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T
he new series of the Consumer Price In-
dex (CPI), the second data release of
which was issued on Thursday, does not

yet have enough historical data for robust com-
parisons, but does include enough information
to provide clues about the future. Retail in�ation
in India quickened to a 10-month high of 3.2% in
February 2026, largely driven by food in�ation
and precious metal prices. This rise is something
that the government should take note of early,
avoiding any complacency that might have crept
in due to the low in�ation levels of the last year or
so. Food has a lower weight in the new series as
compared to the old one, but is nevertheless a
major driver of in�ation with a 36.75% weight in
the overall CPI. In�ation in food and beverages
rose to 3.35% in February from 2.1% in the pre-
vious month, driven by quickening price levels in
the meat, oils, and fruits and nuts categories.
Notably, in�ation in tomato prices stood at more
than 45%. Thankfully, this was accompanied by a
contraction in prices of the two other staples —
onions and potatoes — by 28% and 18%, respec-
tively. A large part of the low in�ation last year
was due to a statistical base e�ect that is now
gone. Looking ahead, there are various factors
that could result in rapidly rising food in�ation.
The �rst is that climate scientists are predicting
the return of the El Niño e�ect in the middle of
the monsoon this year. A weak monsoon will nat-
urally raise food prices. The second impact will
depend on how long the con�ict in West Asia
continues. Sustained natural gas supply con-
straints will hurt fertilizer production, a�ecting
food output and, eventually, prices.

The other factor that has driven in�ation up,
and which will likely remain a major driver in the
near future, is the price of gold and silver. Gold je-
wellery saw in�ation rise to 48.2% in February
from an already-blistering 46.8% in January. In�a-
tion in silver jewellery stood at more than 160% in
both January and February. With global uncer-
tainty and anxiety skyrocketing, the demand for
safe-haven precious metals is not going to let up
any time soon. Rising oil prices and LPG and LNG
shortages are already raising input prices for in-
dustry, which will eventually be passed on to con-
sumers. The Reserve Bank of India’s Monetary
Policy Committee has a tough job in its next
meeting in April. In�ation is being driven by sup-
ply constraints, so trying to reduce demand by
raising interest rates will not only have a minimal
impact on in�ation but could also further hurt
growth when fuel constraints are already impact-
ing it. The onus lies with the government and its
e�orts to expedite alternative sources of fuel.

Price pressures
India must �nd sources of sustainable

energy to curb in�ation

T
he Supreme Court of India’s directive in
Rachana Gangu to the Ministry of Health
and Family Welfare to design a no-fault

compensation scheme for serious adverse events
following immunisation (AEFI) arising from In-
dia’s COVID-19 vaccination campaign marks a
shift from a fault-based liability system to a no-
fault one in state-run public health programmes.
The case arose from writ petitions �led in various
courts by families claiming that their relatives
had died or su�ered serious injury after receiving
COVID-19 vaccines. Rachana Gangu was over the
deaths, in 2021, of two women aged 18 and 20, al-
legedly from vaccine-induced immune thrombot-
ic thrombocytopenia (VITT), a rare complication
of the Covishield vaccine. A�ected families con-
tended that India had no dedicated mechanism
to compensate those harmed in a state-run pro-
gramme. For several years, the government re-
sisted establishing a compensation policy be-
cause it held that vaccination was voluntary,
serious AEFI rates were extremely low, and ag-
grieved citizens could sue vaccine manufacturers
in civil court — a position the Court has since re-
jected as being impractical for ordinary indivi-
duals. The new ruling also builds on Jacob Puliyel
(2022), in which the Court rejected challenges to
emergency vaccine approvals but emphasised
the need to make AEFI data publicly available.

In 2024, a few years after scientists had esta-
blished the same concern in medical literature,
AstraZeneca acknowledged in a U.K. court docu-
ment that Covishield could, in rare instances,
cause VITT. Since most Indians were vaccinated
with Covishield, the admission further under-
mined the government’s position that links bet-
ween the vaccine and certain deaths were unpro-
ven or coincidental. Despite operating one of the
world’s largest immunisation e�orts, India has
historically lacked a dedicated national vaccine
injury compensation programme. Many coun-
tries, including the U.S. and the U.K., have such
vaccine injury compensation programmes where
claimants need not prove negligence, but only a
plausible link to vaccination. Even the global CO-
VAX facility established a no-fault mechanism for
92 low- and middle-income countries. During the
pandemic, the government had reported over
1,100 deaths following vaccination across 219
crore doses administered. The Court ruled that
for a welfare state, these represent individual hu-
man lives and that the absence of a formal policy
left a�ected families in a legal vacuum. It has also
been clear that its directive is not based on adjud-
icating whether the vaccines caused speci�c inju-
ries or deaths nor does it replace all fault-based
liabilities in public health. However, it sets an im-
portant precedent for future vaccination drives,
including the new one for HPV, a�rming the
state’s duty of care when endorsing medical in-
terventions for the public good.

Duty of care
The state must not evade responsibility

when it pushes for vaccination

O
nce upon a late-20th-century lecture
circuit, the phrase “Washington
Consensus” (WC) did the work of a
talisman: 10 tidy policy prescriptions

that promised macro stability, market-led growth,
and a path out of crisis for beleaguered states.
John Williamson, who coined the term in 1989,
formulated its 10 commandments: �scal
discipline; reordering public spending toward
pro-growth priorities; tax reform to broaden the
tax base and lower rates; liberalisation of interest
rates; competitive exchange rates; trade
liberalisation through lowering tari�s;
liberalisation of inward foreign direct investment;
privatisation of state-owned enterprises;
deregulation to remove barriers to entry and
competition; and securing property rights. These
were presented as near-universal remedies,
administered by institutions in the West that
watched the global macro-economy like
physicians with a single, favoured prescription,
summed up in the words liberalise, privatise, and
deregulate. Three decades on, the prescription
seems obsolete, overtaken by the onrush of
global events.

Its shaping, its legacy
The Washington Consensus was never merely
technocratic; it carried a political history.
Adopted in moments of crisis, its reforms arrived
bound up with conditionality, bargaining power,
and a belief that markets, once set free, would
generate growth that trickled down. The core
tenets of the “consensus” emerged from the
ideological crucible of Reaganomics and
Thatcherite structural adjustment programmes.
These principles — �scal austerity, deregulation,
privatisation, and trade liberalisation — were
adopted with little critical scrutiny by the Bretton
Woods Institutions (the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund, or BWIs) and their
regional counterparts such as the Asian
Development Bank during the mid to late 1980s.
Their embrace was largely a response to the debt
crises and macroeconomic instability that
a�icted many developing countries at the time.

Yet, the consequences of this orthodoxy were
far-reaching and, in many cases, deeply
destabilising. The Asian �nancial crisis, which
erupted in Bangkok in 1997, and the global
�nancial meltdown of 2008, were among the
most visible symptoms of the Consensus’s
systemic �aws. Equally telling were the
breakdowns of the WTO ministerial meetings in
Seattle (1999) and Cancún (2003), which exposed
the deepening rift between developed and
developing nations — a divide the Doha Round
never managed to bridge.

One of the most damaging legacies of the
Consensus was its categorical rejection of
industrial strategy. Promoted by the BWIs on
behalf of industrialised nations, this taboo was
reinforced through WTO rules on Trade-Related
Investment Measures (TRIMs), intellectual
property (TRIPS), and subsidies — all of which

constrained the policy space for developing
countries seeking to nurture domestic industries.
Another pillar of WC dogma was deregulation in
favour of an idealised “free market”, even in
contexts where market institutions were weak or
non-existent — as was the case across much of
Africa and the least developed countries. For
decades, the IMF advanced the notion that
inequality was irrelevant so long as growth
occurred and would eventually “trickle down”. In
practice, however, Structural Adjustment
Programmes proved particularly harmful to the
poorest nations, which lacked even the minimal
institutional foundations upon which the WC’s
assumptions were built.

Compounding these issues was the manner in
which the WC was conceived — largely in western
capitals, without meaningful consultation with
the developing countries that would bear the
brunt of its implementation. The results were
mixed enough to invite reappraisal, even during
the WC’s heyday. Some countries — parts of East
Asia, Pinochet’s Chile — found ways to combine
market openings with strong state direction and
industrial strategy. Others — several Latin
American cases, some post-Soviet transitions —
su�ered debt crises, inequality spikes and social
backlash.

A loss of faith
The conditionalities imposed by the BWIs and the
rigidity of WTO rules led to widespread
discontent, manifesting in street protests across
the Global South throughout the 1990s and
beyond. The backlash against globalisation —
whether from the anti-capitalist left in earlier
decades or the far right after 2008, with its toxic
blend of white supremacy, racism, and
anti-immigration sentiment — can be traced, at
least in part, to the failures of the WC and the
global �nancial crisis it helped precipitate.
Movements such as MAGA and Brexit re�ect this
disillusionment.

Ironically, none of the countries that
successfully industrialised — neither the United
States nor Japan before the Second World War,
nor South Korea, Taiwan, or Singapore in the
post-war era — adhered to the WC’s prescriptions
during their formative years. Their success was
rooted in state-led strategies that prioritised
industrial policy, precisely the kind of
intervention the “consensus” sought to
delegitimise.

The WC may have dominated the late 20th
century, but its time has passed. The task now is
to craft a new consensus — one that is inclusive,
context-sensitive, and responsive to the realities
of a multipolar, digital, and ecologically fragile
world.

We must revisit the policy mix that enabled the
rare post-war success stories — South Korea,
Taiwan, and in its own way, China — to ascend
into the ranks of advanced economies. This does
not mean a wholesale return to 20th-century
models, but rather a thoughtful adaptation of

their core principles to contemporary challenges.
Education, public health, infrastructure
investment, and “infant industry” protection
remain as vital today as they were then. But new
imperatives — digital trade, climate resilience, and
AI governance — demand fresh thinking and
innovative frameworks.

We are witnessing two new trends: one, the
emergence of a “post-Washington consensus”
that insists on public accountability, social safety
nets, and the politics of redistribution; the other,
the Beijing counter-narrative, where state-led
intervention, targeted industrial policy, and
limited political liberalisation o�er an alternative
template.

If the late 20th century was the triumph of
liberalisation, the mid-2020s have seen its
theatrical undoing in the form of the Trump tari�
tempest — sweeping, erratic and punitive.
Protectionism is being brandished as an
instrument of geopolitics and domestic politics
alike. Supply chains are being recon�gured, not
so much for e�ciency but for dominance and
national security. The implicit bargain that
underwrote the WC — that free markets would be
the engine of prosperity, and supply chains the
neutral plumbing of global commerce — has been
strained by a revived appetite for economic
nationalism, and the wielding of sovereign power
as a battle-axe rather than a shield.

Tari�s and industrial subsidies signal a
re-politicisation of economic policy. They reveal
that Trump’s America is willing to accept
short-run costs and global friction to reclaim
perceived strategic advantage. If in 1990 the
default was “liberalise”, in 2025 the default is
“what will protect our interests?”

The shattering of a myth
Has the world moved to a new consensus? Not
exactly. What has emerged is less a single set of
new verities and more an acceptance that policy
must be politically context-sensitive. A pragmatic
eclecticism now rules: �scal prudence still
matters, but so does targeted public investment;
markets are powerful allocators, but they need
rules, institutions, and bu�ers; trade is
growth-enhancing, but national security can
justify strategic decoupling and politics can justify
tari�s. 

The neat ideological narrative — liberalise,
privatise, deregulate — has given way to a toolbox
from which policymakers pick instruments with
explicit geopolitical and distributional aims. In
that messy landscape, success will come from the
hard work of designing policies that �t national
capacities, global constraints, and political
realities.

That is not the end of globalised liberalisation;
it is the end of the myth that there is a
ready-made template that every nation subscribes
to. The struggle to grow and prosper is still every
nation’s struggle. But each has to �nd its own
path forward amid the policy mess into which all
have been plunged.

The fate of the Washington Consensus, once talisman
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W
hen the Prime Minister of Canada,
Mark Carney, visited India (February
27-March 2, 2026), the bilateral

relationship saw a remarkable turnaround,
especially in the backdrop of the no-nonsense
style ties had taken under his predecessor, Justin
Trudeau.

Mr. Carney’s visit focused on deliverables and
avoided getting bogged down by past issues. The
visit also marked the culmination of bilateral
e�orts to put the relationship back on track,
initiated by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit
to Kananaskis (Canada) in June 2025 and, also the
bilateral meeting in Johannesburg in November
2025. Canada has shown particular pragmatism
in tiding over domestic politics to curate its
relationship with India carefully, skirting some of
the legacy issues.

Spotlight on economic issues
Coming on the back of signi�cant geopolitical
churn, the focus on economic issues was
unmissable. Canada has faced pressure from its
southern neighbour, the United States, which is
among its largest trade partners, due to supply
chains concentrated toward Washington. U.S.
President Donald Trump’s tari� policy, together
with unending wars in Europe, West Asia, as well
as the broader Levant region, have shaken global
powers with economic momentum and purpose.
India and Canada perhaps fall in the same
spectrum of countries which want to avoid war
and focus on deliverables for their countries.

However, with global supply chains deeply
interconnected, it is virtually impossible for
countries to avoid some of the fallout from
con�icts and realignments. India and Canada see
diversi�cation in trade, energy, investment, and
security as essential.

The Carney visit resulted in at least eight
agreements and contracts, spread over a slew of
important sectors. At the top was, of course, the
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA), for which the terms of
agreement have been signed, marking the road
map and structure of negotiations. 

There was another memorandum of
understanding (MoU) under the
Australia-Canada-India Technology and
Innovation Partnership on cooperation in
technology and innovation, designed to support
long-term partnership in these areas and enhance
Ottawa’s engagements with key Indo-Paci�c
countries.

The focus areas
There were other agreements on augmenting
research partnership, cultural exchange, and
collaboration in the areas of food and nutrition.
Perhaps two of the most signi�cant agreements
were the commercial contract between India’s
Department of Atomic Energy and Canada’s
Cameco for the supply of uranium ore
concentrates, as well as the MoU on critical
minerals cooperation.

These areas of cooperation are aligned with
the current needs of India, but also a future road
map in which technology and critical minerals
are indispensable. First, there is a global rush to
secure critical mineral supply chains, vital for
technology and everyday life in the modern age.
Second, supply chains for critical minerals are
concentrated in the hands of a few countries,
most notably China. 

After China showed its ability to leverage
critical mineral supply chains — most recently
against the U.S. in the face of tari�s imposed by
the Trump administration — other nations have

recognised the need to secure their own supply
chains that could be a�ected in times of crises. As
such, the bilateral commitments on critical
minerals between India and Canada are in sync
with the U.S.-led Pax Silica coalition,
strengthening strategic cooperation in AI and
semiconductors, and which includes India among
other 10-odd countries.

Energy at forefront
Among the sectors that India and Canada sought
to strengthen, it was energy that took centre
stage. Conventional and renewable energy are
critical — Canada as a resource-rich nation, and
India facing growing demand. For India, growth
has to be a function of the usage of clean energy,
given its sustainable development goals and
zero-emission targets. The fastest way in which
India can ensure energy sustainability and
predictability is to reduce its reliance on external
imports of energy and gradually increase
homegrown production of energy. Arguably, the
most e�cient way to achieve this is by expanding
the role of nuclear energy in India’s energy mix.
India’s passing the Sustainable Harnessing and
Advancement of Nuclear Energy for
Transforming India (SHANTI) Bill, 2025 was seen
as a step toward that goal. If the U.S. could be a
source country for nuclear reactors, the
long-term agreement with Canada for the supply
of uranium ore concentrates can add
predictability to fuel supply.

Overall, India’s dependence on external actors
for its energy sources has left it vulnerable in the
new era of unending wars. Thus, the uranium
deal with Canada is most apt for India in order to
reduce external risks, help meet its development
goals and also reach its target of achieving 100
GW nuclear power capacity by 2047.

The India-Canada turnaround is about deliverables
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Unbalanced resolution

The UN Security Council
resolution against Iran,
co-sponsored by India, is a
troubling instance of
selective outrage in
international diplomacy
(Inside pages, March 13).
The resolution demands
restraint from Tehran while
remaining conspicuously
silent on the far more
destabilising actions that
preceded it — including the

accountability, not
insulation from criticism.
Selective sensitivity risks
appearing as insecurity
rather than strength. If the
judiciary expects trust, it
must demonstrate the
resilience to face scrutiny,
not react to it.

Rushita Avula,
Hyderabad

restraint, diplomacy and
peace over prolonged
confrontation.
Gopalaswamy J.,

Chennai

Scrutiny and trust

The signal sent by the
judicial reaction to
‘corruption’ in the judiciary
is troubling. Constitutional
institutions command
respect through
transparency and

Let wisdom prevail
Continuing tensions
between Iran, the United
States, and Israel are deeply
worrying for the world. Any
escalation that drags other
nations into the conflict
would only multiply human
su�ering and destabilise the
global order. History
reminds us that wars
ultimately end in dialogue.
Therefore, it is imperative
that world leaders choose

independent foreign policy
and a consistent defence of
multilateral fairness.
Aligning with a resolution
that overlooks the conduct
of major powers risks
diluting that tradition. It
also clashes with India’s
practical interests, as the
Strait of Hormuz remains a
vulnerable trade
chokepoint.
M. Jameel Ahmed,
Mysuru

United States-Israel military
strikes and other escalatory
acts. Such one-sided
censure weakens the
credibility of the UN system.
By ignoring the chain of
events that triggered the
crisis, the resolution
reduces a complex conflict
to a simplistic attribution of
blame. India’s decision to
co-sponsor the measure is
puzzling. For decades, New
Delhi has prided itself on an
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P
riti Prakash, a travel blogger, had
planned a vacation with her family to
Dubai, an Instagrammable city of sky-
scrapers, beach adventures, and pure

consumerism in the UAE, months before the war
broke out in West Asia. On February 28, she ar-
rived early at New Delhi’s international airport to
board an Emirates �ight scheduled for that after-
noon. She was excited to go to the country
known as the ‘land of endless possibilities’.

Soon after the �ight took o�, Prakash switched
on the in-�ight entertainment service. She not-
iced then that most of her co-passengers were
glued not to movies, but to CNN’s live coverage of
the unfolding situation in the region. Israel and
the U.S. had jointly attacked Iran, plunging the
region into chaos.

“It was a strange feeling,” says Prakash. “The
war had broken out when I was busy at security
check and immigration.”

By the time the aircraft reached the Gulf — an
important waterway that is an extension of the
Indian Ocean and is bordered by eight countries,
including the UAE — Prakash learned that the sto-
ry had shifted from just Iran to the entire region.
It appeared that in retaliation to the attacks by Is-
rael and the U.S., which had killed the Supreme
Leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran had
hit Qatar, the UAE, and Bahrain, expanding the
scope of the war. As a result, Dubai airport, the
world’s busiest for international travel, with a re-
cord 9.23 crore passengers passing through its
terminals in 2024, had also become vulnerable.
Everyone on board had started praying.

“The pilot announced that the aircraft had
been instructed by �ight control to stay out of Du-
bai’s airspace,” she says. “So, he kept circulating
over Oman. After 30-40 minutes of �ying aim-
lessly, we were �nally allowed to land in Dubai.” 

The war had been long in the making. Israel
and Iran have shared an acrimonious past that
began immediately with the founding of the Is-
lamic Republic in 1979. Decades of bitterness ex-
ploded in June 2025 when the two sides ex-
changed missiles in the so-called 12-day war. The
war of 2026, however, has been unprecedented,
as Iran’s retaliation has followed the lines Tehran
had promised during the last con�ict, when it
warned that any further violation of Iran’s sove-
reignty would draw the entire region into war.

Within the �rst 24 hours of being attacked,
Iran �red missiles and drones at all the U.S. bases
located in Jordan, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the
UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Israel. The expatriate
community of workers, a vast majority of them
blue-collar as well as white-collar professionals
from South Asia and Southeast Asia, came within
the strike range of missiles and drones from Iran.

Stranded in paradise

After they landed, Prakash and her family franti-
cally began making plans to leave Dubai as soon
as possible. By then, the war had already claimed

more than 200 lives. This included at least 180
children at a girls’ elementary school in Minab,
Iran, which had been bombed.

Dubai, considered a human-created paradise,
was �lled with the sound of sirens. Anxious peo-
ple spoke of their fears of falling missiles and de-
bris. Prakash cancelled her plans of going sight-
seeing and spent most of her time talking to
people in the hotel. But planning a way out was
di�cult: all the �ights out had been cancelled.
Dubai, an aviation hub, was brought to a stand-
still as all aircraft had been grounded. Like Pra-
kash, thousands of Indians were stranded in mul-
tiple locations in the Gulf.

The UAE government responded with gene-
rosity, promising the tourists who were stranded
that they would not be thrown out of their hotels.
“Hotels received a general order from the go-
vernment that no one should be thrown out for
overstaying,” says Prakash. “But when we asked
the hotel, the manager told me that that order
was speci�c only to the capital, Abu Dhabi, and
did not apply to the rest of the Emirates.” She
says they had to pay more for the extra two days
that they had to spend before returning to India.

Stretched to its limits

According to the Ministry of External A�airs, 90
lakh-1 crore Indian expatriates live and work
across the six Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries — Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the UAE, Qa-
tar, Bahrain, and Oman — constituting the largest
foreign workforce in the region. The Indian go-
vernment issued safety advisories for expatriate
workers, but the con�ict has also left many In-
dians travelling in the region for tourism or busi-
ness, stranded.

Brijmohan Singh Raghuvanshi, a journalist

with Sadhna News, was trapped in the Israeli cap-
ital, Tel Aviv. He had arrived in Israel to cover
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit just days be-
fore the war. Soon after, the outbreak of the war
left him stuck in the country.

“When the Prime Minister’s visit ended, we
planned to stay a little longer before returning to
India. Suddenly, we received emergency alerts
asking us to rush to underground bunkers. It
came as a surprise,” says Raghuvanshi. He adds
that despite being a battle-ready state, Israel was
jolted this time as Iranian missiles had managed
to evade Israel’s famed Iron Dome, a multi-mis-
sion system capable of intercepting rockets, artil-
lery, mortars, precision-guided munitions, air-
craft, helicopters, and unmanned aerial vehicles
at ranges of up to 70 kilometres.

“We were hearing the sound of missiles being
intercepted in the air. At times, some of the blasts
sounded like missiles hitting the ground. But no
one would tell us whether these hits were causing
casualties as Israel is under a state of emergency,”
he says. Under such conditions, he explains, it is
di�cult to get veri�able reports about how the
war is a�ecting the Israeli public. Barring a few
handful news outlets such as Ha’aretz, most of the
mainstream Israeli media has been unable to pro-
vide a clear picture of the ground reality. It is fo-
reign workers in Israel who have been posting on
social media about the situation.

Police and rescue services were active on the
streets, carrying out operations, but Israeli auth-
orities released no casualty �gures from the mis-
sile strikes, Raghuvanshi says.

Tired of getting no answers to any of his ques-
tions, he hired a cab and requested the driver to
take him to a spot where some missiles had fallen
on the second and third days of the con�ict.

“The driver took me to a place where four
large buildings had turned into rubble. We saw
rescue services on the spot. They claimed that
only one person had died. But looking at the ex-
tent of the destruction, it seemed highly unlikely
that the casualty �gure would be that low,” he
says. Raghuvanshi spoke to residents of the area,
who told him that the toll was higher.

He says there was a surge in prices across Is-
rael, which has made life harder for Indian work-
ers and students. The prices of essentials such as
water and milk have soared since the �ghting be-
gan. “A bottle of water cost about 12 shekels
(₹350) a few days after the war began,” he says.

Ratnadeep Chakraborty, a PhD student at Tel
Aviv University, who saw the war in June 2025, is
experiencing the current con�ict as well. He says
he has observed Israel’s operations during both.
“The war of June 2025 appeared more intense as

it was focused on Israel. This time, there have
been fewer hits, but the war is much bigger as the
entire region has been plunged into con�ict,”
Chakraborty says over a call. Like Raghuvanshi,
he also speaks of the burden of price rise.

The Indian population in Israel has shot up ov-
er the past few years, especially after October 7,
2023, when Hamas-led militants poured into
southern Israel from Palestine, killing some 1,200
people and abducting 251. Israel reduced the
number of Palestinians working in its economy.
The rise of Indians is mainly because the Israeli
economy is absorbing more Indian workers in
the agriculture and construction sectors, where
there is a demand for labour. According to the Mi-
nistry, the number of Indian blue-collar workers
in Israel is around 30,000.

Raghuvanshi says the war has stretched Is-
rael’s defence capabilities. On visiting missile im-
pact sites, he found that while Israel may have
managed to restrict information about casualties
under emergency rules, Israelis have also been
victims of the con�ict.

Living in stress

The Indian population in Iran is relatively small,
concentrated mostly in Qom, Tehran, and Ban-
dar Abbas, the biggest port of the country.

Annie Mirza, who hails from Lucknow, had got
caught, along with her mother, in the 12-day mis-
sile war last year. She had gone to Iran on a pil-
grimage and was in Qom when the war had start-
ed. “This year, the war is much bigger as the
Rahbar [Ayatollah Khamenei] was assassinated,”
says Mirza, who is concerned about the wellbeing
of her relatives in Kuwait, Qom, and Tehran.

Mirza spent considerable time in Iran last year
before being evacuated with the help of the In-
dian embassy. She says the people of Iran are dif-
ferent from what the western mainstream media
portrays. “Iranians are a proud people and they
believe in a life of dignity. It is important for them
to live with their heads held high,” she says.

Her relatives have been unable to contact her
often due to an internet outage in Iran and com-
munication restrictions in Kuwait. Kuwait has
maintained strong defence ties with the U.S.
since its liberation from Iraqi occupation in 1991,
but a telecommunications law that gives the go-
vernment sweeping powers to block content and
deny access to the Internet has made staying in
touch harder.

“My cousin spoke to me over a WhatsApp call
on Thursday (March 12, 2026) and she said the
U.S. embassy and the military base were being
bombed by Iranian drones from the morning,”
says Mirza. Her relatives in Kuwait City are living
in stressful circumstances as drones and missiles
keep hitting the U.S. base, she says.

Providing protection

While there are no reports of Indians getting hurt
in the U.S.-Israeli bombing of Iran, the plight of
Indian sailors in merchant navy ships and oil
tankers is of concern for the Indian government.

So far, �ve Indians have died in Iranian drone
and missile attacks on oil tankers in the Strait of
Hormuz and one is missing (presumed to be
dead). At least 35-40 have been injured in attacks,
o�cials from the Ministry said, even as India con-
tinues to call for an end to strikes on civilian ves-
sels in the region.

Ashish Kumar, who was the captain of the ship
MV SKYLIGHT, was killed when the ship was tar-
geted by a projectile o� the coast of Oman. Ku-
mar and another Indian sailor were initially de-
clared missing. Subsequently, the Ministry
announced that he had died in the attack. His fa-
mily, in Bihar’s Bettiah, was informed over email
about the circumstances in which he died, but
they remain unconvinced that he is no more.

“The government sent us an email saying hu-
man remains were found in the captain’s cabin.
We need further forensic information before be-
lieving the news,” says Ashish Kumar Verma, Ku-
mar’s brother-in-law. O�cial sources say forensic
details about the recovered human remains from
the captain’s cabin of the ship can be shared only
after more o�cial and legal processes are com-
pleted in Oman, which is looking into the matter.

While India continues to hold phone calls with
the Iranian foreign minister, Seyed Abbas Aragh-
chi, the real worry continues to be the sheer size
of the expat Indian population that works in the
region, who will face a security threat for as long
as the war continues. According to o�cials, it is
not possible to evacuate such a large number of
people in a brief span of time.

Prakash says the war seems to have surprised
the Indian missions in the region. “I visited the
Consulate General of India in Dubai and request-
ed for a meeting with the Consul General to get
help and updates. There were 50-70 people at the
gate but no one came to help. I tried to contact
them on WhatsApp, email, and the helpline num-
bers, but there was no response,” she says.

When she tried to take a photograph of the In-
dians waiting at the gate, an Indian o�cial forced
her to delete it, insisting that she should contact
the mission again on email, she says. Despite the
prolonged crisis, the expatriate Indian popula-
tion has not pressed the panic button yet.

This raises the big question of how long the
crisis will continue. Zikrur Rahman, former di-
plomat and a frequent visitor to the Gulf, feels
that Iranians are ready for the long haul, while
the Arab states in the Gulf are unprepared for any
military confrontation with Tehran.

“This war is changing the region. The Ameri-
cans, who have long provided security for the
GCC countries, have proven inadequate,” Rah-
man says. He argues that Israel’s September 2025
attack in Doha, Qatar, targeting Hamas’s negotiat-
ing team, made Arab states doubt the U.S.’s com-
mitment to their security. “They realised the U.S.
did not protect them. Now they are paying a hea-
vy price to Iran for hosting U.S. bases.”

By the time Indian visitors return for a desert
safari next time, the region would have under-
gone profound security and political changes, he
says.

kallol.b@thehindu.co.in

Stranded foreign travellers leave a farmhouse owned by an Indian businessman that has been converted into a shelter in Ajman, near Dubai, UAE. AP 

The Indians caught
in the cross�re
Since February 28, when Israel and the U.S. jointly attacked Iran, plunging the entire West Asian region into war,

thousands of Indian tourists and expatriates have been left stranded across the Gulf. Indian missions have

struggled to keep up with requests and demands. From missile and drone strikes, to soaring prices, to

communication blackouts, the con�ict has left civilians vulnerable, reports Kallol Bhattacherjee
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meeting
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the gate but
no one came
to help. 

PRITI
PRAKASH
Traveller

Passengers at the New Delhi international airport after several flights were cancelled due to the conflict, on March 2. SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR 
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E
ven as analysts are still working out the
implications of the Iran conflict on the
economy, trouble seems to be brewing on

another front — the upcoming monsoon. Global
weather watchers are now forecasting a likely
re-emergence of El Nino this year. World
Meteorological Organisation in its early March
update said that fading La Nina conditions could
morph into a warming El Nino episode by May to
July with a 40 per cent probability. 

The recent European Centre for Medium
Term Weather Forecasts prediction is more
direct, with a 22 per cent chance of a ‘super’
El Nino, an 80 per cent chance of a strong
one and 98 per cent chance of a moderate
event this year. Should such forecasts come
good, the Indian economy could face
headwinds on both growth and inflation,
calling for policy vigilance. To be sure, there
have been false alarms on El Nino in recent
years. El Nino events can also vary in
severity and not all of them adversely
impact India’s agricultural output.
O�setting factors such as the Indian Ocean
Dipole can blunt its impact on the
monsoon. Nevertheless, it is hard to ignore
that 10 of the 15 drought years in India
since 1950, were brought on by El Nino.
Moderate to strong El Nino years saw
rainfall fall short of LPA (Long-Period
Average) by 14-15 per cent. This led to a 1-2
percentage point contraction in the
agriculture leg of GVA (Gross Value Added)
in those years. Recent o�cial estimates peg
the growth in Agriculture GVA at just 2.4
per cent for FY26. A second consecutive
year of poor growth can dent rural
employment and incomes.
Moderate/strong El Nino years have also
sparked food inflation, due to kharif output
declining by between 6 and 12 per cent.
This is a worry, as RBI’s forecasts already
expect consumer price inflation to rise to 4
and 4.2 per cent in the first two quarters of
FY27, without budgeting for El Nino.

In recent years, the government has
attempted to address food shortages and
inflationary trends set o� by El Nino
through post-facto interventions. It has
undertaken releases of foodgrain stocks
from Central bu�ers, banned exports and
opened the floodgates of imports on
agri-commodities in short supply. But such
interventions carry a price. Ad-hoc export
bans and import duty cuts hit realisations
for farmers, who are already engaged in a
risky occupation.

This makes it critical to get a hold on the
strength and timing of the upcoming El
Nino ahead of the kharif sowing season.
This will enable proactive policy choices on
trade, sowing decisions and water
conservation. It is important that the India
Meteorological Department (IMD) makes a
realistic assessment of the likelihood and
severity of El Nino in its April monsoon
forecast. Experience shows that it tends to
underplay the El Nino impact. In the El
Nino years 2018 and 2023, IMD forecasted
normal monsoons with rainfall at 97 and 96
per cent of LPA. However, actual monsoon
performance turned out much worse, with
rainfall at 91 and 94 per cent of LPA. More
accuracy is called for here.

Dry run
IMD needs to provide realistic assessment on El Nino

SATURDAY - MARCH 14, 2026

Easing of FDI rules
This refers to ‘China positive’ (March
13). The government’s recent
decision to relax FDI rules for
neighbouring countries by allowing
minority investments through
automatic routes is indeed a positive
move but it has started a debate. 
This clear policy shift reflects a
balancing act between safeguarding
economic interests and encouraging
a more open investment
environment. There is no doubt that
easing restrictions will attract much
needed capital, support the growth
of Indian industries and strengthen

economic ties. But it has to be
implemented with clear safeguards
and accountability as our strategic
interests and data security should
not be compromised at any cost. 
Bal Govind
Noida

Strive for peace
Factors like animosity among
neighbours and long-standing
conflicts are the root causes of acts
of terror. The lack of vision and
far-sighted actions and the dearth of
great minds have led to regional
conflicts that have long been raging

across the world. Economic slumps,
unemployment and uneven growth
have turned out to be bigger issues.
The leaders should understand these
chronic issues and take urgent steps
to resolve them. It’s time to walk
towards a world of peace and
prosperity.
P Senthil Saravana Durai
Mumbai

Pursue diplomacy
Instead of taking concerted steps to
de-escalate the military conflict with
Iran through dialogue and diplomacy,
Donald Trump and Benjamin

Netanyahu appear to be persisting
with relentless bombardment. Iran,
for its part, continues retaliatory
strikes targeting US military bases
and assets in Gulf states, signalling
that the conflict may not end soon.
The war is already triggering massive
disruptions in global oil supply and
sending energy prices soaring, with
serious repercussions for the global
economy. 
M Jeyaram
Sholavandan, TN

FSSAI mandate
This refers to ‘FSSAI mandates

registration of milk producers,
vendors’ (March 13). Though
belated, this is a welcome move that
will help ensure milk quality and
prevent adulteration. The reason for
exempting milk producers registered
with dairy co-op societies is
questionable though, as FSSAI is a
regulatory body whereas co-op
societies are not. Importantly, FSSAI
must undertake random visits to milk
production outlets as a measure to
curb malpractices as well as to
ensure hygienic practices.
Rajiv Magal
Halekere Village, Karnataka
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I
ndia’s debate on agricultural futures
markets has long been framed as a
clash between two characters: the

speculative trader and the vulnerable
farmer. It is an evocative narrative, but it
prevents us from asking deeper
questions. 

Instead of examining how
institutions, incentives, and policies
interact, we reduce a complex economic
system into a moral judgment. If India
aims for agricultural modernity, perhaps
the more relevant question is this: can
we build a credible system of price
discovery while simultaneously using
discretionary administrative control to
influence those same prices? And if not,
what must change?

Understanding the role of futures
markets becomes essential in this
inquiry. At their core, futures markets
help manage price risk by allowing
farmers and businesses to lock in prices
ahead of time. 

In reality, they serve three critical
functions — discovering future prices,
transferring risk through hedging, and
coordinating inventory movements over
time. But these functions work well only
when prices reflect actual supply and
demand conditions. This is where India
faces its biggest challenge. The policy
environment surrounding agriculture is
full of interventions that seek to
stabilise prices or protect farmers, but
often these interventions
unintentionally disrupt the very price
signals that markets rely on.

Sudden stock limits under the

Essential Commodities Act,
unpredictable import-export controls,
selective execution of Minimum
Support Prices, fragmented APMC
markets, and land ceiling restrictions all
play a role. Each policy was created with
specific objectives, yet together they
create a system where markets are asked
to function freely but are frequently
overridden. 

Can markets be expected to reveal
economic truth while policy retains the
authority to reinterpret it? And if both
systems continue side by side, how do
we manage the distortions that arise?

The consequences become clearer
when we examine specific examples.
Consider storage. If stock-holding is
periodically restricted or penalised,
private investment in warehousing
naturally shrinks. Without adequate
storage, post-harvest prices fall sharply,
and prices during lean seasons rise
sharply. Futures markets, which rely on
stable storage costs to forecast future
prices, lose their foundation. The result
is not stability but uncertainty.

ANOTHER LAYER OF FRICTION

A similar contradiction arises with MSP.
When MSP is presented as a universal
guarantee, expectations rise. Yet MSP
procurement is limited by geography,
crop type, and State capacity. When the
government cannot purchase all
produce at MSP, farmers are left
exposed. Futures markets could have
helped them hedge against price dips,
but without clear signals or consistent
policy, they cannot participate
e�ectively.

APMC markets add another layer of

friction. Because many physical markets
are poorly connected, price information
travels slowly. 

Arbitrage, which normally brings spot
prices and futures prices into alignment,
becomes di�cult. Futures markets
depend on strong linkages between
physical markets and derivative
markets; without them, price discovery
weakens.

Consider land ceiling laws that keep
farms fragmented. Small and scattered
landholdings make it harder for farmers
to store produce, engage in hedging, or
access a�ordable credit. Without
collective structures like
farmer-producer organisations,
participating in futures markets remains
logistically challenging. This raises an
important question: how can farmers
exercise economic sovereignty if they
lack the scale and tools to protect their
incomes?

Given these structural gaps,
suspending futures markets may seem
like a protective measure, but does it

address the root causes of price
volatility? Or does it remove one of the
few instruments that allow farmers to
manage risk? When policy shifts
frequently — whether through
commodity suspensions, stock limits, or
export bans — the result is not stability
but hesitation across the system.
Consistency, not interruption, is what
ultimately curbs manipulation and
builds trust.

If India wants futures markets to
function e�ectively, the surrounding
ecosystem must be strengthened.
Transparent warehousing, integrated
spot markets, predictable stock policies,
and reduced ad-hoc interventions are
essential. Equally important is enabling
farmers to participate meaningfully by
supporting farmer-producer
organisations, improving financial
literacy, and creating pathways for risk
management. When farmers are given
modern tools, rather than being shielded
from them, they can act as informed
economic agents. 

The goal is not to remove the state but
to bring coherence to policy, clarity to
markets, and confidence to participants.

India stands at a crossroads. If we
aspire to agricultural leadership, we
must decide whether to continue with
contradictory systems that restrict the
flow of price signals, or to build a
transparent, modern, and trusted
agricultural market architecture. The
path to sovereignty lies not in
supervision but in empowerment — and
in trusting both our institutions and our
farmers to move forward together.

The writer is President of Shetakari Sanghatana

Effective futures markets can lift farm fortunes

Lalit Patil Bahale

FARMERS. Will benefit from clear price
signals VIJAYA KUMAR T

Transparent warehousing, integrated spot markets, predictable stock policies, and reduced ad-hoc interventions are essential
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Trump’s war on Iran: the world’s poor will pay dearly
Soaring prices at the pump, the scrapping of mortgage deals, and the prospect of
higher prices for everything from food to smartphones. The US-Israeli attack on
Iran, and Tehran’s retaliation, has rocked the global economy. Consumers are
already feeling the pain of the biggest energy supply shock in history, and Iran’s new
supreme leader, Ayatollah Mojtaba Khamenei, vowed on Thursday that the strait of
Hormuz will remain closed, according to a statement attributed to him by state
media. The corridor is the biggest chokepoint for the global energy system. The
relief to oil prices brought by the International Energy Agency’s largest ever release
of reserves had already proved shortlived: as the US and Israel intensified attacks on
Iran, it escalated attacks on transport infrastructure across the Gulf. But the impact
is not evenly felt. And it is the world’s poorest and most vulnerable who will be worst
hit. LONDON, MARCH 12

OTHER VOICES. 

Keeping Up With the Jones Act
The Trump Administration is looking for ways to mitigate rising U.S. gasoline
prices caused by the war. That includes suspending the 1920 Jones Act, and
ponder that irony: Because of a war, the President may suspend a law that was
intended to protect national security. As Iran escalated its attacks on oil
tankers and infrastructure in the region, White House Press Secretary Karoline
Leavitt said Thursday that “in the interest of national defense, the White
House is considering waiving the Jones Act for a limited period of time to
ensure vital energy products and agricultural necessities are flowing freely to
U.S. ports.” Hear, hear. NEW YORK, MARCH 12

U
ntil recently, one of the
MAGA movement’s most
deeply held convictions
was that American blood
and treasure should not be

expended abroad when Americans —
and the American Dream — are
su�ering at home. Yet now the
movement’s leader, President Donald
Trump, has rushed headlong into a
costly war against Iran.

The US-Israeli campaign against the
Islamic Republic is bound to put a
considerable dent in the US budget at a
time when the country’s public finances
already are on an unsustainable path. It
is also bound to continue pushing up
international oil and gas prices at a time
when the US already has an a�ordability
problem. Neither outcome bodes well
for US inflation and employment, with
the outlook already grim following an
unexpectedly negative monthly jobs
report.

Even before the start of the Iran war,
Trump suggested that the US needed a
substantial expansion of its defence
budget, proposing to increase it by $500
billion per year from its current level of
$1 trillion. Now that the US is engaged in
a full-scale war that could drag on
indefinitely and upend the world’s
geopolitical map, Trump’s case for a
significant increase in defence spending
would seem to have grown even
stronger.

Of course, it is too early to gauge the
direct costs of the war, since nobody
knows how long and intensive it will be.
But we do know that it is currently
costing around $1 billion per day. The
bill for the month-long conflict that
Trump is anticipating therefore would
approach $50 billion, with the costs
continuing to rise the longer the war
continues.

Beyond the direct costs of replacing
US ammunition and equipment, there
will be other reasons for augmenting the
defence budget.

For starters, the Pentagon may need
to prepare for a scenario in which the
entire Middle East is destabilised,
especially if the Trump administration
follows through on arming the Iranian
Kurds, which will antagonise Turkey and
perhaps incite other separatist
movements within Iran. 

Second, with America’s attention
diverted, Russia and China could see an
opportunity to press their claims in
Ukraine and Taiwan, respectively,
demanding even greater US military
spending to maintain deterrence.

NO FREE LUNCHES

As the Nobel laureate economist Milton
Friedman was fond of saying, there is no
such thing as a free lunch. Nowhere is
this maxim more aptly applied than to
military interventions. The wars in
Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan all
demonstrated that the US is not good at
choosing between guns and butter. It
always seems to want both, even though
pursuing both risks generating
inflationary pressure.

This is an especially relevant concern
today. According to the Congressional
Budget O�ce, the US can expect to run
budget deficits exceeding 6 per cent of
GDP as far as the eye can see. That
means it is on track to exceed the

debt-to-GDP ratio at the end of World
War II.

The Trump administration may not
care about America’s deteriorating
public finances, but bond markets
certainly do. Normally when geopolitical
tensions are heightened, international
investors rush towards the safety of US
Treasuries. But in yet another sign that
foreign investors might be losing their
appetite for US debt, bond yields have
been rising since the start of the Iran
war.

With the US government financing a
$2 trillion budget deficit and rolling over
around $9 trillion in maturing bonds
this year, a loss of foreign appetite for its
debt is the last thing it needs. The US
also is in no position to absorb an
energy-price shock. But that is what
seems to be in store. In its fight for
survival, the Iranian regime is
desperately trying to export the war to
its Gulf neighbours and disrupt shipping
in the Strait of Hormuz, through which
20 per cent of the world’s oil supply
passes. On March 4, Goldman Sachs
estimated that a five-week closure of
this crucial waterway could send oil
prices over $100 per barrel. In fact, that
threshold has now already been
breached.

OIL PRICE WORRIES

Even though the US economy is far less
dependent on oil imports than it was
during previous energy-price surges, it
certainly would not be immune to a near
doubling of the oil price since the start of
the year. The International Monetary
Fund estimates that, “If energy prices
sustain just a 10 per cent increase over a
period of one year, this would add 0.4
percentage point to inflation and slow
economic growth by 0.1-0.2 per cent”
globally. 

Such stagflationary e�ects would
further compound an already di�cult
budget situation by reducing tax
revenues. The political strategist James
Carville famously said that when it
comes to winning elections, the
economy is everything. If he is still right,
a prolonged Iranian war could spell real
trouble for Trump’s Republicans in
November’s midterms. If the US does
get a combination of a bond-market
crisis, higher inflation, and an economic
slowdown, Trump and his party may
come to regret their betrayal of the
“America First” agenda.

The writer is a senior fellow at the American Enterprise
Institute, and a former deputy director of the IMF’s .
Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2026

Can US afford
Trump’s Iran war?

VIA REUTERS

Normally, when
geopolitical tensions are
heightened, investors rush
towards the safety of US
Treasuries. But foreign
investors might be losing
their appetite for US debt;
bond yields have been rising
since the start of the war

PERILOUS PATH. It will considerably dent the US budget at a time 
when the country’s public finances are unsustainable

DESMOND LACHMAN
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{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

S
ince its first instance in 1911, aerial bombing
has been the defining feature of most wars.
This is also true in the ongoing US-Israel war
on Iran as well, but with a twist: low-cost

drones have entered the picture. While Iran’s
drones have effected targeted strikes on US assets
in West Asia, a hi-tech American missile killed
school children in an Iranian city.

It is in this context that we recommend Sven
Lindqvist’s A History of Bombing. From the earliest
instances of European colonial powers taking this
route to subdue popular rebellions in their colonies,
Lindqvist outlines a racial impulse in the West that
guides such warfare, where civilians are not spared
— as targets or collateral. Lindqvist traces the imfa-
mous World War II bombings to this reasoning,
pointing out that the documented American reluc-
tance to bomb civilians extended only to the West
and not to other political geographies.

A History of Bombing
Sven Lindqvist
1999

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

BOMBS AND GEOPOLITICS

E
very winter, air pollution in the
national Capital seizes media head-
lines and social media virality.
Beyond short-term measures and

individual coping strategies, there are a few
clear solutions on the table. Addressing air
quality will require sustained policy action
over time. What receives very little or no
attention in comparison is another form of
pollution — noise. 

One part of this problem is visible and
familiar — traffic and honking. Honking is
now deeply embedded in how Delhi drives.
Our traffic movement is not rule-based; it is
based on negotiation and risk-taking. 

There is limited trust that other drivers
will behave predictably. Assertion replaces
right of way. 

In that sense, honking is not just a traffic
issue. It reflects how movement takes place
in the city — through assertion rather than
coordination. 

And because honking is cease-
less, it becomes background noise
that has come to be accepted.

But traffic is only one part of the
soundscape. Delhi is also defined
by a continuous cacophony of other
sounds — hawkers, music, con-
struction work, loudspeakers, gen-
erators, all competing for attention.
Even late at night, the city does not
fall quiet; it only changes pitch. 

Over time, this constant loudness has
come to feel normal. It is often explained
away as the price of population density,

urban expansion and economic activity. Yet
its effect on daily life is rarely examined.

By law, noise in residential neighbour-
hoods is meant to stay within defined deci-
bel limits. In practice, many parts of Delhi
regularly exceed them, often by a wide mar-
gin. During peak traffic hours or big events,
official monitoring has shown noise levels
closer to what one would expect in indus-
trial areas. Despite this, we rarely speak
about noise as pollution. 

Sustained noise appears to
change how attention works. Con-
stant loudness makes it harder to
concentrate for long periods. Over
time, people adapt not by filtering
noise out, but by paying less atten-
tion overall.

The deeper loss is what we stop
noticing.  Birds in the morning reg-
ister less, if at all. Moments of quiet
become rare enough to feel unu-

sual. The mind remains alert but rarely set-
tled. Over time, this affects how people
engage — with work, with public spaces, and
with one another.

Delhi is often described as an aggressive
city. That may not be entirely accurate. It
feels more like an overstimulated one. In
many contexts, volume has become a sign of
assertion — of visibility, influence or clout.
Quiet is easily mistaken for absence. In such
an environment, restraint does not come
naturally.

This is not an argument against popula-
tion density or economic activity. A busy city
will never be silent. But there is a difference
between activity and constant, and often
needless, amplification.

Noise pollution highlights a particular
kind of urban challenge — one shaped not
only by infrastructure and enforcement, but
by everyday behaviour. 

Clean air will help the city breathe. Quiet,
even in a limited measure, will help it con-
centrate. Delhi will continue to grow, move,
and adapt. The question is whether it can
lower its volume — without losing its energy
and dynamism.

Rakesh Thukral lives in Delhi and is APAC CEO

for Edelman. The views expressed are personal

The national capital’s 
other pollution problem

Rakesh 
Thukral

solved. Withdrawal of medical support such as a
ventilator is one thing; withholding artificial feed-
ing is another. Would withholding feeding 
amount to active euthanasia? If so, it would be 
illegal in India.

After a long wait, the judgment was delivered,
fortunately, in favour of Harish and his parents.

Harish may soon be gone. But his story will live
on in the minds of countless families who face —
or may one day face — similar situations caused 
by devastating neurological injuries, advanced 
age, or conditions such as Alzheimer’s or terminal
illnesses such as cancer.

This case is likely to have a lasting
impact on medical ethics and end-of-life
decision-making in India. Even today,
the Code of Medical Ethics considers
euthanasia — except in cases of brain
death for organ donation — to be an
“unethical act”. In a public interest litiga-
tion that I filed before the Bombay High
Court, I highlighted this contradiction
between evolving constitutional princi-
ples and outdated ethical guidelines. In

April 2024, the High Court directed the National
Medical Commission to examine the issue; yet, 
those directions have still not been implemented.
The Supreme Court’s order in the Harish Rana 
case will now push medical regulators to adopt a
more humane and practical understanding of 
passive euthanasia.

The case also exposes serious gaps in the
implementation of the Common Cause guidelines.
Harish’s parents must have had to approach the 

courts because they had no practical way to access
a medical board. Under the Common Cause
framework, the responsibility of setting up such 
boards lies with the hospital in which the patient
is admitted. But Harish was being cared for at 
home.

Furthermore, the guidelines require one doctor
on the board to represent the district’s chief medi-
cal officer. In my PIL, I had urged the Court to 
direct the state to create panels of such doctors in
every district. Unfortunately, most states have not
acted on this requirement.

The Harish Rana case also highlights the
importance of living wills, or advanced medical 
directives. A living will is a document in which an
individual records his or her wishes regarding 
medical interventions such as ventilators, dialysis,
feeding tubes or other invasive procedures in the
event of serious and irreversible illness. Such 

directives can guide both doctors and family 
members when the patient is unable to communi-
cate.

Expecting a healthy 24-year-old Harish to cre-
ate such a document would have been unrealistic.
But, hypothetically, if such a directive had existed,
the legal and ethical dilemma might have been far
easier to resolve.

After the Supreme Court clarified the law on
living wills in 2023, I prepared my own advance 
directive. Yet I could not find a custodian in Mum-
bai because the state had not appointed one. Fol-
lowing directions in my PIL, the Maharashtra gov-
ernment finally appointed 413 custodians in 
March 2024. To my knowledge, very few other 
states — except Goa — have taken similar steps.

To talk about death remains a taboo in India.
Many elders assume their families will automati-
cally make the right decisions when difficult med-
ical questions arise. In reality, such situations 
often lead to confusion, disagreement, emotional
distress and enormous financial strain. Clear writ-
ten instructions in the form of a living will can 
spare families this suffering and ensure that the 
patient’s own wishes remain central.

Without widespread awareness of living wills,
reform of medical ethics around end-of-life care,
accessible palliative care and an administrative 
system that allows families to seek timely medical
review, the constitutional right to die with dignity
will remain largely theoretical.

For 13 years, Harish Rana’s life has been sus-
pended between biology and humanity filled with
unimaginable suffering. If this case helps India to
speak more openly about death, encourages peo-
ple to write living wills, and pushes institutions to
act with compassion, then Harish’s silent death 
will leave behind a powerful legacy.

Nikhil Datar is a senior obstetrician-gynaecologist.

The views expressed are personal

And the Iranians, with a staggering instinct for
survival, are showing how asymmetric warfare
can challenge the most powerful militaries.
Their deployment of Shahed drones is the digital
age version of guerrilla warfare.

For India, there are lessons on both counts.
India’s air defence did a spectacular job in

Operation Sindoor. But imagine if the conflict
had lasted four weeks instead of four days.
Whether to insulate us from short-term security
challenges — think drones in the hands of ter-
rorists or their patrons — or focus on long-term
growth, India must build hard power. Our
democracy, our diversity and pluralism, and our
emphasis on constitutional values must remain
guiding lights in this marathon journey.

But in a Trumpian age — and the world may
behave in this manner even after he’s gone —
there is no better protection than the power of
your markets and military.

It’s true that Trump is not the first American
president to begin irresponsible wars. Right
from the 1960s and Kennedy’s foray into Cuba
up until the disaster in Afghanistan, regime-
change wars have not just failed; they have cre-
ated more extremist versions of the entities they
vowed to displace. Think of ISIS in Iraq or the

return of the Taliban in Afghanistan.
But Trump’s is the first administration that

has done away with the entire dictionary of
diplomacy. Perhaps this lexicon was only a
veneer, a pretence, as Canadian prime minister
Mark Carney’s Davos speech reminded us. Even
so, it gave the world a common language to con-
duct business in, a language that was especially
helpful in grey zone warfare.

None of this is a brief for the Iranian regime
or for that matter for any other authoritarian
government. The answer to dictatorships or reli-
gious orthodoxy or Neanderthal regimes cannot
be wars without an end goal fought by militaries
that are unable to place their men and women
on the ground. History is littered with proof of
this basic working thesis. Nor is war a video
game to be spoken of in a language so coarse
that the entire claim of being the so-called good
guy is in serious question.

So, unless the world comes together to push
back against one man’s unbridled and unstable
whims, globalisation lies in tatters and it’s each
country for itself.

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning journalist and

author. The views expressed are personal

In a Trumpian age — and the world may behave in this manner even after he’s gone — there is 
no better protection than the power of your markets and military. AFP

H
arish Rana was once a 18 year-old engi-
neering student with the easy confidence
of youth and the promise of a long life
ahead. A tragic fall from the fourth floor

of a building changed everything. Doctors man-
aged to save his life, but not his brain. For the past
13 years, Harish has remained trapped in a body 
that breathes but does not live. The lives of his 
parents have been consumed by an exhausting 
cycle of caregiving, emotional anguish, financial
burden and helplessness. This forced his family,
and then the courts, to confront one of the most 
difficult ethical questions of modern medicine: 
Are we extending his life or merely post-
poning his inevitable death? What does
dignity demand?

The Supreme Court of India has
already recognised the right to die with
dignity in the landmark Common Cause
judgment. Yet, the Delhi High Court 
rejected Harish’s parents’ petition to 
allow him to pass away. The Court 
observed that earlier rulings on passive
euthanasia largely concerned patients 
who were kept alive through life-support systems
such as ventilators, dialysis or heart-lung 
machines. Harish, however, was not dependent 
on such equipment.

The Supreme Court directed the constitution of
two independent medical boards to examine his
condition. Both boards concluded unequivocally
that there was no chance of meaningful neurolog-
ical recovery.

Still, a difficult legal question remained unre-

U
S President Donald Trump has lost
control of the reckless war he
began on Iran. As an Indian whose
country has been at the receiving
end of the Trump administration’s
unstable imperialism, I wish his

Iran debacle could allow me some moments of
schadenfreude. But alas, I can’t draw any satis-
faction from America’s crazed military delu-
sions because of the cataclysmic consequences
for our economy, our energy security, and our
geopolitical calculations.

You know the numbers by now. Nearly 10 mil-
lion Indians who live in the Gulf countries have
been pulled into a conflict they did not plan for.
Forty per cent of India’s crude imports travel
through the Strait of Hormuz, a waterway today
controlled entirely by the Iranians. And Amer-
ica’s so-called waiver on India’s purchase of Rus-
sian oil — for the record, India never stopped
buying Russian oil as the White House routinely
claims — won’t insulate us from the pain of
higher oil prices. This, in turn, will have a spiral-
ling impact on the Indian economy.

If this sounds like the consequences of global-
isation, it is the opposite. Trump’s tenure has
destroyed the defining principle of globalisation,
which is not just inter-dependence but integra-
tion. If anything, as cities such as Dubai and Abu
Dhabi come under daily drone and missile
attacks from Iran, Trump’s war has demolished
the idea that in a globalised age, a capitalist oasis
can be kept insulated from stormy headwinds of
hegemonic powers.

Behaving like a ruthless neo-imperialist,

Trump first dismantled the world trading sys-
tem with his weaponisation of tariffs. Now, he
has gone for the rules of war and strategic part-
nerships. 

Nothing illustrates that better than when a US
nuclear submarine sank an Iranian warship in
international waters, a couple of weeks after it
had been a guest of India at the Milan naval
exercises. The precedent set is dangerous and
disquieting. Tomorrow, China might send its
navy into the Indian Ocean to conduct a military
operation of its own.

By all available public accounts, India did the
right thing — offering assent for refuge to three
Iranian ships within a day and also pressing the
Navy into search and rescue when the distress
signal was received from IRIS Dena in Colombo.
But, it is not as if the Americans informed our
Navy of their plans to expand their theatre of
operations into the Indian Ocean, off the coast of
Sri Lanka. And I am not speaking of operational
details here, just the professional courtesy of
expanded presence. After all, an Indian vessel
could have been in those waters at the same
time and found itself caught in an inadvertent
crisis.

Not for the first time, Trump’s second term
reminds us of the paradox of this Darwinian age.
The Americans want to show that might is right.

In West Asia, 
the ruins of 
globalisation
Donald Trump’s tenure has 
destroyed the defining principle 
of globalisation, which is not 
just about inter-dependence
but also integration

Nikhil 
Datar

Defining moment for law on 
passive euthanasia in India

{ OUR TAKE }  

J
urisprudence in India underwent major changes in
the wake of the Emergency (1975-77). Public 
Interest Litigation (PIL) made its appearance in the
Supreme Court around this time, promoted by 

justices PN Bhagwati and VR Krishna Iyer, and became 
an instrument in the hands of socially conscious lawyers 
to advocate policy interventions that had either been 
ignored or escaped the attention of the executive. Since 
the late 1970s, the Supreme Court has adopted an 
expansive vision of public interest and has mostly 
responded favourably to activists compelled to seek an 
ally in the judiciary to direct the legislature and the 
executive to act in matters of liberties and rights, which 
now includes the right to a clean environment. 

It is against this backdrop that MC Mehta, in 1985, filed
his landmark PIL that, in the course of time and 
continuous mandamus, transformed environmental 
jurisprudence in the country and introduced policy 
guardrails to staunch the assault on the Capital’s air. 
Mehta’s other PILs led to interventions that saved the Taj 
Mahal (toxic emissions from industries were causing a 
discolouring of the marble edifice) and attempted to 
clean up the Ganga. The right to clean air and water has 
since become embedded in the right to life, forcing the 
political class (under the court’s watch) to take action to 
safeguard urban environments and protect natural 
resources. Landmark cases such as Vellore Citizens 
Welfare Forum (1996) against pollution from tanneries in 
Vellore, Tamil Nadu, which saw the Court invoke the 
polluter pays principle, and the TN Godavarman 
Thirumulpad (1995) on protection of forests, have 
deepened the notion that industrialisation and 
development can’t ignore the impact on the 
environment and citizens’ well-being. The idea of public 
good has to embrace ecological equity and justice.

Forty years after Mehta first raised his voice for 
environmental justice, the Supreme Court on Thursday 
disposed of his PIL that led to continuous judicial 
oversight on pollution control in Delhi — from the 
conversion of the city’s bus fleet to CNG to restrictions on 
firecrackers and the phasing out of older commercial 
vehicles. However, the battle has to continue. Mehta’s 
singular crusade is a great study in the possibilities of 
civic activism. That it didn’t manage a complete 
turnaround of Delhi also points to the limitations of 
volunteerism and judicial activism. Ironically, judicial 
vigilance has not always been backed or followed up by 
public action, which may be necessary to demand 
accountability from the executive. Air pollution 
continues to be a debilitating threat to life in the National 
Capital, and despite the Court’s best efforts, progress has 
been incremental. The same could be said of the 
pollution in the Yamuna. Thankfully, pollution has now 
become an important part of public conversation, civic 
action (including protests), and political mobilisation, 
even making it to election manifestos and campaigns. 
The challenge is to translate these into effective policies 
and implement them in a time-bound manner with 
provisions to enforce accountability.

Mehta’s PIL led to the constitution of the Environment
Pollution (Prevention and Control) Authority (EPCA) in 
1998, which submitted regular reports to the Supreme 
Court regarding Delhi’s environment and pollution. The 
Commission for Air Quality Management (CAQM) 
replaced EPCA in 2020, but the Court has continued to do 
its job as a watchdog. The efforts of pioneers like Mehta 
should not be wasted on account of populist demands 
(such as relaxing the norms on the use of firecrackers) or 
misplaced notions of development (the Aravallis case); 
stricter norms and greater vigilance over compliance are 
the need of the hour. 

Beyond the 
court rooms
MC Mehta’s PILs led to a radical reformation 
of India’s environmental jurisprudence
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TRUMP’S IS THE FIRST 
ADMINISTRATION THAT HAS 
DONE AWAY WITH THE 
ENTIRE DICTIONARY OF 
DIPLOMACY. PERHAPS THIS 
LEXICON WAS ONLY A 
VENEER, A PRETENCE, AS 
CANADIAN PRIME MINISTER 
MARK CARNEY’S DAVOS 
SPEECH REMINDED US

{ THIRD EYE }

Barkha Dutt

The Supreme Court of India has already 
recognised the right to die with dignity in the 
landmark Common Cause judgment. HT ARCHIVE
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No matter how the Iran-Israel-US 
war ends, and no matter how soon it 
ends, India now has to rethink its 
energy dependencies — not to speak 
of dependencies in other areas. In 
energy, we need deeper atmanirb-

harta, arguably even more than in 
defence. The ongoing cooking gas 
shortage, which has become every 
household’s and restaurant owner’s 
core short-term concern, tells us 
why. It can roil politics more than a 
limited setback even in defence. 

India’s excess dependency on 
oil and gas imports should prompt 
us to not only build larger reserves 
of the former (and as much of the 
latter as feasible), but also lead to 
further geographical diversifica-
tion. We cannot simply have a 60-
65 per cent import dependency in 
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG), the 
bulk of which comes from just one 

volatile region — West Asia. 
At the broader energy security 

level, India has directionally been 
on the right track. The share of non-
fossil fuel power capacity has now 
crossed 50 per cent of the overall 
installed capacity of 509 Gw. But 
the problem relates to concen-
trated dependence on some 
regions driven by policy priorities. 
The growing dependence on West 
Asia for gas supplies is directly 
related to the huge expansion in 
household cooking gas consump-
tion and the increasing use of gas in 
the transport sector. 

As Shamika Ravi, a member of 
the Economic Advisory Council of 
the Prime Minister, noted in a post 
on social media site X (formerly 
Twitter), “Indian households now 
depend on petroleum products for 
both cooking (LPG) and 
transport...Together, LPG + convey-
ance account for 7.5-10.2 per cent of 
monthly budgets. This makes our 
households doubly exposed to any 
oil supply disruption — a vulner-
ability that did not exist at this scale 
in 2011, when rural LPG adoption 
was just 17 per cent and conveyance 
4.2 per cent.” 

While trying to address pollution 
and climate change, we may have 
given less importance to domestic 
production of fossil fuels, which are 
going to be important over the next 

two decades, coinciding with the 
period when India must maximise 
its demographic dividend. There is 
no place for fossil fuel complacency, 
never mind what climate activists 
and greens tell you. 

If there is one piece of advice we 
must take from Donald Trump, it is 
this: “Drill, baby, drill”. It means 
more and faster exploration and pro-
duction investments. 

What we must also thank Mr 
Trump for is exposing our vulner-
abilities. Our dependence on West 
Asia, especially those supply sources 
that are routed through the Strait of 
Hormuz, cannot sustain. The major 
West Asian oil and gas producing 
countries are on either side of the 
narrow shipping waterway leading 
to the Strait, but they are now sub-
ject to Iran’s security priorities. 
Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, the UAE and 
even Saudi Arabia have most of 
their production going through the 
Strait of Hormuz. 

In the 15th century, the Portu-
guese realised that the trade in 
spices and other goods from India 
was subject to extortion by West 
Asian and Venetian merchants, and 
Vasco da Gama was commissioned 
by Manuel I of Portugal to find a new 
sea route to India. While Vasco da 
Gama is not a revered name in post-
colonial Indian history, he did find a 
different route to India via the Cape 

of Good Hope. This is our challenge 
if we choose to tap into West Asian 
fossil fuels — finding a new route 
that avoids the Strait of Hormuz. 

India’s proposal for the IMEC 
corridor (India-Middle East-Europe 
Economic Corridor) involves build-
ing transport infrastructure going 
through the UAE, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan, Israel, and Greece. Some of 
these countries are going to be under 
Iranian threat, which may make the 
corridor unviable unless there is a 
wider peace deal in West Asia, where 
both Israel and Iran agree to back off 

from threatening the other. Iran 
needs to do more, since its theocracy 
has put Jew-hatred and a commit-
ment to destroy Israel at the core of 
its wider Islamist mission, which 
includes supporting proxies in Leba-
non (Hezbollah), Yemen (Houthis) 
and Gaza (Hamas). More than stop-
ping Iran’s nuclear ambitions, it is 
these ever-present threats to Israel’s 
borders that need reining in — and 
only Iran can do that. Israel and the 
US have not helped matters by 
decapitating the Iranian leadership, 
making the successor regime’s will-

ingness to do a deal more unlikely. 
The IMEC is not going to work 

in the foreseeable future. We need 
different sources to fill in whenever 
supply disruptions hit the Strait of 
Hormuz. Dependence on West Asia 
is only a fair-weather option for us. 
Whenever peace reigns, we can use 
this region to augment or stock up 
reserves at low prices. Over the 
medium term, we must ask Qatar, 
the UAE, and Saudi Arabia to build 
shipping capabilities far away from 
the Strait of Hormuz and the Red 
Sea areas that the Houthis can 
target. And, of course, we must fast-
track domestic exploration and 
production of oil and gas, 
especially the recent discoveries off 
the Andamans. We should also be 
fast-tracking the use of ethanol for 
cooking purposes, using appropri-
ate stoves. 

However, it is not only in energy 
that we must reduce over-depend-
ence on a few sources of supply in 
troubled parts of the world. This 
should be our guiding philosophy 
in all critical areas, both in imports 
and exports. 

Three areas, apart from energy, 
stand out. One is our over-depend-
ence on Chinese supplies in every-
thing from rare earths to electronic 
components and other things. Pro-
duction-linked incentives are 
important, but ease of doing busi-

ness is even more vital. Two, our 
software services are too focused 
on North America, the US in par-
ticular. But margins aren’t every-
thing. The Infys, TCSes and Wipros 
must be prodded to diversify mar-
kets over a 10-year period. Their 
share of non-American and 
domestic Indian business must 
grow substantially, and products 
and sovereign platforms must be a 
larger share of their business. 

Our dependence on foreign 
tech platforms — from Google to 
Microsoft, Meta and X — is a stra-
tegic vulnerability, not least 
because these firms are heavily 
involved in the US’ national secur-
ity architecture. If they had to 
choose between following Indian 
interests and American ones, no 
prizes for guessing which way they 
will tilt. We must have our own sov-
ereign email, messaging, social 
media platforms, artificial intelli-
gence models, oice and Cloud ser-
vices that will counterbalance US 
Big Tech. Our data should not be 
shareable with Uncle Sam, unless 
when authorised by Indian courts. 

A sobering thought: Atmanirb-

harta is not without costs. There will 
be higher costs, and slimmer mar-
gins. That, unfortunately, is the price 
for strategic autonomy. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is a senior journalist

“I have a Rashtriya Swayams-
evak background. Nitishji is 
not from our sangathan 
(organisation). But he has sur-
passed many of us when it 
comes to sacrifice, integrity, 
and dedication to social  
justice,” said a Bharatiya Janata 
Party MLA, a Dalit, from Bihar. 

But there are other views. 
“We admire Nitishji. But 

we also want modernisation 
and development in Bihar. 
Whenever we would discuss 
industrialisation and land, he 
would always hold us back. 
His observation always was: If 
you take land away from the 
farmer, what will he do for a 
living? If Bihar is among the 
bottom three states in India in 
urbanisation, the blame must 
go to him. It was deeply frus-
trating,” a former minister in 
the Bihar government and 
now a top oice-bearer in the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
told Business Standard. 

Now that Nitish Kumar, in 
his last days as Bihar chief 
minister, is out of the state 
equation and the BJP will be 
the primary decision-maker 
in the government as the 
single-largest party with 89 of 
the 243 seats in the Assembly, 
it is worth considering what 
Bihar could look like in the 
years to come — and whether 
Mr Kumar’s development 
perspective of the state will be 
shared by the BJP. 

There’s no denying the 
facts. The latest data from the 
NITI Aayog (2025) and Bihar 
government (Economic 
Survey, 2025) shows that as of 
2022-23, the working popula-

tion in Bihar was concen-
trated in agriculture, forestry, 
and fishing (49.6 per cent); 
services (28.9 per cent); and, 
construction sectors (18.4 per 
cent). Just 5.7 per cent were 
employed in manufacturing. 
The state’s redemption could 
be its massive infrastructure 
investment in the past few 
years: ~33,000 crore in high-
way upgrade offered by the 
central government, ~1 tril-
lion in ongoing rail capacity 
projects, and improvement in 
district roads and more. 

The dilemma is: What 
should Bihar do with all this 
infrastructure? Should it seek 
accelerated industrial invest-
ment, requiring extensive 
(and expensive) land acquisi-
tion, and ending in only mini-
mal additional employment? 
Or should it encourage the 
creation of industrial estates 
in which small and medium 
units can be set up, like, say, 
the Hajipur Industrial Area? 
After agriculture, micro, 
small and medium enter-
prises (MSMEs) generate 
maximum employment. 

Ninety-five per cent of 
Bihar’s all industrial units 
and 65 per cent of manufac-
turing output are from 
MSMEs. In 2023 [when the 
Janata Dal (United), or 
JD(U), again became an ally 
of the Rashtriya Janata Dal], 
the Department of Industries 
in Bihar made a strong 
appeal to the Centre with a 
strategic business plan in 
which it argued that access to 
credit and market linkages 
were the two biggest chal-
lenges for MSMEs.  

The response to the plea 
for help was below expecta-
tions, oicials say. The chief 
minister had the wrong sort of 
alliance partners. When the 
partners changed, the BJP’s 
Nitish Mishra, viewed by the 
state’s industry as its cham-
pion, was made minister. 
However, he did not figure in 
the 2025 Nitish Kumar gov-
ernment because the BJP 
bowed to caste dynamics and 

opted to excise a Brahmin 
from Madhubani from its list. 

All this suggests that if the 
BJP is to combine industrial-
isation and urbanisation in 
Bihar with social justice, its 
champions and advocacy 
leaders have to be from the 
same social base. For the BJP, 
this is an existential choice. 
Its opposition to the state gov-
ernment’s caste census tells 
its own story. 

And then, there’s the other 
choice, which too is deeply 
problematic. In 2022, when 
the BJP and JD(U) were 
partners, Mr Kumar publicly 
snubbed the BJP’s call to 
follow the Yogi Adityanath 
model, at work in Uttar Pra-
desh, and get all loudspeakers 
down from masjids.  

“Let us not talk about this 
nonsense. In Bihar, we do not 
interfere in the religious prac-
tices of any people. Every 
person in Bihar has the full 
right to follow their own 
faith,” he said at a public 
meeting in Purnea with BJP 
colleague Shahnawaz Hus-
sain on the stage.  

This was not a random act. 
BJP old-timers recall many 
occasions when he stood up 
to the BJP while being its ally. 
At the same time, he sup-
ported the BJP’s Waqf legisla-
tion and said absolutely 
nothing about the Special 
Intensive Revision (SIR) of 
electoral rolls. His party con-
tested the 2019 and 2024 Lok 
Sabha elections in alliance 
with the BJP and got 6 per 
cent and 12 per cent, of the 
Muslim vote, respectively. 
The data suggests that so long 
as it has the JD(U) by its side, 
the BJP can eat its Muslim 
cake and have it too. No one 
can say if this will still be the 
case if Mr Kumar is no longer 
on the scene. 

So, the key question is: In 
his absence, will the BJP 
become more like the JD(U)? 
Or will the JD(U) become 
more like the BJP? The 
Opposition is asking itself the 
same question.

Artificial intelligence is not tweaking 
marketing. It is quietly rearranging its 
foundations. 

There are two revolutions under-
way. Most marketers are busy reac-
ting to the first. Almost none seem 
prepared for the second. And few 
appear to be even trying to prepare. 

The first revolution is visible. 

Consumers are no longer “search-
ing”. They are “asking”. For 20 years, 
we have optimised for Google. Key-
words, backlinks, metadata — the 
holy trinity of digital marketing. 
The ritual was predictable: Search, 
click, compare and convert. Traic 
flowed like clockwork. Unfortu-
nately now, whether we like it or 
not, that flow is ebbing. 

Ask a chatbot for “the best laptop 
under ₹1.5 lakh” and you don’t get 10 
blue links. You get three answers. 
Curated. Summarised. Sanitised. 
Your beautifully designed website 
may never even be visited. Your 
search engine optimisation or SEO 
budget may never see daylight. 
Kaput. Web traic erosion today is 
not merely theoretical — it is struc-
tural. The game has shifted from SEO 
to what we now call generative engine 
presence. Visibility now depends not 

on how well you rank, but on how 
well you are synthesised. 

Brands built purely on informa-
tion are vulnerable. Information can 
be summarised. It can be abstracted. 
It can be replaced. Brands built on 
community, emotion, and experi-
ence are harder to displace. Nobody 
visits Reddit for information alone. 
They go for belonging. AI cannot rep-
licate that — at least not yet. 

But here is the second revolution. 
And this one is deeper. We are accus-
tomed, in today’s context, to asking, 
“Who is the customer?” We have to 
now begin asking, “What is the cus-
tomer?” When AI agents start evalu-
ating options, comparing 
specifications, filtering bias, negoti-
ating price and completing transac-
tions — the buyer may not be human 
at all. The consumer remains human. 
But the decision-maker could well be 

an algorithm. This is not science fic-
tion any longer. The infrastructure is 
already being built. And rapidly. 
Every minute. 

Imagine telling your assistant, 
“Order me the best air purifier under 
₹20,000 with high energy eiciency 
and low maintenance.” You do not 
browse. You do not click. You do not 
read reviews. The entire purchase 
journey happens inside a machine. 
Now ask yourself: Is your brand 
optimised for a human emotion — 
or for a machine evaluation? And 
that is the catch few brand handlers 
understand today.  

Websites are currently built for 
eyeballs. Scrolls. Clicks. Hover states. 
AI agents, on the other hand, prefer 
structured data, clean specifications, 
transparent pricing and credible sig-
nals. We spent decades understand-
ing human psychology  — cognitive 

biases, social proof, framing effects. 
Tomorrow we will need to under-
stand machine logic. Algorithms 
have their own biases. They penalise 
overt commercial influence. They 
weigh ratings differently. They 
respond inconsistently across 
models. Marketing 
will not disappear. It 
will bifurcate. 

One layer will 
continue speaking to 
human aspiration — 
storytelling, identity, 
community. The 
other layer will 
quietly speak to 
machine evaluation 
— clarity, structure, 
verifiability. 

And then comes 
the strategic question that Indian 
CEOs must confront. If AI becomes 
the primary digital interface — who 
owns the relationship? The intelli-
gence layer, or the brand behind it? 

From a legal standpoint — let us 
momentarily wear a lawyer’s hat — 

this is not an abstract concern. It is 
about data ownership, contractual 
boundaries, liability frameworks, 
and control over customer interfaces. 
If AI intermediates discovery and 
purchase, the platform providing 
that intelligence could sit between 

brand and consumer. 
And, that is a structural 
risk. The companies 
that will win are those 
that ensure AI remains 
an enabler — not an 
owner — of customer 
relationships.  

Contracts must, 
therefore, preserve 
data rights. Brand 
voice must not be 
diluted into generic 
responses. Brand 

experience cannot, and must not, be 
outsourced to an invisible layer. 

India has a unique advantage 
here. We are not a peripheral market. 
We are a linguistic labyrinth. If AI can 
function seamlessly across Hindi, 
Tamil, Marathi, Bengali, Bhojpuri 

and dozens more — it will have 
learned something profound about 
contextual intelligence. India is not 
merely deploying global AI. It is 
pressure-testing it. Stretching it. Civi-
lising it for cultural complexity. 
Which means we are not just users. 
We are co-authors. 

Marketing has survived print-to-
broadcast, broadcast-to-digital, 
desktop-to-mobile. Each shift cre-
ated winners and casualties. This 
one goes further. It does not merely 
change the channel. It changes the 
decision-maker. Yes, AI is upending 
marketing. But the real upheaval is 
this: The future customer may not 
blink. May not feel. May not be per-
suaded by nostalgia. And yet, para-
doxically, the brands that will thrive 
are those that double down on the 
one thing machines cannot manu-
facture — meaning.   

AI isn’t just upending marketing: 
It’s rewriting who the customer is. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Try as we might, we will not find another continuous 
region in the world where about two billion people 
vote and value democracy. Not in the Americas, not 
Africa. Europe doesn’t have the numbers, and most 
of Eastern Asia has the 1.4-billion Chinese overhang. 

Something makes the Indian subcontinent dif-
ferent. All of its nations, from the Maldives through 
Sri Lanka, India, Nepal, Bangladesh and Bhutan 
have regular elections. Of course, the quality of 
democracy varies, let’s say, from Pakistan at the 
lowest rung to India. It isn’t my case that Indian 
democracy is perfect. 

Rating democracies is a tricky business. I am 
only using the simple metric of who’s had the most 
peaceful, stable, normal political transitions and 
continuity. India has had the most of it, 
barring the 19-month aberration of the 
Emergency that delayed an election  
by a year. 

Pakistan, we rate as the lowest on this 
scale, as it discovered elections more 
than 25 years after its creation, and even 
then has never had an elected Prime 
Minister complete a full term. It has 
always ceded much ground to the army 
and invented its own hybrid arrange-
ment. It has also had many full military 
interregnums for long periods, such as 
General Musharraf from 1999 to 2008. 
Yet, people continue voting. 

Look elsewhere now. In a tiny, ultra-stable 
Himalayan monarchy like Bhutan, the king has 
been farsighted enough to hold regular elections 
and pass much power on to the Prime Minister and 
the Cabinet so installed. Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri 
Lanka and the Maldives (listed in order of their 
population size) have all been having elections and 
stable, peaceful transitions. Nowhere has that 
dreaded “A” word, for the army, cropped up. Not 
even in Bangladesh for three decades despite its his-
tory of two military dictatorships. Commitment to 
elected democracy, therefore, is well-established 
among one-fourth of humankind, living in one geo-
graphically cohesive subcontinent. If anything, in 
all countries except Pakistan, the army has proved 
to be a force for good, backstopping stability for 
fresh elections and transition — even when an 
established government was swept away dramati-
cally by a furious street protest. 

In the past four years, we have seen this play out 
among three of these neighbours. Sri Lanka’s 
Mahinda Rajapaksa fell first, then Sheikh Hasina 
Wazed in Bangladesh, and then Khadga Prasad 
Sharma Oli in Nepal. All three, after what looked like 
a disruption to rival the Arab Spring, did not col-
lapse into anarchy. They sprang back on their feet, 

held clean, peaceful elections and elected popular 
leaders with wide majority. 

Two of those, Sri Lanka and Nepal, in the process 
also discovered new political parties. There was 
anger with the “system”. It is just that it became a 
fury against the established political party instead: 
They are all the same, equally bad, complicit. The 
answer wasn’t a new non-constitutional force or a 
new constitution, but a new political party. 

Nepal is the latest. Over two dramatic days 
between September 8 and 9 in 2025, the Oli govern-
ment fell amid speculation on “what the army 
would do”. It did nothing. It just maintained order 
so a transitional government under a respected 
Chief Justice (Nepal’s first woman Chief Justice) 

Sushila Karki was set up with the soli-
tary agenda of holding a peaceful and 
fair election soon. 

She delivered it within six months 
and allowed all parties to contest freely. 
The results were a spectacular rejection 
of all those between whom 14 prime 
ministerships had changed hands since 
the end of the monarchy, the establish-
ment of democracy, and the adoption of 
a republican constitution in 2008. 

This marked the end of the Maoist 
power. Now, with a shade less than 10 per 
cent in the 165-directly elected house, 
they’ve been swept away to the garbage 

heap of democratic history. The new leader? Balen-
dra Shah, just 35, and not in the job because he’s the 
offspring of a famous parent. A structural engineer-
ing MTech from Belagavi’s Visvesvaraya Technologi-
cal University (VTU), he was a rapper who became a 
humongous cult figure, with his lyrics reflecting 
popular frustrations against corruption, lousy gov-
ernance, desperate outward migration and the 
quality of life. The party he joined, the Rastriya Swa-
tantra Party, was launched by journalist Rabi 
Lamichhane in 2022 and has now won one short of a 
two-thirds majority. At this moment, it even looks 
ideology-free, although it calls itself centrist. The nut-
graf of the story is a complete trust in the constitution, 
the democratic process, and the fact that all key insti-
tutions — from the Supreme Court, Presidency, and 
Election Commission to the Army — stayed intact, 
retaining their stature and respect. 

Bangladesh played out just a little bit earlier, and 
had its variations. The supposed caretaker govern-
ment under Muhammad Yunus  didn’t quite act like 
one and pretended as if it was fully mandated to make 
policy shifts, including reversals. It was the army 
chief who nudged Mr Yunus back into reality. 

The election was far from ideal as one major party, 
the Awami League was banned. However, the elec-

tion finally was peaceful — way more peaceful than 
any we remember in our West Bengal — and Tarique 
Rahman (60) won a two-thirds majority. Almost 
immediately, we have seen some return to sanity. The 
anti-India rhetoric and activity is down, conversa-
tions re-established, and the new government is 
looking at Bangladesh’s future rather than griev-
ances, national or personal, of the past. Bangladesh’s 
democracy has emerged stronger even if the Awami 
League ban remains a blot. 

Sri Lanka before that went through a longer, but 
remarkably calm process. Initially, while the rest of 
the Rajapaksa family left, Gotabaya, as President, 
appointed the old UNP (United National Party) stal-
wart Ranil Wickremesinghe as Prime Minister. 

Two months later, the popular protest, called Ara-
galaya (the struggle), also threw Gotabaya out, and 
Wickremesinghe was made President. This, when his 
party only had one MP. The secret ballot in the 
national parliament chose to continue with him. 
Why? Because they had faith in their Constitution, 
democracy, and a shared commitment to stability in 
the national interest. The election was held entirely 
peacefully in November 2024, where Anura Kumara  
Dissanayake (57), a committed communist formerly 
from the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP), which 
was once considered a terrorist organisation and viol-
ently suppressed, swept aside all the established 
parties to win a two-thirds majority. To this extent, 
this was a pattern of rejecting all legacy parties that 
Nepal followed. The only difference being that one 
gave a landslide to the hard Left (Sri Lanka) and the 
other (Nepal) rejected it sweepingly. 

The Maldives has also had peaceful, electoral 
transitions since 2008, although the odd incoming 
leader may have jailed his predecessor. We told you 
there is no such thing as a perfect democracy. 

Early on, we also listed Pakistan among these 
democracies and that’s only because the country is 
now going through its longest continuous phase of 
elected governments, such as they may be. Within its 
hybrid history, the current arrangement has pro-
duced the weakest government and it has conspired 
with the army to mutilate the Constitution. 

So here’s the question: How come, while all other 
countries in the subcontinent have seen their democ-
racy mature and strengthen, Pakistan has slipped? 

The answer many say is in the way each has 
imagined its nationalism. Pakistan is exceptional in 
that it is still fighting to justify the two-nation theory. 
It is this fixation that has never allowed any institu-
tion except the army to build moral stature. This 
happens when you define yourselves ideologically as 
a national security state. The Pakistan predicament 
is existential. Existential not in the sense that it’s 
commonly used these days, but in the sense closer to 
the original Jean-Paul Sartre: Why do I exist? And 
how do I exist? Therein lies the difference between 
the quality of its democracy and the rest of the sub-
continent’s two billion. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Bihar after Nitish Kumar Where 2 billion voters reside
Rating democracies is a tricky business. I am only using the simple 
metric of who in the Indian subcontinent has had the most 
peaceful, stable, normal political transitions and continuity

web traffic 
erosion today is 
not merely 
theoretical — it is 
structural. the 
game has shifted 
from seo to what 
we now call 
generative engine 
presence

When bots buy and humans consume

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

Hormuz stranglehold and deeper atmanirbharta
If there is one piece of advice India must take from Donald Trump, it is ‘drill, baby, drill’
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T
o the untrained eye, the 
remains of a former 
French establishment 
look puny on the map of 
modern India: a bit of land 

along the rim of the Bay of Bengal, like 
Chandannagar, and Puducherry on the 
Coromandel Coast; then yonder west, a 
stronghold in Mahé on the Malabar Coast. 
So sparse, compared to the British, it 
seems, that some would think the French 
were merely passing through. Not quite 
as expansive and invasive as the Raj, or 
even as pioneering as the Portuguese, 
who sliced the Indian Ocean to inaugu-
rate a trade route with South and South-
East Asia as early as 1498, the French 
remain just a rung above the Dutch, the 
most minuscule of the Europeans in India 
(the Danes barely register). 

So, how did the relatively small French 
colony in India become the principal chal-
lenger to the mighty British presence? 
How did the French become middle man-
agers to Versailles on one end and India’s 
indigenous rulers on the other as they 
negotiated France’s mercantile ambi-
tions? Why did they build alliances with, 
and sometimes double-cross, local resist-
ance to English dominion? How did they 
try to recoup frequent, often colossal 
financial losses of the Compagnie des 
Indes Orientales (dissolved, bankrupted, 
and later revamped by a Scotsman, John 
Law, as Compagnie perpétuelle des 
Indes)? To sate the French gap in canoni-
cal histories of European colonisation on 
the Indian subcontinent, Robert Ivermee 
offers Glorious Failure: The Forgotten His-
tory of French Imperialism in India. France 
is no more chopped liver. 

Ivermee’s condensed history is a tightly 
stacked relay of epochs. It is a bird’s-eye 
view of the history of French colonisation 
in India that is at times illuminating, but, 
mostly, a relentless rehearsal of history 
that moves at breakneck speed. 

The French arrived about a century 
after the establishment of the Estado Por-
tuguês da Índia in 1505 and found the 
ports of Cochin (now Kochi) and Goa not 
only peppered with mimicries of Euro-
pean architecture, but also the Portu-
guese stronghold in the subcontinent 

beginning to come slowly undone. 
Ivermee begins his survey with Fran-

çois Pyrard de Laval, who arrived in Chit-
tagong after a tumultuous few years of 
imprisonment in the Maldives, travelled 
westwards, and spent a few months in the 
court of Calicut’s Zamorin. Ivermee uses 
the French navigator’s arrival as his locus 
to build a constellation of France’s vested 
interests in regions surrounding the 
Indian Ocean, specifically trade in (and 
with) Madagascar and later Mauritius, 
regions skirting the Persian Gulf, Ceylon, 
Indonesia, in addition to investments in 
the Caribbean and North America that 
France was beginning to foster. 

What follows could very well be Iver-
mee’s portrait of Puducherry: its creation, 
its consolidation, the tugs-of-war it 
endured, its transfers of power and, at the 
very core of this, the figure canonical to 
the history of both the region, and to the 
shadow of the French empire in India: 
Joseph François Dupleix, who became the 
governor of Puducherry and French 
India, after 12 years of governorship of 
Chandannagar.

Ivermee’s Glorious Failure is many 
things at once. It is a survey of globally 
intertwined histories of French trade. It is 
an assemblage of miniature biographies: 
of Law, John-Baptiste Colbert (who 
launched the Compagnie in 1664) and 
Dupleix, of course, but also of key Indian 
players to the French consolidation, like 
Ananda Ranga Pillai, who was Dupleix’s 
chief courtier and kept a journal that 
offers a peek into Dupleix’s day-to-day; 
Muzaffar Jang, the nizam of Hyderabad 

who was an ally to the French; and, of 
course, Hyder Ali and Tipu Sultan, who 
had inconsistent French support across 
their military and imperial careers. It is a 
critique of the economic fallacies of the 
Compagnie and missionary malpractices 
of the Jesuits in particular and Catholics in 
general. It is a dramatisation of inchoate 
French-Indian allyship against the British. 

Glorious Failure is not, however, an 
entirely immersive history of French 
India. Ivermee has tried to pack a multi-
epoch history of French presence in the 
subcontinent into the space allowed to a 
midlist novel. This overpacked history 
infuses his writing with a staccato tempo. 

In the span of only two pages, for 
instance, Ivermee skips from the Mughal-
Maratha war’s arrival in Puducherry in 
1690 to a character vignette of Rajaram 
Bhosle, the Maratha empire’s third Chhat-
rapati, to Franco-Dutch hostilities and the 
Nine Years’ War, to French colonial stakes 
in America and the West Indies. 

This engorged scale, along with the 
multinational coordinates, makes Iver-
mee’s prose flit here then there. It 
detracts. It distracts. It overwhelms. If this 
is, in fact, the premier text on French India 
to exist recently, why does it disappoint? 
Precisely because it tries to be many 
things at once. Very early in the narrative, 
it loses its essence, its thesis, even. 

To understand and even remind myself 
why Ivermee is recounting this history in 
the first place, I had to return to the blurb, 
which speaks of his aim to contest the 
“myth of a benign French presence on the 
subcontinent.” The French are often pro-
jected as the lesser of the European 
aggressors, relative, especially, to the 
British. If they truly were agents of appro-
priation, trafficking and assault, Ivermee 
concedes a recurrent use of potent declar-
ative gestures for his readers that tie his 
narrative back to his thesis. 

These callbacks could have helped 
signpost his challenge to a popularly con-
ceived notion that French colonialism 
was merely a quirk in the annals of India: 
a cosmetic blip exemplified in Pud-
ucherry’s ville blanche (White Town), for 
instance. What Ivermee unearths out of 
the usual practice of fetishising the archi-
tectural, literary, culinary, theological and 
other cultural metonyms in both Indic 
and global imaginations of India’s French 
colony is the inconsistency of French ally-
ship and, at times, the failed narrative of 
some syncretism. 

Perhaps one of the more scintillating 
passages that undoes a notion of the 
French as an exotic western presence in 
India is one where Ivermee implicates 
France in the slave trade. Far from a sim-
ple outpost of Compagnie activities, the 
subcontinent often became the source 
and destination in slave trade routes. Even 
before any European engagement, the 
Indian Ocean was the playground of Per-
sian, Arab, and Swahili slavers. 

With the Estado, the Portuguese set a 
traffic of slaves between Mozambique and 
India, and farther east, in South-East Asia. 
South Asian slaves were even shipped 
towards Mexico in the western hemi-
sphere and the Philippines closer to 
home. The Dutch expanded this network 
to distribute South Asian labour to Java, 
Malacca, Cape Colony, and elsewhere. 
The British established Madras (now 
Chennai) and Bombay (now Mumbai) as 
the premier sites for buying and selling 
South-Asian slaves to ship to South-East 
Asia.

When the French entered this market, 
out went the “principe du sol fibre” (free-
dom principle) that would have emanci-
pated all those enslaved when they landed 
on French soil. This was done to serve the 
interests of the Compagnie, of course. Out 
came Colbert’s Code Noir (or Black Code), 

justifying slavery for business. 
Ivermee showcases quite brilliantly 

how it was possible for France to set up 
shop in India due to their human traffick-
ing schemes in Senegal and Guinea that 
helped sustain the North American and 
Caribbean colonies. Whilst showcasing 
how slave trade across the Indian Ocean is 
often a minor focus in histories of slave 
trade routes, which frequently centre the 
transatlantic and Pacific pathways, Iver-
mee uses French colonialism to explain 
that these routes have historically nour-
ished one another. 

Oddly, these examples that should 
upend and complicate sunny perceptions 
of India’s French postings are buried in 
Ivermee’s prose, which is peppered with 
non-sequiturs. Now, these detours that he 
takes are essential for setting the context 
for those uninitiated in French maritime 
and colonial histories, but they do a disser-
vice in the end, leaving no room for Iver-
mee’s story to breathe. 

Could Ivermee have approached this 
flawed bird’s-eye perspective differently? 
There is a wealth of South-Asianists who 
are reviving and revising history with 
apertures rather than panoramas, a meth-
odology where the former often leads to 
the latter, and is kinder to the pace of the 
narrative, and to the reader. I am thinking 
of great character sketches, like those of 
Ruby Lal, and geo-dynastic biographies, 
like those of Anirudh Kanisetti. 

There is an anxiety to the scope of Glori-
ous Failure, of covering enough, rather all 
ground, and there is also a kind of audacity 
in it that is admirable. Despite, or perhaps 
because of, the ambitious vastness, which 
makes Ivermee’s prose erratic, readers 
who come to his book seeking a primer on 
India’s French history and legacy may be 
standing on a cracked foundation.

Rohit Chakraborty is a scholar and critic 
from Guwahati. They live in Kolkata.
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P I L L A I

I
n 1656 a senior courtier of the sultan 
of Golconda defected to the Mughals. 
Titled Mir Jumla, this Persian emigre 

was one of India’s wealthiest, most pow-
erful men: he lent money to English 
traders on the coast, owned a merchant 
fleet of his own, controlled the king-
dom’s diamond mines, possessed an 
army, and above all, steered the sultan’s 
government. It was a phenomenal 
achievement for an immigrant who had 
begun life as a shoe-salesman. So phe-
nomenal, in fact, that eventually, the 
sultan smelled a threat. Salacious gos-
sip—for instance, that Mir Jumla had 
taken a tumble in bed with the queen-
mother—did not help. With things at a 
risky impasse, the minister chose to flee. 
But in the process the Persian also 
carted off to the Mughals a massive dia-
mond, believed by some to be the Kohi-
noor—a gem that, less than a century 
later, another Persian, Nadir Shah, 
would seize for himself.

India’s links to Persia—much dis-
cussed in the context of the ongoing war 
in Iran—are old and fascinating. In the 
medieval Deccan, for instance, Persian-
ate culture was fashionable, in the same 
way that American soft power prevails 
in our time. Local Muslim kings, there-
fore, actively sought to cultivate it. One 
Bahmani sultan, for instance, nearly 

Aurangzeb, had an Iranian mother.
But Persianate influence was not lim-

ited to Muslim courts, even if it was most 
pronounced in those settings. Architec-
ture in Vijayanagara featured Persian 
flourishes, for example, and the court’s 
sartorial styles also absorbed foreign 
inspiration. The conical kullah hat 

became here, thus, the kullayi, or, in 
everyday Kannada, kulavi. Murals at Tir-
uppudaimarudur and Lepakshi depict 
Hindu lords also sporting a tunic, the 
kabayi—an Indianisation of the Persian 
qaba. To be clear, embracing foreign 
fashion trends does not suggest a whole-
sale acceptance of Persianate political 

Glorious Failure: The 
Forgotten History of 
French Imperialism in 
India: By Robert Ivermee, 
384 pages, Context, ₹699.

wooed the poet Hafiz to India, while 
another imported Persian scholars, 
warriors, architects, artists and other 
professionals by the shipload. 

At a certain level, this sparked 
remarkable interactions. Bijapur’s Adil 
Shahi dynasty, to cite one, was founded 
by a Persian warrior and his Hindu 
queen. Equally, however, it resulted in 
hostilities between local grandees and 
the foreign-born nobility. Around 1470, 
a Russian traveller was astonished that 
the Deccan’s ruling class seemed over-
whelmingly Persian, and the Bahmani 
state was soon torn up by a sons-of-the-
soil-versus-immigrants type of conflict.

Interestingly, while the Mughals 
occupy much imperial real estate in our 
imagination, the Shah of Persia also had 
some sway in India. For the Deccan sul-
tanates looked not to Delhi but Isfahan 
for protection, openly declaring them-
selves its vassals. This flirtation was stra-
tegic: an insurance policy against the 
Mughals. But faith was a factor too. 

Many of the Deccan’s princes were 
Shia Muslims. Indeed, the rulers of 
Ahmednagar (descended from a con-
verted Brahmin, funnily enough) rou-
tinely sent their bodies to be buried in 
Persian-held Karbala. In the early 
1600s, there was talk of a marriage alli-
ance between Shah Abbas and a Gol-
conda princess (who’d have introduced 
some Telugu blood into the Safavid 
dynasty had the union materialised), 
while some decades later begums from 
that kingdom travelled to pay their 
respects to Shah Safi. Such advertise-
ments of loyalty to Persia didn’t pan out 
in the end, though, for the Mughals 
swallowed up the sultanates. Interest-
ingly the emperor who achieved this, 

ideology or power. Krishnadevaraya, for 
instance, wore the kullayi. But in his 
poetry, he also delights at crushing the 
heads of Persians “like melons”, and of 
filling (proverbial) tanks with their 
blood. It is a little bit like present-day 
supporters of the Iranian regime. They 
may wear trousers and shirts, and yet rail 
against the West—in English.

Language, in fact, is another area 
where Iranian influences left a mark. On 
the one hand, under the powerful Mus-
lim-ruled empires of the subcontinent, 
Persian itself became the lingua franca 
for transregional diplomacy and poli-
tics—a lot like the place English holds in 
our time, with its advantages and exclu-
sions both. As late as the 1820s, there-
fore, Malayali royals writing to the Brit-
ish in Bengal did so not in their mother-
tongue or the colonisers language, but 
in Persian. 

Equally, however, just as the legiti-
macy of English is questioned, Persian 
too had its critics. In a 14th century Vijay-
anagara poem, the “screeching of owls” 
is preferred to this language. Three-hun-
dred years later, the Maratha hero Shivaji 
sought to replace “overvalued Yavana 
words” with Sanskrit. The project’s prac-
tical success was limited: later Maratha 
rulers were known by the Persian title, 
Peshwa. Why, the surname of the incum-
bent Maharashtra chief minister (Fadna-
vis) too has Persian roots.

As odd as it may seem to us today, 
“during the early modern period,” to 
quote Arthur Dudney, “India—even 
compared with Iran—was arguably the 
world’s main centre for the patronage of 
Persian literature and scholarship.” 
Many took to the language for better 
employment but there was genuine 

passion too. One of the “great Persian 
prose stylists and poets” of the 17th cen-
tury, thus, was a man called Chander 
Bhan, who proudly also flaunted his 
Brahmin roots. Translation of Sanskrit 
texts into Persian had their own impact, 
including in ways that might surprise us 
now. In the 1860s, for example, Kanhai-
yalal Alakhdhari translated 52 Upanish-
ads into Urdu, to popularise among 
Hindus their textual and philosophical 
traditions. Except that with Sanskrit 
sealed off from most, his work was 
based on the Sirr-i-Akbar—a Persian 
treatise on the Upanishads, made by a 
Mughal prince, Dara Shukoh.

The decline of Persian—and Persian-
ate culture—coincided with the rise of 
colonialism in the country. People seek-
ing upward mobility now began to pre-
fer English to the old court language, 
while in dress and other respects too, 
Anglicisation became attractive. One 
exemplification of this new trend 
appears in portraits of a single figure. 
The Travancore rajah Uthram Tirunal 
(reigned 1846-60), like several of his 
ancestors, sat for portraits dressed in 
Persian robes. But towards the end of 
his rule, he did something unusual: he 
asked a durbar painter to depict him in 
the Englishman’s garb, resulting in per-
haps among the earliest images of an 
Indian man in Western attire. His pre-
decessor had already switched Persian 
with English when corresponding with 
the British. This transition to the white 
man’s clothes, however, confirmed 
something more sharply: the advent of a 
new age, and the passing of another.

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

With colonialism came the decline of Persian

Bijapur’s Adil Shahi dynasty was founded by a Persian warrior and his Hindu queen.
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