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Social media ban
alone won’t work

Protecting children online calls for a range of
measures, including improving parental
awareness to monitor risky behaviour

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 harmin
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 whatis needed.

{ MINOR HINTS }
Rahul Sagar

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

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 Samayj’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 seta 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
amelody”. 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 Miiller, 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 atall”, 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 Miiller’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 task of popularising the UK’s anthem in India fell to Frederick Harford’s National Anthem for
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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
at NYU Abu Dhabi. His recent books include The
Progressive Maharaja and To Raise A Fallen People.
The views expressed are personal

How India can become a
deep-tech powerhouse

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

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

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

monetisation framework. Experience V Ramgopal entrepreneurship and making company
of universities such as the IITs, IISc formation or prototype development,
and BITS reveals that the real prob- Rao instead of just academic publications, as

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”,

Ashisﬁ
Bharadwaj

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

point of this growth if it is soaked in the
kind of apathy that allows its citizens to

is just the tip of the iceberg.

The problem, though, is the pattern that

{ EDITOR'S PICK }

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 Al, 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.

V Ramgopal Rao is group vice-chancellor,
BITS Pilani - All Campus, and Ashish
Bharadwaj is dean, BITS Law School, Mumbai.
The views expressed are personal
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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

In Noida, reminder of the
sinking state of humanity

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

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

later. It was a death that was the Ashish a society. Surely, an ancient civili-
direct result of criminal negli- M t sation should have had at least
gence on the part of the adminis- agotra this part pinned down in the mod-

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

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

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

context, and helps understand recent news events

MORE THAN AN ISLAND

fter a backlash from Western allies, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump scaled back his rhetoric
on America taking over Greenland. The 80

island-territory has always been a theatre of vou WANT
geopolitical competition, which is now getting headted 7O OWN
due to the energy and trade realities the world faces. SETENLAND?

LESSOMS FROM

Australia-based researcher Elizabeth Buchanan’s Y
So You Want to Own Greenland?: Lessons from the e
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
itremains a territory but with significant autonomy,

the book offers the reader a detailed sketch of the past, So You Want to Own
present and future of the island. It also delves intothe ~ Greenland?

fallout on the immediate neighbourhood, specifically ~ Elizabeth Buchanan
Canada, if Trump’s plans come to fruition. 2025
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Earnings, not narrative

FPIs are voting with their feet, will return only if there isa
clear improvement in the durability of corporate numbers

UCH BEFORE BERNSTEIN downgraded its stance on Indian

equities in early January, foreign portfolio investors (FPIs) had

alreadybegunvotingwith theirfeet.Through 2025, FPIs found

better opportunities elsewhere—betting on markets in China,
Korea,and the US, and being handsomely rewarded. In the process, they
pulled out nearly $19 billion from Indian equities.The trend appears to have
spilled over into 2026, with outflows so far of around $3 billion. The disen-
chantment is not primarily about the rupee’s depreciation or geopolitical
risks.It stems instead from a slowing economic momentum, limited head-
room for furtherfiscal stimulus,theabsence of strong catalysts tolift corpo-
rate earnings,and persistently expensivevaluations.Overthe past fewyears,
the government has done most of the heavy lifting—supporting growth
through tax cuts and a sharp increase in capital expenditure.

That support now faces constraints.With economic growth—and more
importantly nominal GDP—slowing, the government has limited room to
provide fresh stimulus as it remains committed to fiscal consolidation. At
the sametime, private corporate investment has stayed hesitant,with com-
panies citing weak demand visibility. Stronger investment would have
helped generate jobs and revive consumption, but that impulse has yet to
materialise. Monetary easing, too, has had a muted impact. Despite the
Reserve Bank of India cutting policyrates by 125 basis points,credit has not
become meaningfully cheaper except for select borrower segments.Banks
have struggled to mobilise retail deposits, keeping loan growth modest.
India Ratings expects credit growth at shadowlenders to moderate to 15-
16% next year as they turn more selective following stress in the micro,
small,and medium enterprise sector. Economists now see GDP growth in
FY27 settlingaround 6.7-6.8%.

AnIndia-US trade deal,orinterim tariff relief,could provide a fillip to ex-
ports,jobsand incomes. Until such a deal materialises—and on terms fav-
ourable to India—export momentum is likely to remain under pressure.
Against this backdrop, India entered 2026 as one of the world’s most
expensive equity markets, trading at over 20 times one-year forward earn-
ings, compared with an average multiple of about 15.1 times across 15
major economies.While the recent market correction has madevaluations
marginally more reasonable,corporate earnings this season have alsobeen
soft. Despite cuts in income tax and goods and services tax rates, con-
sumption demand remains tepid, as reflected in subdued earnings at
Reliance Retail, Shoppers Stop, and Avenue Supermarts, and provisional
data from fashion retailers such as Trent.

With theimpact of the newwage code rulesyet to fully play out,earnings
growth mayremain stuckin high single digits.That,combined with a heavy
primarymarket pipeline that could cap secondary-market returns,has kept
FPIs cautious.Returns frombenchmarkindices between July 2004 and Janu-
ary 2026 havebeen mediocre,while small-cap funds delivered negative retu-
rns between June 2024 and December 2025. Indian equities also continue
totradeata premium to most global markets.Even after recent corrections,
valuation multiples remain well above those of several markets—making
India a tougher sell in aworld where investors are increasingly price-sensit-
ive.Theretreat of FPIsis,however,lessaboutlosing faith in thelong-term In-
dia story. For them to regain confidence in the India story,what is needed is
not narrative optimism but a clearimprovement in the qualityand durabil-
ity of corporate earnings.That revival, for now,appears some distance away.

Dying alone Is China’s
latest tech obsession

THISTIME LASTyear, the hottest Chinese tech product was DeepSeek’s market-mov-
ing artificial intelligence model. In 2026, it’s something far simpler: an app for peo-
pleworried about dying alone.

The bluntly named “Are You Dead?” platform rocketed to the top of the app-store
charts in China before going viral globally.The interface is almost aggressively plain.
Users, largely peopleliving alone, tap to confirm they are still alive. Miss two daysina
rowand an emergency contact gets notified.

Besides its provocative moniker, there’s a reason the app went mega-viral with-
outspendingadime onadvertising—and didn’t even have to pretend tobeabuzzynew
Al product. Its surge coincided with the nation’s birth rate plunging to its lowest on
record,at a time when marriage figures are falling and divorces are ticking up.

While manyassumed itwas developed for elderly users seeking tohold on to their
independence,itwasactually created by a team of Gen-Z developerswhosaidininter-
views theywere inspired by their own experiences of isolating urban life. One-person
households are expected to swell to as manyas 200 million in the country by 2030.

Thesedemographicchangesaren’t unique tomodern China,but they’re definitely
not the kind of publicity Beijing wants right now. The platform was quietly removed
from Chinese app stores last week. In a culture where frank mentions of dying are
seen as taboo and inauspicious, the creators also said on micro-blogging site Weibo
that theywere planning on rebranding. The newinternational name,“Demumu’,isa
Labubu-fied riff on the word “death”. It didn’t catch on as expected,and the develop-
ers are now crowdsourcing a new idea via social media.

Despite striking a nerve in Beijing and around the world, the product’s concept is
annoyingly good. As Big Tech and start-ups race to
come up with the next hit Al app, the most common
complaintIhearfromactualhumansis that manyof
thesetoolsare solutionshunting fora problem.Idon’t
need amodel to summariseatwo-line message from
afriend,and having software interposeitself in basic
intimacy can feel more intrusive than helpful.

' “AreYou Dead?”does the opposite.It’snot trying to

be clever, but purely practical. It offers a small sense
CATHERIN

of securitytopeopleliving solo—evenasits existence
THORBECKE

makes plain a rising loneliness epidemic. The name,
Bloomberg

a dark twist on the “Are You Hungry?” food delivery
platform,channels the nihilistic Gen-Zhumourof the
lay-flat generation.

Efforts to force Al into more facets of our life have rightly commanded the spot-
light. But in Asia and beyond, eldercare tech is poised to boom. Beijing has been tout-
ing the silver economy as a future engine of growth, hinting at seniors’rising spend-
ing powerandwillingness toadopt newdigital platforms.Instead of discourage these
innovations, the government should welcome such tools.

The American Association of Retired Persons forecasts that older Americans’tech
spending will rise to $120 billion by 2030, despite 59% of adults over 50 feeling it
isn’t designed with their age in mind. There’s a ballooning opportunity globally for
developers to tap into this market and ameliorate that disconnect.

Butthe deeperdebate unleashed by theapp’sviralityis something thatwillbe even
harderfortheindustrytoaddress: Is technology making us more orlesslonely? Glob-
ally, social media has made it much more convenient to avoid meeting in-person.In
China, super-apps have optimised everything—you don’t have to say aword to a real
person to hail a ride or order delivery meals and essentials. And in the pursuit of Al
supremacy, people are working longer hours, driven by a gruelling (and technically
illegal) 996 culture that encourages more time away from home.

DeepSeekwas China’s splashy tech moment; “Are You Dead?”is thehangover.The
appwentviral becauseit translated demographicand social anxietyintoa push noti-
fication. Beijing can scrub it from the stores and its creators can try to Labubu-fy
“death”.The underlying demand it exposed for connection won’t disappear.

: Opinion

FTER WITHDRAWING
FROM the Paris Agree-
ment (PA) for the second
time, the US administra-
tion recently dissociated
itselffrom 66 international organisations
out of which 31 werelinked to the United
Nations (UN). The organisations from
where the US withdrew are involved in a
host of activities, which include climate
changebodies such asthe United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Chan-
ge (UNFCCC) and the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),and also
others like the International Solar Allian-
ce,UN Population Fund,UN Conferenceto
Tradeand Development, UN Women,etc.
The US government opined that the func-
tioning of these organisations was con-
trary to its interest, and constraining its
sovereigntyapart fromwasting taxpayers’
money. The immediate impact of the US
move would be a cutback on jobs.And of
course, there are larger issues involved
since organisations like the UNFCCC and
IPCCare affected.

Iwouldlike to argue about issues only
related to climate change. Before taking a
deep dive into the US action, as an eye
opener, it would be good to see its role in
carbon emissions (see table).

Today, China, the US,and Indiaare the
three largest emitters. China is head and
shoulders above both—about two and a
half times more than the US, and nearly
fiveand ahalftimesmorethanIndia.One
should, however, add that the US has alr-
eady peaked its emissions in 2007 (6.12
billion tonnes) and is now on the decline,
while China and India are yet to peak. Of
course,theseare total emissionsand if per
capita emissions are estimated, the top
honourswould go to countries like Qatar,
Singapore,Bahrain,and Iceland.In cumu-
lative terms,the USisthehighest emitter,
responsible for 25% of global emissions.
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CLIMATE CHANGE
US EXIT FROM GLOBAL BODIES FOLLOWS PAST CHICANERY, MAY NOW GIVE DEVELOPING WORLD A GREATER SAY

Deceit and intimidation

SOMIT DASGUPTA

Visiting Professor, ICRIER

TOP EMITTERS

Year us China India

1925 | 176 | 004 | 0.04
1950 | 254 | 007 | 0.06
1975 | 441 | 118 | 020
2000 | 6.02 | 364 | 098
2024 | 490 | 1229 | 2.19

(Figures in billion tonnes of carbon dioxide)

World |Share of US (%)

376 | L7

593 | 43
1699 126

255 | 24

386 | 113

Source: Our World in Data

Despitebeing the highest cumulative
emitter,the UShasbeen conceited when
it comes to dealingwith climate change,
almost cocking a snook at the world
community.Though the US played a pos-
itive role in setting up the UNFCCC and
IPCC, it has always resisted laying down
targets for reducing carbon emissions.It
never ratified the Kyoto Protocol which
had laid down targets for developed
nations on the grounds that countries
like China and India should also be as-
signed targets. Of course,the USwas not
the only country to demand this; similar
sentiments were aired by many of the
western nations.The USwent a step fur-
ther by trying to confuse the issue when
it said that climate change is actually
caused by methane emissions, some-
thing that Chinaand India doesin plenty
on account of paddy farming and cattle

rearing (Raghunandan). Though the US
will not accept any targets for reduction
in carbon footprints for itself, it wanted
the steps taken by developing countries
to be monitored and reviewed. The US,
along with its western allies, sought to
dilute the concept of common but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities,which recog-
nised that the developed countries were
responsible for climate change. After
pursuing this end for several years, they
finally tasted success in the PA (2015)
which stipulated that all countries will
formulate their nationally determined
contributions (NDCs). It kind of made
every countryresponsible forcombating
climate change.And,in away,erased the
factthat the developed world was prima-
rily responsible for climate change.
While insisting that all countries for-
mulate their NDCs, the US and the other

@ TARIFF TROUBLE

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi

India's textile industry is the second largest employer
in our economy—our textiles are loved worldwide,
and the craftsmanship of our tailors is truly
unparalleled. Yet today, this industry is facing deep
uncertainty and fear because of US tariffs

developed nations did concede that the
developing nationswould require conces-
sional resources to finance both mitiga-
tionand adaptation projects.Apaltrysum
of $100billion ayearwas fixed (2009)but
virtuallynothingwas madeavailable.This
was raised to $300 billion in 2024
(COP29),and it remains to be seen how
much is actually transferred. The contri-
bution of the US to the Loss and Damage
Fundisamere 17%—adisgrace consider-
ingitisthelargest cumulative emitter.The
US hasresisted mandatory contributions
to any such fund and has always stressed
that they should be voluntary. Further, it
categoricallystated thatany contribution
should notbe seenasanadmission of guilt
from the emissions angle.

The US exit from the UNFCCC, IPCC,
and also the PA could be disastrous as it
may have a demonstration effect on the
fence sitters,and emissions may spurt. It
could, however, be a blessing in disguise
since this will cede space to the develop-
ing world to have a say in the future pro-
tocols of climate change discussions.The
absence of the US in climate discussions
mayalso seeless of bullying tactics.There
are unconfirmed reports that officials
from other nations were threatened with
visa bans, etc. during an International
Maritime Organisation meeting in Octo-
ber 2025,which was convened to discuss
carbon pricing for shipping.

To sumup,insofaras climate changeis
concerned the role of the US is nothing
but chicanery, deceit,and intimidation.
Thisistrue of successive USadministrat-
ions,be it under Obama,Biden,or Trump.
It would be very difficult for the next US
administration to return to climate
change negotiations even if it wanted to,
because one would have reached the
point of no return by then.

Views are personal

E-commerce promise for a Viksit Bharat
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E-COMMERCE IS ONE of the defining na-
rratives of India’s economic transforma-
tion.Whatbeganasaniche,urban-centric
phenomenon has rapidly become a core
pillar of economy, MSME empowerment,
jobs,retail,digital payments,logistics,and
exports.Yet thequestionis,howcanweha-
rnessits full promise for Viksit Bharatwith
fair competition and inclusive growth?

India’s e-commerce market is project-
ed toexpand fromaround $125 billionin
2024 to $345billionby 2030,and appro-
ach §550billion by 2035 driven by rising
internet penetration, smartphone adop-
tion, ease in transactions, and growing
middle-class consumption.Significantly,
Flipkart, the largest platform, has got an
approval to flip back to India, paving the
way foran initial public offering.

Domestic digital payments underpin
this growth. Unified Payments Interface
(UPI) processed an astounding 20 billion
transactions with nearly $289 billion in
valuelastAugustalone,showinghowdee-
ply digital commerce has permeated eve-
rydaylife,includingin tier-Iland -III cities.

With scale comes scrutiny—particu-
larly over competition and fair play. The
Competition Commission of India (CCI)
rightly recognised that e-commerce bri-
ngs novel market dynamics that differ
from traditional retail. Its enforcementac-
tions and investigations into practices
were meant to uphold competition law
while allowing markets to evolve organi-
cally.Judicial oversight has reinforced the
CCI's mandate, ensuring that checks and
balances operate within the constitu-
tional and legal framework.

Different stakeholdersviewthe sector
through different lenses. Platforms high-
lightinnovationand customerbenefits—
personalised search, price discovery, ease

DHANENDRA KUMAR

Chairman, Competition Advisory Services

of transactions, efficient logistics, fast
delivery,and digital payments—as core
drivers of consumerwelfare. MSMEs and
artisans see digital marketplacesasadoo-
rway to markets previously out of reach
though they also flag challenges around
compliance,fees,and algorithmicopacity.
Consumers have benefitted from compe-
titive prices; convenience and doorstep
delivery, with concerns about discount
sustainability and data-driven pricing.

This multiplicity of perspectives und-
erscoreswhypolicy cannot be one-dimen-
sional. Balanced regulation must promote
efficiency while preventing dominance.
Government platformslike

The goal should not be regulation of the sector
for its own sake, but a framework that fuels

growth and fairness equally

reach over $20billion,with targets of scal-
ing this to $80 billion by 2030, under-
scoring global reach.

Employment benefits are equally sig-
nificant. E-commerce catalyses jobs in
logistics, supply chain management, dig-
ital marketing, tech support, and cus-
tomer service, with new investments set
to generate millions of newjobs.

Thenextfrontierof growthwill bearti-
ficial intelligence (AI), machine learning,
predictive analytics,and automation.

Generative Al alone could enhance
productivity in retail by about 35% by
2030, enabling smarter supply chains,

personalised marketing,

theOpenNetworkforDigj- FEEEEEEEI—_———————==dynamicpricing,andbetter

tal Commercewill democr-
atise,although publicdigit-
al infrastructure may
complement private plat-
forms, not substitute.
E-commerce’s biggest
socialand economic contri-
bution lies in its ability to
integrate MSMEs and arti-

into the mainstream econ-
omy.About 70% of e-commerce sales in
India are attributed to MSMEs, reflecting
howdigital platformshave provided entry
for small businesses and craftsmen
includingwomen-led enterprises.

Digital tools are helping ground reali-
ties—over 73% of MSMEs in semi-urban
and rural India have reported business
growth afteradoptingdigital transactions
and platforms, driven by smartphones
and UPI. Large platforms are helping the
digitisation of small stores.

On the export front, the potential is
enormousbutunder-leveraged. However,
Flipkart and Amazon are helping sellers

THE EDITOR

Aviation challenges

Apropos of “Turbulence in the sky"
(FE, January 23), the losses incurred by
IndiGo and Air India reflect structural
vulnerabilities within India's aviation
ecosystem. Despite operational scale
and a cost-efficient model, IndiGo has
faced margin compression due to ele-
vated aircraft leasing costs, volatile av-
iation turbine fuel prices, currency de-
preciation, and prolonged groundings
linked to engine supply constraints.

Air India's challenges are more entren-
ched, shaped by legacy debt, ineffici-
ent systems, and the capital-intensive
burden of fleet renewal and organisat-
ional restructuring after privatisation.
Rising competition, regulatory fare
interventions, and uneven post-Covid
demand recovery have further constr-
ained revenue optimisation. These los-
ses highlight the capital-heavy, shock-
sensitive nature of aviation, where
profitability remains elusive without
policy stability, operational discipline,

For consumer
protection and
digital safety,
transparency
should be enforced
in ranking, pricing,
and data usage
sans from the hinterland S T

inventorymanagement.Al-
driven loyalty systems, vir-
tual shopping assistants,
andreal-time demand fore-
casting will help small sell-
ers. These technologies can
mitigate traditional barri-
ers, giving online sellers a
global reach.

Despite the promise,
challenges persist.Algorith-
mic opacity in ranking and pricing can
inadvertently favour larger sellers. Quick
commerce models have drawn scrutiny
over pricing strategies that may edge out
local stores.Data privacy and cybersecu-
rity remain paramount; as e-commerce
expands, so do the risks of breaches and
misuse of personal and commercial data.

To ensure India’s e-commerce ecosys-
tem is competitive, inclusive and future-
ready,weneed multi-layered reforms.The
firstlayerinvolves empowering competi-
tion-centric regulation by strengthening
the CCI’s analytical capabilities to monit-
or data-driven digital markets and algor-

and sustained structural reform.
—N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bangalore

Davos reality check

Apropos of "Davis without delusions”
(FE, January 23), the erosion of rules-
based norms in favour of raw power
politics, as displayed in trans-Atlantic
tensions, is the new reality. Mark Car-
ney's warning is particularly resonant:
clinging to the facade of a defunct
order is perilous. For nations like India,
strategic autonomy is non-negotiable.

ithmicimpacts; promotinginteroperabil-
ity and data portability to reduce entry
barriers; explicitly distinguishing bet-
ween marketplace-led enablement mod-
els and inventory-led dominance so that
regulatory responses are seen as propor-
tionate to structure; and focusing on the
value of evidence-based, ex-post enforce-
ment over heavy ex-ante prescriptions to
strengthen the competition narrative.

The second layer should involve
MSMEs and export enablement. Export
procedures should be simplified with dig-
ital-first documentation and compliance
portals; targeted training and incentives
must be provided for cross-border e-com-
merce;and schemeslike One District One
Product and GI must be aligned with
monitoring.

The third layer should concern tech-
nology adoption support by enabling
MSMEs’access toAl,cloud infrastructure,
and digital tools and creating innovation
clusters to integrate e-commerce with
supply chain, logistics, and payment
ecosystems.

Finally, for consumer protection and
digital safety, transparency should be
enforced in ranking, pricing, and data
usage. Cybersecurity frameworks should
alsobe strengthened for digital payments.

India’s e-commerce evolution isa sto-
ryof entrepreneurial aspiration, technolo-
gicalinnovation,and economicinclusion.
With prudent competition policy, cali-
brated regulation, and forward-looking
technology enablement, this sector can
notonlydeliver consumers greater choice
and value, but also empower MSMEs,
boost exports,create jobs,and strengthen
the economy. The goal should not be reg-
ulation for its own sake, but a framework
that fuels growth and fairness equally.

Pragmatism demands that we forge
agile alliances with other middle pow-
ers. This also means evaluating multila-
teral engagements, distinguishing ge-
nuine cooperation from frameworks
designed to undermine existing instit-
utions. Our diplomacy must be clear-
eyed, anchored in sovereign interest,
and prepared for an era where might,
not just right, dictates terms.

—K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru
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Wrong again, President Trump: The
Soviet Union, not the US, stopped Nazi
Germany — By Kuldip Singh
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Peace is liberty in tranquillity.
— Marcus Tullius Cicero
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il The familiar world order will not
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return. What India and EU can bui
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Manipur imperative:
Peace & political process

OR OVER 11 months now, Manipur has been under

President’s Rule. At the outset, few would have dis-

puted the move, given the evident inability of former

chief minister N Biren Singh — widely seen as a parti-
san figure — to contain the ethnic conflict. But almost 33
months since the violence first erupted, Manipur remains
carved up into buffer zones that rigidly segregate the Meitei
and Kuki-Zo communities. While there have been sporadic
bouts of violence, the past few months had seen a lull — until
the evening of January 21, when a man, a Meitei, living with his
wife, a Kuki, for the past month in Kuki-dominated Chur-
achandpur district, was shot dead by suspected Kuki militants.
Mayanglambam Rishikanta Singh’s killing was recorded on
video and circulated with a chilling message: “No peace, no
popular government.” In its aftermath, one thing is clear: The
state cannot allow the heinous crime to derail effortsto restore
the political process and bring in an elected government.

The video was clearly intended as a warning to Meitei and
Kuki-Zo groups who are engaged in talks to build a consensus
for the formation of a popular government. In mid-December,
the BJP convened a meeting in New Delhi that brought Meitei
and Kuki-Zo legislators under one roof. Last week, Kuki-Zo
MLASs and insurgent groups that are part of the Suspension of
Operations agreement met to discuss the conditions under
which such a government could be formed. This marks the first
time tribal bodies have indicated willingness to join the state
government. While they made it clear that their MLAs would
not take part without a written assurance from the Centreona
separate administration — along-standing tribal demand that
is a point of contention — the fact that representatives from
both sides had begun talking is an encouraging sign. That frag-
ile opening must be built on. Moreover, while President’s Rule
may be imposed for a maximum of three years, any extension
beyond one year requires declaration of a national emergency
and certification by the Election Commission that conditions
are not conducive to holding elections.

Manipur needsto be freed from the prolonged impasse. The
longer the fragmentation and militarisation of society persist,
the harder it will be to stitch the state back together again. The
Centre, political parties, and civil society groups must stand
firm in the face of provocations and build on the hard-won in-
itial progress towards reconciliation.

Amid volatility, a supply
comfort in commodities

N 2022, Russia'sinvasion of Ukraine, even as the world was

recovering from the post-pandemic supply chain dis-

ruptions, sent international prices of food and other com-

modities soaring. The benchmark FAO Food Price Index
scaled an all-time high 0f160.2 points in March and Brent crude
futures crossed $139 per barrel on March 7 that year. In contrast,
the recent geopolitical storms — whether in Venezuela, Iran or
Greenland, not to speak of US President Donald Trump’s seem-
ing upending of the world order — have had minimal effect on
the global commodity trade. The FAO index is well below the
2022 peaks, averaging 124.3 points in December, while Brent
prices are at around $65 per barrel now.

Asfarassupplies go, the world is moving to surpluses. Global
wheat production is projected to reach a new high, mainly on
thebackof bigger cropsin Argentina and the EU. The same goes
forrice, corn and barley, where the drivers for record output are
India, the US and the EU respectively. In oilseeds, too, the ex-
pected bumper production of soyabean and palm oil is largely
courtesy of Brazil and Indonesia. On top of that, take India’s own
total stocks of wheat and rice in government godowns on Janu-
ary 1, which were nearly 4.5 times the required minimum level
for thatdate. The good monsoon rainfall in 2025, in combination
with moderate temperatures, has also delivered a good harvest
inthekharifand, in alllikelihood, the current rabi season as well.

The supply comfort in commodities, both global and do-
mestic, is a redeeming feature in the present situation, where
the rupee and the stock market are in freefall amid continued
selling by foreign portfolio investors and capital outflows from
India. Soft commodity prices are cushioning the impact of a
weakening rupee that would otherwise have engendered im-
ported inflation. The Union Budget should focus on macro-
economic stability. Far from taking the foot off the pedal of fiscal
consolidation, there should be a clear glide path for a reduction
in the deficit and debt ratios of both the Centre and state gov-
ernments. Geopolitical risk and uncertainty are often beyond
any government’s control. The same cannot be said, though,
about macro stability and policy predictability.

On thered carpet,
the teacher

HO WOULD Ryan Coogler have beenif, long ago,

ateacher had not recognised and encouraged his

raw talent? Those who watched the filmmaker

walk the red carpet at the National Board of Re-
view awards in the company of his college professor Rosemary
Graham — a week before his genre-bending vampire musical
Sinners broke the record for most Oscar nominations — may
well have mused on the “what if” scenario. Coogler, who credits
Graham with changing his life by telling him to go to Holly-
wood, likely himself wonders where he would have been but
for the clear-eyed view of one teacher.

Because often, that’s all it takes for alife tobe transformed and
adifferent future to be written: A sympathetic teacher who shapes
the child’s plastic mind, stokes her curiosity and enlarges her real-
ity. How well such a teacher — or guru or mentor — does can be
seen most clearly in how well her pupils do; notjust how success-
ful they become, but how fully they’re able to inhabit the promise
that every individual holds. To become a teacher is, therefore, to
enter a vocation where the usual yardsticks of productivity and
efficiency, calculated in cold numbers, cannot apply. Where the
sum of all that is owed to them goes far beyond the often paltry
salariesthey draw and the inadequate systemic support they get.

Reframe that first question, then, to this: What if there had
beennoteachertoseein Coogler the early sparks of abrilliant ca-
reer? The filmmaker gets it right when he thanks his professor.
Justas Albert Camus, freshly anointed a Nobel laureate, acknowl-
edged in1957 his debt to his own teacher, or when generations of
students, year after year, express similar gratitude towards those
who have taught and counselled them. Where, indeed, would
anyone be without their guiding hand?

President Antonio Costa and
European Commission Presi-
dent Ursula von der Leyen as
chief guests for India’s Republic
Day celebrations and the EU-India Summit
on January 27 come in the context of New
Delhi’s rapidly rising engagement with the
EU and its members. In her new term, von
der Leyen’sfirst visit outside Europe was to
India in February 2025, accompanied by the
entire cabinet or College of Commissioners.
Visits by leaders of member states and
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s travels
have also strengthened ties across Europe.
This could be a moment of enormous
global consequence. US President Donald
Trump has untethered the long-adrift
transatlantic relationship from its anchors
of security, economics, and values. His pos-
turing on Greenland has injected hostility.
This, together with the Russia-Ukraine war,
economic pressure from China, crumbling
multilateralism and fragmenting global
economic and energy systems, has put un-
precedented strategic pressure on the EU.
Yet, Europe has shown cohesion and re-
solve on multiple issues, including the
Ukraine war. From the crises, it is now seek-
ing to build a new sovereign future, inde-
pendent of the US. It hasthe intellectual, in-
dustrial, and financial capacity for the task.
Italso needs new alliances and trusted part-
nerships of complementarity, not competi-
tion. India would be an obvious choice.
India, too, is at a moment of reckoning.
Many of the trends and forces that are
affecting Europe have forced reappraisal
of India’s strategic bets, exerted stress on
the framework of its global engagement
and raised risks and barriers for national
economic transformation.
Adjustments often follow a J-curve.
Short- term costs can yield to long-term

sponse to the shifts has many dimensions:
Rapidly adding to domestic capacities, af-
firming strategic autonomy, reframing tra-
ditional relationships, expanding plurilat-
eral engagement and diversifying
partnerships to mitigate risks and build in-
fluence. A partnership with Europe touches
each dimension of India’s strategy. The
value of a relationship is not just in the
strength of a partner, but in the need it fulfils
and the benefits it brings. India’s extensive
European outreach and the EU’s New Stra-
tegic EU-India Agenda 2025 signal a higher
level of mutual priority.

Of the greatest consequence is the
expected conclusion of the EU-India free
trade agreement (FTA). Pursued and aban-
doned more than a decade ago, it was
resurrected with greater ambition and
scope in 2021. Growth in the EU’s trade
with India, and its FDI stock in the latter,
is already among the fastest in the Indo-
Pacific region. The trend reflects growing
trade-investment linkages and ongoing
adjustments in the supply chains in re-
sponse to geopolitical risks. The negoti-
ations are nearly complete. The high-
quality FTA will address the compelling
need to diversify trade and investment,
deepenIndia’sintegrationinto global value
chains, stimulate the development of resil-
ient supply chains, and foster
greater industrial and technologi-
cal collaboration. This will en-
hance the viability of the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC) — the great new
strategicinitiative that reprisesan
old India-Europe corridor.

Technology determines power
and leadership, but its use also
shapes the character of our society
and world. India and Europe can

Technology determines power
and leadership, but its use also
shapes the character of our
society and world. India and
Europe can collaborate to gain
self-sufficiency in the building
blocks of the digital age such
as artificial intelligence

buildingblocks of the digital age, such asar-
tificial intelligence (AI) and semiconduc-
tors. That can help prevent a global
duopoly. India and Europe also converge on
the public character and purpose of digital
technology. Indeed, science, technology,
and innovation should drive the partner-
shiptolead industries of the future, address
global priorities, and support development
in the Global South. Guided by this vision,
the twosides are buildinga comprehensive
mobility programme of higher ambition for
students, scholars, and scientists.

EU-India relations are built on India’s
deep ties with key member states. France
has been a strong and reliable strategic
partner for decades, from consistent sup-
port in the UN to long-standing defence,
nuclear, and space collaboration. Germany,
a major economic partnetr, is developing
stronger defence and strategic cooperation
with India. Spain and Italy, too, are priori-
tising India. The Nordic countries are the
new frontiers of India’s engagement. Atten-
tion is now turning to the strategically im-
portant and dynamic east.

Europe has emerged as India’s major
partner in advanced defence platforms.
Europe, seeking to rearm itself, and India,
pursuing atmanirbharta (self-reliance),
will benefit from the scale that collabora-
tion in development, production
and supply chains brings. New
domains of conflict such as mari-
time, underwater, space, and cy-
berspace call for cooperation in
operations, capacity-building,
and global regulation. Counter-
ing terrorism must be an essen-
tial element of the security part-
nership. Beyond technical and
intelligence cooperation, it must
also focus on the sources of ter-

India and Europe can together play a
bigger role in addressing the challenges of
our times: Recourse to power over normes,
the perilous course of our planet, the ar-
rested future of the Global South, growing
global fragmentation, emasculated multi-
lateralism, fragile security in the Indo-
Pacific, and seemingly intractable Eur-
asian security challenges. The two can,
thus, influence the evolution of a new
multipolar global order that will arise from
the broken present — one of greater diver-
sity, but stillunderpinned by the rule of law
and collective choices.

There are challenges. Thatincludes carv-
ing outinfluence in aworld buffeted by the
major powers. The EU must remain cohe-
sive and united, with sovereign capabilities
and an independent foreign and security
policy. India’s relationship with Russia and
Europe’srelationswith China cast ashadow
of concern. The two sides have clashed in
multilateral forums and on political and
human-rights issues. Negative public per-
ceptions and narratives on both sides im-
pose constraints. There is a need for con-
tinuous engagement and greater mutual
sensitivity and respect, collaboration over
censure, and dialogue over prescription.

The familiar world order that shaped na-
tional choices will not return, even if a
change of political actors on the global stage
raises hopes. India and Europe need toturn
the turbulence of a world in transition into
a tide of opportunities that steers their
nearly 2 billion people, living in democracy
and diversity, to afuture of resilience, secur-
ity and prosperity.

The writer, a retired ambassador, currently
serves as chairman of Indian

Trade Promotion Organisation

(ITPO). Views are personal

In BJP, a millennial president
and his high command
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Itis unlikely
that Nabin will
be a decision
maker in the
party. An
apparatchikis
notan
ideologue

Jl

of Nitin Nabin, 45 yearsold, tothe

post of party president. Across
parties and movements, India has wit-
nessed “generational shifts”, each accom-
panied by a new politics. They have en-
riched the entrenched establishment
within a party by forcing its politics to
evolve. At times, they have led to a shift in
the grammar of politics.

Jawaharlal Nehru and Subhas Chan-
dra Bose were once the “young guns” in
Congress. Their rise was a major factor in
how its opposition to colonial rule evolved
from elite missives demanding minor
concessions for Indians to complete inde-
pendence. From the late 1950s through
the ’60s and ’70s, with Ram Manohar
Lohia, various shades of socialists, emerg-
ingcommunist leaders, figuresin the Jana
Sangh and through splits in the Congress,
several other “young” leaders burst onto
the national scene. But the reason even
his greatest detractors acknowledge that
Lalu Prasad changed the social equations
of power and politics in Bihar and beyond,
but do not extend the same courtesy to Te-
jashwi Yadav, isn’t just “dynasty”. It’s also
that the latter does not represent a rupture
or a shift — just continuity.

The BJP has gone to great lengths to
argue that, despite 18 per cent of its over
2,000 legislators being “dynasts”, it is not a
dynastic party. There is some merit to this
argument. It is only in the BJP and the Left
parties that successive generations of top
leaders have not hailed from political
families. The BJP can also justifiably claim
that it rewards political talent if it is com-
bined with ideological fealty — just look at
the meteoric rise of Yogi Adityanath and
Himanta Biswa Sarma, to say nothingof the
PM. In fact, the BJP and its supporters have
often argued that it is this room for growth
that makes it “a party with a difference”.
And that Nabin is the face of a carefully
crafted “generational shift” that includes
chief ministers like Pushkar Singh Dhami,
Rekha Gupta, and Mohan Charan Majhi.

A question that is largely missing

UST FOR a moment, let’s look
back from the current phase of
BJP dominance and the elevation

from this conversation is: What do the
“young” leaders bring to the table? What
difference will they make to the party?

The Modi-Shah BJP differs fundamen-
tally from the Advani-Vajpayee variantin at
least three ways. First, there is a concentra-
tion of power at the top, rather than a
dyarchy. Both L K Advani and Atal Bihari
Vajpayee had their factions within the party,
amongallies and even vis-a-vis the broader
electorate. The lack of a single, centralised
and centralising figureled toa generation of
“young”leaders comingto the fore, notleast
among them Narendra Modi. Second, the
BJPtodayisamongthe mostdominantand
certainly the most dominating force in In-
dia’s recent political history. A “young” party
president cannot really bring about change.
Simply put, ifitisn’t broken, why tinker with
it? Earlier, skills like managing allies, the Op-
position, businesses, and most importantly,
the RSS, were needed. Now, having the fa-
vour of the high command isalmostenough
— as long as you're not too objectionable to
the Sangh. Finally, as aresult of being a top-
down organisation, the question of feedback
becomes important. Can any party leader
criticise the government?

Like the relatively unknown CMs of Gu-
jarat, Rajasthan and Haryana, Nabin has
been picked out of nowhere. The signal his
appointment sends is that the high com-
mand is supreme, and there is no other
source now (including perhaps the RSS)
that can countermand its wishes. Given
their electoral success, the Modi-Shah duo
are perhapsjustified in wanting their way.
Butthat doesn’t mean therest of uscan’tbe
clear-eyed about what its new president
means for the BJP, despite the PR push.

Nabin is being touted as the “millen-
nial” BJP president. But it is unlikely that
hewill be adecision maker in the party. An
apparatchik is not an ideologue. And the
“boomers” in charge — like everyone who
has enjoyed power before them — won'’t let
g0. Nabin’s elevation is not the renovation
ofapolitical edifice. Itis, at best, a paintjob.

The writer is deputy associate editor,
The Indian Express.
aakash.joshi@expressindia.com

The policy of
appeasement
does not work
with Trump.
Hehas
mastered the
art of
exploiting
vulnerabilities

Decoding Washington's

new coercive diplomacy

World Economic Forum. In his quintessential style,
Trump bragged about his dubious economic accom-
plishments, blasted former President Joe Biden, pillo-
ried European leaders, blamed liberal and radical values for the
decline of Western civilisation, and left Europeans guessing on
Greenland. The concession offered to Europe was that the US
would not use military force to acquire the island. Trump’s claim
rests on the ground that America defended Greenland during
World War II and guaranteed Europe security for seven decades.

European leaders pushed back on Trump’s unrelenting de-
mands on Greenland. French President Emmanuel Macron said,
“We do prefer respect to bullies. We do prefer science to plotism,
and we do prefer rule of law to brutality.” Immediately after
Trump’s speech, the European Parliament announced the sus-
pension of ratification of the EU-US trade deal that the two sides
had reached a year earlier. And European Commission President
Ursulavon der Leyen announced Europe’s trade diversification
plan, including alandmark trade deal with India.

The European pushback has yielded results. After a bilat-
eral meeting with NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte,
Trump announced a “framework deal” over Greenland and
revoked his plan to impose punitive tariffs on Europe. It is
likely that Denmark may allow some military bases in Green-
land. The danger of American aggression has been postponed.
It also saves NATO from a potential rupture.

Nonetheless, there are lessons from the drama at Davos. First,
the policy of appeasement does not work with Trump. One needs
tostand firmin dealingwith him. Second, he has no compunction
in using economic and military coercion even against his allies.
Third, his coercive diplomacy functions as a prelude to a deal,
situating hisreal intent somewhere between threat and concrete
action. Fourth, he does not value the confidentiality and subtlety
of diplomacy: He revealed his private conversations with Macron
totheglobal audience to showcase his coercive skills. He hasdone
that with India, too, in the context of the India-Pakistan ceasefire.
Fifth, dealswith him are not final because he is prone to reimpos-
ing tariffs on any country that rubs him the wrong way.

Finally, Trump views the existing international order as
detrimental to America and beneficial to other countries. The
reality is that America is the principal beneficiary of the world
order that emerged after World War II. No county in the world
has ever acquired so much wealth and power in known his-
tory. But Trump is determined to undermine this order in
pursuit of restoring America’s past glory. That outcome isun-
likely, not because America haslost its capacity, but because
itsrelative power in the system will diminish further with the
rise of the rest.

UROPE WAITED with bated breath as US President
Donald Trump delivered his keynote speech at the

The writer is professor, School of International
Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University
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Delhi hotelfirekills 38

THIRTY-EIGHT persons, mostly foreigners,
diedin afire that blazed through the Sidd-
harth Continental Hotel in South Delhi. Within
hours, the glittering luxury hotel became a
el dark house of death. Two persons were burnt
alive —a Chinese cook and a steward. The
rest were asphyxiated. Forty-six others were
injured, among about 125 rescued as they
groped and gasped in hot clouds of suffocat-
ing smoke. The fire that started mysteriously
inthe banquet hall of the hotel at about 1.30
amraged up three floors of the 11-storey hotel
before it was declared under control at 7.05
am. But there was enough smoke to kill
guests onalmost every floor above. Most
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died on the topmost floors, beyond the reach
of acrippled fire brigade.The fire had become
aconflagration before the fire brigade ar-
rived. A hotel guest informed the fire brigade
at2.12am, more than half an hour after the
fire had started. Within afew minutes, the fire
was out of control.

President, PM express grief

PRESIDENT ZAIL SINGH and Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi expressed their shock and
distress over the loss of lives in the major
fire in the Siddharth Continental Hotel.
Both the President and the Prime Minister
offered their heartfelt condolences to the
bereaved families.

L-Gorders probe

THE LT GOVERNOR, H L Kapoor, ordered a
judicialinquiry into the fire in the Siddharth
Continental. The commission will submit its
inquiry within a month.

Kiwis beat India

INDIA SLIPPED to the bottom of the stand-
ings in the triangular one-day World Series
Cup Cricket Championship after losing to
New Zealand by five wickets in a day-and-
night match in Melbourne. India scored 238
for eightin their 50 overs after being put to
bat. New Zealand crossed the score with
one ball of their 50 overs remaining.
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There is no guarantee that Donald
Trump's unexpected about-face on
Greenland will be the last

— Le Monde, France
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Needed in Trump era: An India that can
stand up for itself and can pay the price

SANJAYA BARU

N A different era, an Indian Prime
Minister would have delivered this
speech. Canadian Prime Minister
Mark Carney’s address to the an-
nual meeting of the Davos World
Economic Forum is a manifesto for global
solidarity against Big Power hegem-
onism. Carney very modestly calls it gui-
dance for “middle powers”. It is more than
that.Itisacall to arms against the reasser-
tion of imperial interests.

Canada, too, was once a colony
but very easily became part of the so-
called “West”, enjoying the benefits of
membership of the Group of Seven (G7),
the boardroom of global capitalism. There
was a time when “Third World” leaders
like Jawaharlal Nehru, Sukarno and
Gamal Abdel Nasser came together, after
the end of World War I, to challenge a glo-
bal order being erected by the victors of
that war. Anti-colonialism and hegem-
onism defined their collective movement
and gave space to a large number of
smaller powers, not just middle powers,
in global governance.

Carney spoke well when he said, “We
knew the story of the international rules-
based order was partially false, that the
strongest would exempt themselves
when convenient, that trade rules were
enforced asymmetrically, and we knew
that international law applied with varied
rigor, depending on the identity of the ac-
cused or the victim. This fiction was use-
ful, and American hegemony in particu-
lar helped provide public goods, open sea
lanes, a stable financial system, collective
security, and support for frameworks for
resolving disputes.”

This fiction was then followed by the
ideology of the so-called “Washington
Consensus” that all nations, including
Communist China, embraced enthusi-
astically because that too was defined in
the language of rules and not of power.
Unlike the Soviet Union, China made
good use of that system and rose rapidly
to be able to challenge it.

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Long-run harm

FEAR OF economic decline, im-
migration, and global
uncertainty has been repeatedly
weaponised to mobilise public
sentiment (‘Trump is succeed-
ingbecause of the leaders who
want to be little Trumps’, IE, Ja-
nuary 23). While such tactics
may deliver short-term political
gains, they weaken democratic
institutions and international
cooperation in the long run.
Leadership built on anxiety,
such as that of US President
Donald Trump, normalises divi-
sion and erodes trust both
domestically and globally.

Ankit Patel, Jammu

Review required

ITIS time India reviewed its for-
eign policies because of which
cracks have appeared in our re-
lationships with many friendly
countries. (Best of Both Sides on
invite toIndia tojoin Trump’s
Board of Peace: ‘Four reasons
Delhi should decline’, IE, Janu-
ary 23).That sharp thorns have
cropped up in our relationship
with the United States of
America, forcingit to impose
unprecedented tariffs on us that
have very badly affected the
economy of our countryisalso a
case in point.

Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai

State failure

THE DEATH of Yuvraj Mehta in
Noidais notanisolated
incident; itis areflection of the
deep fractures and failures in
urban planning, disaster man-
agement, and accountability
(‘Behind the shiny facade, the
cracksin the city’, IE, January
23). Theincident has deepened
public cynicism and eroded
trust in institutions. What adds
totheironyisthatit occurred
in Noida, which is part of the
National Capital Region and just
afew kilometres away from New
Delhi. Even more shocking
isthe callousness of those
in power.

Abhay Negi, Dehradun

The ideology that shaped Donald
Trump’s “America First” and “Make
America Great Again” was a response to
this change. Lest other nations, in Europe
and Asia, imagine that they can unite to
create a “multipolar” power balance, that
does not yield to the assertion of Big
Power hegemony, Trump has opted tode-
ploy hard power and arm-twisting as a
warning to nations that, he believes, are
mere pretenders to powetr.

In a different era, Trumpism and
the re-assertion of American hegem-
onism would have been challenged
by leaders of post-colonial nations, most
certainly India. Itisjust as well that rather
than a victim of Big Power hegemonism
and Western imperialism, it was left to
a member of the Western alliance to
challenge Trumpism. Canada,
after all, is not just a G7 nation
but a member of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation
(NATO) and has, on occasion,
partnered with the West in op-
posing, for example, India’s nu-
clear ambitions.

Even today, countries like
Germany, Italy and Japan, na-
tions once occupied by the US,
are trying to find ways to appease
Trump. They have not had the
courage, as Carney put it, to pull

Inadifferent era, Trumpism
and the re-assertion of
American hegemonism would
have been challenged by
leaders of post-colonial
nations, most certainly India. It
isjustas well thatitwaslefttoa
member of the Western alliance
tochallenge Trumpism

down the signboard in Vaclav Havel’s
greengrocer’s shop. In quoting from Ha-
vel’s “The Power of the Powerless’, Carney
draws attention to what is possible today
in dealing with the powerful.

Many today misread and misinterpret
post-Cold War strategic thinking in India.
India’s decision in the 1990s to befriend
the United States was not aimed at be-
comingan American ally. In a moment of
excessive enthusiasm, Prime Minister
Atal Bihari Vajpayee referred to the US as
a “natural ally”. The term was dropped
quickly and never repeated by Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh.

Both Vajpayee and Singh were seeking
ways and means to fortify India’s nuclear
power and capability to assert strategic
autonomy. Some in India promoted
the misplaced ambition of India
becoming part of the Western
alliance, joining hands with
the West against the rising power
of China. It is now clear to the
Indian leadership that such a
policy does not serve Indian
national interests.

Thanks to Donald Trump,
sense has dawned on New Delhi.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has refused to kowtow to Trump.
But while India is not kneeling, it
often bends to please. New Delhi

has not regained its confidence of the
post-colonial era to be able to articulate
the views that Carney did this week. We
are satisfied with admonishing Poland for
befriending Pakistan.

The tragedy is that the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party, under Modi’s leadership, has
defined Indian nationalism in the con-
temporary era within a narrow frame-
work of Hindutva, challenging Hindu-
phobia in the Western world, without
challenging the neo-imperialism of the
West. We seek friendship with Trump and
are delighted when he celebrates Deep-
avali in the White House, but find it diffi-
cult to call him out for his bullying.

Indian policymakers understand very
well Carney’s message that, “A country
that cannot feed itself, fuel itself, or de-
fend itself has few options. When the
rules no longer protect you, you must
protect yourself.” That is the essence of
“strategic autonomy”. Thanks to the
Green Revolution of the 1960s, India can
feed itself. However, it continues to de-
pend on the world to fuel and defend
itself. The Modi government’s policy of
“atmanirbharta” in these areas — pro-
moting non-renewables and indigenisa-
tion of arms manufacturing — has to
deliver more.

Indian leadership must recognise that
US leadership has been trying hard to re-
duce India’s market access and capabil-
ities in these fields. By sanctioning India
against import of oil from Iran, Russia and
Venezuela (till now), the US has system-
atically curbed India’s options. By push-
ing arms sales and making this a test of
friendship, it does the same.

Prime Minister Carney has called for
“principled pragmatism”. A call that
must find an echo in New Delhi where
pragmatism often overshadows prin-
ciples. But as Carney has warned, an as-
sertion of national interest and strategic
autonomy requires a nation to pay a
price. There was once an India that was
willing to pay that price. One often
wonders whether the nationalism of to-
day’s Indian elite and the “aspirational
middle class” extends to a willingness to
pay that price.

Baru is a writer and former editor,

The Financial Express. His books include
India’s Power Elite: Class, Caste

and a Cultural Revolution
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RAMRAJYA
BY RAM MADHAV

THE WORLD Economic Forum’s Annual
Meeting at Davos concluded earlier this week
with much fanfare. Besidesimportant panel
discussions on issues like Al and green
energy, the highlight this year was the high-
profile list of keynote speakers. Ursula von
der Leyen, President of the European Com-
mission, and He Lifeng, Vice Premier of
China, attended, asdid President Emmanuel
Macron of France, Mark Carney, PM of Ca-
nada, Abdel Fattah El-Sisi, President of
Egypt, and Javier Milei, President of Ar-
gentina. The icing on the cake was the pres-
ence of US President Donald Trump, making
it one of the year’s most high-profile events.
The meeting could not escape the long
shadow of Trump’s attacks on the global
economy, trade and the rules-based order.
Tariffs, the US-EU trade deal,
NATO, Ukraine and Greenland
dominated the discourse, high-
lighting the growing tensions be-
tween Europe and America.
Ursula von der Leyen insisted
that the “geopolitical shocks™
Trump is causing must serve as an
opportunity “tobuild anew formof
European independence”. Plung-
ing relations between the US and
Europe into a downward spiral

Asthe Davos discourse is
turning increasingly irrelevant
for them, more and more
countries in the Global South
are opting for Chinese-led
forums that hold focused
discussions on economy,
trade, and related issues

“would only aid the very adversaries we are
both so committed tokeeping out of the stra-
tegic landscape”, she warned Trump. Mac-
ron and Carney were more forthright in their
criticism of Trump’s policies, although not
naming him directly. “We do prefer respect
to bullies... And we do prefer rule of law to
brutality,” Macron thundered in responseto
Trump’s tariff threats over Greenland and
otherissues. Carney talked about the break-
down ofthe world order. He called for middle
powers to unite against the “use of economic
toolsas coercion” and warned that “if we are
not at the table, we are on the menu”.
Trumpseemed undeterred. Hedefended
his stance on Greenland, NATO and tariffs.
Unlike his critics, Trump made personal
jibes. Referring to Macron’s dark glasses, he
joked: “I watched him with those beautiful
sunglasses. What the hell happened?” Going
after Carney, hesaid, “Canadalives
because of the United States. Re-
member that, Mark, the next time
youmake your statements”. Trump
defended his case on Greenland by
referring to World War II, when the
US armed forces entered that
country todefend it from the Nazis.
“We were stupid to give it back to
Denmark,” he quipped. He came
down heavily on NATO allies,
whom he almost called ungrateful.

Davos 1s a Western,
not world, forum

At the end of the day, it appeared as
though Davos was far from being a meeting
with aneconomicagenda, slowly becoming
a proxy platform for strategic and geopoliti-
cal conflicts among the Western powers.
Russian President Vladimir Putin seemed to
be enjoying this transatlantic cacophony by
throwing his weight behind Trump in the
Greenland matter in the hope that the Euro-
peanswould forget Ukraine, atleast for some
time. Meanwhile, China is quietly stealing
the show by hosting events like the Boao
Forum for Asia and the Annual Meeting of
the New Champions, described respectively
as Asian Davos and Summer Davos. As the
Davosdiscourseis turning increasingly irrel-
evant for them, more and more countries in
the Global South are opting for Chinese-led
forums that hold focused discussions on
economy, trade, and related issues.

Onethingthat was conspicuous at Davos
this year was that it had very few takeaways
for the rest of the world. Even the panels of
CEOs, executives and public intellectuals
were dominated by Western companies.

Davos looks more like a Western Geo-
political Forum summit than the World
Economic Forum meeting. Ihope that Barge
Brende and his team are taking note.

The writer, president, India Foundation,
is with the BJP

Tricolours
journeytocitizens
hands & hearts, a
democracy story

CRAJKUMAR

NDIA'S TRYST with the tricolour began on July 221947,

when we received our national flag. The struggle for In-

dependence from colonial rule gave a new meaning to

the national flag. However, the tricolour’s journey has

more than ceremonial meaning. After Independence,
the national flag was seen as a revered symbol but not necess-
arily one that related to citizens’ civic rights. Its extraordinary
transformation from a state-controlled symbol to a marker
of citizens’ constitutional rights was a gradual process that
was contested and democratic.

January 23 marked the 22nd anniversary of the Supreme
Court'slandmarkjudgment in Union of India vs Naveen Jin-
dal. The SC recognised the fundamental right of citizens to
fly the national flag as part of the freedom of speech and ex-
pression. Last year marked the 30th anniversary of the Delhi
High Court judgment that upheld the citizen's right to hoist
the national flag throughout the year. It was also the 20th an-
niversary of the amendment to the Prevention of Insults to
National Honour Act, 1971, which enabled citizens to respect-
fully display the national flag on apparel. We, therefore, stand
at the confluence of law, legislative processes, and civic en-
gagement that led to milestones in the journey of democrat-
isation of India’s national flag.

The idea of the national flag —from the vajra flag to the
present tricolour — evolved through public debates. In 1947,
the Constituent Assembly and the doyens of the freedom
movement recognised that the flag was not a sectarian symbol
but a marker of constitutional belonging in India. However,
accesstothe flag was restricted. It took the tenacity of Naveen
Jindal to recognise that the flag must be accessible to citizens
for them to appreciate its significance to the fullest. The story
of his challenge to the law that restricted the right of citizens
to fly the national flag is a stellar example of citizens accessing
democratic institutions to uphold fundamental rights. The
Flag Code of India and other laws had sustained a culture of
government control rather than civic trust and citizen engage-
ment. This limited civic consciousness, deprived citizens of
emotional ownership,
and restricted their demo-
cratic participation.

On January 26, 1993,
Jindal hoisted the flag at
the Jindal Strips factory.
However, the next day,
government officials in-
sisted it be taken down as
the Flag Code allowed
private citizens to display
the national flag only on
specific national days.
Jindal, who wused to
proudly display the In-
dian flag every day as a
student government
president at the Univer-
sity of Texas, Dallas,
could not reconcile with
thisrestriction. He filed a
writ petition in the Delhi High Court, challenging the restric-
tion. The HC ruled that the Flag Code couldn’t restrict citizens
from flying the national flag all year round. However, the
Centre appealed the decision in the Supreme Court. Twenty-
two years ago, the SC delivered alandmark judgment uphold-
ing the HC’s decision. It held that the right to fly the national
flag with respect and dignity is part of the fundamental right
to freedom of speech and expression.

However, judicial recognition alone does not complete
the democratisation process. Naveen and Shallu Jindal es-
tablished the Flag Foundation of India to take the flag to every
corner of the country and strengthen people’s emotional con-
nection with it.

The act of flying the national flagis an act of civic respon-
sibility. Itis an example of dhvaja upasana, a resolve that na-
tional symbols and emblems must live within the people. It
reminds us of constitutional duties and obligations. The idea
of nation-building is deeply embedded in this act.

The national flag’s journey, from the first version designed
by Sister Nivedita (the vajra flag) to Naveen Jindal, reflects
a remarkable continuity in India’s democratic imagination.
In 1947, Hansa Mehta presented the national flag as a
tribute to the contribution of the women of India to the
Constitution-making process. Decades later, Jindal took in-
spiration from this foundational vision. These contributions
remind us that the national flag is not merely a symbolic
object of the state but a shared constitutional inheritance
that binds citizens through rights, responsibilities, and demo-
cratic participation.

The writer is founding vice-chancellor, O P Jindal Global University

AISHWARYA KHOSLA

HIGH-PROFILE mothers-in-law are a
speciesunder siege. Between Victoria Beck-
ham in Britain — accused of sabotaging her
son’s wedding— and Pakistan’s Punjab Chief
Minister Maryam Nawaz, who found herself
trolled for outshining the bride and serving
“lewks” deemed too opulent for the mother-
of-the-groom, the global “saas” is having a
not-so-good moment.

Goneare the days of snide whispers over
the neighbour’s fence. Today, a family tiff is
one tap away from becominga transnational
soap opera. Content creators from Ludhiana
toLahore serveup hilarious, painfully relat-
able re-enactments in vernacular scripts —

Now in the Beckham tamily, kahani ghar ghar ki

distilling thisdrama into 60-second Punjabi
or Bhojpuri skits — before the original par-
ticipants have finished their morning tea.
Let’sfaceit: The Beckhamsagareadslike
a plot straight out of a Hindi serial. The for-
midable matriarch (Victoria), her smile a per-
fectly curated accessory? Check. The son
(Brooklyn), torn between filial duty and
marital bliss? Check. The new bahu (Nicola
Peltz), an heiressin her own right, navigating
power plays. Bilkul. The saas, a world-re-
nowned designer, rescinds the offer to dress
the bride at the eleventh hour? Cue the sus-
penseful background score. Hijacking the
firstdance? Kya. Kya. Kya. A classic “my ter-
ritory” power grab, instantly familiar toevery
desi wife who'’s ever had to plan a holiday
around her mother-in-law’s “suddenillness”.
While the prurient accusations had
readers around the world spitting out their

coffee — amother inappropriately dancing
onherson! — international portalsran live-
blogs tracking every detail: What the “beta”
said, when the “bahu” had praised the
“saas”,whythe “beta” skipped the family do-
cuseries, what the patriarch (David Beck-
ham) didn’t say (while cautioning about so-
cial media), and the almost conciliatory,
“Children are allowed to make mistakes.”
Evenaweddingguest-turned-helpful-uncle

By washing private linen in the
public square, these high-profile
figures turn their grief and
grievances into a tragicomedy for
an audience of billions.
There are no real winners

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

corroborated the dance-floor debacle.

But while Western audiences marvel at
these “shocking” revelations, we in the Sub-
continent offer a collective, weary eye-roll.
We've had front-row seats to this theatre of
“controlling mothers and mothers-in-law”
and “brainwashing wives” for millennia. “A
sonisasontill he gets him awife” lamentsa
mother’s perceived loss; its opposite is the
“Shravan Kumar son”, so dutiful the wife
fadesintothebackground. What'snewisthe
globalisation of the grievance. Meghan and
Harryfirst turned royal dirty linen into a Net-
flix franchise; the Beckhams now offer the
season’s most riveting spin-off.

The schadenfreude that has launched a
thousand memes (Kabhi Khushi Kabhie
Gham ft the Beckhams), may yet deliver a
tell-all or docuseries ala Meghan and Harry.
But herein lies the tragedy. By washing pri-

vate linen in the public square, these high-
profile figures turn their grief and grievances
into a tragicomedy for an audience of bil-
lions. There are no real winners. The West,
of course, is merely catching up to ancient
wisdom, neatly captured in the aphorism
ghar ka bhedi Lanka dhaye (a traitor within
the home destroys it from within).

Years or even decades after the storm,
family reconciliations usually happen atun-
expected moments — a shared glance, an
unforced invitation, and a deliberately over-
looked slight. However, once you monetise
the feud and weaponise the gleeful masses
intotroll armies, that space disappears. What
remains is a crude public scorecard, tallied
inlikes, shares, and think pieces (rmea culpa!)

The writer is deputy copy editor, The Indian
Express. aishwarya.khosla@indianexpress.com
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Corporate India’s
sales dataraises
questions over
GDP growth

GRAPHS,

DATA,

PERSPECTIVES

.. BY UDIT MISRA
WEEKLY ECONOMIC AND POLICY INSIGHTS USING DATA

ACCORDING TO the official forecast — technically
called the First Advance Estimates — in this financial
year that ends March, India’s economic output
(measured by Gross Domestic Product, or GDP) will grow
by 8% in nominal terms and 7.4% in real terms.

The difference between real and nominal growth is
thelevel of inflation in the economy. Nominal GDPis the
actual observed value of the GDP that includes inflation.
The real GDP growth rate is derived by removing the ef-
fect of inflation. The curious thing about these numbers
isthat, when compared to past standards, an 8% nominal
GDP growth is fairly weak — more often than not India’s
nominal GDP has been closer to 12% — and a 7.4% real
GDP growth isfairly strong.

This rather confusing situation has been compounded
by persistent arguments by critics, including the former
Chief Economic Advisor to the incumbent government,
that India’s official data for economic growth doesn’t tally
with many other sets of datain the economy.

Forinstance, if the whole economy is growing at 8% on
an average, which is a fairly low growth rate by itself, then
itwould stand to reason that the biggest companies in cor-
porate India would be growing their sales at a much faster
rate.India’s GDPis the average and many parts of the
economy, such agriculture, often grow at a slower rate.

The question is this: While India’s GDP growth has
been surprising observers on the upside every quarter
this financial year, what has happened to the growth rate
of net salesin corporate India?

The table below shows the growth rates for the past
five quarters, going back all the way to the quarter ending
December 2024. Since net sales dataisin nominal terms,
India’s GDP growth rate is also in nominal terms for a fair
comparison. As can be seen, corporate India’s net sales
growth haslagged the overall GDP growth rate.

The December 2025 data for net sales growth rate has
been sourced from the Centre for Monitoring Indian
Economy’s Economic Outlook database. Itis based on the
financial statements of 319 “early birds” — or companies
that have released their results for the December quarter
sooner than others. The data for the rest of quartersis
based on the results of almost 5,000 companies.

CMIE’s analysis finds that sales growth has remained
consistently in the single digits for the past ten quarters.
It notes that results of the early birds indicate that growth
in net sales may have lost alittle more steam in the
December 2025 quarter. “The average year-on-year
growth in corporate sector sales in the first three quarters
0f2025-26 works out to about 5.8%, in nominal terms.
This, at least to an extent, belies the story of the non-farm
Indian economy growing at about 8% in real termsin the
same year,” says Mahesh Vyas, the MD and CEO of CMIE.

o Corporate sales growth Iags GDPrate
 NOMINAL GROWTH |

QUARTER NOMINAL GROWTH | RATE OF NET SALES
ENDING RATE OF GDP OF CORPORATE
INDIA
December 2024 10.30% 6.20%
March 2025 10.80% 6.10%
' June 2025 8.80% 510%
' September 2025 870% 7.20%
' December 2025 75-8%* 4.90%

*ESTIMATE; SOURCE: CMIE, INDIAN EXPRESS RESEARCH
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“The antibiotic pipeline IS
running dangerously d

EXPERT EXPLAINS
KAMINTI WALIA
SENIOR SCIENTIST AT ICMR

OVER THE last few weeks, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, Union Home Minister Amit
Shah and Union Health Minister J P Nadda
have all spoken publicly about a growing
public health threat — anti-microbial resis-
tance (AMR) because of antibiotic overuse.

According to the Institute of Health
Metrics and Evaluation, Washington Uni-
versity, an estimated 2.67 lakh deaths were
attributable to AMR in 2021.

Key statistics highlight high resistance
rates (one study, for instance, shows 83% of
Indians carrying resistant bacteria), treat-
ment gaps and heavy misuse of antibiotics,
making common infections untreatable
and jeopardising modern medicine.

“In one of the studies, which we are con-
ducting right now, we are seeing that one
in 10 patients in India who are admitted to
hospitals with some kind of infection are
resistant to last-resort antibiotics,” says Dr
Kamini Walia, senior scientist at ICMR
(Indian Council of Medical Research), who
coordinates its Antimicrobial Resistance
and Diagnostics initiatives. Speaking to
Rinku Ghosh, she says: “Globally, the anti-
biotic pipelineis running dangerously dry.
While a few antibiotics have been approved
over the past two decades, almost none rep-
resent truly new classes or mechanisms of
action. As antibiotics are overused, we risk
exhausting the limited effectiveness of the
drugswe already have —without adequate
replacements in sight.”

What is the extent of antimicrobial
resistance in Indianow?

Antimicrobial resistanceis a silent pan-
demic. Often dismissed as a hospital-ac-
quired infection or complication, itsimpact
was felt during Covid when patients were
impacted by drug-resistant infections. In
hospitals, where there is high use of anti-
biotics, that pressure forces the bacteria to
develop ways to survive them primarily
through genetic mutations. Then they pass
onresistance genes to other bacteria, accel-
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erated by the overuse and misuse of anti-
biotics in humans.

The patient gets admitted with one
problem, which could be a myocardial in-
farction or kidney disease. But during the
course of hospitalisation or treatment, they
acquire drug-resistant pathogens, which
cause infections, some of which claim lives.
Itisbecause of this invisible reason that we
don’t have a quantifiable burden of drug-
resistant infections in our country or glo-
bally. The first figures actually came in
2021... We still need a more reliable number.

Apart from hospital-acquired infections,
there are community-acquired infections
which are becoming drug-resistant, like ty-
phoid, diarrhoea and pneumonia. We donot
yet have an exact figure, considering we
have18% ofthe world’s population. So of the
total infections which were estimated, al-
most 20% happens in India broadly.

How much antibiotic overuse is
behavioural?

InIndia, thereislearned behaviour that
has happened over time. Whenever In-
dians have a cough, cold or diarrhoea, they
reach for an antibiotic. Some wouldn’t wait
to find out if their infection is viral or bac-
terial, not knowing antibiotics don’t work
forviral infections. Sometimes, people rely
on pharmacists for what they perceive are
seasonal infections. Physicians, them-
selves, prescribe them for prophylactic use.

InIndia, thereisa
need to unlearn the
behaviour of
immediately
reaching foran
antibiotic without
finding out the
nature of the
infection. unspPLASH

Bitter pill
While a few
antibiotics have
been approved
over the past two
decades, almost
none represent
truly new classes
or mechanisms
of action.

Without
replacementsin
sight, thereisa
risk of exhausting
the limited
effectiveness of
current drugs.
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Does antibiotic stewardship work?

It is more effective than an overnight
ban on over-the counter (OTC) sales. Take
the case of Kerala, the first state to launch
the antimicrobial stewardship programme
in 2015, which focuses on rationalising anti-
biotic prescription and awareness at all
levels. They banned OTC sales only last
year with a reasonable amount of success.
Ittook 10 years. We have a knife at home but
do we use it to kill people? Similarly, we
must first internalise what antibiotics are
meant for. Only then can we be responsible.

How difficult has it become to treat
routine infections?

There aretwo sidestothis. Oneis getting
infected with the drug-resistant bug that
requires anext-level antibiotic. The otheris
a community-acquired infection, for
example UTI, becoming complicated be-
cause ofimproper and inappropriate use of
antibiotics over a period. Salmonella typhi
strains are becoming resistant to fluoroqui-
nolones. Drugs like ceftriaxone and azi-
thromycin are being overused and risk be-
coming ineffective for treatment of typhoid.

But the good news is that when you stop
using the drugs for ashort while, the sensi-
tivity also comes back. For example, in the
1990s, typhoid was resistant to three com-
monly-used drugs — co-trimoxazole,
chloramphenicol and amoxycillin. Then
we stopped using these drugs and shifted

Antimicrobial resistance is
emerging as amajor public health
threat globally. Curbing the overuse
of antibiotics is key to tackling it

tofluoroquinolones. Fifteen years later, re-
search has shown that the old drugs are re-
gaining effectiveness.

Is antibiotic use in livestock,
agricultural practices and the
environment complicating AMR?
First, we must find the attributable risk
to humans from the antibiotics being used
inanimals. Some of the antibiotic classes to
which we are seeing very high levels of re-
sistance in humans are not used in animals.
If we are seeing 60-70% resistance to the
drugs used by humans, then the root cause
is human behaviour. ICMR did a study at
two sites in Delhi and Vellore with two pa-
thogens, E coli and Klebsiella pneumoniae,
drawn from veterinary, environmental and
clinical samples. We found a sizeable over-
lap of antibiotic resistance genes between
human and environmental isolates from
hospital surroundings, but very minimal
overlap between the human and the ani-
mal. What we need to be vigilant about is
antibiotic residues from food which con-
tinue to persist in your gut microbiome. The
gut microbiome functions as a hidden res-
ervoir of antimicrobial resistance, es-
pecially under antibiotic pressure.

What are the challenges in data
collection?

At ICMR, our network is limited to 25
tertiary care hospitals, all of which have
well-functioning clinical microbiology
labs. We publish the data every year, this
being our eighth edition. The reason this
cannot be taken as representative of the en-
tire countryis that this data is coming from
tertiary care hospitals where patients come
with a previous history of hospitalisation
and excessive antibiotic usage. That’s why
the data that we present has a very high
level of resistance. We need to widen the
circle of authentic data collection. The
Japan Nosocomial Infections Surveillance
has data from around 2,000 hospitals.

What are the alternative therapies
thatcanbeat AMR?

One is phage therapy, which involves
bacteria-eating viruses. Itis effective in treat-
ing UTIs. But it requires a kind of precision
to identify which phages will work for your
infection. Resistance develops even to
phages.Then you have to use a cocktail of vi-
ruses. Thisisan evolving field and needs cus-
tomisation for patientsdependinguponthe
nature of infection. There are monoclonal
antibodies but they are at a nascent stage.

Echoes of Gujarat as Rajasthan looks to bring ‘disturbed areas’ law

Vineet Bhalla
New Delhi, January 23

THE RAJASTHAN government has de-
cided tointroduce a Bill designating certain
zones as “disturbed areas” to curb what it
terms “demographic imbalance” and “im-
proper clustering”. While the Bill is not yet
inthe publicdomain, it is drawing compari-
sons with the Gujarat Prohibition of
Transfer of Immovable Property and Provi-
sion for Protection of Tenants from Eviction
from Premises in Disturbed Areas Act, 1991.

Legal experts and civil rights activists
have long raised concerns about the con-
stitutional validity of the Gujarat legisla-
tion. Also, over the years, the Gujarat High
Court hasnarrowed the scope of the state’s
power tointerfere in private property trans-
actions under the law.

Gujarat Disturbed Areas Act

Enacted in1991 following a series of com-
munalriots, the Act was originally conceived
toprevent “distress sales”, which occurwhen
an individual is forced to sell their property
at a value lower than the market rate due to
fear of violence or intimidation.

Under the Act, the state government
can declare a specific area as “disturbed”
due to a history of communal violence or
mob unrest. Once an area is notified, the
transfer of immovable property — houses,
shops or land - in that zone requires the
prior sanction of the district collector. With-
out their approval, any sale or transfer is
considered void. The collector musthold a
formalinquiry to ensure the sale is consen-
sual and not driven by coercion.

However, legal experts say the Act effec-
tively allows the state to police the demo-
graphic composition of neighbourhoods.
By regulating who can buy property where,
the state can prevent the organic mixing of
communities. This raises questions regard-
ing Article 19(1)(e) of the Constitution,
which guarantees every citizen the right to
reside and settle in any part of the territory
ofIndia, and Article 15, which prohibits dis-
crimination on grounds of religion, race,
caste, sex or place of birth.

Pendinglegal challenges

The constitutional validity of the Act is
currently under challenge before the Guja-
rat HC. Two major petitions — one filed in

Keyconcerns

® Over the years,
legal experts have
raised concerns
about the constitu-
tional validity of the
Guijarat law.

® Experts say the law
allows the state to
police the demo-
graphic composition
of neighbourhoods.

January 2021 and another in August 2022
— are pending adjudication before
Benchesled by the Chief Justice of the HC.

In January 2021, a significant legal vic-
tory came for the petitioners after the Gu-
jarat HC stayed the operations of the 2020
amendments to the Act. Theamendments
had expanded the law’s scope by introduc-
ingvague terms like “proper clustering” of
persons of one community, and empower-
ing the collector to check if a property’s
transfer would disturb the “demographic
equilibrium” or lead to “polarization”.

The court had restrained the state gov-
ernment from issuing notifications based
on these new, broader powers. The interim
stay has continued to date.

The Rajasthan government’s stated ra-
tionale of checking “improper clustering”
mirrors the language of this stayed Gujarat
amendment.

Free consent, fair market value

Gujarat’s Disturbed Areas Act says the
decision of the collector — and the state gov-
ernment in appeal — shall be final and con-
clusive and “shall not be questioned in any
Court.” However, since HCs are empowered

under Article226 of the Constitution toreview
administrative actions that violate funda-
mental rights or principles of natural justice,
the Gujarat HC has repeatedly been peti-
tioned to scrutinise orders passed by collec-
tors that went beyond the scope of the law.

Through a series of judgments, the HC
hasestablished a clear doctrine: the collec-
tor’s power is limited strictly to verifying
free consent and fair market value to vali-
date asale. They cannot block a transaction
based on “law and order” fears or neigh-
bours’ objections if the sale is genuine.

For instance, in a case decided by the
courtin March 2020, Hindu sellers had sold
ashop to Muslim purchasers in Vadodara.
The district collector denied permission,
relying on a police report that cited poten-
tial law and order problems. Quashing the
order, the HC ruled that the police inquiry
was “completely out of context with the
provisions of the Disturbed Areas Act”.

The court noted: “It is undisputed that
the property in question was sold on a fair
value and with free consent... When the
scope of inquiry is that of free consent and
fairvalue, the role of neighbours in the con-
text of such sale becomes irrelevant.”

® POLICY

Coming this year: Foundational Census phase seeking data on internet use & more

Deeptiman Tiwary
New Delhi, January 23

AS PREPARATIONS gather pace for the
16th Census of India, to be held after a six-
year delay, the government has formally
notified the questions that will be asked
duringthe Houselisting and Housing Cen-
sus — the first and foundational phase of
the exercise. Slated to be carried out be-
tween April 1 and September 30, 2026, it
will map every structure and household in
the country and generate the framework
on which the entire Census rests. The sec-
ond phase, population enumeration, will
begin in February 2027. This Census will
also include the first nationwide caste enu-
meration since 1931.

What is the houselisting phase?

The phase is designed to create an in-
ventory of buildings, Census houses and
households across India. Unlike popula-
tion enumeration, which focuses on indi-
viduals, houselisting capturesinformation

about where and how peoplelive. Enumer-
ators visit every structure — residential,
commercial or mixed-use. Each household
isassigned a unique Census house number
and household number, which later be-
comes the basis for enumerating individ-
uals. This phase also allows the Registrar
General of India (RGI) to assess housing
conditions and household assets.

Howwillit be conducted?

For Census 2027, houselisting will be
conducted primarily through a digital-first
approach. Enumerators will use a mobile
application to collect and upload data.

For the first time, self-enumeration will
be allowed. Households can fill in their de-
tails through a government portal, after
which enumerators will only verify the en-
tries during their visit. Each Census house
will be geo-tagged, enabling precise map-
ping and reducing the risk of errors. Super-
visors will monitor progress in near real-
time through dashboards under the Census
Management and Monitoring System.

Why has houselisting been
reimagined?

The previous houselisting exercise for
the 2011 Census was largely paper-based,
dependent on handwritten schedules and
physical maps. Data entry and validation
often took years. In contrast, the 2026
houselisting will use GPS tagging of houses,
rely on standardised drop-down menusin-
stead of descriptive handwritten answetrs,
enable instant validation checks, and allow
faster aggregation and processing of data.

According to the RGI, unlike earlier
Censuses, where houselisting largely
served descriptive and tabulation pur-
poses, the 2027 Census treats this phase as
the backbone on which digital enumer-
ation, self-enumeration, geo-referencing
and quality control will rest. Once enumer-
ation shifts to mobile apps and near-real-
time monitoring, errors or gaps at the
houselisting stage can cascade through the
entire exercise. Accurate identification is,
therefore, critical not just for coverage, but
for linking housing data with individual-

level socio-economic information — in-
cluding caste — in the population phase.
This explains why greater precision, stan-
dardisation and verification have been
built into the houselisting design.
Another important change is the ex-
panded scope of questions, reflecting shifts
inliving standards, digital access and con-
sumption patterns over the past decade.

What questions will be asked?

Under a notification issued in January
2026, the government has authorised of-
ficersto collectinformation under 33 items
during the houselisting and housing cen-
sus. Broadly, the questions fall under six
categories:

1. IDENTIFICATION AND STRUCTURE: These
include the building number, Census
house number, and the predominant ma-
terial used for the floor, walls and roof, and
the condition of the house.

2. HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION: Enumer-
ators will record the household number,
total number of persons usually residing in
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the household, the name and sex of the
head of household, and whether they be-
longtoaScheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe
or other category.

3.OWNERSHIP AND SPACE: Information will
be collected on the ownership status of the
house, the number of dwelling roomsin ex-
clusive possession of the household, and the
number of married coupleslivinginittoas-
sess overcrowding and housing shortages.
4.WATER, SANITATION AND ENERGY ACCESS:
Questions will cover the main source of
drinking water, availability, source of light-
ing, access to a latrine, waste water outlet,
and whether the household has LPG or
piped natural gas (PNG).

5.FUEL AND DIGITAL CONNECTIVITY: House-
holdswill be asked about the main fuel used
for cooking and access to the internet — a
new indicator reflecting the centrality of con-
nectivity in governance and service delivery.
6. ASSETS AND CONSUMPTION: Enumetr-
ators will record ownership of assets such
asradio, TV, laptop or PC, phone, bicycles,
two-wheelers and cars. A new question

asks about the main cereal consumed.

There are seven new or revised questions
thistime, compared to the 2010 houselisting
phase. These concern digital devices and
connections, gas connection type, vehicle
ownership and cereal consumption, offer-
inginsightsondietary patterns and food se-
curity. In another first, households will be
requested to share amobile number, which
officials say will be used for follow-ups and
disseminating information.

Why do the questions matter?

Houselisting data feeds into policymak-
ing. Information on housing informs
schemessuch as PM Awas Yojana, while data
on water, sanitation and cooking fuel shape
interventions under Jal Jeevan Mission,
Swachh Bharat Mission and Ujjwala. Asset
ownership and internet access help govern-
mentsidentify digital and economicdivides.
The updated question set also reflects how
the definition of deprivation has evolved —
from basic shelter to connectivity, clean
energy and mobility.
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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 fora
botanist to glean a fuller picture from the
faint outlines.

We are meeting on a particularly bleak
morning in Delhiat his publisher’s office
to talk about Noltie’s latest work, Flora
Indica,ahandsomely 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
paintingsthatlie in the collection at Kew
and selectingjust 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
theirmakers,” 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
southreveal other styles and stories. What
emerges from this exercise is not just a
slice of history but also ajigsaw puzzle that
is fascinating and complex, cohering in
parts but far from finished.

Thescholarly 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 inrecent 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 awide 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

world aware of the different approaches
adopted by the painters.

Noltie’s work takes this effort a step
ahead by humanising some of the artistsin
ways that hadn’t quite been done before.
In the course of his archival sleuthing;, for
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India’s rich botanical history
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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

(left) ‘Trapa natans var. bispinosa’,
unknown artist, Calcutta, c. 1800; and
‘Pinus roxburghii’, unknown artist,
1826-32, Saharanpur drawing.

years,” to quote Noltie. Apart from it being
asupplication 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.

Theblame 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
partof—such asthe 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
aswell as the hands behind them.

Noltie, forinstance, was lucky to stum-
ble onaset of stylistically intriguing paint-
ings and trace them back to their makers,

Flora Indica: By H.J.
Noltie, Roli Books,
224 pages, 32,495.

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

thanksto 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 describeshim asa “loveable rogue”). In
the end, Singh had along 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
Gardensin Indiashowed
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 innatural history.”

There are instances,
however, such asin the painting ofafern,
where itis 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
metrestall (asitis depicted in scale next to
a Lepcha person), it no longer does so.
Once these valuable paintings are digi-
tised and made accessible to awider com-
munity of scholars, maybe more such rev-
elations will come to light.

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

Arshia Sattar

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’sinsightful 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 animmediacy that most exploratory
disquisitions lack. What we have in our
hands when we read this book is the best
ofboth 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 Tantraschools which pre-
vailin Nepal, Tibet and all the way across
eastern Asia through to Japan. Inall these
diverse cultures and societies, Buddhism
maintains the sanctity ofa strict monastic
order. Monks and nuns are revered and
live lives of simplicity and renunciation
outside society—praying, meditating and

S onia Faleiro’s new book examines

immersing themselves in the holy texts.
For the lay community, feeding a monk
each day accrues asmuchreligious merit
as donating to amonastery 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 thatrose 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 amiasma 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.
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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 herIntroduction, Faleiro reminds us
ofthe 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-

The book combines the best of journalism and analytic thinking.
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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 atime when the great river plains
ofthe northern subcontinent were under-
going both political and spiritual transfor-
mations. Vedicreligion, 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 theirnew creeds, rejected ritual

The Robe and the
Sword: How Buddhist
Extremism is Shaping
Modern Asia: By Sonia
Faleiro, HarperCollins
India, 152 pages, T599.

andreligious 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 s arecent 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
movingasastory of dissent and resistance.
I highly recommend it to anyone inter-
ested in South Asian nation states that are
allmoving 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

could be asked of any of the monks, priests
and saints who incite violence each day in
some corner of the world. Every religion
hasitsfanatics. 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
ourreligious identities and expressions of
religious faith become inextricably entan-
gled with muscular narrativesand perform-
ances of aggressive masculinities? Why are
women locked up inhomes 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. Inan essay titled A ‘Hyper-Masculin-
ised’ Islam? (20249, he said that he learned
hisreligion 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’srole
has removed the poetry, ambiguity and
humility that my generation commonly
experienced, from the religious experi-
ence of my young students.”

The problem isnot the monk who car-
ries the sword, it is the man who hasbeen
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 Sattaris awriter and translator
based in Bengaluru.
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Managed Transition

he 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.

Power Unbound

he 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 eatlier 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.

: N BN
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Taleoftwomayors

Thereisalineageofconscience
whichaccompaniestheviolent
historyof conquestand
subjugation. Zohran
Mamdani'sinaugurationis
seeninthiscontextofthe
awakeningof conscience.Asa
Pakistanisupporter
congratulatingtheyoung
mayorsaid, “logonkedilbadal
gayehain” (people’s hearts have
changed)

hen 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,
auniversal political tradition was once again
being embodied in 2026: conscience in
publiclife. 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 dilbadal 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. Itis 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 Statesiitself
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

e Esnmifinon

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.

Asheapproached 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

Pradhanmantri
Sangrahalaya.

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

% 1 York belongs to all who live
- in it,” he rejected the logic
that has long justified war:

that difference must be

" AN';?,JKUH ANI governed through force. “No
more will New York be a city

Thewriterisa ~ where you can traffic in
researcher on Islamophobia and win an
history and election,” is a quote echoing
heritage issues,  intheglobal media. He vowed
and a former thatunder his administration
deputy curator  City Hall will “deliver an

of agenda of safety, affordability,
and abundance, where
government looks and lives
like the peopleit represents,
never flinches in the fight
against corporate greed, and refuses to cower
before challenges that others have deemed
too complicated.”

BBCreported: Mamdani ran animpressive
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 arange
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

An uncommon test of political readiness

epal is undergoing variegated

yetinterconnected 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

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.

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.

Letters ToTheEditor | 53 editor@thestatesman.com

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
tomanage 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

epaper.thestatesman.com
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Political instability has also fanned
apervasive 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

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
toemphasise micro-management, data-driven
campaigning and tighter control over state
organisations. Ultimately, the success of
BJP’sleadership 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.

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.

In1921in 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 tofeel that here was aman 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
Berhampurjail. 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 asmooth affair, as nationalistic objectives
of Indian leaders often collided with repressive
counter-policies of the British government.

The exile in Burma from 1924 t0 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
ChandraBose 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
in1928 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
fiftth 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.

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

But it declined to 76 percent the following
year,due tothe 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
extantfactors, theimpact of the Gen Z-led
September protests and the subsequent
political instability.

IN MEMORIAM

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

Boon for pilgrims

Sir, It was heartening to learn that Prime
Minister Narendra Modiinaugurated anew
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.
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India slips in quest for

economic freedom

PATRANGA BASU

conomic freedom is one of

the most desired

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
recommended rebuilding 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
‘Indial’, the “engine of the Indian
consumer economy”. The report
advocates that Indial constitutes a
‘high income country’ within India,
and will be an advanced economy
well before India overall becomes a
developed country. Indial alone
would form the tenth most populous
country in the world, with 14 crore
people. Interms of per capitaincome,
Indial 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 Indial 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
sharprise 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. Butjob 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.)

Modern methods aid revival of golden fibre

PURBA SAHA

ute 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
oftenresulted 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. Indistricts
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
inintegrated 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
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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.

Toensure 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 becomea 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
notonly 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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100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman
dated 23 January 1926

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.

Yesterday's Solution

ACROSS 14 Sounds beginning 29 On retirement, 3 Healthcare 15 Satirical, lively
at the left part of give a speech provider's Scotsman (8)

1 Actor reflected on the mouth that’ s hated customers 17 Storage facility set
the subject of (5) (7) centrally held in up outside back of
food - plant-based 16 Completely and 30 The crux of automated arena (3)
food (10) remarkably weird marrying is trust systems (5) 18 Heads of campus

6 Factory is initially niche trousers (4) 4 Labour policy is halls worked with
removed to make (5,4) 31 Broadcast on something that uni and LGBT music
way for a 19 Criticise players in iPlayer buffers at won’ t be venue (9)
shopping centre front of the start, with no compromised (3,4) 20 One skilled
(4) international fans means of being 5 0Old sheet covering amateur trains

10 Expression of who' ve paid to fixed small area (7) frantically
frustration about watch (9) (10) 7 Nice friends (7)
aring road 22 Uncover extremes succeeded? 21 Bloke got ripped,
somewhere in of in-fighting DOWN Wrong! (5) partly as a morale
Hertfordshire (7) hidden by party 8 Navigational craft booster (3,4)

11 President taking (3,2) 1 London district easily performed 24 Leader ousted
time with good 23 Tobacco in tin heralding last of tasks with from one-time car
shots on the green used up (5) extremely it (9) plant (5)

(7) 25 Vehicle travelling inventive 9 Multi-level shop 26 Little fish always

12 Going back, east (not south) or musician looked to have a grabs line
headed for an exit west (3-6) (5) late opening? (8) (5)

(9) 28 Advances in 2 Video game 14 Action on course 27 Former New York

13 Doctor tries marketing of created by to promote official smuggling
another Japanese medical American on drugs change in voting diamonds? Damn!
examination (5) kit? (7) (9) habits (9) (5)
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News Items

“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 Volpiis reported as saying “Our house
has been built but rain pours through the roof,”
which has prompted a cartoon in which Count
Volpiis 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
isbecoming 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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Mindless killing

Manipur is still reeling from the
mishandling of the 2023 protests
l 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
unidentified 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 officials, 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 deficit 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 conflict since 1972, people of
different 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 find
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.

Right to dignity
Governments must ensure equitable
pay for ASHA workers

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 efforts to deny them
permanent employee status despite their central-
ity to many national and State welfare schemes.
The Indira Gandhi government denied the first 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 effect leaving ASHA and
anganwadi personnel to absorb fiscal 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 effectively exited the social
contract for many of its most vulnerable labour-
ers in favour of promoting business metrics and
more fiscal 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 offer more or additional benefits than fis-
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 fiscal gaps to ensure
equitable pay across regions. Only by institution-
alising these protections can India grant these es-
sential workers their rightful dignity.
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Delimitation after 2027, redrawing power in India

very democracy must periodically

redraw its electoral map to reflect

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 redefine 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
figures so that States would not be penalised for
controlling population growth. The 84th
Amendment in 2001 specified that redistribution
would remain suspended until “the first census
taken after the year 2026”.

That suspension effectively 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
five-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 first 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 significantly.

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
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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 offset 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 influence
diminishes significantly. 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 suffrage.

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 (five 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 find 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 specific 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 reaffirm
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.

India and the EU — a fit partnership in a divided world

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, Anténio Luis 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 confident of its rapport with United
States President Donald Trump, now finds itself
in the crosshairs of America — hit with punitive
tariffs 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 inflammatory
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.

l n geopolitics, clarity is rare. But when it

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

What the FTA can deliver

First, India and the EU are in the final 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 tariff 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% effective carbon charge
on materials such as steel, aluminium, cement
and fertilizers from India. India sees it as a
non-tariff barrier that has the potential to erase
the gains an FTA would provide. In the interest of
both sides, Europe should be able to offer 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 offer 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
offer 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
offer a model of relationship building that
respects internal domestic sensitivities, while
recognising the need for flexibility 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 flexibility, 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

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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,

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

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

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

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 office.

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

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

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in

must carry the postal address.
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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. RAGESHK.

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

KERALA

Kozhikode

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

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

oP

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

ASGAR ALI
Deepak’s friend

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 affect 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 flash-
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 filed 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 offence relating to abetment to suicide. The
police arrested Musthafa from her relative’s
house in Vadakara and remanded her to judicial

"

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

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

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 filmed
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 staff and fellow
passengers also reportedly confirmed 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 filed 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 influencers 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 influencers 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 polOice. 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 first.

Seeing the firestorm, 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 staff member in Kozhikode. “My daughter
often complains to me. Even at my age, '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 different,”
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 specific case is true or not
should be decided by the police and courts.”

She adds, “Mobile phones can be effective
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 oversimplification of Deepak’s sui-
cide. “There may be many reasons behind this
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If the promptness shown in arresting
Musthafa had been shown in acting on
complaints of harassment in buses, things
would be different.

DIDI DAMODHARAN
Activist

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 effort 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 traffic 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, filmmaker 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
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Schemes galore

Centrally Sponsored Schemes should be rationalised

he Centre, according to arecent reportin
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
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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

POCKET

amajor difference in improving the
efficiency of allocations. The Centre said last
May that efforts 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 inefficiencies. 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 CSSsto 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 effort has
paid off 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 different 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.
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CRANGARAJAN
DK SRIVASTAVA

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 off 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
askis, can India do this? There are
countries which have achieved sucha
transition. We set below a five-point
agenda to achieve this goal. Itis 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. Arecent
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 different from earlier
innovations. Obviously the new
innovations will improve productivity
and output. But its impact on
employment is uncertain.

Evena populous country like India

How to ach

ieve

Viksit Bharat goal

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

cannot ignore the adoption of Al if we
have to remain competitive. Absorption
of new technologies is a must, Al isa
horizontal innovation and it will affect
all sectors. Al 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 offset the probable negative
effect 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

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

activities must be efficient 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 exportsin 1973
was 1 per cent of world trade. In 2021, it
grewto 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
centin 2021.

Growth of India will have to depend
ona 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
‘different government’. Investment in
health and education is aimed at
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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

Telecom shouldn’t go the aviation way

While both sectors are duopolistic, telecom can infuse competition and improve service through functional separation

|
V Sridhar
Rohit Prasad

of flight cancellations during
December teaches the telecom
industryalesson or two.

The domestic aviation industryis
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
centand 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

T he IndiGo fiasco with thousands

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 off. 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

TELECOM. Reforms needed for
fostering competition istockpHoTo

MVNO story is viable in India? One of
the reasons for MVNOs not taking off 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 TRAL

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 reliefin
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) asan
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 offer
services efficiently to become an active
third private operator in the country.

Sridhar is Professor, IlIT-Bangalore, and Prasad is
Professor, MDI Gurgaon
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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 isa more realistic method
for fixing base prices, especially for
relisted stocks. These steps can curb

Bengaluru

On businessline.in

Reforms needed to

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

M Barathi

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 thana
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
episodeillustrates how
brinkmanship, while theatrically
assertive, becomes strategically
untenable when met with organised
resistance and institutional
constraints.

N Sadhasiva Reddy

Bengaluru

make agriculture
more viable

Making the country a
single agri market and

free trade of agri products
are necessary to boost farm
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