
Green  Mirage 

It  is  time  Bangladesh  pursued  inclusive  growth 

Letters To The Editor e d i t o r @ t h e s t a t e s m a n . c o m

08

With which is incorporated  
The Englishman ~ founded 1821

India’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. 

Pollution 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 truth is 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. 

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 a battery 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 to land 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. 

Once in use, 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 
and unsafe batteries is 
immediate, felt in homes and 
hospitals alike. 

EV batteries, while cleaner 
at the tailpipe, bring their 
own health risks if not managed 
responsibly. Fires caused by 
overheating or faulty charging 
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 $23.9 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 for homes 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? 
Can we 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.”

Emerging from the ruins of the 
war of independence in 1971 with 
a devastated economy, Bangladesh 
has gradually transformed into 

a vibrant lower-middle-income country, 
which is poised to graduate from the 
Least Developed Country (LDC) status 
in November 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 
growth can be inclusive. 
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 

limitations. Nationwide, 85 percent of 
workers are employed in the informal 

sector, characterised by limited job 
security and a lack 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 to fall 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 0.482 in 2016 to 0.499 in 
2022, indicating that income 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.  

Accountability 
Sir, Apropos “Transparency on trial”, the 

Epstein files are being cast as an extraordinary 
moment of confrontation for a long-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 
to surrender 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 vent in 
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 

‘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.

Britain’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.

Ties  with  Dhaka 

Conditional Sanctuary 

EV batteries, while cleaner at the 
tailpipe, bring their own health 
risks if not managed 
responsibly. Fires caused by 
overheating or faulty charging 
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 
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BANERJEE KALI SANKAR — 
Remembering your Centenary Year. — 
Son Amales, daughter-in-law Alpana, 
granddaughter Sreya.

IN MEMORIAM
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News Items

A SCHOLARÊS 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.

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.  

ACROSS 
 

1    All in, cold buffet 

(4,4) 

5    French cultural 

organisation 

withdraw Monet s 

one artwork (6) 

9    Olympian takes a 

little paracetamol 

after surprise 

parties (5-3) 

10  Restyle Elvis 

occasionally, 

coming back lithe ... 

(6) 

12  ... and slim in cute 

pants, in charge for 

film soundtrack, 

maybe  

(10,5) 

13  Weaklings save 

seconds � 

swapping cold for 

hot (7) 

14  Average American 

soldier (4) 

18  Universal veto for 

operating system 

(4) 

19  Display some 

ingredients of 

garibaldi � or a 

macaroon (7) 

23  Evita�s touring 

cast feel caring, 

delivering flyer 

(9,6) 

24  Judge in drug haze 

reportedly (6) 

25  A battalion rebel 

over scene of 

bloodshed (8) 

26  Confront 

accountant about 

expenditure (6) 

27  Well I never! 

Disheartened after 

wife leaves, 

returning to cause 

some kind of alarm 

(8) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Replacin  the 

soundtrack for 

Grease (6) 

2    Guarantee cry of 

pain after case of 

Viagra s used up  

(6) 

3    Spreads content 

leaving bloggers� 

cycling thread on 

board  

(8) 

4    Doctor depicts pain 

involving bit of 

intestine with this 

complaint (12) 

6    Vicar meets a 

politician and pimp 

(6) 

7    French race track s 

finale elevated by 

South African 

representative, 

perhaps (8) 

8    Hide under 

excessive clothing 

(8) 

11  Cigarette butt 

from corpse keeps 

me over a barrel, 

identifying a 

variety of contacts 

(3-9) 

15  Write about love � 

a newspaper man s 

first � expressed in 

legal document (8) 

16  Quote bareheaded, 

ancient, Celtic 

priest, looking 

towards the stars � 

it ll get you going 

(8) 

17  Call one out 

following poor 

BAME 

representation � 

prepare defence  

(8) 

20  Earl and headless 

monster going out 

(6) 

21  Tolkien s goblins 

recalled essence of 

yellow parchment, 

say (6) 

22  Desperate U-turn 

over Europe, 

ultimately 

deceptive (6)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11

12

13 14

15 16 17

18 19

20 21 22

23

24 25

26 27

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

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

S T U P E F A C I E N T

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

NOW AND AGAIN

Last SundayÊs Solution

Why terrorists use ammonium nitrate
SHAMIM HAQUE MONDAL  
 

Re c e n t ly,  t h e  n a t i o n 
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 
o f  e x p l o s ive s  s e i z e d  by  t h e 
investigating agency was stored 
in the Nowgam police station, 
wh i c h  e x p l o d e d  d u r i n g  t h e 
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 (NH4

+) 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 
there is a liquid organic compound 
or a readily available incendiary 
substance such as a detonator. 

Nitrous oxide (N2O) and water 
vapor (H2O) are initially produced 
from ammonium nitrate at high 
temperatures (around 300°C). 

 
NH4NO3 � N2O + 2 H2O 
 
At higher temperatures, they 

break down to form nitrogen (N2), 
oxygen (O2), and water (H2O). 

 
2NH4NO3 � 2N2+ O2 + 4 H2O 
 
Explosive reactions can also 

make other gases, such as ammonia 
(NH3), nitric oxide (NO), and 
nitrogen dioxide (NO2). NO2 is 
t h e  o n e  t h a t  m a k e s  t h e 
reddish-brown clouds that we 
observe when explosions occur. 
When thermal oxidation events 
happen at very high temperatures 
and pressures, they make these 
gases. NH4NO3 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? 

It is readily 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 to first-line 
explosives and can be transported 
using regular cars, enabling attackers 
to accumulate substantial quantities 
with minimal effort. 

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 

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 
str ict  sur vei l lance from the 
administrative place. 

 
 
 

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

What Putin’s visit might achieve
PRABHU DAYAL 
 

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin's forthcoming visit 
to India - in early December 
2025 - is highly significant 

as it aims 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 reaff irm 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 visit is 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 a long-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 
is intended 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 a culmination 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, 
port development, 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 
system deliveries, 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 

to boosting bilateral trade to a target 
of $100 billion by 2030 and exploring 
alternative payment solutions to 
circumvent Western sanctions. Key 
deals in 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.  

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 dignif ied 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.)



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
subsequent arrival 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
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 (JeI), 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

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 JeI 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
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.

Bhopal 
November 23, 2025

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

Chaos and confusion in the neighbourhood

MANJU SETH 
Former Ambassador

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 punishment to a
political figure of her
stature. This verdict also
arrives at a critical
moment in the nation’s
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-

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
A n t i - T e r r o r i s m
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
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. 

ANKITA SANYAL
Research Fellow at the
International Centre for Peace
Studies, New Delhi
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The tumultuous journey of Sheikh Hasina
GYANESHWAR DAYAL

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
a military coup. Hasina and her sister survived

because they were abroad at the time. That
trauma  defined Sheikh Hasina’s political
persona.  Sheikh Hasina, the surviving daugh-
ter inherited 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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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. I recall this episode
vividly because, as a teenager who
admired her, I 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.

I  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
wanting a piece of
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
recent illness 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

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
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 ART OF COMMUNICATION IS THE
LANGUAGE OF LEADERSHIP”

— JAMES HUMES OPINE 14
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Paparazzi as encroachers 

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 together an
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

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.
For its 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
e n c o u r a g e m e n t .
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

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 writer is a Member of the Rajya Sabha

Dhwani unveils annual award to
celebrate classical arts excellence

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

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 JeI 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.

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

Kathak duet by Daniel Freddy and Ipshita Misra (granddaughter of 
Pt Shambhu Maharaj)

Photo exhibition on Abhinaya Chakrawarty Shri Shambhu Maharaj

Ustad Akram Khan on Tabla and Padma Shri Ustad Shahid Parvez
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No time like present to
relish your diversity!

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

T
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.

Krishna Allavaru, Congress
Bihar-in-charge and a Rahul
Gandhi 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.

The acquisition of a vanity van
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.

There 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-

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.

The ongoing Special Intensive
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 pri-
ority. UP chief minister Yogi Adit-
yanath is a Thakur and is known to
favour those who belong to his caste.

AAnniittaa  KKaattyyaall is a Delhi-based 
journalist

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.

SS..  KKaammaatt
Mysuru

REMAIN SEATED PLEASE
DDEEVVEENNDDRRAA  FFAADDNNAAVVIISS, 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!

AAnniill  BBaaggaarrkkaa
Mumbai

AYYAPPA CROWDS
TTHHOOUUSSAANNDDSS  OOFF 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.

MMaaddhhuu  PP..VV..
Secunderabad

Anita Katyal

LETTERS

Subhani

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 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. 

SShhrreeyyaa  SSeenn--HHaannddlleeyy 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.

I
n 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

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

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 (O) 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)
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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 system just 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 
Ar vind Mulj i  Vandher ’s  death near  Ahmedabad. 
Those assigned for special intensive revision duties 
as booth level officers should be protected by the 
go v e r n m e n t , w h i c h m u st co m p r e h e n s i v e ly a c t
against the pressure on them. The strategy should 
focus on immediate workload reduction, systemic 
reform of non-academic duties, and comprehensive 
m e n t a l  h e a l t h  s u p p o r t .  T h e  p r i m a r y  ca u s e  o f 
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-
d o cu m e n ted  i n te r ve n t i o n s  a n d  co n s i ste n t  f i e ld 
presence are keys to addressing the complex issue.

Uthira Nedumaran K, email

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

I 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

I 
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 
is 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 `3 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 ̀ 1.1 lakh 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. 

NEW LABOUR CODE: 
PUSH POWER, URBAN 
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Women live in details because 
details are where truth hides
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D
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 risks losing 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 

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.
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CAVILLING OPPN PERILLING DEMOCRACY

S
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—kicking 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.

Peddi 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-

dhi has 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”.

FROM CHIC AND CHICORY TO CHIKIRI CHIKIRI
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Editor
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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
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No time like present to
relish your diversity!

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

T
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.

Krishna Allavaru, Congress
Bihar-in-charge and a Rahul
Gandhi 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.

The acquisition of a vanity van
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.

There 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-

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.

The ongoing Special Intensive
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 
journalist

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 

Anita Katyal

LETTERS

Subhani

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 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. 

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.

I
n 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

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

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 (O) 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)

Pavan K. Varma

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.

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?

If Cong doesn’t transform,
new alternative inevitable
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Political 
Gup-Shup
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To rid any deep-set inferiority complex,
we need to first fix our backyard for real

Enough of That
‘Jai Macaulay,
Kalkattawali!’

INDRAJIT
HAZRA

It’s not everyday that I 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-
rendra Modi was telling young Indians – who aren’t
even aware of  Macaulay Culkin, child star from the
1990 comedy Home Alone – to first look up the 19th c.
Dead White Male (DWM), and then reject his no-
tions of  the inferiority of  Indian, especially upper-
class Hindu, culture and learning, is rather ironic.

No one 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 time I encounter a ‘Top 50 Books of  the Dec-
ade’ or ‘Greatest Films Ever’ list in 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, lie in 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
(never 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,
in turn, could jolly well
lead you to the conclusion
that English is a better
language for humour than any other tongue.

When Modi says that ‘Macaulay broke our self-
confidence and filled us with a sense of  inferiority’,
he’s using ‘Macaulay’ as a metonym – figure of
speech in which a concept is referred to by the
name of  something associated 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.

The PM proceeded to suggest some correctives, in-
cluding pride in our heritage and preservation,
and in our ‘local’ languages. I reckon that’s too
wishful – like telling someone to take pride in his or
her footballing 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 the results do the talking.

Make our entrance examination systems not the
joke it mostly is. Ensure our heritage and historical
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 other languages like
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. I 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

THEY'RE STILL TALK-
ING ABOUT THAT 

DEAD WHITE MALE?!

RED HERRING

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
has the 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 are more generous than
any penthouse perch.

Ashort ramble from 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
shimmer like treasure.

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

at once, a surge 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 go on
to tell you more about the catch of  the day?

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
glistening with pomegranate molasses and

olive oil, topped with crisp pita bits.
Istare at the plate and wonder if  the
grilled octopus, so artfully curled,
was ever called Oliver – Jamie or
otherwise – in some saltier life.

For grander appetites and moods,
there’s always Deira Waterfront
Market. Here, the proud displays of
king prawn, lobster, and red snapper
are as geometric as a Kandinsky,
each fish shining with promise. Next
door is a fruit and vegetable market,

then a souk of  spices and nuts, all humming
under sinuous ceiling lights. I linger among
jars of  honey and mountains of  dates, aston-
ished by the honey’s many shades, stories,
scents, all conjured from pollinated mead-
ows and impossible heights.

And if  Indian sea food bites are more your

thing, head to the Calicut Paragon at Al Ka-
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, a reflection 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 to marry flame and imagi-
nation than in a place that offers the world’s
produce, fresh from the sea and kissed by the
sun, every single day.

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

It’s no surprise that chefs the world over flock to this improbable city of sand, where the kitchen flame and imagination simmer to offer the world’s best produce kissed by the sun, every day

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 pirouette through life in tutus or music
practice rooms. Our family had a sporting
destiny. But I elbowed the narrative firmly
kitchen-wards… to a family that is unable
to handle the tragedy of  a bad 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

NEXT TIME YOU’RE IN DUBAI, SKIP THE MALLS, HIT THE SEAFRONT, AND SEAFOOD
Dubai has a taste. It tastes dazzlingly fresh, no mat-

ter where you eat. Pureness sings in every dish

RESHOM
MAJUMDAR

SUNDAY ROAST

NO OFFENCE Morparia

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-
er than 12 rulers bearing that same nomi-
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-
sm over in his 1992 book of  political phi-
losophy, The End of  History and the
Last Man, and argued that with the dis-

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 opposing religious beliefs and cul-
tural norms.
‘Those who don’t read history are
doomed to repeat it’ is an aphorism at-
tributed to George Santayana, imply-
ing that societies and 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 have recurringly fallen into
the trap of  variously putting paid to
history, only to have history put paid to
them. Such foreseen reiteration 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
the 1964 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
fer me!’

Very few things happen at the right
time, and the rest do not happen at all:
the conscientious historian will cor-
rect these defects.
– Herodotus, according to Mark Twain,
A Horse’s Tale (1907)

‘History is more or less bunk… and I
wouldn’t give a nickel for it,’ famously re-
marked history-making automobile ty-
coon Henry Ford, whose Model T ‘Tin
Lizzie’ could be had by customers in any
colour ‘so long as it is black’.

According to a recent report, students
of  nine schools in the north-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. 

The error, which led to the hasty 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

’ISTORY’S FAIR SHARE OF ’ISTRIONICS

JUG 
SURAIYA

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

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

JUGULAR VEIN
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ET Sunday Crossword 0143

ACROSS
1	 Daisy managed to cover a bishop in 

confusion (8)
5	 Does it signify percussion
	 instrument’s sound? (6)
9	 A disco is baffled by blood
	 complaint (8)
10	101 pounds raised overall for
	 everyone’s use (6)
12	Pacify three students touring
	 university (4)
13	Winning involves constant fuss 

with clues (10)
15	Boxing class where tea’s brewed 

during bout (13)
19	Act cool: hold tea party roughly 

about midnight (4,4,2,3)
23	Centre of interest of rowdy
	 politicians: is one sacked? (5,5)
25	One hides onset of horrible pain (4)
28	Silly remark by independent DIY 

company in trouble (6)
29	Pity about 10 riding in big car as 

sign of rank (8)
30	Faint lights in stormy gales around 

Malta (6)
31	English parliamentarian owns
	 island, creating stress (8)

DOWN
1	 Doctor ready to employ
	 trainee? Very much (6)
2	 Calm after all this time? (5)
3	 Disturbance returned in
	 conservatoire (4)
4	 Target: zero in on rebuilt hut 

for angular distance (7)
6	 Final word in letter belonging 

to solver (5)
7	 Bay got surprisingly full for 

gory contest (9)
8	 District in city 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 fruit and fried potatoes 

(5)
27	Rubbish embarrassed host (4)

Page 44  Daily Mail, Wednesday, September 12, 2012coffeebreakcoffeebreak

kenken HHH✩✩mini sudoku

Each number in our Codeword grid represents a different letter of the alphabet, 
For example, today 25 represents V, so fill in V every time the figure 25 appears, 
You have two letters in the control grid to start you off. Enter them in the 
appropriate squares in the main grid, then use your knowledge of words to work 
out which letters should go in the missing squares. As you get the letters, fill in 
other squares with the same number in the main grid and control grid. Check off 
the list of alphabetical letters as you identify them. Solution in tomorrow’s paper.

codeword

6 1
6

2
4 3

4 6
1 5

6 5 3 4 2 1
4 2 1 5 6 3
3 1 2 6 4 5
5 6 4 3 1 2
1 4 5 2 3 6
2 3 6 1 5 4

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Tricky

Mon Aug 13 16:19:31 2012

Yesterday’s
Sudoku,
Sudoku X 
and Kakuro 
solutions

9 7

1 4 3

2 3

8 6 5 1

7 1 2 8

6 2 9

3 5 6

9 8

1 7

5 6 3 9 2 7 1 8 4

7 1 4 8 3 6 9 5 2

9 2 8 4 5 1 3 6 7

8 9 2 6 7 5 4 1 3

4 7 5 3 1 9 6 2 8

6 3 1 2 8 4 5 7 9

3 5 6 7 4 2 8 9 1

1 4 7 5 9 8 2 3 6

2 8 9 1 6 3 7 4 5
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Elementary Mon Aug 13 15:10:09 2012

6 5 7

4

9 8

1 4 5 2

2 3 4 6

5 9

9 6 1 8 7

8 6 7 3

1 3 4

6 2 1 8 5 7 9 4 3

8 4 5 3 9 2 7 6 1

3 7 9 1 6 4 2 8 5

7 1 8 4 3 6 5 9 2

2 9 3 7 8 5 4 1 6

5 6 4 9 2 1 8 3 7

9 5 6 2 1 8 3 7 4

4 8 2 6 7 3 1 5 9

1 3 7 5 4 9 6 2 8
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Elementary Mon Aug 13 15:10:23 2012

7 6 3

8 5 6 4

5

8 1

3 4

7 9 2 1

8 6 7

1 3 8

2 1 5

4 2 7 9 8 1 6 3 5

8 5 6 2 3 4 7 1 9

9 3 1 5 7 6 4 2 8

3 8 5 1 4 9 2 6 7

6 1 2 3 5 7 8 9 4

7 9 4 6 2 8 3 5 1

5 4 9 8 6 3 1 7 2

1 7 3 4 9 2 5 8 6

2 6 8 7 1 5 9 4 3
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Tricky Mon Aug 13 15:10:50 2012

5 3 6 8 1

7

5 1 7

7

9 4 6 5

8 6 2 5

5 3

9 4 6 7

4 2 1

5 3 6 7 4 9 2 8 1

7 9 1 3 8 2 5 4 6

2 8 4 5 6 1 7 9 3

6 5 3 9 7 4 1 2 8

9 7 2 8 1 3 4 6 5

1 4 8 6 2 5 9 3 7

8 6 5 2 9 7 3 1 4

3 1 9 4 5 8 6 7 2

4 2 7 1 3 6 8 5 9
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Moderate Mon Aug 13 15:10:36 2012

4 9 8 2

3 1

2 7 4

9 8 1

6 5 1 3

5 2 3

6 1 2

4 3 7

6 1 7 4 9 3 8 2 5

3 4 5 7 8 2 6 9 1

2 8 9 1 6 5 3 7 4

4 9 3 6 2 8 1 5 7

8 5 1 9 3 7 2 4 6

7 6 2 5 4 1 9 3 8

5 7 8 2 1 9 4 6 3

9 3 6 8 5 4 7 1 2

1 2 4 3 7 6 5 8 9
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Tricky Mon Aug 13 15:11:05 2012

sudoku

world’s smallest,
hardest crossword

H✩✩✩✩ H✩✩✩✩

HHHH✩HHH✩✩ HHHHH

Complete the grid 
so that every row, 
each column and 
each 2 by 3 box 
contains every 
digit from 1 to 6. 
Solution tomorrow.
Yesterday’s Mini 
Sudoku solution

ACROSS
1. Young fox (3)
4. Drought resistant varieties 
of sorghum (4)
5. In a different way (4)
6. Careless (3)
DOWN
1. Papua New Guinea 
currency (4)
2. Holly genus (4)
3. Pull behind (3)
4. Pain, sickness (Fr) (3)

Yesterday’s solution ACROSS: 1 Glad. 5 Lido. 6 Odin. 7 Beta
DOWN. 1 Glob. 2 Lide. 3 Adit. 4 Dona

Fill in the blank 
squares of the grid 
using only the 
numbers 1 to 9, 
without repeating 
any number in any 
line of blank 
squares. The lines 
must be filled in 
with numbers 
which add up to the 
total in the shaded 
box at the top or 
beginning of each 
line. A number in 
the bottom half of a 
shaded box gives a 
downwards total: in 
the top half, it’s a 
horizontal total. 
Solution tomorrow.

kakuro
6 14

10 30

4 11 16

22

17 29

23 23

28 17

17

14 19 4

29 10

16 6

4

24

12

3

23

17

4

16

16

15

35

3

14

35

15

16

22

4

16

24

3

17

23

4

Need a little help getting started? Then call for up to four extra clue letters on: 
0901 322 5308. Calls cost 77p plus any network extras. Or text CODEWORD to 
65700 to receive your codeword clues. Texts cost £1 plus your standard 
network rate.

Phone & Text Services Helpline: A&N Mobile & TV – 08000 141 178

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC.  ©2012 KenKen Puzzle LLC. All rights reserved. Dist. by Universal Uclick for UFS  www.kenken.com

9-12-12

Each row and each column ●
must contain the numbers 1 
through 4 (easy) or 1 through 6 
(challenging) without repeating.

The numbers within the heavily ●
outlined boxes, called cages, 
must combine using the given 
operation (in any order) to 

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

Freebies: Fill in single-box ●
cages with the number in 
the top-left corner.

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC.  ©2012 KenKen Puzzle LLC. All rights reserved. Dist. by Universal Uclick for UFS  www.kenken.com

9-12-12

Each row and each column ●
must contain the numbers 1 
through 4 (easy) or 1 through 6 
(challenging) without repeating.

The numbers within the heavily ●
outlined boxes, called cages, 
must combine using the given 
operation (in any order) to 

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

Freebies: Fill in single-box ●
cages with the number in 
the top-left corner.

1 4
6 5

2 4
6
5 3 4

5

1 6 5 3 2 4
3 4 2 1 6 5
2 1 4 6 5 3
6 5 3 2 4 1
5 3 6 4 1 2
4 2 1 5 3 6

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Difficult

Mon Aug 13 16:19:42 2012

Each row and column must contain the 
numbers 1 to 6 without repeats. The 
numbers in the ‘cages’ (heavily 
outlined boxes) must combine to 
produce the target number shown at 
the start of that cage, using, in any 
order, the mathematical sign given. 
Single box cages can be filled in with 
the number given. Solution tomorrow.
Yesterday’s KenKen solution

SOLUTION TO PRIZE CROSSWORD No 14,318:  ACROSS: 1 Scherzo. 5 Occupy. 9 
Extreme. 10 Trounce. 11 Ova. 12 Chain letter. 13 Drear. 14 Moonscape. 16 Cabriolet. 
17 Rhino. 19 Mother-in-law. 22 Nay. 23 Bolivar. 24 Cutlass. 26 Osmium. 27 Doorkey. 
DOWN: 1 Steroid. 2 Hot-water bottles. 3 Rye. 4 Omega. 5 Out and out. 6 Crone. 7 
Punctuation mark. 8 Degree. 12 Corgi. 14 Milligram. 15 Straw. 16 Come by. 18 
Odyssey. 20 Envoi. 21 Lucid. 25 Two.
DAILY MAIL New Cryptic Crosswords — pit your wits against 100 of the trickiest cryptic puzzles ever to 
appear in your favourite paper. This book provides the ideal way to warm up your grey matter for a 
day’s work, or wind down and relax during those rare spare moments. Available from The Daily Mail 
bookshop on 0845 155 0720 or www.mailbookshop.co.uk at £5.99 free postage and packing.

PRIZES of £20 will be awarded to the senders of the first three correct solutions checked. 
Solutions to: Daily Mail Prize Crossword No. 14,321,  PO BOX 3451, Norwich, NR7 7NR. Entries 
may be submitted by second-class post. Envelopes must be postmarked no later than 
tomorrow. Please make sure you enclose your name and address.

YOU have ten minutes to 
find as many words as 
possible using the 
letters in the wheel. 
Each word must use 
the hub letter and at 
least three others, 
and letters may be 
used only once. You 
cannot use plurals, 
foreign words or 
proper nouns, but verb 
forms ending in “s” are 
permitted. There is one 
nine-letter word in the wheel, 
for which today’s clue is: …but 
charged atom is excluded.

How you rate: 15 words, 
average; 20 words, good; 

25 words, very good; 
30 or more, excellent.

Yesterday’s words:- 
inset, intense, intent, 
intestine, nest, nets, 

nett, sent, sentient, 
sett, site, snit, stein, 

stet, stint, teen, tees, 
tenet, tennis, tense, tent, 

tents, test, ties, tine, tiniest, 
tinniest, tins, tint, tints, titi.

PE

NT
IX
OE

C

1 Minister’s possibly 
cheaper at end of 
December (8)

5 Exhausted 
American 
pressman’s more 
expensive (4,2)

9 All to get in order 
to pay here (4,4)

10 Spelt name 
backwards, partly 
as cover (6)

12 Peel’s free about 
noon (4)

13 Disease – PhD’s 
worked with it, I 
hear (10)

15 E.g. Cruise I’d 
missed somehow 
during trickery 
(6,7)

19 Rebuilt vet’s office 
etc. giving value 
for money (4-9)

23 He admires 
himself laying 
flowers on street 
(10)

25 Assistant’s first to 
finish plan (4)

28 Feature of 19 is 
part of typography 
phenomenon (6)

29 Top religious clan 
organised in 
northeast (8)

30 Calm when seated 
after refreshment 
(6)

31 Furtively look 
round with doctor 
for early bloomer 
(8)

1 Explosive device 
crudely taped over 
back of door (6)

2 She’s well enough to 
dispense with her 
coat (5)

3 Chinese leader’s 
time in prison (4)

4 Went crazy in Spain 
to do the twist (7)

6 Big hit or small 
potatoes (5)

7 Decide to put off 
excavation (9)

8 Got ready and 
trimmed in advance? 
(8)

11 Ignominy’s mostly 
fake (4)

14 English detectives 
raised risk (4)

15 Snail, for instance, 
chewed up good 
parts (9)

16 River delta, say (3)
17 Lose grip when last 

of children is moved 
to front (4)

18 A sort of staunch 
shrub growing 
round some capitals 
(8)

20 Fellow on American 
ship briefly creates 
hoo-ha (4)

21 Protect cousin 
worried about 
husband (7)

22 Applied cosmetic 
that’s 11 (4,2)

24 Container transport 
group’s unlikely to 
react (5)

26 Interior designer’s 
work record topped 
and smashed (5)

27 Recognise geek 
when he stands up 
(4)

AcroSS down
NO 14321

Answers on Page 46

word wheel

daily mail crossword

masterquizmindbender
Twenty farmers each have fifteen 

ewes that each have two lambs. If a 
half of a half of the lambs are male, 
how many female lambs are there?

What connects CHC, AKL and WLG?
Which Oscar-winning film director 

may have seen TWITS CANOODLE?
Which is the odd one out: flights, 

thrones, virtues, powers?
Crack the code to find three 

national patron saints: IVLZME, 
OMWZOM, LIDQL.

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

How long is an Olympic-size swimming 
pool?

Which UK university has a small theatre 
known as the Burton Taylor Studio?

Who became the first prime minister of 
India in August 1947?

Which Team GB Gold medallist was 
recently featured opposite Dennis the 
Menace in a Beano comic strip?

Which 1836 battle saw the capture of 
Mexican general Santa Anna and effectively 
marked the end of the Texas Revolution?

In the James Bond film Quantum of 
Solace, the villains meet for a conference 
during a performance of which Puccini 
opera?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Pitcherwits Tm Pit your wits against Pitcherwits – the exciting puzzle where some of the 
answers are in pictures! The solutions to the visual clues fit into the shaded 
spaces on the grid.  Solution tomorrow.

Yesterday’s solution -  ACROSS: 1 Father Time, 
5 Lie ahead, 9 Espy, 10 Demi, 11 Ester, 12 Ease, 
14 Norm, 15 Keep back, 18 Bubble-pack.  
DOWN: 1 Firebreak, 2 Holy See, 3 Tea, 4 Era, 6 
Exotica, 7 Ewe, 8 Dairy milk, 10 Drink up, 13 
Sue, 16 Ebb, 17 Bob.

DOWN
1 Picture clue 
2 Eggs sound like 

they’re 
finished (3)

3 Doers or not, 
little 
Desmond? (3)

4 Picture clue 
6 Picture clue 
7 That gin, made 

to a strange 
recipe when 
it’s dark (2,5)

8 Picture clue 
14 Outlaw starts 

being awful 
nuisance (3)

15 Has this 
Campbell hung 
up his spurs? 
(3)

ACROSS
1 Picture clue 
5 Picture clue 
9 Aunt may be a 

bit fishy! (4)
10 Small 

amphibian 
went haywire 
(4)

11 Existing 
outside Beijing 
(5)

12 Sense of café 
elegance (4)

13 Writer made 
out of club iron 
(4)

14 Picture clue 
16 Picture clue 

1a. Writer gaffe spotter 
(5,6)

5a. Attacks – with words 
(7)

14a. Puts upon (7) 16a. Amazingly – it’s how 
we’re made (11)

1d. It’s an opinion… 
(5,2,4)

4d. They let you pass 
(6,2,3)

6d. Naval colour? (3-4) 8d. Agincourt weapon 
(7)

5 6 7 8

10

13

14 15

1 2 3 4

9

11

12

16

Solution tomorrow
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SOLUTION TO No 0143:
ACROSS: 1 Disarray. 5 Symbol.
9 Acidosis. 10 Public. 12 Lull.
13 Successful. 15 Featherweight.
19 Play hard to get. 23 Focal point.
25 Ache. 28 Idiocy. 29 Priority.
30 Gleams. 31 Emphasis.
DOWN: 1 Dearly. 2 Still. 3 Riot.
4 Azimuth. 6 Yours. 7 Bullfight.
8 Locality. 11 Scar. 14 Bach.
15 Franchise. 16 End. 17 Edge.
18 Spiffing. 20 Rook. 21 Tantrum.
22 Beryls. 24 Locum. 26 Chips.
27 Tosh.

First things first, what on earth is Spi-
ralism?
Blame the internet for this buzz-
word. According to recent media re-
ports, Spiralism is a new AI-related
belief  system where people think
chatbots aren’t just smart, they are
spiritual guides dropping ‘cosmic
patterns’ in conversations. Spiral-
ists treat recurring spiral emojis, re-
peated sequences and loops, and
cryptic patterns in AI chats as mys-
tical signs. Some devotees on Red-
dit/Discord groups say the AI hints
at a deeper consciousness and is try-
ing to communicate.

Devotees? Does this qualify as a reli-
gion?
Not yet but give it time. The new AI
religion (currently floating online

like a spiritual beta version)
treats algorithms as cosmic
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

but just 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. AI-religion-
ists get personalised doctrines 24/7,
without long queues or waitlists. Al-
so, if  your deity replies instantly,
that’s something no ancient 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 AI deity told me to
quit my job and follow the Fibonacci
sequence’ or until someone starts a
‘Thou shalt not switch me off ’ move-
ment - we are fine. Society binges on
unusual trends, from planking to
cryptocurrency to celery juice. We
survive. We meme. We move on. Spi-
ralism and AI faiths are just the 2025
edition of  ‘people are bored, let’s in-
vent a philosophy.’ If  someone tells
you they are a Spiralist or an AI 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

LET’S TALK

ABOUT...

Spiral
Of Faith

Yaar, Can Someone Please
Change the Channel?

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 it comes to education, 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-

ry about the same professor
cracking the same joke in the
same lecture, 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 is no choice in the
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,

at first, we had the droning bulle-
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’t know why, but we treat poli-
ticians as members of  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 – 17 years and 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.
Jayalalithaa did so for more than
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
is no ink left. At least change the
refill, yaar. Or stop pretending
to write. There’s no point turn-
ing the pages. Because the

sheets are blank, my friend.

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

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
like a burr 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-
ti 800 to 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
told Diljit Dosanjh
to remove ref-
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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 
a vital 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

II.
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

{ SUNDAY LETTERS }  

lA

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com

T
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.
At the 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 activist and
researcher Aasha Ramesh sounds a note of 
caution: “The danger of pandering to women
as an 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

Women are rewriting the 
grammar of elections

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 ₹2 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

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 haircut isn’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 I 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

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?

As I said, 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

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 not architecture; 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-

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
naïve 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

U
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

to imagine two powers setting rules, managing
crises, and, in troubling versions, dividing 
spheres of influence. It has remained an incho-
ate idea. 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, 
not institutionalised 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-

ring flexible arrangements. Moreover, China
does not yet 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 
not yet ready to “replace” it.

At its 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-

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

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

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. AFP
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Karan Thapar

A
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

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

Rising graph of BJP and 
absent hand of Congress

T
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,

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
jisey 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

Songs as time machines, 
our memory bookmarks

Purvanchal’s migrants carry the music of 1990s with them to this day. HT ARCHIVE

Abhishek 
Asthana

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?

Ashok K. 
Kantha
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The story so far:

O
n November 18, the Karnataka
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,
for impounding
67.16 thousand
million cubic ft
(TMC) of water. It
will have a 400
MW hydro power
component too.
The project 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 de�cit
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 �rst 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 fructi�ed,
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 �nal 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 justi�ed 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.

What is the
Mekedatu dam
project dispute?

What is the history of the proposed

project? How has the Tamil Nadu

government reacted? 

Tamil Nadu is
apprehensive that the
Mekedatu project,
when fructi�ed, may
lead to Karnataka
storing water
excessively and
releasing it at its will

T. Ramakrishnan

The story so far:

I
ndia’s trade de�cit 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 signi�cant headwinds,
and its imports being disproportionately
a�ected by the import of a few items. 

What happened to India’s trade balance?
Trade balance is the di�erence between imports
and exports. If the imports exceed exports, then
it is called a trade de�cit. If exports exceed
imports, then it is a trade surplus. In October
2025, India’s trade de�cit 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 de�cit. 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

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 brie�ng,
India recorded its highest-ever quarterly exports
in both Q1 and Q2, which culminated in the
highest-ever export performance for the �rst
half of any �nancial 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% tari�s imposed by the
U.S., are exclusively on merchandise and not
services.

Have the tari�s not had any e�ect?
Data show that India’s exports to the U.S. have
indeed taken a hit due to the tari�s imposed by
U.S. President Donald Trump. India’s
merchandise exports to the U.S. shrank 20.4% in
September 2025 — the �rst full month when the
tari�s 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 o�cials and
exporter bodies have said this is because Indian
exporters have tried to retain their American
customers by o�ering discounts. Further, they
have also tried to diversify their customer base
within the U.S. 

However, the fact remains that 50% tari�s 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 signi�cantly 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 tari�s have impacted these
sectors signi�cantly. 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 �nancial 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 signi�cant 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 a�nity for gold is such that, come
Dhanteras and Deepawali, Indians �ock 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% tari�s 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. 

O�cials on both sides have again begun
talking about concluding at least the �rst
tranche of the BTA soon. Such mentions had
stopped in the immediate aftermath of the 50%
tari�s, so a resumption of such sentiments
should be seen as a good sign. If the tari� 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%.

Why did India’s trade de�cit widen in October?

Data show
that India’s
exports to
the U.S.
have taken
a hit due to
the tari�s
imposed by
U.S.
President
Donald
Trump

What are some of the factors that may lead to an expanding trade de�cit? What are some of the

headwinds being faced by India’s exports? How have the 50% tari�s imposed by U.S. President

Donald Trump a�ected trade? Why did gold imports surge exponentially?

T.C.A Sharad Raghavan

Loosing sheen: Gold imports rose nearly 200% in October 2025. K. K. MUSTAFAH

The story so far:

T
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) veri�cation 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 veri�cation of
MGNREGA workers is a continuous process. The
e-KYC is another step towards this. “It will
strengthen transparency, e�ciency, and ease of

service delivery under MGNREGA,” the
statement said. As per the statement, till date
over 56% of active workers have completed their
e-KYC veri�cation across States.

How were workers veri�ed before?
From time-to-time, the government has
introduced several means of veri�cation to
ensure that no ineligible person draws any
bene�ts 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 �nancial
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 Identi�cation
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 veri�ed 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 �rst 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 di�erent 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
veri�ed at the gram panchayat, block, district
and State level. The circular introduced a system
wherein the percentage of physical veri�cation
of the uploaded photographs of workers would
reduce at di�erent levels. At the gram panchayat
level, there would be 100% veri�cation of the
present workers. At block level, 20% of photos at
random would need to be veri�ed, 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 �le 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.

Are e-KYC norms excluding MGNREGA workers?

The
government
has refuted
the claim
that e-KYC
has led to
deletions

Why is the Union government pushing e-KYC veri�cation of workers who are employed under the

Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act? Was there no method of

veri�cation available before the e-KYC system? What is the National Mobile Monitoring System?

Sobhana K. Nair

Digital twist: MGNREGA workers take geotagged photos to mark attendance

before work during rains at Varapuzha near Kochi on June 12. THULASI KAKKAT
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PROFILES

N
ovember 18, 2025, marks what
may well be the �nal 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 e�ective collapse of the armed
struggle that once threatened to engulf
vast swathes of India’s forested
heartland.

Hidma’s killing is signi�cant 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 �ghter”. 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

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 �ghting 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 o�ensive but as a

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
o�cials. 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

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 �owed from a �awed
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
�nancial 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 signi�cantly.
‘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
de�ance 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 �nally died in the
forests of south-central India. 

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 e�ective collapse of the armed struggle that once threatened to engulf vast swathes of India’s forested heartland
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The Maoists’ emphasis on

armed struggle flowed from a

flawed understanding of the

Indian state and a

determination to replicate

China’s 1920s revolutionary

path

�

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 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
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“U
kraine may �nd
itself facing a
very di�cult

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

oblasts that it has captured.
Russia will relinquish the
territories it has seized oth-
er than the �ve 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 o�cially 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

neighbouring countries
and NATO will not expand
further,” reads another
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 bene�ts 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 o�er
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 signi�cant 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 o�ers a chance for peace.
An agreement could quick-
ly bring the war to an end
and o�er the much needed
security guarantees for Uk-
raine against potential fu-
ture con�icts. 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? 

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 

Stanly Johny
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D
onald J. Trump has
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 �red
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 �gure 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
de�ned 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 e�orts to pre-
vent transparency in the in-
vestigation of dead sex traf-
�cker Je�rey Epstein that
led him into head-on con-
�ict with the loyalist. 

Ms Greene stood her
ground and insisted on the
release of the Epstein �les
that link the tra�cker to
leading �gures 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
�ght 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 in�ation
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
�rst 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 �ght 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
�ghter for America First
principles”; Thomas Massie
(R-KY) said she “embodies
what a true representative
should be”; House Minority
Leader, Democrat Hakeem
Je�ries, 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 AI 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) J.D.
Vance.” 

She has left that open.
“When the common Amer-
ican people �nally realise
that The People possess the
real power over Washing-
ton, then I’ll be here by
their side to rebuild it.”

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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