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C
hief Justice of India Surya Kant’s exasper-
ation, during the Supreme Court’s hear-
ing on October 29 on the “digital arrest”

scams, that people still fall for such scams despite
abundant warnings and orders from the Court is
understandable. About ₹800 crore has been lost
to these scams this year even after recoveries, a
hefty sum from the savings of individual victims.
But this is not merely about gullibility. Scammers
posing as CBI or police o�cers succeed because
their victims, older citizens in particular, defer to
or fear law enforcement. When Indian police are
widely seen as high-handed towards ordinary ci-
tizens and as serving only the powerful, the
threat of an “arrest” over a video call cannot be
that implausible for many. That said, the Court’s
pressing of the Reserve Bank of India to �nalise
its KYC Amendment Directions, 2026, which re-
quire banks to �ag suspected mule accounts and
put temporary debit holds on them, is welcome.
CBI investigations have shown that mule ac-
counts are central to scammers laundering their
proceeds after duping victims and that bank sta�
have, in some cases, helped open them. With the
availability of complete transaction histories and
AI tools, banks can now spot anomalous transac-
tions faster. The Attorney-General’s assurance
that the directions will be in force by December
31 is also welcome. The Court’s insistence that
banks compensate victims addresses an issue
with the RBI’s zero-liability provisions. Its 2017
circular covers only unauthorised transactions,
leaving victims who were coerced into making
transfers without any recourse. 

Yet, full compensation for the victims whenev-
er banks are found wanting in due diligence must
be implemented with care as this might force
banks to �ag far more than the actual mule ac-
counts. Already the RBI directions cast a wide
net. Any transaction of ₹1,000 or more that is
‘unusual’ for an account holder’s declared pro-
�le, or linked to a reported account, can be held
for up to 60 days, and longer if directed by the
police. In cases where small traders and Jan Dhan
account holders have unknowingly received
transfers from mule accounts, freezing their ac-
counts for two months or more is a dispropor-
tionate penalty. Also, the Court’s suggestion that
unusual transactions must be automatically re-
ported to the police and physically veri�ed raises
privacy concerns. These measures must ensure
that genuine account holders are not penalised
for bank failures. Many of these scams are run
from compounds using tra�cked Indians in con-
�ict-ridden parts of Myanmar and in Cambodia
and Laos where they have thrived due to some
degree of o�cial patronage. India must use its
clout to pressure these regimes. 

Beyond gullibility
Bank measures can only limit damage

from ‘digital arrest’ scams

O
ne year after the implementation of the
Code on Social Security, the Union La-
bour Ministry has constituted the Nation-

al Social Security Boards for Unorganised Work-
ers and Gig and Platform Workers. The
constitution of the boards, though delayed, is a
welcome step. However, the highly centralised
nature of this mechanism may hinder its optimal
outcomes. By design, the Union Government
controls both the Boards: they will be chaired by
Union Minister for Labour Mansukh Mandaviya.
The Board for Unorganised Sector Workers will
have 40 members, nominated by the Union Go-
vernment. They include seven members repre-
senting unorganised sector workers and seven
members representing employers of the unor-
ganised sector. Similarly, the Board for the wel-
fare of gig and platform workers will have 22
members with �ve representatives each from the
aggregators and the workers. But they have no
signi�cant representation of Central Trade Un-
ions from the Opposition side or from the State
Governments ruled by the Opposition. Labour is
in the Concurrent List of the Constitution and
both the States and the Union must work togeth-
er to improve the living standards of workers.

The International Labour Organization de-
�nes social security as the ‘protection that a so-
ciety provides to individuals and households to
ensure access to health care and to guarantee in-
come security, particularly in cases of old age,
unemployment, sickness, invalidity, work injury,
maternity or loss of a breadwinner’. The Union
Government claims that the country’s social se-
curity coverage has increased from 19% in 2015 to
64.3% in 2025, which is around 94 crore citizens.
However, it is apparent that the unorganised and
gig and platform workers, who make up more
than 92% of the country’s total workforce, are far
from enjoying any social security under this de�-
nition. Almost two decades ago, the National
Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised
Sector, headed by economist Arjun Sengupta, re-
commended a slew of measures to improve the
social security of workers in the informal sector.
The issues raised by the panel still remain unad-
dressed. A report prepared by Justice V. Gopala
Gowda for the Keralam Government in March
this year �agged certain anti-federal and anti-
worker characteristics in the Social Security
Code and suggested amendments. The Union Go-
vernment should take the trade unions and the
State Governments on board while creating new
systems and mechanisms to address the social se-
curity concerns of the vast majority of workers. 

Suboptimal outcomes
Social security concerns of unorganised

sector workers remain

T
he state of relations between China
and India today can best be described
as managed coexistence. The moot
question is whether they can, or

cannot, exist peacefully in the coming decades.
This issue arises because every ‘patrolling
deviation’ is regarded as a ‘face-o�’, endangering
peace and tranquillity and in the process,
Sino-Indian relations. Consequently, though not
at war, even managed coexistence is proving
problematic. No obvious reasons exist for the two
ancient civilisations to be in con�ict,
notwithstanding certain border disagreements. 

The 1962 Sino-Indian con�ict, it might be
argued, was an outcome of Mao’s ‘hubris’ in the
wake of his disastrous ‘Great Leap Forward’,
though historians also adduce several other
reasons for it. Ever since the con�ict, the border
in the Ladakh region has remained a serious bone
of contention between the two countries. For
India, Mao’s per�dy after years of ‘Hindi–Chini

Bhai Bhai’ meant that China could not be trusted,
and the loss of territory in both Ladakh and
Arunachal Pradesh became a permanent sore.
However, it still does not wholly explain why
feelings remain so embittered to this day. 

Commentators today are prone to highlight the
impact of the 2020 Galwan Valley clash between
Chinese and Indian patrols (which resulted in the
loss of 20 Indian soldiers) for the continuing
tensions between the two countries. But the
distance that exists between the two civilisations
cannot be quite explained by this singular event.
The time has, perhaps, come to demystify the
reasons for this so that India and China can take
their appointed place in the comity of nations. 

An ancient divide?
Ladakh’s improperly delineated terrain is often
brought up as one major reason that is preventing
a solution between the two nations. Similar
reasons are attributed by so-called experts to
explain tensions in the Arunachal Pradesh sector,
where the true villain, perhaps, is as much the
McMahon Line, as are the Chinese, for leaving
behind an improperly demarcated border. 

Recent history is replete with the many steps
taken by the two countries during periods of
thaw. However, nothing quite approximates to
the one initiated by Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi
who, in 1988, took the initiative to visit China and
meet up with leaders such as Deng Xiaoping,
achieving a new watershed in relations between
India and China. This has, unfortunately, been
subsequently frittered away by leaders on both

sides, but remains a beacon of light to this day, on
how to o�set tensions and improve state-to-state
relations. The spin-o� from the discussions
enabled the border question to be discussed
separately, often sidestepping bureaucratic
hurdles and so-called military con�dence
building measures. 

Ever since there have been many ‘way stations’
in the con�ict between the two countries. Many
of the current initiatives are, however, beginning
to look like a ‘zero sum game’. No doubt,
extraneous aspects such as the U.S.-sponsored
QUAD (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) initiative
have also contributed to the perseverance of the
stalemate. Moreover, Chinese strategists, who
often tend to be obtuse in their thinking, believe
that India’s involvement in U.S. plans are a ploy to
contain China. As a result, they see no reason to
take steps to improve relations with India. 

The moot question, though, is whether India
has reasons to fear China. Notwithstanding the
much touted remarks of Canadian Prime
Minister, Mark Carney, “that the old rules-based
order is dead and that new coalitions of the
willing need to be constituted to protect the
interests of many countries”, it would be
egregious to think that this applies to India-China
relations. While India and China need to sort out
many issues, it would be a mistake for India to
look upon China as a threat to its very existence,
even though China might well visualise India, in
course of time, as a challenge to its pre-eminence
in certain �elds. Instead of pursuing a negative
trajectory, it would seem the phrase recently
popularised following discussions between
Chinese President Xi Jinping and U.S. President
Donald Trump that ‘building a constructive
relationship of strategic stability’ applies as much
to Sino-Indian relations as to Sino-U.S. relations.
Nevertheless, India would do well to contend
with the reality — as the Economist mentioned —
that “even as China produces more research
about India, it seems to understand it less”. 

Another aspect is, how well does India — or for
that matter the rest of the world — understand the
true extent of China’s military strength, and its
ability to win wars of the present and those of the
future. India is by no means an ally of China, but
it is far-fetched to believe that India is its real
opponent, one with whom a con�ict is inevitable
or imminent. Any con�ict with India would set
China back several years, and derail its 2049
target of becoming numero uno in the world.
India, for its part, also has no inclination to
embark on a con�ict with China. This, therefore,

should clearly rule out direct con�ict as a means
to settle disputes between them. Messages would,
however, have to go out to the military and
border guards of both countries to ensure that
instances such as the one that took place in the
Galwan Valley in 2020 do not recur. In any event,
neither country enjoys an edge in the disputed
areas in the high Himalayas, and avoidance of
inadvertent action is, hence, essential.

Understanding China is essential
It is also essential to dispel the myth of China’s
military edge which is often �agged by political
entities and military experts. The People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) and the People’s
Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), more so the latter,
have made major advances to �ght future wars,
but are not yet world-class. The very fact that
China has refrained from embarking on a war to
reclaim Taiwan also indicates the degree of
realism that pervades the Chinese military.
China’s accretion of long range missiles and
submarines, and related surveillance systems, as
also its impressive amphibious ability
notwithstanding, India is more than a match for
China’s capabilities in the high Himalayas. It is a
myth perpetuated by interest groups that the
threat posed by China to India is a grave one. 

One does need to read China right, and avoid
anything that might bring forth a response that
India had not intended. It is important, hence, to
better understand China’s intentions. It would
also be a gross mistake to regard China as ready
to test India’s strength to degrade its position in
the world. China knows when to bend, as was
seen when under President Hu Jintao in 2005,
China signed an Agreement with India to foster a
long-term constructive and cooperative
partnership. Article I of this Agreement stated
that neither side shall use or threaten to use force
against the other, and Article VII observed that in
reaching a boundary settlement, the two sides
shall “safeguard the due interests of their settled
populations in the border areas”. 

It needs to be kept in mind that China’s
national identity is not as cohesive as one is led to
think. Understanding the frailties of the ‘Qing
Dynasty’ and the elasticity of the Dynasty’s
boundaries are a key primer for all nations that
have to deal with China; all the more so for India.
Misreading China would cost India dearly, for
there is nothing in the history of the two that
suggests that they have to be permanently at war.
India can, today, coexist peacefully with China,
and China with India. 

Can India and China coexist peacefully? 

M.K. Narayanan

Former Director,
Intelligence Bureau, a
former National
Security Adviser, and
a former Governor of
West Bengal
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T
he core of the U.S. Military Industrial
Complex (MIC) is shifting from traditional
hardware manufacturers to algorithm and

AI companies which will lead to an obvious
fallout across the global defence industrial base.
Three interlocking attributes to this shift are the
inversion of war economics, the restructuring of
procurement and capital logic, and the
“software-de�ned” transformation of the military
technology stack. This shift was formally
sancti�ed on September 29, 2026, when U.S.
President Donald Trump convened the CEOs of
the world’s most powerful AI companies to sign
the White House Accord on Super Intelligence — a
voluntary framework that symbolically integrated
AI �rms into the national security architecture. 

The military implications of this Accord are
unmissable. Moreover, substantive developments
had already occurred months earlier in the
military domain. In May 2026, the U.S.
Department of War announced agreements with
eight AI companies — SpaceX, OpenAI, Google,
Nvidia, Re�ection, Microsoft, Amazon Web
Services, and Oracle — to deploy their capabilities
on classi�ed networks at impact levels 6 and 7;
the highest classi�cation tiers for sensitive
military operations.

Drivers of the shift 
The traditional MIC has operated on a ‘few but
exquisite’ logic’, which is that multi-billion dollar
platforms will ensure deterrence from other
parties as they would be technologically
overpowered. This logic has, however, been
exposed as economically unsustainable and
fragile. In recent con�icts, the U.S. and allied
defences were compelled to expend expensive
interceptors against cheap drones. 

The Pentagon’s response has been a dramatic
funding shift. The Defence Autonomous Warfare
Group (DAWG), which absorbed the stalled

Biden-era Replicator Initiative (rapidly �elding
thousands of low-cost, uncrewed autonomous
systems across multiple domains) saw its budget
projections jump from $225.9 million in FY26 to
$54.6 billion in the upcoming FY27. 

If war economics created demand, capital
markets provided the supply-side solution. The
traditional MIC relied on “cost-plus” contracts,
incentivising risk aversion and prolonged
timelines. The new players or the neo-primes,
which are software companies such as Palantir,
SpaceX, Anduril etc., employ �xed-price
contracts, absorbing upfront costs and trading
on-time delivery for higher margins. The
combined enterprise value of the neo-primes
exceeds the value of the ‘Big Three’ companies
(Lockheed Martin, RTX, and Northrop Grumman)
by three times, despite revenues nearly eight
times smaller. 

The explanation lies in procurement reform. In
March 2026, the Army awarded Anduril a 10-year,
$20 billion enterprise contract that consolidated
more than 120 separate procurement actions into
one acquisition component. The U.S. Army has
signed 14 such enterprise contracts in eight
months, replacing 118 individual contracts — an
88% reduction in contract volume. Programs that
took seven years to award now move in months.
Palantir’s Maven Smart System was formally
designated an ‘o�cial program’ with locked in
long-term funding, which was the �rst time a
Silicon Valley company has been directly
embedded into the defence budgetary skeleton.

The May 2026 agreements by Pentagon with AI
companies laid out the functional layers of the
algorithmic military stack. The algorithm and the
layered-model constitute the brain which include
OpenAI (multilingual intelligence analysis),
Google (satellite imagery target recognition), and
Re�ection AI (autonomous combat agents). The
compute layer is provided by Nvidia’s

military-grade GPU clusters. The cloud services
layer is built by Microsoft, Amazon, and Oracle.
The communications layer is by SpaceX’s Starlink
and Starshield while Palantir and Anduril serve as
strategic hubs and frontline execution terminals
(edge AI, drone swarms, counter-drone systems).
The core thesis of “software-de�ned warfare” is
that codes and not platforms have become the
decisive di�erentiator. A warship’s systems can
become smarter overnight through a single
download, and drones can switch from
reconnaissance to electronic attack by loading a
di�erent software.

Traditional contractors however, have not
disappeared. Lockheed, RTX, and Northrop still
receive the vast majority of defence budget
dollars and spend far more on lobbying.
However, the symbolic indicators have reversed:
capital market valuations now re�ect investors’
judgment about the future shape of the MIC. 

Concern about vulnerabilities
In breaking with traditional contractors, the
Pentagon may create new dependencies —
Palantir’s battle�eld systems and SpaceX’s launch
capabilities could become the new single points
of failure. More fundamentally, the speed of
commercial AI iteration creates a veri�cation gap.
As AI companies deploy at commercial velocity,
the Pentagon’s test and evaluation system,
designed around static hardware, may not be
enough. Certain programmes are still di�cult to
be validated. The vulnerability can be serious in
the eventuality of unvalidated software-de�ned
weapons failing due to a cyberattack.

The core of the MIC has shifted from the
factory to the server due to the arithmetic of
cost-imposition, the venture-velocity logic of
capital, and the architectural revolution of
software-de�ned warfare. Victory in future wars
may now depend on algorithms, data, and code.

How AI is transforming U.S. military industrial complex 

Shashank Ranjan
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Banks not liable
This is with reference to the
article titled ‘SC seeks
compensation for digital
arrest scam victims’
(October 30). Time and
again, the RBI and the State
and Central governments
have been continuously
debunking ‘digital arrests’
which is non-existent in the
legal system. The scammers
who carry out these heists
generally concentrate on
trapping senior citizens who
can be expected to panic on
receiving calls from those
masquerading as police
inspectors or even the CBI.
Banks or other institutions

October 30). This should
assuage the grievance of
the Opposition against the
ECI and its CEC Gyanesh
Kumar in particular. 
Ravi Mathur
Noida

around the world is already
under deep economic and
structural pressures. 
S.S.Paul
West Bengal

Gross oversight
By clearly pointing out fault
lines in the process of
conducting the SIR of
electoral rolls, the Supreme
Court has taken the bull by
its horns and lambasted the
Election Commission for its
gross lack of oversight and
concern for the plight of the
voters deprived of their
voting rights for no fault of
theirs (referring to Editorial
titled ‘Deemed ineligible’ on

state that has no qualms
about surveilling is ironic.
Far too often, powerful
interests have dragged
media houses or individual
journalists to court in
frivolous cases that fall
apart eventually, but drain
the time and the resources
of the defendants. It is not
di�icult to see how
politicians and big business
houses could similarly
abuse the DPDP (Digital
Personal Data Protection)
Act to target or threaten
journalists and their
organisations over
investigative reporting.
Journalism in India and

right direction. This cyber
fraud is among the biggest
financial frauds a�ecting
the Indian economy
involving thousands of
crores of rupees. The
Supreme Court needs to be
lauded for taking suo motu

cognisance of the matter
and seeking compensation
for the victims.
Thomas Palocaren
Vellore

Privacy no excuse
I refer to the Editorial titled
“Open to probe” published
on October 30. The
weaponisation of privacy to
thwart transparency by a

can hardly be saddled with
the responsibility of
compensating those who
have been cheated as
online payments are
directly paid by the victims
and the banks have no role
in e�ecting these payments
C.V. Aravind
Bengaluru 

Right step
The proposal by the
Supreme Court to make
banks liable to compensate
victims of digital arrest, as
financial institutions failed
to exercise due diligence to
prevent fraudulent
transactions, is a step in the
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GROUND ZERO

O
n the afternoon of October 26, Pra-
santh alias Linga Prasanth, a 25-year-
old di�erently abled remand prisoner
in the Theni district jail of Tamil Na-

du, was frustrated. Though he had obtained bail,
he had not been able to get a surety bond.

To comfort him, his friends began plotting an
escape. Investigators said Silambarasan, another
remand prisoner, suggested feigning an epileptic
seizure as part of the plan. After hours of discus-
sion, all the 17 inmates of Prasanth’s cell agreed to
stage the drama. At around 10.30 p.m., a few of
them raised the alarm, claiming that one of them
was having an epileptic seizure.

This immediately alerted the jail personnel.
When the jail warden, Madan Mohan, stepped in-
to the crowded cell, the 17 inmates overpowered
and assaulted him. Severely injured, Mohan
could do little to stop them from escaping.

The 17 inmates were all remand prisoners —
that is, held in custody by a court order while
waiting for their trial, court appearance, or sen-
tencing. Most of them were accused of o�ences
such as theft, possession of ganja, and property-
related crimes. Most of them were between the
ages of 20 and 25. They hailed from di�erent dis-
tricts of Tamil Nadu, including Theni, Madurai,
Salem, Kanniyakumari, and Dindigul.

Fleeing the cell, they reached the main gate of
the district jail. A constable, Thangapandi, saw
them running out. Investigators said that he had
sensed that he would be in trouble if he fought
them, as the prisoners had picked up some ob-
jects from the kitchen to attack anyone along the
way. Thangapandi simply handed over the keys
of the main gate to them. Unlocking the gates, the
group �ed under the cover of darkness, perhaps
unaware that they were part of Tamil Nadu’s lar-
gest jailbreak in decades.

The hunt

The moment Theni Superintendent of Police Pra-
deep Gowtham was informed about the jail
break, he alerted his senior o�cers, he said. The
o�cers formed teams. Inspectors, Sub-Inspec-
tors, and Special Sub-Inspectors were assigned
various tasks, including alerting village heads in
the surrounding areas.

Inspector General of Police (South Zone) Vi-
jayendra Bidari said the police launched syste-
matic combing operations, given the heavily for-
ested and mountainous terrain surrounding the
jail. They did not know which direction the esca-
pees had gone, so they decided to seal the border
districts between Thekkampatti, where the jail is
located in Theni district, and Varusanadu, a hil-
lock adjacent to the jail.

“We alerted the Keralam police, and their
check posts too came under intensi�ed surveil-
lance,” Bidari said. For additional boots on
ground, they also roped in a team from neigh-
bouring Dindigul district, which was led by its SP
S. Jeyakumar, Bidari adds.

The police shared the photos and details of all
the escaped prisoners with one another over
WhatsApp and also made them public. They co-
vered all the railway tracks and stations and also
placed airports on alert. They began conducting
checks in Madurai airport — the closest and the
largest major airport located near Theni — from
the early hours of October 27.

A few young SIs and policemen, chosen for
their communication skills and familiarity with
the terrain, were deployed in the forest. As part
of the combing operation, the police also placed
the houses of some escapees who had friends in
Theni district under surveillance.

On October 27, convinced that the escapees
were hiding in the forest, the police decided to
deploy three high-de�nition drones to track
them down. Five Special Task Force teams,
trained in jungle combing operations, were
pressed into service. Four teams from the Tamil
Nadu Special Police were positioned at vantage
locations. “The drone footage helped us scan
large swathes of the forest and pinpoint the esca-
pees’ locations,” said Bidari.

Their e�orts and strategy soon paid o�. The
breakthrough came when eight of the escapees
were spotted and apprehended before sunset.
When 13 of the 17 escapees were apprehended by
the end of the day, their confessions revealed
that all but three of them had taken refuge in the
forest and were planning to emerge during the
day, investigators say. The remaining four were
apprehended the next day at two di�erent loca-
tions. “The entire operation lasted 42 hours,” Bi-
dari said.

Beyond security

The district jail, situated on the foothills of a vast
mountainous terrain along the Thekkampatti vil-
lage in Andipatti block of Theni district, was in-
augurated in 2019. It can house about 200 in-
mates. However, on the night of October 26, it

had 334 inmates, according to the jail sta�. The
sta� added that of the sanctioned strength of 33,
there were only six of them on duty at the time of
the incident.

Mohan, who was attacked by the prisoners
and is undergoing treatment at the Theni Govern-
ment Medical College and Hospital, said he
rushed into the cell when he heard a cry for help
at around 9.45 p.m. “My �rst thought was: no one
should die in custody. But the situation turned
out to be di�erent,” he said.

He recalled how the inmates covered his face
with a bedsheet. “They locked me inside and es-
caped. They had assaulted me, so I had blood all
over my clothes. Still, I blew the whistle to alert
the guard at the main gate.” The alarm was out of
order and the lighting in the premises poor,
which enabled the prisoners to �ee easily, investi-
gators said.

According to investigators, one of the escapees
said that as the 17 inmates were �eeing, they spot-
ted a police vehicle approaching the jail. Think-
ing that the police had come to catch them, they
panicked. However, the vehicle was only bringing
another accused to be lodged in the district jail.

The police in the vehicle also said they were
stumped seeing inmates coming out of jail. Be-
fore they or the escapees could fully grasp what
was happening, the prisoners had run away.

Silambarasan, who has a physical disability, al-
legedly told the police he could not get far from
the prison. While �eeing, he stepped on thorny
bushes and was unable to run any further. He re-
mained there for several hours before being
caught by the search team.

Bidari said the police were surprised when the
drone pinpointed the location of eight escapees
hiding deep inside the forest using GPS coordi-
nates. The escapees, who police said were well
hidden and beyond the police’s reach, were
shocked to see police personnel waiting outside
their hideout, he said. “Technology made this
possible,” Bidari added.

During interrogation, many of the escapees
told the police that they had not eaten anything
for the last 35 hours or so. A senior o�cer in Uth-
amapalayam sub-division in Theni district said
that except two escapees — Thirupathi and Mee-
nakshi Sundaram, who were brothers — the rest
did not even drink water.

Thirupathi and Sundaram had somehow man-
aged to access a mobile phone and inform their
family members about their escape. The police
also alleged that a video, purportedly recorded
by Thirupathi and Sundaram’s mother, had gone
viral on social media. In it, they said she had al-
leged that the police were planning to stage an
encounter and kill her two sons. She appealed to
the Tamil Nadu government to save them, adding
that her daughter-in-law was due to deliver a ba-
by the following month and that the family was in
deep distress.

Need for prison reform

Speaking of the shortage of manpower in the
Theni jail, a senior o�cer at the Tamil Nadu Pri-
sons Department in Chennai said, “This is a pro-
blem not only in district jails, but also in Central
prisons.” He admitted that prisons were housing
80-100% more inmates than their sanctioned ca-
pacity, leading to severe overcrowding.

Dr. C. Ramasubramanian, a senior psychiatrist
from Madurai, is associated with Magizhchi
(meaning ‘happiness’), a psycho-social support
and mental well-being programme conducted for
police personnel. He said the government’s res-
ponsibility went beyond strengthening prison se-
curity and deploying adequate sta�, including su-
perintendents, assistant superintendents, jail
wardens, and cooks. “A majority of the prisons
act as punishment centres rather than correction
centres. What motivated the 17 inmates to es-

cape? That should be thoroughly examined.
Whether the escape was driven by psychological
factors or other reasons, it should serve as an
eye-opener for the government and prison auth-
orities, prompting them to examine the issue
more closely,” he said.

Though prisons had psychologists, the ques-
tion was whether they were adequately trained to
deal with o�enders, he said. Dr. Ramasubrama-
nian said the State government should introduce
training programmes for prison o�cials along
the lines of Magizhchi.

He said prison authorities should also main-
tain dossiers on inmates. Occasional o�enders
and habitual o�enders should never be housed in
the same cell, he said, warning that mixing the
two could have dangerous consequences.

Prisoners should be monitored closely and
continuously, both physically and psychological-
ly, he said. “When a person walks out of prison,
he should feel transformed and be able to reinte-
grate into society, rather than turn aggressive.”

The Director-General of Police (Head of Police
Force), Mahesh Kumar Aggarwal, said, “With all
17 escapees swiftly apprehended, the next step is
to strengthen prison infrastructure and increase
sta� strength. We will also enhance security
systems.”

Even though the combing operation ended on
a successful note, the Tamil Nadu government
shifted the Director General of Police (Prisons)
Sandeep Rai Rathore and posted senior Indian
Police Service o�cer K. Shankar in his place on
October 29.

Former DGP S.R. Jangid said that it was good
news that the police teams had apprehended all
the 17 accused who had escaped. “The govern-
ment should devise a plan in such a way that not
only is security strengthened in prisons, but the
number of security personnel too is enhanced,”
he said. “Jails should not be overcrowded. It may
lead to other complications. There is plenty of
technology available and the government should
aid such sensitive departments to make use of it
in larger public interest,” Jangid added.

Deputy Superintendent of Police Vishnu Priya
told the media on October 29 that all the 17 ac-
cused would be sent to di�erent prisons in Tamil
Nadu, including Salem, Palayamkottai, Cudda-
lore, and Madurai.

A political row

Reacting to the incident, Dravida Munnetra Kaz-
hagam president and former Chief Minister M.K.
Stalin said that the Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam go-
vernment’s performance had been “exposed”
through the incident.

“Following Breaking Bad, Prison Break has
now begun in Tamil Nadu too!” he said in a post
on X, asking how such a large number of inmates
could escape despite improved security arrange-
ments and surveillance systems. He said the es-
cape of the 17 inmates evoked memories of one of
the biggest jailbreaks in Tamil Nadu in 1995
(when 43 militants of the Liberation Tigers of Ta-
mil Eelam escaped from a special camp in the
Vellore Fort after digging a 153-foot-long tunnel).
Stalin also said the Theni incident came soon af-
ter the escape of two prisoners from Puzhal pri-
son, raising questions over prison security.

The All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazha-
gam (AIADMK), the other major Opposition par-
ty, also criticised the government. Its leader,
Edappadi K. Palaniswami, said murders, attempt-
ed murders, and cases registered under the POC-
SO Act had become routine in the State. “This
shows that the common person is not safe in Ta-
mil Nadu,” he said.

Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C. Joseph Vijay did
not issue a statement addressing the incident.

srikrishna.l@thehindu.co.in

Seventeen remand prisoners fled from Theni district jail and were apprehended in 42 hours. KARTHIKEYAN G. 

The great escape
from Theni jail
On October 26, a group of 17 remand prisoners hatched a plan to escape from the Theni district jail under the

cover of darkness. All of them were apprehended within 42 hours in a massive search operation involving

various Tamil Nadu police teams and drones. But the jailbreak has raised larger questions about prison

overcrowding, sta� shortages, security, and the need for reform, reports L. Srikrishna

The drone
footage
helped us
scan large
swathes of
the forest
and
pinpoint the
escapees’
locations

VIJAYENDRA
BIDARI
Inspector General
of Police (South
Zone)

The police searching for the 17 prisoners who escaped from the district jail.

KARTHIKEYAN G. 
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T
he most striking feature of 
Jogen Chowdhury’s paint-
ings have always been the 
eyes—wide open, they 
come across as curious and 

contemplative at the same time. More 
often than not, they seem like windows to 
the soul, exploring depths of human con-
sciousness. This aspect—together with 
the power of the line—was evident across 
Chowdhury’s practice spanning watercol-
ours, ink on paper, and pastel and oil. The 
artist, who passed away earlier this week 
at the age of 87 after a battle with blood 
cancer, created several iconic masterpie-
ces such as Faces of a Thinker (1980), Day 
Dreaming (1979), Ganapati (1976), and the 
2005 series referencing the abuse of pris-
oners by American soldiers in Iraq. 

“With Jogen Chowdhury’s passing, we 
have lost one of the great masters of mod-
ern Indian art,” says Tripat K. Kalra, 
Founder, Gallerie Nvya, who worked with 
him closely. “He gave us a language 
entirely his own: the unbroken line, the 
vulnerable, ironic, deeply human figure. 
He never followed trends; he trusted his 
roots and his hand, and that conviction 
shaped generations of artists.”

Chowdhury was born on 15 February 
1939 in Faridpur (now in Bangladesh). His 

criss-crossed flesh,” he wrote. The essay, 
titled Jogen Chowdhury: Lyric and Enig-
matic Visions, can be read on the Critical 
Collective website.

Chowdhury accumulated experiences, 
allowing them to wash over him and 
reveal unexpected perspectives in turn. 
During the covid-19 pandemic, he was 
moved by the plight of migrant workers 
and attempted to express those feelings in 
writing and sketches, once he was able to 
process those changes.

Though he trained at a government art 
college, he shifted from an academic way 
of training. After his stint at Paris, he came 
back to develop a very personal style. The 
artist’s work from the 1960s particularly 
marked this shift, as he began using dis-
tortion of form. “He drew upon folk tradi-
tions of Bengal, and skills and crafts prac-
ticed by women. However, he didn’t imi-
tate those. He managed to create a subtle 
and sophisticated language, which was 
unique to him,” Siva Kumar tells Lounge.

A UNIQUE VISUAL IDIOM
This language acquired a new clarity in 
the 1970s. In the essay, Bengal Decentred: 
The Emergence of the Regional Modern 
published in the book 20th Century Indian 
Art, Nandini Ghosh writes that in the 
1970s, Chowdhury’s thematic concern 
was increasingly marked with the desper-
ation that typified an ordinary citizen’s 
attempts to survive in difficult times. This 
rendered a dimension of commitment to 
social reality, transmuted either through 
the symbolic interpretation of mythic 
imagery or through satirical portrayals of 
characters of generic types. 

“He introduced the allegorical and the 

satirical as powerful modes of communi-
cation, expressed using texture, colour, a 
linear network and an intentional incisive 
distortion of forms,” writes Ghosh. “His 
satirical mode also invariably involved a 
reinterpretation and contextual reading 
of traditional mythic material through 
contemporary political concerns.”

She cites an example of his work The 
Youth (1974), in which Chowdhury depicts 
a middle-aged bald man, whose stance 
evokes the image of a politician. “The mul-
ti-coloured ball in the man’s hand is the 
painter’s metaphor for the manipulation 
of politicians in handling contemporary 
politics,” adds Ghosh.

Yashodhara Dalmia, who has curated 
Making the Modern: Sixty Indian Master 
Artists, feels that an artist like Chowdhury 
gave an “ironical twist” to the well-heeled 
babus and their lustrous women drawing 
on the Kalighat tradition. “His works of 
the mid-seventies made with cross hatch-
ings create patterns of mood exploding 
seamlessly within the form. The shadowy 
space in which this takes place speaks of 
the enigmatic experience of intimacy in 
the dark of the night. By the late 70s and 
80s the human form begins to acquire a 
life of its own where ironic satire is con-
tained within its own contours,” she writes 
in her essay for the show.

Curator and art historian Uma Nair, 
who spent time with him in 2007 while 
writing a catalogue on his works, calls 
Chowdhury a master of contours, who 
invented his own forms of figuration 
drawn from theatre, films and the rituals 
of Bengal. He was an admirer of Pablo 
Picasso and was inspired by his love of 
reinvention. “I found a simplicity to 

Jogen’s work, as well as a hunt for serenity. 
[There was] a purposeful omission of 
superfluous distractions as he created 
images of silent dialogues,” she says. 

In his works, Chowdhury had the 
power to create a poignant presence—
Nair calls them pared-down hymns to a 
higher level of beauty. She recalls his 
words from her 2007-visit: “A drawing is 
about being able to cultivate the body and 
the spirit, it is not only about a pretty pic-
ture… . The architecture of a man’s body 
presents more exciting avenues for me 
than a face; it is actually like mixing an 
open-plan design—where you can see 
down onto all four floors from the upper-
most level—and private treatment spaces. 
Creating them must take into account the 
perceptive predicament that a human 
subject offers.”

Chowdhury was not just a prolific artist 
but also a poet and an institution builder, 
founding the Artist’s Forum in New Delhi 
in 1975. According to Siva Kumar, in the 
last 40 years, he became even more 
involved in teaching and shaping the lives 
of young artists as a professor at Santini-
ketan. “He simultaneously became 
involved in activities where he wanted to 
promote art at a larger level,” he says. 

In 2014, he was invited to Rashtrapati 
Bhawan as its first artist-in-residence. And 
in 2019, he opened a museum in Kolkata 
to house his artworks and started a centre 
for art at Santiniketan for local artists to 
engage with artists from the rest of India 
and abroad. “If I can create an artwork, 
then I can also try to create an institution. 
I think this idea probably comes from my 
passion for our people, country and arts,” 
he was quoted as saying in the book, 20th 
Century Indian Art. 

Sunaina Anand, founder and director, 
Art Alive, who first met him in Santini-
ketan in 2002, remembers him as a vision-
ary with extraordinary imagination. “He 
supported young artists, students and 
young galleries and was always ready to 
guide and help younger practitioners,” 
she says. 

Siva Kumar finds this unusual for an art-
ist at the height of his creative power to 
veer into creating spaces for artists. “His 
legacy will be both as an artist and an insti-
tution builder.”

OBITUARY | 1939-2026

Jogen Chowdhury’s hymns 
to a higher level of beauty

The master of 
modern art not only 
created a language 
centred around the 
human figure but also 
trained young artists

(top) ’The Pensive Man’ (2007); 

(above) image from ‘Portrait of 

an Artist’ (Photographs by Rohit 

Chawla, text by Kishore Singh) 

‘Woman with Orange Blouse’ (1982). 

‘Retired Horse’ (1965).

COURTESY ART EXPOSURE AND ESTATE OF JOGEN CHOWDHURY

family moved to Kolkata following Parti-
tion, after which Chowdhury enrolled at 
the Government College of Arts and 
Crafts. In 1965, he received a government 
scholarship to study at the École Nationale 
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris, for two 
years, after which he returned to India and 
started to work for the Weavers’ Service 
Centre in Madras, while continuing to 
sketch and paint. 

“A student of Prodosh Das Gupta, 
Chowdhury worked in the expressionist 
style of figuration in his early years. He 
created his own gallery of the grotesque, 
featuring lewd men with bellies like sacks 
and women with loose, hanging breasts. 
The Paris sojourn sharpened his creative 
thought process, helping in the evolution 
of his distinctive personal style,” states a 
note on the artist by DAG.

This preoccupation with the human 
figure—featuring exaggerated distorted 
forms—remained a constant throughout 
his practice. Ashok Vajpeyi, managing and 
life trustee Raza Foundation, finds a 
unique artistic idiom and style of human 
figuration in Chowdhury’s works. “His 
human figures could be easily identified as 
Jogenian,” he posted in a tribute on social 
media. The Raza Foundation is currently 
showing some of his works in the Capital 
in collaboration with the Progressive Art 
Gallery as part of the show Making the 
Modern: Sixty Indian Master Artists.

Curator and art historian R. Siva Kumar, 
who wrote the catalogue essay for the 
2013 retrospective of the artist’s practice 
held in Santiniketan, found his construc-
tion of figures fascinating. “He is a painter 
of the human body but Jogen does not 
construct his figures like a builder with 
lumps of flesh or hew it out like a carver all 
in one piece. Like women crocheting gar-
ments, he knits them into shape squiggle 
by squiggle, and turns the body of inter-
locked squiggles into quivering, heaving, 

COURTESY ART EXPOSURE AND ESTATE OF JOGEN CHOWDHURY

‘Face of a Patriot’ (1980).

COURTESY THE COLLECTION OF EMAMI FAMILY
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F
rom the seasoned pen of Daisy 
Rockwell—after winning the Inter-
national Booker Prize in 2022 for 
her translation of Geetanjali Shree’s 
Ret Samadhi, now the best-known 

translator in the Anglophone world of Hindi and 
Urdu novels—comes a new book that also attests 
to a change in her own circumstances. Rockwell 
is seen now asserting a translator’s power, rarely 
ceded by the market, for literary advocacy and 
restitution. 

The Pashtun novelist Nisar Aziz Butt (1927-
2020), a mathematics teacher who spent most of 
her life in obscurity even within her native milieu 
of Urdu letters, published Nagari Nagari Phira 
Musafir in 1955 when she was only 29. Yet like her 
teenaged heroine, Afgar, Butt was clearly an old 
soul. From the four words of its title onwards, 
Wandered The Traveller declares itself the chroni-
cle of a spiritually gifted, emotionally unsatisfied, 
socially insignificant, and intellectually eclectic 
protagonist—a female bildungsroman of a kind 
that was still very rare in south Asia, with all its 
shackles on the female body. 

By choosing to translate Butt into English, and 
by choosing to translate her first novel in prefer-
ence to more mature and finished books from her 
oeuvre, Rockwell actually allows us to experience 
what it must have been like to be a life-loving 
young woman in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Kara-
chi in 1955, while also making the writer—with 
her deep interest in the texture of female subjec-
tivity and the nature of spiritual freedom in a 
shackling society—our contemporary.

“Afgar sat on the veranda and watched the 
hours climb the yellow, withering flower vines.” 
We can see the light changing in the few seconds 
that it takes us to read this sentence, and the expe-
rience of an entire afternoon and a young person’s 
reverie compressed into one startling image. The 
girl Afgar experiences life as a shower of delicate 
and beautiful perceptions. Yet they are rooted, 
and often seen writhing, in a self that finds itself 
unable to connect with the world. Most likely, 
Afgar reasons to herself as she sojourns through 
adolescence, it is because of the emotional starva-
tion of her childhood as an orphan brought up by 
relatives, “passed back and forth from house to 
house” and unable to think of any as home. 

Afgar seeks refuge in books and God, and in 
those seemingly supreme souls that seek God, 
most significantly her handsome cousin Mansoor, 
who is determined to reach God in a most mascu-
line and one-pointed way, through austerities and 
silence. Afgar believes entirely in Mansoor’s quest 
and adopts his goals as her own. But when he 
turns his back on his mission one day and pesters 
her to marry him, the scales fall from her eyes. She 
realizes her own search for meaning is perhaps 
much more genuine than his—and if it is not, at 
least it is her own and cannot be subsumed into 
someone else’s project. To be alone under one’s 
own existential roof is also a gift; to be lacking in 
self-worth, as she transparently is, a natural anti-

tuned to the Netflix wavelength may come to the 
realization that it is they who have spent their lives 
not going far enough into themselves, and also 
unwittingly colluding with making a market for 
narrative art that sees slowness as failure. (Imag-
ine if books could judge their readers as readers 
judge books.) 

“The forest was sunken in that deep silence,” 
observes Afgar in the closing pages of the novel, 
“which, at a certain point, becomes an eloquence 
in itself.” Rockwell has done a fine job of finding 
an eloquence for Butt’s Urdu and labyrinthine 
syntax in English. My only quibble is with her 
translation of the title, with its off-centre verb. 
The Pakistani writer Raza Naeem’s suggestion, 
The Wayfarer Went from Town to Town in an arti-
cle in The Friday Times, seems to me a much more 
euphonious interpretation, hewing to the repeti-
tion of “nagari” in Butt’s title. 

Finally, one can’t help noting HarperCollins’s 
decision to publish this as a fairly expensive 
paperback that nevertheless reveals an Afgarian 
lack of self-belief in itself as a book of enduring 
relevance. Butt’s words are so very solid and sub-
stantial; they should not be delivered on see-
through paper, visually undermined by her own 
words on the other side of the page.

Chandrahas Choudhury is the author of four 
books, including the novels Arzee the Dwarf and 
Days of My China Dragon and the book of literary 
essays My Country Is Literature.

Being a life-loving young 
woman in the 1950s
Nisar Aziz Butt’s 1955 
novel, translated by Daisy 
Rockwell, features an 
emotionally unsatisfied, 
and intellectually eclectic 
woman as protagonist

Aditya Mani Jha

T
he opening pages of the graphic 
novel The Donkey Rider by visual 
artist Rai (Amrita Barua) aren’t nar-

rated by either of the two main charac-
ters—Ghurbat, a prisoner on death row, 
and law student Huma, who is petitioning 
to stop Ghurbat’s execution. Instead, Rai 
makes a house lizard the narrator of these 
stage-setting, mostly black-and-white, 
pages (the house in question is the one 
Ghurbat once lived in).  After a few surreal 
observations on the philosophical impli-
cations of an abandoned home, the lizard 
has a David Lynch-flavoured conversation 
with Ghurbat’s disembodied head.

For what turns out to be a grounded, 
realistic, sobering read about the death 
penalty (and the structural inequities 
baked into India’s legal-political systems), 
this is a remarkably bold opening gambit. 
The lizard represents survival in the face 
of impossible odds, that indomitable little 
part of every organism that wants to keep 

every prison visit, not to mention every 
snide comment about her work delivered 
by a friend or family member. 

Indeed, this contrast is reinforced by 
their respective fictional settings: Ghurbat 
grows up in the village of “Rukawa”, 
whereas Huma grows up in the nearby big 
city, “Pulse”. “Rukawa” sounds pretty 
close to “rukawat” (“delay” in Hindi/Urdu) 
and conveys a sense of perpetual waiting, 
the limbo in which economically back-

wards under-trial prisoners languish 
behind bars with no sign of a trial (In The 
Donkey Rider, one such prisoner loses his 
sanity for being trapped in the limbo). 

The Huma chapters and illustrations 
are well-lit, clean-cut studies in middle-
class apathy; even the characters spouting 
nakedly aggressive lines (“Representing 
that dirty leech? That’s pure evil!”) have 
been drawn in a darkly funny way. 

They’re monstrous caricatures rather 

A busy street in Karachi, around 1955. GETTY IMAGES

T
sering 
Namgyal 
Khortsa’s 

new novel traces 
the life of a 
Tibetan in exile, 
born and brought 
up in India but 
employed in 
Taiwan in the 
1990s. In the 
heady days of the 
Asian boom, 
Tashi has a 
flourishing career in finance, but his heart is 
elsewhere. Torn between his dream of 
becoming a writer and fighting for his 
people, he seeks refuge in Buddhism.

‘A Season of Retreat’, by Tsering Namgyal 
Khortsa, Speaking Tiger, 192 pages, ₹399.

D
rawing on 
the ancient 
teachings 

of Chanakya in 
the Arthashastra, 
Ami Ganatra 
offers a novel 
framework for 
leadership and 
decision-making. 
Informed by her 
knowledge of 
Sanskrit texts and 
the corporate 
world, these lessons are meant to help 
individuals, institutions and nations 
negotiate dharma and power.

‘Sama, Dama, Danda, Bheda,’ by Ami 
Ganatra, Penguin Random House India, 360 
pages, ₹599.

D
eborshi 
Barat’s 
new novel 

packs the promise 
of a romance and 
travelogue. Set in 
“an African 
safari”, the story 
revolves around 
Niharika, who 
joins her friend 
Vania on a trip to 
get away from the 
betrayal perpetrated on her by her cheating 
fiance. As she spends time in Kenya, in the 
beauty and wilderness of nature, something 
shifts inside her. The arrival of a mysterious 
stranger complicates matters. 

‘Safari: A Love Story’, by Deborshi Barat, 
Om, 216 pages, ₹299.

F
ormer 
NASSCOM 
President 

Kiran Karnik 
brings his 
experience in 
government, 
academia, 
business and civil 
society to 
deliberate on 
India’s future in 
this book of 
essays. From AI to 
civic infrastructure, he explores a wide 
range of topics to argue that GDP alone 
cannot be the measure of a bright future.

‘Dawn or Dusk? Essays on India and the 
Emerging Tomorrow’ by Kiran Karnik, 
Speaking Tiger, 304 pages, ₹699.

NEW ON 

SHELVES

dote to the egotism of the self. 
“Nagari Nagari is preoccupied with Afgar’s 

painful search for a love that might heal the 
wounds of childhood, and for the answer to the 
conundrum of how a kind god can allow the con-
flicts and turmoils of our life in the 
world,” writes the British novelist, 
Aamer Hussein, in his pointed and 
precise introduction to the book. 

Rockwell credits Hussein, well 
known for his championing of “lost” 
subcontinental women writers of 
the 19th and 20th centuries, like 
Muhammadi Begum and Rashid 
Jahan, for having brought Butt to 
her attention. 

Rockwell, Hussein and Butt: 
American translator steeped in 
Hindi and Urdu literature; polyglot 
British literary critic brought up in 
Karachi and Indore; and Pashtun 
novelist in dialogue more with 
George Eliot and Jane Austen than 
her contemporaries Ismat Chughtai 
and Qurratulain Hyder, form an 
unusual trinity that attest to the one 
truth of which Afgar herself is sure: that in books 
and literature lie one of the deepest and surest 
sources of solace and solidarity in life. 

An audacious jump cut takes us into Afgar’s 
twenties when, after a stimulating spell as a stu-
dent in Lahore, she finds herself suddenly sent 

into exile in a sanatorium in the mountains after 
contracting tuberculosis. Weakness and pain and 
the prospect of death, both of others and her own, 
cast a pall over her days that leads her into an even 
deeper parsing of the meaning of joy and suffer-

ing. The bleak and rugged external 
landscape finds an echo in a mind 
steeped in the great books of the 
world—Tagore’s Gitanjali, the verse 
of Keats and Shelley, the couplets of 
Ghalib and Dagh Dehlvi—and living 
life as a rich dialogue between the 
experiences of the day and the 
attempts of human beings from past 
centuries to make sense of the uni-
verse. Winningly, Rockwell provides 
a reading list at the end of all the 
books and writers referenced by 
Afgar, thereby taking her as seri-
ously as a reader as Butt would have 
wanted to be taken as a writer.

Remarkably, there’s no mention 
in the novel of Partition, the scaf-
folding upon which many of the 
great novels in Hindi and Urdu of the 
1950s built their houses. Much more 

than the divided subcontinent, it is the divided 
self that most interests Aziz. (In fact, it is for such 
reversals of human-historical scale and signifi-
cance that the novel form itself exists.)

Wandered The Traveller is not an easy book to 
read. But in asking themselves why, many readers 

Wandered The 
Traveller: By Nisar 
Aziz Butt, translated by 
Daisy Rockwell, 
HarperCollins India, 
384 pages, ₹699.

The spiralling, ever-in-limbo world of death row 
on living; it’s why we use ‘lizard brain’ to 
describe instinctive, automatic, survival-
driven modes of behaviour.

The Donkey Rider is based on years of 
research conducted by The Square Circle 
Clinic (formerly known as Project 39A). 
The raw material being fictionalised are 
true stories of death row convicts, and the 
mitigation reports filed on their behalf by 
lawyers and law students. Mitigation 
reports are forensic and socio-legal docu-
ments that seek to capture the detailed 
circumstances leading up to a convict’s 
crime. These reports often become the 
basis of amnesty or mercy petitions, and 
that’s the narrative format that Rai adopts 
in parts of The Donkey Rider.

The Ghurbat chapters tell us his har-
rowing life story—losing his father and 
then his grandmother, being hounded out 
of a neighbourhood for being Muslim, 
chased away from public spaces by big-
oted policemen. 

Ghurbat also shows us the drudgery 
and the psychological cruelties of all 
prison life, but especially life on death 
row. It’s important to note that the book 
never tries to excuse Ghurbat’s crimes—
all it seeks to do is present a holistic view, 
to give us as much information about the 
man as possible.

The Huma chapters are intended as an 
urban-dwelling, English-speaking per-
son’s perspective on Ghurbat’s plight—
simplistic at first and then expanding with 

than literal monsters, characters in a black 
comedy and not a flat-out horror film. 

The horror-film aesthetics come with 
the Ghurbat chapters as he reminisces 
about his devastatingly sad childhood, 
recounts the deprivation and desperation 
that led him to commit a horrific crime. 
The morbid, and 
often supernatu-
ral, stories nar-
rated by his fel-
low condemned 
men enter these  
chapters as well.

Rai is clearly a 
c h i l d  o f  t h e 
1990s, and influ-
ences from that 
era sometimes 
turn up in unex-
pected, eye-
catching ways. 

For example, during her first meetings 
with death row convicts, Huma compares 
the long walks down stone corridors to the 
experience of playing Wolfenstein 3D, a 
popular 1990s video game set in a (fic-
tional) Nazi prison. At a different point, 
Rai reproduces a prisoner’s legend about 
‘The Well’, and it turns out to be a pastiche 
of the blockbuster prison-escape classics 
The Shawshank Redemption (1994) and the 
Clint Eastwood-starrer Escape from Alcat-
raz (1979). 

Rai piles on the horror effectively when 

she needs to. Obsessive cross-hatching 
and black-on-black shading effects bring 
out Ghurbat’s psychological horror (nega-
tive space is also utilised masterfully 
throughout the book). 

The peak of this psychological horror 
mode is page 107, where Rai draws a full-

page, top-down illustration of The Well, 
the spiralling nightmare of a prison 
where Ghurbat is being held. 

October 2026 marks the birth cen-
tenary of the 
French thinker, 
Michel Foucault, 
and The Well has 
been crafted in 
the image of the 
“panopticon” (a 
circular prison 

featuring cells arranged around a cen-
tral observation tower) described by him 
and by its original designer, philosopher 

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832).
Because of its subject material, The 

Donkey Rider is seldom an easy read. It is, 
however, a deeply rewarding work, thanks 
to Rai’s thoughtful distillation of The 
Square Circle Clinic’s research, and her 
robust, versatile illustrations that capture 
a wide range of emotions and scenarios. 
Read it to expand your understanding of 
our justice system—and the work all of us 
need to do in order to reform it.

Aditya Mani Jha is a Delhi-based writer.

Rai’s versatile illustrations capture a wide range of emotions. 

The Donkey 
Rider: By Rai, 
Penguin Random 
House India, 
224 pages, ₹699.

Based on the work of 
The Square Circle Clinic, 
‘The Donkey Rider’ 
shows the psychological 
cruelty of prison life
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A crisis of  democracy has been brewing for a while. In this sum-

mer of  discontent, we have seen the cup running over in the form

of  protests, whether in New Delhi, Paris, Belgrade or London, of-

ten marked by violence by security forces as well as rioters. While

the politics for such dissent is as varied as their geographies, one

common feature stands out: anxiety and fear among young peo-

ple in these countries of  facing a shaky future and of  being ‘left

behind’. This is a serious symptom of  loss of  faith in institutions.

Political scientist Anton Jäger describes hyperpolitics as a

mismatch between the warp speed and efficiencies of  technolo-

gical change and the deliberate slowness that is essential for de-

mocratic legitimacy. Today’s citizen is the ultimate consumer,

forever in the marketplace, seeking the

best option to realise aspirations, a quest

made ostensibly easier by extreme tech ef-

ficiency. The deliberative ‘slowness’ of  de-

mocracy marked by differences, engage-

ment, negotiations and compromise — an

architecture of  friction by design — is to

this citizen a bug akin to buffering. Outfits

like Cockroach Janta Party emerge and re-emerge offering a fix

that bypasses democratic gridlock. With its reliance on ‘street

justice’, hyperpolitics creates an illusion of  political power, gi-

ving citizens a sense of  political achievement without the

structures and institutions that facilitate long-term change.

Technology will not slow down for democracy. Neither sho-

uld democracy be made fast food. It’s for governments to show

that democracy is fit for purpose by narrowing the expecta-

tion gap, delivering public goods efficiently, demonstrating re-

sponsiveness, and reengineering spaces for deliberation. So-

cial contracts must be freshly inked.

Institutions Need
Fixing for Our Youth

The passing of  Walter Koenig (90) and Patrick Stewart (86)

this week has deprived the Star Trek universe of  two of  its

most recognisable spacefarers. Koenig played Pavel Che-

kov, the spirited Russian navigator aboard the 23rd-c. USS

Enterprise (NCC-1701). Stewart commanded the starship’s

24th-c. successor bearing the same name (NCC-1701-D) as

Capt Jean-Luc Picard. Their passing offers an opportuni-

tyto revisit the franchise’s greatest innovation: diversity,

equity and inclusion.

For all its mid- and late-20th-c. American characteristics

—its missionary spirit, civilisational missions, and every-

one speaking fluent (even if  Russian-accented for Chekov)

American English — Star Trek understood something

many modern corporations, and their anti-woke critics,

have missed. DEI is not principally a moral decoration but

an operational advantage. Consider the original USS Ent-

erprise. Spock (Leonard Nimoy), half-

human and half-Vulcan, supplied logic

where humans were too emotional. Hi-

karu Sulu (George Takei), a Japanese

helmsman, navigated without geopoli-

tical baggage. Nyota Uhura (Nichelle

Nichols), a Black woman — remember,

the US passed the Civil Rights Act in

1964 outlawing de jure racial segregation only two years

before Uhura first appeared in Star Trek — handled com-

munications without anyone questioning her qualificati-

ons. Chekov, a Russian, navigated a US-led spaceship in a

TV show at the height of  the Cold War.

Nobody was aboard to satisfy an HR spreadsheet. They

were there because the spaceship needed them. Picard’s Ent-

erprise extended this principle, accommodating Klingons,

androids (think AI) and assorted species whose recruitme-

ntwould have given contemporary immigration authorities

nervous breakdowns. Only competence mattered, not con-

formity, something that Silicon Valley may well remind Wash-

ington today. Modern organisations obsessed with DEI quo-

tas, or their abolition, can learn a few things by boldly going

places where no man — woman, or any other gender — wou-

ld dither to go for the fear of  being ‘too politically correct’.

To Boldly Go Where
DEI Has Gone Before
What Star Trek can teach firms about hiring

India’s tax treatment of  Esops rests on
aflawed premise: that an unrealised,
uncertain equity gain is equivalent to
cash salary. It isn’t. The difference
between a share’s fair market value on
the date of  exercise and its exercise
price is treated as a perquisite and
taxed at rates of  up to 39% for employ-
ees in the highest tax bracket.

Consider an employee exercising
10,000 options at ̀̀ 100 when shares are
worth ̀̀ 1,000 makes a notional gain of
`̀90 lakh. Having paid ̀̀ 10 lakh to
acquire the shares, with no cash
received, he could still face a tax bill of
~`̀35 lakh on paper gain. The problem
is worse in unlisted companies, where
the ̀̀ 1,000 valuation is based on a
formula, not an actual market price.
Employees are taxed on gains they
may not be able to realise for years.

Eligible startups can defer Esop tax
until a specified triggering event,
acknowledging liquidity crunch caused
by taxing gains at exercise. Why should
this relief  stop at startups? Employees
of  mature unlisted companies face the
same problem: they are taxed before
realising any economic gain.

Listed companies are no exception.
Even when shares are liquid, employ-
ees receive no cash on exercising
options. If  they owe tax of  around
39% on the ̀̀ 900 spread between the
exercise price of  ̀̀ 100 and market
price of  ̀̀ 1,000, they may have to sell
nearly 40% of  their shares immedia-
tely to meet the liability.

This forces employees to sell part of
their equity incentive before they
choose to, potentially at a loss. Worse,
any subsequent capital loss can be set
off  only against capital gains, not
salary income. So, while notional
Esop gain is taxed at slab rates, a loss
on sale can’t be offset against it.

Such losses can be set off  only aga-
inst capital gains, often taxed at lower
rates. For Indian employees holding
foreign parent company Esops, rupee
appreciation between exercise and
sale can also create a tax loss even if
the share price remains unchanged.
International practice does not sup-

port taxing employee equity as if  it
were indistinguishable from cash pay.

It would be inaccurate to claim that
no other country taxes options at
exercise. Britain taxes many non-tax-
advantaged options as employment
income. Singapore generally taxes
Esop gains at exercise as well.

Major economies have built separate
regimes for employee equity. Qualify-
ing Incentive Stock Options (ISOs) in
the US escape regular I-T at exercise,
with favourable capital gains treat-
ment available if  the specified hol-
ding conditions are met.

Britain’s EMI and Csop schemes offer
materially better treatment for quali-
fying options, and only capital gain
taxes apply on the eventual sale. Even
Singapore, which taxes at exercise as a
default, provides deferral mechanisms
for qualifying arrangements, subject
to application of  an additional interest
for the period of  deferral.

The common thread is not that
exercise is never a taxable
event. It’s that employee equity
is treated as different from a
cash salary, and taxed accor-
dingly. India should adopt a
similar principle. It need not
cost the exchequer much,
since this is fundamentally a
question of  timing rather than
exemption.

For listed as well as unlisted
companies, 3 approaches are
worth considering:
�Defer perquisite taxation un-
til the earliest genuine liquidity
event, as is currently contemp-

lated under the Indian startup regime
and in Singapore.
�Tax both the exercise spread and sub-
sequent appreciation only at the time
of  sale, as capital gains, similar to the
approach under qualifying regimes in
the US and Britain.
�Tax the exercise spread at a conces-
sional rate, while routing any subsequ-
ent appreciation through normal capi-
tal gains regime.

In each case, GoI can build in anti-
avoidance provisions, defined trigge-
ring events and valuation rules to
ensure the tax is eventually collected,
just later and against actual cash.
Separately, it should also consider
allowing the set-off  of  losses from sale
of  Esops on account of  value diminu-
tion and rupee appreciation against
salary income.

There is a broader stake here than
any individual employee’s liquidity
problem. India wants deeper capital
markets, more competitive compani-
es and a genuine culture of  employee
ownership. Esops are one of  the main
instruments through which that
ownership is meant to be shared.

An employee who knows that exer-
cising his options could trigger a
30-40% tax bill with no corresponding
cash inflow will rationally delay exer-
cise, reduce his participation, or simply
prefer cash pay instead. That is the
opposite of  what a modern, ownership-
orientated economy should want.

Khanna and Gupta are MD, and senior

manager, corporate taxation, respectively,

Bharti Enterprises

ATax Lesson From ESOP’s Fables

Every pitcher tells a story

Deven Khanna &
Nakul Gupta

C-Suite Folks, Mind
Your Mata Haris
Industrial espionage has been the preserve of  fictional gen-

tlemen who drink martinis, wear expensive suits and dis-

cover state secrets between bouts of  recreational fornicati-

on. Jensen Huang may not fit the Ian Fleming-John le Car-

ré bill. But in these times of  Mick Herron’s Slow Horses,

Nvidia’s leather-jacketed chief  reportedly attracted the at-

tention of  one Alice Huang, a Singapore-based businesswo-

man, whom US intelligence — the same lot that sometimes

believes Iran is on the brink of  nuclear weapon capability,

and sometimes believes that option has been obliterated —

suspects of  spying for China.

Nvidia, understandably, insists the interactions of  the two

consenting adults were ordinary business dealings, with no

secrets exchanged. Beijing, understandably, denies espion-

age allegations. So far, we only have an NYT report to sus-

pect that Huang was honey-trapped — or, darsaan-trapped.

But the affair offers corporate execs a useful reminder: one

need not be Bond or Smiley to be an intelligence target.

Possessing info worth billions is an excellent substitute for

possessing irresistible charm. The modern honey can skip

seduction. A convivial dinner, flattering conversation or a

casual question about next-gen chips can do what Aston

Martins and having a rendezvous at Checkpoint Charlie

once did. So, it doesn’t hurt to just keep it in your GPU.

Industrial espionage is no longer
just Bond and Smiley encounters

JUST IN JEST

F
or years, ‘the cloud’ was one
of  technology’s smartest me-
taphors. It made the infrast-
ructure behind our digital liv-
es seem gentle, fluffy and wei-

ghtless. But the cloud has always had
an address. Increasingly, people living
at that address are asking questions.

In Visakhapatnam, Google’s $15 bn
AI hub is being built across multiple si-
tes, with GW-scale compute at its heart.
Around nearby Tarluvada, villagers
have alleged that land they had cultiva-
ted for years was taken back without
adequate consultation or promised be-
nefits. At Adavivaram and Mudasarlo-
va, activists have challenged tree-clea-
ring and the project’s proximity to the
Kambalakonda wildlife sanctuary.

In Thane, residents around Ama-
zon’s proposed 53-acre hyperscale data
centre are protesting its location amid
homes, schools and hospitals, citing
concerns about electricity, water, heat
and noise. India is discovering a con-
flict that has been raging in the US and
Europe over the last year.

In Edgerton, Kansas, a town of  abo-
ut 2,000 people has been divided by a
proposed data centre, with residents
seeking a ballot initi-
ative, and the city go-
ing to court against
them. Finland offers
an even starker war-
ning. Google has
apologised after clea-
ring about 330 hecta-
res of  forest in Mu-
hos, and just under
200 hectares in Kaja-
ani, while environ-
mental assessments
were incomplete. It
has forced regula-
tors to halt the work.

It would be easy to
make this another
story about Big Tech vs helpless com-
munities. While we need that, we need
something more: a balance between
the two sides.

We need data centres. They run far
more than ChatGPT. Search, banking,
streaming, social networks, cloud soft-
ware, government services, hospitals
and almost every company’s digital
operations depend on them. AI simply

raises the requirement dramatically.
Google says its Vizag hub will provide
new subsea connectivity for India. IEA

says electricity use
by AI-focused data
centres jumped 50%
in 2025. A country
without serious com-
pute infrastructure
risks becoming a
consumer, rather
than a producer, of
the AI revolution.

So, the question is
not whether to build
them. It is how to bu-
ild them without ma-
king host communi-
ties feel that everyo-
ne else benefits, whi-
le they get the bill.

There are 4 parts to the answer:
�TechnologyData centres consume
enormous power, and some cooling de-
signs consume substantial water. But
those numbers are not immutable laws
of  physics. Microsoft’s newest designs
use closed-loop, direct-to-chip cooling
that requires no water evaporation dur-
ing normal operation.

Recycled wastewater, better chips,

smaller efficient models, smarter work-
load scheduling and renewable power
can all reduce the footprint. The objecti-
ve should be to squeeze more intelligen-
ce out of  every litre, watt and acre.
� Geography Do all these facilities
need to sit beside dense urban populati-
ons? China’s ‘East Data, West Comput-
ing’ programme deliberately places
much of  its capacity in western regio-
ns rich in wind and solar energy, while
serving demand con-
centrated in the east.

5 of  its 8 national
computing hubs are in
western China. India
will need low-latency
facilities near cities
for some workloads.
But model training,
backup capacity and
less time-sensitive
computing can often
be located where land,
clean energy and wa-
ter are more abundant. Data centres
should follow resources where possib-
le, rather than forcing resources to fol-
low data centres.
� Social contract Tech companies
learnt from platforms that enormous

value can be captured centrally while
users receive only a slice. That model
won’t work when the ‘platform’ occupi-
es hundreds of  acres in someone’s nei-
ghbourhood. Communities need to sh-
are visibly in the upside through jobs,
local infrastructure, reliable power,
water restoration, taxes and, perhaps,
direct community funds.
�RegulationIt needs to arrive before
the damage. For social media, govern-
ments are now scrambling to regulate
privacy, addictive design, misinforma-
tion, child safety and platform account-
ability only after these systems have
reshaped society. We should not repeat
that sequence with AI infrastructure.

Governments, technologists, com-
panies and civil society need to sit to-
gether now, and establish clear rules
around land use, water, power, envi-
ronmental impact, community benefit
and transparency. Good regulation
should not obstruct data centres, but
encourage better technology, smarter
siting and a fairer social contract.

The objective is not regulation vs in-
novation, but regulation that allows
innovation to retain public consent.
India can take a lead in this, and make
it an example for the world.

Google’s older data centre in Hami-
na, Finland, now feeds waste heat into
the local district-heating network, eno-
ugh to meet a large share of  the town’s
heating needs. In the US, some develo-
pers are proposing direct payments
and community benefit packages.
These cannot become bribes for bad
projects. But they point towards the
right principle: if  a community hosts
critical digital infrastructure, it sho-
uld participate materially in the value
created by it.

Perhaps we should think of  major
data centres less as private warehouses
full of  computers, and more as quasi-
public utilities. They can be privately

owned and commerci-
ally operated. But their
relationship with elec-
tricity, water, land and
surrounding commu-
nities makes them part
of  the civic fabric.

The next great
constraint on AI may,
therefore, not be chips,
models or money. It
may be consent. And
consent is not won by
telling communities to

get out of  the way of  progress. It is ear-
ned by designing technology, locations
and economics so that progress be-
longs to them too.

The writer is founder, AI&Beyond

Don’t make it alien

Jaspreet Bindra

JWALANT SWAROOP

The day is over; lights are switch-
edoff. The body rests, but the mind
keeps talking. An old hurt retur-
ns. Tomorrow’s responsibilities
demand attention. An imagined
argument begins with someone
who is not even in the room. We
have left the world outside, yet, we
carry its noise within.

One of  life’s most liberating dis-
coveries is that we need not beco-
me entangled in every thought
that arises. Buddha offered hum-
anity a profound understanding
of  suffering and a practical path
towards freedom from it. He rec-
ognised craving as a source of  suf-
fering. We can hear its demands
in our daily thoughts: things must
happen my way, pleasure must
remain, discomfort must disapp-
ear. We measure life against these
expectations and struggle when
it refuses to comply.

The breath offers a simple place
to begin. In Buddha’s teaching on
mindfulness of  breathing, the
practitioner recognises the incom-
ing and outgoing breath, becom-
essensitive to its movement, and
gradually calms bodily activity.

Sit comfortably for a few minut-
es. Allow the breath to move natu-
rally. Feel it entering and leaving.
When attention wanders into a
memory or a plan, notice the wan-
dering and gently return. No ne-
edto scold the mind. Recognising
that you have wandered is itself
amoment of  awareness.

Don’t Scold

The Mind

The Edit PageTHE ECONOMIC TIMES
6 �

THE ECONOMIC TIMES | NEW DELHI / GURGAON | SATURDAY | 31 OCTOBER 2026 | WWW.ECONOMICTIMES.COM

Abillionaire complained that
ordinary people did not under-
stand trickle-down economics.
To demonstrate its effective-
ness, he climbed onto his man-
sion’s roof  carrying a bucket
of  champagne. Below stood
his driver, cook, gardener and
security guards, all awaiting
their share of  prosperity.

The billionaire poured the ch-
ampagne onto the roof, where
it flowed into expensive gutters,
through elaborate drainage

pipes, and final-
ly into an under-
ground recycling
system that sup-
plied his private
swimming pool.
Not a drop reach-
edthe employees.

The billionaire was delight-
ed. The experiment had con-
clusively demonstrated why
the rich needed further tax
cuts: wealth was clearly not
trickling down fast enough.

Economical with Truth
Agovernment announced that
the economy was growing fast-
erthan expected. Nobody had
expected it to grow. So, this was
technically correct.

Economists celebrated by revi-
sing their forecasts upwards,
while ordinary citizens cele-
brated by revising their gro-
cery lists downwards. A TV
anchor explained that rising
prices were evidence of  strong
demand, falling wages indicat-
edimproved competitiveness,
and unemployment demons-
trated greater leisure opportu-
nities. The stock market pro-
mptly reached a record high.

Asked why investors were
so cheerful while consumers
were miserable, a distinguish-
ed economist explained that
markets always looked towa-
rds the future. Consumers, re-
grettably, still insisted on liv-
ing in the present.

Tricky
Trickle-Down

LOLLING ON 
SATURDAY

Past Plots Future

Of Present Gen
Apropos ‘‘Facing ‘gerontonomia’,
the West’s young opt for political
extremes’’ by Srijana Mitra Das
(ET Evoke, Oct 30), young people
are not necessarily demanding
that older leaders vacate office.
They are demanding that estab-
lished institutions make room
for their future. That said, an age-
ing leadership need not produce
ageing policies. But it must de-
monstrate an ability to listen, ada-
pt and relinquish its monopoly
over decision-making. Young
people do not necessarily want
to inherit power tomorrow; they
want a meaningful stake in shap-
ing their future today. The ulti-
mate test of  sagacious statesman-
ship is not how long a generation
retains power, but how effective-
ly it prepares the next generati-
on to exercise it.
R Narayanan

Navi Mumbai

Chat Room

According to Data Security Council of
India’s ‘India Cyber Threat Report 2025’,
369.01 mn security incidents were de-
tected across 8.44 mn endpoints thro-
ughout 2024. This translates into 702
potential security threats on an aver-
age every minute. Between 2021 and
end-2024, detection of  behavioural-
based cyber threats jumped from 5 mn
to 54 mn. Healthcare (21.82%), hospita-
lity (19.57%) and BFSI (17.38%) are the
top targeted sectors.

While there have been advancements
in detection capabilities, gaps in India’s
cybersecurity infrastructure and 42%
talent shortage of  skilled manpower
in the sector should be fixed on priori-
ty. AI-enabled deepfakes are being in-
creasingly used to bypass traditional
efforts to combat money-laundering,
terrorism financing, proliferation fin-
ancing controls, and manipulation of
systems like KYC, customer due dili-
gence (CDD) and digital ID verification.

These challenges highlight the need
to move cautiously in AI adoption in
our processes and work. The UAE com-
es out on top of  Microsoft’s ‘Global AI
Diffusion Report 2026’, with an adopti-
on rate of  73.3%, whereas India ranks
64th with a diffusion rate of  18.5%. How-
ever, the leading AI innovator countri-
es, the US and China, rank 21st (33%)
and 67th (17.5%) respectively, which
reflects their cautious approach in AI
adoption. When it comes to global re-
gulation to control the challenges pos-
ed by AI, especially agentic AI, the US
and China have shown little inclina-
tion to develop global governance and
compliance standards.

Adequate guard rails and framework
should be in place to accredit AI mod-
els, so that their safety, security and
accuracy can be verified and algorith-
mic liability can be fixed. GoI has alre-
ady issued ‘AI Governance Guidelin-
es’ in Nov 2025. An AI Safety Institute
(Aisi) has also been created under In-
diaAI Mission, which provides tech-
nical expertise to carry out research,
perform safety testing, and develop
standards to address potential risks
from technology.

Best practices are being followed by
some countries, including Britain, wh-
ere the AI Security Institute employs
‘universal jailbreaks’ technique to test
and verify robustness of  AI models.
The EU has even enacted a legislative

and administrative framework in ‘Arti-
ficial Intelligence Act’, which classifi-
es AI according to its risk — unaccept-
able risk is prohibited, high-risk AI
systems are regulated, limited-risk AI
systems are subject to lighter trans-
parency obligations, and minimal
risk is unregulated — with majority
of  obligations falling on providers
(developers) of  high-risk AI systems.
Brazil, too, is actively developing an
AI Bill to regulate the tech.

India, too, needs a comprehensive Na-
tional AI Act, which clearly defines the
boundaries for the tech, sets compli-
ance standards and fixes algorithmic
liability. GoI has already signalled that
the time is now ripe to have a separate
national-level AI legislation.

MeitY’s Aisi and Centres of  Excel-
lence (CoEs) need to be further streng-
thened and empowered to access all
AI models, applications and agents
being used in the country, so that the
safety, accuracy and security of  these
models can be tested and verified for

large-scale use by individuals and
organisations.

Even though the overall rate of  AI ad-
option in India is low, it has witnessed
rising active users of  ChatGPT, Gemi-
ni, Copilot and DeepSeek (globally
ranked 3rd), and revenue of  Anthropic
has doubled in last few months. Since
private sector in India leads in adopti-
on of  AI, unregulated, easy and free
access to AI models — even unaccredi-
ted and unvalidated ones — has posed
serious challenges in terms of  data
protection, safety of  confidential in-
formation and cybersecurity.

A2025 global KPMG-University of
Melbourne study reveals 57% of  em-
ployees admitted hiding their use of
AI at work. Accordingly, organisation-
al silence on use of  AI by employees
has made the challenges even more
complex. Absence of  global and nati-
onal regulatory legal framework fix-
ing algorithmic liability as sequel to
misuse or malfunction of  AI agents or
apps has become quite a challenge.

All organisations and businesses
should develop an organisational
protocol for adoption of  AI, and acti-
vely participate in government ini-
tiatives to put in place a robust legal
and administrative framework to
tackle these challenges.

Mishra and Sharma are member and

deputy director, respectively, EAC-PM

Guard up
Sanjay K Mishra &
Sucheta Sharma

Security in Ensuring First AId

The objective is not

regulation vs innovation,

but regulation that allows

innovation to retain

public consent

The question is not whether

to build serious compute

infrastructure, but how to

build it without making host

communities feel that

everyone else benefits,

while they get the bill

See data centres less as energy-sucking private
warehouses, and more as quasi-public utilities

Aye AI, But Not in
My Backyard

https://t.me/+ruq2JWwEmJFiNjc1


For the past several years, the United 
Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) has been issuing annual 
Emissions Gap Reports, tracking the 
progress being made in mitigation of 
greenhouse gas emissions pursuant 
to the Paris Agreement of 2015. The 
titles of the reports over the past five 
years tell a depressing story of fading 
ambition and systematic retreat 
from the solemn commitments 
made in Paris:  2022, The Closing 
Window; 2023, Broken Record; 2024, 
No More Hot Air Please; 2025, Off 
Target; and 2026, The Point of Return. 

The window for limiting global 
warming to 1.5°C now lies closed; it 
has already been exceeded. The goal 
has now shifted to managing the 
overshoot. The latest report 
describes the “overshoot, peak and 
decline pathway as the best remain-
ing option to minimise the magni-

tude and duration of this overshoot 
and try to return to below 1.5°C as 
soon as possible.”  

But “as soon as possible” may be 
decades. “The overshoot duration 
can vary but typically last for at least 
multiple decades.” 

The Report envisages an event-
ual return to 1.5°C of global warming 
only by 2100, but shies away from 
spelling out the several catastrophic 
and irreversible impacts in the inter-
vening years, not only on the climate 
but on planetary ecology as a whole.   

If this is the best remaining 
option, are we not accelerating our 
headlong plunge towards a 
planetary catastrophe? Instead of 
stating the obvious, the Emissions 
Gap Report offers the comforting but 
utterly misleading statement: “The 
world set to cross 1.5°C global warm-
ing, but can still limit, adapt to and 
return from higher temperatures.” 

The question is not whether we 
could return to a lower temperature 
in the future but what happens to 
the earth’s ecology as a whole in the 
meantime. A lower temperature in 
a ravaged world would not be of 
much consequence. 

The much-celebrated Paris 
Agreement was considered by the 
then French President, François 
Hollande, to be more path-breaking 

than the French Revolution of 1789. 
In reality, the outcome was modest. 
It committed the world to keeping 
global warming to within 2°C by 
2050 and preferably within 1.5°C, 
recognising that the latter limit 
would be “a significantly safer 
defence line against the worst 
impacts of a changing climate”. 

A Special Report of the Inter-
Governmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) issued in 2018 stated 
that keeping to the 1.5°C limit would 
“dramatically reduce the most cata-
strophic, irreversible impacts” of cli-
mate change. To keep to this limit, 
emissions would need to be reduced 
by 45 per cent by 2030, compared to 

the level pertaining to 2010. Based 
on the updated pledges by countries 
party to the Paris Agreement, we 
may end up with 58.5 per cent higher 
emissions by 2030, against the 2010 
baseline. Paris did inaugurate a rev-
olution but one of diminishing 
expectations. The historic Rio Con-
vention of 1992 having been eviscer-
ated by its most powerful parties, the 
Paris Agreement, too, has been hol-
lowed out unceremoniously.  

In order to enable “overshoot, 
peak and decline”, massive quan-
tities of legacy CO  would need to be 
directly removed from the atmos-
phere, “creating a state of net 
negative emissions”. Over the course 

of this century, UNEP estimates that 
roughly 320 billion tonnes of CO2 will 
have to be sucked out from the air. 
This is equivalent to eight years of 
total CO  emissions at current levels. 
The Report refers to several techno-
logical fixes that may lead to the 
anthropogenic removal of atmos-
pheric carbon dioxide. There is the 
Carbon Dioxide Removal (CDR) 
either through Direct Air Capture 
(DAC) or bio-energy with storage 
(BECCS). These are not yet techno-
logically or economically viable. 
There are ethical issues involved too, 
for example, in the deployment of 
geo-engineering. Preserving forests, 
undertaking afforestation and clean-

ing up the oceans offer tried-and-
tested natural alternatives, as forests 
and oceans are natural carbon sinks. 
Forests and oceans, are each respon-
sible for absorbing 30 per cent of 
global carbon emissions. But they are 
being degraded instead at an acceler-
ating pace. 

What about artificial intelligence 
(AI), which is touted as the panacea 
for all the formidable challenges 
humanity is confronted with? 

Whatever be its promise for the 
future, AI is currently worsening the 
climate crisis. AI operations depend 
on data centres, which store and pro-
cess enormous volumes of data 
almost instantaneously. They 
require a continuous supply of 
power, with reliable back-up, to run 
the large array of computers and vast 
volumes of water to provide cooling. 
This demand for power and water is 
increasing at 15 per cent per annum 
but is likely to accelerate signifi-
cantly with new, more powerful ver-
sions of AI being launched.  

In 2025-26, power consumption 
at data centres worldwide was 485 
terawatt-hours (Twh). If it were a 
country, it would be the fifth-largest 
consumer of power in the world, 
ranking somewhere between Russia 
and Japan. It is estimated that by 
2030, the demand for power for AI 
would be 945-960 Twh and this 
would constitute 3 per cent of all 
global power demand. 

The direct onsite consumption of 

water by data centres was 222 billion 
litres in 2024-25 and is estimated to 
reach 644 billion litres by 2030. A 
single 100Mw hyperscaler data 
Centre consumes roughly 2 million 
litres of water a day. 

These enormous demands for 
power have led to fossil fuel-based 
power generation to be revived, 
although the possibility of using 
small modular nuclear reactors is 
being explored. This is for the future.  

China has an advantage in its 
ambitious pursuit of green energy 
and nuclear power, even while 
coal is currently its main source of 
energy. If India wishes to be a 
leader in AI, it must resolve the 
energy-water constraint it cur-
rently confronts.  This would 
inevitably put climate change 
action on the back burner. 

The “overshoot, peak and decline 
pathway” is no pathway at all and AI 
does not offer any credible solution 
to the climate crisis. Technological 
hubris blinds humanity to its insig-
nificance in the vastness of the uni-
verse and the overwhelming power 
that Nature can unleash to snuff out 
existence in an instant. The irony is 
that this sensibility is deeply 
ingrained in Indian culture and 
intellectual tradition but is ignored. 
It needs to be resuscitated. 
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By next Wednesday, Novem-
ber 4, energy analysts may be 
reviewing projections of crude 
oil and natural gas prices. The 
US midterm elections con-
clude on November 3, and 
their results may influence 
developments in West Asia. 
The events in West Asia may, 
in turn, lead to a saddle point 
for energy prices. 

The impact on India 
would be significant. Natural 
gas and crude oil prices have 
surged since the United States 
attacked Iran in February, and 
Iran responded by shutting 
down the Strait of Hormuz. 
Meanwhile, Iran’s Houthi 
allies in Yemen have inter-
dicted traic in the Bab el-
Mandab Strait. A huge chunk 
of global gas and oil flows 
through these choke points. 

In January, the Indian 
crude basket (a mix of Brent, 
Oman and Dubai grades) cost 
$61-62 per barrel. As of late 
October, the basket was aver-
aging $120.2 per barrel. Gas 
has seen similar, even more 
extreme price gains. 

Energy prices are the 
single most critical variable 
for India’s economy. High 
crude and gas prices push up 
inflation, and widen the 
trade gap. If, and admittedly 
this is a big if, the US agrees 
to a ceasefire with Iran, and 
the ceasefire holds, energy 
prices would retreat. If, and 
this is admittedly the impon-
derable, the US intensifies 
military initiatives against 
Iran, energy prices may 
spike even higher. 

What happens on Novem-

ber 3 will influence American 
decisions vis-a-vis Iran. Some 
provisions in the US Constitu-
tion are of relevance. The US 
Congress (The House of Rep-
resentatives plus the Senate) 
has the sole power to formally 
declare war, via simple major-
ity votes in the two houses. 
Any military action taken by 
the President without formal 
congressional sanction, must 
be notified to Congress within 
48 hours, and must cease 
within a period of 60-90 days, 
unless authorised to continue 
by Congress. 

Opinion polls suggest that 
the Iran War is unpopular in 
the US because it has triggered 
inflation. If the Democrats 
win a majority in both houses, 
they could try to end the war 
by voting to stop it. While 
President Donald Trump 
might resist such a resolution, 
it would substantially 
increase pressure on him to 
negotiate a ceasefire. Con-
gress also has a say in funding 
the war, if nothing else. 

The 2026 midterm elec-
tions consist of elections to all 
435 seats in the US House of 
Representatives (HoR) and 35 
of the 100 seats in the Senate. 
As of now, the Republican 
Party holds a trifecta. Repub-
licans hold the Presidency 
and Vice-Presidency, as well 
as majorities in the Senate (53 
seats out of 100) and the 
House of Representatives (218 
seats). If the Republican Party 
continues to control both 
houses, nothing changes. 

But polling and prediction 
markets suggest the Demo-
cratic Party is substantially 
favoured to win the HoR, 
taking well over 218 seats. The 
Senate is likely to be closer but 
pundits, prediction markets 
and polling suggest the 
Democrats are favoured to 
flip the Senate as well. 

The 35 Senate seats up for 
election include 22 held by 
Republicans and 13 by Demo-
crats. If the Democratic Party 
wins 17 of those Senate seats 

(or if Democrats plus Inde-
pendents allied to Democrats 
win 17), they take a Senate 
majority. If the Senate splits 
50-50, the Vice-President 
(Republican) has a casting 
vote, so the Republicans 
would retain control. 

If the Democrats do take 
the HoR and get a Senate 
majority too, they may not 
stop at just trying to end the 
Iran War. The “Dems” will 
turn up the heat on President 
Trump in other ways as well, 
by investigating his ties to 
Epstein and looking at 
sundry financial manoeuvres 
that have benefited him and 
his family. 

There is a chance that  
Mr Trump may be impeached 
again — he’s already the only 
US President to have been 
impeached twice. The consti-
tutional provisions for 
impeachment are interesting. 
A simple majority in the HoR 
(218 votes) is suicient to 
impeach. However, the 
Senate must sit in trial and 
convict (if that is the right 
word) an impeached Presi-
dent by a two-thirds majority 
of members present in order 
to force him out. Assuming a 
full house, that’s 67 Senate 
votes. If the Dems have a 
Senate majority, they may 
work to get additional votes 
from disaffected Republicans.   

If the Dems do take con-
trol of Congress, Mr Trump 
will probably try to “flood the 
Zone” by creating distrac-
tions. He would have a 
window of two to three 
months to escalate the Iran 
situation, even if Congress 
votes to stop the war. That 
could result in wild spikes in 
energy prices. Traders 
should be prepared for all 
these scenarios. So should 
the Reserve Bank of India 
and the Petroleum Planning 
and Analysis Cell . 
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Is China booming or stagnating? On 
one hand, its export industries — 
including electric vehicles, solar 
panels, and virtually the entire range 
of manufactured goods — are the 
envy of the world, and its tech and 
artificial intelligence (AI) industries 
are second only to the United States 
(US), with Europe trailing far 
behind. On the other hand, as I have 
written many times, China is now in 

the sixth year of a full-blown, Japan-
style real-estate crisis. Could China 
be booming and stagnating at the 
same time? 

In a recent Brookings paper, the 
International Monetary Fund’s 
Yuanchen Yang and I explore the 
striking parallels between today’s 
China and Japan in the 1990s, 
especially in residential and com-
mercial real estate as well as related 
infrastructure. In both cases, the col-
lapse of the speculative frenzy left a 
massive construction overhang that 
can take years to work off. China is 
still in the middle of that process. 

Stunningly, China has built more 
square metres of residential prop-
erty per capita than either the United 
Kingdom or France, despite still 
being a much poorer country. Its 
road and railway networks are on par 
with those of the world’s most 

advanced economies and, in many 
ways, far superior to America’s. 

But the Chinese economy is also 
deeply unbalanced, like a body-
builder who has bulked up only his 
torso. Consumption, the primary 
growth engine in advanced econ-
omies, remains weak. Eastern China 
has marquee cities that are well on 
their way to rivaling their Western 
counterparts, yet in many smaller 
cities and rural areas, home to at 
least half of China’s population, 
living standards fall somewhere 
between those of Latin America and 
South Asia. 

The fear now is that, with its 
housing bubble having collapsed, 
China may never escape the so-
called middle-income trap. When 
Japan’s real-estate crisis hit, it was 
already a very wealthy country, with 
per-capita income rivaling that of 

the US. Thirty years later, its per-
capita income is closer to Italy’s, 
which in turn is below that of Missis-
sippi, the poorest US state. And 
China today is nowhere near as rich 
as Japan was in the early 1990s. 

Between automation and AI, the 
most dynamic parts of China’s most 
dynamic sectors are not creating 
enough jobs. Youth unemployment 
has gotten so bad that authorities no 
longer publish the figures regularly. 
Even under the best of circum-
stances, it would be diicult to 
replace the sagging real-estate and 
infrastructure sector, which, as Yang 
and I show, accounts for nearly one-
third of demand once both direct 
and indirect effects are included. 

Still, it would be wrong to assume 
that China’s real-estate crisis necess-
arily constrains its ability to compete 
geopolitically or economically. If you 
speak to businesspeople or attend 
tech conferences, you will hear that 
China’s economy is dominant and 
innovative. China is not a democ-

racy, and its leaders can allow the 
dynamic tech and export sectors to 
flourish even as the rest of the 
domestic economy takes decades to 
work off the overbuilding binge. It is 
entirely possible to imagine 450 mil-
lion Chinese people 
flourishing in a 
dynamic economy 
dominated by tech 
and manufacturing, 
while the other 950 
million get by at a 
much lower standard 
of living. 

Faced with such a 
divide, most Western 
democracies would 
be overwhelmed by 
pressure for redis-
tribution, as European countries 
already know well. But that need not 
be the case in China, particularly if 
the government believes that 
national security and the country’s 
global role depend on bolstering its 
frontier sectors. And 450 million 

people is still more than the US 
population and on par with that of 
the European Union. 

Whether such an outcome is 
possible, of course, remains to be 
seen. Since Xi Jinping became 

president in 2013, 
the Communist 
Party has paid con-
siderable attention 
to regional dispar-
ities. But the econ-
omic forces that 
concentrate activity 
in major hubs, 
together with the 
strong desire to 
assert power inter-
nationally, may ulti-
mately trump the 

pressure to reduce inequality. 
The great economic historian 

Angus Maddison, writing in the late 
1960s, argued that — contrary to the 
views of many economists, including 
Paul Samuelson — the Soviet Union 
would never fully catch up with the 

US. Nevertheless, thanks to its rich 
scientific tradition, the USSR could 
still compete at the technological 
frontier and achieve military parity. 

One major difference between 
the Soviet Union and China is that 
China has bent over backward to 
integrate with the US, both in trade 
and in science. Despite US President 
Donald Trump’s trade war, it is clear 
that today’s challenges, from climate 
change to rogue AI, cannot be solved 
without extensive cooperation 
between the two superpowers. 

So, as paralysing as China’s real-
estate crisis has been, and even 
though excess construction will 
likely hold down growth for years to 
come, the dynamic core of its econ-
omy will keep thriving, so long as the 
country remains politically stable — 
and doesn’t succumb to the tempta-
tions of imperial overreach. 
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For a decade, “friends” Donald Trump and Benjamin 
Netanyahu have vied for the top spot on the hate list for 
Westernised liberals and the Left. Their political demise 
has been foreseen and wished for. Both keep disap-
pointing their haters. 

Mr Trump won the presidency twice, riding liberal 
ridicule and contempt. Mr Netanyahu has turned that 
knife for 16 of the last 17 years, barring the 2021-22 Naf-
tali Bennett-Yair Lapid interruption. This week, he 
pushed the knife deeper. 

He hasn’t secured another mandate. But he has the 
highest tally, support of the hard-Right. He’s better 
placed to build a coalition. Or, he can orchestrate a fresh 
election, not unfamiliar in Israel. 

Mr Netanyahu has won only because 
he hasn’t been defeated. He’s also changed 
Israel fundamentally, with some “help” 
from Hamas. In another world, it might’ve 
been possible for rival Gadi Eisenkot to 
expand his coalition from 48 seats to 
beyond the 61 needed for a majority by alig-
ning with the two Arab parties. After all, 
one of them, Ra’am, had joined Bennett-
Lapid’s short-lived coalition in 2021-22. But 
now, no Jewish group can embrace the 
Arabs unless they condemn Hamas as ter-
rorists. And Arab parties won’t and can’t do 
that. It will have to be a coalition to the 
exclusion of Israel’s Arab citizens. That’s how Mr Net-
anyahu and Hamas have changed Israel. There’s no 
“middle” left in Israel. 

In the US, the Democrats may restore some balance 
in the midterms next week, but that won’t change the 
reality of what rocketed Donald Trump to imperial 
power. His impact on immigration, trade, and human 
rights will endure long after him. 

To understand the Trump-Netanyahu phenomenon 
we must accept that the voters are emotional, yet 
rational. They’re also more transactional than ideologi-
cal. And what’s the “deal” they want? The economy 
matters, but three things take precedence: National 
security, individual safety and preservation of identity. 
In America, Mr Trump made his second election about 
law and order, immigration, and “over-the-top” political 
correctness — DEI (diversity, equity and inclusion) over-
hang in academia, gender fluidity, and open borders. 

Two eruptions — Black Lives Matter, and the fury 
on liberal campuses over Gaza — gave him tailwinds. 
The question then: Who could White Americans and 
many Hispanics trust on these issues? Mr Trump or 
Kamala Harris? Compared to security, safety, and ident-
ity, other concerns become softer, dispensable. 

Israel is an ongoing story. They had a single-point, 
national-security election. For them, October 7, 2023, 
was their most traumatic experience since the Holo-
caust. Further, over the past three decades, the Iranians 

have encircled them with their “ring of fire”, or the “axis 
of resistance”. 

Israelis are inured to endemic fighting. But October 
7 was a devastating defeat. For the first time, large 
Jewish populations in the Israeli heartland found 
themselves incapable of defending themselves. This 
changed Israel, built support for the wars that followed, 
and protected Mr Netanyahu from anti-incumbency. 

Contrary to stereotypes that dominate liberal 
debate in democracies, including India, Israelis have 
a deep, argumentative, and democratic tradition. 
There exists a strong, liberal, and vocal constituency 
that’s sympathetic to Palestinians, abhors settler 

violence in the West Bank, and even sup-
ports the two-state idea. 

The one Israeli newspaper I’ve sub-
scribed to for years is Haaretz, and it’s way 
to the Left of anything mainstream in 
India. It has been deeply critical of Mr Net-
anyahu, and has broken stories that should 
have devastated him politically. These 
include how he ignored warnings from 
Egypt and the UAE before October 7. It’s 
also been widely insinuated that he delib-
erately ignored these. Conspiracy theoris-
ing isn’t alien to the Israeli debate. 

At the other end are ultra-orthodox 
parties who want to evict all Palestinians 

from the West Bank and Gaza. In short, there are deep 
disagreements in Israeli society, and idol worship does-
n’t come naturally to it. There isn’t any for Mr Netany-
ahu either. That these divisions didn’t play out in the 
vote is the important point. Jews chose between one 
hardliner or the other. The 21 per cent Arab minority, in 
the proportional voting system, does get seats but its 
votes ultimately don’t count as the majority consoli-
dates for safety and survival. 

The question was simple. Who can we trust more 
with protecting us as we pass through a frightfully inse-
cure era: A known devil, or his adversary, who’s no dove 
either? Mr Netanyahu had appointed General Gadi 
Eisenkot as IDF chief; Eisenkot’s soldier-son died fight-
ing in Gaza; and he’s also committed to wiping out 
Hamas. Enough people voted for continuity, than risk 
change. Two points need exploration. One, when and 
why did the power of the once-formidable Left vapour-
ise in Israel? And second, how come the formidable 
vote of its Arabs doesn’t matter?  

The era of Left (Labour) domination in Israel isn’t 
widely remembered in India. David Ben-Gurion, Golda 
Meir, Levi Eshkol, and Yitzhak Rabin —the greatest 
Zionists and founders of the modern state of Israel — 
were all from Labour. The legendary Lt-General Moshe 
Dayan was a Labour socialist and a self-declared Zion-
ist-atheist. He left Labour to support Menachem 
Begin’s Likud coalition as foreign minister in 1977 to 

negotiate the Camp David Accords for peace with 
Egypt. From 1948 to 1977, Labour domination was total, 
until Begin’s Likud broke it. Under Shimon Peres, Rabin 
and Ehud Barak, Labour returned for short spells—in 
1984, 1992, 1995 and 1999—and then faded. 

Labour, in the 1992-2000 period pushed for 
Egypt-like peace through the Oslo Accords negoti-
ations and failed, amid rising Palestinian attacks 
and suicide bombings. The first time, it ended with 
Rabin’s assassination; then in 2000, as the Second 
Intifada became imminent. 

Ultimately, the Israelis saw Labour’s idea of trading 
land for peace as woolly-headed. They killed it, burying 
Labour with it. It’s since been impossible in Israel to 
seek votes for peace. 

Ironically, while most countries, India included, 
keep supporting a two-state solution, neither of the two 
direct antagonists wants it. Both Israelis and Palesti-
nians want a single state, with each seeking to drive out 
the other. Each has its version of “from the river to the 
sea”. The Palestinian movement lost its socialist-secu-
lar-Christian appeal. It’s now Islamised. This is Iran’s 
leverage, and ideological fuel for its proxies. 

And the second point, why the Arab vote has 
become so inconsequential. We need to study it closely 
because lately there’s been some clamour for propor-
tional voting in India instead of the first-past-the-post 
system. That way, it’s believed, minority seats would 
reflect their population. 

Israel provides a rude reality check. The mostly 
Muslims Arabs account for more than 20 per cent of 
Israel’s population, work in the government, busi-
nesses, and even the armed forces, though they are 
exempt from conscription. They just secured a record 
vote, translating into 19 seats in a Knesset of 120. They 
can be kingmakers, but nobody will touch them. In the 
broader Israeli picture, they fail the test of nationalism. 
One group, with 11 seats, was reported to have cel-
ebrated with Palestinian symbolism at its headquarters 
in Nazareth. They “condemn” October 7, but won’t call 
it terrorism or refer to Hamas as terrorists. No Jewish 
party will embrace them. Their numbers become 
inconsequential. See it like this. If you switched to pro-
portional voting in India and Muslim parties won seats 
equivalent to their population (about 80 of 543), would 
even a “secular” coalition accept them if, heaven forbid, 
they celebrated with Pakistani or Hurriyat flags or sym-
bolisms? Or refused to call Lashkar and Jaish terrorists? 
I know many will be outraged by this suggestion. But 
see how careful and correct Asaduddin Owaisi is. I use 
this example only to underline how the Israelis feel 
about their Arab parties. 

This is a lesson for minorities in any electoral 
democracy. They gain very little by isolating them-
selves. They have to ally with enough of those in the 
mainstream whom they find acceptable, and stitch a 
coalition. It needs ideological compromise and uncom-
promising nationalism. That’s how the Muslim vote 
acquired power in India in the 25-year coalition era 
(1989-2014). Or, you can campaign for proportional rep-
resentation and collect numbers but be marginalised, 
like the Israeli Arabs. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Why voters won’t reject Netanyahu
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Netanyahu has won only because he hasn’t been defeated. 
He’s also changed Israel fundamentally. Any ruling  
alliance now will have to be a coalition to the exclusion  
of Israel’s Arab citizens

it would be 
wrong to assume 
that china’s  
real-estate crisis 
necessarily 
constrains its 
ability to compete 
geopolitically or 
economically

A tale of two Chinas
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From closing window to overshoot: The retreat on climate action
The Emissions Gap Report’s suggestion that the world can cross the 1.5°C global warming threshold, but 
still limit, adapt to and return from higher temperatures, is utterly misleading

illustration: binay sinha
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A thought for today

If  one thing most acutely characterises
the generation gap, which the dictionary
defines as a difference in opinions,
values, habits, and worldviews 
between generations, it’s an older 
generation’s inability to understand

why the younger generation is so unhappy.
I, Generation N, used to hear this from Generation

N-1: “You think you people have it bad. We
grew up under the long shadow of  partition,
in a joint family where we shared everything,
and here you are, sulking over the shirt piece
you got from your uncle for pujo, complaining
that it is a re-gift, whereas we got hand-
me-downs, and what’s that music you hear,
no melody, only noise.”

Also this: “What did you just say? Job
situation is bad? Well, we went to college
in Naxal times, no jobs at all, long lines at
the ration shop, and if  you do not believe
me, let us watch the Mrinal Sen movie 
playing on our Telerama TV at 7 in the 
evening, in black and white, to understand
how bad we had it, if  only so you can 
understand how lucky you are.”

Now I am my parents and my uncles 
and aunts. Which is why I am struggling to
understand the discontent of  Generation
N+1. I tell them, you people think AI is a 
problem? I wish I had AI in my days, and 
YouTube, so that I would not have had to go from 
library to library to try to get a textbook I could
not afford to buy, and then once I got it months later, 
go and photocopy the pages I needed, only to be told
by an uncle, with a sneer, that back in their days 
they would copy books by hand.

The young tell me about the vanishing of  entry 
level jobs, and the pressure of  being compared to 
not just Sharmaji ka beta across the street, but every

such kid on the planet. I remind them of  simpler times,
when I used to be happy playing cricket with my 
friends. Actually, that was never the case. I never got 
a chance to bat and I would be bullied for my fielding.
But then again, no one recorded 
that on their phone and uploaded it
to my friends’ WhatsApp group, so I
can safely create my own myth.

It’s not that I do not realise the problem. We all 
inherit, as part of  our placement in history, a certain

base level of  happiness. But to us, that level is line 
zero, what we take for granted, and any happiness
we feel, fleeting as it is, is defined by how much we
move from that line.

For happiness is a strange beast. It is only defined 
on the ascending slope of  a curve, on very brief  line-
segments. Like the day of  the promotion. Or when 
you open a letter of  admission or an email from HR 
that you got the job. When you reach your vacation 

spot or when India wins a game.
And then that becomes the base level, ground zero,

until something drops it, like a toothache. Once that
goes away, you realise, again on that brief  ascent of  the

slope back to painlessness, what a
blessing it is to be pain-free, till in a
moment you forget it all, and go back
to the natural state of  discontent.

And that is natural. Human. No one feels blessed
for the things we take for granted, electricity, modern

medicine, just having a job, maybe not the one
you feel you deserve, but just the privilege 
of  being employed, the fact that there is no
one bombing my city, the absence of  physical
pain, or the fact that our loved ones are 
alive and in good health.

This is the key to understanding the
generation to come. It is true that their zero-
line of  happiness is at a higher plane than
yours. That is human progress, but it does
not, and should not, make them any happier,
because happiness lives on the slope and 
never on the line, which is why the uncle
who copied his textbook by hand was no 
happier than I was with my photocopy.

Many generations ago, people used to 
have surgery without anaesthesia. When 
someone is being wheeled into the operating
theatre, reminding them of  this fact and
then blaming them for not being elated 
by it, would be a cruel joke.

For the pain and the uncertainties of
every generation are as real as the edge of  the

scalpel. There will always be more people than places
at the top, the shape of  success will always be a 
sharpening pyramid. Using one generation’s zero-
level of  happiness to delegitimise the insecurities 
of  the next, not that I do not do it myself, is ultimately
to reach across time and stab yourself, the sulking 
boy wearing that strange shirt and fielding behind 
the wicketkeeper.

Why Every Generation Thinks It’s Worse Off

Arnab Ray

We have more than our parents did. But what were near-miracles for our mums & dads, 
are our everyday expectations. So, we think, what’s the big deal

I
magine Radha in viraha, her 
separation from Krishn. As she
remembers him, a smile sometimes

appears on her lips, and at other times
her eyes fill with tears. In remembrance,
she feels the joy of  union, and before 
her stands the pain of  his absence. 
Her love runs so deep that it holds both
laughter and tears. Here, emotions stop
opposing one another and become two
forms of  the same love.

In everyday life, human emotions
seem to stay within their own borders.
We laugh when we laugh, and we cry
when we cry. Yet when happiness grows
so great, tears begin to flow on their own.
Life brings moments that blur the line

between the two, and the mind can
neither only laugh nor only cry. 
Something happens within that no
single emotion can express.

Many of  us watched this 
at Mukesh Ambani’s Jio
event, when his children
spoke from the heart. His
face showed laughter at 
one moment and tears
at the next. Dismissing
this as the reaction of
an emotional father
misses the occasion’s
depth. In his children’s
words, he was hearing
more than a speech. 
He was hearing years of
love, struggle, memory

word from someone close, an old memory,
or the experience of  an achievement
can strike a chord in the heart. In those
moments, tears are not weakness, and
laughter is no proof  of  lightness. Both
rise from the place in the heart where
words begin to fall short.

Perhaps this is one sign of  spiritual
joy: the mind is not bound to any single
expression. It laughs, it cries, and 
it stays immersed in some deeper 
experience between the two. Radha
knows this in her longing, where 
remembrance and absence become 
one sweetness.

When the heart fills with emotion, the
eyes and lips no longer speak separate
languages. They begin to tell the story
of  one and the same heart.

and closeness, and perhaps the very
meaning of  a life’s work. When feeling

reaches the depths of  the heart, a
person’s expression departs from

their usual behaviour.
When joy breaks its limits,

it does not remain only
laughter. Sometimes it flows
as tears, and sometimes 
it settles as a quiet smile.
These can be different

expressions of  one and
the same experience. In
that moment, the mind
cannot decide whether
to laugh or cry as feelings
surge within.

Our own lives hold
such moments too. A

The Sweetness Between Laughter And Tears
Surakshit Goswami

Mukesh Ambani at the Jio event, as his children
spoke from the heart

T
rekkies are arguably the world’s first modern media fandom.
Their letter-bombs made sure Nasa named its very first space
shuttle Enterprise, after the Star Trek mother ship. Through

its different iterations, including the one starring Patrick Stewart,
the franchise has also inspired people to actually become scientists,
engineers, astronauts. Or to speak Klingon. “To boldly go where 
no man has gone before,” is perhaps no less quoted than, “That’s 
one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”

Since the original series debuted in 1966, we
have bought quite a lot of  its Enterprise into 
our daily lives. Like automatic sliding doors,
cellphones, MRIs. But there are no teleportation,
no warp drive, no human has gone beyond the
Moon. Science fiction depends too much on
fantasy and implausibility, for it to come true in
one lifetime, or even many. Another notable change

is that the more the genre has expanded, the more that Apollo-era 
optimism has been abandoned to the elements. Stanley Kubrick to
Ridley Scott to Bong Joon Ho, things have gotten much darker.

Another thing is that Hollywood’s gotten competition. It no longer
has a monopoly on imagining humanity’s future in space. China,
for example, in just a decade has gone from zero to The Wandering
Earth and 3 Body Problem heroes. As if  somebody at the deck 
is commanding, ‘All hands, battle stations! Divert all available
auxiliary power to the thrusters!’

Beam Me Up
Star Trek fantasies remain illusive and attractive

B
irds almost never collide. Ten years ago, University of  Queens-
land researchers made parakeets fly at each other inside a 
tunnel, 102 times, with zero collisions. We humans don’t have

this gift even with our most advanced technologies. On Thursday,
two choppers collided in Oregon. Wednesday saw a deadly train 
accident in Spain that took almost 70 lives. In March, an Air Canada
plane hit a fire truck at New York’s LaGuardia airport, killing both
pilots. Last year, a US military chopper and an American Airlines
jet collided mid-air near Washington, DC, killing 67.

Parakeets dodge collisions by turning
right. What does the most ‘intelligent’ species
do in a jam, for instance at the doors of  a train?
We block each other’s paths. That’s why we’ve
always needed external traffic management
systems, like red and green lights. When the
Spanish trains collided, their computerised
LZB safety system was down, and a human
controller had reportedly cleared one of  them

to run at 200kmph. In the LaGuardia case, two air traffic controllers
(ATCs) had left their seats. In the Washington crash, the military
chopper didn’t have a collision avoidance system.

Knowing that we can’t trust ourselves to stay clear of  others, 
investments in technologies and systems that prevent collisions are
vital. Yet, last year, US had 6% fewer ATCs than in 2015, despite having
10% more flights. Its ATC communications hardware is so outdated
that thousands of  flights were grounded due to an outage in Sept. In
India, govt admitted to a 23% shortfall of  ATCs in Feb – 1,279 of  5,537
posts were vacant. Oddly, while public safety systems are creaking,
world’s pouring money into safer cars. By one estimate, 94% of  new
cars, globally, will have advanced driver assistance systems by 2035.
Even India wants to make ADAS mandatory from 2032. That’s good,
but public transport systems deserve more attention.

Crash Course
Public transport deserves better anti-collision tech

Historically, science has
been humanity’s quest
for wonder. Pursuit of
knowledge, in terms 
of  scientific research, 
certainly needs creativity.

Often, it requires decades of  effort, too.
The reward is not only new knowledge,
but also, the excitement that comes from
understanding world’s mysteries.

But AI today is transforming the 
process of  scientific research in an 
irreversible way. We’re astonished to
see AI can find possible solutions to
long-standing math problems, and
build seemingly magical proofs,
with amazing speed. Question is,
what will be the shape of  science 
in the process?

Recently, OpenAI claimed its 
AI models have solved the famous
Navier-Stokes problem, one of  
the million-dollar Millennium 
Prize Problems, and hundreds 
of  other long-standing mathema-
tical problems.

Anthropic claimed its AI 
formalised proof  of  Fermat’s last
theorem. These have intensified
the debate of  the future of  math
and science, as a whole.

Terence Tao, a Fields Medal
winner and a leading mathematician
of  our time, called the ‘Mozart of
Math’ by peers, said that math 
may be moving from its romantic
era into the industrial era. In the
romantic era, mathematicians
attempted to scale intellectual mountains,
often without knowing even the
existence of  a path leading to the peak.
In contrast, AI might flood today’s 
industrial age with results and proofs.
Human mathematicians still need to
perform some difficult tasks – verifying,
organising, and interpreting AI-generated
results. But is the future so bleak that
humans are afraid of  it?

AI is created, and directed, by human
beings. Its programmes are written by
humans, it builds on human discoveries.
Human-created data is its lifeblood. Thus,
not only does an AI model perform
humanlike thinking to some extent, it also

takes cues from partial human progress,
uploaded on the internet.

For example, Tristan Buckmaster,
an NYU mathematician working on the
Navier-Stokes problem, said, “There’s
likely to be a bunch of  results where
they take someone’s work and then
take it to completion.” And what would
happen, if  a human mathematician
worked for years on a difficult theorem
and discovered suddenly that an AI
system solved it overnight? Understan-
dably, there’s a growing backlash
against the way AI is used to tackle 
mathematical problems.

There’s another deep problem in

AI-generated solutions. When AI solves
difficult math problems, they’re often
very difficult for human understanding.
Some mathematicians even went on to
tag them as “not written for humans”.
The question, thus, is, do such AI-written
papers teach us much?

In 2010, William Thurston, another
Fields Medal winner, argued, “The 
product of  mathematics is clarity 
and understanding. Not theorems, by 
themselves.” And as mathematician
Ron Buckmire of  Marist University 
put it – purpose of  math “is to solve 
problems to ‘promote human flouris-
hing’, and to help us articulate our 

understanding of  the world around us
in precise language.”

The goal has never been to make a 
warehouse of  results and their gigantic
solutions. What if  human mathematicians
are unable to understand the long and
messy AI-created proofs? It may just be
like reaching the peak of  a mountain and
reporting about it. But, for humans, the
journey is perhaps no less important
than the result. If  we can’t see the way,
what lessons do we learn from it?

There’s hope in the history of  math, too.
Mathematicians build one tower of  ideas
after another. Concepts are empowered
by new ideas. Unexpected connections

emerge between apparently disconnected
branches of  science.

But calculators haven’t killed math,
and computers couldn’t kill mathematical
thinking, either. In 1997, when IBM’s 
supercomputer Deep Blue beat then-
world chess champion, Garry Kasparov,
it was seen as a triumph of  machines
over human intellect. But chess 
survived. Human players continued to 
learn from AI-powered chess engines,
even though the nature of  expertise
might have changed.

One can argue scientific research is
different from playing chess. But, we 
can adapt, pass through this storm of

disruption, and learn using machines 
as supporting instruments of  research.
The current AI storm may reshape 
the landscape of  math and scientific 
research, but it wouldn’t be able to 
bring an end to the human journey 
towards knowledge.

Many believe physics may be the next
after math. But physics has a distinct
advantage. It needs support from 
observation and experiment, and the
universe doesn’t have to agree with 
the machine. Chemistry, biology, and 
medicine are no different. For some
time now, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman
has been expressing the hope that AI

will help solve some of  humanity’s
toughest challenges, including
curing cancer.

Suppose AI finds a treatment
for a cancer, yet incurable. Would
we say ‘NO’ to it because it was
AI-invented? Can we afford to 
demand it should be reinvented
by human scientists to prove
humans’ intellect? This would 
be vanity over practicality. A 
discovery’s importance doesn’t
depend on whether it’s invented
by AI or a human. If  it helps 
people survive or live a better 
life, that’s more important than
human ‘ego’.

But it isn’t as if  the romantic era
of  science – including math – is not
coming to an end, but is transforming
in nature. Romanticism in scientific
research might be redefined, taking
cue from chess, perhaps.

Terence Tao compared using
AI to solve a hard math problem, like
having machines that can lift weights
for you at the gym. Or reaching the 
peak of  a mountain by helicopter, 
where you miss the thrill of  actually
climbing it. Clearly, at the moment, 
humans are puzzled. However, I believe
we’ll eventually make machines our 
intellectual labour, and, using human 
intellect, find romanticism on that 
journey, too. We’ll also ensure the summit
we’ll conquer, with its help, will be worth
reaching. What’s more, new summits 
to climb might be discovered.

The writer is Professor of  Statistics, Indian
Statistical Institute, Kolkata

Man, Machine, Math…What’s Next?
OpenAI’s AI models may have solved a complex problem mathematicians have been trying to

solve for long, but mathematics, and all sciences, will still be fundamentally a human quest
Atanu Biswas

Im
a

g
e

: 
A

I

SAUL J NEWMAN

Humans can exist without justification, and there 
does not need to be any evolutionary explanation

for…say…picking your nose

Calvin & Hobbes

S
ometimes, acknowledgements
speak more to a book’s journey
than any of  the straight-speak
within its pages. Given the

world’s fascination, and fetishes,
with anti-ageing and longevity, it is,
therefore, no surprise that research
fellow at Oxford University’s Institute
of  Population Ageing, Saul Justin
Newman, includes in his mentions
the many who ‘unhelped’ the book –
putting up ‘obstacles’ to its publishing
by MIT Press.

In the first half  of  Morbid:
Debunking Modern Longevity 
Science, the interdisciplinary scholar
unspools the reels of  shoddy science
that run the longevity make-believe
industry. Starting with his realisation
that the sector has no
functional research
culture – the most ba-
sic scientific inquiry
invited hostility from
the community – Newman
started ‘to track down the
world’s oldest people one by
one’. Only to discover that
the so-called blue zoners,
or oldest centenarians, the
115-year-olds etc, were either
without documentation
or simply lying. Say, 100
grown-ups lie they’re 10
years older, in a crowd of
1L really that age. The liars
are younger, healthier, live
longer than the honest lot. 

The liars are left standing – from a
tiny sliver of  the crowd, they become
most of  it. By the time everyone’s 
‘super old’, nearly every ‘oldest 
person’ on paper is a liar. Many are
frauds, like an heiress who stole her
mother’s identity to skip inheritance
tax. The book says, ‘tens of  thousands
of  the world’s oldest living people 
were secretly dead.’ The numbers
matter – wrong age data means wrong
retirement math, and that affects 
everybody’s money.

Founding companies to study the
‘problem of  ageing’ has been a ‘routine
event’ since 16th century. But scientists
don’t know why we age. Suffice to
know there’s no single limit to 
ageing – compare the idea to wealth.
Just because a trillionaire is world’s

richest today hardly means it’s the limit
of  wealth that can be accumulated.
That said, ‘there are many limits to
human life that change rapidly and
unpredictably over time and space.’
But ‘the diversity of  human lifespan
limits’ has never been measured. 
Instead, a fake science flourishes 
without any ‘soundness of  ideas’. 

Selective science produces papers,
conclusively debunked, but not 
retracted from top journals, allowing
for more bunkum science. Why, asks
the book. Newman skewers dubious
scientists and billionaire funders of
longevity research, as charlatans.
The science, here, is ‘peripheral’, ‘an
extraordinary capture of  ageing 
science by strip-mining capitalism’.

Without exception,
they’re ‘a trail of  
failed businesses’.
Remember how 
anti-ageing molecule

Resveratrol flopped? Such
‘science’ is sustained by
‘an odd collection of  
donors and funders that
drive a feedback loop of
hype and funding, for the
simple reason they’re 
ultra-wealthy and don’t
want to die.’ Vitalik 
Buterin, Peter Thiel, 
Bryan Johnson, Bezos –
it’s a long list – they’re 
not ‘thought leaders’ in
ageing. They are just 

‘some guy’. Reason they impact
ageing research is because ‘they 
have the money to fund whatever
thought pops into their head.’

That is not to say ageing research
isn’t an important or serious field.
Newman walks us through evolution,
Darwin’s own queries into ‘survival
of  the fittest’, locates Haldane’s kin
selection & altruism’s role in ageing,
explores bees, ants, snails, menopause,
sterility, death-by-sex (salmon)…And
humanity’s total understanding of
longevity in plant science – bamboo,
wheat and maize, and what research
can achieve. The simple point. 
Medicine has always been about 
ageing science. But research is hard
work, there are rules, science needs
patience and proof, not ‘bullshit’. 

Immortality: How 
Not To Sell It

Scientist shows modern longevity research math doesn’t add up

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

Smiles and
tears are so
alike with
me, they are 
neither of them
confined to
any particular

feelings: I often cry when i am
happy, and smile when i am sad.

Sacredspace

Anne Brontë,

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall
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Markets Recover From Losses 

As Fed Reserve Holds Rates 
Benchmark indices BSE sensex and Nifty 
rose about 2% each this week as US Federal 
Reserve kept policy rates unchanged. 
Markets were also supported by FPIs, who 
slowed their pace of selling

Sensex Gainers Laggards

The Week That Was...

Source: Screener, Yahoo Finance
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Mumbai: Bank of Baroda
reported a 35.8% year-on-year
increase in standalone net profit
to Rs 6,532 crore for the quarter
ended Sept 30, 2026, from Rs
4,809 crore a year earlier, driven
by a sharp rise in other income,
higher core earnings and
improved asset quality.
Net interest income (NII), the
difference between interest
earned and interest expended,
rose 9% to Rs 13,026 crore.
Interest earned increased 11.3%
to Rs 35,085 crore. TNN

Bank of Baroda
net profit up 36%
at ̀̀ 6,532 crore

Mumbai: New India Assurance
reported a consolidated net loss
of Rs 1,260 crore for Q2 FY27, as
underwriting losses of Rs 5,222
crore wiped out investment
income of Rs 4,030 crore,
including Rs 1,800 crore from
partially selling its National
Stock Exchange stake. The
insurer provided Rs 715 crore for
motor third-party claims. TNN

Underwriting loss hits
`̀5.2k cr for New India

Mumbai: Banks lent more to
NBFCs than to home buyers
in the first half  of  FY27, with
advances to non-bank lenders
rising by Rs 1.8 lakh crore,
compared with Rs 1.4 lakh cro-
re for housing. Of  the Rs 16.1
lakh crore incremental non-
food credit added between
March 31 and Sept 30, indust-
ry accounted for Rs 3.7 lakh
crore, while trade absorbed
Rs 1 lakh crore, reflecting
strong demand across corpo-
rate and services segments.

Scheduled commercial
banks’ outstanding non-food
credit rose 19.1% year on year
to Rs 229 lakh crore at the end
of  Sept, with the six-month
expansion marking a 7.5% in-
crease over March. Services
accounted for the largest sha-
re of  incremental lending at
Rs 4.9 lakh crore, followed by
personal loans at Rs 4.5 lakh
crore, industry at Rs 3.7 lakh
crore and agriculture at Rs 1.8
lakh crore.

Gold loans continued to be
a major contributor to retail
credit growth. Outstanding
advances against gold jewelle-
ry surged 82.6% year-on-year
to Rs 5.8 lakh crore, rising
25.1% in the first half  alone.
Banks added Rs 1.2 lakh crore
in gold loans between March
and Sept.

Within services, lending
to NBFCs grew 41.8% year-on-
year to Rs 22.5 lakh crore.

Commercial real estate ad-
vances rose 23.3% to Rs 7.5
lakh crore, while trade credit
grew 23.9%. Services credit as
a whole expanded 28.3% to Rs
64.9 lakh crore, accounting for
30.6% of  incremental non-fo-
od lending.

Industrial credit grew
19.5% to Rs 49.8 lakh crore.
While advances to large indu-
stries rose 16% to Rs 33 lakh
crore, lending to medium en-

terprises grew 33.2% and to
micro and small enterprises
24.4%. Of  the Rs 3.7 lakh crore
incremental industrial cre-
dit, large companies accoun-
ted for Rs 2 lakh crore and
MSMEs Rs 1.6 lakh crore.

Agriculture and allied ac-
tivities credit rose 19.5% to Rs
28.2 lakh crore from Rs 23.6
lakh crore a year earlier. Per-
sonal loans grew 17.3% to Rs
74.27 lakh crore, although the
composition of  retail lending
shifted towards secured ad-
vances.One of  the fastest-gro-
wing segments was loans aga-
inst fixed deposits, including
FCNR(B) and NRNR deposits.
Outstanding advances in this
category rose 53.3% year-on-
year to Rs 2.2 lakh crore, incre-
asing 28.1% in the six months
to Sept. Banks added Rs 47,471
crore in such loans during the
period.

These advances accoun-
ted for 10.6% of  the Rs 4.5 lakh
crore incremental personal
loans during the half-year and
3% of  the banking system’s
incremental non-food credit. 

Credit To Industry Stands At ̀̀ 3.7L Cr, Trade Absorbs ̀̀ 1L Cr

NBFCs overtake housing as
biggest driver of bank credit

Mayur.Shetty

@timesofindia.com GOLD LOANS KEY CONTRIBUTOR

Credit To Large Industry

Non-Banking Financial Companies (NBFCs)
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Micro & Small
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               1,83,114

        1,35,971

    1,15,827
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  91,366

  90,221

75,022

Top credit absorbing segments in H1, FY27 ( crore) M
ore than $2 trillion in
market value is set to
be wiped from the

tech-heavy Nasdaq 100 this
month, as Big Tech earnings
intensified investor scrutiny
of  whether the billions being
poured into artificial intelli-
gence can generate returns
quickly enough.

The wipeout would amo-
unt to slightly more than Spa-
ceX’s entire market value.
The index has fallen over
5.8% so far in Oct as the AI
trade ran into turbulence,
with hyperscalers Meta Plat-
forms, Alphabet and Ama-
zon.com raising spending fo-
recasts further as they race to
expand AI infrastructure.

The prospect of  ever-big-
ger AI outlays has unnerved
investors, particularly as ri-
sing borrowing costs threa-
ten to make debt-funded in-
vestment more expensive
and harder to justify.

Alphabet suffered its big-
gest one-day percentage drop
on record on Thursday after
disappointing results in the
core business of  search ad-
vertising and a massive acce-
leration in cash burn. Meta’s
plans for a record $97.5 bil-
lion fund raise heightened
concerns about shareholder
dilution and whether moun-
ting AI spending could 
force other Big Tech compa-
nies to increasingly tap capi-
tal markets.

On Friday, Intel’s stock
led the way lower and was
flirting with its worst day sin-
ce 1974 after tumbling 30%.

Microsoft and SpaceX
broke from the gloom, with
results that showed AI spen-
ding starting to pay off.

“It may be that we’ve ove-
restimated how strong the
growth might be, but they’re
not going negative in aggre-
gate,” said John Bilton, glo-
bal head of  strategic rese-
arch at Multi-Asset Solu-
tions.

“We have an insatiable
and growing demand for da-
ta.” Microsoft is reportedly
planning to raise about $25
billion through its first US in-
vestment-grade bond sale in
more than nine years.
Among other hyperscalers,

Nasdaq bleeds: Faces
$2tn wipeout in Oct 
AI Spending Fears Deepen As Earnings Of
Big Tech Cos Intensify Investor Scrutiny 

Intel Plunges 30%, Worst Day Since 1974

*As of 10pm
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New Delhi: Govt Friday set
up a high-level committee
under former central vigi-
lance commissioner Suresh
N. Patel to undertake com-
prehensive banking re-
forms, delivering on an an-
nouncement made by finan-
ce minister Nirmala Sitha-
raman in Union budget
2026-27.

The five-member panel,
which includes RBI deputy
governor Shirish Chandra
Murmu, former RBI deputy
governor N S Vishwanat-
han, former Indian Bank MD
& CEO Padmaja Chunduru
alongwith a finance mini-
stry representative, has a te-
nure of  six months to submit
a roadmap aimed at reforms
necessary to make Indian
banking “globally competiti-
ve, financially inclusive, and
resilient for Viksit Bharat,
2047,” said govt.

The panel’s mandate
spans “structural, institu-
tional, regulatory, and legis-
lative” overhauls across
commercial banks, regional
rural banks (RRBs), coope-
rative institutions, and non-
banking financial compani-
es (NBFCs). Besides asses-

sing long-term capital needs
for banks and development
financial institutions (DFIs)
to spur private investment,
the committee will evaluate
priority sector lending
norms, cybersecurity fram-
eworks, AI adoption, and ta-
lent acquisition strategies.

This step marks the latest
major structural review of
the banking sector after Na-
rasimham committee (1998)
laid the foundation for tigh-

tening capital adequacy ra-
tios and non-performing as-
set (NPA) norms, in the wake
of  1991 liberalisation re-
forms.

Later, Raghuram Rajan
committee (2008) advocated
incremental structural
shifts to expand credit access
and financial markets, while
Urjit Patel Committee (2014)
advocated for inflation tar-
geting by setting up the mo-
netary policy committee.

Govt sets up committee
to reform banking sector

TIMES NEWS NETWORK

New Delhi: India’s LNG im-
ports rose 17.4% to a record
2.7 million tonnes so far in
Oct on the back of  higher de-
mand from the power, fertili-
ser and city gas distribution
sectors. Besides, more cargo
arrived from Qatar and the
UAE, data from maritime in-
telligence and research firm
Kpler showed.

Crude imports also rea-
ched a record 5.6 million bar-
rels per day (mbd) during the
month, 14% higher than a ye-
ar ago, with Russia remaining
the top supplier, while ship-
ments from West Asia and the
Atlantic Basin also rose.

LNG supplies increased
as India’s domestic produc-
tion has declined, pushing
up the import dependence
from 50% to nearly 52%. In
addition, companies are se-

en to be stocking up the gas
for the power sector, as solar
energy is set to decline in
winters, and the fertiliser
sector will need higher feed-
stock for production.

According to Kpler data,
the record LNG imports in
Oct can be attributed to a
sharp rebound in supplies
from Qatar, which had remai-
ned curtailed due to disrup-

tions in shipments through
the Strait of  Hormuz during
the West Asia conflict. Qatar
has traditionally been the big-
gest supplier of  LNG to India,
accounting for 40-50% of  total
imported volumes. In Sept
last year, India imported near-
ly 2.1 MT of  LNG, of  which 0.8
MT came from Qatar. India re-
ceived more than 0.4 MT of
LNG from Qatar this month,
the highest volume since the
war broke out. The supplies
were 370% more than the 0.1
MT received from the West
Asian nation in Sept, and only
marginally lower than the cu-
mulative imports between
March and Sept.

Despite its production fa-
cilities being impacted, sour-
ces said Qatar was willing to
increase LNG supplies and
meet its long-term commit-
ments to customers.

The US, however, conti-

nued to remain the biggest
supplier of  LNG, with 0.6 MT
of  supplies till Oct 29. The
UAE, Oman, Angola, Nigeria
and Australia were other ma-
jor suppliers during the
month. Though Russian cru-
de flows have declined from a
peak of  2.8 mbd in July to ne-
arly 2 mbd in Oct, Moscow re-
mained the largest supplier,
accounting for nearly 36% of
total imports.

Nikhil Dubey, Kpler’s le-
ad analyst — refining, howe-
ver, said elevated freight
costs of  Russian barrels had
eroded their delivered-price
advantage, while improved
supplies from West Asia offe-
red competitive alternatives
to refiners. He said supplies
from Gulf  countries stood at
around 2.3 mbd in Oct, com-
pared with 2.7 mbd in Sept,
with Saudi Arabia leading
the pack, followed by Iraq. 

Power, fertiliser fuel LNG import surge
Atul Mathur@timesofindia.com

Crude Imports Rise Too
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New Delhi: State-run Indian
Oil Corporation (IOC) reported
record profit of  Rs 22,503 crore
during the Sept quarter — a 2.7-
fold jump over a year ago — dri-
ven largely by a decline in crude
oil prices between July and mid-
Aug and robust margins from
the petrochemical and gas seg-
ments. In the June quarter, the
company had reported a loss of
Rs 1,241 crore due to elevated

crude prices amid the West Asia
war. IndianOil, however, war-
ned that profitability in the up-
coming quarters may again be
impacted by inventory losses if
crude oil prices fall with the
normalisation of  the situation
in West Asia.

The company’s consolida-
ted revenue from operations ro-
se 30% to Rs 2.7 lakh crore in
Q2FY27, from Rs 2.1 lakh crore
in Q2FY26. For the first half  of
FY27, IOC reported a consolida-
ted net profit of  Rs 21,361.5 crore,
up 42% from Rs 14,999 crore in
April-Sept FY26. TNN

IOC profit
surges 2.7x in
Q2 on crude
price decline

Mumbai: Reliance Industri-
es, India’s most valuable
company by market capitali-
sation, reported a 34% rise in
second-quarter profit for
FY27 to Rs 29,550 crore on
Friday, beating analysts’ av-
erage estimate of  Rs 21,419
crore. The increase was dri-
ven by strong performance
at its oil-to-chemicals (O2C)
and Jio digital services busi-
nesses. Revenue increased
29% to over Rs 3.3 lakh crore,
while ebitda climbed 26% to
Rs 61,224 crore. Expenses ro-
se 28% to Rs 3 lakh crore.

RIL CMD Mukesh Amba-
ni said the O2C business deli-
vered a particularly strong
performance in the quarter,
led by tight fuel markets, im-
proved petrochemical mar-
gins and firm domestic de-
mand.

Ebitda at the O2C divi-
sion, which accounted for
41% of  total operating profit,
jumped 68% year-on-year to
Rs 25,203 crore. Stronger
transportation fuel and
downstream margins drove
the gain.

Jio Platforms, which ma-
de a blockbuster stock mar-
ket debut this week, posted
an 18% rise in ebitda to Rs
22,223 crore on strong reve-
nue growth, operating leve-
rage and a 250-basis-point
margin expansion. Average
revenue per user rose nearly
4% to Rs 219, helped by a bet-
ter subscriber mix and incre-
ased usage, partly offset by
broadband promotions.

Ebitda at the retail unit
fell 10% to Rs 6,120 crore, even
as revenue grew 6% to Rs
80,220 crore in the second qu-
arter of  FY27. RIL said per-
formance was affected by the
shift in the festive calendar
to the third quarter.

Ebitda at the oil and gas
division slipped 2% to Rs
4,901 crore due to lower reve-
nue and higher govt levies.
Ebitda from smaller busi-

nesses, including media and
consumer products, was flat
at Rs 2,777 crore.

RIL had a cash balance of
over Rs 2.6 lakh crore, com-
fortably covering net debt of
Rs 1.2 lakh crore. Capital ex-
penditure totalled Rs 38,153
crore, largely driven by in-
vestments in O2C and new
energy projects, and by the
expansion of  infrastructure
and distribution networks
of  its consumer businesses.

The RIL board on Friday
approved a plan to raise Rs
15,000 crore through listed,
redeemable non-convertible
debentures.

“This week marked a his-
toric moment in Reliance’s
value creation journey with
Jio’s record-setting listing
on Indian bourses. It de-
monstrates the depth of  con-
fidence investors place in
Jio’s solid foundation and
strong growth visibility. 

“I am proud to witness
the rejuvenation of  “the equ-
ity cult” originally pionee-
red by our founder-chair-
man during the 1977 Reliance
IPO,” said RIL chairman Mu-
kesh Ambani.

RIL Q2 net rises 34% to `̀29.5k cr

This week marked a historic moment in 
Reliance’s value creation journey with 

Jio’s record-setting listing on Indian bourses. It 
demonstrates the depth of confidence investors 
place in Jio’s solid foundation and strong 
growth visibility  
—mukesh ambani | chairman, ril

O2C, JIO DIGITAL LEAD CHARGE

Operating 
profit (` cr)

Operating profit  
growth in Sept qtr (%)

Digital services (Jio)

Oil to chemicals

Retail

Oil & gas

*Small biz (incl. media)

22,223

25,203

6,120

4,901

2,777

RIL’s biz segments

(Op. profit = Earnings before interest, taxes, 
depreciation & amortisation)

*Including media, realty, FMCG

67.9

-10.2

-2

17.7

0.2

TIMES NEWS NETWORK

Mumbai: AU Small Finance Bank is inves-
tigating a potential data leak involving a Sa-
lesforce-hosted software platform that
holds limited information relating to its ve-
hicle loan customers, after a cyber threat in-
telligence platform flagged claims by a
hacking group that it had breached the len-
der’s systems. The bank said the incident in-
volved a software-as-a-service (SaaS) plat-
form managed and hosted by Salesforce.

“We reaffirm that the Bank’s own sy-
stems remain unaffected and all banking
services are operating normally,” a bank
spokesperson said. HackRisk.io, a threat in-
telligence and cyber-attack monitoring
platform, flagged the alleged breach in a
post on X on Oct 29. The ScarlettGroup hack-
ing group claimed to have accessed sensiti-
ve customer and internal corporate data
and threatened to release it. According to
hackers’ claims, the compromised informa-
tion includes KYC records. TNN

AU Bank probes
potential data leak

New Delhi: Trai on Friday
proposed a comprehensive
draft framework for the re-
sponsible use of  artificial in-
telligence in telecom net-
works that would require ser-
vice providers to adopt board-
approved AI policies, estab-
lish dedicated governance
and safety committees, and
report serious AI-related inci-

a combination thereof.”
Telecom Regulatory Au-

thority of  India (Trai), in a re-
lease, said it has floated the
“draft ‘Guidelines on Respon-
sible Use of  Artificial Intelli-
gence (AI) in Telecommunica-
tion Networks and Provision
of  Telecommunication Ser-
vices’ for stakeholders’ com-
ments”. AGENCIES

dents to the regulator.
The draft guidelines, re-

leased for stakeholder consul-
tations, also seek to make enti-
ties accountable for the out-
comes of  AI systems deployed
in their networks and servic-
es, “irrespective of  whether
AI systems are developed in-
ternally, procured/ out-
sourced from a third party or

Trai proposes draft framework for
responsible use of AI in tele networks

New Delhi: The Centre’s fiscal
deficit touched 42.1% of the
full-year Budget target in the
first six months of the current
fiscal year, according to govt
data released on Friday. In
absolute terms, the fiscal
deficit, or gap between
expenditure and revenue, stood
at Rs 7,14,413 crore at Sept-end
2026, according to data released
by the Controller General of
Accounts (CGA). AGENCIES

Fiscal deficit touches
42.1% of target in H1

Mumbai: To simplify the
compliance process for fore-
ign portfolio investors (FPIs)
registered in India, markets
regulator Sebi on Friday ex-
tended the periodicity of
Know Your Client (KYC) revi-
ew from one year at present to
eight years.“Currently, FPIs
are subject to periodic KYC re-
view annually or once every
three years, depending on the
applicable category and other
criteria. The revised fram-
ework increases the periodici-
ty from one year to two years
and from three years to eight
years,” a Sebi circular said.
For some special category of
FPI labelled under Swagat-
FIs, “the periodicity of  KYC
review will remain unchang-
ed at 10 years. Also, the exis-
ting relaxations for GS-FPIs
will remain unchanged,” the
circular said. TNN

Sebi relaxes
timeline for FPI

KYC updates

Chennai: Private equity and venture capi-
tal (PE-VC) investments in India surged to
$8 billion in Oct, the highest monthly tally
so far in 2026, with a single $5.6 billion bank
deal accounting for about 70% of  the total.
The surge came despite a decline in the
number of  transactions, according to data
from Venture Intelligence (VI).

Investors closed 106 deals during the
month, compared with 125 in Sept and 136
in Oct 2025. Key Oct deals included Fairfax
Holdings’ investment in IDBI Bank and
KKR’s investment in Gentari. Brookfield
was linked to ESR’s warehouse portfolio,
while Simple Energy attracted investment
from the Dr Velumani Family Office and
others. Vegafin Capital received invest-
ments from Norwest, PremjiInvest, Lok
Capital and others. Five mega deals, each
worth at least $100 million, accounted for
$6.97 billion of  Oct’s investments, or nearly
87% of  the total. — G Balachandar

PE-VC funding hits
2026 high of $8bn 

Mumbai:The rupee
appreciated 50 paise to close
at 94.76 against the US dollar
on Friday, supported by a
positive trend in domestic
markets and a soft dollar.
Forex traders said both the
currency and the bond market
found additional support from
softer crude oil prices and the
inflow of foreign funds. At the
interbank foreign exchange
market, the rupee opened at
95.21, then gained ground and
touched an intra-day high of
94.75 and a low of 95.28 against
the American currency and
finally closed at 94.76. AGENCIES

Rupee jumps 50p
to close at 94.76

Meta, Amazon and Alphabet
have issued hundreds of  bil-
lions of  dollars in bond sales
over the past four years, wor-
rying investors about overre-
liance on the medium for rai-
sing capital. Morgan Stanley
forecast capital spending on
AI infrastructure overall will
surpass a trillion dollars next
year. AI companies’ growing
reliance on debt funding is
emerging as a new risk for in-
vestors, challenging the 
view that the companies at
the heart of  the boom are in-
sulated from macroecono-
mic pressures.

The concern is spreading
beyond stocks to credit mar-
kets, where investors are
starting to price in the possi-
bility that rising financing
costs, combined with slower
returns on AI spending, co-
uld squeeze companies pre-
viously viewed as relatively
insulated. Revenue across
the “Magnificent Seven” has

remained strong since
ChatGPT’s launch in 2022,
showcasing insatiable de-
mand and perhaps why inves-
tors were initially willing to
back the spending, even as
the timeline of  payoffs rema-
ins uncertain.

Amazon’s cloud compu-
ting cash cow, Amazon Web
Services, continued to accele-
rate, while Meta offered bet-
ter-than-expected revenue
growth and an upbeat outlo-
ok. Microsoft also forecast
strong cloud growth in its la-
test earnings report.

Big Tech has historically
spent heavily on infrastructu-
re to build and expand busi-
nesses such as cloud compu-
ting, online advertising and e-
commerce, but the AI boom
has pushed capital expenditu-
re to dizzying levels. JP Mor-
gan expects global AI capex to
reach $5.5 trillion by 2030, and
sees $900 billion being spent in
2026 alone. REUTERS

New Delhi: A day after Supreme Court’s observation on the
role of  ministry of  corporate affairs in the appointment and
infrastructure in the National Company Law Tribunal and
the appellate tribunal, the ministry on Friday said it only
performed “administrative” role in conducting the appoint-
ment process for the 63 judicial and technical members of
the National Company Law Tribunal (NCLT)

“NCLT independently undertakes the process for appo-
intment and management of  its officers and staff, including
deputy registrars, court officers, stenographers, office assi-
stants and multi-tasking staff,” MCA said in a statement.

In Oct 2019, govt delegated the responsibility to NCLT to
ensure its effective and independent functioning, govt ad-
ded. On Thursday, SC slammed the ministry for “completely
hijacking” both NCLT and NCLAT, while hearing a petition
regarding the dilapidated infrastructure, lack of  support
staff  and vacancies, hampering the work in the tribunal that
deals with corporate law and insolvency cases.

‘Play only administrative
role in NCLT appointment’ 

Gold prices hit their one-year
low on Friday while white
precious metals silver,
platinum and palladium slid
deep into technically oversold
territory, as tech shares
slumped. Spot gold fell 3.1% to
$3,897 an ounce — its lowest
level since Oct 2025 — while
silver dropped 6% to $49,
breaking below $50 for the first
time in 11 months, and
palladium slid below $1,000.
Gold is down 30% since hitting a
record high of $5,595 in Jan due
to bets on rates staying higher
for longer and is currently
under pressure. Reuters

Tech rout drives
gold to 1-year low

New Delhi: GAIL (India) on
Friday reported a 139% growth
in consolidated net profit to Rs
4,719.7 crore in the Sept quarter,
as gas consumption increased
following disruptions caused
by the West Asia conflict. The
company’s consolidated reve-
nue from operations rose 32.7%
to Rs 47,301 crore. The board also
approved in-principle listing of
wholly-owned subsidiary GAIL
Gas through an IPO that will re-
sult in dilution of  25% GAIL eq-
uity. TNN

GAIL net profit
rises 139% in Q2
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India’s relations with China risk creating an illusion of stability 
while the fundamental dispute between the two countries 
remains unresolved. Reports of fresh military face-offs in 
Arunachal Pradesh, including allegations that Chinese troops 

pitched tents several kilometres inside territory claimed by India, 
raise an uncomfortable question: has New Delhi achieved a 
genuine reduction in border tensions, or merely a pause in their 
escalation? The remarks by Indo-Tibetan Border Police chief 
Shatrujeet Singh Kapur are significant not simply because they 
describe renewed confrontations, but because they expose the 
gap between diplomatic engagement and conditions on the 
ground. When a senior serving officer speaks publicly about 
sensitive border developments, the government owes Parliament 
and the public a credible account, indeed an explanation. Its 
failure to explicitly address the specific allegations risks allowing 
uncertainty to deepen, while giving the Opposition grounds to 
question its handling of China. 

 The memory of the June 2020 Galwan Valley clash, in which 
20 Indian soldiers were killed, should discourage complacency. 
Subsequent negotiations and the October 2024 disengagement 
understanding helped reopen the path towards normalisation. 
But these developments were never substitutes for resolving the 
territorial dispute or establishing lasting military stability. China 
has compelling reasons to avoid another costly confrontation. 
Yet it can pursue its strategic interests without triggering a war. 
Persistent military probing, competing territorial claims and 
attempts to establish a stronger presence in disputed areas can 
gradually alter the circumstances in which future negotiations 
take place. Such pressure may yield advantages even without a 
decisive military victory.  

 India must therefore judge Chinese intentions by actions at the 
frontier, not by diplomatic courtesies in capitals. The economic 
relationship presents another vulnerability. Bilateral trade has 
expanded substantially, but the imbalance favours China, whose 
exports to India include machinery, electronic components, 
pharmaceutical ingredients and other critical industrial inputs. 
Restrictions on rare-earth magnets and tunnel-boring machinery 
illustrate how supply-chain dependence can become a source of 
strategic leverage. India cannot eliminate these vulnerabilities 
overnight, but diversifying imports, building domestic manufacturing 
capacity and investing in critical technologies must become 
sustained national priorities rather than episodic responses to 
diplomatic friction. 

 Nor can New Delhi assume that Washington will invariably 
provide decisive support in a confrontation with Beijing. American 
priorities under a mercurial President can change, particularly 
when economic engagement with China competes with strategic 
commitments elsewhere. India’s security must rest primarily on 
its own military preparedness, industrial resilience and  
diplomatic capacity. The government need not disclose operationally 
sensitive information.  

It must, however, explain the nature of the latest confrontations, 
clarify the status of disengagement and demonstrate that 
established arrangements are being respected. India should 
neither abandon dialogue nor mistake engagement for resolution. 
A durable peace requires verifiable restraint on the ground, 
reciprocal respect for existing arrangements and a credible 
capacity to resist coercion. Until these conditions are met, the 
thaw with China must be treated as an opportunity to consolidate 
India’s position, not evidence that the danger has passed.

Unlike many other dictators of the 20th century 
including Lenin and Stalin, Mao is still revered by 
the diehards within and outside China. His portrait 
still hangs in Tiananmen Square. His position is 

comparable to Sun Yat-sen though his legacy is highly 
contested. Modern China has moved away from Mao’s 
vision as it is a different world altogether. Deng never 
publicly criticised him and gave him a first division by 
stating that he was 60 per cent right and 40 per cent wrong. 

Mao, next to Lenin, is rightly credited with the establishment 
of a new state with a new regime. Among the architects and 
makers of the twentieth century, he deserves an honourable 
place. His Marxism was pragmatic as it had its roots in 
Chinese history and philosophy. Initially a radical, he 
became a Marxist in 1918. Like Lenin, Mao did not create 
his country’s Communist Party but framed its strategies 
which enabled it to achieve victory and acquire power. Like 
Stalin, he laid the foundations of a socialist economy, 
achieved collectivization of agriculture but established a 
personalized dictatorship as well. 

Mao’s most original contribution to Marxism since 1925 
was in recognizing and accepting the revolutionary role of 
the peasantry whom he looked upon as the vanguard of the 
revolution.  He viewed Chinese capitalism as potentially 
reactionary and alien. He observed that China had a rich 
revolutionary tradition and a splendid historical heritage 
but was sluggish in her economic, political and cultural 
development. Foreign intervention had led to structural 
changes within the country.  

The Chinese ‘new democratic revolution’ had a dual 
nature. In its minimum programme it sought a United 
Front to overthrow feudal elements, bureaucratic-capitalists, 
foreign imperialists and consolidate the new democratic 
revolution that would inevitably lead to the establishment 
of a socialist and eventually a communist society. In its 
minimum programme it would aim for a gradual transformation 
of the non-proletarian classes in the United Front. Mao was 
vague about the length of time required for completing the 
entire process. 

With regard to the Party organization, Mao adopted the 
Leninist concept of democratic centralism which envisaged 
free discussion within the party but strict compliance by all 
once decisions were taken. In reality, within the Communist 
parties of the former USSR and China there was greater 
reliance on centralism than democracy. But theoretically at 
least Mao was more conscious of the need for people’s 
involvement as he advocated a mass line which meant 
consultation with local people. Maoism intertwined centralism 
and democracy with a theory of knowledge following the 
Leninist perception that the elite would lead and people 
were to be led.   

Inheriting a bankrupt economy, the CCP initiated a series 
of measures to set the economy in order. Large capitalist 
enterprises were nationalised. The Land Law of June 1950 
was adopted guaranteeing each individual at the age of 
sixteen a minimum land-holding such that a family of five 
would have about one hectare. Fearing that the peasants 
would oppose sudden collectivization and, after the negative 
Soviet experience, social reforms were gradually enforced. 

The land of absentee landlords was redistributed to begin 
with and subsequently economic differences were narrowed 
through fiscal measures. Through the First Five Year Plan 
(1953-57) attempts to socialize the economy were initiated 
beginning with heavy industries and then light industries 
and retail enterprises, and finally to collectivize farms. The 
last two measures were stiffly opposed by the majority of 

peasants and small producers. 
Stalin died in 1955. Mao was not happy with Nikita 

Khrushchev (1894-1971)’s policy of peaceful coexistence 
and was alarmed at de-Stalinization, as he adored Stalin. 
The complete break with the former Soviet Union came in 
1957 because of ideological differences and territorial 
disputes. The de-Stalinization campaign and reforms 
initiated by Khrushchev led Mao to announce surprise 
initiatives in political liberalization.  He welcomed criticisms 
of his government and its policies with the view to improve 
the system. This was called ‘Let a Hundred flowers bloom, 
let a hundred schools contend’ which was abruptly terminated 
following the virulent criticisms that poured in from all 
quarters. Needless to say, Mao was not prepared for such a 
shock. He reversed his stance and stifled all further criticism. 

In the summer of 1959, Mao abandoned the talk of 
imminence of the transition to Communism and overtaking 
the West in fifteen years. He realized that socio-economic 

transformation would be an arduous process. In this 
admission he showed more maturity than Khrushchev 
who made an elaborate plan of overtaking the USA in 
production and reaching full Communism by the 1980s. 

Mao believed in mass mobilization to attain revolutionary 
goals. Towards this end he launched various movements: 
the anti-landlord campaign (1949-52), Hundred Flowers 
Bloom Campaign (1957), The Great Leap Forward (1958-60) 
and The Great Cultural Proletarian Revolution (1966-70). 
Besides these, there were other smaller campaigns  
like the anti-insect and rodent campaign, anti-corruption 
movement, sanitary campaigns and tree planting campaigns 
that aimed at developing collective consciousness among 
the people. 

Other than mass support, Mao was ready to use guerrilla 
warfare tactics as he felt these were necessary in less 
developed areas. This is summed up succinctly in his 
famous statement ‘political power flows from the barrel of 
a gun’.  To achieve a communist order Mao believed in the 
efficacy of violence and support from the masses. He was 
flexible in the context of means and ends. Like Engels, he 
realized the enormous importance of a standing army but 
he wanted to limit its power and presence. It was the party 
that would be supreme and be in complete control so as to 
ensure security, peace and prosperity. Mao’s conception of 
guerrilla warfare inspired others like Charu Majumdar 
(1918-72), Frantz Fanon (1925-61), Che Guevara (1928-67) 
and Régis Debray (1940-). 

It was during the Great Leap Forward campaign that 
Mao gave full expression to his vision of the socialist future: 
good material life for all, abolition of distinctions between 
town and country, between mental and physical labour, 
between workers, peasants and the intellectuals and the 
eventual dissolution of the state. True communism would 
be built through basic industries and a modern economy. 
The Great Leap Forward was intended to be a period of 
transition from socialism to communism. It tried to reverse 
the process of centralized heavy industrialization that 
existed during the First Five-year plan period by encouraging 
entrepreneurship among the people. 

Every household unit was encouraged to produce or 
manufacture some useful product with the state providing 
capital and resources. The family as a social unit was 
undermined by extending communism beyond mere work 
and ownership as the idea of communal living was propagated. 
However, all these were abandoned for there was a steep 
fall in production and the threat of a famine loomed large. 
By the mid-sixties, backyard industries were abandoned 
and barrack communes disappeared. 

(To Be Concluded) 

South Korea’s government is 
discovering that announcing large 
investments in artificial intelligence 
is easier than persuading companies 

and taxpayers that they will deliver lasting 
benefits. Recent confusion over the future 
of its sovereign AI program has exposed 
uncertainty about how major decisions 
are made and how success will be measured, 
a problem that additional spending alone 
cannot resolve. Its semiconductor industry 
provides a strong base for AI development, 
while dependence on foreign technology 
in other areas raises legitimate commercial 
and security concerns. These advantages 
and concerns justify a serious national 
strategy. They do not, however, establish 
that every government-sponsored model 
or semiconductor project deserves support, 
or that the size of an announced investment 
demonstrates the quality of the thinking 
behind it. The recent retreat in enthusiasm 

for AI investments should prompt the 
government to reassess whether its plans 
can withstand less favorable conditions. 
Although falling share prices should not 
dictate national technology policy or be 
taken as proof that AI has lost its economic 
potential, they highlight the 
risks of commitments that 
assume favorable conditions 
will continue indefinitely. 

The government announced 
its ambition to establish another 
semiconductor manufacturing 
hub before securing binding 
investment commitments from Samsung 
Electronics and SK hynix. That leaves a 
considerable gap between a political 
announcement and an industrial project 
that companies are prepared to finance. 
Semiconductor plants require reliable 
electricity and water, skilled workers, 
suppliers and years of preparation, while 

their commercial prospects depend on the 
chips they produce and market conditions 
when production begins. The government 
can help address infrastructure constraints, 
but announcing a location and an ambitious 
investment target cannot eliminate those 

uncertainties. 
Regional development is a legitimate 

policy objective, but when it influences 
the choice of a manufacturing site, 
the government should explain the 
expected benefits, additional costs 
and alternatives considered. Without 
that explanation, even a potentially 

useful project risks fueling suspicions that 
electoral considerations took precedence 
over industrial requirements. The controversy 
over domestic AI models raises a similar 
question about the relationship between 
policy objectives and the means chosen to 
achieve them. After creating uncertainty 
over the future of the sovereign foundation-model 

program, officials reaffirmed its continuation 
while pursuing a separate frontier-model 
initiative with a proposed allocation of 4.7 
trillion won ($3.6 billion) in the 2027 budget 
request. A commitment of that scale 
requires a clear explanation of how the 
two programs fit together. Science and 
ICT Minister Bae Kyung-hoon’s argument 
that rapid technological advances require 
a more ambitious approach deserves 
consideration, since research targets cannot 
remain appropriate indefinitely. Refusing 
to revise an outdated plan can waste public 
money just as surely as launching an 
inadequately examined replacement. But 
flexibility requires a clear process, with 
the government explaining which assumptions 
have changed, what the existing program 
has achieved, why a separate initiative is 
needed and how researchers, computing 
resources and public funding will be 
allocated between the two programs. 

Falsehoods 
Sir, This refers to Siddharth Roy’s article, 

“Deepfakes and democracy,” published today. 
The rapid evolution of generative artificial 
intelligence has exposed a serious weakness 
in the fight against digital deception: the 
technology to manufacture falsehoods is 
advancing faster than the systems designed 
to detect them.  

Detection tools may identify certain 
manipulated images, fabricated videos or 
synthetic voices, but none can guarantee 
accuracy in every case.  

Worse, identifying a suspicious clip is 
only part of the problem; establishing who 
created it, who circulated it and who intended 
to cause harm can be far more difficult.  

This is not merely a technological failure; 
it is a crisis of public trust and democratic 
accountability.  

When fabricated evidence becomes 
indistinguishable from authentic footage, 
citizens may lose faith not only in what 
they see online but also in genuine journalism, 
scientific evidence and legitimate public 
institutions.  

Equally troubling, unreliable detection 
systems can falsely accuse innocent people, 
turning the fight against deception into 
another instrument of injustice. 

Governments and technology companies 
cannot escape responsibility by blaming 
the complexity of artificial intelligence or 
the anonymity of the internet.  

Platforms must preserve appropriate 
evidence, improve content provenance and 
respond transparently to credible reports, 
while governments must strengthen cross-border 
cooperation without compromising privacy 
or freedom of expression.  

Yet technology alone cannot solve a 
problem rooted in human behaviour. A 
society that can no longer distinguish evidence 
from fabrication risks losing the very 

foundation on which informed judgment 
depends.  

The ultimate challenge, therefore, is not 
simply to detect every lie, but to build a 
digital environment in which deception is 
harder to spread, responsibility is harder to 
evade and truth does not become the first 
casualty of technological progress. 

Yours, etc., Narayanan Kizhumundayur,  
Thrissur, 27 October. 

 

Security 
Sir ,  Recent news reports quoting  

retiring ITBP chief Shatrujeet Singh Kapur 
on continuing face-offs at several locations 
in Arunachal Pradesh and India’s  
preparedness raise concerns about candour 
and national security.  

While in service, senior officers must 
speak boldly and frankly to the government 
in power through appropriate channels for 
their valid concerns.  

But, they must exercise calculated restraint 
in public statements that could compromise 
national interests. Ambiguous disclosures 
about border preparedness can unsettle 

citizens, affect troop morale and complicate 
diplomacy. National security demands 
professionalism every moment. 

Yours, etc.,  Brij B. Goyal,  
Ludhiana, 27 October. 

 

Intemperate 
Sir, Congress president Mallikarjun 

Khagre’s absurd and unpleasant remark, 
“Modi’s father will also have to go”, is not 
justified.  

The language is highly condemnable. 
Politics today is tainted with bad language. 
The expectation from a politician and public 
figure is to think before speaking and speak 
after thinking.  

However, politicians these days have lost 
the art of public speaking. They resort to 
“mud-slinging” and foul language,  showing 
immaturity and a lack of understanding. 
Simply blaming the Congress will not  
suffice. Leaders of all political parties should 
introspect and maintain decorum while 
talking to the masses. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul,  
Nadia, 28 October. 

Benjamin Netanyahu has survived a political challenge, 
but survival is not victory. Israel’s latest election has left 
his right-wing bloc ahead, but without the parliamentary 
majority needed to govern. The opposition, led by Gadi 

Eisenkot, has failed to assemble an alternative. The result exposes 
a deeper crisis: a country divided over whether security requires 
continuity of leadership or a reckoning with the failures of the 
past three years. The Hamas-led attacks of 7 October 2023, should 
have fundamentally altered Israel’s political landscape. The 
intelligence and security failures preceding the massacre raised 
questions about the competence of a government whose central 
claim to legitimacy rested on protecting the state.  

 Netanyahu’s opponents have also challenged his handling of 
the subsequent wars, his refusal to accept political responsibility 
and his dependence on far-right allies. Yet his enduring support 
demonstrates that accountability has not become the electorate’s 
overriding concern. For many Israelis, the fear of hostile neighbours 
and regional adversaries remains more compelling than dissatisfaction 
with their own leadership. The strongest challenge to the established 
political order has come from Israel’s Arab citizens, who account 
for roughly one-fifth of the population. Their increased turnout 
and projected parliamentary representation reflect a determination 
to translate citizenship into political influence. Their immediate 
concerns include violent crime, housing, education and what 
they regard as systematic discrimination.  

 Yet their votes could prove decisive only if Jewish opposition 
parties are willing to cooperate with them. Here lies the opposition’s 
central contradiction. Eisenkot has presented himself as an 
alternative to Netanyahu but has resisted an alliance with Arab-led 
parties, despite the arithmetic that makes their support potentially 
indispensable. If he excludes them to avoid alienating right-wing 
Jewish voters, he risks preserving the very government he seeks 
to displace. If he accepts their support, he must persuade a 
divided opposition that democratic legitimacy cannot depend on 
the ethnic identity of those casting votes. The impasse also 
exposes the vulnerabilities of Israel’s proportional representation 
system. With 120 seats in the Knesset and 61 required for a 
majority, smaller parties can exercise disproportionate influence.  

 Netanyahu’s reliance on ultra-Orthodox and far-right partners 
complicates efforts to broaden his coalition, particularly over 
military conscription and the distribution of national obligations. 
His opponents face equally difficult compromises between security 
hawkishness and the political demands of Arab parties. Another 
election may consequently appear easier than forming a government 
across these divisions. But repeated elections cannot substitute 
indefinitely for political resolution. Nor would a renewed regional 
conflict necessarily strengthen Israel’s long-term security if it 
further postpones accountability and deepens domestic fractures. 
The election has not delivered a decisive verdict on Netanyahu. It 
has revealed something more consequential: Israel remains unable 
to reconcile its demand for security with its need for responsible 
leadership, equitable citizenship and a credible political alternative. 
Until that contradiction is confronted, a new government ~ or 
another election ~ will offer postponement, not resolution.

Fragile  Thaw 

Fractured  verdict 

In the summer of 1959, Mao abandoned the 
talk of imminence of the transition to 
Communism and overtaking the West in 
fifteen years. He realized that 
socio-economic transformation would be 
an arduous process. In this admission he 
showed more maturity than Khrushchev 
who made an elaborate plan of overtaking 
the USA in production and reaching full 
Communism by the 1980s
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RAJDEEP PATHAK 
 

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel (31 
October 1875-15 December 1950) 
is often remembered as the ‘Iron 
Man’ who stitched together a 

fragmented India after Independence. 
But a democracy needs more than iron 
will. It needs institutions, restraint, 
education, and above all, memory. 
Sardar Patel’s legacy, 151 years after his 
birth anniversary, is best honoured not 
by turning him into a symbol of coercion, 
but by applying his pragmatism to 
India’s present challenges, border 
management, internal security, cyber 
threats, and the delicate balance between 
vigilance and civil liberties. 

Sardar Patel’s decisive role in integrating 
princely states into the Indian Union 
was an extraordinary administrative 
achievement. Yet his strength lay not 
merely in firmness. It lay in negotiation, 
institutional discipline and the capacity 
to accommodate diversity within a 
common constitutional framework. India’s 
unity was not produced by uniformity. It 
was built through a political settlement 
that allowed many languages, religions, 
regions and communities to coexist. 

That distinction matters today. Security 
is essential, but security without legality, 
accountability and public trust can 
weaken the very nation it seeks to 
protect. A democratic state must be 
vigilant without becoming fearful, firm 
without becoming arbitrary, and united 
without demanding sameness. 

Sardar Patel’s legacy should not be 
understood only through his image as a 
strong leader or through the world’s 
tallest statue erected in his honour. His 
life also raises important questions for 
contemporary India. What does national 
strength mean in a democracy? How 

should historical figures be remembered? 
And how can schools or educational 
institutions per se teach national unity 
without encouraging uniformity of 
thought, language or culture? These 
questions are closely connected. A secure 
nation needs effective institutions, but 
it also needs public trust. A national 
monument can inspire pride, but historical 
understanding requires more than 
admiration. And unity becomes meaningful 
when citizens learn to respect differences 
rather than fear them. 

India’s security challenges today are 
very different from those Patel faced in 
1947. The country must protect its 
borders, counter terrorism, respond to 
internal security threats, prevent 
communal violence and address the 
growing risks of cyberattacks, online 
fraud and digital misinformation in the 
age of artificial intelligence (AI). The 
scale and nature of these challenges 
require modern technology, professional 
institutions and coordination between 
the Union and state governments. 

Sardar Patel’s experience is relevant 
because he understood the importance 
of administrative discipline and national 
coordination. The integration of princely 
states was not simply a territorial exercise. 
It was also a process of building a 
functioning political and administrative 
union out of a highly divided landscape. 
His work as Home Minister helped 
establish the foundations of internal 
administration during the early years 
of Independence. However, remembering 
Patel should not mean assuming that 
every security problem can be solved 
through firmness alone. Modern security 
requires intelligence, trained personnel, 
effective policing, reliable institutions, 
public cooperation and careful use of 
technology. Border management needs 

infrastructure and coordination, while 
cyber threats demand technical expertise 
and cooperation between government 
agencies, businesses and ordinary citizens. 

Equally important is the relationship 
between security and civil liberties. A 
democracy must protect its people from 
genuine threats without treating every 
disagreement as a danger to the nation. 
Article 19 of the Constitution guarantees 
freedoms including ‘speech’ and ‘expression’ 
and ‘peaceful assembly’, while permitting 
reasonable restrictions under specified 
constitutional conditions. These protections 
should not be seen as obstacles to 
national security. They are part of the 
democratic framework that gives the 
Indian state its legitimacy. 

The Statue of Unity in Gujarat, unveiled 
on 31 October 2018, commemorating 
Sardar Patel’s birth anniversary, stands 
182 metres tall and is officially recognised 
as the world’s tallest statue. It has become 
a major landmark associated with Patel’s 
contribution to national integration. The 
statue makes a powerful visual statement. 
It gives national recognition to a leader 
whose contribution deserves to be studied 
by generations of Indians. It has encouraged 
tourism, supported local economic 
activity, and provided a starting point 
for conversations about the making of 
modern India. But a monument also 
raises a larger cultural question. Does 
remembering a leader mean celebrating 
his image, or understanding his ideas? 
A statue can communicate strength, 
determination and national pride in a 
single glance. It cannot, by itself, explain 
the political negotiations behind the 
integration of princely states, the 
administrative difficulties of the period 
or the choices leaders had to make under 
extraordinary pressure. Nor can one 
monument capture every aspect of Patel’s 

personality and political thinking. Sardar 
Patel’s legacy included organisational 
discipline, practical negotiation and an 
understanding that national integration 
required cooperation among different 
political interests. 

Historical figures are often turned 
into simple symbols. One represents 
strength, another sacrifice, another 
reform. Such symbols can inspire, but 
they can also narrow public understanding 
when complexity disappears. Therefore, 
a balanced interpretation of Patel should 
neither diminish his achievements nor 
turn him into a figure beyond historical 
examination. His decisions should be 
studied in the circumstances in which 
they were made, including the challenges 
of Partition, the weakness of new 
institutions and the urgent need to 
establish political stability. 

Museums, memorials and public 
exhibitions can help achieve this balance. 
Alongside photographs and statues, 
they can present original speeches, 
letters, historical maps, different regional 
experiences and accounts of the negotiations 
that shaped India. They can invite 
visitors to ask questions rather than 
simply receive conclusions. A monument, 
we must acknowledge, gives history a 
visible presence. Education gives it 
depth. Both are necessary if national 
remembrance is to remain meaningful. 
The most lasting tribute to Sardar Patel 
may not be another monument, but a 
generation of young Indians who 
understand why unity matters and how 
it can coexist with diversity. India is 
not held together by a single language, 
regional identity, religious tradition, or 
a way of life. Its strength comes from 
the ability of people with different 
histories and beliefs to participate in a 
shared constitutional system. 

The Constitution provides the 
foundation for this understanding. 
The Supreme Court of India describes 
it as ‘establishing a democratic republic 
governed by the rule of law, with 
fundamental rights, equality before 
the law, federal governance and freedom 
of conscience and religion’. These 
principles should not remain confined 
to textbooks or examinations. They 
should shape how students learn, 
debate, cooperate and respond to 
differences. A school curriculum 
inspired by Patel’s legacy could bring 
together three connected areas, such 
as constitutional values, historical 
understanding and democratic citizenship. 

If Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel’s legacy 
is presented only as a story of authority, 
students may miss the importance of 
negotiation and cooperation. If the 
Statue of Unity is treated only as a 
symbol of national pride, visitors may 
miss the complex historical process it 
commemorates. Moreover, if schools 
teach that unity means everyone must 
agree, they risk teaching students to 
follow others blindly instead of thinking 
for themselves as responsible citizens. 

A more fulfilling understanding of 
Patel would recognize both determination 
and pragmatism, as well as administrative 
discipline and the need for cooperation. 
It would encourage citizens to take 
national security seriously while insisting 
that public power operate within the 
Constitution. 

India does not need to choose between 
national unity and cultural diversity, 
or between security and democratic 
freedom. The challenge is to build 
institutions and public attitudes that 
protect both. 

 
The writer is Programme Executive, Gandhi Smriti and 
Darshan Samiti.

BRITISH & GERMAN 
CO-OPERATION 

IMPORTANT 
TRADE 
CONFERENCE 
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.) 
RUGBY, OCT. 

AN invitation has been received and 
accepted by the Federation of German 
Industries from the Federation of Bri¬tish 
Industries to send its entire Board to 
London for important trade discus¬sions. 

The Westminster Gazette understands 
that the conference will deal mainly with 
the possibilities of cooperation between 
the leading export and finance houses of 
the two countries in markets were joint 
action would be to mutual advantage. 

Exchanges on routine. matters have for 
several months past been proceeding 
between the British and German Federations, 
and the decision to hold a meeting in 
London was reached during the recent 
meeting in Berlin. 

It is stated that the proposed meeting is 
in no sense a sequel to the recent informal 
conference between British and German 
industrialists at Romney. 

 

BRITISH SHIPPING 

IDLE TONNAGE 
REDUCED BY 
ONE-HALF 
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)  
RUGBY, OCT. 

FIGURES published by the Chamber of 
Shipping disclose a substantial improvement 
in the shipping trade. 

During the past three months the idle 
tonnage at British ports has been reduced 
by one-half, the total reduction amounting 
to nearly 500,000 tons. This significant 
movement is atributed in to first instance 
to the demand for freights from coal 
importers, but it has been reinforced by a 
similar activity of the grain trade. 

 

MARQUESS CURZON 

BUST HANDED 
OVER TO 
OXFORD UNION 
(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)  
RUGBY, OCT. 

A BUST of the late Lord Curzon was 
yesterday handed over to the Oxford 
Union by Lord Oxford. Eloquent tributes 
to the dead statesman were paid by 
Lord Oxford, Lord Birkenhead and Sir 
John Simon. 
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The Communist Party of India 
(Marxist) elected Mr M A Baby 
its General Secretary at its 
24th Party Congress at Madurai 

on 6 April 2025. A prominent CPI (M) 
member of the Rajya Sabha from 1986 
to 1998, Mr Baby was Education Minister 
in the Kerala Government from 2006 
to 2011 and is known for his contribution 
to the state’s public education system. 

Although the CPI (M) has been 
fighting the Congress in West Bengal, 
Kerala, and other places, the Left party 
is mobilizing its members and supporters 
in a big way to join the 1 November 
mass rally in Delhi for which the call 
has been given by the Congress Party. 
Joining other Opposition leaders in 
the protest against the SIR (Special 
Intensive Revision) of electoral rolls 
and Chief Election Commissioner 
Gyanesh Kumar, Mr Baby was detained 
along with other Opposition leaders 
in Delhi on 10 October. 

In this interview to Deepak Razdan, 
he answers questions on the Opposition 
strategy, explaining why the CPI (M) 
would not object to the Congress staking 
claim to form government after the 
2029 Lok Sabha elections. 

 
Excerpts: 
 
Q: There is Opposition unity on 

scrapping the SIR and removal of 
CEC Gyanesh Kumar, but the BJP 
will go only if there is a durable 
a l t e r n a t ive  ava i l a b l e?  I s  t h e 
Opposition ready to offer that? 

A: The Opposition should have won 
the 2024 election itself. People know 
that. There was a good political situation 
which showed the victory of the INDIA 
bloc. BJP was able to win the 2014 and 
2019 elections. In the 2024 election, the 

BJP and its allies targeted 400 seats 
but the BJP lost its majority which it 
had in 2014 and 2019. It was reduced to 
240 seats. BJP lost 63 seats, whereas 
the Opposition alliance had 234 seats. 
The difference was only six seats between 
the Opposition, the INDIA bloc arrangement 
and the BJP. The BJP was able to get 63 
seats from the INDIA alliance and inched 
towards 293 seats, 20 seats more than 
the minimum majority in the 543-member 
Lok Sabha. 

The BJP secured support from JD 
(U) of Nitish Kumar and TDP of N 
Chandrababu Naidu. 

The BJP and Mr Narendra Modi will 
be facing the 2029 electorate as a 
defeated alliance which survived only 
because of various regional parties 
which were part of the anti-BJP alliance 
earlier. The Opposition will be going 
to the 2029 elections with a lot of 
confidence and we are ready to offer 
the Indian people an alternative, secular, 
democratic and a constitutionally- 
committed arrangement. 

The Modi government has exposed 
its vulnerability in many areas. How 
many promises he had given to people 
that he has broken. He promised peasants, 
the largest part of the population, that 
their incomes would be doubled if he 
became Prime Minister. What has 
doubled is the number of suicides by 
farmers and farm labour in distress. 

He promised that two crore jobs would 
be generated every year for the youth. 
That is why the youth and the students 
are agitated, not only about Gyanesh 
Kumar but also about the unemployment 
generated by the Modi government. 
Even vacancies for existing jobs in 
Central PSUs are not being filled. That 
means huge Scheduled Castes and 
Backward communities have not received 

their jobs under reservation. This we 
are going to tell the people. 

So, we are ready to give a very stable 
alternative. During the 2004 alternative 
UPA government, we brought the Food 
Security law, MGNREGA, Right to 
Information, Right to Education and 
Forest Rights Act. Many democratic 
modifications and pro-people welfare 
measures were implemented by the 
UPA alliance. Something similar can 
be evolved after the 2029 elections. 
We are very confident about that. 

 
Q :  B J P  i s  q u i c k  t o  p o i n t  t o 

contradictions in the Opposition, 
like Congress fighting the Samajwadi 
Party in UP and the Left in Kerala? 
You can�t be a durable alliance. 

A: The NDA is not a durable alliance. 
That is already clear. On the Gyanesh 
Kumar issue, there are at least three 
parties which are part of NDA that 
have stated there are doubts that need 
to  b e explaine d by the Ele ct ion 
Commission. The mood in the country 
is there. People are raising questions 
about the Modi government and the 
way in which constitutional offices 
like the Election Commission, Enforcement 
Directorate, CBI, and the Income Tax 
department are being misused to 
witch-hunt Opposition leaders. 

The present Assam Chief Minister was 
a Congress leader. They let loose CBI 
against him. He joined the BJP. It is a 
process of Opposition leaders going 
through a washing machine after joining 
the BJP. The Narendra Modi-led government 
is misusing the Central agencies to break 
Opposition parties and buy MPs to get a 
two-thirds majority. They are trying for 
that. We heard there would be a special 
session of Lok Sabha in October. Apparently, 
they could not manage a two-thirds 

majority for their scheme of things. The 
talk about problems in the Opposition is 
to hide their problems in the NDA. There 
are parties willing to leave the NDA. 

So far as the relationship between the 
Samajwadi Party and the Congress is 
concerned, I am confident the SP would 
be taking leadership of Uttar Pradesh. I 
don't think there would be any problem of 
seat-sharing among various parties to 
work out an alternative to a 
communally-dividing Yogi Adityanath 
government. They have taken money from 
the Ram Temple. They are being exposed 
before people. In the name of Ram, they 
wanted to fan communal passions. There 
is not just ‘vote chori’ (vote theft), there is 
‘chori’ at Ram Temple also. 

When we developed the INDIA bloc, 
we knew there would be problems in 
some States between members of the 
alliance. Our solution is that out of 
543 Lok Sabha seats, there would be 
joint, common candidates for about 
500 seats and there would be only 
some seats for mutual contest. 

That is not going to affect the prospects 
of the defeat of the fascist RSS-controlled 
BJP. Wherever the INDIA partners are 
unable to evolve an understanding, 
there would be contests among them, 
but we would see that it would not be 
to the advantage of the BJP. 

Q: The rise of the Cockroach 
Janta Party shows Opposition 
parties failed to estimate the 
disillusionment among the youth? 

A: One can make an assessment 
whether we in the Opposition could not 
gauge the extent of disillusionment among 
people and among youth. But the fact of 
the matter is that progressive democratic 
student youth organizations like SFI, 
DYFI, AISF - one has seen how they work 
- and how the SFI, AISA and the Cockroach 
Janta Party are cooperating well. The 
CJP’s spokesperson issued a tweet 
appreciating the enormous strength of 
the SFI with its willingness to sacrifice 
and work in a disciplined manner. We 
are cooperating very well. Point is right: 
the CJP, with its new approach to 
communicate with Gen Z, has been able 
to inspire a lot of confidence among large 
sections of Gen Z. At the same time, the 
SFI is winning all important university 
bodies, Hyderabad, Himachal. In Delhi 
University, the SFI performed very well. 
In JNU, the SFI and AISA won a struggle. 

 
Q: Does the CPI-M have reservations 

over the Congress emerging as claimant 
for power in the next Lok Sabha? 

A: You will recall, when the Left under 
the CPI (M)’s leadership won 60 seats 
in the Lok Sabha, there was an offer 
that CPI (M) politburo member Jyoti 
Basu should become the Prime Minister. 
What was our response? I was also a 
Central Committee member, we discussed 
the possibilities, as well as the possible 
negative impact of accepting the Prime 
Ministership. Our party strength and 
the strength of the Left was not very 
substantial. We had a good representation 
but that constituted only a fraction of 
the 543-member Lok Sabha. So, our 
party took a decision with equanimity. 

There are political parties which 
would jump for power. The CPI (M) 
proved that it is a different political 
party. It has its own high standards of 
assessment before taking such decisions. 
Therefore, we supported H D Deve 
Gowda at the Centre; in Tamil Nadu, it 
was because of the CPI, the CPI (M) 
and the VCK that the single largest 
party of Joseph Vijay was able to take 
oath. We were offered Ministership 
there, but we would not accept it. We 
are a different political party. Therefore, 
our primary task is to ensure that the 
RSS-controlled BJP and its allies are 
removed from office. We are willing to 
extend support to any secular alternative. 

 
Q: The Left basically opposes 

BJP�s ideology, but do you reject 
the Narendra Modi government�s 
performance also? Like free food 
for crores? 

A: Under Modi’s rule the poor could 
not be taken out of poverty. If food is not 
provided to crores of people, there would 
be more starvation. He has not been able 
to improve the lot of the poorest of the 
poor. He is only making claims. 

 
Q: Calls for regime change reflect 

an attempt to undermine the 
democratic system, the BJP is saying. 

A: The Opposition has every right 
for regime change. We are not going to 
force him down. If some Minister like 
Dharmendra Pradhan is caught in acts 
of irresponsibility, if CEC Gyanesh 
Kumar is found guilty, we will move 
against them and we will move against 
their protectors also. But we will wait 
till we get an opportunity to ensure a 
regime change when an election is held. 
Before that we don’t propose to forcefully 
remove Narendra Modi or Amit Shah.

ACROSS 
 

7    Perhaps add water 

to ferns here, 

wilting (9) 

9    Different person 

subject to order, 

abandoned by 

British (5) 

11  US city enveloped in 

love for Little Italy in 

the future  

(3,4) 

12  Head off bits of film 

by Young 

Conservatives 

adopting new 

dubbing technique 

(3-4) 

13  Began list laying out 

these assets? (9) 

14  Commotion 

surrounding 

American element 

of flight  

(5) 

15  Restrained but 

losing head in hurry 

(5) 

16  Vehicle not working? 

Not quite (3) 

17  Line is circling party 

venues supporting 

swimming  

(5) 

18  Severe depression 

doing head in (5) 

20  Setter 

accommodating 

pilots aboard special 

flying machine  

(9) 

23  French ready with 

enthusiasm to 

dismiss a German 

cracker (7) 

24  Learned to ignore 

first repeat (7) 

25  Increasingly 

aristocratic, avoiding 

hard question (5) 

26  Unusual heat burns� 

me? (9) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    French port 

receiving a quantity 

of chicken  

(6) 

2    Wasting time, I 

exported nasty 

bleach (8) 

3    Fixed line limiting 

height for Jewish 

settlement (6) 

4    Obsessive year is 

involving special 

research (8) 

5    Elects Conservative� 

I�m sorry about that 

ultimately (6) 

6    Unusual stir about 

hackneyed items, 

things in the �old 

hat� category? (8) 

8    Evidence of an out-

of-this-world 

domestic bust-up? 

(6,7) 

10  Grass needing 

protection with 

snug covering in 

Sussex town (8,5) 

15  Corner resident 

nearly securing spot 

for dance (8) 

16  Lizard I left is found 

in lounge  

(8) 

17  Position King 

overlooked in a 

certain European 

subject (8) 

19  A lot of mist on a 

road is a concern for 

drivers  

(6) 

21  Foreigners giving 

misinformation in 

answer (6) 

22  Carefully examine 

including old film as 

example of 

literature (6)

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9 10

11 12

13 14

15 16 17

18 19 20 21 22

23 24

25 26

M A C I A H C S
A B S T A I N C R O C H E T
D S R C N S O O
R A I S E O V E R T H R O W
A S S H E U E
S E T S P E C I A L I S E D
S E R N R
A U D I B L E C R Y P T I C

O N L R A
R E C R U I T M E N T O F F
U A T M I U F
S E N T I E N C E T A B L E
T O Q O N A L I
I M P O U N D C O N C E R N
C Y E E Y S D E

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

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

P E R S P E C T I V E

100 Years Ago

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

‘Ready to give a stable alternative’

How this generation might understand Patel

https://t.me/+ruq2JWwEmJFiNjc1


Teachers have held a position of unquestionable respect
for generations. Their presence represented moral and intel-
lectual authority, their decisions demanded faith, and their
words carried weight. But in today’s educational discourse,
an awkward topic predominates: Why are kids treating
instructors with such disrespect? We might be asking the
wrong question. Rather than focusing only on kids, we need
to face a more unsettling truth: Have we systematically
undermined the very profession whose authority we now
want youngsters to recognise?

Social media, smartphones and evolving parenting prac-
tices did not start the decline of teacher authority. It started
when the connection of trust in education increasingly gave
way to a transaction controlled by institutional appease-
ment, performance metrics and expectations. Teachers are

expected to exercise dwindling authority while exhibiting
unending patience in many institutions. Disciplinary
rulings are regularly contested, their professional judge-
ments are questioned, and the desire to prevent parental
discontent sometimes overshadows valid concerns. What
message does this convey to kids? Students start to see pro-
fessional authority as negotiable when they see adults con-
fronting instructors on a regular basis without engaging
in meaningful conversation or receiving institutional
backing. Respect becomes contingent on convenience
rather than knowledge or accountability. Paradoxically, the
same society that expects orderly classrooms is frequent-
ly reluctant to give those in charge of upholding them more
authority. Attention should be paid to yet another discrep-
ancy. It is becoming more and more expected of teachers
to serve as educators, counsellors, administrators, tech-
nological facilitators and emotional support providers. Their
obligations are growing, yet they still have limited time and
freedom to complete them.

In ceremonial speeches, we honour educators as
nation-builders, but how often do our institutional proce-
dures reflect this appreciation? Additionally, there is a risky
propensity to mistake student empowerment for a lack of
accountability. Encouraging children to challenge beliefs
is crucial, but letting them cross boundaries is not.
Independent thought should be encouraged in a progres-
sive classroom without normalising rudeness. Similarly,
fear, humiliation or blind obedience cannot restore

respect. Teachers must gain students’ trust by being com-
petent, equitable, compassionate and reliable. Freedom
without responsibility turns into indiscipline, and author-
ity without accountability turns into authoritarianism.
Hence, a fundamental recalibration of educational inter-
actions is necessary for the solution. While maintaining
open channels for resolving legitimate complaints, school
administrations must uphold professional decorum. 

Parents need to know the difference between standing
up for their kids and immediately supporting whatever they
do. Teachers must adopt new pedagogies without com-
promising who they are as professionals. Above all, stu-
dents need to know that disrespect and disagreement are
not the same thing. While one promotes intellectual devel-
opment, the other threatens the connections that are essen-
tial to a meaningful education. A civilisation shows its values
by treating teachers with dignity in routine institutional
actions rather than by publicly expressing respect for them.
Perhaps we should look at the examples adults are pro-
viding before bemoaning the decline of respect among stu-
dents. It is unreasonable for a society to expect its students
to respect its authorities when it consistently undermines
its instructors. Education loses its moral base, which is con-
siderably more vital than classroom discipline, when the
teacher’s voice becomes disposable.
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and low-value exports.
The direction of trade makes the irony

sharper. In 2024, India exported over 21,800
tonnes of copper waste and scrap, worth about
$143 million; China alone received more than
10,100 tonnes, worth about $82 million. In the
same year, India imported nearly 3.29 lakh
tonnes of copper scrap worth $2.04 billion,
highlighting that recoverable metal is shipped
out in one form, often after minimal sorting
or processing, and brought back in another
form. This is not a circular economy; it is a
revolving door, with India standing on the
losing side.

Plastic, Electronics and the 
Missing Middle
The problem extends well beyond hospitals and
metal yards. India generated about 41.36 lakh
tonnes of plastic waste in 2022-23. Yet indepen-
dent assessments based on official data esti-
mate that only about a quarter of plastic pack-
aging is effectively recycled, while registered
recyclers had the capacity to process only about
a quarter of the plastic waste generated.

E-waste shows both progress and unfin-
ished business. In FY 2024-25, India generat-
ed nearly 14 lakh tonnes of e-waste, of which
70.71 per cent was reported as collected, dis-
mantled, recycled or disposed of. The
numbers are encouraging; however, high-
value material recovery does not corre-
spond solely to collection and processing. A
discarded phone contains precious critical
elements alongside copper, aluminium,
cobalt, lithium, etc. An informal channel or
a basic dismantling unit captures only a
minuscule fraction of its worth.

Why India lags behind
There may be several structural failures, yet
three prime ones may explain this deficit:
1. While accountability is formal, collection is
informal. Necessary aggregation is performed
by ragpickers and kabadiwalas, yet they often
lack protective equipment, weighing systems,
digital payments, insurance and access to

formal recycling facilities.
2. A needle, a plastic wrapper and food waste

mixed together destroy the value of all three.
Segregation is not a civic virtue alone; it is
industrial feedstock preparation. Segregation
currently fails at source.

3. Recycling capacity is fragmented. India
needs decentralised material-recovery facili-
ties, authorised sharps-processing protocols,
modern vehicle scrapping centres and high-
standard e-waste refineries, not just more land-
fills with illuminated signage.

It is appropriately stated in the government’s
vehicle scrappage policy that this is a win-win
situation for lower import costs, circularity,
employment and cleaner cities. However,
design should translate into delivery. Policy lan-
guage must now translate into visible infra-
structure, ie district-level scrapping centres,
material-recovery hubs, traceable digital
waste manifests and procurement preferences
for recycled-content metals and plastics.

Waste-to-wealth: The new mantra
What India lacks is an integrated material
economy, not announcements. Strategic
resources such as coal, oil, critical minerals, etc.,
will have their place, yet there is a dire need
for next-generation reforms to treat waste as
a strategic resource. For this to happen:
 Mandate and finance source segregation in

municipalities, schools, offices, hospitals and
housing societies.

 Create certified recovery corridors for e-
waste, construction debris, end-of-life vehi-
cles and biomedical sharps, with traceabil-
ity from generator to recycler.

 Use public procurement to create 
demand; highways, railways, defence, gov-
ernment buildings and smart-city pro-
jects should specify minimum recycled-
content thresholds.

 A cooperative movement is necessary to for-
malise waste pickers and include them in
digital payments and social-security cover-
age. India must realise that it is fortunate to
already have the most effective recycling
workforce.

 Stop exporting its cheapest materials and
importing its most expensive lessons. Every
needle consigned to disposal without a safe
recovery pathway, every tonne of copper
scrap sent abroad without recovery of
value and every old vehicle dismantled in
an informal yard represent forgone foreign
exchange, forgone jobs and forgone indus-
trial resilience.
Only bullet trains, space missions, highways

or semiconductor fabs may not translate into
Viksit Bharat; what matters is how India can
turn its own discarded syringes, dead batter-
ies, broken phones and rusting vehicles into
the raw material of its next industrial revolu-
tion. Waste is not the opposite of wealth; poor
waste management is.

Editor’s

At Kevadia in Gujarat, Rashtriya Ekta Diwas on Sardar
Vallabhbhai Patel’s 151st birth anniversary, beside the 182-
metre Statue of Unity would be celebrated with much fanfare.
Patel is invoked more often than he is read, and he deserves to
be read whole: not as a statue, and not as a weapon.

In July 1947, Patel took charge of the States Department, with
VP Menon as his secretary. With British paramountcy ending,
some 560 princely states were nominally free to choose their
future. Patel’s offer was accession on just three subjects:
defence, external affairs and communications, backed by privy
purses and firm pressure. When Junagadh’s Nawab opted for
Pakistan, a February 1948 plebiscite returned 190,870 votes,
only 91 of them for Pakistan. Hyderabad’s holdout ended with
Operation Polo, from 13 to 17 September 1948.

He gave the republic its administrative spine: on 21 April
1947, he called the services the “Steel Frame of India”; that
date is now Civil Services Day. His secular credentials deserve
better than slogans from either camp. The evidence for them is
strong. He banned the RSS on 4 February 1948. In July, he
wrote that its activities “constituted a clear threat to the
existence of Government and the State”.

In May 1949, he moved a motion in the Constituent
Assembly to end separate electorates, hoping for “a true secular
democratic State, where everybody has equal chance”. Yet the
record is also ambivalent, as Christophe Jaffrelot has argued.
Patel urged RSS men to join the Congress. His government
lifted the ban in July 1949 once Golwalkar accepted a written
constitution. At Somnath, he said restoring the idols “would be
a point of honour and sentiment with the Hindu public”. His
secularism was stern and unsentimental: “If I were a member
of a minority community,” he told the Assembly, “I would
forget that I belong to a minority community.”

He was not the RSS’s man; he banned it. Nor was he a
pluralist of Nehru’s temperament. He was a Congress
statesman who wanted a neutral state and unquestioned
minority loyalty. However, his differences with Nehru were real.
In 1946, Rajmohan Gandhi records, many provincial Congress
committees nominated Patel for the party presidency, and none
nominated Nehru. Gandhi asked Patel to step aside, and he
did. They quarrelled over the first President, Rajagopalachari or
Rajendra Prasad; over the Congress presidency in 1950, Tandon
or Kripalani; and over China, where, in November 1950, Patel
pressed for “a military and intelligence appreciation of the
Chinese threat to India”. Less than three months before he died,
Patel said at Indore: “Nehru is our leader... I am not a disloyal
soldier.” The tale that Nehru snubbed his funeral is false. He
told Parliament he was leaving for Bombay “to pay our last
tribute”, called Patel “a friend and a colleague and comrade
above all”, and was at the cremation. What do we owe him?
First, the unity he forged was an invitation as much as a
command. It endures only if every region, language and faith
feels that the Union is theirs. Second, the neutral, fearless civil
service he called a steel frame: it exists to serve the
Constitution, not the party of the day.

The country pays tribute to the Iron Man on his 151st
birth anniversary. He unified India and defended

secularism, despite his differences with Nehru

Patel at 151: Remembering
a secularist and nationalist

An unforgettable name in world entertainment
The reported demise of Sir Patrick Stewart would be a pro-
found loss to the international film and theatre fraterni-
ty. The legendary British actor has carved a special place
in the hearts of audiences through his exceptional per-
formances, commanding personality and distinctive
voice. His long and distinguished career reflects his ded-
ication to storytelling. Stewart became internationally
renowned for his memorable roles as Captain Jean-Luc
Picard in Star Trek: The Next Generation and Professor
Charles Xavier in the X-Men franchise. His portrayal of these
characters combined intelligence, courage and compas-
sion, earning him admiration across generations. He trans-
formed fictional personalities into enduring cultural icons.

His contribution to the performing arts extended beyond
the silver screen. His association with the Royal
Shakespeare Company and his outstanding perfor-
mances in classical theatre demonstrated his command
of Shakespearean drama. From the theatre stage to
Hollywood, he established himself as an actor of extra-
ordinary versatility and artistic depth.

His legacy continues to inspire generations of actors
and admirers. His remarkable performances and dedica-
tion to cinema and theatre remain a testament to his artis-
tic excellence.

RUKMA SHARMA | JALANDHAR 

Ballot wins spark political debate
The recent biennial Legislative Council (MLC) election
results across 28 seats in four states have triggered
contrasting interpretations from the NDA and the
INDIA bloc. MLC graduate and teachers’ constituen-
cy polls do not reflect the outcome of a general elec-
tion, as the voter base is restricted to registered grad-
uates and teachers rather than the entire elec-
torate. The Congress’s lone victory in Nagpur, despite
contesting 12 seats, and its failure to win any of the
four seats in Karnataka, where it is in power, have
dealt the party a setback. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi took a jibe at Congress’s performance, question-
ing how many seats it had won despite the use of
ballot papers.

However, the Prime Minister overlooked Congress’s
victory in Nagpur. Following this win, the Congress
and the Samajwadi Party questioned whether the BJP
would have lost its MLC seat in Varanasi, Prime
Minister Modi’s constituency, had ballot papers not
been used.

Opposition leaders argue that these results high-
light the significance of ballot papers in reflecting
voters’ choices and interpret the victories as a
rebuke to the ruling government’s policies.

BIDYUT KUMAR CHATTERJEE | FARIDABAD

TAKE

ONLY BULLET
TRAINS, SPACE

MISSIONS,
HIGHWAYS OR

SEMICONDUCTOR
FABS MAY NOT

TRANSLATE INTO
VIKSIT BHARAT;

WHAT MATTERS IS
HOW INDIA CAN
TURN ITS OWN

DISCARDED
SYRINGES, DEAD

BATTERIES, BROKEN
PHONES AND

RUSTING VEHICLES
INTO THE RAW

MATERIAL OF ITS
NEXT INDUSTRIAL

REVOLUTION. WASTE
IS NOT THE

OPPOSITE OF
WEALTH; POOR

WASTE
MANAGEMENT IS

An artisan arranges earthen lamps to dry ahead of Diwali festival, in Birbhum
district, West Bengal, PHOTO: PTI
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

India aspires to become a developed economy by 2047, yet continues to export low-value scrap and import processed
materials. Unless it fixes its fragmented waste-management and recycling systems, the promise of turning 

waste into wealth will remain more rhetoric than reality

India’s missing circular economy

The writer is a public policy
expert based in New Delhi

Banks must pay for fraud
Apropos the news report ‘Banks must pay for cyber
fraud loss: SC’ (October 30), the Supreme Court’s recent
observation on bank accountability in digital fraud
cases is a vital step towards safeguarding con-
sumers. 

As India rapidly transitions into a digital economy,
the responsibility for security cannot rest solely on users,
particularly when sophisticated cybercriminals exploit
institutional loopholes. While public awareness is
crucial, banks must implement robust preventive
measures, including flagging unusual transactions. The
prevalence of ‘mule accounts’ also exposes flaws in KYC
verification that allow cybercriminals to siphon off funds
undetected.

Holding banks accountable for losses resulting from
failures in due diligence will incentivise them to
upgrade their anti-fraud systems and work closely
with law enforcement agencies. However, alongside
institutional accountability, addressing the fear sur-
rounding ‘digital arrest’ scams remains essential. A
multi-pronged approach combining stringent banking
regulations, proactive police coordination and con-
tinuous public education is critical to curbing cyber-
crime effectively.

SANJAY CHOPRA | PUNJAB

SAKSHI 
SETHI

India talks eloquently about waste to wealth, yet
much of its waste still travels the wrong way: out
of the country as low-value scrap, into informal
dumps or into incinerators, while factories
import processed material to keep production
lines running. This is a stark paradox; a nation
aspiring to become Viksit Bharat by 2047 cannot
build its future on unsegregated bins, informal
kabadi networks and missed material value.

Just for instance, consider a daily essential: the
disposable syringe needle. Across hospitals,
clinics, diagnostic laboratories and vaccination
drives, India consumes needles in crores every
year. Under the Bio-Medical Waste Management
Rules, 2016, used syringes must be mutilated or
their needles cut and stored in puncture-proof
containers; sharps are then routed to common
biomedical waste treatment facilities for disin-
fection and final disposal. In other words, the
metal in a needle, stainless steel that could, after
certified decontamination and destruction of
reuse risk, enter a regulated metal-recovery
stream, is frequently treated as hazardous
refuse. CPCB’s own guidance emphasises needle
cutters and final disposal through treatment facil-
ities, not material recovery.

The scale of the challenge is not small. India
generated 743 tonnes of biomedical waste, on
average, per day in 2023, up from 705 tonnes in
2022, as reported by more than 4.35 lakh health-
care facilities. Even if only a fraction comprises
sharps and metal-bearing devices, multiply that
by 365 days and by decades of healthcare
expansion, and the lost opportunity is too
obvious. A needle may be small; a national prac-
tice of treating recoverable material as dispos-
able is not.

The scrap paradox
India’s larger scrap economy tells the same story.
In FY 2025-26, the country recycled roughly 36
million tonnes of ferrous scrap for steel produc-
tion, yet imported around 8 million tonnes, even
as around 28 million tonnes came from domes-
tic sources. The Steel Scrap Recycling Policy, 2019,
was notified precisely to expand scientific scrap-
ping centres and reduce import dependence, yet
implementation remains uneven.

Vehicle recycling exposes the gap further. The
government has acknowledged that India’s
existing end-of-life vehicle dismantling industry
is largely unorganised, with recovery rates esti-
mated at only 70-75 per cent, against global
benchmarks of 85-95 per cent. That 10-20 percent-
age-point difference is not an abstract statistic;
it is steel, aluminium, copper, plastic and rare
components lost to crude dismantling, pollution

The erosion of teacher authority

AMITABH
RANJAN

Success is a gift received, and the danger begins the
moment we start calling it a possession.

The Kena Upanishad tells of a victory won by the gods over the
demons. Flushed with triumph, Agni, Vayu and Indra began to say,
“This victory is ours; this greatness is ours”. The Divine, seeing their
pride, appeared before them as a mysterious being, a Yaksha, whom
they could not recognise. Agni was sent first. “Who are you, and what
can you do?” asked the Yaksha. “I can burn everything on earth,” said
Agni. The Yaksha placed a blade of grass before him. Agni used all
his power, and could not burn it. Vayu came next, boasting he could
blow away anything, and he could not move the blade of grass either.
When Indra himself approached, the Yaksha disappeared. Then Uma,
the goddess of wisdom, appeared and told Indra that the Yaksha was
Brahman, and that the victory had been His.

The Gita says the same in a single verse: the ego-deluded person
thinks, “I am the doer” (3.27). Our abilities, health, teachers, timing
and circumstances all came to us before we could claim any of them,
and none will stay unless we hold them humbly. oday, take your latest
achievement and write down three people, three circumstances and
one unseen grace that made it possible. Thank each of them before
you celebrate yourself, and your success will stay light in your hands.

—DAIV

When Success Goes 
to the Head



If you turn on the
news or scroll
through social
media today, you
might notice a
relative silence
surrounding the
upcoming COP31
climate summit
in Antalya,
Türkiye,  co-
hosted with

Australia leading the negotiations from
November 9 to 20 2026. Years ago, these con-
ferences were high-stakes political spectacles.
From the monumental breakthrough of the Paris
Agreement at COP21 to the urgent rallies of
Glasgow’s COP26, these annual gatherings
were treated as pivotal turning points for
humanity.

Yet, COP31 feels markedly different. Media
attention has faded into a quiet dialogue,
leaving many wondering: what happened to the
urgency? Is the climate movement dying, or has
it simply evolved? This shift partly stems from
the United States withdrawing from the Paris
Agreement and starting the process of leaving
the UNFCCC altogether. While the US is alone in
this step, its massive carbon footprint makes the
move deeply impactful.

Another reason COP31 lacks the spotlight is
a fundamental shift in purpose. For decades,
COPs were designed to forge global consensus
and establish grand targets. They were treaty-

building events where world leaders gathered
to sign historic pacts, pledge target years for net-
zero emissions and make bold promises. Now,
that legal architecture is largely finished. With
the Paris rulebook mostly finalised, the UN
process has moved from negotiation to imple-
mentation. Drafting target numbers generates
headlines; tracking whether a country has actu-
ally built enough solar farms or cut industrial
emissions does not. COP31 and its future edi-
tions have a significant role to play, with
operational working sessions focused on
domestic policy, climate finance and trade
mechanisms.

Public interest has also been dulled by
“pledge fatigue”. After watching decades of
agreements fail to bend the global emissions
curve fast enough, the public and media have
grown sceptical of high-level diplomatic engage-
ments. This cynicism is compounded by a frag-
mented geopolitical landscape. The original
momentum of the COP movement relied on
multilateral cohesion, a belief that global
superpowers could set aside differences to
tackle a shared existential threat. Trade wars,
energy security concerns and regional conflicts
have pushed long-term climate targets down
government priority lists.

However, the climate movement isn’t dying;
it’s shifting shape. The traditional “diplomatic
circus” model may be reaching its limits, but
climate action has migrated away from a single
yearly UN venue. Clean energy transitions are
increasingly driven by economics, market forces

and local policies rather than UN decrees.
National legislation, local grid transformations

and climate laws are yielding faster, more
enforceable results than international consen-
sus.

Smaller, targeted alliances are tackling specif-
ic issues, such as forest protection and green ship-
ping corridors, outside the formal UNFCCC
process. The ongoing conflict in West Asia, along
with the now four-year-old Russia-Ukraine con-

flict, has disrupted international oil and gas sup-
plies, spiked energy prices and crowded out
broader global attention. These conflicts will
directly shape the political and economic
agenda of COP31. Fossilflation, along with the
severe vulnerabilities of fossil fuel reliance, is
giving fresh momentum to transition talks,
such as the co-hosts’ proposed global electrifi-
cation targets of “35-by-35” and cleaner energy
adoption.

The main threat facing COP31 is not its lack of
headline value, but how a lack of public visibil-
ity weakens accountability. The policymaking
process is significantly shaped by public senti-
ment, particularly when channelled through civic
engagement. Consequently, robust public
demand raises the likelihood of governments pri-
oritising climate change initiatives.

Without intense public scrutiny, govern-
ments face less pressure to deliver the trillions
needed for global adaptation and clean energy
transitions. Let us hope the dialogues truly pave
the way for global action, as the event’s
motto suggests.

Conclusion
COP31 must therefore be judged not by the
headlines it generates or the declarations its
delegates sign, but by the action it delivers. The
shift from negotiation to implementation
should make these summits more accountable,
not less visible. Governments must translate
climate pledges into measurable progress on
emissions, adaptation and climate finance,
while ensuring that developing nations receive
the resources needed to make the transition.
The climate crisis has not lost its urgency simply
because public attention has waned. If any-
thing, the fading spotlight makes sustained
public scrutiny and political accountability more
important than ever.

During London Climate Action Week earlier this year, I
was asked where an ordinary individual should begin
acting against climate change. The word ‘begin’ carried
an assumption: we have been acting all along. The envi-
ronmental crisis did not arise because humanity sat idle;
much of it arose from what we have been so busily doing.

An injured animal is pulled from a roadside drain and
nursed back to health. Volunteers clean a polluted river-
bank, and an anxious young person receives counselling
and recovers. Yet the animal may have been hurt
because roads and buildings had encroached upon her
habitat, while the waste in the river may consist
largely of products we go on manufacturing and
buying. The young person’s distress, too, may have a
great deal to do with what family and society expect-

ed of her. Each case has been dealt with, and the conditions producing all three remain
more or less where they were. We are eager to know what more we can do for the
world, and far less eager to ask what we must stop doing to it.

The wrongdoer and the benefactor are not always the same person, and a general
accusation against humanity must never be allowed to hide the greater power of par-
ticular industries, governments and individuals. Still, the two roles often sit close togeth-
er. A businessman can damage the environment through his enterprise and restore
a little of it through philanthropy, and any of us can take part in both the injury and
its remedy without noticing the contradiction. What if the problem-maker himself
is part of what needs solving?

It is easy to lose the distinction between measuring our efforts and measuring the
problem. A food-relief organisation distributes half a million meals one year and a
million the next, and its annual report declares that its impact has doubled. Hunger
may also have increased, though, so that twice as many meals are now needed just
to keep a worsening situation from turning catastrophic. Fewer people needing those
meals would be the greater achievement, even if it made for a thinner annual report.
Sincere service has to include a willingness to make itself unnecessary wherever it
can. Without that, we may start out wanting suffering to end and slowly grow attached
to being indispensable.

A company manufacturing disposable packaging may sponsor a river-cleaning cam-
paign. The riverbank is cleaner when the volunteers leave. By evening, fresh waste
has drifted down from upstream. The next morning they are back. No amount of effort
downstream can make the cleaning last while the company keeps putting more pack-
aging into circulation. A good deed is not a receipt that cancels what we go on doing.

Regulation matters, and reform must not wait until everyone has examined them-
selves. It cannot by itself end the craving for status, so a particular kind of pollution
may fall while the compulsive pursuit of more goes unquestioned. Our compassion
towards animals is curiously
selective. An injured dog moves
us, yet the suffering of a pig or a
chicken may scarcely cross our
minds. When I spoke recently
with the philosopher Peter Singer,
he acknowledged that, despite
decades of advocacy, the number
of animals suffering in factory
farms worldwide has kept rising.
He asked whether educating the
self could deliver practical results.
I shared a calculation from our
work through the PrashantAdvait
Foundation: by our estimate, we
have already helped spare at
least ten million animals from slaughter. We talk a great deal about the animal who
suffers and very little about the human being who wants to consume her.

That wanting is learned early. A child is told she is loved unconditionally, while
family conversation keeps circling back to examination results, college admissions,
and earnings. Whatever her parents say about love, their conduct teaches her a con-
dition nobody has stated, that she must become somebody to be worthy of it. Anxiety,
comparison and the fear of failure follow. Then we offer counselling, meditation and
stress-management techniques. Such help may be urgently needed. But why teach
someone for twenty years that falling behind is a disaster, only to teach her breath-
ing exercises so that she can bear it?

The child grows up and carries the same measure of success into society. Why
does a person who has enough want more? I call the one who keeps wanting more
the ego: the psychological ‘I’ that takes itself to be a particular somebody and iden-
tifies with the body, family, possessions, opinions, accomplishments and social posi-
tion. It regards itself as deficient and approaches the world as though something
out there must make good the deficiency.

When we demand from something what it cannot give, no quantity is ever enough.
The inward demand for completion turns into a demand for products, status and
endless growth. Meeting it consumes materials, land and energy without settling
the insecurity behind it. A private insecurity ends up as a burden on rivers, forests,
animals and the atmosphere. The ego does not disappear when a person takes up
socially useful work; it may simply find a more respectable identity. A problem that
persists can even be useful to me, because solving it again and again gives me a role,
and ending it may cost me that role. If nobody depended on my generosity, who
would I be? Self-examination is often presented as though it were mainly a matter
of acquiring information. Usually we already know that our demands, practices and
indulgences cause harm, and still we continue, because taking that knowledge seri-
ously would mean giving up something we cherish. Seeing must be accompanied
by intent, the willingness to stand by what has been seen even when it threatens
an advantage, a pleasure, a relationship or an identity. I am tested less by whether
I can explain why cruelty is wrong than by whether I will refuse to take part in it
when taking part benefits me. None of this means waiting for some imaginary state
of inner perfection before doing useful work. The wounded animal cannot wait for
my enlightenment, nor the hungry person for me to
be free of vanity. We measure goodness by what we
add to the world. It could just as well be measured by
how much avoidable harm we have stopped causing.
Before setting out to save the world, should I not ask
how much of it needs saving from me?
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hormone involved in appetite and glucose regulation. These
medicines act on appetite-regulating pathways in the brain
to increase satiety, reduce hunger and food intake, while
also slowing gastric emptying and improving glucose
control. Clinical trials have reported significant weight
reduction with these therapies, making them effective anti-
obesity medications currently available.

But reducing appetite is not the same as improving nutri-
tional status. However, the growing popularity of these
medicines has also led to an oversimplified public percep-
tion that obesity can now be “fixed” through medication
alone. This is scientifically incorrect and harmful.

The WHO’s 2025 guidance on GLP-1 medicines empha-
sises that these therapies should be used alongside nutri-
tion and lifestyle interventions, not in isolation. It also
stresses responsible use under the supervision of qualified
healthcare professionals and procurement through autho-
rised sources, particularly amid concerns about unsuper-
vised use and falsified products. In India, the Drug
Controller General of India (DCGI) has strengthened reg-
ulatory surveillance against the unauthorised sale and pro-
motion of GLP-1 medicines, including action against mis-
leading advertising and inappropriate dispensing.

These medicines may significantly reduce appetite,
leading to the unintentional inadequate consumption of
important nutrients such as protein, fibre and essential
micronutrients. Hence, rapid weight loss without proper
dietary planning can lead to loss of muscle mass, weak-
ness, fatigue and nutritional deficiencies. In some individ-
uals, gastrointestinal side-effects such as nausea and vom-
iting may further compromise dietary intake.

Nutrition management during GLP-1 therapy is therefore
not optional — it is essential. Patients require guidance on
consuming balanced meals with adequate protein, fruits,
vegetables, whole grains and hydration despite reduced
appetite. Physical activity, especially resistance training,
is equally important to preserve muscle mass during weight
loss. The ICMR-National Institute of Nutrition Dietary
Guidelines for Indians 2024 continue to emphasise balanced
diets, moderation in highly processed foods and regular
physical activity as the foundation of metabolic health.

Another important concern is long-term sustainability.
Research shows that weight regain is common after dis-
continuation of GLP-1 medicines if healthy dietary habits
and lifestyle modifications are not maintained. For India,
this information carries particular importance. The country
is already facing rising rates of overweight and obesity
alongside persistent anaemia and micronutrient deficien-
cies. In such a setting, weight loss without nutritional ade-
quacy can create a new set of health problems. Hence,
obesity management requires long-term behavioural
change even when medical and surgical interventions are
prescribed. Obesity is a chronic disease. Scientific obesity
care lies in an integrated approach, starting fundamental-
ly with lifestyle modification. Medicines provide support
when indicated but do not replace nutrition counselling,
healthy diets, physical activity and long-term lifestyle mod-
ification. Its treatment must therefore focus not just on
losing weight but on building a healthy individual.

The reality of obesity care: Medicines
can help, but lifestyle still matters

M Srinivas, Member (Health), 
NITI Aayog, and Neha Bakshi,

Consultant, NITI Aayog 

Obesity requires an integrated approach combining lifestyle changes, balanced nutrition and physical activity. While
GLP-1 medicines can support weight loss when prescribed by experts, they cannot replace healthy habits. Adequate

nutrition and long-term behavioural changes remain essential for sustainable weight management

Quiet COP31: Why no one is talking about it

Obesity is no longer a problem confined to high-
income countries. It has emerged as one of the global
public health challenges, affecting adults, adolescents
and even children. According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), global obesity has more than
doubled since 1990. Obesity is closely linked with
rising rates of diabetes, hypertension, fatty liver
disease, cardiovascular diseases, infertility and
certain cancers.

India is witnessing a profound nutrition transition.
Once largely focused on tackling undernutrition, the
country is now confronting a “double burden”,
where obesity coexists with undernutrition. National
Family Health Survey (NFHS)-6 (2023-2024) indicates
that nearly one in three women (30.7 per cent) and
more than one in four men (27.3 per cent) are over-
weight or obese, reporting a substantial increase from
NFHS-5. The trend extends beyond metropolitan cities
and has now deepened its roots in rural areas.
Changing dietary patterns, rising consumption of
energy-dense foods, sedentary lifestyles, stress, inad-
equate sleep and reduced physical activity are col-
lectively fuelling this epidemic.

Obesity is globally recognised as a chronic, relaps-
ing and multifactorial disease influenced by genet-
ics, hormones, metabolism, environment, behaviour
and food systems. This understanding has trans-
formed the way obesity is managed today.

The foremost line of obesity management remains
diet and lifestyle intervention, including healthy
eating, regular physical activity, adequate sleep and
behavioural support. However, sustained weight loss
can be challenging because hormonal and metabol-
ic adaptations can increase hunger and favour
weight regain. For appropriately selected individu-
als, particularly those with chronic and unmanaged
obesity-related conditions such as diabetes, hyper-
tension or sleep apnoea, pharmacotherapy may
therefore be added by expert physicians, and this does
not replace lifestyle management. Bariatric surgery
is reserved for morbid obesity when all other mea-
sures fail. The goal is not simply weight loss but
improved metabolic health and reduced long-term
disease risk.

Pharmacotherapy using GLP-1 receptor agonists
such as semaglutide mimics a naturally occurring gut
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AWilderness
Of Speculation
Sasquatch Country
By Chuck Thompson
Counterpoint, 272 pages, $27

BOOKSHELF | By Jack Butler

OPINION

B igfoot attacked Skamania County, Wash., in 1924. Sev-
eral Bigfoots, actually. Or so the legend goes. A group
of miners had built a cabin near Mount St. Helens. One

of them allegedly encountered a solitary Bigfoot, or Sas-
quatch, and shot it. That night, six or seven fellow man-apes,
perhaps as tall as 9 feet, sought revenge and attacked the
cabin. “Throughout the night, the beasts rained massive
stones upon the structure, pounded its walls, and stomped
the roof,” Chuck Thompson recounts in “Sasquatch Country.”
The next day the men found “large footprints” outside their
dwelling, in a gorge thereafter christened Ape Canyon.

If you enjoy such stories, “Sasquatch Country” may not be for
you. Despite his book’s title, Mr. Thompson, a journalist who has
worked for CNN and Columbia Insight, is up to something else.
“I began this project with no personal interest in Sasquatch and
no plan to include much of the myth in this story,” he writes. His
project, rather, is an examination of the deaths of two hikers,
Dean Pommerville and Eric Straughter, in the 1.3 million acre

Gifford Pinchot National Forest
in December 2024. Much of the
forest is located in Skamania
County, on the north side of the
Oregon-Washington border. The
author explores both the mountain
wilderness in which the hikers
died and the media wilderness
in which their deaths would be
sensationalized.

Mr. Thompson, an experienced
outdoorsman, is a steady guide
through the tricky terrain of Ska-
mania County. Formerly prosper-
ous from logging, the county, we
are told, “embodies the classic rural

America riches-to-rags story.” With private logging jobs
there down to fewer than 200 today from around 700 in the
1990s, tourism and recreation have had to fill the gap. And
that depends somewhat on Bigfoot, which the area has long
embraced as a mascot. “Skamania County has Sasquatch on
its mind. Pretty much all the time,” Mr. Thompson writes.

What does this have to do with the deaths of Pommerville
and Straughter? Mr. Thompson recalls how, immediately
after the discovery of the hikers’ bodies, media outlets sug-
gested that the two men had been out hunting Bigfoot. But
neither these reports nor the sheriff’s press release on which
they were based provided any evidence. The latter simply
asserted that they were “searching for Sasquatch.”

Through a chance connection with Pommerville’s wife,
Chris, Mr. Thompson became interested in the story behind
the Sasquatch clickbait. Both families denied the Bigfoot
connection. “Something wasn’t right,” he writes.

As Mr. Thompson tries to untangle the story, he paints a
biographical picture of the two men. He learns that Pommer-
ville, 59, and Straughter, 37, had something of a father-son
relationship. The two met while working at the distribution
center of a local grocery chain. They hiked together regularly,
often in an area Pommerville knew well. They weren’t loons.

On Dec. 24, 2024, the two set out for what they expected
to be a modest hike. Straughter had just lost his job. A short
wilderness jaunt with Pommerville on a pleasant Christmas
Eve afternoon might have been an attempt to lift his spirits.
The author’s reconstruction of the pair’s final hours is
informed speculation. But it’s eminently plausible that the
sudden onset of a winter storm, with low temperatures and
cold precipitation, transformed a modest hike into a punish-
ing ordeal for which the two men were unprepared.

Mr. Thompson skillfully combines investigative journalism
with wilderness exploration. He describes Pacific Northwest
forests—which logging has depopulated of their natural stock
and repopulated with rows and rows of identical trees—as
having a “hall-of-mirrors effect” that can bewilder hikers. Yet
Pommerville and Straughter likely weren’t lost. “At least
until the cold impaired their cognitive functions, they knew
exactly where they were,” the author writes. Search-and-res-
cue volunteers discovered Pommerville’s body three days
later, and Straughter’s the day after that, some 2 miles from
their vehicle. But 2 miles can add up out there. Mr. Thomp-
son retraces the doomed hike on a sunny September day. By
the end of it, he’s drained. “Doing it in winter, with snow,
rain, and wind,” he writes, “seemed superhuman.”

Mr. Thompson’s account is a sympathetic portrait of a
community he describes as struggling. He has less ire than
you might expect for certain exposé-ready targets, such as the
earnest, beleaguered county sheriff, Summer Scheyer. This
despite the fact that Sheriff Scheyer promulgated the initial
spurious press release. Others, such as the hiking and camp-
ing community, with their “clubby smugness,” are clearer tar-
gets. The book’s greatest antagonist is modern media. Read-
ers may groan at Mr. Thompson’s portentous announcement
that “to understand how macro developments in the news
industry contributed to the spread of misinformation about
Dean Pomerville and Eric Straughter’s deaths, the ground-
level impacts of the economic upheaval require review.”

Readers may also struggle to get through the author’s
arguments for how police departments have won their long
struggle with media institutions, and how the division of
labor in newsrooms has changed for the worse. His extended
media critiques, some of them warranted, quickly grow tire-
some. It’s worth remembering that there’s no Eden from
which journalism today has fallen. How, after all, did the leg-
end of Ape Canyon arise in the first place, if not through
media sensationalism?

Yet Mr. Thompson’s commitment to uncovering the real
story behind the deaths of Pommerville and Straughter, and
rehabilitating their reputations, remains admirable. He
shows us that, if we’re looking for danger today, we don’t
need Bigfoot. For all man’s pretensions, the natural world
remains cruel and threatening. And man remains eminently
capable of harming his fellow man—even after death.

Mr. Butler is the deputy editor of WSJ Opinion’s Free
Expression newsletter.

When the bodies of two hikers in the Pacific
Northwest were discovered, the media and local
authorities put forth an unhelpful suggestion.
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Morris and the Constitution • Character sketches of the
ancient world • Grant Wood’s ‘American Gothic’ • & more

W ith the U.S. economy
growing at a healthy
clip and unemploy-

ment low, many people ask:
Are workers paid appropri-
ately? The buoyancy of the
stock market, high home
prices and the soaring wealth
of artificial-intelligence inno-
vators make the question even
more urgent. On a topic so
central to fairness and living
standards, it’s important to
use data that carefully mea-
sure and evaluate compensa-
tion. In particular, the bench-
marks we look to need to
account for inflation and re-
flect worker productivity.

Pre-Covid data, when ad-
justed for inflation, show that
wage compensation—total
wages and salaries plus sup-
plements such as employer
contributions to pensions and
savings plans—closely tracked
productivity gains. The 2020s
have been a different story.
Wages have increased signifi-
cantly, but persistently high
inflation has undercut those
gains, so real wages haven’t
kept pace with worker pro-
ductivity. No wonder surveys
show Americans losing confi-
dence in the economy.

Another measure that is
getting a lot of attention but
is highly misleading is the la-
bor-compensation share of
gross domestic product. It
shows how much wages have
fallen relative to GDP. Critics
compare the labor-compensa-
tion share with the ratios of
profits and returns to capital
to GDP, which are rising. But
such comparisons mix apples
and oranges.

Are Wages Keeping Pace?
It’s natural and unsurprising

that the labor-compensation
share of GDP is falling while
profits and returns to capital
are rising. Thinking through
the data, particularly what
GDP measures and what it
doesn’t, helps to explain how
rising profits and returns to
capital are complements to
worker compensation and en-
hance economic well-being. Yet
this measure of wage compen-
sation to GDP is widely used to
suggest that companies and
capitalists are getting ahead at
the expense of workers.

GDP measures what is pro-
duced in the U.S. by both do-
mestic and foreign companies.
In its most familiar form, GDP
covers spending, including
consumption and business and
residential investment (largely
spending on new construction
and improvements) and gov-
ernment purchases (not trans-
fer payments like Social Secu-
rity) plus exports minus
imports. When businesses in-
crease such investment, it
adds to GDP and lowers the
ratio of wages to GDP but is
clearly a positive for the econ-
omy and enhances workers’
productive capacity.

It’s important to keep in
mind what GDP doesn’t in-
clude. While U.S. workers are
compensated for their contri-
butions to domestic produc-

tion, U.S. businesses’ activities
overseas, involving overseas
employees and production that
generate profits and boost re-
turns on capital, are largely
uncounted in U.S. GDP. Among
S&P 500 companies, an esti-
mated one-third of employees
work abroad and one-third of
revenues and an even higher
share of profits are generated
overseas. Smaller firms have
less international activity.
Goods produced overseas by
subsidiaries of U.S. businesses
are counted in GNP (gross na-
tional product) but not GDP.
Goods produced overseas by
non-U.S. firms also largely fall
outside of U.S. GDP, but they
too may add significantly to
the well-being of U.S. consum-
ers and provide net benefits to
U.S. workers.

Apple Inc. is a good mod-
ern example of a U.S.-based
company that relies heavily on
overseas production and
global supply chains. Nearly
all of Apple’s iPhones, laptops
and other hardware are made
and assembled overseas by
companies that aren’t subsid-
iaries of Apple. Those Apple
products sold internationally
(60% to 65%) don’t show up in
U.S. GDP. The 35% to 40% of
Apple goods that are pur-
chased in the U.S. have little
impact on GDP, as imports
largely offset domestic con-
sumption. But they have
boosted Apple’s profits, and
its capitalization now exceeds
$5 trillion. The economic ben-
efits to U.S. consumers and
Apple’s 80,000 domestic em-
ployees and many other U.S.
workers are obvious.

U.S. workers’ far larger
concern is the persistent in-

flation that has raised the
consumer-price index more
than 30% since late 2019. For
many working households,
prices of necessities have
risen even faster. Food prices
are up more than 34%, and
the cost of child care and
preschool more than 31%.
Gasoline prices are up 54%,
and automobile insurance
and maintenance combined
are up about 50%. For the
34% of households that don’t
own their dwellings, rental
costs are up 34%. Taxes, too,
cut into take-home pay.
Wages may catch up, but the
persistent inflation makes it
an uphill struggle.

Employment gains and low
unemployment help, but the
Fed’s excessive monetary eas-
ing has contributed to persis-
tent high inflation and the in-
creased value of long-lived
asset prices, benefitting
homeowners and stockhold-
ers. The Federal Reserve’s
consecutive zero rates and ex-
tensive purchases of mort-
gage-backed securities in
2020-21 helped boost housing
values more than 50%, but
that raised costs for renters
and put home prices out of
reach for many potential buy-
ers. Note that the Fed’s target
of 2% inflation means prices
will still rise but at a slower
pace. The Fed should achieve
its 2% target. After that, how-
ever, it should seriously re-
consider its notion that 2% in-
flation amounts to price
stability.

Mr. Levy is a visiting fellow
at the Hoover Institution and
member of the Shadow Open
Market Committee.

The short answer
is no. The problem,
however, is inflation,
not asset values.

By Mickey D. Levy

The rituals
of grief are
e n d u r i n g ,
their mean-
ings familiar
across many

cultures: We remember those
who have died, we mark the
places where their bodies lie,
we sense that our relation-
ships with those we love don’t
end when their lives do, and
we pray for their condition in
the afterlife.

Catholics remember the
dead on All Souls Day, Nov.
2—the second day after Hal-
loween, the day following All
Saints Day. We visit the places
where the dead rest, bringing
flowers and standing before
the names etched in stone.
There in the graveyard, we
pray for them and ask them to
pray for us in the afterlife.

But what happens when
those places disappear?
America is rapidly drifting
away from traditional burial.
The norm has increasingly
become cremation. The Na-
tional Funeral Directors Asso-
ciation reported that 63.4% of
Americans who died in 2025
were cremated, and the rate
is expected to rise to 82.3%
by 2045.

The old, earthy connection
of death to a particular loca-
tion—the tie of grief and
memory to physical place—is
loosening. Only 20% to 40% of
cremated remains are buried
or interred at a cemetery, ac-
cording to the Cremation As-
sociation of North America.
Our memories of the dead
may be more accessible than
ever, preserved in photo-

The Days of the Graveyard May Be Numbered
graphs, social-media posts
and digital archives. But as we
abandon the graveyard, we
risk losing not only a tangible
connection to the dead but
also a sense of awe, sacred-
ness and spiritual connection.

According to the National
Catholic Register, from 2001
to 2024 the number of Catho-
lic funerals fell 30.3%, even
while the Catholic population
rose 9.3%. Meanwhile, accord-
ing to a 2023 report by the
U.K.’s SunLife, 68% of funeral
directors have seen a drop in
the number of traditional reli-
gious funerals. The number of
funeral homes has been
steadily declining, down about
13% from 2004 to 2021, ac-
cording to the National Direc-
tory of Morticians Redbook.

An estimated 26% of Amer-
ican households have the cre-
mated remains of a loved one
at home, according to a 2022
study by the Cremation Asso-
ciation of North America.
These households have held
the remains for an average of
more than 6! years, and many
have no firm plans for their
eventual placement. “They
start maybe on the mantel and
move their way to the closet,”
says Robert Seelig, CEO of
Alba Ministries.

Mr. Seelig runs the All
Souls Remembrance Program,
which inters cremated re-
mains in a cemetery for any-
one of any faith, free of
charge. “In the past 10 years,
we’ve done about 20,000 of
them,” he says. “I see this a
lot, where people that have re-
mains at home feel a weight
on their shoulders. And so

there’s a lot of closure with
coming in and having a ritual.”

Without ritual tied to a
place, grief is distorted and
our living connections to the
dead have no structure. The
remains drift to closets and
storage spaces, and we pass
to later generations the ques-
tion of what to do with them.

“If you can take mom or dad
home after they pass on, it
actually feels good,” says Mr.
Selig. But only for a while,
and then what? “We’re not re-
ally learning how to deal with
that grief.”

This isn’t a case against
cremation, which the Catholic
Church recognizes as legiti-
mate and reverent. It is rather
a worry about the national
trend away from interment.
Fewer burials mean less de-
mand for plots and head-
stones. It can also mean less
maintenance revenue that
helps sustain these grounds.
Cemeteries are the living land-
scapes of collective memory,
and without new generations
of graves, they grow increas-
ingly disconnected from con-
temporary life.

“I believe we will open new
cemeteries in the future,” Mr.
Seelig says. But “they may
look and feel different from
the ones that were built 200

years ago.” Columbaries are
likely to become more popular,
with QR codes placed on me-
morials to link visitors to digi-
tal archives of photographs,
videos and other records of a
person’s life. We’re likely to
see an increase in mausoleums
and indoor memorial spaces.
Cemeteries need not take up
hundreds of acres, since mau-
soleums can contain thou-
sands of cremated remains in
much smaller space. But “peo-
ple do want to see beauty in
the cemeteries,” Mr. Seelig
says, “whether it’s statuary or
art—kind of a sacred space, a
sanctuary.”

We need socially recog-
nized places to grieve—
places that last beyond the
first few weeks after death.
“You’re not really allowed to
go to Yosemite to grieve the
loss of your wife who was
scattered there,” says Mr.
Seelig. “It’s a national park,
it’s got a different purpose.”

As All Souls Day ap-
proaches, we might consider
what is lost when the dead are
dislocated. In Christian faith,
the practice of burial is tied to
the promise of resurrection,
which gives the physical body
an importance—a dignity and
a meaning—even after death.
A cemetery is more than a
resting place. It’s a landscape
of grief, a physical expression
of love, and a reminder that
those who have died remain
part of the world of the living.

Ms. Bottum is an assistant
editorial features editor at the
Journal. She edits the Houses
of Worship column.

Cremation is on the
rise, but we still need
physical memorials
to those we have lost.

HOUSES OF
WORSHIP
By Faith
Bottum

New Energy for the U.S. Virgin Islands

W hen the Trump ad-
ministration an-
nounced this summer

a collaboration to produce and
export crude oil from Venezu-
ela, one asset quickly came
into focus: an idled oil refinery
in the U.S. Virgin Islands.

The St. Croix Refinery’s
proximity to Venezuela makes
its reopening a particularly at-
tractive prospect. If the ad-
ministration and Congress
take a broader view, restarting
the refinery could deliver far
greater benefits to the U.S., its
taxpayers and Virgin Islands
residents. As potentially the
territory’s largest employer
and taxpayer, the refinery
could serve as the economic
engine of the territory.

But the U.S. Virgin Islands
are mired in an existential fi-
nancial crisis. The territory is
saddled with more than $1.5
billion of bond debt and some
$4 billion of unfunded public

pension and retiree healthcare
liabilities—staggering obliga-
tions for a population of some
90,000. In addition, according
to a January 2025 report by
EY-Parthenon, the territory’s
Water and Power Authority is
virtually insolvent, antiquated
and unreliable.

Restarting the refinery
alone wouldn’t resolve the ter-
ritory’s financial crisis. Pairing
the restart with a formal re-
structuring under the Puerto
Rico Oversight, Management,
and Economic Stability Act of
2016, or Promesa, could give
the U.S. government a lasting
remedy to the perpetual finan-
cial burden and homeland-se-

curity threat that the territory
poses to the U.S.

The Virgin Islands’ financial
crisis reflects a broader lack of
local governmental account-
ability. Since it serves as a
point of entry to the U.S.
mainland, there have been re-
ports of cocaine entering from
the Virgin Islands and illicit
materiel flowing out of there.
Numerous reports have also
documented gross mismanage-
ment by territorial agencies of
large sums of federal hurri-
cane recovery money.

Promesa was enacted by
Congress to address precisely
this type of systemic economic
and financial distress in a U.S.
territory. Under Promesa, the
president, in consultation with
the leaders of the House and
Senate, appoints an oversight
board with broad powers to
remediate the distress, among
other things by undertaking a
financial restructuring and in-
troducing fiscal best practices
and sound economic policies.

The refinery needs a stable
workforce, reliable power and
accountable government to
succeed. The territory needs
the same things, along with
debt relief, more jobs and a
stronger tax base, to rebuild
its economy. Restarting the re-
finery should be part of a
broader recovery effort, pair-
ing private investment with fi-
nancial restructuring and gov-
ernment reform under
Promesa.

To advance the territory’s
recovery, protect U.S. taxpay-
ers and strengthen border se-
curity, Congress should amend
Promesa to authorize the ap-
pointment of an oversight
board to any U.S. territory. The
administration should then
seize this emerging opportu-
nity by appointing a board for
the Virgin Islands in tandem
with reopening the refinery.

Mr. Gordon is a partner at
the law firm Boies Schiller
Flexner LLP.

By Robert Gordon

A solution to the
territory’s fiscal crisis
and what to do with
Venezuelan crude.

https://t.me/+ruq2JWwEmJFiNjc1
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Can McConnell Shift Trump’s Russia Policy?
Sen. Mitch McConnell is spot-on

with his analysis of the situation in
Ukraine (“Coddling Putin Won’t
Bring Peace to Ukraine,” op-ed, Oct.
26). Vladimir Putin, in his barbaric
quest to satisfy a dream, has man-
aged to have approximately half a
million of his own soldiers and
countless more wounded. Even more
important are the hundreds of thou-
sands of Ukrainian casualties—mili-
tary and civilian.

Many Americans agree with Sen
McConnell. We simply don’t under-
stand how President Trump and
others in the White House believe
they can deter Mr. Putin. Perhaps
someday his own people will have
the courage to have him removed.
Until that happens, Mr. Putin will
remain a serious threat to several
other nearby countries.

GARY FLYNN
Carlsbad, Calif.

Thank you, Sen. McConnell, for
your insightful synopsis of President
Trump’s misguided Ukraine policies.
It seems inconceivable that Mr.
Trump can believe the course he
has set is in the best interest of the
U.S and our allies. Why can’t Mr.
Trump see what seems so obvious
to the majority of the Western
world? The stakes couldn’t be
higher and a deliberate and rational

response to this important situation
is required. Is our president up to
the task?

ERIC WEISS
Juno Beach, Fla.

Sen. McConnell underscores how
President Trump’s “obsequious ac-
commodation of Russia” emboldens
Mr. Putin while harming American
interests.

I can appreciate that some Re-
publicans regard cutting deals with
Mr. Putin as economically prudent
and politically pragmatic, reasoning
that lower diesel prices could bol-
ster Republican prospects on Nov. 3.
But this shortsighted pragmatism ig-
nores the long-term consequences
Sen. McConnell details.

It is high time for conservatives
in the White House and Congress
to set aside misguided pragmatism
and remember the law of causality.
The freedom of Ukrainians today—
and Americans tomorrow—de-
mands it.

T. MICHAEL SPENCER
Washington

I appreciate Sen. McConnell’s op-
ed. I hope that he stays safe—Mr.
Putin does not like public criticism
or interference with his plans.

PHILIP DURGIN
West Henrietta, N.Y.
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The U.S. Investment Boom Arrives

I t’s hard to recall a time with such a large
disconnect between how Americans feel
about the economy and the data. The Com-

merce Department on Thurs-
day reported that GDP grew
3.4% in the third quarter
thanks to surging business in-
vestment and buoyant con-
sumer spending. So why are
Americans so glum?

By objective measures, the
economy is firing onmost cyl-
inders. Consumer spending remains healthy
and contributed 2.52 percentage points to the
third-quarter GDP increase. Even if consumers
fume about higher prices, they aren’t tighten-
ing their belts. Spending on motor vehicles,
household furnishings, restaurants and travel
increased.

Business investment accounted for 1.78 per-
centage points of third-quarter GDP and grew at
the fastest rate in 15 years, aside from the Covid
lockdown bounceback in 2020’s third quarter.
The AI boom is themain driver, but deregulation
and the 2025 tax reforms, especially 100% busi-
ness expensing, have also provided a lift.

Information processing equipment made up
roughly half of the investment increase, while
intellectual property (IP) chipped in 0.47 per-
centage points. IP investment slowed during
the last two years of the Biden Presidency after
business tax expensing for research and devel-
opment ended in 2022. The 2025 GOP tax bill
restored it. IP investment has increased at an
average annual rate of 9.7% in President
Trump’s second term, versus 4% in the last two
Biden years. Pro-growth policy matters.

Investment in equipment and technology
boosts productivity, which will ultimately lift
wages. Productivity slowed last decade,
partly from sluggish business investment in
the Obama years, but looks to be regaining
its historical stride. Labor productivity has
increased at an average 2.25% annual rate
since January 2025, compared to 1.3% from
2010 to 2019.

Net exports subtracted 3.32 percentage
points from top-line GDP growth owing to in-
creased imports. But this is a deceptive artifact
of the national accounts, since imports flow
into consumer spending and investment. Im-
ports of computer chips, gas turbines, copper
and more help fuel the investment boom.

Mr. Trump says the strong GDP growth is ev-
idence his border taxes are working. Sorry, no.
Tariffs are a drag on growth. Investment in

manufacturing plants declined 4% in the third
quarter and has fallen 36% in his second term.
Border taxes have increased uncertainty and

business costs, which make it
harder for manufacturers to
invest.

While the President might
point to a new steel plant ow-
ing to his 50% steel tariffs,
how much investment isn’t
happening because of tariffs?
U.S. steel prices have in-

creased 52% over the past year and are about
two-thirds higher than in Europe. That’s a killer
for U.S. makers of appliances, machinery and
electric power equipment.

The other major drag on growth is housing,
which subtracted 0.12 percentage points from
third-quarter GDP. Higher interest rates are the
main culprit, but the silver lining is that the
housing slowdown has freed up workers for
other projects like data centers. Construction
firms say they struggle to find workers because
of an aging workforce and deportations.

Nearly two-thirds of builders said immigra-
tion enforcement is affecting their workforce,
compared to 13% a year ago, according to a
John Burns Research and Consulting survey.
Immigration raids have forced beef processing
plants to reduce production. One result: Higher
beef prices. The raids have also become a liabil-
ity for Kansas GOP Sen. Roger Marshall.

“These ICE operations are having a massive
chilling effect on the legal, documented, skilled
workers that put beef on the table and keep the
cattle supply chain moving,” cattle industry
groups in Texas, Oklahoma and Kansas warned
last month. “These types of disruptions will
lead to higher beef prices for consumers.”

Therein lies the main source of voter unhap-
piness: Inflation. The personal consumption ex-
penditure (PCE) price index, the Federal Re-
serve’s preferred inflation gauge, fell to an
annualized 2.1% in the third quarter. But the in-
flation hangover from the Biden years plus tar-
iffs, combined with the surge in gas prices from
the Iran war, have voters in a sour mood.

i i i
The U.S. economy in Mr. Trump’s second

term is in many ways a story of what might
have been. Deregulation, AI and tax cuts have
led to an investment and productivity boom,
but inflation and antigrowth tariffs and mass
deportation are diminishing what could be a
broader prosperity. The GOPmay pay a political
price next week.

GDP comes in strong at
3.4% and would be

stronger without tariffs
and mass deportation.

Warning the International Court of Justice

T he President of the International Court
of Justice, Yuji Iwasawa of Japan, kept
mum at the United Nations on Thurs-

day on the question that may
upend his court. The Gambia
v. Myanmar, the case in
which the ICJ is poised to
lower the threshold for prov-
ing genocide, merited only a
passing mention. By contrast
an asbestos problem in the court’s building re-
ceived three paragraphs.

Make no mistake,Myanmar is atop Mr. Iwa-
sawa’s mind. Mike Waltz, the U.S. Ambassador
to the U.N., made sure of that last week. The
ICJ’s looming move, Mr. Waltz argued in a
public statement, is being prepared in Myan-
mar “so that weakened and false [genocide]
standard can later be weaponized against
American and allied soldiers whenever they
raise a finger against terrorists that hide be-
hind civilians.”

The court is now on notice. “As our actions
against the ICC demonstrate,” Mr. Waltz con-
tinued, “we will not allow globalist, faux-judges
to weaponize the law against our troops, un-
dermine our sovereignty, or put American lives
at risk.” On Oct. 9 the U.S. sanctioned the Inter-
national Criminal Court, which prosecutes indi-
viduals rather than adjudicating disputes be-
tween states as the ICJ does.

Both courts in The Hague have been under
pressure from the international left to expand

their remit to handcuff Western policy. The
difference is that Mr. Iwasawa and the ICJ
have already seen what happened to the ICC

when it crossed the line from
law to politics. Does he want
to do the same, and put his
court in similar peril?

U.S. concerns are well-
founded. As Andres Munoz-
Mosquera, chief legal adviser

to NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander from
2014-25, explained in these pages, “A new and
malleable [genocide] standard could become
a precedent through which virtually any mili-
tary campaign involving substantial civilian ca-
sualties is recast as a genocide claim.” The re-
sult would be to “undercut democracies’ ability
to fight terrorists and autocrats.”

That’s the goal. Everyone knows why the
global left wants to redefine genocide, and it
has nothing to do with Myanmar’s mistreat-
ment of the Rohingya. That can be found geno-
cidal with no change in legal standard. The
change would be needed only to help South Af-
rica’s case against Israel—where the evidence
falls far short—and then to hold over the U.S.
as a threat.

We hope Mr. Iwasawa and fellow judge Bog-
dan Aurescu of Romania enjoyed their trips to
New York this week. Unless something changes
to avert U.S. sanctions, it could be their last.
As Mr. Waltz made clear, their court’s credibil-
ity and its future are at stake.

ICJ judge Yuji Iwasawa’s
jaunt to New York belies
the danger he’s courting.

Trump Scores on Methane

P resident Trump on Tuesday reminded
Americans why they voted for him. “I’m
officially terminating Biden’s expensive

and unnecessarymethane reg-
ulations to save consumers
and energy producers $45 bil-
lion in costs,” he announced at
a rally in Lubbock, Texas.
More deregulation, fewer tar-
iffs, please.

The Trump Environmental Protection
Agency is moving to rescind a suite of Biden
rules that would have squashed small oil and
gas producers. The Biden team generally re-
quired producers to invest in expensive equip-
ment and capture natural gas that incidentally
comes up alongside oil production because flar-
ing it emits CO2.

This meant producers would have to trans-
port the gas to markets or put it to other pro-
ductive use by, say, generating electricity on-
site. Large producers typically seek to capture
and sell incidental natural gas that burbles up,
and they have a strong financial incentive to do
so. But it’s often not economic for smaller pro-
ducers in the fracking fields.

Permitting can alsomake it difficult to build
or connect to a gas pipeline. The Bidenmandates
were ironically pushed by the same crowd that

is trying to block gas pipelines and shut down
natural gas power plants. Their overarching
goal: Keep more oil and gas in the ground.

The EPA estimates that
roughly 77% of oil wells in the
country are “marginal,” mean-
ing they produce 15 barrels a
day or less over a year. These
account for 5.6% of U.S. oil
production. Most owners of

marginal wells are small, with 65% owning 10
or fewer. Many are located on family-owned
property with royalties from production help-
ing pay the bills.

The Biden rules would have forced many
marginal wells to close. The Trump EPA esti-
mates that its deregulation will add 210million
barrels of oil and 1.41 trillion cubic feet of natu-
ral gas supply through 2050. Economic benefits
could be significant in places like Lubbock and
Kansas, where about 45% of wells are classified
as marginal.

Officials such as EPA Administrator Lee Zel-
din are doing yeomanwork rolling back regula-
tions that raise costs for American businesses
and consumers. Alas, many Americans don’t
know about it because the President prefers to
talk about his border taxes that raise costs and
are unpopular. Go figure.

The EPA overturns a
costly Biden rule on
natural gas drilling.
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OPINION

Don’t Let Them Take Your Hard-Earned Cash
Allysia Finley’s warning deserves

a double exclamation point (“Demo-
crats Think You’re ‘Rich’—Now Fork
It Over,” Life Science, Oct. 26).
When I started work for $2 an
hour as a teenager in 1972, I had
no inkling that decades of toil and
sacrifice could make my future
family “rich.”

The slow-motion train wreck of
the midterms is happening in part
because petulant consumers are
mad enough about Joe Biden’s per-
sistent inflation (while ignoring
President Trump’s permanent lower
taxes) to vote against their own in-
terests. My late father would have
advised, “Don’t cut off your nose to
spite your face.”

Democrats would like nothing
more than to enact confiscatory tax-
ation, open borders, $10 gasoline,
unlimited low-quality healthcare and

many other bad ideas. Mainstream
voters who are thinking of staying
home, or casting a protest vote, had
better think again.

J. CRAIG COLLINS
Long Beach, Calif.

Ms. Finley’s column is an excel-
lent reminder of the left’s desire to
tax for “fair shares” that are never
specified in their rants.

Democrats would like to build a
system wherein people’s earnings
are directed to Washington, rather
than the earner, where politicians
can take what they want, or “need,”
to fund their often foolish desires.
Washington’s appetite for our
money is endless so earners would
net less and less, but that is the
cost for our freedom, we are told.

RICHARD KLITZBERG
Princeton, N.J.

How Do We Trust and Verify College Degrees?
While John Masko’s op-ed cor-

rectly identifies the split between
artificial intelligence’s use in under-
graduate and graduate studies, an-
other AI-induced fissure within
higher education is equally signifi-
cant (“AI Splits the American Uni-
versity in Two,” Oct. 22). This divi-
sion isn’t about whether students
use AI. It is about whether institu-
tions can verify that their graduates
possess the abilities their creden-
tials imply.

The central issue of AI in higher
education is verification. Confirming
student competence in the AI era
requires redesigned assessments, su-
pervised demonstrations, oral exams
and defended portfolios. These
methods are labor-intensive and
come with high costs. Few universi-
ties are equipped to address this
crisis in degree verification.

The divide AI has created in
higher education extends beyond
teaching and research. It also sepa-

rates institutions that can afford to
verify their degrees from those that
can’t.

VINCE WILCZYNSKI
Old Lyme, Conn.

Mr. Masko twice references
Dartmouth’s Sian Beilock his op-ed
wherein he argues for the separa-
tion of AI research from under-
graduate education.

But since former Dartmouth
President John Kemeny introduced
a requirement that all students,
even in the humanities, develop a
basic understanding of computing,
the college has successfully en-
gaged undergraduates in the
learning that comes from schol-
arly research.

TIM DREISBACH
Downingtown, Pa.

Pepper ...
And Salt

The Echoes of French Unrest
Regarding Tunku Varadarajan’s in-

terview with Bernard-Henri Lévy
(“France ‘on the Brink of Civil War,’ ’’
Weekend Interview, Oct. 24): France
has a history of settling political is-
sues in the streets without analyzing
the root causes of the discontent.
Out-of-control spending, significant
debt, shorter work weeks and gener-
ous benefits deemed inadequate are
the real issues rather than simply
Palestinian flags.

Mr. Lévy is correct that similar un-
rest is headed to America. Perhaps
following the financial example of
France and other European countries
is why we are now trillions in debt
and running out of Social Security
and Medicare funding.

JAMES SYNK
Hilton Head, S.C.

Homeless in the MAGA Age
Regarding Rahm Emanuel’s “Dem-

ocrats Need McCain-Romney Repub-
licans” (Oct. 22): I voted for Mitt
Romney three times—twice as a
write-in to protest against Donald
Trump. I’m the kind of homeless
alienated Republican who Mr. Eman-
uel had in mind when he said Demo-
crats need Republicans like me.

But I can’t see myself voting for
Democrats because there isn’t a tax
the left won’t embrace, a tax in-
crease they won’t endorse and a new
welfare program they won’t cheer.

There also isn’t a spending cut,
except for defense, that Democrats
will endorse. They have no fiscal
discipline and will spend America
into bankruptcy like France is now
facing. Democrats won’t do anything
to save Social Security and are in-
creasingly weak on national defense.
So-called moderate Democrats al-
ways give in to the far-left wing of
the party.

The left accepts only extremism
on abortion and thinks men pretend-
ing to be women should compete
against women in sports. I could go
on. I am thoroughly anti-MAGA, but
I hope Mr. Emanuel gets the point.

ANTHONIE H. WOLLER
Beaverton, Ore.
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I n the old “Uncle Remus” sto-
ries the “tar baby” was a de-
coy, a doll made from a mix-
ture of tar and turpentine by
the crafty Br’er Fox to catch

the elusive Br’er Rabbit. Once the
doll was touched, Br’er Rabbit
couldn’t let go.

Transgenderism has become the
tar baby for the Democrats: a thing
they can’t let go, can’t help promot-
ing and defending even when it costs
them dearly. In the presidential elec-
tion of 2024, the issue worked with
an unanticipated power for the Re-
publicans: “Kamala is for they/them,
President Trump is for you.”

A super PAC supporting Vice
President Harris estimated that ad
had swung the race about 2.7 points
toward Mr. Trump among voters
who saw it. The unaccountable luck
for the Democrats is that this issue
has been curiously muted this elec-
toral season. Yet there is every rea-
son to believe that this question has
a resonance for many people that
easily rivals—or even overrides—the
concern for “affordability.”

David Crawford and Michael
Hanby have argued in these pages
that the political drive for transgen-
derism demands that we absorb a

The party can’t seem to get
over its attachment to this
bizarre, esoteric and
deeply unpopular cause.

Transgenderism and the Democrats
new metaphysics, a radically new
understanding of the way we are
constituted as human beings. What
is a young boy compelled to ask him-
self when he is told he must respect
his father’s judgment that he is now
a woman, or his sister’s claim to be
a boy? Can the boy be sure he wasn’t
born into the wrong body?

In 2024 the California Legisla-
ture permitted schools not to notify
parents that their children had de-
cided to “transition” into a new
“gender.” The U.S. Supreme Court
enjoined such policies in a March
2026 emergency ruling (Mirabelli v.
Bonta). The teachers unions, the
National Education Association and
the American Federation of Teach-
ers, have come out firmly in defense
of the “privacy interests” of chil-
dren and against parents’ rights to
know what the schools are doing to
their children.

It’s easy for voters to tune out
complicated policy issues like dereg-
ulation, healthcare financing and an-
titrust law. In contrast, transgender-
ism can’t help but draw the concern
of ordinary people once attention is
paid: disfiguring surgeries and hor-
mones with lifelong effects; males
easily defeating or injuring women
on the sports field; invasions of pri-
vacy and sexual assault in women’s
bathrooms, locker rooms and pris-
ons. And only an intellectual can
deny the obvious truth that sex is
immutable; it isn’t “assigned at
birth” but intrinsic to one’s body,
with the differences penetrating to
the cellular level.

And no issue has drawn out as
fully the differences that separate a
conservative administration from its

opposition on the left. The Biden ad-
ministration at nearly every turn
sought to sweep away any barriers
in federal policy to the promotion of
transgenderism. In striking resis-
tance, the Trump administration has
sought to counter and reverse these
policies across a broad front.

In a stream of executive orders
and regulatory actions, the adminis-
tration has defined sex as strictly bi-
nary, male and female; required
newly issued passports to reflect the
holder’s actual sex, with no “X” op-
tion for “unspecified or another gen-
der identity”; restricted the use of
public money for “transitioning” sur-
gery; overturned the Biden adminis-
tration’s interpretation of Title IX,
which prohibited schools from re-
stricting bathrooms and locker
rooms to actual males and females;
and has brought lawsuits against

states that allow men to participate
in women’s sports. An executive or-
der issued on Inauguration Day even
requires federal agencies to use the
word “sex” rather than the euphe-
mism or equivocation “gender.”

The knock on the Trump adminis-
tration is that it has sought to do so
much through executive orders,
which could be overturned when the
Democrats next control Congress or
the White House. Yet the administra-
tion has sought to work through the
Congress to change the laws, only to
find those moves thwarted by Demo-
crats in the Senate.

In December 2025, the House
voted 215-201 to block federal reim-
bursements for Medicaid and for
state funding of transgender surger-
ies and hormone treatments for mi-
nors. In March 2026, the administra-
tion backed an amendment to

penalize educational institutions
that allowed males to participate in
female sports. Democrats in the Sen-
ate kept the amendment from over-
coming the filibuster and getting a
final vote. In May, the House voted
217-198 to bar schools from confirm-
ing in their records the transgen-
dered identity declared by children
without parental consent. All votes
in opposition to both House mea-
sures came from Democrats.

To sum it up, the Democrats
can’t help themselves. No matter
how much the broad public abhors
the promotion of transgenderism in
all of its forms, the Democrats re-
sist even the simplest moves to
scale it back. The passion for sexual
liberation, with no constraints of
nature, is baked into the Demo-
cratic DNA. And so the issue is teed
up with perfect aptness for the
midterm election.

The question may be posed with a
practical relevance to James Talarico
in Texas, Abdul El-Sayed in Michigan
and every other Democrat running
for Congress: Will they join the Dem-
ocratic caucus in their near-unanim-
ity on this issue if their party gains
control in Congress? For it is virtu-
ally certain that the party would
move at once against every one of
these initiatives from the Trump ad-
ministration. Nothing in heaven or
earth will overcome the willingness
of the Democrats to fall on their
swords on this issue.

Mr. Arkes is founder and a co-di-
rector of the James Wilson Institute
on Natural Rights and the American
Founding and a professor emeritus
of jurisprudence at Amherst College.

By Hadley Arkes
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House Democratic Whip Katherine Clark speaks at a 2025 rally.

OPINION

Anthropic’s IPO Will Be a National-Security Win for Taiwan
The biggest loser
from Anthropic’s
planned stock-
market listing:
China.

The artificial-
intelligence behe-
moth this week
published its pro-
spectus ahead of
an initial public
offering expected

next month. The company could
raise as much as $100 billion selling
shares to the public. A valuation
between $1.5 trillion and $2 trillion
is possible.

The long risk disclosure in the
prospectus—which makes for trippy
reading overall—is terrible news for
Beijing. Many business risks that
Anthropic enumerates seem to vali-
date China’s growing heft as an AI
innovator. Anthropic identifies com-
petition from cheaper open-weight
AI models as a commercial threat,
and China is a leading developer on
that front.

But then there is the paragraph
on Taiwan. Anthropic notes that it
is heavily dependent on chips manu-
factured exclusively on the island by
the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufac-
turing Co. and no one else.

The U.S. company discloses to

prospective shareholders that its
business therefore faces risk from
“potential disruption from geopoliti-
cal tensions between Taiwan and
China” and “vulnerability to any in-
terruption in Taiwan’s power grid,
water supply, or other critical infra-
structure.” Not to put too fine a
point on it, but “accordingly, any re-
strictions or delays on the supply of
advanced chips out of Taiwan or
TSMC would adversely affect our
business, financial condition, and
results of operations.”

By the way, Anthropic notes that
several other East Asian companies
are essential to its success. SK
Hynix and Samsung, both of South
Korea, receive a mention for manu-
facturing high-performance mem-
ory products.

The biggest risk Anthropic per-
ceives on this front is that the com-
panies might not be able to manu-
facture computer memory as
quickly as Anthropic would want it.
But one can’t help but notice that
both companies also are vulnerable
to risks associated with broader re-
gional instability, such as would be
caused by a Chinese attack on Tai-
wan. Both also are vulnerable to
risks emanating from North Korea,
Beijing’s client state.

Understand that this isn’t a

warning only to Anthropic’s poten-
tial shareholders. It’s a warning to
Beijing.

The Chinese Communist Party
for decades has claimed democratic
Taiwan as Chinese territory. The
question preoccupying Asian and
American strategic planners is
whether or when Beijing might try
to effectuate that claim through

force, and what form such force
might take. Anthropic’s prospectus
covers all the bases—invasion, but
also blockade, cyberattack on infra-
structure and so on.

It has long been understood that
a Chinese attempt to take Taiwan
would be disruptive to the global
and American economies. This fact
has generally been perceived on
both sides as a form of leverage for
Beijing.

The theory is that Washington
would be so wary of inflicting per-
manent damage on the American

economy that it eventually would
accommodate whatever facts Beijing
is able to create on the ground in
Taiwan. Implicit in this view is an
assumption that Taiwan simply
doesn’t matter that much to Amer-
ica—that it makes little difference
whether our imports from the island
come from “China” or “Taiwan,” and
that we can eventually replace Tai-
wan as a trade partner anyway. This
is the main reason anyone would
doubt Washington’s determination
to assist Taipei in thwarting a Bei-
jing attempt to exert control over
the island democracy.

The AI boom changes that calcu-
lation in several ways, as crystal-
lized in Anthropic’s public offer.
First, it is now obvious that Tai-
wan’s manufacturing capacity is es-
sential to America’s ability to re-
main in the lead on AI.

The U.S. has tried to diversify
away from the island, not least by
encouraging TSMC to build plants in
America. But the AI boom is running
far ahead of those efforts. An-
thropic’s risk assessment is a warn-
ing that the reality for American AI
now is quite literally “Taiwan or
bust.” And as Anthropic hints else-
where in its prospectus, it matters a
lot to U.S. national security whether
the company’s supply chain runs

through a friendly democracy or a
large strategic rival. As for An-
thropic, so too for America’s other
leading-edge tech companies.

Meanwhile once the company’s
shares are listed, they quickly will
find their way into the retirement
portfolios of millions of middle-class
American voters. Whither An-
thropic, so too the rest of the AI
boom that has become so important
to Americans’ household wealth.
This inevitably amplifies the politi-
cal clout of the executives leading
such companies. American house-
holds are about to become more di-
rectly, and more obviously, invested
in Taiwan’s security than has ever
been the case before.

That might sound like even
more Chinese leverage, but the op-
posite is true. Beijing’s leverage
vis-à-vis Taiwan always rested on
the notion that the island was too
small to be worth a significant ex-
penditure of U.S. resources to de-
fend. Taiwan has now become too
important to a leading U.S. indus-
try for Washington to ignore.

Anthropic’s public offering and
the broader AI boom create a com-
pelling new “why” for American
deterrence in the Taiwan Strait.
Now we wait to see what “how”
Washington devises.

Reliance on the island for
AI chip production puts it
among America’s top
foreign policy interests.
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Baseball Is Over, and I Miss It Every Year

L ong, cold and gloomy is the
winter before us. Long and
cold because I live in Chicago,

gloomy because I won’t have any
baseball to watch again until the end
of March. Running to 162 games, fol-
lowed by extended playoffs ending
in the World Series, baseball pro-
vides a longer season by game count
than any other American sport. Yet
it still isn’t long enough for me. As
soon as the World Series ends, I
miss it already.

Of all the American sports, base-
ball, though seeming the simplest, is,
I believe, the subtlest. Its very struc-
ture lends itself to suspense. In what
other sport can a last-place team
sweep four games in a row from a
first-place team? Not in football, nor
basketball nor soccer. In what other
sport does what Aristotle called
peripeteia, or reversal of fortune, oc-
cur so frequently, often within a
nine-inning game?

The young, I have read, are bail-

ing out on baseball, finding it too
slow for their impatient taste. Many
prefer soccer, a sport I find akin to
hockey in slow motion played not on
skates but in slippers. The slowness
is part of the fascination of baseball,
even though recent attempts have
been made to speed up the game.
Much of the drama of baseball in-
heres in its slowness. Your team is
up by a run in the eighth inning,
while the other team has the bases
loaded with only one out, and your
manager calls for a pitching change,
leaving you with three or four full
minutes to worry about what will
happen next. What does can rarely
be predicted.

Not having to go into an office, I
may have watched on television as
many as 100 Chicago Cubs and White
Sox games this past season. What a
great waste of time, I hear readers
mutter. Really? Would my time have
been better spent listening to politi-
cians or professional opinionators on
such shows, as I like to think of
them, as “Meet the Pest” and “Dis-

grace the Nation”? I think not.
As a child, I played baseball be-

fore the onset of Little League. We
simply met at the schoolyard and
chose sides. I was never a power but
what was called a punch hitter. I

played shortstop on the gravel
schoolyard grounds with a first
baseman’s trapper’s mitt bought
from Montgomery Ward. If we didn’t
have 18 kids, we played no right-field
hitting and, sometimes, pitcher’s-
hands out.

Baseball wasn’t popular in my
high school—not in the way that

basketball and football, which drew
large crowds, were. I took a pass on
it and instead played on the frosh-
soph basketball team and lettered
in tennis. I didn’t really come back
to baseball until roughly 20 years
later. Because of two years in the
Army and later working in Arkan-
sas, I missed out on the great years
of Sandy Koufax.

Today I am astonished at the ex-
traordinary skill of the Major League
players—at the gold-glove fielding,
the 100-mile-an-hour pitching, the
power hitting. Japanese players
have further improved the game.
Shohei Ohtani, who both hits and
pitches for the Dodgers, may well be
the greatest athlete ever to have
played the game.

And the money! The minimum sal-
ary for a full season in the Major
Leagues is more than $700,000, with
more than half of current players
earning that. Others bring in sums

beyond astonishing. Mr. Ohtani is
under contract for $700 million with
the Dodgers, receiving $2 million an-
nually for the first 10 years and $68
million a year after that. Even play-
ers who seem to me quite average
earn salaries of $8 million to $12
million a year. Consider that starting
pitchers work 1 day in 5, and on that
day rarely play for more than two
hours. Financially, contemporary Ma-
jor League players are among the fa-
vorites of the gods.

Donald Trump says the most
beautiful word is “tariff.” Henry
James thought “summer afternoon”
the most beautiful words. My favor-
ite words are “pitchers and catchers
report”—to spring training. After the
2026 season has ended, I long to
hear those words ring out again.

Mr. Epstein is author, most re-
cently, of “Never Say You’ve Had a
Lucky Life.”

By Joseph Epstein

The game’s reversals of
fortune provide drama and
suspense, leaving a void
during the off season.

Zach Kessel in WSJ Opinion’s Free
Expression newsletter, Oct. 29:

If elected, [Abdul] El-Sayed will
have automatic access to classified
information. . . . But if he were re-
quired to apply for a security clear-
ance like many unelected government
employees, he’d likely have a tough
time receiving one.

Standard Form 86 . . . asks appli-
cants to list relatives. . . . That would
include the two relatives whose his-
tories have sounded the most alarms
over the course of Mr. El-Sayed’s
campaign: his mother, Fatten Elkomy,
and his father-in-law, Tayeb Jukaku.

Ms. Elkomy worked at the Islamic
American Relief Agency (IARA) from
1999 through at least 2004, when the

group was designated by the Trea-
sury Department’s Office of Foreign
Assets Control for allegedly funneling
money to Hamas and Osama bin
Laden. In 2007 the Justice Depart-
ment charged IARA’s U.S. operations
with illegally transferring funds to
Iraq. Court documents name Ms.
Elkomy 14 times, including eight wire
transfers she participated in that
went to the group’s Iraqi branch.

IARA pleaded guilty . . . in 2016.
Ms. Elkomy was not a named defen-
dant in the case.

Mr. Jukaku has been associated
with the Islamic Society of North
America since at least 2007 and led
the Michigan state chapter of the
Council on American-Islamic Rela-
tions from 2005-10. Federal prosecu-

tors in the Holy Land Foundation ter-
ror-financing case listed ISNA among
groups that “are and/or were mem-
bers of the US Muslim Brotherhood”
and named both ISNA and the na-
tional CAIR organization as unin-
dicted co-conspirators.

Though the evidence prosecutors
cited largely predated Mr. Jukaku’s
earliest documented relationship
with the groups—he claims he can’t
remember when he joined ISNA—he
was involved with ISNA and CAIR in
2008, when the Holy Land Founda-
tion case ended in convictions for
five of its leaders.

Mr. El-Sayed denies any familial
ties to the Muslim Brotherhood. Both
ISNA and CAIR have disputed their
inclusion in the Holy Land case.

Notable Quotable: El-Sayed’s Background
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EDITORIALS

The city council’s commit-
tees on finance and utilities have 
approved a 5 per cent tax on every 
Chicago telephone, electricity, 
and gas bill. Before long, the city 
council as a whole will vote on 
this proposal. If it is approved, 
every householder and business 
establishment in Chicago will 
have new taxes to pay.

In the city hall they call this 
the utilities tax, as if it were 
going to be paid by the telephone 
company, the gas company, and 
the Commonwealth Edison 
company. In fact, it is just another 
sales tax, this one to be collected 
by the utility companies from 
their customers, just as the 
grocery collects the sales tax from 
its customers. …

The Tribune gravely questions 
the city’s need for the new tax. … 
The plain fact is that neither the 
mayor nor anyone else in the city 
hall has shown a clear need for 
this money.

The city has now begun to 
receive the revenue from the new 
half cent sales tax. … In fact, the 
improvement is considerable and 
it has been growing, inviting the 
conclusion that the city’s revenue 

from this source will be close to 
25 million dollars in 1956. …

Once a utility tax is adopted, it 
will be here to stay and the people 
of Chicago will pay it, month after 
month and year after year, quite 
probably at rising rates, whether 
the city needs the money or not.

It is quite certain that if added 
revenue is placed in the hands 
of the city administration, the 
mayor and his colleagues will 
find ways to spend it. One way 
is to load the payroll with more 
names. The waste is compounded 
when high wages are paid to loaf-
ers. Still another way to exploit 
the taxpayers is to yield to every 
demand for wage increases from 
the union bosses, who appear to 
be more influential than ever in 
the city hall these days.

Voting the utility tax will invite 
all these practices. When Mr. 
Daley has shown that he can 
spend his new sales tax revenues 
wisely and if he then can show 
that he needs still more money, 
he can ask for it. In our judgment 
it would be a mistake to vote it 
now.

Tribune editorial board,  
Oct. 30, 1955

ON THIS DAY 71 YEARS AGO  THE UTILITY TAX

NICK ANDERSON

EDITORIAL CARTOON

The Big Three domestic automakers 
reported financial results this month and, 
as usual, tried to put the best spin on their 
numbers. As General Motors Chief Execu-
tive Mary Barra wrote in her letter to share-
holders, “GM is performing well.”

How do you say “Yeah, right” in Chinese?
One of the most important economic 

engines for Illinois and the rest of the 
Midwest is getting badly outclassed in 
global markets. Faced with poor sales at 
home, China’s automakers are cashing in 
seemingly everywhere outside of China.

Everywhere, that is, except in the U.S.
America’s Big Three automakers have 

become dependent on trade barriers that 
keep out Chinese cars. The result is a 
less competitive U.S. auto industry, and a 
U.S. population unable to buy well-made 
Chinese vehicles for sale at a fraction of U.S. 
prices elsewhere. Consumers outside the 
U.S. are moving on from GM, Ford and Stel-
lantis. China is remaking the car business 
without them.

It’s not too late to shore up this strategi-
cally important sector, which accounts for 
hundreds of thousands of American jobs 
and a significant share of Gross Domestic 
Product. U.S. automakers have stumbled 
before and still managed to recover.

This time feels different. The Big Three’s 
biggest strength is producing gas-guz-
zling pickup trucks and large SUVs. Those 
command high profit margins today, but 
they’re heavy polluters and costly to fuel 
and maintain. It’s a niche that’s likely to 
decline.

Market share for the automotive indus-
try can be calculated in more than one 
way, but any way you slice it, the explosive 
growth of Chinese brands stands out.

The non-partisan Center for Automotive 
Research pegs Chinese carmakers’ share 
of the global market at 25% as of 2025, up 
from 14% in 2020 and practically zero not 
that long ago. The Big Three global share 
has dwindled to just 12%, CAR reports. 
Analysts expect the Chinese share to keep 
growing and the U.S. share to dwindle even 
more.

The milestones keep piling up: In 
Europe, Chinese car brands for the first 
time passed popular Japanese brands in the 

number of new registrations last quarter. In 
Mexico, despite a substantial tariff, vehicles 
made in China accounted for 17% of deliv-
eries in the first six months of 2026, up 30% 
from the year-ago period.

The average price of a new car in the U.S. 
clocks in at $50,000. Chinese electric and 
hybrid models routinely sell for half that 
amount just south of the border in Mexico, 
and even less elsewhere. Detroit can’t 
compete with the Chinese on price.

So far, EVs have proven less popular in 
the U.S. than hybrids, which combine elec-
tric- and gas-powered engines. Detroit’s 
automakers, particularly GM, were slow 
to recognize the staying power of hybrids, 
leaving foreign competitors such as Toyota 
with a significant advantage.

More fundamentally, U.S. manufactur-
ers have been slow to reduce costs, develop 
new models and increase reliability. That 
happens when an industry is selectively 
shielded from market forces.

At the same time, the Big Three have 
been aggressive in funneling cash to Wall 
Street investors through dividends and 
stock buybacks. GM recently announced a 
massive $20 billion buyback program, after 
having just completed a $6 billion buyback.

Short-term-minded shareholders love 
it. But it’s a call to arms for a United Auto 
Workers union itching to go on strike again 
when contracts expire in 2028. UAW Pres-
ident Shawn Fain called the GM buyback 

program “legalized mass looting.”
That’s rich coming from the guy who 

led strikes a few years ago against the Big 
Three that resulted in today’s incredi-
bly generous labor contracts — one more 
reason why the companies are at a compet-
itive disadvantage.

Fain is correct, however, that the auto-
makers should be investing more to shore 
up their futures rather than lining the pock-
ets of investors. (Stellantis, by the way, had 
to suspend its dividend because of financial 
setbacks).

Apart from President Donald Trump’s 
protectionism, U.S. economic policy hasn’t 
helped Detroit. The abrupt end of support 
for electric vehicles under Trump pushed 
the companies to take massive losses that 
continue today. Trump’s tariff attacks 
against trading partners disrupted supply 
chains and his Iran war has done a number 
on fuel prices. Inflation is making the U.S. 
car business a lot tougher.

What should the U.S. be doing? Shield-
ing Detroit from competition can’t go on 
forever. Chinese automakers have benefit-
ted from massive industrial subsidies and 
low environmental standards, as well as 
intellectual property theft. They didn’t get 
the edge they have today by fighting fair. 
But they weren’t dumb, either.

What’s most needed is consistent 
support for American competitiveness. 
Generic policies like research-and-de-
velopment tax credits can help, but more 
detailed, specific policies would help more. 
The U.S. should reinstate subsidies for 
electrification of vehicles, for instance, and 
coordinate its trade policy with Canada and 
Mexico to better manage the threat from 
Chinese automakers.

Writing in the Washington Post last 
week, Ford boss Jim Farley pointed out the 
need to train Americans in skilled trades. 
A shortage of blue-collar talent is holding 
back the economy, and government could 
do a lot more to correct the shortfall.

The U.S. badly needs to wise up and use 
its economic power to support advanced 
industries before they become irrelevant 
on the global stage. Stupid isn’t working. 
It’s time for America to get smart about its 
industrial future.

Detroit automakers, it’s past time  
to catch up with the Chinese

A truck carries BYD cars outside the automaker’s factory in Zhengzhou, China, on March 25, 
2025. BYD is China’s largest electric-vehicle maker. GILLES SABRIE/THE NEW YORK TIMES

In 2016, the Tribune Editorial Board 
urged voters to reject something called 
the Illinois Transportation Taxes and 
Fees Lockbox Amendment arguing that “a 
constitutional amendment would take away 
the flexibility required if there’s an unex-
pected drop in revenue, a serious emer-
gency or a crushing recession.”

Alas, voter mistrust of Springfield politi-
cians was so high that a majority of voters 
proved unable to be persuaded that fiscal 
discipline — not a restrictive constitutional 
amendment — was the right solution.

Now, taxes paid at the pump, fees 
collected at driver’s license facilities and 
more go into a budget lockbox, and the 
money can’t be spent on anything other 
than road construction, mass transit and 
other explicit transportation-related costs.

While we understand the instinct to put 
Springfield in check, it’s clear that Illinois 
got played by the unions and road build-
ers backing the lockbox measure, and the 
legacy of this amendment is now having 
ripple effects that are hitting local budgets 

following, you guessed it, “an unexpected 
drop in revenue.”

Just look at Cook County.
Leaders are proposing closing a $550 

million budget gap by reducing the coun-
ty’s budget by 4.2%, a belt tightening that 
deserves recognition. But on top of an 
expected drop in federal funding, the trans-
portation lockbox is creating an estimated 
$258 million annual hole in the county’s 
general fund, even as the restricted trans-
portation revenue continues to accumulate.

Cook County officials told us in our office 
that $535.8 million in restricted money has 
accumulated in the Transportation Fund. 
If restrictions were lifted, we heard, the 
county would use this money to “cover costs 
related to the administration of laws related 
to traffic, railroad, and motor carrier laws 
or for the safety of highways, roads, streets, 
bridges, mass transit, intercity passenger 
rail, ports or airports.”

Whether those expenditures qualify 
under the amendment is now a matter for 
the courts. Meanwhile, the money contin-

ues to pile up. The county’s budget projects 
that the restricted balance could reach $1.8 
billion by fiscal 2031.

This is maddening. Of course there is 
blame to go around, and fiscal conservatives 
would likely find much over which to blush 
in the county’s $9.7 billion budget proposal. 
We Cook County residents know that our 
governments live in a perpetual state of 
budget shortfalls.

But it’s impossible to ignore the chal-
lenge at hand. That this restricted pot will 
continue to grow is a massive problem. 
Cook County has litigation pending on this 
front, but the outcome is uncertain.

We’ve long known this lockbox would 
create problems and have been suspicious 
of it on many accounts. Remember, lawmak-
ers let this amendment get to the ballot even 
as other popular issues, such as term limits 
and redistricting reform, have been blocked 
before voters ever got a say. There’s a reason 
road builders and related unions poured 
millions into passing this thing back in 2016: 
job security. Now that they’ve successfully 

lobbied to put restrictions on transporta-
tion spending into the Illinois Constitution, 
the industry is using the courts to enforce 
those restrictions against a county facing a 
substantial budget shortfall.

As we wrote before the 2016 lockbox vote, 
if the consensus among lawmakers was that 
the road fund shouldn’t be raided, then they 
should’ve simply stopped raiding it. Instead, 
they locked down the money.

This is not to blithely defend Illinois 
lawmakers’ track records on budgets, nor is 
it an endorsement of raiding funds because 
politicians can’t curb their addiction to 
spending. Rather we see it as a matter of 
simple common sense.

Unfortunately, for the foreseeable future, 
we’re stuck with the lockbox. We can only 
hope the county finds a lawful way to regain 
some fiscal flexibility.

Here’s a good rule of thumb for Illinois 
voters: When Springfield politicians eagerly 
offer you a constitutional amendment, ask 
who stands to benefit. There’s usually a 
catch.

Illinois Lockbox was always lousy idea. 10 years later, it’s hitting Cook County’s budget

The Big Three’s biggest strength 
is producing gas-guzzling pickup 
trucks and large SUVs. Those 
command high profit margins 
today, but they’re heavy polluters 
and costly to fuel and maintain. 
It’s a niche that’s likely to decline.

6  Chicago Tribune  |  Section A  |  Friday, October 30, 2026  



OPINION

By Stuart Loren
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Over the next several weeks, 
Chicago’s City Council must 
decide how to close an $882 
million gap in Mayor Brandon 
Johnson’s 2027 budget. Much of 
the debate will center on his two 
largest business taxes: Increas-
ing the city’s lease tax on software 
and equipment from 15% to 20%, 
projected to raise $234 million, 
and charging employers $25 a 
month per employee once they 
reach 125 full-time workers, rais-
ing another $102 million.

Neither tax may seem large 
against the city’s $6.5 billion main 
operating budget. Both, though, 
raise the cost of adding a job here. 
The mayor claims his budget 
invests in working people. But 
working people need somewhere 
to work, and in Chicago, they are 
having a harder time finding it. 
Unemployment hit 5.9% in August 
— the highest among the nation’s 
25 largest cities. Taxing jobs is a 
curious way to bring that down.

As I wrote recently, Chicago 
cannot make structural progress 
on its finances without a growing 
economy. That growth depends 
on employers choosing to hire and 
invest here. To see how these taxes 
affect that decision, I modeled 
what three companies at different 
stages and sizes would pay in state 
and local taxes in the 25 largest 
American cities. Chicago already is 
the most expensive of the 25 for all 
three, at close to twice the average. 
This budget would make it costlier 
still.

Start with a national profes-
sional services firm with 2,000 
employees in the city — the kind 
of employer behind 1 in 7 private 
jobs in Chicago. Based on indus-
try benchmarks, an office that 
size buys $18.9 million a year 
of software and cloud services. 
Chicago already taxes that at 
15%, or $2.8 million; the proposal 
takes it to $3.8 million, more than 
three times what the average city 
would charge. The head tax adds 
another $600,000. A firm like this 
with offices in multiple cities now 
has more reason to invest outside 
Chicago.

Now take a technology firm 
with 150 employees, the very 
type of firm the city is trying to 
attract, deciding where to put its 
next 20-person team. At indus-
try norms for a firm that size, the 
team costs $1.04 million to set up 
and runs on $613,000 a year of 
software. It clears $627,000 before 
tax. Chicago’s lease tax and head 
tax alone would take $129,000 of 
that, against an average of $33,000 

across its large peer cities. Holding 
all other costs equal and discount-
ing five years of profits at 10%, the 
project is worth $848,000 here 
versus $1.21 million in the average 
peer city. A gap that size makes the 
investment less likely to happen 
here.

Lastly, take a young food and 
beverage producer, based here in 
the country’s largest food manu-
facturing center. It employs 22 
people and generates $3.4 million 
in revenue, the industry average at 
that size, but is not yet profitable. 
Short on cash, it leases its equip-
ment, which costs $160,000 per 
year. The head tax does not reach 
it, but this budget would raise its 
lease tax from $24,000 to $32,000. 
Sixteen of the 24 other largest 
cities exempt those leases. Instead 
of fighting for a homegrown indus-
try, Chicago is fighting it.

In fact, Chicago’s own taxes 
exceed what companies pay in 

state and local taxes combined in 
the average city. And that burden 
has grown quickly, with the lease 
tax climbing from 9% two years 
ago to a proposed 20%, on top of 
an effective commercial property 
tax rate of 3.36%, the highest of 
the 25.

Does any of this change behav-
ior? Leading studies find a clear 
link between higher state corpo-
rate taxes and lower employment. 
As for the head tax, 2024 research 
on state payroll taxes finds that 
increases cut hiring. That research 
looked at annual increases of 
$200 to $600 per worker — 
recall Chicago’s head tax is $300. 
Where implemented, employ-
ment growth slowed. And as for 
the lease tax, tariffs are instruc-
tive. Federal Reserve researchers 
found that manufacturers whose 
input costs rose most under the 
2018 tariffs employed 2% fewer 
workers than those least affected. 

Chicago’s lease tax risks the same 
effect.

None of this has moved the 
mayor. His administration says the 
head tax would reach only 3% of 
the city’s businesses. But it would 
hit more than a quarter of private 
jobs, and the lease tax reaches 
almost every business. Taxing 
employment always has been a 
blunt way to raise money, albeit 
less risky when moving involved 
more friction. Today, it is easier 
than ever to move jobs or add new 
ones elsewhere. This mayor is 
betting companies won’t.

That’s a reckless bet with our 
economy already underperform-
ing, having grown at just a third 
the U.S. rate since 2019. Before 
raising taxes, Chicago first should 
explore non-tax revenue options, 
such as charging for expedited 
permits and licenses, or pric-
ing services closer to cost. The 
city also should consider open-

ing up bidding to private garbage 
haulers for a service now losing 
$147 million a year — more than 
the head tax is projected to raise. 
Chicago can’t afford losses like 
that and should run its operations 
efficiently before imposing ideo-
logically driven taxes.

It’s no accident the mayor 
named this his “Fair Share” 
budget. With these taxes aimed 
squarely at businesses, there’s no 
question whose share he means. 
The sad irony is the working 
people he claims to fight for will be 
the ones bearing the heaviest cost.

Stuart Loren is a managing 
director at Fort Sheridan 
Advisors, where he manages 
client investment portfolios and 
is responsible for market and 
economic analysis. Formerly, 
Loren was a corporate lawyer in 
Boston. He lives in Chicago with 
his family.

Mayor’s budget will drive investment 
away, hurt small businesses

A copy of the budget recommendations sits on a desk after Mayor Brandon Johnson gave his address on Oct. 21 at Chicago City Hall.  
BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

On America’s Election Night 
10 years ago, I was a diplomat 
with the U.S. mission to Somalia 
in Mogadishu. We were hosting 
a watch party with local political, 
business and civil society leaders. 
U.S. elections offer a chance to 
showcase how democracy works 
and to share American values, so 
these watch parties are a public 
diplomacy staple at embassies all 
around the world.

With the later time zone, our 
party kicked off around 4 a.m. 
By sunrise, it was clear Donald 
Trump would be the next presi-
dent, and I was concerned about 
what this meant for America’s 
relationship with the world. But, 
as a U.S. official, I couldn’t share 
my concerns publicly. I repre-
sented the U.S. government there, 
not myself. As guests looked to me 
and my colleagues for a reaction, 
I searched for the right words and 
settled on a truth that wasn’t very 
reassuring at the time: “Democ-
racy can be surprising!”

It is one of the risky and beau-
tiful things about democracy. A 
wave of ordinary people can come 
together, organize and choose 
their government, for better or 
for worse. When it works as it’s 
supposed to, the people retain the 
ability to change that government, 
or not, depending on which party 
or person they believe is more 
likely to deliver. When democracy 
works, nothing in an election is a 
foregone conclusion.

Just this week, two countries 
showed us how this is done. Brazil 
and Serbia proved to the world 
that, even on an uneven electoral 
playing field, a mobilized public 
can prevail. Success in each case 
hinged on having enough public 

engagement to drive voter turn-
out to levels sufficient that the 
people could overcome the advan-
tages of big money, Big Tech and 
entrenched power.

In Brazil, President Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva showed the world 
that trends are not destiny. Seven 
straight presidential elections 
across Latin American in the past 
18 months have seen swings to 
the right. In five, an incumbent 
was ousted by a public dissatis-
fied with the status quo. Youth 
movements across the globe also 
have rejected geriatric politi-
cians who had long dominated 
politics, accusing them of being 
hopelessly out of touch with the 
problems young people face. Lula, 
an 81-year-old incumbent and a 
fixture of Brazil’s left for decades, 
looked doomed.

And yet, even after falling short 

of his opponent, Flávio Bolson-
aro, in the first round of voting, 
Lula surged ahead in the runoff to 
win by more than 4 million votes. 
The possibility of a win by the 
far-right son of a former president 
convicted of attempting a coup 
was apparently a strong motivator.

Lula prevailed despite wide-
spread efforts by the Trump 
administration to undermine 
his government. He overcame 
Meta’s restriction of his social 
media accounts and promotion 
of his opponent’s. His supporters 
even faced public transportation 
disruptions that Lula’s coali-
tion claimed were intentional 
suppression by powerful mayors 
who supported Bolsonaro. Lula 
overcame these obstacles with 
sheer people power, thanks to a 
10 million-person-strong digital 
army organized over WhatsApp 

focused on getting his campaign 
message out.

Some big business interests are 
not pleased with this outcome, 
since Lula has promised to hold 
Big Tech to account and to protect 
the Amazon from deforestation. 
But this is a clear win for human-
ity. As renowned climate activist 
Bill McKibben put it, “I bet (Lula’s 
win) shaves a tenth of a degree off 
how hot our earth eventually gets, 
which will save millions of lives.”

On the very same day in Serbia, 
people power ousted an autocrat 
who had dominated the coun-
try’s politics for 14 years. The 
movement that brought down 
Aleksandar Vučić was launched 
in 2024 when a railway station 
roof collapsed, killing 16 people. 
Students blamed rampant state 
corruption, and their mass 
protests persisted in the face of 

violent repression. The students 
turned their activism into a polit-
ical movement and put forward 
a list of candidates to compete 
in the parliamentary election 
this year. They came up against 
an entrenched regime that had 
spent its years in power exerting 
control over media, the judiciary 
and other state institutions key to 
obstructing political opposition. 
This meant their path to electoral 
victory faced an uphill, unfair 
fight.

It took almost two years of orga-
nizing and commitment, but just 
like the defeat of Viktor Orbán in 
Hungary earlier this year, their 
victory Sunday was proof auto-
crats still can be ousted as long as 
elections are still happening.

The hardest part for both 
movements may still lie ahead. 
Governing is difficult, and both 
countries face economic struggles 
and dissatisfied electorates. Every 
government in a democracy must 
eventually go back to face the 
people and be judged on whether 
it delivered.

It has been U.S. policy for 80 
years to promote democracy 
around the world to ensure that 
very fact. Right now, this is our 
payoff. Even as Americans face 
efforts to disrupt the vote here, 
this idea has taken root in popula-
tions elsewhere who fight for it.

These movements offer hope. 
Americans who are concerned 
today about the rampant corrup-
tion of our political system and 
capture of our economy should 
take note, show up and make sure 
their voices are heard in our own 
elections next week.

Elizabeth Shackelford is a foreign 
affairs columnist for the Chicago 
Tribune and a distinguished 
lecturer with the Dickey Center 
at Dartmouth College. She was 
previously a U.S. diplomat and 
is the author of “The Dissent 
Channel: American Diplomacy in 
a Dishonest Age.”

Democracy can be surprising, as elections around the world show

Supporters of candidate Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva react to the vote count news on general Election Day on 
Sunday in Sao Paulo, Brazil. ALEXANDRE SCHNEIDER/GETTY
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OPINION

Editor’s note: Here is a selection of letters 
from our readers on their most notable 
Halloween memories. We will publish 
more of readers’ letters on Friday and 
Saturday. Due to the significant volume 
we received, several letters will appear 
online only, also on Saturday.

It began with a pumpkin
Many, many full moons ago, Carolyn 

and I were two individuals living sepa-
rate lives, following paths to develop our 
respective careers, and we were in the 
early stages of exploring a new relation-
ship together.

To borrow from the announcer’s open-
ing lines of each episode of the popu-
lar sitcom “The “Goldbergs,” it was 
1980-something. I returned home from a 
business trip and had a date with Carolyn 
to carve a pumpkin at her apartment a few 
days before All Hallows’ Eve (aka Hallow-
een).

We carved the pumpkin, which, when 
finished, had a particularly endearing grin 
on its face; we lit the inside with a candle; 
and then later, we shared our first kiss. 
From that point onward, a life together 
was set in motion.

Now, we look back to that haunting 
night as one of the most significant in our 
adult lives. With all sincerity, it was love at 
first light.

Postscript: We still have part of the stem 
and some of the seeds from that jack-o’-
lantern. I set them in liquid acrylic that 
became a surprise paperweight gift to 
Carolyn for another special occasion.

That pumpkin has never stopped giving.
— Mark Grenchik, Chicago

Scaring up a bag of treats
When I was a 10-year-old girl in a 

small Minnesota town, Halloween began 
the day before, when it was necessary 
to put together as scary a costume as 
possible. Perhaps an old black dress from 
a local rummage sale would do, and by 
adding a mask, my disguise would be 
complete.

The next day, the much anticipated 
date of Oct. 31 arrived, and along with 
my best friend, our nightly adventure 
began. Before long, our paper bags were 
filled with our favorite treats: homemade 
popcorn balls, fudge, cookies, bubble gum, 
caramel apples, little wax bottles filled 
with colored juice, an assortment of mixed 
candies and, if we were lucky, maybe a 
store-bought candy bar or two.

The last house on our list belonged to 
our neighbor, an elderly couple with no 
children. Even though neither my friend 
nor I claimed them as relatives, we never-
theless called them “Aunt Hattie and 
Uncle Fred.” It was, however, Halloween, 
and so before we were given a treat, we 
were expected to offer a song or two, after 
which we were happy to put a homemade 
cookie in our bag of treats and a shiny 
nickel in our pockets.

Unfortunately, the Halloween night 
curfew sounded too soon, and it was 
time to say good night to my friend and 
begin the walk home. The night was not 
complete, however, until I spread the 
contents of my bag on the kitchen table, 
took a bite or two from a favorite treat, and 
then carefully emptied the rest into a card-
board box that I secretly secured under 
my bed for future tasting.

In this way, I kept Halloween alive for a 
few more days.
— Marion Kuehl-Robbins, Winfield

Halloween Monsoon Game
Halloween 1994 was especially memo-

rable for me. The Bears were playing the 
Packers at Soldier Field, and at halftime, 
the Bears were honoring Gale Sayers and 
Dick Butkus. Of course, I was taking my 
9-year-old daughter trick-or-treating in 
our new neighborhood.

And then the rains came. I planned 
on taking Sara out trick-or-treating and 
finishing well before the game started, but 
it rained, so we waited. And the longer we 
waited, the harder it seemed to rain. As 
I looked at her staring hopefully out the 
window, I asked her: Do you want to try to 
go around the block at least? Of course, she 
jumped for joy, so we grabbed an umbrella 
and headed out. The umbrella was quickly 
rendered useless as the winds were blow-
ing hard. We made it down the block on 
one side and then back the other side 
before giving up.

The best part was that since there were 
no other trick-or-treaters out, the neigh-
bors dumped handfuls of candy in her bag, 
and she ended up with more candy than 
she would have on a nice evening going all 
around the neighborhood!

Unfortunately, once I got home and 
got situated for the Bears game, it was a 
fiasco in the rain. The Bears were blown 
out by the Packers in what was drubbed 
the “Halloween Monsoon Game.” Sayers 
and Butkus bravely stood in the pouring 
rain for their jersey retirement and gave 
memorable speeches wearing sport coats.

The smile on Sara’s face more than 
made up for what became a long drought 
of Bears losses to the dreaded Packers.
— Ken Stead, Aurora

Serenading our neighbors
Having aged out of trick-or-treating, I 

was feeling bummed one Halloween. My 
dad, grabbing his guitar, suggested we 
go around to our neighbors and provide 
a musical treat; our group included our 
neighbor Bonnie who had a lovely solo 
soprano voice and my mom and me on 
alto.

Each neighbor was so pleased and 
surprised by the uniqueness of our treat. 
Many invited us inside, but we explained 
we had to move on. The uniqueness of it 
all made for the best Halloween a 14-year-
old could have.
— Barbara Duncan, Des Plaines

Halloween for kids in need
It was 1973, and with permission from 

the director of nursing at the University 
of Chicago hospitals, Wyler Children’s 
Hospital had the first dress-up Halloween 
parade. It was magical!

Our patients’ joy was matched by the 
doctors, nurses and healthcare personnel 
that day, many of whom were in costume.

My favorite — a well-liked doctor in a 
big diaper and baby bottle being pushed 
in a pediatric crib throughout the patient 
units. Another doctor sang karaoke; the 
kids loved it. (And so did we.)

Pediatric staff members bring Hallow-
een, Christmas, Easter, New Year’s Eve 
and even the Tooth Fairy to hospitalized 
sick kids.

Reflecting on this very special Hallow-
een from over 50 years ago, I am reminded 
that it is a calling to care for sick children. 
And dedicated pediatric staff always step 
up for them.
— Elizabeth Butler Marren, retired 
pediatric nurse, Chicago

Kindness lasts a lifetime
Many years ago in the waning hours 

of Halloween night, a small crying girl 
knocked on our door. She had been trick-
or-treating all afternoon. A boy pushed her 
over and stole her candy.

My wife brought her into the house and 
told her to hold open her empty bag. She 
filled the girl’s bag to the top with all our 
remaining candy.

Many years later, we were at a wedding 
reception, and that small girl, now a full-
grown woman, recognized my wife and 
ran over with a big hug. My wife is gone 
now, but a simple act of kindness can last 
a lifetime.
— Stan Wojewski, Wonder Lake

Let no parachute go to waste
Our neighbor was the manager of the 

local airport, Porter County Regional 
Airport in Valparaiso, Indiana. He had 
brought home a damaged and unrepair-
able parachute. For Halloween one year (it 
must have been in the 1960s), his young-
est son climbed the tree in their front yard 
and suspended the parachute from its 
branches. Then, sacrificing his own trick-
or-treating time, he put on a jumpsuit and 
climbed into the harness of the parachute, 
his feet not touching the ground.

When kids came to trick-or-treat, they 
assumed it was just a yard decoration — 
until he moved and spoke and scared the 
bejesus out of them.

Those who were brave enough to return 
to the front door were rewarded with their 
treat.
— Gertrud Scheller Lee, Valparaiso, 
Indiana

Just desserts for robbers
When I was 5 years old, my two older 

sisters, 8 and 11 years old, and I went down 
a residential street with paper bags in 
hand. We didn’t get much candy at home 
because there were seven kids in the 
house and money was tight.

In broad daylight, two teenage boys 
snatched our trick-or-treat bags from 
our hands and ran. We went home and 
told our dad what happened. He said we 
needed to go down to the corner by the 
junkyard filled with wrecked cars. (This 

was also the place where we walked our 
dog.) He told us to fill those bags with 
what we found in the weeds and go back to 
where our candy was stolen.

Mission accomplished. Same boys.
— Cecelia Kubik, Willowbrook

Deprived on my last outing
My most memorable Halloween expe-

rience occurred during the final time I 
collected candy as a kid. It was slightly 
after dusk in the early 1970s, and I was 
living in Mount Prospect. I went solo 
trick-or-treating with my plastic pump-
kin container when three older boys 
approached me and demanded my good-
ies. I wasn’t threatened by the “weapon” 
one of them flashed, a can of shaving 
cream, but by the fear of the force of their 
fists on my face.

Reluctantly, I handed over the pumpkin 
and went home. Hopefully, the caramel 
apple I received contained a razor blade. 
(Just kidding.)
— Alan Michael Richter, Chicago

A special time in Roseland
I grew up in Roseland during the 1950s. 

Halloween was a special time for all of 
the kids in the neighborhood. We went 
trick-or-treating all over in homemade 
costumes, our parents never worrying 
about our safety. Our block was unique 
because two or three houses invited us in 
for hot cocoa or cider and doughnuts or 
apples. We always felt secure.

Now, at 84, I remember those years with 
great fondness.
— William Tracy, Chicago

It pays to listen to Mom
I was 5 and my sister 6 when our mom 

drove us to the Ridge Park gymnasium 
in Beverly for the annual Halloween 
costume parade. Dressed in green hula 
skirts over our pink ballet leotards and 
dime store orchid leis, we sheepishly 
followed Mom to the gym.

She stopped for a moment in the park-
ing lot to show us how to move our arms in 
a slow and graceful wave from one side to 
the other.

“And girls, just make sure you smile 
at the judges during the parade,” Mom 
directed.

If I had misgivings before I entered the 
gym, they were greatly amplified when we 
arrived inside. Robots, Barbie dolls, Super-
mans, T-rexes and princesses began to 
form in a circular line around the perime-
ter of the gym. As the scary music began, I 
looked down at my grass skirt with disdain 
and wished I could hide behind the 
Raggedy Ann in front of me.

But then I remembered what Mom said.
With undulating arms and plastic 

smiles, my sister and I dutifully filled her 
orders. As we walked the line, we never 
took our eyes off the judges in the center 
of the parade circle. Relieved when the 
music stopped, I was ready to head for the 
doors. But wait. What did I just hear?

“And the third place prize goes to the 
hula dancers!

Since that day, I have never forgotten 
the power of a smile. Thanks, Mom.
— Mary Ann O’Rourke, Barrington

A sky dancing with light
Our first Halloween in the new state 

we moved to, Minnesota, we lived outside 
the limits of a small town. Our preschool 
kids were so excited to trick-or-treat that 
they wore their costumes for weeks before 
Halloween night.

The day before, temperatures dropped, 
and snow covered everything. They were 
disappointed to wear coats over their 
orange costumes, yet we ventured forth. It 
was cold, so we took a shortcut back. The 
sky lit up with green and blue waves: “The 
sky is dancing!”

It was not the Halloween they wanted. 
It was better.

To this day, blue and green are our 
grown kids’ favorite colors.
— Jelmir Atkins, Sycamore, Illinois

My role in my mom’s costume
My family’s Halloween story of 1951 

centers around my mother dressed as 
Santa while taking my older sister trick-or-
treating. Little kids would run to greet her. 
I only know this through stories I was told 
years later because she used me to fill out 
the belly of her costume.

I was born the next day on Nov. 1!
— Rick Kozma, Woodridge

Well disguised and devised
Every Halloween, my brother’s neigh-

borhood in Woodridge gathers in his 
garage to celebrate the holiday and hand 
out candy to trick-or-treaters.

Two years ago, I unexpectedly returned 
early from a trip. Armed with a new mask, 
I dressed like a hobo and decided to 
surprise everyone at my brother’s Hallow-
een party. I drove my daughter’s car, 
parked a distance from his house, grabbed 
an old store bag and strolled up the drive-
way.

I headed straight for the table loaded 
with bowls of candy and helped myself to 
several handfuls. Suddenly, the conver-
sation stopped. Everyone stared at me, 
wondering which neighbor had shown up 
in such an unusual costume.

I said nothing.
Instead, I walked around the table and 

helped myself to the cheese and snacks 
on their plates. Then I reached for a can 
of beer, but someone quickly snatched it 
from my dirty hand.

People asked me questions, but I stayed 
silent, determined to stay in character.

As I finally started to leave, my brother 
and another man stopped me. My brother 
looked me in the eyes. Suddenly, he 
announced, “It’s my sister!”

My brother thought I was still away 
and hadn’t seen my daughter’s car. I had 
fooled everyone — including my own 
brother!
— Janet Wilmoth, Lisle

‘Thriller’ of an appearance
I lived in Las Vegas in the mid-1990s 

with my kids. We were at the Adven-
turedome in Circus Circus on Hallow-
een night, and on the stage was a group 
of teenagers about to perform “Thriller.” 
Then Michael Jackson appeared with his 
kids!

Those poor little ones on stage were 
terrified, but he was so nice to them. He 
took pictures with their families, danced 
with them and joked. By the way, he was 
also a great tipper and asked the server’s 
name.

I’ll never forget how special it was 
watching him dance “Thriller” with those 
kids.
— Kristin Deneal, Springfield

Condiments for laughs
A couple years ago, I kept two bowls 

inside my door, one filled with treats and 
the other overflowing with mustard and 
ketchup packets. When older trick-or-
treaters would ring the doorbell, I’d offer 
them the packets as a joke. After a couple 
seconds of letting them go wide-eyed, I’d 
bring out the real bowl. Got lots of laughs, 
and one boy actually preferred the pack-
ets. I heard him bragging to a couple trick-
or-treaters who were coming up behind 
him, “Look, this guy gave me mustard and 
ketchup!”

As an aside, I had pretty good treats in 
the real bowl — packages with mini-choc-
olate chip cookies. Another boy saw the 
premium treat choice and said earnestly, 
“You’re a great man!”
— Gary Katz, Long Grove

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

MICHAEL RAMIREZ

A child trick-or-treats dressed as a pumpkin on Halloween in the Roscoe Village 
neighborhood of Chicago on Oct. 31, 2024. TESS CROWLEY/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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PHILIPPINE ISLAND 
USES NATURE TO 
COMBAT RISING SEAS
PAM CASTRO 

For years, residents of a flood-prone Philippine 
island north of Manila have elevated their homes 
atop layer upon layer of concrete, only to see 
floodwaters threaten them again.

Burdened by strong storm surges, land 
subsidence and rising seas exacerbated by climate 
change, the 3,000 residents of tiny Pamarawan 
Island have turned to bamboo poles and discarded 
oyster shells to build a barrier aimed at weakening 
waves and managing floods.

The unusual approach offers a nature-based 
alternative for a country still grappling with a 
multibillion-dollar scandal that drove public fury 
over substandard — and at times non-existent — 
concrete flood-control projects.

“We were terrified whenever there were 
typhoons. We couldn’t sleep at night,” fisherman 
Edgar Javier said on a recent visit, recalling 
how strong waves once brought down one of his 
home’s concrete walls. The project began when 
the city government of Malolos, home to the 
island, launched a study with a Dutch engineering 
consultancy.

“(Concrete infrastructure) projects won’t 
suffice,” Mayor Christian Natividad said.

While the project, the first of its kind in the 
country, initially faced resistance from officials 
and residents working without a blueprint, 
Natividad said they had “nothing to lose”. “It’s like 
you accept daily flooding or you do something else 
with risk,” he said. “I chose risk.”

By May last year, workers, many of them 
residents, had begun installing bamboo poles 
packed with brushwood along the coast. They are 
designed to slow water flow and trap sediment, 
with the goal of gradually raising the seabed and 
supporting mangrove growth. 

When journalists visited the site, workers were 
building an oyster-shell breakwater about 100 
metres offshore. Under the searing heat, men 
in caps pounded wooden stakes used to secure 
coconut-fibre bags filled with shells on an artificial 
shore first created with sea sand.

“This breakwater’s main purpose is to lessen 
the impact of the wave before it can reach the 
community,” project manager Lyana Galang 
said, adding that the oyster-shell barriers work in 
concert with bamboo sediment traps.  — AFP

Research projects aim  
to boost quake resilience

A 
week of Muscatian encounters with people, in 
real life and on screen, as shared by the writer 
whose name many Omanis often pronounce 
as “Bridge”. 

Al Hail, late last Saturday afternoon, 
in a quiet corner of a farm garden. “I have 
been feeling a bit depressed. I just really 
hate being ‘poor’!” sighed my beautiful local 
friend, who is a little neurotic and never one 
to understate a feeling.

She sat across from me at a picnic table 
that had cracked under the cruel summer 
sun. Our phones were inside the house. 
We both like and fear technology, and do 
not always want Siri, social media, or bots 
“listening in” on our conversations.

“She deserved to be seated next to a 
future king,” my guest suddenly mumbled 
as she stared at the weekend edition of this 
newspaper lying on the table. It featured a 
picture of His Majesty King Charles III and 
His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin Tarik as they 
met in the UK earlier that week.

As Muscat is essentially just a small town, 
she was referring to a friend of a friend 
named Dina Macki, the charming chef and 
entrepreneur of Omani-Zanzibari roots, 
partly raised in the UK, who had dined with 
these Royals and their future successors 
during that same visit. 

My friend kept quiet for a while. I took in 
her strikingly pretty face, now with a worried 
look on it. It was a different version of the 
face I had seen on social media years ago, 
before I knew her personally, when she was 
trending in Oman because of her artistic 

talent. She now has an administrative job she 
is loyal to but does not particularly seem to 
enjoy.

As we sat there, still not talking, she 
watched a butterfly circle overhead while 
absent-mindedly using her left hand to pet 
Lucky, our adopted stray black cat, who 
always seems to think he is a dog.

It felt as though we were in one of those 
podcasts for women, as I sat there waiting for 
her to unburden herself.

She looked at me again with her brown 
eyes, which now almost turned translucent 
in the sunlight. She was wearing a summer 
dress with short sleeves since we were in a 
free zone, while my tanned friend is one of 
the very few locals I know who likes to sit in 
the sun. 

She returned to her original topic. “I mean, 
we count our blessings, Alhamdulillah, thank 
God, and I know it is wrong to use the word 
‘poor’, especially when we know what is 
happening to people in Gaza and Sudan.”

“But my husband and I both work so 
hard, and still, by the end of each month, 
after paying the school fee instalments, the 
children’s activities and the supermarket 
bills, and going to the beach once a week for 
peace of mind, we are left with only a few 
rials in our accounts.”

“I guess I just meant cash-strapped, 
especially with prices these days, which I feel 
are mostly due to these stupid wars in the 
region and Europe.”

I knew what she meant, as she is not alone.
There are a number of Omani families 

Bridge’s diary: Middle class blues in Muscat
whose incomes look good on paper but who 
are feeling the squeeze of rising living costs. 

These families invest most of their money 
in their children’s education, extracurricular 
activities and fresh food, only to find that, by 
the end of the month, little is left in savings.

“People sometimes ask me why I did not 
send my children to a government school, 
because they are free, to save money. They 
keep saying that the Thanawiya can lead to 
places at good universities around the world, 
and I know this is true. But, as you once said, 
everyone learns differently, and that route is 
not necessarily right for every child.”

“I feel IB suits my kids better, also partly 
because we speak English, Arabic and Swahili 
at home. They are now internationally 
minded learners who think critically and 
research independently, and as you said, 
universities worldwide recognise IB as 
rigorous preparation.”

 “I mean, I am grateful that we do not have 
to pay high taxes like my friends in Europe, 
or like you did after your father died. And two 
of my kids got scholarships, although one not 
in the field and country he wanted.” 

“I guess most of my Omani friends and 
family believe in complaining peacefully. I 
mean, we are not like those crazy looters in 
the streets of Paris who had to be stopped by 
that big guy with the long grey hair. Pierre 
was his name, I think,” she added.

“Most of the middle class in Muscat are 
like me, complaining and feeling grateful all 
the time, and all at the same time,” my friend 
said, suddenly laughing again.

TWO 
major research 
initiatives undertaken 
by the Earthquake 
Monitoring Center 
at Sultan Qaboos 

University (SQU) have generated 
important scientific outcomes for 
improving earthquake preparedness, 
building safety, economic-loss 
reduction, and long-term urban 
resilience in Oman. 

The projects, M-Rafeeq: 
Multi-Criteria Risk Assessment 
Framework for Enhancing 
Earthquake Preparedness for 
Urban Environment and Risaalah: 
Rapid Visual Screening and Seismic 
Assessment of Al Seeb’s Lifeline 
Assets for Health, were funded 
through the Deanship of Research 
at Sultan Qaboos University 
and focused on complementary 
dimensions of seismic risk in the 
rapidly developing the Wilayat of Al 
Seeb. 

The M-Rafeeq project investigated 
earthquake risk across the urban 
and residential environment of 
Al Seeb. Rather than considering 
seismic hazard alone, the research 
integrated earthquake hazard, 
local ground conditions, structural 
vulnerability, population and asset 
exposure, critical infrastructure, 
preparedness, and potential 
economic consequences within a 
unified assessment framework. 

A particularly important 
component of the project was the 
assessment of potential economic 
loss associated with earthquake 
damage. Structural damage 
represents only one part of the 
total impact of an earthquake. 
Repair and reconstruction costs, 
business interruption, temporary 

displacement, disruption to roads 
and utilities, and interruption of 
schools, healthcare facilities, and 
other essential services can greatly 
increase the overall economic 
burden of a damaging event. 

Complementing this urban-scale 
work, the Risaalah project, focused 
on the seismic vulnerability, risk, 
and resilience of hospital and 
healthcare buildings in Al Seeb. 
Hospitals are among the most 
critical facilities in any city because 
their functionality becomes even 
more important immediately 
following a disaster. 

Damage to healthcare buildings, 
medical equipment, lifeline 
systems, or access routes can 
significantly reduce a community’s 
ability to respond at a time when 
medical demand is at its highest. 
Risaalah therefore examined 
not only the structural condition 
of hospital buildings, but also 
broader factors influencing their 
resilience, including non-structural 
components, lifeline systems, site 
conditions, facility criticality, and 
emergency preparedness. 

Together, M-Rafeeq and Risaalah 
created a broader picture of 
seismic risk by addressing both 
the residential and urban building 
environment and the critical 
healthcare infrastructure upon 
which communities depend during 
emergencies. 

The projects were undertaken by 
a multidisciplinary team from the 
Earthquake Monitoring Center at 
Sultan Qaboos University, with Dr 
Issa El Hussain, Dr Abdullah Ansari, 
and Majid Al Musalhi serving among 
the main project team members. 

The research also benefited 

from international scientific 
collaboration involving researchers 
and institutions from South Korea, 
Japan, and Norway, strengthening 
the exchange of expertise in 
earthquake engineering, seismic 
risk assessment, infrastructure 
resilience, and disaster-risk 
reduction.

Dr Abdullah Ansari has played a 
leading role in expanding research 
on the seismic safety and resilience 
of critical infrastructure in Oman. 
His wider research experience 
spans Oman, India, South Korea, 
and Japan and includes studies 
related to buildings, transportation 
infrastructure, underground 
structures, metro systems, 
tunnels, bridges, and other critical 
engineering facilities. 

His earlier research has also 
addressed seismic risk associated 
with major Himalayan tunnelling 
and infrastructure projects, 
providing experience that is 
increasingly being applied to the 
challenges facing rapidly developing 
cities and infrastructure systems. 

The outcomes of M-Rafeeq and 
Risaalah are particularly timely as 
Muscat enters a new phase of urban 
expansion. Major developments 
such as Sultan Haitham City and 
Yiti, together with future residential, 
commercial, transportation, 
healthcare, and public-service 
projects, will significantly increase 
the concentration and value of 
urban assets.

The research demonstrated 
why seismic risk information 
should ideally be incorporated 
at the planning and design stage, 
rather than considered only after 
development has been completed. 

There are a number 
of Omani families 
whose incomes look 
good on paper but 
who are feeling the 
squeeze of rising 
living costs. And I 
feel like they have 
always existed
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An important 
outcome of the 
projects has been 
the translation of 
scientific research 
into information 
that can support 
government 
authorities, 
municipalities, 
urban planners, 
healthcare 
administrators, 
schools, and 
communities
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