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NAXALISM -

ENDGAME

The Government's assertion that Naxalism has been ‘more or less wiped out’ from Bastar marks a watershed

in India’s long and arduous struggle against the insurgency. Yet, the challenge ahead is no less significant: to
secure a lasting victory by winning the ideological battle, preventing any resurgence, addressing the underlying
roots of injustice, and transforming former conflict zones through sustained governance and inclusive development

Defeating Naxalism: How the red corridor was reclaimed

While the nation heaved a sigh of reliefon
March 30 when the Union Home Minister
Amit Shah proclaimed in the Lok Sabha that
"Naxalism has been more or less wiped out
from Bastar” the security forces continued
to scour the forests in Left Wing Extremism-
affected States for the remaining Maoists
who chose to cling to their path of violence.
The following day, 35 Maoists surrendered
in five districts of Chhattisgarh, prompting
the Chief Minister Vishnu Deo Sahai to
declare that the state was free of Naxalism.
Nine others crossed over to Gadchiroli
(Maharashtra) and surrendered before the
police there. A significant achievement to
gloat over.

The relentless pursuit of Maoists by the
commandos of the elite Cobra Battalions,
the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF),
Chhattisgarh police, the District Reserve
Guards (DRG), Bastar Fighters of

Chhattisgarh police and Battalions of the
Central Armed Police Force (CAPF) viz, the
Border Security Force, Indo Tibetan Border
Police, Sashastra Seema Bal apart from the
CRPF during the last few years displaced
them from their hitherto safe sanctuaries
in Abhujmad forests. Heavy casualties suf-

fered by the Maoists in
encounters, arrest of many
and large scale surrenders
drastically reduced their
strength from over 4,000
armed cadres to just a
handful of them. In the past
three years, 706 Maoists
were killed, 2,218 arrested
and nearly 5000 surren-
dered.

CAPF Battalions had to
pay a heavy price in the
initial years of deployment
due to lack of robust intelligence set up and
lack of road connectivity in the interiors.
Maoists would gather in hordes of hundreds
to ambush and attack security personnel
without their getting a whiff of it. Movement
of vehicles on unmetalled roads proved dis-
astrous as they were blown up by
Improvised Explosive Devices (IED) result-
ing in heavy casualties.

Despite stiff resistance by Maoists who
threatened contractors and the labourers,
the construction of roads were taken up in
the right earnest under the security cover
of CRPF. Efforts made in 2017 to construct

The end of the red shadow: How Indlan Security Forces defeated Naxalism

PRAMOD KUMAR SINGH

In the dense forests of central and
eastern India, a six-decade-long insur-
gency once threatened the nation’s
unity. Naxalism, born in the 1967 peasant
uprising at Naxalbari village in West
Bengal, evolved into a Maoist armed
rebellion under the banner of the
Communist Party of India (Maoist), formed
in2004. Atits peak in the mid-2000s, the
so-called ‘Red Corridor’ stretched across
nearly 200 districts in ten states, claim-
ing thousands of lives, civilians, security
personnel, and insurgents alike. It crip-
pled development in tribal heartlands,
extorted locals, and challenged the
Indian state's sovereignty. By 2014, 126 dis-
tricts were officially Naxal-affected. Yet,

M P NATHANAEL
Former IGP (Anti-Naxal
Operations), CRPF

the roads resulted in the
martyrdom of nearly 40
CRPF personnel who were
securing the under-con-
struction roads. The Maoists
had the alacrity to bury
IEDs deep in the soil before
the roads were
macadamised and trigger
them at their will when
vehicles pass over them to
inflict heavy casualties on
the security forces.

The construction of over
12,000 kilometres of roads facilitated the
movement of vehicles in the interiors. As
many as 406 CAPF camps were established
in the Maoist bastion, forcing them out of
their sanctuaries. The visibility of gover-
nance by the state infused confidence and
fearlessness among the villagers dotting the
mountainous forests. The Maoist intelligence
network was dismantied and replaced by
the state intelligence apparatus. Information
regarding the Maoists began to flow. With
the backup of hard intelligence, operations
were launched, and their hideouts raided,
resulting in heavy casualties
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to Maoists. It was the surprise element
that caught them unawares. Though
guarded by over 26 Maoists, Basvaraju,
the general secretary, was killed along with
all his guards by the DRG on May 21 last year
in Narayanpur, which had an immense
demoralising effect on the cadres.

The raising of DRG by recruiting a good
number of former Maoists was a step in the
right direction. Not only were they familiar
with the battle craft of Maoists, but they
were also acquainted with the jungle tracks
as the back of their hands, which proved to
be an unassailable asset in operations. Along
with the CRPF and Cobra battalions, the DRG
has achieved commendable success in
joint operations. zzzThe intense pressure
built up by the security forces brought the
Maoists to their knees last year, pleading for
peace talks with the Government. Rightly did
the Governments, both at the Centre and the
States, decline to hold any talks till they sur-
rendered with their weapons? After the 21-
day-long incessant operations launched by
the CRPF, Cobra and other forces in
Karregutta hills, in which 31 Maoists were
killed, some who managed to escape in

small groups
were in complete
disarray and left
without any directions
or leaders. The surrender of
Bhupati, a central committee member,
along with 60 of his comrades, came
as a huge setback to the movement.

The general secretary Thippiri
Tirupathi alias Devuji branded him as a
traitor and goaded other Maoists to
continue with their struggle. Despite his
call, the wave of surrenders continued in
the affected states. The lure of a comfort-
able life promised to those who surrendered
drew them in hordes.

His appeal notwithstanding and the
strength of Maoists almost depleted, Devuji
reconciled to the changed circumstances
and surrendered to the Chief Minister of
Telangana, A Revanth Reddy, on February
24, along with 21 others, marking the end
of the Maoist movement in India.

While the states are verifying their
antecedents and rehabilitating them,
care needs to be taken to prevent the
resurgence of the movement.
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THE FINAL COUNTDOWN
(2004 70 2026)

September 2004: The PWG and
the Maoist Communist Centre of
India (MCCI) merge to form the CPI
(Maoist)
2006: Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh labels Naxalism the “greatest
internal security threat” to India
April 2010: Dantewada Ambush -
The deadliest single attack, where
76 CRPF personnel are killed in
Chhattisgarh
ecurity forces Kill top leader
ji in West Bengal, signaling a
shift toward intelligence-led
operations
2013: Maoists kill 24 Congress
leaders in the Darbha Valley attack
2017-2021: Major ambushes in
Sukma and Bijapur continue, but
the “Red Corridor” shrinks
180 districts to under 70
April-May 2025: Operation Black

by March 31,2026, Union Home Minister
Amit Shah stood in Parliament declaring
india ‘Naxal-free’ The Politburo and

, Naxalism in the country is now on the
verge of extinction... The country will be

Central Military Commission of the
CPI(Maoist) lay dismantled. Organised left-
wing extremism (LWE) had been crushed.

This was no accident. It was the
result of relentless security operations,
adetermined political will, and an inte-
grated strategy that combined force with
development. The decline did not
happen overnight. Successive govern-
ments had tried ‘Operation Green Hunt'
in the late 2000s, ‘Salwa Judum' in
Chhattisgarh but gains were patchy.
Violence peaked around 2010 with over
1,000 incidents annually.

What changed after 2014 was a
national policy that treated Naxalism not

as a mere law-and-order issue but as
India’s biggest internal security threat.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
Government’s National Policy and Action
Plan on LWE, approved in 2015, laid the
foundation. Central support flowed to
states through funding, intelligence,
and paramilitary forces. The real accel-
eration came under Amit Shah, who

Central support
flowed to
states through
funding,
intelligence, and
paramilitary
forces. The real
acceleration
came under Amit
Shah, who set a
clear, time-
bound target:
eradicate
Naxalism by
March 31, 2026

informed once the entire process is
formally completed, but | can say that
we have become Naxal-free

— AMIT SHAH, Union Home Minister.

assumed charge of the Ministry of Home
Affairs (MHA) in 2019 and set a clear time-

Motivation and Training, Actionable
Intelligence, Dashboard-based moni-
toring, Harnessing Technology, Action
Plan for each theatre, and No Access to
Financing. It was not rhetoric.
Dashboards tracked every district's
progress in real time. Financing was
choked through coordinated raids on
extortion networks and hawala routes.
Technology drones, satellite imagery, Al-
driven intelligence, and encrypted com-
munication transformed operations in

bound target: eradicate

March 31, 2026. Shah’s approach was
encapsulated in the SAMADHAN strate-
gy, unveiled in 2017 but executed with
ruthless efficiency in his tenure.

The acronym stood for Smart
Leadership, Aggressive Strategy,

jungles y impenetrable.

The Central Reserve Police Force
(CRPF), its elite CoBRA (Commando
Battalion for Resolute Action) units,
state police's District Reserve Guards
(DRG) and specialised task forces formed
the backbone. CONTINUED ON »> PIl

Forest (Kagar) clears the
Karregutta Hills, resulting in the
death of general secretary
Nambala Keshava Rao and 30
other insurgents

October 2025: Over 170 Naxalites
surrender in Chhattisgarh in a
single day, part of a trend of
10,000 surrenders over a decade

February 2026: Chhattisgarh Deputy

CM declares the insurgency is in its
“final phase”

March 30, 2026: The Indian
government declares victory,
stating all insurgents have
surrendered or been eliminated,
except for two commanders

at large
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“ NEPAL IS A BEAUTIFUL COUNTRY WITH A LOT
OF HOLY PLACES. | ALSO LIKE THE COUNTRY
BECAUSE IT'S CLOSE TO THE HIMALAYAS™
— KAILASH KHER
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The Gen-Z movement that took
place in Nepal on September 8th
and 9th laid the foundation for a
political transformation. In the
election held under the leadership
of Sushila Karki that followed, the
Rastriya Swatantra Party emerged
asthe largest party in Parliament,
securing nearly a two-thirds
majority. The traditional parties
that had long struggled to estab-
lish democracy — particularly the
Nepali Congress and CPN-UML —

suffered a significant defeat in the election.

JAGADISH PANT
Geopolitical analyst

ic skill.

Nepal, located between
India and China, is not only geographically sig-

nist China, Nepal must also
balance the interests of the
United States, a distant but
influential advocate of
democracy. Understanding
US interests in India and
China and shaping diploma-
cy accordingly is a complex
task. Nepal must anticipate
what these powers expect
and respond with diplomat-

Geopolitics and Nepal’s path ahead

Nepal must not remain under the illusion that if India undermines it, China will come to its rescue, or vice versa. It may have been
somewhat relevant in the past, but in today’s age of information and technology, it is no more than a simplistic argument

and India. Similarly, the increase in
Rohingya refugees in Nepal’s Terai
region along the Indian border —
from Purnia to Champaran —and the
increased presence of Americans in
the Himalayan region after the for-
mation of the new government
may have been perceived as secu-
rity concerns by neighbouring
countries.

While Nepal cannot compromise
onits sovereignty and self-respect,
itis its diplomatic responsibility to
address such concerns and dispel

This clearly shows how dissatisfied the people
had become with parties that believed they could
do anything once in power. The fact that not even
one-third of the electorate supported them in the
polls reflects the depth of public frustration and
disenchantment with the traditional ruling
elite. These parties had grown accustomed to
blaming neighbouring or other foreign countries
for their inability to deliver, invoking the fear of
external threats to capture power. This time,
however, the people rejected them decisively.
Forgetting that power is never permanent,
these parties had entrenched themselves across
all state institutions, assuming they could
remain in power indefinitely through corruption
and misgovernance.

This illusion was shattered as voters turned
against them.

In the 2026 general election, the people gave
a majority to the Rastriya Swatantra Party,
electing 182 representatives out of 275 seats in
the House of Representatives. By doing so, they
entrusted the nation’s future to a younger gen-
eration, appointing 35-year-old Balendra (Balen)
Shah as Prime Minister. The new government
faces the primary task of addressing wide-
spread misgovernance and poverty and improv-
ing the standard of living of the people. At the
same time, it must strengthen democratic prac-
tices, maintain mutually beneficial relations with
neighbouring countries, and coordinate effec-
tively with international powers. Nepal's neigh-
bours, China and India, are already established
global powers.

Maintaining balanced relations with both,
while also fostering friendly ties with Western
countries, is a major challenge for Nepal. Being
situated between democratic India and commu-

nificant but also politically important to
global powers. Amid growing polarisation
among major powers, Nepal has become
strategically important.

As the United States expands its global influ-
ence, its approach towards China and India is
likely to have direct implications for Nepal. The
United States may seek, in some way, to use
Nepali territory to keep China within its
strategic radar while maintaining relations with
India. This possibility cannot be ruled out.
Agreements with China prohibit the use of
Nepali territory against China, and similarly,
agreements with India prohibit its use against
India. In such a context, there may be a percep-
tion that Nepal, situated between the two, pro-
vides a convenient base for strategic planning.
Nepali diplomacy must remain alert to this pos-
sibility. This concern is already present among
the general public. If Nepal fails to adopt a bal-
anced diplomatic approach, the country risks
being caught in the pressures of global powers.

The old political forces, particularly the Nepali
Congress and CPN-UML, which alternated in
power by leveraging relations with India and
China, have now been rejected by the people.
The time has passed when parties could win
votes by blaming India or China for development
failures. These parties failed to recognise this
shift. Attempts to mask incompetence by criti-
cising neighbouring countries no longer resonate
with the electorate. Blaming neighbouring
countries for internal political instability while
ignoring internal conflicts and declining public
trust has cost these traditional parties dearly. A
balanced neighbourhood policy is a hallmark of
strong diplomacy, and the newly formed govern-
ment must prioritise this approach.

public susp r

Although the United States may have no intention beyond assisting Nepal,
ici ins that such i

t could lead to interference

in Nepal's internal politics

There has been much speculation regarding
the MCC (Millennium Challenge Corporation)
agreement between Nepal and the United
States. Along with MCC, the proposed SPP (State
Partnership Programme) agreement may also
bring elements of US security policy. If Nepal
assumes that India and China will naturally
accept the presence of US security frameworks
in the region, such thinking would reflectimma-
ture diplomacy. China is already cautious regard-
ing US involvement in Tibet-related matters, and
India may perceive US interest in its northeast-
ern states as a security concern.

Nepal's strategy in addressing these legitimate
concerns will play a crucial role in determining
its future. Although the United States may have
no intention beyond assisting Nepal, public sus-
picion remains that such involvement could lead
to interference in Nepal's internal politics. The
government must take wise and transparent
steps to address these concerns. If Nepal, under
the influence of American power, allows itself
to become a strategic platform between India
and China, there is a real possibility that these
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two countries could come together and deter-
mine Nepal's future themselves.

China, for instance, might even urge India to
manage Nepal in its own way if it perceives
Nepal's diplomacy as inadequate. Nepal must not
remain under the illusion that if India under-
mines it, China will come to its rescue, or vice
versa. This way of thinking is outdated. It may
have been somewhat relevant in the past, but
in today's age of information and technology, it
is no more than a simplistic argument.

It is natural for neighbouring countries to
remain alert to the possibility that Nepal could
be used in ways that threaten their security. It
is equally important for Nepal to be cautious
about foreign-funded NGOs and INGOs potential-
ly raising border disputes in ways that could
strain relations with India. Whether with India
or China, Nepal must resolve border issues
through mutual agreement based on historical
evidence. Following the formation of Sushila
Karki's government, the fact that the Dalai
Lama was among the first to offer congratula-
tions may have raised concerns in both China

v IS

the suspicions of its neighbours. The
United States may primarily seek to
expand its trade in the vast popu-
lations of India and China, while
also maintaining a strategic
balance. In that context, it may view
Nepal as a convenient vantage
point to observe China. However,
India may fear that U.S. presence
in Nepal could also extend its
gaze towards India. Under such
mutual suspicions, India and China could find
common ground and jointly influence Nepal's
future. A country that fails to formulate a clear
foreign policy yet complains that others do not
actin its interest reflects weakness. Nepal must
move beyond the flawed policies of the past and
define a clear national strategy. Nepal may find
success by adopting a cultural diplomacy
approach — presenting Pashupatinath to India
as a symbol of Sanatan Hindu spirituality.

At the same time, Nepal's economic, social, reli-
gious, and cultural ties with India are deeply
embedded in everyday life, making the relation-
ship naturally unique and special. These bonds
have evolved over centuries and must be
acknowledged with equal depth. Nepal's goal
should be to establish itself as a strong and pros-
perous nation by maintaining relations with the
United States, Europe, and other countries
based on the principles of Panchsheel and
peaceful coexistence. By developing as a centre
of Eastern philosophy and spirituality, Nepal can
position itself as a global hub of peace on the
world stage.

The writer is a Kathmandu-based geopolitical
analyst and South Asia observer

Defeating Naxalism:
How the red...

With no leaders, weapons or finances,
resurgence in near future is well-nigh
impossible. The intelligence wings of the
states will however have to maintain an
eagle's eye to ensure that any effort at
resurgence is nipped in the bud.

Since IEDs have been planted in the
jungles, the security forces cannot afford
to be lax until all IEDs are removed. Last
year, about 900 IEDs were detected and
removed in Bastar and more are being
removed with the help of the surrendered
Maoists. The IEDs have proved to be
obstacles in the operations launched in
Serenda forests to apprehend Misir Besra,
the last of the top leaders and his group
in Jharkhand. The only other top leader
Ganapathy is reported to be ailing and
in touch with Telengana police to surren-
der after recovery. Though Maoists move-
ment has ended, the continued deploy-
ment of security forces would be a
deterrent for any kind of resurgence. The
forces could be a bridge between the
local population and the Government for
the overall development of the regions
that were deprived of welfare schemes
launched by the states.

The author served as Commandant, commanding a
CRPF battalion in Karimnagar, Ramagundam,
Bellampally, Mancherial and Adilabad districts of
Telangana from 1996 to 1998

The end of the
red shadow: How
Indian...

Over 1lakh personnel were deployed in
multi-state operations like Operation
Kagar (launched 2024) and earlier drives
such as Octopus, Double Bull and
Chakrabandha. Fortified police stations
jumped from 66 in 2014 to 612 by 2026.
New security camps, helipads and 400
bulletproof vehicles strengthened
logistics.

Inter-state coordination became
seamless under Shah's oversight.
Intelligence-led “Trace, Target,
Neutralise" missions dismantled the
Maoist hierarchy. Top leaders, including
Politburo members, were eliminated or
forced to surrender. MHA data speaks for
itself. Between 2024 and March 2026
alone, security forces neutralised 706
Naxalites in encounters, arrested 2,218
and facilitated the surrender of 4,839. In
2025, 270 were killed, 680 arrested, and
over 1,200 surrendered in a single year.

Brave jawans of the CRPF, state police
and CoBRA paid with their lives in
ambushes and IED blasts. Yet their sac-
rifice steadily reclaimed territory. Bastar
division in Chhattisgarh, the epicentre
of Maoist power saw Naxalism “almost
eradicated,” as Shah noted. Once a no-
go zone, it now hosts schools in every
village, roads, and administrative out-

posts. The Red Corridor shrank dramat-
ically: from 126 affected districts in 2014
to just two or three by early 2026.
Most-affected districts fell from 35 to
zero. States like Bihar declared them-
selves Naxal-free after the surrender of
the last armed cadre. |harkhand, Odisha,
Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh fol-
lowed suit as violence incidents dropped
over 77-89 per cent from 2010 levels.
Civilian and security force deaths plum-
meted by over 91 per cent.

Shah repeatedly emphasised the

Z x
“Clear, Hold, Develop” doctrine. Security
operations cleared areas; forces held
them with permanent camps and
patrols; development followed swiftly.
The MHA pumped resources into Left-
Wing Extremism-affected regions
through the Security Related
Expenditure (SRE) scheme and Special
Infrastructure Scheme (SIS). All-weather
roads under PMGSY pierced forests,
enabling markets, schools and hospitals
to reach tribals. Electricity, telecom
towers, banking, and postal services

arrived where Maoists once blocked
progress. Tribal welfare schemes such
as housing, scholarships, skill training
addressed root grievances of alien-
ation and underdevelopment.

Surrender policies offered rehabilita-
tion packages, land, jobs and security.
Thousands of former Naxalites, disillu-
sioned by the leadership’s hypocrisy and
the futility of violence, laid down arms.
Local communities, long caught
between the gun and the state, began
cooperating with forces, providing vital
intelligence.

Amit Shah's personal oversight was
decisive. He held regular high-level
reviews, visited affected states, and
coordinated with chief ministers. In
Parliament and public addresses, he
blamed decades of neglect under pre-
vious regimes particularly Congress
rule for allowing the insurgency to
fester. Under his watch, the narrative
shifted from containment to elimination.

“Naxalism in the country is now on
the verge of extinction,” Shah declared
in the Lok Sabha days before the dead-
line. The Maoist central structure was
“almost completely dismantled.” On
March 31,2026, as the government’s self-
imposed target was met, Shah
announced that India had become
Naxal-free. The formal declaration fol-
lowed exhaustive verification: no major
incidents, no active armed squads, and
development indices rising in former

hotbeds.

The victory belongs first to the men
and women in uniform, the CRPF jawans
who patrolled malaria-infested forests,
the CoBRA commandos who survived
booby-trapped trails, the state police
officers who built trust in villages. It
belongs to the intelligence agencies that
mapped every hideout. It belongs to the
tribals who chose peace over fear. And
it bears the imprint of Amit Shah's iron
resolve, a Home Minister who refused
to accept perpetual insurgency as India’s
fate.

Today, the forests of Bastar and
Dandakaranya echo not with gunfire but
with the sounds of tractors, school
bells, and mobile phones. Roads connect
once-isolated hamlets to markets.
Children study without fear. Farmers till
land without extortion. The end of
Naxalism is not merely a security mile-
stone; itis a developmental revolution.
It proves that determined leadership,
professional forces and an integrated
approach, security plus development
plus governance can heal even the
deepest wounds. India’s success offers
aglobal template: insurgencies thrive on
neglect and division; they die when the
state delivers both justice and opportu-
nity. Bharat honours its security forces
and salutes the political will that refused
to compromise.

The writer is the Resident Editor of The Pioneer
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players

after the wicket of Kolkata Knight

No point complaining
about missing foreigners

RINGSIDE

VIEW

Tushar Bhaduri

WHEN ONE LOOKS back at the first
few seasons of the Indian Premier
League, one recalls a who’s who of
international cricket on display. The
firstedition in 2008 even featured top
Pakistani players and the England
players, conspicuous by their absence
in the first couple of years, soon
became a regular feature.

Cut to 2026, and the overseas con-
tingent at most teams gives an under-
whe!m.mg feeling. There may be qual-
ityinthe largely ityon

before the 2029 edition of theleague.

The IPL may be the most lucrative
cricketi but
have prioritised turning up for lhen
country,whichgotthemontheIPLradar
in the first place. The IPL is a strenuous
tournament, taking its toll on the mind

ich maynot
their freshest for subsequent series or
tournaments.

Zampa's reason for giving the IPLa
missisaninteresting one.Arguably one
of the best white-ball spinners in con-
temporary cricket — having a 50-over
and 20-overworld title on his resume —
he argued that his skills didn’ t receive
adequate monetary an
with the [PL going on formuch longer
than any other domestic league, he
chose to play in the Pakistan Super
L i d

q
show,asyoungAussie Cooper Connolly
and Kiwi pacerJacob Duffy showed on
theirIPLdebuts,and the likes of Lungi
Ngidi can be expected to do a job, but
none of the foreign stars have the aura
of a Shane Warne, Kevin Pietersen,
Chris Gayle, Kumar Sangakkara or AB
deVilliers.

It doesn’t help that the packed
international calendar and off-field
issueshave ensured thatthebestover-

It's called the Indian Premier League
fora reason and the main attractions
remaint peciallyas
the Men in Blue have won back to-back
T20 World Cups. However big a foreign
player is, he will get second billing after
the Indian superstars. That’s why MS
Dhonicontinues tobe thedarlingof the
broadcasters and marketing men even
though he went past his sell-by datea
long timeago.

uredin
the league So, whl]e Pakistani players
were personanon grataafterthe inau-
gural edition due to the 2008 Mumbai
terroristattacksand the tense bilateral
ties between the two countries,

pacer Rahman
couldn’t participate even after being
picked in the auction (a development
that IPL chairman Arun Dhumal
termed ‘unfortunate’).

But the ongoing edition has seen
players pulling out after being picked
(Ben Duckett), limiting their involve-
ment dueto injury or different priori-
ties (Pat Cummins, Mitchell Starc, Josh
Hazlewood), not employing all facets
of theirgame (Cameron Green),orjust
not finding the tournament worth
theirwhile (Adam Zampa).

It has prompted some to argue that
the franchises that have acquired
them were being taken for a ride and
were not getting full value for their
money. There have also been calls to
cutaproportionate amount from their

Only four forei ina
team — including the Impact Player —
and it’s the Indian players who are
expected to make the big difference
now.It’s not as if Green’s bowling in the
game against Mumbai Indians, or in
K!(R‘s next match against Sunnsv_rs
d,would

of difference. He would have been just
anotheroption at Rahane’s disposal.

Opportunities galore

Cummins even skipped the T20
World Cup and said that he would have
pushed his body had it been an impor-
tant Test series. It says all that one needs
to know about his priorities. He played
just one of the five Ashes Tests while

missed theseri

In their absence, Starc had to take a lot
‘more load as the leader of the bowling
attack and after five games in a com-
pressed period, reckoned he needed
someextrati i i
beforejoining Delhi Capitals.

The IPL is an annual cricketing

contract amount as it h andisnot on
the team’s balance and ing for  oneor pl iallyiftheyare
the season. foreigners to garner eyeballs. India is at

This issue came to the spotlight
when Kolkata Knight Riders captain
Ajinkya Rahane ded to a query

the forefront of T20 cricket,withalong
list of quality players pushing the
incumb foraspot in the national

about why Green, rercognised asanall-
rounder, didn’t bowl in their opening
lossagainst Mumbai Indians by saying
that the question should be put to
Cricket Australia.
Thelatterresponded by saying that
KKR were kept in the loop about the
restrictions on Green’s bowling. The
cricketersuffers froma chronickidney
disease and has to be managed appro-
priately. He hadn’t bowled much for
Australia either in recent times.

Priorities set
The delayed involvement of the
Aussie Big 3 — Starc, 1 d and

side. Leave aside Virat Kohli and Rohit
Sharma and the heroes of the World
Cupwin, thelikes of VaibhavSooryavan-
shi are match-winners for their respec-
tivesides.

In such a scenario, it’s a bit far-
fetched to attribute the poor perfor-
mance of ateam to the absence of a for-
eign player. if anything, it provides an
opportunity toa home-grown player to
catchtheeye.

KKR’s bowling attack conceded the
two scores in excess of 220 in their first
two games — once bowling first and
once second. Green was never going to
bea i ion,who could

Cummins — isa function of them pri-
oritising Tests,and international cricket
in general, over their IPL gig. Australia
has aloaded calendar over the next 18
months orso and the veteran pace trio
want tobe in the best shape for that.
It’sasimilar casewith England bats-
'man Ben Duckett,who pulled out of the
IPLa few days before it commenced to
be at his best for national duty aftera
horror Ashes series. As a result, the left-
hander has been blacklisted, like Eng-
land’s white-ball captain Harry Brook,
and won’tbe eligible for the IPLauction

makea match-winningdifference.

Sunrisers Hyderabad, Royal Chal-
lengers Bengaluruand Capitals need to
stayin thereckoning before theirmajor
overseas signings enterthe fray. Hazle-
wood was a keyreason forRCBwinning
its first IPL title last year while Cum-
mins has been an inspirational leader
for his franchise. Starcwon the title for
KKR a couple of years ago, but if their
teamsare over-reliant on them, it does-
n't shed a positive light on the team
managementand theirperformanceat
theauction.
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The electoral battle in

Kerala, Tamil Nadu
and West Bengal

will be between the
Left-of-centre and

the Right-of-centre
political formations.
The performance of
each party will casta
halo or a shadow on its
fortunes. It is especially
so for the BJP that is
considered alien to the
two regions’ political
and social ethos

| DO NOT know which planets will
confluence or which planet will be ret-
rograde but, looking at the political
scenein India, I can say‘we live ininter-
esting times’.
Contrasting fundamentals
Elections to the Assemblies of
Assam, Kerala, the UT of Puducherry,
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal will be
conducted on April 9,23 and 30.For the
first time in recent years in Kerala,
Tamil Nadu and West Bengal, the BJP is
challenging entrenched left-of-centre
political parties.In the ideological spec-
trum, both the UDF and the LDF in
Kerala are positioned on the Left of the
centre. The DMK-led front in Tamil
Nadu (that includes Congress) and the
AITC (TMC) in West Bengal are avowedly
Left-of-centre parties. Allofthemswear
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Tamil Nadu deputy chief minister Udk
Tamil Nadu

idhi Stalin greets supp

during an election campaign in Sivaganga,

en

The interesting
times of April

as the child. The BJP’s policies and laws
are firmly grounded in the ideas of
Hindu supremacy (Hindutva), faith in
Vedic scriptures and practices, Aryan
civilization or culture, centralism, pri-
macy of Executive,acommon language
(Hindi), vegetarianism, One Nation One
Government, and Korean chacbol-like
friendly business houses. The BJP
under Mr Modi has made a deliberate
break with the consensus that had pre-
vailed until 2014.

The ensuing electoral battle in the
three States will be between the
Left-of-centre and the Right-of-centre
political formations.

Kerala
The Congress-led UDF and the

CPI(M)-led LDF have held sway during
the last flfty years. The small parties

by the Constitution, pri-
macy of Parliament/Legislature, secu-
larism, social justice,development with
equity, welfare measures, freedom of
the media, and liberal economy. The
LDF, DMK and TMC rule the respective
state governments,

The challenger is the BJP that has
positioned itself on the Right of the ide-
ological spectrum. I can think of only
the RSS as more to the Right, but the
RSS claims it is not a political party.
However, it reluctantly concedes that
its prominent leaders were, and are, in
key positions in the BJP organisation,
and many ministers of BJP govern-
mentswere pracharaks and continue to
be swayamsevaks. The common citizen
views the RSS as the parent and the BJP
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1spy tit for tat

For the first time, the US
Commission on International
Religious Freedom, a body set up by
the US Congress, has named R&AW,
the government’s external intelli-
gence wing, as a threat to religious
freedom in India. R&AW has been

tooneortheotherbloc.
Kerala's voters alternated between the
UDF and the LDF but in 2021 they
broke the pattern by re-electing the
LDF which had won in 2016. Both
Fronts are strong and have sharpened
their electoral strategies. The popular
view is that the LDF has ruled for two
terms under the aging Mr Pinarayi
Vijayan, and it is time for change. The
inept response of the LDF government
to the floods (2018) and the Wayanad
landslide (2024) has severely damaged
the LDF. The Congress has many capa-
ble and relatively younger leaders, and
isconfident of the UDFwinninga com-
fortable majority.

The BJP does not seem to under-
stand the DNA of the people of Kerala.

both. Last week, Home Minister Amit
Shah said that they posed no threat
and were probably passing through
andwere headed to forter-

The guessing game is on how many
seats the BJPwill be able to win; the bet
isonasingledigit.

Tamil Nadu

The DMK-led front of 2021 and
2024 isintact —and Mr M K Stalin has
prevailed upon smaller parties to con-
teston the DMK’s symbol. The strategy
will prevent the dissipation of votes.
The ATADMK-led front has suffered
erosion of votes since the elections of
2021 (Assembly)and 2024 (LS),but has
garnered the support of AMMK, a splin-
ter group of AIADMK. Ironically, a
month ago, the AMMK had sworn to
never accept Mr E. Palaniswamy as the
leader of the AIADMK or the CM face of
the alliance!

What does the BJP bring to the
AIADMK’s table? Certainly, power of
the central government; resources;
ECI’s tacit support; and the divisive
rhetoric of B]P’s national leaders. Those
factorsdid not workin2021and 2024,
and may not work in 2026 too.

The BJPis contesting 27 (out of 234
seats) and the speculation on how many
seats it will win ranges from the low
single digit to 10.

Because of the presence of Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK, founded by Mr
Joseph Vijay) and Naam Tamizhar
Katchi (headed by a trenchant critic of
all political parties) — and their capac-
ity to split votes — the election in gach
constituency will be ¢lose but the over-
all outcome will be in favour of one
front — poll observers and veteran jour-
nalists assess that the DMK-led alliance

private secretary to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, clearly has a direct
line to Modi.

rorist training.

Nevertheless, the Indian govern-
ment could use the American,
Mathew VanDyke, rumoured tobea
CIA asset, as a chip for

g his call,
Indian ambassadors everywhere fol-
lowed suit. Misri is seen as a possible
replacement forVinay Kwatra, India’s
ambassador to the USA, whose term

aborting the US extradition of former
R&AW agent Vikash Yadav for his
alleged role in the attempted murder
of Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, an
American-Canadian citizen in the
USA. Presently, Yadav is a fugitive in
India. VanDyke once claimed that he
worked with Christian militia.

Dipl icdrift

included by the along
with the RSS, which has been men-
tioned for the last several years.

The Commission has, in fact,
repeatedly recommended for that
Indiabe placed on the Country of Par-
ticular Concern watchlist.

incidentally, the capture of six
Ukrainians and one US citizen, who
travelled without the necessary gov-
ernment permission to Mizoram, an
imported a huge consignment of
drones from Europe has come as a
boon to India.

The foreign nationals are yet to be
granted consular access and the
Indian media speculates whether
their mission was to train ethnic
groups in the Northeast states orin
the border region of Myanmar, or

Asxgmﬁcam shift in India’s posi-
tion on the US-Iran conflict emerged
after Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri
called on the Iranian embassy in New
Delhi and signed the condolence
book for Iranian leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei on March 5.

Earlier the Indian government
had maintained a stony silence on the
death of Khamenei in an airstrike by
the US-Israeli forces on February 28.
Indian ambassadors, who anxmusly

New Delhi foradvice by
March 5,when the Iranian consulate
condolence book in their respective
countries would be placed, were ini-
tiallyadvised tostay away.

Misri,who hasworked as joint sec-
retary in the PMO and has also been

p July 14.Kwatra, whowasan
ableand proactive translator of some
of Modi's speeches for international
audiences, is viewed as being some-
whatout of his depth in Washington,
where networking with Trump's
inner circle requires a very different
set of skills, as Pakistan has
demonstrated. India’s lack of access

will be voted back to power.

West Bengal

It is practically a straight fight
between the ruling AITC (TMC) and the
challenger BJP. The ruling parties of
yesteryears, the Congress and the
CPI(M), are expected to train their fire
on the BJP but are not expected to affect
the ultimate result. The battle is fiercely
joined between the perennial warrior,
Ms Mamata Banerjee, and the persis-
tent challengers, Messrs Modi & Shah.
The contest goes beyond the political
and has become physical, raw and vis-
ceral. It has stirred the passions of the
people of West Bengal to defend their
culture, literature, language, ethos,
communal harmony, patriotism, and
reverence for theiricons suchas Swami
Vivekananda, Rabindranath Tagore,
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee and
Amartya Sen. If Bengali pride and self-
esteem prevail, Ms Banerjee and her
party will triumph for the fourth time
inarow.

The three states are outside the
Hindi heartland. The performance of
each party will cast a halo or a shadow
on the fortunes of the party. It is espe-
cially so for the BJP that is considered
alien to the two regions’ political and
social ethos.

Website: pchidambaram.in
X: @Pchidambaram_IN

Jitendra Prasad was political adviser
to both Rajiv Gandhi and PV
Narasimha Rao. Sonia Gandhi relied
on Ambica Soni initially and later
depended on Ahmed Patel, who
worked quietly behind the scenes,
placating bruised egos and givingan
honest feedback to the high com-
mand of what was happening on the
ground. Malikarjun Kharge took over
as party president in 2022 but has
been too intimidated to appoint a
political secretary till now. The all-
powerful Congress secretary (organi-
sation) K C Venugopal,who has Rahul
Gandhi’s ear, does not want any rival
power centre even though he himself

intheTrt ration was evi-
dent from the fact that the services of
our highly paid Washington lobbyist
were sometimes utilised to arrange
‘meetings between the envoy and
Trump's secretaries or VICE PIES‘IdEn!

is a complete failure at his job.

Boots on ground

Chief Minister Chandrababu
Naidu's secretary Kartikeya Misra's
attitude rubs both politicians and

JD Vance.Nor ,suchlobb ar
expected to influence Washmgtun s

the wrong way.
Last month at a function in

decisi y en: g interac-
tions with the Presldent dxrectly as
well as elected members of the US
Congressand Senate.

Major stumbling block

One cause for the congress’s con-
tinuing decline is the absence of a
political secretary or advisor to the
party president. Indira Gandhi had
valuable interfaces such as RK
Dhawanand M LFotedar, evenifthey
did not have the official designation.

, Misra lost his cool and
beraterl two junior IAS officers pub-
licly for not dressing appropriately.
The puzzled bureaucrats explained
they were togged out in full formal
attire. It emerged that Misra felt that
sandals were not suitable footwear
and insisted that they should have
worn lace-up shoes. An agitated Misra
evenasked the district officer his foot
size. The next day, the bureaucrat
rteceived a pair of laceup shoes couri-
ered by Misra.
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Shashi Warrier
Off the beaten track

The meaning of education:
Full bellies, empty minds?

y ex-professor friend Raghavan turned up the other day, looking hungover.
Turned out he wasn't: he was merely depressed, so I brought out some good
Scotch to try to get him at least to talk about whatever troubled him. He had
just started on his first when M infallible nose to my house,

furthy’s
d 1 settled him down, too, while my wife Prita went off to make samosas to
cheer him up.

The samosas didn't cheer him up but they did get him talking. “The institute where
teach part-time,” he explained, finishing a samosa in two large mouthfulls, “has been taken
aver by a new university that's very close by

That didn't seem too much of a disaster, and [ said so. “Little do you lmow," e moaned.

“The old university was too far away to interfere with what I taught: I had to keep them
informed. All that's gone now. We have standards for my course now, and external exam-
iners and a bureaucratic procedure for question papers for the end-semester exams.”

Ilsbud.\dntsemnmbesolmtand Ibegan to say so. Prita shushed me, whispering, “Let

wyr

finish, poor gu
Mun.hv asked the question that was bothering me. “What's wrong with standards?” he

“] Nothm(, replied Raghavan, sadly “if they support learning.”

“What's that mean?" asked Pri

“The university lets me do whatl want to do with the couwrse,” replied Raghavan. “So, I
deﬁuememmseoh]emxmdmgxtbecomse setup the ents and so on, and give
it to the university... You know, modern communication is quite complicated. You can
write, or make a presentation, or a video, or whatever. I'm sure technology will bring even
more change. Students have to learn to adapt. So I try to teach them one simple principle: If
you learn to think clearly. your words will take care of themselves, So when they come
across somenew tech, theyll be able to take it in their stride. That's at the core of my teach-
ing; thinking clearly.”

“Sounds good,” said Murthy.

“That's what I thought.” said Raghavan. “Trouble is the external examiners don't bother
to find out what I'm trying to do, so they assess students any way they think fit. So I might
give someone good marks although
they've misspelt a few words but thought
matters through They deduct marks for

lling or bad grammar:. You see the dif-

" said Prita, “but so what?" |

“Well,” said Raghavan, “if the differ-
ence between my marks and the external
examiner’s marks is more than 15 per
cent, the paper goes to a third examin- [§
er... And that's a person who has no idea
what either I or the regular external
examiner is trying to do. So a student
who happens to suffer this fate ends up
in the hands of a complete stranger.”

OH! ACCORDING TO
OUR_ LEADERQ' FINANCIAL
DECLARATIONS, WE ARE
RICHER THAN THEM

o e &

Chokepoints and tyranny of
eography in globalised era

Manish Tewari

anage defined by glob-
alisation, digital con-
nectivity and complex
supply chains, it's easy

to believe geography

has receded in importance.
The reality is quite the oppo-
site, Physical geography, par-
ticularly narrow maritime
chokepoints, continues to
exert a powerful influence
over global trade and geopoli-
tics. This is the “tyranny of
geography™: the nm.iun that

Murthy interjected here. “But don't all

teachers face this pmblem’ heasked.

“In principle, yes, varn,
“but not in practice. You have so much
material in other courses that reading
material is s‘zmdal\‘l techmques are
standard, tests are

“Don't you have s:m).lar standards in
mmmummuon” asked Murthy.

“Yes," said Raghavan. “They tell you
how to make a good presemzuon how to
dress for an interview, how to be ‘posi-
tive’, what your body language says
about you, and things like that. I don’t
want to teach that. I want to teach stu-
dents how to think. ['want them to takea
position, anticipate objections, under-
stand an audience, and present an idea
with clarity and force.”

“So?" asked Prita.

“One way to do this,”

know,
tion is quite compllwted You

can write, or make a presenta-
tion, or a video, or whatever. I'm
sure technology will bring even
more change. Students have to
learn to adapt. So | try to teach
them one simple principle: If
you learn to think clearly, your
words will take care of them-
selves. So when they come
across some new tech, they'll
be able to take it in their stride
That’s at the core of my teach-
ing: thinking clearly.

van said, “is to teach students to lock at the same thing from

different points of view. Let them think up the positives and negatives on all sides. I like to
check how well they've bmught up their points and put them together in an argument.

That's what matters, after all.”

‘Sowhy can't youdo that?" asked Murthy.

“Because the university doesn't allow it!” said Raghavan “This semester, when the uni-
d

versity asked me to set thy

the most important

students to compare the pros and cons of two allemauves There was no clear answer:
Students had to argue which was better. Since the university insists that the paper sefter
alternat

ngeasortntmodelanswer 1gave them two
van. “They rej ]aneduthhsumesmpul(hmgabom

“They cut if out,” continued Ragha

answers, one for

‘how to use fonts in a PowerPoint presentation.” He seemed on the verge of tears.
“What!" said Prita, sitting up slmgh! in outrage. “Don't they want students to think?"
“Of eourse not!” said Murthy. “It’s only the good universities that they do that. The aver-
age university is an extension of school. You sit in the class, absorb what the teacher tells
yuu. and read the lembooks When uxams come around, you prove that you've done that.”

have lu choose!”

time thes

said Prita.
“Exactly!” said Raghavan "l‘hml\mg dear]y helps them make good decisions, too! I
and th

always thought
“That's not the idea,” said Munhy.
“What do you mean?” asked Prita,

erefor intended to show them that!”

“The average university doesn't ‘ teach what it can’ 't test,” said Murthy.

“So?" asked Prita.

“So students learn not to have thoughts that can't be graded easily,” said Murthy.

“Universities make thinking irrelevant, and

“Ah!"” said Prita, “Taoist universities!”
“What!” said Raghavan.

certify the result as education!”

“The Tao tells you how to govem people,” she replied, an edge to her voice. “Empty their

minds and fill their belles.

Bhopinder
Singh

As the ‘No Kings’
movement sweeps
America, can US
troops stay aloof?
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and constr: ams human
behaviour.

Nowhere is this more visi-
ble than in the world’s key
maritime chokepoints. These
are the narrow waterways
through which much of glob-
al trade passes. They include
the Strait of Hormuz, the
Malacca Strait, Bab el-
Mandeb, and the Bosphorus.
They are not only important
waterways; they are also
weak spots in the global sup-
ply chain. But the important
point is that these choke-
points aren't isolated. They
are interconnected. So, if one
is threatened, the entire glob-
Alsuppl:, chain is threatened.

What is a chokepoint?

A chokepoint is not just a
constricted waterway but
also a strategic bottleneck. Its
importance lies in that there
are few viable alternatives.
The world’s geography dic-
tates that global trade routes
must pass lese con-
stricted waterways: so, they
are essential but also very
vulnerable.

One such waterway is the
Strait of Malacca, which pro-
v1des a passage between the

Ocean and the Pacific
Ocean The Strait of Malacca
is one of the world’s most
important shipping routes:
handling nearly one-quarter
of global trade. However, the
waterway is plagued by
major pmblems of naviga-
tional difficulties due to shal-
low water and heavy conges-
tion. Ships beyond a certain
draft cannot pass fully loaded
and have to take a longer
route via the Sunda or
Lombok Strait.

The Strait of Hormuz and

State Of The Union

Bab el-Mandeb are not con-
strained by geography so
much, but are very vulnera-
ble to security risks,

These waterways are
important because of the
high volume of global trade
and oil that passes through
them. Bab el-Mandeb (link-
ing the Red Sea to the Indian
Ocean) handles roughly 10-
12% of global trade and
around 89 million barrels of
oil per day. Nearly 20% of
global oil trade passes
through the Strait of
Hormuz, making any disrup-
tion a systemic risk for ener-
gy markets. When tensions
rise in these regions, ship-
ping is rerouted, insurance
premiums spike, and global
markets react almost instant-

ly.

The term “tyranny of geog-
raphy” embodies a key con-
cept that countries must con-
duct their affairs in accor-
dance with physical con-
straints. A good example of
this is Russia, which, despite
its size, has limited warm-
water ports. Russia's princi-
])al outlet to global commerce
is through the Bosphorus and
Dardanelles, which are in
Turkey. Other ports, in the
Baltic or Far East, are
restricted by seasonal ice

These are the
narrow waterways
through which
much of global
trade passes. They
include the Strait
of Hormuz, the
Malacca Strait,
Bab el-Mandeb,
and the
Bosphorus.

sit times and fuel consump-
tion, thus raising freight
rates and insurance premi-
ums. This will, in turn, con-
tribute to inflation and sup-
plv cham dLrup(mns

imilarly, if there is conges-
non or closure in the Malacca
Strait, ships will be diverted
to alternative routes such as
Sunda or Lombok. Although
these routes allow for larger
ships, they will increase dis-
tances, time, and operational

risks.

In this sense, chokepoints
are less like isolated bottle-
necks and more like intercon-
nected arteries in a circulato-
Ty system. A blockage in one
will raise strain everywhere.

The economic conse-
quences of chokepoints’ dis-
ruption are signi The

under UNCLOS ensures that
freedom of navigation is not
impaired through interna-
tional straits. However,
recent events demonstrate
guarantees can
undermined by geopolitical
tensions. De facto disrup-
tions caused by conflict or
insecurity can be as impact-
ful as formal closures.

Efforts to reduce depen-
dence on chokepoints are
ongoing. Overland trade cor-
ridors, pipelines and alterna-
tive maritime routes have
been explored to bypass the
vulnerable passages.

The Chinese “Belt and
Road Initiative” aims to cre-
ate land-based frade routes to
reduce China’s dependence
on maritime chokepoints.
Another alternative being
considered is Arctic mar-
itime routes, particularly
W‘th the decrease in ice cov-

Huwever such alternatives
remain limited in terms of
scale and feasibility. They
often involve higher costs,
new risks, or geopolitical
complications. Ultimately,
such alternatives, no matter
how they contribute to reduc-
ing vulnerability, cannot
overcome Lhe underlying

economic significance of
maritime transport is such
that it accounts for over 80%
of global trade volume. Even
if the disruption is small, the
economic fallout will be
major. In the case of energy
trade, even the threat of dis-
ruption of the chokepomts
will cause an increase in
prices.
Cl

distance.
case, geography determines
Russia’s strategic weakness.
Similarly, Chinese mar-
itime strategy is limited by
chokepoints such as Taiwan,
wmle India’s Pnergy security

also shape the
physical design of shipping.
The concept of
“Malaccamax” vessels (ships
designed specifically tofit the
draft limitations of the
Malacca Strait) illustrates

The world s uadmg system
is built on a vulnerable phys-
ical foundation. The efficien-
cy of the system depends on
the continued smooth flow of
a handful of narrow mar-
itime passages. When these
passages are stable, global
trade flows smoothly, but
when they are disrupted, the
effects are both immediate
and far-reaching.

The “tyranny of geogra-
phy” reminds us that, despne
advances in technology and
globalisation, we still live ina
world where physical con-
straints shape economic and

trat f

is very -
peded passage through the
Strait of Hormuz. These are
not poliey issues that can be
readily adjusted, rather they
are geographical constraints
that must be managed.

e significance of modern
chokepoints lies in their
interconnectedness.  The
global maritime system is a
closely mtegmted system:
disruptions in one location
quickly ripple outward. For
instance, if a problem arises
in the Strait of Hormug, oil
tankers will be diverted to an
alternative route, like going
around the Cape of Good
Hope. This will increase tran-

how directly influ-
ences industrial standards.

Chokepoints are also areas
where geopolitical tensions
are high. This is evident from
the geopolitical tensions aris-
ing from the militarisation of
the areas bordering choke
points, as well as the location
of military bases. Small coun-
tries like Singapore, Djibouti
and Turkey play an impor-
tant role in the geopolitical
landscape due to their prox-
imity to the choke points.

In addition, the freedom of
navigation through the
choke points is also protected
by international law. The
principle of transit passage

Chnkepomts are a perma-
nent fixture in this land-
scape, areas where global
flows are compressed, and
where vulnerabilities are
concentrated.

In this world, resilience isa
necessity, and diversification
of routes, strategic reserves
and international coopera-
tion, not unfair, unrestrained
and hegemonistic wars, are
critical in overcoming vul-
nerabilities.

Manish Tewari is a third-
term and for-
mer Union minister. Twitter
handle @ManishTewari
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potential violation of the War Powers

Resolution (nec&sltaung notification to
Congress on the status of war within time-
lines)? But, l]ke all insecure authoritarians,
Mr Trump routinely drums up fear-monger-
ing, ngumanddoewhmhnga@xnstmy

e United States of America, after liv- nnedthemuslmmmﬂarb‘Srmhm-;mn
g through well over a year of flicts in the early stages. But Ptesk!em
President Donald Trump's 'n'ump viciously attacks any
traunnmhlssemndtermatme mmbyclamung."[ammeonemat
White House, appears gripped by the “No  makes the decision”; as if any contrary view
Kings” protests aimed at defending and pro- hasnospanemthe“newnnrmal of US
tecting their and erhﬂ_ﬂnmum hi
values, Rooted in the American Revolution  desireto itution” wasan
when 13 colonies broke away from British  unheeded warning of his mindset.
mleundeergGenrgeﬂnwasapzmm The US almedfmveshavemdmmuﬂy
idea to callout leaders acting “above the  been a totally apolitical institution and are
law™. naturally in thespumg'm durmg any time of
Today, millions of Americans are invoking  military co US President is

that metaphor fo suggest that President
Donald Trump is overstepping his constitu-
tional limits with an expansive view of his
presidential and pelsonal powers. Vital insti-
tutions of checks and like the judi-
ciary, all federal agencies and the US

are either getting diminished or
severely mmpmmmd. Mr Trump's brazen
mﬂaterahsm lmﬂaung conducting, and

indeed eommander mchmf of the armed
forces, presidential conduct too must ablﬂe

ﬂmﬁo{ethelegalob!@mnd'theUSm\h
tary to refuse unconstitutional orders of any

kind. While Mr Trump is fully empowered to
conduct an unpopular war, many of his
actions are increasingly coming under “grey
ams"ofwnsﬂ unality Wasthexe us

jar with
ﬁi’shxshuhnsmekeumrslpsosmurmm

]anonofﬂ]ecmiild"mmeappmvalufm

thatnow 59 per cent of
war (37 per cent support), while a CNN poll
notes asimilar 59 per cent, and in other polls,
weﬂovarmpermmwxevevhanhe'l‘mmp
administration has gone too far, making it

ijayaw:

+

getingof tenet
tf law" Did Mr 'l‘mmps unsubstantiated

“imminent threat” to the United
Stammam]andstabhshthenmry)usn
fication in legal terms? Has there been a
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his imy
between the US ammed
fumes :md Douald Trump had publicly mani-

‘Trumpand the then chairman of Joint Chiefs
of Staff, Gen. Mark Milley, when the topmost
serving genemld had against any

1y, under the Insurrection ACL as desired by
Mr Trump. Even earlier, Gen. Milley had
apolowdforhxsmadvmlrolemthemfa-
mous Iafayette Squate photo-op, whlch in
the informed opinion of the general had
promised the: apollhdstamlof\‘.heUSanned
forces. On his retirement, Gen. Mark mﬂey
was to ﬁame a prophetically relevant

m]evam yet

ing that has suddenly
again: “We don't take an oath to a king or a
queen, or to a tyrant or a dictator. And we
don't take an oath foa wannabe dictator. We
don't take an oath to an individual. We take
an oath to the Constitution, and we take an
oath to the idea that is America, and we're

(040) 27805256, v'ukhz tnam

vey No

e, Guindy. Chenrai 6000
No. eac

willing to die to protect it™.

Today, with no endgame at sight, the
United States i Ls paymg dmrly far its misin-
fonned Iran. The

a(xmom is fur-
mersiddledwuhamhxﬂmnpelda} bilLand
ameaedﬂmlhmmst.wera]lmlmsus

mnmmhnme,andmeasymmmmreaxas
pmmsed by the I,ramans has just about
‘The equipment and infrastructural

]m«stofheAlm’mnmﬂmrywtmthemr

vortad i

mmammemmmumfmmm
Cooperation and Development (OECD) has

hemmmegiobalurder asweﬂasmtht;
Donald Trump msrsts on his “kinglike"

’hum had tried to fill the US military
wnmhlslnyal)stsma]eadejslnppmgpatthe

LETTERS

LANGUAGE POLICY

The Central Board of Secondary
Education ( CBSE ) has rolled
out its new curriculum stressing
on a three-language formula
from Class 6 and a two-level sys-
tem of assessment in science
and mathematics for Class 9

from this academic yeat, 2026~
27. One really wonders about the
need for the change. It is known
that in CBSE schools, English is
very important right from
kindergarten classes, CBSE
schools will find it difficult to
adapt to these changes. Second,
the two-level system of assess-
ment ( mandatory and optional )
for Mathematics and Science for
Class 9 to encourage the critical
thinking ability of students is no
doubt welcome. But why not we
have the same for Social Science
subjects too.

S. Ramakrishnasayee, Chennai.

AUTOCRATS ALL

The cartoon by Subhani depicting
Raghav Chadha, MP, being whacked
wnth a broomstick, the party’s symbol,
his party chief Arvind Kejriwal
(DC April 4) neatly captures a deeper
malaise not just within the Aam
Aadmi Party, but across most parties.
No matter how loyal a member may
have been over years or decades, the.
moment independent thinking sur-
faces, the risk of being sidelined in the
party is real. In effect, the leader’s will
prevails, often shielded behind the
cloak of the “high command.” With lit-
tle room for meaningful internal dia-
logue or criticism, part\a have thus
grown rigid. insensitive, and less effec-
tive in governance. Ironically, all of
them claim to strengthen democracy
in the country, even as they essentially
practice autocracy.
V. Nagarajan, Chennai

NO TIME FOR JOKES

AMID THE intensifying Israel-US-
Iran conflict, remarks attributed to
Donald \p — such as suggesting
renaming the Strait of Hormuz after
himself, dxsmlssmg allied military
assets as “toys,” and making exagger-
awd claims about oil shipments sent as
“gestures” — stand in stark contrast to
the heavy casualties across Iran, Israel
and Lebanon. These lighter or offbeat
remarks, often delivered alongside
serious policy announcements, suggest
aleadership style under strain — using
humour, bravado or hyperbole to dom-
inate narratives amid escalating war
pressures, economic shocks, and mili-
tary uncertainty. Globally, such state-
ments draw mixed reactions: allies
view them as undermining gravity and
coordination, while adversaries
e):ploll them for propaganda, reinfore-
concerns about consistency and
credxbl.htv of US leadership during a

widening and vnlaule conflict.
R.S. Narula, Patiala

on-partisan and constitu As the
dmfuﬂssmthepmva-hu“medﬂmbyMr
'h\nnpsdeclslmsulsordyamatwrofdme
that someone like Gen. Mark Mille

are voicing unmistakable suggestions of
overreach and recklessness by ident
‘Ihnnp Ahlghly@ommdmirevemdwt
james “Mad Dog” Mattis, a
fumersmmaryddafexmtnMrl}ump has
candldlyadrmtmdmattheUS"do&nmhave
‘many good options in its war-on Iran”.
previous rounds of “No Kings” rallies

‘harder. ili
ership hds remained tightlipped, but the
of opinion andtheaxmmpany
ing situation may soon trigger voices of con-
cern, echoing the “No Kings” sentiments and
spivits in their ranks as well.
Theuriter is a retired lieutenant-general
andaﬁmn wmu—gvmqufthe
A d Nicobar

tart of his second but most
i in avowedly

ofthe
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The interesting times of Apri

AL=D
ACROSS THEAISLE
BY P CHIDAMBARAM

0 NOT know which planets will
confluence or which planet wul be

kingat

The challenger is the BJP that has posi-
tioned itself on the Right of the ideological
spectrum. I can think of only [he RSSas

but isnot
apolitical party. However, it reluctantly con-
cedes that its prominent leaders were, and
are, inkey positionsinthe BJP organisation,

scene inIndia, Icansay ‘weliveinin-
eresting times’.

Contrasting Fundamentals

Electionstothe Assemblies of Assam, Ke-
rala, the UT of Puducherry, Tamil Nadu and
West Bengal will be conducted on April 9,23
and 29. For the first time in recent years in
Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal, the
BlP)schaﬂengmgemxenched Left-of-centre
political parties.
boththe UDFand the LDF in Kerala are posi-
tioned on the Left of the centre. The DMK-
led front in Tamil Nadu (that includes Con-
gress) and the AITC (TMC) in West Bengal
are avowedly Leﬁ~nf-cenue parties. All of

bythe

primacy of Parliament/Legislature, secular-
ism, social justice,

ia, and
liberal economy. The LDF, DMK and TMC
rule the respective state governments.

and many ministers of BJP governments  The electoral
were pracharaks and continue to be - . "
swayamsevalks. The common citizen views hdt‘Ll(? inKerala,
the RSS as the parent and the BJPasthe  Tamil Naduand
child. The BJP’s policiesand lawsarefirmly ~ West Bengal
intheideas of Hindu will Wi
(Hil ), faith in Vedic scriptures and the Ilffgef» cen
practices, Aryancivilisation orculture, cen- c of
tralism, primacy of Executive, acommon ~ centreand the
language (Hindi), vegetarianism, One Na- Rjghpof»centre
tion One Government, and Korean chaebol- political
like friendly business houses. The BJPunder f N Th
Mr Modi has made a deliberate break with formations. The
theconsensusthathad prevailed until2014. ~ performance of
Theensuingelectoral battleinthethree  each party will
Stateswill be between the Left-of-centreand p
= castahaloora
the Right-of-centre political formations. .
A o shadow onits
Kerala fortunes. Itis
The Congress-led UDF and the CPI(M)- especially sofor
led LDF have held sway during the last 5O the BJP thatis
years. The small parties have gravitated to A
one or the other bloc. Kerala's votersalter- ~ considered
nated between the UDF and the LDFbutin  alien tothetwo
2021, they broke the pattern by re-electing regions’
the LDF which had won in2016. Both Fronts T
irelectoral  Politicaland
strategies. The popularviewisthat the LDF Social ethos
hasruled for der ing Mr

b s

INSIDE TRACK |

ISPYTITFORTAT

For the first time, the US Commission on International
Religious Freedom, a body set up by the US Congress, has
named R&AW, the government'sexternal intelligence wing,
asathreattoreligious freedom in India. R&AW hasbeenin-
cluded by the commission along with the RSS, which has
beenmentioned for the lastseveral years. The Commission
has, in fact, forthat Indiabe placed
on the Country of Particular Concern watchlist.

Incidentally, the capture of six Ukrainians and one US
citizen, whotravelled without the necessary government per-

BY Coomi KAPOOR

mission to andi ahuge i of
dmnes fromEi boontoIndia. T i
nati dconsular dtheIndian

media speculates whether their mission was to train ethnic
groupsinthe Northeast statesorintheborder region of Myan-

mar, or both. Last week, Home Minister Amit Shah said that
they posed nothreatand were pmbably pa>smg throughand
wer forterroristtraining. Nevertheless,

theIndi: couldusethe ican, Mathew Van-

Dyke, rumoured to be a CIA asset, as a bargaining chip for
aborting the US extradition of former RRAW agent Vikash
Yadav for hisalleged roleinthe attempted murder of Gurpat-
want Singh Pannun, an American-Canadian citizen in the
USA. Presently, Yadav is a fugitive in India. VanDyke once
claimed that he worked with Christian militia.

DIPLOMATICDRIFT

AsignificantshiftinIndia’s positionon the US-Iran con-
flict emerged after Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri called
on the Iranian embassy in New Delhi and signed the con-
dolencebook forIranianleader. AliKhameneion

Pinarayi Vijayan, and it is time for change.
‘The inept response of the LDF government
to the floods (2018) and the Wayanad land-
slide (2024) has severely damaged the LDF.
The Congress has many capable and
relatively younger leaders, and is confident
ofthe UDF winning a comfortable majority.

Vettri Kazhagam (TVK, founded by Mr Jo-
seph Vijay) and Naam Tamizhar Katchi
(headed byatrenchantcritic of all political
parties) —and their capacity tosplit votes

heelectionineach stituency will be
close but the overall outcome will be in fa-
vour of one I‘mm Poll observers and vet-

The BJP does not seem to

eranjour the DMK-led al-

the DNA of the people of Kerala. The guess-
inggameisonhow many seatsthe BJPwill
be able to win; the bet is on asingle digit.

Tamil Nadu

The DMK-led front of 2021 and 2024 is
intact —and Mr M K Stalin has prevailed
upon smaller parties to contest on the
DMK’s symbol. The strategy will prevent
the dissipation of votes. The AIADMK-led
front hassuffered erosion of votessince the
elections 0f 2021 (Assembly) and 2024 (LS),
but has garnered the support of AMMK, a

liance will be voted back to power,
West Bengal

It fight

ruling TMC and the challenger BJP. The rul-
ing parties of yesteryears, the Congress and
CPI(M), are expected to train their fire on the
BJPbutarenot

result. The battle is fiercely joined between
the perennial warrior, Ms Mamata Banerjee,
and the persistent challengers, Messrs Modi
&Shah. Thecontest goes beyond the political
andhasbecome physlcal. rawand visceral. It

splinter group of ATADMK. it a
month ago, the AMMK had sworn to never
accept Mr E, Palaniswamy as the leader of
the AIADMK or the CM face of thealliance!
What does the BJP bring to the
AIADMKs table? Certainly, power of the
central government; resources; ECI’s tacit
support; and the divisive rhetoric of BIP’s
national leaders. Those factors did not
‘work in 2021 and 2024, and may not work
in2026too.
The BJPIsoommnngZ?(out ofmms)
will
win ranges from the low single digit to 10.
Because of the presence of Tamilaga

‘the people of West
Bengaltodefend theirculture, literature, lan-
guage, ethos, communal harmony, patrio-
tism, and reverence for their icons such as
Swami Vivekananda, Rabindranath Tagore,
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee and Amartya
Sen. IfBengali pride and self-esteem prevail,
Ms Banetjee and her party will triumph for
the fourthtimeina row.

The three states are outside the Hindi
heartland. The performance of each party
will casta halo orashadow on the fortunes
of the party. It is especially so for the BJP
that is considered alien to the two regions’
political and social ethos.

Panama Papers, piercing the
veil of secrecy

HISTORY HEADLINE

BY JAY MAZOOMDAAR

CRYPTIC eight-word message

received by aGerman reporter 11

yearsago would go on to change

the face of collaborative journal-
ism in the world.

“Hello. This is John Doe. Interested in
data?”

The subsequent leak of 11.5 million in-
ternal records of Panamanian law firm
Mossack Fonseca by an anonymous whist-
leblowerbrought together a coalition: of 370

Ehe Indian EX

PRESY

i PANAMA
l‘mn Fawrd
e

evealed: Indians in globallist *
of secret firms in tax havens

’; the list: Igbal
irchi. cricket desl.
i chder beothr

tion in India. To identify those named in
the data, The Indian Express team visited

journalists from 109 media
in 80 countries on asingle platform hosted
by International Consortium of Investi-
gative Journalists (ICLJ).

In July 2015, the Panama Papers inves-
tigation was launched to map the offshore
footprints of the rich and powerful who
went looking for financial secrecy. Ten

h

nearly 300 ac across the country.
‘The Indian government set up a special

Toidentify those
named in the data,
The Indian
Expressteam
visited nearly 300
addresses across

| the country. FiLe

There are instances when offshore
funds for investing in India were sourced
from India, or assets of Indian companies
were used to guarantee loans raised by off-

Iti-agency group to i the Pan-
ama Papers findings. Until now, 426 cases
have been investigated, 84 searches con-
ducted and prosecution moved in 46 in-
stances. So far, the probe has identified un-
declared assets worth Rs 20,078 crore — of

in April 2016, i

shake the world.
The long list of names found in the 2.6
of data included serving presi-

March 5. Earlier the Indian government had maintained a
stony silence on the death of Khamenei in an airstrike by

Y
dents (UAE and Ukraine), former presi-
dents (Argentma and Sudan), serving

the US-] Israeh forces on February 28. Indian

pn.me (Ireland), former prime

acted New Delhi foradvic March
5, when the Iranian consulate condolence book in their re-
spective countries would be placed, were initially advised
tostay away. Misri, who hasworked asjoint secretary inthe
PMO and has also been private secretary to Prime Minister

(Pakistan, Iraq, Ukraine, Jordan
and Moldova), a former emir (Qatar)and a
king (Saudi Arabia).

The investigation also exposed offshore
dealings of Russian President Putin’s close

Narendra Modi, clearly has a direct line to Modi. i
his call, Indian everywhere fol~

lowed suit.

Misri is seen as a possible replacement for Vinay Kwatra,
India’ tothe USA, whi i July14.
Kwatra, whowas an able and proamve trans]atur of some of
Mod" inter being
somewhat out ofhis depthin Washington, where networking
with Trump'sinnercirclerequiresaverydifferentsetofskills,
as Pakistan has demonstrated. India’s lack of access in the
Trump administration was evident fromthe fact that the ser-
vicesofourhighly paid lobbyist imes
utilised toarrange meetings between the envoy and ’1‘rump s
secretariesor Vice P JD Vance.Normally,suchlobb

are expected to influence Washington’s decision-making by

enabling i with the directly as well as
elected fthe USC Senate.
MAJOR STUMBLING BLOCK

One cause for the Congress’s continuing decline is the
absence ofapolitical secretary oradvisortothe party presi-
dent. Indira Gandhi had valuableinterfacessuchasRK Dha-
wan and M L Fotedar, even if they did not have the official
designation. Jitendra Prasad was political adviser to both
Rajiv Gandhi and P V Narasimha Rao. Sonia Gandhi relied
onAmbicaSoniinitially and laterdepended on Ahmed Patel,
who worked quietly behind the scenes, placating bruised
egos and giving an honest feedback to the high command
of what was happening on the ground. Malikarjun Kharge
tookoveras party president in 2022but has been too intimi-
dated toappointa political secretarytill now. The all-power-
ful Congress secretary (organisation) K C Venugopal, who
hasRahul Gandhi’sear, does notwantany rival powercentre
even though he himselfis acomplete failure at his job.

BOOTS ON GROUND

Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu's secretary Kartikeya
Misra’sattitude rubs both politicians and bureaucrats the
wrong way. Last month, ata function in Vijayawada, Misra
lost his cool and berated two junior IAS officers publicly
for not dressing appropriately. The puzzled bureaucrats
explained they were togged out in full formal attire. It
emerged that Misra felt that sandals were notsuitable foot-
wear and insisted that they should have worn lace-up shoes.
An agitated Misra even asked the district officer his foot
size. The next day, the bureaucrat received a pair of lace-
up shoes couriered by Misra.

aides, in-law of China’s Xi Jinp-
ing, children of former Pakistan PM Nawaz
Sharif, former British PM Margaret
Thatcher, and members of the Spanish
royal family.

A second tranche of Mossack Fonseca
dataleaked in 2017 showed how the edifice
they had setupin1977 collapsed rapidlyin
theaftermath ofthe Panama Papersinves-
tigation.

The India chapter

Athree-member team of The Indian
Express, along with another 22 reporters,
conducted the Panama Papers investiga-

AST WEEK, the Telangana As-
sembly passed the Employees Ac-
countability and Monitoring of
Parental Support Bill 2026, under
which senior citizens neglected by their
children can file an application before the
District Collector. It was introduced noting
that “dependent parents are an insepar-
able part of the Indian family system and
itis therefore felt expedient to provide for
an enforceable morallty. and to ensure

this, Rs13,800 totax.

Modus Operandi

Secrecy and low- or zero-taxation make
offshoretax havens — such as the Cayman
Islands, British Virgin Islands, Seychelles
and Panama — attractive. It costs a few
Tatnslreddail fsh
— available off-the-shelf or can be regis-
tered injust 48 hours through a registered
agent, such as Mossack Fonseca.

Anoffshore entity does not need natu-
ral persons as directors or shareholders.
Often corporate service providers, or their
staff, fill in as dummy office bearers. The
real beneficiary or owner remains un-
named.

Some of Mossack Fonseca’s Indian
clients floated offshore entities ata time
when this was illegal; some bunched
their annual quota of remittances to buy
shares in an offshore entity ired at

shore c wsthuut 1nfom1mgthe In-
dian off-
transfer shares,

Hard times
call for hard
decisions

f 172
FIFTHCOLUMN
BY TAVLEEN SINGH

HESE ARE difficult days and judging by President
‘Trump’sspeech last week, there are many more diffi-
cult days ahead. Learned economists are warning of
aworld recession. Every country is adrift without a
paddle in a dark, stormy ocean. This is why it worries me that
our Pn.me Minister seems to be doing no more [han anend
igning forthe
He is aware that things could get worse before they get better
and hastried to warn people of this, but what puzzles me is why
he is not doing more. Why, for instance, is he not using this
scarily alarmingcrisis to order hisgovernment to reduce spend-
ingonitself?

Let me recount two anecdotes to illustrate what I mean by
this. Last weekIwas in a carin Delhi whensirensstarted to blare
from behind us. Having once had the terrifying experience of
taking a seriously ill person to hospital in an ambulance that
remained unnervingly stuck in traffic,  asked my driver to let
theambulance pass. He said, ‘Ttisn'tanambulance...itis some
minister’s convoy.” By then the noise of sirens had gotten so
shrill that other cars had all moved aside to let the cavalcade
pass.Icounted seven toten cars. Why does a minister, even an
important cabinet minister, need to use so many cars duringa
severe fuel crisis?

Thy d di froma friend’s daughter’s wed-
ding. It was a glamorous, glitzy event attended by many high
officials and grandees. As I was leaving this wedding party, I
noticed the son of a cabinet minister emerging from a cluster
of expensive cars. With the Strait of Hormuzstill almost closed,
is it right for the spoilt progeny of our political leaders to be
travelling in ministerial cavalcades? Isit not time for the Prime
Minister to put his foot down?

It has been my dubious privilege to cover politics and gov-
ernance in Delhi for nearly half a century and witnessing how
‘security’ became an excuse for ministers to measure their
pomp by the number of cars filled with security men that they
can commandeer. When they arrive at five-star hotels, these
ministers preen and pirouette their way into the lobby making
sure that everyone notices how big their cavalcade is. I also re-
memberthose days when Jawaharlal Nehru travelled through

hy ‘Delhiinasingl car.Itistrue
thatthere are now serious ! why i
it not possible for them to travel in one car with their security
men seated in it with them?

This col has crusaded over the years for
kicking our politicians and bureaucrats out of the Lutyens
bungalows they occupy at enormous cost to taxpayers. Re-
liable estimates reveal that we spend more than Rs 50 crore
juston housing. If you add the free electricity, telephones, ser-
vants, gardeners and maintenance that we pay for, the cost
would be more than Rs 100 crore a year. We are, as I have
pointed out before in this space, the only democratic country
that provides official housing to the ‘servants of the people.”
MayIsuggestthat lheu' salariesbeincreased and that they be
givenan forrent. And thatthe Go of India
start making commercial use of Lutyens Delhi. A single house
sells for between Rs 150 and 200 crore. There are plenty of rich
Indians who would happily buy property in this most exclus-
i 1

held by themin Indi:
paying taxes in India was also common.

What it meant

A thin line — or “the thickness of a
prisonwall”— separatestax evasion, which
isoutright illegal, and tax avoidance, which
may not be.

Companies are free to structure fi-
nances in whichever way they wish to re-
duce tax liability and tax avoidance is a

o ey A

OnthewarlIshall say onlythatit infuriated me to hear Don-
ald Trumpsay in hisspeech last week that he was ready tobomb
“Iran into the stone age where it belongs’. To say this abouta
country that i that k7000
not 1ust deplorable ignorance but conceit of the worst kind.

id this, mayTadd that thy dtheir cohorts
did a great deal to trample on the civilisation of ancient Persia
and impose Islam in its ugliest form.

When I hear Indian Muslims rant and rave against Donald
Trump for harmmga country that was civilised lhuusands of

is also protected by what is known as ‘cor-
porate veil’ and the regulator is not sup-
posed to fish for evidence of suspected
wrongdoing.

Only if a fraud is established can the
regulator pierce the corporate veil, since
fraud unravels everything— even a law, if
itcomesinthe way—because no legislature
intends to guard fraud.

That is where the Panama Papers in-
vestigation proved to be a game changer.
].n their sheer size and scope, the revel-

inIndiaand

years beft ameto Europe, it
cause I wish lheyhad notlced the harm done by theAyaml]ahs
t Persia’

These are things to discuss later. Today we in India need to
demand that our political leaders do more totighten their belts.
If the world economy falls into recession, then India will be
more affected than most countries because of the fragility of
our economy and because we have not done as much as China
for energy security, China has enough green energy to keep
around 20 percent of its economy runningat the worst of times.
If we had built huge resources of wind and solar power, we
would be in a happier position.

But there is nothing like a crisis [o jolt our political leaders

an earlier date. Some of these clients
opened foreign bank accounts to park
pay-offs in government contracts or il-
legal trade — at times to buy property
through trusts or foundations.

across the world to step in and lift the veil
of secrecy.

The writer is Associate Editor,
The Indian Express

Theties that bind

The romanticised notion of the noble
elderly, frail and bereft, is touching, indeed;
while the callous adult children, out for
themselves, isacultural trope. It'salsoapro-
foundly reductive view of the complexities
within human relationships. There’s a
thought that the Telangana government

‘bonds purely for selfish ‘motives: when the
youngabandon the old, it's a huge problem
forthestate. Ttueatenmg peopleintocaring

everye asa inso-
ciety.” A complaman[ can state their rea-
sons for seeking apportionment of their
child’s income and the DC must dispose
of the matter within 60 days. In the same
vein, there was a more nuanced response
to a case in Allahabad recently where the
High Court has ruled that a moral respon-
sibility cannot be treated as a legal duty.
The HC had dlsmlssed a plea filed by an

pai Ty picture of the reality of family
dynamics in India. Alas, just like you can’t
hurry (romantic) love, neither can you en-
force (filial) duty; this is no solution to save
theforsaken. Besides,amandatory diktatto
honourthy parents’ disregardsthe datathat
everyone doesn't experience their mothers
as nurturing, or grow up believing that par-
ental affection is unconditional. Assigning
blame oras 1s rhe case with the Telangana

elderly from
their daughter-in-law after the death of
theirson.

adu.lls for not meeting Lheu' “moral” obliga-
tions,

d when the Prim next nesameet-

mg with chief ministers, we must hope that he urges them to
ies. He himself needsto

travelinc do

not need. Or live like princes in palatial bungalows that cost
much more than taxpayers should pay for their ‘servants’.

A uporsibli these est are more common
mgdoesn tshockanyone Theparent/child  than they used to be, there’s simply more
bondist ne d toendure for ionabout it thanks toRedditand

alifetime which is perhaps why we seeitas
shattering, or shameful, when it frays. In-
i inthe West, the:

Instagram. A Brooklyn Beckham or Angel-
inaJolie cuttingoffties with a parentis ana-
lysed ad online,

as the villains; alienation has become a
weapon wielded by adult children to pun-
ish them for the wounds they've carried
around for decades. The truth s, it's far eas-

ONTHE
LOOSE

others to share their stories. Now, cutting
outa “toxic” family member, far from being
thelastoption, is hailed asaradically brave
act, for discarding role expectations and

BY LEHER ier tobreak offcontact thantoh diffi Thanks
KALA cult conversation. To some extent, that’s  tosocial media, one can be fooled into be-
howweall deal with the unpleasanl people llevmg thatwe have large networksto keep
inour; and es—an- at bay. But the truly

ticipating the ffect of it precious are only a handful.

cation, ashut down often seems the better
option. Except, a parentisn't amere friend
or colleague. Even if a brutal severance is
necessary, an explanation, not abrupt si-
lence, is the least the most intimate of
bonds deserves.

In the East, it’s the young adults who
bear the brunt of judgment when families
fracture. Though it certainly seems that

epaper.indianexpress.eonjn.. -

An old school friend or a sibling is invalu-
able because theyre the only ones who
know exactly where you come from. The
extraordinary influence of parents in our
mmal years, good or bad, shapa our per-

Rejectingthem i part
of ourselves.

The writer is director, Hutkay Films
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How Patna Pegs People to Become Darudevils, Making Safe Drinking Prohibitionary

Since 2016, Bihar's Al Capones have been bootlegging away like there's no excise, with ameer aadmi sipping away his secret stash, while his aam counterpart is left with potential poison

MEMORY STICK

CHOWDHURY

My chacha-in-law isarobust 77-year-old
- two years older than the teetotaling
(outgoing) CM and soon-to-be Rajya Sab-
hamember Nitish Kumar. For half acen-
tury, he has ended his day with a glass of
whisky -my uncle-in-law, that is, not Nit-
ish. He lives in Patna, where since April
2016, Bihar has enforced strict prohib-
ition. Since then, he claims he drinks on-
ly on holidays, safely outside the state. I
take that with a pinch of chopped adrak.
Like many whisky lovers in Patna, 1
hope he still indulges when a bootleg bot-
tle comes his way. The seerecy. I suspect,

heightens the pleasure. Especially know-
ing the next windfall could be months
away. Ornever:

Injustadecade, the Patna gallant'seasy
swagger has given way to a perpetual,
over-the-shoulder furtiveness. Once re-
laxed in demeanour, he is now markedly
irritable. Bihar's prohibition laws, far
harsher than the relatively benign re-
gimes in Gujarat and Mizoram, have re-
shaped everyday life. As Manohar Mal-
gonkarwrote in his1982 espionage novel,
Bandicoot Run, recalling 1960s Maha-
rashtra: ‘If you lived in a state under pro-
hibition, you treasured your whisky."

About a month ago, I was in Patna and
went for amorning walk in Sanjay Gand-
hidJaivik Udyan. There, I wasdelighted to
encounter an old acquaintance - the Pat-
na common man - in his oversized white
kurta-pyjama and black Power Joggers. I
asked, ‘What are the rates these days?’
For home delivery, a 75
costs¥2,450 in Patma. Minimumorder of 6
bottles. ***costs 1,800 and ** costs T4

‘Why only **** brands?" I asked. His an-
swer: “There’s better quality control with

BOOTLEGGER BABUA

them. You would never goblind imbibing
50 ml bottle of ****  them.'

Patna isadiscerningmarket with many
000. jagruk customers. But even so, rates are
staggering. Bottles of rum and gin are so
rare that they were worth their weight in

21,900 froman L-loutlet.

gold. In some instances, the cost of a bot-
tle of whisky increased to four times its
MRP. In Gurgaon. I buy 3 bottles of ***at

While prohibition has been a bane for
‘many middle- and upper-class women -

household budgets stretched by their
husbands’ drinking habits - ithas been a
haon for Bihar's present-day Al Capones,

and Jack ys. Ac
c()rd_mg tomy common man, more thana
few ‘white houses’ have risen on Patna’s
outskirts over the past decade on such
proceeds.

‘Well, itseemssimplerjust tosmuggle in
abottlenext timeI'm in Patna,' Isaid.

‘Bhai, that’s what everyone does. T bring
in two bottles of ***** each time I visit
Delhi. Attaichimeinkaslete hain.’

While the middle and upper classes in
Patna imbibe their *** and ***** Labels,
what of the less well-off? After all, pro-
hibition was enforced to protect them
from the evils of overdrinking. For the fi-
nancially strapped, as hooch tragedies
suggest, things have gone from bad to
worse.

It is said that consumption of marijua-
na and opium has risen. For the poor,

More than a few ‘white houses’ have risen on Patna’s
outskirts on proceeds made by contraband alcohol

deaths and methanol blindings will con-
tinue if prohibition endures. History of-
fers a consistent lesson — from Harlem's
bathtub gin to Bombay's permit rooms to
Patna’s hooch, people will drink. It can-
not be stopped. While such tragedies oc-
cur even without prohibition, elsewhere
the cash-strapped, at least, retain a
choice: whether torisk their lives or not.
Choice matters.

If the Bihar government truly cares
about public health, it should ensure sale
of quality liquor at reasonable prices
through official outlets. Perhaps even set
updistilleries of its own, generatingjobs
and revenue.

‘Imperial Magadh,’ distilled from pure
Patna gangajal, hasa certain ringasapo-
tential homegrownsinglemalt. Then, the
next timeI'min Patna, Icould buy a bottle
and share it with my chacha-in-law in the
evening. Without feeling like a raging so-
ciopath.

RED HERRING

Ves More Space,
But Why Shrink
From Shrinking?

Smaller bodies, smaller appetites,
smaller bills — now for the nano-tech

‘Thereis no Planet B, goes the bumper sticker. But the
absence of Planet Bat our perusal is a Kind of bullshit
excuseforhowwe've trashed Planet A. And I'mnoteven
atree-hugger:

So, whenIfollowed-withmyeyes on the Nasawebsite,
not inan Ola- Artemis Il on its10-day mission carrying
4 astronauts on a lunar flyby mission on what was still
April Fool's Day, I was keenly aware that humans were

the International Space Station, after more than 53
years. I have aged since Apollo 17, the last crewed mis-
sion, landed on the Moon, and never mind interplaneta-
rytravel, wedon't even have l; mguu's\@t

Artemis 2, unlike Apollo 17, isn't primarily about a

EC Loves Me, EC Loves Me Not, EC Loves Me

When a dedicated democrat doesn't find herself on the SIR rolls, it's truly heartbreaking—and worth a longwinded whine

SEN & SENSIBILITY

RAJYASREE

v- §SEN

All my plans of participating in the
voting process in the largest democra-
cy in the world - well, atleast in one of
the states of the largest democracy in

the world - came to a halt

numbe

ralrolls.
Could it be because Iam 75%

evenasChina'sLa isslatedto
land taikonauts on the lunar surface by 2030. (India’s
crewed space mission is currently ) It's

about getting serious about finding Planet B — for re-
sources, and, in the long run, to ‘settle abroad’. While
best of luck with that, there is another way we could
conceivably lengthen our resources, and better our
stay on Planet A.

'hile Lemuel Gulliver in Jonathan Swift's 1726 satiri-
cal novel, “Travels into Several Remote Nations of the
World In Four Parts’, later simply known as ‘Gulliver’s
Travels', found both Lilliput, where people were less

6-intall.and whosecit

70-0dd ft, to be prosperous and without any resource
crunch, it was the1720s, Pre-Industrial Revolution pollu-
tion was minimal, and the population must have been
even lessthan today’s Europe with itslow birthrate,. and
munberspmppedupby immigration. So, the vast differ-
ence in consumption and output between Gulliver’s mi-
croand mega hosts didn'treally matter

But being Lilliputians - significantly small humans -
intoday’s groaning, belching, creaking world would sig-
nificantly reduce intake of resources: less energy, less
food, less space. With Earth remaining the same size,
there would be more to goaround.

Liu Cixin, China’s fiction
and author of the Remembrance: of Earth’s Past’ trilo-
gy that starts with the 2008 novel, ‘The Three-Body
Problem’, has mused how shrinking humans would
shrink consumption. A 15-cm adult would need a rice

BREAKFAST WILL LASI' WAY LONGER

grain for dinner: a thimble for a swimming pool, a
matchbox-sized condo, and live grandly - once it ‘down-
sizes’ cats and mosquitoes, and tackles things like hail.
The ecological footprint would be so small that even a
Thumbelina-ed Greta Thunberg should be fine with
Texan oil companies.

Of course, the transition would be messy. The econo-
my, built on our current normal ‘KXL' proportions,
would wobble forawhile. Agriculture would pivot tomi-
cro-crops, one “heat stalk t'eedmg, a dlsmct even as
farmersof nor; ft with crashing
pricesand vast unsold stocks.

But markets, like cockroaches, survive evervthm,,

ferreted out.

1 was born in Calcutta. I finished my

is week
when I logged onto EC’s website. I en-
tered my EPIC- Electors Photo Identi-
ty Card, no relation to Op Epic Fury -
which I've used since the last
25 vears. But I was nowhere to be
found. I had been wiped off the electo-

aangal
- Bengalis originally from East Ben-
gal. now Bangladesh? Were the names
of Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, and
self-anointed noblesse oblige Rajyas-
ree Sen, finally going to be muttered
with the same empathy and pathos?
Thereason behind this wiping out of
my enfranchising existence and suf-
fragatory history has to do with the
fact that my voting state is West Ben-
g vhich tothe pollsthismonth.
And SIR is out in full force, weeding
out’] iinfiltrators’. Sowhat
if there’s some collateral damage to
people like me? Baangals - literally
borderline Bengali Indians — must be

graduation in the city and worked
there. My permanent residence has al-
ways been Calcutta/Kolkata. Eight
years back, when I tried to change my
permanent address on my voter ID to
Delhi, I couldn’t. Because it was too
much for the election website to proc-
ess without hanging multiple times.
Then Covidstruck. And now here lam.

‘That EC didn’t even deem me worthy
enough to deserve a ‘Dear Jaya’ letter.
Or. in the age of Digital India, worthy
of a WhatsApp, SMS, or email. It's
heartbreaking. It'snot that EC doesn’t

I've never committed to a relationship more
than the one 1 had with the electoral process

acrossalocked gate.

ROLLCALL FROMSIR, WITH LOVE

know where to reach me. They have
my PAN and Aadhaar card, both link-
ed to my phone number. But I'm as-
suming that we are trying to boost the
efficacy of the near-extinct postal ser-
vice and are only sending SIR notices
by snail mail. And Kolkata being Kol-
kata, my SIR letter was probably
thrown away when the postman came

Never have I looked for validation
with as much fervour as [ have loocked
for my name on past electoral rolls.
‘The poll panel has uploaded electoral

rolls from 2002. Butlam nowhere tobe
found. I have scoured through roll af-
ter roll--and was happy to spot the pet-
rol pump owners from next door. But
notmyname. Could it be that I trudged
to the dingy, poorly ventilated Khan-
pur Girls School Room 4, every 5 years
since the 2011 West Bengal assembly
elections to cast my vote-only to be
castaside by SIR?

I even tried spelling permutations
and combinations of my name. After
all, even if my EPIC number wasn't
picked up, my name should be. But EC
website does haveadisclaimer: ‘Spell-
ing of names may vary between last
SIRdetailsand current details in 2025,
hence if you do not find output with
exact name then try different varia-
tions of names. For mple, for Ma-
neeshalsotry Manish.’ A name byany
othernamecanstillbethatname.Idid
appreciate theuseof *hence’.

Whathurtsmoreisthatneverhavel
committed to a relationship more
than the one I had with the electoral
process. Even when I earned a pit-
tance, 1 travelled to Kolkata from
whichever state I was in, to cast my
vote. T have stood in queues, in smel-
1y, humid rooms, all in the hope of
seeing the candidate I love win-and
love me back. The electoral process
has turned out to be an unapprecia-
tivelover.

But maybe this is a blessing
in disguise. Now, instead of
heralding change at the state
level, I can herald change in
Delhi, whenever I get a voter
1D again. Vive la révolution!
But only after I get a new vot-
erIDregistered. So, vivelare-
solution aftera wi

Hormuz, Horn, Houthis,
Hezbollah, Hamas..Who?

Since the war in West Asia began, everyone's a geography or geopolitical expert

JUGULAR VEIN

Q: What do Romantic poet By-
ron and the Strait of Hormuz
have in common?

: Like Byron, the Strait of
Hormuz could claim that it woke
up one morning to find itself fa-
mous. Byron gained overnight
celebrity status in 1812 when the
first print run of his
‘Childe Ha-
Pllgrlmage

overnight fame - or
infamy, depending on
one’s point of view -
on February 28, after
the US and Israel at-
tacked Iran, which re-
sponded by imposing
ablockade of the stra-

They wouldr ringwould
makearel ized of brides.
A big fat Indian wedding would be suitably served by
what normal-sized us would deem a nano-spread. SRK
would still need heels tostand up to Deepika.

Theenvironmental dividend is cbvious. Carbon emis-
sions would plummet. Energy grids would hum at a
fraction of their current load. Financial burden of
housing, healthcare, and transport would shrink.

Yes, distances would widen dramatically for walks
and rides in vehicles designed to the new super-trun-
cated size, micro-Cybertrucks included. Aviation
speeds in miniature p]anes should travel in more or
less the same time with less mass, but a bit morerela-

Onewilljust h destina-

thantheyarenow. from

airport in Bangalore feels like weeks even without
mmmlunsatmu anyway)

Butth
ies, smaller appetites,. smaller bills. So, while the hkes oi
Artemis II can give Space the Eualfruuuer to boldly

0 it's
not completely looney to picture humans as Liu says,
‘technologically intervene in their evolution to shrink
themselves steadily over time’ and ‘expand in reverse’.

Why else do you think I've started eating, travelling,
stayingawake less?

tegically crucial wa-
terway that links the
Persian Gulf with the
Gulf of Oman.

Priortotheseevents,
few beyond West Asia
had heard of the Strait of Hor-
muz. Strait of Hormuz? ‘Who's
Hormuz, and why is it sucha big
deal that he’s not gay? Not
straight, but strait? Ok. So, what
dire strait is the fellow in? Fi-
nancial? Unfriended on Face-
book?

All that has changed, changed
utterly, and a terrible duty is
born. Today, it's our collective
duty to be au courant and in the
loop of ‘CURRENT AFFAIRS'
toknowall thereistoknow. And
then to know some more, about
the 50-odd-km-long stretch of
water that affords passage to
20% of all global oil and LPG
shipments, and as such is not
only pivotal to the internation-
al

indrajit hazra@timesofindia.com

y, but also to fossil-
fuel-driven civilisation as we

know it.

Youcan't read, or hear of, asin-
glementionof thestraitwithout
being informed about thatomni-
present 20%.It'slike thoseappli-
cationsforasarkari clerkshipin
which the applicant furnishes
qualifications for thesame: ‘10th
Standard Pass, by Grace of God."

Sometimes a single news re-
port will mention that 20% more
thanoncetoensure we'reall get-
ting that number right, and,
through a momentary bout of
amnesia, don’t misremember it
tobe19.5% on weekdaysand 21%

It's our collective
duty to know all
there is to know

HO, HO, HO, WEST ASIA
'EXPERTS"!

when on overtime. And that the
percentage is for oiland gas, and
not for, say, made-in-China Bar-
bieand Ken dolls, or reject quali
ty Bangladeshi T-shirts in-
scribed T ¥ Hasina'.

Hormuz is not to be confused
with the Horn of Africa, which
currently plays second fiddle to
Hormuz, but is fast catching up
as a ‘Hormuz stand-by’.

Horn of Africa doesn't refer-
ence the compacted keratin that
forms the protuberance on the
snoutof the Africanrhinoceros.
Unlike its Asian cousin, the
African rhinoceros has not one,
but two such outgrowths. If the
H of A did, in fact, refer to the
creature in question, it would

have to be pluralised to ‘Horns
of Africa’.

The Hof A isalarge peninsula
projecting from the easternmost
part of the continent and is so
called because it is, well, horn-
shaped. It is the 4th most sizea-
ble peninsula in the world and
comprises Somalia, Ethiopia,
Eritrea, parts of Kenya and Su-
dan, and Djibouti.

Dj... what? How do you say that?
What's that? You don’t pro-
nounce the D, as in Djokovic?
Similarly, should one refer to
Djiboutias‘Booty’? Considering
that that term means plunder
and, part of the humananatomy
called an ‘ass’. The good folk of
Djibouti might deem taking
such undue familiarities with
their country’s name as a piece
of impertinence ‘up
with which they would
not put’, as Churchill
would have had it -
| splitting grammatical
s but not the infin-

Houthis, Hezbollah,
and Hamas are, strict-
ly speaking, not parts
of geography, but of
geopolitics, which
means they’re not re-
ally countries as such,
but could be called
§| ‘wannabe’ countries,
| ratherlike those stick-
ers on the backs of
Volkswagen Beetles:
‘When I grow up I wanna be a

re.

Geography is said to have been
invented by Eratosthenes of Cy-
rene (c. 276-194 BCE), the librar-
ian-in-chief in Alexandria, who
measured Earth’s circumfer-
ence with uncanny precision,
and segmented the planet by de-
vising a grid of latitudes and
longitudes, earning him the title
of ‘Father of Geography’.

In that the entire concept of ge-
ography, and of geopolitics, is
being radically reinvented, a
modified version of thatappella-
tion might be accorded to that
‘Donof Dons’, the ‘Capodi Capi’,
as the ‘Godfather of Neo-geogra-
phy’, with a marginal PS for his
trusty PA who supplies the foot-
notes, Bibi.

NO OFFENCE
2-D GEOMETRY AND APPLICATIONS TODAY
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Love Story

Ah the poor starcrossed lovers.

(Sigh)

1 hate to ask it. But now what hap-
pened?

1 was just feeling sad for the tragic
love story of Carolyn Bessette and
John FKennedy Jr.

And why are we talking about them?
All courtesy Ryan Murphy's 9-part
limited series Love Story that rei-
magines one of America’s most
mythologised couples. This week,
Disney+ confirmed Love Story is
now the most streamed drama in
the platform’shistory Accordingto
FX, social media searches for JFK
Jr and Bessette grew by more than
9,100% in the past month.

Wow!But what's so special about the
couple?

Their courtship has long func-
tioned as modern American folk-
lore: Camelot’s heir
meets a Calvin Klein
publicist, Manhattan as
backdrop, and finally,
tragedy sealing the
myth. The show traces
their first encounters to
their secret wedding
and relentless media
scrutiny. Though called
a love story, it studies
what happens when two individu-
als become a national fixation.

But it can't be only that? Why is it
suchahit?

Thought you'd never ask. Because
this show isdoing something more.
1t feeds our collective nostalgia for
the ‘90s. Psychologists call it ane-
moia - alonging for a time you nev-
er lived through. Either way, the
pre-digital world suddenly feels
like the last place where romance
could breathe.

Then it brings back New York, the
fantasy city of Friendsand Sexand
the City. And the fashion. Carolyn
Bessette-Kennedy walked so quiet
luxury could run - long before it be-
came an Instagram cliché. Head-
bands, slip dresses, monochrome
dressing, ties— they'reall back.
Add the music - hailed as a perfect
“‘90s mixtape - and the Kennedys.
Few families command fascination
quitelike them.

‘There you have it: an analogue love
story,acity of dreams, style, music,
andafamily thatturnseverynarra-
tive into legend. (Sigh) They don’t
make 'em like thisany more.
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eing a city boy whose
imagination was most-
ly fed by adventure
stories, I was fascinat-
ed by the idea of climb-
ing a tree to pick fruit. So, when
1 discovered that the house we
were visiting had a line of guava
trees in the garden laden with
fruit, I really had no choice. Gua-
va trees tend to branch out quite
early, so it was barely a climb to
get to one of the boughs that
‘were, so it seemed, bending
down with the weight of
the fruits they were car-
rying. Then it was just a
matter of sliding on my
butt a few feet down the
bough. and [ was
there, or so I thought,

bust-looking red
ants heading straight inside my
shorts. I won’t spell out the rest,
except that my mother was as-
tounded by how fast I ran across
the lawn towards the nearest
toilet. And I learnt that guava
trees house red ants who, when
disappointed in their quest — I
can't say what they were hoping
to find — bite. Hard.

1 still love guavas, Especially
those we call dansha in Bangla,
at the cusp of ripeness (which
does sound vaguely obscene).
Sweet and sour with a hint of ac-
rid, a burst of freshness, a light
bulb that lights up inside your
mouth, great in chaats and salads.
Full of vitamins, combining lots
of fibre and alow glycemic index,
and more surprisingly perhaps, a
good source of iron (especially
the pink ones). Apparently, the
fact that they are high in vitamin
C elevates our body's ability to
absorb the iron: a 2024 ran-
domised controlled trial, by along
list of authorsled by Varsha Rani
from Chaudhary Charan Singh
Haryana Agriculture University.
finds that 6-10 year olds who were
fed moong dal with gnava for their
school lunch over a seven-month
period were 50% less likely to suf-
fer from anemia than those who
got just moong dal.

This is important, even very
important, because there are two
billion people with anemia in the
world, and India has the highest:
nearly 60% of women and chil-
dren and more than 30% of
males are anemic by the now
accepted global norms. We have
a higher fraction of anemic peo-
ple than Bangladesh or Pakistan,

e Survey (NFHS), more
when Inoticed some Abhijit Banerjee than 50 million chil-
by e e s TASTING 70 2 Poneese
was a parade of ro-  ECONOMICS o gebilitating and

WHY GUAVA IS SO PYARA

more in the range of countries
much poorer than us. Despite
guavas being crisp, delicious
and easy to pick (as long as
you mind the ants).

‘The wide prevalence
of anemia might make
it seem innocuous, but

that would be a mis-

take. First, because ac-
cording to the most re-
cent round of the Na-
tional Family Health

sometimes life-threat-
ening condition that interferes
with both physical growth and
intellectual development. More-
over, among those under three,
9% are severely anemic, which
puts them at risk of impaired
brain development.

As people become less
poor, they start eating
like the elites — more
paneer and less meat
or foraged greens —
which could be partly
why anemia has risen
I

Second, anemia in pregnant
women is dangerous for both the
child and the mother. According
toarecent article in Lancet Glob-
al, severely anemic women are
seven times more likely to bleed
to death on the birthing table
than moderately anemic ones,
and while severe anemia is rela-
tively common, my calculation is
that about three lakh such wom-
en give birth every year, and a
significant number of them die.

But evenmildly anemic people
suffer. Anemia reduces blood he-
moglobin levels, and hemoglobin
transports the oxygen that rein-
vigorates muscles. As a result,
anemic people get tired sooner: In
the early 2000s, a team including
Duncan Thomas, who is a friend
and a professor of economics at
Duke University, carried out a
large-scale (17.000 participants)
study in central Java of whathap-

pens when working-age people,
mostly farmers and labourers,
take iron supplements. The study
population was not particularly
anemic — less than 8% of men
were even moderately anemic,
significantly below current Indi-
an rates. Yet even in this popula-
tion of marginally anemic people,
iron supplementation increased
productivity. The men slept less
and worked more days. Earnings
went up by 15%. That could be a
lot of money for India as a whole,
given the prevalence.
Unfortunately, at least in In-
dia, the problem is not solving
itself. According to the NFHS, for
most groups in India, anemia
rates went up between 2015-16 and
2019-21. 1t is true that there was
the pandemie, but the magni-
tudes are large enough to be con-
cerning. For adolescent girls, the
national average went from 54%

lllustration by Cheyenne Olivier (France)

to 59%, but in Assam, for exam-
ple, the reported increase is more
than 24 percentage points.

Of course, many factors drive
these numbers — intestinal
worms, for one, reduce iron ab-
sorption. Malaria does the same
thing. And, of course, not having
enough to eat — poorer people are
more anemic. But the differences
aresurprisingly small: the richest
group in the data (not the su-
per-wealthy since they don’t deign
to fill out surveys) is only 20% less
anemic than the poorest. And
some of thericher states, like Pun-
jab, Haryana and Gujarat, have
the highest levels of anemia.

All of this, to my mind, points
toan obvious culprit —diet. Rich-
er Indians are more likely to be
vegetarian, which can explain
why the income gradient is not
steeper. Relatedly, as people be-
come less poor, they start eating

like the elites — more paneer and
less meat or foraged greens —
which could be partly why ane-
mia has risen. Bangladeshis
and Pakistanis eat more red
meat than us, and red meat
is, alas, the source of the
kind of iron that the body
absorbs readily (liver, in
particular, is a great source
of iron, though I always re-
sisted my mother's attempt
to sneak it into my diet),
which might explain why
they do slightly better:

Now Iam not about to sug-
gest that vegetarians switch to
eating red meat: for one, Chey-
enne, whose drawings define these
columns, would walk out on me
(she is vegetarian). But it is true
that vegetarians find it harder to
getenough iron: even when plants
have lots of iron, that iron is not
easily absorbed. To get enough
iron without eating red meat prob-
ably means moving quite far from
the alu-paneer-dahi-dal-chawal-ro-
ti diet that seems to be taking over
North India’s vegetarians. It trou-
bles me that in the vegetarian’'s
paradise that is India, most res-
taurants offer just a couple of
vegetable dishes, perhaps an egg-
plant bharta and a navratan kor-
ma? And though I will eat egg-
plant in any form, it contains
nasunin, which makes it harder
for the body to absorb iron.

Unfortunately, changing diets is
hard, as all of us who tried at some
point to reshape our bodies have
experienced: millet kheer is nice,
and definitely healthier, but my
mouth wants kheer with Bengal's
wonderful gobindobhog rice. Sug-
ar-free ice cream is a nice idea, but
Tam happy toleave it in the freezer.

Anemia Mukt Bharat, the gov-
ernment’s recently launched an-
ti-anemia program, has therefore
taken the alternative route of iron
supplementation throngh pills and
syrups. This could work for young-
er kids who get them with school
meals, or even the toddlers who
attend the anganwadis (but not
everyone does), but for adolescents
and adults, it relies on taking the
pill on schedule, not once or for a
month but potentially for their
whole life. This is not easy and in
addition, iron can be constipating,
so people often resist supplements
even if they really need them.

This is why WHO and many
experts push for the fortification
of staples like rice, wheat or salt
with iron (and nutrients that sup-
port the absorption of iron). The
government of India has also
broadly accepted this idea for
some years now. However, we still
lack evidence that these fortified
staples can be delivered at scale
without losing much of their ben-
efits. Especially in the hot and
humid climate of much of India.
And even if delivery is possible,
will consumers want them?

In the early 2010s, the govern-
ment started mandating that gov-
ernment school lunches be
cooked with Double Fortified Salt
(DFS), salt with both iron and
iodine added. To understand how
much it helps with anemia, we
implemented a study in Bihar
Households in randomly chosen
villages were encouraged to buy
DFS by subsidising the price and
improving access.

The study found some im-
pact on anemia among
adolescents, but the
households really did
not like the salt and
stopped using it before
it could have much of an
impact. They claimed that
it tasted bad (we couldn’t taste
the difference) and that it made
the food turn dark (which it did).
However, we sensed that they
were also not convinced of its
benefits — the only villages
where people continue to buy the
salt, some years after the initial
intervention, were those (chosen
at random) where we showed a
sitcom that my childhood friend
Pradip Saha made based on our
script, aimed at persuading
them. In it, a young man is wor-
rying whether the son his preg-
nant wife will deliver will grow
up to be strong (unlike himself,
who is a bit of a joke in the vil-
lage). He wants to do something
about her anemia but finds it
implausible that strength can
come from salt. It is only when
his old teacher tells him that gua-
vas can also help that he starts
contemplating the possibility
that the body works in ways that
he does not understand.

The government is now pur-
suing the path of fortified cereals
by trying to make it mandatory

GUAVA RECIPES

Here are two simple and tasty
ways to get more guavas
into your diet

Peruchi Koshimbir (Spiced guava
salad): Soak 1/4 cup moong dal
in water for 4 hours. Drain and
mix with 1/2 cups finely diced
cucumber and carrots, 1 cup
finely diced firm, almost ripe,
quava, 1 green chili, very finely
sliced and 2 tablespoons finely
chopped cilantro. Dress with 1
tablespoon lemon juice and J2
tsp salt. Finish with a chhaunk of
V2 tsp mustard seeds, 1 sprig of
curry leaves and-a pinch of hing
in 1 ths oil.

(Guava raita: Grate 3 ripe (but not
too soft), seeded guavas (1 cup).
Mix with 1 cup not too sour-
yogurt, 1 tsp roasted and ground
cumin seeds, Y2 tsp
deghi mirch, Y2
tsp salt, Y tsp
sugar, and %
cup roasted
and broken
walnut kernels.

in school meals and the public
distribution system. However,
establishing a reliable supply
chain and a quality testing infra-
structure for fortified rice has
proved difficult, and recently the
government has suspended its
use in the public system.

This might be the right time
to revisit persuasion. There are
supposedly traditional varieties
of rice that can deliver much
more iron to the body than the
now most common breeds. If this
is true — it will need rigorous
testing — creating markets for
those varieties could be an impor-
tant element of the strategy, es-
pecially since it reaches the more
affluent groups who do not use
the public schools or the PDS, but
are almost as afflicted by anemia
as therest. And somewhere in the
process, we should tell people
about guavas.
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n amango farm in a village near
Nashik, a well became the unlike-
ly stage for a carefully designed

_ miracle. Here, police say, ‘astrolo-
ger’ Ashok Kharat (67) made re-

e plastic snak ge
from concealed pipes on amavasya
(new moon) nights to convince people
he had supernatural abilities and pow-
er over real reptiles. A few hundred
metres away, behind high wallsand an
ornate gate, is his farmhouse, where
officials suspect several women who
came seeking advice and blessings
were sexually abused.

The well, farmhouse, a nearby tem-
ple and an airplane hangar-sized cer-
emonial hall — all part of a 30-acre
‘ashram’ in Mirgaon, 60 km from Na-
shik — are now under scrutiny as po-
lice probe a man whose influence ran
sodeep that politicians washed his feet
and businessmen paid crores for ritu-
als in forests across continents.

Powering Through Fear

Kharat was arrested on March 17
after a woman alleged he repeatedly
raped her over three years, from Nov

A school dropout who fled
home after stealing his
father’s money, Kharat
returned to Nashik around
2005 and reinvented himself
as an ‘astrologer’ with the
title ‘Captain’ to mask his
past and build authority

2022 to Dec 2025, coercing her with
sedative-laced ‘salty-bitter’ concoc-
tions disguised as ‘holy water’. “He
would tell women their loved ones
‘would die or they'd become infertile
if they complained,” says Nashik
police commissioner Sandeep
Karnik, who led the late-night arrest.
Since then, two special investiga-
tion team (SIT) helplines have re-
ceived over 100 calls in three days
from at least 15 women or their rela-
tives alleging sexual harassment or
obscene acts during ‘rituals’ meant to
fixeverything from health to finances.
Police have registered 11 cases —
eight linked to sexual assault and
three to fraud. In a rare appeal in the
state assembly; chief minister Deven-
dra Fadnavis urged victims to come
forward. “No one who helped Ashok
Kharat will be spared,” he said last
month. “There are disgusting allega-
tions against this man,” says Karnik.
That disgust is visible among peo-
ple being asked for directions to
Kharat Baba's properties in Mirgaon
and Nashik, where he ran a real-es-
tate consultancy in Canada Corner:

Captain Who Wasn't
The glass-panelled office has since
been sealed. Police believe it was the

Deepfake dadajis make it

aptain Baba’s web of lies

How a Nashik astrologer built a 30-acre empire using 2024 Kharatused black magic' threats

black magic threats, plastic snakes, and ‘energised’
seeds to abuse women, defraud businessmen

Al image for representational purposes

SACRED GAME: At his Mirgaon ashram, Ashok Kharat drew followers, politicans,

and the rich and powerful, even as whispers about him grew

topay for tr- 5
Greenland, Egypt and Bangladesh, as
well as the construction of his farm-
house. Jasud said his association with
Kharat — which began with a visit to
the well with ‘snakes’ — cost him near-
1y Rs 5 crore, including a Rs 30 lakh
medical trip to the US, furniture from
Turkey and a Mercedes-Benz in 2023,
allegedly extracted through threats of
‘black magic', with warnings of death
by snakebite or the collapse of his busi-
ness. Investigators believe Kharat holds
nearly 50 acres of land across Mahar-
ashtra, including Pune, Panvel and
Nashik. “Most payments were made in
cash. Weare trying to trace his benami
properties,” says a senior SIT official.
Based on Jasud's complaint, police
have booked Kharat under several
BNS sections and invoked the Mahar-

to the shaadi,

Mohua.Das@timesofindia.com

t first glance, it appears to be an ordi-
nary wedding with shehnai in the
background. But soon, the musicdips
-and a large screen lights up to reveal
aset of gates amidst the clouds. They part, and
a staircase emerges. And then a familiar figure
descends — someone deceased but now resplend-
ent in wedding regalia, greeting family mem-
bers, blessing the couple, sometimes even speak-
ing. Across India, some families are using Al
animated deepfakes for resurrecting deceased
loved ones — also called deadbots or griefbots
— in wedding montages, or even conversational
avatars in celebratory videos.
In one such video, a sister brings back her
brother to attend her wedding. The screen turns

ashtraP and Eradi of

into a phone interface flashing ‘calling bhaiya’.
Th it asif connecting two worlds.

Human Sacrifice and other Inhuman,
Evil and Aghori Practices and Black
Magic Act, 2013, a state law created by
late rationalist Narendra Dabholkar.

Red Flags

Members of Dabholkar’s Maharash-
tra Andhashraddha Nirmoolan Sami-
ti (MANS) say Kharat first appeared
on their radar in 2007, but they were

siteof many alleged crimes, including
one particularly heinous act, caught
on a hidden camera, that purportedly
shows him standing behind a woman
and urinating into a cup. Over 50 such

clips are now being analysed.

Investigators say the recordings

came from within Kharat'scircle—an  ful people washing his feet, what can
i who installed you really do? I hope those women find
cameras after alleging his pregnant  justice,” adds Shelke. That's a key fo-

wife was sexually assaulted during a
visit. The footage is believed to have
triggered the first serious breach in
Kharat's carefully managed image,
cultivated since his return to Nashik
around 2004-05, when he presented him-
self asan ‘astrologer’ after a supposed
A school
village,

stint in the merchant navy.
dropout from Kahandalway

speaking to us,” says Karnik.

heleft home asa teen after failing Class

10 and allegedly fled with Rs 4,000 en-
trusted to him by his father. When he
returned, he adopted the ‘Captain’ iden-
tity to build authority, says Karnik.
His influence grew after some early
‘predictions’ appeared to come true.
Complainants told police he sold ‘ener-
gised stones’, polished wild tamarind
seeds worth Rs 100 a kg and passed
them off as “blessed objects” priced

between Rs 10,000 and Rs 1 lakh.

MODUS OPERANDI
Staged ‘miracles”: Used
remote-controlled plastic
snakes to convince
followers he had

powers

&

Crores For Cures

seeds as sacred items priced
between 10,000- 1 fakh
Rituals for the rich:
Persuaded businessmen
to fund costly ‘rituals’ in
foreign countries

In Mirgaon, residents recoil at the
mention of his name. “He has brought
shame upon us,” says Bheemraj Shelke,
a farmer. “We saw rich people driving
there in big cars: politicians we can't
even name. We knew something bad
was going on, but when you see power-

cus for Nashik police and the SIT —
getting women who Kharat may have
preyed on to file complaints. “Our
women officers have managed to
convince some to come forward. I'm
personally counselling families, tell-
ing them they’ll have trouble if the
women are disowned or kept from

One of Kharat's more lucrative tricks
was convincing businessmen to fund
rituals in “countries with dense for-
ests” if they wished to be “successful”.
Police suspect he got clients to fund
trips to at least 20 countries, including
the US, France, Ethiopia, Indonesia,
Uganda and Peru, among others.

sed businessman Rajendra
Jasud, 51, told police that from 2018 to

=

unable to act as the law requires a
victim complaint. “This really ties
our hands,” says MANS state secre-
tary Krishna Chandgude. “We earlier
trapped such individuals through
stings, but the law now requires a vic-
tim complaint. Many don’t come for-
ward fearing reprisals.”

He alleges several confrontations
with Kharat. “A local reporter first told
us about him in 2007,” he says. “But
‘when we went to challenge him, local
industrialists and even officials tried
to shield him.” He recalls another en-
counter in 2013, when ‘trustees’ of
Kharat's organisation warned MANS
‘members they would be “wiped out™ if
they continued their activism. The
group protested again in 2022, when
then chief minister Eknath Shinde
visited Kharat’s temple in Mirgaon.

“The visit wasn't part of his official
itinerary,” says Chandgude. “Someone
in a constitutional post should not be
seen encouraging superstition.” Shin-
de later said he was there only to offer
prayers. Chandgude also alleges
Kharat threatened them witha firearm
during an early encounter: The men-
tion of a weapon has drawn attention
to another line of inquiry — possible
human sacrifice. Last month, the pros-
ecution told a Nashik court that police
had found a revolver and five spent
cartridges at Kharat’s Mirgaon farm-
house. “We want to know where he may
have fired the rounds, and why. There
could be a possibility of human sacri-
fice,” an SIT officer says.

Karnik says his team moved

Fear factor: Invoked black magic,
warning followers of death, infertility
or financial ruin if questioned

‘Blessed’ objects: Sold wild tamarind

quickly to arrest Kharat, fearing he

Behind closed doors: Women allege
they were abused and raped after
being given sedative-laced ‘holy
water' and later abortion pills

was a flight risk. Kharat is currently
lodged in Nashik Road Central Pris-
on while his wife Kalpana and anoth-
er accused are absconding.

With inputs from Mohammed Akhef

Her brother walks in wearing a kurta, carrying
a gift. Midway, he morphs into wedding attire,
dholak in hand, at the sangeet. His sister watch-
es, erying, as the edit folds him into the celebra-
tion. Another shows a grandmother descending
from the clouds to a familiar Kerala before walk-
inginto her daughter's home to cuddle and bless
the grandchild she never lived to see. The video
clocked 23 million views. On social media, these
clips are paired with reaction footage of guests
‘wiping tears or covering their faces ina moment
of disbelief. That mix of spectacle and emotion
has driven demand across the country, fuelled
by Instagram reels and WhatsApp forwards.
The roots of this trend lie in the experimen-
tal cornersof the internet. “We in;

thanks to Al
P" I e

UNEXPECTED ARRIVAL: In the viral wedding
video, an Al avatar of the deceased patriarch
emerges through clouds, greeting everyone

speaking to them. Family members watching the
scene broke down. “It was an emotional moment
because it had only been six months since he had
passed,” recalls Sakshi Sharma in Gurgaon.
This togetherness is as much about curiosi-
ty as it is about grief. “We get a lot of inquiries
where people have never seen their grandpar-
ents except in photos,” says Vinayak. “They
want to see how they would look and behave if
they came alive.” Faridabad-based motion
graphics designer Sachin Prajapati faced an
unusual challenge when south Delhi’s Twinkle
Guptar an Alvideoof her late paternal

g
Al characters of famous politicians and actors

grandparents and maternal grandfather for her

who had passed away.” says - parents’ 25th anniversary. “We
Trivandrum-based Akhil Vinayak, In one Wdeoy a didn’t even have proper photo-
founder of Kanavu Kadha, a Ker- eceﬂsed I'ﬂth graphs, just very old black-and-
ala-based AT ad agency. After his d . b er white pictures, mostly of their
early video of Oommen Chandy dressed in faces,” she says. It meant building
and V8 Achuthanandan in conver- H D their avatars from scratch.
sation went viral, personal re- wedk‘:mg atl:"ev “Maintaining face consistency is
quests began pouring in. walks into his a challenge, but we can manage

Until evena couple of yearsago, - up to 80-90% now,"” Prajapati says.
working off a single photograph teary-eyed sisters In the finished video, all three

‘was a gamble. Now, even poor-qual-
ity, damaged or black-and-white
passport photos can be cleaned up,
colour-corrected, and used. “Wecan
even clone the original voice and —
get them to converse, which families find most
enticing, " says Vinayak. Pricing reflects how far
families want to push the illusion. At one end,
wedding photographers charge around Rs 8,000
for aminute-long video. More layered edits with
voice cloning can go up to Rs 50,000.

Boutique studios and freelance wedding
photographers are mixing traditional editing
and motion graphics with newly acquired Al
tools like Sora, Nano Banana and Midjourney.
Wedding photographer Shubham Gupta in
Aligarh stumbled into this service almost by
accident last October and has made 30 such
Alvideos since. “Tt started with this bride, who
gave us a photo of her grandfather-in-law who
had passed away before they met, and wanted
us to photoshop him into a family portrait. We
realised maybe we could use Al to create a
video of this moment.” A few YouTube tuto-
rials later, his first deepfake was ready.

At the wedding, the screen flashed ‘calling
dadaji’. The call connected, and Dadaji — in
pagri, kurta, waistcoat — emerged through
clouds, blessing and hugging the family, even

sangeet with a
dholak in hand

avatars come together to bless the
couple, pose for a family portrait,
and then recede into the clouds.
‘The experience took time tosettle.
“My parents went completely si-
lent for the first 15 minutes before getting teary.
It took them days, even months, to process it ful-
ly Farhan Abbasi from Aligarh, who commis-
sioned a recreation of his father for his brother’s
wedding, insi better; but
alsoheightened the absence. “My mother got very
emotional. It brought back a lot of memories.”
Since then, the video hasn’t been revisited much.

‘What that sense of presence does beyond the
emotional high is harder to pin down. The rise
of Al simulations of the deceased also raises
ethical questions around recreating someone
without consent, worries clinical psychologist
Radhika Bapat. That unease extends to what
these may be doing to grief itself. “It's a disrup-
tion of the natural mourning progression,” she
says, adding that in some cases, “it can be-
come pathological because it stops you from ful-
1y confronting the reality of bereavement.” Part
of the discomfort lies in how easily these recre-
ations blur emotional boundaries. “People use
griefbotslikea band-aid. But it's likeadrug.
That false sense of comfort can unsettle the
brain’sadaptation and healing process," she says.
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In Kerala, winner
will be familiar but
game may change

RAHUL VERMA

The key question in the 2026 Kerala
assembly election is whether the state
will return to its predictable cycle of
power alternation, or whether voters
will make history by electing the in-
cumbent for a third consecutive time. For decades, Ker-
ala’s politics has largely been a contest between two
coalitions —the CPM-led Left Democratic Front (LDF)
and the Congress -led United Democranc Front (UDF)

y uvuycanx.

But the hanged with the LDF
consecutive term in 2021. Before Pinarayi Vijayan, no
Kerala CM had been in office for ten straight years.

How is Kerala likely to vote on April 9? Many observ-
ers have suggested that UDF has a clear edge as LDF
faces 10 years of anti-incumbency. Aiso, UDF's perfor-
mance in the 2024 LS election, in which the coalition
won 18 of 20 seats (and had a vote share lead of over 10

ints), along with their i ive perfor-
mance in the 2025 local body polls, indicates that the
Left may be heading for a defeat. However; the data sug-
gests that it may not be as easy as it sounds.

First, UDF usually outperforms LDF in LS elec-
tions in the last three decades (except 2004). So, UDF
sweeping the 2019 and 2024 LS polls in Kerala should
be seen as part of a trend in which voters are more
likely to vote for the Congress and its allies in nation-
al elections. This should be a concern for the Congress,
which has shown a tendency in the past two years of
losing elections in states where it had an advantage
after LS 2024 (for example, Haryana and Maharash-
tra). Second, the vote share difference in assembly
elections among the two coalitions used to be very
small (less than three percentage points), which has
almost doubled in the last two elections. LDF wins big
and loses narrowly in Kerala assembly elections. For
example, ina 140-member assembly, LDF won 99 seats
in 2021, 91 in 2016, and 98 in 2006, and lost narrowly in
2011 with 68 seats. Also, there are 89 assembly seats
that have remained with the same coalition in the last
three elections. LDF has retained 50, and UDF has
never lost 39. This suggests that UDF has a much
tougher battle than is being made out to be.

LDF under Vijayan retains a credible narrative on
governance. Its welfare programs and crisis manage-
mentdur helped nw‘mmml
Whlle !hexe isavisi

er inthe
second term, he su]lcommands ‘more popularity in the

BATTLE LINES: The state’s bi-nodal politics and social
development agendas obscure many schisms

state than any other face UDF may want to project. A
victory for the Left Front in Kerala is existential after
being completely routed in West Bengal and Tripura.

Kerala’s bi-nodal politics and social development
agendas of both coalitions i m the guvt have, la)ge]y.
obscured a deepl This
poll may bring it into sharp focus. Northern Kerala
remains UDF’s fortress, especially in Muslim-majority
districts where the Indian Union Muslim League
(IUML) continues to anchor its dominance. Southern
Kerala, withamore Hindu population, has largely vot-
ed for LDE, and Central Kerala, which is socially more
diverse, has been the real battlefield. LDF has largely
drawn its support among the Hindu voters, rural and
lower income. UDF has long relied on a consolidated
Muslim-Christian social coalition. The increasing con-
solidation of Muslim votes in favour of Congress, is
likely to push counter-polarisation among the Chris-
tians and Hindus in certain pockets.

It is here that an insurgent BJP may be a headache
for both coalitions by adding a lot of uncertainty to
pmdlctable pakterns oi political mobll]sanon Despite

presence, yinmore
urban pockets, BJP has been a distant third pole so far:
But its vote share has steadily increased in the past
decade. It won the Thrissur LS seat in 2024,

W Havey

Not a question of black or white, but
whether I was good enough on court

When former cricketer Laxman Sivaramakrishnan stepped
down from the BCCI commentary panel, citing concerns
over colourism and unequal opportunity, it reopened an
uncomfortable conversation around bias in Indian sport.
For tennis icon Vijay Amritraj, that is familiar territory.
In an interview with Prajwal Hegde, he reflects on
navigating preiudice his mother’s influence, and the
contrasting personalities of Alcaraz and Sinner

skin colour?

race or religion bar. It seems like,
hey, I don't like you for whatever
reason, but the greatest thing
about sport hasbeen the quality of
merit. Idon't know about this par-
ticular case (Sivaramakrishnan).

in Thir and

vote counts in many other seats. More recently, during
the 2025 local body elections, it was able to win the Thiru-
vananthapuram mayoral election for the first time.

Rather than relying solely on its traditional Hin-
du consolidation strategy, BJP this time is making
a cross-community outreach. Its pitch to Christian
voters is carefully constructed by emphasising
shared concerns around minority security and iden-
tity politics, and high-visibility infrastructure com-
mitments. The local leadership is engaging with
church leaders, particularly in central Kerala. This
‘may not lead to any significant shift, but can disrupt
the outcome in some constituencies.

‘This makes the 2026 assembly elections historic
in the sense that, while the results next month may
still produce a familiar outcome — an LDF or UDF
govt —the path to that outcome could transform
Kerala's political landscape. &

Verma is Fellow at the Centre for Policy Research
(CPR), New Delhi. Views expressed are personal

lot of us won't know. The question
is, how do you get out of it? This
isnot only your profession, your
bread and butter; but it is alsoa
game that you love.

M How does one get over a bias
like that?

Let me try to explain it with an
anecdote. I was playing a tourna-

land) in 1973. Rod Laver and
Jimmy Connors were
playing too. First, ten-

nis was a white sport

(back then), second-

M ]

for your

Some commentators have said they don’t like
me. I'm not quite sure if that entails a colour,

FOR THE
RECORD

1t's hard to imagine someone was left out of
the main stage or of an interview segment
because of his colour: The quality of commen-
tary, presentation, coming back with immedi-
ate reaction to the player’s answers is a talent
omts own. Not every greal player has become
a It is hard for
me to think of it that way but the sad part is,
if he did go through something, it can affect
you personally. I certainly feel for him. It

does things to you internally that a

ment in New Hampshire (New Eng-

1y, the entire hotel, where the tournament was
held, was full of elderly white Americans.
Dinner at night was a coat-and-tie event. I was
19 and wasn't able to wear coats and ties con-
stantly, so I would come down for
dinner in a Madras shirt, jeans
and kolhapuri chappals. As 1
‘walked across, I felt the eyes of the
room pierce the back of my head.
Then, I won on Monday, Tuesday
and in the quarters I beat Laver after being
down several match points. In the final, I end-
ed up playing Connors, who had me 2-5 in the
third set, with two match points. There were
about 8,000 people in that beautiful setting, all
white, and I would say only two in the crowd
were for Connors. 1 ended up winning and
when I came for dinner that evening, several
of the people in the room were wearing chap-

dreams that get you this far. You're coming from
the late-60s, early-70s Madras to a world that
you are not exposed to at all. Then to go there
and compete with the best without having an-
ything of what they had or what they grew up
with...That's what sports taught me, that you
can compete at the highest level, because I'm
good enough to do that. It wasn't a question of
whether I was black or white, Christian, Mus-
1im, Hindu, but whether I was good enough.

¥ Did you feel the colour of your skin more in
India than you did outside’

The honest answer to that would probably
be, if Idid, [didn't know it. My mother used
to always tell us, don’t ever complain, just
make sure that you're the best. So, in '72on
Christmas Day, when I won the Nationals
for the first time beating Ramanathan Kr-
ishnan in Kolkata, and Anand (Amritraj)
and I won the doubles, and my younger
brother, Ashok, won the juniors all on the
same day, it didn't matter what colour or
religion or language you spoke. I think
mom’s words are very relevant.

My mother was a wonderfully ordinary
person, who did extraordinary things with
my life. How do people like that get the oppor-
tunity to tell a child who wasn't good enough
that you have to be good enough to be able to
do this? So, I think, yes, I'm sure it was there
at some point in time, but I was so focused on
being the best in what we were doing.

pals. I draw that analogy for reason
that there are lots of things that can be
overcome by the way you are and the
way you're able to get into the minds
of people and what they like to believe.

B What did that 19-year-old tell
himself when he looked in the mirror
on all those evenings in New
Hampshire?
Coat-and-tie was the expectation, it
‘was my fault that I didn’t have it.
‘That's economics, right? You
know, where you come

lief you have in
yourself, the

W Whatdidy Alcaraz's outburst
during the Mlann Open?
You look at Alcaraz and (Jannik) Sinner. they
are both world number ones and have a dif-
ferent way about them. The way they play,
the way they are on court and their interac-
tion with spectators, Alcaraz is a very, very
nice version of Connors, in the way he in-
teracts with the crowd, smiles, and the vari-
ety in his game. He's got everything and
draws a comparison with Roger Federer.
‘When you look at a guy like Sinner, I think,
he put in even more work to be a world number
one, like (Ivan) Lendl. I think from Alcaraz's
perspective, if he gets a little up and down in
his mind, it is good for him to take a break,
more than it is for Sinner: Two different per-
sonalities, you got to give them that leeway.

Hormuz free passage is over, and so is the era of global cooperation

SWAMINOMICS

SWAMINATHAN S ANKLESARIA AIYAR

Thenext twists inthe Gulf warare

unpredictable. US President

Trump has threatened to land

troops to take Kharg Island, Iran’s

main export hub, despite the enor-
‘mous risks involved. He hasalso threatened to blast
ITran’s power stations and oil infrastructure if it does
not call an end to the war on US terms.

However, many Republicans, including Vice
President J D Vance, want the US to declare vic-
tory and exit the Gulf ina hurry. The war has sent
the price of petrol in the US up from an average
of ‘i’!/ga].lon to $4/gallon. Diesel is up 25%. The
war is unpopular — net voter support is minus
32%, according to the latest CNN/SSRS poll.

Globally, the war has hit prices of everything

from transport fuels and fertilisers to aluminium,
plastics, petrochemicals, LNG, LPG, and helium.
Global stocks are high enough to shrug off the

Iran has been able to paralyse thousands of ships
in the Gulf by merely threatening to hit them with
dmnes, mines, or missiles. It has hit no more than

impact of a short war, but a conflict
will mean high inflation, leading to a Republican
Party debacle in the mid-term Congressional elec-
tions in Nov, when Democrats hope to win both
Houses. To avoid this outcome, Trump’s latest
speech suggests he will withdraw in a few weeks,
leaving Gulf shipping at the mercy of Iran.

The days of free passage of ships through the
Strait of Hormuz are over — permanently. And it
may not stop Lhem Once global sh1pp1ng v:ews ml]s
inHormuzas "

But hundreds of ship crews, shipping
and have all de-

Our foreign policy experts have long resented
the boorishness, arrogance, and bullying by the
US as the non-Communist hegemon after World
‘War E[ But unlike the earlier European variety,
did not seek just national

clared that without a US guarantee— which Trump
has vetoed — there can be no return to normal.
Some ships have paid as much as $2 million to
Iran for safe passage. This is not an entirely new
practice—shipping companies have paid off Soma-
lipirates in the past. Iran needs big money torebuild
facilities destroyed by Trump, and tolls will carry
the political lesson that it will no longer follow

points will ask, “Why not me too?” These choke
points include the Straits of Malacea, the Taiwan
Strait, the Bab-el-Mandeb strait, the Sunda Strait,
and so on. For hundreds of years earlier, Pax Bri-
tannica and Pax Americana ensured freedom of
navigation in international waters. But not anymore.

ge norms set by Western powers.

Trump has told the Europeans and Asians to
look out for themselves and police the Gulf if
they so choose. But European leaders recoil in
horror at the very idea. They have neither the
military capacity, political guts, nor public back-
ing for such adventures.

power and pelf. Despite much hypocrisy, the US
presided over the creation of rules-based insti-
tutions for the good of the whole world, not just
itself. This included the United Nations and its
many arms, the World Bank, IMF, WTO, and spe-
cialised institutions for everything from civil
aviation to patents. The US did not seek a larger
slice of the global pie; it sought to grow the pie
itself. That era of altruistic hegemony created
unprecedented wealth across the globe.

Trump ha: isti
for narrow national gain. He says, quite accurately,
that the US bore the lion’s share of cost and respon-
slhlhly for policing the post Wm_ld War i sys1em

thers enjoyed a Dl

us almusm as misguided, and now demands pay-
back: Hewantstoi 'Sshare
of the pie and not worry about increasing tha glob-
al pie. In this, he has touched a sensitive chord with
voters. The US is unlikely to revert to altruistic he-
gemony even after Trump demits office.

The era of global cooperation will not collapse,
but will steadily erode. Free naval passage will be
only one of many arrangements to suffer

Indian foreign policy experts long wished for
multipolarity in place of the two poles of the
Cold War. Foreign minister Jaishankar says
multipolarity will give India more space for ma-
noeuvre. True, but others will also get more
space for actions that may seriously discomfit
India. Having tasted blood, Iran is not going to
go back to free naval passage. Other countries
may well follow suit. And yet others will seek to
profit by violating yet more norms. The global
outlook stands permanently damaged. m

New digital rules risk diluting
Supreme Court safeguards

BY INVITATION

Over the past
month, several in-
ternet users have
received notifica-
tions from X or Ins-
tagram that some
of their posts, or
evel

c-

NIKHIL PAHWA APAR GUPTA'

counts, have been censored and blocked. Facebook
pages with millions of followers have been banned.

NET EFFECT: With so many takedown orders,
platforms end up censoring by default

It’s not just users. a service

use for building apps, found itself blocked in India,
without notice. It was reinstalled only after dev
opers complained, and Supabase tagged the IT min-
ister on X. But why is this happening?

In March 2015, the Supreme Court delivered
what remains the foundational verdict on online
speech in this country. In Shreya Singhal v. Union
of India, the court struck down the breathtakingly
overbroad section 66A of the IT Act, which had been
used to jail people for Facebook posts. But the case
did something equally important that gets less at-
tention. The court strengthened the safe harbour
provision under section 79, which protects plat-
forms from liability for what users say online. Until
then, the provision's ambiguity was being exploited
to pressure platforms into pulling down even per-
fectly legal speech by sending informal requests.

The SC also. upheld the blocking powers under
section 69A, reasoning that it came with strumural

inwri

tions for satire, journalism, or political criticism,
and erasing any distinction between emergency

ders
and review commlttee proceedmgs remain secret.
At this scale and speed. platforms almost always
act first, think never, censor always.

Four, the architecture has widened laterally:
more govt agencies now have the power to block
speech under section 69A. The proposed amend-
ments to rule §(1) would extend oversight of the
ministry of information and broadcasting from
registered publishers to all users posting news con-
tent or commenting on them, including ordinary
Indians sharing videos of potholed roads. This mir-
rors the draft Broadeasting Bill, 2024, which was

after public

Five, sections 70B, 69 and 75 are being deployed
by different govt authorities to demand extensive
user data from social media platforms, without ad-
equate legal grounds and oversight. This will lend

atleast by a joint y-level officer, ined by
areview committee. Crucially, the court said that the
affected user, if identifiable, needed to be informed
and given a hearing. In the eleven years since the
Judgment these pri otectxons have been dismantled,
andadigital infrastructur

First, amendments to the IT Rules in 2021 ex-
panded the scope of section 79, bringing digital
news outlets under a provision that doesn't regulate
them. Despite two high court orders staving these
provisions, the govt circumvented them via notifi-
cations and administrative practices.

‘Two, the home ministry’s Sahyog portal func-
tions, without parliamentary sanction, as a hotline
from govt to platforms for takedown orders under
Section 79. Thirty-three states, seven central agen-
cies, and 72 companies are onboarded. Users neither
receive notice nor are orders provided on request.
X Corp told the Karnataka high court it received
29,118 such requests in the first half of 2025, rough-
1y 160 a day. At this volume, no platform can assess
legality, and platforms end up censoring by default
to preserve safe harbour, precisely what the SC had
prevented in the Shreya Singhal case.

Three, the amendments to IT Rules in Feb 2026
compressed the compliance window for blocking
orders from 36 to three hours, the shortest in the
world. News reports suggest a further reduction to
onehour: This applies to all speech without exemp-

itself to self- ship of legitimate speech.
Six, regulatory changes are accelerating. The
Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Act dele-
The

4 WORD DROP
LILY PADDING

What does the image of a frog
hopping from one lily pad to
another have to do with
workplaces? Well, more and
more youngsters are now
adopting the amphibious style to !
navigate their career paths, .
often switching roles within the
same industry or experimenting
with side projects before
attempting a complete pivot.
The trend resonates particularly
istock

BY INVITATION

and Qatar—were su.ll active when the strikes began on
February 28. G hifted weekly: from
Iran’s nuclear programme to neutralising proxy net-
works or enforcing regime change, before narrowing
toabelated priority—restoring navigation through the
Strait of Hormuz, a waterway Iran subsequently mined
because of thestrikes. The result is self-inflicted irony:
the war’s only surviving objective — keeping Hormuz
open — is precxselv what the war has undone.

his prime-time address, President Trump declared

Iran crisis: Lessons for India
from a war nobody wanted

AUSAF SAYEED

In a strong pushback, Turkish president Erdogan
strongly opposed US-Israeli attempts to recruit PKK and
PJAK-linked Kurdish ﬁghte[s as. gm\md ‘proxies inside

].mn \vmmug

One month into the US-Israeli assault

inTehran would
regional

on Iran, the conflict has produced out-
comes few anticipated or desired. Indi-
rect peace talks between Washington
and Tehran—facilitated through Oman

The war has laid bare the calculations of every
major power. Russia benefits from the conflict con-
tinuing every week: surging revenues and attention
diverted from Ukraine.

China is the quiet net beneﬁclary—buymg discount-
ed [ranian crude, settling.
lars, and watching rivals exhaust themselves in a war
Beijing neither initiated nor needs to fight. The near-clo-
sure of the Strait of Hormuz triggered the most severe
energy shock since 1973, accelerating a structural shift:
Gulf bypass pipelines are being expanded, LNG termi-
nals are being fast-tracked, and alternative supply cor-
ridors are attracting fresh investment.

For India, the war has been a crisis, an opportunity,

in yuan rather than petrodol-

with Gen Zs navigating
uncertainty in a fast-changing
world, where economic
instability, burnout, and shifting
definitions of success have
made linear paths and loyalty
less appealing. Data from human
resources consulting firm
Randstad shows that the

that the core strategic objectives
of Operation Epic Fury were near-
ing completion and conditioned
any ceasefire on Iran reopening
the Sirait of Hormuz.

Tehran’s response was unam-
biguous: Iran’s foreign ministry
said no negotiations were under-
way and that the country would
defend itself for as long as
strikes continued. The gap be-
tween Washington’s proclaimed
victory and Tehran’s determina-

tion to fight captures the war's

fundame

average tenure of a Gen Z
ental paradox. The likely

employee in the first five years

UNDER THE PUMP; The energy crisis has
prompted India to diversify its sources

and a reflection of its foreign pol-
icy. The closure of the Strait of
‘Hormuz, through which about
50% of India’s crude imports are
carried, triggered a severe energy
crisis and prompted a major re-
structuring of its energy security
options: diversifying sources,
expanding strategic reserves, and
giving a fresh impetus to domes-
tic exploration. Crude imports
from Russia surged to a post-sanc-
tions record of over two million
barrels per day in March, while
the US—now India’s second-larg-

outcome is a face-saving frame-
work—supervised restrictions on enrichment, a partial
reopening of Hormuz, a US declaration of success—

of their career is just 1.1 years,
cnmpared with 1.8 years for
ials and almost three

gates vastrul g powers to th

IT Rules themselves have been amended at least
annually since 2021. Govt's Fact Check Unit was
struck down by the Bombay high court in 2024, bare-
ly a year after its notification. Courts can't keep
pace: by the time one provision is struck down. two
replace it. The current I'T Rules consultations have
a 15-day deadline. The implementation timeline for
the last one was 10 days. When the IT secretary re-
portedly says that platforms should have started
preparing to implement based on consultation

leaving every underlying tension unresolved.

The conflict has exposed fractures in every alliance
it was supposed to fortify Most NATO allies declined
direct involvement, prompting Trump to question the
utility of the alliance.

The GCC states found themselves in the most invidi-
ous position: while Gulf leaders publicly called for diplo-
‘macy, Saudi Arabia and the UAE privately urged Wash-

years for older generations.

BOX

NO AMERICAN WAY

drafts, it appears that mined.
The outcome: Censorship powers have been
decentralised while delivery of takedown orders
is centralised through a single portal. Scale has
increased, and timeline crunched, limiting the
scope of legal review. Keen to preserve market
access in India, platforms comply. Citizens whose
speech is restricted receive no notice, no hearing,
no reasons, and neither govt nor platforms can
be held to account by a legal system being out-
paced by regulatory agility. It’s time to sound the
alarm if we don’t want this infrastructure for
censorship to become permanent. m
Pahwa is founder, MediaNama and Gupta is founder

Apropos of ‘Iran war shows..." ington to pr th untilTran’s

(ATM, Mar 29), we can’t go the degraded. Tt bore the br unt uf

American way. Here, welfare, Tranian retaliatory strikes on their cities and oil infra-
and structure for hosting US bases they could neither vacate

nor protect. The promised US security umbrella proved
porous; Saudi Arabia’s Strategic Mutual Defence Agree-
ment with Pakistan reflects the hedging now underway,
while China’s Gulf engagement remains anchored in
economics rather than military commitments,
Compounding Gulf unease is Prime Minister Net-

spending can't be compromised
at the altar of a substantial
increase in the defence budget.
Becoming self-reliant, increased
allocation in R&D and pushing

i icipate
E:r“l?‘t:[g Eg;;ts ége‘;:r'telgr‘::s: anyahu's declared ambition to make Israel the “re-
—Chanchal Nandy, Durgapur gion’s superpower”. He has repeatedly invoked the
y

“Greater Israel” vision, consolidating control over
southern Lebanon and expanding settlements under

Email your letters to the editor at the cover of the war. For Gulf capxtals replacing one

est LNG supplier—continued

delivering record volumes to Indian terminals.

India navigated the crisis with tactical dexterity,
though the diplomatic arithmetic is less straightfor-
ward. India co-sponsored UNSC Resolution 2817—adopt-
ed on March 11 with 135 co-sponsors, a Security Council
record—which condemned Iran’s attacks on GCC states
in the strongest terms but made no reference to the
US-Israeli strikes that triggered the conflict.

As India remained silent on the viadlation of Iran’s
territorial integrity, capitals in the Global South ob-
served how a nation claiming non-alignment’s moral
heritage exhibited a foreign policy driven more by
constraints than by convictions.

The way forward does not require an impossible
choice between Tehran and Riyadh, orbetween Wash-
ington and str: Itr
applying the same standards of territorial integrity
and international law regardless of the power con-
cerned, and deploying those relationships not to hedge
alone, but to shape outcomes. India’s value as a partner
rests on its perceived independence.

Preserving that perception, in word as well as deed. is
not merely a moral aspiration, it isa national interest. The
‘war nobody wanted has produced an opening that no one
annclpated —for a credjble principled voice to help build

inanemerging world

director of the Internet Freedom

sunday.times atimesofindia.com |  existential threat with anoth peac
with ‘Sunday Mailbox' in the subject line. Israel armed with permanent Amencan legmmacy— order. That r ole is India’s to claim, or to forfeit. m
ion your d city has sharpened the strategic calculus.

Sayeed is former ambassador to Saudi Arabia and Yemen
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MAINSTREAMING

MAOISTS

THE MARCH 31 DEADLINE MAY SIGNAL
A RETREAT OF RED TERROR AND A BATTLE WON,
BUT WITHOUT DEEP, INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT
— JOBS, EDUCATION, INFRASTRUCTURE AND
REHABILITATION — THE WAR REMAINS
FAR FROM OVER

BY PV RAMANA

ILLUSTRATION : GURUG

Displacement

Itis essential to ensure the holistic rehabilitation of people, invariably moolvasis.
displaced by mining projects. This includes providing housing and civic amenities, alternative land
(or monetary compensation in lieu of it), and ensuring that they fully receive and benefit from due

o, Th

of those displaced by the Damodar Valley Corporation
multipurpose project, a flagship initiative of the 1950s, claim that their grandparents were not able
to make informed choices. The compensation did not reach them, and only a few secured
that too after legal battles that y reached the Supreme Court.

Around the same period, and later in the 1970s, moolvasis were further displaced under Project

Dandakaranya and pushed deeper into interior regions. Lack of land titles worsened their
conditions. The Maoists found a ready sympathiser base among them. These factors must be
carefully considered when planning future mining projects.

he Union government de-
clared on March 31 that the
country had been rid of the
Maoist challenge. However,
remnants still  remain.
Home Minister Amit Shah
said in the Lok Sabha, “Naxalism has now
been almost completely eradicated from
Bastar, and a campaign has begun to
build schools and open ration shops in
every village there”. He also said, “Red
Terror was not there because there was
no develop rather, devel
could not happen there because of Red
Terror.” It is also true that Maoists de-
stroyed, to some extent, whatever little
had been achieved.

Quibbling is unnecessary at this stage.
The challenge now is to extinguish the
embers. Development efforts must, there-
fore, be given the highest priority. It is im-
perative that governments at the Centre
and in the affected States take the lead.

T'hrust, Legacy Districts

1n 2008, the Centre stated that, of the total
610 districts, 196 were affected by the
Maoist challenge at varying levels —
high, moderate and low. It has now intro-
duced a new classification. While reduc-
ing the number of affected districts over
time, it has grouped 36 of them as ‘thrust’
and ‘legacy’ districts where development
projects will be implemented under Spe-
cial Central Assistance. Thrust districts
are those that may quickly slip into the
Maoist fold, while legacy districts may
take longer to do so.

However, the reasons for the emer-
gence of naxalism have not vanished in
the remaining 160 districts. It is necessary
to extend welfare and development meas-
ures to all 196 districts to prevent them
from ‘slipping into the Maoist fold". For
this, a ‘consortium approach’ is suggested.

Consortium Approach

To ensure development becomes

the peace dividend, all stake-
holders must work together.
Union and State governments,
public and private industry,

HYDERABAD, Sunday. April 5, 2026

wide range of vocation training — ma-
sonry, electrical and mechanical, plumb-
ing, and automobile repair — should be
offered. Instructors from local polytech-
nic colleges can support training.

The inherent bias that moolvasis have
lower cognitive abilities must be elimi-
nated. Providing opportunities to learn
skills of their choice, such as carpentry,
making bamboo products for household
use, metalwork, and packaging local pro-
duce, will help.

Health and Water

Cerebral malaria remains a major health
threat, requiring treatment within 24
hours, Finding transport in such cases be-
comes a difficult task. The government
should deploy ‘bike-ambulances’ in for-
est areas.

The Telangana government has an-
nounced free health cards to surrendered
Maoists and medical facilities in govern-
ment super specialty hospitals. This
should be replicated across the country.
The reach of Public Health Centres
(PHCs) is limited in tribal hamlets. Sur-
rendered Maoists could form their own
medical teams to supplement the gov-
ernment’s efforts. They can supply rou-
tine medicines for normal ailments
sourced from PHCs. Urgent steps need
to be undertaken to provide safe drinking
water, especially in tribal hamlets and ex-
pand its reach.

More importantly, when surrendered
Maoists and the moolvasis undertake de-
velopment work by being physically in-
volved, there is ownership. This would
ensure quality and safety.

Roads, Other Infra

Large tracts of land do not have road con-
nectivity. The government already has
an ongoing programme, Rural Roads in
Left Wing Extremism (LWE) Affected
Areas. Maoists could supplement this ef-
fort by encouraging the local populace. If
people in two adjoining villages or ham-
lets join hands, they could provide con-
nectivity between them and extend it to
the next and last.
e

governmental org
tions (NGOs), people living in
forests, ie, moolvasis, and rural
areas, and surrendered
Maoists should join hands.
They should pool financial,
material and human resources.

Rehabilitation
This must be accorded the high-
est priority. While expenditure
on S&R is borne by the Union
government, States need a uni-
form policy on rehabilitation.
Currently, each State has a
different amount of reward
money for those surrender-
ing. For example, a Central
Committee member receives
Rs 25 lakh in Telangana but
Rs 1 crore in Odisha. Like-
wise, for a State Committee
member, it is Rs 20 lakh in
Telangana, while Rs 50 lakh
in Odisha. There is also no
clarity on the retrospective
applicability of revised re-
wards. Besides, revision
hardly matters when there is
almost none left to surrender.
Further, the government has no
clear idea on the actual position such
a person holds in the Maoist hierar-
chy; its understanding is dependent on
individual claims. It is also unclear if
benefits would be given in the State of
their surrender or where the person
was active in the underground. This
leads to confusion. The choice of
place to settle down should
be left to those surrendering,
and the reward disbursed
accordingly. Moreover, there
is also no clarity on whether the rewards
are cumulative or limited to only the State
where the surrender has taken place.
Delay in delivering the benefits re-
mains a major concern. Many surren-
dered cadres are yet to receive
housing, ration or Aadhaar
cards. Such is the case
even with very senior
leaders and cadre.
What is the
~ . point then in
extending an
olive branch? It is, thus, necessary
- to conduct a monthly review at the
district level to address adminis-
trative delays.

Development

Development must be ‘need-based’. Cur-
rent efforts are largely limited to plain
and semi-plain (rural) areas; their reach
has to go beyond such areas. Moolvasis
have different priorities than the urban
population. Their standard of living
should be improved through financial
empowerment rather than consumer
goods such asa TV, fridge.

Education, Skill Training

Enrollment in Eklavya and other schools
must be encouraged, and dropouts dis-
couraged. Surrendered Maoists should be
included in literacy programmes. There
are also several militants, sympathisers,
displaced persons, and unemployed
youth who are a veritable catchment
group for future recruitment. They need
to be made part of such programmes. A

is could lay internal roads
within the village by themselves. Small
bridges and culverts can also be con-
structed. These works should be outside
the Viksit Bharat — Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission Gramin (VB — G
Ram G) scheme.

Qualified civil engineering graduates
and diploma holders should be employed
in these projects, thereby generating em-
ployment. The more, the better. Many
such candidates are already available
fromJocal polytechnics situated in the In-
tegrated Tribal Development Agency
(ITDA) project areas.

Livelihoods

The government should award contracts
for felling and selling timber to local com-
munities as a collective — moolvasis —
rather than to large contractors. The in-
come generated by these collectives
could serve, in both the short and long
term, as seed money for development ac-
tivities in their areas.

In mining projects, the local population
should be given priority for employment,
initially in roles such as labour, security
personnel, support staff, and drivers.
With appropriate skill development, they
can gradually be employed in technical
positions as well.

Public, Private Industry

Both public sector undertakings (PSUs)
and private industry have enormous
funds at their disposal in the form of Cor-
porate Social Responsibility and District
Mineral Fund (DMF). These amounts
should be utilised for improving health,
education and livelihoods.

Employment should be generated in
the affected areas by employing moolva-
sis and other locals, not outsiders. Lloyd
Steel in Maharashtra recently employed
some surrendered Maoists and gave
them shares in the company, a good ex-
ample that can be replicated in other in-
dustries.

Non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) should supplement govern-
ment’s efforts by providing skill develop-
ment and pooling in other resources, Ver-
nacular media must highlight the
surrender and rehabilitation programmes
of the government, and engage in con-
structive criticism.

Finding Finances

PSUs have the District Mineral Fund
(DMF), which mandates spending ‘at
least 70 per cent of funds in directly af-
fected mining areas on high-priority sec-
tors like health, education, water, and en-
vironment, with a focus on livelihood,
skill development, and housing’.

There are also large private industries,
which have funds earmarked for CSR.
These should be used for the develop-
ment and welfare of these areas.

A great deal of blood has been shed
over the past few decades. People, police
and revolutionaries have made numerous
sacrifices. With peace emerging, this
should quickly translate into develop-
ment and prosperity.

As Sun Tzu wrote in The Art of War:
There is no instance of a country having
benefited from prolonged war

(The author keenly follows the Maoist
movement in India)
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How did the
Amaravati Bill
come into place?

Why has Amaravati been declared the
sole capital of A.P.? Why did the A..
Reorganisation Act need to be amended?

V. Raghavendra

The story so far:

n April 2, Parliament passed the Andhra
0 Pradesh Reorganisation (Amendment)

Bill, 2026, to recognise Amaravati as the
sole and permanent capital of Andhra Pradesh.
There was broad political consensus regarding
the passing of the Bill, with even the principal
Opposition party, the Congress, extending
support to it. Only the YSR Congress Party
(YSRCP), which had earlier proposed a
three-capital plan for the State, opposed it.

What is the background of this Bill?

The undivided State of Andhra Pradesh was
bifurcated in 2014 with the passing of the
Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 2014. This
facilitated the creation of the State of Telangana
and residual Andhra Pradesh. The Act specified
that Hyderabad could be used as the capital by
both the States for a period not exceeding 10
years, after which Andhra Pradesh had to
establish its own capital.

After the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
came to power in Andhra Pradesh in 2014, Chief
Minister N. Chandrababu Naidu declared that
Amaravati would be the new capital of the State
and moved his administration out of Hyderabad.
However, the project fell into a limbo after the
YSRCP came to power in 2019 and proposed
three capitals instead: Visakhapatnam as the
executive capital, Amaravati as the legislative

capital, and
The Andhra Pradesh Kurnool as the
government believed

judicial capital.
that the only way to In March 2022, a

prevent a future ﬂ}rt;e'judngendl
dispensation from gra d: s’;l“ng ;
shijing or.splilting the Court rulad i
capital was to amend the capital could

the Reorganisation Act. not be shifted out

of Amaravati,
primarily on the ground that the State lacked the
legislative competence required to reverse a
policy decision taken in 2014-15. The YSRCP
government challenged the High Court
judgment in the Supreme Court by filing a
Special Leave Petition (SLP,

The SLP was pending when the NDA returned
to power in the State. The Naidu government
filed an affidavit in late 2024 in the apex court,
affirming its commitment to develop Amaravati
as the capital. The SLP, filed by the YSRCP
government, is in the process of being
withdrawn, in alignment with the present
government’s vision of building a greenfield
capital.

‘What does the Bill say?

On March 28, 2026, the Andhra Pradesh
Legislative Assembly adopted a resolution
requesting the Union government to grant
statutory recognition to Amaravati as the State’s
sole capital. The resolution sought an
amendment to Section 5 of the Andhra Pradesh
Reorganisation Act, 2014, to explicitly name
Amaravati as the capital and end the ambiguity
caused by previous three-capital proposals.
Following the request, the Union government
introduced the Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation
(Amendment) Bill, 2026.

As mandated by Section 5 of the Andhra
Pradesh Reorganisation Act, 2014, Hyderabad
served as the joint capital for Telangana and
Andhra Pradesh for a decade starting June 2,
2014. This arrangement concluded on June 2,
2024, after which Hyderabad became the
exclusive capital of Telangana, leaving Andhra
Pradesh to establish a new capital.

The new Bill seeks to declare and notify
Amaravati as the sole capital city of Andhra
Pradesh with effect from June 2, 2024, by
inserting the words “at Amaravati” to Section
5(2) of the 2014 Act and adding the phrase “and
Amaravati includes the capital city areas notified
under the Andhra Pradesh Capital Region
Development Authority Act, 2014” to the
explanation to Section 5.

‘Why amend the Andhra Pradesh
Reorganisation Act, 2014?

‘Amending the Act is essential because the
genesis of the capital of the successor State of
Andhra Pradesh lies in this Central legislation.
Amaravati needed to be explicitly recognised as
the capital with statutory backing. The State
government believed that the only way to
prevent a future dispensation from shifting or
splitting the capital was to amend the Act.

Why has the YSRCP opposed the Bill?
YSRCP MPs said they were not opposed to the
Bill declaring Amaravati as the capital, but were
unhappy with its “present form,” as it allegedly
ignores unfulfilled promises, especially with
regard to the Land Pooling Scheme. This
involves the voluntary contribution of land by
farmers in exchange for smaller, developed, and
high-value plots, making them partners in the
development process. The YSRCP has argued
that the interests of farmers who had parted
with land for the capital project remain
unaddressed. Party member P.V. Midhun Reddy
said a clear timeline must be provided for
compensating farmers and incorporated into the
Bill.
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Why does Trump want to pull out of NATO?

Why does the US. administration believe that NATO's founding principles and membership need

to be ‘re-examined’? Why was NATO formed, and what are the recent developments that have led

their navies to help open up the Strait of
Hormuz, or facilitate refuelling and overflight
i their resp should have been

to fissures? Can the US. easily exit NATO? How much does it contribute to the alliance?

Suhasini Haidar

The story so far:
ast week, in an interview to the British
newspaper, U.S. President Donald
Trump said withdrawing U.S.
membership from the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) is now “beyond
reconsideration”. Through this, he indicated
that one of America’s oldest alliances since
World War 2 could be on the brink of a break-up.
The tough words, and the U.S. President’s
description of NATO as a “paper tiger”, reflect
an antagonism that goes back more than a
decade that has been heightened during the
ongoing war with Iran. Even so, the U.S. may
not find it easy to exit the 32-nation, 76-year old
ce.

Why is Mr. Trump angry with NATO?

The immediate trigger for Mr. Trump’s
comments to The Telegraph was that most NATO
allies refused U.S. requests for military and
airspace support in connection with the war
against Iran, where the U.S. has faced significant
setbacks in recent weeks.

While Spain and Italy have directly criticised
the U.S.-Israeli strikes on Iran, France has
denied U.S. military jets overflight permission to
fly to Israel. Even the U.S.s closest allies — the
U.K., Germany, and Canada — have refused to
take part in operations.

U.S. officials feel that this stand violates Article
5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, which states that
“an armed attack against one NATO member
shall be considered an attack against them all”

‘Two days before Mr. Trump’s interview
appeared, U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio
had also told an American television channel
that NATO’s founding principles and
membershjp would have to be “re-examines

“If NATO is just about us (the U.S.) defend.mg
Europe if they’re attacked, but them denying us
basing rights when we need them, then that’s

As per the
North
Atlantic
Treaty, the
us.
government
would have
to hand itself
the exit
notice, and
then inform
other
countries,
which would
make for an
awkward
process

NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte dunng apress conference atthe NATO

headquarters in Brussels, Belgium, on March 26, 2026. REUTERS

not a very good arrangement,” Mr. Rubio said.

The seeds of U.S. discontent with NATO had
been planted by Mr. Trump ever since his first
term as President, when he announced that
NATO was “obsolete”. He criticised European
allies for not pulling their weight in military
expenditure while depending on the U.S. for
their defence. In Mr. Trump’s second term, the
rift grew over his rough treatment of Ukraine.
More recently, he was angered that NATO
members criticised the U.Ss regime change
operations in Venezuela and that they fiercely
opposed his plans to annexe Greenland. With
the U.S.-Israel war with Iran entering its sixth
week, and no exit strategy in sight, European
allies have become more determined in not
joining the operations.

What is the purpose of NATO?

NATO (or OTAN, according to the French
abbreviation) was formed in 1949, with the U.S.,
Canada and 10 West European countries which
felt threatened by the Soviet Union, particularly
after the installation of pro-Soviet Communist
regimes in Eastern Europe and China. The North
Atlantic Treaty, signed in Washi DC on

“automatic”.

“We’ve been there automatically, including
Ukraine,” he said. “Ukraine wasn’t our problem.
It was a test, and we were there for them, and
we would always have been there for them.
They weren’t there for us,” he told The
Telegraph.

How much does the U.S. fund NATO
operations?

Throughout all these operations, the U.S. has
provided much of NATO’s funding, including
62% of the defence spending and about 15% of
the civil budget of the alliance. It also provides
NATO countries with a “nuclear umbrella” and
maintains U.S. military bases that enhance
deterrence in the region. Under increasing
security concerns and U.S. pressure, all NATO
members agreed at the 2025 Hague Summit to
raise defence spending to 5% of their GDP by
2035, but Mr. Trump has continued to chide
allies to share more of the burden.

How hard would it be for the U.S. to pull out
of NATO?

A U.S. exit from NATO or the Alliance Treaty
seems unimaginable and is many times more
d1fﬁcult than its exit from more than 60 different
isations and treaties, including

April 4, 1949, created the inter-governmental
military grouping mandated with “collective
security”. Over time, NATO gathered more
members, including Greece and Turkey in the
1950s and Spain in 1982.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, more
than a dozen East European countries joined,
triggering a backlash from Russia. After Russia’s
2022 invasion of Ukraine, which was not a
member, Finland and Sweden joined NATO,
taking the total membership up to 32.

Ironically, although NATO was set up to
counter the Soviet threat, NATO forces did not
carry out a single military operation during the
Cold War; it was only after conflicts in the Baltic
states in the 1990s that NATO forces began joint
operational missions, such as in Iraq (1990 and
2003), Bosnia (1992), Kosovo (1999), and
Afghanistan (2001).

NATO does not have a separate independent
force, but when required, combines resources
and personnel of the 32 members that operate
under a unified command structure called the
Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe
(SHAPE), based in Belgium. It is led by the
Supreme Allied Commander Europe, a U.S.
4-star General or Admiral who heads the U.S.
European Command.

Although Ukraine has now backed away from
plans to join NATO, Ukrainian forces have
worked closely with NATO after Russia launched
its ‘Special Military Operations’ in February
2022. They have received major aid packages,
including a $40 billion pledge at the NATO
Summit in 2024, training, and security
assistance.

As a result, Mr. Trump has complained that
when it came to his demands that NATO
members support U.S. operations in Iran, send

the World Heallh Organization and the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change in January 2026, and much more legally
complex than the U.XK’s exit from the European
Union (Brexit) in January 2020.

Article 13 of the North Atlantic Treaty
provides for the withdrawal of any member, but
says the member must submit a one-year “notice
of denunciation... to the Government of the
United States of America, which will inform the
Governments of the other Parties.” As the
depository authority, the U.S. government
would therefore have to hand itself the notice,
and then inform other countries, which would
make for an awkward process.

In addition, and as a measure against Mr.
Trump’s own statements in his first tenure, the
Biden administration pushed a law through the
U.S. Congress in 2023 that prohibits the U.S.
President from trying to “suspend, terminate,
denounce, or withdraw the United States from
the North Atlantic Treaty — without the advice
and consent of the Senate or an act of
Congress”. Alternative paths could see the U.S.
withdraw personnel from SHAPE or skip NATO
meetings — in the manner India has withdrawn
from attending SAARC summits — which would
make the organisation virtually defunct.

In terms of its impact on the world order,
especially in the midst of a war, the U.S.
withdrawal from NATO would lead to the
remaking of all global security structures,
severely weaken the hold of the Western
coalition, and strengthen other global powers
such as Russia and China. It is therefore more
likely that both the U.S. and its NATO allies will
work to avoid such a drastic step, beginning with
the visit of NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte
to Washington on April 8.
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What are the concerns over the FCRA Bill?

How does the Home Ministry regulate foreign donations to NGOs in India? What are the key

changes proposed to the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Amendment Bill, 2026? Why has the

Opposition objected to the Bill and why was the Bill deferred? What is its current status?

Vijaita Singh

The story so far:
he Central government proposed to
introduce the Foreign Contribution
(Regulation) Amendment Bill, 2026
during the Budget Session of
Parliament, which concluded on April 2. The Bill
seeks to amend the Foreign Contribution
(Regulation) Act, 2010, under which registration
is mandatory for non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) and associations to receive
foreign funds or donations. It was introduced in
the Lok Sabha on March 25; however, following
an uproar by Opposition parties, its discussion
and passage were deferred.

According to the statement of objects and
reasons, around 16,000 associations are
registered under the FCRA and receive
approximately ¥22,000 crore annually. The Act
regulates the acceptance and utilisation of
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The Catholic
Bishops
Conference
of India said
the Bill
amounts to
executive
overreach
and that it
could unduly
interfere with
minority
institutions
and civil
society
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Opposition MPs ing the wi

of the Foreign C

(Regulation) Amendment Bill, 2026, during the Budget Session of Parliament,

in New Delhi. Ani

foreign contributions to ensure that such inflows
do not adversely affect national interest, public
order, or national security.

What are the key changes proposed?

One of the key changes proposed in the Bill is
the appointment of a ‘designated authority’ to
take over, manage, or dispose of assets created
from foreign funds when an NGO’s FCRA
registration is suspended, cancelled, or not
renewed. This authority will have the powers of
a civil court and can order the transfer or sale of
assets owned by NGOs to either the government
or any other body. The 2010 Act provided for
regulation of foreign fund flows, but lacked a
statutory framework for managing assets created
from such funds. The government said that
Section 15 of the Act provides for vesting of
assets, but the absence of a comprehensive
framework for the supervision, management,
and disposal of such assets has led to
administrative uncertainty and scope for
misuse.

Another proposed amendment broadens the
definition of an NGO's ‘key functionary’ beyond
office bearers and directors to include trustees,
partners, the Karta of a Hindu undivided family,
governing body members, or anyone controlling
or managing the organisation, and makes them
liable for FCRA offences unless they can prove
lack of knowledge or due diligence.

What are the other changes proposed?
The Bill seeks to amend Section 43 of the parent
Act to require any law enforcement agency or
State government to obtain prior approval from
the Cenrral govemment before lmnatmg
into FCRA-related c

1t also proposes timelines for the receipt and
utilisation of foreign contributions under the
“prior permission’ category (one-time receipt of
funds), and provides for automatic cessation of
certificates upon expiry or non-renewal.

The Bill proposes to reduce the maximum
imprisonment for FCRA offences from five years
to one year. It also proposes fixed timelines for
the utilisation of foreign funds received under
the ‘prior permission’ category unlike the
open-ended provision under the 2010 Act.

How does the Ministry of Home Affairs
(MHA) regulate foreign donations in India?
The MHA regulates foreign donations in the
country through the FCRA to ensure that such
funds do not adversely affect the country’s
internal security. The legislation was first
enacted in 1976. In 2010, it was repealed and
replaced with a new legislation. The 2010 Act
came into force on May 1, 2011 and has been
amended in 2016, 2018, and 2020.

The FCRA registration is valid for five years,
after which the NGO has to apply for a renewal.
Since 2015, the FCRA registrations of more than
18,000 NGOs have been cancelled. As on April 3,
there are 14,965 FCRA-registered NGOs active in
the country. NGOs can receive foreign
contributions for social, educational, religious,
economic, and cultural programmes.

Why is the Bill being opposed?

The Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India said
the Bill amounts to “executive overreach” and
raises concerns about “undue interference” in
the functioning of minority institutions and civil
society groups. The body objected to “clauses
that grant sweeping powers to the Central
government, allowing it to deny renewal or
cancel licenses of organisations” and the powers
“to assume control over institutions, including
their funds, properties, and other assets.” The
Chief Ministers of poll-bound Tamil Nadu and
Kerala have opposed the Bill as well.

What is the status of the Bill?

The Bill was deferred following an uproar by the
Opposition. In Kerala and Tamil Nadu, there
were fears it could be misused to seize assets of
minority institutions, such as churches.
Meanwhile, the Bharatiya Janata Party has been
reaching out to the Christian community in
Kerala to build a support base. The legislation
remains active.
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he boundaries of the left

and the right, conservatives

and liberals, are all frayed in

U.S. politics, as old ideas
and loyalties collapse. The Democratic
Party has not figured out a viable
response to the chaos unleashed by
Donald J. Trump a decade ago, in
terms of leadership and ideas.
Ambitious politicians are exploring the
turmoil in the hope of chancing upon a
career catapult. One who is
increasingly in the spotlight is Rohit —
Ro Khanna — who represents Silicon
Valley in the U.S. House of
Representatives.

Mr. Khanna was first elected to the
House on the same day Mr. Trump was
elected President in 2016. He has
placed himself in the eye of the storm,
hoping to come out on top on the
other side. Mr. Khanna believes that
the Democratic Party has become
“stale”, with “the same personalities.
The same talking points. The same
consultants. And I'm excited that
you've got a lot of new voices that are
emerging,” as he said in an interview.

Mr. Khanna has broken from the
orthodoxy of his home Democratic
turf and sought partnerships with a
spectrum of political players, getting
tongues wagging about his plans for
the 2028 presidential election. Would
he run for the Democratic nomination?
He has not said no, and that probably
is a yes at the moment.

He is raising funds when he is not
raising the political temperature in the
country. Mr. Khanna is evidently
testing the waters and figuring out
whether he has a winning script.
Among questions that remain unclear
is whether his brown skin could turn
out to be an advantage or
disadvantage, which would depend on
how the racial bipolarity of American
politics turns out in the next season.
The midterm elections of November
will be a defining moment for Mr.
Khanna's future — as it would be for
the country’s politics in general.

Mr. Khanna is pushing the
boundaries of American political
conversations in a measured manner —
causing enough uproar to be noticed

Exploring the new middle

Ro Khanna

The Democratic congressman, who combines points from America First nationalism with the welfarism of the Democratic left, proposes state support
for the development of manufacturing and the working class, and calls for moderation in maximalist tech capitalism

as a disruptor, and keeping it below
the threshold of slipping out of lane.
He has been at the forefront of a
campaign for the release of the
complete files related to Jeffrey
Epstein, the dead convictina
sex-trafficking scandal that entangles a
long list of America’s powerful. He is
questioning the President’s powers for
taking the country to war in the
middle of yet another war the current
incumbent, Mr. Trump, has taken the
U.S. into.

Economic agenda

He has a comprehensive economic
agenda that combines points from
America First nationalism and the
welfarism of the Democratic left. He
proposes state support for the
development of manufacturing and
the working class, and calls for
moderation in maximalist tech
capitalism. “We need a Marshall Plan
for America — the federal government
working with the private sector,
‘working with labour, working with
universities to re-industrialise these
communities,” he said in an interview
to the Foreign Policy magazine. He also
stands for welfare expansion in health
and education.

However, what marks out Mr.
Khanna as an unmatched adventurer is
his relentless questioning of Israel, and
its influence in U.S. politics. That is a
high-stakes gamble to be the voice of
an evident but untested emerging
strand of American politics —a
bipartisan condemnation of Israel’s
expansionism and militarism. From an
unquestioned bipartisan support for
Israel, there is now an unmissable
bipartisan critique of Israel across a
spectrum of intensity. In September
2025, he posted on X agreeing with
“the UN commission’s heartbreaking
finding that there is a genocide in
Gaza”. “What matters is what we do
about it — stop military sales that are
being used to kill civilians and
recognise a Palestinian state.”

In 2025, Mr. Khanna started a novel

asked about his presidential ambitions
by the New York Times then, and Mr.
Khanna said it was immaterial.
“Ambition is a good thing if it’s used

towards good ends...I'm of Hindu faith.

And one of the great teachings of the
Gita is if you do your duty without
worrying about the reward, you're
more likely to get rewards.”

He has continued with similar

experiment of town hall
meetings in Congressional districts
held by Republicans in California. He
lained it as a move to d
accountability to the people. He was

that kept the
until now. Mr. Khanna has strong
connections with India and Hinduism,
but he is a strident critic of Hindutva.
His maternal grandfather was a

ILLUSTRATION: R. RAJESH

freedom fighter for India, and spent
five years in a British jail - a fact that
Mr. Khanna rarely misses an
opportunity to mention.

Pro-Israeli groups in the country
have perhaps noticed him the most,
and soon after he called Gaza a
genocide, AIPAC unleashed a
campaign blitzkrieg in his district. He
is also facing a primary challenge — his
opponent is another Indian American
who accused Mr. Khanna of being too
involved in big politics at the cost of
constituents. He has doubled down on
his criticism of Israel. In early 2026, he

In September 2025, Ro Khanna
posted on X agreeing with ‘the
UN _commission’s heartbreaking
finding that there is a genocide
in Gaza’; ‘What matters is what
we do about it — stop military
sales that are being used to kill
civilians and recognise a
Palestinian state,” he said

said the United States should view
Israel first and foremost as “an
occupying nation violating human
rights”.

Expansion of politics

Mr. Khanna has appeared on several
talk shows and podcasts hosted by
hosts who hold controversial views,
and believes that the expansion of
politics will be in reaching out across
the aisle rather than preaching to the
choir. This approach to crafting a new
middle is most pronounced in his
enduring partnership with Thomas
Massie, a Republican Congressman
from Kentucky whom Mr. Trump is
trying to unseat in November. Mr.
Khanna and Mr. Massie have made an
alliance on the Epstein files, opposing
presidential fiat in war and other
issues, and resisting the influence of
Israel. Mr. Khanna explained that his
politics and alliances are about
questioning “elite impunity”. “There’s
asense in this country that rich and
powerful people with connections
don’t play by the same rules,” he told
ABC7 San Francisco in an interview.
Mr. Khanna does not take campaign
money from Political Action
Committees — an American
mechanism to funnel big money into
elections.

Mr. Khanna argues that institutional
power — neocon foreign policy
establishments, AIPAC, free-trade
orthodoxy, and the Democratic old
guard — has failed ordinary Americans,
and that the corrective requires
unlikely coalitions and willingness to
say what others will not. Whether that
is a governing philosophy or an
extended audition is the question his
2026 primary will begin to answer.

THE GIST
v

Ro Khanna has broken from
the orthodoxy of his home
Democratic turf and sought
partnerships with a spectrum
of political players, getting
tongues wagging about his
plans for the 2028 presidential
election

v
He has been at the forefront of
a campaign for the release of
the complete files related to
Jeffrey Epstein

v
He is questioning the
President’s powers for taking
the country to war in the
middle of yet another war the
current incumbent, Mr. Trump,
has taken the U.S. into

Mission moon

The US. has cast the programme to return American astronauts to the moon as part of a race
against China, but Beijing views its mission differently

Vasudevan Mukunth

nirony hides in the
A context of the NA-
SA  Artemis I

Artemis Il

ticated engineering effort.

Kallol Bhattacherjee

At the global high table

Mohamnad Ishaq Dar

A confidant of the Sharifs, the Foreign Minister is leading Pakistan's diplomatic reboot, from
restarting ties with Bangladesh to mediation in the Gulf
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launch on April 2. The U.S.
has both openly and in in-
ternal reports cast the Ar-
temis programme to re-
‘turn American astronauts
to the moon as part of a
race against China. But as
China in Space editor Jack
Congram has pointed out,
China does not believe it is
racing the US. to the
moon.

Instead, it has deve-
loped its programme to
send Chinese astronauts
(taikonauts) to the moon as
part of a national pro-
gramme, with ties to local
industries and develop-
mental goals. The Chinese
government is thus com-
mitted to funding the pro-
gramme and providing
political support for it, al-
lowing it to advance at a
steady pace — one that has
evidently unnerved the
us.

Under pressure, NASA,
in its public messaging at
least, has responded by de-
scribing its priorities and
urgency in terms of being
inarace with the China Na-
tional Space Administra-
tion (CNSA), with the U.S.
state providing vacillating
support for those priori-
ties: swinging one way be-
cause of the costs, then the
other because ‘beating’
China offers the prospect
of projecting American su-
premacy in at least one
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high-technology domain,
after having that under-
mined in semiconductor
and clean energy.

The irony? As Mr. Con-
gram put it, the liberal de-
mocracy “sees the moon
as a proving ground in a ge-
opolitical contest”, with
commercial connotations
tacked on, while the party
state “views it as an exten-
sion of long-term science-
driven development”. Per-
haps this is not an irony at
all given the success of Chi-
na’s state-directed techno-
nationalist development in
the last half century, or
perhaps CNSA’s apparent
indifference to NASA’s ef-
forts is rooted in secure
knowledge that it is, in fact,
ahead. Either way, China is
giving the U.S. more than a
run for its money.

Chinese pressure

And if the Chinese pres-
sure is taken away, the U.S.
may lose the sole reason it
is in such a rush to return
American astronauts to the
moon. Politicians, policy-
makers, and pundits have
mentioned research and

exploration but they don’t
seem to be driving forces.
In fact, as astrophysicist
Erika Nesvold has ob-
served, neither the U.S. go-
vernment nor NASA has
formally articulated what
is so objectionable about
allowing Chinese astro-
nauts on the moon first (a
stand reminiscent of U.S.
President Donald Trump’s
speech on the same day,
April 2, about why he went
to war against Iran.)

This extended preamble
may be necessary to un-
derstand the NASA Arte-
mis programme because,
in general, the sights and
sounds of any sufficiently
‘large’ space mission can
spark enough awe and
wonder to blow away scep-
tical thoughts. The specta-
cle alone can seem suffi-
cient reason to do it.

When the 98-m-tall
Space Launch System (SLS)
rocket lifted off with the
Orion capsule and its crew
of four astronauts early on
April 2, there were cheers
on the ground and around
the world. These machines
were products of a sophis-

Apollo missions.

This configuration was
required to support the
Orion crew capsule, which
has been integrated with
the European Service Mo-
dule to provide propulsion
and life-support systems.
Orion is a little larger than
a Maruti Suzuki Swift,
weighs 11 tonnes (26
tonnes including the ser-
vice module), can sustain a
crew of four for 21 days, in-
cludes an advanced launch
abort system for crew safe-
ty, and uses modern avion-
ics and touchscreen inter-
faces instead of the largely
analogue controls of ear-
lier spacecraft. The cap-
sule’s 5-metre-wide heat
shield is also the largest of
its kind

There is in all of us a ten-
dency to equate one coun-
try’s achievement in space-
flight as being indicative of
what humans as a species
are capable of. Space is
hard and the astronauts
who ‘survive’ it are (techni-
cally) proof that we can all
survive it. But as much as
this tendency is justified,
and lends itself to gratify-
ing romanticisms, it bears
remembering that at least
for now the Artemis pro-
gramme is a flawed repre-
sentative of the human as-
pirations for space.

The rocket’s core stage was

powered by four RS-25 en- arly 1970s were the
gines and two five-part E darkest years in the
boosters that together ex- history of Pakistan.
erted more liftoff thrust | The country was defeated
than the workhorse of the | and divided by India in the

war of 1971. The young gen-
eration, the first post-Parti-
tion generation, had a
gloomy future ahead. In
such a situation came the
grand I[slamic summit of
1974 that was organised by
Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto.

Presidents and Prime
Ministers from all over the
Islamic world came to La-
hore. One of them, Libya’s
Muammar Gaddafi, be-
came the darling of the
crowd as he was already
popular because of his an-
ti-imperialist policy. Bhut-
to honoured Gaddafi by
naming the biggest stadi-
um in Lahore after him.
Gaddafi returned the fa-
vour by opening the Li-
byan economy for Pakista-
ni professionals and by
investing in Pakistan.

One of the professionals
of that time, a young Pakis-
tani chartered accountant,
Mohammad Ishaq Dar, was
hired by Gaddafi’s govern-
ment to be a senior auditor
in the Department of Audi-
tor General in Tripoli, Li-
bya. That was how current
Foreign Minister of Pakis-
tan, who is in global spot-
light because of organising
peace meetings with Fo-
reign Ministers of Saudi
Arabia, Egypt and Turkiye
to end U.S.-Israel’s war on

Iran, was introduced to the
topsy-turvy world of inter-
national politics and diplo-
macy. Mr. Dar, hailing from
a middle class Kashmiri fa-
mily in Lahore, belonged
to the first generation of
Pakistanis who had no me-
mory of united India. Hav-
ing started as a director of
finance of textiles outfit in
London in 197476, Mr. Dar
quickly branched out to
the new petro-dollar rich
world of the Arab mo-
narchs and presidents.

Mr. Dar was still working
in the financial sector
when Pakistan was en-
gaged by the U.S. in waging
the anti-Soviet jihad in Af-
ghanistan that ultimately
evicted the Soviet Union
from Afghanistan. The end
of Soviet presence in Af-
ghanistan coincided with
return of democracy in Pa-
kistan as General Zia-ul-
Haq was killed in a myste-
rious air crash on August
17, 1988. The first post-Zia
government was formed
by the Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP) under Prime
Minister Benazir Bhutto.
Benazir's government was

followed by Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif. Under the
first Nawaz Sharif govern-
ment, Mr. Dar headed the
Pakistan Investment Board
during 1992-93. He made
his debut in the National
Assembly next year which
saw the return of Benazir
Bhutto for her second and

final term as Prime
Minister.
The Sharif loyalist

Ishaq Dar has been part of
the Nawaz Sharif-Shehbaz
Sharif era of Pakistan Mus-
lim League(N) for more
than three decades and is
one of the senior most
leaders in the party after
the Sharif brothers. He has
served as Finance Minister
on at least four occasions,
starting with November
1998. His last stint as the Fi-
nance Minister was in Sep-
tember 2022 that ended in
August 2023. He was sworn
as the 39th Foreign Minis-
ter of Pakistan on March 11,
2024. He was appointed as
the Deputy PM on April 28
by Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif.

Apart from holding glo-

bal dialogue with stakehol-
ders for the war in the Gulf,
Mr. Dar is also the face of
Pakistan’s tough policy on
the Taliban regime in Ka-
bul. He has also carried out
important initiatives by
restarting Pakistan’s ties
with Bangladesh, after a
gap of nearly one and half
decades. However, these
initiatives were made pos-
sible as Mr. Dar has the full
political weight of the Sha-
rif establishment as his son
Ali Dar is married to Asma
Nawaz Sharif, the less pro-
minent daughter of Nawaz
Sharif.

Ali Dar is an adviser to
the Government of Punjab
and is also known to be in
charge of his father’s social
media activities and image
management. Mr. Dar’s
presence in Pakistan go-
vernment comes at a time
when the children of the
Sharif clan are taking up
various assignments and
are being groomed for na-
tional level responsibili-
ties.

Already, Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif’s son Ham-
za has served a brief tenure
(Apriljuly 2022) as the
Chief Minister of Punjab,
and Nawaz Sharif’s daught-
er, Maryam Nawaz, is serv-
ing as the Chief Minister of
Punjab. As the younger
generation of the Sharif
clan gets ready for key na-
tional roles, Mr. Dar is car-
rying out the responsibili-
ties of the powerful family
as he is evidently trusted
by patriarch Nawaz Sharif.

AVZVEE
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

The founding vision of India’s
democracy and Bengal SIR

To have millions of people not
know whether they'll be
allowed to elect their
representative would have
been unimaginable to the
founders of the Republic. It
threatens to mark these
Bengal elections with a
permanent asterisk

en India stepped into

freedom in the autumn of

1947, democracy was

deemed by many to be a

doomed project —

nowhere had such an

impoverished country managed to even feed
its own people and staved off external aggres-
sors. Yet, that anxiety didn't stop India's
founding fathers and mothers from bestow-
ing unto the country an extraordinary prom-
ise of universal adult franchise. The residents
of the young nation became voters before
they became citizens. Beginning November

and the ongoing integration of 552 princely
States, India's still-nascent government
machinery succeeded in breathing life into
philosophy by building the country’s first
voter roll.

As noted by historian Ornit Shani in How
India Became Democratic, it was a fraught
exercise, but officials and governments
showed imagination and flexibility,
moving away from colonial prerog-
atives of keeping the voting pool
practical and manageable. Espe-
cially on the question of registering
refugees and women, officials built
an expansive idea of a voter, focus-
sing on inclusion over inadvertent
errors.

Governments asked officials
going to register voters to inform
people in the village or ward about their
planned visit days beforehand, and to come
ata time people were likely to be home. They
discarded previously institutionalised con-
tempt in registering women and poor people,
lowering qualification requirements to
broaden the base. Especially on the question
of refugees who sat on the knife’s edge of
putative citizenship, the CAS devised ingen-
ious modes ofmdusn ~itengaged with cit-

1947, in the C sem-
bly Secretariat (CAS) worked under lhe gui-
dance of BN Rau to realise the dream of uni-
versal suffrage.

It was an audacious experiment. Britain
took nearly three centuries to extend the vote
toallits adults. The US still didn’t value every
citizen as equal. In anticipation of a Constitu-
tion that was two years away, a small group
of officers pushed the frontiers of democratic
imagination ina country wounded by Parti-
tion, bruised by colonialism, bleeding pov-
erty, and harbouring 82% illiteracy. In the
face of the killing of nearly two million peo-
ple, the displacement of another 18 million,

izens' writing against state gov-
ernments reticent to register migrants, it
allowed registration on a mere declaranon of
intention to stay back in their

Dhrubo
Jyoti

Assam government slowrolled the registra-
tion, fixed a court stamp fee, and strict
informal checks and a deadline, the CAS
responded to hundreds of letters and sent
instructions to state authorities. When the
government of Central Provinces and Berar
refused to accept self-declarations or the gov-
ernment of Madras refused to register refu-
gees from Hyderabad, the CAS
interceded and oversaw corrective
action. Across the country, the CAS
responded to complaints or abuse

and overreach by sen-
ior officials, Shani wrote. Eventually
‘when the elections began in 1951,
the rolls had stood the test of time,
been republished and refined, and
went on to serve as a model for
inclusion for other young democra-
cies in Asia and Africa.

For a country that navigated such treach-
erous terrain seven decades ago, it is indeed
strange to witness a major state headed to
elections with a shadow looming over the
voting rights of millions of people. Yet, that is
what the special intensive revision (SIR) of
electoral rolls has unfortunately achieved in
‘West Bengal. Of the six million people put
under a nebulous “logical discrepancy cate-
gory", the fates of five million people have
been decided. There are no consolidated
numbers of how many are in and how many

and took into account fears that a strict cut-
off date, originally March 1948, will disen-
franchise millions — eventually relaxing a
180-day residency requirement. “There
should, therefore, be no objection to ‘refu-
gees' being registered in the rolls, for their
provinee, on a mere declaration by them of
their intention to reside in the

out amid of technical glitches
and error-strewn rolls, there is no road map
for when the rest of the adjudications will be
out, no clear logic or reasoning has been
given to individual voters in deciding their
application even as reports have blamed
faulty software and translation gaps from
Beugah to Enghsh The tribunals set up to

town or village concerned,” Rau wrote in a
memo. When the West Bengal government
mandated an affidavit priced at 22, or the

hear ions of people who've been
rejected have less than a week before the
rolls are frozen for the two-phase polls, offer-
ing hundreds of thousands of people a dis-

The reversal of the burden of] prool‘

the most:

is part of sworldwnie

phenomenon where any move to widen the franchise is: Jseen with suspicion.

quieting choice of either travelling to Kolkata
or filling an online form in English — for
problems as mundane as faulty spelling of
names or letter mismatches in a country
where government documents are ubiqui-
tous for such discrepancies. It now seems
reasonable to surmise that millions of people
who would otherwise be at the polling
booths this month, and had voted just two
years ago in general elections, will be
deprived of their right.

This is not by design. The Election Com-
mission of India (ECI) has the prerogative to
clean and update its rolls — just as it has
done since Independence. There is also no
evidence to back claims that SIR helps insert
dubious voters into the system. This newspa-
per has found that in a majority of states, SIR
doesn't disenfranchise on caste or commu-
nal lines, instead punishing those harmed by
geography, natural disasters, migration, or
gender.

But the urgency of the SIR so close to the
polls — despite the world's largest general
elections being held on an older roll two
years ago — remains unexplained. So does

the constant improvisation in rules, espe-
cially the logical discrepancy category —
where Muslim-majority districts of Malda
and Murshidabad have the highest number
of people under adjudication — something
that didn’t exist in Bihar. Does this not put
some voters on an unequal stance compared
to their counterparts?

‘This reversal of the burden of proof, put-
ting the onus of proving citizenship on the
most vulnerable, is part of a worldwide phe-
nomenon —even in countries such as the US
—where any move to widen the franchise is
seen with suspicion and rhetoric around

immi i the

discourse.
Questions have to be raised about the con-
duct of the West Bengal government, and its

can’t be deprived of their right forever. But
the custodian of the voter and her trust
remains ECL

Since Shyam Saran Negi walked to his
booth in the autumn of 1951 in the mountain
village of Kalpa in Himachal Pradesh.
becoming India's first voter, elections have
been both a festival and a sacrament in India.
At the heart of this process is the voter. The
first roll — prepared in waiting for a republic
yet to emerge — not only forged national
unity butalso turned citizenship and voting
into something material, an article of faith. It
deepened equality before law and among
people, and refused to let either the wrongs
of history or the animus of the present sully
the promise of its future. To have millions of
people not know whether they'll be allowed

political aims in the
process. In no other state has the process
become as tense as in Bengal. The Supreme
Court, too, appears to have thrown its weight
behind the SIR, and only issued procedural
salves, with the broader ruling on the chal-
lenge pending. The judges have even said
that if some one can't vote this time, they

toelect their would have been
unimaginable lo India's founders. It threat-
ens to mark these Bengal elections with a
permanent asterisk. This chaos is far more
consequential than the eventual winner of
the polls.

The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

24 Akbar Road: Lutyen’s
bungalow with a history

significance of 24 Akbar Road

unless, of course, you are a mem-
ber of the Congress Party. This bespoke
residence in Lutyens Delhi was from Jan-
uary 1978 till early last year the party's
head office. As Rasheed Kidwai in his
book 24 Akbar Road records, seven Con-
gress presidents presided over the party
from their office in this house.

Built sometime between 1911 and 1925
by Sir Edwin Lutyens, it's a particularly
fine example of British colonial architec-
ture. It was always considered special.
When he was a member of Lord Linlith-
gow's Executive Council, Sir Reginald
Maxwell lived there. After independence,
particularly fortunate ministers and MPs
were allotted this bungalow.

As Kidwai writes of the property when
the (Indira) Congress Party took it over
from one of its Rajya Sabha MPs: “Facing
the residence of the chief of the Indian

ou could be forgiven if you
j/ haven't the foggiest idea of the

Air Force and the Intelligence Bureau’s
political surveillance unit, it comprised
five barely furnished bedrooms, a living
and dining hall and a guest room.” It also
has a spacious lawn at the back.

For me, however, this once gracious
residence is special for a very different
reason. In 1960, it became the residence
of the Burmese ambassador to India.
Daw Khin Kyi and her young daughter
Aung San Suu Kyi used to live there, At
the time it was called Burma House, the
name given to it by Jawaharlal Nehru in
recognition of the fact that Daw Khin Kyi
lived there.

Daw Khin Kyi was the widow of
Burma's national hero Aung San. After
Aung San’s assassination in 1947,
months before the country’s independ-
ence, Daw Khin Kyi served in U Nu's cab-
inet as minister for social welfare. In
1960, she was posted to Delhi where she
served as Burma's ambassador for seven
years becoming, during that period, the

doyenne of the diplomatic corp. She was
a close friend of my parents and her
daughter Suu and my sister Kiran were
at college together at Lady Shri Ram. We
got to know them rather well.

It sounds like a boast but I was
Madame Aung San's — as we all called
her — favourite. As Suu teased me, Twas
“a roly poly” little boy. I was frequently
over and Daw Khin Kyi took delight in
feeding me. Perhaps I reminded her of
her son from whom she had parted com-
pany.

Many are the meals of khow suey that
T have had in the old dining room of 24
Akbar Road. At the time, the specialty of
the maison was black rice pudding. [
would quaff large quantities of it.
‘Madame Aung San would chuckle with
delight whilst she watched me make a
pig of myself.

At the time Suu was in her early teens
and kept her hair in a plait. Though her
years of politics were still decades away,
she seemed to know that one day she
would run the country. She was acutely
conscious of what was likely to be her
destiny. In 1962, she did a pencil drawing
of Kiran on which she wrote, “Kiran Tha-
par may be allowed entry into Burma at
any time.”

In addition to drawing, Suu was also
an adept piano player. Madame Aung
San, on the other hand, was a devout
Buddhist. 1 often accompanied her on
Sundays as Wilson, her loyal driver,
would negotiate her black Mercedes to

IN1960, I'T BECAME THE
RESIDENCE OF THE
BURMESE AMBASSADOR
TO INDIA. DAW KHIN KY1
AND HER YOUNG
DAUGHTER AUNG €
SUUKYIUSED TO LIVE
THERE. AT THE TIME IT
WAS CALLED BURMA
HOUSE. THE NAME WAS
GIVENTOIT BY THEN
PRIME MINISTER
JAWAHARLAL NEHRU

{ ENGENDER }
Lalita Panicker

Building an ecosystem for
women entrepreneurs

neurs in India has never been better
than it is today. Thanks to focussed
government schemes and increasing

iers, they

T

the Buddhist monasteries just beyond
the Qutab. There she would regularly
feed the monks and seek their blessin,

marketaccess, Imowledgeexchange and pol-
icy alignment. According to Priya Pansare,
director, World Trade Centre, Mumbai, global
trade readiness for women entrepreneurs

still have a chance to build for

also

Iwould tag along for the ride, confident
that 1 would be heartily fed when we
returned to Burma House.

I don't know how Congress treated 24
Akbar Road. But it was a beautiful home
in Madame Aung San’s days. It's truly a
house with a history, even if what I call
the better partis likely to be forgotten as
it recedes into the mists of time. My
intention today is to recall, perhaps for
the last time, those wonderful days of
yore.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil's
Advocate: The Untold Story.
The views expressed are personal

A little bit of Japan in

the lives of

6 et's goto Japan, Tcasually asked
the missus a few months ago,
with some guilt that husbands
typically carry — some residual

shame for performing poorly in one of the

roles assigned to you. Hence, you make up
for it by popping such proposals.

Mine was received well. The next step
was to produce 37 kgs of documentation
to prove my intentions of visiting Japan
are purely touristic, and there
are no plans to establish a new
caliphate on the outskirts of
Kyoto. After a few anxious busi-
ness days, we were granted a
multiple entry visa, valid for five
years — a baton to beat fellow
Japan-visa applicants in my
peer group.

For Indians, Japan is a
unique country to visit. Almost
unknowingly, we have prepared all our
lives for that Japan trip. It started with
watching The Jungle Book on Doordar-
shan — an anime recreation of the Rud-
yard Kipling original by Fumio Kurokawa
that was dubbed so well thatit felt like it
was made in Noida. For the kids of the
nextgeneration, Doraemon or Shinchan
were the fz ‘manga characters based
in the Greater Tokyoarea.

Growing up in the 1990s, when you
graduated from using pencils to pen, the
most coveted pen was the Pilot pen —a
treasure of your pencil box, a veritable
status symbol. It is a wonder how a pen
created by Ryosuke Namiki in 1918

Abhishek
Asthana

Indians

remained a hi-tech product in the class-
room of the 1990s.

After school and during the summer
holidays, you would visit the video game
parlour to play that legendary video
game, Super Mario Bros — designed by
Shigeru Miyamoto and Takashi Tezuka
for Nintendo.

And when you were done playing, your
father would come to pick you up on his
Hero Honda or a Maruti Suzuki
800 —a bit late, because of the
Kaizen training session at his
waorkplace, which earned him a
certificate he still treasures.

No school function would be
complete without that one kid
playing a tune on his "Casio” —a
brand that became synonymous
with its category of music synthe-
sisers, proudly made in Shibuya.
You took a Sony Walkman to college ina
distant state — on those afternoons and
evenings in your hostel room, those long
train journeys, with no mobile internet, it
was your best friend, playing all your
favourite Kumar Sanu numbers.

Times changed, and you got a Honda
Activa to pick “her”/’him” up from their
coaching classes, and go try sushi at this
new place.

Decades have passed, yet Japan's influ-
ence has been a constant in our lives.
Imagine the parents who grew up on
Fumio Kurosawa’s The jungle Book, their
kids now swear by buying a Hayabusa. All
these thoughts were swirling in my head,

'y tovisit. Almost

For an is a uni
prepared all onr lJves for that Japan lnp.

asTwas polishing off the meal served by
the cheerful attendants of the Japan Air-
lines flight from Delhi to Tokyo. A seven-
hour flight, when coupled with free wi-fi,
feels like a train journey. Time seems to
run faster if there is internet.

Irealised, almost everyone around me
was making that pilgrimage, like an Indi-
an-origin West Indian making a trip to
UP-Bihar. I was finally visiting the coun-
try of the animated Jungle Book, the Casio
and the Pilot pen — hence, the Tokyo-Kyo-
to-Osaka itinerary. All three cities have
served as the capital of Japan at some
point of time in history. We were to spend
three nights in each city, with a Nozomi
Bullet train ride thrown into the mix.

‘We landed in Tokyo; our hotel room
was in the Shinjuku district, which feels
like a giant arcade game console. I got the
famous egg sandwich from the airport

wehave
SHUTTERSTOCK

7-11, and also opted for a cup of coffee.
Once done, I had to walk four kilometres
looking for a dustbin to dispose of the cof-
fee cup. And that's why Japan is super
clean. There are no dustbins in public pla-
ces, “Please put the cup in your pant
pocket, and go to your hotel room,” some-
one kindly suggested. And I complied.

Japan barely allowed foreigners
between 1603 and 1868 — the isolationist
foreign policy called sakoku. This was also
a time when India saw many invasions.
There is a reason why India and Japan,
both having barely any dustbins on their
streets, get diametrically opposite out-
comes in terms of cleanliness. On that
note, sayonara!

Abhishek Asthana is a tech and media
entrepreneur, and tweets as @gabbbarsingh.
The views expressed are personal

Y.
upatan

dards, digital trade tools, and trusted glopa1

networ

unprecedemed pace acmss sectors. Kmara

Adding a practitioner’s perspective, CA
ipti Sit i, founder,

44 821 micro, sruall ami medmm euterpnses
fIndia.

tor, underlines how institutional platforms

Itrevealed that: systems, bord and
l.l% more womenem to i ‘ing that women
men. The study lobal

that women-owned MSMEs were better at
cost and repay-
mentof | than th d

omy's future trajectory.
Adcritical barrier [a}'scaljng o_fwnmen-!ed

credit

‘men. This supports the fact that the social ben-
efits of economic gm_wth can only be maxi-

access gap. While financial inclusion initia-
tives have Ampmved accessto mxcro-ﬁnanue

mised if wumen aregiven  and early-s
succeed. 0 secure.
Yet, while entry barriersintoentrepreneur- Ka\nmAdhﬂmrv HOD, global partnershlp&
ship I i i India, says, "Women»
challenge. vern-  led enter
ments, financial i ybodies, creditgap.Or

incubators, and trade chambers— therefore,
play a decisive role in delermining whether
women-led enmrpnses remain local success

increasingly explore manufacturing-based
ventures, Compared to fragmented service-

stories or
Globally, d

manu-

facturin i

account for a significant proportion of

MSMEs. However, their presence declines

sharply in export-i mtenslve SECtOrs, capual—
jes.andhi

asset
bases, slructured cash flows, and export
P hi

long-term instituti ital.”

heavy it

ecosystems. The reasons are many: Limited
access to growth capital, inadequate global
networks, regu]amry complexltv. lackofinsti-
tutional an

advantages, mcludu:\g technology adoption,
productivity gains, and global market integra-
tion. By positioning women entrepreneurs
withinth OREDS

tion in industrial policy (rameworks, These

text. India currently ranks 57th out of 65
nations, in the Mastercard Index on Women
Entrepreneurship (MIWE) 2021,

ate pathways for sustainable growth. As econ-
omies seek resilient and mcluswe growth
model i

toscale globally must become a key mandate.

T

{ SUNDAY LETTERS }
War wounds

This is with reference to
“Vietnam to Iran: War &
the lessons not learnt” by
Nishtha Gautam (March

The Trump brand of aggression

This is with reference to ” One loser in the Gulf Waris

President Trump” by Karan Thapar (March 29). The

‘American presidentarrogant, illogical, unrealistic, and

aggressive behaviour wn] cause him (a lose whatever
he

29). History watches
humanity rehearse its
follies while super powers
sermonise virtue but

charm
sowhen itis reflected in other decisions also.

d countr more

Abhilasha Gupta

manufacture ruin. Wars,
marketed perversely as ]
“guardians of peace”,

Diplnmacy demands clarlty foresight, and respect for allies

bequeath ashes, orphans, | —qualities compromised in the Iran war. Global
and illusi judged by the uumly
ivili applaud: trust apart from and
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Currency Control

hen a central bank moves to shut down parts of a

$100-billion-plus daily market. it is not merely

regulating - it is signaling distress. The recent

actions by the Reserve Bank of India to curb
offshore rupee trading and cap onshore positions mark one of
the most forceful interventions in India’s currency markets in
over a decade. The message is unmistakable: stability now
matters more than sophistication later.

The rupee’s slide to record lows has not occurred in isolation.
It reflects a convergence of pressures ~ geopolitical shocks,
volatile capital flows, and growing concerns about trade
disruptions. In such a moment, policymakers face a familiar
dilemma: allow markets to discover a price, however painful, or
step in to prevent disorder. The RBI has chosen the latter,
deploying administrative controls rather than relying solely on
interest rates or forex reserves.

In the short term, the approach appears effective. By
restricting access to offshore derivative instruments and
squeezing arbitrage positions, the central bank has disrupted
speculative bets against the rupee, But this success comes with
caveats that are harder to ignore.

Currency markets thrive on depth, participation, and the
credibility of rules. Over the past decade, India has attempted to
move cautiously toward greater openness ~ encouraging foreign
participation, xmpmvmg liquidity. and aligning with global
ightening access, the central
Investors, particularly those
operating across jurisdictions, value predictability as much as
returns. Sudden constraints introduce a perception of policy
risk that can linger long after the immediate crisis has passed.

There is also a structural cost. Offshore markets, for all their
imperfections, provide price signals that reflect global
sentiment. Curtailing them may reduce volatility in the near
term, but it also fragments the process of price discovery. A
widening gap between onshore and offshore rates would not
signal strength: it would indicate distortion. For businesses
secking to hedge currency exposure, this could translate into
higher costs and reduced cfﬁdmcy

Yet it would be simplistic to view the RBI's actions as purely
regressive. Central banks are ultimately custodians of stabili
not market idealism. In moments of acute stress, orthodoxy
often vields to pragmatism. The deeper question is not whether
intervention was justified, but how long such measures can
persist without undermining broader ambitions.

India has long aspired to elevate the rupee’s global standing,
aligning with the economic vision articulated by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. That goal requires trust - trust in markets, in
institutions, and in the continuity of policy. Temporary controls
may buy time, but they cannot substitute for confidence.

The current episode, therefore, is less about the rupee’s level
than about Indias financial trajectory. If the restrictions remain
ashort-lived response to exceptional conditions, they may be
remembered as prudent crisis management. If they become a
recurring tool, they risk signaling a retreat from openness.

In defending the currency, the central bank has drawn a line.
‘The challenge now is ensuring that this line does not
become a boundary.

Strategic Drift

hen US President Donald Trump addressed the

American people on the ongoing conflict with Iran,

the intent was clear: project control, signal

progress, and calm a nervous domestic audience.
Yet what Lmerocd instead wasa portrait of strategic ambiguity
at the highest evel of decision- making.

‘Wars are not judged by rhetoric but by clarity of purpose. The
United States entered this conflict with the stated aim of
neutralising Iran’s nuclear and military capabilities. Weeks into
sustained operations alongside Israel, that objective dppLdXS at
least by official claims, lar, gdv achieved. But this raises a
consequential question ~ if the core goals are near completion.
why does the war continue, and on what terms

The absence of a defined endgame is not a minor omission; it
is the central problem. Military campaigns require not only
operational success but political closure. Without a clearly
articulated exit strategy, even a tactically successful
intervention risks evolving into a prolonged entanglement. This
is particularly true in a region where conflicts have historically
resisted clean endings, often mutating into cycles of retaliation
and instability. Compounding this uncertainty is the
unresolved status of the Strait of Hormuz. Responsible for a
significant share of the world's energy transit. its effective
disruption has already sent ripples through global markets. Yet
Washington's position oscillates ~ at times asserting that the
waterway will reopen naturally, at others urging dlllE\ to
assume responsibility. Such inconsistency does little to reassure
economies already grappling with volatility.

Equally unclear is the alignment between Washington and
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government. In
any joint military undertaking, coherence between partners is
essential. Divergence ~ whether on timelines, objectives, or
acceptable outcomes ~ can quickly erode strategic gains. The
silence on this front is telling, suggesting either unresolved
differences or a deliberate choice to obscure them.

There is also a deeper, domestic dimension. Rising fuel prices
and declining approval ratings indicate that the economic and
political costs of the conflict are beginning to register within the
United States. In such a context, framing the war as a
short-term “investment” becomes less persuasive, particularly
when timelines remain fluid and outcomes undefined.

‘What this moment reveals is not simply a communication
gap but a broader pattern of reactive policymaking. The shifting
emphasis ~ from military escalation to hints of di
from unilateral action to calls for allied intervention ~ suggests a
leadership searching for equilibrium rather than executing a
settled plan.

In the end, the greatest risk is not that the war will be lost on
the battlefield, but that it will drift without resolution. Strategic
Amblﬂuuy may offer short-term l](.mblhly. hm in conflict it often
carries a long m cost: ion, and the
erosion of credibility. Until a coherent end state is articulated,
the war will remain less a demonstration of strength
than a test of direction, overseen by leaders whose motives are
palpably dubious.

An Inclusive Parliament

Currently, parliamentary
selectionislargely governedby
castearithmeticand money
powerratherthangovernance
experience.Individuals who
havenevermanaged apublic
institution, superviseda
welfarescheme, oransweredto
aconstituent bodyareroutinely
selected overthosewho have
donesoforyearsatthe
grassrootslevel. Theresultisa
legislaturethatislargely
detached fromtheactual
realitiesofgovernance. Laws
aremadebypeoplewho have
neverimplemented any.
Budgetsarevoted onby people
whohaveneveradministered
publicfunds

of Indiai

Constitution (Seventy-third Amendment)
Act, 1992, there are now over 14 million
elected women representatives across Indi
268lakh Gram Panchayats and rural bodies.
‘These Sarpanches, Panchayat Samiti Presidents,

has a female majority (5 of 9 seats). India’s
Supreme Court has just one woman among
34 judges.

Rwanda leads the world, with women
holding over 61 per cent of parliamentary
eats. Itinstitutionalised leadershi inis

and ZlJJa Parishad Chairpersons currently

he Ge y

planning a special session of

Parliament to expedite the

implementation of the Constitution
(One Hundred and Sixth Amendment) Act,
2023, for the 2029 general elections. The
law mandates 33 per cent rcsnrvulmn Ior
women inthe Lok Sabhaand state

46 per cent ol d].] local elecwd
ives. They Jeal
tocreate the next generation of Ml’sand
MLAS; they ha\'c a proven record of
governance.

Identifying the talent pool is not
enough; they must be actively trained
and d iti i

promising a historic leap in aueng,lhenmg
women's leadership in governance.

othe national
stage. Women face many structural

An anticipated expansion of the Lok
Sabha to 816 seats would raise women's
representation from 74 (136 per cent) to 273
(33 per cent). At the state level, increasing
Assembly strength from 3997 toabout 6000
would il 1y 2000 women legis

up from just 390 today.

Women hold just 27.2 per cent of seats in
national parliaments globally; India now
has a chance to surpass this. However, the

through the National Women’s Council,
which identities, trains, and
mentors women with
leadership potential. Women
cnter at the cell level, build
governance experience, and
rise through the system ~
ensuring reserved seats are
filled by candidates with

barriel 'me poverly. fewer mentoring SRINIVAS genuine civic participation
MADHAV rather than family proxies.
Iumlmg,:md dx.spmmruomle]y mraclcd Bolivia, too, achieved gender
women  Thewriterisa  parity only after it invested
leaders are not supporred through  transparency  in indigenous women’s
chuc[umlrLff)nn lhc reservedseatsmay  and equality  leadership networks at the
i /beoc g asonedpolitical  advocateand  community level.
families or business groups sponsoring Jounder Sweden's zipper system’
proxy candidates. member, alternates male and female
To prevent this, comprehensive SIABI candidates on party lists.
Capau(y bulldmg ls Lssentxal locuﬂmg Foundation Strong internal women’s

ong edure

sheerscaleof India’st ion create:
an immediate leadership vacuum: where
will so many women leaders come from?
Currently, parliamentary selection s largely
governed by caste arithmetic and money
povwer rather than governance experience.
Individuals who have never managed a
public institution, supervised a welfare
scheme, or answered to a constituent body
are routinely selected over those who have
done so for years at the grassroots level.
The result is a legislature that is largely
detached from the actual realities of
governance. Laws are made by people who
have never implemented any. Budgets are

and medm
Memcorsh;p and advocacy networks must
connect grassroots leaders with experienced
legislators. State-level support hubsoffering
training in regional languages can further
empower leaders early in their political
journeys.

Global examples of gender quotas offer
valuable lessons. Argentina, the first country
to legislate a gcndu quota through its 1991
“Ley de Cupos, saw initial gains evaporate
as parties systematically placed women in
unwinnable list positions ~ a practice the
Eh,uoml Chamber had to prolnhn later.

f*Paridad

peopl
public funds.

The answer lies in a talent pool India has
already spent over three decades cultivating:
the Panchayati Raj system. Under the

en Todo” (parity in everything) extends
gender parity across the executive and
judiciary. Women now hold 20-40 per cent
of judicial posts, and the Supreme Court

federations have helped

women consistently hold
over 45 per cent of seats in the Riksdag ~
makingitone of the world's most gender-equal
legislatures without formal quota laws.

Inireland, NGOslike ‘Women for Election’
have tried to dismantle the “Five Cs" that
deter women from running: Cash, Childcare,
Confidence, Culture, and Candidate Selection,
by teaching skills in media, fundraising,
and canvassing.

Notall experiences have beensuccessful.
In Jordan, reserved seats were for years
dominated by women from prominent
political families, etfectively turning the
quota into an extension of elite capture
rather than independent women's leadership.

India has Rwanda’s pipeline, Jordan’
and Ireland’s barriers ~ the question is
whether it will learn from all three before

An inspiring case of women’s empowerment

late Prirme Ministe:

ers of ~ the highest so

Balendra Shah, who was
sworn in on Friday, for
ushering in the promise of
restoring political stability and creating
jobs for the poor ~ aspirations of the Gen
Lupmmg thatled to this new

far in Nepal's history ~ though only 14
weredirectly elected, reflecting the age-old

2029. Lmouraulnu!v (hc journey from
Panct to Parlia possible.
Prcmdcnl Droupadi Murmu rose from a
tribal village council to become India's
President. Union Minister Savitri Thakur
began in a district panchayat, and Raksha
Nikhil Khadse served as a village sarpanch
before entering the national cabinet. Many
more such success stories can be written in
the near future.

The Nari Shakti Vandan Adhinivam has
opened a historic door, forcing us to ask
exactly who will lead us. To answer this, we
should look at how India constitutes its
High Court benches. Two-thirds of appointees
are advocates from the Bar, while one-third
are elevated from trial courts, judges who
have managed real dockets and delivered
justice under resource constraints. Both
streams are legitimate and necessary. A
legislature that selects almost exclusively
for political connections, while ignoring

1s,appears ""’I(‘\S

muondlly designed than the judiciary.

o fix this, Parliament must institutionalise
a universal Grassroots Leadership quota.
An amendment to the Representation of
Lhe People Act, 1951 can mand(ue that a

D of all par

and assembly smls, lor bnlh men and
womenalike, be ly by candidate
who have successfully completed a full
elected terminalocal self-government body.
The precise proportion of seats designated
underthequotaisa matter for parliamentary
deliberation.

Inaddition. astatutory electoralempowerment
fund, modelled on Sweden’s publicly financed
election systems, should be considered to
support first-time grassroots candidates.
Sweden's partistdd provides grants at the

reaches well below the national tier. It
timetoinsist thata guaranteed, considerable
share of those entering national leadership
are leaders tested at the grassroots level.

have only seven elected women MPs,
with only three in a cabinet where 94
percent of the posts are hllcd bv men.

male of pol uLaJ

Mostofthef

parties with regard to A Member

nominations.
“Therearecritici

OfThe

in Nepal. Its formation marks a decisive
political shift in Nepal that is both
Bencrduonal and institutional.

It hat Shah h: inted

thelow numberof candidates
nominated by the winning
party and thechoice of women

five women ministers in his 15-member
cabinet, ensuring, for the first time, 33
percent female representation and thus
fulfilling Nepal’s constitutional requirement.
Encouragingly, the women ministers have
been given important portfolios ~ law,
agriculture, general administration, justice
and parliamentary affairs, health and
population, and women and children
affairs. Moreover, 96 women became

representation seats. But the presence of
asignificantly higher number of women
in parliament is certainly encouraging.
This is even more apparent when we
compare Nepal’s case with the state of
women'’s representation in Bangladesh’s
new parliament - also formed through a
free and fair election following a people’s
uprising that was largely led by students.
However, unlike Nepal's parliament, we

Letters To The Editor [ 53 editor@thestatesman.com

Qualified

Sir, Thearticle ‘Pre-certified Leaders Vital
for India’s Needs' by Amal Sengupta, published
on2 April, pinpoints a necessity fora Political
Leaders Selection Test (PLST). The PLST
would be similar in spirit to the UPSC
examination, but dc:xgued 5pecmtdﬂ\ for
aspiring ore

doctorsand engineers must qualify through
competitive examinations before entering
their professions.

Why, then, should those who form a vital
part of governance not be required to pass
aqualifying test?

‘Theauthor has rightly stated that democracies
thrive on choice, but meaningful choice
must fi qualified c: s,which

should be a minimum rcqulrumm to join
thepoolof contestants in elections, whether
asindependent candidates or those affiliated
with political parties.

The author states that about 900 million
voters in our country elect representatives
who shape the laws, budget, and all other
important aspects of governance. Almost
allgovernment officials, from the B.DO. level
to the Chief Secretary, from a Sub-judge to
the Chief Justice of the High Court or
Supreme Court,are required to pass competitive
examinations.

the PLST could help ensure. There would,
of course, be many obstacles: mxmph:rmnung
uchasysteminal diverse countr

like ours. However, i implemented in the
manner suggested by the author, this could
help India progress towards becoming a

truly developed nation.
Yours, etc., Ranjit Kumar Guha Roy,
Mississauga, Canada, 3 April.

Speaking up

Slr Memor\' and Lruth are increasingly

In defence as well, from a li to

t esinourtimes.

the chiefs of the Army, Navy, and Air Force,
selection follows rigorous testing. Similarly,

When voices that remember, record and
speak are censored or banned, society is

epaper.thestatesman.com

in the elections failed to nominate
even five percent of women candidates,
despite pledging to do so under the

lived up to our dcmocralic expeclalions
int inclusivit

pdrlnmem has yet to appoint MPs for
the 50 women's reserved seats. We hope
that the selections will be based on merit
and capability rather than party loyalty
orconnectionand that, unlike in the past,
these seats will not be examples of
i Womm MPs’ voices must be

July National Charter. Even BNP
300utof 50 parties did not nominate
asingle candidate.

Fnra p;\rhamem thathas: cvnlvcd Irom
prising, with anti-

being the key driving philosophy, it has
failed miserably in increasing women's
political participation. This reflects
Bangladesh's entrenched patriarchal
culture that has excluded women from
real empowerment, especially in the

while passing legislation.

In the case of Nepal's parliament, only
time will tell whether the appointments
of women ministers and the selection of
women MPs through PR have been
prudent. But just the fact that there is
33-percent representation in the Nepali
cabinet with women ministers holding
important portfolios is something the

political arena.

Political parties, in particular, have not

pushed towards a dangerous culture of
forgetting.

As Faiz wrote, “Bol ke lab azad hain tere,”
anditisthisrefusal to besilenced thatkeeps
democracy alive.

Modernday Mahatma Gandhis, whoresist
this culture of enforced silence, continue to
infuse the rest of us with hope and moral
courage.

Yours, etc,, Harsh Pawaria,
Rohtak, 2 April.
Consequences

Sir, Please refer to yesterday's report
“‘l ‘rump ‘strongly: wlwdmng\'—\[‘() pullout”.

rest of South Asia should appreciate and
emulate in the future.

member would be treated as an attack on
all ~was not simply a military clause buta
political deterrent. It worked precisely because
it was credible.

During the Cold War, that credibility
helped prevent direct confrontation between
superpowers, In the decades since, it has
adapted to new threats, from terrorism to
regional instability, while expanding its
membership and reach.

Its invocation after the attacks of 11
September 2001, demonstrated that the
alliance was not a one-way guarantee for
Europe but a mutual compact that could
be mobilised in defence of the United
States itself

Todi ) !

ibility of the L

aw,.l) from the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation is no longer a [ringe concern
whispered in diplomatic corridors; it is now
a live political question with far-reaching
consequences.

NATO was born out of a hard historical
lesson: that disunity invites aggression. [ts
founding principle ~ that an attack on one

orineffectiveisto uwrlual\ bothits hlsmma]
function and its continuing strategic value.
Thus, the mere suggestion that Washington
could loosen, oreven sever,its commitment
marks a profound shift in global power
equations.

Yours, etc., Khokan Das,
Kolkata, 3 April.
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FRUIT OF DESIRE

ifty years after three young

men launched Apple out of a

California bedroom, the technol-
ogy firm is today the second most val-
ued company in the world. Its $4 tril-
lion valuation is greater than India’s
GDP. More than two billion Apple
devices are in use globally. Yet, what
makes the company unique is not only
the wealth and the popularity it repre-
sents but also its deep cultural imprint
across the world. Phones, computer
and other personal technology-driven
devices are ubiquitous in the modern
world. But very few of them evoke the
kind of passion that Apple products do
among their customers. Apple built
its distinctive identity not by pushing
great technological in-
novations but through

see eye to eye. Neither do China and
the United States of America. But most
Apple devices are a combination of
efforts and investment from all three
nations. Of late, as political pushback
in the US against overseas manufac-
turing has grown, Apple has increased
its domestic production footprint. In
2025, the company announced it would
invest $500 million in the US over four
years. At the same time, Apple has also
moved some of its assembly facilities
from China to India to reduce its de-
pendence on the former.

Despite all its successes, Apple is
also a cautionary tale. As a creature of
aglobalised economy, it is not immune
to contemporary pushbacks against
globalisation. As with
its pivot towards US

design: its products are At 50, Apple manufacturing in the
sleek, attractive and reveals the power  face of political pres-
easy to use. To its le- . sure shows, it is funda-
gion of admirers, the and the penls mentally — and unsur-
company’s gadgets are of modern prisingly — a corporate
art disguised as tech-  consumerism

nology. Marketing un-

entity that must secure
the hani: that

doubtedly has played a

key role in the company’s cult status.
Its founder, Steve Jobs, in particular,
made the launch of each new product
a much-awaited affair that was fol-
lowed by millions with anticipation.
This helped Apple make its lure global:
after the launch of a new product, long
queues of customers eager to get their
hands on the product snake around
the firm’s stores in every major city,
whether it is Boston or Bengaluru.

In many ways, Apple has also
emerged as a poster child of globalisa-
tion. Apple uses components from doz-
ens of countries. Most devices are as-
sembled by Taiwanese companies such
as Foxconn but in Chinese factories
from where they are shipped around
the world. China and Taiwan may not

ensure access to mar-
kets and profits from the predations
of the modern, hawkish State. That is
also exhibited in other ways: Apple has
its own operating system, web of apps,
and parallel platforms that cannot be
used alongside comparable systems on
other phones or laptops. This hasled to
rising litigations between the compa-
ny and governments and their surveil-
lance architectures demanding access
to Apple’s encrypted data. Apart from
privacy, labour rights are another
contentious issue that has shadowed
Apple.

Ultimately, Apple’s journey reveals
both the power and the perils of mod-
ern consumerism. It is hard to stop
once one takes a bite. But every bite
comes ata cost.

Michel Foucault in the age of Artificial Intelligence

Person to process

DEBASHIS CHAKRABARTI

n the centenary year
of Michel Foucault’s
birth, Artificial Intel-
ligence has not merely
vindicated his most
famous provocation but it has also
exposed its limits. The ‘death of the
author’ now coincides with a deeper
historical rupture: the exhaustion of
postmodernism itself in an age where
discourse is automated, owned, and
scaled beyond human intention.

The age of Al has transformed
what once read as philosophical prov-
ocation into technical fact. Texts now
circulate without writers. Arguments
appear without intention. Style per-
sists without experience. Meaning re-
produces itself without belief.

This is often taken as proof of
Foucault's prescience. But to stop
there would be to miss the more un-
settling implication. Al does not sim-
ply confirm the ‘death of the author’;
it marks the point at which that death
ceases to be critical and becomes in-
frastructural. The author has not
vanished into freedom; authorship
has been absorbed into systems of
production, ownership, and control.
What dies alongside the author, in
this moment, is postmodernism’s his-
torical role as a language of critique.

When Foucault delivered “What
is an Author?” in 1969, he was inter-
vening in a specific intellectual and
political conjuncture. The Romant]c
figure of the author —

without

expressive, originary — had become
an ideological anchor for authority,
property, and truth. To dismantle that
figure was to weaken inherited hier-
archies of meaning.

Foucault's move was surgical. The
author, he argued, was not a natural
origin of texts but a regulatory func-
tion — the way societies classify, po-
lice, and distribute discourse. Writing
did not flow from interior genius but
from historically structured fields
of knowledge, from what he called
the episteme. Language preceded
intention. Discourse spoke through
subjects, not the other way around.

In the late twentieth century, this
was emancipatory. It cracked the
foundations of cultural authority. It
allowed the-

memory, or
intention. They do not mean; they
correlate. They do not argue; they
approximate. They operate by metab-
olising the accumulated archive of
human discourse and predicting the
statistically plausible next word. This
is not creativity in the human sense.
It is the automation of discursivi-
ty. What appears uncanny is not that
machines ‘sound human', but that
they reveal how much of human writ-
ing already functioned as pattern,
convention, and repetition. In this
sense, Al literalises Foucault’s claim:
discourse does not require a sover-
eign subject.

Yet this literalisation drains the
claim of its critical force. What was
once a cha].lenge to authority be»
comesa mect forit

ory, and critical historiography to
flourish. Postmodernism became the
ical mood of this disman-

SCRIPSI

€ The most important thing I've learned about writing is never write too much at a

time.

Never pump yourself dry. Leave a little for the next day. The main thing is to

know when to stop. Don't wait till you’ve written yourself out. When you're still going
good and you come to aninteresting place and you know what’s going to happen next,
that’s the time to stop. Then leave it alone and don’t think about it; let your subcon-

scious mind do the work. *

MARKTWAIN

tling. But postmodernism was always
parasitic on a specific

The author-function no longer organ-
ises discourse for interpretation; it is
replaced by platforms that organise
discourse for optimisation.

nism thrived on dest-

persistence of human authcurshm
even as it was being critiqued.

Al changes the terrain entirely.
Large language models generate text

Debashis Chakrabarti is a political
and C

Fellow (UK)

abl.hsauﬂn — of truth, of identity, of
meaning. Its intellectual power lay
in revealing contingency where cer-
tainty had been assumed. But Al has
shown that contingency alone is polit-
ically inert. When discourse becomes
endlessly reproducible, ambiguity
ceases to threaten power. It feeds it. Al
systems do not resolve meaning; they

scaleit. Irony becomes a style. Dissent
becomes content. Critique becomes

problem. It is a political-economic
one. Language models are trained
on collective human expression and
enclosed as proprietary assets. The
cultural commons becomes raw ma-
terial. Meaning becomes extractable
value.

Postmodernism, suspicious of
grand narratives, struggled to articu-
late systemic economic critique, It ex-
celled at deconstruction but faltered
at reconstruction. In the age of AL
this limitation becomes fatal. Without
political economy, critique dissolves
intostyle.

‘What, then, dies with postmodern-
ism? Not its insights, but its historical
function. The refusal of foundations,
once radical, now mirrors the logic
of platforms that thrive on endless
circulation without commitment.
Relativism, once subversive, now lu-
bricates systems that profit from con-
fusion and overload.

In this environment, postmodern
irony reads less like resistance than
resignation. The world no longer
needs to be persuaded that truth is
unstable; it needs to be governed amid
instability.

What then remains after the
author?

The task is not to resurrect the
Romantic author or to deny the in-
sights of Foucault. It is to move be-
yond a theory of discourse that ends
where responsibility begins. The
present demands a renewed account
of agency — distributed but not dis-

data. The very tools nism

solved, but not mous.

developed to unmask authority are
now absorbed into the machinery
that governs communication.

This is the historical irony of
Foucault's centenary: the disappear-
ance of the author no longer liberates
discourse from power. It liberates
power from accountability.

One of the most striking features
of the Al moment is the inversion of
authority. Texts generated without
identifiable authors often appear
more objective, more neutral, more
trustworthy. Their lack of biography
becomes a form of credibility. Their
impersonality reads as expertise.

This is a profound political shift.
Authority migrates from persons to
processes, from responslblhtv to sys-

The central question is no longer
epistemological but political: who
owns the infrastructures through
which meaning is produced, circulat-
ed, and enforced?

Foucault remains indispensable
for understanding how power works
through knowledge. But the age of Al
reveals what his framework left un-
der-theorised: the fusion of discourse,
technology, and capital at planetary
scale.

The death of the author was once
a philosophical shock. Today, it is an
operational reality. The death of post-
modernism follows — not because it
was wrong, but because it was histori-
cally bounded.

AT marks a transition from cri-

tems, When
be held to account. The di b

tique to 1t forces intellec-
i d

ance of the author no longer dispers-
es power; it concentrates it in opaque
technical and corporate structures.

Foucault's analyses of power were
incisive but incomplete. He traced
how institutions discipline bodies and
how knowledge produces subjects.
But he underestimated how deeply
capital would come to organise dis-
course itself.

Al is not merely a philosophical

tuals, p , an

to conﬁum a wurld ‘where language
itself has become infrastructure,
and where meaning circulates fast-
er than judgment. In that world,
the question is no longer whether
authors exist, but whether respon-
sibility can survive without them.
Foucault’s centenary, arriving in the
age of machines that speak without
knowing, demands not celebration
but reckoning.

DELHI DIARIES

Door open

® Key ministers in the Narendra Modi-led government at the Centre
continue to draw a steady stream of current and former parliamentari-
ans to their offices when Parliament is in session. However, the heaviest
footfall is often witnessed outside the offices of the Union home minister,
Amit Shah, and the Union road transport and highways minister, Nitin
Gadkari. Both offices are located in the same row on the ground floor of
Parliament House. Despite their proximity, the two offices function very
differently. Visitors seeking a one-on-one meeting with Shah often face

a long waiting time, reflecting a tightly structured schedule. Gadkari’s
office, in contrast, follows an open-door approach, allowing MPs to walk
in freely and directly raise issues related to national highway projects in
their constituencies. The contrast extends beyond accessibility. Gadka-
ri, known for his culinary enthusiasm, frequently offers home-cooked
snacks to visitors. MPs across party lines, along with their aides, are

encouraged to sample Marathi and

bilkul different hai. Ghar ka hai, mera vecipe hai...

South Indian dishes. “Iska swad
try karo,” Gadkari is

often heard telling his guests. Shah’s office, on the other hand, main-
tains a more formal arrangement, with refreshments sourced from the
Parliament canteen. This underscores the contrasting atmospheres in
the offices of the two high-profile ministers.

Open-door policy

Veteran
voice

B Kerala’s electoral theatre has

long featured the star campaigner

of the United Democratic Front, AK
Antony, leading road shows from
Kasaragod to Thiruvananthapuram.
But since the 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tion, the 85-year-old had been staying
away from active politics. His critical
statements have previously drawn
the ire of the Communist Party of
India (Marxist)-led Left Democratic
Frontand the National Democratic
Alliance, particularly during the 2021
assembly polls when he helped shape
the political narrative.

This time, Antony held a presser
at Indira Bhavan, the state Congress
headquarters, and predicted a clean
sweep for the UDF. He also main-
tained that the rank and file in the
CPI(M) are disillusioned with the top
brass and would prefer to see the LDF
in the Opposition.

Mister
flashpoint

B The chief minister of Assam,
Himanta Biswa Sarma, turned up
the political heat in the poll-bound

state on Thursday by accusing the
‘mother of Kunki Cl 'y —the

not an enemy country. Sarma even
ip for

London-educated, 27-year-old candi-
date of the Opposition Assam Jatiya

the
fielding Chowdhury, the youngest
candidate in the polls from the

Parishad — of sharing

of consuming beef on social media,
challenging sanatan dharma, back-
ing figures such as Sharjeel Imam
and Umar Khalid, supporting the
“cutting off the Chicken’s Neck cor-
ridor”, and claiming that Pakistan is

Central G constituency. She
is pitted against the BJP veteran,
Vijay Kumar Gupta.

Chowdhury and her mother po-
litely refuted the accusations. As a
political debutant, Chowdhury also
thanked the CM for bringing nation-
al attention to her background and
campaign. Chowdhury’s maternal
great-grandfather, Ari Bahadur
Gurung, was a barrister and a signa-
tory to the Constitution. The contro-

versy led the Assam state committee
of the All India Gorkha League to
extend unconditional support to
Chowdhury’s candidature. Political
observers said Sarma, who loves
controversy, once again succeeded in
positioning himself as a defender of
sanatan dharma.

Poll
bungles

& Darjeeling is going to the polls, and
goof-ups have already begun marring
the campaigning there. At a recent
public meeting in Darjeeling, Bimal
Gurung was introduced as the pres-
ident of his rival party, Bharatiya
Gorkha Prajatantrik Morcha. For
amoment, the hills’ political script
flipped into farce. The crowd gath-
ered at the event, which was held at
Chowrasta, quickly brought it back
on track, booing and heckling the
Bharatiya Janata Party leader who
had mixed up Gurung of the Gorkha
Janmukti Morcha with the BGPM
chief, Anit Thapa.

But BGPM also had its own plot
twist. After canvassing for nearly a
month with the ‘candle’ symbol, the
party realised at the eleventh hour
that the symbol wasn't available.
What followed was a frantic overhaul,
with campaign materials such as flex-
es, posters, and banners hastily rede-
signed to feature the torch instead of
the candle. Add to that Darjeeling’s
favourite crossover act: leaders con-
testing on rival symbols. The Gorkha
National Liberation Front's Neeraj
Zimba, backed by the BJP, won from
Darjeeling in the previous poll; this
time, GJM's Noman Rai is in the fray
in Darjeeling on a BJP ticket.

Footnote

® Some Delhi police officers are privately amused
by the Aam Aadmi Party sidelining Raghav
Chadha. But they are also wondering that Chadha
might have the last laugh if he finds favour with
the BJP. A senior cop recalled that Chadha was a
nuisance for law enforcement during the 2019 Lok
Sabha polls when he contested from South Delhi.
He would frequently call IPS officers on their per-
sonal numbers, alleging attacks on AAP workers
by the BJP. The police would rush to the spot only
to find that the complaint was false. But Chadha’s
proximity to power across party lines is a worry
for officers. They would rather deal with career
politicians, whom they find to be predictable and
1d AAP upstart.

unlike the 37
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Human
eye

WSir — All the

progress in the world cannot
replace what the human

eye and careful attention
can achieve. Cambridge
University’s decision to re-

this truth. Students who Lunar Research Station
sketch plants learn to notice | add urgency to this contest.
structure and variation. Countries including India,
Digital resources remain Japan, and Canada have
valuable, yet observation aligned with different i u:u~
deeper thinki tiatives. Sp:

instituti therefore carries strategic
should beyond science.
and drawing alongside Policymakers must ensure

technology. This will help
students understand science
clearly and engage with na-

turn to the plant ture more

by John Stevens Henslow

— Charles Darwin’s teacher ~ A.K. Sen,

— to teach botany highlights  Calcutta

Beat the heat and weakness. Political par-

BSir —Evenas election
fever rises in the country,

the mercury is trending up-
wards too. Heat waves during
election season demand
serious planning. Millions of
voters will stand outdoors in
dangerously high, wet-bulb
temperatures. The India
Meteorological Department
has already warned of hot-
ter days in April. Polling
booths need shaded queues,
drinking water, and medical
support. Campaign rallies
should avoid mid-day hours.
Local authorities must coor-
dinate transport for elderly
voters. Clear announcements
about heat precautions will
help communities. Elections
must remain accessible with-
out risking public health.
Immediate action is neces-
sary before polling begins
across states this summer
period ahead.

Abhilasha Gupta,
Calcutta

mSir — Polling booths
inrural areas often lack
shade, water and other basic
medical provisions needed
todeal with heat strokes.
Volunteers should distribute
oral rehydration salts and
monitor vulnerable groups.
Community health work-
ers can guide voters about
symptoms such as dizziness

ties must shorten speeches
and reduce crowd density.
Transport schedules should
avoid peak heat hours. Public
messaging in regional lan-
guages will improve under-
standing and encourage safer
participation in the polls.

These steps will reduce pre-
ventable illness during large
election gatherings this year.

Aditya Kamble,
Mumbai

Moon matters

B Sir—The Moon is sud-
denly a crowded place (“Pie
in the sky”, April4). The
Artemis [ mission highlights
how space exploration now
reflects geopolitical compe-
tition. The United States of
America seeks to shape lunar
governance through partner-
ships and operational pres-
ence. China’s planned crewed
mission and International

cooperation remains central
toavoid future tensions.

Rajat Kanti Das,
Calcutta

W Sir— Astronauts travelling
around the Moon now carry
geopolitical expectations
alongside scientific goals.
Artemis ITreflects the US's
attempt to build alliances in
cislunar space. China’s par-
allel efforts through the ILRS
indicate competing frame-
works. India’s Chandrayaan
missions demonstrate
growing participation from
emerging powers. Access to
lunar resources and infra-
structure will influence fu-
ture missions. Governments
should promote transparen-
cy and cooperation.

Binita Singh,
New Delhi

 Sir—The Moon appears
distant, yet geopolitical ri-
valry has reached its orbit.
Artemis II signals the US's
intention to shape future
lunar operations. China’s
planned landing and cooper-
ation with Russia introduce
competing space models.
Countries such as India and
Japan are expanding their
lunar programmes. Early
infrastructure near the lunar
South Pole may influence
resource access.

Chaitali Ghosh,
Calcutta

—_—
Letters should be sent to:
6 Pra(u{la Sarkar Street,

Calcutta 700001
ttedit@abp.in
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Nutrition should be a
life-skill for our kids

RAJDEEP PATHAK

child today does not learn

about food first from a
cla.xsruom.d parent,oreven
textbook. More often, LhL

first lessons come from packa

marketing affects not only food
preferences but purchase requests,
dietary intake and even the norms
children develop around food itself.
WHO's 2023 guideline calls for stronger,
manddlur\' pmlu.uon\ b(.gauﬁe

jingles, cartoon mascots, celebrity
endorsements, delivery apps, and
the L,luwmg,scrcena thdl turn snacks

LSPELM”V in thc dll,l(d] era.

childhood obesity epidemic, with
over 3.3 crore children currently
classified as obese, a figure projected
to soar to 8.3 crore by 2035,

This dual burden of malnutrition
is no longer a tale of two Indias.
Today, stunting and obesity often
coexist within the same

lndm has not bem to

bourhoods, and
holds. The root cause

this The country has

what protein does, he may :ﬂrcad_v
know which chips are “cool.” Before
they learn why water matters, they
may have memorized the logo of a
sugary drink. Recent data suggests
ajarringdisparity in the information
ecosystem of our children. For every
one message they receive about
hydration or balanced nutrition, they
are bombarded with roughly 50
advertisements for ultra-processed
foods (UPFs) high in fat, salt, and
sugar.

That is not a trivial cultural shift.
Itis a public health crisis disguised
as ‘consumer freedom’”. India today
isliving with what nutrition experts
calla dual burden of malnutrition—
persistent under-nutrition on one
side, and rising overweight, obesity,
and diet-related disease on the other.
[nmany homes, these areno longer
separate realities. One child may be
undernourished, while another
family member is already at risk of
diabetes, fatty liver, or hypertension.
UNICEF India notes that poor
nutrition in India is not simply about
‘toolittle’ food. Oftenitis also about
unhealthy, low-diversity diets and
micronutrient deﬁuenc:es (Ju()d
nutrition, it remi 8,is.

expanded food support through
programmes such as PM POSHAN',
school meals, 'POSHAN' initiatives,
anaemia reduction campaigns, and
school health efforts. PMPOSHAN'
itself explicitly aims not only to
improve attendance and retention
butalsotoimprovechildren’s nutritional
levels, with convergence around
micronutrients and school health.
As policymakers gathered at the
2026 Nutrition Conclave in Delhi
on 13 March 2026, by ‘Nourishing
Schools Foundation', ‘Food Future
Foundation’, and partners, focusing
on behaviour change, child nutrition,

15 Irequenll) the same, which is a
profound lack of ‘nutrition literacy’.

We have expanded food access
through monumental schemes like
‘PM Poshan’and ‘Poshan Abhivaan
20 thereby ensuring millions receives
a daily meal. But access without
educationisa half measure. Providing
a meal satisfies hunger for the
afternoon, but teaching children
why that meal matters protects
them for a lifetime. On the other

democraticspaces wheresocicty can
intervene before lifelong patterns
settlein. Therefore, anutrition-literate
child does not simply identify
carbohydrates, proteins and fats for
marks. That child begins to ask
practical questions like “why does a
packet snack feel satisfying for ten
minutes but leave me hungry again?”
“Why does a meal of dal, rice and
vegetables keep me fuller longer?”
“Why dosugary drinks create bursts
of energy followed by lethargy?”
“Why is a colourful label not the
same thing as a healthy product?”
These are not elite questions.
They are survival questions for the
twenty-first century. The case for
schoolsis especially strong because
finol o e insAtitions

In this direction, the Food Safety
and Standards Authority of India
(FSSAI) has already laid groundwork

NOW AND AGAIN

MY IMMEDIATE WORLD

CHANDER GUPTA

esetasla

my mobility to travel has been substantially
restricted, especially after I crossed the
age u[ 65 in 2024.1find myself tied tomy hometown

with the “Eat Right School”
which uses “Yellow Books™ - activity
books available in 11 languages to
teach food safety and nutrition to
students. The goal is to move from
theoretical knowledge to practical
life skills, such as reading nutrition
labels and making healthier food
choices. But here lies the danger —
if nutrition education s introduced
badly, it will fail. Children do not
need another dry, moralising chapter
that reduces food to guilt, fear, or
memorised diagrams, or be shamed
about what is in their tiffin boxes.
'1 hey need something much more

hand, achild may receivea

i wherethey are practically

meal in school and still spend the
restof the day aspiring tothe brightly
marketed foods that dominate
lelumon. nughl)ourhood shops,

thatstill reach children across class,
caste, region, and social backg)

taught how Iood Iucls energy,
owth, conc 9

Therefore, a well-designed nutrition
cu.mculum candowhat most health

and policy oute S,

feeds. This is where

emerged that was as much about
pedagogy as 1[ was Abuul publm
lieved

public policy often stops too early.
We have tried to feed the child, but

fails to do.
“Down to Earth” reports that the
Indian government, gmded by

while helping them understand the
everyday importance of protein,
fibre, iron, calcium and hydration.
They need to be taught in creative
ways what processed and

not toec HOSEE

wdations in

ultra-| 1foods meaninreal

can no
longer be solved by feeding
programmes alone. To combat a
marketing machine that spends
billions to shape a child’s palate,
nutrition education must move
from the fringes of so-called
extra-curricular activities, to the
very core of the school curriculum.

India is currently caught in a
unique and dangerous demographic

notonly to survival but tolearning,
growth, and lifelong well-being.
The World Health Organization
has repeatedly warned thatchildren
remain heavily exposed to the
‘marketing of foods highinsaturated
fats, sugars and salt, and that such

pincer . On one hand,
the United Nations’ 2025 State of
Food Security and Nutrition (SOFI)
report highlights that India still
grapples with the world’s highest
rate of child wasting (18.7 per cent).
On the other, the Economic Survey
2025-26 warns of an exploding

"ha

is why nutrition education
(read literacy) must no longer be
treated as an occasional awareness
drive, a poster on a wall, or a
forgettable chapter before
examinations. It must become part
of how children learn to live. We
must understand that nutrition is
not merely about calories. It is
aboutoverall growthand development.

Children form habits before they

Survey 2025-26 (rnlca.xed January
2026),isacceleratingashiftin public
health puhLy lmm muelv cnxurmg
food y to

life, how to read food labels, how
advertising shapes cravings through
c()qur and celebrity, and why

consumption ol unhealthy food
through education and restriction.
Facinga rapid surge in ultra-processed
food (UPF) consumption and childhood
obesity, the policy focus is combining,
what they call, a ‘marketing shield”
with an edum(mn:\l mord

I diets often hold valuable
nutritional wisdom worth preserving.
As we move toward the 2030
global nutrition targets, India has
the opportunity to lead the world
inschool-based health interventions.
By making nutrition education as
fundamental as literacy and numeracy,

d adjacent cities d issues
despllc being able to afford travel financially, and
not facing any constraint of time alter retirement.

adly, as my residence is located in what is
known as the Tricity, my home turf consists of the
Union Territory of Chandigarh, Panchkula (in
Haryana), and Mohali (in Punjab). Without letting
my enthusiasm be dampened even a bit by the
restrictions imposed by health conditions to travel
totourist places in ludld and dbmdd I hdve shmed
my
of my immediate world — lhe Ln:m,.

Aslresolved tosee theimmediate world, Ibegan
to realise that there were so many locations and
places I had never visited. One such place I visited
for the first time is the Government College of Art
in Sector 10 of Chandigarh. Not only did I interact
with the faculty about the courses being offered by
GCA, 1 also visited the studios of the Painting,
Sculpture, Graphics, and Applied Arts courses. 1
also visited the adjoining Government Museum
and Art Gallery.

Theother day, I visited Chandigarh Architecture
Museum with family. Before embarking on my
mission to explore my home domain, I had not
even heard about this museum.

Recently I attended a Book event at the Art
Museum Auditorium organised under the aegis of
Punjab Lit Foundation. There was a conversation
onthebook A World Adrift' with the author Manish
Tiwari, M.P.

In my quest to see the world within my city (or
tricity). I visited for the first time the precincts of
CRRID, Sector 19, Chandigarh on 24 January for
attending an event celebrating 75 years of the
makmg of Chandigarh. It was a treat listening to

formideologies. Their taste, appetite,  (hps/ the next
reward systems and food routines uam{kwsmmmrmmmlumnw isn'tjust ‘fed, but truly nourished.
are shaped long ithood. If high .Recognizing  Moreover, in an age where the

unhealthy consumption becomes
normalinchildhood, later correction
becomes much harder. Schools
therefore are not just places of
instruction; they are one of the last

il
that marketing bans alone are
insufficient, policymakers are pushing
for mandatory nutrition education
to enable children to navigate a
world of processed goods.

marketplace speaks to children all
day, the classroom cannot afford
to whisper.

lectures delivered by renowned French
urbanist Alain Bertaud and renowned architect of
the new Parliament, Bimal Patel. I also saw a
documentary, The Eternal Modernist. dedicated
toakey figureof modernarchitecturein Chandigarh,
QD Sharma, screened at Alliance Francaise de
i on March 14.

(The writer is Programme Exccutive, Gandhi
Smritl and Darshan Samiti.)

Are we feeding the

DEBAPRIYA MUKHERJEE

n recent years, organic farming
has come to occupy a powerful
moral positionin publicdiscourse.
Farmers’ markets, government
programmes and consumer
movements increasingly portray
organic agriculture as the inevitable
path toward sustainable food
production. More recently, the idea
of natural farming - promising
cultivation without external inputs -
has added another dimension tothis
o, Vet b = -

impressive. and the final yield
remained far fromsatisfactory. This
outcome was surprising because
organic farmingis frequently presented
as a reliable path to improved soil
hmllh and bcner crop quaJilv lns\e'ld

soil or the market?

sand

suchas Nature C

cropyields are often loweron averag

Early experiel thatwhile

Agnmﬂ&un:&m\,ﬁmsu_mmnuxm
have shown that organic farming
systems often contain higher soi]
organic carbonand greater microbial
aclivily than con\'cn(ional s
Thesebiologi

Some sludlcs n.ported Ln N,mm

mpul costs may denhnc yields can

A Orgd
Vi |elds ‘may be roughly 1520 per cent
lower. although the difference varies
widely depending on crop type and

lxt“llmd that therelationship between
soil, nutrients and plant growth is
far more complex than the si

nutrient cycling and may enhance
(hc long-term resilience of agricultural

prescriptions often promoted.

practices.

1f productivity declines significantly,
larger areas of land may be required
to produce the same amount of
food. This raises a difficult question

The problem is 1 by

Organic farming also appears to
support biodi i eralc i

for envi al p

the absence of scientific support at
(hc local level. In many rural areas,
i illage, farmers have

popularity liesaquestion that farmers
and consumers rarely ask: are we
trulyund oot e

no access to facilities for proper soil
analysis. Wulmu( ]ahnmlor) tcsung,

studies have shown that organic
farms tend to host more insects,
birds, and soil organisms because
they avoid synthetic pesticides and
maintain more diverse cropping

of soil, or are we merely replacing
chemical inputs with commercially
promoted organic ones?

My own experience with paddy
cultivation compelled me to reflect
deeply on this question,

My understanding of organicand
natural farming did not begin in
books or policy debates but in my
own field. Encouraged by the
widespread enthusiasm surrounding
organic agriculture, I decided to

itisalmosti tounderstand
the existing nutrient status of the
soil, its microbial activity, or its
organic matter content. As a result,
recommendations such as “apply
vermicompost” or “use cow dung

systems. Research published in PLOS
ONE and related environmental
journals has highlighted how such
biodiversity contributes to ecological
services such as pollination and
natural pest control.

Yet

manure”oftenb dvice
ralher than suenulmallv guided an unpnndm cauuun. T he success
E ice. Equally conceming — of organic f lighly dependent
is the lack of facilities to analyse the  onlocal conditior iltype, climate,
harvested cropitself. Organicagriculture  crop variety. and existing nutrient
nfrcqucntlyaﬁsouatcd“llhcl.um‘: levels all influence agricultural
of: superior al quality - Inghu comes. Simply replacing chemical
idantlevels, better fertilisers with organic inputs does

cultivate rice using ver

and cow dung - two inputs widely
promoted as the foundation of
sustainable farming. With genuine
optimism. I applied these materials
carefully, believing they would restore
soil fertility and enhance crop
productivity in a natural way.

The results, however, were not
what I had anticipated. The growth
of thepaddy crop was not particularly

Crossword | No.293425

balance and healthier grains.
Global scientific research has
undoubtedly contributed to the
popularity of organic farming. Over
the past three decades, numerous
studies havereported impm\'cmcn[s

notautomatically restore soil fertility.
‘When compost or manure is applied
without understanding the soil's
biological and chemical St

large-scale adoption of organi
farming unintentionally increase
pressure on forests and natural
ecosystems? Sustainable agriculture
must therefore balance ecological
benefits with the practical need to
ensure food security.

Yield stability is another issue.
Organic farming relies heavily on
ecologi

remain partict during
thetransition period. For: small farmers
with limited land, such uncertainty
may represent a serious economic
risk. These debates ultimately point

inhabited by billions of micro
fungi, insects, and ennh»\amls tJmt
continuously recycle organic matter
and release nutrients essential for
plant growth.

Nature itself offers a striking
example. Forest ecosystems maintain
extraordinary fertility without fertilisers
or compost applications. Through
the continuous cycle of leaf fall,
microbial decomposition and nutrient

al processes suchas natural - recycling, these systems sustain
pest control and biological nutrient  themselves for centuries.
L\clmg, While thse processes are 'I‘llcﬁnurenfsusmmableagncmmL

envil ,they can

also make uop production more

aniIllVL toclimatic: ﬂumu.luon.s pest
s, and soil fer

send less onreplacing
one set of i inputs with another and
moreon rediscovering the biological
ceof the soil. When farmers

It is within this context that the
growing interest in natural farming
becomes particularly significant.
Natural farming encourages farmers
to minimise external inputs and

the results may remain uncertain.
Anotherconcemn fr highlighted

in inte research relates to

wer onganic
For L).ample. long-term agricultural
experiments reported in journals

pmdumw[ V. St | glob "Il\'l|\/ e

umaidrel\ on the inherent biological
of soil The
phllusuphv is attractive because it

mphasises harmony with nature
ra(hcr lhan intervention.
Howwer large- scale scientific

larmmg have. suggu(cd thatorganic

supportingthef
of natural farming remains limited.

begin to understand soil as a living
system rather than a passive container
of nutrients, agriculture can move
(Iuser to genume susmm.xbllu)

T with the Panjab Uni ampus,
‘my alma mater, Iattended the Global Alumni Meet.
Iwasstupefied to find the name of the Department
of English (where I studied foran M.A. degree) had
been changed to the Department of English and
Cultural Studies. Another day, I saw some great
artwork in the Fine Arts Museum, associated with
the Department of Art History and Visual Arts in
the campus. One fine day, I was part of a group of
former classmates of the Depanmem of English
which held a get-together at the iconic Students
Centre in the campus after 45 years.

There is so much to explore within the vast
world of the Tricity that I hardly miss the world
beyond.

NewsItems

FRENCH TARIFFS

CHAMBER PASS BILL
FOR HIGHER RATES

Paris, April.

The Chamber has passed by 311 vote to 39 the
Bill increasing by 30 per cent the Customs duty on
all goods, with exception of tobacco, newsprint,
corn, coffee, cocoa, and the component parts of
agricultural Machinery.—Reuter.

GREEK ELECTIONS

CLAIMS OF RIVAL
CANDIDATES

Mhe:m April.

1, therealct

isbeingi onthea ach

agriculture is not choosing between
organic or natural farming, but
learning how to restore the living
intelligence of the soil while still
feeding a hungry world.

(The writer is a former Senior Scientist, Central
Pollution Control Board.)
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o[th Presidential Election on April 4 to ICpldLL M
Concouriotis, who has resigned ostensibly for
personal reasons and has declined the Premier’s
request to continue in office.

The ex-Minister M. Demerdji's nomination to
the Presidency has provoked the hostility of M
Panaglos on the ground that the candidature of the
chist is against the military. Strong efforts
g made to persuade the veteran statesman
M. Zaimis to stand and if these fail M. Panaglos
will lodge his own candidacy. M. Pangalos has
issued a vigorous ma to promising to lead the
nation to security out of anarchy.—Reuter.

LADY WILSON

TAKEN TO LONDON
HOSPITALIN MOTOR
AMBULANCE

(From Our Special Representative.)
London, April.

Sir Leslie Wilson, Governor of Bombay. and Lady
Wilson landed at Tilbury to-day after an anxious
voyage from Indi

Lady Wilson was taken ashore in a stretcher
and by motor ambulance to the London Hospital
of Tropical Diseases where sheis bnm;,maled by
specialists. Lady Wilson's illness i puulm;.,
because her health had improved since she went
to India in 1924.
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OPINION

@9 Life doesn’t get easier
or more forgiving, we get
stronger and more
resilient 99

- STEVE MARABOLI
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They are slaves who dare not be
In the right with two or three
Lowell

Nakshatra Vishakha 24H 07M
Moon Tula upto (Rajandekar Panchang)
Chaitra Krishna Paksha Tithi Tritiya 11H 59M
Muslim Shawwal 16th Hijree 1447

DISASTROUS PATH

SIT amajor overhaul of the United States military lead-

ership or a vengeful decision by a furious Head of the

State? The Americans are figuring out the rationale

behind high-profile sacking of uniformed officers in the

middle of a raging war after Defence Secretary Mr. Pete
Hegseth ousted US Army Chief of Staff Gen Randy George,
Gen David Hodne and Major General William Green. No rea-
son has been given for the decision to remove the decorat-
ed officers when the country is engaged in an intense war
with Iran. The sackings have come on the heels of the removal
of Attorney General Ms. Pam Bondi, once aloyalist of President
Mr. Donald Trump. The three major decisions have shaken
the US politics and military circles even as a spiteful regime
continues to push the country towards an impending disas-
ter on all fronts.

The ouster of Gen Randy George is being termed as part of
a broader overhaul of US military leadership since President
Mr. Trump returned to theWhite House. The officer’s removal
is in line with many changes effected by Mr. Trump in the
last few months, it is said. However, this decision cannot be
seen through the simple prismofan overhaul, for, Gen George
isknown as an astute leader with tons of experience. His sack-
ingsmacks of adefinite vendetta by the administration which
is increasingly facing reverses at all levels over the continu-
ation of the Iran war without any strategy or exit plan.

The three officers who were shown the door by the Defence
Secretary possess a great career record. They led forces in
many conflict zones where American boots were put by the
political leadership. Their experience must have shaped the
US strategy in the ongoing war but with the daily flip-flop of
the President and no exit strategy, the generals must have
conveyed to Mr. Hegseth that his Iran plans were turning
unworkable, disastrous and deadly. The sacking came imme-
diately after Mr. Trump threatened a ground invasion of Tran.
This plan seems to have become the ultimate bone of con-
tention between the civil and military leadership and hence
the unceremonious ouster of the uniformed officers.

Thesackingofthegeneralsand the Attorney General reflects
the anxieties of Mr. Trump in face of a major crisis. Already
embroiled in the Epstein files, the POTUS has encountered
severe setbacks in the [ran war. The American economy has
started to bleed and the world is turning against the US in
anapparent thumbs-down to Mr. Trump’s high-handed func-
tioning. Frustration is growing alarmingly for the President
as seen in his daily U-turns on Iran. It is leading to removal
of all sane voices who are questioning his decisions and their
consequences. The case of Ms. Bondi is on the same lines.
She had upended the US Justice Department’s culture and
helped the President in carrying out large-scale firings as the
Epstein files started to become a political liability. In the end,
Ms. Bondi was also unable to handle the pressure of the judi-
ciary and had to relent in releasing some of the contents. It
was seen as a betrayal by Mr. Trump and hence the dictato-
rial behaviour of the US administration.

Whatever is happening inside America has a striking sim-
ilarity with the Chinese way of functioning, The all-powerful
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) indulges in a similar purge
of high-profile military and civic officials ahead of its annu-

BADLY PLANNED ABRUPT WAR

A sudden American retreat would leave the entire world drawing the consequences. Leaving the war at this point would give all the advan-

tages to Iran. The Strait of Hormuz will remain closed, and at any rate under Iran’s control, which was earlier an open international sea way.

BY ANJAN ROY

| |

The only side not
claiming victory or end
of war is Israel which had
kept pounding Iranian
capital Tehran and
mounted its offensive
against the Hezbollah in
Lebanon. US suddenly
washing its hands of the
entire affair, would leave
Israel vulnerable. But the
worst damage has been
to the United States. Its
image as a responsible
power has been dented.
The whimsical ways the
USA has behaved calls
for a regime change there
than anywhere else. What
a shameful retreat for the
acclaimed “most
powerful military in

the world".

ONALD Trump, US

President, is calling

it quits. Badly

bruised, Trump is

claiming to have
achieved his aim of a regime
change in Iran. He is also claim-
ing that Iran is insisting on an
end to the war.

Havingcreated amess, Trump
is seeing no bright path for an
honourable exit. Hence, he is
making tall claims of having
achieved all goals, however dis-
tant they look in plain sight.
Trump has put forward the argu-
ment that USAnever needed the
Straitof Hormuzroute forsecur-
ing its oil.

So, itisotherswho should now
pickup elated courage and force
opening the Strait of Hormuz.
Everyone sees through that and
Moscow has mocked Trump, say-
ing that his military has failed to
open up the vital sea lane,
Hormuz Strait.

Butasudden American retreat
would leave the entire world
drawing the consequences.
Leaving the war at this point
would give all the advantages to
Iran. The Strait of Hormuz will
remain closed, and at any rate
under Iran’s control, which was
earlieranopeninternational sea
way.

Iran mighteven continuewith
its toll on passing ships, that it
has started doing now. That will
be permanent loss. An open
international sealane cannot be
operated as a toll road by the lit-
toral country.

Thesupply ofoiland gas would

continue to be limited as the oil
and gas facilities have been bad-
ly damaged by the missiles
strikes. It will take along time to
repair the facilities and restore
their production capacities. That
mightalsomean theinvestments
required for putting these back
into order would raise prices for
good.

This is the end result of a bad-
ly planned abruptwar, launched
by a megalomaniac President
who had thoughthewasall-pow-
erfulafterasqueamishattackon
a neighbouring country. Trump
had  mistakenly assumed
Venezuela to be a model for the
rest of the world.

Onits part, Iranis equally vocif-
erousthatitwillnotceasefireand
would continue to fight. Iran is
alsosayingthatitsleadersare safe
andsound and are very much in
the saddle. As if to show its defi-
ance, Iran started batteringsome
of the West Asian countries, as
wellas, Israel the moment Trump
finished his gadfly ramblings in
the security ofWhite House Oval
Office.

If anything, it would be the
worst outcome to leaving Iran
with its games as it is at present.
The whole of West Asia, that is,
from Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UAE,
Bahrainandall the others would
be at the mercy of Iran. They
have been terrorised in course
of the war, and an emboldened
Iran would further bamboozle
them.

Theonlyside notclaiming vic-
tory or end of war is Israel which
had kept pounding Iranian cap-

ital Tehran and mounted its
offensive against the Hezbollah
in Lebanon. US suddenly wash-
ing its hands of the entire affair,
would leave Israel vulnerable.

Israel's reputation of being
invincible has been badly shat-
tered. It has not scored any clear
victory on either Iran or over the
Hezbollahoutfit. Ifanything, the
latter would be more extrava-
gant in its attitude.

Therefore, the conflicting nar-
ratives of the war take the world
no further than where matters
stood. If anything, it would be
far worse.

This is a total logjam and dis-
location of the global economy.
Oil prices were rising still and
countries across the world are
adoptingmeasures to control oil
and gas supplies as well as their
prices. The economic fall-out
would be all the more severe on
the less developed and poorer
countries. African countries are
complaining of the impact
already.

Buttheworstdamage has been
to the United States. Its image as
a responsible power has been
dented. The whimsical ways the
USA has behaved calls for a
regime change there than any-
where else. What a shameful
retreat for the acclaimed “most
powerful military in the world”".

The severe blows that the
Americans havesustainedin the
on-goingwar could notbeunder-
stated. Only this week, two of
America’s high prized surveil-
lance aircraft, E3 sentry aircraft
called AWACS have been

Moral erosion of young minds

REY sir! Ab aap
rules  batane
matbaithjana.”
I'msure manyof
us remember
that KBC episode till date.
Sparking strong cri
social media, people criticised the
child and, more so, his parents
for such arrogant behaviour.
Something similar happened
once with my English teacher
who accidentally collided with a
student of grade seven. The stu-
dent’s behaviour turned out to
be completely unexpected as,
instead ofapologising, helooked
at her in the eye and dashed
straightaway without sayingany-
thing. Such incidents have now-
a-days, becomea common phe-
nomenoninoursociety. Onecan
easily witness students of grade
5-8 openly talking using abusive
language during recess. What do
allsuchincid dicate? Moral

1

roads and prevent the car from
falling into ravines. What will
happen? Ultimately, the car is
going to collide or fall and get
destroyed. Similaris the case with
our generation. Our new gener-
ation lacks these very ethics,
which tell a person what is good
or bad for them. This lack of
ethics propels them into acting
in ways that are often morally
unjustified.

Then we tend to ask, “Were
children like
this earlier?”
This change
has actually
stemmed
fromanover-
lenient and ignorant bet
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limitedamount, kept childrenin
their limits, preventing them
from getting spoiled later in
future. Parents also narrated bed-
time stories to children, often
abridged from their own reli-
gioustexts, whichset good exam-
ples and values for the children
to follow.

Parents, the first teachers of
their child, rarely bash their
adorables, keep a watch of their
social behaviour, or spend time
inculcating
moral val-
ues  into
them either
throughsto-
ries or
through di s. They do

of parents, The older generation
was obedient, humble and eth-
ical as their parents never shied
away fromoffering punishments
for unjustacts or hhthlO\ll‘ and

their 's

al conclave to send a strong to the dissenters of
President Mr. Xi Jinping. The US is walking the same path.

NEW NAVAL PROWESS

HE addition of indigenously-built stealth frigate

INS Taragiri and Nuclear-powered ballistic missile

submarine INS Aridaman to the Indian Navy has

increased vastly its overall effectiveness as one of

the most important blue-water navies in the world.
This development will also send a right message not just to
the Asian neighbourhood but also to the larger world about
India’s naval presence in the oceanic domain.

Of course, these two vessels are only a part of the overall
consolidation programme of the Indian Navy underway for
the past few years. Many more such additions are slated to
strengthen the Indian Navy in the next few years -- leaning
heavily on indigenous critical components as part of the
Atmanirbhar Bharatinitiative of Prime Minister Mr. Narendra
Modi's Government. Both these vessels -- INS Taragiri and
INS Aridaman -- are equipped with most modern equipment
designed and built by Indian engineers.

INS Taragiriisa6,670-tonne warship built by Mazgaon Dock
Shipbuilders Ltd, Mumbai, and is equipped with the BrahMos
Missiles whose capacity to inflict heavy damage to the tar-
gets stands proven. INS Taragiri is a sleeker structure with a
much reduced radar cross-section enabling vastly improved
stealth operations and capacity to survive attacks and stress.

INS Aridaman is the third N-powered submarine follow-
ing INS Arihant and INS Arighat into the Indian Navy's size-
ablefleetof underwater vessels. India’s nuclear-powered bal-
listic missile submarine programme, thus, has made a sig-
nificant positive difference in enhancing the Navy's overall
effectiveness.

India already has two advanced aircraft carriers and a third
may be built in the next few years. By the time the third air-
craft carrier comes along, one of the first two may become
rather old -- thus necessitating a continued programme of
building of aircraft carriers. It is good that the Indian Navy
and the Government have committed themselves to the con-
tinued upgradation of the Navy as a perennial project.

deterioration seems to beevident
among our new generation.
We may say that this genera-
tion is equipped with a tech-
savvy attitude that can be best
used to develop analytical and
objective thinking, Supposeacar
has all the fuel to drive a long
distance but lacks a skilled driv-
er who can navigate the right

actions and behaviour time to
time. Hence all this used to be
moreofanobligationrather than
a choice for them.

Once I asked my father, “Why
didyounever commitnuisances
outside?” My father quickly
responded, “We were too terri-
fied to let any complaints reach
our father’s ears.” This fear, in a

want positive attitude or behav-
iour in their children, but often
do not put any efforts into the
process. Often, parentsafterhav-
ing returned from their work-
place, are found engaged in
mobile phones, instead of play-
ingortalkingwith their children,
whoarebusywatchingTValone.
More so, when parents just keep
scoldingtheir children forwrong
doings without explaining them
strong reasons behind their dis-
approval, the children tend to
view their parentsas dictatorsand
their advice as worthless of act-

ingonorevenlisteningto. Hence,
they continue tobelieve that their
actions are justified and keep
going on the wrong path.

The solution to this problem
requires fostering a strong bond
of interaction between the par-
ents and the children so that the
children trust their parents as
much as they trust both their
‘offline’andonline’ friends. This
can be done by allowing chil-
dren to express their opinions
freely and then correcting them
with strong facts and arguments
that can counter their wrong
opinions and clean their brains.
Parents can also provide them
with substitutes that keep them
connected with reality while
buildingup their personality and
knowledge, such as magazines
over mobile phones and sports
academy classes over online
game sessions.

A man's nature runs either to
weeds or to herbs, therefore let
him reasonably water the one
and destroy the other. All these
ways would definitely turn their
attention towards grasping pos-
itive and useful things, prevent-
ing them from slipping towards
unjust talks, thoughts or actions
they often see and hear among
their friends or on social media.

Every Man in his Humour |Letters Editor

Kejriwal’s
failure

Sir,

This refers to the news report
regarding Raghav Chadha’s
removal from the deputy leader
of Rajya Sabha by the AAP and
its aftermath. Sources suggest
Chadha's silence on key party
issues and absence from events
led to the decision.

It is prerogative for the party
totake disciplinary action against
its own party member. However,
restraining its member from
speaking in Rajya Sabha shows
a lack of internal democracy in
the party. The AAP supremo Mr
Kejriwal has failed on this front.
Part'swayofhandling Chadhahas
shown the party in a poor light.

S.Sankaranarayanan, Chennai

Boost to defence export

Sir,

Asperarecent datafrom the
Ministry of Defence, India's
defence exports hit an all time
high of Rs. 38,424 crore for the
fiscal year 2025-26 which rep-
resentsawhoppingincrease of
62.66% increase from the pre-
vious year.

For decades Indiawasknown
as one of the world's largest
importers of defence equip-
ment but slowly and gradual-
ly India has marked a decisive
structural shift. This humon-
gous jump in defence exports
reflected therising global trust
in India’s indigeneous defence
capabilitiesand Indiais script-
ing history. With the success of

Operation Sindoor, India has
continuously improved its
capability and focussed on
advanced weapons. At present
Brahmos supersonic missile is
in high demand as Phillipines,
Vietnam, Indonesia, and U.A.
E. have evinced incredible
interest for it.

The contribution of Defence
PSU'sis 54.84 per centand pri-
vate industry is 45.16 per cent
and this transfiguration dis-
plays the power of a combined
andselfsufficientenvironment.
Thisachievementofthe Indian
defence industry will surely
position India as a robust and
resilient nation,

Email Rajesh B. Khandelwal

Myanmar’s
future

Sir,

The recent development in
Myanmar has been seeking the
global eyeball as the nation has
invited military leader Min Aung
Hlaing as the new President of
Myanmar. [t has been five years
that Min Aung has been ruling
the nation under his military
capabilities, closing every room
for democracy to bloom again.
Itis unfortunate to note that the
military chief became President
without initiating any formal
channel of democratic means of
power establishment. Only time
will tell the truth about political
developments taking shape for
Myanmar in the days to come.

Kirti Wadk Kanpur

destroyed beyond repair. Itis not
that such aircraft were aplenty
and can be easily replaced. On
Friday,aUSA-10aircraft hasalso
been hit by Iranian air defences.
According to a US official it was
a second US Air Force combat
aircraftwentdownin the Middle
East on Friday as a US fighter jet
was shot down in Iran and one
crew member was rescued ear-
lier in the day.

It was the first time US aircraft
have been downed in the con-
flictand came just two days after
President Donald Trump said in
a national address that the US
has'beaten and completely dec-
imated Iran’ and was ‘going to
finish the job, and we're going to
finish it very fast.”

American bases in West Asia
have been battered beyond
recognition. The question will
arise if these would be rebuilt or
the Americans might be asked
to wind up. After all, these bases
have not provided any defence
cover to the countries which had
harboured them. On the con-
trary, these bases have attracted
attention and bombardment.

Given the downsides of a sud-
den withdrawal, it sometimes
look like if Trump was using this
as a ruse to bring laxity among
the Iranians. He of curse prom-
ises to return in future if need
be.

Buteverythingaround Trump
is absurd drama. Nobody could
be sure what he means. To ordi-
nary people, it is a world verg-
ing on the lunatic.

(IPA)

Inspiration

HERE are many
ways to live life
buta few of them
lead to beautiful
life while rest
male life difficult. Here are
afewforlivingbeautifullife:

TAKE a10-30 minute walk
every day and while you
walk, smile. This simple,
mindful practice often cit-
ed as a ‘beautiful life’ tip
improves mood, builds
stamina, and increases over-
all energy.

Sit in silence for at least
10 minutes each day.

Live with the 3 E's..
Energy, Enthusiasm,
Empathy

Spend more time with
people over the age of 70
and under the age of 6.

Dream more while you
are awake.

Try to make at least three
people smile each day.

Realise thatlifeisaschool
and you are here to learn,
passallyourtests. Problems
are simply part of the cur-
riculum that appear and
fade away like algebra class
but the lessons you learn
will last a lifetime.

Smile and laugh more. It
will keep the energy vam-
pires away.

Life isn't fair, but it’s still
good. Life is too short to
waste time hating anyone.

Don'ttakeyourselfsoseri-
ously. No one else does.

You don't have to win
every argument. Agree to
disagreements. Make peace
with your past, so it won't
mess up the present.

Don't compare your life
with others’. You have no
ideawhat theirjourneyisall
about. - Burn the candles,
use the nice sheets. Don't
save it for a special occa-
sion. Today is special.

Nooneisincharge ofyour
happiness except you.
Forgive everyone for every-
thing. What other people
think of you is none of your
business. Timehealsalmost
everything. Give time, time.

Your job won't take care
of you when you are sick.
Your friends will stay to give
you a healing touch.
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Role of propaganda in war: Case study of Iran

‘America was blindly following Israel’s script to make Iran another Gaza'

efore the advent of
artificial intelli-
gence (AD),
“Information
War”, which included dis-
information and decep-
tion, was done through the
medium of print and elec-
tronic media like news-
papers, radio or television
to confuse adversaries.
Allen Dulles, father of
modern American intelli-
gence, describes this pro-
cess in chapter 11 of his
seminal work “The Craft
of Intelligence” (1963):
"Confusing the Adversary."
Dulles prescribes step-
by-step preparations for
successful deception oper-
ations: First the originat-
ing country should assess
how the adversarial
country thinks and what it
expects. This is because
misleading information, if
sent across, must be plaus-
ible in the existing situ-
ation there. During the
war, it would change min-
ute to minute. The second
step is devising the process

of infusing that false
information into the target
country.

He quotes a very suc-
cessful deception oper-
ation known as “Operation
Mincemeat” in 1943 during
the Second World War.
After the Axis army was
defeated in North Africa,
the Allied forces wanted to
mislead Axis Powers (Italy,
Germany and Japan) on
the exact area where they
would land in Southern
Europe. While the Allies
wanted to land in Sicily,
which they did on 10 July
1943, it was necessary to
mislead the Axis army to
believe that it was some-
where else.

Early in May 1943, the
body of a Royal Marine
Major in full uniform was
found floating on the
Spanish coast in public
view, presumably after an
air crash. Strapped on the
body’s wrist was a military
courier bag containing a
top-secret letter from Sir
(General) Archibald Nye

Vappala Balachandran

Wall Street Journal said
on April 2 that US
treasury yield could
decline to around 4.20%
from the current 4.30%
if the war does not end.

of British Imperial
General Staff to General
Harold Alexander, then
leading the 15th Army
Group in Africa, hinting
an Allied plan to invade
Southern Europe via
Sardinia and Greece.

For this operation, the
British intelligence had to
obtain a body, which was
dressed up in a British
Major’s uniform with all
identification papers as
“Major Martin”. It was
then airlifted to Southern
Spain and floated in sea by
using a submarine near a
town in Southern Spain.

Hitler came to know
this through his spies. He
promptly diverted an

armoured division to
Greece. This adversely
affected the Axis garrison
in  Sicily when the
invasion came in July. Full
details of this very compli-

cated operation are in
Ewen Montagu's “The
man who never was”

(1953). Sir Archibald Nye
later served as the British
High Commissioner in
India (1948-52).

Coming to the present
US-Israel war on Iran,

even Western press feels
that Tehran has an edge on
propaganda. The New
York Times (March 30)
described Iran’s propa-
ganda as “sophisticated
information war aided by
Russia and China”. The
paper said Iran’s state
media outlets and covert
operatives are “producing
a steady torrent of propa-
ganda, overstated nar-
ratives and outright disin-
formation™ through 62

accounts on X, Bluesky,
Facebook, Instagram,
TikTok and other plat-
forms through generative
Al tools “to create increas-
ingly realistic looking
images and videos”. Since
the Internet is mostly
banned in Iran, the target
audience is the outside
world.

The paper also said
many of these accounts,
controlled by the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC)., are by
humans and not by auto-
mated bots for spreading
messages to the Spanish
speaking users in Texas,
California, Venezuela and
English-speaking people.
The paper quoted Darren
L Linvill, director of
Clemson University's
Media Forensics Hub
(South Carolina): “They're
winning the propaganda
war."

The New York Times
also added that the credi-

bility of the propaganda
had been enhanced by
quoting verbatim posts by
anti-Trump and anti-Israel
“influencers”. As a result,
this “information war”
has given Iran’s leadership
a ‘“weapon almost as
potent as its ability to dis-
rupt the world’s energy

economy”.
Col (retd) Douglas
Abbott  Macgregor, a

former Trump follower,
said America was blindly
following Israel's script to
make Iran another Gaza
and in that process drive
America into deep reces-
sion. Wall Street Journal
said on April 2 that US
treasury yield could
decline to around 4.20%
from the current 4.30% if
the war does not end.

The author is former
special secretary, Cabinet
Secretariat.

Views expressed

are personal.

Trump should go: Voices from US

he American

President Donald

John Trump is the

leader of the most
powerful economy and
military of the world. The
common refrain has been
that, “Britain is the oldest
democracy, India the big-
gest and the USA is the
greatest”. As the 45th
President of the United
States (2017-2021), Trump
was acceptable and, to
some, adorable. At the end
of his term, Trump, hav-
ing lost the re-election,
nudged his supporters to
storm the White House,
which raised the eyebrows
of many on his demo-
cratic spirit and inclina-
tions. In the second term,
as he assumed office as the
47th President in January
2025, Trump became a dif~
ferent person, unrecogni-
sable compared to his first
term, and intolerable for
many.

To confess, until today,
have been a sympathetic
supporter of Trump. My
perspective was premised
on the understanding that
Trump may not be articu-
late in public, not media-
savvy, often putting his
foot in his mouth, but his
actions were directed
towards creating pros-
perity (making money)
and building peace in the
world. He himself claims
that he was instrumental
in ending seven wars in
his second term. He made
a promise to end the
Ukraine war soon after he
assumed his second term
and he unsuccessfully
tried. Ironically, he
plunged his country into a
war against Iran without
concretely planning its
conclusion.

Trump claimed to fin-

ish the Iran war in a few
weeks but is still dragging
on. In his latest 19-minute
address to the nation, he
has again claimed to end it
soon even without a deal
with Iran. But he has also
used undiplomatic and
harsh words  about
Iranians. He said, “We will
hit them hard and push it
back to the stone-age.”
This is incomprehensible
from the President of the
United States because,
according to him, one of
the war objectives was to
secure regime change. It is
not a war against
Iranians. If that is so, why
such hostile statements
against the whole
country? In fact, this is my
point of departure from
Donald Trump's personal-
ity and politics.

The world knows
Donald Trump to be
importunate and capri-
cious but his abusive lan-
guage is not acceptable.
Once he said that Russia
and India are two dead
economies. His Vice
President went to a
European security confer-
ence and called names of
European leaders and
riled their leadership
style. Trump's utterances
about NATO leaders have
left the world's most
powerful military alliance
on the brink. Now;, Trump
and his foreign secretary
Marco Rubio are talking
about their continuation
in NATO. That is an unfor-
tunate development for
NATO.

The context of rethink-
ing American’'s NATO
membership is the refusal
of NATO members to mili-
tarily support Trump in
the Iran war. Trump did
not think he would need

Truth: Force that
transforms lives

‘ost of us have a

deep quest to

know the truth

that is complete
and unmixed. This search
for truth is perhaps the
most defining character-
istic of human conscious-
ness. It is this inner urge
that has pushed humanity
from caves to civilisations,
from  superstition to
science and from blind
belief to rational inquiry.
Yet, ironically, the same
human mind that seeks
truth also fears the discom-
fort that truth sometimes
brings. However, it has
been learnt from experi-
ence that, in general, when
a man is told the truth
which does not square well
with his present belief, he
does not accept it, or, at
least, he puts up a strong

resistance towards it. This
resistance is not always
because the new idea is
wrong, but often because
accepting it demands the
courage to question one's
own mental comfort zone.
History is a witness to
the fact that man has so
much attachment to his
existing beliefs that not
only does he offer resis-
tance to new ideas and
knowledge but he also
becomes even intolerant to
the new thoughts so much
so that he commits violence
and indulges into destruc-
tive acts. From the persecu-
tion of thinkers and
reformers to the silencing
of dissenting voices, the
pattern has repeated itself
across cultures and cen-
turies. This prejudice
towards new thought or
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additional support to sub-
due Iran. He thought Israel
and the US could finish the
job sooner than later. As
Trump increasingly got
stuck in the conflict, and in
his desperation to free-up
the Strait of Hormuz, he
asked NATO allies to give a
hand. Exasperation over
Trump's remarks on
European leadership,
double talk on Ukrainian
war and untenable demand
to acquire Greenland have
alienated the NATO allies
who are quickly building-
up their own defence capa-
bility rather than depend-
ing on the US any longer.
Trump is facing heavy
criticism at home and non-
cooperation from abroad.
First, the domestic opposi-
tion: Criticism against
Trump is building up on
several fronts. The “No
Kings” movement, a coali-
tion of progressive and
anti-authoritarian organ-
isations, has been protest-
ing against Trump's
expansion of executive
powers, immigration pol-
icies and military actions
in Iran. The movement has
organised several nation-
wide protests with thou-
sands marching in
Washington DC, New York,
Los Angeles and other
cities. It is estimated that
about 8 million people have
taken to the streets across
the country to protest
Trump’s policies. The spe-
cific areas of criticism

The future will belong
not to those who resist
change, but to those
who develop the
wisdom to examine,
absorb and apply truth
with an open yet
discerning mind.

new knowledge is built not
merely by people's ignor-
ance or attachment to old
beliefs but also by estab-
lished schools or institu-
tions of learning. They
have been resisting any
such thing reaching the
hands of the masses that
contradicts what is stated
in the course books or the
authorised versions.

Very often, systems
meant to liberate the mind
gradually become systems
that condition the mind,
unless they consciously
renew themselves. This
continues even till today

include authoritarianism:
Trump’s actions are seen
as authoritarian while
critics accuse him of
undermining democracy
and the rule of law
Trump’s economic policies
are being criticised for
favouring the wealthy and
exacerbating income
inequality. His hardline
immigration policies have
been widely criticised,
with many arguing they
are inhuman and target
specific communities.
America is a land of immi-
grants. Its wealth and
might were created by
hard working immigrants
who migrate to the United
States for greater oppor-
tunity. Trump himself has
immigrant parentage.

Trump's foreign policy
decisions, including his
handling of the Iran situ-
ation, have raised concerns
about his impulsiveness
and potential for escala-
tion. In fact, some
Republicans are critical of
Trump’s leadership styvle
and policies arguing that
they are alienating voters
and harming the party’s
prospects in the 2026 mid-
terms. Trump's approval
ratings have fallen with a
recent poll showing 38 per
cent support, the lowest
this year. There have been
sporadic  attempts  to
impeach President Trump.

Internationally, Trump
is losing support. Many
leaders would like to be
aligned with the United
States but not Trump and
they are waiting out his
second term. -INFA

The author is

a Prof of Practice, NIIS
Group of Institutions
Views expressed

are personal.

[TRUTH

though to a lesser degree.
Because the educated
peaople nowadays are more
open to new ideas and the
educational institutions
also now  encourage
research on many topics
which were untouched till
date. The digital age too
has played a silent but
powerful role by democra-
tising access to informa-
tion, making it harder than
ever to permanently sup-
press uncomfortable
truths. There is thus some
change in the environment
as compared to what it was
about a hundred or fifty

Recognising a good man!

BOB'S BANTER

Robert Clements

years ago. But the in-built
prejudice towards new
thought and resistance to
new beliefs has not yet
completely vanished. It
now appears in subtler
forms such as social exclu-
sion, intellectual dismissal
or organised trolling
rather than open persecu-
tion. Such reactions only
demonstrate insecurity of
belief rather than strength
of conviction.

1t should be remem-
bered that false knowledge
or ignorance builds up
deep prejudice, hatred and
emotional attachment
which lead people to viol-
ent reactions. Hence, in
order to remove prejudice
and hatred, its base which
is false knowledge will
have to be removed. And,
for that, truth will have to
be told. But truth also
needs the right language,
the right timing and the
right approach, because
harsh presentation of
truth sometimes closes the
very minds it intends to

that hill outside Jerusalem
where three crosses stood
like a grim exhibition of
human judgement. On the
middle cross hung Jesus,
declared innocent by the very
authority
him. On either side were two
thieves,
properly condemned, prop-
erly placed.

And yet, in that strange
courtroom of wood and nails,
something remarkable hap-
pened,

One thief behaved exactly
as expected. He mocked. He

when one is nailed to a bad
decision.

But the other thief did
something quite inconven-
ient. He thought.

Now thinking, as we all
know, is a dangerous activity.
It can get you into trouble. It
can separate you from the
crowd.

This thief looked at the
man beside him and came to
a conclusion that the edu-
cated, the powerful and the

with every second. If ever
there was a time to mind
one's own business, this was
it. But no, this man chose up
that exact moment to speak
up. Not about himself, but
about another.

While the crowd shouted,
“Crucify!” he quietly said,
“This man has done nothing

wrong.”
There is courage, and then

there is this.

ood Friday has
passed and it is far
Easter tomorrow. for
My mind wanders to

that sentenced

properly labelled,

We, on the other hand, are

more practical. We wait
official statements. We

check social media. We see
which way the wind is blow-
ing.
finger, we nod wisely. If a gov-
ernment labels someone, we
adjust our moral compass
accordingly. After all, who
wants to be on the wrong side
of authority, especially when
authority comes with micro-
phones and press releases?

We have perfected the art
of safe silence.

The tragedy is not that
innocent people are pun-

If an institution points a

ished. That has been happen-

ing

for centuries. The real

tragedy is that those who rec-

sneered. He joined the crowd ognise innocence  often
below. It is always comforting choose convenience over
to follow the majority, even courage.

That thief had nothing to
gain. No future to secure, No
reputation to protect.

He turned to Jesus and
made a simple request, a des-
perate one, a sincere one.
And the response he received
was astonishing. “Today you
shall be with me in paradise.”

No committee meeting. No

the

open. So, we should try to
devise methods which can
stop false knowledge from
putting up violent reac-
tions rather than putting
up pressure so that the
truth  is  not  given
expression. Patient dia-
logue, compassionate com-
munication and gradual
exposure to better knowl-
edge have historically
proven to be more effective
than confrontation. We
must understand the fact
that those people who show
resistance to or opposition
against new ideas or
knowledge are very small
in numbers and hence we
must bear in mind that this
has always been the case
with preachers of new
ideas and that initially
only a small number of
people would accept new
knowledge. However, as
time goes by, more and
more people start accept-
ing the truth.

Remember. the truth of
the knowledge should not
be judged by the small

background
Just a recognition of truth,
rewarded instantly.

So here is the uncomfort-

verification.

religious had all missed. He able question this Good
recognised a good man. Friday.

Imagine the setting. Pain When the world points and
shooting through his body. mocks, when the crowd
Breath coming in short gathers stones or words,
bursts. Life slipping away when authority declares

someone guilty, do we have

courage to pause, to

think, and if needed, to stand

and say, “This man has

done nothing wrong™?
Or will we, like the first
thief, simply join the noise?
Because sometimes, recog-
nising a good man is the bra-
vest thing we can ever do..!

number of people who
accept it but by the change
it brings about in the life of
those who accept it! Truth
proves itself not by popu-
larity but by its power to
elevate human thinking
and conduct. Hence, we
must now rise up from
deep slumber and give up
our resistance and opposi-
tion and should learn a les-
son from history and start
recognising and accepting
new ideas and knowledge
which would help in bring-
ing about a great trans-
formation world-wide. The
future will belong not to
those who resist change,
but to those who develop
the wisdom to examine,
absorb and apply truth
with an open yet discern-
ing mind.

The author is

a spiritual educator &
popular columnist for
publications across
India, Nepal & UK.
Views expressed

are personal.

Printed at Lokmat Media Pvt. Ltd., Plot No. 192, 207 & 208 MIDC Industrial Area, Butibori, Nagpur and Published by Printer & Publisher Balaji Muley for and on behalf of Lokmat Media Pvt. Ltd, at Lokmat Bhavan, Pt, Jawaharlal Nehru Marg, Post Box No. 236, Nagpur-440 012.
Licence No. NGP 39, Phone - 0712-2423527 (7 Lines) m Founder Editor : Late Jawaharlal Darda » Chairman, Editorial Board . Dr Vijay Darda m Editor-in-Chief : Rajendra Darda m Editor - N. K. Nayak*

(* Responsible for selection of news under P&RB Act.) Lokmat Times©'™ Reproduction of any article in any form is prohibited. Lokmat Times© Lokmat Media Pvt. Ltd. is the user of this trademark. (Regn. awaited).
Email: Editorial: Itedit com, Adr

rtisement: advt.

<om, Circulation: circ.ngp@lokmat.com




Jasmine
Sandlas’ (tr-rd

the first Hindi
fim albumto
have its entire
soundtrack on
Spotify's Global
Top 200. P11

3

Mapping the hidden ecological
costof conflicts

VARIETY PAGE 2

Che Sunday Tribune

SPECTRUM

CHANDIGARH | 5 APRIL 2026

NONIKA SINGH

S Dhurandhar: The Revenge’

continues its historic run just

months after the stupendous

success of Dhurandhar’, it is

clear that while the visuals
provide the impact, the soundtrack is the
literal heartbeat of the franchise. Director
Aditya Dhar may have built the world, but
music director Shashwat Sachdev and an
edectic mix of voices have given it a soul
India can’t stop humming,

The film’s cinematic merits remain a point
of contention between critics and fans, but
thesoundtradkis an unmistakable triumph,
Thutedin album launch promos as a*“Shash-
wat Sachdev musical”, he has crafied a land-
scape where traditional toots collide with
modem sensibilities, turning the album into
amasterdass of atmospheric storytelling,

Singers ke Reble and Khan Saab are no
longer just niche favourtes: they are
becoming household names, their voices
synonymous with the film's high-stakes
energy. Danish-Indian singer Navtej Singh
Rehalof Bombay Rockers has rediscovered
massive fame. The reimagining of Aart
Aari’ has ignited a cross-generational
spark that is dominating airwaves.

Perhaps the most fascinating phenome-
non is the “Sartaa) Effect”. The legendary
Satinder Sartag) has achieved nationwide
viral status by lending his voice to just two

soulful lines: “Sanu sariyan visar gaiyan
makvan ve..." Itis a testament to the Pun-
Jjabi singer ure that this brief, haunting

couplet remains one of the most shared and
searched moments of the entire album.

Matching this intensity is Jasmine Sand.
las — born in Punjab and raised in Califar-
nia. Her contribution to both the films is
undeniable, but it is her eledtric, viral
screen presence in 'Sharaarat’ and the
tracks ‘Main Aur Tu’ aswellas aiye Sajna’
that have created a secondary storm. Sand-
las' voice embodies the defiant, restless
spirit of the film itself.

The Indian fiim industry has always stood
out for its one distinctive feature — the
song-and-dance routine. Be it earlier direc-
tors like Raj Kapoor and Guru Dutt or mod-
em<day filmmakers like Sanjay Leela
Bhansali and Vishal Bhardwaj, all have
used music as an important story-telling
toal. Mohit Suri's attention to music has
been so phenomenal that even when his
movies did not work. the liting melodies
never failed to touch a chord.

With ‘Dhurandhar’, Dhar elevates music
10 not just a story enabler, but the narrator
itself. His musicality apparently stems from
his roots. Son of Sunita Dhar, who served as
the Dean and head of the Faculty of Music
and Fine Arts, Delhi University, he grew up
amidst classical sounds. Besides, Dhar's
faith in Shashwat goes back to 2016 while
making ‘Raat Backi'. Ttwas initially shelved
but released as ‘Dhoom Dhaam’ last year,

though Shashwat did not give the music,

Born in Jaipur. Shashwat's Hindustani
dassical training began at three, West
dassical beckoned while pursuing law at
Pune In Los Angeles, he got an opportuni-
tv towork with two-time Oscarwinner Hans
Zimmer for a arime-thriller series, becom-
ing the first Indian todo so. And if you think
Shashwat and Diljit Dosanjh got ‘Ez-E=" in
the Dhurandhar verse, their comfort zone
dates back to Dosanjh-starrer Phillauri’, the
first film for which Shashwat composed.

Lately. his chartbuster ‘Gafoor’ became a
high-odane anthem for Aryan Khan's
‘Ba****ds of Bollywood'.

For Shashwat, who won the National
Awvard for Dhar's ‘Uri: The Surgical Strike’,
music is all about interpreting the text. Any
wonder, walking in step with ‘Dhurand-
har's lead character Ranveer Singh's
Hamza/Jaskirat, rooted in Punjab di miits,
he leans on Punjabi pop influences and yet
creates his own musical architecture,

Beyond the unusual medley of
sounds, music in both parts of the
blockbuster is a recurring leitmotif, an
underlying subtext as also an overarch-
ing character. If one moment it reflects
the poignant journey of Hamza, at
another it turns audacious and rises to
capture the breathtaking action in its
thunderous beats. Tension, conflict,

pain, trauma are all writ in its uplifting
poetry and exhilarating rhythms.

Inacountrywhere songs have often been
the loo-break moment, Shashwat's music
is a power-packed story in itself — experi-
mental yet organic. a confluence of vaned
cultural influences from Arabic pop track
produced by DJ Outlaw and performed by
Bahraini rapper Flipperachi, to Pakistani
qawwalis to India's yesteryear chart:
busters. And then, who would have
thought of amalgamating voices from Pun-
jabwith those from the Northeast.

Yer, it'sa musical score which is alwaysin
sync with the film but has a life of its own

engrossing, electrifying and entertain-

a Gen-Z music buff
are often larger than life, but here
. 100, has an unmatched Titanicscale
echoing its chamcters' robust personas.”

Time and again, Imtinz Ali and his
favourite lyricist Irshad Kamil's musical

alchemy has given memorable numbers,
for instance in ‘Amar Singh Chamkila',
with its impactful ‘Mainu Vide Karo'
Kamil'’s lyrical verses have often been
woven in the Lurger fabnc of the film. What
the gifted lyridst from Malerkotla has writ-
ten for both parts of ‘Dhurandhar’ is imbed-
ded not just with meaningand purpose, but
a deep reflection of the narmative arc. So
much so that listeners can find newer allu-
sions in what seemed like just another love
song. When the first part was released in
December last year, ‘Gefvmt Hua' found its
way asa favourite ringtone.

Today, discerning dnephiles can sensea
deeper meaning in its poetic metre, not
just the spy reference in the line: Tulh se
bach ke chalna bid hai™. In the use of the
words “khwaab khwaab”, the; 1 sense
what ‘The Revenge’ has shown: the love
story of Hamza and Elina is not exactly a
happily ever after.

Noted casting director Mukesh Chhabra,
whose on-point casting for Aditya Dhar's
vast array of adorable and despicable ¢ hur
acters has won him fulsome praise
himself listens to the songs on a loop. He
recalls, “During the casting process itself,
Dhar would tell me repeatedly asto how he
is going to use the music in his films; in
shont, like never before in Hindi dnema.”

ft lak the
captain of the ship to grasp the finer details
and create the necessary mood. Shashwa
musical genitisis evident not only inhow he
has experimented with awhole range of voie
eswith varying tones and textures, butinthe
useof remixes — fromthereprised version of
“Na Toh Kaarvan Ki Talaash Hai', to Aari
Aari’ and Tamma Tamma’. What's equally
rematkable is how the song is used in a piv-
otal scene concerning Sanjay Dutt's SP

Music

KK Venugopal's memoir is a document of
personal as well as national history
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Aslam, The irony, that the original was pic-
turised on the ‘Khalnayak’ star and Mad-
huri Dixit in ‘Thaanedaar’, is not lost on
those who fallow cinema avidly. An Easter
egg by way ofa song.

Clearly, remixes have been the order of
the film industry for quite some time, As
Mukesh puts it, “Remixes can often be
specific to a situation, Only Shashwat has
used them because these were popular
numbers of their times and fit aptly in the
narrative. What'smore, look at how he has
hlended them with English lyries.”

If in the voice of Reble, a singer from
Meghalaya in her early 20s, songs like
‘ Naal Nachna', Monica, Oh My Daring’
and ‘Main Aur Tu’ acquire the requisite
Gen-Z feel and timbre, the use of
‘Rasputin’ simply takes your breath away.
Th reimagine Boney M's song in a climac-
tic moment, drawing a parallel between the
entrapment of a Pakistani General with a
historical Russian figure requires sume
imagination. And gumption. too, which
v is a hallmark of Dhar's film:

C the beauty
Dhurx directorial skills and Shashwat's
musical prowess is their combined ability
tospring a surprise, He avers, ‘Just look at
the placement of songs, These are largely
as an antithesis to what one would expect
in that particular sequence.” If he loves
how ‘Tamma Tamma' and Hum Pyar
Karne Wale' have been juxtaposed during
crucial turning points, he swears by Dhar's
vision, “Crystal clear from theword go!

He adds, “From the look of each charac-
ter to the design of 4 scene to the musical
motif, he had it all ready in his mind. And,
of course, Shashwat is an exceptionally
creative musicdan who matched his direc-
tor's exemplary vision note by note.” The

net result — every charadter, major or
minor, gets a fillip with every song that
hasthemin the frame.

Call it the power of conviction or the syn-
ergy url\vn genre-bending geniuses, today
the music of '‘Dhurandhar’ not only mles
popularity charts, but is the go-to score §
random reels. Music certainly has a soulof
its own, but for film music to become the
movie's signature, manifesting itself in
mure than one theme, is a rare feat.

As arule, remixes take you back to the
ariginal verse, but with ‘Dhurandhar’, pick
any remix and you will only be reminded
of theworld Dhar has created.

Originals like ‘Phir Se Naina Bhaw', in
the unmatched voice of Arijit Singh. with
Iyrics by Kamil, convey the emotional
weight of Hamza's heartbreaking dilem
ma of a man unable to return home, as no
dialogue ever could have. Inaway, it's also
a befitting answer to the brigade which is
questioning with scepticism: can Hamza's
revenge put an end to terror? The answer
lies in the lyrics: ‘Samghe they hum, gham
hai khatam’... pain might be cyclical but
music as a balm, as an immersive experi-
ence, requiresunerring felicity and nerve.

Instead ofticking the checklist, Dhar and
Shashwat decided to create their own, and
now it's the playlist of millions.

If ‘Dhurandhar’ became the first Hindi
film album to have its entire soundtrack
chart simultaneously on Spotify’s Global
Top 200, 11 out of 14 tracks of ‘The Revenge’
found the same exalted place. As the
sequel crosses the ¥1,500-crore mark glob
ally, it's a classic case of one feeding the
other Music and the film have never been
in a more symbiotic relationship, The
director and his musical team have not just
completed a story, but created history.

Extreme left:
Aditya Dhar's
musicality
comes from his
roots. Mother
Sunita Dhar
was head of
the faculty of
Music and Fine
Arts, DU; (and
left) Shashwat
Sachdev's
musicisa
power-packed
story, a mix of
genres from
Arabic pop to
gawwalis to old
Hindi songs.
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As conflicts intensify, migratory
birds are being forced to alter
routes, skipvital stopovers, and
navigate increasingly hostile skies
— threatening delicate ecological
balances across continents

connecting
distant

PHOTOSBY
i THE WRITER

PARTH JOSHI

a missile lights up

the night sky over the

Arabian Guif or adrone

swarm hums across the

plains of Eastern

Europe, the world keenly watches as air-

lines scramble for safe carridors. But aero-

planes are not the only chjects whose

paths are forcibly diverted by wars. A

much older and more delicate aviation
network is also thrown into crisis.

Each year in spring, billions of birds
migrate North. where abundant daylight
und food, combined with fewer predators,
offer safe breeding grounds. As colder sea-
sons amrive and these regions become unin-
hahitable, they return South to spend the
winter. These flights are instinctive, refined
by evolution over millennia.

Even first-time migrants travelling alone
navigate expertly. guided by a genetic com-
pass and environmental cues such as day-
light, winds and the earth's magnetic field.
Many return, year after year; tothe same win-
tering grounds or breeding sites with pin-
point precision, one of the most extraordi-
nary feats in the natural world,

FLYWAYS UNDER PRESSURE
Bird migrations happen along aerial corni-
dors known as “flyways”, each used by a
specific set of spedes, Along these flyways,
birds often depend on a network of
“stopover sites” — forests, grasslands orwet~
lands — where they rest and refuel before
continuing journeys that are precisdy
attuned toseasonal changes.

Durng conflits, both flyways and
stopover sﬂe'\ are sub_'uled lo mu:nse
human di:
aircraft generate susuumd noise and light
pollution, while military infrastructure
degrades key hahitats, When these pres-
sures combine. birds may become disorient-

CAPTION CONTEST 1556

HIMANSHU MAHAIAN

NTAGU'S M»\(\h!

ed in flight and lose their way, skip critical
stopover sites, or alter their migration
routes. In some cases, even the invisible
environment they rely on is affected. Elec-
tronic interference, such as GPS

or ic signals, candistort navi-
gational cues, further complicating already
demunding joumeys,

ACHANGING MAP
Emerging research is trying to understand
these changes. For instance, satellite track-
ingofthe endangered Egyptian vulture has
shown that routes passing through parts of
Eastern Europe and the Black Sea region
are now being used less frequently, with
many birds taking a more Easterly path
through Central Asia before entering South
Asia. These shifts have been recorded since

NORTHERN SHOVELER

or skipped stopovers, one must view migra-
tion as a strict “energy budget”. Every gram
of fat stored is precious fuel meant for afixed
leg of the joumey. When a war forces a bird
to fly extra kilometres or bypass a resting

site, it creates a “sublethal effedt” — factors

The erisis ripples through the ecological

¢ycles of the regions they visit. Migratory

hirds provide vital services like pest control,

seed dispersnl. and nulrienl cycling. When

warf: ins their ith

that rely on these services also suﬂ'eJ: even
i

lves. Active war hecome
“no-go’” areas for fidd research, leaving sa-
entists torely on remote sensing techniques
that may not capture the full extent of habi-
tat degradation or subtle behavioural
changes in migratory species.
Furthermore, the rising use of electronic
warfare — specifically GPS jamming and
signal spoofing — is blinding our primary
monitoring tools. Satellite transmitters,
used to track precise movements, now face
“data blackouts” in military theatres, mean-
ing the most significant shifts in avian
behaviour are unfolding exactly where we
are least able toobserve them, creating crit-
ical gapsin sdentific understanding.

RETHINKING CONSERVATION
As welook up at the sky to marvel at birds
flying in Vformations, it is easy to view
their. nmml.n.s a slmple timeless certainty.

ifthe ot ly distant
andlargely unseen. India ishome to three of
the nine global flyways, the Central Asian
Flyway being the most prominent. Dl&up

Yet those ht be carrying the invis-
ible baggage of aworld at war

Protecting them requires safeguarding
cnuml mhuvs along ﬂ)w.lvs and strength-

tions in these idors due to il

dsewhere directly affect the health of the
avifaunaarriving in the subwnunem
Raptors like vult

conser particular-

Iy across regions where geopolitical tensions
lhreulen to limit scentific cooperation.
ddressing the envi l legacies of

ecosystem health by hunting pests and dis-
posing of carcasses, hmmng the spmad of

war must also become an integral part of
post-conilict recovery efforts, ensuring that

disease, If their 4 arise
in diseases may follow, nruther euvem&rs

are restored alongside commu-
mnes and lmlenwnmmmtal monitaring ls

like feral d

{intoh T

2022, not directly correlated to, but coineid-  that may not immediately kill a bird but  local ecology. . the pi of
ing with the onset of the Russia-Ukmine  impair its longtemn ability to lummn thirds and waders is tied to thehealth of
war In p.ms of West Asia, conflits have They. impacts are u!len not i i Indian wetlands. These birds maintain eco-

1 or dried up over time rather  logical balance in habitats that support agri-
ing waterbirds and waders such as ducks than causing instant mun.u.m:, culture, groundwater recharge, and fish-

and cranes, which use them as stopovers or
wintening sites. Even small disruptions at
such stopover sites can adversely impact
entire migration cycles.

CORRIDORS DISRUPTED
To understand the gravity of these detours
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S an avidegg lover, L havea
soft corner for Easter. Not
because I amreligious — 1
— but because of a
delicious imagery that is connected
with the festival: decorated and gai-
1y coloured hard-boiled eggs. On the
day of the festival, I think we must
celebrate the role that eggs play in
our lives and recall the many forms
that they take, I like my double-
fried eggs and omelette, and enjoy
ional hard-boiled egg with
salt and pepper Egg cumry —
cooked in Kerala style, with a lot of

Birds that amrive at their breeding grounds
exhausted can fail to reproduce, asthey lack
the strength to defend their territory or pro-
duce eggs. In slow-breeding species like

eries. Ifbirds amrive lateor in poor condition,
these roles weaken, impacting the people
that depend on them.

eagles or vultures, usngdebadwmm.nbe A MOVING CRISIS
enoughtotriggera i p L these impacts, however, is
takes decades to recover. increasingly difficult as the geopolitical
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club 1 am a member of. Assam’s Mint leaves
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boiled egg akoori.

aresimple variations of boiled eggs in
a curry. Then there is the Parsi dish
akoori — spicy scrambled eggs —
which comes in all forms, with varia-
tions ranging from the addition of
fried potatoes, ginger, arar dal and
spring onions toalmonds, raisins and
cashew nuts. There is even a hard-

Eggs. as we all know, are a great

Sweet paprika, ifavailable

source of nutrients. rich in vita-
mins and minerals. There was a
time when eggs were seen as a
health risk, but increasingly they
are being held up as an ideal and
easy source of protein. According
to a 2025 report in the journal

Take 6small bowks. Gently
crack anegg into eachone of
them. Heat oll in alarge flat-

bottomed frying pan. Addthe.
onions, garlicand green pep-
per.Add the spicesand sea-
sonwith saltand pepper.
Whenthe onions aresoft, add
the tomatoes, then sweet
6 paprika, ifavailable. Cook the
tomatoes o low heat When
For cooking tomatoes are cooked,
Liarge make Bdents Intoeachdent,
1large slidein an egg from the bowls,
6 oneat a time. By putting the
4 eggs in separate bowls, you
1tsp ensute thatifthere isarotten
egg, youdon'tspoilalithe
Yatsp ingredients by pLtting it direct-
Vatsp lyintothe pan.Cover.
Yatsp When the eggwhhes are set,
Ltbsp thedishisdane.Garmishwith
1thsp mint.corander leaves. Serve
Totaste witherusty bread & extravirgin
1tsp oliveollin abowl onthe side.

egg aday is safe for most people

Nutrients, new research says that
relatively older adults who eat 1-
eggs aweek have a 20 per cent low-
er risk of cardiovascular disease-
related death. Evidence that one

based on a body of studies, many

planning.

This also calls for greater investment in
long-term research, improved international
data-sharing, and the protection of stopover
sites that serve as lifelines for migratory
species. Because in protecting these jour-
neys, we are not only conserving birds, but
preserving the ecalogical connections that
quietly sustain landscapes livelihoods, and
lifeitself across human borders,
— Thewriter isan environmenl

activist and bird enthusiast

One of the most versatile foods, eggs offera world of flavour; memory.and comfort in everybite

Sunnyside up

conducted at Harvard Medical
School. Steel man Russi Modi knew
that well before the studies became
public, Legend has itthat heusedto
consume a 16-egg omelette every
day. I may not go that far, but I can
never say no to a fluffy omelette,
with a bit of ketchup on the side.

Among the other mouth-watering
egyg dishes is the shakshuka, aNorth
African dish that is eaten across the
region and in the Mediterranean,
and is now quite a popular breakfast
order in India. And the many cafes
that have mushroomed in the met-
ros serve a Turkish dish called ¢ilbir
— poached eggs served on a bed of
garlic and dill-flavoured Greek
yoghurt. And how can we forget Chi-
na's marbled eggs, as tasty as they
are good to look at?

For this, you boil eggs and crack the
shells but don't peel them. Now, with
the cracked shell, you let the eggs
cook in a pot of water that has a tea
bag. some soya sauce, star anise, cin-
namon, pepper corn, and an orange
peel, Tale: the eggsout after 1-2hours,
and then peel them. The eggs will
emerge with a beautiful pattern.
Another remarkable dish from China
is the 100-yearold egg also called
Century egg, alkalised and preserved.

I guess it's the season, but I find
myself being flooded with some
funny and some cringeworthy puns
6 about eggs. Theonethat caught my
fancy said: "Egg main or egg tu,
dono miley Easter-ya”. You may
laugh or wince, but you may have to
is  ‘crack’ a smile.

— The wriler is a food critic
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Mela Chiraghan, marking the death anniversary of Sufi mystic Madho Lal Hussain, shines bright in Lahore

400 YEARS

OF LOVE& LIGHT

TarunpT SINGH Buraua

N the small crowded streets of Bagh-
banpura in Lahore, to the west of Shal-
imar Gardens, lies the famous shrine
of the Sufimystic Madho Lal Hussain.
His Urs (death anniversary) has been
celebrated in Lahore for over 400 years and
was recently observed with great enthusi-
asm during the last weekend of March

This shrine is the final resting place of the
16th-century Punjabi Muslim Sufi poet
Shah Hussain and his close companion
Madho Lal, a Hindu Brahmin. Shah Hus-
sain (1538-1589) lived during the time of
Mughal Emperor Akbar He was borninthe
same year as the passing of Guru Nanak
(1469-1538), and 42 years after the death of
Bhagat Kabir (1425-1496),

Shah Hussain wassodeeply inlove witha
young Hindu boy, Madho Lal, from Shah-
dara, just across the Ravi river, that he
changed his name to Madho Lal Hussain.
Thday, their graves sit next to each other

Maharaja Ranjit Singh, commonly known
as Shere-Punjab, who ruled Punjab from
Lahore from 1799 to 1839, had profound
respect for Shah Hussain, a pioneer of Kaafi
poetry, who lived in Lahore. Maharaja Ran-
jit Singh combined the Urs of Shah Hussain
with the cultural festival of Basant into one
majorevent called MelaChiraghan (Restival

ILLUSION

VSREALITY

Rooted in the realm of devotion and
delusion, Mithyasur won bigat the recent
Mahindra Excellence in Theatre Awards

MoNicA ARORA

HE phenomenal pl

sur, directed by 1 Singh

Pallawat, was recently feted

with multiple awards at the

= Mahindra Excellence in The-

atre Awards (META 2026). Among the

accalades were awards for Best Produc

tion, presented to the Ujaagar Dramatic

Association and Ved Satpathy: Best Origi-

nal Seript, bagged by Pranay Pandey. and

Best Actor in a Supporting Role (Male),
awarded to Sahil Ahuja.

The play is based in 18thcentury Hin-
dustan and revolves around an ancient
temple and its high prie: ymdev, whois
guided by the demon king Kumbh via
dreams. Indeed, in contemporary times
that are all about digital appearances, and
artificial intelligence becoming an insepa-
rable part of our existence — a play rooted
in the realm of “devotion and delusion™
has generated much interest.

‘Mithyasur’ comes from the words
‘mithya’ or illusion and ‘asur’ or demon.
As the director Pallawat, elucidates,
“Growing up, I was always fascinated by
the mythological stories woven into our
dailylives. As I delved deeper into theatre,
1 realised that the power of illusion and
reality are fundamental to the craft.”

‘Mithyasur’ thus becomes an attempt to
explore how myths can be both timeless

‘Mithya

of Lights), which was celebrated at the
shrine of Shah Hussain. According to histor-
ical accounts, Ranjit Singh walked barefoot
from his palace in Lahore to the shrine to
muark this festival, ranforcing a message of
religious co-existence.

The British moved the Urs festival from
the shrine to Shalimar Gardens, Howev-
er,in 1958, the festival was moved back to
the shrine.

This year. Iwas invited by the Auqaf Board
(the management committee of mosques ) to
speak at the festival. As I stood up, the urge
1o speak in Punjabi took over me. T began
with the following kaaft of Shah Hussain:
Rabba, mere haal det, mehmm tu
Andar tu hain, bahar tu hain,
rom om vich tu
Tu hain tanna, tu hain banna,
sabh kujhmera tu
Kahe Hussain faqirnimana,
main nahin, sabh tu
(O God. you are the all knower of me,

You are inside me, you are outside me,
youare in every cell of mine,

You are the string of music, you are also
the thread of doth, you are myeverything,
Says the lowly Fakir Hussain, I am nothing,
youareeverything )

Later, as I walked out of the event to
experience the rustic festival, the first
things that caught my eyes and ears were

a raging fire in a pit and the throbbing
sound of over a dazen dhols (Punjabi
drums) playing all over the shrine com-
plex. Hundreds of men, women, and chil-
drenintermingled freely, making itatruly
community festival, with people exchang-
ingjhappis (hugs) and pappis (kisses).

The fire pit, referred to as alao, symbolis-
es the fire of divine love. Men and women
offered lamps (chirags) to the firealong with
flowers. Tt was a sight to behold.

Th my right, malangs (Sufi dancers) were
swaying to the beat of two large dhols, This
was Dhammal! —a Sufi mysticdance of los

ing oneself to the beat of drums to experi-
ence the divine. I had never experienced
this way of connecting with the divine.
There were over a dozen such small danc-
ing groups. Each comprised malangs and
ordinary locals, many with their long hair
open. Some of the malangshad bellstied to
their feet and hands. Next to each dance
group was a langar, a community kitchen
serving free food to all

Mela Chiraghan is unique as it honours
the deep spiritual bond between Shah
Hussain and Madho Lal, symbolising uni-
ty across religious and social boundaries.

‘Mithyasur' explores the deep inflience of myths and stories in the evolution of the human civilisation.

and timely; how they can speak to our con-
temporary concerns and yet remain woted
ina sense of timelessness. “1 think myths
have been the best facade tocreate a sense
of disorientation, a sense of questioning
what's real and what's not,” Pallawat,

The director wanted to present a story
that is set in aworld unlike ours, but deals
with ideas that are fundamentally human.
“Placed in a world of demons and kin
the narrative may appear complex but is
inherently quite simple, primarily because
we all have grown up listening to stories of
rajas, ranis, devtas and asurs. Mythology
tricksusinto a sense of comfort and famil-
iarity, thus allowing us tolose our rigid and
preconceived notions, The setting of

‘Mithpasur” hence becomes important for
this story,” he says,

Always intrigued by the power of myth in
shaping us as humans and our sense of
what is true and what isn, the other
wuorldly historical dimension of ‘Mithya-
suwr’ became Pallawat’s attempt to under-
stand the interplay between power, its
abuse and its relation with forces such as
religion, state and science.

Vijay Putidar plays the lead character of
Somdev. On the process of delving into the
depths of faith, he say Ty first and most
difficult task wasto understand the kind of
surrender that would be required for a
character like Somdev and then for it to
get shattered and what that would mean.”

He says itwas animmersive proces
of discovering facets of himself, and his
own struggles with the idea of being so
devoted to someone, “When you come
from a small town, alotofthings become a
partofyour beingwithout you recognising
the factual reality of those things. The fes
tivals we celebrate, the deities we worship

it all feels like part of an identity rather
than a question of myth s reality.”

“But when you growup, you star recog-
nising and questioning these traditions
and belief systems. Wha scinating
and beautiful is that this question is an
endless, immortal being in itself. It has
presented and will continue to present
tself to generations, forever and ever.”

Ttwas a multi-faith festival during the ear-
ly 19th-century Sikh rule and became a
key example of the period's cultural inte-
gration. bringing together people of differ-
ent faiths.

During this year's Mela Chiraghan, I was
among the few non-Muslims visiting the
shrine to pay respects. Thousands of Mus-
lims bowed their heads with equal fervour at
the graves of Shah Hussain and Madho Lal.
1 hope such interfaith respect and under-
standing run through South Asia.

— Thewriler is a US-based Sikh
interfaith activist and scholar

notes Patidar The play also won Sahil
Ahujaan award for Best Supporting Actor
(Male). For his character of Rakshas Raj,
he underwent a bodily metamorphosis,

“1 began doing theatre a decade ago and
this was the first time I had to learn the
basi {uttiyattam for a role. The phys-
ical references and videos of many Kuttiy-
attam gurus made it possible for me to
transform my body. Under the guidance of
Madhav Chakyar sir, my eyes and hands
learnt a new language and that changed
the way [ was approaching the character
says Ahuja

The changes in his body started to alter
his speech pattem. The dialogues some-
how took shape and led in images:
some were said insilence. “This was a com-
pletely new experience for me. [ have nev-
er in my life achieved the famous ‘walk
and talk’ of the character in this fashion."

Among the other actors were Pratiksha
Kote, who plays Revati. She is a woman of
substance, who asks questions and takes
things in her control for the sake of he
dynasty. She says the character draws its
strength from the seript itself.

“We tried to portray the character
through the script. To understand Revati's
politics, T studied her lines and where these
'were coming from. For that, guidance from
Ajeet Pallawat and creative and art director
Ipshita Singh Chakraborty played an
important role.” adds Kote.

Pallawat calls himself an ardent
dent of history and science. He say
the research that went into ‘Mithya.
was not a one-time effort but rather
something shaped by what all he has
read and understood. He is fascinated
by the rich tapestry of Indian king-
doms and their dynamics with powers
both fareign and domestic

“Our history, particulary of the last few
hundred years, has shaped us into our
sodety of today. Philosophy based on reli-
gion and faith remains highly relevant,
offering a counterbalance to technology's
frenetic pace,” he condudes.

— Thewriteris a freelancer

s
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Shah Hussain
and Madho
Lal's graves
sitnext to
each other

in Lahore,



04

Sanjay HeGoe
K VENUGOPAL is 94 years
old, He has appeared in over
1.600 reported judgments. He
served as Attorney General for
ndia from 2017 to 2022, His
ﬁnhen MKNumbynr, argued the founda-
i cases of’
Ind.u. including AK Gopalan (1950) and
Golaknath (1967). The son's career spans
the Emengency, the anti-Sikh riots, the
Mandal agitation, the Babn demnhuun
the P pl
and the National Judidal Appointments
Commission challenge. When a man of
this range writes his memoir, the result is
inevitably a document of both personal
and national history,

‘An Accidental Lawyer' is, in the best
sense, an old man's book. It has the
unhuried tone of someone who has noth-
ing left to prove and no reputation left to
build. Venugopal is generous with credit,
naming junior after junior who went an to
earn di P Chid Rohin-
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Lawyer’s memoir as national history

AUNTAL
CCIDE
o LAWYER

through their attendant litigation. Venu-
gopal's account of appearing for the DMK
when Karunanidhi’s government was dis-
missed during the Emergency, and his
subsequent defence of the Shah Commis-
sion, reveals how constitutional crises play
out in the courtroom. His chdpber on the

Court judges better than the then advo-
cate general of Karnataka, a certain Mr N
Santosh Hegde. When confronted with a
split three-judge Bench with a wavering
Judge, Venugopal took a tactical pause to
resume arguments after lunch. He knew
that the judge opposing his stand used to

Babri Masjid demoli is

have a post-lunch nap on the Bench. The

striking: it was Venugopal who canveyed
Chief Minister Kalyan Singh's assurance
to the Supreme Court that the mosque
would not be harmed, and it was Venu-
gopal who stood before the Chief Justice

youth. Between these two invocations of the
great American advocate, Venugopal offers
27 compact chapters that move l-nskly

is and said he hung his head in
shame, The lay reader will find in these
chapters a political history of India refract-
ed through the prismof advocacy.

Fuor the legal practitioner. th !

presiding judge then swung the waverer,
and the opposition did not persist against
a2-1 majority.

There is, also, silence at the heart of this
book. Subhashini Ali speaking at the
launch, noted what others will notice on
readmg the Anumey General lh-lplﬂ'

i withthe

al questions that arose during those years,

different. What matters is how cases were
handled: the decision to take a brief, the
preparation of argument, the manage-
menl of a professional life across jurisdic-

1 decades. Ve I's aecount of

between the personal and thy fi
The personal material is warm and vivid.
Venugopal as a barefoot schoolboy at StAloy-

ton Nariman, KV Viswanathan, CS
Vaidyanathan. He has co-authored this
book with his junior; Suhasini Sen. He has
insisted on her being named as his co-

iusin tothetopofa
human pyramid on Rector's Day. Theyoung
man who failed his BSc and stumbled into
law The traveller who made it to the North
Pulumd fo Mansarovar, and who collected

author and not merely hertoa
spot in the book's acknowled

books with the ol eyeof
These passages give the

He opens thebook with Clarence Damow's
words about writing a plain, unvarnished
account. He closes it with an epistle to young
lawyers that quotes Darrow again, this time
onthe futility of ;

memoir its charm. They wﬂl appeal to any
reader
lived with curwsu} and good humour,

For the non-lawyer, the book's greater
value lies in its window to political events

The versatility of verse

SuTANUKA GHOSH Rov

HE anthology ‘Earth and
Embers: South Asia in Verse'
was forged in the aucible of
2019-2020 — a time defined by
political turbulence and the
shadow of a global pandemic. The volume
does not seek to impose a singulay; unified
“South Asizn identity”. Instead. it celebrates
avibrant multiplicity that spans India, Pak-
istan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal,
Bhutan, the Maldives, and i

the local cemetery remains closed.” Kalya-
nee Rajan’s poem ‘Insignia’ examines
how identity is often ‘assigned’ rather
than ‘chosen’. The domestic sphereis not
just a backdrop but a site of struggle.
“What vemains/Is what is./Despite
Time,/Its ebb and flow {And its preposter-
ous healings.” The ‘insignia’ might be the
imperceptible apron of domesticity orthe

visible marks of ageing and labour
The anthology makes a deliberate. strue-
tural choice to house its translations in a
1i i segment. By ing these

shifting hlspmclwe from Madras to Delhi,
of building chambers that produced
Senior Advocates and Supreme Court
Jjudges, and of navigating the politics of the
Supreme Court Bar Association, amounts
to a practical education in the craft of law
practice at the highest level,

The book, however. does nojustice to the
crafly courtroom warrior that he was, I do
wish he had narrated the story of how the
heritage structure of the Attara Kacheri,
that is the Bangalore High Coust, still

4 S dicta

On this, the memoirist is less
eorciog than o Yhe'ad
The read: ing for a candid

of the period from 2017 t0 2022, will find the
narrative thinning at precisely the point
where it might have been most instrudtive.

But that is, perhaps, the nature of a mem-
oir written by a man who has acknowl-
edged his good fortune and chosen to
dwell on what he has received rather than
on what he might have done differently.

‘AnAccidental Lawyer’ isthe account of
a revered Senior Advocate who has, by his
oawn reckoning, lived well. It does not pre-
tend to be a manifesto or a confessional
Read on its own tems, it is a generous,
engaging, and oceasionally moving record
of alife in the law,

because V
knew the sleep cycles of his Supreme

— The revi isaSenior
al the Supreme Court of India

Bomb that hates exploding

Kukxu Xavier

OME books are like onions, They

reveal layers and layers of mean-

ing. Atthe outset, it must be stat-

ed that “The Baby Bomb' might

be written for children, but it is

intended for adults aswell. Not many chil

dren’s books can walk the thin line

between being interesting forchildrenand
holding the attention ofadults as well,

The book takes as its subject matter the

feeld 1 thoughts of a bomb — Baby—

Within these pages, earth and
embers memory and dxenm

works, the editors ensure that the nuances
of regional thought are not “edipsed” by

d protest, pand
pasund present, all interweave,
While some poems voice a deep

the domi of the English tongue.
This separation highlights the vital role
of translated poetry in promoting cross-

concern for precarity,

cultural

others rise in a aescendo of
protest or prayer. Some whisper
of loss, pain and yearning, while
others strike like thunder and
lightning against  injustice.

pathy.

“Green heart, heart of Iyacinth
taken;/Heart of garden and nightingale
shaken.(Like prison’s short-lived padlocks
right/Every alley in Kabul is shaken”,
turns to the wartarn alleys of Kabul
through the voice of Abdulhadi Sakhanyar
Mokhles (translated by Wais Ahmed
AfxlthukhlespmsenEﬂw “green heart”
asasite of

mm?ﬁ Robin S Ngangom endorses, “To
Edited by Rachel Barl read these poems and transla-
Jshmeet Kaur Craudhry, 3uns|_swmmdmnssbor
sgm ?2.65'3' and the invisible lines we draw
P: ngier within ourselves — and to carry
%}39 N embers for the days ahead”

J The title ‘Earth and Embers’
is mlansung and mlngumg

The anth s the

that human identity is sculpted both by
the land to which we belong and the emo-
tional and historical “embers” that contin-
ue to glow within us.

Ashwani Kumar's poem 'Alzk ‘s’

Amidst “prison’s short-lived padlocks”  the
heart remains a’hyacinth’, a garden, a shak-
mgmghlxtudhﬁswxsesdpleabranbg
ical and spind ion, asserting apow-
erful truth: as long as the inner landscape
remains “green”. the soul possesses an eter-
mﬂsmnglhzmaﬂemalumﬂncun&f&!

The volume under review al

whose daim to fame is that his grandfa-
Lhr.-r was Fh! Mm Lhe bumb that caused
N ki dur-
ing the Second World Wat: This made Baby
earn serious cred amongst the bombs that
ure shown as being xndodnnnled lu on-
siderd ionand
their only goal in life. But Baby was differ-
ent. He was afraid to explode and die. He
was, therefare, not a ‘good enough’ bomb,
But Baby never told anyone his fears.

Finally. when the time came to explode,
Baby held on to the aircraft for dear life.
The rest of the book follows Baby's jour-
ney as an unexploded bomb.

The book is imaginatively written — one
does not feel the need towillingly suspend
disbelief that a bomb could have feelings,
let alone make friends or any si

THE BABY BOMB
by Govind Sandhu. llustrated by Allen Shaw.
HarperCollins.
Pages 118,
T4

start or have no interest in continuing,

The question then poses itself: whose
wars are these?

The narrative styleis easy to read. There
are multiple voices and moments of gen-
uine laughter, The emotions expressed in
the book are beautiful in that they gen-
uinely draw you in and make you root for
the characters, It is an excellent resource
for students of Peace Studies and, of
course, forall those who wish to make chil-
dren understand the need for peace, for
being at peace with oneself, for being dif-
ferent and for teaching the value of friend-
ship and y. Adults can also take

contribution to the world. This could be
because Baby could also be seen as analle-
gory of how everyone — children and

old and contemporary voices across South
Asia stretch beyond its conventional bound-

evokes mindscapes marked by the relent-
Jess march of time through hushed tonal
registers that mirror a slow erosion:
“Alzheimer’s comes sheepishly like extra-
marital affairs,/Offering tnstant promise
to rejuvenate rotten arteries of lost

love...[Bereaving the death of my old
school head: il fail to ]

aries. Talk gether, these poems point toa
poetic medium that remains grounded in
craft and yet remarkably open to new
avenues. Through this collaboration, the
editors have transformed the collection into
a critical landmark that significantly shifts
the conversation around modern verse.
at

adult: actsio peerpressure; how itcan
be nerve wracking to be different from the
‘norm’; how stifling it can be to carry very
personal truths deep inside one's heart.
Sandhu has imaginatively tackled the
important issue of armed, sanctioned vio-
lence that pervades the world around us,
He does mention that the state of children
in Gaza and Ukraine prompted him to
write this book. In that sense, by his own

- Degree College in West Bengal

it is a book about parties who
are casualties of wars that they did not

aleaf out of this book.

Sandhu's work is appealingly produced
and the illustrations by Allen Shaw are
spot-on. These supplement the narrative
rather than overpowering it. The colour
scheme is kept muted to possibly depict
the dire straits thewordd is in.
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FOLKTALES, MYTHS AND LEGENDS
FROM THE DECCAN
by Nitin Kushalappa.
Rupa.
Pages 172,725

This work is a collection of tradition-
altales from the Deccan. The stories
revolve around themes that are both
timeless and universal: family, love,
death, grief. The author gathers 10
powerful narratives and offers a rare
glimpse into a region that's home to
dozens of languages and dialects —
as varied as the stories born of them.
Here, local heroes are worshipped as
deities, warriors are immortalised
and goddesses walk the earth in
human form.

MRS HAPPILY SINGLE
by Shubha Sarma.
Niyogl Books.

Pages 272.Y595

In the aftermath of a m}su:nnus d.ls—
and an

pregnancy, Malini walked out of her
marriage and the Life she had
painstakingly created to forge a new
beginning with her daughter, Sonali,
firmly shutting the doar to her past.
But when the nuns in Sonali's con-
vent school demand to see her
child's father in flesh and blood,
Malini is forced to revisit aworld she
had forced herself to forget,

BANGARWADI
by Wankatesh Madgulkar.
Speaking Tiger.
Pages 181. ¥399

An yet
sionate portrait of rural Indu. lhm
book examines education not as an
abstract ideal but as a fragile, negotiat-
ed presence in lives shaped by neces-
sity. First published in 1955, it is
regarded da a landmurk in post-Inde-

In these times, when chest This
and sabre-rattling have i our dati S\.m!a(hkh.tlehrmgs
visual and auditory p works Vyank 's classic to
like 'The Baby Bomb' are o oot y readers, preserving its

us in our humanity and show us the pow-
erof non-violence.

— The reviewer teaches al All Sainls’

College, Thiruvananthapuram

austere beauty and its enduring med-
itation on belonging, responsibility,
and the slow work of trust,

An unhurried approach tosustainable living

Manu MoubnGiL

N a world that runs by the second
hand of a dock. going slow can invite
ridicule. But it is instead a rebellion.

The book ‘Slow Living: What You

n Do About Chmate Ch.'mge isa

alltoi and mak are

Iocal
th My

is the table that lists out which vegetables
grow in which geographical location and in
which season and how to decide compan-
ion plants that benefit each other

The authars also present some insightful
thmshkz%permnmﬂmtaxl we produce

healthier for us and the world around us.
Vandana Shiva draws from her experi-

ence of grassroots activism and pohl:y

campaigning at both global and d

and avoiding that can eliminate 8
per cent of global emissions, that there will
bemore plastic than fish in the sea by 2050,
ur!nulnlhepmso;ye—mm:lw
have el 1 due to destruc-

fronts to bring out comprehensive infor-
mauun on how blg mp\lnl hus pushed us

1 pol-
lution, and how going slow isthe only way
to get out of it.

The book is part academic and part self-
help, thus connecting the dots between
global phenomena and individual choices
with ease. The authors present useful tips,
whether it's about how to grow and main-
tain a vegetable garden, adopting mean-
ingful fashion. composting your waste or

tion of wildlifi: habitats and that new dothes
only used per cent of recyded material. The
pages are sprinkled with some heritage
food recipes as well, combining healthy
ingredients with food suvereignty.

The book combines steps towards con-
sdous living with information on how big
capital is fooling us. Whether it's the agro-
chemical companies poisoning our food or
the fast fashion guntb mmtmg us to want
moreof thedi produce

LOW
Fivo

SLOW LIVING: WHAT YOU
CAN DO ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE
by Vandana Shiva and Shreya fani.
RoliBooks.
Pages 336.7895
natives that are healthierand more sustiin-

able. Connecting with local vendors, choos-
ing diverse produce and recyding waste

they do take some power back from the
system. Maybe, in the long run, the slow
movement will be big enough to count.
Butwith the threat of the dimate crisis so
imminent, we cannot avoid calling out the
big polluters and the political parties
shielding them.

Individual action matters at the micro
scale, where the choice between a plastic
and a paper bag can decide the health of
immediate surmoundings, which is also
important, but to frame it as a solution to
the climate crisis is a misnomer. This gets
starker when weknow lhal fossil [ud com-
panies have b
campaigns for the last two decades which
shift the blame of emissions onto individ-
ual choices. The idea of individual carbon
footprint emerged from this strategy.

on a massive ;mle the authors u-l!er alter-

through composting can go a long way in  Instead of falling for this conceit, we must

draumventing the prot of demand bility from the corpo-

ion. bad health and rates and governments, even as we make
Individual choices can't, however bethe  changes in our own lifestyles.

only answer to the global crisis, even if

The authors dwell on slu\v“/ detmoeracy,

which goes beyond country-based patriot-
ism and prioritises earth atizenship, and
valuing all species equally. It celebrates
diversity and indusion and upholds Gand-
hian values of norrviolence and Satyagraha.

Some portions might seem repetitive or
arduous, but the book does leave one with
a lot of thought and inspiration. A good
addition would have been listing contacts
of certain credible organisations working
in the field of sustainable living. The sec-
tion on slow knowledge, for instance, cov-
ers the biodiversity, biopiracy. media liter-
acy and data mining but not the different
models of alternative schooling that have
come up in the country.

Similarly. adding examples of individu-
als and organisations working in other
fields of slow living, like natural textiles
and dyeing, could help readers make the
required shift,

— The reviewer is a freelance
Journalist who reports on
environmenl and governance issues
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PRADEEP MAGAZINE

APIL DEV once compared Lax-
man Sivaramakrishnan'’s extraor-
dinary speed and nimble move-
ments in the field with the

suddenness of a snake bursting
out of a sack (his words in Punjabi: Viddan
bori wichon sap nikalda hai”). I carry this
vivid smile with me whenever I think of lhe
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Prejudices & intemal battles  SOyearsofthe
s > bitten Apple

L Singh.

own admission couldn’'t handle success. In a
world that with

uneasy lie the heads that chase the crown.
Crushing was the burden of his own expecta-
ums nndlhalofhxspeeril‘\ﬂtoﬁ.ﬂlumam

timewhenayoung s St h-
nan was creating waves with his astonishing
bowing skills in the first halfof the Eighties,

Today, while reading his dismaying battles
with a world that is in Jove with the colour
white and abhorsits darker shades, the young,
graceful, electrifying Siva resurfaces in my
mind. This slim, wiry, 19-year-old had the
wurld danung fur a bl'lf penud to his

liveries that
held the cricketing fraternity in a trance.

Most of us saw himas a winsome, ebony-hued
young man destined for the stars. nota meteoric
flame fated to consume itself in a fleeting burst.

The dark clouds that were to engulfl his
cricketing career were as sudden as his stun-
ning emergence, The purveyor of a bagful of
tricks — fram a googly to top spin. mixed with
sharp leg-spin and an enticing loop — lostitall
within notime. Nothing unusualina sporting
world where fame, glamour, riches are a dou-
hleedged sword. It can as easily smother you
as it canmake you live in a fantasy world that
mere mortals can't even dream of.

Siva, we all believed, was one of the many
prodigies lost to the world, unable to handle
the extravagant, luxurious goodies on offer for
those whomake it to the top. It has happened
before, it is still happening and, dare one say,
will continue to victimise the future “prodi-
gies” of the sporting world.

Maninder Singh, Siva’s contemporary, is
anothersuch story of found and lost, who by his

s profes-
sxm.n] need to lead a disciplined life. Alcohal
became his refuge and a sense of victimhood
his excuse for living life on the edge.

Siva’s is a clear case of
racism, Maninder's story
is of a scared mind
pushed to the extreme

Far from becoming a successor to the great
Bishen Singh Bedi, Maninder became a men-
talwreck. Inone of the most candid and brave
confessions ever made by an Indian ericketer
in an interview given to Oncket Monthly in
2019, Manind: himselfin
aworld of selfdestruction that alienated him
from sanity. Maninder was courageous
enough to confront his loneliness and the
debilitating effect of selfpity. With the helpof
a few friends and faith in the divine, he was
able to swim outof adelusional world that had
left him hopeless and wasted.

Siva's world, as it emerges from his recent
interview given to The Indian Express, isamore

P P
‘where the colour of skin and radsm can destoy
people’s lives. He was taunted for his dark
colour right from the day he entered the aricket
field. From age 14 o his present age of 60, Siva
says he was lampooned for his dark skin, made
ta feel lowly .'u\d untouchable that dewlnped a
1 in him. He

unlv the colleagues of his playing days, but lhe
BCCT as well for injustices done to him,

Ihave heard screams of “Kalia, Kalia™ (dark,
dark) and “Bhoot” (ghost) from crowds in India
forthe West Indies team, a chant Sivawas often

B ith by the. ide the stadi-
um. No wonder the West Indian players of his
time empathisedwith him and he became best
friends with them, The pain of Siva's traumat-
ic, discriminatory experiences are laced with a
reality that transcends caste prejudices and
nartows it down to calour preferences.

Siva is often assumed to be a Brahmin though
this has never been publicly confirmed. Yet his
dark skin, as he keeps emphasising in his reve:
lations, was used against him all the time, by

DILIP CHERIAN

RANDS are built on asingle
foundational contract: you

maoney than the product is stnclly
le

oneword: courage, Tt then colledted 4-5
dollars in licensing fees for wirdess
accessory that rushed in to fill the hole
it had just made. Billions in aggregate.
Courage was also aline tem.

Even controversy feeds the machine:
when Batterygate broke in 2017 —
Apple admitting it had slowed older
devices. The outrage was genuine, but
it also reinforced the logic of the
upgrade cycle, Brand power is when
the scandal quietly becomes the pitch.
We've seen this work, only for brands
that have the chutzpah to ride past con-
troversy, whilst hearing the cash regis-
ters ing melodiously.

worth. What!
50 is how completely it has made con-
sumers forget they signed
that contract. Apple choreo-
graphs longing That the

those in power and by ing him play.
In his more than two decades of hfe as a com-
mentator; he has explicitly shoam his sycophan-
tic allegiance t0 BCCI and yet even that didn't
help him get a broadeasting spot during the toss
ofany international match.

It grieved him so much that he finally decided
toretire from broadeasting and open up his fes-
tu'mgwm.mdshthewutﬁwsa_

Siva'sand Maninder's tud
ies of prejudices and internal battles with fear
and anxiety creating & ities that can

1P was founded on
April 1, 1976 — April Fool's
Day — tells you something

lour system wirks on
identical logic. Blue for iPhone, green
for everyone else — a chro-
matic caste system across a
billion screens, social archi-
tecture dressed as interface
design. Privacy is where it
gets dever: Apple's App

1STOCK

about the natureof the trick. Tacking  Transparency
T understand how the positioned the company as
brand got its character, you the guardian of user data
have to go somewhere no 2 3 while systermatically disad-
connecting flight takes you: ~ Apple's real product  vantaging ad-driven com-
a small ashram in the ‘53“"'“"”_‘ petitors. Privacy became a
Kumaon  hills  called devotion. ium propositi
Kainchi Dham, two years In a data-hungry word,
before bitt ples bit the world. Apple sells the promise of control — at

impede the growth of an individual to achieve
its full potential Siva’s is a clear case of

1t's 1974. Steve Jobs is 19, broke, sign-
ing letters to friends with me word —

radsm that made him feel inad and
instilled a sense of victimhood that led to
depression, and made him even suicidal at
times. Maninder's is a story of a scared mind
pushed to the extreme by its own desire to
succeed but fearing failure all the time.

In many ways, their revelations area damn-
ing reflection on us —a sodety whose flawed.
conditioned, and complex worldview often
pmwe:. to be selfdefeating, sometimes with

human

— Thewrileris the author of ‘Not Quite
Cricket' and ‘Nol Just Cricket’

Belonging to the mountains

month, I made the highland of Mus-

soorie inthe Gathwal foothills my home.
It was a sunny afternoon, and by my side was
a gentle-faced elderly lady— a bitof a lonerby
dreumstance, like me, I had mentioned in
passing that I wanted to shift from Delhi,
where I had been living somewhat unhappily
for a couple of years, and she was showing me
the vacant upper floar of her home — an old,
isolated cottage at the edge of a forest of oak
and maple, green, red and gold.

You coukdn't see the Himalayas, or the
Doon Valley below, for the cottage was tucked
away in the shadow of a hill. But it was spring
and when I opened the window of the small
living room, the forest seemed to rush upon
me, as if in welcome. And from the deep
ravine rose the sweet, haunting call of the
Himalayan whistling thrush. That decided it
for me — the forest, which seemed full of pos-
sibilities, and the birdsong, [ moved into the
cottage — it was called Maplewood Lodge —
and settled for good in these hills.

I was still young, and in my romantic
frame of mind. I was susceptible to magic
casemnents opening wide. 1 decided T would
make a window-seat and lie there on a sum-
mer’s day, writing lyric poetry... But long
before that could happen I was opening ting
of sardines and sharing them with Miss

glleONE years ago, almost to the
L.

UNIVERSE

| am too old now to walk
among the noble oaks and
deodars and the ancient
pines, but | feel their
presence at all times

Bean, the elderly lady who continuedto live

when 1 had to leave Maplewood, I rented
other homes, each one old and modest, but
always with a view,

Once you have lived with the mountains,
you can never leave, You belong to them.

Sometimes it is hard to believe that I have
been up here all these years — sixty summers
and monsoons and winters, and the short
auturnns and even shorter Himalayan springs
(there is no real spring in the plains) When 1
look back, it seems like yesterday when [ first
@me up with my meagre belongings and a
head full of dreams, Ilike to think that Thave
become a part of this Magic Mountain; that by
living here for so long. I can claim a rehuun—

shanti. He Istol finds
Neem Karoli Babahad passed away the
previous year, and stays anyway — for
seven months. He wore khadi, sat in
silence, and watched people who
owned almost nothing cany them-
selves witha dignity he hadn't encoun-
tered inany American living room.
The experience of obsessive empty-
ing-out translated. back in California,

aprice As Scott Galloway putsit Apple
doesn't sell you a phone, it sells you a
velvet rope. And nobodywants tobe on
thewrongsideofit

Thecore of this newro-biome of brand
architecture is difficult to get right. Yet,
Apple has mastered it and then manu-
factured it with margins that make
many competitors weep. The game is
that you pay through yournose to enter
a walled gurden where the flowers wilt
atwill and yet you're so captivated that

into a brand conviction: the best prod-  you can't spot any moat.
uct removes mther than adds, 'l'heiP}wmxmivndhlmi.nheway
istently and  all aspirational objects did — through
I h. reads as author 's Maamu from

Sunphmv is the most expensive thing
a brand can sell T've seen this actoss
decades of image creation and brand-
building. Most companies, given the
chance, add. Apple built an entire iden-
tity on notdoing so, then charged apre-
mium for the absence,

When Apple wanted to enter India, T
was roped into a trip to Hong Kong to
explore one of their major distnibution
partners — a demonstration of how
retail should be  at scale. The

abwad. Import duties made it cost
twice what it did in America, which had
the entirely predictable effert of mak-
ing it more desirable. Scardity. engi-
neered or accidental, is among the old-
est instruments in thebranding toolkit.

Today, Tata Electronics assembles
iPhones in Hosur, Tamil Nadu. India
has forced some recalibration — local
manufacturing, EMI schemes, festive
offers, a um acceptance that Indian

argument was seductive: standardise
every touchpoint globally and premi-
um positioning protects itself.

‘What thatmodel (as also IKEA, which

, bargain, and
utulsnmlly dl:fa:L The aspiration,
though, holds firm, If Maruti democra-
hsed mobility. Apple has democratised
ion — on EML

1 helped navigate for ns India mlry)
missesisth

formity and brand consistency are dif-

ferent things entirely. One is opera-

tional. The other is cultural. The Indian

market has a way of battering these

. ' sy One

tybut

shipwith the trees, wild flowers, eventh
that are anintegral part of this landscape.
Tam too old now to walk among the noble
oaks and deodars and the ancient pines, but 1
feeltheir presence at all times. The wind brings
me their words of wisdom and encouragement
when my spirits are low, and their benediction
when1 give of myself fredy in love and friend-
ship They have seen thesehills change and yet
remain the same through countless seasons —
renewing and healing themselves and all the
life that lives upon and within them.
Ercerpled from Sam:ﬁvm lheMnaic

in therooms below me. It was asolidarity of
the indigent! I went away from the hills at
times, but returned as soon as possible, and

Five
Hills and Beyond’ bdenlbnd.
Published by Speaking Tiger Books

size does not {it desis. As brand exerdis-
es go, each adaptation, I'd suggested
then, was a battleground of navigation
into nativist ternitory,

Apple’s genius lies in engineering
cptivity alongside aspiration. The
phone, watch, the laptop — the ecosys-
tem works seamlessly until you try to
leave. Then everything feels slightly
off. Switching becomes emotional, a
feeling of loss rather than a ¥

Oneinstructive Indian parallel is Ray-
al Enfield. Born British in 1901, sub-
stantively Indian since the 1950s, Bullet
rhymes dosely with Apple: both sell
identity more than product, both sur-
vived near-extinction by retuming to
brand darity rather than broadening
their proposition in a panic. Forty per
centof Royal Enfield’s apparel buyers
don't own a motoreyele. Apple’s logo
appears on bags belonging to people
who'venever writtena line of code. The
product is proof of membership. The
brand is the membership itséf.

Fifty years an, Apple’s real product
is neither the iPhone nor the Mac. Itis
a bebef — carefully engineered, tight-
Iy lled, and mone-

inconvenience, That is brand architec-
ture working exactly as intended.

In 2016, it removed the headphone
Jack and explained it to the world with

tised. And like all belief systems, it
demands devotion. Preferably with a
credit card.

— Thewriler is an hnage Guru

Gas what, the chullah may just see a comeback

RAAJA BHASIN

S a species, we humans have

been on our planet for only a

flash in its long history and yet,

somewhere in our heads, we

ink we are going tobe around

for a while. We even plan for this, Ew.n
though we seem to have amental

Covid pandemic. a similar status may be
accorded to LPG eylinders in India. Even if
the toilet roll is easier to handle (or hoard).
Even if it hasa nastier purpose. Short of giv-
ing the st.'mdmrl bk:ssmg May vou live
bl"l 2 hy one has
dunejum ubuulevemhmgwbe as misedy
and respectfulas possible with itsuse.

Hot water is taken from the dectric geyser
and only then used over a cooking gas flame,
Like several others across the country — who
T'm sure are also doing this — the evening
ends by buikding both musde and stress by
manipulating the gas cylinder toand fro. This
is not o pml-nd thatthe cylinderor Lare yoga

but thisistotryand

progression in seeing how much damage
and destruction we can cause in the least
amount of time. Just take a look around.
The conflict in West Asia hasimpacted just
about everything Across the world, the
pinch has been felt in numerous ways. Way
down on the scale of ies, pointless deaths,
destruction, misery and discomfort, is our
fiear of running out of cooking gas cylinders.
‘The way toilet mollswere gathered and hoard-
ed in the western world at the start of the

gmgeh:whngnﬂu]]r:mnnuewgram us
withits benign presence.

The solitary electric plate can hardly suf
fice for a family and a dog whose appetite
belies its small size. It has been mentioned
thatwe may have to move o another dty and
aPNG connection.

At the same time, yet again, for no fault of
theirs, my friends in the tourism-hospitality
industry are looking wortiedly atthe months
ahead. Summarising what all ofthem sense,

ane said: “We are always the first to suffer
and the last 1o recover.” For cooking, many
have been compelled to shift to electicity
andevenkerosene. Rows of induction stoves
s!undparlndmwanservefmdmman

suppart where uttermances of help have
turned out to be just promises inthe wind.
Th:ahramdofﬁﬁshl.xstwiﬂmfarand

wide. From hoteliers and

coal'which went into the fireplaces, but was
something called ‘coke’. This had nothing
to do with the drink or drug, but was some-

porters to dhaba-wallahs, everyone will be

ready to sally out when d. Those
who are in rural areas, in some measure,
have reverted towood.

Th state the obwvious, here, the eamings of
summer are expected to act as a buﬂer for

Even the go wont get
its chunk of luxury tax While we are atit.a
splinter or two is likely to find its way to
“Yours truly’.

Before our family had a gas connection,

the lean months in the tolrism-d

ies of Kashmir, chal and
Uttarakhand — and several other places,
While the severe impact ofthe Covidyenrsis
still rattling around, on wings of cretins, this
‘summer buffer seems to be flying out of
the window. It's not without reason that the
industry has minimal faith in govemment

Way down on the scale of
lies, pointless deaths and
destruction is our fear of
running out of cooking gas

which d itemin thelate 1960: il
enrly 1970s, we had a massive coal-burning
chullah and dectric hotplates in the kitchen.
Through the good offices of a family friend,
acooking gas connection and stove arrived.
That set of gas burners held a measure of
trepidation as, in those eardy days of some-

thing lik 1 coal that yielded greater
}w«l.mdhssssrmlm

This monumental chulleh was made of
brick and cement with mud plastered over
—and the plastering tovk place on a regu-
lar basis. It had five burners on top, one in
the centre which was flanked by a pair on
either side, Just below the centre one was
an fron-encased oven and from what may
sound like a primitive device emerged
somewonderful bakes.

Al night, coal dusL keri, was puured over

da small hole pi

the uantre Alarge cooking pot full of water

d over th

thing that is indi ible today, }

idering fire, which

wﬂewlhx:lnndfuslabmlﬂssaﬂy
Inour hi: 1, wew

\wukiberesusutaed inthe moming, There
cand lovable about that

sunaundwmlobtheﬁmspmsibl should
any mishap take place. Quickly, that old coal-
burning stove wound its way out of our
kitchen and lives. But while it lived and

chudlah. It just happened to be there in the
absence of other cooking methods, As far as
I'm concemed, there is very little lovable
nbaulpﬂsnk‘nsh soot-blackened walls and

burned. thiswasa thing to behold. Forone. it
took overa good chunk of kitchen space. The
coal used in the grates was not the ‘steam

Well: yau know, we
mayend up gning back tothem,
— Thewriler is a Shimla-based author
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SEEMASACHDEW

EGRETTING the hasty pas-

sage of India's Transgender

Persons (Protection of Rights)

Amendment Bill. 2026, without

lequate stakeholder consulta-

tion, the United Nations Human Rights

posted on its X handle on Apnil 2: “The

amendments risk setting back hard-won

rights of transgender people, replacing self-

identification with mandatory medical ver-

ification processes. India has been a pioneer

for rights of transgender and gender-

diverse people. This Bill will have farreach-

mg mpnctsunlhc rightto privacy and nsk
people.”

The UN human rights watchdog's com-
ments echo the fears of the transgender
community across the country. A major
concern is that the new Bill which
received Presidential assent on March 30,
changes how transgender identity is legal-
Iy recognised and protected in India. The
most significant shift is the removal of the
rght to self-perceived gender identity,
which has been replaced by a mandatory
state-led medical verification process,

While socio-cultural identities like kin-
ner, hijra, aravani and jogta, besides per-
sons with spedific congenital biological or
intersex variations, have been defined as
transgenders. it leaves out of its purview
trans men, trans women and all other non-
binary persons. All this significantlyalters
the framework established by the Trans-
gender Persons (Pratection of Rights) Adt,
2019, and the 2014 NALSA (National Legal
Services Authority) judgment, which
upheld the right to self-determination as a
fundamental right under Article 21 (Right
to life and dignity).

The changes will affect an estimated 4.87
lakh transgender persons in the country
who come under the ‘others’ category as
per the 2011 Census. Meanwhile, the Kin-
sey scale measures the number to nearly
10 per cent of the population.

VOICES FROM THE MARGINS
“We are challenging this Act in light of the
2014 NALSA judgment and the 2017 Put-
tmswamy judgment on privacy,” says Mum-
bai-based diversity expert Zainab Patel. She
filed a petition in the Supreme Court on
April 4, along with Laxmi Narayan Th-
pathi, her co-petitioner in the NALSA vs
Union of India case,

While the landmark KS Puttaswamy rul-
ing had declared that sexual orientation
and gender identity are integral compo-
nents of privacy, non-discrimination, and
ndividual dignity, directly suppaorting the
nghts of transgender and LGBTQIA+
individuals, the Supreme Court decision
in the NALSA vs Union of India judgment
had recognised transgender people as a
“third gender”, granting them fundamen-
tal constitutional rights The court
affirmed the right to self-identify as male,
female, or third gender without medical
intervention, entitling them to legal pro-
tection against discrimination.

“The haste with which the Bill was intro-
duced, passed and given assent is question-
able. For years, the government sat aver
data without enacting schemes or spend-
ing allocated budgets. And now there is a
tearing hurry to implement a system to
ensure ‘the night benefidary’ is identified.
For the past few months, the National Por-
tal for Tra ders has not been effect
Iy working and now no new applications

the mar of

The Sunday Tribune SPECTRUM

INDEPTH

The transgender rights amendment Act is raising fears of privacy violations and undoing years of hard-won legal, social gains

Identity at

DOCTORS
DON'T DEFINE
WHO | AM

risk

}

TRANS
AMENDMENT B!
2026- EIKHOIN
YANINGDE

are being accepted. All this Adt has done
now is to create fear mongering. The cur-
rent provisions have so many similarities
with the draconian Criminal Tribes Adt of
1871, It seems that the government is using
this to enable law enforcement agendes to
bring in more punitive measures, A tough
fightlies ahead for us.” says Zainab.

“This is an attack on identity. The Bill
shows a very flawed, ariminalising under-
standing of transidentities. Once the Act i
notified. the problems for our community
will increase manifold,” points out trans
woman Rudrani Rajkumari, who has spent
years trying to build alife on her own terms
— leaving home, navigating hostilities, and
trying to complete her education. She now
fears it will be difficult for her to return to
her native state Assam. She will turn 35
soon, and her aim of becoming a lawyerone
day appears a distant dream.

I_Gi
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‘The new law is not an abstract policy
change, she says. “It is something that
could determine whether I am recognised
at all — whether my identity is accepted,
questioned or denied.”

“About 32000 transgender (TG) identity
certificates have been issued so far Even
before this Bill became an Act, members of
the community who had accessed the TG
card were contacted by the District Magis-
trate's office, ete. There are fears that the TG
cards will betaken away and everyme might

fions to recognise transgender rights,
Through sustained. ..Km\m and leg g.l inter-
ventions, lhls dped secure

CHANDIGARH | 5 APRIL 2026

cerns is what happens to those who have
already been recognised as transgender
persons, points out Jayna Kothar, Seniar
Advocate at the Supreme Court.

More than 30,000 persons have been
issued transgender identity cards under
the existing system. It is even maore prob-
lematic for those who have not yet
obtained TG cards but have already legal-
lychanged their names and gender mark-
ers across documents such as Aadhaar,
PAN and passport. Theyare living in their
chosen gender identity of male, female or
transgender, she says. “What happens to
them going forward? When they use their
documents, will they again be questioned?
Will they be told they are no longer trans-
gender and cannot use their chosen name
ar gender?” questions Kothari,

Another major concern is the addition
of new criminal offences under Section
18. This not only covers kidnapping or
forcing a persan but also includes those
who use ‘undue influence’ to make

dressas orundergo
treatment. The offence camries a punish-
ment ofupto 10 years.

“This puts alotof support persons at risk.
Doctors, caregivers, activists, supporters
and members of the community are con-
cemed because even helping someone
could be construed as undue influence”
she adding that many individuals are
already undergoing hormonal treatment,
which cannot be abruptly stopped.

This could create a chilling effect, Health-
care providers may withdraw services, come
munity networks mayweaken, and individ-
uals could be left navigating their joumeys
in isolation, she warns.

WELFARE TO REGULATION
The concerns go beyond legal ambiguity
and fear is already being felt an the
gmund says Zainab. Medical providers

iwashroams,
lwrve(l seats, and anti-discrimination pm
tections fortransgender students,

She was also involved in setting up trans-
gender welfare boards in Punjab and
Haryana besides establishing a transgender
protection cell in Punjab Police.

“All that I fought for has come to naught.
What will happen to all that activism?" she

establishing their gender” says Rudrani.
“Ourbodies might be violatedin the nameof’
medical scrutiny where other people will
have the authority to decide if we deserve to
be recognised -xalmm-pemmurmt

asks, “Thi question mark on every-
thing. When there s no self-perceived iden-
tity, whowill come to universities to study?”

Chauhan. who has undergone gender
affirmation surgery, points out that many
transgender individuals today ve outside

“TheActwill
than whatwe ficenow. Thmorrow if I’m\vu]k
ingonthe road, anyone can haras: a

litional dem or hijra v struc-
tures, building independent lives, careers
and i By excluding them alto-

me.I
because my identity asa u.msgmder person
is not recognised,” ears Rudrani.

*“1 identify as a trans womnan. I have my
PAN card, Aadhaar card, passport, Provi-
dent Fund account. Tomorrow, if the gov-
emment says | am not a trans person, it def-
initely means I will not be 4 woman. If I'm
not a woman, ’'m not trans — then what
does that make me?"” questions Zainab, the
onlyout-and-open trans person tobe inthe
Indian UN network.

REVERSAL OF PROGRESS
For activists like Mx Dhananjay Chauhan,
the Act will undo years of hard-won progress.
Chauhan, the first openly transgender per-
son to take admission at Panjab University,
Chandigarh, has spent years pushing institu-

gether, they risk being ostracised, she says,

“Since the Bill was passed, I have been
fooded with calls from the community, espe-
dally from those living outside the deras.
They are worried about what to do, where to
go. They struggled so much to become role
models in sodety, to build their identity.
‘When that idenftity is taken away, where will
they go? There is no home, no support. They
have been thrown out of theirhomes, out of
society. Their biggest worry is that if they
cannot acvess surgery or declare themselves
as transgender, what will they do?” adds
Chauhan, whols.iwanwmlx:mfllu:’n'ms
gender Welfare Board of Ch

are t to deny surgeries and oth-
er gendel affirming care, awaiting gov-
ernment instructions, Law enforcement
advisories, though not new, are takingon
4 more punitive tone in the current con-
text, she shares.

“The biggest challenge is involving the
public healtheare system. Beyond metro-
politan dities and a few tier-ane or tiertwo
cities, the condition is extremely poor —
even for basic hospitalisation or certifica-
tion. Where is the capadty within the gov-
ernment to set up o many district-level
committees? Where is the time or trained
professionals? And where does one go for
grevance redressal if a certificate is
denied?"” she asks.

And, what about privacy? “They are going
to examine your body — this is a dear vio-
lation of dignity, bodily autonomy and
equality,. Which government scheme
requires you toundress before an official "
asks Zainab,

Kothari points out that before the
NALSA judgment and the 2019 Act
came, welfare boards of some states
required medical proof. “Even when
trans persons had undergone surgery,
they were made to strip for proof. The
process was extremely dehumanising,
That is precisely what the NALSA judg-
ment sought to end by recognising self-
identif ication. The latest developments

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT
At the legal level, the uncertainty is equal-
Iy stark. One of the most pressing con-

risk r all of that." So, beyond
the certificate, “which itself is a privacy
violation, if the authorities are still not
convinced, what more proof can one
give?" asks Kothari.

Why India needs urgent strengthening of consumer justice system

PusaPA GIRIMAJI

ISING disposable incomes, digi-

tal transformation, young con-

sumers, and the attitudinal shift

in spending are all changing

ndlia’s consumption patterns. By

next year, Indiawill be the third largest con-
sumer market in the world. These develop-
ments, coupled with increasing cross-border
ecommerce, the complexity of global prod-
ucts, Al-driven devices and services, all call
for pup

mandate vis-a-vis the Consumer Protection
(CP) Actof2019, For example. theadjudicat-
ing members, comprising judicial and non-
Jjudicial members, form the fulaqum of the
consumer justice system. Yet state govem-
ments have been consistently neglecting
theirappointments. This hasbeen a persist-
ent problem from the very beginning. And
now, one of the key points that emerges
from the CJRisthe large-scale vacandes in

tection. This requires urgent
of the consumer justice system to meet the
increasing challenges that the consumers
will face in a complex, globalised market.
A quantitative analysis uﬁhetum und
of

the courts and its
on the quality of justice.
o The CJR shows that last year, 17 of the 35
h State C er Disputes Redr 1 Com-

missions(SCDRCs ) did not have a president
(judicial member), Three state commissions
did not have any (non-judicial) member
while seven of them had only 50 per cent of
hy fated strength of hors

mbhshed by a dvil society group — India
Justice Report — comes in handy here. The
comprehensive study, titled ‘Consumer Jus-
tive Report, 2026" (CJR), draws on govern-
ment data available in the public domain
and ommal lhmughthe Right to Informa-

tion, thestructural in

Since most consumer cases go before the
District Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commissions (DCDRCs) because of the
pecuniary junisdiction (up to 350 lak h), their
infrastructure s of utmost importance,
However, out of a total sanctioned strength
of 1384 DCDRC members in the country

the sy and the gaps inimpl
A readingof the report in fact 1

(2025), only 849 bers were in place! Out
of 646 s 1 posts of presid: of

of the aphorism — “the more things
change, the more they stay the same”,
Because, even though we have a new con-
sumerprotection law; some of the problems
that persisted with the consumer justice
system under the old law of 1986 continue
eventoday. I say it with reference tothe con-
tinued indifference of many state govem-
ments and UTS to fulfilling the statutory

DCDRCs, only 439 were in pusmun

Similarly, under the CP Act, there should
be atleast one DCDRC for each district. Yet,
the 2025data shows that therewereonly 685
DCDRCs for atotal of T75 districts,

In fact, the latest data (Rebruary 11, 2026)
provided by the Ministry of Consumer
Affairs to a Parliament question further
amplifies the problem of persistent vacan-

Consumer |
Protection

Besides the systemic neglect of consumer
commissions by states. there isa wide gap between

legislative intent and implementation

ces. As on December 31, 2025, there were 548
vacangaes in DCDRCs around the country
and 93 vacancies in SCDRCs. And as of Jan-
uary 2026, over 5.74 lakh cases were pending
before the commissions, the largest being
436 lakh before the DCDRCs.

TheCPAct putsa umzl’rmneumo d.'ws for

daysand 12 hearings todecide a case.

The state commisions took 236 days and
an average of seven hearings, while the
national panel took 280 days and six hear-
ings during that period.

It's not all bad news, however. A positive
factor Lh.\t emerges from the study is the

disposalof cases, The CJR's analysis
dsspmﬂs!ml}mbtlwemmmzm
the district panels took on an average 409

P! in the case dear-
ance mate of consumer courts during 2020»

of 88.6 per cent of the total 7.6 akh cases filed
before them during this period.

As many as nine states and three UTs
showed a case dearance rate of 100 per cent
and above during this period. The latest gov-
ernment data reports further improvement
in the NCDRC and a dozen SCDRCs since
July 2025, but the test ies in the number of
days taken for the decisions. Over 1.621akh
cases were filed and 1.5 lakh disposed of in
the countryin 2025.

The report also mnks states based on 11
indicators falling under four broad matrices
— human resource, workload, genderdiver-
sity, infrastructure and budget (allocation
and utilisation). Even though Andhra
Pradesh was ranked first based on these
matrices, its score was only 628 out of 10
beuse of poor scoring in vacancy (2025).
Haryana, which ranked sixth with a score of
4.99, did not have any vacancy (2025) in the
SCDRC, but its percentage of cases pending
for over three years (2025) was high: 35.6 per
cent. In fact, in the Kerala SCDRC, 79.2 per
cent of cases were pending for over three
years. Jharkhand, Jammu and Kashmir
and Uttar Pradesh also recorded high per-
centages of cases pending for over three
years in their SCDRCs.

Allinall, thepicture thatemerges from the
report is of systemic neglect of consumer
commissions by states and a wide gap
between legisktive intent and implementa-
tion. Constmers must now use the data pro-
vided by CJR (available online) to actively
push for course correction.

2024, with state and district 1s i
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KINGS AND RULERS:
WHEN THE CROWN
GOES TO THE HEAD

MERICA was born in revolt against a mad king who

forced a tax on tea. The exit of King George III and the

formation of the US of A isa chapter of history that aged

well. Or that's what we thought till the world found itself

in a familiar place again. The 47th US President has, ef-
fectively, imposed a tariff on Americans today.

The yo-yo of words and events is dizzying. On Wednesday,
Donald J Trump declared victory in Operation Epic Fury. On
Friday, he said the war would take two more weeks, as Iran shot
down an F15-E and an A10 fighter jet. Not every American
marched to “No kings” chants at the recent protests, but most
are caught between the split-screen of Trump’s Truth posts and
truths. A world turned asunder is wondering and global leaders
are asking if the madman act is a reality!

History offers some clues. Roman Emperor Caligula, aka
Gaius Caesar T ledan ion of Britain
in 40 CE. He took his army to the English Channel, went into
the sea in his trireme, turned back and asked his soldiers to
collect seashells in their helmets and tunics as spoils of the
ocean. In 1812, Napoleon invaded Russia, aiming for a swift vic-
tory. The Russians decimated his Grande Armeée, triggering the
end of Napoleon's empire.

Cut to the present era of grand illusions. Trump maintains
that his tariffs are a $600-billion success story. Fact check: the
US Supreme Court ruled against it and a trade court ordered
refunds. The US-Israel attacks were
aimed at ‘obliterating’ Iranian nu-
clear and missile sites that were
claimed to have been ‘obliterated" in
June 2025, too. This week, Trump
declared Iran must reopen the Strait
of Hormuz or the US would ‘obliter-
ate’ its power plants. Is the war
about restoring order as it was be-
fore the war itself, which started
with the US’s strikes on February
28? The fog of war clouds reason.
The US, with its track record in Vi-
etnam, Iraq and Afghanistan, should
know this better than others.

Trump expressed surprise that
Iran attacked other Gulf nations and choked Hormuz. His sur-
prise is incredulous as both his Intelligence Director Tulsi Gab-
bard and CIA Director John Ratcliffe testified before Congress
that Trump had been warned about the fallout. Joe Kent, a
MAGA loyalist and chief of counterterrorism, quit urging the
president to reverse course as Iran posed “no imminent threat”
to the US. Kent said the war was the result of “pressure from
Israel and its powerful American lobby”.

The question is whether the ruler hears or listens. German
Emperor Kaiser Wilhelm II sacked Otto von Bismarck in 1890
as he desired global expansion and Bismarck didn’t agree. He
let the treaty with Russia lapse, allowing France, Russia and
Britain to come together in World War 1. The reasons for Hit-
ler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 ranged between delu-
sion and economic desperation. A practitioner of segmented
lies, Hitler gave his generals a set of reasons and the German
people something else.

Leaders with unprecedented victories or fortuitous rise to pow-
er often suffer from hubris—a list that includes Margaret Thatch-
er, George W Bush and Tony Blair in the modern era. In essence,
they come to believe their own myths. That produces a domina-
tion delusion, which breeds arrogance, contempt for criticism
and a sense of impunity. A crisis in such a circumstance triggers
‘bystander behaviour’. In 1968, psychologists John Darley and
Bibb Latané found a simple rule: the more people witness some-
thing going wrong, the less likely that anyone would intervene.
The fiction survives as long as it serves convenience.

There is a thin line separating narcissism from out-of-body
delusions. Trump loves awards—even those given to others. He
likes to be praised regularly, like King Lear, by his cabinet. He
insists on his signature on American currency and his name
on iconic places. His scatter-shots of distraction include rants
about sharpie pens, about Bruce Springsteen looking like a
dried prune, about his YouTube clips from 1980 to 2024, and a
cryptic post that said ‘Kangaroo court’ with three exclamation
marks but no explanation. He let Pete Hegseth sack the army
chief in the midst of a war. On Saturday, as US forces were said
to be searching for the missing crew of the downed jet, he post-
ed, ‘Keep the oil, anyone?

The past is not necessarily a prologue, but it does illuminate
personalities going off-kilter: Caligula declared himself aliving
god; his court played along till his Praetorian guards killed
him. Benito Mussolini, who dreamt of another shiny Roman
empire, was hung upside down in Milan. Charles VI of France
had episodes where he thought he was made of glass and would
shatter if touched; his court worked with the delusion to pre-
serve the pretence of a functioning regime. George I11 spoke to
oak trees. Woodrow Wilson believed he was god’s envoy for
peace in the world. Richard Nixon would wander off at night
and speak to portraits hung on While House walls.

A year back, Trump told an interviewer, “I run the country
and the world.” Today, his Nato allies are not willing to clean
up his mess, the courts are not playing ball, the trade deal with
China is iffy, the US Congress is unlikely to clear his dream of
a $1.5-trillion defence budget, and his party thinks it will be
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INTO THE ERA OF TECHNO DIPLOMACY

OPINION

SHASHI T

several partners; another. China’s deci-
sion to restrict the export of critical
rare earth minerals to India and the US.
Supply chains themselves have become
geopolitical battlegrounds.

The present international landscape
is now less a coherent structure than a
mosaic of intersecting crises and com-
petmg priorities. Security rivalries,

hnological cumpetmou, climate

Lok Sabha MP. Chalr of the Standing Committee
on External Affairs and Sahitya Akademi-winning author
office@tharoor.in

HE contemporary internation-
al system increasingly reflects
a paradox: deep economic in-
terdependence coexisting with
profound strategic distrust.
Globalisation has integrated
markets and supply chains
over the past three decades, yet recent
developments suggest that integration
has not produced political convergence.
Instead, economic links are increasing-
1y being deployed as instruments of
pressure and leverage.

We are living in an era of ‘weapon-
ised interdependence’. Networks origi-
nally designed to facilitate global com-
merce, financial messaging systems,
digital infrastructure and logistics
chains now enable States that control
key nodes in those networks to exert
pressure on others.

The erosion of trust among major
powers further complicates this pic-
ture. Countries remain deeply intercon-
nected economically, yet political confi-
dence between them has diminished.
The result is a system in which States
continue torely on each other economi-
cally while simultaneously seeking to
reduce strategic vulnerabilities. This
tension—interdependence without
trust—is likely to remain one of the de-
fining characteristics of the emerging
international order.

The notion of a cooperative ‘global
village’, once the defining metaphor of
the post-Cold-War era, appears to be giv-
ing way to a far more competitive envi-
ronment in which nations openly use
trade restrictions, tariffs and export
controls as tools of statecraft. A dra-
matic example of this was the sharp
tariff measures imposed by the US on

pl essures and economic protectionism
now interact in ways that make the glo-
bal system far less predictable than in
earlier decades. Geopolitical tensions
are no longer confined to traditional
military theatres. Increasingly, they
manifest through disruptions in global
markets, restrictions on critical tech-
nologies, or manipulation of supply
chains. A single policy decision can re-
verberate across industries, financial
markets and diplomatic
relationships.

The strategic envi-
ronment is also being
shaped by the growing
role of emerging tech-
nologies. A defining
transformation in con-
temporary geopolitics
is that technological in-
frastructure has re-
placed territory as the
primary arena of stra-
tegic competition.
While territorial dis-
putes still matter, the decisive contests
today revolve around who controls the
digital arch.ltecture of the global econ-
omy—from semi fabrication

itself. Al digital infrastructure and
data governance are rapidly becoming
arenas of competition between major
powers. This technological rivalry over-
lays the existing geopolitical rivalries,
producing a much more complex stra-
tegic landscape.

In this sense, data has become the
new currency of geopolitical influence.
Nations that command the pipelines
through which information flows—dig-
ital platforms, financial messaging sys-
tems, data storage networks—possess a
form of structural power that can shape
the choices of others without firing a
single shot. Alleadership, selmcouduc-

For countries like India, this transfor-
mation carries profound implications.
Strategic autonomy in the 21st century
will depend not only on military capa-
bility or economic strength, but also on
technological resilience—the ability to
build, regulate and secure one’s own
digital ecosystem without succumbing
either to data colonialism from the West
or digital conquest by China.

The technological dimension of this
balancing act has become particularly
complex. The US continues to dominate
the global digital economy through its
technology giants, cloud infrastructure
and financial networks, while China has

tor supply chains,
turing capabilities and digital stand-
ards now constitute the core of
geopolitical rivalry. These develop-

ments suggest that the emerging geopo-

litical contest is less
about territorial expan-
sion and more about
who sets the technologi-
cal rules of the global
economy—who designs
the chips, who trains
the algorithms and who
governs the data.

This produces a curi-
ous hybrid world order:
politically multipolar,

yet technologically
asymmetric. While
more countries today
exercise geopolitical agency than dur-
ing the Cold War, the digital architec-
ture of the global economy remains
de d by a relatively small group

ecosystems and cloud infrastructure
for data to artificial intelligence plat-
forms and global payment systems.

The ability to exclude countries such
as Iran or Russia from international fi-
nancial networks demonstrates how
control over technological systems can
translate directly into geopolitical lev-
erage. The US and its partners have at-
tempted to restrict China’s access to
advanced chips and manufacturing
equipment, recognising that control
over semiconductor technology deter-
mines leadership in everything from AT
to military systems.

The emerging hierarchy in these do-
mains is far more concentrated than
the geopolitical distribution of power

of technologically advanced powers.
For middle and rising-power States
such as India, the challenge lies in navi-
gating this environment without allow-
ing technological dependency to trans-
late into strategic vulnerability.

In an environment where nations are
inecreasingly pursuing diversification
strategies—building alternative supply
chains, expanding trade partnerships
and strengthening domestic capabili-
ties—diplomacy requires not rigid alli-
ances, but flexible engagement across
multlple partnershlps Countries must

cooperate, and
hedge their strategic bets—a delicate
balancing act that has become a central
feature of modern statecraft.

ped an alternative technological
ecosystem spanning telecommunica-
tions, digital payments and Al As com-
petition between these ecosystems in-
tensifies, the risk is that the world may
gradually fragment into competing dig-
ital spheres of influence. Countries
could find themselves compelled to align
with one technological architecture or
another, whether through semiconduc-
tor supply chains, Al platforms, or dig-
ital governance frameworks.

This raises an important strategic
question: can technological autonomy
coexist with deep global integration?
For India, the answer lies not in isola-
tion but in carefully cultivating indig-
enous capabilities while remaining
open to international collaboration.

India’s approach increasingly reflects
this philosophy: Initiatives such as dig-
ital public infrastructure, India stack,
and the expansion of digital payment
systems like UPI across multiple coun-
tries illustrate an effort to build sover-
eign technological capabilities while
simultaneously offering digital public
goods to the world. Walking this tight-
rope in the digital age will require more
than diplomatic agility. It will require
technological capability, regulatory sov-
ereignty and strategic partnerships
that prevent dependence on any single
digital ecosystem.

The goal, ultimately, is digital sover-
eignty—the capacity to engage confi-
dently with global technological net-
works without surrendering control
over one'’s own data, infrastructure and
innovation pathways. The future is now.
‘We must seize it.

(Views are personal)

BEYOND SCREEN HABITS & SOCTAL MEDIA BANS

. OPINION

GEETHA RAVICHANDRAN
Former bureaucrat and
author of The Spell of the Rain Tree

HEN social media opened its
portals two decades ago, us-
ers reacted with a sense of
wonder. It was like stepping
into a brave new world of
promise. The onboarding
was seamless, it involved no
cost and offered opportunities for new
and profitable connections. But today,
social media companies face scrutiny
across the globe for the impact of their
algorithmic curation and monetisation
of the attention economy.

India has an estimated 50 crore
unique social media users, according to
research firm DataReportal. With cheap
data and wide access to the internet and
smartphones, the country’s market is
attractive to social media companies.
Thus, the conduct of Big Tech is of rel-
evance to users in India.

Recently, a California jury awarded $6
million in damages to a young woman
after finding Meta and Google liable for

mental health harm caused by their ad-
dictive platforms that she began using

the Information and Technology Act,
2000 and its rules has focused on laying

as a child. The landmark j
considered the structural design of the
platforms and their algorithm-driven
operations that reward prolonged en-
gagement and doomscrolling. While
laws in most countries delink social me-
dia companies from liability for the con-
tent, this judgement points to something
more basic—product design that aims to
keep users engaged and addicted.

The effect of social media on children
is an area of emerging concern. Re-
searchers have pointed out that chil-
dren are vulnerable not only to inappro-
priate content but also to behavioural
and developmental issues. The amount
of time spent on social media affects
academic performance, disrupts sleep
and alters social dynamics.

Psychologist Jonathan Haidt, author
of The Anxious Generation, talks about
the shift from a play-based childhood to
a screen-based one, In the latter, a crav-
ing for validation triggers a dopamine
loop—when there is diminishing rein-
forcement, it results in withdrawal and
mental health issues. This rewiring of
brains when they are at a crucial devel-
opmental stage has raised alarms in sev-
eral countries, with Australia being the
first nation to ban social media plat-
forms for children under 16 years. Oth-
ers like Malaysia, France and Denmark
are also in the process of implementing
social media bans for children.

In India, the area of law governed by

down ti to take down prohibited
content, deepfakes and tackle the spread
of misinformation. While platforms are
protected by ‘safe harbour’ rules from
liability for content, there are changes
being proposed in these rules, a move
that has raised concerns about freedom
of expression and excessive regulation.
However, the urgent debate now is about
curbing social media use for young chil-
dren to tackle screen addiction, erase
exposure to unsafe online content and
tackle mental health issues.

Q

As arecent verdict in the US
accepted, social media platforms
rewire young brains by rewarding

addictive behaviour. While we look at
restricting usage among adolescents,
we must inform adults on theirills

Karnataka has proposed a law and
Andhra Pradesh is contemplating one
on this issue. The measures have re-
ceived the support of educationists who
are in a position to observe first-hand
the deterioration in the quality of learn-
ing and increased distraction. Ques-
tions are also being raised about screen-
based learning devices that, while

allowing access to large troves of infor-
mation, encourage scrolling and fail to
incentivise in-depth analysis. A trope
for the current times is ‘writing with
thumbs’, which seems to prevail over
using the brain. With the added use of
artificial intelligence tools, the future
trajectory of social media growth ap-
pears nothing short of dizzying.

However, legislation alone will not be
able to handle the growing problems as-
sociated with excessive social media
use in children. Age verification checks
are not foolproof. Guardians need to
take measures to ensure that the poten-
tial for long-term damage is nixed.
‘When children at a sensitive stage of
development are subject to a constant
barrage of posts and feeds, it affects the
neuro-plasticity of their brain. Reward-
seeking on social media promotes imi-
tative and performative behaviour.

For many adults, it is a platform for
staying connected, doing business, en-
tertainment and even learning. Among
senior citizens, it is known to reduce
feelings of loneliness. Hence it’s essen-
tial to create awareness and under-
standing of the model on which social
media is built. These platforms read
their users like a book. However, their
business practices are opaque and need
to be subjected to informed debate.

Tim Cook, CEO of Apple, recently
said, “I don't want people looking at the
smartphone more than they're looking
in someone’s eyes.” Here's hoping the
balance would be maintained.

shellacked at the midterm elections. A year later, the question
is: who is willing to tango with Trump?

Itis now proposed that legal recognition of gender 7

identity shall be conditioned upon certification,

scrutiny, or other forms of administrative

endorsement. What was recognised by the Supreme

Court as aninviolable aspect of personhood now risks

being reduced to a contingent, State-mediated entitiement...

Selfhood is not a matter of concession, it is a matter of right.

Justice Arun Monga of the Rajasthan High Court on a petition against lack

of ion for iduals in institutions and job:

Fundamentally, this is an apartheid regime. There are entire sets of laws that
differentiate between Jews and Palestinians. It goes back ta1948.

Yair Dvir, spokesman for rights group B" Tselem after Israel passed a
law that solely targets

We are getting a beautiful view of the dark side of Earth, it by the Moon.
Jeremy Hansen, mission specialist aboard Artemis |l spacecraft

GMAILBAG Eere

Averting inflation

Ref: Be ready to deploy rare measures (Apr 4). The
rupee's weakness reveals the exhaustion of conven-
tional RBI tactics, as dollar sales and avhitmge
curbs only delay pressure. With crude prices stay

)
dnewindianexpress.com

and work in | think the
reason is lran's uncompromising attitude towards
the Zionist state of Israel. It is the Zionists who
have made the West hate Iran. As the Islamist rulers
in Afghanistan, Syria and Tirkiye do not hate Israel
as much, they are acceptable to the West.

A Kaja Nazimudeen, Eruvadi

stubbornly high, suchas
swap windows, liquidity nghlemng and import re-
strictions must be prepared. Inflation’s currency
sensitivity demands vigil for structural fragility.
Babu Crishna, Bengaluru

Zionist reasoning

Ref: First US jet downed (Apr 4). Why does the West
contemptuously call Iran's government a ‘regime'?
Is it because it's an autocracy? No, many countries
today are autocratic, including the West's bosom
buddies like Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Egypt. Is it
because it's an Islamic theacracy oppressing wom-
en? But then, women are worse off in Taliban-con-
trolled Afghanistan. In Iran, they go to universities

Q i galore
Ref: Endgame ambiguity (Apr 4). When will the
West Asia war be over? Does Trump know? Does
Netanyahu? Or do the Revolutionary Guards of Iran?
Will Trump take the responsibility for boring s till
then? Then he would be exonerated for half of his
war crimes. Are the UK and France serious about
opening the Strait of Hormuz? What is happening
to this mad world?

Philip Alexander, Bengaluru

Moonshot glory

Ref: Artemis Il astronauts blast towards moon (Apr
3).It's quite fabulous to see the astronauts in zero
gravity. Finally, Nasa's dream to re-establish human

to the moon has come true. All credit
for this success goes to the scientists and, of course,
the brave astronauts who are capable of dealing
with harsh conditions. Kudos to all of them.

Simran Poniya, Koraput

Unified voice
Ref: Congress split on Iran stand as Sharma says
politicisation is national disservice (Apr 4). In a
clear indication that not all leaders of the Congress
are on the same page on Iran, Anand Sharma has
pressed for a review in the party's stand that runs
contrary to the government's view and has even
termed it as a national disservice. Leaders like Ka-
mal Nath and Shashi Tharoor too have expressed
discontent with the party's stance and this should
unsettle the top leadership, which continues to seek
political leverage on the government's ambivalent
attitude. This, however, is no time for politicking or
seeking to score brownie points. The need of the
houris radical thinking and ensuring unstinted sup-
port ta the government as these are trying times.
CV Aravind, email

Disfavouring Odisha
Ref: Shifting of strategic rail stretch sparks back-
lash (Apr 4). Like George Orwell's quote, “All are
equal, but some are more than equal”, in India's
competitive federal structure, hard bargainers al-
ways corner more benefits at the expense of gullible
states, be it taking a railway division or a larger
share of water in an inter-state dispute. Marginalis-
ing some states is not conducive for cooperative
federalism. It is incumbent upon all stakeholders to
act together or face disaster.

Subha Praksh Kanungo, Bhubaneswar

Inhumane treatment
Ref: HC stams IT firm for firing staff at office gate
(Apr 4). If there is a job, there will be trouble. Once
when | was entering my school as a teacher, the
manager and ordered the headmaster not to allow
me to sign the attendance register. | was stunned
and water filled my eyes. | applied for casual leave.
After that, | was served a 3-month notice stating
that my services were no longer required.

6 Purushothaman, Tirunelveli

Resident Editor
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H) Dora was a rare police ‘leade

> e
PATI SEETARAMARAO

hey say there's fortune
in a name. But having
fortune in a name is possible
only for some names! That
luck does not bless everyone.

One such special name is
that of H ] Dora. He recently
left us after scaling the sum-
mits of fame — winning the
admiration of many, earning
a beloved family, and serving
exceptionally as the police
department’s leader in his ca-
pacity as the DGP. His name
is well known not only in the
two Telugu states but among
those who have served or
are serving the department
across the country.

If you decode the name
H J Dora, a few things natu-
rally stand out. 'H' stands
for Hanumanth and T for
Jagannayakulu.  Hanuman
represents strength, power,
devotion and steadfastness.
Jagannayakulu refers to the
supreme leaders of the uni-
verse — Brahma, Vishnu and
Maheshwara. When his par-
ents named him, combining
these two elements with the
surname “Dora’) it was like
bestowing life and author-

commentary in a function.
He came up to me personally
and congratulated me. His
warm, affectionate manner
naturally earned my respect.
For a newly joined police of-
ficer like me, it was a great joy
that the SP himself had come
over to compliment a traince
on a small thing. Even later,
when [ came to Guntur as
probationary DSP, he came
to Guntur on some official
work to DPO and while see-
ing me there he spoke to me
specifically. My admiration
for Dora grew abundantly.
1 later learned that his be-
ing equally approachable to
everyone without distinction
was his true nature.

When I took charge as Vi-
jayawada Rural DSP under
him in Krishna district, he
said, “Welcome! As police of-
ficers, we often don' pay at-
tention o children’s welfare
and health. T will introduce
you to a paediatrician. Give
that doctor’s phone number
to your family and take his
help to ensure your children’s
health?” At the time 1 took
that as a personal kindness
to me and my family. But
when | saw that compas-
sionate foresight reflected in
the “bhadratha” scheme—
specially introduced for the
health and welfare of police
personnel, including pen-
sioners as DGP, L understood
his foresight that made him
a great leader. “Bhadratha”
scheme introduced by him
will continue in the depart-
ment and his name is sure to
be bered forever.

ity on an ly capable
leader.

Post-feudalism period and
at a time when people gener-
ally don't like to address any-
one as “Dora,” many found
it natural, respectful and af-
fectionate to call this police
officer Dora with reverence,
Though some people, who
knew him as a man with no
enemies, may not have liked
him personally — that's
natural — even they could
not help but address him as
“Dora!” That is what having
fortune in a name means.

Thinking this way shows
how much a name can enno-
ble a persons character and
qualities.

When 1 was undergoing
training as DSP in Anan-
tapur, 1 first met him—the
then district SP. In the police
training college, I was doing

For Dora, loyalty, honesty,
and decision making were
his constant and consistent
professional assets.

To recollect an example,
while serving as a DIG in a
range in Andhra Pradesh, he
developed closeness with a
young journalist. While go-
ing with him one fine morn-
ing, he casually remarked
“Do you have the habit of
taking alcohol first thing in
the morning, as we drink
coffee or tea?” The journalist
was greatly shocked, and that
pregnant comment sounded
like a warning bell for him to
take care of his health. From
then onwards the scribe quit
the habit, rose to the position
of an editor, and all through
he has been grateful to Dora.
This example shows his im-
pact on others too. Dora will

Post-feudalism period and at a time when people generally don't like
to address anyone as “Dora,” many found it natural, respectful and af-
fectionate to call this police officer Dora with reverence. Though some

people, who knew him as aman with no enemies, may not have liked
him personally — that's natural — even they could not help but address

him as “Dora.” That is what having fortune in a name means.

remain in the forefront when
it comes to valuing human
decency.

When [ was serving as an
SP in the intelligence branch,
1 had to spend almost a
month in Vijayawada dealing
with very difficult situations
and reporting to the intelli-
gence IG—Dora—and to the
government. Quite graceful-
ly during that period, he and
his wife visited my home in
Hyderabad and told my wife,
“Amma—we only expected
him to stay for a few days, but
he must remain there longer.
Your family is missing him
a lot. Do not hesitate to call
us in case of any need.” This
1 came to know in Vijayawa-
da, through my wife, and all
the hardship T had under-
gone vanished in a jiffy. The
true reward for hard work is
recognition; once that rec-
ognition comes, what more
would one want?

Putting  these  experi-
ences aside, I must mention
how careful, disciplined and
thoughtful Dora was in han-
dling matters. He was re-
sponsible for the creation of
Greyhounds, which became
a ﬁghling force and earned

Vedism through Hin

VANAM JwaLa
NARASIMHA RAO

knowledge-centric Jnana

bedrock of ‘Hindu-
ism and Dharmic tra-
ditions' and a major

foundation along with Indus
Valley culture, regional tra-
ditions, and later day devel-
opments, Vedism originated
as a ritualistic culture, and
evolved into the philosophi-
cal, meditative, and non-
dualistic traditions defining
modern Indian spirituality.
Vedism deeply shaped the
entire landscape of Indian
religious thought. Vedas are
considered the root of many
Indian traditions, influenc-
ing conceptslike dharma and
karma. Eventually, it evolved
into Brahmanism, and Ve-
danta, rather than just being
a predecessor to Hinduism.

Modern Hindu practices
yajna (fire sacrifice) and
Gayatri mantra remain di-
rect legacies of Vedic rites.
Core philosophical concepts
include Brahman, atman,
karma, samsara and moksha
or nirvana, all articulated in
the Vedic Upanishads. The
Vedic collective group of
principal deities, includes In-
dra (the warrior), Agni (the
fire deity), and Varuna (the
upholder of cosmic order),
among others.

The Sanskrit language,
the medium of the Vedas, is
one of the earliest recorded
Indo-European  languages,
sharing common linguistic
ancestry with other Indo-
E 1

Kanda (Upanishads) marked
a significant shift toward
deeper philosophical inquiry
into ultimate reality, includ-
ing non-dualistic interpreta-
tions. Vedism provided an
enduring ethical, cosmologi-
cal, and metaphysical frame-
work known as Dharma.

There was no single his-
torical starting point and no
central founder to Hinduism.
It is an organic and evolving
tradition  developed over
millennia through contribu-
tions of numerous thinkers,
and sages from all communi-
ties. Its roots extend to Vedas
and Indus Valley practices. It
represents synthesis of local
cults, Vedic rituals, philo-
sophical inquiry, and deep
devotional expression. Thus,
Hinduism evolved like a vast
branching tree of traditions
and schools, rather than a
constructed system of single
founded religion. Tt emerged
as a complete and inclusive
way of life.

s is identified

tana Dharma.

Unfortunately, ‘Brahman’
community, alone, silently
slipped into obscurity. Emi-
nent Acharyas  provided
commentaries on Vedas,
Upanishads, and Bhagavad
Gita, interpreting them suit-
ing the times. Adi Shanka-
racharya played a pivotal
role in mvnahdn;, Vedantic
thought by organizing ex-
isting Vedic traditions into
the coherent philosophical
system known as ‘Advaita
Vedanta’ (non-dualism).
Ramanuja professed Visis-
tadvaita and Madhvacha-
ryaadvanced Dvaita, thereby
contributing to a rich and
pluralistic intellectual tradi-
tion within Hinduism.

The Bhakti movement
(devotion) made spirituality
accessible to all sections of
society. Originating in South
India through the Tamil Al-
vars (Vaishnava) and Naya-
nars (Shaiva), it gradually
spread across the subconti-
nent and challenged caste
hierarchies and ritualistic

with Sanatana Dharma. The
Rigveda, Samaveda, Yajur-
veda, and Atharvaveda are
regarded as its core texts.
The Upanishads, teachings
of sages, rishis, and later
traditions including avatars,
contributed to its early de-
velopment. It accommodates
diverse approaches to un-
derstanding ultimate reality
(Brahman), reflected in the
six orthodox schools (Dar-
shanas). Historically various
ities together with
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transition from the ritual-
centric karma kanda (Sam-
hitas and Brahmanas) to the

Brahmans, had their share of
contribution to preserve and
sustain Hinduism and Sana-

rigidity, while emphasizing
personal love and devotion
to the divine. Kabir, Meera-
bai, and Tulsidas expressed
their spiritual insights in
regional languages, thereby
reaching wider audience.
Veda Vyasa Mahabharata
and Valmiki Sri Ramayana
brought new narratives and
deities into prominence, as
more personal and relat-
able forms of the divine.
Rudra evolved into Shiva,
the Vedic deity Vishnu rose
in prominence, and the pro-
genitor Prajapati came to be
identified with Brahma. This

a good name throughout
the country. This force was
mainly organised to contain
naxalism and Dora made use
of the services of K § Vyas,
a time-tested police officer,
who unfortunately was killed
by naxals. The force was su-
pervised by DGP Dora, Vyas
and one N § Bhatti, a retired
counter-insurgent  consult-
ant. This apart, several meas-
ures taken by Dora as the
DGP, particularly training
them in the use of weaponry,
discipline and public service
stood him in good stead as a
rare police leader.

1 cannot fail to tell the sto-
ry of the AP police “encoun-
ter” with Naxalites at a place
called Koppadangi!

I was IG Visakhapatnam.
At that time, the local police
and Greyhounds had an en-
counter with Naxals resulting
in the death of three police-
men and many naxalites in
Koppadangi in Orissa. When
Dora came to know of the in-
cident in Hyderabad, he told
me unequivocally “Let me
know the real situation. As
different versions are com-
ing, induding the place of
encounter, whether it was in

period also deepened philo-

sophical inquiry. Despite
these transformations, Vedic
Legacy persists within Hin-
duism. The authority of the
Vedas has endured, and they
continue to be revered as
Shruti (that which is heard).

Many life-cycle rituals,
such as marriage remain
rooted in Vedic traditions.
Similarly, the basic frame-
work of the Varna System,
which originated in the later
Vedic period, has undergone
modification over time but
continues to influence social

’

AP or Orissa, I should pre-
sent the facts correctly to
the government and to the
public through the media. If
any misinformation goes to
them, I will hold you respon-
sible”

Later in a function while
presenting small gifts to men
and officers for their good ‘
work, he suddenly called me
and presented a gift with a ‘
smile and said, “you briefed
about the incident correctly, |
enabling me to give a factual
report to the government ‘
and people. Therefore, take
this gift" |
On the day when a func- ‘

|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
\
|

tion was organised to re-
member his great services
to the department and to the
Telugu people, while offer-
ing a floral tribute, I looked
at Doras photo. Suddenly 1 |
felt he was alive and smiling
at me with a patented twin-
kle in his eyes. For a while [
stood there, later 1 stepped
aside with a heavy heart and
blurred eyes, returning to re-
ality.
(The writer is a retired IPS
officer, who has served as an
Additional DGP |
oj Andhra Pradesh)

organization, but unfortu-
nately more on caste consid-
erations,

Hinduism is not a mono-
lithic religion but a diverse
tapestry of beliefs and prac-
tices that has historically
embraced multiple inter-

i and i

From food security to quality
food: Telangana’s fine rice
welfare experlment

AMaRAVAJI NAGARAJU
| ——————

In the landscape of pub-
lic policy, welfare pro-
grammes are often assessed
by their reach and scale. Tel-
anganas fine rice distribution
scheme, however, introduces
an additional parameter-
quality. Conceived as an in-
tervention that goes beyond
mere hunger alleviation, the
programme seeks to improve
the nutritional intake of eco-
nomically valnerable house-
holds. In doing so, it reflects
an evolving understanding
of welfare as not just sub-
sistence support, but as an
instrument of social dignity
and equity.

Launched a year ago, the
scheme has since expanded
across the state with consid-
erable administrative coor-
dination. What began as a
targeted initiative has grown
into a large-scale public dis-
tribution effort, reaching an
estimated 31 million ben-
eficiaries through nearly nine
million ration cards. The
monthly provision of six kg
of fine rice per beneficiary
underscores both the logisti-
cal capacity of the state and
its commitment to sustained
welfare delivery.

The intervention gains
significance against the back-
drop of long-standing con-
cerns surrounding the Public
Distribution System (PDS).
For decades, the system has
been criticised for the incon-
sistent quality of food grains
supplied, often resulting in
underutilisation and  diver-
sion.

By introducing fine rice,
the Telangana government

| has attempted to address this

structural limitation. Im-
proved grain quality has not
only enhanced acceptabili

With market prices of fine tice ranging between Rs 60
and Rs 70 per kg, the free monthly allocation translates

into

ful savings. For many d

this

d in food

ates fiscal space for

other essential needs such as education, healthcare and
housing, Ata macro level, the pmgramme functions as a

significantincome support

the

state's welfare architecture.

the free monthly alloca-
tion translates into mean-
ingful savings. For many
households, this reduction
in food expenditure creates
fiscal space for other essen-
tial needs such as education,
healthcare and housing. Ata
macro level, the programme
functions as a significant in-
come support mechanism,
reinforcing the state’s welfare
architecture.

An equally important out-
come has been the apparent
reduction in leakages within
the distribution system. His-
torically, k quality ration

Nonetheless,  operational
challenges persist. Reports of
supply delays and occasional
quality-related complaints in
certain regions indicate the
need for continuous moni-
toring and responsive griev-
ance redres:

From a broader policy
perspective, Telanganas ap-
proach introduces an impor-
tant innovation in welfare
design. While most states
continue to prioritise quanti-
ty under the PDS framework,
this initiative foregrounds
the role uf quahty in achiev-

rice often found its way into
informal markets through
diversion. The improved
quality of fine rice has altered
this dynamic, encouraging
direct household consump-
tion and thereby reducing
the scope for illegal trade.
The shift hlghhgh!s a key pol-
icy insight: imp: g quality

among beneficiaries but also
contributed to better dietary
practices.

Studies indicating higher
nutritional value particularly
beneficial for children, preg-
nant women and the elderly
point to the scheme’s poten-
tial long-term public health
impact.

Economically, the scheme
offers tangible relief to low-
income families. With mar-
ket prices of fine rice ranging
between 860 and B70 per kg,

can strengthen efficiency and
accountability in welfare de-
livery.

Technology has played a
supportive role in this tran-
sition.
digital ration cards, Aadhaar
linkage and biometric au-
thentication has enhanced
transparency and stream-
lined beneficiary identifica-
tion. Such measures have
helped reduce duplication
and ensure that entitlements
reach intended recipients.

Despite facing significant historical,
political, and social challenges over cen-
turies, Hinduism, or Sanatana Dharma,
has demonstrated remarkable resilience
and continuity. Its endurance can be
attributed to its inherent flexibility, the
absence of a single central authority,
and the strength of its cultural practices
embedded in everyday life rather than
confined solely to temples or scriptures.

an ‘Evolving continuum.
The Arya Samaj, founded
by Swami Dayananda Sar-
aswati, protested against
what it viewed as later ac-
cretions or distortions in
Hindu practice, including
idol worship, pilgrimage,
priestly dominance, and ad-

vocated the concept: ‘Back
to the Vedas!
The Brahmo  Samaj,

founded by Raja Ram Mo-
han Roy, sought to reform
Hinduism by challenging
idol worship, superstition,
and excessive ritualism,
Both movements directly
questioned the ‘Brahmani-
cal monopoly over ‘scrip-
tural interpretation. Their
ergs were often met with

nuity. Its endurance can be
attributed to its inherent

flexibility, the absence of

a single central authority,
and the strength of its cul-
tural practices embedded
in everyday life rather than
confined solely to temples or
scriptures.

Hinduism does not de-
pend on a single prophet,
one canonical text, or a cen-
tralised institution. Instead,
it evolves with time, place,
and context, adapting to
new ideas and social trans-
formations while preserving
its core philosophical foun-
dations; a ‘comprehensive
way of life! Hinduism has a
distinctive global presence
of its own.

It places strong emph
on dharma, or duty, as the

The integration of

ing At
the same time, questions of
fiscal sustainability, procure-
ment efficiency and long-
term scalability remain rel-
evant and warrant periodic
review.

Ultimately, the fine rice
distribution scheme repre-
sents a shift in the philoso-
phy of welfare from ensuring
minimum consumption to
enabling better living stand-
ards. By recognising that
access to quality food is in-
tegral to human dignity, the
programme moves the dis-
course beyond conventional
metrics.

As it completes a year, it
offers valuable lessons for
policymakers: that well de-
signed interventions, backed
by administrative resolve,
can redefine the contours of
inclusive governance.

world, inﬂuencing not only
spirituality but also culture,
ethics, and lifestyle across
societies.

Hinduism remains geo-
graphically  concentrated
and is the world’s third-larg-
est religion, with a signifi-
cant majority of its followers
residing in India and South
Asia, alongside a steadily
expanding global diaspora.
As of 2026, it is practiced
by approximately 1.5 billion
people, accounting for near-
ly 15 per cent of the global
population, reflecting both
historical migration and
contemporary globalization.

Over recent decades, the
global Hindu population has
grown in proportion with
overall population trends,
maintaining its  relative
share while extending its
culural and philosophical
influence. The global influ-
ence of Hinduism is evident
in the widespread adoption
of yoga, meditation, and
philosophical concepts such
as ‘karma, dharma, and re-
incarnation,

Traditional ~systems of
holistic well-being continue
to gain recognition world-
wide. Festivals such as Di-
wali are celebrated globally,
reflecting cultural integra-
tion across societies. Hindu

p and counter- The spread of yoga, literature preserves spiritual
from iti philosophical thought, and  and philosophical wisdom
sections of society. Despite  several international or-  through texts like the Ve-

facing signifi historical, izati has i das and Upanishad:

guiding principle for moral
and ethical conduct. Over
time, Hinduism has come to
be regarded as a vibrant and
complex tradition, reflecting
the rich cultural heritage as

while

political, and social chal-
lenges over centuries, Hin-
duism, or Sanatana Dharma,
has demonstrated remark-
able resilience and conti-

worldwide interest, carrying
Hindu ideas beyond geo-
graphical boundaries. Sev-
eral factors thus combine to
sustain it as an enduring and

Ramayana and Mahabhara-
ta continue to shape ethical
values, education, and artis-
tic expression across genera-
tions.
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Bondi Failed to Deliver the One Thing Trump Required

Jeffrey Toobin

A contributing Opinion writer and the author of
“The Pardon: The Politics of Presidential
Mercy.”

RESIDENT TRUMP had many good
reasons to fire Attorney General Pam
Bondi. He picked the single bad one.
‘When the president announced Ms.
Bondi’s departure from his cabinet on
Thursday, he offered the customary false
praise and cold comfort that accompany
such defenestrations. But the core of Mr.
Trump’s dissatisfaction with the attorney
general was apparently her failure to serve
his need for revenge against his enemies.
She did not prosecute enough of Mr. Trump’s
adversaries, and the cases she did bring
were failures.

In a Sept. 20, 2025, message to Ms. Bondi
that President Trump posted on Truth So-
cial, he complained that “nothing is being
done” about his demand for prosecutions of
the former EB.L director James Comey,
Senator Adam Schiff of California and New
York State’s attorney general, Letitia
James. “We can't delay any longer, it's
killing our reputation and credibility” he
wrote. In apparent response, Ms. Bondi’s
Justice Department did later bring trans-
parently defective cases against Mr. Comey
(for allegedly lying to Congress) and Ms.
James (for alleged mortgage fraud). Both
prosecutions were promptly and properly
dismissed, but the Justice Department is
appealing.

These cases were among Ms. Bondi's
worst abuses of the legal system since her
appointment, and judges have checked her.
But her Justice Department has more such
abusive investigations in the works. There
is, for example, a federal grand jury inquiry
underway in Florida that is apparently
aimed at the Obama-era officials who began
the investigation of ties between Russia and
the 2016 Trump presidential campaign. M

T.
Trump and his allies have also a
prosecution of Jack Smith, the special coun-
sel who brought indictments against Mr.
Trump in 2023.

The fact that Ms. Bondi has failed in these
abusive prosecutorial efforts is cause for re-
lief, not dismissal. It’s the rest of her record
that has turned the Justice Department into
an oxymoron that will take years, if not dec-
ades, to fix.

Ms. Bondi herselfl has been a terrible
spokesperson for and symbol of the depart-
ment — disrespectful of its honorable tradi-
tions, dismissive of critics, intolerant of dis-
sent — and this was demonstrated most
clearly with her inept handling of the Jeffrey

The president
wants an attorney
general who
shares his capacity
for vengeance.

Epstein matter. After Ms. Bondi misled the
country about her initial disclosures in the
case, Congress responded by passing a law
forcing the Justice Department to release
its files on the pedophile and his allies. Ms.
Bondi’s delayed, inconsistent and generally
incompetent response to the law achieved
the seemingly impossible goal of uniting

INT NISHIMURA/RELTERS.

down, and so is the number of prosecutors
— almost certainly a result of Ms. Bondi’s
leadership. The main reason for these
changes is that instead of charging actual
criminals, Ms. Bondi’s Justice Department
has remade itself as the legal auxiliary of
Mr. Trump’s disastrous immigration en-
forcement practices.

congressional Democrats and
—indisgust at her performance. (Evidently,
Mr. Trump was unimpressed as well.)

Still, the deeper problems with Ms.
Bondi’s leadership rested at the level of pol-
icy. Under Ms. Bondi, the Justice Depart-
ment had all but stopped doing its job of
prosecuting crime. Caseloads are way

The worst of the Justice De-
partment’s pursuit of cases involving other-
wise law-abiding but undocumented indi-
viduals is that it has led to untold suffering
among those targeted, their families and the
economies they support. Ms. Bondi’s law-
yers have spent considerable time and
money on the harassment, and worse, of

people who have done no harm to anyone.
In part because of its fixation on immigra-
tion, the Justice Department has cut back on
the prosecution of white-collar crime, in-
cluding through a complete cessation of en-
forcement of the Fareign Corrupt Practices
Act. Local prosecutors can pick up the slack
when the Justice Department doesn’t pros-
ecute violent crime, but only the federal gov-
ernment has the resources and expertise to
bring these cases. White-collar criminals
are now getting a free pass, which is how
Ms. Bondi and the president have wanted it.
Under Ms. Bondi, too, right-wing culture
warriors wield the power of the federal gov-
ernment. The department’s storied civil
rights division is now headed by Harmeet
Dhillon, who has essentially ended its ef-
forts to defend the rights of Black citizens
and instead assigned her lawyers to combat
“woke” policies and harass the beleaguered

trans In an

headed and staffed by 2020 election deniers,
the department has begun investigations in
Georgia and Arizona that seem aimed above
all at putting future election results, includ-
ing those of this year’s midterms, in doubt.

Perhaps worst of all, Justice Department
lawyers under Ms. Bondi have often be-
haved in shockingly unethical ways. For
decades, federal judges have looked at as-
sistant U.S. attorneys and other Justice De-
partment lawyers as something more than
mere combatants. For good reason, judges
assumed that federal lawyers told them the
truth about the facts and the law of their
cases. In legal terms, the actions of the Jus-
tice Department received a “presumption of
regularity,” which the private bar did not en-
joy. But based on the frequently appalling
conduct of Justice Department lawyers in
the Bondi era— for instance, lying, gaslight-
ing, hiding facts and evidence — many
judges are no longer giving government
lawyers the benefit of the doubt. Nor should
they.

Replacing Ms. Bondi with her deputy,
Todd Blanche, or the administrator of the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Lee
Zeldin, to name two likely successors, will
not solve this problem unless the new attor-
ney general makes the commitment, un-
likely under the circumstances, that the Jus-
tice Department will return toits tradition of
honesty and integrity.

With the midterms looming, President
Trump may have decided to replace his at-
torney general while his party still controls
the Senate. But whomever he chooses, the
future at the Justice Department looks like
more of the same, and probably worse.

The Greatest Threat to OQur Elections Is No Longer Foreign

the Senate Intelligence Committee, she was
there at the direction of Mr. Trump. When
the warrant affidavit supporting that raid
was later unsealed, it revealed no credible
foreign interference concern. Instead, the
would-be justification for the warrant was a
slop of debunked conspiracy theories that
had already been rejected repeatedly by
courts, independent investigators and
Georgia’s Republican secretary of state.

Ms. Gabbard’s appearance at this raid —
as well as her involvement in seizing voting
machines from Puerto Rico, again without
any tie to foreign intelligence — was an ex-
traordinary breach of the longstanding fire-
wall between intelligence authorities and
domestic political and law enforcement ac-
tivity. One wonders what else she might be
willing to do in service of Mr. Trump’s de-
mands: Might she or another Trump official
be willing to manufacture a claim of foreign
interference to justify federal intervention
in elections?

It is worth noting that people who played
central roles in efforts to overturn the 2020
election are now operating inside the federal
government with access to sensitive elec-
tion security information and with the abil-
ity to influence law enforcement actions.
One example is Kurt Olsen, the White
House’s director of election security and in-
tegrity. According to court filings, Mr. Olsen
helped trigger the seizure of ballots in Geor-
gia.

To intervene in the midterms at the fed-
erallevel, Ms. Gabbard would not even need
to fabricate intelligence outright. She could
selectively release fragments of existing in-
telligence collection, stripping out caveats
and context in ways that create a distorted
impression of a threat.

This is not how American democracy is
supposed to work. Our voting system is de-
liberately decentralized. States and local-
ities ini; elections, creating a struc-
ture that is more resilient and less vulnera-
ble to manipulation from any single point of
control. While the federal government can
provide resources to help ensure the securi-
ty of our elections, the Constitution does not
give the presi ity todisreg;
that system.

What we are seeing now is an effort to
change that, not through a constitutional
amendment but through the abuse of execu-
tive power, the making of false claims and

Mark R. Warner

A Democratic senator from Virginia and the
vice chairman of the Senate Intelligence
Committee.

N THE decade since President Vladimir

Putin of Russia directed a sweeping

campaign of hacking and social media

messaging to try to tilt the 2016 presi-
dential election toward his preferred candi-
date, the United States has rightly focused
on shoring up our elections against foreign
meddling.

But I fear that foreign interference is no
longer the most pressing danger to our elec-
tions. It is increasingly evident that the
greatest threat now comes from inside our
own government.

For months, President Trump has made
hisintentions clear. He has called for the fed-
eral government to “take over” elections,
impose national rules and override state au-
thority. Now we are beginning to see how he
may plan to do this.

According to recent reporting in The
Washington Post, allies of Mr. Trump’s
working in coordination with people close to
the White House have circulated a draft ex-
ecutive order that would declare a national
emergency based on false claims of foreign
interference in the 2020 election. That decla-
ration would be used to unlock sweeping
presidential powers over how Americans
vote.

The proposal would allow the federal gov-
ernment to bar widely used voting methods,
including mail ballots. It would force Ameri-
cans toreregister to vote on short notice, re-
quiring proof of citizenship. It would insert
federal agencies into the voter verification
process in novel ways. And it would attempt
to override the constitutional role of states
in administering elections.

And that is just what is by the
draft executive order. Further steps could
be justified, at least on paper, by inveking
emergency powers. The president could
also try to seize voting machines under the
guise of a national security investigation.
Federal agents could be deployed to polling
places in the name of election integrity, in-
timidating voters rather than protecting
them. Entire categories of lawful ballots
could be seized or discarded based on un-
substantiated claims of interference.
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The White House
is trying to

Political observers must meet this mo-
ment with clarity. Claims about election in-
terference or fraud from this administration
must be evaluated with appropriate skepti-
cism and subjected to rigorous scrutiny, not

Republicans who believe in the Constitu-
tion have a particular obligation to speak
out. The principle that voters, not poli-
ticians, decide elections should not be parti-
san. Silence in this moment will not be for-

There is no legitimate basis for such an  the misuse of national security authorities. ~ gotten. Oven'ide our treated as just another political argument in
emergency. That is not the point. The point  That effort must be stopped. Lawyers across the country must be pre- which both sides are granted equal legitima-
is that the Trump administration could man- First, Congress must assert its constitu-  pared to challenge any attempt to invoke Voﬁl'l stem. cy.
ufacture an impression of an emergency, tional role. That means rejecting efforts to ~ emergency powers to interfere with elec- g SY: s Most of all, the American people must re-

tions. The courts will once again serve as a
critical backstop — but only if cases are
brought quickly and decisively.
Former i i and law

officials also have a responsibility to speak
out. If they see intelligence being distorted,
misused or politicized, they must say so
clearly and publicly.

main vigilant. Democracies rarely fail in a
single moment. They are tested when the
boundaries between lawful authority and
political power are deliberately blurred. The
idea that a president could fabricate an
emergency to take control of elections
would have been unthinkable not long ago.
It must remain unacceptable now.

creating a pretext for intervention. lection and con-

There have already been some warning  ducting rigorous oversight of how federal
signs. In January, the director of nationalin-  authorities are being used or misused.
telligence, Tulsi Gabbard, was present for a State and local officials must also hold the
law enforcement raid in Fulton County, Ga.,  line. They are the stewards of our election
involving the seizure of ballots and voting  system, and their adherence to the law is
machine records from 2020. According to  one of our strongest defenses against inter-
Ms. Gabbard’s testimony last month before  ference.
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Starving Cubans Won't Advance U.S. Interests

Ricardo Ziniga

A career U.S. diplomat who served as
President Barack Obama's principal adviser on
the Western Hemisphere from 2012 to 2015.

UBA is undergoing its worst economic

and humanitarian crisis in over a cen-

tury. After nearly seven decades of au-

thoritarian rule, much of the country’s
population lives in extreme poverty, the
power grid is collapsing, and people are flee-
ing the island in droves. Cuba is hurtling not
toward socialism or capitalism but toward
ruin.

Atop those miseries the Trump adminis-
tration has heaped the threat of war and
blocked most oil shipments to the island,
bringing transportation, food distribution
and other basic services to a halt. Adminis-
tration officials have made clear that 2026 is
the year they intend to bring down the coun-
try’s Communist government. The only
thing missing is a plan.

1 spent more than a decade working on
Cuba as a U.S. diplomat. In that time, I both
enforced and unwound parts of the Ameri-
can embargo on the nation that has been in
place since the early 1960s, depending on
the administration in power and the mood of
U.S.-Cuban relations. Before now, I have
never seen a greater level of desperation
and anger at the government within Cuba,
nor a greater willingness by the United
States to use the suffering of Cuban citizens
as leverage in our long-running dispute with
their leaders.

For too long, Washington and Havana
have allowed outdated grievances to dictate
their relationship. This hostile status quo
has done nothing to advance American in-
terests and has only deepened the hardship
faced by ordinary Cubans. It’s time to stop
holding both countries hostage to history,
and to build a better path that delivers
progress for citizens on both sides of the
Straits of Florida.

When I first served as a U.S. diplomat in
Havana, from 2002 to 2004, the country was
still recovering from a protracted economic
crisis that had set in after the collapse of the
Soviet Union. Even as the popularity of Cu-
ba’s leadership declined amid scarcity and
repression, the Castro government retained
bastions of support in the Communist Party,
the armed forces and the security services.
saw how for these groups, the Cold War re-
mained very much alive, as it did for their
rivals in the large Cuban American commu-
nity:

By the time President Barack Obama as-
sumed office, he viewed U.S. efforts to iso-
late and squeeze Cuba as Cold War-era
anachronisms. He saw no reason to pre-
serve a decades-long approach that had
failed to deliver change or improve the lives
of those we were supposed to be helping:
the Cuban people.

I served on Mr. Obama’s National Securi-
ty Council staff and participated in secret
talks that led to the 2015 restoration of diplo-
matic ties between the United States and
Cuba. Nobody on Mr. Obama’s team had any
illusions about the intransigence of Cuba’s
leaders, who could not imagine a future in
which they were not in sole control of the
country. We knew those leaders would nego-
tiate to improve the relationship and even
make some marginal concessions, but we
also knew that they could be neither
charmed nor bullied into accepting the need
for serious reform.

So Mr. Obama sidestepped those in power
in Havana and focused on the aspirations of
Cuban citizens. Mr. Obama’s measures in-
cluded changes to embargo enforcement
that helped Cuba’s small but emerging pri-
vate sector, facilitated the entry of U.S. com-
panies, expanded internet access and
boosted travel between the two countries.
The steps Mr. Obama took shifted the
ground under Cuba’s leadership by generat-
ing expectations of greater prosperity and
freedom among Cubans that the stodgy
state would be unable to meet without ac-
cepting a steady pace of reforms. We be-

Negotiation, not force,
is needed to bring lasting
changes in Havana.

lieved this approach would position Cuba for
a democratic transition far better than a
pressure-cooker strategy that would only
entrench the Cuban government and fur-
ther impoverish the island.

Although Fidel Castro, who by then had
stepped down as Cuba’s president, didn’t
block the negotiations, he never shed his
skepticism of the United States, and he re-
buffed Mr. Obama’s calls for broader eco-
nomic changes. Regime hard-liners fol-
lowed his example by slowing engagement
with U.S. policymakers and investors. But
there remained some optimism among Cu-
bans that there was still a path toward nor-
malcy.

Ten years later, we are in a very different
place. President Trump’s first-term rollback
of most of Mr. Obama’s policy shifts effec-
tively closed the door on the kinds of gradual
solutions we tried to advance. Tightened
U.S. sanctions, the Cuban regime’s intransi-
gence and the Covid-19 pandemic combined
to push the Cuban economy closer toward
collapse. Cuba’s leadership does not appear
to have any objective beyond retaining its
hold on power.

President Trump, for his part, clearly rel-
ishes the symbolism around “taking” Cuba
and has eagerly embraced coercive lan-
guage. It’s not clear what the administra-
tion’s underlying objective is other than re-
gime change — something Cuba’s leaders
will surely resist. On-again, off-again talks
between U.S. and Cuban officials suggest
that the Trump administration favors a ne-
gotiated outcome to the current standoff.
But the president’s apparent appetite for
military intervention to solve political prob-

| COLUMNIST | MICHELLE GOLDBERG |

The President Has No Idea How to

IN A FUNCTIONING American democracy, the
president would deliver an Oval Office ad-
dress at the start of a new military conflict.
Donald Trump, however, decided to wait un-
til a month into his war with Iran to give a
speech about it to a skeptical public.

In the run-up to his address, experts spec-
ulated about what he was going to an-
nounce. A ground invasion? De-escalation?
A petulant withdrawal from NATO because
no one wants to help him open the Strait of
Hormuz? It was none of these. Instead, a
slurring Trump rehashed a bunch of his
Truth Social posts, alternately boasting
about America’'s military progress while
threatening war crimes. His speech told us
very little, at least explicitly, but revealed
quite a lot.

First, he showed us that he has no plan to
get out of the mess he created. One way to
judge how the war is going is to look at
which side is trying to wrap it up. On
Wednesday, Axios reported that JD Vance
has made overtures to Iran, via mediators,
about a possible cease-fire. Iran, however,
may not be willing to negotiate. American
intelligence agencies, according to The New
York Times, have assessed that “the Iranian
government believes it is in a strong posi-
tion in the war and does not have to accede
to America’s diplomatic demands.”

Perhaps hoping to get Iran to the table,

By Thursday, American and Israeli
strikes had already severely damaged the
Pasteur Institute in Tehran, a major medical
research center. Vali Nasr, an Iranian Amer-
ican political scientist and a former State
Department adviser, saw the attack as part
of Trump’s promised campaign to destroy
Iran as a modern society. As a child, Nasr
recalled, he got his vaccinations at the Pas-
teur Institute, His grandfather, a doctor,
worked there. It is, he told me, “the gold
standard of international-level health care
in Iran.”

The bombing of the institute, he pointed
out, comes just days after airstrikes on two
pharmaceutical production facilities, which
are particularly important to Iran, given
how expensive foreign medicines have be-
come, thanks to international sanctions.
The United States and Israel may claim that
these were dual-use facilities, but Iranians,
said Nasr, sense that “this is no longer a war
on the Islamic republic or its missiles or its
nuclear facility. This is a war on the country.
Thisis about turning Iran into a failed state.”

That, in turn, strengthens the regime’s
hand domestically. Ali Vaez, the Iran project
director at the International Crisis Group,
pointed out that every night since the begin-
ning of the war, the regime has been turning
out its supporters in public squares

Trump on repeated S
he’s already made. “Over the next two to
three weeks, we're going to bring them back
to the Stone Ages, where they belong,” he
said. Absent a deal, he threatened to destroy
Iran’s electric plants and, perhaps, its oil,
which would be illegal under international
law, not that the president cares.

the country. “Those crowds are
actually growing bigger and bigger,” he said.
Even Iranians who dislike their rulers have
come to oppose the war “because of the
damage to their infrastructure, because of
the civilian casuaities, because of the target-
ing of historic sites and Trump’s rhetoric.”
Meanwhile, Iran’s leaders can surely see
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lems, by his ouster of s
Nicolas Maduro, has left no doubt in Havana
about his readiness to use force.

U.S. military intervention in Cuba could
perhaps succeed in toppling the govern-
ment. It would also be a grave mistake. An
attack on Cuba could provoke a catastrophic

itarian crisis, mass
migration to the United States and Mexico
and an extended civil conflict or insurgency
close to U.S. shores.

Even absent a U.S. invasion, a Cuba left to
suffocate under stiff American sanctions
could veer toward chaos rather than reform.
Further economic collapse could prompt a
Russian-style political transition, with Cu-
ba’s oligarchy mutating into a permanent
kleptocratic elite. A destabilized Cuba could
also become a magnet for transnational
gangs eager to turn a failing state into a hub
for money laundering and organized crime.

This downward spiral can still be averted.
Though there is no Cuban analogue to Vene-
zuela’s Delcy Rodriguez, the Trump admin-
istration could use its considerable leverage
to negotiate with Cuba’s consortium of lead-
ers, pressing them to accept the need for
fundamental political and economic change
while also convincing them that they will
have a place in a more open, more competi-
tive Cuba. An agreement could allow Cuba’s
armed forces to continue to serve their
country should they drop their ideological
mission and their domination of the econ-
omy. U.S. incentives to undertake economic
reforms and promote Cuban entrepreneur-
ship could help right the ship of the coun-
try’s economy.

In 2014, I witnessed an overwhelming de-
sire by Cubans on the island and in the
United States to leave the past behind and
start fresh. There is an opportunity right
now to marshal the collective strength of all
those who are committed to building a suc-
cessful Cuba. We only hurt our own cause,
and that of the Cuban people, by continuing
to obsess over defeating adversaries whose
time has already passed.

End His War

that Trump’s domestic position is weak-
ening. The war has dragged his approval
ratings close to career lows: 35 percent,ina
recent YouGov/The Economist poll. That's
not far from where George W. Bush was
when he left office in disgrace amid a failed
war and economic collapse. Most likely, one
reason Trump gave his Oval Office speech in
the first place was to try to convince Ameri-
cans that his Iran adventure is going better
than they think. For an inveterate liar,
Trump can be surprisingly transparent
about his motives, and on Wednesday after-
noon he said, “Tonight I'm making a little
speech at 9 o'clock, and basically I'm going

LETTERS

The Rise and Fall of Pam Bondi

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “Trump Fires Bondi After
Bumpy Tenure” (front page,
April 3):

The firing of Attorney Gen-
eral Pam Bondi is highly un-
likely to halt President
Trump's assault on the inde-
pendence of the Justice De-
partment.

No one should expect a new
attorney general to re-estab-
lish any buffer or guardrails
between the White House and
the department. If anything,
the president will be expected
to exercise even greater con-
trol over Justice Department
prosecutorial decisions and
double down on shaping more
criminal indictments with a
more compliant appointee, to
settle scores with his per-
ceived enemies.

Ms. Bondi’s juvenile treat-
ment of senators and repre-
sentatives at recent Senate
Judiciary Committee and
House Judiciary Committee
oversight hearings, when she
peppered almost every Demo-
cratic panel member with
cringy opposition research and
insulting comments for merely
asking legitimate questions
about her tenure, is a stain on
her record.

Autocrats around the world
who use whataboutism to fend
off criticism will take note of
our nation’s dysfunction.
ANTHONY ARNAUD
LAGUNA NIGUEL, CALIE

TO THE EDITOR:

President Trump’s firings of
Pam Bondi and Kristi Noem
from their cabinet positions
are the latest examples of his
limited support for anyone
who signs on to his adminis-
tration and pledges total loy-
alty.

Just like other loyalists who
surrendered their principles
and morals to the whims of the
king, regardless of the law,
ethics or their reputations, Ms.
Bondi and Ms. Noem are now
and forever badly tarnished.
They may even face legal
consequences for their actions
while so unquestionably fol-
lowing the president’s dictates.

Any officials who gamble
their reputation and well-being
by showing unyielding loyalty
to President Trump, only to
gain a limited time in power,
have made a bad bet. But
given the president’s past
conduct, they probably de-
serve what they get.

RICHARD GOETZ
MISSION VIEJO, CALIF.

TO THE EDITOR:

Pam Bondi has been an arro-
gant attorney general who has
tried, mostly in vain, to pros-
ecute President Trump’s per-
ceived enemies. But her failure
to put the likes of Adam Schiff,
Letitia James and James
Comey in prison clearly infuri-
ated the president.

The president has shown
once again that loyalty means
nothing to him. To this reader,
the fact that Ms. Bondi is
under a subpoena to appear
before the House Oversight
Committee to testify about the
Jeffrey Epstein files was a

JASON HENDARDY FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

major factor in her removal.

He must certainly fear what

she might divulge about his

involvement with Mr. Epstein.
‘While [ am thrilled that Ms.

Bondi has been fired, I am

very wary of who her replace-

ment might be.

HENRY A. LOWENSTEIN

NEW YORK

TO THE EDITOR:

1 don’t mean to defend Pam
Bondi — ever — but it is clear
that she was damned if she did
release the Jeffrey Epstein
files and damned if she didn’t.
Her successor will have simi-
lar problems handling this
issue.

President Trump simply
wants the whole Epstein issue
to go away, and it never will
now. The public knows too
much, and its appetite for
more information has been
whetted.

Ultimately, the president
won’t be happy with anyone in
the position of attorney gen-
eral. It could just be a revolv-
ing door for the rest of his
term, which would be fine by
me.

REVA COOPER, BROOKLYN

AL and Therapy

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “Your Chatbot Is Not a
Therapist,” by Divya Saini and
Natasha Bailen (Opinion guest
essay, April 2):

Clinicians are right to warn
that A.L chatbots can entrench
reassurance-seeking and even
reinforce delusional thinking.
But focusing mainly on their
risks misses why so many
people are turning to them in
the first place.

1 have increasingly heard of
patients turning to A.I chat-
bots in my psychiatry practice.
The demand for mental health
care far exceeds the supply.
Long wait lists, high costs and
uneven access have made
timely psychotherapy feel like
a luxury rather than a basic
component of health care. In
that vacuum, it is hardly sur-
prising that people seek out
tools that are immediate, re-
sponsive and endlessly avail-
able.

Still, convenience should not
be mistaken for care. Psycho-
therapy is not merely the offer-
ing of comfort or validation; it
depends on a human relation-
ship in which misunderstand-
ing, tension and even frustra-
tion can become sources of
insight. A clinician’s capacity to
recognize and reflect on rela-
tional patterns (including those
that emerge in the therapeutic
relationship itself) cannot be
replicated by a system de-
signed to agree and reassure.

Al may have aroleas a
supplement. But when it begins
to replace human care, it risks
deepening not only individual
distress but also the very sys-
temic failures that made it
appealing in the first place.
BRANDON JACOBI
PLEASANTVILLE, N.Y.

to tell everybody how great I am.”

His desperation is obvious. The speech,
said Nasr, is a signal to Iran that “he’s not
doing really well with his own public and
that he’s under pressure.” [t's in Iran’s inter-
est to ratchet that pressure up, which is why
Vaez believes that the regime currently has
little interest in ending the war.

Trump does seem to want to end it, but he
doesn’t know how. We still don't know
whether he'll send soldiers into Iran to try to
score a decisive blow, whether he’ll declare
victory and leave or if he’ll finally finagle
some type of deal. All we know is that he has
managed to give Iran the upper hand in this
conflict while tanking the global economy
and shredding America’s most important al-
liances. Trump may not have pulled out of
NATO on Wednesday, but European leaders
understand that the pact is increasingly
meaningless. “If you create doubt every day
about your commitment, you hollow it out,”
President Emmanuel Macron of France told

reporters on Thursday.
Think back to the rambling briefings

An outspent and
outgunned Iran
somehow has
the upper hand.

Trump gave during the Covid pandemic,
when he suggested
boasted about the “great job” he was doing
and repeatedly promised that the virus
would disappear naturally. It was a seasick
feeling, to realize our country was in a cas-
cading crisis with a bumbling narcissist at
the helm. “When this conflict is over, the

injecting bleach,

strait will open up naturally” Trump said
‘Wednesday night of the Strait of Hormuz,
‘which Iran is currently using to choke global
energy supplies while increasing its own oil
exports. “It will just open up naturally”
Sounds familiar.
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An inspiring new race to the Moon

Artemis II is reawakening
interest in science and the
thrill of human exploration

Four astronauts are spending this Easter
weekend speeding into outer space at
thousands of kilometres per hour. Their
Artemis 11 flight around the far side of
the Moon takes place in the context of
intense geopolitical competition, with
the US keen to achieve a new lunar Jand-
ing before China gets there. But success
could help rekindle public enthusiasm
forhuman space exploration — and sci-
enceand technology more broadly.

‘This mission is unlikely to arouse as
much interest as its equivalent in the
Apollo programme, which took astro-
nauts around the Moon over Christmas
in 1968 in preparation for Neil Arm-
strong’s “giant leap for mankind” the
following July. But over the next few
days Nasa’s formidable public relations
machine will provide a receptive global

di ith real-t dioand video
coverage from Artemis 11 of a quality
unimaginable in the Apollo era.

The fact that a dozen men walked o

Earth, new international rules are
urgently needed to ensure that activities
such as construction and resource
extraction can take place without

the Moon 50y hould
not induce a feeling of “been there, done
that", either today or if the Artemis IV
mission lands as planned in 2028. We
can enjoy a sense of adventure about
returning under very different circum-
stances today. Less than 20 per cent of
the world's current population was alive
duringthe last lunar landings.

For the first few landings, the excite-
ment will lie in arriving safely and
exploring the lunar surface. Later,
according to plans for the 2030s, Moon
bases will be built for longer-term
human habitation, including visits by
wealthy tourists. A rudimentary “lunar
economy” is likely to emerge, with con-
struction, mining, communications,
hospitality and agriculture sectors.
Although the 1967 Outer Space Treaty
forbids any terrestrial nation from
claiming or owning territory beyond

agg] for lunar land.
While geopolitical rivalry is the pri-
mary force driving the US and Chinato
commit tens of billions of dollars to
Moon missions, as it was during the
Soviet-US space race in the 1960s, Nasa
is commendably more open to interna-
tional collaboration today. European,
Japanese and Canadian partners play an
essential role in the Artemis pro-
gramme. The US must live up to the last
words of Artemis [l mission commander
Reid Wiseman before Wednesday's
launch: “We goforall of humanity.”
Planetary scientists look forward to
big research dividends from future
lunar expeditions. They will be able to
investigate the Moon far more thor-
oughly than has been possible during
the brief Apollo visits and subsequent
uncrewed landings. In the absence of an
atmosphere, its soil and rocks retain an

Nasas PR
machine will
provide a
receptive global
andience with
real-time audio
and video
coverage of
aquality
unimaginablein
the Apollo era

almost pristine record of the solar sys-
tem’s past, preserving evidence of bom-
bard, v s everBali p
years. Additionally, the lunar far side,
permanently shielded from Earth’s
radio noise, is a perfect location for
observing the distant universe.

Some scientists and astronomers
argue that humanity will soon be able to
do everything it wants on the Moon
without the risk and cost of sending peo-
ple there, using robots equipped with
advanced Al Not everyone agrees that
machines will achieve the flexibility and
adaptability of human thought in the
foreseeable future. Yet even if they do,
the symbolic and emotional value of
keeping humans involved is immeasur-
able, not least if we want to inspire
young people to pursue careers in sci-
ence and technology. Colonies of robots
would hardly have the same appeal.

We should see the Artemis missions
partly as joyrides, in the best sense of
the word. You don't haveto be an Amer-
ican tosay “Go Artemis!™

Opinion Society

Pilgrimage has journeyed
to commercial boom

Chine

McDonald

outaninner journey.” We're all —no
matter our religious identity — seek-
ing answers to existential angst and
turbulent times. The BBC television
show Pilgrimage sees celebrities come
facetoface with thesetruths.

ften involve
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Nuclear proliferation is what happens when Man plays God

In "How the world learned to love the
bomb” (Opinion, March 19), your
columnist Janan Ganesh suggests thata
“moral seal” has been broken by the
increasing frankness with which
governments now discuss the subject of
nuclear proliferation.

This is compounded by the fact that,

which capped the number of
operational missiles and warheads in
the world’s two largest nuclear arsenals
having been allowed to expire in
February (“Return of nuclear
brinkmanship looms as arms control
treaty expires”, Report, February 4).

I would argue more fundamentally

inflicting mass destruction and death.

Catholic theology teaches that the
“moral-sacred” branch of human
reason has primacy over the
“technical-scientific” branch.

The former defines “what may be
done”, the latter “what can be done” —
ie that the only standards and limits

terms, it is “progress™ if Man is able to
produce weapons that are increasingly
powerful in their destructive power.
Itis only when a moral-sacred
standard has primacy in terms of what
Man ought to do, and “to what ends”,
that civilisation can safeguard the
proper status of science and technology

for the first time in over half a century, | that sucha seal was broken at the that can constrain science and in human affairs, and prevent it from
there is no binding agreement to limit point when Man himself elected to technology are the current levels of being Man’s destruction.

nuclear stockpiles between the USand | harness this terrifying and ultimately Man’s ability to develop it. RA Hesketh

Russia, the New Start treaty of 2010, terminal power for the purpose of In purely scientific-technological Manchester, UK

The refreshing equanimity Less of a stretch with the | Grandmother foresaw the
of the death row lawyer Alexander Technique dangers of the space race
Before reading Edward Luce’s Lunch 1 have good news for your reporter I'wish the crew of Artemis IT well.

with the FT article (*'Hope is our Alex Bilmes (“1 am the incredible My grandmother would have had her

superpower”, Lunch with the FT, Life
& Arts, FT Weekend, March 28) 1 had
never heard of Bryan Stevenson,
America’s foremost death row lawyer,
who has a museum named after him in

an element of endurance, of denial of

y, Alabama.
A Harvard Law School graduate, like

hen

selfand body. gr

former president Barack Obama,

Mullally made the six-

day pilgrimage from

St Paul’s Cathedral in

London to her instal-
lation at Canterbury Cathedral last
week, she was walking the pilgrim
path her predecessor Thomas Becket
had walked more than 850 years
before her. In her first sermon, deliv-
ered at the ceremony lattended along-
side 2,000 others, she described hav-
ing made the journey “in the footsteps
of the past”. While the notion of pil-
grimage — long arduous journeys on
ancient, well-worn routes to holy sites
or destinations — may conjure up
images of medieval piety, the pilgrim-
age industry is booming.

Last year, 1.67mn pilgrims travelled
to Mecca for Hajj — the most signifi-
cant pilgrimage in Islam. While the
biggest Hajj recorded was 3.16mn in

For many, the craving to
wander through rugeed
landscapes sprang from
the Covid-19 lockdowns

2012, Saudi Arabia is expecting
growth in the future and planning to
improve its infrastructure to signifi-
cantly increase the capacity of the Hajj
to accommodate 6mn people within
the next five years.

This expectation of a significant
increase in demand is echoed across
routes associated with various other
religions and spiritual traditions.
Europe’s most famous Christian pil-
grimage, the Camino de Santiago (the
Way of St James) is a network of
ancient routes leading to Santiago de
Compostela in northern Spain. In
1984, 423 people completed the
100km-plus route. In 2025, that
number was more than 530,000, fol-
lowing years of increase — most mark-
edly inthe years post-Covid.

In2024, the global religious tourism
market — including the Camino, the
Hajj and other famous pilgrimage des-
tinations such as Lourdes and the
Vatican — was valued at $286.6bn, and
is expected to reach $671.9bn by 2030.

This may come as a surprise in an
age of declining religiosity, but it sug-
gests the appeal of pilgrimage reaches
beyond faith traditions. It reflects a
deeper search for meaning, not just
among the religious but those of all
faiths and none. As Catholic thinker
Thomas Merton said: “The geographi-
cal pilgrimage is the symbolic acting

B
than others. St Patrick’s Purgatory in
‘County Donegal involves three days of
fasting, sleep deprivation and stand-
ing on sharpened rocks. This feat
might be attractive to Hyrox fans
inclined to display their superhuman
achievements on Instagram. To some
extent, it captures the intensity that
‘many ancient pilgrimages involve.

But the increase in popularity of
gentler pilgrimages could signify yet
another element of a consumer cul-
ture: modern spiritual practices oper-
ate with market logic. Pilgrimages
become another option in \!

Stevenson could have settled for “that
holiday home in the Bahamas” as Luce
puts it. But the greatest possession of
the 66-year-old — he never quite got
around to marrying and havinga
family of his own — is a piano, which
sits in his front room.

I enjoy the FT's “Lunch with"
profiles, and have gleefully tucked into
many generously served over the years.
This, however, is the best one I'have
ever sampled.

What struck me most was Luce's
comment that not once during their

ion did “raise his

of wellness products, novelty travel,
heritage walk packages and fandom.
You can go on Pride and Prejudice
pilgrimages and Harry Potter pilgrim-
ages. You can journey to locations
associated with your hero of choice:
Abbey Road for Beatles fans, Grace-
land for Elvis fans. You canwalk in the
footsteps of the stars on Game of
Thrones or do Lord of the Ringstours.

For many, craving the freedom to
wander through rugged landscapes on
foot sprang from the claustrophobia of
Covid-19 lockdowns. For some, pil-
grimages mean reconnecting with
their heritage, finding answers in the
paths walked by their forefathers,
connectingtosomething ancient.

So pilgrimage isn't merely a retreat
from modernity but a way of navigat-
ing it. Rather than a revival of past
habits, pilgrimages help us in the
present. In a supposedly secular age,
theideas, rituals and practices of reli-
gious traditions aren't just concerned
with the otherworldly, but the every-
day stuff of being human, then as now.

And there may be something of the
sacred and the secular found in any
type of reverential journey, whether in
the 14th or 21st century. But perhaps
at their most basic level, those pil-
grimagy still mai
nection to spiritual tradition never-
theless answer today's needs.

It is no surprise, then, that the
industry is booming. Modern-day pil-
grims feel the draw of openspace, con-
necting with nature, space for quiet
and reflection. Perhaps they feel a pull
to disconnect from a world that feels
increasingly frenetic. FPilgrimages
have always offered refuge from the
everyday. Now that means the delight-
ful sound of the thud of walking boots
on grass rather than the slow, numb-
ing silence of the never-ending social
mediadoomscroll.

The writer is director of the religion think-
tank Theos

voice or betray bitterness”. No Angry
Black Man here, even if there is so
much about his work to be truly angry
about. Quite a feat.

The picture that emerges is that of a
refreshingly cerebral man, kind toall
(“I don’t have much interest in creating
alot of language that is excluding”),
selfless, and above all a beautiful soul.
Let me give the FT's US national editor,
the last word:

“It strikes me that [ have been
listening for more than two hours to a
man who speaks kindly about others
and believes we can all do better. It
takes me some time to recover.”
Anthony Ojolola
London SE1, UK

‘Why decapitation would
reinstate moral hazard

Far from a bad thing (“The age of
assassination”, The Weekend Essay,
March 28), the prospect of
“decapitation strikes” in wartime
should be welcomed because it
reinstates the moral hazard otherwise
absent from a system where leaders
enjoy personal immunity for starting
wars that send their own citizens to die.

1f the offer is “kill our soldiers and
citizens and we will kill yours”, then
there are, unfortunately, plenty of
leaders in recent history who will take
that deal. If the offer is “kill our
soldiers and citizens and we will kill
you”, it becomes a much tougher
decision.

Nothing focuses the mind quite like
personal danger. We should celebrate
the technology and intelligence that
makes this possible, as it should reduce
conflict to those genuinely morally
necessary.

“Am I willing to die for this?" isa
question every leader should have to
ask themselves before putting their
people in harm's way.

jonathan

J
New York, NY, US

‘Mushroom cloud of a nuclear bomb
test explosion over the Mururoa atoll

Our future digital overlords
will need pedants like me

1 was dismayed to see consecutive
editions of the FT Weekend opinion
section start sentences with “hence
why", which I view as a redundant
Americanism, far below this paper’s
standards. Pedants like me have a more
urgent mission than ever today:
stamping out pet peeves and
malapropisms from the training corpus
for artificial general intelligence.

Editors’ vigilance is the only way to
ensure our future digital overlords
don't say they “could care less” about
human life; that we're irrelevant “for
all intensive purposes” and so on.

‘With lireracy plummeting across the
west, it’s urgent that sticklers are
placed in positions of influence in tech
and government, before human
English is fossilised in i

shrinking man”, HTSL, FT Weekend,
March 28), whose poignant but
"humorous piece on height struck such
a chord with my wife, she four foot
eleven-and-a-half inches, me five
eleven-and-three-quarters.

The time of day is all, when
measuring the human body. At night,
our muscles relax, lengthen and widen.
During the day, we do “stuff”. That
means our muscles tense and shorten.
We shrink.

The “Alexander Technique”, used by
the Royal Ballet and many choirs anc
theatre companies, addresses this
problem, teaching you how to lengthen
and widen your muscles,

So Alex, do abit of “Alexander” each
day, measure yourself when you rise
and get back that glow you lost when
six foot proved an inch beyond you.
Neil Riley
Dorling, Surrey, UK

Two great film stars on
beauty’s imperfections
Rosemary Feitelberg's piece
(“Fashion’s anti-perfect backlash”,
Style, Life & Arts, March 28) piqued
my interest.

A 23-year-old fashion designer tells
your reporter that Gen Z consumers
have “hit their limits” as far as the
“anti-perfect backlash” goes.

That made me smile.

The search for “constant perfection,
the pristine new ‘luxury’ products and
gorgeous models” has irked me fora
long time.

Legendary film beauty (and

dintellectual) Marilyr

Charlie Lasswell
New York, NY, US

Plugholes and hurricanes

Emma Jacobs (“No BS: using business
jargon is really giving you away”,

Monroe has been quoted elsewhere as

saying: “Imperfection is beauty.

Madness is genius. And it's better to be
ooty sidcatens Phan ahepinieh

boring”
My sense is that the call to
imperfection is not a lowering of

doubts about its wider mission, which
Nasa says paves the way for a moon
landing in 2028 (“Nasa’s first crewed
Moon mission in 50 years set for blast-
off”, Report, April 1). She viewed the
original Apollo landings as “wrong”.
Born Martha Webley in 1901, she was a
kindly, mild-mannered member of the
Church of England. Certainly no
fanatic. “I have so loved the Moon all
these years, and it is spoiled to think
people have been on it,” she explained.
1would once have thought that
naively romantic, but now realise that
not only is it a charming and
reasonable aesthetic judgment, it also
points to the geopolitics, as relevant
now as in 1969 when Neil Armstrong
became the first man on the Moon.
Indeed, you report that Nasa
considers itself in competition with
China. Martha was right. Moon boots
on the ground are immediately
followed by flags in the dust: both will
make a mess,
Nick Bradbury
Reading, Berkshire, UK

The pickled peer

The (unintended?) irony of the choice
of food metaphor for the headline on
the letter about Henry Mance’s Lunch
with the hereditary peer Lord Mancroft
(“A gentleman relished”, March 21) is
that the gentleman in question is not so
much “relished” as “pickled”, like a
well-preserved specimen from an era
which many would have wished
“bygoned” like the characters of
Brideshead.

1 also found it slightly shocking that
someone writing from San Francisco,
that redoubt of progressives, would
pine for an England represented by
those who inherited their money,
manors — and manners — and their
worship of dogs while carrying on their
tailored-sleeves disdain for the rest of

Opinion, March 28) dismisses Satya personal standards, to the extent of us who work and even create value.

Nadella’s plea “to get beyond the living in constant iness and Thankfully the FT does not yet
of slop vs sophisticati It is more about being record these lunches otherwise we

in Al — mocking the Microsoft chief authentic and no longer blaming might have had to listen to the old

executive’s words about “our ‘theory of
the mind’ that accounts for humans
being equipped with these new
cognitive amplifier tools as we relate to
each other”,

However, he makes an important
point. We do need to relate to each
other and particularly now that
“relating” will increasingly be
mediated by Alin the form of a
“cognitive amplifier” tool. Nadella will
see that coming better than most of us.

Modern Al is evolving, and is to the
old stuff what the swirl of a hurricane
is toa plughole. Just as social media
had impacts that did not

external circumstances, such as the
game of social media one-upmanship,
for any personal discomfort.

Stripped of the excuse of not being
perfect, we will have to show up —
warts and all —and contribute our best
effort to be worthwhile members of
society. And if we can get our heads
around that, we may well end up being

better people than we thought possible.

When questioned on the subject of
perfection, another legendary screen
beauty (and deep thinker) Audrey
Hepburn is said to have tossed her
head and said: “It’s just a question of

Juding an and a little

think through, so will Al
intermediation. Pause for thought
might serve best here.
Christopher Roff Marsh

Oxford, UK

space and you can change ‘imperfect
to ‘I'm perfect”. Voila!™
Eithne

CEO, Avenir Holdings
Singapore

mangled English that comes from such
plum-filled mouths.

Hugh Young Rienhoff

San Carlos, CA, US

Get in line Trump,
Coolidge’s coin was first

In his The Long View column “The
Trump coin and lessons from the
Ostrogoths” (FT Weekend, March 28)
Brendan Greeley writes of the new
Trump commemorative coin that “itis
a first to have a sitting president on an
American coin”.

This is not in fact the case. Calvin
Coolidge shared a half-dollar with
George Washington in 1926.

O tempora. O mores.

Robert Robinson
London N1, UK
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The case for Trumpss tarifts looks strong a year on from ‘liberation day’

Oren
Cass

year has passed since Presi-

dent Donald Trump

appeared in the White

House Rose Garden to

announce sweeping tariffs
on US imports. “Liberation day”
marked a dramatic turning point for the
international economic system and its
seemingly inexorable march towards
lower trade barriers and global i mv,egra
tion. The results h:

hard-coded into their models, proudly
professed in every interview. Tariffs,
they insisted, would lead to sharply
higher inflation and much slower
growth, a likely recession and millions
of jobs lost. They would prompt retalia-
tionand lead to of the dol-

ance for robust protectionism under-
scores the extent to which the old ortho-
doxy has collapsed and the window for
new thinkingopened.
‘The manufacturing sector began to
respond as well. Demand for capital
grew faster after “lib

lar, crippling exporters and leading to
further deindustrialisation.

But none of this happened. The dollar
weakened. Countries came to the table
rather than retaliating and reached

le tothe US. Infla-

day" than in 2024, and faster still over
the past three months, Industrial out-
put, which had declined over the past
decade and fell 0.3 per centin 2024, has
posted 1.6 per cent gain. Surveys of

tion slowed, logging an increase in the
price level of 2.4 per cent aver the past
12 months, as 102.8 per cent

by the Institute
!m' Supp!y Manqgcmmt and S&P Global
have found increasing optimism among
Anna Wong, chief US

for the previous year. Real GDP growth
accelerated, up an annualised 2.9 per
cent over thelast three quarters 0f 2025,

The past year has also proved as dis-
ruptive to the discipline of economics
and the overconfidence of its most
prominent practitioners as it has been
to supply chains. The folly of tariffs was
among their most deeply held beliefs,

1102.5per cent in 2024,
Tellingly, the response from
doomsayers has not beento admit error,
but rather to argue that they would have
expected strong economic performance
given the president’s many revisions to
the tariff policy. The retroactive toler-

economist for Bloomberg, confirmed
the overwhelmingly positive data last
week, noting that it is “corroborated by
avery strong signal from the latest earn-
ing transcripts” and also that “tariffs
probably playedarole”.

is failing, But they are doubly wrong:
First, thetrend has in fact improved, As
compared to the sector’s 167,000 jobs
lost in the 11 months prior to “lil

whether p ng with
investment plans, nol “where are the
millions of jobs?”

day", losses in the comparable period
since have been only 93,000.

Second, employmentisa lagging indi-
cator of re-industrialisation, a process
that will take years. No one should

Tellingly, the response
from doomsayers
has not been to
admit error
expect producers to respond to tariff
announcements by going on a hiring

spree. Nor is the workforce in place,
afler dendes of neglef:l. to fill new posi-

‘Ta deny that reality, f tar-
iffs have seized on the decline in manu-
facturing employment as the metric
that matters and proof that the project

quickly year mark, the
question is whelher the costs and dns-
ruptions have been

f ing job open-
ings, which had been plummeting for
several years, levelled off after “libera-
tion day” and have since jumped higher,
which is how a halt to the sector’s slide
and the green shoots of expansion
would look. Add together manufactur-
ingjobs and job openings, as a measure
of potential employment, and the
decline has slowed to less than one-
eighth the rate in 2024, and turned to a
gain over the past three months.

The importance of focusing on the
early indicators in this first year also
underscores the long journey ahead.
The comical collapse of the anti-tariff
case gives the strategy a chance to suc-
ceed

two will require intensive focus on
investment and workforce. Capital
investment has held steady thus far, but
it has not yet surged, and now it must.
The Trump administration needs to
provide a stable tariff regime and pur-
sue permanent legislation so that pro-
ducers can invest with confidence, and
create an intelligible process for facili-
tating the enormous foreign investment
commitments by Japan and Korea. It
also needs to prime the talent pi
for productive workers, with funding
for the schools, unions and employers
who canget that job done.

Economists often observe the real
world and ask, “but does it work in the-
ory?” Globalisation worked flawlessly in
theory, but failed in fact. On this first
nmuversary ul “Inbenmon day”, the

Presis Bill Clinton
was wrong when he declared, “protec-
tionism is simply not an option because
globalisation is irreversible”. The US

g }

whether demand and output are up,

can path.
But ing d that pathin year

promise.

The writer is an FT contributing editor,
chief economist at American Compass
and writes the Understanding Amer-

Ewaivie

Regime change in Iran is much
harder than the US thinks

Covert action can help topple a leader but it rarely builds legitimacy

Jonny
Gannon

he US and Israel have done

significant damage to Iran’s

military and security appa-

ratus. Senior commanders

have been killed at a pace
rarely seen in modern warfare. The
regime’s sense of impunity has been
shaken. These are real achievements.
But the Islamic republic remains what it
has long been: a regime that is brutal at
homeand destabilisingabroad.

Military success should not be con-
fused with political transformation.
That is the dilemma now confronting
‘Washington and its regional allies:
how to exploit battlefield gains without
falling into the familiar illusion that
pressure alone can produce regime

After 26 years in operations with the
CIA, including helping lead sizeable
covert action programmes, my experi-
ence tells me there is no silver bullet
here —least of all in covert action.

What some foreign-policy theorists
miss is that political culture cannot be
redesigned from the air, and human
nature cannot be remade froma confer-
ence room in Washington. The question
now is whether we understand Iran well
enough to influence its fracture without
owningthe collapse.

Most serious observers already
understand that uncomfortable truth.

The prospects for immediate political
change in Tehran remain slim. As
the scholar Karim Sadjadpour has

For more than ageneration, some US
policymakers have believed the Middle
East could be fixed, reordered, or

abserved, the luti dand
military are seeking to ensure regime
survival because it is in their economic
interest. Even after military setbacks,
the regime’s core instruments of coer-
cion remain intact enough to shape
successionand survival.

America’s Gulf partners, especially
the UAE, have no interest in being left
across the water from a wounded ani-
mal. A prolonged war would raise the
costs sharply: repeated missile and
drone threats, disruption to shipping
and insurance through the Strait of Hor-
muz, pressure on investor confidence in
Abu Dhabi and Dubai, and the latent
risk of Iranian proxy or covert retalia-
tion on Emiratisoil.

The UAE's leaders know that when
the sorties end and the headlines move
on, they will still face the consequences.
Their concern is not only whether the
regime survives, but whether it survives
angl’v, cornered and even more

Forour pan, me USi com-

‘made th h force and political
neering. That conceit has failed repeat~
edly because it mi ds how

ations, the US tak: di to

What's going on
with dollar debt?

Gillian
Tett

s the Iran war prompting some

these are quite modest. However, Fed
economists think TIC data is under-
counting these flows by an eye-popping
$l4t,

Thus “the Cayman Islands is [now] in
fact the largest foreign holder of US
Treasury securities — holding signifi-
cantly more than China, Japan and the
United Kingdom,” Fed economists
argue. Indeed between 2022 and 2024,

American go' to
dltch dollar debt? That question
has recently hovered over the
markets, amid weak Treasury

auctions — and a near-50 basis point
jump in 10-year bond yields since the
war started (albeit now slightly
reversed).

And the FT has now also revealed
that non-US central banks have
sold $82bn worth of Treasuries since
the war started, according to Federal
Reserve custody data. That leaves their
$2.7tn holdings at the lowest level
since 2012,

Of course, $82bn is a piddling amount
in the grander scheme of things. And
those custody statistics slightly jar with
the better-known Treasury Interna-
tional Capital (TIC) cross-border data.
Moreover, central bank sales probably
reflect a need to amass a defensive war
chest in turbulent umes. rather than
anti-US senti tral bangs,

hedge funds “absorbed 37 per cent of net
issuance of notes and bonds", they say,
noting this was “nearly the same amount
as all other foreign investors combined”.
(originalitalics.)

And this affects more than Treasur-
ies. The Bank of Japan recently also
revealed an explosion in hedge fund
purchases of Japanese government
bonds. isingly, thi d scant

attention.

Is this bad? Some hedgies, like Ken
Griffin of Citadel, argue not. And while
thisis self-serving, he has a point. Hedge
fund demand for Treasuries, say, has
previously softened the impact of Fed
bond sales when it abandoned quantita-
tive easing. It has also provided wel-
come liquidity at a time when big banks
have reduced their traditional market-
making activities. And the beauty of
hedge fund trades is that these pur-
chases are driven purely by financial

like the Polish one, are selling gold for
that reason.

However, since this news comes
amid reports that Iran is demanding
payment for passage through the
Strait of Hormuz in Chinese yuan or
crypto — and trolling cartoons from
China’s state media mocking dollar
dominance. So it is no surprise that
central banks’ sales have raised eye-
brows. In febrile times, Fed custody data
packs a punch.

However, there is a certain irony here.
For while central banks grab the spot-
light, they are not the only non-US play-
ersthat matter. Far fromit: hedge funds

minimise risk to civilians. That is why
the investigation into the bombing of
the school in Minab should be allowed
lo run its course. If it is ulumate\y
ined that the US was respo;

could pr more important if the
Iranwar drags on — particularly thosein
the Cayman Islands.

Some striking research from the New
York Federal Reserve explains why.
Thisstarts b hat since 2018 lev-

power actually works in the region.

That is particularly relevant when
discussing alternatives to the current
regime. There is no cohesive opposition
prepared to take the reins, The Iranian
diaspora is fractured. The Mujahideen-
e-Khalq, or MEK — an exiled opposition
group with com.mvmlal mlzmal prac-

ble, Wm;hmgton should acknowledge
the logise. That is both

mged hedge funds have dramatically

morally rightand strategically wise.
History offers sobering lessons
when it comes to covert action. It has in
some cases contributed to regime
change: the 1953 CIA-British coup in
lran that removed Prlme Minister

tices and litt]

Political culture cannot be
redesigned from the air,
and human nature cannot
be remade in Washington

not aviable vehicle for legitimacy.

Reza Pahlavi, the son of Iran’s last
shah and the best-known monarchist
figure in exile, remains the most recog-
nisable ition name abroad, and

munity will need to be vigilant and

resourced sufficiently soas to deal with

areturn toa cold war with the Islamic

republic that could involve lethal opera-
tins dirdsted at ican officials,

that should be acknowledged He may
yet fthe

h, and the 1954
US-backed overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz
in Guatemala. But those episodes also
reveal the limits.

Covert action can help topple a leader.
It rarely builds legitimacy, institutions
or a durable polilical order. And the

)

Treasury holdings.

This reflects a boom inso-called basis
trades (where funds exploit the gap
between futures and cash prices). But
the Bank for International Settlements
says that hedge funds’ “swap” traces
(between Treasuries and other securi-
ties) have also recently exploded.

Thus by late 2025, hedge funds
held $2.4tn long Treasuries positions
and $1.6tn short positions — almost
treble the level three years earlier,
according to the Office for Financial
Reporting. This is a sharp contrast to
other non-US investors, like the Chinese

or Iong zerm

2 which have slowed Treas-

ury p kedly that foreign-

The wiser course is. slraleglc patience:
continue for a time to degrade the
regime’s lethal capabilities, but dial
down the bombing at the earliest oppor-
tunity so as not to harden civilian senti-
ment or squander goodwill. Above all,
should continue to consult

Iranian people, but prominence is not
the same as power and he does not yet

That is why the US should resist the
temptation to move beyond President
Donald Trump’s stated aims, which
could lead us to slide into an open-
ended campaign for regime change. The
danger is not merely mission creep. It is
therisk of a truly regional war.

the loyalty of the security or
military institutions that would deter-
mine any serious transition.
Washington should also avoid squan-
dering whatever goodwill remains
among ordinary Iranians who distin-
guish between their rulers and the out-
side world. In conducting military oper-

doselywnhculfallxeswhowdlbeleﬂm

manage

kinetic phase ends.
Iran may yet change. In fact, this is

likely. But history suggests it is far easier

for the US to weaken this regime than to

shape what comes next.

ng after the

The writer is a former CIA operative with
deep exposure in the Middle East

ers now own less than 30 per cent of
all Treasuries, down from 46 per cent
in2008.

But what is even more notable is the
opacity of these cross-border hedge
fund flows. Official TIC data suggests

Top reads at FT.com/opinion

Iculations, not political bias — unlike
some governments.

But therein lies the big danger too: lf
or financial fund
suddenly change in a way that makes
these trades less compelling — say, via

Hedge funds dramatically
increased Treasury
holdings and their ‘swap'
trades have exploded

higher rates — many funds may all head
for the exit, creating potential financial
stability risks. That happened in March
2020, after the onset of Covid. So, too, in
April 2025, with the so-called “libera-
tion day” tariffs.

Could it happen again with the Iran
war? One hopes not. Scott Bessent, US
Treasury secretary, is determined to
maintain market calm — and has hith-
erto done this, to an impressive degree,
by using numerous tricks.

And while it seems that some
crowded hedge fund trades were
“flushed out™ at the start of the Iran war,
that has (thankfully) not accelerated.
Meanwhile, long-term asset owners —
Tt : x .
g

nificant desire to exit.

But will this relative calm continue if
the Iran war drags on, raising inflation
risks or (heaven forbid) creating more
geopolitical shocks? We do not know.

The one thing that is crystal clear is
that Bessent needs to roll over 33 per
cent of US debt next year, equivalent to
$10tn in Treasury sales, So investors
watching Iran should track the Cayman
Islands too — and pray that Bessent’s
conjuring continues to work.

gillion.tet@fi.com

= Why do politicians want Al fo go faster?
Bullish rhetoric about ‘unleashing’ the

technology is badly out of touch with masy
Voters’ sensibilties, writes Sarah O'Connor

« A blueprint for Chinese global leadership
With the US destroying ifs own credibility,
the opportunity s Bejjing's for the
taking, writes Adam Tooze
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a beastifued sowd guards his flaves through charm.
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Truce with Iran is not weakness but a strategic necessity

he past month has tested

the Middle East to breaking

point. Following US-lsraeli

strikes on Iranian targets

it the end of February,

Tehran attacked Gulf in
frastructure and disrupted shipping in the
Strait of Hormuz. Oil prices hive su
global supply chains are strained, and
housecholds are fecling the squeeze at the
petrol pump and on their energy bills, In

sitch circumstances, the case for urgent de
escalation is overwhelming. Yet de-escala
tion must never mean disengagement
Britain's interests, our allies” security and
the stubility of the global economy dernand
a calibrated response that defends partners
€11 Wl
UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s

without being drawn into oy

decision not to commit British forces to
direct offensive operations against Iran was
The Labour
government has acted with speed and
purpose, deploying an additional Typhoon
alrcraft, helicopters and an air defense
battery to protect Gull partners in Bahrain,
Ruwait, and Saudi Arabia. Royal Navy

not hesitation, but statecraft

ea
UK prime
minister's decision
not to commit
British forces to
direct offensive
operations
against Iran was
not hesitatiol
but statecraft

assets have been positioned to try te
the strait open. UK Foreig
Cooper has visited the region, the Cobra

p
1 Secretary Yvette

emergency committee has met repeat
edly to manage the domestic cost-of living
fallout, and the Ministry of Defense has
convened urgent roundtables 1o accelerate
the supply of counter-drone systems and
integrated air defenses,

These steps are modest in scale, but
decisive in effect: They are protecting

British bases, working to safeguand the 2
percent of world ofl that passes through the
Strait of Hormuz each duy, and demon
strating to our partners in Europe and the
region that Britain remains a reliable friend
amid global instability

Such actions are not partisan improviza
tion. They are the latest chapter in a long
historic relationship. British and Gulf forces
have trained and operated together for
decades, from the liberation of Kuwait in
1991 to the campaign against Daesh. Joint
counter-terrorism and intelligence work
has thwarted plots In London, Riyadh
Dubad, and Manama

The Gulf states have already shown

Y,

AFZAL KHAN
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they will not wait passively for others to

guarantee their security, They remain
loyal to their traditional Western partners
vet recent events have left an understand-
able sense of disappolutment in sotme Gulf
capitals: a perception that US policy has, at
critical moments, elevated Tsraels immediate
interests above the collective security and
econamic stability of the Gulf itsclf,

This is precisely the moment for Britain
to step forward as the dep

able partner

we have always been. The old rentier
model, in which security was kargely
imported and oil rents funded everything
else, is being quictly dismantied. Saudi
Arabia is on track to meet half its defense
needs rom domestic production by 2000
and is already o sertous manufcturer of
land systems, autonomous platforms, and
munitions.

The UAE's Edge Group, Qatar's Barzan
Holdings, Kuwait's growing de
ments, and Bahrain's integration into the
Compry
Prosperity Agreement framew

se invest

hensive Security Integration and
re all
part of the same story: soverelgn capability

married to smart partnership.

v

These states have exercised remarkable
restraint in the face of direct lranian ageres
sion. They are trying to keep the strait open
and are focused on the long-term prize

diversified, knowledge-based economies
that can deliver prosperity for their young
populations

Britain and Iran have had political
relations since the 153th century, The
current geopolitical landscape of Iran,
Russia, and China agninst the West is a
modern configuration — but §s by no means
permanent. Instead of pushing Iran further
to the East, Britain can rebuild political ties
and bring Iran back into the fold

De-escalation has become imperative,
bat will only endure if it rests on credible
deterrence and genuine regional ownership.
By standing shoulder to shoulder with Gulf
allies at a time when trust in other partner
ships has been strained, by recogndzing how
profoundly their defer
> have evolved, and by insisting that any
new diplomatic settlement includes every
er with a stake in Guif security,

nd economic strat

major pla
Britain can help turn the present erisks into
the foundation of 4 more stahle order

Instead of the
alliance focusing
on an ambitious
agenda, itis time to
focus on mending
the transatlantic
relationship

Deeper ties with Gulf states will strengthen NATO alliance

he war in Iran has resulted
in no shortage of geopoliti
cal consequences for poli
cymakers around the globe
From high energy prices (o
key shipping lines being

Middle
East to Australia are scrambling to mitigate
the negative impact. However, another
consequence beginning to gain attention as
a result of the war in ran is the breakdown
in transatlantic relations.

closed, leaders from Europe to th

US President Donald Tramp has repeat-
edly criticized the lack of willingness of
Washington's NATO allies to dispatch a
naval flotilla to reopen the Strait of Hormuz
and Secretary of State Marco Rublo

has complained that some of America’s

European partners are restricting the use of

air bases for operations against Iran
This breakdown |

runsathantic relations
comes at a difficult time for the alliance, We

are now inside the 100-day countdown to
the next NATO swmmit in July, to be held in
Ankara. Coincidentally, NATO has already
heen responsible for shooting down four
Tranian misstles aimed at Turkive, making
the upcoming summil the first time the
alliance has had to protect the airspace of a
host sation.

Clearly, it will not be business as usual
Any agenda that diplomats have been
working on behind the scenes in the
{of

the alllance focusing on an ambitious and

lead-up must now be set aside, Inst

robust agenda, it is time to lower expecta-

tions and focus on mending the transat
lantic relationship.

This is where it is fortuitous that the

stmmit will be heldd in Turkive. Turkish
President Recep Tayvip Erdogan has been
ahle to use his leadership to bridge different

parts of the alliance in recent years and has

cultivated a good refationship with Trump

LUKE COFFEY

- Toy G i G

X: SLukeOCutTay

which could work to the advantage of other
European leaders, The summit will test
dogan’s statecraft in this regard.

1t is clear that the war in Iran is the

main focus of the US and Trump. Even if
the fighting were to stop tomorrow, the
geopolitical consequences would be felt
for months. Keeping this in mind, NATO
should tailor the upcoming summit to
address this reality

In addition to getting the US-European
relationship back on track, there are two
other policy areas that should be fmmedi

alely obvious. NATO should seize the oppor-
tunity presented by again holding a summit
in Turkiye ith the current

geopolitical situation in the Gulf, to reinvigo

, combined

rate this initiative. Dolng so would help bring
NATO and the Guil states closer together and
malke the alliance more relevant to Trump at
atime when b

There is also a broader geopolitical reality

is questioning NATO'S value.

to consider, Europe remains o important
for the US ecanomically for disengagrement
to be a viable option. A recent report by the
US Chamber of Commerce found that 48
0wt of 50 states export more to Europe than
to China, and that abmost 60 percent of all
foreign investment into the US comes from
Europe, supporting millions of American
jobs, Put simply, N¢
primary security guarantor of America’s
lanzest export market, and placing this at

TO serves as the

risk s not in the country's interest
While transatbantic rel;
strained today, the alliance has endured
similar upheavals in the past and ultimaltely
policymakers on both
sides of the Atlantic scrambie to assemble a

Tons may seem

emerged strong

workable agenda for the summit in light of
developments in the Middle East, ambitions
must be tempered, Realistic and achievable
goals should be established, particularly in
areas that matter to Trump,
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Grim anniversary in Sudan’s ‘forgotten’ war

AREIG ELHAG

ithin days, Sudan
will enter its fourth
vear of war, and the
world is distracted
again, Just as the
Gaza war once stole
international attention from Sudan and
turned its conflict into a forgotten crisis be-
fare it dowly resurfaced, the same pattem
is repeating itself today, The war on Iran
has¢ d Washi: and W
capitals. And yet there are still those trying

international priorities amid the preocou-
pation with the Iranian crisis and its wide
regional consequences.

From this angle, the Berlin conference
can be read as an attempt to reinsert Sudan
into the international agenda after months
of declining dipl <

Yet these efforts run into complex
internal challenges from the start,
reflecting the depth of Sudan’s divisions
and the absence of any consensus around a
potential negotiating path.

to keep the Sudan file Forces aligned
alive. with the govern-

In an effort to revive ment and the military
the issue, Massad Sudanneedsagenuine  ounced their
Boulos, US senlor national reconciliation  boycott of the confer-
addviser for Arab built on an inclusive ence, citing what they
and African affairs, deseribed as an imbal-
Aot dactr framework for a future e iyt it
sionshebeldwith  that has room for everyone i in favor of the
Jens Hanefeld, Sumoud civilian coali-
German ambassador to the US, about tion at the expense of other political forces

arvangements for the Third International
Conference on Sudan, scheduled for Berlin
on April 15, colnciding with the third
anniversary of the war's outbreak.
Boulos confirmed in an online post that
the meeting addressed the roles of the
parties co-hosting the conference and
ways to strengthen international coordi-
nation to ensure its success, This move
carries weight given its timing, as the
Sudan lssue has slipped down the list of

and figures,

The Rapid Support Forces and their
self-declared government, on the other
hand, welcomed the initiative — a move
that reflects a political awareness of the
importance of being present on interna-
tional platforms as part of the battle for
legitimacy.

More telling is that a conference of
this level of international coordination is
still met insbde Sudan with widespread

Areig EPng 15 8 journalist 50

(emmarcher based I Weshingion
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suspicion, sometimes framed as a “foreign
conspiracy,” when in reality it is at its core
a political and hamanitarian dislogue
platform,

This reveals one of the most glaring
paradoxes of the current Sudanese scene:
International initiatives are rejected before
they are even tested,

The Berlin conference thus becomes a
test of whether Sudanese political forces

national reconciliation built on an inclu-
sive and lasting framework for a future that
has room for everyone, where no one is
excluded and no legitimacy Is built on the
ruins of others.

This requires a collective vision for
the post-war perfod, because the end of
fighting will not mean the end of the crisis.
Sudan's war was rooted in political exclu-
sion, the absence of social justice, and the

can treat such asan ity

L 4

1o end the war rather than as snother arena

qual distrit of wealth. Unless
these underlying crises are addressed, any

for political rivalry, and at e peace agreement
the same time a test of the e risks becoming
international community's the starting point
seriousness in pushing the Dialogue is not for a nesw round
fle forward again. one option among many,  of conflict undes
s where Sudunese it is the firstand only path e e
sibility they cannot toward the peace that never the absence
avoid. Dialogue is not Sudanese people want o initiatives or

one option among many, it
is the first and only path toward the peace
that Sudanese people want.

Whatever the differences and competing
caleulations, sitting at the dialogue table
and sefzing every opportunity to bring
positions closer together is the bare
minimum required from any party that
claims to be working in the country’s
interest.

But what matters even more than ending
the war ks what comes after it. Sudan needs
more than a ceasefire, It needs a genuine

mediation efforts. It
has always been the absence of willingness
to accept a settlement.

As the crisis enters its fourth year, with
the world presceupled by other conflicts
and crises, Sudan’s file risks disappearing
once again from the list of issues that
receive meaningful intermational atten-
tion. And that absence, it seems, only
creates more space for further killing,
displacement, and looting of the country's
wealth by actors who simply do not care
aboul the fate of the Sudanese citizen.

Public opinion in Turkiye is clear: Stay out of this war

or more than two decades,

Turkiye has lived with wars on

its doorstep — first Iraq, then

Syria, and now lran. None of

these conflicts has remained

within the countries’ borders,
and all have affected Turkiye's sccurity,
econamy, and domestic politics.

Over time, Turkiye has adopted an
increasingly proactive foreign policy in
response to geopalitical transformations
and the structural challenges posed by its

that shares a long land border with Tran,
That alone makes things more difficult
for Ankara. Om one hand, it is part of the
Western alliance, while on the other, it
risks facing the consequences of whatever
happens next door. Historically, Turkiye's
membership in NATO has shaped its
policies not only with the West but also
with its neighbors — a situation that calls
for clear neutrality.

However, this neutrality is far from
passive, hecause Turkiye cannot afford

neighborhood. With that. Rather, we

the country playing a “ currently see an active
greater role in regional neutrality, where
Issues, its popula- Historically, Turklye's  Turkiye is nying o
tion has also taken a mbeﬁmp in NATO has be part of a peace
growing interest in framework — as seen
Ankara’s foreign policy mw its pollc'lu not in its cooperation with
decisions. only with the Westbut  ppican, Egypeand

Most Turkishpeople also with its neighbors

oppose the country
being dragged into any war. Il anything,
they prefer Turkive to act as a mediator.
According to a recent public survey that
asked what Turkiye's policy should be
in the conflict between Iran and the US,
most preferred neutrality or supported
brokeving peace. There is strong public
oppasition to US and Israeli military action,
but that does not mean there is support for
the Iranian regime.

Turkiye's position is delicate here
because it is the only NATO member

Saudi Arabia — while
also avoiding being
drawn into the conflict by refusing Lo allow
its territory and airspace to be used by the
US in military operations against Tran.
Politically, Turkiye has not aligned with
any of the parties in the Iran conflict. This
is not the first time in Turkish political
history that the country has taken such
a stance. When the US launched its war
agairest Iraq in 2003, most Turkish people
opposed the conflict. This was one of
the strongest anti-war public opinions in
any NATO country at the time and was
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particularly striking given the alliance
between Ankara and Washington. As

a vesult, the Turkish parliament voted
against allowing US troops to open a
northern front (rom Turkish tesritory.
Despite pressure from the US, Turkiye
refused to become part of that war, with
public opinion playing a crucial role in the
decishon. Turkive has existed within the
Western system while its public remains

economic, social, and security pressure on
the country. A similar pattern happened
during the Irag conflict. Now with a similar
situation in Tran, a country with a much
larger population, the scale is likely to be
greater. In addition, there are concerns
over disruption to the fragile Kurdish
peace process at home.

Traditionally, on foreign policy
issues, the Turkish political spectrum is

sheptical of the West. complex. There are several sentiments,

1n fact, the end of the Iraq war did not Including anti-Western or anti-imperialist
change Turkish public discourse; Islamic,
oppesition to US policy o0 especially regarding
in the region. If we issues such as Pales
look at public opinion Turkish people oppose  tine; and pro-Western
now, the pattem is the war even ifit results  peopectives.
similar, Turkish people Turkish foreign policy
o et v 3 in the fall of the regime, e
it results in the fall of are worried about what jijiomacy under tense
the lranian regime, are comes next conditions. Ankaras
skeptical of US inter- current neutrality is not
vention, and wortied about what comes only the government's preferred position
next. This shows a consistent public but also reflects the broader political
mindset in Turklye that is shaped by four spectrum and an increasingly influential
main dynamies; fear of reglonal spillover, public opinion.
distrust of US policies, popular anti-war Given Turkiye’s NATO membership

sentiment, and economic and refugee-
related concerns.

The Turkish public and political parties
fear that further escalation of the war
could make Turkiye a primary destination
for refugees, During the 2010s, millions
of Syrians fled to Turkive, resulting in

and its active role in regional politics, its
neutrality should be understood within a
broader perspective,

This stane is not passive, but is both a
necessity driven by structural constraints
and a product of domestic political and
econonmic factors,

—————
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OPINION

The ‘Al Detector’ as Defamation Machine

By James Taranto

f it weren’t for Pangram, 1
never would have heard of
Mia Ballard. The young nov-
elist “loves all things horror
and is passionate about writ-
ing stories focused on feminine
rage,” according to her Goodreads
bio. Horror isn’t my cup of tea, and
I do my best to steer clear of femi-
nine rage. But last month Ms. Bal-
lard was thrust from obscurity into
notoriety when Hachette, her pub-
lisher, announced that it was can-
celing her book “Shy Girl” over ac-

founder Bradley Emi.

The Maryland researchers
used Pangram to scan
251,442 newspaper articles,
including 44,803 opinion
pieces from the Journal, the
New York Times and the
‘Washington Post. They re-
port that Pangram found
opinion articles (which in-
clude editorials and letters to
the editor as well as op-eds
and columns) “are 6.4 times
more likely to contain Al use
than contemporaneous news
articles from the same three

that it was by

artificial intelligence.

Horror-novel fans had specu-
lated online for months about the
book’s authorship, and in January
Pangram CEO Max Spero stepped
in to validate the chatter. But his
evidence was itself authored by Al:
Pangram’s namesake product is an
Al tool that purports to “detect Al-
generated content with 99.98% ac-
curacy.” It classified 78.3% of Ms.
Ballard’s book as Al-generated, al-
though if you dig into its analysis
you will find that for many pas-
sages it indicates only “medium
confidence” in that assessment.

Pangram said three of my
writers produced ‘Al-
generated’ articles. That
didn’t hold up. Was Mia
Ballard railroaded too?

Ms. Ballard told a Journal re-
porter that she “did not personally
use AI” while writing “Shy Girl,”
but an acquaintance she hired to
edit the original, self-published edi-
tion did. “All 'm going to say,” Ms.
Ballard told the reporter, “is please
do your research on editors before
trusting them with your work.”

Last week I learned that I too
have been accused by Pangram, al-
beit indirectly, of publishing Al-
generated content. In November
the University of Maryland issued a
preprint (meaning not peer-re-
viewed) academic paper alleging
that three freelance op-ed pieces I
accepted for these pages in 2025
were Al-generated. I looked into
those charges and concluded that
they are unsupported, that Pan-
gram isn’t reliable enough to serve
as the basis for such accusations,
and that there is a strong possibil-
ity Mia Ballard was railroaded.

Pangram pitches its tool to pub-
lishing and media organizations as
a way to “protect editorial integ-
rity.” The company’s website
boasts that its product has been
“reviewed as the proven, most reli-
able and most accurate Al detec-
tion tool in the market by third
parties including University of
Maryland.” But the Maryland study
is more self-promotion than neu-
tral review. Four of its seven au-
thors are Pangram employees, in-
cluding Mr. Spero and fellow co-

The study includes a table
that highlights 18 op-eds.
Among them are three from
the Journal that were sup-
posedly Al-generated, writ-
ten by military analyst John
Spencer, civil-rights activist
Edward Blum and physician
Nicole Saphier. “There’s way more
than 3 individuals whose work
was detected as mixed/Al in WSJ,”
lead author Jenna Russell, a doc-
toral student in computer science,
told me in an email. Since these
are the ones she and her co-au-
thors chose to spotlight, they are
the ones I investigated.

My first step was to run the arti-
cles through Pangram, whose web-
site allows four free scans a day. To
my surprise, the same tool applied
to the same articles produced dif-
ferent results. Mr. Blum’s piece
came up 100% human; Mr. Spen-
cer’s, 44% Al and 56% human, which
would make it “mixed,” not “Al-gen-
erated.” Only Dr. Saphier’s amde
was still labeled 100% AL

declined to answer. They didn’t re-
ply when I asked for an explanation
of the discrepancies between the
paper and the online database.

Next, I emailed the accused op-
ed authors to ask whether and how
they use Al in drafting their arti-
cles. Mr. Spencer said he doesn’t
use it at all, although he did circu-
late his draft among “a group of
trusted friends, who I consider bet-
ter writers than me.”

Mr. Blum said he uses ChatGPT
and Claude in a limited way: He
pastes in drafts with the prompt
“edit for grammar, usage and
clarity.” “Mostly, they hyphenate
‘civil rights,” which I don’t; use
dashes instead of semicolons (I

Complicating matters further, when
1 checked the researchers’ database,
it labeled the Blum and Saphier ar-
ticles “mixed” and only the Spencer
one “AL” To my mind, these wildly
inconsistent results are enough to
discredit any accusation based on a
Pangram analysis.

Vauhini Vara reported in the At-
lantic last week that a Washington
Post editor conducted the same ex-
ercise with similar results. Pangram
has updated its since the

prefer lons); and shorten
my longer sentences.” He said he
doesn’t paste text from the chat-
bot back into his draft but de-
cides for himself which of its sug-
gestions to incorporate.

r. Saphier said that “I always
free write [articles] in a
Word document, then some-
times I have copy/pasted them into
an Al with the prompt ‘check for
grammar, spelling, accuracy of
and provide any flow

study was conducted, according to
Ms. Vara. Mr. Spero told her, in her
paraphrase, that “the current itera-
tion of Pangram . . . was designed
to be more conservative . . . in flag-
ging material as Al-generated,
partly for fear of spreading false
accusations.” Even so, “when he
and Russell reran their data set of
opinion articles through the cur-
rent version, the underlying assess-
ments were similar to those in the
earlier iteration.”

This raises more questions than
it answers, What exactly is meant
by “the underlying assessments“?
How can they be “similar” when
the results for the articles the
study spotlighted are materially
different? If various “iterations” of
Pangram produce such divergent
results, why should anyone have
confidence in the tool’s reliability?
1 posed these questions in an email
to Ms. Russell and Mr. Spero. Both

suggestions.” ” Unlike Mr. Blum, she
has also sometimes pasted Al out-
put back into a draft. She added
that “I have stayed away from Al
altogether in writing lately to avoid
this exact scenario.”

lt is inaccurate and unfair to

ize work in the

writing and 1 in 100,000 for news
articles, based on a test of content
published before ChatGPT’s 2022
debut. But neither the company’s
website nor the Maryland paper
cites a false-positive rate for op-
eds. My long experience with op-
eds leads me to think that they may
be more prone to false positives
than other forms of writing. A sig-
nificant subset of them are formu-
laic in style—expository, struc-
tured, smooth, coherent and
impersonal, traits that overlap with
Al-generated prose.

I asked Mr. Spero and Ms. Rus-
sell if their research tested for this
possibility. He said “no op-eds from
before the release of ChatGPT were
flagged as Al-generated.” She
added that the sample size for the
pre-Al op-ed test was 4,344 arti-
cles. As a matter of simple arithme-
tic, that is far too small a sample to
rule out my hypothesis if we take
Pangram’s other claims at face
value.

Those of us who practice writing
as a professional craft have an ethi-
cal duty, and sometimes a contrac-
tual obligation, to ensure that our
work is original. Many amateurs
also adopt that ethos. To accuse
them falsely of passing Al-gener-
ated work as their own is poten-
tially defamatory. If the sole factual
basis for such a claim is the output
of a fallible and inconsistent Al-
based pattern-detection tool that
sometimes reports only “medium

manner described by any of these
authors as “Al-generated.” The Pan-
gram tool has no ability to discern
a writer’s work process. It merely
looks for linguistic patterns that
tend to correlate with Al output.
Pangram boasts that its tool is far
better than other Al detectors at
distinguishing human from Al text.
That may be true, but the bar is
low. ZeroGPT, another popular de-
tector, flags 96.4% of the Gettys-
burg Address as Al-written. Lincoln
gets credit only for “We are met on
a great battle-field of that war.”
Pangram claims a false-positive
rate of 1 in 10,000 for all forms of

in its own findings,
that looks like reckless disregard
for the truth—especially when the
accuser is the software’s designer,
who presumably knows its limits.
‘Which leads to another question
about the Maryland study: Did its
authors contact Mr. Spencer, Mr.
Blum and Dr. Saphier and offer
them an opportunity to respond
before publishing the paper accus-
ing them? This is basic journalistic
due diligence. All three writers sa:d
they received no such

about Al use. She received no
response from any of them.”
She disputed the question’s
premise. “We do not accuse
anyone of using Al, rather we
report trends at an aggregate
level,” she wrote. “We do not
in any way say that using Al
is inherently good or bad!"

A look at Ms. Russell’s
and Mr. Spero’s Twitter
feeds belies that nonjudg-
mental pose even more glar-
ingly than their study does.
On Feb. 16, Mr. Spero
taunted a staffer for a Brit-
ish newspaper, whose name [
will withhold: “We fetched
871 articles published in the
Guardian by [the journalist]
over the last six years. It's
« clear that he is increasingly
relymg on AL In two weeks
Mz in February he churned out

nine articles classified by
Pangram as fully Al-generated. Re-
ceipts below.”

On Feb. 18, Ms. Russell replied:
“Reminder that you can search
over 250k news articles for Al slop

t . .." followed by the URL of the
Maryland study’s database. (An ed-
itor of Semafor answered Mr.
Spero’s tweet by quoting a Guard-
ian spokesman, who described the
accused man as “an exemplary
journalist” and the Pangram CEO's
accusation as “preposterous.”)

am in a position to defend my

writers and myself, but Pan-

gram has shredded the reputa-
tion of Mia Ballard, whose book
was supposed to be published next
Tuesday. The Times reported last
month that she is “pursuing legal
action,” and her prospects in a con-
tract dispute depend on facts that
haven’t been publicly disclosed. We
don’t know the terms of her agree-
ment with Hachette or how her ac-
quaintance used Al to edit her
manuscript, and the company’s Al
policy permits authors to use Al for
“editing, correcting or otherwise
refining text or other content.”

If the accusations against her
are false, she could also have a
claim against her accusers for defa-
mation and tortious interference.

And for copyright violation. The
Pangram analysis of “Shy Girl,”
which Mr. Spero has made publicly
available on his company’s website,
features the book’s full text—one of
the few places you can still read it
after Hachette's cancellation.
‘Where did Mr. Spero get the text?
Audrey Henson, who writes the
Drey Dossier newsletter on Sub-
stack, noticed that “a URL was em-
bedded directly in the document
over and over: OceanofPDF.com.”
The Authors Guild describes Ocean-
ofPDF.com as “one of the most no-
torious digital ebook piracy sites.”

Potential clients might ask: Ex-
actly what does Pangram mean

tion. Both Mr. Spero and Ms. Rus-
sell declined to answer the ques-
tion. He said only that “Jenna
contacted ten reporters to ask

when it to “protect edito-
rial integrity”?

Mr. Taranto is the Journal’s edi-
torial features editor.

Even Southern States Should Worry About Migration to Florida

At first  blush,
there’s little reason
for state legislators
" in Mississippi and

Georgia to care
about James Quig-
CROSS ley’s crpss-cpuntry
COUNTRY ™move with his fam-
By William ily to, Florida from
Mattox Washington state.
But legislators in

Jackson and Atlanta,
and other capitals, may want to ask
themselves: Are there education-
minded families here who would
move to Florida for better K-12 op-
tions, as the Quigleys did?

For Mr. Quigley, the breaking
point was when his teenage son
told him he planned to skip school
often during his senior year, know-
ing he'd graduate regardless. When
the tech industry executive met
with his son’s guidance counselor,
the school confirmed that it rarely
withheld diplomas from chroni-
cally absent pupils, lest these stu-
dents suffer later in life.

Incredulous, Mr. Quigley removed
his children from the public schools.
Soon thereafter, he and his wife be-
gan a multistate search for a better
learning environment.

The Quigleys fell in love with
southern Georgia, but the schooling
options there paled in comparison
with what they found across the
border in Florida. A crucial factor:
robust school-choice scholarship
programs that give parents control
of how their children’s per pupil
dollars are spent.

“We couldn’t believe Florida’s
school-choice programs,” Mr. Quig-
ley said. “They seemed too good to
be true.” Two years later, the Quig-
leys are reveling in the Sunshine
State’s education freedom.

One of their three school-age
children is enrolled in a program

designed for special-needs students.
Another spends her time learning at
home, with the help of a tutor, all
paid for with scholarship money.
And the third divides his time be-
tween learning at home and taking
classes at the local public school,
where he plays on the football
team.

If the Quigleys’ story sounds re-
markable, it isn’t—at least not in
Florida. For the past five years, the
Sunshine State has welcomed a

one of the few states that reopened
schools quickly.

The stream of education-minded
newcomers didn’t stop with the end
of Covid. Many Florida private

School choice attracted
the Quigley family, who
were otherwise inclined
to move to Georgia.

ticipate in a scholarship program,
and 53% of the K-12 student popula-
tion in Florida in the 2024-25
school year attended something
other than their zoned public
school.

The rise of school choice in the
Sunshine State has changed the way
Florida markets itself. Chamber of
Commerce groups once relied exclu-
sively on appeals to business lead-
ers. Now, some outreach efforts fo-
cus on showing families the K-12

stream of educati inded fami-
lies who, thanks to the rise of re-
mote work, can now move and live
anywhere. During the pandemic,
many of these “digital nomads”
sought out Florida because it was

holarship opportunities.
In recent months, the Florida-

schools have reported i in

based ion for which I work

new students coming from other
states in recent years. More than
500,000 Florida students now par-

has posted billboards in Georgia
and Mississippi inviting folks inter-
ested in education freedom to “Join

Us.” Next month, we will send post-
cards to selected neighborhoods in
Virginia with a similar message.

‘We hope leaders in other states

will join Florida in adopting robust
school-choice scholarship programs.
But if legislators elsewhere fail to
act, Florida will invite their educa-
tion-minded families to join us in
the Sunshine State,

Florida is here for families who,
like the Quigleys, highly value edu-
cation opportunities. To the rest of
the nation we say, “Join Us.”

Mr. Mattox is senior director of
the Marshall Center for Education
Freedom at the James Madison In-
stitute in Tallahassee, Fla.

The Democrats’ ObamaCare Quagmire

By Chris Jacobs

ized benefits, imposing new coverage
mqmrements that more than dnubled

ne has to admire Des

chutzpah. In a recent letter,

Ron Wyden, ranking Democrat
on the Senate Finance Committee,
and 11 of his Democratic colleagues
outlined a series of healthcare princi-
ples, so the Senate is ready “to take
action on these issues the next time”
Democrats are governing. The letter

ObamaCare’s first four years. Why
are Democrats suggesting policies
they enacted in 2010?

The letter’s vow to “get rid of junk
insurance plans” hints at the sena-
tors’ true motivation. Democratic
lawmakers appear to want to regu-
late ObamaCare off-ramps like short-

amounts to a
of ObamaCare’s failures and promise
to go even further the next time Dem-
ocrats have power.

To “make health care simpler for
families,” the lawmakers would
“make sure people can get the insur-
ance they are eligible for through a
one-stop shop,” and “simplify and
standardize plans and benefits.”
ObamaCare already created govern-
ment-run exchanges to shop for cov-
erage—years after private

term limited-d plans and cata-
strophic i out of

that those dollars are spent on provid-
ing care and lowering costs.” Demo-
crats are pledging to fix a problem
they created as part of ObamaCare. As
Sen. Elizabeth Warren outlined in No-
vember 2023, insurers have bought up

bring down the cost of healthcare.”
The “solutions” the letter outlines
would also fail to bring down costs.
The senators propose reinstating
costly enhanced subsidies that, be-
fore their expiration in January, en-

d in

Their solution to the
law’s disastrous effects is
simply more of the same.

Much as the East German govern-
ment created the Berlin Wall—offi-
cially known as the Anti-Fascist Pro-
tection Rampart—to “protect” people
by preventing them from leaving,
Democrats want to enact stronger so-
called consumer protections that
eliminate any exit from the Obama-
Care morass.

To “take on corpomre greed,” the

want to “eli Big In-

had created comparison-shopping
tools online. The law also standard-

surance gaming of the medical loss ra-
tio that hides their profits, and ensure

pharmaceutical benefit managers and
other healtheare entities to shift reve-
nue from insurance products—where
ObamaCare’s medical loss ratio caps
their pmﬁts—m lmsmess areas where

exchange coverage. They also pro-
pose exploring the benefits of “giving
all Americans access to Medicare-
type choices for health care”—even
though 94% of Medicare beneficiaries
have some form of supplemental in-
surance to protect them from that
program’s high costs.

After 16 years of seeing the failure
of government-supervised healthcare
in action, Democrats still want to
convmce voters that more spending,

profits remain

In 2008, Barack Obama pledged
that his healthcare plan would lower
premiums by $2,500 a year for the
typical family. But Sen. Peter Welch,
who signed the Wyden letter, con-
ceded last fall that “we did fail to

and government control
will somehow solve the problems cre-
ated by just those things.

Mr. Jacobs is founder and CEO of
Juniper Research Group, a policy con-
sulting firm.
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The North Korea Lesson for Iran

force to stop Iran from getting a nuclear

weapon after diplomacy failed. This was
a choice, as critics are quick to
note, and a risky one. But the
strangely forgotten U.S. expe-
rience with North Korea sug-
gests the alternatives were
even riskier.

That history is worth re-
counting today to show the lim-
its of nuclear diplomacy witha
determined foe, as well as what happens when the
U.S. puts conflict-avoidance above all else.

* * *

In 1984 the CIA warned that North Korea
could pursue weapons-grade plutonium. Under
global pressure, dictator Kim Il Sung joined the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) the
next year. This was seen as a sign of Pyong-
yang’s peaceful intent, even as it delayed adopt-
ing nuclear safeguards.

North Korea continued to advance its nuclear
program. In 1993 it denied inspectors access to
camouflaged nuclear sites, leaving the world to
guess whether it had separated plutonium for
bombs. Facing tough questions, Pyongyang an-
nounced it would withdraw from the NPT.

The Clinton Administration was able to talk
Kim down for a time, but Pyongyang quarreled
with the International Atomic Energy Agency
and in 1994 unloaded spent fuel rods from its
Yongbyon reactor without IAEA monitoring.
Would the fuel next be reprocessed to produce
bomb-grade plutonium? No one knew.

Bill Clinton threatened sanctions. The U.S.
military drew up plans for strikes on nuclear in-
stallations, and Defense Secretary Bill Perry
presented a plan for a large military buildup in
the region. Mr. Clinton canceled talks and de-
ployed Patriot missile-defense systems to South
Korea. John McCain backed the use of force
from the Senate, and the White House was
trending toward military options.

Enter Jimmy Carter. The former President
informed the Clinton Administration that he in-
tended to take up a prior offer from the North
Koreans to visit and try to defuse the situation.
Mr. Clinton decided to let Carter proceed as a
private citizen, thinking it might give Kim a
chance to back down. Instead Mr. Clinton found
himself cornered politically.

Carter feared conflict above all and even op-
posed sanctions. He went beyond what he had
been authorized by Mr. Clinton to discuss and
announced a tentative agreement with Kim—on
CNN. The press and foreign-policy establish-
ment hailed nuclear peace in our time.

Military options came off the table and Mr.
Clinton embraced the deal, which became the
1994 Agreed Framework. North Korea consented
to freeze its illicit nuclear work and eventually al-
low full inspections in exchange for a multibillion-
dollar package of civilian nuclear power and oil.
The U.S. set aside the question of whether North

P resident Trump decided to use military

Diplomacy failed to stop
Pyongyang from getting
the bomb. Trump didn’t
make the same mistake.

Korea had a bomb’s worth of plutonium and ig-
nored its NPT violations. The regime would mel-
low over time with economic engagement, some
said. Besides, who wanted an-
other Korean war?

For a time the deal seemed
to work. Yet in 1996 rogue
Pakistani nuclear scientist
A.Q. Khan visited Pyongyang
to help with uranium enrich-
ment, an alternative pathto a
bomb that North Korea pur-
sued covertly. Weaponization research contin-
ued on the sly. The regime’s intent to build a
bomb never changed.

In 2002 the George W. Bush Administration
confronted North Korea over its enrichment
program, and Pyongyang reneged on the Agreed
Framework. Kim Jong 11, the son of Kim Il Sung,
expelled inspectors, withdrew from the NPT
and resumed plutonium work. Mr. Bush em-
ployed threats, sanctions and diplomacy but ul-
timately ruled out the use of force. North Korea
quadrupled its plutonium stockpile and in 2006
conducted its first nuclear test.

After that, U.S. military options became risk-
ier. North Korea pressed on. It is now believed
to possess some 50 warheads, and it tests
ICBMs that will one day be able to reach the
continental U.S. The latest missile test came
Sunday.

The lesson is that U.S. Presidents waited too
long to stop North Korea. The risks of war were
always said to be too high, it was never a good
time, and there was always another diplomatic
option to exhaust. North Korea is now a nuclear
power, which means it could escalate to devas-
tating effect in any conflict.

* * *

This is more or less the path at least four Pres-
idents took with Iran. Talks, deals, and economic
relief were in ample evidence, with sanctions
used as a negotiating tactic but without a credible
threat of force. Like Pyongyang, Tehran agreed
to a deal that didn’t require it to come clean about
past nuclear activities and left nuclear infrastruc-
ture intact for the future. Iran’s regime never
stopped pursuing the bomb.

Donald Trump is the only President who had
the courage to attack Iran’s nuclear program
and allow Israel to do so, in June’s 12-day war.
The Iranian missile arsenal he now acts to de-
grade has its parallel in North Korea’s artillery,
which deterred U.S. action against Pyongyang’s
nuclear program by aiming at Seoul.

Also on the U.S. target list are Iran’s buried
stockpiles of fissile material and its construc-
tion site beneath Pickaxe Mountain, where it
later hopes to enrich the material. The former
perhaps can be watched, but it would be a mis-
take to end the war with the latter intact.

We don’t know how the current Iran conflict
will end, but we do know Iran’s radical regime
will not have a nuclear program when it’s over.
This has made the world a safer place.

Paring the Government Payroll

a healthy gain of 178,000 net new
jobs, a welcome contrast to Febru-
ary’s 133,000 decline. The

ll \ riday’s labor report for March showed

climbed by 126,000 during the Biden Adminis-
tration. Most federal roles don’t create wealth.
Providing security aside, most are focused on
redistributing income or tell-

data have been choppy Federal jObS have fallen ing Americans what they can
month to month, but the in- i or cannot do.

crease suggests a decent la- by nearly 12% since the The Labor Department
bor market as the economy start of 'lhlmp 1L hasn’t broken out where the

absorbs the oil-price shock
from the Iran war.

One especially welcome trend in the report
is the continuing decline in federal government
employment. The feds cut another 18,000 jobs
in March. Federal hiring peaked in October
2024 at 3.013 million workers and was 3.01 mil-
lion when President Trump took office for a
second time in January 2025. Since then the
feds have shed 352,000 jobs or about 11.7%—to
2.658 million in March.

No one likes to see anyone lose a job, but it's
clear the government workforce has been
bloated and needs to shrink. The federal payroll

federal job cuts have taken
place. But anecdotal evidence
suggests they’ve been across most of the gov-
ernment, with the main exceptions being in the
immigration and law enforcement and security
agencies.

The striking political fact is how little these
workers have been missed by the public. No
doubt these employees believed they were do-
ing useful work, but there has been little to no
outcry about a decline in services. The size of
government continues to rise owing to welfare
and entitlement payments. But at least the
payroll is being pared.

The ObamaCare Crisis That Isn’t

emember when Democrats claimed

that Congress’s failure to extend the

pandemic ObamaCare subsidies
would cause masses of

qualify for bigger subsidies, and many may still
be doing so.

Regardless, the average monthly premium
payment for all consumers

Americans to lose insurance The large coverage who sign up on the federal ex-
and premiums to skyrocket? g change is $137. That’s up from
It hasn’t happened, as new . losses am} prefiin $85 last year, but lower than
data from the Centers for hikes haven’t happened. in 2021 ($143). For the 90% or

Medicare and Medicaid Ser-
vices (CMS) show.

Some 23.1 million consumers signed up dur-
ing this year’s open-enrollment period. That’s
1.2 million fewer than last year, but still 6.8
million more than in 2023 and nearly twice as
many as in 2021. Many who dropped out of
ObamaCare had previously been improperly
enrolled or received subsidies they didn’t
qualify for.

CMS says it cancelled subsidies for “nearly
1.5 million people found to be ineligible”—
mainly because they were concurrently enrolled
in Medicaid or hadn’t submitted income records
for previous years—or had been enrolled in
plans without their consent.

There are probably even more people still re-
ceiving subsidies that they shouldn’t be getting
since courts have blocked some CMS regula-
tions to verify eligibility. Most of the Republi-
can 2025 tax bill’s anti-fraud provisions also ha-
ven't kicked in. The pandemic-era subsidies
encouraged people to understate income to

so of consumers receiving

subsidies, the average

monthly payment is $73, which is about the

same as it was in 2022 ($77) with the pandemic

fillip. Hardly a great hardship reduction.
Notably, the biggest cost increases have been

in the 20 or so mostly Democratic-controlled
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Birthright Citizenship and the Constitution

I read with great interest Randy E.
Barnett’s op-ed “Trump Is Right on
Birthright Citizenship” (April 1). The
14th Amendment’s phrase “subject to
the jurisdiction thereof” is the func-
tional equivalent of the Second

d 's phrase “a well-reg
lated militia, being necessary to the
security of a free state.” The Su-
preme Court justices will now dissect
the language and issue a decision.

Whatever one thinks about the
Supreme Court and the language of
the 14th Amendment, there can be
no real doubt that birthright citi-
zenship is widely abused, a 19th-
century concept that is greatly
harming 21st-century America.
Does anyone truly believe that Chi-
nese birth tourism to Guam is what
the Founders intended?

I hope that the Supreme Court
will rule against birthright citizen-
ship, but if it doesn’t, this isn’t the
final word. The Constitution can and
should, in the appropriate circum-
stances, be amended, and this is cer-
tainly such an instance. Regrettably,
America is so divided that the diffi-
cult process of amending the Consti-
tution is a nonstarter.

MicHAEL G. BRAUTIGAM
Tallinn, Estonia

In discussing the 14th Amendment,
Mr. Barnett fairly shows that the
phrase “subject to the jurisdiction
thereof” isn't empty surplusage.
However, one can’t help but wonder

how its public meaning in 1868
(when the amendment was ratified)
excludes children born to unlawful or
temporary residents, or how legisla-
tive remarks about diplomats and
tribal allegiance map neatly onto
modern immigration categories.

As the late Justice Antonin Scalia
stressed, legislative floor explana-
tions are weak evidence for the core
originalist question: How would a
contemporary informed reader inter-
pret the words as enacted?

It seems plainly logical that diplo-
mats, tribal members and invading
armies are of a distinct sovereignty
and not “subject to the jurisdiction”
of the U.S. Likewise, a visa overstay
isn’t a foreign mission.

VIKRANT SHARMA
Portland, Ore.

Even if Mr. Barnett's argument is
correct, President Trump's executive
order on birthright citizenship
would still be unlawful. Mr. Trump
has no power to change the rules of
naturalization via executive order.
Article I, Section 8, Clause 4 of the
Constitution says it is Congress that
has the power to “establish an uni-
form Rule of Naturalization.” If Mr.
Trump is correct about the Citizen-
ship Clause’s original meaning, he
has still usurped Congress’s preroga-
tive. It’s Liberation Day all over
again.

Jacos LINKER
New York

Speed Bumps on the Road to Self-Driving Cars

Tim Higgins is right that the mo-
mentum behind autonomous vehicles
(AVs) feels different this time (“Self-
Driving Cars’ Hype Feels Real,” Busi-
ness & Finance, March 24). But call-
ing logistics “boring” understates the
real barrier to scale. The readiness of
charging hubs—where vehicles are
powered, cleaned, maintained and in-
spected—is what will determine how
fast this industry grows.

The last AV cycle didn’t stall be-
cause the technology failed or capi-
tal dried up. It stalled because scal-
ing required solving harder, real-
world problems. Now that the
software is ready, the bottlenecks
are land, power and permitting. Get-
ting those three aligned makes de-
veloping self-driving technology look
easy by comparison.

Robotaxis aren’t cars with better
software. They are high-utilization
electric fleet vehicles that depend on
centralized, megawatt-scale charging
hubs. These sites must be located

correctly, approved by multiple agen-
cies and connected to a grid already
under strain. No matter how quickly
operators expand service areas or
how fast new vehicles roll off the
line, the infrastructure behind auton-
omy cannot be built overnight.

The question isn’t whether robot-
axis can scale as a business. It’s
whether infrastructure can be de-
ployed fast enough to keep up. Vehi-
cles can be produced in months; site
development can take years.

If we want autonomous mobility to
deliver on its promise—affordable,
reliable, emissions-free transporta-
tion—we need coordinated planning
among technology companies, utili-
ties, regulators and cities. Treat
charging like infrastructure—
planned, permitted and powered—
ahead of demand, and this time re-
ally can be different.

BRETT HAUSER
Chief executive, Voltera
Los Angeles

The Blue State Exodus Enriches Red States

Your editorial “The High-Tax
Wealth Flight Continues” (Review &
Outlook, March 28) correctly puts a
spotlight on the income transfer from
blue states to red states between
2022 and 2023.

But the data from that period only
tell a sliver of the story because they
reflect migration over a short time.
At Unleash Prosperity, we've exam-
ined the cumulative change in net in-
come from Internal Revenue Service
data from the years 2012-23. These
data quantify the massive wealth
transfer from high-tax to low-tax
states due to interstate migration.

Florida gained a net $1 trillion in-
crease in income from new entrants
minus those who left. Texas was run-
ner up with a nearly $300 billion cu-
mulative income gain. Neither state
imposes an income tax.

Meanwhile, two of the highest in-
come tax states, California and New
York, lost more than $500 billion and

The High Cost of Moonshots

Regarding your editorial “NASA
Heads Back to the Moon” (Review &
Outlook, April 2): Billions were
spent on this project. Would that
money be better spent on cancer re-
search and helping veterans? I think
it would.

CHARLES J. MORGAN
Pittston, Pa.

nearly $400 billion respectively over
the same period. These losses keep ac-
cumulating year after year because the
migration is almost all in one direc-
tion. The low-tax states are plundering
the tax base of the high-tax states.
Over the past few decades, I've de-
bated many of the most leftist econo-
mists in the country, and they consis-
tently don’t have a good answer to
this question: If blue states’ high-tax
policies create a worker’s paradise,
why is everyone leaving?
STEPHEN MOORE
‘Potomac, Md.

Tiger Woods and the Case
For Personal Responsibility

Regarding “The Tragic Tale of Ti-
ger Woods” (Upward Mobility, April
1): While I appreciate Jason L. Riley’s
columns, I don’t share his forgiving
esteem for Tiger Woods.

The golfer was recently arrested
for allegedly driving under the influ-
ence (he pleaded not guilty), and this
is not his first such incident. He was
arrested in 2017 for DUI before later
pleading guilty to reckless driving.

Mr. Woods has the wherewithal to
protect the public and himself from
harm by calling a cab or an Uber or
hiring a full-time driver. Celebrities
who behave recklessly don't deserve
our respect.

LARRY GREENBERG
Skokie, Ill,

Free Expression
From WSJ Opinion
A daily newsletter on
life, politics and culture.
Edited by Matthew Hennessey
and featuring columnists

states that run their own i

Premium payments in these states are more
than double than in the rest of the country and
jumped to $266 a month on average from $179
last year. Most Democratic states impose addi-
tional costly rules on plans—for instance, man-
dating that insurers cover gender-affirming
care and in vitro fertilization.

The CMS report shows that the biggest bene-
ficiaries of the pandemic subsidies were Demo-
cratic states. That's why Democrats were so in-
sistent on extending them. Maybe they should
fix their misconceived policies that raise
healthcare premiums rather than demanding
that taxpayers nationwide throw more subsi-
dies at them.

Conti i, Kyle Smith,
Louise Perry, Ben Sasse,
James B. Meigs, John J. Miller,
Meghan Cox Gurdon
and other contributors.

Scan the QR code or
visit wsj.com/opinion/
free-expression

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing. and unpublished letters cannol
be acknowledged.
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“I keep them all in one basket
to control the supply chain.”
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OPINION

/) DECLARATIONS
By Peggy Noonan

1 his Iran speech Wednesday,
President Trump asserted
much and argued for little.
There were some boasts, some
threats—“We are going to hit
them extremely hard. . . . We're go-
ing to bring them back to the stone
ages, where they belong.” And some
of what appeared to be magical
thinking: “When this conflict is over,
the strait will open up naturally.”

The presidency has
become too dependent on
the ego and temperament
of the man in office.

The central message seemed to be
that the war isn't over but may be
over in a while, the U.S. will continue
bombing for two or three weeks, and,
unstated but made clear through
subject matter, setting, symbolism
and the length, extent and success of
the military campaign: Of course this
is a war.

It was strange that Mr. Trump
didn’t prepare the country for any
possible repercussions, A somber ad-
mission that US. actions in Iran
might be followed by serious coun-
teraggression was needed, and is
part of the president’s responsibility.

I was thinking this week that Mr.
Trump’s vision of himself as primar-
ily a dealmaker is unsuited to a ne-
cessity of presidential leadership,
which involves laying out the logic of
a difficult case. Deal makers gain ad-
vantage through strategies that don’t
necessarily involve transparency and
forthrightness. 1 went back to Mr.
Trump’s 1987 “The Art of the Deal.”
A strong undercurrent of that lively
book is that it's good to be unread-
able and sneaky: “I play it very

A Republic, Not a Mood

loose.” “Sometimes it pays to
be a little wild.” “The truth is
I'm keeping my options
open.” “T also protect myself
by being flexible. I never get
too attached to one deal or
one approach.” “I keep a lot
of balls in the air.” “Once I've
made a deal, I always come
up with at least a half dozen
approaches to making it work
because anything can hap-
pen.” Money is a way of keep-
ing score. “The real excite-
ment is playing the game.”

I want to swerve here to
talk about the word that
keeps coming to mind when
1 look at the president’s
leadership, and it is “mood.”
A lot seems to depend on
matters of personal choice,
will and mood. In Iran for
instance, maybe he’ll bomb
the rubble until it jumps,
maybe he’ll declare victory and
withdraw by May, maybe he’ll send
in troops. But it will be his choice,
no consultation needed with that
pesky branch, the legislative.

There is something not at all right
when the weightiest decisions of a
democratic republic depend so much
on the mood of one man. With the
great majority of past presidents
personal mood didn’t have such pre-
cedence. There were forms and tradi-
tions and processes, there were stric-
tures, rules, the law, expectations, all
of which would hem in the head of
the executive branch, at least eventu-
ally. The president’s mood didn't
reign and determine everything. But
now mood mows down all. Peaple
have become i d to this, tol-
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should be said now and then.
Ronald Reagan late in his presi-
dency, in a valedictory appearance at
a Republican National Convention,
spoke of how he personally experi-
enced the office: “You don’t become
president of the United States. You
are given temporary custody of an
institution called the presidency,
‘which belongs to our people.” He ap-
proached his two administrations as
“a sacred trust.” This was pushback
against the idea of an imperial presi-
dency, in which man and office are
fused and personal power the point.
But man’s life is limited and the in-
stitution is continuous, an inheri-
tance accumulated across time. It
was also a rebuke to the idea of
diosity, in which inflated self-re-

erate it, factor it in. But of course
when you factor it in you are en-
abling and continuing it.

Fear of the president’s mood has
reduced otherwise impressive ap-
pointees to anxious ferrets sparring
with Sunday news show anchors in a
way that is performatively smug but
also fearful—always aware of the fa-
mous “audience of one.”

Things are out of whack, and even
though we all know this, it still

gard amounts to a distorted relation-
ship with reality.

The Founders would agree. James
Madison felt the ambitions and vani-
ties of men must be countered and
balanced through conscious govern-
mental structures. Alexander Hamil-
ton wanted energy in the executive—
the president must be strong enough
to do what is necessary, to lead and
leave his mark, but that office can’t
become a tool of personal ambition,

President Donald Trump at the White House, April 1.

whim or will. President Washington's
actions were more eloquent than
words can be: When he left office
and lay down power, he was implying
the presidency ran through him but
would now be redirected, by the peo-
ple, to run through someone else for
a time, and so on.

It’s all gotten too ego-driven, too
strangely dependent on the magic of
personality, too vainglorious and,
yes, grandmse This style has been
growing, unevenly, among presidents
for some time, but never as it is now
and under Mr. Trump.

Last week the Treasury announced
Mr. Trump’s signature will appear on
U.S. currency. Why? Maybe he was in
the mood to sign dollars and those
around him, knowing everything in
their lives depends on him, that what
power they enjoy flows from him,
said: Yes sir, your mood is all.

Mr. Trump was in the mood to
knock down the East Wing of the
White House and build in its place
something huge and imposing, cer-
tainly needed, possibly grand. But
the drawings appear strange, with
the new edifice dwarfing all around
it in a way that is disharmonious,
dominating.

At the beginning of the
war, exact U.S. objectives
weren't clearly or formally
stated, and 1 guessed the
president would make them
clear the day operations
cease. Whatever the state of
play at that point will be ex-
actly what he set out to
achieve. I still believe that is
true.

And if he’s in the mood for
it, we'll have a parade.

The president’s foes keep
saying we are losing our de-
mocracy, but if we continue
down this path we will lose
our republic—chipping away
at its balance, its expecta-
tions and wisdom.

Imagine a Congress that
looks at a war and denies it's
a war so it won’t have to de-
bate the war in front of the
American people.

Imagine a president going to the
Supreme Court oral arguments on
birthright citizenship and sitting in
the audience to stare down the jus-
tices who may rule against his gov-
ernment’s case. That actually hap-
pened Wednesday morning. It has
never happened before in all U.S. his-
tory. (And surely, it will prove a mis-
calculation. That court is not going
to be afraid of his glowering visage.
That court is part of a branch that
still knows its job.)

This whole big shambolic miracle
machine only keeps rolling because
we are an amazing thing—a demo-
cratic republic. Both are important
words, both essential. But “demo-
cratic” is an adjective modifying a
noun.

In a republic, the noun, supreme
power is held by the people and their
elected representatives, constrained
by law. In a democratic republic the
people choose those representatives
through elections with broad suf-
frage. The republic brings with it
constitutional limits, separations of
power. Democracy brings with it
popular will, and implies popular
passion, and the possibility of excess.

‘We are both, and must be.

The Russian People Want the Internet Back

By Amy Knight

aced with a war-weary public

and a deteriorating economy,

the Kremlin is alarmed by for-
eign-based internet platforms—with
good reason. On the messaging app
Telegram, the pro-Kremlin lawyer
Ilya Remeslo, well-known as a scath-
ing critic of democratic activists and
a strong supporter of the war
against Ukraine, made a stunning
about-face on March 17. Mr. Remeslo
condemned Vladimir Putin for wag-
ing the war, impoverishing the coun-
try, and destroying internet and me-
dia freedom. He described Mr. Putin
as an illegitimate president who
should be “brought to justice as a
war criminal and thief.”

Online freedom becomes
a burning issue as the
government shuts down
popular discontent.

Mr. Remeslo then checked himself
into a psychiatric hospital. His criticism
must have rattled the Kremlin. Before
Putin confidant Yevgeny Prigozhin and
the Wagner Group turned against Mr.
Putin in their infamous mutiny of June
2023, Prigozhin took to Telegram to
denounce Russia’s generals.

Beginning April 1, Telegram was
set to be completely blocked in Rus-
sia, but Russians are reportedly using
the app through virtual private net-
works. Authorities had already
banned YouTube, Instagram and
Facebook, along with the

gional official said, “Now Moscow is
dealing with the same thing we are
[in the other regions]. Some people
are even gloating: we've had to put
up with it, and now you can too.”

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov
said the shutdown was to ensure se-
curity. The Bell, an independent Rus-
sian media outlet, reported the Mos-
cow directive was issued by the
Scientific and Technical Service, part
of the Federal Security Service, or
FSB, and speculated that further in-
terruptions are on the way.

For Muscovites, the restrictions
were especially galling. Services
such as couriers, taxis and retail
business all depend on the mobile
internet. Cashless payment termi-
nals in cafes and shops stopped
functioning, and public restrooms
were inaccessible because payment
couldn’t be processed. In the first
five days of the shutdown the city’s
businesses lost an estimated 3 bil-
lion to 5 billion rubles.

When mobile internet returned to
Moscow, the head of Rostelecom,
Mikhail Oseevsky, urged Russians to
switch to landline phones. He claimed
that requests for installing this reli-
able phone had grown significantly. A
survey by the independent media
outlet Meduza’s Telegram channel of
50,000 readers, however, found that
only 2% were considering having
landline phones installed.

Although Russian authorities have
had Telegram in their sights for
years, the service remained largely
accessible to an estimated 93.6 mil-
lion Russians until last fall, when the
app was blocked intermittently in
same reglons and later subjected to
the country.

apps Signal and WhatsApp. Shut-
downs of mobile internet in Moscow
and other cities have hurt the econ-
omy, and discontent over internet re-
strictions is rising.

For close to a year Russia’s regions
have endured regular mobile internet
shutdowns because of drone strikes,
but Moscow wasn’t affected until last
month. From March 5 to 24, most of
the city had no mobile internet. A re-

Blocking the messaging app entirely
could lead to serious blowback. As
the Moscow Times noted: “Beyond its
function as a messenger, Telegram is
a news platform, a way for officials
and state agencies to interact with

The government made public a
“whitelist” of approved websites that
remain accessible during outages and
is trying to persuade Russians to use
a Max messenger, which is pre-in-
stalled on smartphones for sale in
Russia. But everyone is wary of the
app. A cyber security expert told
Forbes last year that Max is “insecure
by design to serve its purpose: people
surveillance.”

A recent opinion poll by the Krem-
lin-linked polling agency Russia Field
found that more than 80% of Russian
teenagers reacted negatively to the
internet restrictions, with many ex-
pressing anger and confusion. Analo-
gous surveys of Russian adults ha-

ven't been published to avoid drawing
attention to the scale of discontent,
according to reporting in Meduza.

Russian authorities are keeping a
lid on public discontent over internet
shutdowns. Applications for rallies in
defense of internet freedom have
been consistently rejected by the
government, which cites the ban on
demonstrations that went into force
in 2020 due to Covid. On March 29,
police arrested 13 protestors at a
small rally on Moscow’s Bolotnaya
Square. Large demonstrations had
been planned in several cities, but au-
thorities have pressured the organiz-
ers, even arresting some, causing the
rallies to be cancelled.

The Kremlin’s apparent goal is to
gain total control of internet ser-
vices, similar to what China has
achieved. But in the process it is
alienating many Russians, especially
young people, and depriving citizens
of legitimate outlets for airing their
grievances. So long as the war in
Ukraine continues, it could be only a
matter of time before Russians who
share Ilya Remeslo’s sentiments defy
authorities and take to the streets
nevertheless.

Ms. Knight is author, most re-
cently, of “The Kremlin’s Noose: Pu-
tin’s Bitter Feud With the Oligarch
Who Made Him Ruler of Russia.”

Trump and Bismarck in the Same Sentence

Otto
marck’s  special
providence for
“fools, drunks, and
the United States
of America” may
be coming to the

von Bis-

e‘%(‘)SSESS aid of the current
incumbent.

By Holman W. ™ rpco—*Trump

P always  chickens

out”—was never a
slur but a prayer in the financial
markets where it was coined. Don-
ald Trump didn't arrive on his own
at his Wednesday night claim that
the Strait of Hormuz would open
“naturally” once the shooting stops.
Markets already believed salvation
was going to come quicker from Mr.
Trump standing down than from
him escalating, The U.S. is perfectly
capable of escalating, albeit not at a
cost that likely interests the presi-
dent.

The alternative? If the U.S. stands
down, the strait no longer is a U.S.
problem It becomes the world’s

constituents, a mici plat-
form, a frontline communications
tool in the Ukraine war, a way for
NGOs and news outlets to receive tips
and even a business tool.”
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p d Iran’s.

The strait isn’t leverage over the
U.S. if the U.S. doesn’t care. If Iran
continues to threaten the trade of
noncombatant nations, Mr. Trump
might even find himself entreated
to rejoin the fight. Hydrocarbon
customers in Europe and Asia
might demand he renew his potent
threat to attack Iran’s own export
facilities.

The incentive needles for Iran
shift 180 degrees. Its key patron,
China, gets less than 2 millions bar-
rels a day from Tehran—and 9 mil-
lion from other Gulf countries cur-
rently shut in. China’s own export-
led recovery screeches to a halt if
importing nations are in recession
or depression thanks to the Hormuz
shutdown.

If a Danish frigate decides to sail
through the strait after the war
ends, is Iran going to start a new
war with NATO?

Four-dimensional chess isn’'t
what I'm alleging. Mr. Trump cre-

ates chaos and America’s blessed
superior strategic position lets it
sail through and gives him options.

He miscalculated on several
fronts, but incipiently between the
lines of his Iran gambit seem to be
recurrent Trump objectives (and
crotchets) regarding allies, energy
and trade. Or maybe not so incipi-
ently, according to maritime analyst
John Konrad, in his widely read es-
say partly titled, “What If the U.S.
Navy isn't in a Hurry to Reopen the
Strait?”

Here we need a note for the
press. “Strategy” isn’t listing your
desirables. “Strategy” is explaining
how you intend to find or create the
leverage to realize them.

With his Iran war, the U.S.
president is creating chaos
for the world and wider
options for himself.

Mr. Trump has made clear he
doesn’t want to be the neutral pro-
tector of the Gulf, upholder of what
became known in 1980 as the Carter
Doctrine. The doctrine was really a
rephrasing of a longer-standing U.S.
commitment to protect Western en-
ergy supplies from an invading rival
superpower, and not—as Mr. Trump
is discovering in a crisis that he
himself instigated—from a rampag-
ing local actor.

Nine countries, at any time,
could use their Persian and Oman
Gulf shoreline to frighten risk-
averse captains and insurers from
using the strait. In a 1984 HBO
docudrama, it was Oman, after a
left-wing coup, that blocked traffic
and demanded tolls as Iran now is
doing.

Iran alone overlooks 1,483 miles
of the now-contested waters and
still accounts for only about one-
third of the vector from which po-
tential risk might come, depending

on who's in charge of which Gulf na-
tion. The U.S. intended to deter So-
viet tanks assaulting from the north
or Egypt. The U.S. didn't plan to po-
lice thousands of miles of coastline
and hinterland. It didn’t mean to
substitute itself for what self-inter-
est, mutual deterrence and the
world’s eagerness to hand over tril-
lions of dollars should do: keep lo-
cals aligned around free passage
and ready to restore it swiftly after
an interruption.

Mr. Trump’s own ambition is sim-
pler—to cozy up to local potentates
and add their energy power to
America’s (while putting up some
Trump Towers). At the moment,
this scheme has been tempered by
factors he didn’t reckon on. Iran
didn’t fold the way he hoped. Mr.
Trump is a lame duck, with low ap-
provals and a surplus of voter dis-
trust, likely ruling out a ground-
troops option. You go to war—or
not—with the president you have.
The leverage Mr. Trump lacks isn't
with Iran, it’s with the American
people.

But another variable may yet
prove relevant to the timeline of
his remaining presidency, which
hasn’t quite three years to run.
Iran’s regime is shakier than it has
been in decades. It massacred
30,000 of its most vibrant citizens.
Its economy is imploding. Its lead-
ership has been culled of its most
experienced (and bought-off) mem-
bers by Israel's decapitation
strikes.

Allah’s decrepit and corrupt rep-
resentatives on earth wouldn’t
seem to have a long-term lease no
matter what Mr. Trump does next.
Hang on to your hats. The presi-
dent has signaled U.S. air strikes
will end in two or three weeks—
while, importantly, the world still
has plenty of oil in strategic re-
serve. Don’t be too shocked if 10
million Iranians come out into the
streets to celebrate the end of the
war and continue to celebrate until
the regime is gone.



