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India’s elections have always been competitive, but recent 
financial disclosures show the playing field is becoming 
increasingly unequal. Data submitted to the Election 
Commission of India indicates that the gap in election 

spending between the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the 
Congress has widened sharply over the past decade, raising 
important questions about the future character of electoral 
competition. In the financial year 2014-15, when the general 
election was held, the BJP reported election-related 
expenditure of about Rs 925 crore, while the Congress spent 
roughly Rs 582 crore. Five years later, during the 2019-20 
election cycle, the BJP’s spending rose to Rs 1,352 crore 
compared to the Congress’s Rs 864 crore. The disparity existed, 
but it remained within a broadly comparable range. 

That balance shifted decisively in 2024-25. According to 
Election Commission filings, the BJP spent approximately Rs 
3,355 crore on elections and general propaganda. The Congress, 
by contrast, reported expenditure of about Rs 896 crore. In 
practical terms, the ruling party spent nearly four times as 
much as its principal national rival ~ a scale of difference 
unseen in previous election cycles. The significance of this shift 
lies not merely in the figures, but in what modern campaigning 
requires. Elections today are continuous operations involving 
electronic media outreach, extensive advertising, high- 
frequency travel, logistical mobilisation, and rapid-response 
communication teams. These activities demand sustained 
financial capacity, not episodic fundraising. 

Supporters of unrestricted fundraising often argue that 
money alone does not determine electoral outcomes. India’s 
state elections offer evidence for this claim. Well-funded 
campaigns have lost where local leadership, governance 
records, or social coalitions shifted preferences away from them. 
Voters, ultimately, cannot always be bought. Yet financial power 
shapes elections long before ballots are cast. It determines who 
dominates visibility, whose messaging saturates media 
platforms, and who can absorb mistakes without lasting 
damage. Money may not secure victory, but it widens the 
margin for recovery. The issue, therefore, is not legality. These 
figures are formally declared and publicly available. The deeper 
concern is whether transparency by itself is sufficient when 
disparities become structural. When one party can campaign 
nationally at scale while another must ration outreach, 
elections risk becoming contests of amplification rather than 
persuasion. Such imbalances have long-term implications. 
Political competition may gradually privilege organisational 
wealth over ideological clarity. Smaller parties and financially 
weaker formations struggle to sustain national presence, while 
internal party renewal becomes harder without access to 
resources. India’s democracy remains vibrant and contested, 
but capacity now varies sharply between competitors. If this 
trend continues unchecked, the danger is not the absence of 
choice, but the quiet narrowing of democratic space. Elections 
must ultimately reward credibility, leadership, and public trust ~ 
not simply the ability to outspend opponents. When financial 
power grows too dominant, the arena may still appear open, 
even as its balance slowly tilts.

Deng Xiaoping’s “Opening Up” reforms in 1978 
enabled China to develop export-oriented 
manufacturing hubs, establish Special Economic 
Zones (SEZs) in coastal areas for foreign investment, 

capitalize on its abundant low-cost labour, and strategically 
build world class infrastructure. Deng was convinced of the 
need to abandon the equalitarian impulse of socialism and 
embrace fresh experimentation to usher in prosperity. 

The effect was immediate. Foreign investment poured. 
Huge manpower within China migrated from rural to urban 
areas allowing for smooth transfer of workers to fill up its 
factories, made possible by its unprecedented attempt to 
simultaneously realise agricultural and industrial revolutions. 
It was partially modelled after Hong Kong where such an 
experiment was tremendously successful as it combined 
three factors, low wages but efficient management, 
infrastructure and acceptance of the market which were 
denied by socialism. 

The immediate result was unprecedented not only in 
China but for the entire world. A nation of more than a 
billion opened and modernized at a spectacular speed. For 
the coming three decades, China maintained a growth rate 
of 10 per cent and lifted 800 million people out of abject 
poverty.  After joining the WTO in 2001, China accelerated 
its integration into the global supply chain, creating a vast, 
well organized, resourceful, and competent environment, 
devising supportive policies by way of subsidies, faster 
approvals, lax regulations, and giving tax breaks to attract 
global companies. After 2010 China transitioned from 
low-cost mass production to high-tech manufacturing in 
industries like electronics, EVs, and renewable energy, 
driven by R&D and innovation to emerge as the factory and 
laboratory of the world. Presiding over a unipolar world in 
his second term, US President Bill Clinton announced a 
new policy of trade and commerce. Brushing aside Ross 
Perot’s caution, he embarked on a massive scale transfer of 
capital and manufacturing to China and inaugurated NAFTA 
to include Mexico. The philosophical foundation of such a 
move was provided by theoreticians like Francis Fukuyama 
who were optimistic that a new world order would emerge, 
transcending the ideological conflicts that dominated from 
the late 19th century to the late 20th century. 

Unipolarity and the continuation of the American century 
into the 21st century as well was assured if the world’s most 
populous country, China, would demonstrate its firm 
commitment to free trade and democratic consolidation, as 
that would usher in a substantive middle class. It would 
vindicate Lucien Pye and associates’ modernization theory, 
as was the case with both South Korea and Taiwan, two of 
the four prominent Asian Tigers. 

It was during this period of optimism in the early part of 
the 21st century that Apple, on the verge of bankruptcy in 
the late 1990s due to stiff competition from Microsoft and 
IBM with their much cheaper PCs, negotiated a partnership 
with China in 2001 and shifted its production with support 
of the US administration. “Apple initially moved to China,” 
according to Baker “to utilize China’s growing low-cost 
labour force and take advantage of the government’s 
willingness to make huge investments in the technology 
industry. It enabled Apple to avoid the huge costs of building 
and running their own factories. Going to China allowed 

them to do much more, much faster, and at lower costs. 
They worked with partners such as Foxconn, who developed 
and ran huge manufacturing complexes and hired the 
workforce, all at their own expense and with government 
subsidies, in exchange for manufacturing Apple’s products.”  

Besides China, Apple’s turnaround was due to Steve Jobs 
and its iPod. Foxconn had a revenue of $1.8 billion in 1999 
which by 2010 became $98 billion. In this spectacular 
achievement Apple played the most significant role as “it 
was not merely a merchant…but,” according to McGee “a 
kind of patron and mentor.” 

The Western comprehension of Apple’s operations in 
China is constricted and shallow as it highlighted the 
assembling process, low wages, and long working days, 
even suicides and unsubstantiated charge of use of forced 
Uighur manpower. It is true that Apple gained immensely 
by exploiting Chinese workers but equally true was the 
calculated move by the Chinese that allowed this exploitation 
with a deeper planning of exploiting Apple itself.   

Apple played a crucial role in making China technically 
sophisticated by providing finance, training the Chinese, 

and creating a new ancillary and supply chain of local 
manufacturers. It was the only foreign company, according 
to Baker, to operate without forming a joint venture with a 
Chinese company. It curried a favour with the government 
by working with thousands of Chinese suppliers to teach 
them all aspects of high-tech product development to 
upscale their skills to the level their products required. It 
allowed Apple to create a huge network of capable suppliers, 
while simultaneously improving China’s skills in high tech. 

By offering staggering investments, Apple helped China 
to grow without seeking other foreign institutional help 
that stipulated steep regulations and interference. Since 
2008, it has trained 28 million Chinese which is more than 
its entire combined work force in California. China, on its 
part, observes McGee, “brilliantly played its long-term 
interest against Apple’s short-term needs.”  China till 1999 
did not produce any Apple product but by 2009 it produced 
all its items gaining immensely from Apple transferring 
intricate technology, as momentous, according to McGee, 
as the fall of the Berlin Wall.   

Apple’s investment, excluding many of the components 
of its hardware in China, reached $55 billion by 2015. Its 
investment in China is more than Marshall Plan’s entire aid 
by the US to Western Europe after World War II.  The US 
spent $13.3 billion over four years to spur post-War development 
in 16 European countries which according to the chief 
administrator of the Marshall Plan was “the most generous 
act of any people, anytime, anywhere to another people”. 
Apple in China told Beijing that it would invest more than 
double that amount by 2021. Tim Cook, Apple’s CEO’s goal 
was to demonstrate to Chinese officials that Apple’s success 
in China had a ripple effect across the advanced electronics 
industry. By teaching local suppliers, Apple instilled hands-on 

knowledge in both intangible ideas and tangible skills. 
Deng with full commitment to a one-China policy was 

pragmatic enough to realize that Taiwan was far more 
developed than the mainland. It had a much higher per 
capita income and human development, and a massive 
industrial base. China would need these Taiwanese assets 
for development. This pragmatism continues with Xi Jinping 
acknowledging that any reform would have to take along 
both the Taiwanese people and companies. 

Taiwan estimated that between 1991 and 2022, its total 
business investment would exceed an impressive $203 
billion. In this consolidation Apple played the role of a 
catalyst. Between 2007 and 2019, every iPhone was assembled 
in Taiwan by Taiwanese companies operating in China. 
But there was a significant shift subsequently with Chinese 
workers and companies assembling it in China. 

The iPhone operation is bewildering. It operates 200 
production lines in China. Each one makes an average 
3,330 units daily which totals a quarter billion per year. The 
Chinese have perfected the art of imbibing technology from 
others and then using it successfully with their skilled and 
hardworking manpower. A former designer at Apple 
comments “it looks like Beijing’s strategy was to ‘brain 
drain’ Taiwan, learn everything that is needed, then ‘cash 
them out’, and take over.” This was also stated by an Apple 
engineer who pointed out, “we have trained a whole country, 
and now that country is using it against us.” 

Apple supported an impressive 5 million jobs in China - 
3 million in manufacturing and 2 million in ancillary 
industries. Its expected revenue for 2025 was an unprecedented 
$414 billion. Since 2007, the earnings from one product, the 
iPhone, exceeded $2 trillion. Its profit of $94 billion in 2024 
exceeded the entire revenue of NVIDIA. It is generally 
accepted that Apple’s investment of billions of dollars made 
China the manufacturing capital of the world by strengthening 
its infrastructure and training its manpower to the extent 
that by 2025 in computer science the six top universities 
are Chinese. The Chinese government poured billions of 
dollars into new infrastructure for Apple - building factories, 
paving new roads, constructing housing for Apple workers. 

Kate Whitehead who helped oversee Apple's operations 
in China pointed out “I was around when they called up the 
local city officials and asked them to build another airport 
because we needed a larger airport to ship out more goods.” 
Doug Gutherie, another former Apple employee in China 
said “China set up industrial clusters where little components 
for Apple products were made and then quickly moved to 
a final assembly plant run by the company Foxconn. Apple 
engineers were embedded there to keep an eye on quality 
control.” He also pointed out “if you knew how to navigate 
that market really well, which Tim Cook and Apple did, you 
could really find the best partner who would make the best 
component for the cheapest price. And that was sort of the 
brilliance of the system” 

The enormous power that China acquired in this period 
has led to a situation when China could use its veto 
effortlessly and effectively.  A red supply chain has emerged 
much to the annoyance of American, Taiwanese, and 
Japanese partners. Apple today is an international giant 
with partnership of 15,000 suppliers spread over 50 nations 
but the collective strength of all these countries is dwarfed 
by the Chinese presence where 90 per cent of all its 
production takes place. It is ironic that the assembly 
operations in Vietnam and India are totally dependent on 
the Chinese supply chain. 

McGee is of the view that the United States has reluctantly 
accepted Chinese authoritarianism but the biggest American 
company could not do that given its unbreakable business 
ties with China which offers “the right combination of 
quality, scale and flexibility needed to shape close to half a 
billion luxury products each year.” The growing and 
numerically large Chinese middle class is another important 
factor. It is a unique combination of the Chinese economic 
miracle, disciplined work force and sustained policy that 
have helped it to become the pivot around which Apple 
moves. China today is what it is largely because of Apple’s 
contributions to its modernization process.   No other place 
on earth than China according to McGee “could have 
provided similar costs, efficiency and scale.” Apple in China 
reflects a win-win situation where both parties have enjoyed 
the maximum benefits possible. The partnership is likely 
to become firmer in the foreseeable future.

Recently in the United States, a 
partial government shutdown 
meant millions of low-income 
families missed their food 

assistance payments. The disruption 
reignited an old question that every 
developed nation grapples with: How 
much should societies help their poorest 
members, and in what form? 

This question matters everywhere, 
including in Korea, where debates about 
welfare expansion, working-age poverty, 
and the sustainability of social programs 
have intensified in recent years. 

Over the past four decades, thinking 

about poverty relief has shifted dramatically 
across the developed world. The traditional 
model was one of support for those 
without work.  

Historically, poverty alleviation programs 
started by targeting groups that were not 
expected to work, such as 
widows or people with disabilities. 
Over time, however, a new 
model has taken hold. One 
that targets assistance to 
low-wage workers, especially 
those with children.  

The idea was to encourage 
employment rather than replace it. This 

signaled a shift from traditional “welfare” 
to “workfare.”  

Today, across most wealthy nations, 
public assistance flows more readily to 
the “working poor” than to those outside 
the labor force entirely. The United States 

exemplified this shift with programs 
like the Earned Income Tax Credit, 
which supplements wages for working 
families.  

France introduced similar policies 
with its “prime d’activite.” The UK 
has recently reformed its Working 
Tax Credit. The logic behind these 

changes rested on two observations.  

First, the old systems sometimes 
discouraged people from taking jobs. 
When accepting work meant losing  
benefits worth more than the wages 
offered, staying unemployed became the 
rational choice.  

Second, there was a reduction in political 
support for helping those who were 
considered to be able to work but chose 
not to. Korea’s Earned Income Tax  
Credit (EITC), introduced in 2008 and 
expanded several times since, now serves 
over 4 million households. It embodies 
this same philosophy: reward work, not 
joblessness. 

Accept it 
Sir, Apropos Trump’s invitation to India 

to join the Gaza Peace Board (Jan. 19), PM 
Modi needs to give it serious consideration. 
Though headed by the US President as 
Chairman, a place on the board would give 
India the opportunity to make a significant 
contribution to rebuild a region ravaged by 
war, which has already claimed over 60,000 
innocent lives. Considering its strong friendship 
with Israel and lasting relations with Palestine, 
the board membership would provide India 
with the opportunity to play a balancing 
role, by ensuring that the interests of both 
are adequately protected, thus earning their 
lasting goodwill. Further, it will also strengthen 
India’s image on the world stage as a rising 
power which seeks to play a leadership role 
in ensuring global peace. Additionally, it 

may also provide an opportunity for Modi 
and Trump to meet on the side lines to 
nudge forward and clinch the long delayed 
trade deal between the two great democracies 
of the world. Hence, the question before 
India is not whether to join the Peace Board 
or not, but whether to contribute $1 billion 
and join as a permanent member, or to opt 
for a three-year temporary membership, 
without contribution. 

Yours, etc.,  V. Jayaraman, 
Chennai, 20 January. 

 

Misleading 
Sir,  The claim made by the composer AR 

Rahman about the 'communal ' discrimination 
which  he had faced in the last eight years 
in Bollywood sounds misleading  and appears  
to overlook the structural shift in the industry. 

By saying so he has disparaged the very 
industry which had enabled him to garner 
lots of accolades including the Oscar.  

Such derogatory remarks cannot brush 
off the truth that demand for music is 
dynamic and subject to change in people's 
preference, which has nothing to do with 
religious sentiments. A genre, an artist or a 
style that is in demand  today may become 
unpopular tomorrow due to various reasons 
and it is unethical for a person of stature 
like Rahman to play the victim card for 
getting less work in the industry. India, and 
more precisely Bharat, and its people have 
never shown discrimination towards art 
and music. Had it been so, actors like Shah 
Rukh Khan, Aamir Khan and Salman Khan 
would not have become superstars.  

Yours, etc., Kabir Ahmed Saikia,  
Rajabari, Jorhat, 20 January. 

ECI's duty 
Sir, Apropos the report "SIR process must 

be just and fair, SC tells Election Commission" 
(January 22), I think the apex court is well 
within its rights to ensure that the ECI does 
not violate the principles of natural justice 
while doing the SIR exercise.  

Whatever documents voters are expected 
to handover during SIR hearings must be 
acknowledged by the ECI.  

The deletion of names of voters should 
be done in the rarest of rare cases where 
voters have no documents to prove their 
identity.  

The ECI in the interest of voters can frame 
rules, but while doing so, itcannot devour 
the fundamental rights of the people. 

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta, 
Kolkata, 22 January.

In moments of geopolitical transition, the most revealing 
signals are rarely found in formal declarations or signed 
agreements. They appear instead in tone, instinct, and 
assumption ~ in how power speaks when it believes it need 

not explain itself. Recent statements and conduct by US 
President Donald Trump before and after Davos have offered 
such moments, casting light on how alliances function when 
confidence in their permanence begins to fade. The controversy 
itself was narrow, even peculiar, and unlikely to produce lasting 
change on its own. Yet the reaction it provoked exposed a 
deeper unease among long-standing partners. The concern was 
not over a specific demand, but over the mindset behind it ~ a 
view of international relations that treats influence as leverage 
alone, stripped of history, obligation, or shared purpose. 

Such thinking marks a sharp departure from the logic that 
has guided alliances for decades. Security partnerships were 
never meant to resemble commercial contracts renegotiated at 
will. They endured precisely because they were insulated, to 
some degree, from the politics of the moment. Predictability, 
not generosity, was their true currency. 

When that predictability weakens, behaviour changes 
quickly. Allies begin to hedge rather than align. Commitments 
are measured more cautiously. Strategic planning shifts from 
cooperation toward contingency. Even friendly capitals start 
asking not what their partner intends today, but whether that 
intention will still hold tomorrow. Advocates of a harder, 
transactional approach argue that such pressure is overdue. For 
too long, they say, protection was extended without adequate 
return. Leverage, in this telling, corrects imbalance. Disruption 
produces results that polite diplomacy could not. 

There is some truth in that claim. Coercion can extract 
concessions, particularly from partners reluctant to risk 
confrontation. But compliance is not the same as confidence. 
Gains achieved through pressure rarely translate into long-term 
stability, because they leave behind resentment and 
uncertainty. The more profound cost lies elsewhere. When 
alliances become conditional, they cease to function as anchors 
in moments of crisis. Their value lies not in constant use, but in 
the assurance that they will hold when tested. Once that 
assurance fades, deterrence weakens ~ not because capability 
disappears, but because belief does. 

Over time, this erosion reshapes the international landscape. 
States prepare for self-reliance. Military autonomy becomes 
more attractive. Strategic restraint gives way to precaution. In 
such an environment, miscalculation becomes more likely, not 
less. Paradoxically, a system built on leverage alone risks 
diminishing the power it seeks to assert. Influence is strongest 
when others choose alignment willingly. When they comply out 
of fear or uncertainty, cooperation becomes brittle and 
temporary. Systems of order do not vanish overnight. They thin 
out, quietly, as trust gives way to caution and partnership to 
calculation. What is unfolding today is not simply a test of 
alliances, but of belief - belief that power will still recognise 
limits, and that strength can coexist with responsibility. Once 
that belief erodes, restoring it becomes far harder than 
dismantling it ever was.

Uneven  Arena 

Alliances  unravel 

Presiding over a unipolar world in his 
second term, President Bill Clinton 
announced a new policy of trade and 
commerce. Brushing aside Ross Perot’s 
caution, he embarked on a massive scale 
transfer of capital and manufacturing to 
China and inaugurated NAFTA to include 
Mexico. The philosophical foundation of 
such a move was provided by theoreticians 
like Francis Fukuyama who were optimistic 
that a new world order would emerge, 
transcending the ideological conflicts that 
dominated from the late 19th century to the 
late 20th century
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News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 

The heartfelt sympathy or thousands will 
go out to the Chief Justice of Bengal in the 
bereavement which, long threatening, has at 
last overtaken him. The long illness of Lady 
Sanderson has deprived Calcutta for some time 
of one who shed a strong and wholesome 
influence upon its social and philanthropic 
activities. Lady Sanderson was a woman of 
great energy, wide sympathies, and personal 
charm. She took an active interest in a large 
numb er of  charitable  and philanthropic 
movements, notably the Girl Guides and Hospital 
Day. Apart from this side of her character, her 
social gifts and her debonair personality, her 
last illness revealed her as a woman of high 
courage, who bore her sufferings with undaunted 
cheerfulness. She was one of the many splendid 
English women who have worthily upheld the 
best traditions of their race.

COAL DISPUTE 

NO NECESSITY FOR 
LOWER WAGES 
(From Our Special Representative.) 
London, Jan. 

The Marquess of Londonderry, who recently 
resigned from the Ulster Cabinet in order to 
devote more time to the management of his 
own coal-pits, interviewed by the Daily Mail, 
urges that the owners should personally consult 
the miners in an attempt to bridge the gulf 
between the Miners’ Federation and the Mining 
Association before the subsidy ends. He is 
convinced that such a consultation would result 
in a settlement of the differences. He does not 
believe there is any necessity for lower wages 
and longer hours, but increased output would 
enable the industry to be carried on more 
profitably. 

 
 

ALLEGED SPIES 

SOVIET RAID 
GERMAN 
ORGANISATION 
Warsaw, Jan 

A big spying organisation working on behalf 
of Germany has been discovered. According to 
the newspapers three of the leaders and 
numerous accomplices have been arrested and 
a considerable quantity of compromising 
documents seized. The alleged spies it is stated 
have wide connexions in aristrocratic and 
military circles.—Reuter. 

 

 
SENTENCES REMITTED 

IRISH PRISONERS 
FREE 
(British Official Wireless.) 
Rugby, Jan. 

The Home Office of Northern Ireland announced 
at Belfast yesterday that, in view of the recent 
treaty the Government has remitted the sentences 
passed on 33 prisoners who were convicted for 
various border disturbances. These men, who are 
now undergoing penal servitude, will be released 
immediately. 

 
 

STAMP ACT 

AMENDING BILL IN 
COUNCIL 
Bombay, Jan. 

The Bill to amend the Stamp Act of 1922, 
which expires shortly, will be introduced in 
the next session of the Bombay Legislative 
Council. The Indian Stamp (Bombay Amendment) 
Act 1922 was passed to enhance stamp fees in 
certain cases for the purpose of increasing the 
revenue of the Government, and was to remain 
in operation for four years from April 1, 1922. 

ACROSS 
 
1    Company in favour 

of sticking mount 

to console (7) 

5 Mistake by bully is

a common bloomer 

(7) 

9    Give information to 

brusque lawyer (5) 

10  Like a cross 

country runner�s 

home on Channel 

Islands housing 

police once (9) 

11  Written signs 

sanction barriers 

to trade by cartel 

(9) 

12  Stance assumed by 

newspaper shows 

balance (5) 

13  Part of Rhode 

Island is next to 

Connecticut  

(10) 

18  Becoming more 

inclined to convert 

50% of petrol 

engines (10) 

22  Leader of academy 

doubled up (5) 

23  Figure-hugging 

skirt�s fantastic

thing for Romeo 

(9) 

24  Lack of 

understanding 

displayed by 

sovereign or 

ancestor (9) 

25  Hefty charge 

recalled by banks 

(5) 

26  Quite unbelievable

play�s screened  

(7) 

27  Anthem and poem 

are thus improved 

(7) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    British Aluminium 

Company Ltd 

essentially 

manufactured 

metal (6) 

2    One part author�s 

written about that 

is included in books 

(6) 

3    Compensate for 

firm having 

cancelled earlier  

(6) 

4    Military expert�s 

diplomacy at home 

controls agents (9) 

5    Stuck with 

inspiring manager 

backing clubs (5) 

6    Send message 

following political 

enforcer�s defeat 

(8) 

7    Light-emitting 

object containing 

charged particle is 

treated as a star 

(8) 

8    Fruit stone 

containing air and 

element of water 

(8) 

14  Leggy individual 

recklessly enticed 

naked apes (9) 

15  Influence is 

possessed by 

established writer 

(8) 

16  Perhaps John 

Lennon caught fan 

with legal high (5,3) 

17  Means to reduce 

suffering of Labour 

rule paid off (8) 

19  Group of people 

working together 

established firm (6) 

20  Shared the same 

view about old 

houses (6) 

21  Remained sober 

for the hearing (6) 

23  Son dispatching 

one third of 

Brandy Alexander 

(5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11 12

13 14

15 16 17

18

19 20 21

22 23

24 25

26 27

C A M E R A
L E X I C O N S A R C A N A

R R V P T C A
I B I S I D O L S E P I C
E E U N N L

G R I P E S S M A R T E S T
U R E K U
S H O O T S D E C A F F

D Y E T I
H A R U S P E X M U E S L I

G C E A A M
T E X T C A M E O V I N O

N I A P I E O
S T O O P S L I S T E N I N

N T E M R R

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

Last SaturdayÊs Solution

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

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 26 January 1926

I spent five decades working and 
living with working people. 
Most of the people I knew 
worked for a living. All my 

friends worked; they talked often 
about their work and working life. 
Of course, I knew some who had 
stopped working but the bulk of 
the people who mattered in my life 
were working people. 

In contrast, I am now experiencing 
the first decade of my life in the 
proximity of people who no longer 
work. I am getting to know people 
at leisure who are probably in the 
last decade of their life. 

As a child I grew up in a poor 
society and my parents – and most 
of their friends – worked for a living. 
Their hours were mostly committed 
to work, with only a few minutes 
they could call their own. A typical 
example was my uncle, a doctor 
who loved to read. He found time to 
read only on Sundays, he told me, 
because the other days were fully 
occupied by patients and their needs. 

I saw how real his problem was 
when I took a job on emerging from 
university. I had an ostensibly good 
job in a company, which meant I 
had scant time for anything else. 
Later, as I worked for the World 
Bank and the diplomatic service, 
my spare time disappeared altogether. 
If I wasn’t in the office, I was in 
travel and work-related socialization. 

This wasn’t the good life that 
Socrates, Buddha or other savants 
spoke about. It is a perpetually 
occupied, crypto-hedonistic existence 
despite its outward glamour, its 
claim to spurious sophistication. 
Just when advanced technology 
has brought huge knowledge and 
sublime art, extraordinary literature 
and brilliant thought at our doorstep, 
most of us haven’t the time to 
explore any of it. We pass most of 
our limited time reading second-rate 
novels and watching third-rate 
films, gawking at expensive wares 
a n d  s i l ly  g a m e  sh ows.  Eve n 
newspapers languish; vapid, glossy 
magazines adorn center tables and 
night stands. 

In the mid-19th century US, the 
average employee worked 11-12 hours 
every day; no concession for children 
under 12, later generously reduced 
to 10 hours. It took another 100 
years before the advent of the 40-hour 
week. Since then, the advent of 
computers, laptops, internet and 
the worldwide web have added 
hugely to productivity every year. 
Every employee produces a giant 
multiple of goods and services every 
hour compared to the past. Does 
that mean they are allowed to work 
fewer hours? There is fierce resistance 
to shrinking the work week, while, 
allowing for inflation, overall wages 
have increased at a snail’s pace. 

It does not take a socialist or 
revolutionary to notice that the huge 
benefits of every major innovation 
from the steam engine to the computer 
have been essentially appropriated 
by a handful of rich people like Elon 
Musk and Peter Thiel (the depredations 
of their predecessors like Carnegie 
and Rothschild and Rockefeller are 
well documented) leaving the vast 
number of middle class and lower 
class people to toil in sweatshops 
like factories and data centres from 
dawn to dusk. 

We need to extend the benefits of 
labour-saving devices like washing 
machines, cooking ranges and vacuum 
cleaners to the average person by 
not letting employers demand that 
every hour of saved effort must now 
be dedicated to more work to enrich 
another billionaire like Bezos or 
Zuckerberg. Let them make their 
next few millions without making 
their employees work more than 
four days a week; all they need to 
do is to hire more people to turn out 
more goods. 

We are on the threshold of another 
revolution comparable to the agricultural 
and industrial revolutions, about to 
usher in the Artificial Intelligence 
era. This time the benefits of the 
innovation need to be better distributed: 
let the trillionaires emerge but not 
at the cost of depriving people of 
shorter work weeks and the opportunity 

for better leisure occupations than 
just outdoor barbecues and beachside 
romps: the chance to explore their 
human potential, to go beyond trashy 
magazines and kitschy art and fetid 
tele-shows, to the vast possibilities 
of art and science, philosophy and 
literature, the extraordinary life 
which Plato and Aristotle visualized 
for all humans. 

The human race isn’t forever 
condemned to live divided into two 
groups: one, a small sliver of privileged 
people, who don’t have to work all 
the time and have sufficient leisure 
to pursue other interests in the arts 
and sciences, and the other, the vast 
majority of people who work large 
amounts of time, in factories and 
offices, quarries and fields, shops 

and stores, homes and warehouses, 
and have scant leisure to pursue 
higher interests. For many, the few 
downtime hours they have are devoted 
to undemanding ‘pastimes’ that richly 
merit the pejorative appellation of 
“killing time.” 

Work that Einstein or Edison did 
in their laboratories or Goethe or 
Gogol did in their garrets is alien to 
and beyond the reach of most people, 
and yet that is the kind of work the 
world needs most of all. For more 
people to move in that direction, we 
need more free time, greater and 
more meaningful leisure and a goodbye 
to the fetish of more goods. 

 
(The writer is a US-based international 
development advisor and had worked with the 
World Bank. He can be reached at 
mnandy@gmail.com
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Remembering India’s 
first woman martyr
MANAS DAS 
 

It is an undeniable fact that people 
of almost every state and province 
of India fought tooth and nail 
against the oppression and brutality 

of foreign rulers. But our textbooks 
grossly ignore the brave feats of many 
valorous countrymen who laid down 
their lives fighting foreign rulers. At 
the national level, only a few are 
glorified while many remain in oblivion. 

Even in regional history books, 
not much importance is given to 
these forgotten heroes.  As we 
celebrate our Republic Day this 
month, we must remember one such 
name whose courageous saga does 
not make it to the mainstream 
narrative, yet whose great sacrifice 
lives through local folklore, theatre 
performances and stray records that 
chronicled her time and activities. 

The name of this brave soul is 
Veeramangai Kuyili ,  the army 
commander of Rani Velu Nachiyar 
who participated in campaigns against 
the East India Company in the 18th 
century. Rani Velu was also the first 
ruler in Indian history to wage a war 
against the British colonizers in 1780, 
about 77 years before what we believe 
to be the First War of Independence 
or the Sepoy Mutiny.   

Confronted with a challenging task, 
Kuyili displayed matchless courage 
and ingenuity that has kept her saga 
immortal. She did not carry any bomb, 
but set herself ablaze at the guns 
and ammunition storehouse of the 
British. As a result of her action, the 
warehouse exploded and all guns 
and ammunitions stored there were 
destroyed. Her daring act helped Velu 
Nachiyar easily defeat the British in 
a battle. This braveheart is known to 
very few people and her name is 
rarely found in textbooks and public 

discourse. This Tamil lady Kuyili, 
fondly addressed by some as 
‘Veerthalapathy’ or the ‘Brave 
Commander’, was in charge of the 
Udayal Padai contingent of the women’s 
army of Velu Nachiyar, the queen of 
Sivagangai, Tamil Nadu. A warrior 
to the core, she displayed true valour 
and unconditional love for the 
motherland for which she was ready 
to lay down her life. 

There is little information available 
about Kuyili’s birth and childhood. 
She was born in Kudanchavadi near 
Sivagangai. Her father Periyamuthan 
was a cobbler and her mother Raku 
was a brave lady who died while 
fighting a wild bull to save her fields 
from being destroyed. Kuyili was a 
‘sevaki’ (local aide) of Rani Velu and 
saved her life on multiple occasions. 
On one such occasion, when the queen 
was attacked during her sleep, she 
attacked the enemy and was injured 
in the process. On witnessing this, 
the queen instantly tore a piece of her 
saree to bandage Kuyili’s wounds. We 
also get the fact that Kuyili belonged 
to the ‘Sambavar’ community of Tamil 
Nadu. The term ‘Sambavar’ draws its 
origin from the followers of Mahadev 
or Lord Shiva and Sambavars are 
believed to be the ancient priests of 
Lord Shiva. They find mention in 
history and other records as priests, 
warriors, agriculturists, poets, writers, 
dancers, and musicians. 

Velu Nacchiyar, of whose army 
Kuyili was a commander, lost her 
husband in a battle against the combined 
forces of the British and the Nawab of 
Arcot on 25 June 1772. The invading 
British army plundered Kalaiyar Koil 
and collected jewels worth 50,000 
pagodas. Although the queen fled to 
a neighbouring kingdom and remained 
in hiding for eight years, she was 
determined to take revenge. 

During the span of eight years in 
hiding, the queen managed to raise a 
huge army which included a big 
contingent of women warriors under 
the banner of Udayal Padai in memory 
of Padai who sacrificed her life for the 
queen. This wing was commandeered 
by Kuyili and was trained by the queen 
herself. Kuyili was a beauty with brains 
and was one of the ablest of the queen’s 
commanders. Forming an alliance 
with two neighbouring rulers in 1780, 
Velu planned an ambitious battle 
against the British to recapture her 
kingdom. They marched towards 
Sivagangai and decimated the enemy 
forces at three places. The queen and 
her army were now on their way to 
take back the fort and drive away the 
British from the city. But the British 
were in possession of heavy guns and 
ammunition including cannon barrels 
at several places in and around 
Sivagangai. 

Velu was advised by her spies not 
to move ahead at that moment as 
that would mean heavy losses and 
casualties. Spies also told her that 
the British stored the guns and 
ammunition at a warehouse inside 
Rajarajeshwari Amman temple at 
Sivagangai palace. The queen held 
a meeting with the commanders 
including Kuyili and discussed the 
future course of action. 

At that time Kuyili saw a group of
women at a distance walking barefoot
towards Sivagangai. They seemed to
be devotees. She rushed towards
them and asked them where they
were heading to. They replied that
the following day was Vijayadashami 
or the 10th day of Navaratri and
therefore they were moving towards
Rajarajeshwari temple dedicated to
Maa Shakti and Mahadev. The temple 
was located within the Sivagangai
palace premises. It was only on

Vijayadashami day that the British 
allowed entry of women to the Raja 
Rajeswari temple for worship. Kuyili 
walked back towards the camp. An 
idea struck her. Time was ripe, so 
she immediately devised a plan and 
discussed it with the queen. She 
undertook complete responsibility 
by volunteering for the task. 

As per her plan, Kuyili divided 
the Udayal Padai wing into groups. 
She instructed all the women soldiers 
to disguise themselves as worshippers 
and hide weapons under their sarees. 
Velu Nachiyar, also disguised, mingled 
in the group. And the groups, one 
after another, headed towards Raja 
Rajeswari temple. Three rounds of 
worship were to be carried out at 
the temple which the queen and 
her women warriors were familiar 
with. They decided to strike when 
the general devotees would leave 
after the third round. 

As planned, Velu, Kuyili and the 
women fighters attacked the British 
soldiers after the third round taking 
them unawares. Within a short 
period, a great number of British 
soldiers were slain. The remaining 
soldiers rushed towards the warehouse 
in the temple to bring ammunition. 

The need of the hour was the 
destruction of the warehouse. Kuyili, 
realizing the urgency, immediately 
rushed towards the deity where 
ghee and oil were kept in pots for 
lighting lamps. Two British soldiers 
shot at her. The wounded Kuyili 
rushed forward. The brave woman 
commander managed to empty ghee 
and oil from one pot over herself. 
Holding an oil lamp, she rushed 
towards the warehouse. 

British sepoys rushing towards 
the warehouse stopped as they 
realized what was going to happen. 
In no time, the warehouse exploded. 

Kuyili had lit herself in the warehouse 
turning herself into a human bomb. 
She died and turned into ashes in 
no time. But her supreme sacrifice 
led to the destruction of the warehouse 
loaded with guns and ammunition. 

After the warehouse explosion, a 
fierce battle ensued between the 
British and Rani Velu Nachiyar’s 
forces. The British stood no chance 
before the brave and mighty warriors 
of the queen. Captain Benjour 
surrendered. He pleaded for his life 
while promising that the British 
would never interfere in the affairs 
of Sivagangai kingdom in the future. 
Velu Nachiyar spared the captain’s 
life and let him free. The matchless 
sacrifice of Kuyili helped the queen 
regain her kingdom from the clutches 
of the British rulers. 

But not much has been done to 
preserve her name. A memorial was 
erected in Sivaganga district a few 
years  ago by the Tamil  Nadu 
government. Though our history 
books have failed to recognise the 
selfless acts of Kuyili, her gallant 
saga of genuine courage, sacrifice 
and unwavering love for the motherland 
is bound to inspire and ignite a fire 
of patriotism in every Indian’s heart.           

 
(The writer, a Ph D in English from Calcutta 
University, teaches English at the Govt.-sponsored 
Sailendra Sircar Vidyalaya, Shyambazar, Kolkata.)

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY
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J
ANUARY 26 is an import-
laden day for India. On this
day in 1950, it made the
transition to a self-govern-
ing, democratic nation

under its own supreme law
derived from its majestic Consti-
tution. This historic document
was adopted and enacted on
November 26, 1949, and came
into effect two months later.

The Constituent Assembly
took almost three years to com-
plete the Herculean task of draft-
ing the Constitution under the
chairmanship of Dr BR Ambed-
kar. During this period, it held 11
sessions covering 165 days. The
deliberations and debates from
which a consensual template was
distilled are thoughtful and on
occasion profound as a diverse
people, subjugated by harsh and
ruthlessly extractive colonial
rule, articulated in a lucid and
expansive manner what freedom
would mean for them.

The Preamble to the Constitu-
tion is powerful: “WE, THE PEO-
PLE OF INDIA, having solemn-
ly resolved to constitute India
into a SOVEREIGN SOCIALIST
SECULAR DEMOCRATIC
REPUBLIC and to secure to all
its citizens: JUSTICE, social, eco-
nomic and political; LIBERTY of
thought, expression, belief, faith
and worship; EQUALITY of sta-
tus and of opportunity; and to
promote among them all FRA-
TERNITY assuring the dignity
of the individual and the unity
and integrity of the Nation.”

Parsing the Preamble and
reflecting on the grand spectacle
of the Republic Day parade in
Delhi, some aspects of how India
was envisioned in 1950 merit
scrutiny. The phrase “assuring
the dignity of the individual and
the unity and integrity of the
Nation” points to the dual

responsibility that devolved on
the nascent Indian Republic and
the elected leaders chosen to
govern the new State.

Defending and safeguarding the
territorial integrity of the nation is
an onerous and sacred duty. To its
credit, the Indian fauj (military)
rose to the occasion from the first
challenge of October 1947 in Kash-
mir to Op Sindoor last year.

This dedication to the flag and
the country is traditionally
showcased at the Republic Day
parade, and citizens are comfort-
ed by the resolve of the men and
women in uniform.

Brig Mohammad Usman, Lt
Col Ardeshir Tarapore, Flying
Officer Nirmal Jit Singh
Sekhon, Commodore Babru
Bhan Yadav, Lt Arun Khetarpal,
Lance Naik Albert Ekka and
Subedar Major Bana Singh,
among scores of military person-
nel, are representative of the gal-
lantry that comes to the fore
when national unity and territo-
rial integrity are at stake.

National security is non-nego-
tiable. Its principal guardian, the
military, remains committed to
its calling — this is reassuring.

However, when it comes to the
individual citizen and what the
Preamble envisages as “assur-
ing the dignity” and securing
“justice, liberty and equality”,
the picture is not as reassuring.

Equality among citizens is
deemed to be a foundational
tenet, but in contemporary India,
it is evident that some are more
equal than others. Majoritarian-
ism is the flavour of the decade,
and national politics is now
played out along a divisive agen-
da. A bitter and deeply embed-
ded polarisation over religion
and politics has engulfed the
social fabric. The ‘othering’ of
many minorities on religious,
ethnic and caste identities has
become a disturbing feature.

The 2017 killing of 15-year-old
Junaid Khan on a train near Bal-
labhgarh (Haryana) and the trag-
ic death of 24-year-old Anjel
Chakma, a final-year MBA stu-
dent, in Dehradun last month
book-end this trend of deplorable
vigilante violence. In both cases,
the victims were attacked with
impunity as they looked ‘differ-

ent’; the perpetrators are yet to
be brought to justice.

In the Anjel case, he and his
brother were taunted for looking
‘Chinki’, a derogatory term
used for citizens of northeastern
states. The siblings objected,
and Anjel affirmed in vain: “We
are not Chinese, we are Indians,
what certificate should we show
to prove that?”

Who then are the “we” that
were brought under the inclu-
sive umbrella of the Constitu-
tion? Junaid and Anjel are the
tip of a very murky and blood-
stained iceberg that goes against
the ethos of what was envisioned
in January 1950. Regrettably,
even Santa Claus has become an
‘outsider’ for some vigilante
groups, with the State remaining
passive when mobs vandalise
Christmas decorations.

If equality of some citizens and
their safety has been muddied,
the lack of commitment to fra-
ternity is even more depressing.
India’s vast population has been
progressively polarised through
divisive politics, and those
exposed to social media, even
more so. It is now commonplace
to find such an intractable divide
within families, among friends
and across society. 

Debate and banter of yester-
year have been replaced by
angry diatribe and intense dis-

like, veering towards hatred, for
any view or opinion that does not
conform to the majoritarian tem-
plate. Dissent is deemed anti-
national. Fraternity and amity
are steadily being sucked out of
the socio-cultural fabric of the
nation. This is a far cry from the
aspirational vision of the found-
ing fathers. Angry brittleness
has replaced carefully nurtured
consensual societal tolerance.

Assuring the dignity of the indi-
vidual is a grave responsibility of
those entrusted with governance
— the elected leaders. (It merits
repetition that they are not
“rulers” of yore). This objective
finds a resonance in ancient Indi-
an thought and corresponds with
the yogakshema concept of the
Arthashastra (circa 4th century
BC). In the elucidation of the
duties that devolved on the Mau-
ryan ruler of that period, the safe-
ty and security of the most vulner-
able citizens was the benchmark
of righteous governance.

Extrapolating this to India’s
current human development
index makes for a dismal litany.
Highly polluted air has become a
health hazard in many Indian
cities, and the national capital
grapples with this problem year
after year — ineffectually.

The majority of the people
don’t have access to safe drink-
ing water. The recent deaths in
Indore, repeatedly acclaimed as
India’s cleanest city, due to con-
taminated water is a case in point.
Inadequate sanitation plagues
many parts of India. Thanks to
social media and the citizen-jour-
nalist, distressing pictures of res-
idents living amidst garbage and
overflowing sewers strip away
any vestige of dignity. Education
and healthcare costs are soaring,
and citizens are distraught.

That sovereignty rests with the
people is a core principle of democ-
racy and this, in turn, is delegated
to the State and its myriad institu-
tions. The covenant is that those
entrusted with this power will
ensure the security of the nation
and its citizens as per the letter and
spirit of the Constitution.

The State should neither abdi-
cate nor obfuscate in living up to
its sacred constitutional commit-
ment to the citizen.

Our Republic’s soul lives in we, the people

Equality among
citizens is deemed to

be a foundational tenet,
but in contemporary
India, it is evident that
some are more equal

than others.

C UDAY BHASKAR 
DIRECTOR, SOCIETY 
FOR POLICY STUDIES

The State should honour its sacred constitutional commitment to the citizen
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Trump’s crackdown
Immigration enforcement beset by violent tactics

U
S President Donald Trump’s immigration
crackdown, a key pillar of his MAGA
(Make America Great Again) dream, has
taken a disastrous turn. The shocking
death of Alex Pretti in Minneapolis has

cast a glaring spotlight on the increasingly violent tac-
tics employed by the authorities. Federal agents have
intensified immigration enforcement operations across
the US, leaving families devastated and communities in
turmoil. The gross overreach has led to widespread
protests and calls for an end to what many Americans
view as an authoritarian campaign of intimidation.

Pretti, a registered nurse, was shot during an alterca-
tion with Border Patrol agents on Saturday. While the
Department of Homeland Security claims he was armed
and resisted arrest, bystander videos show him holding
a phone, not a weapon, when the fatal shots were fired.
Earlier this month, Renee Good was killed by an ICE
(Immigration and Customs Enforcement) officer.  Six
persons have died in ICE detention facilities since the
beginning of the new year; in 2025, there were at least 30
deaths in ICE custody — a two-decade high. The case of
Cuban immigrant Geraldo Lunas Campos, whose death
was initially attributed to “medical distress” before
being categorised as a homicide, shows that transparen-
cy and accountability have taken a hit. 

The question is not only about the human cost of this
crackdown but also the implications for American democ-
racy. Is this the future the US wants? One where federal
agents, deployed to exert excessive force, target not crimi-
nals but law-abiding people — often with tragic conse-
quences? The growing backlash should compel Trump to
review his immigration policy, which appears to be ripping
America’s social fabric. It’s time for a new approach,
grounded in justice, compassion and respect for human life.

STEM roll call
Give women more role in careers, too

I
NDIA’s claim to global leadership in female
STEM enrolment is a welcome achievement in
a landscape usually dominated by stories of
gender gaps. With women accounting for about
43 per cent of STEM enrolments, well above the

global average, the country has shown that policy
interventions and social change can shift
entrenched patterns. Equally important are chang-
ing aspirations — STEM degrees are increasingly
seen by families as pathways to economic security
and social mobility for daughters. The growth of
women at postgraduate and doctoral levels further
signals that academic barriers are slowly eroding.

However, enrolment numbers tell only half the sto-
ry. The transition from education to employment
remains a leaky pipeline. Women are still under-repre-
sented in core engineering roles, research leadership
and technology decision-making. Career interruptions
due to caregiving responsibilities, unsafe or inflexible
workplaces and persistent gender bias push many
qualified women out of the STEM workforce. The
result is a mismatch between educational success and
economic participation. There is also unevenness
beneath the national average. Women are more con-
centrated in life sciences and medicine, while fields
such as mechanical engineering, core technology and
advanced manufacturing remain male-dominated.
Regional disparities further complicate the picture,
with some states lagging far behind in encouraging
girls to pursue science beyond school.

The next phase must focus on retention and progres-
sion: flexible work policies, re-entry programmes after
career breaks, safe campuses and workplaces, mentor-
ship and transparent promotion pathways. Without
these, high enrolment risks becoming a statistical com-
fort rather than a transformative force. The country has
shown it can open the classroom door. The real test now
is whether it can keep that door open all the way to the
laboratory, the boardroom and the innovation economy.

on this day...100 years ago

Commercial education
THE result of the deliberations of the conference held last week at the
Central Training College, Lahore, will be awaited with keen interest,
because it deals with a subject which has a vitally important bearing
on the question of unemployment amongst the educated classes of
the province. The members of the committee include some of the
ablest men in the province who are quite competent to tackle the
question entrusted to them and we trust that so far as the terms of ref-
erence of the committee are concerned, its labours will not prove
fruitless. It cannot, however, be denied that the questions with which
the committee is expected to deal touch only the fringe of the real
problem which faces the educated community in the province. The
committee has been asked to report on the extent of the demand for
the form of clerical training that is being given at various centres that
have been opened for imparting such training to matriculates and
those going up for the school-leaving examination. It is not only to
assess the value of the results achieved so far but also make sugges-
tions if in its opinion any improvement or expansion of the existing
arrangements for such training is called for. The second and more
important object of the inquiry was described by Sir Malcolm Hailey
in his opening speech at the conference: “We ask the committee to
address itself to a wider problem; can the scope of our activities be
usefully extended beyond mere training for clerical employment? Is
there actually the need, which many have supposed, for more spe-
cialised training in commerce? Here we want the advice of practical
men, versed in the everyday problems of commerce.”

lahore,tuesday, january 26, 1926 

thought for the day

Ensure safety of Hindus in B’desh 
Refer to ‘Let cricket break the ice’ (The
Great Game); being neighbours, both India
and Bangladesh need each other. Pragma-
tism lies in acting in sync with the ground
realities, but asking the interim government
in Dhaka to provide a safe and secure envi-
ronment to Hindu families and punish the
culprits is not asking for too much. We can-
not live in the past for long and have to move
ahead, and being a bigger player out of the
two, New Delhi must try to break the dead-
lock in our worsening ties with Dhaka.
Sports and cultural exchanges can signifi-
cantly reduce bilateral tensions. 

RAJ BAHADUR YADAV, FATEHABAD

Tricky situation for India  
Refer to ‘Let cricket break the ice’; an ideal
proposition is not to mix politics with sports,
but perhaps it is not always possible. The
writer has made out a strong case for a thaw
in the cricket row to improve relations
between the two neighbours. If the divide
over cricket is bridged, it would be a win-win
situation for cricket and relations between
both countries. As for sending Sheikh Hasi-
na back to Dhaka is concerned, India doesn’t
give up on friends. It would, therefore, be a
tricky situation for India. New Delhi can only
wait and watch for now. 

WG CDR CL SEHGAL (RETD), JALANDHAR

Rulebook which offers solutions 
Republic Day holds special significance for
the citizens of our country as it is this day
when the Constitution, the most important
document that governs us, was put into
practice. It was a masterstroke of freedom
fighters and the drafting committee mem-
bers like Dr Rajendra Prasad, Jawaharlal
Nehru, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and many
others. This document, which is the longest
written Constitution in the world, is the
guiding spirit responsible for solving any
discrepancies arising in governance, fric-
tions between the executive and legislature
and, limitations of the all-powerful judicial
system of the country. 

VASUDHA PANDE, PAONTA SAHIB 

Food safety important 
Apropos of ‘Cancer impoverishes’; one criti-
cal and pervasive contributor to India’s grow-
ing cancer burden has been overlooked i.e.
mass food adulteration and the unchecked
consumption of junk and ultra-processed
foods. The Indian Council of Medical
Research reports indicate widespread adul-
teration in essential food items such as milk,
spices, edible oils, sweets and packaged
snacks. Artificial colours and preservatives
are classified as potential carcinogens when
consumed over long periods. Without strict
enforcement of food laws, mandatory chemi-
cal residue testing in foodgrains before pro-
curement under MSP, regulation of ultra-
processed foods and sustained public
awareness, cancer will continue to impover-
ish families long before it claims lives. 

SURJIT SINGH BHATOA, BY MAIL

Voters look for short-term gains
Refer to ‘Bad and less bad choices for Punjab
voters’; amid repeated cycles of promises and
betrayals, the hapless voters often turn to short-
term populist rhetoric rather than long-term
solutions of challenging issues like corruption,
rising debt, unemployment, brain drain, drug
abuse and law and order. Unless parties deliver
tangible improvements, the growing public
cynicism will keep undermining democratic
institutions and hinder holistic development.

DS KANG, HOSHIARPUR

Drug clampdown will work 
Apropos of ‘Operation Prahar’; the
acknowledgement that Punjab’s crime
problem has gone transnational is signifi-
cant. Gangsters operating with impunity
from countries such as Canada, the US and
the UAE underlines the urgency of coordi-
nated global action. The creation of the
Overseas Fugitive Tracking and Extradition
Cell and the push for Red Corner Notices
are timely steps. However, Operation Pra-
har must be viewed as a beginning, not a
conclusion. Sustained action, legal pre-
paredness and close cooperation with Cen-
tral agencies are essential.

SANJAY CHOPRA, MOHALI
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letters to the editor

Rahul Bedi

MARK  Tully belonged to an extinct breed of foreign
correspondents — those who reported a country not
by hovering above it, but by walking patiently

through it, listening, absorbing and returning, year after year,
to the same roads and the same people.

For many Indians, especially in the decades before liberalisation
and the explosion of private media, he was not merely the BBC’s
voice but simply Tully saheb— a trusted, familiar presence whose
voice carried authority and gravitas, without bombast.

I travelled with him innumerable times through Punjab dur-
ing the militancy years in the 1980s and 1990s, when fear stalked
towns, villages and highways across the state. Yet wherever we
went, ‘Tuli’ saheb was greeted with warmth and recognition.

In village after village across Punjab, smiles spread and
doors opened for sadde ‘ Tuli’ saheb. The customary manji was
pulled out, and the inevitable lassi, milk and, in winter, saag
and makki di roti followed, as he held forth on the state of
affairs in his delightful mix of Hindi and Punjabi.

For many in Punjab of those days, the BBC was the only
authentic source of news, and Tully its sole, unquestioned and
trusted progenitor. That faith was earned not through slogans
or proximity to power, but through years of careful, credible
and humane reporting that was Tully’s enduring hallmark in
his extended journalistic career.

Away from the field, Tully revealed another side — wry, con-
vivial, companionable, humorous and irreverent. I recall spend-
ing many an evening at his iconic office-cum-residence at 1,
Nizamuddin East, in New Delhi, till the late 1990s. The atmos-
phere there was always relaxed: rum flowed freely, as did his aro-
matic Java Dawson cigars from Trichy, and with his two Golden
Retrievers padding nonchalantly about the room, unimpressed
either by journalism or their master’s awesome reputation. Con-
versation flowed easily and the evenings captured Tully at his
most human and gossip-hungry — far removed from the
solemn voice of the BBC, yet deeply engaged with the world he
chronicled and all manner of people he befriended.

In an age before rolling 24-hour news and social media, when
journalism still allowed for time, reflection and considered analy-
sis, Tully represented something rare — journalism rooted in
patience, credibility and quiet authority. He neither lectured nor
sensationalised, but listened, observed and reported India as he
found it, with empathy but without paternalism or sentimentality.

For those who travelled with him, shared a drink with him or
simply listened to him over the airwaves, Tully leaves behind
more than just memories. He leaves a standard of journalism
practised with humility, curiosity and respect. In today’s clam-
orous media landscape, that is also his most enduring legacy.

Mark Tully saheb
was a class apart

CITIZENS FIRST : It is a core principle of democracy that sovereignty rests with the people. PTI

One of the greatest perils to an extensive republic is the disregard of individual rights. — Calvin Coolidge
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Punjab’s promise and its paradoxes

T
HE year 2026 has
opened with an
unusually long
chain of elections
in India's neigh-

bourhood, to the east of New
Delhi. Altogether, approxi-
mately half a billion people
in and around the Bay of
Bengal will be witnessing
ballot exercises. Nepal,
Bangladesh, Myanmar and
Thailand are all holding
General Elections before
March. And Assam and West
Bengal will have new state
legislatures elected by May.

In some cases, elections
hold much promise for politi-
cal change and reform, espe-
cially in post-revolutionary
Bangladesh and Nepal, where
traditional leaders have faced
the ire of Gen Z. Yet elections
may also lead to unclear ver-
dicts, hung parliaments, a
leadership vacuum and a
revival of revolutionary
protests, all of which pose sig-
nificant perils to political sta-
bility and India's regional
interests. 

From Kathmandu to

Bangkok, this chain of elec-
tions is set against a challeng-
ing context of multiple socio-
economic transitions. The
Bay of Bengal region hosts
one of the world's youngest
populations, where, except
for ageing Thailand, one in
two citizens is under 30. In
the case of Bangladesh and
Nepal, the median age goes
down to 25 (Assam 23).

The region is now experi-
encing an economic slow-
down after sustained growth
over the last 25 years. While
only Sri Lanka has, so far, wit-
nessed a financial collapse,
there are concerning indica-
tions about Bangladesh and
Nepal's ability to achieve
their middle-income targets.
Consequently, the social ele-
vator risks slowing down,
squashing hopes of millions
for employment and upward
economic mobility.

With one of the world's
youngest populations, one
should therefore not be sur-
prised by growing political
impatience and dissatisfac-
tion across the region. Popu-
lar demands are rising, and
the revolutions in Dhaka and
Kathmandu indicate growing
impatience and dissatisfac-
tion with elections as a means
of expressing discontent. On
the supply side, the pressure
on the state is piling up to
deliver more, better and
faster development solutions. 

Myanmar's General Elec-
tions in January are the first

time since the 2021 military
coup. The new electoral law
disbanded the National
League for Democracy and
the country remains
engulfed in a civil war, with
the Tatmadaw struggling to
control more than half of the
territory. Due to the absence
of significant opposition, the
army-backed Union Solidari-
ty and Development Party
(USDP) is likely to consoli-
date power and delay democ-
ratisation. 

Then, on February 8, Thai
voters will return to the polls
to elect their third Prime Min-
ister in three years. Despite
being one of Southeast Asia's
top economies, Thailand's
chronic political instability
has hindered its escape from
the middle-income trap. A
hung parliament may well

trigger another wave of mass
protests, paralysing the coun-
try and, once again, limit
Bangkok's attention span for
foreign policy, whether it is its
Look West policy towards
India and South Asia.

February will also see
Bangladeshis cast their dou-
ble vote for a new parliament
and a referendum on the July
Charter, which includes signif-
icant constitutional and elec-
toral reforms. With the Awami
League banned and the inter-
im government on its way out,
one thing is sure: the elections
herald a new generational and
ideological leadership,
marked by the mobilisation of
a young electorate (embodied
by the National Citizens Party)
and a conservative tilt driven
by the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) and the Jamaat-e-

Islami.  
On March 5, Nepal will hold

elections for a new federal
legislature. It is, however,
uncertain whether the ballot
boxes will bring in a new par-
liament that embodies the
revolutionary, youthful spirit
of protests that swept the
country last September
against corruption and
inequality. One-third of the
voters are under 30 and a
record number of parties are
contesting, but former Prime
Minister KP Oli and other old
faces are working hard to
return to power. 

Finally, before May, there
will be two more elections to
New Delhi's East, in Assam
and West Bengal. With a total
of 130 million people, these
two states account for one-
tenth of India's population
and play a pivotal role in both
Neighbourhood First and Act
East policies. The new state
legislatures in Guwahati and
Kolkata will be increasingly
involved in shaping the
developmental and security
terms of sub-regional connec-
tivity, from migration to cli-
mate or trade and transit with
the landlocked North-East. 

For India's regional
approach, this series of elec-
tions and political transitions
will bring about two signifi-
cant challenges for its Neigh-
bourhood First policy. First,
whoever takes on power,
including so-called anti-India
forces, Delhi will have to find

pragmatic ways to double
down on its regional econom-
ic and connectivity strategy.
Interdependence is a hard
sell these days. But across
various sectors — from trade,
energy and transportation
infrastructure — India has
achieved historic successes
in implementing initiatives
that were only dreamed of for
decades. Whatever the diffi-
culties, the focus must be on
depoliticising connectivity
for win-win development
partnerships. India will have
to develop a stronger policy
and research ecosystem to
assess neighbouring coun-
tries' developmental strate-
gies and political economy.

Second, India will have to
engage with a variety of new
political faces and forces
that are bound to emerge to
its east. The future health of
bilateral relations will hinge
on New Delhi's ability to
engage with a new genera-
tion of leaders, many of
whom have minimal
knowledge about India
and, in some cases, nega-
tive perceptions. 

This requires greater diplo-
matic capacity and tact on
the ground, as well as contin-
ued non-governmental
engagement through bilater-
al academic, industry, and
other civil society Track 2
dialogues that can survive
and thrive during times of
political tension.

Views are personal

P
UNJAB changed
shape twice in the
middle of the twen-
tieth century, but
in very different

ways. When it was torn into
two in 1947, the split was a
fait accompli, a part of the
partition of India. The sec-
ond time was willed. There
had been a longstanding and
persistent demand for a
'Punjabi Suba.' The principle
of linguistic reorganisation of
states had been applied in
many parts of India, but
there had been a reluctance
in the case of Punjab. This
was seen as a clear case of
prejudice and discrimination
against Punjabis. Massive
agitations were organised
against this perceived injus-
tice. The reorganisation of
Punjab in 1966 was, there-
fore, seen as a victory and is
celebrated as such to this day.

Sixty years on, it is timely
to look back, take stock and
reflect. The reorganisation
might have been a political
victory, but how far has it
borne the results expected of
it in the long run?  The belief
was that a linguistically
cohesive Punjab would lead
to improved administration
and governance, encourage

rapid, locally relevant eco-
nomic growth, promote
greater democratic participa-
tion, nurture greater social
harmony, facilitate the
spread of education, and
above all, help preserve and
promote Punjabi culture.

It turns out that on all these
scores, Punjab's record is at
best a mixed one. For the
sake of brevity, let us take up
only two of them. Consider
the trajectory of economic
growth.  The first 30 years
saw unprecedented econom-
ic boom, but the later 30
years have seen constant
decay and decline. Rural
incomes have stagnated.
Rather than rapid industrial-
isation, the state has seen
deindustrialisation. Rather
than promoting education,
the state has chosen to
increasingly withdraw from
education and healthcare.
Unemployment is rampant.
Disillusioned, hopeless
youth have either turned to
drugs or chosen the path of
exit, migrating abroad by
hook or crook.

Then consider the question
of social religious harmony.
Bang in the middle of these
60 years, the state witnessed
a decade-long militancy that
threatened to tear apart Pun-
jabi society. Every now and
then, the threat raises its
head again.

It cannot be anybody's case
that these negative develop-
ments were caused by the
reorganisation of the state.
One can very well argue that
these would have occurred in
any case. One thing, howev-
er, is clear: by itself, the reor-

ganisation could not mitigate
their occurrence any better.

What has been the experi-
ence of other linguistically
organised states?  The
record is again a mixed one.
Maharashtra, Gujarat, Kar-
nataka and Kerala have
done well, whereas Andhra
Pradesh witnessed internal
strife, leading to the creation
of Telangana. Bihar, Madhya
Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh
too were reorganised,
though not purely on a lin-
guistic basis, and the new
states of Jharkhand, Chhat-
tisgarh and Uttarakhand
were created. This does not
seem to have helped either
the parent states or the off-
spring states much.

It should be clear then that
development does not
depend all that much on the
creation of states, linguistic

or otherwise. There may be
other factors and forces that
determine stability, peace
and prosperity of a state.
And these will vary from
case to case.

Let us return to Punjab for
an alternative retrospective.
It is not always noted that
just as Punjab boundaries
got reorganised in 1966,
another powerful force was
unleashed precisely in the
same year: the Green Revo-
lution. Introduced by the
Indian government in its
resolve to gain foodgrain
self-sufficiency for the coun-
try, farmers in Punjab (and
some other parts of the coun-
try) were induced to embrace
techniques of farming that
were capital- and technology-
driven, hence expensive, but
promised high yields and
high incomes. Incentives

came in the form of institu-
tionalised loans, guaranteed
MSP and assurance to pick
up the entire yield.

It is now known that agri-
cultural incomes soared as a
result of a tremendous
increase in the yield.
Unprecedented prosperity
led to consumerist lifestyles
and conspicuous consump-
tion patterns. It was not
realised that there was a flip-
side to this switchover. Prob-
lems like soil degradation,
groundwater depletion and
health issues caused by the
indiscriminate use of chemi-
cals stare us in the face, and
yet, we are doing nothing
much about it even now.
Most of us want to continue
with what has caused these
problems. 

The only thing we want is
continued assured purchase
of our foodgrains by the Cen-
tre at MSP rates. Our only
problem seems to be that the
Centre is no longer willing to
do that.

We, in Punjab, have added
this unwillingness as fur-
ther evidence of how the
Centre discriminates
against Punjabis. But as the
kisan morcha showed,
farmers of other Green Rev-
olution states face this 'dis-
crimination' equally.  

What we Punjabis need to
realise is that the Centre
provided these incentives
when it had to, and that it is
unwilling to continue now
that it does not need to. No
matter which party wields
power in the Centre, the MS
Swaminathan Commis-
sion's recommendations

will not be implemented.
Economists known as

dependency theorists have
long described this phenom-
enon, only that they focussed
primarily on international
relations between rich and
powerful industrialised coun-
tries, called the 'centre', and
the poor underdeveloped
countries called the 'periph-
ery'. They showed that incen-
tives flowed from the former
to the latter only when it suit-
ed the former. When they
flowed, the peripheries too
could witness periods of pros-
perity. But these periods were
temporary and often brief.

In essence, prosperity thus
introduced was illusory, for it
in no way ended dependency
on external forces. 

Let it be underlined that
the logic of dependency
could equally apply to Cen-
tre-state relations in large
countries such as India.
The solution lies ultimately
not in demanding fair play
or justice, but in 'delinking'
from the old relationship
patterns and becoming
self-sufficient.

The future of Punjab does
not depend on which politi-
cal party comes to power, for
they are all assuming, rather
hopelessly, that the old
favourable balance can be
restored by occasionally
mouthing slogans against
the Centre or blaming neigh-
bouring states.  

The future lies with those
who can draw a blueprint for
a post-agrarian, employ-
ment-inducing economy for
Punjab, regardless of what
its boundary lines are.

BHUPINDER BRAR 
PROFESSOR EMERITUS, 

PANJAB UNIVERSITY

CONSTANTINO XAVIER
SENIOR FELLOW, CENTRE FOR SOCIAL

AND ECONOMIC PROGRESS

The future lies with
the party which can
draw a blueprint for

a post-agrarian, 
job-generating

Punjab economy.

The future health of
bilateral relations will
hinge on New Delhi’s
ability to engage with

a new generation 
of leaders.

CHANGE IN THE OFFING: Nepal will hold elections for a new federal legislature on March 5. REUTERS

Ballots and uncertainty in the eastern neighbourhood

CONCURRENT: Besides reorganisation, another powerful force was unleashed in the same year: the Green Revolution. 
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60 YEARS OF PUNJAB’S
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forecastquick crossword su do ku 

JANUARY 26, 2026, MONDAY
■ Shaka Samvat 1947

■ Marghshirsh Shaka 6

■ Marghshirsh Parvishte 13

■ Hijari 1447

■ Shukla Paksha Tithi 8, up to 9:19 pm

■ Sadhya Yoga up to 9:12 am

■ Shubh Yoga up to 6:20 am

■ Ashwin Nakshatra up to 12:33 pm

■ Moon in Aries sign 

■ Gandmoola up to12:33 pm

■ Republic day

calendar

Saturday’s Solution
Across: 1 Gather, 4 In effect, 9 At rest, 10 Ignominy, 12 Deep,
13 State, 14 Mien, 17 Aristocratic, 20 Play with fire, 23 Neat, 24
Fiend, 25 Shot, 28 Suchlike, 29 Bemoan, 30 Delegate, 31 Stifle.

Down: 1 Guardian, 2 Turned in, 3 Else, 5 Negotiations, 6 Fool,
7 Elicit, 8 Trying, 11 Sticky wicket, 15 Stalk, 16 Niche, 18 Fight
off, 19 Sentence, 21 Unused, 22 Cancel, 26 Plug, 27 Zest.

ACROSS
1 Stare angrily (4,7)
9 Singularity (7)
10 To cap (5)
11 Infrequent (4)
12 Eternal (8)
14 Burning (6)
16 Professional 

reviewer (6)
18 Salutation (8)
19 Uniform in quality (4)
22 Promote development 

of (5)
23 Kind of dark cherry (7)
24 Come into 

conflict (5,6)

DOWN
2 A specified sequence (5)
3 Retain (4)
4 Beset (6)
5 Branch of mathematics (8)
6 Withdrawal into 

privacy (7)
7 Function very

successfully (2,5,4)
8 Dangerous uncontrolled

person (5,6)
13 Personal possessions (8)
15 By mistake (2,5)
17 Ill feeling (6)
20 Well-grounded (5)
21 Group of three (4)

SATURDAY’S SOLUTION

V. HARD

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 18 07
New Delhi 20 05
Amritsar 15 05
Bathinda 17 04
Jalandhar 15 05
Ludhiana 17 07
Bhiwani 16 03
Hisar 17 04
Sirsa 17 03
Dharamsala 15 03
Manali 07 0
Shimla 12 03
Srinagar 08 --01
Jammu 15 07

Kargil 01 --08
Leh 0 --08

Dehradun 24 07
Mussoorie 17 04

SUNSET: MONDAY 17:54 HRS
SUNRISE: TUESDAY 07:16 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC

8 3 4 7 6 5 9 2 1
1 2 5 3 9 4 7 6 8
7 9 6 1 8 2 3 5 4
3 6 9 4 1 7 5 8 2
2 4 1 5 3 8 6 9 7
5 8 7 6 2 9 4 1 3
9 7 2 8 4 6 1 3 5
6 5 3 2 7 1 8 4 9
4 1 8 9 5 3 2 7 6

2 5 6 1
1

7 4
3 4 5 9

4 8 2 7
8 1 3 5
5 2

8
6 7 1 9
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P
resident Donald Trump’s neo-colonial
posturing at the World Economic Forum
in Davos could mark the opening salvo of

what may be termed great-power climate wars —
an irony, given that it is being waged by a climate-
change denier. As global warming is rapidly melt-
ing Arctic polar ice, it has sharpened interest in
the Northern Sea Route (NSR), which promises to
cut shipping time between East Asia, western Eu-
rope and North America. The route also carries
geopolitical implications: it enables tighter trade
and market integration between China and the
Western Hemisphere — an outcome Mr. Trump
has often sought to obstruct. At Davos, his re-
newed suggestion that the U.S. could “purchase”
Greenland has rattled allies and revived colonial
anxieties. The remark came even as Sara Olsvig,
chair of the Inuit Circumpolar Council, has said
that “there’s no such thing as a better coloniser”,
re�ecting on over three centuries of Danish rule. 

Greenland’s strategic value is undeniable. Chi-
na has conducted trial commercial voyages
through the NSR, promoting it as a shorter, and
potentially lower-emission, shipping route, even
though its existence is a product of climate break-
down. Chinese �rms have also shown sustained
interest in Greenland’s signi�cant mineral
wealth, particularly rare earths. For Mr. Trump,
who has weaponised trade and was forced to
moderate tari�s against China due to Beijing’s do-
minance over rare earth supply chains, such ac-
tivity is easily framed as strategic encroachment
into America’s sphere of in�uence. Yet, extrac-
tion in Greenland would be neither easy nor un-
contested. Much of the mineral wealth is buried
deep under permanent ice, and local resistance
is likely. Greenlanders have fought long struggles
for political and economic sovereignty, achieving
enhanced self-rule only in 2009. Recent opinion
polls suggest that an overwhelming majority of
Greenland’s population opposes any form of
American rule. Nevertheless, Mr. Trump claimed
on the sidelines of Davos that Washington had
reached a “framework” with the European Un-
ion, addressing U.S. security and resource inter-
ests. Media reports of proposals allowing inde�-
nite American basing rights and access to subsoil
resources reinforce the perception that this push
is driven less by security than by extraction and
control. Davos, long projected as a forum for glo-
bal cooperation, appeared this year as a staging
ground for resurgent resource nationalism. In do-
ing so, it may have sown the seeds of a new world
order, undermining the very rules-based system
that post-war America once built. Ironically, by
alienating allies, Mr. Trump may be nudging
them towards Beijing — a China that has now ar-
rived as a full-spectrum great power. 

Neo-colonial shadows
Donald Trump is driving the U.S.’s allies

towards China with his antics

T
he fatal shooting of Alex Pretti by federal
agents in Minneapolis marks a dramatic
escalation in the Trump administration’s

aggressive immigration enforcement campaign.
On January 24, the 37-year-old nurse was killed
during a federal operation — the second by agents
in the city in recent weeks. The incident sparked
large protests, building on weeks of resistance to
what o�cials describe as the largest immigration
enforcement operation in American history. The
unrest re�ects broader community outrage that
intensi�ed after the January 7 killing of Renée
Good, a 37-year-old mother, by a federal agent.
Federal agencies as well as President Trump
swiftly defended the operation, saying that Pretti
was carrying a loaded gun. White House adviser
Stephen Miller claimed that Pretti was a “domes-
tic terrorist” who “tried to assassinate federal law
enforcement”. But the U.S. citizen had no serious
criminal history. Legal experts have con�rmed
that he was a lawful gun owner with a permit.
Critically, multiple bystander videos contradict
the o�cial narrative: footage showed Pretti hold-
ing a phone and his gun appeared to have been
taken away by an agent before another shot him.

Federal-State tensions have reached a break-
ing point in Minnesota, where Governor Tim
Walz, a Democrat, has described immigration en-
forcement as “organized brutality”. Minneapolis
Mayor Jacob Frey has called on Mr. Trump to
“end this operation now”. Police Chief Brian O’H-
ara reported that Homeland Security o�cials
blocked State investigators from the crime scene,
prompting Minnesota o�cials to �le emergency
lawsuits demanding evidence preservation. In a
controversial move, Attorney General Pam Bondi
reportedly o�ered to withdraw the ICE from Min-
nesota in exchange for access to the State’s voter
database — a move critics viewed as an attempt to
politicise the crisis. At the root of this crisis is Mr.
Trump’s hardline immigration policy and the
massive deployment of federal agents to Minnea-
polis. Reports indicate that their aggressive beha-
viour and crowd control tactics are triggering
fear and terrorising entire communities. For the
Trump administration, immigration enforce-
ment is a war at home rather than civil law enfor-
cement. And killings suggest that this approach is
gravely counterproductive. When federal agents
operate with impunity, reject local oversight, re-
sist shared investigation and use lethal force, they
risk undermining the very rule of law that they
claim to uphold, besides straining the federal-
State balance. Mr. Trump, who called Iranian
protesters “patriots” and o�ered them help,
should show at least some of that concern for the
American protesters. He should withdraw federal
agents from Minneapolis immediately and en-
sure accountability for the agents who kill. 

Killer agents
Federal-State relations have reached

breaking point in Minnesota 

S
tatecraft often rides on contradictions.
None is more evident than in the
aftermath of the U.S. military
intervention in Venezuela and its

abduction of sitting President Nicolás Maduro. On
January 15, as Venezuela’s opposition leader
María Corina Machado met U.S. President Donald
Trump at the White House and handed over the
Nobel Peace Prize she had won in 2025 for
leading Venezuela’s movement against
“autocracy”, CIA Director John Ratcli�e was in
Caracas meeting with Delcy Rodríguez, Mr.
Maduro’s former Vice-President and now the
interim President of the beleaguered country. On
January 14, Mr. Trump had described Ms
Rodríguez as “a terri�c person” with whom the
U.S. was “getting along very well.”

This spectacle, where the architect of an
invasion is embracing a key �gure from the
regime whose leader he had just abducted,
captures the essence of what might be called the
“Donroe Doctrine”: an extension of the Monroe
Doctrine that represents a departure from earlier
forms of U.S. imperialism. Unlike the neocon
interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan, which
sought not only resource extraction but also
“nation-building” and the installation of
ideologically aligned regimes, the Venezuela
operation is more nakedly transactional. Mr.
Trump’s emphasis is on securing imperial control
in order to maximise resource extraction, even
while leaving in place a governing apparatus that
is led by the very Bolivarians whose leader was
snatched as “the head of the snake”, as long as it
proves compliant.

Ghanaian leader Kwame Nkrumah, writing in
1965, de�ned this arrangement presciently: “The
essence of neo-colonialism is that the [s]tate
which is subject to it is, in theory, independent
and has all the outward trappings of international
sovereignty. In reality its economic system and
thus its political policy is directed from outside.”

Venezuela today in a way �ts this description.
On January 15, Ms. Rodríguez delivered de�ant
rhetoric in her State of the Union address even as
she had to negotiate the terms of her country’s
economic subordination with the CIA director.

A case of ‘regime management’
The Trump administration’s preference for
“regime management” over “regime change” is
not out of any respect for Venezuelan
sovereignty. The New York Times reported that
senior policymakers explicitly discussed how
removing the Bolivarian government would risk
replicating the disastrous dissolution of Iraq’s
army and bureaucracy. Mr. Trump has long
criticised the military escalation in Iraq. Besides,
his Make America Great Again’ (MAGA) base,
large sections of which opposed the interventions
under the Bush, Clinton, and Obama
administrations, do not want another quagmire.

In Ms. Rodríguez, Washington sees someone
who can maintain equilibrium with the powerful
armed forces led by Defence Minister Vladimir
Padrino López and the ruling party’s ideologues
such as Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello, who

controls the PSUV party and the militant
colectivos of the Bolivarian movement. The
opposition, with its leadership having been
driven underground and lacking institutional
continuity, cannot o�er this. Ms. Machado’s
obsequious approval of Mr. Trump’s actions,
including absurd claims about Mr. Maduro’s
intervention in the 2020 U.S. elections, has so far
earned her little. There has been considerable
speculation about why the Bolivarians provided
so little resistance to the U.S. actions, and why
Ms. Rodríguez’s responses since the invasion have
seemed like capitulation. Left-wing activist Tariq
Ali, has in an interview put it bluntly: “I think
Delcy has capitulated completely.” He concluded
that “important sections of the Bolivarian state
apparatus were prepared to let Maduro go”.

While this account is outlandish, the current
choices for Ms. Rodríguez are limited. The
country has been under crushing U.S. sanctions
since the late 2010s, targeting its oil sector — the
lifeblood of its economy — and brought
hyperin�ation and economic collapse.

To circumvent these sanctions, Venezuela
redirected crude exports to China and other
countries through a “shadow �eet” of aging
tankers. It relied on Russia and Cuba. But now,
with a naval blockade in place, ships carrying
Venezuelan crude to Cuba and China have been
seized and Chinese tankers have been denied
access to Venezuelan waters.

Neither China nor Russia has shown any
willingness to confront the U.S. in its self-declared
backyard. In this context, the regime’s adoption
of pragmatism, negotiating with Washington to
ease sanctions, even while the blockade remains,
in order to keep the economy a�oat and preserve
what remains of the welfare state, appears less
like capitulation than the only available strategy
for survival. From all accounts, this has been a
consensus among the di�erent wings of the
Bolivarian state.

The Bolivarians were never opposed to
economic partnership with U.S. companies. They
were opposed to the terms of partnership which
led to the late Hugo Chávez’s 2001 Hydrocarbon
Law allowing foreign companies to participate
only as minority stakeholders in joint ventures
with the state oil company, PDVSA, and ensuring
that Venezuela received the lion’s share of pro�ts.

Those terms are now being rewritten under
duress. But the alternative, attempting to
maintain the old model in a sanctioned
environment, with no access to world markets
and no great-power protection, is equally
untenable. The pragmatic calculation is to secure
whatever economic breathing room is possible
and wait for the geopolitical situation to turn.

Rodríguez and a balancing act
As Vice-President overseeing the economy under
U.S. sanctions, Ms. Rodríguez managed to bring
down hyperin�ation and achieve modest GDP
growth from a low base. Oil production, which
had collapsed below 4,00,000 barrels a day,
recovered to 9,00,000 barrels under
arrangements she promoted, including the 2020

Anti-Blockade Law that allowed greater private
investment and ownership in the oil sector,
e�ectively trading some sovereign control for
economic survival.

In her State of the Union address, she spoke of
the U.S. crossing “red lines” and Venezuela’s
willingness to “confront them diplomatically”
while attacking the opposition for “[competing]
to see who could grovel the most.” But in talks
with Washington, she has sought to negotiate
economic survival through the country’s key
leverage: its oil.

Under the Biden administration, companies
such as Chevron enjoyed limited licences
allowing them to export Venezuelan crude while
depositing proceeds in private Venezuelan banks
— an indirect way for the government to earn
foreign exchange. The Trump administration
halted this before the invasion and oil revenues
now �ow through accounts in Qatar, accessible to
the Venezuelan state only with American
approval. Imports from these proceeds must be
from American manufacturers. Reports indicate
that despite the blockade, commodities traders
Vitol and Tra�gura have received licences to
move Venezuelan crude, with initial sales
reportedly worth $500 million. In essence, Mr.
Trump is reversing the sanctions he initiated, but
on his own terms. The country is being o�ered
what it was denied under sanctions — U.S.
investment and participation in oil extraction —
but now as a subordinate partner.

Lessons beyond borders
Yet, Washington’s leverage faces its own
constraints. Venezuelan crude is predominantly
heavy and extra-heavy oil, expensive to extract
and re�ne. ExxonMobil’s chief executive publicly
called Venezuela “uninvestable”. With oil prices
relatively low, the pro�t margins that would
justify such investments remain uncertain. This
economic reality may ultimately require the
administration to allow broader market access for
Venezuelan crude including sales to China and
India through licensed intermediaries and more
favourable revenue-sharing terms. The present
situation is neither the regime change that Ms.
Machado and her supporters in the West
champion nor the sovereign resource control that
the Bolivarian project promised when Mr. Chávez
�rst came to power. Ms. Rodríguez will seek to
preserve what she can of the welfare state. But
she will remain constrained.

Venezuela’s travails o�er a lesson for the
developing world. Economic diversi�cation could
have mattered, but that alone is insu�cient when
a hegemon intervenes. The warning is about the
limits of the emerging multipolar order: when the
Trump regime moved against Venezuela, neither
China nor Russia, for all their rhetoric about a
post-American world, was willing to confront
Washington in its declared sphere of in�uence.
An alternative may only emerge if the Global
South acts in concert rather than waiting for
great-power rivalries to provide shelter.

srinivasan.vr@thehindu.co.in

The Donroe Doctrine, Venezuela’s fragile pragmatism

Srinivasan
Ramani

Venezuela is
now a
subordinate
partner to 
the U.S., and
the pointer is
that the Global
South needs to
act in concert

A
t a time of signi�cant churn in global
geopolitical equations, relations between
India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)

stand out for their remarkable stability and a
steady deepening. The very brief visit of UAE
President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan
((MbZ) to India, last week, was a clear re�ection
of this robustness. The January 19, 2026 visit was
substantive, outcome-oriented and strategically
signi�cant. This visit, the eleventh at the
leadership level in as many years, shows the
mutual importance the countries accord to each
other.

A continuity
Since MbZ’s last visit in January 2024 as the chief
guest at the Vibrant Gujarat Global Summit, two
other high-pro�le engagements have reinforced
bilateral momentum. At the Prime Minister’s
personal invitation, the Crown Prince of Abu
Dhabi, Sheikh Khaled bin Mohamed bin Zayed,
and the Crown Prince of Dubai, Sheikh Hamdan
bin Mohammed Al Maktoum, visited India,
yielding concrete outcomes across sectors such as
defence, nuclear cooperation, energy, education
and economic engagement. The active
participation of the next generation of Emirati
leadership lends a distinctive depth and
continuity to the India-UAE partnership.

Following the signing of the Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership Agreement in 2017, the
relationship has evolved in a genuinely
comprehensive manner. MbZ’s latest visit
produced a wide-ranging set of outcomes,
including a defence cooperation framework, a
joint space initiative, a target of $200 billion in
bilateral trade, collaboration in arti�cial
intelligence, data embassies, infrastructure
investment, partnership on small nuclear
reactors, a supercomputing cluster in India, and a
10-year LNG supply agreement.

The signing of a Letter of Intent towards a
Strategic Defence Partnership is timely, given the

evolving defence architecture in parts of West
Asia. Equally signi�cant was the unequivocal joint
condemnation of terrorism in all its forms, and
the emphasis that no country should provide a
safe haven to those who �nance, plan, or
perpetrate such acts.

Infrastructure investment
The UAE’s interest in India’s infrastructure story
is well established. The Abu Dhabi Investment
Authority (ADIA)’s $1 billion commitment to
India’s National Investment and Infrastructure
Fund (NIIF) Master Fund in 2017 was an early
signal. Since then, UAE entities have emerged as
key long-term substantial investors.

Ongoing discussions on the UAE’s participation
in developing the Special Investment Region in
Dholera, Gujarat re�ect this commitment. The
envisaged partnership covers strategic assets
including an international airport, pilot training
facilities, maintenance and repair infrastructure,
a green�eld port, a smart urban township, rail
connectivity and energy infrastructure.

Investor interest in Dholera has been
reinforced by successful roadshows in the UAE,
where sovereign wealth funds and institutional
investors have shown a strong appetite. Dholera’s
appeal lies in its status as a government-backed
smart city, with advanced connectivity and
utilities, anchor investments by major corporates,
focus on high-technology sectors such as
semiconductors and electric vehicles, and its
potential as a future hub within the Delhi-Mumbai
Industrial Corridor. The announcement that DP
World and First Abu Dhabi Bank will establish
o�ces in GIFT City further enhances its pro�le as
an emerging international �nancial centre. These
o�ces will serve as critical bridges connecting
Indian companies with the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) and Middle East and Northern
Africa markets. ADIA already operates from GIFT
City, reinforcing the UAE’s long-term �nancial
engagement with India. Buoyed by the strong

performance of the Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreement (CEPA), which has led to
a 37% rise in bilateral trade since FY 2022–23,
leaders have set an ambitious target of $200
billion in trade by 2032. India’s exports to the
UAE grew by 28% last year to $36 billion, while
imports rose by 41% to $64 billion, making the
target realistic. This expansion could partly o�set
export pressures arising from unilateral tari�
measures elsewhere. Beyond trade volumes,
CEPA has signi�cantly deepened trust between
businesses and investors on both sides.

Initiatives such as Bharat Mart at Jebel Ali will
provide a major boost to India’s MSME exporters.
The proposed Bharat-Africa Setu aims to connect
Indian exporters with markets across Africa by
leveraging DP World’s logistics footprint. The
Virtual Trade Corridor announced during Sheikh
Khaled’s visit is close to becoming operational
and could also support broader connectivity
initiatives such as the India-Middle East-Europe
Economic Corridor.

Building on the MoU on civil nuclear
cooperation signed in September 2024, the
decision to explore partnerships in advanced
nuclear technologies, including large reactors,
small modular reactors, operations and safety, is
particularly signi�cant. With the UAE generating
nearly a quarter of its electricity from nuclear
power, complementarities are evident, especially
in the context of India’s clean energy ambition.

The overview
The signi�cance of MbZ’s visit extends beyond
announced deliverables. Recent intra-GCC
political dynamics could have wider regional
implications. India, with deep stakes across West
Asia, must continue to carefully recalibrate its
relationships, guided by strategic autonomy and
multi-alignment, while avoiding entanglement in
regional rivalries. The India-UAE partnership,
anchored in trust and shared interests, o�ers a
stable pillar amid regional uncertainty.

India-UAE ties — stability, substance, strategic union

Sunjay Sudhir
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The partnership
is based on trust
and shared
interests, and
stands out for
its stability

Poll talk in the South

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s advocacy in recent
rallies in Kerala and Tamil
Nadu to boost the NDA’s
prospects ahead of the 2026
Assembly elections in these
States needs comment.

‘double engine’ is a ‘dabba
engine’, is one that will
resonate with the people.

G. David Milton,
Maruthancode, Tami Nadu

governments in BJP-ruled
States, as is evident from
the high human
development indices and
growth in the southern
State. The Tamil Nadu Chief
Minister M.K. Stalin’s witty
riposte, that Mr. Modi’s

be at the Centre’s mercy. 
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,
Hyderabad

The ‘single-engine’ DMK
government has done far
better than the
‘double-engine’

figure in the top performing
States in the country. The
concept of a double engine
government is odd as India
is a union of States. The
‘double engine’ concept
almost sounds like a veiled
threat — that States have to

That a “double engine”
sarkar (same government
at the Centre and State) will
bring more development is
baseless and misleading. It
is a fact that the southern
States are mostly governed
by non-BJP parties but
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New Delhi, Jan. 25: The country’s economy has
improved “impressively” in the past one year,
according to an o�cial review of a decade
which, the review said, began dismally with a
war-dislocated economy in 1965-66.

The o�cial review lists as the dismal features
of the time the 1965 war with Pakistan, stoppage
of foreign aid, devaluation of the rupee and two
consecutive monsoon failures which resulted in
the worst famine of the century in Bihar and
parts of eastern Uttar Pradesh.

The net national product stood at Rs. 20,600
millions when Mrs. Indira Gandhi took over as
the Prime Minister. The per capita income at
current prices was Rs. 426.

By 1973-74, the review says, the per capita
income had doubled to Rs. 850. “We had a trade
gap of Rs. 5,840 millions exports accounting for
Rs. 8,100 millions and imports Rs. 13,940
millions.

By the beginning of 1975-76, the economic
position had vastly improved. At current prices,
the net national product had doubled and now
stands at Rs. 49,300 millions. 

The balance of payments position showed a
foreign exchange reserve of Rs. 9,470 millions in
1973-74 compared to Rs. 2,980 millions in
1965-66.

The exports have shown a phenomenal
increase, having gone up to Rs. 24,830 millions
from Rs. 8,100 millions a decade back.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 26, 1976

Decade of progress: Net
national product doubled

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Delhi, Jan. 22: An e�ort has been made by the
Government of India in the direction of enabling
India to be self-contained in the matter of higher
training in Forestry. I understand that the
Department of Sir Mahomed Habibullah placed
before the Standing Finance Committee detailed
proposals of a scheme of Dehra Dun training
which would eventually cost India one crore and
twenty-�ve lakhs. The scheme was the result of
more than four years’ consultations with the
Secretary of State because, it will be
remembered that although Mr. Montagu, when
he was Secretary of State, gave wholehearted
support to the Government of India’s proposal,
the Imperial Forest Conference in London has
been setting its face against it. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 26, 1926

Forestry training in India

A
recent visit to China
o�ered a striking view
of what scale and
holistic school design

can achieve. A Class 1-9 school
there serves around 1,200
students, with K-12 schools
averaging 2,800 students. This is
in stark contrast with India, where
an average government K-8 school
has around 150 students. Although
three times the size of India, China
has only one-third the number of
schools. While India has
succeeded in ensuring access at
the elementary level, China has
used scale to strengthen quality.
Its schools have specialised subject
teachers, support sta�, viable
vocational laboratories, and
counselling, sports, Information
and Communication Technology
(ICT) labs, and co-curriculars — the
kind of holistic learning
environment that the National
Education Policy, 2020, envisions.

India has made enormous
strides in enrolment and
infrastructure, but the school
network remains fragmented.
There are about 5.6 lakh schools
nationally, which enrol less than
50 students each. Over 1 lakh
single-teacher schools cover 33
lakh students, making multi-grade
teaching a necessity (UDISE
24-25). At secondary levels, the
need for subject expertise and lab
infrastructure becomes even more
critical. Around 40% of
government secondary schools
have fewer than 100 students
enrolled (across Classes 9-12),
making such provision di�cult.
Today, only 19% of schools have
functional ICT labs, 51% have
integrated science labs; about 10%
o�er higher secondary classes;
and just 6% provide vocational
education (UDISE 24-25).

Experiments with schools
These gaps highlight the next
phase of India’s education reform:
building school systems that
address not only access, but also
the quality of education. Several
States have already experimented
with di�erent models of this.
Rajasthan has established one

upgraded, well-resourced
government school in every Gram
Panchayat, called Adarsh Schools.
Over the past decade, the State
has upgraded thousands of
schools in a phased manner —
improving infrastructure, sta�
deployment, and secondary-grade
o�erings. In Uttar Pradesh, Model
Composite Schools (Class 1-12)
have been approved in every
district; these will have tech-based
learning, including smart
classrooms and WiFi. Madhya
Pradesh has consolidated 36,000
under-enrolled schools under the
NITI Aayog’s SATH-E programme
to create larger campuses with
better facilities. In 2023, the Chief
Minister announced the rollout of
one ‘CM RISE’ school (now
Maharishi Sandipani Schools) for
every 25-30 villages to improve
learning. Odisha, Jharkhand, West
Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Telangana
and Gujarat are also moving in this
direction.

Composite and consolidated
schools are not about e�ciency
alone; their core purpose is to
create real learning environments,
with one teacher per class and
adequate subject specialists to
support every child. Equity must
remain paramount. This is
enabled through decentralised
decision-making, and supported
by transport facilities so that no
child loses access. Equally
essential is thoughtful change
management: engaging teachers,
parents, and communities early to
build consensus and ensure
smooth, trusted transitions
towards larger, integrated schools.

Drawing on these lessons, two
clear directional goals can guide
India’s progress towards universal,
high-quality school education by
2035. The �rst is to have one K-8
school in every Gram Panchayat.
By 2035, India should transition
towards K-8 integrated schools
(elementary and middle) as the
default elementary school model.
If each K-8 school serves around
300 students, these campuses
could collectively educate close to
8.1 crore children. This shift could
allow each school to reach the

minimum enrolment threshold
required for one teacher per class,
and better facilities, leading to a
better learning environment.
Second, only 87% of students
transition from middle to
secondary school, and this falls to
around 75% from secondary to
higher secondary. Too often,
secondary education is delivered
through fragmented,
under-resourced campuses with
limited subject teachers, weak lab
infrastructure, and few pathways
beyond board examinations. What
India needs at scale are composite
secondary schools.

By 2035, India is projected to
have nearly 8 crore students in
Classes 9-12. This scale creates the
possibility of large, well-resourced
secondary schools with the
capacity to o�er real-world,
application-based learning, career
guidance, subject specialist
teachers and multiple academic
and vocational pathways.
Supported by transport facilities,
such schools ensure that distance
does not become a barrier to
continuing education and allow
secondary schooling to move
beyond exam preparation.

Achieving these goals
India needs State-speci�c road
maps that lay out how each State
will move towards larger,
well-resourced schools, grounded
in local realities of population
density, geography and existing
school networks. States can
consider the following levers while
designing these road maps. The
�rst is thoughtful teacher
deployment so that there is one
teacher per class and subject
specialists. The second is localised
planning and decentralised
decision making. The third is
coming up with transport
solutions for students. States will
need a mix of transport models to
ensure that students can reach
these schools. The fourth is
providing funding for composite
schools. Samagra Shiksha,
supported by State funds and
coordinated with other schemes,
can �nance these upgrades.

Bigger schools, better futures

Bikkrama Daulet
Singh
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The Convergence
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The road to
universal,
high-quality
school
education runs
through
integrated
schools

Ashish Dhawan
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peaking at the annual
conference of IPS o�c-
ers recently, Karnataka

Chief Minister Siddaramaiah
made the startling revelation
that the State’s police person-
nel were themselves found to
be involved in 88 criminal cas-
es last year, and booked. He
termed the state of a�airs
“shameful”. His reprimand
came after a series of high-
pro�le cases made headlines,
including an ATM cash van
heist in Bengaluru in which a
head constable turned out to
be the kingpin, and several
violations and alleged corrup-
tion in Bengaluru’s Central
Prison. Over the past year, the
Maharashtra Police have bust-
ed narcotics manufacturing
units in Mysuru and Bengalu-
ru, seizing material worth sev-
eral crores. This shows the fai-
lure of the Karnataka Police to
arrest a single synthetic drug
producer throughout the year.

The establishment has
dealt with these embarrassing
events by suspending police
personnel. Nearly 150 of them
were suspended in Bengaluru
alone in 2025 — including the
City Police Commissioner in
connection with the RCB
stampede case — for corrup-
tion, criminal o�ences, or de-
reliction of duty.

However, the elephant in
the room is the allegedly per-
vasive ‘cash for postings’ pro-
blem, where police postings
are bought with money. Police
sources say that the cost of se-
curing postings has become
“astronomical,” worsening
corruption. Given this alleged
state of a�airs, the leadership
is either helpless or has lost
the moral authority to pull up
wrongdoers, they say. Suspen-

sions have become an eye-
wash, as most o�cers are
back in action after a short hia-
tus. None of them has faced
severe consequences.

Opposition leaders, partic-
ularly Union Minister and JD
(S) leader H.D. Kumaraswamy,
have repeatedly alleged that
there is a ‘transfer dhandhe’,
or transfer business, being run
by the State government. They
allege that the Congress’s �ve
guarantee schemes eat into a
major chunk of the State’s
funds. As a result, other deve-
lopmental works that earlier
kept the “corruption econo-
my” going have taken a hit,
with cash-for-postings now oc-
cupying their place.

On December 17, 2025,
there was a three-hour debate
on Home Department issues
during the winter session of
the Legislative Assembly. Sev-
eral leaders, including the
Leader of the Opposition, R.
Ashok, hinted that cash-for-
postings were driving police
corruption. Basanagouda Patil
Yatnal, an MLA suspended
from the BJP, said that the pol-
ice department could be re-
formed only if all the MLAs
stop taking money from the
police. Hinting at a “competi-
tive bidding” to get postings,
he said, “If someone has paid
₹50 crore to become Commis-
sioner, once he takes charge,
he has to invariably make ₹100
crore, isn’t it?” The Home Mi-
nister did not answer.

Recently, a Bengaluru City
Assistant Commissioner of
Police was caught in a trap

case by the Lokayukta Police
while taking a bribe from a
restaurateur. The restaura-
teur, who was the complai-
nant, alleged that the o�cer
was forcing him to pay
₹50,000 a month, to operate
his establishment beyond the
1 a.m. deadline even though
he did not want to do business
beyond the deadline. A high-
ranking o�cer told The Hindu
that this “best encapsulates
the ground reality.” An SP in
the Lokayukta was himself ac-
cused of extortion in the name
of anti-corruption action.

In fact, the Home Minister,
Dr. G. Parameshwara, who has
been criticised for mishan-
dling department a�airs, has
also come under a cloud for
his association with controver-
sial DGP, K. Ramachandra
Rao. Mr. Rao’s stepdaughter,
Ranya Rao, was arrested last
year, after she was caught
smuggling gold at Bengaluru
airport. She allegedly misused
Mr. Rao’s police escort to
smuggle gold. The ED later
raided educational institu-
tions linked to Dr. Paramesh-
wara in connection with the
case. Deputy Chief Minister
D.K. Shivakumar told the me-
dia that the raids were related
to a diamond necklace that Dr.
Parameshwara had gifted Ms.
Rao at her wedding. Mr. Rao
was suspended last week over
videos purportedly showing
him in compromising posi-
tions with women in his o�ce.

The postings of all IPS o�c-
ers are handled by the Depart-
ment of Personnel and Admi-
nistrative Reforms, whose
charge is usually held by the
Chief Minister, who also con-
trols the intelligence depart-
ment. Together, these arran-
gements hollow out the
authority of the Home Minis-
ter. If the Karnataka Police’s
HR management has gone aw-
ry, responsibility ultimately
rests with the leadership.

Rot in the ranks
Police involvement in criminal cases highlights a deeper underlying problem

K.V. Aditya Bhardwaj
adhitya.bharadwaj@thehindu.co.in

STATE OF PLAY

A
s India prepares for Budget
2026-27, it must confront a
fundamental, yet persis-

tently ignored, constraint on
growth: women’s time poverty.
Women contribute only about 18%
to India’s GDP, not because they
work less, but because a large
share of their labour remains un-
paid and uncounted in national in-
come. About 40% of India’s wo-
men are now in the labour force,
largely concentrated in unpaid
agricultural work, but 60% of wo-
men who are out of the labour
force cite domestic and care res-
ponsibilities as the reason (Period-
ic Labour Force Survey data).

This is the result of a combina-
tion of supply-and-demand side
constraints — care burdens, limit-
ed skills, mobility barriers, and
restrictive social norms and limit-
ed creation of decent jobs to ab-
sorb women’s time remunerative-
ly. It is important, therefore, to
explicitly value, free up, and pro-
ductively redistribute women’s
time. The Union Budget, particu-
larly the gender budget, is a po-
werful instrument to enable this
outcome. 

Reimagining schemes
We outline �ve key outcomes that
Budget 2026-27 could do to unlock
women’s time, productivity, and
participation in India’s growth sto-
ry. First, invest where women’s
time is truly lost. The Time Use
Survey (2025) shows that the time
women spent on unpaid care and
domestic work increased margi-
nally from 364 minutes per day in
2019 to 366 minutes in 2024, des-
pite an increase in the time spent
on paid work from 68 to 76 mi-
nutes, implying an overall increase
in working hours, both paid and
unpaid. This underscores the need

to evaluate and reimagine welfare
and social schemes, which domi-
nate gender budgets, by embed-
ding time-use metrics into them.

Take, for instance, the large-
scale Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
(PMAY), which is seen as women-
empowering with a signi�cant gen-
der budget, because homes are re-
gistered in women’s names. But to
shift housing from a static asset to
a time-saving enabler for women,
the scheme must count a ‘gender-
complete house’ as the unit of
budgeting and reporting — �tted
with time-saving infrastructure, in-
cluding piped drinking water, elec-
tricity supply, functional toilets,
and clean cooking energy. There
are existing initiatives, but they re-
quire greater coordination with a
gender lens. The upcoming Bud-
get could mandate automatic con-
vergence of PMAY with schemes
such as Jal Jeevan Mission (drink-
ing water), Swachh Bharat Mission
(sanitation), rooftop solar (elec-
tricity), and Ujjwala (clean cook-
ing). 

Women’s workforce participa-
tion also remains constrained be-
cause childcare services are frag-
mented, under-resourced, and
misaligned with women’s working
hours. At present, Palna creches,
Anganwadis, and POSHAN
schemes operate in silos, often du-
plicating infrastructure while leav-
ing gaps in coverage. Learning
from models such as Karnataka’s
‘Koosina Mane’, the gender budget
could pool allocations for creches,

Anganwadis, and nutrition under
a ‘Care Infrastructure Conver-
gence Window’, and mandate re-
porting outcomes in women’s time
saved and hours of care redistri-
buted, not just meals served or
centres opened. 

Redesigning schemes
Second, tie allocations to time-
measured outcomes. While the
gender budget has expanded stea-
dily and accounted for a record
8.9% of total Union Budget alloca-
tions or 1% of GDP, more than 75%
of all allocations in 2025-26 fall un-
der Part B (30-99% gender specif-
ic) and Part C (below 30%), indi-
cating that gender concerns have
been integrated across general
schemes. However, very often,
portions of existing schemes are
re-labelled as gender-responsive;
they are not redesigned to address
women’s speci�c barriers. There-
fore, ministries must be encour-
aged to think through the gender
components of schemes before de-
manding allocations under the
gender budget.

Agriculture illustrates this dis-
connect starkly. Despite employ-
ing the largest share of women
workers, many as unpaid family la-
bour, the sector received only
about 4.2% of the gender budget
�ows. A large part of this is allocat-
ed to the Pradhan Mantri Kisan
Samman Nidhi (PM-KISAN)
scheme, which, when evaluated,
shows that it primarily bene�ts
landowners who are predominant-

ly male, and does not move wo-
men out of unpaid labour. 

Labour force participation
Third, generate demand for wo-
men’s labour to productively utilise
their time. Gender budgeting must
be embedded within employment-
generation strategies. The newly
launched Employment-Linked In-
centive scheme, designed to gener-
ate more than 3.5 crore jobs in two
years, must include a gender bud-
get allocation and set an ambitious
goal of ensuring at least 50% of the
new jobs are created for women.
The allocated funds could be used
for creating additional incentives
for enterprises hiring women, like
direct wage subsidies and higher
social security support.

For rural areas, MGNREGA,
now rebranded as VB-GRAM G,
must receive renewed funding
priority as women comprise over
50% of the bene�ciaries. With VB–
GRAM G proposing to expand gua-
ranteed employment from 100 to
125 days, in addition to women-
friendly features including work
close to home and childcare facili-
ties, increased funding and a conti-
nued gender focus (maintaining
the nearly 50% gender budget allo-
cation) would address both de-
mand and supply constraints on
women’s time.

Women entrepreneurship
Fourth, enable women to scale busi-
nesses. Women’s entrepreneurship
— a pathway for women to build
wealth while having time �exibility
— remains underfunded, with
MSME allocations for women ac-
counting for just 0.9% of the budget.
Women own nearly 60% of India’s
unincorporated manufacturing en-
terprises, but only 4% of these en-
terprises are registered, and most of
them are largely small, own-account
enterprises concentrated in seg-
ments such as tailoring.

One way out is to give women
access to a larger pool of funds —
while 64% of Mudra loan accounts
and 42% of disbursements are for

women, they are overwhelmingly
concentrated in Shishu loans (be-
low ₹50,000) that are insu�cient
for building large-scale businesses.
What is also needed is �nancial,
digital, and technological enable-
ment to help expand market ac-
cess, skilling beyond traditional
sectors, and supporting public in-
frastructure for safety, mobility
and childcare. Relevant ministries
should therefore introduce dedi-
cated gender budget provisions to
support scaling-up and transition-
ing into formal, growth-oriented
businesses, as seen in several suc-
cessful women-led textile �rms. 

Upskilling women
Fifth, prepare women for a digital
and AI-driven future of work. A ra-
pidly changing world of work
shaped by arti�cial intelligence
calls for targeted interventions to
strengthen women’s access to skill
development and entrepreneur-
ship by earmarking resources
speci�cally for women, including
AI-driven training and grants for
mentorship programmes. The
₹660 crore gender allocation un-
der the India AI Mission in 2025 —
33% of the total programme alloca-
tion — signals intent to include wo-
men in India’s AI push. However,
this commitment must deepen. In-
vestments are needed in women-
focused digital skilling, gender-
sensitive algorithm designs, and
AI-enabled gender programmes.
Time-based metrics must ensure
that upskilling replaces drudgery
rather than adding to it.

Last, the ‘Nari Shakti’ narrative
of the Budget must not be built on
how much is spent in women’s
name, but on the extent to which
women’s time is freed, valued, and
translated into agency, income,
and opportunity. 
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Expectations from a gender lens in Budget 2026-27
What the Budget could do to unlock women’s time, productivity, and participation in India’s growth story
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Women labourers on salt pans in Thoothukudi district, Tamil Nadu. RAJESH N.
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Candidates who have
�led nominations for
local body elections

20,718
As many as

20,718

candidates

have filed nominations for the upcoming

Zilla Parishad and Panchayat Samiti

elections in Maharashtra. Elections to 12

Zilla Parishads and 125 Panachayat Samitis

in the State will be held on February 5. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Number of people
dead in a �re in
Karachi, Pakistan 

72
The death toll in the fire at a

shopping plaza in Pakistan’s

Karachi climbed to 72 with a

dozen people still reported missing a week

after the tragic incident. The fire broke out

in the basement of the Gul Shopping Plaza

and quickly spread to the rest of the

building on January 17. PTI

Share of voters
mapped with 2003 SIR
list in Jharkhand

72
In per cent. Jharkhand Chief

Electoral Officer K. Ravi Kumar

said that 72% voters have so

far been mapped with that of the 2003

electoral rolls during the Special Intensive

Revision (SIR) in the State. Mr. Kumar

urged electors to participate in building a

comprehensive and error-free voter list. PTI

Protesters arrested 
on suspicion of
aggravated trespass 

86
Eighty-six people were

arrested on suspicion of

aggravated trespass after

protesters breached the grounds of a

London prison in support of a

pro-Palestinian hunger striker. The group

were “protesting in support of a Palestine

Action prisoner on a hunger strike”. AFP

Drug o�enders
arrested in Delhi
Police’s crackdown

59
Ahead of Republic Day

celebrations, the Delhi Police

carried out a coordinated

crackdown on narcotics smuggling,

organised crime and other offences,

conducting raids at 2,348 locations across

the city and arresting 59 drug offenders. PTI
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The story so far: 

T
here have been a series of
issues in Opposition-ruled
States with respect to the
address by the Governor to the

State legislature at the commencement of
the �rst session of the year. This has
raised constitutional and political
questions about the Governor’s role in
State legislature.

What is the history? 
Section 63 of the Government of India
Act, 1935 (GOI Act) provided that the
Governor may in his discretion address
the provincial legislature. From April 1937,
when provincial autonomy started under
the GOI act, the Governor’s speech was
prepared in consultation with the council
of ministers in provinces that laid down
the legislative agenda.

Similarly, in the Constituent Assembly,
while adopting the Article dealing with
Governors’ address to State legislature, it
was understood that it would re�ect the
policy of the elected council of ministers
and not the Governor’s personal views.

What are Constitutional provisions?
Article 175 of the Constitution speci�es
that the Governor may address the
house(s) of the State legislature. This is
not a mandatory address and may be
rarely used by a ruling government.
Article 176, on the other hand, provides
that the Governor shall address the
house(s) of the State legislature at the
commencement of the �rst session after
each general election to the Legislative
Assembly and at the commencement of
the �rst session of each year. This is a
mandatory address to be prepared by the
council of ministers, and delivered by the
Governor, outlining the government’s
achievements in the previous year and its
roadmap for policies in the ensuing year.
This address is also provided whenever a

new assembly is constituted to enable a
newly sworn-in council of ministers to
outline their policies to the elected
representatives and through them to the
citizens at large. Article 176 further directs
that the rules of procedure of the house(s)
shall have provisions for allotment of time
for discussion of matters referred in such
address. This is the ‘Motion of thanks on
Governor’s address’ where the ruling and
opposition legislators debate on policy
matters announced in the address before
voting on the same.

The Supreme Court in Shamsher Singh
versus State of Punjab (1974) had held that
the Governor is only a constitutional head
who acts on the advice of the council of
ministers. In Nabam Rebia versus Deputy
Speaker (2016), the Supreme Court
reiterated that the address under Article
175 or 176 is to be performed by the
Governor on the aid and advice of the

council of ministers.

What are the current issues?
The current issues arise because
Governors in Opposition-ruled States act
against established constitutional
practices. In Tamil Nadu, the Governor
had skipped some portions of the address
prepared by the council of ministers in
2022 and 2023. Subsequently, since 2024,
the Governor has failed to address the
assembly as required under Article 176. In
Kerala, the Governor skipped a few
portions of the policy address prepared
by the State’s cabinet. In Karnataka, the
Governor did not read out the address
prepared by the council of ministers but
instead delivered his own two-line
address before leaving the joint session of
the legislature.

It is pertinent to note that the
Governors take the oath of o�ce under

Article 159 that requires them to
‘preserve, protect and defend the
Constitution and the law.’ Such actions go
against constitutional principles and the
law as settled by the highest court of the
country. There have been instances of
friction between elected governments
and nominated governors since the 1960s
with respect to the formal yearly address
to the State legislature. 

However, current instances are more
frequent with Governors altogether
skipping the address.

What can be the way forward?
Governors act as the nominal head of the
State executive just like the President does
for the Union executive. Further, the
Governor acts as an appointee of the
Centre which may be required for
maintaining the unity and integrity of the
nation in critical times. Nevertheless,
federalism is also a basic feature of our
Constitution and the Governor’s o�ce
should not undermine the powers of
popularly elected governments. The
underlying issue for con�icts has been the
politicisation of the Governor’s post.
Many political leaders have called for
abolition of the post in the past. But
considering our quasi-federal
constitutional scheme, such demands for
abolition are likely to remain only on
paper. The reform that can be
implemented is the recommendation of
the Sarkaria and Punchhi Commission. As
per these recommendations, the
Constitution may be amended to provide
that the Chief Ministers of States shall be
consulted before the appointment of
Governors. While this may not be a
panacea for all issues between Governors
and elected governments, it could be a
good starting point to minimise discord
on important legislative issues and avoid
confrontation on customary practices like
the annual address.

Rangarajan. R is a former IAS o�cer
and author of ‘Courseware on Polity
Simpli�ed.’ He currently trains at O�cers
IAS academy. Views expressed are
personal.

The issues surrounding Governors’ address
What do Articles 175 and 176 of the Constitution mandate? How are Governors acting against established constitutional practices when it comes to the yearly

address to State legislatures, especially in Opposition-ruled States? What were the recommendations of the Sarkaria and Punchhi Commission?

No more protocol: Karnataka Governor Thaawarchand Gehlot at the joint session of the State

legislature, at the Vidhana Soudha, in Bengaluru, on January 22. FILE PHOTO

Rangarajan. R
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Article 176 provides that the
Governor shall address the
house(s) of the State
legislature at the
commencement of the first
session after each general
election to the Legislative
Assembly and at the
commencement of the first
session of each year. 

�

The current issues arise
because Governors in
Opposition-ruled States act
against established
constitutional practices.

�

The underlying issue for
conflicts has been the
politicisation of the Governor’s
post.

The story so far:

T
he Supreme Court recently in
State of U.P. & Anr versus Mohd
Arshad Khan & Anr (December
2025) set aside the Allahabad

High Court’s order and held that
“directing a time-bound investigation
must remain the exception rather than
the norm”. The Court said that High
Courts should intervene only “where
delay itself begins to cause prejudice”.
The Court also did not �nd any
justi�cation for granting protection from
arrest (or coercive action) without
granting the relief actually prayed for —
quashing the First Information Report
(FIR). Earlier in November 2025, the Delhi
High Court in Satya Prakash Bagla versus
State & Ors. held that the phrase “coercive
measures” did not apply to freezing of
bank accounts by the police during
investigation. It said that the intent of the

phrase “coercive measures” was not to
restrain further investigation by the
police, but was used in the context of only
the petitioner’s personal liberty.

When can courts interfere? 
A three-judge Bench of the Supreme
Court in Neeharika Infrastructure (P) Ltd.
versus State of Maharashtra (2021)
discussed the scope of the High Court’s
powers to quash an investigation or pass
interim orders staying an investigation.
The Supreme Court said that the police
have the statutory right and duty under
the relevant provisions of the Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC) to investigate
into a cognisable o�ence. The courts
should not thwart any investigation into
such o�ences. It is only in cases where no
cognisable o�ence, or o�ence of any
kind, is disclosed in the FIR, that the
Court can stop an investigation. Thus, the
power of quashing should be exercised
sparingly with circumspection. Courts are

barred from usurping the jurisdiction of
the police, since the two organs of the
state operate in two speci�c spheres of
activity and one must not tread over the
other, save in exceptional cases where
non-interference would result in a
miscarriage of justice. 

What about using the phrase
‘coercive measures’?
The Supreme Court in Neeharika
Infrastructure (supra) observed that the
High Courts had passed interim orders to
stay arrest and said that “no coercive
steps [should] be taken against the
accused” without assigning any reasons.
The Supreme Court held that the High
Court is not justi�ed in passing such
orders either during the investigation or
till the investigation is completed. It also
dismissed the quashing of the petition
under Section 482 CrPC (Section 528
BNSS) and Article 226 of the Constitution.

Whenever an interim order is passed

by the High Court of “no coercive steps to
be adopted”, the High Court must clarify
what it means by that phrase as the term
is too vague and broad, and can be easily
misunderstood or misapplied. Therefore,
while passing a ‘no coercive steps’ order,
if the High Court intends to stay the
investigation, it must speci�cally state so
and must assign reasons thereof. Such
reasons, however brief, must disclose an
application of mind.

However, the Delhi High Court in Satya
Prakash Bagla (supra) said that the
expressions ‘coercive measure’ and
‘coercive steps’ derive their meaning,
import and signi�cance from the context
and the nature of the proceedings in
which they are used. To ascertain the
court’s intention in employing these
expressions in a given order, it is
necessary to examine the nature of the
relief or protection that was sought, and
what the court intended to grant to a
party at the relevant stage of the
proceedings. It would, therefore, be
neither appropriate nor judicious for a
court to attribute to these expressions any
in�exible, or predetermined meaning.
The High Court clari�ed that the mere
articulation of the phrases ‘no coercive
measure’ or ‘no coercive steps’ with
reference to a person cannot be
construed as necessarily implying a stay
or suspension of any ongoing
investigation against that person.

R.K. Vij is a former IPS o�cer.

When can courts interfere in
an ongoing investigation?
Should the phrase ‘coercive measures’ be de�ned more concretely?

R.K. Vij
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A three-judge Bench of the
Supreme Court in Neeharika

Infrastructure (P) Ltd. versus

State of Maharashtra (2021)
discussed the scope of the High
Court’s powers to quash an
investigation or pass interim
orders staying an investigation.

�

Whenever an interim order is
passed by the High Court of
“no coercive steps to be
adopted”, the High Court must
clarify what it means by that
phrase.

�

However, the Delhi High Court
said that the expressions
‘coercive measure’ and
‘coercive steps’ derive their
meaning, import and
significance from the context
and the nature of the
proceedings.
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QUESTION 1 

This year’s parade will have
two o�icial guests in
Antonio Costa and Ursula
von der Leyen. When was
the last time there was
more than one guest?
X

QUESTION 2

In 1956, who became the
first non-Asian guest
invited for the Republic
Day celebrations?
X

QUESTION 3

Sir Malik Ghulam
Muhammad and Rana
Abdul Hamid have been
the two guests from
Pakistan. Can you tell in

which years?
X

QUESTION 4

Three members
(grandfather, son and
grandson) of the same
family have had the
honour of being guests at
the Republic Day parade
with the father being
invited twice. Name them
and the country.
X

QUESTION 5 

Who is the only U.S.
President to have been
given the honour and in
which year?
X

QUESTION 6

In 1961, who became the
first woman to be invited
as the Chief Guest?

Questions and Answers to the

January 23 edition of the daily quiz:

1. These many countries participated in
the first version of the African Cup of
Nations in 1957. This is the current
number of slots. Ans: 3; 24 

2. This country was initially slated to host
this year’s tournament. Ans: Guinea 

3. Name the most successful nation in
the tournament. Ans: Egypt; It has won

7 times

4. This animal is the mascot of this year’s
tournament. Ans: Lion. It’s called

Assad 

5. Name the countries that have qualified
for the coming World Cup, but did not
play in the AFCON. Ans: Ghana, Cape

Verde 

Visual: Name this Moroccan player. Ans:

Brahim Diaz

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan| Piyali
Tuli| Sudhir Thapa| Arun Kumar Singh|
Tamal Biswas 

THE DAILY QUIZ

Since 1950, India has hosted a head of State or an o�cial from another country as a
chief guest/guest of honour for Republic Day. A quiz on such invitees over the years

X

Visual question:

Name this European leader who has been invited twice as the chief guest. REUTERS

Please send in your answers to 
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

“Come on in! What took you so long? I
think I heard you talking to my neighbour
some twenty minutes ago.”

“Make that thirty minutes ago! You
know how your neighbour is! He just
loves to talk.”

“I think everyone in this building
knows that — which is why a lot of people
avoid him. Anyway, what did he want to
talk about?”

“He wanted to know what he could do
to get his six-year-old grandson interested
in studies.”

“That’s funny! I’m sure my neighbour
would �nd it funny too, if he ever came to
know that you seldom cracked your
books when you were in school.”

“Cracked my books? What are you
talking about? How can someone crack a
book? You know books don’t crack.”

“The expressions ‘crack a book’ and
‘crack open a book’ are used in informal
contexts in American English. When
someone tells you to ‘crack a book’ what
they’d like you to do is to start studying.”

“You may have an exam or a test
coming up. So, the person wants you to
open the book and study.”

“Very good! Here’s an example. When I
was in school, I used to crack a book the
day before an exam.”

“In my case, I hardly ever cracked
open a book. How does that sound?”

“That’s a good example. The
expression can also be used to mean ‘to
read a book’. Anju has so many novels,
but she has never cracked open any of
them.”

“My father used to crack a book as
soon as he boarded a train.”

“Today, when kids board the train,
instead of cracking open a book, they
watch a movie on their cell phone. And
many of them do so without using
earphones!”

“That’s true! I �nd that irritating. Have
you been watching the Australian Open?”

“I have. For a change, some of the
�rst-round matches were exciting as well.”

“I know! Who do you think will win
this year’s tournament?”

“Please don’t ask me to predict. For the
past two or three years, I’ve been backing
the wrong horse. Last year, for
example…”

“You backed the wrong horse? What
are you talking about? I asked you to…”

“When you say that you backed the
wrong horse, what you mean is that you
supported the wrong individual. The
person you supported ends up losing.”

“In other words, when you back the
wrong horse, you make a wrong
decision.”

“I guess you could say that! It is also
possible to say, ‘to bet on the wrong
horse’. I think you should listen to your
father. He has a very good track record.
He seldom bets on the wrong horse.”

upendrankye@gmail.com

He keeps
betting on the
wrong horse
Why don’t you crack open a book

once in a while instead of always

playing video games?

S. Upendran

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

The story so far:

I
n late December, a relatively
little-known platform, Anna’s
Archive, made global headlines
after it hacked Spotify. Tracked

closely by open source movement
advocates, the database that indexes
millions of digital books and journals
claimed it had scraped from Spotify about
86 million music �les and metadata
coming to slightly under 300TB. The
platform claimed it “saw a role for us here
to build a music archive primarily aimed
at preservation.” While the music
collection is yet to be made fully available,
the main web link to access Anna’s
Archive is down globally. This sudden
outage has left numerous users —
academics, bibliophiles, and open source
activists — in distress.

What is Anna’s Archive?
Anna’s Archive is a type of shadow library
project that uni�es existing libraries —
both legal and illegal. It does this by
collaborating with volunteers, scraping
web content, and setting up mirrors to
preserve digital records. When a user
accesses Anna’s Archive, they can see a
variety of fast and slow download links
from the platform’s partner servers.
Those who contribute certain amounts
can get a higher number of faster
downloads per day. In essence, Anna’s
Archive is a search engine for the contents
of di�erent shadow libraries.

Anna’s Archive claims that it has
preserved about 16% of the world’s books,
including scienti�c journals, since its
inception in 2022. The real identity of the
person or group behind the project is

unknown. But the group has cited Aaron
Swartz, a U.S. technologist and digital
activist, as one of its inspirations. The
group considers itself a non-pro�t and
claims that all donations are spent on
servers, storage, and bandwidth. 

About its site being taken down and the
scraping of Spotify data, the group posted
on Reddit: “This unfortunately happens
to shadow libraries on a regular basis. We
don’t believe this has to do with our
Spotify backup.” While many expressed
support for the database, others criticised
the project for drawing attention to its
illegal activities by targeting a high-pro�le
company like Spotify.

Is Anna’s Archive an illegal platform?
Yes. But Anna’s Archive claims that its
mission is “backing up all knowledge and
culture of humanity” and making it
available to anyone. To ful�l its mission,
the database breaks copyright laws and
violates licensing permissions so users
can download e-books and other digital
�les for free. When a reader �nds free
books through Anna’s Archive rather than
going through a bookseller or a library,
publishers lose out on their revenue while
authors, artists, and other creatives lose
out on royalties. 

Anna’s Archive has made contradictory
claims regarding the legality of its project.
In an introductory blog post published in
November 2022, the author noted: “We
deliberately violate the copyright law in
most countries. This allows us to do
something that legal entities cannot do:
making sure books are mirrored far and
wide”. On the other hand, the website
claimed that it does not host any
copyrighted materials, and only indexes
publicly available metadata as a search

engine. Furthermore, Anna’s Archive has
shared that its code and data are fully
open source. The platform o�ers its
dataset that includes unreleased
collections for archival and LLM training
purposes. Anna’s Archive o�ered
enterprise-level access “for donations in
the range of tens of thousands USD,” or in
exchange for high-quality collections it
doesn’t have yet. This means that
companies building AI chatbots could use
Anna’s Archive to train their products on
millions of works of art, science, and
literature, without fairly compensating
the creators.

This month, a U.S. judge ordered
Anna’s Archive to delete its data from
WorldCat, a global catalog of library
materials. Anna’s Archive in a 2023 blog
post claimed it had “meticulously scraped
all WorldCat records,” by exploiting a
�awed website upgrade to obtain a
comprehensive to-do list of all the
remaining books to be added to Anna’s
Archive. The legal order is also meant to
stop Anna’s Archive from scraping,
harvesting, using, storing, or sharing
WorldCat’s data. However, this is unlikely
to deter the group, which gleefully
thanked WorldCat for hundreds of
millions of records and the metadata of
30,000 libraries.

What is the current status?
Anna’s Archive is currently unreachable
through its annas-archive.org address,
even when attempting to access it via a
TOR browser. Some people are using
alternative web addresses in order to
access the database while others are
waiting for the platform to come back
online through the old address. Anna’s
Archive as well as community members

have provided tips and technical advice
for those who wish to access the platform
through other links. However, there is the
risk of less experienced users being
scammed by fake web addresses. Anna’s
Archive has alleged that the
annas-archive.su address, for example, is
fraudulent and steals users’ donations.

In spite of the takedown, downloads
appear to be continuing. On January 19,
Anna’s Archive shared on its website that
based on downloads in the last 30 days,
the hourly average was 37,000 and the
daily average was 8,83,000. There was a
sharp dip in downloads after the .org web
address went down, followed by a gradual
recovery. The platform also provides
downloads stats for individual books.

Multiple Anna’s Archive users and
donors on Reddit justi�ed their
downloads by citing the prohibitive cost
of buying books. Others spoke about the
lack of libraries in their country, high
import fees for foreign books, the need
for educational resources, the inability to
get new books during the COVID-19
pandemic lockdown, getting digital
versions of physical books they already
had, upskilling for career reasons,
working on their hobbies, inculcating a
reading habit instead of scrolling online,
reading more diversely, or not wanting to
use the restrictive e-book formats
provided by the original publishers.

“[G]od bless, being from 3rd world
country where can i get all [this] valuable
knowledge. however we have to come to a
common ground and see how to
compensate authors[.] the knowledge
that i got from books has made people
retain jobs and support families,” shared a
user on Reddit this month, in response to
Anna’s Archive.

What the Anna’s Archive Spotify hack
reveals about digital piracy
Anna’s Archive, which enables digital piracy through its search engine project, made headlines in late 2025 after scraping Spotify. The main web link

to access Anna’s Archive is down globally which has now left numerous users in distress
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The landing page of Anna’s Archive. THEHINDU
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A green and red aurora streams across the earth’s horizon above the city lights of Europe across Italy towards Germany on January 19. The International Space Station was

orbiting 421 km above the Mediterranean Sea at 10 p.m. local time when the image was captured.NASA
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“S
olving mathematical
problems gave me a unique
sensation of freedom that
did not depend on what

happened around me,” confessed Irina
Kmit, a Ukrainian mathematician, now a
professor in the mathematics department
at the Humboldt University in Berlin. Her
research topics include hyperbolic
di�erential equations and boundary value
problems. And she described maths as a
“language without borders.”

Professor Kmit is among the 20 women
selected for a photographic exhibition
titled ‘Women of mathematics from
around the world’, which has travelled
170 countries and is now on show at the
Science Gallery Bengaluru. The exhibition
of women — from Congo to India — shows
each mathematician against a blackboard
�lled end-to-end with equations. 

‘Shameful disparity’
For Professor Kmit, she had “not
experienced obstacles due to the fact of
being a woman”. But women in STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics) in most parts of the world,
including India, are up against a
formidable glass ceiling in the form of
social pressure to start a family or due to
institutional apathy. 

For instance, according to the
Chairman of the University Grants
Commission, India, in 2024, had set a
world record with a 40% enrolment of
women in STEM �elds. But soon, they
�nd a sharp attrition and the gender gap
widening as they move up the academic
ladder a paper published in Nature in
2024 found that women made up a mere
16.7% of the STEM faculty in India.

The “Women in math” touring
exhibition that started with a show in
Berlin in 2016 stems from the observation
that even today, “women �nd it di�cult to
embrace a career in the mathematical
academic world and the disparity
between the proportion of men and that
of women among professional
mathematicians is still shamefully large,”
a press release read. The women
portrayed here could also be “role
models” for young women scientists “to
trust their own strength”.

Neela’s journey
The exclusive group of mathematicians
chosen for this exhibition includes Neela
Nataraj, the institute chair professor at the
department of mathematics, IIT Bombay,
who is now working on mathematical
problems related to liquid crystals.
Professor Nataraj said she was “scared of

mathematics” as a child. But by high
school her proactive teachers boosted her
con�dence in the subject, which would
chart her academic future. 

Professor Nataraj belonged to a “very
conservative family”, where she was
expected her to get married and �nd a
stable job. She did marry in the �rst year
of her PhD at the age of 23, and critical to
her future academic trajectory was her
supportive husband and his and her
family and mentors. Her research topics
are numerical analysis, �nite element
methods and applied maths. “Nothing
makes me happier than going into a class
and teaching students,” she added.

But she did “face obstacles,” and
added: “It totally depends on you
whether you choose to view them as
challenges to overcome or as di�culties
that act as debilitating deterrents. It all
depends on how you want to �nd ways to
overcome them and bounce back. It
depends on how passionate you are about
the mathematics you want to do.”

Yukari Ito, a mathematician from the
University of Tokyo, began a “women’s
lunch” where they didn’t necessarily
discuss mathematics, but the women felt
the need to meet “because we had less
information than men who had more
opportunities to communicate with each
other, and had so much more
information.” 

She’s “happy when I discover new
things,” said Professor Ito, who specialises

in algebraic geometry and the resolution
of singularities. “It’s also very interesting
to have di�erent ideas than other people.”
And she is most satis�ed when teaching,
especially “when I see that change in my
students’ eyes or expressions, when they
understand something.”

Discoveries as an addiction
Cornelie Mitcha Malanda, from Congo,
said maths discoveries makes her feel like
“a child ... who saw chocolate for the �rst
time, and ... screamed in joy.” The subject
is nothing short of “an addiction”.
Professor Malanda, a faculty member of
science and technology at the Marien
Ngouabi University, urged young women
entering the �eld of mathematics to
“trust” themselves: “Be convinced. Be
more con�dent. You will face challenges,
you will be down sometimes, you will cry,
that’s true. But don’t give up.”

Jahnavi Phalkey, founding director of
Science Gallery, said in a statement that
she hoped the exhibition “will encourage
young men to recognise women
mathematicians as part of the intellectual
landscape and for young women to

fearlessly think of mathematics as their
own, just as the women portrayed in the
exhibition have been able to.”

The curator, Ms. Paycha, said that
women worldwide researching
mathematics and theoretical physics “are
still scarce.” The purpose of the exhibition
was “to make visible women of
mathematics and theoretical physics from
around the world and to encourage young
women to embrace a career in
mathematics and/or theoretical physics.”

‘Speci�c obstacles’
Ms. Mato� said of her decade-long project
of portraying female mathematicians
worldwide: “Even after 37 such sessions, I
am still inspired by the passion with
which female mathematicians explain,
describe, and paint their theories on the
blackboard.”

The portraits are presented in
collaboration with the Consulate General
of the of Germany, the International
Centre for Theoretical Sciences, and the
Raman Research Institute. The exhibition
will be open to the public until March 15.

The organisers expressed hope that
presenting mathematics through women
mathematicians’ perspectives and life
stories will make this discipline more
tangible and accessible to new entrants.
“Entering the �eld of mathematics can be
tough, and women often encounter
speci�c obstacles.”

(divya.gandhi@thehindu.co.in)

Narrating stories of the world’s
women mathematicians, in portraits
Woman in mathematics often �nd themselves up against a formidable glass ceiling. This exhibition in Benglauru opens a window into the lives of 20 extraordinary women

academics, including one from India, with an aim to create visibility and encourage young women to embrace a career in the subject

Visitors at the Science Gallery Bengaluru viewing the exhibition ‘Women of mathematics from around the world’. SUDHAKARA JAIN
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The photography exhibition
‘Women of Mathematics From
Around the World’, which has
travelled 170 countries is now
on display at the Science
Gallery Bengaluru. It will be
open to the public until
March 15

�

The organisers expressed hope
that presenting mathematics
through women
mathematicians’ perspectives
and life stories will make this
discipline more tangible and
accessible to new entrants

�

Though India has set a world
record with 40% women’s
enrolment in STEM fields, a
study published by Nature in
2024 found that women made
up a mere 16.7% of the STEM
faculty in India

Divya Gandhi
BENGALURU

Men still outnumber women in
professional mathematics as
women face challenges in the
�eld due to social pressure and
institutional apathy

For feedback and suggestions

for ‘Science’, please write to

science@thehindu.co.in with the

subject ‘Daily page’

E
xoMiner++ is a deep-learning
artificial intelligence (AI)
model developed by NASA

researchers to spot exoplanets in
telescope data. It’s the successor to
ExoMiner, which examined Kepler
telescope data. ExoMiner++ will comb
through the Transiting Exoplanet
Survey Satellite (TESS) mission as
well.
ExoMiner++ analyses graphs showing
the brightness of a star over time.
When a planet crosses in front of its
star, it causes a dip in brightness. The
challenge is to separate true
planetary signals from false positives,
such as two stars orbiting each other
or background objects that mimic
planetary transits.
Unlike many black-box AI models,
ExoMiner++ is designed to be
explainable. It provides astronomers
with a score indicating the likelihood
of a signal being a planet and o�ers
insights into why it made that
classification.
ExoMiner is credited with validating
370 new exoplanets from Kepler data.
These planets were from a shortlist
stuck in limbo: scientists had listed
them as candidates but their signals
were too ambiguous for standard
validation techniques.
Compared to ExoMiner, ExoMiner++ is
trained on both Kepler and TESS data
and can compare a much greater
number of stars at a time. As a result,

thus far, ExoMiner++ has identified
around 7,000 potential exoplanet
candidates in TESS data. 
NASA has released ExoMiner++ as
open-source software on GitHub and has
invited researchers to replicate NASA’s
results, apply the model to their own
datasets, and refine the algorithm for
future missions, such as the Nancy Grace
Roman Space Telescope.

ExoMiner++: planet spotter 
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WHAT IS IT?

This artist’s impression shows the star

TRAPPIST-1 with two planets transiting across it.

NASA, ESA, AND G. BACON (STSCI) 

Vasudevan Mukunth



I
ndia is edging toward the next
phase of airport monetisation,
leasing 11 Airports Authority of
India (AAI) airports to private
operators through the PPP route.

PPP blends the superior financial,
construction, and operational
capabilities of the private sector with
value for consumers and the required
return on equity. 

If the previous round proved that
private management could accelerate
capacity upgrades at major gateways,
this round would test something harder:
can PPPs be used to strengthen the
mid-tier and regional networks without
pushing up costs for passengers or
weakening competition?

What is di�erent this time is not only
the number of airports but also the
structure being discussed. The
government is expected to bundle
relatively stronger airports with smaller,
financially weaker ones. In principle,
bundling is a pragmatic solution to a real
problem. Many regional airports need
sustained investment in terminals,
apron capacity, passenger amenities,
and reliability of operations; however,
their tra�c base may not be large
enough to fund upgrades quickly. Pairing
them with busier airports can create a
portfolio where cash flows from the
stronger asset help underwrite
improvements in the smaller one.
However, the outcomes will depend far
less on who wins the bid and far more on
how the concession is written.

BIDDERS’ ENTHUSIASM

Domestic and outbound travel from
India has been expanding strongly,
carriers have been adding capacity, and
airport infrastructure has become one of
the most attractive long-term operating
assets in the country. For large
operators, winning additional airports is
not just about immediate revenue; it is
about building an integrated platform,
commercial real estate, retail, parking,
cargo, and ground services across
multiple cities. This enthusiasm is
positive for the exchequer because it can
strengthen competition and improve
price discovery. 

A tender can become a contest of
optimism, where bidders price in the
best-case tra�c growth and commercial
upside. If these assumptions are not
met, the pressure shifts to cost-cutting,
delayed investments, or attempts to
stretch passenger charges within the
regulatory framework. This is precisely
why tender architecture must anticipate
the incentive problems that follow an
aggressive bid.

Airport concessions typically appear
straightforward when framed as a single

number, revenue share, per-passenger
fee, or upfront premium. The apparent
simplicity of this approach is deceptive.
A ‘highest o�er wins’ approach is
transparent, but it can unintentionally
reward strategies that maximise the
headline bid rather than the quality of
outcomes. 

In a bundled package, the risk
increases sharply. A bidder may be
willing to pay a high price largely for the
stronger airport’s cash generation while
treating the smaller airport as a
compliance obligation rather than a
growth project. If the contract does not
hardwire performance, the smaller
airport may remain stuck with limited
connectivity and incremental
improvements in the future.

If bundling is the centerpiece of this
round, then the contract must make the
‘cross-subsidy logic’ real, measurable,
and enforceable. The most e�ective way
is to define service and investment
commitments airport-by-airport,
especially for smaller locations. These
commitments should not be vague
statements. 

They should be expressed as verifiable

milestones: terminal capacity and
service benchmarks, timelines for key
upgrades, airside maintenance
standards, passenger processing times,
availability of essential facilities, and
operational-performance indicators. 

Penalties must be meaningful enough
that treating smaller airports as an
afterthought becomes financially
unattractive. A milestone-based
mechanism, in which certain rights or
commercial development permissions
depend on completing agreed upgrades
at smaller airports, can align incentives.

PROTECT THE PASSENGER

The second concern is the impact on
travellers. Airport operations involve a
mix of regulated aeronautical charges
and non-aeronautical revenues. Airports
have approximately 15 revenue streams,
both aeronautical and non-aeronautical,
such as retail, food and beverage,
parking, and advertising streams. 

Of these, passenger user charges
constitute approximately 80 per cent of
the aeronautical stream and
approximately 40-50 per cent of the
total revenue. The complexities increase
with airport size. When bid
commitments are stretched, the
temptation is to lean harder on
passenger-facing charges or to
aggressively monetise captive footfalls.
The concession should include a clear
framework that ties any tari�-related
claims to demonstrated capex delivery
and to service outcomes. 

The principle should be simple:

passengers should pay more only when
they can see measurable improvements
in capacity and their experience.

The third issue is the market
structure. As the number of PPP airports
grows, the concentration risk naturally
increases. If too large a share of the
network moves under a small set of
operators, future auctions may see fewer
serious bidders, weaker competition,
and less disciplined pricing than before. 

This is not a moral argument; it is an
argument about competition
economics. The solution is not to
exclude strong bidders but to design
bundles that remain contestable,
prevent ‘too-big-to-bid’ packages, and
retain enough future auction
opportunities for multiple players to
stay interested.

Bidding for the 11 AAI airports should
not be treated as a routine infrastructure
sale. This is an opportunity to build a
model that strengthens India’s regional
aviation ecosystem, improves passenger
experience, and keeps the system
competitive. If the tender rewards
delivery in terms of capex, service
standards, and connectivity, then this
round can become a template for
sustainable airport development beyond
the metros. Ten years later, travellers in
Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities should say that
the airport got better and a�ordable
because of the contract design.

Saravanan is professor of finance, IIM Tiruchirappalli;
Ganatra is an expert in project finance and practicing
insolvency professional

Airport leasing: Why
tender design is crucial

A bidder may be willing
to pay a high price
largely for the stronger
airport, while treating the
smaller airport as a
compliance obligation

INFRA PUSH. In bundling airport contract bids, the tender architecture must reward
delivery in terms of capex and service standards in smaller airports
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A
s India’s rabi sowing season enters its final
leg, prospects seem to be bright for a winter
crop that exceeds last year’s good show. The

latest (January 16) update from the Agriculture
Ministry showed the overall acreage of rabi crops at
652 lakh hectares, 3.3 per cent higher than the same
period last year and well above the average of 637 lakh
hectares for the past decade. Paddy acreage that is
nearly 22 per cent higher than last year and wheat
coverage which is 2 per cent above can ensure ample
foodgrain stocks for central procurement and the
Public Distribution System.

Maize acreage trending 10 per cent above
last year could have a salutary e�ect on
poultry and animal feed prices, augmenting
feedstock for grain-based ethanol. Healthy
acreages of chana (95.8 lakh hectares),
lentils (18.1 lakh hectares) and moong (0.85
lakh hectares) running above last year’s
levels signal a possible cut-back on pulses
imports, which hit a record last year. Oilseed
acreage of 96.8 lakh hectares, 4 per cent
higher than last year, can help cool cooking
oil prices which have been straining
household budgets. Sowing so far indicates a
bumper mustard crop, while groundnut,
sunflower and sa�ower are faring better
than last year.

Several factors have come together to
support the good rabi show this year. The
South-West monsoon brought munificent
rains at 108 per cent of the long-period
average. This was fortuitously followed by 11
per cent excess rains in the post-monsoon
season. This shored up reservoir and ground
water levels critical to the rabi crop. As of
January 1, 2026, 166 major reservoirs
reported storage levels 22 per cent higher
than the decadal average. The Centre too did
its bit. For a change, Minimum Support
Prices (MSPs) for rabi crops were
announced well in advance on October 1,
2025, with MSPs fixed at a minimum 50 per
cent margin over estimated production
costs. Drawing lessons from the scramble for
fertilizers last year, the Centre also took
steps to ensure adequate supplies of DAP
(Di-Ammonium Phosphate) and complexes
in October itself, ratcheting up its fertilizer
subsidy by 58 per cent for this rabi season to
take care of input cost spirals.

A healthy rabi output would o�er a twin
boost to the economy. Growth in the
agriculture leg of GDP (Gross Domestic
Product) which is projected at just 3.1 per
cent now (down from 4.6 per cent last fiscal),
could end up better than forecast. Higher
output could lead to continued benign
trends in food inflation, which have helped
the Reserve Bank Monetary Policy
Committee prioritise growth in recent
times. If prices remain low, this could
continue. The weather, however, should be
favourable. With the North-East monsoon
petering out, the IMD has forecast 12 per
cent below-normal rains between January
and March 2026. Global agencies expect La
Nina, which contributes to a drier winter in
north India, to fade between now and March.
For higher rabi acreage to yield robust
output, it will really help if La Nina e�ect
recedes.

Robust rabi
Winter sowing augurs well for inflation, farm growth

MONDAY - JANUARY 26, 2026

India-EU FTA deal
India and the EU are going all out to
conclude negotiations on their
long-pending FTA in time for an
announcement at the India-EU
Summit on January 27. The fact that
di�erences on critical issues,
including the EU’s stringent
sustainability standards, continue is
not surprising.
Since all 27 EU states need to be on

board on every decision, it is no
wonder that a deal has remained
elusive for the past two decades. 
Meanwhile, EU President Ursula von
der Leyen, who will participate in the
EU Summit in New Delhi together
with the European Council President
Antonio Costa, has been making the
right noises on the conclusion of the
negotiations. 
With the US delivering continuous
tari� threats, both sides are under
immense pressure to arrive at a
common ground on all issues.
Gold loan-NBFCs
In the latest meeting between RBI
Governor Sanjay Malhotra and heads
of non-bank lenders, gold loan
focused NBFCs pleaded to the
Governor to create a separate
category of “gold loan-NBFCs”. 
Malhotra, though, in a jest said that

he was trying to “ease” regulations as
much as possible “and you folks want
me to increase them”.
Interestingly, gold loan NBFCs earlier
were also mooting applying for a
SRO license as they feel current
NBFC sector SRO, the Finance
Industry Development Council, is
ine�ective in addressing their needs.
What’s in a name? 
When after over a year of suspense,
the BJP unveiled its new President,
Nitin Nabin, it was met with disbelief. 
The low-decibel arrival of the
unassuming leader has now been
followed by an even rarer
development — an o�cial spelling
guide.
The BJP has issued an ‘avashyak
soochna’ or an urgent notice to
clarify that their new president’s
name is spelt as ‘Nitin Naveen’ in

Hindi and ‘Nitin Nabin’ in English, lest
he continues to exist in multiple
spellings, if not multiple political
imaginations. 
In a party known for strong
personalities, it seems the new
chief’s biggest challenge is not
opposition fire, but basic name
recognition.
Central Bank’s Parsi ties
Central Bank of India’s top
management sought to strengthen
the Bank’s historical links with the
Parsi community by recently
organising a get-together at
Mumbai’s iconic Taj Mahal Palace
Hotel. About 75 members from the
community, including descendants
of the Bank’s founder Sir Sorabji
Pochkhanawala — who founded the
Bank in 1911 at the height of the
Swadeshi Movement and is the first

Indian to be a certified associate of
the Institute of Bankers, London —
were part of the gathering.
The names who gathered included
Keki Mistry, Jimmy Mistry, Farokh
Subedar, Mickey Mehta, Penaz
Masani, and Ratan Luth. The Bank’s
first Chairman Sir Pherozeshah
Mehta was also from the Parsi
community. Kalyan Kumar, MD &
CEO, Central Bank of India, said: “The
interaction with the Parsi community
provided a valuable opportunity to
exchange views and better
understand their evolving banking
expectations. 
The keen interest shown in our
products and services reinforces our
commitment to continue serving the
community and strengthen
long-term relationships.” 
Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE 

EU President Ursula von der
Leyen REUTERS

T
he Budget these daysstands as a
statement of intent, articulating
the government’s policy

philosophy, reform ambitions, and
vision for national progress, gaining the
attention and interest of business
analysts, international investors and
geopolitical partners.

In 2025, the government undertook a
series of reforms to streamline
compliance requirements, strengthen
governance norms, and enhance the
ease of doing business in India. These
initiatives include enhancement of small
company thresholds, expansion of the
fast-track merger/demerger regime,
simplification of director KYC
requirements, and procedural
relaxations to support the transition to
the MCA V3 platform.

On the business and investment
front, 2025 remained a challenging year
in terms of trade talks, tari� tussles, and
geopolitical sensitivities. Despite the
foreign portfolio investment turbulence
in all markets, India continues to attract

strong investment flows. 
In the 2025-26 Budget speech, the

Finance Minister highlighted the
importance of trade and export-led
growth, with Free Trade Agreements
(FTAs) forming an important part of the
broader trade and investment
framework. Against this backdrop, 2026
is expected to focus on concluding select
new trade agreements and deepening or
expanding existing trade arrangements
with key jurisdictions. From the policy
perspective, it is required that free trade
deals clearly address provisions dealing
with investment flows.

DEFENCE FDI

After opening the Indian insurance
sector, it is expected that the Finance
Minister may relax FDI norms in the
defence sector to facilitate domestic
manufacturing of critical components
and support the fifth-generation fighter
aircraft programme. The FDI cap may be
revised under the automatic route,
subject to specified compliance
requirements prescribed by the Ministry
of Defence. The Indian industry is also
expecting some relaxation under PN3 of

2020 , facilitating select Chinese
investment in India.

This liberalisation may also be
extended to civil and defence drone
manufacturing units to reduce reliance
on Chinese components and strengthen
domestic supply chains, exports, and
tech transfer. 

Additionally, the National Critical
Mineral Missions and the Indian
Semiconductor Mission may be further
expanded to boost the domestic

semiconductor ecosystem and enable
recovery of critical minerals from
secondary sources, including recycling
from both domestic and international
supply chains. Further, start-ups and
micro, small and medium enterprises
engaged in supporting quantum
computing may be supported.

The Budget 2026 may bring some long
pending policy announcements to
streamline the decriminalisation of
corporate o�ences, compliances,
investment, export, and manufacturing. 

A policy announcement for
refurbished medical devices,
manufacturing of Active Pharmaceutical
Ingredients, a comprehensive AI policy
for Indian industries, and stamp duty
reforms are the key expectations of
industry. 

Subsequent to rolling out the labour
reforms and privacy laws, the
Companies (Amendment) Bill, 2025
aims to further streamline corporate
laws. These would align the Indian
business environment in line with
international best practices.

The writer is Partner, JSA Advocates & Solicitors

Reformist, strategic focus likely in Budget

Rupinder Malik

BUDGET. Policy action 

Besides FDI reforms, a boost to strategic sectors such as semi-conductors and critical minerals can be expected 
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An international body in service to one man’s ego
One glance at the logo of the Board of Peace tells you all you need to
know. It is the globe and laurels of the UN – only gold, because this is
Donald Trump’s initiative, and showing little of the world beyond North
America. The charter of the board, formally launched in Davos on
Thursday, suggests that this is less America First than Trump Always. It is
not “the US president” but Mr Trump himself who is named as chair, for
as long as he wishes. He can pick his successor, decide the agenda and axe
whomever he chooses – even if they have coughed up the $1bn
demanded for permanent membership. It is the institutional expression
of his belief that he is bound not by law but “my own morality, my own
mind”. LONDON, JANUARY 22

OTHER VOICES. 

Urgent Measures Needed to Tackle Overtourism
Foreign visitors to Japan have steadily increased, and negative e�ects from
overtourism have been notable. The public and private sectors should
accelerate e�orts to resolve related issues. The number of foreign visitors to
Japan rose to about 42.7 million in 2025, up 16% from the previous year and
reaching a new record high for the second consecutive year. It was the first
time the figure has surpassed 40 million. Tourists have increased from a wide
range of areas, including the United States, Australia and Europe, as well as
Asian countries and regions such as South Korea. In addition to a tailwind
provided by the depreciation of the yen, this appears to reflect signs of growing
interest in Japanese food and culture among people overseas. TOKYO, JANUARY 25
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A
ptly titled Wings of Valour
this book is a true tribute to
the air warriors of the

Indian Air Force which prides in
its motto – Touching the Sky with
Glory. Swapnil Pandey reflects on
the bygone moments of triumph,
splendour and brilliance taking
the readers through select military
operations by IAF and daring acts
of valour displayed by IAF
personnel. 

The book which begins with a
brief account of IAF history
tracing its humble beginnings, fast
forwards to Operation Sindoor
appreciating the impact of IAF in
pulverizing nine terror epicenters
deep inside Pakistan. India’s
multi-layered air defence grids
working with ruthless e�ciency,
formed an impregnable wall
against every drone, aircraft or
missile launched by the adversary. 

As a part of Humanitarian
Assistance and Disaster Relief
(HADR) Operations, IAF on
numerous occasions has
evacuated Indians and foreigners
from danger zones across the
globe earning goodwill worldwide. 

The book describes in great
detail, a daring overnight mission
conducted to rescue stranded
Indian nationals from Sudan
amidst intense civil war in April
2023. The rescue operation
involved a heroic night landing of a
C-130J on an unlit damaged
airstrip devoid of any navigational
aids, under threat of ongoing
gunfire. The author’s gripping
narration of the events that
followed a cable car accident at the
Trikut Hills ropeway in April 2022
showcases her versatility as a
storyteller. The author has
thoughtfully dedicated a few
chapters to the IAF’s Elite Special
Forces – The Garuds, who are
trained for high-risk, specialized
missions similar to the Army’s
Para Special Forces and Navy’s
Marcos. 

MARTYRS’ STORIES

The story of Corporal Gurusevak
Singh who was awarded Shaurya
Chakra posthumously, for his
valiant act of preventing the
armed militants from entering the
technical area at Air Force Station
Pathankot and saving dozens of air
assets, is indeed heart wrenching.
On the supreme sacrifice of
Sergeant Milind Kishor and
Corporal Nilesh Kumar during
Operation Rakh Hajih, in October
2017, she writes, “Milind and
Nilesh had not only eliminated

one terrorist each but also
grievously injured several others
epitomizing unyielding bravery
and sacrifice” Both Garuds were
awarded Shaurya Chakra
posthumously. About Ashok
Chakra (posthumous) awardee
Corporal Jyothi Prakash Nirala,
who fought fearlessly during
Operation Chandergeer in
November 2017, the author
recounts: “A volley of bullets had
struck him, yet he refused to go
down… continued to fire, his
resolve unbroken, until a headshot
put him down….his uniform
soaked with blood and mud”.

Flight Lieutenant K Nachiketa
too survived three close
encounters with death when he
ejected from his MIG 21 inside
Pakistani territory, assaulted by
civilians before being taken into
custody by ISI. While he returned
safe, many other prisoners of war
weren’t as lucky.

Writing about the IPKF Joint
Operations of the Indian Army
and IAF, author states, “The
daring helicopter drop in Ja�na is
a powerful reminder of the need
for impeccable leadership and the
weight of responsibility borne by
military leaders”. Surrounded and
overpowered by LTTE militants,
120 Para Commandos 36 Sikh LI
troops fought against grave odds
until they ran out of ammunition
and laid down their lives. 

The author’s extensive
research, visits to various IAF
squadrons and interaction with
o�cials is highly praiseworthy. A
foreword from Air Chief Marshal
AP Singh PVSM AVSM, and a
passionate note by his wife Mrs
Sarita Singh, who is also the
President, Air Force Family
Welfare Association, is icing on
the cake. The book is a must read
to know about the lives of Air
Warriors who guard the skies.

The reviewer is an IAF veteran and is now GM,
Madras Management Association

IAF, guarding the skies

R Venkataraman

A book on Air Force’s courageous journey

Title: Wings of Valour

Author: Swapnil Pandey

Publisher: Harper Fiction

Price: ₹399
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Foreign, pvt banks sta� can now blow the whistle
Foreign and private banks operating in the country now have more reason to be
on their guard. Their employees can blow the whistle in case of irregularities such
as corruption, misuse of o�ce, fraud, or failure to comply with RBI rules. 

Banks allowed to raise capital thru innovative instruments 
Banks have been allowed to raise capital through issue of innovative instruments
to meet their increasing business requirement as well as to maintain the capital
adequacy ratio under the Basel-II norms. This will particularly help public sector
banks to raise capital without diluting the mandatory 51 per cent government
ownership. 

‘India, China promising consumer markets’ 
The World Economic Forum Annual Meeting 2006 opened in Davos, Switzerland,
on Wednesday with Professor Klaus Schwab’s insights into the history and
activities of the forum. With over 20,000 delegates from across the globe and
‘The Creative Imperative’ as the theme of the conference, the foremost concerns
on the minds of participants are glob al issues such as rising oil prices and trade
imbalances. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Swinging beds (8)

07. Violation of law (5)

08. From one to another of (7)

09. Make insane (7)

10. Part of chain (4)

12. Agitated, 

emotionally roused (7)

14. Share, share in the 

knowledge of (7)

17. Cut design with acid (4)

18. Limit, enclose (7)

21. Goes to bed (7)

22. Cloth made of flax (5)

23. One carrying out another's 

orders without fear or pity (8)

DOWN

01. Walk with short unsteady steps (6)

02. A rebel against (naval) 

authority (8)

03. Unlock (4)

04. Set fire to (6)

05. Emblem, token (4)

06. Protect against attack (6)

07. Small oval rowing-boat (7)

11. Assigned region for naval duty (7)

13. Was put to the rack (8)

14. Troublesome child (6)

15. Vigour, vim (6)

16. Selected (6)

19. Not any (4)

20. Flower stalk (4)

ACROSS

01. Hanging beds a poor actor pours scorn on (8)

07. Credit me with including one felony (5)

08. Wager we have two ways of getting interposed (7)

09. So angered, it will make one mad (7)

10. Make the connection with a torch of pitch and tow (4)

12. Is worked up to having quoted 

previous partner first (7)

14. Have some food or drink in park, 

tea being laid out (7)

17. Cut the design out of the sketches (4)

18. Study monetary punishment or keep

one within bounds (7)

21. Stops working and goes into seclusion (7)

22. Material Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov could have provided (5)

23. Or my mind is set on a member of a ru�anly band (8)

DOWN

01. Narrow skirt made one walk with di�culty (6)

02. True, mine might turn out like Fletcher Christian (8)

03. Nothing given to writer for play to start (4)

04. Start a fire of a sort the French will follow (6)

05. An omen to write one's name on (4)

06. Take one side in case it's fed up with

the conclusion (6)

07. Boat company might get clear of it (7)

11. One's position in life where one takes the train (7)

13. Fraught with worries, tutor turned revolutionary (8)

14. Choose the French condiment (6)

15. One needs it to work with vim (6)

16. Picked nose perhaps after church (6)

19. If a Number One has no grayling, there isn't any (4)

20. Check the base of a word (4)

EASY

ACROSS 7. Circumstances 8. The Dark Ages 12. Garter 14. Rabble 16. Wrongs 18. Terror 19. Wrought-iron 23. Scandalmonger

DOWN 1. Mint 2. Acne 3. Impair 4. Stoker 5. Snag 6. Keys 9. Harbour 10. Embargo 11. Hear 12. Gown 13. Egg 15. Ace 17. Signal 18. To time 19. Wick 20. Owns 21. Ring 22. Need

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2604

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2603

NOT SO EASY

BOOK EXTRACT.

Extracted from The Day the Chariot Moved:
How India Grows at the Grassroots by
Subroto Bagchi and published by Penguin
Business

A
fter lunch that day in
Tiruppur, accompanied by
Chithra Arumugam, an IAS
o�cer from Odisha who was
in charge of the textile

department, BN Das of ORMAS and a few
other o�cers from Odisha, we went to
Cotton Blossoms, a mid-size and very
typical Tiruppur entrepreneurial story.
This company, I was told, treats their
workers very well. It was very evident to
me on my arrival. A dozen girls, dressed
in their very best, were waiting for me
because they had been told someone big
from their state was coming and that he
wanted to chat with them. They were
beaming. It was amazing to see them,
dressed up in their finest clothes and
jewellery; they did not show the strains
you would normally see on displaced,
migrant workers. Inside the conference
room, we chatted over tea and biscuits.

I was warmly received by the owners,
Milton Abraham John and Philomena
John who I was told were one of the most
progressive employers. It was quite
evident from the walk-through and
conversation with the management as
well as groups of workers that the
company valued its human capital and
saw the linkage between employee
satisfaction and global competitiveness.
After the conversation at Cotton
Blossoms, I was taken to Anugraha
Fashions. I had heard about this company
before. Its website opens with the line,
‘You can have anything you want in life, if
you are dressed for it.’ It was a quote from
Edith Head, the most awarded woman at
the Academy Awards who had designed
costumes for many old Hollywood
movies.

Rows upon rows of sophisticated
machines, all kinds of clothing in many

di�erent stages of production. Every
worker at her station, quietly focused on
her assigned task. Things moving like a
clock’s hands. As we were walking
around, I turned to my host and asked if I
could meet someone who came here as
an SMO but had worked her way up. He
gestured at a young woman overseeing a
bank of workers. ‘That one there,’ he said,
‘is a line supervisor. Her name is Basanti
Pradhan.’ ‘Could I spend some time with
her?’ I asked. ‘Why, of course, you could
do that, sir,’ he told me. Basanti and I met
in a small conference room. I asked her to
tell me about herself from the very
beginning. She told me that she came
from a village near a place called
Patnagarh. It instantly endeared her to
me. I was born in Patnagarh, a
subdivision of the Balangir district in
western Odisha. There, my father was a
junior-level government servant. It was
almost seven decades ago. And this was
the first time I had met somebody who
was born around the same place. I felt a
special kind of bond with her. Basanti’s
father was a goatherd. She was the third
child in a family of seven daughters. It
was obvious that her parents were trying
hard for a son. And that was never to be.

When her mother was pregnant for the
third time, sympathetic villagers told her
that this time around it was going to be a
boy. But no. It was a girl. When Basanti
grew up to hear that story, she told her
father that she would be both a son and a
daughter to him. It meant that she would
tend the goats, take them to graze like
boys her age did, but she would also climb
trees to cut branches. She would then
carry them on her shoulder on the way
back home. Goats eat all night. While a
girl could herd the goats, not every girl
could climb trees to cut the branches like
only boys could. The family managed life
one day at a time. When the time came for
the oldest daughter to get married, they
found a suitable groom. With whatever
money the family had, the girl was
married o�. This was around the time
Basanti was studying in Class 8. Very

soon, it was the second daughter’s turn to
be married. But this time around, the
family did not have much money left.
Meanwhile, Basanti had gone up to her
Class 10, but she failed in her
examinations. I asked her what subject
she had failed in. She said she couldn’t
understand English and failed.

LEAVING THE VILLAGE

This is when she heard about the
DDU-GKY training programme. A PIA
called ILFS was mobilizing girls for SMO
training in Balangir. She asked her
parents’ permission to go there. Her
parents would not agree. After all,
sending a young girl from a village all the
way to Balangir and then God knows
where, was simply impossible. Basanti

asked her father a defining question. She
said, ‘You got your first daughter married.
Now it is your second daughter’s turn.
How will you marry her until and unless I
go and earn some money?’ The reality
sank in. Her parents agreed to send her to
Balangir. And that is how Basanti started
her training and eventually reached
Tiruppur. Once she arrived in Tiruppur,
she worked very hard. She diligently sent
money home and got her sister married.
But beyond it all, in Tiruppur, Basanti
Pradhan was determined to chart her
own life. She learnt the local language and
impressed her supervisors with her work
ethic. She was here to stay. Soon, her
parents wanted to get her married
because word was getting around in the
village that the daughter has gone o� to
some place far away and was not getting
married; who knew what indignity she
would bring. Hence, it was more
important for her to come back, get
married and get ‘settled’. Money brought
food, but marriage brought honour.

Basanti said no to her parents. She said
she would get married, but she would get
married only when she decided. And only
after she had saved enough money for her
trousseau. Eventually, she found
someone who was also working in
Tiruppur who happened to be a boy from
the vicinity of her village. There was great
joy in the family, but no sooner was the
wedding over than both her parents and
her in-laws wanted her to get pregnant.
They wanted a child. In a village, if a
young girl did not get pregnant, tongues
wagged. It was a matter of disgrace for
the husband. To prove a point about his
manhood, the woman had to bear a child
as soon as possible. Preferably a son. This
time around, Basanti again said no to
both her own parents and her in-laws.
Yes, she would give them a grandchild,
but it would happen only when she
decided. Right now, it wasn’t a priority for
her.

Extract published with permission from Penguin Random
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V
iksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan
(VBSA) aims to subsume the
University Grants Commission,

All India Commission of Technical
Education and National Commission for
Teachers Education.

The VBSA has three quadrants — The
Viksit Bharat Shiksha Manak Parishad
focussing on standardisation of
education across higher educational
institutions (HEIs), the Viksit Bharat
Shiksha Viniyam Parishad for quality
enhancement and internationalisation
of Indian education and the Viksit
Bharat Shiksha Gunvatta Parishad for
accreditation and the consequential

redundant and lengthy eligibility and
appointments procedures and focus on
quality research and innovative
pedagogies. VBSA aims to integrate
online and AI mechanisms in its
functioning to ensure objective,
transparent, and cost and time e�ective
approaches for the ease of access to all
stakeholders. 

By virtue of being the centralized
regulatory body, all the stakeholders
stand a fair chance to prove their merit
and be rewarded accordingly.

VBSA shall provide the executive base
for a reformed and indigenous Bhartiya
Gyaan Pranaali aimed at “Sarvajan
Hitaae, sarvajan sukhae”.

The writer is Director of IIM, Calcutta

the single a�liating body for
Universities and Technical education
institutes alike. VBSA is also vested with
with stronger disciplinary powers to also
serve as a penal regulatory body upon
the transgressors. VBSA can provide the
necessary fillip for the Indianization of
the Bhartiya Education system by
implementing an all- pervasive module
of Bhartiya Gyaan Parampara into the
curriculum as its task includes the
standardisation of parameters of
curriculum and assessment. 

India has the largest network of HEI’s
in the world, but lakhs go abroad every
year for higher education. VBSA will
bring this number down by bringing
world class education to India. 

This Commission will do away with

improvements. These will serve to
enhance standards to global levels, raise
Gross Enrolment Ratio in HEIs and fund
socially relevant research and
innovation. 

Education 5.0, which is the current
global trend has also found resonances
in the policy of NEP 2020. While
Education 4.0 was intent on the
inclusion and internalization of
technology into the education,
Education 5.0 has e�ected the shift from
“technization” to “humanization” by
springing the spotlight on the mental,
emotional, physical and holistic well-
being of the youth. 

VBSA seeks to manifest the ideals of
NEP- 2020 by fostering interdisciplinary
movement of students. It will become

Alok K Rai

Short take

VBSA: Paving the path of future education 
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The Republic of India salutes the sagacity and statesmanship shown by the 
founders of the nation. PRAFUL GANGURDE/HT PHOTO

W
hy do we celebrate January 26? A
general survey of Indians will
present a divided opinion. Some
look at it as a routine government

event while others associate it with the nation’s
pride and honour. This division of opinion is 
our shared strength. We have a unique ability
to keep moving ahead despite our differences.

The fits-and-starts journey of the last 76
years presents an inspiring tale. Those una-
ware should know that the 299 members of the
Constituent Assembly, tasked with forging a 
Constitution for India, had deep philosophical
differences. For instance, the Hindu Code Bill 
that BR Ambedkar presented, proposed — 
among other things — settlement of property in
case a Hindu man or a woman died intestate. It
advocated equal distribution of the property 
among the widow and the sons and daughters
of the deceased. It also recommended changes
in Hindu marriage practices that gave Hindu 
women the right to seek divorce. There was 
stiff opposition to these proposals. Ambedkar
and Jawaharlal Nehru tried to convince the 
Opposition with their arguments but failed. 

Reservations for minorities, Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes in government 
institutions too attracted vociferous arguments.
Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel was against any reser-
vation but Ambedkar was firm. Nehru, on May
26, 1949, said, “I try to look upon the problem 
not in the sense of religious minority, but 
rather in the sense of helping backward groups
in the country ... I am glad that this reservation
also will be limited to ten years.”

Today, those who view everything from a
communal perspective should look at the state-
ment carefully. Tajmul Hussain, a Constituent
Assembly member from Bihar, had denounced
any reservation in government institutions on
the basis of religion or caste, “In principle any
reservation based on religion or caste is wrong.
My firm conviction is there shouldn’t be any 
reservations for anyone and as a Muslim I say
it shouldn’t be extended for Muslims too”.

It’s clear that drafting the Constitution was
as tough a task as the legendary samudra man-
than (the mythical churning of the ocean). The
Constituent Assembly had to deal with a coun-
try with a wide range of divisions and inequali-
ties.

Ambedkar and Nehru were in favour of a
strong Centre. They insisted that, after Parti-
tion, a strong Centre was needed to maintain 
the integrity of the nation and to eradicate pov-
erty. K Santhanam and his supporters were in
favour of more powers for the states as well as

financial support. They argued that if it wasn’t
done, states would become liabilities. 

There was constant tussle between the Gan-
dhian and European idea of a State. Many 
members felt the Constitution should have spe-
cial emphasis on village panchayats. Ambedkar
was dead against it. He saw villages as dens of
parochialism and ignorance. Patel wanted the
right to property as a fundamental right to 
ensure security for farmers and landowners. 
Nehru and socialist leaders wanted to restrict it
so that social and land reforms could be initi-
ated.

The issue of a national language, however,
trumped all the debates. Members of the 
Assembly from South India were against mak-
ing Hindi the national language. But the mem-
ber from Andhra Pradesh Durgabai Deshmukh
raised her voice in support of Hindi.

Three reasons ensured that the draft Consti-
tution was finally ready. As everything was 
debated, no provision was accepted on the 
basis of a majority decision. Even the innocu-
ous looking words were debated for hours. The
12 volumes of Constituent Assembly debates 
are a testimony that every opposing view was 
heard and efforts were made to present a better
argument.

As the chairman of the drafting committee,
Ambedkar acted as a bridge between various 
ideologies. He answered all the queries logically
and from a legal perspective. Though the Con-
gress Party was in the majority in the Constitu-
ent Assembly, various ideological strains were
present within its fold. 

For instance, the persistent demand for a
separate electorate based on religion was 
becoming a sensitive issue. Muslim League 
leaders kept demanding it while majority mem-
bers saw it as a threat to the integrity of the 
country. In the end, the demand was rejected.

You may be thinking that language, reserva-
tions, and a common civil code are still conten-
tious issues. I don’t find any problem if people
of a country are ready to keep moving ahead 
despite debating these issues for years. Since 
the days of the Constituent Assembly, India has
preserved national unity, co-existence, and 
democracy as its elixir. This separates us from
our neighbours. 

We should be grateful to our founding
fathers who created the unique document we 
call the Constitution. It’s our holy duty to pre-
serve the sanctity and the soul of the great text.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan. 

The views expressed are personal

India’s guiding document to 
uphold unity & democracy

should be acutely aware of the potential for
its misuse. While its initial focus is Gaza, the
Board’s broader remit for “conflict-affected
areas” creates the possibility that it could,
over time, be mischievously invoked to spot-
light and internationalise other issues that
India regards as strictly bilateral. Let’s not
forget Trump’s repeated voicing of how he
“mediated” between India and Pakistan at
the time of Operation Sindoor. India’s secu-
rity sensitivities are non-negotiable, and our
diplomatic posture must account for this
strategic reality.

India’s foreign policy path has been illumi-
nated by an eight-decade record of principled
action in defence of sovereignty, equity and
genuine multilateralism. New Delhi was a
founding voice of the Non-Aligned Move-
ment, not to hide from global responsibility,
but to preserve our independence of judge-

ment and action. It rejected the dis-
criminatory Non-Proliferation
Treaty that perpetuated a hierarchy
of nuclear haves and have-nots. It
insisted on the principle of “com-
mon but differentiated responsibili-
ties and respective capabilities” for
all climate action and a global
response that takes into account his-
torical responsibility. It consistently
backed the sovereign right of States
over their natural resources in inter-

national forestry and biodiversity negotia-
tions.

Despite intense pressure at the highest lev-
els, India sensibly did not accept a US invita-
tion in 2003 to join the Coalition of the Will-
ing and deploy a military contingent in the
Kurdish region of Iraq. It joined the consen-
sus-based Shanghai Cooperation Organisa-
tion, yet rejected endorsement of the Belt and
Road Initiative at its 2017 Summit due to sov-
ereignty concerns over the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor illegally traversing
Indian territory. These are examples of stra-
tegic autonomy in action: Engagement with
eyes wide open, and cooperation without
succumbing to coercion.

The present choice before India tran-
scends the Board of Peace. It also concerns
the kind of world order India seeks to build.
Shouldn’t adherence to Sabka Saath, Sabka
Vikas, Sabka Vishwas guide our global
approach, just as it does domestically? In the
spirit of nishkaama karma (selfless action),
India’s duty lies in steadfastly advancing a
stable, peaceful world governed by fair,
inclusive norms, and the rule of international
law — not in promoting a unilaterally deter-
mined framework that may well be used to
undermine it.

India’s decision should be guided by a
clear-eyed strategic calculus of the conse-
quences of accepting or ignoring Board
membership. An India First approach to
such membership represents no retreat from
global partnership. Rather, it reflects adher-
ence to the principles of sovereign equality,
justice, and cooperative autonomy that
define India as a responsible power and
authentic voice of the Global South. India
must support the rebuilding of Gaza, but
joining the Board at this stage does not serve
India’s larger national interests.

Ajai Malhotra is a former Indian ambassador

and former chairperson of the UN Human

Rights Council Advisory Committee. 

The views expressed are personal

ruled in Kesavananda Bharati for the
inviolability of the Constitution’s basic
structure. What makes Justice
Khanna nothing short of a jurispru-
dential immortal is his order in the
1976 case known famously as the
Habeas Corpus case (the landmark
ADM Jabalpur v. Shivkant Shukla
case), which was fought in the high
noon of the Emergency. This time,
Justice Khanna was in a minority, the
four-member majority headed by
then Chief Justice of India PN Bhag-
wati. The majority ruling in that case
was that a person’s right to not be
unlawfully detained (i.e. habeas cor-
pus) can be suspended in the interest
of the State. In his dissenting order
Justice Khanna described detention
without trial as “an anathema”. He
quoted the great American jurist
Charles Evans Hughes to say, “Dissent
is an appeal to the brooding spirit of
the law, to the intelligence of a future
day…”

The last and fourth champion of
the Republic I would like to refer to
today is Justice Leila Seth (1930-2017),
the first woman judge in the Delhi
High Court and the first woman to
become chief justice of a state High
Court (Himachal Pradesh). While her
position on rape laws, the impact of

television serials on child-minds, and
her amazingly fresh stand in favour of
LGBTQIA rights are well-known, I
want to cite a deeper thought of hers:
‘In an uncertain and troubled neigh-
bourhood, it is our secular and bal-
anced constitution scheme that has
kept India, for all the troubles we have
gone through, from the worst prob-
lems that have beset the countries
around us. When religious and
regional hatred arise, we should
remember that the greatest religion is
that of decent behaviour towards each
other.’

Leila Seth had the following words
kept under a sheet of glass on her
desk: My religion is to love justice, to
long for the right, to love mercy, to pity
suffering, to assist the weak, to forgive
wrongs and remember benefits, to love
the truth…

I dedicate this column to the mem-
ories of two fearless keepers of our
Constitution’s conscience — NA Palk-
hivala (1920-2002) and Fali S Nariman
(1929-2024).

Gopalkrishna Gandhi is a student of mod-

ern Indian history and the author of The 

Undying Light: A Personal

History of Independent India.
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U
S President Donald Trump’s pro-
posal for a “Board of Peace” has pre-
sented a revealing challenge for
Indian foreign policy. India, as a

country that takes pride in strictly abiding by
the tenets of international law — which, in
many instances, it has helped shape — must
counterpose this with the expediency of join-
ing a new, unilaterally determined frame-
work set to be dominated by a single person-
ality. For a nation whose rising global stature
also requires strategic consistency, India’s
response must be driven not only by the
allure of a permanent seat on the Board, but
also by the principles and core national
interests that have long guided New Delhi’s
global engagement.

As a founding UN member, India has
worked to change a stagnant status quo, hop-
ing to contribute to it alongside other coun-
tries as an architect-reformer, as a
rule-shaper. India not only champi-
oned the UN Charter’s core tenets
through eight terms on the Security
Council and extensive peacekeep-
ing, but also drove tangible institu-
tional innovation — co-founding the
UN Democracy Fund, establishing
the UN Peacebuilding Commission,
and crafting a new UN Human
Rights Council. 

Our persistent advocacy for a
more representative and effective UN Secu-
rity Council draws from the belief that insti-
tutions must evolve to retain legitimacy. Yet,
such evolution must reinforce the UN Char-
ter’s pillars of sovereign equality and collec-
tive decision-making.

The Board of Peace does not represent a
reform of this system. Its charter centralises
and sharply concentrates unbridled power,
commercialises influence by linking perma-
nent membership to a mandatory contribu-
tion of a billion US dollars, and is designed to
favour unilateral leadership over negotiated
consensus. This structurally flawed design
weakens the very foundations India has
sought to strengthen.

The Board has come into force, with its
inauguration on the sidelines of the Davos
Summit. India did not rush to sign up, which
was entirely in order. The issue of how it
would function in parallel with the UN Secu-
rity Council remains quite unclear. Ques-
tioned by the media whether the Board was
meant to ultimately replace the UN, Trump
deliberately left the door wide open by reply-
ing “maybe it might”, later adding that the
two would “work together”.

In responding, New Delhi must bear in
mind that the Board is the brainchild of
Trump, who has personally invited Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to join it. Non-ac-
ceptance would have its costs, especially
where a president as mercurial as Trump is
concerned. Viewed bilaterally, India seeks to
strengthen its comprehensive strategic part-
nership with the US based on mutual respect
and shared interests. Yet, at this moment,
several recent US actions, including the
unfair imposition of massive unilateral 
tariffs on Indian exports, have been 
harmful and seem hardly that of a country
which sees India as a friend, let alone a stra-
tegic partner.

India’s response must emanate from a
clear-eyed assessment of whether the Board
aligns with our core national interests. If we
lend our voice and add to its legitimacy, we

{ OUR TAKE }

Relief from the  
US tariff pain

Cadre allocation for 
truly all-India services

T
he Union government’s decision to do away with
the zone system for allocation of state cadres to
officers of the three all-India services — IAS, IPS,

and IFoS — is a welcome step towards making these 
services truly national in scope and character. The 
zone system of grouping state cadres allowed officers 
to get assigned to their home-state or a neighbouring 
one. The new system of grouping under the 2026 UPSC 
Cadre Allocation Policy that will replace the 2017 
iteration will see states grouped by name instead of 
proximity; so, an officer from Gujarat can now be 
assigned to the Haryana or Jharkhand cadre if she 
doesn’t get Gujarat, while, earlier, she could have 
joined the cadre in neighbouring Maharashtra.

There are several potential benefits of the move. 
First, it can help make the services more integrated to 
the national cause — by forcing officers out of their 
home and neighbouring states and to distant, 
unfamiliar states, it engenders better understanding of 
diverse cultures, governance contexts, population 
mixes, local economies, and other factors that are 
important for an efficient bureaucracy. Second, it can 
address the problem of uneven allocation vis-à-vis 
vacancies among states, especially in conjunction with 
the new rule on time-bound filling of vacancies. This 
way, all states are likely to receive a fair allocation of 
personnel, instead of most of them being cornered by a 
handful of states preferred by the officers. Equitable 
distribution can facilitate a clutch of states in 
overcoming governance and development deficits with 
their better-off counterparts. Third, this will keep 
regional concentration in check, thereby decreasing 
the chances of parochial lobbies getting formed. This 
can make the bureaucracy more transparent and 
geared towards efficiency, especially as top ranked 
entrants to the services get allocated to cadres across 
the breadth of the country .

Ending segmentation of the services will help them 
become truly all-India. 

A
 couple of days after US President Donald
Trump suggested that a trade deal was being
worked out between India and US, his treasury
secretary, Scott Bessent, has said that the

additional tariff of 25% imposed by the US on India 
could be revoked given the reduction in India’s oil 
purchases from Russia. To be sure, this is not the first 
time a senior member of the Trump administration has 
spoken about the state of Indo-US trade talks. There 
have also been negative comments, including from the 
US commerce secretary about the state of the talks.

These pages have always underlined the view that 
India’s best interest lies in continuously pursuing trade 
negotiation with the US without getting distracted by 
either provocative or placative statements from US 
officials outside the room. This first principle 
notwithstanding, certain observations can be made as 
far as things stand at the moment.

Bessent’s comments came just a couple of days 
before senior EU officials and PM Narendra Modi 
partake in what could be the final stage of dialogue 
before India and the EU announce a trade deal. While 
the costs of the Trump tariffs — both the “reciprocal” 
25% and the blatantly unfair additional 25% on 
account of Russian oil purchases even though no 
such measure was imposed on China — have been far 
from insignificant, Indian exports have not shown a 
complete collapse. Diversion to the EU has played a 
role in this. Bessent used the example of India 
reducing its Russian oil purchases after the US tariff 
action to gaslight Europe for not doing enough 
against India in the context of the trade deal. The US’s 
ties with the EU itself, thanks to Trump’s belligerent 
attitude about Greenland, have hit rock bottom. It 
has also threatened Canada with 100% tariffs for 
finalising a trade deal with China.

It is always hazardous to take Trump or his 
administration’s statements at face value or even as 
part of some consistent messaging strategy, which one 
would expect with a “normal” government. But the 
latest olive branch to India and threats against 
countries such as Canada suggests that the US did not 
expect other countries to work out deals with each 
other after Trump’s mercantilist approach to global 
trade — and is now trying to pit one against the other. 
India should keep its focus on diversifying its trade net 
without giving up on its relationship with the US. This 
week’s EU deal is key to the first.

O
n our Republic Day, four
persons, all four trained
in law, come powerfully
to mind — BR Ambed-
kar, the first law minis-
ter of independent India

who is celebrated as the architect of
the Constitution, Rajendra Prasad, the
first President of the Republic,
respected for helming it with dignity
and distinction, Jawaharlal Nehru,
our first Prime Minister (PM) who, in
the words of another lawyer-states-
man, C Rajagopalachari, commanded
universal love, and Sardar Val-
labhbhai Patel, our first deputy PM,
who commanded universal trust — a
combination in leadership that can-
not be bettered by chance or design.

In saluting their memories on each
anniversary of its founding, the
Republic of India salutes the sagacity
and statesmanship shown by these
four, along with other founders of the
nation — men and women of whom
any country that believes in liberty
and the rule of law would be proud.

But this column today is going to
dwell not on those four phenomenal
stalwarts, but four others, also from
the legal community, for their role in
ensuring what is essential to a coun-
try and its Constitution — its fostering,
nurturing, protecting from the ill-

winds of external assault and internal
corrosion.

The first of these four is
Mahommedali Currim Chagla (1900-
1981), the first Indian to be appointed
chief justice of the Bombay High
Court, who went on to serve the
nation as a cabinet minister and
ambassador, but is perhaps best
remembered for his fearless inde-
pendence from his own society’s prej-
udices as well as the State’s predispo-
sitions. Chagla was, for instance, a
doughty advocate of a Uniform Civil
Code, and an inveterate opponent of
the domination by one party or ideol-
ogy, for example, in the matter of lin-
guistic supremacism. Atal Bihari Vaj-
payee described Chagla as “a great cit-
izen, a great judge and above all, a
great human being”. Jayaprakash
Narayan was to describe this uncom-
promising opponent of authoritarian-
ism in the following words: “[Cha-
gla’s] crowning glory came during the
Emergency which stirred the inner-
most recesses of his heart and he
became a beacon — rallying point —
of the forces struggling to recover our
freedom and democracy.”

The second is Hormusjee Maneckji
Seervai (1906-1996), who drew his last
breath, incidentally, on Republic Day,
1996. Having declined an offer of
becoming the attorney general of
India and the opportunity of elevation
to the bench of the Supreme Court,
this foremost of constitutional
authorities and star of Bombay advo-

cates is to be remembered for a qual-
ity that is so rare today. A readiness to
acknowledge an error and rectify
one’s erroneous and damaging opin-
ion is now practically unknown. In
1972, in Kesavananda Bharati v. the
State of Kerala, Seervai argued with
zest for 22 days that Parliament had
powers to amend the Constitution
“without limit”. 

His position, the same as that of the
State, was overruled by a wafer-thin
majority in a judgment that protected
— and holds the fort to this day — the
basic structure of the Constitution
from any alteration. But by 1975,
when he saw the ruling party moving
to amend the Constitution’s essential
being, he had the intellectual honesty
to admit his misjudgment. Deriding
the “…equating [of] the amending
power to the power of an absolute
ruler of Indian States to issue 
firmans in which it was not possible
to make any distinction between legis-
lative, executive and judicial powers,
since the ruler’s word was law…,”
Seervai showed what Justice Rohin-
ton Nariman has described as “the
courage to change his mind and
wholeheartedly accept the basic
structure doctrine.”

The third is justice Hans Raj
Khanna (1912-2008), born to a family
of modest means in Amritsar but ris-
ing by dint of sheer and stunning
merit to the high seat of Supreme
Court judge. He was among the slim-
mest of slim majority of judges that

Remembering the heroes 
of our resilient Republic
How four eminent jurists 
nurtured and protected 
our constitutional values 
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March of a republic

India last year celebrated 75 years of the adoption of the Constitution. It provided 

the nation an opportunity to come together to assess the journey thus far and 

discuss the challenges that lie ahead. The nature of challenges that India faces 

has changed over the past year, particularly in its external engagement. In fact, 

India is not alone, and this year’s Republic Day celebrations, in a way, reflect 

both the changed circumstances and the shaping of a response. European 

Union (EU) leaders Antonio Costa and Ursula von der Leyen will be the chief 

guests at today’s celebrations. India and the EU are expected to finalise the free-

trade agreement (FTA) this week. 

Over the past several months, the policies and actions of the world’s biggest 

power, the United States (US), have challenged the very foundations of the 

global order. Not only has the assumption that the US will defend the post-war 

global order, of which it was the principal architect, been shattered, but it has 

also become the biggest risk to it. American President Donald Trump’s fixation 

with acquiring Greenland is the latest illustration in this context. Although Mr 

Trump dialled down the rhetoric in his Davos speech, it is now clear to European 

and other world leaders that the US is no longer a reliable partner, either in trade 

or security matters. Therefore, the possible agreement between India and the 

EU comes at a critical juncture, and it is fair to argue that the current global 

environment has increased the urgency. 

The US has also singled out India and imposed higher tariffs on the pretext 

of India’s import of Russian oil. Even if the India-EU FTA leaves some sensitive 

areas out of its scope, it will be a breakthrough for both sides. There are reports 

that issues like the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism are also likely 

to be addressed. However, India’s engagement goes beyond trade. Europe is also 

building defence capabilities, and India could be a partner in this endeavour. 

An India-EU summit may take engagements in this area further with mutual 

benefits. India has a deep interest in protecting a rule-based global order, and it 

should be part of arrangements that are willing to work in this direction. 

However, to be able to adjust to the new global order, which may not be as 

stable as the one being dismantled, India needs to improve its level of prepared-

ness in a variety of areas. The Indian republic will have to leverage its depth and 

diversity. The country needs to revisit its priorities and adjust to improve econ-

omic and social outcomes. This will also boost the chances of becoming a devel-

oped country by 1947. India needs reforms in all aspects of development. This 

is not to suggest that things are not improving, but the pace needs to be acceler-

ated.  India, for instance, has done extremely well in building physical and digi-

tal infrastructure over the past few years, which has improved productive 

capacity. The government is also working on deregulation. If done properly, it 

could become the single-biggest driver of growth in the coming years. Overall, 

there is little debate about what India wants and what it needs to do. The real 

issue is how it moves forward. In an unsupportive global environment, India 

needs to find its way quickly.

Digital intervention

As reported by this newspaper last week, the Union government is planning to 

link urea sales with digital farmer IDs (identities) under Agri Stack, starting with 

pilots in select districts. This would be an important step towards reforming 

India’s management of fertiliser subsidies. The aim is to reduce leakages, pre-

vent misuse, and make subsidy spending more eicient. The urgency is clear. 

Fertiliser subsidies are projected to reach ~1.9 trillion in 2025-26, well above the 

Budget Estimate of ~1.68 trillion. Over the past decade, such subsidies remained 

broadly stable at ~65,000 crore to ~80,000 crore between 2010-11 and 2019-20, 

before surging sharply after 2020, rising to ~1.57 trillion in 2021-22 

Despite decades of high spending, outcomes in fertiliser use and soil health 

remain weak. Urea consumption continues to rise, with 31.15 million tonnes sold 

between April and December 2025, nearly 4 per cent higher than in the same 

period last year. Heavy subsidies on urea have distorted nutrient use, skewing 

the nitrogen-phosphorus-potassium (NPK) ratio and encouraging excessive 

nitrogen application. Over time, this has reduced soil organic carbon and 

depleted essential micronutrients, weakening soil health and limiting yield 

gains. India is also heavily dependent on imports. This financial year, fertiliser 

imports rose by about 76 per cent to nearly $18 billion, with especially sharp 

increases in urea and diammonium phosphate (DAP). Imports expose India to 

global price volatility and external shocks, increasing fiscal uncertainty and 

import dependence. 

The policy backdrop also includes a broader push to digitise agricultural ser-

vices. Over 70 million farmers have digital IDs linked to land records under the 

Digital Agriculture Mission, with coverage expected to expand further. This digital 

foundation aims to make government schemes more transparent, targeted, and 

data-driven. However, challenges remain. Land records are still fragmented and 

unevenly updated across states, limiting their reliability. At the same time, digital 

literacy varies widely across rural India, and access to the internet that is reliable 

remains uneven. These gaps raise concerns about exclusion. If fertiliser subsidies 

are tightly linked to digital identities without adequate safeguards, marginal and 

tenant farmers, many of whom lack clear land documentation or struggle with 

digital interfaces, could be left out. This risk is relevant particularly because infor-

mal tenancy remains widespread and ownership records do not always reflect 

who actually cultivates the land. 

This makes the design of the reform as important as its intent. Thus, a phased 

rollout can help align fiscal objectives with soil sustainability and farm produc-

tivity. Such an approach shifts the focus from simply limiting fertiliser use to 

improving how fertilisers are used. Expenditure eiciency and soil revival are not 

competing goals. With well-designed digital linkage, science-based advisories, 

and strong inclusion safeguards, India can restrain subsidy growth while restor-

ing soil health and improving long-term agricultural productivity. Improved fiscal 

eiciency will also allow the government to increase capital expenditure in the 

agricultural sector.

Fiscal eiciency can go hand in hand with soil revival

India needs to find its way in an uncertain world

If there is one sort of person that one would deem 
extremely unlikely to deliver a bridge-burning speech 
that sets the world alight, it is a central banker. This is 
a profession that has been trained to say as little as 
possible, only as much as necessary, and as dis-
passionately as they can. 

Mark Carney may currently be Prime Minister of 
Canada, but he was unquestionably a central banker. 
Indeed, he was so much a central banker that two dif-
ferent central banks hired him. It was 
somewhat unexpected, therefore, that he 
became the star of this year’s World Econ-
omic Forum in Davos. 

Mr Carney delivered a speech that, 
while its delivery remained resolutely 
technocratic, had content that was 
notably rousing. He spoke of how the 
rule-based international order was “no 
longer functioning as advertised”, and 
how economic coercion was affecting 
policy decisions across the world. He 
argued that nations could only afford 
principle when they had reduced their 
vulnerabilities to such coercion. He 
called for diversification in their international out-
reach. (In response, United States (US) President 
Donald Trump declared that he is thinking of impos-
ing 100 per cent tariffs on Canada, thereby proving Mr 
Carney’s point.) 

But the core of his speech was a direct appeal to the 
“middle powers” of the world. They should, he argued, 
act together — because “if we’re not at the table, we’re 
on the menu”. These were nations that had benefited 
greatly from the era in which the world was first bipo-
lar and then unipolar, in which the Cold War or Wash-
ington’s lazy hegemony made talk of “norms” and the 
rule-based order real. Many of these nations today are 
coming to the recognition that, as Mr Carney pointed 
out, neither geography nor alliance memberships pro-

tect them from geopolitical turbulence — and that 
they do not have the power to go it alone, neither the 
market size nor the military capacity nor the leverage 
to set their own rules. 

Across the world, nations with comparable con-
cerns are trying to identify their own strengths and 
weaknesses and how they can turn the new global dis-
order to their own advantage. Canada, its Prime Min-
ister said, would use its control of energy resources and 

critical minerals to strike what bargains it 
could (he also mentioned its pension 
funds as a strategic asset). 

Others are drawing up similar lists. 
Indonesia has reorganised its entire for-
eign policy around resources like nickel, 
seeking to use its control of the trade in 
such metals to protect its autonomy and 
security and incentivise inward invest-
ment. Turkey has expertly played all sides 
in the Ukraine-Russia conflict, while also 
trying to recreate a new civilisational 
niche for itself as the centre of a broad and 
strategically significant Turkic belt. Saudi 
Arabia has thrown its vast treasury into 

multiple projects with which it intends to raise its pro-
file, some quixotic and others not, from intervention 
in Yemen and Sudan to grandiose building projects 
along the Red Sea. 

For many of them, this is an unfamiliar and 
uncomfortable exercise. The United Kingdom, for 
example, is not happy with the thought that it cannot 
go it alone. It has been decades since it was a dominant 
or even hegemonic power — but it has failed to escape 
the trap of thinking it still is one, an illusion that led to 
acts of self-harm such as Brexit. Today, however, it is 
stuck between the US and the European Union, 
trusted by neither, and protected by none. 

The failure to recognise that your time of great-
ness has either passed or not yet come is a grave 

danger to countries. It leads them to leave institu-
tions that protected them, such as Britain did; or to 
greatly overestimate their military and diplomatic 
strengths, as the Russia Federation did when it 
invaded Ukraine in 2022. Russia may have entered 
this century still with the trappings of a superpower; 
it will leave the Ukraine war, when it does, unques-
tionably as just another middle power, subordinate, 
economically at least, to China.   

Of course, it has nuclear weapons — but its use of 
them as a bargaining tool is reminiscent of how Turkey 
uses the Dardanelles or refugee populations, and 
Indonesia uses nickel and palm oil. It finds what it has 
that can threaten or benefit the world and uses it as 
pressure almost daily. 

The crucial part of this is that nobody can really go 
it alone — unless they are the US or, perhaps, the 
People’s Republic of China. Nobody is indispensable, 
and everyone is open to coercion. They can be truly 
protected only if they can create rational groupings to 
protect themselves -in Mr Carney’s words, “coalitions 
that work: Issues by issue, with partners who share 
enough common ground to act together”. Trying to 
negotiate bilaterally with a hegemon, whether the US 
or China, is merely the “performance of sovereignty”, 
he argued, since it is a negotiation from weakness. Brit-
ain, for example, has discovered this when it comes to 
the question of US tariffs, as it no longer has the ability 
to retaliate the way the European Union does and thus 
must accept whatever Washington hands out. 

Where does this leave India? Surely we are no 
longer a middle power of this sort? The Union external 
affairs minister has in the past said we are moving 
from being a “balancing” to a “leading” power. 

But what we know is that we are completely with-
out leverage in a Washington that has inexplicably 
turned against us; and have had to accept a new and 
unfavourable status quo on our northern border 
while quietly inviting the Chinese back into our 
economy. Of Mr Carney’s three criteria for great 
powers — market size, military capacity, and lever-
age — we have only one, and even our internal 
market is not quite large enough to dictate terms to 
the world. Our anaemic foreign direct investment 
numbers should tell us that. 

The middle powers of the world have to stand 
together in the face of great-power intimidation. The 
ones that are most vulnerable are not those that are the 
smallest but those that are trying to go it alone. What-
ever we may call ourselves today, whatever we may be 
a decade or two from now, at this precise point in his-
tory this is advice that applies to India as well. 

The Indian government is, according to news reports, 
in the final stages of setting up a high-level body to cut 
regulatory hurdles and red tape. The structure, oper-
ating under the National Manufacturing Mission, is 
meant to slash bureaucratic delays and help triple 
merchandise exports by 2035. Tripling exports in nine 
years implies a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) 
of around 13 per cent. Is this credible? In theory, 
nothing is impossible. China has shown that truly 
exceptional outcomes can be achieved under excep-
tional circumstances. In practice, however, sustaining 
export growth of this magnitude would 
require no lost years, a buoyant global 
trading system rather than the emerging 
“trade fortresses” triggered by United 
States (US) President Donald Trump’s 
tariffs, no global downturns, no pro-
longed policy slippage, and manufactur-
ing exports growing faster than gross 
domestic product (GDP) year after year 
for a decade. 

India would need, not merely a good 
run, but something close to the near-
peak performance that was once 
achieved by the Asian tigers in their best 
years. Even then, those episodes 
occurred when China was a minnow 
rather than the dominant force looming over global 
manufacturing and trade as it is today. If this is genu-
inely India’s ambition, history offers some instruc-
tive benchmarks. 

Consider first, South Korea: Perhaps the only 
country to have lifted itself from poverty to first-
world status within a single generation. Its best sus-
tained export boom was a CAGR of around 18 per 
cent between 1965 and 1985. Manufacturing 
expanded rapidly, moving from textiles to steel, 
automobiles, and electronics. The state played a cen-
tral role: The currency was undervalued, credit was 
directed, export targets were imposed, and firms 
were punished for missing them. South Korea was 
poor, wages were low, and global trade was expan-
ding rapidly. It also benefited from unusually close 
trade and geopolitical ties with the US. Taiwan fol-
lowed a similar trajectory. During 1965-80, its exports 
grew at roughly 16 per cent per year. The formula was 
dense clusters of small and medium-sized enter-

prises, deep supplier networks, aggressive technol-
ogy absorption and strong access to the American 
market. Taiwan managed double-digit export 
growth for around 15 years, again from a very low 
base and with low wages. 

More relevant for India are Thailand and Malay-
sia, both middle-income and democratic — or semi-
democratic — countries operating under 
constraints closer to India’s own. Thailand’s true 
export boom ran roughly from 1986 to 1996, before 
the Asian financial crisis, when merchandise 

exports grew at a CAGR of about 14 per 
cent. This was powered by a sharp 
devaluation of the baht in 1984, a surge 
of Japanese foreign direct investment, 
integration into regional production 
networks, labour-intensive manufac-
turing and electronics assembly, a pre-
dictable trade regime, and a global trade 
boom. Thailand became a classic late-
comer export platform. 

Meanwhile, Malaysia’s merchandise 
exports grew by almost 14 per cent per 
year between 1987 and 2000. The strat-
egy was aggressive export-promotion 
industrialisation through foreign 
investment in free-trade zones, mainly 

from Japan but also from Taiwan and South Korea, 
which were by then seeking lower-wage locations. 
By 1996, manufactured goods — especially electrical 
machinery and electronics — accounted for over 80 
per cent of total exports. A stable currency, export-
friendly policies, fast ports and customs clearance, a 
skilled semi-technical workforce and specialisation 
in electronics turned Malaysia into a key node in the 
global electronics supply chain. 

As Thailand and Malaysia ran into limits in more 
recent years, owing to messy politics and a lack of 
policy breakthroughs, a new Asian tiger emerged. 
Vietnam’s exports grew at around 14 per cent per 
year from 2005 to 2024, as it transformed from a 
minor regional exporter into a global manufacturing 
hub. It is the only large economy today sustaining 
tiger-like export growth. As labour costs rose in 
China and geopolitical tensions intensified, Viet-
nam became the preferred destination for multina-
tional firms such as Samsung, Apple’s contract 

manufacturers and Intel. 
Vietnam is also a “super-joiner” of trade agree-

ments, winning preferential or duty-free access to 
many of the world’s largest markets. In a striking 
case of corporate-led growth, Samsung alone 
accounts for nearly 13.4 per cent of Vietnam’s 
exports, with the country serving as the firm’s global 
smartphone production hub. Vietnam combines 
this with a young, literate, and disciplined workforce 
at costs significantly below those of China, and even 
Thailand and Malaysia. Despite global headwinds 
and tougher American trade policies, including a 
brief episode of “reciprocal tariffs” in early 2025, 
Vietnam recorded a $20 billion trade surplus in 2025 
and achieved GDP growth of 8 per cent. 

History suggests that sustaining export growth 
of around 13 per cent for a decade requires these con-
ditions: Cheap currency, strong central coordination 
and disciplined policy execution, a large surplus of 
labour at low wages, assured access to large and open 
markets, and a willingness to tolerate overcapacity 
and frequent failures. India currently possesses 
none of these in suicient measure. Instead, it faces 
headwinds from rising protectionism, aggressive 
dumping by China, and reforms that are often proce-
dural rather than outcome-oriented. 

What India does have in abundance is red tape 
such as licences, circulars, registrations, per-
missions, returns, displays, registers, challans, 
renewals, notices — all of which lead to corruption. 
According to a 2024 white paper by TeamLease Reg-
Tech, Indian businesses are subject to 1,536 Acts, 
translating into 69,233 compliances and 6,618 annual 
filings. Of these, 26,134 compliances prescribe 
imprisonment as a penalty for violations. Labour 
regulation alone accounts for 463 Acts (30.1 per cent), 
32,542 compliances (47 per cent) and 3,048 filings (46 
per cent). India’s weak manufacturing base, modest 
export performance, and dense regulatory thicket 
are not new problems. Successive governments have 
tried to address them through incremental tinker-
ing. The National Manufacturing Mission is one 
more, which was announced a year ago. The results 
have been and will be predictable.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is co-founder of www.moneylife.in and a 
trustee of the Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers 

No object is marketed with a greater 
sense of messianic promise than the 
electric vehicle. Here, we are told, is the 
corrective to centuries of environmental 
catastrophe as the price of material gain. 
Here is the antidote to climate change. 

Yet that framing has always sat 
uneasily alongside a troubling reality: 
Extracting and processing the raw 
materials needed to make the electric 
car’s central element — the batteries 
— entails its own environmental 
destruction, along with the exploita-
tion of workers. 

The journalist Nicolas Niarchos is 
intent on confronting us with this ten-
sion, transporting us on a world tour of its 
uncomfortable implications. His book, 
The Elements of Power: A Story of War, 
Technology, and the Dirtiest Supply Chain 
on Earth, is a deeply reported revelation 
of the human costs of mining the min-
erals on which those batteries depend, 
from cobalt in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo to nickel in Indonesia. 

His account is grounded in colonial 
history and extended into the present, 
with Chinese companies and migrant 
workers cast as the contemporary iter-
ations of the Belgians who tore up Congo 
and the Dutch who (principally) occu-
pied the archipelago now known as 
Indonesia, their violent adventures 
undertaken in pursuit of buried treasure. 

More broadly, he unravels the supply 
chain for lithium-ion batteries powering 
a vast range of consumer electronics, 
from the iPhone to laptop computers, 
extending accountability to American 

brands like Apple and Tesla. 
Niarchos is an intrepid and curious 

correspondent. He introduces us to so-
called artisanal miners in Congo, people 
who risk their lives and meagre fortunes 
in a harrowing effort to harvest valuable 
rocks from the earth. He takes us to the 
Indonesian island of Sulawesi, where 
Chinese companies and migrant workers 
have turned an isolated stretch of coast-
line into a teeming hive of processing 
plants for nickel mined at enormous 
scale, and where farmers decry the 
despoliation of the land. 

He examines the development of the 
lithium-ion battery industry in Japan. 
He tells the story of how China trans-
formed from a poor country full of 
bicycles into the world’s leading source 
of electric vehicles. 

Unfortunately, this trove of material 
is served up with scant attention to nar-
rative. The result is a book that is fre-
quently a bewildering slog. We are 
everywhere and nowhere, deprived of an 

overarching argument for why 
we must understand the 1970s 
oil crisis, the market reforms of 
the Chinese premier Deng 
Xiaoping or the chemistry of 
the cathode. The experience is 
like struggling to put together 
a complicated jigsaw puzzle 
without getting to look at the 
image on the box. 

Supply chains are com-
plex and vast, linking people 
and companies separated by 
borders and oceans. Their 
examination requires care-
fully executed journalistic 
strategies to engage the 
reader. We need a product to follow on 
its path to the marketplace, or well-
developed characters through whom we 
vicariously glean insights as they 
grapple with a problem. We need a cru-
cial question to chew on — a mission for 
our journey. 

At bare minimum, we need a narra-

tor who tells us why we are 
going where we are going, and 
what we hope to grasp when 
we get there. Niarchos abdi-
cates that fundamental duty, 
yanking us from here to there 
and back again absent any dis-
cernible organising principle. 
He withholds judgment, leav-
ing us to sift through ambigu-
ous implications as we try to 
assemble a coherent takeaway 
from an often overwhelming 
barrage of facts.  

 His rendering of how 
China emerged as the leader 
in electric vehicles properly 
puts the focus on effective 
industrial policy, and, 
especially, on the distribution 
of subsidies to Chinese buyers 

to get the market going. China alone has 
expended the brainpower and capital to 
assemble the supply chain for a truly 
mass-market electric vehicle industry. 
Laying out the messiness of that under-
taking is a worthy objective, but it does 
not obviate the need to deal with bigger 
questions: Is this industry part of the 

solution to climate change, or its own 
new plague? 

Niarchos does not wrestle with how 
China’s labour and environmental stan-
dards might be improved or whether, as 
he intimates throughout, we should 
simply fear China’s expanding reach. He 
delivers a public service in dispensing 
with the tempting idea that we should 
simply cease the extraction of minerals, 
given the damage. “To meet climate 
goals that will make a dent in global 
warming, we need to massively invest in 
environmentally responsible mining,” 
he concludes. 

What might that look like? The 
supply chain Niarchos investigates is 
full of perils and heartbreak — legit-
imate terrain for a book. But we are left 
unenlightened about whether the cur-
rent battery revolution is the beginning 
of something useful, or just another 
wrong turn. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is the global economic cor-
respondent for The Times and author of  
How the World Ran Out of Everything: 
Inside the Global Supply Chain  
©2026 The New York Times News Service
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