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U
nion Home Minister Amit Shah has rightly
stressed the need to make a distinction
between refugees and in�ltrators.

Though valid, the problem lies in the application
of objective parameters by those in power to
make a distinction. Even where proper policy
and a legal framework exist, issues may arise. Al-
so at play is the level of o�cial understanding. In
India, which is not a signatory to the 1951 UN Con-
vention on the Status of Refugees and the 1967
Protocol, there is no comprehensive single law
de�ning who a refugee is, leaving scope for arbi-
trary action. Till the end of March 2025, apart
from the Citizenship Act 1955 and the Passports
Act 1967, three laws (the Foreigners Act, 1946, the
Registration of Foreigners Act, 1939 and the Pass-
port (Entry into India) Act, 1920) were applied to
deal with foreign nationals, including refuge
seekers. From April, the Immigration and Fo-
reigners Act replaced the three pre-Indepen-
dence laws and subsumed the Immigration (Car-
riers’ Liability) Act, 2000. While this streamlined
the legal framework, the absence of a refugee
policy document has also led to di�erent yard-
sticks for the refugee community in India. While
there was a rehabilitation policy in 2014 for about
63,000 Tibetan refugees, there is no such docu-
ment for the nearly 90,000 Sri Lankan Tamils. At
the end of June 2023, the population of refugees
or persons of concern in India was over 2.11 lakh
(also counting those from Myanmar, Afghanistan,
Bangladesh, Africa and West Asia). Any undocu-
mented or overstaying refugee is regarded as an
illegal migrant (Citizenship Act). He can also be
called an in�ltrator. Thus, genuine and harmless
refugees risk facing harassment. 

Even though the Citizenship (Amendment)
Act, 2019 was aimed at providing citizenship to
six religious minorities belonging to Bangladesh,
Pakistan and Afghanistan, it drew sharp criticism
as it discriminated on the lines of religion and left
out sections of Muslims, and also Sri Lankan Ta-
mils and the Rohingya, both minorities in their
countries. But in a noti�cation last month, un-
documented or overstaying Tamil refugees, who
have registered themselves with the authorities,
were granted exemption from penal provisions of
the Immigration and Foreigners Act, provided
they took shelter in India on or before January 9,
2015. Other groups too have been covered. Still,
there is no change when it comes to the recent
trend of religion-based exclusions. There is noth-
ing fundamentally wrong with the approach of
discreet humanitarian relief to refugees in gener-
al but this has to be backed by consistent, rational
and fair treatment for all. 

Refugees, in�ltrators  
India needs a refugee policy document

that is non-discriminatory  

T
his year’s Nobel Prize in Economic
Sciences has been awarded to Philippe
Aghion, Peter Howitt and Joel Mokyr,

who have, over decades, attempted to explain
humanity’s unprecedented progress over the
past two centuries. While Mokyr has provided
the long historical and cultural context, Aghion
and Howitt have given it a formal mathematical
frame or the “creative destruction” model. The
idea itself is older. It originates with economist Jo-
seph Schumpeter, who described capitalism as
an evolutionary system in which innovation con-
tinuously displaces old technologies, �rms and
industries — a process both creative and destruc-
tive. But Schumpeter’s framework rested on cer-
tain assumptions: that markets are free, competi-
tion is open, and the state acts only as an enabler
of private enterprise, not as a driver of innova-
tion. This assumption sits uneasily with the his-
torical record. The long vision of the erstwhile
Soviet state, and now the Chinese model of deve-
lopmental capitalism, reveal how the state itself
can shape and direct innovation. The creative
destruction model, re�ned by Aghion and Howitt
in the early 1990s, emerged during the twilight
years of the Cold War, just as the Washington
Consensus and neoliberalism became the domi-
nant global economic paradigm. These models
reinterpreted Schumpeter’s idea in mathematical
form through the endogenous growth theory —
the notion that long-term growth is generated not
by external forces but by innovation, education,
and research arising within the economy. Cru-
cially, it assumed that competition and private in-
centives — not central planning — are the engines
of technological progress. 

But the Nobel recognition comes at a time
when the very conditions for this model to suc-
ceed have been upended by U.S. President Do-
nald Trump. His administration has weaponised
global trade, politicised science and technology,
and turned markedly protectionist, departing
from the open, rent-seeking capitalism of the
post-war American economic order. While the
creative destruction and endogenous growth mo-
dels remain powerful tools to understand pro-
gress within a speci�c system — that of neoliberal
capitalism — they fail to explain the exponential
technological advances of state-led economies
such as China. These models also overlook how
geopolitics, institutional fragility and widening
inequalities can reshape the very structure of in-
novation. It is thus telling that the Nobel Commit-
tee has chosen to honour a framework whose
ideal conditions — liberal markets, global open-
ness, and scienti�c freedom — are under strain.
This perhaps must be viewed as a warning that
for liberal democracies to thrive, they must not
renege on the ideals of institutional freedoms
within state-enabled capitalist societies.

Evolution, revolution 
The economics Nobel is a nod to

freedom and innovation  

T
he normative economic consensus
underpinning the world order is
undergoing a seismic shift, with the
United States and China locked into a

great-power con�ict, and carving out new
geo-economic ecosystems that maximise their
self-interest. This great global transformation is
reshaping global trade �ows, �nancial/currency
markets and strategic calculations. It also opens a
rare window to forge a more equitable
world-order.

Analysing new economic paradigms
First, populist-autocrats are enabling an
unprecedented state-capital Gordian knot, which
has had major socio-political implications. Unlike
laissez-faire capitalism (where the state minimally
intervenes in markets, companies negotiate with
governments, and respond to
market-competitiveness incentives), governments
led by populist-autocrats primarily service large
oligopolies and crony-capitalists who o�er
support for political centralisation in lieu of
various concessions/commissions.
Circumscribing the national interest, these
plutocracies prioritise the well-being of
corporations over citizens, by mortgaging
national public assets and contorting policies.
This has profound consequences for the social
contract underpinning nations.

Second, and partly because crony-capitalists
disproportionately in�uence populist-autocrats,
primordial rules of statecraft are resurgent.
Consequently, America is recalibrating a century
of historical, strategic and economic convergence
— to purportedly Make America Great Again. It is
no coincidence that America is exerting pressure
on Taiwan to shift chip manufacturing to the U.S.,
securing its trade routes (Panama), fortifying
supply lines for rare earths as China weaponises
them (Central Asia and Africa), fusing
digital-currency ecosystems with foreign policy
(Pakistan), and exerting pressure on Arctic-rim
nations (Greenland and Canada), possibly
anticipating an imminent bout of ecological
imperialism. This limitedly explains why America
is pushing Europe to ‘manage’ Russia and Israel
to ‘manage’ West Asia. The myopic notion that
nations can have spheres of control has ignited
mushrooming con�icts and genocides.

Third, Big Tech and cloud capitalists have
overwhelmingly altered the global economy by
siphoning out rents from the value chain,
reshaping mass consciousness and political
outcomes (inevitably rewarding
populist-autocrats undermining digital rights).
This is being compounded by digital colonialism,
exempli�ed by the AI Action Plan, the Cloud Act,
the SWIFT payment system’s weaponisation and
the introduction of state-backed digital currencies
and ecosystems (which 100 central banks are
piloting). While such systems could streamline
cross-border �nancial transactions (and might
reportedly be used to restructure national debt),

they will undermine economic sovereignties of
nation-states and dilute the Financial Action Task
Force framework and anti-money laundering
norms. They will also create complexities in
political funding, which populist-autocrats would
be optimally positioned to exploit.

Fourth, by withdrawing developmental aid,
populist-autocrats have abandoned vulnerable
populations and created expansionist
opportunities for undemocratic forces. For
example, the $44 billion funding cuts by G-7
nations may push 5.7 million more Africans into
poverty by 2026. Similarly, the decline in
international grants for small enterprises in Nepal
sparked an exodus of eight lakh immigrants,
exacerbating dissatisfaction with the government.
Likewise, funding cuts for the World Food
Programme impacted 16.7 million people in 2023,
leading to distress migration, an uptick in
recruitment by armed militias (in Sahel region)
and socio-political tensions.

Finally, it is widely recognised that America’s
tari�s (on 70-plus nations) and sanctions (on
30-plus nations) have impacted the free �ow of
trade, capital, people and ideas. Clearly, America
is unwilling to absorb goods from
surplus-producing economies such as Japan,
Europe and China, and penalising their
dependencies. 

Faced with uncertainty, the Global South is
rapidly seeking alternatives (by exploring bilateral
treaties, localising production, securitising supply
chains and strategic sectors, ramping up gold
reserves, cautiously de-dollarising oil trades, and
tentatively exploring currency alternatives).
These experiments could kickstart a domino
e�ect, compelling the West to also chart an
independent economic path.

Opportunity in crisis
These economic disruptions concomitantly pose
opportunities, especially for China and India
(which collectively dominated the world
economy for 1,800 of the last 2,000 years). It is a
fact that neoliberal globalisation was premised on
capital accumulation, cheap labour,
environmental colonisation and trickle-down
economics. 

These led to untenable sovereign debt,
reduced �scal space for developmental and
welfare goals, and the relinquishing of national
resources and assets to crony-capitalists. These
triggered extreme concentrations of power and
wealth in the hands of a few in the Global North,
and glaring socio-economic inequalities. 

Consequently, the 2022 “Poverty and Shared
Prosperity” report asserts that 47% of the world’s
population lives below the $6.85 poverty line,
while 735 million face crippling hunger. This
invariably creates toxic conditions that propel
societies towards traditional social-cohesion
norms, which populist-autocrats have cynically
exploited to unleash undemocratic upsurges
against democracies.

Given this, India and the Global South can
either accede to an unjust global (dis)order, or
collaboratively and creatively construct a New
Economic Deal that works for all nations. For
example, while pressing for an overhaul of
international �nancial institutions to secure fairer
representation to Global South economies, India
must push for a new debt-relief framework to free
nations from structural adjustments that
inevitably spark democratic regressions. 

Similarly, in the pursuit of a fair and stable
rules-based global economic system, India should
also fashion new economic alliances (either
through BRICS or South-South partnerships)
while championing fair trade policies that protect
domestic industries and sectors. Most
importantly, to �re-proof our relationships from
changes-in-guard (something the incumbent
government failed to do, causing strains with the
U.S., Bangladesh and Nepal), we must build
bipartisan relationships with key stakeholders in
partner-nations.

Need for a recalibration
But realising our manifest destiny means e�ecting
a domestic recalibration, necessitating a hard
course correction from the Bharatiya Janata Party
government. As a growth driver and potential
investor in public infrastructure and services, the
private sector is undoubtedly a partner in
national development. But because companies
cannot redress structural problems and are
primarily pro�t-oriented, the state must adopt a
commanding role (as in many East Asian
economies) over critical sectors such as energy,
infrastructure, data/digital �nance, defence,
space, water, education, health care and
agriculture. These are essential for national
security and to provision for all Indians. 

Similarly, instituting strong anti-monopoly
norms and sovereign wealth-funds (as in Norway)
can prevent oligopolistic control, and channelise
national resources for national goals. Likewise,
heavy investments in scienti�c research,
education and pedagogic autonomies will make
India globally competitive. Furthermore,
strategically redeploying India’s public sector
units like China’s state-owned-enterprises
(instead of privatising them) and like
international-aid agencies would maximise
revenues and geopolitical objectives.

Finally, the emerging digital-�nancial paradigm
must be aligned to constitutional and national
goals.

Actualising this means prioritising substantive
(not performative) foreign policy. It means the
“India way” must be non-alignment
(notwithstanding its rechristening as
multi-alignment for political expediency). It
means shedding partisanship and forging
consensus on where India should be heading as a
nation, and how it gets there. India must harness
this golden opportunity to realise its rightful
place in the emerging world order.

Navigating the global economic transformation 
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India and the
Global South
can collaborate
and construct a
new economic
deal that works
for all nations
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I
ndia’s ambition to be a global leader in clean
energy and sustainable growth depends on
securing critical minerals such as lithium,

cobalt and Rare Earth Elements (REEs). These
minerals drive key technologies — electric
vehicles (EV), solar panels, wind turbines and
energy storage — making them vital to India’s
green transition and long-term energy goals. As
the country aims to achieve 500 GW of renewable
energy capacity by 2030 and net zero emissions
by 2070, ensuring the supply of critical minerals
and rare earths becomes important. India’s
reliance on imported critical minerals amid
global competition demands stronger domestic
mining, better infrastructure and global
partnerships.

Investing in mines and modern recycling
technologies will build resilient supply chains and
advance the Atmanirbhar Bharat vision in the
clean energy race.

Critical minerals in India’s green transition
Critical minerals are indispensable to India’s
clean energy goals. Lithium and cobalt are
essential for EV batteries, with India’s EV market
projected to grow at a compound annual growth
rate (CAGR) of 49% from 2023 to 2030. This will
be driven by government initiatives such as the
Electric Mobility Promotion Scheme (EMPS)
2024. In 2023, India’s battery storage market was
valued at $2.8 billion, with demand expected to
surge as renewable energy adoption accelerates.

However, India’s reliance on imports for these
minerals — nearly 100% for lithium, cobalt, nickel
and over 90% for REEs — exposes it to supply
chain vulnerabilities. Geopolitical tensions, trade
restrictions and global competition, particularly
from countries such as China (which controls
60% of global REE production and 85% of
processing capacity), underscore the urgency of
building a self-reliant supply chain to achieve its
clean energy ambitions, industrial growth and
national security.

India has vast untapped mineral potential,
with lithium in Jammu and Kashmir ( J&K) and
Rajasthan, and REEs in Odisha and Andhra

Pradesh. The National Mineral Exploration Policy
(NMEP), launched in 2016 and subsequent
developments through the Mines and Minerals
(Development and Regulation) Act in 2021 has
accelerated exploration by encouraging private
participation and using advanced geophysical
surveys. In 2023, the Geological Survey of India
identi�ed 5.9 million tonnes of inferred lithium
resources in J&K, a promising step toward
domestic production. Last year alone, auctions of
20 critical mineral blocks covering lithium,
graphite and REEs attracted bids from both
Indian and multinational companies, signalling
growing investor interest.

Exploration is just the �rst step. With India
contributing less than 1% of the global REE
production, it must rapidly build processing and
re�ning capacity through public-private
partnerships. Private partners can bring
advanced processing technologies and support
recycling infrastructure, while domestic lithium
and cobalt pilots need greater government
backing through subsidies, tax breaks and
research grants to scale e�ectively.

Investment in mines
Investment in domestic mining is central to
India’s critical mineral strategy. The Mines and
Minerals (Development and Regulation)
Amendment Act, 2023 opened up private
exploration, but the sector still faces high costs,
regulatory hurdles and environmental concerns.
In 2022, mining contributed just 2.5% to India’s
GDP, compared to 13.6% in Australia. To bridge
this gap, the government must streamline
licensing processes and o�er �nancial incentives
such as production-linked subsidies to attract
private capital. The Government of India has
launched the National Critical Mineral Mission
(NCMM) with a ₹34,300 crore plan to strengthen
value chains across exploration, mining,
processing and recovery from end-of-life
products.

State-backed companies such as the NMDC
have diversi�ed through their Australian arm,
and outlined plans to enter the critical minerals

sector. IREL (India) Limited (formerly Indian Rare
Earths Ltd) is preparing to extract neodymium,
praseodymium, and dysprosium, but both need
stronger private partnerships for green�eld
projects. KABIL (Khanij Bidesh India Ltd.),
formed in 2019 to secure overseas mineral assets,
must expedite acquisitions. Meanwhile, the
government has bolstered domestic supply
security through the E-Waste (Management)
Rules, 2022, to enhance critical mineral recovery
and recycling.

Moving towards a circular economy
Upgrading India’s mining and processing
infrastructure is equally critical. Modernising
infrastructure requires signi�cant investment in
mechanised mining equipment, automated
processing plants and waste management
systems. Infrastructure upgrades also extend to
recycling. India generates close to four million
metric tonnes of e-waste annually, yet only 10% is
formally recycled. Advanced recycling facilities
could recover critical minerals, strengthening the
circular economy. The Battery Waste
Management Rules, 2022 set recycling targets,
but weak implementation and limited
infrastructure pose challenges. Public-private
hubs could boost recycling technologies, cut costs
and reduce environmental impact.

India’s clean energy transition and industrial
growth depend on securing critical minerals
through mine development and a circular
economy. Priority should be given to
operationalising mining leases, investing in
mines, upgrading recycling, fast-tracking
exploration in Chhattisgarh, promoting urban
mining, and boosting research and development
to cut import dependence, create jobs and drive
innovation. 

The National Critical Mineral Mission and
recent auctions are positive steps, but their
success requires strong state support, clear
policies and public-private collaboration. A
robust mineral ecosystem will drive India’s EV,
solar and storage goals while positioning it as a
green economy leader.

The ‘critical factor’ in India’s clean energy ambitions 
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global
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building a
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supply chain for
critical minerals

Jaisalmer bus fire

The incident in Rajasthan,
where 20 lives were lost in a
bus fire, is not only
heartbreaking but also
indicative of severe lapses
in transport safety
regulations and

few seconds asking me why
I had sent a symbol of a
worried face with tears!

D. Sethuraman,
Chennai

“Returning to sign
language”, October 12). My
nephew recently sent me a
message to say that he had
passed an examination with
top marks. I immediately
sent him a reply but as an
emoticon. He called me in a

WhatsApp, I was ignorant
about many of the symbols.
It was only when others
began to reply to my
messages, but using
symbols/emoticons, that I
began to understand what
they meant (‘Open Page’ –

of emergency exits, fire
extinguishers, and driver
training in an emergency. 
Nagarajamani M.V.,

Hyderabad

Scroll and send

When I began to use

enforcement. There is an
urgent need to reassess the
safety protocols for public
transportation. That so
many passengers could not
escape raises critical
questions about the
presence and accessibility

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.

e2145468

e2145468



M ND-NDECM
YK

THE HINDU 

7Thursday, October 16, 2025
Delhi Opinion

Colombo, October 15: The Bill to nationalise all
tea, rubber and coconut plantations owned by
foreign and local companies was last night
unanimously adopted by the Sri Lanka National
State Assembly.

The Bill which will become law with the
Speaker of the Assembly certifying it will a�ect
396 estates owned by 232 public companies and
involves 415,600 acres of plantations.

Eighty-seven of these companies are sterling
companies registered in the United Kingdom
and own about 190 estates. The rest are rupee
ones.

Public companies both local and foreign have
292,000 acres under tea, 110,000 acres under
rubber and the rest under coconut.

The sterling companies have one-fourth of the
total tea acreage of the island and produce
one-third of the island’s total tea — the primary
export product of the country.

The Bill which was debated for over 16 hours
on Friday last was welcomed by all sections of
the House and hailed as a measure which would
end nearly two centuries of British exploitation
of the island’s economy. Mr. Hector
Kobbekaduwa, Minister of Lands and
Agriculture, winding up the debate, made it
clear that compensation would be paid in Sri
Lanka rupee and not in foreign currency.

He also assured the House that the
Government would treat workers of Indian
origin who are mostly employed in these estates
on the same footing as Sri Lanka labour and
would not in any way discriminate against the
former.

FIFTY YEARS AGO OCTOBER 16, 1975

Sri Lanka nationalises
plantations

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

London, October 15: The Daily Telegraph’s
Diplomatic Correspondent is responsible for a
remarkable story of a secret meeting at Geneva
at the height of Mosul Conference between the
uno�cial observers of certain Eastern Power,
including Turkish, Chinese and Russian, at
which the Eastern Powers professed a�ection
for the Soviet’s expressed readiness to facilitate
the task of Communist propagandists while
simultaneously denouncing the British Empire.

The correspondent adds that if a list of the
participants were published a sensation would
be created in the diplomatic circles.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO OCTOBER 15, 1925

Special Cable 

W
omen’s under-rep-

resentation,
particularly in
India’s higher

judiciary, continues to be a sad
reality. As highlighted by the India
Justice Report 2025, women
constitute only 14% of judges in
the High Courts and a mere 3.1% in
the Supreme Court. Among the 34
judges of the Supreme Court,
there is only one woman. The
silver lining is her expected
elevation as the �rst woman Chief
Justice of India. If no woman is
inducted before she completes her
tenure, the highest court of the
country may have the unenviable
distinction of not having even a
token representation of women.
Out of 25 High Courts, only one is
headed by a woman Chief Justice. 

This stark de�ciency has been
�agged in the past, and several
judges have also voiced their
concern. However, no serious
e�ort seems to have been made to
correct this imbalance, and the
situation remains dismal in this
hollowed domain.

The main reason for this gender
disparity is the current Collegium
system of induction of judges in
the High Courts and the Supreme
Court. The Collegium consists of
the Chief Justice and a few other
judges. In such a highly networked
‘elitist club’, women and other
underprivileged sections of
society are at a great disadvantage.

Need for reform 
The lower courts fare much better
on this front, since judges at this
level are selected through
competitive examinations that
open the doors equally to women
and men. As a result, women
account for nearly 38% of the
overall strength of the lower
judiciary. 

The numbers could rise further
with better promotional
opportunities and a
gender-friendly infrastructure.
Nearly 20% of the district court
complexes in 2023 lacked separate
toilets for women, according to a
report published by the Centre for
Research and Planning of the

Supreme Court.
This gender imbalance in the

higher judiciary can be corrected
if there is an open, national-level
competition for judicial
appointments, similar to those for
the IAS, IFS, and IPS. This
suggestion is not new.

In recent years, this idea has
gained traction and found support
from President Droupadi Murmu.
In her address at the Constitution
Day function organised by the
Supreme Court in November 2023,
she suggested the creation of an
All-India Judicial Service. This, she
said, would be a system “in which
judges can be recruited through a
process which is merit-based,
competitive and transparent. Such
a system can o�er opportunities to
the less-represented social groups
also.”

Unfortunately, this suggestion
has faced sti� resistance from both
the judiciary and the Bar; in their
view, this may result in executive
interference and dilute the judicial
autonomy. However, this
argument is not convincing. If
there is no evidence of any
executive interference in the
selection of the lower judiciary
through competitive exams, how
would a similar system a�ect the
independence of the higher
judiciary? On the contrary, an
open competitive examination
would ensure a uniform
merit-based selection process and
bring the much-needed
transparency, while reducing the
in�uence of biases and patronage,
and creating a more inclusive
judiciary.

UPSC as a model
To counter such concerns, a
special mention needs to be made
of the crucial role played by the
Union Public Service Commission
(UPSC) in holding a pan-India
competitive examination annually
for recruitment to the Civil
Services.

Over the decades, the pro�les
of successful candidates in the
UPSC Civil Services examination
have witnessed a remarkable
diversity in their social and

economic backgrounds. Out of the
1,009 candidates selected in the
year 2024, there are 318 from the
OBC, 160 from SC, 87 from ST, and
109 from EWS. Women have
scripted a new history; the top 25
successful candidates include 11
women. In fact, both �rst and
second ranks were secured by
women.

The scenario in the IPS is even
more heartening. In 2024, 54
women joined the IPS, comprising
28% of the total strength. 

Way forward
Article 312 of the Constitution
empowers Parliament to create
new All-India Services, including
an All-India Judicial Service, to
ensure uniform recruitment,
training, and service standards.
One hopes that such a service
comes into existence soon. Once
constituted, the control over the
Indian Judicial Service should vest
with the Supreme Court. 

However, the examination
should be open to all Indians and
conducted by the UPSC, based on
the eligibility standards and other
criteria prescribed by the
Supreme Court in consultation
with the High Courts. This would
inject the much-needed
impartiality, transparency, and
diversity in the selection process
of the higher judiciary. 

Those selected should work
under the control of the Supreme
Court or the High Court
concerned, as the case may be.
The modalities, of course, are to
be decided by these courts,
including those relating to a
comprehensive basic training
programme after their selection.

To recall the famous words of a
former Prime Minister of France,
Georges Clemenceau, “War is too
important a matter to be left to
generals”. 

Similarly, justice is also too
serious a matter to be left entirely
to the judiciary. 

The citizens of this country also
have a stake in this matter and
need to be given access to the
selection process to ensure an
inclusive judiciary.

The road to gender equity in courts
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The gender
imbalance in 
the higher
judiciary can be
corrected if
there is a
national-level
competition for
judicial
appointments

STATE OF PLAY

O
ne of India’s most lit-
erate States, Kerala is
known for its strong

grassroots institutions and rich
biodiversity. With globally sig-
ni�cant ecological hotspots
such as the Western Ghats and
Silent Valley, over 64.26% of its
land is under Forest & Trees
cover. The rise in tiger num-
bers and the improving ele-
phant population further re-
�ect its conservation saga.

In recent years, Kerala has
faced a sharp rise in human-
wildlife con�icts — declared a
disaster — resulting in signi�-
cant loss of life, crop damage,
and widespread fear. In the
last decade, these con�icts in-
jured nearly 9,000 people and
caused over 900 deaths. A For-
est Department study identi-
�ed 273 local bodies as critical
con�ict zones, including 30
major hotspots, nine of which
are highly critical due to fre-
quent incidents. 

Recently, the Kerala Cabinet
approved amendments to the
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972,
with provisions empowering
the Chief Wildlife Warden to
order the immediate killing of
wild animals attacking hu-
mans in residential areas, by-
passing central approvals for
faster redressal. These also al-
low the State to declare species
such as wild boars as vermin,
permitting controlled culling
to protect crops and liveli-
hoods, and downgrading the
bonnet macaque from Sche-
dule I to Schedule II for easier
population management.
Further, the State can author-
ise relocation and birth con-
trol measures for certain spe-
cies without prior central
approval. These are aimed at
balancing conservation and
safety.

The Act bans hunting and
sets protected areas. Being on
the Concurrent List, both the
State and Union governments
can legislate on it, with central
law prevailing to ensure a un-
i�ed national policy in case of
dissent. Despite successful
conservation initiatives, wil-
dlife in India continues to face
challenges such as habitat frag-
mentation and human-wildlife
con�icts. Kerala’s current sit-
uation is a clear testimony to
these challenges, prompting
the State to propose amend-
ments as a potential solution.

Ecological impact
Regardless of intent, these
amendments may create legal
con�icts with the central Act,
bypass key protocols, and
threaten the consistent nation-
al protection framework. They
could face judicial review for
contradicting the central ob-
jectives, raising concerns over
India’s uni�ed conservation
regime. 

Whether it is a mass culling
of wild boar or reducing pro-
tection for the bonnet ma-
caque, these measures endan-
ger biodiversity and
predator-prey balance by dis-
rupting local ecology. This
concern is heightened given
Kerala’s progress in conserv-
ing key species. 

Decentralised authority al-
so raises concerns of misuse or
unscienti�c application, lead-
ing to inconsistent wildlife
management that may cause
more ecological harm. Envi-

ronmentalists warn that these
acts are unscienti�c, legally
questionable, and contrary to
both public interest and con-
stitutional principles.

Cooperation with dialogue
The proposed amendments
re�ect a commitment to quick,
local solutions, while the
Centre emphasises uni�ed,
science-based conservation to
avoid fragmentation and legal
confusion. The con�icting
views on this matter demand a
collaborative solution that ba-
lances human safety along
with ecological considerations
under a national conservation
strategy. 

Cooperation allowing State-
speci�c �exibility within cen-
tral laws via faster approvals or
science-backed exceptions
could be one solution, with
measures such as joint task
forces for implementing last-
ing, non-lethal measures, in-
cluding habitat restoration,
early warning systems, and
con�ict management. Empo-
wering communities, transpa-
rent monitoring, and clear le-
gal protocols — backed by
streamlined processes and
central funding — would help
manage con�icts without
breaking national policy. 

God’s own country, echoing
with tiger roars and elephant
trumpets, symbolises ecologi-
cal pride and heritage. Its fu-
ture depends on how well Ker-
ala and the nation balance
conservation with con�ict.
Whether vibrant or dimin-
ished, this legacy depends on
collaborative, science-based
solutions balancing human
and wildlife needs. Kerala’s de-
cision today will shape and
guide India’s conservation le-
gacy for the future.

Mohan Chandra Pargaien is former

Chief Wild Life Warden & Advisor,

SCCL, Telangana 

Views are personal

Balancing lives and conservation
Kerala amends wildlife laws to tackle con�icts while raising some concerns 

Mohan Chandra Pargaien

W
est Bengal Chief Minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee’s
recent remarks amid

public outrage over an alleged
gang rape in Durgapur have drawn
sharp criticism from the Opposi-
tion and citizens alike. The inci-
dent has once again reignited con-
cerns over women’s safety and the
lack of accountability in the State.

The recent crime, in which the
victim is a medical student from
Odisha, has occurred barely a year
after protests erupted over the
rape and murder of a doctor at
Kolkata’s R.G. Kar Medical College.
Last year, the State government is-
sued a set of guidelines that includ-
ed a proposal to minimise night
duty for women doctors. It was la-
ter withdrawn after being �agged
before the Supreme Court.

This time, speaking to the me-
dia, Ms. Banerjee, after expressing
shock over the alleged gang rape,
said that private medical colleges
must take greater responsibility
for their students and that stu-
dents, particularly girls, should
not be allowed to go out at night.
She added, “In Bengal, we have ze-
ro tolerance for such crimes, and I
appeal to the boys and girls who
come to study here not to venture
out at night.” Later, she claimed
that her comments had been “de-
liberately distorted.”

Despite Ms. Banerjee’s stated
commitment to not tolerating such
crimes, data show limited progress
on that front. Data show consis-
tently low conviction rates and
high pendency of cases of crimes
against women in the State.

West Bengal has reported more
than 30,000 cases of crimes
against women every year since
2018, consistently ranking among
the top four States with the highest
number of such cases (Chart 1).
Between 2021 and 2023, the State
recorded the highest number of
cases in the country under the ca-

tegories of “acid attack” and “at-
tempt to acid attack” on women.
The State also ranked second in in-
cidents reported under “attempt
to rape,” a trend that has remained
consistent since 2019. Between
2018 and 2023, West Bengal re-
corded the third-highest number
of cases under “cruelty by hus-
band or his relatives,” following
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh.

Put together, it is one of the top
�ve States that have recorded the
highest number of cases under
multiple crime categories related
to o�ences against women bet-
ween 2018 and 2023, as shown in
Chart 1. In parallel with such a
high caseload, data also show that
West Bengal’s conviction rate for
crimes against women is among
the lowest in the country. 

Between 2017 and 2023, West
Bengal’s conviction rate for crimes
against women has remained abys-
mally low, averaging around 5%
(Chart 2). Only in 2022 did it climb
to 8.9%, indicating that convic-
tions occur in just a fraction of the
cases that reach court. A State-
wise analysis of conviction rates in
this category shows that West Ben-
gal is among the poorest perform-
ers. The State ranked 35th out of
36 in conviction rates for cases of
crimes against women in 2023. 

Consequently, the number of
cases of crimes against women
that ended in acquittals rose
sharply from fewer than 8,000 in
previous years to over 19,000 in
2023, the highest among all States
that year (Chart 3). Moreover,
around 3.7 lakh cases of crimes
against women were pending trial
in West Bengal at the end of 2023,
the highest among all States. The
number of pending cases has risen
by 56% between 2017 and 2023
(Chart 4).

Data clearly show that when it
comes to crimes against women,
West Bengal recorded the lowest
conviction rate in the country, the
highest number of acquittals, and
the largest backlog of pending cas-
es, collectively re�ecting weak ac-
tion against such crimes. 

Bengal second-lowest in convictions for crimes against women
Between 2017 and 2023, only around one in �ve cases of crimes against women ended in convictions in West Bengal

Sambavi Parthasarathy
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The funding secured
by TACC lithium-ion
battery anode plant

1,230
In ₹ crore.

Carbon materials

manufacturer

TACC Ltd has received a ₹1,230-crore credit

facility from the State Bank of India (SBI) to

fund its lithium-ion battery-grade graphite

anode manufacturing plant in Dewas,

Madhya Pradesh. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

The bribe accepted by
an NHIDCL o�cial in
Guwahati, Assam

10
In ₹ lakh. The CBI has arrested

the Executive Director of

National Highways &

Infrastructure Development Corporation

(NHIDCL)’s Guwahati regional office for

allegedly accepting a ₹10 lakh bribe in

exchange for a favourable project

extension and completion certificate. ANI

Funds approved for
infrastructure projects
for the Delhi police

653.46
In ₹ crore.

The

Ministry

of Home Affairs has approved ₹653.46

crore for 26 new infrastructure projects for

Delhi Police, including 18 police stations,

seven police posts, a women’s hostel, and

180 staff quarters. ANI

Additional rice to be
given under the PDS
by Odisha government

5
In kilograms. The Odisha

government is considering providing

an additional 5 kilograms of rice per

person under the public distribution

system (PDS). The proposal, which would

benefit around 3.25 crore people covered

under food security schemes, awaits the

Chief Minister’s approval. PTI

The kilograms of
banned �recrackers
seized in Delhi

122
In kgs. Police in Delhi’s

Jyoti Nagar seized 122

kilograms of banned

firecrackers and arrested a 21-year-old

man, for allegedly selling them from his

shop. Officials recovered 11 bags filled with

firecrackers of various brands. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

T
he recent trade friction with
the U.S. has prompted India to
intensify its e�orts to further
diversify its economic

interactions with various countries
worldwide. While India has signed an
agreement with the U.K., it is also
negotiating a similar agreement with the
EU. In addition to such compacts, India
should also proactively develop
frameworks such as the India–Middle
East–Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).

The IMEC visualises the upgradation of
maritime connectivity between India and
the Arabian Peninsula, as well as
high-speed trains running from the ports
in the UAE to the Haifa port in Israel
through Saudi Arabia and Jordan. The
goods transported on these networks
would be shipped to and from European
countries. Additionally, the IMEC seeks to
build a clean hydrogen pipeline, an
electricity cable, a high-speed undersea
digital cable and consolidate existing
infrastructure such as ports. 

Historical background
In 2023, the geopolitical context was
favourable for the operationalisation of
the IMEC. The Abraham Accords had
generated considerable optimism that
peace would prevail in West Asia, with
Israel and Arab countries working to build
a stable relationship. Consequently,
proposals were made to build railway
lines for regional peace, connecting the
Israeli port of Haifa with the Jordanian
railway network, which would be linked
to other ports in the Gulf region.
Furthermore, there was signi�cant
improvement in India’s relations with
Arab countries, particularly with the UAE
and Saudi Arabia. India’s relations with
the U.S. were also on an upward
trajectory. Such convergences facilitated
the emergence of the India, Israel, UAE,
and U.S. (I2U2) framework. These

geopolitical developments created a
favourable environment for the launch of
the IMEC on the sidelines of the G-20
Summit in Delhi, with various leaders of
the EU, France, Germany, Italy, Saudi
Arabia etc. endorsing the initiative.

However, within a few weeks of the
launch of the IMEC, the security situation
in West Asia deteriorated signi�cantly.
The October 7 Hamas attacks, followed by
Israel’s military actions in the region,
contributed to the deterioration in the
relationship between Israel and other
countries in the region. These
developments have raised questions
about the feasibility of the IMEC. 

Mediterranean concerns
Climate change has now opened new
transport routes through the Arctic, with
the principal bene�ciaries being countries
such as the U.S., Russia, China, and other
northern European nations. It is now
possible to transport more goods through

the Arctic, signi�cantly reducing
transportation time and associated costs.
Consequently, there is an expectation that
port cities near the Arctic will emerge as
new commercial centres.

Among IMEC’s European signatories,
France has both the Mediterranean and
Atlantic coastlines. On the other hand,
Italy has only the Mediterranean coast.
Thus, there is signi�cant concern about
the implications of an Arctic trade route
on its economy. As a result, Italy and
other Mediterranean countries view the
IMEC as a vital platform to preserve their
in�uence in maritime trade.
Mediterranean countries maintain that to
hold a strong position in global trade
requires new thinking, new partners, and
scaling up of economic engagement with
leading economies. India, with its four
trillion-plus economy and sustained high
growth, is seen as a viable partner to meet
future challenges. Currently, it is still
uncertain whether the Arctic route

confers any unique advantages to India in
terms of reduced transportation costs.
Therefore, for India, accessing European
markets through the Mediterranean route
will continue to be important. 

Given higher per capita income,
technological advancements, and
educational progress, Europe will
continue to retain its trade signi�cance for
India. With trade over $136 billion, the EU
is the largest trade partner of India. India
and European countries need to scale up
connectivity corridors and logistics
networks to build resilient supply chains
between the two.

The importance of the IMEC
The recent geopolitical developments
have demonstrated that the security of
sea lanes is unpredictable. The Houthi
disruption in the Red Sea trade has
prompted considerable trade to go
around the Cape of Good Hope in South
Africa, increasing the time and costs of
transportation of goods. It is also still too
early to determine if the recent Gaza
peace plan will hold in the long run.
Therefore, it is essential to �nd new
routes to amplify economic relations
between India, West Asia, and Europe.

Since the IMEC is a multi-member
initiative, it gives considerable space for
innovative approaches to adapt to
changing geopolitical dynamics, which
India and Arab countries should leverage.
In addition to the proposed routes in
IMEC, there is a need to explore the
possibility of engaging other commercial
centres and ports in Saudi Arabia and
Egypt. Robust economic interactions
between India and the Arab countries will
also nullify Pakistan’s attempt to build an
alliance-like relationship in the region. 

While focusing on the security
challenges of IMEC, it is critical not to lose
sight of economic opportunities that can
be derived from India-Europe
interactions. India and Europe should act
as bookends by pooling their resources to
promote prosperity in the IMEC region.

Sanjay Pulipaka is the Chairperson of
Politeia Research Foundation. 

The future of the IMEC
The India–Middle East–Europe Economic Corridor visualises maritime connectivity between India and the Arabian Peninsula, as well as high-speed trains running from the

ports in the UAE to the Haifa port through Saudi Arabia and Jordan. However, the situation in West Asia mandates that the corridor’s routes adapt to political dynamics

New routes: A general view of the Haifa Port in Israel in 2022. REUTERS

Sanjay Pulipaka
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In 2023, the Abraham Accords
had generated considerable
optimism that peace would
prevail in West Asia, with Israel
and Arab countries working to
build a stable relationship.

�

However, within a few weeks of
the launch of the IMEC, the
security situation in West Asia
deteriorated significantly. The
October 7 Hamas attacks,
followed by Israel’s military
actions in the region,
contributed to the
deterioration in the
relationship between Israel and
other countries in the region.

�

Since the IMEC is a
multi-member initiative, it
gives considerable space for
innovative approaches to
adapt to changing geopolitical
dynamics, which India and
Arab countries should leverage.
It is also critical not to lose
sight of economic
opportunities that can be
derived from India-Europe
interactions.

The story so far:

U
rban India generates nearly
two-thirds of the national GDP,
yet its municipalities control
less than one per cent of the

country’s tax revenue. Indian cities are
not generating revenue, not because they
are ine�cient, but because the �scal
architecture has failed them. Today,
municipal �nance is dependent on
intergovernmental transfers, loans, and
schemes. The core of the problem lies in
the centralisation of taxation powers.

How did cities lose its tax revenues? 
After the introduction of the Goods and
Services Tax (GST), Indian cities lost
nearly 19% of their own revenue sources.
Octroi, entry tax, and local surcharges —
the traditional lifelines of municipal
budgets — were subsumed into the GST
framework. Promised compensatory

mechanisms have largely bypassed the
municipal level, deepening cities’
dependence on State and Central grants.

Therefore, municipalities lack both
�scal autonomy and predictable revenue
streams. The result is a peculiar inversion
of democracy — where power is
centralised and responsibility
decentralised. Cities are expected to
deliver solid waste management,
a�ordable housing, climate resilience,
and digital infrastructure, but without the
resources to fund such services.

What about municipal bonds?
Every major policy pronouncement —
from NITI Aayog’s urban strategy to the
latest reform-linked incentive grant —
promotes bonds as the new frontier of
local �nance. However, the credibility of
Indian municipal bonds remains
abysmally low. It is not merely that cities
are unable to generate capital to back
their bonds; it is that the very framework

of assessing credibility is skewed. A city’s
creditworthiness is often judged narrowly
by its “own revenue” performance —
property taxes, user charges, and fees —
while completely discounting the regular
�ow of grants and transfers from higher
levels of government. This is not just an
accounting error; it is an ideological one.
When the RBI or credit rating agencies
discount grants as “non-recurring
income,” they perpetuate the myth that
cities survive on charity. In truth, these
grants are legitimate entitlements, part of
a redistributive compact enshrined in the
Constitution. The 74th Amendment did
not conceive of cities as beggars before
the State or the Union but as equal tiers of
governance entitled to a share of the tax
pool. Similarly, institutions like the World
Bank and Asian Development Bank have
long argued that cities should become
“self-reliant” by focusing on property tax
collection and user fees. While property
tax reform is important, this narrow

prescription is inadequate and unjust. It is
inadequate because property tax typically
accounts for only 20-25% of a city’s total
revenue potential, and is often politically
and administratively constrained. It is
unjust because it shifts the burden of
urban �nancing disproportionately onto
residents, especially in lower-income
settlements already struggling with poor
services. The obsession with “user pays”
logic converts public goods into private
commodities. Clean water, sanitation,
public lighting, and mobility — these are
not marketable products but collective
entitlements. 

What is the way ahead? 
India must democratise the �scal
contract. In Scandinavian countries,
where cities enjoy strong �scal health, the
local tax base is not an afterthought — it is
the foundation of the welfare state.
Municipalities in Denmark, Sweden, and
Norway have the right to levy and collect
income taxes directly, ensuring a
transparent and accountable relationship
between citizens and local governments.

This decentralised model has produced
both e�ciency and equity: citizens can
see where their money goes, and cities
have the �exibility to plan for the long
term. Most importantly, transfers from
higher levels of government are treated as
part of a shared �scal ecosystem, not as
discretionary favours. India can learn
from this. What is needed is a reimagined

model of �scal federalism, where
municipalities have predictable,
adequate, and untied revenues — both
from their own sources and from
constitutionally mandated transfers.

Similarly, for municipal bonds to
become credible instruments, the �rst
step is to recognise grants and shared
taxes as legitimate components of city
income. Only then can cities build a
trustworthy balance sheet. Second, the
rating system must account for the
governance capacity of a city —
transparency, audit compliance, citizen
participation — rather than solely relying
on �nancial metrics. Third, cities should
be empowered to earmark a portion of
their GST compensation or State share as
collateral for municipal borrowing. Such
reforms would restore the principle of
cooperative federalism that the
Constitution envisaged.

India’s urban future depends on �scal
justice. Municipal �nance must be seen
not as a bookkeeping exercise but as a
moral and political question. The grants
that �ow to cities are not gifts; they are
part of a social contract. The revenues
that cities generate are not charity; they
are a right. True reform will begin only
when India accepts that cities are not cost
centres — they are the foundation of
national prosperity.

Tikender Singh Panwar is a former
Deputy Mayor of Shimla and currently a
member of the Kerala Urban Commission.

Why is the �scal architecture
of municipalities �awed?
Are municipal bonds the new frontier of local �nance? Is over-centralisation of taxes a problem?

Tikender Singh Panwar
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Text & Context, please write to

letters@thehindu.co.in

with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

This question pertains to
K.S. Ranjitsinhji, on whose
name the domestic trophy
was instituted in India in
1935. Name the English
county for which the Indian
prince turned out the most
in his first class career. 
X

QUESTION 2

This Ranji great, who never
played a single Test for
India, but held the record
for the most runs in the
Ranji Trophy (which was
subsequently eclipsed by
Wasim Ja�er) is currently
the coach of the Indian
women’s cricket team.
Name him. 

X

QUESTION 3

Who holds the highest batting
average (98.35) in the Ranji
trophy?
X

QUESTION 4

The person with the second
highest batting average (85.62)
was also the youngest to score a
century on his debut in the Trophy.
But another youngster, who
tragically passed away in a road
accident just after he turned 18,
held the record of being the
youngest to score 1,000 runs in the
Trophy. Name him. 
X

QUESTION 5

Which Bengal player holds the
record for the most wickets (and
fewest runs conceded) in an
innings (10/20), which he achieved
against Assam in 1956/57?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. The title A.P.J Abdul Kalam was
mainly associated with. Ans: Missile Man of

India

2. It is said that Kalam narrowly missed out on
this ambition of his. Ans: Indian Air Force

3. Kalam was the project director of India’s first
satellite launch vehicle which deployed this
satellite. Ans: Rohini

4. The definition of Kalam-Raju stents and
Kalam-Raju tablets. Ans: Kalam worked with

cardiologist Bhupathiraju Somaraju and

developed a low cost coronary stent, named

the “Kalam-Raju stent” and designed a

tablet computer named the “Kalam-Raju

tablet”

5. This is the toughest decision he had to take
during his tenure as the President. Ans: O�ice

of profit

Visual: Identify this person. Ans: Lakshmi

Sahgal. She was the sole opponent of Kalam

during the 2002 presidential elections

Early Birds: C. Saravanan| Tom Alan Faith| Tito
Shiladitya| Arjun Debnath| Piyali Tuli

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on the Ranji Trophy, the latest edition of which commenced on Wednesday

X

Visual question:

Vidarbha won the Ranji Trophy for the third time in the previous season
(2024-25). This slow left-arm orthodox bowler played a key role in this
tournament win, by picking 69 wickets, highest in any Ranji season. Identify
him. PTI

Please send in your answers to 
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Srinivasan Ramani

“Would you lend me Rs. 50?”
“Sorry, I am hard up right now.”
“You’re hard up? But how can you be

poor? You have a job! You...”
“...do you know what ‘hard up’

means?”
“It means the same thing as ‘poor’,

doesn’t it?”
“No, it doesn’t. When you say you’re

‘hard up’, it means that you are
temporarily short of money. The lack of
funds is not a permanent situation, but
only a temporary one.”

“I see. So even someone who is
extremely rich can be hard up
sometimes!”

“That’s right! My friend Ramesh
becomes so hard up by the end of the
month that he has to borrow money for
tea!”

“My father was pretty hard up after he
�nished renovating the house.”

“When you start your own business,
you may be hard up for a while.”

“But later when the money starts
pouring in and you become rich, you...”

“...not just rich, but stinking rich! Then
you...”

“‘Stinking rich’? What does it mean?”
“When you refer to someone as being

stinking rich, it means that he/she is
extremely rich. It is an informal
expression. For example, some of my
cousins are stinking rich.”

“I wish I had friends who were stinking
rich. Then I could borrow money from
them.”

“That’s true. Unfortunately, most of
our friends are not stinking rich. They...”

“...they merely stink!”
“That’s not a nice thing to say about

your friends.”
“I know! It must be this terrible

weather that’s making me say such things.
While we are on the subject of ‘stink’,
what exactly is the di�erence between
‘stink’ and ‘smell’?”

“A ‘smell’ can be pleasant or
unpleasant. I love the smell of early
morning co�ee.”

“My grandmother loves the smell of
agarbathis.”

“So does mine. I hate the smell of dirty
socks.”

“I hate the smell of sweat.”
“Then it’s a good thing that you were

nowhere near Chennai last week. I was
literally sweating it out.”

“What does ‘stink’ mean?”
“‘Stink’ is usually associated with

unpleasant smells.”
“In other words, smells that make you

want to hold your nose!”
“Exactly! During the summer, the

street Raju lives on stinks of rotting �sh.”
“Our school bathroom always stinks.”
“Most bathrooms do. When I walked

into the hospital, it stank of vomit.”
“Sounds terrible. I’ve often heard

people say, ‘His book stinks’. Do they
mean that the book smells bad?”

“No! No! When you say something
stinks, it means that you think it is
extremely bad or unpleasant. For
example, your favourite hero’s latest
movie stinks.”

“Meaning the movie is terrible?”
“That’s right!”
Published in The Hindu on June 16,

1998.

Know Your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Upendran

T
he recent tragedy at a political
rally of actor-turned-politician
Vijay, where a stampede
claimed the lives of several of

his supporters, should shake the
conscience of any well-meaning
individual. The dead were mostly fans —
ordinary men and women who had
thronged the event not merely for
politics, but to catch a glimpse of their
beloved star. That they perished in their
devotion is a stark reminder of how
perilous the cult of hero-worship can be.

In Tamil Nadu, the incident is neither
unprecedented nor wholly unexpected.
The State’s political history is entwined
with cinema, with a lineage of actors and
writers who have turned the fan’s gaze
into a vote bank, and then into
consolidated political power. The lines
between reel and real life have been
blurred for decades, with �lm scripts
doubling up as political manifestos and
larger-than-life cinematic personas
re-enacted on the campaign trail. Vijay’s
entry into politics is therefore less an
anomaly than an almost natural
continuation of this tradition.

However, the cult of the leader is not
unique to Tamil Nadu, nor even to India.
It is a feature of human societies across
geographies and epochs. But in India,
with its long history of reverence for
individuals — from spiritual gurus to
kings, from poets to �lm stars — the
danger of confusing adulation with
citizenship has always been acute.

Historical warnings
India’s freedom struggle was not just
against colonialism, but against the feudal
structures of thought that propped it up.
Many of the leaders of that era recognised
the peril of blind devotion to individuals.
They knew from history that when loyalty
is transferred from ideas to personalities,
democracy weakens and authoritarianism
strengthens.

B.R. Ambedkar, in his historic speech
to the Constituent Assembly on
November 25, 1949, o�ered perhaps the
most searing warning: “The second thing
we must do is to observe the caution
which John Stuart Mill has given to all
who are interested in the maintenance of
democracy, namely, not ‘to lay their
liberties at the feet of even a great man, or
to trust him with power which enable him
to subvert their institutions.’ … In India,
Bhakti or what may be called the path of
devotion or hero-worship, plays a part in
its politics unequalled in magnitude by
the part it plays in the politics of any
other country in the world. Bhakti in
religion may be a road to the salvation of
the soul. But in politics, Bhakti or
hero-worship is a sure road to
degradation and to eventual dictatorship.”

Even earlier, in a 1943 lecture, Dr.
Ambedkar lamented how journalism itself
had surrendered to this culture of
uncritical adulation, “To accept a hero
and worship him has become its principal
duty. Under it, news gives place to
sensation, reasoned opinion to
unreasoning passion…” 

The good doctor was not alone. Bhagat
Singh, in his famous essay Why I am an
Atheist, criticised precisely this tendency
to treat leaders as infallible, “You go
against popular feelings; you criticise a

hero, a great man who is generally
believed to be above criticism. What
happens? No one will answer your
arguments in a rational way; rather you
will be considered vainglorious. …
Merciless criticism and independent
thinking are the two necessary traits of
revolutionary thinking. … As Mahatmaji is
great, he is above criticism … This is not
constructive thinking. We do not take a
leap forward; we go many steps back.”
For Bhagat Singh, unquestioned devotion
was not merely a political weakness but a
regression of thought itself.

M.N. Roy, too, re�ecting on the
reputation of the Chinese leader Chiang
Kai-Shek in Men I Met, warned against
both the making of gods and the
disappointment that inevitably follows,
“Therefore, the objective historian must
not be carried away by propaganda, for,
or against him. He was neither a god nor a
devil. If he failed to be a god-like hero, the
fault is not his, but of the interested
propagandists who wanted him to do
what they wished. He was not a
democrat; how could he serve the cause
of democracy? He did not betray
anybody; illusions about him were cruelly
destroyed, because they were illusions.
The disillusioned, whoever they may be,
must blame themselves for the bitter
experience. Hero-worship, not the man, is
the real culprit.” Roy’s words cut to the
core of the matter: it is not the leader
alone who is at fault, but the society that
demands heroes, invests them with
expectations, and then writhes in
disillusionment when reality intrudes.

The post-independence cult
Independent India’s political history is
dotted with examples of personality cults
that often overrode institutional

safeguards. During the time of Indira
Gandhi, the Congress party had become
almost synonymous with her persona.
The slogan “Indira is India, India is
Indira” encapsulated how thoroughly
politics could collapse into personality.
The Emergency of 1975 was a direct
manifestation of the authoritarian
potential of the cult of personality,
evidenced by the swift return of Indira
Gandhi to power after only a few years
away from it.

In later decades, regional satraps —
from N.T. Rama Rao in Andhra Pradesh
and Bal Thackeray in Maharashtra to Lalu
Prasad in Bihar — built their political
fortunes not just on policy or ideology but
on cult-like charisma. Their followers
often saw them not as fallible leaders but
as embodiments of hope, identity, or even
divinity. In Tamil Nadu, this trend was
perhaps the most theatrical, with MGR’s
fans performing rituals, and even
engaging in acts of self-harm at his death.

Today, the cult of Narendra Modi
stands as the most striking national
example. His image dominates
campaigns, policies, and even
institutions. Supporters frequently
collapse the distinction between nation
and leader, echoing the failings of the
Indira era. The problem is not unique to
the BJP but the scale of PM Modi’s
personal cult is unprecedented in
contemporary Indian politics.

Why humans worship
The question, then, is why human
societies, even in the modern era of
reason and information, continue to fall
prey to hero-worship. Psychologists have
argued that the phenomenon stems from
our evolutionary wiring: in complex
groups, rallying around a single leader

simpli�es decision-making, reduces
uncertainty, and provides a sense of
collective identity. Sociologists point out
that in unequal societies, leaders often
become projections of people’s own
unrealised aspirations. A farmer in rural
Tamil Nadu who struggles with
powerlessness may see in Vijay a
redeemer who carries the promise of
recognition.

But the roots of this malaise stretch
back further, into the history of religion
itself. In the infancy of human thought,
when knowledge of the natural world was
meagre, explanations were sought not in
reason but in myth. Figures in sacred
history — prophets, saints, and
incarnations — were invested with
absolute moral and metaphysical
authority. Blind faith, born of ignorance,
hardened into tradition, and tradition
ossi�ed into intolerance. It is this re�ex of
unquestioning devotion that later
migrated into politics and culture.

That is why, even today, artists who
dare to subject religious �gures to critique
— whether M.F. Husain with his paintings
of Hindu goddesses, or the cartoonists of
Charlie Hebdo in their satirical takes on
Islam — are met not with debate but with
violence. The parties of God, across
faiths, insist that their heroes must
remain inviolable, and that o�ence to
them is unforgivable. 

The American revolutionary Thomas
Paine saw this clearly more than two
centuries ago. “Lay then the axe to the
root,” he wrote, calling for an end to the
dei�cation of men and the enthronement
of reason instead. Until that axe is swung
against the tree of hero-worship, the cycle
of adulation, betrayal, and
disillusionment will repeat.

The costs of this phenomenon are
borne not just by democracy but also by
the people themselves. The stampede at
Vijay’s rally is a tragic literalisation of the
phrase crushed under the “weight of
devotion”. But beyond such immediate
tragedies, there are deeper
consequences. Hero-worship erodes
accountability: leaders become beyond
question, their failures rationalised, their
excesses forgiven. It breeds intolerance:
criticism of the leader is seen as betrayal
of the community or the nation. And it
diminishes the citizen: instead of active
participants in a democracy, people are
reduced to passive spectators, awaiting
cues from their chosen saviour.

Hero-worship also distorts
policymaking. Rather than responding to
collective needs through institutional
mechanisms, policies become
instruments of image-building. Welfare
schemes are branded with leaders’ faces
and national interest is subordinated to
personal prestige.

Towards a politics of institutions
The antidote to hero-worship is not
cynicism but maturity — the maturity to
separate admiration from adulation,
respect from surrender. Leaders can and
should be admired for their vision, their
achievements, and their service. But
admiration must not curdle into devotion.
The republic’s health depends on the
vigilance of its citizens and the strength of
its institutions. Citizens must re�ect not
only on the culture of �lm-star politics but
also on the fragility of its democracy
when fandom substitutes for citizenship.
India must heed the warnings of its
founding �gures and reinvest in building
institutions that command loyalty beyond
the lifespan of individual leaders.

Ultimately, the lesson is as much about
politics as it is about human society at
large. Whether in religion, in nationalism,
or in celebrity culture, the temptation to
worship heroes is perennial. It o�ers the
comfort of certainty and belonging. But
the price is almost always the same:
disempowerment, manipulation, and, in
the worst cases, tragedy.

Death by devotion: hero-
worship and its discontents  
Why do human societies, even in the modern era of reason and information, continue to fall prey to

hero-worship? Psychologists have argued that the phenomenon stems from our evolutionary wiring 

Sea of people: TVK president and actor Vijay during his rally in Karur on September 29. MOORTHY M
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1) Times of India
2) Hindustan Times
3) Business line
4) The Indian Express
5) Economic Times

6) The Hindu
7) Live Mint
8) Financial Express
9) Business standard
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