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Humans often match “bouba” with round shapes
and “kiki” with spiky ones. Researchers raised
baby chicks, then played the sounds while
showing them the two shapes. Three-day-old
chicks chose the round shapes more often when
they heard “bouba” and spiky shapes more often
when they heard “kiki”. The study concluded
brains may come pre-wired to connect sounds
and shapes and this ability may be shared across
species, supporting the idea that the link starts
from perception.

Scientists �nd bouba-kiki
e�ect in three-day chicks

Microsoft researchers have found a way to store
data inside a 2-mm-thick glass plate by �ring
short laser pulses to create 3D pixels in hundreds
of layers. Each pixel could be made to represent
more than one bit, and the team found a 120 mm
x 120 mm plate could hold 4.8 TB. A borosilicate
glass version was also projected to be stable for
10 millennia. The team could ‘read’ the data
using microscopes and machine-learning.

Laser pulses turn glass into
super-dense data store

In a trial, 34 adults with moderate to severe
major depressive disorder randomly received
either an intravenous dose of DMT, a
psychedelic, or a placebo. Two weeks on, the
DMT group reported a larger drop in depression
symptoms and also improved more after a week.
The bene�ts were found to last up to three
months, side e�ects were mild or moderate, and
there weren’t any serious safety issues. The
results point to a new treatment option pending
more tests.

Psychedelic could join
depression treatment options

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why do shrubs like
hibiscus �ower/fruit
profusely only on the
sunlit side?
– Gayatri Chandrashekar

Shrubs and trees often
�ower and fruit more on
the sunlit side because the
planet’s energy budget on
that side is di�erent.
Sunlit leaves capture more
usable light so they
photosynthesise more and
make more sugars and
starch. Buds and young
fruits need that carbon
supply to form and grow.
On the shaded side, on the
other hand, the leaves
make less carbon so the
buds stay vegetative, the
�owers abort more often,
and small fruits drop more
easily.

Well-lit leaves also produce
stronger ‘signals’ that
encourage the buds
nearby to make �owers.
Likewise, the plant
interprets the way shade
changes the quality of light
as crowding and tries to
extend shoots and leaves
so that they get more light,
over its own reproduction.
Temperature helps this
process but isn’t the full
picture. It warms buds and
increases the speed of
development, yet also
dries leaves and raises the
planet’s demand for water.
If the plant can’t supply
enough water, it closes its
stomata and the rate of
photosynthesis drops.

Question Corner

On the bright side

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

When a su�ciently mas-
sive star runs out of fuel, its
core collapses and triggers
a supernova, a dramatic
explosion that scatters the
star’s outer layers into
space. But scientists have
long suspected that some-
times, the explosion fails
and instead of a superno-
va, the star just disappears.

In a recent paper in
Science, astronomers have
reported observational evi-
dence of such a star in the
Andromeda Galaxy,

dubbed M31-2014-DS1.
The star was a super-

giant about 100,000 times
brighter than the sun. In
2014, it brightened in in-
frared light, suggesting
dust was forming around
the star. Then, from 2017,
the star’s brightness
dropped by more than
10,000 times over �ve
years until, in 2023, optical
telescopes couldn’t see it.

The researchers, led by
Kishalay De from Columbia
University, analysed years
of archival data as well as
made new observations us-

ing some of the world’s
most powerful telescopes,
measuring the star’s
brightness in di�erent wa-
velengths. They also built
computer models of how
stars evolve and die to help
them understand the star’s
properties.

All the evidence indicat-
ed a failed supernova.
When the star’s core col-
lapsed, it should have sent
a powerful shockwave
through the star’s outer
layers, blasting them into
space. However, the wave
may not have been power-

ful enough, causing most
of the star’s material to fall
back to the collapsing core.

As a result, the star
would have ‘swallowed it-
self ’, leaving behind a
black hole. 

The infrared brighten-
ing in 2014 was likely
caused by the small
amount of material that
was ejected; this material
would have subsequently
cooled and formed dust,
which would have glowed
with infrared light before
eventually dispersing.

The researchers also

found similarities with
another candidate named
NGC 6946-BH1, which van-
ished from optical tele-
scopes’ view in 2009, sug-
gesting ‘failed supernovae’
may not be as rare as astro-
nomers once believed. At
the same time, the re-
searchers wrote in their
paper, the relationship bet-
ween a star’s mass and
how it dies may also be less
predictable than �rst
thought.

‘Will keep studying’
This said, a separate group

led by Emma Beasor of Li-
verpool John Moores Un-
iversity argued in early Ja-
nuary that the
observations don’t exactly
match a failed supernova,
including that the erst-
while star’s infrared bright-
ness didn’t fade as expect-
ed. Instead, this group
suggested the data could
also be explained by two
stars colliding and
merging.

At present, Dr. De said
in a podcast, the team will
keep studying the star to
learn more.

The curious case of the star that may have swallowed itself
Vasudevan Mukunth

S
cientists at the
Sher-e-Kashmir
University of Agri-
cultural Sciences

and Technology, Kashmir
(SKUAST-K) have deve-
loped two wheat varieties
that could help farmers
harvest on time and boost
the region’s total food
grain production.

“One of the major chal-
lenges with earlier wheat
varieties was that most of
the planting material came
from sub-tropical regions
such as Haryana and Del-
hi,” Asif Bashir Shikari,
professor of genetics and
plant breeding at
SKUAST-K, said. “In Kash-
mir’s climatic conditions,
these varieties tended to
mature late, often around
June or July.”

Wheat, a rabi crop, is
sown in October and typi-
cally harvested in early
summer. In Kashmir, ho-
wever, where rice is the do-
minant kharif crop, farm-
ers need to vacate their
�elds by May-June to tran-
splant paddy. When wheat
stays in the �eld until June,
the rice-wheat rotation, a
mainstay of food security
and livelihoods, breaks
down. “Although those va-
rieties were high-yielding,
they a�ected the cropping
cycle,” Dr. Shikari ex-
plained. “That is why plant
breeders in Kashmir priori-
tised developing early-ma-
turing wheat varieties that
could be harvested by end
May.”

After nearly a decade of
breeding and testing, re-
searchers at SKUAST-K de-
veloped Shalimar Wheat-4
(SW-4), which matures by

the last week of May, and
the Shalimar Wheat-3
(SW-3), which matures in
the �rst week of June. Both
varieties are broadly simi-
lar to earlier wheat types in
agronomic traits and cold
tolerance. But they stand
out for their early maturi-
ty, a trait that has often
come with trade-o�s.

“There is a negative cor-
relation between maturity
duration and yield,” Dr.
Shikari said. “Breeders so-
metimes accept this trade-
o� because timely maturi-
ty is more critical for crop-
ping systems.”

The varieties were deve-
loped using conventional
breeding techniques, in-
cluding cross-breeding and
selection. Scientists gener-
ated thousands of proge-
nies from hundreds of
crosses and screened thou-
sands of pedigree lines be-

fore identifying a promis-
ing candidate that matured
early.

“First, we spent years
selecting the best plants in
the lab and research �elds;
this is called pedigree se-
lection. Then we tested the
wheat for 2-3 years at di�e-
rent university research
stations to see how it per-
forms in di�erent environ-
mental conditions,” Shabir
Hussain Wani, assistant
professor of genetics and
plant breeding at
SKUAST-K, who developed
SW-3, said. “After that, we
tried it in real farmers’
�elds for about two years
with help from the Agricul-
ture Department. In total,
it takes about 9 to 10 years
to complete the entire pro-
cess of testing and
validation.”

Another important trait
is resistance to yellow rust,

a fungal disease that leads
to stunting and lower yield
and which prevails in Kash-
mir’s climate. “Yellow rust
has been a recurring pro-
blem for farmers here,” Dr.
Wani said. “Resistance re-
duces risk, especially in
years with favourable con-
ditions for disease
outbreaks.”

The new varieties are
suited for mid-altitude re-
gions up to about 1,850 m.
Researchers expect the va-
rieties to bene�t farmers in
regions such as Gurez,
where wheat is often
grown for fodder, with
grain as an additional be-
ne�t. “SW-3 is also bioforti-
�ed with iron and zinc con-
tent of more than 40 ppm,
protein content of 12 %, is
disease-resistant, and with
a potential productivity of
up to 38 quintals per hec-
tare,” Dr. Wani said.

In October 2025,
SKUAST-K introduced
SW-3 to farmers in the Gu-
rez valley near the Line of
Control. According to o�-
cial data, 70 quintals of
SW-3 seeds plus a scienti�c
package of practices were
distributed among 700
farmers. The programme
was aimed to extend mod-
ern agricultural technolo-
gies to isolated villages,
where farmers often use
traditional seed systems
and have limited access to
scienti�c innovation.

“If this wheat matures
by May, we can prepare the
�elds for paddy on time.
Even if the yield is similar,
the timing itself is a big be-
ne�t for us,” Abdul Hamid,
a 52-year-old in Kulgam,
explained. “Also this will
resolve our problem of
growing fodder shortage.
We grow wheat both for its
grain and fodder. The
stalks … are essential fod-
der. We dry and store them
for the harsh winter.”

Shabir Ahmad, a 34-
year-old farmer in Gurez
who grows wheat primari-
ly for fodder, said the new
varieties could o�er more
security: “In Gurez, cold
and disease are always a
problem. Yellow rust has
damaged crops in the past.
If these varieties resist rust
and mature early, it will be
safer for us. We mainly
need fodder for livestock
and grain is a bonus. But
timely harvest means we
can plan our fodder supply
better and avoid losses
from unexpected
weather.”
(Hirra Azmat is a Kashmir-
based journalist who writes
on science, health, and envi-
ronment)

New Kashmir wheat varieties
to solve crop cycle issue

Hirra Azmat

Wheat is sown in October and typically harvested in early summer; in Kashmir, however, the timing is critical: farmers need

to vacate their �elds by May-June to transplant paddy; if wheat stays in the �eld, the rice-wheat rotation breaks down
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Helen Keller, the American
author and activist who
was deaf and blind, be-
came an international sym-
bol of human potential.
She wrote, “Optimism is
the faith that leads to
achievement. Nothing can
be done without hope and
con�dence.”

Optimism can be de-
�ned as maintaining posi-
tive expectations for the fu-
ture. It is a human trait that
has also been associated
with better health and a
higher quality of life. Opti-
mism shapes how we look
ahead and functions as a
modulator that ampli�es
positive possibilities and
�lters out negative projec-
tions. The Israeli-British

neuroscientist Tali Sharot
has estimated that about
80% of humans are opti-
mists but that the opti-
mism levels of most people
can be best described as
“mild”.

It can be argued that op-
timism represents a biased
view of reality. Why would
evolution favour a trait that
presents you with a bias in-
stead of a perfectly objec-
tive view? The consensus
among researchers is that
optimism is highly adap-
tive, meaning it increases
an organism’s chances of
survival.

Imagine a human as she
lived several thousand
years ago. She is in a cave
and there is a drought go-
ing on. If she were to calcu-
late the probability of suc-
cessfully �nding food — a
rabbit perhaps, or a bush
with edible fruit on it — she
would in all likelihood not
go out at all. Lethargy,
which conserves energy,

would be the rational
choice. But optimism
could encourage her to
persist. By overestimating
the probability of �nding
some food out there, she
could be more likely to
make an e�ort. This bias
gives her an incentive to ex-
ert e�ort, which itself in-
creases the probability of
success.

However, there are li-
mits to how optimistic you

can be and still make gains.
What seems to work best is
a general, positive outlook,
known as dispositional op-
timism. In response to a
negative outcome in real
life, a pessimist may say “I
knew it” whereas optimists
may resort to the convic-
tion that “tomorrow is
another day”. This resi-
lience is maintained
through an ‘optimism bias’
(Nature, vol. 450, 102,

2007) characterised by an
asymmetric processing of
information in the brain:
good news is given dispro-
portionate signi�cance
and bad news is given less
weightage.

One area at the front
and centre of the brain,
called the rostral anterior
cingulate cortex (rACC), is
highly active when opti-
mists envision positive fu-
ture events. High neuronal
activity in this region
seems to facilitate the en-
coding of favourable possi-
bilities. Conversely, the
rACC’s diminished res-
ponse to negative informa-
tion seems to make sure
setbacks have less in-
�uence on the individual’s
long-term expectations.

The Revised Life Orien-
tation Test is a brief test
used to measure whether a
person is disposed towards
optimism. It presents 10
statements that one has to
rate on a �ve-point scale

(from ‘strongly disagree’ to
‘strongly agree’). State-
ments include “In uncer-
tain times, I usually expect
the best” and “If someth-
ing can go wrong for me, it
will”.

People who score better
for optimism have been
shown to have healthier
hearts. In ageing indivi-
duals, dispositional opti-
mism is known to be neu-
roprotective, shielding the
brain from the ravages of
time. High levels of the
brain-derived neurotroph-
ic factor (BDNF) enhance
resilience in ageing (Aging
and Disease, 16, 1813,
2024). Even as some neu-
rons are being lost to age,
BDNF helps surviving neu-
rons rewire more e�ective-
ly, allowing one’s senses to
stay sharp and the mind to
remain perceptive.
(The article was written in
collaboration with Sushil
Chandani, who works in
molecular modelling.)

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

The biology of belief, optimism, and good health

People who score better for optimism have been shown to have

healthier hearts. PABLO GUERRERO/UNSPLASH 
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The story so far:

O
n February 5, the Centre signed a
tripartite agreement with the Nagaland
Government and the Eastern Nagaland

Peoples’ Organisation (ENPO) to form the
Frontier Nagaland Territorial Authority (FNTA).
An experiment in “devolutionary autonomy”,
the FNTA o�ers a high degree of administration
and �nancial autonomy to six “backward”
eastern districts — Kiphire, Longleng, Mon,
Noklak, Shamator, and Tuensang.

What was the ENPO’s demand?
The core demand of the ENPO was the creation
of a separate State to be carved out of Nagaland.
Its demand for a ‘Frontier Nagaland’ was
conveyed in 2010 through a memorandum to
the Centre, but is rooted in the policy of the
pre-1947 British administration to leave the hills
as an un-administered frontier. This lack of
governance created a “developmental
di�erential” that postcolonial India struggled to
bridge. The eight Naga tribes inhabiting the six
eastern districts increasingly began feeling
ignored, politically and economically, after

Nagaland was
carved out of
Assam as a
State in 1963.
The
resentment
snowballed
into a
movement for
independence

from the alleged administrative dominance of
the western Naga tribes.

Why did Centre �nd merit in the demand?
The Centre’s decision to intervene was driven by
a mix of strategic compulsion and political
obligation. New Delhi and Kohima, Nagaland’s
power centre, attempted to satisfy the ENPO
with SOPs, including a ₹500-crore package, but
these solutions failed to address the underlying
political aspirations of the people. In 2024, the
situation reached a breaking point when the
ENPO leaders called for a total boycott of the
Lok Sabha elections, demonstrating their
immense collective leverage. That the ENPO
region is a critical bu�er zone bordering
Myanmar also played a role in the Centre’s
eagerness to resolve the issue. Leaving a large
segment of Nagaland’s population disillusioned
in such a region was a major security risk,
especially as armed extremist groups are based
across the porous border. 

The FNTA is seen as a paci�er for a strategic
asset to ensure that the frontier remains stable
and aligned with national interests.

What does the FNTA o�er?
The FTNA o�ers semi-autonomous governance
to six eastern Nagaland districts. A central
feature of the agreement is the establishment of
a mini-Secretariat within the region, headed by a
high-ranking o�cer to bring state machinery to
the doorsteps of the eastern tribes, reducing
their dependence on Kohima. According to the
blueprint, development outlays will be shared
proportionally based on population and area,
and the Ministry of Home A�airs has committed
to providing initial expenditure for the
authority's establishment. The FNTA will
exercise legislative and executive powers over 46
speci�c subjects. This devolution allows local
leaders to make decisions on land use,
agriculture, rural development, and
infrastructure tailored to the speci�c needs of
their tribes. Crucially, the agreement achieves
this without abrogating or altering Article 371(A)
of the Constitution, thereby preserving the
unique customary laws and social practices
central to the Naga identity.

Can the FNTA model be leveraged to resolve
the Kuki-Zo demand?
The FNTA model has raised questions about its
applicability to the Kuki-Zo demand for a Union
Territory-like separate administration in
con�ict-scarred Manipur. Structurally, the FNTA
is similar to the Hill Areas Committee
mechanism under Article 371(C) in Manipur,
which was provided to protect tribal interests.
The Nagaland model suggests that the Centre is
willing to create “territorial authorities” as a
middle path between total Statehood and
standard district administration. This may
provide a solution for the Kuki-Zo community, as
it demonstrates that New Delhi can innovate
constitutionally to grant autonomy without
redrawing State maps. However, the di�erences
in context are stark. In Nagaland, Chief Minister
Neiphiu Rio was a willing partner in the
negotiations, and there was no active, violent
con�ict between the Nagas. In Manipur, the
government based in the Meitei-dominated
Imphal Valley remains vehemently opposed to
any administrative separation, and the levels of
inter-group trust are currently non-existent.
Furthermore, the presence of other groups,
especially the Tangkhul Naga-heavy National
Socialist Council of Nagalim, who also claim
parts of the hill districts, makes a clean
administrative carve-out much more di�cult. 

Why has eastern
Nagaland got
autonomy?
What does the Frontier Nagaland

Territorial Authority o�er to six

‘backward’ districts of the State?

A central feature of the
agreement is the
establishment of a
mini-Secretariat within the
region, to bring state
machinery to the doorsteps
of the eastern tribes

Rahul Karmakar

The story so far:

T
he AI Impact Summit from February
16-20 attracted lakhs of visitors, with
high-pro�le AI executives and heads
of state visiting New Delhi. On

Saturday, 88 countries and international
organisations signed the New Delhi Declaration
on AI, which stresses that the technology must
be democratised to make a di�erence.

Since when are AI summits being held?
Since 2023, dozens of countries have
participated in annual gatherings to discuss AI.
In its �rst instalment in Bletchley Park, the U.K.
hosted a small dialogue on safety, where India
was represented by then Minister of State for
Electronics and Information Technology Rajeev
Chandrasekhar. There is no international
organisation that convenes these gatherings as
of now — participating countries have generally
passed on the baton for the following year’s
summit. 2024’s edition was held in Seoul, and
the last AI Action Summit was held in Paris in
February 2025, with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi co-chairing the edition with President
Emmanuel Macron. In the Paris summit, the
multilateral AI dialogue saw a signi�cant shift,
with U.S. Vice-President J.D. Vance vocally
rejecting a safety-�rst approach, instead
emphasising innovation and unrestrained
investment into frontier research and
commercialisation of the technology.

What were the India-hosted summit’s goals?
For India’s turn, the government advanced a key
set of priorities: that AI’s capabilities must be
available to as many people as possible; more
work must be done to make it relevant in the

Global South, such as by expanding
representation for languages that have been
under-represented in the training of western
LLMs (large language models); and that the
technology should be “safe and trusted”. 

On the domestic front, the government
sought to project India as an attractive
destination for AI infrastructure and research,
drum up investor sentiment for putting money
into AI, and for encouraging the technology’s
already-enthusiastic adoption in India, especially
in �elds such as healthcare, agriculture and
education. The names of the working groups
convened for this purpose re�ect some of these
priorities: human capital, inclusion for social
empowerment, safe and trusted AI, resilience,
innovation, and e�ciency, science,
democratising AI resources, and AI for
economic development and social good.

What were the outcomes of the summit? 
The government says that the summit attracted
over �ve lakh visitors, a record that easily
surpassed the attendance of the G20 summit in
2023. The government also touted $250 billion
in investment commitments, as well as $20
billion in commitments for frontier deep tech
research. The event also hosted over 500
individual discussions, with speakers from
around the world. During the summit, India
joined the U.S.-led Pax Silica initiative, which
seeks to build a network of like-minded
countries opposed to concentration of power in
electronics manufacturing and critical minerals.
India also achieved broad consensus among 88
countries and international organisations for the
New Delhi Declaration on AI, which was signed
by the U.S., China, France, and several other
countries who are key for the development and
deployment of AI at present.

The event saw the long-anticipated launch of
India’s �rst domestically trained multi-billion
parameter LLMs by Sarvam AI. Sarvam is a
Bengaluru-based �rm that enjoys millions of
dollars in private equity investment as well as
government support in subsidised access to
computing resources under the IndiaAI Mission.
The �rm says its models are e�cient, and beat
comparable models at many benchmarks. It has
announced that its models will be open source,
and after the summit, launched a chatbot
interface in beta to interact with its LLMs.

The event was also plagued by a series of
setbacks almost every day. On the opening day —
three days before the plenary with the heads of
state and keynotes by �gures like OpenAI CEO
Sam Altman and Google CEO Sundar Pichai —
organisers were overwhelmed by an unexpected
number of participants. Security and logistics

issues abounded, with signi�cant tra�c snarls
delaying even some speakers from making it to
their discussions. On the second day, an
exhibitor at the summit’s concurrent expo,
Galgotias University, passed o� a Chinese-made
robodog as their students’ creation. The wide
publicity to this caused signi�cant
embarrassment to the organisers, who ordered
the university to vacate the premises. And on
Friday, a group of Indian Youth Congress
members stormed the expo, revealing hidden
T-shirts and chanting, “Modi is Compromised,”
before being apprehended by the police. The
Delhi Police has apprehended the protesters,
and is investigating the protest.

What were the investment commitments?
Reliance Industries Ltd. announced
commitments of ₹10 lakh crore in domestic AI,
only slightly more than the Adani Group’s
similar commitment. Google gave a few fresh
details about its existing $15 billion investment in
data centre and AI projects in India, such as a
subsea cable system that would directly connect
India and the U.S. The event also saw
high-pro�le pacts between OpenAI and the Tata
Group, along with another agreement between
Anthropic and Infosys. OpenAI said it would
lease 100 megawatts of data centre capacity
from Tata’s HyperVault, and provide its
advanced models to the �rm’s employees. The
pacts were notable due to the stock price
damage that both �rms took after Anthropic’s
latest coding LLM shocked investors with its
advanced capabilities. Yotta Data Services, a
domestic data centre operator, announced $2
billion in data centre infrastructure build-out,
with graphics processing units from Nvidia.

What does the New Delhi Declaration say?
The declaration is broadly in line with India’s
stated multilateral priorities when organising the
summit. Nearly all commitments are described
in the statement as “voluntary” and
“non-binding,” encouraging wider participation.
These include a charter for the “democratic
di�usion” of AI; a “Global AI Impact Commons,”
which would serve as a database of use cases for
countries to draw inspiration from; a “Trusted
AI Commons,” described as a “repository of
tools, benchmarks, and best practices [that
supports the] development of secure and
trustworthy AI systems,”; an “International
Network of AI for Science Institutions” which
would link technical institutes around the world;
an “AI for Social Empowerment Platform”; an
“AI Workforce Development Playbook and
Reskilling Principles,” and “Guiding Principles
on Resilient and E�cient AI.” “The summit is
expected to catalyse long-term international
partnerships and position AI as a key driver of
economic growth,” the government said in a
statement, adding that there was “broad-based
global consensus on leveraging AI for economic
growth and social good”.

What are the key takeaways from AI summit?

The
summit is
expected to
catalyse
long-term
inter-
national
partner-
ships

What does the New Delhi Declaration say? How many countries are signatories? What were the

goals? What is the aim of the Global AI Impact Commons? Apart from Reliance and the Adani

Group, which companies have announced investments in domestic AI?

Aroon Deep

New route: PM Modi poses with Google CEO Sundar Pichai, OpenAI CEO Sam

Altman, and other leaders at the AI summit, in Delhi on February 19. REUTERS

The story so far:

T
he National Green Tribunal (NGT)
recently concluded a high-stakes legal
battle over the ‘Holistic Development
of Great Nicobar Island’, and ruled

that all environment safeguards are in place for
the Great Nicobar Island Project. This integrated
project, estimated to cost ₹80,000-90,000
crore, has been at the centre of a debate
between national interests and the preservation
of one of the world’s most sensitive ecosystems.

What is the Great Nicobar project?
The project is an integrated infrastructure
development plan proposed by the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands Integrated Development
Corporation Limited (ANIIDCO). It consists of
four major components: an International
Container Transshipment Terminal (ICTT), a
450 MVA gas and solar-based power plant, a
large-scale township and area development, and
an international airport. Building all of this
would require diverting 130.75 square kilometres
of forest land — roughly 18% of the total area of
the Great Nicobar Island. It is projected to
generate over 1.28 lakh jobs by the time it is fully
implemented in 2052. However, the inevitable
environmental impact of this project has

prompted global outrage. 

What is the history of the project?
The project’s regulatory journey began in May
2021 with a Stage-I forest clearance granted in
October 2022, followed by environmental and
Coastal Regulation Zone (CRZ) clearances on
November 11, 2022. These clearances were
challenged in a “�rst round” of litigation in 2022.
On April 3, 2023, the NGT found “unanswered
de�ciencies” regarding coral conservation, the
adequacy of environmental data, and zoning
violations. The tribunal then formed a
High-Powered Committee (HPC) to revisit these
issues. The �nal order issued this month is the
result of the “second round” of litigation, where
the tribunal reviewed the HPC’s �ndings and the
government’s subsequent actions.

Why is it a ‘national necessity’?
The government maintains that the project is of
extraordinary strategic, defence, and national
importance. The Great Nicobar is located just 40
km from the Malacca Strait, a critical
international shipping lane. The area is seen as a
vital location to counter the “growing presence”
of foreign powers in the Indian Ocean. By
establishing a major cargo transshipment hub,
India can participate more fully in the global
maritime economy and save signi�cant costs on
cargo that is currently transshipped through
foreign ports. A permanent, robust presence on
the island is expected to curb the poaching of
marine resources by foreign entities.

What about Nicobar’s ecology?
The island is a biodiversity hotspot, and the
project faces several ecological challenges.
Initial surveys identi�ed 20,668 coral colonies in
the vicinity. While Island CRZ regulations
prohibit the “destruction of corals”, the project
involves the translocation of 16,150 colonies to
suitable recipient sites. The island is home to the
Leatherback Sea Turtle, the Nicobar Megapode,
and the Saltwater Crocodile. Critics argued that
the construction would destroy nesting grounds
in Galathea Bay. A major point of contention was
whether the port layout overlapped with Island
CRZ-IA areas, which are the most ecologically

sensitive zones (like mangroves and sand dunes)
where heavy construction is strictly prohibited.
Environmentalists argued that the
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was
based on only one season of baseline data,
which they claimed was insu�cient for a project
of this magnitude. Critics have also raised
concerns that the environmental impact studies
downplay the seismic risks of the region, which
is located in a high-activity tectonic zone. 

How will it a�ect the tribal populations?
The island is inhabited by the Shompen and
Nicobari tribes. The NGT noted the following
regarding tribal rights — the Expert Appraisal
Committee (EAC), which advises the Centre on
environmental clearances, found that the
project is designed not to disturb or displace any
tribal habitation. The tribunal stated that the
habitat rights of the tribes would be protected
under the Forest Rights Act, though as recently
as last month some of the leaders of the tribal
council said that they were being “coerced” to
sign ‘surrender’ certi�cates noting that they
have no objection to their lands being given to
the government. ANIIDCO is required to provide
funds to the A&N Tribal Welfare Department for
the welfare and protection of the tribal groups.

What was the NGT’s reasoning? 
The tribunal ultimately upheld the
environmental clearance, adopting a “balanced
approach” that weighed environmental
safeguards against national security. The NGT
ruled that while EIA procedures are mandatory,
they should not be used to adopt a
“hyper-technical approach” that ignores ground
realities and national security. It accepted the
Zoological Survey of India’s (ZSI) �nding that no
“major” coral reef exists in the direct work area
of Galathea Bay, only “scattered” colonies. It
ruled that translocation would e�ectively
protect the colonies. Following a site visit by the
National Centre for Sustainable Coastal
Management (NCSCM), the tribunal accepted
that no part of the port project fell within the
prohibited ICRZ-IA zone. The tribunal also ruled
that one-season data was su�cient because the
islands are not classi�ed as a “high erosion”
stretch where multi-season data is mandatory. 

With the NGT according legal clearance, the
ANIIDCO can move ahead with project
development. The Ministry of Ports, Shipping
and Waterways is also expected to move on port
development activities.

Why has NGT cleared the Nicobar project?

The island
is a
biodiversity
hotspot, and
the project
faces several
ecological
challenges

Why does the government insist that the project is of strategic importance? What will India

achieve by establishing a major cargo transshipment hub? What will happen to the biodiversity of

the Great Nicobar Island? What are the concerns? Can coral colonies be translocated?

Jacob Koshy

Ecological importance: A view of the Great Nicobar Biosphere reserve.
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I
n 1962, French President
Charles de Gaulle declared that
“Europe must be organised so
that it depends on no one”. Now

as the world order reassesses itself in
light of various upheavals, the same
rhetoric rings true from the same
quarter as it had over 60 years ago. On
February 13, at the Munich Security
Conference, French President
Emmanuel Macron stated that “Europe
has to learn to become a geopolitical
power”. 

Over the past few weeks, Mr.
Macron has been clear that Europe
must fashion for itself a path of
‘strategic autonomy’ by deepening the
EU’s single market, reducing
dependencies on external powers
especially in critical sectors such as AI
and rare-earth minerals, supporting
domestic companies by bringing in a
‘Buy European’ drive, and focusing on
creating deep-strike capabilities and
re-articulating nuclear deterrence
(France is currently the only nuclear
power in the EU). On January 20, at
the World Economic Forum in Davos,
the French President emphasised,
“...building more economic
sovereignty and strategic economy,
especially for the Europeans,... is the
core answer”.

Mr. Macron’s push for European
autonomy is a result of three main
geopolitical realities that Europe is
facing at the moment. One, the
Russia-Ukraine war. Europe has been
supplying Ukraine with arms and aid.
Even with such help, Russia is
incrementally advancing into
Ukrainian territory, with peace talks
being endlessly dragged on without
breakthroughs. Economic sanctions on
Russia as well as Europe’s support for
Ukraine have meant that Russia is no
longer a reliable energy partner for the
bloc.

Second, the dominance of China
and Chinese companies in areas of
critical security such as rare-earth
minerals/metals. European
investments have not been able to
withstand China’s position as a �erce
competitor in these sectors.

Finally, and the most alarming of
all, has been the volatility of the U.S. as
both a trade and a security partner.
Considered its most traditional trade
partner as well as its largest security
guarantor under the NATO framework,
the U.S. has now become a �ashpoint
for Europe. If the sweeping tari�s
imposed by U.S. President Donald
Trump were not enough, his
aggressive bid for ownership of
Greenland, an island under Danish
sovereignty, has signalled to Mr.
Macron that the U.S. is no longer
reliable as a stable partner. “There are
threats and intimidation and then
suddenly Washington backs down.
And we think it’s over. But don’t
believe it for a second,” Mr. Macron
said in an interview earlier this month.

This is not the �rst time that the
French leader has put forth his idea of
European autonomy. In fact, right at
the beginning of his political career in
2017, his foreign policy stood out for its
emphasis on strategic autonomy for
Europe. While the idea had few takers
back then, Mr. Macron has stuck true
to his initial stand. He reiterated his
position in 2023, when, after a meeting
with Chinese President Xi Jinping, he
said Europe must not become
“America’s followers” and that it must
not get “caught up in crises that are
not ours”, referring to Europe possibly
getting dragged into a confrontation
between the U.S. and China over
Taiwan. 

Now, by using the ‘Greenland
moment’, Mr. Macron is actively
rallying European powers to confront
their standing in the world order, and
strengthen Europe’s ability to stand up
to both the U.S. and China. “We have
the Chinese tsunami on the trade
front, and we have minute-by-minute
instability on the American side,” Mr.
Macron warned. 

Regional distrust
Mr. Macron has advanced the call for
European autonomy on two main
policy pillars, the �rst being
eurobonds. As individual nation states
may not be able to fund the scaling up
of critical sectors, a common
borrowing mechanism will enable joint

investments in speci�c industries such
as security and defence, climate, AI
and quantum computing. These
“eurobonds”, Mr. Macron believes,
could fund strategic investments for
Europe and challenge the hegemony of
the U.S. dollar. 

The second policy is the Industrial
Accelerator Act, which is expected to
be published on February 25 by the
European Commission. The Act is
meant to reconcile decarbonising high
emission industries with maintaining
competitiveness both internally and
internationally. One of its key
provisions includes introducing
local-content, that is ‘Made in Europe’

requirements in public procurement
and consumer schemes. It also
imposes certain restrictive criteria on
foreign investment in the EU. 

However, Mr. Macron has been
having a tough time convincing other
European nations, especially Germany
and Italy, Europe’s two main industrial
powerhouses. His ‘Make in Europe’
rhetoric, and pushback on foreign
investment in critical sectors has come
across as a tad too protectionist for
Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni
and German Chancellor Friedrich
Merz. 

At the informal summit of leaders of
the EU in Belgium on February 12,

member states committed to the idea
of a ‘One Europe, One Market’, with
Germany and France focusing on their
goal of creating a “competitive
industry in Europe”, without clearly
addressing the apparent di�erences in
how they wish to achieve the same.
However, Mr. Macron has always
maintained that “all this must be done
in consultation and coordination with
all European partners” and structured
at the level of the EU.

Domestic insecurities
However, all such grand plans may
come to naught, if in next year’s
presidential elections in France, the
far-right National Rally (RN) party
comes to power. Mr. Macron will not
be able to contest as there is a
two-term constitutional limit on the
presidency. This means that
Emmanuel Macron has just one more
year left in o�ce. And if the RN does
come to power, there is no guarantee
that it will honour Mr. Macron’s
agenda and commitments to the EU, as
the RN has always been a Eurosceptic
party going as far as to suggest, at one
point, leaving the bloc. 

Mr. Macron has been trying to
expand his in�uence within the
French bureaucracy and potentially
stop the Rally’s populist agenda by
appointing close allies to top
government posts such as replacing
France’s top auditor, and reshu�ing
foreign embassies. 

Mr. Macron’s rule has been unstable
ever since his announcement of snap
elections in 2024 when his centrist
alliance lost its majority in the
European Parliament. As the sudden
elections again resulted in a hung
Parliament, he went on to appoint
three di�erent Prime Ministers in
succession until October 2025, as each
one was voted out by no-con�dence
motions or tendered resignations due
to political backlash. 

These successive short-lived
governments have reduced Mr.
Macron’s standing both domestically
and internationally. It remains to be
seen how he attempts to bridge his
European agenda with the
hypernationalist discourse of the RN.

Champion of European autonomy 
Emmanuel Macron

France’s centrist President has been pushing for reducing Europe’s reliance on the U.S. and building military and strategic autonomy, but faces policy resistance 
abroad and political instability at home 

Joan Sony Cherian THE GIST
�

Emmanuel Macron has

advanced the call for European

autonomy on two main policy

pillars, the first being

Eurobonds, which envisages a

common borrowing

mechanism for member states

�

The second policy is the

Industrial Accelerator Act,

which is expected to be

published on February 25 by

the European Commission.

This promotes a Make in

Europe drive

�

But Macron has faced a tough

time convincing other

European nations, especially

Germany and Italy, Europe’s

two main industrial

powerhouses
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A
nthropic has spent
the last year trying
to get into an awk-

ward position: close
enough to the U.S. national
security apparatus to be
treated as a frontier sup-
plier but far enough to not
get burnt. In one demon-
stration of this reputation-
al yoga, it was revealed that
the U.S. operation to ab-
duct Venezuela President
Nicolas Maduro on January
3 used Anthropic’s AI mo-
del Claude.

More recently, Anthrop-
ic clashed with the Penta-
gon over safeguards to pre-
vent fully autonomous
weapons targeting and U.S.
domestic surveillance.
While Anthropic contend-
ed that these are non-nego-
tiable limits, the Pentagon
has held that commercial
AI should be available for
“all lawful purposes”. Even
more recently, the Penta-
gon has been considering
designating Anthropic a
“supply chain risk” — a tag
that could pressure con-
tractors to certify that
they’re not using Claude.

Why has Anthropic
found itself in this bind?

In 2025, the company
publicly embraced a larger
defence footprint by an-
nouncing an agreement
with the U.S. Department
of Defence worth $200 mil-
lion. It was a sign that An-
thropic wanted to be the
lab to say ‘yes’ to national
security while still operat-
ing within limits, and in the

process keep up a public
reputation as a company
that’s part of the military
machinery. Anthropic has
also been trying to present
itself as an enterprise pro-
ductivity company rather
than as only a lab with a
chatbot. Its partnership
with Infosys, for instance,
will pair its models with a
�rm that already sells com-
pliance and governance
services to industries that
are heavily regulated.

Two ambitions 
The reason for its bind is
that a company that can
claim to operate safely in
government contexts with
stringent security expecta-
tions can also plausibly sell
itself to banks, manufactur-
ers, and telecom compa-
nies. That is, to govern-
ments, Anthropic says:
“We will help democratic
states maintain a techno-
logical advantage but we
won’t accept deployments
like autonomous targeting
or expansive domestic sur-
veillance”. As a result, it
gets to say to enterprises:
“We can operationalise
frontier AI inside environ-

ments with strict com-
pliance requirements”.

Unfortunately, these
two ambitions have since
collided. Anthropic ap-
pears to believe that con-
ceding on autonomous tar-
geting and domestic
surveillance would destroy
the line it has tried to draw
with other frontier labs
and entrants that are also
courting defence custom-
ers. 

The Pentagon, however,
seems to be signalling that
its vendors’ moral com-
punctions are beside the
point, especially once the
vendors are inside the de-
fence supply chain.

The enterprise automa-
tion layer — i.e. the coding
and agentic systems that al-
low Claude to be embed-
ded directly within work-
�ows rather than keep it as
a chatbot that enterprises
use in an ad hoc way — is
still one of Anthropic’s
main focus areas. And the
company has also been try-
ing to pitch its models’ sa-
fety features as an advan-
tage because its logic
seems to be, regulators
and enterprises will prefer

these models even when
competitors develop more
powerful alternatives. But
this also means that if An-
thropic yields to the Penta-
gon’s demand, it could lose
its signature di�erentia-
tion, whereas if it refuses,
the Pentagon could make
an example of it.

The fact is that while An-
thropic can try to control
how Claude is used, its
control will weaken once
Claude leaves the building.
Anthropic can say “you
may not use Claude for x”
in the terms of service or
train the model to refuse
certain requests, but even
then, large customers rare-
ly use an AI model as a
standalone chatbot. In-
stead, they access it
through cloud platforms,
embed it inside software
tools like for data analysis
and automation, and they
adapt it for speci�c mis-
sions. In other words, cus-
tomers can work around
the terms of service and
the question of Anthropic’s
complicity still lingers.

In this sense, Anthrop-
ic’s recent decisions are
probably coherent. It bet
that a market nervous
about AI — e.g. govern-
ments worried about ad-
versaries or enterprises
worried about liability —
will pay a premium for a
developer that can both
deploy and restrain. And
the dispute with the Penta-
gon is the �rst major de-
monstration of what it will
cost Anthropic to do both
at once.

Security dilemma 
Anthropic

The Claude developer’s push to be Washington’s trusted AI partner while drawing red lines on

surveillance now risks putting it at odds with the Pentagon

Vasudevan Mukunth
REUTERS

I
n a social media post,
U.S. President Donald
Trump asked the U.K.

to “not give away Diego
Garcia”, referring to the
site where a U.S-U.K. mili-
tary base is located in the
Chagos archipelago.

The U.K. deal concern-
ing the Chagos Island
grouping is the result of a
long negotiation surround-
ing the archipelago, locat-
ed in the central Indian
Ocean, around 1,600 km
from the tip of the Indian
subcontinent. The archipe-
lago, positioned around
2,000 km north-east of
Mauritius about mid-way
between East Africa and
Indonesia, is an overseas
territory of the U.K., one of
14 remaining in the post-
colonial era. 

O�cially referred to as
the British Indian Ocean
Territory (BIOT), the
grouping consists of 60 is-
lands set in seven ring-
shaped coral atolls. The
largest of the lot, Diego
Garcia, plays host to the
joint U.S-U.K military base,
which reportedly has an
air�eld, a deep-water port,
and communications and
surveillance-related infras-
tructure. The islands have
American and British mili-
tary presence and contract
civilian personnel, but do
not host a permanent civi-
lian population as of today.

The islands were unin-
habited when they were
discovered by Portuguese
explorers in the 16th centu-

ry. Given its strategic loca-
tion on international trade
routes, several foreign
powers sought to establish
control over the archipela-
go. In the late 18th century,
France took over the is-
lands, along with Sey-
chelles, treating them as
dependencies of Mauriti-
us. In the early 19th centu-
ry, the islands were taken
over by the U.K.; Mauritius
and its dependencies were
proclaimed colonies of Bri-
tain in 1814 under the Trea-
ty of Paris. Seychelles was
detached from Mauritius
and became a separate co-
lony in 1903. The BIOT
came into being in 1965 fol-
lowing the U.S-U.K. agree-
ment. 

Mauritius gained inde-
pendence in 1968; the U.K.
reportedly paid it a £3 mil-
lion grant to maintain con-
trol over the Chagos Is-
lands. In 1971, a military
facility was constructed on
Diego Garcia, and the local
Ilois/Chagossians, des-
cended from African slaves
and Indian plantation
workers, were o�ered the
choice to relocate to Sey-
chelles or Mauritius. While

most resettled in Mauriti-
us, a few moved to the U.K.

Right to return 
In 2000, the British High
Court found that the remo-
val of the Chagossians was
illegal and granted them
the right to return. While
this was upheld by the
Court of Appeal in 2007, it
was reversed by the House
of Lords in 2008. An ICJ ad-
visory ruling in 2019 found
that the decolonisation
process pertaining to
Mauritius was illegal and
recommended that the
U.K. stop its administration
of the Chagos Islands.

Although non-binding,
the ruling had internation-
al weight, and the U.K. go-
vernment began negotia-
tions over this in 2022,
under then-Conservative
Prime Minister Rishi Su-
nak. An agreement was
sketched out in October
2024. A �nal treaty to
transfer sovereignty over
the islands to Mauritius
was signed in May 2025 by
Labour Prime Minister
Keir Starmer and Mauritius
Prime Minister Navin Ram-
goolam. Before the treaty

enters into force, it needs
to be rati�ed by legislation,
and a draft law dealing
with this is progressing
through Parliament.

The plan, estimated to
cost £3.4 billion, envisages
the handing over of Chagos
Islands to Mauritius by the
U.K, and the leasing back
of the military base in Die-
go Garcia for 99 years, at
an average cost of £101 mil-
lion a year. The deal in-
cludes a £40 million trust
fund to support Chagos-
sians, who will be permit-
ted to resettle in all islands
except Diego Garcia.

Mr. Trump has called
the deal “an act of great
stupidity”, and the poten-
tial loss of the land “a
blight on our Great Ally”.
Describing the island as
“strategically located”, Mr.
Trump indicated that Die-
go Garcia may be brought
into play “in order to erad-
icate a potential attack by a
highly unstable and dange-
rous Regime”— a reference
to Iran. He has also linked
the deal to his own designs
to acquire Greenland.

The U.K. has maintained
that the deal is vital for the
U.K.’s security interests,
with Mr. Starmer noting
that the deal was required
to avert the risk of a future
binding legal judgment af-
fecting the U.K.’s ability to
use the Diego Garcia base.
On the other hand, the
deal has invited criticism
from Conservatives and
Reform UK, who view
Mauritius’s ties with China
with suspicion.

Deal in deep water
Chagos Islands

As the U.K.’s draft legislation to ratify the transfer of sovereignty over the Chagos Islands to

Mauritius moves through Parliament, Trump is taking aim at the deal

Sruthi Darbhamulla
REUTERS 



As winter fades and spring approaches with its
promise of renewal, families in India step into
a contemplative season of vrats, sacred fasts that
combine discipline with devotion. Across the
country, vrats dedicated to Lord Shiva, Goddess
Durga and Lord Vishnu, are widely observed with
sombre dedication and prayers. As the lunar cal-
endar aligns with the seasonal turn, the sequence
of vrats, held in close succession, also allows a
graduated adaptation of the body to this cycli-
cal change. These events are more profound than
mere ritual abstinence and carry a message of
deep cultural intelligence. Kitchens are sancti-
fied, freshly harvested grains set aside, ingredi-
ents prepared, and seasonal produce carefully
collected to ensure that food itself becomes a
medium of purification and renewal. Vrat is not
merely a denial of nourishment but a dignified
reiteration of purpose and discipline.  

The observance of vrats is a long standing civil-
isational practice of the Indian subcontinent,
rooted in the Vedic understanding of harmoniz-
ing body, season, cosmos and conscience.
References to disciplined fasting appear as
long back in history as the Vedas and later find
expression in the Puranas and Dharmashastra
literature, where abstinence is identified with
mastery over self and not merely of ritual
merit. Over time, the practice, once used by sages
and rishis, evolved into a household practice, rep-
resenting a balance between spiritual and
social life. 

The first of these fasts, Vrat Chaturthi, is
observed on the fourth day of the lunar fortnight,
and is associated with the worship of Ganesha,
the remover of obstacles and considered auspi-
cious for new beginnings. The most iconic
offering during this vrat is Modak, steamed rice
flour dumplings filled with jaggery and coconut,
considered dear to Ganesha. Sabudana Khichdi,
however, is the staple. Prepared by soaking the
sago pearls in water and then added to diced
boiled potatoes, crushed peanuts with a pinch
of rock salt, it makes for a light and nourishing
sattvic meal. Usually eaten around midday or
early evening, it sustains devotees through
worship while remaining light on digestion. Its
mild flavour and steady carbohydrates provide
stability on the first day of the vow, and its sim-
plicity reflects the cultural belief that beginnings
should be steady and unembellished. 

Alongside it, Singhara Atta Puri offers a more
substantial option for those who observe a
partial fast. Water chestnut flour is kneaded with
warm water and a touch of rock salt into a soft
dough and prepared into small discs that are
rolled and fried in ghee until they puff with a
golden hue and acquire a delicate crispness.
These puris are typically served after the main
worship, paired with plain yogurt or a mild
potato preparation, offering comfort without
indulgence. A fourth preparation particularly in
northern and western homes is the delectable
Sweet Potato Chaat, made by boiling sweet pota-
toes until tender, dicing them, and tossing
them with rock salt, crushed roasted peanuts,
and a squeeze of lemon. Eaten in the afternoon,
it offers a balance of sweetness and tang that
feels restorative, while the root vegetable pro-
vides the grounding, a combination of steadiness
and stability that is culturally associated with aus-
picious beginnings.

Shashthi Vrat, observed on the sixth day of the

lunar fortnight, is traditionally associated with
the worship of Kartikeya (Murugan in the South)
and is revered as the guardian of children. Its
cuisine introduces a lighter culinary mood.
With the body growing accustomed to
warmer weather, the cuisine gradually
reintroduces variety in texture, allowing
flavours to deepen and moderate fats
to return in measured balance. Sama
Rice Pulao is thus the preferred
midday dish, with barnyard millet
being rinsed and cooked in ghee with
cumin and small cubes of boiled
potato. Roasted peanuts are added
for a subtle crunch, while the grains
remain separate and fluffy. The pulao
is normally eaten during the after-
noon, offering nourishment without
being heavy on the digestive system
allowing the devotee to remain focused
in prayer. Kuttu Cheela provides a savoury
variation. Buckwheat flour is mixed with
water, rock salt, and occasionally grated bottle
gourd, then spread thinly on a heated pan.
Cooked with minimal ghee, it forms a soft
pancake that can be enjoyed warm with yogurt.
This preparation is frequently taken in the
morning after worship, when the mind is still
quiet and the body needs gentle fuel. A third dish
that suits Shashthi well is Arbi Fry, a simple prepa-
ration with an earthy character that does not
disrupt the reflective mood of the occasion. Taro
roots are boiled until tender, peeled, sliced, and
then shallow fried in ghee with cumin seeds and
a light dusting of black pepper. Seasoned only
with rock salt, the exterior turns crisp while the
inside remains soft, offering textural variety
without heaviness. Eaten at dusk alongside a light
millet dish or yogurt, it reinforces the principle
that fasting meals may be satisfying, but should
never become indulgent.

Somvar Vrat, observed on Mondays, carries the
austerity associated with Shiva, embodying
restraint, dissolution and renewal. The cuisine
responds with cooling, sattvic preparations
that are focussed on milk, mild spices, and gentle
flavours. Rajgira Roti is prepared for the early
evening meal. Amaranth flour is combined
with mashed boiled potatoes and enough water
to form a pliable dough. The rotis are shaped
by hand and cooked on a hot griddle with
a light brushing of ghee. Naturally gluten
free and rich in minerals, they provide
strength without heaviness, and are
often eaten after dusk, once the
central worship is complete. Lauki
Raita makes an ideal accompani-
ment, made with boiled grated
bottle gourd which is added to
fresh yogurt with roasted cumin
powder and rock salt. This prepa-
ration, rich in probiotics, hydrates
and soothes, making it particular-
ly suitable for a day of extended
prayers. The meals are accompa-
nied by Thandai, a refreshing drink
in which almonds and fennel seeds
are soaked and ground into a paste with
cardamom and blended into chilled milk.
Consumed in the late afternoon or after
worship, it cools the system and
reflects the ascetic calm that
Somvar seeks to culti-
vate. Also prepared
on Somvar is Samak
Rice Khichdi,  a
more overtly com-
forting meal for
those who need
sustained energy.
Barnyard millet is
cooked softly with

ghee, cumin, and small potato cubes until it
becomes gently cohesive. Some households add
crushed peanuts for body and flavour. It is typ-
ically eaten after the evening prayers, not in
excess, yet fulfilling the day's nutritional needs.

Durga Ashtami Vrat, observed on the eighth
day of the lunar fortnight, is associated with the
worship of Goddess Durga, the embodiment of
Shakti, divine strength, protection and righteous
power. The cuisine on this occasion introduces
a perceptible shift of emphasis. The mood is still
restrained, but the kitchen allows a touch more
richness to honour the energy of feminine
power. Here, sweetness is dominant but not an
indulgence. Rajgira Halwa is prepared by roast-
ing amaranth flour slowly in ghee until it releas-
es a nutty aroma. Warm water or milk is added
gradually, and jaggery is stirred in until the
mixture becomes soft and fragrant. The halwa
is usually offered first to the deity before being
shared. Singhara Atta Halwa offers a parallel
preparation, the flour roasted, then sweetened
and cooked to a smooth consistency. These

sweets are not desserts in
the conventional sense

but concentrated
sources of energy,

intended to
sustain devo-

tees who 
may have

observed several days of moderate
diets. To balance this sweetness, many

homes include a savoury accompani-
ment that still conforms to fasting disci-

pline. Kuttu Pakora is made by mixing buck-
wheat flour with water, rock salt, and finely

chopped seasonal vegetables or even potatoes,
then frying small pieces in hot ghee until crisp.
Eaten after the day's worship, it provides a crispy
contrast to halwa's softness and restores a sense
of a complete meal, while still remaining within
the cultural boundaries of the vrat. This interplay
of sweet and savoury is not accidental. It
reflects a civilisational instinct that devotion must
be steady, and strength must be balanced, so that
the devotee is not left either depleted or distract-
ed by excess.

The cuisine associated with Rohini Vrat, aligned
with lunar rhythms and devotion to Krishna, who
is traditionally believed to have been born under
the Rohini nakshatra, continues with the empha-
sis on milk and sweetness. Makhana Kheer is
central to this day. Fox nuts are lightly roasted in
ghee to enhance their texture before being sim-
mered slowly in milk until they soften and swell.
A hint of cardamom and a small portion of jaggery
or mishri provide sweetness, while chopped
almonds add contrast. The kheer is typically served
after evening prayers, offering calm and satiety
without heaviness. Panjiri, prepared by roasting
ground vrat friendly flours with ghee and mixed
with a liberal helping of crushed dry fruits, is also
common. It is eaten in small portions, since it is
rich in protein often in the morning or after
worship. A third preparation is Banana Walnut
Lassi, a gentle drink that supports devotees who
observe long hours without solid food. Ripe
bananas are blended into yogurt with a small
quantity of rock sugar or jaggery and a few crushed
walnuts, creating a beverage that is filling yet easy
to digest. It is often taken in the afternoon, when
energy may dip, and it mirrors the cultural asso-

ciation of Rohini with gentleness and restora-
tion. The pastoral imagination asso-

ciated with Krishna finds expres-
sion in these dairy rich offer-
ings, where sweetness is mild,
and nourishment is gentle,
not stimulating.

Amalaki Ekadashi is
observed on the eleventh day
(Ekadashi) of the waxing moon
in the month of Phalguna and
is dedicated to the worship of
Vishnu, with special reverence
offered to the amla or Indian
gooseberry tree (amalaki).
Central to the cuisine, therefore,
is  amla, a fruit revered not only
for its sacred association but
also for its immunity enhancing
properties. Fresh amla are
washed, deseeded, and finely
chopped or grated. Amla
Chutney is prepared by pound-
ing the fruit with rock salt and

mild green chilli, creating a sharp
and invigorating accompaniment

that stimulates
digestion. It is often taken with the first meal of
the day, awakening the palate and signalling a shift
toward cleansing. Amla Murabba, prepared by
slowly cooking whole fruits in a light jaggery syrup,
offers a gentler sweetness. Consumed in small
quantities, it is valued not only for taste but for
its vitamin rich properties, and it is often eaten
later in the day, when the body seeks a restora-
tive repast without heaviness. Amla infused
Buttermilk completes the Ekadashi table. Dried
amla powder is stirred into fresh buttermilk with
roasted cumin and rock salt, creating a beverage
that is cooling, restorative, and light. Taken in the
afternoon, it supports digestion and reinforces the
theme of internal purification. To give the day a
complete savoury centre, some households
prepare Amla Samak Pulao, a dish that integrates
the fruit without overpowering the palate.
Barnyard millet is cooked fluffy in ghee, and finely
chopped amla is sauteed briefly with cumin and
rock salt. The result is mildly tart, clean, and sur-
prisingly refreshing, and is often eaten after the
main worship as the day's primary solid meal.

What emerges from this period of fasting is
more than a series of observances of self-regula-
tion and prayer but a choreography of indigenous
cuisines that nourish without being overbearing.
Each day, the balance is established between
sweet and savoury, warm and cooling, substan-
tial and cleansing. 

The body is guided, with deliberate calibration,
from a mellowed metabolism of the winter
months toward a state of renewal, while the mind
resets its attention from appetite to awareness.
The cuisines honour season, deity, and digestion
in equal measure, and they remind us that
restraint in Indian civilisation was never designed
to weaken life, but to refine and strengthen it. I
believe that in preserving these traditions, we safe-
guard a civilisational memory in which food, faith
and self discipline are seamlessly intertwined far
more intimately than seasonal recipes or ritual
menus. These vrats reflect an inherited wisdom
that regards eating as a sacred responsibility,
patience as refinement, and seasonal adaptation
as cultural intelligence internalized so that it
becomes a way of life. It is our collective respon-
sibility, therefore, to sustain these practices that
bind generations through a shared identity. In
doing so, we will ensure that our spiritual and culi-
nary heritage continues to find expression not only
in places of worship, but in our homes, where civil-
isation quietly renews itself.

“THE DISCOVERY OF A NEW DISH DOES
MORE FOR THE HAPPINESS OF THE HUMAN

RACE THAN THE DISCOVERY OF A STAR”
— ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN

ANIL
RAJPUT

FOOD III

NEW DELHI | SUNDAY | FEBRUARY 22, 2026

(The writer is Secretary, Cuisine India Society)

GYANESHWAR DAYAL 

Long before political borders and
modern trade routes reshaped the
world, Kerala's Malabar Coast stood as
one of the great theatres of cultural
exchange. The West came calling for its
exotic spices that were unique to the
place — black pepper, cardamom, cin-
namon, cloves, ginger, nutmeg and
turmeric. Carried by the rhythm of the
monsoon winds, ships sailed into
ancient Muziris not merely with cargo,
but with languages, beliefs, aesthetics
and ideas. It was also a place where culi-
nary exchange took place. Many exotic
fruits and vegetables were introduced
to India through Kerala. Tomato, onion,
potato, cauliflower, etc, which are today
deemed to be Indian and are an indis-
pensable part of the Indian kitchen,
come from Europe and South America.

Today, through the Muziris Network and
the International Spice Routes
Conference, Kerala is reclaiming that
legacy — repositioning itself not only as
a historic spice hub, but as a living mar-
itime civilisation shaped by dialogue
across oceans.

Ancient Muziris, believed to have
flourished between the 1st century BCE
and the 14th century CE, connected India
with the Mediterranean, Arabia, Africa
and Southeast Asia. Classical accounts
such as the Periplus of the Erythraean
Sea and writings of Pliny the Elder
described it as a thriving centre of
pepper trade — "black gold" that drew
Roman merchants across perilous
waters. Yet archaeological discoveries
at Pattanam — Roman amphorae,
Mediterranean pottery, West Asian
ceramics, beads and coins — reveal
something deeper: Muziris was a cos-

mopolitan settle-
ment where cul-
tures converged
and coexisted.

This layered
history now finds
renewed life in the
Muziris Network,  a
curated cluster of heritage
sites across north Kerala. Rather than
restoring a single monument, the
project adopts a landscape approach,
preserving temples, churches, mosques,
synagogues, palaces and archaeological
remains that together narrate cen-
turies of maritime exchange. It is as
much a cultural movement as a conser-
vation initiative — linking research,
museum curation, heritage tourism
and contemporary art into a living dia-
logue between past and present. The
gold and silver that came from the spice

trade filled the coffers of
Kerala merchants and
made them rich beyond
proportion. Their palatial

buildings dot the entire
region.
Muziris fostered one of the

earliest examples of multicultur-
al coexistence in South Asia. Jewish,

Christian, Muslim and Hindu communi-
ties flourished side by side along the
coast. The synagogues of Paravur and
Chendamangalam, early Syrian Christian
churches and ancient mosques stand as
enduring testimonies to this plural her-
itage. Maritime contact nurtured not
only trade but tolerance - encouraging
linguistic diversity, culinary cross-polli-
nation and artistic synthesis that con-
tinue to define Kerala's identity.

The spirit of this cosmopolitan past
resonates powerfully in the Kochi-

M u z i r i s
B i e n n a l e ,
India's largest
contemporary art
exhibition. Drawing inspiration from
Muziris' ethos of openness, the Biennale
invites global artists to engage with
themes of migration, hybridity and
memory - echoing the exchanges that
once defined the port city. Literature too
reflects this maritime imagination, from
Sangam poetry celebrating Yavana
traders to modern scholarship explor-
ing transoceanic histories.

Historically, spices such as pepper and
cardamom moved westward, while
gold, wine and luxury goods arrived
from Rome and West Asia. But com-
merce in Muziris extended beyond
commodities — it was an exchange of
worldviews. The prosperity generated
by trade reshaped local economies

and social structures, embed-
ding Kerala within a vast Indian
Ocean network long before
the age of globalisation.

That legacy gained con-
temporary momentum as
Kochi hosted the first-ever

nternational Spice Routes
Conference at the historic

Bolgatty Palace. Organised by the
Muziris Heritage Project in collab-

oration with the Kerala Tourism
Department,  the conclave

marked a significant step
towards establishing a transna-
tional Spice Routes Heritage
Network. The presentation of
its Charter signalled a new
phase of cultural diplomacy
among nations historically

connected by the ancient trade
corridor.

The conference unfolded as a
sensory journey through history.

Delegates participated in curated
heritage trails across key Muziris sites,
embarked on traditional sea voyages
recalling ancient maritime journeys, and
attended special showcases linked to
the Kochi-Muziris Biennale.
Performances of Kerala Jewish songs
and the Latin-Christian classical dance-
drama Chavittu Nadakam illuminated
the layered exchanges that shaped the
region's cultural fabric.

In reimagining Muziris and reviving
the Spice Route narrative, Kerala is not
indulging in nostalgia. It is reclaiming a
civilisational identity forged through
openness to the world. Against the
backdrop of the Arabian Sea, the state
is making a compelling statement — that
its maritime past is not a relic of history,
but a dynamic foundation for cultural
engagement in the 21st century.

Muziris: A civilisational continuum of the spice route

From restraint to renewal: The
culinary wisdom of vrat season

In reimagining
Muziris and reviving

the Spice Route
narrative, Kerala is 

not indulging in
nostalgia but

living it



GURUDEV SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

If you can embrace embarrassment, then
nothing can shake you. If there’s one thing people
try to run away from, it is embarrassment.
Embarrassment is a mild form of criticism, a mild
form of feeling uncomfortable. At some point,
we need to get out of the comfort zone and feel
that little discomfort. Only then will you see abil-
ities dawn in you.

Why do you feel awkward?
If you have always been the centre of attention
and are suddenly sidelined, you may feel out of
place. Similarly, if you have always been on the
sidelines and are suddenly pushed to the centre,
you may experience restlessness. If you are used
to giving instructions and suddenly have to take
orders, or if you usually follow orders and are
made to give them, you may feel out of place.
A very busy person with nothing to do, or a laid-
back person who is faced with a lot of respon-
sibilities, may experience restlessness. Very
often, when you feel out of place and you are too
conscious, you are not able to reason or be
logical.

How can you overcome it?
If the situation you are in is inevitable, tolerate
it; if it is avoidable, walk out of it. If you feel that
it can expand your abilities, smile through it.
Every awkward situation increases your comfort
zone. It is a test of how deeply you are estab-
lished in knowledge. Another thing you can do
is love a certain aspect of an awkward situation.
That increases your comfort zone. When your
comfort zone expands, no one will be able to
push your buttons, and you will become so
centred and unshakable.

When you venture to do something new or put
yourself in new situations, they make you a little
nervous, right? You have this subconscious
fear about what others will think of you. Do you
know what is the best way to overcome embar-
rassment and awkwardness, and be natural in
all situations and with everyone? One day, just
for a few hours, imagine and behave as if you
are a crazy person. So what if people think you
are crazy? Let them think so. It doesn’t matter.
This will completely take care of the fear and inhi-
bitions in you. You fear that people will call you
a fool. Tell yourself, ‘Okay, I am a fool. I accept
it.’ We simply need to see life from a bigger per-
spective.

Let me tell you a story. In my teenage years,
I was very shy. I wouldn’t sit amidst big crowds
and would run away. But one day in Switzerland,
I decided to wear a dhoti and walk on a road on
a snowy morning! Everyone was looking at me
when I started to walk, clad in a dhoti. ‘Who is
this preacher?’ ‘From where did he come?’
Everybody wore thick coats and various other
woollen garments. After this incident, nothing
mattered to me. To break this monotonous idea
about oneself, about respect and the fear of rejec-
tion, the fear of being laughed at - to get over

all these, you need to act differently just for a day.
Secondly, know that this is not the first time

you have felt nervous. It has happened to you
before, and you have overcome it. When you
went to give an interview, your heart was
pounding, or when you had to write an exam,
you felt nervous. Remember those moments and
remember how successfully you overcame
those fears.

The third technique is more powerful. Breathe
in from the back of your throat; it is called the
‘ujayi’ breath. A few rounds of deep breathing
from the back of the throat, some physical exer-
cises, and meditation will definitely help you
overcome nervous jitters. Every time you feel
embarrassed, take your mind inward, take a deep
breath or two, and relax. And remember that you
are with the truth.

Considering everyone as part of your own
family also makes you very natural. You get rid
of the sense of embarrassment. From your side,
you feel connected with others, even if they don’t
do so. Stop worrying about what others think
about you. People, their minds and opinions are

changing all the time.
Life is like a river. Sometimes logs float in the

river water; at other times, stones and mud flow
into the river. Come what may, the river water
never remains stagnant. It always runs fresh and
keeps flushing out the waste. Similarly, celebrate
life as if it were a river.

Even then, if some nervousness and fear
persist, practise the Sudarshan Kriya breathing
technique for 15-20 minutes, and you will get
back to your normal self in no time.

Whenever you feel uncomfortable in some-
body’s presence or in some situation, know you
are coming in touch with the boundaries of your
comfort zone. You have to go beyond that. You
should make an uncomfortable situation com-
fortable for yourself. This barrier is the bound-
ary that makes you confront your ego. The
moment you accept and move on, it eases out.

Suppose you don’t want to be called a fool or
stupid, but someone says that you are stupid -
that is when the ego gets hurt. Leave room for
some introspection. In their perception, maybe
you are stupid, but in reality, you may not be.

The whole world is just a perception. And if
some people think that you are a fool, is that a
big deal?

When somebody praises you for being intel-
ligent, do you feel hurt? Do you think that it may
not be true? This is known as ‘Raag’ and ‘Dwesh’.
The ego is connected to cravings and aversions.
You crave to be intelligent and are averse to
being stupid. Your mind plays such tricks on you.

So when someone calls you stupid, think, ‘Oh
yes, maybe that is their perception. Maybe I am
stupid, who knows? Sometimes I could be
stupid.’ Now what has happened? Your ego is not
on the track to react but to recognise. The ego
never lets you recognise an event. It leads you
to react.

The way of knowledge leads you to recognise
a situation. Intelligent people move away from
reaction to recognition. This is the only way to
handle the ego. So instead of pouncing on the
person who insulted you, just watch what is hap-
pening inside you. When someone says some-
thing unpleasant, you feel something contract-
ing inside you. Just observe that and breathe con-
sciously. This practice will help you become
strong like steel.

Later on, you don’t feel like reacting to
unpleasant or pleasant comments. This is
freedom. This is ‘Mukti’.

Often, people act outside their nature to fit in

with the so-called cool peer groups. When you
try to do that, it becomes harder for you
because you feel you are separate from them.
First of all, you must feel natural. And how you
can feel natural is when you prepare yourself to
accept rejection openly.

If you think that others may not accept you
because they think that you are a fool, then agree
to be a fool in their perception. Secondly,
however you are, be natural. Don’t pretend.
When you want to show yourself, pretend, or try
to impress others, it creates problems for you.

Thirdly, don’t force yourself to fit in with any
person or group. Be natural. Different types of
people live on earth, and you are of your
unique type. Know that you are here to spread
only positive energy and love. And if others don’t
have it, they need you more.

Usually, when you think that someone is neg-
ative, you try to run away from them. The under-
lying fear is that they may not respect you. Don’t
look for respect from anybody.

Here again, I want to emphasise that two types
of people don’t expect respect from others. One
group says that they don’t care what others think
of them. It doesn’t matter to them if others don’t
respect them. But inside their heart, they expect
others to respect them.

On the other hand, there are people who feel
that if others don’t respect them, they will
become sad, shy, or fearful. Try to move away
from these feelings. Meditate. Meditation will
help you to be natural and get rid of shyness or
the fear of humiliation.

TEAM AGENDA

In an age where literary anthologies
often become hurried compilations
bound by theme but not temperament,
Light of Spring, curated under the
banner of Kala, arrives as a thoughtful
and measured offering. It is not merely
a seasonal metaphor; it is a philosoph-
ical inquiry into renewal, fragility and
the quiet revolutions that define
human experience.

Spring, in this anthology, is not
treated as spectacle. It is not only
blossom and breeze. It is hesitation
before change, the tremor before con-
fession, the courage before departure.
The curators have resisted the tempta-
tion of overt symbolism and instead
allowed each writer to interpret “light”
through personal, social and existen-
tial lenses.

Bringing together 45 short stories by
emerging writers, the anthology
reflects a spectrum of voices at differ-
ent stages of literary evolution. The
diversity in perspective — geographi-
cal, generational and emotional —
lends the collection both freshness and
unpredictability. What unites these
varied narratives is not uniform style,
but a shared sincerity in engaging
with the idea of renewal.

What stands out most is tonal diver-
sity. Some stories unfold in the stillness
of domestic interiors — balconies over-
looking crowded cities, kitchens carry-
ing unspoken histories, ageing protag-
onists confronting relevance. Others
move outward into public spaces,
where politics, memory and morality

intersect. The anthology does not insist
on optimism; rather, it explores tran-
sition. And in doing so, it achieves
authenticity. As with any anthology of
emerging voices, a few stories may read
as unpolished in places — their edges
visible, their craft still evolving. Yet that
very rawness becomes part of the
anthology’s strength. There is an imme-
diacy in these narratives, an absence

of excessive refinement, that preserves
emotional truth. The reader senses not
perfection, but presence — and that
lends the collection a refreshing
honesty.

Stylistically, the prose across contri-
butions varies — lyrical in some pieces,
sparse and journalistic in others. Yet the
curation ensures cohesion. The lan-
guage is accessible without being sim-
plistic, reflective without becoming
indulgent. The pacing of the antholo-
gy itself mirrors the season it invokes:
gradual, attentive and patient.

If there is a critique to be made, it lies
perhaps in its quietness. Readers
expecting dramatic climaxes or exper-
imental narrative structures may find
the collection understated. But therein
lies its integrity. Light of Spring is not
an anthology that demands attention
through volume; it earns it through 
sincerity.

Importantly, the anthology signals
something larger than itself. Under
Kala’s literary vision, this appears to be
the beginning of a seasonal quartet —
an ambitious conceptual arc that
promises Summer’s intensity, Autumn’s
introspection and Winter’s austerity. If
Light of Spring is the overture, it sets a
tone of seriousness and literary com-
mitment.

In a cultural moment increasingly
driven by speed and spectacle, this col-
lection makes a case for pause. It
reminds us that renewal is rarely dra-
matic. More often, it is a shift in perspec-
tive, a softened voice, a quiet decision
to begin again. And perhaps that is the
truest light of spring.

“IF YOU HAVE TAKEN A STEP INTO SPIRITUALITY,
BE HAPPY IN ANY CONDITION. EVEN IF YOU HAVE

TO GO THROUGH A TOUGH TIME, 
DO IT WITH A SMILE”
— SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR
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MEDLEY IV

What makes you awkward shows you
the boundary of your comfort zone

When availability replaces presence

LIFE IS LIKE A RIVER.
SOMETIMES LOGS FLOAT IN
THE RIVER WATER, OTHER
TIMES STONES AND MUD
FLOWS INTO THE RIVER.

COME WHAT MAY, THE RIVER
WATER NEVER REMAINS

STAGNANT. IT ALWAYS RUNS
FRESH AND KEEPS FLUSHING
OUT THE WASTE. SIMILARLY,

CELEBRATE LIFE AS IF IT
WERE A RIVER

Light that lingers beyond the season

“IF YOU CAN EMBRACE EMBARRASSMENT, THEN NOTHING CAN SHAKE YOU.
IF THERE’S ONE THING PEOPLE TRY TO RUN AWAY FROM IT IS
EMBARRASSMENT”                                                                       — GURUDEV     

Title: Light of Spring
Curated by: Mona Verma, Neelesh
Kulkarni, Sanjay Chandra 
MRP: `2134
Publisher: Highbrow Scribes 

PRATIKSHA VATS 

Modern life has blurred the boundary
between presence and availability. We are
physically in one place, yet mentally on
standby somewhere else. Sitting at dinner,
but partially alert to incoming messages.
Lying in bed, but half-prepared for tomor-
row’s demands. Even in moments meant
for rest, part of the mind remains slight-
ly open — as if waiting for permission to
fully relax. The body may be still, but the
mind remains suspended in anticipation.

Availability has quietly become a
measure of reliability. Quick responses
signal competence. Delayed replies feel
risky. No one may explicitly demand con-
stant responsiveness, yet we internalise
the expectation. Over time, it stops
feeling external. It becomes psychologi-
cal. The mind begins to live in a state of
subtle readiness — a quiet vigilance that
rarely switches off. This readiness is not
dramatic. It does not resemble panic. It
feels responsible. Efficient. Productive. Yet
beneath that surface runs a quiet tension
— the sense that something might need
you at any moment. And when the brain
anticipates interruption, it does not fully
disengage. It hovers.

Human attention, however, is not built
for hovering. It is built for rhythm —
engagement followed by recovery,
immersion followed by release. When
those cycles are disrupted, the mind strug-
gles to power down. Thoughts linger
longer than necessary. Unfinished tasks
replay at night. Conversations are men-
tally revised hours later. Silence feels tem-
porary, as if it could be broken at any
second. Over time, this constant partial
alertness reshapes the inner landscape.

At the core of being “always on” is antic-
ipation. The mind scans for what might
happen next — a message, a request, a
reminder, a problem. Anticipation keeps
us prepared. But when it becomes con-
tinuous, it prevents psychological closure.
Closure is essential for mental recovery.
It signals that something has been com-
pleted or safely contained. 

Without it, the brain keeps open loops
running in the background. Psychologists
refer to this as rumination — repetitive
thinking about unfinished tasks or unre-
solved expectations. Each unanswered
message becomes a mental bookmark.
Each notification adds another open
loop. Individually, they seem harmless.
Collectively, they occupy cognitive space.

This is why many people experience a
distinct kind of exhaustion: not physical
fatigue, but mental saturation. A sense of
being busy without depth. Stimulated
without satisfaction. Connected without
feeling grounded. The mind is not over-
whelmed by intensity. It is worn down by
fragmentation.

Every interruption leaves behind what
researchers call attention residue —
traces of the previous task that linger after
we shift focus. When interruptions are fre-
quent, attention becomes shallow, and
we move quickly between tasks but
rarely sink fully into any of them. Deep
focus fosters clarity, creativity and confi-
dence, while fragmented attention fosters
restlessness.

There is also a quieter loss: the disap-
pearance of mental stillness. Boredom —
once a gateway to reflection and imag-
ination — is quickly filled, and the mind
rarely wanders freely because it is con-
stantly redirected.

Without uninterrupted thought, expe-
riences remain unprocessed; conversa-
tions blur and ideas dissolve before
they deepen. Life begins to feel thinner
— not because it lacks meaning, but
because attention never settles long
enough to absorb it. The psychological
cost extends into relationships, where
divided attention weakens emotional
presence. 

Over time, these micro-moments accu-
mulate — eye contact shortens, listening
becomes partial, and conversations lose
depth. But the deeper effect is internal.
Fulfilment depends on immersion —

being fully absorbed in a moment. Partial
engagement yields partial emotional
reward. We attend to many things yet feel
deeply connected to few.

This subtle thinning of experience
can manifest as irritability, restlessness
or vague dissatisfaction. We may describe
ourselves as burned out or overstimulat-
ed while struggling to identify a single
dramatic cause. It is not crisis. It is con-
stant mild activation.

Night reveals the consequences most
clearly. When the day ends without psy-
chological closure, the mind does not
switch off easily. Tasks replay. Tomorrow
begins assembling itself in thought. Even
in darkness, a small part of the brain
remains prepared.

Sleep requires surrender — the confi-
dence that nothing urgent demands
attention. But when availability becomes
habitual, surrender feels unsafe. The
mind keeps a door slightly open.

The result is not always insomnia. It is
lighter sleep. Rest that feels incomplete.
Mornings that begin already mentally
engaged. Over time, this pattern accumu-
lates quietly. The mind does not collapse
under sudden stress; it gradually thins
under sustained alertness.

Much of this pattern is sustained by per-
ceived urgency. Immediate response
feels synonymous with importance, but
most interruptions are informational, not
critical. When we elevate the trivial to the
level of the essential, the nervous system
does not differentiate — interruption,
repeated, becomes stress. The most
concerning part is normalisation: hyper-
responsiveness begins to feel standard,
slowness indulgent, and rest unde-
served. The solution is not total discon-
nection but intentional containment.
Redefining urgency helps the brain dis-
tinguish between what truly requires
immediate action and what can wait.
Designated response windows and
simple daily closure — such as writing
down unfinished tasks — reduce rumina-
tion and restore mental rhythm.Presence
must be chosen; otherwise, availability
will quietly replace it. Being connected
is not the problem — being always on is.
If we do not reclaim our attention, the
consequences arrive silently — day by day
— until we realise we were reachable to
everyone, but rarely present for our
own lives.

(The writer is a Nutritionist, Health Coach 
and Wellness Writer )
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O
N March 8, a group of female
musicians will get together on
the second day of the Mahin-
dra Percussion Festival in Ben-
galuru. Spearheaded by tabla

player and multi-percussionist Swarupa
Ananth, ‘Women Who Drum’ also features
Charu Hariharan on mridangam and Ham-
ta Baghi on Iranian duff and frame drum,
with Shalini Mohan on bass and Nush
Lewis on harp. Swarupa says that instead of
high-energy drumming one normally hears,
they will look at the feminine side of percus-
sion, with a lot of melodic elements.

The set provides another example of how
more women are excelling in the world of
percussion, often considered a male-domi-
nated space. After tabla wizard Anuradha
Pal, ghatamexponent Sukkanya Ramgopal
and kanjira artiste Latha Ramachar paved
the way in the 1990s, many younger ladies
entered the field. Tabla players Rimpa Siva
and Savani Talwalkar, and pakhawaj expo-
nent Chitrangada Agle Reshwal were
among those who made a mark.

Some are even making waves abroad.
Drummer Siddhi Shah has now settled
down in Berlin, and is playing at the Mumbai
Drum Day show on February 27. In the UK,
Parv Kaur plays and teaches dhol, besides
promoting bhangra, whereas Sukhmani

Kaur Rayat is a promi-
nent tabla player.

Things weren’t
easy earlier, as
the field has
been dominat-

ed by men.

Exceptions were mridangam player Ran-
ganayaki Ammal, who participated at the All
India Music Conference in Madras in 1927,
and Mumbai-based Aban Mistry, the first
female tabla solo player. By the 1980s, more
women took to learning percussion instru-
ments, but there were many obstacles. 

As Anuradha says, “When I began my jour-
ney, the idea of a woman percussionist —
specially a tabla player — was almost
unthinkable. Opportunities were limited not
because of lack of talent, but because of
deeply ingrained mindsets. Concert plat-
forms, training spaces and even rehearsal
rooms were largely closed to women.”

In 1996, Anuradha formed the all-women
classical ensemble Stree Shakti. Though
she kept changing the line-up, Sukkanya
and Latha were among the prominent per-
cussionists. Sukkanya had her own set of
struggles. Even her guru, ghatam legend
Vikku Vinayakram, said her fingers were
too delicate for the instrument. But she per-
sisted. When she was 26, a musician refused
to perform in a woman’s company. She
decided to prove a point by coming up with
Ghata Tharang, a unique concept where
she played six or seven ghatamsof different
pitches. Later, she launched Stree Taal
Tarang, India’s first all-women percussion
ensemble. One of its aims was to create a
dent in the male-dominated space.

Anuradha says when she started, there
was scepticism, subtle discouragement and
the constant need to prove that she
belonged. She adds, “Not coming from a
traditional musical lineage added another
layer of difficulty. But those struggles
became my training ground. They taught
me resilience, focus and the importance of
staying rooted in my art rather than seek-
ing external validation.” A disciple of Pun-
jab gharana doyen Ustad Alla Rakha and
Ustad Zakir Hussain, Anuradha has
played with many great classical musi-
cians, besides her innova-
tive solo projects.

Because of their success
in battling odds, Anurad-
ha and Sukkanya have
been considered role
models. Swarupa, who

also goes by the name Tablanaari, says that
besides her mentors Alla Rakha and Zakir
Hussain, she has been hugely inspired by
Aban Mistry and Anuradha. “These names
were regularly taken in class. Growing up, I
started following their work, besides male
artistes like Trilok Gurtu and Ranjit Barot.
There were foreign female drummers too,
like Marilyn Mazur, Sheila E, Anika Nilles,
and so many more,” she says.

As a child, Swarupa never thought of per-
cussion as a male-dominated field. She
says, “I agree that there were only one or
two girls in class, but I was fond of what I
was learning. My parents encouraged me,
rather than ask me to learn singing or vio-
lin, like many other girls. After a certain age,
I understood the gender aspect, but the love
for my instrument came first.”

Besides tabla, Swarupa also picked up
djembe, darbouka, congas and bongo. She
thinks that very often, organisers include
women in concerts as a sign of tokenism.
She explains, “They will include one
woman in a group of 15, just because they
want to prove gender representation. I’d
say that chances should be given as per
the level of artistry, and not on the basis of
gender.” Keeping this in mind, Swarupa
started ‘Women Who Drum’, a community
which aims to foster “collaboration,
empowerment
and innovation”
of women per-
cussionists.

Charu Hariharan, who hails from Kerala,
initially learnt vocal music from her mother,
singer B Arundhathi. Her love for rhythm
made her switch to mridangam and she
became a disciple of Mannarkoil J Balaji at
the age of 10. She later played with slide gui-
tarist Debashish Bhattacharya’s project ‘O
Shakuntala’. Her mind opened up to global
sounds after participating in the Ethno Swe-
den World Music Camp, and joining the
world folk ensemble Varldens Band. She
says, “Much as I like to explore international
rhythms, I am also keen to discover more
drum sounds closer home.”

Charu says that personally she hasn’t felt
any discrimination. Her biggest inspirations
are Sukkanya and Marilyn Mazur. She says,
“What Sukkanya has done requires tremen-
dous grit, confidence and passion. As for
Marilyn, I love the way she approached her
art.” She is currently part of a project called
‘The Sound of Women’, featuring female
folk musicians from Uttarakhand.

Rimpa Siva started off as a tabla prodigy,
participating in music director Kalyanji’s
‘Little Wonders’ series, and accompanying
master flautist Pt Hariprasad Chaurasia
when she was only 11. Other tabla artistes
include maestro Suresh Talwalkar’s daugh-
ter Savani, Mitali Khargonkar Vinchurkar,
Unmesha Athavale Gangal, Mukta Raste,
Sharmila Chatterjee, Reshma Pandit Bald-
ua and UK-based Sukhmani Kaur Rayat.

In pakhawaj, Chitrangada Agle Reshwal
and Mahima Upadhyay have made a mark.
Maharashtrian dhol players Swarangi
Sawdekar and Yamini Khamkar accompa-
ny mridangam player Viveick
Rajagopalan’s ‘Ta Dhom Project’ at shows,
whereas Neesha Mokal plays dholki and
other instruments. In mridangam, there are
Deepika Sreenivasan and K Veena Dhari,
and kanjiraplayers include R Krishnapriya.

Among Punjabi dhol players, Jahan Geet
Singh showed promise from a very young
age, and has been featured on Zee Punjabi
and Jalandhar Doordarshan.

Birmingham resident Parv Kaur has
been doing her bit to popularise dhol

and bhangra. Growing up around live
Punjabi music and performance,

she was drawn to rhythm. She
says, “The dhol stood out
because of its power and how
it commands

attention, creates
energy and brings peo-

ple together instantly. One
instrument could change

the entire atmosphere of a
room.” On being in a male-
dominated field, she had her
initial doubts — not from with-
in, but from society. She says,
“However, I never saw rhythm
as gendered. Instead of feeling

intimidated, I felt motivated to prove that
women could not only play dhol but master
it with strength, precision  and stage pres-
ence. I’ve made a career out of a Punjabi
musical instrument. Not many people in
the UK can say that.” 

In 1999, Parv founded Eternal Taal to pro-
mote and perform bhangra to wider audi-
ences. It is a structured brand comprising
female DJs, dhol players and hosts specialis-
ing in weddings, festivals and corporate
events. She feels the biggest challenge is to
be taken seriously in a genre where women
are often viewed as novelty acts.

While many women are learning Indian
instruments, only a handful has taken up
the western drum-kit. Sapna Desai-Mane,
Shiksha Bali, Aarifah Rebello and Siddhi
Shah practise the art. Originally from
Pune, rock and metal fan Siddhi took to
drumming after watching Slipknot’s
Joey Jordison’s videos. She settled down
in Berlin, which she visited for an inten-
sive course. She too had her share of chal-
lenges: “Sometimes it has been the level
of comfort working between males, being
the only woman. Or that I didn’t get the
opportunity as the others didn’t want a
woman in their band. Other times, it has
been biased judgment.”

Despite the obstacles, Swarupa says a
healthy sign is that more younger women
are learning the instrument. “The Internet
has also made a huge difference,” she adds.

Anuradha Pal sums up the situation
succinctly: “Today, the landscape has def-
initely shifted. There is greater visibility,
more institutional support, and wider
acceptance of women as serious percus-
sionists. My effort has always been to
ensure that talent — not gender —
defines opportunity, and that the next
generation finds the doors a little more
open than when I first walked in.” 

In tabla parlance, that’s a perfect tihai.
— The writer is a Mumbai-based

music journalist

As the upcoming ‘Women Who Drum’ show celebrates the feminine side of melodic
elements, it’s a recognition of their rise in the male-dominated world of percussion 

Mridangam
player Charu
Hariharan
(centre) is part of
a project called
‘The Sound of
Women’,
featuring 
female folk
musicians from
Uttarakhand.
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Multi-percussionist
Swarupa Ananth
(above) feels that
organisers often
include women in
concerts as a sign
of tokenism.

STAGE ISHERS

Tabla maestro
Anuradha Pal
says today
there is greater
visibility, more
institutional
support, 
and wider
acceptance 
of women 
as serious
percussionists.

Siddhi Shah took to drumming after watching
Slipknot’s Joey Jordison’s videos.

UK-based dhol player
Parv Kaur never saw
rhythm as gendered. 
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Flute-ful job — Vineet Gupta, Jagadhri
Breath ’n’ butter — Meenakshi Sharma via epaper, Amritsar

Noted vendor — Surendra Miglani via epaper, Kaithal
Carrying a million melodies on his back — Anil Sood, Panchkula

Music in pipeline — Ashwani Kalia, Ferozepur city
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S
OME seasons don’t arrive
loudly. They fade. Just before
the winter would loosen its
hold, when the air would soft-
en but still carry a little chill,

raw turmeric would quietly enter our
home. It has never been about the cold.
It has been about transition.

I remember the mandi at that time of
year. In small heaps on jute sacks lay
fresh turmeric — imperfect, knotted,
still smelling of damp earth. Long
before ‘curcumin’ became a buzzword,
our grandmothers understood raw
(fresh) turmeric. My grandmother
would pick these up one by one, rub-
bing off the soil with her thumb,
inspecting these the way only someone
who understands seasons can. 

Ever held a raw turmeric root in your
hands? At home, there was always that
familiar warning: “Haldi lag jayegi,
daag nahi niklega.”

And maybe that’s why it stays with
me. Because some things aren’t meant
to wash away. The little crackling sound
of mustard oil would fill the kitchen

first. Hingreleasing that sharp whisper.
Jeera dancing in the heat. Then the
grated fresh haldi — raw, intense,
almost too honest — would touch the

kadahi. The aroma wasn’t merely fra-
grant; it was grounding. Earthy. Heal-
ing. Alive. No rush. Just patience. Just
presence. This recipe has never been

showy. No rich gravies. No
heavy spices hiding

behind complexity. It
tasted real — slightly
bitter, deeply warm,
strangely comfort-
ing. The kind of
taste you under-
stand only as you

grow older.
In Punjab and

Rajasthan, the ‘Kachchi
haldi ki sabzi’ marked a

moment when the body prepared for
change. When winter was ending but
summer hadn’t begun. It strength-
ened. It reset. It reminded you that
nature moves gently, not abruptly. 

For more than 4,000 years, turmeric
has grown in Indian soil. It has spread
its colour in wedding rituals, healed
wounds, nourished new mothers, and
flavoured everyday meals. Today,
turmeric travels the world in new guis-
es — golden latte in New York, immuni-
ty shots in Melbourne, capsules in Lon-
don, luxury serums in Seoul. 

And yet, somewhere between modu-
lar kitchens and microwave dinners,
the humble ‘Kachchi haldi ki sabzi’
slipped quietly out of memory.

Every year, when I see fresh turmeric
in the market just as winter begins to
retreat, something in me tightens gen-
tly. I see my grandmother’s hands
again — stained yellow, steady, sure.
The writer is a chef & entrepreneur

INGREDIENTS
Carrots 2
Fenugreek seeds (soaked) 2 tbsp 
Turmeric powder 1 tsp
Fresh raw turmeric 200 gm
Ghee 1 cup
Asafoetida/Hing ¼ tsp
Cumin seeds/Jeera ½ tsp
Cloves 5-6
Cinnamon stick  1 inch
Black cardamom 5
Onions (chopped) 2
Ginger (chopped) 1 tbsp
Tomato (chopped) 1 tbsp
Salt To taste
Coriander powder 2 tsp
Red chilli powder 2 tsp
Fennel seeds powder 1 tsp
Black peppercorn 1 tsp
Dry mango powder 1½ tsp
Water As required
Green peas (boiled) 1½ cup
Raisins (soaked) ¼ cup
Curd ¼ cup
Coriander (chopped) ¼ cup 
Mint sprig For garnish

METHOD
■ Peel the carrots and cut into small
cubes.  Drain the soaked fenugreek
seeds and boil them in fresh water
with turmeric powder for 5-7 min-
utes to reduce bitterness. Strain and
keep aside. Wash, peel, and chop the
fresh turmeric. Keep aside.

■ Heat ghee in a heavy-bottom pan. Add
chopped turmeric and fry until crisp and golden
brown. Add asafoetida, cumin seeds, cloves, cinna-
mon stick, and black cardamom. Let them splutter.

■ Add chopped onions and saute until golden brown.
Put chopped ginger, tomato and salt. Cook until the
mixture becomes soft and ghee starts separating.
Add coriander powder, red chilli powder, fennel pow-
der, black pepper and dry mango powder. Mix well.
Add chopped carrots and boiled fenugreek seeds.
Mix and cook on low flame for 2 minutes. 
Add boiled green peas and cook for 2-3 minutes. 
Add soaked raisins. Stir gently.

■ Whisk the curd and add it slowly to the sabzi, cook
for 5 minutes. Add dry mango powder and adjust
water to desired consistency. Cover and cook for 
10-12 minutes on low flame.

■ Finish with chopped fresh coriander. Garnish with
mint sprig and serve hot. 

KACHCHI HALDI KI SABZI

Winter’s farewell in yellow

MurtazaAli Khan

T
HERE are actors, and then there
are presences. Robert Duvall
belonged to that vanishing order
of performers whose very still-
ness seemed to vibrate with inte-

rior life. With his passing, cinema loses not
merely an actor of towering accomplish-
ment, but one of the last unshakeable pillars
of 20th-century screen acting — a craftsman
who wore genius lightly and never mistook
flamboyance for depth. 

Born in 1931, Duvall carried within him the
quiet discipline of his early years — including
a brief stint in the US army — before moving
to New York to chase the flickering dream of
the stage. He supported himself as a postal
clerk while studying acting, an image that now
feels almost mythic: the future Oscar-winner
sorting mail by day and absorbing Chekhov by
night. In those classrooms, he found himself in
extraordinary company — classmates named
Dustin Hoffman and Gene Hackman. Three

young men, all hungry, all uncertain, all des-
tined to become Academy Award winners.

In their cramped apartments, the trio was
united by a shared obsession — Marlon
Brando. They would dissect Brando’s per-
formances with almost theological intensity,
trying to decode the mystery of that raw, elec-
tric naturalism that had revolutionised
screen acting. Yet, in time, Duvall would
carve out a style entirely his own — less flam-
boyant than Brando, less visibly tortured, but
perhaps more enduring. 

His Tom Hagen in ‘The Godfather’ and ‘The
Godfather Part II’ remains one of the most

controlled, intelligent performances in Amer-
ican cinema. Amid the operatic passions of
the Corleone saga, Duvall’s Hagen was the
still eye of the storm — loyal, calculating,
painfully human. He did not chew scenery;
he inhabited it. In a film populated by titans,
Duvall held his ground with quiet authority,
making restraint feel monumental.

Then came Colonel Kilgore in ‘Apocalypse
Now’— a performance so indelible that its
cultural afterlife almost eclipses its brevity.
Barely 11 minutes of screen time, yet
enough for an Academy Award nomination
and one of cinema’s most iconic lines: “I
love the smell of napalm in the morning.” In
Duvall’s hands, Kilgore is not merely a car-
icature of war-mad bravado; he is a chilling
embodiment of ruthless aggression — swag-
gering, real, and unforgettable. It takes a
rare actor to create immortality in minutes.

If Hagen was restraint and Kilgore was
mania, his Oscar-winning turn in ‘Tender Mer-
cies’ revealed yet another register— wounded
tenderness. As a washed-up country singer
seeking redemption, Duvall delivered a per-
formance of aching minimalism, earning the
Academy Award for Best Actor and reaffirm-
ing his extraordinary range. He sang his own
songs in the film, lending authenticity to a
character defined by regret and fragile hope.
Duvall understood silence better than most
actors understand dialogue.

One must also remember the haunting
cameo in ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’— a near-
wordless appearance as Boo Radley that
lingers like a ghost in the American imagina-
tion. Even in those early years, he possessed
the rare ability to say everything without
speaking. His rugged gravitas in ‘Open
Range’ opposite Kevin Costner reaffirmed his
affinity for the western — that most American
of genres. Duvall brought classical masculini-
ty into the 21st century without irony or apolo-
gy. The same weathered authority enriched
‘Lonesome Dove’, where his portrayal of
Augustus McCrae remains one of American
television’s most cherished performances.

In ‘The Apostle’, which he also wrote and
directed in 1997, Duvall delivered one of his
most personal and spiritually complex per-
formances, embodying a flawed preacher with
raw conviction. Even late in his career, Duvall
continued to astonish. In ‘The Judge’, he stood
toe-to-toe with Robert Downey Jr, playing a
stern, ailing patriarch with layers of pride,
regret, and vulnerability. The performance
earned him yet another Oscar nomination.

Time and again, Duvall demonstrated that
he could disappear into a character without
ever surrendering his unmistakable gravitas.
Duvall never appeared desperate for rele-
vance. He worked steadily, intelligently, often
unpredictably. He could anchor a blockbuster,
elevate a supporting role, direct with convic-
tion, or slip quietly into a character part with
equal authority.

In an era increasingly enamoured of specta-
cle, Duvall represented something sturdier —
a faith in craft, in character, in the slow burn of
performance. He did not perform for applause;
he performed for truth. With Robert Duvall's
departure, we bid farewell to one of the last
great movie icons shaped by theatre discipline,
studio-era storytelling, and the transformative
energies of New Hollywood. 

— The writer has served on the jury of various 
film festivals as well as National Film Awards

Rajnish Wattas

L
OOKING at ancient India’s
rich Buddhist caves, with their
ceremonial horseshoe arches
adorning intricate stone-carved
entrances, one encounters join-

ery details of typically timber architec-
ture. But the original exquisite timber
structures have now largely vanished.
They were too aesthetically delicate and
ornate to survive in wood — battling cli-
mate and corrosive forces of nature.

While most old temples in India transi-
tioned to stone and brick, a few surviving
wooden ones still stand out for their
resplendent glory. A tall 13th century twin-
tower temple complex dedicated to God-
dess Bhimakali near Sarahan in Himachal
Pradesh displays intricate wooden carv-
ings and traditional slanting roofs. 

Similarly, in the southern tip of the coun-
try lies the iconic Padmanabhapuram
Palace in Kerala, famous for its refined
ornamentation in wood. It is cited as the
largest and best-preserved example of tra-
ditional wooden architecture in Asia, built
primarily in teak and rosewood.

The remarkable 16th century wooden
palace of the erstwhile Maharajas of Tra-
vancore (1550 to 1750 AD) is replete with
intricate wood carvings and ornate murals.
Located 52 km from Thiruvananthapu-
ram, it is based on the historic building sys-
tem Taccusastra (the science of carpentry),
unique to this region.

Padmanabhapuram was the capital of
the erstwhile Travancore state from about
1555 to the latter half of the 18th century.
This land is rich in timber and tradition-
ally all construction was done in wood,
with laterite (locally available building
stone) used minimally for plinths and
walls. The region is characterised by a
superior quality of building skills and
great craftsmanship. 

“Constructed primarily of wood, these
buildings were erected with relatively
strict adherence to the canons of Taccusas-
tra — which were formulated over the
years of experience obtained in building

construction — crystallised into a number
of formulae, governing proportions,
dimensions, orientation, location and pro-
cedures, thus creating a genetic code for
timber architecture,” mentions the
UNESCO site. It is currently on the tenta-
tive list awaiting official recognition as
World Heritage property.

The roof structure of the palace is con-
structed out of timber, covered with clay
tiles. From the street, the temple complex
appears as a play of pyramidal roofs
arranged around open courts. There are
around 14 purpose-designed structures. 

Nalukettu, the traditional Kerala archi-
tectural style, is characterised by a rectan-
gular structure with four blocks surround-
ing a central open courtyard. The
construction has been done primarily
using wood, mud, stone, and interlocking
joinery techniques without nails. 

It adheres to Vaastu Shastra principles,
featuring specific, oriented spaces for

kitchens in the southeast and bedrooms in
the designated quarters. 

The abiding experience of moving
around in the palace precincts is to savour
the genius of ‘light and lattice’ along the
path of movement. In a great understand-
ing of the hot and humid coastal climate,
that has to contend with incessant rain and
sultry weather in summer months, the
cooling narrow corridors leading up to
great royal courts make for a sensory expe-
rience: a play of light and shade. 

These narrow, low passages open up into
large audience halls for royal meetings
with murals and artefacts.

The 14 features, including palaces and
other ancillary structures, were gradual
additions to the initial Thai Kottaram or
Mother Palace. The later additions show-
case the changing styles in architecture,
with the influence of the Portuguese and
the Dutch. The uniformity of style is main-
tained, while variety is achieved in differ-
ences in the details of decorative motifs.

The murals on the four walls of the top-
most floor of the three-storeyed building or
the Uppirikkamalika of this magnificent
palace display the stylistics of the 17th and
18th century architecture of Kerala. 

Carved doors and pillars, arching wood-
en grills along the verandah, the exquisite-
ly carved brackets supporting the veran-
dah, are some of the architectural features
characteristic of this regional style resplen-
dent at Padmanabhapuram. 

Special features like the large bay win-
dow called Ambari Mukhappu on the
external facade, supported by elaborately
carved Vyala figures (a Hindu mythical
creature), the remnants of the semi-trans-
parent shell decorations of the windows,
later restored with coloured mica, and the
Manimalika or the clock tower, the move-
ment of which is regulated by weights, are
some of the unique features of the palace.

India is indeed a land full of rare and
unique architectural styles, but few are as
authentic and unique in its climate-
responsive idiom as this one.

—  The writer is former principal of
the Chandigarh College of Architecture

The moving stillness of
ROBERT DUVALL

Duvall understood silence better
than most actors understand

dialogue. With his passing, cinema
has lost one of the last unshakeable
pillars of 20th-century screen acting

A palacecarved in wood

Padmanabhapuram Palace 
in Kerala exemplifies India’s

exquisite architecture

An ornate bracket supports a wooden beam.

THE EXTERNAL FACADE OF THE 16TH CENTURY PADMANABHAPURAM PALACE. PHOTOS BY THE WRITER

HARPAL SINGH SOKHI

Robert Duvall
as Nazi Adolf
Eichmann in
‘The Man Who
Captured
Eichmann’;
and (right)
holding the
Golden Globe
award for his
role in‘Tender
Mercies’.
REUTERS, AP/PTI



03CHANDIGARH | 22 FEBRUARY 2026 ARTS
123 SPECTRUM
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The struggle of man against power is the
struggle of memory against forgetting.

— Milan Kundera 

A
RTISTS hold a paradoxical
place in society — underval-
ued in daily life yet powerful
enough to be targeted when
their voices and thoughts pro-

voke. This invariably leads to intimidation
and incarceration. 

Artists speak because they must; it’s in
their blood to act as witnesses and record
the truth of their times, even if threatened,
vilified or silenced. They become chroni-
clers for posterity, holding multiple mirrors
that record, reflect and investigate the
human condition in all its fragility and
decay. In democracies, where free speech is
supposed to be protected, eliminating
artists isn’t just about silencing voices, but
erasing resistance.

Saadat Hasan Manto cut through the mad-
ness of 1947 with brutal honesty. ‘Tamas’,
Govind Nihalani’s unforgettable series
based on Bhisham Sahni’s novel, laid bare
the circumstances that led to communal
riots. Anne Frank’s ‘The Diary of a Young
Girl’ revealed the horrors of the Holocaust
through a girl’s intimate voice.

The Nazis had trashed modern art as
being degenerate and confiscated the
works of Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky,
forcing them to flee or face imprisonment.
The list is endless.

India has seen numerous instances where
artists have been targeted by self-styled vig-
ilante groups, often invoking “hurt senti-
ments” or blasphemy laws to justify censor-
ship or violence towards the arts that did not
adhere to the ideology of the ruling dispen-

sation. Unlike straightforward journalism or
activism, art can sometimes evade direct
censorship because it is interpretive,
metaphorical and at times encased in euphe-
mism. Creativity thrives on freedom, which
inherently clashes with authoritarian con-
formity. Artists often reject norms, experi-
ment with ideas, and push boundaries,
asserting individual imagination. Regimes
view this as a threat to social order, fearing
that artistic freedom could be a threat to exist-
ing ideologies. By banning, jailing, or killing
artists, leaders send a message: dissent will
not be tolerated.

In the late 19th century, the British had
imposed restrictions on public assemblies to
suppress nationalist activities. To avoid these
strictures, Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak
transformed Ganesh Chaturthi — tradition-
ally a family-based Hindu religious festival
— into a public celebration. 

This started around 1893 in Maharashtra.
He installed community Ganpati idols in
mandaps, with processions, patriotic songs,
lectures and discussions infused with
nationalist themes. This allowed thousands
to gather “legitimately” under the guise of
religious devotion, fostering unity across
castes, promoting self-rule and subtly criti-
cising British policies, without directly vio-
lating assembly bans. It became a powerful
tool for mass mobilisation, hence laying the
ground for the freedom struggle.

Similarly, during World War II in Nazi-
occupied France, the French Resistance
used cabarets, music halls and perform-
ance spaces as a cover for covert activities.
Cabaret artistes used their fame and inter-
national tours to spy, hiding notes in music
sheets and eavesdropping on Nazi officers
at performances. Cabarets in areas like
Montmartre in Paris continued operating
under occupation, allowing performers and
audiences to network discreetly.

Both cases show ingenuity in using inno-
cent cultural spaces — festivals or entertain-
ment — to bypass surveillance, build solidar-
ity and advance political goals under
repressive regimes. History has many paral-
lels, from coded messages in theatre during
occupations to protest songs in authoritarian
contexts today. These examples serve as a
reminder of how art can become a quiet but
potent form of resistance.

Safdar Hashmi was a prominent play-

wright, street theatre artiste and activist.
His group, Jana Natya Manch, performed
plays like ‘Halla Bol’ that critiqued
exploitation, casteism, and corporate-polit-
ical nexus — issues that directly chal-
lenged the ruling Congress party’s inter-
ests during that period.

On January 1, 1989, during a performance
in Sahibabad, Hashmi was brutally attacked
and killed by alleged political-backed goons.
The assault was linked to his play’s criticism
of local politicians and industrialists.

Why the fear? This is a question I often ask.
If art and artist have no real significance in
most people’s daily life, then why this need to
stifle, muffle and silence the artist? Hashmi’s
art wasn’t just entertainment; it was a politi-
cal message, marking him as a threat. Despite
India’s constitutional protections for free
speech, such killings highlight how demo-
cratic governments use violence to silence
dissent when it hits close to home. This case
led to widespread protests. It underscored
that democracies aren’t immune to fear.

Vsevolod Meyerhold was a revolutionary
theatre director whose innovative, avant-
garde style clashed with Stalin’s socialist real-
ism doctrine. Meyerhold was tortured and exe-
cuted in 1940 on fabricated charges of

espionage. His experimental art challenged
the state’s monopoly on cultural expression.
Stalin feared Meyerhold because he revealed
the absurdity of propaganda. This wasn’t
unique to Russia; it reflects how dictatorships
eliminate individual perceptions and view-
points to enforce ideological conformity.

Federico Garcia Lorca, a celebrated poet
and playwright, famous for his rural trilogy
(‘Yerma’, ‘Blood Wedding’ and ‘The House of
Bernarda Alba’), explored themes of repres-
sion, sexuality and social injustice in rural
Spain. He was killed in 1936 as his works
were considered subversive and clashed
with the values of the right-wing govern-
ment. These plays were seen as promoting
liberal, even revolutionary, ideas about
women’s rights and also explored women’s
desire, a definite challenge to patriarchy.

Artists are feared because they wield “soft
power” that can disrupt hard power. This fear
persists when art intersects with politics and
is amplified in repressive systems like Stal-
in’s Russia or Franco’s Spain. While protec-
tions exist on paper, history shows that when
artists become too effective in mirroring soci-
ety’s flaws to its leaders, retaliation follows.

Painter MF Husain faced severe backlash
for his depictions of Hindu deities, which

some groups deemed offensive. In 1998, his
house was attacked and his paintings van-
dalised, demonstrating how “hurt” became a
tool for cultural policing, with both the attack-
ers and the supporters invoking religious and
emotional rhetoric in public debates.

Habib Tanvir, a renowned playwright and
director known for incorporating folk traditions
and tribal performers into his work, encoun-
tered opposition from right-wing groups. His
play ‘Ponga Pandit’ was cancelled at the last
minute, turning the iconic Tanvir into a cultur-
al pariah. This particular play, like most of his
work, critiqued social hierarchies, drawing ire
for perceived religious insensitivity.

The story of repression of ideas recurs across
nearly every era of human history. In ancient
Greece, Socrates was tried for his failure in
honouring the city’s gods and corrupting the
youth. He was made to drink the poisonous
hemlock for questioning norms.  

These are examples of how art — whether
in India or globally — often becomes a front-
line in political battles. A brilliant film like
‘Punjab 95’, directed by Honey Trehan, is
languishing in cans, becoming a sign of how
narratives get supressed. A tragic fallout
becomes self-censorship.

— The writer is a theatre director

Sarika Sharma

A
MRITA SHER-GIL died at the
age of 28, leaving behind bare-
ly 172 documented works of
art. A blend of Indian and west-
ern aesthetics, these works

placed her high on the pedestal of modern
art in India. Avant-garde yet stylistically
simple, these were declared a national
treasure in 1976, prohibiting their export.
It is this enigmatic life that India’s leading
puppeteer, Dadi Pudumjee, is capturing in
his latest work, ‘Amrita Sher-Gil: A Life
Lived’. It is being staged at the 22nd Ishara
International Puppet Theatre Festival in
New Delhi on February 22.

Dadi’s last directorial venture was
‘Rumiyana’, which told stories from the
Sufi poet’s most famous work, ‘Masnavi’.
This time, he says, he wanted to explore
something around art and colour and was
led to the story of Amrita Sher-Gil. “A biog-
rapher will always talk about what she did,
how she did it, where she did it, etc. But
how do we say the same thing in a visual
narrative? That was a challenge we took.”

Amrita is an icon, known to anyone who
cares about art. Dadi wanted to go beyond
the cursory details, selecting certain aspects
of her character, her life and her movement.
Research followed: meeting people, read-
ing books and consulting definitive vol-
umes such as those by Vivan Sundaram, an
artist and nephew of Amrita, as well as
Yashodhara Dalmia’s biography. What
emerged was an engaging and colourful
portrait of a fiercely independent and rebel-

lious young woman in colonial India.
Instead of following the regular trajectory
of a biographical show, the team decided to
explore Amrita’s life through five students
brainstorming over a project on the artist at
a cafe in Paris. The artist manifests as a pup-
pet and takes them along on her journey.

The show marries theatre and puppetry.
There are monologues too — such as one
by her father, scholar Umrao Singh, speak-
ing about her birth, and another by her
husband, Victor, who was also her first
cousin and whom she married to the dis-
pleasure of her mother, Marie Antoinette
Gottesman.

Dadi says Amrita was a rebel, both in her
personal life and in her art. “All that subtly
comes into the story,” he says. Various
departments at Ishara came together to
create ‘Amrita Sher-Gil: A Life Lived’. “We
work with puppets, actors, masks and

music, and we saw all of them fit into this
one person’s narrative.”

The show uses a lot of music, one reason
behind which was that Amrita’s mother
was an opera singer. “We read about a piece
by Giacomo Puccini that she would sing
and have used that in the play as well,”
says Dadi. In addition, there is classical
Baroque music, a Hungarian song and live
singing by the actors.

Dadi is known as the father of modern
puppetry in India. To tell this story,
however, he has made a stylistic devia-
tion. Known for his larger-than-life pup-
pets, he has created realistic faces of
Amrita, her father and her mother with
the help of a sculptor.

Amrita travelled frequently between
India, Hungary and Paris, and these jour-
neys deeply impacted her work. While
studying in Paris and earning herself a

reputation and awards, she began to feel
drawn back to India. She returned towards
the end of 1934 and found “the inspiration
she needed as she travelled around the
country and reconnected with its people”.

For Dadi, this movement is intriguing.
“She was never in one place. What’s most
interesting,” he says, “is that she was born
under the Aquarian sign. Whether you like
it or not, if you read the Aquarian horo-
scope, it’s almost exactly like what Amrita
was — like flowing water, never in one
place. This was discussed a lot in the
beginning. Some people laughed about it.
But when you read that, it somehow fits
into place.”

In his five-decade career as a puppeteer,
Dadi has created shows based on popular
stories, but his oeuvre does not include
many biographical productions. The only
other one he directed was ‘Images of Truth’,

a play on Mahatma Gandhi for the Indira
Gandhi National Centre for the Arts. That
production relied heavily on music, where-
as this one makes use of text from Amrita’s
letters and diaries, as well as books.

Dadi says the show could not have been
made without support from the Hungarian
Cultural Centre, Delhi, the Sher-Gil Sun-
daram Arts Foundation and the National
Gallery of Modern Art. However, he adds
that they need collaborators to take it to
other places. It was not part of the line-up
at the puppet theatre festival which has
simultaneously been held at Chandigarh’s
Tagore Theatre for many editions. The last
large show he brought there was ‘Heer ke
Waris’ more than a decade back.

“I would love to bring it to Chandigarh
and Punjab,” he says, adding, “but we can-
not do everything ourselves. We need
someone to support us”. 

Puppeteer Dadi Pudumjee’s latest directorial is a vibrant celebration of artist Amrita Sher-Gil 

(Clockwise
from left)
Safdar Hashmi
was killed for
his play’s
criticism of
politicians and
industrialists.
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Silencing
dissent

The world over, art often becomes a
frontline in political battles

(L-R) Realistic puppets set apart this play from Ishara’s traditional shows; Dadi Pudumjee wanted to capture the movement in the artist’s life; the many facets of Amrita Sher-Gil.

‘Punjab 95’,
directed by
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in cans.
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T
HE forgotten history that this
book by Robert Ivermee refers
to is the first century of French
expansion in India. The
author’s central thesis is that

this period of French imperialism in India
has been ignored by mainstream scholar-
ship on imperialism and colonialism in
South Asia. Hence, when we think of the
French presence in India, we limit our
vision to Pondicherry. A few may know of
Mahe, Karikal, Yanaon and Chandannagar.
The popular impression is of a country
which helped the Indian anti-colonial
movement, not an imperialist power like
the British. This is what the book questions.

The author points out that the establish-
ment of British rule over South Asia was far
from inevitable. There were other serious
contenders, including the Portuguese,
Dutch and French. Further, British strate-
gies of conquest and revenue collection in
India were built on precedents set by the
French. In fact, Dutch and Portuguese colo-
nialisms were also shaped by interactions
with the French. This early period of
France’s imperial past offers many insights
into the nature of imperialism, both formal
and informal, and into the various strate-
gies that strengthened colonialism, espe-
cially in Asia. The author contends that
though the French were militarily and polit-
ically defeated, they left a legacy.

An exciting episode in the history of
French influence over India comes from

what one may call its pre-history, that is,
before the official company is formed and
sets out for India. Private traders get
together, raise money, and come out to the
East to take advantage of the lucrative

maritime trade in precious spices, such as
pepper, that Europe is eyeing.

One of the interesting persons here is a
navigator by the name of Pyrard, who
reached the Maldives after difficult pas-
sages, at a time when the ruler of Chit-
tagong had defeated the Sultan. He
boarded one of the ships carrying sol-
diers returning to the Bengal Delta and
reached the subcontinent proper. 

Another fascinating passage in his
journey is how he evades capture and
execution by the hostile Dutch and Por-
tuguese, gains the patronage of Zamor-
in, the ruler of Calicut, and gets into the
good books of the Portuguese. 

This gentleman, who has no formal train-
ing, becomes a window to the East by
virtue of his knowledge of geography and
his travels to diverse places, making him
sought after on his return home to France.
The court in Paris summons him, he
becomes a very well-known figure, and his
life story is published.

Interestingly, the opinion he brings
home about Indians is very positive. He is
quoted as saying that the Indians are not
savages, as believed. He adds that he has
rarely met people as refined and polite as
Indians. This is a remarkable statement at
a time when before the Orientalists, the
stereotype about India in the West was
entirely negative.

A particularly significant and some-
what unusual feature of the French East
India Company, established in 1664, lies
in the ideological framing of its mandate.

Beyond its commercial objectives —
including the pursuit of profit, the
expansion of trade, the right to acquire
territory, and permission to wage war —
the Company’s charter also reflected the
religious and civilisational assumptions
characteristic of 17th-century European
imperial enterprises.

Notably, the Company was granted the
authority to wage war against non-Chris-
tians. This provision is especially revealing
as it underscores the extent to which early
modern commercial expansion was inter-
twined with religious justification. Eco-
nomic ambition, military power and con-
fessional identity were not treated as
separate domains, but rather as mutually
reinforcing elements of imperial policy.

The book takes the story up to the early
19th century with the formal closure of
hostilities with the British and, equally sig-
nificantly, the outlawing of the slave trade,
marking the end of imperial military, polit-
ical and economic interests.

For a historian, the nuanced retelling of
the story of Anglo-French conflict, beyond
the usual textbook stereotype of the
Dupleix-Clive rivalry, is reason enough to
recommend the book to teachers, students,
and interested readers alike. A second
aspect is the book’s drawing our attention
to the slave trade that prevailed in the Indi-
an Ocean, linking Bengal, Africa and
Europe. This, too, is forgotten history.

— The reviewer is former professor 
of history at the Centre for 

Historical Studies, JNU

Forgotten French influence, legacy

Anirban Bandyopadhyay

T
M KRISHNA is a first-rate prac-
titioner of Carnatic classical
music but also a perceptive and
often bracing critic of its social
hierarchies and historical bag-

gage. As a public intellectual, he has
weighed in on urgent national concerns
with rare courage. In his latest book, Krish-
na brings his artist’s eye for beauty and
the critic’s scalpel for power to bear on the
very idea of India. The result is a collection
of five long, interconnected essays that
examine the philosophical meaning and
contemporary fate of the republic’s found-
ing symbols.

Krishna trains his focus on five iconic rep-
resentations of the Indian state: the nation-
al flag, the lion capital, the motto Satyame-
va Jayate (Truth Alone Triumphs), the
national anthem ‘Jana Gana Mana’, and the
Preamble to the Constitution. His central
argument is both a lament and a call to
action. He contends that the ennobling

potential originally invested in these sym-
bols has been hollowed out over time,
reduced to ritualistic banalities. Simultane-
ously, he argues, selective and mischievous
appropriations of these symbols have
allowed their more negative interpretations
to fester, assuming menacing proportions in
our contemporary public life.

The book is presented as a call for hope
against the narrowness of spirit which
appears to plague the present moment.
Krishna turns to history as a wellspring of
hope, drawing inspiration from the found-
ing fathers of the republic. He marvels at
how, in the midst of Partition’s trauma,
staggering poverty, and illiteracy, figures
like Nehru, Ambedkar, Patel and their
peers made a conscious political choice.
They decided to craft a narrative of a beau-
tiful, unifying past. Aware of the wounded
and textured pasts that littered Indian his-
tory, they deliberately selected strands
that would help a scarred people look for-
ward, together. For Krishna, this act of
choosing hope over rancour or resentment

is the template we need to revisit.
His project, therefore, is to recharge these

symbols. He attempts this through a
robustly positive and creative reading, ren-
dered in an accessible prose. The book’s
structure mirrors this intent. Each chapter
is a fluid journey. Krishna meticulously
reconstructs the often messy process by

which a symbol was adopted. Simultane-
ously, he branches out into related historical
actors and philosophical traditions, offering
a rich history of early 20th-century India.
This is not dry academic history. The past is
immediately placed in dialogue with the
present, often in uncompromising detail.

Consider the chapter on Satyameva Jay-
ate. In tracing its journey from the
‘Mundaka Upanishad’ to its place on the
national emblem, Krishna touches upon a
dizzying array of subjects: the mother cult
in the freedom struggle, the nuances of the
‘ Kamban Ramayana’, the Right to Infor-
mation movement, honour killings, and
the crisis of state violence. 

He wears his immense erudition lightly.
Each digression is handled with clarity,
always serving the overarching argument
about truth, its pursuit, and its suppres-
sion in contemporary India.

This back-and-forth between the philo-
sophical and the political, the historical and
the hyper-contemporary, is the book’s
greatest strength. It forces the reader into

a rewarding revision of both India’s past
and its present. One can, and should, argue
with Krishna’s readings. This reviewer, for
instance, wished he had trained his critical
eye on the unofficial stereotypes, like the
conflation of Indianness with Hindi or veg-
etarianism, that often act as more potent
gatekeepers of identity than the official
symbols themselves.

Yet, the book’s immense value lies in its
positiveness of intent. Its most endearing
quality is its refusal to shy away from hard
questions. Krishna does not offer easy
pieties. Instead, he owns up to the principles
behind his positions, forcing the reader to
reckon with their own idea of India. In an era
of aggressive nationalism, the collection is a
timely reminder that the republic’s sym-
bols were never meant to be mere badges of
obedience, but invitations to a continuous,
critical, and hopeful conversation about who
we are and who we want to become.

— The reviewer teaches history 
at the Kalinga Institute of Social 

Sciences, Bhubaneswar

The early period of
French presence in India
offers insights into the
nature of imperialism

and the strategies that
strengthened colonialism

BACKFLAP

BATTLEGROUND BENGAL
by Sayantan Ghosh.

Penguin Random House.
Pages 402. ~699 

Politically dominated by the TMC,
West Bengal has a new challenger:
the BJP, which has slowly made
inroads into the political arena, win-
ning 77 seats in the 2021 Assembly
election, a significant jump from its
2016 tally of three. The author pres-
ents a critique of the contemporary
political scene and looks back at the
state’s recent history for clues about
its possible future. ‘Battleground
Bengal’ reveals how identity, patron-
age and fear continue to shape West
Bengal’s politics, regardless of who
is at the helm.

A call for hope against narrowness of spirit

PTI’s unsung heroes
Sandeep Dikshit

F
OR the digital revolution genera-
tion whose sources of information
are diverse, the name Press Trust of
India might not ring a bell. Today,
PTI has 4.3 million followers on X,

less than half of Asian News International
(ANI), a relative newcomer. PTI’s reach has
not declined. Neither has its trustworthiness.
It’s simply a worldwide trend where there
are hundreds of reporters and visual captur-
ing devices as opposed to just five or six
reporters at the spot. And often in earlier
times, there was none but the PTI man.

‘What They Don’t Teach You in Journal-
ism Schools’ is a collective endeavour of
some veterans of the print news industry on
the times when PTI correspondents were
the first to inform the nation about a slew of
assassinations, reported from the heat of
battlefields, fetched sports scores from play-
grounds all over the world, broke down the
salient features of the Union Budget year
after year, and gave a balanced, non-sensa-
tionalist account of inflamed passions due to
communalism or sectarian strife.

Bylines of newspaper reporters and visages
of TV reporters become well known, but PTI
correspondents filed copies anonymously.
What the book modestly doesn’t mention is
that down the ages, most of these well-known
newspaper and TV reporters occasionally, if
not routinely, affixed their names after a mild
modification of copies filed by those anony-
mous PTI reporters. Nearly all of them were
known by their three alphabet initials, affixed
to the end of the PTI copy. 

Though retired decades back, they are still
known by their acronyms. As former J&K
Governor NN Vohra notes, the book has res-
urrected the memory of nameless and face-
less PTI staffers and technicians, one of
whom was over 100 years old when he con-
tributed to this volume.

Every morning, there is still a healthy pro-
portion of stories from the PTI network in

newspapers and news bulletins. But this
book reveals how in the absence of the Inter-
net, PTI reporters would, after immense
struggle, get the story out from areas barely
connected by phone. 

Often it was a relay network of reporters
trying to be lightning quick while being
accurate and factual. And they succeeded
very time. Or were it the lonely vigils and
intrepid chasing of the target that yielded a
newsbreak that the world lapped up?

The short chapters and the shift to a differ-
ent topic break the monotony, but the effort at
times is marred by loose language and odd
juxtapositions, like the cricket series against
Pakistan where Anil Kumble took 10 wickets
in an innings with the progress of the Kargil
War. Both would have been good enough if
they stood separately.

A professional editor would have excised
some hyperbole as well, leading to a slimmer
volume. Much is also made, as if it was a
badge of honour, of accompanying VIPs for
visits abroad. The book though lives up to its
name by providing a deep insight into how
PTI managed to keep abreast of technology
with an in-house R&D team that acted as a
start-up to change wire delivery forever. 

There is also some riveting courtroom dra-
ma featuring its reporters, and even under-
cover reporting as a Red Cross worker on the
fighting in Jaffna, Sri Lanka.

— The reviewer is a senior journalist

Songs of melancholy 
Bilal Gani 

F
OR decades, Kashmiri Pandits
have endured a never-ending
harsh winter that has kept
them detached from home. In
‘The Valley of Unfinished

Songs’, radio jockey-turned-author
Umair Ahmed Khan narrates this tale of
loss and grief for a new audience.

It centres around Kabir Raina, who
was uprooted during the turmoil of the
1990s in Kashmir. He carries his scars
with him to Mumbai, which promises a
new life away from the violence and
destruction back home.

Umair’s narration is gut-wrenching. It
acquaints us with the trauma and suffer-
ing experienced by generations of Kash-
miri Pandits. There is Iravati, Kabir’s
mother, whose husband Purushottam
drowned in Dal Lake while escaping a
marauding mob when Kashmir’s resist-
ance turned communal. Umair writes:
“The bubbles on the surface of the water
reflected Iravati’s life sinking with
Purushottam’s drowning. The sight of
those bubbles disappearing into the
depths of the lake filled her with a pro-
found sense of loss, as if she were drown-
ing with them, sinking deeper and deep-
er into the abyss.”

When Kabir loses his wife and chil-
dren in Mumbai, he returns to his lost
home, desperately seeking solace, con-
vinced that only Kashmir can now
redeem his traumatised soul. There,
he encounters Armaan, a blind boy
with a magical voice. A companionship
grows between these two souls, each
affected by Kashmir’s bloody conflict
in different ways.

The bond with Armaan becomes com-
plicated when Kabir discovers that the
boy is the son of the militant responsible
for his father’s death.

Beautifully written, this novel places

readers in Kashmir amid its suffering,
melancholy and grief. Umair’s prose
offers a lyrical portrayal of a land where
beauty and pain coexist. It is a devastat-
ing read on exile, memory and belonging.

Umair highlights the power of music
as an emotional healer for wounded
souls. The mystical bond between Kabir
and Armaan, forged through song,
depicts the human desire to overcome
lingering trauma and tragedy.

Displacement is a haunting experi-
ence, and Umair is attentive in detailing
its catastrophic human costs. The silent
yet unbearable pain suffered by those
away from home reveals the centrality
of belonging and the universality of
grief. In Kashmir, conflict did not dis-
criminate between Muslims and Pan-
dits; it inflicted pain on all.

At a time when the return of Kashmiri
Pandits has become a political gimmick,
this novel illustrates how devastating
such rhetoric has been for so many.

Brutally honest and evocative, ‘The
Valley of Unfinished Songs’ is a power-
ful testament to one of the bloodiest
human tragedies — a haunting and
remarkable debut that announces the
arrival of a major new talent.

— The reviewer is an 
academic based in Kashmir

PUNJABI ROOTS AMERICAN DREAMS
by  S Ashok Bhaura.

$200 
This book is an ensemble of Punjabis
from diverse fields who have achieved
great heights in the US, living the
American dream. These individuals
made a name for themselves in agricul-
ture, business, food chains, banking,
art, education and social service. Some
are inspiring tales of daily-wagers who
went on to own thousands of acres of
land, chains of gas stations and food
outlets. There are others who have
excelled in the fields of health, engi-
neering and banking.
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GLORIOUS FAILURE: THE FORGOTTEN 
HISTORY OF FRENCH IMPERIALISM IN INDIA

by Robert Ivermee.
Westland.

Pages 384.
~699

WHAT THEY DON’T TEACH YOU IN 
JOURNALISM SCHOOLS

Edited by Sameer C Mohindru.
Pages 575. ~700  

THE INDIAN CALIPHATE
by Imran Mulla.
HarperCollins.

Pages 285. ~799

Turkey abolished the 1,300-year-old
Caliphate in 1924, expelling Abdulme-
jid II, the last Ottoman Caliph, from
Istanbul. Indian politician Shaukat Ali
brokered a marital alliance between
the Ottomans and the Nizam of
Hyderabad, cementing Hyderabad’s
status as a global Muslim capital, leav-
ing Abdulmejid’s grandson perfectly
placed to claim the Caliphate. But Par-
tition in 1947 ended this prospect. The
book details this extraordinary history,
revealing that India was, in many
ways, the very epicentre of the Islamic
world in the early 20th century.

THE VALLEY OF UNFINISHED SONGS
by Umair Ahmed Khan.

Rupa.
Pages 328.

~495 

WE THE PEOPLE OF INDIA: DECODING
NATION’S SYMBOLS

by TM Krishna.
Westland.

Pages 480.
~899
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Hypocrisy has no boundaries

Gen Bhagat and the Sikh LI uniform 
Ashok Ahlawat

T
WO gorgeous colours — ‘bunting
yellow’ and ‘flame of the forest’
— are part of the uniform of the
Sikh Light Infantry regiment. The
story of these colours being cho-

sen for the Sikh LI is related to a titan of the
Indian Army, Lt Gen Premindra Singh (Prem)
Bhagat, VC.

As a young officer, Prem Bhagat of Bombay
Sappers, an engineers’ group of the Army,
found himself bound for East Africa at the
beginning of World War II. Thereafter, in the
Battle of Keren, the engineering detachment
under his command fought alongside Sikh
troops of the Frontier Force Rifles. For his val-
our, Bhagat was awarded the Victoria Cross.

He had Sikh troops in his engineer detach-
ment also. Prem Bhagat held Sikh troops in
very high esteem.

Great courage is often buttressed by a great-
ly developed sense of humour. As a Gentle-
man Cadet in the Indian Military Academy,
Bhagat’s dossier report read: “This GC has
too high an opinion of himself, he always
wears his uniform peak cap at a rakish angle,
against dress regulations.”

For this misdemeanour, Bhagat was brought
in front of the Academy adjutant, that time a
British officer. 

“Young man, you always wear your cap
wrongly, how do you justify your action?” he
asked. “Sir, I like wearing my cap like this

only,” replied Bhagat. “Only the Prince of
Wales has the privilege of wearing his cap at
this angle,” said the adjutant. “Sir, I am no less
than the Prince of Wales,” replied GC Bhagat.

In early 1945, Capt Prem Bhagat was sent to
do the Staff Course at Camberley in United
Kingdom. Here, the Deputy Commandant of
the Staff College, who had never been to India
and knew nothing about Indian Army offi-
cers, asked him apprehensively and very
slowly, “Bhagat, do you know any English?”

Capt Bhagat replied very slowly, copying the
manner of the British officer: “Know a leetul
beet Eenglees.”

After a few days, Bhagat’s turn came to
deliver a lecture as a student officer. The

Deputy Commandant, being the chief instruc-
tor, was also in attendance. Bhagat gave a lec-
ture in fluent English. The Deputy Comman-
dant was both angry and smiling.

Sometime in 1966, the officers of the Sikh LI
regiment requested him to be Colonel of the
Regiment. Gen Bhagat happily agreed. 

As Colonel of the Sikh LI regiment, Gen Bha-
gat observed that the uniform was rather drab
and dull for such a lively and brave regiment.
He decided to infuse some colour.

One day, while motoring from Lucknow to
Dehradun, with his aide de camp, Maj Raikar,
they crossed a vast stretch of road covered
with ‘flame of the forest’ trees in full bloom.
It was an enchanting sight. Gen Bhagat decid-
ed that this was the colour well suited for the
Sikh Light Infantry, along with ‘bunting yel-
low’ and the war bugle symbol.

Lt Gen Bhagat remained the Honorary
Colonel of the regiment for life.

As the IMA Commandant, it was Gen Bhagat
who started the custom of inviting the parents
of the passing-out Gentlemen Cadets for the
pipping ceremony and of throwing Comman-
dant’s dinner for them.

In an address to GCs of a passing-out course,
he summed up the essence of being an Army
officer, “Do nothing selfish, petty or mean. Be
magnanimous, be loyal, be courageous and
always be a gentleman. You will then be an
officer in the true sense.”

— Now retired from the Army, Ahlawat has
penned four books on life in the armed forces

What it means to have
a dog in the family

A
ROUND New Year, there
is a slew of horoscopic
posts and no astrological
sign is left out, or singled
out, or spared. There are

blanket predictions of rosy love lives
and overflowing wealth for all and
sundry. This is wonderful considering
there are approximately 8.3 billion
people on the planet where almost all
of them desire, among other things,
rosy love lives and an abundance of
wealth. Of course, the lives of some
are rosier than others, Mr Epstein and
his ever-widening circle notwith-
standing. But be that as it may. These
hard-wearing predictions carry on till
Valentine’s Day when love forecasts
and rainbow predictions reach a
crescendo and ably assist the market
of the lovelorn.

While the elements and stars may
well combine to create our lives, Chi-
nese astrological signs are based on
animals. This is the year of the Fire
Horse that comes once in 60 years. It
is supposed to bring intense changes
on the personal and global levels.
Those who read the signs say that it is
a paradoxical year that can bring
great success, but can become chal-
lenging should one err and not
embrace the demands it will bring.

As per the Chinese system, some
are born, among others, in the years
of the ox, rabbit, dragon, snake, pig or
rat. I happen to have been born in the
year of the rat. And should things
become unpleasant, it is well known
that rats are the first to desert a sink-
ing ship.

But let’s turn back to love for a
moment, minus Valentine’s Day and
all those misty predictions. It does not
have to be human love. Nor love of, or
for, the Divine. It has been well said
that you’ve never truly loved till
you’ve loved an animal. There have
been remarkable cases like those of
Jim Corbett and ‘Billy’ Arjan Singh;
the latter let big cats like leopards and
tigers roam freely around his house.
Romulus Whitaker has done excep-
tional work in the conservation of
snakes and crocodiles. These exam-
ples of conservation and perhaps, of
love, are beyond the capability and
comprehension of ‘rats’ like me. We
settle for pets like dogs and cats. And
if we have it in us, we give them love
that is as unconditional as what we
may receive.

When our last dog died, I did not
want to get one again. She was a gor-
geous Tibetan terrier who, with her
long hair and considerable attitude,
lived and controlled us for a full 17
years. At one time, the little son of a
friend came by and took a look at her
basket of playthings — a chewed-up
bone, a few balls, a battered plastic
soap dish and her favourite, a rag that
she chased. Appreciative of the collec-
tion, he asked: “I have seen her toys,
where are her books?”

It was her routine around which the
household revolved. My father took

her for the morning walk, and I did
the evening one. Then, one day, my
wife and I had gone out and on our
return, our young son opened the
door and said that our dog was lying
on the kitchen floor and not getting
up. She was still breathing. I picked
her and she died in my lap. That
death impacted me as much as that of
any humans one has loved and lost.

It is after several years that we have
a dog again. The family has pre-empt-
ed me. I was in another town and one
evening was sent the picture of a
small puppy. “Very nice,” was my
casual and rather unthinking reply.
“But why are you sending this?” “He
is the latest addition to the family,” I
was informed. And that was that.

Some months back, the little chap
arrived in the hills and took it upon
himself to overhaul the household’s
daily routine and alter it to his
requirements. No more late morn-
ings and no more travelling whenev-
er you want.

He is also making his presence
known. In our neighbourhood is a
small girl who comes by regularly to
ask for him. She plays with him and
now, recites him poems that she has
learnt at school; this is done, approxi-
mately, to the rhythm of his wagging
tail. She has asked if I am ‘his Papa’,
and well, one might as well accept
that role with a modicum of grace.
This is a moment when affection
pushes biology aside.

The puppy is approaching his full
size and is of a rather lean and active
breed. I have been accosted and
asked if we don’t feed him enough as
he is so skinny.

Somehow, I don’t like the phrase
‘dog/pet parent’, nor do I care much
for the word ‘owner’. But, honestly, I
don’t have a substitute for either.

— The writer is an author 
based in Shimla

IN the end it was, to quote Shakespeare, “like
a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
signifying nothing”. In this battle of  bullets

camouflaged as a contest between bat and ball,
no one has an idea of what the endgame is,
except of course to satisfy the greed of those
who love the whirring, rustling sound of the
cash-counting machine.

Was it all worth the energy expended to put
the broken pieces of egoistic minds together
and have the match finally take place? There
was a time when an India-Pakistan match, even
if it did not often produce a riveting contest,
showcased extraordinary skills on both sides.
From a cricketing perspective, it is sad to see the
once formidable Pakistan reduced to a team of
nervous, bumbling players, lost like fearful chil-
dren in a gathering of bullying adults.

In a World Cup full of surprises and exciting
possibilities that might be forcing the die-
hard traditionalists to reassess their dislike
for the T20 format, the India-Pakistan off-
field theatrics are a distasteful reminder of
how not to mix sports with politics. The man-
ner in which smaller, newer nations have
embraced this format and are even challeng-
ing established teams reaffirms fears for Test
cricket’s survival. When Nepal can nearly
stun England, the United States almost
defuse India’s batting explosion and Zim-
babwe become the giant slayers, it is obvious
there is no Goliath in the T20 world.

Elite Test-playing nations for long have, in
vain, searched for countries which could
expand their limited numbers. Its failure to
spread could, among many reasons, also have
to do with its intricate skills that take time and
a proper cricketing culture to master.

From the 1970s onwards, it was believed that
where Test cricket failed, the 50-over game
would succeed. Though it did narrow the gulf
and allowed “mediocre” teams to compete, the
core has remained almost untouched,
Afghanistan being the rare exception. T20 has
literally revolutionised not just the way cricket
is played, but also ignited the imagination of
countries which would be an embarrassment
in Test cricket’s draining, energy-sapping bat-
tle of skill and attrition.

An epithet for our times could read: Impetu-
osity is a virtue, patience a vice. Patience and
skilful vigil at the crease were the twin pillars
on which a traditional Test batsman would
prosper. He was trained to rein in his impul-
sive streak, bide his time and construct an
innings like a mason who has to build a castle,
not fix a door knob. 

The T20 batsman has been provided with a
racing track and given a gear-less car to drive.
There are no road bumps, no hazards to nego-
tiate. He has a licence to thrill and go for the
kill. Better imagery would be of a person hold-
ing a machine gun or even more lethal, the
Metalstorm to fire from. It is a volcanic burst
which has dazzled a vast number of “fearless”
youth and lured “bored” adults into its addic-
tive embrace.

The shrinking of a sport designed to last five
days to just three-and-a-half hours playing
time has turned the grammar of cricket upside
down. The 360º swinging bats, the vanishing

defensive prods, the scoops and reverse
sweeps, ramp ups, the deliberate edges that
race towards the boundaries — it is mayhem
out there. To counter this fusillade, the bowlers
are inventing new methods of deception and
deceit. The finger flicks, the knuckle balls, the
side-on release, the subtle pause and the speed
variations are among the many methods being
used in the hope of chaining the batter. To sur-
vive, the bowler needs to be a sorcerer or face
imminent demise.

With cricket being played at a frenzied pace
and the world warming up to it, was it neces-
sary for India and Pakistan to create a churlish
drama of its own on the field? I admire
Suryakumar Yadav the batter and his mobile
face that would be a thespian’s delight. He con-
tracts and stretches his face, flattens his fore-
head, occasionally even rolls out his tongue
with eyes popping out in an unrestrained dis-
play of a sea of emotions.

It does not behove an Indian captain of such
endearing qualities to display a streak of boor-
ishness and refuse to shake hands with his
rival captain. To walk away from an established
tradition is disquieting, disturbing and shows a
complete lack of sporting manners. What was
India trying to prove by repeating an act done
during its three matches in the Asia Cup
played a few months back?

While Yadav, probably under instructions,
was avoiding the gaze of Pakistan’s captain
during the toss and the teams didn’t line up for
handshakes, India’s former captain and an
icon of the game, Rohit Sharma, was captured
by the cameras hugging Pakistani legend
Wasim Akram. It was a gesture symbolic of two
human beings greeting each other in the
warmth of good faith.

We are fine with playing against you, fine
with former Indian and Pakistani legends
doing commentary together, laughing and
smiling at each other’s jokes, helping broad-
casters and both teams rake in money but
please, no official handshake on the ground.
Hypocrisy has no limits, no boundaries.

— The writer is the author of ‘Not Quite
Cricket’ and ‘Not Just Cricket’

We are fine with playing
against Pakistan, doing
commentary together,

helping broadcasters and
the teams rake in money

but please, no official
handshake on the field 
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RAAJA BHASIN

PRADEEP MAGAZINE

THERE are several human values and
moral virtues we tend to club together
with compassion, such as mercy, kind-

ness, benevolence, service, charity and love.
Even though all of them can help you
become a better human being, it is important
to note that they stem from different sources
and have varied impacts. Unlike virtues and
values, which are often constructed and
derived externally, compassion is inborn,
innate and natural. 

Mercy and benevolence may seem similar
to compassion; they can benefit others and
bring you joy and contentment, as well as
respect and recognition. But compassion
runs deeper. It is that powerful and natural
force that transforms not just your personal
life but your immediate surroundings and
the world. Acts of mercy are often sporadic
and spontaneous. You can choose to spend
your money or take time out from your busy
schedule to help someone in need, but you
do not try to eliminate the social, political or
systemic causes of their suffering. 

The hungry person you feed today is sati-
ated for the day and the warm clothes you
gave a homeless person could help them sur-
vive a cold winter. Still, a single act of mercy

does little to lessen their vulnerabilities. 
Additionally, the relationship between the

giver and the recipient of a merciful act is
defined by a noticeable hierarchy, in which
the former is placed above the latter. Con-
versely, compassion maintains a relation-
ship of mutual respect and dignity. All of us
are already capable of compassion, it only
needs to be ignited. 

Though its makeup is similar to mercy,
kindness can have a wider scope. It is
reflected in a person’s everyday behaviour
and actions. Acts of kindness, like mercy,
can help provide momentary comfort to
those in trouble. Also, even the kindest peo-
ple may not be free of an inherent desire for
recognition, which motivates them to act.

This can be demonstrated through an
amusing Persian folktale.

There once lived a kind and cheerful man
named Mullah Nasruddin who was widely
respected for his generosity. Nasruddin was
also known to be fond of his clothes. Once,
his friend, a poet, was invited to recite ghaz-
alsat a mushaira. The poet asked Nasruddin
if he could borrow a pair of trousers. Nasrud-
din gave the finest trousers he owned. When
his friend took the stage, Nasruddin asked

some acquaintances what they thought of
the trousers the poet was wearing. When
someone remarked that they were stunning,
Nasruddin proudly said they were his. On
their way home, the poet told Nasruddin he
felt embarrassed by the disclosure. 

When the poet was invited to another
mushaira, he again asked Nasruddin to
accompany him. When speaking to some
members of the audience, Nasruddin
praised the trousers the poet was wearing
but added they were not his. The poet again
implored his friend to not mention the

trousers again. On Nasruddin’s assurance,
the poet took him to a third mushaira. This
time, Nasruddin drew attention to the
trousers by saying he’d never reveal their
owner. Exasperated, the poet publicly
removed the trousers and returned them.

In comparison to kindness, the effects of
benevolence are felt for longer. There is a
story in the Mahabharata that illustrates
the difference between benevolent and
compassionate deeds.

Having won the battle of Kurukshetra,
King Yudhishthira organised a celebratory
feast. Thousands of people, from princes to
paupers, participated. They enjoyed the deli-
cious spread of food and were rewarded with
gifts. Suddenly, Yudhishthira spotted a mon-
goose. Half of its skin was golden. The mon-
goose began rolling around where the reli-
gious rituals had been performed. 

Yudhishthira asked, ‘What are you
doing?’ The mongoose replied, ‘I’m trying
to turn the remaining half of my body gold-
en.’ Seeing that Yudhishthira was still per-
plexed, the mongoose explained: 

‘A few days ago, I came upon a tiny hut. I
could see a poor family of four — a middle-
aged man, his wife, son and daughter-in-law

— getting ready for dinner. Four plates were
neatly arranged on the floor. The wife said
she only had enough wheat to make one roti.
Just as she had served them a quarter each
of the roti, a hungry stranger approached
their door. The middle-aged man invited him
and gave the man his share. The other three
did the same. The grateful stranger ate all
four pieces and left. When the family had fall-
en asleep, I entered the hut and began rolling
on the spot where a few roti crumbs had fall-
en. That’s when half my body turned gold-
en. I thought that rolling on the spot where a
righteous king like you had performed a sac-
rifice would turn the rest of my body golden
but, sadly, that did not happen.’

Though both Yudhishthira and the family
had fed the hungry, the King had expected
his benevolence would earn him good kar-
ma, while the family had acted out of com-
passion, thinking of the stranger’s hunger
as their own. In compassionate action, there
is no expectation of any form of reward. Ser-
vice, unlike kindness and benevolence,
comes closer to compassion. 
— Satyarthi was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize in 2014. Excerpted from ‘Karuna, The

Power of Compassion’ (HarperCollins)

Why compassion runs deeper than benevolence or kindness
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As Colonel of Sikh LI regiment, Gen Bhagat decided
to infuse colour into the uniform. MANAS RANJAN BHUI
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Somehow, I don’t like
the phrase ‘dog/pet
parent’, nor do I care

much for the word
‘owner’. But, honestly,

I don’t have a
substitute for either
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ANARCHY — there is no other word
to describe what Haryana wit-
nessed in February 2016. The wide-
spread rioting and violence across

the BJP-ruled state left scars that continue to
haunt. The terrifying events are still fresh in
the minds of the victims. As the protesters
went on a frenzy of destruction to demand
reservation for Jats in government jobs, the
police and civil administration were accused
of being bystanders, failing to intervene. 

According to the Prakash Singh Commit-
tee report, property worth ~20,000 crore was
destroyed; 30 people, including 20 rioters,
were killed. Now, several cases are facing clo-
sure without the accused being taken to task.

Prakash Singh, the former UP DGP, told
The Tribune, “If they (Haryana Police) are fil-
ing untraced reports (in cases), it implies
there must be a signal from the government
to avoid prosecution. We did our job. It was
up to the government to take action against
the police and civil administration officers. If
they don’t, and God forbid if a similar situa-
tion arises, the same thing will happen.” 
“The violence did divert attention from the

reservation demand. Besides, the Supreme
Court ruling also sealed the fate of reserva-
tion,” says Hawa Singh Sangwan, who led the
Akhil Bhartiya Jat Aarakshan Sangharsh
Samiti faction during the agitation.

■ ■ ■

LIBRARY UP IN FLAMES

PANCH DEVhas been guarding the gates
of Shiksha Bharti Senior Secondary

School in Rohtak for 26 years now. He was on
duty on the night of February 19, 2016, too.

“It was around 9.45 pm. A mob came in a
tractor-trolley. They carried axes, sticks and
iron rods. The main gate was locked and too
high to scale, so they brought a ladder,
climbed over, broke the lock from inside
and opened the gate,” recalls Dev, now 47.

They beat him up and did not spare his
nine-year-old son, Amit. “Then one of them
said, ‘Leave him, he is a mazdoor (labour-
er),’” says Dev.

The mob set five school buses ablaze and
torched the projector hall. Even the child’s
bicycle was burnt.

Dev managed to inform principal Sanjay

Kumar. A teacher somehow reached the
campus and took Amit away. Dev spent the
night hiding in the nearby wheat fields.

The following day, February 20, the school
was attacked again. Around 12.30 pm, near-
ly 200-250 rioters stormed the premises,
armed with flaming sticks and petrol bombs.
More buses were burnt. The generator, the
principal’s office, clerical offices, the music
room and the library were set on fire.

Neither the police nor the fire brigade
arrived despite frantic calls for help.

The library — with nearly 6,000 books,
including religious texts — was reduced to
ashes. Principal Sanjay Kumar and social
science teacher Jitender Chawla drew water
from the overhead tank using pipes, trying
desperately to douse the flames. “I was also
in charge of the March examinations,” says
Chawla. “I rushed to check the students’
records. The glass panes were shattered, but
the records were untouched. Perhaps,
because their own children study here.”

The school caters largely to students from
the nearby Jat-dominated villages. In the
aftermath, computers, files and laboratory
equipment were hurriedly moved in a trac-
tor-trolley to the house of a local Jat farmer,
Jabbar Singh, whose children studied at the
school. His daughter later joined the Military
Nursing Service as a Lieutenant; his son
became a doctor.

Five to seven days later, teachers cleaned
the charred library themselves and donated
books from their personal collections. Today,
the library holds close to 3,000 books.

The estimated loss exceeded ~3 crore.
Though the government provided partial
compensation, the school was largely rebuilt
through collective effort. Teachers and staff
contributed from their salaries. The manage-
ment took loans.

Today, besides a new fleet of buses, the
campus has an additional administrative
block, along with a multipurpose hall that
doubles as an auditorium and games venue.

The Prakash Singh Committee report not-
ed: “A total of 94 police personnel were
deployed in the area of Police Station Sadar
Rohtak. No force was used against the agita-
tors, and the police personnel did not
respond to distress calls from the school.”

The police later filed an untraced report. No
arrests were made in the case. On October 15,
2025, a Rohtak court accepted the report.

■ ■ ■

SON’S LOSS

FOR years, taxi driver Surender Kumar
did not display a photograph of his

deceased son at home. Only a couple of
years ago did his daughter bring it out on
Raksha Bandhan.

On February 20, 2016, as rioters vandalised
shops and government buildings in Rohtak
city, Kumar and his 17-year-old son Nitin set
out for Quilla Road to help a relative move
goods to safety. Before they could reach, a

mob armed with rods and sticks surged from
Shantmai Chowk and began attacking
shops. Father and son ran in different direc-
tions and were separated. Army and police

personnel were pres-
ent but did not inter-
vene, Kumar claims.

He returned home
to Babra Mohalla,
hoping his son had
found shelter some-
where. Instead, Nitin
was shot. A family
acquaintance found
him lying injured and

rushed him to hospital. He died on the way. 
“Nothing was left… it was all finished,”

Kumar says quietly. “I was told he walked a
few steps after being shot.”

Nitin had been preparing for his Class 10
exams. “He was the youngest, but more
mature than my elder son.” 

“I have only one regret,” he says. “Had the
security personnel intervened, my son
would have been saved. February 20 was a
day of devastation.”

The police filed an untraced report in the
case. It was accepted on December 6, 2025.
The court observed that the file would not
be destroyed and must be reopened 

if the accused were ever apprehended. 
■ ■ ■

NOTHING WAS LEFT 

ON February 19, 2016, Scholars Rosary
School in Bohar, Rohtak, was first ran-

sacked around 7.30 pm. A second, far more
violent attack followed the next afternoon.
Hundreds of rioters gathered outside.

“The steel gate was locked, but the force of
hundreds pushing at once flung it open,”
recalls Ravinder Kaushik from the school
administration. “They shoved me aside and
ran amok.” He says the mob threatened to
burn him alive if he intervened.

Twenty-five buses were torched. The
reception, computer room, library, cafeteria
and records were set ablaze. LPG cylinders
were piled together and ignited. “There was
a blast,” Kaushik remembers. 

Despite repeated calls, neither the police
nor fire tenders came.

Several blocks were destroyed. “They
ensured nothing was left,” says Principal
Preeti Gugnani. “They gathered almirahs,
records, computers and furniture into a heap
and set it on fire.” 

The loss was estimated at ~20 crore.
As violence engulfed the city, a few Jat

teachers and their husbands stayed with

Gugnani’s family for protection. “Punjabis
were being targeted. We feared our homes
would be attacked. We sat indoors with our
valuables. It felt like Partition stories our
ancestors had told were coming alive.”

When she visited the school three days lat-
er, Gugnani was shattered. “I kept asking
myself, what wrong had we done?”

Yet the rebuilding began. More than 100
teachers offered to work without salary. Par-
ents assured her of their support. Loans were
taken. The state government provided com-
pensation. “I realised human resources are a
greater asset than physical assets,” Gugnani
says. A wooden plaque on her desk reads:
Everything is Possible if You Believe.

Today, the school boasts of air-conditioned
classrooms, a cafeteria, upgraded blocks, a
restored library and computer rooms. It now
runs three times as many buses as in 2016.
The family has since opened another school.

The Prakash Singh Committee report stat-
ed: “A total of 66 police personnel were
deployed in the area of Police Station Urban
Estate. No force was used to disperse the agi-
tators. The police did not go to the spot.”

An untraced report was filed in this case as
well. On December 13, 2025, a Rohtak court
accepted it, observing that the FIR was
lodged against unknown offenders and nei-
ther the accused nor the stolen property had
been recovered.

123 SPECTRUM

PushpaGirimaji

THE horrific crash of an amusement
ride at the Surajkund International
Crafts Mela on February 7, resulting in

the death of an Inspector and injuries to 14
persons, is a grim reminder of the absence of
focused regulatory oversight to ensure the
safety of these rides in the country.

Ironically, Surajkund Mela had witnessed
a similar tragedy exactly a quarter of a centu-
ry ago when a giant swing ride malfunc-
tioned and overturned, sending many riders
tumbling down, some of them from a height
of over 30 feet. Four people had died and a
dozen were injured on that fateful day of Feb-
ruary 11, 2001. Obviously, no lessons in safe-
ty were learnt from that tragedy.

In fact, last fortnight’s mishap is a sad
reflection of the absence of a safety culture
and a lack of accountability in governance.
How can the organisers allow someone to
bring such substandard rides, putting at risk
the lives of users?

The ride owner and supplier have been
arrested following the tragedy, but what
about those officials who hired them or gave
them permission to run the rides? How
come we have heard nothing about that

investigation and subsequent action? The
fair is organised by the Surajkund Mela
Authority and Haryana Tourism, in collabo-
ration with the Union ministries of tourism,
textile, culture and external affairs. How is it
that such a prestigious fair allowed rides
without adequate safety checks? As con-
sumers, we need answers to these questions.

The nature and the frequency of these
man-made disasters raise serious concerns
over the safety of consumers and call for
urgent measures to clamp down on all
unsafe rides and parks.

Last month, a Columbus swing installed
at a mela in Madhya Pradesh’s Jhabua dis-
trict snapped while descending at great
speed, injuring 14 school children. On Octo-
ber 24 last year, 18 people were trapped on a
tower ride at about 80 feet above the ground
for several hours at an amusement fair in
Kolhapur, Maharashtra. On May 27, a thrill
ride called ‘Top Gun’, which ascends verti-
cally before plunging down at full speed,
stalled at its peak height at VGP Universal
Kingdom in Chennai, leaving 36 people
stranded for hours. On April 2, a 24-year-old
woman died after a fall from a great height
while enjoying a roller-coaster ride at Fun
and Food village in Delhi.  The cause was

the breakage of a component of the ride.
Gujarat perhaps is the only state that has

brought about reforms in this area, with
comprehensive rules to regulate amuse-
ment parks, rides and gaming zones. Fol-
lowing the massive fire at the Rajkot Game
Zone that killed 27 people on May 25, 2024,
the Gujarat High Court took up the issue
suo motu and forced the government to

come up with a legislation to regulate them. 
The Kankaria Adventure Park tragedy in

Ahmedabad also focused attention on the
need for an exclusive law to regulate amuse-
ment parks. On July 13, 2019, two persons
died and 29 were seriously injured following
the collapse of a pendulum ride at the park.

The Gujarat Amusement Rides and
Gaming Zone Activities Safety Rules, 2024,
to be notified by district magistrates, incor-
porate the Indian Standards formulated by
the Bureau of Indian Standards for the
safety of amusement rides. The rules also
mandate verification and inspection of
rides by the Ride Safety and Inspection
Committee constituted by the licensing
authority — district magistrate. It stipu-
lates compulsory reporting of all adverse
incidents to the licensing authority, third
party liability insurance cover, and certifi-
cation of safety by chartered engineers.

The Haryana government is also now
promising a regulation on similar lines.

Given the gravity of the situation, the
Union government should immediately
draft a comprehensive model law for all
states to adopt. This would also ensure uni-
formity in the laws of states. Such a law
should also incorporate a no-fault liability

clause so that in case of ride malfunctions,
the victims get compensation without
requiring proof of operator negligence. 

Several orders of the consumer courts
throw light on the gravity of the injuries that
these rides can inflict, if not built and main-
tained to exacting standards. In Aditya
Bhati vs Rizvana Amusement (August 13,
2015), the consequence of the breakage of a
chair during a ride at a Dasehra mela in
Greater Noida was such that it resulted in
severe head injuries to Aditya, affecting his
brain, speech and movement. That ride com-
pletely changed the course of his life. The
apex consumer court awarded ~45 lakh.

Varsha Arhanth vs Sammy Dreamland
and Padmaraj Doddamani vs Sammy
Dreamland refer to the collapse of the
hydraulic-controlled ‘parachute ride’ in
2004 at Sammy Dreamland amusement
park in Bengaluru, resulting in serious
injuries to 13 riders. Of them, while Varsha
suffered paraplegia, Padmaraj suffered
spinal injury and paralysis. In all such cases,
I do feel that consumer courts should be
more sensitive to human suffering and
quantify compensation more generously.

— The writer is a consumer 
rights & safety expert

Surajkund Mela tragedy calls for urgent measures to clamp down on unsafe rides and parks

Why a model law on safe rides is essential for all states 

Consumer courts should be more 
sensitive to human suffering and quantify

compensation more generously. FILE

The Tribune edition dated February 22, 2016. 

The restored
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WHEN
Rohtak
BURNT

Bhartesh Singh Thakur travels to the epicentre of the
Jat quota stir violence that shook Haryana 10 years ago

Scholars
Rosary School
in Bohar,
Rohtak, after 
it was set
ablaze in 2016  
and (below) a
renovated block
of the school.

Nitin (17) was shot by
armed attackers.  
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Preparing for the 
AI revolution
This is with reference to 
“Dealing with the 
tsunami of AI and other 
new tech” by Martin 
Rees, Shivaji Sondhi and 
K VijayRaghavan 
(February 15). The 
government must allot 
more funds and establish 
dedicated S&T advisory 
bodies to guide 
accelerated deployment 
in R&D.

P V Prakash

II
This is with reference to “Dealing with the tsunami of 
AI and other new tech” by Martin Rees, Shivaji Sondhi 
and K VijayRaghavan (February 15). All stakeholders 
must invest in upskilling as India’s AI opportunity is 
significant; we have to leverage our demographic 
dividend strategically to be a leader in the AI race.

Bal Govind

III
Governments must institutionalise high-level scientific 
advisory mechanisms to assess AI’s risks and societal 
impacts. Proactive analysis, not reactive regulation, 
will help nations balance innovation with stability.

Sanjay Chopra
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T
he last Engender column looked at
how community radio proved trans-
formative for women’s lives in Jha-
bua, Madhya Pradesh. Community

radio has been no less transformative in Har-
yana’s Birsika village. The village’s angan-
wadi was run by a woman from another vil-
lage who routinely diverted rations meant for
pregnant women and children to her own 
private school. But, backed by Radio Mewat,
six women from the Hinsa Ko No group sum-
moned the police and put paid to this pilfer-
ing. This ensured that the anganwadi started
working again.

Radio Mewat was piloted in 2018 to famili-
arise women with the Domestic Violence Act
(DVA) 2005. A survey across 10 villages 
revealed that nearly every household had a 
case to report, but women remained silent 
due to shame, fear, and the risk of social 
ostracism. In Nuh, most girls are married 
within the region, often to near or distant rel-
atives. In such contexts, reporting violence 
jeopardises relationships across households,
forcing silence.

Despite the DVA being in force since 2005,
awareness of rights among women in Nuh 
district remained extremely low. Many 
women did not even recognise everyday 
abuse as violence. Access to formal support
systems was limited, and trust in institutions
was weak.

In 2019, with support from the Azim
Premji Foundation, Seeking Modern Appli-
cations for Real Transformation (SMART), 
the NGO that runs Radio Mewat, mounted an
on-ground intervention in 25 villages in Nuh.
Groups of women aged 18-40 were formed. 
These groups became safe spaces for discuss-
ing rights, sharing experiences, and building
collective confidence. Radio programmes 
were heard during narrowcasts and discus-
sions facilitated by the Radio Mewat team.

The intervention included training local
media, police, ASHA workers and other 
stakeholders -- facilitating turning awareness

into action. Najma from Nangli village says,
“My husband used to torture me, and I 
endured it for my daughter. One day, he 
brought another woman home. I came to my
parents’ home, lost and directionless. Then I
heard the Hinsa Ko No programme on the 
radio and approached Radio Mewat. They 
helped me register my case and supported 
me throughout the process. Today, I run a 
small cosmetics shop to support myself and
my child.”

A community radio is run by the locals,
speaks to the community in its language, and
allows women to share, even anonymously if
needed. Neeru from Kurthala village says, 
“Through Radio Mewat’s women’s group, I 
found my voice, my confidence, and my cour-
age. Today, I can boldly say no to violence, 
not just for myself, but for other women in 
my community.”

Hinsa ko No, which received 590 cases at
the station itself, has been an extraordinary 
intervention. Information on domestic vio-
lence, rights and DVA provisions have 
reached more than 6,000 households in the
villages where Radio Mewat has formed 
groups.

Through 22 community radio stations in
Odisha, Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, 
Bihar, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Uttara-
khand, Himachal Pradesh, and Haryana, the
initiative has supported more than 2,000 
domestic-violence survivors. Archana 
Kapoor, who heads SMART, says, “I think the
time has come to look at community radio as
civic infrastructure rather than an informa-
tion dissemination. If we are serious about 
improving our social indicators, then com-
munity radio can play a pivotal role.”

Community radio’s impact is visible in
health, education, nutrition, WASH, climate
action and agriculture. What community 
radios lack is funding. It is high time that 
state governments explore its potential.

The views expressed are personal

Nuh’s women get a voice 
against domestic violence

proven ability to play good cricket, its last
performance against India mirrored the
suffocation of its public life. The country’s
cricket boards may change their coaches
and captains, but unless the spirit of the
land recovers its vitality, its sportsmen will
remain shadows of their former heroes. 

Besides, there is a psychological con-
tract between sportsmen and their fans in
the audience. Fans project their unspoken
hopes onto players, and players draw
strength from that collective faith. When
the crowd believes, miracles do happen.
But what happens when belief itself is
eroded? When citizens are too weary, too
disillusioned, to invest hope even in their
sport?

The February 15 match, therefore, was
not merely about 22 men and a white ball.
It was about the moral metabolism of
nations. It reminded us that success in any
collective endeavour cannot be divorced
from the inner equilibrium of a society. A
nation that silences its thinkers and

imprisons its heroes can — like China does
— either produce soulless well-performing
robots or, as Pakistan did, dejected and
lethargic gladiators. Watching Pakistan’s
performance, I distinctly felt that the ball,
as it were, was not in the bowler’s hand —
it rested uneasily in the conscience of a
country that was visibly defeated in spirit.
Excellence, whether in art, science, or
sports, is not cultivated in isolation from
the emotional and moral ecosystem that
sustains it.

India must not, in triumph, gloat but
reflect. For the same principle holds uni-
versally: A dictatorial, corrupt, or divided
India too would one day falter on that
same field. Sport, in the end, is not merely
a spectacle but a mirror. And the image it
throws back is often truer than any politi-
cal speech or economic statistic.

Pavan K Varma is an author, diplomat, and

former Rajya Sabha MP. The views expressed

are personal

Dhaka, Sachin Tendulkar, Ajay Jadeja,
Anil Kumble and Sourav Ganguly played
under the captaincy of Pakistan’s Wasim
Akram and won the match. They didn’t
hesitate to do so because they understood
the spirit of cricket.

Sadly, on Sunday, our cricketers
showed the world how brilliantly they
play the game but how poorly they under-
stand its spirit. They proved they were the
better players and long may that be the
case. Alas, they also suggested they are
not gentlemen.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s Advo-

cate: The Untold Story. The views expressed

are personal

ent will then leave us marooned. No techie
will be there for us to call because the link
to him will not be there, for it is “Sunday
off”! It will feel like God has abandoned us.

Sundays are also days when oldies have
to reconcile to having to do without the
company of younger members of the fam-
ily as they have as they should have, better
things to do with the holiday. And that is
when oldies recall the days when they, as
young parents, left their little ones home
with minders, to step into the arms of the
waiting world. Ayyo, Sunday thy name is
Loneday. 

What is true of Sundays is also, alas, true
of public holidays or what used to be called
“bank holidays”. Some of them may exhila-
rate the young — Diwali, Holi, and that
worst of all, New Year’s Eve, being the mar-
quee ones. But they fill me with anxieties —
not just about the deafening explosions
that come with the first, the drenching
deep-dyeings that mark the second, or the
drunken revelries that disfigure the third,
but also because essential services go into
repose. They are at rest. Which means, for
me, that they are unavailable. God bless

and bless repeatedly the doctors and
nurses, the ambulance drivers, fire service-
men, electricity department’s and telecom-
munications’ “linemen” who volunteer for
duty on those days. 

I must also mention here the several
police personnel who report for duty on
these “closed” days. They have families and
dependents who must want them at home.
But these men and women have a work
ethic that is to be saluted. 

In the same category are those who work
our transport systems — bus, rail and air.
Passengers will travel, on Sundays and holi-
days particularly. Do we — the passengers —
realise how much we owe to those who are
working on those holidays so that we may
“go holidaying”?

And sanitary workers, God bless them
the most! They are like us, family people.
But whether with or without overtime/holi-
day compensations, they are out, sweeping,
swabbing and cleaning. On Diwali, while
we scatter thick and wide layers of cracker-
debris and pollute the air without a
thought, sanitary workers prepare to clear
those millions of pieces of exploded wrap-

pings and paper from the roads the morn-
ing after.

Readers will permit, and forgive, the
macabre thought with which I will close.
The very idea that one may die on the eve
of or on a Sunday or a public holiday is
chilling. Will there be anyone to take what
we are leaving behind of ourselves, albeit
lifeless, to a morgue, crematorium or cem-
etery? Will there be a skeleton staff around
to take over the about-to-be-ashes/dust?

The purpose of this baleful rumination
is not to lament. A serious thought under-
lies it. We must have a shift system for all
Sundays and holidays so that no service —
not one — shuts down. We are a notori-
ously unemployed country. Surely, we can
build up a robust weekend/holiday cadre,
starting with the essential services, that
can erase the difference between normal
working days and holidays. Clocks do not
stop on Sundays. Why should life?

Gopalkrishna Gandhi is a student of modern

Indian history and the author of The Undying

Light: A Personal History of Independent

India. The views expressed are personal

S
undays, I dread. For me, they are
an unmitigated bane. Few are
likely to agree with this, barring
some fellow “super seniors”.
Members of that fragile commu-
nity know what I mean. Their

experience of this most unkind day of the
week has to be the same as mine. But most
other readers of this column, the yet-to-be-
come-senior majority of this column’s
readers, will say, “Who the hell cares? If he
dreads Sundays, let him drown himself in
one.”

This is a reader-reaction I have imag-
ined, but it is surely real. Which reader of
a Sunday morning newspaper will want to
feel gloomy? Oldies are not for Sundays,
nor Sundays for them. But the sun-kissed,
young “under-sixties” — the Goldies —- are.
They are for Sundays, and Sundays for
them. They can swim, swirl through their
Sundays, play water polo in them, do the

backstroke/breaststroke in them, the but-
terfly and the dolphin-kick. Goldies are
meant to cavort on Sundays, oldies are
meant to “go drown” in them.

Let me explain.
A year has 52 Sundays. This is a factoid

from calendric astronomy. Having lived
almost 81 years, I have seen 4,212-plus Sun-
days — verily, an eternity. A smart statisti-
cian would say I have, by that count, seen
the same number of Mondays, Tuesdays,
Wednesdays, and so on. Of course! Touché,
true; point made. But so much is made of
Sundays, such a mystique hangs over that
last day of the week, that it cannot be
regarded as just like any other day, no dif-
ferent from the rest.

Sundays are meant to be “something
else”, a weekly festival as it were. For me
too they are that “something else”, but that
“something” — my “something” — is not
pretty; not pretty at all.

To be sure, many Sundays have come
and gone for me, uneventfully, un-memo-
rably. Yes, some of those Sundays have
been good enough, pleasant enough, like
any other good and pleasant day. 

But for the last 20 years or so definitely,
in my post-senior years, I cannot remem-
ber a single Sunday, not one, as having
been so enjoyable, so altogether delightful
by virtue of being a happy Sunday, that I
remember it gratefully as such. Not one.

Sundays mean for me, in that consecu-
tive order, waking with the heart-thump of
a fear that I or my wife who is only a little
younger than I, may need during the day a
doctor we cannot reach for he or she is on
a well-earned “Sunday off”. Our driver

being on his “Sunday off”, we cannot get
him to take us to a clinic or hospital that
may have an out-patient emergency func-
tioning. Getting an Uber or Ola on a Sun-
day is not as taken-for-granted a thing as it
generally is. And pray God, our trusty car
should be okay! If it is, then we could requi-
sition the services of that miracle of a way-
out, namely, the call-and-hire driver. He
will charge a Sunday premium fee, but
then health is health.

My thoughts will, on a Sunday morning,
move next to the events that are happening
that day, to which we are invited, where we
are expected to be present, by good and
kind people who have fixed them on a Sun-
day precisely because it is a Sunday and
most people will be able to attend without
the problem of a weekday time crunch.
These kind hosts forget that for the elderly,
locomotion on a Sunday is a chore — an
expensive one at that. Our forced smiles
and small talk conceal the anxieties of an
iffy return home in a hired vehicle or in our
own jalopy driven by a call-and-hire driver
counting his minutes.

Should, God forbid, any of the essential
services in our flat such as plumbing, the
gas stove, our reliable water kettle, or the
good but old fridge malfunctions, we will
be sunk. None of the wonderful wizards
who fix those things will be where they can
be found. It is “Sunday off” for them. And,
it is “headache on” for us.

Next, should that slave-driver of our
times, the internet, and the WiFi decide to
take a Sunday off, then we are finished! Our
laptops, smartphones, and the many other
devices that have made us utterly depend-

If clocks do not stop on 
Sundays, life too shouldn’t
Senior citizens may not see 
Sundays as fun given how 
difficult it is to avail essential 
services on a holiday. So, why 
not have a shift system for all 
Sundays and holidays so that 
no service is shut down. A 
robust weekend/holiday cadre 
can also address the case of 
unemployment

happened in Dubai last September. But it
contradicts the way our team has behaved
in the past. In 1999, at the height of the
Kargil war, the Indian team shook hands
with Pakistan at the World Cup in
England. In doing so, they were not for-
getful of what Pakistan had done and they
were not dishonouring the Indian soldiers
who were, at that very moment, laying
down their lives defending our threatened
border. They were simply doing the right
thing as sportsmen. 

In addition, they acknowledged the fact
that cricket is not war by other means. It’s
a game with a code of conduct of its own
and the honourable thing to do is to
observe it.

Perhaps the most glorious moment for
India-Pakistan cricket ties happened in
January 1999 at the Chennai Test. Against
expectations, Pakistan defeated India.
When their players took a lap of honour
in the stadium, the Indian audience gave
them a standing ovation. It was a moment
that showed the greatness of India to the
world. That was a generosity of spirit, a
large heartedness, that I was then, and
will always be, proud of. It was India at its
best. As the commentator Harsha Bhogle
said on air “this is the best sight you will
see anywhere in the world … if you ever
wanted to see a victory for sport, here it is
on your television screens, in your draw-
ing rooms.” Pakistan, no doubt, won the
match. India, however, carried the day.

That was, of course, before Kargil. But
nine months later, when an Asia Eleven
competed against the Rest of the World in

Such a mystique hangs over that last day of the week, that it cannot be regarded as just like any other day. PTI
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Karan Thapar

T
his column is not about cricket.
It’s about the behaviour of the
Indian cricket team. More specifi-
cally, it’s about grace on the games

field, etiquette and the decent and proper
behaviour expected of sportsmen. And it’s
prompted by the decision of our cricket
team not to shake hands with their Paki-
stani opponents in Colombo last Sunday.

Frankly, that wasn’t cricket. Indeed,
that phrase sums up the point I want to
make. 

Cricket, they say, is a gentleman’s
game. It follows that there is a certain
decorum that should be observed. Shak-
ing hands with your opponents is part of
the spirit of cricket. Not to do so flouts it.

There is an important point to remem-
ber about sport. The opposing side are not
your adversaries. They are certainly not
your enemies. They are merely opponents
as keen to win the game as you are to
defeat them. Shaking hands with your
opponent exemplifies the spirit of sport.
Shorn of that spirit, sport is reduced to

just physical exercise. It loses its higher
meaning.

The truth is that if political tensions are
so severe that we cannot even shake
hands with Pakistani cricketers then, logi-
cally, we shouldn’t have played Pakistan
at all. But once we decided we would com-
pete against them, our team let the coun-
try down by failing to shake hands.

The belief that they upheld the coun-
try’s honour by this rudeness is not just
mistaken, it reflects a fragile and insecure
nationalism. 

India is strong enough and courageous
enough to do the right thing even in diffi-
cult circumstances. Sadly, on Sunday, our
cricket team was not.

I doubt if the world was impressed by
our team’s behaviour. It doesn’t prove
how strong and resilient our nation is.
Instead, it suggests a lack of confidence in
ourselves that we needed to snub the
other side to prove our own valour.

This wasn’t the first display of such
churlish and immature behaviour. It also

When cricket becomes 
war minus the shooting

C
an we infer that in sports, a team’s
performance reflects, in some
sense, the psychic health of a
nation? I ask this question after

watching the India-Pakistan T20 World
Cup cricket match played on 15 February.
It was impossible, watching Pakistan’s
hapless batting collapse, not to wonder
whether the problem lay merely in poor
strategy or field selection — or in the mal-
aise of a demoralised State. The
manner in which the best Paki-
stani batsmen flailed around,
swinging carelessly without
thought of resolve or responsi-
bility, seemed to indicate a pal-
pable dispiritedness and dimin-
ishing of hope. 

Over the past few years, Paki-
stan has stumbled from one cri-
sis to another: An economy
gasping for breath, a polity throttled by
military dictatorship, and a citizenry that
has learned to live with perennially dimin-
ished expectations. The country’s most cel-
ebrated cricketer, former Prime Minister
Imran Khan, has been languishing in jail,
an irony as bitter as it is revealing.

Whether or not one agrees with Khan’s
politics, his imprisonment represents, for
many Pakistanis, a moral wound. It signals
a polity at war with its own icons and a sys-
tem incapable of introspection. The cricket
team’s limp performance, lacking cohe-
sion or conviction, seemed almost a sub-
conscious tribute to that paralysis. 

A people humiliated in their civic life

rarely rise to glory on the sporting field
and play joyful, fearless, assertive cricket.
A team, representing citizens reconciled to
the inevitability of decline, will struggle to
rise to the luminous theatre of interna-
tional sport with the lightness of spirit and
the clarity of focus that greatness
demands. When internal decay corrodes a
polity, it seeps into its collective psychol-
ogy. Teams do not — and cannot — escape

this osmosis.
It is not as though India does

not have its discontents, its unfin-
ished goals, its unfulfilled hopes,
and its bitter internal differences,
part of any democratic polity. It is
true too that, cricket apart, our
performance in international
sports is far below potential. But
India is far, far from being a failed
State. By contrast, failure is writ

large on the evolution and current condi-
tion of Pakistan.

When a nation subordinates its civic
and moral imagination to authoritarian
diktats, and allows democracy to be pul-
verised by the barracks, even its athletes
begin to despair. The cricket field is not a
parade ground, and batsmen are not infan-
try obeying orders. 

To innovate, to improvise, to attack —
the hallmarks of the great Pakistani crick-
eters of old, from Hanif Mohammad to
Wasim Akram — requires an inner self-
confidence.

That confidence withers in a climate of
fear and apathy. Although Pakistan has the

Pakistan’s cricket mirrors 
suffocation of its civic life

The cricket field is not a parade ground, and batsmen are not infantry obeying 
orders. AFP

Pavan K 
Varma

THERE IS AN IMPORTANT 
POINT TO REMEMBER 
ABOUT SPORT. THE 
OPPOSING SIDE ARE NOT 
YOUR ADVERSARIES. 
THEY ARE CERTAINLY 
NOT YOUR ENEMIES. 
THEY ARE MERELY 
OPPONENTS AS KEEN TO 
WIN THE GAME AS YOU 
ARE TO DEFEAT THEM. 
SHAKING HANDS WITH 
YOUR OPPONENT 
EXEMPLIFIES THE
SPIRIT OF SPORT

{ INCIDENTALLY }

Gopalkrishna Gandhi

{ ENGENDER }

Lalita Panicker
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YOURVOICE

By Mark B. Pohlad

In the 20th century, itwas an immi-
grantwho taughtAmericans how to truly
seeAbrahamLincoln. JewishHungarian
editor StefanLorant,who lived from1901
to 1997, published sensational photo-illus-
trated books and articles about the 16th
president.Heproved that newcomers
often shine a revealing light on the best of
their adopted country.
As the left-leaning editor of aMunich

picturemagazine, Lorantwas lockedupby
theNazis for sevenmonths.Hismemoir “I
WasHitler’s Prisoner,” published in 1934,
was anurgent look at the deepening fascist
crisis andquickly becameabestseller in
England and theU.S.Uponhis release,
Lorant andhis family fled to theWest.
While hewas incarcerated, Lorant had

been transformedby a bookofLincoln’s
speeches and letters. “It immediately hit
me in the solar plexus,” he recalled. “Of
course, Iwanted to knowmore about this
man!Lincoln becamemyhero. … I tried to
think, feel, and live as hehad.”Countless
immigrants before and sincehavedone
the same.
In 1941, freshly arrived inAmer-

ica, Lorant published thefirst of his
manypopular biographypicture books,
“Lincoln:HisLife inPhotographs.”He
was so enthusiastic about his subject
that the entire research,writing, layout
andproduction of the book took just
sixweeks. In its pages, lavish, large-for-
mat photographs of the “Rail Splitter”
told thedramatic story of his life and the
CivilWar era. Lifemagazine called it “the
mostAmerican of books.”Over the years,
Lorantwould enlarge and revise it three
times and in sodoing inaugurated thenew
genre of photo-biography.
By reproducingphotos of Lincoln,

Lorantmovedbeyond the variedmass of

subjective artworks—paintings, prints
and sculpture— that only approximated
his appearance.Herewas the real Lincoln,
what he really looked like. Andhe repro-
duced those photos larger andmore
vividly than ever before. Theywere (and
are) as close as one can get to being in
Lincoln’s presence. AsLorant knew, the
light rays that fell onLincoln’s face and
bodyduring the exposure are the same
ones that actuallymade thephotographs
of him. Indeed, leafing throughLorant’s
books is verymoving even today.
Althoughhewas apassionate histo-

rian if ever therewas one, Lorant didn’t
insert himself in hiswriting. Butwhen
hedescribes theLincoln family immi-
gratingnorth to Illinois fromIndiana,
perhaps something of his own refugee’s
experience comes through: “Onto the ox
wagons the thirteenpeople piled all their
earthly belongings andheaded for the
prairie lands of Illinois. …Thatwas on the
SangamonRiver. The Indians gave the
river its name, itmeant ‘the landof plenty
to eat.’Would it prove to be so for them?”
Lorant invited readers to see in

Lincoln’s photographs thehighest aspi-

rations of his adopted country— fairness,
honesty anddecency. People did just that
duringWorldWar II, during theCivil
RightsMovement andduring the strife-
filled 1960s. Altogether, Lorant’s popular-
ization ofLincoln photos took the topic
out of thehands of scholars and collectors
andmoved it into thehands andhomes
of everydaypeople. That his biographies
were readby immigrants andworld citi-
zens is amatter of record. In 1976, his “Life
ofAbrahamLincoln”was published in a
short paperback formand translated into
many languages including Spanish and
Arabic. Itwas published in other countries
with the support of theU.S. StateDepart-
ment.
Lincolnhimselfwas famous for his

genuinemagnanimity toward immigrants.
An 1858 speech vividly described “the
electric cord in thatDeclaration (of Inde-
pendence) that links thehearts of patri-
otic and liberty-lovingmen together.”He
encouragedAmericans to “discard all this
quibbling about thisman and the other
man— this race and that race and the
other race being inferior” andhow they
should be instead “united as onepeople
throughout this land.”Thesenoble senti-
ments apply, of course, evenmoreurgently
today.
As insightful immigrants have often

done, Lorant held up amirror to the values
andhistory dear to this country. Through
hisLincoln publications, a newAmerican
gaveus themanwho is often called the
FirstAmerican. In these troubled times,
what else can immigrants teachus to see?
Lorantwas bornonFeb. 22— 10days

after Lincoln’s ownbirthday—exactly 125
years ago.

Mark B. Pohlad, Ph.D., teaches about
the history of photography at DePaul
University in Chicago.

How an immigrant taught Americans to see Lincoln

Stefan Lorant, right, of Pittsfield, Massachusetts, stands beside Dr. C. Percy Powell, of
the Library of Congress, at the door of one of the safes containing Abraham Lincoln’s
manuscripts opened to the public on July 26, 1947. HARVEY GEORGES/AP

Voting is very important
Thesedays,manyofusdreadreading

thenews.Eachdaybringsnewfears about
ImmigrationandCustomsEnforcement,
voter suppression, theenvironment,health
care,highercosts andmore.Weareall
realizinghowour livesarebeing rapidly
changedagainstourwill, andmanypeople
feelhelpless.
Thegreatest risk toourcountryand

democracywouldbe ifwe just acceptwhat
ishappening.There is somethingyoucan
andshoulddo:Vote!
More thaneverbefore, ourelectionsare

incredibly important.Wemustmakesure
thatour local, state andnational represen-
tativeswillwork forus.
This year, in Illinois,wehave theoppor-

tunity to identify andvote for candidates
whowillfight forusandourcountry.
Voting isn’t just a right; it’s aduty. It’s essen-
tial thatweuseourpowerascitizens to
elect thecandidateswhowill best repre-
sentus inourhometowns, inSpringfield
and inWashington.
Startbyvoting in the Illinoisprimary

electiononMarch17.Earlyvotinghas
alreadystarted.Yourprimaryvote is
needed tohelp select the strongest candi-
dates forNovember.Countyclerkwebsites
publish sampleballots soyoucanresearch
thebest candidates foryou.
It is evenmore important tovote in the

Nov. 3general election.AsThomasJeffer-
sonsaid, “Wedonothavegovernmentby
themajority.Wehaveagovernmentby the
majoritywhoparticipate.”
Youcansupportourdemocracy.Partici-

pate. Speakup.Attendrallies.Vote.Bringa
friend.Our futuredependson it.
—KathyWinterhalter, St. Charles

Advice for voting by mail
TheU.S.Postal Service takingone to

threedays topostmarkor justprocessmail
isnotnew.We’veheardanecdotal evidence
thishasbeengoingonwithvote-by-mail
ballots sinceat least2024.Whatappears to
be“new” is that thisprocedurewasfinally
codified inDecemberandmadepublic.
Ouradvice tovoters is to focusonwhat

they shoulddo toprotect their vote-by-mail
ballots:
Usea securedropboxwhereavailableor

returnyourvote-by-mail ballotdirectly to
theelectionauthority’s office.
Useadropbox for thispurposeat early

voting sites.
Go inside thepostofficeorpostal retail

site andrequest yourballotbepostmarked.
Request andreturnvote-by-mail ballots

asearly aspossible toavoidpossibledelays
inprocessing.
Consider the lastdayasMarch10 toput

yourballot in theU.S.mail.
—Becky Simon, president, League of
Women Voters of Illinois

Tinley Park police’s failure
The2008massacre insideaTinleyPark

LaneBryant remainsunsolved. It’s about
time thenearly56,000residentsof that
villagecall out theirpolicedepartment for
its lackofguts, communication, transpar-
encyandresults.When is enough, enough?
Despite a$100,000reward, a sketch

andevidence left at the scene, thecasehas

never seenanarrestora suspect.Tinley
Parkpolicehave failed their commu-
nity, thepeopleandmost importantly the
victims’ families. Shameon them.
—Charlie Minn, Chicago

Eisenhower’s intervention
Regarding theexcellentop-edby

MichaelPeregrinehighlighting the legacy
ofPresidentDwightD.Eisenhower (“Pres-
identEisenhowerdeservesourgratitude,
not indifference,”Feb. 16), he states that
Eisenhower’s “support for theCivilRights
Movementwasgenerallypassive.”
I take issuewith that statement. Inwhat

Ibelieve is an injustice toEisenhower’s
legacy, theauthor fails to recognize the
significanceandhistoricalperspective that
Eisenhowerbrought to that era.Hehad
thecourage tomobilize theNationalGuard
toenforce federal lawso thatnineBlack
students couldbeadmitted toLittleRock
CentralHighSchool after theyweredenied
entrybyArkansasGov.OrvalFaubusandan
angrymob thatopposeddesegregation.
Thestoryof theLittleRockNine, I

believe,wasapivotalmoment in theCivil
RightsMovementand iswelldocumented
ina seriesofbooks, and it ishighlighted
at theDwightD.EisenhowerPresidential
Library&MuseuminAbilene,Kansas.
Thatmoment in timedeserves recogni-

tion.
—Don Olynyk, Glen Ellyn

Supporting Little Rock Nine
MichaelPeregrineobserves thatPres-

identDwightD.Eisenhowerwaspassive
inhis support for civil rights.Howcanhe
forgetoneof thegreatdefiningmomentsof
theCivilRightsMovement,whenEisen-
hower sent the 101stAirborne to support
theLittleRockNine?
— Jane Thomas, Arlington Heights

Rename airport for Jackson
Coverageof theRev. JesseJackson

broughthomewhatan iconicnational
figurehewas.Hismemoryshouldbe
foreverpreserved inChicago inameaning-
fulway. Iwould suggest renamingMidway
InternationalAirport asJessieJackson
MemorialChicagoAirport.
— Joseph Kimmell, Chicago

Homeschooling question
Regarding theFeb. 11 article onhome-

schooling (“‘Free the kids’ ”):While
education is compulsory in Illinois for
childrenup to age 17 andhomeschool-
ing is a legal option for parents, the article
leaves out one very important question
parents opting for homeschooling should
consider. That question is: “AmI capa-
ble of teaching even the fundamentals of
academic subjects such as reading,writ-
ing,math and science?”
A significant portion of the skills

involved in learning these subjects is

developmental,meaning that these skills
can only be acquired and internalized
over a period of years. As a public school
language arts teacher, I oncehad a student
whoseparents opted for homeschooling
when the childwas in an early grade, then
reenrolled the student in the eighth grade.
As a pupil inmyaverage-ability language
arts class, the studentwas ill prepared,
being several years belowgrade level in his
ability to read andwrite in amanner typi-
cal of a 13-year-old. Theparentswantedus
to “catchhimup” for high school,which
is not only impossible but places a very
unreasonable expectation on the class-
room teacher.
When a child is allowed to fall signifi-

cantly behindwhere they should be
academically, there is nomagic formula
for solving a problem thatwas years in
themaking. Thebottom linehere is that
not all parents have the skills requisite
for taking a young child and, over time,
transforming that child into a young adult
with some semblance of age-appropriate
literacy.
— Sean C. Nettle, Homewood

Voice of the People
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For online-exclusive letters, go towww.
chicagotribune.com/letters. Email your
letter submissions, 400words or less, to
letters@chicagotribune.com. Include your
full name, address andphonenumber.
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