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SCIENCE

A study in fruit �ies suggests one purpose of
sleep is to remove fats from the brain. When �ies
stayed up, brain cells called cortex glia built up
lipid droplets. Scientists found that during deep
sleep, circulating immune cells in the blood
called haemocytes got next to the blood-brain
barrier, and made contact with glial cells. Flies
lacking a haematocyte receptor called eater also
slept less, had higher metabolic stress, poorer
memory, and shorter lives.

Haematocytes use sleep to
help maintain brain health

By analysing isotopes and using carbon dating,
scientists have found that people in Peru’s
Chincha Valley were using seabird droppings by
at least 1250 AD. The droppings’ high nitrogen
content helped farmers raise yields and support
larger populations in what was a very dry coastal
desert. According to the team’s paper, the
droppings thus “played an important role in the
sociopolitical and economic expansion of the
Chincha Kingdom and its eventual relationship
with the Inca Empire”.

Seabird poop helped Chincha
Kingdom expand in desert

Based on climate projections of temperature,
rainfall and humidity until 2100, scientists have
projected a 36-50% drop in “climatically
suitable” grazing area worldwide, but especially
in Africa. They also estimated that 110-140 million
pastoralists and 1.4-1.6 billion grazing animals
could be a�ected. “In Asia, grazing suitability is
projected to expand inland,” the paper stated,
clustering in “Kazakhstan and Iran”. The losses
overlap with countries already facing poverty,
hunger, gender inequality, and political fragility.

Climate change could shrink
grazing area by half by 2100

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why don’t all animals
give birth to the same
number of babies at a
time?
— N. Ramalakshmi

The answer is a
combination of how many
eggs are released or
ovulated and the species’
survival strategy.
Many large mammals like
elephants, cows, and
humans usually release
one egg per cycle and
commit heavily to that one
o�spring. Pregnancy is
long, the baby is relatively
big, and the mother
invests a lot of energy in
nurturing it. 
Many dogs, cats, pigs,
rodents, rabbits, etc. often
release multiple eggs in
one cycle, so multiple

embryos can develop at
once. Their uterus is also
built to carry several
foetuses. And their
newborns are smaller, the
pregnancy is shorter, and
the strategy is to produce
many because not all will
survive.
Tigers occupy a middle
ground: they typically
have litters of up to four
cubs because their survival
in the wild is uncertain,
yet they still invest a lot in
each cub. They don’t
usually have larger litters
like dogs because each cub
is still ‘costly’ to raise and
needs a lot of milk and
protection.

Question Corner

Toddler trade-o�

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

In a new study in Nature,
scientists from IIT-Delhi
and Germany have demon-
strated a device to separate
electrons based on their
‘handedness’ without po-
werful magnetic �elds, tak-
ing a step towards chiral
electronics, which could in
future enable low-power
devices.

The human left hand is a
mirror image of the right;
the two can’t be perfectly
superimposed. In certain

complex materials called
topological semimetals,
electrons possess a similar
left or right chirality. (The
chirality is a speci�c quan-
tum state of an electron
moving inside the crystal.)

However, these special
electrons are usually
mixed with ‘standard’ elec-
trons that lack chirality
and detecting them has
historically required the
use of powerful magnetic
�elds or precise chemical
doping, rendering the
technology impractical for

daily use. The researchers
addressed this challenge
by exploiting the quantum
geometry of a palladium
gallium (PdGa) crystal.

“The single homochiral
crystal made by Claudia’s
group was crucial for the
study,” Max Planck Insti-
tute of Microstructure
Physics managing director
and study co-author Stuart
Parkin told The Hindu, re-
ferring to the work of fel-
low author Claudia Felser.

In this crystal, electrons
behave like waves as they

move through the lattice,
which in turn restricts how
much energy and momen-
tum the wave can have.

The set of constraints is
called the band structure.
In the copper wiring in
your house, the road is �at
and straight. If you apply a
voltage, it will push the
electron in a straight line.
In the crystal, the road is
twisted, so even if the elec-
tron is moving straight, its
path will drift to the side.
Which side depends on the
electron’s handedness.

The team fabricated a
small device with three
arms and passed an elec-
tric current through it.
Beyond a threshold,
PdGa’s quantum geometry
pushed left-handed elec-
trons into one arm and
right-handed electrons in-
to the other.

“Utilising quantum ge-
ometry as a new element,
rather than an external
magnetic �eld, was pivotal
to achieving the valve func-
tionality,” Dr. Parkin said.
“It led us to fabricate our

unique device geometry to
demonstrate that we can
control the separation of
currents with opposite
electronic chirality.”

Some roadblocks re-
main, including the need
for ion beams to fabricate
the device and ultra-low
temperature to operate it,
which make practical use
infeasible. If these chal-
lenges can be overcome,
the technology could lead
to low-power computing
and new forms of magnetic
memory.

IIT-Delhi, Germany team makes ‘chiral valve’ to sort current
Vasudevan Mukunth

D
rug-resistant
pneumonia re-
mains a serious
complication

in intensive care units,
where treatment options
are limited. Pseudomonas
aeruginosa in particular
causes about one in �ve
hospital pneumonias and
often resists multiple
drugs.

A research team at the
Massachusetts General
Hospital, Boston, a�liated
with Harvard Medical
School, has reported that a
gas already used in neona-
tal care may have a role in
addressing such infections.
In a study published in
Science Translational Medi-
cine, researchers found
that a high dose of inhaled
nitric oxide reduced drug-
resistant Pseudomonas in a
large-animal ICU model.

The human body natu-
rally produces nitric oxide;
doctors also use it at low
doses, typically 20-80
ppm, to widen blood ves-
sels in the lungs of patients
with acute respiratory
failure.

Lorenzo Berra, associate
professor of anaesthesia at
Harvard Medical School
and a senior author of the
study, said the decision to
test much higher concen-
trations was guided by ear-
lier �ndings. “At the low
doses commonly used in
clinical practice, nitric ox-
ide mainly acts as a selec-
tive pulmonary vasodila-
tor,” he said. In 2021, a
mouse study by his col-
leagues “provided the bio-
logical rationale for select-
ing 300 ppm as the
threshold likely required
for antimicrobial activity.”

To test the approach in a
setting mirroring a human
ICU, the researchers stu-
died 16 ventilated pigs with
pneumonia caused by mul-
tidrug-resistant P. aerugino-
sa. They introduced the
bacteria directly into the
lungs and a�orded the ani-
mals intensive care for
three days. 

One-half received short,
repeated bursts of inhaled
nitric oxide at 300 ppm
and the other half received
standard supportive care
alone, sans antibiotics. The
team continuously tracked
oxygen levels, lung sti�-
ness, blood pressure, and
infection markers, and
compared how the two

groups changed over time.
The study found that

treated animals had 99%
lower lung bacterial counts
along with better oxygena-
tion and lung function. The
authors suggested the gas
may help restore chemical
signalling in the lung dis-
rupted by severe infection. 

Prof. Berra said the �nd-
ings suggest the approach
could be relevant to criti-
cally ill patients, though
further testing is required.

Promise and limits
“The animals initially im-
proved, but later their
lungs grew sti�er and less
able to oxygenate the blood
while they were still on the

gas,” Paul H. Edelstein, pro-
fessor of pathology and lab-
oratory medicine at Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, said,
adding that the harm could
have resulted from the tox-
ic e�ects of nitric oxide,
either through elevated
methemoglobin, which
blocks oxygen delivery, or
through direct lung injury.

He also questioned the
durability of the antimicro-
bial e�ects. Although some
bacteria remained, the
treated animals had far
lower levels of the immune
chemicals that cause the
lungs to swell and �ll with
�uid, a chain reaction that
cuts o� oxygen. This e�ect
persisted over the �rst two

days, when severe pneu-
monia typically worsens
and begins to damage oth-
er organs.

To assess whether the
doses could be delivered
safely, the researchers con-
ducted a small phase 1 stu-
dy in 10 healthy human vo-
lunteers. Participants
inhaled nitric oxide at 300
ppm for 30 minutes, thrice
a day for �ve days. Methe-
moglobin levels rose brief-
ly. The team reported no
serious adverse e�ects.

The group also delivered
the high-dose gas to two
critically ill ICU patients to
test the feasibility. The stu-
dy showed that the treat-
ment could be adminis-
tered without immediate
serious complications.

Even if future trials con-
�rm clinical bene�ts, prac-
tical barriers remain. Most
hospitals are not equipped
to deliver nitric oxide at
high concentrations and
the process requires spe-
cialised machinery and
trained sta�. 

“The biggest obstacle
would be technical, opera-
tional, and monitoring, not
biological,” he said. Stan-
dard systems are capped at
80 ppm and higher doses
require continuous moni-
toring to prevent nitrogen
dioxide formation and
methemoglobin accumula-
tion. 

For Prof. Edelstein, the
work represents an impor-
tant starting point, but “un-
til researchers can show
the gas works at non-toxic
exposures and delivers last-
ing bene�t, the excitement
is premature.”
Anirban Mukhopadhyay is a
geneticist by training and
science communicator from
New Delhi

Can a hospital gas help �ght
drug-resistant pneumonia?

Anirban Mukhopadhyay

Researchers report that high-dose inhaled nitric oxide reduced the levels of drug-resistant bacteria in a large-animal ICU

model and proved safe in early human testing; questions remain, however, about the method’s bene�ts and feasibility

The rapid integration of ar-
ti�cial intelligence into the
professional landscape has
created a paradoxical pro-
mise: the ability to do
more while knowing less.
As tools like large language
models become ubiquitous
in �elds ranging from soft-
ware engineering to data
analysis, a fundamental
question emerges regard-
ing the long-term cost of
our newfound e�ciency.

A recent study from re-
searchers at Anthropic, tit-
led ‘How AI Impacts Skill
Formation,’ provides a ri-
gorous look into this dilem-
ma. 

The researchers studied
a group of coders, dividing
them into two groups —
one with access to AI tools

and another without — to
complete a coding chal-
lenge. At the end of a 35-
minute-long coding chal-
lenge, all participants were
asked to take a test to
check their Python pro-
gramming pro�ciency. 

Upon evaluation, the
team found that those in
the control group scored
higher than those in the
treatment pool, suggesting
a stark divide between
high-scoring and low-scor-
ing interaction patterns. It
shows that while AI can ac-
celerate the completion of
a task, it can simultaneous-
ly decelerate the mind if
used as a substitute rather
than a supplement. 

The treatment group
path, identi�ed as the low-
scoring interaction pat-
tern, is characterised by
what researchers call cog-
nitive o�oading. In this
scenario, the user treats
the AI as a primary agent of
execution rather than a

collaborator. 
They delegate the heavy

lifting of code generation
and debugging to the AI,
moving through the assign-
ment with deceptive
speed. This group often
�nishes tasks fast, yet their
comprehension of the un-
derlying mechanics re-
mains remarkably shallow. 

By bypassing the itera-
tive, often frustrating pro-
cess of trial and error, they
inadvertently skip the very
neurological “struggle” re-
quired for deep learning.

For these individuals, the
AI tool serves as a high-
tech crutch; they reach the
�nish line, but their inter-
nal “muscle memory” for
the skill is never built, re-
sulting in quiz scores that
plummet when the tool is
removed.

This contrasts sharply
with the high-scoring
group whose philosophical
approach to AI was funda-
mentally di�erent. They
didn’t see AI as a replace-
ment for their own logic
but as a peer or a senior. 

Instead of asking the AI
to “write the code,” they
asked conceptual ques-
tions. They sought expla-
nations for why a particu-
lar function is used or
requested that the AI break
down a generated snippet
into its component parts.
This group demonstrated a
high level of cognitive en-
gagement. 

The study’s �ndings sug-
gest that the primary di�e-
rentiator between these
two paths is not the
amount of manual labour
performed, but the degree
of mental involvement. In-
terestingly, the research
noted that even when par-
ticipants manually re-
typed code instead of co-
py-pasting it, their learning
did not necessarily im-
prove if they weren’t men-
tally processing the “why”
behind the syntax. 

This highlights a critical
trap in the modern work-
place: the illusion of com-

petence. It is possible to be
highly productive in the
short term by following the
low-scoring path of delega-
tion, but this leads to a hol-
lowing out of expertise. 

The choice between the
two ways of building skills
rests on how we value our
own expertise. The low-
scoring path o�ers the si-
ren song of immediate re-
sults and “vibe coding,”
where one can produce
functional work without a
deep grasp of the founda-
tions. The high-scoring
path requires more disci-
pline, demanding that we
slow down to ask “how”
and “why” even when a so-
lution is just a prompt
away. To thrive in an AI-
augmented world, we
must resist the urge to of-
�oad our thinking. By
choosing the path of high
engagement, we ensure
that as the tools around us
get smarter, we are getting
smarter alongside them.

There are two ways to build skills using AI tools

The choice between the two ways of building skills rests on how we

value our own expertise. REUTERS 

John Xavier
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The story so far:

T
he Ministry of Electronics and
Information Technology (MeitY) earlier
this week noti�ed an amendment to the

IT Rules, 2021, that would require users and
social media platforms to label AI-generated
content, and tighten the takedown timelines for
all content — not just AI-generated posts — from
24-36 hours to two to three hours. The rules
come into e�ect on February 20.

What about AI-generated content?
The Information Technology (Intermediary
Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code)
Amendment Rules, 2026 require social media
platforms to “prominently” label “synthetically
generated” content, or AI-generated images and
videos. The requirement was �rst proposed in
October last year, and was noti�ed this week.
Social media platforms with more than �ve
million users are required to obtain a “user
declaration [for AI-generated content] and
[conduct] technical veri�cation before
publishing [AI-generated content]”.

MeitY said in an explanatory document that
this requirement was introduced to counter
“deepfakes, misinformation, and other unlawful
content capable of misleading users, causing
users harm, violating privacy, or threatening
national integrity,” and that it was important

that users be
aware whether
what they are
viewing is
inauthentic. 

The October
draft de�nition of
“Synthetically
Generated

Information” (SGI) was wider, encompassing any
audiovisual content that was AI-modi�ed or
generated. The �nal rules carve out some
exemptions: for instance, smartphone-clicked
photos that are retouched automatically by the
camera app will not be considered SGI, and
special e�ects in �lms will not be considered
something that needs to be labelled. The rules
also prohibit certain types of SGI: child sexual
exploitation and abuse material, forged
documents, information on developing
explosives, and deepfakes falsely representing a
real person.

How can AI-generated content be detected?
The government has asked large platforms to
“deploy reasonable and appropriate technical
measures to prevent unlawful SGI, and to ensure
labelling/provenance/identi�er requirements for
permissible SGI”. A senior o�cial at the IT
Ministry argued that large platforms have
sophisticated tools to detect SGI, and that this
requirement merely requires them to perform
detection that they are already doing.
Additionally, some AI �rms and platforms have
participated in the Coalition for Content
Provenance and Authenticity (C2PA), which
o�ers technical standards to invisibly label
AI-generated content in a way that can be read
by other platforms, in case AI-based detection
fails. The rules allude to this e�ort by requiring
“provenance/identi�er requirements,” but the
o�cial said they don’t want to endorse any
single e�ort, but would like to formalise the aims
of such collaborations.

How have time limits changed?
The IT Rules enable some government
authorities and police o�cials to issue takedown
notices under Rule 3(1)(b), and users to send in
grievances for “illegal” categories of content
enumerated in the IT Rules. Those categories
include misinformation, nudity, and threats to
sovereignty. For both government- and
court-issued takedown notices, the timelines
have been reduced to 2-3 hours, while for all
other categories of user complaints (like
defamation and misinformation), the response
timelines have been reduced from two weeks to
one week. The timelines for responding to user
reports (under Rule 3(2)(b)) on “sensitive”
content has also been slashed from 72 hours to
36 hours. The government reasoned that the
previous limits allowed a lot of damage to be
done even within those timelines, necessitating
a revisit of the time platforms have to act.

What other changes have been made?
Users will now have to receive a reminder of
platforms’ terms and conditions more often.
“The amendments include revisions to Rule
3(1)(c) of the Intermediary Rules, increasing the
frequency of user noti�cations from once every
year to at least once every 3 (three) months, and
expanding the content of such noti�cations to
clarify potential consequences of
non-compliance and reporting obligations,” JSA
Advocates and Solicitors said in an analysis. 

The rules also require platforms to speci�cally
warn users that harmful deepfakes and other
illegal AI-generated content could expose them
to legal action, including the disclosure of their
identity to law enforcement agencies and
“immediate disabling of access or removal of
such content, suspension or termination of user
accounts”, JSA said in its analysis.

What has govt.
laid down on
AI labelling?

What do the new rules specify with

respect to AI-generated imagery and

social media takedowns?

The timelines for
responding to user
reports on ‘sensitive’
content has been
slashed from 72 hours
to 36 hours

Aroon Deep

The story so far:

T
he Interim Agreement between India
and the U.S. on trade has buoyed
investor sentiment in India, especially
because of the prospect of tari�s on

Indian exports to the U.S. reducing to 18%.
However, since the deal was announced through
a joint statement on February 7, the contours of
what it could include have been the source of
much ambiguity. This is especially true in four
broad areas: oil, agriculture, textiles, and the
value of overall imports from the U.S.

What does the joint statement say?
The joint statement said that the U.S. has agreed
to apply a reciprocal tari� of 18% on imports
from India. This would entail a reduction from
the existing 25%. The statement itself did not
mention the additional 25% penal tari� the U.S.
had levied on India for its imports of Russian oil.
However, U.S. President Donald Trump took to
social media saying that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had agreed to stop importing
Russian oil. Further, on February 6, Mr. Trump
issued an executive order removing the 25%
penal tari� saying that “India has committed to
stop directly or indirectly importing Russian
Federation oil”. Commerce Minister Piyush
Goyal has said that he expects the executive
order reducing the remaining 25% reciprocal
tari�s to 18% to be issued this week.

In return for this reduction in reciprocal
tari�s, the joint statement said India has agreed
to remove tari�s on U.S. exports of “all U.S.
industrial goods and a wide range of U.S. food
and agricultural products”, which includes
Dried Distillers’ Grains (DDGs), red sorghum for

animal feed, tree nuts, fresh and processed fruit,
soybean oil, wine and spirits, and “additional
products”. Further, the joint statement said that
India “intends to” buy $500 billion worth of U.S.
energy products, aircraft and aircraft parts,
precious metals, technology products, and
coking coal over the next �ve years.

What is the confusion over oil imports?
The confusion arises from the fact that the
Indian government has refused to categorically
deny the repeated statements by Mr. Trump and
senior o�cials of his administration that India
has agreed to stop buying oil from Russia. A
factsheet on the India-U.S. deal issued by the
White House also says the same.

While an analysis of government data up to
December 2025 shows that India’s imports of
Russian oil had fallen to a 38-month low that
month, the government has not made clear its
position on Russian oil imports since then.
When asked about the issue, both Commerce
Minister Piyush Goyal and Petroleum Minister
Hardeep Puri have directed all questions to the
Ministry of External A�airs. In repeated press
conferences, o�cials of the Ministry of External
A�airs have not answered direct “yes or no”
questions on whether India has committed to
reducing its Russian oil imports. In a public
statement, Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri said
earlier this week that India’s energy sourcing is
guided by pricing, availability, and risks but did
not directly address the Russian issue.

How will agriculture be a�ected?
The agriculture sector is another area that has
created a lot of controversy. Opposition parties
have taken the wording of the joint statement,
which said India has agreed to eliminate tari�s
on “a wide range of U.S. food and agricultural
products”, to attack the government for hurting
the interests of India’s farmers. Mr. Goyal,
through various press brie�ngs and interviews,
including to The Hindu, made assurances that
Indian farmers had no reason to worry and that
all sensitive agricultural items and dairy would
be kept out of the deal. 

While listing the various agricultural items
that were excluded from the deal, Mr. Goyal told
The Hindu that this would include “pulses in
which we are self-su�cient in India, like green
peas, kabuli chana, moong”. The question of
what happens to other pulses again came to the
fore when the White House uploaded its fact
sheet. In the original version, the list of items on
which India had agreed to eliminate or reduce
tari�s included pulses. That version has since
been updated, with the reference to pulses
being removed.

On Friday, both Mr. Goyal and Agriculture
Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan released
separate video messages assuring farmers that
their interests would not be compromised in the
U.S. deal.

What about India’s purchase of U.S. goods?
Mr. Trump’s original post on Truth Social said
that Prime Minister Modi had committed to
“buy American” in addition to $500 billion
worth of energy, technology, agricultural, coal,
and “many other products”.

The joint statement, while clarifying that
these purchases were to be spread over �ve
years, also said that it was an intention and did
not use the word commitment. However, the
White House factsheet again said that India had
committed to buying $500 billion worth of
goods from the U.S. The amended version now
also says this is an “intention”.

The $500 billion of imports of goods from the
U.S. will not overly concentrate on India’s supply
chains towards the U.S., Mr. Goyal said in his
interview to The Hindu. He said that India
currently imports about $300 billion of
electronics, energy, parts for data centres and
semiconductors, and airplanes and their parts
from across the world. This amount, he said, is
expected to grow to $2 trillion in �ve years. So,
he argued that importing $500 billion of this
from the U.S. would not entail any concentration
of India’s supply chains.

Why is there ambiguity over textile exports?
Once Mr. Trump signs the executive order
lowering India’s reciprocal tari�s to 18% from
25%, the tari� on India’s textile exports too will
fall to 18%. The sector welcomed this with great
enthusiasm since the U.S. is a major export
destination for the sector and the earlier 50%
tari�s were hurting the industry. 

However, just days after India and the U.S.
announced their deal, the U.S. and Bangladesh
also announced a trade deal. Under this deal,
Bangladesh’s exports to the U.S. would face
tari�s of 19%. In addition, the agreement
included a clause that speci�ed that if
Bangladesh imports cotton from the U.S., then
the textiles exported using that cotton would
face 0% duties in the U.S. 

Opposition parties were quick to point out
that this would render Indian textile exporters
relatively uncompetitive even before India’s deal
with the U.S. has been signed. 

Now, however, Mr. Goyal has said that Indian
textile exporters will receive the same bene�ts as
Bangladeshi textile exporters. That is, under the
Interim Agreement, if Indian textile makers
import American cotton, then their exports to
the U.S. would attract 0% tari�s. This had not
been mentioned by him earlier. Mr. Goyal and
other o�cials of the Commerce Ministry have
said that the formal agreement is expected to be
signed in mid-March. It is only after that that
more details will be made clear.

How is U.S.-India trade deal being tweaked?
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What are the areas that have come under scrutiny? Has India stopped buying Russian oil as

Donald Trump has claimed? What is happening in the agricultural sector? Has the reference to

pulses been removed from the draft? When is the formal agreement expected to be signed?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

In rage: Members of trade unions hold banners during a nationwide strike to

protest an interim trade deal with the U.S. in New Delhi, on February 12. AP

The story so far:

I
n the U.S.-Bangladesh Agreement on
Reciprocal Trade, signed on February 9,
the U.S. has committed to “establish a
mechanism that will allow for certain

textile and apparel goods from Bangladesh to
receive a zero reciprocal tari� rate”. A statement
from the White House said this mechanism will
provide for a to-be-speci�ed volume of apparel
and textile imports from Bangladesh to enter the
U.S. at this reduced tari� rate, but that the
volume shall be determined based on the use of
U.S. produced cotton and MMF (man-made
�bre) textile inputs. Following concerns in the
Indian textile and garment industry, which is the
largest employment generator after agriculture,
Indian Minister for Commerce and Industry
Piyush Goyal said that India is to have the same
facility as Bangladesh, and that Indian garment
and textile exporters will also bene�t. 

What does data of the countries indicate?
Of the total imports of $16.1 billion of textile
inputs by Bangladesh in 2024, $3.1 billion went
from India. Bangladesh imports approximately
85 lakh bales of cotton annually, mainly from
Brazil, India, and African countries for its nearly
500 spinning mills. India exported 12-14 lakh

bales of cotton to Bangladesh in 2024-25, of its
total production of about 300 lakh bales. It also
shipped $1.47 billion worth of cotton yarn (570
million kg) to Bangladesh, which was the biggest
destination for Indian yarn, in 2024-25.
Bangladesh buys more yarn and fabric from
other countries than the basic raw material —
�bre, according to a report by the Global Trade
Research Initiative (GTRI). Bangladesh exported
$50.9 billion in garments globally in 2024, and
of it, $7.4 billion went to the U.S. 

Of the annual garment exports of $16 billion
from India, almost one-third goes to the U.S. At
present, international cotton prices (landed
cost) have a 2% to 8% price di�erence,
depending on the country of origin and the
buying country.

Will trade dynamics tilt towards Bangladesh?
Indian textile and garment exporters feel things
will not change immediately or much because of
the U.S.-Bangladesh deal. A GTRI report notes
that over 63%, or $32.3 billion, of Bangladesh’s
garment exports went to the European Union,
duty-free. Since the EU is Bangladesh’s main
market, its garment supply chains are built to
serve European buyers.

Bangladesh’s garment industry depends
heavily on imported textile inputs, especially
yarn and fabric, for making garments. To qualify
for zero tari�s of the U.S., Bangladesh should
replace long-established suppliers and invest
heavily in new spinning and fabric-processing
capacity, which it currently lacks. According to
the Cotton Textiles Export Promotion Council,
the Bangladesh textile industry should change
its product mix and realign its raw material
supply chains to bene�t from the use of
American cotton. Its textile mills are already in a
crisis, say Indian yarn exporters.

What is the extent of India-U.S. cotton trade?
India imports close to �ve lakh bales of U.S.
cotton annually, of which 2.5 lakh bales are of
extra long staple (ELS) cotton and the other 2.5
lakh bales are non-ELS cotton. India is one of the
leading users of American PIMA cotton, which is
a premium ELS variety. Several Indian textile
mills are already nominated by American brands

to supply yarn made of American cotton for
garments. India currently levies 11% import duty
on cotton, except for ELS cotton. Indian
garment exporters will get similar access to the
U.S. market as Bangladesh exporters, Mr. Goyal
has said.

What are the concerns?
While Indian goods will attract 18% reciprocal
tari� in the U.S., goods from Bangladesh will
attract 19% from the earlier 20%. Thus, the U.S.
tari� di�erence between India and Bangladesh
has halved with the U.S.-Bangladesh agreement.
Bangladesh is already among the leading
exporters of textiles and apparel to the U.S.,
alongside China, Vietnam, and India. Both, India
and Bangladesh make predominantly
cotton-based apparel.

Sha�qul Alam, information adviser to Chief
Adviser Mohammed Yunus, told The Hindu that
Bangladesh has traditionally imported cotton
from India and Central Asia as it does not
produce the cotton or yarns necessary for its
textile sector. It will replace Indian cotton with
U.S.-produced cotton as a result of the
U.S.-Bangladesh trade deal, he said. The
immediate impact is likely to be on Indian
cotton and yarn exporters. However, Indian
exporters still have a lot of unanswered
questions, such as if the U.S.-India agreement
does give Indian garment exporters a similar
facility to the U.S. market, will the Indian
government waive the import duty on U.S.
cotton? Will it allow speci�c quantities to be
imported by India duty-free?

Will there be bene�ts for garment exporters
buying American cotton?
There is every possibility of U.S. cotton prices
�rming up when demand increases. If cotton is
available from any other country at a lower cost,
will U.S. customers �nd it cost competitive to
buy garments made from U.S. cotton? There is
also no clarity on how the U.S. will determine
the quantity of U.S. cotton in a garment or
textile product. Both India and Bangladesh
garment exporters will get relief only from the
reciprocal tari� if they use U.S. cotton and not
the basic duty. While waiving of tari� by the U.S.
for products made from U.S. cotton or MMF will
certainly bene�t Indian garment exporters, they
are hoping the Indian government will evolve a
system that will take into consideration all the
practical implications and necessities for the
e�ective operation of such a facility.

What’s in store for garment exporters to U.S.?
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What has the U.S. promised Bangladesh with respect to textiles? What are the conditions laid

down by the U.S. to give Bangladeshi exporters unprecedented access to American markets? What

is the assurance that Union Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal gave Indian textile exporters?

M. Soundariya Preetha

Uncertain future: A garment factory in Tiruppur, Tamil Nadu, in 2025. REUTERS
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“T
his is Major Zia
speaking.” That is how
Major Ziaur Rahman
debuted in the public

life of his country on March 27, 1971.
Minutes earlier, Zia had driven to the
Kalurghata radio transmitter centre of
Chittagong. In his �rm voice, he
announced the independence of East
Pakistan and the beginning of
Bangladesh. The condition of
Bangladesh was tragic at that time.
Two days earlier, the Pakistani forces
had started Operation Searchlight with
the killing of hundreds of thousands of
people across Dhaka and elsewhere,
triggering a massive exodus of people
to neighbouring Indian States.

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the leader
of the movement for freedom, had
been arrested and �own to Pakistan.
Other top leaders like Tajuddin Ahmed
and Syed Nazrul Islam had begun their
perilous journey to the border with
India where weeks later they would
launch a guerrilla movement. A
disciplined o�cer in the Pakistani
Army, Zia had fought in the western
sector in the 1965 war with India and
had been decorated for his valour. But
Zia had been seething because of the
lack of respect that Bengali o�cers
were shown in Pakistan’s military.

Soon after the massacre began on
March 25, Zia rebelled and arrested
and killed the commanding o�cer of
his unit, Lt. Col. Abdur Rashid Janjua,
and other non-Bengali o�cers. He
asked the radio operator to convey to
the guerrilla �ghters that, “Eighth
battalion of the East Bengal Regiment
has rebelled. They will now �ght for
the independence of Bangladesh.”
Thus began a new journey that would
lead Zia to launch his own guerrilla
group Z-force that fought in Sylhet,
Dhaka and the eastern part of
Bangladesh while basing out of Tura in
Meghalaya and Tripura.

The guerrilla war by the Mukti
Bahini and Z-force and other smaller
groups �nally culminated in the
India-Pakistan war of 1971 and
liberation of Bangladesh. Liberation,
however, started a new warfare — an
internal power struggle of Bangladesh.

In January 1975, Sheikh Mujibur,

unable to contain public disturbances
following the disastrous famine of 1974
and poor economic conditions,
launched a single-party system called
BAKSAL (Bangladesh Krishak Sramik
Awami League). Mujib was
assassinated in a coup. 

After his killing, Khondokar
Mushtaq, a close associate-
turned-betrayer, formed a government
consisting of Awami League and
BAKSAL leaders. On October 3, he
announced that the situation would
start normalising from next year and
that from August 15, 1976, the ban on
political activities would be lifted and a
general election would be held on
February 28, 1977. A powerful section
of the military that extended support
to Mushtaq felt that in case of
elections, other four top leaders of
Awami League who were imprisoned
could win.

Rise to power 
That powerful wing of the military that
wanted prolonged control over civilian
administration killed four other
national leaders (Tajuddin Ahmed,
Syed Nazrul Islam, Mansur Ali and
A.H.M. Quamruzzaman) who had
formed the Bangladesh government in

exile in 1971. Four days after the jail
killings, Dhaka witnessed the “military
mutiny” that brought in Ziaur Rahman
to the forefront. On paper, Zia was the
Deputy Martial Law Administrator but
actual control of the government
slipped to his hands in the absence of
e�ective political leadership.

The history of 1971 Liberation War is
written from multiple angles. In one
version, Mujib gave the call for
liberation with his rousing speech of
March 7, 1971 that was followed by the
April 10 declaration by Tajuddin
Ahmed as the leader of the
government in exile. In another
version, the story is narrated from the
point of view of Zia, who declared
independence after killing his
Pakistani commanding o�cer in
Chittagong. In the second story, Zia is
the symbol of freedom of Bangladesh
and that is where the mythical origin
of the BNP’s politics lay.

Since taking charge e�ectively in
November 1975, Zia experimented with
politics and ideology. He introduced
himself in public speeches as a soldier
�rst and then as a farmer. He wanted
to take full control of the armed forces
and bring a semblance of normalcy in
civil bureaucracy. In a speech

broadcast on radio and TV on
November 11, 1975, Zia said: “I am not a
politician. I am a soldier. I have no
relation with politics and our
government is totally nonpartisan and
apolitical.” On April 21, 1977, Gen. Zia
declared himself the President and in a
subsequent national referendum, he
secured 98.8% vote to stay in power. 

On May 22, 1977, Zia launched the
19-point agenda that expressed his
faith in “Almighty Allah” and said his
government would ensure justice for
all citizens irrespective of religion,
caste, and other di�erences.

His political philosophy �rst came
out as the public announcement from
the brief experimental ‘Nationalist
Front’. On June 3, 1978, Bangladesh
witnessed a presidential election in
which Zia contested as the leader of
the Nationalist Front and received a
majority vote even as his opponents
criticised the election as controversial.
On June 12, 1978, Zia took the oath of
o�ce as the President of Bangladesh.
As President, he needed a political
vehicle. According to veteran author
Mohiuddin Ahmed, it was President
Zia who came up with the name of
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). On
August 30, 1978, the BNP was

registered.
On September 1, 1978, in a press

conference on Dhaka’s Romna
Restaurant premises, Zia formally
announced the launch of the party. 

Out of the seven years between the
Liberation War and the launch of the
BNP, Zia spent four in the shadow of
Mujib. The BNP emerged at a time
when a weakened Awami League was
led by Zohra Tajuddin, widow of
Tajuddin Ahmed, and Abdel Malek
Ukil. The BNP based itself on
“Bangladeshi nationalism”, not Bengali
nationalism. Humayun Kobir, the
foreign policy adviser of the current
BNP chairman Tarique Rahman, said:
“Bangladeshi nationalism is
territorially de�ned. It means
nationalism of the citizens who live on
the land of Bangladesh.”

Period of agitation 
Zia’s nationalistic outlook was meant
for his domestic audience. Abroad he
advocated multilateralism and
dialogue and reached out to world
leaders, including Indian Prime
Minister Morarji Desai and U.S.
President Jimmy Carter. After the
assassination of President Zia on May
30, 1981 in the Chittagong Circuit
House, the BNP’s political journey was
paused. Gen. Hossein Mohammed
Ershad took charge of the country.

During the interregnum, Khaleda
Zia, widow of Gen. Zia, took charge of
the party in 1984. During the Ershad
years, the BNP agitated for restoration
of parliamentary democracy alongside
the Awami League, led by Sheikh
Hasina. Khaleda Zia brought the BNP
back to power in 1991. Tarique
Rahman entered the centre stage after
the BNP came to power in 2001.
Tarique is now credited with leading
the party to a historic victory in the
February 12 election, and is set to
become the next Prime Minister. 

The BNP’s origin lies in the
psychology of the proud armed forces
and bureaucratic elite of East Pakistan
who were caught between the freedom
movement for Bangladesh and the
instability of the mid-1970s, says
Mohiuddin Ahmed, an expert on the
BNP’s history. Today, the party has
emerged as the most powerful political
vehicle in a restless nation. 

Return of the old guard 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party

The party founded by General Ziaur Rahman, which champions Bangladeshi nationalism, has returned to power with a huge mandate to steer the country 
through a tumultuous period

Kallol Bhattacherjee THE GIST 
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Decisive win: Tarique Rahman is credited with leading the BNP to victory in the election, and is set to become the next Prime Minister. REUTERS

O
n a moderately hot
afternoon at Del-
hi’s Vanijya Bha-

wan in 2025, journalists
were eager to ask ques-
tions to the Commerce Mi-
nister about the fallout
from the U.S.’s unilateral
imposition of 50% tari�s
on India. Piyush Goyal is
no stranger to such ques-
tions. Reading the room
with care, Mr. Goyal under-
lined that any trade deal
India might secure would
be anchored in principles
of “mutually bene�cial, re-
ciprocal and equitable”. 

But with the U.S. tari�s,
the mood was di�erent in
the country. For the go-
vernment, the move coin-
cided with the Monsoon
Session of Parliament, with
the Opposition pressing for
an immediate statement in
a session already marred
by repeated disruptions.
Greeted with loud protests
within hours of the tari�s
announcement, Mr. Goyal
assured the House that the
government was examin-
ing the situation, and
would safeguard national
interests, before leaving
amid continued uproar.

This was not the �rst
time Mr. Goyal was caught
in a storm. 

In 2018, during his te-
nure as the Railway Minis-
ter, Mr. Goyal faced prot-
ests from candidates who
had concluded their ap-
prenticeship training over

the removal of their 20%
quota. His convoy was tar-
geted during demonstra-
tions in Uttar Pradesh.
Protests later subsided af-
ter he appealed to the prot-
esters to apply for the on-
going recruitment drive,
whose deadline was
nearing.

Son of Vedprakash
Goyal, a senior BJP leader
and former Minister for
shipping and waterways,
and Chandrakanta Goyal,
Piyush, a chartered ac-
countant by profession,
commands signi�cant con-
�dence within the party. 

Multiple portfolios 
Since 2017, Mr. Goyal has
handled a range of portfo-
lios, including Finance,
Corporate A�airs, Food
and Public Distribution,
and Coal. Beyond his admi-
nistrative roles, he has
been one of the ruling par-
ty’s principal political
negotiators.

Perhaps, his long tenure
in the party and the go-
vernment, along with his
commerce background,

was among the factors that
prompted the BJP to ap-
point Mr. Goyal Finance
Minister in January 2019,
days ahead of the interim
Budget. 

The decision followed
then Finance Minister
Arun Jaitley travelling to
the U.S. for medical treat-
ment. “The orders issued
by Prime Minister Modi
made it clear that Piyush
Goyal would work under
the guidance of Arun Jait-
ley and all important �les
would be disposed of and
decisions taken only after
consulting Arun Jaitley,”
former Finance Secretary
Subhash Chandra Garg
wrote in his book, We Also
Make Policy. 

Conventionally, no
grand announcements are
made during interim Bud-
gets in an election year.
Breaking the convention,
Mr. Goyal announced in-
come support for farmers
with the Pradhan Mantri
Kisan Samman Nidhi (PM-
KISAN), and an exemption
on paying I-T tax for in-
comes up to ₹5 lakh. 

Since the announce-
ment of the U.S. trade deal,
the government’s crisis
manager has the task of ad-
dressing farmers’ concerns
over the opening up of
agriculture to the U.S. 

For the second time this
decade, he has been en-
trusted with reassuring
farmers that their interests
have been adequately pro-
tected. For context, Mr.
Goyal was also part of the
delegation that negotiated
with protesting farmers
seeking the repeal of the
farm laws in 2020-21. (In
November 2021, Prime Mi-
nister Modi announced
that he would repeal the
farm laws.) 

This time, the trade deal
is being slammed by its
critics as one-sided. U.S.
President Trump has said
India would end buying oil
from Russia, start “buying
American” and open up
sectors. 

Mr. Goyal �nds himself
on the frontline as the go-
vernment seeks to defend
the deal and calm nerves.
“Not a single farmer has
anything to worry about”
in the trade deal, Mr. Goyal
told The Hindu in a recent
interview. 

But he also added he
can’t comment on Mr.
Trump’s remark that India
would stop purchasing
Russian oil. “I don’t deal
with that subject. It is not
part of my joint statement
or the trade deal,” he said
in the interview. 

Crisis manager 
Piyush Goyal

The Commerce Minister �nds himself on the frontline when the government is busy defending

the U.S. trade deal which critics say is one-sided 

Saptaparno Ghosh
ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R. KUMAR

T
he 133-year-old
heritage hall in the
iconic Brihanmum-

bai Municipal Corporation
(BMC) headquarters was
readied this week to wel-
come its elected represen-
tatives. After a gap of over
four years, the opulent
chamber, featuring Burma
Teak wood, gold-leaf mo-
tifs, and colonial-era chan-
deliers, once again hosted
corporators. Among them
was Mumbai’s 78th Mayor,
Ritu Tawde, who walked in
with a sa�ron turban,
draped in a sa�ron sari.
She took charge from the
administrator and BMC
Commissioner, Bhushan
Gagrani.

Ms. Tawde, 53, became
the second BJP mayor and
the eighth woman mayor
of South Asia’s richest civic
body. She is an assertive,
young, Marathi, Maratha,
Konkani woman face of the
BJP from the Gujarati-dom-
inated Ghatkopar area,
which has traditionally vot-
ed for the party. The two-
term corporator takes
charge as Mumbai’s mayor,
a largely titular yet socially
signi�cant position, amid
challenging times. 

Though this is the �rst
time the BJP has emerged
as the largest party in the
BMC, it does not command
a majority on its own. In
the 227-member House, it
holds 89 corporators. Its
ally, Eknath Shinde’s Shiv

Sena, has secured 29 seats.
This is signi�cantly lower
than the tally of the Shiv
Sena group led by Uddhav
Thackeray, which contest-
ed the BMC for the �rst
time since the 2022 split.
Uddhav Thackeray fought
against the collective might
of the BJP and Shiv Sena
and won 65 seats. With
this, his party has become
the principal Opposition,
comprising several expe-
rienced faces. Notably,
four former mayors of
Mumbai are part of the
Shiv Sena UBT’s ranks in
the BMC. In contrast, the
BJP has one of the highest
numbers of newcomers.

Senior BJP leaders said
her name emerged as a
leading contender soon af-
ter the mayor’s post was
declared reserved for wo-
men in the open category.
“The party wanted some-
one who is dashing, ener-
getic, articulate, and who
can respond to situations
quickly. We wanted some-
one who can take up Hin-
dutva aggressively, who
understands the city’s dy-

namics well, and who has
some experience. Some-
one who is educated and
who can take the BMC’s in-
ternal system head-on,” a
senior BJP leader said.
“She �t the bill well. She
will have to take up chal-
lenges. The party is acutely
aware that it will have to
struggle with an adminis-
trative system which had
been controlled by anoth-
er party (Shiv Sena UBT)
for decades. As the mayor,
Ritu Tawde will have to
weed out corruption in the
corporation and expose
nexuses in development
projects.”

From Congress to BJP
For Ms. Tawde, who began
her public journey over 22
years ago through social
work in Ghatkopar and
was later chosen by Con-
gress leader Gurudas Ka-
mat to contest the 2007
BMC elections on party
ticket, challenges are noth-
ing new. She left the Con-
gress in 2012 after being
abruptly denied ticket, and
subsequently contested on

BJP ticket and won. She
credits her husband and
her mother-in-law, a
schoolteacher, with nur-
turing her social aspira-
tions. “My children were
very young then, but my
mother-in-law used to in-
sist that I must make time
for myself, do something
with my life. I started with
social work for women,
helping them �ght domes-
tic abuse and start small
economic ventures,” she
said. Ms. Tawde headed
the Education Committee
during her last term. But
her claim to fame was her
�ght against the roadside
display of mannequins
with scanty clothes. 

For the senior BJP lea-
dership, what stood out
was her drive to work with-
out expecting any rewards,
leaders said. BJP MLC Pra-
sad Lad, who has known
Ms. Tawde for over a de-
cade, praised her for her
work during COVID. Pravin
Darekar, another BJP lead-
er, said he was impressed
by her e�orts to help wo-
men in need. “She would
often get them to the bank
to help them get small
loans. She never asked for
anything for herself.” 

As Ms. Tawde trains her
guns on “illegal Bangla-
deshi hawkers”, the city
will expect her to deliver
on basic priorities like
clean air, better travel, a
better public transport sys-
tem, safe infrastructure
work, among other things.

Mayor rising 
Ritu Tawde

The new BMC chief has to navigate a strong and experienced opposition and a small but assertive

ally while steering the city’s administration 

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit
ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R. KUMAR
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VERY time 49-year-old Hari
Chand, a concrete pump oper-
ator, takes a small break inside
the under-construction Zojila
tunnel, he makes a beeline for

the heater, soaking in a few precious
moments of warmth. Outside, the temper-
ature has plunged to minus 18°C. Yet
Chand, a native of Haryana, carries on.

“When I came here last year, winter had
already set in and snowfall had begun. Over
these months, I have experienced the harsh-
est cold, but nothing has stopped us. In my
mind, there is only one thing — to finish the
work sooner,” he says. “I have to keep my
fingers warm, otherwise I cannot continue.”

Chand is among the dozens of workers
labouring round the clock, racing towards
the much-anticipated “breakthrough” —
the moment when excavation from both
ends meets — that will bring all-weather
connectivity between Kashmir and
Ladakh through the strategically vital
Zojila tunnel. The project is being built at
a cost of ~6,809 crore.

Work on the ground began in April 2021,
three years after Prime Minister Narendra
Modi laid the foundation stone in 2018.
Hyderabad-based Megha Engineering and
Infrastructure Ltd (MEIL) took over after
re-tendering. For five years, teams have
braved temperatures dipping to sometimes
even minus 30°C and navigated the fragile
Himalayan geology. Now, less than 700
metres remain.

Last year, the Lok Sabha was informed
that although the project was initially sched-
uled for completion in September 2026,
delays caused by Covid-19, extreme weath-
er, and the 2024 militant attack on the near-
by Z-Morh (Sonamarg) tunnel project have
pushed the target to February 2028. Inside
the tunnel, where only the shift change
marks time, and mud and slush define the
terrain, work continues relentlessly.

Rajendra Kumar from Himachal
Pradesh, part of the core workforce, recalls
how distant the goal once seemed. “When
I first came here in 2021, everyone thought
it might take years to see the break-
through. But we haven’t let any difficulty

stop us,” he says. Officials say the project
has two components: the approach road
connecting the Z-Morh tunnel to the Zojila
tunnel — including bridges, tunnels, and
cut-and-cover structures — which has been
completed, and the main 13.153-km tunnel,
now nearing its breakthrough.

Being constructed at an altitude of 11,578
feet at Zojila Pass, it will, once complete, be
India’s longest road tunnel and Asia’s
longest bi-directional tunnel at this altitude.

Work is currently underway from
both ends — the western portal on the
Kashmir side and the eastern portal at

Minamarg-Drass on the Ladakh side. 
Mehraj-u-Din Lone, manager of the east-

ern portal, has been associated with the proj-
ect since its inception. He recalls winters
here — when temperatures fall drastically
and the pass shuts under heavy snow.

“The weather remains the biggest chal-
lenge,” he says. “The first task is to stock
everything — food items, construction
material, everything required for tun-
nelling.” Even water used for concrete
has to be heated above 50°C to prevent
freezing. “Everything is planned and
executed keeping in view the freezing
conditions,” Lone adds.

HL Pandita, who oversees administrative
affairs, says extensive arrangements are
made to support workers. “From hot water
to every kind of facility, we ensure that
workers feel comfortable after their shifts,”
he adds. For many, the project represents
more than engineering. “Zojila is a presti-
gious project for the country. It will be a life-
time achievement for everyone associated
with it,” says Lone. “Inside, it is only mud
and slush. The motivation comes from
knowing what this tunnel will mean.”

Senior officials have led from the front.
“When we began the concrete lining work,
I remained at the site for 24 hours. That was
a big motivation for everybody,” Lone says.

Milestones are celebrated. “Recently,

when we completed 6 km, we cut a cake
inside the tunnel. Everyone put it up as their
status on social media platforms,” he adds.

For MEIL, a South Indian company
undertaking its first major project in North
India, the conditions were unprecedented.
Joint Chief Operating Officer Harpal
Singh recalls that the project was awarded
a day after tender opening. “When we
reached Sonamarg, there was already
more than 2 feet of snow,” he says.

The project lies at elevations between
2,900 metres and 3,500 metres.

Local support proved crucial. “More than
80 per cent of employees are from Jammu
and Kashmir. In five years, the project did
not stop for even an hour due to any local
issue,” Singh says.

Two major setbacks tested morale: the
2024 militant attack and altitude-related
health issues. The October 2024 attack on
the Z-Morh tunnel project killed seven peo-
ple, including a local doctor. “Around 550
people left after the attack. It took time to
stabilise,” Singh says.

High-altitude pulmonary edema and
other health concerns also forced nearly
300 workers to leave over five years. “We
had to constantly monitor health. Haemo-
globin levels sometimes rise to 19 or 20.
We replace people and keep the work
going,” Pandita explains.

Project manager Col AK Shivkumar
(retd) calls it India’s toughest tunnel
project due to the complex geology and
high-altitude terrain. A breakthrough —
“the handshake of two sides” — is expect-
ed in April-May.

The tunnel is being excavated using the
New Austrian Tunnelling Method (NATM).
“The rock conditions keep changing. We
deal with challenges daily and tackle them
on the spot,” Col Shivkumar says. He
recalls multiple avalanches, including one
that buried a workshop and another that
claimed two lives. 

Once operational, the tunnel will drasti-
cally reduce travel disruptions caused by
snowbound passes. Strategically, it is vital
— Ladakh shares borders with Pakistan
and China. “For the military, the project
holds immense significance,” Col Shivku-
mar adds. Though public opening is
expected in 2028, officials note that once
the breakthrough is achieved, the tunnel
could be used in emergencies if required
by the government.

Beyond its strategic value, the tunnel
promises economic transformation. At
Matiyan village in Drass, the first settle-
ment in Kargil after crossing Zojila, locals
are already planning guest houses and
restaurants along the highway, anticipating
increased traffic and tourism.

Gagandeep Arora

A
RTIFICIAL intelligence is
widely expected to mark the
biggest turning point in
human history, influencing
employment, technology,

governance and the future of global
economies. At the centre of this fast-evolv-
ing landscape are companies like Anthrop-
ic, an AI research firm that has swiftly
positioned itself among the key players in
the global AI race.

With the release of its latest model,
Claude Opus 4.6, along with enterprise
tools such as Claude Cowork, the company
has accelerated AI adoption while trigger-
ing debates around job losses, online safe-
ty and governance, especially in emerging
digital economies like India.

Claude Cowork, which automates work
traditionally handled by niche SaaS (Soft-
ware as a Service) platforms, has intensi-
fied disruption fears. Industry observers
have dubbed the impact a “SaaSpoca-
lypse”, as AI-driven automation wiped bil-
lions off global SaaS valuations, with rip-

ple effects visible in Indian tech stocks.

FAST-MOVING SYSTEMS
Anthropic is an artificial intelligence compa-
ny founded by former researchers from Ope-
nAI. It develops AI systems designed to per-
form tasks such as writing, coding, research
and data analysis. The company also studies
how AI should behave. If AI is a fast-moving
vehicle, Anthropic says its work examines
the guardrails, traffic rules and risk manage-
ment around it, not just the engine.

Its research emphasises safety, system
reliability and responsible deployment. Yet,
critics question if this focus masks aggres-
sive expansion. As Anthropic races ahead,
its safety claims face real-world tests.

Anthropic’s AI assistants are called
Claude models. Each version has grown
more capable. It is able to write reports,
generate code, analyse long documents
and assist customer workflows.

Claude Opus 4.6 advances in three areas:
stronger reasoning, the ability to process
very large documents and more natural
responses. Tasks that once required teams
of analysts, writers or coders can now be

handled by one AI system in minutes.

SAAS COMPANIES TAKE A HIT
SaaS companies deliver software online
through subscriptions similar to renting an
app instead of buying it. Businesses access
tools via browsers while providers manage
updates, storage and maintenance.

Claude and similar AI systems are shak-
ing up this model in multiple ways.
One AI replacing many tools: Earlier,
firms used separate apps for marketing
emails, customer chats and analytics dash-
boards. Now one artificial intelligence
interface can handle all three. Fewer tools,
fewer subscriptions.
Custom software without coding: Claude
Opus 4.6 threatens them by letting users
build custom tools fast. Why pay monthly
for rigid software when AI codes your own
in hours? It’s a major shift in cost-sensi-
tive markets like India.
Customer support automation: AI assis-
tants can manage chats, emails, refunds
and complaints. For SaaS firms selling sup-
port platforms, this creates direct competi-
tion as companies consider replacing soft-
ware suites with AI agents. 

EXPANDING AI BOUNDARIES
The disruption story, however, goes
beyond SaaS or any single AI model. AI is
expanding into a foundational layer across
industries. It is evolving from tool to co-
worker, drafting reports, writing code and
assisting decisions. Productivity rises, but
routine roles face pressure.

Demand is shifting toward creativity,
critical thinking and AI supervision, while
task-based roles erode. 

Research, financial summaries and legal
drafts that took days can now be produced
in minutes. Small businesses can access
enterprise-grade marketing, accounting
and design capabilities.

There are misinformation risks too. AI-
generated deepfakes, fake news and syn-
thetic voices complicate digital trust.
Large datasets also raise questions around
consent and misuse.

Governments are racing to frame AI laws
on liability, bias and copyright. Healthcare,
law, education and finance are all seeing
early structural shifts.

THE BIG WORRY — JOBS
In India, AI tools like Claude Opus 4.6 are
speeding up work while threatening rou-
tine roles. Estimates suggest 25-35 lakh IT
and BPO jobs could face disruption from
coding bots and automation. TCS cut
30,000 positions in 2025, with net IT hiring
nearing zero.

Employability drops to 56 per cent with-
out AI skills, even as India holds 16 per cent
of global AI talent. The shift toward high-
skill roles is urgent, making reskilling criti-
cal for workforce survival.

Industry voices reflect both optimism
and caution. Mansher Singh Growar,
founder and CEO of Bhejo Logistics,
believes consolidation is inevitable.
“Clients earlier paid for five tools. Now they
ask if one AI layer can do everything. Pric-
ing pressure on SaaS is real.”

Lovejot Singh Chhabra, director at Cyber
Defence Intelligence, says Big Tech holds
the edge because “AI is ultimately a data
game; companies running search, social
media and cloud platforms sit on massive
datasets”. He adds that AI growth is hap-
pening at an insane pace, with 60-70 tools
being launched daily, warning that 40-50
per cent of task-based roles could face near-
term pressure.

Software engineer Kunal Verma echoes
workforce anxiety. “AI tools now write
code, debug errors and build features
faster than us. Entry-level roles are shrink-
ing sharply,” he says.

WHAT LIES AHEAD
The next phase of AI expansion will unfold
across three fronts:
Integration, not isolation: AI will embed
into finance, HR, supply chains and gover-
nance systems.
Regulation will tighten: Countries,
including India, are expected to frame AI
accountability laws.
Reskilling becomes urgent: Workers must
adapt to AI-assisted workflows rather than
compete with them.

For SaaS firms, survival may depend on
becoming AI-first platforms. For employ-
ees, relevance may depend on learning to
manage and audit AI systems. Artificial
intelligence is no longer a distant wave, it is
active infrastructure reshaping software,
businesses and economies. Companies like
Anthropic illustrate the speed of this tran-
sition, but the implications extend far
beyond any single firm or model.

The disruption is real and how quickly
businesses, workers and policymakers
adapt will determine who leads and who
lags in the AI decade.

123 SPECTRUM

Adil Akhzer reports from the project site as the 13.1-km main tunnel — that will ensure
all-weather connectivity between Kashmir and Ladakh — nears breakthrough

Inside the
Zojila tunnel

For five years,
teams have
braved
temperatures
dipping to
minus 30°C
and navigated
the fragile
Himalayan
geology. 
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WHILE Valentine’s Day is celebrat-
ed worldwide to honour a saint
who went against the edict of the

Roman king Claudius, we must not forget
that our 12th century saint, Basavanna, did
an equally daring act for which he too suf-
fered royal persecution.

Valentine was incarcerated, tortured and
finally killed for he solemnised the weddings
of fresh recruits when a royal edict expressly
prohibited this. King Claudius II, a 3rd cen-
tury Roman king, forbade soldiers to marry,
as he believed that a wife at home would dull
a warrior’s edge. As couples will be couples,
the urge to marry was probably equal to, if
not stronger than, the lust for war. 

That is why the young who wanted to
marry under God could only turn to Valen-

tine. He stood up against Claudius II and
united young soldiers with their loved
ones in holy matrimony.

Basavanna, who is remembered and ven-
erated as a Shaivite Bhakti saint and as a
leading Lingayat social reformer, was also
attacked by the king — whom he once
served loyally — for officiating, indeed
encouraging, inter-caste marriages. 

Bijjala II of the Kalachuri dynasty was
incensed when he heard that Basavanna was
actually putting words into action and defy-
ing the established order by presiding over
inter-caste marriages, which destabilised the
ritual hierarchy at its very root. 

As long as Basavanna did not put his
beliefs into practice, he was a favoured sub-
ject of his king. However, once he decided
to walk the talk, every one of his patrons
walked far away from him. Almost instant-
ly, from a royal minister, Basavanna
became an outcast.

Valentine was imprisoned and later exe-
cuted, but he stayed true to his convictions
till the very end. The Feast of St Valentine
was established by Pope Gelasius I in 496, a
full two centuries and more after Valen-
tine’s death. Basavanna, too, was not imme-

diately hailed as a saint and reformer as the
orthodoxy that influenced the king chased
him away to make sure he received no atten-
tion. Basavanna’s poetic verses, or
vachanas, that expound his teachings, came
to prominence much later.

The impressive consolidation of Basavan-
na’s powerful vachanas happened over a
period of 200-300 years after his death.
These were gathered by generations of his
disciples and that is how his message
received historical and popular recognition. 

Just as Basavanna advocated the unity of
humankind and critiqued social barriers
between people, Valentine’s adoration goes
well beyond the Catholic Church today. From
Western Catholicism and Protestantism to
Pietists and Lutherans, as well as Eastern
Orthodoxy and the Melkite Greek commu-
nity, Valentine is commemorated in the
entire Christian world, regardless of the var-
ious schisms that exist within it.

Basavanna is not just revered as a leading
Lingayat preacher today, but his statue
stands in the Parliament House in Delhi as
well as in London by the Thames river.
There are numerous places of worship
where Basavanna is hailed as the principal
purveyor of Shaivite Bhakti. This persua-
sion advances immersion in God and is
contrary to Shankaracharya’a quest for
unified knowledge. 

Valentine’s relics, too, are to be found in
Santa Prassede in Rome and his flower-
decked skull is in the Basilica of Santa Maria
in Cosmedin, also in Rome. He too symbol-
ises love above all else.

It is hardly surprising then that these two
saints should be preaching identical lessons
where spiritual bonding among peoples is

the principal vehicle of religion. Bhakti cen-
tralises devotion, which falls in line with a
disregard for primordial and religious differ-
ences. Likewise, with Valentine too. 

It is just an extension of Valentine’s out-
reach to the entire Christian community
that has spontaneously projected him as
a symbol of romance and affection, not
just among doting couples, but between
people in general.

Even as religions go to war to show which
among them is the most peaceful, it is those
like Basavanna and Valentine who strive to
breach religious boundaries and sing about
the ties of affection that should unify us.
Organised religion may take another route
and end up in sectarian bigotry, but Valen-
tine and Basavanna remind us to not forget
the basis of what it is to be human.

Valentine’s Day could equally be Basavan-
na’s Day. They both lived to fight for the
same cause. Both suffered at the hands of
the powers of the day, but both live with
greater vigour in our times. To honour them,
we must accept their message in its true and
enlarged form and not restrict ourselves to
just romantic love. 

— The writer taught sociology at JNU

Once women take over

UK colonised by immigrants? What?
Shyam Bhatia

WHEN one of Britain’s richest industri-
alists says the United Kingdom has
been “colonised by immigrants”, Indi-

ans are entitled to raise an eyebrow.
The remark was made last week by Jim Rat-

cliffe — founder and chairman of Ineos and co-
owner of Manchester United — during an inter-
view on immigration, welfare dependency and
economic growth. The comments drew a rebuke
from British Prime Minister Keir Starmer, who
described them as “offensive and wrong”.

Ratcliffe clarified that he was speaking about
immigration levels and economic pressures.
Even so, his choice of the word colonised — in a
country whose global power was built through
colonisation — is difficult to ignore. Ratcliffe is
not a fringe agitator. He represents mainstream
British corporate power, a beneficiary of global
markets and international labour flows. That
makes the vocabulary all the more striking.

Britain did not merely trade with India; it
ruled it. By 1900, nearly 300 million Indians lived
under British imperial administration. Railways
were built, yes. So were famines. English was
institutionalised; so were laws, taxes and gover-
nors. Delhi was ruled from London.

Jim’s other comments are also on record. He
said: “You can’t have an economy with nine mil-
lion people on benefits and huge levels of immi-
grants coming in.” He suggested Britain needed
“somebody who’s prepared to be unpopular for
a period of time to get the big issues sorted out”.
He also claimed the UK population had risen by
12 million in five years, a figure contradicted by

the Office for National Statistics, which esti-
mates the UK population at 69.3 million in mid-
2024, up from about 67 million in 2020. 

In 1947, Britain left India not because Indians
colonised Britain, but because India insisted on
independence. The Raj ended. The flags
changed. But something else endured: adminis-
trative systems, legal codes, commercial routes,
educational linkages and migration pathways.
Empire does not evaporate. It reorganises.

Post-war Britain rebuilt itself partly through
Commonwealth labour. Caribbean nurses
staffed the NHS. South Asian foundry workers
powered the Midlands. East African Asians revi-
talised retail and small business. Migration was
not accidental; it followed imperial lines of famil-
iarity: language, law, documentation, mutual
recognition of qualifications. The routes were
mapped long before the passengers boarded.

Today, India is one of the largest source coun-
tries for migrants to the UK under skilled work-
er and student visa categories. Indian-trained
doctors play a significant role in the UK’s
National Health Service. British universities
host tens of thousands of Indian students. Indi-
an companies employ tens of thousands in
Britain. London’s financial sector recruits from
Mumbai and Bengaluru as routinely as it once

did from Manchester and Glasgow.
That is not colonisation. It is reciprocity

shaped by history. When Indian professionals
move to Britain under skilled worker visas, they
are not planting flags. They are filling labour
shortages in healthcare, technology and finance.
They pass English language tests, the same
English Imperial Britain once insisted they
learn. They navigate biometric systems, Home
Office interviews and salary thresholds. They
arrive with documentation, not gunboats.

If this is colonisation, it is oddly compliant.
Jim is co-owner of the Man Utd Football Club.

The club’s commercial success depends on pre-
cisely the global networks that migration critics
question in other contexts. Manchester Unit-
ed’s dressing room is multinational by design.
Globalisation is celebrated when it sells jerseys.
It becomes suspect when it fills hospital wards.

Colonisation implies conquest, displacement,
subjugation. To apply it to regulated migration
stretches the metaphor past recognition.

Jim is not an imperial aristocrat. He is the son
of a carpenter, a self-made petrochemicals mag-
nate. The beneficiaries of global Britain some-
times forget how global Britain was built.

India did not colonise Britain. Britain construct-
ed an imperial network that evolved into a migra-
tion network. If anything, what we are witnessing
is not colonisation but continuity, the long after-
life of empire in visa form. The empire once sent
civil servants to Delhi. Today, Delhi sends consult-
ants to Canary Wharf. Ships sail both ways. And
history, unlike rhetoric, keeps receipts.

— The writer is the London 
correspondent of The Tribune

How Valentine’s Day could be Basavanna’s Day

Climate that doesn’t
change in Budgets

P
RESERVATION and protec-
tion of the natural environ-
ment has never been a prior-
ity in our annual Budgets; all
Finance Ministers have tak-

en it for granted and treated it as a
resource rather than a living entity to be
nurtured and carefully harvested on a
sustainable basis.

In July 2014, I had written a blog about
precisely this: ‘Budget 2014 — Short-
changing the Environment’. Eleven
years down the line, this deficiency in
planning persists, even though a new,
and compelling, dimension has been
added with the acceleration of climate
change (CC). The need now is not only to
provide public funding for measures to
counter CC (adaptation, mitigation), but
also for rehabilitation of those directly
affected by it — poor farmers, landless
labourers, fishermen, nomadic tribes.

Unfortunately (and predictably),
this Budget, like its predecessors,
does none of this.

We should perhaps have expected this
from the tone of the Economic Survey
2026. In it, the Chief Economic Adviser
blatantly bats for growth and neoliber-
alism at the cost of the environment.
Defying all science, it states that cutting
carbon emissions should not be our top
priority, and that “a 3º Celsius world
would be a liveable one”!

Confounding all evidence and scien-
tific global consensus, it goes on to
maintain that “growth and prosperity
strengthen resilience and reduce vul-
nerability”. Yes, sir, they do, but only if
done in a sustainable and ecologically-
friendly manner, which is not how it is
happening in India. Maybe, if the Eco-
nomic Adviser had paid more attention
to what a fellow economist (without any
political bias), Gita Gopinath, had said in
Davos, he would have better understood
the problem, and how wrong he is.

This government suffers from a
severe case of CID (Compulsive Infra-
structure Disorder); capex is fine and
needed for growth, but so is the envi-
ronment. There are huge environmen-
tal costs to rapid infrastructural expan-
sion — both the World Bank and the
IMF estimate this at between 3.5 and 5
per cent of our GDP, which comes to
about $200 billion.

The 2026-27 Budget proudly mentions
the creation of a mineral corridor (for
rare earths) in four southern states,
three more high-speed rail corridors,
zero duties for maritime catches in
India’s EEZ or the high seas, but there
is no mention of how the environmental
consequences of these initiatives shall
be addressed or mitigation funded.

Are these corridors necessary at all,
given the large number of expressways
being built? The corridors shall lead to
large-scale land acquisition and dis-
placement, adding to the 60 million proj-
ect refugees created since Indepen-
dence. Hundreds of thousands of trees
(and mangroves, since rare earths are
found in coastal areas) shall be felled.
The boost to maritime fisheries is wel-
come, but where are the guardrails to

ensure that the livelihoods of fishermen
will be protected, or overfishing curbed?

The damage to the environment by
the various corridors will be enormous.
The regulations that could have checked
this, or compensated for it, such as the
Forest Conservation Act, the Environ-
mental Protection Act, or the Wildlife
Protection Act, have been so weakened,
if not castrated, by this government over
the years that we can expect minimum
oversight or safeguards in the execution
of these projects.

Thousands of crores shall be needed
to mitigate, and compensate for, the
adverse impacts of these projects, but
the Finance Minister has not said a word
about this. This silence and ambiguity
appear to be a deliberate decentralisa-
tion of costs: the political credit and
financial gains will accrue to the Centre,
but the social and budgetary costs will
be borne by the states  —  an innovative
(mis)interpretation of federalism!

Finally, it appears that the 16th
Finance Commission (FC) is also in
lockstep with the Centre, like all so-
called autonomous institutions. It has
chosen to completely ignore the right of
the Himalayan states to fair compensa-
tion for the ecological services they pro-
vide to the country (water, clean air, car-
bon sequestration, climate moderation).

These states, supported by a large
number of advocacy groups, had
demanded a Green Bonus of ~50,000
crore from 2026-2031. Not only would
this have been fair compensation, these
funds would have met developmental
needs without having to resort to
unsustainable exploitation of forests,
rivers, minerals and tourism potential.

Any idiot can see that excessive and
unsustainable “development” of the
Himalaya (and other ranges like the
Aravallis and Western Ghats) is not in
the interest of the country as a whole,
and therefore these mountain states
should be incentivised not to do so.

But the 16th FC failed to see this sim-
ple truth. Reports indicate that it has
not provided any Green Bonus; nor has
it provided any special grants (outside
the Centre’s discretion, which has now
become totally politicised) for climate
mitigation or disaster relief. All it has
done is tinker with the definition of
forests which, in pure financial terms, is
meaningless. Even worse, the 16th FC
has now discontinued the RDG (Rev-
enue Deficit Grant) which these states
had been receiving since 1974, making
a huge dent in their finances. They shall
now have no option but to continue to
ravage the fragile Himalayan environ-
ment to fund development activities.

The criminal neglect of the environ-
ment continues in our planning and
funding. Ms Sitharaman and her co-
pilot in the FC have just nudged us a bit
closer to environmental collapse, and
the financial collapse of some states.
— The writer is a retired IAS officer

T
HERE has been a flurry of book
launches and book-related events
recently in Delhi. My mailbox is
flooded with invitations and
announcements, some related to the

Delhi Book Fair, others to the regular book dis-
cussions organised by the India International
Centre, Habitat Centre or Sahitya Akademi.
Each one of them is scheduled for a time that is
the worst to go from Noida, where I live, to Del-
hi. Honking cars and taxis, lurching buses, dare-
devils on two-wheelers and slow-moving deliv-
ery vans — they are all out to clog the roads. I
decide to stay home and read a book instead. 

However, there are some that do rouse me from
my self-imposed solitude to make that perilous
journey to town during rush hour. Some days
ago, Poonam Saxena (who readers may remem-
ber as a columnist who writes on Hindi writing)
launched two very engaging books translated by
her from Hindi into English. Not only were the
books an account of the life and times of a well-
known writer couple (Mannu Bhandari and
Rajendra Yadav), respected across the world of
Hindi writing, but a chronicle of that period.
Mannu was known for her fiction (her novels
were made into films too), while Rajendra Yadav
was the legendary editor of Hans, the magazine
that mainstreamed new writing in Hindi. He was
a familiar figure with his trademark dark glass-
es and pronounced limp in the IIC library, and
slightly intimidating to those of us who were
‘English’ writers or readers.

Theirs was not a perfect marriage and yet, they
were bonded in a way that was a mystery to
many. After the lively discussion on these two

books, I came away with many questions that
have always engaged me. Why is it that when a
woman writer pens a memoir or autobiography,
she is more open, frank and honest, while a male
writer is often unable to rise above a certain self-
absorption and navel-gazing and tries to cover
up his lapses as a father, son or husband? 

Readers familiar with Rajendra Yadav’s life
are aware of the many extra-marital affairs he
had (he seldom hid them) and his lofty patriar-
chal attitude towards those whom he dismissed
as middle-brow. It was almost as if he gave his
seal of approval as the final arbiter of what con-

stituted good, modern writing, ignoring many
(mostly women) writers — Mannujiand my own
mother among them — as homely, middle-class
writers who lived in small towns and so had
small horizons. He was not alone in this — the
Big Boys’ Club of important writers in the ’70s
and ’80s was mostly composed of left-leaning
‘intellectuals’ who did not allow the smells of
the kitchens from popular women writers to
enter this sanitised space, cleared for high-
minded discourses and comments. 

Today, when many courses in universities are
constructed around gender and feminist or Dalit
writing, these early biases seem as if popularity
and real-life stories about actual characters were
beneath academic notice. The travails that
women writers went through as they played
multiple roles as wives, mothers, daughters-in-
law were not important social contexts, while the
men were allowed to shut themselves in their
rooms to write, is a story that needs to be told.

Interestingly, Yadav’s book was called ‘Mud

Mud Ke Na Dekh’ (translated as Echoes of My
Past), Mannuji’s is called ‘Ek Kahani Yeh Bhi’
(translated as ‘This Too is a Story’).  

I can think of several women writers who
wrote not because they wanted to break some
glass ceiling, but because these were stories
that were boiling inside them like milk on
their stoves. I can confidently say that many
such writers have outlived those male writers
who received Sahitya Akademi and Padma
awards, decided by those who pronounced
their verdict on what ‘they’ considered high-
minded literature.  

When I look to other areas where women were
cast in secondary roles, politics comes readily to
mind. The grudging respect that women like
Jayalalithaa, Mayawati and the redoubtable
Mamata Banerjee evoke despite their foibles is
for the place they fought to carve out from the
men. Their relentless fight for recognition on
their own terms is what one day we will assess
with greater respect. These were no baby-log or
madamjis who were handed power by hus-
bands and fathers and their connect with the
women voters was a bond that political parties
can only imagine. Sadly, some of them suc-
cumbing later to the very political style they
fought so vehemently is another story, but give
me a feisty and honest woman politician any
day. It may take many years for women to wrest
power from those men who fear their rise, but
there is no doubt that it will happen one day. 

It is not easy being a woman, no matter which
field you wish to enter. Yet, their talent and their
resilience is a gift from nature that men were
denied at birth. Fond and adoring mothers, duti-
ful wives and the network of social support that
was unquestioningly provided to earlier gener-
ations of men is now waning. The patriarchal
world that denied women an equal place and
rights is receding and the world is becoming
more open and just even if the old order will take
many more decades to change.  

And once women take over, there will be many
more stories to read. What a pity, I won’t be there! 

— The writer is a social commentator

It may take many years 
to wrest power from men

who fear their rise, but that
day will come for sure

The remark by Manchester
United co-owner has drawn
rebuke from the British PM

The mountain states
shall now have no

option but to continue
to ravage the fragile

Himalayan environment
to fund development 

DIPANKAR GUPTA
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Organised religion may
end up in sectarian
bigotry, but both the

saints remind us to not
forget the basis of what 

it is to be human

TOUCHSTONES
IRA PANDE
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Manoj Joshi 

I
N this 2025 Adelphi book, C Raja
Mohan provides a sophisticated
analysis of New Delhi’s transition
from a hesitant regional player to a
proactive strategic balancer. As one of

India’s most influential strategic thinkers,
Raja Mohan argues that the “Asian Centu-
ry” is being reshaped by the structural rift
between a rising, assertive China and the
United States seeking to maintain a
regional balance of power.

Raja Mohan’s thesis rests on several piv-
otal shifts in the Indian grand strategy.
The principal one arises from the Chinese
assertiveness, especially the border crises
between 2013-2020, that has pushed India
beyond its non-aligned caution to a power
that increasingly reached out to the United
States and the Indo-Pacific strategy of the
US and Japan.

These have been argued in a more fuller
way in his past writings, such as ‘Crossing
the Rubicon: The Shaping of India’s For-
eign Policy’ (New York, Palgrave, 2004);
‘Impossible Allies: Nuclear India, United
States and the Global Order’ (New Delhi,
India Research Press); and ‘Samudra Man-
than: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Indo-Pacif-
ic’ (Washington, Carnegie Endowment,
2012). Raja Mohan has played a significant
role in shifting the Indian strategic dis-
course from its third world/non-aligned ori-
entation towards its current realpolitik.

If some Chinese thinkers put across the
notion of China at the middle, Raja Mohan
argues for an “India at the centre” thesis,
going back to the policies of British India,
which makes for India emerging as the
centre of gravity of Asian security, strad-
dling the Indian and Pacific Oceans.

The book positions the US-India relation-
ship as the most consequential partnership
for the 21st century, framing India as a “net
security provider” that helps Washington
maintain an offshore balance against Chi-
nese hegemony.

A special strength of Raja Mohan’s book
is that he grounds his work in the long-
term evolution of Indian policy going back
to the colonial era. In that sense, he sees
India “reclaiming” its role, rather than
inventing it.

A critique of Raja Mohan’s optimism is
the disparity between India’s strategic
intent and its material capability. While
India wants to be a balancer, its economic
and defence capacity still lags significant-
ly behind China’s. Raja Mohan has argued
for a closer military alignment between
the United States and India.

His point about India’s “rebalancing” is
largely in the military and political plane.
Having stayed out of major trade blocs like
the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP), India risks being mar-
ginalised in the economic architecture of
Asia — a point that he readily acknowl-
edges but which remains a major structur-
al weakness. However, recent shifts, such
as the spate of trade deals that India has
arrived at with the UK, Australia, New
Zealand, Oman, EU, EFTA and the US,
suggest that things are changing. 

India could move away from its protec-
tionist strategies and be willing to be
involved in alternatives to the China-cen-
tric supply chains through, say, the Com-
prehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).

While Raja Mohan discusses expanding
ties with Europe and Japan, there is the
challenge of reconciling India’s deepening
US ties with its enduring relationship with
Russia. India’s current “multi-alignment”
posture can accommodate a stretch, but it
would not be able to sustain the strain
beyond a point where India becomes entan-

gled in its own logic. Actually, in reality, the
biggest challenge is not multi-alignment,
which is something of a fiction in a world of
two superpowers — China and the US.

A big problem is that Raja Mohan’s book,
which probably went to press in mid-2025,
has been somewhat overtaken by the events
of the last six months that saw a near collapse
of the US-India relationship. In his recent
writings, Raja Mohan has been urging for an
Indian policy of not publicly arguing with the
US, but keeping systemic engagement alive
through interaction with the US security
establishment. He was always optimistic
that with the passage of the Indo-US trade
deal, the path towards normality will again
open up. But this will not account for the lost
momentum and trust in India-US ties.

The reality, and Raja Mohan understands
this well, is that Trump’s behaviour has
been a catalyst of sorts in the India-China
reconciliation. India now looks less like a
central swing state in the Indo-Pacific, and
more like a reticent player in Trump’s con-
fusing global theatre. 

In his recent writings, Raja Mohan has
been arguing for a strategy for India that is
defined by pragmatic patience and tactical
hedging. But his primary thesis continues
to be that there are structural factors that
bring the US and India closer and they are
likely to continue to obtain in the future.

— The reviewer is a Distinguished 
Fellow, Observer Research 

Foundation, New Delhi

Centring India in the Asian calculus

Bindu Menon 

I
N her acceptance speech after win-
ning the Nobel Prize in 2024, writer
Han Kang deliberated on the ques-
tions that are asked of literature:
“What is the meaning of our brief stay

in this world? How difficult is it for us to
remain human, come what may?” In her
best-known novel ‘The Vegetarian’, Kang
plumbs the depths of the bodily experi-
ence, treating the body as a site of violence
and one of resistance and transcendence.
David Szalay, too, follows a similar trajec-
tory in his Booker Prize-winning novel
‘Flesh’: “to write about what it’s like to be
a living body in the world”.

The living body in Szalay’s ‘Flesh’ is an
adolescent, Istvan. The novel begins with
him trying to fit in a new environment.
Having moved into a drab housing estate
with his mother in a Hungarian town, the
15-year-old is soon initiated into a sexual
relationship by a much older married

neighbour. Though initially repulsed by
the woman, he begins to find incremental
pleasure after every encounter. To the
point that he cannot let go of the woman
when she decides to end their affair. 

A scuffle with her husband at their house
ends with the man falling off the stairs to
his death. Accused of murder, Istvan is
sent to a detention centre. The first chap-
ter ends on this note, with minimal
description but a heightened sense of dis-
orientation. We are palpable to Istvan’s
bafflement about a tragedy that will
impact him forever. What is unsaid builds
the atmospherics in much of the novel.

Everything is pared down in this narra-
tive, even memory. There are no backsto-
ries here, no verbal calisthenics, and not
much interiority. One wonders what to
make of this laconic young loner as he
reaches middle age across the 349 pages of
the novel. Every chapter is a progression
in Istvan’s life journey. But each can be
remarkably read as a standalone story too.

After serving time at the detention centre,
Istvan joins the army when he can find no
other job. When he returns home from the
war in Iraq, we learn about his trauma not
through any inner monologue but from a
shocking act of violence — Istvan bloodies
his hand after punching it into a door. 

It is as if the body is singularly in charge —

acting, emoting and responding to Istvan’s
internal turmoil. 

One is never really privy to what goes on
in his mind. And perhaps Istvan too is
unable to register it as his conversation
oscillates between “okays”, “maybes”,
“don’t knows” and “yeahs”. The word
‘okay’ apparently appears 340 times
across the novel. Szalay has explained how
such “repetitions and circularities and
non-meaningful grunts” constitute a lot of
real dialogue between people. 

In one of the novel’s few reflective
moments, Istvan observes, almost with
surprise, that “you and your body are not
entirely identical, that you occupy the
same space without being quite the same
thing”. It’s a line that resonates deeply,
serving as the novel’s thesis: the body as
accomplice, adversary and witness.

As Istvan moves to London, this physical-
ity defines him even more as he plays out
the multiple assigned roles of the immi-
grant — as a bouncer and chauffeur. Though

his physical features are not described at
length, one gathers that he is attractive.
Soon, his employer’s wife takes him as her
lover and eventually marries him. The
world he has viewed from the outside now
becomes his. But does he still remain on the
margins in the high-class world that is
thrust upon him? Even while experiencing
affluence, pleasure and grief, we see a man
who cannot be fully invested in it. Perhaps
this social and emotional detachment is
what propels Istvan in life — at home, in the
battlefield or in an alien country.  

When asked about his immigrant experi-
ence, Szalay spoke of the ever-present
duality, of never being quite at home in
Hungary or the UK. It’s a feeling that
afflicts Istvan as well.

In the end, the rather lame question to ask
would be if ‘Flesh’ is the kind of novel that
stays with you. Well, there is no easy answer.
However, the inscrutable Istvan does stay
with you, in an unsettling, troubling way.
— The reviewer is a freelance contributor

INDIA AND THE REBALANCING OF ASIA
by C Raja Mohan.

International Institute of Strategic Studies. 
Pages 216.

BACKFLAP

CASTE: A GLOBAL STORY
by Suraj Milind Yengde.

Penguin Random House.
Pages 374. ~899 

From indentured labourers in the
19th-century Caribbean to present-
day migrant workers in the Middle
East, author Suraj Milind Yengde
shines a light on the Dalit experience
internationally. Combining history,
ethnography and archival research,
he offers a compelling, comparative
approach to caste and race from
ancient times to today. Exploring the
global footprint of the anti-caste
struggle, this is an analysis of world
politics from the perspective of one
of the most oppressed communities
on Earth. 

FLESH
by David Szalay.

Penguin Random House.
Pages 349.

~899

SACRED DEPARTURES
by Veenat.

The Browser.
Pages 284. ~599

This book is an exploration of how
different religions understand death
and how modern life is quietly trans-
forming age-old rituals. It invites
readers to reflect on what it means to
live in the shadow of death. Drawing
on fieldwork in Chandigarh and con-
versations with families, priests, and
spiritual leaders across religions, the
work reveals death not as a single
moment, but as a journey shaped by
belief, emotion, and choice. 

What the body remembers as accomplice, adversary, witness

Wounds & revelations
Amit Sengupta

W
HAT is it about loneliness
and solitude — are they
separate, or do they share
an intrinsic bond? Is
being solitary the same as

being stalked by abject loneliness? Is a
compulsive loner also solitary? 

This anthology enters an intimate, off-
beat terrain of the unconscious. The writ-
ers, from various languages and cultures,

weave the inner life of the
mind with nuance and
sensitivity, so that their
complex assembly of
emotions rediscovers a
warm and cosy home in
their short stories.

Life is hard, but you can
also encounter optimism
in a dark corner of the
next bylane, where a
streak of sunshine has
made a quiet nest — for
instance, a back door that
opens into a park where
there is a wedding.

In ‘The Mysterious
Gifts of the Fake Snake’,
perhaps one of the finest

pieces in the collection,
Bhaswati Ghosh rediscovers her child-
hood, trapped in an uncanny and cruel
sense of self-exile that she can neither
understand nor explain. The nightmares
— or the slow resurrection — never fully
manifest, yet it is all so cinematic that
every sentence becomes a still from a film. 

She does not step out through the back
door — her basic instinct tells her not to. It
is the same instinct that stops her from
taking the bus after school. She is tired
and scared. She is only five years old, sit-
ting alone on a bench outside her class-
room in an empty school building, her
tears dried up. The stark loneliness of a
child haunts. When she sees a figure — her
grandmother Titti — approaching, she
knows she is safe. 

Her Dadubhai and Titti leave this world,
one after another. She is left with her mys-
terious snake of condemnation, unable to
make sense of it all. The slow, simmering,
solitary torment of this little girl is so
heart-wrenching that you want to reach
out to her and to others like her, who, like
flowers, are pristine in their innocence yet
cannot speak out.

A thread of simplicity and lucidity runs
through the book — from Nirala’s lonely
poem in the autumn of his life (he was
always a loner) to Sara Rai’s ‘Love’, in
which an imagined door in an imagined
home keeps opening ajar, with the rustling
leaves, the chirruping of crickets… sigh-
ing, heaving, whispering… an unseen
orchestra... 

Come, come, come, she writes.
‘Beloved,’ she says… ‘Beloved!’
‘You’ve come!’
‘Do you remember?’
No one enters the door.
In ‘Lonelitude and Love: Building Cas-

tles in Moonlight’, poet Nabina Das writes
about a friend who speaks of the “loneli-
ness of love” — how love travels hundreds
of miles to reach the body and soul, the
agony of the beloved, and the magical sen-
sations we miss. Her essay moves from
Akka Mahadevi to Marquez to Meerabai
and Anne Frank. Among other fascinating
journeys into the inner self are writings by
Mamta Kalia, Tarana Husain Khan, Perun-
devi, and Jamuna Bini.

This book could be a slow, solo, solitary
read in the stillness of dark, stark solitude,
or its pages can be gently turned in the
middle of a chaotic, dusty, noisy bus sta-
tion in a mofussil town. It does not matter.
In slow motion, these writings open up
ancient wounds and revelations. And sud-
denly, for no rhyme or reason, you sense
saline waters well up between your moist
eyelashes, a burning sensation some-
where deep inside, while a slow half-smile
lingers and spreads across your lips.

A must-read.
— The reviewer is a teacher 

and senior journalist

But who is Salman Khan? 
Abhiraj Lamba

I
F you’re a die-hard fan of Bollywood
superstar Salman Khan and believe
he can do no wrong, Mohar Basu’s
new book, ‘Salman Khan: The Sul-
tan of Bollywood’, is for you. Any-

thing less, skip this one.
Five pages into the biography, Basu

describes Khan’s birth like this: “It is said
that Salman opened his eyes immediately
after birth, unlike many infants who take
days, even weeks to do so. While newborns
keep their fists clenched and eyes shut,
Salman seemed eager to see the world.”
That passage immediately makes it clear
what this book is about — Salman Khan
the myth and not so much the man behind
the myth.

Few stars have had a public life as versatile
as Khan’s — towering highs and public lows,
achievements and controversies, devotion
and disdain — all for the world to see, giving
his biography enormous potential. 

Basu had the opportunity to unpack the
complexities behind the man celebrated
for his magnanimous generosity, fierce
loyalty and larger-than-life on-screen pres-
ence, while also being criticised as imma-
ture, impulsive and even violent. Instead,
she decides to smooth over the latter while
highlighting the former. That is not to say
that she avoids the controversies. Basu
addresses everything from his infidelities,
allegations of violence, his abusive rela-
tionship with Aishwarya Rai, even the
infamous hit-and-run case.

Yet these incidents are consistently
framed less as moral or personal failures
and more as PR disasters. At one point,
Basu uncritically quotes Khan’s father,
screenwriter Salim Khan, “He did not
know how to handle the media during his
initial years. He is a normal boy who was
not aware of his responsibilities as a super-
star.” Little seems to be Khan’s fault, but
rather circumstances and misfortunes are
left to take accountability. 

Basu seems aware of what this biogra-
phy’s perspective is and perhaps, even its

limitations. She recounts how while
researching this project, she was warned
by senior journalists to not gloss over
Khan’s “missteps”, with one editor advis-
ing her, “That’d be a gross misrepresen-
tation of this man-child, who lives in his
father’s house till date and refuses to
grow up. It’s not endearing — it’s a cau-
tionary tale of what happens to a man
who doesn’t grow up.”

However, she undermines this advice in
the very next paragraph, quoting a fan
who asked if this editor had ever saved
someone’s life and segwaying into how
Khan was the first bone-marrow donor in
the country.

“I don’t want to reduce Salman’s philan-
thropy to a footnote,” Basu writes. “His
fans won’t let me, and this is a book told
from their perspective.”

To her credit, Basu does a compelling job
writing about the parts of Khan’s life and
career she seems to want to talk about — his
softboy ‘Prem’era, his philanthropy, his loy-
alty to his friends and family. If only it was
grounded in the reality of the messier sides
of his life, this book would’ve made for a far
more interesting read.

Instead, we are left with a biography that
forgoes complexities for fan service and
can only serve two kinds of readers — the
die-hard “Bhai” fans or someone who has
never heard of Salman Khan at all.

— The reviewer is a 
freelance contributor

SALMAN KHAN: THE SULTAN OF BOLLYWOOD
by Mohar Basu.
HarperCollins.

Pages 328. ~799

WRITING FROM THE 
SOLITARY: AN ANTHOLOGY

ON LONELINESS
Edited by Semeen Ali and

Priyanka Sarkar.
Simon & Schuster 
and Yoda Press.
Pages 161. ~399

ABSOLUTE JAFAR
by Sarnath Banerjee.

HarperCollins.
Pages 272. ~799 

Set against a world where bureaucra-
cies and borders quietly dictate
human relationships, ‘Absolute
Jafar’ follows a restless Brighu, and
his son Jafar, born of an Indo-Pak
love story that survives nationalism
only to fracture in Europe. As father
and son navigate Berlin, stories
become inheritance: bedtime tales of
sultans and jinns, of Delhi, Calcutta
and Karachi, of street food and eccen-
tric relatives, of a subcontinent car-
ried across continents.

123 SPECTRUM



NEW DELHI | SUNDAY | FEBRUARY 15, 2026
USP 07

AIKS slams US cotton import
deal, seeks Goyal’s resignation
The All India Kisan Sabha (AIKS) has launched a scathing
attack on Union Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush
Goyal, demanding his immediate resignation following his
declarations regarding raw cotton imports from the United
States. The farmers’ body termed the move a “naked
betrayal” of domestic cultivators and a total capitulation to
US trade interests.In a joint statement issued on Saturday,
AIKS President Ashok Dhawale and General Secretary Vijoo
Krishnan alleged that the Union Minister’s recent
pronouncements have exposed the “falsehoods” that
agriculture remained outside the ambit of the India-US
trade deal. Goyal had reportedly stated that India could
purchase raw cotton from the US to facilitate zero-percent
reciprocal tariffs on finished textile exports.
“This declaration is anti-farmer and atrocious,” the
statement read. It warned that importing raw cotton from
the US would further depress domestic prices, pushing the
already crisis-ridden and suicide-prone cotton belts of
Maharashtra, Gujarat, Telangana, and Madhya Pradesh into
deeper indebtedness.
The AIKS noted that the Government’s stance effectively
encourages domestic industrialists to favour American
imports over local produce. “The Minister is supporting
highly mechanised, state-sponsored US farmers while our
own peasantry is suffocating due to escalating production
costs and the failure to secure even the limited MSP,”
Krishnan said. The AIKS leadership rejected the
Government’s argument that limited US exports would not
harm domestic interests. They drew a parallel to the
devastation of rubber farmers in Kerala following the
ASEAN-India FTA.

PROSPECT
TONY DAS n Guwahati

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Saturday inaugurat-
ed several projects in Assam,
including a bridge on the
Brahmaputra River, an IIM
and a data centre for the
northeastern region. The 
projects, which were rolled
out months ahead of 
Assam assembly elections,
aim to boost connectivity, 
strengthen digital infrastruc-
ture,  promote higher 
education and enhance
public transport.

The first project the prime
minister inaugurated in the
state Capital was a six-lane
bridge over the Brahmaputra
River. He launched the Kumar
Bhaskar Varma Setu, built at
a cost of around `3,030 crore.
The six-lane extradosed
Prestressed Concrete (PSC)
bridge will connect Guwahati
with North Guwahati and is
the first extradosed bridge in
the Northeast.

After the inauguration,
Modi took a walk on the
bridge. Assam Governor
Lakshman Prasad Acharya

and Chief Minister Himanta
Biswa were present on the
occasion. The bridge will cut
travel time between
Guwahati  and North
Guwahati to just seven
minutes. Presently, only the
Saraighat Bridge in Jalukbari
area connects the two 
banks of the Brahmaputra 
in the Capital  region, 
with travel time taking
around 30 minutes.

Considering the high seis-
micity of the region, the
bridge incorporates base iso-
lation technology using fric-
tion pendulum bearings.
High-performance stay cables

were used to ensure durabil-
ity and long-term structural
performance, it added. A
Bridge Health Monitoring
System (BHMS) has also been
incorporated for real-time
condition monitoring, early
damage detection and
improved safety and service
life of the extradosed bridge.

Modi had laid the founda-
tion stone for the bridge on
February 9, 2019 and con-
struction started on March 1,
2020 by the then Assam Chief
Minister Sarbananda
Sonowal. The initial cost of
the bridge was `2,608 crore,
which escalated to `3,030

crore, and the project was
estimated to be completed
within four years. The length
of the bridge is 7.75 km,
including approach roads
and flyovers on both sides of
the Brahmaputra, while the
actual bridge over the river 
is 1.24 km long.

Later, in nearby Lachit
Ghat, Modi unveiled the
Indian Institute of
Management Guwahati, inau-
gurated a high-tech data
centre that would cater to the
entire Northeast, and flagged
off 225 electric buses for four
cities, including the Assam
Capital. Union Minister of

Ports,  Shipping and
Waterways Sarbananda
Sonowal,  several state
Ministers, MPs, MLAs and
senior Government officials
were also present along with
the CM and governor 
during inauguration of 
these projects. 

The PM virtually inaugurat-
ed the temporary campus of
the IIM Guwahati, which is
expected to give a major
fillip to higher education and
management education in
the northeastern region.

The main IIM Guwahati
project will entail an expen-
diture of `555 crore.

The central Government
had last year approved the
establishment of an IIM in
Guwahati. This is the second
IIM in the Northeast and the
22nd in the country. The first
IIM in the region is in Shillong.
“The permanent campus will
be developed at Palasbari
near Guwahati, while the
institute will commence its
academic session from a
transit campus at Tech City,
Bongora. IIM Ahmedabad will
monitor the temporary
arrangements,” the Assam
Government official said.

The PM also virtually 
inaugurated the National
Data Centre (NDC) for the
northeastern region, set up at
an investment of `348 crore
at Amingaon in Kamrup 
district of Assam. 

The state-of-the-art data
centre with a total  
sanctioned load of 8.5 MW
and an average rack capaci-
ty of 10 kW per rack will host
mission-critical applications
of various Government
departments and also func-
tion as a disaster recovery
centre for other NDCs.

PM Modi unveils IIM, data centre in Assam

GYANESHWAR DAYAL 
n New Delhi 

The two-day Kala  Literature
Festival  2026, hosted at the
prestigious Civil Services
Officers’ Institute (CSOI),  New
Delhi concluded on a high
note, marking a vibrant con-
fluence of literature, art, gov-
ernance and social dialogue.
Organised by Kala  -  Krazy
About  Literature  and  Arts, an
initiative of Sanjay Chandra,
the festival reaffirmed its
growing stature as a power-
ful platform for promoting lit-
erary excellence while nurtur-
ing emerging creative voices.

Bringing together senior
civil servants, industrialists,
authors, poets, artists and
cultural practitioners, the fes-
tival underscored the vital
role storytelling plays in
shaping society, deepening
empathy and amplifying new
aspirations.It was supported
by a diverse group of partners
including Let’s Talk, CSOI,
CSC WICCI,  The Alcove,
Readomania, IP Infra and the
Indie Authors Group.

The festival opened with
Manoj Kumar Dwivedi, IAS,
alongside noted painter-
poets Vishnu Nagar, Ashok
Bhowmik and Hemraj. In his
address, Dwivedi highlighted
literature’s unique ability to
nurture empathy and reflec-
tion, particularly within insti-
tutional and public life.

Founder Sanjay Chandra
spoke of Kala’s journey from
a passion project to a mean-
ingful cultural movement.

He reiterated the organisa-
tion’s commitment to creat-
ing inclusive spaces where
voices-especially emerging
ones-find encouragement,
mentorship and visibility.

Curators Neena Chandra
and Atri Pandey reflected on
how literature intersects with
sustainability and social inclu-
sion. “Stories allow us to step
into l ives beyond our 
own. That empathy is the
foundation of responsible
leadership and sustainable
change,” Neena said. 

Payal Chandra, drawing
from her legal background,
observed that both law and
literature are rooted in inter-
pretation, ethics and human
narratives.

Day One featured panel
discussions, workshops, book
launches, a spirited Kavi
Sammelan and an Odissi
dance performance, blending
intellectual exchange with
artistic expression.

The next day began with
Ashok Lavasa, Retd. IAS, along

with industrialists Sushil
Kumar Sayal and HKL Magu.
Lavasa spoke about litera-
ture’s role in sustaining
democratic values and
informed societies, while
Sayal and Magu stressed the
importance of collaboration
between business and cre-
ative communities.

A key highlight was the
launch of two books commis-
sioned by Kala-Light of Spring,
an anthology of short stories
by emerging writers, and
Echoes of Dharma by Japan-
based Indian author Dr
Sarath. The publications
reflected Kala’s commitment
not only to conversation but
also to giving promising
writers a tangible platform to
reach readers.

The Kala Literature Awards
added a celebratory edge,
honouring excellence across
categories and drawing
enthusiastic participation
from authors nationwide.
The evening concluded 
with the evocative 

dance drama Tawayafnama.
A  Platform  with  Purpose
A special collaboration

with Let’s Talk, a peer-
powered wellness and con-
versation platform, further
enriched the festival. Co-
founders Pooja Chandra and
Vivek Pathak noted that liter-
ature ignites thought, while
conversation gives it move-
ment-together fostering
understanding and emotion-
al well-being.

As the festival closed,
Sanjay Chandra shared Kala’s
vision of evolving into a sus-
tained cultural platform-one
that continues to mentor
new voices, publish meaning-
ful work and keep dialogue at
the heart of creative life.

Kala Literature Festival
2026 thus stood not merely as
a literary event, but as a
powerful statement on the
role of culture in shaping
aspirations,  building
empathy and giving India’s
emerging storytellers a stage
to be heard.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

Delhi Lieutenant Governor
Vinai Kumar Saxena on
Saturday inaugurated the
first-ever Delhi Development
Authority (DDA) Green 
Expo at Baansera, underlin-
ing the administration’s
commitment to building a
greener and healthier
national Capital.

The two-day expo, themed
‘’Beyond Growth:
Reimagining Urban Futures’’
brings together senior
Government leaders, urban
planners, climate experts
and industry stakeholders to
deliberate on sustainable
city planning and climate-
responsive development.

Officials described the
approach as a transforma-
tive moment for Delhi’s
public spaces. In addition,
DDA also signed several
Memorandums of
Understanding (MoUs) with
leading national institutions
to expand the scope and
impact of its green initia-
tives.On the occasion, the Lt
Governor also unveiled the
DDA Greens logo and the
DDA Greens Year Book 2026.

Inaugurating the green
expo, Lt Governor said,” The
expo reaffirms our commit-
ment to a greener, healthier,
and more hopeful future for
Delhi.”  Saxena said the expo
reaffirms the city’s commit-
ment to “a greener, health-
ier, and more hopeful future
for Delhi.” He emphasised

that the initiative goes
beyond conferences and
exhibitions.

“This expo is not only
about conferences and
exhibits, but also about
people. It honours thou-
sands of Delhi residents who
nurture small green patches
outside their homes, teach
their children about local
birds, plant saplings and
care for them. They are the
everyday heroes of our envi-
ronmental journey,” he said.

Recalling the transforma-
tion of the venue, he noted
that few could have imag-
ined three years ago that a
degraded and polluted site
would host a green expo and
become a platform for plan-
ning Delhi’s sustainable
future. Describing Baansera
as a “stellar example” of
reclaiming degraded land,
he said it stands as a testimo-
ny to resilience and collec-
tive endeavour.

DDA Vice chairman N
Saravana Kumar said that
the role of the Delhi
Development Authority is
often viewed as that of a

master planner, developer,
and regulator. However,
alongside these responsibil-
ities,  DDA also has an
extremely important and
accountable role—that of
Delhi’s  Environmental
Trustee.

While the two-day Expo
brings together policymak-
ers, planners, climate experts
and industry leaders to delib-
erate on sustainable urban
development, the highlight
was the signing of strategic
partnerships that will rede-
fine how DDA parks function
in the city.

A key highlight of the expo
was the signing of strategic
partnerships aimed at
redefining the role of DDA
parks in the city.Through
these collaborations, DDA
Greens are expected to
evolve into living laborato-
ries for learning, innovation,
ecology and culture.

Under a first-of-its-kind
partnership with the
National School of Drama,
DDA parks will host curated
community theatre work-
shops and children’s theatre

programmes, transforming
open spaces into cultural
classrooms.

An MoU with the
University of Delhi will facil-
itate urban ecological
research and student-led
fieldwork within park land-
scapes, while collaboration
with Delhi Technological
University will introduce
technology-driven sustain-
ability solutions and youth
innovation into park plan-
ning and management.
Through the National
Medicinal Plants Board, DDA
will develop herbal gardens
of national and state impor-
tance and medicinal nurs-
eries across selected parks to
strengthen biodiversity 
conservation. 

In partnership with WWF-
India, Citizens’ Nature Hubs
will be established at Asita to
promote environmental
awareness and community
stewardship. Additionally,
following an approach from
the Mathura-Vrindavan
Development Authority, DDA
will enter into an MoU to
serve as a knowledge
partner in sustainable urban
planning and nature-based
development practices.

The expo to feature high-
impact panel discussions
and expert sessions address-
ing some of the most press-
ing urban challenges, includ-
ing extreme heat, flood
resilience, nature-based
infrastructure, circular food
systems and innovative
financing for green cities.

Manufacturing—Icon for India’s sustainable economy

India’s  Innovation  ecosystems  -  Manufacturing
Mantra

India is spearheading in investment, innova-
tion, and infrastructure. India has emerged as top
countries for investment destination after the US
as per the survey by PwC. Indian grassroot lands
are transforming into technological valleys
such as Quantum Valley, Green Hydrogen Valley,
Silicon Valley. Innovation and technological
capabilities are a key growth driver for India’s
economic advancement that facilitate manufac-
turing industries to cater local, global cus-
tomers, thereby marching to achieve Viksit
Bharat@2047. India’s 3M Mantra for manufactur-
ing is Made  in  India, Made  for  India and Made  by
India. India is undergoing rapid transformation
in manufacturing like Digital  Smart
Manufacturing because of our countries adapt-
ability to fast-growing industry 4.0 / 5.0 technolo-
gies like Artificial Intelligence, Blockchain,
Industrial Internet of Things (IIoT) and most
importantly the cyber security.Indian mission
programs like National Semiconductor Mission,
National Green Hydrogen Mission and National
Quantum Mission give a big boost to the man-
ufacturing. Indian startups like QNu labs, boAt-
a youth-centric brand, Ola, have created striking
success case studies in terms of frugal innova-
tion, investment, indigenous infrastructure,
and manufacturing. Additionally,India home-
grown industries like Sahasra semiconductors,
Bhiwadi unit which has manufactured, shipped
Swadeshi and Make in India micro-SD cards to
various e-commerce platforms and RRP

Electronics, Maharashtra which has established
India’s first major Outsourced Semiconductor
Assembly and Testing (OSAT) are creating 
manufacturing platform and products in semi-
conductor space.

Zero  Defect  Zero  Effect  (ZED):  A  push  for
Sustainable  Manufacturing

India is undergoing a huge transformation in
terms of converting service-based domain to
product-based sector. The products are devel-
oped in-house which leads to Swadeshi spirits
and Vocal for Local to global. India remembers
the vision and mantra of Prime
Minister of India Narendra Modi on
National Startup Day Jan 16, 2026, the
Indian startup to focus on manufac-
turing. The schemes like Production
Linked Initiative and Design Linked Initiative form
the fulcrum and give a great momentum for man-
ufacturing of local swadeshi products. The
advancement in digital technologies like collab-
orative robots (COBOTS), Automated Guided
Vehicles, telepresence robots, humanoid robots
facilitate the manufacturing industries to
increase the Total Factor Productivity (TFP),
Labor Productivity (LP), and quality of the prod-
ucts. The quality manufacturing initiatives of
MSME like Zero Defect Zero Effect (ZED) acceler-
ate the high and excellent quality in manufac-
turing with Zero Defect in product development
and process control. Indian industries and star-
tups are manufacturing products which strict-
ly adhere to the best practices of ZED.
Additionally adding values to environment
social governance thereby giving a big boost for
competitiveness, sustainable manufacturing.
It also adds enormous value to reducing waste
thereby achieving six sigma quality. The inter-
national and national organization like Asian
Productivity Organization, Tokyo, Japan where
National Productivity Council, under Ministry of
Commerce and Industry, Government of India
is a member facilitate the manufacturing indus-
try especially promoting the green productivi-
ty. It also conducts various capacity building pro-
grams like 5S, Kaizen, and Total Quality
Management (TQM) which form the essential ele-
ments of manufacturing. 

India is moving ahead to an innovation-led cir-
cular economy because inventions bring new
business ideas, concepts, and technologies to
cater to the needs of local and global markets
and thereby produce more vital technological
outputs with the same manufacturing produc-
tivity inputs. This leads to achieving results in
better-made goods and services, boosting earn-
ings and business profitability of Indian indus-
tries especially. 

India fosters in product design and process of
springboard innovation by executing a frame-

work of structured local and global
processessuch as improved budget
spending on research and develop-
ment, funding in education and skill
development, and most importantly

facilitating entrepreneurs led by vibrant startups,
micro small and medium industries to initiate
an enterprise more efficiently and for also pro-
moting failed businesses to retire the market
more quickly through simplified schemes and
process.  Indian policies and schemes are car-
rying its intricacy to its benefit by utilizing the
extensive and heterogeneous market segments
in India that are keen on exploring new innov-
ative solutions to their unmet needs through
Indian MSMEs. The combination of strong capa-
bilities and mature varieties of MSME schemes
offered by different ministries makes India a
strong productive innovation base. 

MSMEs:  Growth  Engine  for  Smart  India
Micro, Small & Medium Enterprises (MSME)

have been enormously contributing to the
expansion of entrepreneurial endeavors through
product, process, and business innovations.
MSMEs in India are significantly widening their
domain across different sectors of the economy
through different clusters, producing diverse
range of local products and services to meet
demands of domestic as well as worldwide
markets. MSME area is actively involved in dif-
ferent innovative activities through various
implementing schemes and policies which
function as growth drivers to achieve the $5 tril-
lion global economy through strong industrial-
ization. 

India’s  manufacturing  productivity:  Total

Factor  Productivity  and  Labor  Productivity
MSMEs being a large vibrant sector in India

create many jobs at low Capital costs and
hence play a crucial role, second only to agricul-
ture. They drive economic growth, employment
generation, and innovation in India.India,with
a low share of value added and large employ-
ment base, labor productivity in the agriculture
and construction sectors has grown slower than
other sectors since 1980.In comparison, labor in
2019/20 in manufacturing and services was
over 4.5 times more productive than in agricul-
ture. With low productivity workers in agricul-
ture and construction making up over half the
Indian work force, there is significant potential
to boost growth by enacting productivity-
enhancing reforms to the sectors which will free
workers to move to other, more productive
sectors.

The Government is also implementing the
Micro and Small Enterprises-Cluster Development
Program (MSE-CDP) across the country. Under
this, Common Facility Centres (CFCs) are devel-
oped to address common issues, such as
improvement of technology, skills, quality, etc.
National Productivity Councilhas conducted a
research study which explores that the scheme
has been able to improve the efficiency of the
value chain of the units in the cluster, resulting
in overall productivity growth of around 10-15%
and growth in turnover in the range of 20-30 %.

The steps are being taken by the Government
to further enhance labor productivity in the unin-
corporated non-agricultural sector, following a
5.6 per cent increase in gross value added (GVA)
per worker in 2023-24. The way Government
plans to sustain the observed growth in the GVA
of the unincorporated sector, which recorded a
16.5 per cent increase in 2023-24? and the spe-
cific measures taken to enhance the skills of
workers in the unincorporated sector, particu-
larly in high-growth areas. In India enhancement
of labor productivity and skills of workers is con-
tinuous and achieved a state of dynamic process.

Centre’s  of  Excellence:  A  Momentum  for
Manufacturing

The establishment of digital technological
public infrastructures like Samarth Udyog Bharat

4.0 flagship initiative of Ministry of Heavy
Industry & Public Enterprises, Government of
Indiaacross PAN India, Smart factory in Indian
Institute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru, Centre of
Excellence for Industry 4.0 by National
Productivity Council, New Delhi accelerates the
manufacturing capabilities of Indian industries.
Additionally pioneering schemes such as CRTDH
which is called as Common Research and
Technology Development Hubs established
under flagship organization Council of Scientific
and Industrial Research supports Indian MSMEs
and Startups with pilot plants through
Responsible Research and Development, tech-
nology licensing, and transfer. It also gives flex-
ible access to innovative infrastructures in
various domains like healthcare, climate, green
energy and many more.WEF has taken a major
initiative to reskill and upskill 850 million
people across the globe.World Economic Forum
has launched the center of excellence in fourth
industrial revolution across the globe. WEF has
established the centre for fourth industrial rev-
olution in Maharashtra and Telangana. It has also
been planned to establish the centre in Andhra
Pradesh. The centre will give great momentum
to facilitate AI innovation, cyber resilience and
emerging frontier technologies in the manufac-
turing industry as well. The centre will act as
fulcrum to connect the Government and indus-
try experts to a common platform thereby
framing policies and pilots leading to address-
ing the local and regional industrial needs. 

India has achieved chairmanship of Asian
Productivity Organization, Japan and BRICS
2026 which will lead to build enhancement in
productivity, digital transformation, resilience,
cooperation and sustainability respectively.
This showcases the success path and marching
towards the Viksit Bharat@2047. 

Dr T Senthil Siva Subramanian

Head Institute Industry Interface Program Hindustan College of
Science and Technology, Mathura

Yadu Kr Yadav

Deputy Director National Productivity Council Ministry of
Commerce & Industry Government of India
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SIVA
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Kala celebrates emerging voices and cultural dialoguesSaxena inaugurates DDA Green Expo 2026

(Right)  PM Narendra Modi takes a walk with Assam Governor Lakshman Prasad Acharya and CM Himanta after the inauguration of the Kumar Bhaskar
Varma Setu, a six-lane bridge over the Brahmaputra River in Guwahati on Saturday 
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Bad Bunny’s message
Columnist Christopher Borrelli hit the 

nail on the head (“Bad Bunny’s halftime 
show was close to art,” Feb. 10) — Bad 
Bunny’s Super Bowl halftime show “was 
close to art”! I don’t speak Spanish, so I 
didn’t understand a single word of any 
of his songs, but the show was such an 
exuberant, wonderful celebration of Latin 
culture and its kind, hardworking people, I 
couldn’t help but love it.

No one needed to know the language 
to understand its underlying message of 
goodwill toward others.

— Dianne Casuto, Lake Forest

Entirely enjoyable show
Not being a football fan, I normally 

would only tune in periodically as the 
Super Bowl proceeded, and I never 
watched the halftime show.

However, with all the hoopla over this 
year’s show, I did make it a point to watch 
it.

I have to give a thank you to the presi-
dent and his MAGA followers. Without 
them, I wouldn’t have had any idea who 
Bad Bunny was and would have missed an 
entirely enjoyable halftime show. Although 
I do not speak or understand Spanish, I 
thoroughly enjoyed the music and the 
dancers.

I also heard Bad Bunny say “God bless 
America” while he was flourishing the 
Stars and Stripes. And, on the football he 
spiked at the end of the performance were 
the words: “Together we are America.” 
That seems very patriotic to me!

— Frank W. Tedesso, Harwood Heights

Reflective of changes
Super Bowl LX showed that it isn’t just a 

game anymore — it’s a data-driven mirror 
of where America is headed.

​While the “culture war” headlines focus 
on the uproar over Bad Bunny’s halftime 
show, the real story is in the demographics. 
This year, the NFL made a strategic bet on 
the future of its audience, and the numbers 
back them up.

​A recent study from Hofstra University 
confirms we’ve hit a historic demographic 
turning point: For the first time, minority 
births now make up the majority in the U.S. 
(with white births dipping to 49.6%).

​Why this matters for business:
 �Hispanic births now exceed 27% of the 

U.S. total. Hispanics make up nearly 30% 
of Chicago’s population, making them the 
city’s second-largest ethnic group after 
non-Hispanic white residents.

 � Latino fans are projected to contribute 
one-third of all U.S. sports industry growth 
by 2035.

 � Bad Bunny — a global superstar and 
natural-born U.S. citizen from Puerto Rico 
— made history with the first all-Spanish 
performance, proving that “global” and 
“domestic” markets are now one and the 
same.

Major brands and platforms such as the 
Super Bowl aren’t “going woke” — they 
are following the growth. They are using 
a multicultural lens to engage a younger, 
more diverse and more digitally active fan 
base that represents the next 50 years of 
revenue.

​I didn’t have skin in the game (go, 

Chicago Bears!), but from a strategy 
perspective, the NFL won, and millions 
of people from around the world are still 
talking about Bad Bunny’s most watched 
halftime performance.

— Glenn Eden, Chicago

Chicago Bears unite us
What a great piece by Erendira Rendon 

(“My immigrant family and I became Bears 
fans this season. The joy was beautiful,” 
Feb. 8) about our football team bringing the 
joy of community! Go, Erendira! Go, Bears! 
Go, Chicago!

— Roger Becker, Chicago

A surprise in Boston
In a recent letter (“Hawks fans’ hospi-

tality,” Feb. 7), Richard Sawyer describes 
his son Michael’s positive experience with 
Blackhawks fans.

My family and I had a similar experi-
ence several years ago while in Boston for 
a Blackhawks game. The Hawks played 
a particularly rough game and were shut 
out. Afterward, we walked into a local 
Boston bar still wearing our Blackhawks 
gear. As we entered, a man who was at 
least 6-foot-4 and dressed in Boston 
colors gave us what I can only describe 
as the evil eye as we made our way to our 
table.

A few minutes later, he slowly walked 
toward us. I remember thinking, “This is 
going to get ugly real fast.” He had a menac-
ing look, and we braced ourselves for an 
uncomfortable encounter.

Instead, when he reached our table, he 
broke into a huge smile, stuck out his hand, 
offered his condolences for how poorly the 

Hawks had played and insisted on buying 
our group a round of drinks. He and his 
friends invited us to join them at their 
table.

We spent the next four hours enjoying a 
great time with our new Boston friends.

— Steven Sapyta, Brookfield, Wisconsin

2 sports stars inspire
Living in Bloomington, Indiana, I’ve 

had the good fortune to witness firsthand 
the rise of two extraordinary athletes, one 
here at home and another just up the road 
in Indianapolis. WNBA player Caitlin 
Clark and Indiana University quarterback 
Fernando Mendoza are not only excep-
tional competitors but also remarkable 
people.

Clark’s generosity toward fans is well 
known. She signs autographs for anyone, 
including supporters of opposing teams, 
and treats every interaction with warmth 
and respect. Mendoza, the humble 
Heisman winner, consistently credits his 
teammates before himself and expresses 
sincere gratitude to fans after every victory. 
His humility and authenticity are qualities 
that cannot be manufactured.

This Valentine’s Day, I simply want to 
express my appreciation for these two 
young stars, who stand out not only as 
once-in-a-generation athletes but also as 
individuals who embody the best qualities 
of sportsmanship and character.

Over the years, my enthusiasm for sports 
had faded. Watching these two emerge has 
rekindled my interest and reminded me 
why sports can still inspire.

Happy Valentine’s Day, Caitlin and 
Fernando.

— Scott Thompson, Bloomington, Indiana

Valentines for friends
For me, Valentine’s Day is the day I 

remember family, of course, but also 
my wonderful lifelong friends. Some of 
these friends, treasured as they may be, 
I wouldn’t know if they walked in the 
door because we have always lived great 
distances from each other. Nevertheless, 
our bygone days of carefree youth, joy and 
fun live on in happy memory.

Marilyn was in the fourth grade when 
I was a first grader in a small Nebraska 
school. Now we are both in our late 80s, 
and we still exchange valentine cards. 
Claudette was the girl assigned by the nun 
to be my “guardian angel” when I entered 
a new grade school in Colorado. We 
exchange valentines to this day.

Connie was the rascal I teamed up with 
in high school. Elaine was our dear friend 
who tried to bring some sense to the two of 
us. Both received my yearly valentine cards 
until they went to their heavenly reward 
late in life.

Mark is the young man, a complete 
stranger, who from a distance saw a mysteri-
ous plume of smoke rising from the roof of 
my parents’ home and drove straight there 
to help. A yearly valentine for him is a must.

Later in life, I had Billy in my fourth 
grade class, and after somehow reconnect-
ing later in life, we now exchange Valen-
tine’s cards every year. He must be in his 
70s by now.

I love dining out with Mary, Lois, Jean, 
Bev, Nancy and Pat, where the waiters at 
our favorite restaurant on Harlem Avenue 
always remember us. These friends proba-
bly have received their valentines by now.

My grateful heart never forgets.
— Kathleen Melia, Niles

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE
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By Colin Fleming

The love we speak of at Valentine’s Day 
almost always pertains to the romantic 
variety. We make our holiday efforts on 
behalf of that person with whom we are 
entwined in this manner or wish to be.

But there’s something we tend to over-
look on Valentine’s Day, and that’s friend-
ship — a lost art of love in today’s world.

Can two partnered people be successful 
in their union if they are not also friends? 
Can an artist truly be great if she doesn’t 
seek to be a friend to those who partake of 
her work by offering them something vital 
and helpful that may be lacking in their 
own lives?

A friend is loyal, protective, nurturing. 
They help us grow. We can turn to them. 
They’re true to their word. A parent doesn’t 
want to be a friend to their child in the 
“one of the gang” sense, but these tenets of 
friendship also undergird parenting.

To have a true friend, one must be a true 
friend. 

What happens often now is that people 
find someone with whom to pair up, and 
they remove themselves — as if on an 
island.

Children are had. The family unit all but 
has a circular wall put up around it for the 

adults. Sure, Dad knows this dad from Little 
League practices, and Mom joined a book 
club with other moms. But actual friend-
ship requires effort, empathy, vulnerability 
and courage, and rarely do we “show out” 
in these areas.

Think of the couples you know. How 
many of those people have true friends? 
Consider yourself. How many true friends 
do you have?

I’d bet that most of us didn’t expect it to 

be like this, for it to be hard to make friends 
and have friends. There was a time in our 
lives where we never would have thought 
of our future self as friendless.

We may have encountered a maxim such 
as, “You’re lucky to ever have a single real 
friend,” but a part of us likely viewed that 
as clever lip service. A quote that sounds 
weighty, but surely it’s not that grim?

Or we’re a bit like that selfish grasshop-
per who has himself a gay time in summer 
without thought of choices and conse-
quences and then must be bailed out in 
winter by the ant who made a point of 
becoming wiser.

There are seasons to friendship. Friend-
ships are easier to start in school, during 
the spring and summer of our lives, before 
we’re prone to retreat within ourselves, 
busted and reluctant.

Fall comes along, and if we’ve not 
bunkered down with our official family 
unit, we may find ourselves embarrassed by 
our friendlessness and taking pains to hide 
the truth. Phrases like “Living my best life” 
may or may not be used.

Then in life’s winter, friendship can 
seem like a memory, a dream left over from 
another existence.

I’d argue that everything that is worth-
while in life involves friendship. To sit with 

one’s thoughts, doing nothing else, is an 
act of friendship. From you to you, for you, 
which in turns helps you be a better friend 
to someone else. If you aren’t open and 
vulnerable with yourself, you won’t be with 
anyone else either. Say it again: To have a 
true friend, one must be capable of being a 
true friend.

Friendship means making sure someone 
else is OK and then ministering to yourself. 
Who does that now? Who looks outward 
first? Who looks outward, period? Who 
looks outward for reasons other than seeing 
what others can do for us, hand to us, offer 
us? Remunerate us for the latest selfie we 
posted.

If you love, if you seek to be loved, if you 
wish to love better, be a friend. Build anew 
as a person who is able to be a part of the 
best kind of relationship any of us may have 
with others, which is right, decent, giving. 
Friendship is the foundation, even when 
we call the soul of it other things.

If you can’t be a true friend, then you will 
become a stranger to love, whatever form 
love takes. Just because Valentine’s Day 
cards don’t say this doesn’t mean it isn’t true. 

Colin Fleming is the author of “Sam Cooke: 
Live at the Harlem Square Club, 1963,” an 
entry in Bloomsbury’s 33 1/3 series.

Valentine’s Day is all about romantic love.  
Let’s talk about friendship instead

Friends Madysun Wynkoop and Cassie Cerpa 
join aunt Angela Wynkoop wearing friendship 
bracelets while waiting in line to enter the 
United Center for Sabrina Carpenter’s 
concert in Chicago on Oct. 13, 2024. TESS 
CROWLEY/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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