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Turnout bump

Voter awareness clearly surged
following the SIR controversy

T he first phase of Bihar’s Assembly elec-

tions on Thursday witnessed a hearten-
ing democratic statistic — an impressive
voter turnout across 121 constituencies. Provi-
sional estimates have placed the figure at 64.69%,
which may rise further as complete data emerge
from all polling booths. These same constituen-
cies have consistently recorded turnouts bet-
ween 55.4% and 55.85% across the last four polls
— Assembly and general elections. The nearly
nine percentage point jump signals a reinvigorat-
ed engagement with the electoral process. The
numbers reveal a more compelling story. Despite
the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) process re-
ducing registered electors from 3.88 crore in the
2024 general election to 3.73 crore now, the ac-
tual voter count surged from 2.15 crore to a provi-
sional 2.42 crore. Predictably, the ruling coalition
has rushed to attribute the surge to popular wel-
fare schemes, framing it as pro-incumbency sen-
timent, while the Opposition has interpreted it as
anti-incumbency fervour and a hunger for
change. However, drawing definitive conclusions
from turnout figures alone would be premature.
Academic studies have shown that there has
been little correlation between increased voter
participation and anti- or pro-incumbency in As-
sembly elections. But disaggregated data could
offer insights. A spike in women’s participation
might validate the impact of cash transfer
schemes implemented on the eve of the elections
by the Nitish Kumar-led government. Conversely,
increased youth voting could reflect a yearning
for change in a State where unemployment and
large-scale migration remain persistent con-
cerns. But the Election Commission of India (ECI)
has not yet released gender-based turnout data,
leaving such analysis in the realm of speculation.
What seems indisputable is that the heightened
discourse around the SIR process played a role.
The Opposition’s Voter Adhikar Yatra and sus-
tained focus on voter roll issues appear to have
sensitised citizens about the sanctity of their fran-
chise. A day before polling, the Leader of the Op-
position in the Lok Sabha, Rahul Gandhi, raised
concerns about electoral roll discrepancies in Ha-
ryana, alleging inadequate action by the ECI. Bi-
har’s first-phase turnout offers an instructive les-
son: concerns about electoral processes are most
effectively addressed not merely through criti-
cism but by mobilising organisational machinery
to educate and energise voters about registration
and participation. The Congress and other Oppo-
sition parties would do well to channel their ap-
prehensions about electoral integrity into syste-
matic grassroots work that empowers citizens to
claim their democratic rights — a strategy that
could possibly yield tangible results at the ballot
box while strengthening democratic institutions.

Shutdown showdown

Unbridled Trumpism has reduced any
space for bipartisan cooperation

entered its 39th day, making it the longest
such closure in American history, with a
sharp impact on nearly 1.4 million federal em-
ployees who have been furloughed without pay,
not to mention countless more affected by the
suspension of a range of public services. The lat-
est blow to the American public came on the
heels of an announcement that major U.S. air-
lines would be reducing flights at more than 40
airports this week owing to a shortfall in air traffic
controllers, leading to a heightened threat to air
safety. The shutdown has also crippled normal
functions in food and nutrition benefits including
food stamps for the poor, early learning pro-
grammes for low-income families, services relat-
ed to the Internal Revenue Service, national
parks and social services. At the heart of the de-
bate that led to the congressional stalemate was
the expiration of subsidies for health insurance
premiums purchased via the Affordable Care Act
marketplace. At this point there would appear to
be a glimmer of hope for resolution of the parti-
san logjam as the Senate is expected to vote on an
amended budget bill following Republicans pre-
senting a fresh proposal, which includes a short-
term stopgap funding measure. Also bundled is a
potential one year of fiscal support for food assis-
tance, veterans affairs and military construction.
However, the deeper malaise of bitter polarisa-
tion in the political discourse persists, even if
painful shutdowns come and go. Mr. Trump cer-
tainly bettered his first term election victory
when he galloped into the White House in 2024.
Despite the “red shift” that handed him a win in
every swing State last year, liberals and progres-
sives have certainly not thrown in the towel; rath-
er, they have regrouped to make a strong show-
ing in the recent mayoral, gubernatorial and
other State-level elections. At stake are the most
poignant of policy issues impacting ordinary
Americans, including jobs, tariffs and inflation,
but also pressing questions on immigration,
health care and education. While it is only to be
expected that American society, known for fier-
cely guarding the rights guaranteed in the Consti-
tution’s First Amendment, will regularly and vo-
ciferously express divergent views on these
critical subjects, the substantive core of good go-
vernance will be lost to many unless the spirit of
bipartisanship flickers once again amidst the
shambles of congressional dysfunction. In this
context the debilitation wreaked by the ongoing
shutdown only shows that there is a need for a
new normal in U.S. politics, a humane, pragmatic
middle path between unbridled Trumpism and
the old world of progressive America.
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T he U.S. federal government shutdown has

Economics and a Mamdani model, Big Apple style

he year 2025 began with a new POTUS

(President of the United States) and is

ending with Zohran Mamdani as the

incoming new Mayor of New York City
(NYC). It is a curious twist of fortunes, but all this
while welfarism keeps returning centre stage.
Politicians of the left and the right reach for it
when inequality widens or when growth feels
exclusive. Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva in Brazil, the
Keir Starmer government in the United Kingdom,
and in India, various Chief Ministers have built on
welfare-led politics. Now, the Big Apple will have
its “Mamdani moment”.

Mr. Mamdani will begin governing only from
January 1, 2026, with an all-women Transition
Team, but the headline promises — free buses,
rent freezes, universal childcare — pose a basic
question. What does sustainable welfarism look
like in economies that still rely on markets to
allocate most goods and services?

The two sides to welfare

The appeal is obvious. Welfare acts fast. It
bypasses the slow grind of productivity reforms
and delivers visible outcomes: children in school,
workers in transit, families housed. Yet, there is a
boundary condition that voters sense and
economists formalise — quality often erodes,
deadweight losses creep in with welfarism, and
black markets flourish when prices are pushed
below cost. Free buses without cost discipline can
mean fewer buses or poorly maintained fleets.
Rent freezes can protect tenants yet deter new
construction, with “key money” resurfacing. Free
childcare can expand access but strain quality if
staffing and training are not funded.

Does this mean conventional economics is
merely pinched lipped about compassion? Not
quite. Incentives are not a moral preference; they
describe behaviour. Set a price to zero, demand
rises; if supply cannot scale, queues and
side-payments follow. But economics also
recognises distribution: policies aiding the
worst-off can increase social welfare even with
some inefficiency. Here, John Rawls matters —
judge society by its least advantaged. If markets
leave many out because they cannot pay (or sell)
at the moment of need, the state can subsidise
buyers and sellers to re-admit them on fair terms.
It may well be what NYC voters are signalling.

So, should Rawls replace Pareto, or must a
healthy polity oscillate? Economic and social
history suggest the latter. Polanyi called it the
“double movement”: overreach by markets
sparks social protection; ossified protections
trigger liberalisation. Bismarckian social
insurance yielded to later liberalisations; post-war
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welfare states met Thatcher-Reagan
retrenchment; Latin America shifted from price
controls to stabilisation and targeted transfers;
India has toggled between public provisioning
(Public Distribution System, the National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act) and
market-complementing reforms (Direct Benefit
Transfer, Goods and Services Tax). Each swing
overcorrected somewhere and taught lessons.
The dangers lie at the extremes. A “Pareto
trap” prizes efficiency while tolerating exclusion:
clinics that are “efficiently” empty of the poor,
and buses that are on time but not where workers
live. A “Rawls trap” suppresses prices across the
board, undermining supply incentives; quality
falls, the middle class exits, and coalitions fray.

What could work as a model

The more useful question for a Mamdani model is
not Rawls or Pareto, but how to build a
thermostat between them — automatic stabilisers
that lean Rawlsian under stress and lean Pareto as
capacity grows. In short: make welfarism fiscally
honest and micro-economically careful.

How can one do this? Some simple steps could
be helpful. First, one may want to subsidise
outcomes, not inputs, and cap fares selectively,
contracting for on-time kilometres and peak seat
availability, publish open data audits, and keep a
modest price signal with transparent provider
compensation. Examples to borrow from are the
2016 Bus Contracting Model in Singapore and
France’s Solidarité Transport discounts which
protects access while preserving a non-zero fare.
Second, one may want to replace blunt price
controls with contingent buffers by using
means-tested, automatic vouchers that scale in
shocks, and pair them with zoning fast-tracks and
tax incentives to expand supply and add
sunset/trigger rules.

Finally, one may want to default to
cash/e-vouchers that are backed by credible
public options and hard quality budgets — fund
staffing, accreditation and inspections. This way,
services will not residualise, and public providers
can set a quality floor that disciplines private
prices. Other examples may be from Brazil’s
Bolsa Familia (conditional cash transfers) and
Kenya’s Inua Jamii programme.

Where do mission-driven firms and socially
minded entrepreneurs fit in this conversation?
They are the connective tissue. If the state is
Rawlsian and markets are Pareto, we need
institutions that straddle both. A
stakeholder-oriented bus operator can accept
capped fares given long-term contracts,
reciprocal data-sharing, and reputational gains. A

childcare chain investing in staff development
can align with public training subsidies. Indian
health systems (Aravind Eye Care and L.V. Prasad
Eye Institute) show how cross-subsidy models
complemented with a “focused factories”
orientation (in the McDonald’s sense) can deliver
scale and quality, with the paying rich
underwriting the poor. These are not acts of
charity but of business model design.

Fiscal honesty is the other pillar. Welfarism
fails not just by mispricing, but by underfunding.
If Mamdani-style promises are to endure — in NYC
or anywhere, wrestling with inequality amid
Artificial Intelligence-led churn — they must be
transparently costed and paired with growth
measures: productivity compacts with industry,
regulatory simplification to lower supply costs,
and public investment that expands capacity
(depots, fleets, childcare centres, housing stock).
Welfare that crowds in supply lasts longer than
welfare that waits for supply to appear or crowds
it out.

There is also a social and geopolitics of dignity.
A Rawls-Pareto thermostat is not merely
technical; it signals respect. Users should be
treated as customers with recourse — working
grievance redress, real-time service information,
and independent audits in plain language.
Suppliers should be partners with obligations —
service standards, open books for subsidised
lines, and penalties for gaming.

Programmed oscillation

Economic history does not force a choice
between kindness and competence; it teaches
sequencing. In shocks and downturns, lean
Rawlsian: insure households against ruin,
subsidise access, keep systems intact. As capacity
catches up, lean Pareto: restore prices that ration
sensibly, move to cash and vouchers, foster
provider competition, and invest in productivity
so that tomorrow’s welfare is cheaper to deliver.
The oscillation need not lurch; it can be
programmed.

If the Mamdani model is to mean anything
durable in 2026 and beyond, it should stand for
welfarism disciplined by design: promise access,
protect quality, pay for it honestly, and build
bridges for mission-driven firms to co-produce
public value. That is not an abandonment of
markets or justice. It recognises that a society
secure enough to take risks — and productive
enough to finance fairness — needs both. May his
team and others inspired by these ideas looking
at the Big Apple, focus less on the romance of
“free” and more on the architecture that makes
inclusion work at scale.

A wider SIR has momentum but it is still a test case

he Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of
T electoral rolls has now rolled into another

batch of States and Union Territories after
creating a new electoral roll in Bihar, a State
which is now in the midst of its elections. The
Election Commission of India (ECI)-ordered SIR
in nine States and three Union Territories, as part
of a staggered pan-India exercise, began on
November 4, 2025. Being held in Tamil Nadu,
West Bengal, Kerala, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh, Goa, Gujarat
and the Union Territories of the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands, Lakshadweep and Puducherry,
this phase includes some States which go to the
polls next year, but excludes Assam (also
poll-going), where issues of citizenship are on a
different legal track.

The post-enumeration draft roll will be
released on December 9, while the final roll will
be released on February 7, 2026. This is only the
ninth SIR in India’s 75-year-old electoral history
and the first one after 21 years. In June 2025, the
ECI had decided to commence intensive revision
‘in the entire country’, also confirming that the
schedule for all States ‘shall be issued separately’
after dealing with the immediate demands of
Bihar. The ECI has ordered the respective
governments to provide the workforce for SIR
operations and not shift any officials connected
with SIR work.

No one size fits all

Under this SIR, 51 crore electors will be brought
under intensive review — more than half the
country’s total electorate, spreading over 321
districts and 1,843 Assembly constituencies. It
will involve 5.33 lakh polling stations and an
equal number of Booth Level Officers (BLOs) and
over 7.64 lakh booth level agents of political
parties — a number which should see an upsurge
as parties would be keen to safeguard their
interests.

No two elections in India’s long history of 18
national and over 400 Assembly elections were
the same. This applies equally to the SIR in terms
of upcoming challenges. The current ruling
dispensations in Tamil Nadu and Kerala have
taken a dim view of the SIR. The responses from
West Bengal, with 7.7 crore electors, have been
more combative; it is also a State with a large
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number of constituencies bordering Bangladesh,
where the issues of infiltration and citizenship are
in focus. Uttar Pradesh, with 15.44 crore electors,
and social complexities will not be a cakewalk
either. The burden of migrations that electoral
roll managers faced in Bihar does not hold true in
other States. The efficiency of past summary
revisions could differ from State to State,
determining the quantum of the task. A statutory
process such as a SIR has a certain
uncompromising standardisation, but procedures
may still require local customisation.

A friendlier template

Bihar was a tough assignment being the first SIR
exercise after two decades, and which saw
protests and doubts. The foundational lines have
been drawn now. Article 326 of the Constitution
that defines an elector is getting highlighted as an
equal truth as Article 324 in running elections. A
SIR is legitimate but genuine electors need to be
facilitated using a time frame that is adequate.

Transparency levels should satisfy citizen and
political party. The clear order from the ECI, that
“No document is to be collected from electors
during the Enumeration Phase”, should be a
respite for millions of ordinary voters who are
apprehensive the moment the word ‘document’
is mentioned. The draft roll will include all those
whose signed enumeration forms, further
rationalised and partly pre-filled, are received.

Only those electors whose names could not be
matched/linked with previous SIR will be notified
and heard before the registration official who
decides on either inclusion or exclusion. Three
visits to the house of each elector by the BLO is
reassuring. The familiar Form 6 for new
enrolment, Form 7 for deletion and Form 8 for
correction will remain in place. Critics of the SIR
have reasons to be satisfied with the
modifications they could orchestrate; they should
walk the next steps without grudge or imaginary
fear.

Electoral roll management, largely a technical
exercise, becomes cluttered when it becomes an
echo chamber for issues such as infiltration or
disenfranchisement that are hyped. The SIR is
essentially a clean up exercise. The pan-India
picture will hopefully not cause any shock this
time. The bulk of exclusion will always come from

death, absence, shifting or duplication. The SIR
method is different but complementary to the
ECI’s innovative efforts in a mobilisation of voters
for registration and turnout in recent years. Voter
turnout in the first phase of the Bihar election has
proved this. The Supreme Court of India and
other stakeholders have been concerned that the
right of any voter should not be denied while
trimming the flab. Under the SIR, BLOs have been
specially directed to have at least 30 blank forms
to facilitate the enrolment of new voters.

An issue past debate

The SIR is a fait accompli and is past debate. An
electoral roll that has been intensely revised is
now a reality right up to polling day and the
polling compartment. Political parties have
changed their tune. From the ‘Stop SIR’ call,
political parties are moving to make the best out
of the exercise, even if they maintain their
ideological opposition to it and still explore legal
remedies. If parties in Tamil Nadu, Kerala and
West Bengal have genuine fears about the
exclusion of eligible people even as they go ahead
with poll preparation, they need to act. They
need to participate in the implementation of the
SIR and make use of the decentralised structure
of checks and balances and grievance mitigation.

More than the Supreme Court’s sanction of the
legitimacy of the SIR process, it is the ‘zero
appeals’ in the Bihar process and field-level
collaboration seen by party functionaries
(notwithstanding political statements at the top)
which will make election managers feel more
confident in taking the SIR forward. When asked
about possible resistance from States such as
West Bengal, the Chief Election Commissioner,
Gyanesh Kumar, pointed to the architecture of
constitutional roles and duties and hoped for its
seamless working.

While the fundamentals of the SIR have been
validated, there will be hurdles in the execution
in scale. It is here that the ECI will need to show
skill and empathy. The ECI’s legacy of
competence demands that it should work
continuously to uphold the trust of voters. It won
the trial in Bihar and the new pan-India SIR will
be another test case.

The views expressed are personal

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The lesson from NYC
When nearly everyone
dismissed him as a dark
horse, New York’s
Mayor(-elect), Zohran
Mamdani, mounted a
campaign that blended
imagination with integrity —
and won (Front page,
November 6). His victory,
grounded in empathy and

confidence and

pragmatic idealism, spoke
directly to a world weary of
right-wing populism. His
politics was built around
belonging, not bitterness.
He talked of housing,
wages, dignity — everyday
concerns that unite rather
than divide. His calm
defiance showed that moral

organisational depth can
overcome the machinery of
fear. For India’s Opposition,
his message is
unmistakable. Protest alone
cannot dislodge populism.
Only a credible and hopeful
story about the future can.
Mr. Mamdani re-framed
polarising debates into
collective aspirations,

turning fatigue into faith. Of
course, New York is not
India. Yet, the essentials
travel well — authenticity,
political imagination and
the courage to build
momentum rather than
wait for it. Right-wing
populism feeds on despair;
it falters before hope that
feels real. India’s Opposition

must craft its Mamdani
moment — a politics of
conviction and competence
that reclaims the moral
ground of democracy.

M. Jameel Ahmed,

Mysuru

Sulakshana Pandit
In the passing of
Sulakshana Pandit, the film

world has lost an actor who
mesmerised millions with
her mellifluous voice. It is
unfortunate that the leading
lady, of her time, faced
hardships.

C.K. Prem Kumar,
Kalvakulam, Palakkad, Kerala

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Women cricketers practising at the Karnataka Institute of Cricket in Bengaluru. J. ALLEN EGENUSE

Over the last few years, more girls and women across India are playing cricket professionally, inspired by the

tremendous growth of the game. India’s victory in the ICC Women’s World Cup in early November has inspired

many more budding players. Mehul Malpani, Amol Karhadkar, Y.B. Sarangi, and

Suruchi Kumari report on the changing reality of Indian women'’s cricket

fter a day of training at the Sai Sports
Academy in Madhya Pradesh’s Chha-
tarpur town, Pinky Ahirwar, 18, starts
walking her bicycle back with a group
of girls and boys, all teens. The cycle belonged to
her older brother who got it from the State go-
vernment five years ago, after he finished Class
10. “I used to come for practice by a shared auto-
rickshaw, which cost 40 daily. So, I got the bicy-
cle fixed and saved that money to spend on my
diet instead. That helps me in training,” she says.

She has been training at the academy for
about one and a half years. Her diet involves cha-
na (chickpea) and banana — staple sources of
protein and energy for young athletes training in
rural northern India.

As Ahirwar’s village, Dhidhonia, is about 35 ki-
lometres from Chhatarpur, she stays in a rented
room with her brother and sister, who are in col-
lege. Ahirwar, however, quit studies after school
to focus on cricket training.

The academy in Chhatarpur, a small town in
the poverty-ridden Bundelkhand region, is run
by Rajeev Bilthare, who started it in 2013. He be-
gan training girls from 2016. It produced the pac-
er, Kranti Goud, who was part of the team that
won the ICC Women’s World Cup, 2025, on No-
vember 2. Goud, a 22-year-old tribal girl from a
rural town about 85 km from Chhatarpur, was
among the first batch of women cricketers at the
academy when she joined in 2017. “Now at least
60 young players train at the academy, including
about 20 girls,” Bilthare says.

It is not just in Madhya Pradesh; girls and wo-
men across India are playing cricket professional-
ly, inspired by the tremendous growth of the
game. Before the World Cup, BCCI secretary De-
vajit Saikia had said, “This event will give more
encouragement to our women and our girls to
take up cricket in a more serious, competitive
manner. And they will see a proper and secure
future in their career.”

In Haryana’s Shri Ram Narain Cricket Club,
coach Ashish Parmal says he got more than 30
calls from parents the day after the World Cup fi-
nal, asking whether they could enrol their
daughters. This was where national cricketer and
India’s highest scorer in the final match in the
world cup, Shafali Verma, first trained.

In Chennai, Prithi Ashwin, who spearheads
the Gen-Next Cricket Institute along with her hus-
band, cricketer Ravichandran Ashwin, says the
academy received 10 calls from parents asking
about coaching during the World Cup.

Irfan Sait, Head Coach and Managing Director
of the Karnataka Institute of Cricket (KIOC) in
Bengaluru, who has been part of the State’s crick-
eting ecosystem for over four decades, says there
has been a “sea change” in women’s cricket. Sait
has trained many women players including Ma-
matha Maben, Nooshin Al Khadeer, Karuna Jain,
who were all part of the national team.

Despite this, many coaches still measure a
girl’s ability against a boy’s. At an academy in
Bengaluru, one of them says, “When I coach a 19-
year-old woman, I often evaluate her against the
standard of a 16-year-old boy.” Girls are also still a
fraction of the players at academies. As Ashish
Parmal, a BCCI Level A coach at an academy in
Haryana, says, “We train 31 girls in Rohtak and 62
in the Gurgaon centre, both of which boast a col-
lective strength of over 500 boys across Under-15,
Under-19, Under-23 and Senior categories.”

Fields of promise
Around 4 p.m., eight girls and at least 15 boys,

from ages 8 to 22, gather at the academy in Chha-
tarpur. It is run out of a rented ground, convert-
ed from a field, with uneven grass in parts and

e

The same trees along the sides.
people who There are four nets in a corner, one of them
taunted my occupied by three girls. Other p!ayers are scat-
mother for tered across the ground, stretching or working
. . on their batting stance or bowling action. A
wasting group of players, including three girls, is practis-
moneyona | ingat the pitch.
boy’s sport’ Bharti Verma, 17, a medium pacer who attend-
later said I ed a national-level under-17 camp, charges in to
was an idol deliver a ball. Her shoes, with screw-on spikes,
for their are worn out. Her father, a farmer, who sustains
children a family of six, bought them for her about two
years ago for X1,500. Now, a basic pair would cost
;%I‘I{JISHIY A at least 2,000, she says. .
Cricketer from Verma says her father has promised her a new
Haryana pair. “I have been training here for five years and

my parents have been supportive. Whenever I
have asked them for cricketing gear, they have al-
ways managed to arrange it for me, even if it
takes some time,” she says, adding that she re-
cently injured her ankle while playing in her reg-
ular shoes.

Sukhdeep Singh, 24, an assistant coach and a
player, says it is tough to run an academy. He lists
several infrastructural problems, like there being
no covers to protect the pitches from the rain or
dew. In the long list of don’t-haves are wash-
rooms and a dressing room. “Until a year ago, we
were running the academy next to a private
school so players could use the toilets there,” he
says. Now, players go to a house next to the
ground.

Bilthare, who is also a sports officer at a local
government college, says that there has been
“absolutely no help” from the authorities. “I
started a girls unit in 2016 with five girls, and ran
camps across colleges and schools in the area to
attract more girls for a year. I managed to put to-
gether a squad of about 20. I bought them two kit
bags and began training them. It was the only
one for a few years in the entire Sagar division,”
he says. He is hoping for a ground lease from the
government.

Bilthare says, “Many players train here for

Girls practising at the Sai Sports Academy in Madhya Pradesh’s Chhz-atarpur
town. A.M. FARUQUI

free. Kranti was also enrolled for free when she
first came. It is not possible to buy expensive
equipment and invest in infrastructure with just
fee income.”

“Some girls from here are playing at various le-
vels — from the division to the State level. A girl is
also playing a T20 tournament organised by the
BCCI. Our players have talent to go further if they
get the right support and resources,” he adds.

Irrespective of the lack of resources or of being
outnumbered by boys, girls continue to follow
their passion. Vaishnavi Pal, 18, joined the acade-
my on November 5. “I started playing with my
brother and cousins in our colony, but the neigh-
bours objected. So, we moved to a ground near-
by. A local coach saw me and encouraged me to
join his academy. I trained there for five years be-
fore coming here,” says Pal.

A resident of Shivpuri district, Pal has come to
stay at her aunt’s place for better access to the
club. Her mother recently won a three-year battle
against cancer. “My parents asked me to focus on
the game,” she says.

Self-consciousness to self-confidence

At the Cricket Mantras Academy in Nahur, a
Mumbai suburb, a group of girls pad up under
the watchful eyes of coach Swapnil Pradhan. The
crack of the ball meeting bat and the chatter of
girls and boys fills the air.

Among the trainees is Diksha Pawar, 19, an off-
spinner who has represented Mumbai in the Un-
der-19 team. Pawar says her journey began by
chance. “When I was a child, I liked sports, most-
ly basketball,” she says. “But my dad had enrolled
my brother in a cricket academy. When I saw the
boys play, I told him, ‘I want to play too.” Soon, I
joined the same academy. There were almost 100
boys; I was the only girl. At first, it felt strange.
But over time, I got used to it. It became normal.”

The early self-consciousness soon gave way to
confidence. “I remember one match where I
scored 20 runs and took two wickets against
boys. That is when I felt I could belong; that I
could play this game not as a girl, but as a cricke-
ter,” she says.

Pawar’s idols include Deepti Sharma and Jemi-
mah Rodrigues, who were both part of the win-
ning World Cup team. Rodrigues is the daughter
of Pawar’s first coach. “Jemi used to practise in
Bhandup [another suburb] back then. I was also
practising there,” she recalls. “She always pushed
herself, no matter how things were going. She be-
lieved in herself. Her belief and optimism came
through in her semifinal knock. That is what I
want to learn from her.”

For Arya Davane, 15, who has represented
West Zone Under-17 and was selected for the
BCCI off-season camp at the Centre of Excellence
in Bengaluru, the journey began with defiance.

“In 2022, during a practice match against the
boys, one of them said, ‘She is a girl; she will get
out soon,” Davane recounts. “That hurt. I scored
just 10 and got out early. But I told myself, ‘I will
show them that I'm just as capable’.” Davane’s
role model is Australia’s leg-spinner Alana King.
“I saw her bowl during the World Cup. I hope to
bowl like her someday,” she says.

The coach, Pradhan, believes this new genera-
tion of girls is at a turning point. “When India
won the Men’s T20 World Cup in 2007 and the In-
dian Premier League began, Indian cricket ex-
ploded. Something similar is happening now —
the Women’s Premier League [that began in
2023] and the World Cup win are catalysts. There
are plenty of opportunities and that is drawing
more girls and parents towards the game. Soon,
competition will rise, more teams will form, and
the ecosystem will grow stronger.”

Cricket Mantras runs a Gulf Oil-sponsored
batch of 12 girls, including Pawar and Davane.
“The structure is improving,” Pradhan says. “But
we need to make sure coaching, scouting, and ex-
posure grow in tandem.”

In Thane, north-east of Mumbai, coach Kiran
Salgaonkar echoes that sentiment. Having men-
tored female cricketers for over 25 years at the
Salgaonkar Cricket Academy, he says, “If match
fees for women are still far below that of men, it is
unjust. The girls put in the same amount of work
and are just as dedicated. The rewards should be
equal too.”

While match fees are equal for both men and
women at the international level, the annual re-
tainers for women remain a tenth of what male
players earn. At the domestic level, the disparity
is sharper — a male cricketer can earn between
340,000 and 360,000 per match day, while a wo-
man’s earnings rarely cross 320,000. Over a full
season, a man could earn %15 lakh; a woman, at
best, T4 lakh.

Sources of motivation

In Kolkata, the Pal and Chatterjee Cricket Acade-
my (PCCA), situated at Vivekananda Park in Sarat
Bose Road area, is a prominent hub for women
cricketers. Founded by cricketers Pankaj Pal and
Utpal Chatterjee (not the former India player) in
2009 with just two boys, PCCA, which relies on
tuition fees, corporate funding, and donations,
began enrolling girls in 2014.

According to Pal, the number of girls stands at
close to 100 now and around 30 of them have
made it to different Bengal teams. Sukanya Pari-
da, who trained here, has donned the India co-
lours. The PCCA conducts matches involving
mixed gender teams. “We give equal attention to
both boys and girls, but for the girls, coaching is
free,” says Pal.

Adrija Sarkar, 14, an all-rounder, idolises form-
er cricketer Jhulan Goswami. “My aspiration is to
represent my country. Watching our women’s
team becoming the world champions has in-
spired me,” she says.

Sarkar’s mother Mousumi Deb Sarkar feels the
inflow of money has made women’s cricket a lu-
crative career option. “Being financially secure is
important. Hearing that Richa Ghosh [a World
Cup winner] is getting so many crores of rupees
is a big motivation,” she says.

Upasana Ghoshal doesn’t have apprehensions
about her five-year-old daughter Adrika’s safety
during practice sessions. She says she prepares
her child to stay safe, telling her how to react to
certain situations.

PCCA has several young and experienced
coaches who focus on their trainees’ basics. Pal
remembers, “When we began girls’ coaching in
2014, we found only a few players. Now, clubs
conduct trials to select girls for admission.”

Playing despite taunts

On Jhajjar Road in Rohtak district stands the 30-
year-old Shri Ram Narain Cricket Club. Between
3 p.m. and 5 p.m., its indoor net practice arena
gets filled with trainees wearing the academy’
blue uniforms.

Among them is Sneha Jhakar, 18, a right-arm
pace bowler. She says her brother was once an as-
piring cricketer but because they didn’t have mo-
ney for both of them to play, he took a job and
fought within their joint family to get her enrolled
in this academy.

Across the ground, is Sonia Mendhiya, 21. Hail-
ing from Bahmanwas village in Haryana, Mendhi-
ya was the only girl who played gully cricket with
boys from the age of 10, despite her mother’s ob-
jections and neighbors’ taunts.

“One of the boys told me about this academy,
and I joined without thinking twice,” she says.
Two years ago, she played for the winning Indian
U-19 Women’s T20 World Cup team under Shafa-
li’s captaincy.

Though her village is only about 12 km from
the academy, Mendhiya endured a long journey
to train from the age of 14. After her father died
early, her mother, an Anganwadi worker, raised
four children alone. When Mendhiya joined the
academy in 2018, the annual fee was ¥31,000;
now it is ¥92,000. The academy waived her fee
for the initial years and with training, Mendhiya
soon started playing tournaments.

About five years ago, she spent her first match
fees buying better quality bats for herself. Over
the years, she has managed to pay her own aca-
demy fees, buy a scooter, and renovate her
home. “The same people who taunted my moth-
er for ‘wasting money on a boy’s sport’ later said I
was an idol for their children,” she recalls.

But even after her success, the comments ha-
ven’t stopped. “Now they don’t taunt my game,”
she says. “They question why I wear shorts to the

With no hostel at the academy and parents un-
willing to let their daughters stay alone in rented
accommodation, a few travel at least three hours
every day to train here. Suman Sandhu, 21,
comes from Karnal; Sneha Jakhar, 18, from Fateh-
pur; and Aishika Gautam, 16, from Hisar.

Sandhu earlier played cricket with her broth-
er, who quit for higher studies. She had to wait
for two years before getting her own cricket kit
and moving to this academy for better facilities.
“Parental support comes only after good perfor-
mance,” she says.

Despite Haryana’s strides in women’s educa-
tion and sports, stereotypes hang heavy. Chahat
Grewal, 13, admires T20 captain Harmanpreet
Kaur. “People ask why we’re learning boys’
sport,” she says. “Even on social media, one bad
match and they tell you to go back to the kitchen.
We don’t get the same support unless we win me-
dals or score runs.”

However, women in Haryana have built resi-
lience because of their successes in sport. Coach-
es say nearly every Haryana district now has 40-
50 girls playing cricket. “District-level competi-
tions by Haryana Cricket Association are for boys
only,” says coach Bijender Sharma. Girls need
these matches t0o.”

Sandhu remembers beginning training in Kar-
nal at 19. She threatened to quit school if her pa-
rents didn’t register her. “It worked,” she says,
laughing.

With inputs from Rishita Khanna in Bengaluru and

Sanjana Ganesh in Chennai
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Risky bets

SEBI right in stopping MFs investing in pre-IPO shares

omestic institutions have lately attracted a

lot of criticism for jostling with retail

investors to bid in over-priced Initial
Public Offers (IPOs), in India’s super-heated
primary market. Therefore, it is surprising that
mutual funds should want to dabble in an even
riskier segment — shares in unlisted firms.

Securities and Exchange Board of India
(SEBI) has recently asked mutual funds to
desist from investing in private share
placements from unlisted companies. SEBI
has drawn attention to Clause 11 of the
Seventh Schedule of the SEBI (Mutual
Funds) Regulations, 1996, which mandates
that all investments by MFs in equity shares
must be made onlyin listed securities or ‘to
be listed’ securities. Some mutual funds
seem to have interpreted the “to be listed”
part liberally, to buy up shares in private
firms with no IPO plans in the near future.
SEBI’s move to put a decisive stop to this
practice was much needed, given the
fiduciary responsibilities of mutual funds.

In the last five years, India’s private
markets have come of age with scores of
venture capital-funded firms scaling up. A
large pipeline of companies waiting to go
public has given rise to a thriving, but
wholly unregulated market for shares in
private companies. Employees, angel
investors and venture capital funds offload
their shares to HNIs and family offices
looking to stockpile them ahead of a future
IPO. But if investing in unlisted firmsis a
risky strategy for these entities, it is doubly
so for mutual funds. One, as all transactions
inunlisted shares happen outside exchange
platforms, there is no transparent order
book or valuation to verify the price. Often
given the scarcity factor, buyers pay hefty
commissions and accept steep prices
quoted by a market intermediary. Unlike
listed shares, investing in private firmsisa
shot in the dark with once-a-year filings
with the Ministry of Corporate Affairs
being the only source of financial
information. Two, unlisted shares can
experience large swings in their valuation
based on business performance, market
fancy for it and new rounds of
fund-raising. Such shares can therefore
expose mutual fund schemes to large
losses. Sometimes IPO plans get deferred
indefinitely, closing the exit window for
pre-IPO investors. Mutual funds which
offer anytime exit to investors, cannot
afford to take on such illiquid instruments.

Finally, there is no guarantee that stock
prices discovered in the IPO will be higher
than those in private markets. In recent
months, there have been cases like HDB
Financial and NSDL where IPO prices had
tobe setata 15-40 per cent discount to the
pre-IPO price. Such instances could lead to
large write-offs for mutual funds.
Therefore, it is best that mutual funds stay
in their lane and invest only in listed
instruments with good liquidity and
transparent valuation. They already have
the opportunity to bag firm allotments in
IPOs as anchor investors and should be
content with this.

OTHER VOICES.
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Gaza’s future: the ceasefire brought relief

What future is there for Palestinians in Gaza? The announcement of the
ceasefire brought profound relief, shaded by an equally deep sense of
trepidation. Almost a month later, the picture looks bleaker. The Israeli
offensive abated, Hamas has returned the surviving hostages and the remains
of some of those who have died, and Israel has released some Palestinian
detainees and the remains of others. But more than 200 Palestinians, including
children, have reportedly died in strikes that Israel says are in response to
Hamas attacks. Thousands of bodies are still believed to be trapped beneath
the ruins - debris which, it is estimated, would take a fleet of more than a
hundred lorries seven years to shift. Aid is flowing again, but remains wholly
inadequate, with NGOs warning that Israel’s new registration system is
obstructing delivery. Israeli demolitions continue in the half of Gaza that its
forces still hold. Unicef warned this week that the education system - in so far
as it survives after two years of war and the destruction of more than 90% of
school and university buildings - is on the brink of collapse. Lonoon, novemeers

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Democrats Don’t Mind Your Flight Delays

Most folks on Capitol Hill were optimistic this week about a deal to end the
month-long government shutdown, which has accomplished nothing. But
behold the cynicism of Democrats, who now want to exploit their Tuesday
election victories to prolong the dysfunction at the public’s expense. “I think it
would be very strange,” Democratic Sen. Chris Murphy of Connecticut mused
to Axios, “if on the heels of the American people having rewarded Democrats
for standing up and fighting, we surrendered without getting anything for the
people we've been fighting for” Mr. Murphy elaborated to another outlet that
a compromise now could damage the “Democratic brand.” new vork, Novemser 6
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COP30 —Time to

stump up the cash

CLIMATE MOVES. This upcoming summit in Brazil is being dubbed as
an ‘implementation COP’ and no big decisions are expected
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lash floods and landslides all

over the Himalayas, cyclone

Montha in Andhra Pradesh

and Odisha, flood in

usually-parched
Marathwada, early and long heatwaves
throughout the country, rising seas
wiping out homes and livelihoods all
along the coast.

Itis in this backdrop that India will
take part in the annual UN climate
summit (COP30) with a draft estimate
that it needs $21 trillion over the next 10
ten years to reduce greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions, adapt to climate
change impacts, and deal with disasters.

There was no sign of anything near
that amount being available from rich
countries, banks, or investors, as leaders
of nearly 200 nations gathered in Belem,
Brazil on Thursday in advance of the
November 10-21 summit.

Inits latest report on climate finance,
the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) once again asked rich
nations when and how they would pay to
help poorer countries deal with climate
change. Environment Minister
Bhupender Yadav said on climate
finance that the time for continuous
reviews without action had passed.
“Dialogue is important, but action is
imperative.”

Around 80 per cent of all GHGs added
to the atmosphere since the start of the
Industrial Age are from rich nations, the
reason developing countries seek
finance and technology to deal with
climate change being caused by the
emissions.

However, India is now the third
largest emitter — behind China and the
US — though its per capita emissions
are far lower than the global average.
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The UN Environment Programme
(UNEP) reported the highest absolute
increase in total GHG emissions —
excluding land use, land-use change and
forestry (LULUCF) —in Indiaand
China in 2024, while Indonesia recorded
the fastest relative growth in emissions.

LANDMARK PARIS PACT

COP30is taking place 10 years after the
landmark Paris Agreement, under which
all countries agreed to hold global
warming since the start of the Industrial
Age within two degrees Celsius, with an
aspirational goal of 1.5 degrees.

With that aspirational goal breached
already, this year’s summit is supposed
to take stock of progress in the last 10
years and plan ahead. But that has been
hit by the withdrawal of the US from the
Paris Agreement under President
Donald Trump — apart from reversing
domestic action, the move has also
frozen billions of dollars in climate
finance that the US had earlier promised
to developing countries.

The US withdrawal has also had
knock-on effects on companies’ plans to
control GHG emissions and on clean
energy investments. Many governments
have also deprioritised climate action —
only 64 countries had updated their
national climate plans by September 30.
Going by the updated plans from
countries responsible for about 30 per
cent of global emissions, the world will
be 2.3-2.5 degrees warmer by 2100 from
the start of the Industrial Age. Seven of
the 64 countries were from the G20, a
group whose emissions (excluding the
African Union) account for 77 per cent

Going by the updated plans
from countries responsible
for about 30 per cent of
global emissions, the

world will be 2.3-2.5 degrees
warmer by 2100 from the
start of the Industrial Age
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of global emissions. This implies many
more floods, droughts, landslides in the
years to come, alongside faster glacier
retreat, sea level rise and drop in food
production. Global reinsurance major
Swiss Re estimated that natural
catastrophes cost India over $12 billion
in 2025.

Between 2000 and 2025, India’s
cumulative disaster bill had crossed
$180 billion, it said, and added that
global insurance losses from natural
catastrophes continue to follow the 5-7
per cent annual growth rate (in real
terms) that has been seen in recent
years.

Inits 2025 emissions gap report,
UNEDP said, “Ten years of the Paris
Agreement has spurred climate action,
but ambition and implementation still
fall short of what is needed.” GHG
emissions are still increasing in all major
sectors.

“However, despite the key role of
fossil fuels in driving total emissions,
deforestation and land-use change was
decisive for the rapid increase in 2024
emissions. Global net land use, land-use
change and forestry carbon dioxide
emissions increased by 21 per cent in
2024, and were responsible for 53 per
cent of the overall increase in global
GHG emissions... Fossil carbon dioxide
increased by 1.1 per cent and was
responsible for 36 per cent of the
increase in global GHG emissions.”
Carbon dioxide is the main GHG causing
climate change.

“Every fraction of a degree of global
warming matters,” said UNEP. “Each
additional 0.1 degree of global warming
is associated with an escalation of the
damages, losses and adverse health
impacts that are already being
experienced at current levels of global
warming, and which hit the poorest and
most vulnerable the hardest.”

The report also pointed out,
“Accelerated mitigation action provides
benefits and opportunities... The
required technologies are available, and
wind and solar energy development
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continue to exceed expectations,
lowering deployment costs and driving
market expansion. Yet deployment
remains insufficient, and accelerated
emission reductions require overcoming
policy, governance, institutional and
technical barriers; unparalleled increase
in support to developing countries; and
redesigning the international financial
architecture.”

While mitigation of emissions
remains inadequate, the situation is far
worse when it comes to adaptation to
climate impacts. Inits 2025 adaptation
gap report, UNEP says adaptation
finance needs of developing countries by
2035 are at least 12 times as much as
current international public adaptation
finance flows.

The goal was to have $40 billion
available to developing countries by
2025, but this goal will be missed.

The adaptation finance gap is now
$284-339 billion per year until 2035,
with needs thatare 12-14 times as much
as current finance flows, says UNEP.
There is little chance of this being
available from rich country
governments, and private investors are
far more likely to finance mitigation
rather than adaptation.

UNEDP estimates adaptation costs in
developing countries is now over $500
billion per year. This does not account
for the loss and damage being caused by
climate impacts as adaptation is proving
inadequate. The UN Fund for
Responding to Loss and Damage plans
to spend $250 million by the end of 2026,
though it has far less in its account right
now, as many developed countries have
not met their pledges yet.

FOREST FUND LAUNCHED

The Tropical Forest Fund was launched
at the COP30 with investment from
Norway, Portugal, Indonesia, Brazil and
Colombia, with more expected as the
meet progresses.

The writer is India Programme Lead, Earth Journalism
Network

Reimagining labour laws for MSMEs

A tailored Employment Relations Code can bring small firms into the fold of protection without drowning them in compliance

|
Uttam Prakash
Rohit Mani Tiwari

he newly introduced Shram
I Shakti Niti 2025 highlights

MSMEs’ place at the centre of
India’s employment and production
system. These enterprises keep supply
chains moving, nurture local skills, and
employ more than 70 per cent of the
country’s workforce. Their strength lies
in their ability to stay lean, make quick
decisions, and build teams that work
closely together.

The consolidation of nearly 50 laws
into four labour codes; on Wages, Social
Security, Industrial Relations, and
Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)
is an important reform. But the next
stage must recognise that MSMEs’
character, rhythm, and constraints are
different from those of large enterprises.
MSME:s rely on trust-based
relationships and operate with limited
administrative bandwidth. Their needs
are not about exemption but about
proportionality — rules that protect
workers while allowing flexibility for
businesses to survive and grow.

MSME:s function in an ecosystem
defined by personal engagement, short
production cycles, and intense
competition. For many, the owner is also
the HR head, the accountant, and the

compliance officer. Applying identical
compliance procedures to a 10-person
and a thousand-person enterprise
creates a structural mismatch.

A differentiated approach would help
formalise employment without stifling
enterprise. It would also help secure the
rights of workers in the very segment
where informality is highest.
Strengthening MSMEs is, in effect, a way
of strengthening labour protection.

The next logical step in India’s labour
reforms could be an Employment
Relations (ER) Code—a dedicated
framework for enterprises employing up
to say 50 workers. It would not replace
existing laws but work within them,
adapting procedures to the size and
capacity of small firms.

The ER Code would focus on
partnership at the enterprise level. It
would encourage employers and
employees to decide on wages, safety,
and social security together, within a
framework of accountability.

HOW IT COULD WORK

Under the ER Code, small
establishments would register to come
within the formal system. Each would
form a Work Council, made up of
representatives of employers and
employees. These councils would
deliberate and record mutual
agreements on working hours, safety

norms, and benefits. The Labour
Department’s role would be advisory
rather than punitive, focused on
guidance, feedback, and mentoring
support.

Digital integration would make this
process transparent and efficient. Each
enterprise and its Work Council could
be linked to EPFO, ESIC, and DGFASLI
databases. With every worker already
holding a Universal Account Number
(UAN), employment records and
benefits could travel with workers as
they change jobs. Institutions would
then evolve from inspectors to mentors,
helping enterprises comply, mediate
disputes, and build trust-based
workplaces.

In this model, enforcement would
rely on self-regulation supported by
technology. Verified digital records of
Work Council agreements could serve
both as proof of compliance and as a

basis for incentives such as easier credit
or tax benefits for enterprises that
maintain strong employment practices.
Linking incentives with compliance
would reward good behaviour and
encourage gradual formalisation.

While designed for smaller units, the
ER approach could eventually influence
larger enterprises as well. Over time,
labour governance could shift from
compulsion to collaboration, from
uniform rules to flexible frameworks
that achieve the same goals with greater
participation.

Areform spirit worth deepening

The Shram Shakti Niti 2025 already
reflects this evolution in thinking. It
positions the Ministry of Labour as an
employment facilitator, not merelya
regulator, and promotes digital
integration and risk-based inspection.

The next leap for India’s MSME story
lies in policy that scales. Building
institutions that treat small enterprises
with the dignity of trust is the real test of
reform. The proposed Employment
Relations Code can be that bridge,
turning the promise of self-reliance into
aliving framework where enterprise and
equity grow together.

Prakash is Regional Provident Fund Commissioner
serving in Kochi; Tiwari is Regional Labour
Commissioner (C), Thiruvananthapuram. Views are
personal
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Al policy: Pragmatic
approach

Apropos your Edit “Sensible policy”
(November 7). India’s new Al
Governance Framework reflects a
mature and pragmatic approach to
regulating emerging technologies.
By choosing to adapt existing laws
rather than rushing into rigid new
legislation, the government
acknowledges that flexibility is
crucial in a field advancing faster
than legal systems can respond.
Yet, the framework also exposes
unresolved gaps around liability, data
protection and competition.

Traditional principles like purpose
limitation and data minimisation
clash with Al’'s dependence on vast,
evolving datasets, creating
uncertainty for developers.

Equally concerning is the growing
market concentration among global
tech giants that could stifle domestic
innovation.

To ensure responsible and inclusive
growth, India must move swiftly from
policy intent to implementation,
aligning innovation with
accountability and fairness.

K Chidanand Kumar

Bengaluru

This refers to the Editorial ‘Sensible
Policy’ (November 7). India’s
middle-path approach to
governance contrasts with the EU’s
rule-driven model and the US’s
market-based system.

Though the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act (2023) is a step
forward, enforcement remains weak
and data breaches continue, showing
that privacy safeguards need real
strengthening.

Inthe Al era, where historical data
drive models, strict limits are needed
to prevent misuse of client-specific
information. Al systems should rely

only onanonymised or generic data,
and sensitive data should be stored
onsecure local servers with clear
audit trails.

Srinivasan Velamur

Chennai

Improve service

This refers to “Personal-touch
banking is needed, FM tells CS
Shetty” (November 7).

The clarion call given by the Finance
Minister for improving the customer
service in banks is both timely and
welcome.

The steady decline in service quality,

particularly in public sector banks, is
evident. According to RBI data, the
number of cases handled under the
Banking Ombudsman Scheme rose
by astaggering 85 per centin
2023-24. It would be simplistic to
attribute this merely to the surgein
the digital transactions.

The cold attitude and inadequate
working knowledge of
employees-especially at the counters
call for an urgent and well-structured
remedial drive from the HR
management of banks.

R Mohan

Kumbakonam
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Brics moment
at Beléem COP30

In the absence of the US, the bloc will need to lead
the conversation on battling the climate crisis

OP30, beginning Monday in Belém, Brazil, is

being held ata time of great shift in global power

dynamics. The US, the world’s largest historical

emitter, has been in climate denial since COP29
at Baku, and will be missing at the high table in Belém.
The absence of the US will cast a shadow when nations
debate questions on mitigation and adaptation towards
realising climate goals. The conference will provide
clarity on whether the US’s retreat has left a leadership
void in the global efforts to tackle the climate crisis, or if
other nations or coalitions will step up efforts to bridge
gaps in ambition regarding carbon dioxide emissions,
climate finance, and technology transfer.

AtCOP29, the US presented an ambitious nationally
determined contribution (NDC) with an economy-wide
target of reducing its net greenhouse gas emissions by
61-66% below 2005 levels in 2035. It was already on a
path of transition with the Inflation Reduction Act,a
major piece of climate, tax, and health care legislation.
But the Trump administration not only withdrew from
the Paris Agreement but also dismantled several climate
policies. The US action has dampened the response
world over to COP30 and led to general anxiety over
which direction the world is going and who is going to
pay up for climate action in the developing world.

Early signs are that China, the world’s largest polluter,
may step in, with Brazil, the COP30 host, and the EU, to
provide leadership. In September, Chinese President Xi
Jinping called on countries to adopt a low-carbon
growth path. He promised to cut economy-wide net
greenhouse gas emissions by 7-10% from peak levels and
increase non-fossil fuel energy consumption to over 30%
of the total energy consumption. On Thursday, China,
Brazil, and the EU made some noteworthy speeches at
Belém’s Leaders’ Summit. China was represented by
vice-premier Ding Xuexiang, who insisted thatlow-
carbon transition is the trend of the times and called for
the removal of trade barriers, in reference to the ongoing
tariff wars. Brazil's president, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva,
asked China to show stronger leadership commitment
toaddress the climate emergency and warned against
“extremist forces” that “peddle untruths to obtain
electoral gains and imprison future generations in an
outdated model that perpetuates social and economic
disparities and environmental degradation”. The EU has
confirmed the European Commission’s earlier
“statement of intent” for the 2035 NDC that promises to
reduce emissions by 66.25% to 72.5% from 1990 levels.
Numerous other statements at Belém suggest that the
world is willing to move on climate action without the
US. For instance, the Brazilian COP30 and Azerbaijan
COP29 presidencies have released a report on the “Baku
To Belém Roadmap To 1.3T”, which plots the path to
deliver climate finance amounting to $1.3 trillion
annually to enable developing countries to adoptlow
greenhouse gas emissions by 2035.

So, is Belém likely to be a Brics moment? Russia and
the Arab countries are unlikely to back any big move
against fossil fuels, but Belém may still be a moment of
South-South solidarity if New Delhi steps up. It must do
so for atleast two reasons. One, India, with its low per
capita emissions and vulnerable population, is at great
risk of climate impacts. As per the UN’s 2024 estimates,
clean energy attracted $2 trillion in investment — $800
billion more than in fossil fuels. India has alot to
showcase on energy transition because it has already
delivered on one of its 2030 NDCs, five years in advance.
Considering its leadership role in drafting the Paris
Agreement, or the launching of the International Solar
Alliance, it is prudent for New Delhi to be a voice for the
Global South.

You don’t mess
with Zohran, or
Indian Americans

New York mayor-elect’s
campaign saw the community
return to back the Democratic
Party, the move driven by a need
for respect and belonging

‘ ndians go home”. That was the
‘ mantra of the Make America
Great Again (MAGA) crowd this
year. Indian Americans listened,
and they did go home, not to
India, but back to the Democratic
Party they have long supported. In doing so,
they have begun to redraw the map of Ameri-
can politics. And they may finally be ready to
shed their meekness and speak up.

They have just shaken the foundation of
New York City. Zohran Mamdani, 34, the son
of filmmaker Mira Nair, won the mayor’s race
by a landslide, defeating former gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo. He will be the
city’s first Muslim mayor, its first of
Indian descent, and its youngest
leader in more than a century.

His victory marks the moment a
community that had long stayed
quiet under fire finally found its
voice, living out the stories his
mother once told on screen about
identity, belonging, and courage.

What makes Mamdani’s story remarkable is
that it seemed right out of a Bollywood melo-
drama. With his signature smile, he didn’t just
campaign; he performed. He blared Kishore
Kumar at block parties, quoted Lagaan on per-
severance, and turned policy debates into
dance-offs. His rallies looked less like stump
speeches and more like My Name Is Khan with
campaign signs. Punjabi aunties swayed
beside Puerto Rican students and Black union
workers, all shouting his name, all part of the
same beat. His campaign could have been
directed by Karan Johar, equal parts family
drama, social change, and a big dance number
to dhoom machale dhoom for the finale.

And somewhere between the bhangra and
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the ballots, something shifted.

For decades, Indian Americans have carved
out their place in the American dream, show-
ing, in true Shah Rukh Khan fashion, that
charm and resilience can outlast hate. Edu-
cated, family-oriented, and mostly apolitical,
we became the model minority every politi-
cian wanted to claim. Traditionally we leaned
Democratic, but in recent years many began to
look rightward. The language of discipline,
entrepreneurship, and family values felt closer
to our lived experience than the Democrats’
fixation on sickening cultural battles.

I felt that pull myself. Since I came to Amer-
ica in 1980, I have voted Democratic, yet I sat
out the last presidential election.  was uneasy
about President Joe Biden’s age and lack of
direction. At the same time, I found myself
agreeing with parts of the Republican mes-
sage.

Donald Trump’s talk of family, faith, and his
warnings about socialism struck a chord. For
those of us who grew up in, or visited
India, “socialism” was not an abstract
ideology, it was a ugly reality of ration
lines, shortages, and corrupt bureau-
crats deciding what people could eat
or earn. Many of my friends and rela-
tives lived through those nightmares
and left because of them.

For a while, I thought the Republi-
can Party might finally open its doors
to immigrants like me and to people
like Nikki Haley, Vivek Ramaswamy, and Usha
Vance, who had built their lives from scratch.

That hope did not last.

Over the past year, the MAGA movement
turned its anger on the very group it once
courted. Influencers like Laura Loomer began
targeting Indian professionals. Members of
Congress such as Marjorie Taylor Greene
called for ending all H-1B visas, claiming that
Indians were “stealing American jobs”. Online
trolls mocked our accents, ridiculed our tem-
ples, and questioned our loyalty. The message
was clear: No matter how much we contrib-
uted, we would never be American enough.

The hypocrisy is staggering. Indian Ameri-
cans, less than two per cent of the population,

What makes Mamdani’s story remarkable is that it seemed right out of a Bollywood

melodrama. With his signature smile, he didn’t just campaign; he performed.

contribute nearly six per cent of all federal
income taxes. Our median household income
is almost double the national average. CEOs of
Indian heritage now lead 16 Fortune 500 com-
panies that together generate over a trillion
dollars in annual revenue.

From small-business owners who sustain
local economies to scientists, engineers, and
physicians who hold up hospitals and univer-
sities, no immigrant group has done more to
strengthen America. We believed that hard
work and contribution would secure equality.
To be told to “go home” after decades of effort
feels like betrayal.

In Edison, New Jersey, the heart of the
Indian diaspora, voters answered that insult.
In 2024, one precinct there backed Donald
Trump by 30 points. This month, Democrat
Mikie Sherrill won it by 76, a swing of 106
points. The vote had nothing to do with policy;
it came from pride.

Indian Americans are, however, returning
to the Democrats for reasons that have little to
do with party loyalty. The shift is driven by a
need for respect and belonging, not blind faith
in progressive politics.

The Democratic Party talks about inclusion
but has lost touch with the middle class it once
championed. It has also drifted from the fam-
ily values that hold immigrant communities
together. It has become captive to its loudest
extremes, chasing culture wars while ignoring
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the daily struggles of working families.

Many parents, including immigrants like
me, are bewildered by school debates over
boys in girls’ locker rooms while basic educa-
tion standards decline.

Mamdani’s win captures both sides of this
new reality. It reflects a community that has
found confidence and voice, yet it also exposes
the risks of ideology untethered from pragma-
tism. His promise to open government-run
stores may sound compassionate, but anyone
who remembers India’s old socialist model
and ration shops knows how that story ends.

Bureaucracy and populism may win
applause in the short term, but they are the
enemies of progress. They hollow out innova-
tion, crush aspiration, and turn the dream of
equality into the mediocrity of dependence.

Republicans, for their part, still have an
opening if they can put aside outrage and
rediscover the ideas that once defined them:
enterprise, merit, and optimism. But until they
do, the voters they alienated will keep their
distance.

Mamdani’s rise is a moment of pride for
Indian Americans, yet it highlights a paradox.
The same ideals that inspire hope can also
repeat the mistakes of the socialist India that
some of its best and brightest left behind.

Vivek Wadhwa is CEO, Vionix Biosciences.
The views expressed are personal

Maritime sector needs
more wind in its sails

ndia’s maritime sector has seldom received
the kind of attention it did recently in Mum-
bai. At the India Maritime Week 2025
(IMW-25), ports, shipbuilding, and reform
were firmly at the centre of the national agenda.
An ambitious $1 trillion-plus investment road-
map was unveiled, signalling opportunities
across the blue economy, digital port infrastruc-
ture, and green corridors. As with such set-piece
spectacles, the events were framed as a celebra-
tion of the recent gains in the commercial mari-
time arena — shorter container dwell times,
faster vessel turnaround, record cargo volumes
and port surpluses, and India’s emergence as the
world’s third-largest supplier of seafarers. The
underlying message was clear — India is open to
maritime investment and ready to lead.

The optimism was evident during Prime Min-
ister (PM) Narendra Modi’s address to the Mari-
time Leaders’ Conclave. Citing enhancements in
supply-chain security, streamlined documenta-
tion, and 100% foreign direct investment in ports
and shipping, the PM described how the mari-
time sector had, in his words, positioned India as
a “steady lighthouse in rough global seas”. He
pointed to two infrastructure milestones — a
megawatt-scale green hydrogen facility at
Kandla and the expansion of JNPT’s Bharat
Mumbai Container Terminal, backed by record
foreign investment from Singapore — as
emblematic of India’s maritime aspirations.

The appraisal rests on measurable gains. Con-
tainer dwell time has fallen below three days,
and vessel turnaround now averages under 48
hours — figures comparable to those in
advanced maritime economies. Cargo through-

put at major ports is at an all-time high, and the
number of operational inland waterways has
grown to almost thirty. India’s human capital in
shipping is also expanding rapidly, with Indian
seafarers making up almost 12% of the world’s
seafaring workforce, placing the country among
the top three suppliers globally. Together, these
advances point to the emergence of a nascent
shipping and commercial ecosystem.

Even so, India’s maritime managers confront
a troubling paradox. Despite visible
gains, the country’s maritime govern-
ance is beset by structural weaknesses
that inhibit real progress. Notwith-
standing massive public investment in

Most movement is confined to a few commodi-
ty-specific corridors, leaving vast stretches of the
national waterways network largely idle, raising
questions about whether investments in the sec-
tor have meaningfully served the logistics needs
of the hinterland economy.

Not that the government’s efforts are in any
way misdirected. The focus has broadly been
well placed — especially on green hydrogen and
sustainable shipping. The pilot hydrogen facility
at Kandla is especially laudable, marking an
important first step toward decarbonising the
maritime sector. Even so, India still lacks a com-
prehensive regulatory framework for green
bunkering and fuel certification (notwithstand-
ing recent guidelines by the DG Shipping). With
an aging, mostly oil-fired merchant fleet, green
fuels require a long-term plan for retrofitting
and propulsion system replacement.
But that, in turn, hinges on shipyard
modernisation and technology part-
nerships, requiring levels of invest-
ment that appear impractical in the

. ; =
port infrastructure, growth in the sec- ' near term.
tor is largely owed to a handful of high- Abhijit Part of the problem for the govern-
performing ports — notably JNPT, Sing h ment is that the risk appetite among

Mundra, and Vizhinjam — while many
smaller facilities continue to struggle to
attract private investment or generate
meaningful throughput. The bulk of India’s
coastal cargo still moves through large gateway
ports, with smaller, privately owned ports cater-
ing primarily to export-import trade rather than
domestic movement. That points to a troubling
anomaly. The government’s push for coastal
shipping and port-led industrialisation has not
translated into a balanced growth story. A few
ports are thriving, but the broader network —
especially State-controlled and non-major ports
—remains underutilised.

India’s inland waterways tell a similar story.
The sector has registered impressive percentage
growth in recent years, yet it carries only a small
fraction of the country’s total freight traffic.

foreign investors remains modest.
Maritime infrastructure is a long-ges-
tation, capital-intensive business,
marked by a degree of investment circumspec-
tion. Over the years, public and private enter-
prises have signed numerous MoUs and issued
intent declarations, but conversion rates have
remained historically modest. The case of the
Sagarmala Programme is instructive: Only a
quarter of the over 800 projects envisaged have
come to fruition. While IMW-25 has secured
investment pledges worth 12 lakh crore and
over 600 MoUs, it remains to be seen how many
will translate into actual investment.

Notably, India’s recent maritime reforms —
the Merchant Shipping Act 2025, the Indian
Ports Act 2025, and the Coastal Shipping Bill
2025 — remain largely untested frameworks for

resident Droupadi Murmu’s visit to

Angola and Botswana will deepen

India’s engagement with Africa. In 2024,

she visited Mauritius, Algeria, Maurita-
nia, and Malawi. Both Angola and Botswana
are members of the Southern African Develop-
ment Community (SADC) and the African
Union (AU): Angola is the current chair of the
AU. The visit comes against the backdrop of
high-level exchanges: The president of Angola
visited India in May 2024, while Botswana’s
president last visited India in December 2006.
Inin the interim, Indian vice presidents visited
Botswana in 2010 and 2018.

As preparations gather pace for the fourth
India-Africa Forum Summit (IAFS IV),
expected nextyear, Murmu’s trip signals conti-
nuity, high-level attention, and strategic out-
reach to key African partners. Angola is grow-

India & Africa: Working on
building a common future

ing in importance globally due to its natural
resources, especially oil, gas, and critical miner-
alsvital for energy transitions. With a strategic
Atlantic coastline enhancing mari-
time connectivity, Angola has diversi-
fied its partnerships with China, the
EU, and India. Ongoing reforms, mod-
ernisation, and energy diversification
have further strengthened its global
economic and diplomatic profile.
Indian engagement with Angola has
expanded beyond the energy trade to
strategic domains such as defence,
agriculture, mining, and infrastruc-
ture. India has offered a $200-million defence
line of credit to Angola. Its investments reflect
growing confidence in Angola’s reform trajec-
tory and openness to diversified partnerships.

Botswana stands out for its stable democ-

Gurjit
Singh

racy, prudent governance, and transparent
management of natural resources, particularly
diamonds. It has evolved into an upper-middle-
income economy and remains the world’slead-
ing producer of rough diamonds by value,and
the second-largest by volume. With one of the
highest per capita incomes in Africa, Botswana,
plays a vital role in promoting regional peace,
wildlife conservation, and climate resilience.
Indian investment in Botswana is expanding—
from diamond cutting and polishing
to power generation, health care,
mining, and agriculture. Indian firms
have contributed to skill develop-
ment, jobs, and industrial diversifica-
tion, reinforcing people-to-people ties.

Angola isa major supplier of oil to
India and enjoys a trade surplus in
bilateral trade worth around $5 bil-
lion, with Indian exports at roughly
$500 million. In contrast, trade with
Botswana is modestatabout $500 million, with
Indian exports atabout $170 million.

A major development in Angola is the Lobito
Corridor, an ambitious infrastructure initiative
revitalising the railway network that connects

of South-South cooperation.

the mineral-rich interiors of the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC) and Zambia to
Angola’s Atlantic port of Lobito. This project
aims to provide a faster, more efficient trade
route for critical minerals such as copper and
cobalt, reduce dependency on other corridors,
and enhance regional economic integration.

The Indian diaspora in both countries
remains small but influential, with about 8,000
persons of Indian origin in Angola and 10,000 in
Botswana. Both nations have benefited from
India’s ITEC capacity-building programmes,
though Angola’s Portuguese language prefer-
ence has sometimes posed a constraint.

For India, Angola and Botswana are key Aftri-
can partners for energy security, critical miner-
als, and the diamond trade. Angola offers
opportunities in oil, gas, and infrastructure,
while Botswana’s stability and governance
make itamodel partner. Together, they repre-
sent India’s balanced and forward-looking
engagement with Africa, reinforcing the spirit

{ EDITOR'S PICK }

the state.

Gurjit Singh is a former ambassador of India to the
African Union. The views expressed are personal

redistribution.

However, American anthropologist Jeffrey Witsoe,
in his 2013 book Democracy Against Development,
problematises this dismissal of the RJD rule as merely
a period of governance failure. He offers a nuanced
reading of how democratisation occurred with the ris-
ing to power of “bottom up” backward-caste politics,
against a milieu of a governance envisioned and
implemented by a largely upper caste bureaucracy.
Lalu Prasad disrupted State functioning as an exten-
sion of his politics to end upper caste hegemony. This
led to a chaotic phase where the State was captured by
anew (backward) caste elite that was more focussed
on accumulation of assets, rather than any radical

investors. Uncertainty persists over their imple-
mentation, particularly amid weak inter-agency
coordination. Investor confidence is also damp-
ened by the government’s reluctance to adopt
internationally recognised dispute resolution
mechanisms, having instead empowered Dis-
pute Resolution Committees under the new
Ports Act. In the absence of regulatory transpar-
ency, procedural friction remains a persistent
concern, further eroding investment appetite.

That is not to suggest that the investment cli-
mate has turned adverse — far from it. The
recent Singapore-backed expansion at JNPT
shows that many investors continue to believe in
India’s growth story and the opportunities it
offers. But these are still outliers, not indicators
of a broad-based trend. With cargo shipping
growth worldwide shrinking rapidly (now at
0.5%, down from 2.1% in 2023-24), investor senti-
ment remains largely conservative.

India’s maritime transformation, then,
remains a work in progress. The trillion-dollar
roadmap, while bold in ambition and visionary
in scope, rests on fragile institutional underpin-
nings. For all the talk of MoUs and investment
pledges, green corridors and digital infrastruc-
ture, what investors seek is clarity — in law, in
process, in dispute resolution. What they need is
policy predictability and consistency in execu-
tion.

The government’s emphasis on building a
financial ecosystem — with avenues for ship
leasing, maritime insurance, and infrastructure
credit— does little to offset the absence of a reg-
ulatory framework that could ease procedural
friction and address persistent grey areas. That
reality should give Indian planners pause: Policy
coherence, not capital or incentives, will ulti-
mately bridge the gap between promise and per-
formance.

Abhijit Singh is the former head of the Maritime
Policy Initiative at ORF, New Delhi.
The views expressed are personal
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UNDERSTANDING BIHAR'S 'JUNGLE RAJ’

he Bihar elections have been pitched by the
ruling dispensation, the NDA, as a battle
between its “susashan” (good governance) and
“jungle raj” (lawlessness), the phrase used by
political opponents to refer to the RJD’s 15-year rule in
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Adam Smith and the moral economy we have lost

ANTARA HALDAR

With the 250th anniversary of The Wealth of
Nations approaching next year, the world is
gearing up to honour Adam Smith. But
which Smith should be recognised? The
hard-nosed “founding father” of modern
economics, or the philosopher who wrote
The Theory of Moral Sentiments? Scholars
have wrestled with this question, a riddle
known as “Das Adam Smith Problem,” for
centuries, because it concerns not just dual-
ities within Smith’s thought, but also our
own uneasy relationship with morality and

markets. The “problem” was first formu-
lated in late-19th-century Germany, where
economists of the historical school, includ-
ingWilhelm Hasbach and August Oncken,
saw a glaring contradiction between the
compassionate, sympathy-driven moral
psychology of Smith’s first book and the se-
If-interested calculus of his second. To
them, the sentimental Scot of 1759 was
irreconcilable with the architect of capital-
ism of 1776.

Thiscontradiction suited the intellectual
temper of the time. As industrial capitalism
tookhold, economicswasbusily reinventing
itself as a “science” detached from ethics,
while philosophy and theology were left to
fret over the moral wreckage. Das Adam
Smith Problem thus became a projection of
modernity’s own split personality: One half
wasabsorbed by mechanism and efficiency,
the other by conscience and community.

Yet the German historicists were wrong,
oratleastincomplete. Later readers — from

Jacob Viner, a founder of the Chicago school
of economics, in the 1920s, to the editors of
the “Glasgow Edition” of Smith’s works in
the 1970s — showed that the two books
shared a philosophical spine. Far from
renouncing his earlier moral philosophy,
the later Smith had extended it to the econ-
omicsphere. The “invisible hand” was never
meant as an ode to greed; it was a metaphor
for the way that social benefits can arise
from individual human motives (or
“passions”), provided that institutions
channel them appropriately.

As Smith’s contemporary and friend
David Hume observed, the scaffolding of
social order rests on a fragile blend of self-
love and sympathy. Smith’s own answer to
the human predicament was not to abolish
self-interest but tochannel it through habits
of virtue, civic trust, and the judgement of an
imagined “impartial spectator.” Markets, in
this vision, were not moral vacuums but
extensions of moral life. The misunder-

standing endures because modern econ-
omics, in its quest for predictive precision,
amputated Smith’s psychology. In the 20th
century, as models grew more mathemat-
ical, “economic man” was stripped of senti-
ment and context.

It was the Nobel laureate economist
Amartya Sen who brought the original
debate back to the fore. “The so-called
Adam Smith Problem,” he wrote, “is largely
of ourown making.” For Dr Sen, Smith’sidea
of self-interest was never naked greed, buta
sentiment woven into the fabric of social life
—onedisciplined by prudence, justice, and
benevolence. The contradiction, Dr Sen
suggests, lies not in Smith, but in our own
impoverished reading of him. It is we who
have elevated greed as a virtue.

Recent scholarship has added to this
insight. The Boston University philosopher
Charles Griswold portrays Smith asaphilos-
opher of virtue, while the Harvard Univer-
sity economic historian Emma Rothschild

hasrestored his Enlightenment humanism.
Together, they show that the division
between the moral and the economic is a
historical artefact — one that we urgently
need to dispense with.

With the fissure between morality and
marketsemerging asthe central faultline of
our age, thistask hasbecome more pressing
thanever. From the 2008 financial crisisand
therise of populismtothe planetary emerg-
ency of climate change and misaligned Al,
what further evidence do we need that our
economy isunmoored from ethics? Revisit-
ing Smith through the lens of Das Adam
Smith Problem reveals a thinker who might
guide us out of this impasse. Far from
preachinglaissez-faire to the exclusion ofall
else, Smith was preoccupied with moral
education and institutional design. He
warned that commerce, if notaccompanied
by civic virtue, would corrupt “moral senti-
ments.” He anticipated the distortions of
inequality and the dangers of what we
would now call “regulatory capture.”

Smith’s answer was neither state
socialism nor unbridled markets, but
something subtler: A moral economy

grounded in sympathy and the pursuit of
human flourishing. In that sense, he
stands closer to Aristotle’s virtue ethics, or
even to modern behavioural and cooper-
ative economics, than to the mechanistic
utilitarianism often attributed to him.

The irony is that in our rush to claim
Smith as the father of modern economics,
we have exiled the Smith that might redeem
that discipline. We have failed to recognise
his two key works as complementary
elements of a unified, albeit unfinished,
“science of man.” By solving Das Adam
Smith Problem, we would also close the rift
between efficiency and empathy that is
undermining our entire civilisation.

The problem lies not in Smith, but in
our own society. If 18th-century thinkers
identified it, we must resolve it, not by res-
urrecting markets or morals alone, but by
reviving the dialogue between them.
Smith began that exchange, and we have
yet to finish it.

The author is associate professor of
empirical legal studies at the University of
Cambridge. ©Project Syndicate, 2025

PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

“Be warned. The faces may have
changed. But the people arestill the
same,” said Union Home Minister
AmitShah at hisrally in Darbhanga
last month. “Jungle raj will try to
return wearing different clothes.
The responsibility for keeping them

outisyours.”
The clothes have certainly
changed. Tejashwi Yadav

addresses public meetings in col-
ourful T-shirts and jeans. White
khadi is out. And the Union home
minister’s remarks highlight
exactly what he wants to show —
that the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD)
isunder new management.

New? Maybe not so much.
Everyone in Patna is talking about
Sanjay Yadav, Bihar’s high-value
import from Haryana. Tejashwi
says Sanjay Yadav is “his philos-
opher, guide and tuition teacher”.
But others, including his sister
Rohini, say he is much more than
that. Sanjay and Tejashwi met
through Akhilesh Yadav around
2011. (There’s something about
Haryanvi talent that the RJD
attractslikeamagnet. Lalu Prasad’s
right-hand man and former Union
minister Prem Chand Gupta was
originally from Hisar and started
out as an exporter-importer who
made his money in Hong Kong and
later turned Lalu Prasad’s advisor.)
Sanjay was living a quiet life in
Mahendragarh, Haryana, with a
computer science background until
he was thrown into the hurly burly
of Bihar politics. If at least some of
Tejashwi’s six sisters and one

fferentloes

brother, Tej Pratap, are to be
believed, Sanjay is responsible for
driving a stake through the family’s
heartespecially after he was given a
RajyaSabhaseatin 2024, overriding
the claim of Abdul Bari Siddiqui, a
long-time Lalu Prasad loyalist.

Tejashwi was four months old
when his father became chief min-
ister of Bihar. He went to school in
Delhi but dropped out in Class X to
pursue professional cricket. In
school, he met his wife, then his
classmate, Rachel Godinho (now
Rajshri Yadav), also from Haryana.
The two married despite family
opposition. Now in his 30s, he says
at rallies: “I'm just a young person
butIunderstand the ambitions and
thirst of young people. My chacha
(uncle), who is chief minister, is ill.
You tell me: Will you let people from
Delhiand Gujarat run Bihar? Or will
a Bihar ka lal (Bihar’s darling) run
your state?” The crowds are not big
but the response is enthusiastic.

The RJD is seeing a subter-
ranean shift — allegedly at the
behest of Sanjay — though the
moves are measured and cautious.
Tejashwi is still projected as the
true inheritor of Lalu Prasad’s
legacy. This is most evident at the
lineup on the dais at his election
meetings. Election meetings of the
Janata Dal (United) and Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) have central
and state leaders on the stage. The
RIJD has mukhias (village
headmen), suggesting the organic
organisational link between the
party and Bihar’s villages is intact:
Unlike the Congress. The other-
wise fragmented Yadav commu-
nity seems to have consolidated
behind him. The Muslims, lacking
a statewide alternative to fend off
the BJP, see Tejashwi as their best
bet. One of them said: “Field Yogi
Adityanath or Amit Shah from the
RJD — you’ll see, they’ll get every
single Muslim vote.”

But his inheritance is a double-
edged sword because the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) is
understandably interested only in

highlighting that part of the RJD’s
tenure in government that evokes
kidnapping, extortion, and lawless-
ness. The NDA identifies Lalu
Prasad’s contribution to the actual-
isation of social justice and
empowerment with the present
family-dominated RJD. That is
only part of the truth.

In this year’s Assembly elec-
tions, Tejashwi allocated 36 per
cent of the RJD’s tickets (51 of 143)
to Yadavs, who constitute 14.26 per
cent of the population. The Mus-
lims, 17.70 per cent of the popula-
tion, received only 19 seats, around
13 per cent of the total, the same as
in 2020. But it is the inclusion of
other castesin the RJD list of nomi-
nees that is remarkable. In the past
Bhumihars could not have thought
ofthe RJD as a political possibility.
This time, six candidates contest-
ing on the RJD ticket are Bhumi-
hars, a “forward” community
traditionally hostile to Lalu
Prasad’s party. Surajbhan Singh, a
strongman of Mokama, actually
joined the RJD this year and has
fielded his wife from the seat (he is
debarred from contesting because
of a criminal conviction). Sagar Rai,
with a background in the Indian
Police Service, is also a Bhumihar
candidate fielded by the RJD.

What is more, Tejashwi took
advice from his colleagues and
stooped to conquer the mercurial
and unpredictable = Mukesh
Sahani, the leader of the Nishad
and Mallah communities, by
offering him deputy chief minis-
tership. Inthe Gaura Bauram seat,
he forced the RJD candidate to
stand down in favour of Mr
Sahani’s Vikasheel Insaan Party
(VIP) at considerable cost. He has
never publicly criticised Nitish
Kumar. “He must get one chance
— people dowant to try him out at
least once,” says Sunil Kumar, who
runs asmall store in Patna’s Baker-
gunj. He doesn’t reveal his caste
but it is not hard to guess. He tries
to hide it. But the sense of longing
is palpable.

The 1st Republic, the lost Republic

Bihar is blessed with a land more fertile for
revolutions than any in India. Why has it fallen so
far behind then? Constant obsession with politics
is at the root of its destruction

Bihar, now votingto elect its 18th state Assembly,
says with pride that democracy was born here.
That’s why Prime Minister Narendra Modi says
that India is the mother of democracy.

A signboard on the highway as you
approach Bihar’s Vaishali district reads: “Wel-
come to the First Republic in the World.” This
is no folklore. There is plenty of recorded his-
tory, rock edicts, and academic writing affirm-
ing this. For a refresher, you can swing by
Patna’s spectacular museum.

Democracy, the idea of a republic where
each individual has a voice and a choice, is
Bihar’s greatest contribution to India, and
India’sto the world. Which raises the question:
How good has democracy been for Bihar?
Where is its people’s democracy dividend?

The state of its society, people and econ-
omy shows it’s got nothing. Not even what you
would call a tiny royalty for patent
over democracy. It has no industry,
tax revenues, or economic activity
besides subsistence farming. Its
per capita income is the country’s
lowest and one-fifth of our richest
state. The gap is widening. Its only
productive activity is labour
export, mostly for the lowest
paying jobs in states with better
economies.

In exasperation over the state of
Bihar’s morass and the renewed
hopes from another caste census, I
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used to deride giveaways, are now front-load-
ing their political offering with just those. Of
course, their rivals promise a government job
to each of its 27.6 million families. It isn’t a
cruel joke. It’s the serious reality of Bihar even
after 20 years under Nitish Kumar.

Where’s the ambition for a leap forward, to
break out of the trap? And it is no tiny state on
the peripheries. This is almost 140 million
people in the nation’s heartland, or one in 10
Indians living a sub-sub-Saharan Africa
quality of life. In this election, too, the main
contenders are offering more of the same and
sadly, it might just be enough. The third, Pra-
shant Kishor, at least, has some new ideas. He
won’t admit it, but he also knows that even
imagining new ideas in Bihar is seen as an act
of wishful thinking, if not outright nuttiness.
Itis particularly tragic for a state with such

a deep, vibrant, and audacious
political culture. See it this way.

But for Bihar, there would’ve been

\ no Gandhi. He returned to India
3f| from South Africa in 1915 and first
4 caught the national —and interna-
tional — imagination with the
satyagraha against forced indigo
cultivation by British contractors
in Champaran. That zone still has
some of the poorest districts of
India’s poorest state by far. Go
there to see how poor, distant and
deprived its people are even now.

had written in National Interest on
October 7, 2023: “What Bihar thinks today,
Bihar used to think the day before yesterday.”
As the state goes through its current election,
its third generation in independent India is
still paying for that old-think-turned-new-
think — content with caste, identity, social
coalitions, and still at the bottom of the pile.

We can see why nobody seems bothered.
Bihar has been left so far behind the rest, even
itsneighbouring states, that the only compari-
son its voters make is with their own past. Am
I doing better than my parents? The answer is
mostly yes. Will my children do better than
me? The realistic hope is yes. That sets the bar
for aspiration frightfully low.

Over the generations, Bihar’s voters have
lived by and fought for minimalistic expecta-
tions: Protection from feudal and upper caste
oppression, three meals a day, and going ahead
basic law and order, electricity, and some con-
nectivity. So far, so good. Tragic that this is all
you dream of in India of 2025. That’s why Nar-
endra Modi and Nitish Kumar, both of whom

You can then imagine how
wretched their existence was in 2017. And yet
they embraced Gandhi. The poorest of Bihar
were his first political allies.

Besides the incidental fact that he was a
Bihari, would Jayaprakash Narayan (JP) have
risen to being hailed as Lok Nayak (leader of
the masses) but for the people of Bihar, their
political awareness and courage? His Nav
Nirman Andolan (rejuvenation movement)
had Bihari human resources and acquired
pan-India influence so dramatically, it forced
a rattled Indira Gandhi into imposing the
Emergency, and ultimately led to her defeat in
1977. He acquired the most moral and briefly
political capital since Gandhi in 20thCentury
India. Bihar triggered the decline of the
Congress party’s national domination. It
never recovered.

If Mahatma Gandhi and Jayaprakash
Narayan owe their rise to Bihar and its people,
let’s talk about Karpoori Thakur who rose in
the mid-sixties. Until then, the state had
elected upper-caste chief ministers as its

default choice. Karpoori Thakur, from a
humble barber (nai) family from Samastipur,
challenged and changed this, and not just for
Bihar. He sparked the social justice movement
for subaltern caste empowerment that lives on
six decades later.

He was instrumental in the social coalitions
thatdenied majority to the Congress for the first
time in many states in 1967. The Samyukta Vid-
hayak Dal state government, which hejoined as
deputy chief minister with the education port-
folio, among others, didn’t last long. But he had
founded a new politics, which ultimately came
to be known as Mandalite. It built a secular
answer to both, the Congress, seen by early
nineties as retreating to soft Hindutva, and the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

Until then, the Congress had seen itself as a
big-tent party that could laugh off the Jan
Sangh, which Indira Gandhi had derided as a
party of baniyas (never of Hindus). Karpoori
Thakur and the people of Bihar built India’s first
anti-Congress, and ultimately anti-BJP, social
coalition. It’s a different matter that it split ulti-
mately, each faction joining one of the two
national coalitions. Even today, 37 years after
Thakur’s death, both the Congress and the BJP
still have to piggyback on one of his legatees.
You can see why the Modi government awarded
him a posthumous Bharat Ratna.

From Licchavi-era democracy to Cham-
paran, Karpoori Thakur’s social justice, and
JP’s Sampoorn Kranti (total revolution), the
many-armed Left subaltern movements
(Marxist-Leninist) and their feudal upper-
caste counters (Ranvir Sena), Bihar is blessed
with a land more fertile for revolutions than
any in India. Why has it fallen so far behind
then? What’s the curse chasing it? Why do its
revolutions kKeep eating their own children?

The one thriving pastime in the state is
political theorising. See, we are avoiding “pun-
ditry” because it carries a caste signal. Political
awareness, passion and debate among the
people of Bihar rages on at an industrial scale,
probably to make up for the utter lack of indus-
try here. I don’t say this lightly. The constant
obsession with politics is at the root of Bihar’s
relative decline compared to the rest of the
country. While identity politics everywhere
harks back to the past, in Bihar it hasbecome a
self-destructive obsession.

Nobody is now promising to turn it into
Gujarat or Karnataka, forget Shanghai. Every-
body has generational grievances, and already
has a leader who promises to address these.
And when everybody promises the same
thing, the one who throws more money can
expect to be in front. The state that gave the
world democracy, and India its Mahatma and
Lok Nayak, and its social justice revolution, is
cursed by politics of minimal expectation. It is
anational tragedy.

By special arrangement with ThePrint

The rebel poet-filmmaker
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“No one else can shake the people’s
middle-class mindset, wealth, and
contentment. You have departed,
pride has dissipated, and humility
has surfaced.” This is my translation
of a few lines from Ritwik, for You, a
poem written by Bengali poet
Shakti Chattopadhyay in 1976,
shortly after the death of filmmaker
Ritwik Ghatak.

November 4 marked the centen-
ary of Ghatak, Indian cinema’s rebel
auteur. Along with Satyajit Ray and
Mrinal Sen, he is often hailed as one
of Bengali cinema’s three maestros.
However, in a1997 article, Jacob
Levich referred to Ghatak as the
“problem child” and Ray asthe
“suitable boy” of Indian art cinema.
Ghatak’s films are “ragged, provi-
sional, intensely personal, yet epic
inshape, scope, and aspirations,”
according to Mr Levich.

His films continue to be among
the most potent artistic representa-
tions of the trauma of displacement
associated with Partition. Drawing
from his own experience of Parti-
tion as a young immigrant, his Parti-
tion trilogy, Meghe Dhaka Tara
(1960), Komal Gandhar (1961), and
Subarnarekha (1965), illustrates the
consequences of this colonial geo-
political exercise. Depicting a start-
lingly honest indictment of the
family as an institution, The Meghe

Dhalka Tara may be one of the most
tragic films ever produced.

A committed Marxist, alay Jun-
gian, and occasionally a novelist,
Ghatak was a key figure in the
Indian People’s Theatre Associ-
ation, the Communist Party of
India’s cultural wing,

Ghatak confined his filmmak-
ingto Bengal, even though he wrote
the script for Madhumati (1958), the
Hindi blockbuster directed by
Bimal Roy. Despite his talent, finan-
cial difficulties limited him to
making only eight films. His first
film, Nagarik (1952), is a blatantly
Communist picture that criticises
the Horatio Alger-like aspirations of
anaive young man in the Calcutta
slums. It’s arguably the first Bengali
art film. Butit was released in 1977,
after his passing.

Long before the Herbie films, his
first commercial release, the bitter-
sweet comedy Ajantrik (1958), was
one of the first Indian films to fea-
ture an inanimate object — a run-
down 1920s Chevrolet Jalopy
taxicab —asa character. Its stun-
ningdepiction of the intricate inter-
action between man and machine is
still relevant today. With a scenario
akin to Frangois Truffaut’s The400
Blows (1959), Ghatak’s Bari Theke
Paliye (1958) appears to be the most
playful of his films. It tells the story
of an imaginative village boy who
flees to the big city. Preceding Robert
Altman’s Nashville (1975), Titash Ekti
Nadir Naam (1973) isamong the

early works in a hyperlink structure,
with several charactersin a collec-
tion of connected storylines. But
under Ghatak’s direction, the nar-
rative transforms into a visionary,
alluring political movie.

Jukti Takko Aar Gappo (1977),
Ghatak’s swan song, is arguably the
most harsh and purposefully indec-
orous self-portrait ever recorded on
celluloid. Here, in the role of his
alter ego, the director alternates
between being irritable, hectoring,
resentful, and pitiful.

“As a creator of powerful images
inan epicstyle, he was virtually
unsurpassed in Indian cinema,”
Satyajit Ray stated in the “foreword”
to Cinemaand I, acompilation of
Ghatak’s cinematic essays.

Ghatak’s brilliance influenced a
generation of filmmakers, and he
was often hailed as a filmmakers’
filmmaker. Euripides, alegendary
Greek tragedian from the 5th cen-
tury BC, is renowned for his theatri-
cal innovations, having a significant
impact on drama even now. Was the
non-conformist Ritwik Ghatak the
Euripides of Indian cinema? In ref-
erence to Euripides, Ghatak
remarked, “We must orientate our
entire creative endeavour along...
the channel of epic mentality.” And
that may have transformed his film-
making art into a way to convey and
end people’s misery.

The author is professor of statistics,
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata
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Founded in New York as Doyle
Dane Bernbach (DDB) in 1949, the
ad agency went publicin 1964. The
merger of DDB, BBDO and Need-
ham Harper created the Omnicom
Group in 1986. The agency itself
was renamed DDB Worldwide in
1999. Today, it faces possible
extinction.

The news is that Omnicom will
retire the advertising network
DDB as part of its merger with the
Interpublic Group (IPG), most
likely in November itself. The
merged company will reportedly
consolidate creative operations
into three networks: McCann,
BBDO, and TBWA. Two other IPG
agencies — FCB and Mullen-
Lowe/Lintas are on shaky ground
too, and may also face the scalpel
in the merger, sooner or later.

In the past few years, the “right-
sizing” and “consolidation” at WPP
has resulted in iconic advertising
brand names like J Walter Thomp-
son, Young & Rubicam , and Wun-

derman being consigned tothe dust-
bin. Ad agency Grey too is slowly
losing its identity as it slithers
unsung under the larger Ogilvy
umbrella, most likely into oblivion.

Once a global network stitched
together by high-profile acquisi-
tions, Dentsu of Japan now finds
itself grappling with a multitude of
problems. The integration of Aegis,
Merkle, and other international
assets has proven more complex
than was expected. This has left the
Japanese giant, once my joint-ven-
ture partners in India, with a frag-
mented global operation and a
no-win choice about what to keep
and what to let go. Dentsu’s global
operation, which generated over $4.5
billionin netrevenuein 2024, isnow
onsale. Dentsuin recent monthshas
cut around 3,400 jobs — about 8 per
cent of its international workforce.
Revenues haveslipped, with organic
growth down 8.9 per cent in Asia-
Pacific (excludingJapan)and 3.4 per
cent in the Americas. There is real
trouble out there.

As if all this uncertainty was not
enough, artificial intelligence (Al) is
dramatically reshaping the oper-
ational processes in the advertising
business. With the capacity to
decipher complex patterns, predict
outcomes, and automate tasks, Al is
redefining the landscape for many
creative agencies, reshaping strat-
egies, and propelling the industry
into an era of data-driven, personal-
ised, and highly targeted advertising.

Theimpactof Alcanbefeltacrossthe
broad spectrum of advertising func-
tions, from fostering enhanced cus-
tomer insights to innovating media
buying. For most old-timers in the
business, itisbecomingincreasingly
difficult to comprehend the breadth
and depth of Al's transformative
influence on theworld of media, and
advertising agencies.

In the good ole days, finding a
new job after quitting one in adver-
tisingwasano-brainer. Job-hopping
wasan industry pastime. There were
openings everywhere, at all times,
and invariably at a better salary
package. The market was overwhel-
mingly weighed in favour of the
talent — but in recent months, the
tide has turned dramatically.
Redundancies across agencies trig-
gered by mergers, machines talking
to machines in media buying, Al
writing copy, visualising campaigns,
and even creating ad-films have
resulted in the job market suddenly
drying up. This is true worldwide; it
istruein India.

Given this new reality, manage-
ments at ad agencies should
actually be delighted by the abun-
dance of talent available. But that’s
where the catch is. Given the new
thrust on technology and data-
driven personalisation of brand
communication, the talent on offer
is actually unemployable and
unfortunately obsolete. “Seniority”
is no longer a virtue. It is no longer
an indication of maturity and

deeper understanding of advertis-
ing —instead, itis a signal of talent
from a generation long past.

Unfortunately, that understand-
ing of the new reality hasn’t yet
sunk in for practitioners (and even
managers) in the industry. It is
appalling that most leading net-
workad agenciesin India (yes, most
means almost all) are still zilch in
Al They have not even got them-
selves licensed copies of Al soft-
wares, let alone have employees use
it. Art directors are mostly using
free versions to create rudimentary
visuals. Why? The holding com-
panies are still “undecided”. WPP
Open, the AI platform meant to
deliver “speed & scale”, for
example, is still in beta and
nowhere near an India rollout.

In advertising today, those who
currently have jobs, need to quickly
get into “job-hugging” mode. Covet
their jobs. Value them. And no
longertreatthem asadisposable and
easily replaceable. Everyone needs
to upskill, and that too quickly. The
job market is goingtobecome tighter
andtighter,and moreruthlessinthe
days, and months, to come. The day
is not far when a bright 18-year-old
with “ideas and attitude” will be
more welcome at the agency than a
senior with 18 years of “experience”.
That is the uncoated truth. Unfortu-
nate, but real.

The author is chairman of
Rediffusion






