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T
he recently announced package of
₹69,725 crore, to revitalise India’s ship-
building and maritime ecosystem, is to

replace the package of 2015, which is set to expire
in March 2026. In the last 10 years, while lucra-
tive defence orders had kept some shipyards bu-
sy, only half-a-dozen small merchant ships or so
were built in all of India. India’s capacity to build
large merchant ships remains minuscule, which
the package hopes to expand to 4.5 million gross
tonnage. The plan is to upgrade shipyards for cut-
ting-edge technology and management princi-
ples, promote new yards in clusters housing fac-
tories for shipbuilding ancillaries, and support
shipowners for �nancing newbuilds. But key
questions remain over how this package will suc-
ceed as the earlier one was largely a failure.

Globally, shipbuilding has been honed into a
�ne art. In Korean, Japanese or even Chinese
yards, component blocks of large merchant ships
are prefabricated outside the actual dry dock and
moved to the dry dock, using cranes of say 1,000
tonnes, where they are welded together. The
yards are long enough to be assembly lines. In the
past, the metric was keel-laying-to-waterborne.
Today that takes just three to four months. It
takes just about a year from the process of �rst
steel to sea trials for a large merchant ship. Bar-
ring an exception or two, Indian yards are neith-
er long enough nor have the crane capacity and
space and capability to do the prefabs. Ancillar-
ies are another bottleneck. A turnaround of
about two to three years is the norm in India — or
two more years of capital sunk without returns.
This is a key reason for Indian shipowners not or-
dering new shipbuilds even if the subsidies in
previous policy addressed the issue of high ca-
pex. Shipyard upgrading should address this is-
sue. China, for instance, has thought through
shipbuilding in full and set up institutions to train
manpower. At this point, India will need to start
small, such as ships of 500 gross tonnage and
above. The bottleneck is that while terming ship
newbuilds as infrastructure has brought down
the cost of �nance through lower interest rates
and extended repayment schedules, this applies
only to large vessels. Incentives to promote ship-
building will need to include long-term o�take
possibilities. Indian shipowners do not see long-
term demand visibility for them to invest in new-
builds in Indian yards with cost overruns from
delays. For instance, India’s green fuel produc-
tion policy has seen projects to make and export
green fuels through Kakinada and Kochi but with-
out leveraging them to build green ships and do
the o�take as well. Long-term shipping contracts
and time charters, for imported coal from State-
owned power utilities and imported crude from
oil companies, will spur shipbuilding.

Upgrading shipyards  
Incentives for shipbuilding must include

long term o�take possibilities  

T
hree successive Sundays featuring match-
es involving India and Pakistan are a
broadcaster’s windfall dream. This rare

cricketing high will be played out when the sub-
continental rivals clash in the Asia Cup �nal at
Dubai this Sunday. Interestingly, since its incep-
tion from 1984, the continental tournament nev-
er featured an India-Pakistan summit clash. Ho-
wever, the latest prelude remains dull as the
contests over the last two weekends lacked sport-
ing thrills even if the political tension almost bor-
dered on the ‘war minus the shooting’ trope. Su-
ryakumar Yadav’s men overwhelmingly
dominated the jousts, yet dimmed their glory as
they remained churlish and refused the custom-
ary handshake with the opposition, a tradition in-
nate to the willow game and other sports. The Pa-
halgam terror strike and the resultant Operation
Sindoor are part of the backdrop, but if India felt
strongly about playing against its western neigh-
bour, then the protest could have been registered
by refusing to turn up for these particular games.
But walking into the park, playing the match and
still refusing to respect the game’s behavioural
protocols do not re�ect well on the Indian unit.
That there is no escaping the nationalism band-
wagon and the ensuing domestic pressures was
evident in the manner in which some of the Pa-
kistani players gesticulated.

Pakistani stars Sahibzada Farhan and Haris
Rauf are in the dock with the former using his bat
like a gun and the latter hinting at �ghter planes
being shot down. Meanwhile, Suryakumar’s refe-
rence to Pahalgam also came under the scanner.
In all this high-strung theatre of anger, India still
proved its superior mettle against all rivals, a
skill-advantage that was reiterated twice against
Pakistan. Opener Abhishek Sharma has been at
his riveting best, and his scalding form has forced
the opposition bowlers to constantly alter their
tactics. His Punjab mate Shubman Gill has also
�ourished against the men from across the Wa-
gah border. Among the bowlers, even if spear-
head Jasprit Bumrah draws attention, spinner
Kuldeep Yadav has been in his elements on the
dry, abrasive surfaces under West Asian skies.
The dip in quality of Indo-Pak tussles is a contrast
to the 1980s and 1990s when the games were con-
tested on an even keel. For Indian fans of a cer-
tain vintage, Javed Miandad’s last-ball six o� Che-
tan Sharma remains a bruise that never heals.
The current Asia Cup has revealed how far India
has progressed while Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Sri Lanka have stagnated. This Sunday, defending
champion India will step in as the favourite un-
less Shaheen Afridi and his fellow pacers spring
an ambush.

Bloody Sundays  
Cricket is getting overshadowed by

India-Pakistan political rivalry 

T
he Gen Z protests that erupted in
Kathmandu on September 8, 2025,
snowballed rapidly, taking the Nepal
government by surprise. The excessive

police reaction led to an explosion of public
anger, and the rapidly evolving situation forced
Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli to quit the
following day, creating a vacuum that even the
Gen Z protesters were unprepared for.

Following talks between the Gen Z
representatives and Chief of Army Sta� General
A.R. Sigdel, former Chief Justice Sushila Karki was
sworn in as interim Prime Minister on September
12, with the mandate to conduct fresh elections
within six months. The parliament was dissolved,
an apolitical cabinet of experts is taking shape,
and calm has returned to the streets.

Elections have been �xed for March 5, 2026
but questions persist. How will Gen Z organise
itself around a political platform? Will the
established political parties be ready? Meanwhile,
suggestions are afoot for amending the
constitution but this may open a Pandora’s box in
the absence of process legitimacy.

A turbulent phase in India’s neighbourhood
The decade of the 2020s has witnessed political
changes in India’s neighbourhood — in February
2021, the experiment with democracy in
Myanmar collapsed as the military assumed full
control; later in 2021, the Taliban returned to
Kabul as the U.S. withdrew from Afghanistan; in
mid-2022, the Aragalaya movement in Sri Lanka
forced President Gotabaya Rajapaksa to �ee the
country; in Pakistan in May 2023, the arrest of
former Prime Minister Imran Khan led to
widespread protests but the military took charge
of the situation; and, in August 2024, protests in
Bangladesh gathered momentum forcing Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina to quit and leave Dhaka. It
is hardly surprising that analysts would look for
patterns that can �t their models or conspiracy
theories.

However, each of these changes has its own
history. Sheikh Hasina had been in power since
2009 and the elections in January 2024 had been
disputed even as she cracked down on the
opposition. In Sri Lanka, the Rajapaksa family
had been ruling since 2004 with a short
interregnum. 

Myanmar and Pakistan have had long spells of
military rule; the military has remained in the
driver’s seat — openly as in Myanmar or behind
the scenes, as in Pakistan. Afghanistan followed
the familiar pattern of failed interventions by the
United States — since Vietnam in the 1960s, and
in 2021, when it had become apparent that
continued U.S. presence in Afghanistan would
not help matters.

If there are similarities, these are primarily the
dominant role played by the youth in the protests
and the higher levels of youth unemployment
compared to the total unemployment in these

societies. While overall unemployment levels in
Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri Lanka are between
4%-5%, youth unemployment is above 16% and in
Nepal, above 20%. 

Politically, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh have had
political stability given the long tenures of the
Rajapaksa brothers and Sheikh Hasina,
respectively, but this led to nepotism, corruption
and increasing disdain for democratic
accountability.

Nepal’s political transition
In contrast, Nepal’s political trajectory has been
di�erent with frequent government changes.
Since 2015, when the constitution was adopted,
there were seven governments but with the same
leaders playing musical chairs, UML leader Oli
thrice and both Maoist leader Prachanda and NC
leader Sher Bahadur Deuba, each twice. It
created a curious internal stability where
cronyism, nepotism and corruption �ourished,
within the outward instability that prevented job
growth and economic development.

Nepal’s political transition began 35 years ago.
The 1990 Jan Aandolan replaced Panchayati Raj
with multi-party democracy and circumscribed
the monarchy to a constitutional role. However,
intra-party rivalries provided a fertile ground for
the monarchy to play favourites. A Maoist
insurgency surfaced in 1996 and over a decade,
gradually engulfed large parts of the country
claiming 17,000 lives.

It took 17 years before the political parties
came together to work out a peace process that
permitted the Maoists to come overground and
emerge as a political party. During this period,
there were 15 changes of government and one
spell of direct rule by King Gyanendra that
sparked the second Jan Aandolan in 2006, forcing
him to restore parliament and the elected
government.

In 2008, an elected Constituent Assembly
declared Nepal to be a republic ending the
240-year-old monarchy and began drafting a
constitution for a federal republic. Instead of the
given two-year deadline, the constitution was
promulgated after seven years in 2015. More time
was spent on government formations and these
seven years witnessed six Prime Ministers. Maoist
leaders served twice, UML leaders twice, the NC
once and an interim government was created
under Chief Justice Khil Raj Regmi for electing a
second Constituent Assembly in 2013.

The Jan Aandolans, in 1990 and 2006, were
spearheaded by political parties to wrest political
power from the monarchy. But the 2025 protests
re�ect a broader frustration with political leaders
of all political parties, for misusing coalition
politics to amass personal wealth.

President Ramchandra Paudel has reiterated
that he will observe the constitution and has
sought to justify concerns about the appointment
of an Interim Prime Minister by citing Article 61.

Article 61 merely directs the President to
“promote the national unity” and “to abide by
and protect the Constitution”. Since a state of
national emergency was not declared, Gen. Sigdel
played a political role in identifying and holding
consultations with the Gen Z representatives. The
army also moved targeted leaders and Ministers
into military cantonments for their security.
Clearly, Mr. Paudel depended on the army
because it is the only institution that enjoys social
respect.

Ms. Karki has identi�ed three priorities for the
Interim Government — to ensure elections on
March 5; to �x accountability for the use of
excessive force by the police and the arson and
vandalism; and to expose and prosecute
corruption in high political o�ce. The second
and third will be di�cult as there are reports of
politically a�liated gangs in�ltrating the Gen Z
protests, and fast track prosecutions in Nepal’s
justice system are unheard of.

There is a growing sentiment that the 2015
constitution that introduced a 275 member House
of Representatives with First Past The Post (165
seats) and Proportional Representation (110 seats)
somehow prevents the emergence of a majority
government. Other ideas doing the rounds are to
introduce a directly elected executive and do
away with federalism by empowering local
bodies. Pushing such ideas through a
constitutional commission and national
referendums could create more di�culties. Any
dilution of federalism or Proportional
Representation system is bound to spark protests
among the Madhesis, Janjati and Tharu
communities.

Such moves into uncharted political territory
and questionable legitimacy run contrary to Mr.
Paudel’s assurance of abiding by the constitution
and may jeopardise the election schedule.
Established political parties need time for an
internal leadership churn that the old timers will
resist. New political forces led by youth leaders
will emerge and it is likely that some
pro-monarchy elements may also sense an
opportunity to recover lost ground.

Focus should be on fair elections
Fortunately, India has escaped criticism in
Nepal’s media in connection with the political
turmoil. The restrained o�cial statements and
the phone call by Prime Minister Narendra Modi
on September 18, to congratulate Ms. Karki,
convey condolences over the loss of life, and
assure full support to Nepal, keeps
communication channels open.

Peaceful, free and fair elections on March 5
would be the best way forward for Nepal. Any
other ambitious moves by vested interests would
only increase uncertainties, generating mistrust
and insecurity in which the political gains of the
last two decades towards a more democratic and
inclusive Nepal would be at risk.

The turmoil in Kathmandu, the road ahead for Nepal 

Rakesh Sood
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The goal should
be to ensure
fair elections so
that the
political gains
of the last two
decades
towards a more
democratic and
inclusive Nepal
are not
squandered

P
raise has been showered on Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s charismatic
presence and organisational leadership.

Less understood and known is the
professionalism which characterises his work — a
relentless work ethic that has evolved over
decades when he was the Chief Minister of
Gujarat and later Prime Minister of India.

What sets him apart is not a talent for
spectacle but a discipline that turns vision into
durable systems. It is action anchored in duty,
measured by di�erence on the ground.

A charter for shared work
That ethic framed the Prime Minister’s
Independence Day address from the Red Fort,
this year. It was a charter for shared work:
citizens, scientists, start-ups and States were
invited to co-author Viksit Bharat. Ambitions in
deep technology, clean growth and resilient
supply chains were set out as practical
programmes, with Jan Bhagidari, the partnership
between a platform-building state and an
enterprising people, as the method.

The recent simpli�cation of the Goods and
Services Tax (GST) structure re�ects this method.
By paring down slabs and ironing out friction
points, the GST Council has lowered compliance
costs for small �rms and quickened pass-through
to households. The Prime Minister’s focus was
not on abstract revenue curves but on whether
the average citizen or small trader would feel the
change quickly. This instinct echoes the
cooperative federalism that has guided the GST
Council: States and the Centre debating
rigorously, but all working within a system that
adapts to conditions rather than remaining
frozen. Policy is treated as a living instrument,
tuned to the economy’s rhythm rather than a
monument preserved for symmetry on paper.

I recently requested a 15- minute slot to meet

the Prime Minister and was struck by the depth
and range that he brought to the discussion —
micro details and macro linkages that were held
together in a single frame. It turned into a 45
minute meeting. Colleagues told me later that he
had spent more than two hours preparing,
reading through notes, data and
counter-arguments. That level of homework is the
working norm he sets for himself and expects of
the system.

A focus on the citizen
Much of India’s recent progress rests on
plumbing and systems which are designed to
ensure dignity to our citizens. The triad of digital
identity, universal bank accounts and real-time
payments has turned inclusion into
infrastructure. Bene�ts move directly to veri�ed
citizens, leakages shrink by design, small
businesses enjoy predictable cash �ow, and
policy is tuned by data rather than anecdote.
Antyodaya — the rise of the last citizen — becomes
a standard, not a slogan and remains the litmus
test of every scheme, programme and �le that
makes it to the Prime Minister’s O�ce.

I had the privilege to witness this once again,
recently, at Numaligarh, Assam, during the
launch of India’s �rst bamboo-based 2G ethanol
plant. Standing with engineers, farmers and
technical experts, the Prime Minister’s queries
went straight to the hinge points: how will farmer
payments be credited the same day? Can genetic
engineering create bamboo that grows faster and
increases the length of bamboo stem between
nodes? Can critical enzymes be indigenised? Is
every component of bamboo, stalk, leaf, residue,
being put to economic use, from ethanol to
furfural to green acetic acid?

The discussion was not limited to technology.
It widened to logistics, the resilience of the
supply chain, and the global carbon footprint.

There was clarity of brief, precision in detail and
insistence that the last person in the chain must
be the �rst bene�ciary.

The same clarity animates India’s economic
statecraft. In energy, a diversi�ed supplier basket
and calm, �rm purchasing have kept India’s
interests secure in volatile times. On more than
one occasion abroad, I carried a strikingly simple
brief: secure supplies, maintain a�ordability, and
keep Indian consumers at the centre. That clarity
was respected, and negotiations moved forward
more smoothly.

National security, too, has been approached
without theatre. Operations that are conducted
with resolve and restraint — clear aim,
operational freedom to the forces, protection of
innocents. The ethic is identical: do the hard
work, let outcomes speak.

The work culture
Behind these choices lies a distinctive working
style. Discussions are civil but unsparing;
competing views are welcomed, drift is not. After
hearing the room, he reduces a thick dossier to
the essential alternatives, assigns responsibility
and names the metric that will decide success.
The best argument, not the loudest, prevails;
preparation is rewarded; follow-up is relentless.

It is no accident that the Prime Minister’s
birthday falls on Vishwakarma Jayanti, the day of
the divine architect. The parallel is not literal but
instructive: in public life, the most enduring
monuments are institutions, platforms and
standards. For the citizen, performance is a
bene�t that arrives on time and a price that stays
fair. For the enterprise, it is policy clarity and a
credible path to expand. For the state, it is
systems that hold under stress and improve with
use. That is the measure by which Narendra Modi
should be seen, shaping the next chapter of the
Indian story.

Shaping the next chapter of the Indian story 

Hardeep S. Puri 
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Leh protests
It is saddening that idyllic
Ladakh experienced
violence (Front page,
September 26). When
Jammu and Kashmir was
bifurcated, as Union
Territories, the streets in
Leh erupted in jubilation.
Just a few years later, the
same streets have
witnessed violent protests
by locals demanding
Statehood. Prolonged

Unfortunately, the United
Nations is a white elephant
and unable to resolve
conflicts of this nature. It
dances to the tunes of
major western countries.
Russia should see reason
and stop the war with
Ukraine.

Govardhana Myneedu,
Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh

Fighting Russia’s war
It was not surprising to read
the report, “Sri Lankans
being tra�icked to fight
Russia’s war in Ukraine: UN
expert” (‘World’ page,
September 26). The world is
now witness to all kinds of
misadventures using
unemployed youth in poor
countries. What a terrible
way to recruit a mercenary
army. It deserves to be
condemned by one and all.

The U.S. President Donald
Trump’s denunciation of the
United Nations as
ine�ective could be bluntly
amusing but for the two
devastating wars now
playing out endlessly and
the institution being
crippled by design. Until the
veto is dismantled or
diluted, the UN will be no
arbiter of world order.
R. Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai

Kingdom, France, Russia
and China wield the veto
not as a safeguard of peace
but as a weapon of
manipulation. Conflicts
fester and humanitarian
crises deepen because
resolutions stand blocked at
the altar of geopolitics.
From Syria to Ukraine to
Palestine, the United
Nations stays reduced to a
rhetoric of great powers
playing out their rivalries.

unrest in Ladakh is not
good for the country as it
borders Pakistan and China. 
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,

Hyderabad

State of the UN
The United Nations was
meant to embody collective
security. Instead, it has
become hostage to the
narrow interests of its five
permanent members. The
United States, the United
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GROUND ZERO

U
ntil a year ago, Amit Kirtaniya, 33,
would tremble with fear every time he
heard the sound of a utensil dropping
on the �oor. The clatter would disrupt

his sleep and bring back traumatic memories.
On June 5, 2023, Kirtaniya, a constable with

the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF), and two
of his colleagues were patrolling the hills of Bija-
pur district in Chhattisgarh after receiving infor-
mation that Maoists were on the move. Suddenly,
there was an explosion. “We were thrown in the
air in di�erent directions,” Kirtaniya recalls.

The three men lay bleeding on the hill. A few
hours later, a rescue team arrived and �ew them
by chopper to a government hospital nearby.

The area had been �lled with Improvised Ex-
plosive Devices (IED), Kirtaniya says. Having
stepped on one, he lost both legs, sustained 95%
physical disability in his right arm, and lost vi-

sion in his right eye.
“A day later, I was airlifted by an air am-

bulance to Delhi’s All India Institute of
Medical Sciences (AIIMS) where I was ad-

mitted for 15 days,” he says. “I was awake
and conscious. The doctors sought my permis-

sion to amputate my legs above the knee. I had
watched a viral video which gave me hope that I
would be able to walk again with arti�cial limbs.
So, I agreed.”

The CRPF, one of the seven Central Armed
Police Forces (CAPF) in India, helped him get ar-
ti�cial limbs last April at the National Centre for
Divyang Empowerment (NCDE) in Hyderabad.
Divyang, which means divine body part, was a
term introduced by Prime Minister Narendra Mo-
di in 2015 to refer to persons with disabilities.

Located at the CRPF Group Centre in Hakim-
pet, on the outskirts of Hyderabad in Telangana’s
Rangareddy district, the NCDE is the only facility
of its kind in the country. Conceived by former
CRPF chief, Dr. A.P. Maheshwari, and inaugurat-
ed in December 2020, the NCDE is an exclusive
facility for training CAPF personnel who su�er
injuries and become physically challenged in the
line of duty. In just �ve years, the NCDE has
trained over 219 ‘Divyang warriors’, as they are
called on campus, producing medal-winning pa-
ra athletes and skilled IT professionals.

Infrastructural support 

The NCDE has a sprawling campus. It has about
180 barracks, each divided into 10x10 feet cubi-
cles �tted with a table, chair, wardrobe with ad-
justable handles, a motorised bed, a shoe rack,
and a window. Of the barracks, more than 100
are wheelchair-friendly, complete with attendant
support. It is common to see Divyang warriors
rise from their wheelchairs to salute superiors.

The campus is equipped with wide ramps and
elevators, and motorised buggies and vans to fer-
ry trainees across its grounds. A hospital behind
its main complex was built to handle emergen-
cies. The Renault Group, a French multinational
automobile manufacturer, has pledged motor-

ised wheelchairs, sports chairs, and a bus by No-
vember 2025, signalling further expansion of
mobility support to the personnel on campus.

Kirtaniya says the arti�cial limbs were uncom-
fortable at �rst, but have now become a part of
him. “I remove them while resting or sleeping. It
takes 5-7 minutes to wear the entire gear, which
requires servicing too. In the monsoon season,
the equipment retains moisture and needs furth-
er maintenance,” he says.

The constable, who used to trek for miles in
jungles wearing a bulletproof jacket and carrying
a gun, has been training to be an archer at the
NCDE for the last one and a half years. His batch
consists of 20 trainees. Seven of them have alrea-
dy been selected for national games ranging
from archery to discus throw. The trainees are al-
so provided skill development classes in IT,
which are run in collaboration with BITS Pilani.

Kirtaniya’s e�orts have resulted in some suc-
cess. The father of two children won two medals
— a bronze and a silver — at the Khelo India Para
Games this year. He is happy, but says he misses
the jungles. “I trained to be a �ghter, but now I
am a sportsperson,” he says.

The physical training infrastructure at the
campus is comprehensive. A ramp leads to a ful-
ly equipped gym, tailored for the needs of per-
sons with disabilities, with specially designed
machines calibrated to their strengths and re-
quirements. Physiotherapists guide them
through sessions that focus on improving gait,
strengthening arms, and shedding excess weight
gained during recovery. Separate physiotherapy
rooms o�er focused exercises to restore mobility.

At a meditation hall, two daily sessions of
deep relaxation, mindfulness, and progressive
muscle relaxation are conducted to reduce
stress, anxiety, and minimise trauma. The coun-
selling wing, led by specialists, focuses on post-
traumatic stress disorder and trauma care. The
wing also often handles cases of candidates who
feel suicidal.

“Our goal is to instil con�dence in the people
here so that they can lead a digni�ed life even

with a physical disability,” says Dr. K. Nagarjuna,
a clinical psychologist at the wing.

The risk of dangerous operations 

The CRPF is the main force deployed for anti-
Maoist operations. In the 38 districts in India af-
fected by Left Wing Extremism (LWE), 15 were lo-
cated in Chhattisgarh in 2024. Following a direc-
tive by the Union Ministry of Home A�airs,
security forces have intensi�ed operations in
LWE-a�ected States, particularly Chhattisgarh,
since 2023. Continuous operations have led to a
sharp decline in LWE-a�ected districts from 126
in 2013 to 18 districts in April 2025. Four of the six
most a�ected districts are in Chhattisgarh, ac-
cording to data from the Ministry. 

However, these operations have also led to ma-
ny grievous injuries. Since 2016, at least 46 CRPF
personnel have lost limbs in IED explosions in
LWE-a�ected areas. In 2023, 10 personnel had to
undergo amputations as their limbs were dam-
aged in explosions.

On July 27, Union Home Secretary Govind Mo-
han said that CAPF personnel who get severely
injured during operations and have to undergo
amputation will be allowed to continue in service
until retirement with all the bene�ts. Mohan said
the government will ensure that the best medical
facilities and technology are available for limb re-
placement surgery for CAPF personnel.

Until July 30 this year, the NCDE had facilitated
the �tment of 106 arti�cial limbs while 135 �t-
ments are under process. Rehabilitation includes
personnel who su�er bullet wounds and injuries
from road accidents while on their way to duty or
on leave. 

According to Veer Raju, Deputy Inspector
General, CRPF, who is in charge of the NCDE, the
a�ected personnel are screened when they come
to the institute. Based on their level of interest,
they are assigned jobs. Some opt for sports, while
others help gather intelligence through data min-
ing or monitor social media.

The personnel usually stay on campus for one
two months, sometimes with their families.
Those who are selected for sports stay on campus
permanently. Those who leave, after undergoing
tests, get clerical or desk jobs. 

“The NCDE caters to the rehabilitation of all
CAPF personnel who are injured while �ghting
LWE, terrorists, or insurgency in the Northeast.
One of the most di�cult tasks for the CRPF is to
operate in LWE areas, where Maoists frequently
plant bombs to demoralise troops. The injured
personnel endure trauma all their lives, so we
want to instil hope in them,” he says. 

The o�cer adds that injured jawans have the
‘phantom limb syndrome’, a condition where in-
dividuals who have had a limb amputated conti-
nue to feel sensations such as pain, as if they still
have a limb. “They have to be counselled,” he
says. “This syndrome has to be managed syste-
matically and scienti�cally.”

Raju adds that unlike para athletes born with
physical challenges, CAPF personnel have to
adapt to the sudden bodily changes. “Some of the
injured personnel are now participating in games
at the national level and planning to compete in
international games. They are soldiers who are
determined and motivated. At one point, they
stayed in jungles for 15 days at a stretch, walking
40-50 kilometres with weapons and bags weigh-
ing 10-15 kilogrammes. That kind of survival stra-
tegy comes in handy when they switch to sports.”

Winning medals 

Toman Kumar, posted as a constable at the CRPF
Group Centre in Raipur, is part of the sixth batch
of the NCDE. Kumar’s life changed on February
12, 2022, when he su�ered grievous injuries in an
IED blast during operations with the 209 Com-
mando Battalion for Resolute Action, an elite spe-
cial operations unit of the CRPF. His left leg was
amputated above the knee, and he was admitted

for extensive rehabilitation.
On October 27, 2023, he received his limb �t-

ment at the NCDE. Under the guidance of his
coach, Pankaj, Kumar trained in archery and was
inducted into the para archery team at the na-
tional level in 2024. Kumar won a silver medal at
the 13th All India Police meet, a gold and two sil-
ver medals at the 6th Para Nationals 2025, and a
silver at the 2nd Khelo India Games 2025. He
ranked seventh at the European Para Archery
Cup in Rome, eighth at the Asian Para Archery
Championships in Beijing, and fourth at the Para
Archery World Ranking event in the Czech Repu-
blic. Now, all eyes are on him at the ongoing
World Archery Para Championships in Gwangju,
Korea. The centre has arranged a live link to
watch him perform, and anticipation runs high.

A senior government o�cial says CAPF per-
sonnel have to be physically �t to be eligible for
promotions. After a CAPF personnel is injured in
an operation, a medical board is constituted to
decide if they are employable with the existing
disabilities. “If the board decides that the person-
nel are not �t to continue in service, they are
compulsorily retired but are given full pension
and other �nancial entitlements. However, if the
board rules otherwise, they are accommodated
in other roles,” says the o�cial.

The o�cial says good quality prosthetics are
expensive. Often the reimbursement of the cost
incurred is according to the rates decided by the
Central Government Health Scheme (CGHS). The
CAPF’s welfare fund was used to meet the short-
fall, but this was not found to be enough as the
CGHS rates for prostheses have not been changed
since 2014. In April, the government decided to
use the money from the Bharat Ke Veer platform,
launched by then Home Minister Rajnath Singh
in 2017 to help the families of paramilitary per-
sonnel killed in combat operations. It was regis-
tered as a trust in 2018 and the donations were
exempted from income tax.

The beginnings

Former CRPF Director General A.P Maheshwari,
who started the NCDE, says, “In 2012 when I was
posted as an Inspector General with the CRPF, I
met a jawan who lost both his legs in an IED ex-
plosion in Jharkhand. When he was o�ered com-
pensation, he asked me, ‘What will I do with the
money?’ Sometimes they were assigned roles as
telephone operators or they were made to sit at a
ration shop. That is when I decided that someth-
ing should be done to give them a digni�ed life.”

Maheshwari says it took another eight years
for NCDE to materialise. Now it serves as a single-
window system to address the grievances of
physically disabled troops. He says it was a mat-
ter of concern that an increasing number of per-
sonnel were losing limbs on duty. And while the
government was providing a �nancial package
for them, the real challenge was to re-employ
them as many were being “boarded out” due to
the physical disabilities. “That also had an ad-
verse psychological impact on other soldiers who
thought that if they lost their limbs, they would
also be in a similar position,” Maheshwari says.

The o�cer adds, “While there were e�orts by
the government, they were decentralised. De-
pending on the rank, the personnel had to run
from one o�ce to another to get medically exa-
mined, get the limbs sanctioned. Now, everyth-
ing is available at one centre. The idea is that they
should not feel helpless or worthless.”

Sanjit Singh Rawat, who has been training the
para-shooting team for the past two years, says,
“I used to train able-bodied athletes earlier. I �nd
that para-athletics have stronger willpower. We
train them to improve their mental strength and
also focus on their wellness.”

Aiming high

Constable Ramanuj Kumar, 33, was a navigator. His
job was to lead the team with the help of GPS coor-
dinates. On June 14, 2020, he stepped on an IED in
Chhattisgarh and lost his right leg below the knee.

“I saw my leg �y in the air and fall into the
bushes. The other leg was badly injured. More
than pain, I remember feeling a burning sensa-
tion. While one leg was cut below the knee, the
other was amputated above the knee. Initially, I
fell down multiple times from my bed. I used to
wake up at night to go to the bathroom or to fetch
water thinking I still have legs,” Kumar says.

The constable has embraced shot put and dis-
cus throw as part of the “second innings” of his
life. The gym and physiotherapy facilities at the
NCDE, with specially designed equipment and a
separate physiotherapy room, have helped him
strengthen his arms and improve his gait. He also
attends meditation sessions.

“I do not want friends and family to look at me
with pity. I came to the NCDE and took to sports.
When they were screening me for eligibility, I
used to rank last in the games. I told myself, ‘If
others can do it, why not me?’ With practice I im-
proved and I have won �ve medals at the national
level,” Kumar says.

Kumar is also focusing on strength training.
“Since I go to the gym regularly, my prostheses
require frequent servicing and maintenance. Af-
ter getting arti�cial limbs, and due to the uneven
structure of my legs, I faced trouble while balanc-
ing my walk, but I am used to it now. I want to go
international. I know it’s a long way but I am
working towards it,” says Kumar, whose display
picture on WhatsApp shows him posing in the
forests of Chhattisgarh in a camou�age uniform
and ankle-length boots, holding an AK-47 ri�e.

vijaita.singh@thehindu.co.in

naveen.kumar@thehindu.co.in

Amit Kirtaniya at a practice session at the National Centre for Divyang Empowerment in Rangareddy district. In June 2023, after stepping on an IED, Kirtaniya lost both legs, sustained 95% physical disability in his right arm,

and lost vision in his right eye. NAGARA GOPAL 

Giving warriors a
�ghting chance 
In 2020, the National Centre for Divyang Empowerment was established as an exclusive facility for training

CAPF personnel who su�er injuries and become physically challenged in the line of duty. In �ve years, the centre

has trained 219 ‘Divyang warriors’, producing medal-winning para-athletes and IT professionals. Vijaita Singh

and Naveen Kumar report on how the facilities on campus give the injured a new lease of life 

Our goal is
to instil
con�dence
in the
people here
so that they
can lead a
digni�ed life
even with a
physical
disability. 

DR. K.
NAGARJUNA
Clinical
psychologist 

I used to rank last in the games. I told myself,
‘If others can do it, why not me?’ With
practice I improved and I have won �ve
medals at the national level.

RAMANUJ KUMAR
Constable

A badminton practice session at the National Centre for Divyang

Empowerment. NAGARA GOPAL 



G
lobal growth outlook is
weak. Inflation
expectations are fairly
anchored in large
economies, except in the

US. Hence, most central banks are
pursuing an accommodative monetary
policy. Even in the US, where retail
inflation was 2.9 per cent in August, the
US Fed cut the policy rate by 25 basis
points (bps) to 4.0-4.25 per cent on
September 17. 

Indications suggest that two rate cuts
in the US are likely during the remainder
of 2025, with the rate-cutting cycle
potentially spilling over into 2026. The
US Fed weighed labour market
weaknesses more seriously than retail
inflation, even if it remained above the 2
per cent target.

Despite global headwinds amid
geopolitical and tari�-related
uncertainties, India’s growth
momentum has been resilient so far.
India’s June quarter real GDP growth at
7.8 per cent instils hope that India is on
track to deliver at least 6.5 per cent GDP
growth in FY26, notwithstanding the
likely adverse impact of global
developments. 

A setback to external demand due to
prevailing uncertainties may be largely
o�set by an increase in domestic
demand following GST rationalisation
that came into from September 22,
before the festive season begins. Fitch
Ratings recently upgraded India’s GDP
growth forecast to 6.9 per cent for FY26.

According to the first advance
estimates, India’s foodgrain production
in the 2025-26 crop year may be 362.5
million tonnes, 2.4 per cent higher than
last year’s record production of 354
million tonnes, due to the above-average
south-west monsoon this year so far.

GROWTH CONCERNS

Behind the prospect of India’s resilient
growth, a few lurking concerns exist.
First, the nominal GDP growth in
Q1FY26 at 8.8 per cent was one of the
lowest since the Covid crisis.
Spectacular real GDP growth in Q1FY26
was largely attributed to the low GDP
deflator growth (1 per cent).

Second, at the current rate of nominal
GDP growth, if the GDP deflator
increases, real GDP growth will
decelerate. The composition of India’s
GDP deflator roughly corresponds to 25
per cent of CPI inflation and 75 per cent
of WPI inflation. The WPI inflation,
which was low/negative in the first
quarter, has already reached positive
territory (0.52 per cent) since August.
Although the price outlook remains
benign, both CPI and WPI inflation
might have bottomed out.

Third, if the nominal GDP growth
remains low, it would adversely a�ect
the fiscal arithmetic, particularly the

GFD-GDP ratio. Additionally, revenue
losses due to GST cuts could further
strain finances. The government has
some fiscal space due to large profit
transfer from the RBI, as well as the
likely disinvestment/strategic sale of
IDBI shares in FY26. However, strict
fiscal consolidation is not advisable as it
may harm growth.

Fourth, last year’s second-half GDP
growth was higher than in the first half.
Hence, H2FY26 growth rate will be
modest due to the high base e�ect.

Fifth, in contrast to an average IIP
growth of 2 per cent, the manufacturing

gross value-added growth of 7.7 per cent
in Q1FY26 was eye-catching. The
corporate sector sales growth in India
was subdued in Q1FY26. As the
discrepancy in GVA data is large, a
downward revision of manufacturing
growth in Q1FY26 cannot be ruled out.

WEAK TRANSMISSION

The RBI’s 100 bps rate cut in this cycle
has not adequately benefited the
corporate sector. Monetary policy
transmission to lending rates has slowed
down due to the neutral policy stance
being pursued by the RBI since June
2025. 

Some banks have reportedly raised
lending rates in certain segments. Big
corporates still prefer to borrow from
abroad, as evidenced by the rise in
external commercial borrowings in
Q1FY26.

The 10-year G-sec yield, which has
been falling since March 2025, has
trended upward since May, making
government borrowing costly. The
market believes that the RBI may not cut
the repo rate further as GDP growth has
been robust.

POLICY IMPERATIVES

Even if India grows between 6.5 per cent
and 6.75 per cent in FY26, it would be
below its potential of 7-7.5 per cent. Any
excuse to grow below potential would be
a lost opportunity. The resilience of the
economy has been assiduously built over
the last decade by pursuing several
structural reforms. This needs to be
carried forward with the right mix of
both monetary and fiscal policies.

Likely improvement in domestic
demand following tax breaks — both
income tax and GST — may be wasted if
the manufacturing sector refrains from
investment due to high real interest rate.
India’s real policy rate is one of the
highest among its peers (see Table).

The US Fed and the Bank of England
have been balancing between growth
and inflation. Unlike the Fed/Bank of
England, the RBI is unequivocally
positioned to support growth as India’s
current inflation is well below the
US/UK retail inflation.

India’s price situation is extremely
benign and expected to remain so, at
least for a year, mostly due to a bumper
harvest this year and GST rate cuts on
several essential commodities. Hence,
there is an opportunity for the MPC to
cut the repo rate by 25 bps in October. 

A dovish forward guidance is also
needed to cut the repo rate further if
inflation expectations/forecasts remain
below 4 per cent, which is most likely. To
accelerate transmission to lending
rates/yield rates, the RBI should keep
enough liquidity in the system.

The writer is Chief Economic Adviser, AU Small Finance
Bank; and the former Head of the Monetary Policy
Department, RBI. Views expressed are personal

No excuse for growing
below potential

REUTERS

The resilience of the
economy has been
assiduously built over the
last decade by pursuing
several structural reforms.
This needs to be carried
forward with the right 
mix of both monetary and
fiscal policies

GROWTH PANGS. The IT breaks and GST rate rationalisation 
would be wasted if India Inc doesn’t invest
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T
he rupee has explored new lows in recent
days, and is within touching distance of 90
to a dollar. Yet, it is worth noting that the

slide of about 3.5 per cent in the present quarter,
comparable to the rupee’s decline soon after the
Ukraine war, is no real cause for alarm. With
inflation in check (and not acting as a depreciation
trigger), forex reserves comfortable and the current
account deficit (CAD) under control, the rupee’s fall
this time seems largely sentiment-driven. 

It is just as well that the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) has chosen to intervene lightly,
rather than furiously inject dollars into the
market to stem the decline — marking a
departure from its heavy interventions in
late 2024, and up to February this year.
Apart from forex releases impacting
reserves, they also drain domestic liquidity,
a situation that India cannot a�ord when it
is trying to promote credit at low interest
rates. There could be other motivations for
the RBI’s hands-o� approach. First, it is
allowing the rupee to slide to o�set the
tari� cost impact as well as the loss of tari�
competitiveness vis-a-vis emerging
economies. Second, any e�ort to smoothen
out rupee volatility, as was alleged with
respect to 2023 and 2024, could once again
invite criticism on India managing its
currency. The RBI is right in adopting a
light-touch approach. Yet, it should not
allow the market to speculate on the rupee
level itself, and second-guess its actions. In
this respect, it needs to reckon with the fact
the rupee fall has been a contrast to the
appreciation of emerging markets’
currencies against the dollar in 2025,
possibly due to skittish capital flows and
geo-political uncertainty.

The fall in the rupee has been triggered
by two immediate factors: the above 50 per
cent penal tari�s imposed by the US and
the huge hike in H-1B visa fees. These may
hurt goods and services exports, besides
remittances. However, even a rise in CAD
(trade balance and remittances) from 0.6
per cent to 1.2 per cent of GDP, estimated
by economy observers, is unlikely to upset
the balance of payments apple-cart. Of
course, any geopolitical shock that drives
up commodity prices could lead to a
di�erent scenario. But as a recent analysis
by this newspaper points out, while foreign
portfolio investors have pulled out
₹1,38,580 crore ($15 billion) from equities
this calendar year, their net investment in
debt has been over ₹50,000 crore ($5.5
billion). According to the RBI’s September
Bulletin, overall net foreign portfolio
investment this month, in fact, turned
positive up till September 18, sustained by
debt inflows on the US Fed rate cut. India’s
debt profile has been looking up with the
S&P upgrade, as well as inclusion in global
bond indices. Besides, net FDI flows
reached a 38-month high in July. 

There has also been a shift to gold in
these turbulent times, even as the US debt
situation and overvalued markets have
been cause for concern. India should stick
to keeping its growth up, notwithstanding
these global headwinds. 

Rupee tantrums 
RBI adopts right approach so far in managing Re fall 
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Digital tweaks
This refers to the report ‘Two-step
authentication mandatory for digital
payments from April 2026’
(September 26). The much-needed
new procedure for conducting digital
transfers, which the RBI has planned
to enforce from next April, will be a
gamechanger in reducing the
country's rising cases of cyber theft,
which totalled nearly ₹23,000 crore
last year. What makes the initiative
notable is that banks may go beyond
two-factor authentication and put
additional checks if their evaluation
of a given transaction demands it. 
While requiring additional dynamic
or biometric authentication for fund
transfers can significantly reduce
unauthorised access to bank
accounts and OTP interceptions,

risk-based checks will allow issuers to
flag suspicious transactions, assisting
in the identification of mule and
fraudulent accounts. 
Given the enormous size of cyber
fraud and scammers’ use of inventive
strategies to target their victims, a
multifaceted strategy is required to
protect accountholders. 
Kamal Laddha
Bengaluru

Pharma pressure
The decision of US President Donald
Trump to impose a 100 per cent tari�
on branded and patented
pharmaceuticals starting October 1,
2025, unless companies set up
production in the US has jolted the
stocks of Indian pharma majors such
as Sun Pharma, Dr Reddy’s and Cipla. 

As India is the world's largest
producer of generic drugs and
supplies nearly 20 per cent of global
demand, the immediate impact on
India from the pharma tari�s would
be limited. However, top pharma
companies that have been
attempting to move up the value
chain with an increasing focus on
patents and novel drugs will bear the
brunt of this tari� hike.
M. Jeyaram
Sholavandan (TN)

Changing rules
The editorial “Blame the rules”
(September 26), aptly gauged, the
ex-ante induced realisation of new
legal provisions, as brought out now;
had it been in the place and applied in
the Adani issue, the factual position

would have altered the decision of
the regulator. As well known, the
interpretation of the extant laws
always decides the strength of the
legal matters towards finality and
inadequate and deficient rules, could
be a lucky escape for the unmerited
in some instances. 
Like the forbearance of judicial
proceedings on the legal provisions
in some cases, this issue has now
pushed the introduction of much
refined and qualitative reforms in the
RTP transaction guidelines. There is
no more uncertainty centred
regarding its applicability only
among listed entities. Transactions
with unrelated parties of promoters
has come under the scanner. 
Sitaram Popuri
Bengaluru

Liquidity trap
It refers to ‘Liquidity trap poses
policy challenge’. 
As RBI has kept the interest rate
low, the dangers of a liquidity trap
loom as private capex is not
increasing. 
Indian Inc is waiting for its existing
capacity to utilise optimally before
they take the plunge for the fresh
capex investment and for that to
happen demand has to increase on
a sustainable basis for a decent
time period. 
GST 2.0 has provided a much
needed push for consumption, but
its sustainability remains to be
seen. Till that time government will
have to do the heavy lifting. 
Bal Govind
Noida

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

I
ndian tea industry faces the triple
whammy of sluggish domestic
demand, uncertain exports and

unpredictable weather. In the domestic
market, the growth in tea consumption
is mainly due to population growth; per
capita consumption isn’t rising. It
remains below 850 gm a year — in most
tea consuming countries it’s over 1 kg.
This causes surplus in the market,
leading to a dampening of prices. To add
to the woes tea is imported from many
countries.

Fortunately, the Tea Board’s directive
for 100 per cent dust tea auction with
simultaneous random testing of samples
against FSSAI accredited quality norms
is showing positive results. Dust tea
prices have moved up on the confidence
of getting quality tea.

There is a need to boost demand in
the domestic market; around 64 per cent
of the population drinks at least one cup
of tea a day. Consuming just one more
cup will create demand for 25 million kg
a year, which will exhaust the entire

surplus. Research shows that tea has
many health benefits. The Tea Board
may need to take the lead in promoting
the beverage. 

UNCERTAIN EXPORT DEMAND

India exports 230-250 million kg of tea.
Except for some high quality varieties,
Indian tea has lost its sheen in the
international market. It is seen as a filler
and blended with other origin teas.
There is fierce competition in the
international market. India often needs
to wait for competitors’ weakness like
less production, price spikes to fill the
gap. 

Further, there is geopolitical conflict
in India’s two major export destinations
— Russia and Iran — which make up
over 40 per cent of India’s total exports.
India’s share in many big markets like
Egypt, Turkey, the UK, the US, Pakistan
and Morocco are either small or
stagnant. Competitors like Kenya and
Sri Lanka have well-diversified markets
to balance any drop in any market. 

Indian exporters face certain other
disadvantages like high transportation
cost, lack of good export infrastructure,
exorbitant ocean freight, scarcity of
containers, etc. 

A country-wise demand analysis

reveals that India can export another
100 million kg tea to various markets
with focused marketing initiatives and
good quality teas. For this Tea Board
should come forward and help
exporters. 

There is no unique brand by which
overseas consumers can connect with
Indian tea. Around 1995, an India brand
“Nargis” was developed for the Russian
market. But it became commercially
unsustainable after five to six years due
to lack of funds. There is a strong need to
assess the requirements and devise a
scheme for an India Tea Brand for the
international market.

Erratic weather has also impacted tea
production.

There is thus need to establish a tea
park with modern warehousing,
blending, testing, packaging and banking
facilities. Also, continuous engagement
with the FSSAI to ensure quality tea is
important. These targeted initiatives
could put the Indian tea industry on the
growth path.

The writer is a tea analyst and former Secretary, Indian
Tea Association

Indian tea industry needs a fresh push

Sujit Patra

Dip in domestic demand, exports and erratic weather have hit the sector. There is an urgent need to set up a ‘Tea Park’ 
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{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

I
ndia is expected to continue its dominance over
Pakistan as the arch-rivals will play the Asia Cup
final in Dubai on Sunday. India has defeated Paki-
stan twice in the tournament. There have been no

handshakes between Indian and Pakistani players 
during the tournament against the backdrop of ten-
sions following the military conflict between the two
countries in May. 

This week, we recommend War Minus The Shoot-
ing: A journey through South Asia during the 1996 
Cricket World Cup. A portrait of the subcontinent dur-
ing the 1996 Cricket World Cup, the book is based on 
travels through the region. It chronicles the farcical, 
tragic, and stirring events of the World Cup, dissecting
national identities, racial tensions, cricket board poli-
tics, money and power. It captures India, Pakistan, and
Sri Lanka at a crucial juncture in their histories. The 
book explores the intersection of cricket, geopolitics,
identity, capitalism, and post-colonial politics. 

War Minus the 
Shooting: 
Mike Marqusee
Year: 2021

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

A DIFFERENT PITCH

O
n September 17, the US announced
the end of the sanctions waiver
related to Iran’s Chabahar Port. The
waiver — in place since 2018 when

President Donald Trump (in his first term) uni-
laterally withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal
and launched a “maximum pressure” cam-
paign against Tehran — allowed New Delhi to
develop and operate the port. In his second 
presidential term, Trump resumed his coer-
cive diplomacy with Iran. 

In February 2025, when he asked for a
review of the waivers, India faced tough choi-
ces. Having signed a 10-year bilateral contract
with Iran in May 2024 to develop and operate
the port, India focussed on using Chabahar to
enhance its connectivity with Eurasia. Mean-
while, New Delhi also viewed its partnerships
with the US, the EU, Saudi Arabia, and Israel in

the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corri-
dor (IMEC) as crucial to counter China’s grow-
ing influence in West Asia. Since then, West 
Asia’s geopolitical landscape has seen radical
shifts and realignments. India must 
refresh its strategy for the region. 

During the 12-day Israel-Iran war,
triggered by Israel’s surprise attack 
on Iran’s strategic sites, the Gulf 
States found themselves caught in 
the crossfire. Iran retaliated against 
the US bombing of Iranian nuclear 
facilities with missile strikes — 
though symbolic — on Al Udeid Air 
Base in Qatar. Israel’s war against the
Iran-backed “axis of resistance” has reduced 
Iran’s level as a threat in the region to a point 
where Saudi Arabia no longer feels compelled
to pursue diplomatic normalisation with 

Israel. Also, Israel’s unrestrained warfare and
its bid to become an unchallenged military 
power in the region have alarmed the Gulf 
States. Israel’s air strike on the Hamas leader-
ship in Qatar highlighted the limitations of US
security guarantees as a deterrent. Saudi Ara-
bia’s signing of a Strategic Mutual Defense 
Agreement with Pakistan — which has no dip-
lomatic relations with Israel — has ended 
hopes of a geopolitical alignment among India,
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE as the key US

partners and allies. 
Since the Pakistan-sponsored ter-

ror attack in Pahalgam and the ensu-
ing military conflict between India
and Pakistan, Islamabad has sought
to strengthen ties with Tehran
through two-way high-level visits.
Given Iran’s postwar security calcu-
lus involves deepening dialogue with
neighbours, it is unlikely to be
alarmed by the Saudi-Pakistan

defence pact. Iran’s longstanding position has
been to support region-led security arrange-
ments, while opposing the US-led security 
architecture. Under its Look East strategy, Teh-

ran has also downplayed the importance of 
Chabahar Port as a geopolitical investment 
involving India. At the recent Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization summit in China, Iranian
President Masoud Pezeshkian noted that Cha-
bahar will soon be linked with Iran’s railway 
network, creating a vital corridor linking 
China, Central Asia, and Afghanistan to the 
Indian Ocean. Tehran has also sought cross-
border railway linkages and shipping routes 
between Chabahar and Gwadar in Pakistan.

India has shown significant resilience in
developing Chabahar Port. Earlier this month,
on the sidelines of India-Iran Foreign Office 
consultations in Tehran, the two countries 
held trilateral meetings with Armenia and 
Uzbekistan. A key discussion point was the use
of Chabahar port to expand trade. As India 
aims to deepen its strategic and commercial 
engagement with the Gulf and Central Asia, it
must demonstrate an independent posture 
and the ability to build long-term partnerships.

Deepika Saraswat is an associate fellow at 

Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies 

and Analyses.The views expressed are personal

Chabahar and the change 
in the West Asian calculus

Deepika 
Saraswat

He began to produce music and films and gave
a new lease of life to Assam’s cinema, which
was dying at the time. He sang about love, devo-
tion, sorrow and much more. He introduced a
new style of humming within his songs, which
became immensely popular. Quietly, but
surely, Zubeen gave a new voice to Assam, one
where insurgency gave way to stability and

modernism, casteism to education,
and poverty to hope. For each of these
shifts, he had a song that touched the
soul and slowly transformed the peo-
ple. But, the people were filled with
contradictions. So was Zubeen.

The old, that was reflected in the
likes of Bhupen Hazarika and Khagen
Mahanta, could not accept a young boy
with long hair, don’t-care attitude, and
a dangerously free-spirit to be so easily

considered an idol. After all, he challenged
authorities openly, drank even during shows,
and used foul language. What changed and
made him the idol that he was? Everything but
Zubeen. He went on to gain fame, money,
opportunities that can easily corrupt even the
noblest. But, Zubeen remained unchanged.

This brings to me to fact number two, the
one which has left many surprised, and
intrigued today about Zubeen. His funeral pro-
cession saw thousands of mourners from all
walks of life throng the streets and grieve pub-
licly. Many compared it to Bhupen Hazarika’s

funeral in 2011. But it is not the size of the
crowd that matters, but the depth of grief and
outpouring that seems singular.

For millions in Assam, a post-Zubeen world
remains incomprehensible. With his death, the
world is witnessing a phenomenon unravel in
Assam, being moulded by three forces — the
people of Assam, the state government and the
legacy of the singer himself.

The people of Assam are shocked at his
untimely passing. Had Zubeen lived his life to
the fullest, perhaps this phenomenon would
not have been as marked as now. The people of
Assam have shown the world what emotions

tied to land, language, culture, and identity can
mean. Zubeen’s famous lines — I have no caste,
no religion, I am a human first — saw visual
representation when streams of people from all
classes and categories poured in and cried
together. Mass grieving has deep energy and
can change societies. The government of
Assam understood this and enabled this
through three days of State mourning. Every-
one felt included and understood. They found
time to absorb the shock and think of the post-
Zubeen world — even imagine it together.

After Kalaguru Bishnuprasad Rabha, Rupkon-
war Jyoti Prasad Agarwala and Bhupen Hazarika
(all 20th-century cultural icons), Assam has 
found a new identity through Zubeen. He was 
loved by the people on the streets and in elite par-
lours alike. He quit Bollywood at the peak of his
career there and came back to Assam because he
believed “a king should never leave his king-
dom”. He sang Hindi songs during Bihu celebra-
tions despite threats from the ULFA. The same 
ULFA has now paid him tributes.

Today, Assam has lost a part of itself. Yet, it is
more whole than before, given that the singer’s
legacy is larger than the simple sum of his life.
His songs are going to find new meanings, new
listeners as people discover parts of him. There
will be research into his body of work, its range,
and variety. And this will transcend into fields
of art, culture, sociology, psychology, and poli-
tics. There will be annual celebrations of his life
and work. And who knows what accolades he
might win posthumously. But Zubeen da would
not care. 

Shrabana Barua is associate professor and

director, NKCSEAS at Jindal School of 

International Affairs.

The views expressed are personal

capital and supply-chain autonomy. 
The Aatmanirbhar Bharat vision framed

these steps as strategic investments that yield
security and opportunity in the telecom sector.
It is also a clear declaration of India’s emer-
gence as a product nation. 

India is no longer confined to just consum-
ing technology. We are now a creator, crafting
tools that others will use, shaping standards
that others will follow. In a way, the stack is
the bamboo that bends but never breaks, resil-
ient in structure yet adaptable for future leaps
into the 5G era. 

The indigenous 4G stack has been designed
for export, with several countries already
expressing interest. This is where the philoso-
phy of swadeshi gracefully intersects with the
ethos of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam. India, as
Vishwa Bandhu, stands ready to share its inno-
vations with the world, much like yoga and
Ayurveda were once offered as gifts of tradi-
tion blended with modern utility. Our Vocal
for Local call is now evolving into Local to
Global, a natural progression of confidence
and competence.

The indigenous 4G stack stands as a mod-
ern incarnation of swadeshi, an idea that
matured into infrastructure, employment, and

exportable capability. It has yet again vindi-
cated the PM’s faith in Indian capability. From
digital payments through UPI to space
achievements like Chandrayaan and from
defence advancements to telecom independ-
ence, a pattern is emerging. India charts its
own path, guided by the same conviction that
powered swadeshi more than a century ago.

As the world looks toward India, the mes-
sage is clear that we build in India, build for
India, and are ready to serve the world. The
indigenous 4G stack is a triumph of philoso-
phy meeting practice. It is a beacon lighting
the path to Viksit Bharat 2047, where self-reli-
ance transforms into global leadership. And in
every connection made, every village reached,
and every citizen empowered, the spirit of
swadeshi thrives anew. 

In its 25 years, BSNL has, in a way, mirrored
the journey of our Republic itself: It is moving
from dependence to confidence, from aspira-
tion to leadership, and demonstrating that
India’s technological destiny can be owned,
shaped, and celebrated by its own people.

Jyotiraditya Scindia is minister of

communications and DONER.

The views expressed are personal

In its 25 years, BSNL has, in a way, mirrored the journey of our Republic itself: It is moving from 
dependence to confidence, from aspiration to leadership, and demonstrating that India’s 
technological destiny can be owned, shaped, and celebrated by its own people. SHUTTERSTOCK

O
n September 23, four days after Zubeen
Garg’s death in a careless water-sports
accident in Singapore, his mortal
remains were laid to rest. Four days

and two post-mortems after, the people of
Assam have not found closure. Yet, nobody is
really looking for one. Because this is only
another beginning, where the phenomenon
called Zubeen da (as he was popularly
known) is being immortalised.

Born in Tura, Meghalaya, in 1972 as
Zubeen Borthakur, Zubeen Garg was
distinctly more than just a popular
singer, let alone just the singer of Ya
Ali, the immensely popular song from
the 2006 movie, Gangster. Now, many
people outside Assam are surprised
by two facts.

The first is that Zubeen sang more
than 38,000 songs in about 40 languages. For a
man who died at 52, the size of the corpus itself
should be a reason for heightened recognition.
But, people tend to care less beyond a few hits
and popular numbers these days. 

In Assam of the 1990s, this was not the case.
Zubeen, who grew up in different parts of
Assam and belonged to an artistically inclined
family, made his way through school and col-
lege relying on his musical skills. His first solo
album, Anamika, released in 1992, turned him
into an overnight sensation. By the turn of the
millennium, he was an icon for most in Assam.

S
wadeshi may begin as an idea, but
becomes an engine of growth when it
is lived. Rooted in self-reliance, it
champions domestic production,
cultivates indigenous skills, galva-
nises community enterprise and

weaves economic dignity into everyday life.
When Prime Minister (PM) Narendra Modi
revived this ethic in 2020 with the Atmanir-
bhar Bharat vision, the slogan became a clar-
ion call for enhancing capability and develop-
ing a moral economy in which Indian makers
meet Indian needs and then offer
those solutions to the world. 

The embodiment of this principle
is Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited
(BSNL), and the rules it has rewritten
for the telecommunications sector
pertain to the technological and civic
arenas in equal measure. 

In the midst of Covid-19 pandemic,
with the country demanding resil-
ience and supply-chain autonomy,
BSNL resolved to design and build a com-
pletely indigenous 4G stack as it prepared
itself for its 4G rollout. That resolve turned
policy into practice and thereon, into palpable
infrastructure, demonstrating swadeshi prin-
ciples applied to critical national capacity.

A 4G stack is the brain and backbone of
modern mobile communication. It is the
fusion of hardware and software that ensures
calls connect, data flows seamlessly, and inter-
net experiences remain robust. 

For decades, these vital systems came from
abroad, leaving India dependent on foreign

technology. While global vendors expanded
incrementally from 2G and 3G legacies, India
began with a blank sheet and sketched its own
architecture. With the PM’s vision and BSNL’s
determination, the country embarked on
building this architecture from scratch, dem-
onstrating that the will to innovate can out-
pace inherited advantage.

The task required unprecedented collabora-
tion. The Centre for Development of Telemat-
ics (C-DOT) developed the core network with
unmatched expertise, Tejas Networks engi-
neered resilient radio access solutions, and
Tata Consultancy Services integrated every
piece with seamless precision as a systems
integrator. The entire architecture took shape
in a mere 22 months, at a cadence far swifter
than comparable countries that had struggled
with similar challenges for decades. India’s
entry into the select club of five nations capa-
ble of producing this technology was, there-
fore, historic. 

The outcome speaks for itself in metrics and
meaning. BSNL has installed more than
92,000 indigenous 4G sites, connecting over
22 million Indians. For two million consum-
ers, this represents their first step into the dig-

ital era, a powerful symbol of inclu-
sion giving operational heft to the
economy. The network now handles
nearly four petabytes of data daily
with efficiency and security.

Confidence in homegrown tech-
nology also helped BSNL register
consecutive profitable quarters 
after 17 years of fiscal strain, proof 
of the trust that citizens place in
institutions that are aligned with

swadeshi values. 
The company’s financial turn aligns with

PM Modi’s insistence that India build capabil-
ity at scale and sustain it through industrial
partnerships and clear direction.

The indigenous 4G stack also embodies the
swadeshi philosophy. Local manufacturing
generates employment, fertilises supplier eco-
systems and nurtures a skilled workforce that
can design, test, and maintain complex tech-
nological systems. When artisans of code and
metal collaborate inside India’s innovation
valleys, the country accrues significant human

How BSNL’s 4G 
stack embodies 
swadeshi spirit
India’s entry into the select 
club of five nations capable of 
producing this technology is 
historic.The indigenous 4G 
stack not only serves domestic 
demand, but has also been 
designed for export with 
several countries already 
expressing interest

What musician Zubeen 
Garg meant for Assam

Shrabana 
Barua

{ OUR TAKE }  

C
ricket becomes an extension and expression
of nationalism each time India and Pakistan
face off on the pitch. That’s been more or less
the case ever since the teams first clashed in

a Test series in 1952, and is not surprising 
considering the tense and complicated relations 
between the neighbours. So, coming in the wake of 
the Pahalgam attack and Operation Sindoor, the 
conduct of players during the ongoing Asia Cup was 
to be expected. It started with the refusal of the 
Indian captain Suryakumar Yadav to shake hands 
with his Pakistani counterpart after the toss. And 
after the game, he dedicated the victory to the 
Indian armed forces for their role in Operation 
Sindoor. Pakistan complained about both the match 
referee’s conduct (alleging that he told the Pakistan 
captain that there would be no customary 
handshake with the Indian captain) and Yadav’s 
comments to the International Cricket Council 
(ICC). Yadav was fined 30% of his match fee by ICC 
on Friday, according to reports. India on 
Wednesday had complained to ICC about the 
gestures of two Pakistani players, Sahibzada Farhan 
and Haris Rauf, referencing the Pahalgam terror 
attack and the downing of Indian jets during 
Operation Sindoor after the second game between 
the two sides on Sunday. India won that match too. 
On Friday, there were reports that ICC has fined 
Rauf 30% of his match fee and warned Farhan. With 
both teams set to clash in the final on Sunday, the 
last word on the matter will have to wait. 

For all the talk about sportsmanship, competitive
sports has always mirrored politics. The India-
Pakistan cricket rivalry is not an exception, but in 
step with a trend that in the past roiled even the 
Olympic Games. In the specific case of India and 
Pakistan, bilateral cricket exchanges were non-
existent between 1961 and 1978, a result of the 
breakdown in political relations and two wars (1965 
and ’71), and for a decade between 1989 and 1999, 
when cross-border terrorism and the Jammu and 
Kashmir insurgency dominated the headlines. Both 
countries haven’t played a bilateral series since 2007, 
the year before the Mumbai terror attack. The 
cricket rivalry, however, has continued in 
multilateral forums, including the World Cups. India 
has won most of these matches. Over the past 17 
years (since the Mumbai terror attacks), the 
bonhomie that once characterised interactions 
between Indian and Pakistani cricketers has frayed, 
perhaps normalising a rivalry that, until then, stood 
in contrast to sporting rivalries that were an 
extension of bilateral political tensions or global 
power politics.

There are several reasons for this. The terror 
attacks of 2008 are one. India’s increasingly 
muscular response to terror attacks from across the 
border, and the success of such responses, is 
another. And the aging and disappearance of the 
Partition generation — scarred by the division, but 
still in the grips of nostalgia — is a third. This is a 
new, young, and more confident India, proud of its 
history and heritage, but also optimistic about its 
future. Sports greatness is tied to national prestige 
and character. Nation-States see in sport a glue to 
hold their societies together, to inspire their people. 
At one time, sport may have held the potential to 
heal, build bridges between people, even defuse 
political tensions. That sounds horribly old-
fashioned today. 

Games that 
nations play
Sport has always mirrored politics. India-
Pakistan cricket ties have been no exception

E STA B L I S H E D  I N  1 9 24

Jyotiraditya 
Scindia

By the turn of the millennium, Zubeen Garg 
was an icon for most in Assam. PTI
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At a Senate hearing on September 12, Sergio 
Gor, Donald Trump’s nominee for US 
ambassador to India, said that Washington 
would push New Delhi to buy more Ameri-
can crude oil, refined products, and LNG as 
part of ongoing trade talks. This is not new. 
For the past two years, Mr Trump and his 
team have pressed India and other nations 
to stop buying Russian oil and shift to US 
barrels. 

Energy demands in every deal 
Washington has embedded energy-pur-
chase pledges into its recent trade deals. 
The European Union has promised to 
buy roughly $750 billion of US oil, gas, 
and nuclear fuel over three years — 
about $250 billion annually. Japan has 
pledged $7 billion a year, mainly LNG. 
Britain has signed a 10-year gas deal for 
50,000 MMBtu a day, starting 2028, 
roughly five LNG cargoes a year. Viet-
nam is lining up 9 mtpa of LNG imports 
from the US by 2030, and Thailand has 
signed a 20-year contract for 2 mtpa of 
US LNG. 

The supply illusion 
But there’s a problem. The US is still a net 
crude importer — the same product it is 
urging others to buy. Washington wants 
to block Russian barrels, keep prices low, 
and somehow become the world’s top oil 

supplier. The math doesn’t work. 
The 2024 trade data are telling. The 

US exported $298 billion of petroleum 
crude and products and imported $246 
billion, thanks to big surpluses in refined 
products and LNG. But in crude oil, it 
imported $174.4 billion and exported 
$114.5 billion — leaving a $60 billion defi-
cit. America remains a net crude buyer. 

Let’s understand why the US both 
exports and imports large quantities of 
crude oil? The reason is structural. Most 
US crude oil output is light, sweet shale 
oil, whereas many Gulf Coast refineries 
— concentrated in Texas and Louisiana 
— were designed decades ago to process 
heavier, sour crude from Venezuela, 
Mexico, and West Asia. To keep those 
refineries running eiciently, the US 
keeps importing heavy crude oil while 
exporting locally produced shale oil, a 
light crude oil, to Europe and Asia. 

Shale’s fragile future 
The US shale boom is no bottomless well. 
Unlike conventional crude pumped from 
underground reservoirs, shale oil is 
extracted from rock using fracking — blast-
ing high-pressure water, sand, and chemi-
cals — and horizontal drilling. Wells 
decline fast, losing 60–70 per cent of output 
in the first year, and production stays viable 
only when prices are above roughly $55 a 
barrel. Below that, drilling slows and 
output shrinks. That makes shale a costly, 
fragile substitute for Russian oil. Building 
the world’s energy security on US shale 
could backfire if prices fall, investment 
dries up, and supply rolls over. Brent crude 
is currently about $66.80 a barrel — com-
fortably above the survival line but not high 
enough to guarantee a drilling boom. 

A looming energy crunch 
Washington under Mr Trump has flipped 
from shunning fossil fuels to a “drill baby 
drill” strategy, seeking to turn the US into the 
world’s gas station — even as it remains a 
major oil importer. Its approach has two pil-

lars: Forcing allies to buy US crude and LNG, 
and punishing those who buy Russian oil.  
India has been hit with 50 per cent tariffs for 
continuing Russian purchases. Europe has 
pledged to cut Moscow out of its energy mix 
and replace those barrels with US supply. 
Washington is threatening sanctions on any 
country buying Russian crude. But US pro-
duction cannot grow fast enough to replace 
the more than 10 per cent of global oil supply 
that comes from Russia. The result could be 
a dangerous mismatch — too little oil, too 
much pressure — pushing the world 
towards a fresh energy crisis and painful 
price spikes. 

India’s position 
India’s oil basket is diversified: Russia 
supplied $52.7 billion or 37 per cent in 
2024, with Iraq, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
Nigeria, and the US also key. India 
imported crude, products, and LNG 
worth $7.7 billion from the US, and overall 
ran a $3.2 billion deficit. Losing cheaper 
Russian oil means costlier West Asian or 
US crude, yet Indian refineries can’t easily 

process light US shale without costly 
upgrades. But, Russian oil is only part of 
the friction between the two countries. 
Washington has cranked up the pressure 
on India with 50 per cent tariffs, a 100-fold 
H-1B visa fee hike to $100,000 per worker, 
sanctions on Chabahar, and a Supreme 
Court filing naming India’s Russian oil 
imports — all designed to force India to 
accept one-sided US demands. While 
leaders from both sides express optimism 
for an early deal, the US is making the task 
ever more diicult as time passes. 

Pragmatism over pressure 
In the end, global energy security cannot 
be built on politics or pressure alone. Sta-
bility comes from realistic supply commit-
ments, flexible trade, and respect for 
partners’ choices. If Washington wants to 
lead responsibly, it must move from 
coercion to cooperation — or risk turning 
today’s market strains into tomorrow’s 
full-blown energy crisis. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is the founder of GTRI

Dalits want more. And if they don’t 
get it in India, they will go abroad to 
get it. This is the message of the 
Dalits Quit India Party (DQIP), 
launched by the public intellectual 
and a shining light in Dalit political 
thought, Chandra Bhan Prasad. Not 
yet registered as a political party, the 
grouping is nevertheless going to be 
a powerful force in shaping the tra-
jectory of Dalit thought. 

Babasaheb B R Ambedkar’s cen-
tral message to Dalits was: Education. 
Indeed, one of his most famous 
words of advice was “educate, agitate, 
organise; have faith in yourselves”. 
Ambedkar was the first untouchable 
in India to earn a PhD and study 
abroad, thanks to a scholarship from 
the Maharaja of Baroda, which 
enabled him to complete a PhD at 
both Columbia University and the 
London School of Economics (LSE), 
in addition to a law degree. 

Mr Prasad’s inspiration is par-
tially drawn from the farmers’ agita-
tion and the support it got from 
non-resident Indians (NRIs). He 
says the days when Dalits were con-
tent with degrees from nondescript 
Indian universities are gone. Now, 
they must be ambitious and confi-
dent: Send their children abroad to 
study, and not just any foreign uni-
versity but Ivy League institutions 
like Harvard and Columbia, or the 
LSE. The children must be able to 

speak perfect English, must develop 
STEM (science, technology, engin-
eering, and mathematics) skills, and 
eventually aim to become part of 
faculty in foreign universities. Their 
ambitions must be boundless. 

The theoretical underpinning to 
Mr Prasad’s conviction is that the 
Dalits suffer from want of elite 
formation and, as a result, there is 
no social moderator/agency for 
them. Kanshiram’s Bahujan Samaj 
Party (BSP) did have that potential. 
But Kanshiram took the movement 
towards Periyar rather than Ambed-
kar, steering focus on the immiser-
isation of the Dalits, himself living in 
poverty and deprivation, to strike a 
chord with his followers. In many 
parts of India, his Backward and 
Minority Communities Employees 
Federation turned into individual-
centric organisations of blind fol-
lowers. As a result, when one left, 
the organisation collapsed. The 
final blow was the track shift from 
the Bahujan to Sarva Jan, leading to 
the rise of militant leaders like 
Chandrashekhar Azad and his 
Bhim Army. 

Mr Prasad concedes that foreign 
educational qualifications alone are 
not a remedy and there is “discrimi-
nation everywhere”. A 2016 Equality 
Labs survey — the only one so far — 
of 1,200 individuals of South Asian 
descent in the United States found 
in a report (released in 2018) that 26 
per cent said they had experienced 
a physical assault because of their 
caste, while 59 per cent reported 
caste-based derogatory jokes or 
remarks directed at them. More 
than half said they were afraid of 
being outed as Dalit. Some hid their 
caste, others confronted or 
embraced it as a badge of honour. 
“When I’m at Harvard I actually 
want to be recognised as an 
“untouchable” because I want 

people to know,” Kanishka Elupula, 
doctoral student at Harvard Univer-
sity, told researchers from the 
Pulitzer Centre during a 2019 project 
on caste in America. Cases of caste 
discrimination registered in Ameri-
can courts have been reported 
especially from California, home to 
the tech industry. 

At home in India, various 
devices have been offered as caste 
“mediation”. The Maharashtra gov-
ernment — the only state govern-
ment in India to do so — has 
instituted scholarships that pay 
tuition fees, stipend, and living 
expenses to Dalit students who have 
secured admission in a foreign uni-
versity. A National Council for 
Airmative Action was instituted by 
the Confederation of Indian Indus-
try in 2010, headed by the late J J 
Irani. Progress on this front appears 
to have been patchy, judging by 
annual reports. There is still no Dalit 
in top management at a big com-
pany, although Dalit matrimony 
websites are full of prospective 
brides and grooms who are 
employed in “MNCs”. Dalit-led 
enterprises are flourishing under 
the rubric of the Dalit Indian 
Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try and many state governments 
have tweaked procurement policies 
to give the balance of advantage to 
Dalit contractors. 

But how much can Dalit NRI 
mobilisation translate into political 
— and social — heft in India? Hard 
to say. After all, diaspora activity has 
advanced many causes. On the 
other hand, violence against Dalits 
is unceasing and the conviction 
rate, at around 25 per cent (accord-
ing to the National Crime Records 
Bureau data), is still very low. In the 
Dalit context, education — and 
capitalism — continues to be one 
way forward. Defiance is another.

Donald Trump in the middle, flanked by Pakistan 
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif to his right and 
Field Marshal Asim Munir to his left, is the most 
defining geopolitical image for us in India. As one 
who often sees the world through the prism of old 
Indian film music, this might make me instinc-
tively start humming “duniya badal gayi, meri 
duniya badal gayi…” (the world has changed, see 
how my world has changed) from the 1950 Dilip 
Kumar-Nargis-Munawar Sultana classic Babul. 

The reason I won’t do so, or even commend it 
to you, isn’t just because Shakeel Badayuni’s 
poetry then took you into a world of self-pitying 
melancholy and heartbreak. Geopolitics, particu-
larly when it comes to powers as consequential as 
India and the United States, are more complex 
than the usual Bollywood love triangle. There are 
many factors at play. One, the US rela-
tionship with Pakistan is older and 
formally tighter than with India. 
While the US might have cooled off 
on Pakistan after finding and killing 
Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad, the 
organic relationship remained. 

The US never dropped Pakistan 
from the list of Major Non-Nato allies. 
India never got on to it, nor would it 
ever be an applicant for it. 

While the US under any President 
will value India for its size, stature, 
growth, stability and rising compre-
hensive national power (CNP), it 
knows India will never be what the sole super-
power always needs: A client state. Pakistan has 
been one since 1954, when it signed on to US-led 
Seato (Southeast Asia Treaty Organization). To 
that extent, what Munir has achieved with Mr 
Trump is a return to that normal, ironing out the 
post-Abbottabad crease. That’s why that “duniya 
badal gayi…” metaphor doesn’t apply. 

Further, in the subcontinent, another 
expression has gained strategic currency lately 
— new normal. What this picture represents is 
actually the return of the old normal in the US 
view on the subcontinent. In 2016, Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi had talked about diplo-
matically isolating Pakistan. At this point, that 
project is in abeyance. 

If we, in India, shake off this immediate disap-
pointment and start thinking like grown-ups 
again, this picture will give us a much better 
insight into how Pakistan survives, occasionally 
thrives, and thinks. 

The fact is, another Pakistani army chief 
visited the White House with his Prime Minister 

not long ago. It was General Qamar Javed Bajwa 
with Imran Khan in July 2019. But then, it was 
clear that the Prime Minister was in front and the 
chief sat back. Now, the elected Prime Minister 
cannot even go for an oicial foreign visit with-
out the Field Marshal sitting alongside. We saw 
this in Tianjin, Riyadh and Doha. This return to 
the status quo, only being emphasised more vis-
ually, proves many of us Pakistan-watchers for 
decades wrong. 

I was wrong, therefore, when writing on 
Munir’s “fifth star” in this column. I harked back 
to Nawaz Sharif’s old argument that Pakistan had 
to choose between being a partridge or a quail 
(teetar or bater) as in being governed by the army 
or an elected government. You can’t have a bit of 
this and a bit of that, he had said bravely in 1993 

as he took the train back to Lahore 
from Rawalpindi after being sum-
marily fired by the establishment 
despite his large majority. The pic-
ture of the trio in the White House 
tells you three things. 
l One, that this is the “system” in Pak-
istan. The Army is in control, with a 
subservient Prime Minister it would 
get “elected”. In the past, military dic-
tators have experimented with getting 
party-less Prime Ministers elected in 
fixed elections. Think Zia and Junejo, 
Musharraf and Shaukat Aziz. Even 
Ayub and Yahya had Bhutto function 

as their civilian face. 
lTwo, that Nawaz Sharif was brave, but virtu-
ously delusional in hoping that one day, after 
many trials, Pakistani democracy would take 
over the country as much as India’s. He also saw 
a normalisation with India as key to this. He is 
now in the saddest phase of his life, mourning his 
dead project, whatever the riches of his Mar-a-
Lago-sized home in Raiwind, near Lahore. The 
fact that his brother is now the Prime Minister 
and daughter the chief minister of Punjab, where 
60 per cent of Pakistanis live, only adds to his 
humiliation and heartbreak. As melancholy as 
Bahadur Shah Zafar in Rangoon. 
lAnd third, some of the understandings of many 
supposed Pakistan experts, this writer included, 
have been rendered erroneous, even stupid. 
That’s a confession. In that column on Munir’s 
fifth star, I had said Nawaz Sharif asked the par-
tridge-versus-quail question, but what Munir had 
conjured up was an entirely unique creature 
where nobody knew who had the power or the 
credibility within Pakistan. I had described this 

more as a curiosity, like a duck-billed platypus, 
and the inevitability of extinction facing it. This 
picture shows I misread the reality— or how Pak-
istan thinks. 

To understand how Pakistan thinks, ask your-
self why its people keep electing leaders, some-
times with big majorities, and then not only accept 
the generals firing them, but welcome it. The 
nation, its ideology and its sense of being and 
national pride are pre-designed for military autoc-
racies. Pakistanis don’t feel secure under leaders 
they elect. They even sit at home when the most 
popular one is jailed. 

We’ve seen the cycle of the army losing its 
popularity, facing street protests, and yet dramati-
cally recovering and coming back on top. It uses a 
simple ploy. Just ratchet up a warlike situation 
with India, and the people will ask who else will 
protect them but the army. Like spark a 26/11 in 
2008, and Pahalgam now. At each juncture, the 
Pakistani Army’s reputation was in dumps. Just a 
whiff of threat from India restored what isn’t the 
old or new normal, but an eternal reality. 

Next, please note that almost every elected 
leader in Pakistan has made at least one effort to 
seek peace with India. Nawaz Sharif had the 
broadest vision here, but the Bhuttos also tried. 
One of their motivations was that it would help 
them throw the yoke of the big boys of the GHQ.  

That’s precisely the reason each one was dis-
missed, exiled, jailed, and one even assassinated 
in anticipation of her return. It isn’t about Munir, 
Musharraf, Zia or Ayub. This Army as an institu-
tion cannot afford peace with India. It cannot win 
wars, but at least a permanent insecurity keeps it 
in power. Even the chiefs who saw value in peace, 
General Bajwa being the latest example, were dis-
owned and reviled by the institution. 

Munir is just more extreme and uncluttered 
than the rest. After Zia, he’s the second true Islam-
ist — a Hafiz Quran (one who’s memorised the holy 
book) and who peppers his speeches with verses in 
Arabic. His total belief in the scriptures as he’s read 
them also convinces him of the inevitability of 
India breaking up,  either by what he sees as its own 
contradictions or through his slow-burn version of 
Ghazwa-i-Hind, using terrorist proxies and Chi-
nese military power to keep gaming India’s 
responses and throwing it off focus.  

India is now dealing with a true believer in its 
destruction in his lifetime. He’s got China with him 
and is wowing the Arabs with the offer to rent them 
the only army in the Islamic world that’s capable of 
fighting, absorbing modern technology, and fol-
lowing its orders. He personifies what Pakistan 
thinks, only more starkly than his predecessors. 
Take it from me, Pakistan will sign some equival-
ent of the Abraham Accords and recognise Israel 
much before it ever makes peace with India.That’s 
India’s challenge. The Great Destabiliser in the 
White House adds to our degree of diiculty.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
By special arrangement with ThePrint

The coming made-in-US oil crunch 

bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbb

How Pakistan thinks
What Munir has achieved with Trump is a return to 
normal, ironing out the post-Abbottabad crease. The 
White House picture gives us insight into how Pakistan 
survives, occasionally thrives, and thinks

illustration: binay sinha

EYE CULTURE  
arushi bhaskar 

 
When Sanam Teri Kasam released 
in February 2016, it sank without a 
trace. The reviews were mixed, 
and the box oice collection was 
lacklustre. And since there were 
no big faces attached, it simply 
vanished, like many mediocre 
films of its kind do. 

Yet, when the film was re-
released in February 2025, it 
reportedly became the highest-
grossing Bollywood re-release of 
all time. Today, it enjoys a cult fol-
lowing, rivalling the likes of 
Andaz Apna Apna (1994) and 
Agneepath (1990).  

What changed? Was it the 
memories of the Covid-induced 
lockdown, which had people crav-
ing to go out? Was it an audience 
satiated with what Hindi cinema 
was churning out: War, larger-
than-life action, and historical fic-
tion? It was probably both, plus a 
targeted PR campaign. But one 
thing is certain: Sanam Teri Kasam 
was no outlier. 

If you have asked a movie buff 
recently about their last enjoyable 
theatre experience, chances are 
the answer was a re-release. It’s not 
just nostalgia — although that is 
certainly a big factor. Many of 
these films are remastered, attract-
ing new viewers as well. Consider, 
for example, the re-release of The 
Godfather trilogy this month —  
fans won’t want to miss the 4K res-
toration, and even the uninitiated 
will seek it out. After all, which 

cinephile could resist bragging 
that their first time watching Al 
Pacino transform into a cold-
blooded gangster was in a theatre? 

The re-releases have also 
become a conduit for families to 
watch films together again — one 
can often see grown children 
taking their parents to screenings 
of old Hindi classics like Sahib Bibi 
Aur Ghulam (1965), Deewaar 
(1975), and Hum Aapke Hain 
Koun..!  (1994). 

Capitalising on all this, we have 
PVR Inox regularly conducting 
polls on its Instagram page over 
the next re-release. BookMyShow 
even has a tab for “re-releases” on 
its app. In an era where high ticket 
prices and the easy availability of 
quality content have eroded 
profits, re-releases promise a 
magic that translates to the ever-
desirable “houseful”. With audi-
ences unwilling to show up for 
mediocre, unappealing fare, there 
is a certain safety in classics, which 
are bound to draw even non-regu-
lar patrons. People singing along 
and even dancing in the aisles — 
this experience can simply never 
be recreated at home.  

Although the current decline 
of Bollywood predates the pan-
demic, things have deteriorated 
since 2020. The year saw two other 
major developments, apart from 
theatres shutting down: The #Boy-
cottBollywood trend (partly suc-
cessful for the under-performance 
of films like Laal Singh Chaddha), 
and the broadening of cinematic 
horizons due to the proliferation of 
OTT platforms. Apart from major 

ones like Netflix and JioStar, there 
are now also language-specific ser-
vices like Aha (Telugu and Tamil) 
and Hoichoi (Bangla), which 
ensure easy access to content from 
the comfort of one’s home.  

The only bright spot has been 
2023, which saw films like 
Pathaan, Jawan, Gadar 2, Rocky 
aur Rani Kii Prem Kahaani and 
Animal doing well commercially 
and earning mixed-to-positive 
reviews. However, it can be argued 
that four out of these five films 
rode a massive wave of nostalgia: 
The first two marked Shah Rukh 
Khan’s comeback; the third was 
the sequel to a 2001 hit; and the 
fourth was publicised as Karan 
Johar returning to his brand of 
“family entertainment”. Are we 
witnessing an Ouroboros Effect 
(generative AI training on AI-gen-
erated content, leading to eventual 
decline in quality and freshness) in 
Bollywood, with the nostalgia-
laden success of re-releases affect-
ing contemporary movies? 

The slog continues for Bolly-
wood, and only one thing seems 
certain: If audiences are stepping 
out, they are looking for an experi-
ence, a spectacle. The success of 
“event” films attests to this —
sequels, comebacks, and new 
instalments in cinematic uni-
verses inevitably create buzz. But 
re-releases offer something 
unique: A potent mixture of nos-
talgia and the genuine excitement 
of discovering — or rediscovering 
— a gem. Looking at the way 
things are going, it seems they are 
here to stay.

Move over Millennials and Gen Z — 
there’s a new cohort on the rise, and 
they’re reshaping the future of mar-
keting even before they have spend-
ing power. Meet Generation Alpha. 

Born between 2010 and 2025, 
Gen Alpha represents the first gen-
eration fully immersed in digital 
technology from birth. They are the 
children of Millennials and early 
Gen Z parents, growing up with 
voice assistants, AI, short-form con-
tent, and personalised digital 
experiences being the norm. While 
many in this group are still in pri-
mary school, their influence on pur-
chasing — and future brand loyalty 
— is already significant. For mar-
keters and brand strategists, the 
time to understand and prepare for 
Gen Alpha is now. 

Though the oldest Alphas are just 
turning 15 in 2025, they’re already 
more digitally fluent than any gener-
ation before. They're growing up in a 
world shaped by: 
lHyper-personalised content 
through TikTok, YouTube, and 
streaming platforms 
lVoice-first and AI-enabled devices 

like Alexa, Siri, and ChatGPT 
lGamified digital ecosystems, from 
Roblox and Minecraft to Fortnite 
lClimate awareness and social con-
sciousness, passed down by their 
Millennial parents  
lEducation disruption, with remote 
learning and AI tutors like Khan-
migo becoming standard 

These experiences aren’t just 
shaping how Gen Alpha consumes 
content — they’re defining how they 
build relationships with brands. 

While much of Gen Alpha’s pur-
chasing power is indirect — 
influencing parents’ buying deci-
sions — they’re shaping brand pref-
erences early and forming habits 
that will most likely persist into 
adulthood. A study by Beano Brain 
globally found that 87 per cent of Gen 
Alpha children influence their par-
ents’ buying decisions, particularly 
in categories like food, tech, fashion, 
entertainment, and travel. Market 
research platform Kantar’s similar 
study in India put the number at 70 
per cent. For marketers, the long-
term game is clear: Build trust, rel-
evance, and emotional connection 
with Gen Alpha today, and you’re 
investing in a customer who may 
stay loyal for decades. 

Gen Alpha expects seamless, 
intuitive, and personalised digital 
experiences. They are not just com-
fortable with technology — they are 
dependent on it. This has profound 
implications for brand design, UX, 
and customer engagement strat-
egies in the future. Short-form, 
snackable content (eg, reels, shorts, 
TikToks) is their primary media diet. 
Voice search and conversational AI 

are becoming default tools for 
information and shopping. Brands 
will have no choice but to optimise 
for mobile-first and AI-enhanced 
interfaces — anything less will soon 
be considered outdated. For Gen 
Alpha, gaming is not just entertain-
ment — it’s their culture, identity, 
and community. Platforms like 
Roblox, Fortnite, and Minecraft 
aren’t just games; they are social eco-
systems and branded experiences. 
And, Nike’s NIKELAND in Roblox 
and Gucci’s “Gucci Garden” are early 
examples of immersive brand acti-
vations. Not surprisingly, brands are 
using gamification to teach finance, 
health, or sustainability through 
game mechanics — marketers now 
know that gamified brand experi-
ences not only build engagement but 
teach values and behaviour. 

Raised by purpose-driven Mil-
lennials and influenced by a world of 
climate crisis, social justice move-
ments, and diversity conversations, 
Gen Alpha cares deeply about 
values. But they don’t want empty 
virtue signalling alone — they want 
proof and validation. Brands target-
ing Gen Alpha will need to go beyond 
slogans. Gen Alpha expects trans-
parent, measurable action on sus-
tainability, inclusion, and ethics. 
Greenwashing or token efforts could 
permanently damage brand percep-
tion. Brands will, therefore, need to 
bake ethical values into their product 
design, supply chain, and customer 
experience, not just in their advertis-
ing campaigns. 

One other very important per-
spective. While Gen Alpha is influen-
tial, their parents still hold the wallet. 

Therefore, dual-audience marketing 
is essential. Speak to kids in ways that 
are fun, empowering, and creative. 
Speak to parents with messages of 
safety, quality, value, and positive 
developmental impact. Brands that 
can balance both messages without 
patroni sing either audience will 
stand out. 

And yes, kidfluencers are gain-
ing popularity across India. YouTube 
channels like MyMissAnand, 
Anantya Anand, and Aayu and Pihu 
Show have millions of subscribers 
and regularly feature brand collab-
orations. Fast-moving consumer 
goods brands like Kinder Joy and 
Horlicks have tapped into these kid-
led platforms for authentic storytell-
ing. For Gen Alpha, brands will have 
to look beyond Bollywood and 
cricket. Micro-influencers in the 8–
14 age range are becoming powerful 
messengers, especially when cam-
paigns are built around play,  learn-
ing, and emotion, not just selling. 

Brands are learning fast. Startups 
like Bamboo India (eco-friendly 
toothbrushes) and Slurrp Farm 
(healthy kids’ snacks) are using sus-
tainability and wellness as core 
brand pillars — values that appeal to 
both children and their parents. 
Similarly, Amazon’s Future Engin-
eer program offers kids coding skills, 
building early tech engagement 
while enhancing the brand’s percep-
tion as enablers of growth. India will 
soon have the largest Gen Alpha 
population in the world: How many 
brands are ready?  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is chairman of  
Rediffusion
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Nostalgia, with a side of profit

ajay srivastava 

Dalits look West

NATIONAL 
INTEREST  
shekhar gupta   

Building the right vibes with Gen Alpha 
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PLAIN POLITICS  
aditi phadnis

YES, BUT...  
sandeep goyal
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U
nited States President Donald Trump’s announcement to levy a 100
per cent tariff on branded or patented pharmaceutical imports —
unless the maker is actively building a facility in the United States
— shows his mercantile thought process and marks yet another

turn in global trade tensions.
While the restrictions were presented as an attempt to achieve self-

reliance in US pharmaceutical manufacturing, this move threatens to upend
the global drug industry, which relies heavily on Indian pharmaceutical
companies for unbranded generics. Though the US President did not specif-
ically mention generic drugs in his announcement, the White House refused
to provide clarity, sending Indian pharma stocks into a tailspin.

The US is by far the biggest export market for Indian drugmakers.
However, India accounts for barely five per cent of global pharma exports to
the US. Ireland was the top pharma exporter to the US with a 30 per cent
share, followed by Switzerland at 8.8 per cent. India barely made it to the top
five with a five per cent market share in the US pharma market.

Though India’s share in pharma exports is low, the US market is dominat-
ed by low-cost generic medicines, formulations and active pharmaceutical

ingredients (APIs). In fiscal 2024-25, India’s glob-
al pharma exports exceeded $30 billion, rising by
over nine per cent from the previous year.

Even if the US exempts generic drugmakers
from this rule, the danger lies in future creep, as
it could later be applied to complex generics and
biologics. Margins in generic drug manufactur-
ing are notoriously thin. Any tariff on generics
will have a disastrous effect on the US health sys-
tem, as drugmakers will pass on the burden, ulti-
mately affecting American patients.

Trump offered exemptions from pharma tariffs
if a company has started or is constructing its
manufacturing facility in the United States. This
rule, therefore, could convince cash-rich pharma

companies from Europe to build their physical base in America. The infra-
structure alone, however, cannot bring back manufacturing to the United
States. America can never offer a competitive edge to companies in view of
high labour costs and the strong dollar — a logic that the New York real
estate mogul in the White House seems to miss.

Coming merely days after a decision to make new H1B visa applications
almost impossible through a steep new fee, Trump’s move complicates
India-US relations, as both measures affect Indian sensibilities and 
employers.

Both these decisions, coupled with slapping India with the highest 50 per
cent tariff, will impair goodwill between the two major democracies and
affect growing people-to-people contacts. Unless these decisions harm the
interests of common Americans, no future US administration could reverse
them.

While an India-US bilateral trade agreement could provide some relief to
Indian businesses, it is high time that Indians learn from their past experi-
ences and expand their operations in Africa, Latin America and Asean. To
survive in the global market, Indian businesses should focus on innovation
and excel in their product offerings, as the era of the famous jugaad is over.
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Will Trump pharma shock
make trade pact harder?

Even if America
exempts generic
drugmakers from

this rule, the 
danger lies in

future creep, as it
could later be

applied to complex
generics and 

biologics, ultimately
hurting US patients

D
onald Trump,
America’s com-
bative sitting
P r e s i d e n t ,
should be con-

gratulated by supporters
and critics alike for his
ruthlessly “honest” public
confession at the memorial
for slain conservative
activist Charlie Kirk on
September 21 that his phi-
losophy towards opponents
was very different from
that of his late follower.
“Charlie did not hate his
opponents. I disagree. I
hate my opponents. I don’t
want the best for them”.

Since POTUS has now
“honestly” declared that he
is a “hate-generating”
leader, and he has nearly 40
months to go before demit-
ting office, one shudders to
contemplate what awaits
the $30 trillion GDP eco-
nomic superpower that is
America in the 21st centu-
ry. Take a look at the book
The Next Civil War: Dis-
patches from the American
Future, written by Stephen
Marche, a Canadian, in
January 2022. It was a sen-
sational description of the
January 6, 2021 insurrec-
tion at the US Capitol incit-
ed by Mr Trump after he
was defeated in the 2020
presidential election, and
blindly followed by the foot
soldiers of his “Make
America Great Again”
(MAGA) movement, whose
unprecedented ransacking
of the US capital set the
contours of the tsunami
which today has created
nasty and endless woes for
America and its people.

It would be an understate-
ment to say that America
today is in distress inter-
nally. Why that matters to
people living thousands of
miles away, on the other
side of the planet, is
because this US chaos is
inflicting unexpected and
unforeseen damage to glob-
al connectivity, also known
as “globalisation”, and
India is deeply linked to it
through various bilateral
and multilateral systems.

Also, within the US, there

are five million people of
Indian origin, whose
notable contribution to and
performance in America’s
economic and technologi-
cal development is indis-
putable. And the ambience
in America is getting so
charged on race and colour
factors, mainly due to divi-
sive climate of “hate” gen-
erated by the US establish-
ment, that the concern of
Indians is wholly justified.
There are real fears in
responsible quarters that
this “hate-filled” racial and
colour prejudice may very
well lead to a “race war” in
the United States.

Someone who is close to
POTUS needs to have the
courage of conviction to
persuade Donald Trump
that a campaign driven by
hate is unlikely to secure
for him the coveted Nobel
Prize for Peace, no matter
how many bilateral or mul-
tilateral summits he may
attend towards that end.
“Hate” is not “peace”, in
fact, hate leads to violence
and bloodshed, quite the
antithesis of peace.

America also needs to
confront its own troubled
history. More than many
other nations, the US inter-
nally is still trying to rec-
oncile its racial and ethnic
discord and, being a nation
built by generations of
immigrants, needs harmo-
ny at home. One may revis-
it the words of Stephen
Marche: “The unimagin-
able has become an every-
day matter in America… If
you read about them in any
other country, you would
think a civil war has
already begun.”

What adds to the fears of
a possible civil war is the
easy availability of guns in
America — a nation of 340
million people has over 400
million guns, and more
than a trillion rounds of
ammunition, and a politi-
cal system which is totally
resistant to any effective
controls on gun ownership.
It won’t take much to light
a spark.

Then bring in the race

factor. Donald Trump’s
MAGA supporters possibly
visualise the United States
as an exclusively white
nation, having obviously
forgotten its shameful his-
tory of slavery, where
shiploads of black Africans
were brought in chains to
work in the plantations in
Virginia and elsewhere for
generations. He must also
have forgotten the legacy of
another President, Abra-
ham Lincoln, who had
declared the US could not
continue to remain “half
slave and half free”. The
Civil War that followed
established the principle
that blacks were as much
US citizens as whites,
though it would take anoth-
er century for the Civil
Rights Act in the 1960s to
take it forward.

However, the ugly face of
race is once again resurfac-
ing in Trump’s America,
and policymakers seem
unable to tackle this threat
effectively due to their own
catastrophic mistakes.
Only recently the German-
origin Eric Schmitt, junior
senator from Missouri,
contemptuously warned
that the problem of immi-
gration was not the people;
but “it’s about non-Europ-
eans stealing the birthright
of the descendants of
America’s original Chris-
tian settlers”. America is
clearly heading towards a
race war-like situation in
near future.

Much of this actually
began during Mr Trump’s
first term. Amy Wax, a law
professor at the University
of Pennsylvania, had said
in 2019: “Our country
would be better off with
more whites and fewer
non-whites”. Another US
senator, Bernie Moreno, re-
cently proposed a law to
“curb outsourcing and pro-
mote domestic employ-
ment by imposing a 25 per
cent levy on payments

made by American compa-
nies to foreign workers”.

The ongoing all-out as-
sault on Indians and other
non-white foreigners by Mr
Trump and his coterie
must be seen in this light.
These non-whites are per-
ceived to be the main eco-
nomic threat to “America’s
original Christian set-
tlers”. This inherent race-
centric psyche had been
kept dormant for long (but
not dead), and is being
deliberately allowed to
raise its venomous philoso-
phy by Mr Trump’s MAGA
and its managers.

The foot soldiers of the
Trump-inspired “Make
America Great Again”
movement, almost all of
whom hold extreme right-
ist views, have opened an
irreversible internal front
of hatred, divisive polity
and reckless gun culture,
which has sown the seeds
of a potential repeat of the
American Civil War, com-
bined with a race war,
between whites and non-
whites.

The MAGA strategy, with
official patronage, is clear:
No room for non-whites or
non-Christians "creating
problems": immigration,
industry, imports, tariff,
trade, land-owning. The
fact that the entry of immi-
grants, many of them non-
white, has helped America
to grow and prosper and
has been mutually benefi-
cial, counts for little. The
clamour of “America for
Americans” visualises a
white Christian nation, the
so-called “original inhabi-
tants of the land”. The
irony is that the real origi-
nal inhabitants of the US —
the Native Americans —
were virtually wiped out
by settlers who came from
Europe through mass mur-
der. This happened in
Australia too, where the
original aboriginals are
nowhere to be seen.

Understandably such bla-
tant discrimination is un-
likely to be acceptable to
the non-white, non-Ame-
rican world. Clearly, the
US is no longer the egali-
tarian, enlightened and lib-
eral beacon of freedom to
the world that it was till
recently. The US still has
power, but no goodwill.

The writer is an alumnus
of the National Defence

College, New Delhi. Views
expressed are personal.

TEJAS BOOST TO TECH
The ministry of defence’s
`62,370 crore contract with
HAL for 97 Tejas Mk-1A jets
reflects India’s effort to boost
domestic armaments produc-
tion and reduce dependence
on foreign suppliers. With
two-thirds of the fighters
being indigenous, the deal
strengthens strategic autono-
my while also fostering growth
and tech advancement. But
balancing indigenisation with
operational readiness remains
complex: domestic industry
must evolve into a reliable
supplier even as imports fill
capability gaps in fast-chang-
ing warfare technology. The
Tejas project illustrates this
tension, with delays in earlier
orders offset by higher techni-
cal standards in the new con-
tract and progress on reduc-
ing reliance on foreign parts. 

AAmmaarrjjeeeett  KKuummaarr
Hazaribagh

Since POTUS has now
‘honestly’ declared he
is a ‘hate-generating’
leader, and has 40
months to go before
demitting office, one
shudders to think
what awaits the $30tn
GDP superpower 
that is America in the
21st century
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Trump taking US towards
a new race-cum-civil war?

It wasn’t just nostalgia that the farewell ceremony was suffused with as
the last two squadrons of MiG-21 air force jets — Cobras and Panthers
— took a bow Friday. There was a near reverence usually reserved for

great soldiers and airmen that was evident for the flying machines as the
veteran combat jets of 62-years standing in the Indian Air Force were
decommissioned.

Having defined a whole era of warfare and earned plaudits for the victo-
ries it endowed the Indian forces with in the 1965, 1971 and 1999 wars, the
jets lost their war with obsolescence. They may have become accident-
borne to the extent of being termed ‘flying coffins’ as about 400 crashes
were recorded over time but, in combat, they proved superior to far more
expensive American jets like the F-16s that our enemies had procured.

The Russian-developed jets, which first came to India in the Soviet era to
begin decades-long cooperation in military hardware, symbolised a friend-
ship, which began when the West would not arm India for love or money,
that has endured for decades. These flying fortresses which sparkled,
including in the downing of a Pakistan F-16 jet by Wing Commander
Abhinandan Varthaman in the wake of the Balakot strike, were lovingly
called a “family member” by defence minister Rajnath Singh.

Exit MiG-21s and enter upgraded Tejas-Mk1As, of which two squadrons
— Flying Daggers and Flying Bullets — are already in operation and huge
deals have been signed, recently for 97 more, as these indigenous jets are
ready to shine in India colours and made in India for India. Of course, keep-
ing to delivery schedules is vital as the IAF is way short of what should ide-
ally be 42 squadrons for covering the frontiers with all neighbouring
nations.

With modern warfare to be fought mostly in the sky, the increasingly
important role of the IAF cannot be overstressed. The force is badly in need
of more squadrons as well as hi-tech drones to keep its reputation of a stout
defender of the country. Never mind if there were losses in the recent
engagement with Pakistan. The MiGs may have gone to be replaced by fly-
ing machines with modern technology, but the task of keeping the skies
over India safe remains.

Farewell to veteran air warriors

Looking back at
Arundhati Roy’s
role in the saga
of Bandit Queen

LETTERS

“You claim it was a brief fascination
My response is that’s an insensitive claim
It was in fact love’s only inclination
Denying which has only one to blame.”

— From TThhee  SSccoottttiisshh  BBaallllaaddss  ooff  DDoollll  MMccKKhhaannnnyy

T
he internationally acclaimed writer and
activist Arundhati Roy has written about
her relationship with her mother in her
latest book. The news previews say she

has also written about the campaigns she support-
ed. There may be one which may not feature
prominently in this memoir. That was her assidu-
ous attempt to have the film Bandit Queen legally
banned. And more!

I met Arundhati decades ago when I was a com-
missioning editor at UK’s Channel 4 TV. She
brought me her screenplay called Electric Moon,
which I liked and commissioned. It was produced
and broadcast by Channel 4. Through the process
of editing it I, perhaps naively, thought we had
become firm friends. (But as they say: “Apney
munn ki mein jaanoo aur oonkay munn ki
Ram”?).

Years later, I adapted for filming my ex-wife
Mala Sen’s book about Phoolan Devi, a dalit girl,
sold when barely eight years old in a bargain mar-
riage, raped, kidnapped, treated violently by
Thakurs and the police and bandit gangs and then
rose, through circumstance, to be the leader of a

vengeful gang herself.
Several writers I commissioned attempted the

screenplay. It didn’t work. I had to clandestinely
take on writing it myself or the budget allocated to
my department for the film would be cancelled. I
worked with Shekhar Kapur and the film Bandit
Queen resulted.

Bobby Bedi, the producer, invited Arundhati to
a preview, after which Arundhati drove to
Phoolan Devi’s house and proposed that they get
the film legally banned as it portrayed her being
raped. Shekhar’s depiction of these were later
internationally acclaimed as truthful, discreet
and campaigning!

Phoolan, Arundhati, with veteran lawyer Indira
Jaisingh, went to the Delhi high court and pleaded
to have the film banned.

As the case continued and was reported,
Channel 4’s insurance premiums on all its films
went up. Disaster!

Bobby had already begun negotiations with
Phoolan’s husband and I went with a Channel 4
cheque book to Delhi and handed over an agreed
sum to him.

That morning Phoolan went to court with one of
the affidavit-signing lawyers, walked past Ms Roy
and gang, ignoring their questions, went into the
court and withdrew the case.

When Phoolan emerged, Ms Roy, in distress.
accosted her in Hindi: “You have made choothiyas
of us!” Phoolan brushed past her saying, “You

were that from birth!”
The film was released and won an official prize

at Cannes. Phoolan proudly displayed it in her
parliamentary election campaign to demonstrate
what dalit women suffer.

It was when I returned to London that I heard
that the French publisher Robert Lafont had sent
a young writer to India to write a biography of
Phoolan, which they could then sell to Hollywood
as they had successfully done with Dominique
Lapierre’s City of Joy. I was told this writer was in
touch with Ms Roy.

Soon after, Michael Grade, Channel 4’s boss,
called me to his office and showed me a petition
signed by Ms Roy and about ten others asking him
to dismiss me from my job. Michael said he could
only think of one use for such a piece of paper. He
said I should reply, which I did telling the peti-
tioners they had failed and advising them to go
some distance and have sex.

I knew two of the signatories — Praful Bidwai
was a friend of my late ex-wife Mala. She was in
my office, with my translator friend Firdaus Ali,
when she, in great distress, said Bidwai had had
an accident and his marrow was infected with a
fatal, incurable disease. Firdaus overheard the
name of the disease and said his cousins were
working in Birmingham on precisely that. He
called them and they said they had found the cure
but couldn’t release it until it underwent trials.
Somehow, Firdaus persuaded them to give him a

sufficient dose which was sent to Bidwai who was,
as a result, cured. There are, of course, no binding
ethical rules of gratitude!

Another signatory was one Pankaj Butalia, from
whom I had earlier commissioned a documentary
about Shakespeare in Mizoram. Now he wanted
me sacked??? Curiouser and curiouser! I wrote
and published a limerick: “There once was a man
called Bue-Talia/ Who painted his arse in a Dahlia
—/ A rupee a smell/ Went down fairly well/ Two
rupees a lick was a failure.”

Then a Robert Lafont operative rang from
France. Would I suspend the release of Bandit
Queen for six years? They would “make it worth
my while!”. What??? A bribe to sabotage a Channel
4 property? I again suggested, repeating myself,
that he should immediately traverse some space
and have sex. And before I put the phone down, I
said: “Remember Agincourt, Waterloo and now
Bandit Queen!”

Subsequently, Bandit Queen was sent by the
Indian Producers’ Association to compete for an
international Oscar. Did Ms Roy and her friends
go to a Delhi judge’s home on a Sunday and ask
him to instruct the Indian Producers’ Association
to withdraw it? Won’t speculate! A Delhi judge did
instruct the IPA and it was vindictively 
withdrawn!

I look forward to noticing the absence of most of
this from Ms Roy’s book.

No doubt her prose will glister.

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

RUSSIAN DRONES?
DDEENNMMAARRKK faced an unprecedented
hybrid attack as drones were spotted near
Copenhagen’s airport, forcing its closure,
alongside Aarborg and Billund airports.
Around 20 drones targeted multiple
European airports, with Russia suspect-
ed of orchestrating the strikes to test
Nato’s air defences. The incident has
prompted discussions on invoking Nato’s
Article 4, signalling collective defence
readiness. For India, the attacks under-
line the growing global threat of drone
warfare and hybrid tactics. We must bol-
ster our air and cyber defences. 

RR..SS..  NNaarruullaa
Patiala

DON’T IGNORE THEM
IINNDDIIAANN  SSEELLEECCTTOORRSS have
announced a Test squad for the upcom-
ing series aginst West Indies. It is heav-
ily loaded with spinners and includes
four of them. In all likelihood, a maxi-
mum of three spinners may make it to
the playing eleven. Nitish Kumar
Reddy has been included as a fast
bowler-all-rounder. To be fair to
Reddy, there is no problem in his inclu-
sion but in the past he has bowled only
four or five overs in a match. It was,
therfore, desirable that pacers like
Akashdeep or Arshdeep were includ-
ed. It is true that Indian pitches are
spin-friendly, but for Akashdeep who
can bat, too, and Arshdeep Singh, it
would have been a good training to
bowl in Indian pitches and conditions.

DD..BB..  MMaaddaann
New Delhi

Abhijit
Bhattacharyya

Cabbages 
& Kings
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At a Senate hearing on September 12, Sergio 
Gor, Donald Trump’s nominee for US 
ambassador to India, said that Washington 
would push New Delhi to buy more Ameri-
can crude oil, refined products, and LNG as 
part of ongoing trade talks. This is not new. 
For the past two years, Mr Trump and his 
team have pressed India and other nations 
to stop buying Russian oil and shift to US 
barrels. 

Energy demands in every deal 
Washington has embedded energy-pur-
chase pledges into its recent trade deals. 
The European Union has promised to 
buy roughly $750 billion of US oil, gas, 
and nuclear fuel over three years — 
about $250 billion annually. Japan has 
pledged $7 billion a year, mainly LNG. 
Britain has signed a 10-year gas deal for 
50,000 MMBtu a day, starting 2028, 
roughly five LNG cargoes a year. Viet-
nam is lining up 9 mtpa of LNG imports 
from the US by 2030, and Thailand has 
signed a 20-year contract for 2 mtpa of 
US LNG. 

The supply illusion 
But there’s a problem. The US is still a net 
crude importer — the same product it is 
urging others to buy. Washington wants 
to block Russian barrels, keep prices low, 
and somehow become the world’s top oil 

supplier. The math doesn’t work. 
The 2024 trade data are telling. The 

US exported $298 billion of petroleum 
crude and products and imported $246 
billion, thanks to big surpluses in refined 
products and LNG. But in crude oil, it 
imported $174.4 billion and exported 
$114.5 billion — leaving a $60 billion defi-
cit. America remains a net crude buyer. 

Let’s understand why the US both 
exports and imports large quantities of 
crude oil? The reason is structural. Most 
US crude oil output is light, sweet shale 
oil, whereas many Gulf Coast refineries 
— concentrated in Texas and Louisiana 
— were designed decades ago to process 
heavier, sour crude from Venezuela, 
Mexico, and West Asia. To keep those 
refineries running eiciently, the US 
keeps importing heavy crude oil while 
exporting locally produced shale oil, a 
light crude oil, to Europe and Asia. 

Shale’s fragile future 
The US shale boom is no bottomless well. 
Unlike conventional crude pumped from 
underground reservoirs, shale oil is 
extracted from rock using fracking — blast-
ing high-pressure water, sand, and chemi-
cals — and horizontal drilling. Wells 
decline fast, losing 60–70 per cent of output 
in the first year, and production stays viable 
only when prices are above roughly $55 a 
barrel. Below that, drilling slows and 
output shrinks. That makes shale a costly, 
fragile substitute for Russian oil. Building 
the world’s energy security on US shale 
could backfire if prices fall, investment 
dries up, and supply rolls over. Brent crude 
is currently about $66.80 a barrel — com-
fortably above the survival line but not high 
enough to guarantee a drilling boom. 

A looming energy crunch 
Washington under Mr Trump has flipped 
from shunning fossil fuels to a “drill baby 
drill” strategy, seeking to turn the US into the 
world’s gas station — even as it remains a 
major oil importer. Its approach has two pil-

lars: Forcing allies to buy US crude and LNG, 
and punishing those who buy Russian oil.  
India has been hit with 50 per cent tariffs for 
continuing Russian purchases. Europe has 
pledged to cut Moscow out of its energy mix 
and replace those barrels with US supply. 
Washington is threatening sanctions on any 
country buying Russian crude. But US pro-
duction cannot grow fast enough to replace 
the more than 10 per cent of global oil supply 
that comes from Russia. The result could be 
a dangerous mismatch — too little oil, too 
much pressure — pushing the world 
towards a fresh energy crisis and painful 
price spikes. 

India’s position 
India’s oil basket is diversified: Russia 
supplied $52.7 billion or 37 per cent in 
2024, with Iraq, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
Nigeria, and the US also key. India 
imported crude, products, and LNG 
worth $7.7 billion from the US, and overall 
ran a $3.2 billion deficit. Losing cheaper 
Russian oil means costlier West Asian or 
US crude, yet Indian refineries can’t easily 

process light US shale without costly 
upgrades. But, Russian oil is only part of 
the friction between the two countries. 
Washington has cranked up the pressure 
on India with 50 per cent tariffs, a 100-fold 
H-1B visa fee hike to $100,000 per worker, 
sanctions on Chabahar, and a Supreme 
Court filing naming India’s Russian oil 
imports — all designed to force India to 
accept one-sided US demands. While 
leaders from both sides express optimism 
for an early deal, the US is making the task 
ever more diicult as time passes. 

Pragmatism over pressure 
In the end, global energy security cannot 
be built on politics or pressure alone. Sta-
bility comes from realistic supply commit-
ments, flexible trade, and respect for 
partners’ choices. If Washington wants to 
lead responsibly, it must move from 
coercion to cooperation — or risk turning 
today’s market strains into tomorrow’s 
full-blown energy crisis. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Dalits want more. And if they don’t 
get it in India, they will go abroad to 
get it. This is the message of the 
Dalits Quit India Party (DQIP), 
launched by the public intellectual 
and a shining light in Dalit political 
thought, Chandra Bhan Prasad. Not 
yet registered as a political party, the 
grouping is nevertheless going to be 
a powerful force in shaping the tra-
jectory of Dalit thought. 

Babasaheb B R Ambedkar’s cen-
tral message to Dalits was: Education. 
Indeed, one of his most famous 
words of advice was “educate, agitate, 
organise; have faith in yourselves”. 
Ambedkar was the first untouchable 
in India to earn a PhD and study 
abroad, thanks to a scholarship from 
the Maharaja of Baroda, which 
enabled him to complete a PhD at 
both Columbia University and the 
London School of Economics (LSE), 
in addition to a law degree. 

Mr Prasad’s inspiration is par-
tially drawn from the farmers’ agita-
tion and the support it got from 
non-resident Indians (NRIs). He 
says the days when Dalits were con-
tent with degrees from nondescript 
Indian universities are gone. Now, 
they must be ambitious and confi-
dent: Send their children abroad to 
study, and not just any foreign uni-
versity but Ivy League institutions 
like Harvard and Columbia, or the 
LSE. The children must be able to 

speak perfect English, must develop 
STEM (science, technology, engin-
eering, and mathematics) skills, and 
eventually aim to become part of 
faculty in foreign universities. Their 
ambitions must be boundless. 

The theoretical underpinning to 
Mr Prasad’s conviction is that the 
Dalits suffer from want of elite 
formation and, as a result, there is 
no social moderator/agency for 
them. Kanshiram’s Bahujan Samaj 
Party (BSP) did have that potential. 
But Kanshiram took the movement 
towards Periyar rather than Ambed-
kar, steering focus on the immiser-
isation of the Dalits, himself living in 
poverty and deprivation, to strike a 
chord with his followers. In many 
parts of India, his Backward and 
Minority Communities Employees 
Federation turned into individual-
centric organisations of blind fol-
lowers. As a result, when one left, 
the organisation collapsed. The 
final blow was the track shift from 
the Bahujan to Sarva Jan, leading to 
the rise of militant leaders like 
Chandrashekhar Azad and his 
Bhim Army. 

Mr Prasad concedes that foreign 
educational qualifications alone are 
not a remedy and there is “discrimi-
nation everywhere”. A 2016 Equality 
Labs survey — the only one so far — 
of 1,200 individuals of South Asian 
descent in the United States found 
in a report (released in 2018) that 26 
per cent said they had experienced 
a physical assault because of their 
caste, while 59 per cent reported 
caste-based derogatory jokes or 
remarks directed at them. More 
than half said they were afraid of 
being outed as Dalit. Some hid their 
caste, others confronted or 
embraced it as a badge of honour. 
“When I’m at Harvard I actually 
want to be recognised as an 
“untouchable” because I want 

people to know,” Kanishka Elupula, 
doctoral student at Harvard Univer-
sity, told researchers from the 
Pulitzer Centre during a 2019 project 
on caste in America. Cases of caste 
discrimination registered in Ameri-
can courts have been reported 
especially from California, home to 
the tech industry. 

At home in India, various 
devices have been offered as caste 
“mediation”. The Maharashtra gov-
ernment — the only state govern-
ment in India to do so — has 
instituted scholarships that pay 
tuition fees, stipend, and living 
expenses to Dalit students who have 
secured admission in a foreign uni-
versity. A National Council for 
Airmative Action was instituted by 
the Confederation of Indian Indus-
try in 2010, headed by the late J J 
Irani. Progress on this front appears 
to have been patchy, judging by 
annual reports. There is still no Dalit 
in top management at a big com-
pany, although Dalit matrimony 
websites are full of prospective 
brides and grooms who are 
employed in “MNCs”. Dalit-led 
enterprises are flourishing under 
the rubric of the Dalit Indian 
Chamber of Commerce and Indus-
try and many state governments 
have tweaked procurement policies 
to give the balance of advantage to 
Dalit contractors. 

But how much can Dalit NRI 
mobilisation translate into political 
— and social — heft in India? Hard 
to say. After all, diaspora activity has 
advanced many causes. On the 
other hand, violence against Dalits 
is unceasing and the conviction 
rate, at around 25 per cent (accord-
ing to the National Crime Records 
Bureau data), is still very low. In the 
Dalit context, education — and 
capitalism — continues to be one 
way forward. Defiance is another.

Donald Trump in the middle, flanked by Pakistan 
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif to his right and 
Field Marshal Asim Munir to his left, is the most 
defining geopolitical image for us in India. As one 
who often sees the world through the prism of old 
Indian film music, this might make me instinc-
tively start humming “duniya badal gayi, meri 
duniya badal gayi…” (the world has changed, see 
how my world has changed) from the 1950 Dilip 
Kumar-Nargis-Munawar Sultana classic Babul. 

The reason I won’t do so, or even commend it 
to you, isn’t just because Shakeel Badayuni’s 
poetry then took you into a world of self-pitying 
melancholy and heartbreak. Geopolitics, particu-
larly when it comes to powers as consequential as 
India and the United States, are more complex 
than the usual Bollywood love triangle. There are 
many factors at play. One, the US rela-
tionship with Pakistan is older and 
formally tighter than with India. 
While the US might have cooled off 
on Pakistan after finding and killing 
Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad, the 
organic relationship remained. 

The US never dropped Pakistan 
from the list of Major Non-Nato allies. 
India never got on to it, nor would it 
ever be an applicant for it. 

While the US under any President 
will value India for its size, stature, 
growth, stability and rising compre-
hensive national power (CNP), it 
knows India will never be what the sole super-
power always needs: A client state. Pakistan has 
been one since 1954, when it signed on to US-led 
Seato (Southeast Asia Treaty Organization). To 
that extent, what Munir has achieved with Mr 
Trump is a return to that normal, ironing out the 
post-Abbottabad crease. That’s why that “duniya 
badal gayi…” metaphor doesn’t apply. 

Further, in the subcontinent, another 
expression has gained strategic currency lately 
— new normal. What this picture represents is 
actually the return of the old normal in the US 
view on the subcontinent. In 2016, Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi had talked about diplo-
matically isolating Pakistan. At this point, that 
project is in abeyance. 

If we, in India, shake off this immediate disap-
pointment and start thinking like grown-ups 
again, this picture will give us a much better 
insight into how Pakistan survives, occasionally 
thrives, and thinks. 

The fact is, another Pakistani army chief 
visited the White House with his Prime Minister 

not long ago. It was General Qamar Javed Bajwa 
with Imran Khan in July 2019. But then, it was 
clear that the Prime Minister was in front and the 
chief sat back. Now, the elected Prime Minister 
cannot even go for an oicial foreign visit with-
out the Field Marshal sitting alongside. We saw 
this in Tianjin, Riyadh and Doha. This return to 
the status quo, only being emphasised more vis-
ually, proves many of us Pakistan-watchers for 
decades wrong. 

I was wrong, therefore, when writing on 
Munir’s “fifth star” in this column. I harked back 
to Nawaz Sharif’s old argument that Pakistan had 
to choose between being a partridge or a quail 
(teetar or bater) as in being governed by the army 
or an elected government. You can’t have a bit of 
this and a bit of that, he had said bravely in 1993 

as he took the train back to Lahore 
from Rawalpindi after being sum-
marily fired by the establishment 
despite his large majority. The pic-
ture of the trio in the White House 
tells you three things. 
l One, that this is the “system” in Pak-
istan. The Army is in control, with a 
subservient Prime Minister it would 
get “elected”. In the past, military dic-
tators have experimented with getting 
party-less Prime Ministers elected in 
fixed elections. Think Zia and Junejo, 
Musharraf and Shaukat Aziz. Even 
Ayub and Yahya had Bhutto function 

as their civilian face. 
lTwo, that Nawaz Sharif was brave, but virtu-
ously delusional in hoping that one day, after 
many trials, Pakistani democracy would take 
over the country as much as India’s. He also saw 
a normalisation with India as key to this. He is 
now in the saddest phase of his life, mourning his 
dead project, whatever the riches of his Mar-a-
Lago-sized home in Raiwind, near Lahore. The 
fact that his brother is now the Prime Minister 
and daughter the chief minister of Punjab, where 
60 per cent of Pakistanis live, only adds to his 
humiliation and heartbreak. As melancholy as 
Bahadur Shah Zafar in Rangoon. 
lAnd third, some of the understandings of many 
supposed Pakistan experts, this writer included, 
have been rendered erroneous, even stupid. 
That’s a confession. In that column on Munir’s 
fifth star, I had said Nawaz Sharif asked the par-
tridge-versus-quail question, but what Munir had 
conjured up was an entirely unique creature 
where nobody knew who had the power or the 
credibility within Pakistan. I had described this 

more as a curiosity, like a duck-billed platypus, 
and the inevitability of extinction facing it. This 
picture shows I misread the reality— or how Pak-
istan thinks. 

To understand how Pakistan thinks, ask your-
self why its people keep electing leaders, some-
times with big majorities, and then not only accept 
the generals firing them, but welcome it. The 
nation, its ideology and its sense of being and 
national pride are pre-designed for military autoc-
racies. Pakistanis don’t feel secure under leaders 
they elect. They even sit at home when the most 
popular one is jailed. 

We’ve seen the cycle of the army losing its 
popularity, facing street protests, and yet dramati-
cally recovering and coming back on top. It uses a 
simple ploy. Just ratchet up a warlike situation 
with India, and the people will ask who else will 
protect them but the army. Like spark a 26/11 in 
2008, and Pahalgam now. At each juncture, the 
Pakistani Army’s reputation was in dumps. Just a 
whiff of threat from India restored what isn’t the 
old or new normal, but an eternal reality. 

Next, please note that almost every elected 
leader in Pakistan has made at least one effort to 
seek peace with India. Nawaz Sharif had the 
broadest vision here, but the Bhuttos also tried. 
One of their motivations was that it would help 
them throw the yoke of the big boys of the GHQ.  

That’s precisely the reason each one was dis-
missed, exiled, jailed, and one even assassinated 
in anticipation of her return. It isn’t about Munir, 
Musharraf, Zia or Ayub. This Army as an institu-
tion cannot afford peace with India. It cannot win 
wars, but at least a permanent insecurity keeps it 
in power. Even the chiefs who saw value in peace, 
General Bajwa being the latest example, were dis-
owned and reviled by the institution. 

Munir is just more extreme and uncluttered 
than the rest. After Zia, he’s the second true Islam-
ist — a Hafiz Quran (one who’s memorised the holy 
book) and who peppers his speeches with verses in 
Arabic. His total belief in the scriptures as he’s read 
them also convinces him of the inevitability of 
India breaking up,  either by what he sees as its own 
contradictions or through his slow-burn version of 
Ghazwa-i-Hind, using terrorist proxies and Chi-
nese military power to keep gaming India’s 
responses and throwing it off focus.  

India is now dealing with a true believer in its 
destruction in his lifetime. He’s got China with him 
and is wowing the Arabs with the offer to rent them 
the only army in the Islamic world that’s capable of 
fighting, absorbing modern technology, and fol-
lowing its orders. He personifies what Pakistan 
thinks, only more starkly than his predecessors. 
Take it from me, Pakistan will sign some equival-
ent of the Abraham Accords and recognise Israel 
much before it ever makes peace with India.That’s 
India’s challenge. The Great Destabiliser in the 
White House adds to our degree of diiculty.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The coming made-in-US oil crunch 
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How Pakistan thinks
What Munir has achieved with Trump is a return to 
normal, ironing out the post-Abbottabad crease. The 
White House picture gives us insight into how Pakistan 
survives, occasionally thrives, and thinks

illustration: binay sinha

EYE CULTURE  
arushi bhaskar 

 
When Sanam Teri Kasam released 
in February 2016, it sank without a 
trace. The reviews were mixed, 
and the box oice collection was 
lacklustre. And since there were 
no big faces attached, it simply 
vanished, like many mediocre 
films of its kind do. 

Yet, when the film was re-
released in February 2025, it 
reportedly became the highest-
grossing Bollywood re-release of 
all time. Today, it enjoys a cult fol-
lowing, rivalling the likes of 
Andaz Apna Apna (1994) and 
Agneepath (1990).  

What changed? Was it the 
memories of the Covid-induced 
lockdown, which had people crav-
ing to go out? Was it an audience 
satiated with what Hindi cinema 
was churning out: War, larger-
than-life action, and historical fic-
tion? It was probably both, plus a 
targeted PR campaign. But one 
thing is certain: Sanam Teri Kasam 
was no outlier. 

If you have asked a movie buff 
recently about their last enjoyable 
theatre experience, chances are 
the answer was a re-release. It’s not 
just nostalgia — although that is 
certainly a big factor. Many of 
these films are remastered, attract-
ing new viewers as well. Consider, 
for example, the re-release of The 
Godfather trilogy this month —  
fans won’t want to miss the 4K res-
toration, and even the uninitiated 
will seek it out. After all, which 

cinephile could resist bragging 
that their first time watching Al 
Pacino transform into a cold-
blooded gangster was in a theatre? 

The re-releases have also 
become a conduit for families to 
watch films together again — one 
can often see grown children 
taking their parents to screenings 
of old Hindi classics like Sahib Bibi 
Aur Ghulam (1965), Deewaar 
(1975), and Hum Aapke Hain 
Koun..!  (1994). 

Capitalising on all this, we have 
PVR Inox regularly conducting 
polls on its Instagram page over 
the next re-release. BookMyShow 
even has a tab for “re-releases” on 
its app. In an era where high ticket 
prices and the easy availability of 
quality content have eroded 
profits, re-releases promise a 
magic that translates to the ever-
desirable “houseful”. With audi-
ences unwilling to show up for 
mediocre, unappealing fare, there 
is a certain safety in classics, which 
are bound to draw even non-regu-
lar patrons. People singing along 
and even dancing in the aisles — 
this experience can simply never 
be recreated at home.  

Although the current decline 
of Bollywood predates the pan-
demic, things have deteriorated 
since 2020. The year saw two other 
major developments, apart from 
theatres shutting down: The #Boy-
cottBollywood trend (partly suc-
cessful for the under-performance 
of films like Laal Singh Chaddha), 
and the broadening of cinematic 
horizons due to the proliferation of 
OTT platforms. Apart from major 

ones like Netflix and JioStar, there 
are now also language-specific ser-
vices like Aha (Telugu and Tamil) 
and Hoichoi (Bangla), which 
ensure easy access to content from 
the comfort of one’s home.  

The only bright spot has been 
2023, which saw films like 
Pathaan, Jawan, Gadar 2, Rocky 
aur Rani Kii Prem Kahaani and 
Animal doing well commercially 
and earning mixed-to-positive 
reviews. However, it can be argued 
that four out of these five films 
rode a massive wave of nostalgia: 
The first two marked Shah Rukh 
Khan’s comeback; the third was 
the sequel to a 2001 hit; and the 
fourth was publicised as Karan 
Johar returning to his brand of 
“family entertainment”. Are we 
witnessing an Ouroboros Effect 
(generative AI training on AI-gen-
erated content, leading to eventual 
decline in quality and freshness) in 
Bollywood, with the nostalgia-
laden success of re-releases affect-
ing contemporary movies? 

The slog continues for Bolly-
wood, and only one thing seems 
certain: If audiences are stepping 
out, they are looking for an experi-
ence, a spectacle. The success of 
“event” films attests to this —
sequels, comebacks, and new 
instalments in cinematic uni-
verses inevitably create buzz. But 
re-releases offer something 
unique: A potent mixture of nos-
talgia and the genuine excitement 
of discovering — or rediscovering 
— a gem. Looking at the way 
things are going, it seems they are 
here to stay.

Move over Millennials and Gen Z — 
there’s a new cohort on the rise, and 
they’re reshaping the future of mar-
keting even before they have spend-
ing power. Meet Generation Alpha. 

Born between 2010 and 2025, 
Gen Alpha represents the first gen-
eration fully immersed in digital 
technology from birth. They are the 
children of Millennials and early 
Gen Z parents, growing up with 
voice assistants, AI, short-form con-
tent, and personalised digital 
experiences being the norm. While 
many in this group are still in pri-
mary school, their influence on pur-
chasing — and future brand loyalty 
— is already significant. For mar-
keters and brand strategists, the 
time to understand and prepare for 
Gen Alpha is now. 

Though the oldest Alphas are just 
turning 15 in 2025, they’re already 
more digitally fluent than any gener-
ation before. They're growing up in a 
world shaped by: 
lHyper-personalised content 
through TikTok, YouTube, and 
streaming platforms 
lVoice-first and AI-enabled devices 

like Alexa, Siri, and ChatGPT 
lGamified digital ecosystems, from 
Roblox and Minecraft to Fortnite 
lClimate awareness and social con-
sciousness, passed down by their 
Millennial parents  
lEducation disruption, with remote 
learning and AI tutors like Khan-
migo becoming standard 

These experiences aren’t just 
shaping how Gen Alpha consumes 
content — they’re defining how they 
build relationships with brands. 

While much of Gen Alpha’s pur-
chasing power is indirect — 
influencing parents’ buying deci-
sions — they’re shaping brand pref-
erences early and forming habits 
that will most likely persist into 
adulthood. A study by Beano Brain 
globally found that 87 per cent of Gen 
Alpha children influence their par-
ents’ buying decisions, particularly 
in categories like food, tech, fashion, 
entertainment, and travel. Market 
research platform Kantar’s similar 
study in India put the number at 70 
per cent. For marketers, the long-
term game is clear: Build trust, rel-
evance, and emotional connection 
with Gen Alpha today, and you’re 
investing in a customer who may 
stay loyal for decades. 

Gen Alpha expects seamless, 
intuitive, and personalised digital 
experiences. They are not just com-
fortable with technology — they are 
dependent on it. This has profound 
implications for brand design, UX, 
and customer engagement strat-
egies in the future. Short-form, 
snackable content (eg, reels, shorts, 
TikToks) is their primary media diet. 
Voice search and conversational AI 

are becoming default tools for 
information and shopping. Brands 
will have no choice but to optimise 
for mobile-first and AI-enhanced 
interfaces — anything less will soon 
be considered outdated. For Gen 
Alpha, gaming is not just entertain-
ment — it’s their culture, identity, 
and community. Platforms like 
Roblox, Fortnite, and Minecraft 
aren’t just games; they are social eco-
systems and branded experiences. 
And, Nike’s NIKELAND in Roblox 
and Gucci’s “Gucci Garden” are early 
examples of immersive brand acti-
vations. Not surprisingly, brands are 
using gamification to teach finance, 
health, or sustainability through 
game mechanics — marketers now 
know that gamified brand experi-
ences not only build engagement but 
teach values and behaviour. 

Raised by purpose-driven Mil-
lennials and influenced by a world of 
climate crisis, social justice move-
ments, and diversity conversations, 
Gen Alpha cares deeply about 
values. But they don’t want empty 
virtue signalling alone — they want 
proof and validation. Brands target-
ing Gen Alpha will need to go beyond 
slogans. Gen Alpha expects trans-
parent, measurable action on sus-
tainability, inclusion, and ethics. 
Greenwashing or token efforts could 
permanently damage brand percep-
tion. Brands will, therefore, need to 
bake ethical values into their product 
design, supply chain, and customer 
experience, not just in their advertis-
ing campaigns. 

One other very important per-
spective. While Gen Alpha is influen-
tial, their parents still hold the wallet. 

Therefore, dual-audience marketing 
is essential. Speak to kids in ways that 
are fun, empowering, and creative. 
Speak to parents with messages of 
safety, quality, value, and positive 
developmental impact. Brands that 
can balance both messages without 
patroni sing either audience will 
stand out. 

And yes, kidfluencers are gain-
ing popularity across India. YouTube 
channels like MyMissAnand, 
Anantya Anand, and Aayu and Pihu 
Show have millions of subscribers 
and regularly feature brand collab-
orations. Fast-moving consumer 
goods brands like Kinder Joy and 
Horlicks have tapped into these kid-
led platforms for authentic storytell-
ing. For Gen Alpha, brands will have 
to look beyond Bollywood and 
cricket. Micro-influencers in the 8–
14 age range are becoming powerful 
messengers, especially when cam-
paigns are built around play,  learn-
ing, and emotion, not just selling. 

Brands are learning fast. Startups 
like Bamboo India (eco-friendly 
toothbrushes) and Slurrp Farm 
(healthy kids’ snacks) are using sus-
tainability and wellness as core 
brand pillars — values that appeal to 
both children and their parents. 
Similarly, Amazon’s Future Engin-
eer program offers kids coding skills, 
building early tech engagement 
while enhancing the brand’s percep-
tion as enablers of growth. India will 
soon have the largest Gen Alpha 
population in the world: How many 
brands are ready?  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is chairman of  
Rediffusion
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Nostalgia, with a side of profit

ajay srivastava 

Dalits look West

NATIONAL 
INTEREST  
shekhar gupta   

Building the right vibes with Gen Alpha 
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PLAIN POLITICS  
aditi phadnis

YES, BUT...  
sandeep goyal
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U
nited States President Donald Trump’s announcement to levy a 100
per cent tariff on branded or patented pharmaceutical imports —
unless the maker is actively building a facility in the United States
— shows his mercantile thought process and marks yet another

turn in global trade tensions.
While the restrictions were presented as an attempt to achieve self-

reliance in US pharmaceutical manufacturing, this move threatens to upend
the global drug industry, which relies heavily on Indian pharmaceutical
companies for unbranded generics. Though the US President did not specif-
ically mention generic drugs in his announcement, the White House refused
to provide clarity, sending Indian pharma stocks into a tailspin.

The US is by far the biggest export market for Indian drugmakers.
However, India accounts for barely five per cent of global pharma exports to
the US. Ireland was the top pharma exporter to the US with a 30 per cent
share, followed by Switzerland at 8.8 per cent. India barely made it to the top
five with a five per cent market share in the US pharma market.

Though India’s share in pharma exports is low, the US market is dominat-
ed by low-cost generic medicines, formulations and active pharmaceutical
ingredients (APIs). In fiscal 2024-25, India’s global pharma exports exceeded
$30 billion, rising by over nine per cent from the previous year.

Even if the US exempts generic drugmakers from this rule, the danger lies
in future creep, as it could later be applied to complex generics and biolog-
ics. Margins in generic drug manufacturing are notoriously thin. Any tariff
on generics will have a disastrous effect on the US health system, as drug-
makers will pass on the burden, ultimately affecting American patients.

Trump offered exemptions from pharma tariffs if a company has started or
is constructing its manufacturing facility in the United States. This rule,
therefore, could convince cash-rich pharma companies from Europe to build
their physical base in America. The infrastructure alone, however, cannot
bring back manufacturing to the United States. America can never offer a
competitive edge to companies in view of high labour costs and the strong
dollar — a logic that the New York real estate mogul in the White House
seems to miss.

Coming merely days after a decision to make new H1B visa applications
almost impossible through a steep new fee, Trump’s move complicates
India-US relations, as both measures affect Indian sensibilities and 
employers.

Both these decisions, coupled with slapping India with the highest 50 per
cent tariff, will impair goodwill between the two major democracies and
affect growing people-to-people contacts. Unless these decisions harm the
interests of common Americans, no future US administration could reverse
them.

While an India-US bilateral trade agreement could provide some relief to
Indian businesses, it is high time that Indians learn from their past experi-
ences and expand their operations in Africa, Latin America and Asean. To
survive in the global market, Indian businesses should focus on innovation
and excel in their product offerings, as the era of the famous jugaad is over.
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Will Trump pharma shock
make trade pact harder?

D
onald Trump,
America’s com-
bative sitting
P r e s i d e n t ,
should be con-

gratulated by supporters
and critics alike for his
ruthlessly “honest” public
confession at the memorial
for slain conservative
activist Charlie Kirk on
September 21 that his phi-
losophy towards opponents
was very different from
that of his late follower.
“Charlie did not hate his
opponents. I disagree. I
hate my opponents. I don’t
want the best for them”.

Since POTUS has now
“honestly” declared that he
is a “hate-generating”
leader, and he has nearly 40
months to go before demit-
ting office, one shudders to
contemplate what awaits
the $30 trillion GDP eco-
nomic superpower that is
America in the 21st centu-
ry. Take a look at the book
The Next Civil War: Dis-
patches from the American
Future, written by Stephen
Marche, a Canadian, in
January 2022. It was a sen-
sational description of the
January 6, 2021 insurrec-
tion at the US Capitol incit-
ed by Mr Trump after he
was defeated in the 2020
presidential election, and
blindly followed by the foot
soldiers of his “Make
America Great Again”
(MAGA) movement, whose
unprecedented ransacking
of the US capital set the
contours of the tsunami
which today has created
nasty and endless woes for
America and its people.

It would be an understate-
ment to say that America
today is in distress inter-
nally. Why that matters to
people living thousands of
miles away, on the other
side of the planet, is
because this US chaos is
inflicting unexpected and
unforeseen damage to glob-
al connectivity, also known
as “globalisation”, and
India is deeply linked to it
through various bilateral
and multilateral systems.

Also, within the US, there

are five million people of
Indian origin, whose
notable contribution to and
performance in America’s
economic and technologi-
cal development is indis-
putable. And the ambience
in America is getting so
charged on race and colour
factors, mainly due to divi-
sive climate of “hate” gen-
erated by the US establish-
ment, that the concern of
Indians is wholly justified.
There are real fears in
responsible quarters that
this “hate-filled” racial and
colour prejudice may very
well lead to a “race war” in
the United States.

Someone who is close to
POTUS needs to have the
courage of conviction to
persuade Donald Trump
that a campaign driven by
hate is unlikely to secure
for him the coveted Nobel
Prize for Peace, no matter
how many bilateral or mul-
tilateral summits he may
attend towards that end.
“Hate” is not “peace”, in
fact, hate leads to violence
and bloodshed, quite the
antithesis of peace.

America also needs to
confront its own troubled
history. More than many
other nations, the US inter-
nally is still trying to rec-
oncile its racial and ethnic
discord and, being a nation
built by generations of
immigrants, needs harmo-
ny at home. One may revis-
it the words of Stephen
Marche: “The unimagin-
able has become an every-
day matter in America… If
you read about them in any
other country, you would
think a civil war has
already begun.”

What adds to the fears of
a possible civil war is the
easy availability of guns in
America — a nation of 340
million people has over 400
million guns, and more
than a trillion rounds of
ammunition, and a politi-
cal system which is totally
resistant to any effective
controls on gun ownership.
It won’t take much to light
a spark.

Then bring in the race

factor. Donald Trump’s
MAGA supporters possibly
visualise the United States
as an exclusively white
nation, having obviously
forgotten its shameful his-
tory of slavery, where
shiploads of black Africans
were brought in chains to
work in the plantations in
Virginia and elsewhere for
generations. He must also
have forgotten the legacy of
another President, Abra-
ham Lincoln, who had
declared the US could not
continue to remain “half
slave and half free”. The
Civil War that followed
established the principle
that blacks were as much
US citizens as whites,
though it would take anoth-
er century for the Civil
Rights Act in the 1960s to
take it forward.

However, the ugly face of
race is once again resurfac-
ing in Trump’s America,
and policymakers seem
unable to tackle this threat
effectively due to their own
catastrophic mistakes.
Only recently the German-
origin Eric Schmitt, junior
senator from Missouri,
contemptuously warned
that the problem of immi-
gration was not the people;
but “it’s about non-Europ-
eans stealing the birthright
of the descendants of
America’s original Chris-
tian settlers”. America is
clearly heading towards a
race war-like situation in
near future.

Much of this actually
began during Mr Trump’s
first term. Amy Wax, a law
professor at the University
of Pennsylvania, had said
in 2019: “Our country
would be better off with
more whites and fewer
non-whites”. Another US
senator, Bernie Moreno, re-
cently proposed a law to
“curb outsourcing and pro-
mote domestic employ-
ment by imposing a 25 per
cent levy on payments

made by American compa-
nies to foreign workers”.

The ongoing all-out as-
sault on Indians and other
non-white foreigners by Mr
Trump and his coterie
must be seen in this light.
These non-whites are per-
ceived to be the main eco-
nomic threat to “America’s
original Christian set-
tlers”. This inherent race-
centric psyche had been
kept dormant for long (but
not dead), and is being
deliberately allowed to
raise its venomous philoso-
phy by Mr Trump’s MAGA
and its managers.

The foot soldiers of the
Trump-inspired “Make
America Great Again”
movement, almost all of
whom hold extreme right-
ist views, have opened an
irreversible internal front
of hatred, divisive polity
and reckless gun culture,
which has sown the seeds
of a potential repeat of the
American Civil War, com-
bined with a race war,
between whites and non-
whites.

The MAGA strategy, with
official patronage, is clear:
No room for non-whites or
non-Christians "creating
problems": immigration,
industry, imports, tariff,
trade, land-owning. The
fact that the entry of immi-
grants, many of them non-
white, has helped America
to grow and prosper and
has been mutually benefi-
cial, counts for little. The
clamour of “America for
Americans” visualises a
white Christian nation, the
so-called “original inhabi-
tants of the land”. The
irony is that the real origi-
nal inhabitants of the US —
the Native Americans —
were virtually wiped out
by settlers who came from
Europe through mass mur-
der. This happened in
Australia too, where the
original aboriginals are
nowhere to be seen.

Understandably such bla-
tant discrimination is un-
likely to be acceptable to
the non-white, non-Ame-
rican world. Clearly, the
US is no longer the egali-
tarian, enlightened and lib-
eral beacon of freedom to
the world that it was till
recently. The US still has
power, but no goodwill.

The writer is an alumnus
of the National Defence

College, New Delhi. Views
expressed are personal.

DOMESTIC DEMAND 
Union finance minister Nirmala
Sitharaman has said that
India's economy thrives on
increase in domestic demand.
In a developing country such
as ours, the ratio of increase in
consumption to increase in
income is always high, and the
economy is undoubtedly
doing good now. People, how-
ever, need to think about their
future too. Put differently, they
need to have reasonable sav-
ings or deposits in the money
market to lead a decent life in
the future. Their savings with
banks and financial institutions
can help enhance the lending
to all the three sectors - pri-
mary, secondary and tertiary -
and accelerate economic
growth. After all, people
should think about the short
as well as the long run.  

S.Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai 

Since POTUS has now
‘honestly’ declared he
is a ‘hate-generating’
leader, and has 40
months to go before
demitting office, one
shudders to think
what awaits the $30tn
GDP superpower 
that is America in the
21st century

Trump taking US towards
a new race-cum-civil war?

It wasn’t just nostalgia that the farewell ceremony was suffused with as
the last two squadrons of MiG-21 air force jets — Cobras and Panthers
— took a bow Friday. There was a near reverence usually reserved for

great soldiers and airmen that was evident for the flying machines as the
veteran combat jets of 62-years standing in the Indian Air Force were
decommissioned.

Having defined a whole era of warfare and earned plaudits for the victo-
ries it endowed the Indian forces with in the 1965, 1971 and 1999 wars, the
jets lost their war with obsolescence. They may have become accident-
borne to the extent of being termed ‘flying coffins’ as about 400 crashes
were recorded over time but, in combat, they proved superior to far more
expensive American jets like the F-16s that our enemies had procured.

The Russian-developed jets, which first came to India in the Soviet era to
begin decades-long cooperation in military hardware, symbolised a friend-
ship, which began when the West would not arm India for love or money,
that has endured for decades. These flying fortresses which sparkled,
including in the downing of a Pakistan F-16 jet by Wing Commander
Abhinandan Varthaman in the wake of the Balakot strike, were lovingly
called a “family member” by defence minister Rajnath Singh.

Exit MiG-21s and enter upgraded Tejas-Mk1As, of which two squadrons
— Flying Daggers and Flying Bullets — are already in operation and huge
deals have been signed, recently for 97 more, as these indigenous jets are
ready to shine in India colours and made in India for India. Of course, keep-
ing to delivery schedules is vital as the IAF is way short of what should ide-
ally be 42 squadrons for covering the frontiers with all neighbouring
nations.

With modern warfare to be fought mostly in the sky, the increasingly
important role of the IAF cannot be overstressed. The force is badly in need
of more squadrons as well as hi-tech drones to keep its reputation of a stout
defender of the country. Never mind if there were losses in the recent
engagement with Pakistan. The MiGs may have gone to be replaced by fly-
ing machines with modern technology, but the task of keeping the skies
over India safe remains.

Farewell to veteran air warriors

Looking back at
Arundhati Roy’s
role in the saga
of Bandit Queen

LETTERS

“You claim it was a brief fascination
My response is that’s an insensitive claim
It was in fact love’s only inclination
Denying which has only one to blame.”

— From The Scottish Ballads of Doll
McKhanny

T
he internationally acclaimed writer and
activist Arundhati Roy has written about
her relationship with her mother in her
latest book. The news previews say she

has also written about the campaigns she support-
ed. There may be one which may not feature
prominently in this memoir. That was her assidu-
ous attempt to have the film Bandit Queen legally
banned. And more!

I met Arundhati decades ago when I was a com-
missioning editor at UK’s Channel 4 TV. She
brought me her screenplay called Electric Moon,
which I liked and commissioned. It was produced
and broadcast by Channel 4. Through the process
of editing it I, perhaps naively, thought we had
become firm friends. (But as they say: “Apney
munn ki mein jaanoo aur oonkay munn ki Ram”?).

Years later, I adapted for filming my ex-wife
Mala Sen’s book about Phoolan Devi, a dalit girl,
sold when barely eight years old in a bargain mar-
riage, raped, kidnapped, treated violently by
Thakurs and the police and bandit gangs and then
rose, through circumstance, to be the leader of a

vengeful gang herself.
Several writers I commissioned attempted the

screenplay. It didn’t work. I had to clandestinely
take on writing it myself or the budget allocated to
my department for the film would be cancelled. I
worked with Shekhar Kapur and the film Bandit
Queen resulted.

Bobby Bedi, the producer, invited Arundhati to
a preview, after which Arundhati drove to
Phoolan Devi’s house and proposed that they get
the film legally banned as it portrayed her being
raped. Shekhar’s depiction of these were later
internationally acclaimed as truthful, discreet
and campaigning!

Phoolan, Arundhati, with veteran lawyer Indira
Jaisingh, went to the Delhi high court and pleaded
to have the film banned.

As the case continued and was reported,
Channel 4’s insurance premiums on all its films
went up. Disaster!

Bobby had already begun negotiations with
Phoolan’s husband and I went with a Channel 4
cheque book to Delhi and handed over an agreed
sum to him.

That morning Phoolan went to court with one of
the affidavit-signing lawyers, walked past Ms Roy
and gang, ignoring their questions, went into the
court and withdrew the case.

When Phoolan emerged, Ms Roy, in distress.
accosted her in Hindi: “You have made choothiyas
of us!” Phoolan brushed past her saying, “You

were that from birth!”
The film was released and won an official prize

at Cannes. Phoolan proudly displayed it in her
parliamentary election campaign to demonstrate
what dalit women suffer.

It was when I returned to London that I heard
that the French publisher Robert Lafont had sent
a young writer to India to write a biography of
Phoolan, which they could then sell to Hollywood
as they had successfully done with Dominique
Lapierre’s City of Joy. I was told this writer was in
touch with Ms Roy.

Soon after, Michael Grade, Channel 4’s boss,
called me to his office and showed me a petition
signed by Ms Roy and about ten others asking him
to dismiss me from my job. Michael said he could
only think of one use for such a piece of paper. He
said I should reply, which I did telling the peti-
tioners they had failed and advising them to go
some distance and have sex.

I knew two of the signatories — Praful Bidwai
was a friend of my late ex-wife Mala. She was in
my office, with my translator friend Firdaus Ali,
when she, in great distress, said Bidwai had had
an accident and his marrow was infected with a
fatal, incurable disease. Firdaus overheard the
name of the disease and said his cousins were
working in Birmingham on precisely that. He
called them and they said they had found the cure
but couldn’t release it until it underwent trials.
Somehow, Firdaus persuaded them to give him a

sufficient dose which was sent to Bidwai who was,
as a result, cured. There are, of course, no binding
ethical rules of gratitude!

Another signatory was one Pankaj Butalia, from
whom I had earlier commissioned a documentary
about Shakespeare in Mizoram. Now he wanted
me sacked??? Curiouser and curiouser! I wrote
and published a limerick: “There once was a man
called Bue-Talia/ Who painted his arse in a Dahlia
—/ A rupee a smell/ Went down fairly well/ Two
rupees a lick was a failure.”

Then a Robert Lafont operative rang from
France. Would I suspend the release of Bandit
Queen for six years? They would “make it worth
my while!”. What??? A bribe to sabotage a Channel
4 property? I again suggested, repeating myself,
that he should immediately traverse some space
and have sex. And before I put the phone down, I
said: “Remember Agincourt, Waterloo and now
Bandit Queen!”

Subsequently, Bandit Queen was sent by the
Indian Producers’ Association to compete for an
international Oscar. Did Ms Roy and her friends
go to a Delhi judge’s home on a Sunday and ask
him to instruct the Indian Producers’ Association
to withdraw it? Won’t speculate! A Delhi judge did
instruct the IPA and it was vindictively 
withdrawn!

I look forward to noticing the absence of most of
this from Ms Roy’s book.

No doubt her prose will glister.

Subhani

Farrukh
Dhondy

SUPER SUNDAY?
The lean patch of Team India captain
Suryakumar Yadav is a worry, so too
the pathetic fielding, especially catch-
ing.  Shuffling with the batting order is
an area which harms the rhythm of our
set batsmen.  The Pakistan team are
peaking at the right time and it would
be foolish to be overconfident. Hope the
openers continue with their purple
patch and lay a firm foundation for a
winning total.  Men in Blue can make it
a Super Sunday.

N.Mahadevan
Chennai

KOLU DOLLS
The news that appeared relating to
the Thanjavur Thalayaatti Bommai,
which is a must in every Kolu
arranged for Dasara, was interest-
ing. There is little doubt that the 10-
day festival is an occasion for all arti-
sans, especially doll makers to show-
case their inherited skills. Apart
from the Thalayatti bommais, dolls
crafted from Karungaali mango and
teak wood called Marappacchchi
bommais are famous and must items
in a Kolu. A Chettiyar doll with his
'wife' and an array of grains for ' sale'
are an indispensable part of any
Kolu.

MuthuSubramanian
Coimbatore

Abhijit
Bhattacharyya

Cabbages 
& Kings
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