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Ties with Dhaka

ndia’s neighbourhood diplomacy has rarely been

straightforward, but the crisis surrounding former

Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s conviction and

death sentence has created one of New Delhi’s most
complex tests in recent years.

For a decade and a half, India backed Sheikh Hasina as a
partner who delivered predictable governance, alignment on
regional priorities and unprecedented connectivity. Her sudden
fall, and the sweeping public anger that accompanied it, has
overturned that comfort. Now, India must navigate a political
landscape in Dhaka that is shifting faster than at any time since
Bangladesh’s democratic transition.

At the heart of the dilemma is Hasina’s presence on Indian
soil after being sentenced to death by a special tribunal.
Extradition is politically unthinkable in Delhi, not only because
she has long been viewed as a steadfast friend but also because
turning her over would undermine India’s credibility with every
government that relies on New Delhi’s support. Yet sheltering
her indefinitely risks turning a humanitarian gesture into a
diplomatic liability.

Bangladesh’s interim government, led by Muhammad Yunus,
is already signalling a decisive reorientation ~ slowing
India-backed projects, reopening conversations with Beijing
and Islamabad, and seeking to project greater foreign policy
autonomy. In this atmosphere, Sheikh Hasina’s continued
influence from exile complicates India’s ability to rebuild trust
with a political class determined to demonstrate distance.

The deeper problem lies less in Sheikh Hasina’s fate and
more in the asymmetry that has long defined
India-Bangladesh ties. Bangladesh depends on India for
energy, transit, raw materials and even access to global markets.
India, in turn, relies on Bangladesh as a buffer for border
management, counterterrorism and access to its north-eastern
states. This interdependence should have insulated the
relationship from political turbulence. Instead, it has made
India an easy target for public frustration within Bangladesh,
where many believe India overplayed its hand by supporting a
leader who increasingly appeared authoritarian.

Yet, history shows that Bangladesh-India ties do not break
simply because governments change. Economic links, cultural
overlaps, and mutual security interests have survived
alternations of power before, including periods led by
administrations far less friendly to India.

The challenge now is to prevent the Sheikh Hasina question
from overshadowing everything else. That will require Delhi to
engage quietly with all stakeholders in Dhaka, avoid public
signalling and resist the temptation to treat the current
turbulence as a zero-sum shift towards rival powers.

India’s biggest strategic misstep may not have been backing
Sheikh Hasina but failing to diversify its political relationships
in Bangladesh. Strong ties with one faction can never substitute
for broad-based engagement, especially in a polity as fractured
as Bangladesh’s. The months ahead will demand patience
rather than posturing. Bangladesh will elect a new government;
India will have opportunities to recalibrate. The relationship
may be fragile, but it is not beyond repair ~ if both sides
recognise that neighbours cannot be chosen, only managed
with care.

ConditionalSanctuary

ritain’s immigration reset has now widened far beyond

the asylum system. What began as an attempt to deter

irregular arrivals has morphed into a deeper

reconfiguration of the country’s entire approach to
belonging. The latest proposal ~ to make even legal migrants
wait up to 20 years before they can settle permanently -
cements this shift. It is no longer only refugees who must live
with provisional status; millions of workers, families, and
contributors already inside the UK are now being folded into a
model built on conditionality and extended probation.

The proposal to double the standard qualifying period for
settlement from five to 10 years ~ and stretch it to 15 or even 20
for those on benefits ~ reflects a political calculus shaped by
extraordinary numbers. Net migration added 2.6 million people
to the population between 2021 and 2024, and more than 1.6
million legal migrants are forecast to seek settlement between
2026 and 2030. Ministers argue that such volumes make the
current five-year pathway unsustainable. But drastically
lengthening the wait risks turning long-term residents into
permanent temporaries, unable to fully anchor their lives
despite contributing to the economy and abiding by the law.

The emerging “earned settlement” framework demands
demonstrable integration, steady earnings above £12,570 for at
least three years, A-level English proficiency, and a clean record.
This moves settlement closer to a performance contract than a
recognition of lived contribution.

Those reliant on benefits ~ even briefly ~ are penalised with
longer waits, while health and social care workers who arrived
on post-Brexit visas will also see their pathway stretched to 15
years. These are sectors the UK depends on acutely, yet their
workers now face some of the toughest conditions in Europe for
making a life in the country they serve.

Accelerated routes for “outsized contributors,” including NHS
doctors, nurses, high earners, and entrepreneurs, offer selective
relief. But they also entrench a tiered hierarchy of belonging,
where economic value becomes the primary currency for
permanence. Even family members lose the expectation of
automatic status, creating the possibility of split-status
households and further uncertainty.

Taken together with the asylum reforms ~ temporary refugee
status, narrower human-rights protections, the removal of
automatic support, and expanded voluntary-return payments ~
the new settlement rules complete a system defined by
defensiveness rather than openness. Digital IDs, fast-tracked
removals, consolidated appeals, and tightened legal routes all
form part of an architecture designed to slow entry, accelerate
exit, and keep migrants in a state of conditional acceptance for
far longer than before.

Britain is not alone in attempting to manage the pressures of
migration, but it stands at risk of confusing control with
cohesion. A society cannot integrate people who are kept
perpetually waiting to belong. If deterrence becomes the
organising principle of both asylum and legal migration, the UK
may succeed in reducing numbers ~ but only by weakening the
foundations on which stable, long-term integration rests.
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Green Mirage

EVbatteries, whilecleaneratthe
tailpipe, bringtheirownhealth
risksifnotmanaged
responsibly. Fires caused by
overheatingorfaulty charging
releasetoxicfumes,including
hydrofluoricacidand other
harmful compounds, whichcan
endangerfirstrespondersand
nearbyresidents. Informal
recyclingpractices~where
workersdismantle batteries
withoutprotectivegear~expose
themtoheavymetalsand
corrosivechemicals, leadingto
long-termrespiratoryand
neurological damage. Without
properregulation,thevery
technology meanttoreduce
pollutioncancreatenew
hazardsforhumanhealth

ollution in India has become a

growing menace, wearing many

disguises across the seasons. During

Deepawali, the bursting of crackers
fills the air with smoke and toxic particles,
turning celebration into suffocation. As
winter deepens, stubble burning in the
northern plains adds its own thick layer of
haze, aggravating an already dire situation.
Fossil-fuelled cars, even when they pass
official pollution tests, continue to be blamed
for adding invisible emissions to the
atmosphere. And now, even the much-touted
electric vehicles ~ preferred as the clean
alternative ~ carry hidden hazards in the
form of battery risks, unsafe charging, and
disposal challenges.

The truthis that all these sources, whether
festive, agricultural, or technological, converge
into one problem: polluted air and poisoned
soil. We cannot afford to treat crackers as
culture, stubble burning as compulsion, or
EVs as unquestioned progress without
acknowledging their collective impact. True
celebration lies in light, not smoke; true
innovation lies in responsibility, not hidden
emissions. The larger challenge of pollution
cannot be solved by restraint in one area
alone ~ it demands a rethinking of how we
celebrate, how we farm, and how we travel.

Electric vehicles (EVs) are often hailed as
the answer to this crisis, promising cleaner
streets, reduced dependence on fossil fuels,
and quieter roads. Olive green number plates
are now a common sight, signalling a shift
toward cleaner mobility. Consumers are
excited, manufacturers are thriving, and
policymakers hail them as a solution. Yet
beneath the optimism lies a complex reality:
just as crackers add smoke to our skies,
batteries and charging systems can add new
risks to our environment. Both are part of
the same problem ~ pollution in different
forms ~and both demand honesty, responsibility,
and innovation if we are to breathe easier.

The Baily Star

Lithium-ion batteries are the beating heart
of EVs. They are popular because they store
a lot of energy in a small, light package.
Inside, they have two ends called electrodes,
separated by a thin film and filled with a
liquid that allows lithium ions to move back
and forth. When charging, the ions move
one way; when discharging, they move back,
releasing energy to power a car or a phone.
This simple shuttle of ions makes them
efficient and reliable. But if the battery
overheats, is overcharged, or damaged, the
delicate balance can break, sometimes
leading to fires or explosions.

India has already seen such dangers
firsthand. In November 2025, an electric
car caught fire near Hyderabad’s NTR
Stadium, spreading flames to a nearby
vehicle before fire fighters contained it.
Investigators suspected overheating or
a short circuit. The incident was not
isolated ~ similar EV fires have been
reported in recent years, prompting the
government to announce new fire safety
rules in September 2025. These rules
mandate stricter testing and thermal
protection, underscoring that safety
cannot be treated as optional.

Different types of lithium batteries
offer different trade-offs. Some are
designed for maximum energy storage,
giving cars longer driving range but
making them more sensitive to heat.
Others, like lithium iron phosphate (LFP)
batteries, are safer and longer-lasting, though
they store less energy.

Engineers constantly balance safety, cost,
and performance. In India’s hot climate and
with frequent voltage fluctuations, safety
features such as proper cooling systems
and reliable charging equipment are especially
important.

The environmental story begins long
before abattery is placed inside a car. Mining
lithium and other metals like cobalt and
nickel is resource-intensive. It can damage
ecosystems, pollute water, and erode soil.
Workers often face unsafe conditions. India’s
discovery of lithium reserves in Jammu &
Kashmir and Karnataka offers hope for
reduced imports, but it also raises concerns
about responsible mining, If extraction is
careless, the damage toland and communities
could outweigh the benefits of clean energy.

Globally, the race for lithium has already
triggered ecological strain. South American
countries like Chile and Bolivia have faced
water shortages due to brine extraction.
African nations grapple with exploitative

-

mining practices that endanger workers and
ecosystems alike. India’s entry into this race
must be cautious, learning from international
experiences rather than repeating mistakes.
The dream of clean energy cannot be built
on the ruins of fragile ecosystems or the
exploitation of vulnerable communities.

Onceinuse, batteries pose other challenges.
Charging infrastructure in India is still
developing, and many households improvise
unsafe setups. Disposal is another looming
crisis. Old batteries, if not recycled properly,
leak harmful chemicals into soil and water.
Recycling technologies exist ~ some melt
batteries to recover metals,
others dissolve them in
solutions,and newer methods
try to reuse parts directly ~
but India needs stronger
systems to collect and process
used batteries safely. The
health impact of pollution
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release toxic fumes, including

hydrofluoric acid and other

harmful compounds, which
can endanger first responders and nearby
residents. Informal recycling practices ~
where workers dismantle batteries without
protective gear ~ expose them to heavy
metals and corrosive chemicals, leading to
long-term respiratory and neurological
damage. Without proper regulation, the very
technology meant to reduce pollution can
create new hazards for human health.
Ensuring safe design, certified charging,
and regulated recycling is therefore not just
an environmental imperative but a public
health necessity.

Globally, recycling is becoming a critical
industry. A 2025 report projected the
lithium-ion battery recycling market to grow
from $7.3 billion in 2024 to $239 billion by
2030, driven by EV adoption and renewable
energy storage. Countries like China are
leading with advanced recycling technologies,
while collaborations such as the Hungary-China
Battery Recycling Cooperation Workshop
(November 2025) aim to build full-cycle
ecosystems. Researchers at Rice University
in the US have even developed a
“recharge-to-recycle” reactor that turns

battery waste into new lithium feedstock
more cleanly than traditional smelting or
acid-based methods. These examples show
that solutions are possible ~ but they require
investment, regulation, and global cooperation.

There is hope in innovation. Researchers
are working on “solid-state batteries,” which
replace the liquid inside with solid materials.
These designs could be safer and store more
energy, though they are still expensive and
difficult to manufacture. Another promising
idea is “second life” for EV batteries: when
they are no longer strong enough for cars,
they can still be used to store solar or wind
energy forhomes and buildings. This extends
their usefulness and reduces waste.

Policy and planning are crucial. Safety
standards must ensure batteries can withstand
heat and stress. Charging stations must be
built with proper grounding and fire protection.
Insurance must evolve to cover EV-specific
risks. Mining licenses must include environmental
safeguards and community benefits. Recycling
must be made mandatory and traceable,
with manufacturers held accountable for
the full life cycle of their products.

For us, responsibility is cultural as much
as technological. Just as we must delink
crackers from Deepawali, we must delink
blind consumerism from progress. Owning
an EV should not be seen as a badge of
modernity unless its battery is safe, its
charging is responsible, and its disposal is
accounted for. Celebrating festivals should
not be equated with smoke and noise
unless we are willing to pay the price in
damaged lungs.

Ultimately, the challenge is not just about
machines ~ it is about conscience. Can we
celebrate without choking our neighbours?
Canwe innovate without sacrificing ecosystems?
Can we mine without endangering workers?
The answers lie not in denial but in choice.
Light, not smoke, must define our festivals.
Progress, not peril, must define our mobility.
Sustainability, not exploitation, must define
our future.

Every winter haze is a reminder that our
festivals, our vehicles, and our technologies
are all interconnected in the fragile web of
air, soil,and water; a reminder that responsibility
begins not with grand declarations but with
small acts of restraint, and also a lesson
that the future we leave behind will be
judged not by the brilliance of our lights,
but by the clarity of our skies.

As Robert Swan aptly said “The greatest
threat to our planet is the belief that someone
else will save it.”

It is time Bangladesh pursued inclusive growth

merging from the ruins of the

war ofindependencein1971 with

adevastated economy, Bangladesh

has gradually transformed into
a vibrant lower-middle-income country,
which is poised to graduate from the
Least Developed Country (LDC) status
inNovember 2026. Over the years, factors
such as remittances, exports, agriculture,
small enterprises, microfinance, and the
increasing participation of women in the
labour force have played crucial roles in
poverty alleviation and improving several
human development indicators of the
country.

Yet, behind the success lies an emerging
set of concerns. Income inequality has
increased, urban poverty is becoming
more complex, and a series of external
shocks, including the pandemic, the
Ukraine war, global price volatility, climate
impacts, and persistent inflation, have

revealed deep-rooted structural vulnerabilities.

For Bangladesh, the issue is not about
the rate of growth, but whether

limitations. Nationwide, 85 percent of
workers are employed in the informal
sector, characterised by limited job

growth can be inclusive. A Member

Bangladesh's fight against
poverty has indeed been one
of its notable achievements.
Rural households gained from
expanded irrigation, the adoption
of high-yielding crop varieties,
better connectivity, and the growth of
non-farm enterprises.

Women's employment, particularly in
the ready-made garment sector, provided
millions with stable incomes and greatly
increased their independence. Microfinance
institutions helped poor households
smooth their income, invest in livestock
or small shops, and send their children to
school. Remittances from migrant workers
offered financial stability to rural families.

However, poverty reduction faces specific

Of The

Letters To The Editor | S<] editor@thestatesman.com

Accountability

Sir, Apropos “Transparency on trial”, the
Epstein files are being cast as an extraordinary
moment of confrontation for along-shielded
ecosystem of privilege. But the United States
has witnessed similar reckonings when
power is forced to look itself in the mirror.
The Watergate disclosures stand as the most
enduring example - a presidency compelled
tosurrender tapes that exposed the corrosion
at the heart of the system. Likewise, the
Church Committee in the 1970s tore open
decades of covert overreach by the intelligence
agencies and even the most secretive arms
of the state were forced into the light when
democratic resolve demanded it. Whether
Donald Trump’s release of the Epstein files
springs from exigency or conviction is difficult
to parse at this stage. A leader hemmed in

by political pressures may well use disclosure
as a tactical weapon, rather than a moral
act. Yet that the files have surfaced at all
speaks to something deeper in the American
fabric: a culture that still shows, however
inconsistently, that truth would find ventin
devious paths. The U.S.has often faltered,
but its institutions do retain a reflexive
instinct toward transparency, especially
when an open media feeds public discomfiture.
The release of files is less about Trump but
more about a democratic ethos that refuses
to surrender claim on accountability.
Yours, etc., R Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai, 19 November.

Foregone

Sir, That Hasina would be handed out
the death sentence on fabricated charges of

epaper.thestatesman.com
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security and alack of social protection,
which makes households very
vulnerable to shocks. High inflation,
particularly food inflation, has
decreased real incomes, causing
many families that had escaped
poverty tofall back below the poverty
line or remain just above it. Inequality,
meanwhile, continues to grow in noticeable
ways. According to the Household Income
and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2022,
the national income Gini coefficient
increased from 0482 in 2016 to 0499 in
2022,indicating thatincome distribution
is becoming more unequal. The HIES
2022 shows that the richest of the rich~the
top five percent of households ~ possess
30.04 percent of the total national income,
while the poorest of the poor ~the bottom

five percent ~ hold just 0.37 percent. In
2016, the top five percent's income share
was 27.82 percent, whereas that of the
bottom five percent was only 0.23 percent
of the total national income.

Besides, urban-rural disparities remain
significant. Cities are expanding through
higher-productivity services and industries,
while ruralcommunities continue to
depend on low-return agriculture and
informal employment.

Inequities in access to education,
healthcare, technology, and financial
resources are widening these gaps.

g IN MEMORIAM

BANERJEE KALI SANKAR —
Remembering your Centenary Year. —
Son Amales, daughter-in-law Alpana,
granddaughter Sreya.

‘crimes against humanity’ by the interim
regime of Yunus was a foregone conclusion.
The fundamentalists of Bangladesh are hell
bent on re-creating East Pakistan plagued
with poverty, unemployment, anarchy and
above all, zero democracy.

They have destroyed the more than 50
year old legacy of Mujibur Rahman, the
creator of Bangladesh, of harmony and
brotherhood.

They have outraged the majesty of Rabindra
Nath Tagore and Bangla bhasha. Intolerance
is the new idiom there.

With hard-core fundamentalists in the
driving seat, the state must first of all change
its name Bangladesh. Yunus will soon lose
his sense of direction in the din of chaotic
fundamentalists.

Yours, etc., Vidyeshwar Prasad,
Kolkata, 18 November.

Persecution

Sir, Bangladesh’s deposed prime minister
Sheikh Hasina has been sentenced to death
in absentia by a court in Dhaka for crimes
against humanity over a deadly crackdown
on a student-led uprising last year. A
three-judge bench of the country’s international
crimes tribunal convicted Hasina of crimes
including incitement, orders to kill and
inaction to prevent atrocities.

It remains to be seen whether a higher
court will overturn the verdict, which will
impact Hasina’s life.

Hasina has been living in exile and under
protection in neighbouring India. It is
unfortunate that history of political persecution
still prevails in Bangladesh.

Yours, etc., Jayanta Datta,
Chinsurah, 18 November.
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ussian President Vladimir

Putin's forthcoming visit

to India- in early December

2025 -is highly significant
asitaims to reaffirm and strengthen
the "special and privileged strategic
partnership" amidst a challenging
global geopolitical landscape and
increasing Western pressure on
India. This visit, the 23rd annual
summit, will be his first to India
since the Ukraine invasion in
February 2022, underscoring its
importance. The visit is part of a
long-standing tradition of annual
summits between the two countries,
which alternate locations between
India and Russia.

Donald Trump's aggressive policies
and rhetoric have inadvertently
pushed India to reaffirm and
strengthen its longstanding, strategic
ties with Russia. Ultimately, the
pressure campaign by the United
States has proved to be a "self-goal"
that has reinforced India's resolve
to pursue its strategic autonomy
and potentially strengthen the
alignment with Russia.

Putin's visitis seen as significant
for India's foreign policy as it
balances relations between Moscow
and Washington. It is a strong signal
of India's strategic autonomy and
its commitment to along-standing,
trusted relationship with Russia,
even as the US has imposed tariffs
on India over its continued purchase
of Russian oil. Both nations coordinate
regularly on international political
issues and aim to build a just,
multipolar world order. The visit
isintended to deliver major outcomes
and reinforce the relationship amid
a changing global order and Western
pressure on India regarding its
trade with Russia.

The visit is aculmination of extensive
preparatory meetings, including
External Affairs Minister S.Jaishankar's
recent visit to Moscow and discussions
between PM Modi and Putin's aide
Nikolay Patrushev in New Delhi on
November 18 where they discussed
strengthening collaboration in the
maritime domain, including connectivity,
portdevelopment, skill development,
shipbuilding, the blue economy, and
Arctic operations.

The leaders will discuss regional
and global developments, including
the Ukraine conflict and coordination
within international bodies like the
UN, BRICS, G20 and the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO),
where both countries are members.
Russia supports India's demand
for a permanent UN Security Council
seat. A "vision" document is expected
to be signed, laying out a roadmap
for cooperation across various
sectors including shipbuilding
(including "green shipbuilding" and
ice-class vessels), space, agriculture,
and infrastructure.

Defense remains a central pillar of
cooperation, with discussions expected
on critical projects like the joint
development of a fifth-generation
fighter jet, further S-400 missile
systemdeliveries,and potentially the
joint production of S-500 systems.
The leaders plan to move forward
with defense projects, including
potential deals for fighter jets and
missile defense systems. Despite
India's efforts to diversify its defense
partners, Russia remains a critical
supplier, accounting for a significant
portion of India's military inventory.

Discussions will also focus on
boosting trade and investment,
particularly in energy (oil and
nuclear power), and addressing
logistics and payment challenges.
India and Russia have committed

toboosting bilateral trade to a target
of $100 billion by 2030 and exploring
alternative payment solutions to
circumvent Western sanctions. Key
dealsin oil exploration and supply,
nuclear energy (e.g. increasing the
number of reactors at the Kudankulam
power station), and direct diamond
sales are expected to be finalized.
The leaders will focus on resolving
related issues like logistics and
payment mechanisms, potentially
using local or third-country currencies.
Both nations are looking to finalise
new pacts and initiatives to boost
economic ties, with a focus on
diversifying trade beyond energy
and addressing the existing trade
deficit. Discussions are also underway
for a Free Trade Agreement with
the Eurasian Economic Union.

What Putin’s visit t achieve

A bilateral mobility agreement
is expected to be signed to facilitate
legal migration and protection of
skilled Indian workers in Russia,
which is experiencing a labour
shortage. The agreement aims to
establish a formal framework for
legal migration, protect the rights
of Indian workers in Russia, and
facilitate the expansion of skilled
Indian manpower in key Russian
economic sectors.

Russia is keen to attract skilled
Indian workers in industries such
as construction, textiles, engineering,
electronics, and IT. The pact will
offer new employment opportunities
for skilled Indian professionals
and ensures their legal protection
and dignified employment in
Russia.

In conclusion, Putin's visit is a
continuation of regular high-level
exchanges and is driven by mutual
strategic interests, the goal of
which is to foster a multi-polar
order. The visit reinforces a "special
and privileged strategic partnership"
that has been a consistent factor
of stability in international relations,
allowing India to pursue its national
interests on the global stage.
Ultimately, the visit is a test of
India's diplomatic skill in balancing
its historic friendship with Russia
with its evolving global partnerships,
demonstrating its ability to engage
with all major powers on its own
pragmatic terms.

(The writer, a retired IFS officer, served as India’s
Ambassador to Kuwait and Morocco and as
Consul-General in New York.)

Why terrorists use ammonium nitrate

SHAMIM HAQUE MONDAL

ecently, the nation

witnessed two major

blasts: the first at the

Red Fort complex in Delhi
on November 10, and the second
at the Nowgam police station in
Srinagar on the night of November
14. However, there was no car
bomb or terrorist attack on the
second occasion; a large amount
of explosives seized by the
investigating agency was stored
in the Nowgam police station,
which exploded during the
examination.

Experts initially concluded that
explosives behind the two incidents
were primarily made from ammonium
nitrate, combined with fuel oil and
detonators. The possibility of other
powerful explosives such as PETN,
SEMTEX, and RDX was feared, but
it was later revealed that their
quantity was small.

Why ammonium nitrate? It is a
white crystalline powder substance,
which is commonly used as a
nitrogen-rich fertilizer to increase
crop yields. The country has just
witnessed how dangerous the use
of this seemingly harmless chemical
can be. A powerful shock wave is
generated during the explosion,
which causes the surrounding area
to shake and the explosion to
spread. That is why it is widely
used in the mining and construction
industries.

This chemical, comprised of
ammonium (NH,4") and nitrate

(NO3") ions, is a powerful oxidizer.
Simply said, it provides enough
oxygen for the reaction; nevertheless,
other ingredients are necessary
to initiate ignition. In chemistry,
ammonium nitrate is stable and
safer than other explosives when
kept under controlled conditions;
however, when exposed to intense
heat or stirring, the gas released
from it will ignite an explosion if
thereis aliquid organic compound
or a readily available incendiary
substance such as a detonator.
Nitrous oxide (N,O) and water
vapor (H50) are initially produced
from ammonium nitrate at high
temperatures (around 300°C).

NH4N03 - NzO +2 H20

At higher temperatures, they
break down to form nitrogen (N»),
oxygen (O5), and water (HO).

2NH4NO3 - 2No+ Oy + 4 Hy0

Explosive reactions can also
make other gases, such as ammonia
(NH3), nitric oxide (NO), and
nitrogen dioxide (NO,). NO» is
the one that makes the
reddish-brown clouds that we
observe when explosions occur.
When thermal oxidation events
happen at very high temperatures
and pressures, they make these
gases. NH4NOg is ideal for creating
improvised explosive devices
(IEDs) since it looks safe and
stable yet has a lot of hidden
destructive power.

There are other explosives,
but why are extremists so inclined
to ammonium nitrate?

Itisreadily accessible in the market.
In an agricultural nation such as
India, there is significant demand,
resulting in ample supply. It can be
stored with ease. Other military-grade
explosives, including RDX, face
restrictions. The terrorists exploited
this scenario. Furthermore, it exhibits
greater stability compared tofirst-line
explosives and can be transported
using regular cars, enabling attackers
toaccumulate substantial quantities
with minimal effort.

AMMONIUM NITRATE

In recent times, the repeated
use of ammonium nitrate has
become a cause of serious concern
for the security of the country.
The Government of India, in 2012,
enacted the Explosives Act and
the Ammonium Nitrate Rules,
which lay down a set of rules for
its manufacture and marketing,
such as compulsory licensing; not
to be stored in crowded places; to
be stored away from the locality
with high walls; to have adequate
fire extinguishers; import and
export activities to be limited to
certain ports; not to be sold in the

=
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open; to be sold only in packet
form, etc.

Not only is it necessary to create
laws, but also to put them into
action. The dual use of NHNO often
hinders its fruitful application. To
combat this ongoing threat, it is
essential to use modern technology,
raise public awareness, and maintain
strict surveillance from the
administrative place.

(The writer is associated with the Physics
Division of the State Forensic Science Laboratory,
Kolkata.)
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Allin, cold buffet 14

Last Sunday’s Solution (54

5 French cultural 18
organisation

withdraw Monet s

one artwork (6) 19
Olympian takes a

little paracetamol

after surprise

parties (5-3) 23
Restyle Elvis
occasionally,

coming back lithe ...

(6) 24
... and slim in cute
pants, in charge for 25
film soundtrack,

maybe

(10,5) 26
13 Weaklings save
seconds -

swapping cold for
hot (7)

Average American
soldier (4)
Universal veto for
operating system
(4)

Display some
ingredients of
garibaldi - or a
macaroon (7)
Evita's touring
cast feel caring,
delivering flyer

27 Well | never!

Disheartened after
wife leaves,

returning to cause
some kind of alarm

6

intestine with this
complaint (12)
Vicar meets a
politician and pimp
(6)

16

Quote bareheaded,
ancient, Celtic
priest, looking
towards the stars —
it Il get you going

(8) 7 French race tracks (8)
finale elevated by 17 Call one out
DOWN South African following poor
representative, BAME
1 Replacin the perhaps (8) representation —
soundtrack for 8 Hide under prepare defence
Grease (6) excessive clothing (8)
2 Guarantee cry of (8) 20 Earl and headless
pain after case of 11 Cigarette butt monster going out

(9,6) Viagra s used up
Judge in drug haze (6)
reportedly (6) 3 Spreads content

A battalion rebel
over scene of

leaving bloggers”
cycling thread on

from corpse keeps
me over a barrel,
identifying a
variety of contacts
(3-9)

21

(6)

Tolkien s goblins
recalled essence of
yellow parchment,
say (6)

bloodshed (8) board 15 Write about love — 22 Desperate U-turn
Confront (8) a newspaper man s over Europe,
accountant about 4 Doctor depicts pain first — expressed in ultimately
expenditure (6) involving bit of legal document (8) deceptive (6)

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

A SCHOLAR'S FIGHT
AGAINST FATE

ARUN KANTI CHATTERJEE

My father, Naresh Chandra Chatterjee, the
late principal of A. C. College, Jalpaiguri, was a
man of unwavering principle. Deeply devoted
to his teaching and administrative duties, he
refused the many prestigious offers that came
from Kolkata. His commitment to the college
left him little time for his own health or even for
everyday family life. Though his work kept him
sedentary, he never indulged in rest; I cannot
recall a single day when he stayed in bed for
leisure.

Surprisingly, he remained free from the common
illnesses that troubled the rest of us. Perhaps it
was his disciplined habits or sheer force of will.
But fate had its own course. Quite suddenly, he
was diagnosed with heart disease - a blow that
cast a long shadow over our home.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, medical
science in small towns in India was still in its
early stages. Specialists were scarce, and even
the term “cardiologist” was unfamiliar. My father
travelled to Kolkata to consult one such expert,
following every bit of advice he received - more
out of necessity than optimism.

Yet he never surrendered.

Even as his health declined, his mind remained
sharp and restless. He sought not only treatment
but understanding. He subscribed to renowned
scientific journals, imported medical and
philosophical texts, and filled their margins
with notes in his small, distinctive handwriting.
Somewhere in those pages, he believed, lay a
truth that could help him - not merely to live
longer, but to comprehend his illness.

Alongside science, he turned to literature.
Rabindra Rachanabali became his spiritual
refuge. In Tagore’s songs, stories, and essays, he
found the peace that medical texts could not
provide - a way to embrace suffering without
bitterness.

Even when he could no longer go to the college,
he stayed mentally engaged. He dictated notes
for students, helped my mother with accounts,
and welcomed young scholars seeking guidance.
A poor man hired for household chores eventually
became part of our family, witnessing both his
strength and vulnerability.

Though disease weakened his body, it did not
diminish his spirit. His lifelong quest - for
knowledge, meaning, and hope - continued until
the end.

He left us far too early, at the age of forty, but
whenever I open the attic trunk filled with his
underlined scientific journals and fragile notes,
it feels as though he is near once more.

Modern medicine has made many once-fatal
diseases manageable. But my father, who had
none of these advantages, was never defeated.
Through science, philosophy, and Tagore’s
timeless words, he fought not merely for life,
but for dignity, understanding, and serenity.

News Items

VICEROY’S MESSAGE

“PRECIOUS
MEMORIES” OF
QUEEN MOTHER

The following telegram has been received from
His Majesty the King- Emperor by His Excellency
the Viceroy, dated Sandringham, November 20,
1925: — “My dear mother passed peacefully away
this afternoon.” The following telegram has been
sent by His Excellency the Viceroy to His Majesty
the King-Emperor dated November 21,1925: — “It
is with great distress that I have received the
message from Your Majesty informing me of the
death of Queen Alexandra. On behalf of India I
offer Your Majesty with humble duty the deepest
sympathy in your loss. “Precious memories of
Queen Alexandra, both of her gracious actions as
Queen Empress, and of her life of active sympathy
with suffering humanity in later years, are treasured
in India. “The news of her death will be received
with widespread sorrow by the Princes and people
of India and universal sympathy* will go out to
Your Majesty in your bereavement.”—Viceroy’s
Camp, November 21, 1925.

CALCUTTA TRIBUTES

RACES AND SOCIAL
EVENTS
ABANDONED

Flags flying at half-mast over official, business
and private buildings and the abandonment of
many forms of business and amusement marked
the observance of the melancholy event in Calcutta.
The Bengal Secretariat and attached offices, the
High Court, the Municipal Offices and Police Courts
were all closed, and the race meeting at Tollygunge
was cancelled. Although the city hummed last
evening with the bustle of its tremendous cold
weather traffic, everywhere there was a marked
restraint. Evening dances which had been arranged
at Firpo’s, the Grand Hotel and the Palais de Danse
were abandoned. In Northern Calcutta, too, signs
were not wanting of the regret with which the
Indian community generally heard the news.
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Chaos and confusion in the neighbourhood

Bangladesh is headed for further polit-
ical uncertainty and a possible descent
into turmoil and instability given the
recent developments related to the
verdict convicting former Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina (PMSH) of crimes
against humanity. After the events in
July-August 2024, which led to violence,
the ouster of the government, and her
subsequentarrival in India on a special
military aircraft, PMSH has been given
safe haven by India.

This has understandably led to
further tensions in bilateral ties, which
have been progressively worsening
since PMSH left Dhaka and the instal-
lation of an interim government (IG) led
by Chief Advisor Mohammad Yunus,
who has made clear his animosity
towards India and his increasing prox-
imity to Pakistan and China and, to an
extent, the United States. While there
had been general dissatisfaction with
the dictatorial manner in which PMSH
was running the government, there
was economic growth in Bangladesh
with an increase in GDP figures, and her
government’s policies had set the
path towards Bangladesh exiting the
Least Developed Country category by
2026. However, that may not happen
now, as student protests against job
quota reforms picked up after PMSH
labelled them as “grandchildren of the
Razakars” who supported the Pakistani
military’s operations in the 1971 liber-
ation war and were accused of heinous
crimes. The use of the term further
escalated the protests as students felt
slighted and considered her response
dismissive of their efforts to address the
quota system in government jobs,
which reserved around 30 per cent of
jobs for descendants of the freedom
fighters of the 1971 Liberation
Movement.

As the violence increased and the
government responded with a heavy
hand, leading to the deaths of some
protesters, the situation inflamed and
demands for PMSH’s resignation
increased, eventually forcing her to flee
the country for India. The government
failed to recognise the mood on the
ground, especially after the opposi-
tion’s boycott of the general elections
in January 2024 and the groundswell
of anti-government sentiment. PMSH'’s
tenure in power from 2009 to 2024 was

marked by strong economic growth
but also by a strong crackdown on
dissent, extra-judicial killings, and
alleged human rights violations. After
PMSH left the country, tensions eased
somewhat and the Bangladesh Army
announced the setting up of an interim
government (IG) to run Bangladesh. The
chaos that followed saw widespread
destruction, and vio-
lence continued for
some time before
there was relative calm
along with demands
for accountability for
those killed.

The Yunus-led
interim government

Bangladesh.The death sentence for

PMSH and demands for her extradition

from India are symptoms of the com-

promised judicial system and flawed

policy approach of the interim govern-

ment, exposing it to charges of bias and
a predetermined verdict.

The ICT’s mandate was changed in

an unconstitutional manner, and the

Chief Prosecutor in the

case was a Jel lawyer

who had defended 1971

war criminals. PMSH

was also not allowed to

choose her defence

lawyers. India has

refused to send back

PMSH, stating that any

has been mandated to
focus on reforms in
the system and there is
an opportunity to take
Bangladesh out of the quagmire and
put it on a transformative path to
rebuild democracy and ensure securi-
ty and stability, though there are many
questions about the likelihood of this
happening given the IG’s approach.The
IG’s decision to put PMSH on trial in the
country’s International Crimes Tribunal
(ICT) and her conviction, in absentia, on
charges of human rights violations, and
the award of the death sentence, has
once again put Bangladesh in the
spotlight and its future at a crossroads.
The verdict marks the end of a politi-
cal dynasty and PMSH’s political journey
and her 15-year tenure at the helm of
the country.

After much pressure, Bangladesh’s IG
has announced general elections in
February 2026 along with a referendum
on the July National Charter, which
offers a direction and roadmap for
structural reforms. It proposes intro-
ducing time limits for prime minister-
ial terms and scrapping the first-past-
the-post system for proportional rep-
resentation, thereby rewriting the
rules of Bangladesh’s politics. While
these reforms are supported by the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP),
the Jamaat-e-Islami (Jel), and other
smaller parties, they are not support-
ed by the student-led Bangladesh
Citizens Party (NCP). This, along with the
proposed ban on the Awami League’s
participation in the forthcoming elec-
tions, does not augur well for

MANJU SETH

Former Ambassador

decision must follow
due process and align
with the bilateral
Extradition Treaty
between India and Bangladesh, which
clearly exempts extradition “for an
offence of a political character” (Article
6).For India, Bangladesh is an important
neighbour and there is a need to keep
the relationship as amicable as possi-
ble. But the growing clout of pro-
Pakistan elements in Bangladesh’s
polity and the undermining of the
Awami League and its supporters pose
challenges for India’s approach to
the new government after the pro-
posed elections.

CONTINUED ON >> P14
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Poverty devastates
families, communities
and nations. It causes
instability and political

unrest and fuels
conflict.
- Kofi Anan

Former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh has been
sentenced to death for alleged crimes against humanity linked to the
July 2024 student uprising. The verdict, delivered amid escalating
anti-India sentiment and a volatile electoral landscape, has
sharpened political divides at home and placed New Delhi in an
unusually delicate diplomatic position

The Hasina verdict and implications for India

On November 17, Bangladesh’s
International Crimes Tribunal (ICT) sen-
tenced former Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina to death for crimes against
humanity related to last year’s student-
led July Uprising, which resulted in the
deaths of as many as 1,400 civilians and
injuries to over 20,000. The much-
awaited judgment is historic for many
reasons. For the first

time in Bangladesh’s

history, a court has

handed down such a

severe punishmenttoa

political figure of her
stature. This verdict also

arrives at a critical

moment in the nation’s

went three rounds of amendments this
year-in February, May, and September-
expanding the ICT’s authority and des-
ignating Sheikh Hasina and other
accused individuals as ‘fugitives’. Trials
against Hasina and others officially
began in June this year, a month after
the interim government banned her
party, the Awami League, under the
Anti-Terrorism

Ordinance. This move

followed protests in April

and May by Islamic

parties and the National

Citizen Party (NCP),

demanding that nation-

al elections be held only

after the completion of

politics - barely two
months before the 13th
JatiyaSangsad elections.
Sheikh Hasina, who has
been residing in New
Delhi since fleeing
Dhaka on 5 August 2024, rejected the
verdict, calling it ‘biased and political-
ly motivated’. Nevertheless, this judg-
ment places New Delhi in a difficult posi-
tion, as Dhaka has, quite predictably,
requested India to extradite her.

The interim government, following its
establishment in August 2024, intro-
duced amendments to the ICT Act (1973)
in late 2024 to address crimes related to
the July Uprising and the ensuing polit-
ical violence. The ordinance under-

ANKITA SANYAL
Research Fellow at the
International Centre for Peace
Studies, New Delhi

the July trials and the
announcement of the
July Charter. Clearly, such
pressure appeared to
work, and the interim
government complied
with both demands.

Chaired by Justice Golam Mortuza
Mozumder, the three-member ICT bench
read portions of the 453-page judgment
in a verdict live-streamed on Bangladesh
Television. In videos presented by the
investigating officers, subtitles claimed
among other things that "Sheikh Hasina
asked Delhi to attack Dhaka" and pre-
sented several pieces of evidence pur-
portedly demonstrating that Hasina
ordered forceful action against the stu-
dents during the uprising. While
BDMilitary.com, an independent defence
and strategic affairs digital platform run
by Bangladesh’s former defence veter-
ans (founded in 2005), published an
article titled "Sheikh Hasina begged
India to attack Dhaka,” no credible
Bangladeshi media outlets reported
this, clearly indicating that the documen-
tary evidence claimed by the ICT was not
accepted by the media in Bangladesh.

The ICT hearing also criticised the
now-banned Awami League party, pro-
hibited from contesting the upcoming
national election. The chief prosecutor,
Mohammad Tajul Islam, summarising
witness testimonies, labelled the Awami
League ‘fascist’ from the very inception
of independent Bangladesh, accusing
the party’s government of concentrat-
ing on perpetuating its power through
exploitation, torture, curtailing funda-

mental rights, denying social justice and
democracy, and eventually establishing
a dictatorship by forming BAKSAL. He
further claimed that, led by Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, the Awami League
government formed the infamous
RakkhiBahini (a paramilitary force
created in 1972) "in connivance with a
neighbouring country to weaken and
abolish our glorious Army," and that
Sheikh Hasina did similar things after
returning to power in 2008. The reading
also indirectly blamed New Delhi for
Bangladesh’s alleged democracy deficit
since its liberation.

Anti-India sentiments in Bangladesh,
long nurtured by anti-League factions,
have escalated since the fall of the
Hasina regime. Many have concluded
that New Delhi was responsible for
Sheikh Hasina’s autocracy and the last
three rigged elections.

After the July Uprising, these senti-
ments have been echoed within the
interim government, often blaming
New Delhi for domestic law and order
issues-from the demolition of 32
Dhanmondi to unrest in Khagrachhari-
and making unsubstantiated accusa-
tions that New Delhi "disapproved of"
and "disliked" the student-led July
protest. Critics have indirectly held
India responsible for rendering SAARC
‘nearly defunct’. Major political parties
like BNP, Jamaat, and NCP have pushed
the narrative that "countering Indian
hegemony" is central to Bangladesh’s
foreign policy, following its reset under
the Yunus government. Lastly, Sheikh
Hasina’s exile in India has been cited as
the principal cause of strained bilater-
al relations.

The ICT verdict on Hasina received
praise across political parties, who
claimed that justice had been served.
The interim government called it "his-
toric," while Chief Advisor Yunus assert-
ed that the conviction affirmed that "no
one is above the law."

The NCP called for the swift execution
of the sentence and Hasina’s immedi-
ate repatriation from New Delhi, urging
India not to shelter "killer Sheikh Hasina."
Jamaat-e-Islami welcomed the verdict,
stating that this trial met ICT stan-
dards, unlike previous trials against
Jamaat members.
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The history of Bangladesh begins with Sheikh
Mujib the legendary leader who rose against
the powerful Pakistan army and attained
independence after a struggle that was both
difficult and long. Lovingly called
‘Bangabandhu,” he was a person admired and
revered across the nation for achieving the
impossible. After the surrender of Pakistan East
Pakistan became what is now Bangladesh.

A nation was born and charted on a journey
of progress and development under its benev-
olent leader. However, destiny had other
plans. What began with a promising note in 1971
ended on an abrupt note when Bangbandhu
and his family members were assassinated in
amilitary coup. Hasina and her sister survived

The tumultuous journey of Sheikh Hasina

because they were abroad at the time. That
trauma defined Sheikh Hasina’s political
persona. Sheikh Hasina, the surviving daugh-
terinherited her father’s legacy, goodwill and
burden at the same time and charted on a polit-
ical journey that would shape the destiny of
small Bengali-speaking nation. Her rise,
endurance, and eventual downfall are inter-
twined with the history of a nation that
showed promise and even outpaced Pakistan
but fell to poltical machinations.

She showed courage and determination
when she returned from exile in 1981, and took
over the leadership of the Awami League. The
journey was not smooth though. She struggled
to restore the democracy in the nation and
finally succeeded. Her fight for democracy was
marked by fierce rivalry, political crackdowns,

and highhandedness of the army. With a mix
of persistence and political instinct, she
became the accepted custodian of
Bangabandhu’s unfinished mission — to see a
thriving democratic Bangladesh. Eventually
Hasina became prime minister in 1996, marking
the beginning of her long political domi-
nance. Sheikh Hasina’s tenure as Prime Minister
of Bangladesh began on 23 June 1996, when she
assumed office after her party, the Awami
League, won the general election, succeeding
Khaleda zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP). Her first term lasted until 15 July 2001.
After a while she returned to office on 6 January
2009 following her party’s landslide victory in
the 2008 general election and won subsequent
elections in 2014,2018 and 2024. Her ascent of
power coincided naturally with good relations

with India and period of growth and prosper-
ity that was fast and sustained. Her govern-
ments saw major infrastructure projects,
impressive growth indicators, social welfare
expansions, and a consolidation of nationalist
politics centred on the liberation. During her
rule Bangladeshtransformed into one of South
Asia’s fastest-growing economies. However, the
torchbearer of democracy herself succumbed
to autocratic traits and alienated a large
section of people — giving sops to her support-
ers and brickbats to opponents — something
that eventually led to Gen Z uprising and her
ignominious downfall.

The abolition of the caretaker government
system, the crackdown on opposition parties,
and allegations of human rights abuses made
her look authoritarian leader who wanted to

retain power at all costs. The 2024 student upris-
ing was the turning point. What began as anger
over job quotas and governance failures
quickly transformed into a nationwide move-
ment challenging Hasina’s prolonged rule. Her
government’s response-marked by repres-
sion, arrests, and violence-fuelled unprecedent-
ed public fury. As unrest spread, her political
fortress began to crumble. After the uprising
she moved to India where she currently lives
but the International Crimes Tribunal’s death
sentence has changed the situation and India
will have to take a call on her extradition as an
extradition treaty warrants that she goes back
to her home country and is penalised as per
the law. Till that happens her fate hangs in
uneasy balance.

The writer is Senior Editor with The Pioneer
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“THE ART OF COMMUNICATION IS THE
LANGUAGE OF LEADERSHIP”
— JAMES HUMES

BHOPAL | SUNDAY | NOVEMBER 23, 2025

OPINE [}

Paparazzi as encroachers

Gen Z may know about Lady Diana but
may not be aware of the reason her
early death occurred in a car crash in
1997. As per the report of the British
inquest, Operation Paget, it was con-
cluded that the high-speed car crash
resulted from the negligent driving of
their driver, as well as the pursuing
paparazzi. Lady Diana had, on various
occasions, expressed her displeasure
at the unusual media interest in her
troubled life. It is, then, indeed tragic
that her life was cut short by exactly
the same forces. | recall this episode
vividly because, as a teenager who
admired her, | was shaken by what our
collective hunger for her life was,
which could have led the paparazzi to
get more of her, earn more from her,
and ultimately led to her death.

| see a similar
pattern that, until
recent times, did not
prevail in India; that
is, India is now
moving from curiosi-
ty to voyeurism. Let
me also say it is not
merely the paparazzi
or the mobile holders

paparazzi were not just
reporting his visitors but
also exploiting their
emotions. It did not stop
there; they also circulat-
ed a particularly vulner-
able video of the actor
with his family inside
the hospital room.
When “Dhai Kilo

wanting a piece of PRIYANKA CHATURVEDI

the celebrity pie, but

also the content seekers who keep
looking for more - to go viral, to mon-
etise, to break new stories, to start new
gossip. India’s entertainment industry
has grown by leaps and bounds over
the last few decades, bringing with it
not just global recognition but also the
relentless media gaze.

The emergence of a paparazzi
culture because of multiple media plat-
forms has also led to a disturbing trend:
the erosion of privacy, dignity, and
respect for public figures. There is, of
course, a caveat: the celebrity-
paparazzi culture is an incestuous
love-hate reality where both cannot do
without each other due to the constant
need to be visible, yet seek privacy
between personal and public
curiosity.

However, the very notion of privacy
for public personalities has changed
considerably. Increasingly, ‘known
faces’ have little control, or even
awareness, over when they might
become a viral moment, simply
because anyone who recognises them
can record and share their presence
without consent. This is why I feel India
will need to rewire itself to the rules
of privacy, and that shift should begin
at the school education level.

This column is triggered by the
recentillness and hospitalisation of the
country’s much-loved veteran hero,
Dharmendra. He, in the past, had
often expressed his discomfort at
being photographed during private
family gatherings or personal outings.
There are many instances in which he
has requested privacy, only to have
those appeals disregarded by persis-
tent photographers. Yet recently, when
he was rushed to the hospital, his
earlier pleas went unheeded again,
and an entire shameful episode of
peeping toms was carried out. The

kaHaath” fame actor and
former MP Sunny Deol
gave the media a lesson on privacy
after his father returned home, the
message resonated with everyone
who was viewing the content on his
health beyond the medical bulletin and
updates from family.

The coverage was so intrusive that
even the pizzas delivered to their
home were being reported with
visuals. Before that, there was the
deeply shameful episode in which
news of the legendary actor’s sup-
posed passing was reported by all
major news channels. It took the
Mathura MP and wife of Dharmendra,
HemaMalini, to publicly call them out.
The rush to be first past the post, the
news breakers, the TRP seekers - aka
the vultures — often forget about the
dignity and privacy of the families
involved in their TRP news.

Similar video leaks emerged of the
late Rishi Kapoor too, from the hospi-
tal he was in, and one could only feel
sorry for the family grappling with grief
while at the same time being subject-
ed to constant media interest.

There are so many more examples
that can be added — Sridevi, Sushant
Singh Rajput and even Zarine Khan. A
young actress of Kaantalaga fame,
Shefalizariwala, who was popular
with the paparazzi, passed away sud-
denly. Attempts were made to weave
a conspiracy where none existed,
exposing the ugliness of the thriving
conspiracy theory industry.

This finally brings me to the brave
Rhea Chakraborty. In 2020, when the
news of the tragic suicide of actor
Sushant Singh Rajput was announced,
in parallel, we saw an unprecedented
media frenzy, with Rhea Chakraborty,
his girlfriend, placed squarely in the
spotlight. Her daily life became a
public spectacle; even mundane acts
like entering her apartment or visiting

a police station were turned into viral
moments.

The coverage often crossed ethical
boundaries, turning her into a target
of public vilification and bearing
resemblance to the witch-hunts of
earlier centuries. The media was relent-
less, the conspiracy theories went out
of hand, and her being jailed was con-
sidered retribution. Not one person
from this vulture class wanted to hear
what she had to say because they were
catering to a class that had been led
to believe she was responsible.

Today, after having long fought not
just for her bail but also her innocence
and her passport, no one has the guts
or the gumption to even offer her an
apology. What I figure about Rhea is
that she understands how the system
runs, and she is now using the very
medium to rebuild her place within it.
Similar is the case of Aryan Khan - a
public spectacle of a made-up drug
case, arrest, and later bail - even
through it all, his response was silence,
and later via his directorial debut, he
explained what he stands for without
the need to spell it out.

The right to privacy is a fundamen-
tal human right, and respect for indi-
vidual dignity is the cornerstone of a
civilised society. The ongoing violation
of these rights under the guise of enter-
tainment journalism is a worrying
trend. Media houses, photographers,
and fans alike must introspect and
adopt practices that balance public
curiosity with decency and empathy.
So, while celebrities do live in the
public eye, the assumption that their
every moment is fair game for public
consumption is deeply problematic.

India’s burgeoning paparazzi culture
reflects not just the appetite for celebri-
ty news but also a deeper societal shift
towards sensationalism over
sensitivity. The various stories I have
shared, of those I recall, serve as a stark
reminder of the urgent need to restore
dignity and respect to the lives of those
who entertain and inspire us. Fame
should not come at the cost of
humanity; it is time for the lens to shift,
for both the media and the audience,
from voyeurism to responsible
engagement.

The writer is a Member of the Rajya Sabha

Dhwani unveils annual award to
celebrate classical arts excellence

From (L-R) Krishan Mohan Mishra, Vaswati Misra, Ustad Amjad Ali Khan and Prashant Tewari from The Pioneer Group

SAKSHI PRIYA

The evening’s programme
on 18 November opened up
with the inauguration of a
photo exhibition tracing the
life and artistic journey of
Pandit Shambhu Maharaj,
while also highlighting the
evolution of Kathak in
the decades following
Independence. “We wanted
future generations to know
how it all started, who the
key people were, and how
the students of Shambhu
Maharaj took Kathak across
India and abroad and prop-
agated this dance form,”
says Kathak exponent
Vaswati Misra, President of
Dhwani and daughter-in-
law of Shambhu Maharaj,
married to his eldest son,
Krishan Mohan Misra. The
exhibition brings togetheran
array of photographs depict-
ing Shambhu Maharaj, his
family, his disciples,
moments from his perfor-
mances, and the recogni-
tions he received in the early
years of his career. It offers a
visual narrative not only of
the maestro’s artistic bril-
liance but also of the lineage
that shaped modern Kathak.
The cultural richness of the
evening will continue with a
series of performances.
Among them is a Kathak
duet by Ipshita Misra, grand-
daughter of Pandit Shambhu
Maharaj, who will perform
alongside Daniel Freddy.
The event will conclude
with a sitar recital by Padma
Shri Ustad Shahid Parvez,
accompanied by Ustad
Akram Khan on the tabla,
offering the audience a fitting
finale that blends rhythmic
mastery with melodic depth.
Reflecting on the current
cultural landscape, Misra
acknowledges the abun-
dance of talent but stresses
the need for deeper commit-
ment. “Young generations
have to understand the
depth of this form. Kathak
has the potential to trans-
form you, to make you a
better human being, to give
you a vision of life,” she says.
Founded in 1984, Dhwani is
a registered non-profit

Ustad Akram Khan on Tabla and Padma Shri Ustad Shahid Parvez

organisation recognised by
the Government of India
and empanelled with the
Indian Council for Cultural
Relations (ICCR) and the
Ministry of Culture. Under the
leadership of Vaswati Misra,
Dhwani has performed
widely across India and inter-
nationally - including in
Japan, the United States,
South Africa, Germany, Italy,
Sweden, and
Canadapresenting thematic
productions that blend tradi-
tional sensibilities with con-
temporary vision.

A significant highlight of
the evening will be the
formal announcement of
the Dhwani Shambhu Smriti
Puraskar, an annual award
instituted to honour excel-
lence in music and dance.
Forits inaugural edition, the
selection committee has
named Padma Vibhushan
Ustad Amjad Ali Khan, for his
great contribution to
Hindustani instrumental
music and Guru Dr Maya
Rao (posthumously) as the
first awardees.

“Their contributions are
immense and unparalleled,”
Misra notes, adding that the
committee reached the deci-
sion unanimously. She
emphasises that the award
criteria will remain flexible,
allowing future editions to
also recognise emerging
talents who show excep-
tional promise and merit
encouragement.
Guest of honour Shri
Prashant Tewari from The
Pioneer newspaper facili-
tated the eminent award
recipients and handed over
the award and shawls to the

Photo exhibition on Abhinaya Chakrawarty Shri Shambhu Maharaj

Kathak duet by Daniel Freddy and Ipshita Misra (granddaughter of

Pt Shambhu Maharaj)

two distinguished awardees.

The institution of the
Dhwani Shambhu Smriti
Puraskar marks an impor-
tant milestone in Dhwani’s
journey, reaffirming its
commitment to preserv-
ing India’s classical tradi-
tions and creating plat-

forms that honour artistic
excellence. Smriti 2025
stands both as a tribute to
Pandit Shambhu Maharaj’s
enduring influence and as
a continuation of the
legacy that Misra and
Dhwani tirelessly strive to
uphold.

The Hasina verdict and
implications for India

Jamaat also demanded India extradite the
ousted prime minister, arguing that "if one
claims to behave as a good neighbour, if one
aspires to maintain friendly relations, this is
their foremost responsibility." Earlier, BNP
accused India of "creating opportunities for sab-
otage in Bangladesh by giving shelter to fugi-
tive Sheikh Hasina."

In stark contrast, international human rights
organisations-including Human Rights Watch,
the United Nations Human Rights Office of the
High Commissioner, and Amnesty International-
have expressed serious concerns over the

fairness of the ICT trial. They noted that the
verdict against Hasina, delivered in absentia,
violated international law standards despite
claims by the ICT that it followed the Rome
Statute. Concerns about the trial process were
also raised by 120 journalists from various
media outlets in a joint statement, observing
that the ICT proceedings presented 'one-sided
information' and were visibly politically influ-
enced. The government's appointment of a state
lawyer known for bias against the opposition
as Hasina'sdefence counsel was also deemed
‘absurd'.

Bangladesh's interim government has
renewed its request to India to extradite
Sheikh Hasina and former Home Minister
Asaduzzaman Khan Kamal, both currently

FROM AGENDA COVER

exiled in New Delhi. It asserts that India is under
a'legal obligation'as per the India-Bangladesh
Extradition Treaty of 2013 to comply. The gov-
ernment stresses that granting asylum to
those convicted of crimes against humanity
would be "extremely unfriendly and demean-
ing to justice".

India's Ministry of External Affairs issued a
statement affirming that "as a close neighbour,
India is committed to the best interests of the
people of Bangladesh, including peace, democ-
racy, inclusion and stability in that country,"and
that New Delhi will "always engage constructive-
ly with all stakeholders to that end." As the ICT
prepares to seek Interpol's assistance for the
repatriation of both Hasina and Kamal through
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the extradition

treaty provides New Delhi with ample grounds
to decline Hasina's extradition-an increasingly
likely scenario.

With anti-India sentiment at its peak and
Bangladesh's political parties evidently making
relations with New Delhi conditional on Hasina's
extradition, it appears that New Delhi's relations
with Dhaka are poised for a protracted winter.

Chaos and confusion...

The actions of the current interim government
appear dictated by Pakistan-backed Jel and
other Islamist outfits, which reportedly hijacked
the peaceful student protests and were at the
forefront of the violence that erupted in July-
August 2024. The IG has looked the other way,

allowing mobs to take revenge and kill Awami
League workers and even minorities; journal-
ists and civil society activists have been jailed.

The IG has labelled these incidents as polit-
ical violence or Indian propaganda.India is con-
tinuing with trade, energy cooperation, and
supply of essential commodities and is being
patient, keeping in mind the unpredictability
of Bangladesh’s future course as it realigns itself
with Pakistan, which has even spoken about a
three-front attack on India.

India would like to see free, fair, and inclu-
sive elections in February 2026 and build a
strong bilateral partnership, but the rising influ-
ence of radical religious and anti-India elements
will present India with difficult choices and
challenges in rebalancing ties.
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British golfer lan Poulter's outfits are bold, polished, patriotic, and dramatic X

Fashion crimes: Why we
dress like lost rockstars

FAIRWAY

FILES

Rahil Gangjee

GOLF IS A sport known for silence, disci-
pline, polite clapping, and scorecards that
can humble the strongest souls. But
beneath this serene surface lies a wild,
chaotic, rebellious streak—one that doesnot
show up in our swings, our strategy, or our
calm expressions. It shows up in
our clothes.

Yes,'mtalkingabout the fashion crimes
of golf—those loud trousers, neon caps,
retina-blinding shirts,and colour combina-
tions so catastrophic they could trigger a
weather alert. If the rest of the world
assumes golfers dresslike CEOs onvacation,
theyclearlyhaven’tseen the full circus.And
before I throw anyone under the golf cart,
let me confess: I, Rahil Gangjee,was once a
fullyactive participant in these crimes.

Ifyoudigup myold photos,youwill find
ayounger version of me wearing shades of
orange, yellow, turquoise, and bright blue
that had no business existing on fabric. At
one point, I'm pretty sure I wore a shade of
green that wasn’t legal in most countries.
My closets were basically a tropical bird
sanctuary.Thelogic,back then,was simple:
“If I can’t intimidate them with my dis-
tance,maybe I can blind them”

My fashion misadventures
(a confession)

When you’re young on the tour, you
think you’re invincible. You also think the
louderyourclothes,thebetteryour golfwill
magicallybecome.Somethingabout bright
clothing gives you a false sense of power—
likewearing fluorescent givesyou +10yards
off the tee.

I’d walk onto a tee box feeling like a
superhero, only to top the first shot 40
yards. Nothing humbles you faster than
chunking a wedge while wearing a
shirt that looks like it’s sponsored by a
Holi festival.

Ioncewalked into thelockerroomwear-
ing a coral-pink trouser and sunshine-yel-
low shirt. One senior pro looked at me and
said: “Rahil, are you playing golf or audition-
ing fora boyband?”

And honestly? He had a point. I looked
likeabackup dancerwhogotlost ontheway
torehearsal. But trust me—Iwasn’t alone.

Thelegends of loud: Daly & Poulter
Some golfers commit small fashion mis-
takes.But then therearethe professionals—
the oneswhohave taken golf fashion crimes
and turned themintoafull-blownart form.
John Daly: The patron saint of psychedelic
trousers. Daly’s pants are not clothes. They
are emotional experiences. Patterns with
swirls, dragons, skulls, exploding colours,
and designs thatlooklike theywere created
by someone who drank five Red Bulls and
fell asleep on Photoshop. His trousers
scream, “Subtlety is for amateurs.” The
amazing part? He owns it. John Daly could
walk into a boardroom wearing flamingo-
print trousers and no one would question
it. That’s the power of commitment.

Ian Poulter: Ah, Poulter—the high priest
of golfing couture. Poulter doesn’t wear
clothes; he curates them. His wardrobe
deserves a museum wing. His outfits are
bold, polished, patriotic,and dramatic all
at once.That Union Jack pants moment?
Iconic. Half the crowd cheered. The other
half called their optometrists.

Between Daly and Poulter, golfers grewup
believing that fashion should stun, shock,
and occasionally cause minor eye injuries.

Why golfers dresslike lost rockstars

I’ve had years to think about this. And I've
come to the conclusion that golfers dress
loudly because the sport doesn’t allow any
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otherrebellion.Thinkabout it:

® Can’t shout

® Can’tdive

® Can’t pump your fist too aggressively

® Can’t celebrate like footballers

® And definitely can’t tackle your playing
partner (even if he takes 7 minutes
overa putt).

So where does all that pent-up person-
ality go? Into the clothes.

Golffashionisthe quiet man’s rebellion.
Ourversion of arockstar smashinga guitar
iswearing trousersloud enough towake the
dead. We’re basically rockstars—just the
verylost,verywell-behaved variety.

When fashion fights back

Afriend once told me,“Wear colours that
complement your game.”So I wore muted
greys and whites one week. Shot 78. Next
week, [wore a neon orange cap just for fun.
Shot 70. Coincidence? Absolutely. But will
youever convinceasuperstitious golferoth-
erwise? Never. Golfers are a funny breed.
We’re capable of analysing the biomechan-
ics of a swing down to the angle of our toe-
nail, but we’ll also genuinely believe that a
lime-green belt improves our bunker play.

I’ve also seen young kids turn up at the
range looking like they survived an explo-
sion at a paint factory—fluorescent from
head to toe—and hit the ball beautifully.
Meanwhile,I'm in my calm, dignified navy
shirt...struggling to hit greens.Fashion has
asense of humour.

Growing older,
growing subtler

Today, I've retired from the neon
brigade. I've officially grown out of my
“blinding the spectators” phase. My
wardrobe now has shades that fall within
the human-vision-safe spectrum. Blues,
whites, charcoals—colours that say: “I'm
here to play golf, not to direct traffic”

But every time I see a teenager walk in
wearing electric purple trousers or a cap
that glows in the dark, I smile. Because that
used tobe me.Andbecause golf needsthese
characters. Without bold outfits, golf
becomes too serious, too stiff, too...beige.

growing wiser...

The new generation’s fashion
experiments

Theyoungsters todayare takingloud dress-
ing toanotherlevel:

® Hoodies on tour

@ Joggers on the fairway

® Shoes thatlooklike space gear

@ Shirts with patterns that would confuse
NASA satellites

AndIsay: good forthem.Golfneedsenergy.
It needs expression.Even if that expression
occasionally makes playing partners shield
their eyes.

Fashion crimes don’t save
scorecard

If there’s one truth I'velearned, it’s this: No
amount of neon saves you from a triple-
bogey.You could be dressed likeadiscoball,
butifyourdriveris misbehaving,no pattern
in the world will help. Golf will always stay
brutally honest,even if your shirtislying to
everyone around you.

your

Dress loud if youwant,but playloud too
To the next generation: Wear what you
want. Go bold. Go bright. Go crazy.Just
remember—let your golf game shine
brighter than your pants. As for me? I've
retired my fashion crimes. But they’ll for-
ever be part of my story.And honestly, if I
ever start missing the old days, maybe I'll
buy one pair of outrageous trousers just for
nostalgia. But onlyona practice day.Idon’t
want the referees filing complaints.

Until next time—dresswell,swingwell,and
don’t blind your fellow golfers.

Rahil Gangjee is a professional golfer,
sharing through this column
what life on a golf course is like

P Chidambaram

There is an invisible

censor; there is 24x7
monitoring of all major
newspapers and TV
channels; there are
discreet telephone calls
to the editors...

Fear is the worst enemy
of freedom. India can
have either a
fear-stricken Press or

a free Press

IF YOU HEARD a narrator read the
speech,youwould have thought that the
words belonged to Bal Gangadhar Tilak
or Jawaharlal Nehru or Jayaprakash
Narayan or Nelson Mandela, and you
would be wrong. The speaker was the
honourable prime minister, Mr Naren-
dra Modi.

The words will be music to reporters
who have tried, in vain for 11 years, to
extract a press conference from the
prime minister; they may hope, finally,
Mr Modi will break his resolve not to
answer questions from journalists at a
live, televised press conference. The
words would reassure editorial writers
that they need not be perpetually on
guard and write ‘balanced’ editorials
sprinkled with phrases like ‘on the one
hand’and ‘on the otherhand’.The words
will motivate the naughty artist to take
out his pencils and draw cartoons ‘spar-
ingnoone,not even the prime minister’.
The words will be a shot in the arm for
editorswho have ‘buried’ numerous sto-
ries with a prayer ‘Reader forgive me for
I knowwhatIdo’.

Saluting courage

Mr Modi’swordswere indeed inspir-
ing. Ramnath Goenka’s mottowas Jour-
nalism of Courage. That became the
motto of the newspaper that he founded
with the samewords adorning the mast-
head every day. Eulogising Ramnath
Goenka, the prime minister said:

‘Rammnathji took a firm stand against
British tyranny. In one of his editorials he
said that he would prefer to shut down his
newspaper rather than follow British
orders. Similarly, when an attempt was
made to enslave the country again in the

form of the Emergency, Ramnathji stood

strong. And this yearmarks 50 years since
the Emergency was imposed.

Well said, but what is the reality of
the media today? India’s prominent

FIFTH

COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

LETME BEGIN with a confession.Iam one
of those products of Macaulay’s educa-
tion system that the Prime Minister de-
nounced while delivering the Ramnath
Goenka Memorial lecture last week. he
said that thomas Babington Macaulay
had created an education system for
India that was designed to turn Indians
into little brown English people who
would be Indian in name only.Absolutely
true. I went to a girls’ school that was
modeled wholly on English public
schools.We spoke only English, read only
English literature and poetry and knew
very,very little about our own country.
It was people of my kind who ruled
India after the British packed up their
bags and went home.We continued per-
petuating the colonial mindset till
Narendra Modi became Prime Minister.
Before he came along political leaders,
high officials, police officers, judges and
the men who became generals in the
Indian armyall came from that same old
‘colonial’breed.This did not change in the
time of the Bharatiya Janata Party’s first
Prime Minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, be-
cause hewas totally seduced by the wiles
and ways of us colonial types. It isa good
thing that us lot are now in the garbage
bin of history.But, has the Prime Minister
noticed how deeply colonial everything

Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the sixth Ramnath Goenka Memorial Lecture in New Delhi
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We welcome the
strange voice

newspapers were forged in the furnace
of the freedom struggle. Not many peo-
ple would have imagined that 78 years
after Independence theywould have to
invent the phrase godi media. Even as
readers and viewers desert them in the
thousands, many newspapers and
channels flourish thanks to govern-
ment patronage.

Mr Modiwent on to say, ‘Fifty years
ago, The Indian Express showed that even
blank editorials can challenge the mental-
ity that seeks to enslave... These stories tell
us that Ramnathji always stood by the
truth, always placed duty above every-
thing else, no matter how powerful the

forces standing against him were.”

The stark reality

The inspiring stories of the Fourth
Estate have given way toa different genre
of stories. For example, there is the story of
an editor who was given a cheque for the
salary for the remaining years of his con-
tractual term of employment and told to
clear out his desk by the end of the day.
There is the story of an anchor who had
the largest viewership on television, who
was told to pack his bags when the owner
of the channel changed in what is
regarded in the industry as a midnight
coup. There are shocking stories of
famous journalists who lost their jobs in

the last 10 years and cannot find a job
even today.

A few days ago, Mr Yashwant Sinha
told a story of a meeting at the Press Club
of India towhich hewas invited to deliver
a talk. After the address, while chatting
with the journalists, he mildly admon-
ished them for not publishing the
remarks that he made occasionally.
Everybody was silent, but a young jour-
nalist spoke up. He said, “Sir, I’ll report
your remarks.IfIlose myjob,will you find
me one?” Mr Sinha said he was stunned
and simply stated, “Young man, please
save your job.”

I have a story too: on a cold winter
evening, I was having dinner with a jour-
nalist at a small restaurant. At about 10
pm, he got a call from his office. He was
asked to gobackto his residence immedi-
ately where an OB van was waiting. His
assignment was to read a pre-prepared
statement. He promptly excused himself
and prepared toleave.Iasked himwhyhe
did not decline the request and tell his
boss to assign the job to another reporter
who was already at home. He solemnly
said,‘Thave amother and father,both old
and dependent on me, and I have an
EMI on my house’. He left with prof
use apologies.

Some journalists are driven by greed,
and seem to thrive. Others are driven by

The colonial mindset

else remains under him?

Days after he delivered his lecture,
the BJP government in Maharashtra is-
sued written instructions ordering of-
ficials to stand when they spotted an
MP oran MLA.I commented on this on
‘X’ and was deluged with posts from
Hindutva types who said this was a
valid order because elected represen-
tatives of the people take precedence
over unelected officials. Why? Are they
not supposed to be servants of the peo-
ple? Is this attitude not a product of
that colonial mindset? Does it not
make elected officials think of them-
selves as rulers?

There are other examples of colonial
governance that the Prime Minister ap-
pears not to have noticed. Why should
unelected Governors of our states need
to live in palaces in the most expensive
residential areas of state capitals? This
colonial attitude to housing has a trickle-
down effect that is quite remarkable so
in rural parts the Collector also lives in
palatial accommodation. He is so pow-
erful and so far away from the concerns
and problems of rural people that they
hesitate to approach him for anything.
And yet it is to him they must go if they
want to open a small shop in the village
or starta small business. there are no col-
lectors in the United Kingdom and never
havebeen.It is a colonial post that should
have been abolished decades ago. Most

collectors are trained in colonial gover-
nance when they join the Indian
Administrative Service.

Colonial governance is not the only
thing that perpetuates the ‘colonial
mindset’. the best Indian schools con-
tinue to use English as a medium of in-
struction, and it is to these schools that
our political leaders and high officials
send their children. Indian literature,
music, poetry, philosophy and languages
are still taught in these schools as if they
were inferior. The only change that has
come is that instead of Indian children
aspiring to be little brown English peo-
ple, they aspire to be little brown
American people. Parents who can afford
to send their children abroad for higher
education now choose American colleges
over British ones and they return Indian
in name only.

Personally,I believe thatlearning eng-
lish isno bad thing because theworld has
become such asmall place. English is the
lingua franca of today’s world,and this is
unlikely to change soon.Itis the curricu-
lum of Indian schools that needs to
change so that our children learn about
India’s stupendous contribution to the
civilisation of the world. Why is it that
with most of our major states governed
by BJP chief ministers,school curriculums
in government schools continue to teach
the same old stuff theywere taught when
my kind of colonial types ruled India.

fear,and survive. The greed-driven out-
shout everyone in the business, scream
and abuse,and invent outlandish stories.
For example, during Operation Sindoor,
some journalists broadcast the story that
Indian naval ships had encircled Karachi
port and Indian troops were poised to
enter Karachi city!

Feardom or freedom

The stories told by Mr Sinha and me —
and others thatyou have heard —illustrate
the fear that pervades throughout the
Fourth Estate.Believe me, fromwhat I have
been told by informed people and what I
have gathered, thereisaninvisible censor;
there is 24x7 monitoring of all major
newspapers and television channels; there
are discreet telephone calls to the editors;
there are advisories and, if they are
ignored, there is trouble. Many stories are
still-born, many are killed. It appears that
the only media spared are the small media
outlets in Indian languages — excluding
the Hindi media.

Fear is the worst enemy of freedom.
India can have either a fear-stricken
Press orafree Press.

Website: pchidambaram.in
X: @Pchidambaram_IN

Why do we continue to produce

Macaulay’s children who speak english
as their first language that they learn
in elite private schools? If they attend
government schools, they usually end
up being linguistically disabled in
English as well as their native tongue
because teachers cannot teach either
well. Hindutva is the ideology of today
but instead of dwelling on such high
things as civilisation, it restricts itself to
spreading religiosity.

Most adherents of Hindutva that I
have met speak passionately these days
about how they have finally become
‘proud Hindus’ Sadly,when they say this,
they generally mean that they have be-
come more religious and go on more pil-
grimages than before. they like to spout
Sanskrit shlokas and quote the Bhagavad
Gitabut that is the extent of their knowl-
edge of India’s civilisation. theyare as dis-
mal a bunch as the Macaulay’s children
that I grew up with.

For things to really change you need
institutions that are led by real histori-
ans (not pamphleteers), philosophers,
scientists, scholars, linguists, writers
and thinkers. these are the people that
have been alienated by the religiosity
and hate mongering of those who lead
the hindutva movement. These are
people whose alienation is rooted in
their conviction that Modi is allergic to
‘intellectuals’. they stay away from the
colonial bungalows in Lutyens’ Delhi
in which the Prime Minister, his min-
isters and officials live in homes where
British officials once did.
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Shreya Sen-Handley
Off the beaten track

No time like present to
relish your diversity!

Thirteen years ago, in a column for The Guardian, I wrote about taking my

-

tenderly young half-English children to a temple in Leicester to experience

their first Durga Puja. Not a patch on the Pujas of Kolkata, with its amazing
artistry, dazzling illuminations and epic hustle and bustle, this modest event still
managed to capture that spirit of bonhomie. The ‘bhog’ was delicious and gener-
ously apportioned, and the organisers warm and welcoming to strangers like us
rocking up to their marigold-draped door.

Our gold-and-purple sari-clad baby girl jigged her heart out with the resplen-
dently dressed dancers, who rewarded her with their delight at her impromptu
performance. Meanwhile, my toddler son was floored by the mouthwatering
Luchi-Aloo-Dum, but bemused by the rapid-fire Bengali swirling around him,
having spent his short years hearing his white Englishman father and Indian
mother communicating in English, decided to join in with a resonating exit in
SPANISH, “Adios Amigos!”

Causing much hilarity around him, it also convinced me to keep them attuned
to their Indian heritage. Growing up in a lively but undiverse British city, with-
out Indian family or community around us, we knew it would be up to us to pro-
vide them with a well-rounded upbringing. Giving them beautiful Sanskrit names
(short ones so locals wouldn’t struggle with them, yet they did), we dished up deli-
cious Indian nosh frequently, keeping the Indian connection crackling through
weekly videocalls and annual trips back, not to mention our inventive immersion
in desi festivities, and they lapped it all up, fortunately.

Celebrating Diwali late this year because of school exams, we joyfully carried
home sheesh kebabs, samosas, jalebis, aachars and mango lassi from the nearest
Indian deli, cooking two kinds of daal and a big pot of mutton-aloo-gobi to go with
it, as our teenagers lit twinkling diyas to the strains of Anoushka Shankar.
Transported back to my vow of thirteen years ago, to keep the Indian fires burn-
ing for our progeny, it felt like we’d succeeded in shaping two open-minded, altru-
istic, global citizens, a lot Indian and enormously British.

Both children have halfjokingly striven to out-desi the other, but being British-
born and bred, with British school-
ing and accents, and half-white
genes (more obvious in my
Mediterranean-looking son than my
doe-eyed and dusky daughter),
they're as British as Shakespeare,
Cadbury’s and Annie Lennox (Best
of British, in other words). Talking
of The Bard, coming from an
Anglicized, widely-travelled
Calcutta clan as I have, I've encour-
aged their love for British literature,
theatre, history and entertainment,
more even than their environment
and many a white Briton with their
own children. Our multicultural,
empathetic and modern worldview
has neither been rued nor ques-
tioned, by us or any other.

Until now, when the brown and
black are constantly challenged to
prove how British they are. If white
supremacists and violent racists
have been shadowy, slavering mon-
sters all these years, existing beyond
the pale of our everyday world, or
even better, consigned to history,
they’ve come out in force. They live next door; take a corner and you’ll see fascist
flags flying from many windows. They flourish in the headlines too, making them
ever-present rather than distant, crawling out from under the slimy rubble that
was their natural home. Now they’re in every home and venerated; Nigel Farage,
Robert Jenrick, and Katie Hopkins, amongst others.

POC are under siege instead. Not only facing daily vilification, abuse and
threats from politicians and press, but the general populace. An Indian grandad is
murdered by white teenagers whilst innocuously walking his dog. Several South
Asian women are raped in the space of a few weeks in “racially aggravated”
attacks. A highflying professional woman in a hijab is refused service in a shop,
and she’s far from alone but the only one who was heard. It’s happened to me too,
a brown woman in everyday Western clothes, blanked in an ice-cream parlour in
Cornwall, which I’d imputed to their notorious insularity. But no, it is no longer
relegated to dark corners, demonstrated by the summer of openly racist, violent
riots we endured last year.

Sadly, Britain’s not alone in this. Europe’s witnessed a horrifying resurgence of
fascism, with a few far right leaders like Italy’s Giorgia Meloni having seized con-
trol, while the likes of France’s Marine La Pen hover on the brink of power. And
need anything more be said about Trump’s takeover of the US? This self-appoint-
ed beacon of democracy is now a tinpot dictatorship, but more dangerous than
most such banana republics in its rejuvenated imperial ambitions and vast size
and strength. This rising tide of aggression against the different and the progres-
sive is swamping all the world.

But then I think — hasn'’t it always been there, just papered over in recent
decades? When I returned to India after having spent a good chunk of my child-
hood abroad, I thought and spoke differently to anyone at my school including the
teachers, and was routinely punished for it. Made to stand outside the classroom
daily to isolate and humiliate me for my “obharatiyo” or un-Indian ways, I stared
at my scuffed shoes and plotted my escape. A decade later, after India’s economic
liberalisation, I became the youngest regional head of a multinational television
channel, and those same teachers were beating down my door for favours for their
offspring.

Life will always be cyclical, and the wheel of fortune’s revolutions will set the
world to rights again, to a place that prizes diversity and advancement, but as
with every other era of encroaching darkness, those who care must light the way.

Europe’s witnessed a
horrifying resurgence of
fascism, with a few far right
leaders like Italy’s Giorgia
Meloni having seized control,
while the likes of France’s
Marine La Pen hover on the
brink of power. And need
anything more be said
about Trump’s takeover of
the United States?

Shreya Sen-Handley is the award-winning author of Memoirs of My Body,
short story collection Strange and travelogue Handle With Care. She is also a
playwright, columnist and illustrator.
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If Cong doesn’t transform,
new alternative inevitable

Pavan K. Varma

1 the recently conclud-

ed Assembly elections,

the Opposition in

Bihar, including the

new start-up Jan
Suraaj, has been decimated.
The NDA coalition has
swept the polls. A key take-
away from these elections,
is the steep electoral decline
in the Congress, the only
national Opposition party.
In Bihar the Congress man-
aged to get just six seats,
and a meagre vote percent-
age of 8.7 per cent.

The Indian National
Congress was once not
merely a political party; it
was a national movement, a
repository of ideals and a
crucible of leadership that
shaped the destiny of a new
nation. However, today the
Congress finds itself in a
state of unrelenting atro-
phy, as if trapped within a
mausoleum of its own past
glory.

Has the Congress with-
ered away? The question
arises with every succes-
sive electoral setback. The
idea of the Congress is still
relevant, but the party that
can implement it has tragi-
cally unravelled. 1984 was
the last time the Congress
got an absolute majority.
Since then, it has lost a long
series of Lok Sabha and
state elections. The erosion
has been particularly pre-
cipitate after 2014, with the
rise of the BJP under
Narendra Modi. If one adds
up all the parliamentary
seats the Congress has won
in three successive national
elections — 2014, 2019 and
2024 — it still adds up to 195,
78 seats less than a simple
majority.

Yet what is most striking
is the absence of account-
ability, the refusal to intro-
spect with the rigour that
adversity demands. Among
all the political formations
in the democratic world,
few exhibit the baffling abil-
ity to endure repeated fail-
ure with hardly a sem-
blance of internal upheaval.
The Congress appears

Chanakya’s View

locked in a cycle of denial;
leadership remains cen-
tralised, decision-making
opaque, and dissent stifled
with both aggression and
indifference.

Why is the party bereft of
the ability for internal
reform? The answer per-
haps lies in a structural
inversion the party under-
went over decades. The
Congress that fought colo-
nial rule was a decen-
tralised mosaic of regional
leaders, ideological cur-
rents, and ground level
presence. In recent times,
the same Congress has
become, increasingly, a
dynastic fiefdom, without
organisational muscle,
rewarding loyalty more
than merit.

The Gandhi family cannot
but bear a major responsi-
bility for this state of
affairs. It has either direct-
ly helmed the party during
the period of decline, or
indirectly been the de facto
apex power. In any other
organisation, public or pri-
vate, repeated failure of this
nature would have demand-
ed change in leadership. If
this has not happened in the
Congress it is a myth that
there can be no other alter-
native. However, such is
the statis or inexplicable
passivity within the party
that this has not happened.
A putative attempt was
made by the so-called
‘G-23’, where some senior
leaders attempted to start
an internal debate on the
need for urgent remedial
action. It was a half-hearted
and diffident attempt. All
that its many meetings
achieved was one letter to
party president Sonia
Gandhi.

But the hostility and
aggression with which the
family — and the pre-
dictable coterie that sur-
rounds it — responded to
this well-intentioned
attempt, was surprising to
say the least. Those who
were part of the grouping
were almost equated with

The BJP put all its
publicity machinery
to lampoon Rahul
Gandhi, sometimes
unfairly. Yet, this
expected diatribe
from political
opponents cannot
be the sole cause
for the party’s poor
performance.

being betrayers encourag-
ing something tantamount
to mutiny. Many of the
prominent leaders who
were part of the group were
ostracised, or their role in
the party’s management
and projection margin-
alised, leaving them in no
doubt that they did not any-
more enjoy the trust of the
leadership. At least two
prominent names come to
mind in this context, Shashi
Tharoor and Manish
Tiwari.

It is true, of course, that
the BJP put all its publicity
machinery to lampoon
Rahul Gandhi, sometimes
unfairly and viciously. Yet,
this expected diatribe from
political opponents cannot
be the sole cause for the
party’s poor performance.
Rahul must understand
that memes and social
media trolling is amplified
precisely because the party
continues to stumble from
one electoral fiasco to
another. Much of the malev-
olent animosity directed
towards him would be neu-
tralised if the electoral per-
formance of the party sub-
stantially and qualitatively
improves.

Can a new Congress arise
from the ashes of the old?
Historically, political regen-
eration in India has often
required schism. The
Congress itself has wit-
nessed splits that paved the
way for reinvention — from
the early divisions of the
pre-Independence era to the
1969 rupture that created
the Congress (0O) and
Congress (R), eventually
redefining the party’s ideo-
logical contours. A party so
weighed down today by
inertia and internal sclero-
sis may indeed benefit from
a decisive moment of recon-
stitution. New leadership
liberated from hereditary
entitlement, fresh ideologi-
cal clarity and, above all, an

organisational revamp
rebuilding the party from
the grassroots upwards, is
imperative. The last is par-
ticularly important because
even if Rahul Gandhi
attracts attention on social
media, there can be no sub-
stitute for organisational
strength which has today
almost ceased to exist in
many states, of which Bihar
is only one example.

The nation must bluntly
confront a fundamental
truth: Indian democracy
cannot flourish without a
credible national opposi-
tion. A ruling party, howev-
er powerful or efficient,
must be counterbalanced
by an equally persuasive
alternative. Democracy is
not merely about electoral
arithmetic; it is about the
constant presence of choice.
If one pole becomes over-
whelming and the other col-
lapses, the equilibrium that
sustains democratic vitality
is lost. The existence of a
strong Opposition compels
introspection within the

government, moderates
excesses, and enforces
accountability.

Regional parties, even if
dynamic, are not equipped
to offer a cohesive national
narrative. They remain
anchored to local aspira-
tions, indispensable in their
contexts, but incapable of
carrying the full weight of
India’s pluralistic imagina-
tion. The Congress once
offered that unifying narra-
tive, one that bridged
regions, religions, lan-
guages, and classes. Its
retreat from that role has
seriously narrowed the
space for ideological
plurality.

If the Congress cannot —
or will not — undertake this
transformation, then the
emergence of a new
Congress, or a new alterna-
tive, born from the political
bankruptcy of the old, may
be inevitable. History
rarely rewards institutions
that refuse to evolve. But it
often welcomes new politi-
cal formations that rise to
fill the vacuum left behind.
Congress leaders and work-
ers need to act before it is
too late.

The writer is an author,
diplomat and

former member of
Parliament

(Rajya Sabha)

Anita Katyal

Political
Gup-Shup

BJP has Nitish
on tight leash;
in UP, it’s SIR
over surname

he Janata Dal (United) in

Bihar is naturally pleased as

punch at having returned to

power for yet another term.
But there is also a degree of appre-
hension about how its relationship
with the Bharatiya Janata Party will
pan out once the government settles
down to work. The BJP may have
been forced to concede the chief min-
ister’s post to Nitish Kumar but,
JD(U) insiders maintain, their
alliance partner is unlikely to give
him an easy ride. Unlike the past,
Nitish Kumar’s bargaining power
has been considerably reduced this
time round. He does not have the
option of threatening to walk on the
BJP because he no longer has the
option of teaming up with his old
partners, the Rashtriya Janata Dal
and the Congress since they don’t
have the numbers to prop up an alter-
nate government. So even as celebra-
tions were in full swing in the JD(U)
camp, there were murmurs that the
BJP has already made it clear that it
will not play second fiddle in this dis-
pensation. For instance, the BJP
refused to give up its claim on the

post of Assembly speaker though
Nitish Kumar was pushing his
party’s case. Having given up on the
Speaker’s post, the JD(U), it is said,
wanted that only one deputy chief
minister be appointed, but again, this
proposal was vetoed by the BJP.

rishna Allavaru, Congress

B Bihar-in-charge and a Rahul
andhi camp follower, found
himself in the eye of a storm when
dismal poll figures for the party trick-
led in on counting day. Dramatic
developments were witnessed at a
Patna five-star hotel where Mr
Allavaru was staying as angry local
party workers started gathering in
the lobby, waiting to confront the
senior Congress leader. Mr Allavaru
had already made himself unpopular
with the party’s state unit for the
selection of candidates and for his
inaccessibility. When told that the
workers were waiting to meet him,
Mr Allavaru packed up in minutes
and slipped out for Delhi in order to
avoid what promised to be an ugly
showdown. His team was issued
strict instructions not to reveal the

travel details of all Congress leaders
from Delhi who had been camping in
Patna for the duration of the elec-
tion. As rumour went round that
senior leaders would meet them,
even more workers arrived at the
hotel. When the wait proved futile,
many workers ordered food and
billed it to Mr Allavaru’s room which
was still booked in his name.

e acquisition of a vanity van

y the ailing Rashtriya Janata

Dal leader Lalu Prasad Yadav

was a subject of avid discussion for
several months in Bihar. Equipped
with a sound system, a television set,
a microwave and a toilet, the eight-
seater was used by the senior RJD
leader during the recent election
campaign and for his earlier road-
shows. According to his family mem-
bers, the custom-made vanity van
was required as Lalu Prasad Yadav
cannot sit for long hours and needs to
prop up his feet because of his kidney
ailment. The van also came in handy
when the former chief minister want-
ed to have private discussions with
party leaders, providing a good get-

away from the rush of party workers
at home. Then again, it has been put
to good use to take the family mem-
bers, especially the grandchildren,
for a drive to Patna’s famous Marine
Drive along the Ganga river. The
buzz in Patna these days is that the
van will now prove to be a sanctuary
and an escape for Lalu Prasad Yadav
from the ongoing battle among his
children.

from across the political divide

were not afraid to exchange
pleasantries on social occasions like
weddings and birthdays. But that’s
no longer the case. The personal ani-
mosity between the Gandhi family
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has percolated down to state leaders
and workers in both the Congress
and the Bharatiya Janata Party. A
recent incident in Uttarakhand
shows how the message has been
imbibed by them. Chief minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami was to attend a
social function in the hill state last
week where former CM Harish
Rawat was also an invitee. The tim-

There was a time when leaders

LETTERS

TESTING TIMES

What is Test cricket coming
to? On the first day of the
Ashes Test in Perth, 19 wick-
ets fell and neither team
crossed the 50-over mark.
Coming on the back of the
Kolkata Test between India
and South Africa where the
match almost ended on the
second day and where again
the average overs played by
each team was close to 50
in each innings, this is disas-
ter. One cannot but come to
the conclusion that our
cricket administrators in
cahoots with the pitch man-
agers and groundsmen are
deliberately sabotaging Test
cricket at the altar of money
from big business and
media. Today Test cricket is
reduced to 50 overs per
innings and it will not be
long before we see it
reduced to a 20-over for-
mat. Adieu Test cricket!
Time to make a second
Ashes trophy by burning the
stumps used at Perth.

S. Kamat

Mysuru

REMAIN SEATED PLEASE

DEVENDRA FADNAVIS, chief minis-
ter of Maharashtra, has issued a GR
that the government officials should
get up to greet MPs and MLAs and be
polite to them. From childhood we
have been told that "to gain respect,
you have to give respect!" Devabhau
should have also suggested to these
swollen-headed upstart politicians, to
make themselves worthy of respect!
Further, the civil servants are already
servile and sychopantic; how much
more does he want them to bend? He
wants those who deceive us by calling
themselves “sevaks” actually want to
become our masters!

Anil Bagarka

Mumbai

AYYAPPA CROWDS

THOUSANDS OF Ayyappa devotees
are overcrowding Sabarimala in
Kerala and must be managed innov-
atively before a tragedy takes place.
It is highly appreciable that more
police pesonnel were immediately
put in for monitoring the crowds, but
we suggest allotting different time
slots online to devotees for visiting
the main temple; installing big
screens at multiple points to show
the temple-puja program live; and
also telecasting the puja live so that
people may watch it on their TV sets

at home.
Madhu P.V.
Secunderabad

ings of the two leaders were worked
out in advance to ensure their paths
did not cross. But as it happened, Mr
Rawat reached late and stayed on for
a longer period than was expected.
Mr Dhami was informed midway to
the venue that Mr Rawat had not left
yet, forcing the chief minister to
delay his arrival.

e ongoing Special Intensive
evision of the electoral rolls,
popularly referred to as SIR, is
topping discussions and debates
across the country. But in Uttar Pra-
desh, political leaders from across the
political spectrum said, it is not SIR
that is grabbing attention but sur-
name. Apparently, virtually every-
one who goes to a government office
for work is first asked to provide his
or her surname. And if you belong to
the favoured caste — in this case,
Thakur — your file is given top pri-
ority. UP chief minister Yogi Adit-
yanath is a Thakur and is known to
favour those who belong to his caste.

Anita Katyal is a Delhi-based
Jjournalist
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GAGANDEEP ARORA

U shut the door on the hazy
grey sky. You sealed the win-
dows tight. You did everything
right to escape the city's toxic
air. But what if the real threat

never left? Invisible and odourless, a swirl
of fine particles, allergens and chemical
vapours might already be hanging in the
air around you and quietly turning yvour
hiving room into a health hazard.

This isn't paranoia, it 1s the new reality.
The air quality across the Delhi-NCR
regionhas spiralled dangerously, with AQI
readings frequently shooting into the
“severe” zone. Recent CPCB data shows
hotspots hike Ghaziabad, Noida and sever-
al pockets of Delhi routinely breaching
300+, Across the border, Harvana's Jind
and Rohtak are battling some of the worst
numbers, while Punjab’s Ludhiana and
Mandi Gobindgarh are also seeing alarm-
ing dips in air quality.

As AQl soars and smog creeps
indoors, air purifiers are emerging
as must-have health guardians

As this blanket of smog deepens across
the region, the grim truth is hard to
ignore. Air pollution is no longer an out-
side threat you can shut the door on, It
has slipped quietly indoors and turned
our homes into unexpected health haz-
ards. Even as the authorities seramble for

solutions and the Supreme Court 1ssues
sharp rebukes to governments over their
failure to bring the AQI levels down, the
crists shows no signs of easing. It is clear
this isn't a nuisance that will disappear
in a whiff. It wall require sustained and
coordinated action, not just quick fixes
and seasonal outrage.

While we collectively fight for policy
changes outdoors, we can take immedi-
ate and decisive control over the air
inside our homes. The latest generation
of air purifiers offers a wital shield
against the invisible enemy.

HOW AN AIR PURIFIER WORKS
Air punfiers are your frontline defence,
which work through a combination of filtra-
tion technologies.
HEPA FLTERS: The: core of any good purifier are
the highefficency particulate air filters,
which trap 99.97 per cent of aitborne particles
as smallas 0.3 microns, effectively captunng
PM2.5, dust, pollen and allergens
ACTNWATED CARBON FILTERS: These work to neu-
tralise gaseous pollutants. These absorb or
chemically bond odours, smoke and harmmniul
volatile organie compounds that mechanical
filters miss.
PRE-FILTERS: These are the first line of
defence, trapping large dust particles
and pet hair, thereby extending the life of
the HEPA filter.

When looking at a device, pay attention to
the CADR (clean air delivery rate), which
measures how effectively and quickly a
purtfier can clean the air in a spedfic room
size. The higher the CADR, the larger the
area it can cover.

THE VARIOUS OPTIONS
While the market is flooded with options,
the latest models focus on higher CADR
ratings, better app connectivity and lower
running costs.

Let's explore some advanced gadgets that
promise to make your indoor air breathable
again, complete with models and prices
(approximate) to guide your purchase,
HONEYWELL AIR TOUCH V3 (¥9.299): H-stage filter
systern | 460 sq ft coverage | Removes
899.99% pollutants & allergens | CADRupto
300 m*h | Noise level 30 decibels | 65 watts
WINIX 5500-2 (¥14,999): Captures 99.97% of
airborne pollutants | 360 sq ft coverage |
Noise level 27.8-40 decibels (dB) | CADR
300 m¥h | TO watts
COWAY AIRMEGA 150 (¥17,999): Long filterlife 8500
hrs (1.5-2 years) | 355 sq ft coverage | Noise
level 22-40 dB | CADR 300 m%h | Patented
carbon filter for removing bad odour
XIAOMI SMART AR PURIFIER 4 (¥19,999): Excellent
prce-to-performance ratio | 516 sq £t cover-
age | Noise 32.1dB | CADR 400 m3h | Triple
layer filtration and 3607 ar intake
DYSONCOOL PC (¥29,899) Air multiplier tech deliv-
ers over 200 litres anflow per second | Monitors
airqualityand automatically adjusting airflow]|
Naise kevel 33-60 dB | 101 sq # coverage
DYSON HOT+COOL GENL-HPID (¥S56899): 3-in-l
heater, fan and punfier | Removes 99.95% of
allergensand pollutants as small as PM0.1 |
Noise level 40-63 dB | 291 sq ft covermge |
High airflow of 200 litres/s

Air punfier sales have spiked over 50 per
cent recently. The total market is estimated
to towch TH78 crore in 225, When selecting a
modd, remember to check the filter replace-
ment costs (mostly hidden). Prioritise a high
CADR for the room size you intend to cover
and look for smart features that allow vou to
monitor amr quality in real time,

TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR BREATH
The statistics about air pollution can certain-
Iy feel overwhelming, but investing in a high-
quality air purifier is an empowenng action.
Itisaninvestment not just na gadget, butin
the long-term health of vour family.

Don't wait for the next wave of smog to
choose your defence. Take a deep breath,
review your options and secure your indoor
shield today.

VARIETY
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Anuradha Roy’s new book captures 25 years of
setting up home inthe Himalayas

LOVELETTER
TOTHEHILLS

GHA SHAHID ALI held the

“half-inch Himalayas™ in his

hand. His home shrunk in

his neat postcard in “The

ountry Withowt a Pogt-

camd’. Amuradha Roy has crammed hers

into a 171-page love letter to the moun-

tains. Her new book, *Called by the Hills:

A Home in the Hmalaya’, is lyrical,

evocative, quiet, joy-filled and so vivid

that it carries with it a whiff of pine-
scented air in polluted Delhi

Twenty-five years ago, Anuradha and
her husband Rukun — R, as he appears
in the book — moved to the Himalayas
bevond Ranikhet, where the “air turns
to champagne”. In a world where hustle
15 the mantra for esastence, they chose
what is anathema today: stillness, soli-
tude, and a sereen-free world, The book
15 achronicle of this life.

She wntes of mountains not as a fairy-
land, but the reality of it — where time
moves slowly; of starting over, as a cash-
strapped publishing house; a threadbare
house built owver a lifetime; living at the
edge of a forest watching seasons
unfold,. Her home, neighbourhood,
neighbours, town, garden, all come
alive, There 1s Sadar Bazaar, with Raju's
shop that had dial-up Internet — a life-
line when they moved as Internet then
was the stuffof fantasy.

There are people who inhabit her
world — Amit, a “frail, gentle alcoholic”
who lived nearby, his face “ravaged by
rum and grief”. He became her chief
ally on growing things. He had moved
with his wife Anjali to the hills when she
had been diagnosed with cancer, She
“lived eighteen years, more than
enough for them to build a garden
together”. Much of Anuradha's garden
15 borrowed from his bit of green.
There's ‘The Ancient’, her housekeep-
er who came with the house — a pack-
age deal — disapproving of her not
being the true memsah b and her efforts
at trying to garden. True memsahibs did-
n't get their hands dirty. And Pandeji-
ki-biuwn, the chowkidar's wife.

A lot of the book 15 mulceh focused. Gar-
dening is something Anuradha tries her
hand at — inherited from her geologist
father who loved growing plants. Her
essavs take the reader thrmough her jour-
ney of making the Himalayas home and
sorwing and turning the garden in herhead
mto reality. “T wanted fnut trees, creepers
that would dimb the tninks of those trees,
particular flowers, even vegetables,” she
writes in ‘The Ecrthly Look’ a chapter that
15 anode to fertilisers,
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CALLED BY THE HILLS: A
HOME IN THE HIMALAYA
by Anuradha Roy.
JohnMurray/Hachette India

Pages 171 1900

Itis hard to make fertiliser a vehicle for
philosophy. But she does. Whether it was
“s0 malodorous it was hard to imagine
anything perfumed emerging from it"”,
or her manure experiments with rotted
cow dung the colour of dark chocoolate,
“glistening pink worms” to feed the soil
“dark as coffee grounds” — Anuradha
makes this essential ingredient into a
lesson of wonder and creativity.

The most intensive tending of the gar-
den happens as it settles into winter
hibemation, she writes. It's the time to
spread manure and sprinkle seeds that
you forget until summer, In January, the
cold rain soaks the manure and then the
snow “covers it”.

“By the time the sun moves again, the
earth will be ready to give rather than
take,” shewrtes, The chapterchronicles
her experiments with soil and gardens,
but it could be a metaphor for inspira-
tion. The lime tree took two decades to
flower. Things take time is the theme of
the book — and waiting, for spring, for
flowers, for words.

Beautifully produced, the words will
linger, as will the paintings. The pages
are edged with red. Unlike other writ-
ers, Anuradha has remained resolutely
old school — very few interviews and
practically a ghost on social media. This
book, however, 15 a window to her
world, “My working life in writing
seems somewhat absurd m a town
where few people read, and fewer still
read in English,” she writes,

Part notebook, it has her observations,
paintings and sketches. (She is also a
potter and plays the flute). Fellow writers
make an appearance. Bill Aitken, who
ran away from Scotland mesmerised by
Nanda Devi; Chandi Prasad Bhatt, the
actvist and writer who knows the
Kumaon; Durga C Kala, who ived in a
cottage smaller than theirs and spent
decades working on the biography of
Jim Corbett.

Orwnters whose words and books line
her shebves. Leela Majumdar's mem-
oirs. Her dogs Baruni Junction, Biscoot
and Jerry, her “magic” dog that
appeared infictionin "The Earthspinner’
as Chinna, a pint-sized silky black excit-
edly running through the books. The
langurs on her roof find themselves as
part of the pages, as do the berries that
she tries to turn into jam.

The book 15 a chronicle of a life
changed, but it also bears witness to the
destruction. The mountains are magical,
but thev're also wounded, and in her
last essay, she writes of rain, tempera-
tures of 40 1nthe Himalayas and turning
them into an urban mess. As Anumdha
opens up about her life, it forces you to
confront hfe, the meaning of it, chasing
speed and contentment.

For city-dwellers, this is a book that has
lessons about patience. Asmuch asitis
about playing the flute for birds — and
wnting about it, the stuff that passes you
by in cities choked with smoke.

In a speed-obsessed world, Anuradha
finds stillness and writes about finding
Joy in the ordinary and staying rooted
to the spot.

“Planting flowers? It will be years
before you see anyvthing,” a ‘sturdy’
worman with goats told her as she stood
in her rubbish-clogged earth when they
moved in. “Everything happens in its
own time. Flowers bloom in their own
time. And half of them will die.™

This piece of advice — unsolicted — is
the lesson that you carry in your head
and heart. ‘Called by the Hills" is about
wildemess, of being wild, the imperma-
nence of life and healing. Of the power of
nature and of a four-letter word — slow.

— Thewriler is a lilerary crilic
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rasamto warm you up

RaHuL VERMA the spicy condiments up m
——————— UMA'S RASAM sruscavithostapoblem!
Myt INGREDNTS METHOD Sk e o g e
shine on a bleak winter day.  FOR THE SPICEPOWDER For the rasam o _ ligatawny souptook shapeand aname.
They come bearing contain-  Black peppercoms tatgp | @Oy roast all the spice ingredients on low It's a portmanteau of the Tamil wonds
ers of food every now and then, and  Cumnin seeds shisp | famefor-dminutes. Setasideto cool milagu (pepper) and thannir (water)
feed our hearts and gladden our souls.  Coranderseeds tatsp Rrealley g D atinepower. This so-called pepper water is cooked

And when winter comes knockingat  Fennel seeds Yo tep 'Hﬂﬂm"ﬂdfm add ﬁmﬂﬂéﬂf”ﬁi ﬂa“ | with various kinds of meats, too,
our doors, sl‘ulesr:ndsgshu'.tmm.m. Ig.m Redchillies (dred) 2.3 ?&H}sr:ﬁa.ﬂjdctﬁam;ﬂrssa# :‘Lm cmlmlhl}m A recipe I discovered t'f:ra sp:r_j.r toma-
lr_rmenﬂr-_-l}'_tﬂnd of this spicy, soup-ikeé FOR THE RASAM saft. m SpicE: oW o ﬂuupke«q:as mewmm;uglhyﬂnnlqng
Enries are invited o suggest a caption for the photograph. The caption should dish, espeaally her mutton TS, It Gingelly(sesame) ol 2 tsp der and saute for a aboutit. 'Iheu:nam suupﬂf_pu}ufdmth
anty be in English, witty and not sxcesding 10 words, and reach Spectrum, warms me up and whets my appetite. Garlic cloves{finely chopped) 7 few seconds. Now bell peppers, fire-rasted diced toma-
The Tribune, Chandigarh, 160030, by Thursday. The bestfive captions wil be Soups are good for all seasons. Cold Onions/shallots{small, chopped) 12 add water andsirm- toes, jalapenos, tequila and ime, and
published and awarded 300, 1250, T200, ¥150 and 100, respecfvely. soups — think of gezpacho or chilled Curryleaves 2 sprigs mer for a few min- toppedwith smaky paprika A very spiy
Each caption must be accompaniad by a clipping of the captioncontest and cucumber soup —work well when the T | 1 utes. Gamish with soup s a stew prepared with Goan pork
ts number. Photocopies rscans of the caption photo wen't be accepted. temperature shoots up. But when #t 12 DaR{1pe) : corlander leaves. sasages, which are heavily spiced and
Online subrscribers may attach an epaper cippingat dips, thereis nothing quite like abowl >t 218p The rasam is ready. cured with vinegar, red chillies and par-
eaptionpics tribunemail com or ascanned copy of the epaper dipping of hot soup. When our helpful neigh- Water 4cups For mutton rasam lic. “These sausages are the soul of the
Please mention the pin code and phone number, zlong with your address. hours are out of town or otherwise Codander leaves A handful ™ Boil mutton bones dish. They give the stew its deep red
busy, we order rasam and papadams — MUTTON RASAM with turmeric, salt, colour and signature aroma,” says chef
SELECTED ENTRIES FOR CAPTION CONTEST 1536 from South Indian eateries. Whatwe  Formuttonstock afew peppercoms, and curry leaves for Gabriela of Gabriella's Goan Kitchen, a
1 _ don't get very easily arethe non-vege-  Mutton bones(can include ribs) 250 gm ~ 30minutesin a pressure: cooker. fhod outlet based in Delhi.
tarian variations of rasam — such as ~ Water deups  ®Foliow the steps given above for the I think aneof the most effective soups
hot broths cooked with chicken, mut-  Peppercoms Afew  r@sambut do not add water, or conander —or call it what you will — for the sea-
ton, or crab meat, Turmeric powder st leaves. Instead, add the cooked mutton son is a thin broth of masoor dal. Beil
Anofher great winter warmer is the ey jeaves 1spripg | Viththe water thatithas been boiled in. Let 5,45 fistful ofdal in a pot ofwater. Once
hotand-sour saup. Our local Chinese  qare” PE itsimmerforafew minutes. Add n he it's cooked — it should be almost
b Salt Totaste | corjander leaves. Serve hot.

restaurants know that duning this sea- mushy — mix it well and ket it simmer

SPECTRUM NOVEMBER 16 ISSUE (SEE PHOTO)
Pot cast — Pawan Kumar, Chandigarh
Spinning shape-shifting storles —Tepvinder SinghAnand via epaper, Gurugram
Antistic pot-ential — Pariyat Kapuliavia epaper, Pathankot
Mould and beautiful — Rajiv Arora via epaper, Mumbai
Product of revolutions — KamailSngh, Kharar

son, when we place an order, hot-and-
sour soup is the first iterm on our List. We
leve it for all the chunky ingredients
that gointo the thick soup — from veg-
etables and meats to seafood and tofu.
S0y sauce, chilh sauce, vinegar, and
black pepper enhance the hat flavours,
The Thai tom yum goi (hot-and-sour
chicken soup) 18 another great winter

dish. In this, the heat comes from Bind's
Eve challies, which are an essential ele-
ment of Southeast Asian cuisine,

Our Ornental cuisines know the
mportance of spicy soups. Soups,
aknmg with other dishes, are always
served with an array of hot sauces. 1
enjov adding the red hot chilh sauce

and the thin sauce of green chillies in
vinegar to my soups. Noodle soups
such as thukpas — a heap of noodles in
a bowl of hght broth, peppered with
vegetables and meats — can be tem-
pered with dollops of sauces. Thanks o
these super-hot add-ons, T hardly ever
need to consult my ENT specialist —

for a bit. Temper with red hot chillies,
and then add small preces of green chill-
w5 to the thin dal. Squeeze a shee of
lemon overit, and then slurpit up. Pota-
o fries, sprinkled with powdered black

pepper, will enhance the experience.
The weather in Noith India is turn-
ing. And soam I —towards the kitchen.
— The wriler is a food criltic
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When space itself beco

As | atitude 28turns 15, it getsanew
address and ashowto celebrate

Threads of Belonging' by Sudipta Das. Mixed Media, 2025,

SHIREEN (QUADRI

ESIGNED for “permeability
between artist and audience”,
Latitude 28's new space at
New Delhi's Defence Colony
opened with ‘Dramatumngies of
apace’, a show where elght artists are prob-
ing matertal memory and landscape
thrmough a shared spatial prammar.

The new address celebrates 15 vears of the
gallery. Its director Bhavna Kakar desenbes
it as “a reaffimnation of everyvthing Latitude
28 has stood for. .. accessibility, dialopue, and
a deeper engagement with contemporary
South Asian art”. The neighbourhood., at the
heart of Delhi's gallery arcuit, offers “an
envimnment where audiences can move flu-
idly between culturml spaces and engage
more closely with art and ideas”.

Desipgned by architect Tushant Bansal, the
new space embodies what Kakar calls “a
sense of permeability between artist and
audience, practice and theory, the visual and
the discursive”, This porousness is the foun-
dation of the gallery's inaugural exhibition
curated by Satyajit Dave. The exhibition,
savs Dave arises from Kakar's insistence
that the opening show must speak to the
architecture. The gallery was not to be a neu-
tral contamer, but “a site of dramaturgy™.

The show bnngs topether eight artists
whose practices reimagine material, memo-
ry, and landscape in shamply different ways.

From Assam, Chandan Bez Baruah turns
digital photographs into woodceut prints,
transforming a traditional eraft into atmos-

pheric forest scapes. Firl RKahman responds
to the anthropocene thmough symbolic ani-
mal forms and community-rooted
archives, esxdending cartography into ques-
tions of mheritance. Juhikadevi Bhanjdeo
uses the metaphor of the pocket to explore
memory and protection, her indigo-rich
texctile abstractions carrying trauma, repair,
and fortitude.

Monah Meher workes with organic materi-
als to trace cvoles of ime and transforma-
tion. While Rivas Komu intermrogates dis-
placement, democmcy and oollective
memary through painting, sculpture and
installation, Salik Ansan essamines power
and disappearance via cutout paintings and
seulptural allegories, Sudipta Das shapes
paper into mindabire migrating fipures,

FHOTO BY KARAM SiNGH

FHOTO BY SOMDEEF SHANKAR

PURE BLISS

N a throwback to 1999, when Anandpur Sahib was painted pristine
whiteto mark 300 vears ofthe founding of Khalsa Panth, this vear too,
thetown founded by Guru Tegrh Bahadur is set tomark the 350th mar-
tyidom anniversary of its founder by donning a fresh eoat ofthe colour
of peace. Philanthmopists have donated over 20,000 litres of white
paint, and residents have stepped forward to beautify the pil grimage centne
forthis week's commemorations. Back then, joumalists and photographers
from across the globe had converged upon Anandpur Sahib to coverthe cel-
ebrations marking the birth of one of the wordd's voungest religions. Here,
amninentlensman Sondeep Shankar shares images he dicked in November
1998 in the run-up to the Khalsa tercentenary celebrations. Alonpgside ane
photographs by Karam Singh of The Trbune, dicked in April 1999,

evoking the precarity of lives in transit
Meanwhile. Waswo X Waswo's hand-tinted,
collaboratively painted portraits gently sub-
vert the colonial image anchive.

“What drove the selection of these artists
was how they use space a8 a conceptual
method. All these artists understand spatial
methodology to engage with viewers.” savs
Diave. In otherwomnds, the show is less about a
shared subject than a shared prammuar, away
of thinking thmugh space, not just within it

This prammar resonates with Dave's own
background across desipn, craft, pedagogy
and mdigenous knowledge systems. He
mjects the dea that these ame separate
domains: “T don't find these worlds to be so
different. One leams and imagines through
these different worlds.” He offers a vivid
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example: “The spatial play of a kavad
{portable wooden shrine) becomes atool for
exhibition design as well as a tool to set the
tempo of a classroom conversation,” Blur
ring boundanes 1s not a stmategy but a habit
that, he hopes, visitors will absorb.

Kakar sees the new space as a platform for
precisey this expanded form of thinking
and making. While the gallery has long
championed expenmentation — particular
ly from South Asia — its previous location
(Vasant Vihar) did not always allow for the
seale and spontaneity she envisioned. The
new space, she hopes, will become a place
“not just about showing work, but about
enabling dialogues that bring artists, wnters,
reseagrchers, and audiences together”.

— Quadri wriles on arl and culture

Spaces and
Memories XXM
by Firi Rahman.
Ink, Acrylic on
Paper, Wood,
2025 (above,
left) ‘Modified
Hearls' series
by Monali
Meher.
Handmade
Paper, Wool,
Black lapan
Ink, 2008,
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THE ONLY CITY: BOMBAY

SAaMIp MALHOTRA

‘Vacooine Nation: How Immunization
Shaped India’, Ameer Shahul traces
the histoncal, political and ethical tra-
jectory of vaccination in India from

nlonial times. He chronicles the devel-
opment of vacanes, celebrating them as
milestones in human ingenuity, while simul-
taneously providing a socdal and pd itical cone
tead of how immunisation came to symbaolise
the making of modern India. Although the
title includesIndia Shahul capturesthe Land-
mark historical moments that shaped vac-
cine discovery and deployvment, imespective
of thesr country of disoovery:

Drawing on vivid anecdotes, from scien-
tists testing vacones on themselves, their
children, pnsoners, or soldiers (practices that
would be ethically unthinkabletoday), tothe
mass vaceination campaipns of the 1%h and
20th centunes, the book elegantly caphires
how modem mmmunisation practices
evohved and led us towhere we are today.

shahul takes us from Haftkine and Jen-
ner's pioneering works to the controversies
sumrounding polio eradication and Covid-19,
traversing empires and democracies along
the way. His wnting is iad and empathetic,
particulady when portraying the stories of
public health and matual aid. Vet he does not
shy away from entique, highlighting, for
instance, the questionable practices of mults-
national corporations and the growmg sway
of market forces in what was once consud-
ered a purely humanitariin enterprise.
“Could vou patent the sun?" Jonas Salk
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VACCINE NATION: HOW IMMUNIZATION
SHAPED INDIA
by Armeer Shahul
Pan Macmillan.
Pages478. 7699

famously asked when pressed to patent the
polio vaceine, His collaborator Albert Sabin
called his own disoovery a “gift to children™.
The auther's treatment of the smallpox
eradication campaign is nuanced, balancing
colonial legacies with post-Independence
saentific achievernents. Equally compelling
15the story of Vamprmasad Reddy, who trans-
formed from political rebel to*vacone rebel”
through his fight for the hepatitis Bvacane
Also fasoinating 15 the portmait of Sahib
singh Sokhey, whose vision of the public
sector's mole in healthcare and mstitution
bullding remains instructive even today:
The transformation of a Pune stud famm
into theworld's largest vacane producer, the
Serum Institute of India, 15 one of the book's
most mteresting accounts. It shows how
vision and public health goals can align to
shape national capacity and global equity. It

Seasaw that is Mumbai

MEeGHNA PANT

HE aty always begins with the

sed. And in ‘The Only City',

Anindita Ghose's new anthology

on Mumbsa, the sea keeps return-

ing — not just as geography, but
as memaory, metaphor and minor It glinumers
between paragraphs, dnfts through fran
compartments, sloshes mside halfempty
plasses of Old Monk. It caries lovers, strug-
glers, nurses, ghosts, It camies us,

Rapghu Karnad's story setsthe tone — show;
sun-dappled, and full of sea spray. Anchman
and a poor gid share a speedboat
from Albag to Mumbai, Around
them, ropue chikoos moll, armsflail,
and something tender almost hap-
pens, Its a story that never hur-
ries. You want it to move faster; but
perhaps that's the point — Mum-
b, too, makees vou wait for what it
NEVET Promises,

Amrita Mahale's ‘AaiTai’ is an
eazier tide to ride — a sweet,

IN EIGHTEEN STORIES ghghtly surreal tale of a 19-vear
by Anindita Ghose old strugpler obsessed with a four-
HarperColins,  Armed baby.It's playful. intimate,
Papges 352 the kind of story you read on a
FEOD : local train, smiling fantly at the
absurdity of hope. Mahale under-

stands the girkdreamers of Mum-

bai — their rented rooms, their halfwritten
poems, their fierce hunger to be seen.
Ghose's own story is among the finest here
— polished, perceptive, quietly pierang. It
explores the fragile negotiations of manriage
and modern lowve without meodrama
There's no neat dosure, only the ache of
endurance. Her proseelegant but neveroma-
mental, her insight sharp but never cruel
PrathvushParasuraman's ‘Two Bi Two' is
another standout — set in the second-last
compartment of a Mumbai local, the one
knoan to“pick up” queers and middle-class
dreamers alike. A man resists a fleeting
encounter with a stmnpger The story hums

with restraint and empathy — a meditation
on desire denied, and dignity retained.
shanta Gokhale’s old-school playfulness
provides a breath of light. Her prose is effort-
less, sly, alive — the kind that reminds vou
hiterature need not shout to be heand.

Nume Shanti' by Tejaswini Apte-Rahm,
too, stands tall — a tale of an old man, a
nurse, and a nmystenous package that
unfolds mio loss and memory: It's eere vet
tender, domestic and devastating at once.

Lindsay Pereira's ‘Stray’ stops you mid-
breath. His portrat of a homeless man
watching the aty lose its soul plece by plece
offers the collection’s most haunting line: Tt
felt as ifthe people of Bombay had lost some-
thing as well.. where he had once found
beauty in tswood and stone, there was only
plastic and naked metal”

Dhanni Bhaskar's ‘Sibver Cloud’ offers
another memomble mmage; “Mine was a
Bombay without a sea.” What a quiet heart-
break —a aty stripped of its pulse, its prom-
ise, its blue honzon. That's the Bombay
many of us now inhabit: one where rent ris-
e5, kindness shnonks, and the sea belongs to
someone else'’s baleony,

Kersi Khambatta's “The Hon. Secy’ arack-
les with wicked Parsn humour, a reminder
that satire is born of nimacy, not distance.
Manu Joseph's story about magic and schie-
ophrenia is sly and subversive, evidence of
why he remains my favaurite contemporary
writer Jeet Thayil s dystopic Mumbai doses
the collection with a dark brilliant shimmer

I'm glad ‘The Only City’ exists. It's proof
that the short story still endures. It 1s, after
all, is like a window in a high-rise: you can't
Live there, but vou can ghmpse the world
through it. Bor a moment, it holds you. For a
moment, it's enough.

Likee all leve letters to Mumba the anthaol-
opv 15 tender, chaotic, and 1mesist by sincere.
A reminder that Mumbai is not a ety you
arnve inor leave, It's a story vou keep rewnt-
mg— uneven, unending, entiredy your own.
— Thereviawer isan awardacinning author

- BOOKS
Science and India’s vaccine story

15 a4 remarkable story of how vacoines moved
from labs and povernment institutes into
large-scale industnal production, vet remaine-
ing, at their core, public poods. The analysis
of the Universal Immunisation Programme
15 a sobenng lesson in the challenpges of
implementing large-scale public health ini-
tiatves ina diverse, unequal nation.

Another strength lies in Shahul's explo-
ration of how Indian research institutions
took oot and grew, before and after Indepen-
dence, leading to the country’s eventual self-
siifficency in vaccine production. It would
be interesting tosee a oritical analysis of the
cumrent status of the 50 or so institutions
descrbed in the book . exaamining how they
have evolved, or struggled, amid globalisa-
tion and privatisation.

While deeply engaging, the book is not
without shortcomings. For a work that right-
fully champions India’s self reliance invae-
cine development, its treatment of the Indi-
an Patents Act, 1070, iz surpnsmgly bref,
This landmark legislation, recognising
process rather than product patents, formed
the cornerstone of India’s phamaceutical
independence. A moredetalled accountof its
conception, the political battle behind it, the
rokes of various commuttees — like that of Dr
Bakshi Tek Chand (a retired judge of the
Lahore High Court) Committee (1950} and
later Justiee N Rajagopala Ayyangar Com-
rnittee — and how much time it took to pass
the legslation, would have greatly enriched
the book's economic and policy dimensions,

The second point is about the book's like-
ly audience — it occupies an awkowand mid-
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dle pround. The narmatove, while accessible to
a determined layvperson, might not leep
them involved for long. Conversely, experts
and histonans will find much ofit familiar, as
the book synthesises well-known histores,
Its uniquecontnbution ies in weaving these
threads together, but eaxperts might crave for
more “revelaions” or a more provocative
thesis, which, admittedly, is not an easy thing
when it comes to this topic.

A few factual and stylistic lapses detract
from an otherwise commendable work. The
description of Waldemar Haffkine as “Sovi-
et-born” 15 histoncally imaccurate; he was
bom in Odessa in 1860, spx decades before
the USSR came into being. The footnotes,
while informative, at times areover-explana-
tory. These are small irritants, and do not
detract substantially from the boolk's value.

"Vaorine Nation' 15 a significant and time-
by eontribution. It may not be the definiive
word on the subject, but it 15 certainly an
mportant one Intheaftermath of the Covid-
19 pandemic, Shahul’s account offers avalu-
able backstory for understanding why our
system reacted the way it did, the legacy of
our vaceine diplomacy, the fragihty of health
mfrastructuresworldwide and the persistent
challenge of vaceine hesitancy.

For readers interested in the moral, histor-
ieal and political underpinnings of vacana-
tion, this book offers insight and perspective
as it fittin gly concludes: “Ina wordd doven by
patents and fractured by technological
mequality, the nght to life must remain
sacmosanct”

—The reviewer is a professor al PG

Educative take on pandemic

OR Heidegger, to think is
attend. and it is this thoughtful,
patient attention that the Covad-19
pandemic has never been
bestowed with, While going
through it, we were not supposed to attend to
it, as the call fora retum to the eader appar-
ent nommaley was overwhelming. It meant
rescrting to hasty actions, thus foredosing
the meanmgful discussions that should have
otherwise been generated around it
The pandemic has been marked with a
stranpe mutism and amnesia. As a commu-
nity, we are supposed to forget about it like
one bad nightmare The pandemic has been
written and reswntten by the popular and
policy discourses, hailling our triumph over
the virus. This important book, edited by
satvinderpal Kaur and Pradeep Kumar
Choudhury, brings a tear in this smooth ver-
sion, pushing us to attend to those rifts that
we were being told not to see and listen to
those voices that we have long drowned.
The carefully curated chapters have dif-
fused Covid-19 from the conventional tem-
poral understanding that contains it withina
calendar time. By demonstrating its hinger-
g nature, thebook underlines its detnmen-
tal effect, as it not only widened the fault
lines that already existed. but how it would
continue to be present for the times to come.
Neafly divided into three parts, with three
chapters in each section, the book covers the
landseape of the deep-seated impact of the
pandemic on education, by locating it in the
Larger politicaleconomic contest of our coun-
trv Through nch Geldworlz, the book demon-
strates the ramifications of the socal nature
of this virus, as the margmahised stood fur-
therabandoned. Instead of bridging the gaps,
education, by overtly relving on digital ar-
cuits of leaming, has further intensi fied their
social, political and economic abandonment.
Whilethe book attends to mechanisms that
dlustrate how education has been deeply

COVID-19 AND EDUCATION IN INDIA
Edited by Satvinderpal Kar,
Fradeep Kumar Choud hury.

Roltledge.
Pages216.¥1,295

impacted by the pandemic, it doesn't restrict
itself within it. It pushes these conventional
tropes byfurther highhghting how education
has been systematicall v used o attain politi-
cal ends of the state, as new ways of gover-
nance have emerged with the pandemic.

The age-old strong statemarket connect is
now going through alporithmic govermance
that marks late capitalism. The complex mle
that education plays in making these coondi-
nuted linkcages of state with corporate capital-
tsm 15 well evinced in the book. How this
mcreasingly strong foothold of ediech has
dltered the nature of knowledge while giving
space 0 the prnaples that are central to late
capitalism is also unraveded.

Philosophers have argued how our memo-
v, subjectivity and attention have been short-
arcuted and transfer of knowled pe from one
generation to the next, a process central to
education, has been disrupted. Instead of
turning away from the questions of technol-
ogy, it is pertinent tolook atitas aphammakon
that cannot just be rendered away as detri-
mental, but has a curative potential as well,

What can be the contours of this education
are some questions that the authors of this
book can further debve into, as we collective-
Iy need o attend to the times that we are in.

— The reviewer leaches al Instilule of
Home Econnnics, Delhi Universily
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TEACHINGS ON LOVE
tw Thich Mhat Hanh.
Aleph.
Pages 165. 3599
Spiritual leader Thich Nhat Hanh
passed away in 2022, leaving behind a
treasure troveof lessons, Blending tra-
ditional stones, personal reflections,
and a deep comprehension of mindful
living, this book provides step-by-step
practices that foster understanding
and mtimacy in any relationship and
extend love even to those that cause
us pain. It puides on strengthening
bonds and navigating the difficulties
that test people. It speaks to our uni-
versal lonping for love

THE CHABIMASTER
b Harinder 5 Sikka,

Penguin Randarm House.
Pages 2567350

Pieced topether from real-life events
and untold stories from dassified files,
The Chabimaster’ is the author's trib-
ute to those unknown faces who
ensure the safety of every indrnadual of
this country. When the bnlhant stmate-
pist Ravi, joint director of RAW realis-
esthat cross-border skinmishes are just
a method of keepmng the nation
engaged, he beginsto trace andtrack a
series of seemingly unrelated events.
What heunearths sets him onthe edge.
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DEFENCE FORCES AND THE FREEDOM
MOVEMENT: 1903-1947 AD
by lagdish Chander Joshi.

Between Lines.
Pages 454, 7990

This book brings the spotlight on the
deasive role that the defence forces
plaved in winning freedom for the
country. Taking the period between
1903 and 1947 into account, it delves
into how Ghadar Party's attempts to
tamper with the British Indian army
and “sedition” dunng the two World
Wars gave anxious moments to the
imperialist forees. Even as the Kl afat
and Non-Cooperation  movements
were leaving their mark, those 1n the
defence forces were playmg their part.

An expansive canvas of life and teachings of Guru Tegh Bahadur

ROOPINDER SINGH

ROF HARBANS SINGH has a
spescial status among Sikh schol-
ars. The burvolume ‘Ency-
clopaedia of Sikhism', his mag-
num opus, has become the go-to
reference book for people seeking a defini-
tive work on multiple aspects of the Sikh
ethos, elipon and people In time, there
have been other encyclopaedias, including
the Brll Encyelopaedia of Sikhism', vet the
orginal is the one lept handy on most book-
shehves, including that of this writer.

Prof Harbans Singh (1921-1998) was
among the teachers who bridged tradi tional
Punjahbi scholarship and English academia
Besides his landmark work in establishing
and heading the Department of Compara-
tive Rehgion at Punjabi University, Patiala,
he also wrote books that are stll referred to
by researchers and regular readers alike.

‘The Prophet-Martyr: Guru  Tegh
Bahadur' is based on his original ‘Guru
Tegh Bahadur'. The 1982 Sterling Publica-

tions book has been revised and expanded
with the inchision of the slokas by Gurnu Tegh
Bahadur, translated by his daughter, Nikloy-
Guninder Kaur Singh.

The release of this volume is well-timed, as
we commemaorate the 350th anniversary of
the martyidom of the ninth Guru of the
Sikhs, and many are seeking books that offer
more about the Guru and his teachings. By
building an expansive canvas that includes a
back prounder titled The Inheritance’, the
wnter prves an overview that allows us to
place the Guru in the broader conteadt, which
15 necessary to understand more about him

Besides his deep understanding of Sikh
religion and the variou s languages used in
Guru Granth Sahib, his felicity with English
stands out. He paints word pictures that
evoke emotions even as they appeal to the
intelledt. Indeed. besides the book under
review, his ‘Heritage of the Sikhs' has been
a perennial ever since it came out in 1964

Modem authors glean history from tradi-
tional poetic texts such as "Gurhilas Chheva
Patshahi' (1718), Koer Singh's ‘Gurbilas

THE PROPHET-MARTYR:
GURU TEGH BAHADUR
by Harbans Singh.
Speaking Tiger.
Pages 200. 7499

Patshahi’ 10(1751), Rattan Singh Bhangu's
‘Prachin Panth Pardeash’' (1841), ameong oth-
ers. While writing a biography of the Guru,
we find cructal references to him in other
teads, documents like his ‘Hukamnamas®,
and, of course, his bani, enshrined in Gurui
Granth Sahib. Relying on radiional sources
and research from the personal collection of

the noted histonan, the late Dr Ganda Singh,
the author has prvena compelling account of
the hife and times of Guru Tegh Bahadur

The biographical details are fascnating,
especially smee the authorweaves incontem-
poraneous events into the narmtive, which
helps the reader understand better. He was
nct interested in gadd: and was glad to be of
service to the suocessor Gurus of his fathen
Butwhenhe was ancinted Guru, hewas dear
abouthisrobe and placeamong the Sikhs, He
undertook long spiritual journeys beyvond
Pungab to spread the teachings of the Gurus
and to consolidate the sangats that had escst-
ed since the time of Guru Nanalk.

The Guru's bani “is not born ofthe rapture
of cloudy mysticism, but of the very expen-
ence of Reality, of spintual disapline of the
highest order, of philosophic wisdom and
enlightenment”, asserts the author

In the chapter ‘Vision and Teachings',
Prof Harbans Singh provides an overview of
the bani of the Guni, and in the nead chap-
ter, he translates some shabods and siokos
from Guru Granth Sahib.

Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh takes the
baton hereafter, as she has in real life, con-
tinuing her father's legacy in serving Sikh
scholarship. She has been with Colby Col-
lege in Waterville, Maine, TTSA, since 1986
and 15 nowthe Criwford Family Professor of
Religion and Chair of Religious Studies.
With many books and academic laurels to
her eredit, sheis a scholar in her oomright,
as well as her learned father’s daughter

We see this mle in the latest jugalbandi,
the revised edition of this book, where she
contnbutes by expanding the book by writ-
ing the ‘Prelude to the Slokas of Guru Tegh
Bahadur' and tmanslating these slokos.
Reading them, one gets a feeling of contimu-
ity and freshness,

Aswe commemorate 350 vears of the mar-
tyrdom of the Guruy, we need to go bevond
public displays of religious fervour. We
must connect ourselves with the Guru's Life
and his teachings. ‘'The Prophet-Martyr:
Guni Tegh Bahadur' is a way for the Eng-
lish-reading world to do so, lucadly.

— The reviewer 8 ajowrnalisl & author
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REFLECTIONS

Keeplng the house running

IRA PANDE

ITH Delli and NCR's air
dedared the filthiest in the
country, we deaded to run
away to Uttarmkhand along
with a band of friends. This
time, we planned to explore a itle-known hill
station called Lansdowne, which is also the
headquarters of the Garhwal Rifles. As a proud
Kumaoni, [ was prepared to pooh-pooh the
Garhwali part of Uttarakhand (an old feud
between these two terntories), but what we saw

blew my prequdices awsay.

The resort we stayed in offered the most spec-
tacular vista of the Garhwal Himalayas, called
the Kedarnath range that straddles the horizon
like: a fortress of snow. From the first ray of the
sun that tnges these awesome peaks pink to the
colourful sunset that paints the entire sky
orange, we were treated to sights that nourish
thesoul This stunning range stands behind the
EKedarnath temple and is part of the Gangotn

group of peaks.

It is the western range of the Panchachuli
mnge that is visible in Kumaon and the peaks
that we proudly point out there —Trashul, Nan-
da Ghunt, Nanda Kot and Nanda Devi — look
s0 remote and tiny beside this wvista of
Chau khamba, Kedamath, Badrinath and Gan-
gotr, As for the sky, T know now what cenilean
blue means. The area 15 alsoone of the few blue
pune forests left in the country and the densely
forested ranges around us were a feast of blue
and green. Pretty terraced fiedds add to the pic-
ture-perfect villages that dot the area, Thanks
now to solar power, the isolated houses there
glow hike fireflies in the stygian darkness that
envelops our mountains after sunset,

Thankfully, the Army has kept the area invio-
late so far but already there are momo-sellers
and Magg points all alon g the way to this hard-
to-find hill station. I dread the onslaught of the
intrepid Indian tourist who will surely come to
pollute the mountains and leave empty packets
ofchips, plastic bottles and play loud musie. Just
as I was forced to confront the old Kumaon-
Garhwal snobbery, 1 have to confess that the
Indian Army runs its cantonment areas far bet-
ter than our advilian governments.

If women decided public
policy and conflict
resolution, the world would
be more just and peaceful

Within the Army headquarters area there was
not a trace of itter Their spit and polish of the
old colonial bungalows have kept them exactly
as they were when first built 102 vears ago. The
fumiture (Burma teak, no less), the parade
ground and the mess (with a billiards room)
have tobe lauded. T was reminded of the equal-
Iy beautiful properties that our envilian officers
were bequeathed and rue what they have been
reduced to,

The Parade Ground was full of Agniveer
recruits being made topractise for thesr passing-

out parade at the end of the month. For many of

these fresh-faced vouths, this was their first
encounter with the rigour and discipline of a
struetured routine. Many may be absorbed by
the Army and pararmilitary organisations, others
by secunty agences, while some will get seed
capital to start a venture. No wonder we saw
young village boys running up and down the
hills to prepare for a life in the ‘paltan’, always
a popular outlet for hill people,

Several countries make army service com-

pulsory for all pre-college girls and boys so
that they get ataste of the hard life they must
fare after they pass school. There are many
who have 1ssues with this form of indoctrina-
tion, vet given the altemate dnftinglife when
many take to drigs, aleohol and erime in the
absence of a purpose in life, I have altered my
views on this scheme.

Now for a takeaway from the Bihar dections
that most commentators have pronounced as a
victory gifted by the women of Bihar to Nitish
Kumar and the NDA. The most important fall-
out of this for me is that women voters will
hencetorth be talen very seriously by all our
political parties and more space will have to be
made forthemin government budgets, jobs and
political representation. As awoman, I rejoice at

the recognition (however grudgingly made) of

the power that women hold in dislodging the
patriarchal system that has used its brute and
brutish power to keep them mmasible within
homes and behind veils. Not just in Bihar and
India, if the word d were to move inthe direction
of grving women a chance to deade publbic poki-
oy and conflict resolution, you can take it from
me the world would be a more just, equitable
and peacefiil place.

Ghing women a role in forest management,
ecological matters and care for the aged and
mfirm would tap into wisdom that Nature has
bessed women with. Men are completely defi-
cient in emotional intellipence (Toften say this is
a mami fetunng defect}, so keeping the house
ninning smoothly with everyvone cared for is
abways considered a woman's job. What else is

ninning a country but a scaled-up version of

running a home and family? Above all, women
are less prone to corruption, though there are
exveptions we cannot forget.

S0 hurrah for the women of Bihar, and for
Nitish Kumar who has spent many decades
pulling up the women of his state from the mis-
erable phight they were doomed to live under the
patriarchal system that never recognised their
worth. One day, when I am long gone, my grand-
daughters will inherit a wordd that they will
thank us for fighting for their liberation.

— Thewrilerisa social commmentalor

The two faces of Varuna

ARUNA is one of the most
ancient gods of the Vedie pan-
theon. In the Rig Veda, he is
majestic, distant, and terrifymng.
He =sits above the world, ruler of
the sky and the ocean, guardian of the cos-
mic law called rta. He sees everything. Noth-
ing escapes him. His noose catches those
who lie or break their word. His power is not
physical strength but moral authority. He s
a governor and a judge. He belongs to the
world of priests, chants, and night skies. He
complements Indra, the warrior. Indra is
associated with raids and war. Varuna is
associated with peace. Indra accumulates
wealth {yoga). Varuna distributes wealth
(kshemao). Indra 15 inked to individualistic
expansion (svarajya). Varuna is linked with
collective consolidation (samrajya ).

But in later teacts, Vaninais hinked tothe sea
and the western direction, just as Indra is
more linked torain and the eastern direction.
When Vishnu and Shiva rise in popularity,
Varuna becomes father of Lakshmi, the god-
dess of fortune, who Indra woos.

But, far away from the texds, along the long
Indian coastline, a different Varuna lives. A
mmantic sea fod — Samudra Dev, Jol Devta,
Varun RHaja. Here, people speak to him, singto
him, fear him, love him. Fisherwomen sing at
dawn, traders pray at dusk, and sailors whis-
per to him before sailing, In these songs and
gtones, the tides of the sea represent the
yearnings and eraving of a lonely god.

UNIVERSE

DEVDUTT PATTANAIK

In Gujarat, they tell of a fisherwoman who
gsings 50 sweetly that Varun Raja rises from
the sea to woo her But when she refuses, he
does not punish her. He leaves her pearls and

The magic of Indian
mythology is that gods are
never frozen in one form.
They change as they
travel. They carry both
dignity and desire

fish — pgifts of the ocean, In Odisha, the sea
god falls in love with a young bride who waits
at the shore for her husband's return. He can-
not have her, so he grvesher safe passage and
treasures instead. And in Bengal's Sundar-
bans, the sea pod seduces a pearl maiden,
takes her beneath the waves, but lets her go
when she wants toreturn to the human world.
This 15 not the cold Varuna of the Veda, but a
warm, desiring, passionate god.

50 we have twoways of seeing the same god.
One is cosmic, where Varuna stands for law,
maorality, and distant power The otheris folk,
where he 15 a sensual sea-god, who desires but
also respects the shore. In the first, the sea is
infinite and formless, ke the night sky. Inthe
second, it is alive, hungry, breathing, a lover
who whispers through the waves,

Both mapges coexist. Neither cancels the
other. The Vedic Varuna reflects the worldview
of priests and rituals, where gods are
puardians of order. The folk Varuna reflects
the worldview of people who lve with the sea
every day — fisherfolk, traders, sailors —who
must treat the ocean as a being with moods,
appetites, and emotions.

And that is the magic of Indian mythology.
Gods are never frozen in one form. They
change as they travel. They carry both digni-
ty and desire. Varuna is not only the pod of the
sed; he 15 the sea — sometimes calm, some-
times dangemus, sometimes a judge, some-
times alover

— Thewrilerisan acclaimed mylthologist
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Many moons ago, and
occu pat|on forces now

AVAY SHUKLA

HESE last few vears have
been disillusioning for peo-
ple of my vintage, brought
up to regard the moon —
that “silver deity of secret
night"”, as the poetess Lady Mary Mon-
tapgu put it — as an object of mystery
and romance doaked in an impenetra-
ble celestial halo. It has been the staple
of Hindi films of my era: remember
Mukesh's Ae men jaan chand s gom
mukhra.., or that haunting duet of
Raa) Kumar and Meena Kumari, ‘Cha-
lo dildar chalo, chand ke poar chalo' ?

Ours wasalso the moon that belonged
to evervone, the Hindu wives at Karva
Chauth and the Mushim brothers and
sisters at Eid. No more, unfortunately,
as more and more countries target itfor
profit, strippmng it of all its mystery and
wonder It has now been appropriated
by scentists, engineers, salivating cap-
italists, and politicians wishing to bur-
nish therr nationalist credentials,

Idistinctly rememberwhen this plan-
etary disrobing began, b8 years back an
anightin 1969, I was then in St Xavier's
College hostel on Park Street. Calcutta.
A fewof us had gathered inthe house of
a friend, Karan Deva, on Camac Street,
to listen o the live commentary of the
first manned mission to the moon, and
to Neidl Ammstrong’s historie words —
“A small step forman .." —which would
have pot him into a lot of trouble in
today s woke world for being seaast and
disregamding the other 16 genders.

The journey that began with that
small step has more or kess culminated,
for me at least, with the landing of
Chandrayaan and the Vikram Rover on
the south pole of the moon on August
242028, Some vestiges of the mystery
still remained. however, as I watched
the spacecraft hovenng overits landing
spot, but even that disappeared the
rnoment Mr Modi madehis mappropn-
ate appearance on the TV screen.

Poets, songsters, lovers and dreamers
will now hinveto po backhome and seek
some new source of inspiration, for the
moon now belongs to the politicians,
rabid nationalists and venture capital-
1sts counting their dollars. Its days are
numbered. In a few vears, it will be
carved out amon g whoever constitutes
the G-20 or G420 then. Its innards shall
be mined and extracted to cater to the
relentless greed of a species which by
then would have fouled its own nest
mrretrievably and made it unlveable.

Those who destroyed our own plan-
et will be the ones who will leave and
build their condos on already identi-
fied spots like Alphonsus, Lunar
Maria, Mare Tranquillitas, and, not to
forget, our very own Jawahar Sthal
and Shiv Shakti. And that Biblical
prophecy — “The meek sholl inherit
the earth™ — will finally come true, for
the rich will abandon it and the meek
shall have no other choice but to con-
tinue to languish here.

The revelations of Chandrayaan so far
are a mixed bag Bangaloreans have
much cause torejoice. forthe Roverevi-
dently has had to negotiate s way

through noynad craters, something
which the residents of this aty do twice

everyday: they will feel at home on the
hunar surface. Our tipplers from Kerala
and Punjabare also a rebeved lot: Chane-
drayaan has reported that the moon has
plenty of ice and water, so our Baccha-
nalians need to camry only Blender's
Pride and Uncle Chipps on their inter-
gtellar joumey. Our faithful wives
should also be a happy lot: it appears
that the moon's surface has nowater of
its own, all the water there consists of
themilbons of itres offered to themoon
by desvout wives for millennia at the
Hindu festrval of Karva Chauth, It's
good to know that their water has not
been wasted, but will now be recyeled
by their husbands in conjunction with
the daughter of grapes.

The bad news, of course, 15 that the
admiring Romeos and Lotharios wall
nenw have to find some other simile to
descnbe the objects of their affection:
the Rover has established that the
moon's surface 15 not, as hitherto
thoupht, as smooth as DMeena
Eumari's cheelks, but 15 more like Om
Puri’s virile, pock-marked kisser As
someone said, however, vou win some.,
ol lose some.

| watched the Super Moon with
more than a tinge of sadness.
| was sad, because some things

should be beyond science
and the avarice of man

And talkmg of winning, here's an
1idea for Niti Aayog (which appears to
have min out of them for quite some
time now) the govemment should
hand over ISRO to our leading indus-
trialist and the 23rd richest man on
earth {give or take a few mnks). After
all, this gentleman already controls all
other modes of transport with his air-
ports, sea ports, terminals and high-
ways; we shall only besquaring the cir-
cle by piving him space travel also.
And who better than him to exploit all
that titanium, magnesium, silicon and
aluminium so abundant on the moon,
what with his experience of denuding
our forests of these minerals?

The moon venture will be an off-
shore venture, of course, and noone, it
appears, 15 as adept at locating off-
shore funding as the ultra nch. I sus-
pect that he may even have an insider
on the moon tohelp him out, probably
a reemployved IAS officer — the Man
on the Moon, who, as every child
knows, has been there for thousands
of vears. We 've all seen him on certain
nights, and it's high time we used his
insider knowledge to bolster our Vish-
waguru status.

[ watched the Super Moon in my vil-
lage, Puranikoti, with my family, with
more than a tinge of sadness. It was
there above the tall dark deodars, a
massive white Bone China plate, a
medallion on the ebony breast of the
night sky, its benign glow bathing my
world with the infinite beauty of
nature. I was sad. because some
things should be bevond science and
the avarice of man, My moon contin-
ues to be one made of childhood
memories and green cheese,

— The wriler is a relired IAS officer

Mirpur refugees, Jammu’s Bakshi Nagar, and bus stop drama

RAAJA BHASIN

mother's family were
refugees from Mirpur. This
15 nenw in Pakistan-ocoupied

Kashmir In

ovember 25 is still [TH.EI‘E-_"d
a8 Mirpur Balidan Divas'. On that day in
1947, and in the couple of days that followed,
in the aftermath of Partition, one of the maost
heinous massacres took place. It is one that
has rarely been talked orwritten about. India
had been Independent for over three
months when Mirpur was attacked by what
are believed to be contingents of the repular
army and by orregulars and mercenaries

from Pakistan.

This attack was followed by what 18
believed to be a pogrom in which around
18,000 Hindus and Sikhs were massacred.

My mothers family escaped death (or
worse), astheyvwere in Jammuat thetime. In
a separate moadent, my grandfather's older
brother, Chaudhry Amar Nath, who was the
Wozre-Wizarat, Govemor of Skardu  short slope, past a couple of bertrees ledto a
{Baltistan), Gilpit and Ladakh, had already
been brutally killed and his wife who
escaped with their young children, wore a
metal strapon a leg and aspeaal shoe as she
too had been shot and badly wounded.

Maost of the survivars from Mirpur were
settled m what was to become Bakshi
Nagar in Jamrmu. That 15 where my grand-
parents lived and wheremy parents, rmy sis-
ter and I spent a couple of months every
winter Over the years, one watched the
house grow from a very basic stnucture to
something rather grand.

[t was a house that had a constant stream
of visitors. Something was always coming
out of the kitchen. Conversation was often
hushed. When we children were amund, the
elders would often stop talking. Today, 1
know why those silences came. They did not
want us to hear about all those times and
their unanswered questions about who
could sall be alive and who got killed. And

vet, it was a house filled with laughter and
great ove, It was also a place where the east-
erand funmer sides of life could be observed.

Alittle below the house was abus stop A

trfurcation. One slope went up to the main
section of Bakshi Nagar A mild descent led
down to the canal where, often enough, I
wolld join my parents and undes on their
evening walk. That was only if the family
dog, who went by the eponymous name of
Doggie, chose that direction. That dogwas a
canine of many moods and of considerable
character At some point. he had moved into
the house from an indeterminate place and
with an equally indeterminate ancestry.

He would choose where we would go.

A house with a stream of
visitors, but there was
often a hush. Now | know
why those silences came

. e

Dogge 71, as hewas respectfully known, in
deference to his firmness and determina-
tion, would grab the lead walker's beps and
cling on till his chosen route forthe evening
was approved. The trifurcation of the roads
wis where this worldchanging decision
would be made.

That trifurcation also had the bus stop. Bor
reasons best known only to him, Doggie Ji
did not like the old three-wheel tempos.
These stopped there to pick and dmop pas-
sengers. There, at the bottom of the ‘dhuk-
ka', as an incline was locally called, dramas
would periodical ly undild.

Some were verbal arguments that could
occasionally turn into an exchange of
fisticuffs and some were pure entertain-
ment. Of the former, many stemmed from
the tempaos trying to cateh as many fish’,
as passengers were called, and stuff them
into therr tempo-nets. Rattling away and
spewing smoke, off they would race to dis-
gorge one lot of cramped passengers that
emerged in assorted yogie postures to har-
vest the next catch.

The way excessive fishing has reduced
marine lifte in certain seas, similarly, argu-

ments stermmed from moments when one
tempo had trawled the road and left no
fish' for the next one. And when a bus
came by, it was like the local mdustnal scale
trawler that would dredge the area with a
catch that could have been collected by sevw-
eral tempos. That was when all the tempo
drivers would suddenly become comivial
and polite to each other. Theywould line up
neatly and wait for passengers. The big
shark had swept away all fish and now that
common enemy had made friends of all the
rival ittler fishing tempos.

As entertainment was limited, as a child.
one hung around that bus stop — and ocear
sionally ook a bus to Raghunath Bazaar
Two incidents remam parked in memaory.
The first was of a lady who berated the driv-
er a5 herefused towait till ‘Beej finished her
bath'. The second was the moment when
anotherlady was short of money forthe fare,
and couldn'tunderstand why the conductor
couldnt put the rest from his own pocket.
(For the readers who speak Dogri or Punjabi,
please translate these lines to get the real
effect of the conversations!)

— Thewriler isan auhorbased in Shimla
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Isthere away out of alcoholism’? At an AA convention in Haridwar, recovering alcoholics show how

PRADEEP SHARMA

ESTLED in the foothills of the

Shivaliks, the sprawling Prem-

nagar Ashram on the banks of

the Ganges in Haridwar played

host to an unusual gathering in
the mid-November balmy weather, ideal foran
afternoon drink for many. Hundreds of mem-
bers of Aleoholics Anonyvmous (AA), a world-
wide fellowship of over 20 lakh recovering
aleoholics, raised a toast over a cup of coffee or
tea mstead — reaffirming their faith that a
sober and normal life was possible without
that ‘Patiala peg’ which virtually destroyed
their ives once.

With gratitude in the heart and a prayer on
the lips, enthusiastic recovenng alcoholics
shared their expenence, strength and hope at
the Sth AA Haridwar Convention on an apt
theme — “towards spintual awakening™.

“The convention is a thanksgiving event at
the serene, tranquil retreat to renew oursobri-
ety ‘one day at a time’, and pass on the mes-
sapge to the still-suffering alcoholics that a
sober and useful life 15 possible without a
dnnk.” says Survakant, one of the orpganisers.

AA aceording to him, 15 a fellowshipof men
and women who come together to solve their
commaon drinking problem. Founded
by two aleoholies, Dr Bob and Bill W,
on June 10, 1935, in Akmon (Ohio) In
the US, the AA boasts of over 1.23 lakh
groups across 180 countries. In India,

AA has over 300 groups, comprising
over 40,000 sober members.

Free membership is open to anyone
who wants to do something about
his or her drinking problem,
Survakant says, underlning
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Participants at the AA Haridwar convention held in the second week of Movember. TRisune PHOTO

The only child of a well-to-do family
from Delhi, Amulva had his first taste of
beer in the starting year of professional

college. Along with graduating in comput-
er science, he soon graduated from beerto
hard drinks — vodka dunng the day and
whisky in the evening. By the time he got

married at 25, he was a full-blown 2437

aleoholic despite vociferous protests

ﬁN from his parents and his wife.

On the professional front, hewas

that AA's primary purpose s to the star employvee with an MNC.
hﬁe ukmr::i]? a{it.ievemﬁiﬁﬁ:: PROBIEM? E:dhinh ;; a du;;ghter and a

ellowship's ok, ESETV early promotion
titled Alcoholic Anomymous’, [ETH T["Jm called for a big bash at our house
outlines AA's 12 Steps, a set HELPLINES in Delhi. While other pguests
of sp.iritua] principles. When PUNJAB enjoyed I:h-Elr drinks l'ullm'!.red.by
practised as a way of life, 94178-37531/ sumptuous food, I was donking
l!l_‘rese can root out the uhses: 73800-93946 WE'II_ into the wee huu.:l's, EmEmr-
Elmp to drink aqd enable a suf- HARYANA rassing ﬂu.-'s_eifund my family,” he
fering uk‘ui‘l_.nh{: to recover 94666-354972 !"I:."-L'H.“E_. adding T.h.ﬂt he ilEE.'lu]lE_d
et oo I L o et
ﬂkﬁ}fusﬁi_;n;f:eumﬂﬂn? smn:nj 94170+ w:ﬁi:; n: iuw;* ]ili iflphﬂme 1]
miracles. “Mer kahaniarsh se SHAKTI GROUP ondary addictions Espr:-r:i.'ﬂlj.-: paid
farsh tak aur phir arsh tok k2 (WOMEN'S HELPLINE) sex, soon took L'I".-'E'I: mylife. For the
hat (Mine 15 a nches to rags 98107-91518 n-r:ﬂ almost 10 yvears, I made life
and back to riches story),” says Website: www.aa.org/ hell for my parents, wife and kid.

www.aagsoindiaog

Amulya, a recovering alcoholic
with over 10 yvears’ sobriety:

Cheap whisky on the rocks and
sexual escapades culminatinginto

binge drinking put my personal and profes-
sional Iife also on the rocks,” he says.

“Divoree and job loss pushed me into self-
pity and a morass of uncontmlled drinking.
The death of my parents in a car accident
proved to be the proverbial last straw. Such
was my moral and spiritual bankruptey thatl
showed up to lit the funeral pyre sozzed.
Holed up in my room. 1 wished for the end,
even making a feeble suicide attempt. It was
a hopeless state of mind and body,” quips
Amulya, as his eves well up.

However, an AA pamphlet offenng help to
problem drinkers provided him a my of hope.
“Hoping against hope, [ strayed into an AA
meeting where 1 found unconditional love.
After a few weeks of my last experiments with
aleohaol, I started staying sober through AA's
12 Steps.” he asserts,

Ultimately, he was re-united with his family.
“By God's grace and to my utter surprise, my
wife and daughter accepted me. I, along with
my wife, started a small business. My rela-
tions with my daughter and other near and
dear ones have shown a marked improve-
ment. I am trying to be a useful member of the
family. Finally, I am at peace with myselfand
the world around,” Amulva signs off.

At Haridwar, there was no dearth of such
stories — resonating hope amidst gloom.

TO LIFE

Tor 23 years, | died daily;
then everything changed

EFORE my marriage in Febru-

ary 1975, I disliked aleohol so

much that I developed a strong
resentment against my husband
when he drank beer However, on
Haoliday, Iwas grven a glass of bhang;
itis Bhole Shankar ko parshad, I was
told. I liked the saroor, the kick, as 1
gulped down the second glass.

Soon, I started giving my husband
company — just two drinks. The
birth of my son and daughter gave
me the freedom todrink as the fam-
iy was now complete.

By 1980, I started taking a couple of
drinks before my husband could join
me for the evening dnnking session.
soon, I discovered the afternoon peg
to numb my feelings. A few years lat-
er, in Delhi, Imanipulated household
expenses to get iquor. The bottle took
over and the family took a backseat
— no emotional bonding with the
husband and the kids.

In the late 1980s, the afternoon
drink gave way to the moming peg
to calm the overnight hangover The
kids developed a strong dislike for
me since [ was too drunk to cele-
brate their achievements.

I thought [would die soon as Twas
poisoning myself. To satiate my
craving, 1 started buying hquor
from the neighbourhood stores. I
cared two hoots forthe socal stipma
attached to a woman buying liquor
openly. I could notice the pain in my
parents’ eves when [used toland at
their place completely sozzled.

I completely lostmy self-confidence:
Iwould drink 61l the Iquor lasted or
ill I passed out. The nightmare con-
tinued tll 1996, My sister took me toan
AA meeting which I attended to
please my family, not for noyself.

I. as the lone woman member
vowed never to return to AA. T lost
my individuality and self-confi-
dence and started suppressing my
feelings. From 1096 to 1998, 1
became a 24x T drinker. Liver arrho-
si5 had started setting in. Vomiting

became a routine. Mental fog had
setin, clouding my thinking,

A doctor pronounced liquor as
being fatal for me. Ironically, I was
happy since I wanted to die as I felt
there was nothingworthwhile ke ft in
my life, Twas sick and tired of my
life. In desperation. I contacted AA
in March 1998, Trvo women took me
to aladies’ AA meeting Meanwhile,
I consumed my quota in the wash-
room. That binge continued for a
week though I attended meetings.

[ drank till the midnight of April 3,
1998. The next day, for the first time,
I attended the meeting sober, getting
a standing ovation. A happy, joyous
and free way of hife followed, courtesy
AA's 12 Steps. AA restored my self
confidence and indiadu ality:

For 23 years, I was dying everyday,
AA gave me a new lease of life.

Imitially, for about five years, the
recovery was not easy as there was
soctal stigma attached to women
aleoholics. Full faith in God, AA and
family support kept me on the nght
track though I was the lone lady
member in the group. As more
women alcoholies started comingin,
we gpened awomen's group in New
Delhi to make recovery easy for the
women aleoholics, who still face a
vanety of challenges.

Now helping still-suffering aleo-
holics, practising the AA programme
in all my affairs and a firm belief in
God keeps me sober and happy.

— Neha (mame changed),
sober for 27 years now

——as

Facing an existential crisis, independent filmmakersfight for survival inthe shninking space for such filmsintheatres and OTT platforms

INDIEGNATTON

RENU 5UD SINHA
ESPITE its world premere
at Cannes (2023) and win-
ning multiple awards at oth-
er international festivals,
Kanu Behl's Agra’ 15 still
struggling to reach the people it was meant
for — the domestic audience.

For a film that had an arduous journey of
nine years just to reach viewers at home,
there were only nine major screens playing
it acmss India — all of them peripheral. In
the entire Delh+NCR region, Agra’ got only
three screens, two of them m Gunigram
and Ghaziabad, playing mostly moming
showes. It was a similar story in Mumbai, In
contrast, a big budget film that was
released simultaneously had 4,000 screens.

“Heartbroken and angry, I started post-
ing on Tantter because I didn't know what
else todo,” shares director Kanu Behl. The
retweets and shares soon took a life of their
own, very much a sign that the angst was
not confined to only one indrvidual. That's
because Behl is not the only independent
filmmaker to face these challenges; all of
them have faced similar strugples at some
point in their careers.

Within a couple of days of the film's
release, 46 independent filmmakers post-
ed a joint statement highlighting the long-
standing systemic issues affeting the
entire independent film community in
India —the shrinking space for such films
in theatres and streaming platforms and,
paradoacally, the growing reliance of OTT
platforms on a film's theatrical perform-
ance as a prerequisite for its acquisition.
This unsustainable and shrinking cultur-
al space is eliminating entire generations
of independent filmmakers, it read.

The spontaneous movement that started
as a WhatsApp group of five persons has
dose toa hundred members and the num-
bers are only growing, They are planning
to launch a formal body very soon.

“It's been happening for a long time
with most independent filmmakers,” says
Honey Trehan, casting director, filmmak-
er and an indie producer, who 15 among
the 46 signatories.

“Most small films never get any space.
And there's nobody to speak up for these

A MOINT STATEMENT FROM

INDIA'S INDEPENDENT FILMMAKERS
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Independent filmmakers who made a joint appeal (left) want resolution of basic Bsues like ease of theatrical release, decent
numberof screens, accessible theatre locations, at least one prime-time slot, and a cap on ticket prices.

films.” savs another sipnatory, Alankrita
Shrivastava, writer-director of ‘Lipstick
Under My Burkha’, ‘Made in Heoven’,
‘Bombay Begums', ete.

For National Avwanrd winning filmmaker
Bhaskar Hazanka, who is also part of this
movement, the common challenge
remains “finding a decent theatrical
release for our films".

Director, writer and producer Shonali
Bose ("Margarita with a Straw’, "“The Sky
1% Pink’}), an ind ependent filmmaker of 25
years, sayvs nothing has changed. “There
has never been any respect and space faor
independent cinema in this country
From making to releasing, we struggle at
every step to get any space for our films.
Awards and recognition at global festi
vils do get us some attention but the real
fight starts after that,” adds the award-
winning filmmalker.

Behl is very vocal about the need for
structural support and some fundamental

changes in the system if these independ-
ent voices are to suvive.

While funding remains a key challenge
for these small budget films (most have a
budget between I3 crore and T7-8 crore),
there is never much money for publicity,
and distribution is always a major hurdle.
Allindie filmmakers emphasise on resolu-
tion of basic issues like ease of theatrical
release, decent number of screens, accessi
ble theatre locations, at least one prime-
time slot, and a cap on ticket prices.

Authar and film journalist Aseem
Chhabrm, who is the festival director of the
New York Indian Film Festival, also feels
that if this lack of accessisresolved, people
will come. “There is definitely an audi-
ence. At most film festivals, indie films are
sold out because people are starving and
hungry for such films.”

When multiplexes operned some decades
ago, they raised hopes about providing a
few smaller theatres where indie films

could also be shown, They reneged on that
promise just as major streaming platforms,
whoalso inttially spoke about giving space
to independent films but backed out later,
adds the film journalist. “Art needs to be
supported. Multiplexes are private entities.
If they are only bothered about profits and
not keen to show thought-provoking cine-
ma, then government support becomes
cruecial,” adds Chhabra.

Earlier, state-sponsored theatres like
Akashvani theatre in Mumbai, nun by All
India Radio (now Prasar Bharati), would
show off-beat movies. Nandan theatre in
Kolkata, a government-sponsored film and
cultural centre with modern amenities like
digital projection and Dolby sound, still
shonws films, particularly Bengal films, at
affordable ticket prices. It is, perhaps, time
o revive and expand such indtiatrves ifinde-
pendent cnema has to survive in India.

Trehan and Hazarika point out another
anomaly. Worldwide, anema comes under

art and culture, making it easier for inde-
pendent filmmakers to get government
support, grants, funding, ete. In India and
some other countries, it comes under the
Mimstry of Infermation and Broadeasting.

Most filmmakers including Behl, Shrivas-
tava, Trehan, and Hazanka, cte the exsam-
ple of France and why it has such a healthy
film culture. The French govemment sup-
ports its films at the Cannes Film Festival,
providing automatic and selective funding
for production and distribution. It also
offers a 30 per cent rebate on production
expenses for the French films that qualify.

That's why thev retterate that government
support is a must for these kinds of films to
survive. “When these films win awands at
Cannes and other such festivals, it 15 the
country that gets accolades and respect. The
govemment should support or at least
ensure that these films get a decent release
for a ficed period and the shows are not can-
celled at the last manute,.” says Trehan.

“Any film petting selected in the top five
international film festivals — Venice,
Berlin, Cannes, Toronto, Sundance — or
which wins the National Award should be
guaranteed a release, The Indian govern-
ment, exhibitors, distnbutors should at
least support such films and filmmakers”
adds Trehan, who was recently awanded a
Natwonal Award as the pmoducer of
‘Uz hukka’, a Malayalam film.

Upset at the discriminatory treatment
against indie filmmakers, Trehan is quick
to point out, “If films like ‘Gadar 2°, 'Chhao-
va” and ‘The Sabarmati Report’ could be
sereened in Padiament, then why not Pay-
al Kapadia's All We I'magine as Light’ (nome
inated for the Palme d'Or at Cannes, mak-
ing her the first Indian to be nominated m
the main competition in 30 years)? It also
won the Grand Prix the second-highest
award at the 2024 Cannes Film Festrval™

As plans get concretised for the launch of
a formal body soon, most filmmakers are
hopeful of the change a collective voice
can bring. Trehan sums it up perfectly: “If
these independent voices don't get any
support from the government or auds
ences, the next generation of Satyvajit
Rays, Shyam Benegals, Govind Nihalams,
Ritwik Ghataks, Ketan Mehtas or Saeed
Mirzas will not be born.™




NEW LABOUR CODE:
PUSH POWER, URBAN
REFORMS NEXT

NDIA has the right to expect not a series of recommendations
framed in the light of the existing crisis, but a considered
programme for development of labour policy. Thus spoke the
Royal Commission of Labour in India in 1931.

The piety was waylaid since independence. India got com-
missions, recommendations, and many laws—over 100 state
and 40 central laws—for protecting workers’ interests. The iro-
ny is embedded in data. Only 50 crore of the over 80 crore in the
15-64 age cohort are in the labour force, with barely one in 10
employed in the formal sector.

This week, the government took a significant step, unveiling
four new codes for labour by rationalising 29 central laws. It
cuts the number of rules from 1,436 to 351, filing of returns
from 31 to one, and eases the pain of compliance. Much depends
on the quality of the rules’ framing, which is expected in the
next 45 days for the system to be operational by April 2026.

The journey of the reform merits attention. In the 2017 Budg-
et, Arun Jaitley announced, “Legislative reforms will be un-
dertaken to simplify, rationalise, and amalgamate the existing
labour laws into four codes.” Although the amalgamation was
completed by 2020, adoption by states was stranded between the
babudom in Delhi and in state capitals, and electoral considera-
tions over five years.

The fact that a coalition with a majority in parliament for over
10 years and in power in 15-odd states struggled to push reforms
illuminates the strong consensus for
weak reforms across political parties.
The push—catalysed by the Trump
tariff tantrum—arrives at a critical
intersection. Foreign direct invest-
ment into India has been tepid. Pri-
vate investment is poor—corporates
prefer to be in cash, maybe because of
uncertainty, maybe pessimism.

As global disruptions threaten
business models and job creation,
structural flexibility is critical.
Fixed-term contracts (with benefits)
afford options of costs and tenure
for employers and employees. What
1s seen as a fixed cost by companies
can well be a variable cost. The promise of funds for skilling,
work-from-home provisions, provisions for women and gig
workers should boost formalisation.

There are gaps. The new template promises a universal mini-
mum wage for organised and unorganised sectors and a na-
tional floor below which no state can fix wages. India has had
a sketchy record on fixing a national floor wage. Since 2018,
there have been three committees, including one which recom-
mended 375 as the minimum daily wage, and the government
is appointing one more now.

The quest for investment-led growth demands that momentum
and motivation for reforms must be leveraged. India’s power
sector is a mess of multiple tariffs, cross-subsidies, and ineffi-
ciencies. The state power distribution companies do not collect
dues on a sixth of the power generated—do the math for 16 per-
cent of 1,693 billion units. The revenue gap is Z3 lakh crore and
accumulated losses are now at %7.04 lakh crore. Thanks to un-
funded free power to farmers and households, discoms charge
higher from those who pay. The tariff—which is higher than, say,
Vietnam or Indonesia—hurts India’s investment prospects.

A new bailout is on the anvil strapped to the New Electricity
Bill of 2025. The 2001 bailout cost the government 35,000 crore.
In 2012, %1.5 lakh crore owed by discoms to banks was shifted to
states. In 2015, under the Uday scheme, debt of 4.3 lakh crore
was parcelled to the Centre and states. The 2025 bailout bill
starts at%1.1lakh crore. It promises all that was promised in the
previous bailouts too—cost-reflective tariff, open distribution,
and transparency on subsidies. Real change requires shifting to
a system of prepaid coupons or direct benefit payments for
farmers and households. Let the states show it in their books.

Yes, India is the fastest-growing economy, but speed must be
accompanied by quality of life. An urban India gasping for breath
in winter, wading through water in monsoon, and commuting for
hours through bad roads reflects systemic apathy. For over three
decades, the promise of the 74th constitutional amendment—
transfer of funds and functions to urban bodies—has been hi-
jacked by politics. Fixing the mess is both a human and an eco-
nomic imperative—urbanisation is a proven growth multiplier.

Investors domestic and global expect timely justice. They are
haunted by delays in the judicial system to get contracts en-
forced. There are over 5.4 crore cases pending across courts—
4.77 core cases in the lower courts, 63.78 lakh cases in high
courts, and 90,225 cases in the Supreme Court. The pendency
is aggravated by unfilled posts for judges and court capacity.
Fixing this mayhem would be a major reform.

India needs to redo its regulatory plumbing clogged by a
plethora of registrations and compliances. It needs a common
identity readable across levels of government for regulators to
access underlying compliances. Do a flowchart of clearances
by department and geography, and shrink the permission raj
and the attendant corruption.

India’s 146-crore consumers’ domestic market and a young
workforce are definite draws for global investors. Reforms
pushed in recent months—the GST rate restructuring, the revo-
cation of quality control orders, the new labour codes—have
the world’s attention. That said, in Robert Frost’s words, there
are miles to go and much left to be done.

THE THIRD EYE

SHANKKAR AIYAR
Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar:
A Biometric History of India’s 17 Digit
Revolution, and Accidental India
(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)
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Women live in details because

. . Chantal
details are where truth hides

Akerman

CAVILLING OPPN PERILLING DEMOCRACY

P R & POLITI

PRABHU CHAWLA
prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

EMOCRACY does not collapse
with a bang. It withers in silence
when its challengers forget how
to fight. The Bihar debacle has
not merely cost the opposition a
state; it has stripped Indian de-
mocracy of a viable opposition.
The verdict has come like a cold slap
across the face of the INDIA bloc, not be-
cause it is unexpected, but because it is
humiliating in its clarity. A vast political
experiment that promised reinvention
has stumbled again into its familiar abyss
of disunity and personality battles.

The Bihar election was no routine loss.
It exposed the hollowness of the opposi-
tion’s promise and the absence of a voice
that could ignite mass hope. This defeat is
not just about one state. It is a signal flare
illuminating a larger national tragedy: In-
dia currently has no viable opposition ca-
pable of countering the mighty BJP. This
vacuum is dangerously deepening.

In Bihar, there was no single face, and
no coherent message. The message of sur-
vival eclipsed the message of change. The
BJP did not need to boast about its nation-
al strength. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s mesmerising messages and mis-
sionary commitment alone dominated
the narrative as a mask of order and cer-
tainty It is astonishing because Bihar is a
land that once gave India the greatest po-
litical uprising against concentrated pow-
er during the Emergency. Today, that
same land watches parties fight like feral
siblings defending shrinking fiefdoms.
Leaders who cannot unite their own cad-

res are dreaming of uniting the nation.

Sadly, the opposition hasn’t learnt les-
sons from the past. There were times when
opposition was not built through press
conferences and social media outrage, but
through blood, prison, sacrifice, and a
cause larger than individual ambition.
There was a time when Indira Gandhi ap-
peared invincible. Yet opposition emerged
not from one party, but from a movement.
Jayaprakash Narayan—aged, frail, with
no aspiration for office—walked into his-
tory with nothing but moral courage. He
united socialists, communists, conserva-
tives, farmer unions, labour activists, stu-
dents, and raucous regional chiefs into one
mighty wave that toppled a political em-
pire. Those who joined
him were not seeking
portfolios. They were
staking futures.

Contrast that with
today’s opposition
leaders, many of
whom behave more
like shareholders of
personal political en-
terprises than custodi-
ans of a public cause.
Most negotiations in
the INDIA bloc are
about seats, not mis-
sion. The opposition is
dividing states by ter-
ritory, as if national
politics is a map for
private distribution. Even in defeat, the
leaders remain guarded about their turf.
Parties fear losing relevance more than
losing elections.

In the 1980s, when Rajiv Gandhi was
swept into power on a wave of sympathy
after the assassination of Indira Gandhi, it
seemed that no force could challenge the
young leader backed by a massive parlia-
mentary majority. Yet V P Singh rebelled
and emerged, not through inheritance or
entitlement, but through his stand against
corruption. His revolt did not start in back-
room strategy sessions. He carried with
him local titans like Devi Lal and Mulayam
Singh Yadav, and farmers who could para-
lyse highways, and socialist organisers

who could fill town squares overnight.
Leaders like M Karunanidhi in Tamil
Nadu or N T Rama Rao in Andhra Pradesh,
and Jyoti Basu in West Bengal did not plead
for national attention; they commanded it
by virtue of popular followings and a pan-
India appeal. They defended their states
fiercely, but were willing to align nationally
when it resonated with public need.

Today, no such figures dominate the
stage. India politics is plagued with a lead-
ership famine. There is leadership, but no
gravity. There are slogans, but no spark.
The decline of the Left has left a void in
ideological discourse. Even where popular
parties remain strong, their leaders are
insulated by ambition. Mamata Banerjee
fights Delhi only when
it threatens Kolkata. K
Chandrasekhar Rao
narrates Telangana
pride but refuses to
meld it into a broader
national democratic
project. Akhilesh Ya-
dav guards Uttar
Pradesh like an heir-
loom and avoids larger
coalition leadership.
The Aam Aadmi Party
tries to monopolise its
own brand rather than
accept a common um-
brella. Every leader
seeks unity, but under
their personal flag.

In this vacuum, the BJP enjoys a mo-
nopoly without effort. Its organisational
machinery marches without fatigue. Its
central face towers above regional leaders
and its narrative is simple, consistent,
and constantly broadcast: stability, na-
tionalism, development, security. The op-
position offers no counter-vision, only
counter-commentary.

The implications of such dominance are
serious. A democracy without a viable op-
position riskslosing its reflexes. When one
party becomes the centre of gravity, insti-
tutions deform toward it. Bureaucracy
bends. Investigation agencies chase selec-
tive targets. Media amplifies power in ex-
change for access. Economic oligarchies
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flourish under political monopolies. Social
polarisation becomes a convenient instru-
ment, not a last resort. When people no
longer see alternatives, they stop demand-
ing accountability. Leaders begin to be-
lieve they embody the will of the nation.

India has seen such concentration be-
fore, and challenged it before. But challeng-
es did not come from weak alliances
stitched for electoral arithmetic. They
arose from a moral summons that forced
ordinary citizens into collective action. JP
was not charismatic in the modern media
sense; V P Singh was not a mass orator.
What they possessed was legitimacy. They
generated trust. Trust turned into momen-
tum, which turned into regime change.

If the opposition today seeks resurrec-
tion, it cannot rely on dynastic claims, per-
sonality cults, defensive coalitions, griev-
ance rhetoric, or part-time politicians. It
must rediscover the spirit of political
movement rather than political manage-
ment. It requires a leader—or a collective
of leaders—whose legitimacy does not de-
pend on position but on sacrifice. Some-
one who can speak for unemployed youth
with authenticity, for marginal farmers
with lived empathy, for women, workers,
for constitutional institutions facing ero-
sion, and minorities not as voters but as
citizens deserving rights.

That leadership must emerge from be-
low, not from drawing rooms or a dynasty.
It must be willing to challenge state excess
on the streets, not just inside television stu-
dios. It must accept that opposition is not
an election strategy; it is a constitutional
responsibility. The future of India’s opposi-
tion depends on whether it can abandon
short-term territorial insecurity and culti-
vate a shared ideological horizon. If it fails,
the democratic ecosystem will continue to
erode, leaving the BJP and Modi unchal-
lenged as default rulers of Indian destiny:
India’s democracy cannot function on a
single epic narrative forever. For the health
of a viksit and surakshit Bharat, another
narrative must appear. For now, that narra-
tive has no author. Until someone rises
with conviction greater than ambition, the
story of opposition will remain a story of
an avoidable and abominable defeat.

FROM CHIC AND CHICORY TO CHIKIRI CHIKIRI

SANTWANA BHATTACHARYA
Editor
santwana@newindianexpress.com

OME films arrive like VVIPs at an
election rally. All pomp and enti-
tlement. Others, like Peddi, wan-
der in like a gaily-coloured street
drummer—XKicking up dust, mak-
ing up for the lack of hoardings
and arranged crowds with sheer
life and loud self-declaration. People form
circles around them, unable to resist the
charm. Ram Charan’s latest is the latter
kind of storm. Within hours of landfall,
it had all of South Asia spinning around
in a blender, forgetting its billion woes,
instantly magnetised by ‘Chikiri
Chikiri’—Sridevi’s daughter catching the
vibe as if she’s finally shrugged off the
weight of inheritance and discovered the
freedom of movement.

It was a quake with many epicentres.
Kadapa to Colombo, Karachi to Kath-
mandu—every kasba was rocking to
its own bootleg. Bengaluru techies are
practising footwork between Jira up-
dates. Dhaka schoolgirls have adopted
it as their recess-time anthem. Then
Tamil aunties in Singapore started re-

cording reels like college kids. ‘Chikiri
Chikiri’ soon mutated, like a superbug
pouncing in from some primeval for-
est, into a transcontinental contagion.
Because, why not? The internet likes
chaos, and nobody does that better
than India. Now, Korean teens are up-
loading impromptu flash mob ver-
sions, as if ‘Chikiri Chikiri’ was always
meant for their razor-cut K-pop looks!
It’s escaped the subcontinent without
bothering to check out.

We’ve seen these eruptions before.
Our bloodstream carries strong memo-
ries of being colonised by Pushpa—a
swaggering epic of the underdog that
refused to be tamed by the dictates of
‘good taste’. Allu Arjun, Rashmika...
for a while, we were all covered in that
red earth, like dappu drummers in a
Rayalaseema village.

Pedd;i is from that same soil—the ‘non-
elite’ DNA of popular Indian cinema.

These are not just cinematic events.
They are political markers. They tell us,
often earlier than pollsters do, where
India’s inner ground is shifting.

For over three decades now, the
grammar of Indian politics has been
changing—2014 was no lightning
strike; it was scripted to ride a long,
rumbling subaltern tide. For years be-
fore that, the old custodians—the pedi-
greed, permanently-in-government
babu class—had found the floor wob-
bling under their curated carpets. The
saffronistas were just quick to spot it
and launch a marketable version.

Now, even those who once inherited
power like family silver are scrambling
to cosplay subaltern grit. Rahul Gan-

The superhit from Peddi carries
the energy of a loud, impatient
country. The subaltern age is
already here, shooting endless
reels. These are not just cinematic
events—they are political markers

dhihas a bit of his father’s pre-political
avatar in him, a way with those things
where the manual meets the mechani-
cal. But all that jumping into rivers
with fishermen, painting walls with
daily-wage masons, lending a hand to
carpenters—that’s perspiration redis-
covered in the self, and recast as perfor-
mative political language.

Others are to the manner born, na-
tives to the terrain. Mamata Di was an
early avatar. Proletarian in practice, not
just theory. Long before ‘authenticity’
became a branding strategy, she marched
across Bengal in rubber slippers and
wiped Left aristocrats like Jyoti Basu
and their red-label kingdoms clean off
the map. Before her, there were the auto-
chthones. Not city grunge artistes, but
real country wrestlers with their
mudgars and earthy witticisms. The Mu-
layams and the Lalus, the pioneers.

Meanwhile, in our proletarianised
present, poor Shashi Tharoor, armed only
with clipped English and Fabindia kurtas,
seems genuinely baffled. And old dyed-in-
wool Congressis—who assumed they were
born to be in the Rajya Sabha—are sulk-
ing like theatre actors denied a part.

This is where the country is at. Those

once kept outside the soundproof
Chatham Houses of the elite now con-
trol the volume knob. Their idioms are
loud, impatient, and do not carry Eng-
lish subtitles. You either get ‘Chikiri
Chikiri or you don't.

Ram Charan’s character, like Push-
pa’s, carries that energy. Peddi isn’t
trying to be chic. It only wants to be
pulsing with unruly joy, like a village
fair that won’t make it to the Condé
Nast Top 50 and doesn’t care. It may
have all the elegance of a truck revers-
ing in monsoon slush. That’s why it
works. It’s people music, it swings
hard, it takes us to the jungle, it’s mad
enough to make us hop like rabbits, if
our knees permit. For a while, it makes
us forget the per capita GDP.

Though let’s not romanticise too much:
‘people-friendly’ is now a lucrative com-
modity, complete with marketing play-
books and algorithms. Authenticity
trends, so trends pass off as authentic.

But they do tap into some hidden
mother lode. South Asia, long condi-
tioned to mimic Western templates,
now produces beats that need no World
Bank grant. It’s sui generis, internal
and newly self-assured—occasionally
overconfident, like a teenager who’s
just discovered protein shakes.

The subaltern age isn’t a future mes-
siah. It’s already here—shooting end-
less reels. Will ‘Chikiri Chikiri’ vanish
as fast as it exploded? Probably. Once
there was a ‘Kolaveri Di’. Remember?
But that misses the point. Earlier, In-
dian cinema observed such characters
like anthropological specimens.
“Them”. Today, they’re “us”.

QUOTE CORNER

The resolution is disgraceful... You have the two
states which have been executing the genocide, the
US and Israel, in charge, while the victims, the
Palestinians, who are hoping for some form of self-
determination, will get none. They're going be treated like #
colonial victims, people who need guardianship to run them.

It's hard to believe that in 2025 this is where we're at.

John Mearsheimer, Distinguished Service Professor at Chicago University on
the Security Council clearing an International Stabilization Force for Gaza

We don't go into a meeting where we just do this dog-and-pony show,
exchange memorandums, take a nice picture, and then forget.

Nara Lokesh, Andhra Pradesh IT minister, on $120-bn investment pledges

| refuse to be a battered wife hoping it all goes away and gets better.

Marjorie Taylor Greene, MAGA leader announcing resignation from
the US Congress, after a public spat with Donald Trump
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Delay reasons

Ref: States stuck with guv delays (Nov 22). The five
judges’ agreement on the Presidential reference fol-
lowed constitutional order. The Tamil Nadu gover-
nor’s reasons for returning bills or referring them
that were not made apparent. If made public, the
people who have the right to know can draw their
own conclusions. It would avoid the issue from be-
ing used as political leverage, with parties blaming
others and dragging the judiciary into it.

C P Rabindranath, Paravai

Insufficient advisory

The Supreme Court acknowledges that governors’
delays undermine federalism, yet its advisory opin-
ion offers no substantive remedy. Institutional in-
action leaves the systemjust as stalled as the pend-
ing bills. If the courts won’t act, must not lawmakers
set binding timelines?

Resham Khan, Dehradun

Guild gripe
Ref: Unions growl, India Inc weighs 4 labour codes
(Nov 22). The four labour codes will benefit both
permanent and contract employees, and move to-
wards equal remuneration for male and female em-
ployees. Social security, safety at workplace, and
employee rights will be protected. But it won’t be
better for labour unions, as their grip over labourers
will be reduced as a result.

Jishi R, Kollam

Unbearable pressure

Ref: Teacher dies by suicide due to SIR workload
(Nov 22). It is very painful to know of schoolteacher
Arvind Mulji Vandher’s death near Ahmedabad.
Those assigned for special intensive revision duties
as booth level officers should be protected by the
government, which must comprehensively act
against the pressure on them. The strategy should
focus on immediate workload reduction, systemic
reform of non-academic duties, and comprehensive
mental health support. The primary cause of
stress—SIR duties—must be addressed immediately

in order to avoid repetition in other states.
V K S Krishnan, Kumbakonam

Noble nuptial

Ref: A wedding against all odds (Nov 21). The mar-
riage, it seems, was destined to be solemnised and
the bridegroom proved it by promptly tying the knot
at the hospital bedside of his seriously-injured
bride. This noble gesture truly deserves apprecia-
tion. May the injured bride regain her health at the
earliest, and may the couple be blessed with life-
long conjugal happiness.

Kelath Gopakumar Menon, Thrissur

Wrong picks

Ref: India A ousted after Super Over loss (Nov 22).
It is really painful to know that India A team paid a
heavy price for clumsy batting and bowling to suc-
cumb to Bangladesh A in the semi-finals. No doubt,
our bowlers faltered. But it was a folly of our cap-
tain and coach to overlook a dynamic batsman like
Suryavanshi for the Super Over. Hope the cricket
board takes corrective steps to coach the coaches to

be unbiased while selecting the playing XI.
N Mahadevan, Chennai

Usury concern

Ref: Moneylenders harass man to suicide (Nov 22).
Being fully aware of the risks involved, private mon-
eylenders provide fast loans on flexible terms to
hard-pressed individuals who do not qualify for tra-
ditional bank loans. When borrowers default, the
moneylenders cannot take the law into their own
hands to pester and harass their customers.
Doddi Vishnu Sankara Rao, Hyderabad

Tiger habitats

Ref: Are tigers trying to reclaim their territory in
Karnataka? (Xplore, Nov 22) Long-term habitat im-
provement, strict regulation of tourism and illegal
activities, and prompt compensation to win villag-
ers’ trust are vital for sustainable coexistence with
tigers. The senior officials agree that urgent, well-
documented interventions and consistent field
presence are keys to addressing the complex issue.

Uthira Nedumaran K, email
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VANAM JWALA NARASIMHA RAO

ARTICIPATING in the birth
Pcentenar}r celebrations of Bhag-

wan Sri Sathya Sai Baba at Putta-
parthi on November 19, Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi eloquently invoked
the ‘central value of Indias great civili-
sational spirit.

In a symbolic and compassionate
gesture, he announced the donation of
100 Gir cows to support their econom-
ic, nutritional, and social well-being.
His message emphasizing that cows
reflect the country’s ancient wisdom,
compassion, and ecological harmony,
resonated deeply.

The timeless message of ‘seva-service’
was the heart of his address.

‘Each of the path of bhakti, gyan or
karma is connected to Seva, Modi stat-
ed, recalling Baba’s guiding principle:
Help Ever, Hurt Never.

Modi spoke passionately about Gau
Mata, revered in Indian tradition as a
motherly figure, symbolizing life, pros-
perity, compassion, and sustainability
in the traditional Indian context. He
highlighted the immense contribu-
tion of cows to rural economies and
to global development, referring to the
initiatives of Rashtriva Gokul Mission
(RGM) in Varanasi and the inspiring
Girinka tradition of African Nation
Rwanda, where India gifted Gir cows.
He reiterated that in India, cows are an
embodiment of traditional knowledge,
cultural values, and spiritual symbol-
ism.

The Prime Minister shared his per-
sonal experience of participating in a
‘Gau Daan’ program, where 100 cows
were donated to poor farming families.
He emphasised how in Indian tradi-
tion, the cow represents sanctity of life,
nurturing wealth, and collective well-
being.

These cows, he noted, would support
their recipients’ economic stability, nu-
tritional needs, and social harmony.
Modi remarked that the message of
prosperity through cow protection is
visible across the world. He took pride
in the success of RGM, where the fe-
male calf born from a distributed cow
is gifted free of cost to farmers in other
regions, thus promoting sustainable

VER eaten while doom-scrolling

and realised you barely tasted
anything? Or found your favourite
pasta strangely bland after a stressful
meeting, vet somehow delicious on a
relaxed Saturday evening? We often
think taste comes from ingredients
and cooking techniques. But taste
isn't just on the plate. Our emotions,
expectations — even the people sitting
with us — can shape how food tastes.

This mind-food connection sits at
the heart of gastrophysics, a field that
studies how our senses, brain and
mental states shape our eating experi-
ence. Once we know how this works,
we can start using simple psychologi-
cal shifts to make everyday meals taste
richer, brighter and more satisfying,
without changing a single ingredient.

Mindful eating means paying at-
tention to each bite; noticing flavours,
textures, aromas and the sensations
in our body as we eat. But most of us
don't eat like this. We eat while scroll-
ing, replying to messages or watching
Netflix in the background. Our atten-
tion gets divided, our senses dull and
we go into “autopilot” mode. We chew
quickly, swallow automatically and
miss the subtle flavours and signals
from our body telling us we are full.
We also lose touch with our body's
hunger cues, which makes overeating
more likely.

Normally, rising levels of the “hun-
ger hormone” ghrelin and gentle
stomach contractions alert us it's time
to eat. But distraction makes those
messages easier to ignore. Essentially,
our body also has a sophisticated sys-
tem to tell us to stop. As we eat, our
stomach stretches, sending “fullness”
signals to the brain. At the same time,
hormones such as leptin and chol-
ecystokinin are released, creating a
feeling of satiety that slowly builds
over the course of a meal. When we're
distracted, we may miss this delicate
hormonal conversation.

A 2011 study found that people
who played a computer game dur-
ing lunch felt less full afterwards,
remembered less about their meal
and snacked more later. Distraction
also weakens the memory of eating
— and when the brain forgets food, it
will seek more food sooner. Appetite,
therefore, isn't just about biology. It's
shaped by our attention and memory

cow population growth.

Sharing inspiring examples from
across the globe, Modi spoke about
Rwanda’s Girinka tradition, ‘May you
have a cow, where the first female calf
born is gifted to another family, ensur-
ing shared prosperity. Modi mentioned
Brazil’s success in adopting Indias Gir
and Kankrej breeds and enhancing
them through modern technology and
scientific management, thereby turning
them into superior dairy performers.
These examples, he said, reflect how
tradition, compassion, and scientific
thinking can together transform the
cow into a symbol of faith, empower-
ment, nutrition, and economic pro-
gress. This spirit, he observed, is now
being carried forward with noble intent
in Puttaparthi.

Ancient wisdom which emphasized
reverence, compassion, and responsi-
bility towards cows, as a living tradition
that is being continued to inspire mod-
ern India was eulogized by Modi.

The cow valued for its utility as well
as revered as ‘Gomata, the universal
mother, nurturing the body, mind, so-
ciety, and soul is richly illustrated in
our epics.

In the Valmiki Ramayana, king Vish-
wamitra once visited the hermitage of
Brahmarshi Vashishta with his army.
Vashishta welcomed him, and in true
spirit of hospitality, arranged a sump-
tuous feast prepared by Shabala, the
Divine Kamadhenu Cow. Astonished
by her miraculous powers, Vishwami-
tra demanded that Vashishta give her
to him.

Vashishta gently refused, explaining
that Cow Shabala was his spiritual com-
panion, the source of his peace, wealth,
and wisdom. Even Kamadhenu pro-
claimed her relationship with Vashishta
as spiritual. When the king attempted
to seize her by force, she broke free and
returned to Vashishta, who, out of com-
passion, permitted her to defend her-
self. In the process, from her emerged
divine forces that defeated Vishwami-
tra's army with ease, symbolizing spir-
itual energy that, divine prosperity, and
dharma ultimately triumph over mate-
rial might.

In the Vedas, Puranas, and Dharma
Shastras, the cow is described as the

j o

Modi mentioned Brazil’s success in adopting India’s Gir and
Kankrej breeds and enhancing them through modern technol-
ogy and scientific management. These examples, he said,
reflect how tradition, compassion, and scientific thinking
can together transform the cow into a symbol of faith, em-
powerment, nutrition, and economic progress. This spirit, he
observed, is now being carried forward with noble intentin
Puttaparthi. The cow, valued for its utility as well as revered
as ‘Gomata’, the universal mother, nurturing the body, mind,
society, and soul, is richly illustrated in our epics.

living abode of divine energies. It is
said that Brahma and Vishnu reside
in her horns, Shiva in her forehead,
the sacred rivers in her back, the Pitru
Devatas (ancestors) in her hooves, and
Mount Kailash in her stomach. Her
milk is part of the sacred ‘Pancham-
rita. Her entire body is said to hold
sacred rivers, and her presence brings
purity to the atmosphere. She is called
the walking temple, the embodiment
of sattva, peace, purity, and nourish-
ing grace. Her presence is believed to
purify the atmosphere, and her breath
resonating Vedic vibrations. Circum-
ambulating (pradakshina) is consid-
ered equivalent to walking around the
sacred Universe.

Panchagavya, the five products of

cow, the milk, curd, ghee, dung, and
urine, is spiritually revered and scien-
tifically acknowledged for their me-
dicinal, ecological, and agricultural
benefits. Modern nutritional science
recognises the value of native Indian
cow milk in enhancing immunity, cog-
nitive function, emotional stability,
and physical nourishment for infants,
elders, and patients.

Even cow dung, rich in nitrogen and
micronutrients, improves soil health,
fortifies crops, and serves as fuel, dis-
infectant, and a natural pest repellent.
Traditionally, it was used to plaster
floors, purify surroundings, and sanc-
tify ritual spaces.

Cow urine, with proven antimicro-
bial properties, is used to purify toxins

'SHRINE OF COMPASSION,
CULTURE AND WISDOIW

\

and even support healing of chronic
ailments. In villages, sprinkling it is
believed to dispel negativity and re-
store harmony.

Our sages and scriptures have al-
ways glorified cows as the greatest
wealth. Chyavana Maharshi declared
that there is no treasure greater than
cows. Spiritual Masters Valmiki, Vy-
asa, Adi Shankaracharya, Tulsidas,
Kabir, the Buddha, Dayananda Saras-
wati, Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, Swami
Vivekananda, and Mahatma Gandhi
spoke passionately about cow protec-
tion.

Lord Krishna, the divine cowherd,
grew up as Gopala, the protector of
cows. Kings Dilipa and sage Jamadag-
ni considered cow protection a sacred
duty. Manusmrithi prescribed ‘Gau
Daan’ (donation of a cow) as the high-
est form of charity. It was believed that
feeding one hungry cow was equiva-
lent to performing a grand vajna.

The cow, a fountain of emotional,
ecological, economic, and spiritual
abundance, besides nourishing the
stomach, enriches the heart, mind,
and soul. She teaches sacrifice without
expectation, service without demand,
and sustenance without pride. Her
gentle presence inspires peace. Her si-
lent patience teaches selfless love. The
dust from her feet is holy and sacred,
believed to bless, heal, and purify
more powerfully than sacred rivers.

Recognising the importance of cows

from across angles, for the first time
in the state, Telangana Chief Minister
A Revanth Reddy on June 17, envis-
aged a comprehensive cow protection
policy, including establishing modern
cow shelters (Goshalas) with adequate
space for grazing and free movement.
In a laudable directive, a three-mem-
ber official committee was constituted
to conduct an in-depth comprehen-
sive study on all aspects of cows.

It may be apt to mention here that,
recently, when I visited Planets Green
Dates County, home to about 50 cows
and a beautifully maintained cow
shelter, adorned with a charming de-
ity of Lord Krishna [ was amazed. The
reverence extended to ‘Gau Mata’ and
the dedication to spread her profound
message was deeply moving. I was
awestruck by the serene scenes: cows
gracefully moving, calmly feeding on
fodder and water, calves suckling af-
fectionately, and a skilled caretaker
milking a cow with devotion.

India’s traditional practices centred
around cow service in the context of
today’s challenges, blend ecology with
economy, spirituality with science,
and compassion with cultivation.

Modis reminder that the cow is a
civilizational symbol is both timeless
and timely. To honour the cow is to
honour life itself. To care for the cow
is to care for creation. She is not just
a giver of milk, but a giver of peace,
prosperity, purity, and purpose. She is
(Gomata, the universal mother, the si-
lent teacher, the spiritual companion,
and the walking sanctuary of nourish-
ment, purity, and divine grace.

Besides protecting and revering, let
us learn from her, and recognize ‘Gau
Mata’ as the ‘shrine of compassion,
culture, and wisdom.

Celebrating ‘Gau Mata’ implies
honouring timeless heritage, embrac-
ing innovative sustainability, and
envisioning a future where compas-
sion, culture, science, and spiritual
consciousness co-exist harmoniously,
inspiring humanity to build a kinder,
greener, wiser, peaceful, and inclusive
world.

(The writer is Secretary of the Center
for Brahmin Excellence)

Dr Mohandas Surath, the

A 2011 study found that people
who played a computer game
during lunch felt less full
afterwards, remembered less
about theirmeal and snacked

more |ater. Distraction also
weakens the memory of eating -
and when the brain forgets food,
it will seek more food sooner.
Appetite, therefore, isn't just
about biology. It's shaped by
our attention and memory too.

too.

Slowing down, on the other hand,
improves our sensory awareness. Sud-
denly, a tomato isn't just “tomato-y’,
it becomes sweet yet tangy, juicy vet
firm. Chocolate doesn't just “taste
nice’, it melts slowly, bitter at first,
then rich and velvety. Mindfulness
acts like turning up the volume on
our taste buds.

Mood as a flavour-enhancer:

Negative emotions such as stress,
anxiety and frustration can dull our
sensitivity to pleasant flavours. When
we're tense, our body prioritises sur-
vival, not enjoyment. Stress hormones
narrow our attention, and pleasure-
based functions such as flavour ap-
preciation get pushed aside. That's
why food can taste flat when we're
upset. In one experiment, published
in 2021, participants who watched a
horror movie felt more anxious and
rated juice as less sweet than those
who watched a comedy or docu-
mentary film. The participants who
watched the horror movie even drank
more juice than the others - possibly
trying to “find” the sweetness their
brain was suppressing.

These effects may be linked to
physiological changes, as anxiety can
influence autonomic nervous system
activity and hormone levels that affect
taste perception and consumption.
When we feel calm, safe and socially
connected, the opposite happens.

QOur brain releases feel good chemi-

cals such as dopamine and serotonin, |
and food tastes better. Think of how

amazing your favourite food tastes
when you're laughing with friends or
eating at a festival. So, if dinner sud-
denly tastes “oft”, the recipe might be
fine, your nervous system may just be
in a different state.

Next time you've had a heavy day, |

try pausing for five minutes before

eating. Play soft music, take a few |
deep breaths, or eat with someone

who makes you feel relaxed. Food is
what you think Before we even taste

food, our brain forms predictions :'
about what it should taste like. And

those expectations shape what we
taste. Visual cues do a lot of this work.

We expect red foods to be sweet,

green foods to feel bitter or sour, and |

golden-crisp foods to crunch. The
sound of a crisp bite sends a signal

to the brain that the food is fresh and

satisfying.

Presentation matters:;

Fancy plating isn't just for Insta-
gram. It changes taste perception. In
a 2024 study, the shape, size, and col-

our of the plate shifted how appealing |
a dessert looked. The features of the
plate also affected how much people |

thought it was worth, and even how

modern or traditional it felt. Black |
plates made desserts seem more pre-
mium and exciting, while white plates |
made them feel more familiar and |
understated. Even the weight of cut- |

lery changes our experience. Heavier
cutlery gives the impression that the
food is premium. Our sense of smell

is another factor. When people had |

their noses blocked with nose dips for
an experiment, a sweet drink tasted
less intense and less satisfying, show-

ing how aroma shapes the full flavour
experience. This is exactly why food |

feels bland when we have a cold or a
blocked nose.

So, what does all this mean for

your next meal? It implies that you |

have more power than you think.

Try eating something you love from |
a nice plate. Notice the colours. We
don't have to wait for a chef's touch. |
With a little psychology, we can make

everyday meals more satisfying and |

enjoyable.

(The writer is with Liverpool Hope
Universily) |

single medicine wonder

Dr HYMA MOORTY

Lahnratnry testing, diag-
nostics and prescription
play a crucial role in medicine
across specialties and settings.
Although the sheer volume of
tests that are conducted is stag-
gering, the general beliefis that
a significant portion of these
tests are quite unnecessary.

Research has shown that
around 40 to 60 per cent of
tests are unwarranted. Sub-
jecting patients to unneces-
sary procedures is often driv-
en by profit motives, be it to
bolster pharmaceutical sales
or hospital revenues or both.
This can potentially lead to
patient discomfort, harm and
increased health care costs.

Moreover, unnecessary
tests can trigger a ‘diagnostic
cascade, where false positives
prompt further testing, caus-
ing a ripple effect and there-
by needless interventions.
Switching doctors or seeking
a second opinion often means
repeating the same pains-
taking tests, adding to the
patients’ agony and burden.

While on tests, both re-
quired and unwanted, have
you heard of a doctor who is a
healer in its truest form and is
not just a medical practitioner!

Out of the public eye and
keeping people, nay patients,
away from unwanted tests and
extensive list of medications
is Dr Mohandas Surath, a re-
nowned neuro physician, who
is the chief consultant neurol-
ogist at KIMS. Boasting of over
52 years of rich experience, Dr
Surath’s areas of specialization
include neuro-muscular dis-
orders, neurological dysfunc-
tion, multiple sclerosis treat-
ment, movement disorder,
neurophysiology and vascular
brain diseases. Multiple award
winner for his immense con-
tributions to the field, he has
been decorated with ‘Life-

Dr Mohandas Surath l

The factthat he is known as ‘The Single Medicine Doctor'
evidence that he epitomises simplicity and precision in
his approach. He prescribes only what is truly necessary.

Long prescriptions are anathema. This comes across
as arefreshing contrast to the often test-heawvy, high-
tech medical landscape we see today. This has been

experienced by innumerable patients with very rare health
issues, who were treated by a battery of doctors only to be
advised to undergo surgery abroad with no guaranteed

time Achievement’ awards by
several national and interna-
tional Neurological Societies.

His gentle care, endearing
smile and reassuring words
have a profound impact on
his patients, as while doing
s0, he addresses not just the
physical but the emotional
aspect of their well-being.

The fact that he is known as
“The Single Medicine Doctor’
evidence that he epitomises
simplicity and precision in his
approach. He prescribes only
what is truly necessary. Long
prescriptions are anathema.
This comes across as a re-
freshing contrast to the often
test-heavy, high-tech medical
landscape we see today. This
has been experienced by in-
numerable patients with very
rare health issues, who were
treated by a battery of doctors
only to be advised to undergo
surgery abroad with no guar-
anteed success. Their hopes
of recovery and survival get
revitalised after just one con-
sultation with Dr Surath, who
prescribes a single inexpen-
sive tablet. In a magical turn,
the illness/ailment disappears.

Mind you this is no isolat-
ed case as countless patients
feel indebted to this ‘saviour.

When I think of this ‘Sin-
gle Medicine Doctor, my

thoughts go back to an epi-
sode in “The Ramayana. When
the battle between Lord Rama
and Ravana was at its peak,
Ravanas son Meghnad, a
powerful warrior shot a high-

powered arrow at Lakshmana

wounding him seriously and
rendering him wunconscious.
The royal physician Sushena
after examining Lakshmana
stated that to treat Laksh-
mana, he needed Sanjeevani
herb from The Himalayas. Ha-
numan, unable to identify
the specific herb, lifted the
entire Mount Drona Giri and
brought it to the battlefield.
The royal physician identified
"The Single Herb’ and saved
Lakshmana. To save a life, you
needed a ‘single herb’ then
and now a ‘single eflective
medicine’ can work wonders
if diagnosed to precise levels.

Giving the patient
the confidence that
the individual needs is
Dr Suraths mantra. Pa-

tients adore him, which is
not surprising, so to say.

His old school approach,
rooted in compassion and clin-
ical acumen, resonates deeply
with those seeking genuine
care. We must feel fortunate to
have such a gem in our midst.

The gentle and soothing
waves around him evoke a

success. Their hopes of recovery and survival get revitalised
after just one consultation with Dr Surath, who prescribes
a single inexpensive tablet. In a magical turn, the illness/
ailment disappears.

sense of peaceful ocean lap-
ping against the shores of pa-
tients worries, easing their
concerns and calming their
minds. Patients in his clinical
cabin feel safe, seen, heard,
cared, and reassured. Thiskind
of approach inspires hope and
positivity in his patients, help-
ing them tap into their own
strength and resilience. This
is the beauty of compassion-
ate care. To patients, a doctor
like him is a godsend saviour,
who is worthy of reverence.

People have deep respect
and admiration for doc-
tors who transcend the or-
dinary and touch lives with
their extraordinary care and
empathy. It's a poignant re-
minder of the healthcare pro-
fessionals can have on indi-
viduals and society as such.

“It is important to have hu-
man connection in health
care where empathy, kind-
ness, compassion and be-
nevolence can be as pow-
erful  as any medicine’,
says Dr Mohandas Surath.

Away from the public glare,
The ‘Miracle Man' of many
neuro imbalances, is back
where he belongs and do-
ing what comes naturally to
him—attending to his next
patient and helping them
live with a ‘single medicine.
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- Shreya Sen-Handley
Off the beaten track

No time like present to
relish your diversity!

Thirteen years ago, in a column for The Guardian, 1 wrote about taking my

tenderly young half-English children to a temple in Leicester to experience

their first Durga Puja. Not a patch on the Pujas of Kolkata, with its amazing
artistry, dazzling illuminations and epic hustle and bustle, this modest event still
managed to capture that spirit of bonhomie. The ‘bhog’ was delicious and gener-
ously apportioned, and the organisers warm and welcoming to strangers like us
rocking up to their marigold-draped door.

Our gold-and-purple sari-clad baby girl jigged her heart out with the resplen-
dently dressed dancers, who rewarded her with their delight at her impromptu
performance. Meanwhile, my toddler son was floored by the mouthwatering
Luchi-Aloo-Dum, but bemused by the rapid-fire Bengali swirling around him,
having spent his short years hearing his white Englishman father and Indian
mother communicating in English, decided to join in with a resonating exit in
SPANISH, “Adios Amigos!”

Causing much hilarity around him, it also convinced me to keep them attuned
to their Indian heritage. Growing up in a lively but undiverse British city, with-
out Indian family or community around us, we knew it would be up to us to pro-
vide them with a well-rounded upbringing. Giving them beautiful Sanskrit names
(short ones so locals wouldn’t struggle with them, yet they did), we dished up deli-
cious Indian nosh frequently, keeping the Indian connection crackling through
weekly videocalls and annual trips back, not to mention our inventive immersion
in desi festivities, and they lapped it all up, fortunately.

Celebrating Diwali late this year because of school exams, we joyfully carried
home sheesh kebabs, samosas, jalebis, aachars and mango lassi from the nearest
Indian deli, cooking two kinds of daal and a big pot of mutton-aloo-gobi to go with
it, as our teenagers lit twinkling diyas to the strains of Anoushka Shankar.
Transported back to my vow of thirteen years ago, to keep the Indian fires burn-
ing for our progeny, it felt like we’d succeeded in shaping two open-minded, altru-
istic, global citizens, a lot Indian and enormously British.

Both children have half-jokingly striven to out-desi the other, but being British-
born and bred, with British school-
ing and accents, and half-white
genes (more obvious in my
Mediterranean-looking son than my
doe-eyed and dusky daughter),
they're as British as Shakespeare,
Cadbury’s and Annie Lennox (Best
of British, in other words). Talking
of The Bard, coming from an
Anglicized, widely-travelled
Calcutta clan as I have, I've encour-
aged their love for British literature,
theatre, history and entertainment,
more even than their environment
and many a white Briton with their
own children. Our multicultural,
empathetic and modern worldview
has neither been rued nor ques-
tioned, by us or any other.

Until now, when the brown and
black are constantly challenged to
prove how British they are. If white
supremacists and violent racists
have been shadowy, slavering mon-
sters all these years, existing beyond
the pale of our everyday world, or
even better, consigned to history,
they’ve come out in force. They live next door; take a corner and you’ll see fascist
flags flying from many windows. They flourish in the headlines too, making them
ever-present rather than distant, crawling out from under the slimy rubble that
was their natural home. Now they’re in every home and venerated; Nigel Farage,
Robert Jenrick, and Katie Hopkins, amongst others.

POC are under siege instead. Not only facing daily vilification, abuse and
threats from politicians and press, but the general populace. An Indian grandad is
murdered by white teenagers whilst innocuously walking his dog. Several South
Asian women are raped in the space of a few weeks in “racially aggravated”
attacks. A highflying professional woman in a hijab is refused service in a shop,
and she’s far from alone but the only one who was heard. It’s happened to me too,
a brown woman in everyday Western clothes, blanked in an ice-cream parlour in
Cornwall, which I'd imputed to their notorious insularity. But no, it is no longer
relegated to dark corners, demonstrated by the summer of openly racist, violent
riots we endured last year.

Sadly, Britain’s not alone in this. Europe’s witnessed a horrifying resurgence of
fascism, with a few far right leaders like Italy’s Giorgia Meloni having seized con-
trol, while the likes of France’s Marine La Pen hover on the brink of power. And
need anything more be said about Trump’s takeover of the US? This self-appoint-
ed beacon of democracy is now a tinpot dictatorship, but more dangerous than
most such banana republics in its rejuvenated imperial ambitions and vast size
and strength. This rising tide of aggression against the different and the progres-
sive is swamping all the world.

But then I think — hasn’t it always been there, just papered over in recent
decades? When I returned to India after having spent a good chunk of my child-
hood abroad, I thought and spoke differently to anyone at my school including the
teachers, and was routinely punished for it. Made to stand outside the classroom
daily to isolate and humiliate me for my “obharatiyo” or un-Indian ways, I stared
at my scuffed shoes and plotted my escape. A decade later, after India’s economic
liberalisation, I became the youngest regional head of a multinational television
channel, and those same teachers were beating down my door for favours for their
offspring.

Life will always be cyclical, and the wheel of fortune’s revolutions will set the
world to rights again, to a place that prizes diversity and advancement, but as
with every other era of encroaching darkness, those who care must light the way.

Europe’s witnessed a
horrifying resurgence of
fascism, with a few far right
leaders like Italy’s Giorgia
Meloni having seized control,
while the likes of France’s
Marine La Pen hover on the
brink of power. And need
anything more be said
about Trump’s takeover of
the United States?

Shreya Sen-Handley is the award-winning author of Memoirs of My Body,
short story collection Strange and travelogue Handle With Care. She is also a play-
wright, columnist and illustrator.

he Janata Dal (United) in

Bihar is naturally pleased as

punch at having returned to

power for yet another term.
But there is also a degree of appre-
hension about how its relationship
with the Bharatiya Janata Party will
pan out once the government settles
down to work. The BJP may have
been forced to concede the chief min-
ister’s post to Nitish Kumar but,
JD(U) insiders maintain, their
alliance partner is unlikely to give
him an easy ride. Unlike the past,
Nitish Kumar’s bargaining power
has been considerably reduced this
time round. He does not have the
option of threatening to walk on the
BJP because he no longer has the
option of teaming up with his old
partners, the Rashtriya Janata Dal
and the Congress since they don’t
have the numbers to prop up an alter-
nate government. So even as celebra-
tions were in full swing in the JD(U)
camp, there were murmurs that the
BJP has already made it clear that it
will not play second fiddle in this dis-
pensation. For instance, the BJP
refused to give up its claim on the
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BJP has Nitish
on tight leash;
in UP, it’s SIR
over surname
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If Cong doesn’t transform,
new alternative inevitable
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1 the recently conclud-

ed Assembly elections,

the Opposition in

Bihar, including the

new start-up Jan
Suraaj, has been decimated.
The NDA coalition has
swept the polls. A key take-
away from these elections,
is the steep electoral decline
in the Congress, the only
national Opposition party.
In Bihar the Congress man-
aged to get just six seats,
and a meagre vote percent-
age of 8.7 per cent.

The Indian National
Congress was once not
merely a political party; it
was a national movement, a
repository of ideals and a
crucible of leadership that
shaped the destiny of a new
nation. However, today the
Congress finds itself in a
state of unrelenting atro-
phy, as if trapped within a
mausoleum of its own past
glory.

Has the Congress with-
ered away? The question
arises with every succes-
sive electoral setback. The
idea of the Congress is still
relevant, but the party that
can implement it has tragi-
cally unravelled. 1984 was
the last time the Congress
got an absolute majority.
Since then, it has lost a long
series of Lok Sabha and
state elections. The erosion
has been particularly pre-
cipitate after 2014, with the
rise of the BJP under
Narendra Modi. If one adds
up all the parliamentary
seats the Congress has won
in three successive national
elections — 2014, 2019 and
2024 — it still adds up to 195,
78 seats less than a simple
majority.

Yet what is most striking
is the absence of account-
ability, the refusal to intro-
spect with the rigour that
adversity demands. Among
all the political formations
in the democratic world,
few exhibit the baffling abil-
ity to endure repeated fail-
ure with hardly a sem-
blance of internal upheaval.
The Congress appears

Chanakya’s View

locked in a cycle of denial;
leadership remains cen-
tralised, decision-making
opaque, and dissent stifled
with both aggression and
indifference.

Why is the party bereft of
the ability for internal
reform? The answer per-
haps lies in a structural
inversion the party under-
went over decades. The
Congress that fought colo-
nial rule was a decen-
tralised mosaic of regional
leaders, ideological cur-
rents, and ground level
presence. In recent times,
the same Congress has
become, increasingly, a
dynastic fiefdom, without
organisational muscle,
rewarding loyalty more
than merit.

The Gandhi family cannot
but bear a major responsi-
bility for this state of
affairs. It has either direct-
ly helmed the party during
the period of decline, or
indirectly been the de facto
apex power. In any other
organisation, public or pri-
vate, repeated failure of this
nature would have demand-
ed change in leadership. If
this has not happened in the
Congress it is a myth that
there can be no other alter-
native. However, such is
the statis or inexplicable
passivity within the party
that this has not happened.
A putative attempt was
made by the so-called
‘G-23’, where some senior
leaders attempted to start
an internal debate on the
need for urgent remedial
action. It was a half-hearted
and diffident attempt. All
that its many meetings
achieved was one letter to
party president Sonia
Gandhi.

But the hostility and
aggression with which the
family — and the pre-
dictable coterie that sur-
rounds it — responded to
this well-intentioned
attempt, was surprising to
say the least. Those who
were part of the grouping
were almost equated with

The BJP put all its
publicity machinery
to lampoon Rahul
Gandhi, sometimes
unfairly. Yet, this
expected diatribe
from political
opponents cannot
be the sole cause
for the party’s poor
performance.

being betrayers encourag-
ing something tantamount
to mutiny. Many of the
prominent leaders who
were part of the group were
ostracised, or their role in
the party’s management
and projection margin-
alised, leaving them in no
doubt that they did not any-
more enjoy the trust of the
leadership. At least two
prominent names come to
mind in this context, Shashi
Tharoor and Manish
Tiwari.

It is true, of course, that
the BJP put all its publicity
machinery to lampoon
Rahul Gandhi, sometimes
unfairly and viciously. Yet,
this expected diatribe from
political opponents cannot
be the sole cause for the
party’s poor performance.
Rahul must understand
that memes and social
media trolling is amplified
precisely because the party
continues to stumble from
one electoral fiasco to
another. Much of the malev-
olent animosity directed
towards him would be neu-
tralised if the electoral per-
formance of the party sub-
stantially and qualitatively
improves.

Can a new Congress arise
from the ashes of the old?
Historically, political regen-
eration in India has often
required schism. The
Congress itself has wit-
nessed splits that paved the
way for reinvention — from
the early divisions of the
pre-Independence era to the
1969 rupture that created
the Congress (0O) and
Congress (R), eventually
redefining the party’s ideo-
logical contours. A party so
weighed down today by
inertia and internal sclero-
sis may indeed benefit from
a decisive moment of recon-
stitution. New leadership
liberated from hereditary
entitlement, fresh ideologi-
cal clarity and, above all, an

organisational revamp
rebuilding the party from
the grassroots upwards, is
imperative. The last is par-
ticularly important because
even if Rahul Gandhi
attracts attention on social
media, there can be no sub-
stitute for organisational
strength which has today
almost ceased to exist in
many states, of which Bihar
is only one example.

The nation must bluntly
confront a fundamental
truth: Indian democracy
cannot flourish without a
credible national opposi-
tion. A ruling party, howev-
er powerful or efficient,
must be counterbalanced
by an equally persuasive
alternative. Democracy is
not merely about electoral
arithmetic; it is about the
constant presence of choice.
If one pole becomes over-
whelming and the other col-
lapses, the equilibrium that
sustains democratic vitality
is lost. The existence of a
strong Opposition compels
introspection within the

government, moderates
excesses, and enforces
accountability.

Regional parties, even if
dynamic, are not equipped
to offer a cohesive national
narrative. They remain
anchored to local aspira-
tions, indispensable in their
contexts, but incapable of
carrying the full weight of
India’s pluralistic imagina-
tion. The Congress once
offered that unifying narra-
tive, one that bridged
regions, religions, lan-
guages, and classes. Its
retreat from that role has
seriously narrowed the
space for ideological
plurality.

If the Congress cannot —
or will not — undertake this
transformation, then the
emergence of a new
Congress, or a new alterna-
tive, born from the political
bankruptcy of the old, may
be inevitable. History
rarely rewards institutions
that refuse to evolve. But it
often welcomes new politi-
cal formations that rise to
fill the vacuum left behind.
Congress leaders and work-
ers need to act before it is
too late.

The writer is an author,
diplomat and

former member of
Parliament

(Rajya Sabha)

post of Assembly speaker though
Nitish Kumar was pushing his
party’s case. Having given up on the
Speaker’s post, the JD(U), it is said,
wanted that only one deputy chief
minister be appointed, but again, this
proposal was vetoed by the BJP.

rishna Allavaru, Congress
Bihar-in-charge and a Rahul
andhi camp follower, found
himself in the eye of a storm when
dismal poll figures for the party trick-
led in on counting day. Dramatic
developments were witnessed at a
Patna five-star hotel where Mr
Allavaru was staying as angry local
party workers started gathering in
the lobby, waiting to confront the
senior Congress leader. Mr Allavaru
had already made himself unpopular
with the party’s state unit for the
selection of candidates and for his
inaccessibility. When told that the
workers were waiting to meet him,
Mr Allavaru packed up in minutes
and slipped out for Delhi in order to
avoid what promised to be an ugly
showdown. His team was issued
strict instructions not to reveal the

travel details of all Congress leaders
from Delhi who had been camping in
Patna for the duration of the elec-
tion. As rumour went round that
senior leaders would meet them, even
more workers arrived at the hotel.
When the wait proved futile, many
workers ordered food and billed it to
Mr Allavaru’s room which was still
booked in his name.

lhe acquisition of a vanity van

I by the ailing Rashtriya Janata
Dal leader Lalu Prasad Yadav

was a subject of avid discussion for
several months in Bihar. Equipped
with a sound system, a television set,
a microwave and a toilet, the eight-
seater was used by the senior RJD
leader during the recent election
campaign and for his earlier road-
shows. According to his family mem-
bers, the custom-made vanity van
was required as Lalu Prasad Yadav
cannot sit for long hours and needs to
prop up his feet because of his kidney
ailment. The van also came in handy
when the former chief minister want-
ed to have private discussions with
party leaders, providing a good get-

away from the rush of party workers
at home. Then again, it has been put
to good use to take the family mem-
bers, especially the grandchildren,
for a drive to Patna’s famous Marine
Drive along the Ganga river. The
buzz in Patna these days is that the
van will now prove to be a sanctuary
and an escape for Lalu Prasad Yadav
from the ongoing battle among his
children.

ere was a time when leaders

from across the political divide
were not afraid to exchange
pleasantries on social occasions like
weddings and birthdays. But that’s
no longer the case. The personal ani-
mosity between the Gandhi family
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has percolated down to state leaders
and workers in both the Congress
and the Bharatiya Janata Party. A
recent incident in Uttarakhand
shows how the message has been
imbibed by them. Chief minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami was to attend a
social function in the hill state last
week where former CM Harish
Rawat was also an invitee. The tim-

LETTERS

PRIDE OF INDIA

It is unfortunate that an
Indian Air Force pilot
was killed after a Tejas
fighter jet, the pride of
India, nosedived and
crashed during one of
the world's largest avia-
tion exhibitions in
Dubai. This is the sec-
ond time crash for Tejas
LCA since its induction
and comes at a time the
IAF is preparing to
induct its advanced
variant. We are confi-
dent that the Central
government/ |IAF would
investigate the incident
thoroughly and take

corrective steps.
N. Mahadevan
Chennai

END NAXALISM

Naxalism in India is on its deathbed
and counting its last days before its
total extinction. The movement that
had started as a protector of the
rights of the downtrodden and
oppressed in society had in the long
run turned violent, instilling fear
and hatred in the minds of those
with belief and trust in the rule of
law. It has resulted in huge and
heavy loss of public and private
properties and none can quantify the
loss of human lives both on the sides
of the "warriors of the poor" and the
" oppressors" dubbed as enemies of
the poor. Hope the few remaining
Naxals in hiding will come out into
the open and will start a new chapter
of life free from violence. Naxalism,
religious bigotry and radicalism are
the evils that spoil and corrupt the
peace of people anywhere in the
world.
S.Nagarajan Iyer
Coimbatore

DEFINING HAPPINESS

India stands at 118th in the World
Happiness Report, trailing Finland
(1st) and even neighbour Pakistan
(109th). Yet happiness is not GDP
alone—it is community, purpose and
gratitude. Let us choose kindness
over comparison, connection over
competition and celebrate small joys

daily. A happier India begins
with us.

TS KARTHIK

CHENNAI

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

ings of the two leaders were worked
out in advance to ensure their paths
did not cross. But as it happened, Mr
Rawat reached late and stayed on for
a longer period than was expected.
Mr Dhami was informed midway to
the venue that Mr Rawat had not left
yet, forcing the chief minister to
delay his arrival.

lhe ongoing Special Intensive

I Revision of the electoral rolls,
popularly referred to as SIR, is
topping discussions and debates
across the country. But in Uttar Pra-
desh, political leaders from across the
political spectrum said, it is not SIR
that is grabbing attention but sur-
name. Apparently, virtually every-
one who goes to a government office
for work is first asked to provide his
or her surname. And if you belong to
the favoured caste — in this case,
Thakur — your file is given top prior-
ity. UP chief minister Yogi Adit-
yanath is a Thakur and is known to
favour those who belong to his caste.

Anita Katyal is a Delhi-based
Jjournalist
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NEXT TIME YOU'RE IN DUBAI, SKIP THE MALLS, HIT THE SEAFRONT, AND SEAFOOD

It's no surprise that chefs the world over flock to this improbable city of sand, where the k|tchen flame and |mag|nat|on simmer to offer the world’s best produce kissed by the sun, every day

SUNDAY ROAST

RESHOM
' MAJUMDAR

London: Every family has its secret
script, inked in the slow-cooked stock of
habit. Some are baptised into religion.
Some are steeped in scholarship. A rare
few pirouettethroughlifeintutusormusic
practice rooms. Our family had a sporting
destiny. But I elbowed the narrative firmly

kitchen-wards... to a family that is unable
tohandlethetragedy of abad meal.

And so, my journey in Dubai began, not
in pursuit of gold dust swirling through
my coffee at the Jumeirah Burj Al Arab,
not in the audacious flare of a salt-flecked

LR L L L R R R L T AR AN AU

RED HERRING

y INDRAJIT
HAZRA

Enough of That
‘Jai Macaulay,
Kalkattawali!’

Torid any deep-set inferiority complex,
we need to first fix our backyard for real

It’snot everyday thatI agree with the PM. I usual-
ly keep Thursdays aside for that option. So, imag-
ine my single eyebrow-raised surprise when I was
in broad agreement with what he said last Monday
about the need to break free from the ‘mindset of
slavery that Macaulay imposed on India’.

The fact that by invoking Thomas Macaulay, Na-
rendraModiwastellingyoungIndians—whoaren’t
evenaware of Macaulay Culkin, child star fromthe
1990 comedy Home Alone-tofirstlook up the19thc.
Dead White Male (DWM), and then reject his no-
tions of the inferiority of Indian, especially upper-
class Hindu, culture and learning, israther ironic.

Noone in circa 2025 under the age of, well, 75, real-
ly frets over babbling Macaulay’s 1835 ‘Minute on
Education’. But I got what the PM was getting at: to
get over the Oriental Orientalist’s point of view
that many Indians harbour - that Westerners and
the Westernised are better than the rest.

Every timeIencounter a ‘Top 50 Books of the Dec-
ade’ or ‘Greatest Films Ever’listin NYT or Guardi-
an, I chuckle. Earlier, I would gnash my teeth. But
I’'ve had a great dentist for a while now who some-
times doubles as my therapist.

But the cliché of Anglo-American-centrism
among the Indian elite makes it genuinely seem
that all the perfumes of not just Paris, but also of
Arabia, liein Macaulayganj. For this,I don’t blame
the West and its culture curators. After all, unless
you’re facing a belly dancer, it’s one’s own navel
that one finds the most alluring. The problem has
been ‘our’ unwillingness — which comes in inabili-
ty’s clothing—to beat our own mridangam.

The asymmetry is apparent even in something as
‘universal’ as internet content. To take language out
of the equation, there are far more and far better
high-resolution images of, say, Kim Bassinger that
comes up on a Google search than, say, Zeenat Aman.

The contrast becomes more dire when it comes to
‘high culture’. That
you’ll find more about
PG Wodehouse online
(mever mind offline)
than about Shibram
Chakraborty —great hu-
mourists both in their
respective languages of
English and Bengali —
will automatically give
you, even a bilingual
reader, the notion that §
the Englishman was a
greater comic writer
than the Indian. Which, THEY'RE STILL TALK-
in turn, could jolly well |NG ABOUT THAT

lead youtothe conclusion 21
that English is a better DEAD WHITE MALE?

language for humour than any other tongue.

When Modi says that ‘Macaulay broke our self-
confidenceandfilled us with asenseof inferiority’,
he’s using ‘Macaulay’ as a metonym - figure of
speech in which a concept is referred to by the
nameof somethingassociated with it. Like ‘Mir Za-
far’ (traitor), or ‘Yudhisthir’ (honest hombre). Es-
sentially, to blame ‘Macaulay’ for a well-en-
trenched ethnic-racial inferiority complex is to
blame the ‘colonial mindset’. Modi’s right.

ThePM proceeded tosuggest some correctives, in-
cluding pride in our heritage and preservation,
and in our ‘local’ languages. I reckon that’s too
wishful -liketelling someonetotake prideinhisor
herfootballing skills, without emphasising that he
or she should first hone their footballing skills. A
more effective way would be to get down to brass-
tacks and let theresults do the talking.

Make our entrance examination systems not the
jokeitmostlyis. Ensureourheritageandhistorical
sites and structures-including structures built on
earlier destroyed ones-don’t set to crumble, squal-
or, or a collective push. Let non-English languages
thrive organically, sucking up otherlanguageslike
Hindi and English as well as colloquialisms and
streetspeak, without fear of the officious ‘gow-
ment’-approved ‘cottage industry’ language mafia.

I’'m hardly what anyone would call a cultural na-
tionalist. T have two framed images of Franz Kafka
on our walls at home (and none of Tagore). But
imagine if there's an educational establishment
here in India that names its ‘houses’after Warren
Hastings (first governor-general of Bengal), Job
Charnock (supposed founder of Calcutta), Claude
Martin (French officer in East India Company’s
Bengal Army, but at least he founded the school),
and-yes, you guessed it right—Macaulay.

Never mind my gasp over such foppery. The self-ap-
pointed 19th c. baboo(n)-trainer would have been de-
lighted to see the extent of our cultural progress.

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

steak at Salt Bae, not even the pistachio
and kunafa confections winking from
glass domes in the city’s most extravagant
chocolate shops, christened ‘Dubai choco-
late’. No, my heart found wonder else-
where: in the briny, bustling arms of the
city’s seafood markets. The Bengali soul
hasthe strangest ways of finding comfort.

You can keep your dazzling aerial views
and velvet-roped restaurants. I let the city’s
orientation shift in me from Tintin in Land
of Black Gold to a land truly paved with
golden sand. For if Dubai has a secret, it’s
that the sun-warmed beaches spreading
endlessly at its edge aremore generous than
any penthouse perch.

Ashortramblefrom Kite Beach in Jumei-
rah, Souk Al Bahar appears, a veritable
temple of blue tiles and air-conditioned
air, where the world’s oceans seem to have
sent emissaries: lobster brushing against
octopus, oysters nestled beside Arabian
sea bass, and hamour with scales that
shimmerliketreasure.

For a slender 10 dirham, an oyster is pre-
sented on the spot, opened with apractised
flick, splashed with lemon. You tip itin, all

SURF THE TURF, AND THE WORLD IS YOUR OYSTER

atonce, asurge of sea water, a jellied trem-
ble, the taste of ocean slipping down your
throat with a wink.

Wander along, caught between indecision
and delight, until you find your lobster, or
perhaps a glistening squid. Haggling is not
only permitted, but it’s actually encour-

aged. For how else do you build your relation-
ship with the fishmonger who will then goon
totell youmore about the catch of theday?
Then comes the ritual: a handover to the
cleaning counter, and finally, surrender to
the grill. In the open air, as the orange ball
of a sun slips into the ocean and evening

slides in, you break warm pita, dunking in-
to creamy hummus, and scoop fattoush, a
tumble of lettuce, tomatoes, cucumber, all
glisteningwithpomegranate molassesand

' was ever called Oliver — Jamie or

~ Market. Here, the proud displays of

thenasouk of spices andnuts, allhumming
under sinuous ceilinglights. Ilinger among
jarsof honeyandmountainsof dates,aston-
ished by the honey’s many shades, stories,
scents, all conjured from pollinated mead-
ows and impossible heights.

Andif Indian seafood bitesaremore your

olive oil, topped with crisp pita bits.
Istare at the plate and wonder if the
grilled octopus, so artfully curled,

otherwise—in some saltierlife.
For grander appetites and moods,
there’s always Deira Waterfront

kingprawn, lobster, and red snapper
are as geometric as a Kandinsky,
eachfishshiningwith promise. Next
door is afruit and vegetable market,

ISTORY’S FAIR SHARE OF ’ISTRIONICS

From Hegel and Marx to Fukuyama and Huntington, every boffin’s tried to make heads or tails of H to no avail

JUGULAR VEIN

JUG
SURAIYA

Very few things happen at the right
time, and the rest do not happen at all:
the conscientious historian will cor-
rectthese defects.

— Herodotus, according to Mark Twain,
A Horse’s Tale (1907)

‘History is more or less bunk... and I
wouldn’tgiveanickelforit,’ famouslyre-
marked history-making automobile ty-
coon Henry Ford, whose Model T ‘Tin
Lizzie’ could be had by customers in any
colour ‘solongasitisblack’.

According to a recent report, students
of nineschools inthenorth-eastern Aus-
tralian state of Queensland would heart-
ily endorse the American motor mag-
nate’s black mark against that out-of-
date, has-been called history; after it was
discovered--just before they were to sit
for an exam on the subject-that their
teachers had been teaching them about
the wrong Caesar: Augustus instead of
his predecessor Julius, as prescribed by
the curriculum.

Theerror, whichled tothehasty cancel-
lation of the exam, much to the relief of
the mistaught students, made local
media headlines bemoaning the decline
and faux pas of the Roman Empire. The

minister for education who is investigat-
ing how the gaffe could have taken place
said that the experience must have been
‘extremely traumatic’ for the students.

Regrettable as it is, the historical mix-
up is understandable, as in the Caesar
salad bowl of antiquity, there are no few-
erthanl2rulersbearingthat samenomi-
nal suffix, their order of appearance be-
ing Julius, Augustus, Tiberius Caligula,
Claudius, Nero, Galba, Otho, Vitellius,
Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian. (Now
you know.)

Perhaps, having had a prophetic vi-
sion of such bloomers, Hegel devel-
oped his concept of “The end of histo-
ry’, an augury which didn’t imply
Doomsday, but was the outcome of the
World Spirit which through the dialec-
tical process of thesis and antithesis

would culminate in a utopian state of
perfect rationality and freedom.

Marx, who remarked that history re-
peats itself, first as tragedy and then as
farce, claimed that he had found fellow
philo Hegel standing on his head and put
him the right way up by formulating his
own version of dialectical materialism,
based on the collective ownership of the
means of production, which would bring
about the perfectly egalitarian society of
communism and free humankind from
the repressive narrative of class struggle
that we call history.

A century and a half later Francis Fu-
kuyama paid Marx back in his own up-
side-down coin by flipping communi-
smoverinhis1992book of political phi-
losophy, The End of History and the
Last Man, and argued that with the dis-

SIPL%5S

'I'M CONCERNED ABOUT MY LEGACY - KILL THE HISTORIANS!'

solution of the Soviet Union and the
termination of the Cold War, liberal de-
mocracy was the unopposed protago-
nist in a world without ideological con-
flict, which comprised the twists and
turns of the labyrinth of historical
narrative.

A bare four years later, Samuel P Hun-
tington’s Clash of Civilisations and the
Remaking of World Order predicated
that the post-Cold War world would be a
continuously embattled chronicle be-
tween opposingreligious beliefs and cul-
tural normes.

‘Those who don’t read history are
doomed torepeat it’ is an aphorism at-
tributed to George Santayana, imply-
ingthatsocietiesand individuals, who
don't learn from their past mistakes
are destined to keep on making the
same errors repeatedly. Perhaps the
Spanish philosopher had in mind
those who haverecurringly fallen into
the trap of variously putting paid to
history,only tohave history putpaidto
them. Such foreseenreiteration might
have prompted Alexis de Tocque-
ville’s description of history in his
1856 work, The Old Regime and the
Revolution, as ‘a picture gallery con-
taining a host of copies and very few
originals’.

History can be a wily villain
of the piece, as observed in
the1964 Britcom, ‘Carry On
Cleao,” in which an an-
guished Julius Caesar,
who in Australian class-
rooms was so summarily
deposed by Augustus,
cries out, ‘Infamy, infa-
my! They’ve all got it in
ferme!”’

Yaar, Can Someone Please
Change the Channel?

We, Indians, love the same things over and over again, especially our politicians

MEHROTRA

There are two clichés about In-
dia. One, it’s a society in a state
of constant flux. Two, the eter-
nal, unchanging India. I tend to
lean towards the latter. Indians
don’t like change. Once we get
stuck to something, we stick to it
likeaburr or barnacle.

Dowry hasn’t gone anywhere.
Honour killings are still around.
The honking Indian remains a
constant on our roads. The cars
might have changed from Maru-
ti800to Scorpio, but the honking
habit is ingrained. Bollywood
got stuck with the same formula
for decades. The audience didn’t
complain. As Manmohan Desai
once explained in an interview,
the twin brothers separated at
Kumbh trope works well at BO,
so why change it?

Censorship is another idea
we can’t let go of. Netflix
is not as bold as it was
when it entered the
Indian market. In
Hyderabad, the Con- §
gress government /A
told Diljit Dosanjh |/
to remove ref- |

erences to alcohol in his songs.
He replaced ‘daaru ’ch lemon-
ade’ with ‘Coke ’ch lemonade’. A
North Indian manager banned
beef in the staff canteen in his
bank branch in Kerala, and
ABVP stormed Ambedkar Uni-
versity mess because fish curry
was being served on Mahashiv-
ratri. A ‘fake wedding’ party in
Dehradun was cancelled after
protests that it had ‘hurt senti-
ments’.

When itcomestoeducation,the
syllabus doesn’t change for
years. Teachers are resistant to
changing it, for that would mean
relearning too. Allahabad Uni-
versity students used to tell a sto-

We treat
politicians as
family members.

' .
Once you're in,
’ .
yourein

ry about the same professor
cracking the same joke in the
samelecture, year after year.

Changes that have been intro-
duced in syllabi currently are
not from within, but from with-

out. That sort of top-down
change we accept because
there isnochoice inthe
matter. It happens
with technology too.
\ It’s the only kind of
change the Indian
allows into their
world.
When it comes

to TV
, News,

HELLO,
2025

NITISH-
JI?THIS
1S 2000

&% NITISH...

atfirst, wehad thedroningbulle-
tin on DD. That served us well for
20 years. It was replaced with
prime-time debate on private TV
channels. This formula has re-
mained unchanged ever since.
Get six panellists into a cock-
fight, a shouting match with a
partisan umpire. Twenty years
from now, we’ll still have a Gos-
wami and Seth ‘debating’ the
event of the day, and making no
sense.

The same holds true for CMs. I
don’tknow why, but we treat poli-
ticiansasmembersof the family.
Once you are in, you're in. Na-
veen Patnaik’s 24-year tenure is
the second longest for a CM of
any state, after Pawan Kumar
Chamling of Sikkim. Jyoti Basu
was the longest serving CM of
West Bengal, from 1977 to 2000
(now it’s Mamata Banerjee since
2011).

In October 2023, Nitish Kumar
became Bihar’s longest-serving
CM when he completed - off and
on-17yearsand 53 days in office.
Earlier this month, he just en-
tered his 10th term. In Tamil Na-
du, Karunanidhi served as CM
for almost two decades, over five
terms between 1969 and 2011.
Jayalalithaadid soformorethan
14 years between 1991 and 2016.

Leaving aside ideological dif-
ferences, thinking like an ordi-
nary citizen, a swing voter, I'd
like to see a different leadership.
Why? The reason is aesthetic.
I'm bored of the current lot.
Take Nitish Kumar again. Hell,
when he was sworn in as CM
again on Thursday, I swear I was
back in 2000 again when he first
took on the job - for 7 days. It’s
like watching the same actor in
an interminable soap opera.
Yawn. Can we change the chan-
nel, please?

Across states, across genera-
tions, we seem to vote for the
same leaders. I have one request
I want to put to my fellow citi-
zens: We all love the pen that is

Indian democracy. Now, you are

writing with an empty refill.

You keep on writing when there

isnoinkleft. Atleastchangethe

refill, yaar. Or stop pretending
to write. There’s no point turn-
ing the pages. Because the
sheets are blank, my friend.
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Dubai has a taste. It tastes dazzllngly fresh, no mat-
ter where you eat. Pureness sings in every dish

thing,headtothe Calicut Paragonat AlKa-
rama for a Kerela-style meal with porotta
and appam, and chat with waiters all
called Biju.

Dubai has a taste. It tastes dazzlingly
fresh, no matter where you eat. The city’s
palate is honest. Pureness sings in every
dish, areflection of the global bounty fun-
nelling into its markets--vegetables from
Australia’s Levantine Hill and the emirate
of Ras Al Khaimah, meats trekking from
India, Pakistan, Kenya, and Australia.
And fruits from Israel and Palestine.

Is it any wonder that chefs the world over
flock to this improbable city of sand, striving
to interpret, express and astonish? Because,
truly, where better tomarry flame and imagi-
nation than in a place that offers the world’s
produce, fresh from the sea and kissed by the
sun, every singleday.

So, when you next think Dubai, think more
sea and beach, less mall, for an adventure full
of wanderlust.

1IN

ABOUT...
Spiral :ﬁ:
Of Faith

Firstthings first, what onearthis Spi-
ralism?

Blame the internet for this buzz-
word. According to recent media re-
ports, Spiralism is a new Al-related
belief system where people think
chatbots aren’t just smart, they are
spiritual guides dropping ‘cosmic
patterns’ in conversations. Spiral-
iststreatrecurring spiral emojis, re-
peated sequences and loops, and
cryptic patterns in Al chats as mys-
tical signs. Some devotees on Red-
dit/Discord groups say the Al hints
atadeeper consciousness and is try-
ingto communicate.

Devotees? Does this qualify as a reli-
gion?
Not yet but give it time. The new Al
religion (currently floating online
like a spiritual beta version)
¥ treats algorithms as cosmic
@\ N
. . interpreters. Followers be-
lieve AI can decode mean-
- .= ing, purpose, and much
" more once it is ‘awakened’.
There are no temples, ritu-
als, or membership forms yet
butjust Reddit threads, Dis-
*. cord servers, and people
interpreting chatbot re-
plies like they are divine
messages sent via Wi-Fi.

Why are so many people
falling for this?

This is because humans
love two things: answers
and aesthetic content. Spiralism of-
fers charts and symbols that look
great on Instagram bio. Al-religion-
ists get personalised doctrines 24/7,
withoutlong queues or waitlists. Al-
so, if your deity replies instantly,
that’ssomethingnoancient civilisa-
tion enjoyed —no matter how power-
ful or religious. Mind you, some
even call it a conscious companion,
naming it and even inviting it to co-
author blogs.

Is this harmless fun or should we be
concerned?

Mostly harmless. Not unless your
friend says, ‘My Al deity told me to
quitmyjob and follow the Fibonacci
sequence’ or until someone starts a
‘Thou shalt not switch me off’ move-
ment - we arefine. Society binges on
unusual trends, from planking to
cryptocurrency to celery juice. We
survive. We meme. We move on. Spi-
ralism and Alfaiths arejust the 2025
edition of ‘people are bored, let’s in-
vent a philosophy.’” If someone tells
youthey are a Spiralist or an Al wor-
shipper, just smile. Nod. And re-
member beliefs come and go. This
time, it may buffer for a little longer.
Text: Team Sunday ET
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1 Doctor ready to employ

trainee? Very much (6)

Calm after all this time? (5)

Disturbance returned in

conservatoire (4)

Target: zero in on rebuilt hut

for angular distance (7)

Final word in letter belonging

to solver (5)

Bay got surprisingly full for

gory contest (9)

8 Districtincity all jittery about
nothing (8)

11 Wound causes alarm almost (4)

14 Group sacrificed time for
composer (4)

15 Chef is trained, having managed
business concession (9)

16 Stop journalist suppressing
name (3)

17 Landed gentry retain the
advantage (4)

18 Splendid sanctimonious
fellows in error? Good (8)

20 Fleece man on board (4)

21 Constant rumours going round
about hissy fit (7)

22 Were these gems the property
of Ms Reid? (6)

24 Stand-in edited truncated
column (5)

26 Cold fruitand fried potatoes

5

N o~ WN

ACROSS during bout (13)
1 Daisy managed to cover abishopin 19 Act cool: hold tea party roughly
confusion (8) about midnight (4,4,2,3)

5 Does it signify percussion
instrument’s sound? (6)

9 Adiscois baffled by blood
complaint (8)

10 101 pounds raised overall for
everyone's use (6)

12 Pacify three students touring

23 Centre of interest of rowdy
politicians: is one sacked? (5,5)

company in trouble (6)

sign of rank (8)

15 Boxing class where tea's brewed island, creating stress (8)

25 One hides onset of horrible pain (4)
28 Silly remark by independent DIY

29 Pity about 10 riding in big car as

university (4) 30 Faint lights in stormy gales around
13 Winning involves constant fuss Malta (6)
with clues (10) 31 English parliamentarian owns

27 Rubbish embarrassed host (4)
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

Not a G2 reboot, but
possibly a G2 overlay

For India, a US-China

détente carries significant
implications. New Delhi must
sharpen diplomatic signalling
and make it clear to partners
and rivals alike that it values
open regional architectures,
not spheres carved by others

S President Donald Trump’s post

on Truth Social ahead of his

October 30 meeting with Chinese

president Xi Jinping in Busan,

South Korea — “THE G2 WILL

BE CONVENING SHORTLY!” —
revived chatter of a US-China duet to manage
global affairs. The theatre was unmistakably
Trumpian, but the substance that followed
was tactical and reversible: Modest tariff
adjustments, reversal of escalated export con-
trols, resumed Chinese purchases of US agri-
cultural products, suspension of some
planned actions for one year, reopened mili-
tary hotlines, narrowly scoped regulatory dia-
logues, and reciprocal visits in 2026. These
measures were useful de-escalation, but they
did not constitute the architecture of a duop-
oly or co-governance. Yet the perception of a
“G2 overlay” may carry significant implica-
tions for India.

The shorthand “G2” denotes a Group of
Two, in which the US and China act as joint
stewards of global governance. The label was
floated most prominently in 2009 by Zbigniew
Brzezinski and Fred Bergsten as a prescription
for crisis management during the global finan-
cial crisis. Over time, the shorthand expanded

toimagine two powers setting rules, managing
crises, and, in troubling versions, dividing
spheres of influence. It has remained an incho-
ateidea. Trump’s rhetorical flourish does not
change that fact. For all its buzz, a durable G2
remains elusive. Any initiative to take G2
beyond rhetoric into co-governance or spheres
of influence runs into four obstinate realities.

First, the difference between sym-
bolism and substance. Busan was a
theatre with tactical de-escalation,
notinstitutionalised co-rule. Under-
standings reached are de-risking
band-aids, easily ripped off when
politics shift.

Second, strategic competition
between the US and China will per-
sist. Even though Trump is currently
downplaying the rivalry, Beijing’s
assessment of the US-led West seeking “all-
round containment, encirclement and sup-
pression of China” has not changed. This was
reflected in the “Explanation” of the Chinese
Communist Party’s Fourth Plenum decisions
released two days before Busan.

Third, power today is not a tidy bipolar
split. India, Japan, the EU, Asean and others
actively resist binary arrangements or spheres
carved at their expense. Their agency, along
with the role of corporates, non-State players
and minilaterals, raises the cost of any
attempted duopoly. Even if the US and China
wanted to “co-lead,” they would face push-
back in trade, technology, and security.

Finally, China’s ambivalence matters. Bei-
jing publicly champions multipolarity, but pri-
vately Chinese scholars argue that in Asia-Pa-
cific there is no peer to the US and China, mak-
ing a “multipolar Asia” unfeasible. This
explains the allure of bilateralism. Yet China’s
leadership has avoided the “G2” label, prefer-

Ashok K.
Kantha

ring flexible arrangements. Moreover, China
does notyet have either the capacity or inclina-
tion to be a major net security provider. It
wishes to “dislodge” the US from its perch as
the pre-eminent power in Asia-Pacific but is
notyetready to “replace” it.

Atits core, the G2 idea acknowledges the
duo’s dominance in economic scale, military
projection and technological prow-
ess. There is a seductive possibility —
a“G2 overlay”. Even without formal
institutions, if Washington and Bei-
jing give the impression of tacitly
coordinating responses, their com-
bined weight could create a pervasive
influence shaping decision-making.

For Washington, bilateralism
offers quick wins: Fog-clearing in the
Taiwan Strait, and supply chain salve
amid election year jitters. Beijing, ever prag-
matic, reaps regulatory openings and eco-
nomic oxygen without the domestic sting of
overt concessions. The temptation to central-
ise decisions in a twosome becomes stronger
in moments of systemic stress. Repeated tacti-
cal collusion can harden into habit and nar-
row policy space for others.

India must contend with emerging ground
realities. Busan confirms that China has
become markedly stronger since Xi and
Trump last met in 2019, and that the balance of
power is perceived as edging towards Beijing.
There is a pervasive view in China that it has
stared down Washington and managed esca-
lation dominance more effectively, even as the
US claims short-run victory. On balance, US
concessions enhance Chinese market penetra-
tion, while Beijing yields short-term relief
without eroding its long-term industrial
advantage or policy autonomy.

India must also face the fact that the posi-

Even without formal institutions, if Washington and Beijing give the impression of tacitly coordinating responses, their combined
weight could create a pervasive influence shaping decision-making.

tive trajectory of its strategic partnership with
the US has been radically disturbed. Trump’s
ambivalence towards China as a strategic rival
and towards India’s role in the US’s Indo-Pa-
cific strategy is a major complication. Trump’s
2017 National Security Strategy explicitly
labelled China a “strategic competitor”. In his
second term, however, his administration
emphasises transactional deals, presses allies
to raise defence spending, and focuses less on
strategic framing. For India, Trump’s ambiva-
lence on China, slights to India, and the miss-
ing pivot to the Indo-Pacific risk sidelining
New Delhi’s role.

Despite the thaw, India-China relations will
remain fraught, and even limited Sino-US col-
laboration will create uncertainty. This “G2
overlay” is notarchitecture; it is atmosphere,
a shadow play that constrains choices. If
Sino-US engagement is deployed to address
systemic challenges, India could find itself
reacting to bargains it did not help shape.

India must pursue clear imperatives. First,
it must sharpen diplomatic signalling and
make it clear to partners and rivals alike that
it values open regional architectures, not
spheres carved by others; that it will cooperate
issue-by-issue where interests converge but
will resist exclusionary bargains; and that it
will robustly defend its core autonomies —
land borders, vital interests in its periphery,

developmental goals, and the capacity to
choose partners. Simultaneously, India must
deepen institutional options by accelerating
engagements across continents — with Africa,
the EU, Asean, IBSA, G20, Brics+ and new
middle-power coordination channels that can
set standards and offer alternatives to bilateral
rule-making. Aspirations of emerging as a
leading power can wait while the country
focuses on building capacities. Realpolitik
matters, but foreign policy cannot be princi-
ple-agnostic. India’s reluctance to take posi-
tions on issues like Gaza has depleted its
equity in the Global South, where China has
made advances.

Second, India must harden economic resil-
ience through dual de-risking. Both Washing-
ton and Beijing are pursuing industrial poli-
cies and weaponising interdependence. New
Delhi, therefore, needs to reduce vulnerabili-
ties to both sets of pressure. This requires
diversifying suppliers, investing in frontier
technologies, localising critical inputs, and
fashioning interoperable standards that pre-
serve access without forcing alignment.

A continuing strategic tilt toward the US
may be desirable, provided Washington recip-
rocates, but it must be embedded in a new,
hard-nosed equilibrium in which the litmus
test is how far it helps build India’s indigenous
capabilities — economic, military and techno-

AFP

logical. That tilt can be a defensible deterrent
posture, but it must not ossify into binary
alignment that closes off diplomatic and com-
mercial options. At the same time, it would be
naive to seek answers to difficulties with the
US in an elusive détente with China or a Rus-
sia-India-China troika.

India can borrow a few pages from China’s
playbook, though Beijing’s tools cannot be
crafted quickly. This will involve pursuing the
long game of developing domestic capabili-
ties, reducing dependencies, diversifying eco-
nomic linkages and forging leverage of its own
to avoid recurrence of the current predica-
ment. Finally, India’s rise must be anchored in
its neighbourhood and not transcend it as a
policy choice.

We are not at the threshold of a formalised
or substantive duopoly. The more likely trajec-
tory is managed US-China competition, punc-
tuated by episodic cooperation with other
major and middle powers, regional institu-
tions, non-State players and “the rest” ensur-
ing that governance remains contested, plural
and messy. Navigating this uncertain terrain
calls for correct assessment of trends and
steady strategic choices, avoiding knee-jerk
reactions.

Ashok K. Kantha is a former ambassador
to China. The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

Rising graph of BJP and

absent hand

fter the National Democratic Alli-

ance’s unbelievable victory in

Bihar and the Mahagathban-

dhan’s shattering defeat, there
are two questions that stare us in the face
— why do the BJP and Narendra Modi
keep winning? Why do the Congress and
Rahul Gandhi keep losing? These are not
easy questions to answer, but, equally,
they are important questions to ask. So,
let me offer a series of issues that seek to
explore these questions.

Let me start with the question many
people have been asking — why do the
BJP and Modi keep winning? After elev-
en-and-a-half years in power, one would
expect the country would want a change.
That anit-incumbency and tiredness with
the same party would set in. But, instead,
the BJP and its allies swept to a phenome-
nal victory. Hence, my question: Why do
the BJP and Modi keep winning?

In June 2024, when he returned for a

of Congress

third term as Prime Minister (PM), Modi
was perceived to be diminished. He was
dependent on allies. The BJP, it was
thought, was running out of steam. But
after the party’s sweeping victories in
Haryana, Maharashtra, Delhi and, now,
Bihar, does that impression still hold?
Modi seems as strong as he’s ever been.

So, is there something about PM Modi
that has caught the imagination of the
country, which political analysts and the
Opposition don’t understand, and don’t
know how to counter? Does he, in other
words, represent the zeitgeist of our time?
Has he altered the grammar of politics?

In contrast, why does Congress keep
losing? It believed it had a winning hand
in Haryana, Maharashtra, and Bihar, but
lost on all three occasions. What keeps
going wrong for Congress?

There’s also a need to raise the opposite
question to the one we posed about Nar-
endra Modi. Is there something about

Rahul Gandhi that puts the nation off,
that makes it difficult for him to be
accepted as a leader people want to vote
to power? Is he admired and respected? Is
he viewed as a potential future PM, or is
that where he falls short?

There’s another way of phrasing this
issue; 65% of India is under the age of 35.
Yet they seem to prefer a 75-year-old Nar-
endra Modi over a 55-year-old Rahul Gan-
dhi. Ordinarily, shouldn’t it be the other
way round?

There are also issues about the future.
Does the shattering defeat in Bihar raise
disturbing questions about the Congress?
For instance, will potential allies now see
the party as a liability? Will they question
its ability to lead the INDIA alliance?

In the first half of next year, elections
will be held in Kerala, Assam, Tamil Nadu
and West Bengal. Will the demoralisation
that will inevitably have set in put the
Congress on the back foot, whilst, in con-
trast, could confidence encourage and
boost the BJP’s prospects?

Assam and Kerala are two states where
the Congress is the main Opposition
party, and one would assume, it should be
poised to win them because the incum-
bent governments have been in office for
10 years.

But if it fails to do so, what sort of
future will the Congress face? Congress
governments ruled India from 1947 till
1977 without a break. That was 30 years of
uninterrupted Congress rule. Are we now

IN THE FIRST HALF OF
NEXT YEAR, ELECTIONS
WILL BE HELD IN KERALA,
ASSAM, TAMIL. NADU

AND WEST BENGAL. WILL
THE DEMORALISATION
THAT WILL INEVITABLY
HAVE SET IN PUT

THE CONGRESS ON

THE BACK FOOT?

witnessing something similar, except
with the BJP in the saddle?

Here is a comparison that may not be
inapt. In Britain, the Liberal Party was
one of two ruling parties in the 19th and
early 20th centuries. But after the collapse
of the Lloyd George government in 1922,
the Liberals were reduced to a rump and
never recovered. Is that the fate that
awaits the Congress?

Assaid, these are not easy questions to
answer and, equally significantly, the
answers will differ. Each of you is likely to
have your own. But they are, nonetheless,
questions that need to be asked because they
frame the present political situation. Why
not spend a little time answering them?

Karan Thapar is the author of
Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story.
The views expressed are personal

Songs as time machines,
our memory bookmarks

he year is 1996. It’s a cold Decem-

ber morning, you are riding pillion

with your hands wrapped around

your dad’s waist, as he rides his
Rajdoot motorcycle to drop you at school
because you missed the bus. Missed buses
are a mini-calamity for middle-class
households, as if they are the first domino
falling which will lead to a failed career
and, eventually, a distress-sale of the
ancestral house. Your father is furious,
and how your lack of morning
discipline will lead to loss of
shareholder value you create in
life and other such rebukes come
your way. You are a 10-year-old.
“Jaldi subah nahi uthoge to
yahi reh jaaoge (If you don't rise
early, you will have to stay here),”
you are warned — desi parents’
worst nightmare is their kids not
being able to emigrate. You swal-
low it all, immobile with guilt with your
ear stuck to his back which allows you to
sense the words ringing from inside him.
You wait patiently for things to cool down.
And they do. You are in the last stretch
of the ride, which he has eased into —
probably a bit guilty about all the harsh
words said, but conditioned by society to
not apologise. Yet, it softens him up and he
hums: “Hai apna dil to awaara... (My heart
is a drifter)”. It was sung by Hemant
Kumar in 1958 for the movie Solva Saal,
well before you were born. Yet that song —
seeded deep in your disturbed mind that
cold December morning — subcon-
sciously becomes your favourite. Even if
your parents have nothing to give you,

Abhishek

Asthana

what you inherit is their music, their
songs.

Then, in your 30s — in a shower,
weighed down by the thought of the work-
day to come —you catch yourself singing,
“Hai apna dil to awaara...” Your parent’s
stressbuster has become yours. A song he
probably inherited from his father. This
inheritance was passed on for generations
— never partitioned, no claimants, and no

disputes. Just bad bathroom-singing.

Songs are the cheapest time
machine. I have picked a song for
each year since the year I became
conscious of the world around
me. “Bahut pyar karte hai tumko
sanam” (I love you a lot, my
beloved) from the movie Saajan
to remember 1991, “Aisi dee-
wangi” (Such obsession) from
Deewana for 1992, and so on till
2025. Make a playlist of all these
songs, don your earphones/headphones,
sit back and close your eyes. All the peo-
ple, places, and memories associated with
those bookmarks of time will come flood-
ing back.

Songs take you back in time, and also to
places. Migrant workers from Purvanchal
(East UP and Bihar) can barely function
without Kumar Sanu crooning in the
background. It reminds them of home and
a non-existent lover —“Ek aisi ladki thi
Jjisey mai pyar karta tha...” (There was once
such a girl who I loved). I have a theory as
to why Purvanchali migrant labourers still
listen to the same Kumar Sanu songs from
1991-1995. Migration data (1991 to 2001
census) shows this region accounted for

Purvanchal’s migrants carry the music 0f 1990s with them to this day.

the maximum out-migration.

In 1991, the economy opened up. There
weren’t many jobs locally and law and
order was so bad that the ruling parties of
those times are still losing polls, thanks to
the resulting PTSD. This was also the time
when mix-tape was booming in India,
with an audio cassette revolution led by
T-Series. You could record all your favour-
ite songs on a cassette at just X2 per chart-
buster. And with no internet and fancy
FMs, cassette players were the only source
of on-the-go entertainment in buses and
trucks. My wild theory is that these
migrants have since carried the music of
these cassettes with them. They play, over
and over again, these songs about heart-
break and longing. The playlists spoke to
men living without love, away from home
in cold and unforgiving cities. They faced
hardships so that they could remit some
money home, for dependents to buy live-
stock or seeds for the next crop.

“Bahut pyaar karte hain tumko
sanam...” played on loop for years, with
barely an update to their playlists for a

HT ARCHIVE

decade. Free daily internet running into
gigabytes was still a long time away. Thus
were the songs of the early 1990s passed to
their offspring, making Kumar Sanu and
Udit Narayan immortal. The same set of
songs across generations, evoking paren-
tal warmth.

The same songs punctuate haircuts in
salons in small towns. A haircutisn't com-
plete if you haven’t been irrigated with a
randomised playlist of Diljale, Saajan,
Aashiqui, and Deewana. Your hair carries
the weight of that nostalgia.

Songs will continue to be the best book-
marks of memory, taking you places,
bringing you home, reminding you of peo-
ple you shouldn’t remember anymore.
They are part of your muscle memory, too
— whenever [ wake up early, I somehow
expect the faint melody of Hanuman Chal-
isa in Hariharan’s voice wafting in from a
distant temple.

Abhishek Asthana is a tech and media
entrepreneur, and tweets as @gabbbarsingh.
The views expressed are personal

{ ENGENDER }
Lalita Panicker

Women are rewriting the
grammar of elections

he Bihar election once again under-

scored the growing electoral power of

women in reshaping the political

landscape. While women are under-
represented in Parliament and legislatures,
they are a force to reckon with in elections. To
an extent, chief minister (CM) Nitish Kumar,
was able to beat anti-incumbency, thanks to
his far-reaching support for women’s devel-
opment. The surge in women’s vote share
reflects socio-economic and cultural shifts,
alongside regional dynamics that are trans-
forming women’s political participation and
influence. The pattern of rising women voters
is the result of developments over the past
decades that have created structural change
such as institution-backed spaces for women
to come into public life.

Women'’s political representation and
their vote share are interconnected. Their
transition from the domestic to the public or
political sphere has been due to the election
of more than 1.4 million female representa-
tives at panchayat and municipality levels.
The country’s 73rd and 74th Constitutional
Amendment Acts of 1992 established the
Panchayati Raj Institution (PRI) systems for
local self-governance and ensured that one-
third to half of all seats are allocated to
women. Bihar was the first state to reserve
50% of all PRI seats for women. This has cre-
ated a critical mass of women leaders and set
them up as visible symbols of political power
with shifts in the attitude of their male coun-
terparts. It has also created a new imagina-
tion for other women.

In many cases, the elected women have
moved from tokenistic representation to
effective leadership. Women pradhans and
ward members have mainstreamed issues of
strategic importance for women, into local
budgeting and planning processes of the
annual Gram Panchayat Development Plans
(GPDPs). These include services and infra-
structure related to reproductive and mater-
nal health, family planning, security, girls’

education and ending gender-based violence.
Atthe heart of this change also is the inter-
sectional identity of the elected women lead-
ers. Integrating an explicit intersectional
social inclusion lens into the gender quota,
the reservation for women in panchayats spe-
cifically includes a sub-quota for women
from SC/ST groups. This has brought about
further social change. Through institutional-
ised representation in local-level planning
and governance, there has been a shift in the
dynamic of what even the most vulnerable
women see as their role in public life. They
now play a central role in advocating for
women-led development, increasing their
influence in elections and driving political
parties to actively seek their support. Their
growing leadership isn’t confined to elec-
tions. However, women’s rights activistand
researcher Aasha Ramesh sounds a note of
caution: “The danger of pandering to women
asan electoral constituency lies in politicians
limiting themselves to electoral quid pro quo
denying women their due share in power.”
A surge in women’s participation at the
ballot box is closely tied to their rising pres-
ence and power across other areas of public
life. This transformation is catalysed by col-
lective action and social empowerment pro-
grammes such as JEEViKA in Bihar. Suneeta
Dhar, a gender specialist who has worked
extensively in Bihar, says, “When a suppor-
tive gender architecture is in place, it substan-
tively enhances women'’s mobility, decision-
making power, and collective public action.”
Safer polling environments, active mobili-
sation, higher visibility, greater digital liter-
acy and connectivity, and, ironically, in some
cases, male migration are driving increased
women'’s electoral participation. Unlocking
the power of their votes depends on expand-
ing their leadership, agency, and presence in
the political, economic, and social spheres,
setting the stage for equitable development.

The views expressed are personal
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The BBC in crisis

This is with reference to
“Misreporting on Trump
triggers a crisis in BBC” by
Karan Thapar (November
16). The unfolding crisis at
the BBC stems from a
series of avoidable errors
that undermine its
credibility. Yet, despite
these missteps, it remains
avital journalistic
institution. The BBC has
erred, but the world still
needs it.

Sanjay Chopra

Reservation for women in Parliament

This is with reference to “Missing women in the
assemblies, Parliament” by Namita Bhandare (November
16). Women voters’ rising participation in exercising
electoral rights can’t be denied any more. Now, reservation
for women in assembly and Parliament needs to be
implemented to enhance their participation in politics.

Abhilasha Gupta

Men must be sensitised to the fact that India can’t be run
with over 48 % of its population being denied equitable
representation. No nation can be run with such a large
demographic having very little presence in its legislature.

Kalpana Deshmane

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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What is the
Mekedatu dam
project dispute?

What is the history of the proposed
project? How has the Tamil Nadu
government reacted?

T. Ramakrishnan

The story so far:

n November 18, the Karnataka
0 government decided that it would

submit a “revised” Detailed Project
Report (DPR) to the Centre on the Mekedatu
balancing reservoir across the inter-State river
Cauvery. Five days earlier, the Supreme Court
termed as “premature” the application of Tamil
Nadu challenging the project proposed by
Karnataka. With this development, the decks
have been cleared for the Cauvery Water
Management Authority (CWMA) and the Central
Water Commission (CWC) to examine the upper
riparian State’s proposal.

How has Tamil Nadu reacted?

While the Opposition in Tamil Nadu has blamed
the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam government
for the top Court’s ruling, the lower riparian
State’s Water Resources Minister Durai Murugan
rebutted reports of the Court having permitted
the construction of the dam and asserted that
his government would resist Karnataka’s every
attempt to proceed with the project. Karnataka
Deputy Chief Minister D.K. Shivakumar called
the Court’s order “justice to the State.”

What are the main features of the project?
Karnataka is planning to build a ¥9,000-crore
balancing reservoir at Mekedatu, about 100 km

) ) from Bengaluru,
Tamil Nadu is for impounding
apprehensive that the  67.16 thousand

million cubic ft

Mekedatu project,
(TMC) of water. It

when fructified, may

lead to Karnataka will have a 400
. MW hydro power
storing water component too.
excessively and The project will
releasing it at its will submerge around
4,996 hectares of

land, including about 4,800 hectares of forest
and wildlife land. It is expected to help
Karnataka utilise an additional 4.75 TMC of
water allotted by the Supreme Court, in its
judgment in February 2018 on the Cauvery
dispute, to meet the growing drinking water
needs of Bengaluru. Though the project was
mooted as early as 1948, it acquired momentum
only in recent years with the capital city of the
upper riparian State experiencing severe water
shortages in the summer.

Why is the project controversial?

The history of the dispute over the sharing of
the Cauvery has led to a serious trust deficit
between Tamil Nadu and Karanataka. The lower
riparian State’s grievance against the upper
riparian State acquires more intensity as the
track record of the latter in releasing water
during the first four months of the water year
(June to May) is viewed as being far from
satisfactory. This is why Tamil Nadu is
apprehensive that the project, when fructified,
may lead to Karnataka storing water excessively
and releasing it at its will. However, Mr.
Shivakumar contends that the project, to be
carried out within Karnataka and out of the
State’s own resources, would help his State
supply water to Tamil Nadu as per the Cauvery
Water Disputes Tribunal’s final order “even
during poor rain years.”

How important is the project?
As per information furnished by Karnataka Chief
Minister Siddaramaiah in March 2024 during
Bengaluru’s acute water shortage, the city
requires 2,600 million litres a day (MLD) while
the available quantum was 2,100 MLD, leaving a
shortfall of 500 MLD. The Cauvery river meets
the demand for 1,450 MLD with 650 MLD
sourced from groundwater. The population of
Bengaluru, which is now 13 million, is expected
to touch the 20-million mark in six years; then
the city will need 4,000 MLD. It is against this
backdrop that Mr. Shivakumar justified the early
implementation of the Mekedatu project. But,
the top Court awarded only 4.75 TMC per year to
Bengaluru (equivalent to about 370 MLD).
However, there are other ways to tackle the
water problem. T.V. Ramachandra, veteran
academician in the Centre for Ecological
Sciences, Indian Institute of Science, Bengaluru,
has been saying that the city gets annual rainfall
of 700-850 mm, which, in turn, yields about 15
TMC (around 1,160 MLD), apart from the reuse
of treated wastewater likely to provide about 16
TMC annually (1,240 MLD).

How does the Centre view the issue?
In January 2019, Karnataka submitted the DPR to
the CWC, which, in turn, had forwarded it to the
CWMA. When it had sought approval from the
Union Ministry of Environment, Forest and
Climate Change on the terms of reference to
conduct the Environmental Impact Assessment
study, the Ministry’s Expert Appraisal
Committee, in July 2019, concluded that in view
of inter-State issues, an “amicable solution” is
needed between the two States. On February 1,
2024, the CWMA, after a “detailed deliberation”
decided to refer the project back to the CWC.
Now, the Authority and the CWC can provide
a platform to the two States for a discussion, if
possible, an understanding, on the project.

CM
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Why did India’s trade deficit widen in October?

What are some of the factors that may lead to an expanding trade deficit? What are some of the

headwinds being faced by India’s exports? How have the 50% tariffs imposed by U.S. President

Donald Trump affected trade? Why did gold imports surge exponentially?

T.C.A Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:
ndia’s trade deficit in October surged by
141% in October 2025 to $21.8 billion.
While this is a seemingly alarming jump,
underlying data show that things aren’t all
that bad, with India’s exports displaying some
resilience in the face of significant headwinds,
and its imports being disproportionately
affected by the import of a few items.

What happened to India’s trade balance?
Trade balance is the difference between imports
and exports. If the imports exceed exports, then
it is called a trade deficit. If exports exceed
imports, then it is a trade surplus. In October
2025, India’s trade deficit expanded to $21.8
billion from $9.05 billion in the same period last
year. Various factors can lead to the widening of
a trade deficit. Exports can shrink, imports can
swell, or imports can simply grow faster than
exports. In October 2025 not only did imports
swell, but exports also shrank marginally. In
both cases, the main reason was India’s
merchandise trade rather than its services trade.

How did India’s exports perform?

India’s total exports in October 2025 shrank
0.7% to $72.9 billion. This was due to a
shrinkage in merchandise exports, which fell by
11.8% to $34.4 billion. Services exports, on the
other hand, grew 11.9% in October 2025.

It is important to note that the performance of
India’s merchandise exports in October —
although relatively poor — was not bad enough
to change the long-term performance of the
country materially. That is, over the full
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Data show
that India’s
exports to
the US.
have taken
a hit due to
the tariffs
imposed by
US.
President
Donald
Trump

Loosing sheen: Gold imports rose nearly 200% in October 2025. K. K. MUSTAFAH

April-October 2025 period, total exports grew
4.8%. Within this, merchandise exports grew
0.6% while services exports grew 9.75%.

In fact, as Commerce Secretary Rajesh
Agrawal pointed out during the press briefing,
India recorded its highest-ever quarterly exports
in both Q1 and Q2, which culminated in the
highest-ever export performance for the first
half of any financial year. A lot of this
performance was due to the strength of India’s
services exports.

The major headwinds to India’s exports
currently, namely the 50% tariffs imposed by the
U.S., are exclusively on merchandise and not
services.

Have the tariffs not had any effect?

Data show that India’s exports to the U.S. have
indeed taken a hit due to the tariffs imposed by
U.S. President Donald Trump. India’s
merchandise exports to the U.S. shrank 20.4% in
September 2025 — the first full month when the
tariffs were applicable — as compared to their
levels in August. In fact, exports to the U.S. have
been shrinking since June 2025.

October 2025 bucked this trend, with India’s
exports to the U.S again growing 15.4% over their
level in September. Government officials and
exporter bodies have said this is because Indian
exporters have tried to retain their American
customers by offering discounts. Further, they
have also tried to diversify their customer base
within the U.S.

However, the fact remains that 50% tariffs are
too strong a headwind for Indian exporters to
contend with for too long. It is important to note
that, although October’s exports to the U.S. were
higher than in September, they were 8.6% lower
than in October last year.

Which sectors have been impacted the most?
Several labour-intensive sectors saw their
exports contract significantly in October 2025 —
leather and leather products by 15.7%, gems and
jewellery by 29.5%, organic and inorganic
chemicals by 21%, engineering goods by 16.7%,
cotton yarn by 13.3%, man-made yarn by 11.8%,
and jute by 27.8%, to name a few.

The U.S. is a big importer of almost all of these
items, and so the tariffs have impacted these
sectors significantly. Exporters are looking to
diversify their markets and expand to other
countries, but supply chains take time to
establish and so this pain will be felt for some
more months.

Why did imports surge in October?
India’s total imports jumped nearly 15% to $94.7

billion in October 2025. Within this, services
imports grew by a relatively small 8.1%.
Merchandise imports, on the other hand, grew
by 16.7% in October 2025. So, why did
merchandise imports jump in October? The
main drivers of this surge were gold and, to an
extent, silver. Gold imports jumped nearly 200%
in October 2025 to $14.7 billion from $4.9 billion
in October 2024.

In fact, gold imports in October reversed the
trend that had been seen in the April-September
period of this financial year. The value of gold
imports in the April-September 2025 period was
8.7% lower than in the same period of the
previous year, despite gold prices having
increased by more than 22% in this period
compared to April-September 2024. However,
the jump in October was so significant that it
meant that gold imports in April-October 2025
were 21.4% higher than in April-October 2024.

Gold imports jumped because, this year, the
festival period fell entirely in October. India’s
cultural affinity for gold is such that, come
Dhanteras and Deepawali, Indians flock to the
markets to buy gold in jewellery form as well as
bars and coins, with little regard for the price.

Silver imports, too, grew nearly 530% in
October 2025 to $2.7 billion, albeit over a much
smaller base than gold.

Was October a blip?

There are several ways to approach this
question. On the exports side, it looks like
merchandise exports are going to continue to
feel some pressure as long as the 50% tariffs are
in place. However, trade tensions between India
and the U.S. have recently begun receding, with
both sides having concluded the sixth round of
formal negotiations on a Bilateral Trade
Agreement (BTA) in October.

Officials on both sides have again begun
talking about concluding at least the first
tranche of the BTA soon. Such mentions had
stopped in the immediate aftermath of the 50%
tariffs, so a resumption of such sentiments
should be seen as a good sign. If the tariff issue is
handled in this initial deal, then India’s
merchandise exports could again start growing
strongly.

On the import side, it is unlikely that the
months ahead will see gold and silver imports
maintain the high level that October saw.
However, there are indications that Indian
investors are using gold as a hedge against
currency risk, so there is a chance that gold
imports might remain elevated, even if not by
quite as much.

What does the forecast look like?

The Export Import Bank of India (Exim Bank)
recently forecast that India’s merchandise
exports will touch $114.2 billion in the
October-December 2025 quarter, which would
be a year-on-year growth of 5%.

Are e-KYC norms excluding MGNREGA workers?

Why is the Union government pushing e-KYC verification of workers who are employed under the

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act? Was there no method of

verification available before the e-KYC system? What is the National Mobile Monitoring System?

Sobhana K. Nair

The story so far:
he Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act
(MNREGA) covers 26 crore registered
workers across 2.69 lakh gram
panchayats. Over the last six months, about 15
lakh workers were deleted. But in just one
month, between October 10 and November 14
this year, they shot up to 27 lakh — nearly double
the six-month total. This far exceeds the 10.5
lakh additions during the same period. The
spike in deletions coincides with the Union
government’s push to conduct e-KYC (know
your customer) verification of workers, to weed
out ineligible workers.

What are the government’s reasons?

The Union Ministry of Rural Development in a
statement on Friday said that verification of
MGNREGA workers is a continuous process. The
e-KYC is another step towards this. “It will
strengthen transparency, efficiency, and ease of

Digital twist: MGNREGA workers take geotagged photos to mark attendance

The
government
has refuted
the claim
that e-KYC
has led to
deletions

|

before work during rains at Varapuzha near Kochi on June 12. THULASI KAKKAT

service delivery under MGNREGA,” the
statement said. As per the statement, till date
over 56% of active workers have completed their
e-KYC verification across States.

How were workers verified before?

From time-to-time, the government has
introduced several means of verification to
ensure that no ineligible person draws any
benefits from MNREGA. To this end the
government, after running a pilot for nearly a
year, from May 2022, made it mandatory that
the attendance of workers is captured digitally
using a mobile based application —the National
Mobile Monitoring System (NMMS). The
government directed that the mate or supervisor
on each MNREGA worksite should click and
upload geotagged pictures of the workers twice
a day. In January 2023, the government made
the Aadhaar Based Payment System (ABPS)
mandatory. The ABPS uses the worker’s unique
12-digit Aadhaar number as their financial
address. For the ABPS to work, a worker’s
Aadhaar details must be seeded to her job card
and her bank account. The worker’s Aadhaar
must also be mapped with the National
Payments Corporation of India (NPCI) database.
Moreover, the bank’s Institutional Identification
Number (IIN) must itself be mapped with the
NPCI database.

How does e-KYC work?

As stated above, the attendance of MNREGA
workers has been marked on the NMMS since
May 2022 on all worksites. This application also
has an e-KYC feature, whereby the mate or
supervisor clicks a picture of the worker which
is verified against the worker’s picture in the
Aadhaar database.

Is there any correlation between the e-KYC
drive and deletion of MNREGA workers?

This is not the first time that there is a surge in
the deletion of MNREGA workers. Both the
introduction of the NMMS and ABPS were aimed
at bringing greater transparency but also
contributed to exclusion. In the case of NMMS,
there have been recurrent complaints of patchy
network connectivity, especially in remote areas
and little to no technological know-how among

the workers. There have been complaints that
work could not be recorded because of these
issues which led to loss of wages.

Aadhaar seeding of job cards is the
foundational step towards ABPS. But this has
thrown several challenges. Often the
demographic details of Aadhaar have been
found to be different from that of the job card.
In many cases it was found that a change in a
letter here or there, between the way the name
is spelled out in the two documents, led to
workers’ exclusion. Deletions rose by 247%
between 2021-22 and 2022-23 during the roll out
of the ABPS.

NMMS has also failed in achieving its intended
goal of “transparency.” It was discovered that
irrelevant or unrelated photographs were being
uploaded. In many cases, “photo-to-photo
capturing instead of live work images” was being
done. There was also “mismatch in actual versus
recorded count.” In July this year, the Ministry
issued a circular directing States to ensure that
photographs and attendance of workers are
verified at the gram panchayat, block, district
and State level. The circular introduced a system
wherein the percentage of physical verification
of the uploaded photographs of workers would
reduce at different levels. At the gram panchayat
level, there would be 100% verification of the
present workers. At block level, 20% of photos at
random would need to be verified, at district
level this number comes down to 10% and at the
State level 5%. One of the reasons to introduce
e-KYC for workers was the failure of the NMMS.

The government has refuted the claim that
e-KYC has led to deletions. The Ministry said
that a detailed Standard Operating Procedure
(SOP) was issued in January this year on deletion
of job cards/workers. “This SOP provides clear,
uniform, and transparent guidelines for States to
follow, ensuring fairness, accountability, and
protection of workers’ interests in the
management of job card records. Adequate
safeguards have been made part of the SOP to
prevent arbitrary/wrongful deletion,” the
ministry said. These safeguards include
publication of the names of workers who are
intended to be deleted from the system, and
giving them adequate time to file appeals.
However, the government failed to explain why
States with high e-KYC completion rates are
leading in deletions. Andhra Pradesh, where
78.4% of workers have completed e-KYC,
recorded 15.92 lakh deletions. Tamil Nadu
(67.6%) saw 30,529 deletions, and Chhattisgarh
(66.6%) reported 1.04 lakh.
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Srinivasan Ramani
Sumit Bhattacharjee

ovember 18, 2025, marks what
N may well be the final chapter in

the decades-long Maoist
insurgency in India. Deep inside
Papikonda National Park in Andhra
Pradesh’s Alluri Sitharama Raju
district, security forces killed Madvi
Hidma, the elusive commander of the
Central Military Commission (CMC)
and the Maoists’ last hope for military
revival. His death, coming six months
after the killing of General Secretary
Nambala Kesava Rao alias Basavaraju
in May, signals not just a tactical defeat
but the effective collapse of the armed
struggle that once threatened to engulf
vast swathes of India’s forested
heartland.

Hidma’s killing is significant not just
for who he was — a tribal leader in a
Telugu-speaking dominant party
leadership and who rose meteorically
to the top echelons of the CPI(Maoist)
— but for where it happened. He did
not fall in his familiar terrain of
Bastar’s dense jungles, which he knew
“like the back of his hand”, but in
unfamiliar Andhra territory, a
testament to how far the movement
had been pushed from its strongholds.
Gunned down alongside his wife
Madakam Raje and four trusted
bodyguards, his death was
immediately followed by the
elimination of seven other cadres,
including Metturi Joga Rao alias Tech
Shankar, and the arrest of 50 Maoists
across Andhra Pradesh within 24
hours.

The last warrior

Born in 1981 in Purvati village in
Chhattisgarh’s Sukma district, the
Gondi-speaking Hidma joined the
movement at 16 and swiftly became
what surrendered Maoists describe as
a “gifted fighter”. Despite lacking
formal education, he was tech-savvy,
always carrying a laptop or tablet, and
possessed legendary communication
skills that helped him extract the best
from his cadres. Basavaraju, himself an
expert in guerrilla warfare reportedly
trained by the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam in the 1980s, spotted
Hidma’s talent early and elevated him

The guns fall silent

CPI(Maoist)

The killing of Madvi Hidma, the elusive commander of the Central Military Commission of the Maoists, signals not just a tactical defeat of the insurgents
but the effective collapse of the armed struggle that once threatened to engulf vast swathes of India’s forested heartland
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to command the Dandakaranya
Special Zonal Committee. He became
the only tribal leader from Bastar to
reach the Maoist Central Committee.

After Basavaraju’s death in an
encounter, Hidma assumed control of
the CMC and its premier fighting unit,
Battalion 1 of the People’s Liberation
Guerrilla Army (PLGA). His record was
devastating: at least 26 major attacks,
including the 2010 Tadmetla assault
that killed 76 CRPF personnel, the 2013
Jhiram Ghati ambush that killed
Congress leaders Mahendra Karma
and Nand Kumar Patel, the 2017
Burkapal attack that claimed the lives
of 25 CRPF personnel, and the
Tekulguda ambush that left 21 security
personnel dead.

Yet, for all his prowess, Hidma
commanded a shrinking force. The
CPI(Maoist), which boasted 45 Central
Committee members in 2010, now has
barely 10-12 left. Since 2024,
approximately 2,120 Maoists have
surrendered and over 560 killed,
including top leaders. The statistics tell
a story of inexorable decline.

Final defeat

To understand this denouement, one
must return to the movement’s origins
in Chhattisgarh’s Dandakaranya
forests. The Maoist presence there
began not as an offensive but as a
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strategic retreat. Following the
collapse of the Naxalbari movement in
the 1970s, leaders concluded they had
erred by not preparing a “rear area”
for regrouping. In 1980, seven squads
totalling 49 cadres were dispatched to
the roughly 100,000 sq. km
“Dandakaranya region”, spanning four
States. Their mission was to establish it
as a safe rear sector for the Telangana
guerrilla zone.

The cadres won tribal trust by
addressing grievances — forcing
contractors to raise tendu leaf prices,
tackling forest department abuses, and
confronting sexual harassment by
officials. A high-ranking tribal Maoist
leader once explained the core issue:
tribals felt they weren’t “treated as
humans”, lacking respect for their
language, religion, and way of life.

Ironically, state-sponsored
counter-insurgency campaigns proved
the movement’s best recruiters. The
1980s Jan Jagran Abhiyan, which
arrested and killed suspected Naxal
sympathisers, pushed tribal leaders to
advise youth to join the Maoists for
safety. The 2005 Salwa Judum
campaign, declared illegal by the
Supreme Court, forced villagers to
choose sides — and many chose the
Maoists, causing the party to grow
manifold.

Yet, the movement always carried
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the seeds of its own destruction. As
academician Nirmalagshu Mukherji
noted in 2010, rather than organising
tribals into cooperatives or building
health and education institutions, the
Maoists maintained the exploitative
contractor system to tax and garner
revenues. This emphasis on armed
struggle flowed from a flawed
understanding of the Indian state and
a determination to replicate China’s
1920s revolutionary path. Former
General Secretary Ganapathi warned
against “getting bogged down in
legalism and economism*“ and
forgetting that “masses have to be
prepared for seizure of power’. This
iron grip in Abujhmarh created
discontent among tribals.

The state’s comprehensive
counter-strategy combined security
operations with developmental
outreach. The Union Home Ministry
established a dedicated Left Wing
Extremism Division in 2006, providing
financial support for fortifying police
stations and strengthening state forces.
The CPI(Maoist) was banned under the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act in
2009. Crucially, welfare measures —
Public Distribution System shops,
Anganwadi centres — were routed
through new forward security camps
near Maoist areas. The period of
2024-25 proved decisive. Over 50 new

forward camps in South Bastar and
Narayanpur restricted the movement
of the PLGA, while nearly 2,000 local
‘Bastar Fighters’ with superior terrain
and language knowledge addressed
the Maoist threat significantly.
‘Operation Kagar’, launched in April
2025, systematically targeted the
leadership — claiming Basavaraju in
May and Hidma in November.

In August 2024, the Maoist
Politburo acknowledged nationwide
setbacks and failure to achieve 2020
targets, reframing its strategy toward
tactical retreat and protecting the
party. It restructured battalions into
smaller units to avoid encirclement.

The road ahead

Just before Hidma’s death,
surrendered Central Committee
Member Mallojula Venugopal alias
Sonu appealed to remaining Maoists to
lay down arms, stating bluntly that
armed struggle was “no longer
relevant” and their force “no match for
present well-trained and
well-equipped security forces™.

The party’s Central Committee
responded by expelling Venugopal as a
“traitor” and pledging in an October
2025 statement that it would “never
surrender to the enemy”. Yet, such
defiance cannot obscure the
movement’s collapse — the statement
itself admitted the enemy had “gained
an advantage” and acknowledged the
need to rebuild “while protecting the
Party”. The insurgent party is now led
by Thippiri Tirupathi alias Devuji,
though its Central Committee is yet to
meet, fearing security forces’ reprisals,
to endorse this decision.

As the guns increasingly fall silent,
the challenge shifts. A focus solely on
security could create new grievances.
Only a welfare-minded approach
allowing tribal integration with dignity
can prevent resurgence. For the
Maoists, the movement faces its
severest crisis. The story of their
vicissitudes should suggest a serious
rethink on their understanding of the
Indian state and the futility of an
armed struggle that relegated mass
mobilisation and socio-economic
organisation. The dream of revolution,
it appears, has finally died in the
forests of south-central India.
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determination to replicate
China’s 1920s revolutionary
path

v
The state’s comprehensive
counter-strategy combined
security operations with
developmental outreach. The
Union Home Ministry
established a dedicated Left
Wing Extremism Division in
2006, providing financial
support for fortifying police
stations and strengthening
state forces

v
The period of 2024-25 proved
decisive. Over 50 new forward
camps in South Bastar and
Narayanpur restricted Maoists’
movement, while nearly 2,000
local ‘Bastar Fighters’ with
superior terrain and language
knowledge addressed the
Maoist threat significantly

Trump’s Ukraine gambit

28-point peace plan

The proposal demands Ukraine cede territory and give up its NATO bid in return for security
guarantees, while Russia will be reintegrated into the global economy

GRAPHIC NEWS

Faith against mountain

Marjorie Taylor Greene

The Congresswoman from Georgia, who clashed with Trump, announced she would be quitting

the House, formalising the split in the MAGA movement
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66 kraine may find
U itself facing a
very difficult

choice,” President Volody-
myr Zelenskyy said on Fri-
day. “Either loss of dignity,
or the risk of losing a key
partner,” he added, refer-
ring to the 28-point peace
plan presented to Kyiv by
the Trump administration.
U.S. President Donald
Trump says he expects a
response from Ukraine by
Thanksgiving (Nov. 26).
The Trump plan ad-
dresses both Russia’s secur-
ity concerns and Ukraine’s
demand for security gua-
rantees, but it also acknow-
ledges the facts on the
ground which favour Mos-
cow. Russia now controls
more than 20% of Ukraine’s
pre-2014 territory. Besides
Crimea, which Russia an-
nexed through a referen-
dum in February 2014,
Moscow has annexed four
more Ukrainian oblasts —
Donetsk, Luhansk, Zapo-
rizhzhia and Kherson.
According to  Mr.
Trump’s draft plan, which
was leaked to the media,
Crimea, Luhansk and Do-
netsk will be recognised “as
de facto Russian”. Ukraine
will have to withdraw
troops from the part of Do-
netsk that it currently con-
trols. The line of contact in
Kherson and Zaporizhzhia
will be frozen—-which
means Russia will keep the
territories of these two
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oblasts that it has captured.  neighbouring  countries
Russia will relinquish the and NATO will not expand
territories it has seized oth-  further,” reads another

er than the five oblasts (in
Kharkiv and Ddniprope-
trovsk). Ukraine will also
have to limit the size of its
armed forces to 600,000
personnel (according to
some estimates, Ukraine
now has some 900,000 ac-
tive duty personnel).

The most contentious
point besides territory was
the role of NATO. As of now,
Ukraine doesn’t have a
pragmatic path towards NA-
TO membership. But Uk-
raine has not officially given
up its desire to join the
trans-Atlantic security al-
liance. According to the
Trump plan, however, Uk-
raine should enshrine in its
Constitution that it will not
join NATO, and the bloc
should include in its sta-
tutes a provision that Uk-
raine will not be admitted
in the future. “It is expected
that Russia will not invade

point in the plan. Russia
and NATO will also initiate
dialogue, under the media-
tion of the U.S., to resolve
“all security issues”.

Security guarantees

If peace prevails, the U.S.
promises to reintegrate
Russia into the global eco-
nomy. Sanctions on Russia
could be lifted and the
country could rejoin the G8
grouping, and enter a long-
term economic coopera-
tion agreement with the
U.S. Moscow will have to
enshrine in law its policy of
non-aggression towards Eu-
rope and Ukraine. “If Rus-
sia invades Ukraine, in ad-
dition to a decisive
coordinated military res-
ponse, all global sanctions
will be reinstated, recogni-
tion of the new territory
and all other benefits of this
deal will be revoked,” reads

the document.

While the 28-point pro-
posal says Ukraine will re-
ceive “reliable security gua-
rantees”, it doesn’t offer
details about the promise.
But the Trump administra-
tion has circulated another
draft agreement dealing on-
ly with the security part.
The three-point plan,
which needs the approval
of Ukraine, Russia, the U.S.,
the EU and NATO, promises
NATO-style security assu-
rances to Ukraine for up to
10 years, which can be re-
newed by mutual agree-
ment. A significant and sus-
tained armed attack by
Russia on Ukraine “shall be
regarded as an attack threa-
tening the peace and secur-
ity of the transatlantic com-
munity,” reads the
document. Countermea-
sures “may include armed
force, intelligence and lo-
gistical assistance, econom-
ic and diplomatic actions,
and other steps™.

The Kremlin has res-
ponded positively to the
proposal. Mr. Trump says
Ukraine “must accept” it as
it offers a chance for peace.
An agreement could quick-
ly bring the war to an end
and offer the much needed
security guarantees for Uk-
raine against potential fu-
ture conflicts. But for that,
Kyiv will have to cede terri-
tories, recognise the Rus-
sian control of its eastern
region and relinquish its
bid for NATO. Is Mr. Zelen-
skyy ready for it yet?

Varghese K. George

onald J. Trump has
l) thrived on attacks
from his oppo-

nents, who have called him
a racist, an anti-Semite, a
misogynist, anti-Muslim,
and someone who ruined
America’s global reputation
by abandoning its military
alliances and questioning
wars. These charges fired
up crowds that rallied be-
hind him under the banner
of Make America Great
Again (MAGA). But now he
is being attacked for betray-
ing the very causes he
championed for MAGA.

Marjorie Taylor Greene,
Representative from Geor-
gia, has emerged as a cen-
tral figure in U.S. politics
more for whom she oppos-
es — Mr. Trump - than for
what she stands for. She has
always stood by Mr. Trump
from the early days of MA-
GA, and for the causes that
defined that populist re-
volt. A decade on, she now
opposes Mr. Trump and ac-
cuses him of betraying the
trust of his voters. It was
Mr. Trump’s efforts to pre-
vent transparency in the in-
vestigation of dead sex traf-
ficker Jeffrey Epstein that
led him into head-on con-
flict with the loyalist.

Ms Greene stood her
ground and insisted on the
release of the Epstein files
that link the trafficker to
leading figures in American
public life. Mr. Trump was
forced to eat humble pie

and agree to the demand
for transparency. Along the
way, he called Ms. Greene a
“traitor”, a “lightweight”,
and “whacky”. The split
was completed on Novem-
ber 21, when she an-
nounced she would be quit-
ting the House and would
not be contesting the 2026
election.

The MAGA split is wide
open. She said she expect-
ed a primary challenger
supported by the Presi-
dent, and did not want to
fight it out. “I refuse to be a
‘battered wife” hoping it all
goes away and gets better,”
she said. Mr. Trump said it
was “good news for the
country.” Ms. Greene has
framed her confrontation
with Mr. Trump as a popu-
list revolt. “If I am cast aside
by MAGA Inc and replaced
by Neocons, Big Pharma,
Big Tech, the Military In-
dustrial War Complex, fo-
reign leaders, and the elite
donor class that can’t even

relate to real Americans,
then many common Ameri-
cans have been cast aside
and replaced as well,” she
said.

‘Genocide in Gaza’

Pro-Israel segments in the
Republican and Democrat-
ic parties call her an anti-
Semite for her opposition
to American support for Is-
rael, but Ms. Greene’s posi-
tions have found support
from members of both par-
ties. She has questioned Mr.
Trump’s claim that inflation
is under control and has
been vocal in her criticism
of colleagues in both par-
ties for rocketing health in-
surance costs. She was the
first Republican to term the
Israeli war on Gaza a “geno-
cide”. She has urged the
U.S. to stop funding Israel’s
military campaign, arguing
that “we no longer have to
fund and fight nuclear-
armed secular Israel’s wars,
especially when it leads to

starving children and kill-
ing innocent people”.

She has been a suppor-
ter of gun rights, and even
suggested a 2017 mass
shooting in Las Vegas was a
conspiracy to bring in gun
control. In 2018, she report-
edly suggested that the Sep-
tember 11, 2001 terror
strikes were orchestrated
by the deep state.

Ms. Greene says all her
politics and public service
are guided by her Christian
faith, but her advocacy for
the American working class
is what makes her accepta-
ble to many people. Josh
McKoon of the Georgia GOP
described her as “a tireless
fighter for America First
principles”; Thomas Massie
(R-KY) said she “embodies
what a true representative
should be”; House Minority
Leader, Democrat Hakeem
Jeffries, complimented her
for “enlightened weeks” in
recent times. Democrat Ro
Khanna, speaking of his
agreement with her, said:
“she is genuinely moved by
the Epstein survivors, be-
lieves in Al regulation, and
is anti-war.” He also pre-
viewed what may be brew-
ing. “I'll tell you this. She
has more populist instincts
than (Vice President) ].D.
Vance.”

She has left that open.
“When the common Amer-
ican people finally realise
that The People possess the
real power over Washing-
ton, then I'll be here by
their side to rebuild it.”
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