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Editor’s
TAKE

We were thrilled when my travel agent
confirmed that everything was set for
our trip to Kerala. With great excite-

ment, we packed our suitcases and boarded our
flight to Kochi. 

Our driver warmly welcomed us at the air-
port, and so began our unforgettable journey
through Kochi, Munnar, Thekkady and
Alleppey.

I knew Kerala was located on the southwestern coast
of India at an elevation of 3,000 feet. It’s well known for
exporting coffee, tea, spices, coconut, and rubber. Its long
coastline supports a thriving seafood industry. Besides
excellent commerce, Kerala also has the highest literacy
rate and life expectancy in India.

However, what I did not realise was that Kerala’s beau-
ty could not be captured in statistics and photographs. No
picture could have prepared me for the sheer splendour
and wonder it had to offer. 

The landscape and countryside were so pristine and
mesmerising — something I came to understand only
through firsthand experience.

Our drive to Munnar was absolutely breathtaking. The
misty, undulating hills blanketed with lush green tea plan-
tations looked like a picture postcard. We literally drove

through clouds. The sound of cascading water-
falls filled the air, excited tourists were taking
photographs, and vendors were selling fresh

coconut water — far more refreshing than any
“organic” variety sold in stores. To top it all,
monkeys lounged casually by the roadside, as
if they owned the hills, blending seamlessly into
the serene landscape. We finally arrived at
Munnar, a charming hill station. 

We stayed at a place called Tall Trees, which
had many different varieties of tall flowering
cacti, trees, beautiful vines and wildflowers. The
air was filled with a sweet fragrance, the sound

of waterfalls, and the chirping of birds. It was so peace-
ful and tranquil — as if time had stood still. During our
two-day stay, we watched the famous Kathakali dance per-
formance. 

The dancers’ costumes, expressions, and graceful
movements far exceeded my expectations. We also saw a
traditional martial arts performance. I was wowed by their
sheer energetic display of strength and skill. From the
misty, lush green hills of Munnar, we headed to Thekkady
and the Periyar Wildlife Sanctuary. 

A boat ride took us deep into the jungle. Although we
didn’t spot many animals, the experience of being sur-
rounded by raw nature was outstanding. Our next stop
was a spice plantation. 

It was fascinating to learn how spices grow in such har-
mony. The bark, seeds, leaves, pods and roots were all used

as spices. Their aroma lingered in the air. Next, we trav-
elled to the calm backwaters of Alleppey, often referred
to as the “Venice of the East,” for its intricate network of
canals and lagoons lined with coconut trees. One of the
highlights of our trip was the houseboat ride through the
backwaters. 

As we floated gently past lush green paddy fields and
swaying palm trees, we saw villagers fishing, some pad-
dling small canoes, and children cheerfully waving from
the banks. Onboard, we were served freshly caught
seafood, cooked in special Kerala spices and served on
banana leaves. Each meal was authentic and bursting with
flavour. 

Alleppey offered us not just scenic beauty but also a
glimpse into the local way of life. Finally, we returned to
Kochi, where I admired the Portuguese-influenced archi-
tecture. 

The city’s rich heritage was reflected in its exquisite tem-
ples, the historic St. Francis Church, and the ornate Jewish
Synagogue. I returned home in awe of such a beautiful
blend of culture, landscape, resources, and the warmth of
simple, hospitable people. 

As someone once said, “Some places leave you breath-
less not just for their beauty, but for the way they make
you feel.” For me, that place was Kerala.
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The Central
Government’s
intention to
reduce the

volume of court cases
should be warmly wel-
comed. After all, 70
per cent of cases in the
courts of the country
involve the Govern-
ments, whether at the
Centre or in the States.
On the other hand, speeding up the hear-
ing of cases and the passing of judgments
also need to be expedited. The amount of
time spent on each matter too needs 
to be recorded. 

This is perhaps not being done, and if that
is the case, it is certainly not published, as
it may embarrass some of the judges as well
as advocates. Adjournments are the main
cause of delays, and delays are the bane of
justice. They are often used as tactics to slow
down or even snuff out the progress of the
hearings. At times, they are sought because
the leading advocate of one or the other side
is busy in another case in another court —
maybe even in another city. 

For the ensuing waste of the court’s time,
a repeat court fee of, say, 50 per cent of the
initial amount should be charged to the side
that seeks the adjournment. When the
client is debited for this fee, he would learn
a lesson not to engage an advocate who is
so busy as to be distracted by several other
cases. The freedom to appeal upwards, again
and again, should be reduced. Some matters
which began in a small cases court in, say,
Mumbai have reached the apex court.
Normally, one appeal to each side may be
permitted. In special circumstances, perhaps
two could be considered.

Before a hearing begins in a matter, the
judge should, in consultation with both the
advocates, decide how much time each of
them would be given. If either side exceeds
their limit, they should have to pay extra fees
— rather like in a journey by a taxi. Why
should the court waste its time merely
because an advocate is slow to think or
express themselves, or keeps repeating
themselves? As a layman, I am surprised that
the litigant has to begin by submitting, usu-
ally, a lengthy affidavit. 

On the night before the first hearing, the
judge reads and digests all that has been stat-
ed in that affidavit. In the hearing, the advo-
cate verbally explains to the judge and the
opposing advocate what is written in the affi-

davit. Is this not a repetitive procedure?
Surely, it can be cut down? Once, I happened
to get a chance to read an opinion on a mat-
ter by a Kolkata advocate as well as a London
lawyer. I was surprised to see that the UK
draft was written in about 300 words while
the Indian one was longer, at over a thou-
sand words. For us Indians, writing in
English has not been the soul of wit. Since
a great deal of legal work is written, this
becomes an important area of check.
Incidentally, judgments or orders are not
always brief or terse.

And what about the working hours of the
courts themselves — or, more accurately, the
duration of the court machinery? While one
does not wish to be uncharitable, their
Lordships across the country’s courts taking
off for vacations has begun becoming the
topic of much talk.

In a country whose justice system is
clogged with pending cases whose number
runs into a few crores, such judicial holidays
need a relook. It is important to bear in mind
that these longish and regular vacations for
judges and senior lawyers is a practice from
the British days — a period when there was
no air-conditioning. The summer of the

Indian plains was simply unbearable for most
judges, and long vacations in the hill stations
of Simla, Darjeeling, Ooty, or the cold val-
ley of Kashmir was understandable — but
not in today’s age, when technology has
made it possible to overcome many chal-
lenges of nature.

The present hours of work in the coun-
try’s courtrooms too are not encouraging, as
far as utilisation of both time and manpow-
er are concerned. Most courts begin their
proceedings at 10:30 or thereabouts and con-

clude at 16:30 — i.e., working for six hours,
but effectively five, because there is an hour
off for lunch. Saturdays and Sundays are not
counted here. 

With overburdened judges and a moun-
tain of cases piling up by the day, it is high
time a shift system was introduced in the
judiciary. There is no reason why courts can-
not work in shifts, reducing the workload on
the judges and advocates, plus ensuring more
employment opportunities for many unem-
ployed lawyers and other associated staff. 

There are many advocates in the country
who stand to gain by such a measure in the
form of making the law and thereby, the
country’s legal system — accessible to the
lower rungs of society.

The latter point is too obvious to bear iter-
ation here. The then Chief Justice of India,
Y K Sabharwal, had in 2006 not mooted the
idea of courts needing to work in dual shifts
in order to reduce the workload.The acces-
sibility of justice to the common folk of the
country has to become the topmost priori-
ty for judicial reforms in the country.

Courts to shed delays, reduce
vacations and embrace reform

SHARMILA
VAIDYA

Opinion

Stepping into “God’s own country”

T he Indian judiciary can be summed up in one phrase from Bollywood
— tareekh pe tareekh. Whether you are a winner or a loser in court, the
fact remains that the judicial process takes a heavy toll on litigants.

Cases drag on for years, during which money drains and energy saps,
making it excruciatingly painful to even fight the case. The irony is that the
Government is one of the biggest litigants, putting an extra burden on the
courts. However, some respite is in sight. In a landmark initiative that
signals a major course correction in India’s legal landscape, the Union
Ministry of Law and Justice has rolled out a sweeping reform aimed at
tackling one of the most chronic issues plaguing the Indian judiciary —
delays caused by the Government’s own overreach as the largest litigant in
the country. Titled the Directive for the Efficient and Effective Management
of Litigation by Government of India, the new standard operating procedure
is more than an administrative adjustment. For years, India’s judiciary has
groaned under the burden of a staggering backlog, with over 4.7 crore
cases pending across courts.

These legal disputes are often the result of avoidable service-related
grievances, policy ambiguities, redundant appeals and poor
interdepartmental coordination. The new directive acknowledges this
reality and addresses it head-on by laying out a detailed, systemic roadmap
for ministries to reform how they engage with the judicial process.  A
significant part of the directive’s innovation lies in its call for classifying
court cases by their urgency and impact. Legal matters will now be
categorised as highly sensitive, sensitive or regular, ensuring that cases
involving national security, major financial implications or public policy are
flagged early and handled at the highest administrative levels.

At the same time, the directive discourages the filing of Special Leave
Petitions in the Supreme Court — except in rare and exceptional cases.
Central to this reform is the institutionalisation of legal expertise within
every ministry. Each department must now establish a legal cell headed by
a senior officer with legal training, supported by young professionals and
subject experts hired on a contractual basis. This structure is designed to
professionalise the Government’s legal handling, replacing the current ad
hoc and reactive approach with a more deliberate and informed process.
The directive also seeks to curb the impulse to litigate by promoting
alternative dispute resolution mechanisms such as mediation and
arbitration. By including arbitration clauses in contracts and creating a
centralised Arbitration Portal, the Government is taking concrete steps to
resolve disputes more swiftly and efficiently.

The reform is heavily technology-driven. All legal matters must now be
tracked through the Legal Information Management and Briefing System
(LIMBS), a centralised digital platform that will help ministries monitor
litigation, process payments to lawyers, track case histories, and detect
emerging legal trends. 

This system promises transparency and real-time accountability, giving
the Government a clearer view of its legal landscape and enabling it to
manage risks more proactively. If fully realised, it could help transform the
Indian judicial system from a bottleneck into a beacon of timely justice and
responsible governance.

The Centre’s bold push to reform litigation and judicial
efficiency is a welcome step, though challenges remain

A legacy of liberation
and defiance

Bold moves, missing plan B
President Trump remains no less enigmatic in his sec-
ond term, even more vivid than the first, as he juggles
many irons in the fire, with flourish. 

Be it calling on Kim Jong-un with élan, brokering
Abraham Accords in the Middle East or slapping tariffs
on China, his Plan A was bold, attention-grabbing and
deliberately disruptive by design. Not that Trump was not
alive to the prognosis of such unprecedented first
moves. Even as the rest of the world attempts to untan-
gle the knots, he adds some more, to follow neither pat-
tern nor predictability. 

What is getting worryingly evident is that either his Plan
B was too sketchy and tentative or, worse, there is none.
His China trade policy, saw tariffs imposed swiftly. But
for the vague and hesitant attempts at recalibration of sup-
ply chains, no definitive long-term objectives or measured
follow-up has emerged.  Absence of Plan B or the will-
ingness to craft one renders US policy transactional and
short-term. It has resulted in mounting uncertainty for
allies, erratic signals to adversaries, and volatility across
global markets and institutions. 

Ab initio, disruption without direction may well have
served as campaign slogans, but today it is creating a lead-
ership vacuum which the world can neither conjure 
up in an alternate leadership nor an antidote Plan B of
its own.                                      R NARAYANAN  | NAVI MUMBAI

Yemen execution halted, questions remain
The execution of Nimisha Priya, a Keralite nurse who
has been on death row in Yemen since 2020, was post-
poned a day before the scheduled date (July 16) owing
to the efforts of Kanthapuram AP Aboobacker Musliyar,
the General-Secretary of the All India Sunni Jamiyyathul
Ulama and the Chancellor of Jamia Markaz, and Yemeni
Sufi Islamic scholar Sheikh Habib Umar bin Hafiz.
Nimisha was convicted of murdering a Yemeni nation-
al, Talal Abdo Mahdi, in 2017. 

He was her partner in setting up a clinic but soon
allegedly began embezzling money and torturing her.
He also seized her passport and other documents, not
allowing her to return to India. Nimisha tried to sedate
him in order to retrieve her documents, but he died of
an overdose in the process. Indian citizens lured by over-
seas employment opportunities often face dire legal and
humanitarian risks. While efforts continue to try to save
Nimisha Priya, this episode demands urgent scrutiny
of recruitment agencies and their unchecked operations. 

Only God can save Nimisha Priya from being exe-
cuted in Yemen. The fate of Nimisha Priya hangs by a
thread, a stark reminder of the perils faced by those
seeking opportunities abroad. This tragic case under-
scores the urgent need for robust safeguards and eth-
ical recruitment practices to protect our citizens.

RS NARULA | PATIALA

Rice, reforms and a shaky coalition
Japan: Ahead of a parliamentary election on Sunday,
the agriculture minister has released stockpiled rice in
an effort to lower prices and woo voters. Indian polit-
ical game is being copied by other countries. The rul-
ing coalition needs to win 50 seats of the 125 up for
grabs in order to retain its majority. While the vote will
not directly determine whether Ishiba’s Government
falls, investors are nervous it will leave him beholden
to opposition parties advocating fiscal largesse that could
exacerbate mass selling of Japan’s Government bonds. 

In a worst-case scenario, some analysts say Ishiba may
have to resign, unleashing political drama as Tokyo
heads for an August 1 deadline to win reprieve from
punishing import levies set by its largest trading part-
ner, the United States. 

If he had an overwhelming loss. Japan’s shaky
minority Government is poised for another setback in
an upper house vote on Sunday, an outcome that could
jolt investor confidence in the world’s fourth largest
economy and complicate tariff talks with the United
States. Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba’s Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP), which has ruled for most of
the post-war period, and its partner Komeito, are fore-
cast to lose their majority in a repeat of last year’s elec-
tion for the more-powerful lower house.

JAYANTHY SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI
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(The writer is a well-known columnist, an author and
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A fisherman rows his boat across the Hooghly river on a cloudy
evening, in Nadia. PTI

PIC TALK

Seventy-two-year-old Diane Julie
Abbott is a British independent
politician who has served as the MP for
Hackney North and Stoke Newington
since 1987.

The interview comes after Abbott
was asked about a controversy in
2023, when she was suspended as a
Labour Party MP for a year after
making comments about racism in a
letter to a newspaper. 

I think the Labour Party’s love for
Jews has become so intense that it
suspended its longest-serving member
of the House of Commons just because
she said that if anyone is the most
victimised by racism in British society,
it is people of Black African origin. She
only compared it to Jews because she
wanted to say that if you are of any
religion or from any part of the world, if
your skin colour is fair, then you will not
face the discrimination that a dark-
skinned person will face.

The Labour Party considered this
comment anti-Semitic and, to show its
strong relationship with Israel and to
please the Netanyahu government,
suspended Ms Abbott. 

Ms Abbott also said in her
clarification: “I have a little problem
with those who try to label me as anti-
Semitic because I have spent my whole
life fighting all forms of racism,
especially anti-Semitism, partly due to
the nature of my constituency.”

I think the Labour Party should
reconsider its decision. Ms Abbott’s
interview should be heard in full. Only
then should any conclusion be
reached. Being a Black woman herself,
she knows very well how much 
sarcasm and abuse a Black person has
to endure to survive in a white-
dominated society.

JANG BAHADUR SINGH|JAMSHEDPUR

UK LABOUR’S RACIAL
CONTRADICTIONS

Please send your letter to the letterstopioneer@gmail.com. In not more than 400 words. 
We appreciate your feedback.

With over 70 per cent of all court cases involving Government entities and millions of cases pending across the
country, the Centre’s recent move to reduce litigation is a welcome first step

ADJOURNMENTS ARE THE
MAIN CAUSE OF DELAYS AND

DELAYS ARE THE BANE OF
JUSTICE. THEY ARE OFTEN

USED AS TACTICS TO SLOW
DOWN OR EVEN SNUFF OUT

THE PROGRESS 
OF THE HEARINGS



To be, or not to be.”
S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s
Hamlet posed his
existential question

centuries ago, but in the 21st
century, India faces a similar
fateful choice: whether to
persist with an oil economy
chained to imported fossil
fuels, or to boldly embrace
biofuels — especially
biodiesel and Sustainable
Aviation Fuel (SAF) — as the foundation of a more
resilient, self-reliant future. The decision is not aca-
demic. It will shape the nation’s economic securi-
ty, public health, strategic autonomy, and it’s
standing in a world buffeted by both geopolitical
conflict and climate crisis. The importance of alter-
natives to fossil fuel has been recognised the world
over, and even the international bodies are mak-
ing coordinated efforts to promote biofuel devel-
opment and adoption. The Paris Agreement — a
global treaty for limiting global warming — does
emphasise transitioning to biofuels, substituting
reliance on fossil fuels. Brazil’s RenovaBio pro-
gramme provides for an increase in biofuel produc-
tion and consumption. Similarly, the UN Renewable
Energy Agency encourages international cooper-
ation in promoting biofuel production and trade.

India, being a signatory to the Paris Agreement,
has been actively following the commitments to
address the issue of global warming and defined five
goals (Panchamrit) — announced by the Prime
Minister at COP 26 in Glasgow. The larger goal is
to achieve net zero emissions by 2070 through iden-
tified action points. It is heartening to know that
we have already achieved one goal before the sched-
uled date (50 per cent energy requirement from
renewable energy) of 2030. India has also integrat-
ed green energy with its developmental agenda.
Initiatives such as the “PM Jivan” scheme and the
promotion of “One Ped Ma Ke Naam” are unique
and prove the country’s commitments to a better
and cleaner future for the new generation. Indian
effort and strategy can serve as a model for other
developing countries.
Petrodollar Chains: Old Risks, New
Vulnerabilities
Recent Government data shows that our energy
needs of more than 50 per cent are being met from
non-fossil fuel resources. In this, solar-based
power generation is emerging as a key player and
contributor. Historically, India has long depended
on imported crude, with over 85 per cent of its oil
coming from abroad. This economic reality ties
India’s fate to the ‘petrodollar’ system: global oil
transactions conducted in US dollars, a system that
not only enriches oil-exporting countries but rein-
forces US financial hegemony. The consequences
— India’s economy remains hostage to supply dis-
ruptions, OPEC+ cartel manoeuvring, and the price

shocks as a result of geopolitical turmoil. The 2022-
23 energy crunch triggered by the Russia-Ukraine
conflict, which sent oil prices and inflation soar-
ing, is only the most recent reminder that depen-
dence on mineral oil can inflict swift and severe
pain. The US Government’s new move to impose
100 per cent duties on countries that are import-
ing oil from Russia reflects the vulnerability of coun-
tries like India who import a substantial quantity
from Russia to meet their domestic demands. One
has to wait and watch to understand the real impli-
cation of such a condition on our economy and
geopolitical relationships.

But the true cost of fossil fuels goes far beyond
the market price at the pump. Our continued
reliance on oil exacts invisible but massive tolls —
polluted air, oil spills, respiratory illnesses, and the
staggering reach of climate change. Globally, the
International Monetary Fund estimated fossil sub-
sidies (including hidden health and environmen-
tal costs) at a staggering $7 trillion in 2023. Such
externalities are never reflected in the price of petrol,
but the public pays for them all the same — in hos-
pital wards, in lost crops, in balance-of-payments
crises.

It is true that as compared to fossil fuels includ-
ing coal, oil, and natural gas, biofuels are definite-
ly superior alternatives to counter the emerging
challenges of climate change and deal with the arm-
twisting tactics by the fossil fuel lobby. In addition,
there are other advantages offered by biofuels such
as environmental friendliness, easy biodegradabil-
ity, availability in abundance, renewable nature and
sustainability, besides being price competitive.

Biofuels generally include solid biofuels (solid bio-
mass, biochar), liquid biofuels (bioethanol,
biodiesel), and gaseous biofuels (e.g. biogas, bio-
hydrogen). Biofuels, such as ethanol, biodiesel, and
biogas, are produced from renewable organic
materials, including crops, algae, agricultural
residues, and waste.

Countries across the globe are taking steps to pro-
mote the usage of biofuel. The European Union has
proposed to achieve 14 per cent renewable energy
in transport by the year 2030, with strict sustain-
ability criteria for biofuels. Countries like Brazil and
India are investing heavily in ethanol and biodiesel
programmes to reduce dependence on fossil fuels.
India announced a biofuel policy in 2018 which
allows the production of ethanol from damaged
wheat, sugarcane, rotten potatoes, corn etc. and pro-
vides incentives for biorefineries. Its focus is to pro-
mote biodiesel production from non-edible oil
seeds, used cooking oil and short-duration crops.
It has advanced the ethanol blending targets in
petrol to 20 per cent by 2025-26.
Biofuel Pathway: Sovereignty,
Security, and Circular Prosperity
This is where biodiesel and SAF offer a transfor-
mative alternative. Rather than importing crude,
biofuels can be produced right here in India from
waste and residues: used cooking oil, acid oil from
vegetable oil processing, palm oil effluent, and a
mountain of agricultural waste. Biofuels insulate
India from global oil shocks while powering a new
economy rooted in local jobs, clean technology, and
rural prosperity. Waste to Wealth is the new slogan

— offering immense opportunities for new entre-
preneurs and other stakeholders involved in last-
mile collection and segregation. Circular economy
— promotes India’s vision of ‘AtmaNirbhar Bharat’
and “Gram Swaraj” — thereby fulfilling the aspi-
rations of millions living in rural India by offering
employment opportunities at the local level.

Consider the numbers: India discards more than
1.5 million tonnes of used cooking oil and acid oil
each year, much of it dumped unchecked, clogging
drains and polluting rivers — or worse, illegally
recycled into food, threatening public health.
Properly processed, that very waste becomes valu-
able fuel. 

A single 1-million-tonne-per-year biodiesel
plant can generate up to 7,000 direct and indirect
jobs, primarily in rural and waste sectors — on top
of cleaning up India’s waterways and skies.

Sustainable Aviation Fuel (SAF) is no less revo-
lutionary. International aviation must decarbonise,
and airlines are desperate for scalable alternatives
to fossil-based jet fuel. SAF made from used oils
and agricultural residues cuts CO2 emissions by up
to 70 per cent over its lifecycle, while plugging India
directly into the future of global green commerce.
Economic and Policy Winds Are
Shifting
The resources and technology are available, and the
winds of global investment are shifting too. While
traditional fossil giants still draw state bank loans
and sovereign fund investments, climate-con-
scious capital — green bonds, impact funds, and
carbon credit markets — is flowing into biofuels.

ESG (environment, social,
governance) mandates and
net-zero targets mean major
corporations and
Governments are seeking
verified, traceable biofuels
rather than risk the reputa-
tional hit of ‘greenwashing.’
Modern Indian biofuel
plants, using advanced
process automation, now
deliver auditable supply

chain data and emissions savings, opening doors
to international finance. The Government’s policies
have begun to reflect this reality. From the Ethanol
Blending Programme to the National Bio-Energy
Mission and initiatives promoting waste-based SAF
production, India is laying the foundations for a bio-
fuel revolution — one aligned with global trends,
national goals, and rural livelihoods.
Circular Economy: Turning Waste
into Wealth
At the heart of the biofuel transition lies the idea
of the circular economy. Instead of treating used oil
or crop residue as waste, India can turn them into
valuable fuel, closing the loop of extraction, use, and
disposal. This reduces methane emissions from
landfills, prevents toxic oil reuse in the food chain,
and significantly relieves the municipal burden of
waste management. By doing so, India can mone-
tise what is currently a billion-dollar loss each year.
Answering Shakespeare’s Question
in Policy and Practice
India’s energy dilemma is not merely technical but
profoundly strategic: remain mired in import
dependency with all its costs, or step confidently
into a future of energy sovereignty and inclusive
growth. The right policy mix — scaling advanced
biodiesel and SAF, leveraging carbon markets and
green credits (announced by the Government),
building export-ready biofuel clusters, rewarding
verified emissions reductions, and fostering glob-
al partnerships — will turn vision into reality.

“To be or not to be?” For India, the answer is
clear: to be energy sovereign, to be clean, to be
resilient — by embracing biofuels, especially
biodiesel and SAF where the bulk of the require-
ments lie. It is the economic, environmental, and
strategic choice of our times. Also, in an era where
India is aspiring to be a global superpower — ini-
tiatives in reducing dependency on fossil fuel
through strategic and time-bound action can def-
initely become an example for other countries to
emulate and establish Indian leadership amongst
the nations.

Ancient Roots of
Local Self-
Governance
India’s legacy of local self-
governance traces back to
ancient times when village
councils were like ‘Sabhas’
and ‘Samitis’, which played
crucial roles in decision-
making. The ‘Panch
Parameshwar’, or council of
five elders, administered jus-
tice and local Government by
mutual consent. According to
Kautilya’s ‘Arthashastra’, the ‘Gramika’ (village
head) is responsible for tax collection, land 
administration, and law enforcement. 

The decentralised governance structure was
built on community engagement, proximity-
based decision-making, and a feeling of strong, 
joint responsibility. 

However, with the emergence of centralised 
monarchs, particularly during British colonial
rule, these self-sufficient institutions were replaced
with tax-collecting centres, which deprived villages
of their participatory governance essence. 

Colonial emphasis on centralised authority
undercut grassroots democracy, resulting in a 
governance vacuum that lasted long after indepen-
dence. This historical context demonstrates that
India previously prospered under decentralised 
governance, a model that modern Panchayati Raj
aims to recreate.
The Constitutional Revival of
Panchayati Raj

Following independence, the imperative of
restoring grassroots governance prompted the
development of the Panchayati Raj system. The
Balwant Rai Mehta Committee (1957) proposed a
three-tier Government structure, followed by the
Ashok Mehta Committee (1977), which pushed for
constitutional backing. This resulted in the 73rd and
74th Constitutional Amendments (1992-93), which
gave Panchayats and Municipalities constitution-
al standing. These developments introduced reg-
ular elections, special seats for women and under-
privileged groups, State Finance Commissions, and
decentralisation of power. Nonetheless, three
decades after these changes, the full potential of
decentralised democracy has yet to be achieved. 

Elections are frequently postponed, financial
devolution is limited, and bureaucratic interference
erodes local autonomy. Although constitutionally
sound, the Panchayat system is a work in progress,
requiring continual political will and reforms to
function as intended — a true type of democracy
close to the people it seeks to serve.
Electoral Disruptions and the
Erosion of Democratic Mandate
The integrity of India’s Panchayati Raj system is
increasingly compromised by persistent delays and
manipulations in local elections, fundamentally
eroding the democratic mandate. Panchayat elec-
tions were brutally postponed for almost two years

in Assam and Manipur, robbing the populace of
their fundamental democratic right to representa-
tion and halting the flow of vital national money
needed for local development. 

Similar democratic vacuums occurred in
Telangana, where disagreements over reservation
policy resulted in the appointment of special offi-
cers to replace elected bodies, hence blocking ̀ 1,514
crore allocated for rural development under the 15th
Finance Commission. 

In Madhya Pradesh, Panchayat elections were
outright cancelled by the State Election Commission
due to conflicts surrounding caste-based reserva-
tion norms — a decision that starkly illustrates how
legal and policy gridlocks can disenfranchise
entire rural populations. 

These incidents reveal not just administrative fail-
ures but a systemic undermining of grassroots
democracy, where state Governments and electoral
institutions fail to prioritise or preserve the core
rights of local self-governance. 

These delays, which disproportionately impact
marginalised and rural people, are not merely pro-
cedural oversights but also deliberate roadblocks
that impair local institutions’ accountability and halt
the pace of progress.
Corruption, Misgovernance, and
Judicial Interventions
Financial corruption and governance apathy
increase the Panchayati Raj system’s defective

nature, with horrifying incidents of misappropri-
ation and administrative negligence spreading
throughout states. In the north-western part of
India, a former ‘sarpanch’ plundered `79 lakh by
fabricating records of infrastructure projects,
including non-existent solar lamps and toilets.
Similarly, in the tribal belt located in the eastern part
of India, a ‘Mukhiya’ was suspended for corruptly
moving public cash into a private account, a clear
breach of fiduciary responsibility. 

The effects of such financial malfeasance are evi-
dent in areas such as a hilly belt located in the north-
ern part of India, where Panchayats refused to repair
flood-damaged access roads, leaving villages iso-
lated even during election seasons. 

The dissolution of municipal councils in Nagpur,
Maharashtra, led to “autopilot governance”, where
worsening roads and sanitary facilities reflected
increased administrative tardiness. 

In order to uphold constitutional obligations,
courts have had to step in. For example, in
Telangana, the judiciary questioned the State
Election Commission’s passivity, while in Rajasthan,
the High Court denounced political interference in
Panchayat delimitation and election scheduling. 

These actions, while vital, highlight a sobering
reality: without fundamental changes to protect local
Government from political manipulation and cor-
ruption, Panchayati Raj institutions risk becoming
mere facades of democracy rather than engines of
grassroots empowerment.

The Way Forward: Strengthening
Panchayati Raj
Several adjustments are required to revitalise the
Panchayat system and achieve the goal of decen-
tralised democracy. First, financial decentralisation
must be prioritised, granting Panchayats access to
untied funds that can be spent on local objectives.
Second, mandatory social audits and regular pub-
lic disclosures regarding financial spending can
increase transparency. 
Third, capacity-building initiatives for elected rep-
resentatives and officials should be implemented to
improve governance abilities. Fourth, ‘Gram Sabhas’
should have the ability to make decisions, approve
initiatives, and track progress. Fifth, anti-corrup-
tion measures, such as local ombudsman offices and
whistleblower protections, must be created to
combat financial misuse. Finally, technological inte-
gration needs to be expanded to include support
for digital infrastructure. These initiatives will
ensure that Panchayats progress from symbolic enti-
ties to genuine drivers of development and democ-
racy. Despite progressive policies, many states strug-
gle with implementation.
Technology and Decentralised
Governance
Technology has the potential to alter local gover-
nance. Initiatives such as the Suakati ‘Gram
Panchayat’ in Odisha have shown how e-governance

platforms may digitalise ser-
vice delivery, making the
Government more transpar-
ent and responsive. Geo-tag-
ging of assets, mobile moni-
toring apps, and real-time
dashboards are employed
across states to track plan
development and ensure that
benefits reach their intended
recipients. These technology
solutions can improve trans-
parency, prevent leaks, and
provide citizens with infor-
mation. However, the sus-

tainability of digital governance is dependent on dig-
ital literacy, internet availability, and technical sup-
port, especially in remote and tribal regions.
Simply adopting technology without addressing
these issues risks worsening inequities. As a result,
integrating technology into Panchayati Raj
Institutions must be supported by initiatives to teach
members, construct digital infrastructure, and edu-
cate citizens on their rights and entitlements.
Reclaiming the Spirit of Grassroots
Democracy
The strength of India’s democracy lies not just in
its Parliament, but also in its villages, towns, and
wards, where residents have firsthand experience
with governance. Despite legislative initiatives
such as the Rashtriya Gram Swaraj Abhiyan
(RGSA), states like Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh
have poor implementation, particularly in tribal
areas. The PESA Act (1996) is poorly enforced in
Madhya Pradesh and Odisha, because ‘Gram
Sabhas’ lack true authority. Additionally, women’s
reservations in Haryana frequently result in proxy
rule by male relatives. These failures demonstrate
a significant disconnect between policy frameworks
and their real impact on grassroots empowerment
and governance. Furthermore, under the Swachh
Bharat Abhiyan, the NFHS-5 (2019-21) stated that
many toilets in areas such as Bihar and Rajasthan
go unused due to a shortage of water and knowl-
edge. Regardless of its flaws, the Panchayat system
remains an important institution for democratic
decentralisation. To be truly effective, there must
be a genuine commitment to devolution, both finan-
cially and administratively. Villages and local
Governments should be trusted to create, imple-
ment, and oversee development programmes. 
Only when Panchayats are granted actual power,
autonomy, and support can they carry out their con-
stitutional mandate. 
Reviving the spirit of ancient local councils with
contemporary, efficient, and accountable Panchayats
is important for developing a dynamic, inclusive,
and participatory democracy. The path forward is
to increase decentralisation, embrace transparen-
cy, and encourage citizen participation at all levels
of Government.
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At the end of the 20th 
century, celebrated Co -
lombian writer Ga briel 
Garcia Marquez made 

a seminal observation: “Expect 
nothing from the 21st century; 
it is the 21st century that expects 
everything from us.” Marquez 
was right. The new century pro -
mised glorious sunrise, major 
advances in human civilisation, 
innovations, and societal prog -
ress from the physical to the 
abstract, and from the digital to 
the tangible.  

We are in the third decadal 
journey of the 21st century. With 
degeneration all around, one 
doesn’t have even a faint hope 
in what Victor Hugo believed: 
“even the darkest night will end, 
and the sun will rise.” 

Today, science is slogging, 
technology is straying into the 
realm of the unknown and soci-
ety is in retreat. Nobel laureate 
Venki Ramakrishnan believes 
that we are living in a profound-
ly anti-science moment.  

The age of theory is drawing 
to its end. We have entered a 
phase of “post-theory science.” 
How can science flourish when 
denial, distraction, accusation 
and lies are part of the new 
game in town? Doubt is essen-
tial for science. 

We are in the belly of the 
beast. Technology is helping the 
believers of neo-science to per-
petuate their myths. Thanks to 
the ‘smartphonification’ of life, 
we now have more memories in 
our pockets and less in our 
heads. We have entered a phase 
of unreason. 

We may not have entered 
the age of anti-Enlightenment. 
But we see the core values of the 
Enlightenment fading. Critical 
thinking, empirical rigour and a 
spirit of debate and discussion 
are losing ground.  

Today, secular values are 
ridiculed. The modern world, as 
Jurgen Habermas had said was 
“distinguished from the old by 

the fact that it opened itself to 
the future.” With barbarians at 
the gate, modernity has become 
shambolic. 

Democracy is on decline. In 
a large number of countries, 
there has been a merger of the 
nation with the state in which 
the citizen has become a glori-
fied employee. We are moving 
towards a dystopian future. A 
tiny tech elite is operating the 
machinery of civilisation while 
the rest is becoming a mute 
spectator. 

Internet has given us a 
wealth of information but the 
majority suffers from informa-
tion poverty. Collapse of public 
debate is the result of digital dis-
traction. As an analyst argues, 
instead of following Rene 
Descartes’ “I think, therefore I 
am”, we tend to adhere to 
“someone else thinks for me, 
therefore he/she is.” 

Digitisation has trans-
formed governance 
in India. We are 
now the third lar -
gest digitised coun-
try in the world be -
hind US and China. 
But India’s prob-
lems lie elsewhere. 
Tagore’s rebuke 
remains relevant 
today. He said that 
the imposing “to -
wer of misery” 
which rests in the 
“heart of India” has 
its sole foundation 
“in the absence of 
education.” 

Humanity faces major chal-
lenges. Yuval Noah Harari talks 
of 21 lessons that we must wres-
tle with including nuclear war, 
climate challenge and techno-
logical-biological disruption.  
He also poses the question  
how we stay relevant in an AI-
driven world.  

Big data is threatening the 
foundations of liberty and pri-
vacy. Harari also foresees “digi-

tal dictatorships” where govern-
ments track and control people 
using AI, stopping dissent. 

The Dark Age began with 
barbarians driving Roman civil-
isation from Europe. The label 
“Dark Ages” was more a figure 
of speech than a fair judgement, 
which showed a desire to dis-
tance from the medieval past 
and was repeated over time 
until it became part of public 
thinking. 

Today, the age of reason is 
in danger of shifting backwards. 
The deluge of information is 
making us anything but smarter. 
It is ushering us into a new Dark 
Age of superficiality and narcis-
sism. Universities are under 
attack. Our romance with books 
has faded. With so much stuff 
on the internet, we are destined 
to become a species of techno-
logical scavenging. 

The 21st century is fast 
becoming a “New Dark Age.” 

Canadian author 
George Case des -
cribes the new 
dark age as “the 
age of cacopho-
nous technology, 
of information 
overload, of toxic 
clamour and atte -
ntion-fuelled bar-
barism.” 

We are losing 
trust in science 
but there is a gro -
wing trust in tech 
emperors. It is a 
new romantics 

wonder!  Big tech Czars have 
their own agendas. The new 
plutocrats of Silicon Valley are 
like predatory wolves. Innova-
tion is not always progressive. It 
is often at the service of the  
plutocrats. 

Another worry is the geo -
politics of big tech. High tech 
has come to signify high politics, 
too. Today, digital and tech ad -
vancements are geopolitical 
issues of the highest order. As 

British writer James Bridle wri -
tes, “We know more and more 
about the world, while being  
less and less able to do anything 
about it.” Let us not allow  
technology to magically fix 
everything. 

Social media and news 
cycles have taken away our abil-
ity to reflect and think deeply 
about what is actually happen-
ing. Through the attention 
economy, our mind is being 
fracked.  

In an attention economy, 
our attention is constantly 
demanded. In fact, our attention 
itself has become a commodity. 
Attention, not money, is the fuel 
of politics. In this economy, the 
worst victims are the Gen-Zers 
who face what American jour-
nalist David Brooks calls “rejec-
tion after rejection.” 

Our leaders get, demand 
and control our attention. Both 
politics and commerce now 
grab and seduce our attention. 
If our attention is a transaction 
in the world’s most valuable 
currency, our political leaders 
keep us distracted from real 
problems and undermine our 
worldviews and our under-
standing of the world and poli-
tics. Politics itself has become a 
spectacle. 

We have so much access to 
information and yet we are get-
ting impoverished. The thug-
gish financial systems, algo-
rithms of all kinds, AI, state 
secrecy and mass surveillance 
regimes darken our horizons. 
Data may be new oil for the rich 
and the powerful, citizens are 
blind and deaf in the middle of 
a freeway.

Who benefits when we 
remain glued to our screens, our 
every scroll,  click, like and 
share? We are facing what Bridle 
calls “a cloud of the unknown”? 
A New Dark Age has dawned. 
And it has its own barbarians ~ 
big tech plutocrats, the new rob-
ber barons.

I remember vividly my child-
hood journeys on the back-
seat of my parents’ bicycles, 
surrounded by dozens of bi -

cy cles riding together in the busy 
streets of Hà Noi. Motorcycles 
cost a fortune back then, and it 
was not until 2000 that we got our 
first motorbike, a Chinese-manu-
factured bike in the form of the 
Honda Dream, or as the Vietna -
mese would call them, ‘Dream 
Tàu’. Cars were even rarer and 
were perceived as a symbol of 
wealth; you could only see one or 
two parked in the streets during 
the 90s. My parents, on the other 
hand, have vivid memories of a 
public transport vehicle called 
Tàu i n, which literally means 
‘elec tric trains’, but is more accu-
rately translated as ‘trams’.  

The trams connected the city 
centre to the outer rings of the 
capital, all the way to places like 
B ch Mai and Hà ông. As my dad 
was then living near B ch Mai, and 
my mom lived in the city centre, 
the tram line was the most effec-
tive mode of transportation when 
they were dating. 

And then all of that rapidly 
changed as Viet Nam developed. 
As the economy progressed, trams 
were discontinued and replaced 
by buses. Motorcycles started 
popping up like crazy. By the time 
I was in high school, even some 
of my peers had their own mope-

ds. And with entry-level affordable 
cars available by 1998, owning an 
automobile was no longer a wild 
dream for most Vietnamese fam-
ilies. But there is one more mem-
ory from my childhood that many 
others brought up in the Hà Noi 
of the 90s will also recall: the blue 
skies on summer days.  

As we progressed into the 
2010s and the 2020s, these days 
became rarer, and grey and white 
became more dominant. After a 
mild pneumonia sent me into the 
hospital last June, my doctors rec-
ommended that I took up a light 
sport for lung recovery. I eventu-
ally chose cycling.  

My most common cycling 
route is described by many as 
‘bizarre’: I tend to travel in rush 
hour from the office in the city 
centre down Nguy n Trãi Road all 
the way to the outskirts of the city 
and then back again to the Old 
Quarter. 

But through that route I was 
able to see the reality of air pollu-
tion and traffic congestion in Hà 
Noi. A chaotic traffic game of fill-
in-the-blanks.  

The smell of gasoline and 
sometimes a dash of black fumes 
from buses. All this as residents 
rush to get home as soon as pos-
sible ~ and it gets even worse on 
rainy days. A summer sunset on 
my cycling route is few and far 
between, but a sight to behold.  

A study by the World Bank in 
2020 suggested that 40 per cent of 
Hà Noi’s population is affected  
by a level of PM2.5 dust particles 
at 45 micrograms per cubic  
metre, five times higher than 
World Health Organization 
(WHO) standards. 
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Fiscal Rifts 

At first glance, the proposal to rescind over $9 bil-
lion in US federal spending appears to be a rela-
tively modest budgetary adjustment. In reality, it 

is a litmus test ~ not just for fiscal discipline, but for the 
current state of the Republican Party’s cohesion and its 
evolving relationship with executive power. The Trump 
administration’s push for this rescissions bill is more 
about political posture than prudent governance, and 
it reveals a fault line that may widen as deeper cuts are 
pursued in future.  

The core of the bill targets funding that, while often 
criticized by conservatives, serves tangible and some-
times life-saving purposes: foreign aid, public broad-
casting, refugee programmes, and global health initia-
tives like PEPFAR. Though these expenditures constitute 
a small fraction of the federal budget, they represent 
disproportionately large benefits in global goodwill, 
public health, and rural infrastructure. Cutting them sig-
nals not just a shift in fiscal policy, but a retreat from 
bipartisan commitments forged over decades. The 
White House insists this is just the beginning, but sym-
bolic victories often unravel when applied to complex 
systems. Governance demands more than gestures ~ it 
requires nuance, especially when lives and livelihoods 
are at stake. The administration’s method of circum-
venting the usual 60-vote threshold through the 
Impoundment Control Act is telling. It prioritises polit-
ical expediency over deliberative governance. What is 
more revealing, however, is the reluctance of several 
Senate Republicans to fall in line. Lawmakers who have 
traditionally supported public broadcasting, global 
health aid, or bipartisan appropriations processes now 
find themselves caught between ideological loyalty and 
practical governance. 

This internal Republican split underscores the limits 
of symbolic austerity. Legislating cuts to PBS or foreign 
electric bus projects may play well in certain political 
circles, but the real-world impact ~ especially on rural 
communities and global disease prevention ~ cannot 
be dismissed. Emergency radio broadcasts, refugee 
resettlement efforts, and epidemic control measures 
don’t lend themselves to partisan framing quite so easily 
when their absence begins to bite. Moreover, using 
rescissions as a tool to renegotiate past bipartisan deals 
threatens the trust and functionality of the appropria-
tions process itself.  

If one side believes the other will claw back agreed-
upon funds through procedural shortcuts, the entire 
premise of compromise erodes. Future budget negoti-
ations could stall, not over ideological disagreement, 
but over fear of bad faith. In effect, the rescissions bill 
may succeed in the short term, but it risks long-term 
institutional damage. More critically, it tests the bound-
aries of party loyalty and policy coherence within the 
GOP. Those Republicans who oppose the bill are not 
merely dissenting; they are trying to preserve a govern-
ing framework that prioritises continuity, deliberation, 
and shared responsibility. If today’s modest rescissions 
package becomes the precedent for tomorrow’s sweep-
ing cuts, the divide within the party ~ and its governing 
challenges ~ will only deepen. At some point, symbolism 
must give way to substance. The Senate, even in a par-
tisan age, must still reckon with that choice. 

 

Turbaned Legacy 

Fauja Singh did not just run marathons; he ran 
against time, against loss, and against the limita-
tions that society ~ and biology ~ impose on age. 

His death in a tragic hit-and-run at 114 is not merely 
the passing of a man. It is the closing of a chapter that 
redefined human endurance and spiritual resilience. 
Singh’s life was remarkable not because he lived long, 
but because of how he chose to live in his final decades. 
In a culture where old age is often treated as a period of 
withdrawal and quiet decline, Singh took to running at 
89 ~ not for medals or glory, but to heal, to remember, 
and eventually, to inspire.  

It is easy to romanticise such a journey, but it’s 
important to recognise the very real pain that drove him 
to the starting line: the deaths of his wife and younger 
son, the scars of partition, and the dislocation of migra-
tion. Running, for him, was not a sport. It was survival. 
And survive he did, clocking nine marathons between 
the ages of 89 and 101, becoming the face of campaigns, 
the bearer of Olympic torches, and a cultural ambassa-
dor who wore his turban not as an identity, but as a 
quiet assertion of dignity. That he was denied official 
recognition by record-keeping bodies due to a lack of 
birth documents is irrelevant to history. Communities 
don’t remember file numbers ~ they remember impact. 
Singh’s legacy is not just of broken records, but of bar-
riers broken.  

Even as global headlines celebrate athletic youth, 
Fauja Singh stood as a beacon for a forgotten demo-
graphic ~ elderly individuals still capable of growth, grit, 
and grace under pressure. At a time when India’s elders 
are often excluded from narratives of aspiration and 
action, Singh’s example is revolutionary. His life chal-
lenges the idea that youth alone defines energy or pur-
pose. Here was a man who proved that the body can be 
trained, and the spirit rekindled, regardless of age. For 
the aging millions in India and abroad, he offered more 
than inspiration ~ he offered a roadmap: eat light, walk 
long, smile often, and stay rooted in something larger 
than yourself. We cannot help but feel the bitter irony 
in his final moments ~ a man who ran across continents 
laid low by reckless driving in the quiet village where he 
first learned to walk.  

Yet even in death, Singh’s story compels us to 
rethink public safety, elderly care, and the value we place 
on our oldest citizens ~ not as burdens, but as torch-
bearers. Let his passing not be mourned in silence alone. 
Let it spark policies that make Indian roads safer for all 
pedestrians, regardless of age. Fauja Singh never wanted 
to be a hero. But in his quiet discipline, he became one. 
Not by outrunning others, but by outlasting despair, and 
turning personal grief into global hope. That is a finish 
line worth remembering.

New Dark Age? 
Today, the age of reason is in danger of shifting backwards. The deluge of 
information is making us anything but smarter. It is ushering us into a new 
Dark Age of superficiality and narcissism. Universities are under attack. Our 
romance with books has faded. With so much stuff on the internet, we are 
destined to become a species of technological scavenging 

Sir, Prof. Anshuman Kar’s 
article “Learning from AI” is an 
engaging read. When undergrad-
uate or postgraduate students 
face difficulties with certain texts, 
concepts, assignments, tests,  
projects and many other aca-
demic issues, AI helps or guides 
them like a teacher. There is no 
doubt about its efficiency. I do 
agree there with Mr Sanjeev 
Sanyal. But it has, as Prof Kar 
observes, its own limitations. 
Machines cannot replace hum -
ans where the warmth of human 
relationships matter. 

A student needs knowledge. 
The process of acquiring or con-
structing knowledge involves 
intellectual exercise. AI can stim-
ulate a student’s intellect which 

is a matter of the head or the 
brain. Intellect is the instrument 
of knowledge.  

But there is another aspect 
to consider, i.e. his  affective do -
main. The heart is the instrument 
of inspiration. When the head 
and the heart combine great 
things happen. It is the actual  
teacher alone who can reach out 
to his students through his heart. 
He understands their strengths 
and weakneses better than AI. 
His voice of wisdom and warmth 
of heart strengthen their minds 
to overcome the challenges of 
their academic life.  

Swami Vivekanada said, “We 
want that education by which 
character is formed, strength of 
mind is increased, the intellect is 
expanded, and by which one can 
stand on one’s feet.”  

This highest aim of educa-
tion no machine alone can fulfil. 
For this, a physical classroom 
with the instrument of inspira-
tion , i.e. an actual warm-hearted  
teacher is indispensable.  

Had I not got Alok Biswas, a 
warm-hearted erudite teacher, as 
my friend, philosopher and gui -

de, it would not have been pos-
sible for me to embark on a teac -
hing career with English as my 
subject giving up a lucrative Cen-
tral government job at a crucial 
moment of my life.   

However, in the age of sci-
ence and techonlogy, teachers 
must be techno-savvy to serve 
their students more efficiently. 

Yours, etc., Subir Kr Saha 
Nadia, 18 July. 

 

ADRIFT 
Sir, Apropos “Pressure by 

design” published today, six 
months into the Oval office, Pres-
ident Trump remains no less 
enigmatic. His second term is 
proving even more vivid than the 
first, as he juggles with too many 
irons in the fire, each with flour-
ish and  drama. Be it calling on 
Kim Jong-un, brokering the Abra-
ham Accords in the Middle East 
or slapping tariffs on China, his 
Plan A was bold, attention-grab-
bing, and disruptive by design.  

Not that Trump was san-
guine on the prognosis of such 
unprecedented first moves. Even 
as the rest of the world attempts 
to untangle the knots, he adds 
some more, following neither 
pattern nor predictability. 

What is getting worryingly 
evident is that either his Plan B is 
too sketchy and tentative or 
worse,  that there is none. His 
China trade policy saw tariffs 
imposed swiftly.  

But for the vague and hesi-
tant attempts at recalibration of 
supply chains, no  definitive long 
term objectives or measured fol-
low-up has emerged. 

The absence of a Plan B or 
the willingness to craft one ren-

ders U.S. policy transactional and 
short-term. It has resulted in 
mounting uncertainty for allies, 
erratic signals to adversaries, and 
volatility across global markets 
and institutions. 

  Disruption without direc-
tion may well have served as a 
campaign slogans, but  today it 
is creating a leadership vacuum 
which leaves the world adrift.  

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 18 July.

A  teacher's  touch 

Hà Noi's green 
future is close, but 

it needs a bold plan

GREAT EFFORT 

Sir, When even the Indian Government has informed the 
Supreme Court that there was nothing more it could do to save 
the life of Nimisha Priya, who was to be hanged today in Yemen 
for killing her business partner, it has come as a great relief to 
all that her hanging has been postponed because of the efforts 
of the 94-year-old Kanthapuram A P Aboobackar Musliar, Grand 
Mufti of India who had pleaded with Muslim leaders in Yemen 
to stall Nimisha’s hanging.  

Though what Aboobakar Musliar has achieved is great, par-
ticularly when even our government had given up hope, he has 
been very humble in saying that he did so giving priority to 
humanity and compassion towards others, the primary teach-
ings of Islam. 

This is only a temporary reprieve for Nimisha. Now the ball 
is back in India’s court to make it a permanent relief through 
its diplomatic channels. 

Yours, etc., Tharcius S. Fernando, 
Chennai, 16 July.

editor@thestatesman.comLETTERS TO THE EDITOR
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A FEW more cases like those put up 
by the Bengal Iron Company and the iron 
merchants of Bombay, and the Govern-
ment of India will have to con¬sider the 
appointment of a Commission to report 
upon the question of restoring free trade. 
Protection is like a backfiring car—you 
never know when it is going to kick. The 
Tariff Board was piquantly reminded of 
this tendency on Friday by Mr. G. B. Trive-
di, a Bombay iron merchant, who empha-
sized the backfire put up by the Indian 
consumers of protected steel. Protection 
increased the price by 30 or 40 per cent 
and the “stockists” proceeded, in the usual 
way of business, to pass on the extra bur-
den to the consumer. Unfortunately for 
them the consumer either could not or 
would not pay the full protected price, and 
the merchants were therefore compelled 
to supply him for less than they had actu-
ally paid themselves. Calculations, as Mr. 
Trivedi put it, had been upset. So, one 
gathers, were the iron merchants. 

PRESS ARTICLES 

BAN ON BRITISH 
DOCTORS REMOVED 
(FROM OUR OWN CORRESPONDENT.! 
LONDON, JULY 18. 

The British Medical Association has 
decided to lift the ban that has hitherto 
forbidden doctors to contribute articles to 
the newspapers under their own names. 

The British press describes this deci-
sion as a notable landmark in the progress 
of doctors, denoting their emancipation 
from the old-time exclusion and aloofness. 

The Association requests those of its 
members who may write for the lay press 
to refrain from publishing their addresses 
or unnecessarily displaying their medical 
qualifications or appointments. 

TEMPLE WORSHIP 

PRIVY COUNCIL 
VERDICT FOR 
RESPONDENT 
LONDON, JULY 17. 

THE Privy Council to-day resumed the 
hearing of the appeal in the matter of a per-
son, stated not to be a Parsee, worshipping 
in the Parsee fire temple at Rangoon. 

Mr. Dunne, for the appellant, said that 
they objected to worshipping in the pres-
ence of persons of another race, and also 
objected to a person not a Parsee, being a 
Zoroastrian. They were of opinion that 
purity of blood was the first consideration. 

Replying to Lord Blanesburgh, Coun-
sel said that there could not be a genuine 
Zoroastrian who was not a Parsee. Not for 
1,000 years, until the recent case of a 
wealthy French lady in Bombay, had such 
a question of conversion been raised. The 
appellants held that a man could not be a 
convert to their religion. 

Lord Phillimore said that conversion 
to a religion must be a possibility, other-
wise the initiation ceremonies would be 
meaningless. Mr. Dunne had quoted a 
Bombay judge in a similar action, who 
asserted that the Parsees were ready to 
overlook immorality and anything but 
alienage. They would not admit the purest 
and most blameless foreigner, but were 
willing to admit all the illegitimate chil-
dren of Parsee parents. That was not reli-
gion, it was essentially irreligious, it was 
pure unadulterated, oriental caste. 

At the conclusion of the appellant's 
case, Lord Phillimore said that Their Lord-
ships accepted the findings of the court 
below that Bella’s mother was a Parsee, and 
that any ceremonies necessary to make her 
a Zoroastrian had been carried out. There-
fore, she could be taken to be a Zoroastrian.

All that the respondent’s counsel had 
to do was to argue the remaining points. 
The case was adjourned.— Reuter. 

 �SERIOUS SITUATION� 

RIFF PROPAGANDA 
BEHIND FRENCH LINES 
(� TIMES �� SPECIAL SERVICE'). 
LONDON, JULY 

The Times Paris correspondent says 
that, according to the latest news from 
Morocco the situation remains serious on 
account of the efforts which the Riffs are 
making to induce the tribes behind the 
French lines to revolt. 

Small detachments continue their infil-
trating and working on the tribes by means 
of threats and propaganda. Simultaneously 
bodies of the enemy are concentrating with 
the evident intention of trying out the road 
from Fez to Ainaicha by which important 
French posts are supplied and relieved. 

The French are counter-patrolling the 
territory of the hesitating tribes and dis-
persing enemy concentrations by means 
of  aeroplanes. 

India was represented by Mrs, Sen, 
who gave a comprehensive history of the 
women's movement in India and also by 
Atya Begum, who asserted that the posi-
tion of Eastern women was deliberately 
misunderstood by Westerners. She quoted 
instances of heroism and of the education 
of women dating back fifteen hundred 
years, and added that it was only within 
the past two hundred years, when Western 
civilization dominated Eastern, that the 
position was different. 
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS 
 

1    Whale to blow 

endlessly, about to 

rise? (7) 

5    Demand navy to 

attend old Italian port 

(7) 

9    A great many you 

once observed beside 

coastal feature  

(9) 

10  Players welcoming a 

very dab hand (5) 

11  Time to return, 

pursued by hot 

woman (5) 

12  Fellow arrives beside 

a large thicket of 

trees (9) 

14  Tackling corruption 

with his band, 

reversing poor 

showing in 

Government  

(7-7) 

17  Male in pursuit of 

fancy electric tools � 

something one has to 

have? (10,4) 

21  Small second soccer 

team around end of 

October regressed, 

becoming flabby (9) 

23  Swedish inventor�s 

book appearing in 

festive season (5) 

24  Former Hollywood 

actor appearing in 

bizarre event (5) 

25  End of game sees 

friend following 

regular pattern  

(9) 

26  Mount finale of 

festival, blocking 

version of my opus 

(7) 

27  Attempt to secure 

outbuilding that�s 

ditched by leather 

works (7) 

 

Down 

1    Understand good 

parent avoids force 

(6) 

2    A heavy arrow mostly 

is hard to stop  

(7) 

3    Quickly suggest 

reduced hydrogen in 

sample (4-5) 

4    Revolutionary counts 

least in revolution? 

(11) 

5    Something 

identifying sibling, 

primarily (3) 

6    Proposition from 

Frenchman, then 

married in the 

country (5) 

7    Othello�s setback 

mostly provided by 

Iago, principally  

(7) 

8    Studying wine, upset 

one over record year 

(8) 

13  A conifer ultimately 

carried aroma 

resembling a tree (11) 

15  Paper describing the 

leek? (9) 

16  No time at all to get 

wind of wild film idea 

(8) 

18  Clear criminal over US 

city crime (7) 

19  Accept support after 

not-so-brief space (7) 

20  Agent, having 

secured shelter, 

ready to go out? (6) 

22  Carefully observe 

confirmation of a 

palindrome? (3,2) 

25  Reduction in price for 

salad vegetable (3)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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I
IT-Ropar director Professor 
Rajeev Ahuja is one of the most 
highly cited researchers as well 
as one of the top materials sci-

entists in Sweden and India. He is a 
Professor of Computational Materi-
als Science primarily researching 
batteries, hydrogen storage and 
production, sensors, and high-pres-
sure physics. He previously worked 
as Professor at Uppsala University 
in Sweden for more than 30 years.  
He also has more than 1,000 scien-
tific publications in high-ranking 
international journals accumulating 
more than 41,000 citations. 

Professor Ahuja talks about the 
growth trajectory of the Indian Insti-
tute of Technology (IIT), the societal 
pressure faced by engineering students 
as well as his interesting research proj-
ects in an interaction with Parwinder 
Sandhu of The Statesman.   

 
Q. Since your appointment as 

Director in April 2021, what have 
been your key priorities in steering 
IIT Ropar's growth? 

A: My focus has been on trans-
forming the institute into a globally 
recognized center for excellence in 
education, research, and innovation. 
We have strengthened our research 
ecosystem with major initiatives like 
ANNAM.AI and the PAIR grant, 
expanded industry linkages through 
collaborations with defence bodies and 
regulatory agencies, and launched for-
ward-looking programmes such as a 
universal AI minor and new under-
graduate degrees in Digital Agriculture 
and IC Technology. 

These efforts are backed by a 
strong commitment to inclusivity, 
global engagement, and societal 
impact - reflected in our rise in inter-
national rankings and our initiatives 
in sustainability, community out-
reach, and regional development. Our 
journey has been one of purposeful 
growth, with education and research 
at its heart, serving both national 
needs and global challenges. 

 
Q. How do you envision IIT 

Ropar's role in India's evolving high-
er education landscape, especially 
among the newer IITs? 

A: IIT Ropar sees itself as more 
than just an institute and we want 

to become a transformative force in 
changing India’s higher education 
scenario. Even though we are striv-
ing towards improving our infra-
structure and rankings,  we are 
equally committed to innovation, 
inclusivity, and bringing a meaning-
ful social impact. 

Based in Punjab, we have an edge 
to address regional challenges per-
taining to agriculture, defence, and 
water management. Initiatives like 
ANNAM.AI reflect this mission. As a 
young IIT, we do not see or present 
ourselves as competitors. Instead, we 
focus on building bonds through col-
laboration with other institutions, 
industry, and society at large. 

IIT Ropar intends to be a light-
house institution that influences not 
just academic results but also national 
progress. This is being done through 
the creation of a model of interdisci-
plinary learning which empowers stu-
dents from all backgrounds. 

 
Q. Can you share insights into 

the interdisciplinary research areas 
that IIT Ropar is focusing on such as 
renewable energy and artificial intel-
ligence? 

A. Our vision focuses on using 
interdisciplinary research to tackle 
real-world problems, whether they are 
global issues or local challenges. We 
bring together engineering, science, 
and social relevance to drive innova-
tion, emphasizing fields like artificial 
intelligence, clean energy, and rural 
development. 

IIT Ropar has a dedicated School 
of AI and Data Engineering that 
advances research in areas like deep 
learning and interpretable AI. We also 
have the Indo-Taiwan Joint Research 
Centre to boost global collaboration. 
In clean energy, our teams are devel-
oping next-generation technologies 
such as hydrogen storage and battery 
innovation, supported by top-tier 
research in materials science. 

Our work in agriculture and water 
connects closely with the region. We 
use AI and IoT to address stubble 
burning, evaluate water quality, and 
promote smart farming. In healthcare 
too, we collaborate with institutions 
like PGIMER and IIT Mandi to create 
affordable technologies that cater to 
country-specific needs. 

We are also establishing a new 
Centre for Micro and Nano Fabrica-
tion to aid innovative research in sen-
sors and devices. Our efforts are sup-
ported by our Central Research Facil-
ity, which gathers experts from vari-
ous fields 

 
Q. Could you elaborate on the 

significance of the DST Technology 
Innovation Hub at IIT Ropar and its 
impact on agriculture and water 
technologies? 

A. The Department of Science 
and Technology-supported Technol-
ogy Innovation Hub at IIT Ropar, 
AWaDH (Agriculture and Water Tech-
nology Development Hub), demon-
strates our strong conviction that 
deep-tech innovation can transform 
lives, particularly in agriculture and 
water management, two areas that 
have a direct impact on millions of 
people around the globe. 

Established under the National 
Mission on Interdisciplinary Cyber-
Physical Systems, AWaDH brings 
modern tools like AI and IoT to farm-
ers and rural communities, improving 
agriculture by making it more effi-
cient, sustainable, and data-driven. 

We have developed over 70 
breakthrough technologies, from 
smart irrigation systems to nano-bub-
ble oxygenation, and many have 
already been commercialized in vari-
ous states. But AWaDH is more than 
a research hub. It has nurtured over 
150 startups, offering incubation, 
mentorship, and funding. More than 
3,000 professionals have been trained 
in cyber-physical systems, and the 
hub has contributed to over 8000 job 
opportunities. This showcases how 
innovation can truly empower people 
from the ground up. 

Our work also covers water qual-
ity, stubble management, and soil 
health, key areas in the field of agri-
culture today. At IIT Ropar, we create 
solutions that have both environmen-
tal and social benefits. It has generat-
ed over 150 publications, 20+ patents, 
and 9 industrial designs, AWaDH has 
laid the groundwork for our new AI 
Centre of Excellence. 

 
Q. In recent discussions, you 

have highlighted the societal pres-
sures faced by students. What initia-

tives has IIT Ropar undertaken to 
support student mental health and 
well-being? 

A. At IIT Ropar, student mental 
health and well-being are treated as 
foundational pillars of our academic 
ecosystem - not as an afterthought. 
Recognizing the societal pressures 
and emotional challenges students 
face, we have implemented a multi-
layered support system that is proac-
tive, compassionate, and inclusive. 

Through the Snehita Wellbeing 
Cell, students, faculty, and staff can 
access confidential counseling from 
trained psychologists, along with a 
peer buddy system. We emphasize 
early detection, with faculty and men-
tors watching for signs of distress. We 
are also developing digital platforms 
to ensure 24/7 access to help. 

We hold regular workshops on 
emotional resilience and mental 
health awareness, aimed at students, 
faculty, and caretakers, to promote a 
campus culture built on empathy. We 
are working with organizations like 
NIMHANS and AIIMS to strengthen 
our approach with evidence-based 
practices. 

Our initiatives are designed to 
assure students that IIT Ropar is not just 
an academic institution—it is a commu-
nity that genuinely cares for their well-
being, growth, and happiness. 

 
Q. How does IIT Ropar integrate 

practical learning and industry expo-
sure into its curriculum to prepare 
students for real-world challenges? 

A. At IIT Ropar, practical learning 
and industry exposure are seamlessly 
woven into the academic fabric to 
ensure students are equipped for real-
world challenges. Our curriculum is 
designed not just to impart theoretical 
knowledge, but to cultivate hands-on 
skills, entrepreneurial thinking, and 
professional readiness. 

Hands-on learning is at the heart 
of our academic approach. Every pro-
gramme integrates lab work, design 
projects, and capstone experiences 
that reflect real-world problem-solv-
ing and industry practices. We offer 
industry-certified courses with part-
ners like NIELIT and TCS iON in areas 
such as AI and cybersecurity, ensuring 
students gain practical skills through 
live projects and mentorship. 

Structured internships with 
organizations like DRDO, CSIR, and 
leading startups expose students to 
cutting-edge technologies and profes-
sional settings. Through our incuba-
tors—TBI and iHub-AWaDH—stu-
dents tackle real-world issues in agri-
culture and sustainability, with many 
turning ideas into startups. 

 
Q. What are your strategic goals 

for IIT Ropar in the next five years, 
particularly concerning research 
output and global rankings? 

A. Over the next five years, our 
strategic goals are anchored in elevat-
ing research output, enhancing global 
rankings, and deepening our societal 
impact. These goals reflect our com-
mitment to becoming a globally rec-
ognized institution that leads with 
innovation, inclusivity, and excellence. 

We aim to double our annual 
research publications, with a strong 
emphasis on high-impact journals 
and interdisciplinary collaborations. 
Our focus will be on frontier areas 
such as quantum technologies, hydro-
gen energy, AI for social good, and 
sustainable agriculture. 

Building on our recent ascent to 
the 12th position in the IIRF 2025 
rankings, we plan to further improve 
our standing in global indices. Our 
five-year roadmap is not just about 
numbers - it’s about nurturing a cul-
ture of excellence, curiosity, and 
impact. IIT Ropar will continue to be 
a lighthouse institution, illuminating 
pathways for transformative educa-
tion and research.
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�We will nurture excellence�

NEWS ITEMS 

I
t began with a crack - barely visi-
ble, tucked away in the weld joint 
of a pressure feedline on a Fal-
con-9 booster. A minor flaw, per-

haps, in the grand machinery of 
spaceflight. But for India, it was a 
moment of reckoning. Our scientists 
at ISRO, vigilant and uncompromis-
ing, demanded answers. They insisted 
on repairs, not workarounds. And in 
doing so, they didn’t just protect a 
mission - they safeguarded a dream. 

That dream took flight on 25 June 
when Group Captain Shubhanshu 
Shukla, an Indian Air Force officer and 
ISRO-trained astronaut, soared into 
orbit aboard the Axiom-4 mission. 

Docking with the International Space 
Station (ISS) a day later, he became 
the face of India’s next great leap - not 
just into space, but into the future of 
human-centric science, medicine, 
and technology. 

This wasn’t a ceremonial voyage. 
It was a scientific crusade. Shukla car-
ried with him seven microgravity 
experiments, each meticulously 
designed by Indian researchers to 
answer questions that matter - not 
just to astronauts, but to farmers, doc-
tors, engineers, and students across 
our nation. 

Consider the sprouting of methi 
and moong seeds in space. It sounds 
simple, almost poetic. But its impli-
cations are profound. In the confined 
quarters of a spacecraft, where every 
gram of nutrition counts, understand-
ing how Indian crops behave in 
microgravity could redefine crew diets 
for long-duration missions. More 
importantly, it could inspire innova-
tions in vertical farming and hydro-
ponics back on Earth, especially in 
regions battling soil degradation and 
water scarcity. 

Then there’s the study of Indian 
tardigrades - microscopic creatures 
known for their resilience. Revived 
from dormancy, these tiny organisms 
were observed for survival, reproduc-
tion, and genetic expression in space. 

Their behavior could unlock secrets 
of biological endurance, informing 
everything from vaccine development 
to climate-resilient agriculture. 

Shukla also conducted a myoge-
nesis experiment, examining how 
human muscle cells respond to space 
conditions and nutritional supple-
ments. The findings could revolution-
ize treatments for muscular degener-
ation, benefiting not just astronauts 
but elderly patients and those recov-
ering from trauma. 

Other ongoing experiments 
include the growth of cyanobacteria - 
organisms that could one day support 
life-support systems in space - and 
the passive exposure of Indian crop 
seeds like rice, cowpea, sesame, brin-
jal, and tomato to microgravity. These 
seeds will be cultivated across gener-
ations to study inherited changes, 
potentially leading to new crop vari-
eties adapted to extreme environ-
ments. 

Even human-machine interac-
tion was put to the test. Shukla per-
formed web-based assessments to 
understand how microgravity affects 
our ability to interact with electronic 
displays - a crucial insight for design-
ing intuitive interfaces for future 
space stations and spacecraft. 

These are not abstract pursuits. 
They are deeply rooted in the Indian 

ethos of science for society. Every 
experiment aboard Axiom-4 carries 
the potential to touch lives on Earth - 
whether it’s a tribal farmer in Odisha, 
a schoolchild in Shillong, or a front-
line doctor in Ladakh. 

The mission also showcased 
India’s growing stature in global space 
diplomacy. Our insistence on safety 
protocols led SpaceX to identify and 
repair a potentially catastrophic flaw. 
Our collaboration with NASA, ESA, 
and Axiom Space reflects a new era of 
equal partnership, where India is not 
just participating but leading. 

Throughout the mission, ISRO’s 
flight surgeons monitored Shukla’s 
health, ensuring his physical and psy-
chological well-being. He remained in 
high spirits, interacting with students 
across India - from Lucknow to 
Trivandrum, Bangalore to Shillong - 
igniting young minds with the possi-
bilities of science and space. 

Shukla has since returned, and he 
brings back with him a rich wealth of 
data, samples, and insights that will 
fuel India’s upcoming Gaganyaan 
mission and the Bharat Space Station. 

This is not just about one astro-
naut. It’s about a nation rising. It’s 
about transforming space science 
into public service. It’s about ensur-
ing that the benefits of microgravity 
research reach every corner of India 

- from satellite internet in remote vil-
lages to regenerative medicine in 
urban hospitals. 

In the words of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, Gaganyaan is about 
placing an Indian in space by Indian 
means. Axiom-4 is the rehearsal, the 
proof of concept, the bridge between 
aspiration and achievement. 

And as we look up at the stars, we 
do so not with awe alone, but with 
intent. Because for India, the sky is 
not the limit - it is the laboratory. 

 
  

(The writer is Union Minister of State 
(Independent Charge) for Science and 
Technology; Earth Sciences and Minister of 
State for PMO, Department of Atomic Energy, 
Department of Space, Personnel, Public 
Grievances and Pensions.)

A space journey to broaden a  
common man�s horizons

DR. JITENDRA SINGH 
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T
he sharp rebound in paddy output this year
seems to have given India’s grain-based
ethanol programme a new lease of life. Last

week, the Centre more than doubled the quota of rice
that the Food Corporation of India (FCI) can sell to
ethanol distilleries to 5.2 million tonnes from the
earlier cap of 2.4 million tonnes. This is a policy
U-turn from two years ago when the government had
to ban the diversion of FCI rice to ethanol after
dwindling stocks risked a price spiral. 

No doubt, the supply situation today is a
far cry from what it was in July 2023. The
Agriculture Ministry’s third advance
estimates peg India’s rice production for
2024-25 at 149 million tonnes, up from
136-137 million tonnes in the previous two
years. FCI carried rice stocks of about 37
million tonnes in its warehouses in June 2025
compared to 26 million tonnes in June 2023.
Current FCI rice stocks are nearly three
times bu�er stock norms. However,
comfortable supplies alone cannot be good
enough reason to divert a widely consumed
foodgrain for fuel.

The use of rice to meet India’s fuel
blending targets is problematic on several
counts. For one, grain-based ethanol
distilleries are wholly reliant on subsidised
FCI supplies to meet their output targets.
FCI has been incurring an economic cost of
₹41.73 per kilogram towards procurement
and storage of rice. It is supplying rice to
ethanol plants at just ₹22.5 per kg. The
Centre has, in fact, had to slash the sale price
from ₹28 per kg in January 2025 after
distillers complained of the price being
unviable. Since FCI’s losses are directly
funded by the government, the subsidy is
e�ectively borne by taxpayers. Two,
purchases of rice-based ethanol by Oil
Marketing Companies (OMCs) are not
driven by commercial considerations either.
To encourage the ethanol economy, OMCs
are required to lift fixed quantities from
distilleries at government-determined
prices. 

The current OMC purchase price is at
₹57.9 per litre for rice-based ethanol after
many increases over the years. The argument
that diversion of “excess” rice by FCI to
ethanol doesn’t harm consumers or the poor
is a bit thin too. State governments,
co-operatives and community kitchens
seeking to purchase rice for their public
nutrition programmes compete with ethanol
producers to buy rice under FCI’s OMSS
(open market sale scheme). Though they get
rice at the same subsidised rate, the
quantities they can procure are limited by
quotas which are more stringent than those
for ethanol. While foodgrain unfit for human
consumption can be diverted to other uses, it
is unlikely that the bulk of the rice sold under
the FCI’s OMSS fits this description. If
India’s fuel blending programme is to be
self-sustaining, ethanol units need
predictable feedstock availability, with the
ability to be commercially viable without
subsidies. As things stand, second-generation
ethanol projects which rely on crop residue
and agricultural waste as feedstock rather
than food crops, seem a better fit for India. 

Fuel for thought 
Diverting FCI rice to ethanol is problematic 
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Unclaimed deposits
I am writing in response to your
article “The phenomenal rise in
unclaimed deposits” (July 18). The
staggering increase from ₹2,795
crore in 2014 to ₹97,545 crore in
2025 raises serious concerns about
financial awareness and public
outreach.
Despite RBI’s e�orts through the
DEA Fund, UDGAM portal, and KYC
campaigns, the unclaimed amounts
continue to grow. 
This highlights a clear gap in
execution and public engagement.

Stronger grassroots awareness,
simpler claim processes, and
transparent reporting by banks are
the need of the hour.
This issue involves the lifetime
savings of citizens and must be
addressed with urgency.
Chetan Malvi
Raipur (Chhattisgarh)

Apropos ‘The phenomenal rise in
unclaimed deposits’, Indians are
generally very secretive about their
finances. 
Very often even the family members

are unaware of their bank accounts
as they they keep their pass books
and other bank related documents
outside their homes in places where
they are employed. 
Not all colleagues are kind enough to
inform the families. 
Another reason is that older parents
fear; not without reason, that their
own children may dupe them,
fraudulently withdraw their money
and leave them to the mercy of God.
So, they keep them in the dark.
Anthony Henriques 
Mumbai

Oil worries
Apropos, ‘India can secure oil from
other sources if Russian imports are
sanctioned’, (July 18). The threat by
US President Donald Trump to
impose secondary sanctions
through exorbitant tari�s on
countries importing oil from Russia,
is deeply concerning. 
India, which sources around 35 per
cent of its crude oil from Russia at
prices lower than global
benchmarks, stands to su�er
significant economic consequences.
Cutting o� Russian oil imports would

strain India’s energy security, inflate
costs, and disrupt its budgetary
stability. Such coercive tactics
undermine sovereign
decision-making and disregard the
economic realities of developing
nations. 
Instead of punitive pressure, global
diplomacy should focus on
cooperation and mutual respect to
address geopolitical tensions
without harming nations striving for
a�ordable energy.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

D
onald Trump has gained almost
unprecedented control over
both his country and the rest of

the world during his second term. It’s,
however, not a secret that Trump is
fervently pursuing a Nobel Peace Prize.
Consequently, it seems that the world
has learned its newest tactic to sway
Trump and win his favour. Simply
commend his e�orts to promote peace
and nominate him for the Nobel Peace
Prize! And world leaders are working
hard to implement that plan.

Well, Trump has been nominated for
the Nobel Peace Prize since his first
term – for his e�orts in the Middle East,
his outreach and summitry with North
Korean leader Kim Jong Un, his
mediating role in the historic Abraham
Accords, and his e�orts to normalise
relations between Kosovo and Serbia.
But he may be more desperate now.
Perhaps he thinks it will strengthen his
legacy and align it with Obama’s. 

In 2009, Obama’s nomination after
just a few days in o�ce created
controversy; many argued that he had
not accomplished enough to be worthy
of the accolade. Trump even tweeted in
2013 that Obama’s award ought to be
revoked.

The US President, who is his biggest
political supporter and supplier of
armaments, has now been put forward

by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu as a contender for the
world’s top peace prize. A few days later,
a group of African leaders took their turn
with Trump. These leaders nominated
Trump for the US assistance in
mediating a recent agreement between
Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC) to achieve peace after
decades of brutal conflict that has
claimed millions of lives. And Pakistan
Army chief Asim Munir recently pledged
to nominate Trump for the award.

TRUMP, THE MEDIATOR 

Trump, who has long coveted the
honour, certainly views himself as a
world mediator because of his successes
with the Abraham Accords and in a
number of crises ranging from Rwanda
and the DRC to Israel and Iran. Although
India vehemently denied Trump’s claim
of mediating during the recent brief
conflict between India and Pakistan,
Trump continued to take credit for
settling it. Trump’s followers also
believe that his e�orts to mediate the
Russia-Ukraine conflict and a ceasefire
between Israel and Hamas make him
deserving of the prestigious honour.

Well, the Abraham Accords, which
Trump mediated, resulted in the
normalisation of ties between Israel and
a number of Arab countries. However,
the accords ignored the Palestinian
problem, which has long been
acknowledged as the root cause of

instability in the region. And Trump has
yet to succeed in resolving the
Russia-Ukraine or the Israel-Hamas
conflict.

Trump can legitimately argue that his
pressure on Iran and Israel resulted in a
ceasefire in their 12-day war in June.
However, some critics argued that
Trump’s decision to terminate nuclear
negotiations with Tehran in 2018 is only
made worse by his bombing of Iran.
Although a peace deal pertaining to the
Rwanda-DRC conflict was signed in the
Oval O�ce in June, some contend that
Qatar had a major role that the Trump
administration has downplayed.

Trump’s policies have caused
divisiveness in the US and around the
world, according to his detractors.
Actually, not everything Trump has done
fits the modern definition of “peace.”
For example, Trump tried to annex
Canada and seize Greenland and the

Panama Canal, just like the imperialists
of the 19th century. His trade wars are a
threat to the world. Trump’s
pro-fossil-fuel views may not be the best
for someone hoping to win the Nobel
Peace Prize either.

Trump’s cuts to USAID are
devastating. In 204 countries and
regions, these programmes supported
pro-democracy, health, and disaster
relief e�orts. One study estimates that
by 2030, 14 million people — including
4.5 million children — will have died as a
result of the Trump administration’s
dissolution of USAID. Such a
programme’s suspension is undoubtedly
an act that contradicts the modern
concept of peace in a more
comprehensive sense. The same is true
of the WHO and the second withdrawal
from the Paris Climate Accord too.
Overall, through his various activities,
Trump may be contrasting his e�orts to
promote peace with some damning
actions.

“They will never give me a Nobel
Peace Prize. It’s too bad. I deserve it, but
they will never give it to me,” Trump said
in February 2025. Or perhaps they will –
who knows. However, Trump’s pursuit
of the golden deer persists in his own
style, involving numerous deals and also
obtaining nominations from
international leaders.

The writer is Professor of Statistics, Indian Statistical
Institute, Kolkata

Trump’s curious quest for the Nobel Peace Prize

Atanu Biswas

TRUMP. Nobel aspirations REUTERS

World leaders, wanting to curry favour with the US President, have rushed to nominate him 
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A
fter the change in the State
government, several parts of
Delhi have witnessed
demolitions of slums. These
demolitions may go on in

Delhi and elsewhere but even if these
come to a halt, we have a very serious
problem nevertheless. Demolitions are
painful but they are also a visible
reminder of an ongoing, otherwise
silent, and deep-rooted problem. Life in
slums and even in many unauthorised
constructions is, all said and done,
di�cult, unhygienic, unsafe and even
inhuman.

The future of an entire generation
that grows up there is often at stake, and
there are many negative “externalities”
for the city at large. It is not just Delhi.
Nearly half the urban population in
India lives in slums! And, possibly
another 10-25 per cent people live in,
what are, in one way or another,
unauthorised constructions. 

Why? Property prices are, by and
large, very high in the big cities. So, a
market for illegal or semi-legal real
estate arrangements evolves at various
levels. The price for such an
arrangement is relatively low. This is a
parallel housing “system” alongside
legal housing. And, there is corruption
and harassment. But there is also an
understanding on the part of public
authorities, many of whom are in a
dilemma. 

There are, broadly speaking, two
views on this whole matter. First,
because many real estate developments
are illegal and cause negative
“externalities”, these should be
demolished. Second, the users are poor
or not well-to-do, and so they should be
allowed to stay. There is a dilemma. And,
yet this whole way of thinking is actually
missing the larger picture! 

E�ectively, the focus is usually, if not
almost always, on the short term. It is
time that we started thinking seriously
about a long-term meaningful solution.
It is true that such a solution can take
5-10 years and possibly even more. But
we need to make a beginning at some
stage, if we don’t want the problem to
become bigger. 

The heart of the problem is limited
supply of housing, and this is basically
for policy reasons. Now extending the
existing big cities is very messy, and very
costly. So, we need to think of a solution
outside of the existing big cities. We
need new cities, or extensions of
existing small cities. We may treat these
too as new cities. 

SMART CITIES

An important mission of the Union
government in 2014 was to build 100
new cities which would also be smart.

Soon enough, however, there was a shift
to a mission under which 100 mostly
existing cities would become smart. The
idea of 100 new cities was, broadly
speaking, shelved. The main reason
seems to be that public money and state
capacity are limited, and so this was a
nearly impossible mission. But there is
another route; this is mainly through an
enabling public policy to build some new
cities. 

Consider economics. It is true that
developing new cities has a very high
opportunity cost. It is even debatable
whether we should have new cities.
Note, however, that this approach
assumes that the resources are at
present, more or less, fully utilised. But
this is not true. We have, in India,
underutilisation and ine�cient
allocation of the various factors of
production — land, labour, capital and
organisation. 

As an example, the top 10 cities
occupy only about 0.2 per cent of the
land mass! This is contrary to the
common perception that there is a
shortage of land for urbanisation. We
have massive under-allocation for cities,
which is where the value of (raw) land is
very high. This is tantamount to serious
underutilisation. It is true that the Land
Acquisition Act, 2013 can come in the
way of developing new cities. 

However, if we make a very big change
in policy, then it is not just about
a�ordable housing, and decongestion in
the existing cities. It is also about higher
economic growth and greater
employment. And, a big change in policy
can itself pave the way, or at least make it
less di�cult, to amend the Land
Acquisition Act, 2013. 

This is not the space to get into the
detailed economics of why it is actually
less di�cult to make an improvement in
the utilisation and allocation of
resources by developing new cities,
instead of a substantial improvement in
some other sector of the economy. But it
will help to elaborate a little on the use
of one of the factors of production here
— labour in developing the new cities. 

JOBS ANGLE

A new city can come up — with possible

hiccups — over what is now a rural area.
The density of population in rural India
is, understandably, low. This obviously
means that when there is the
development of an entire city over some
(now) rural area, there is a need for
hiring people from outside. Where can
these people come from? 

In the existing cities we have not only
people who live in bad conditions in
slums, and even unauthorised
constructions, most of these people also
have odd jobs, under-employment, and
low incomes. There is scope then for a
mutually beneficial and voluntary
“trade”. 

Some of these people can shift to the
new areas and get better occupations,
close to full-time jobs, higher incomes,
and cheaper, decent and legal housing.
And, the new cities are useful for
absorbing other people in the future as
well.Urbanisation in India is only at 34
per cent. Anyway, it helps to have new
cities. In conclusion, the way out of the
problem of slums, and unauthorised
constructions lies mainly in the creation
of new cities, which is possible. Sooner
or later many people need to live and
work there. 

The writer is an independent economist. He has taught
at Ashoka University, ISI (Delhi) and JNU

Slums — looking for 
a long-term solution

REUTERS

Some people can shift to
the new areas and get
better occupations, close
to full-time jobs, higher
incomes, and cheaper,
decent and legal housing

BUILDING AHEAD. We need new cities, or extensions of existing small cities 

GURBACHAN SINGH

POCKET RAVIKANTH
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Corrections & Clarifications

Bilaspur is a city in Chhattisgarh, and not in Madhya Pradesh, as given in a

report, “Ahmedabad tops cleanliness chart for cities above 10 lakh popu-

lation in India” (July 18, 2025).

T
he Prime Minister Dhan-Dhaanya Krishi
Yojana (PMDDKY), a scheme approved
by the Union Cabinet, is to be implement-

ed through the convergence of 36 existing
schemes across 11 Departments. According to Un-
ion Agriculture Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan,
the scheme seeks to address the “disparities in
productivity” between States, and even among
districts within a State. The Centre’s pet schemes
such as the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman Nidhi
(PM-KISAN) and the PM Fasal Bima Yojana
(PMFBY) as well as relevant State schemes, to be
identi�ed by the District Dhan Dhaanya Samitis,
will be subsumed in the PMDDKY. Local partner-
ships with the private sector will also be promot-
ed under the proposed scheme, which will begin
in October during the rabi crop season. The
scheme is to get an annual outlay of ₹24,000
crore for six years. Modelled on NITI Aayog’s As-
pirational Districts Programme, the Centre will
identify 100 districts based on low productivity
and cropping intensity and less credit disburse-
ment. The hope is that the scheme will result in
higher productivity, value addition in agriculture
and allied sectors, local livelihood creation, lead-
ing to increased domestic production and self-re-
liance. This convergence of schemes must be
viewed in the background of decreasing public
spending on agriculture. The Parliamentary
Standing Committee on Agriculture, in the latest
report on Demands for Grants, had observed a
continuous decline, from 3.53% in 2021-22 to
3.14% (2022-23), 2.57% (2023-24), 2.54% (2024-25)
and 2.51% (2025-26), of the allocations for agricul-
ture as a percentage of total Central Plan outlay. 

This aggregation of all schemes under one um-
brella suggests that the Government wants un-
iformity in running the welfare, �nancial and
technical schemes in the agriculture sector. It is
keen to add States’ measures too in the new
scheme. It remains to be seen how e�ective such
uniformity will be on the ground as further de-
crease in public investment in agriculture could
be disastrous. Private-public partnerships should
be for the larger good of self-reliance, particularly
in the production of foodgrains, edible oil and
pulses. The progress of area coverage under kha-
rif crops, released last week, points to a decrease
in the sowing of oil seeds and popular pulses.
Though it promotes national uniformity, it is wel-
come that the new scheme will function based on
‘District Plans’ that will be aligned to the national
goals of crop diversi�cation, conservation of wa-
ter and soil health, self-su�ciency in agriculture
and allied sectors. For the PMDDKY, the Centre
will monitor 117 key indicators of progress on a
monthly basis. But to make it more participatory,
States, local self governments, primary agricul-
ture cooperative societies, agriculture universi-
ties and organisations of farmers and traders
must be involved in this process. 

All in one 
Agriculture needs more public

spending, not just one umbrella scheme  

F
or many cricket lovers in Bengaluru and
Karnataka, the one lingering disappoint-
ment was the persisting failure of Royal

Challengers Bengaluru to win the Indian Premier
League (IPL) trophy. Virat Kohli may have been
king across the world but in the IPL he was not,
until a dramatic change of fortunes at the very
end of his career. The cup win in 2025 was to be
the crowning glory of Kohli, RCB, and, eventual-
ly, Bengaluru itself. But tragically enough, the
stampede at the M. Chinnaswamy Stadium dur-
ing the victory celebrations on June 4 upended
that glory. In its probe of the stampede that killed
11 and left 71 injured, the John Michael D’Cunha
Commission has come down severely on the RCB
management and the police. It has pinpointed
the cause as “not regulating the entry into the
gates and making reckless announcements with
regard to the entry into the stadium”. It has
named many and recommended legal action
against them while discussing how such gather-
ings can be made safer and the medical backups
that may be required. But its terms of inquiry
were limited and missed the bigger picture.
Blame must be apportioned to all stakeholders
who just did not think of the consequences of
calling for such a large gathering and going ahead
with it without the permissions and arrange-
ments. The police must be faulted for not bee�ng
up the arrangements at the stadium’s entry and
exit points. But it may not be fair to blame them
for allowing the event — it had practically become
a fait accompli as the administration was going
along with the celebrations and the euphoria.

The stadium event was among the three
planned that day. As if to kick o� the celebra-
tions, Karnataka Chief Minister Siddaramaiah fel-
icitated the team in an open-air event outside the
Vidhana Soudha in the morning. These celebra-
tions set the tone for what unfolded that day. To
their credit, the police did refuse to allow the
planned victory parade on an open bus. And at
the Vidhana Soudha, where only a few among
the lakhs who had gathered got to see their favou-
rite stars, an announcement was made that peo-
ple could proceed to the stadium which has a
seating capacity of just 32,000. In a broader
sense though, the stampede was a re�ection of
the realities of urban life too, where massive �ash
crowds can generate from communities sharing a
common passion and kindled by social media.
Urban planners and managers have little clue on
how to handle such mobilisations, which have re-
sulted in stampedes at religious, social and cultu-
ral events, leading to the loss of hundreds of lives.

Taking responsibility 
The Karnataka government must share 

the blame for the stampede   

I
nequality is an important concern for the
political economy of a democracy.
However, the Indian inequality debate is
often characterised by the selective use of

data to make exaggerated claims that fuel
misperceptions rather than result in a better
understanding. The sharp reactions to a recent
World Bank report (“India Poverty and Equity
Brief: April 2025”) are an illustrative case in point.

The World Bank report claims that India has
almost eradicated extreme poverty. Further, it
claims, the country has signi�cantly reduced
consumption inequality since 2011-12, in terms of
consumption patterns of the population. In terms
of the Gini coe�cient, a measure of inequality,
the report (without separating the consumption
and income inequality-based estimates) has
placed India among the top four least unequal
countries. These �ndings have created quite a
stir, as the media and the public are accustomed
to reports claiming very high inequality in India.
What has happened?

What it is based on
The World Bank’s claims about the Indian
inequality are based on the o�cial Household
Consumption Expenditure Survey (HCES) data
for 2022-2023. This data is collected using the
modi�ed mixed reference period (MMRP)
method, which employs the state-of-the-art
statistical technique. As the World Bank report
correctly observes, “The MMRP is considered an
improvement and alignment with international
best practices...” The World Bank has adjusted
the Indian data to account for some but not all
government-provided free goods and services.

The World Bank �nds that during 2011-12 and
2022-23, India registered a major decline in
consumption inequality; in this period, the
consumption-based Gini coe�cient dropped
from 28.8 to 25.5.

Critics of the report argue that the World Bank
has underestimated the inequality, as the HCES
data does not capture consumption by the rich. It
is a valid critique, but India is not an exception.
This limitation applies to all survey data in all
countries and, in itself, does not question the
broad ranking of countries. Even if we discount
the precision of the World Bank’s inequality
estimates, a signi�cant improvement in India’s
international ranking is a fact. Of course, we
should not confuse consumption inequality with
income inequality.

The decrease in India’s consumption
inequality is substantial and indisputable. To
address the data issue, let us assume that the
problem of missing elite consumption is more
pronounced in India — say, the HCES rounds do
not capture consumption by the top 5% families
at all. In that case, going by the consumption
expenditure data, it is irrefutable that the
consumption inequality has decreased between
2011-12 and 2022-23 for the remaining 95% of the

population covered in HCES data.
The HCES data show that the country’s

consumption basket is healthier today than ever.
Between 2012 and 2023, the per capita
availability of milk and eggs has increased by 45%
and 63%, respectively. The availability of fruits,
vegetables and protein products has increased.
The share of cereals in the food bill, as well as
calorie intake, has decreased, while that of
healthier products has increased, for all strata. All
this improves the diet for the 95%, rather than
the richest groups, whose consumption already
matches the best in the world.

The dietary intake improvements are most
striking for the bottom 20% of households in
rural and urban areas, even if we ignore the free
food and cash transfers received by these groups.
The share of rural households consuming fresh
fruits (to a di�erent frequency) has increased
from 63.8% in 2011-12 to 90% in 2023.

The 2022-23 and 2023-24 rounds of
consumption data irrefutably demonstrate that
extreme poverty has been almost eradicated.
Whether we use the Rangarajan, Tendulkar, or
the multi-dimensional poverty index of NITI
Aayog, poverty has declined signi�cantly. Based
on the International Poverty Line of $3 between
2011 and 2023, India has pulled around 27 crore
people out of extreme poverty.

Independently, the nightlight data show a
signi�cant increase in ownership rates of pucca
homes and paved roads in rural areas over the
last 10 years, owing to the Pradhan Mantri
Gramin Awas Yojana and Pradhan Mantri Gram
Sadak Yojana. Among the poorest 20% of
households, more than 40% own a vehicle today,
compared to just 6% in 2011-12. This enables rural
workers to work part-time in nearby cities
without having to migrate. If we factor in these
and the other policies targeted at the bottom of
the pyramid, such as Ayushman Bharat, the
aggregates of welfare for the poor would look
even better.

Examining income levels
True, it is important to examine income
inequality separately from consumption
inequality. There is no o�cial income survey data
yet. The mainstream media and commentators
use the income shares of the top 1%, as estimated
by the World Inequality Lab (WIL) to argue that
the income inequality is very high in India,
disregarding critical limitations of these
estimates.

Given the lack of data on income distribution,
the WIL uses the income tax data to estimate top
income levels. They use the old consumption
data and estimates of the income-consumption
relationship to estimate income for low- and
middle-income households. The latter estimates
unrealistically assume that consumption
expenditure exceeds income for 70%-80% of
households. How can it be that all families,

except the top 20-30%, spend more than they
earn, year after year?

As an inevitable consequence of using such an
implausible assumption, the income of the
bottom 80% gets underestimated. This reduces
their estimated share of national income.
Conversely, shares of top income groups are
overestimated.

Even if we ignore these limitations, we do not
�nd an increase in income inequality. Taking the
WIL estimates as they stand, the national income
shares of the bottom 50% have increased from
13.9% in 2017 to 15% in 2022. During the same
period, the share of the top 10% has decreased
from 58.8% to 57.7%.

The high national income shares of the top 1%
are a matter of concern. However, since 2017, the
income shares of the top 1% have increased by
only 0.3 percentage points. Research by this
writer indicates that a part of this increase is
attributable to improved income reporting by
affluent groups in response to the Centre’s
anti-tax evasion measures since 2016-17. Better
reporting should not be mistaken for increased
inequality.

Furthermore, the WIL inequality estimates
used by the media and commentators are based
on pre-tax income levels. However, it is the
post-tax and post-subsidy/transfer income that
matters to people. Therefore, to be meaningful,
income inequality estimates should be based on
the post-tax rather than the pre-tax income. For
instance, in the assessment year 2023-24, the top
1% of all taxpayers accounted for 72.77% of the
total tax paid. Even in the individual category, the
top 1% paid 42% of the total tax paid.

Arguably, wealthy individuals should pay more
taxes, but the point is that even at the existing tax
rates, the actual post-tax income of top-income
taxpayers is only 65%-75% of the levels used in
headline-grabbing estimates. For low-income
groups, in contrast, the income levels used are
smaller than the actual e�ective income, which is
higher, due to the all-time high welfare transfers
that account for more than 8% of GDP. On a
post-subsidy, post-tax income basis, over the last
decade, we will �nd a decrease in income
inequality in recent years.

The other story about India
Admittedly, we must travel a long way before we
can claim to be an egalitarian society. Inequality
in accessing quality health and education is a
serious concern. For a country of our size and
diversity, inevitably, there are many lived
realities. However, the story of India is not just
about poverty and inequality any more; it is
about progress and aspirations too. While being
mindful of the current problems and challenges
ahead, let us also celebrate the country’s
successes.

The views expressed are personal

Indian inequality and the World Bank’s claims 
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India’s
international
ranking is a fact

S
ubsequent to the Aircraft Accident
Investigation Bureau’s release of its
preliminary report of the accident involving

an Air India Boeing 787 �ight at Ahmedabad on
June 12, 2025, there has been a lot of debate on
social media platforms and YouTube channels
about pilot involvement. This has, in turn, led to
further discussion on the sensitive topic of the
mental health of pilots. While one should not
indulge in speculation about the cause of the
accident until the �nal report is published, there
is no better time than now to examine this topic,
which is, unfortunately, considered taboo.

Though there have been at least 19
documented cases of pilot suicides, where pilots
used aircraft to end their own lives and those of
others, it was the Germanwings disaster (�ight
9525 in March 2015) which served as a wake-up
call about pilot mental health. In this accident,
the investigation revealed that the captain had
left the cockpit and the copilot used this time to
�y the Airbus A320 into a mountain killing all 150
passengers on board.

Factors in the life of a pilot
Pilots, by nature, are a group of people who will
not accept any form of human weakness willingly
and will instead opt to bear the rough ride and
hide their pain. Added to this are the
consequences of any voluntary disclosure, which
could mean the end of the pilot’s career. In
addition to the normal stressors that the general
public are exposed to, there are other factors
unique to the profession which place undue
demands both on a pilot at the physiological level
and the psychological level. In the course of their
job, pilots are expected to “sleep to order” in
unfamiliar locations that are spread across
various time zones. However, this is next to
impossible and, obviously, results in long periods
of wakefulness and sleep debt. Frequent changes
in the roster also disturb a pilot’s work-life
balance, in turn a�ecting relationships with other
members of the pilot’s family. In addition,
escalating training costs and stagnant salaries
impose �nancial pressures. With the widespread

use of social media, people in general are
exposed to more depressing events. These a�ect
all of us — pilots are also human beings and,
therefore, not immune to it. The stress of modern
living in cities also throws up its own set of
challenges.

How airline managements can help crew
A study by the Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health, U.S. (which included Joseph G.
Allen, Associate Professor of Exposure
Assessment Science), titled “Airplane pilot mental
health and suicidal thoughts”, conducted a
cross-sectional descriptive study using an
anonymous web-based survey. Analysis of the
study showed that 12.6% of the pilots who
answered the survey crossed the threshold of
criteria for having depression, and an astonishing
4.1% said they considered suicide within the
preceding two weeks.

Airline operators can play a major role in
alleviating the stress on aircrew. For example,
there can be policies that allow pilots to proceed
on paid leave when going through life-changing
events such as divorce, the loss of a loved one,
attending to a sick child or even taking care of a
child who has learning di�culties. The majority
of pilots have a high degree of resilience and it
will only be a very small minority who may opt
for leave citing such circumstances — this is not
going to cause a dent in the �nances of the
company. A minor short-term issue can be
prevented from escalating into a serious problem.

Though there is no evidence that the captain of
the Malaysian Airlines �ight, MH370 (March
2014), committed suicide, it was reported that he
had marital problems and was living a lonely life.
Airlines should have very active peer support
programmes that are managed solely by pilot
groups. The social stigma associated with this
should be removed and steps should be taken to
improve the trust between aviation medical
specialists and the pilots. Another very pragmatic
approach is to permit pilots diagnosed with
certain conditions to continue �ying as long as
they receive treatment. It is better to know and

monitor than not knowing. A person could
function very safely with aviation-approved
medication and regular follow up. As the Federal
Air Surgeon of the U.S. Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) said in 2022, “Early
treatment is a win-win: the person gets help more
quickly; typically, the symptoms are less severe
and obtaining a special issuance is more likely to
be successful.” 

In the United States, the FAA has �nally
acknowledged that there is a problem and
recently established a Mental Health and Aviation
Medical Clearances Aviation Rulemaking
Committee which is expected to make major
changes.

Changes in the system
India’s regulator, the Directorate General of Civil
Aviation (DGCA), should adopt a very progressive
attitude towards �nding a solution. Requiring
pilots to undergo detailed mental health tests will
only be counterproductive and impose more
mental burdens on the pilots. There are severe
limitations in objectively assessing mental health
and if the test is subjective without speci�c
criteria, it will only open up more issues. People
with mental health conditions might go without
being diagnosed and others could be
misdiagnosed. The most pragmatic solution will
be to educate pilots to recognise signs of
depression in their colleagues. Flight instructors
can be an important link in this as they get to see
the di�culties experienced by trainees much
before other peers.

The Union Ministry of Health should also enact
legislation de�ning rules that require health-care
providers to inform the appropriate authorities
when a patient’s health is very likely to impact
public safety, while, at the same time, protecting
the patient’s personal/private data from
unnecessary disclosure. While we may not be
able to completely eliminate the risk, we can
e�ectively manage the risks by a balanced
approach and following best practices.

The views expressed are personal
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A musical bond

The article, “The musical
bond”, which covered the
conversation between
mridangam maestro
Umayalpuram Sivaraman
and Marxist leader M.A.
Baby, at The Hindu o�ice
(Friday Review, July 18)

of the people. Every city
and municipal corporation
must emulate Indore’s
success story.

Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,
Hyderabad

(Page 1, July 18). No
programme can become a
success without the
wholehearted cooperation

Clean city

It is commendable that
Indore has been recognised
for sustained cleanliness

Colony. He was a close
friend of Flute Mali. I
attended a performance of
Mali in his house where Mali
played the Kapi Rag for four
hours — it was the favourite
Rag of Chari.
Indira Parthasarathy,
Chennai

took me back in time.
Comrade A.S.R. Chari
(Delhi), an eminent
barrister, was so fond of
Carnatic music that every
year he would arrange for a
programme of Chamber
music in his sprawling
bungalow in Defence
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F
or years, Sonalben Ramesh Padhiyar,
32, and Ramesh, 32, the parents of four
girls, had prayed for a son. Their wish —
in a country that still prefers sons over

daughters — came true two years ago when Sonal
gave birth to a boy, Naitik. The couple were elat-
ed and decided that they would go to the Bapa
Sitaram temple in Bagdana village of Bhavnagar
district in Gujarat to thank the saint, Bapa Sita-
ram, for answering their prayers. They never got
around to doing this until July 9. That morning,
the two of them got into a car with Naitik, their 4-
year-old daughter, Vedika, and three relatives,
and set out from Dariyapur in Vadodara district.

Five kilometres from their house was the four-
decade-old Mujpur-Ghambira bridge, which had
repeatedly been �agged as structurally unsafe by
the residents of Vadodara.

A trembling Sonal recalls the moments they
drove over the bridge and a part of it gave way. “I
was sitting in the rear seat,” she says. “When we
were on the bridge, the car suddenly plunged in-
to the Mahisagar river below. After we hit the wa-
ter, I somehow managed to smash the rear wind-
shield and get out. I stood on top of the sinking
car and clutched some cables that were dangling
from the bridge. I held onto them and screamed
for help for nearly two hours.”

Sonal was the only family member to
survive the incident. The tragedy, which
the Gujarat government said occurred
owing to structural failure, claimed 20
lives and left four injured. One person re-
mains missing.

Sitting on the �oor of a relative’s house
with one bandaged arm and a bruised fo-
rehead and legs, Sonal says she
screamed, “Bachao! Maro dikro doobi
gayo, maro gharwalo doobi gayo (Save

me! My son has drowned; my husband has
drowned)”. Bystanders on the riverbank and the
remaining portion of the bridge recorded videos
of her, but no one came to her rescue. A video
showing her pleading with onlookers to save her
family went viral online.

Sonal is grief-stricken and also worried. As Ra-
mesh was the sole breadwinner of the family, she
says she will now have to �gure a way of provid-
ing for her three remaining daughters and ageing
in-laws. Pulling her ghunghat (head covering) ov-
er her head, she cries remembering how help ar-
rived late. “By then the river had nothing to give
me back except bodies,” she says.

A crumbling bridge

The Vadodara district collector, Anil Dhameliya,
says rescue teams recovered 12 bodies and res-
cued �ve people on the day of the tragedy. The
following day, they retrieved six more bodies. On
the third day, they recovered one body. One of
the injured victims died during treatment.

The Mujpur-Ghambira bridge serves as a vital
link between central Gujarat and the Saurashtra
region to the west. Construction of the bridge be-
gan in 1981, and it was o�cially opened to the pu-
blic in 1985. It is an 832-metre-long bridge with 23
spans. (A span is the horizontal space between
two supports of a structure.) Many commuters,
especially heavy vehicles, preferred using this
bridge, which helped them bypass the toll on the
Ahmedabad-Vadodara Expressway. With the
bridge closed after the incident, the only way to
reach Saurashtra from central Gujarat is now
through Vasad town, an extra 50 km.

Dhameliya says the bridge collapsed at around

7.40 a.m. “The community was the �rst respon-
der. The police and ambulances reached within
10 minutes of the incident. Rescue teams arrived
at the site by 8.20 a.m.,” he says. O�cials say it
took some more time to rescue the survivors.

In 2017, the Opposition Congress and many re-
sidents of Vadodara �agged concerns regarding
the safety of the bridge. They say they had also
called for a ban on heavy vehicles on the bridge.
“The bridge had developed cracks and shook
whenever a heavy vehicle passed,” says district
panchayat member, Harshadsinh Parmar.

Sonal’s father-in-law, Ravjibhai, 72, says they
begged the government to repair the “crumbling
bridge”, but their requests were ignored. Ravjib-
hai has lost not only his son and two grandchil-
dren, but also his two sons-in-law and a distant
relative in the tragedy.

“Ramesh was my only son. Naitik was born af-
ter years of prayers,” Ravjibhai says as he greets
relatives, residents, and local leaders who have
come to o�er their condolences. “My wife was in
shock on receiving the news and collapsed. She
had to be hospitalised. My entire family is gone
and the government is responsible for the inci-
dent,” he says.

Dhameliya accepts that residents had repeat-
edly raised concerns about the bridge’s deterio-
rating condition with local o�cers. “While some
repair work had been carried out, the State go-
vernment had also proposed constructing a new
bridge after visits from technical teams,” he says.

In response to initial �ndings of negligence,
Gujarat Chief Minister Bhupendra Patel suspend-
ed four o�cials from the Roads and Buildings
(R&B) Department. “Wherever lapses have come
to light, action has been taken. The government
will not hesitate to take further necessary mea-
sures,” said Patel, who holds the R&B Depart-
ment portfolio.

State Health Minister Rushikesh Patel, who is
also a government spokesperson, said that a
high-level probe was being conducted by the
R&B Department. “As per the committee’s initial
�ndings, the collapse occurred due to ‘crushing
of the pedestal and articulation’,” the Minister
said, without o�ering any further explanation.
He said that a detailed report would be submit-
ted to the Chief Minister within 30 days.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Bhupen-
dra Patel announced ex gratia amounts of ₹2 lakh
and ₹4 lakh, respectively, for the families of the
deceased, and ₹50,000 for each injured person.

On July 13, the Chief Minister approved ₹212
crore for the construction of a new two-lane
bridge over the Mahisagar river, which will run
parallel to the collapsed structure. He says the
project will be completed in 18 months.

Ignoring concerns

On the third day after the incident, National Dis-
aster Response Force personnel continue to car-
ry out rescue operations with quiet determina-
tion. Some of them wade waist-deep in the water,
others carry stretchers, and a few board in�ata-
ble boats to continue the search for the missing.
O�cers oversee the operations from a tent put
up on the banks of the river.

When one of the teams brings back a body,
Parmar points towards it and says, “This could
have been prevented if the bridge had been
closed to vehicles years ago. In so-called progres-
sive Gujarat, it is taking them more than three
days to carry out rescue operations.”

Social activist Lakhan Darbar, founder of a
group called Yuva Sena in Vadodara, says the is-
sue of safety �rst gained attention in August 2022.
Parmar, who is also a Yuva Sena member, submit-
ted a written complaint about the bridge’s condi-
tion to o�cials from the R&B Department and
provided representations to the district collector.

“There was no response to Parmar’s com-
plaint and representations,” he says. “So I took it
up with a department o�cer. He acknowledged
the risks, but no action followed.”

Darbar also shares an audio recording of his
conversation with the R&B department o�cer. In
the clip, Darbar is heard saying that the depart-
ment should either repair or reconstruct the
bridge given the dangers it posed to commuters.
“People’s lives are in danger but no action has
been taken yet. We will sit on a fast if steps are not
taken,” he is heard saying.

The o�cer is heard responding that a survey
by a private consultant had also �agged con-
cerns. He admits that the bridge may not last
much longer. “Even we believe that the bridge
may not survive for long... how can we just shut
the bridge? We have informed our superiors. A
proposal to either rebuild or strengthen the
structure has been sent. Our design team will in-
spect it,” the o�cial says.

Where the light has gone out

Bamangam is located on one side of the bridge.
There are no street lights here. Villagers use
torches and mobile phones at night to navigate
their way.

Jayantibhai Rathod, a daily wage worker, sits
outside his house in near-total darkness. His son,
Atul, 21, had lost his life in the bridge collapse.
Two other men from the village, Mohan Chavda
and Dilip Padiyar, also died in the incident. All
three of them were travelling together on a mo-
torcycle to Mujpur to report for work at their res-
pective companies, says Rathod.

He says Atul had joined a pharmaceutical com-

pany after a month-long internship only six days
before the incident. “All my three children stu-
died at night using lanterns. Atul studied very
hard and we were thrilled when he got the job. I
was relieved that he would share familial respon-
sibilities. But god took him away,” says Rathod.

About 200 m from Rathod’s house is Mohan
Chavda’s house at the edge of a village pond. It is
locked. When the hospital handed over Mohan’s
body to his family, they took it to his brother’s
house, which was safer and easier to reach.

“We got our daughter married in February and
had to repay a loan of ₹1.75 lakh. Mohan was plan-
ning to withdraw part of his provident fund to
clear the debt and had been anxious about it,”
says his wife, Sitaben.

Falling bridges

The Opposition parties in Gujarat have remained
united in their condemnation of the BJP govern-
ment. Former Chief Minister Shankersinh Vaghe-
la launched a scathing attack against the govern-
ment, claiming that the tragedy is the “price of
the BJP’s 30-year misrule.” Congress leaders Amit
Chavda and Manish Doshi demanded a high-level
judicial probe, and Supriya Shrinate said that the
“hollow ‘Gujarat Model’ is another name for cor-
ruption”. The Aam Aadmi Party’s Isudan Gadhvi
called it “a man-made disaster.”

The Trinamool Congress also criticised the go-
vernment, recalling that a British-era suspension
bridge in Morbi, Gujarat, had collapsed three
years ago, killing at least 135 people. The party
questioned the State’s infrastructure and called
for accountability. “Is this the much-celebrated
“Gujarat Model” that PM @narendramodi conti-
nues to champion? Will this too be dismissed as
an ‘Act of God’ or will you �nally accept it for
what it is: AN ACT OF FRAUD!” said its post on X.

At least six bridges have collapsed since 2021
in Gujarat. The Morbi incident took place in
2022. In June 2023, a newly constructed bridge
on the Mindhola river in Tapi district collapsed;
no casualties were reported. In September that
year, four people were injured when a portion of
an old bridge on the Bhogavo river in Surendra-
nagar district gave way after a 40-tonne dumper
attempted to cross it. In August 2024, a small
bridge over the Bhogavo river, connecting Habi-
yasar village to Chotila town in Surendranagar,
collapsed due to sudden water discharge from an
over�owing dam. No fatalities were reported.

Out of the 7,000 bridges in the State that have
been surveyed, the government has identi�ed
the ones that need repairs or need to be recon-
structed, Minister Patel said.

Since the incident, the government has shut
down �ve bridges — two in Morbi district and
three in Surendranagar district — on the Narmada
canal network. Authorities have also restricted
heavy vehicle movement on four bridges and list-
ed 36 others for urgent repairs. After the col-
lapse, the Sardar Sarovar Narmada Nigam Limit-
ed, which oversees the canal system, conducted
technical assessments of over 2,110 bridges locat-
ed across national highways, State highways, and
rural roads.

Parmar is unimpressed. “They have decided
to construct a new bridge only after all these lives
were lost. They ignored repeated requests from
the locals to check these bridges. Will this govern-
ment respond to people’s concerns only after
deaths occur,” he asks.

deshpande.abhinay@thehindu.co.in

The remains of vehicles that fell into the Mahisagar river when a portion of the Mujpur-Ghambira bridge collapsed in Vadodara district. VIJAY SONEJI 

Falling
through the
cracks

Earlier this month, 20 people were killed in Gujarat when a segment of the Mujpur-Ghambira bridge fell into the swollen Mahisagar river below. Residents say they had �agged concerns

about the safety of the structure, but claim that the authorities either ignored them or took no action despite admitting that there were risks. Abhinay Deshpande reports on the

tragedy in a State where at least six bridges have collapsed in the last four years 

The bridge
had
developed
cracks and
shook
whenever a
heavy
vehicle
passed

HARSHADSINH
PARMAR
District panchayat
member

There was no response to Harshadsinh
Parmar’s complaint. So I took it up with a
department o�cer. He acknowledged the
risks, but no action followed

LAKHAN DARBAR
Social activist

Sonalben Ramesh Padhiyar managed to save herself but lost her husband,

son, and daughter in the bridge collapse. VIJAY SONEJI 
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A thought for today

Forever young, I want to be forever 
young. These words of  an Alphaville
song have felt anthemic far, far 
beyond their origins in 1984, West 
Berlin. They capture the vibe of  all of
modernity everywhere – age envying

youth’s energy, idealism, rebellion, fearlessness. But
with Gen Z, the digital natives, something is shifting
profoundly.

Now 50-somethings look at 20-somethings less with
jealousy, more with pity. Sure, they want the abs and
acuity, skin and knees of  younger persons. They
are cracking the code to enjoy all this well past
middle age. But younger persons themselves
have never had it bleaker in living memory. 
Once, the future was something GenNext would
shape. When their tomorrows look more 
endangered than our retirement, something’s
gone wrong. 

Scroll the headlines country after country
and what do you see? Young people are not 
finding good jobs, they’re losing the desire to 
have children, they’re losing desire itself, they’re
quiet quitting. India experienced the Great 
Resignation post Covid. The Japanese have 
hikikomori, withdrawing, often into a single 
room. The Chinese have tang ping, lying flat,
plus bai lan, letting it rot – both fads rejecting
the 996 ratrace.

What’s also telling is how much Jonathan
Haidt’s book The Anxious Generation has 
touched the nerve across societies rich to poor.
It’s to do with smartphones, social media and
now AI fundamentally rewiring childhood and
causing an epidemic of  mental illness. The 4, 14 and
24 year olds deeply immersed in digital lives reject 
face-to-face interactions. They are out of  practice for
real intimacy.

Many Indians still dismiss such anxiety. They 
imagine loneliness as antonymic to crowdedness. 
Divine raps about being asked, Pura sheher mere saath
phir akela kyun? How can you feel alone in a city packed
with millions? These could be the same people who 
boast that our youth joblessness is lower than global 
levels. What even they can’t deny is that India’s 15-29
unemployment rate hovers three times higher than 
its elders.

Over in America, recent college graduates are 
looking at job prospects that have never been worse,

compared to the average worker. Such a poor start may
depress their careers and family formation and even
health for years. More shockingly, longevity economist
Andrew Scott finds that the majority of  job growth in
rich countries – for a decade! – has been from workers
over 50.

Chinese youth too are seeing
both jobs and job quality fall. 
Tellingly, about 3.9mn signed up
for the 2025 postgraduate entrance exam, compared to
the sub 2mn average in 2010s. Just like their Indian 
peers, after long years of  no play and all study, many

find the work they do sorely mismatched with the 
work to which they aspired. But one thing sets their
condition apart: Chinese youth don’t have siblings.

Economic insecurity hits harder when relation-
ships are thinner. It’s easier to feel stuck. There’s 
pessimism about being able to break out of  the condition
one has inherited. The more pessimistic you’re about
changing your destiny the less motivation there is to
even change your address. 

Young people’s world is of  course being shrunk by
anti-immigration politics. But internal migration is
also trending down. In India, this is suggested by an
EAC-PM paper based on railways, mobile roaming and
banking data. US’s decline in mobility is starker, with

the number of  Americans who move every year at an 
all-time low. 

What’s also lonesome is that loss of  confidence in
the future is hitting young men and women differently.
Politically, for example, they are leaning in opposite 

directions. This was mostly starkly
seen in Germany’s general election
in Feb, where men aged 18-24 voted
27% for AfD while young women

voted 35% for a far-left party.
Maybe the core divide is that young women feel freer

than their mothers, while young men miss having 
their fathers’ status. Plus, as new coinages like 

‘manosphere’ to ‘misogyny slop ecosystem’ under-
line, social media technologies that have thinned
out real, enduring connections have also pulled
the sexes apart. Digital segregation means the
haloed, youthful and poetic vision of  “Ah, love, 
let us be true to one another…where ignorant 
armies clash by night” is getting shredded. 

Perhaps worse, poetry writing itself  is 
being outsourced to chatbots. Just like student

essays. And romantic roleplay. This could turn
out to be the surrender of  humanity’s super-
power to the machine. An MIT study has found
that ChatGPT use ‘unintentionally’ hinders 
authentic engagement with written material 
and knowledge retention. Simultaneously, AI is
crushing the half-life of  skills taught in college;
it’s alarmingly down to two years according to
some hiring experts.

True, crystal ball gazing is a mug’s game.
There are young people who’re training their algo
thoughtfully. Instead of  surrendering their brain
to it, highly motivated learners are en-tooling 

AI like their parents did with computers and 
internet. Many are making a conscious effort to break

the alone-meals doomloop. They’re ditching Fortnite
and Netflix and Pornhub to go to the movies, hang out.
Fathers who embrace childcare lovingly, are making a
world where women want to have more children. 

Still, yeah, it’s not a party in the USA. Over the last
two decades, Americans have cut the time they spend at
social events by 50%. Since 2020, 37% of  all UK clubs have
shut down. Many Indians would point to big fat Indian
weddings etc and say our country has an altogether 
different energy. What’s worrying is how many of  our
young people are, cognitively and geographically, 
living less adventuresome lives than their parents. The
unsociable could yet become the prevailing social value.
Youth really is in danger of  losing its vibe.

Ouch…To Be Young
In a major vibe shift, 50-somethings have begun to look at 20-somethings less with jealousy, more

with pity. GenNext is falling behind on not just good jobs, but also marriage, migration and parties
Renuka.Bisht@timesofindia.com

Chad Crowe (USA)

Of Life And Love
STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE

Some people are born leaders.
Others are pushed into leadership
by circumstances. But everyone

has the potential to become a great
leader. The qualities just need to be
awakened through continuous 
learning, intentional self-effort and
experience.

Throughout history, there have been
outstanding leaders in every field –
military generals, business moguls,
political activists, and social reformers.
Yet, the most impactful leaders have
been spiritual masters, whose influence
outlives their time. When you tap into
the Spirit within, you rise above 
physical limitations, emotional 
baggage, and intellectual prejudices.
You breathe an ethereal air.

Ancient India was led by rajarishis,
royal sages, who held immense wealth
and power, yet remained wise and 

centred within. At the heart of  great
leadership lies a higher ideal. A leader
sees beyond personal gain, beyond 
“I, me, mine.” 

The Bhagwad Gita guides us to work
in the spirit of  yajna – sacrifice and
service for a noble cause. In this mindset,
success and happiness follow 
naturally, and you begin to grow
into your true potential.
Constricted by selfishness,
success eludes you. And
happiness and growth
remain distant dreams.

True leaders work from
their core strength, inner
calling. They are guided by
the sane counsel of  the intellect and not
swayed by the whims and fancies of  the
mind. The mind, the seat of  emotions, is
fickle, irrational, and unreliable. 
The intellect is steady, rational and
dependable. A leader loves his people, is
ready to sacrifice for them, but the

can they uplift society? Great leaders
see beyond divisions. They find 
common ground and build unity.

Look at others not as opponents but
as partners. Focus on the values that
unite us, not on the differences that
divide us. Feel for people, work for them,
and you will be amply rewarded. 
Shivaji, the great Maratha ruler, and his
trusted lieutenant, Tanaji, were like
brothers. This bond enabled Tanaji to
win the battle against a larger, 
better-equipped Mughal army.

A leader must be objective and rise
above partisan, prejudiced views. Take
a step back and view the situation from
an outsider’s perspective. Act as if  your
life depends on it, knowing that it does
not matter. As Shakespeare said, “All
the world’s a stage, and all men and
women mere players. They have their
exits and their entrances.” You have a
role to play. Play it to the best of  your
ability. And exit when the time comes.

intellect guides, supervises and 
controls emotions.

Leadership is hard work, but it never
feels like drudgery when fuelled by
inspiration. When you are uninspired,
you experience boredom. The same
work, driven by a powerful emotional

motivation, becomes exciting. You
break through physical barriers.

You become enthusiastic,
energetic and creative.
Driven by an intellectual
ideal, you smash through
even emotional hang-ups
and achieve the impossible.
And when you take the
mighty leap into the Spirit,

all barriers break down.
One of  the most powerful traits of  a

leader is their sense of  oneness with
others. Most people live in mental 
islands of  separation. A true leader
breaks through this illusion. If  a leader
is consumed by hatred and rivalry, how

True Leaders Work From Their Core Strength
Jaya Row

AAIB was upset enough over a report published on Thursday
to issue a statement against alleged ‘misreporting’ of  its 
preliminary probe report into last month’s crash of  a 

Dreamliner in Ahmedabad. AAIB said its preliminary report had
addressed only the WHAT of  the crash, and incorrect conclusions
were being reported. Soon after AAIB’s briefing, Indian pilots’ 
association criticised AIIB report’s ‘tone’. More questions were 
raised than answered. The nub of  communication is that audiences

interpret the facts presented in the manner
intended by the communicator. And it is
that standard and quality of  communication
that Indian authorities often fail to deliver.
What investigators believed they put out
was not what the world heard.

This isn’t the first time this has happened.
In the recent conflict between India and 

Pakistan, the single powerful communication delivered on point
was ‘no escalation’. There were no mistaken takes on New Delhi’s
restraint. But authorities failed to address questions on fighter jets,
allowing a flood of  speculation. In a connected world, when high 
value news hits headlines, you can’t control the narrative. Authorities
couldn’t avoid the question when some of  India’s military seniors
spoke of  the issue weeks later. 

But when the issue at stake is civil aviation security, every word,
every phrase, will be weighed and measured even more. Had com-
munication on AAIB’s prelim report been weighty and substantial,
instead of  providing ‘trailers’ and having media turn to ‘sources’, it
would’ve killed the opportunity for possibly tendentious briefings.
There’s no point crying misreporting when the fault lies with the
initial inadequate press briefing. 

Get Your Story Out
Authorities must learn the art of good press briefing

In news from UK, eight babies have three parents each – Papa,
Mummy-I and Mummy-II. Mummy-II remains anonymous, and
won’t get a seat in baby’s birthday photos, college convocation,

wedding, etc. Baby doesn’t look much like Mummy-II either because
she only pitched in with 0.1% – that’s 1 in 1,000 parts – of  baby’s DNA.
But that jot of  genetic material will be crucial for baby’s survival.
Which is the whole point of  “mitochondrial replacement”, as the
breakthrough technique is called. It’s not about making designer
babies with blue eyes and blonde hair, but preventing mitochondrial

disease that affects about 1 in 5,000 babies,
and is incurable. So, don’t lose sleep over it.

Besides, “designing” babies hardly 
requires cutting-edge technology. Sperm
banks promise it with nothing more than
self-attested declarations. In 2009, a Los 
Angeles fertility clinic caused a furore by
letting parents’ choose their children’s
skin, hair and eye colours through the IVF

equivalent of  a “brute force attack” – analysing embryos for desired
traits before implantation. Chinese scientist He Jiankui used the
admittedly very advanced method of  gene editing to make designer
babies in 2018, and spent three years in jail for it. But he’s out now,
and “warmly welcomed” by US investors, he told SCMP last month.
He might, conceivably, succeed this time. 

But prospective clients should consider how their designer 
babies might turn out to be like nouveau riche mansions – glass 
facade, Mughal dome and aeroplane-shaped water tank on the roof.
Or as GB Shaw supposedly told a famous dancer, who wanted a 
baby with his intellect and her looks: “Yes, but supposing it had your
brains and my beauty.”

Gene Studio
Tinkering to save lives is good, to satisfy whims bad

MILEY CYRUS, song

I can buy myself flowers
Write my name in the sand

Talk to myself for hours
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Calvin and Hobbes

Calvin & Hobbes

L
ongevity is the new new holy
grail. Naturally, therefore, the
market offers magic diets, pills
and exercises promising a 

sure-shot path to healthy nineties –
and beyond. Thing is, the science of
longevity is still largely a mystery.
Outlive: The Science & Art Of  
Longevity by Peter Attia breaks it 
all down helpfully. Turns out we 
intuitively know some of  the hows,
but we don’t quite get the whys. 

The problem, Attia says, is with 
the approach of  current medicine –
described as Medicine 2.0 – that has 
become very adept at staving off  death
by months or years, but not prolonging
lifespan or healthspan. This is 
because modern medicine intervenes
too late – when disea-
se has already taken
root. What’s needed,
per the book, is Medi-
cine 3.0, which identi-
fies markers of  disease
based on a person’s 
unique genetic and 
medical history, and 
intervenes way before
actual disease sets in.
This approach has the
potential to change the
last bits of  most people’s
lives – 70s or 80s – into
productive disease-free
years or even bestow us
with a bonus decade that
could see us make it to
healthy nineties.

What’s needed tho-
ugh is a system-wide reorientation.
Greater medical focus on prevention.
And tweaking health insurance so that
it covers preventive treatments. 
Sounds a lot. But the effort is well
worth it, the book argues. It addresses
the Four Horsemen of  bad health – heart
disease, cancer, neurodegenerative 
disease, and Type 2 diabetes and related
metabolic dysfunction. Understanding
how to keep them at bay is key.

The book offers plenty of  scienti-
fic clues. For example, one possible
longevity gene that has emerged in
multiple studies of  centenarians is
FOXO3 and its variants. The gene 

actually regulates other genes that
maintain cellular health. And guess
what! FOXO3 tends to be more active
when we are slightly deprived of  
nutrients or when we are exercising. 

Similarly, rapamycin, the miracle
molecule that was discovered on remote
Easter Island but is now a mainstay 
of  transplant medicine, works on the
intracellular protein complex called
mToR, which plays a key role in longe-
vity at the cellular level. When food is
plentiful, mTOR is active and cells go
into growth mode. When food is scarce,
mTOR is suppressed and cells go into
recycling or cleaning mode, making
them more resilient. This bit of  science
on cellular mechanisms supports the
logic of  fasting to promote health.

Exercise is the
most powerful longe-
vity drug, the book
says. But it’s not 
about strength trai-

ning vs cardio. Instead,
think about the 10 
physical activities you
want to be doing in your
eighth or ninth decade
and work back to deter-
mine how much fitness
you should have now. To
lift a 20kg suitcase over-
head when you are older
means being able to lift
a 40kg suitcase now. 
Exercise can reverse
both physical and 
cognitive decline. And
almost any kind of  exer-

cise is better than none at all. High 
aerobic fitness and strength are linked
to longer lifespan. The more aerobically
fit you are, the more your body will be
able to use oxygen to generate ATP –
the chemical that powers our cells.

Attia warns against a dogmatic
approach to diet and wants the term 
replaced with nutritional biochemistry.
Each of  us reacts to food molecules in a
different way. So the same diet can pro-
duce different results. Hence, nutrition
has to be highly personalised and 
pegged to our own unique health 
parameters. Decode yourself, eat right,
do the brisk daily walk – live long.

How To Live Long,
Minus Disease

Fasting, personalised nutrition, regular exercise

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

How is it that
hardly any major
religion has
looked at science
and concluded,
“This is better
than we thought!

The universe is much bigger than our
prophets said…” Instead, they say,
“My god is a little god, and i want him
to stay that way.” 

Sacredspace

Carl Sagan

There was a time, not too long ago, when
cricket started to resemble a badly 
dubbed action film. Overloaded with
explosions, starved of  script. The game
got faster, louder, and somehow emptier.
In trying to make cricket more ‘wat-

chable’, we quietly removed the cricket from cricket.
T20 was the gateway drug. IPL was the overdose.

What remained was a sport that dressed like cricket 
but talked like TikTok. Bollywood’s mascara on 
baseball’s pace. Everything became a number. 
Strike rates, economy rates, impact scores. If  you
couldn’t clear the ropes every five balls, you were
baggage. Bowlers were reduced to radar guns. And
fielding? That became LinkedIn with turf  burns.
Dives done more for the CV than the scoreboard.

Administrators, armed with dashboards and 
delusions, thought they’d cracked the code for 
modern viewership. What they built, however, was a
penalty shootout pretending to be a football match.
Drama without context. Climax without narrative.

Test cricket, in contrast, felt like a relic. Too
long. Too subtle. Too reliant on cloud cover and 
tea breaks. Draws were mocked. Nuance was some-
thing you apologised for.

And yet, like the smell of  old paperbacks in a
Kindle world, Test cricket endured. Quietly. Proudly.
Almost smugly.

And now, it’s not just surviving. It’s staging a 
comeback. Not with billboards and hashtags. But in the
language of  its own making.

This summer’s India-England series, set in the soft
menace of  English grey, has been a slow-burn classic.
Bazball’s bravado met desi resilience. Muscle met
mind. For once, nobody tried to win it in 15 overs. They
tried to earn it across five days.

This revival hasn’t been marketed. It’s been earned.
Earned by bowlers who coaxed swing out of  damp

air. By batters who rediscovered the ancient art of  
leaving. By captains who set fields like sculptors 

shape marble. By curators who produced pitches with
personality and patience.

And yes, by tailenders who turned blockathons into
theatre. Who made 9 down feel like a prologue, not an
epilogue. This last Test offered a full Shakespearean
spread – from Siraj’s forlorn stagger to Root’s gentle
shoulder pat, from Jadeja’s bruised but unbowed 
stare to a bear hug from Ben Stokes that felt less like
sportsmanship and more like shared authorship.

These are the moments. Not adrenaline. Moments.
Ramachandra Guha once said cricket had been 

reduced to a television soap. But Test cricket has always
been a Victorian novel. Dense, layered, prone to digres-
sions, but utterly rewarding if  you stayed till the end.

Here, an 18 from 74 balls can weigh more than a 
30-ball fifty. Silence in the crowd is not awkward. It is 
reverence. The match breathes. And so do we.

We’re seeing it again. The things that don’t make
highlight reels. The soft hands that let a ball die. The 
bait set four overs earlier. The fielding tweak that pays
off  an hour later.

Even statisticians, those closet romantics with Excel
sheets, have noticed. More matches are producing 

results. Fewer are ending in truce by boredom. And in the
stands, bucket-hatted teens with memes and match apps
are discovering that not everything viral is valuable.

This England-India series has been a reminder. Test
cricket doesn’t reward volume. It rewards intelligence.
It rewards memory.

David Frith once said, “Test cricket is the only sport
where doing nothing – leaving the ball – is sometimes the
most intelligent act.” Only here can restraint be heroic.
Only here is time not just a constraint, but a character.

As Ashis Nandy once noted, cricket allowed colonised
nations to domesticate colonialism through leisure.
And perhaps now, Test cricket lets us rebel against
the tyranny of  speed and scroll. It is the long read in
a world of  swipes.

It didn’t evolve. It outlasted.
So here we are. Back to sessions that feel like

chapters. Back to long shadows, short tempers, and
scoreboards that move like glacial novels. Back to a
spell where the ball does just enough, and the batter
knows it.

Test cricket didn’t need a rebrand. It needed a 
re-remembering.

Let the others chase slo-mo sixes and memeable
celebrations. We’ll take the fifth evening at The
Oval. The field drawn in. The cordon crouched. And
something unsaid in the air – not just tension, but
meaning.

Because in Test cricket, the poetry isn’t in the
punctuation. It’s in the pause.
In the leave.
In the silence.
In the plan that unfolds like a sentence waiting for

its verb.
And when it all comes together – when a trap set 

on day one springs on day five – it doesn’t explode. It 
blooms. Like a novel finding its final sentence.

For the content purists, this is not nostalgia. It is 
homecoming.

Test cricket isn’t trending. It’s transcending.
It was never gone. We just scrolled past it.
The writer is a senior advisory professional

THE GLORIOUS BOREDOM OF TEST CRICKET
Partha Sinha

The ongoing India-England series is a quiet resurrection of the classical form of the game
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India’s OTT scene is booming with bolder stories, louder voices
and genre-busting ambition. Every new season is breaking
fresh ground, with edgier scripts, braver narratives and a fear-
less appetite for reinvention. Earlier this week, Ormax Media
released its mid-year report ranking the Top 50 most-watched
OTT originals, capturing this change in viewing mood. Lea-
ding the pack is Pankaj Tripathi’s Criminal Justice: A Family
Matter, with 27.7 mn views, followed by Ek Badnaam Aashram
Season 3 Part 2 with 27.1 mn. Despite opening to mixed reviews,
Season 4 of  Panchayat comes in third, clocking 23.8 mn viewers.

Three trends stand out from the report: Indian viewers are pi-
voting from dark, gritty thrillers to more family-friendly dra-

mas, romances and comedies. And origi-
nal language is no longer a barrier to vie-
wership. In fact, much of  this shift is being
driven by the rising power and taste of  ti-
er-2 and tier-3 audiences, who are resha-
ping mainstream preferences. Interesting-
ly, the Top 50 list has just 5 direct-to-OTT
films. What’s striking about this narrative

evolution is that viewers are no longer enamoured by tales of
the ultra-rich, or set in metropolitan India. Instead, there’s a
growing appetite for stories that reflect how everyone, every-
where lives — without the 1970s Manmohan Desai-style clichéd
binary of  poor hero Amitabh vs rich villain Prem Chopra.

Streaming platforms and content creators, many from small
towns, are responding to this shift with nuance, honesty and bold
storytelling. Characters are more rooted, conflicts more relatab-
le, and resolutions less fantastical. It’s a creative feast that was
long overdue. One can only celebrate this explosion of  perspecti-
ve, language, emotional range and true diversity on screen.

India on OTT Screen
From Everywhere

‘A lavatory must be as clean as a drawing-room. I learnt
this in the West.’ No one can accuse Mohandas Gandhi of
suffering from a colonial mindset. And, yet, 100 years after
he shared this candid observation, and more than a decade
after Swachh Bharat Abhiyan was launched, India rema-
ins a filthy society. Once that reality has been acknowled-
ged, strategies to back up policy intent can be drawn and
executed. Staggering apathy to civic sense contributes to
public squalor. And this stubborn mindset is remarkably
class and economy agnostic. Swachh Survekshan 2024-25
announced on Thursday has a good idea: to laud urban sa-
nitation and public hygiene. But what is woefully lacking
is punitive action against agents of  public dirtiness.

Economic costs of  poor sanitation as a share of  GDP
serve as a key marker of  development. While advanced
economies have achieved universal access to improved

sanitation, coverage in the developing
world drops to just half  the popula-
tion. Poor sanitation contributes sig-
nificantly to the global disease bur-
den, followed closely by productivity
losses due to malnutrition. These,
along with issues such as clean-up
costs and impact on tourism, can amo-

unt to over 5% of  GDP in developing economies.
The list of  cleanest cities this year is topped by 8-time

winner Indore, Surat and Navi Mumbai. In the 3-10-lakh
population category, Noida secured the top spot as clea-
nest city, with Chandigarh coming in second, and Mysu-
ru ranking third. In contrast, larger cities with legacy sa-
nitation systems often struggle to upgrade their infrast-
ructure. Since sanitation typically incurs a unit cost per
person, the most effective approach is to integrate it into
municipal budgets early and work on keeping costs low
as cities grow. This results in long-term savings, particu-
larly in clean-up expenses. But at the heart of  the pro-
blem lies the paradox of  citizens being obsessed with per-
sonal ‘purity’, while being blasé about public cleanli-
ness. This can change only with strong disincentives, not
just incentives like ranking clean cities.

Make Agents of
Public Dirtiness Pay
India needs disincentives and punitive action

FATF’s latest report is a wake-up call:
terrorists involved in the 2019 Pul-
wama attack bought explosives via a
global ecommerce platform, masking
their identity with a VPN. This isn’t
just a security breach — it exposes
deep flaws in India’s digital governan-
ce. If  we want to be a $10 tn digital
economy, intermediary liability can’t
stay stuck in the past.

The legal principle of  ‘safe harbour’,
enshrined in Sec 79 of  IT Act, was de-
signed to nurture a nascent startup
ecosystem by shielding platforms from
liability for user-generated content and
transactions. Today, these intermedi-
aries are mature, often globally domi-
nant corporations. The blanket immu-
nity they enjoy has created negative
externalities, the costs of  which —
from terror financing to rampant coun-
terfeit trade — are borne by society.

The current framework encourages
regulatory arbitrage. Platforms that
invest heavily in robust governance,
content moderation and KYC proto-
cols are at a competitive disadvantage

to those that prioritise frictionless
growth. This race to the bottom crea-
tes a dangerous environment where
illicit activities can flourish with
minimal friction. The FATF revelati-
on is a case in point: the ease of  pro-
curement for a terrorist attack high-
lights a critical failure in risk assess-
ment and supply chain integrity on
the part of  the ecommerce platform.

The standard defence from the tech
sector is that diluting safe harbour
provisions will stifle innovation, hike
compliance costs, lead to over-cen-
sorship, and harm the free and open
nature of  the internet. While these
are valid, they represent a static view
of  the issue. The economic calculus
has changed. The cost of  inaction —

measured in national security thre-
ats, erosion of  consumer trust, and
potential damage to India’s inter-
national standing as a safe investment
destination — now outweighs pro-
jected costs of  compliance.

Asafer digital ecosystem is not a bar-
rier to business. It is a prerequisite for
its sustainable growth. In an era of  in-
creasing focus on ESG metrics, respon-
sible corporate behaviour is a key det-
erminant of  long-term value. Invest-
ors are growing wary of  platforms with
weak governance structures that ex-
pose them to reputational and opera-
tional risks. Consumer trust, once
lost, is difficult to regain. Therefore, a
proactive, risk-based regulatory
framework should be viewed not as a
burden but as a mechanism to build a
more resilient and trustworthy digital
market that benefits all participants.

This calls for a strategic recalibra-
tion of  Sec 79, not its wholesale dis-
mantling. A nuanced, forward-look-
ing approach is required. We must
move from a one-size-fits-all model of
immunity to a tiered framework that
differentiates intermediaries based
on size, nature and the level of  risk
associated with their services.

For large ecommerce marketplaces,
this could mean mandating a more
stringent, risk-based KYC for sellers
of  sensitive goods. It requires plat-
forms to assume greater responsibili-
ty for the integrity of  supply chains

and proactively use tech to flag and
investigate suspicious transactions,
rather than waiting for a takedown
notice from law enforcement. The use
of  a VPN in the Pulwama case also
necessitates a conversation on data-
sharing protocols for lawful investiga-
tions, balancing user privacy with
national security imperatives.

Furthermore, regulatory clarity can
itself  be a catalyst for innovation. A
well-defined liability framework would
spur the growth of  the ‘RegTech’ sec-
tor, creating new solutions for digital
identity verification, transaction mo-
nitoring and content analysis. It wou-
ld also foster public-private partner-
ships, enabling seamless intelligence
sharing between tech platforms and
security agencies to preempt threats.

The FATF report is a critical data
point that signals an inflection point.
Continuing with the status quo is no
longer a viable option. For India’s
digital economy to thrive, it must be
built on a foundation of  trust and
security. Reforming our intermediary
liability laws is not an anti-tech
measure, it is a pro-growth imperative
to ensure that our digital future is
both prosperous and secure. The
question is not whether we can afford
to implement stronger governance,
but whether we can afford not to.

The writer is former secretary,
consumer affairs, GoI

Safe Harbour Must Be a Secure Port

A titanic issue

Rohit K Singh

Bring Our Voting
Age Down to 10
Britain, in a moment of  brain-Starmering enlightenment,
has announced it will lower its voting age from 18 to 16 from
2029. Presumably because British kids who are now 12,
will, in four years’ time, between all those TikTok dances,
be politically mature. Which is why India, ever the overa-
chiever in aspirational matters and spirit-boosting, must
go further. Let’s drop the voting age to 10. Why? Because vo-
ting, thanks to our excellent EC and no-nonsense rhyming
politicians, has become child’s play.

At 10, Indian kids have mastered school-home diplomacy,
coalition-building within the family, and the art of  strate-
gic tantrums — skills we already see mirrored in parlia-
mentary proceedings. They know how to promise candy
and deliver floss. ‘Everything is Raju’s fault!’ and ‘Only if
you’re in my team’ are lines that make our democracy ‘like
this only’. Subteens, like today’s 18-plus voters, also cast
their ballots in non-parliamentary voting exercises based
on who the coolest candidate is, not on boring issues. Cri-
tics will argue that 10-year-olds lack economic understan-
ding. But so do… well, never mind the free electricity pre-
poll promises. They’re too emotional? Have you seen the
news? Lowering the voting age to 10 isn’t just progressive
— it acknowledges that in a country where maturity is a ci-
vilisational given, age is just a vote share.

India needs to go one up — six years
down — on Britain on this one

JUST IN JEST

should state the shift upfront and not
hide it as miniature print. Real estate,
the epitome of  the dangling carrot, sh-
ould declare local realities, as opposed
to flaunting fictitious driving times to
prominent landmarks and highly ima-
ginative ‘representational images’ of
projects on billboards.

The AI era will surely open greater
ethical dilemmas for brands, as custo-
mer data becomes the new El Dorado.
It may become mandatory to disclose
downstream applications of  a humble
transaction — as training input for an
LLM, cross-selling springboard, bait
for repeat purchases and catalyst for
trillion-dollar valuations.
u Meta’s AI-powered Advantage+
System claims to enhance RoI on ad
spends by 22%. Google’s AI-powered
Search Mode promises to be even mo-
re effective, as users type more detai-
led queries.
uAlembic has converted its contact-
tracing competencies, developed du-
ring Covid, into isolating the impact
of  marketing touchpoints on sales.
Brands are exploiting cus-

tomers deeper than ever before. So-
oner rather than later, MRP can well
be renamed ‘maximum revenue po-
tential’ from a seller’s PoV. Disclosu-
re is both due legislation and overdue
decorum.

Brands are finally being accounta-
bly co-created, for community and cul-
ture. Breaking the silence, initially by
enforcement and subsequently by cho-
ice, is a key ingredient for this evoluti-
on. While tech is abundant, real chan-
ge must occur in organisational cultu-
res — to construct a scalable belief  that
sharing is way beyond caring. It is the
secret sauce for winning. In this hyper-
charged marketplace, there is no room
for the silent.

The writer is an autonomous brand consultant

No #iding Behind #ashtags
Brand cultures must evolve as laws, ethics and sharper consumer awareness demand transparency

Shivaji Dasgupta
ASHOK PANDEY

Recently, OpenAI CEO Sam Alt-
man responded to a user’s post
with an unusual reflection: that
the use of  please and ‘thank you’
in AI prompts costs tens of  milli-
ons of  dollars in electricity each
year. Then he added, ‘money well
spent’. This simple remark beca-
mea reminder of  the human need
for dignity, grace and courtesy
—even in the digital world.

Is AI holding up a mirror to our
inner life? When we write ‘please’,
we are practising empathy. When
we say, ‘thank you’, it is not for
the algorithm’s benefit — it is an
act of  preserving humanity. The-
reis a quiet rhythm to how AI res-
ponds — what can now be refer-
red to as the 3 Ps: Patience, alwa-
ys present; Perspective, offering
options; Possibilities, inviting
curiosity, never closing the door.

AI does not reprimand, rush or
belittle. It responds like the teach-
erwe all wish we had — calm, crea-
tive and kind. AI has not created
these values — it has learnt them
from us, reminding us to return
to them. AI doesn’t feel, love or
care. Its insights are born of  code,
not consciousness. And, yet, it res-
ponds as though it does because
we trained it to do so. It is a mod-
ern echo of  an old Hindi proverb:
‘The teacher remained jaggery,
but the student became sugar.’

AI is not here to replace our emo-
tional intelligence; it reflects our
EI. In trying to teach machines
how to think, we are being remi-
ndeds of  how to feel — a spiritu-
al nudge for our times.

Being
Human
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Ashepherd is tending his flo-
ck when a man in a suit app-
roaches, holding a laptop. ‘If
I tell you exactly how many
sheep you have, will you give
me one?’ The shepherd agre-
es. The man calls up a batch of
drones, satellite imagery and
aspreadsheet. After 15 mins
of  intense clicking, he says,
‘You have 1,347 sheep.’

The man grabs an animal
and star-
ts walk-
ing away.
The sh-
epherd
calls out,
‘If  I tell
you what
your job
is, will

you give it back?’
‘Sure.’
‘You’re a consultant’.
‘Wow, that’s right! How did

you know?’
‘You came uninvited, told

me something I already knew,
and charged me for it. Now
give me back my dog.’

Oracle of IT
An IT guy dies and goes to hea-
ven. St Peter checks the recor-
dsand says, ‘You’ve spent 40%
of  your life rebooting things,
30% explaining to people that
turning it off  and on again
works, and 30% deleting brow-
ser history.’

The IT guy nods. St Peter says,
‘You may enter heaven, but fir-
st, we need you to fix the Pear-
ly Gates. They’ve been stuck
since the last update.’
IT guy: Is it running on Win-
dows?
St Peter: No, it’s Oracle.

The IT guy turns around
and walks straight to hell. ‘At
least they have better docu-
mentation.’

Counting Sheep

LOLLING ON 
SATURDAY

Recompense for
Your Offence
Apropos the Edit, ‘When the Sta-
te Errs, Let It Compensate’ (Jul
18), there are weighty reasons as
to why those convicted of  death
or any major offence by the low-
ercourts and set free by the Sup-
reme Court should be compen-
sated by the government. Apart
from the loss of  livelihood, the
convict and her family also car-
ry the social stigma — they are
shunned by society in a hurtful
manner. Besides, our legal pro-
cess takes a very long time to fi-
nally decide such cases, which
prolongs the agony of  the family.
And the condition of  compensa-
tion will make the investigation
and justice delivery more effici-
ent — it may also accelerate leg-
alreforms. No doubt parliament
will be required to create a legal
framework for this purpose after
thoughtful deliberation and ris-
ing above the political interests.
Y G Chouksey
Pune

Chat Room

Around the world, countries are grap-
pling with how to balance prioritisa-
tion of  economic growth and coopera-
tion with the imperative of  protecting
their country’s security. This is a legi-
timate trade-off, particularly as coun-
tries seek to protect specific industri-
es considered vital to their economic
and national security.

As countries increase their use of
economic tools for national security-
related ends, however, dividing lines
between valid national security consi-
derations and economic coercion for
vindictive or political ends are blurring.
There have been many cases when
use of  economic tools has been more
akin to arbitrary economic coercion.

The common thread is clear. These
actions damage investment environ-
ments by creating the perception (or
reality) of  risk. The result, in many
cases, is a significant decrease in for-
eign investment and, in some cases, a
wholesale global effort to diversify
supply chains away from the offend-
ing country.

India stands to lose if  it does not lea-
rn from these examples. But it has far
more to gain by reinforcing its reputa-
tion as a reliable destination for invest-
ment. India’s economic transformati-
on since the early 90s has been power-
ed in large part by the trust it has gain-
ed in its business-enabling environ-
ment, allowing it to attract vast amou-
nts of  investment and spur the unpre-
cedented growth of  jobs and its eco-
nomy. Now, it’s in a unique moment —
aglobal leader in services, and thanks
to a move to reduce supply chain
reliance on China, poised perhaps to
emerge as a manufacturing power-
house, with the workforce and skills
to match its ambitions.

At the same time, India faces a fami-
liar dilemma: how to protect its nati-
onal security without appearing to
take arbitrary action against compa-
nies or engage in economic coercion.
This challenge is illustrated by the
case of  global aviation services com-
pany Çelebi Aviation Holding, which
recently had its security clearance
and operating rights revoked by GoI
for the latter’s concerns about nation-
al security, following Türkiye’s sup-
port for Pakistan in the post-Pahal-
gam terrorist attack India-Pakistan
conflict. While the government must
act in the country’s security interest,
it is important that this case is pursu-
ed in a manner that is seen to uphold
due process.

The matter is now before the courts,
which must be allowed to proceed
without interference. But GoI’s next
steps, if  not carefully approached, risk
being viewed as economic coercion
when viewed from outside. In particu-
lar, there is a risk that this action cou-
ld be seen as an act of  retribution aga-
inst a Turkish company with a diver-
sified set of  foreign investors, in res-
ponse to actions taken by the Turkish
government.

Notably, Indian companies and inv-
estors hold substantial assets in Tür-
kiye, and both Indian investors abro-
ad and foreign investors in India ex-
pect economic tools to be used with
care and fairness. Hastily considered
actions against companies like Çelebi
risk undermining the remarkable
progress India has made as a destina-
tion for foreign investment.

Fair processes and rule of  law in the
commercial environment within In-
dia are crucial for the country’s suc-
cess, and will likely yield benefits in

two major ways:
uForeign companies and investors
will have the confidence to invest in
India if  they do not fear arbitrary or
capricious action being taken against
them by the government.
u Indian companies working around
the world will reap the benefits of  good-
will and stable investment environme-
nts elsewhere — free from the tit-for-
tat economic coercion that arbitrary
and unfair processes experienced by
companies within India might spur.
u If  India treats foreign companies
and investors in India fairly, GoI will
have a strong foundation to stand on
if  it needs to go to bat for its own com-
panies in other jurisdictions. This is
extremely important for India in
today’s global economy. The country
today is globally exposed and has
overwhelmingly benefited from a
rules-based system.

All countries are making decisions
based on national security. But they
need to do so in a way that appropria-
tely weighs economic factors, ensures
due process and sustains investor
confidence. This is the path to ensure
India’s economic miracle sustains for
the long term and cements India’s
position as the major player it desires
to be on the world stage and in the
global economy.

The writer is former deputy chief  of
mission, US embassy, New Delhi

Build Firewalls, But With Fair Play

Geoffrey R Pyatt

Time out to balance things out

You can run, but you can’t hide

truths about them.
In the nutrition space, this move-

ment was initiated by ‘FoodPharmer’
Revant Himatsingka, who launched
‘Label Padhega India’ to educate con-
sumers about the tactical silence of
brands. He influenced GoI to direct
ecommerce platforms to ban dubious
health drinks and manufacturers to
reformulate their products. Mondelez
reduced the sugar content of  Bournvi-
ta by 14.4%, while Horlicks and Boost
were rechristened as ‘functional nutri-
tional drinks’, shedding the loftily
righteous ‘health drinks’ tag.

In playgrounds where brands are dan-
gerously silent, there are significant
others who are making them speak:
uEli Lilly’s Mounjaro — brand name
of  antidiabetic medication Tirzepati-
de — has crossed ̀̀ 50 cr in sales within
three months of  its March 2025 launch.
Though often used for weight loss, its
branding positions it as a treatment to
improve blood sugar in type-2 diabetes
patients, alongside diet and exercise.
uNovo Nordisk’s antidiabetic Wegovy
(semaglutide) speaks of  weight loss,

but is clear about the target
segment and the need for col-
laboration with positive life-
style habits. These are re-
freshing instances of  brands
being candid, persuaded in-
arguably by industry guide-

Brands revelling in ‘shrinkflation’
should state the shift upfront, and

not hide it as miniature print

lines. But they surely serve as an inspi-
rational use case for many indulgence
categories.

Recently, OTT networks have been
pulled up for dark patterns — tricks
used in websites and apps that make
you do things that you didn’t mean to,
like buying or signing up for some-
thing — like securing extra charges,
continuing subscriptions and extrac-
ting personal data. This marks a shift
to proactive regulation, led by Cen-
tral Consumer Protection Authority
(CCPA) and supported by MeitY and
Trai, impacting 69 operating plat-
forms in India.

In 2025, Delhi High Court upheld
CCPA guidelines by prohibiting man-
datory service charges in restaurants,
considering them to be an unfair trade
practice. This was an outcome of  main-
stream consumer momentum that is
discouraging brands from earning ‘sil-
ent revenues’. This momentum is val-
uable in many more arenas.

Environmental impact in producti-
on and packaging deserves far greater
actionable consciousness. Education-
al institutions must be open about the
quality and consistency of  placements,
and not just flaunt facilities.

Apparel brands may share data poi-
nts about longevity of  fabrics. Brands
revelling in ‘shrinkflation’ (reducing
quantity while retaining price points)

Brands have historically
relished the right to remain
silent. That comfort zone has
been shattered, as info-hungry
stakeholders want to dig deeper

B
rands have historically relish-
ed the right to remain silent.
This has been aided by con-
venient legislation and low
levels of  awareness. In the

search-intensive digital age, however,
that comfort zone has been shattered
for good, as information-hungry stake-
holders are determined to dig deeper,
for the betterment of  many, if  not all.

The selective silence of  Air India
regarding the preliminary report of
the AI-171 crash has further intensified
the analytical and speculative curiosi-
ty of  flyers. While the final report of
Aircraft Accident Investigation Bu-
reau (AAIB) is due in June 2026, clamo-
ur for an early and conclusive disclosu-
re is rampant.

Implications of  mechanical error
or human fallacy extend far beyond av-
iation safety. It’s a societal priority.
DGCA has directed airlines operating
Boeing 737 and 787 aircraft to inspect
fuel control switches (FCS) and their
locks. Accidents involving Lion Air 610
in 2018 and Ethiopian Airlines 302 in
2019 led to Boeing making changes to
flight control software and training
protocols for the 737 Max variant.

In another sector, the health minis-
try has directed central and state gov-
ernment offices to display ‘sugar and
fat’ boards, as a visual aid to promote
healthier eating habits. Backed by
ICMR-National Institute of  Nutrition
(NIN), this move will escalate rapidly,
with brands hawking such digestive
products now forced to publicly ack-
nowledge or reveal uncomfortable
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If you’re a venture capitalist, you dream of 
backing the next billion-dollar startup to 
one day feast on the returns of a sale. The 
buyer? A gargantuan tech company, of 
course. But these days, Big Tech isn’t 
buying so much as “acquihiring” the most 
promising artificial intelligence (AI) firms, 
specialised deals that scoop up the indus-

try’s hottest talent while avoiding antitrust 
scrutiny, often by leaving behind business 
operations, aka the husk of a company. 

The phenomenon has been great for 
tech giants who can remove potential rivals 
more cheaply, but it’s left venture capital 
investors in a rut with fewer returns than 
they would have expected from a tradi-
tional sale or even an initial public offering 
(IPO). How they react could set the whole 
industry on a different path and if we’re 
lucky, a better one. 

One reaction to the trend has been to 
grumble. “I dislike this phenomenon,” says 
Ali Ojjeh, chairman of Northgate Capital, a 
venture capital firm with $5 billion of com-
mitted capital. Mr Ojjeh was an early per-
sonal investor in Inflection AI, whose 
70-strong team was acquihired by Microsoft 
last year. Inflection promised its investors 

would be made whole, and they were, but 
with modest returns. Much the same hap-
pened with Scale AI, when Meta Platforms 
bought a 49 per cent stake in the firm for $14.3 
billion and hired its chief executive oicer, 
Alexandr Wang, to head Mark Zuckerberg’s 
new Superintelligence Labs division. 

Acquihires are nothing new. For well 
over a decade, large tech firms like Alphabet 
Inc’s Google, Microsoft and Meta typically 
paid a few million dollars to hire talented 
engineers and product teams from small, 
early-stage startups, leaving their investors 
with modest or no returns. But the gener-
ative AI arms race supercharged that strat-
egy, beginning with Microsoft’s Inflection 
deal in 2024, and it has deflated the block-
buster returns that venture investors count 
on to drive their portfolios. 

The venture capital industry’s so-called 

power-law model means payoffs for inves-
tors usually come from just one or two run-
away successes like Inflection or Scale AI. 
But if a hot startup like Scale gets a $14.3 bil-
lion investment instead of a $29 billion sale 
in a traditional acquisition, the difference 
means a fund returns just two times its 
investors’ money instead of four times. 

What if the acquihiring trend becomes 
a permanent fixture? The mergers and 
acquisitions teams at tech giants are no 
doubt exploring all manner of hybrid deals 
that could help this new playbook keep 
working over the coming years, especially 
as antitrust regulators show no sign of sof-
tening. More acquihires would further 
entrench their dominance and be bad for 
the industry. But what if in the long term it 
led to a healthier market? 

Instead of pushing startups to get the 

highest possible valuation for a sale, VCs in 
an acquihiring market would prefer firms 
with a greater chance of running a long-
term business and floating on the public 
markets. Strategic sales to Big Tech have 
always offered a premium over IPOs, but 
when such sales are less likely, going public 
becomes the more viable option. That 
could put venture investors on the hunt for 
startups with more sustainable businesses, 
not just those with a pitch deck promising 
hockey-stick growth and a total address-
able market the size of Canada. 

That would be better than today’s 
market dynamics. For all the money the 
power-law model has made for renowned 
firms like Sequoia Capital and Greylock 
Ventures, it has led to a cascade of negative 
outcomes for the public and wider market. 
VCs have pushed startups to move fast and 
break things, to blitzscale so they can domi-
nate a market before competitors catch up. 
The costs have been high for both the 
market and public, from social media addic-

tion to poorly treated workers and vanishing 
competition, as the book The World Eaters 
by Catherine Bracy vividly lays out. 

Venture firms, in one way, have brought 
these latest frustrations on themselves by 
relying for so long on just a couple of big 
exits to drive their fund returns. That 
model has helped extend Big Tech’s finan-
cial dominance, such that nearly half of the 
S&P 500’s earnings growth in 2025 comes 
from a handful of tech giants. 

But sometimes actions lead to unin-
tended consequences. In her quest to 
strengthen antitrust oversight of Big Tech, 
former Federal Trade Commission Chair 
Lina Khan may have inadvertently led tech 
companies to avoid scrutiny with just 
another flavour of anticompetitive behav-
iour. Yet, while their new acquihire trend 
may be an ugly one for the industry, it could 
also paradoxically spawn something better 
for everyone. Let’s hope that’s the case. war. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
Bloomberg

When the Telugu Desam Party 
(TDP) last week approached the 
Election Commission of India 
(ECI) to register its reservations 
over the Special Intensive Revision 
(SIR) of electoral rolls, thus adding 
its voice to the Opposition, many 
said relations between the TDP and 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
had begun to unravel and it was 
just a matter of time before the 
National Democratic Alliance 
(NDA) would come unstuck. The 
TDP’s 16 members of Parliament 
are crucial for the NDA govern-
ment, given that at 293 the alliance 
is just 21 seats more than the major-
ity mark of 272. 

While that could be a hasty 
deduction, this much is true. Over 
the role and powers of the ECI in 
revising electoral rolls, there is 
striking similarity between the 
arguments forwarded by the TDP 
and those of the Opposition. The 
TDP says it is not the ECI’s job to 
decide citizenship and revision 
must be limited to electoral roll “re-
correction and inclusion”. Seeking 
proof of citizenship was not war-
ranted, either, “unless specific and 
verifiable reasons are recorded”. 

This is not the first time electo-
ral-roll revision has become a 
political issue in Andhra Pradesh. 
In 2018-19, then Opposition leader 
Jaganmohan Reddy of the YSR 
Congress charged that nearly six 

million “fake” voters had been 
added to the electoral rolls by then 
ruling TDP, designed to skew the 
results in its favour. 

This resulted in a High Court 
direction to the ECI to audit the 
rolls, which happened subse-
quently. Mr Reddy won a landslide 
victory: Whether because of the 
charges he made or despite them 
we will never know. 

The loss led to internal course 
correction in the TDP. Andhra Pra-
desh has a 10 per cent Muslim 
population, which can signifi-
cantly affect prospects in specific 
constituencies in Guntur, Krishna, 
Nellore districts, and Rayalaseema. 
The TDP had walked out of the 
NDA in 2018 on the issue of denial 
of special status to Andhra Pra-
desh. But when it returned to the 
alliance before the 2024 Lok Sabha 
and Assembly elections (held sim-
ultaneously), it was acutely con-
scious of the sensitivities of Muslim 
voters. In the course of the election 
campaign, Chandrababu Naidu 
sought to reassure the Muslims 
their interests would not be hurt by 
the alliance. He promised many 
new initiatives for the community 
if the coalition came to power, 
including a Haj subsidy, ~5,000 
every month for mosque mainten-
ance, and the Dulhan scheme, 
which promised ~1 lakh to Muslim 
brides. He also vowed retention of 
the 4 per cent reservation for the 
Muslims (carved out of the quota 
for Other Backward Classes, or 
OBCs). Not in Andhra Pradesh but 
in neighbouring Telangana, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi said in a 
speech: “As long as Modi is alive, I 
will not let reservations of Dalits, 
Adivasis, OBCs to be given to Mus-
lims on the basis of religion.”  

Now, with an alliance with the 
BJP that has yielded two Union 
ministerships, the TDP is treading 

softly but assertively. The possible 
disenfranchisement of voters is a 
live issue. Unlike Bihar or West 
Bengal, there are few illegal immi-
grants in Andhra Pradesh although 
bureaucrats concede the docu-
mentary evidence of citizenship 
like birth certificates is a “data 
nightmare”. 

The BJP too is being careful. 
Despite its best efforts, its vote 
share in the state has never crossed 
3 per cent. The appointment of P V 
N Madhav earlier this week as state 
BJP president, replacing D Puran-
deswari, was a strategic choice. Mr 
Purandeswari had done just two 
years as BJP state chief but many 
thought she was constricted by 
family and caste connections. Mr 
Madhav, by contrast, is an OBC of 
Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad 
(ABVP) stock and has been with the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh  
throughout his political career. His 
task is to grow the party in the state 
without alienating the TDP so that 
the BJP has a respectable presence 
in the state by 2029. 

The BJP has demonstrated in a 
variety of ways that its alliance is still 
stable. Ashok Gajapathi Raju was 
named governor of Goa after the 
TDP met the ECI. Mr Raju has been 
a staunch and trusted TDP sup-
porter who has held important port-
folios in the state government 
between 1999 and 2004. The 
~15,000 crore allocation in 2025-26 
Budget to develop Amaravati, with 
the promise of more to come, 
renders the debate over “special cat-
egory state” politically irrelevant. 

The real test will be the 
upcoming monsoon session of Par-
liament and a discussion on SIR. 
Will the TDP say what it believes? 
And how will the BJP react to that? 
If a discussion ever happens, we 
will know the real state of relations 
between the allies.

EYE CULTURE  
kumar abishek 

Languages die not with a bang but a 
whimper: Word by word, speaker by 
speaker, until there’s no one left to pass 
them on. “Languages have no exist-
ence without people,” wrote British lin-
guist David Crystal in Language Death, 
capturing how spoken tongues fade. 

In India, over 250 languages have 
vanished in five decades, and nearly 
400 more are facing extinction, 
according to the People’s Linguistic 
Survey of India (PLSI). Unesco lists 197 
Indian languages as endangered. 

This is cultural deletion. Most lan-
guage loss happens not by force but by 
choice. It begins when a parent drops 
Kurukh in favour of Hindi, believing it 
will help their child succeed. It con-
tinues when schools ignore Irula, 
Bhojpuri, or Kui — and punish stu-
dents for using their native tongue. 
Today, children are more likely to 
recite “Twinkle Twinkle” than “Machli 
Jal Ki Rani Hai”, let alone a rhyme in 
Bhili or Dogri. 

Language slips when bureaucracy 
prizes Sanskritised Hindi or English, 
and scoffs at Bagheli or Awadhi. The 
message is unmistakable: Your lan-
guage lacks worth. And eventually, 
people internalise that belief. 

The market doesn’t reward poetry 
in Kokborok. It rewards the language of 
commerce and governance — English, 
Hindi, or whichever language the 
power speaks. Then there’s the digital 
gap: Over 90 per cent of web content 
exists in just 10 languages, mainly Eng-
lish. Indian languages barely feature. 

Saimar, once spoken in Tripura, 

now has fewer than 10 speakers, not 
due to disaster but because it was never 
taught in schools, printed in books, or 
supported by tech. Kui, in Odisha, 
can’t be typed on WhatsApp; it lacks 
Unicode support. You’ll find more 
Khasi etched on gravestones than on 
YouTube.Languages vanish fast. Much 
of this decay feels inevitable — but 
much of it is by design. Take Hindi, not 
the informal Hindi of Delhi’s streets, 
but the standardised, textbook version 
made the Union’s oicial language in 
1947. This Hindi, based on Khari Boli (a 
dialect once thought unrefined), was 
elevated by colonial oicials and 
nationalists. Urdu, its sibling shaped 
by Persian influences, was labelled 
“foreign”. In 1881, Hindi in Devanagari 
became Bihar’s oicial language, 
replacing Urdu. That set a pattern: 
Alternative scripts were abandoned, 
“dialects” downgraded, and a sanitised 
“Raj Bhasha” took root. This streamlin-
ing erased diversity. 

Scripts like Kaithi, once widespread 
in Bihar and eastern UP, vanished from 
courts and classrooms. The Modi 
script of Maharashtra was replaced by 
Devanagari. Tirhuta, once used for 
Maithili, now survives mainly in stone 
inscriptions and nostalgia. 

When scripts die, cultural memory 
dies. Old records, legal documents  — 
all become unreadable. A community 
loses access to its own past. Southern 
India isn’t immune to glottophagy— a 
dominant language consuming 
smaller ones. Tamil Nadu is witnessing 
slow death of Toda, Kota, Irula, and 
Kurumba — tribal tongues older than 
formalised Tamil, spoken in the Nilgi-
ris and Western Ghats — not due to 

Hindi, but due to Tamil’s institutional 
power. Schools don’t teach them. Text-
books leave them out. In Karnataka, 
Kannada prospers while Tulu, Kodava, 
and Beary decline. In Kerala, Malaya-
lam flourishes while tribal languages 
like Paniya and Eravallan fade. 

All this is more than cultural van-
dalism; it’s intellectual loss. Dialects 
and tribal tongues hold ecological 
knowledge, traditional medicine, oral 
histories, philosophies — things main-
stream languages can rarely replicate. 

When Manoj Tiwari sings the 
Bhojpuri sohar “Hind Ke Sitara” in 
Panchayat, no textbook Hindi can 
convey the emotional universe it 
evokes, rooted in parental dreams and 
local metaphor. When Irula elders map 
the forest through songs, they encode 
navigation, climate data and memory 
into words that risk vanishing. 

What can be done? 
First, stop pretending English is the 

only path to modernity. Countries like 
Norway, Japan, and South Korea have 
thriving local languages and strong 
scientific outputs. Studies show that 
children taught in their mother tongue 
alongside English do better in both. 

Second, invest in tech that supports 
local languages — Unicode, machine 
translation. Build a digital India that 
speaks in its native languages, not just 
about them. 

And finally, document. Tell stories. 
Record your grandmother’s lullabies. 
Archive folk songs and idioms that 
never made it to the syllabus. 

“We are truly a linguistic democ-
racy,” says Ganesh Devy of PLSI, who 
identified 780 Indian languages 
(bbc.com). “To keep our democracy 
alive, we have to keep our languages 
alive.” Perhaps it’s time we put the 
tongue back in our mouth, not on 
someone else’s leash.

Wimbledon this summer 
became the No 1 destination 
for India’s cricket glitterati. 
Virat Kohli was there. Sachin 
Tendulkar was there too — 
both in the Royal Box. Jasprit 
Bumrah, Suryakumar Yadav, 
Ajinkya Rahane, Ravi Shastri, 
Deepak Chahar and Rishabh 
Pant were also at Wimbledon 
2025 — all of them graced SW19 
and made every effort to pro-
claim their presence to the 
world, at least through their 
social media handles.  

The grass court tennis grand 
slam that ended last Sunday 
kept with its long-standing 
tradition and brought with it 
global stars from sport, music, 
fashion, and film, turning heads 
with elegant dresses, tailored 
suits, and plenty of style. Wim-
bledon is easily the most pres-
tigious tournament in tennis, 
and comes in a signature blend 
of fame and oomph. For a fort-
night each London summer, the 
All England Lawn Tennis and 
Croquet Club becomes more 

than just a battleground for 
Grand Slam glory; it transforms 
into a stage where fashion meets 
tradition and celebrity meets 
Centre Court. And this year, 
India cornered a disproportion-
ate share of Wimbledon glam-
our — driven perhaps by the 
need of its celebrity class to be 
seen and liked by millions of 
their Insta followers.  

As always, the Royal Box 
delivered on spectacle. Guests 
turned heads with designer 
dresses, stylish neckties, and the 
ever-essential sunglasses. 
Queen Camilla, the wife of King 
Charles III, was at the Royal Box 
to watch a quarterfinal match. 
Britain’s quintessential roman-
tic hero, Hugh Grant, too, had a 
spot at Wimbledon. The legend-
ary Billie Jean King also graced 
the Royal Box. Cate Blanchett 
attended with her mother. 
Olivia Rodrigo, fresh from head-
lining the Glastonbury music 
festival, too stopped by at Wim-
bledon. Dave Grohl — the Nir-
vana drummer attended with 
his wife, Jordyn Blum. The 
actress Jodie Foster, and Russell 
Crowe were there too. No dearth 
of celebrities.  

But for us desi folks, it was 
the Indian cricketers who stood 
out at tennis’ Mecca this year. 
Sachin Tendulkar was pictured 
socialising with Bjorn Borg and 
Roger Federer. Virat Kohli and 
wife Anushka Sharma were 
there at the Royal Box to watch 
the legend Novak Djokovic play 

— at one point the Serbian was 
1-6 down in the first set, promp-
ting Virat to call the Joker “the 
gladiator” after his gritty come-
back. But somehow, both Virat 
and Anushka looked a bit pre-
occupied and off-colour — 
social media of course con-
nected it to the concurrent pres-
ence at the same venue of one 
scantily clad influencer called 
Avneet Kaur who wore a Tiger 
Mist outfit with a stylish Hermes 
bag. No comments.  

“Boom Boom” Jasprit 
Bumrah and his wife Sanjana 
Ganesan couldn’t make it to the 
Royal Box but still enjoyed the 
action on Centre Court. Surya-
kumar Yadav was accompanied 
by his wife Devisha Shetty. Ravi 
Shastri came to cheer Carlos 
Alcaraz — “The Spanish Bull”, 
as he called him. Rishabh Pant 
came alone. So did Rahane. But 
Chahar had his wife Jaya Bhard-
waj in tow. And yes, cricketers 
Joe Root, James Anderson, and 
Brian Lara were there too. 

Cricketers apart, Ralph 
Lauren-clad Priyanka Chopra 
and her husband Nick Jonas 
were in attendance at the Grand 
Slam. An elegant Neena Gupta 
stood out in a well-draped saree, 
alongside her daughter Masaba 
— both in white. Lara Dutta 
Bhupathi too added to the glam-
our quotient. Urvashi Rautela 
became the first Indian celeb-
rity to have four Labubus hang-
ing on her Birkin at Wimbledon! 
Sonam Kapoor went one step 

further — she wore vintage 
reworked Manolo Blahnik 
heels, which had tiny tennis 
balls tied to them! And there was 
javelin champion Neeraj 
Chopra too at Wimbledon — 
looking woefully out of place. 

Is the cricket rush at Wimble-
don bigger this year because of 
the ongoing England Test series 
— a coincidental convenience of 
time and location? Or is it 
because more and more Indian 
celebrities are becoming increas-
ingly stylish and savvy, learning 
to look cool and “with it” in 
global playgrounds of the rich 
and famous? Are their handlers 
working to make their personal 
brands more well-rounded and 
upmarket? Are these Wimble-
don appearances driven by real 
admiration for the best of tennis, 
or by the need for an endless 
supply of Insta moments? 

To be fair, much like us ordi-
nary folks, celebs too are entitled 
to enjoy some private escapes — 
where real life is allowed to 
eclipse their reel existence. The 
only quarrel is that these relaxed 
moments in the audience, or at 
the Larder or the Cavendish sip-
ping a Pimm’s No. 1 or a Sip-
smith, or savouring strawberries 
& cream, or feasting on fish & 
chips, should not be marketed so 
heavily in the media or on social 
media. It tends to cheapen it all, 
somewhat. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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In the name of making America great again, 
Donald Trump is reviving anti-Americanism in 
far parts of the world where it had gone into dor-
mancy. His playbook so far has been to publicly 
ridicule and humiliate allies and flirt with 
adversaries, theirs and his country’s. 

For us, in India, his loudly and repeatedly 
claiming credit for stopping the war through 
intervention and mediation has reopened the 
old wounds of hyphenation. Those on the Left 
and in the larger anti-Modi ecosystem are 
smirking in quiet celebration: What did you 
expect when you supped with the devil? And 
who knows, if he does visit India to attend the 
Quad later this year, he may (more likely than 
not) make a stopover in Pakistan too. For him, 
old rules of diplomacy do not apply. If India is 
irritated by what it calls hyphenation, it is 
India’s problem. Why should it make the rules 
for him? 

In at least four statements, he 
has mentioned Narendra Modi and 
Field Marshal Asim Munir in the 
same sentence. The latest, on June 
19, where he said the Pakistani gen-
eral — very smart man — came for 
lunch to the White House, and 
India’s Prime Minister Modi — fan-
tastic man, a great friend of mine — 
etc etc etc. 

Here we were slipping into 
neurosis because he was re-hyphe-
nating us with Pakistan. Now he is 
hyphenating Modi with Munir. 
What a calamity. I would counsel a deep breath, 
some restraint, a rethink,  and also a smile. If 
Trump is hyphenating Munir with Modi, who 
should be complaining most of all? Shouldn’t it 
be poor Shehbaz Sharif, the prime minister who 
gave Munir his fifth star, field marshal’s baton? 
At least on paper, if it is worth anything in that 
Constitution, the field marshal still reports to 
the prime minister. 

Even during the Op Sindoor facilitation 
(word I prefer to the more triggering mediation 
or intervention), Sharif only heard from Secre-
tary of State Marco Rubio. His counterpart, to 
that extent, was S Jaishankar, the external 
affairs minister of India. Sharif should’ve been 
the guy crying about this hyphenation. He 
won’t dare. No American leader has called out 
the Pakistani reality and hypocrisy as rudely 
and truthfully as Trump. 

Think this over calmly. For decades, India 
has maintained that Pakistani democracy is a 
farce and the real power resides in its army. In 
his apparent love fest with Pakistan, Trump is 
only endorsing that position. In a way he is 

doing your job, endorsing your deeply held 
belief. Trump’s predecessors were not foolish. 
They knew this reality and yet kept on batting 
to (or at least pretend to) restore and 
strengthen democracy in Pakistan across 
these decades. 

For Trump, those old-fashioned pretences 
are, to use his favourite word now on X/Truth-
Social, especially when upbraiding his own 
loyal base, “bullshit.” He talks straight. No bull-
shit. He will deal with whoever calls the shots in 
any country. That, in the course of time, should 
be India’s approach too. 

If Trump runs his domestic politics through 
clumsily written, stream-of-consciousness 
social media posts, with grammar and spelling 
so bad he would crash out of our UPSC prelims, 
he sees no reason why diplomacy should get 
any privileged treatment. He’s bored with the 

old diplomacy of subtle hints and 
persuasion, one thing in private, and 
another in public. 

The upshot is, you can’t trust 
him to keep any confidences. See, 
for example, Nato Secretary General 
(and former Dutch prime minister) 
Mark Rutte’s fawning note to 
Trump, which he immediately 
screenshotted and made public. The 
Europeans were shocked. 

This is exactly what he wants: 
Shock and awe. The world must feel 
his, and America’s power, and 
acknowledge it. Rutte only went to 

an extreme in his sycophancy by topping up his 
note by asking Nato leaders to see Trump as 
their “daddy.” 

Any time you feel aggrieved, check out how 
he’s treated all his closest allies. He invited 
Canada to become the US’ state and get full 
security, including from “Russian and Chinese 
ships surrounding you”, zero tariffs and low 
taxes. He called Justin Trudeau governor, and 
repeated the 51st state idea to newPrime Min-
ister Mark Carney. Even when he said “never”, 
Trump responded, “never say never.” Can you 
imagine Trump sitting with Modi and saying, I 
think you should resolve that thousand-year 
war over Kashmir, each side keep what you have 
and be happy? He’s said worse to Canada, his 
treaty-bound ally. 

Trump’s is an insurgency against conven-
tional diplomacy. When he wants Hamas to 
stop fighting, he says Gaza will be gifted to 
America and he will build a great riviera there. 
He posts AI-generated memes of chilling on 
that beachfront. He’s negotiating with Iran, 
but when Israeli attacks are going well, wants 

a piece of the action and carries out his  
own bombing. 

Then he orders his closest ally, Israel, to call 
their aircraft back with their bombs after 
making a friendly wave at the Iranians. Now he 
wants to resume talks with Iran and expand the 
Abraham Accords — ideally with the Saudis 
coming on board. 

He humiliates Zelenskyy in public, pretends 
to dump him, insists he pay for protection 
through a minerals deal, praises Putin to scare 
Nato, and then gets irritated with him instead. 
Now, he’s getting the Europeans to pay for new 
weaponry, especially Patriot missiles with 
detained Russian reserves. It’s the same deal 
that Joe Biden was finalising. 

The substance is the same, but the style is 
entirely different. This is what we call Trumplo-
macy. Public, loud, upfront, filled with impro-
priety and high praise, sometimes laced with 
insults. But the larger objective is his idea of 
American supremacy. His base loves him for 
this. Their recent anger is over purely domestic 
issues, like his refusal to release the Epstein files. 

US’ friends can’t dump him like jilted lovers. 
They need America. Just this week, the Wall 
Street Journal carried a brilliant story with 
insights on how the Europeans are winning him 
over: With gifts for family and friends, smiles at 
insults, and oodles of flattery. And his adver-
saries, bemused, wait for the next move. 

 Those like China with leverage like critical 
minerals are calmer. They know peace in 
Ukraine or not, Trump cannot hit them with 
abnormal tariffs, forget 500 per cent. Austra-
lia, Japan, South Korea and India watch their 
own spaces. India has to think, for example, 
how to react if Trump plans a stopover in Pak-
istan and exhumes that long-buried two-
country rule? Can India say to Trump, come 
here another time? 

The world is getting used to the new reality. 
Trump’s critics in the US say his policies are 
making China great again and there is weight in 
that argument. His policies are having unin-
tended consequences. Closer home, let’s watch 
the thawing of the India-China tensions and the 
talk of reviving the tripartite Russia-India-
China (RIC) dialogue. Each country has looked 
for its leverage with Trumpian America. Even 
the war-torn Democratic Republic of Congo has 
shown how to play with Trump. India will need 
to build on its own. 

Two things the world understands about 
Trump. One, expect unpredictability, loose 
talk and chaotic policymaking. Two, he isn’t 
there forever. Latest by the end of 2026, he will 
be a lame duck.  Even if not, you can play for 
time until 2028. A third thing we all need to 
learn — that his method is more destabilising 
than his policy. So, a good idea these couple of 
years is to sip Kool-Aid, and savour the joys of 
Trumplomacy. 
 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Public, loud, upfront, filled with impropriety and high 
praise, sometimes laced with insults. This is what we 
call Trumplomacy. But the larger objective is the same: 
American supremacy
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YES, BUT...  
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A
t lunch they forgot the cutlery.

To be fair, my partner Bishan 
and I had arrived after normal 

lunch hours. But the gracious hotel, 
housed in a beautifully restored 17th 
century colonial building in Thar-
angambadi, a former Danish colony on 
the coast of Tamil Nadu, assured us that 
was not a problem.

We sat on the veranda, next to trees 
laden with pink and white magnolias, 
while dragonflies swooped around us, 
waiting for our fish kozhambu (curry) 
and banana leaf biryani. The food 
arrived but without plates. When we 
pointed that out, a flustered waiter ran 
off to get plates. Later Bishan realised 
we had no cutlery either. By then the 
wait staff had vanished as well.

“It’s okay,” I said. “We’ll just eat with 
our hands anyway.” 

I don’t know what the ghosts of dead 
Danes surrounding us in Tharangam-
badi, or Tranquebar as the Danes called 
it, would have made of our table man-
ners. But eating with your fingers in the 
age of Zohran Mamdani felt like an 
assertion of post-colonial cultural pride.

After a video surfaced of Mamdani, 
the man who wants to be New York’s 
next mayor, eating biryani with his fin-
gers, Texan Congressman Brandon Gill 
said “civilised people in America don’t 
eat like this. If you refuse to adopt West-
ern customs, go back to the Third 
World.” His Indian-origin wife Danielle 
D’Souza Gill insisted that even she never 
grew up eating rice with her hands.

Civilisation was very much on my 
mind as we wandered around Tranque-
bar. This was where the Bartholomäus 
Ziegenbalg and Heinrich Plütschau 
landed in July 1706, the first Protestant 

missionaries in India. Their patron was 
Frederick IV, king of Denmark. Ziegen-
balg brought not just Lutheranism but 
also a printing press. He printed the 
Bible in Tamil but at the house where he 
lived, it says the first book printed in 
Tamil was Abominable Heathenism in 
1713. Missionary zeal was about the 
word of God but it also was always about 
civilising the abominable heathens.

Ziegenbalg with his long curly golden 
hair, is all over the Danish quarter, his 
name as ubiquitous as Nehru’s. Ziegen-
balg Printing Press. The Ziegenbalg 
Museum of Intercultural Dialogue. The 
Ziegenbalg Home for Boys. A big street 
sign proclaims him as a man of many 
firsts. The first Protestant missionary to 
India. The first to bring the printing 
press to India. The first to print the New 
Testament in Tamil. The first to intro-
duce the free noon meal scheme and a 
school for girls. The list goes on for some 
24 painstakingly compiled items. What 
it does not mention is why he made the 
arduous eight-month sea voyage to 
India despite ill health. It was because 
his mentor August Hermann Francke, 
professor of divinity at the University of 
Halle in Saxony, proposed he kindle the 
holy spark in “the heathen at Tranque-
bar”. At the Zion Church in Tranquebar, 
a sign on the wall commemorates his 
first five converts, baptised in 1707.

In India, history books always open 
with the Indus Valley Civilisation. 
That’s roughly 3300-1300 BCE. Since 
then many other civilisations rose and 
fell up and down the Indian subconti-
nent. Yet missionaries still felt they 
needed to show Indians the light.

Tranquebar feels haunted by the 
ghosts of that exercise in civilisation. It’s 
a picture-postcard village—golden 
beach, blue waters of the Bay of Bengal 
and the houses of the long- departed 
Danes blindingly white in the hot sun. 
Many of the houses are being carefully 
restored. They bear plaques from 
INTACH (Indian National Trust for Art 
and Cultural Heritage) and the founda-
tions in Denmark. But they are mostly 
shuttered as if unsure of their purpose 

in the afterlife.
The Commander’s House has 

become a Maritime museum but it’s 
half-hearted. One shelf in the display 
cabinet has a heap of old cameras. 
Another has “coat buttons from old 
period”. Yet another has a junk store’s 
worth of old-school typewriters. Some-
one put up a display shelf of empty bot-
tles of alcohol—not Danish spirits but 
more mundane entries like Captain 
Morgan’s Spiced Rum and Johnnie 
Walker sitting next to little murtis of 
gods like Krishna. One room has more 
evidence of the “civilising” mission of 
colonialism—black and white photo-
graphs of the short-lived Danish 
attempt to colonise the Nicobar islands. 
The exercise went nowhere. Most of the 
colonists died from “Nicobar fever”, 
most likely malaria, and eventually the 
whole project was abandoned. The only 
vestige of civilisation left? In one photo-
graph of the Shompen tribe, the men all 

discreetly hide their genitals with their 
hands, so as not to offend the sensibili-
ties of more civilised viewers. The 
museum sells tiny bottles filled with 
blue-and-white pieces of Danish pot-
tery to tourists. For ₹300 you can take 
home the broken shards of civilisation. 

In his book Gods, Guns and Mission-
aries: The Making of Modern Hindu 
Identity, Lounge columnist Manu Pillai 
recounts many fascinating stories of 
this clash of civilisations as devout mis-
sionaries came upon this teeming coun-
try of heathens. Missionaries only had 
one way to access god, which was 
through the Bible, says Pillai. So any-
thing that was not god had to be Satan. 
Pillai writes that it’s likely they turned a 
temple to the Devi in Calicut into the 
“Devil of Calicut” because as he says, 
“people come with their own cultural 
filters and apply that to an unfamiliar 
culture to make sense of that culture.” 
Even those who went native, like Rob-

ert de Nobili who called himself an Ital-
ian Brahmin and dressed like a sanyasi 
or Ziegenbalg who translated German 
hymns into Tamil, were convinced of 
their superior civilising power. They 
just felt dressing it up in Hindu clothes 
would help them sell it better to the 
Indian masses they wanted to convert.

Over time that civilising mission 
entered deep into the Indian DNA as 
well. It’s easy to bristle at Brandon Gill. 
How dare the country that exported the 
KFC slogan “finger lickin’ good” now 
call eating with fingers uncivilised? 
Commentators rightly called out racism 
with some remembering how French 
filmmaker Francois Truffaut sneered he 
didn’t want to see “a movie of peasants 
eating with their hands” after watching 
Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali, which 
opens with just such a scene. Former 
parliamentarian Jawahar Sircar pointed 
out in the Indian Express recently that 
forks were actually unknown to the 

West till a Byzantine princess brought 
them to Venice in the medieval period. 
The Church at that time saw it as deca-
dent, not in accordance with Christian 
values because it wasn’t essential to life, 
rather something brought by “a seduc-
tress of the East.”

Yet many of the members of Kolkata’s 
plummy gentlemen’s clubs, civilised by 
a couple of centuries of exposure to 
colonial manners, would not be unsym-
pathetic to Brandon Gill. The rules of 
many of the clubs remain starchily 
archaic. Civilisation becomes not so 
much about refinement as it is about 
aping the manners of the colonial mas-
ters. And there are plenty of brown 
sahibs around to ensure old rules live on.

But in Tranquebar, the long-departed 
Danes seem to have left nothing behind 
other than empty buildings. The Danish 
fort, once the second largest in the 
world, is now just a place where Indians 
take selfies next to the cannons without 
much regard to its history. A vendor 
sells fried fish outside, to be eaten with 
fingers. Whatever civilisation the Danes 
intended feels like a whitewashed 
facade of an empty building.

But then civilisation is always in the 
eye of the beholder. No one has a 
monopoly on it. On that same trip as we 
had a beer at a small dark bar in Trichy, 
the waiter kept bringing us little plates 
of munchies—chickpeas, chilli chicken, 
slices of boiled eggs, Fryums, idli chunks 
with podi, wedges of watermelon. “So 
much food!” we cried in alarm. “But it’s 
complimentary,” the waiter protested. 
“You must have some chakna with your 
drink.” Used as we were too one measly 
bowl of salted peanuts with our drinks, 
whether in Kolkata or in New York, we 
stared at the veritable picnic spread 
before us in amazement. Even more sur-
prisingly, I found out later, in Tamil 
slang chakna is called “touchings”, liter-
ally food to be eaten with your fingers. 

It all felt, dare I say it, so very civilised.
Cult Friction is a fortnightly column on 

issues we keep rubbing up against.
Sandip Roy is a writer, journalist and 
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In the former Danish outpost of Tranquebar, dining without cutlery offers a compelling perspective on the true meaning of being civilised

Civilisation is always in the eye of the beholder

Fort Dansborg, built by the Danish, in Tranquebar. GETTY IMAGES
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Swarna Rajagopalan

I
 am a child of the Indira Gandhi 
era. Through my formative years, 
she was Prime Minister. Until 
1977, it never occurred to me that 
men could aspire to this position. 

Consider what an amazing reversal this is 
in a patriarchal, misogynistic society—
that a little girl thought that only women 
could lead her country. Of course, this was 
always with the chorus of Indian male voi-
ces saying derisively, “That woman (this or 
that) …” Even back then, I knew that tone 
was reserved for women—women drivers, 
women managers, women entrepreneurs 
and, of course, women Prime Ministers. 
No matter, as that little girl, I still wanted 
to be “that woman.” 

This book is not about “that woman.” 
The title, Indira Gandhi and the Years that 
Transformed India, is misleading. What it 
is, is a history of India from 1966-84.

The prologue sets the stage, moving 
between Indira Gandhi’s biography and a 
potted history of the first one-and-a-half 
decades after independence. In the first 
chapter, Srinath Raghavan traces the 
simultaneous decline of the Congress 
party’s dominance and Gandhi’s attempt 
to consolidate her position. It accounts for 
the economic crises of the mid-1960s and 
narrates the backstage machinations 
within the Congress, when Gandhi proved 
to be not such a “gungi gudiya” (or “dumb 
doll,” as the socialist leader, Ram Manohar 
Lohia, called her) after all. The fractured 
mandate of 1967, the split in the Congress 
party and the 1972 election move the story 
forward. The detailed reconstruction of all 
of the attendant intrigue and controversy 
is quite remarkable.

The outstanding chapter in the book—
no surprise, given that Raghavan is a mili-
tary historian—is the one on the 1971 war. 
The chapter weaves together the emerg-
ing story from East Pakistan, the interna-
tional context and Gandhi’s domestic 
challenges. If you had not read about this 
critical year in Indian history, these pages 
would be the place to start. It segues from 
the end of the war to the growing power of 

the Prime Minister and the way the argu-
ment began to build for the important 
constitutional amendment that was 
passed in 1977—the 42nd Amendment—
and remains contentious. This Amend-
ment added the words “Socialist” and 
“Secular” to the Preamble; added a part on 
Fundamental Duties of citizens; strength-
ened the Concurrent List at the expense of 
the State List; limited judicial review of 
laws; extended the duration of President’s 
Rule to one year and that of the Lok Sabha 
to six years. Some of this was rolled back in 
subsequent amendments. 

Raghavan pays a great deal of attention 
to economic policy in this period, includ-
ing bank nationalisation and the constitu-
tional debates on property rights. It is 
interesting that the only mention of 
India’s first nuclear tests in Pokharan in 
1974 is this: “…the prime minister even 
burnished her Caesarist credentials by 
testing a nuclear device to rapturous 
applause.” Given the way in which Ragha-
van reconstructs policy debates and deci-
sion-making, it would have been interest-
ing to read more but perhaps, he chose to 
leave this out because others, such as Itty 
Abraham, George Perkovich, Kanti Bajpai 
and Bharat Karnad, have written exten-
sively on this.

The next chapter is devoted to Jayapra-
kash Narayan’s movement that culmi-
nated in the Janata Party experiment. 
What came to be known as the JP move-
ment was a mobilisation of student pro-
tests with the support of some opposition 
parties. They gained enough momentum 
to give the government pause and this 
became the pretext for the imposition of 
Emergency. 

Raghavan reserves his most colourful 
descriptions for this period—“The polar 
night of the emergency” and “The dark 
and gnarled stretches that led to this deci-
sion”—almost as if we might miss the point 
that these were bad times. To use Indian 
newspaper headline language, there is vir-
tually no one that Raghavan does not 
“slam” in the Emergency chapter—from 
Indira Gandhi to Nani Palkhivala (“Such 
are the vagaries of the liberal conscience 
that Palkhivala not only agreed to appear 
for Indira Gandhi…”) to Justices Y.V. 
Chandrachud and P.N. Bhagwati. The 
chapter on the Emergency recounts in 
parallel the programmes that the govern-
ment promoted vigorously, the manoeu-
vres of an imprisoned and underground 
but coalescing opposition and, also, what 
came to be called the “excesses” of Sanjay 
Gandhi’s Youth Congress.

Raghavan writes about the one-and-a-
half years of the Janata Party government 

under Morarji Desai and Charan Singh 
just as unsparingly, making note of every 
intransigence, foible and egotistical asser-
tion. The final chapter takes us from  Gan-
dhi’s return to power in January 1980 to 
her assassination in October 1984. This is 
a period in which India was witness to 
growing unrest in three regions—Assam, 
over citizenship; Punjab, over the demand 
for a separate Sikh state; and Kashmir, 
where the push-pull of Centre-State rela-
tions was fomenting the conditions for the 
militancy that would come.

Describing the world in which Gandhi 
came of age politically, the author writes, 
“…a wilfully cultivated aura of ruthless-
ness—as distinct from a highly developed 
instinct for power—was apparently her 
shield in an arena of politics shot through 
with gendered mores: one in which a 
woman prime minister could casually be 

called a ‘gungi gudiya’... or a ‘chokri’ (deri-
sive term for girl).” For all this gender sen-
sitivity, in a nod to other writings on these 
years, he mentions five male authors but 
misses Nayantara Sahgal and Sagarika 
Ghose’s work. When one later reads sexist 
phrases (most likely inadvertently used) 
like “…she did succeed in molesting the 
constitution” and “More pregnant was her 
claim” (about the Congress mandate in 
1971), it is hard to overlook them. 

That Raghavan is not a fan of Gandhi is 
made abundantly clear in the book, not 
just because the calculus of her political 
actions leads us to a critical appraisal but 
because his use of adjectives and adjecti-
val clauses makes sure we know this. Writ-
ing about her first assumption of Prime 
Ministerial office, we are told about “her 
shallow puddle of experience” and then 
the word “Caesarist” appears over and 
over, sometimes as description and some-
times as explanation of other things. I 
would have enjoyed coming to a conclu-
sion on my own based on the very detailed 
narrative he constructs, but then these 
were my formative years and perhaps 
unfamiliar readers need the signposts.

Raghavan writes in his Prologue, “…this 
book was written in a time when a new 
political configuration was crystallizing in 
Indian democracy. It would be idle to sug-
gest that my political views on this recent 
turn have not shaded this historical 
account… I have sought to write a history 
that ‘supplies the antidote to every gener-
ation’s illusion that its own problems are 
uniquely oppressive.’” He is also writing at 
a time when chunks of Indian history are 
literally being erased from our textbooks. 
This is a good book for those trying to fill 

in the blanks about a period to which 
everyone now refers but ever-fewer peo-
ple remember first-hand.

What we hear on official channels is a 
version where successive Indira Gandhi 
governments accomplished nothing but 
the oppression of today’s rulers whose 
role in resisting the Emergency is lionised. 
Was Gandhi good or bad, the best or the 
worst? In our fact-free, nuance-free times, 
Raghavan’s book makes an important 
contribution by writing in detail about the 
decision-making process on a number of 
policies—from the first stirrings of an idea 
or a crisis to the various points of view as 
they emerged and crystallised to the 
implementation and consequences of that 
idea. This lets us see that nothing about 
government is easy, even for “Caesarist” 
Prime Ministers! 

On economic and foreign policy, and 
even on the question of constitutional 
amendment, despite his own disapproval, 
Raghavan lets us see someone who asks 
for opinions and considers them thought-
fully even though she ultimately follows 
her instinct. In fact, one of the strengths of 
the book is the dispassionate reconstruc-
tion of policy processes and outcomes. On 
bank nationalisation, for example, Ragha-
van says that while later writing has 
judged this as a politically expedient deci-
sion by Indira Gandhi, he also writes about 
its actual impact in giving the state access 
to more funds and taking the reach of the 
banking sector into rural India.

Overall, I am not sure how accessible 
this book is for the general reader. Within 
the chapters, the narrative sometimes 
jumps around, almost requiring you to 
know this era to follow. The language is 
sometimes difficult and sometimes chatty. 
Reading about these years always feels 
personal to me. To encounter the years of 
one’s life in another person’s words is a 
strange experience because you want to 
jump in and say, “I don’t remember it like 
that” or “I also remember this”. Despite 
this personal connection, this book did 
not draw me in. 

What I missed was more quotations 
from Gandhi’s own letters and notes. In a 
book titled “Indira Gandhi,” I missed her 
voice.The writing has a personal quality 
because the author has such a strong opin-
ion of the protagonist-who-isn’t and yet, 
it is impersonal (not dispassionate) as a 
textbook would be. This may be to your 
reading taste or not. That diminishes nei-
ther the solid historical research nor the 
astounding detail in which historical 
events are described in the book. 

Swarna Rajagopalan is a political scien-
tist and peace educator.

Indira’s tryst with Emergency
In spite of its research 
and keen attention to 
detail, Srinath  
Raghavan’s book fails 
to capture the voice 
of its protagonist

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi  in 

November  1976. GETTY IMAGES

Indira Gandhi and 
the Years that 
Transformed India:
By Srinath Raghavan, 
Penguin Allen Lane, 
384 pages, ₹899.

In our fact-free times, 
Raghavan’s book makes an 
important contribution by 
writing in great detail about 

the decision-making process 
on a number of policies
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T
he EU has acted in imposing sanctions on the oil refinery in
Vadinar in Gujarat, which is part-owned by the Russian energy
giant Rosneft while also lowering the oil price cap. That its mem-
ber countries have been buying the output of diesel and petrol from

this refinery does not seem to have counted when it came to penalising
Russia for waging war against Ukraine. India’s cries of “double standards”
may have been so much straw in the wind.

Trump’s eagerness to bring Russia to the table regarding the Ukraine
war that began three years ago is understandable. But his calls for tariffs
on Russia may have little meaning as there is so little trade. But it would
be in everyone’s interest to see this long-running war end, most of all
Russia whose economy too is showing signs of war-weariness.

Dealing with mercurial Donald Trump is a conundrum that is holding
the rest of the world in thrall. Second guessing the US President has taken
a very serious turn amid a smorgasbord of tariffs but while flattery seemed
to score brownie points for a few nations, some were seen beating a retreat
after nominating him for the Nobel Peace Prize.

Trade deals to beat deadlines that seem to shift like desert sand in the
wind are a priority for many scrambling to make sense of a new order that
Trump is trying to create to shape the future of global trade after decades
of virtually tariff-free exports into the world’s largest economy with an
oversized appetite for the world’s goods.

Amid the wrangling over trade came the news that the US has named The
Resistance Front, an arm of the Pakistan-based Lashkar-e-Taiba, that
India, with its security focus on sponsored terror, sees as a gigantic posi-
tive at a time when the prickly neighbour has used its ‘iron-
clad’ friend China to stave off being named in the SCO forum with regard
to the Pahalgam terror event.

And yet India will realise that Trump’s calls on various issues affecting
the nation are, like the curate’s egg, good in parts. Waiting in the wings is
Republican lawmaker Lindsey Graham’s Bill that seeks to impose 500 per
cent duties on India for buying Russian oil while Trump himself is consid-
ering a secondary tariff of at least 100 per cent on those who continue to
source Russian crude. India might find itself on a cleft stick in this regard,
but it has smart options that it hopes to use when the time comes.

India is unlikely to be on the list of 150 countries to whom Trump will be
dropping tariff letters and yet it must be able to present its case strongly
enough in fresh rounds of negotiations on tariffs and market access that
are on in the US now to make a deal that will not see its exports too badly
hit. Trump has thrown hints that India might get a trade agreement like
the one with Indonesia with a 19 percent tariff on US imports while getting
some American products tariff-free access.

Signing an agreement with the US should be of utmost priority even if
India should ideally look towards diversifying trade with other countries.
Strong ties with the United States serve India’s strategic interest too. A
deal with Washington would be a starting point for the future as the tariffs
would define how much of a hit Indian export may have to take.
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India’s priority should be
early trade deal with US

T
he murder of ten-
nis player-turned-
coach Radhika
Yadav reignites an
u n c o m f o r t a b l e

question: How does contem-
porary India understand the
word “honour”? Whose hon-
our is society defending
when a young woman is pun-
ished for choosing to live on
her own terms — and when
sections of the populace qui-
etly sympathise with her
killer, not always openly, but
through nods, WhatsApp
whispers, and the familiar
logic of “had it coming”?

On July 10, 2025, in Su-
shant Lok, an upscale neigh-
bourhood in Gurgaon, one of
India’s most globalised
urban hubs, a young woman
was murdered by her father.
He shot her four times in the
back as she cooked break-
fast. Her name was Radhika
Yadav. She was 25.

Deepak Yadav, Radhika’s
father, was a real estate
agent with rental income. By
all accounts, the family was
financially stable. After a
shoulder injury, Radhika
had taken to coaching tennis
— booking courts, training
aspirants, earning her own
money, and promoting her
personal brand on the social
media. Her father felt humil-
iated. “When I used to go to
Wazirabad village to get
milk, people used to taunt
me, saying that I live off my
daughter’s earnings. This
troubled me a lot. Some peo-
ple even questioned my
daughter’s character. I told
my daughter to close her ten-
nis academy, but she ref-
used,” Deepak Yadav told
the police. Instead of defend-
ing his daughter, he turned
violent. This is the paradox
of urban India: Women are
encouraged to succeed —
but only within boundaries.
Step outside them, and the
backlash is swift, sometimes
fatal.

The Gurgaon police called
Radhika’s murder an “open
and shut” case and is report-
edly working on a charge-
sheet based on strong foren-
sic and testimonial evidence.

A Gurgaon court has re-
manded Deepak Yadav, the
killer-father, to 14 days’ judi-
cial custody.

But this isn’t just another
crime story. It is the story of
a woman killed for trying to
live up to her own aspira-
tions. A close friend says
Radhika faced strict control
and social media surveil-
lance at home.

Radhika’s father’s confes-
sion — that he felt shamed
by villagers who mocked
him for “living off her earn-
ings”, and his alleged disap-
proval of her tennis coach-
ing and social media posts —
lays bare the broader socio-
political context. The mur-
der happened in Gurgaon,
not a village backwater. It
was a patriarchal execution
carried out amid high-rise
aspirations and gated denial.

This is not an isolated case.
This is part of a continuum
of “dishonour” killings in
India. The savagery can’t be
boxed into stereotypical nar-
ratives about the rural hin-
terland or poverty. A few
years ago, another young
woman pursuing a Bachelor
of Computer Application
degree in Delhi was mur-
dered by her parents
because she married a man
from another caste.

“Despite constitutional
guarantees of individual
freedom and legal provisions
under the Indian Penal Code
(now Bharatiya Nyaya
Sanhita), honour killings
continue to persist, often
supported by informal social
structures like caste pan-
chayats,” points out Ajuni
Bedi in LawChakra, a legal
portal. Official data from the
National Crime Records
Bureau (NCRB) recorded 25
cases of honour killings in
both 2019 and 2020, rising to
33 in 2021. These figures are
likely an underestimation,
as many incidents go unre-
ported or are disguised
under other categories of
crime, Ms Bedi adds.

The reaction of the politi-
cal class to Radhika Yadav’s
murder in a state where wo-
men sportspersons have

excelled in recent years is
revealing. Very few major
politicians, in the ruling
party or the Opposition,
have publicly commented on
the subject. Wrestling coach
and BJP leader Mahavir
Singh Phogat is one of the
rare ones who openly con-
demned the barbarity. One
former chief minister, Ma-
nohar Lal Khattar, called the
murder “a domestic matter”
and remarked: “Back when
there were bigger families,
people had more morals and
values. The elders impacted
the younger generations in a
positive way.”

But this isn’t just political
failure; it’s also cultural rot.
Haryana-based women’s
rights activist and former
volleyball champion Jag-
mati Sangwan, whom I have
known for many years, put it
bluntly: “Radhika Yadav
was not only a successful
tennis player but a young
woman coming into her
own, making conscious pro-
fessional choices and having
her own views about what
she wanted to do with her
own life. This is seen as an
assertion. There is a back-
lash from the inherently
patriarchal society. Women
athletes are adored for their
medals, their trophies.
Families see awards won by
daughters as part of family
honour. The state govern-
ment has also been offering
many incentives — but the
personal aspirations of
women sportspersons are a
different matter altogether.
It signals agency, growing
confidence in oneself. This is
hugely resented.”

Ms Sangwan’s words point
to the contradiction at the
heart of this tragedy. Ra-
dhika was celebrated when
she won. But she was con-
demned the moment she
chose to be her own person
in real life and on reel.

The khap panchayats
(unelected village councils)

have been predictably
muted. Yet it is no secret that
many of these groups, spread
across multiple states such
as Punjab, Haryana and
Uttar Pradesh, have a long
and troubling history of issu-
ing extra-legal diktats that
restrict women’s autonomy
— especially around cloth-
ing, technology use and
movement. Their ideology
lives on in family WhatsApp
groups, parental ultimatums
and quiet approvals of pun-
ishment for defiance.

Digital India, with its
promise of empowerment
and nearly 900 million
Internet users, has become a
paradox. Platforms that offer
voice and visibility also
function as instruments of
surveillance — especially
for women. Careers, rela-
tionships, and identities are
not just shared; they are
scrutinised. Visibility is
seen as provocation. Auto-
nomy, especially when ex-
pressed online, becomes
ground for punishment.

Such digital policing is, of
course, not confined to
Haryana. It exists across
India. Not every case of
patriarchal control ends in
murder, but the psychologi-
cal violence is real. The spot-
light must remain fixed on
this ecosystem of violence —
the taunts, the scrutiny, the
fragility that saw Radhika
Yadav’s success as betrayal.

The conflict between cus-
tom and modernity is not
theoretical. It lives in India’s
urban living rooms, as much
as its village lanes. Counter-
ing this will require legal re-
form. Despite the Supreme
Court’s repeated condemna-
tion of honour killings as
grave violations of funda-
mental rights, the country
still lacks a law that specifi-
cally addresses such kill-
ings. It will also require ma-
ny more public figures to de-
fend a woman’s right to be
seen and heard.

Digital India cannot cele-
brate visibility and simulta-
neously punish it. Radhika
Yadav’s life was a testament
to what it means to rise, to
assert, to be seen. Her mur-
der must not be reduced to
just a footnote.

The writer focuses on
development issues in

India and emerging
economies. She can be

reached at
patralekha.chatterjee

@gmail.com. 

DIVERGENT ALLIANCE

Success of a front in the
election lies mainly on the
cohesiveness of the
alliance parties and their
cadres' hard work in the
field.  As of now, the
Secular Democratic Front
headed by DMK in Tamil
Nadu appears to be more
intact with good chem-
istry among the con-
stituents, due to which it
will have an edge over the
opponents. In the NDA
front there are visible
divergent aims between
ADMK and BJP.  EPS
strongly declared that
there will not be a coali-
tion government and that
his party will form the
government on its own
with comfortable seats.
But Amit Shah assertively
stated several times that
their front will form coali-
tion government and his
party will partake in the
cabinet. This perceptible
difference will create 
mistrust and confusion
among their cadres. 

M. Govindaraj
Gudiyatham

Such digital 
policing is, of
course, not 
confined to
Haryana. It exists
across India. Not
every case of 
patriarchal control
ends in murder, but
the psychological
violence is real. 

Radhika’s killing: ‘Honour’,
control rules Digital India

Swachh Survekshan 2024-25, the national cleanliness survey started
nine years ago, has sprung several surprises. While Indore continued
to be the cleanest city among smaller cities, as it has been for the last

few years, Ahmedabad, Bhopal and Lucknow have emerged as top per-
formers among cities with more than 10 lakh population.

Hyderabad was adjudged the sixth cleanest city in the country, after
Raipur and Jabalpur. The capital city of Telangana was the only one
among the six major metros — which together contribute nearly 20 per
cent of the country’s economy — to feature in the top 10 list.

All other metros fared poorly in the cleanliness survey, with Delhi
ranked 31st, Greater Mumbai 33rd, Bengaluru 36th and Chennai 38th.
Kolkata, which was once the national capital and industrial hub of the
country, did not figure in the list of the top 40 clean cities.

While the survey has undoubtedly highlighted the poor state of affairs in
Indian metros, the Central government must be conscious of the fact that it
cannot club cities like Raipur, Jabalpur, Gwalior, or even Visakhapatnam,
with the six major metropolitan cities.

Only the six metros have populations of more than one crore — Delhi
(3.38 crore), Mumbai (2.16 crore), Kolkata (1.55 crore), Bengaluru (1.4
crore), Chennai (1.2 crore) and Hyderabad (1.1 crore).

Given the size of their populations as well as their economic activity, the
six metros face an incredible amount of strain — due to both their large res-
ident and migrant populations — on civic infrastructure, which is far
greater than in cities like Agra, Jabalpur or Raipur.

It is, therefore, not apt to compare the six metros with other cities, as they
are in a separate league. If there were a separate category for these metros,
Hyderabad would have topped it, followed by Delhi, Mumbai, Bengaluru,
Chennai and Kolkata. However, the survey findings should serve as a guid-
ing light for these cities to improve their civic offerings to people.

Cleanliness lesson for metros

If ‘regime change’
looms in Tehran…
Give Zoroastrians

a chance at power!

LETTERS

“Emptiness pursues when love has fled
Leaving in mind and heart a void —
I tell myself this is indulgence, avoid
This nonsense — then I go to bed...”

From The Kallum Column, by Bachchoo

I
srael’s Benjamin Netanyahu bombed Iran and
appealed to the Iranian population to change
its regime. He said the Jewish nation (not then
Israel) in historic times owed its continued

existence to the Achaemenid emperors of Iran.
His historical contention should have, in all

modesty, characterised the ancient Jewish nation
of the sixth century BC as dependants of the
Persian Achaemenid Empire, as the Old
Testament books of Nehemiah and Ezra testify.

Nehemiah was the Emperor Cyrus’ cup-bearer
and conveyed to Cyrus his distress at the enslave-
ment of the Jewish people by the Babylonians in
586 BC. He told Cyrus that these vandals had
destroyed the temple dedicated to the Jews’
monotheistic God. (The origins of whom follow —
later in this column!).

Cyrus told him not to worry and that he would
send some people — he meant an army — to free
the Jews from slavery, see that they returned to
what they regarded as their holy land and he
would enable the restoration and rebuilding of the
temple in Jerusalem.

The book of Ezra testifies to the fact that Darius,
Cyrus’ successor as Persia’s Zoroastrian emperor,

completed the work of rebuilding this 
Jewish temple.

Yes, Judaism owes that to the (ancient)
Zoroastrians.

And perhaps, gentle reader, it owes much, much
more. This contention is inspired by the fact that
the proclamation of the prophet Zarathustra, that
there is only one God, established the first known
monotheistic world religion.

In the Persian empire’s province of Chaldea, the
personage known as the founder of Judaism,
Father Abraham, was born and grew up. It is not a
great leap of faith — or as the Americans and their
sheepish imitators say “it’s not rocket science” —
to deduce that Father Abraham adopted and
embraced the doctrines of monotheism from his
surrounding environment of Zoroastrian belief
and founded Judaism on it.

From that Christianity, and then Islam, flowed.
(Apart from inventing God, I feel compelled to

note that the Zoroastrians, though not the prophet
himself, whose German portrait displays him in a
white gown, invented trousers — but yes, that’s
another story…)

As for a regime change in Iran? One sees and
hears, by the hour, the atrocities, the genocide per-
petrated by the Israeli Defence Forces under
instructions from Mr Netanyahu’s maniacal gov-
ernment. They recently admitted to killing sever-
al Palestinian children queuing to fill vessels with
drinking water.

One has not much more time for the ayatollahs’

regime of Iran which persecutes women and sells
drones to Russia which the latter uses to merci-
lessly and randomly bomb Ukrainian civilians.

Does this kind of slaughter in our times bear
thinking about? And why do international leaders
of supposedly democratic countries turn a blind
eye or even condone it? Come back God, and for
God’s sake take f***ing charge — then all may be
forgiven?

However much Iranian women and the popula-
tion want regime change, the history of such alter-
ation is not universally encouraging. The regime
change brought about in Libya by Western forces
using military means against Col. Muammar
Gaddafi has ended in the disaster of present-day
Libya. Before that there was the elimination, by
George W. Bush and Tony Blair, of the cat that
kept the rats at bay in Iraq. Yes, regime change at
the cost of millions of lives — but is Iraq any bet-
ter now than under Saddam Hussein?

Didn’t it breed the Islamic State, or ISIS?
Afghanistan, where regime change was encour-

aged by the fantasy that the feudal country would
instantly fall in with the shibboleths, however
desirable to you and me, of liberal Western
democracy? And ki holo?

We don’t yet know how replacing Bashar al-
Assad in Syria will turn out, though we do know
that it has led to murderous, vengeful assaults on
some of the innocent Alawite population.

Of course, one hopes that regime change, if it
comes about in Iran, will be initiated and executed

by liberal and liberating forces from within. But
who would these be?

Years ago, on a 20-mile taxi drive from the sub-
urbs of Toronto to its Bay Area one night, the taxi
driver, chatty as they are in that continent, told
me that he was from Persia. When I corrected him
and called it “Iran”, he was not best pleased.
Despite the fact that he was called Abdul or some-
thing, he insisted that he was, as I had identified
myself as such when he asked, a Zoroastrian. He
forcefully asserted that Persia was sick to death of
the ayatollah’s rule and that most of Persia want-
ed to overthrow that regime and reconvert from
Islam to the Zoroastrian religion of ancient Iran —
sorry, Persia!

I said I wasn’t quite convinced, but he was insis-
tent that that was how it was.

Though I know, gentle reader, that Ayatollah
Khamenei’s son and his chief adviser are in line to
succeed him when he goes, I would, of course, go
along with my Canadian taxi driver’s unlikely
prognostication and hope that a compassionate
Zoroastrian regime would replace the repressive
ayatollahs.

The obvious organisation to take charge of such
would be the ZLF, the Zoroastrian Liberation
Front, co-founded a few years ago, by Imoji
Feromonereplacementwalla and Sinnerji
Arthuroadjalia, of which I am a humble member
and even the late Alexander Waugh was 
vice-president.

Gentle reader, the future awaits.

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

PM MODI @75
RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat has put
Prime Minister Modi in a tight spot.
HIs remark about public figures
retiring at the age of 75 has reignited
political chatter. His comment, while
not naming anyone directly, has
been widely interpreted as a subtle
message for Prime Minister Modi,
who turns 75 on September 17, 2025.
In fact, the restrictive age for politi-
cians was initiated by Mr. Modi him-
self. Whether that was done with gen-
uine concern for the people’s senti-
ment or for his own political interest
is debatable. More than Modi contin-
uing in office beyond 75, the bigger
question for the BJP is “after Modi,
who?”.  And the saffron party clearly
has no answer for it.

R. SIVAKUMAR
Chennai

Patralekha
Chatterjee
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

STARE BACK AT 
THE U.S. BULLY ON 

SECONDARY TARIFF

W 
HEN US President Donald Trump recently gave 
Russia 50 days to end the Ukraine war, while simul-
taneously threatening a 100 percent secondary tar-
iff  on big nations like India, China and Brazil for 
importing Moscow’s cheaper crude, there was 

hardly a ripple in the global oil markets. For, bourses have 
learnt to live with Trump’s eccentric pronouncements, per-
haps because of  his tendency to bark but not bite when push 
comes to shove. Trump is anyway averse to high crude pric-
es, given its inflationary pressures. Analysts say such sec-
ondary tariffs could send crude prices flying from under $70 
now to $130 a barrel, as it would suck out Russia’s share—10 
percent of  the global oil output—from the market. Besides, 
working on a bilateral trade pact with the US, which Trump
keeps trumpeting at every available opportunity, makes little 
sense under the shadow of  a possible secondary levy. Yet, 
here we are, racing to arrive at an India-US pact before the 
August 1 deadline set by Trump.

Amid the trade turmoil came the welcome gesture of  the 
US state department designating Lashkar-e-Taiba’s off-
shoot, The Resistance Front (TRF), as a foreign terrorist 
organisation and a specially designated global terrorist 
outfit. The TRF had claimed responsibility for the Pahal-
gam terror attack, which set off  the four-day India-Pakistan 
clash. Such is the mixed messaging on the intent of  the 
Trump administration on a deal with India.

Nato chief  Mark Rutte echoing his master’s voice on sec-
ondary tariff  was more of  an irritant, as India cautioned 
him against double standards in global energy policies. Let-
ting the European Union source gas from Russia while pe-
nalising other nations smacks of  an appalling policy slant. 
India is one of  the largest importers of  Russian crude oil, 
sold at a price cap of  $60 a barrel, significantly below market 
rates. At present, it accounts for 42 percent of  the country’s 
total oil imports, or around 2.08 million barrels per day.

However, there can be no rational responses to quixotic 
exclamations like making others pay for US policy failure 
on ending the Ukraine war. India must continue with its 
strategic autonomy, stare back at the bully and face the situ-
ation as it presents itself. Reviving the Russia-India-China 
trilateral dialogue could be a diplomatic way forward.

Q U I C K  TA K E

RIGHT TO BE ANONYMOUS

Aconsequential fight is on between the Indian govern-
ment and X at the Karnataka High Court. The social 
media platform is contesting the provisions of  the IT 

Act the Centre can use to order takedown of  accounts. At 
the latest hearing, Solicitor General Tushar Mehta revealed 
a verified account of  the non-existent ‘Supreme Court of  
Karnataka’ his office had created just to show how easy it 
was to do so. Apart from freedom of  expression, the case 
should provoke a broad debate on an early promise of  the 
internet—anonymity, which has been a boon for many in-
dividuals, but has emerged as a bane for governments try-
ing to hoover up information in the name of  ensuring pub-
lic safety. It can hardly get more consequential. 
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China does not seem to be interested 
in foreign policy activities of a 
cosmetically multilateral nature

Inculcating morals
Ref: Treat Balasore tragedy as a Nirbhaya 
moment to make education safer (Jul 18). 
Apart from framing rules and policies, 
educational institutions must ensure that 
moral values are affirmed consciously and 
continuously. An effort to ensure that rules 
and policies are aligned with action, even  
in small ways.
Sarla Achuthan, Palakkad
 
Assist Nimisha
Ref: Explore all avenues to save Nimisha Priya 
(Jul 18). A myriad of humanitarian gestures 
has won many hearts. I also urge the public 
to remain calm and refrain from provocative 
debates on social media. The Indian government 
must leverage all possible diplomatic channels 
to reach a peaceful resolution.
Raju Kolluru, Kakinada 

Functional sanctuaries
Ref: Manage the menageries (Jul 17). Our 
zoos are turning into Bermuda Triangles for 
animals. Alipore Zoo’s vanishing act of 321 
creatures isn’t just tragic—it’s criminal. From 
miscounts to misdeeds, the law seems to be 
missing. Time to run real sanctuaries and not 
bureaucratic black holes. 
Veda Chidanand, Bengaluru

Self-reliant consultancy
Ref: Time to enable India’s own Big 4 
consultancies (Jul 18). India’s consulting 
sector is dominated by global ‘Big 7’ firms 
due to domestic policies that disadvantage 
local players. Stringent government contract 
requirements, protectionist measures and 
outdated branding rules hinder growth. This 
underlines the urgent need for regulatory 
reform to enable fair competition.
N R Jagannath, email

Expensive turkey
Ref: F-35 woes no longer in stealth mode 
(Jul 18). I  have been flagging the F-35’s sad 
history for over two decades as part of a 
thread called ‘Turkey or Talisman?’ on an 
open-source website. Reviewing various 
faults, the clear verdict is that it is the most 
expensive turkey in aviation history, a call for 
which I was eventually censured.
Philip, email

Geopolitical coercion
Ref: India pushback against Nato’s sanctions 
threat (Jul 18). India’s discounted oil import 
from Russia is one of the reasons that helped 
bring inflation down to 2.1 percent in June 
2025—well below many G-7 nations. Ironically, 
Europe’s own $105-billion energy trade with 
Russia exposes massive double standards.
Sagartirtha Chakraborty, Guwahati

NDIA-CHINA relations started 
with hope in the 1950s with the 
Panchsheel Agreement, stut-
tered later in that decade and 
deteriorated sharply in the 
wake of  the 1962 war. Since then, 
it has fluctuated, with a sharp 

downturn over the last decade. Of  late, it is 
again showing signs of  revival.

The early 1950s are often referred to as 
the age of  Nehru, during which he, along 
with a few other leaders, helped unite the 
Global South into a bloc of  non-aligned na-
tions as a counterbalance to the US and the 
USSR. While Nehru emerged as a promi-
nent figure, his Chinese counterpart Zhou 
Enlai was less visible internationally. Nev-
ertheless, the two leaders forged a strong 
relationship. Zhou’s visit to India in 1954 
generated considerable excitement, and 
later that year, Nehru visited China.

The New York Times described the at-
mosphere during Nehru’s visit, saying 
people crowded the six-mile route from the 
Beijing airport to the city, joyfully chant-
ing the Chinese slogan that translates as 
“Long live peace” and the Hindi phrase 
“Hindi-Chini bhai-bhai”. Nehru and Mao 
Zedong’s meeting lasted four-and-a-half-
hours, during which Mao candidly ac-
knowledged that China was less developed 
than India, a fact only revealed in the min-
utes of  the meeting released in 2015.

The relationship began showing signs 
of  strain after the 1955 Bandung Confer-
ence of  Afro-Asian nations, co-hosted by 
Nehru and Indonesia’s Sukarno. Zhou 
played a significant role at the conference, 
garnering support from many leaders. It 
was during this period that Pakistan and 
China began strengthening their ties.

Tensions escalated with the Lhasa upris-
ing in March 1959, fueled by rumours that 
the Chinese authorities intended to arrest 
the 14th Dalai Lama. Despite India’s clear 
support for Chinese rule over Tibet, uncer-
tainty grew within the Chinese leadership 
over India’s intentions. Chris Ogden, in his 
2022 paper, ‘The Double-Edged Sword: Re-
viewing India-China Relations’, observes, 
“Although India had recognised Chinese su-
zerainty over Tibet and classified it as an 
autonomous region, the Indian govern-
ment’s decision to harbour the Dalai Lama 
after his escape in 1959 heightened distrust 
and frustration in their diplomatic rela-
tions.” Additionally, Chinese support for the 
Mizo and Naga uprisings in the Northeast 
exacerbated India’s concerns.

During this time, low-intensity conflicts 
began in the Northeast, with China assert-
ing claims over territories that India con-
sidered its own. Tensions escalated, reach-
ing a peak in 1962 when Nehru and defence 
minister Krishna Menon significantly mis-

judged the capabilities of  the Indian Army 
and ordered it to reclaim territories held 
by China along the Thagla Ridge. The re-
sult was a catastrophic defeat for India 
with the Chinese forces advancing down 
the Himalayas and reaching within kilo-
metres of  the Assam plains.

A chastened Nehru was forced to send an 
urgent request for assistance to US Presi-
dent John F Kennedy on November 19, stat-
ing, “With the Chinese advancing in mas-
sive strength, the entire Brahmaputra 
Valley is seriously threatened. Unless im-
mediate action is taken, Assam, Tripura, 
Manipur, and Nagaland could also fall to the 
Chinese.” The Chinese, however, unilater-
ally declared a ceasefire and withdrew to-
wards their stated boundary.

Since 1962, the India-China relationship 
has remained unsteady with Pakistan sig-
nificantly contributing to the tensions be-

tween the two. In December 1988, Rajiv Gan-
dhi’s visit to China resulted in a joint 
communiqué emphasising the restoration 
of  amicable relations based on the Panch-
sheel Agreement. Both countries committed 
to seeking a “fair and reasonable settle-
ment” of  their border dispute while foster-
ing cooperation in various sectors beneficial 
to both sides. In January 1994, Beijing ex-
pressed interest in negotiating a resolution 
to the Kashmir issue and opposed any push 
for independence in the region.

During his first term, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi undertook a series of  cor-
dial visits to China, and Xi Jinping too vis-
ited India on multiple occasions, reflecting 
the mutual goodwill. However, tensions rose 
following the incidents in Galwan and Dok-
lam, further complicated by Pakistan’s neg-
ative influence on the bilateral relations.

With global diplomacy taking a significant 

blow from the unpredictable and confronta-
tional approach of  US President Donald 
Trump, relations between India and China 
have once again entered a crossroads.

Modi met Xi on the sidelines of  the BRICS 
meeting in Kazan, Russia last October. Chi-
na’s foreign ministry reported on its website 
that Xi said, “It is in the fundamental interest 
of  our two countries and two peoples to keep 
to the trend of  history and the right direction 
of  bilateral relations.” India’s foreign minis-
try said that Modi welcomed the recent 
agreement on complete disengagement and 
resolution of  issues that arose in 2020 in the 
border areas: “He underscored the impor-
tance of  properly handling differences and 
disputes to maintain peace and tranquillity. 
The two leaders agreed that the special  
representatives on the boundary question 
will meet at an early date to manage peace 
and tranquillity in border areas while ex-
ploring a fair, reasonable, and mutually  
acceptable solution.” Dialogues at the for-
eign ministers’ level would also be used to 
“stabilise and rebuild bilateral relations”. A 
positive outcome was agreeing to restore the 
border to pre-Galwan positions.

In a three-hour conversation with pod-
caster Lex Fridman in March 2025, Modi 
articulated his aspiration to enhance bilat-
eral relations, highlighting the historical 
connections and the importance of  prevent-
ing “differences from escalating into dis-
putes”. He talked about the time when India 
and China together accounted for over 50 
percent of  the global GDP, emphasising that 
their collaboration is crucial for interna-
tional peace and prosperity.

The Chinese response was encouraging, 
with their spokesperson stating, “For over 
2,000 years, the two countries have main-
tained friendly exchanges and learned from 
each other, contributing to civilisational 
achievements and human progress… The 
two nations should partner in each other’s 
success, and a ‘cooperative pas de deux’, a 
ballet between the dragon and the elephant, 
is the only viable path forward.”

External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar 
visited Beijing earlier this month to attend 
a meeting of  the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganisation and met Xi on the sidelines. Dur-
ing his meeting with the Chinese foreign 
minister Wang Yi, Jaishankar reportedly 
said, “India stands ready to work with Chi-
na to speed up the resumption of  coopera-
tion mechanisms, enhance people-to-people 
and cultural exchanges, facilitate personnel 
travels, and jointly safeguard peace and 
tranquillity in the border areas.”

Perhaps we are on the brink of  a new 
chapter in global diplomacy that could re-
shape our world.

(Views are personal)
(kmchandrasekhar@gmail.com)

I CUE MUSIC FOR
A HIMALAYAN 
PAS DE DEUX

India and China have signalled that their strained relationship is  
on the mend. If the neighbours work together, they can  

write a new chapter in global diplomacy

K M CHANDRASEKHAR Former Cabinet Secretary and author of  
As Good as My Word: A Memoir

SOURAV ROY

Jyotindra 
Nath Dixit

A 
FTER years of  lobbying for lower tariffs, Tesla has 
finally driven into India. More than anything else, 
the American electric carmaker’s entry with two 
premium models has stumped everyone because of  
their superior price tags—more than in the US, Chi-

na and Germany, thanks to high import duties. India im-
poses 100 percent duty if  the car’s cost, insurance and 
freight together exceeds $40,000, and 70 percent on vehicles 
priced below. All eyes are on the proposed India-US trade 
deal and if  it will entail lower duties on cars, much like the 
recent bilateral pact with the UK, where auto levies would
reduce to 10 percent in phases. But even if  the Indo-US deal 
includes lower auto levies, the question is whether they 
will apply to Tesla, whose American factories do not pro-
duce right-hand drive vehicles used in India and will have 
to import from China, which faces high tariffs.

The duty reduction in the India-UK deal focuses on non-
electric vehicles and does not encompass any out-of-quota 
cuts for EVs. That said, India’s EV policy announced last 
year does walk an extra mile, lowering import duties from 
100 percent to 15 percent for cars priced over $35,000, but 
with riders. To avail of  these lower tariffs, companies must 
invest at least $500 million in local production facilities 
over a three-year period, besides achieving 50 percent do-
mestic value addition within five years. In other words, the 
government is keen on attracting global automakers, but 
wants to ensure job creation and development of  the do-
mestic manufacturing ecosystem in return—which does 
not enthuse companies like Tesla.

This is not surprising given the pace of  EV adoption in 
India. In 2024, they accounted for 7.5 percent of  India’s total 
vehicle sales, but two-wheelers accounted for over 60 per-
cent of  all EV sales. Overall growth is also dismal com-
pared to major markets like China, where about half  the 
new cars sold last year were electric. One of  the drags on 
growth is that there are too few charging stations—only 
one public charging station for every 235 EVs, according to 
one estimate. Then there is a lack of  standardisation among 
charging stations and connectors. Above all, India imports
over 90 percent of  its lithium-ion batteries and needs local 
manufacturing to guard against supply chain disruptions.
We need to pave the road before EVs can truly vroom.

TESLA ROLLS IN, BUT BUMPS 
STAY ON EV GROWTH PATH

HERE does teaching end and
learning begin? Or should that be 
the other way around? I asked 
myself  these profound questions 
last week as news arrived from 
Kerala of  a small step with revo-
lutionary intent. Ramavilasom 

Vocational Higher Secondary School at Val-
akom decided to remove the concept of  
‘backbenchers’ by introducing a circular 
seating arrangement in classrooms.

Human beings are quite inertial—it takes 
some fresh inspiration to turn things 
around. As it happens, the south Kerala 
school was jolted by a Malayalam movie, 
Sthanarthi Sreekuttan, to do away with tra-
ditional rows of  benches and bring in single 
rows along the four walls of  a classroom 
where every kid looks like a side-bencher.

The movie’s ideas have also crossed bor-
ders. While a Punjab school jumped ea-
gerly on the idea, a circular from the edu-
cation department in Tamil Nadu ran into 
rough weather. Tamil Nadu has insisted 
on implementing a somewhat semi-circu-
lar arrangement resembling the Tamil let-
ter pa as a symbol of  open minds after 
some social media protests on the ground 
that it was impractical.

However, the idea of  innovative seating is 
not new to Tamil Nadu, which introduced 
circular seating on the floor for activity-
based learning two decades ago. The ideas 
were inspired by experiments at the 
Krishnamurti Foundation (which runs the 
Rishi Valley School, among others) and the 
Montessori method that emphasises peer 
learning and collaboration to help children 
grow on their own. Tamil Nadu had then 
enforced circular floor seating in more than 
38,000 primary schools and swapped large 
blackboards for teachers to smaller ones for 
kids with six-student teams seated in circles 
overseen by teachers-turned-mentors.

Classroom design involves pedagogy, 
pragmatism and politics. The plot of  the 
Malayalam movie centres around struggles, 
aspirations and identity conflicts in class-
rooms. I spent my high school years on a 
backbench, and my seat-mates went on to 
become highly educated entrepreneurs. 
That is understandable because we were 
classified as tall students, not laggards.

Where I come from, backbenchers were 
often too-clever-by-half  students who would 
raise questions or offer comments that 
would embarrass teachers or trigger adoles-
cent giggles from classmates. Understand-
ably, the same rule applied in the British 
House of  Commons. In BBC’s cult comedy, 
Yes, Minister, Jim Hacker, the troubled and 
troubling politician in the title role, is often 

worried about what parliamentary back-
benchers would say about his proposals.

But it must be acknowledged that in pri-
mary schools across India, backbenchers 
have often been stigmatised, and thus, the 
movie has triggered a healthy debate.  One 
man’s ‘stakeholder’ can sometimes be an-
other’s ‘vested interest’, leading to a ‘class 
struggle’ distinct from the Marxist variety.

We are into new-age pedagogy under 
which the Aam Aadmi Party even framed a 
‘happiness curriculum’ to cheer kids in 
Delhi’s government schools when it was in 
power. A classroom has historically been a 

theatre of  sorts, but not every teacher is a 
good performer. Nor is every student an ea-
ger audience. Some need the teacher to 
reach across, in which case the circular ar-
rangement is a good thing.

I have childhood memories of  being awe-
struck by a visit to my father’s high school 
in rural Tamil Nadu. His school, built by a 
wealthy zamindar, had galleries that made 
the classroom a mini amphitheatre. By be-
ing perched above, the backbencher would 
look down on the teacher, perhaps sending 
a more-than-equal message, while the teach-

er could actually look each student in the 
eye and address them suitably.

Krishna Palepu, an acclaimed professor 
from Harvard Business School, once ex-
plained to me that HBS had seating arrange-
ments to help students learn better. His 
MBA students were usually experienced 
professionals, often hailing from business 
families and his role often involved facilitat-
ing them to learn from each other rather 
than being a grandstanding pedagogue.

HBS classrooms, especially for case 
studies, use a tiered, curved seating ar-
rangement with continuous writing sur-
faces designed to help interaction and  
discussion-based learning.

Tina Grotzer, principal research scientist 
on education at Harvard University, wants 
students to change their seating arrange-
ments now and then during a semester be-
cause fixed patterns can make “dialogic 
possibilities” more difficult. All of  this 
should help us understand Mark Twain’s 
insightful quote: “I have never let my school-
ing interfere with my education.”

The better teachers try their best to out-
wit Twain so that they can shift schools to 
match the humourist’s self-service menu, in 
line with Maria Montessori’s reverse-swing 
pedagogy. Environmental psychologist Rob-
ert Sommer says a teacher should be able to 
justify the arrangement of  desks and chairs 
on the basis of  goals. He talks about the 
lighting and the blackboard view with the 
sensitivity of  a movie director composing a 
scene. A German study of  fourth-graders 
once tried to examine whether different 
seating arrangements led to students ask-
ing more questions. The results showed 
questions were more frequent when the 
children were seated in a semicircular ar-
rangement than in rows. That should cer-
tainly evoke smiles in India, where a cur-
rently popular ad for computers targeting 
interactive students features a spoilsport 
teacher who screams: “Just by-heart it!”

One thing is clear: India is going through 
a churn in the educational system in which 
old equations are being challenged. And 
schools are just not what they used to be.

(Views are personal)
 (On X @madversity)

W
THE OTHER CLASS STRUGGLE

A Malayalam movie has 
rekindled interest in how seating 
arrangements in classrooms can 
help learning. Examples from Tamil 
Nadu’s state schools to Harvard 
University show seating along 
a curve can help peer learning, 
which can be more effective than 
pedagogic instruction

MADHAVAN NARAYANAN Senior journalist
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