
{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

A
fter a backlash from Western allies, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump scaled back his rhetoric
on America taking over Greenland. The
island-territory has always been a theatre of

geopolitical competition, which is now getting headted
due to the energy and trade realities the world faces.

Australia-based researcher Elizabeth Buchanan’s
So You Want to Own Greenland?: Lessons from the 
Vikings to Trump offers the reader important perspec-
tive on why the island is a key piece in the ongoing 
great power race. From the earliest expeditions to the
island by Norse sailors to the US using the island as a
military base during the Cold War and the island’s 
relationship with the Kingdom of Denmark, of which
it remains a territory but with significant autonomy, 
the book offers the reader a detailed sketch of the past,
present and future of the island. It also delves into the
fallout on the immediate neighbourhood, specifically
Canada, if Trump’s plans come to fruition. 

So You Want to Own 
Greenland?
Elizabeth Buchanan
2025
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context, and helps understand recent news events

MORE THAN AN ISLAND

for startups include reduction in patent fee,
expedited examination, and assistance for inter-
national filings through SIP-EIT scheme. The
Draft National Deep Tech Startup Policy, RDI
Scheme for private sector, Startup India Seed
Fund Scheme, SAMRIDH program for
IT, and iDEX scheme for the defence
sector are laudable initiatives.

In India, deep tech startups struggle
with incubation support, funding
shortage, and dysfunctional patent
monetisation framework. Experience
of universities such as the IITs, IISc
and BITS reveals that the real prob-
lems are insufficient funding, inade-
quate mentoring, lack of access to a
patent system, and inability to mone-
tise patents. What are the reasons?

Long gestation period, risky R&D,
funding uncertainty, and lack of pat-
ent-protected innovations are existen-
tial challenges. The return on invest-
ment for patent licensing is low, and
institutions retain ownership of pat-
ents — making it difficult for inventors
to commercialise independently. The
lack of interdisciplinary awareness between
technical know-how and legal knowledge — the
necessary and sufficient conditions — for patent
licensing aggravates the problem. As a result,
most Indian deep tech startups gradually die.
Those who are able to secure patents fulfil the
requirements of “novelty” and “inventive step”,

but ex post fall short of the third requirement of
“industrial applicability”.

Some problems are systemic. The average pend-
ency — from application to grant of patent — is 
40-50 months. The average time to receive the first
examination report is almost 12 months. This is dis-
astrous for deep tech startups. Since patented inno-
vations are business assets that help attract fund-
ing, delay in getting patents granted risk collapse of
the idea. Here, we make six actionable recommen-
dations.

Strengthen academic-startup linkages: Over half
of deep tech startups originate from within acade-

mia. Collaborations with top academic
institutions are vital for knowledge
transfer, joint intellectual property (IP),
access to talent, and sharing of labs and
R&D facilities. Doctoral (PhD) pro-
grammes need reorientation to promote
entrepreneurship and making company
formation or prototype development,
instead of just academic publications, as
PhD outcomes.

Expand access to strategic capital:
Startups require long-term capital to
support high R&D costs and longer
time-to-market — typical of all deep tech
fields. Leveraging government funds —
such as the Deep Tech Fund of Funds
and thematic venture capital vehicles —
with domestic and foreign private
investments can create an enabling envi-
ronment for deep tech innovation.

Foster IP literacy and support robust
patent portfolios: Engineers and scientists in this
space should actively seek IP education, institu-
tional support, and professional advisory to
build defensible and high-value patent portfo-
lios. IP literacy must be part of early-stage accel-
erator and incubator support. Building a culture
of IP and fostering greater collaboration with

legal professionals are essential.
Promote regulatory ease and fast-track approv-

als: The government and regulatory agencies
should simplify procedures and introduce regu-
latory sandboxes for AI, robotics, quantum com-
puting, semiconductors, biotech, and autono-
mous vehicles. Fast-track mechanisms will help
startups bring complex, high-impact technolo-
gies to market rapidly. The focus should be on
patent quality rather than numbers.

Institutional framework for academia: There is
a dire need to create new India-centric institu-
tional frameworks for assisting faculty and
founders in deep tech space. This can be done by
enabling access to skilled professionals for pro-
totyping, certification, validation, trials, reliabil-
ity, regulatory approvals, patent filing/prosecu-
tion, and licensing.

Incentivise commercialisation and interna-
tional collaboration: Targeted incentives — for
example, grants for prototype development, rev-
enue-linked tax benefits, and prioritised govern-
ment procurement — will help startups cross
the critical commercialisation chasm. Thematic
global partnerships and collaborations with tech
companies can open new markets, facilitate tech
transfer, and accelerate commercial scale-up for
Indian startups.

Patents beget innovation and innovation
catalysis growth — as demonstrated by the phe-
nomenal work of the 2025 Nobel laureates in
economics. Innovation will help our startups
scale and enhance India’s economic resilience to
achieve technological sovereignty. This is
achievable if these recommendations see the
light of day in a timely manner.
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another”). Meanwhile, the Punjabi “adaptation”
sent in by Ram Das Chibber caused an uproar in
Victorian circles when it turned out to be based
on the jaunty local melody, Haar Phulan Di.

At one level, the problem was technical. Since
India and England were “one united Empire”,
grandees in London insisted that it was “abso-
lutely necessary that the music should be the
same in India and in England”. But how to trans-
late the words of God Save the Queen into India’s
many languages while retaining the “stirring”
tune and the “rhyme and rhythm” of the English
original? The challenge was “insurmountable”,
as Tagore had warned Harford at the outset.

There was a political challenge too. There
quickly emerged an “anti-anthem” party, com-
posed of both Britons and Indians, that mocked
Harford for leading a “singularly ridiculous
movement” that sought to instill “second-hand
loyalty”. “National songs are like flowers”, the
Daily Telegraph observed, “they may be planted
anywhere but in order to bloom the soil and seed
must suit”. Or as Richard Carnac Temple put it
when Harford ignored his valiant attempt to
promote Chibber’s idiomatic Punjabi version,
“so long as the Englishman will not fall in with
the Indian’s music, the hope that they will ever
sing together is an idle dream”.

Little wonder, then, that by the end of the dec-
ade, Harford’s “chimerical project” had vanished
from public view. It nonetheless deserves to be
recalled because, as the musicologist Charles
Capwell has noticed, at the very moment the
British were convinced that Indians, being made

up of “countless races, tribes, and creeds” lacked
the “spirit of unanimity” required to produce a
national anthem, Bankim Chandra Chatterji was
finishing his novel Anandamath, which con-
tained the glorious Vande Mataram. Within a
decade, this song was being sung, by a very dif-
ferent Tagore, before the Indian National Con-
gress, and in two decades, it had become the
watchword of the revolutionary societies that
were spouting up around the country.

Bankim succeeded where Harford failed
because he divined our great truth. Our hearts
could learn to love the heroic Shivaji of Maha-
rashtra and the brave Ranjit Singh of Punjab,
and our tongues could learn to recite a Bengali
song — if it were equally rousing. It is not easy,
schoolchildren know, to memorise the exalted
language of Vande Mataram — and of Jana Gana
Mana, the hymn that eventually became our
national anthem. But ensconced in this happy
childhood struggle is the story of how India,
which so often appears to be losing its footing,
surprises history. The genius of our civilisation
is that we are ever willing to adapt, slowly but
assuredly. And thus it was that when bombs and
bandhs were launched in 1905, they were accom-
panied by cries of Vande Mataram. To the horror
of Victorians, Indians had learnt to sing
together.

Rahul Sagar is Global Network associate professor
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The task of popularising the UK’s anthem in India fell to Frederick Harford’s National Anthem for 
India Fund. Thousands of pounds poured into the effort. But little went as planned. PTI

I
ndia granted over 100,000 patents last year
— a big surge compared to pre-pandemic
data. This was based on increased activity in
frontier technologies — or, deep tech — such

as Artificial Intelligence, quantum computing,
robotics, renewable energy, space tech, semi-
conductors, and biotech. These innovations are
based on advanced science and engineering
aimed at solving complex problems.

Patent rights offer a legally recognised exclu-
sive opportunity to startups to commercialise
their inventions. They serve as a defensive
mechanism and catalyst for innovation-led
growth. Patents also help secure funding, pro-
tect inventions from imitators, and enable col-
laborations. In 2025, Indian deep tech compa-
nies raised over $1 billion in equity funding.
Investors are seeking patent portfolios as a pre-
requisite for funding.

Deep tech startups create new industries and
tackle challenges like the climate crisis, health
care, space exploration, and efficiency in judici-
ary. Despite India’s global rank (sixth) in patent
filings, converting patents into commercial
products remains a challenge.

The real worth of a patent lies in its commer-
cial potential in the market. This makes it a
“high-quality” patent. Successful startups com-
mercialise patents by bridging the academia-in-
dustry divide and building a viable business
model.

The government has provided more research
funding and incubation programmes. Policies

R
epublic Day is upon us. But when we
hear Jana Gana Mana play, we
would do well to remember that
there was a time when people ques-
tioned whether India would ever
have its own national anthem. This

doubt arose shortly after Victoria was pro-
claimed Empress of India in 1877. Hereupon it
became increasingly common for public events
to feature God Save the Queen. Since few Indians
felt confident singing in English, compositions
in regional languages emerged to help Indians
better express their “affection” for the Crown.
Perhaps the most well-known offering was the
Poona Gayan Samaj’s Devi Shri Victoria, which
the Marathi press deprecated as “meaningless
rigmarole”. What made this composition espe-
cially unpopular was that it went on for nearly
ten minutes — few Indians or Britons were loyal
enough to stand that long.

Consequently, there emerged in London the
“felicitous thought” that more needed to be done
to popularise God Save the Queen as a national
anthem for India. As the English press reminded
its readers, “the power of music in which the
masses can freely join has been shown in all
ages”. The task eventually devolved upon Fred-
erick Harford, a minor clergyman at Westmin-
ster Abbey, who had a characteristically Victo-
rian interest in the “spiritual and emotional
power” of hymns. With the help of the National
Indian Association, Harford recruited Mirza
Bakir Khan, a Persian linguist who had studied
in Calcutta, to produce a Hindustani translation.
But when this piece was performed in London in

May 1882, by an all-British troupe no less, it was
panned by “old India hands” who warned that
not only the words but the melody too should be
“Oriental”.

Stung by the criticism, Harford appealed to
Sourindro Mohun Tagore, the renowned “practi-
cal musician” of the era, for help. Tagore rapidly
produced a Bengali edition which he set a dozen
different ways. Yet, even before his version was
performed in London in November 1882, Tagore
had discerned a problem: The “musical proclivi-
ties” of the Indian people were “too diverse to fix
a melody”. The ragas he had selected suited Ben-
gali tastes but not those of Bombay or Madras.
Nonetheless, there was cause for hope, he rea-
soned, as other musicians were attempting met-
rical renderings of God Save the Queen in other
languages. The Jewish philanthropist, David
Sassoon, had commissioned a Hebrew edition;
Kaikhosro Kabraji, the editor of Rast Goftar, had
produced one in Gujarati; the Maharaja of Trav-
ancore had likewise prepared one in Malayalam;
and even Max Müller, the famed Orientalist, had
drafted a Sanskrit version.

Still, it was an uphill battle. With critics demand-
ing that the anthem be set in 20 “Oriental langua-
ges”, Harford was compelled to establish a National
Anthem for India Fund to support the enterprise. 
Seeking donations, he went about lecturing on the
good that would result from transplanting God 
Save the Queen. A national anthem, he argued, 
helped “to form and preserve national character”.
But as Indians had “no common bond between 
them”, a national anthem could “never be evolved
by India from her own resources”. Hence, “if she is
to have one at all”, Harford concluded, “it must be
proposed to her by England”.

Thousands of pounds poured into the
Anthem Fund. But little went as planned. The
original translation into Hindustani, it turned
out upon closer inspection, implied that Indians
wished for the widowed Victoria to remarry. It
was hurriedly abandoned in favor of Müller’s
Sanskrit edition, which was then savaged by the
pandits of Benares (who then fell out over which
of their own versions was better, leading the
British authorities to voice exasperation at “how
fond native scholars are of criticising one

The national anthem 
before our national 
anthem was adopted
The British struggled to give 
India a universally acceptable 
national anthem, given the 
country’s rich diversity of 
language, music and 
sensibilities. The freedom 
movement and independent 
India faced no such challenge 
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{ OUR TAKE }  

T
he Andhra Pradesh government is 
considering legislation to ban children under
16 years from accessing and using social
media. It has formed a group of ministers to

examine the existing legislative framework in the 
country to regulate social media platforms. The 
power to regulate social media and other 
communication intermediaries is vested in the Union 
government under the Seventh Schedule, but states 
can enact laws covering cyberspace access by citing 
public order necessities. So, if the Andhra Pradesh 
government finds the grounds to legislate a ban, it 
will join a growing list of jurisdictions moving 
towards such interventions — Australia enforced this 
last year, while Denmark, France, and Malaysia are 
considering doing this in various forms.

The need to protect children from harm in 
cyberspace — particularly from social media — can’t be 
overstated. Several studies have underlined the harm 
that social media does to young users. Experts have 
listed several dangers of unregulated use, from the 
retarding effect on physical activity to the worsening of 
psychosocial challenges typical among young users, 
specifically adolescents. These include warped identity 
formation and perception of the world outside, 
exacerbation of self-harm and bullying risks, addictive 
usage, and deep isolation due to unchecked use over 
long periods daily, stunting social and behavioural 
development. Over the long-term, social media harm 
could manifest as a large cohort of young adults who 
have squandered the potential of their formative years.

As US court filings in a case against Meta have 
shown, social media companies can’t always be 
depended upon to correct this scenario. They have 
either minimised potential harm in their narratives 
or have denied this outright. In this light, there may 
be a case for State intervention. But it is not clear 
whether a ban by itself can be an effective and 
practical response to the challenge. To illustrate, 
Australia’s ban puts the onus of compliance on 
social media companies, calling upon them to use 
multiple age-assurance methods, such as requiring 
government ID for signing up, voice and face 
recognition, and even “age inference” through 
analysis of online activity and patterns of individual 
users to determine the age cohort they belong to. 
Apart from questions on accuracy, there are several 
concerns about data privacy in deploying such 
methods. Also, sidestepping the ban is almost too 
easy, with escape routes such as location masking 
through VPN — given a ban will only cover the state, 
even intra-country masking can defeat the move. 
Administrative wherewithal can also prove a hurdle 
for the enforcement of the ban.

Rule-making on social media use by children must 
consider all aspects of digital engagement.Critics of 
banning social media point out that this carries the risk 
of pushing young digital users to darker areas of the 
web, where the potential for harm is exponentially 
greater, or towards other online activities that have 
similar mental and physical health fallouts, such as 
online gaming. So, efforts to increase awareness 
among parents on risky online behaviour and habits of 
adolescents and rigorous monitoring of online activity 
must preface any move to ban social media for young 
users. There are too many avenues for online activity 
for a social media ban alone to drive healthy 
engagement. A carefully calibrated range of measures 
is perhaps what is needed.

Social media ban 

alone won’t work
Protecting children online calls for a range of 
measures, including improving parental 
awareness to monitor risky behaviour 
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{ MINOR HINTS }

Rahul Sagar

D
eath shouldn’t be a mere number.
But in India, it often seems to be
reduced to exactly that. The gov-
ernment response to an accident is

intrinsically linked to one question: What
was the damage? The conversation isn’t
about whether the tragedy could have been
averted, rather it quickly shifts towards the
death toll and the number of those injured
and the candy that we all know as compen-
sation. It happens in such a cold-hearted
manner that it makes one wonder: What is
the value of a life in India?

In Greater Noida’s Sector 150, a 27-year-
old software engineer, Yuvraj Mehta, tragi-
cally died after his car plunged into a
water-filled construction pit on the night
of January 16–17. The night was cold and
foggy, and the bend on the road that Mehta

could not see was very likely a case of bad
design, with fatal consequences. Eyewit-
nesses reported that he struggled for
nearly 90 minutes, screaming for help,
even as his father, the police, the
fire brigade, and personnel from
the State Disaster Response Force
(SDRF)  watched on. The National
Disaster Response Force
(NDRF) could arrive only much
later. It was a death that was the
direct result of criminal negli-
gence on the part of the adminis-
tration and societal failure.

With its gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) valued at $4.18 trillion, India has
surpassed Japan to become the world’s
fourth largest economy, it aims to become
the third largest by 2030. But what is the

point of this growth if it is soaked in the
kind of apathy that allows its citizens to
drown without so much as batting an eye-
lid, or moves on after some shortlived out-
rage.

Around 9.5 million people die in India
every year. This is the second largest num-
ber of annual deaths of any country in the
world after China. So perhaps the death of
one techie doesn’t mean much in the larger
scheme of things.

But it is only when a country
starts reacting to such incidents
by asking questions that are aimed
at getting to the core of the prob-
lem rather than covering things
up can we talk about maturing as
a society. Surely, an ancient civili-
sation should have had at least
this part pinned down in the mod-
ern age.

We have unfortunately reached a
point where such incidents have started to
seem like the norm — people dying because
of potholes, contaminated tap water, or even
stampedes at religious gatherings. And this

is just the tip of the iceberg.
The problem, though, is the pattern that

follows. Politicians quickly look to appor-
tion the blame and not take any responsi-
bility for what has happened or what will.
Someone will be suspended. A probe will
be ordered. And then there will be silence.
Not even a sincere sorry follows.

In the hierarchical Indian society, defer-
ring to authority figures and navigating big
egos is almost a given. Every citizen uses a
coping skill called masking: concealing
thoughts or behaviours to fit in. But some-
times, you just have to do what’s right.

And this is where the Indian State
machinery fumbles with startling consist-
ency. Ideally, in a democracy, the ordinary
citizen must have the right of way. But it
rarely ever happens, so much so that the
sinking man feels like an apt metaphor for
the state of humanity. A slow descent into
a hell where we’ll watch, we’ll outrage,
perhaps even cry, and then we’ll let them
die.

The views expressed are personal

In Noida, reminder of the 
sinking state of humanity

Ashish 
Magotra
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T
hese are palimpsests that 
combine art and science,” 
says taxonomist, curator 
and botanical historian 
Henry J. Noltie by way of 

explaining the paintings we are looking at. 
Created in the 18th and 19th centuries by 
Indian artists, these works were meant to 
record the abundance of flora and fauna 
that the subcontinent held, mostly at the 
behest of the officers at the East India 
Company (EIC) and, later, by British 
authorities after the EIC was dissolved. 
The taxonomic principle is so strongly at 
work that some of the paintings remain 
only partially coloured, just enough for a 
botanist to glean a fuller picture from the 
faint outlines.

We are meeting on a particularly bleak 
morning in Delhi at his publisher’s office 
to talk about Noltie’s latest work, Flora 
Indica, a handsomely produced catalogue 
accompanying a show at the Royal 
Botanic Gardens Kew in London (on till 12 
April). The book’s subtitle, Recovering Lost 
Stories From Kew’s Indian Drawings, sig-
nals the intentions behind this project—to 
appreciate the rich history of botanicals 
from the subcontinent while also making 
reparations to the artists who made these 
works and remain unsung to this day.

Noltie, who has spent his long career 
working at the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh, took up the daunting task of 
going through more than 7,500 botanical 
paintings that lie in the collection at Kew 
and selecting just a handful for the exhibi-
tion. Working with historian and inde-
pendent researcher Sita Reddy, he orga-
nised the show, as well as the book, under 
three broad thematics: “The life of the 
paintings, the lives of the artists who made 
these, and the afterlife of the works and 
their makers,” as he says. The focus of this 
selection is on paintings from North India, 
from herbariums in Saharanpur and Cal-
cutta (now Kolkata). The works from the 
south reveal other styles and stories. What 
emerges from this exercise is not just a 
slice of history but also a jigsaw puzzle that 
is fascinating and complex, cohering in 
parts but far from finished.

The scholarly interest in recovering the 
identities of a group of artists who worked 
in 18th and 19th century India and were, 
until recently, lumped together under the 
rubric “Company School” has gathered 
momentum in recent years. In 2019, his-
torian William Dalrymple curated Forgot-
ten Masters: Indian Painting For The East 
India Company at the Wallace Collection 
in London, which showcased a wide range 

of paintings by artists like Mazhar Ali 
Khan, Yellapah of Vellore, Shaikh Zain 
ud-Din, Bhawani Das and Manu Lall. 
Apart from the sheer diversity of their 
subjects—focusing on the flora, fauna, and 
peoples of India—the exhibition made the 

instance, he found a touching letter from 
Vishnuprasad, a senior artist, writing to 
his former boss, Nathaniel Wallich, who 
“had just returned to his post of Superin-
tendent of the Calcutta Botanic Garden 
after an absence in Europe of nearly five 

years,” to quote Noltie. Apart from it being 
a supplication to be reinstated to Calcutta 
from his current post in Saharanpur, Vish-
nuprasad’s letter, with its faulty English, 
gives him a personality that the “Company 
School” had long anony-
mised.

The blame for this era-
sure lies with the patrons 
who had originally com-
missioned the paintings. 
Only in rare instances, a 
colonial sahib would take 
the trouble to inscribe 
the name of the artist 
who had made a paint-
ing. More commonly, the 
works were known by 
the collections they were 
part of—such as the Fra-
ser Album, which Dal-
rymple drew on, or the 
commissions by Scottish 
botanist and surgeon 
William Roxburgh (1751-
1815). Even great schol-
ars, like the late B.N. Gos-
wamy didn’t think it worthwhile to 
exhume the names of the artists from the 
oblivion into which they had been thrust. 
More recently, scholars have started pay-
ing closer attention to the paper trail that 
accompanied the paintings, making dis-
coveries about the provenance of the work 
as well as the hands behind them.

Noltie, for instance, was lucky to stum-
ble on a set of stylistically intriguing paint-
ings and trace them back to their makers, 

thanks to Adam Freer (1747-1811), who was 
rather scrupulous about attributing credit 
to the artists who worked under him. In 
other cases, labels stuck on the paintings 
claim these were the handiwork of British 
artists like Mary Govan, but such anoma-
lies, Noltie explains, are due to later addi-
tions made by the successors of the fami-
lies. Govan, however, was a trained artist 
herself and did add her own embellish-
ments to some of the works made by 
Indian artists. 

In spite of their less than respectful atti-
tude to the painters, the British masters 
did not compensate them badly. Com-
pared to the wages of the gardeners and 
other staff, the artists made a far better 
income. Some of the kinder patrons, like 
Hugh Falconer (1808-65) for instance, 
lobbied with the authorities to pay a pen-
sion to the widows of some of the deceased 
painters. Talent often triumphed over tru-
ants, as in the case of Lutchman Singh, 
who sowed his wild oats and got into 
trouble as a young man, but was bailed out 
by his masters for his exceptional gift (Nol-
tie describes him as a “loveable rogue”). In 
the end, Singh had a long and prosperous 
career spanning several decades. Presum-
ably, he was paid well enough to survive 
into old age at a time when life expectancy 
was far less than what it is today.

Like most colonial 
projects, the botanical 
mission, too, was an 
expression of the urge to 
control, tame and clas-
sify. Historian Eugenia 
W. Herbert’s 2013 study 
Flora’s Empire: British 
Gardens in India showed 
that the “garden imperi-
alism” of the British was 
yet another means to fill 
the coffers of the Raj, be 
it through poppy farm-
ing or tea plantations. 
“The officials who com-
missioned these paint-
ings were not ecologists,” 
Noltie clarifies, “though 
they were deeply inter-
ested in natural history.” 

There are instances, 
however, such as in the painting of a fern, 
where it is evident that climatic and envi-
ronmental changes have indeed impacted 
certain species over the centuries. Where 
once the tree used to grow to be several 
metres tall (as it is depicted in scale next to 
a Lepcha person), it no longer does so. 
Once these valuable paintings are digi-
tised and made accessible to a wider com-
munity of scholars, maybe more such rev-
elations will come to light.

Flora Indica: By H.J. 
Noltie, Roli Books, 
224 pages, ₹2,495.

Arshia Sattar

S
onia Faleiro’s new book examines 
the increasing use of violence in 
word and deed by Buddhist monks 

in Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Thailand. 
There are many and various religious 
groupings across the world that support 
nationalist aggressions against minorities 
in their own countries, but the Buddhist 
case is presented as especially disturbing 
because the common perception of Bud-
dhism is as a religion of non-violence. 
Pankaj Mishra’s insightful blurb nails the 
nub of Faleiro’s inquiry, pointing to “...the 
social-economic shifts that make even an 
ancient spiritual tradition devoted to 
renunciation hospitable to modern fanati-
cism.” Faleiro provides a historical back-
drop for her arguments and presents us 
with incidents, movements and the for-
mation of radical right-wing political 
groups from the recent past. This gives the 
book an immediacy that most exploratory 
disquisitions lack. What we have in our 
hands when we read this book is the best 
of both journalism and analytic thinking.

Buddhism in Sri Lanka, Myanmar and 
Thailand is the older, austere Theravada 
form, very distinct from the more complex 
tenets and flamboyant practices of the 
Mahayana and Tantra schools which pre-
vail in Nepal, Tibet and all the way across 
eastern Asia through to Japan. In all these 
diverse cultures and societies, Buddhism 
maintains the sanctity of a strict monastic 
order. Monks and nuns are revered and 
live lives of simplicity and renunciation 
outside society—praying, meditating and 

In Thailand, an entrenched monarchy 
with absolute powers has kept monks out 
of the political realm but they flourish as 
gatekeepers of an opulent religion based 
on donations even as they themselves vio-
late the most basic rules of monastic life.

In her Introduction, Faleiro reminds us 
of the courageous Buddhist monks from 
south and eastern Asia who performed 
self-immolations to draw attention to 
injustice, how they appeared as con-
science keepers to the world by living out 
the ultimate Buddhist injunction of sacri-
ficing oneself for the good of others. But 
she also tells us about cruel hierarchies 
within the monasteries and, more particu-
larly, about the patriarchal practices that 
keep nuns away from scholarship and 
other advancements within the system. It 
appears that all religions have failed in his-

tory. Certainly, when they become institu-
tionalised and respond through the ages 
to the world, they seem unable to main-
tain the ennobling thoughts and practices 
that were so profoundly their inspiration 
when they functioned as small cultic 
groups with a teacher in their midst. 

The historical Buddha, Siddhartha, 
lived at a time when the great river plains 
of the northern subcontinent were under-
going both political and spiritual transfor-
mations. Vedic religion, by now heavy with 
ritual and in control of priests, was being 
challenged by more individualised 
searches for the truth. Asceticism and 
meditation and other kinds of quietism 
grew popular as spiritual practices. The 
Upanishads, composed around the same 
time as Siddhartha and Mahavira were 
preaching their new creeds, rejected ritual 

and religious mediators and explored self-
knowledge and the possibility of an eternal 
soul. All of these new doctrines placed 
ahimsa at the centre of their understand-
ing of spiritual development, so the idea of 
non-injury is hardly unique to Buddhism. 

Faleiro frames her argument (that mili-
tant Buddhism is a recent and highly vola-
tile player in current Asian politics) care-
fully and her research and authorial posi-
tion are equally circumspect. I find her 
book to be politically sharp but also very 
moving as a story of dissent and resistance. 
I highly recommend it to anyone inter-
ested in South Asian nation states that are 
all moving simultaneously but separately 
towards deeply riven polities and commu-
nally fractured, flailing democracies. 

We can even take a step back and con-
sider the larger and less immediate con-
text for an inquiry such as hers: how it is 
that men (and it is almost always men) who 
have taken religious vows to spread peace 
can embrace violence? This question 

The unseen hands behind 
India’s rich botanical history

H.J. Noltie’s new work 
sheds light on the 
lives of painters who 
were largely erased 
by their British 
colonial masters

immersing themselves in the holy texts. 
For the lay community, feeding a monk 
each day accrues as much religious merit 
as donating to a monastery or temple.

Hence, it can surprise us when monks 
choose to advocate violence and get 
involved with politics, governance and 
avenues of exercising power. More so 
when the creed they espouse is predicated 
on non-injury to others. Faleiro tells us 
when and how monks in Sri Lanka turned 
the ethnic and nationalist energies 
unleashed and nurtured during the long 
and bloody civil war on to Muslims and 
Christians. The newly purged Sri Lankan 
nation that rose like a phoenix after 2009 
did not put aside the divisive emotions 
that had fuelled that conflagration. Monks 
led the hate-filled speech and calls to kill, 
loot and burn, secure in the impunity pro-
vided by a ruling party that was not only 
complicit but actively involved in the 
communal violence. 

Sinhala people were fed a narrative of 
victimhood: Tamils, Muslims and Chris-
tians were marauding outsiders who 
enjoyed deeply rooted privileges and enti-
tlements they did not deserve. Buddhism 
was turned into a central element in Sin-
hala identity and charismatic (if corrupt) 
monks and powerful (and equally corrupt) 
political families joined forces to ensure 
that a miasma of fear and insecurity con-
tinues to hang over the island. 

Myanmar’s monks encouraged and 
joined a similar nationalism that called for 
ethnic and religious cleansing, focused 
primarily on the Muslim Rohingya popu-
lation. While monks also led the resist-
ance against authoritarianism, what took 
root were nationalist movements that 
aligned themselves with exclusionist poli-
cies of the military junta that has con-
trolled the nation for decades. Faleiro 
points to Aung San Suu Kyi’s failure to 
support democratic movements in the 
country as a crucial factor in their sup-
pression and erasure. 

could be asked of any of the monks, priests 
and saints who incite violence each day in 
some corner of the world. Every religion 
has its fanatics. Every religion also has its 
quietists, its mystics lost in divine love, its 
ordinary people who live in peace and tol-
erance with those who are unlike them. 
Non-violence is not specifically a Bud-
dhist virtue. Nor is the propensity for vio-
lence an exclusively Islamic vice, as popu-
lar rhetoric would have us believe.

The larger question (which Faleiro 
briefly touches upon in her introduction 
when she speaks of the patriarchal struc-
tures within Buddhism) is this: why have 
our religious identities and expressions of 
religious faith become inextricably entan-
gled with muscular narratives and perform-
ances of aggressive masculinities? Why are 
women locked up in homes or nunneries? 
Why do men get to speak for us all?

C.M. Naim, who taught Urdu and 
Islamic Studies at the University of Chic-
ago and espoused a liberal, tolerant and 
inclusive Islam, talked of his upbringing in 
Uttar Pradesh around the time of Parti-
tion. In an essay titled A ‘Hyper-Masculin-
ised’  Islam? (2024), he said that he learned 
his religion from the women in his family 
whose practices and faith “...did not reflect 
any self consciousness that was imbued 
with power and authority. On the con-
trary, they expressed, on the part of the 
practitioners, a profound sense of humil-
ity...The diminution of the women’s role 
has removed the poetry, ambiguity and 
humility that my generation commonly 
experienced, from the religious experi-
ence of my young students.”

The problem is not the monk who car-
ries the sword, it is the man who has been 
taught that it is not love or compassion 
that has made the world safe, it is hatred. 
Faleiro’s book encourages us to ask 
deeper and wider questions about the 
political violence that shadows our times.

Arshia Sattar is a writer and translator 
based in Bengaluru.

The Buddhist monks who live by violence
Sonia Faleiro’s new book  
explores violence in Sri 
Lanka, Myanmar and 
Thailand through the lens 
of the past and present

The book combines the best of journalism and analytic thinking. ISTOCKPHOTO

The Robe and the 
Sword: How Buddhist 
Extremism is Shaping 
Modern Asia: By Sonia 
Faleiro, HarperCollins 
India, 152 pages, ₹599.

(left) ‘Trapa natans var. bispinosa’, 

unknown artist, Calcutta, c. 1800; and 

‘Pinus roxburghii’, unknown artist, 

1826-32, Saharanpur drawing. 

world aware of the different approaches 
adopted by the painters.

Noltie’s work takes this effort a step 
ahead by humanising some of the artists in 
ways that hadn’t quite been done before. 
In the course of his archival sleuthing, for 
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The appointment of Nitin Nabin as the national 
president of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) marks a 
moment that is less dramatic than it appears, yet more 
revealing than it seems. In Indian politics, generational 

change is often mistaken for ideological renewal. In fact, the two 
rarely travel together. At 45, Mr Nabin represents a cohort 
shaped by liberalisation-era aspirations, expanding urban-rural 
mobility, and the transformation of politics from street 
mobilisation to system-driven organisation, one that operates 
comfortably in a political ecosystem driven by data, artificial 
intelligence and rapid communication. His elevation, therefore, 
signals not novelty, but organisational confidence. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s repeated assertion that he 
remains a “party worker” even after three terms at the helm of 
government is not merely symbolic humility. It is a reminder of 
how the party seeks to define itself ~ as an institution where 
authority is structured, transferable and larger than individual 
stature. This distinction matters because Indian political parties 
have often struggled with succession. Many have relied on 
charisma, lineage, or crisis to manage leadership change. The 
BJP, by contrast, continues to emphasise internal grooming and 
cadre legitimacy, projecting stability rather than transition 
anxiety. His rise also reflects a conscious organisational choice. 
By elevating a leader without an independent national power 
base, the party reinforces central coherence, rewards 
organisational reliability, and ensures that authority flows from 
structure rather than personal charisma or regional mass 
following. Yet, youth here should not be confused with 
disruption. Mr Nabin does not represent a break from 
ideological direction. Instead, he embodies a managerial 
generation of politics ~ one focused on execution, message 
discipline and organisational coordination rather than 
ideological experimentation.  

Technology, in this framework, becomes an instrument
rather than an idea. Artificial intelligence and digital outreach 
expand reach, but do not redefine political purpose. The 
emphasis remains on continuity, not reinvention. The repeated 
invocation of tradition, culture and national identity further 
underlines this approach. Leadership may change, but the 
narrative framework remains intact. The generational shift is 
therefore tactical ~ aimed at energising party workers and 
preparing for sustained electoral engagement rather than 
signalling a philosophical pivot.  For younger political entrants, 
the messaging is carefully calibrated. Politics is presented not as 
spectacle or shortcut, but as endurance ~ a marathon requiring 
patience, hierarchy, and long-term loyalty. This discourages 
impulsive ambition while reinforcing organisational discipline.  

At the same time, such stability carries its own challenge. A 
generation raised entirely in the digital era may eventually 
demand politics that extends beyond symbolism and structure 
~ seeking sharper accountability, governance outcomes, and 
economic mobility. For now, however, the leadership transition 
reflects confidence rather than uncertainty. The party appears 
less concerned with redefining itself than with proving that its 
political model can be reproduced across generations. In that 
sense, Mr Nabin’s elevation is not a reset, but a relay. The baton 
has changed hands, but the track ~ carefully laid over decades ~ 
remains the same. 

When on a bitterly cold January 
afternoon outside New York's 
City Hall, Zohran Mamdani 
raised his right hand and took 

the oath of office as mayor of New York City, 
the first Asian and Muslim mayor to do so, 
a universal political tradition was once again 
being embodied in 2026: conscience in 
public life. Beyond the spectacle of a victory 
against all odds, and the accompanying 
pageantry of inauguration, Mamdani in 
office is a moral signal in America and for 
those who are in awe of the American way 
of life. 

For us in India, it became an occasion to 
recall another young mayor in another era, 
when the country was subjugated under 
British colonial rule: Subhas Chandra Bose 
when he assumed office as mayor of Calcutta 
(now Kolkata) in August 1930. He was barely 
32 at that time, hailing from a privileged, 
cultured family which could trace its ancestry 
over 27 generations in Bengal. Subhas 
Chandra as mayor captured the imagination 
of Calcutta and Bengal; for the youth it was 
a call to their conscience, being unafraid of 
facing ruthless subjugation of colonial power. 
The brutality of the Jallianwala Bagh massacre 
of 1919 was still fresh in their minds, nor 
was the partition of Bengal and the upsurge 
of the Swadeshi movement forgotten by 
any means. 

There is a lineage of conscience which 
accompanies the violent history of conquest 
and subjugation. Zohran Mamdani's inauguration 
is seen in this context of the awakening of 
conscience. As a Pakistani supporter 
congratulating the young mayor said, “logon 
ke dil badal gaye hain” (people’s hearts have 
changed). What is inspiring is Mamdani’s 
journey from Kampala where he was born, 
early years in Cape Town and finally in 
New York City where he studied. In 2014, he 
earned a degree in Africana Studies from 
Bowdoin College. It is not the typical tearful 
story of a migrant: "it is the story of an 
American citizen formed by American 
schools, American cities, and American 
struggles, one whose worldview reflects the 
global entanglements the United States itself 
helped create," commented George Cassidy 
Payne, a Rochester-based poet and writer. 

On his 129th birth anniversary on 23 
January 2026, to use phrases like ‘a born 
patriot and man of action’ is not to be 
cliché-ridden but to describe Subhas Chandra 

Bose as the product of the tempestuous 
1920s when Bengal was seething with 
discontent against repressive policies of the 
British Empire. To say that the young Bose 
symbolised the indomitable rebellious spirit 
of Bengal would not be an exaggeration; 
and his fervent patriotic attitude was that 
‘no sacrifice is too great in the national 
cause’. The intellectual foundations of young 
Bose were laid when he voraciously read 
writings and speeches of Swami Vivekananda; 
at age 15. It was a spiritual revolution for 
him. 

From Vivekananda, he turned to the 
former’s master, Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, 
and imbibed his teachings from books, and 
diaries published by his disciples. 
Vivekananda taught Subhas that the 
greatest ideal was service of humanity, 
including service of one’s country. 
Ramakrishna stressed that renunciation 
of lust and gold was the test of a man’s 
fitness for spiritual life. Subhas had found 
a new ideal, which inflamed his soul: to 
effect his own salvation and to serve 
humanity by abandoning all worldly 
desires and breaking away from all 
undue restraints. The more his parents 
tried to restrain him, the more rebellious 
he became like a true-to-type teenager. 

As he approached the end of his school 
career, his religious impulse began to 
grow in intensity and studies were no 
longer of primary importance. Subhas 
was fortunate to grow in an environment 
conducive to the broadening of his mind. 
His attitude towards Muslims in general 
was largely influenced by his early contacts: 
living in a Muslim locality, taking part in 
their festivals, watching his father whom 
Muslims looked up to as a patriarch, and 
having Muslim teachers and Muslim 
class-mates, to say nothing of devoted 
Muslim servants at home, wrote SA Ayer, in 
the introduction to ‘Selected Speeches of 
Subhas Chandra Bose’, published in 1962. 
Ayer was a minister in the Azad Hind 
Government.    

In Subhas’s undergraduate days, Aurobindo 
Ghosh was easily the most popular leader 
in Bengal, despite his voluntary exile in 
Pondicherry since 1909. A regular reader of 
Sri Aurobindo’s monthly journal Arya, Subhas 

was impressed by the mystic’s deeper 
philosophy - how by a proper use of the 
different yogas one could rise step by step 
to the highest truth. Sri Aurobindo’s simple 
words were a clarion call: “I should like to 
see some of you becoming great; great not 
for your own sake, but to make India great, 
so that she may stand up with head erect 
amongst the free nations of the world. Those 
of you who are poor and obscure - I should 
like to see their poverty and obscurity devoted 
to the service of the motherland. Work that 
she might prosper, suffer that she might 
rejoice.” 

In his January 2026 inaugural address, 
Mamdani thanked his parents -“Mama and 

Baba”-acknowledged family 
“from Kampala to Delhi,” 
and recalled taking his oath 
of citizenship on Pearl Street. 
When he declared, “New 
York belongs to all who live 
in it,” he rejected the logic 
that has long justified war: 
that difference must be 
governed through force. “No 
more will New York be a city 
where you can traffic in 
Islamophobia and win an 
election,” is a quote echoing 
in the global media. He vowed 
that under his administration 
City Hall will “deliver an 
agenda of safety, affordability, 
and abundance, where 
government looks and lives 
like the people it represents, 
never flinches in the fight 

against corporate greed, and refuses to cower 
before challenges that others have deemed 
too complicated.” 

BBC reported: Mamdani ran an impressive 
campaign, recruiting an army of volunteers 
100,000 strong to pound the pavements 
and knock on doors. His social media videos 
in multiple languages are credited for a 
vastly increasing voter turnout from a range 
of South Asian communities. A left-wing 
democratic socialist, his message was laser 
focused. 

By naming mosques alongside churches, 
synagogues, temples, gurdwaras, and mandirs, 
Mamdani has affirmed pluralism as a 

condition of peace, not a threat to it. By 
speaking of halal cart vendors, Palestinian 
New Yorkers, Black homeowners, and 
immigrant workers bound together by labour 
and survival, he articulated a civic vision 
rooted in coexistence rather than coercion. 
He did not defend his Muslim identity in 
the face of a vicious, abusive campaign by 
the opposition. 

In 1921 in Calcutta, Subhas met Deshbandhu 
Chittaranjan Das; he knew he had found a 
leader and meant to follow him. Deshbandhu 
had always been a friend of youth; Subhas 
began to feel that here was a man who knew 
what he was about and to whom youthfulness 
was not a shortcoming but a virtue. 

When the Calcutta municipal corporation 
was established, and elections were held in 
March 1924, the Swaraj Party won with a 
comfortable majority.  Chittaranjan Das was 
elected as the Mayor of Calcutta; Husain 
Shaheed Suhrawady was deputy Mayor. 
Under Das, Subhas Chandra Bose joined as 
the chief executive officer of municipal 
administration. It was an initiation in public 
life and administration for Subhas who 
devoted himself completely to the work of 
the corporation paying special attention to 
improving health and educational infrastructure. 
He set up primary schools and dispensaries 
in every ward, providing access to basic 
amenities. A weekly paper ‘Calcutta Municipal 
Gazette’ was begun to spread awareness 
among citizens. 

Bose's work in the corporation suffered a 
blow when he was arrested on 25 October 
1924, but he continued with political and 
administrative work from the Alipore Central 
Jail for six weeks until he was shifted to 
Berhampur jail. Bose's role in the corporation 
exemplified the meaning of Swaraj and 
furthered the nationalist cause. The functioning 
of municipalities, headed by Indians, was 
not a smooth affair, as nationalistic objectives 
of Indian leaders often collided with repressive 
counter-policies of the British government. 

The exile in Burma from 1924 to 1927 was 
the first major turning point in Subhas's 
public career, in that it saw the transformation 
of a lieutenant to a leader. Netaji Research 
Bureau notes. “In the late 1920s, Subhas 
Chandra Bose and Jawaharlal Nehru, despite 
fundamental differences in ideological 
foundations, emerged as two ambassadors 
of youth and the spokesmen of the rising 
Left in national politics. 

Bose's appearance at the Calcutta Congress 
in 1928 in resplendent military uniform was 
not so much a spectacle as a vision of the 
future. His sponsoring the Independence 
resolution at that historic meeting in opposition 
to Mahatma Gandhi was the first demonstration 
of his being ahead of his time and of his 
contemporaries. He went a step further at 
Lahore in 1929 by his call for a parallel 
government and mobilisation of peasants 
and workers.” In 1930, Subhas became the 
fifth Mayor of Calcutta and the journey 
which had begun with Deshbandhu Chittaranjan 
Das had now reached a milestone. For 
Zohran Mamdani in New York, the journey 
has just begun in 2026.   

Nepal is undergoing variegated 
yet interconnected crises, where 
conjoined challenges stemming 
from perpetual political instability, 

stunted and uneven economic growth, 
weakened social capital and ever-escalating 
climate impacts in recent years are amplifying 
one another in ways that exceed the sum 
of their individual impacts. Yet, the political 
will and leadership needed to tackle these 
issues remain largely ineffective. Lately, 
this void has drawn many into politics, 
clamouring for the seemingly ever-elusive 
idea of ‘good governance’. 

However, aspiring leaders and parties 
have yet to comprehend the depth of these 
crises or articulate clear roadmaps to 
address the stunted economic growth by 
accelerating public investment and 
diversifying beyond remittance. This cannot 
be addressed without building resilience 
against the escalating climate risks, as 
they are closely intertwined.  

The earlier the aspiring leaders acknowledge 

that we are fast descending into this abyss 
of intersecting polycrisis ~ worsened by 
decades of performative politics ~ the 
greater our capacity to mobilise the 
much-needed collective action would be. 

The political landscape has never been 
so depressing in the history 
of modern Nepal. For the past 
two decades, no single party 
has secured a clear majority 
in parliament. Political alliances 
of all possible permutation 
combination, often reappointing 
the same individuals under 
different coalitions, became the norm in 
the relentless pursuit of power. This 
‘power-first’ political wrangling, unfortunately, 
pushed the ever-growing critical issues 
concerning the public.  

The everyday concerns ~ from the 
economy to social ties and the environment 
~ the bread-and-butter issues that matter 
most to people, failed to receive the political 
backing they deserved.  

This in turn has worsened the issues 
and has now necessitated far greater, 
costlier and sustained efforts, which, at 
least considering the current political and 
economic scenario, seems to be a pipe 
dream.  

Political instability has also fanned 
a pervasive mood of anxiety and despair 
among citizens. People’s confidence in 
the state machinery has eroded so 
much so that they will not confront it 
unless absolutely necessary.  

It’s not the rules or the rights but 
rather acquaintances within the machinery 

that people look to when they need to get 
things done. The younger generations in 
particular report widespread hopelessness 
amid these overlapping pressures. Economically, 
the growth rate remains stunted and 
uneven. In 12 of the last 25 years, the 
growth rate hovered around 3 percent, 
while it fell below 1 percent for three years 
due to both internal and external factors.  

These growth rates are inadequate to 

support the growing population and 
modern infrastructure. The promulgation 
of the constitution in 2015 ushered in a 
brief period of political stability. It contributed 
to an economic rebound when the growth 
rate jumped to 9 percent in 2017.  

But it declined to 7.6 percent the following 
year, due to the 2017 floods, and 6.7 percent 
in 2019. The drop is likely to have been 
caused by summer droughts in the eastern 
region that severely impacted agriculture. 
In 2026, the growth rate is projected to fall 
to 2.1 percent reflecting, among other 
extant factors, the impact of the Gen Z-led 
September protests and the subsequent 
political instability.  

Tasks for Nabin 
 
Sir, This refers to the front page report, 

“Youngest ever, Nitin Nabin takes charge as 
BJP chief” (21 January). The BJP’s appointment 
of Nitin Nabin as its national president 
marks a significant organisational moment. 
At 45, Nabin becomes the youngest person 
to hold the post, but his elevation is more 
about the BJP’s faith in disciplined party 
machinery as it prepares for a politically 
demanding 2026. Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s remark that he remains “a party 
worker” while Nabin is now his “boss” 
reaffirms the party’s cultivated narrative of 
collective leadership within a central command. 

  With senior figures occupying key roles 
in government, Parliament and state 
administrations, the party presidency assumes 

importance as the nerve centre for coordination, 
discipline and conflict management. The 
leadership’s trust in Nabin suggests a 
preference for administrative efficiency. His 
organisational background positions him 
to manage factional pressures, oversee state 
units and ensure alignment between the 
government and the states.  

The tasks ahead for the new President 
are demanding. Nabin will have to arrest 
signs of organisational fatigue in states 

where the BJP has governed for long periods; 
manage candidate selection amid rising 
internal competition and strengthen booth-level 
mobilisation ahead of the coming Assembly 
elections. His leadership skills will be tested 
early on.   

The BJP’s strategy under Nabin is likely 
to emphasise micro-management, data-driven 
campaigning and tighter control over state 
organisations. Ultimately, the success of 
BJP’s leadership transition will be measured 
by the party’s ability to translate organisational 
strength into electoral outcomes.  

For the Opposition parties, an 
organisation-driven BJP raises the bar for 
political coordination. It places pressure on 
parties that continue to struggle with 
leadership issues and internal discipline. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul,  
Nadia, 21 January. 

Boon for pilgrims 
Sir, It was heartening to learn that Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi inaugurated a new 
15-km railway line in Bankura between 
Jayrambati and Maynapur, and launched a 
new passenger train in this section (“PM 
Modi flags off three Amrit Bharat Express 
trains, inaugurates new 15-km rail line, 
MEMU service”, 19 January).  

Jayrambati is the village where Holy 
Mother Sri Sarada Devi was born in 1853, 
and thus, thousands of disciples of Bhagwan 
Sri Ramakrishna and Sri Maa Sarada visit 
the pilgrimage spot throughout the year. 
Now that the train has been flagged off on 
the new route, it will surely be much easier 
for many to reach Jayrambati.  

Yours, etc., Sourish Misra, 
Kolkata, 19 January.

The international order built after World War II was 
never flawless, but it rested on a shared assumption: 
that power would be exercised within agreed limits. 
Alliances, institutions, and international law existed 

not to eliminate conflict, but to manage it. That assumption is 
now under visible strain. President Donald Trump’s return to 
the White House has accelerated a shift already under way - 
from rule-based cooperation to raw transactional politics. What 
distinguishes this moment is not merely unpredictability, but 
an open rejection of the idea that restraint itself has value. 
Power, in this worldview, needs no justification beyond national 
interest. In his second term, President Trump has dispensed 
with diplomatic language that once softened American 
dominance. Long-standing alliances are treated as liabilities 
rather than assets. Multilateral institutions are dismissed as 
obstacles. Even the sovereignty of friendly nations is 
increasingly discussed in terms once reserved for adversaries. 
This is not an impulsive departure from convention; it reflects a 
deeper philosophical break. Supporters describe this approach 
as realism ~ a long-overdue correction to decades of strategic 
indulgence. They argue that allies benefited from American 
protection while contributing too little in return. From this 
perspective, pressure succeeds where persuasion failed, and 
disruption delivers outcomes consensus could not. Coercive 
diplomacy has occasionally unlocked stalemates others could 
not move. In a fractured world, decisiveness can appear more
effective than deliberation. Yet such gains carry costs that are 
less immediate but far more lasting. 

When power becomes personal rather than institutional, 
stability depends on temperament instead of principle. When 
alliances are conditional, trust weakens. When rules apply only 
until they aid the strong, smaller states begin to hedge, 
diversify, and prepare for a future without guarantees. 
Countries once anchored firmly within established strategic 
frameworks are quietly recalibrating. Trade routes are being 
diversified. Security relationships are being reassessed. 
Diplomatic language has grown more guarded, less idealistic, 
and more transactional. The danger is not an abrupt collapse of 
the global system, but its gradual hollowing out. Institutions 
may continue to exist, but their authority erodes each time 
norms are breached without consequence. Over time, 
international order decays not through dramatic rupture, but 
through repeated exception. Perhaps the most profound change 
lies in how leadership itself is defined. Where earlier eras sought 
legitimacy through example, the emerging model seeks 
compliance through leverage. Victory matters more than 
consensus. Outcomes matter more than process. The message 
is blunt: strength commands respect; restraint invites challenge. 
This approach may deliver tactical successes, but it reshapes 
global expectations. If the world’s most powerful democracy no 
longer values predictability, others will follow ~ not out of 
admiration, but necessity. History suggests global systems 
rarely collapse from external assault alone. They weaken when 
those who once sustained them stop believing they are worth 
preserving.  What the world is experiencing today is not a 
smooth transition between orders. It is a rupture ~ one in which 
the future depends less on shared rules, and more on how long 
raw power can stand in for them.

Managed  Transition 

Power Unbound 

There is a lineage of conscience 
which accompanies the violent 
history of conquest and 
subjugation. Zohran 
Mamdani's inauguration is 
seen in this context of the 
awakening of conscience. As a 
Pakistani supporter 
congratulating the young 
mayor said, “logon ke dil badal 
gaye hain” (people’s hearts have 
changed)

A Member  
Of The

The writer is a 
researcher on 

history and 
heritage issues, 

and a former 
deputy curator 

of 
Pradhanmantri 
Sangrahalaya.

RAJU  
MANSUKHANI

New Delhi 
Friday,  23 January 2026                                  Vol. CXXXXXX 20

KARNANI KISHAN LALL WHO 
LEFT FOR HIS HEAVENLY ABODE 
THIS DAY IN 1976. FONDLY 
REMEMBERED BY FAMILY MEMBERS 

IN MEMORIAM



India slips in quest for  
economic freedom
PATRANGA BASU 
 

Economic freedom is one of 
the  most  desire d 
fundamental human rights. 
It gives one confidence and 

ability to live in peace and to combat 
the hurdles of life boldly. Economic 
liberty includes freedom to decide 
how to use one’s labour and work, 
to enjoy the fruits of labour; the 
freedom to own and control private 
property and also to participate in 
a free market. 

Free markets and free people are 
the two major propellants of economic 
progress. We value freedom as 
individuals and as a society, and a 
good economy is one that promotes 
freedom. 

The common belief that enthrals 
millions of minds is that more the 
GDP, the better is the condition of 
the people. It is not just economic 
size that can bring true prosperity 
and freedom. It ignores crucial 
factors like income inequality, 
environmental damage, health, 
education, and quality of life, focusing 
only on market transactions. GDP 
measures material goods and services, 
but leaves out the assessment of 
the state of freedom. 

Economic freedom is being measured 
and expressed as a numerical figure. 
The Heritage Foundation of America 
has published every year since 1995 
an Index of Economic Freedom 
covering every country. The index 
takes a comprehensive view of 
economic freedom. The Index Report 
2025 conceded that economic freedom 
is under attack worldwide. 

India is no exception. In the 2025 
Index, India ranked 128th among 
176 countries. India’s status, with a 
score of 53 on a scale of 0 to 100, is 
described as ‘mostly unfree’. India 
is consistently being marked as 
‘mostly unfree’ since 2002. Prior to 
that India was designated as a 
‘repressed’ country. 

The report observed that freedom 
of the middle-class is stifled while 
the powerful are getting richer. It 
re commende d reb ui lding the 
well - functioning and healthy 
institutions of civil society that we 
need and deserve. 

India’s GDP growth is predominantly 
consumption driven, about 60 per 
cent of the GDP. The main ‘consuming 
class’ is the top 10 per cent of the 
population. They have the power 
for 66 per cent of the discretionary 
spending on non-essential goods 
in the country. They enjoy real 
economic freedom. Capacity to 
spend on non-essential goods is 
the critical indicator of economic 
freedom. This top 10 per cent group 
is not widening but is deepening. 

The Indus Valley Report 2025 
published by Blume Ventures designates 
this top 10 per cent of population as 
‘India1’, the “engine of the Indian 
consumer economy”. The report 
advocates that India1 constitutes a 
‘high income country’ within India, 
and will be an advanced economy 
well before India overall becomes a 
developed country. India1 alone 
would form the tenth most populous 
country in the world, with 14 crore 
people. In terms of per capita income, 
India1 would rank 63rd  in the world, 
way ahead of India’s 140th rank, as 
per World Bank data.  

The spending pattern in the market 
is changing over recent years based 
on mostly the preferences of the 
top 10 per cent population. These 
people suggest how the consumption 
pattern should look like from gated 
communities, travel, destination 
weddings to luxury brands and even 
‘the way our cities look’. 

The India1 segment prefers living 
in gated communities which are the 
concentrations of affluence. Their 
rights are well protected here. These 
are the ‘islands’ where ‘people pay a 
premium not for quality but for 
invisibility of other Indians. Currently 

16 million such gated households 
comprise 32 per cent of the population 
in 50 cities. These communities have 
become an economic powerhouse 
as they account for a disproportionately 
large share - 45 per cent - of overall 
spending in top cities despite having 
fewer households. The trend of 
‘luxury living’ in gated communities 
reinforces existing disparities in 
society. 

India’s real estate market is now 
booming and is projected to reach 
the milestone of $ one trillion by 
2030. The sector is driven by strong 
demand in residential (especially 
luxury), commercial housing. Share 
of high end to ultra luxury housing 
has doubled in last five years. This 
sector is gradually being overtaken 
by big builders and developers. India’s 
housing market is shifting as more 
buyers seek larger, premium homes. 
Survey shows 36 per cent buyers 
now prefer properties priced between 
Rs. 90 lakh- Rs 1.5 crore up from 18 
per cent before Covid-19. Luxury 
home demand in India remained 
strong in 2025, with sales of Rs. 4 
crore and above rising nearly 28 per 
cent YoY across seven major cities. 

Share of foreign travel expenses 
in outward remittances increased 
from 21 per cent in 2014-15 to 54 
per cent in 2023-24. India’s car 
market experiences slow growing 
passenger vehicle sales while a 
sharp rise has been seen in premium 
segment cars over the years from 
FY 2019-20 to 2023-24. The market 
forces consumers to behave in 
certain ways. On the other hand, 
the market is also energised by the 
high-income household’s spending, 
which leads to skewed growth. The 
luxury market has experienced 
exponential growth signifying 
economic inequality in society. This 
implies that while GDP increases, 
along with it increases inequality. 

Premium-brand products give high 
profit margins. Corporates’ rising 

focus on producing and selling 
high-margin premium luxury items 
divert resources, innovation, and 
attention away from providing 
affordable quality products to 
low-income consumers.  The 
monopolistic inclination of the market 
poses constraints for the enhancement 
of freedom of individuals. Without 
free markets and free enterprises, 
big corporations can exploit both 
consumers and their own workers 
thus expanding their profit. They 
enjoy freedom in the economy through 
the power of coercion. 

The bottom 90 per cent in India 
are not in a position to join the top 
10 per cent. A staggering one billion 
Indians are left with no money for 
discretionary spending after meeting 
their basic needs. Most are operating 
on razor-thin margins, with rising 
food costs, housing, healthcare and 
education consuming their entire 
incomes. They have nothing to save; 
luxury is a dream. Poverty is the 
major obstacle to economic freedom. 

The ability of individuals to find 
good employment opportunities and 
work is essential to the advancement 
of economic freedom. But job creation 
remains weak. Individuals in India 
are being faced with difficulties in 
choosing work. Inflation overshoots 
increase in wages, resulting in decline 
in real wages. Markets are not delivering 
what a majority in society want and 

need - like social security, jobs, 
increase in wages and better working 
conditions for labour. 

The problem is not only about 
poverty in the traditional sense but 
also about the growing financial 
constraints among all segments of 
society barring the top 10 per cent. 
Society faces a serious imbalance 
of freedom. Economic freedom in 
general is in danger. Freedom of a 
few has increased at the expense 
of freedom of many. 

The problems in our economy and 
society were not inevitable. They 
are in a sense a matter of choice; the 
result of policies, rules and regulations 
that govern the economy. 

The Indus Valley Annual Report 
warns: “When a billion citizens can 
no longer participate in the non-essential 
economy, the ripple effects will be 
felt across every sector - from industry 
to innovation. The challenge for 
policymakers is to restore not just 
incomes, but hope.” Protection of 
economic freedom requires elimination 
of coercive power from market. 
Reforms in the economic sector are 
essential to establish balance of 
freedom. Economic intent of national 
policies should aim at breaking the 
shackles of poverty for good. The 
same people should not suffer forever. 

 
(The writer is a Cost Accountant who served as 
General Manager (Finance and Accounts) of a 
public sector power utility.)

�SOVIET EFFRONTERY� 

THE RUSSIAN MASK 
DISCARDED 
(SPECIAL CABLE.) 
PEKING, JAN. 22. 

THE Press Comments reveal extent of the 
Sino-Russian disagreements. 

A semi-official organ, the Peking Daily News, 
talks of the effrontery of the Soviet agents in 
China and invites the student leaders to examine 
M. Karahan’s protest in the light of his teachings 
against so-called imperialism, and also to 
examine the reasons for the lose of Mongolia, 
the activities of the Soviet agents in Sin Kiang 
and elsewhere, and the ruinous conditions 
imposed on South China by the Soviet agents 
at Canton and other southern centres. 

The Chinese newspaper Shihjuij Ijpao referring 
to the threat of armed Soviet intervention, says: 
If reports are true, then the mask of friendship 
which the Soviet agents have been wearing in 
China in the past years will be exposed in all 
its nakedness. We are opposed to imperialism, 
but equally oppose Red Imperialism.—Copyright. 

 
 
 

�A LEAKY HOUSE� 

COUNT VOLPI & 
ITALIAN DEBT 
NEGOTIATIONS 
(“TIMES ” SPECIAL SERVICE)  
LONDON, JAN. 21. 

THE Italian Press is inclined to be pessimistic 
regarding the London debt negotiations which 
are considered to have reached a difficult stage. 

The Rome correspondent of the Times states 
that Count Volpi is reported as saying “Our house 
has been built but rain pours through the roof,” 
which has prompted a cartoon in which Count 
Volpi is pictured offering Mr. Churchill an umbrella 
labelled “May, 24, 1915,” showing that Italy has 
not yet abandoned hope, and that her war 
intervention to save the Allies, is being used as a 
deciding factor in the negotiations. 

 
 

GRAVE SITUATION 

RUSSIAN RAILWAY 
MANAGER 
ARRESTED 
TOKIO, JAN. 22. 

ACCORDING to the newspaper Asahi a message 
from Dairen says that Marshal Chang Tso-lin 
has ordered the arrest of M. Ivanoff, a Russian, 
and general manager of the Chinese Eastern 
Railway. 

A message from Harbin says that the situation 
is becoming graver. Chinese troops are preparing 
to concentrate at Harbin. The Soviet Am-bassador, 
M. Kopp, is reported to have declared that the 
Russian Government is prepared to back up its 
demands forcibly, if necessary meeting troops 
with troops.—Reuter. 
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OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 
THE scandalously inadequate punishment 

meted out on Friday to a drunken taxi-driver 
by the Third Presidency Magistrate affords a 
partial explanation why the Calcutta taxi is 
rapidly developing into a serious danger. The 
man in question was chased for a mile by a 
police sergeant in a motor bicycle and was 
eventually brought to a halt opposite the Lower 
Circular Road Cemetery. The policeman swore 
that the taxi was driven at between 35 and 40 
miles an hour and the magistrate accepted this 
statement. When arrested the man was found 
to be drunk and to have no licence. He was 
fined Rs. 50, the magistrate arguing apparently 
that because no one had been killed, the gravity 
of the offence was somehow lessened. At a 
time when in Great Britain heavier penalties of 
imprisonment are being enacted for the drunken 
motorist the punishment in this case cannot 
be regarded as other than an example of judicial 
perversity.

ACROSS 
 
1    Actor reflected on 

the subject of 

food � plant-based 

food (10) 

6    Factory is initially 

removed to make 

way for a 

shopping centre 

(4) 

10  Expression of 

frustration about 

a ring road 

somewhere in 

Hertfordshire (7) 

11  President taking 

time with good 

shots on the green 

(7) 

12  Going back, 

headed for an exit 

(9) 

13  Doctor tries 

another 

examination (5) 

14  Sounds beginning 

at the left part of 

the mouth  

(5) 

16  Completely and 

remarkably weird 

niche trousers 

(5,4) 

19  Criticise players in 

front of 

international fans 

who�ve paid to 

watch (9) 

22  Uncover extremes 

of in-fighting 

hidden by party 

(3,2) 

23  Tobacco in tin 

used up (5) 

25  Vehicle travelling 

east (not south) or 

west (3-6) 

28  Advances in 

marketing of 

Japanese medical 

kit? (7) 

29  On retirement, 

give a speech 

that�s hated  

(7) 

30  The crux of 

marrying is trust 

(4) 

31  Broadcast on 

iPlayer buffers at 

the start, with no 

means of being 

fixed  

(10) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    London district 

heralding 

extremely 

inventive  

musician  

(5) 

2    Video game 

created by 

American on drugs 

(9) 

3    Healthcare 

provider�s 

customers 

centrally held in 

automated 

systems (5) 

4    Labour policy is 

something that 

won�t be 

compromised (3,4) 

5    Old sheet covering 

small area (7) 

7    Nice friends 

succeeded? 

Wrong! (5) 

8    Navigational craft 

easily performed 

last of tasks with 

it (9) 

9    Multi-level shop 

looked to have a 

late opening? (8) 

14  Action on course 

to promote 

change in voting 

habits (9) 

15  Satirical, lively 

Scotsman (8) 

17  Storage facility set 

up outside back of 

arena (3) 

18  Heads of campus 

halls worked with 

uni and LGBT music 

venue (9) 

20  One skilled 

amateur trains 

frantically  

(7) 

21  Bloke got ripped, 

partly as a morale 

booster (3,4) 

24  Leader ousted 

from one-time car 

plant (5) 

26  Little fish always 

grabs line  

(5) 

27  Former New York 

official smuggling 

diamonds? Damn! 

(5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9

10 11

12 13

14 15 16 17 18

19 20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27

28 29

30 31
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YesterdayÊs Solution

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

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 23 January 1926

News Items

Modern methods aid revival of golden fibre
PURBA SAHA 
 

Jute has long been known as 
the “Golden Fibre” of West 
Bengal,  supporting the 
livelihoods of farmers across 

districts such as Murshidabad, Nadia, 
Hooghly and North 24 Parganas. 
For generations, jute cultivation has 
played a central role in the rural 
economy of the state. However, in 
recent years, many farmers reduced 
jute acreage due to rising labour 
costs, uncertain market prices and 
competition from synthetic materials. 
Today, jute farming is slowly 
witnessing a revival, driven by modern 
agricultural practices, improved 
varieties and renewed demand for 
eco-friendly products. 

One of the most visible changes in 
jute cultivation is the shift in sowing 
methods. Traditionally, farmers 
broadcast jute seeds by hand, which 
often resulted in overcrowded plants 
and uneven growth. This led to poor 
fibre quality and additional labour 
for thinning. Farmers in Murshidabad 
and Nadia are now increasingly 
adopting line sowing with recommended 
spacing. Line sowing ensures uniform 
crop establishment, better sunlight 
penetration and easier intercultural 
operations. Many farmers have reported 
improved fibre quality and better 
prices after switching to this method. 

Weed infestation remains one of 
the biggest challenges during the 
early stages of jute growth. In districts 
like Hooghly and North 24 Parganas, 
farmers often struggle with labour 
shortages during peak weeding periods. 
Earlier, manual weeding was the only 
option, making jute cultivation costly 
and time-consuming. Recent advances 
in integrated weed management have 
provided relief. By combining timely 
hand weeding, mechanical weeders 
and selective herbicides, farmers are 
able to control weeds effectively while 
reducing labour dependency. This 
approach not only lowers production 
costs but also improves crop growth 
and yield. 

Balanced nutrient management 
has also emerged as a key factor in 
improving jute productivity. Many 
farmers traditionally apply fertilizers 
without soil testing, often focusing 
mainly on nitrogen. Research conducted 
by institutions such as ICAR-CRIJAF, 
Barrackpore, has shown that jute 
responds well  to sulphur and 
micronutrients like zinc, in addition 
to nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium. 
Farmers who have adopted integrated 
nutrient management using organic 
manure along with recommended 
fertilizers have observed stronger 
and finer fibres. Improved soil health 
has also helped sustain productivity 
over multiple seasons. 

The introduction of improved jute 
varieties has further strengthened 
farmers’ confidence in the crop. New 
varieties developed by research 
institutions are high yielding, disease 
resistant and better suited to the 
agro-climatic conditions of West 
Bengal. These varieties mature earlier 
and produce uniform fibre, reducing 
the risk associated with unpredictable 
weather. Farmers in Murshidabad 
district, in particular, have reported 
more stable yields after switching 
to certified seeds of recommended 
varieties. 

Retting, the post-harvest process 
of separating fibre from the jute stem, 
has traditionally been one of the 
most problematic stages of jute 
cultivation. Conventional water retting 
depends heavily on rainfall and the 
availability of clean water bodies, 
often resulting in inconsistent fibre 
quality. In recent years, improved 
retting methods such as ribbon retting 
and microbial retting have been 
introduced in several parts of the 
state. These techniques reduce retting 
time, require less water and produce 
cleaner fibre with better colour and 
strength. Farmers adopting these 
methods have been able to secure 
higher fibre grades in the market. 

Market demand for jute is another 
encouraging sign for farmers. With 
increasing concern over plastic 

pollution, jute is gaining renewed 
importance as a biodegradable and 
sustainable alternative. Jute products 
are now widely used in packaging, 
geotextiles, handicrafts and eco-friendly 
consumer goods. Government initiatives 
promoting natural fibres and restricting 
single-use plastics have further 
boosted demand. For jute-growing 
farmers in West Bengal, this shift 
presents new income opportunities. 

Despite these positive developments, 
challenges remain. Climate change 
has made rainfall patterns unpredictable, 
affecting sowing and retting operations. 
Small and marginal farmers often 
lack access to modern tools, quality 
seeds and timely extension support. 
Delayed procurement and price 
fluctuations also discourage farmers 
from fully investing in jute cultivation. 

To ensure the long-term sustainability 
of jute farming, coordinated efforts 

are essential. Strengthening extension 
services, promoting farmer training 
programmes, encouraging mechanization 
and ensuring fair and timely prices 
can make a significant difference. 
With proper support, jute can once 
again become a profitable and dependable 
crop for West Bengal’s farmers. 

Jute farming today stands at a 
crucial turning point. By adopting 
modern practices and responding 
to changing market demands, farmers 
can improve their income while 
contributing to environmental 
sustainability. The revival of jute is 
not only about preserving a traditional 
crop but also about securing rural 
livelihoods and building a greener 
future. 

 
(The writer is a B.Sc. (Hons) Agriculture third-year 
student at Adamas University, with academic 
interest in fibre crops and farmer-oriented 
sustainable agriculture.)
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T
he ongoing protests by ASHA and angan-
wadi workers in West Bengal demanding
their wages be increased to ₹15,000 a

month is a sour reminder of e�orts to deny them
permanent employee status despite their central-
ity to many national and State welfare schemes.
The Indira Gandhi government denied the �rst of
many of these workers ‘worker’ status under the
Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS),
laying a foundation that India has continued to
build on to bypass labour laws. As the workload
increased, the formation of a national union fol-
lowed in 1989, but even in the liberalisation era,
the state created the category of ‘scheme work-
ers’ and expanded social schemes but not perma-
nent government jobs. The State of Karnataka vs
Ameerbi (1996) — tribunal decision — further ex-
cluded anganwadi workers from the set of go-
vernment employees even as the top court ex-
panded the right to food, and thus the need for
these workers, in 2004. The ASHA programme
took root in the mid-2000s and followed a similar
trajectory, with the government framing them as
‘activists’. Worse, in the 2010s, when the govern-
ment, employers, and workers’ unions recom-
mended job regularisation, minimum wages, and
pension and gratuity for ASHA workers at the
45th Labour Conference, successive UPA and
NDA governments chose not to implement this.
In 2015, the NDA government slashed the ICDS
budget, and these workers have been protesting
since at regular intervals just to make ends meet.

The Centre also froze its contribution to these
workers’ pay in 2018, in e�ect leaving ASHA and
anganwadi personnel to absorb �scal shocks. To-
gether with the lack of a guarantee of better work-
ing conditions for gig workers in the new labour
codes, the state has e�ectively exited the social
contract for many of its most vulnerable labour-
ers in favour of promoting business metrics and
more �scal headroom at the Centre. States do
wield more power in hiring and dispute resolu-
tion and are also more vulnerable to electoral
pressure, which unions have taken advantage of,
but there is also considerable disparity between
States. As central honoraria stagnated, States
were compelled to top up payments from their
own budgets. Predictably, wealthier States and
those facing sustained Union pressure have been
able to o�er more or additional bene�ts than �s-
cally constrained ones. Nonetheless, it is uncon-
scionable that the practice of denying these work-
ers their due still continues to be knowingly
exploitative. The Centre must legally reclassify
these ‘volunteers’ as statutory employees under
the Code on Social Security, guaranteeing mini-
mum wages and pension coverage. The Centre
and States must also bridge �scal gaps to ensure
equitable pay across regions. Only by institution-
alising these protections can India grant these es-
sential workers their rightful dignity.

Right to dignity
Governments must ensure equitable

pay for ASHA workers 

I
n multi-ethnic Manipur, the divide between
communities continues to grow and spill ov-
er into violence. With people still trying to

rebuild lives upended by two years of mindless
hostility that began on May 3, 2023, another sen-
seless killing has led to fresh tension. On Wednes-
day night, a 29-year-old Meitei man was killed by
unidenti�ed assailants. Mayanglambam Rishi-
kant Singh was visiting his wife, who is from the
Kuki-Zo community, in Churachandpur district,
when the couple was picked up from home by
masked gunmen. While she was allowed to walk
away, Singh was shot dead, which was recorded
on camera. There were demonstrations in Meitei-
dominated Imphal Valley, and at Kakching, from
where Singh hailed, people blocked the Indo-
Myanmar Sugnu Road to seek justice for his fami-
ly. According to security o�cials, on Wednesday
night, a video of the killing was shared on What-
sApp from a Guwahati IP address with the title,
‘No peace no popular governments’. A joint ac-
tion committee, set up in the Meitei-dominated
Imphal Valley, demanded that the case be hand-
ed over to the National Investigation Agency. The
acute trust de�cit among the people in a State
which has been under President’s rule since last
February is palpable. The faultlines between the
hills, dominated by the tribes, and the Valley,
home to the Meiteis, have sharpened.

Manipur, which became a State in 1972, has 33
recognised tribes. Each tribe, including the Kuki-
Zo and Nagas, and several non-tribal communi-
ties such as the Meiteis have their unique identity
and culture, which the political leadership has to
be mindful of. Despite witnessing waves of insur-
gencies and ethnic con�ict since 1972, people of
di�erent tribes and non-tribal communities did
work and live together without fear of reprisal.
That has become almost impossible now, and the
killing of a Meitei in a Kuki-dominated area will
only add to the mistrust. The present cycle of vio-
lence began after the Manipur High Court gave
the go-ahead to the State government to grant
Scheduled Tribe status to the Meiteis, an old de-
mand. Tribal groups vociferously protested, say-
ing this would give the Meiteis unprecedented ad-
vantages. Things soon got out of control after the
Meiteis and Kuki-Zo tribes clashed. The Biren
Singh government may have resigned in Febru-
ary 2025, but the State is still reeling under the
consequences of the manner in which the Centre
and State leaders handled the situation. To �nd
permanent peace, civil society and political lead-
ers need to continue to work tirelessly to bring all
stakeholders on board and resolve underlying is-
sues of identity and marginalisation.

Mindless killing
Manipur is still reeling from the

mishandling of the 2023 protests 

E
very democracy must periodically
redraw its electoral map to re�ect
population change. In India, this
process is known as delimitation. On

paper, it is a routine constitutional adjustment. In
reality, the next delimitation exercise — due after
Census 2027 — will be the most consequential
redrawing of political power since Independence.
It will rede�ne how seats are distributed in the
Lok Sabha and how India understands fairness,
federalism and regional balance.

The Constitution required delimitation after
every Census. But this principle has been
suspended for nearly half a century. Inter-State
distribution of Lok Sabha seats has remained
unchanged since 1976, frozen at 1971 Census
�gures so that States would not be penalised for
controlling population growth. The 84th
Amendment in 2001 speci�ed that redistribution
would remain suspended until “the �rst census
taken after the year 2026”.

That suspension e�ectively expires with
Census 2027. At present, representation still rests
on an India of 548 million people (1971), not
today’s 1.47 billion reality.

Delimitation is time consuming. India’s four
previous Commissions took between three and
�ve-and-a-half years — and the last one (2002–08)
only redrew internal constituency boundaries
without reallocating seats among States. The next
Commission would probably reallocate seats
among States for the �rst time since 1976, redraw
all constituencies, and create reserved
constituencies for women’s 33% quota. Even if
Census 2027 data is published in 2028,
completing delimitation before 2031-32 seems
impossible. As a result, women’s reservation
cannot be implemented before the 2034
elections. But we cannot rule out surprises.

The complexity around numbers
In the 1970s, fertility rates across States were
similar. Today, they have sharply diverged. The
southern and western States achieved
below-replacement fertility through investments
in education, health and women’s
empowerment. Northern States such as Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar continue recording higher
population growth. If population alone
determines representation, States that controlled
growth will lose political weight, while those that
did not will gain signi�cantly.

The numbers are stark. According to
delimitation projections, if seats were allocated
purely by population in an expanded Lok Sabha
of approximately 888 members, Uttar Pradesh
would rise from 80 to 151 seats and Bihar from 40
to 82 — just over 26% combined. Tamil Nadu
would have 53 seats (from 39) and Kerala 23
(from 20). Though their absolute numbers rise,
their share in the total Lok Sabha strength would
fall from 7.2% to 6.0% and 3.7% to 2.6%,
respectively, as the northern States gain

disproportionately. This creates a moral paradox.
Why should States be punished for good
governance? For 50 years, India urged States to
implement population control. Those who
succeeded now stand to lose representation. The
logic which forced the freeze in 1976 and 2001 is
still valid.

Union Home Minister Amit Shah stated in 2025
that “not even one seat will be reduced” for any
southern State. But this promise cannot o�set the
imbalance if northern States gain massively — or it
may require suspending constitutionally
mandated redistribution altogether, inviting legal
challenge.

The arithmetic reveals a deeper complexity.
Even if southern States retain their current seat
numbers in an expanded House, their in�uence
diminishes signi�cantly. Parliament functions on
absolute numbers, not proportions. When the
combined strength of U.P. and Bihar rises to over
a quarter of the House, the bargaining power of
other regions inevitably declines — despite the
promise being kept technically.

Options worth pondering over
There are six options that merit debate.

First, extend the current freeze beyond 2026,
delaying redistribution until fertility rates
converge. This preserves current balances but
denies fast-growing States fair representation (a
legitimate concern) and risks constitutional
challenge under Article 14, as unequal
representation based on 50-year-old data
undermines the principle of equal su�rage.

Second, expand the Lok Sabha from 543 to,
say, 750 or 888 seats, ensuring that no State loses
seats; some gain more. However, proportional
distribution means that larger States still get
bigger shares, leaving southern concerns
unaddressed.

Third, adopt a weighted formula: 80% weight
for population, 20% for development indicators
such as literacy, health, or sustained fertility
control — analogous to how the Finance
Commission uses composite indicators for tax
devolution. This rewards governance outcomes,
not just population size. The ratio could be 70:30.

Fourth, strengthen the Rajya Sabha as a
genuinely federal chamber. Earlier, domicile
requirements ensured that Members represented
the States from which they were elected. Now,
anyone can be elected from anywhere,
weakening that link. The domicile condition must
be restored. Additionally, Rajya Sabha seats
remain distributed largely by population — Uttar
Pradesh has 31 seats while Sikkim has one —
blunting its federal purpose. Consider adopting
the American system of equal seats a State,
irrespective of size (California 39 million,
Wyoming 0.5 million both have two Senators). An
Indian model could be evolved which could have
three tiers: largest States (15 seats each), medium
States (10 seats), smallest States (�ve seats).

Within each tier, States would have equal
representation regardless of population,
balancing federalism and restoring the Rajya
Sabha’s moderating role.

Fifth, bifurcate Uttar Pradesh into three or four
States to neutralise its excessive weight. U.P. was
already divided in 2000 to create Uttarakhand,
and movements for Bundelkhand and Purvanchal
Statehood have persisted for decades. If U.P.’s
projected 151 seats were divided among four
States (about 38 seats each), no single State would
dominate — making this a federalism solution, not
just an administrative one.

Sixth, implement phased redistribution across
two election cycles. Reallocate half the adjusted
seats in 2034, the remainder in 2039, giving
States and parties time to adapt. This reduces
political shock while honouring constitutional
requirements.

The need for careful navigation
Delimitation will reshape coalition politics
fundamentally. If two States command a quarter
of Lok Sabha seats, the mathematics of
government formation changes entirely. Regional
parties that historically provided parliamentary
balance would �nd their leverage reduced,
regardless of absolute seat numbers. The choice
between constitutional fairness and political
stability requires navigating this structural
tension carefully.

Beyond formulas, procedure matters. The
Delimitation Commission should include experts
in demography, constitutional law and federal
studies, with meaningful State representation.
Transparency, extensive public hearings and
robust oversight are essential.

The next delimitation will also redraw internal
constituency boundaries — considering
geography, administrative convenience, and
Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe (SC/ST)
representation. While the number of SC and ST
reserved constituencies is determined by strict
population proportion, the location of speci�c SC
constituencies involves Commission discretion,
potentially creating scope for manipulation.” The
ST formula should apply to both.

Delimitation is a national milestone that will
redistribute political voice and shape coalition
politics for decades. Done well, it can rea�rm
India’s unity and modernise representation.
Done poorly, it can deepen distrust and injure the
federal spirit.

The Census will measure India’s population;
delimitation will measure its democracy. Once
Census data is released, positions will harden and
consensus will fade —making now the moment
for dialogue. 

If guided by transparency, empathy and shared
justice, the exercise can renew faith in federalism
and democracy. But if driven by political
arithmetic alone, it may redraw the moral
balance of the Republic itself.

Delimitation after 2027, redrawing power in India

S.Y. Quraishi 
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I
n geopolitics, clarity is rare. But when it
arrives, it demands action. Both are now
embodied within the deepening relationship

between the European Union (EU) and India as
the two sides prepare for the upcoming visit of
the President of the European Commission,
Ursula von der Leyen, and the President of the
European Council, António Luís Santos da Costa,
New Delhi. As chief guests at India’s 77th
Republic Day on January 26, 2026, and co-chairs
of the 16th India–EU Summit on January 27, their
presence is more than ceremonial. It is an
alignment of intent. The optics of EU leaders
standing alongside Prime Minister Narendra Modi
at India’s most symbolic national celebration will
underscore the urgency of this moment.

India, once con�dent of its rapport with United
States President Donald Trump, now �nds itself
in the crosshairs of America — hit with punitive
tari�s and disparaging rhetoric, including being
accused with the farcical charge of ‘Modi’s War’
in Ukraine over Indian purchases of Russian oil.
New Delhi has rejected this in�ammatory
rhetoric as “inaccurate and misleading”,
cautioning against “double standards”, even as it
insists that the partnership has survived many
challenging transitions and will press forward on
the basis of mutual respect and shared interests.
Europe understands this rupture all too well.
Today, the message is clear: alliances no longer
guarantee protection, and strategic autonomy
must take precedence over strategic patience.

A relationship with potential
For too long, the India-EU relationship has
simmered with unrealised potential. The two
sides have committed to strengthening the
relationship but progress has remained episodic.
It is often derailed by narrative wars over Russia
and China, and by the simple reality that the two

sides were more focused on their respective
relationships with the U.S. But the new urgency
behind this speci�c visit means that it could now
result in relationship-de�ning outcomes.

What the FTA can deliver
First, India and the EU are in the �nal stages of
negotiating a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) that
has been sputtering along since 2007. It should be
viewed as a geopolitical insurance policy. If
realised to its full potential, the agreement could
unlock major opportunities in textiles and
apparel, where India seeks tari� reductions to
boost exports to Europe; pharmaceuticals and
chemicals, sectors where India’s competitive edge
can meet EU demand; automobiles and
machinery, where Europe wants greater access to
India’s growing market; and digital and services
trade, where India’s IT sector could gain from
regulatory harmonisation.

For India, the FTA is also about climate equity.
One sticking point continues to be the EU’s
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM),
which levies a 20%-35% e�ective carbon charge
on materials such as steel, aluminium, cement
and fertilizers from India. India sees it as a
non-tari� barrier that has the potential to erase
the gains an FTA would provide. In the interest of
both sides, Europe should be able to o�er some
relief to India on this front, while still ensuring
that climate remains a top policy priority.

Second, while maximising cooperation in
issues of trade and technology remains vital,
perhaps the hardest and most necessary
conversations lie in defence. Ms. Von der Leyen
has called for a Security and Defence Partnership
with India, on a par with Japan and South Korea.
And while it is not headline-grabbing like the
FTA, it is almost just as important. For the EU, it
would o�er access to India’s defence market, and

the opportunity for co-production of defence
equipment. 

For India, it compliments Mr. Modi’s ‘Make in
India’ initiative, which aims to transform India
into a global manufacturing hub. It would also
o�er access to European technology and a
framework for more joint exercises and
coordination in the Indian Ocean.

As a template for the world
Finally, on a strategic level, the EU-India
partnership could be a model for other nations as
they recalibrate and search for new partners.
With America’s unpredictability and China’s
continued assertiveness, India and the EU could
o�er a model of relationship building that
respects internal domestic sensitivities, while
recognising the need for �exibility and
pragmatism. At the heart of this alignment is a
shared belief that sovereign choices must remain
sovereign, and that neither Beijing, Moscow nor
Washington should hold veto power over India or
Europe’s strategic decisions. India and the EU
have paid the price of over-dependence —
whether on Russian gas, Chinese markets or
American security guarantees. Both also
recognise the need for strategic autonomy, which
is about enhancing �exibility, reducing
over-exposure to or over-dependence on certain
countries, and amplifying each other’s voices on
the global stage.

India and the EU have the credibility, the
capability and the capital to co-create a new
chapter in multilateralism. If they choose to seize
this moment and avoid the trappings of internal
bureaucracy, the two sides could help realise a
multipolar order that is resilient, equitable and
sovereign.

The views expressed are personal

India and the EU — a �t partnership in a divided world
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Now, the third Governor

The Karnataka Governor’s
walkout from the State
Assembly (Front page,
January 23), can only be
seen as an act of shirking
duty. 
A Governor’s role is to serve
as a constitutional
functionary, but this
episode is another instance
of the dangers of
gubernatorial politicisation.
That such problems arise
with a troika of Governors,

by the perpetrators points
to a premeditated attempt
to not just end innocent
lives but to also cause
disorder in the State. These
criminals must not be
allowed to succeed and the
community at large must
see through the motivations
of such evil individuals.

Anany Mishra,
Bhilai, Chhattisgarh

legislature, as it reflects the
vision and the aspirations of
people’s elected
government. It is time that
the gubernatorial role is
redefined to ensure the
stature of the o�ice.
Dr. D.V.G. Sankara Rao,

Srikakulam, Andhra Pradesh

Tension in Manipur

The killing of a 29-year-old
man in Churachandpur
district and the circulation
of the video of his murder

of the dispensation at the
Centre which mandates
that they cause maximum
discomfort and
inconvenience to the State
governments. Such events
never occur in States ruled
by the BJP or its allies.
C.V. Aravind,
Bengaluru

The Governors of Kerala,
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka
are supposed to read out
the address, through the

and government from a
detached standpoint. He
will be able to influence the
Ministers and Members of
the Legislature in such a
manner that the
administration will run
smoothly.”
Divyanshi Soni,
New Delhi

The ostensible reason for
these worthies throwing
tantrums is that they are
only acting on the dictates

in Tamil Nadu, Kerala and
Karnataka — also non-BJP
ruled States — shows that
there needs to be deep
introspection. 
Governors, in the words of
Pandit Thakur Das
Bhargava, Member of
Constituent Assembly, “...
shall be a guide,
philosopher and friend of
the Ministry as well as the
people in general... He will
be a man above party and
he will look at the Minister
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GROUND ZERO

Trigger warning: This article contains references
to sexual abuse and suicide. Please use your dis-
cretion in deciding if, when, and where to read.

I
t was U. Deepak’s birthday on January 17.
The 42-year-old sales executive, who
worked at a garment company, lived with
his parents in a two-storey house in Govin-

dapuram, a couple of kilometres from Kozhikode
city in Kerala. He had promised his father, Choyi
Ullattuthodi, and mother, K. Kanyaka, that he
would take them to Guruvayur temple, an an-
cient Hindu site dedicated to Lord Krishna and
popular among pilgrims. For the closely knit fa-
mily of three, whose lives were rooted in routine,
such pilgrimages were not rare, Kanyaka says.

Deepak had instructed his parents to be ready
by the afternoon for the journey that would take
about 2 hours. He said they would leave once he
returned from work. But when he came home,
his parents realised that he was not himself.

“He was very upset,” Kanyaka recalls. “He
didn’t eat. Without any explanation, he said,
‘Amma, we will go to Guruvayur later’.” Kanyaka

kept asking him what had happened, but Dee-
pak did not respond. He shut himself inside
his room.

That night, citing incidents of theft in the
area, Deepak asked his parents to close their
bedroom door. They did as they were told.
The next morning, they found Deepak dead in

his room.
For Ullattuthodi and Kanyaka, the discovery

was shocking especially since they saw no warn-
ing and no visible signs of despair. “We couldn’t
understand why he took his own life,” says Ka-
nyaka, her voice cracking.

A day earlier, unbeknownst to his parents,
Deepak had struggled to process a video in the
public domain that featured him. The circum-
stances surrounding his death have sent shock-
waves across Kerala, sparking widespread discus-
sion and outrage. His death highlights the
complex intersection of social media, public
shaming, sexual abuse, and mental health.

The incident on the bus

The pervious day, 35-year-old Shimjitha Mustha-
fa from Vadakara, who describes herself on Insta-
gram as a ‘trained psychologist’, posted a video.
She alleged that Deepak sexually harassed her on
a bus in Payyannur, Kannur district. She claimed
that Deepak, who had been travelling in the priv-
ate bus from Payyannur railway station to the bus
stand, deliberately elbowed her breast.

The video struck a nerve. Sexual harassment
in crowded public transport is a lived reality for
countless women across India. The clip went vi-
ral, reaching more than 2 million people within a
few hours. When some people in the comments
section questioned her intent and the framing of
the video, Musthafa deleted the clip. Later, she
posted a follow-up video. She said that her aim

was not to target an individual, but to highlight a
“serious social and mental health issue.”

It was Asgar Ali, a friend of Deepak, who in-
formed him about the video. “Deepak was intro-
verted,” Ali says. “He was recovering from the
trauma of a divorce. When I spoke to him on the
night of his birthday, he was very distressed. He
feared public humiliation. He told me he would
take legal measures against the woman.”

For Kanyaka, the memory of that night is un-
bearable. “Though he was 42, he was like a
child,” she says. “He was very delicate. He would
not do anything without asking me. To take such
a step, he must have been broken inside. How
much my son must have cried all night….”

Deepak’s cousin, U. Jayaprakash, and his wife
Sini are in a state of disbelief. “Nobody who knew
Deepak would ever believe that he could sexually
harass someone,” says Jayaprakash. “He was ve-
ry attached to his mother. He must have worried
about how such an allegation would a�ect her.”

The family accused Musthafa of using the vi-
deo to gain fame and followers. Public anger
swelled rapidly. Soon, Deepak’s death was no
longer a private tragedy; it became a public �ash-
point. While several women’s rights activists
urged people to stay calm and not lose sight of
the complexity of the issue, many men were an-
gry. A series of videos showed men travelling in
buses with cardboard boxes covering their bo-
dies. One of the most widely shared clips fea-
tured a bus conductor wearing a cardboard box
over his upper body, bearing a message demand-
ing the formation of a men’s commission.

Complaints and inquiries

On January 19, Kanyaka �led a complaint against
Musthafa with the Kozhikode City Police Com-
missioner. The Kozhikode Medical College police
registered a case and invoked Section 109 of the
Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023. This is a non-bail-
able o�ence relating to abetment to suicide. The
police arrested Musthafa from her relative’s
house in Vadakara and remanded her to judicial

custody for 14 days. The State Human Rights
Commission directed the police to submit a re-
port within a week.

In its remand report before the Judicial First
Class Magistrate Court, Kunnamangalam, the
police stated that Deepak had died by suicide due
to the humiliation caused by the videos �lmed
and shared by Musthafa.

The investigation, the police said, included a
review of CCTV footage from the bus in which
Musthafa and Deepak had travelled. “There was
nothing abnormal or objectionable [in it],” they
wrote in the remand report. “The footage does
not show any inappropriate or unusual beha-
viour.” Statements from the bus sta� and fellow
passengers also reportedly con�rmed that no in-
cident of harassment or misconduct took place
during the journey, the remand report said.

The police also said that Musthafa recorded
multiple videos of the alleged sexual harassment
in the bus and deleted some of them. Her phone
has been sent for forensic analysis. “We have
sought police custody of the accused for further
questioning,” says a police source.

The police added in the report that Musthafa,
who holds a postgraduate degree and is former
ward member of the Areacode Grama Panchayat,
was aware of the legal requirement to approach
the police if she had experienced harassment.

Meanwhile, from Manjeri jail, Musthafa �led a
complaint through her brother with the Payyan-
nur police, reiterating that she was sexually ha-
rassed on the bus on January 16. The Payyannur
police have initiated a preliminary inquiry.

A battleground

As legal processes unfolded, public discourse ex-
ploded. Almost overnight, the public perception
of Musthafa shifted. Initially seen as a victim of
sexual harassment, she came to be seen as an
abettor of suicide. Social media turned into a bat-
tleground. Many people questioned the authen-
ticity of the video, arguing that the contact bet-
ween Deepak and her could have been accidental
as the bus was crowded. Some in�uencers and
YouTubers branded the video “fake.”

Deepak’s death altered the narrative entirely.
What was once a conversation about women’s sa-
fety in public transport turned into a bitter de-
bate on false allegations, public shaming, and the
destructive power of social media. The case
raised uncomfortable questions about accounta-
bility, justice, and empathy in the digital age.

Feminists themselves appeared divided.
“When a woman says she was sexually harassed
and shows video evidence of it, how does that au-
tomatically become abetment to suicide,” some-
one wondered. Some women argued that suicide
cannot invalidate an allegation, especially when
the woman continues to stand by her claim even
after the man’s death. Others asked whether the
video should have been made public before an in-
vestigation. Should social media in�uencers as-
sume the role of arbiters of justice? Should public
opinion be allowed to determine guilt?

Cyber crime investigator Pattathil Dhanya Me-
non points to legal grey zones. “Technically
speaking, in a public space, you cannot shoot
another person without consent,” she says. “If it
was recorded as evidence against violence, it
should have been submitted to the pol0ice. It
should not have been edited or tampered with.”
She stresses the urgent need for awareness about
the legitimate use of social media.

As the debate raged on, Musthafa became the
target of vicious online abuse. She received rape
and murder threats. Ajay Unni, from the Bharati-

ya Janata Party, who contested the recent Thodu-
puzha Municipality elections, said women who
create such videos should be raped �rst.

Seeing the �restorm, many women came out
in support of Musthafa. They said that there are
barely any women who have not experienced ha-
rassment in crowded buses or public spaces in In-
dia. Detailing their own experiences, women also
spoke of how they are routinely shamed and iso-
lated when they speak up.

Data from the National Crime Records Bureau
show that India’s crime rate against women in-
creased in 2022 by 4% points compared to 2021.
The national average stood at 66.4 cases per lakh
women, driven by high rates in Delhi (144.4), Ha-
ryana (118.7), and Telangana (117.6). States such as
Kerala (82) and Madhya Pradesh (78.8) were clos-
er to the national average.

“School and college students are the most fre-
quent victims,” says Radhika P., a 53-year-old
sales sta� member in Kozhikode. “My daughter
often complains to me. Even at my age, I’m not
spared. Women always travel with fear. We have
to remain alert in crowded buses.”

Musthafa’s supporters also pointed to the
apathy of the police and the judicial system in
handling harassment complaints. This, they ar-
gued, pushes women to post videos online as a
form of self-defence, a way of reclaiming agency
and deterring potential perpetrators. They cited
the 2023 case of Savad Sha, who was arrested for
masturbating inside a Kerala State transport bus
while sitting next to a woman. She uploaded a vi-
deo of the act online. The woman, an actor and
model, faced severe attacks online from men’s
groups. Some of them even received the accused
after he obtained bail. In 2025, Savad Sha was
booked again for molesting another woman in
another bus, validating the earlier complaint.

“If the promptness shown in arresting Mustha-
fa had been shown in acting on complaints of ha-
rassment in buses, things would be di�erent,”
says screenwriter and feminist activist Didi Da-
modharan. “There is hardly a woman who has
not had a bad experience in public transport.
That is what Musthafa tried to say through her vi-
deo. Whether this speci�c case is true or not
should be decided by the police and courts.”

She adds, “Mobile phones can be e�ective
tools of self defence. The very awareness that one
might be under watch can make public spaces
safer for women.” At the same time, she cautions
against the oversimpli�cation of Deepak’s sui-
cide. “There may be many reasons behind this

death. The video could be one factor, but it may
not be the sole reason.”

Damodharan is blunt about how the narrative
has been weaponised. “The tears of the mother
are being used to attack the women’s liberation
movement. Instead of emphasising that suicide is
never a solution, all anger has been directed at
the woman and the video. There appears to be a
deliberate e�ort to crush even the smallest possi-
bility of women’s empowerment,” she says.

She also points to deeper anxieties at play.
“The accessibility of social media and phones for
women disrupts power equations in a patriarchal
society. That is why the issue is framed as a pro-
blem of women using social media,” she says.

Drawing lines

As Musthafa was brought to the Medical College
police station, people blocked tra�c and shouted
abuses. Similar scenes were reported outside
Manjeri jail. People posted Reels on social media,
attacking women and feminist activists. Political
parties and their cyber warriors jumped in, each
pushing their own agenda.

In the 2017 case involving the abduction and
sexual assault of a Malayalam actor, the court
took the ages of the accused into account while
determining the sentence. In another instance of
sexual misconduct, the court showed considera-
tion to the accused, �lmmaker P.T. Kunju Mu-
hammed, because of his age. “What, then, is the
‘right’ age for a man to be punished adequately in
a case of harassment,” asks Damodharan.

Women activists also point out that the gravity
of the allegation against Musthafa is far less sev-
ere than crimes such as rape and gang rape. They
question the disproportionate response and the
intensity of the punitive action in her case.

On the other hand, men’s rights activists claim
that Deepak’s death is not an isolated incident.
They argue that men are increasingly victims of
public humiliation and reputational damage
without evidence. Activist Rahul Easwar an-
nounced a 24x7 helpline for men facing mental
harassment and declared January 17 as ‘Men’s
Rights Day’. He gave Deepak’s parents “initial
aid” of ₹3.17 lakh.

Psychiatrist Dr. Shaju George, who is from
Thrissur and works in Dubai, says, “Ending one’s
life is almost normalised as a response to mental
trauma. What is tragic is that neither he nor his
friends or family sought professional psychologi-
cal or legal help.”

Deepak’s death has left behind grieving pa-
rents, a woman in jail, and a society deeply divid-
ed. It is the story not just of one man and one vi-
deo, but of a social contract stretched thin by
technology, patriarchy, fear, and grief. It forces
Kerala, a State that has just declared itself 100%
digitally literate, to confront an uncomfortable
truth: in the age of social media, justice is seen as
everyone’s business, delivered in quick, reckless
shorts. And the cost is often paid in lives.

Suicide Prevention Helpline: Disha - 1056, 0471-2552056

mini.mk@thehindu.co.in

Shimjitha Musthafa accused U. Deepak of sexually harassing her on a bus in Kerala. In buses across India, people are often crammed together. This is a representational image. RAGESH K. 

Trial by social media
A day after a woman posted a video on social media alleging sexual harassment by a man on a bus, he died by

suicide. The episode sparked outrage across Kerala and led to heated discussions on the use of social media, the

possible consequences of public shaming, and mental health. Mini Muringatheri reports on an episode that

has divided society

When I
spoke to
him on the
night of his
birthday, he
was very
distressed.
He feared
public
humiliation. 

ASGAR ALI
Deepak’s friend

Deepak’s parents, Choyi Ullattuthodi and K. Kanyaka, discovered his body

in his room the morning after his birthday. RAGESH K. 

If the promptness shown in arresting
Musthafa had been shown in acting on
complaints of harassment in buses, things
would be di�erent. 

DIDI DAMODHARAN
Activist 
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T
he Centre, according to a recent report in
this newspaper, is keen to rationalise the
number of Centrally Sponsored Schemes

(CSSs) — those run with Central and States’
contributions. The intent coincides with the five-year
term of over 50 of these schemes ending this March.
CSSs have been criticised for over two decades for
being clumsy arrangements that evade accountability
and generate poor outcomes. 

With the upcoming Budget faced with a
revenue constraint as well as inflexible
expenditures, moves to rationalise CSSs,
which account for over 8 per cent of the total
Budget size or about ₹4 lakh crore, can make
a major di�erence in improving the
e�ciency of allocations. The Centre said last
May that e�orts in this direction had helped
release funds for capital expenditure.
Indeed, there have been enough CAG reports
to show that many of these schemes are
riddled with ine�ciencies. Various
committees over time — such as one helmed
by former Cabinet Secretary BK Chaturvedi
whose report was submitted in 2011, and a
panel of chief ministers about four years
later — have suggested changes, which have
in turn been echoed by the 15th Finance
Commission. They have said that schemes
below a certain minimum fund size should
be dissolved. Many suggestions of the CMs’
panel have since found their way into policy,
although their target of reducing the number
of CSSs to 30 seems a far cry — with ‘flagship
schemes’ being announced from time to
time. Schemes have been divided into ‘’core’
and ‘optional’ — although it can perhaps be
said that the panel’s proposal to reduce the
numbers to one ‘umbrella scheme’ per sector
remains a work in progress.

An important move with respect to
increasing State autonomy was taken in
2016, when 25 per cent of the central
allocation was earmarked as a ‘flexifund’, to
be used by the States to design and
implement the concerned scheme or its
variant in its own way, but in keeping with
Central guidelines. Whether this e�ort has
paid o� is worth an evaluation. Meanwhile,
CAG reports on the National Health Mission
and the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas
Yojana point to a familiar tale of unused
allocations, mismatch between Central and
State contributions and underwhelming
outcomes. The lack of coordination, of
course, turns into a political issue. Amidst
this mess, it is best that more CSSs,
especially those that fall under the State and
Concurrent Lists, are run either as wholly
central or State schemes, with a clear
accountability trail. 

CSSs, to be fair, were conceived under
Article 282 of the Constitution in order to
empower the Centre to implement schemes
outside of its strict domain to deal with
development deficits of States. There was
certainly a case in post-Independent India to
equalise the provision of basic services
across States with di�erent governance
capacities. But the times have changed, and
CSSs do not inspire the same confidence. It
is time to review the design and raison d etre

of CSSs.

Schemes galore
Centrally Sponsored Schemes should be rationalised
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IPO pricing
Apropos ‘Primary concerns’
(January 23), the rapid growth of the
primary market makes stronger
safeguards around IPO pricing both
timely and necessary. The regulator’s
move to tighten surveillance and
refine the call auction process is
welcome. Introducing standardised
price bands, widening participation
by genuine investors, and extending
the price discovery window can
improve transparency. Equally
important is a more realistic method
for fixing base prices, especially for
relisted stocks. These steps can curb

excess speculation, protect retail
investors, and reinforce confidence
in India’s capital markets.
M Barathi
Bengaluru

Investment pitch at WEF
Apropos ‘At WEF, India invites
investors to tap $300 bn clean
energy opportunity’ (January 23).
Prime Minister Narendra Modi rarely
attends the World Economic Forum
at Davos, preferring to send Union
ministers, Chief Ministers and CEOs
to showcase the country’s diverse
strengths. This decentralised model

highlights State autonomy but risks
fragmented messaging and
competition among various States,
which may confuse investors,
thereby preferring other countries. 
O Prasada Rao
Hyderabad

Trump on the back-foot
This refers to ‘Why Trump softened
push for Greenland takeover’
(January 23). President Trump’s
assertion that the US could deploy
full military power to seize Greenland
was less a concrete policy than a
calculated attempt to intimidate

NATO allies resisting his demands.
However, when those allies
responded with hardened positions
and credible military preparedness,
the asymmetry of power Trump
sought to exploit dissolved.
Confronted by collective resolve and
alliance unity, he retreated. The
episode illustrates how
brinkmanship, while theatrically
assertive, becomes strategically
untenable when met with organised
resistance and institutional
constraints.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru
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T
he IndiGo fiasco with thousands
of flight cancellations during
December teaches the telecom

industry a lesson or two.
The domestic aviation industry is

dominated by IndiGo with about 60 per
cent market share and the Tata group
with about 26 per cent, indicating
thereby a near duopoly market
structure. In terms of fleet ownership,
IndiGo and the Tata group combine
account for about 90 per cent of the
aircraft in the domestic market.

Similarly, the two main telecom
operators in the country, RJio and Airtel,
with a subscriber market share of 40 per
cent and 35 per cent, respectively,
dominate the industry. In terms of
revenue share, the numbers are even
higher at 42 and 39 per cent respectively
for RJio and Airtel. In terms of radio
spectrum, which is the fuel for mobile
services, RJio and Airtel have about 45
per cent (about 25,520 MHz) and 39 per
cent (21,910 MHz) respectively. A
precarious duopoly much in like the
aviation industry.

As with the aviation industry, the
telecom industry is characterised by
high upfront sunk cost including cost of
radio spectrum and the pan-India
network infrastructure, and hence a
near duopoly market structure.
However, unlike the aviation industry,
there are mechanisms by which

competition can be introduced in the
telecom sector — by functionally
separating the infrastructure layer from
services. This has been made possible by
the introduction of Virtual Network
Operators (VNOs) that use (or home on
to) the infrastructure including radio
spectrum with the Network Service
Operator (NSO) to provide voice, data
and content services. Having functional
separation is likely to increase service
competition and improve quality of
service.

NOT TAKEN OFF

Though the licence and authorisation of
VNOs was promulgated in India in 2016,
it has not taken o�. On the contrary,
there are about 250-300 active Mobile
VNOs (MVNOs) in the US, with visible
consumer brands such as Cricket,
Metro, Spectrum, and Mint homing on
to the three main NSOs, namely,
T-Mobile, AT&T and Verizon. A
well-known case is Google Fi, a smart
and advanced MVNO that primarily uses
the network resources of T-Mobile to
provide seamless international data
roaming to all its customers.

Another country that has witnessed
growth of MVNOs is Australia, that has
about 70 of them with about 14 per cent
share, homing on to the three main
NSOs — Telstra, Optus and TPG
Telecom. Virgin Mobile, the pioneer in
the MVNO space, operates profitably in
many countries, notably in the UK and
Australia.

The moot question is whether such an

MVNO story is viable in India? One of
the reasons for MVNOs not taking o� in
India is the high regulatory levies in the
form of spectrum charges and licence
fees as a percentage of Adjusted Gross
Revenue (AGR). 

Further, the guidelines state that an
MVNO can only home on to one parent
NSO, though it has been relaxed for
wireline VNOs in the 2024
recommendations by TRAI.

Apart from these, one of the reasons
for the tight stronghold of the NSOs is
that the entity that owns the
infrastructure also provides services,
and hence lacks any incentive to
encourage service competition. In our
recent book, we advocate structural and
accounting separation of the NSOs at
the infrastructure and service layers.
This will keep the heavy investment
infrastructure to be provided by the 2-3
operators, while facilitating new

entrants in the services layer with light
touch regulation. For the incumbent
NSOs, spinning of the services arm is
expected to provide regulatory relief in
the form of reduced levies and taxes.
This will also facilitate leasing of
underused/unused assets of the NSOs
including spectrum to be put in to
optimal use. The 2024 recommendation
by TRAI on the framework for service
authorisation is precisely along these
lines to introduce light touch regulation
in the telecom sector.

The recent report by the leading GSM
Association, indicates that MVNOs
worldwide have grown by more than 60
per cent over the past decade. New
MVNOs are entering the market,
looking to strengthen customer
acquisition and compete with
traditional operators. MVNOs are also
positioning for the future through
innovating in technology, capturing
growing demand for Internet of Things,
bundling content with connectivity, and
forming partnerships along the way.

The Government has been facilitating
the survival of Vodafone Idea (VI) as an
NSO by converting the regulatory dues
into equity shares and allowing
moratorium on payments. Going
forward, VI should seriously consider
functional separation of its entity so that
the services arm can compete and o�er
services e�ciently to become an active
third private operator in the country.

Sridhar is Professor, IIIT-Bangalore, and Prasad is
Professor, MDI Gurgaon

Telecom shouldn’t go the aviation way

V Sridhar 
Rohit Prasad

TELECOM. Reforms needed for
fostering competition ISTOCKPHOTO

While both sectors are duopolistic, telecom can infuse competition and improve service through functional separation
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T
he aspiration of every
Indian today is that our
country should become a
developed country by 2047,
that is by the time India

completes 100 years after
Independence. There is no unique
definition of a developed country.
Analysts usually go by the criterion
which World Bank uses to classify a
country as a high income country. The
cut o� used for 2024-25 was per capita
income of $14,006 at market exchange
rates. By 2047, the criterion may rise to
$18,000. Some estimate it at $20,000. 

Based on assumptions relating to
population growth, exchange rate and
inflation, it is estimated that India needs
to grow between 7.5 per cent and 8 per
cent to reach the required per capita
income in 2047. The critical question to
ask is, can India do this? There are
countries which have achieved such a
transition. We set below a five-point
agenda to achieve this goal. It is also
important to emphasise that these five
measures need supporting action from
other spheres. Monetary and fiscal
stability must go hand in hand with the
development process.

Raise the investment rate by two
percentage points: India’s Gross Fixed
Capital Formation rate (GFCF) in real
terms has been hovering around 33.6 per
cent of GDP recently. For 2025-26 it is
estimated at 33.8 per cent. The ICOR of
the economy has been close to five.
Given this situation, India can grow
comfortably between 7 and 8 per cent
only if the GFCF rate is lifted by two
percentage points. A recent
phenomenon is in the GFCF —
government capital expenditure has
played a progressively more important
role. This cannot go on indefinitely.
Private investment must pick up.
Government should analyse at the
aggregate and sectoral/industry level the
factors that may be holding back private
investment and take appropriate
measures.

Absorb new technologies:
Occurrence of new technologies has
been part of history since Industrial
Revolution. However, the induction of
new technologies such as Artificial
Intelligence (AI) have been welcomed
with both enthusiasm and trepidation.
The nature of the new innovations,
some argue, is di�erent from earlier
innovations. Obviously the new
innovations will improve productivity
and output. But its impact on
employment is uncertain. 

Even a populous country like India

cannot ignore the adoption of AI, if we
have to remain competitive. Absorption
of new technologies is a must, AI is a
horizontal innovation and it will a�ect
all sectors. AI and related technologies
would also increase the rate of capital
depreciation and obsolescence. This
needs to be compensated by increased
capital formation in gross terms.

Focus on relatively labour intensive
sectors: To o�set the probable negative
e�ect on employment of the new
technologies, it is important to pay
special attention to relatively labour
intensive sectors. Such sectors can be
identified in many ways. One way is to
look at those activities in which per unit
of output more labour is employed.
Industries which may fall in this
category will be leather and related
products, wearing apparel, etc.
Hospitality is one large sector which is
labour intensive. We need to be careful
that such relatively labour intensive

activities must be e�cient and
competitive.

Strategy of development to be
multi-dimensional: The strategy of
development must not be
unidimensional in the sense that the
focus should not be on a single sector
like exports or services. Such a strategy
might have worked at one stage but not
now. It is true that several of the East
Asian countries like South Korea and
Taiwan grew fast on the basis of exports.
China also joined this club a little later.
China’s merchandise exports in 1973
was 1 per cent of world trade. In 2021, it
grew to 15.2 per cent. In the case of
India, its share in world exports was 0.5
per cent in 1973 and it grew to 1.6 per
cent in 2021.

Growth of India will have to depend
on a simultaneous growth of agriculture,
manufactures, services and exports. The
role of the government must be to
provide an overall environment in which
new enterprises can spring up and there
is development all around.

Invest in health and education: The
1991 reforms signalled a movement of
government towards greater investment
in social infrastructure. Reforms meant
not so much as ‘less government’ but
‘di�erent government’. Investment in
health and education is aimed at

providing opportunities to grow for all.
This is an important aspect of social
justice. Also, training, skilling and
education including technical education
are needed for taking advantage of
India’s unfolding demographic dividend. 

Subsidies may provide some relief to
vulnerable groups immediately. But for
long term sustained well-being of
vulnerable groups, what is needed is to
provide them good health and good
education. India’s demographic profile
indicates a young dependency ratio that
exceeds the old dependency ratio until
2055 calling for high prioritisation of
government spending on education.

This five-fold strategy will help India
not only to grow at the required rate to
achieve the status of a developed
country but also to ensure social justice.
Growth and equity should not be posed
as opposing considerations. They must
be woven together to achieve an
acceptable pattern of development.

The Budget must outline a roadmap
for achieving the goal of Viksit Bharat.

Rangarajan is Chairman, Madras School of Economics,
former Chairman, Prime Minister’s Economic Advisory
Council, and former Governor, Reserve Bank of India;
Srivastava is Honorary Professor, MSE and Member,
Advisory Council to the Sixteenth Finance Commission.
Views are personal

How to achieve 
Viksit Bharat goal
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The strategy of
development must not be
unidimensional in the
sense that the focus should
not be on a single sector
like exports or services

GROWTH CATALYSTS. Boosting the investment rate, adopting new tech and 
focusing on labour intensive sectors are among the key measures needed
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