). A full emergency 
was declared at Mumbai 
Airport as a precaution.

The aircraft landed safely 
at 3:51 PM on Runway 27, 
and all passengers and crew 
members were reported 
safe. According to the air-
line, the aircraft taxied to 
the terminal under its own 

power and passengers dis-
embarked normally.

“On September 12, an 
outer wheel of a SpiceJet 
Q400 aircraft operating 
from Kandla to Mumbai 
was found on the runway 
after take-off. The aircraft 
continued its journey to 
Mumbai and landed safely. 
Following a smooth land-
ing, it taxied to the terminal 
under its own power, and 
all passengers disembarked 
normally,” the SpiceJet said.

Wheels left behind, SpiceJet flight 
makes emergency landing

RJD, NDA leaders clash at India 
News ‘Manchh 2025’

death penalty.
The Consulate General of 

India in Houston has ex-
pressed condolences and is 
in contact with the family. 
“We are offering all possible 
assistance. The accused is in 

Dallas Police custody,” it said 
in a post on X.

Known as ‘Bob’ to friends 
and family, Nagamallaiah 
was remembered as a loving 
husband, devoted father, and 
kind soul who touched the 
lives of everyone he knew.

“This unimaginable trag-

edy was not only sudden but 
deeply traumatic,” friends 
said. “Bob’s life was taken in 
a brutal attack that occurred 
in front of his wife and son, 
who bravely tried to protect 
him. The shocking nature 
of this event has shaken our 
community.”

Indian-origin motel manager in US 

Nepal’s former CJ Karki takes oath 

PM in Manipur today; ‘took long’

‘India-US ties in 
‘extraordinary transition’

We have Kirk’s shooter in custody

Delhi, Bombay HCs get bomb threatsNo disrespect shown: 
Khera over AI clip 

India backs UNGA resolution

on Fox News, Trump said 
he hoped the shooter gets 
death penalty.

“I think, with a high degree 
of certainty, we have him in 
custody. Essentially, some-
body that was very close to 
him turned him in,” Trump 
told Fox News.

“I hope he gets the death 

penalty,” he added.
Trump further said that 

Kirk was like a son to him.
“[Kirk] was like a son. He 

started this really during 
what would normally be 
college... and it’s become 
a movement... I’ve never 
seen young people, or any 
group, go to one person 
like they did to Charlie,” he 
said.

Trump further told Fox 
News that he spoke to 
Kirk’s family members who 
want to keep his nonprofit 
organization Turning Point 
USA going. “I spoke to his 
wife yesterday, she’s dev-
astated. But in between the 
devastation, they want to 
keep Turning Point USA 
going... they think they can 
do it,” he said.
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that the police have asked 
them to vacate the court 
premises.

“Police told us to go out 
and that there is a bomb 
threat rumour. They told us 
that this is an order of the 
Chief Justice,” he said. 

A major security scare 
gripped the Delhi High 
Court after an email threat 
warning of a bomb in and 
around the court premises 
led to panic and disruption 
of proceedings.

As the alert spread, all 
benches of the High Court 
rose immediately, and law-
yers, litigants, and staff were 
evacuated from the premis-
es. The sudden evacuation 

created scenes of chaos, 
with people rushing out of 
the court complex in fear.

Security forces, includ-
ing Delhi Police and bomb 
disposal squads, swiftly 
cordoned off the area. Fire-
fighter vehicles and ambu-
lances were deployed on-site 
as a precautionary measure, 
while teams with sniffer 
dogs conducted a thorough 
search of the premises.

Sacchin Puri, Vice Presi-
dent of the Delhi High Court 
Bar Association, said: “We 
are cooperating with the 
security personnel and, 
as a precaution, we have 
asked all lawyers to evacu-
ate the court complex. All 
the benches have also risen.”

Senior Advocate Pramod 
Kumar Dubey added, “A 
threat mail has circulated 
in which it is being said 
that the person is from ISIS. 
The content of the email is 
unclear. Police and bomb 
squad have reached the 
spot.”

Another lawyer present 
at the court said, “We were 
asked by the security offi-
cials to vacate the court. The 
court proceedings have been 
stopped.”

So far, no suspicious object 
has been recovered. Officials 
confirmed that an investiga-
tion is underway to trace 
the origin of the threaten-
ing email and identify those 
behind it.

thy for these things any-
more. Mr Modi cannot do 
a ‘touch me not’ politics, he 
is in politics and he needs 
to take everything, even a 
sense of humour of the op-
position properly and actu-
ally there is no humour in it, 
there is ‘naseehat’ in this,” 
Khera said

In an AI-generated video 
posted by the Bihar Con-
gress that has gone viral, 
Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi is seen dreaming 
about his late mother, Heer-
aben Modi, who is lambast-
ing him over his politics.

The party had come under 
fire once before, while an 
unknown person had gone 
up to the stage of Congress-
led ‘Voter Adhikar Yatra’ 
in Bihar’s Darbhanga and 
hurled abuses at PM Modi 
and his mother.

Ahead of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s visit to 
Manipur, Khera said the 
visit comes “too little, too 
late” after 864 days.

He criticised plans for a 
cultural performance dur-
ing the visit, and said locals 
are too heartbroken to take 
part, and many are angry, 
sad, and pulling down 
hoardings in protest.

in Biratnagar, she went on to 
earn a master’s degree from 
Banaras Hindu University in 
India, followed by a Bachelor 
of Laws from Tribhuvan Uni-
versity in 1978.

She began practising law in 
1979, and over the years built 
a respected legal career serv-
ing as president of both the 
Koshi Zonal Bar Association 
and the Biratnagar Appellate 
Bar, before being appointed 
a Supreme Court justice in 
2009. In July 2016, she be-

came Nepal’s first woman 
Chief Justice, known for is-
suing strong verdicts in high-
profile corruption cases.

Though she was nomi-
nated to the top court under 
the Nepali Congress quota, 
those who have worked 
closely with her stress that 
she always maintained judi-
cial independence and never 
bowed to political pressure. 
In fact, her tenure ended in 
June 2017 after a controver-
sial impeachment motion 
widely viewed as a political 
attempt to stop her verdict on 

the police chief appointment 
was filed against her by the 
then Sher Bahadur Deuba-
led coalition. Those who have 
worked with her describe 
Karki as courageous and 
possessing the highest level 
of integrity. She is also known 
for her Spartan way of life, 
they say. Ananda Mohan 
Bhattarai, former Supreme 
Court justice, says Karki and 
her husband have made sig-
nificant contributions to the 
country’s democratic move-
ment, according to The Kath-
mandu Post.

have adopted the New York 
Declaration on the imple-
mentation of the two-State 
solution. Together, we are 
charting an irreversible 
path toward peace in the 
Middle East.”

He added that France, 
Saudi Arabia, and their 
partners will actively par-
ticipate in the upcoming 
Conference on the two-

state solution in New York. 
“France, Saudi Arabia, and 
all their partners will be 
in New York to bring this 
peace plan to fruition at 
the Conference on the two-
State solution,” Macron 
said.

Highlighting the vision 
for lasting peace, Macron 
further stated, “Another 
future is possible. Two 
peoples, two States: Israel 
and Palestine, living side by 
side in peace and security. It 

is up to all of us to make it 
happen!”

Underlining the next 
steps to solidify this mo-
mentum, Macron noted a 
few days ago that France 
and Saudi Arabia would 
co-chair a high-profile con-
ference on the Two-State 
Solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict in New 
York on September 22, aim-
ing to garner broad inter-
national support for peace 
and security in the region.

In the Bihar election, 
has the moral standard 

of political parties 
completely fallen?

Q3. 

Morality fallen, issues eclipsed, smear politics rejected.

the Daily guardian  Survey on  Bihar AI Video Controversy

Q1. 
Is politics in the name 

of ‘mother’ in the Bihar 
election right?

 Q2. 
In the Bihar election, 
have issues of public 
concern disappeared?

 Q4. 
Is it right to make 
AI videos about the 
Prime Minister and 
his mother?

	 Yes, absolutely

   Not at all

    Cannot say

	 Yes, absolutely	    Absolutely not           Can’t say

TDG’s flash survey on September 12, 2025, captures sharp 
voter disapproval of smear tactics and drift in Bihar’s cam-
paign. Among 116 respondents (88% men, 12% women), 
88% say politics in the name of “mother” is not right, while 

only 10% approve. Moral standards are seen as collapsing: 
81% believe parties’ ethics have “completely fallen.” Public-
interest issues feel sidelined, with 64% agreeing that core 
concerns have disappeared. 
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ing to be written in the Indo-
Pacific... India is at the core of 
that.” He also noted that the 
United States had renamed 
its combatant command in 
the Indo-Pacific to reflect the 
strategic significance of the 
region and India’s pivotal 
role within it.

Rubio described the on-
going evolution of the In-
dia-U.S. partnership as an 
“extraordinary transition,” 
pointing to the need for 
deeper cooperation amid 
global challenges such as the 
war in Ukraine and growing 
regional security concerns.

“We are in a period of ex-
traordinary transition in that 
relationship with India. We 
have some really important 
issues coming up that we 
need to work with them on—
issues that implicate what’s 
happening with Ukraine 
and also in the region,” Ru-
bio said.

Highlighting Gor’s close 
relationship with President 
Trump and his influence 

within the administration, 
Rubio stated that Gor’s po-
sition would offer India a 
direct line to the Oval Of-
fice—an advantage few am-
bassadors possess.

“Having a representative 
in a place like India that has 
direct access to the Oval 
Office and the President—
and who they know can get 
things done—is critically im-
portant. I don’t know anyone 
better suited for this position 
than Sergio Gor,” he added.

Gor currently serves as the 
Director of Presidential Per-
sonnel in the White House. 
If confirmed, the 38-year-old 
would become the youngest-
ever U.S. Ambassador to 
India, succeeding former 
ambassador Eric Garcetti, 
whose term ended earlier 
this year.

In his own remarks before 
the committee, Gor echoed 
Rubio’s sentiments, calling 
India a “strategic partner” 
and highlighting its critical 
role in promoting regional 
peace, prosperity, and shared 
security interests.

Former Chief Minister of 
Rajasthan and Congress 
leader Ashok Gehlot on 
Friday said Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s visit to 
Manipur is just a formality.

Gehlot said the PM should 
have visited earlier, sug-
gesting that an earlier visit 
might have helped restore 
peace.

Speaking to the reporters, 
Ashok Gehlot said, “PM 
Modi is doing a formality. 
He is going for 4 hours. He 

should have gone earlier...I 
even asked Union HM Amit 
Shah why he is not able to 
make him understand? 

...Maybe if he had gone ear-
lier, peace would have been 
established sooner...”

Prime Minister will visit 
Mizoram and lay the foun-
dation stone and inaugurate 
multiple development proj-
ects worth over Rs 9000 
crore at Aizawl, at around 
10 AM. He will also address 
a public function, according 
to the statement.

The Prime Minister will 
thereafter visit Assam and 
participate in the celebra-
tions of the 100th birth An-
niversary of Bharat Ratna 
Bhupen Hazarika in Gu-
wahati, at around 5 PM. He 
will also address the gather-
ing on the occasion.

On 14th September, PM 
Modi will inaugurate and 
lay the foundation stone of 
major infrastructure and in-
dustrial development proj-
ects worth over Rs 18,530 
crore in Assam. 

as reviving sugar mills—
with steps taken during 
his 17 months as Deputy 
Chief Minister, including 
reopening the Riga sugar 
mill, pushing recruitment 
(“five lakh jobs facilitated, 
three lakh under process”), 
revising reservation lim-
its and framing IT, tour-
ism and sports policies. 
He also highlighted legacy 
institutions attributed to 
Lalu Prasad Yadav, from 
railway factories to univer-
sity expansion, while alleg-
ing that crime had spiked 
and corruption flourished 
under the present dispen-
sation. On the recurring 
“jungle raj” barb, he re-
plied: “Murder, loot, graft, 
collapsed services—that 
is jungle raj. Those who 
presided over rising crime 
since 2005 now warn of its 
return. Where is the data 
that proves their claim?”

Pressed on reports about 
abusive remarks directed 
at the Prime Minister’s 
mother, Yadav condemned 
any such language. “A 
mother is sacred. We op-
pose it strongly. Neither 
I nor Rahul Gandhi used 
such words, and whoever 
did has faced action,” he 
said, before questioning 
what he called selective 
outrage. He also rejected 
the notion that the 2025 
contest would be “Modi 
versus Opposition”, insist-
ing Bihar’s polls “must be 
fought on local issues—
floods, drought, jobs, law 
and order—where the 
Prime Minister does not 
turn up once the election 
ends”.

Deputy Chief Minister 
and BJP leader Samrat 
Choudhary mounted a ro-
bust defence of the NDA’s 
record and reprised the 
charge that RJD institu-
tionalised lawlessness. 
“Under RJD, kidnappings, 
booth-capturing and cor-
ruption ruled. Nitish Ku-
mar delivered “su-shasan”. 
Roads, electricity and in-
frastructure have reached 
villages; GDP growth has 
consistently climbed,” 
he said. He accused Lalu 
Prasad of shielding crimi-
nals and dismissed claims 
that the NDA “copies” op-
position promises: “An-
nouncing freebies at rallies 
is not governance; deliv-
ering them is. Bring evi-
dence, not slogans.”

Choudhary, who said he 
would resign “within an 
hour” if linked to a crime, 
framed the 2025 choice 
as “development versus 
destruction”, pledging 
continuity under “double-
engine sarkar” with Nit-
ish Kumar’s leadership 
and Modi’s “guidance”. He 
argued that the alliance 
would surpass its 2010 tal-
ly and cited reduced travel 
times across major corri-
dors as proof of change. On 
employment, he contrasted 
recruitment figures under 
RJD and NDA and said the 
government’s aim was to 
create one crore jobs and 
livelihoods by accelerating 
industrial corridors.

VIP chief Mukesh Sahni, 
now aligned with the Ma-
hagathbandhan, declared 
that if the alliance secured 
a majority, Tejashwi Ya-
dav would be Chief Minis-
ter and he himself would 

serve as Deputy Chief Min-
ister. He contended that 
representation for the Ni-
shad community—“11–12% 
of Bihar’s vote”—was over-
due and pressed the BJP 
to “act, not sermonise” on 
caste. “If the Prime Minis-
ter believes caste doesn’t 
exist, abolish it in law. We 
say openly we represent 
Nishads and the backward. 
Power matters only if it de-
livers justice,” he said, add-
ing that the alliance expect-
ed to settle seat-sharing 
ahead of the NDA and an-
nounce its leadership slate 
in time.

Congress Rajya Sabha 
MP Akhilesh Prasad Singh 
sought to close speculation 
over the Opposition’s face, 
saying RJD, as the largest 
partner, would naturally 
project Yadav. He listed 
unemployment, migration 
and agrarian distress as the 
decisive issues and said Bi-
har’s rankings in education 
and health had sunk to the 
bottom among large states. 
“Nearly three crore youths 
have been forced to migrate 
in the past two decades. 
Farmers’ costs have multi-
plied while incomes have 
not doubled as promised. 
People want a government 
that addresses these reali-
ties,” he said, rejecting the 
idea of a “Modi brand” over-
shadowing local concerns 
and predicting a clear Ma-
hagathbandhan majority.

Adding a cultural note, 
Bhojpuri star Ritesh Pan-
dey, now with Prashant 
Kishor’s Jan Suraaj, chan-
nelled youth sentiment 
through song—“Rozgaar 
chahiye, naya Bihar cha-
hiye”—and pledged to end 

the “triple migration” of 
labour, capital and talent. 
He argued that Bihar’s 
banking credit-deposit 
imbalance bled local en-
terprise and promised to 
“stop the flight of capital” 
so those compelled to leave 
could one day “give jobs at 
home”.

Across the sessions, fa-
miliar battlelines hard-
ened. The NDA showcased 
stability, infrastructure 
and delivery under Nitish 
Kumar, insisting law and 
order has improved and 
that action follows crime. 
The Opposition framed the 
election as a referendum 
on two decades of stagna-
tion, urging voters to pun-
ish what it calls unfulfilled 
promises and rising inse-
curity, and to back a youth-
centred jobs push. Newer 
players such as Jan Suraaj 
sought to prise open space 
with a governance-first 
pitch, even as allies wran-
gled over seat arithmetic.

With the Election Com-
mission expected to fi-
nalise revised rolls and 
alliances moving towards 
seat-sharing announce-
ments, Bihar appears set 
for an intensely local con-
test fought over employ-
ment, migration, public 
services and safety—issues 
that speakers at Manchh 
2025 argued will matter 
more than any national 
halo. The only consensus 
was on the stakes: after 
years of political churn and 
coalition pivots, the out-
come will define whether 
voters reward continuity 
under the NDA or gamble 
on the Mahagathband-
han’s promise of a reset.
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In Missing from the House: 
Muslim Women in the Lok 
Sabha, Rasheed Kidwai 
and Ambar Kumar Ghosh 
undertake a unique study—
one that resists polemics 
in favour of patient docu-
mentation and sweeping 
claims in favour of close, 
almost archival attention. 
They gather the stories of 
every Muslim woman who 
has ever sat in the lower 
house of India’s Parliament 
(the Lok Sabha)—eighteen 
in more than seventy-five 
years of Independence—
and stitch them into a nar-
rative that is both a lament 
and a ledger.

The numbers themselves 
feel like an indictment: in a 
chamber of 543 members, 
across nearly seven and a 
half decades, only eighteen 
Muslim women have found 
a place. There have been 
five Lok Sabhas with none 
at all, and never more than 
four at a time. Contempo-
rary political parties are 
often critiqued for policies 

that appear inattentive to 
Muslim concerns. How-
ever, if Muslim identity has 
always been central to In-
dia’s politics—sometimes 
claimed as programme, 
sometimes cast as provoca-
tion—this book shows with 
quiet persistence that Mus-
lim women have been miss-
ing across governments 
and across eras, regardless 
of who was in power.

The book is distinctive not 
because it seeks to explain 
everything, but because it 
insists on examining a nar-
row field in great detail. We 
have studies of women in 
politics and of Muslims in 
Parliament, but this is the 
first sustained attempt to 
trace Muslim women as 
parliamentarians, to count 
their numbers, and to ask 
what their presence—or 
their absence—means.

The style of the book is 
sometimes formal and aca-
demic, with dense archival 
detail and theoretical fram-
ing; yet it also slips into a 

more narrative, biographi-
cal tone when sketching 
the lives of the individual 
parliamentarians. The cu-
mulative effect is power-
ful. The pattern emerges 
starkly: thirteen of the eigh-
teen women were dynastic 
entrants, daughters, wives, 
or daughters-in-law of po-
litical families, a reminder 
that in India’s democracy, 
dynasty often remains the 
surest door for women to 
walk through. And then, 
too, many careers were 
brief, a single term or two, 
with only a few making a 
longer mark.

Geography sharpens the 
point. West Bengal, Assam, 
and Uttar Pradesh domi-
nate the story. In Bengal 
alone, in the last decade 
and a half, four Muslim 
women—Mausam Benazir 
Noor, Mamtaz Sanghamita, 
Sajda Ahmed, and Nusrat 
Jahan—have been elected, 
more than from any other 
state in that period. Mean-
while, the southern states, 
with their higher literacy 
rates and better gender 
indices, have never sent a 
Muslim woman to the Lok 
Sabha.

The portraits themselves 
give the book its life. Mofida 
Ahmed of Assam, elected 
in 1957, was the first, and 
during her term, raised 
hundreds of questions on 

tea prices, railway acci-
dents, and even the naming 
of a bridge, before fading 
from public life. Begum 
Akbar Jehan Abdullah, 
the ‘matriarch of Kash-
mir’, carried both dynastic 
authority and a welfare-
oriented politics. Mohsina 

Kidwai, perhaps the most 
durable of them all, became 
a Union minister and spoke 
of India’s plural heritage 
with conviction: “…Muslims 
are an inalienable part of this 
matrix…Islam has had signifi-
cant religious, artistic, philo-
sophical, cultural, social and 

political influences… traders, 
mystics, preachers and invad-
ers have shaped and influenced 
the Indian subcontinent for 
thirteen centuries…”

Later figures reveal other 
paths. Mehbooba Mufti be-
gan as an “accidental politi-
cian” before becoming the 
face of the People’s Demo-
cratic Party and Jammu 
and Kashmir’s first woman 
chief minister. Tabassum 
Hasan defended her fam-
ily legacy and returned to 
Parliament after a by-elec-
tion. Ranee Narah, a for-
mer cricketer from Assam, 
survived a near-fatal plane 
crash and returned to poli-
tics undeterred. And Nus-
rat Jahan, a film star turned 
MP, navigated glamour, 
controversy, and social 
outreach, embodying the 
contradictions of contem-
porary celebrity politics. 
The youngest, Iqra Hasan, 
arrived in 2024 as the first-
time MP in the eighteenth 
Lok Sabha. Others—Abida 
Ahmed, Noor Bano, Sajda 
Ahmed, Mausam Noor—
appear distinctively, their 
stories adding texture to 
the ledger.

Because the book spans 
close to a century, the con-
texts change—Partition’s 
shadow in the early years, 
the turbulence of the Emer-
gency, the churn of Man-
dal politics, and the new 

challenging turns of the 
present. Yet the obstacles 
repeat with depressing fa-
miliarity. Parties hesitate to 
nominate women, patriar-
chal attitudes persist, and 
many women who do get in 
are confined by dynasty or 
expected to play support-
ing roles. As the authors 
observe, “…despite family 
privilege, Muslim women in 
politics had to confront unen-
viable challenges, shoulder the 
real burden of socio-cultural 
obligations, and face notorious 
political rivals…in order to es-
tablish themselves as ‘success-
ful leaders’ in their own right.” 

The book’s shortcom-
ing is that it does not push 
deeper into the reasons. 
The regional disparity—
Bengal’s recent surge, the 
South’s silence—deserves a 
fuller exploration of party 
strategies, social contexts, 
and nomination pipelines. 
Nor does the book ven-
ture too far into prescrip-
tions, beyond gesturing to 
the Women’s Reservation 
Act as a possible turning 
point. Yet perhaps that re-
straint is intentional. This 
is not a book of manifestos; 
it is a record. It leaves the 
reader with the evidence 
and trusts them to feel the 
weight.

And the weight is heavy. 
In the present House, Iqra 
Hasan and Sajda Ahmed 

stands as the only two Mus-
lim woman MPs in a cham-
ber of 543. Parliament, the 
mirror of the nation, con-
tinues to exclude the very 
women who are most often 
debated in the abstract—on 
family law, on hijab, on per-
sonal freedoms—without 
hearing their own voices. 
As journalist Rama Laksh-
mi, who endorses the book, 
reminds us: “…where are the 
Muslim women representa-
tives? They should be saying: 
‘Nothing about us without us’.”

At its core, Missing from 
the House is not just about 
eighteen women. It is about 
a nation’s unfinished prom-
ise that reminds us that the 
world’s largest democracy 
remains incomplete when 
such a vital group is absent 
from its central institution. 
And it does so without ran-
cour or ornament, simply 
by naming the women who 
made it in, and by count-
ing the many who did not. 
Finally, this book will be es-
sential reading for scholars 
of Indian politics, gender 
studies, and minority rep-
resentation, as well as for 
policymakers, journalists, 
and citizens who are com-
mitted to the inclusivity of 
Indian democracy.

The author  is  a  pol icy  
researcher and columnist 
based in India

Every year, as the 
monsoon clouds 
recede and the festive 

season dawns, millions 
of Indians eagerly await 
the arrival of Bhagwan 
Ganesh, the harbinger of 
wisdom, prosperity, and 
new beginnings. Ganesh 
Chaturthi, celebrated with 
grandeur across the nation, 
is not merely a religious 
festival;  it  is a socio-
economic phenomenon 
that energises the economy, 
nurtures livelihoods, fosters 
unity, and reinforces India’s 
cultural and spiritual 
heritage.

In 2025, the festival is pro-
jected to generate a stagger-
ing Rs 45,000 crore in eco-
nomic activity, up from Rs 
25,000 crore in 2024. This 
surge is a testament to how 
faith, finance, and festivity 
intertwine in modern India.

Ganesh Chaturthi’s eco-
nomic footprint extends far 
beyond traditional religious 
rituals. Its impact reverber-
ates across multiple sectors:
•	 Rs 500 crore –Clay idols 
and eco-friendly Ganesha 
statues
•	 Rs 2,000 crore –Modak, 
sweets, and festive delica-

cies
•	 Rs 3,000 crore –Catering 
and snacks for community 
events
•	 Rs 3,000 crore –Festival 
merchandise and decorative 
items
•	 Rs 5,000 crore –Event 
management and organis-
ing committees
•	 Rs 10,000 crore –Local 
transport and spending in 
markets

From the bustling lanes 
of Mumbai to the vibrant 
pandals of Pune, Hyder-
abad, and Garur- a remote 
village in Bageshwar district 
of Uttarakhand, the festival 
transforms cities into eco-
nomic engines, generating 
employment and boosting 
local trade.

Even Indian Railways 
plays a crucial role, run-
ning over hundreds special 
trains to manage the surge 
of devotees traveling to and 
from the Konkan region, a 
testament to the logistical 
scale of this national event.

Behind these large figures 
are lakhs of small dreams 
and stories of resilience.
•	 The kaarigar (artisan) 
shaping clay into intricate 
idols
•	 The mithaiwala (sweet-
maker) crafting traditional 
modaks
•	 The caterer serving meals 
to volunteers and devotees
•	 The decorator setting up 
elaborate pandals and stag-
es

For these individuals, Ga-
nesh Chaturthi is not just a 
festival, it is their lifeline. It 

provides a sizeable part of 
their annual income and 
sustains local economies. 
In a world where automa-
tion and globalisation of-
ten marginalise traditional 
crafts, festivals like these 
preserve artisanal heritage 
and ensure that cultural 
professions continue to 
thrive. This is economic 
empowerment rooted in 
culture.

Ganesh Chaturthi is a cel-
ebration that transcends 
barriers of caste, class, and 
community. Initiated by 
freedom fighter Lokmanya 
Bal Gangadhar Tilak during 
the colonial era, the pub-
lic celebration of Ganesh 
Chaturthi was envisioned 
as a tool for social unity and 
national awakening. Even 
today, the festival embodies 
this spirit. Neighbourhoods 
come together to organise 
pandals, families work col-
lectively to prepare offer-
ings, and volunteers unite 
to manage crowds and dis-
tribute Prasad. Whether in 
metropolitan cities or small 
villages, Ganpati brings 
people together, reinforc-
ing a sense of belonging and 
collective purpose. In times 
when divisive narratives 
threaten social fabric, this 
festival serves as a reminder 
that shared faith can foster 
harmony.

Ganesh Chaturthi has also 
evolved into a powerful mar-
keting phenomenon. Major 
brands across sectors, from 
FMCG to automobiles, use 
the festive mood to launch 
products and campaigns.
• Retail sales peak as fami-

lies buy new clothes, jewel-
lery, and home appliances.
• Food and beverage com-

panies innovate with mo-
dak-inspired products and 
festive offers.
• Automobile and elec-

tronics companies time 
major launches around this 

period, boosting quarterly 
sales.
• Digital platforms and 

fintech services experience 
a spike in transactions due 
to online donations and fes-
tive shopping.

In  e s s e n c e,  Ga n e sh 
Chaturthi has become 
a festival of commerce, 
comparable to Diwali in 
its economic significance. 
This symbiotic relationship 
between culture and com-
merce reflects the strength 
of India’s consumer market 
and the opportunities it of-
fers for businesses. As the 
festival grows, so does the 
responsibility to protect the 
environment. The immer-
sion of idols in water bodies 
has historically caused pol-
lution, threatening aquatic 
life and ecosystems.

In recent years, there has 
been a significant shift to-
wards eco-friendly celebra-
tions:
• Clay idols replacing Plas-

ter of Paris (PoP) statues
• Natural dyes and plant-

based colours
• Artificial tanks for im-

mersion to prevent river and 
sea pollution
• Awareness campaigns 

promoting sustainable 
practices

This balance between 
tradition and modern envi-
ronmental consciousness is 
crucial. It shows that devo-
tion and sustainability can 
coexist, setting a precedent 
for other festivals world-
wide.

At a macroeconomic level, 
Ganesh Chaturthi acts as 
a stimulus package for the 
economy:
• Employment generation 

across multiple industries, 
from manufacturing to ser-
vices
• Boost to SMEs and local 

businesses, ensuring money 
circulates within communi-
ties
• Infrastructure upgrades, 

including transport, light-
ing, and public utilities, 
driven by festival demand
• Tourism revenue, as do-

mestic and international 
visitors flock to witness 
iconic pandals

Cities like Mumbai, Pune, 
and Hyderabad alone con-
tribute Rs 7,000 crore 
annually to the economy 
during this period. This lo-
calised growth has ripple 
effects, enhancing state 
revenues and supporting 
national GDP.

In recent years, Ganesh 
Chaturthi has crossed na-
tional borders, with celebra-
tions held in countries like 
the United States, Canada, 
UK, UAE, and Australia. 
These events:
• Strengthen India’s cul-

tural diplomacy
• Promote soft power on a 

global stage
• Provide a sense of iden-

tity and belonging for the 
Indian diaspora
• Create international 

trade opportunities for Indi-
an artisans and businesses

As India’s global influence 
rises, festivals like Ganesh 
Chaturthi become vehicles 

for displaying our rich heri-
tage while integrating with 
the global economy.

While the festival brings 
immense joy and economic 
benefits, there are challeng-
es that need to be addressed:
• Over-commercialisation, 

which can dilute spiritual 
essence
• Traffic congestion and 

urban crowd management 
during peak festivities
• Environmental degrada-

tion if sustainable practices 
are not widely adopted
• Equitable distribution of 

profits, ensuring grassroots 
workers and artisans re-
ceive fair compensation

Addressing these issues 
requires collaboration be-
tween government, busi-
nesses, communities, and 
environmental groups. 
With thoughtful planning, 
the festival can continue to 
grow without compromis-
ing values or ecosystems.

Ganesh Chaturthi exem-
plifies the seamless integra-
tion of faith, finance, and 

festivity.
• Faith unites millions in 

devotion, fostering spiri-
tual strength and social 
harmony.
• Finance drives prosper-

ity, creating opportunities 
for individuals and busi-
nesses alike.
• Festivity brings colour, 

joy, and a sense of renewal 
to society.

When Bhagwan Ganesh 
arrives, he does not just 
bless homes, he blesses live-
lihoods and economies. His 
presence lights up not only 
the hearts of devotees but 
also the markets, industries, 
and aspirations of a billion 
people. As India marches 
towards becoming a global 
economic powerhouse, fes-
tivals like Ganesh Chaturthi 
remind us that our greatest 
strength lies in our cultural 
roots, our collective spirit, 
and our ability to harmon-
ise tradition with progress.

In a rapidly changing 
world, where technology 
and globalisation reshape 
societies, Ganesh Chatur-
thi stands as a symbol of 
continuity and resilience. 
It teaches us that economic 
growth need not come at the 
expense of cultural heritage 
or environmental steward-
ship. By nurturing inclu-
sive development, promot-
ing sustainable practices, 
and strengthening social 
bonds, the festival embod-
ies the vision of a New In-
dia, one where spirituality 
and modernity go hand in 
hand. Let us celebrate not 
just with devotion but with 
a commitment to building 
an India where every small 
dream matters, every arti-
san thrives, and every act 
of faith contributes to the 
greater good of society and 
the nation.
Gopal Goswami, PhD, is a re-
searcher, columnist and social 
thinker
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Kakori at 100: Martyrs’ last wish
As legendary freedom fighter Bhagat Singh 
noted in an essay after Kakori, Bismil 
implored that if people truly mourned 
their martyrdom, they should honor it 
by ensuring communal amity: “with 
whatever means, they must establish 
Hindu-Muslim unity; that was our last 
wish and only this can be our memorial”. Kakori martyrs Lahiri, Ashfaqullah, Bismil, Roshan—centenary tributes, Lucknow, August 2025. 

August 2025 marked 
the centenary of the 
Kakori Conspiracy 

(also known as the Kakori 
Train Action), a pivotal 
revolutionary episode in In-
dia’s anti-colonial struggle. 
A hundred years on, India 
is revisiting the Kakori in-
cident through exhibitions, 
tributes, and educational 
events, casting new light on 
its heroes across community 
lines and reflecting on how 
their martyrdom informs 
citizenship today. This ar-
ticle retraces the dramatic 
1925 train robbery led by 
Ram Prasad Bismil and 
Ashfaqulla Khan, examines 
their legacy as martyrs tran-
scending religious boundar-
ies, and analyzes how com-
memorating them in 2025 is 
shaping public memory and 
patriotism. 

The Kakori 
Conspiracy of 1925
On 9 August 1925, a group of 
young Indian revolutionar-
ies from the Hindustan Re-
publican Association (HRA) 
carried out one of the most 
daring acts of the Indian 
freedom movement – the 
Kakori train robbery. Ram 
Prasad Bismil, Ashfaqulla 
Khan, Chandrashekhar 
Azad, Rajendra Nath Lahiri, 
Thakur Roshan Singh and 
others stopped the 8-Down 
Saharanpur–Lucknow pas-
senger train near Kakori (a 
village near Lucknow) and 
looted the British govern-
ment treasury it was carry-
ing. The aim was twofold: 
to acquire funds for their 
armed struggle against Brit-
ish rule, and to send a defi-
ant political message against 
colonial exploitation. The 
audacity of this act “shook 
the foundations of British 
rule,” as later tributes would 
note, by showing that In-
dian patriots could directly 
challenge the Raj’s economic 

stronghold.
British authorities re-

sponded with a massive 
crackdown. In the ensuing 
Kakori Conspiracy case, 
more than 40 people were 
arrested and tried for their 
involvement. The trial cul-
minated in severe sentences: 
Bismil, Ashfaqulla Khan, 
Rajendra Lahiri, and Ro-
shan Singh were sentenced 
to death and executed by the 
end of 1927, while others re-
ceived long prison terms. 
(Chandrashekhar Azad 
evaded capture and contin-
ued the fight until his death 
in 1931.) The British Raj had 
hoped to label the Kakori 
revolutionaries as mere 
criminals, but the Indian 
public came to revere them 
as nationalist heroes, seeing 
the robbery not as a crime 
but as a bold protest against 
unjust colonial policies. 
Indeed, the Kakori action 
highlighted the deep popu-
lar resentment against colo-
nial rule, as Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi observed a 
century later – people were 
“angry at the manner in 
which people’s money was 
being used to further colo-
nial exploitation”. The epi-
sode galvanized anti-colo-
nial sentiment and inspired 
other revolutionaries; 
historians note that it em-
boldened the revolutionary 
movement that would soon 
adopt a more socialist out-
look, eventually leading to 
the reorganization of HRA 
into the Hindustan Social-
ist Republican Association 
(HSRA) in 1928. 

Revolutionaries 
across community 
lines
One remarkable aspect of 
the Kakori saga was the 
camaraderie between revo-
lutionaries of different reli-
gions, especially the friend-
ship of Pandit Ram Prasad 
Bismil (a devout Hindu) and 
Ashfaqulla Khan (a devout 
Muslim). In an era when 

the British often employed 
“divide and rule” tactics to 
pit communities against 
each other, the Kakori plot 
stood as a powerful counter-
narrative of Hindu-Muslim 
unity. The sight of a staunch 
Arya Samaji like Bismil and 
a pious Muslim like Ash-
faqulla working hand-in-
hand for India’s freedom 
sent a message far greater 
than the train robbery itself. 
“The Kakori Train Action 
not only shook the British 
Raj but also brought into 
limelight the camaraderie 
between a staunch Hindu 
and a dutiful Muslim,” 
writes one historian, not-
ing how their “pious bond” 
trumped the Raj’s commu-
nal divide.

Both men were keenly 
aware of the symbolic im-
portance of their friend-
ship. While awaiting ex-
ecution, Bismil penned a 
heartfelt letter urging his 
countrymen to uphold 
Hindu-Muslim unity, ex-
plicitly framing it as the true 
homage to their sacrifice. He 
pointed out that even the co-
lonial government acknowl-
edged Ashfaqulla as “Ram 
Prasad’s right hand.” If a 
Muslim like Ashfaq could 
become the closest comrade 
of a Hindu like Bismil, “why 
can’t Hindus and Muslims 
unite for the cause of free-
dom?” Bismil asked. He 
proudly asserted that Ash-
faqulla’s exemplary loyalty 
had disproved the notion 
that “Muslims aren’t trust-
worthy”, and that no one 
should dare say Hindus and 
Muslims cannot trust each 
other in the fight for India’s 
liberty. This sentiment was 
not just personal but strate-
gic – the revolutionaries saw 
national unity as essential to 
defeating colonialism.

In fact, Bismil’s “last 
wish” was the establish-
ment of Hindu-Muslim 
unity throughout India. As 
legendary freedom fighter 
Bhagat Singh noted in an 

essay after Kakori, Bismil 
implored that if people truly 
mourned their martyrdom, 
they should honor it by en-
suring communal amity: 
“with whatever means, they 
must establish Hindu-Mus-
lim unity; that was our last 
wish and only this can be 
our memorial”. He stressed 
that Ashfaqulla Khan fully 
shared this view, making 
it clear that both martyrs 
wanted their deaths to in-
spire national integration 
over sectarian strife. Such 
statements, along with other 
letters smuggled out of pris-
on, show that Kakori’s he-
roes consciously projected 
an image of shared martyr-
dom beyond religious lines. 
They understood that for a 
subjugated nation of Hin-
dus, Muslims, and others to 
become free, it first had to 
stand united as one Indian 
people. 

From daring act to 
martyrdom
The execution of Bismil, 
Ashfaqulla, Lahiri and Ro-
shan Singh in December 
1927 immediately trans-
formed them into martyrs 
(shaheed) in the eyes of the 
Indian public. These men 
were all young (the eldest 
was 35 and the youngest just 
26) and went to the gallows 
with remarkable courage. 
Their hanging provoked 
nationwide sorrow but also 
pride – their sacrifice be-
came a rallying point for the 
freedom movement. Folk 
songs and poems celebrated 
their bravery; indeed, Ram 
Prasad Bismil was himself 
a talented poet who had 
written patriotic verses. 
The famous Urdu poem 
“Sarfaroshi ki Tamanna” 
(“The desire for revolution/
sacrifice”), often associated 
with Bismil, echoed through 
rallies and continues to in-
spire today (though penned 
by another poet, Bismil’s 
ardent recitation made it 
iconic). The martyrs’ pho-

tographs were circulated 
as icons of resistance, and 
their biographies – includ-
ing Bismil’s autobiography 
and Ashfaqulla’s writings 
– were read by aspiring 
young revolutionaries. The 
Hindustan Socialist Repub-
lican Association formed by 
Bhagat Singh’s generation 
explicitly hailed the Kakori 
heroes’ vision; their sacrifice 
pushed the struggle further 
leftward towards the goal of 
an egalitarian, secular India.

After Independence in 
1947, the Republic of India 
officially honored the Ka-
kori martyrs as freedom 
fighters. Their names found 
a place in history textbooks, 
and their hometowns saw 
memorials erected in their 
memory. In Uttar Pradesh 
(the state where Kakori is lo-
cated), the Kakori Shaheed 
Smarak (Martyrs’ Memo-
rial) was built as a tribute 
“to the brave revolutionar-
ies of the Kakori Conspira-
cy”. The memorial features 
cenotaphs for Bismil, Ash-
faqulla and their comrades, 
and serves as a site for an-
nual homage on August 9 
(Kakori Day) and Decem-
ber 19 (Martyrdom Day). 
Over the decades, various 
commemorations kept their 
legacy alive: for instance, in 
1997 (the 70th anniversary 
of their execution), India 
Post issued a commemora-
tive postage stamp honor-
ing Ram Prasad Bismil and 
the Kakori uprising. Many 
schools, roads and institu-
tions have been named af-
ter the Kakori heroes across 
Uttar Pradesh and India 
– from Ram Prasad Bismil 
Memorial Degree College 
in Lucknow to Shaheed 
Ashfaqullah Khan zoologi-
cal garden in Gorakhpur. 
Such gestures integrate the 
martyrs’ names into daily 
civic life, quietly reminding 
citizens of their stories.

Yet, memory can fade if 
not tended. Some histori-
cal treasures related to Ka-

kori languish in obscurity. 
Notably, a small museum 
at Kakori railway station 
houses artifacts from the 
1925 robbery – including 
the cast-iron safe that the 
revolutionaries looted, a 
British-made station bell, 
and documents from the 
trial – but it sees shockingly 
few visitors (sometimes 
only 20–30 in an entire 
year). Many local residents 
are unaware it even exists, 
and it typically opens only 
when a handful of people 
request a visit around the 
August or December anni-
versaries. By contrast, the 
outdoor Kakori Shaheed 
Smarak about 2 km away 
draws more footfall (per-
haps 50–100 visitors daily, 
often college students). 
Even so, caretakers say the 
memorial, spread over sev-
eral acres with gardens, an 
open-air theatre and even 
a “temple of revolutionar-
ies,” struggles with main-
tenance and needs greater 
support and awareness. 
These observations suggest 
that while the legend of the 
Kakori martyrs remains 
potent, there is a continu-
ing challenge to effectively 
educate the broader public – 
especially the younger gen-
eration – about their story in 
engaging ways.

Honoring unity 
and renaming the 
narrative
In an interesting symbolic 
move, officials have taken 
care to frame Kakori in re-
spectful terms. The term 
“Kakori Kand” (Kakori in-
cident) – long used in his-

tory books – was officially 
replaced with “Kakori Train 
Action,” since “Kand” in 
Hindi can imply a scandal 
or misdeed. By renaming it, 
the government emphasized 
that this was a proud act of 
courage and resistance, not 
a mere criminal incident. 
This change, first made in 
2021, was highlighted again 
during the centenary as an 
honor to the martyrs’ lega-
cy. It reflects how language 
in public discourse is being 
consciously shaped to valo-
rize freedom fighters in the 
national narrative.

At the national level too, 
leaders across India’s po-
litical spectrum paid hom-
age to the Kakori heroes on 
the centenary. From Presi-
dent to Prime Minister to 
local officials, messages 
recounted the story and 
saluted the martyrs. Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
posted on social media (X) 
to mark 100 years since 
Kakori, stating: “On this 
day, a hundred years ago, 
the courage shown by pa-
triotic Indians at Kakori 
highlighted the resentment 
among people against co-
lonial rule... Their valour 
will always be remembered 
by the people of India. We 
will keep working to fulfil 
their dreams for a strong 
and prosperous India.”. 
This message, echoed in a 
formal statement, linked 
the historical sacrifice to 
a modern pledge – that 
today’s government seeks 
to realize the dream of a 
strong, developed India, 
which is the ultimate trib-
ute to those martyrs.

Other leaders struck simi-
lar notes. Union Home Min-
ister Amit Shah described 
the Kakori Train Action as 
“a symbol of courage, sac-
rifice, and patriotism in the 
Indian freedom struggle.” 
He recounted how “brave 
heroes like Ram Prasad 
Bismil ji, Chandrashekhar 
Azad ji, and Ashfaqulla 
Khan ji ignited the torch of 
revolution against British 
looting, shaking the founda-
tions of the British Empire”. 
Shah emphasized that the 
nation will always remain 
indebted to their bravery, 
highlighting the debt of 
gratitude citizens owe to 
freedom fighters. Mean-
while in Uttar Pradesh, 
Chief Minister Yogi Aditya-
nath tweeted his “heartfelt 
tributes to all the immortal 
revolutionaries on the an-
niversary of the Kakori Rail 
Action that shook the foun-
dations of British rule!” He 
hailed the saga of Kakori 
as “a beacon of inspiration” 
whose “sacrifice, courage, 
and patriotism will forever 
inspire us to work with 
the spirit of ‘Nation First’”. 
Deputy CM Keshav Prasad 
Maurya likewise extolled 
the event’s significance for 
India’s independence. These 
sentiments from prominent 
leaders, especially from the 
ruling Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty, show a concerted effort to 
celebrate revolutionary pa-
triots as national icons. By 
invoking Kakori’s heroes, 
they also seek to instill val-
ues of patriotism and unity 
in today’s citizens, aligning 
with their broader national-
ist discourse.
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Kakori Shaheed Smarak, obelisk honoring 1925 martyrs, Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh. Kakori station, site of 1925 train action, Lucknow, August 2025.
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