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Nine years after Bihar adopted one of India’s most 
ambitious social interventions, its prohibition law 
stands at a crossroads between symbolism and lived 
reality. What began as a moral and political project ~ 

to protect households from addiction, domestic violence and 
financial ruin - has produced a complicated legacy,  
one in which the goals of reform collide repeatedly with the 
limits of enforcement. 

The state’s resolve is undeniable. Raids continue with 
clockwork regularity: officers crossing rivers at dawn, sniffer 
dogs leading them through sugarcane fields, and makeshift 
distilleries being torn down. Yet the same sites spring back to 
life within days. It is a pattern so persistent that officials 
themselves openly acknowledge it. When nearly all convictions 
under a stringent law are for consumption rather than 
production or trafficking, it becomes clear that the system is 
designed to trap the vulnerable while allowing the supply 
chains to regroup and adapt. 

That imbalance is partly structural. Bihar is surrounded on 
three sides by states where alcohol flows freely, and it shares a 
long, porous border with Nepal that has become a dependable 
route for smugglers. Geography is not destiny, but in this case it 
stacks the odds heavily against any clean prohibition 
experiment. Add to this staff shortages, widespread tip-offs 
before raids, and suspected collusion in pockets of the 
enforcement machinery, and the result is an underground 
economy that is both resilient and lucrative. 

Even so, the political support for prohibition endures, 
particularly among women who witnessed firsthand how 
alcohol could hollow out their homes. Widows who lost 
husbands to toxic brews still argue passionately for an 
uncompromising stance. Their grief anchors the moral 
argument for prohibition, reminding policymakers why the ban 
was introduced in the first place. For many families, reduced 
consumption has indeed improved financial stability, education 
outcomes, and day-to-day peace. 

But these gains coexist with an equally stark reality: the 
proliferation of unsafe liquor, the deaths that periodically 
follow, and a thriving black market that extracts its own tax 
from the poorest. The question is no longer whether prohibition 
has noble intentions ~ it clearly does ~ but whether it has been 
implemented in a way that balances those intentions with 
practical governance. The larger Indian context offers no easy 
comfort. States that imposed prohibition decades ago still 
grapple with bootlegging, while others such as Tamil Nadu 
have rolled back bans after encountering fiscal and 
administrative strain. Bihar’s journey is not unique; it simply 
exposes the deeper dilemma inherent in all such policies. 

As the state prepares for another term under a government 
committed to maintaining the ban, it must confront a difficult 
truth: prohibition cannot succeed through policing alone. 
Without addressing the incentives that fuel illicit production, 
strengthening institutions, and recalibrating the law to target 
networks rather than consumers, Bihar risks clinging to  
a policy that achieves less than it promises while costing more 
than it appears.

Of all the water that blankets our 
planet, nearly every drop ~ 97.43 
percent ~ is saline. Freshwater, the 
lifeblood of civilization, makes up 

a fragile 2.57 per cent, and of that, rivers ~ 
the veins that nourish cities, crops, and 
ecosystems ~ account for a vanishingly small 
0.002 per cent. It is this microscopic share, 
shimmering through our landscapes and 
sustaining every forest, farm, and life  
form, that humanity depends upon for its 
very survival. 

Despite humanity’s perilous dependence 
on this sliver of freshwater, the world’s 
response to deepening water crises remains 
astonishingly narrow. From parched cities 
and vanishing aquifers to conflicts, collapsing 
canals, and climate-driven extremes, the 
planet’s mounting emergencies have done 
little to expand our gaze beyond this tiny, 
fraction of the Earth’s reserves. 

Consider this: as the global population 
surges from 8 billion today towards nearly 
10 billion by 2050, the demand for food, 
energy, and water will soar to unprecedented 
heights. Groundwater reserves, the planet’s 
hidden lifelines, are in alarming retreat, 
while the strain on rivers, lakes, and reservoirs 
deepens by the day. 

UNICEF warns that half of humanity 
already lives under conditions of water 
stress. In India, the situation is especially 
dire: according to NITI Aayog, nearly 600 
million people ~ about 45 per cent of the 
population ~ were grappling with severe 
water scarcity as early as 2020. By 2030, 
demand is expected to outstrip supply by 
nearly twofold. To make matters worse, the 
country’s aging dams and decaying infrastructure 
are further choking an already dwindling 
freshwater reserve. 

One reason humanity remains trapped 
within the narrow confines of freshwater 
dependence lies in a deep-rooted perception: 
that saline water ~ with total dissolved solids 
above 1,000 milligrams per litre ~ is inherently 
unusable for drinking, farming, or industry.  

This belief, rarely questioned, has become 
a global blind spot. The result is a  
dangerous paradox ~ an escalating crisis 
born from humanity’s obsession with the 

finite, while ignoring the boundless potential 
of the saline. 

Even as the global water crisis deepens, 
the global collective response remains trapped 
in a silo ~ conserving, reallocating, and 
recycling the same tiny finite freshwater 
reserves. Ambitious research that could 
liberate humanity from its dependence 
on freshwater remains scarce, confined 
largely to desalination plants or isolated 
trials in saline agriculture. 

The staggering reality that 98 per cent 
of Earth’s water is saline has not yet 
triggered the paradigm shift. Instead, 
humanity continues to chase dwindling 
freshwater reserves instead of learning 
to replace or even partially substitute 
them with saline sources. This inertia, 
more than hydrological limits, lies at the 
heart of the global freshwater crisis. 

The freshwater crisis, therefore, is less 
a failure of hydrology and more a crisis 
of mindset. It is not a shortage of water, 
but of wisdom, a crisis born not from 
nature’s limits, but from humanity’s 
intellectual poverty. 

Paradoxically, global water discourse 
continues to attribute the crisis to a 
familiar catalogue of causes ~ population 
growth, urbanization, consumption patterns, 
poor governance, and climate change.  

Worse, the proposed remedies remain 
confined within the shrinking boundaries 
of freshwater: building larger dams, harvesting 
rain, and improving efficiency. These are 
worthy efforts, but they all share the same 
flaw ~ they ignore the abundant 98 per cent 
of the planet’s water. 

Contrary to the widespread belief that 
saline water is inherently unusable, humanity 
has long been harnessing it. The world’s 
oceans have sustained human life for 

millennia, yielding seafood rich in more 
than 1,900 nutrients and forming a vital 
part of our diet. In doing so, they have quietly 
reduced the planet’s freshwater footprint. 

Seas nurture vast edible, nutrient-rich 
plants. Across the Pacific, species such as 
Porphyra, Monostroma, Enteromorpha, 

Laminaria japonica, kombu, 
and wakame have long formed 
the backbone of traditional 
diets ~ supplying essential 
inerals and proteins without 
tapping freshwater reserves. 

Economically, many 
freshwater-dependent crops 
have saline-water counterparts. 
Mangrove species such as 
Rhizophora and Ceriops 
provide high-quality fuelwood, 
while salt-tolerant varieties 
of Prosopis offer durable 
timber. 

Halophytes are now 
emerging as powerful 
alternatives for the future of 
food, fuel, and industry. 
Thriving in saline water, they 
can produce grains, biofuels, 

and edible oils, offering sustainable substitutes 
for freshwater-guzzling crops like corn, 
sugarcane, and palm oil. Even saline-tolerant 
varieties in floriculture and horticulture are 
opening new economic frontiers. 

To avert the looming water catastrophe, 
humanity must break its fixation on freshwater 
domain and embrace the vast saline 
reserves that envelop the planet. A conceptual 
tool to guide this transformation is the 
“saline water footprint” ~ the total volume 
of saline water employed in producing goods 
and services. 

With agriculture consuming 80 to 90 per 

cent of global freshwater, substituting 
freshwater-intensive crops with saline-tolerant 
analogues, advancing saline-based alternatives 
from staple crops to culinary delicacies and 
industrial products could dramatically 
expand the saline water footprint while 
conserving precious freshwater within its 
finite 2.5 per cent share. 

Nearly 38 per cent of the world’s population 
~ some 2.9 billion people ~ live within 100 
kilometers of a coastline, and with the  
global shoreline stretching over 2.4 million 
kilometers (excluding Antarctica), the  
potential to harness saline water is immense. 
Climate change is further expanding  
salinity’s reach. 

So, clinging exclusively to freshwater is 
no longer a viable path for humanity. However, 
realizing this potential requires a fundamental 
paradigm shift ~ a collective reorientation 
of policymakers, governments, researchers, 
investors, and citizens alike to recognize 
saline water not as a limitation, but as a 
vast, untapped asset. 

Global water policies must move beyond 
fragmented trials and integrate diverse 
strategies ~ desalination, seafood consumption, 
halophyte cultivation, saline-based agriculture 
into a unified saline water footprint framework. 
Such an approach would enhance, monitor, 
and scale saline water use while driving 
research and innovation. 

So, as long as humanity remains fixated 
on a narrow 2.5 per cent slice of freshwater 
while ignoring the oceans at its doorstep, 
the freshwater crisis will remain insolvable. 
With over 11,000 kilometers of coastline 
and confronting its own mounting water 
challenges, India has an opportunity to lead 
the world toward a “saline century,” setting 
an example for resolving freshwater scarcity 
once and for all.

Nepal’s Communist movement 
was founded on the 
revolutionary legacy of young 
Nepalis who fought against the 

dynastic and autocratic Rana regime. 
Pushpalal Shrestha, who established 
Nepal’s first communist party, was inspired 
by the disbanded outfit Nepal Praja 
Parishad. Shrestha’s brother Gangala was 
among Parishad’s founding members, 
who was killed by the regime when he 
was only 22 years old. Pushpalal established 
the Nepal Communist Party while studying 
in India, along with other Nepali political 
activists like Nara Bahadur Karmacharya 
and Niranjan Govinda Baidhya. 

The NCP was established in the post-World 
War II era, when the Soviet Union defeated 
Nazi Germany, and Mao Tse-tung had 
established the People’s Republic of China. 
Despite its popularity among Nepali 
youths, the party was legally banned from 
mainstream Nepali politics until 1956, 
when the party accepted the constitutional 
monarchy and participated in the 
parliamentary elections.  

After King Mahendra captured power 

in December 1960, the Nepali communist 
movement was polarised between the 
radical bloc that was opposed to the 
constitutional monarchy and the less 
radical bloc that decided to engage politically 
for reform.  

The two large communist 
parties of today, the recently 
rebranded CPN (Maoist Centre) 
and the less radical CPN-UML, 
have respectively evolved from 
these two left blocs. 

In the last 85 years, Nepali 
communist parties have 
repeatedly unified and split. Their number 
now exceeds a dozen. They also include 
factions that launched an armed struggle 
against the Nepali state.  

While the early revolts against the 
Panchayat regime were violently suppressed, 
the safe landing of a decade-long Maoist 
insurgency (1996-2006) managed to bring 
Nepali communists to the political centre 
stage. 

In the last two decades, communist 
parties have repeatedly secured public 
mandate to lead the government and the 

parliamentary process. This includes the 
crucial years of constitution drafting and 
the following years of institutionalising 
the new federal system. 

In the first Constituent Assembly 
elections of April 2008, the mainstreamed 
Maoist party secured a near two-thirds 
majority.  

This was a clear mandate to play 
a leading role in drafting the new 
republican constitution, given to a 
party whose guerrilla forces were 
still stationed in eight cantonments 
across the country.  

However, the Pushpa Kamal Dahal-led 
Maoist party misread the political mandate 
as an opportunity to capture all institutions 
of state power.  

Despite agreeing to a peaceful parliamentary 
politics, the Maoists threatened to go 
back to armed insurgency after their 
attempt to politically capture the Nepal 
Army was resisted by other political 
parties and the President. 

The party has since lost considerable 
ground and popularity. The lifestyle some 
top party leaders flaunted, and their 

questionable role in several corruption 
scandals, is in sharp contrast to their 
revolutionary past. In the past few elections, 
the party has adopted a strategy of 
maximising electoral gains through political 
alliances to remain in power.  

For instance, the notorious communist 
alliance during the 2017 elections, with 
the CPN-UML and other leftist parties, 
brought the Maoists back to power. 
However, the competing ambition of the 
Maoist chairman against that of the UML 
leader Oli ensured that the unification 
did not last long. 

Unlike its radical Maoist comrades, the 
CPN-UML has remained a parliamentary 
political force and claims to be the true 
torchbearer of Pushpalal’s political legacy.  

In the post-Panchayat era, the party 
was led by popular communist leaders 
such as Madan Bhandari and Manmohan 
Adhikari, but it mostly remained in the 
opposition.  

However, its progressive intra-party 
debates and critical role as a parliamentary 
opposition steadily built its appeal among 
Nepal’s working class. 

Safety drills 
 
Sir, This refers to your editorial “Preventable”. 

The tragic explosion at the Srinagar police 
station is not an aberration but part of a 
disturbing pattern of avoidable lapses.  

From past instances of IPS officers suffering 
self-inflicted gunshot wounds to routine 
mishandling of seized explosives, the message 
is clear: when basic procedure is treated as 
optional, disaster becomes inevitable.  

Such failures are especially alarming in a 
sensitive region like Kashmir. They erode 
not only public confidence but also the trust 
the armed forces must place in the police 
force as collaborative partners.  

Safety cannot depend on luck, instinct, or 

individual discretion. It must flow from 
culture. 

James Clear’s Atomic Habits reminds us 
that excellence is the product of repeated, 
disciplined action. Japan’s railways exemplify 
this through their “point-and-call” strategy, 
where locopilots physically gesture and 
verbalise each step.  

This simple behavioural discipline reduces 
errors by up to 85 per cent. It is not technology 
but habit-building that ensures near-perfect 
accuracy.  

India’s policing system needs a similar 
shift ~ from loosely followed instructions to 
institutionalised rituals of safety. Regular 
training, strict chain-of-custody processes, 
and accountable leadership must become 

non-negotiable.  
The Srinagar blast is a grim reminder 

that protocols save lives only when they   
are internalised. 

Yours, etc., Harsh Pawaria,  
Rohtak, 18 November. 

 

TB woes 
Sir, India has once again topped the 

global tuberculosis burden, accounting for 
one-quarter of all cases, according to the 
World Health Organization’s latest report, 
released last Wednesday.   

According to the data, India’s tuberculosis 
incidence rate has improved to 187 per one 
lakh people, up from last year. However,  

it still falls well short of the Union government's 
aim of 77 incidents per 100,000 people             
by 2025. 

A provision of Rs 3,400 crore had been 
made in the last financial year for the 
treatment of TB, which has become a public 
health crisis in itself. 

The World Health Organization’s recent 
'Global Tuberculosis Report’ offers a gloomy 
image for India, which now accounts for 26 
per cent of the world's TB cases.   

This statistic alone highlights the difficulty 
that India's National TB Elimination Programme 
faces, especially with the rise of multidrug-resistant 
tuberculosis (MDR-TB). 

Yours, etc.,  Abhijit Roy,  
Jamshedpur, 14 November.

The global artificial intelligence boom has entered a 
phase that feels both historic and unsettling. On one 
hand, the technology is maturing at a pace few could 
have imagined even three years ago. On the other, the 

money rushing into the sector ~ across chips, models, data 
centres, and speculative partnerships ~ has begun to resemble 
the financial manias that have punctuated earlier waves of 
technological change. When industry leaders themselves 
caution that elements of the current frenzy veer into 
irrationality, it is worth stepping back to examine the trajectory. 

The core tension lies in AI’s dual identity as both a 
general-purpose technology and a speculative magnet. The 
former is undeniable: AI is already reshaping creative work, 
logistics, healthcare, and education.  

The latter is visible in the staggering valuations placed on 
companies whose revenues remain dwarfed by the scale of 
investments pledged in their name. In some corners of the 
sector, the ratio of hype to fundamentals mirrors that of the 
late-1990s internet surge. That episode ultimately led to a 
painful correction, even though the underlying technology went 
on to transform the global economy. Drawing that parallel does 
not imply a perfect replay, but it does signal that exuberance 
and disillusion often travel together in the early years of 
powerful innovations. 

Yet one must also acknowledge the real strategic competition 
unfolding among the world’s largest technology companies. 
The players that control the full chain ~ from semiconductor 
design to proprietary datasets, from massive compute clusters 
to consumer-facing platforms ~ enjoy a structural advantage 
that can buffer them from market volatility. Their long-term 
horizon allows them to invest in frontier science and 
infrastructure even if the broader market cools. Smaller firms, 
by contrast, depend on venture capital cycles and are far more 
vulnerable to sudden contractions. 

Beyond questions of valuation, the physical footprint of AI is 
emerging as a challenge. The energy required to train and 
deploy the latest models is no longer a marginal issue.  
AI systems now consume a measurable share of global 
electricity, and the expansion of data centre capacity will 
intensify this demand.  

Governments eager to host AI investment must grapple with 
the reality that inadequate energy infrastructure can become a 
hard brake on digital ambition. This introduces a paradox: 
societies want the productivity gains promised by AI, yet the 
energy required to power these gains risks delaying climate 
targets and straining power grids. 

The disruption to labour markets adds another layer of 
complexity. Jobs are unlikely to vanish, but few professions will 
remain untouched. The workers who learn to incorporate AI 
tools into daily practice will thrive; those who resist adaptation 
may find the ground shifting under their feet. This transition 
will require thoughtful policy to ensure that opportunities 
outweigh dislocations. 

What is unfolding is not simply a technology cycle but the 
early architecture of a new economic era. The turbulence may 
be unavoidable, but so too is the need for sober governance and 
realistic expectations. 

Bihar’s  dilemma 

Uneasy  Acceleration 

Even as the global water crisis 
deepens, the global collective 
response remains trapped in a 
silo - conserving, reallocating, 
and recycling the same tiny 
finite freshwater reserves. 
Ambitious research that could 
liberate humanity from its 
dependence on freshwater 
remains scarce, confined largely 
to desalination plants or 
isolated trials in saline 
agriculture 
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News Items

‘Al-Falah shouldn’t have existed’
First, Pahalgam, then Delhi, 

two major terror-related 
incidents  within eight 
months have shocked the 

nation. Are there lapses on our 
part, or is there something else 
driving this surge?   

Vikram Singh, former UP DGP, 
decodes the dichotomy in an 
interaction with Anurag Kumar 
of The Statesman.  In 1974, Singh 
joined the Indian Police Service 
(IPS) and held the post of Director 
General of Police (DGP) in Uttar 
Pradesh from June 2007 to September 
2009. He retired in May 2010. He 
was awarded the President's Police 
Medal for Gallantry in 1986. 

 
Edited excerpts: 
Q. There has been a spike in 

terror-related activities in 
India. Are there lapses at the 
Intelligence level, or is it a 
failure of policing at the ground 
level? 

A: Every terror attack is a cause 
of great concern and introspection. 
And there cannot be anything that 
is cent percent perfect. We should 
assess ourselves and identify our 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats. Every such incident 
should pass through a stringent 
SWOT analysis. 

You mentioned Pahalgam and 
Delhi. I would be living in a fool's 
paradise and would not be doing 
my duty if I could say that everything 
was well under control and the 
terrorist got a bloody nose. No, it is 
not that. In Pahalgam, there were 
multiple security failures. The 
district authorities, perhaps, were 
bl issful ly  unaware ,  and the 
reinforcements and the QRT (quick 
response team) were not there. 

As far as the Delhi blast is 
concerned, yes we could have done 
much better. Al-Falah University, 
its recognition, its starting, and its 
initiation all have a huge question 
mark. Such a university should 
never have come about. The promoters 

have served for three years in Tihar. 
And then all the accreditations and 
the approvals are basically fake. 

 
Q. How do you assess India�s 

c u r r e n t  i n t e r n a l  s e c u r i t y 
environment? 

A: I deem it to be A+++. It could 
not have been better. Never has 
internal security been as robust as 
it is today. Naxalism is almost at 
its end, breathing its last. You have 
this unfortunate incident on 10th 
November (Delhi blast). It was the 
first-of-its-kind in 14 years. I would 
say the last Delhi blast was in 
September 2011. And this is the 
first blast after that. Therefore, I 
would say that we are working on 
it. We are working on Pahalgam. 

 
Q. Has the nature of terrorism 

evolved recently, and how are 
security agencies dealing with 
it? 

A: Shifting of gears is the standard 
operating procedure of all terrorist 
organisations. Jaish-e-Mohammad 
and Azhar Masood are known to 
be shifting gears. They have a 24X7 
R&D (research and development) 
wing. It was a devious and malicious 
game to hire radicalised doctors. 
You can see how devious the minds 
of terrorists are, how the mind of a 
terrorist works. 

 
Q. Are there still lapses between 

the Centre and states when it 
comes to Intelligence sharing? 

A: The Intelligence Bureau, RAW, 
and other intelligence agencies have 
a robust system of exchange of 
intelligence. But there are certain 
states, primarily like Kerala and 
West Bengal, which perhaps would 
be very reticent and reluctant to 
share intelligence for obvious political 
reasons. 

 
Q.  D o  yo u  t h i n k  I n d i a  i s 

a d e q u a t e ly  p r e p a r e d  f o r 
coordinated multi-city terror 
strikes? 

A: Very much! locations of NSG 
camps and paramilitary forces all 
over are fully geared to take on any 
misadventure planned by the terrorist 
organisations. 

 
Q. What reforms are most 

urgently needed in India's 
policing system? 

A: Firstly there is Prakash Singh 
vs Union of India, the seven points 
given by the Honourable Supreme 
Court in the year 2006. Now, it has 
been almost 20 years since the 
judgment was passed. It should 
have been the law of the land. Let 
us faithfully implement what was 
given by the Supreme Court - the 
model police code. Also, there should 
be security of tenure of all field 
officers, starting from the station 
house officers to the DGP. 

Also, extra budget. Futuristic 
technologies like machine learning, 
Artificial Intelligence (AI), and 
Augmented Reality should be part 
of the curriculum now. The days of 
the ‘lathi’ and ‘danda’ (sticks) are 
over. 

 
Q. How big a challenge is 

misinformation and propaganda 
posing to national security? 

A. The fake news, disinformation, 
and absolute lies seem to have 
overtaken social media. A smaller 
percentage of the population is 
now reading the newspapers daily. 
So, they are being fed by social 
media. Therefore, I would say that 
cyber patrolling, social media 
patrolling, which has been started 
by Uttar Pradesh and many other 
states, is not only a requirement, 
but it is a compulsion today. 

 
Q. What lessons has India 

learned from its past terror 
attacks? 

A: Every terror attack has its 
own set of questions and its lessons 
drawn. Complacency has no place 
in policing today. You should 
anticipate and be prepared for a 

worst-case scenario. The response 
time has to be minimal. Your systems 
and procedures should be in place 
to prevent panic, apprehend the 
culprits, and restore normalcy. A 
lot more needs to be done, and we 
have miles to go before we sleep. 

Last but not least, the technology. 
You see, the type of technology the 
terrorists are using today, the police 
will have to be at least a generation 
ahead of them. Otherwise, the police 
will lose the game. 

 
Q. After decades in policing, 

what one �weakness�  in the 
Indian security apparatus 
concerns you the most? 

A: Corruption. If there is one 
thing that is even worse than 
corruption, it is complacency. You 
see the two incidents that you have 
in  Pahalgam and Delhi ,  i t  is 
complacency. Nothing is going to 
happen to me. Nothing is going to 
happen here. And in the process, 
we allowed the grass to grow 
underneath our feet. 

We allowed those undesired 
elements to have a base and a 
launching pad in Al-Falah University. 
The university got its approvals from 
three successive governments. 

What were the compulsions? Was 
it corruption, complacency, or both? 
I mean, nothing shocks and surprises 
me any longer. I could tell you that 
policing is a full-time job. There is 
no possibility of making reels or 
going for fashion shows. If you are 
so passionate about your social life, 
then the police is not a job for you. 

 
Q. Do you think there is an 

improvement in UP's law and 
order under Yogi Adityanath?   

A. Adityanath said “mitti mein 
mila dunga” (will reduce to dust) 
for mafias, and he literally did 
that...Atiq, Ashraf, and all are reduced 
to dust. 

 
Q. India has declared the 

Delhi blast a terror attack. Do 
you think we are close to another 
war with Pakistan? 

A. If anybody has ventured into 
the unknown and dialled the wrong 
numb er,  wel l ,  there  wil l  b e 
consequences. And the nation would 
be very much prepared for Operation 
Sindoor 2. That is on the cards. But 
whether it be Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
or both, that remains to be seen. 
But  I  am sure  there  wil l  b e 
consequences.

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 
A Prime Minister has an actual salary of about 
£3,500. He has to pay a heavy proportion of 
the costs of housekeeping in Downing Street. 
He is fortunate if he has not to pay at least one 
of his private secretaries from his own purse. 
Even his week-end home has already become 
a tax. Mr. MacDonald says: — “ Chequers, that 
gracious gift of peace and refreshment, though 
it may properly be added to the enjoyment of 
the office, must be regarded, in spite of Lord 
Lee’s endowment and a body of the most 
generous and considerate of trustees, as a 
minus quantity in its cash emoluments.” So 
that even the arrangements made for a break 
in the hard round of the Prime Minister’s life 
involve him in financial embarrassment. The 
salary ought certainly to be raised. Even a 
Prime Minister is worthy of his hire. 

FRENCH FINANCE DEBATE 

DWINDLING SUPPORT 
FOR GOVERNMENT 
PARIS, NOV. 

THE Government has narrowly weathered 
the first storm in the Chamber. After unanimously 
passing the second reading of the Finance Bill 
the Chamber agreed by 294 votes to 250 to 
proceed with the committee stage. 

In the earlier proceedings the Government’s 
situation became critical when the Socialists 
threatened to abstain from voting. 

Following M. Painleve’s refusal to promise not 
to resort to inflation beyond the additional 1,500 
million francs the sitting was twice suspended 
to permit of negotiation. The Socialists eventually 
decided to favour the committee stage. —Reuter. 

 

ITALIAN GOLD BONDS 

OVER-SUBSCRIPTION 
OF NEW YORK ISSUE 
LONDON, NOV. 

THE New York issue of 100 million dollars 
of Italian gold bonds, bearing seven per cent 
interest at 94.5, and maturing on December 
1st, 1951, has been over-subscribed.—Reuter’s 
Special  Service. 

 

MADRAS EXODUS 

THOUSANDS LEAVE 
FOR BURMA PADDY 
SEASON 
MADRAS, NOV 

THERE has been a rush of passengers for 
Rangoon from Madras this week, and two 
steamers left last week carrying more than 
3,000 persons. To-day the steamer Ekma, 
carrying mails and passengers for Rangoon, 
left with 1,700 passengers. More than 800 
passengers had to be detained for want of 
accommodation. This huge exodus is stated  
to be on account of the paddy season  in 
Burma, for which thousands of coolies usually 
migrate during this period to find work in the 
fields, returning in April or May. 

 

UTTANGI RIOTS 

GOVERNMENT 
REPORT ON POLICE 
FIRING 
MADRAS, NOV.  

IN connexion with the Uttangi riots, during 
which there was a clash  between two sects of 
the Lingayats and the Police, the Government 
has, on the reports of the District Superintendent 
of  Police and the Magistracy of  Bellary, 
expressed belief that but for the action of the 
authorities the riot would have had disastrous 
consequences, and been attended by a greater 
loss of life than that which actually occurred. 
Appreciation is also expressed at the conduct 
of the officials and reserve police, and those 
who co-operated with the police in inducing 
the rioters to disperse.

ACROSS 
 

8    Resort hotel 

beside old 

abandoned 

vicarage (4) 

9    Spooner�s 

European braves 

outdoor seating 

(4,6) 

10  Older woman�s 

company? Flipping 

saucy stuff! (6) 

11  Hairstyle covered 

in elaborate nets 

for prom (8) 

12  Gangster�s 

partners importing 

American-caught 

oysters, say  

(8) 

14  Pub outside 

Totnes regularly 

provides buffet (6) 

16  Government 

department 

seconds fashion-

conscious youths 

(4) 

17  Record Spinning 

Around, Free and 

It�s a Sin (5) 

18  Popular attraction 

run by tart (4) 

19  Inconclusive test 

on Italy�s Adriatic 

peninsula (6) 

21  South American 

scrambled up 

ravine (8) 

23  Bachelor woke 8�s 

neighbour (8) 

26  Posh Home 

Secretary left card 

(6) 

27  Spain broadcast 

sitcoms about 

working for 

financial experts 

(10) 

28  Frank and Oscar 

exercise before 

noon (4) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Dull, ordinary and 

unacceptable in 

sumo wrestling 

(10) 

2    Birds and marine 

mammals circling 

bottomless bay (8) 

3    Cherishes a note 

about son  

(6) 

4    Freezes chops 

daughter 

discarded (4) 

5    Unruly crowd holds 

up South Carolina 

game (8) 

6    Mindlessly repeat 

standard nonsense 

(6) 

7    Neither 

revolutionary 

supports 

independent press 

(4) 

13  Be frugal with 

millions found in 

waste container 

(5) 

15  They escape, 

sporting bits of 

pirate costumes 

(3,7) 

17  Show about Henry 

and Mike�s ghosts 

(8) 

18  Eccentric VIP 

keeps a big cat in 

building (8) 

20  Ruler is somewhat 

sombre gentleman 

(6) 

22  Rest of class sit for 

photographer  

(6) 

24  Sweet sound of 

mythical bird  

(4) 

25  Boy raised on 

hospital food (4)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9

10 11

12 13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26

27 28

B E R C O W C R O S S B A R
U O P H I A O
D E P O T E N I G M A T I C
A I I X N P T K
P I N O C C H I O L I E G E
E G I P E N R
S T I C K A B I L I T Y
T N O I A O C E

P A R T I S A N S H I P
P A L I T O I
U V U L A O M I S S I O N S
P P B N E P C O
P E A C E N I K S A P H I D
E I A S D O E
T A R T R A T E V E N O U S

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 22 November 1925

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

United everywhere except at home
BIBEK RAJ KANDEL AND 
CHRISTINA MONROE 
 

On his first day as New 
York’s mayor-elect, Zohran 
Mamdani posted a photo 
on Instagram of himself 

eating momos, a Nepali dumpling 
beloved across the South Asian 
diaspora in the city. Within hours, 
Kathmandu’s social media lit up: 
The first thing he did after winning 
one of the world’s most visible 
political offices was eat something 
most savoured in the Himalayas. 

India had every reason to celebrate. 
He was still the son of Indian 
immigrant parents, a story of 
diaspora success that resonated 
deeply, even among those who 
disagreed with his politics. Across 
the border, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis 
joined in too, seeing in Mamdani 
both a Muslim trailblazer and a 
South Asian figure who transcended 
national lines. In that brief moment, 
Mamdani, born in Uganda and now 
an American Mayor, somehow 
became everyone’s man, a reminder 
that South Asia can feel united 
everywhere except at home. 

Just days before Mamdani’s 
victory, a young participant from 
Pakistan was meant to attend a 
South Asian youth workshop in 
Dhaka, but there was no direct 
flight. She had to detour through 
Dubai, spending a night in transit 
and nearly a thousand dollars to 
cover a distance shorter than Srinagar 

to Chennai. Fly east of Lahore; it 
should be a three-hour hop, at least 
on the map. Geography has rarely 
felt so political. The irony was that 
the regional dialogue was on youth 
and new leadership in a region that 
can barely meet. 

Across South Asia, even basic 
mobility has turned into a geopolitical 
test. Islamabad-Dhaka flights remain 
suspended. India-Bangladesh visas 
have been on hold since the tension 
following former Bangladeshi Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina’s exit. 
Bangladesh and Nepal sit only a 
sl iver  of  land apar t ;  a  barely 
21-kilometre Siliguri Corridor keeps 
them effectively sealed off by land. 
Pakistan and India, once tied by 
rail and road, have seen cross-border 
movement frozen for years. 

Bhutan is open to India and 
Bangladesh b ut  maintains  a 
premium-priced entry regime not 
designed for wider South Asian 
mobility. And Sri Lanka and the 
Maldives, both deeply plugged into 
Gulf routes, are better connected 
to Dubai than to any of their 
neighbours. In a region of nearly 
1.9 billion people, more than a 
quarter of humanity, even basic 
mobility has become a test of 
strained political relationships. 

Yet this was once a region where 
ideas moved freely. The same routes 
that today bristle with checkpoints 
once carried monks, merchants 
and scholars. From Taxila to Nalanda, 
from Lumbini to Paharpur, knowledge 

travelled freely, shaping Vedanta, 
Buddhism and later Mahayana 
traditions. South Asian civilisations 
met, debated and learned from 
each other for centuries. It’s strange 
when you think about it: India, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh were one 
country, born from the same story 
of liberation, even if their national 
paths later diverged. Today, that 
intimacy has thinned so far that 
even a cross-border call can feel 
like a security breach. 

But nature reveals what politics 
tries to conceal. Each summer, the 
same wall of heat moves across 
the subcontinent, from Jacobabad 
to Delhi, reaches the plains to 
Janakpur and Khulna. A landslide 
here, a flood there, a cyclone on 
one coast and a delayed monsoon 
on another, and suddenly the 
headlines from Karachi, Delhi, 
Dhaka and Thimpu look almost 
copied and pasted:  Hospitals 
overwhelmed, power grids failing, 
bridges washed away, and landslides 
swallowing entire villages. Nature 
keeps reminding South Asia it 
shares the same climate system, 
the same risks, even if its politics 
insists otherwise. 

And the sharper contrast is East 
Asia: Even with deeper strategic 
divides, the region doesn’t shut itself 
off this way. Japan and China barely 
trust each other; Seoul and Tokyo 
spend years arguing over history; 
China and Taiwan are stuck in a 
permanent political standoff. And 

yet the region moves. Nearly 90 flights 
a day run between Hong Kong and 
Taiwan despite strained ties. 

South Asia has hard disputes. 
India and Pakistan make that 
obvious. But the region isolates 
itself even where the politics don’t 
demand it .  Search “Manila to 
Singapore” and you get hundreds 
of flying options, from red-eyes to 
budget carriers. Two cities with 
different systems and currencies 
stay effortlessly connected. Meanwhile, 
South Asian cities a short hop apart 
struggle to keep even one reliable 
route alive. 

But Nepal is in a position where 
it can offer a starting point for 
South Asia’s re-imagination. 

Nepal, unlike any other country 
in the region, maintains open borders 
with India, a visa-on-arrival for 
almost everyone, and carries a 
political culture that has never 
weaponised mobility. It is the one 

South Asian capital where an Indian, 
a Bangladeshi, a Pakistani, a Sri 
Lankan and a Bhutanese can still 
sit  at the same table without 
navigating embassies, security 
clearances, or months of paperwork, 
and share the very food that once 
moved from these mountains to 
the world. But openness alone won’t 
take Nepal very far. A country can 
welcome everyone, but it still needs 
institutional confidence that the 
region can trust and the politics 
that don’t wobble with every season. 

If Nepal steadies itself, it can 
offer the region a place where things 
are actually discussed and done. 
Nepal’s openness is a ‘geo-sanctuary 
asset’. But it only works if Nepal 
recognises its leverage and finds 
its footing first. South Asia doesn’t 
always have to find its unity in 
momo diplomacy in New York.  

 
The Kathmandu Post/ANN.



DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

In October this year, five students from modest govern-
ment schools packed their bags and boarded a flight to
Panama City. They were on their way to represent India
at the FIRST Global Challenge — an international robot-
ics competition featuring teams from 193 countries. Their
journey began far from global attention, in a small and
often overlooked Atal Tinkering Lab on their 
school campus.

These are not the students who typically find themselves
on global STEM stages. For Gouresh, the team’s lead pro-
grammer, the lab opened a doorway to a long-standing
fascination with machine logic. For Ningaraj, raised by a
single mother working in housekeeping, it offered pos-

sibilities that once seemed distant. A decade ago, such a
story would have been difficult to imagine. Their achieve-
ment is about much more than competition results. It
reflects what can happen when potential meets oppor-
tunity-and it raises an urgent question: how many such
stories can India create?

Why Tinkering Matters
Tinkering labs offer something most Indian classrooms
still lack: the freedom to explore, experiment, and fail safely.
With robotics kits, microcontrollers, 3D printers, hand tools,
and guided instruction, these spaces encourage inquiry-
driven, hands-on learning. Students learn to solve real prob-
lems, collaborate, iterate, and apply theory to practice.

The five students who competed in Panama spent
months after school-often late into the evening-teaching
themselves coding, electronics, and mechanical design.
Mentors from the Amazon Future Engineer Makerspace,
run by The Innovation Story, supported them throughout.
Within six months, the team built a functional, competi-
tion-ready robot designed to help other robots navigate
obstacles — a fitting metaphor for what a supportive
ecosystem can unlock. More importantly, the experience
reshaped how they saw themselves: the lab did not merely
teach robotics; it taught them to think like innovators. India
has islands of excellence in STEM-Atal Tinkering Labs,

private competitions, and nonprofit maker initiatives-but
these remain fragmented. Over 10,000 Tinkering Labs now
reach around 10 million students, yet with more than 1.5
million schools, access is still uneven, especially in gov-
ernment and rural institutions. This gap represents a lost
opportunity. As India moves towards a projected $7 tril-
lion economy by 2030, innovation capacity will determine
how much growth can be unlocked — and who partici-
pates in it. Tinkering is often treated as an add-on, limited
to competitions or one-off projects, but impact remains
shallow when learning is episodic. To truly cultivate
problem-solvers, tinkering must shift from a project to a
core learning approach. This means integrating hands-on
making into the timetable, training teachers for inquiry,
linking labs to local challenges, ensuring ongoing men-
torship, and building industry exposure. In short, tinker-
ing must evolve from programme to pedagogy. India’s
future innovators will emerge when schools create
space for curiosity and encourage students to become cre-
ators, not merely consumers. The talent exists; now intent
must match it. Innovation depends not only on tools in
students’ hands but on the belief placed in their poten-
tial. India’s innovators of tomorrow will emerge by design
— if the nation chooses to design that future today.
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choice. This did not help the growth of an
Indian-oriented IIT or IIM orientation. This sit-
uation persisted through the seventies and the
eighties. A few people tried to flag this
problem, but even an Indian-oriented politi-
cal leadership was unable to reverse the
trend. In fact, the influential members of the
system, in many ways, reinforced it by sending
their wards abroad for education and employ-
ment. They could do this more freely because
they were influential in the Indian system, and
the non-Indian universities from prestigious
learning centres of the West knew how to
develop relationships with them. They saw it
as an opportunity to create a relationship of
obligation with an influential class of Indian
decision-makers.

What is said above was no secret
and so obvious that it would be like
missing the writing on the wall. Yet,
as stated, nothing was done. There
were many theories projected to
explain this, but while these theo-
ries may explain and enlighten,
they did not alter the trend or its
effect. Gradually, the resistance, if any, to this
Western-oriented learning came from a polit-
ical coterie which was essentially anti-West. This
is in reference to the Indian Left parties, such
as the Communist Party, the Communist Party
of India (Marxist), and some socialism-oriented
Indian parties, such as the Praja Socialist Party
and the Samyukt Socialist Party, et al.

The Indian parties of Left orientation lacked
the range and depth to set up universities in
India with a particular bias or correction of an
existing bias. The communist variations of pop-
ulist parties were a little more endowed with
range. They started sending some of the
brightest students in their range of influence

to Moscow for PhD work and other studies. The
language barrier there was strong, and going
to the US was an easier option than going to
Moscow (where learning Russian would be a
prerequisite). All put together, the options did
not really emerge, and the pull factor of
English-oriented education, first in the UK and
then in the US, continued to rule the roost. It
still does. A few attempts were made to set up
institutions with a particular bias, such as JNU,
but the experiment produced mixed results
and later revealed its own biases.

All told, the Indian system of education went
by default, and the lethal blows delivered
during early British rule and colonial domi-
nance continued to shape Indian politics,
Indian education and therefore Indian writing

to a very large extent. It is inter-
esting to note that successive
education policies announced
by the Central Government did
little beyond rhetoric to effect
meaningful change.

The Indian education system,
rich as it was, did not receive any

serious institutional support or place in the
employment market. Indian degrees such as
Sahityacharya or Teerth had little draw in the
domestic education market, and the route 
to employment remained tied to degrees 
such as Bachelor of Arts, Master of Arts, Master
of Science and the like. This lack of cusping 
with the Indian employment market had a 
negative impact on the growth of ‘Indian’ 
education.

The last few years have seen an attempt to
reverse these trends, but the results have yet
to come in. Persistence and perseverance with
clarity of thought will perhaps show the 
way forward.

Editor’s

As the leaders of the world’s  influential nations gather in
Johannesburg for the G20 Summit from November 21 to 23,
the event is laden with symbolism and substance. This is the
first time the G20 is being held in Africa — a testament to the
steady rise of the Global South on the world stage. What began
in New Delhi as an initiative is finally taking shape, making the
Global South heard across the world. The  Summit is important
— challenges abound on the strategic front, economic
uncertainty persists, and multilateralism sidelined — no other
platform gives so much traction to the Global South.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s presence in Johannesburg
from November 21 to 23, signals India’s continued
commitment to shaping this evolving global order. India’s G20
Presidency in 2023 was indeed a defining moment when the
Global South received a significant boost with the African
Union being admitted as a permanent member.

Right now India is emerging as a powerful voice of Global
South, it is taking up issues concerning welfare of the Global
South, and thereby the majority of humanity that still lives on
meagre resources. Whether it be the environment or conflict
zones, most developing nations are on the receiving end. This
G20 Summit  presents an opportunity to ensure that
development concerns, equity, and representation are voiced
and heard by one and all.

The agenda set by South Africa reflects these priorities. The
Summit focus is on trade flows disrupted by geopolitical
conflicts, development financing gaps, and the mounting debt
burden affecting several low — and middle-income nations. For
India, as for the rest of the Global South, reforming global
financial institutions, procuring concessional finance, and
ensuring that digital  infrastructure become available to all
nations  are paramount concerns.

Another major issue coming up for discussion at the Summit
is planetary resilience, which is crucial for the survival of the of
planet but developing nations once again are worst affected.
With disasters intensifying and global warming accelerating,
the G20 faces the urgent challenge of bridging the credibility
gap between climate promises and actual delivery. India has
always emphasised “climate justice” and differentiated
responsibilities while pushing for affordable energy
transitions, resilient food systems, and strengthened disaster
response frameworks.

Additionally, access to rare-earths and critical minerals,
technology to mitigate climate change  and the governance of
artificial intelligence will dominate discussions. India has
consistently advocated for transparent, equitable access to
critical minerals essential for the clean-energy shift. Another
highlight of this Summit is the bilateral meetings on the
sidelines, such as the IBSA (India-Brazil-South Africa) Leaders’
Meeting, a forum gaining importance. The absence of US
President Donald Trump, who dismissed the legitimacy of
South Africa hosting the Summit, is hardly surprising. It gives
the G20 a chance to redefine its role and emerge stronger.

The G20 Summit in Johannesburg marks a historic
first on African soil, spotlighting Global South’s

rising influence and urgent global challenges

G20 in Johannesburg:
This time for Africa

Combatting risks in food production
Despite the implementation of the Food Safety and
Standards Act (2006) and its regulations (2011), many small
and medium-scale industries continue to operate without
registration, which remains a serious concern, as various
reports indicate. Surveys show that around 35 per cent
of food units in the state function without FSSAI registra-
tion, while nearly 40 per cent  fail to comply with basic
hygiene standards. Consequently, foodborne diseases
have increased by 22 per cent over the past five years,
according to health department estimates.

Unregistered units often use substandard oils, old
grains, harmful chemicals, and unsafe plastic packag-
ing, exposing the public to serious health risks.
Consumption of such unsafe food can lead to kidney
and liver damage, food poisoning, digestive disorders,
developmental delays in children, and, in the long term,
a heightened risk of cancer, as reports suggest.

Although FSSAI regulations are essential for safeguard-
ing public health, many small businesses avoid com-
pliance, citing higher costs. The government must there-
fore enforce stricter regulations, provide the required
training to small units, and ensure that food safety is
treated as a fundamental human responsibility, not just
a legal obligation.

VIJAYKUMAR | KARNATAKA

Honouring Jhansi’s iconic warrior queen
Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi remains one of India’s most
enduring symbols of resistance, a sovereign who
defied both colonial conquest and patriarchal erasure.
Born Manikarnika Tambe, she evolved into a warrior-
queen who governed, strategised, and ultimately led
her people into battle when the British sought to annex
her kingdom under the Doctrine of Lapse. Her refusal
to surrender Jhansi was a civilisational declaration that
sovereignty, once awakened, could never be subdued.

Her legacy extends far beyond the battlefield.
Lakshmibai shattered the gender norms of her time: she
read, wrote, trained in arms, and ruled with authori-
ty. She was no ceremonial figurehead but a decisive
leader who embodied the Shakti principle in its 
fullest form. 

The iconic image of her riding into battle with her
infant son strapped to her back is more than nation-
alist legend; it is a timeless invocation of the warrior-
mother archetype, uniting courage, care, and command.

As India commemorates her 191st birth anniversary,
Lakshmibai’s story continues to inspire. She endures not
just as a martyr of 1857, but as a sovereign who refused
to fade from history. In remembering her, we do not
mourn a fallen queen; we honour an eternal flame.

SABITA KUMARI | HAZARIBAGH

A defining moment for Tejashwi
Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) leader Tejashwi Yadav has long
been regarded as a chip off the old block and a natu-
rally gutsy figure in Bihar’s political landscape. With his
father stepping away from active politics, the 36-year-
old leader entered the Bihar Assembly elections with
a clearly defined responsibility. 

A strong party base remained his greatest asset, and
the loyalty of steadfast RJD workers offered him signif-
icant support. Though the Mahagathbandhan performed
poorly in the elections, the outcome is by no means an
accurate measure of Tejashwi Yadav’s popularity. On
the contrary, had he managed social engineering and
handled the Congress more effectively, the results might
well have been different.

His major shortcoming lies in the absence of long-
term strategic planning, and he is not generally seen
as a round-the-clock political operator. Nevertheless,
the hard work and commitment he displayed did not
go unnoticed. 

He has youth on his side, and he has his people. The
year 2025 was seen as his acid test. Though he may have
fallen short, his extended role as Leader of the
Opposition will be scrutinised closely. Power is transient,
but public goodwill is invaluable.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

TAKE

MEENAL
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In the mid-1950s, Dr Radha Krishnan was
emerging on the political firmament and was
often sought after. Those were the days when
any association with a British university, more
specifically Cambridge, Oxford or London, was
a special background for making a career 
in India.

The pattern changed in the decades to come,
but the allure of foreign affiliation remained high
in the Indian employment market and, indeed,
in the Indian psyche.

London, Cambridge, Oxford and more did not
exactly go away, but there emerged on the
scene, alongside, institutions like Boston, Yale,
Harvard and more. This showed in the employ-
ment market. A degree or placement from these
institutions was a high recommendation for
employment in India. The Planning Commission
was a particular favourite for the influential with
this background to return to India. Careers were
made there, and prominence was assured.

The Government, both at the Central level and
at the State level, kept the slogan of Indianness
alive, but their ability to convert it into a digni-
fied employment pattern was missing. A degree
from, say, ‘Ujjain University’ and the like may
have had a lot of worth, but it was not reflect-
ed in the employment market. Indianness was
a slogan, not the prime attraction for careers.
This was true at the graduation level, at the post-
graduate level, and certainly at the PhD level.
This fact of image and pricing was reflected in
many political statements but never found its
way into the employment market. This was
unfortunate for the growth of the Indian edu-
cation system.

It is true that in the sixties, many useful and
worthwhile Central universities emerged, as did
the IITs, IIMs and more. However, the malaise
remained. Students graduating from IITs or with
a certification from the IIMs also sought their
careers abroad and were hardly attracted to the
Indian market.

Hence, the situation emerged where talent
was drawn to IITs and IIMs as well as distin-
guished Central universities, but graduating from
there did not merit serious attention for staying
back in India. This was popularly condemned
as ‘brain drain’, but nothing operational was
effectively done. There was a sense of status
deprivation for Indian degree holders. Clearly,
this did not bode well for nation-building. The
flaws were obvious and many. Some of them
were well recognised but seldom acted upon.
Illustratively, if an Indian student went for a PhD
topic abroad, his choice of topic was determined
by the specialisation of his supervisor and the
resources available in the institutions of his
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GRADUATING
FROM IITs OR
OBTAINING

CREDENTIALS
FROM IIMS ALSO

SOUGHT
CAREERS

ABROAD AND
WERE SCARCELY
ATTRACTED TO

THE INDIAN
MARKET

Shaping India’s next generation of innovators

The breathtaking sunset casts a golden glow over Anasagar Lake in Ajmer.
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Apropos “Govt imposes `2.36

crore fines for dust norm

violations” (News report, Nov.

21). The decision by the Delhi

Government to impose penalties,

shut down non-compliant

construction sites, and strengthen

inspections marks a long-overdue

shift from symbolic declarations

to genuine enforcement. For

years, Delhi residents have

endured suffocating air every

winter, watching pollution levels

rise while endless committees

and task forces produced little

more than paperwork. 

The adoption of real-time

monitoring, dust-control audits,

and public display boards

tracking compliance is a

meaningful step because it places

responsibility squarely on those

who profit while harming public

health. Dust from construction

remains a major contributor, and

strict oversight should deter

habitual violators who treat rules

as optional.

However, it is important to

recognise the limits of acting

alone. Much of the toxic haze still

comes from crop-residue burning

and unchecked industrial

emissions in neighbouring states,

a stubborn and uncomfortable

reality. How the Government can

regulate polluters beyond its

jurisdiction remains a question

often raised but seldom

answered. 

A cooperative clean-air

framework involving Punjab,

Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and the

Centre — with defined

accountability, measurable

targets, transparent reporting,

and shared funding-offers the

only credible path towards

breathable air.

SAKUNTHALA | TAMIL NADU

DELHI’S DUST CRACKDOWN NEEDS
REGIONAL ACTION PLAN
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Advaita says it springs from ignorance,
independent of what you own.

A society that shifts the onus of libera-
tion entirely from within to outside is
bound to keep seeking villains, revolu-
tions, and structural replacements. Every
such search ends in disappointment
because the seeker’s own inner centre
remains unexamined.

Class Consciousness: The
Collective Ego
Marxism instructs individuals to see them-
selves primarily as representatives of a
class. You become a worker, a bourgeois,
a petty bourgeois: not an individual with
a being of your own, but a product of eco-
nomic relations.

Advaita sees this as the enlargement of
the ego.

The personal ego says, “I am
this body.” The collective ego
says, “I am this group.” Both
are illusions that bind and
blind. Class identity is not
awakening; it is only a change of costume.

Some of the finest Marxist thinkers,
Gramsci and Lukács, hinted that the col-
lective we might, under rare conditions,
become a mirror in which the individual
glimpses the whole. Advaita insists that
even this glimpse remains second-hand
until the individual uses the mirror to see
the seer.

Many young people can fluently speak
of class struggle but rarely examine their

own inner struggle. They diagnose
exploitation but not their own fear or inse-
curity. When an ideology teaches you to
study society but not yourself, to analyse
the world yet avoid asking “Who am I?”,
vision becomes distorted.

Economic Reductionism: The
Marxian Error on Utility
Marx defined use-value as the ability of an
object to satisfy needs. But he never
deeply examined need itself.

To see the real worth of anything, you
must know its full cost: the damage it
causes, the labour it exploits, and the inner
bondages that make you crave it.

A worker can be as unconscious in con-
sumption as a capitalist is in ownership.
Ignorance, not class, determines exploita-
tion. Proletariat and bourgeois both suffer

from lack of seeing. That seeing
must extend beyond econom-
ics. Culture, religion, and
morality are not mere shadows
of production; they cast human

bondages as powerfully as the 
factory floor.

Marx saw culture, religion, law, and
morality as products of economic rela-
tions, secondary to whoever owns the
means of production. But the social struc-
ture is far more than production systems.
People die for nations, preserve traditions,
and sacrifice for faith or family, none of
which follows the logic of class interest.
Bondages are not just material; they arise

from tradition, religion, and belief.
The sense of self arises from condition-

ing deeper than economic position, for
consciousness-shaped by culture,
memory, and fear-drives human bondage
and suffering. Economic conditions
matter, but they are not the deepest.
Avidya appears outside as society and eco-
nomics; the real Maya sits within as
Aham-vritti. External violence and
exploitation are only symptoms of inner
darkness.

Systems Do Not Liberate Minds:
The Real Revolution Is Inner
Bengal offers a window into what happens
when a system claims to liberate people
without addressing inner clarity. Marxism
promised a worker’s paradise, but what
followed was a culture where suspicion
replaced creativity and resignation dulled
resolution.

Capitalism too conditions and distorts
the mind, turning attention into a com-
modity and desire into an endless tread-
mill that now fuels the climate catastro-
phe. However, true competition is not the
jungle’s law but the play of inner freedom:
to act, fail, learn, and offer one’s work
without fear or greed.

The absence of incentive is not enlight-
enment; it is often only resignation. You
can change rulers, rewrite laws, or redis-
tribute capital, but if the mind remains
conditioned, the new system soon collaps-
es into the old.

Marxism still attracts the young because
it rightly names exploitation and inequal-
ity but misdiagnoses their source. It
blames ownership instead of desire, class
instead of consciousness, and hierarchy
instead of ignorance.

This half-truth breeds moral outrage
that feels like clarity and revolt that feels
like purpose, yet without self-understand-
ing it only recreates the same world with
new slogans. Marxism assumes that if
capital is redistributed, human nature will
change. Advaita says the opposite: without
inner clarity, only appearances change.

Greed remains greed even when it
waves a red flag. Fear remains fear even
when it claims to speak for the masses.
Domination remains domination even
when it calls itself revolution. Remove the
capitalist and the party-state becomes the
new one; remove the elite and another
rises from the ashes.

The Advaitic critique of Marxism defends
not capitalism but clarity. If greed remains,
capitalism will exploit. If fear remains,

communism will oppress. If desire
remains, every system will be misused.

No system can redeem an unconscious
mind, and outer change without inner
seeing merely rotates power. A real rev-
olution begins when a person examines
the structure of her own desire, not
merely society’s structure: when she asks
not “Who owns the factory?” but “Who
owns my being?”

Kolkata as a Mirror, and a Vision
Whoever has sat in a College Street coffee
house overhearing loud arguments about
Sartre and Satyajit Ray, heard temple bells
mingle with the sounds at dawn, been
hugged by strangers after a talk, knows
that Kolkata loves the sublime. On my last
day, as participants of my Gita Samagam
program burst into a spontaneous uproar
of Ekala Chalo Re and the auditorium
reverberated with hundreds of voices
demanding one liberation, I found myself
dissolving in the moment.

Bengal’s inner tapestry remains colour-
fully vibrant. What did fade, for a while,
was touch with reality, for charming
visions often make one lose sight of the
inner.

Time may show that the ideological
season left Bengal richer. A renewed
realism is returning: slowly, unevenly, joy-
fully. Young Bengalis are launching sustain-
able startups, filming vegan commentaries
on phones, writing code in Salt Lake, redis-
covering the fearless creativity that once
produced Tagore, Ramanujan, and Satyajit.

If Bengal’s youth reclaim their individ-
uality, it will not be by rejecting their col-
lective memory but by adding a new
chapter born of direct seeing, not ideol-
ogy. The same soil that nourished
Vivekananda and Ramakrishna can
nourish a generation compassionate and
enterprising, rooted and free, collective
when it serves society, individual when it
serves Truth.

Marx said philosophers have only inter-
preted the world; the point is to change
it. Advaita responds: when the inter-
preter wakes up, the world doesn’t take
time to change.

Marxism is not wrong for seeking
justice. It is incomplete in believing justice
can come without awakening. When
awakening does come, whether in a
Dakshineshwar temple, a Russian factory,
or a Wall Street floor, one sees that every
great outer revolution begins with the
courage to challenge one’s inner 
structures.

At a conference recently, a question from the
audience stayed in the air long after the discus-
sion ended: Will India’s young also take to the
streets like the protesters in Tanzania, 
Peru or Nepal?

Across continents this year, young people have
risen against political systems that felt unrespon-
sive. In Peru, students challenged governments
weakened by distrust. In Nepal, first-time voters
turned frustration into new political groups. In
Tanzania, crowds of young citizens gathered in
public spaces to demand dignity. These move-
ments were not driven by one ideology. They
were driven by a feeling that institutions had
stopped hearing them.

India’s youth have watched these moments
carefully, but without the impulse to replicate
them. For all its flaws, Indian democracy still pro-
vides avenues for peaceful change. The question
in India is not whether youthful anger will erupt,
but whether youthful intelligence will choose
to engage. The greater danger is not forced
silence. It is a quieter habit of stepping back and
letting others decide the future.

India has more young people than
any other country. Over 40 per cent
of the population is below twenty-five,
and nearly 460 million are between
fifteen and twenty-nine. Yet the spaces where
decisions are made remain mostly shaped by
older generations. The word youth is used so
loosely that it now includes people well into
their forties, far removed from the urgency and
imagination of early adulthood. At events that
claim to champion youth voices, the speakers
themselves are often closer to mid-life than to
youth. India celebrates the idea of being young,
but hesitates to trust the young with actual
responsibility.

Those who do enter public life encounter a
gentle but persistent scepticism. Their ideas are
welcomed but rarely acted upon. They are asked
to wait, as if responsibility must always follow
age rather than ability. Yet democracies are
renewed not by guarding experience but by cul-
tivating judgement. Trust is not something that
automatically comes with age. It is something
societies must extend if they want continuity and
renewal.

There is also a popular belief that this gener-
ation has inherited comfort. The reality is more
complex. It has inherited polluted air, climate
anxiety and an overwhelming flow of informa-

tion. What appears as privilege often hides
burdens that earlier generations did not have
to confront.

Yet today’s young bring a distinct ethic to work
and life. They do not equate success with
exhaustion. They value focus, clarity and careful
thought. But these strengths must move beyond
private life and enter public life. Reflection
without participation can become distance.

India’s institutions do not need revolution.
They need the quiet resurgence that becomes
possible only when younger minds are allowed
to shape them. Some beginnings already exist.
Platforms such as MyGov, youth consultations
and public fellowships have opened small
doors. These now need to develop into deeper
forms of inclusion. 

Every ministry could establish a Young
Fellows’ Council to advise on implementation.
District administrations could form advisory
groups that bring students, researchers and
entrepreneurs into local planning. Parliament
could host an Annual Youth Session where cit-
izens under thirty present proposals to commit-
tees. These ideas are not dramatic shifts. They
are practical steps to ensure younger voices are
part of governance.

Universities also have a role. Education
cannot be only about exams and employment.
It must prepare young people to participate in
public life. A period of work in a panchayat, a
municipal ward office or a government mission
should be part of learning. Corporations can

support Public Innovation Labs
where young innovators work with
officials on sustainability, technol-
ogy and inclusion. None of this
requires new bureaucracy. It

requires trust in the abilities of the young.
Earlier generations built institutions in an age

of scarcity. Today’s young must help make them
responsive in an age of complexity. If they can
combine technical skill with civic empathy,
India’s progress will not depend on sudden
upheavals. It will grow through steady, thought-
ful reform.

The protests in other nations are warnings
rather than templates. They show that when
young citizens feel unheard, they find new ways
to express dissent. India must ensure that its
young find purpose within institutions, not frus-
tration outside them. The politics of absence has
lasted long enough. What the country now
needs is a politics of presence: patient, ground-
ed and committed. The future will not arrive on
its own. It will be shaped by those who choose
to step forward.

About two months ago, another case involving
a godman accused of sexual misdemeanour
and financial crime came to light, adding to the
growing list of such individuals who have
gained infamy while holding important posi-
tions in socio-religious spheres. A self-styled
godman, Chaitanyanand Saraswati, aged 62,
was arrested in Agra, Uttar Pradesh, on
September 28, 2025 in connection with serious
allegations of sexual harassment and financial
fraud. The arrest was made by the Delhi 
Police, and he was remanded to five days of
police custody.

Chaitanyanand faced accusa-
tions of sexually harassing at least
17 female students from the Sri
Sharada Institute of Indian
Management in Vasant Kunj, New
Delhi, where he formerly served as
director. Students alleged that he used abusive
language, sent profane messages, and engaged
in inappropriate physical contact. The charges
also included criminal conspiracy, cheating, and
forgery. He is suspected of committing finan-
cial fraud worth over `40 crore, and authori-
ties have frozen assets worth `8 crore.

According to the police, Chaitanyanand
lured students-many from the Economically
Weaker Section (EWS) — with promises of
foreign trips. He reportedly pressured some
victims to comply with his demands by threat-
ening to ruin their academic careers. He
allegedly confiscated their phones and installed
hidden cameras in the women’s hostel to
monitor their movements. Chaitanyanand
had been evading the police for nearly two
months after complaints were filed in early
August 2025. He fled Delhi and was later
tracked to Agra, where he was arrested at a
hotel. Upon his arrest, police recovered fake vis-
iting cards in which he posed as a diplomat for
the United Nations and BRICS. He also alleged-
ly used forged degrees and multiple names for
passports and bank accounts.

The religious body Sri Sharada Peetham, with
which he was formerly associated, has severed
all ties with him, citing his illegal, inappropri-
ate, and harmful actions. There is a regular
emergence of fake and criminally inclined
godmen in our country. Many of them have
been running hermitages or ashrams with a
huge following of devotees who once wor-

shipped them as divine beings
before they were criminally charged
and incarcerated. Why do people
throng the abodes of fake godmen?
And why do gullible students fall

prey to morally debased teachers inclined
towards sexual exploitation?

The issue is deep and complex. People in this
country are given to hero worship. Hero
worship blinds devotees into eulogising and
submitting before human figures perceived as
demigods or total benefactors. They surrender
their bodies and souls in expectation of boun-
ties or bliss.

This mindset is a product of illogical, unsci-
entific, and superstitious beliefs that have
wreaked havoc on society for a long time. It is
time we woke up to this bitter truth and reset
our ideological bearings.

Even more shocking is that certain persons
donning saffron clothes and active in academ-
ic work within religious institutions exhibit
morally debased behaviour. Is there something
wrong in the functioning of our academic insti-
tutions? Or are there serious ideological gaps
in our community that breed such charlatans?

We need to look into this matter seriously to
find real answers. But one thing is unequivo-
cally clear-our society needs urgent education
and grooming to stem the rot of superstition
and blind devotion that plagues it. Hero
worship is deeply ingrained in our society, and
fraudsters and fake godmen exploit it ruthless-
ly, playing with the emotions of their gullible
followers.

In this context, male teachers indulging in
predatory sexual behaviour towards female stu-
dents are not uncommon. Many more cases

occur than are ever reported or exposed.
Students are often threatened or blackmailed
into surrender and silence. Society instantly stig-
matises victims, while perpetrators deny
wrongdoing and exploit a weak legal system-
often relying on networks of corrupt bureau-
crats and politicians who shield the guilty.

Our social values are not safe unless we make
our law enforcement system effective.
Principles of morality will remain mere princi-
ples unless there is a sound and foolproof mech-
anism to nail criminals and award them severe
punishment. Crime thrives where law enforce-
ment is weak. Strengthening it is the foremost
need of the hour.

Our ancient political strategist Chanakya
clearly stated in the Arthashastra and Chanakya
Neeti that crime thrives in a state devoid of
strong laws with punitive teeth. The present
government has taken commendable steps to
rescind outdated laws and enact new ones. But
the Indian Police Act, still in force, is a colonial-
era legacy and needs to be recast sooner rather
than later. The Indian Penal Code has been
revised but requires more stringent provisions
to deter and punish such criminals. Perhaps the
most important requirement is building a
legal system in which trials and related proceed-
ings are time-bound and courts deliver judg-
ments within fixed periods. Justice delayed,
derailed, or denied amounts to a travesty of
democracy and good governance.

The Chaitanyanand case and the perils of
blind faith exposed nationwide now
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I return from an intense, heartwarming tour
of Kolkata, a city whose warmth embraced
me again.

I spent a fortnight walking its lanes,
speaking in its historic halls, signing books
in its beloved bookstores, speaking with
morning walkers at Rabindra Sarobar about
Tagore and Camus, and listening to adda
that still carries the old fire. Kolkata is alive
with literature, music, argument, and a rare
human gentleness. Yet one also notices the
quiet scars that history leaves behind: whis-
pers of a bygone ideological season whose
fragrance, and at times its constraints, still
linger in the air.

Bengal’s middle class today leans heavily
towards government-linked jobs. The ener-
getic private-sector youth, ubiquitous in
cities shaped by enterprise, are relatively
fewer here, one outcome of decades of aspi-
ration shaped by an ideology that distrust-
ed competition and risk. One cannot miss
the sight of abandoned factories and hand-
pulled rickshaws.

Bengal’s reality is shaped by the trauma
of Partition, the freight-equalisation policy,
long central neglect, and decades of ideol-
ogy that shaped not just policy but imagi-
nation. Ideology as the primary influence
invites an Advaitic understanding.

Where Marxism Begins: With the
Collective, Not the Individual
Marxism begins by declaring that liberation
is a social project. Individual freedom, it
argues, is shaped entirely by class relations;
the worker under capitalism experiences a
false freedom constrained by forces beyond
his control.

Advaita sees a fundamental flaw in this
approach. Yes, material conditions shape
consciousness. But liberation does not
belong to groups, because suffering does not
belong to groups. Suffering is always person-
al. Awareness is personal and so is insight.
No crowd has ever woken up; only individ-
uals do.

Marxism asks you to begin with class con-
sciousness; Advaita with consciousness
itself. Marxism names your outer enemy;
Advaita the one within. Marxism says
bondage arises from property relations;

An advaitic critique of Marxism and its inner limits
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MARXISM
INSTRUCTS

INDIVIDUALS TO
SEE THEMSELVES

PRIMARILY AS
REPRESENTATIVES
OF A CLASS. YOU

BECOME A WORKER,
A BOURGEOIS, A

PETTY BOURGEOIS:
NOT AN INDIVIDUAL

WITH A BEING OF
YOUR OWN, BUT A

PRODUCT OF
ECONOMIC
RELATIONS

Marx said that philosophers have only interpreted the world; the point is to change it. Advaita responds that when the interpreter awakens, the world does not
take long to change. Marxism is not wrong in seeking justice; it is merely incomplete in believing that justice can arise without awakening

India’s young and the politics
of presence now emerging
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{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

N
itish Kumar was sworn in as chief minister
of Bihar for the tenth time on Thursday, fol-
lowing the National Democratic Alliance
(NDA)’s sweeping victory in the recent

assembly elections. In his book, Single Man: The Life
and Times of Nitish Kumar, Bihar expert and editor,
the late Sankarshan Thakur, carefully but thor-
oughly examines the political life of a man who very
few had pegged for such success. 

Through Single Man, readers are familiarised with
the context in which Kumar, then an engineering stu-
dent, was baptised in politics. Many anecdotes — 
some recounted to Thakur by those privy to Kumar’s
earliest years in politics, some gleaned from the 
author’s interviews with Kumar — tease out aspects
of his political career (he had considered quitting pol-
itics after early electoral rejections) as well as the 
story of Bihar. Single Man is an important read as 
Bihar again yokes its future to a singular leader.

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

MAKING OF NITISH KUMAR’S POLITICAL LIFE

Single Man: The Life 
and Times of Nitish 
Kumar
Sankarshan Thakur
2014

W
e are living through the greatest
burst of innovation in human
history. Artificial intelligence
(AI) is rewriting language.

Quantum computing promises to decode
nature itself. Private rockets are racing
toward Mars. Everywhere, humanity is
reaching higher, faster, farther. But amid all
this velocity, something essential risks
being left behind — not our intelligence, but
our imagination. Not our capability, but our
conscience.

We talk about moonshots for medicine,
energy, and climate. What we need now are
moonshots for meaning — an audacious
renewal of the human spirit to match our
technological ascent. When President Ken-
nedy called for America to reach the moon,
he wasn’t just issuing a scientific challenge.

He was offering a moral one – to dream
beyond fear, to cooperate at scale, to choose
greatness. The same call now echoes for
this generation — but our frontier is no
longer space. It’s the human spirit itself.

India understands this instinct
better than most. For millennia,
this land has believed that knowl-
edge without wisdom is incom-
plete — that the outer and inner
journeys must evolve together.
From the Upanishads to Digital
India, the Indian imagination has
always been about expanding
human possibility, marrying technology
with transcendence.

Today, India is launching its own moon-
shots — literally and figuratively. Chandray-
aan-3 placed the tricolor on the lunar south

pole. Digital Public Infrastructure is revolu-
tionising inclusion. And yet, India’s greatest
innovation may not be technological at all.
It may be the belief — ancient and alive —
that progress must serve the soul.

In Israel, I see a parallel spirit. A people who
revived an ancient language and turned 
deserts into data farms. A nation that sees 
innovation not just as profit, but as purpose. 
From drip irrigation to AI security systems, 
Israeli creativity often begins with a moral 
question: How can this serve life? That is the 

bridge between our nations — and
the invitation to the world. To build
not only the smartest future, but the
most human one.

Because the next revolution will
not only be digital. It will be civilisa-
tional — a fusion of faith, science,
and imagination to expand what it
means to be human. We must design

technology that strengthens, not weakens, our
shared humanity. Machines that amplify curi-
osity, not cynicism. Systems that encourage 
wonder, not division. Tools that help us see 
one another more clearly — not as data points,

but as souls.
India and Israel can lead this charge

together: Two ancient civilisations reborn as
innovation nations, reminding the world that
progress without purpose is power without 
direction. Let us treat ethics as infrastructure.
Let us fund moral imagination the way we 
fund quantum labs. Let us build new alliances
between scientists, sages, and storytellers — 
between Bengaluru and Be’er Sheva, between
Jerusalem and New Delhi — to ensure our 
tools reflect our deepest values.

Humanity’s next leap won’t be from
Earth to Mars, but from capability to con-
sciousness — from intelligence to wisdom.
If we can align our technology with our ide-
als, we will not only extend life; we will ele-
vate it. That is the moonshot that matters
most: To build a future as brilliant as our
minds, and as luminous as our souls.

Avi Jorisch is CEO, Israel Economic

Forum, senior fellow at theAmerican

Foreign Policy Council, and author of

NEXT: A Brief History of the Future.

The views expressed are personal

Aligning national ideals 
to build a common future

Avi Jorisch

extradition is indeed the person for whom the
arrest warrant has been issued. This amend-
ment, enacted when Sheikh Hasina was the
Bangladeshi PM, aimed to expedite the process-
ing of extradition requests. Ironically, Hasina
has been at the receiving end of the same
amendment when Bangladesh formally
requested India to extradite her in
December 2024, based on arrest war-
rants issued against her.

Today, this provision does not apply
to Hasina’s case as she has already
been convicted. Bangladesh will need
to submit a new extradition request to
India. The relevant provision for this is
Article 10(4) of the treaty, which
applies to a person who is already con-
victed or sentenced. This article man-
dates two conditions for a convicted person to
be extradited: First, a certificate of conviction
or sentence must be provided; and second, the
person must not be able to challenge the con-
viction or sentence. Since Sheikh Hasina can
challenge the ICT’s verdict, a request for her
extradition may not be made under Article
10(4) until she has exhausted all her legal reme-
dies under Bangladeshi law. 

Another key misconception concerns the
political exception to extradition requests. Arti-
cle 6 (1) of the India-Bangladesh Extradition
Treaty states that an extradition request may be
refused if an offence is of a political character.
This has led many to argue that India can

refuse Bangladesh’s extradition request
because Hasina is charged with political offen-
ces. This, again, is incorrect. Article 6(2) of the
treaty categorically states that certain criminal
offences, such as murder, are not political
offences. Since Hasina has been accused and
convicted of crimes against humanity, her case
does not fall under the political exception.

So, is there any other provision in the Extra-
dition Treaty that India can rely on if it wishes
to refuse Bangladesh’s request for extradition?
The answer is yes. Article 8(1)(a)(iii) of the
treaty states that a person may not be extra-
dited if “he satisfies the requested State that it
would, having regard to all the circumstances,

be unjust or oppressive to extradite
him” because “the accusation against
him” has not been made “in good faith
in the interests of justice”. This provi-
sion may apply to Hasina’s case. Given
the circumstances in which the trial
against Hasina proceeded and the
manner in which ICT convicted her,
without following necessary proce-
dural safeguards, it demonstrates
deep-rooted vendetta and political

animosity. Thus, her conviction is not in good
faith and does not serve the interests of justice.

Another argument being advanced by some
is that the interim government of Mohammad
Yunus is unelected and thus illegitimate.
Accordingly, an illegitimate government has no
mandate to oversee a trial of this nature. While
one may question the procedural and substan-
tive fairness of the ICT’s trial against Hasina,
the unelected nature of the interim govern-
ment, by itself, does not render the trial or the
sentence invalid under international law.
Yunus’s regime is the de facto government of
Bangladesh, with which most countries, includ-
ing India, maintain diplomatic relations. While

it lacks democratic legitimacy, Yunus’s regime
effectively controls Bangladesh. Thus, it is a
legal government under international law.

Finally, what about the chatter on the Inter-
national Criminal Court (ICC)? Hasina has
repeatedly challenged the Yunus regime to
refer the case to the ICC at The Hague. But this
isn’t as straightforward as some may think.
Conceptually, the ICC does not replace or dis-
place the jurisdiction of domestic courts. It
functions on the principle of complementarity,
firmly enunciated in the Rome Statute, the
founding treaty of the ICC. The initial responsi-
bility and the right to prosecute international
crimes is of national courts. The ICC has sec-
ondary jurisdiction.

In Hasina’s case, since Bangladesh’s ICT was
already seized of the matter, the ICC could not
have heard it. Only if the domestic court is una-
ble or unwilling to hold the perpetrators of
international crimes accountable can the doors
to the Hague be opened. One ground for estab-
lishing unwillingness of the domestic court is if
the proceedings are not conducted independ-
ently or impartially. In Hasina’s case, it can be
argued that the ICT’s proceedings were neither
impartial nor independent; therefore, the mat-
ter is admissible to the ICC, subject to other
conditions being satisfied.

Authoritarian rulers should be held account-
able for their abuses. But, under no circumstan-
ces should the principles of due process and
human rights be compromised in doing so. In
navigating the Hasina conundrum, India
should be guided by its national interests, the
rule of law, and its moral compass. 

Prabhash Ranjan is professor and
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granular, on-ground investigation led to the
uncovering of the Faridabad terror module and
helped save countless lives. 

This is the complex truth of Kashmir today:
Radical Islamist ideology and white collar ter-
ror networks are uncovered by brave Kashmiri
policemen and investigators. India’s response
must factor in both realities going forward. 

For too long, some on the ideological Left
have positioned the situation in Kashmir as an
entirely political problem that can only be
solved by political means. They have either
ignored or looked away from the inconvenient
truth of religious extremism and the impact it
has had on the Valley.

As a reporter who cut my teeth on the
ground in Jammu and Kashmir, I am a witness
to this generational shift. Two decades ago, you
could still have a convivial disagreement and a
political debate in Kashmir. Over the years, not
only did positions harden, but culture also
changed, and religious orthodoxy became more
pervasive. As social media shrunk borders,
many young Kashmiris identified themselves
as part of a global ummah. Political correctness
must not stop us from confronting this reality
of Islamist extremism. The doctors’ terror mod-
ule is, in fact, a sequel to 2016, when Burhan
Wani and other upper-class, well-educated
young Kashmiris picked up the gun. The Al-Fa-

lah University terror link is another illustrative
example that education is not necessarily an
antidote to extremism. 

But if some on the Left want to deny the real-
ity of religious radicalism, others on the Right
are guilty of looking at Kashmir through a dis-
turbingly selective lens. The tendency, espe-
cially in vitriolic social media commentary, to
vilify all Kashmiris is not just unfair and inap-
propriate, but it is also playing into the hands of
those very radical extremists who want to pit
Indian against Indian. A 2014 speech by
national security advisor Ajit Doval, viral again
in the aftermath of the Delhi blast, points out
that 90% casualties of Islamic terrorism are
Muslim. In the Red Fort blast too, the bomb did
not distinguish between Ashok Kumar, the bus
conductor, and Mohsin, the e-rickshawallah,
both of whom were killed. Religious or ethnic
bigotry as a response to religious radicalism
actually lets the terrorists have the last laugh.

In India’s responses to terrorism, we will
need to learn to show the State’s toughness
where needed and the State’s empathy when
required. Kashmir threw up two truths this
week: We will need to grade our responses
accordingly. 

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning journalist and

author. The views expressed are personal

Two decades ago, you could still have a convivial disagreement and a political debate in 
Kashmir. Over the years, not just did positions harden, but culture also changed. PTI

T
he death penalty handed down by Bang-
ladesh’s International Crimes Tribunals
(ICT) to the ousted Prime Minister
(PM) Sheikh Hasina, who is in India, for

perpetrating crimes against humanity, has
kicked up a storm. Ironically, Hasina revived
the ICT in 2010, allowing in absentia trials,
which the Mohammad Yunus regime weapon-
ised against her. While Hasina’s sympathisers
have denounced the verdict, calling the entire
process reminiscent of a kangaroo court, the
ruling has left India in a diplomatic predica-
ment. It has revived the debate on Hasina’s
extradition from India to Bangladesh. 

The propensity to bring politics into discus-
sions about Sheikh Hasina is inescapable. How-
ever, the problem arises when foreign policy
commentators selectively employ the law to
validate their political positions, leading to par-
tisan analysis. Thus, it is imperative to dispas-
sionately segregate the legal wheat from the
political chaff and address conspicuous mis-
conceptions. First, some argue that under the
2013 India-Bangladesh extradition treaty, any
extradition request must be accompanied by
evidence of the crime committed. This is not
correct. While the original text of the treaty, in
Article 10(3), included this requirement, along
with other provisions such as the sharing of
arrest warrants, the 2016 amendment removed
it. Article 10(3) of the India-Bangladesh Extradi-
tion Treaty now requires only an arrest warrant
and evidence that the person requested for

T
his past week, the twin realities of
the Kashmir Valley were on disturb-
ing display. On the one hand, the
country confronted the chilling
details of the gang of radicalised
doctors turned terrorists who

fuelled the car bomb blast in the Capital. The
National Investigative Agency (NIA) confirmed
that the blast in Red Fort was the handiwork of
a suicide bomber, Umar un-Nabi. 

Since then videos recovered from the
bomber’s phone uncover the twisted mind of a
terrorist, including one in which he calmly jus-
tifies suicide bombings as a ‘misunderstood
concept”. In another video — there are report-
edly 12 such videos that investigators have
recovered — he talks of “defeating India” and
claims that inspiration can be drawn from the
Afghan Mujahideen, who were able to over-
throw world superpowers. 

At least twelve people, just hapless bystand-
ers, many of them abjectly poor, going about
their day’s work, have been killed in the Delhi
blast. Despite the questionable decision to go
public with the busting of a terror module in
Haryana’s Faridabad, where 2,900 kilograms of
explosives were recovered, the police actually
averted a major catastrophe. We know that
multiple cities were being targeted: Experts like
Lieutenant General KJS Dhillon have pointed
out that the ammonium nitrate recovered was
enough for 20 bombs, not just the one that
caused death and devastation in Delhi. 

While you process and internalise that statis-
tic, a small, residential police station in Now-
gam in Kashmir tragically demonstrated what

the impact of such bombs could have been for
the general public. Explosives recovered from
Faridabad had been ferried back by road from
Haryana to Kashmir, evidently as mandated by
standard operating protocols. While forensic
experts, administrators, and policemen were
examining the explosives, including 350 kgs of
ammonium nitrate, something went horribly
wrong. The police station was blown to bits and
reduced to rubble. At least nine people were
killed, 32 others injured as the explosives went
off in a terrible accident. While questions have
been raised about the wisdom of moving bomb-
making explosives by road, it doesn’t take away
from the fact that every life lost in Nowgam was
in the line of duty for the country. At one of the
many funerals in the aftermath of Nowgam, a
grieving mourner broke down and said, “yeh
Hindustan ke liye mara (he died for Hindu-
stan).” The image of policeman Arshid Ahmad,
who died in the blast, playing with his toddler
daughter went viral after his death. 

The police force of Jammu and Kashmir,
hardened over the decades by insurgency and
terrorism, has always been one of the bravest in
India. They have had extraordinary experience
in counter-terrorism, often joining the Army in
hunting down terrorists. By 2020, 1,700 police-
men had been killed in anti-militancy opera-
tions over three decades. Those numbers would
be even higher today. It’s worth underlining
that an alert SHO in Nowgam first spotted the
appearance of Jaish-e-Mohammed posters. His

Delhi to Nowgam, 
a twisted trail of 
terror networks 
The complex reality about 
Kashmir is that radical Islamist 
ideology and white collar terror 
networks coexist with brave 
policemen and investigators 
who expose them

Prabhash 
Ranjan

Why Delhi can refuse to 
extradite Sheikh Hasina

{ OUR TAKE }  

A
 16-year-old’s suicide note blaming harassment
by teachers at his school in the national capital
— and other such recent incidents, including
the death of a nine-year-old at a Jaipur school

— hold up a mirror to the inadequate attention paid to 
the mental health needs of students. This is a critical 
failure, especially when pre-adolescents and 
adolescents choose the path of suicide and self-harm. 
While this requires action at all levels, a significant part 
of the problem is the lack of capacity and training 
among school staff, including teachers, to identify 
concerns and take mitigatory measures. This deficiency 
is exacerbated by insensitive/callous handling or even 
active contribution, as alleged in the Delhi incident.

Student suicide numbers paint an alarming picture
— as per the latest data (for 2023) from the National 
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), such deaths accounted 
for 8.1% of all the suicides in the country. Decadal 
trends (2013-2023) show student suicides rose faster 
than overall suicides in the country, underscoring the 
need for urgent intervention. There is a raft of scientific 
literature on the need for careful handling of young 
adults, adolescents and, increasingly, pre-adolescents. 
The latter two are periods in human biological 
development when several hormonal shifts begin and 
activity in specific areas of the brain that regulate risk-
reward perception and emotion-processing surges, 
causing a spike in risk-taking behaviour and 
heightened emotional sensitivity. Throw in genetic and 
social influences — with social media significantly 
altering self-perception and behaviour among the 
young — and the vulnerability of these age groups 
significantly rises. Competition and academic 
pressures exacerbate this already fraught situation.

While all this is known, action to prevent suicide and
self-harm among students remains inadequate. To be 
sure, schools and colleges are increasingly appointing 
counsellors, and there are several State interventions 
oriented towards mental health support for 
adolescents and young adults, including the 
Manodarpan counselling services and the Tele-
MANAS toll-free helpline. But protecting mental 
health among the young needs more than just 
counselling services. It needs the staff in the 
classrooms, play areas and the corridors to be 
sensitive, responsive and, most importantly, watchful. 
Schools and colleges must intensify mapping 
behaviour, risk monitoring, and sensitivity training 
among teachers and other staff. The last is particularly 
important because it is the fulcrum on which all other 
school-level interventions to protect students are 
leveraged. To illustrate, in many suicide cases, parents 
and peers report complaints about bullying at school 
being met with indifference or even dismissive 
responses from teachers (as it was in the Jaipur case). 

There is also an urgent need to review the use of 
social media by people in this vulnerable (and 
impressionable) age group. Australia’s pathbreaking 
ban on social media accounts for those under the age of
16 goes into effect in December. It is aimed to protect 
children from online risks, and India would do well to 
take a close look at the rule. 

Finally, while schools need to become kinder and 
more considerate spaces, social isolation, especially 
familial isolation where there seems to be a rising lack 
of connection between parents and young children, 
needs correcting as well. Parents also need to be better 
listeners. An “all-hands” approach, led by educational 
institutions, but backed by parents and the State is the 
only way to deal with this looming crisis. 

Sound mind in 
a sound body
Educational institutions, backed by family and the 
State, must address students’ mental health issues
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{ THIRD EYE }

Barkha Dutt

FOR TOO LONG, SOME ON 
THE IDEOLOGICAL LEFT 
HAVE POSITIONED THE 
SITUATION IN KASHMIR AS 
AN ENTIRELY POLITICAL 
PROBLEM THAT CAN
ONLY BE SOLVED BY 
POLITICAL MEANS. 
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B
y holding that the judiciary cannot fetter
Governors and the President to “one-size-
�ts-all” timetables or usurp their functions

by assuming “deemed consent” of proposed Bills
by States, and also clarifying that these authorities
cannot resort to “prolonged and evasive inaction”,
the Supreme Court’s answer to the 16th Presiden-
tial Reference appears as a constitutional balanc-
ing act. But, substantively, it is a blow to federalism
as it e�ectively allows Governors unchecked pow-
ers to block or delay State legislation without con-
stitutional accountability. This opinion contradicts
a progressive judgment in April 2025 that had pre-
scribed three-month timelines and used Article 142
to grant deemed assent to some Bills passed in the
Tamil Nadu Assembly. The Court invoked separa-
tion of powers to reject timelines and Article 142’s
use, but this empowers Governors at the cost of
State rights. The judgment claims that Articles 200
and 201 prescribe no deadlines, but disregards ex-
plicit constitutional text. In Article 200, the Gover-
nor must declare his decision “as soon as possible”
— the Court called it too “elastic” to support time-
lines, rendering constitutional text unenforceable.
The Court’s assertion that Governors are not
bound by the Council of Ministers’ aid and advice
contradicts constitutional history. The framers ex-
plicitly removed the phrase “in his discretion” — a
phrase in the Government of India Act, 1935 —
from Articles 200 and 201. Even the Sarkaria Com-
mission recommended a six-month period for Go-
vernors to decide on Bills.

The Court did rule that withholding assent must
be followed by returning the Bill to the Assembly.
But the judgment rules that even if the Assembly
passes the Bill a second time, the Governor retains
the option to reserve it for the President. This kills
the binding nature of the legislature’s second pas-
sage. Consequently, whether at �rst instance or af-
ter reconsideration, a Governor can refer a Bill to
the President under Article 200. Once there, Bills
can languish inde�nitely as the judgment ruled
that the President has no obligation to consult the
Court. The Assembly has no recourse to re-pass
Bills in a binding manner, and the judgment pro-
vides no guidance on when referring a Bill to the
President is appropriate. While the judgment talks
of a “limited mandamus” for prolonged inaction, it
refuses to de�ne what constitutes a “reasonable
period of time”, forcing States into legal battles to
prove delay. By removing procedural safeguards
(timelines and deemed assent), extraordinary re-
medies (Article 142), and oversight (judicial review
of actions under Article 200), the Court’s opinion
has allowed the possibility of executive overreach.
States have little mechanism to challenge arbitrary
delays, no automatic approval after reasonable pe-
riods, and no remedy when Bills are referred to the
President, even on subjects under the State List.
And these are situations that have recently tran-
spired in many Opposition-ruled States. The Court
appears to have found a way to turn the letter
against the spirit of the Constitution.

Blow to States
The Supreme Court should have upheld
timelines for Governors and President

T
he introduction of the second iteration of
the National Action Plan on Antimicrobial
Resistance is an acknowledgement that,

but for some marginal gains, implementation of
version 1 was, at best, sluggish. In a welcome
move, the Centre has released a further version of
the policy, though the details are not yet available
in the public realm, to give the nation a booster
shot at trying to �x the rather humongous AMR
problem that the country has had to contend
with, increasing volumes to boot. In October,
WHO released its Global antibiotic resistance sur-
veillance report, which recorded that in 2023, ap-
proximately one in three bacterial infections in In-
dia were resistant to commonly-used antibiotics.
Globally, it was one in six con�rmed infections. It
spelt out why India was disproportionately a�ect-
ed — factors included a high infectious disease bur-
den, overuse and misuse of antibiotics and gaps in
the surveillance and healthcare infrastructure.
E.coli and Klebsiella pneumoniae have exhibited
high resistance to critical antibiotics, making the ve-
ry last line of drugs ine�ective. But human health is
not the sole footprint AMR possesses; there is scar-
cely a �eld in the food chain where its cold arms
have not touched — from veterinary practices to con-
taminating soil and water health and, thereby, agri-
culture and aquaculture. This ubiquitous spread of
AMR has spurred scientists to push the One Health
technique — it integrates the prisms of human
health, animal health and environmental health — to
handle growing resistance in communities.

The time is, no doubt, ripe for India to take
AMR seriously and push for an enhanced, com-
mitted antibiotics stewardship programme. While
the �rst National Action Plan played a key role in
raising the pro�le of AMR, the actual implementa-
tion su�ered. It is true that the country expanded
its national surveillance programme by adding a
solid laboratory network (thanks, in part, to the
COVID-19 pandemic), it also scored a win with the
ban on Colistin as a growth factor in the animal
husbandry sector. However, the programme
�ailed as it failed to secure potent collaborations
with States. A few States drew up their own poli-
cies, but only Kerala implemented it well enough
to see a slight drop in AMR levels in the commun-
ity, recently. This policy will have to tackle every
aspect of AMR’s causative factors, including the
rampant overuse and misuse of antibiotics. The
One Health approach will have to be streng-
thened, and better co-ordination with States en-
sured. This time around, the policy will have to be
the real deal and deliver, against resistance. 

Overcoming resistance
Version 2 of the National Action Plan on

AMR requires fresh commitment

T
he global push to ease industrial norms
has recently extended to one of the
most visible symbols of environmental
responsibility — green cover within

industrial estates and individual industries. The
growing trend of reducing green-cover
requirements for industrial estates, units within
estates, and standalone industries is often
celebrated as a step toward “ease of doing
business”. However, the rationale for such
relaxation — frequently based on international
examples where minimum plantation norms
appear lower — often lacks ecological context.
While these relaxations may simplify compliance
and enhance land-use e�ciency, they raise a
critical question. Are we mistaking convenience
for sustainability?

While industrial development inevitably
entails ecological alteration, including the
clearing of vegetation and habitats, it is critical to
recognise that on-site green belts cannot
compensate for the broader ecological losses
associated with land conversion. Green belts
primarily provide localised bene�ts such as
microclimate regulation, dust suppression and
visual greening. But they do not restore forest
functions, biodiversity or ecosystem resilience.
Their role remains mitigative, not restorative.

Empirical evidence from multiple regions
shows that well-designed green belts can reduce
total suspended particulate matter (TSP) by up to
65% and lower ambient noise levels by 10
decibels-17 decibels in industrial or roadside
environments. Vegetation acts as a �ltering and
dispersing surface, improving air quality and
reducing thermal stress. However, these gains are
spatially limited and cannot replicate the
complex ecological services — such as carbon
sequestration, hydrological regulation, and
habitat connectivity — provided by intact or
semi-natural landscapes.

Research across biomes reinforces that
industrial plantations and internal green belts are
poor substitutes for natural forests, wetlands or
connected ecosystems. They tend to be narrow,
mono-speci�c, and vulnerable to degradation
over time. In short, green belts mitigate local
operational impacts but do not reverse the
ecological costs of industrial land use.

Why global parallels are misleading
Policymakers and planners often point to other
nations where the mandated green-area ratios for
industries are lower. However, such comparisons
rarely account for di�erences in population
density, ecological capacity and economic
structure — all of which shape a country’s
environmental resilience.

A nation with vast open spaces and lower

population pressure can a�ord smaller on-site
green ratios because its surrounding landscapes
still provide ecological bu�ering. In contrast, in
densely populated and industrially intensive
regions, green bu�ers play an essential role in
maintaining liveable conditions. Applying the
same percentage everywhere is like prescribing
the same diet for everyone — regardless of age,
activity, or health. These di�erences underline a
key point: policy transfers across countries must
be ecologically calibrated. Borrowing a numerical
target for green cover from another region —
without considering population density,
ecosystem stress, and climate zones — does not
constitute evidence-based policymaking.

A balanced, landscape-level strategy
Rather than merely reducing plot-level green
cover, particularly when uneven requirements for
di�erent industry types create uncertainty and
inconsistency, a more balanced and scienti�cally
informed approach would integrate industrial
growth with landscape-scale greening. Partial
relaxation of internal green cover accompanied
by mandatory o�-site greening commitments
could ensure that industrial expansion coexists
with ecological renewal. Such commitments
could include: developing regional or State-level
green reserves adjacent to industrial clusters;
restoring degraded lands and bu�er zones
around protected areas or river basins and
enhancing ecological health of protected areas;
and integrating industrial greening e�orts into
national or regional green credit or carbon o�set
programmes, ensuring accountability and
measurable ecological outcomes.

This two-tiered strategy, of combining on-site
mitigation with o�-site restoration within the
region/State, would help transform industries
into partners in ecological stewardship, not
merely compliance actors. On-site green belts can
serve as localised “healing zones”, while
landscape-level greening functions as the
ecological immune system sustaining the broader
environment.

By adopting this integrated approach, future
industrial expansion can often be accommodated
within existing premises, optimising land use
while reducing the need for new green-�eld
developments. This reduces additional habitat
loss and promotes the restoration of surrounding
ecosystems through coordinated a�orestation,
wetland rehabilitation, and habitat connectivity
measures.

Such a strategy embodies the true essence of
Nature-Based Solutions (NbS) where economic
development is in synergy with ecological
renewal. Localised plantations within factory
premises may contribute to environmental

management, but the real sustainability dividend
comes from restoring natural systems beyond
industrial boundaries.

Ultimately, the strength of future economies
will depend not only on industrial productivity
but also on the resilience of the ecosystems that
sustain them. The power of NbS lies not in
decorative greenery within factory walls, but in
linking industrial progress to the regeneration of
living landscapes ensuring that growth and
nature thrive together.

The future of industrial sustainability will not
be de�ned by how many trees stand inside
factory gates, but by how deeply industries root
themselves in the health of the landscapes that
surround them.

Green belts within industrial premises function
much like medicine applied directly to a wound —
immediate and localised. Expanding natural
green cover around industrial clusters, on the
other hand, is comparable to strengthening the
body’s overall immunity —long term, systemic
and preventive. Both approaches are
indispensable, and neglecting either would be
akin to attempting to heal an injury on the right
hand by treating the left. While industrial
�exibility is important, ecological safeguards
cannot be compromised for short-term
convenience.

Industries as ecological stewards
The contribution of industries to national growth
and the comfort of modern life is undeniable. Yet,
their ecological footprint during construction and
operation remains an unavoidable reality.
Traditionally, ecological stewardship has been
entrusted to local communities through initiatives
such as community forestry, joint forest
management, and local conservation
programmes. Industries, by contrast, have long
been perceived as entities to regulate or penalise,
rather than as partners to empower in
environmental stewardship.

Industries drive national growth yet create
ecological impacts. Traditionally, communities
led stewardship, while industries were regulated.
Today, sustainable development reframes this
role, emphasising industrial stewardship through
green belts, biodiversity o�sets, and circular
practices. Allowing calibrated reductions in
on-site green cover, balanced by compensatory
duties, encourages industries as ecological
partners. Informed citizen participation further
strengthens this hybrid approach, promoting a
practical, future-ready balance between
development and environmental protection and
lasting resilience

The views expressed are personal

Rethinking a symbol of ‘environment responsibility’

P. Ragavan 

is a researcher in the
field of vegetated
coastal habitats such
as mangroves

Industrial
on-site green
cover and
green belts are
poor substitutes
for natural
forests,
wetlands or
connected
ecosystems

T
he photograph of Russian President
Vladimir Putin, Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Chinese President Xi

Jinping in an animated conversation at the 2025
Tianjin Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
summit in early September this year exhibited
elements unifying them, which has been the
hallmark of meetings of the G-7. Just a month
later, at the Busan Summit 2025, the photograph
of U.S. President Donald Trump, who looked
uneasy, and Mr. Xi, who looked calm, at the “G2”
summit, acknowledges the power shift to Asia.

The U.S. Secretary of State told the Senate that
the story of the 21st century will be written in
Asia. The global trend was then obscured by now
U.S. Ambassador to India Sergio Gor laying out
the U.S.’s priorities: ‘pull India’ to its side away
from China and get India to stop buying cheap
Russian oil. Mr. Modi later made clear that India’s
future cannot be dictated by others.

A critical moment for foreign policy
India’s foreign policy is at an in�exion point as it
is on the cusp of becoming one of the largest
economies, and the U.S. is upending
multilateralism and reducing India’s strategic
policy space in several key domains as India’s
relations with China improve and those with
Russia strengthen. Is the U.S. thwarting India’s
rise to prevent another China? With China, it
should be a case of ‘trust but verify’ as
negotiations for an international border in
Ladakh advance with it having the potential to
settle the Kashmir issue and investment that may
follow. Russia is a 75-year-old tested partner and
its S-400 was the game-changer in ‘Operation
Sindoor’.

For India, the choice is not binary, as western
analysts argue, tilting towards the U.S. or China.
The new direction for India should be toward
Asia, whose market will be larger than the U.S.

Asia is coming together in a form very di�erent
to the way the West came together, not based on
colonialism or global rules but shared value chain
interests. Countries in the region want

partnership with India, as it has the technological
capacity and economic heft to balance China.

Asia, with two-thirds of the global population
and wealth, is again at the centre of the world.
BRICS, with overlapping membership and
policies, the SCO, with its stress on
geo-security-economics, and the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations, a political-trade
grouping, are going to be intertwined. The door
to re-entry into the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership is still open. This is where
trade concessions should be made, which will be
outside World Trade Organization rules,
including modus vivendi on trade with China, as
an alternative market to the U.S.

Hard decisions
India has moved away from the hesitations of a
developing country, ring-fencing its growth, to an
emerging power, con�dently engaging others as a
peer. U.S. pressure has led to a new national
consensus on acceptability of hard decisions.

First, operationalisation of ‘strategic
autonomy’ should be based on India’s uniqueness
having two global agendas. It has the highest
growth rate, huge potential till 2100, the largest
labour pool and the highest number of the poor.
Within the United Nations, India’s foundational
sustainable development interests are closer to
the Global South. India will need to clarify its
understanding of ‘partnership’ linking value
chains and adjusting priorities without diluting
them to avoid accepting the agendas and
frameworks of others.

Second, the new rules will be very di�erent to
the old ones. Asia had no answer to Europe’s
gunboats and later leverage, and
interdependence gave immense advantage to the
West. Interconnectedness of the digital economy
is re�ected in technological capacity, not
diplomacy, leading to military capability.
Assumptions of foreign, technology and security
policies are being questioned as innovation
interconnections determine economic growth,
political in�uence and military strength. For

India, there can be no compromise on national
data, endogenous technology innovation, local
defence production and inclusive growth.

Third, cyber warfare should be the central
pillar of national security, based on India’s
comparative advantage, and not theatre
commands as land-based threats have changed.
China has stepped back from the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor which Pakistan has
substituted with expensive Asian Development
Bank loans. It has strategic support from the U..S,
a mutual defence pact with Saudi Arabia and
increased in�uence, along with the U.S., in
Bangladesh. The U.S. is seeking the Bagram base
in Afghanistan. India has also secured a
six-month waiver from U.S. sanctions on
Chabahar Port which gave India an opening into
Iran, Afghanistan, Central Asia and Russia.

The evolving neighbourhood landscape
suggests the need for a national debate on
reorienting defence allocations — halving the size
of the Army and reducing numbers of large
(imported) platforms for endogenous Arti�cial
Intelligence (AI), air defence, space, missiles and
drones where India has world-class capability —
to factor in the need for continuing innovation,
with spin-o�s for growth.

An AI future
Lastly, shaping the global AI future is necessary
for double-digit inclusive growth. Bernstein, a
wealth management �rm, in a report has asked
questions about India’s ₹10,372-crore AI mission,
warning that it could become inconsequential on
the global stage. It also said that U.S. companies
could dominate AI. A Parliamentary Standing
Committee has emphasised the need for
indigenous research in foundational AI models to
ensure sovereign capability. Funding should
increase at least 20-fold to support national
strategic collaboration, high-end computational
resources, proprietary models and talent
development driven by the Prime Minister’s
O�ce. AI sovereignty is now the key requirement
to be a global power by 2047.

The new direction for India should be toward Asia

Mukul Sanwal 

is a former United
Nations diplomat

Asia is at the
centre of the
world and India
should focus on
self-sustaining
growth

State Bills, timelines

The answer of the Supreme
Court of India to the
Presidential reference,
under Article 143, is
disquieting and goes
against federal principles
(Front page, November 21).
The decision of the
Constitutional bench has
the potential to lead to an
anarchic state of a�airs. If a
Governor of a State
indefinitely sits on Bills

slow-walk legislation
without consequence, the
balance of Indian federalism
tilts subtly, but significantly,
against States, especially
those outside the ruling
coalition at the Centre.

M. Jameel Ahmed,
Mysuru

pointedly avoids prescribing
even a minimal timeline,
leaving intact the ambiguity
that has enabled Raj
Bhavans to convert inaction
into political leverage.
The federal implications are
hard to miss. It is largely
non-BJP-ruled States that
have borne the brunt of
prolonged gubernatorial
inaction, often at politically
sensitive moments. When
unelected authorities can

Executive can now play its
own card. A fixed timeline
has to be prescribed
N.G.R. Prasad,

Chennai

The Court’s verdict was
expected to settle a
persistent constitutional
irritant. Instead, it delivers a
reprimand without a
remedy. The Court a�irms
that Governors cannot hold
Bills indefinitely, yet it

fixing a three-month period.
In matters a�ecting
democratic principles such
as federalism, swift action is
paramount. 
The Court has virtually
upended the rule of law as
a Governor can now, at his
will, subvert the democratic
will of the people expressed
through the Legislature.
This decision is a massive
setback to the
constitutional vision as the

passed unanimously by the
Legislature, there is now
very little that the courts
can do. The Court has said
that a Governor cannot sit
on Bills indefinitely, and in
such circumstances, limited
judicial review is
permissible directing the
Governor to pass orders
within a reasonable time.
This is precisely what the
Justice J.B. Pardiwala-led
Bench had done earlier by
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GROUND ZERO

O
n October 10, following in the foot-
steps of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu,
Kerala declared snakebite envenoma-
tion a disease of public health impor-

tance under the Kerala Public Health Act, 2023.
This noti�cation is in accordance with the
Centre’s directive to implement the 2024 Nation-
al Action Plan for Snakebite Envenoming, an in-
itiative to halve snakebite-related deaths in India
by 2030. Of the nearly 78,600 snakebite deaths
annually reported worldwide, over 64,000
deaths occur in India, according to a study pu-
blished in the peer-reviewed journal, Nature
Communications, in 2022.

Dr. Ajan M.J., Assistant Director, Health and
Family Welfare Department, who is the State no-
dal o�cer for snakebite envenomation manage-
ment, says the noti�cation will enable more accu-
rate tracking of snakebite cases, including their
frequency, severity, and geographic spread.
“This, in turn, will provide clearer epidemiologi-
cal insights by revealing trends, hotspots, and
vulnerable populations. More importantly, it will
help us ensure adequate stock of ASV (anti-snake
venom) in high-incidence regions and in boost-
ing hospital readiness,” he says.

This moment did not appear out of nowhere.
It was shaped, painfully and irrevocably, by a se-
quence of events that forced the State to confront
the cost of human-wildlife con�ict.

Danger in a crevice

On the morning of November 20, 2019, Shehala
Sherin, 10, set out for school with a lunch box
in hand. Sherin, a Class 5 student at the Go-
vernment Sarvajana Vocational Higher Secon-

dary School in Sulthan Bathery in Wayanad dis-
trict, was accompanied by her cousin Nihal N.

Firoz, also 10 years old.
On that cool afternoon, when she was in the

classroom, Sherin’s foot slipped into a crevice be-
neath her bench. She cried out. Her parents Ab-
dul Azis N.V. and Sajna Aysha later learnt that a
venomous snake curled up there had bitten her.

“A place that should have been a haven for our
child became the beginning of our nightmare,”
says Azis, recalling the worst day of his life.

To make matters worse, there was a delay in
taking Sherin to the hospital. “She was lying in
pain as people stood confused around her. I ar-
rived at the school at 3:50 (p.m.) and took her to
the hospital.” Sherin had been bitten nearly 40
minutes earlier. There was already redness and
swelling in that area and she was in visible pain.

They rushed the child to a private hospital
nearby, which referred her to the Sulthan Bath-
ery Taluk Hospital, nearly 2 kilometres away.
“While the hospital had an adequate stock of
ASV, they did not have ventilator support,” says
Azis. The doctors recommended that she be ta-
ken to the Kozhikode Government Medical Col-
lege, nearly 90 km away.

“Her condition had deteriorated rapidly by
then. On the way, the ambulance went to the
Vythiri Taluk Hospital, where doctors again said
they could not handle the case,” Azis says. From
there, Sherin was shifted to a private hospital in
Chelod, around 5 km away. At 6:15 p.m., she was
pronounced dead.

“The classroom �oor had cracks and no pest
control checks had been carried out,” alleges
Azis. “No one took responsibility for the safety of
children in that school. Not the teachers, not the
administration.”

The incident exposed the inability of the State
to handle snakebite cases even though 123 peo-
ple had died of snakebite during 2018-2019. The
preventable death of a child led the Kerala High
Court to initiate suo moto proceedings on De-
cember 9, 2019. This resulted in major school in-
frastructural upgrades and safety guidelines.

Using snakes as a weapon

Just months after Sherin’s death, a snakebite
again dominated headlines in Kerala. In May
2020, a bank clerk from Kollam city, Sooraj Ku-
mar, used a venomous snake to kill his wife, Uth-
ra. He clutched the Indian cobra by its hood and
pressed it near Uthra while she was sleeping. The
agitated snake bit her twice, killing her. Cobra ve-
nom can kill a person in hours by paralysing res-
piratory muscles.

This was not Kumar’s �rst attempt at killing
his wife, the investigation revealed. Two months
earlier, he had tried to kill Uthra by releasing a
Russell’s viper, another venomous snake, into
the bedroom. The viper had bitten her, but she
survived after hospitalisation. While that was dis-
missed by the family as an unfortunate accident,
Uthra’s parents �led a police complaint after her
death. The police arrested Kumar.

During their investigation, the police learnt
that Kumar had bought the snakes from tradi-
tional snake charmers and unlicensed handlers
who illegally keep wild snakes in captivity. His
motive was to get hold of Uthra’s gold and claim
her life insurance payout. The Additional District

and Sessions Court-VI, Kollam, deemed the case
“rarest of the rare”, and sentenced Kumar to a
double life term along with 17 years of rigorous
imprisonment.

Yet another tragic incident occurred in July
that year when Zakir Hussain, a snake catcher,
died after being bitten by a cobra he had rescued
from a house in Navaikulam, Thiruvananthapu-
ram. He reportedly carried out the rescue by
grabbing the snake with his bare hands, as was
the prevalent practice then, and displayed it
proudly to onlookers. “The snake bit him on his
right wrist and the venom rapidly spread through
the vein,” says Assistant Conservator of Forests,
Muhammed Anwar Y.

The success of SARPA

Kerala, with its dense tropical forests, extensive
wetlands, and high population density, has for
years grappled with the deadly threat of snake-
bites. The region is home to more than 130 snake
species, of which around 10 are venomous, ac-
cording to the Forest Department.

Snake envenoming, often occurring in agricul-
tural �elds, forested areas, and urban spaces, has
always presented a major health challenge. Data
from the State Health Department show that
nearly 5,000 cases of snakebites are reported an-
nually in the State. Yet, the actual �gures could
be far higher, with many snakebite incidents go-
ing unreported, particularly in rural areas. Be-
sides the human toll, over the past decade, nearly
70% of the wildlife-related deaths reported in
Kerala have been due to snakebites, according to
the department.

The deaths of Uthra and Hussain and especial-
ly Sherin were turning points in the State’s res-
ponse to the crisis. “They prompted the Forest
Department to launch SARPA (Snake Awareness,
Rescue, and Protection App) in August 2020,” An-
war points out. The mobile application connects
people with trained rescuers, provides �rst-aid
information on snakebites, and assists people
with identifying snake species.

The senior forest o�cial adds that the initiative
is the �rst of its kind in India. With traditional res-
cue methods deemed unscienti�c and risky,
snake rescuers and department o�cials are now
trained in the scienti�c ‘bag and pipe’ method us-
ing safety gear. This is a technique that involves
the use of a pipe inserted into a sturdy cloth bag
to guide a snake to safety without direct physical
contact. So far, nearly 6,200 people have re-
ceived training under the programme. These in-
clude people from a cross-sections of society, in-
cluding doctors, professors, advocates, IT
professionals, casual labourers, and researchers.

Anwar, who is also the State nodal o�cer of
SARPA, says the initiative has been successful.
“Within �ve years, snakebite-related deaths have
reduced from 123 in 2018-19 to 34 in 2024-25,” he
says. There have been 14 deaths so far during the
ongoing �scal, with the latest being reported on
November 21, when an infant was bitten by a co-
bra in Malappuram. “Nearly 58,000 snakes have
been safely rescued and released back into their
natural habitats,” he adds.

Pramod G. Krishnan, Chief Wildlife Warden,
says the recent declaration of snakebite enveno-
mation as a noti�able disease will be a “shot in
the arm” for Kerala’s goal of zero snakebite
deaths by 2030. The Forest Department is now
all set to launch the second phase of SARPA with
expanded resources and training.

Environmental and lifestyle shifts have also
contributed to fewer human-snake encounters.
“The elimination of open defecation, near-un-
iversal LPG coverage and reduced dependence
on �rewood, and mechanised farming practices
have all helped,” says Dr. Jaideep C. Menon, Pro-
fessor, Adult Cardiology and Public Health, Amri-
ta Institute of Medical Sciences, Kochi.

Besides, the Local Self Government Depart-
ment, the General Education Department, and
other departments have adopted many precau-
tionary measures. “Safety audits are being regu-
larly conducted in schools before each academic
year to identify and rectify potential hazards,”
Anwar says.

The State has also prioritised supplying safety
equipment, including gumboots and gloves, to
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) workers, given
the risks of snake encounters in rural regions.

Shyamala M., a MGNREGS worker in Palode,
Thiruvananthapuram, points out that she is now
given gloves while carrying out tasks such as
clearing vegetation. “Last year, one of my col-
leagues was bitten by a hump-nosed pit viper. In-
cidents like that used to be common,” she says.

Wayanad-based physician Dr. Rajesh Kumar
M.P., who also serves as a SARPA educator, says
e�orts are being made to spread awareness about
snakes and venomous species, particularly
among the youth. SARPA Padam, an educational
programme, is being rolled out across education-
al institutions. Awareness sessions are also con-
ducted for groups such as Kudumbasree.

The hurdles that remain

Despite achieving signi�cant progress in han-
dling snakes and preventing snakebite-related fa-
talities, Kerala still faces challenges, however.

Nationally, snakebite mitigation largely
centres around the Big Four snake species — the
Indian cobra, the common krait, the Russell’s
viper, and the saw-scaled viper. However, in Ker-
ala, the hump-nosed pit viper is increasingly res-
ponsible for snakebite cases. The viper is an en-
demic species to the Western Ghats.

Dr. Menon attributes the rise in hump-nosed
pit viper bites to the shift in agricultural patterns
from paddy cultivation to plantation-based cash
crops, such as rubber and cardamom. The veno-
mous species is known to prefer cool, moist envi-
ronments, such as dense forests and plantations.
It is mostly found in leaf litter and thick bushes.

The polyvalent ASV that is produced in India
utilises venom from the Big Four. However, stu-
dies have shown that it is ine�ective in neutralis-
ing the venom of the hump-nosed pit viper.

Dr. Menon, who also heads the ICMR-Collabo-
rative Centre of Excellence in Snakebite, stresses
the need to establish regional venom collecting
centres. “This is necessary to improve antivenom
production by developing both region-speci�c
and species-speci�c antivenoms,” he says.

At present, like most other States, Kerala relies
on the ASV produced from the venom extracted
by the Irula Snake Catchers’ Industrial Coopera-
tive Society in Chengalpattu, Tamil Nadu. The Ir-
ula are an indigenous community known for
their traditional skills in snake and rat catching.
In July 2025, while inaugurating the World Snake
Day observance in Thiruvananthapuram, Forest
Minister A.K. Saseendran announced plans to lo-
cally produce ASV to address the perceived inef-
fectiveness of current antivenoms due to geo-
graphical variation in venom potency.

Sustaining SARPA’s momentum is another
challenge, according to a senior forest o�cial. Of
the 3,300 trained and licensed snake rescuers,
fewer than 1,000 remain active. “While many
snake enthusiasts have undergone training in
snake rescue, they are rarely available on short
notice, given their daily jobs,” the o�cial says.

A rapid response team (RRT) member in Path-
anamthitta points out that snake-related emer-
gencies in the region are primarily handled by
Forest Department personnel, largely due to the
lack of licensed snake handlers in the area. While
RRT teams have been e�ective in managing a
range of emergencies, their resources are in-
creasingly being stretched, particularly as forest
fringe areas report a rise in con�icts involving
other wild animals such as elephants and wild
boars. To address the issue, the department is
mulling steps to ensure at least one active li-
censed snake handler in each local body.

Persisting medical challenges too remain a sig-
ni�cant barrier to e�ective snakebite manage-
ment. “There is clinical hesitancy in administer-
ing ASV, primarily due to fear of anaphylaxis (a
severe, life-threatening allergic reaction). This is
often linked to inadequate training and insu�-
cient infrastructure to manage complications,”
says a health o�cer.

Timely and e�ective pre-hospital care too is vi-
tal in reducing snakebite-related mortality. While
emergency services exist, most snakebite victims
still rely on private transport. Experts have called
for strengthening ambulance services to include
snakebite management protocols, and for imple-
menting a hub-and-spoke model, where com-
munity health centres and taluk hospitals sup-
port a network of primary health centres.

Herpetologist Sandeep Das says Kerala’s focus
on snakebite mitigation in recent times has had a
cascading e�ect on conservation e�orts. “Snakes
play a vital role in maintaining a healthy ecosys-
tem by controlling rodent population. This in
turn helps reduce the spread of zoonotic diseas-
es,” he says.

Das, who has been actively involved in SARPA
and Snakepedia, a comprehensive database on
snake species found in Kerala, adds that there has
been a perceptible shift in public attitudes to-
wards snakes. “Where fear and hostility once
dominated, there is now a growing sense of
awareness and respect for these often misunder-
stood reptiles. Increasingly, people are recognis-
ing their ecological importance and the need to
respond to encounters with scienti�c knowledge,
rather than fear-driven actions like killing them
on sight,” he says.

As the State pushes towards its goal of zero
snakebites, the systemic overhaul sparked by a
child’s death continues to serve as both a caution-
ary tale and a catalyst for change.

sarath.bg@thehindu.co.in

Assistant Conservator of Forests and SARPA State nodal o�icer Muhammed Anwar Y. leads a workshop for snake rescuers in Alappuzha in 2024. KERALA FOREST DEPARTMENT 

A snakebite that
sparked a change
Last month, Kerala declared snakebite envenomation a noti�able disease. Though snakebites are common in the

State, a 2019 incident triggered a systemic overhaul. A 10-year-old girl had died of a venomous snake bite in a

school in Wayanad, and people were outraged. Since then, a digital rescue network has been launched and

school infrastructure upgraded. Sarath Babu George reports on Kerala’s quest for zero snakebite mortality

Within �ve
years,
snakebite-
related deaths
have reduced
from 123 in
2018-19 to 34 
in 2024-25

MUHAMMED
ANWAR Y.
Assistant 
Conservator of
Forests

An Indian cobra. KERALA FOREST DEPARTMENT 

Where fear and hostility once dominated,
there is now a sense of awareness and
respect for these often misunderstood
reptiles.

SANDEEP DAS
Herpetologist
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T
he toxic blanket of smog that smothers the
National Capital Region (NCR) and
adjoining areas from October to January is as

normalised in these parts as the onset of winter. Air
quality dips sharply as winter temperature and low
wind speed worsen the cumulative e�ect of vehicular
pollution, stubble burning, industrial and
construction activity and firecracker use.

This year is no exception with the Air
Quality Index (AQI) worsening from ‘very
poor’ to severe’ category, levels that would
trigger health emergencies elsewhere in the
world. The WHO has repeatedly warned of
acute respiratory and cardiovascular risks
from such exposure. Despite this, the
response from the local administration has
ranged from apathetic to actively misleading.
The Graded Response Action Plan (GRAP
III), designed precisely for these conditions,
has been reduced to a token checklist with no
enforcement worth mentioning. Schools
remain open, construction rumbles on, and
heavy-duty commercial vehicles continue to
pour into the capital. What is troubling is
that the local administration is busy
obfuscating data and obliterating signs
pointing to the extremity of the air pollution
crisis. Around Diwali, when firecrackers
triggered severe pollution, the AQI remained
at 351, admittedly still ‘very poor’, but only
six points down from from the previous day
reading of 345 and conveniently short of
‘severe’. 

The reason? Only eight of the total 39
stations to monitor ambient air quality were
functioning in the 24 hours during Diwali
when pollution levels peak in Delhi. If all the
centres had logged in uninterrupted hourly
data as they are supposed to, the AQI levels
would have been much worse i.e., in the
‘severe’ and not ‘very poor’ category.
Citizens’ uproar over the studied
indi�erence has had little impact. Instead of
fixing monitoring gaps, the local government
has since taken to spraying water around the
pollution monitoring centres supposedly to
bring the AQI readings down. None of this
changes the reality on the ground. The AQI
levels in Delhi have remained dangerously
high in the last ten days, reaching 428 on
November 11 and 404 on November 13 and
touching 391 on November 20. The readings
are similar in the entire NCR region and
adjoining districts. As the head of pulmonary
medicine and sleep disorders at AIIMS has
said, Delhi’s extremely poor air quality is
nothing short of an emergency.

Long-term strategies that include
electrifying public transport, reducing
crop-burning and enforcing industrial
standards are essential. But immediate
actions are unavoidable: shut schools, halt
construction, restrict commercial vehicle
entry, and above all implement
vehicle-rationing measures like odd-even
without delay. These measures are
disruptive, no doubt, but not nearly as
dangerous as the health-care costs (for the
working poor in particular who have no
choice but to be outdoors), and productivity
losses caused by a capital city choking on its
own air.

Gas chamber
Delhi needs urgent action to mitigate air pollution crisis
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Transparency and trust
Apropos ‘All you need to know about
the DPDP Rules, 2025’ (November
21), the push to give citizens control
over their digital footprints is long
overdue. In an age where data is
currency, the right to consent and
the obligation to delete are not
luxuries — they’re essentials. The
rules rightly demand accountability
from companies, but the gaps are
worrying. Cross-border data
transfers remain murky, and the
independence of the Data
Protection Board feels more
symbolic than structural. Without
robust oversight, even the best rules
risk becoming toothless. Privacy isn’t
just a technical issue — it’s a civic
one. 
A simple fix? Make breach reports
public. When companies know that
violations will be visible, not just
fined, they’ll take data protection

seriously. Transparency, not just
penalties, is what builds trust.
M Barathi
Bengaluru

Climate-friendly deposits
This refers to ‘How your savings can
fight climate change’ (November
21). The piece rightly points out a
blind spot in our climate
conversations — where we park our
money. While many of us recycle,
reduce and reuse, few consider that
our savings might be quietly funding
fossil fuels. Banks and funds often
operate with little transparency,
leaving consumers unaware of the
carbon footprint behind their
deposits.
The call to shift towards
climate-conscious financial products
is timely and necessary. Green bonds
and ethical funds aren’t just
buzzwords — they’re tools for real

change. If enough people demand
accountability and move their
money accordingly, financial
institutions will be forced to rethink
their priorities. 
A simple first step: ask your bank
where your money goes. Civic
pressure, when paired with financial
choices, can be a powerful lever for
climate action.
K Sakunthala
Coimbatore

Push for corporate bonds
Apropos ‘Bond booster’ (November
21), the editorial captures a
persistent weakness in India’s
financial system — a corporate bond
market that expands in size yet
remains shallow in real participation.
When nearly all issuances continue
to be routed through private
placements, the average saver is
e�ectively shut out, and the market

never gains the depth or price
discovery it needs. Lowering the face
value of bonds and o�ering selective
discounts may draw a few new
investors, but these steps feel
cosmetic when liquidity on
exchanges stays so thin. At the same
time, easing compliance for smaller
issuers is sensible, provided
transparency is strengthened rather
than diluted.
India’s growing pool of retail
investors deserves simpler
disclosures, reliable platforms and
clearer risk labels. If SEBI pairs its
reforms with consistent investor
education and a serious push to
move more issuances to public
markets, corporate bonds can finally
become a trustworthy avenue for
ordinary households, not just a
private playground for institutions.
SM Jeeva
Chennai

Safe digital future
This refers to ‘Responsible, trusted
use of AI critical for India, says
Google’ (November 21).Google’s call
is timely. As India pushes towards a
tech-driven “Viksit Bharat”, safety
must stay at the centre. The grant for
child-safety systems and training
teachers is a positive move. Many
rural families and small schools lack
strong digital access, so protections
reach them slowly. Scam detection
and privacy-friendly tools are
welcome, but wider awareness and
support are needed. Digital trust
cannot grow only in cities; it must
reach every user. With stronger
digital literacy at the grassroots, AI
can truly empower citizens. When
safety, access and guidance improve
together, AI will serve India and
strengthen public confidence.
S Balasubramaniyan
Villupuram, TN

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.

O
ver the last year or so, there has
been much talk and discussion
about creating an Indian Big

Four in accounting. While the
Government seems to have triggered the
idea, the accounting fraternity seems
unsure if the Government is really
serious about this.

The sheer ambition of the task could
make one hesitate in even taking
baby-steps in going ahead. Data on
Indian accounting firms present a very
fragmented picture (see Table). Getting
such an eclectic set of accountants to
move out of their comfort zones and
agree to join hands with others is not
going to be easy. Operating culture,
locational restrictions, type of practices
and individual chemistry amongst the
constituents could pose challenges
during transition. 

The small and medium accounting
firms have always lived in a cocoon of
familiarity — known clients, resources
that do not cost the moon and sticking
to bread-and-butter practices of
accounting and tax. Areas such as M&A

advisory, cross-border tax consulting,
and technology consulting would not
interest many of them.

Assuming that a majority of these
firms are convinced to come on board,
the challenge of a sustained e�ort crops
up. It took the existing Big Four many
decades to build that brand name. Will
the concept of Indian Big Four be
sustained over four or five decades?
State Bank of India was established in
1955, and after 70 years it ranks 43rd in
the world in terms of asset size. Applying
a similar logic, an Indian Big Four can be
expected somewhere around 2095.
Would all the parties involved remain
invested in this idea till then? 

REGULATORY HURDLE

Regulation can be a major stumbling
block. The existing Big Four accounting
firms o�er a bouquet of services apart
from accounting and tax. Their
consulting arms sponsor events and
advertise their sponsorship. Would the
regulator of accountants in India permit
the consulting arm of a local accounting
firm in Mumbai to sponsor/advertise a
pro-kabaddi league match in Mumbai?
Would the regulator of accountants
permit a valuer to join an accounting
firm as a partner? If we need a
home-grown Big Four, both these
questions should be answered in the
positive. Also, it would need the three

regulators — ICAI, ICMA and ICSI — to
fuse into one. History is proof that this is
easier said than done. Professional fees
can prove to be a deal-breaker. The fees
charged by existing firms are a miniscule
of what the Big Four would be charging
for similar type of goods or services. The
threat of client attrition is a reality that
should not be simply glossed over. 

This leads us to a question: Should the
Government even try continuing
towards the Indian Big Four goal?
Having commenced this is in right
earnest, it should keep at at for some
time on a sustained basis. Some clarity
would emerge in a couple of years on
whether this project is worth pursuing
or not. The following scenarios could
emerge: creating an Indian Big Four firm
is possible; creating an Indian Big Four
firm is impossible; the 100,000 Indian
firms could classify themselves into
2,000 very large firms, 50,000 medium
firms and 48,000 small firms; and
whatever happens, status quo will be
remain in India. Finally, the
stakeholders can always say, ‘at least we
tried’, if the e�ort does not take o�.

The writer is a chartered accountant

Creating a desi Big 4 in accounting, a tall order

Mohan R Lavi

The Big 4 accounting firms o�er a bouquet of services, apart from accounting and tax. Will Indian regulators allow that?
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T
he Indian banking sector
has been an island of calm,
standing steady when
turbulent winds bu�eted
global financial systems.

While there have been phases when
non-performing assets ballooned, or
some segments or entities witnessed lot
of stress, the conservative approach
adopted by the Indian central bank has
largely ensured that the sector sails
smoothly, largely unscathed.

It is against this background that the
ongoing discussion on creating large,
global scale banks, needs to be viewed.
The idea appears to be led by two
factors. One, some seem to think that
not having large banks is depriving the
Indian economy, particularly the private
sector, with funds needed to scale up and
grow.

Two, Indian banks rank quite low
among the large global banks, based on
assets. This is being used to argue that
for the economy to scale to $7.3 trillion
by 2030, the size of the banks needs to be
much larger so that they can fund
organic and inorganic expansion of
companies. While this may be partially
true, there does not appear to be a need
for large banks at this juncture when
viewed from demand perspective.
Demand for bank credit from industries
has been very weak in recent past and
infrastructure financing is best left to
development financing institutions.
M&A deals have not been too big in the
recent past either. With non-bank
sources of finance also reviving, it may
be best to go slow on this front.

THE GLOBAL GIANTS

A glance at the S&P Global’s list of
world’s largest banks, ranked according
to their assets as of April 2025, shows
that the top 20 banks are behemoths
wilfully created by countries to support
political agendas or through excessive
exposure to market risk.

Chinese government-owned banks
such as Industrial and Commercial Bank
of China, Agricultural Bank of China,
China Construction Bank and Bank of
China are well ensconced in the first
four ranks, holding assets worth a
whopping $22 trillion. Twenty-one
banks based in mainland China find a
place in the top 100 with seven in top 20.

Ranks five and six are occupied by the

American giants, JP Morgan Chase and
Bank of America followed by HSBC
holding of UK and BNP Paribas and
Credit Agricole Group of France. Japan’s
Mitsubishi UFJ is the other bank which
finds a place in the top ten largest banks
by asset size.

ASSETS OF INDIAN BANKS

Only two Indian banks are featured in
this list, SBI and HDFC Bank. While SBI
has improved its ranking from 47 in 2024
to 43 now, HDFC Bank has moved up
one place this year to 73. But the assets
of Indian banks are nowhere close to the
global giants. SBI’s total assets
amounted to $846 billion and HDFC
Bank held assets worth $494 billion.

In fact, the total assets held by Indian
scheduled commercial banks, as of
March 31, 2024, amounted to just $3.38
trillion. This is only half of the assets of
Industrial and Commercial Bank of

China, which occupies the top position.
Some media reports are suggesting

that consolidation of public sector banks
could be one way to create large banks.
In 2020, 27 PSU banks were
consolidated into 12 to form larger
entities. Consolidation of public sector
banks is not a bad idea as it can provide
heft to the large PSBs, improve
governance and e�ciencies and
ultimately benefit the customer.

But doing so with the intention of
creating global scale large banks may not
really work. The total assets of all PSU
banks equal $1.8 trillion as of March
2024. Even if all the PSU banks were
merged into one entity, the bank would
still be ranked 18th on the global large
banks list. But then, merging PSU banks
is more easily said than done given the
cultural di�erences within the
organisation and the pushback from the
workforce.

Allowing increased foreign or
corporate ownership in banks comes
with its own bundle of risks. The tight
fiscal situation of the Centre may hinder
government creating a large bank out of
budgetary resources. With Indian savers
already parking most of their savings in
banks, there is little room to increase the
deposit base to create large lending
entities.

IS THERE A NEED?

The more important question is, do we
really need large banks at this juncture?
The three segments that are intended to
benefit from large banks are corporate
borrowers, infrastructure finance and
M&A finance.

Credit growth to industries has been
quite sluggish in recent times and banks
have channelised more credit to
individual borrowers to sustain their
operations. Share of loans to industry
has decreased from 39.5 per cent of bank
credit in August 2016 to 21.5 per cent in
August 2025. But in the same period,
share of credit to retail or individual
borrowers has increased from 22 per
cent to 33 per cent.

Most companies have been
postponing large capital investments in
recent years, except for few industries
such as renewables and chemicals,
leading to lower demand for project
finance. 

Two, they have been using non-bank
sources of funds such as internal
accruals, the corporate bond market and
external commercial borrowings to
meet their financing requirements. This
is not a bad thing. Not only does it
prevent concentration of default risk in
the banking sector, but the bond
markets will also get a boost if more
companies begin looking beyond banks
for funds.

It is moot whether commercial banks
should tie up their funds in
infrastructure financing. Not only does
it lead to asset-liability mismatches, but
it also increases risk given the long
gestation and pay-back period in these
projects. It is for this reason that the
National Bank for Financing
Infrastructure Development was set up
in 2021 to support long-term
infrastructure financing in India, it has
already sanctioned loans worth ₹2.03
lakh crore as of end March 2025.
Infrastructure financing is best handled
through such development institutions
which can access long-term loans from
global multilateral institutions to
finance their operations.

It can be argued that more funding is
needed for M&A financing. But the
average value of M&A deals between
2019 and 2024 was only ₹3.7 lakh crore
per year. This is not very di�cult to
service with the assets held currently by
the banking sector.

Finally, PSU bank consolidation may
not be a bad idea, but there appears little
reason to try and create large banks
which can be counted among the top 20
global biggies.

Do we need large banks now?

With Indian savers
already parking most of
their savings in banks,
there is little room to
increase the deposit base to
create large lending entities

With lacklustre credit demand from industry and the need to reduce infra financing by banks, they aren’t required for now

LOKESHWARRI SK
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Gautam Bhatia

I
n 2020, I was part of a constitu-
tional challenge to the govern-
ment’s plans to “redevelop” the 
Central Vista in New Delhi. One 
of the arguments that we made 

was that these plans had been formu-
lated—and were now proposed to be 
implemented—without any public partic-
ipation. Public participation was a funda-
mental constitutional value, not just in 
India, but across the world, where it was 
increasingly coming to be understood that 
the relationship between the people and 
their government was not simply limited 
to the periodic casting of the vote; rather, 
democratic accountability required the 
continuing participation of the people in 
decisions that impacted them. The rede-
velopment of the nation’s primary demo-
cratic symbol—we argued—was certainly 
a decision that fell within such a category. 

In choosing to uphold the govern-
ment’s redevelopment plan, the Supreme 
Court observed that the founders of the 
Indian Constitution had chosen a model 
of “representative democracy” rather than 
“direct democracy”: that is, one where the 
people delegated the task of governance 
to their representatives with the only con-
stitutionally mandated form of accounta-
bility coming through the cycle of elec-
tions. This is what—the court said—distin-
guished the Indian Constitution from its 
counterparts in South Africa and Kenya, 
which did explicitly enshrine public par-
ticipation rights when it came to law-mak-
ing and executive action. 

I have no reason to believe that a better 
argument would necessarily have 
changed the court’s decision. However, if 
Rohit De and Ornit Shani’s book, Assem-
bling India’s Constitution, had been pub-
lished at the time, we would have defi-
nitely had a stronger argument, and a 
stronger critique of the court’s eventual 
dismissal of the right to public participa-
tion as a constitutional value.

Assembling India’s Constitution is a 
work of historical reconstruction. Its 
authors take on the near-uncontested 
claim during the previous 75 years, that 
the making of the Constitution was a 

top-down affair, guided by elite figures 
in the Constituent Assembly. From the 
time Granville Austin wrote his first and 
canonical book, The Indian Constitution: 
Cornerstone of a Nation (1966), about the 
framing of the Constitution, this con-
sensus has held. It has been held both 
among scholars who have seen it as a 
largely positive thing (elite consensus 
was the only way that a Constitution for 
India could have been drafted in 1947), 
and a negative thing (by virtue of its 
framing, the Indian Constitution has 
always lacked democratic legitimacy in 
some fundamental way). 

This consensus has held primarily 
because the materials that scholars have 
consulted (this author included) have 
been limited to the proceedings of the 
Constituent Assembly, the magisterial 
six-volume collection by B. Shiva Rao 
that provides certain “select” documents 
associated with the Assembly (the hint is 
in the word “select”), and a few other 
contemporaneous documents. Assem-

bling India’s Constitution departs from 
this consensus on the strength of archi-
val research: its authors make the claim 
that the process of Constitution-making 
was deeply democratic, and involved a 
significantly broader and deeper manner 
of public participation than what has 
hitherto been known. 

This argument is developed through 
six chapters, where the authors examine 
(among other things) the correspondence 
sent to the Constituent Assembly from 
across the country, and at various stages 
of the process. These constituencies 
include, of course, the ordinary men and 
women of the country, but they also 
include a range of actors that we might 
not have associated with the process of 
Constitution-making: from student 
groups to the colonial judiciary. 

In three of the most fascinating seg-
ments of the book, the authors examine 
claims (including “model constitutions”) 
that are advanced from the princely states 
(and especially Manipur), from the colo-

nial legislatures in the provinces, and 
from the tribes. In another segment, the 
authors discuss how the Constitution was 
“taken on tour” in various “far-flung” 
parts of the country: where people could 
not access the Assembly, the Assembly 
went to them. Just about everyone had 
something to say about the Constitution—
and, what is even more striking, the secre-
tariat of the Constituent Assembly had a 
process through which such correspond-
ence was catalogued, filed and actually 
placed before members of the Constituent 
Assembly for their consideration. 

Assembling India’s Constitution suc-
ceeds on multiple levels. It succeeds as a 
work of history. It succeeds in inaugurat-
ing a new account of the framing of India’s 
Constitution. And it succeeds in its central 
argument, which is that there was both 
broad and deep public participation in the 
framing of India’s Constitution. 

Beyond that, however, the following 
question arises: what, then, follows from 
this? As a practising lawyer as well as a 
writer on the Indian Constitution, for me, 
this question takes two forms. First, 
what—if anything—does this mean for 
interpreting the Constitution today? The 
writers are clear that their argument is not 
that the voluminous correspondence that 
came from the people of India to the Con-
stituent Assembly actually had a tangible 
impact upon the language of the final doc-
ument. In that way, the people did partici-
pate, but it is unclear whether—and to 
what extent—they were heard. 

This distinguishes the process of the 
framing of India’s Constitution from the 
more famous participation-oriented sto-
ries of constitutional drafting. For exam-
ple, the framing of Kenya’s 2010 Constitu-
tion involved a formal process of public 
hearings and consultations across the 

length and breadth of Kenya. This was fol-
lowed by a voluminous report that sum-
marised the inputs that had come in from 
the people, both topic-wise and on the 
basis of geography. The impact of these 
inputs can then be traced through how the 
language of the draft changed in each iter-
ation, often in direct response to public 
suggestion. The process of drafting, thus, 
was a conversation. 

In the Indian process, however, other 
than the acknowledgements from the sec-
retariat of the Constituent Assembly, it 
appears to (largely) be a monologue, as 
one of the conversational partners—the 
one that held all the power—remained 
silent. How, then, can we harness this rich 
history of participation into understand-
ing how we should read the Constitution 
today? Can we? 

The second part of the question is: what 
has been the impact of this history having 
been erased from our public and legal cul-
ture for the last 75 years? At one level, the 
answer is simple: it has distorted our 
debates about the Constitution. At the 
level of constitutional practice, it has had 
another distorting effect: it has led to 
judgements like Central Vista, where our 
courts reach facile conclusions about how 
public participation has never been a fun-
damental constitutional value, and cannot 
inform constitutional adjudication today. 
This, once again, is in stark contrast to 
jurisdictions like Kenya, where the history 
of public participation is so woven into 
public culture, that no judge or court can 
ignore it when deciding cases on constitu-
tional validity. 

It is here that Assembling India’s Con-
stitution might be of use to lawyers in 
court. While the Constitution does not 
explicitly guarantee a right to public par-
ticipation, there are laws—such as the 
Forest Rights Act—which do so. Armed 
with De and Shani’s historical argu-
ments, the case for public participation 
being an enduring constitutional value, 
right from the beginning of our constitu-
tional journey, can help in providing 
such laws with a constitutional founda-
tion, and in pushing back against their 
dilution or evisceration. As with the Cen-
tral Vista case, of course, there is no 
guarantee that the quality of constitu-
tional argumentation will change consti-
tutional outcomes, but it never hurts to 
have a string in the bow.

Whether constitutional lawyer, histo-
rian, or simply an interested citizen, 
Assembling India’s Constitution is an origi-
nal work of constitutional history and 
imagination, and one that rewards a close 
and careful study. 

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based advo-
cate and legal scholar.

If All the World Were Paper. Premodern 
Hindi manuscripts (12th-16th centuries) 
are unusually detailed and descriptive 
when it comes to meta-text, including an 
array of phrases describing the physical 
act of writing—racha (Sanskrit verb for 
“create”), granth-bandh, gaanth (literally, 
“to tie”) and so on, each indicating a differ-
ent mode of production for these histori-
cally important texts. 

Williams describes his research meth-
ods in detail, explaining how the physical 
inspection of manuscripts as well as close 
reading yield vital clues and hypotheses. 
There is a crucial third technique involved 
here, too, one that students of the digital 
humanities are finding increasingly rele-
vant: “distant reading”. 

The phrase describes the aggregation of 
large amounts of text and the subsequent 
quantitative, computer-led evaluation of 
the same. A computer’s deep dive into a 
mountain of premodern texts can tell you 
how often a word or phrase or string of 
characters occur in a certain saint or poet’s 
corpus. In the hands of an interdisciplin-
ary academic like Williams, distant read-
ing can be the beginning of a hypothesis—
or the means to definitively prove one.

The million-dollar question is, why is 
any of this important? Why should we 
study the materiality of books? What can 
we learn about the texture of lived reality 
by smelling the ink, so to speak? 

There are any number of examples 
from around the world that demonstrate 

Did the people have a say in the 
making of the Constitution?
A new book, based 
on archival research, 
offers an original take 
on the framing of the 
Constitution as a 
participatory process

‘Assembling India’s 

Constitution’ is an original 

work of constitutional 

history and imagination.
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Aditya Mani Jha

A
t the Arya Samaj school in Ranchi 
where I studied, one of the fixtures 
was a havan (Hindu fire ritual) held 

on Saturdays, our Sanskrit teacher leading 
the chanting of the mantras.  One sneaky 
morning, I rifled through the book in 
question and discovered that it contained 
the weekly havan mantras copied out in 
longhand, alongside colloquial Hindi 
instructions for vocal emphasis, tone and 
tenor, like stage directions.  

For my teacher, the medium was the 
message.The words written in his little 
book were inextricable from the circum-
stances that led to their inscription. The 
physical form in which books are pro-
duced, as well as the material and social 
circumstances of production, play a cru-
cial role in our understanding of the his-
tory of the Hindi language. 

As a historical framework this is espe-
cially relevant for Hindi since Hindi pub-
lishing as an organised industry is no more 
than 100-odd years old, when the demand 
for a common tongue for India’s freedom 
movement resulted in the standardisation 
of the language. These factors also ended 
up shaping how Hindi was established as 
a versatile language of the masses in the 
subcontinent—a medium for poetry, poli-
tics, devotion and even revolution. 

These two interrelated arguments form 
the core of Tyler W. William’s excellent 
book, If All the World Were Paper: A History 
of Writing in Hindi. As he explains in the 
introduction, each chapter “reconstructs 
a ‘scene’ of vernacular writing in early 
modern north India, explaining how ide-
ologies of writing, textual genres, prac-
tices of inscription and performance, and 
material text artefacts worked together to 
form an organic whole.” 

The scenes being described pertain to 
specific genres or kinds of texts: the pem-

katha (epic romance), the pothi (scholastic 
book), the gutaka (handwritten personal 
notebooks like the one described in this 
essay’s opening paragraph) and, finally, 
the granth or vani (Sikh scriptures collect-
ing the sayings of a particular guru).  

In the chapter on the pem-katha, for 
instance, Williams analyses 14th-century 
poet Maulana Daud’s epic Sufi romance 
Candāyan (1379). Daud leaves a number of 
linguistic clues indicating the influence of 
Amir Khusrau’s rekhta (mixed) verses that 
incorporated both Hindi and Persian 
lines, like the poem Sakal Ban Phool Rahi 
Sarson (Yellow mustard blooms in the field), 
often sung during the Hindu springtime 
festival of Basant Panchami. 

The author shows us how the ideal of a 
polyglot emperor, well-versed in a num-
ber of languages, including Sanskrit and 
Persian, was described in verse by Daud—
scholars like Sheldon Pollock and Chris-
tian Novetzke now locate this point in his-
tory as the beginning of the subconti-
nent’s multilingual literary culture, 
propagated by Sultanate courts and 
spread across the land by their occupants. 

Similarly, the chapter on the pothi 
describes how nirgun (without attributes) 
Bhakti writings (from the 17th to the early 
19th centuries) created a new kind of 
“written vernacular”. Though they fol-
lowed the grammar and morphology of 
Hindi, these texts included well-chosen 
stock phrases like “ganeshaaya namah” 
(obeisance to Ganesha) and “Arjun uva-
cha” (thus Arjun spoke) to evoke the “feel” 
of a classical language like Sanskrit. Willi-
ams is especially attentive to the hand-
written idiosyncrasies of the text. Red ink 
was used for meta-textual commentary, 
following older traditions, where the pothi 
was copied out in multiple languages for 
various rulers of the time. 

Generally speaking, meta-text is a ver-
satile tool for the kind of analysis we see in 

the importance of this endeavour. In the 
Museum of Occupations and Freedom 
Fights in Vilnius, Lithuania, you can see 
several samizdat exhibits—“samizdat” is 
the Russian word for banned, censored or 
underground publications produced 
under the Soviet regime, often written by 
hand and concealed in plain sight. Pam-
phlets would be hidden in the binding, 
words in old newspapers would be strate-
gically highlighted to create encrypted 
passages, invisible ink was used in certain 
cases. Because these techniques were 
used to evade Soviet censors, studying the 
samizdat texts can tell us a lot about the 
sociopolitical temperature at any given 
point in the history of the erstwhile USSR. 

And we needn’t go far from home to 
understand the importance of materiality 
in the literary context. Take journalist and 
writer Akshaya Mukul’s masterful non-
fiction book Gita Press and the Making of 
Hindu India (2015). It told us how the Gor-
akhpur-based Gita Press played a central 
role in shaping a “Hindu consciousness”, 
especially among north Indian middle-
class families.  More recently, scholar Aak-
riti Mandhwani in Everyday Reading: Mid-
dlebrow Magazines and Book Printing in 
Post-Independence India (2024) explained 
how the rise of Hindi magazines like 
Sarita and Dharmyug  in the 1940s con-
tributed to nascent middle-class aspira-
tions after independence.

A contemporary student of history can-
not stop at reading the words themselves. 
They must investigate the economics 
behind the production of the book, pause 
to inspect the ink, typeface, binding, and 
other accoutrements of printing and pub-
lishing. At the end of the day, a book is an 
artefact that belongs to the realm of the 
physical, and upon its body is imprinted 
the story of its life for those persistent 
enough to join the dots. 

Aditya Mani Jha is a Delhi-based writer.

The secret history of the Hindi language
Tyler W. Williams reveals 
how political, cultural 
and economic forces 
shaped Hindi publishing 
in the subcontinent

A book is an artefact that belongs to the realm of the physical. ISTOCKPHOTO

Assembling India’s 
Constitution: By Rohit 
De and Ornit Shani, 
Penguin Random House 
India, 400 pages, ₹799.

The book succeeds in its 
central argument, which 

is that there was both 
broad and deep public 

participation in the framing 
of India’s Constitution. 

If All the World Were 
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Pivoting to a tech-driven growth model 
after the collapse of the property sector is a 
sensible move for China. The strategy has 
helped Beijing win a trade truce with Wash-
ington. But it may take years for the 
country’s industrial giants to mature 
enough to create enough jobs.  

In the meantime, some 200 million 
people — equivalent to about 40 per cent of 

the urban labour force — are stuck in the gig 
economy. That experience lies at the core of 
writer Hu Anyan’s bestselling memoir I 
Deliver Parcels in Beijing, a raw, darkly 
comical work newly available in English. 
Policymakers must move more quickly and 
decisively with reforms to support this large 
and powerful group of consumers that the 
slowing economy can’t afford to do without.  

The book takes readers behind the 
scenes of an e-commerce worker’s daily 
grind, in an echo of Anthony Bourdain’s 
restaurant industry account Kitchen Confi-
dential. It airms the need for Beijing to 
give legal protections, health insurance, 
and social security benefits to these 
workers. It’s an idea that is likely to find 
support from Alibaba Group Holding Ltd, 
JD.com Inc, and Meituan, a trio of delivery 
giants trying to add drivers as they battle for 

market share. They are already offering 
more benefits than mandated by the state.  

 Hu’s low-wage jobs as an overnight 
worker at a logistics warehouse and a 
delivery driver were often exhausting, 
dehumanising, and alienating — experi-
ences that gig workers in other countries 
will no doubt recognise. But the difference 
in China is the sheer scale of size and com-
petition. Everything is just much bigger, 
faster, and more ruthless. 

Some of Hu’s most compelling insights 
from his three years in the industry were 
about going to the bathroom. Or, rather, not 
going. During his time in the packaging 
facility, he worked 12-hour overnight shifts. 
The warehouse was so hot that the author 
“sweated so much I never once needed to 
pee while on shift.”  

As a driver in Beijing, he did occa-

sionally relieve himself. But because time 
was money, he began calculating whether 
going to the toilet was worthwhile from a 
financial perspective. Each idle minute 
costs seven US cents, a consequential 
amount given he was working six days a 
week, aiming to make $1,000 a month. Hu 
stopped doing delivery work at the end of 
2019 after his most-generous employer 
folded. Since then, the national employ-
ment picture has become more precarious.  

Gerard DiPippo, an associate director at 
the RAND China Research Center, esti-
mated that the 12.5 million jobs that were 
created in the year through June undershot 
the pre-pandemic trajectory by about 1.6 
million. Online data has shown a decline in 
new job postings, he said, while part-time 
and gig roles have become more prevalent. 
About 15 million have left the construction 

industry over a decade with many landing 
in the services sector, which includes ad-
hoc delivery work.  

The deterioration in employment 
should give oicials more reason to act. For 
now, though, they seem to be content to 
wait things out. Politically empowered 
from battling Washington to a standstill on 
trade on the strength of the country’s 
industrial prowess, Beijing has put even 
more emphasis on high-tech industries as 
a growth driver.  

But ignoring the freelance economy 
would be a mistake. Over the past five years, 
a number of national administrative guide-
lines have been issued, setting out a legal 
basis to provide benefits and protections to 
these types of workers. This is potentially a 
major innovation in labour law. However, it 
lacks enforcement and implementation 

teeth, so the situation on the ground hasn’t 
materially changed, according to Ou Lin, a 
Chinese employment law expert at Lan-
caster University in the UK. 

Now, policymakers should waste no 
time in creating the necessary framework to 
improve conditions for gig workers. Beijing 
won’t face any pushback from e-commerce 
giants — they’ve been gradually offering 
their riders more benefits as a recruitment 
tool. Still, having a more solid legal founda-
tion would set the stage for sustained and 
steady improvements for freelancers, with-
out relying on the whims of the big players. 

Beijing’s bet on its industrial sector 
hasn’t quite paid off in terms of job creation 
and wealth distribution. Hu has had his 
Cinderella moment and no longer needs to 
toil away as a gig worker, thanks to the suc-
cess of his writing. For so many others, free-
lancing is still their livelihood. They 
shouldn’t be ignored.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
Bloomberg

Earlier this week, Karnataka politics 
saw a decisive turning point. Two 
remarks highlighted this. 

“When I first became finance 
minister, I was mocked that this 
Kuruba can’t even count sheep. I 
took that as a challenge and went on 
to present 16 Budgets,” Chief Min-
ister Siddaramaiah said as he pres-
ented the state Budget earlier this 
week. He added: “I’ll present the 17th 
Budget, too.” The Congress leader-
ship in the state tried to look carefully 
expressionless. 

Within days, his deputy and state 
Congress chief, D K Shivakumar, 
presented an enigma wrapped in a  
mystery and cloaked as a threat 
when he said at a party event: “I 
cannot hold the post (of Congress 
chief) permanently ... it has already 
been five and a half years and in 
March it will be six.” When asked 
about leadership change in the state 
government, he advised reporters to 
“consult an astrologer”. And so, Kar-
nataka’s quest for a November revol-
ution ended — not with a bang but 
with a whimper. 

The background is well known. In 
November, the Congress govern-
ment completed two and a half years 
of its tenure in power. According to a 
supposed understanding reached 
between the two tallest leaders in the 
Congress in the state in 2023 just after 
the Assembly polls, Mr Siddara-

maiah would be chief minister for 
the first half of the five-year term, fol-
lowed by Mr Shivakumar. In the 
interim Mr Shivakumar was made 
deputy chief minister. 

Congress General Secretary K C 
Venugopal may have unwittingly 
(though this is unlikely) had earlier 
provided substance to the power-
sharing arrangement by saying that 
Mr Shivakumar would serve as state 
party president until the 2024 Lok 
Sabha elections, suggesting he might 
get another job after that. 

In Karnataka rotating chief min-
isterships have not worked so well. In 
2006, Janata Dal (Secular) leader H D 
Kumaraswamy, now a Union min-
ister, engineered a kind of coup to 
form a coalition government with 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) with 
45 legislators on his side as against 
the BJP’s 79. He had forged a gentle-
man’s agreement to share power for 
20 months each before the Assembly 
polls, which were supposed to be 
held in 2009, but reneged on his part 
of the deal. B S Yediyurappa became 
chief minister, but for just seven 
days, as Mr Kumaraswamy withdrew 
support from the coalition, forcing 
the government to fall. That was a 
rotation arrangement between two 
different parties. In this case, even if 
Mr Shivakumar wanted to oust Mr 
Siddaramaiah, whose support would 
he take? The shrewd politician that 
he is, Mr Siddaramaiah figured his 
rival had no option but to lump it. 
And the high command in New 
Delhi saw no reason to rock the boat. 

The Congress in Rajasthan saw the 
same story being played out. In 2018, 
Sachin Pilot, state Congress presi-
dent, led the Congress to victory in the 
Assembly elections but Ashok Gehlot 
became chief minister. Mr Pilot, who 
implied some assurances had been 
given to him at the time of the elec-
tions, rebelled, tarring his own gov-

ernment with charges of corruption 
and preparing to jump ship by form-
ing a government with the BJP’s help. 
The party averted that crisis but he 
never got to be chief minister. 

For Mr Shivakumar, the stakes 
are higher. Mr Pilot is not yet 50 and 
has many more years in politics. Mr 
Shivakumar is 63, and if the Con-
gress doesn’t return to power — as 
seems likely — in 2028, when 
Assembly elections are due, he will 
have to wait till 2033 to become chief 
minister. He will be 71. 

Mr Shivakumar is a Vokkaliga. 
Heads of the Vokkaliga mutts openly 
backed him for chief minister in 
2023. But it has turned into an inter-
minable wait and the religious 
leaders are privately wondering if 
they made a mistake in putting their 
weight behind him. 

With Mr Siddaramaiah’s 
announcement that he would be the 
one presenting the next state Budget 
as well, Mr Shivakumar has begun 
making his moves. Many of the 
members of the Legislative Assem-
bly (MLAs) loyal to him are camping 
in New Delhi. Mr Shivakumar 
reckons this is the time to strike — 
when the party leadership is on the 
defensive after the disastrous per-
formance in Bihar. His MLAs have 
never shied away from reminding 
anyone who’s listening that he is the 
biggest resource-person for the Con-
gress. There are many examples of 
his resource-raising and organisa-
tional skills: In 2002, when he cor-
ralled MLAs in a resort to prevent 
floor crossing, which would have 
caused the state government (in 
which the Congress figured) in 
Maharashtra to fall, and on many 
later occasions. 

The upcoming weekend could 
be the start of another chapter in 
the life of the Congress government 
in Karnataka.

The unfortunate Tejas crash and the pilot’s death 
at the Dubai Air Show are a shattering moment. 
The Indian Air Force (IAF) is too strong, proud 
and professional to let this weigh it down. For 
India’s policymakers, however, this is a useful 
juncture to reflect on whether they’ve been, and 
are being entirely fair to the IAF, given what it 
needs. Or in the demands they place on the IAF, 
the compromises and “adjustments” they seek. 

It is also important, however, that we take a 
deep breath and remind ourselves that pilots are 
particularly tough people. Among the toughest 
of them will be found in the IAF because globally 
they are some of those few who remain per-
petually in operational mode. 

It is not to say that the Indian Army and Indian 
Navy enjoy long tenures in peacetime. The IAF 
stands out for special mention for three reasons. 
One, it is the first responder in most 
escalatory or punitive situations, 
given the Modi government’s every-
act-of-terror-is-an-act-of-war-
deserving-instant retaliation 
doctrine. Second, because the IAF is 
the only one of the three services 
where combat is carried out almost 
exclusively by its oicers, who form 
a small, tightly knit community. And 
third, of the three the IAF is the most 
technology-dependent. 

Once again, since we understand 
the inter-service competition, we 
must acknowledge that technology 
is critical to the other two as well. It is 
just that in the air force, the fighting elements —
the instruments to guide, control and protect 
them on the ground —  all bristle with ever-
changing electronics. 

To the IAF’s challenges we can add a fourth. 
Unlike the army and the navy, where numbers 
can sometimes fill technology gaps here and 
there, the IAF has less leeway. Further, since the 
capital cost of combat-aviation assets is not as 
high as that for the navy, it is more possible for 
Pakistan to keep pace, even edge ahead in some 
areas — especially because it is customised for 
air-to-air warfare in very short skirmishes. And 
the Chinese are always there to help. 

Since the mid-1950s, when the Americans 
started giving the Pakistan Air Force (PAF) their 
latest fighters, the IAF has mostly been forced to 
play catchup. In 1965, it fought the PAF with a 
supersonic and missile advantage in F-104 Star-
fighters. By 1971, deepening relations with the 
Soviet Union brought parity and in the seventies 
the Pakistanis were still recovering. 

By 1984 the picture changed dramatically as 

the first F-16s arrived, gifted by the United States 
(US) five years after the Soviet invasion of Afghan-
istan. This, however, is not a history of reconstruc-
tion of the seven-decade race for air superiority in 
the subcontinent. It is more about the critical 
dilemmas India has battled on this front. Of these, 
Tejas is one outcome and a reasonably good one. 
It’s a brilliant, reasonably priced, mostly home-
made aircraft with a stellar safety record, given 
only two crashes in 24 years since its first flight. 
But, is it the best we could have done by 2025? Is it 
still playing catchup with the competition? 
Couldn’t we have done this much earlier? 
Remember that when Manohar Parrikar as 
defence minister armtwisted a reluctant IAF 2015 
to accept Tejas Mark 1A, the deliveries were com-
mitted in 2022. Now, we will be fortunate if the 
first squadron becomes fully operational by early 

2027. There is a tactical and strategic 
price to pay for five-year delays. 

Pakistan, meanwhile, has pro-
duced several iterations of the JF-17, 
with no claims to it being more than 
57 per cent “indigenous”. It is a joint 
venture of the Pakistan Aircraft 
Complex (PA) and Chengdu Air-
craft Corporation. The Tejas Mk 1A 
inductions in the next few months 
might fill some of these gaps, but 
Hindustan Aeronautics’ struggles 
with synchronising the new, swa-
deshi electronic warfare (EW) suite 
with its Elbit (Israeli) radar and mis-
sile integrations and some other 

technologies have increased the delays and the 
adversaries, meanwhile, will not stay frozen. 
Since these are mostly software issues these have 
also deprived Hindustan Aeronautics of the 
usual excuse of delay in the arrival of GE engines. 

Once again, while it is a great idea to have 
your own fighter, we serve ourselves poorly by 
being constantly trapped in a catchup situation. 
That is central to the many air-power dilemmas 
we are talking about. 

In the late 1950s, when the Pakistanis were 
getting their first Sabres, Jawaharlal Nehru’s 
government searched for alternatives. The 
Soviet linkage had not yet come up, the com-
mitment to true non-alignment was heady but 
it also led to self-denial for the military, 
especially the IAF. The first IAF jets, Vampires 
from Britain and the French, Dassault Ouragan 
(Toofani) were obsolete on arrival, inducted in 
1953. The IAF’s acquisition of British Hunters 
and the Gnat, which the Royal Air Force had 
discarded, was a quick fix and the gap with the 
missile-equipped Sabres and night-capable 

Starfighters remained. 
Foreseeing this, in the mid-1950s Nehru 

decided to build a domestic, supersonic jet 
fighter. He spotted German Kurt Tank, designer 
of a most successful Luftwaffe fighter FW-190 
(FW for the Focke-Wulf), more than 20,000 
copies of which flew and fought in World War II. 
Since Tank was no Nazi, he was among those in 
demand internationally. He was initially hired 
by Argentina but soon unemployed as Juan 
Peron lost power. Nehru brought him to India as 
director of the Madras Institute of Technology. 
Tank quickly put together a team of Indian 
engineers. One of them was a young man called 
APJ Abdul Kalam. 

The design of what was named HF-24 Marut 
was great. But there was no engine. In the course 
of time Tank left and India persisted. 

The aspiration of breaking the sound barrier 
was never realised. The maximum it did was 
Mach .93 and that with two Orpheus engines, 
which India was making for the tiny, single-
engine Gnat. A project to build an engine jointly 
with Egypt failed. But so strong is the fighter 
nationalism that India still built 147 copies, of 
which 28 crashed. It was fully retired only in 1985 
and nobody in the IAF shed a tear. 

Some similar waling has bedevilled the 
Tejas. The government first cleared what it then 
called the light combat aircraft (LCA) in 1983. The 
head of the Defence Research and Development 
Organisation then, a fine metallurgist VS Arun-
achalam (in his forties), would sometimes say, in 
self-deprecating humour: Call it “the last chance 
for Arunachalam”. Between him and fantastic 
aeronautical scientists they put together a great 
team. We had a design ready soon enough. 

Then, it took another 18 years to take its first 
flight, having been named Tejas by Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee. It took another 15 years for initial 
operational clearance (IOC), another further 
four for full operational clearance (FOC). The 
story continues. 

This is the short and regrettable story of 
Indian air power getting caught in a desperate 
seven-decade technology race from behind. 
Lately any valid customer’s impatience with the 
IAF or demand for new foreign fighters has been 
attacked viciously on social media. There are 
suggestions that until the IAF is willing to accept 
something, maybe “10-15 per cent” below the 
ideal, our domestic technologies can’t progress. 
Anybody asking for a faster filling of the gaps is 
dismissed as “Import Bahadur”. The forces, 
trained to keep silent, unfortunately, make a 
poor lobby for themselves. Or they’d tell you that 
in a combat nobody offers you a handicap 
because you are catching up. 

This tragic loss in Dubai and the sacrifice of an 
incredibly skilled young life are an important 
moment to reflect on our self-inflicted limitations 
and air power gaps. For clarity, there is nothing to 
suggest something was wrong with this aircraft, 
or its type, the Tejas Mark 1. But if it reminds us of 
our lackadaisical approach, and brings about 
change, this sacrifice would have achieved some-
thing critically important for India. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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My Instagram feed has recently been 
looking a little different, yet strangely 
familiar. Almost every frame shows a 
woman in a red saree posed against the 
same warm ochre wall, lit by the same 
gentle sidelight, her shadow falling in a 
gentle arc behind her. The faces 
change, the drapes shift, but the image 
barely does. Their skin appears cin-
ematically smooth, the colours deep-
ened to a quiet glow, the expression 
held in that delicate place between 
candid and composed. It’s as if the 
photos were taken in a single room, 
one where the front camera under-
stands exactly what we hope to see. 

These portraits come from 
Google’s Gemini Nano, the “Nano 
Banana” trend that turns regular 
selfies into retro-style images. The 
tool smooths the skin, adjusts light, 
and folds everyone into the same nos-
talgic frame. One filter, repeated with 
surprising consistency. 

This moment has been a long time 
coming. A few years ago, photographs 
posted online looked like the days 
they emerged from. Facebook albums 
held rugged corridors, awkward birth-
days, red-eye grins, and flashes that 
washed out half the room. They were-
n’t flattering, but they were 
unguarded and that honesty carried 
its own weight. Early Instagram had 
the same roughness: A Valencia sky, a 
half-bright food plate, edges that 
blurred simply because no one cared 
enough to fix them. 

Gradually, that texture receded. 
Filters grew subtler but more decisive. 

Faces softened. Facetune became rou-
tine. Good angle and golden-hour 
lighting stopped being lucky and 
became instructions. Editing apps 
like Lightroom and PicsArt added 
their own AI (artificial intelligence) 
touches of lifting shadows, smoothing 
skin, brightening eyes — small shifts 
that eventually shaped the default 
way a photo “should” look. Around 
the same time, studies on Indian cam-
puses began noting rising discomfort 
among students about their appear-
ance, often linked to hours spent 
scrolling through curated feeds. 

And then the pandemic arrived 
with a magnifying glass none of us 
asked for. Zoom calls became small, 
persistent mirrors. Pores, jawlines, 
uneven tones — all of it appeared 
harsher. Psychologists globally 
started reporting the same pattern. 
People weren’t comparing themselves 
with celebrities but with their own on-
screen reflection, flattened and unfor-
giving. A study from the American 
Psychological Association later found 
that young adults who halved their 
social-media use reported marked 
improvements in body image within 
weeks. The pressure wasn’t aspir-
ation; it was the sheer weight of self-
surveillance. 

So when tools like Gemini Nano 
offered a gentler skin and softer light, 
the instinct to try them came less 
from vanity and more from wanting a 
brief escape. The red-saree portraits 
weren’t only aesthetically appealing. 
They allowed people to momentarily 
step outside the bluntness of the front 
camera. The nostalgia was styling. 
The comfort lay in meeting a version 
of themselves that felt warmer, less 

exposed, and easier to accept. 
But comfort has its limits. The 

more convincing these portraits 
become, the more quietly they reset 
the benchmark. The screen stops 
recording and begins guiding. It 
shows not just who we are but who we 
might look like with a few quiet adjust-
ments. Once that suggestion settles in, 
the unedited version feels unfinished. 
Compliments now gain weight only 
when they arrive beneath a post as 
heart-eye emojis. Studies across 
regions have noted the same cycle: 
The more time people spend retouch-
ing or monitoring their appearance 
online, the less comfortable they feel 
with their reflection oline. 

Even so, a quieter resistance has 
taken shape. Many used the AI por-
traits purely for the pleasure of it — a 
brief step into a cinematic frame. 
Others leaned in the opposite direc-
tion posting raw, uncorrected photos 
as a kind of soft rebellion. Photos with 
swollen eyes, uneven tans or hair that 
refused to stay in place now feel like 
small acts of honesty. 

Perhaps this is the paradox we now 
inhabit. The screen lets us try on ver-
sions of ourselves that feel polished or 
dramatic, yet it also pulls us away 
from the face the mirror recognises 
without hesitation. “Mirror, mirror on 
the wall...” once belonged to fairy 
tales, now we say it quietly to our front 
cameras, knowing it’ll always show 
something slightly unreal, a reflection 
almost but not quite like us. 

The mirror was kinder. It told the 
truth without asking us to be perfect 
for it. The screen, for all its glow, is far 
more unforgiving for it remembers 
every angle we wish it didn’t.

Haye O Rabba! What is happen-
ing at WPP?! 

The world’s largest advertis-
ing network has just hired the 
world’s most famous (and 
expensive) consulting firm, 
McKinsey, to help “reset” its strat-
egy. And almost on cue, there are 
media reports that say that Havas 
Chief Executive Oicer (CEO) 
Yannick Bolloré has been in 
touch with WPP, discussing an 
“investment” or “consolidation”, 
perhaps even a buyout. Phew! 

Let us start with the McKin-
sey hiring first. It is a clear signal 
that trouble at WPP is real. And 
consequently, the solutions 
being sought are not necessarily 
gentle. It is no longer about kill-
ing iconic agencies (JWT, Young 
& Rubicam, and Wunderman), 
merging entities (Grey into 
Ogilvy), or rechristening busi-
nesses (Group M to WPP Media) 
or just trimming headcount by 
7,000-odd employees — the 
conflagration is mighty more 
serious and needs fire engines to 
be summoned — and that too 

without delay. So, McKinsey is 
here. And now. 

WPP’s shares have fallen more 
than 60 per cent since the begin-
ning of 2025, and continue to 
trade near 27-year lows. The busi-
ness’s market capitalisation has 
fallen by more than 80 per cent 
over the past eight years — it was 
valued at 25 billion pounds in 
2017; today the value is closer to 
3.3 billion pounds. After two 
profit warnings in three months 
and a full-year revenue decline 
expected to be possibly as steep as 
6 per cent, the patience of share-
holders has obviously thinned 
out pretty much. Incoming CEO 
Cindy Rose’s blunt verdict of 
“unacceptable performance” 
kind of sums up the seriousness 
of the problem at WPP. 

What was once a daunting 
and dominant creative empire, 
with mammoth and magical 
media clout today resembles a 
jumbled-up tech-and-data wan-
nabe with unwieldy and messy 
realities of scale, tottering, old, 
and shaky legacy structures, and 
ever moving client expectations. 
All further complicated by 
declining revenues and a new 
elephant in the room called 
artificial intelligence (AI). What is 
McKinsey’s mandate? For those 
who are aware of McKinsey 
would know they aren’t coming 
in to discuss the next “big idea” 
that will excite creatives and pave 
the way for more Cannes accol-
ades. Or discuss “reshaping” the 
organisation by playing musical 
chairs. They’re at WPP to “stress-

test choices” and, more impor-
tantly, to force decisions that lead 
to rising revenues and sustain-
able profits. That’s it. 

Now to Yannick Bolloré and 
his plans. WPP shares rose sharply 
amid market speculation that the 
advertising group could be the 
subject of a takeover by a rival or a 
private-equity buyer. Havas, 
which was listed on Euronext in 
Amsterdam last December and is 
controlled by the billionaire Vin-
cent Bolloré, reportedly held 
internal talks about a potential 
bid on WPP. Media reports vary 
on whether actual contact was 
made with WPP top echelons or 
not, but the news itself helped 
WPP stock gain 11 per cent in just 
a single day. There have also been 
other “inspired” reports which 
suggested that private-equity 
groups — Apollo and KKR — have 
been looking seriously at some 
WPP assets. 

For the record, KKR did last 
year acquire WPP’s PR company 
FGS Global. So an interest in the 
larger WPP company cannot be 
completely ruled out. And 
Havas, the smallest of the global 
advertising holding companies, 
had previously tried to build 
scale, particularly in relation to 
its media buying and selling 
capability by investing in UK 
(United Kingdom) media-buying 
entity Aegis. Vincent Bolloré 
exited with a substantial upside 
when Dentsu gulped down Aegis 
in 2012. Yannick Bolloré could 
well have been planning some-
thing similar with WPP — in 

whole, or in part, this time again. 
Earlier this year Accenture, the 
US consultancy group that has 
built up a large advertising busi-
ness, also reportedly held talks 
with WPP over a potential deal or 
partnership. As they say, there is 
never smoke without fire — 
though for now Havas at least has 
negated press reports, and 
denied any dialogue with WPP. 
But who knows? 

The WPP appointment of 
McKinsey is not about tightening 
alone. Sure there will be much 
bloodshed and a large number of 
job losses in the days to come. But 
the mandate really is to get WPP 
to shape up, speed up, simplify, 
streamline, and smarten up. The 
game will change from maximal 
(more clients, more agencies, 
more oices, more people, more 
revenue) to optimal (more 
profits, more return on invest-
ment). And the culture at WPP’s 
agencies will have to go through 
a cataclysmic change — from 
creatives and campaigns to clicks 
and conversions in an increas-
ingly machine-to-machine 
world driven by AI. 

What a fall for WPP! From a 
celebrated advisor to Coca-Cola, 
Ford, Google, Microsoft, Nestlé, 
Unilever, IBM, Apple, Amazon, 
and Pepsi to one seeking wiser 
counsel from McKinsey! This 
must have taken WPP swallow-
ing a lot of pride, and eating the 
humble pie. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is chairman of  
Rediffusion
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Screens are the new mirror

Shivakumar’s crucial weekend

China can’t afford to ignore its army of gig workers

What a fall, my countrymen!
EYE CULTURE 
ayushi singh 

juliana liu

NATIONAL 
INTEREST 
shekhar gupta

YES, BUT...  
sandeep goyal
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PLAIN POLITICS  
aditi phadnis

It is a brilliant, reasonably priced, and mostly 
homemade aircraft with a stellar safety record; only 
two crashes in 24 years since its first flight. But its 
crash is a moment of introspection

The tribute to Tejas

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

vvvv
vvvv

v




























