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Appeal to reason in an unrcasonable age

ACROSS THE AISLE

BY P CHIDAMBARAM

RTICLE 168 of the Constitution
of India begins with the words
“For every State there shall be a
egislature which shall consist of
the Governor” and ....... two Houses ...or
one House”. 1 have always thought the
presence of the Governor in the state
legislature is redundant. Why should an
unelected official be a member of the
legislature composed of elected represen-
tatives of the people? Ceremonial duties
such as Address to the House or Houses,
and other so-called ‘legislative’ functions
(Articles 202 to 207), could be performed
without the governor being a part of the
state legislature — like the King of
England.

The governor’s real role in the legis-
lative branch of the State is to grant as-
sent to Bills. This is indeed an important
function to complete the legislative pro-
cess before a Bill becomes an Act. In order
toensure that the legislature has not trans-
gressed the Constitutional limits, it is
necessary to confer upon a person the
power to grant or refuse assent.

Check, not stall

Article 200 reads:

“When a Bill has been passed by the
Legislative Assembly of a State....it shall be
presented tothe Governor and the Governor
shalldeclareeitherthat he assents to the Bill
or that he withholds assent therefrom or
that he reserves the Bill for the consider-
ation of the President.”

The proviso to Article 200 states that the
governor may as soon as possible return the
Bill to thelegislature to “reconsider the Bill
or any specified provisions thereof” and to
“consider the desirability of introducing
any such amendments as he may recom-
mend”. This a healthy check on the legisla-

legislative process.

sanction under the Constitution.

turebut notalicencetoplay havocwiththe ~Iam afraid
o N some of the Tot’
Governors — especially in Oppquon- that currently
ruled states — have run amok with the hold th
power given to them under Article 200. 0 - t €
They assume that their power to checkisa  positions of gov-
licelnce to stczl. Helnce, they iqvenlted thg ernor are
pocket veto. A pocket veto is simply to sit rtainl
idle; in other words, to neither grant assent; ‘Ce YnOt the
nor withhold assent and return the Billto ~ 200d lot” What
the legislature for reconsideration; norre-  they are,
;ervg C%heth[l‘lhfor the1 C(Ensitdefationl?f th;c1 Ileaveittothe
resident. The pocket veto is unalloye
malice. It is used to thwart the will of the reader. What
people expressed through a Bill passed by ~ they doand
the legislature. The pocket veto hasno  what they do
) notdoare
The two-judge Bench of the Supreme before th
Court reached the conclusion that when a clorethe .
people of India

Bill is presented to the governor, he can
either grant assent; or withhold assent and
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INSIDE TRACK | BY Coomi KAPOOR

LEADER BELOW PAR

After the shattering Bihar results, a distraught Mallikarjun
Kharge urged Sonia Gandhi to speak to her son since he feared
INDIA allies were getting increasingly restive. The RJD’s Te-
jashwi Yadav has made clear that the Congress leader did not
pull hisweight during the campaign and practically disappeared
from the scene after a promising start with motorbike rallies. He
could not be reached when major decisions on joint poll strategy
were to be taken. Rahul twice left India during the campaign.
And was even abroad when the results were declared.

The RJDwas furious that the Congress dragged its feetin de-
claring Tejashwi Yadav as the Mahagathbandhan’s CM candi-
date. Later, Rahul unilaterally announced Mukesh Sahani, an
EBC from the caste-based Vikassheel Insaan Party, as the al-
liance’s Deputy CM face, angering INDIA’s key vote banks, Mus-
lims and SCs, who felt that someone from their ranks should
have been named as a potential Deputy CM. (Incidentally, the
much touted Sahani lost the elections and his party drew a
blank.) Tejashwi was also embarrassed when Rahul, without
consulting him, even though he was sitting next to him, raised
theissue of the BJP’s alleged nexus with industrialist billionaires
by citing the attendance of party leaders at lavish weddings.
Subsequently there were numerous BJP-inspired memes of
Lalu’s entire family at Anant Ambani’s over-the-top wedding.

Sonia promised to speak to her son, but misgivings among
the INDIA allies that Rahullacks the the political acumen tolead
the Opposition alliance are increasing, buttressed by the recent
fracasin the Karnataka Congress. The TMC publicly proclaimed
that Mamata Banerjee would be amore suitable choice asleader.
SP leader Akhilesh Yadav reportedly spoke to the DMK’s M K
Stalin and pointed out the Congress’s embarrassingly dismal
performance in the 2022 Uttar Pradesh Assembly election. He
felt the grand old party needed a reality check on its actual
strength on the ground and that the allies could not keep defer-
ring to its demands simply because it is a national party.

1+0+0=SUCCESS?

The BJP’selectoral strategy for the 2024 Haryana Assembly
poll of unifying all non-Jats proved so effective that CM Nayab
Singh Saini does not need the support of any Jat-based party for
hisgovernment’s survival. The Congress fared miserably at the
pollsunder Jat leader Bhupinder Singh Hooda. This has heart-
ened the squabbling descendants of Jat icon Devi Lal, who as-
sume that if Hooda’s star is declining, their clan’s political for-
tunes are rising. Their optimism was bolstered by a successful
Jat rally by INLD president Abhay Chautala on Hooda’s home
turf of Rohtak. Abhay’s brother, Ajay, father of former deputy
CM Dushyant Chautala and a leader of the splinter JJP party,
and uncle Ranjit Chautala, once in the BJPnow an independent,
proposed to Abhay that if the Devi Lal clan unites, they would
have “100 per cent success” in reclaiming their lost political
glory. The dour Abhay turned down the suggestion remarking
snarkily that the 100 per cent calculation was only correct if you
appended the zero standing of Ajay and Ranjit, for not suppor-
ting the farmers agitation, with his standing of number 1.

ROYALSNUB

The Congress may be rejoicing over its by-election victory
in the Anta Assembly constituency of Rajasthan this month,
but surprisingly, CM Bhajan Lal Sharma remains unruffled,
even though Congress proclaims that the result indicates dis-
enchantment with the BJP. Anta is adjacent to Jhalawar, the
constituency of former CM Vasundhara Raje’s son Dushyant
Singh, and Vasundhara and her son insisted on overseeing the
campaign. After the defeat, she sought an appointment with
Amit Shah only to be told to speak to the CM.

NO SUCCESSION PLAN

Home Minister Amit Shah invited to Delhi Sanjay Jha, work-
ing president of the JD(U), Lalan Singh, Nitish’s close colleague,
and a Bihar bureaucrat who is known to have the ear of the chief
minister. Shah raised the delicate question as to whether Nitish
had a succession plan in mind in view of his frail health. The
politicians kept silent, but the official observed that knowing
Nitish, he would expect any such discussion to be on a one-on-
one basis directly with Prime Minister Modi.

FAMILY TIES

Interestingly, while the Shiv Sena (UBT) and the Congress
have targeted Parth Pawar, NCP chief Ajit Pawar’s son accused
of passing off governmentland as private property and not pay-
ing stamp duty, the opposition NCP led by Sharad Pawar has
keptsilent. Blood ties perhaps outweigh political differencesin
such matters. Some of Ajit’s followers even suspect that the Pune
land scam story was leaked to a Marathi TV channel by the
Shinde camp. Ajit is already unhappy that CM Devendra Fad-
navis hasteamed up with Shinde and Ajit kept on the sidelines.

return the Bill as soon as possible to the
legislature for reconsideration; or reserve
it for the consideration of the President.
The Bench outlawed the ‘pocket veto’. The
five-judge Bench affirmed these con-
clusions. There were some points on which
the two Benches differed but those points
donot alarm the common citizen. We may
leave it to legal scholars to debate those
points.

Common citizen’s concern

What is of grave concern to the common
citizen is the major point of difference be-
tween the two Benches on prescribing time
limits for the governor to act on a Bill. The
two-judge Bench stipulated strict time li-
mits, the five-judge Bench demurred and
overruled. Thelarger Bench was persuaded
by the letter of the Constitution which did
not explicitly specify any time limits. The
larger Bench stressed on the “elasticity for
constitutional authorities to perform their
functions”, the “diverse contexts and situ-
ations” and “the need for balancing that
might arise in the process of law-making”.
These principles are theoretically and con-
stitutionally unexceptionable.

However, the Supreme Court ought to
have also weighed the warning of Dr Am-
bedkar. In his concluding speech to the
Constituent Assembly, reflecting human
weaknesses, Dr Ambedkar said:

“However good a Constitution may be, it
issuretoturnout badbecause those who are
called to work it, happen to be a bad lot.
However bad a Constitution may be, it may

turnout to be good ifthose who are called to
work it, happen to be a good lot.”

I am afraid some of the ‘lot’ that cur-
rently hold the positions of governor are
certainly not the ‘good lot’. What they are,
I leave it to the reader. What they do and
what they do not do are before the people
of India. When a Bill passed by the duly
elected legislature is stalled for months, nay
years, the Constitution is not worked, it is
wrecked. The will of the people is thwarted.

Before the Supreme Court, there were
numerous examples of governors (es-
pecially of Opposition-ruled Statessuch as
Jharkhand, Karnataka, Kerala, Punjab,
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal) who had
tilted the Constitutional balance against
the legislature. The five-judge Bench was
expected to authoritatively restore the bal-
ance. It did a fine job of analysis but rested
its Opinion on a theoretical premise far re-
moved from the reality asillustrated by the
facts before the Court.

Law and reality

Law must respond to the reality. When
the Supreme Court thought that the inde-
pendence of the judiciary may be compro-
mised, itinterpreted Article 217 of the Con-
stitution to take unto itself the power to
select, and recommend for appointment,
thejudges of High Courts. Article 200 pres-
ented a graver problem. Alegislature’s abil-
ity to pass laws is the essence of democracy
and the rule of law. An appeal to reason
alone will be futile when laws are unreason-
ably and deliberately obstructed.

Alfter aerial survey, how over 50
villages made Way for Chandigarh
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HISTORY HEADLINE

BY JASKIRAN KAPOOR

ET THISbe anew town, symbolic of

freedom of India, unfettered by the

traditions of the past — an ex-

pression of the nation’s faith in the
future.” Standing on a podium in Chandi-
garh’s Sector 9 park, Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru delivered an impassioned speech,
outlining his vision for the new city that de-
fined anew India — Chandigarh.

Atthe centre of anow-shelved proposal
toalter its constitutional status, Chandigarh
began as an idea, envisioned by Nehru but
executed by bureaucrats and builders who
were ahead of their time.

Torn apart by Partition, Punjab had lost
Lahore and was in dire need of a new capi-
tal. Alternatives were suggested — Ambala,
Ludhiana, Patiala, Phillaur, Shimla, Jaland-
har, Karnal and Amritsar — but Nehru was
adamant that the capital would rise anew.
And thus was born Chandigarh, a city
“withoutan umbilical cord”, as author Vib-
hor Mohan describes the “caesarean birth”
ofthistownin hisbook, Chandigarh — The
Backstory &the City it Couldn’t Be.

The years from 1948 to 1951 were crucial
— the new capital needed land, town
planners, architects and builders. In 1948,
the Punjab government appointed a panel
under P LVarma, ChiefEngineer. An aerial
reconnaissance was undertaken by Varma,
Deputy Commissioner Swaroop Singh and
Executive Engineer R N Dogra. A site was
in sight — on the foothills of the Shivalik
range, northwards from Ambala to Shimla,
flanked by two riverbeds.

Chandigarh fell in Ambala district, and
derives its name from the temple of God-
dess Chandi on the Kalka-Pinjore road. It
was finalised on account of the land, its
gradient for natural drainage, panoramic
blue hills, moderate climate, proximity to
Delhi and sufficient water supply.

Then, came the first of many hurdles.
Over S0 villages had to be displaced for the
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Nehru (right) with French-Swiss architect
Le Corbusier during the inauguration of the
High Courtbuildingin Chandigarhin1955.
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

new city. The challengesrelated toland ac-
quisition were resolved, shares Deepika
Gandhi, former director, Le Corbusier
Centre, Chandigarh.

The Chandigarh Capital City plan now
needed those who could execute it —archi-
tects, builders, designers, town plannets.
Budget being one of the biggest constraints,
Nehru wasinclined to pick someone closer
home. He chose to connect with American
town planner Albert Mayer, who was in
India since 1945 and was working on re-
modelling Indian villages. Polish architect
Matthew Nowicki came on board too, but
hisdemise in a plane crashin 1950 and the
rising dollar rate forced India to look else-
where. French-Swiss architect Le Corbusier
seemed an “affordable option”.

During that time, says historian and
author Rajiv Lochan, Corbusier was more of
an urban town planner whose philosophies
on modern architecture didn’t have too
many takers. He signed a contract that
required himtostay inIndia for atleastthree
years. He quickly sent his cousin and collab-
orator, architect Pierre Jeanneret, toseal the
deal. They were soonjoined by British archi-
tect couple Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew,
pioneers in tropical architecture with work
in developing countries such as Africa.

In one of her interviews, Drew men-
tioned how Varmaand PN Thapar, Chief Ad-
ministrator, Chandigarh, refused toleave her

drawing room till she and Fry agreed to
come. While the bureaucrats insisted on a
city inclined towards educational institu-
tions, Gandhi adds that on the advice of AL
Fletcher, Punjab’s Officer on Special Duty,
green belts were incorporated in the plan.
“Usually, the green cover is an after-
thought, but Fletcher mooted the idea of a
garden city. The city’s industrial area was
pushed tothe periphery and was earmarked
for non-polluting industry,” says Gandhi.

The city was made in record time by en-
gineers and architects, and workers from Ra-
jasthan and Hisar, and, in thelater years, the
people of Punjab. By 1955, the High Court
building was ready. On many occasions, a
cash-strapped government wanted to halt
the project, notes Gandhi, but Varma and
then Punjab CM Partap Singh Kairon fought
to keep it going. They sold plots in advance
toraise funds for the construction.

When it was finally completed, Corbu-
sier’s Chandigarh, with its geometric grid
and brutalist architecture, was very differ-
ent from the original fan-like plan of No-
wicki and Mayer, who had rooted for a
more village-like aesthetic.

Tejbans Singh Jauhar, who owns Tejee
Studios and is one of the oldest residents of
the city, says, “The first cabaret in Sector 17
was called Calypso, the first disco was started
by Mr Denny from Mombasa...This town
saw an influx of Punjabis from different
corners —there were people from Uganda
who had fled dictator Idi Amin’s regime,
from Delhi post 1984 riots, from Burmatoo.”

Thebrutalist architecture, says Gandhi,
was not the starting point. It was a prag-
matic way to keep costs down. “Dams were
being built simultaneously at that time,
Bhakra being one of them. So, cement was
available easily. The planners knew this area
was rich in clay, and there was abundance
ofbricks, especially the Nanakshahi bricks.
The masons too were experts in brick lay-
ing, and so the structures we see today,
which we define as brutalist, were made
with local material. The exposed brick and
cement walls were a conscious call to cut
costs, including future costs of whitewash
and maintenance. There were no ma-
chines, no cranes, no technology. Chandi-
garhis a city made by hand,” she says.

The writer is a freelancer
based in Chandigarh

India froma
distance
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FIFTHCOLUMN
BY TAVLEEN SINGH

HIS COLUMN comes to you along way away from our

beloved Bharat Mata. The first thing I noticed when I

arrived in this small town in upstate New York was

how clean the air was. Any Indian traveller who came
here from northern India or even Mumbai would probably no-
tice this first because it is such a dramatic change from the poi-
sonous air we breathe in our own wondrous land. It cheered
me up when I read the Indian newspapers on this cold and
frosty morning that air pollution is becoming a political issue.
Important political leaders, judges and doctors have started
speaking of it in angry voices. As they should have done long,
long ago. May their voices get angrier and louder.

The truth is that this is a major crisis that can no longer be
left to provincial officials to deal with. It is a national emergency.
And itistime the Prime Minister personally intervened because
if something so vital as clean air is unavailable, he can quite
simply forget about his grandiose dream of India becoming a
fully developed country in 20 years. There are other things I
notice asIsitinagloomy mood and write this piece. The roads
that I drove along to get here did not have litter lining them.
The woods were beautiful, the streams pristine and the villages
charming. Why does our own beloved motherland look so bad,
I asked myself sadly.

The question barely came to my mind and I knew the
answer. It is because our political leaders spend most of their
time on things that matter to them and not to the people. They
concentrate on winning elections and when the elections are
over, they concentrate on squabbling over who gets the best
jobs in government. They fight over who should be chief min-
ister not because of their desire to do something wonderful for
the state but so that they can strut

around like petty potentates. It  Time to forget about
has always been this way. What building temples
has changed since Narendra d siant stat f
Modi became Prime Ministeris 2N 81aNLSAUCS 0
that displays of public religiosity dead leaders,and
have reached new heights. concentrate on
Personally, I have no problem building cities that
with new temples being built but , .
don’tlook like slums

can we also build cities and towns
that are livable? One of the great
marvels of ancient India were its
cities. If in ancient times it was possible to build cities that were
notjust beautiful but equipped with urban necessities like clean
water and waste disposal, why is it so hard for us to build them
now? Once more I shall answer my own question. The men and
women responsible for municipal governance are usually more
interested in lining their pockets than in providing the services
essential for making cities livable. This happens because they
can get away with taking bribes to allow unplanned, ugly urban
sprawls to pass off as cities. When was the last time you heard of
a municipal official being jailed for allowing unplanned build-
ings torise out of squalid slums?

There are solutions, dear readers and fellow citizens. But
these solutions require drastic changes in municipal govern-
ance. Instead of chief ministers overseeing municipal services,
they should be in the hands of elected mayors who can be held
accountable. All that our chief ministers appear to do is find
the biggest houses in the most expensive localities of our capital
cities and cause traffic jams because of the cavalcades they
travel in on the specious grounds that this is necessary for their
security. All these things must be ruthlessly stopped.

Will this happen since it has not for decades? It will happen
only when the Prime Minister’s office takes personal charge as
happened with the Swachh Bharat campaign. Urban decay is
soseriousthat it should be declared a national emergency and
immediate measures taken not just to clean up the air in our
cities but to find ways to manage waste and create parks and
gardens that can act as the lungs that are such a vital compo-
nent of planned urbanisation.

There are other things that must be priorities. At the top of
my list is affordable housing. Millions of citizens come to our
cities from distant rural villages and live in appalling condi-
tions. A ‘room’ in central Mumbai costs more than Rs 30,000 a
month, which is more than the migrants who come earn as sal-
aries. So, they sleep in shiftsin tiny hovels and eke out an exist-
ence, and the sad thingis that living on the footpaths of Mum-
bai or Delhi is better than life in the villages. These words were
barely written whenIspotted a post on ‘X’ from the Prime Min-
ister. He said, “The 8.2% growth in quarter 2 of 2025-26 is very
encouraging. It reflects the impact of our pro-growth policies
and reforms...our government will continue to advance re-
forms and strengthen Ease of Living for every citizen.

Ease of Living, Prime Minister? Seriously? If you could on
your regular visits to foreign lands spend some time as an or-
dinary citizen and look at our country from a distance you
might notice that our beloved Bharat Mata looks like a place
where most citizens cannot even dream of such a luxury as ‘ease
of living’. Time to forget about building temples and giant
statues of dead leaders, and concentrate on building cities that
look like modern cities and not slums.

REALLY smart 26-year-old I
know announced with some
pride that her first major indul-
ent purchase was the Chanel
Classic Flap Bag Medium (Rs 5 lakh plus).
Far be it from middle-aged me to baulk at
unnecessary excess; spending unheed-
ingly is a rite of passage we all go through.
(Usually to emerge, chastened, on the
other side.) This young lady displayed her
smarts by what she said next, that the Cha-
nel Flap has the best resale value and she
could get more than half of what she
spends after using it for two years. Young,
affluent millennials may be totally into tra-
ditional status symbols but they’re canny
enough to match their desires with shrewd
pragmatism. To accept that one is moti-
vated by prestige but never losing sight of
Return on Investment is, in its own way,
admirable indeed.
It turns out the pandemic-induced
quiet luxury trend is over. According to a
survey by the Boston Consulting Group,

The quest for more

conspicuous consumption is back with a
vengeance led by status-driven millennials
and Gen Z. To paraphrase Descartes, I con-
sume, therefore I am. Since the dawn of
time, humanity has shared one common
trait — an extreme vulnerability to the
opinions of others — settled, generally, by
carefully cultivating an image that signals
superiority according to the prevailing
ideas of one-upmanship. Who knows,
maybe Neanderthal Man distinguished
himself from the herd by vividly decorating
his stones and clubs. Ancient families,
knights, priests and fighters have all en-
joyed socially sanctioned recognition; in
fact, less than 200 years ago, duels were a
common occurrence in Europe. In mid
19th century England, it was widely held
that no man could be called agentleman if
he had not taken up his sword. For the
dueller, the maintenance of status meant
that he’d rather die of a stab wound than
allow an unfavourable assessment of him-
self as weak or cowardly to go around.

"ONTHE
LOOSE

BY LEHER
KALA

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Thank goodness for the far kinder era
we’re in now. At least our lives aren’t at
stake when we aim for exclusivity. Other
people’s good opinions come just by throw-
ing around some money. Why do we crave
expensive stuff?Is it beauty we’re seeking,
or meaning? Do the imperatives of the
world dictate how we conduct our social
selves? It is worth noting the confusing
paradox, that people of unparalleled
wealth who’ve consumed, collected and
holidayed themselves silly, still feel com-
pelled to hire an un-relatable pop star like
Jennifer Lopez for a family wedding. One
would imagine that if you’re already at the
top of the social hierarchy, there’s no moti-
vation to do anything further. Quite the
contrary. Constant deference from not-as-
rich peers can be addictive but to maintain
abevy of fawning admirers means extrava-
gance levels must keep going up.

F Scott Fitzgerald’s unforgettable myth-
ologising of wealth in The Great Gatsby ex-
plores the cavalier freedoms of new world

New Delhi

Liberalism — and its pitfalls. The story of a
self-made millionaire who throws glitter-
ing parties in the hope of prying away a
woman he loved and lost, Gatsby’s relent-
lessly splashy lifestyle also conveys a dis-
enchantment with the hollow pursuit of
decadent pleasures. Modern life allows us
toshake off the shackles of religion, design
our own traditions and construct our own
individual meaning of life. Which is great.
But too much focus on materialistic self-in-
terest, the novel warns, leads to a spiritual
void no grand soiree or acquisition can fill.
Every generation has their own idea of
what it means to have arrived: 20-some-
things’ hankering for Chanels or Rolexes to
craft an identity suggests a doomed obses-
sion with the superficial, not unlike the
characters of The Great Gatsby. Between
our illusory wants and our inner needsis a
vast chasm that can be bridged only by
understanding, “meaning” isn’t in
“things”. It’sin our heads.

Thewriter is director, Hutkay Films
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NO MAJOR IMPACT ON FLIGHT OPS

Update completed on most of affected

Sukalp Sharma
New Delhi, November 29

AIRBUS-MANDATED software
changes have been carried out
on most of Indian airlines’ air-
craft of Indian airlines’ aircraft
that could have been at risk of
potential issues with the func-
tioning of flight controls, ac-
cording to the country’s avi-
ation  safety  regulator
Directorate General of Civil Avi-
ation (DGCA). The software
changes, while having some
bearing on the carriers’ flight
operationsin the form of delays
and rescheduling, have notled
to any majorimpact in terms of
cancellations.

IndiGo and the Air India
group are the major Indian op-
erators of A320 family aircraft
— A320, A319, and A321 —
which form the bulk of India’s
narrow-body aircraft fleet.

As per data shared by the
DGCA, a total of 338 Airbus
A320 family aircraft of Indian
airlines — IndiGo, Air India,
and Air India Express — were
identified as planes that
required rectification action
prescribed by Airbus late Fri-
day. The required action, which
typically takes around a couple
ofhours, was completed on 270
of those aircraft as of 5:30 pm

Saturday.

The required rectification
action on the remaining 68 air-
craft waslikely to be completed
onSaturday itself, according to
the regulator.

Officials said that there was
no need for passengers to panic
as the impact on flight oper-
ationsis notsignificant. Indian
carriers have largely been able
to avoid flight cancellations,
and managed to limit the dis-
ruption to some delays and re-
scheduling of flights.

Apart from four Air India
Express flights, DGCA did not
report any flight cancellations
due to this issue as of Saturday
evening. Despite the very short
downtime for implementing
the fix, some delays were un-
avoidable as a narrow-body jet
typically operates multiple
flights in a day and delays can
quickly cascade.

The necessary changes had
already been carried outon 184
of 200 IndiGo aircraft that
required rectification action, as
of 5:30 pm Saturday.

In the case of Air India, it
was completed on 69 of the 113
affected aircraft. As for Air
India Express, the required
changes were made on17 ofthe
25 affected planes. In all, In-
diGo has around 370 A320

esinin

R

Fuselage sections of Airbus A320-family aircraft are seen at the

Airbus facility in France.

family jets in its fleet, Air India
has127,and itslow-cost arm Air
India Express operates 40 A320
family aircraft. But not all air-
craft required software changes
or any hardware realignment.

European aerospace major
Airbus on Friday said that a
large number of its best-selling
narrow-body A320 family air-
craft will require animmediate
software change, with some
requiring hardware modifica-
tions as well.

The urgent rectification ac-
tion, required to be taken be-
fore the next scheduled flight of
each affected aircraft, was man-

The problem, its fix and
impact on airline operations

Sukalp Sharma
New Delhi, November 29

AIRLINES ACROSS the world
are scrambling toimplement a
fixmandated by Airbusto rem-
edy a software vulnerability in
thousands of its A320 family
aircraft globally.

According to the European
aerospace giant, intense solar
radiation could corrupt data
critical to flight controlsin a sig-
nificant number of these air-
craft, which could in turn risk
flight safety.

How the problem came
tolight

Airbus announced late Fri-
day that a large number of its
best-selling narrow-body A320
family aircraft will require an
immediate software change,
with some requiring hardware
modifications as well. The ur-
gent rectification action,
required to be taken before the
next scheduled flight of each af-
fected aircraft, was mandated
for thousands of jets globally
and over 300 in India.

Citingan analysis of arecent
event that involved an A320
Family aircraft, Airbus said the
occurrence showed that “in-
tense solar radiation may cor-
rupt data critical to the func-
tioning of flight controls.” The
aircraft manufacturer ident-
ified mutliple A320 family air-
craft that may be impacted.

It was working with aviation
authorities across the world “to
request immediate precaution-
ary action from operators viaan
Alert Operators Transmission
(AOT) in order to implement
the available software and/or
hardware protection, and en-
sure the fleet is safe to fly,” Air-
bussaid in arelease.

This was followed by an
Emergency Airworthiness Di-

EXPLAINED

Importance of
ELAC in aircraft

ELAC, or elevator aileron
computer is a flight control
computer that processes
pilot input to control the
aircraft’s elevators and aile-
rons, which control the
pitch and roll of the aircraft

rective (AD) by the European
Union Aviation Safety Agency
(EASA) requiring operators of
the affected A320 family jets to
implement the solutions pre-
scribed by Airbus “before next
flight”. EASA also mentioned
anincident with an aircraft that
led to the discovery of the vul-
nerability.

According to the European
aviation regulator, an Airbus
A320 experienced an uncom-
manded, and limited and brief
pitch-down event, whichled to
the aircraftlosing some altitude
even as the pilots took no such
action.

While EASA did not go into
further details of the incident,
industry insiders say that it in-
volved a JetBlue flight from
Cancunin Mexicoto Newarkin
the US on October 30. The air-
craft had a sudden loss of alti-
tude, and some passengers sus-
tained injuries due to the
incident.

Preliminary technical as-
sessment done by Airbusident-
ified amalfunction of the ELAC
as possible contributing factor.

ELAC is a primary flight
control computer that pro-
cesses pilot input to control the
aircraft’s elevators and ailerons,
which control the pitch and roll
of the aircraft. It translates the

pilots’ inputs from their side-
sticks into electronic signals to
move the plane’s control sur-
faces. A specific ELAC hard-
ware and software combina-
tion was seen as the
vulnerability that made the
computer susceptible to data
corruption duetosolar flares or
radiation.

Fix prescribed, action
taken

The rectification action to
take care of the vulnerability is
rather simple, butisrequired to
be taken urgently. For a bulk of
the affected planes, it involves
a quick software update—re-
verting to a previous version of
an ELAC software. This pro-
cess, according to experts, takes
around a couple of hours. How-
ever, for some aircraft—mainly
older variants of the A320
family—a replacement of the
ELAC unit itself may be
required. This process could
potentially take much longer
than a simple software fix, and
would be contingent upon
hardware availability.

There are over 11,000 A320
family aircraft — A319, A320,
and A321 — in operation glo-
bally, and over half of those
might be affected by the issue.
Thisis being seen as the biggest
recallin Airbus’ history, and the
mandated fix to rectify the
issue has had some impact on
airline operations.

A320 family aircraft are the
most-flown commercial jets in
the world. They also form the
bulk of India’s aircraft fleet,
with around 540 A320 family
jets being operated by Indian
carriers. As many as 338 of
these aircraft have been ident-
ified as those affected by the
vulnerability pertaining to the
aircraft’s ELAC. FULLREPORTON
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dated for thousands of jets glo-
bally and over 300 in India. It
was prescribed after Airbus
learnt that intense solar radi-
ation could corrupt data critical
to flight controls. There are over
11,000 A320 family aircraft in
operation globally, and over
half of those are estimated tobe
affected by the issue.

Shortly after the announce-
ment from Airbus, the Euro-
pean Union Aviation Safety
Agency (EASA) issued an
Emergency Airworthiness Di-
rective (AD) requiring oper-
ators of the affected A320
family jets to implement the

o SWIFTFIX

INDIAN CARRIERS have
managed to avoid flight
cancellations and reduced
the disruption to some delays
and rescheduling of flights

SOME DELAYS were unavoid-
able because a narrow-body jet
typically operates multiple flights
inaday and delays can quickly
cascade

THE URGENT rectification action
by Airbus was mandated for thou-
sands of aircraft globally and over
300inIndia

solutions prescribed by Airbus
“before next flight”. The DGCA
also issued a mandatory modi-
fication circular for Indian air-
lines to carry out the required
changes.

“An Airbus A320 aeroplane
recently experienced an un-
commanded and limited pitch
down event. The autopilot re-
mained engaged throughout
the event, with a brief and li-
mited loss of altitude, and the
rest of the flight was unevent-
ful. Preliminary technical as-
sessment done by Airbusident-
ified a malfunction of the

i

affected ELAC (elevator aileron
computer) as possible contribu-
ting factor. This condition, if
not corrected, couldlead inthe
worst-case scenario to an un-
commanded elevator move-
ment that may resultin exceed-
ing the aircraft’s structural
capability,” the European
Union Aviation Safety Agency
AD said.

ELAC isaflight control com-
puter that processes pilot input
to control the aircraft’s elevators
and ailerons, which control the
pitch and roll of the aircraft. A
specific ELAC hardware and
software combination was seen
as the vulnerability that made
the computer susceptible to
data corruption due to solar
flares or radiation. The fix pre-
scribed by Airbus for the bulk of
the affected aircraft involved a
software changeinthe ELAC.In
some older aircraft, the ELAC
itself needed replacement.

ForIndiGo, thebase stations
where software upgrade isbeing
undertaken include Delhi, Ben-
galuru, Mumbai, Chennai,
Hyderabad, Ahmedabad, and
Kolkata. Air Indiais carrying out
the changesat Delhi, Bengaluru,
Mumbai, Hyderabad, Kolkata,
and Chennai, while Air India
Expressisdoingitat Delhi, Ben-
galuru, and Chennai.
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AFFECTED AIRLINES GLOBALLY
L

333

AIRCRAFT OF Indian airlines
identified for required
rectification action: DGCA

Air India: 113 aircraft affected;
software updated on 69

Air India Express: 17 of 25
aircraft receive an update

IndiGo: Software fixed on

6,000

THETOTALNUMBER
of aircraft affected by
Airbus’ order for im-
mediate repairs onits
A320 aircraft familyina
sweeping recall affect-
ing over 50% of the glo-
bal fleet. About 11,300
of the single-aisle jets
areinservice, including

6,440 of the core 184 of 200 aircraft

A320 model. (as of 5:30 pm on Saturday)
TURKISHAIRLINES | KOREANAIR TAIWAN 2/3 of 67
8 aircraft would re- Work on 10 affected aircraft operated

turnto service after
itcompletes the
required actions

aircrafttobe
completed by Sun-
day morning

by carriers were
affected

SOURCE: REUTERS

AMERICAN AIRLINES 209 out
of 480 aircraft affected

UNITED AIRLINES 6 aircraft
were affected by the recall

DELTA AIRLINES Limited impact

AIRFRANCE cancelled 35
flights after announcement

ALL NIPPON Airways cancelled
95flights

AVIANCA AIRLINE of Colombia
says over 70% of fleet affected.
Halts ticket sales until Dec 8

Vivek Chaturved
new CBIC chair;
succeeds Sanjay
Kumar Agarwal

New Delhi: Vivek Chaturvedi, a
1990-batch Indian Revenue Ser-
vice (Customs & Indirect Taxes)
officer, has been appointed as
the new chairman of the Central
Board of Indirect Taxes and Cus-
toms (CBIC), the apex body for
administering the goods and
servicestax, customs, central ex-
cise and other indirect taxes.
The department of person-
neland trainingissued an order
on Friday stating that the ap-
pointments committee of the
Cabinetapproved Chaturvedi’s,
currently serving as member,
CBIC, appointment to the top
post with immediate effect.
Chaturvedi succeeds Sanjay
Kumar Agarwal, a1988-batch
Revenue Services officer, who
completed his tenure and re-

| tired on November 28. FE

e ‘NEW FACTORY TO PRODUCE HIGH-BANDWIDTH MEMORY CHIPS’

‘Micron to invest $9.6 bn in Japan chip plant’

Reuters
Bengaluru/ Tokyo,
November 29

MICRON TECHNOLOGY will
invest 1.5 trillion yen ($9.6 bil-
lion) to build a new plant in Hi-
roshima in western Japan to
produce advanced high-band-
width memory (HBM) chips,
the Nikkei reported on Satur-
day, citing people familiar with
the matter.

The US chipmaker aims to
start construction at an existing
site in May next year and begin
shipments around 2028, with
Japan’s Ministry of Economy,
Trade and Industry providing
up to 500 billion yen for the
project, the Nikkei said.

The company logo is seen on the Micron Technology officesin

Shanghai, China.

Reuters could not immedi-
ately verify the report.
Toreviveitsaging semicon-

REUTERS

ductor industry, Japan’s gov-
ernment is offering generous
subsidies to lure investment

from foreign chip makers such
as Micron and Taiwan Semi-
conductor Manufacturing Co
(TSMCQC).

It is also funding the con-
struction of a plant that will
mass produce advanced logic
chips using IBM technology.

Demand for high-band-
width memory chips is being
driven by the growth of artifi-
cialintelligence and data centre
investment.

The expansion ofits plantin
Hiroshima will help Micron di-
versify production away from
Taiwan, according to the re-
port.

Itwill also enable Micron to
compete with marketleader SK
Hynix, the Nikkei said.

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

‘Manufacturing push,
reforms, lift Q2 growth’

Press Trust of India
Vadodra, November 29

COMMERCE AND Industry
Minister Piyush Goyal on Sat-
urday said a host of steps and
reforms undertaken by the gov-
ernment to improve ease of
doingbusiness have helped the
economy post an 8.2 per cent
growth in the July-September
quarter of the current fiscal.
He said the country’s ex-
ports too are registering
healthy growth despite global
uncertainties at the trade front.
“The 8.2 per cent growth re-
flects the host of reform measu-
res taken by the government.
Number of measures have
been taken to boost domestic
manufacturing and promote
ease of doingbusiness,” he said
while participating in a na-
tional padyatrahere, organised
as part of the 150th birth anni-

versary celebrations of Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel.

He added that the growth
numbers have refuted claims
made by certain quarters, and
it showed that India is the
world's fastest-growing major
economy.

“We will continue to see re-
lentless growth,” Goyal said,
adding India’s merchandise
and services exports too have
recorded high growth during
April-October this fiscal.

During April-October this
fiscal, merchandise exportsin-
creased marginally by 0.63 per
cent to $254.25 billion, and im-
ports rose 6.37 per cent to
$451.08 billion.

During the first nine
months of this financial year,
services exports stood at
$237.55 billion, compared to
$216.45billion in April-October
2024.

Crisil raises FY26 GDP
growth forecast to 7 %

Kolkata: Crisil has raised its fore-
cast for the country’s GDP
growth to7 per cent from 6.5 per
cent for the current financial
year, following the first-half
growth of 8 per cent that ex-
ceeded expectations.

Chief economist of Crisil,
Dharmakriti Joshi, said that In-
dia’sreal GDP growth stood at 8.2
per cent in the second quartet,
exceeding expectations.

However, duetoeasinginfla-
tion, the nominal GDP growth
was modest at 8.7 per cent. The
firsthalf growth of 8 per centand
anexpected slowdown to 6.1 per
cent in the second half owingto
the impact of higher US tariffs,
Joshi said.

According to Crisil, private

consumption was the main
driver of higher real GDP growth.
From the supply side, growth in
manufacturing and services saw
a significant rise. Joshi said
lower food inflation stoked dis-
cretionary spending in the
country. Joshisaid that the third
quarter is expected to continue
benefiting from these tailwinds.
While government investment
will stabilise likely, there could
be abelated uptickin private in-
vestments, according to Joshi.
The rationalisation of GST
rates is boosting private con-
sumption, complementing re-
duced income tax and interest
rate cuts induced by repo rate
cuts by the Monetary Policy
Committee of the RBI. PTI

New Delhi

Centre mandates
SIM binding for
online messaging
platforms

SoumyarendraBarik
New Delhi, November29

THE DEPARTMENT of Tele-
communications (DoT) has di-
rected online messaging plat-
forms to bar users from
accessing their services without
the SIM card used to register for
the application.

Thisdirection would impact
companies like WhatsApp, and
could pose challenges for users
travelling abroad. Itis could also
actasapotential hurdleinusing
such services across multiple de-
vices, industry executives said.

“..ithascometothenotice of
Central Government that some
of the app based communica-
tion services that are utilising
mobile number for identifica-
tion of its customers... allow
users to consume their services
without availability of theunder-
lying SIM within the device...
posing challenge to telecom
cyber security as it is being mis-
used from outside the country to
commit cyber-frauds,” the DoT
learnttohavesaid initsnoticeto
communication companies
such as WhatsApp, Telegram,
Signal, Arattai, Snapchat, Share-
chat, Jiochat, and Josh.

These platforms must now
ensurethatwithin 90 days, their
services are “continuously”
linked to the SIM card used to
register with them. They must
also disallow access if the SIM is
not there in the device. In tech-
nical terms, this is called SIM
binding. Associated web ser-
vices of these platforms (like
WhatsApp Web) “shall belogged
out periodically” — not later
than 6 hours.

The Centre is drawing
powers from the Telecommuni-
cation Cybersecurity Amend-
ment Rules, 2025, that were noti-
fied in October, to introduce the
concept of Telecommunication
Identifier User Entity (TIUE)
under the scope of telecom regu-
lations. As per the rules, a TIUE
(who is not a licensee like tele-
com operators) uses telecom-
munication identifiers — such
as mobile numbers —toidentify
itsusers.

Platformswill havetosendto
the DoT a compliance report
within the next four months.

Messagingplatforms
must disallow access
ifthe SIM is not there
inthedevice.In
technical terms, this
is called SIM binding

A senior industry executive
said that these directions could
pose a challenge to users who
travel abroad and frequently use
SIM cards from those countries
to access communication ser-
vices. “So far, when you use a
new SIM card abroad, you can
continue using services like
WhatsApp without any addi-
tional registration. Now with
these directives, that would no
longer be possible,” they said.

Another person said the di-
rective to log out from com-
panion web instances of the
messaging platforms every 6
hours could disrupt workflows,
especially in professional setups.
“Many people use services like
WhatsApp on their computers
when they’re at work. Some also
have to use them without their
phones around in some in-
stances. There will now be a lot
of added friction in that use
case,” this executive said.

There are also some ques-
tionsaround how effective these
directives could be, since many
people who use such services to
carry out frauds and scams use
SIM cards procured through il-
legal means, such as using
forged, or mule identity cards.

However, when the telecom
cybersecurity rules were pro-
posed earlier this year, the tele-
comindustry had supportedthe
need for SIM binding.

“Presently, the binding pro-
cess between asubscriber’s app-
based communication services
and their mobile SIM card oc-
cursonly once during the initial
installation and verification
phase, after which the applica-
tion continuesto functioninde-
pendently on the device even if
the SIM card islater removed, re-
placed or deactivated,” the Cel-
lular Operators Association of
India (COAI), which represents
all three private telcos, had said
inastatement at the time.

‘Air India not just a business
opportunity for Tata Group’

Mumbai: TataSons Chairman N
Chandrasekaran on Saturday
said Air India, which is under-
going a transformation, is not
just a business opportunity but
a “responsibility” for the Tata
Group.

The aviation sector faces con-
tinuous challenges, he said and
added that the global supply
chainissues make availability of
parts, infrastructure and new
fleet pretty unpredictable.

“Every plan that you have is

* BRIEFLY

becoming difficult because of
the situations that you face in
thisarea,” he said.

Chandrasekaran also men-
tioned that the aviationis a very
capital intensive business and
also the margins are thin.

The group had acquired loss-
making Air India along with Air
India Express in January 2022,
and since then, the Tata group
has been working on an ambi-
tious five-year transformation
plan. PTI

Govt,ADBink
loans pacts
worth $800 mn

New Delhi: The govern-
ment of India and the Asian
Development Bank (ADB)
hasinked agreements for
three loans worth over $800
million for projects in Ma-
harashtra, Madhya Pradesh
and Gujarat. Accordingly,
theloan agreements for the
Maharashtra Power Distri-
bution Enhancement Pro-
gramme for Agricultural
Solarization ($500 million),
Indore Metro Rail Project
(27,147,200,000 yen, or
$190.6 million), and Gujarat
Skills Development Prog-
ramme ($109.97 million)
were signed, the finance
ministry said Saturday. PTI

Anant Goenka
takes over as
FICCI President

New Delhi: Anant Goenka,
Vice Chairman of RPG
Group, on Saturday took
over as FICCI President for

2025-2026. He has replaced
Harsha Vardhan Agarwal,
Vice Chairman and MD,
EmamiLtd, a FICCI state-
ment said. Vijay Sankar,
Chairman, Sanmar Group,
has taken charge as Senior
VP of FICCI. Puneet Dalmia,
MD and CEO, Dalmia Bha-
rat Ltd, is the new VP of the

chamber, it added. PTI
Housing sales
in15 Tier 2 cities

up4%in Q3CY25

New Delhi: Housing sales
across 15 major Tier 2 cities
haveincreased 4 per cent
annually to Rs 37,409 crore
inthe July-September qua-
rter of calendar year 2025
despite afall in volumes,
accordingto PropEquity.
These 15 Tier 2 cities are
Ahmedabad, Surat, Gandhi
Nagar, Vadodara, Jaipur,
Nashik, Nagpur, Mohali,
Bhubaneshwar, Lucknow,
Bhopal, Coimbatore, Goa,
Trivandrum and Kochi. The
new supply declined 10 per
centYoY to28,721unitsin
Q3CY25. PTI
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RANJIT LAL

HOMEAND THE WORLD
A hermit crab takes shelter in a scavenged shell

-
Sea’ltsalle

The kaleidoscopic life forms on the shoreline
rival the biodiversity of the mountains

WHILE GROWING up inthe 1960s, I1lived by the sea, in
what was then Madras (Chennai). Picnics to Elliot’s Beach
were aweekend feature. I don’t remember much, except
that it appeared that the waves pounding the shores from
the Bay of Bengal, were thumping great monsters, which
whumped onto the beach, all deep bass and thunder and
then roared towards you like an express train. The most
memorable occasion was backin 1962 or ’63 when a cyclone
struck chucking up gleaming treasures from the depths:
glistening cowries, multi-coloured sea fans, even chunks of
coral, adead hammerhead shark and the exquisite skeleton
of aseahorse.

It wasin Bombay (Mumbai), however, that we spent the
most time at the beach — Marve, not the more popular
Juhu. We would pack the cars up and set off Friday
evenings, returning post dinner on Sunday. On one
extended stay, we even commuted to college (in South
Bombay) from the ‘shack’ we stayed at. The beaches
extending beyond the INS Hamla naval training station
were usually deserted — and differentin character — per-
fect for long walks or picking one’s way over rocky terrain
like the long-legged herons did. The monsoons were, of
course, the best time as the tide threw up the purple and
inky-blue Portuguese man o war and assorted shells. And
there were always the sunsets, misty orange and fiery gold:
you photographed the gently drowning globe perhaps a
million times.

After dusk, atlow tide, the beach would lie, vast, gleam-
ing and lacquered as you meandered aimlessly thinking
deep thoughts (of how to change the world or inveigle that
girl tolike you — you were in college after all); the wind buf-
feting you in the backlike a good old friend.

You realised the sheer power of the waves if you got even
calf-deep, and across the bays there were cross currents and
rip tides that had claimed many a swimmer. After agood
briny dip —and hose down
afterwards, there was fresh
prawn curry and beer on hold
followed by along siesta. And
then, perhaps, games of seven

IF THERE IS DANGER
FROM DEADFALLIN
THE MOUNTAINS, THE

OCEAN CAN WHISK tilesonthe beach inthe even-
YOU AWAY LIKE A CORK ing followed by a trip to nearby
IF ITS HUNGRY-AS- Madh island to pick up fresh
SHARK WAVES CAME pomfret for the barbeque
PERILOUSLY CLOSE. dinner later. Yes, you could
BOTH CAN BE EQUALLY hve(?fecrc?ﬁrse it was sweaty hot
TWEEARTl EITEIIIQ“'?UVI\?IHEN THE in summer, e’specially when

the wind dropped dead and
the seaalmostsighedtoa
standstill, shimmeringlike mercury. Invariably, the power
would go off, leaving you squelching uncomfortably in
your bed and wondering about your sanity.

The mountains were magnificent and grand too, and
you could never tire of their changing hues. No sea breeze
could quite match the cologne-like freshness in the air.
Mountain people would draw up their noses and sneer: the
seaside air stank of dead fish and so did the people — a
point well taken, especially on still afternoons. By the
ocean, the ever-present roar and hiss of the waves would
play abackground refrain — here, there wasjust the gentle
sighing of the breeze through the pines that could coaxyou
tosleep.

Yes, both places could become ferocious when the
weather turned and be equally terrifying: There was danger
from deadfall and lightning in the mountains, not to men-
tion landslides that could leave you stranded. The ocean
could whisk you away like a corkif it ever caught you and
giant waves could sweep perilously close to your shack,
hungry as any shark. You couldn’t dream of cosyingup by a
roaring fire in your beach shack (though yes, you could
have one going on the beach at night) that you would, upin
the mountains.

More importantly, the mountains offered a plethora of
wildlife and birds to look out for, not to mention
wildflowers, ferns, mosses and fungi. For awild-lifer and
botanist, perhaps, there was more here, to observe and de-
light in. Occasionally, however, you did get the feeling of
being hemmed in by the mountains — they were always
there, surrounding you, seemingly drawing closer as dusk
approached. Akind of vast, very beautiful open-air prison...
The beach, especially for those living in coastal cities — and
anyone debating on whether to live by the seaside —
offered a vast panorama of sea and open sky: arelief from
the narrow canyoned streets and tower blocks more claus-
trophobic than the mountains.

So, given a choice, where would I prefer tolive? The
sheer biodiversity offered by the mountains put them just
ahead intherace. OrsoIbelieved, until I came across Sejal
Mehta’s gem of abook, Superpowers on the Shore (Penguin)
that described the kaleidoscopic and astonishing life forms
that existed on every shoreline — from property-obsessed
hermit crabs and chrysanthemum-like anemones to
shape-shifting octopuses (which you could meet even at
Juhubeach), all of which had been shamefully ignored be-
cause you were stupid enough not to look down. So, the
scores were level: Mountains: 1, Seashore: 1.

But there’s a very simple solution to this quandary if you
manage to pull it off: Spend the winter by the sea and the
summer in the mountains.

Schools That Care

Children want schools where there is understanding without judgment, and teachers being
curious about what sustains them and standing alongside them, not against them

IMAGINE

BY SHELIA
SEN

NARRATIVE AND FAMILY
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CO-FOUNDER

OF CHILDREN FIRST

N THE old British times, canaries
were sent down coal mining shaftsto
detect toxic gases. I think our
children are metaphorical canaries
of our times. Keeping in mind the
spate of recent children’s suicides, the
youngest being nine years old, I am going
to put the spotlight on our schools for this
rising toxicity. This is not to blame but to
reflect and take accountability for how we
are harming our children.

Schools can perpetuate torture on our
children in the name of discipline. From an
early age, children start getting branded
with labelslike ‘lazy’, ‘duffer’, ‘pagal’, ‘slow’,
‘nalayalc’, ‘failure’, ‘good for nothing’ and so
on; the ones targeted the most being gen-
erally the most vulnerable — children with
visible and invisible disabilities, those who
donotget high grades, who come from low-
income, non-savarna families.

I have heard stories of children being
locked in dark bathrooms, beaten, having
their tiffin taken away and not being allowed
to go to the toilet until they wet their pants.
In the news, we hear of much worse —
childrenbeingasked tocleantoilets; a child
dying after being made to do 100 sit-ups; a
pen being pressed between tiny fingers;
beingtied up and beaten; branded with a hot
iron; standing on a chair until collapse;
being made to stand in the sun in peak
summer afternoon.

What is the most frightening about this
“torture-in-the-name-of-discipline
method” is that it weaponises the very
people who can protect the child — peers
and parents. Sona grew up in a shelter
home for street children. She shared that
once her teacher tore up her notebook in
class, calling her a “duffer” and encouraged
other children tojoin in the public humili-
ation. During the break, she spent hours
locked in the toilet to escape her peers.
Anand was forced to take off his trousersin
class and the class jeered at him when he
started crying. Shahana, studying in Class
10, described it as, “schools are like The
Hunger Games. We are pitted against each
other and it is survival of the fittest”.

Parentsare also recruited into thisdeadly
game by repeated complaints and blame.
Again, the ones most targeted are those
whose children do not fit the normative
ideasofacademicsuccess. They are humili-
ated in the PTMs, in the principals’ offices
and, in turn, in their desperation, they pun-
ish their children.

Children do not suddenly, on a whim,
decide they want to end their lives. They
hangontothreadsthat tie themtolife — it
could be aloving home, a sense of belong-
inginschool, a feeling of worthiness, know-
ingthat they are active agents in their own
lives and so much more. What if threads
were snipped off one at atime until thereis
nothingbut shame, isolation and no hope?
Then, alittle nudge can be a tipping point.
Maybe it was an impulse at that time but

Listening to the Peaks

we erase the months and years that led to
that moment.

There has been huge outrage at the
number of suicides in children in the past
couple of weeks. Onein Class4, onein Class
7and onein Class10. How can we even make
sense of this? I have heard statements like,
“Childrenthese daysare very fragile”, “They
aretooimpulsive.” Theseideas are problem-
aticastheyassumethat our children aredis-
ordered, when it is the structural and sys-
temicinjusticesin our society thatare out of
order. Canaries cannot be blamed for the
toxicity in the mines.

Safety at the core of education

Savingour children’slivesisa civil rights
issue. We have to keep their safety at the
centre and then think about how we design
education around it. Not vice versa.

Once we have that clarity, then
there are so many innovative ways to re-
imagine schooling.

Upholding the dignity of
every child

The National Education Policy (NEP)
hasfive foundational pillars: access, equity,
quality, affordability and accountability.
What if, at the centre of all these, was up-
holding the dignity of every child? Not just
as a vague concept but as clear practice
guidelines on language, respect, how to re-
spond to children when they go through dif-
ficult times and ways to build inclusive class-
rooms, etc. You might dismiss this as
requiring too many resources or time but
let’sgobackto the principle. We have tokeep
children’s safety at the centre and then think
about how we design education around it.
Not vice versa.

SAFETY BEGINS
ATSCHOOL
Saving our
children’slivesis a
civil rightsissue

‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’ cannot be a banner. It must be a becoming

Guru Nanak, who walked across conti-
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BOTH ADVAITA
AND SUFISM
INSIST THE
DIVINEIS IN
EVERYONE,
DISSOLVE
DIVISION
REMEMBER
UNITY AND
RETURN TO
THE ONE
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ON THE flight from Ahmedabad to Dehra-
dun, watching clouds peel open to reveal
the first folds of the Himalayas, I felt some-
thing ancient — a whisper, a warning, a
welcome. The mountains were calling not
to climb them but to return to ourselves.

Asachild of the’70s and ’80s, Dehradun
and Mussoorie were declarations: the
world could be tender, thoughtful, touched
by the divine. Dev bhumi was not a slogan
then; it was scent and soil. The mountains
were mentors. They taught us that to rise,
one must also root.

But the DehradunIarrived in was tight
— tight with traffic, tempers, towersand a
shrinking of generosity. This was the land
of sages and seers yet it seemed smothered
by its own speed. The mountains, once
moral mirrors, now reflected our madness.

Ihad come from Ahmedabad’s Food for
Thought Festival, where the air was softer,
conversations almost Gandhian. But in
Dehradun, the hunger was different; for
oxygen — of empathy, openness, ease. And
there, under the banner ‘Vasudhaiva Ku-
tumbakam’, I felt the force of irony. The
world outside did not feel like one family.
Yet as I looked deeper, the audience re-
minded me that even tightly packed cities
can host expansive hearts. Many were tur-
baned Sikhs, instantly bringing Guru
Nanak into the room.

nentsto ask one disarming question: What
is religion without humanity? His Ek
Omkaris not a chant but a consciousness.

Earlier thatday, asI descended fromthe
mountains toward the festival, I had been
speaking with Parabjot Bali, reflecting on
the sanctity of true faith. Guru Nanak’s
teachings, I told him, were never about re-
ligion but about liberation. Little did I know
I would walk onto a stage carrying those
truths on my tongue. And asIsat down, Ek
Omlkar flowing through me, Vedantic ‘Va-
sudhaiva Kutumbakam’ glowing above
me, another lineage rose like incense inside
my ribcage — Ajmer Sharif. I thought of my
friend Salman Chishty, descendant of
Khwaja Garib Nawaz, whose dargah has,
for eight centuries, shown India that the
shortest road to God passes through the
heart of another human being.

Standing there, I felt the profound kin-
ship between Sufism and Advaita Vedanta,
two mystical rivers that have flowed across
our subcontinent for millennia. Both begin
at the same liberating truth: There is no
‘other’. There is only One.

Shankaracharya declared with thun-
derous clarity: Brahma satyam, jagan mi-
thya — The Absolute alone is real; multi-
plicity is illusion. The Sufis sang the same
truth in whispering ecstasy: “I searched for
God and found only myself. I searched for
myself and found only God.” Advaita says
the world is ashimmering of Brahman. Suf-
ism says the world is a shadow of the Be-
loved. Advaita dissolves the seeker into the
Self. Sufism dissolves thelover into the Be-
loved. Different metaphors, same merger.

In Advaita, ego or ahamkarablinds us.
In Sufism, ego or nafsblinds us. Both ask us
to polish the heart until it becomes a mirror

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Accountability

Many times, teachers have shared with
me that they are aware that some teachers
are extremely “cruel” towards students but
they do not want to talk about it because
they fearabacklash or, at times, evenlosing
their job. It is the management’s job to en-
sure accountability iswoven into daily prac-
tices. We cannot wait for our children to die
tostart taking action. It also does not help if
the action against teachersis punitive. That
perpetuates the culture of harm and injus-
tice. Teachers arejust replicating what they
havelearned in the culture they have grown
up in. We have to design wholesome sys-
tems that include train-
ing in compassion as a
pre-requisite to being a

‘Managementbullies
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only one who feels like this”. This approach
isimpactful when participation is voluntary
and the peer mentors are well-trained and
supported by the counselling team.

Schools that Care

I remember an instance when a school
principal wastelling me how particular they
were about their ‘anti-bullying policy’. Soon
after, Isaw her berating a teacher harshly in
front of me. I was reminded of a young 16-
year-old’s words, “Management bullies the
principal, the principal bullies the teachers
and then the teachers bully the students.
Then they tell the students not to bully
others.”

When I asked young
people, “What will make

teacher, an early re- the principal the for safer schools?” their
sponse to transgressions . .’ answers reminded me
and asystem that priori- pl'lnClpaI bu“leS the that the problem might
tisesteachers’ wellbeing. h d Il be complex but the sol-
Schools that care for leac crs,an then utiondoesnot havetobe
their teachers care for ae < . rocket science. “Let our
their children. the tedchers bll“} the worth not be defined by
. students. Then they  ourgrades”and “showus

Peer mentoring ¢ thatyou care”. Whatthey
Manytimes, children te“ the StlldelltS not  ae askingforissimple —
find it easier to talk to understanding without

other children who are
non-judgmental and can
understand the struggles of beingastudent.
What if, in every school, some senior stu-
dents were trained as peer mentors who
could provide a safe space to listen, under-
stand or even gently steer them toward an
adult whom they trust such as a parent, a
school counsellor or a teacher? T have heard
somany stories of children who have shared
their struggles with a peer and feltimmense
reliefthat someone “getsit” and “lamnotthe

to bully others’

judgment, being curious
about what sustains
them and keeps them going and standing
alongside them, not against them. A fellow
therapist shared a statement by a young per-
son who was contemplating suicide, which
will stay with me forever: “Don’t try to stop
us, try to understand us. When you under-
stand us, together we can try to stop us.”

Schools That Care is an initiative by Children
First for building communities of care
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India’s truest strength is ancient — the ability to see the divine in the different

of the Real. At Ajmer, thousands bow their
heads not to doctrine but to the dissolving
of distance — between human and human,
between human and divine. This is non-
duality lived as atmosphere.

Both Advaita and Sufism insist the di-
vine is in everyone. And standing under
that tent in Dehradun, I felt them merge
into a single voice: Dissolve division. Re-
member unity. Return to the One.

It was at that moment that lines from
Earth, Deepa Mehta’s masterpiece, re-
turned to me with ashiver —lines that have
haunted me since I first heard them: Gunj
rahi hai kitni cheekhein, pyaar ki baatein
kaunsune. Toot rahe hain kitne sapne, inke
tukde kaun chune. Dil ke darwazon par
taale, taalon paryeh zang hai kyun? Ishvar
Allah tere jahaan mein nafrat kyun hai,
jung hai kyun? Tera dil to itna bada hai —
insaan ka dil tang hai kyun?

Why indeed is the divine heart vast
while the human heart grows small? Why
are dreams breaking faster than hands can
gather their pieces? Why do the songs of
love grow faint while the screams of hatred
grow loud? These questions are older than

New Delhi

war, politics, borders. And yet they are our
questions still.

As the festival conversation deepened,
people leaned in. The mountains outside
seemed to exhale with us. Toward theend,
someone asked me about the IndiaI believe
in. What rose wasn’t policy—it was mem-
ory.Indiais havingaluminous moment —
loud, global, undeniable. But its truest
strength is ancient: the ability to see the di-
vine in the different; to match progress
with presence; to hold technology in one
hand and tenderness in the other. The
worldis fractured, fevered, frightened. But
India has walked through shadows and still
chosen light.

As I left the festival, I rolled down the
window. Cedar drifted in. Dehradun felt a
little less tight; as if the mountains had
whispered to it, too. And I heard that
whisper again: Return to oneness. Return
to each other. Return to yourself. Because
‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’ cannot be a
banner. It must be a becoming. And, per-
haps, the mountains are simply reminding
us: The divine is not somewhere else. It is
within us. Always was. Always will be.
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How much plastic is too much for marine birds, mammals, turtles?

Divya Gandhi

Nearly 1,300 marine spe-
cies, including every fami-
ly of seabirds and marine
mammals, ingest hard and
soft plastics, rubber, and
fishing debris. This tragic
habit can kill many of these
marine animals by block-
ing or puncturing the gas-
trointestinal or by twisting
the intestines.

A study in Proceedings
of the National Academy of
Sciences has quantified the
amount of plastics sea-

birds, marine mammals,
and sea turtles ingest and
the minimum quantities at
which the plastics mortally
wound their gastrointesti-
nal tracts.

Researchers from the
University of Toronto stu-
died published data from
more than 10,000 necrop-
sies performed on sea ani-
mals from 57 sources and
found that 35% of seabirds,
12% of marine mammals,
and 47% of sea turtles had
swallowed plastic — and
that 1.6%, 0.7%, and 4.4%

had respectively died as a
result. The study included
1,537 seabirds (57 species),
7,569 marine mammals (31
species), and 1,306 sea tur-
tles (seven species).

Ocean Plastics Research
Ocean Conservancy man-
ager and study coauthor
Erin Murphy told The Hin-
du, “The most common
marine mammals in our
dataset were the striped
dolphin, sperm whale,
South American fur seal,
and Florida manatee.”
Among birds, the alba-

tross, gull, and tern were
most often the victims, as
were all seven species of
sea turtles. Six to 405 piec-
es of ingested macroplas-
tic, amounting to a volume
of 0.044 to 39.89 ml per
cm of body length, “lead to
a 90% chance of mortality
in these marine species,”
the paper found.

Rubber was the most fa-
tal for seabirds, soft plas-
tics and fishing debris for
marine mammals, and
hard and soft plastics for
sea turtles.

“Quantifying the risk of
macroplastic ingestion also
poses challenges com-
pared to microplastics,”
the paper read. “While lab-
oratory studies can be
used to inform quantitative
risk assessments for micro-
plastics, it is difficult to
conduct laboratory or ma-
nipulative experiments to
measure the effects of ma-
croplastic pollution.”

Sea turtles had the high-
est frequencies and loads
of plastic, at nearly 50% of
samples, followed by sea-

birds (35%) and marine
mammals (12%). Sea turtles
were also more likely to
have suffered due to ingest-
ed plastics.

Dr. Murphy said the
team’s work supports poli-
cies to reduce plastic pollu-
tion and specifically target
the most dangerous plas-
tics, such as plastic bags:
“We also hope this re-
search can inform national
action plans as they work
to set science-based targets
to mitigate the harms of
plastic pollution.”

Hormone therapy can alter
proteins in transwomen’s blood

A study in Melbourne has found feminising hormone therapy reshapes blood proteins in transgender women, aligning

them with cisgender patterns; the findings flag long-term health risks and underscore the need for more inclusive research

Sayantan Datta

he effects of fe-

minising  gen-

der-affirmative

hormone thera-
py (GAHT) are more than
skin deep, research in Na-
ture Medicine has reported,
with the changes going
down to the very proteins
circulating in a person’s
blood.

Sanjay Kalra, an endo-
crinologist and the former
president of the Indian
Professional  Association
for Transgender Health,
said the study “sheds light
on a new aspect of trans-
gender medicine”.

Transgender people are
those whose gender identi-
ty differs from the sex they
were assigned at birth.

Transgender women,
who are assigned male sex
at birth but identify as wo-
men, may opt for GAHT to
help align their bodies with
their gender identity. Fe-
minising GAHT typically
involves a combination of
estrogen and an antiandro-
gen like cyproterone ace-
tate (CPA) or spironolac-
tone (SpiroL).
Antiandrogens block the
effects of testosterone and
dihydrotestosterone, hor-
mones that play key roles
in the development of
male sexual characteris-
tics, muscle growth, and in
determining how fat is de-
posited in the body.

Scientists and physi-
cians have known since the
1970s that GAHT redistri-
butes fat, reduces facial
and body hair growth, and
develops breasts in trans-
gender women’s bodies.
According to the new stu-

Affirmative care

GAHT shifts the protein profile
in a transgender woman'’s

blood towards that observed in

cisgender women.

Feminising hormone therapy

in transgender women alters
thousands of blood proteins, not
just visible physical traits

Using estrogen with CPA or
spironolactone, researchers
tracked protein changes in 40

transgender women in Melbourne

After six months of therapy,
many protein levels had

shifted towards patterns typically

seen in cisgender women

dy, GAHT also shifts the
profile of proteins circulat-
ing in a transgender wo-
man’s blood towards levels
observed in cisgender wo-
men. It took researchers
this long to find this be-
cause “transgender health
has historically been un-
der-researched,” Universi-
ty of Melbourne endocri-
nologist Ada Cheung, who
co-led the study, said.

The technology re-
quired to measure thou-
sands of proteins in the bo-
dy at the same time is also
new and still quite expen-
sive, the authors added.

The deeper biological
changes may also increase
the long-term susceptibili-
ty of transgender women
to asthma and autoim-
mune disorders, the study
found. Experts clarified
that these risks have yet to
be clinically observed.

The study enrolled 40
transgender women in
Melbourne, assigning half
to estrogen + CPA and half
to estrogen + SpiroL. Re-

Protein shifts suggested possibly
higher risks of asthma and
autoimmune diseases, though clinical
evidence is wanting

Identity in

line: Feminising
hormone therapy
is a way for
transgender
women to help
align their bodies
with their gender
identity. GERALT

risk, based on
cardiovascular-related
protein changes

Experts
emphasised
transgender health’s
under-researched
status and urged

Only therapy including CPA seemed
linked to lower atherosclerosis

searchers obtained blood
samples at baseline before
initiating GAHT and again
at the six-month mark.

Then they isolated
blood plasma from the
samples and measured the
levels of over 5,000
proteins.

Their analysis identified
245 proteins whose levels
had changed in the CPA
group and 91 proteins in
the SpiroL group. In both
groups, GAHT had de-
creased the levels of most
of these proteins. The re-
searchers were also able to
attribute GAHT’s effects on
proteins to decreased tes-
tosterone concentration,
increased body fat percen-
tage, and higher breast
volume.

The team also checked
proteins whose levels had
already been reported to
vary with sex in a cisgen-
der population using the
UK Biobank’s Pharma Pro-
teomics project. Using a
computational technique,
they found the levels of 36

longer term studies,
including in India

such proteins were corre-
lated with GAHT involving
CPA and of 22 proteins
with GAHT involving Spi-
roL. And for both groups,
GAHT noticeably changed
these proteins’ levels to-
wards the pattern general-
ly observed in cisgender
women.

The findings suggest
“the changes go far beyond
what we see on the out-
side; they happen deep in-
side the body’s cells and
systems,” Dr. Cheung said.

The results also suggest-
ed that using either CPA or
SpiroL might shift protein
profiles towards those con-
sistent with higher risks of
allergic asthma and au-
toimmune diseases. Only
CPA use shifted protein le-
vels to those suggestive of
lower atherosclerosis risk,
i.e., the risk of blood ves-
sels narrowing and har-
dening due to fat deposits.

Dr. Cheung cautioned,
however, that the risks are
“only possibilities, not pro-
ven. We don’t yet have clin-

ical evidence showing
higher rates of these dis-
eases in trans women on
hormones.” Dr. Kalra also
said he hadn’t observed
transgender women being
more susceptible to au-
toimmune diseases in his
practice.

The difference between
clinical observations and
the study’s findings might
arise because “autoim-
mune or allergic condi-
tions take years to develop,
and depend on multiple
genetic and environmental
factors,” Dr. Cheung said.
She stressed the need for
longitudinal studies that
tracked transgender wo-
men’s health over a period
to understand whether
these “biological patterns
translate into real-world
health effects”.

Dr. Kalra expressed
hope that the study will
prompt similar ones in In-
dia, where transgender
women’s access to GAHT is
often inconsistent and
lacks regular clinical moni-
toring. Such studies could
help clinicians make more
informed decisions in the
long run, Richie Gupta, se-
nior director and head of
the Department of Plastic
Surgery and Gender-Affir-
mation Clinic at Fortis Hos-
pital in New Delhi, added.

But the effort’s biggest
contribution, Dr. Cheung
said, is highlighting “the
need for high-quality, in-
clusive science so that
trans people can receive
the best possible care
based on real data.”

Sayantan Datta is a fa-
culty member at Krea Un-
iversity and an independent
science journalist

The many roles of sugarcane in India and the world

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE
D. Balasubramanian

A recent paper by Olivier
Garsmeur and colleagues
titled ‘The genomic foot-
prints of wild Saccharum
species trace domestica-
tion, diversification, and
modern breeding of sugar-
cane’ in the journal Cell
conducted genomic ana-
lyses of 390 sugarcane
breeds from Australia, Bra-
zil, China, France, French
Polynesia, India, Japan,
and the U.S.

These plants were hy-
brids of a variety of genes,
with multiple chromo-
somes in them (polyploi-
dy). Such polyploidy had
occurred due to commer-
cial transport by human
breeders, who transported
and sold sugarcane across
various states in a country
and across countries as
well, including in Afghanis-
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tan, Sri Lanka, and
Indonesia.

They also pointed out
that while sugarcane is a
cash crop that is used for
its sweetness, it is also used
to produce bioethanol,
which is produced as a
cleaner alternative to fossil
fuels in private and public
transport and commercial
vehicles.

Sugarcane in India
India produces a large
amount of sugarcane, par-
ticularly across 13 States.
The top five States by pro-
duction in 2018-2019 to
2023-2024 were Uttar Pra-
desh, Maharashtra, Karna-
taka, Tamil Nadu, and Guj-
arat. About 4,400 lakh
tonnes of sugarcane were
produced in 2024-2025.
The Indian Council of
Agricultural Research has
also established several su-
gar research institutes

across the country that use
classical botanical meth-
ods and molecular biologi-
cal methods to improve
the variety and yield of su-

India produces a large amount of

garcane. The oldest of
these, which is the Sugar-
cane Breeding Institute in
Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu,
conducted molecular ge-
netic analyses of four diffe-
rent sources across India to
study the genetic diversity.
This was in 2006, with the
researchers’ findings pu-
blished in the journal Ge-
netic Resources and Crop
Evolution (53, 1221-1231).

sugarcane. GETTY IMAGES

While the aforemen-
tioned Garsmeur et al.
paper used samples from
the western countries and
China, the Coimbatore
group used samples from
Arunachal Pradesh, Od-
isha, and Tamil Nadu.
Upon genetic analysis, the
researchers found that
Arunachal Pradesh had the
most diverse sugarcane
breeds.

In a 2018 paper in 3 Bio-
tech, scientists from the In-
dian Institute of Sugarcane
Research in Lucknow also
analysed the genetic diver-
sity and population struc-
ture of 92 sugarcane varie-
ties from subtropical parts
of the country, again re-
vealing the abundance of
sugarcanes of many types
in India.

Traditional —medicine
practitioners in China, In-
dia, and Pakistan have also
been using sugarcane in
their therapies. In this con-
nection, a recent review
from China, titled ‘The
chemical composition and
biological activities of su-
garcane: Potential medici-
nal value and sustainable
development’, pointed out
that traditional Chinese
medicine resources are
facing serious problems in
terms of sustainable deve-
lopment, causing a shor-
tage that is being aggravat-
ed by changes in the
natural environment and
uncontrolled human
harvesting.

Therefore, it is of great
significance for the mainte-
nance and development of
traditional Chinese medi-
cine resources to study
those resources that have
medicinal value and crop
potential and to discover
new uses for them. In their
review, the authors dis-
cussed the chemical com-
position of sugarcane and
its potential bioactivities,
explored its applications in
medicine, and charted the
potential direction of fu-
ture research.

As Grasmeur et al. also
noted, sugarcane is also
used to produce bioetha-
nol, which is a greener al-
ternative to diesel or petrol
in passenger vehicles like
cars and buses, as well as
for trucks. India has also
started using sugarcane
wastes, rice, and wheat to
manufacture bioethanol,
with the Ministry of Petro-
leum and Natural Gas hav-
ing started making bioeth-
anol in Assam. In all, we
look forward to a greener
India with sugarcane.

SNAPSHOTS

Adenine base editing revs up

against two blood disorders

Scientists have tested a gene-editing method
called adenine base editing to fix two severe
mutations that cause B-thalassemia, a genetic
blood disease. In blood-forming stem cells taken
from patients, they corrected two mutations in
the HBB gene. The cells subsequently produced
red blood cells with more normal B-globin and
fewer signs of stressed cells. The same strategy
applied to stem cells from people who had both
sickle cell disease and B-thalassemia yielded
fewer sickle-shaped cells after deoxygenation

tests.

Mars has an active electrical

environment, find scientists

Using the Perseverance rover’s microphone to
catch electrical activity in Martian dust, scientists
have identified 55 ‘sparks’ caused by dust and
sand grains rubbing together over two Martian
years. From the signals, the team showed that
near-surface electric fields on Mars can become
strong to trigger lightning-like discharges. These
discharges can help lift dust, change how dust
clumps together, and drive chemical reactions to
create oxidising molecules and chlorine
compounds in the atmosphere and soil.
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Male elephants in captivity
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can come together as friends

As captive breeding becomes more important in
preserving Asian elephants, scientists have found
a way to bring unrelated males together without
prompting aggressive behaviour in a Laos facility.
They were introduced first with limited contact,
then in shared open spaces. In both stages,
friendly actions were more common than fearful
ones. Over time, friendly behaviours became
more stable. The team ascertained its methods
by measuring hormone levels in dung samples.

Question Corner

Steady flame

How can candle wicks
hold a flame for so long?
- Sadhika G.

A candle wick holds a
flame because it isn’t just a
string that burns. Its main
purpose is to deliver fuel
to the part that’s very hot.
When you light the wick,
the heat quickly melts the
wax near its base. The
wick is made of cotton
fibres woven tightly
together, and they together
serve as ‘tubes’. Through
capillary action, they draw
the liquid wax upwards
against gravity, just as a
paper towel suspended
over a bucket of water will
absorb it upwards.

Near the flame, the liquid
wax gets hotter and turns
into vapour. And it’s the

wax vapour rather than
the solid or liquid wax that
actually burns. As long as
the wick can keep
supplying vapour at
roughly the same rate the
flame consumes it, the
flame will be steady.

The wick itself chars
slowly. Good wicks are
designed to curl over as
they burn, moving the tip
into the hottest part of the
flame. There, the excess
wick turns to ash and
breaks off, so it doesn’t
grow too long and produce
smoke. This is how a
candle keeps a flame alive
for many hours.

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in
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Why has Goa been
asked to set up a
tiger reserve?

What are the complexities of setting up
core and buffer zones? How many
households are likely to be affected?

Jacob Koshy

The story so far:
he Central Empowered Committee (CEC)
T of the Supreme Court has recommended
that the Goa government establish a tiger
reserve in the State in a “phased” manner.

What prompted the CEC?

In July 2023, the Bombay High Court had
directed the Goa government to notify five
“protected areas”, namely the Mhadei Wildlife
Sanctuary, Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary,
Bhagwan Mahavir National Park, Netravali
Wildlife Sanctuary, and Cotigao Wildlife
Sanctuary (collectively referred to as the
‘Mhadei WLS and Other Areas’), as a “tiger
reserve, within a period of three months.” It also
ordered the State government to prepare a Tiger
Conservation Plan and to determine and settle
the rights and claims of Scheduled Tribes and
other forest dwellers. The order stemmed from
a petition filed by the Goa Foundation after the
alleged poisoning deaths of a female tiger and
her three cubs in the Mhadei Sanctuary in 2020.
In 2016, the National Tiger Conservation
Authority had recommended these areas be
declared a tiger reserve.

How did the Goa government respond?

The Goa government filed a Special Leave
Petition in the Supreme Court against the order.
It was reluctant to
have the areas
declared as a tiger
reserve on the
grounds that
nearly “one lakh
people” would be
affected. However,
in its own affidavit,
it later conceded
that there were only about 1,274 households in
33 villages within the five protected areas, which
worked out to approximately 5,000-6,000
individuals. It also argued that there were no
“resident” tigers in Goa and the handful that
passed through its forests were a “transient”
population. The forests of Goa, particularly its
wildlife sanctuaries, often form a contiguous
corridor for tigers in the Kali Tiger Reserve in
Karnataka and the Sahyadri in Maharashtra.
However, this claim was ironic because in 2018,
areport from its submissions to the Mhadei
Water Disputes tribunal suggested that it had
argued the opposite: that there was “...evidence
to show that tigers in Goa were not merely
transient animals, but are a resident population
and the forests around Chorla, Mann and
Kankumbi comprise a contiguous tiger
landscape corridor to Bhimgad Wildlife
Sanctuary in Karnataka and to Anshi Dandeli
(now called Kali) Tiger Reserve to its south
which has around 35 tigers.” The SC asked the
CEC to conduct a site visit and “examine” the
issue and file a report before the Court’s next
hearing. The CEC filed its report last week.

The forests of Goa,
particularly its wildlife
sanctuaries, often form
a contiguous corridor
for tigers in
neighbouring Karnataka
and Maharashtra

What did the CEC report state?

In its report, the CEC, which conducted site
visits said there was “apprehension” among
several dwellers that they would be displaced
and it was incumbent upon the State
government to allay their fears.

The committee recommended that parks and
sanctuaries of Goa that were “directly
contiguous” to the Kali Tiger Reserve in
adjoining Karnataka, and known to host a
permanent tiger presence, form the “core” part
of the Goa reserve. It suggested that the areas
adjoining the Kali Tiger Reserve be designated as
a “buffer zone” of the proposed reserve. “Such a
phased approach is likely to minimise
disturbance to local communities, while
ensuring that the most ecologically-sensitive and
least-inhabited areas are brought under
enhanced protection at the earliest stage,” the
report notes. This will mean including the
Netravali Wildlife Sanctuary (50 households)
and Cotigao Wildlife Sanctuary (41 households)
in the first phase, adding up to 296.7 sq km in
the core zone. Similarly, it sought the protected
areas contiguous with the buffer zone of the Kali
Tiger Reserve and having minimal human
habitation, namely, the northern part of
Bhagwan Mahavir Wildlife Sanctuary (9
households) and Bhagwan Mahavir National
Park (2 households), be considered as the buffer
zone of the proposed Goa Tiger Reserve in the
first phase. Their argument was that this
contiguity would strengthen landscape-level
connectivity and ecological functionality.

Why does it matter?
While Protected Areas and Wildlife Sanctuaries
already invite the highest degree of State
protection, declaring a region as a ‘tiger reserve’
translates to more funds for conservation and
research. However, it also means designating
certain parts of the forest as ‘core” and ‘buffer
zones.” Core zones are supposed to be
“inviolate” and if people happen to be resident,
they are incentivised — but cannot be forced — to
leave the area and settle elsewhere.

Buffer zones, on the other hand, do not
require to be inviolate and are tolerant of a
broader range of human activity.
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How will new codes change labour laws?

What are the key features of the four Labour Codes? What will be the impact of the new laws

on trade unions and tripartite mechanisms? Will more workers be brought into the ambit of

social security schemes? When will the government start rolling out the new codes?

A. M. Jigeesh

The story so far:

n November 21, Union Labour
Minister Mansukh Mandaviya
announced the implementation of
four Labour Codes — the Code on
Wages, 2019, Industrial Relations Code, 2020,
Code on Social Security, 2020 and the
Occupational Safety, Health and Working
Conditions (OSHWC) Code, 2020. Parliament
had passed these codes between 2019 and 2020.

Why is the process taking time?

As labour is in the concurrent list, both the
States and Centre have the power to makes
Rules. The Centre published draft Rules for each
code between July 7, 2020 and November 19,
2020; and as on July 2025, 32 States and Union
Territories have also pre-published draft Rules
under the four Labour Codes. According to a
statement in Parliament during the last
Monsoon session, West Bengal and
Lakshadweep have not pre-published draft Rules
under any Labour Codes. Delhi has
pre-published draft Rules only under the Code
on Wages. Tamil Nadu is yet to pre-publish draft
Rules under the Code on Social Security. The
Centre stated that the delay in implementing the
Rules was mostly because of the lag in States.

What are the key features?

The Code on Wages repeals the Payment of
Wages Act, 1936, the Minimum Wages Act, 1948,
the Payment of Bonus Act, 1965 and the Equal
Remuneration Act, 1976. The Industrial
Relations Code amalgamates the Trade Unions
Act, 1926, the Industrial Employment (Standing
Orders) Act, 1946 and the Industrial Disputes
Act, 1947. The Code on Social Security nullifies
nine Acts including the Employees’
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In rage: Workers from across Karnataka demand a repeal of the four Labour
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Codes, at Freedom Park in Bengaluru on November 27. ALLEN EGENUSE J

Compensation Act, 1923, the Maternity Benefit
Act, 1961 and the Unorganised Workers’ Social
Security Act, 2008. The OSHWC Code repeals
Acts such as the Factories Act, 1948, the Mines
Act, 1952, and the Inter-State Migrant Workmen
(Regulation of Employment and Conditions of
Service) Act, 1979. The Government repealed
and codified 29 Acts that decided the structure
of labour rights from the colonial period to the
first United Progressive Alliance government.

What are the major changes?

According to the Government, the Labour Codes
promote formalisation of employment, expand
social security coverage, ensure minimum and
timely wages for more workers, provide for
engaging more women in the workforce and
reduce compliance burden for employers. Some
of the other features include mandatory
appointment letters to all workers, social
security such as provident fund and State
insurance for all workers including gig and
platform workers, and a statutory right for
minimum wage payment. Women can now work
at night and in all types of work across
establishments, and they will have equal
opportunities in high-paying roles. A national
floor wage will be set to ensure no worker
receives a wage below the minimum living
standard. Gender-neutral pay and job
opportunities, prohibiting discrimination
against transgender persons, and “shifting
enforcement towards guidance, awareness and
compliance support rather than punitive
action,” are some of the other features.

How have employers responded?

Almost all employers’ organisations have
welcomed the Codes. The president-designate of
the Confederation of Indian Industries R.
Mukundan told The Hindu that the labyrinthine
labour law framework needed to be simplified,
harmonised and modernised. “The Labour
Codes do exactly that. They will create jobs,
ensure social protection and maintain industrial
harmony in a fast advancing economy,” he said.
He argues that the uniformity across States,
digital filings, reduced disputes and the
emphasis on flexibility will make India a more
attractive destination for doing business.
However, representatives of micro, small and
medium enterprises (MSMEs) are sceptical. The
Association of Indian Entrepreneurs (AIE) fear
that the new Labour Codes may significantly
increase operating costs for MSMEs and disrupt
business continuity across key sectors. “While
AIE fully supports progressive labour reforms
and the need for a modern workforce
framework, the organisation has cautioned that

the immediate impact on MSMEs could be
severe unless governments provide clarity,
transitional support, and flexible
implementation mechanisms,” it said in a
statement. It is seeking a transitional grace
period with reduced penalties for MSMEs.

What are the concerns of trade unions?
Barring the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS), all
Central Trade Unions (CTUs) are opposed to the
Labour Codes. Ten CTUs and associated
federations organised strikes against the
proposed Labour Codes in 2019, 2020, 2022,
2023 and on July 9, 2025. The BMS has
welcomed the implementation of two Labour
Codes, the Code on Wages and Code on Social
Security, and has questioned provisions in the
Industrial Relations Code and the OSHWC Code.

The CTUs worry that the codes will take away
several federal rights, including the right to
decide minimum wages in the States. The floor
wage, according to them, is a joke played on
workers as in the past too, the Centre had failed
to address the demands and realities of workers.
On social security, the CTUs argue that 93% of
the workers are not covered under any social
security and the codes have no provision to
improve the scenario. Also, the threshold of
workers for factory licence has been increased
and this will exclude a lot more workers from
the social security and minimum wages
provisions, allege trade unions.

On the Industrial Code too, they have issues
as there will be “unwarranted restrictions” on
the functioning of trade unions, including
“limitations on membership, restrictions on
outsiders serving as office-bearers, and the
introduction of concepts such as the sole
negotiating union and the negotiating council.”
The right to strike also sees curtailments in the
code. Trade unions have questioned the
reduction of retrenchment notice pay, limiting
the period for workers’ money claims, exclusion
of house rent allowance from the definition of
“wages”, the overall emphasis on
contractualisation and allowing women workers
in night shifts in sectors such as mines.

What lies ahead?

The Government has announced that all
stakeholders will get 45 days to respond to the
draft Rules of the Codes which it will again
pre-publish with some modifications.
Opposition-ruled States have reservations:
Kerala said it will not implement the codes,
while Karnataka, West Bengal and Tamil Nadu
have also questioned the Centre’s “unilateral”
approach. The trade unions have urged the
Government to convene the Indian Labour
Conference, the tripartite forum that has not
met for over a decade, at the earliest. Employers
also want to the government to facilitate more
discussions at the factory level so that relations
are not hampered at a time when businesses are
facing challenges globally.

What are the facts on uranium in breast milk?

Where were the samples taken? What has the report highlighted? What are the World Health

Organization guidelines on permissible limits? Why do doctors say mothers must continue to

breast feed? Why must the civic administration keep checking groundwater?

Ramya Kannan

The story so far:
recent study published from Bihar has
revealed traces of uranium (U238) in
the breast milk of lactating mothers
across six districts of the State. This
was followed by a period of panic, as shock set
in over the presence of uranium, a known
radioactive substance, in breast milk, being
consumed by infants. However, a deeper
reading of the study reveals that while the facts
are concerning, and will have to be attended to
forthwith, in this particular instance, the cancer
scare associated with exposure to radioactive
metals appears to be non-existent.

What did the study highlight?

In the paper titled ‘Discovery of uranium
content in breast milk and assessment of
associated health risks for mothers and infants
in Bihar, India’, published on November 21, in
Nature, Arun Kumar et al said samples of breast
milk were taken from 40 mothers selected
randomly from six districts of Bihar — Begusarai,
Katihar, Nalanda, Samastipur, Kagharia and
Bhojpur — between October 2021 and July 2024.
The samples underwent a detailed uranium
analysis at the Mahavir Cancer Sansthan &

centre in Vaishali, Bihar, in 2016. FILE PHOTO
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Research Centre in Patna. The results showed all
breast milk samples had uranium
concentrations between O microgram/L and
5.25 microgram/L. The highest U238
concentration was observed in Katihar district.
The authors linked uranium in breast milk to
uranium contamination of ground water, citing
earlier groundwater studies to establish the link.
There is currently no permissible limit or
benchmark specified for uranium concentration
in breast milk. However, the World Health
Organization has set a provisional guideline limit
of 30 microgram/L of uranium in drinking
water.

What impact does it have on breast milk?
Scientists found the uranium isotope 238 (U238),
said to be the most common isotope, making up
over 99% of natural uranium in breast milk. It is
a weakly radioactive, dense, and very heavy
metal. It occurs naturally in the environment,
and can be found in almost all rock, soil, and
water, including the oceans, though in low
concentrations. According to the United States
Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA),
“external exposure to uranium is not as
dangerous as exposure to other radioactive
elements because the skin will block the alpha
particles [in the uranium]. However, ingestion of
high concentrations of uranium can cause
health effects, such as cancer of the bone or
liver.” A person can be exposed to uranium by
inhaling dust in air, or ingesting water and food
contaminated with uranium. The general
population is exposed to trace levels of uranium
primarily through food and water, according to
the USEPA.

The authors add: “In recent years,
groundwater uranium [U238] poisoning has
posed serious health hazards in the exposed
population. In India, an estimated 151 districts
and 18 States have reported groundwater
uranium contamination, and about 1.7% of
groundwater sources are affected in Bihar.”

Does it affect mothers and infants?

Ashok Sharma of AIIMS Delhi, one of the
authors, told the media that uranium was found
in all samples but remains under permissible

limits, implying low expected health impact.
The study concludes that the actual impact on
infant health is likely low, and that most of the
uranium absorbed by mothers is excreted
primarily through urine, not concentrated in
breast milk. Dr. Sharma added that 70% of the
infants showed potential non-carcinogenic risk
in the assessment but the levels observed are
expected to have “minimal actual health
impact” on mothers and infants, and
breastfeeding should continue unless a clinical
reason requires otherwise. If long-term exposure
to uranium continues in infants, it may affect
kidney development and cognitive and mental
health outcomes (including low IQ and
neurodevelopmental delay).

Senior consultant gastroenterologist and
former President of Indian Medical Association
Cochin, Rajeev Jayadevan, seeks to place this
controversy in the right context. “The word
uranium can cause panic among the general
public because of its obvious radioactivity
implication. In fact, uranium is only one among
many elements naturally found in groundwater,
not only in India but in numerous countries
worldwide. Groundwater is commonly used for
drinking; naturally, small amounts of these
elements enter the human body and get safely
excreted in the urine. Only a small fraction
enters the breast milk — and the levels found in
this study are about six times lower than WHO’s
safe limit for drinking water. Thus, compared to
an adult who drinks a large quantity of water,
the total amount of uranium consumed by a
baby through breast milk is extremely small.”

The actual immediate danger, he says, is that
people might misunderstand or misinterpret the
study, and stop breast-feeding in panic.
Insufficient breast-feeding is a major cause of
infant mortality, infections, and malnutrition,
Dr. Jayadevan says. Therefore, while reporting
the study, it must be emphasised that
breast-feeding is safe.

Periodic groundwater studies must be
conducted to ensure that concentrations of
metals and other contaminants do not exceed
‘safe’ limits in the food chain. The paper calls for
future studies with larger sample sizes and
environmental uranium profiling (in water, soil,
and diet). Isotope-specific measurements are
warranted to better understand maternal-infant
uranium kinetics in exposed populations.
Further studies are being planned to study
uranium contamination in breast milk in other

States.
) AND-NDE




16

THE HINDU

PROFILES

Sunday, November 30, 2025
DELHI

Striking a balance in a divided nation

Justice Surya Kant

The new Chief Justice of India, who will serve until February 2027, believes that justice is not merely about resolving disputes, but about ‘protecting
the innocent from being lost in the storms of circumstance’

Krishnadas Rajagopal

hief Justice of India Surya
Kant once described India’s
post-independence journey
as the uncertain steps of a
young nation evolving into the
confident stride of a “force of
consequence”. The characterisation
mirrors his own personal odyssey from
the winding lanes of Petwar village in
Haryana to the pinnacle of the Indian
judiciary.

The audience in the chandeliered
Ganatantra Mandap at Rashtrapati
Bhavan, where he took the oath of
office in Hindi on November 24,
reflected a microcosm of his journey.
Village elders, teachers, family and
friends from Hisar, where he started
his professional career and somewhere
along the way lost his caste name
‘Sharma’, sat with foreign judges and
high dignitaries.

Unlike his predecessors, who were
variously seen as savvy, privileged or
outspoken, Chief Justice Kant’s
decisions and conduct on the Bench
reflect a conscious effort to strike a
balance grounded in good sense. At a
time when the Supreme Court is
moving towards more
technology-driven solutions, Justice
Kant chooses to remind everyone that
justice is a “profoundly human
enterprise” that no machine can
replicate.

When cases worth crores elbow
each other to get his attention on the
Bench for an early hearing or a
favourable order, Justice Kant cautions
he is here for the “smallest litigant in
the last row”. He argues that when law
cultivates empathy for the “invisible
victims” and intertwines lived realities,
it ceases to be abstract and turns
inclusive. Yet, the Supreme Court
Collegium of which he has been a part
and which he now leads, was unable to
walk the talk on inclusivity and agree
on a woman judge for Supreme Court.

In Justice Kant’s court, justice is not
quick, but slow and sure. A nudge
here, a poke there, but relief at the
end. His oral observations in court
may at times come across as harsh
though balance is regained in the final
order.

Take the case of former BJP

spokesperson Nupur Sharma in July
2022. She was facing multiple FIRs in
various States for her derogatory
comments on Prophet Mohammed.
The televised remarks had triggered
violence. Justice Kant had remarked
sharply, “this lady is single-handedly
responsible for what is happening in
the country”. Eighteen days later, his
Bench directed that no coercive police
action should be taken against Ms.
Sharma.

In his six years on the Supreme
Court Bench, Justice Kant has not been
shy to shift his point of view. He
cancelled the bail granted by the
Allahabad High Court in a “tearing
hurry” to Ashish Mishra, then Union
Minister’s son and prime accused in
the Lakhimpur Kheri killings case. The
prosecution case centred on the SUV
belonging to Mishra’s convoy mowing
down farmers protesting controversial
agricultural laws at a rally in
Lakhimpur Kheri district of Uttar
Pradesh in 2021.

Perceptive judge

In a 24-page judgment, Justice Kant,
then a puisne judge, came down
heavily on the High Court for denying
the victims a chance to participate in
the bail proceedings: “Victims
certainly cannot be expected to be
sitting on the fence and watching the
proceedings from afar... It is the
solemn duty of a court to deliver
justice before the memory of an
injustice eclipses”. However, months
later, Mishra was granted interim bail
by Justice Kant’s Bench; he also
granted relief to four farmers
languishing as undertrials in a counter
FIR connected to the main Lakhimpur
Kheri case.

Records of court hearings of his
early years in the Supreme Court
profile a perceptive judge who asked
unfiltered questions to the power
corridors. The Pegasus case hearings
in 2021 found Justice Kant, a puisne
judge on the Chief Justice Bench, insist
that the government come clean on
whether the Israel-origin,
military-grade spyware violated
citizens’ privacy.

However, earlier this year, when the
case came up again for hearing, Justice
Kant, now heading a Bench and poised

to take over as top judge, changed
course. This time his questions were
directed at the petitioners instead of
the government. One of them was
“what is wrong if the country used that
spyware for security reasons against
anti-national elements?” The hearing
was held a few days after the April
2025 Pahalgam terror attack.

In 2021, Justice Kant was one of the
judges on the Bench which ordered
the suspension of the sedition
provision (Section 124A) of the
erstwhile Indian Penal Code. Four
years later, in 2025, Justice Kant, now
heading the Bench, turned around to
question if potential abuse of Section
152, a provision which criminalises acts
endangering national sovereignty and
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considered a replacement of the
previous sedition law, by the state
could be a ground for declaring the
provision unconstitutional. But the
hearing also saw Justice Kant protect
the petitioner-journalists from
imminent arrest for the publication of
a critical article, noting that “mere
dissent cannot endanger sovereignty”.
Justice Kant gave interim bail to
academician Ali Khan Mahmudabad,
hounded by the Haryana Police, for his
social media posts on the sufferings
caused by war and Operation Sindoor.
But the judge also suspected the
academician of “dog whistling” and
formed a Special Investigation Team
(SIT) of senior police officers to scour
his online posts for “dual meaning”.

But again, somehow, the order in
Mahmudabad case came across as an
effort to level the scales with an earlier
direction, passed only a couple of days
back, to form a similar SIT to go
through the remarks made by a
Madhya Pradesh Minister Vijay Shah
about Col. Sofiya Qureshi. Justice Kant
had termed the remarks of the BJP
leader “crass, thoughtless™.

Need for transparency

Justice Kant had also realised the
immediate need for transparency in
the Special Intensive Revision exercise
in Bihar, keeping the adjudication on
the question of constitutionality of the
process for later. The Presidential
Reference Bench which he shared tries
hard at equilibrium, opining that
Governors cannot be fettered to
timelines but States could seek judicial
review in cases of glaring delays to
clear pending Bills.

Justice Kant’s seeming efforts at
balance in justice administration is at
odds with the clear-cut political and
ideological divisions in society. Justice
B.R. Gavai, during a conversation on
the day of his retirement as the Chief
Justice of India, said the angst judges
face in present-day India is that “if you
do not decide against the government,
you are not a good judge”.

Justice Kant recounts his first case as
a High Court judge, a cross-border
custody dispute involving two minor
children. Their parents, separated by
national boundaries and strained by
years of litigation, stood on opposite
sides of the courtroom. Justice Kant
was struck most by the quiet anguish
of the children in that charged
atmosphere, their anxious eyes
shifting from one lawyer to the other.

He said, at that moment, “the
grandeur of the law felt deeply
personal, and the magnitude of my
responsibility settled in. I realised then
that justice is not only about resolving
disputes, but about protecting the
innocent from being lost in the storms
of circumstance”.

Chief Justice Kant has time till
February 9, 2027, an ample window to
prove he is there for innocents “lost in
the storms of circumstance”, like the
crores of voters caught in the ‘SIR’
cyclone.
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Fragile frontier

The colonial-era boundary, which Afghanistan doesn't recognise today, remains a source of

The Durand Line

Vital vanguard

Tejas

Sruthi Darbhamulla

onflict has flared
C once again bet-
ween Pakistan and

Afghanistan. The Taliban
claimed that Pakistan car-
ried out air strikes inside
its territory, killing 10 peo-
ple near the Durand Line,
in the intervening night of
November 24 and 25. The
strikes reportedly took
place in Paktika, Khost and
Kunar provinces.

At the centre of the hos-
tilities is the contentious
Durand Line, the interna-
tional border between the
two nations delineated in
1893 by an agreement bet-
ween the British and Ab-
dur Rahman Khan, the
then-emir of Afghanistan.

It stretches from the
border with Iran in the
west to China’s border in
the east, spanning 2,600
km through the Karakoram
range to the Registan des-
ert. The border was esta-
blished pre-partition in
1893 as the border bet-
ween British India and the
Emirate of Afghanistan,
and is named after Sir Hen-
ry Mortimer Durand, form-
er foreign secretary of the
[British] government of
India.

Afghanistan, at the
heart of Asia, assumed
great strategic importance
in the 1800s, caught in the
crosshairs of the Great
Game between Russia and
the British Empire for con-
trol of Central Asia. British

CM
K

contention between Kabul and Islamabad

forces invaded Afghanistan
in 1839, in what was later
called the First Anglo-Af-
ghan War, in a bid to pre-
vent Russia from expand-

ing southwards. They
were, however, pushed
back by Pashtun forces.

In 1878, the British in-
vaded Afghanistan again,
and emerged victorious in
what was the second An-
glo-Afghan War. The fol-
lowing year, Yaqub Khan
signed the Treaty of Gan-
damak, handing over Af-
ghan foreign policy to the
British in exchange for pro-
tection, withdrawal and a
promise of non-interfe-
rence in internal affairs.

In 1893, Sir Henry Mor-
timer Durand negotiated
with Emir Abdul Rahman
Khan to delineate a boun-
dary between Afghanistan
and India. The resultant
agreement was notably
short, only seven clauses
filling a page. The Durand
Line itself was demarcated
by a joint Afghan-British
survey between 1894 and
1896. The exercise divided
Pashtun areas and the

tribes who depended on
the region, granted Balo-
chistan to British India and
established the Wakhan
corridor as the buffer zone
between the Russian and
British empires.

Treaty of Rawalpindi
Afghan-British  relations
took a downturn post the
death of Abdur Rahman
Khan in 1901 and particu-
larly after the assassination
of his successor Habibullah
in 1919. Amanullah, no
friend to the British, came
to the throne, and soon af-
ter, the third Anglo-Afghan
War took place.

This war ended with the
Treaty of Rawalpindi,
which handed foreign poli-
cy control back to Afghan-
istan and reaffirmed the
Durand Line.

Following the partition
of India in 1947, Pakistan
inherited the Durand Line
Agreement, with three of
its provinces lying along
this border. However,
Pashtuns on either side of
the Durand Line sought in-
dependence and a sove-

reign state of Pashtunistan.
Further, Afghanistan re-
neged on its acceptance of
the Durand Line, declaring
the agreement and the bor-
der delineated by it as
void, the antique creation
of a colonial government
no longer in existence.

Successive regimes in
Afghanistan, including the
present-day Taliban go-
vernment, have refused to
accept the validity of the
Durand Line. Afghanistan
presses forward with its
claims to Pashtun areas
and Balochistan. Mean-
while, Pakistan com-
menced building a fence
along this border in 2017,
inviting further ire from its
neighbour.

Uncertainty has persist-
ed along the Durand Line,
with insurgent movement
and cross-border firing,
during the Cold War era
and beyond. Skirmishes
earlier this year ended in a
ceasefire brokered by Qa-
tar in October. However,
the mention of the Durand
Line as a border in the cea-
sefire statement upset Af-
ghan officials, prompting a
revised statement from Qa-
tar, seeking to “contribute
to ending tensions bet-
ween the two brotherly
countries and form a solid
foundation for sustainable
peace in the region”.

Now, escalating military
presence and heightened
surveillance threaten the
timorous peace of an alrea-
dy fragile frontier.

Despite the Dubai crash, HAL and the IAF remain firm that the fighter aircraft is safe, reliable
and strategically crucial for India’s air combat capability

Saurabh Trivedi

he crash of a Tejas
T Mk-1 Light Combat

Aircraft (LCA), at
the Dubai Air Show on No-
vember 21, which resulted
in the tragic death of In-
dian Air Force (IAF) pilot
Wing Commander Na-
mansh Syal, has sparked
an intense debate over Hin-
dustan Aeronautics Ltd’s
(HAL) capabilities and the
government’s commit-
ment to indigenous de-
fence manufacturing.

Officials from both HAL
and the IAF, however,
maintain that the Tejas
platform remains one of
the safest contemporary
fighter aircraft in its class.
Addressing the concerns at
an event in Delhi on Fri-
day, HAL chairman and
managing director D.K. Su-
nil strongly defended the
jet’s track record. “There is
absolutely no problem
with Tejas; it is absolutely
safe, and its safety record is
the best in the world. What
you saw in Dubai was an
unfortunate incident,” he
said.

Aviation experts have
echoed this view, advising
against drawing premature
conclusions. They note
that modern fighter opera-
tions involve inherent
risks, and isolated inci-
dents should be evaluated
in context. Many believe
the Dubai crash is unlikely
to impact Tejas’s growing
export potential.
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The Dubai crash marks
the second Tejas accident
in less than two years. In
March 2024, a Tejas fighter
went down in Rajasthan’s
Jaisalmer — the first crash
in the aircraft’s 23-year
flight history. Since its mai-
den test flight in 2001, the
Tejas had maintained an
unblemished record.

The long gap without
major accidents had signif-
icantly strengthened confi-
dence in the indigenous
programme, which has
been under development
since the early 1980s.

The LCA was conceived
as a replacement for the
ageing MiG-21 fleet, which
had served as the back-
bone of the IAF for de-
cades. Over the years, the
programme evolved
through exhaustive testing,
system upgrades and
technological
breakthroughs.

Today, the Tejas family
includes several variants:
the Mki, MklA and the un-
der-development  Mk2,
along with trainer and na-
val versions. The MKl is the

initial production model
currently operated by the
IAF, while the MKIA repre-
sents a substantial techno-
logical leap with its AESA
radar, advanced electronic
warfare suite, beyond-vi-
sual-range missile capabili-
ty, mid-air refuelling sys-
tem and reduced radar
cross-section.

Smallest and lightest
Tejas is the world’s smal-
lest and lightest supersonic
fighter in its class. It fea-
tures a delta-wing configu-
ration and a quadruplex
digital fly-by-wire flight
control system, along with
advanced flight control
laws designed to enhance
manoeuvrability.

With a maximum pay-
load capacity of 4,000 kg
and a maximum takeoff
weight of 13,300 kg, the
aircraft is designed prima-
rily for air combat and of-
fensive air support mis-
sions, with reconnaissance
and anti-ship roles as se-
condary capabilities. The
IAF currently flies the Mk1
with No. 45 Flying Daggers

and No. 18 Flying Bullets
squadrons at Sulur Air
Force Station, with addi-
tional units planned in the
coming years. A major mil-
estone for the programme
came in March 2024 when
the first series production
Mk1A completed its inaug-
ural flight. HAL has since
commissioned three dedi-
cated production lines —
two in Bengaluru and one
in Nashik — to meet rising
domestic and export de-
mand.

Beyond the MKkIA, the
more advanced Tejas Mk2
remains in development.
Conceived in 2012 as a 4.5-
generation fighter to re-
place the Mirage-2000, Ja-
guar and MiG-29 fleets, the
MK2 has seen repeated de-
lays, with its first prototype
now expected around
2026. Once operational,
the MKk2 is expected to be
the most capable indige-
nous fighter.

Despite the recent set-
back in Dubai, aviation
analysts maintain that the
Tejas programme repre-
sents a significant techno-
logical achievement and a
critical pillar of India’s ae-
rospace ecosystem.

The coming months —
particularly the findings of
the Dubai crash investiga-
tion — will be crucial. Ho-
wever, for now, HAL and
the IAF remain firm that
Tejas continues to be a
safe, reliable and strategi-
cally vital platform for In-
dia’s air combat capability.
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( otherhood' and ‘mother’
are comfortable notions,
almost inevitably associat-

ed with women. They draw on ideas of

care and nurture, scoldings and love,
protection and understanding. The
everyday mother could be thought to
be capable of becoming like the great
mothers of literature — the mother in

Maxim Gorky's Mother or Maurya in

J.M. Synge’s Riders to The Sea. People

tend to think they can appeal to the

essential ‘motherliness’ in women. In
art, the mother-and-child image in
the West and the East all contribute
to the deeply-embedded association

challenged in a discus-

MOTHER FIGURES

woman. It is a role that can be enact-
ed for a friend’s children, for example,
but transiently. The role can then be
given up. Men looking after children
are not such an eddity nowadays; they,
too, are ‘mothers’, sometimes single,
feeding children or changing nappies.
There is often an economic necessity
when there is distribution of childcare
— both parents must work. Besides,
more women need to or want to go out
to work; that is their right. In such a
situation, housework and childcare
have to be shared while parents must
ensure that the children are in a safe
place while they are away — that is

in the mind of socie- also ‘mothering’.
ty of mothers always The discussants
being women holding A mother need also laid much of the
their children in their not a_l‘wa}rs be change of ideas at the
rotective arms. These door of the queer move-
Eymhu]ise the strength . a woman. It ment. ’I‘l'u's“:-l movement
of the tradition. isarole anyone  projects the fluidity of
This tradition was can take up gender identfities and

emphasises non-bina-

sion between a mental

health rights activist and a psycholo-
gist whose main message was that mo-
therhood is a role, not a gender identi-
ty. The appearance of a genderidentity
is forged by the family and the society
and is confirmed by their expectations.
According to the discussants, the no-
tion of mother is linked to a married
woman and a relationship, but any-
one can take up the role of mother,
or refuse to take it up. This imphied,
on the one hand, a blindness induced
by society in the face of the growing
number of single mothers and, on
the other hand, a denial that being a
mother is somehow the ‘essence’ of a

ry roles, This naturally
challenges the notion of mother as a
woman or motherhood as the fulfil-
ment of womanhood. A non-binary
person may be excellent at ‘mothering’
or taking care of a child — it does not
make that individual less of a mother
for not being identified as a woman.
In parallel, a woman may not want
to be a mother or economic circum-
stances may make it difficult for a
couple to rear a child. This does not
mean thata woman is ‘unsexed’ or that
she has not been fulfilled in her life.
Society may be resistant to a change of
ideas but it is everyday life that records
the change.

SCRIPSI

¢ To fashion a persona out of one’s own undisguised self is no easy thing. A novel or
a poem provides invented characters or speaking voices that act as surrogates for
the writer. Into those surrogates will be poured all that the writer cannot address
directly — inappropriate longings, defensive embarvassments, anti-social desires —
but must address to achieve felt veality. The persona in a nonfiction narrative is an
unsurrogated one... It’s like lying down on the couch in public— and while a writer
may be willing to do just that, it is a strategy that most often simply doesn’t work...
The unsurrogated narrator has the monumental task of transforming low-level
self-interest into the kind of detached empathy requived of apiece of writing that is to

be of value to the disinterested reader. ’

VIVIAN GORNICK

Delimitation, Census and the SI

R are under a shared cloud

Shadows lengthen

he minimum definition of

democracy is one that of-

fers an unhindered right

to the demos — the citi-

zens who constitute the
nation — to elect a government of
their choice, with every vote cast in
the process having egual valoe. In
India, the colonial legislations of 1861
and 1892 provided for ‘Councils’, for
which the term, ‘elect’, meant just “to
appoint’. The 1901 Act permitted an
element of election. with a Ceniral
Legislative Council of 68 members
of whom 27 were ‘elected’, though
the electorate was restricted to a
fow ‘select’ bodies and individuals.
The roots of the bicameral system
of Parliament can be traced back to
the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms
of 1919, which provided for a Council
of States with 60 members, of whom
34 were to be elected, and a Central
Legislative Assembly made up of
145 members, of whom 105 were to
be elected. The term of the Council
was five vears. In 1935, the British
agreed to create a federal structure
with assemblies for the provinces
of Assam, Bengal, Bihar, the Unit-
ed Provineces, Bombay and Madras.
The Legislative Councils — the
upper Houses — were to be perma-
nent chambers with one-third mem-
bers retiring every third yvear When
the Constituent Assembly worked
from 1846 to 1949 towards formulating
the Constitution, the general struec-
ture of a parliamentary democracy
was very much in the consciousness
of the political class in India. The
formulation of the Constitution
which enabled the transition from
the pre-Independence Councils to the
first general elections to Parliament
was a giant leap forward. The Con-
stitution provided every adult Indian
with an inviolable right to vote for
constituting the ‘House of the People’,
the Lok Sabha. The universal voting
right, with every vote having equal
value, is the cornerstone of India's
democracy. Since 1952, 18 general
elections have been held within that
non-negotiable, constitutional, demo-
cratic framework.

The process of determining and
adjusting the exact number of peo-
ple’s representatives in Parliament as
well as the precise area of the voters’
constituencies has been institution-
alised in the Constitution by provid-
ing for a Delimitation Commission.
Parliament is empowered to consti-
fute the Delimitation Commission
after every general election in order

G.N. Devy is an academic and
cultural activist

to ensure that the ratio between the
population of a state and the number
of MLAs in the state assembly and the
number of MPs it sends to Parliament
is near-aqual in the case of all states.
The Delimitation Commission de-
marcates the voter constituencies,
decides the number of elected rep-
resentatives, and determines the
number of reserved constituencies.
The total strength of Lok Sabha MPs
was increased three times — in 1952,
1962, and 1972 — by the respective
Delimitation Commissions created
under the Delimitation Acts. Since
then, the number of MPs has re-
mained unchanged. In 2002, the then
Delimitation Commission did not
increase the number but ruled that
it could be iIncreased through a fresh
delimitation following the first census
carried out after 2026,

The 1961 Census had reported
43.89 crore people tobe India’s popula-
tion and the delimitation process had
determined 404 to be the number of
MPs in the Lok Sabha; that is a little
less than one million people per par-
liamentary constituency. In 1971, the
census had placed the population fig-
ure at 548 million and there were 521
MPs in the Lok Sabha, bringing the
average population per constituency
to a little over one million. Later, the
number was adjusted to 543 in view
of the 1971 Census, making the ratio
almost one MP for every million peo-
ple. The 2011 Census had placed the
Indian population at 121.01 crore.
No census was carried out in 2021, It
appears that an MP now represents
close to 2.4 million people. Going by
the statistics of voters in the 2024 gen-
eral election, with qualified voters
being 96.8 crore, every Lok Sabha MP
represents close to 1.8 million voters.
These figures determine the context

of the next delimitation process. If
the total population is taken as the
base for the 2020 election, and if the
number of MPs is not increased, the
ration will be an MP per three mil-
lion people, or one MP for nearly 2.3
million voters. The next Delimitation
Commission may, therefore, look at
substantially increasing the num-
ber of MPs. The question is, will the
process be conducted Impartially?
Will it leave the federal structure of
the Republic untrammeled? Will it
improve the quality of representa-
tion or rather work towards ensur-
ing a continued and wmguestioned
rule of a single party, increasing the
political heft of only a few states?
The delimitation process is entirely
dependent on the population data
ascertained through the census.
Will the census data be unexception-
able and as per the United Nation's
guidelines laid down in the Principles
and Recommendations for Population
and Housing Censuses (Revision
4, March 2025) to which India is a
signatory?

We have alreadv begun with the
violation of the UN recommendation
of carrving ont a census in the Zero
Year of a decade and for the data to
be made available in the first year of
the next decade. All censuses in India
had followed the time series by carry-
ing out censuses in the first year of a
decade, from 1951 to 2011. If the Covid
epidemic thwarted the 2021 Census
exercise, it should have been complet-
ed in 2023 and declared as an e2021
Census; or else the exercise should
have been postponed to 2081, The gov-
ernment’s declaration of the census
in 2026-27, making March 1, 2027 as its
reference date, appears to be an arbi-
trary decision. The data can hardly
be nsed for gaining an international

or intra-national perspective. No ex-
planation has bean offered by the gov-
ernment as to why the decision was
made in blatant violation of universal
census principles.

The only logical explanation for
the absurd decision is that the 2002
Act and the 2003 supplementary Act
of delimitation state that increasing
the number of MPs can be considered
subsequent to any census taking place
after 2026. It appears that the govern-
ment is determined to complete it
before the 2029 general election, pos-
sibly also the year when India may
be forced to adopt ‘One Nation, One
Election’, now endorsed by the Kovind
Committee Report. Normally, the de-
limitation process is fairly elaborate
and may take several years. However,
there is no guarantee that it shall be
s0 in every future instance. With so-
phisticated information technology
at hand. the time taken to complete
the process can be significantly short-
ened. The Delimitation Commission
ismade up of three effective members
— a retived Supreme Court judge, an
election commissioner nominated by
the chief election commissioner (in
one exceptional past instance, a CEC
had nominated himself), and the elec-
tion commissioner of the respective
state (limited to that state). The others
are only ‘associated members’ with
neither vote nor veto. Considering
the recent decline in the credibility of
the Election Commission of India and
the absurdity of the 2027 Census, and
considering the timings of the Special
Intensive Revision of the electoral
rolls, the census and delimitation, the
worst fears of every India at this junc-
ture would be whether the next de-
limitation leaves forever changed the
entire political landscape and India’s
demaocracy.

DELHI DIARIES

Rare gesture

B The sacred flag-hoisting ceremony in Avodhya earlier this week
turned out to be a rare moment when Prime Minister Narendra Modi
stepped back from assuming the lead role at a major event. As Modi and
the Rashtriva Swayamsevak Sangh chief, Mohan Bhagwat, walked into
the Ram temple, the PM allowed Bhagwat to lead the way, following a
step behind. The gesture sunrprised many given Modi's reputation for a
‘mexin ki main koon (me and only me)’ approach, where he is typically
the sole prominent figure in photographs. Even during the hoisting of
the Dharma Dhwaj atop the Ram temple, Modi invited Bhagwat to stand
beside him, and the two jointly tirned the lever. Bharativa Janata Party
leaders maintain that the PM's gesture was meant to accord due respect
to Bhagwat, the head of the sangh parivar. Politically, however, the
move was seen as yet another attempt to repair ties with the RSS. Modi
had not offered prominence to Bhagwat during the temple’s founda-
tion-laying ceremony or its inanguration in the past. It is widely be-
lieved that the election of a new BJP president has been delayed due to
prolonged differences between the party and the sangh. Modi's gesture
towards Bhagwat has reportedly been well-received by the RSS leader-
ship. With the sangh signalling a willingness to endorse Modi's choice,
buzz within BJP circles suggests that the long-pending appointment of a
new party president may be imminent.

tion ), told newspersons in
Guwahati, “First of all, he will

not return to power. He will go to

the jail after this election. He

knows it. Yon know it. I kmow it.”
However, political observers argue
that the Opposition will have to walk
the talk to stop Sarma instead of
indulging in rhetoric.

Empty
boast

® The Pakistan high commission in
London claimed a walkover at the
Onxfiord Union on the motion, “India’s
Policy Towards Paldstan Is a Populist
Strategy Sold as Security Policy ”. The
Indian side included the former army
chief, General M.M. Naravane, and
former Union minister, Subramanian
Swamy. Pakistan's narrative was
countered by the Indian side,
which included the right-wing law-
ver, J. Sai Deepak, and Shiv Sena
(UBT) parliamentarian, Privanka
Chaturvedi.

Sai Deepak was informed that
Naravane and Swamy had dropped

NS T e |

Gesture of truce?

al director-general of police (law and
Harsh order), for further probe.
stance A senior woman Congress

leader not supporting the victim
B The recent comment made by of a sexual abuse has ruffled both
Deepa Dasmunshi, the All India the party leadership and the rank

and file. Their grievance is that a
leader of Dasmumshi's stature should

Congress Committee general-sec-
retary in-charge of Kerala, against

the complainant in the sexnal mis- have taken a softer approach towards
conduct and forced termination of the victim. Dasmunshi’s reaction,
pregnancy case involving the sus- they argue, shows the partvina
pended Congress leader and g x bad light.

incumbent Palakkad legis- L & =

lator, Rahul Mamkootathil, e Big

hasraised evebrows. The

complainant, a woman talk

journalist associated with .

a television news chammel, ¥ B During the debate on
approached Chief Minister | the Assam Prohibition
Pinarayi Vijavan against | of Polygamy Bill, 2025
Mamkootathil. When [ in the state assembly, the
TV news channels sought . CM, Himanta Biswa
Dasmunshi’s reaction to ‘r Sarma,

the incident, she questioned
the complainant's
decision to ap-

el

proach the CM him
instead of going from re
to the police. turn-
Vijayan sent ing as
the com- the
plaintto H CM
Venkatesh, in

the addition-

out and was asked to suggest alter-

2026 assembly elections. Sarma natives. Befors he could do so, the

promised that if he were toretirnas  Oxford Union chief, Moosa Harraj,
CM, he would introduce the Uniform whois the son of a Pakistani minis-
Civil Code Bill in the very first as- ter, =aid that the commentator,
sembly session. Even though the Suhel Seth, and Chaturvedi had
Opposition is shruggling to putup a been roped in, but later informed
cohesive challenge to the ruling BJP-  that they too had cancelled. The
led alliance, the Congress, which lawver then cobbled up two Indian
is the principal Opposition party debaters based in Britain but was
in the state, was equally confident informed by the Union that the
about Sarma's days as CM being Pakistani side had not reached.
numbered. Chaturvedi claimed that she was

Pawan Ehera, the chairperson informed about the debate just two
of the AICC (media and communica- days before the event.

Footnote

B The Election Commission of India has gone on
a publicity overdrive to announce that the Chief
Election Commissioner, Gyvanesh Kumar, will
assume a vear-long chairmanship of the Inter-
national Institute for Democracy and Electoral
Assistance. India has the largest electorate among
the 35 countries that are part of IIDEA and Eomar
has promoted his pet project, the Special Intensive
Revision, as an mmprecedented large-scale step
that is aimed at checking illegal immigration, an
issne that has also gained political significance in
Europe. Under his chairmanship, India will host a
conference of the IIDEA on January 21 and create
several committees with academics and jommal-
ists of his choice on different aspects of elections.

What a
Jjoke

B Sir— A new study claims
that Artificial Intelligence
still cannot handle a simple

pun. The poor machine
can caleulate galaxies but

collapses when it comes to

Recent battles over copy-
right show that the tech
world is eager to take up
human work but imitation
has limits. A punchline ex-
poses those limits with satis-
fyving speed. Humour carries
lived experience, timing

and a touch of chaos, and no
model can fake that mix. Let
Al win art prizes and gener-
ate films. The langh remains

from barley and wheat to mil-
lets and the use of trade net-
works fit a civilisation that
understood survival. The
link between extended dry
spells and large-scale deur-
banisation seems persuasive.
The caution expressed by
meteorologists is fair al-
though it does not diminish
the broader pattern. The
study gives the Indus Valley

seripting a dad joke, This firmly human territory. a more complex and hnman
should calm the fear that trajectory.
algorithms will soon steal Mubashir Mushtaq,
every creative job in sight. Baramulla, J&EK Niamul Hossain Mallick,
West Burdwan
1ot m Sir — Children bear the B Sir — The evidence for
Yﬂ!ﬂ!g victims heaviest burden of air pollu- | repeated, century-long
B Sir — A recent report tion because their lungs are droughts in the Indus
shows that Mumbai’s wors- still not fully formed. Clinics | Valley paints a picture of
ening air pollution now fill up before breakfast, gradual change rather
affects children in visible and | and parents queue with the than catastrophe. The sug-
troubling ways. The concern | same combination of worry gestion that communities
1s understandable but the and exhanstion. Polluting adapted through migration,
city's airhas carried varying | vehicles, crop burning and new crops and trade gives
levels of pollutants for vears. the civilisation far more
Parents and schools can re- credit than older theories
duce exposure with sensibla allowed. The use of cave
staps, although these meas- chemisiry, lake records
ures offer only partial relief, and simulations strengthens
The focus on children is valid the case. The Indus story
because their mgs are still looks more like a slow
developing. evolution shaped by climate
pressure than a sudden
D.P. Bhattacharya, fall. It should serve as
Calcutta , . girii]matl El_rnii_::g for present
. e . ons,
B Sir — The alarm about pol- Yigtimeraf poltution
hation in Mumbai harming K.R. Gagan,
children deserves attention, cold weather create a vearly Tumkur, Karnataka
vet the conversation gains haze that harms evervone.
maore from calm analysis Emergency measures fec]
thon decpais Mumbeihas | like hatthoartedatiampes | COSY Shelves
faced industrial emissions to controla house fire witha | W Sir — Books often provide
and construction dust for teaspoon. Steady, long-term coandfiort long after reading
decades. The recent spike policy is the only sensible habits slow down. Volumes
n respiratory complaints route out of this mess. collected over decades carry
may be linked to shortterm memories, beliefs and ver-
weather patterns as much Aayman Anwar Ali, sions of the self that deserve
astolong-term decline in air | Calcufta space on any shelf.
quality. Families and schools
can manage oubdoor activity " . Sourish Misra,
more carefully, Cleaner pub- S[ﬂh tft’ff!ﬂf Calcutia
lic transport must be a seri- B Sir — Research underlines
ous goal. Progress will come | that ancient societies han- \/
firom stable planning rather dled environmental strain :
than dramatic claims. with considerable ingenuity R
(“Mega-droughts, not one 6 Prafulla Sarkar Street,
Haridasan Rajan, collapse, shaped Indus's slow Calcutta 700001
Kozhikode, Kerala fade”, Nov 29), The move ttedit@abp.in
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OPINION

Amma: Death is like

changing clothes
beyond bollywood

MEENAKSHI SHEDDE

EVERYBODY SHOULD
interview their grand-
mothers and mothers
— and granddads and
dads of course — on
top priority. Especially
as they can fade away
at any time, or get de-
mentia or be otherwise
unable to share their stories. It
will usually be a fascinating
revelation — even to those who
think they know their mothers
— to learn who they really
were, before they got married
and became our grandmoth-
ers and mothers. What kind
of people were they, who were
their best friends, what games
did they love, what did they do
afterschool/college, what mov-
ies did they watch and where,
what were their dreams, what
did they want to grow up and
be, what was the boldest or
wickedest thing they did? And
even apart from all that, it was
only oninterviewing my Amma,
Indu Shedde, now 98, that I
learnt that she and Papa (the
late S Rammohan) made fresh
badam toop (almond ghee) at
home to massage my sister
Sarayu and me when we were
babies.Isimply crumbled like a
Glucose biscuit in hot chai.

The series of interviews I did
of Amma were for her autobi-
ography, in her own voice, that
[ wrote and gave her as a 95th
birthday presentin 2022: it took
me three years to write it and
put it together.

Amma grew up in Dharwad,
Karnataka, in a family of four
widows. She learnt early on
about taking financial respon-
sibility and financial independ-
ence. She held four jobs before
she married, earned a BA DLS
(Diploma in Library Science)
and became Assistant Librar-
ian in Karnataka University in
the 1950s, speed-reading, as she
remembers it, 2,00,000 books
in order to make the books’
accession cards. Astonishingly,
she was 32 when she married
— T just didn't find the right
boy, she shrugged. Yet, when

mid-day Poll

she married and had
my sister Sarayu and
me, she chose notto do
a job, but to be a full-
time mother. When my
parents had the oppor-
tunity to move from our
modest chawl home to
a three-bedroom flat,
Amma boldly insisted they
buy it, when my mild Papa
dithered. Trying to make ends
meet on the about3129 amonth
Papa gave her, after the home
loan EMIwas deducted, she in-
vented original “vegetable art”
from home to earnalittle more
money. She created an Air India
Boeing plane and Maharajah,
Taj Mahal, Krishna, Mirabai, an
[kebana flower arrangement
and more, entirely from fresh
fruit and vegetables, that were
published in Eve’s Weekly and
Dharmayug magazines, and
elsewhere. Her wonderful art
was born in desperation.

She values her independ-
ence, and after our dad passed
away, she insisted on living
independently at a senior citi-

zen's home, preferably outside
Mumbai — rather than stay
at my sister’s place or mine
(though she stayed with me
during COVID).

Recently, someone asked her,
are you afraid of death? “Not
at all,” she replied, without
hesitation. “What is there? It
is like changing clothes, that’s
all. The soul remains.” I had
also asked her, is there any
unfulfilled wish you have? “I
wish I could see you settled,”
she replied (meaning married).
“OK.Butcanyou guarantee that
any womanyou knowwould be
much happier, more fulfilled
as a person, as someone’s wife
— than if she were single and
independent?” No, she shook
her head. “OK, do you feel I
am happy and fulfilled as a
person, and probably already
have everything or most of
what I need?” I asked. She im-
mediately said yes. We hugged
foralong, long time. Then she
said grinning, “If anyone asks
you, you can always say, ‘Mere
paas Maa hai’” We both laughed
heartily, then we did a high five.
Our gorgeous Amma.

Meenakshi Shedde, film curator, has
been working with the Toronto, Berlin
and other festivals worldwide for 30
years. She has been a Cannes Film
Festival Jury Member and Golden
Globes International Voter,and is a
journalist and critic.

Reach her at meenakshi.shedde
@mid-day.com
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Letters of the week

Do you think
having higher
education is
necessary to
be successful
in the world of
business?

15%
MAYBE

=) [otakepartinthe poll, please
@\l follow mid-day on Linkedin and X.

What is news?

Rahul’'s column on
Dharmendra was a
well-written mirror of
the times we live in. We
hunger for “news” real
or fake. A pity.

KEITH STEVENSON

Great piece

A wonderful article,
Meher. Thatwas a
wonderful erain India,
especially Bombay with
great jazz bands and

cabarets.... all gone now.

ROOSI MODI

The views expressed in these columns are the
individual's and don’t represent those of the paper.

The binge watch

zara hatke

In one of the early ep-
isodes of The Family
Man: Season 3, an ex-
hausted Srikant Tiwari
(Manoj Bajpayee) asks
his son, Atharva, why
his daughter, Dhriti is
in such a bad mood.

““They’ havealoton
their mind, ‘they’ are climate
champions, LGBT warriors,
‘they’ are social media in-
fluencers, ‘they’ are worried
about a lot of things,” the son
says.

“Who are ‘they’? Your sister
is one person, who are ‘they’’
the flummoxed Srikant asks.

The son, with an irritat-
ed eye roll explains, “See Pa,
Dhriti equals ‘they’ — Dhriti
likes to be called ‘they, them'’
not ‘she, her””’

“But why?” Srikant asks

“Oh ho, Dad, she’s a non-bi-
nary person.’

After a beat Bajpayee asks.
“Accha this ‘they’ aur ‘them)
Hindi main kya bolenge?”

The son for once is per-
plexed, he says, confused,
“Hindi mein iske pronouns
invent nahi huey’”

While the audience laughs
out loud at the Gen Z speak,
Srikant looks defeated, won-
dering which is harder, han-
dling his daughter’s vocabu-
lary, or the dangers that the
country faces.

No napalmbomb can fright-
en him, but non-binaryjargon
terrifies the super spy. For the
uninitiated, The Family Man is
a web series about a spy (Ba-
jpayee) living a double life,
working for TASC, a fictitious

'4'?% )

intelligence wing of the coun-
try while he performs menial
household tasks for his mid-
dle-class family.

For me the show is a binge
watch, each season
growing in ambition
and scale. Season1got
you hooked immedi-
ately. The sheer hilar-
ity of a spy wondering
if he should diffuse a
bomb, or attend a par-
ent-teacher meeting.
In that moment, when Manoj
Bajpayee’s character looked
more terrified at what might
befall him facing the school
principal vis avisa RDXbomb,
[ knew I was hooked.

I'm an OTT obsessive — |
watch a movie at night, binge
watch web series, a habit
picked up inthe COVID-ers —
but I'm harsh on a web series.
Something has to grab me, an
atmosphere, an antagonist,
very often it’s an actor — the
Family Man, premiered in 2019,
and I'm still emotionally with
the show, its horrifying polit-
ical events, married with its
humour, result in a show with
a beating heart.

The OTT universe, the boss-
es in the boardrooms, look at
web shows, by their ability
to create spinoffs, seasons,
sequels. But most of all, they
look for sustainable charac-
ters — characters with awant

While the audience

laughs out loud at the Gen
Z speak, Srikant looks
defeated, wondering
which is harder, handling
his daughter’s vocabulary,
or the dangers the
country faces.

and an objective that sustains
across seasons. In Season1and
2, Srikant got his antagonists
— inthe third season, we have
a new antagonist, the shit hits
the ceiling, the government be-
lieves Srikant isa suspectin his
onboss’s death, his own family
crumbles around him, his wife
has filed for divorce, his kids
feel badly neglected and his
target, in this case the mighty
Jaideep Ahlawat rides majes-
tically into the sunset, leaving
Srikant dying — a season 4 is
set up, will he live? Will his
family reconcile? Will Ahla-
wat’s “Rukhma” be caught?

But mostimportant, we the
viewer ask will the humour
sustain. The brilliance of the
show is the humor, sustained
over its tensest moments —
here’s an example:

Srikant wants to confess to
his son, his real profession. The
family is gathered around the
dinner table, along with Sri-
kant’s best friend, JK (Sharib
Hashmi). Srikant says to his
son, Nervous...

“Beta I have a secret to tell
you...

The son asks terrified, “Don’t
tell me I'm adopted.”

“No, no, nothing like that —
I'man agent.”

The son is relieved, ‘Ah ok a
travel agent, right?”

“No, son, I'masecretagent”

The sonis finally impressed,
“Wow that’s so cool, wait till I
tell my friends — do you have
a code name, like tiger, lion,
cheetah, panther, bear, zebra?”

Srikant pauses, “No, beta |
don’t work in a circus, [ work
for the government.”’

Maybe Season 4 could be
called “Family Man 4: For he,
she, they, them.”

Rahul daCunha is an adman, theatre
director/playwright, filmmaker and
traveller. Reach him at rahul.
dacunha@mid-day.com
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Nikhil Kamath and his misplaced comment
about those doing an MBA being ‘some kind of
an idiot’ has opened up the debate on whether
one of the most sought after degrees s, in fact,
as valuable as it is deemed to be

TANISHA BANERJEE

ON a recent episode of the Startup
Pedia podcast, Zerodha co-founder
Nikhil Kamath leaned back in his
chair and casually delivered a line
that blew up the Internet. “If you're
25 and doing an MBA today, you must
be somekind ofanidiot,” he said. The
timing couldn’t have been worse. In
less than a week, lakhs of students
across the country will sit for CAT
and other MBA entrance exams,
beginning an annual ritual built on
years of coaching classes, and family
expectations, and the aspiration of
a better life. Kamath’s line may have
got lost if not for a sharp, steady re-
buttal from MBA student Anaheez
Patel, who is studying at NYU Stern.
Filming aresponse reel, Patel pushed
back saying, “Not everyone wants
to be a hustler or entrepreneur. For
every outlier who made it withouta
degree, there are thousands whose
careers jumped because of one.
Her video quickly gathered its own
momentum, creating a split-screen
debate that begged the question
— is the MBA degree heading
to extinction?
When we speak to
her, Patel is even more
precise. “The classroom
knowledge is honestly
the least transformative
partof the MBA,” she says.
“What matters is the densi-
ty of opportunities around

you — alumni networks that span
decades, recruiting pipelines that

are exclusive to MBA cohorts, ex-
posure to global internships.” For
students without corporate fami-
ly connections or inherited social
capital, she calls the degree “ademoc-
ratising agent,” one that “legitimises
your presence in elite professional
circles and accelerates upward mo-
bility in ways that raw skill alone
often cannot.”

Even the industries that claim
to be evolving, she argues, remain
conservative at the top. “Firms like
McKinsey, Bain, Goldman, Black-
stone — these still treatthe MBAas a
standardised filtration mechanism,”
she says. “There are alternative path-
ways, but theyre exceptions, not
the norm.” Education remains one

of the few scalable ladders available
to those who didn’t inherit one. Ina
country where opportunity is une-
venly distributed, telling everyone
to ‘just hustle’ flattens inequalities
that shape every rung of the climb.
The debate didn’t blow up simply
because of one founder’s provoca-
tion. The hyper-visible startup eco-
system comprises unicorn founders
who dropped out, YouTubers preach-
ing hustle, and influencers insisting
that degrees are out-dated. Despite
the noise online, demand for MBAs
remains enormous. Each year, more
than two lakh candidates sit for CAT,
chasing seats in a handful of top in-
stitutes. And at the leadership level,
degrees still matter. A Mint analysis
from 2016 found that 144 CEOs of
BSE 500 companies hold an MBA, a
reminder of how deeply the creden-
tial is woven into India’s corporate
architecture. Though there are some
aspirants thatfeel thatan MBA is not
required unlessyou getintoa top col-
lege. Furthermore, the fees are high,
and there is with no guarantee of a

Coming from an engineering track, Vipul Sharma felt technically strong but
unfamiliar with business which is why he pursued MBA . PIC/KIRTI SURVE PARADE

good placement.

If the online debate felt abstract,
Vipul Sharma, 25, hears itdifferently
frominside an actual MBA classroom
at [IM Mumbai. “It's not the first
time I heard a high profile person
like Kamath say what he said,” he
says. “People reach a certain stage
and startbelieving only one
path leads to success.
But success means
different things to
everyone.” For him,
the idea that all
young people can
simply “startup” ig-
nores basic realities.
“Not everyone has the
mental bandwidth, fam-
ily support or networks to
do that,” he explains. Coming from
an engineering track, he felt techni-
cally strong but unfamiliar with the
business world, “People like me who
didn't have insight about the busi-
ness world — we can't really startup.
MBA is the one degree that provides
ample opportunities to pivot, and

‘Not everyone has the
mental bandwidth, family
support or networks

to do that, says Vipul
Sharma, 25, student at IIM
Mumbai. Coming from

an engineering track, he
felt technically strong

but unfamiliar with the
business world. ‘People
like me who didn’t have
insight about the business
world — we can't really
startup. MBA i1s the one
degree that provides ample
opportunities to pivot, and
upgrade compensation
and position.

RAGHANI

REPRESENTATIONAL PIC/ISTOCK

upgrade compensation and position.”

Sharma’s own reasons were
quite practical. “I didn't want a
job thatwas only technical. Iwanted
to create an impact,” he says. Mana-
gerial and strategic roles were out of
reach with justa BTech. And the mar-
ket, he insists, hasn't caught up with
the rhetoric. “Founders say de-
grees don’'t matter, butwhen
they visit campuses, they
goonlyto Tier-1colleges.

That'’s hypocritical”
Averydifferentener-
gy comes from Akshaara
Lalwani, founder and
CEO of Communicate
(India), who sitson the op-
posite end of the table from
the nervous twenty-somethings
clutching their CVs. As the final in-
terviewer for every hire, even at the
most junior level, she has a ringside
view of what actually matters in the
job market. And for her, an MBA
degree barely nudges the needle. “I
don’t give more than ten to twenty
per cent weightage to the degree,
not more,” she says. “An MBA from
any institute for the sake of a tick
mark holds zero value.” What does
getherattentionis the rare pedigree
programme. “If you've been able to
get into a tough, well-organised
university, it tells me you've fol-
lowed a disciplined approach. That
discipline usually percolatesinto the
employee life cycle”

She rejects jargon-filled candi-
dateswho “can’t get the jobdone,” ar-
guing that 80 per cent of her decision
rests on who the person is and their
clarity, adaptability and willingness
to figure things out.

On the other hand, Shreya Das
represents something more rest-
less as a co-founder who learned
everything the scrappy, bruised,

Continued on page 15
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ADITYAVIKRAM

WRITER wakes up and finds a

body in his bed. On closer

inspection, he discovers that the

dead man, that stranger, is him-

elf. Duplicates everywhere, he

thinks, and remains clueless, even comedic

about his own passing. Even though he is

invisible, the ghost does not want to wander

in hisblue pajamas, or else he would gain the

reputation of a laughing stock, the phantom

in nightclothes. He prefers to be properly

dressed for appearances. A man famous for

his punctuality, he laughs hysterically at the
new appendage to his name: ‘late’.

In Rushdie’s short story of the same name,
this ghost worries about his legacy; his place in
literary history, and other long-buried secrets.
It would be preposterous to say this ghostisa
fictional duplicate of Rushdie, but that i1s not
entirely untrue. Inspecting the entangle-
ments of fame, death, literature, and history,
his latest quintet, “The Eleventh Hour’, is
replete with doubles. Travelling between the
three places he calls home, it arrives at the
eleventh hour of his long and renowned liter-
ary career, an elegy to fiction itself.

In an interview, Rushdie admits that this
book is born of his intimate encounter with
death, and the many questions it let loose.
He has been running from death for a large
part of his life, but the latest tragedy struck
the closest — in 2022, he was stabbed by a
man who found his books offensive. While
his last work of non-fiction was dedicated

S RESHDI

THE ELEVENTH HOUR
by Salman Rushdie.

Penguin Random House.
Pages 264.T899

entirely to this event, these stories offer
something more than celebrity:

There are multiple duplicates and different
deaths. ‘In the South’ is about two old men,
Junior and Senior, who are doubles of each
other. Against the backdrop ofthe tsunami in
India, Junior passes away. Senior wanted to
die but ended up living. The story ends with
him longing for his shadow and his copy, the
hopeful other to his cynical self. Rushdie’s
telling is charismatic as usual;, the story
sparkles in its detail. It begins like an ancient
tale of twin brothers. And ends in dramatic
reckoning: “Thewaorld was meaningless. The
texts were empty, and his eyes were blind.”

“The Musician of Kahani’ is a surrogate of
Salman’s magnum opus, ‘Midnight’s Chil-
dren’,in both length and character. Here, the
fame of a musical prodigy turns ominous.
The narrator is an old man who calls the city

Truth serum of a virologjst

CHARU AHLUWALIA

IMAN NATH'S ‘The Whistle-

blower’s Wife’ stands out as a
refreshing addition to the body of

Indian pandemic literature

because it refuses to walk the

familiar path. While most writers trained
their creative gaze towards interpersonal
relationships and emotional claustrophobia
ofthe lockdown, Nath turns away fromemo-
tional interiors. His work enters the under-
explored territory of the politicisation of
India’s healthcare system during Covid-19,
presenting a narrative that feels fresh yet
unsettling. He expands the pandemic fic-
tion canvas beyond the per-

———— sonal to public, from the emo-

tional to systemic.

Drawing inspiration from
the real-life death case of sci-
entist Dr Vinod Shah, the
failed tral report of Remde-
sivir published in Science, and
the Fishbein whistleblower
case in AIDS clinical trials,
Nath fictionalises a scenario

THE WHISTLEBLOWER'S that parallels similar concerns.
WIFE The book tries to interrogate

by Biman Nath. the vulnerability of scientific
Speaking Tiger. research, as commercial

Pages 263. T499

opportunism and political

pressure create fertile ground
for compromised ethics and
manipulated data. This blending of fact and
fiction transforms the story into a social mir-
ror that exposes systemic cracks in the phar-
maceutical companies during the pandemic,
where “we are all friendly, not friends” when
it comes to money games.

At the core lies a moving story of a separat-
ed couple in Bengaluru. Its emotional spine
1s Madhuri, the divorced wife of Aditya, a
virologist, who finds herself drawn back into
his life only through the shock of his suicide.
As she unravels the circumstances sur-
rounding his death, the novel justifies its
title: she becomes the “whistleblower’s

wife”, joining together clues her ex-husband
has left behind. The linear week-long time-
line keeps the story pulled tight, devoid of
any subplot. The language employs some
jargon, but remains accessible.

The merit lies in the exploration of Mad-
huri’s emotional turmoil. Her grief and
determination shape the engagement with
mystery. Through flashback, the reader gets
into the couple’s love life that lingers
beneath layers of pain, where scenes are
evocative enough to convey a glimpse of
their past romance. Equally compelling are
the interior monologues of Aditya, which
break the silence around a character other-
wise known only through others’ memories.
These reflective passages reveal his physical
suffering, psychological disintegration and
moral exhaustion, creating a window into
the inner world of a man torn between fami-
ly love and work ethics.

Yet, the story falters in certain structural
and atmospheric aspects. The thriller ele-
ment emerges almost midway, which may
test the patience of those expecting a con-
ventional fast-paced novel. Moreover, the
whydunit suicide suspense is not multilay-
ered enough to hold reader interest
throughout. The Covid setting is underde-
veloped. A cursory mention of “ominously
grey skies” and “travel restrictions” does
not recreate the claustrophobic fear that
defined pandemic life.

The slow-paced suspense and reliance on a
single thread tamper the intensity expected
from a thematically engaging thriller. The
emotional resonance of Madhuri’s journey
and Aditya’s interior monologues enrich the
narrative, but these strengths coexist with
stretches that feel narratively restrained.

Despite limitations, the book is noteworthy
for questioning scientific morality and polit-
1cal complicity. Though a thoughtful reading
experience, it falls short of achieving imagi-
native boldness that might have elevated it
to a truly compelling whydunit.

— The reviewer teaches at Govt
College Panarsa, Mandi

BOOKS
The many duplicates of Rushdie

‘kahaant’, storyin English. There is a grand
wedding, a gossip column, and a tough preg-
nancy. Perhaps because of such attempts at
cliche, and the looming shadow of his own
work, the story offers only a pale reflection of
the novel. ‘Oklahoma’ begins with a similar
experiment. The story has a foreword which
claims it was written by Mamouli Ajeeb, a
writer who signs as MA. This name, despite
an interesting meaning and motive, fails to
be a crafty alias. It doesn’t have the ring,
comedy, or novelty of the alias, a practice that
is commonplace in the language of
‘Mamouli Ajeeb’, Hindi-Urdu. The real sur-
prise and substance of the story arrives later.
The literary relationship between the
writer and his part-mentor, part-inspiration,
Uncle K, starts off as endearing. Obsessed
with disappearance, he vanishes. Later, Aun-
tie K, also a writer, is about to shoot the nar-
rator in the head. This dramatic and fearful
turn offers the reader a meaty question. MA
has been found guilty of stealing real people
for his story instead of imagining characters
as a writer must. He writes well but lacks
imagination, and that is his crime, and fail-
ing. This story ends in Kafka-esque horror.
‘Late’ shines because it is the familiar
retold in fascinating moves. Simone Merlyn
Arthur, the writer at the heart of the story, is
recognisable — something like EM Forster,
gay and heartbroken by Indian men, and
something like Alan Turing, who cracked
secret codes for England during World War IL
A greatbook happened to him once. Afterthe
glory and shock of literary stardom, he never

CHANDIGARH | 30 NOVEMBER 2025

published another word. He declared that he
stopped writing, but that was only a flimsy
veill over the truth. The manuscripts he wrote
later remained incomplete or snaked away
into the shadows. Is this writer Rushdie or
Arthur? An Indian studentat Cambridge dis-
covers his ghost, and his later manuscripts,
but doesn’t quite know how to assess them.
Inhabiting her confusion, and her reverence
for the writer, I find myself in the position of
this young girl, trying to read the later work
of a mighty writer. Of course, the girl is adou-
ble of the younger Rushdie, who was an Indi-
an student at Cambridge himself, around the
same time. Another one of the duplicates is
the old man in the piazza, from the last story
of the collection. This story mourns the pain
of language itself.

In this melee of duplicates, the young are
foils for the old. Grand characters are passing
away. They are towering in different ways, as
grandfathers, uncles, friends, writers, keep-
ers of language. Duplicates in parables are
often two halves of the same self, divided for
neatness and quarrel. They remind us thatno
image isclean or reducible. While parts of this
quintet shine with Rushdie’s still-intact bril-
liance, the less sharp stories take us back to
their originals: his early genius. “I have
planned quite the exit myself,” says Arthur
Chacha, the ghost of a writer. He is about to
vanish under a bridge. The narrator prophe-
sies: “there are noneatresolutions”. I am glad
that we have another hour until midnight.

— The reviewer teaches at
Ashoka Universily

Smouldering realities

MANISHA GANGAHAR

EAL, restrained, and resonant!

‘What Remains After A Fire’

offers unadorned tales that feel

genuine and intimately familiar,

welling upon the small dilem-

mas of ordinary people. Shifting between

Pakistan and its diaspora in the US, Kanza

Javed follows people who are fighting to

shape their destinies while being pushed to

the margins of the world they inhabit. This

collection, of eight powerfully crafted stories,

weavestogether strandsofbetrayal, love, fes-

tering doubt, brutal ruptures, aching
absences, and grief'that refuses to fade.

The motif of fire and its lingering after-
math — whether dramatic, as in blazes, or
subtle, as in the stubborn, persistent scents
— resonate with remarkable precision. The
tales emerge from lived experiences and
woven memories, shifting between past and
present, amid here and there, feeling this
and that. Yeteach storyisintensely affecting.

Javed undertakes a masterful exercise in
characterisation, capturing the raw complex-
ity of being human. Characters, both central
and peripheral, are rendered with equal
depth and vitality as they move through
their lives — wrestling with emotions and
confronting the weight of their choices.

Daddi, Muhammad Rauf, Zara or Ruby,
each possesses a quiet dignity. Their every
action, every hesitation, carries significance.
In their contradictions and vulnerabilities,
they feel alive, standing tall asiftheir stories
were always meant to be told.

Parallel to the art of portrayal are the care-
fully sculpted narrative voices that reveal the
subtleties of thought, emotion, and motiva-
tion that direct description alone could not
have conveyed. Be it Noorie trying to capture
Bilquees Begum’s vanished lover in a glass
bottle and forging an unexpected bond with
the dying woman; or Annie recollecting the
maid’s braid, cut as punishment for a forbid-
den act; or Aisha erasing all traces of her
third miscarriage — Javed’s narrators draw

WHAT REMAINS AFTER A FIRE
by Kanza Javed.
HarperCollins.

Pages 229.3499

the reader into their struggles.

In fact, the prose moves with an almost
whispered clarity and measured elegance,
allowing simple phrases to open into deeper
reflection. For instance, in “The Last Days of
Bilquees Begum’, Noorie puts it out:
“Muhammad Rauf had loved Bilquees.
Bilgquees must have loved her husband...
and she definitely loved Wagar. Ghazala
loved the house and her duty. Feroze loved
me... And I loved Feroze... But if I looked
very closely... there was no love anywhere,
No oneloved anyone... it was all anillusion.”
Each story opens with lines that are stark,
brutal and poetic.

‘Carry it All’ begins with, “She dreamt of
fire again,” while ‘Rani’ opens as: “My
grandmother kept calling her dead husband
to bed.” These first words set the tone; the
reader is drawn not merely into the nuances
of human condition but also the poised
craftsmanship of storytelling.

Written with acute sensitivity, these stories
traverse socio-cultural divides, as Javed
interrogates the dynamics of identity, the
limits and possibilities of personal agency,
and the realities of attachment and loss.

What strikes most is how the collection
immerses readers in narratives so vivid and
deftly wrought that they leave a transforma-
tive, almost overwhelming, catharsis.

— The reviewer teaches at
GGDSD College, Chandigarh

(Good and evil dissolve in rich ambiguity

RAJESH SHARMA

YING may not bring lucidity,
but enacting it in the imagina-
tion may. The narrator in
Samanta Schweblin’s story
‘Welcome to the Club’
attempts suicide by drowning and wonders
if eternity is only some everlasting inertia.
She changes her mind and returns to her
home in which she haslived like a prisoner.
Their rude neighbour skins and “opens like
a book” a rabbit he has hunted down. He
thenaskshertokill herlittle daughters’ pet
rabbit. The guilt will make her love the girls
enough to not “damage” them by killing
herself. The violence that drove her to
attempt suicide is transferred to the
shamanic ritual of sacrifice enacted in the
imagination. She lets the actual rabbit go,
but in the process she has skinned herself
metaphorically and ripped herself open like
a book, and turned the page.
The doubling effect between the woman
and therabbitis repeatedin atleast two more

GOOD AND EVIL AND OTHER STORIES
by Samanta Schweblin.
Pan Macmillan India.
Pages 179. 3699

stories in this anthology. In ‘William in the
Window’, it is between a cat and the narra-
tor’s husband; in “The Fabulous Animal’,
between a horse and a boy. The strange
entanglements render our sense of reality
suspect. Is our reality only derivative? Is it
but a shadow? The precise, crystalline lan-
guage, invested in sharp, exact detail, yields
in every story a complexity that has the fasci-
nation of a mystery. The stories have resolu-
tions, but resolutions are not answers.

Schweblin is a weaver of uncanny pat-
terns that push the narrative over the edge.
A precocious boy asks a woman, “Have you
ever woken up for real?” He wants to
become a flying horse, and falls to his death
soon after. Precisely then a horse has fallen
in the street outside.

A woman cannot leave her husband
because the cat she loves belongs to him.
The cat is poisoned and dies. She senses its
presence around her and wonders if she is
losing her sanity. Her friend sees the dead
cat, but she sees too her own husband’s
“blurry” palm impressed on the bathroom
wall tiles. Has he died? She has always
feared she will not survive his death, just as
the woman whose cat has died has believed
she will not survive her cat.

At the heart of Schweblin’s storytelling
are relationships swimming in dread and
love. ‘An Eye in the Throat’ is a mute son’s
tale of losing a father behind a wall of silence
and contrition. The father plunges into grief
when he realises his error years later.

An alcoholic poet awaiting inspiration fas-

cinates two little girls. They live out, in
nightly escapades to her filthy home, their
fantasy of serving the muse by looking after
the poet who retreats into drunkenness to
avoid sobriety which, she fears, will endan-
ger others. They coax her out of alcoholism
for one night, and one of them drowns in
her sober company in the sea.

Slow, creeping psychological violence
makes ‘A Visit from the Chief’ sit apart
from other stories in the book. The cool,
philosophical criminal, at once menacing
and mesmerising, weaponises his old moth-
er to enter homes without breaking in. But
like the rude ‘master’ in ‘Welcome to the
Club’, he too turns out to be a healer. The
woman 1s rewarded with self-knowledge. He
walks away with her cash and cards.

Schweblin makes narrative rationality
collapse in story after story. An abyss
opens, and good and evil dissolve in rich
ambiguity. The meaning glows in the dark,
sure yet unreachable.

— The reviewer is former professor of

English at Punjabi University

SWANSONG

by Vandana Kumari Jena.
Rupa.
Pages 200.7295

Sometimes the quietest moments
carry the loudest truths. In this book,
author Vandana Kumari Jena peels
back the layers of everyday life to
reveal the hidden struggles, secrets,
and courage that define us. Here,
nothing is what it seems. A birthday
marks the beginning of the end, a
neighbour hides more than gossip,
an ordinary home turns into a stage
for a final performance. By turns
poignant, chilling and quietly defi-
ant, these 24 stories do not soothe.
They disturb, provoke and linger.
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ROLLERCOASTER OF HOPE
by Dhimant Bakshi & Mayuresh Kore.

Westland.
Pages 240.3399

This is the story of how the beloved
theme park Imagicaain Maharashtra
was pulled back from the brink of col-
lapse. In 2018, it turned into a non-
performing asset. Within no time, a
lender dragged the company to the
National Company Law Tribunal
courts. When newly appointed CEO
Dhimant and CFO Mayuresh
received the NCLT summons, they
were taken aback. The project was
the realisation of a long-held dream,
and it needed to be protected from a
dire fate: insolvency, or a possible
lockout of India’s “best theme park”.

SARANYU: SURYA'S WIFE
by Saiswaroopa lyer.
Rupa.

Pages 216.37395

Saranyu is wedded to Vivasvan, lord
of the Sun. Blinded by his radiance,
she forges her own shadow, and in
doing so, sets into motion a cosmic
conflict between light and darkness,
duty and desire. Saranyu’s journey
becomes one of self-discovery. Torn
between brilliance and shade, she
reclaims her voice, her power, and
her place in the order of the cosmos.
The book reimagines her not as a
consort, but as a creator, a mother,
and the unseen force behind the
rhythm of existence.

U-TURN AND OTHER STORIES
by Gauri Shankar Raina. Translated
from Kashmiri by Pankaj Bhan.

Niyogi Books.
Pages 182.3495

Written over three decades, these sto-
ries highlight the themes, issues and
motifs of the largely syncretic life of
the Kashmiri people. The tales are set
against the socio-cultural backdrop of
the place and its people. From love at
first sight to an archaeological long-
ing for Kashmir’s glorious past, the
author touches upon varied themes.
The stories are in equal parts brood-
ing and light-hearted, despondent
and hopeful.
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Chandigarh’s tennis glory Notathomeathome,
abroad when abroad

PRADEEP MAGAZINE

EMORY creates time and
needs a trigger that can rekin-
dle a past whose images are
stored in our mind. A stream of
pleasant, joyous pictures
flashed in front of my eyes when Chandigarh
and tennis were mentioned in the same breath
in recent reports. The Chandigarh tennis stadi-
um, that was built in the Eighties, was taken
over by the UT administration citing misman-
agement of the sports federation in running the
centre. As I read the news, nostalgia transported
me back toa time that still nourishes my present.
Indian tennis today presents a bleak picture
and the future promises no better. The highest-
ranked Indian player in the world is Sumit Nagal
at around 300 and the nation as a team is strug-
gling to stay afloat in the Davis Cup. When I was
taking my first steps in sports journalism, Indian
tennis shone bright. It had already made the
Davis Cupfinal twiceand Ramanathan Krishnan
was a true legend who had twice made the semi-
finals of the Wimbledon and had acquired a world
ranking of number 3 when at his peak. Hewas fol-
lowed by the lanky, magisterial Vijay Amritraj,
who had taken India to another Davis Cup finalin
1974, which India forfeited, refusing to travel to
South Africa due to its apartheid policies.
During the same period, Chandigarh had an
engaging administrator in MG Devasahayam,
whose love for the sport made him strive to
make the UT a centre of excellence in tennis.
Those more politically inclined will remember
Devasahayam for developing a human bond
with Jayaprakash Narayan during his incarcer-
ation after Emergency wasimposedin 1975. The
ailing JP spent his prison time in Chandigarh’s
PGI and is widely quoted as having referred to

Devasahayam (the Deputy Commissioner) as
his “friend” and the “son he never had”.

Devasahayamwas a daring, energetic civil ser-
vant, who had entered the Indian Administra-
tive Service after leaving the Army as a Major.
Sports lovers remember him as the man who
brought Chandigarh to the international tennis
map. What heady days they were in the Seven-
ties for a student of English literature at Panjab
University. Bunking classes to be watching a
tennis tournament that the campus courts host-
ed, where the likes of Premjit Lal, Jaideep
Mukherjee and the maestro, Ramanathan
Krishnan, though much past his prime, also
played. Also participating in that tournament
was 15-year-old Ramesh Krishnan, son of the
legend Ramanathan himself.

UT’s energetic administrator
MG Devasahayam strove
to make it a centre of
excellence in the sport

Watching from the makeshift wooden bench-
es that surrounded the court were us, the stu-
dents, and tennis lovers of the city. Ramesh, who
would later dominate Indian tennis and make
the Wimbledon quarter-finals twice and acquire
the highestranking of 23 at the ATE mesmerised
the crowds while wielding the racquet like a
painter’s brush. Much like his father had done
worldwide, Ramesh had those delicate touches
and a pristine backhand that would pierce gaps
in the court asif he was threading a needle.

Armoured with deft strokes and facile ele-
gance, it was no surprise that he beat his father
in the final and announced to the world the
arrival of a prodigious talent. He achieved much,
but could never reach the top in a tennis world
that was getting more and more physical and
favoured brute fitness over being just skilful.

A glimpse of what fitness and athleticism can
do was first shown to us by another teenager;
Leander Paes, in Chandigarh. He won his first

major International Tennis Federation tourna-
ment in 1989 as a junior at the Chandigarh lawn
tennis courts, beating Pakistan’s Usman Rahim
inthe final. A few months later, he won the Wim-
bledon Junior title, which was no surprise to
those who had watched him in Chandigarh.
Those lunging, diving volleys, the swiftness
with which he rushed to the nets after his serve
and the energy that he drew from the cheering
crowds that became the trademark of his game
later, were all on display that afternoon.

Ayear later,in 1990, Paes was to make his Davis
Cup debut against Japan. Chandigarh’s tennis
stadium was again the venue that showcased the
16-year-old’s talent at the world stage. It was a
much debated decision where the non-playing
captain, Naresh Kumar;, pushed for the teenaged
Paes to partner Zeeshan Ali in the crucial dou-
bles tie. Years later, in a televised interview I did
with him for Doordarshan, Paes broke down
while remembering his debut as he thanked
Naresh for showing faith in him. He had not let
his mentor down in that doubles game, which
the Indian duo won in five sets, with the fifth set
going to a record scoreline of 18-16.

My last year as a professional journalist in
Chandigarh coincided with the city hosting the
Davis Cup semi-final against Australia and
receiving a 0-5 drubbing. Ramesh was on the
wane but Paes was to later make rapid strides,

winning an Olympic bronze and a clutch of dou-
bles Grand Slam titles with his friend-foe
Mahesh Bhupathi and many Davis Cup wins
that are part of folklore now. Unfortunately for
Paes and just like Ramesh, he did not have a big
frame to unleash those booming serves that
most certainly would have pushed him to the
very summit of the world tennis ladder.

India, from the promise of becoming a tennis
power, is now not even a footnote in the interna-
tional tennis circuit. A flawed, indifferent, nepo-
tistic tennis federation could be one of the many
reasons for this gloomy state of affairs. The
takeover of the Chandigarh stadium from the
local tennis federation by the UT administration
1s symbolic of that steep, sudden fall.

— The writer is the author of
‘Not Quite Crickel’ and ‘Not Just Crickel’

Avoiding adverse assocliation

OOD association that takes our

mind to the Truth is called sat-

sang. Etymologically, ‘sat’

means ‘truth’, while ‘sang’

means ‘to associate’. Satsang
includes holy congregations where devotion-
al topics are discussed. Conversely, kusang is
bad association that pulls our mind into
worldly contemplation.

Narad refers to it as dusang. Just as weeds
choke a plant, bad association chokes the
sapling of bhakti in our heart. Thus, evading
kusang is extremely important.

Kusang tempts us towards worthless
pursuits. It presents us with easy opportu-
nities for gratification. These come in myr-
1ad forms, including social media, video
games, and movies. To protect one’s devo-
tion, it is best to minimise exposure to low-
value delights. Unfortunately, our material
mind finds kusang very relishable.

Suppose one is bitten by a snake. What is
the way to know if the venom has spread
through the body? Here is a simple test for
it. Offer bitter neem leaves to the person and
ask how they taste. If the person finds them
sweet, you can conclude that the poison has
entered the blood.

Similarly, our mind and senses are made
from maya. They are naturally drawn to
worldly indulgences and entertainment.
Hence, kusang tempts us to drop our guard.
The intellect says, ‘What is the harm in
looking? It will give me a quick short break

UNIVERSE

SWAMI MUKUNDANANDA

for a few moments.” Then the intellect
yields further and thinks, ‘What is the harm
in indulging a little more?’ And before we
know it, kusang sways the mind beyond our
control. We must therefore cautiously avoid
adverse association, just as we avoid keep-
Ing garbage inside our home.

If we repeatedly succumb to savouring a
lower pleasure, we risk falling into the grip
of a pernicious habit. Then, to reverse the
harmful tendency becomes a challenge.

The Mahabharata states: A small sapling
can be chopped off easily, but cutting a fully
grown tree takes a lot of effort.

Thus, In matters of kusang, precaution is
the better part of valour. Narad advises us to
‘stay away from adverse association by all
means’. In the next sutra, he ups the ante
on the dangers of kusang.

Narad points out that kusang unleashes a

chain of events. The Bhagavad Gita details
the downward spiral of kusang:

While contemplating on the objects of the
senses, one develops attachment to them.
Attachment leads to desire, and from desire
arises anger. Anger leads to clouding of judg-
ment, which results in bewilderment of mem-
ory. When memony is bewildered, the intellect
gets destroyed; and when the intellect 1s
destroyed, one 18 ruined. (verses 2.62-63)

The buddha is the most important faculty
we possess in our mind-body mechanism.
The convictions we harbour in our intellect
become the ‘beliefs’ we live by. These are
the lenses through which we see the world.
If the buddhi is ruined through kusang,
then our beliefs get warped.

Every so often, parents approach me,
‘Swamiji, my teenage son has gone astray.
He has fallen into an awful chemical addic-
tion. What should I do?’

I respond to them, ‘Check his friends cir-
cle. If his close acquaintances are derelict,
his beliefs have been adversely impacted. In
association with drug addicts, he has
become convinced that skirting responsibil-
ity and experiencing the euphoric high
from drugs is the definition of a good life.
His defective belief is destroying him.’

So powerful is the impact of association
upon our convictions! Hence, Ram
explained to Vibheeshan: ‘It is preferable to
livein hell than todo sang of terrible people.’

— Excerpted from ‘Narad Bhakti
Suiras’ with permission from Rupa

BINDU MENON

AVID SZALAY, this

year’s Booker Prize win-

ner, is an unusual iImmi-

grant. Born to a Hungari-

an father and Canadian
mother, and having lived in several
countries, including the UK, Canada
and Lebanon, he is today, ironically, an
immigrant in his native country, Hun-
gary. In an interview with BBC Radio,
thewriter said, “Even though my father
1s Hungarian, I never felt entirely at
home in Hungary. I suppose I'm
always a bit of an outsider there, and liv-
ing away from the UK and London for
so many years, I also had a similar feel-
ing about London.” Szalay’s life traces
a familiar but often overlooked trajecto-
ry — the circular migrant, someone
who migrates not once, but repeatedly,
acquiring new layers of estrangement
in each move.

Szalay’s Booker-winning novel
‘Flesh’ follows the arc of Istvan, from his
quiet housing complex in a Hungarian
town, then asa struggling immigrantin
London, and finally into a rarefied
world of affluence. The book captures
what it means to be untethered — nev-
er quite at home in the place one leaves,
norin the place one reaches. Thisis the
friction Szalay says he wanted to
explore: “abook that stretched between
Hungary and London and involved a
character who was not quite at homein
either place.”

This tension of in-betweenness
echoed throughout the Booker short-
list. Most of the writers who made it to
the shortlist were immigrant or post-
immigrant. Three of the six shortlisted
books, including ‘Flesh’, Kiran Desai’s
* The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny’,
and Susan Choi’s ‘Flashlight’,lay bare
the complexities of immigrant life,

The Booker website notes how these
protagonists are “often caught between
nations, finding it hard to fit in, and
struggling with loneliness or isolation”.
This captures the central paradoxofthe
immigrant narrative: the dual identity,
the simultaneous insider-outsider sta-
tus, standing at the threshold of two
countries yet belonging fully to neither.

Jhumpa Lahiri describes this
poignantly. “A lot of my upbringing
was about denying or fretting or evad-
ing,” she once said, acknowledging
how the immigrant household is
often built on anxieties that stretch
across continents. Her debut novel
* The Namesake’ embodies this duali-
ty. As Ashoke and Ashima attempt to
re-root themselves in Massachusetts,
the novel contrasts their experience
with that of their children, who inhab-
it a hybrid terrain. The children are
second-generation immigrants living
between the inherited world of their
parents and the American world that
surrounds them. Yet Ashima, the
first-generation immigrant, also
comes to realise that Calcutta — “the
city that was once home” — has
become foreign in its own way.
Vikram Seth, too, captures this dislo-
cation in his poem ‘Dwwali’, deserib-

ing those “who are not at home at
home/and are abroad abroad”.

Earlier, much immigrant fiction fol-
lowed a familiar track: the journey out-
ward, the departure from a known set-
ting — home, language, family, and
perhaps a sense of self — into a new
world where survival hinges on adapt-
1ng to unfamiliar norms. But the reality
1s far more complex.

Inher memoir ‘They Called Us Excep-
tional’, Indian-American writer Prachi
Gupta describes the suffocating weight
of the “model minority” expectation.
Coming from a family that is educated,
affluent and driven, she reflects on the
unspoken demands of chasing the
American Dream and how the immi-
grant minorityis expected to speak and
behave in a way acceptable to the West.
Guptareveals the emotional and cultur-
al labour required to fit into what she
calls a “hypercapitalist culture that only
values us for what we can produce”.
Her poignant address to her mother
underscores this complexity: “I never
asked you what hopes and dreams
buoyed you amid the all-consuming
loneliness and grief of leaving your
family and your country behind.”

The immigrant
experience is no
longer a single story,
it has splintered into
multiple strands

The immigrant experience is, there-
fore, no longer a single story. It has
splintered into multiple strands.

Benyamin’s Malayalam  novel
* Aadujeevitham’ (Goat Days)and Sun-
jeev Sahota’s ‘The Year of the Run-
aways’ reveal the precarity and social
invisibility that define the lives of
undocumented migrants. The refugee
narrative, by contrast, emerges in
works such as Mohsin Hamid’s ‘Exit
West’ and Khaled Hosseini’s And The
Mountains Echoed’, where displace-
ment is abrupt, violent, and often irre-
versible. In Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s Americanah’, migration
becomes a series of crossings rather
than a single departure.

Diaspora writing, in essence, shows
identity evolving across cultural, racial,
linguistic and political boundaries.

Return, too,1s central to immigrant lit-
erature. The journey back — literal or
symbolic— asks who one becomes after
crossing borders and whether “home”
remains a fixed, meaningful space.

Haitian-American author Edwidge
Danticat offers an evocative view: “The
idea of this great anguish of living
between two worlds has diminished
somewhat for many immigrant peo-
ple.... I would like us to move beyond
these tropes of being only between two
worlds. We are at the same time speak-
ing tono one and everyone.”

Itis areminder that immigrant narra-
tives now encompass the multi-layered
identities of a world where movement is
constant, and where belonging can be
multiple, partial or one driven by choice
and circumstance.

— The wriler is based in Bengaluru

Challenging the entire architecture of Indian medical culture

MEGHNA PANT

HAT does it mean to be

alive in a society that

treats information as priv-

lege, choice as optional,

anddignity as negotiable?

It is a question most Indians avoid, per-
haps because the answer exposes the
uncomfortable truth about howwe deal with
illness, ageing, pain, and — most of all —
death. We treat suffering as a private embar-
rassment. We treat medical authority as
unquestionable. And we treat end-of-life care
as a taboo, something to be whispered only
when all hope has evaporated and the hospi-
tal bills have begun to feel like ransom notes.
But at the wonderful Godre) Literature

Lave! The Mumbai LatFest, at the launch of A
Good Lafe: The Power of Palliative Care’,
where the crowds outside were so thick they
almost broke the doors down trying to enter,
Jerry Pinto shattered that silence.

There are writers you read. And thenthere
are writers you return to — like rituals, like
homecomings, like comfort food for the soul.
Jerry Pinto has always been that writer for
me. [ watched Jerry rise to speak as the love-
ly Faye D’Souza looked on.

He spoke about palliative care with a calm,
almost radical, clarity. Something shifted.
Because what he was really talking about
wasn’'t medicine. It was humanity:

Jerry began with a deceptively simple sto-
ry: a young paralysed man who finds mean-
ing in making decorated envelopes, support-
ed by a palliative care team that gives him
agency rather than pity. It wasn’t dramatic.
It wasn’t cinematic. And yet, the story car-
ried the weight of a manifesto. Here was a
man who could not move his body, and yet —
through care rooted in dignity — he could
move through the world with purpose.

This is the quiet revolution Jerry is

arguing for: that palliative care is not
about dying well, but about living well —
even within limitation.

This idea alone challenges an entire
architecture of Indian medical culture. We
are a country obsessed with “doing every-
thing possible”, often in ICUs where
machines hum louder than human voices.
We confuse ventilators with victory. We
mistake prolonging life for preserving it.
And we equate acceptance with surrender;
even when acceptance may be the truest
form of compassion.

One of Jerry’s most devastating stories is
about Uncle M — a man who loses his voice
after cancer surgery, without warning, with-
out preparation, without even the dignity of

In our model, doctors are
gods, patients are
passive, and families
are collateral damage

being told what to expect. His family is too
dependent on the surgeon to question him;
the doctor is too arrogant or hurried to
explain; and the man himself'is left to scrib-
ble jokes on pieces of paper at parties, toler-
ated but not understood.

Jerry’s provocation is sharp: if information
is power, why do we deny it to those who
need it most? If choice is central to democra-
cy, why does it evaporate in hospital corri-
dors? If dignity is sacred, why does illness so
easily erase it?

The answers are systemic and cultural. We
have inherited a deeply hierarchical medical
model where doctors are gods, patients are
passive, and families are collateral damage
— sucked into a vortex of fear, guilt, debt, and
1impossible decisions. Add to this our nation-
al discomfort with talking about mortality;
and you get the perfect recipe for suffering
that could have been avoided.

Jerry’s call, therefore, is not just med-
1cal. It is moral. He urges us to reconsider
what care means. Not as charity. Not as
protocol. Not as the final step before the
curtain falls. But as a philosophy of living

— one that prioritises communication,
comfort, companionship, and clarity.

What Jerry’'s work demands is emo-
tional literacy: the ability to discuss
uncomfortable truths with grace, to hold
space for pain without turning away, to
redefine strength not as fighting endless-
ly but as choosing wisely.

And perhaps most importantly, Jerry asks
us to dismantle the shame around needing
help. Because palliative care is not defeat. It
is presence. It is the scaffolding that holds a
person when life becomes fragile. It is,in its
purest form, love made practical.

When Jerry Pinto spoke thatday, he didn’t
offer easy hope or melodrama. He offered
perspective, vocabulary, a way to live that
honours the full arc of being human right till
the end. If we listen to voices like Jerry’s,
perhaps it can mean this — To be alive is to
insist that care is not a privilege. To be alive
18 to demand that pain not be borne alone. To
be alive is to make dignity non-negotiable.

And to be alive, truly alive, is to walk each
other home with honesty, clarity, and love.

— The writer is an acclaimed author
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To protect gains in our portfolios,
we all need to periodically book
profits on outperforming assets
and add to underperforming
ones. However, this is easier said
than done. Behaviourally, who
would like to replace stocks which
are galloping, with slow-moving
bonds?

Sticking to an asset-allocation
plan, with periodic rebalancing
helps you cut out the emotions
that stop you from doing the right
thing. You start with a pre-de-
cided allocation between assets.
If the weight of an asset shoots up
due to price gains, you sell it and
buy the other one, until the ori-
ginal allocation is restored.

But does rebalancing work in
the Indian context? How often
should you do it? What about cap-
ital gains tax? We ran a real-life
analysis to answer these ques-
tions.

WHAT WE DID

To check out how rebalancing
works in India, we initiated a
mythical portfolio of X1 lakh with
a 50-50 allocation between equit-
ies and debt on January 1, 1999.
We studied how this portfolio be-
haved over the next 12 years. We
assumed that the equity part of
was invested in the Nifty50 Total
Return Index. The debt portion
was invested in a one-year bank
fixed deposit (rates sourced from
RBI data) at the beginning of
every year.

Why did we choose 19992 In-
dian stock markets have seen high
returns and low volatility in the
last decade. The coming years
could see more dips and crashes.
The primary purpose of asset al-
location is to smooth out returns.
The period from 1999 to 2011
represented a very bumpy period
for the Indian stock market, with
arate cycle also playing out.

NO REBALANCING

Let’s assume you started with 1
lakh split equally between the
Nifty50 and a bank FD on January
1, 1999. You sat on your hands
thereafter, not tinkering with the
allocations. The journey of this
portfoliois presented in Table 1.

This portfolio delivered a
near-48 per cent gain in its best
year. In its worst year, it lost over
36 per cent.

Atthe end of the 12-year period
it ended up at ¥3.67 lakh, earning
a CAGR of 11.44 per cent. This is
quite a decent return for a bal-

The right
strategy for

rebalancing -

REAL RETURNS. We ran a real-life analysis
to answer questions surrounding rebalancing
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How the portfolio behaved without rebalancing

SEmr Equity return ~ Debt return Portfolio Annual return
(%) (%) value (% lakh) (%)

1999 24.4 9.5 1.170 17.0
2000 -13.4 9.5 1.138 -2.7
2001 -15.0 8.5 1.108 -2.6
2002 5.3 6.0 1.172 5.7
2003 76.6 5.3 1.577 34.6
2004 13.0 5.8 1.730 9.7
2005 38.6 6.8 2.153 24.5
2006 41.9 8.5 2.781 29.2
2007 56.8 8.8 3.934 41.4
2008 -51.3 8.8 2.496 -36.5
2009 71.6 7.0 3.691 47.9
2010 19.2 9.0 4.285 16.1
2011 -23.8 9.3 3.670 -14.3

Overall CAGR 11.44%

Capital gains Nil

How it behaved with rebalancing

, Annual rebalancing Threshold rebalancing
Year Eqmt(%/:)e turn Debzoza)turn Portfolio value | Annualreturn | Portfoliovalue | Annual return
(X lakh) (%) (X lakh) (%)
1999 244 9.5 1.170 17.0 1.170 17.0
2000 -13.4 9.5 1.147 -1.95 1.138 -2.68
2001 -15.0 8.5 1.109 -3.25 1.108 -2.62
2002 5.3 6.0 1.172 5.65 1.171 5.65
2003 76.6 58 1.652 40.93 1.649 40.81
2004 13.0 5.8 1.807 9.38 1.803 9.38
2005 38.6 6.8 2.216 22.68 2.222 23.20
2006 41.9 8.5 2.775 25.20 2.782 25.20
2007 56.8 8.8 3.684 32.78 3.693 32.78
2008 -51.3 8.8 2.900 -21.28 2.908 -21.28
2009 77.6 7.0 4.127 42.30 4,137 42.30
2010 19.2 9.0 4.709 14.10 4.721 14.10
2011 -23.8 9.3 4.367 -7.28 4.343 -8.00
Overall CAGR 13.06% 13.01%
Capital gains 32.63 lakh 32.36 lakh

anced portfolio. However, setting
the asset allocation at the begin-
ning and not intervening after-
wards, led to your equity alloca-
tion climbing as high as 75 per
cent in 2007. This set you up for a
51 per cent market crash next
year.

Consequently, the peak portfo-
lio value of %3.97 lakh, which you
reached in 2007 itself, diminished
to 3.6 lakh by the end of 2011.

But the positive thing about not
rebalancing was that you didn’t
have to track this portfolio or re-
jigit. This meant paying zero cap-
ital gains tax.

ANNUAL REBALANCING

In growing economies like India,
equities outperform other assets
in the long run. Therefore, any
portfolio which starts out with an
equity allocation, if left to its own

devices, gets progressively riskier
over time. This is why rebalancing
isnecessary.

But a key decision to make is
how often you should do this.
Some experts suggest half-yearly
rebalancing, but this takes up
time and leads to portfolio churn.
We experimented with annual re-
balancing and it worked quite
well. See Table 2 for details.

Starting with a 50-50 portfolio

of X1 lakh in 1999 and taking
stock at the end of each year, we
found that equity weights over-
shot the set proportion of 50 per
cent in eight of the 12 years, call-
ing for book profits. Debt weights
shot up in the remaining years
and needed correction.

Tracing the portfolio value in
this case point to a much
smoother journey for the in-
vestor. The difference between

the best and worst year was far
less than in the first strategy. The
best year generated a 42 per cent
gain, while the worst year sawa 21
per cent loss.

This would have made it beha-
viourally easier for the investor to
stay the course with her invest-
ments.

The portfolio value also man-
aged a steady climb over the 12
years instead of a yo-yo journey.

The 1 lakh portfolio was worth
¥4.36 lakh at the end of 12 years,
working out to a CAGR of 13.06
per cent. This beat the 11.4 per
cent return without rebalancing.

The annual exercise of review-
ing and rebalancing the portfolio
required the investor to book
profits on his equity holdings in
eight years and on debt four
times. This generated capital
gains of ¥2.63 lakh over 12 years,
which were reinvested.

Assuminga 12.5 per cent tax on
equity gains and 30 per cent on
debt gains, the total capital gains
tax outgo was about 51,800 (less
than the returns made from re-
balancing). Here, we have not
considered the X1 lakh a year ex-
emption on equity gains or the
impact of grandfathering.

THRESHOLD REBALANCING
Checking your portfolio and cor-
recting its allocations every year,
no doubt, delivers good results.
But it does require effort and
churn. Is there any way you can
simplify this? Can you stop selling
stocks or bonds on minor devi-
ations and only do it in the case of
major ones?

We ran a third strategy where
the investor checks her portfolio
at the end of every year, but rebal-
ances it only if an asset shoots
past its planned allocation by
over 5 percentage points. Rebal-
ancing was done only when equity
or debt exceeds a 55 per cent
weight in the portfolio.

Running this scenario, we
found that the investor had to re-
balance only in seven out of 12
years. The best and worst years
on this strategy were almost
identical to annual rebalancing.
The investor ended up with a
portfolio worth I4.34 lakh,
%2,000 less than the annual rebal-
ancing one. The CAGR worked
out to 13.01 per cent. See Table 2.

But thanks to less churn, the
capital gains incurred on this
strategy was ¥2.36 lakh, much less
than the ¥2.63 lakh on annual re-
balancing. The capital gains tax
outgo would be a lower 346,030.

The final lessons from this ex-
ercise are:

* Asset allocation with rebalan-
cing works very well to reduce
risk and lift returns

* Don’t worry about taxes when
rebalancing. Benefits outweigh
costs

* Rebalance only when asset
weights exceed a threshold and
not annually

Theauthor is a Contributing Editor

Bite-size investments in big stocks

SMALL STEPS. With the Centre expected to allow companies to issue fractional shares, here’s an explainer on how the move could benefit investors

bl.explainer

Nishanth Gopalakrishnan
bl. research bureau

Talk is mounting in financial
circles that the government
might soon allow companies
to issue fractional shares - a
move that could fundament-
ally change how investors ac-
cess high-priced stocks.
Before this potential
policy shift takes hold, here
is an explainer addressing

some key questions:

What are fractional
shares?

A fractional share is part of a
one full share of a stock. For
instance, one MRF share
costs 1.5 lakh, which is very
pricey for most investors.
You could, however, pay
about ¥1,500 to own one-
hundredth of an MRF share,
once fractional shares be-
come a reality in Indian mar-
kets.

Why are fractional
shares in news? What is
the Centre proposing to
do?

On November 21, the Centre
notified in a Lok Sabha bul-
letin that amending the
Companies Act, 2013 (the
Act), would be one of the
businesses to be taken up in
the upcoming Parliament
session that is set to begin on
December 1.

The amendments will be
carried out through the
passing of Corporate Laws
(Amendment) Bill, 2025 (the
Bill).

While the Bill hasn’t been
made public, what is known
is that the amendments
would relate to the ease-of-
doing-business recommend-
ations suggested by the Cor-
porate Law Committee in its
2022 report.

In the said report, one of
the key recommendations
was with respect to frac-
tional shares. To be specific,

CM
K

the committee suggested
that the government bring
enabling provisions in the
Actthatallow issuance, hold-
ing and transfer (trading,
etc.) of fractional shares for
any class(es) of companies
that the Centre may pre-
scribe. It further added that
its recommendation was
limited to fresh issue of frac-
tional shares and not to the
existinglot.

Readers will need to wait
till the government makes
the Bill public, to see if it
seeks to give effect to the
committee’s
recommendations.

Why hasn’t India had
fractional shares so far?
Section 4 of the Act, which
deals with the memorandum
of association of a company
(charter of a company), pro-
hibits subscribers to the
memorandum (shareholders
at the time of incorporation)
from subscribing to less than
one share.

Further, the model art-
icles of association (contains
by-laws) contained in the Act
has a clause that allows com-
panies to recognise a person
as a shareholder, only if he or

© TAKE NOTE

Fractional shares
could ease SIPs and
strategies such as
sector-wise
diversification

she has full and absolute
rights with respect to a
share.

Will fractional shares
be good for investors?
Fractional shares could
democratise equities, bene-
fitting small, risk-averse in-
vestors, who want only a
small exposure to equities.
This accessibility could en-
hance market depth.
Currently, in the universe
of top 1,000 stocks by market
cap, there are 25 stocks
whose share price is over
10,000, 66 stocks whose
share price is over 5,000
and 428 stocks that cost over
%1,000. Fractional shares will
put such stocks within the
reach of small investors.
Further, because frac-
tional shares allow investors
to purchase based on a spe-
cific monetary amount, they

GETTY IMAGES)/!! STOCKPHOTO.
enable precise execution of
stock SIPs. Strategies such as
sector-wise diversification,
too, could become a breeze
with fractional shares.

What has been the
experience with
fractional shares in
other countries?

Canada, Japan and the US
are some countries which
permit fractional shares.

Canada: In Canada, com-
panies could issue scrip cer-
tificates to holders of frac-
tional shares. However,
holders of fractional shares
do not get to vote or receive
dividends.

Japan: It’s different in Ja-
pan though. There, frac-
tional shares are permitted
only in a few cases such as
mergers and share-swaps.

Here’s an example. B Ltd
merges with A Ltd to become
AB Ltd. Shareholders of B
will get one share of AB for
every five shares held in B. X,
a shareholder of B, had six
shares on the record date. In
this case, X will get one share
in ABand a fractional entitle-
ment amounting to two-
tenths of a share in AB ((6-
5)/5). This could be the case

with many shareholders of B.

In such a case, post the
merger, AB is supposed to
sell all such fractional enti-
tlements/ shares to a market
intermediary and receive
cash in return. Adding all
fractional shares will always
be a whole number. So,
selling in the open market
shouldn’t be a problem. AB
will then distribute the pro-
ceeds to shareholders such
as X proportionately.

Thus, fractional shares,
though arising temporarily
at the time of a corporate ac-
tion, get eliminated eventu-
ally. In a way, this is the case
in India too, as far as corpor-
ate actions are concerned
(mergers, rights issue, bo-
nus, etc.).

The US: It’s a unique case
with the US. Companies can-
not issue fractional shares as
such. However, investors can
buy fractional shares offered
by some brokers. Brokers
buy whole shares from the
exchanges and facilitate sale
of fractional shares to the in-
vestors (investors can also
sell fractional shares back to
the broker).

In India, brokers are al-
lowed to operate only on an
agent-principal basis with
their clients (investors),
meaning they just facilitate
trades on behalf of their cli-
ents. But in the US, such
brokers operate as dealers
too, selling shares directly to
their clients, on a principal-
to-principal basis.

Though the trades can oc-
cur seamlessly on the
broker’s platform, there are
two key challenges - in li-
quidity and voting rights.

The traded volume on
these platforms would be
less compared with the ex-
changes, hampering liquid-
ity. Prices too may vary with
that on exchanges, but this is
an aspect that is regulated by
the SEC to ensure that frac-
tional orders aren’t executed
at prices higher than the
market.

However, platforms can
impose limitations such as
‘only market orders for frac-
tional orders’, minimum or-
der amount, limiting the in-
vesting universe to a set of
stocks (only S&P 500 stocks,
for instance).

As far as voting is con-
cerned, per an SEC bulletin,
while some brokers may en-
able voting, some may not.
Those brokers who enable
voting, cast proxy votes on
behalf of the fractional
shareholders.

Will companies find
their administrative
burden increasing with
fractional shares?

To understand this, we
reached out to Giridhar G,
Chief Business Officer -
Corporate  Registry  at
Kfintech, a registrar and
transfer agent (RTA) for
companies. In his words,
“Existing infrastructure at
depositories records whole
shares only. Enabling frac-
tional units will require sig-
nificant system upgrades.

Upgrading RTA’s and com-
panies’ record-keeping sys-
tems to accommodate frac-
tional holdings will involve
substantial investment in
technology, compliance and
cybersecurity. The cost will
be substantial initially,
though scalable technology
may reduce long-term ex-
penses.

Clear rules on rights (vot-
ing, dividends), transferabil-
ity and dispute resolution
are essential to protect in-
vestors’ interests.”
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SUPPLYCO Maveli Bhavan, Gandhi Nagar, Kochi - 682020.
e | Email : www, com, i in, 2206775

KSCSC/9141/2025/P10/PRCH

The Kerala State Civil Supplies Corporation Ltd (Supplyco) intends to purchase of Greengram-6200 gl
Bengal gram-5805 qtl, Blackgram Washed Whole-11495 gtl, Toordhal-5175 qtl, Lobia-5040 qtl,
Chillies-3689 qtl, Coriander-2693 gtl, Whitecane Sugar-35100 qtl, Matta Rice Unda-18015 gtl, Jaya
Rice-31425 ql, Kuruwa Rice-27850 qtl and other items through e-tender and e-auction. The e-tender will
be accepted up to 01.00 PM on 02.12.2025. For details visit www.tenderwizard.com/KSCSC
corrigendum, addendum and cancellation will be uploaded in this portal only. For e-auction please visit
https/market.neml.in

Date: 29.11.2025

Sd/-

Manager Purchase

Kerala State Civil Supplies Corporation Ltd,
Kerala-682020

Contact number
9497713560

.
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THE KERALA STATE CIVIL SUPPLIES CORPORATION LTD

TENDER NOTICE

TTK Presiigé

Liwitee

CIN: L85110TZ1955PLC015049

Regd. Office: No.38, SIPCOT Industrial Complex, Hosur-635 126.
Tel: +91 04344 276544. Website: www.ttkprestige.com

Email: investorhelp@ttkprestige.com

NOTICE
Special Window for Re-Lodgement of

Transfer Requests of Physical Shares

In accordance with Circular dated July 02, 2025 issued by SEBI on Ease of Doing
Investment — Special Window for Re-lodgement of Transfer Requests of Physical
Shares and in continuance to our Notice dated July 31,2025 published in Business
Line - All India Edition on August 01, 2025 and Notice dated September 29, 2025
published in Business Line — All India Edition on September 30, 2025, it is hereby
informed that a Special Window has been opened by SEBI for the re-lodgement of
the transfer deeds which were lodged prior to April 01, 2019 and rejected / returned/
not attended to due to deficiency in the documents / process / or otherwise, for a
period of six months, from July 07, 2025 till January 06, 2026.

During this period, the securities that are re-lodged for transfer (including those
requests that are pending with the Company / Registrar and Share Transfer Agents
(RTA), as on date) shall be issued only in demat mode. The Shareholders of the
Company who are holding shares in Physical Form and are pending for transfer due
to rejection are hereby requested to re-lodge the same with our RTA - KFin
Technologies Limited., Unit: TTK Prestige Limited, Selenium Tower B, Plot 31-32,
Financial District, Nanakramguda, Serilingampally Mandal, Hyderabad - 500 032
Email: einward.ris@kfintech.com;. Relevant Shareholders are encouraged make
use of this one-time window.

For TTK Prestige Limited

MANJULAKV
Company Secretary & Compliance Officer

Place: Bangalore
Date: 29" November, 2025

thehindubusinessline.

Classifieds

SMD GLOBAL Pvt Ltd., - Certified
professionals provide Accounting /GST
services for individuals / business solu-
tions in India & US Accounting & Tax
advisory for US citizens living in India.
Contact:  9789974015. E-mail to:
info@smdglobalexperience.com

www.smdglobalexperience.com

TENDERS

E-TENDER/QUOTATION
HOMCO KERALA

Invites E-Tenders/Open Tenders
and %otatl_ons for Raw materials ,
Lab Equipments, Machines,
Packing Materials etc.

a.Extra Neutral Alcohol
b.Pharmaceutical Raw Materials
c.Bursting Strength Tester

d.Analytical Electronic Weighing
Balance (Digital)

e.HPHV Steam Sterilizer

f.Calibration of Field Instruments and
;emperature Mapping of Storage
rea

g.Split Air conditioners

h.Molded Plastic Pallets

i.Plastic Container with Lid & Cap
j.Packing Strap

k.Adhesive Brown Cello
I.Polythene bag

QUOTATIONS

a.Microprocessor based Centrifuge
b.Digital Ultrasonic Cleaner (Sonicator)
c.Refrigerated Circulation Bath
For more details visit our website
www.homcokerala.com
www.etenders.kerala.gov.in

Project Engineer: 9497590284
Office: 0477-2258012
Sd/-
Managing Director|
The Kerala State Homoeopathic

Co-Operative Pharmacy Ltd.
Pathirappally, Alappuzha - 688521

To advertise visit
www.thehinduads.com
Toll Free: 1800 102 4161

A ND-NDE



10 FE SUNDAY

SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 30, 2025

Opinion

iy " ';‘}-dﬁfr ':“

2y r.

.'l“"’:'i' '-".U A”,’i !11,”“..,

—— .—-—....—1 i r————ir

'*:-' P B

: '.;.1;3‘?,;.1.1

WINNERS i

& @@ A\ EEE  apello

osaiie @ ¥

R e kB = = =

South Africa team celebrate after winning the Test series agalnst India in

Guwahati this week

ANI

[ndia no longer an
impregnable fortress

RINGSIDE

VIEW

Tushar Bhaduri

“THEY NEED TO bowl us out. For us,
that will be the win-win situation — if
we can bat out the full day
tomorrow. For us, it’ll be as good as a
winning situation.”

This would not be an uncommon
statement from any representative of
a visiting team that came to India
between 2013 and 2023. Securing a
draw — while losing a series 0-1 —
would imply that they were defeated,
but not disgraced,on what was consid-
ered the toughest assignment in
Test cricket.

But the above words were uttered
by Ravindra Jadeja, one of the key fac-
tors in India’s long and proud home
record in the longest format of the
game, after the fourth day of the sec-
ond Test against South Africa. India
had lost the first match, and the best
they could have hoped for was the
scoreline to remain the same.

It must be noted that Englishis not
Jadeja’s first language, but describing
anotional 0-1 homeseries defeat —as
things turned out, it became 0-2
halfway through the fifth day —asa
“win-win situation” means Indian
cricket may have to make peace
with a ‘new normal’, at least for the
near future.

It'sall the moreironic coming from
Jadeja who has made no secret of last
year’s 0-3 home debacle against New
Zealand being one of the biggest dis-
appointments of his career. But there’s
nohiding fromthe fact that Indiaisno
longer an insurmountable challenge
for resourceful, well-prepared and
well-drilled visiting teams.

A lot was made of the 2-2 series
draw in England earlier this year, with
the argument floated that the transi-
tion after the retirement of some vet-
eran stalwarts was complete.
But the fine print was conveniently
glossed over.

India were one big hit away from
losing the series — 1-3 probably — and
pitchesand thelargelylacklustre Eng-
lish bowling attack didn’t pose the
sturdiest obstacle as their selectors
were keenerto get theirbig gunsready
for The Ashes.

The West Indies were not expected
to be the toughest opponents, but if
the Indian think tank believed they
justneeded to turnup athomeagainst
the World Test Champions, they had
notlearnt theirlessons fromayearago.

Surface tension

When Indiawas aformidable team
at home for most of the decade gone
by, the quality of personnel at disposal
in both batting and bowling — pace
and spin — meant they could domi-
nate teams irrespective of the nature
of pitches.

Butnowthebiggest concern seems
to be which surface would help the
home team most,or more pertinently,
which one would disadvantage the
visitors most. That hasn’t worked
because the current Indian batting
line-up can’t be guaranteed to flour-
ish on either seam-friendly or spin-
favouring tracks. And the bowlers,
especially finger-spinners, have lost
the temperament and skill to dismiss
good batsmen cheaply on flat pitches.

Hence, thelack of continuityin this
regard. A narrow defeat on an under-
prepared wicket in Kolkata was all it
took to change course and go fora tra-

ditional Indian wicket in Guwahati.
The only thing that remained
unchanged was the result of the game.

Overseas tweakers, who have to
largely ply their trade on unresponsive
surfaces back home, have to develop
the traits of flight, dip,accuracy, drift,
spin and variations, and out-bowl
their counterparts in India, whatever
the conditions. So, in a way, the best-
case scenario for India is a flat pitch
while batting, and one that does all
sorts when they are bowling.

That puts a lot of emphasis on the
toss, and there have been voices
putting part of the blame for India’s
recent troubles on the coin flip. True,
the hosts lost four of the five tosses
against New Zealand and South Africa,
and inthe oneinstance they did win -
against the Kiwis in Bengaluru - they
chose tobatin seamer-friendly condi-
tions, getting bowled out for 46.

It put the team under pressureina
relatively short series, prompting
them to revert to their default mode
of preparing turners, which played
into the hands of the opposition,who
keptwinning tosses.An argument can
be made that Indiawasa victim of
the perfect storm.

Control the controllables

But questions need tobe asked.Are
India giving themselves the best
chance to flourish at home? Test
cricket remains a specialist’s format,
and an all-rounder is one who can
command a place in the team on the
sole basis of either skill (Jacques Kallis,
Ian Botham, Ben Stokes, Imran Khan;
Jadeja, of late). In the case of the pre-
sent Indian team, it seems they prefer
to go for quantity to tide over the lack
of quality.

In the Guwahati Test, apart from
the openersand the No.3,therewas no
one who could be termed a specialist
batsman. Dhruv Jurel may show
potential, but is far from being a fin-
ished article yet. Having a lot of bat-
ting and bowling depth is desirable,
but as recent events have shown,
that’s in name only. Batting for long
periods of time against quality
bowlers and setting up top-notch
batsmenisastateof mindandisdone
best by those who have been doing it
for years. Nitish Kumar Reddy bats at
No.8 and bowls a handful of overs,and
it’s clear he’s not considered a front-
line performer in either facet. Simi-
larly, Axar Patel, the fourth spinnerin
Kolkata, was under-bowled and his
primary role seemed to be getting
some crucial runs down the order.
Such assets are called utility players —
they try their best not to let the team
down,but get caught out somewhere.
Head coach Gautam Gambhirwill for-
ever be associated with the twin deba-
clesathome.Onehasto gobackmore
than fourdecades for thelastinstance
of Indialosingahome series twoyears
in a row. But this is also a fact that
thereare hardlyany players in domes-
ticcricket breaking the selectors’door
down, demanding to be picked in
Tests. For all the platitudes about
putting the longest format on a
pedestal,the next several monthswill
witness a surfeit of what-ball cricket.

Teams hoping to qualify for the
World Test Championship (WTC) final
— that’s one peak India hasyet to con-
quer — build their campaign around
near-invincibility at home. India are
already behind the eight ball. When
theyreturn to the whites in Sri Lanka
in the second half of 2026, they need
to have most of their issues sorted,
otherwise another WTC cycle would
have passed them by and they will be
under pressure again when the
Aussies come calling in early 2027.

ACROSS THE !

AISLE

P Chidambaram

I am afraid some of the ‘lot’

that currently hold the
positions of governor are
certainly not the ‘good lot’.
What they are, I leave it to
the reader. What they do
and what they do not do are
before the people of India

ARTICLE 168 OF the Constitution of
India begins with the words “For every
State there shall be a Legislature which
shall consist of the Governor”and.......two
Houses ...or one House”. 1 have always
thought the presence of the Governorin
the state legislature is redundant. Why
should an unelected official be a mem-
ber of the legislature composed of
elected representatives of the people?
Ceremonial duties such as Addresstothe
House or Houses, and other so-called
‘legislative’ functions (Articles 202 to
207), could be performed without the
governor being a part of the state legis-
lature — like the King of England.

The governor’s real role in the leg-
islative branch of the State is to grant
assent to Bills. This is indeed an impor-
tant function to complete thelegislative
process before a Bill becomes an Act. In
order to ensure that the legislature has
not transgressed the Constitutional lim-
its, it is necessary to confer upon a per-
son the power to grant or refuse assent.

Check, not stall

Article 200 reads:

“When a Bill has been passed by the
Legislative Assembly of a State.....it shall
be presented to the Governor and the Gov-
ernor shall declare either that he assents
to the Bill or that he withholds assent
therefrom or that he reserves the Bill for
the consideration of the President.”

The proviso toArticle 200 states that
the governor may as soon as possible
return the Bill to the legislature to

‘reconsider the Bill or any specified pro-
visions thereof” and to “consider the
desirability of introducing any such
amendments as he may recommend’.
This a healthy check on the legislature
but not a licence to play havoc with the

INSIDE

TRACK

COOMI KAPOOR

Leader below par

After the shattering Bihar results,a
distraught Mallikarjun Kharge urged
Sonia Gandhi to speak to her son since
he feared INDIA allies were getting
increasingly restive.The R]D’s Tejashwi
Yadav has made clear that the Congress
leader did not pull his weight during
the campaign and practically
disappeared from the scene aftera
promising start with motorbike rallies.
He could not be reached when major
decisions on joint poll strategy were to
be taken. Rahul twice left India during
the campaign.And was even abroad
when the results were declared.

The RJD was furious that the Con-
gress dragged its feet in declaring
Tejashwi Yadav as the Mahagathband-
han’s CM candidate. Later, Rahul uni-
laterallyannounced Mukesh Sahani,an
EBC from the caste-based Vikassheel
Insaan Party, as the alliance’s Deputy
CM face, angering INDIA’s key vote
banks, Muslims and SCs, who felt that
someone from theirranks should have
beennamed asa potential Deputy CM.
(Incidentally, the much touted Sahani
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Article 200 of the Constltutlon of India governs how a Governor can act on a bill passed by the state Ieglslature

Appeal to reason in
an unreasonable age

legislative process.

Governors — especially in Opposi-
tion-ruled states — have run amok with
the power given to them under Article
200.They assume that their power to
check is a licence to stall. Hence, they
invented the pocket veto. Apocket vetois
simply to sit idle; in other words, to nei-
ther grant assent; nor withhold assent
and return the Bill to the legislature for
reconsideration; nor reserve the Bill for
the consideration of the President. The
pocketvetois unalloyed malice.Itis used
to thwart the will of the people
expressed through a Bill passed by the
legislature.The pocket veto has no sanc-
tion under the Constitution.

The two-judge Bench of the Supreme
Courtreached the conclusion thatwhen
aBillis presented to the governor,he can
either grant assent; or withhold assent
and return the Bill as soon as possible to
the legislature for reconsideration; or
reserve it for the consideration of the
President. The Bench outlawed the
‘pocket veto’. The five-judge Bench
affirmed these conclusions. There were
some points on which the two Benches
differed but those points do not alarm
the common citizen. We may leave it to
legal scholars to debate those points.

Common citizen’s concern
What is of grave concern to the com-
mon citizen is the major point of differ-

lost the elections and his party drew a
blank.) Tejashwi was also embarrassed
when Rahul, without consulting him,
even though hewassitting next to him,
raised the issue of the BJP's alleged
nexuswith industrialist billionaires by
citing the attendance of party leaders
atlavishweddings.Subsequently there
were numerous BJP-inspired memes of
Lalu’s entire family at Anant Ambani’s
over-the-top wedding.

Sonia promised to speak to her son,
but misgivingsamong the INDIAallies
that Rahul lacks the the political acu-
men tolead the Oppositionallianceare
increasing, buttressed by the recent
fracas in the Karnataka Congress. The
TMC publicly proclaimed that Mamata
Banerjee would be a more suitable
choice as leader. SP leader Akhilesh
Yadavreportedly spoke to the DMK’s M
KStalinand pointed out the Congress’s
embarrassingly dismal performance in
the 2022 Uttar Pradesh Assembly elec-
tion. He felt the grand old party needed
arealitycheckonitsactual strength on
the ground and that theallies could not
keep deferring to its demands simply
because it isa national party.

1+0+0=success?

The BJP’s electoral strategy for the
2024 Haryana Assembly poll of
unifying all non-Jats proved so
effective that Chief Minister Nayab
Singh Saini does not need the support
of any Jat-based party for his
government’s survival. The Congress

ence between the two Benches on pre-
scribing time limits for the governor to
actona Bill.The two-judge Bench stipu-
lated strict time limits, the five-judge
Bench demurred and overruled. The
larger Bench was persuaded by the letter
of the Constitution which did not explic-
itly specify any time limits. The larger
Bench stressed on the “elasticity for con-
stitutional authorities to perform their
functions”, the “diverse contexts
and situations” and “the need for bal-
ancing that might arise in the
process of law-making”. These principles
are theoretically and constitutionally
unexceptionable.

However, the Supreme Court ought
to have also weighed the warning of Dr
AmbedKkar. In his concluding speech to
the Constituent Assembly, reflecting
human weaknesses, Dr AmbedKkar said:

“However good a Constitution may be,
it is sure to turn out bad because those
who are called to work it, happen to be a
bad lot. However bad a Constitution may
be, it may turn out to be good if those
who are called to work it, happen to be a
good lot.”

I am afraid some of the ‘lot’ that cur-
rentlyhold the positions of governorare
certainly not the ‘good lot’. What they
are,Ileave it to the reader.What they do
and what they do not do are before the
people of India.When a Bill passed by the
duly elected legislature is stalled for

fared miserably at the polls under Jat
leader Bhupinder Singh Hooda. This
has heartened the squabbling
descendants of Jat icon Devi Lal,who
assume that if Hooda’s star is
declining, their clan’s political
fortunes are rising. Their optimism
was bolstered by a successful Jat rally
by INLD president Abhay Chautala on
Hooda’s home turf of Rohtak.Abhay’s
brother, Ajay, father of former deputy
CM Dushyant Chautala and a leader
of the splinter JJP party,and uncle
Ranjit Chautala, once in the BJP now
an independent, proposed to Abhay
that if the Devi Lal clan unites, they
would have “100% success” in
reclaiming their lost political glory.
The dour Abhay turned down the
suggestion remarking snarkily that
the 100% calculation was only
correct if you appended the zero
standing of Ajay and Ranjit, for not
supporting the farmers agitation,
with his standing of number 1.

Royal snub

The Congress may be rejoicing
over its by-election victory in the Anta
Assembly constituency of Rajasthan
this month, but surprisingly, Chief
Minister Bhajan Lal Sharma remains
unruffled, even though Congress
proclaims that the result indicates
disenchantment with the BJP.Anta is
adjacent to Jhalawar, the constituency
of former CM Vasundhara Raje’s son
Dushyant Singh,and Vasundhara and

months, nay years, the Constitution is
not worked, it is wrecked. The will of the
people is thwarted.

Before the Supreme Court,there were
numerous examples of governors (espe-
cially of Opposition-ruled States such as
Jharkhand, Karnataka, Kerala, Punjab,
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal) who had
tilted the Constitutional balance against
thelegislature.The five-judge Bench was
expected to authoritatively restore the
balance. It did a fine job of analysis but
rested its Opinion on a theoretical
premise far removed from the reality as
illustrated by the facts before the Court.

Law and reality

Law must respond to the reality.
When the Supreme Court thought
that the independence of the judiciary
may be compromised, it interpreted
Article 217 of the Constitution to take
unto itself the power to select,and
recommend for appointment, the
judges of High Courts. Article 200
presented a graver problem. A
legislature’s ability to passlaws is the
essence of democracy and the rule of
law.An appeal to reason alone will be
futile when laws are unreasonably and
deliberately obstructed.

Website: pchidambaram.in
Twitter: @Pchidambaram_IN

her son insisted on overseeing the
campaign. After the defeat, she sought
an appointment with Amit Shah only
to be told to speak to the CM.

No succession plan

Home Minister Amit Shah invited
to Delhi Sanjay Tha, working president
of the JD(U), Lalan Singh, Nitish’s
close colleague,and a Bihar
bureaucrat who is known to have the
ear of the chief minister. Shah raised
the delicate question as to whether
Nitish had a succession plan in mind
in view of his frail health.The
politicians kept silent, but the official
observed that knowing Nitish, he
would expect any such discussion to
be on a one-on-one basis directly with
Prime Minister Modi.

Family ties

Interestingly, while the Shiv Sena
(UBT) and the Congress have targeted
Parth Pawar, NCP chief Ajit Pawar’s son
accused of passing off government
land as private property and not
paying stamp duty, the opposition NCP
led by Sharad Pawar has kept silent.
Blood ties perhaps outweigh political
differences in such matters. Some of
Ajit’s followers even suspect that the
Pune land scam storywas leaked to a
Marathi TV channel by the Shinde
camp.Ajitis already unhappy that
Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis has
teamed up with Shinde and Ajit kept
on the sidelines.
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AST YEAR, ARDEM Patapout-

iangotatattoo.Anartist drew

a tangled ribbon on his right

arm, the diagram of a protein

called Piezo. Patapoutian, a
neuroscientistat Scripps Researchin San
Diego discovered Piezo in 2010, and in
2021 he won a Nobel Prize for the work.
Three years later, he decided to memori-
alise the proteininink.

Piezo, Patapoutian had found, allows
nerve endings in the skin to sense pres-
sure, helpingto create the sense of touch.
“It was surreal to feel the needle as it was
etchingthe Piezo protein thatIwasusing
to feel it,” he recalled. Patapoutian is no
longer studying how Piezo informs us
about the outside world. Instead, he has
turned inward, to examine the flow of sig-
nals that travel from within the body to
the brain. His research is part of a major
new effort to map this sixth, internal
sense,which is known as interoception.

Scientistsare discovering thatintero-
ceptionsupplies thebrainwitharemark-
ably rich picture of what is happening
throughout the body — a picture that is
mostly hidden from our consciousness.
Thisinner sense shapes ouremotions,our
behaviour, our decisions, and even the
waywe feel sickwitha cold.And agrowing
amount of research suggests that many
psychiatric conditions,ranging from anx-
iety disorders to depression, might be
caused in partbyerrorsin our perception
of ourinternal environment.

Someday it may become possible to
treat those conditions by retuning a per-
son’s internal sense. But first, Patapout-
ian said, scientists need a firm under-
standing of how interoception works.

Everyone has a basic awareness of
interoception, whether it’s a feeling of
yourheartracing,yourbladderfillingora
flock of butterflies fluttering in your
stomach. And neuroscientists have long
recognised interoceptionasone function
of the nervous system. Charles Sherring-
ton, a Nobel Prize-winning neuroscien-
tist, first proposed the existence of
“intero-ceptors,’in 1906.

But Sherrington believed that these
interoceptors supplied the brain only
with a meager trickle of signals. Most of
the brain’s activity, he believed, involved
making sense of touch and the other
senses that relay information from our
surroundings. Sherrington made this
errorin partbecause he could notseehow
intimately our organs and nerves are
wired together.

Now scientists have powerful tools for
studying interoception. “Just in the last
fiveyears,fundamental puzzles thathave
been around for 100 years have been
solved,’ said David Linden,a neuroscien-
tist at Johns Hopkins University who is
writing abook on interoception.

To study Piezo inside the body, for
example, Patapoutian and his colleagues
insert engineered viruses into the organ
of a mouse; the viruses enter the nerve
endings that infiltrate the organ and
cause the neurons to glow. Close inspec-
tion has revealed that the nerve endings

CROSSWORD

Mapping the sense
of what’s going on

Scientists are examining the flow of signals that travel from
within the body to the brain

use Piezo proteins to detect changes in
pressure in many organs.“Pressure sens-
ingis everywhere in the body,” Patapout-
ian said. In the aorta, for instance, Piezo
proteins sense blood pressure.

Many of the Piezo-packed nerve end-
ings belong to the vagus nerve, a cable of
100,000 neurons that infiltrates many
organs.Thevagusnerve detects pressure,
butitalsohasreceptorsthatregisterother
changes, such as swings of temperature
and acidity. These signals flow into the
brainstemand from there spread to other
brain regions for interpretation. Brain-
scanning studies suggest that this net-
work is constantly humming away,
mostlybeyond our conscious awareness.

Our brains then use the information
to make a steady stream of adjustments
to our bodies. “The brain is constantly
guided by these internal signals,” said
Diego Bohodrquez, a neuroscientist at
Duke University. When we breathe in,
Piezoproteinssensethe stretching of our
lungs.Thebrain responds by stopping the
inhalation from overstretching the deli-
cate linings of the lungs. How it does so,
and what it does with that information,
remains largely mysterious.Progress has
been made recently on at least one puz-
zle:howinteroception makes us feel sick.

“Whenyoufeelill,youlose energy,you
loseyourappetite,youdon’t feelwell,and
yousay, Oh that’sa nastybug making me
fellill,” said Catherine Dulac,a neurosci-
entist at Harvard who studies sickness.

As it happens, the brain is constantly
monitoring the body for signs of infec-
tion. The brain then creates mental rep-
resentations of such infections and uses
them to fight back. It might raise the
body’s temperature, which enables
immune cells to fight germs more effec-
tively. But the brain does more than just
react tointeroception: Itlearns from this
internal sense and then makes predic-
tions that improve our survival. “You
don’tjustwanttoknowwhenyou’rerun-
ning out of oxygen — you want to know
when you’re going to run out of oxygen,’
said Camilla Nord,aneuroscientistat the
University of Cambridge.“You want to
haveafuture sense”

Asvital as interoception is to our sur-
vival,Nord and otherresearchers suspect
that it is also responsible for many disor-
ders.If the brain misinterprets signals
from the body, or if those signals are
themselvesfaulty,thebrain maysend out
commands that cause harm.

Increasingly, researchers think that
some psychiatric disorders could be

treated as disorders of interoception.
Weight-loss drugs like Ozempic already
hintathowpotentthiskind of treatment
could be. These medications, known as
GLP-1 drugs, mimic the signals that the
gutsendstothebrainwhenyou'veeaten,
leading toaloss of appetite. Nord and her
colleagues have found that peoplewitha
range of psychiatric disorders, including
bipolar disorder, anxiety, major depres-
sion, anorexia and schizophrenia, share
unusual activity in a brain region known
as the mid-insula, which is essential to
interpreting signals from the body.

But Patapoutian cautioned that inte-
roception would be hard to harness until
it was better understood. He and col-
leagues at Scripps Research hope to pro-
vide a foundation for such advances by
creating an atlas of interoception
throughout the entirebody.In onerecent
discovery,theyfound that fatisinfiltrated
with nerve endings that sense pressure
with Piezo proteins. “Apparently it is
important there, but we still don’t know
what it’s sensing,” Patapoutian said.

Patapoutian hopes his interoception
atlas will help scientists get a firmer
understanding of what our nerves are
sensing not just in our fat, but through-
out ourbodies. —NYT
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To getaman's
attention, meow
a little more

Many cats have
concluded that their
male owners do not
always listen at once

CLARISSA BRINCAT

BRIDGE BOUTS

AS HE LECTURED on animal behaviour,
Kaan Kerman, an instructor in the psy-
chology department at Bilkent Univer-
sity in Turkey, noticed a pattern. Dog
owners tend to confidently interpret
their pets’ behaviour, he said, “but cat
owners are always puzzled.” Compared
with dogs, cats have been studied less,
partly because they prefer to stay at
home.“If youwant to bring cats into the
lab,” Kerman said, “good luck.”

When he and his colleagues asked cat
owners for permission to film inside
their homes, the response was enthusi-
astic. “As long as you give us some
answers about our cats,” was a common
reply.What that study found may not be
as welcome among men who care for
cats. In a study published this month in
the journal Ethology, the researchers
reported that cats meow more frequently
when greeting male caregivers.The team
hypothesised that men “require more
explicit vocalisations to notice and
respond to the needs of their cats.” In
otherwords,theresearchers are suggest-
ing that many cats have concluded that
men don’t always listen, and adjusted
their behaviour accordingly.

Volunteerswhoidentified themselves
as their cats’
primary care- ¥
givers

camera and
record their first
few minutes after
returning home,
while behaving as
naturally as possi-
ble. The
researchers
analysed the first
100 seconds of
footage from 31vol-
unteers, focusingon ¥
the first cat to
approach the care-
giver in multi-cat
households.
Acrossalldemo-
graphicvariables —
including the sex

L SUBRAMANIAN

were S
asked towearan T g 8 =
unobtrusive = 4 W |

and age of the cat, pedigree status and
number of cats in the home — only one
factor was linked to vocalisation fre-
quency: the biological sex of the care-
giver. On average, cats produced 4.3
meows in the 100-second greeting win-
dow with men, and 1.8 with women.
(The researchers also counted vocalisa-
tions such as trilling, chirping, growling
or purring.)

The researchers suspect that the dif-
ference reflects communication styles.
Earlierwork has found that female care-
givers tend to speak more to their cats
and may be better at interpreting feline
vocal cues than males.

Jonathan Losos, an evolutionary
biologist at Washington University in St
Louis and author of “The Cat’s Meow,”
said the hypothesis was plausible, but
only if competing explanations can be
ruled out.“So the authors suggest thatwe
men are clueless,thatwe’reignoring cats
and theyneedto get ourattention more,”
he said.“Could be true”

Still, he noted that the sample size was
small and that alternative explanations
are possible.“Is thisinherently due to dif-
ferences between men and women,” he
asked, “or something about the experi-
mental setup? Could men and women
differ in how they follow instructions?”

Mikel Delgado,a cat behaviouristand
senior research scientist at Purdue Uni-
versity, was more skeptical. “We need to
be careful about interpreting this as a
clear finding that is going to translate to
all cats,”she said. Furthermore, the study
did not account for otherfactors,includ-

ing how long a cat had been left

“ alone,andwhetheritwashungry.
And,Delgado said,although par-

ticipants were instructed to
behave naturally, the
researchers did not track how
much the owners spoke to
theirpetsin the studyfootage,
another variable that influ-

-’ . ences how much -cats
vocalise. Such work mat-
ters for cat welfare gener-
ally, he added, because
cats are “very good at
hiding their prob-
lems” The better
humans understand
what their cats are
trying to convey,the

: better they can
{ care for them.
-

“If only they
could talk,”many
cat owners have
b been  known
tolament.—NYT
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Health insurance i1s meant to provide

peace of mind, but many policyholders
encounter pain and paperwork

Lijee Philip

t was a long night for 24-year-old
Rohan Mehta from Mumbai. After
five days of unrelenting fever, he
was finally admitted to a hospi-
tal. The doctors couldn’t pinpoint
what was wrong. He was tested for
malaria, typhold and dengue, but
results proved inconclusive. As his tem-
perature touched 103°F and fatigue setin,
his physician decided hospitalisation was
the safest option.

After 10 days, Mehta recovered after a
course of anti-malarial treatment. The bill
came to ¥2.48 lakh. Confident that his 10
lakh comprehensivehealth insurancepolicy
from a leading private insurer would take
careofit, he submitted a claim.

Whatfollowed was disbelief. The insurer
rejected Mehta’s claim, citing “unwar-
ranted hospitalisation”. Even after Mehta
submitted a doctor’s certificate that hos-
pitalisation was necessary, the insurer
remained unmoved.

A few weeks later, a representative from
the insurer’s third-party administrator
turned upatMehta'sdoorstep, askingtosee

Experts say dengue-related rejections
are alarmingly common. Insurers often
use arbitrary platelet-count thresholds
toreject claims. “Some companies deny
claimsifthecountisabovellakh;othersif
it1sabove80,000. There'snouniformmedi-
cal reasoning,” says Nikhil Jha, founder
of Hercules Insurance Advisors. “It’s one
of the most random parameters used 1n
health insurance.”

Then there’s the case of 72-year-old
Ahmedabad resident Bharat Sethi, who
wasadvisedtoporthisoldhealth policytoa
“premium’” plan with fewer restrictions. A
few monthslater, he suffered a heart attack
and underwent open-heartsurgery.

His claim for ¥4 lakh was rejected; the in-
surer claimed “non-disclosure” because a
hospital notementioned he had experienced
“heaviness in chest and constipation for

threemonths”. <

“That note was written by the 48
doctor afteradmission; itwasn’t
true,” says Sethi’'sson. “Butthe
isurer cancelled the entire
policy, calling it materialnon-
disclosure.” After 10 monthsof —
appeals, the claim wasfinally settled but

theepisodeleftthefamily waryofthe _______________

his Google Maps timeline to very product meant

verity whether he was indeed to protect them.

admitted during those days. EXPerts say “Insurers for-

“It felt like an interrogation,”  dengue-related get that these

says Mehta. “Hg was lﬂﬂkjng rejections are are ordinary

forreasonstorejecttheclaim, ala rmingly people, not legal e

not helpme.” experts,’saysJha,
Three months of back and  COMMON. whoworksasan interme-

forth later, the Insuranceom-  nsurers often diarywithinsurance _

budsman intervened. Withina use arhitrary companies. “They

week, theombudsman ordered don’t understand

the insurer to pay the claim  Platelet-count the fine print or

in full. “The insurer hasno  thresholds to medical jargon.

authority to decide whether a ; ; They buy peace of

person should be hospitalised i ect claims mind but get pa-

ornot,that’sadoctor’s preroga- perwork and pain

tive,” the order stated.

Rohan’sstoryisn’'tan exception.

Across the country, countless health poli-
cyholdersarefindingthemselvesentangled
insimilarbattlesovertechnicalitiesand in-
terpretations.

The Insurance Regulatory and
Development Authority of India (IRDAT)
hasreported thathealth insurersdisallowed
claimsworth¥15,100crorein FY24—around
13% ofall claims. Italsonoted that claimre-
pudiations(claimsfullyrejected)rosenearly
19% year-on-year.

That is shaking the foundation of trust in
what 1s still a small but growing slice of in-
surance in India.

INCONSISTENCIES APLENTY

Consider the case of 35-year-old Arjun
Sharma from Pune. When he contracted
dengue earlier this year, his platelet count
dropped to 38,000—a dangerous level that
required transfusion and hospitalisation.

He had a 50 1akh health policy from Star
Health. Confident thatdengue was covered,
hefiled a cashless claim.

Star Health rejected it. The reason:
“Hospitalisation not necessary.”

“Itmadenosense,’recallsSharma. “Iwas
weak, dehydrated and my platelets were
plummeting. The doctors said I could have
gone Intoshockanymoment. Yetthe insurer
claimedIdidn’tneed tobehospitalised.” An
ombudsman laterruled in hisfavour, butthe

damage was done—both emotionally and
financially, he says.

instead.”

INSURERS' DEFENCE

Insurers,ontheirpart, insistthe picture
isn'tasone-sided asitappears.

Star Health, India’s largest standalone
health Iinsurer, says it has settled over 1.4
croreclaims worth¥62,100crore since Incep-
tion, with 95.6% of cashless claims settled
within three hours.

“Our claim settlement ratio stands at
90.5%, and rejections are only
9.5%—largely due to non-dis-
closure,documentation gaps,or
fraudulentclaims,”says Anand
Roy, MD & CEOQO, Star Health &
Allied Insurance.

AdityaBirlaHealthInsurance
also points to 1ts multi-layered

scrutinyprocess. “Everyclaim  documentation gaps, or
proposed for repudiation goes  fraudulent claims”
through medical review and

an independent high-level ANAND ROY,
committee,” says Anuradha - MD & CEQ,
Sriram, thecompany’'schief - \ Star HE‘;"Ith
actuarial officer. “We are *% and Allied

digital-{first—customerscan
submit claims online, track
theminrealtimeandrecelve
proactive updates.”

ICICI Lombard and HDFC
Ergo did notrespond to
ET 'squeries.

Insurersarguethat
they are walking
a tightrope — be-

_q.sf
"4.__ ’b

Bhajan clubbing is taking Indian cities by storm as

Qur claim

settlement ratio
stands at 90.5%, and
rejections are only
9.5%, largely due to
non-disclosure,

. Insurance
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honesty
on both sides keeps it sustainable.”

Still, for policyholders waiting months for
aclaimorfeelinghumiliated by verification
visits, those numbers offer cold comfort.

tweenrisingmedical inflation, fraudulent
billingand customer expectations.

A senior executive from a private
Insurer says: “If consumers don’t
declare pre-existing diseases, it
affects everyone. Pricing gets dis-

— "

REGULATORY
INTERVENTIONS

For Mehtaand others,
IRDAT’s ombudsman
network is often the only
route tojustice. According
tothe Councilfor Insurance Ombudsmen,

e e, J0% Of health Insur-

B ance complaints re-

latetonon-settlement
of claims.
In response, IRDAI
has introduced several
s reforms: From August 1,
2024, insurers must strive
for 100% cashless claim settlement. In
July 2025, they also proposed new Internal
Ombudsman Guidelines, requiring in-
surers to establish in-house ombudsmen
toresolvecomplaintsuptoz50lakh.Italso
cut down processing turnaround time—
cashlessapprovalsarenowexpected within
three hours.

Ombudsman officeshaveprovedthatthey
candeliver,as Mehta saw when hisrejected
claim was cleared within a week.

Now, the questionisofscalingitup.

“Transparency and timelinesare improv-
ing,” saysasenior official from the regula-
toron condition ofanonymity. “Butenforce-
ment remains a challenge. The industry’s
systemsandtrainingneedtoevolvefaster.”

IRDAIdid notrespondto ET’s queries.

CASHLESS CONUNDRUM

Ifclaimrejectionsareone partofthe puzzle,
cashless treatment disputes

Health Insurance

left patients in the crossfire.
Datafrom Gujarat show that only 29% of
claims were settled cashless —far below
thenational average of60%. The rest were
paid as reimbursements, forcing patients
to first pay out of pocket and claim later.
“It defeats the whole purpose of insur-
ance,” says a health analyst. “Cashless
was meant to bringrelief. Now it's become
anotheruncertainty.”

DOMINO EFFECT
Thegrowingmistrustisn'tjustscaringcus-
tomers—Iit’'s unsettling investors.

In September, Madison India Capital sold
1ts entire 1.15% stake 1n Star Health for
aroundz299crore. In May last year, several
institutional investorsoffloaded nearly 7%
of the companyfor%2,210crore.

Whilethesemovesdon'tnecessarily signal
collapse,analystssay theyreflect “investor
de-risking”.

“When claim ratios rise and consumer
complaints pile up, investors get nervous,”
says an insurance-sector analyst. “They
fear regulatory penalties, reputation loss
and shrinking profitability.”

Afinanciallystressed insurerslowsdown
claimsettlementsorraises premiums—the
costultimatelyfalls on policyholders.

Among India’s young, this distrust is
already visible. "I took a health policy for
peace of mind,” says 24-year-old Meenal
Kapoor, whoboughtaprivate planlastyear.
“Butafterseeinghowmyiriend’'sclaimwas
rejected, I'm not sure if I'll renew it. While
selling, theyareaggressive. When youneed
them, they vanish.”

Elderly policyholders echo the sentiment.
“Once youarelocked into a product, premi-
umsgoup, benefitsgodown,” saysa68-year-
old retired government officer. “They dis-

continueoldplansandcall

form the other. it upgrade. If there 1is any
Earlier this year, the We are digital- discrepancy, they cancel

Ahmedabad Hospitals and first—customers the policy.”

Nursing Homes Association can submit claims Thosewhohavewon com-

withdrew cashless facili-
ties for policyholders of Star
Health, Tata AIG and Care
Health Insurance, accusing
insurers of unpaid deduc-

online, track them in
real time and receive
proactive updates”

ANURADHA SRIRAM,

pensation after long legal
battles—like RenuBansal,
whofought 13 yearsforher
kidney donor claim—de-
scribe the experience as

tions and outdated reim- chiefactuarial officer, “atest ofendurance”’.
Similarly,inSeptember2025,  Insurance SILVER LINING

several insurers, including
Tata AIG, Star Health and Niva Bupa,
suspended cashless tie-ups with Max
Healthcare.

Forpatients, thismeansshowingup
for surgery and being told cashless
isnotavailable, please pay upfront.

Hospitals claim insurers are
squeezing tariffs to uneconomic
levels. Insurers counterthat hospi-
talsinflatebills. Thetug-of-warhas

Still, driven by people’s
fear of medical inflation, health
insurance has grown sharply:
standalone health insurers
reported a 38.3% year-on-
year growth in premiumsin
October 2025, outpacing
the overall general insur-
ance industry (5%).

The government’s
move to exempt indi-

Who’s Headbanging to Hare Murare?

Gen Z, spirituality and techno beats come together

Kanika Saxena

A hall full of hip youngsters are sitting
cross-legged on the floor, hands swaying
in the air, heads banging to the rhythm
pounding on the stage. The song? Not
a Billboard chart-topper. Not the latest
Bollywood hit. It is an old bhajan, set to
groovy music, that is moving the young-
sters to soul-tapping ecstasy: “Sree
Krishna Govinda Hare Murare/ Hey Nath
Narayan Vasudeva....” Move over, Taylor
Swift. This is tailored for the spirit.

BhajanclubbingistakingIndianmetrosby
stormasGenZ, spirituality and technobeats
come together in one trending moment. It
has turned into a full-blown nightlife alter-
native with tickets, sound setup and chant-
ingfans. Thisisspiritual partying.

Backstage Siblings, the musical band of
Kolkata-based Raghav Agarwal, 25, and
his sister Prachi, 22, perform a repertoire
of old Hindi film songs and bhajans. For
them, bhajan clubbing is not a passing fad.
“Forus, it'snot a trend but a deeper cultural
movement. Peoplearefinallylettinggoofold
stereotypesaboutbhajansandhyasandre-
alising that anything bringing peace,
even a bhajan, is worth embracing,”
saysRaghav.

Bhajan clubbing, says Prachi, isn’t
new: “It has been with us for years,
1t’s only being recognised now.
Choosing peace, In whatever
form it comes—that 1s what

The typical bhajan
club attendee is
between the ages of 25 \
and 40. Spiritual seekers -
overlap heavily with the '
techno, indie and
Bollywood crowd”

SRIDA PATODIA,
cofounder, SortMyScene

Bhajan clubbing is not a trend but a
deeper cultural movement. People
are finally letting go of old stereotypes
about bhajan sandhyas and realising
that anything bringing peace, even a
bhajan, is worth embracing”

PRACHI & RAGHAV AGARWAL,
Backstage Siblings

bhajan clubbingmeanstous.”
Tothem,devotionisnot beingmodernised,
itisbeingreclaimed. “It'snotabout the song
itself, but the feeling behind it. Whether
it’'s sung to a guitar or a flute, the soul of the
bhajanstaysalive,” says Raghav.
Backstage Siblings are gearing up for
an all-India Bhajan Jamming Tour
from January, covering cities such
as Mumbal, Delhi, Kolkata, Pune,
Hyderabad and Bengaluru. Each
show is likely to have 2,500-3,000
attendees.

GOD IS IN THE GIG
. Event platforms are wit-

| nessing a surge 1n “devo-
~  tionalbutdanceable” gigs,
complete with lights,

- tickets and waitlists.
g\‘%ﬁ’ SortMyScene, a ticket-
Ing platform for music and

' _cultural events, has listed over
100 such events in India, from

Bhajan Jamming session by Backstage Siblings

Delhiand Mumbai to Bengaluruand Kasol,
thisyear.

According to Srida Patodia, cofounder
of SortMyScene, bhajan clubbing doesnot
cater only totempleregulars. Itis pulling
inmainstreamnightlife consumers. “Our
internal audience data shows that the
typical bhajan club attendee is between
theagesof25and 40, and spiritual seekers
overlap heavily with the techno, indieand
Bollywood crowd,” shesays. Sheadds that
theemerging soundscape includes “devo-
tional but danceable remixes, folk-fusion
and electronic-inspired chants”. Young
bands performing “Shiv Tandav”, “Ram
Siva Ram” and “Raghupati Raghav” in
contemporary formats are becoming
popular.

PRAY, WHAT SONG IS THAT?

Bhajan clubbing 1s on the rise in Delhi. The
ISKCON templeat Punjabi Bagh held anevent
inlate November. Collectivechantingand de-
votlonal music drew 1n youngsters. Nikunj
Gupta, founder of Sanatana Journey, a plat-

= Radhika Das

Young people are overwhelmed
by noise, speed, expectations and
constant online comparison. Mantra
music calms the mind and creates

1 connection without pressure”

o

form promoting Sanatana Dharma among
youth, will host a bhajan clubbing event in
December and tickets, costing 899, are sell-
ingfast. Says Gupta: “Youngstersarelooking
forasenseofcommunity. Theyarelookingat
thisasarecreational activity.”

In Mumbai, Kallol Café in Navi
Mumbai ishostinga40-seater bhajan
clubbingnightearly December.

London-based Radhika Das, whose
kirtan concerts are packed, says,
“Young people are overwhelmed by
noise, speed, expectations and
constant online comparison. i
Theyarecravingsomething SESSSseEEA

Youngsters are

lookKing for a sense
of community. They are
looking at bhajan
clubbing as a
recreational activity”

NIKUNJ GUPTA,
founder, Sanatana Journey
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RADHIKA DAS,
kirtan artist and bhakti yoga
teacher, London

grounding, somethingreal. Mantra music
calms the mind and creates connection
without pressure.”

Daslikesto createrich soundscapes but is
mindfulthat“themantrahastolead,andthe
musicmustiollow”. “Ifthesound helpssome-
onefeel God moredeeply, thefusion works. If
itdistractsfromdevotion, then it'snotinthe
right direction,” he says. “Instruments can
evolve—guitars, strings, percussion—but
the chant remains the North Star. If the

music deepens devotion, it belongs. If it
overshadowsit, itdoesn't.”
A young attendee atarecentkirtan by
Das in Delhi shared on Instagram that
whatstruck herthemostwastheabsence
of “the desperation to look cool”.
e Thereisnosequinnedclubwear,
no judgement, no side-eye. “It
felt like a new cultural wave
| withchaiand cofteereplacing
cocktails,” shewrote,adding
thatafterthepretenceinmost
soclal spaces, “spirituality
feels like the truest philoso-
phy ot life”.
A bhajan clubbing ticket can
cost up to ¥1,300, a world away
from free satsangs and prasad

0 Claims Disallowed
/0 in FY2024
tsworth I15.100cr
Rejection Reasons

m Arbitrary Interpretations of Medical
Necessity: Insurers sometimes
override doctors’ advice, deciding
that certain treatments could have
been done at home

® Non-disclosure: Even minor
omissions or inaccurate doctor notes
can be labelled as “concealment”

m Documentation Errors: Small
mismatches in hospital reports
or missing papers often derail
otherwise valid claims

What Health Insurance
Buyers Must Do

m Always follow doctor’s advice—if
they recommend admission, do it

® Never hide or understate pre-
existing conditions

® Verify hospital reports before
they are sent to the insurer, any
wrong information can haunt you
later. Insist on doctor-certified
admission notes

m Keep digital and physical copies of
reports

m Be patient, not passive. Follow up
diligently

vidual health policies from goods and ser-
vicestax(GST)1In September 2024 hasalso
spurred demand.

There i1s progress. After Covid, the indus-
try has gone digital-—mearly 70% of claims
are now cashless, most processed online.
The process is faster and more traceable
than ever before.

Andforeveryrejection horrorstory,there
arealsosilentsuccesses,familieswhosebills
were cleared within hours, patients who
didn’'thavetothink twice beforeadmission.

A senior private insurer official sums it
up: “We are not pertect, but the direction 1s
right. Thesystem worksbest wheneveryone
—hospital, insurer and patient— is honest
andtransparent.”

For insurers, the challenge is credibility.
Rapid expansion and aggressive sales have
broughtin customersbutnotloyalty. Claim
delays and confusing policy language are
erodingtrust. Thosethatsimplify terms, of-
ferreal-timeclaim visibility and train their
agents well will survive.

For hospitals, collaboration is key.
Transparent pricing and standardised
billing canrestore balance. Whenhospitals
overcharge, they give insurersammunition;
when insurers underpay, they drive hospi-
tals out of networks.

For the regulator, the moment calls for
speed. IRDAT has shown intent; now it
must show enforcement. Quick penalties
for arbitraryrejections, mandatory trans-
parency in hospital networks and faster
ombudsman decisions will help reclaim
consumer confidence.

Andforpolicyholders, awarenessremains
the best weapon.

InIndia’shealth insurancestory, the prom-
1se of protection still needs to be protected.

lijee.philip@timesofindia.com

laddoos. Says Patodia: “The average entry
feeofevents wehave partnered with 1s3699.”

Backstage Siblings’ bhajan sessions cost
$1,000, similarto their Bollywood concerts.

Organisers point out that lights, logistics
and venues that can host thou-
sandsdon’'tcome cheap.

However, long before bhajan
clubbing became a ticketed
youth phenomenon, some
organisations like the Art of
Living Foundation have been
turning devotional songs into
high-energy social experiences.
Dr Saurabh Shekhawat, adental
surgeon and singer from Jaipur
who is associated with Art of
Living, describes the growth of
spiritual music as organic, not
trendy. Art of Living's events are mostly
free, hosted in cafés or open spaces. “We
may soon introduce areasonable entry fee
justtoensure the keennessofparticipants,”
says Shekhawat.

DEVOTIONBREAK

As a generation that grew up online takes
a break from their hyperconnected hours
of posting and scrolling to sing Hindu de-
votional songs, Guptasaystheappeal goes
beyondreligionorritual. Hesaysitisabout
belonging: “A sense of community at such
events probably gives youngstersareason
toattend.”

Kirtan singers say the shift is not just
about enjoying bhajans differently but
about spirituality becoming personal
rather than prescriptive. Dassaysthis gen-
erationisnotrunningiromreligion butis
redefining its terms: “I believe spiritual
music 1s becoming a lasting part of youth
culture. This isn’t a trend; it’s a response
to a deeper emotional need.”

The need for a collective experience
also defines the format. Bhajan perform-
ers choose short, familiar chants so that
crowds can join in instantly. The Agarwal
siblings, who lead bhajan jams with guitars
and percussion instruments, pick popular
chantsthatallow immediate participation.

Bhajan clubbing seems to have entered
nightlife not as hardcore religion, butas an
alcohol-free, anxiety-free, collective high,
giving youth what clubs rarely do—partici-
pation, purpose and a peer group they don't
havetoimpress.

kanika.saxenalwtimesofindia.com
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Nupur Amarnath

rijani Samaddar, 37, blames the
phone for the demise of her father
due to a sudden heart attack earlier
this year. The work-from-home UX
designer believes 1t was his obses-
sion with his smartphone that led to poor
sleep, heightened anxiety, limited physical
activity and a decline in his overall health.

She noticed the patterns in 2021 when she
started living with her parents in Kolkata.
Her father had got his first smartphone dur-
ing the pandemic. “It started harmlessly but
soon troublesome patternsemerged. Therab-
bit hole he went down was YouTube,  shere-
calls. He would watch content on “India-
Pakistan conflict” that sometimes bordered
on the absurd. The algorithm kept feeding
him the same. “The older generation doesn’t
understand how content works. They don'’t
understand credible/ non-credible sources,
post-truth and Al manipulation. He'd have
arguments based on what he saw. His point
wasthatif there'savideo, itmustbetrue,” she
says. Talking to him and trying to explain
didn’t work and was met with irritability:

Samaddar now watches her mother; 62, go-
Ing down the same road. “I get up at night to
tend to my newborn, andIsee her phoneon,”
she says. Samaddar and her sister have made
an early intervention with their mother:

If youthink Samaddarisoverreacting, she’s
not the only one. Scores of older millennials
and Gen X are In a similar predicament: 1t 1S
not just their kids who are glued to the
screens, it isalso their parents.

The latter group is the most concerning,
says Dr Yatan Pal Singh Balhara, professor,
psychiatry, AIIMS, Delhi, and a WHO expert
on addictions. “When it comes to screens,
smartphones, or the internet, we automati-
cally think of adolescents and young adults.
All concerns and studies are on this cohort.
But now, pensioners have enough free time
and access to screens that can lead to exces-
sive, If not problematic, use,” says Balhara.

GREY SCREEN

Teens and screens have been a source of wor-
ry for some time now. Social psychologists
like Jonathan Haidt warn of the rise of an
“anxious generation”’, while Australia 1s set
toroll out asocial media ban for under-16s on
December 10. The worry, though justified,
1gnores the elderly, who have always
topped the TV viewership charts. Most
now have smartphones and tablets. The
result: another fast-growing vulnerable
group added to the screen-time debate.

Lucknow-based Abhilasha Kumar
(name changed), 37, 1s worried. A legal
consultantspecialising in Al governance
anddata privacy,sheisasinglemotherto
a toddler: She recently moved in with
her parents, both 68. She has noticed
their screentime going up. “I feel con-
cerned when I see them on their phones
almost all the time,” she notes. What wor-
ries her more i1s misinformation and Al-
generated content. “I wish there was more
information on it, more community sup-
port, awareness programmes, etc. Because
whenItrytotell them, theydon'tlike1t,” she
says. “For now, I have to parent my son as
well asmy parents on screentime.”

Dr Prasun Chatterjee, chief of geriatric
medicine & longevity science at Artemis
Hospitals, Gurgaon, and a member of
WHO’stechnical advisory groupfor healthy
ageling, calls those in their late 30s to 50s the
sandwich generation, having to take care of
their parents and children. Chatterjee says
he 1snoticing arise in dementia cases in the
70+ demographic. “While the underlying
causes are many—social 1solation, discon-
nectfrom peers,lack of physical inactivity—
the common thread 1s excessive screen-
time,” he notes. Author of Health &
Wellbeing in Late Life, Chatterjee says social
media addiction cases are seen in seniors:
“What started as an engagement tool 1s be-
coming a source of loneliness, lack of physi-
cal mobility, memory loss and even depres-
sion, especially in the 70+ bracket.”

PASSIVE CONSUMERS

Smartphoneinold ageisnotamonster. Social
media has helped them connect with old
friendsandfaraway tamily, video has brought
religious services, social clubs and even doc-
tors home, ecommerce spares them shop vis-
its while entertainment is at the click of a
button. And they havetheiree timetoindulge.

Dr Samir Parikh, chairperson of Adayu
hospital and mental health programme of
Fortis Healthcare, says the screentime of sen-
101's 18 not going up only because of loneli-
ness; access and ease of use have a bigrole to
play. "Access and ease combined with the
sheer volume and categories of information
available increase screen use. Plus, the algo-
rithm keepsyou inacontentloop. Thisway of
consuming content makes it necessary to be
concerned with everyone’s digital impact,
Including the elderly,” he says. “It affects eve-
rything from posture and physical activity to
soclal engagement, memory, concentration
andoverall lifestyle.”

Balhara notes that the way the elderly en-
gage with technology differs from the young-
er generation. “While youngsters use tech-

Who's Glued to the Screens?

It IS not just children who are stuck to the phones. The elderly are a
new and fast-growing vulnerable group that Is addicted to screens

nology actively—posting,
reacting and creating—sen-
10r's are often passive consumers. They are
taking in whatever comes their way—with-
outquestioning,” hesays.

WATCH AND LEARN

Bengaluru-based hospitality professional
Sujith Soman, 49, knows about passive con-
sumption. His parents, in their 70s, are living
in Thrissur, Kerala. During the pandemic,
Soman noticed that they always kept their
phones on them, even while going from one
room to another: He is also concerned about
the medical misinformation that travels via
WhatsAppwhich hismotherlovestotorward:
“Content like managing diabetes without
medicines, or ayurvedic herbs for better di-
gestion has real-world implications it they
start believing everything they watch.”

Digital hygiene for the elderly 1s a pressing
need, says Dr Manoj Kumar Sharma, profes-
sor and coordinator of SHUT (Service for
Healthy Use of Technology) Clinic at
NIMHANS, Bengaluru. The centre mainly
revolves around adolescents and gaming ad-
diction, but Sharma has noticed an uptick in
cases Involving seniors.

He shares the case of a72-year-old man liv-
ingalone in Bengaluru. He was binge-watch-
ingfor three-six hoursaday despite showing
signs like delayed sleep initiation, physical
exhaustion and neglect of daily duties.
“Seniorstaketoscreensfor variousreasons:
too much free time, lack of opportunity for
communication, minorstressrelief andasa
coping mechanism. We have had people ad-
dicted to OTT content, social media, spiritu-
ality content and even online pornography;”
hesays. They arealsonoticingarise inaddic-
tion to online trading and gambling. “It’s
time this group 1s studied in terms of their
reasons, needs and motives, with policymak-
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ers stepping up before the problem becomes
bigger,” hesays.

Entrepreneur Ajay Puranik, 43, whoruns
an ecommerce business out of Bengaluru,
would surely like some expert help as he's

struggling to manage the screen-
time of his parents. His father
1s 81 and his mother 74, The

shift happened during the pandemic when
they started forwarding “medical advice”.
Puranikisworried about what they are con-
sumingdigitally on various topics. He says,
“A counseling session/platiorm on digital
hygiene must be available to all senior citi-
zens. I don't see many seniors enjoying
walks in my neighbourhood anymore. I

concentration”

A

The digital impact on elderly is something one
needs to be concerned about as we are about
children. It affects everything from posture and
physical activity to social engagement, memory and

Dr SAMIR PARIKH, chairperson of Adayu hospital and mental
health programme, Fortis Healthcare

This age group (60+)

are passive consumers
of content. They are not
participating or creating but
consuming whatever comes
their way. This makes them
vulnerable to algorithms and
content loops, something they

% use by the elderly”
= Dr YATAN PAL SINGH
BALHARA, professor,
psychiatry,
AlIMS, Delhi

manifestations of screen

In my practice, | am
noticing patients coming
In with reduced attention
spans, slower reaction times
and loss of vocabulary or
numerical abilities. There's a
rising incidence of dementia
In the 65+ and a common
: thread in most cases

IS increased screen
time-beitTVor
2% phones”

o Dr PRASUN

y CHATTERJEE, chief of
geriatric medicine, Artemis,

) )Gurgaun

lllustration: ZAHID

think there is a need for communities spe-
cifically for seniors to coordinate group
walks or group yoga.”

FIND YOUR PURPOSE

“I always say, purpose 1s what separates
Narendra Modiand Amitabh Bachchanfrom
aregular70+," says Chatterjee. “Thisisavery
disciplined generation. Theyfollow routines.
You have to give them tasks that will take
them away from their phones besides walk-
Ing or yoga.” Chatterjee runs an NGO called
Healthy Ageing India. Its Intergenerational
Learning Centre sends the elderly as educa-
tors to government schools in Jharkhand.
Balhara says, “If you can’'t answer ‘if not
mobile, then what’, you can’t solve the issue
withjusta conversation.” Hesays the case of
seniors’ screentime comes up during his ses-
sions with adolescents who mention how
grandpa or grandma are forever on their
phones. “The real question 1s how to engage
them 1n something meaningful. It requires
active participation,” he mentions.
Chatterjee says he substitutes his father’s
phone time with a task like doing something
for the grandkid or an activity like getting
groceries. Puranik engages his parents in
conversations so that they put their phones
down. But noteveryone hasthat privilege.
Mumbai-based techpreneur Devendra
Rane, for instance, lives away from his par-
ents who are in Nashik. They continue with
their walking routine, but they pick up the
phone right after breakfast. Recently, his
mother had an episode of vertigo which, he
feels, could be related to phone overuse. He
seeks a network and community for his par-
ents that would reduce their phone time.
Delhi-based Sneha Bhattacharjee too
lives away from her parents and in-laws, all
in the 60-75 years age bracket. She says con-
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ELDERLY
WATCH

¢ Currently, 12% Indians are aged 60
and above: this will rise to 19%in 2050

4 1 0/ elders own smartphones;

0 13% use social media
¢ Among elders who are online/digital-
device users, 34% use it for entertain-

ment & social media: 12% use for pay-
ments or utility bills

Source: HelpAge India

Early Warning Signs
#Staying up late glued to the phone
®Excessive forgetfulness
¢ Watching for two hours at a stretch

#Reduced interest in offline hobbies or
socialising

¢Irritability when asked to pause/put
the phone down

¢ Always discussing what they have
watched or read online

#Repeated forwarding of messages

¢ Complaints of headaches, eye strain,
poor sleep

How Can You Help

FIND AREPLACEMENT: Create a viable
offline ritual that they would follow

ENFORCE MICRO RULES FOR ALL: No
phone during meals, or 1 hour before
bedtime, or the first hour after waking

USE WISELY: Install larger fonts
(for less eye strain), screen-time limits
and spam filters

CHANGE THE TONE: Don't say "Stop
doing this", say "Let's do this together”

SHIFT FOCUS: Encourage real
connection like calls with grandkids,
community groups

SUGGEST BETTER CONTENT: Point
them towards content that is not prob-
lematic, mainly trusted sources or
something that helps them upskill

SANITISE THE FEED: Once a week,
tweak the algorithm by blocking
accounts that could be the source of
misinformation

versations about the rights and wrongs

of screentime and content cycle are the
only way out.

Balhara says a world without phones 1s
not possible, so the elderly need to be

taught proper device-use behaviour.

Chatterjee says being on screen for two

hours at a stretch is a red flag, but his

thumb rule is to not let them watch in
the evening. For Sharma, early indica-

tors of excessive screentime are losing

sense of time, lack of communication
and prioritising tech use over other com-
mitments. He adds, “Other warning signs
are musculoskeletal issues like pain in the
neck, wrist pain or tennis elbow, or eye
strain, caused by spending four-five hours
onscreen. Or, when they show signs of nom-
ophobia (fear of being without a mobile
phone) or zero-inbox syndrome where they
have to read and respond to everything. All
these are signsof high scrolling behaviour.”
If screentime takes precedence overregular
responsibilities, including personal care, it
1stime to pull the plug on the phone.

Lack of sleepisone of the best indicators of
excess screentime, says Chatterjee. “The el-
derly generally face a sleep crisis and screen-
time makes 1t worse.” He says there needs to
be awareness about digital hygiene like no
phonecloseto bedtime and app-based timers:
“Change your phonefroma tool for entertain-
ment toadevice tolearn somethingnew.”

DIGITAL CONTROL

Bengaluru-based psychologist Jaiyant
Cavalesaysnotall screentime isbad: “Infact,
someamountof screen(mainly activeusage)
is actually helpful to keep the brain stimulat-
ed when elderly people lose Interest in other
activities. But the screen—especially of
phones—can beamaladaptive coping mecha-
nism when usage 1s problematic or exces-
sive.” Cavalerecommendsevaluatingelderly
Individuals regularly for neurocognitive
problemssuch asdementia.

The bottom line is safe and healthy use of
technology, says Balhara. Sharma suggests
following good practices like building digital
control (use screen for 30-40 minutes, then
take a break to walk and stretch), indulging
in non-screen-based activities, developing
hobbies, learning about cyber frauds and
observing digital fasting.

The siren song of the screen is difficult to
resist. For Samaddar; her parents’ screentime
worked as a wake-up call for her: “Thave since
sanitised allmy social feeds and reduced time
spent online.” The seniors’ screentime,
reaching a tipping point now, is a cautionary
tale of how it’s time to screen the screens.

nupur.amarnathtimesofindia.com

How Mahjong is About Finding

Ayushi Gupta-Mehra
—,eee

Who would have thought that a century-
old Chinese game of tile and tactics would
find a chic resurgence in urban India?
What began as a casual curiosity for a few
has turned into a full-blown cultural mo-
ment. Mahjong 1s no longer a quiet pas-
time but an obsession and, surprisingly, a
restorative form of self-care. No matter
how long the day or how loud the mental
clutter, I'm never too tired to play. There’s
something self-soothing about sitting at
the table, running my fingers through the
cool, smooth tiles and letting their rhythm
reset my mind.

At its heart, mahjong thrives on contra-
dictions. It demands focus yet rewards in-
tuition, encourages patience but punishes
hesitation. Each game unfolds across four
“winds” —East, South, West and North—
with the rules shifting subtly across re-
gions and even cities. American Mahjong,
for instance, plays by 1ts own scorecardes,
while in Mumbai, Mahjong Gita reigns
supreme—a homegrown version devised
by the late Gita Patel, an ardent enthusiast
whose love for the game led her to craft an
Ingenious set of rules thatnow govern the
most competitive play:

TILE TRAVELLERS

Fortunes in mahjong shiit as swiitly as the
shufile of tiles. Four players draw and dis-
card, balancing strategy with serendipity, as
they race to rearrange a random set of tiles

Yourself inthe Soft Clatter of Tiles

Its popularity in urban India mirrors a longing for tactile connection in a digital age, for order amid chaos

into coherent patterns that deliver not justa
win, butahigher score stacked with doubles,
with the Holy Grail of a Major Hand built on
winds and dragons. To paraphrase actor
Julia Roberts, the beauty of the game liesin
finding order within chaos. And when that
chaosfinally settles into harmony, thereisan
indescribable pleasure to “mahjonging”.
Winning is a complete sensory experience
—tactile, visual and most of all, cerebral.
For many, though, 1t 1s less about victory
and more about the meditative act of rewir-
ng themind guided by an almost ASMR-like
soundscape. Once played with 1vory and
bamboo tiles thatielt cooland weighty in the
hand, the same rituals now untold over en-
graved acrylic or resin sets. Yet that distinct
clack, sharp but soothing, still anchors the
experience. The soft scrape of tiles as they
are shuffled into neat lines, the dett click as
opponents rack theirs—faces expression-
less, betraying nothing—it's a rhythm in it-
self. In those moments, the outside world
fades. It's no longer about luck or logic, but
the calm that comes from seeing order take
shape, the quiet satisfaction of building

Originating in Qing-dynasty
China, mahjong once travelled
the world, tucked away in
lacquered boxes, enchanting
Western drawing rooms in
the 1920s, before finding its
way into the barracks of India
where it became both a social

ritual and an exercise in quiet
intellect for army wives

something out of nothing.

Of course, mahjongisn'tasolitary pleas-
ure. Originating in Qing-dynasty China,
mahjong once travelled the world, tucked
away 1n lacquered boxes, enchanting
Western drawing rooms in the 1920s, be-
fore finding its way into the barracks of
India where it became both a social ritual
and an exercise in quiet intellect for army
wives. Its revival in urban India feels like
a full circle, mirroring not just a broader
cultural longing for tactile connection in

adigital age, but also a vociferous appetite
for mentally engaging pursuits in adoom-
scroll era.

GAME FOR ALL AGES

Everyone seems to be playing it these
days—from long-time loyalists like my
Nanitoanew wave of enthusiasts. Perhaps
that's part of its modern allure. In an era
when our attention spans are splintered,
mahjong brings people together, bridging
generations, lifestyles, professions and
even temperaments.

My sessions with the girls are the most
cherished part of my week. Sometimes we
sip tea, most often wine. Sometimes compe-
tition is light, other times ruthless—but
there 1s always an unspoken camaraderie
that only comes from a shared obsession.
Between shuffles and discards, we swap life
updates, vent about work and moan about
the perils of parenting today.

Over time, I've realised that the lessons
from the table extend far beyond 1it.
Mahjong is a lesson in patience—you
can’t force therighttiles to cometo you. It
rewards observation—what’s discarded
often tells youmore than what's kept. You
find beauty in strategy, luck in surrender
and above all, resilience—because some-
times, even after the pertect setup, the
winds shift and you start again. In the
end, mahjong 1s about more than just
finding order in chaos. It’s about finding
yourself in the soft clatter of those tiles.

The writer is an economist and founder of
The Foodie Diaries




