12

New Delhi
08 February 2026

Vol. CXXXXXX 06 (S)

The Sunday Statesman

With which is incorporated
The Englishman ~ founded 1821

History in Limbo

he uproar over a former army chief’s unpublished

memoir is less about one book and more about how a

democracy negotiates the uneasy space between

national security, political accountability, and
historical truth. When fragments of a still-uncleared manuscript
begin shaping parliamentary debate, the real story is not just
what is written on those pages, but why those pages have
become so sensitive in the first place.

At the heart of the controversy lies the memory of a crisis that
still unsettles the public imagination: a high-altitude
confrontation that cost lives and altered the strategic climate
along a contested border.

Decisions taken ~ or deferred ~ during those weeks inevitably
become part of the nation’s strategic folklore. It is precisely this
grey zone, where military judgment meets political direction,
that memoirs seek to illuminate and governments often prefer
to keep shaded.

There is a legitimate argument for caution. Operational
details, command procedures, and sensitive assessments
cannot be treated like material for casual disclosure. No serious
state can allow its security architecture to be
reverse-engineered through personal recollections.

Clearance processes exist for a reason, and retired officers are
not private citizens in quite the same way as retired
teachers or diplomats. The uniform, even when folded away,
leaves behind obligations.

Yet, prolonged silence and opaque delays create their own
problems. When a manuscript lingers in limbo, it invites
speculation, leaks, and selective quotation. Snippets then
acquire a political life of their own, detached from context,
sharpened into weapons for daily combat in Parliament. What
should have been a sober debate about process and precedent
becomes another shouting match, with rules and patriotism
hurled at each other like slogans.

This is not healthy for civil-military relations or for
democratic oversight. A republic does not honour its armed
forces by turning every uncomfortable question into an act of
disloyalty. Nor does it strengthen national security by
pretending that strategic episodes can be sealed off from
historical scrutiny forever. The public does not need theatrics; it
needs clarity about how decisions are made when the stakes
involve lives, territory, and long-term deterrence.

There is also a quieter issue here: who gets to write the first
draft of history. If only officially curated versions are allowed to
circulate, trust slowly erodes. If, on the other hand, personal
accounts are published without restraint, institutions risk being
weakened by careless disclosure. The answer lies in a
transparent, time-bound, and credible review process ~ one that
explains what must be withheld, what can be edited, and what
can safely be shared.

Memoirs of soldiers are not gossip columns; they are part of a
nation’s strategic memory. They help future leaders understand
not just what happened, but how uncertainty, pressure, and
ambiguity shape real decisions. Keeping such accounts
permanently suspended between secrecy and scandal serves
no one.

A confident democracy should be able to protect its security
without fearing its own history ~ and should be mature enough
to let that history be examined in full, not through leaked lines
and political noise.

A Bad Call

he row over Peter Mandelson’s appointment as

Britain’s ambassador to the United States has become

more than a scandal about a man’s past. It has turned

into a stress test of Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s
judgement, his authority over the Labour Party, and his
instinct for how much risk he can afford to normalise.

At one level, the controversy is brutally simple.

Mr Mandelson’s long association with Jeffrey Epstein was not
an obscure footnote.

It was a reputational hazard so obvious that it should have
triggered the most unforgiving scrutiny. Mr Starmer has said he
was misled about the depth of that relationship, while also
acknowledging that he knew it continued after Epstein’s
conviction. Those two claims sit uneasily together.

Leaders are not only responsible for what they are told;
they are responsible for what they choose to treat as
adequate reassurance.

Vetting, in such cases, is not a ceremonial hurdle. It is where
political judgement is supposed to assert itself. The question is
not whether procedures were followed, but whether they were
followed with the seriousness the situation demanded. When
the stakes involve the credibility of the government abroad and
trust at home, “we were assured” is not a defence. It is an
admission that plausibility was mistaken for proof.

The drama in the House of Commons made the political cost
visible. Mr Starmer entered the debate trying to control the
terms of disclosure, only to be forced into a climbdown by anger
from his own benches.

The fact that senior Labour figures helped drive that reversal
matters. This was not just opposition theatre; it was an internal
verdict that the Prime Minister had misjudged both the
substance of the issue and the mood of the party.

Such moments linger. A prime minister can survive a bad
appointment. What is harder to shake is the impression that
authority had to be wrestled into the right position rather than
exercised there from the start.

When backbenchers sense hesitation or defensiveness at the
top, discipline weakens and every subsequent controversy
becomes harder to contain.

The ongoing police investigation sets legal limits on what can
be said or released, but it does not change the political
reckoning,. The core issue is not only what Mr Mandelson did,
or did not do. It is why Mr Starmer’s government concluded
that this appointment was worth the exposure it carried, and
why it took a bruising Commons confrontation to reverse
course on transparency.

For Labour, the episode arrives at an awkward time, when it
wants to project competence and restore standards. Instead, it
has offered a reminder that credibility is not built by process
alone, and authority is not preserved by managing the optics of
retreat. It is built by decisions that look cautious in advance ~
and firm when they turn out to be wrong,
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Treading with caution

Althoughcapacity buildinghas
been highlighted asoneofthe
government's kartyavas'to
enhancetheemployability of
youthandjobseekers, the
governmentstrackrecordin
generatingemployment
requiresresurgence.Certain
initiatives havebeen
announcedforthetourism,
health, caregivingand service
sectorsbutthetimehascometo
talkabouttheelephantinthe
roomupfrontandtoinitiate
robuststrategiestowards
employmentgeneration

hile announcing budgets each

fiscal year, India has been

experimenting on various growth

models, some led by capex,
others hoping to be triggered by enhanced
domestic consumption. In the budget of
2022-23, the budget rode high on capex
pushing growth and this author had discussed
the role of investment for growth relying
heavily on capital investment in infrastructure,
on public sector investments and on the
potency of the private sector acting as a
catalyst via increased investments (The
Statesman, 4 April 2022).

The budget of 2025-26, this author had
analyzed, was largely a balancing act, wherein
the government had placed increased faith
inboosting domestic consumption through
personal tax relief as well as in generating
consumer demand by reducing the indirect
tax burden of GST (The Statesman, 25
February 2025, and 31 October 2025).

In FY 2025-26, India’s growth strategy
relied primarily on private consumption,
which was pegged at 7 per cent, primarily
boosted by rural demand. With the government
front-loading capital expenditure, investment
grew at the rate of 7.8 per cent. Manufacturing,
mostly based on high value technical products,
was more subdued, following at a rate of 7
per cent. But it was the services sector
benefiting from growth in infrastructure,
expanded warehousing and availability of
strategic credit, that rose by 9.1 per cent,
spearheading the India growth story.

Given this backdrop, the economy is
expected to benefit from a diversified base
of domestic consumption, the government-led
thrust on capex, aburgeoning service sector
and a supporting infrastructure-led ecosystem
to provide stable ground for its projected
growth in 2026-27. The challenges, however,
are humongous. Geopolitical tensions, trade
disruptions, global trade protectionism,
flight of foreign capital, the sliding rupee
that has fallen by over 5 per cent against the
US dollar and a threatening tariff regime.
There is also the need to confront domestic
difficulties on account of weak urban
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consumption, tardy private investment,low
agricultural productivity, natural disasters,
and the adverse fallouts of climate change.
In 2026, the government has therefore
adopted a cautionary approach thanks to
the geopolitical headwinds and has presented
a conservative budget based on the three
“kartyavas” of sustainable economic growth,
capacity-building and sabka sath, sabka
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compared to the previous year. Hence the
fiscal deficit will mostly have to be funded
out of borrowings which are expected to
rise by 3.6 per cent. The Government has
also planned toraise gross borrowings which
is estimated to rise by a whopping 17. 7 per
cent as well as to generate 234 per cent
more in surplus of the RBI and PSUs.

In an attempt to further

vikas. Elaborating further, the Finance
Minister has stated that these three
pillars will expedite the reform momentum
towards Viksit Bharat.

While thefirst “kartyava” was proposed
tobeachieved by enhancing productivity
and competitiveness and building resilience
to volatile global dynamics, the second

provide buffers against external
headwinds, the Budget has
highlighted the mandate of
self-reliance, and in this
process, a specific set of
industries, spread over bio
pharma, rare earths, electronics
and semiconductors, have
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“kartavya” relies on capacity building to CHATTERJEE been earmarked for policy
fulfil aspirations and the third “kartavya” support with reliance on
is proposed to be achieved by ensuring  Thewriterisa  cutting edge technologies
that every family has access to resources, former such as application of Artificial
amenities and opportunities for meaningful Secretary Intelligence. Infrastructure,
participation. The government continues tothe which has been the
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Inthe Budget of 202627, the government
is estimated to spend 7.7 per cent more
than the revised estimate of 2025-26, while
receipts are projected to be 7.2 per cent
higher than the revised estimate of 2025-26,
predicting a nominal GDP growth of 10 per
cent in 2026-27. Revenue deficit is targeted
at 1.5 per cent of GDP, similar to that of
2025-26, while fiscal deficit, reduced from
4.4 per cent of 2025-26, is targeted to be at
4.3 per cent of the GDP.

Outstanding liabilities, which are projected
as 55.6 per cent of the GDP, as compared to
56.1per cent of GDPin 2025-26, are expected
to fall to 50 per cent of GDP by March 31.
Such fiscal rectitude is a reflection of a
cautionary approach of balancing domestic
growth while cushioning it from the volatility
of the changing global economic order.

Tax revenue has been projected to rise
modestly to 8 per cent of GDP, with the
rationalization of GST in 2025 leading to a
2.62 per cent decline in the collection as

dedicated freight corridors,

operationalizing 20 national
waterways for the next five years, seven
high speed rail corridors, mega textile parks
as well as three chemical parks.

Although capacity building has been
highlighted as one of the government's
“kartyavas” to enhance the employability of
youth and job seekers, the government’s
track record in generating employment
requires resurgence.

Certain initiatives have been announced
for the tourism, health, care giving and
service sectors but the time has come to
talk about the elephant in the room upfront
and to initiate robust strategies towards
employment generation.

In the context of taxes, there are no major
announcements for the direct tax regime
given the previous year’s rejig, except for
certain procedural initiatives for updating
returns and immunity from penalty in
under-reporting income. There is, however,
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some news for corporates in that the Minimum
Alternate Tax (MAT) will be converted to a
final tax with no further credit accumulation
after April 1. The new Rule means that the
companies will be able to draw on their
existing credits and the set off for tax credit
will be restricted to 25 per cent of the tax
liability in the new regime.

Policy wise, the efforts are mostly confined
to forming high level committees to work
with state governments on regulations and
compliance. Other policy initiatives are for
comprehensive review of the banking sector,
restructuring the Power Finance and the
Rural Electrification Corporations and review
of the Foreign Exchange Management Act.
To ensure sustained energy transition efforts,
a scheme for Carbon Capture Utilization
and Storage will be set up. Basic customs
duty will be exempt from goods required
for nuclear projects, on capital goods required
forlithiumion cells as well as critical minerals
processing.

Another policy initiative declares that
Coconut, Cashew and Coco promotion
schemes will be set up and a multilingual
Al tool has been proposed to integrate the
agri-stack portal and the ICAR on agricultural
practices. Towards export promotion, exporters
of textile, footwear and leather, who have
suffered in the tariff war and trade disruptions
will get six extra months to complete exports
using duty free inputs.

Additionally, duty exemption benefits for
export production have been extended to
shoe manufacturers. Exporters have also
been allowed as a special measure to sell
their products in domestic markets at
concessional rates of duty.

This is therefore a reticent, conservative
budget with no big bang announcements
for investors, consumers and job seekers
and contains no enticements for poll-going
states. Discretion, they say, is the better part
of valour. The budget 0of 2026-27 has accepted
this philosophy in choosing the path of
wisdom and caution, a path which the
country needs to tread carefully against the
changing global order and volatile geopolitical
headwinds.

A tough fiscal test awaits the next government

n the run-up to the national election,

political parties in Bangladesh are

making an array of commitments to

voters, such as job creation for the
youth, increased allocation for health and
education, support for households, social
protection, and price relief. These are
attractive pledges at atime when citizens
are facing prolonged economic hardship.
However, in most cases, these pledges
are not accompanied by detailed, fully
costed fiscal plans explaining how they
will be financed.

What will be the timeline for
implementation? How much additional
cost willbe required? How much revenue
will be forgoneif various cuts are offered?
What are the implications for the budget
deficit and government debt? In the
absence of detailed proposals within a
concrete fiscal framework, these promises
remain only broad economic aspirations.

Thelack of fiscal details is problematic

on several fronts. The elected government
will face a mounting challenge to create
fiscal space in an economy already stretched
to its limits. Due to weak

in FY2024. During the first half (July-December)

of FY2026, the National Board of Revenue

recorded a shortfall of Tk 46,000 crore in
revenue collection.

revenue mobilisation, rising
publicliabilities,and growing
contingent obligations, the
manoeuvring space has
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narrowed sharply. But the ANN
demands on public funds,
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from development spending
and social protection to debt
servicing and institutional reform, are
high. How the next government manages
this fiscal balancing act will largely
determine the country’s economic trajectory
in the post-election period.

At the heart of this challenge lies an
alarmingly low tax-GDP ratio. Bangladesh’s
tax effort has fallen to a historic low,
placing it among the lowest performers
globally. In FY2025, the tax-GDP ratio
was 6.8 percent, down from 7.38 percent
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A balance

Sir, This refers to the article, “Realstic
and achievable?” by Dilip Datta and Arpita
Saha, published today. From one perspective,
the continued reliance of the Government
of India on borrowing can be defended as a
pragmatic response to developmental and
macroeconomic realities. As a growing
economy with vast infrastructure needs and
social obligations, India cannot depend
solely on current revenues to finance long-term
investments.

Borrowing, when directed toward capital
expenditure such as roads, railways, digital
infrastructure, and human capital, can
generate future growth and higher revenues,
thereby improving debt sustainability over
time. In periods of economic slowdown or
external shocks, fiscal deficits also play a
counter-cyclical role by sustaining demand,

preventing deeper recessions, and protecting
vulnerable sections of society. On the other
hand, the argument against persistent fiscal
and revenue deficits is compelling.

High revenue deficits suggest that borrowed
funds are increasingly used for consumption
and routine expenditure rather than productive
investment. This weakens the quality of
fiscal spending and places a long-term
burden on public finances. Rising debt levels
and interest servicing obligations reduce
fiscal space, constrain developmental spending,
and increase vulnerability to changes in
interest rates and investor sentiment. Over
time, excessive borrowing can crowd out
private investment and undermine confidence
in the government’s ability to manage its
finances prudently.

Balancing these two positions, the issue
is not borrowing per se but the manner and
purpose for whichitisused. Borrowing that
supports growth-enhancing investment can
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A Member

This reflects deep structural
weaknesses in the revenue system.
For over a decade, revenue targets
have been repeatedly missed,
undermining budget credibility. This
has forced the government to rely
on external and domestic borrowing,
Therefore, fiscal policy has increasingly
become reactive rather than strategic.

Expenditure pressures are set to intensify
sharply in the coming years. The government
faces a growing list of financial obligations
that cannot be postponed further. The
Bangladesh Power Development Board
needs to clear unpaid bills amounting to
more than Tk 20,000 crore, largely owed
to power producers. The government has
also committed to injecting Tk 20,000
crore into Sammilito Islami Bank as part

ofits efforts to stabilise the banking sector.
Thesefiscal burdens are likely to constrain
the government’s policy choices.

Another challenge would beimplementing
the recommendations of the pay commission
set up by the interim government. The
proposal includes salary increases for
government employees by 100 to 142
percent. While there is a legitimate case
for adjusting wages after years of high
inflation, the fiscal implications are
substantial. Implementing these
recommendations without adequate
preparation could crowd out development
expenditures and exacerbate fiscal deficits.

External vulnerabilities compound
these domestic pressures. Although the
foreign exchange reserves have recovered
to $28.68 billion as of January 29, 2026
from $20.49 billion on July 31,2024, they
remain insufficient to comfortably meet
rising import bills and external debt
obligations.

be fiscally justifiable, whereas borrowing
driven by structural revenue weaknesses
and expenditure rigidities poses serious
risks. If left unchecked, such imbalances
may fuel inflationary pressures and heighten
fiscal fragility. Therefore, long-term fiscal
sustainability demands reforms aimed at
strengthening revenue mobilisation, rationalising
subsidies,improving expenditure efficiency,
and ensuring that deficits are aligned with
productive and inclusive growth objectives.
Yours, etc., Narayanan Kizhumundayur,
Thrissur, 6 February.

Well thought-out

Sir, This refers to the news report,
“Chandrima tables interim Budget, proposes
Rs.4,06,084.17 crore for 2026-27”, published
today in The Statesman. The interim Budget,
which was tabled in the West Bengal Assembly
yesterday is populist and has apparently

been prepared keeping in mind the upcoming
State Assembly election. As reported, there
willbe anincrease in the Lakshmir Bhandar
scheme amount by Rs. 500 per month from
February. There will also be a 4 per cent
additional dearness allowance (DA) for state
government employees, school and college
teachers. Agricultural workers will get Rs.
4,000 annually payable in two installments.
Thebudgetary allocations are well thought
out. I feel that the masterstroke by the
Mamata Banerjee government in this year's
interim Budget is the introduction of a
scheme for unemployed youths, between
the ages 21 and 40, who have passed
Madhyamik or equivalent examination. The
scheme, called Banglar Yuba Sathi, will give
theunemployed youths Rs.1,500 per month
till they get a job. As reported, it will be
launched on 15 August.
Yours, etc., Anupam Neogi,
Kolkata, 6 February.
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Parade for a mature Republic

AMITK PAUL

he Republic Day parade
inIndia holds a venerable
and distinguished tradition.
When it started in 1950
one of its main objectives was to
solemnly commemorate the
inauguration of the Republic and,
in the immediate aftermath of
Independence, to powerfully project
the foundational national concept
of unity in diversity. Consequently,
the occasion served not merely as
a platform to honour the nation's
martyrs, recognize acts of bravery,
and showcase the military prowess
of the nascent Republic, but equally
as a celebration of its inherent
cultural and regional diversity. To
this end, the procession incorporated
both the martial parade, comprising
disciplined marching contingents
from the armed forces and security
agencies along with their equipment,
and a significant cultural component
through the inclusion of thematic
tableaus representing various states
and performances by artistes and
school children
Over the years, the nature of the
parade has demonstrably undergone
substantial transformation. While
positive changes aimed at
improvement are welcome, the
increasing trend to transform this
national celebration into a spectacle
designed primarily for mass
entertainment is a cause for concern.
There is no quarrel on the inclusion
of elements that highlight the
country's multifarious progress -
be it in technological, defense, or
cultural spheres in the celebration
of the Republic but the question
which begs consideration is whether
all of it must necessarily be a part
of the parade?
Is it appropriate or essential for
professional soldiers of the nation's
armed forces to engage in complex

acrobatic displays such as balancing
precariously on motorcycles or
revolving in formation’ on fabricated
contraptions attached to them? While
such displays of skills may appeal
to a certain section of the audience
and be suitable in informal settings
they appear profoundly discordant
with the solemnity of the Republic
Day parade, an event broadcast
globally and watched by millions
worldwide. Far from inspiring the
intended sense of awe and military
confidence, such theatrical performances
by soldiers regrettably tends to
generate widespread social media
ridicule and memes, an outcome
that is wholly counterproductive
and easily avoidable.

Similarly, the necessity of presenting
‘despatchers’ in the manner that
they were or the need of displaying
animals utilized by the armed and
security forces across the country,
marching in stylized formations,
is debatable. It is acknowledged
that every global military force
employs diverse resources and that
its personnel possess a wide array
of specialized skills but is the display
of all these operational elements
in the parade necessary?

To maintain the sanctity and
dignity of the parade, and
simultaneously ensure its relevance
to the needs of a Republic that is
now over 75 years old, a judicious
balance must be struck between
the military parade and the cultural
components. This necessary
segregation could be effectively
achieved by detaching all cultural
elements from the parade and
designating a separate, dedicated
national Cultural Celebration of
the Republic. This event could be
formally scheduled for January 27,
hosted at a suitable venue such as
the National Stadium and graced
by the President, the Prime Minister,
and other national dignitaries,

PERSPECTIVE

alongside the public. It would provide
a fitting and focused platform to
showcase the nation's cultural
diversity, talent, and skills and can
be executed on a much larger and
grander scale. Consequently, the
state tableaus, cultural performances,
and all other non-military displays
could take place on this day.

Furthermore, it would allow
military personnel involved in these
cultural presentations to perform
without the constraints of uniform
if their participation is necessary.
This restructuring would achieve
two key objectives: firstly, it would
substantially reduce the excessive
length of the parade on January
26; and secondly, it would create
the vital opportunity to incorporate
a greater number of marching
contingents and display more
sophisticated military equipment,
thereby projecting a more substantive
and contemporary image of the
country's military strength.

The entirety of the Commemoration
of the Republic could then formally
and traditionally culminate on
January 29 with the 'Beating the
Retreat' ceremony. Historically, the
'retreat' bugle call was a time-honored
military convention, marking the
moment when fighting ceased,
colours were lowered, and military
forces withdrew from the battlefield
to return to their respective barracks
or stations. The 'Beating the Retreat'
ceremony, therefore, signifies the
official and ceremonial conclusion
of the Republic Day events. It is a
tradition which is meticulously
performed to precise, martial
marching beats, demanding and
retaining a solemn, dignified, and
disciplined character. It is crucial
that the essential nature of this
ceremony is not misunderstood or,
worse, deliberately diluted.

While the exceptional musical
talent and versatility of the armed

forces bands including their ability
to flawlessly execute everything
from classical compositions to

contemporary, even
Bollywood-inspired, numbers, is
acknowledged, the 'Beating the
Retreat' ceremony is fundamentally
the wrong occasion for such a
display. The very essence of the
ceremony is discipline and military
rigour. Soldiers march, execute
intricate drill formations, and play
on instruments to time-honored
martial beats and ruffles. Itis these
rhythms which are the soundtrack
of military life, and tunes which
remind one of R D Burman or the
drumming in of popular numbers
like 'O Haseena Zulfon Wali' or'My
Name Is Lakhan.' To introduce such
elements risks trivializing the event.

Furthermore, the personnel
involved in the ceremony - the
drummers and musicians - are
military men and women executing
aformal drill. They are not intended
to perform the role of dholis at a
Punjabi wedding, playing tunes to
vigorously encourage the audience
to join a spontaneous dance, nor
are they the percussionists of a
garba ceremony. While these forms
of vibrant cultural display have
their rightful place within the broader
national celebrations, they too can
be reserved for the Cultural Celebration

of the Republic. There is a genuine
risk that in our zeal to project a
modern, all-encompassing image
of nationalism, we might inadvertently
'tinker" with the basic nature and
fundamental purpose of this
time-honored ceremony and reduce
a military ritual into nothing more
than a high-profile, public performance
by the bands of the armed forces.
Today, we must introspect and
ask ourselves: What should be the
desired purpose of our National
Commemorations? Do we seek a
solemn and powerful Republic Day
parade that unequivocally projects
the nation’s disciplined strengths,
military might, and makes us proud
of our armed forces and martial
traditions along with a cultural
display which puts every other
ceremony to shame? Or, are we
content to allow the function to
devolve into a chaotic and contradictory
mix of a school's annual day
celebration, a cultural fair, a martial
parade, and a circus, all awkwardly
rolled into a single event which
has something for everyone? And
while we introspect on this can
someone please stop the theatrics
undertaken by the BSF at Attari?

(The write is a lawyer turned entrepreneur and can be
reached at amitkrishankanpaul@gmail.com. He is
the author of ‘Meghdoot: The Beginning of the
Coldest War’ which tells the story of the race to
Siachen between India and Pakistan.)

Beyond guides, tourism education needs reform

ALOK SHARMA AND
JEETDOGRA

ndia’s tourism sector is entering

apivotal moment. The recently

presented Union Budget 202627

lays out an ambitious vision -
from enhanced connectivity and
cultural circuit development to job
creation and workforce skilling, Yet,
amid these welcome policy signals,
one foundational issue remains
conspicuously under addressed: the
urgent need to modernise tourism
education and human capital
development to align with the sector’s
rapid transformation.

The Budget underscored tourism,
transport, and skills development
as central to national growth, setting
the tone for an accelerated push to
strengthen India’s travel ecosystem.
Notable announcements included
plans to train 10,000 tourist guides
to enhance on-ground visitor
experiences and deliver higher
service standards at key destinations.
It also outlined wide-ranging tourism
skilling initiatives, touching upon
hospitality education, heritage and
nature-based experiences, and
digital documentation of cultural
sites through a national destination
knowledge grid. These reflect a
promising policy orientation towards
workforce readiness and cultural
preservation.

Despite this focus, the structural
disconnect between academic
outputs and industry demand
persists. Tourism today is vastly
more complex than traditional
hospitality and travel services. It
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now includes digital engagement,
sustainability governance, crisis
management, destination branding,
experience design, and
community-inclusive development.
According to UN Tourism (2023),
nearly 75 per cent of emerging
tourism jobs will require hybrid
competencies that blend technology;,
sustainability awareness, and strategic
thinking - skills rarely cultivated
by legacy curricula.
Economically, the potential is
immense. The World Travel and
Tourism Council’s India Economic
Impact Report 2024 estimates that
tourism contributes over 7 per cent
of India’s GDP and supports more
than 43 million jobs. Yet, employers
across the industry report a persistent
skills mismatch - a gap between
what graduates are trained for and
what the workplace demands. This
tension undermines service quality,
restricts productivity gains, and
limits India’s capacity to compete
on the global tourism stage.
Budget 2026’ initiatives hint at
the right direction but remain
insufficient without systematic
educational reform. For example,
while training 10,000 guides will
improve visitor engagement, India’s
broader workforce - from destination
managers to digital marketing
experts - still lacks access to
integrated, industry-aligned, and
practice-oriented education pathways.
High-speed rail corridors and
expanded waterways will physically
connect destinations, but it is human
capability that will ultimately
determine whether these linkages

translate into quality tourism
experiences.

A core reform priority must be
industry-academia integration.
Leading tourism economies globally
embed apprenticeship models,
co-designed curricula, extended
field immersion, and destination-linked
learning labs into their higher
education systems. These models
ensure that students graduate with
real-world competencies and are
ready to contribute effectively from
day one.

Institutions such as Indian Institute
of Tourism and Travel Management
(IITTM) are already aligned with
this vision. Established under the
Ministry of Tourism, [ITTM serves
as a national hub for tourism
education, skills development, and
applied research, with campuses
across different regions. Strengthening
its role, and replicating its best
practices across state universities
and national institutes, will be
crucial for creating a continuum of
quality tourism education that is
both competitive and contextually
relevant.

Sustainability also demands a
central place in curricula. The OECD
Tourism Trends and Policies Report
2023 highlights climate resilience,
overtourism mitigation, and ecosystem
stewardship as priority issues for
global tourism. India’s fragile
Himalayan regions, congested
spiritual circuits, and sensitive
coastal ecosystems require tourism
professionals trained in
carrying-capacity assessment,
responsible destination planning,
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and community-centric engagement
models. Without this expertise,
tourism growth could come at the
cost of environmental degradation
and social discontent.

Digital transformation is another
frontier. Technologies such as
Al-based visitor analytics, smart
destination platforms, immersive
digital marketing, and heritage
interpretation systems are rapidly
shaping traveller decisions. The
UN Tourism Digital Transformation
Report 2022 emphasises that
technological fluency is now essential
for destination competitiveness.
Incorporating digital tourism and
data literacy into core curricula -
rather than relegating them to
optional electives - is imperative.

Effective reform will require
coordinated governance. The Ministry
of Tourism, higher education
authorities, and the National Skill
Development Corporation must
collaborate to establish outcome-based
education standards aligned with
the National Skills Qualification
Framework. This alignment can

elevate certification credibility,
improve job market signalling, and
ensure that graduate competencies
match industry expectations.

India now stands at a strategic
crossroads. Budget 2026’s tourism
measures are a positive starting
point, but long-term success will
depend on whether policy prioritises
human capital with the same vigour
as physical infrastructure. Roads,
rail corridors, and seaplane connectivity
can open up destinations - but it is
skilled tourism professionals who
will create memorable experiences,
safeguard sustainability,and convert
policy ambitions into lived reality.

Tourism education reform is not
a peripheral policy add-on. It is
strategic infrastructure. If India
aspires to evolve from mass tourism
to meaningful value creation globally,
investing in intellectual capital
must be at the heart of its growth
agenda.

(The writers are, respectively, Director and
Assistant Professor, Indian Institute of Tourism
& Travel Management, an autonomous body
under the Ministry of Tourism, Govt. of India.)
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ACROSS 14 Boxer's cunning 27 A good service was 3 Areanear ground, 15 Ring users with

with rowers one of her or the ground itself radical compounds,

1 Gymnast needs this (9) strengths (5) about 50
money in the bank 16 Some rubbing out (4) 4 Letter opposing (9)

(7) needed in this 28 Robin's mate drink (7) 18 A bit worried about

5 Decline what every game (5) defending small 6 Part of course old US lawman’s
player strives for 17 Comparatively member of 24 inspires old CV? (7)

(7) adept sailor with before change in character to 20 Display of slippers

10 Part of the Scillies, large margins of terminology develop choppers rocks head office in
eastern half error (5) (7) (6) Cornwall?
redeveloped (4) 19 Button container 29 Son joins keener 7 Location of (3,4)

11 Court investigation that needs refilling member of 24 at member of 24'sold 21 It's mean to state
leader rejected for regularly (6,3) the back theatre cutting how old someone is
debate (2,8) 23 0Old couple in Split, (7) (2,3,4) (7)

{ 12 Useless way to dancing perhaps (8) 8 Stealing possible 22 Crossing line, a bear
carry goods | 24 Team in taxi DOWN contents of mound raised game
imported (2,4) missing reserves in Suffolk? (7) (6)

13 Ultimately fit and (6) 2 London 24 seen 9 Police aim to do 25 Albatross beats this
lithe, trained in Air 26 A blend of chats primarily in 3 on this sport bird of prey
Corps (8) and spiel? (5,5) left (7) (6,7) (5)

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

WINTER WINDS

SUDIPTA GHOSH

hereis a particular kind of madness that

overtakes the Indian soul when the

temperature drops a few degrees. We call

it “winter,” though any Scotsman would
call it a pleasant spring day. For us, it is a license
to turn into absolute gluttons.

I have always maintained that the way toaman’s
heart - and his undoing - is through his gullet. In
winter, this path is paved with peethas, payas, and
mountains of sun-soaked vegetables. But the real
“elixir of the gods” is not found in a bottle of Chivas;
it is that earthen pot of raw date juice, stolen from
the heights of a tree while the rest of the world is
still snoring. My childhood friend, a fellow conspirator
in mischief, would drag me out in the pre-dawn
chill. That juice, cold as a mother-in-law’s kiss and
sweet as forbidden fruit, had an aroma that would
make a teetotaller swear off water.

We would spend our afternoons on the rooftop,
defying parental edicts on hygiene. There is no
joy greater than sitting in the sun, ignoring the
dust of athousand passing vehicles, and devouring
abowl of khichuri with fried eggplant. My mother
would scream about “deleterious effects,” but what
is life without a little stomach-ache?

However, the bill for such gluttony must always
be paid. In winter, we avoid water as if it were
poison and pile on woollens until we look like
overstuffed bolsters. The result? A digestive
rebellion. The “gastronomical delights™ inevitably
give way to “olfactory offences.”

I remember the nights spent huddled under a
single, gargantuan blanket with a dozen cousins.
It was a minefield. Someone would invariably let
fly a “silent but violent” one, leading to a chorus
of accusations. But you could not hide the “siren.”
There was always one cousin - there’s one in every
family - whose bowels played a symphony of
different musical notes, forcing him to flee to the
icy loo before the sun was up, while the rest of us
stayed snug in our “full-throated ease.”

The climax of winter flatulence, however, is
best experienced in a public bus. Picture it: the
windows are jammed shut to keep out the “biting
north wind,” creating a vacuum of human breath
and unwashed wool. Suddenly, the unmistakable,
sulphurous stench of a rotten egg fills the cabin.
It is a moment of pure, unadulterated democracy
- everyone suffers equally.

In my day, we would hold our noses and curse
the “unknown delinquent.” But once, a wag in the
crowd - a man after my own heart - raised his
voice above the murmurs. “Why complain about
this poor fellow’s gas?” he quipped. “Does it stink
any worse than the cesspool of our politics?”

A deafening silence followed. The bus load of
passengers sat there, pondering the profound
connection between a bad stomach and a bad
state. And then, as if on cue, a long, whistling
siren escaped from somewhere in the back - a
gusty, flatulent “Amen” to the truth.

News Items

MOROCCAN WAR

TETUAN BOMBARDED
BY RIFFS

(“Times” Special Service.)
London, Feb.

The Times, Tangier correspondent states that
the Riff artillery is again bombarding Tetuan, and
has destroyed houses in the Jewish quarter,
causing several casualties. The Riffs’ guns are
situated on the face of a precipice in the mountains
opposite and high above the town, making attempts
to dislodge them most difficult and costly. The
Tetuan batteries and the air force are replying to
the shell fire, but immediately each shot is fired
the Riffs’ guns are withdrawn into the recesses
and caves in which they are kept concealed.

WIMBLEDON TENNIS

INDIAN TEAM MAY
BE SENT

(From Our Own Reporter.)
Allahabad, Feb.

I have the authority of Mr. A. C. Gupta, one of the
hony, secretaries of the Indian Lawn Tennis
Association, for saying it is not unlikely that India
will be represented at this year’s Davis Cup
competition. He is personally in favour of entering
a team, even if it means that one or two of the
younger players will have to be chosen. As he says
it is to younger players that India will have to look
to in the future and the experience gained will be
very valuable. The present position is that a circular
letter has been sent to all the members of the
Council asking for their views. A final decision will
bereached at the general meeting of the Association
to be held in Lahore at the end of February. It is
likely that the desire that India should be represented
at Wimbledon at this her jubilee year when the
best players from all over the world will be competing
will probably influence a favourable decision.

CAMPBELL HOSPITAL

VISIT BY H. E. LORD
LYTTON

His Excellency the Governor of Ben-gal
accompanied by the Countess of Lytton visited the
Campbell Hospital yesterday morning. The members
of the Hospital Staff were presented to His Excellency,
who with the Countess of Lytton inspected the
various wards of the hospital accompanied by the
Superintendent, Major W. L. Harnett, LM.S.
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Opinion

Carlos Alcaraz holds the Norman Brookes Challenge Cup at the Australian
Open tennis championship, in Melbourne, Australia, earlier this week AP

[s Carlos Alcaraz really
brilliant or just ‘Tucky’?

RINGSIDE

VIEW

Tushar Bhaduri

CARLOS ALCARAZ DENIED Novak

Djokovicarecord-breaking 25th Grand
Slamsinglestitleat the Australian Open,
making history of his own by becoming
the youngest man to win all four tennis
Majors.Theyoung Spaniardis clearly the
best player of his generation. His close
rival Jannik Sinner trails him in Grand
Slam countand head-to-head meetings.
He is a metronome in comparison, not
quite possessing Alcaraz’s x-factor and
ability to produce something out of the
blue at a big moment. However, some-
thing that Toni Nadal said in the after-
math of the events in Melbourne has
made news.Toni— the uncle,guide, for-
mer coach and mentor of Rafael Nadal,
the holder of 22 Grand Slam singles
titles — felt Alcaraz was “lucky” that “his
opponents are of alower calibre.”

The 64-year-old was quick to add
that it was not an attempt to belittle
his younger compatriot, but an hon-
est assessment.

“He [Alcaraz] has exceptional physi-
cal attributes, excellent technical skill,”
Toni said,but contrasted the present era
with the one gone by, when his nephew
was a member of the proverbial ‘Big
Three’in men’s tennis.

“Before, when you went out to play
against [Juan Martin] Del Potro, [Andy]
Murray, or [Stan] Wawrinka, you knew
you were going to suffer and that the
matchwasgoing tobetough.Iftheyhad
a great day, they could beat you,” he told
Spanish radio station Onda Cero.

However, during that era, only Mur-
rayand Wawrinka managed towin three
Grand Slams each. Many talented play-
ers failed to get over the triple threat.

Jo-Wilfried Tsonga was one of the
players to have fallen short as his career
coincided with those of Djokovic, Nadal
and Roger Federer.He defeated Nadal in
the semifinals of the 2008 Australian
Open, but fell to Djokovic in the title
clash —the Serb’s first Grand Slam title.
At the 2010 Australian Open, he
defeated Djokovicat thelast-eight stage,
only to fall to a rampant Federer in the
nextround.The Frenchman got thebet-
ter of Federer in the quarterfinals of the
2011, but then came second-best to
Djokovic.Themoral of the storyis: If one
(of the Big Three) doesn’t get you,
another one invariably will. Tsonga,
who retired in 2022, is well placed to
comparewhat is often referred toas the
‘golden erain men’s tennis’and the cur-
rent disposition.

“He (Alcaraz)is definitelyacomplete
(player). Really. But is he stronger than
these players (the Big 3) in any aspect?
Physically? Mentally? We really don’t
have a clue,” Tsonga was quoted as say-
ing by Univers Tennis.

“Iwould haveliked tosee Alcarazwin
Roland Garros, defeating Del Potro in
the third round, Wawrinka fourth,
Djokovic quarterfinal, Nadal semifinal,
and Federer final”

Reflectingonthe currentlandscape,
the winner of 18 ATP singles titles —
including two Masters 1000 events —
said: “Today, they(Sinnerand Alcaraz) are
dominating like hell. But they are (the)
only two in the field”

Looking backwith fondness

But one can only beat the player on
the other side of the net. Grand Slam
tournaments, more often than not,
bring the cream to the top at the busi-
ness end.And there’s a hint of nostalgia
in claiming that things are not as good

astheyused tobe.

Federerwon hisfirst cluster of Majors
— before Nadal and Djokovic hit their
prime — defeating players such as Mark
Philippoussis, Fernando Gonzalez and
Marcos Baghdatis, who never won a
Grand Slam title. The likes of Nikolay
Davidenko and David Nalbandian were
two of the others who regularly used to
make thelast-fourstage.Willit befairto
saythat Federerwas‘lucky’at that time?
Had it not been for the Swiss maestro,
these players would have been Grand
Slam champions today.

Federer also beat Marat Safin, Lley-
ton Hewitt, Andy Roddick and Andre
Agassi— all Major champions — during
thattime,and all of them conceded that
theyfell toamanwhowas playing tennis
atanotherlevel.

Attheturnofthecentury,Agassiand
Pete Sampras were the reigning deities
intennis —the latterwas considered the
gold standard and finished with 14
Grand Slam titles,a mark that was con-
sidered, at that stage, tough to breach.
Agassi had completed the career Grand
Slam - something that hadn’t been
achieved by a male player for 30 years.

ButthetwoAmericansnowseemout
of GOAT (Greatest of all Time) debates,
with the choice narrowed down to the
Big Three.

If one goes a decade further back; it
was Ivan Lendl, Stefan Edberg and Boris
Becker who dominated the game. Even
then therewere somewholonged foran
earlier era. The 1990 Wimbledon final
was a see-saw encounter with Edberg
winning the first two sets, Becker the
next two, before the Swede came
through in the fifth. But it was consid-
ered a poor comparison to the final a
decadeearlierwhen Bjorn Borgand John
McEnroe featured in the final,
considered the greatest match till the
onebetween Federerand Nadalin 2008
at SW19.

Past was better

The lament prevalent from the mid-
1980s to the whole of 1990s was that
tennis had become a power game,
finesseand rallieshad gone out,and the
serve had become too much of a domi-
nant factor.

In fact, the 1970s and early 80s
played abigrole in theworldwide popu-
larity of tennis, when players were
known not just for the skills they dis-
played,but for the characters theywere.
The Ice Borg, the volatile McEnroe, and
the combative Jimmy Connors caught
the public’s imagination. Borg may not
feature in many GOAT debates these
days,butwinningsix French Open titles
and five at Wimbledon — back-to-back
on three occasions is something that
hasn’tbeen achieved since.

If the number of Majors is the only
criterion for greatness, one has to con-
sider that most top players from Amer-
ica and Europe used to often give the
Australian Open a miss due to the long
distance, lower prestige and it being
scheduled around Christmas.Also,fora
long period, three of the four Slamswere
played on grass, implying that the cur-
rent generation have had to conquer dif-
ferent surfaces and conditions.

Comparing generations may be a
favourite pastime for fans, but no one
candoanybetterthanbeating the player
oneisconfrontedwith.Winninga Grand
Slam tournament invariably involves
defeating seven players in best-of-five-
sets matches over a fortnight, during
which conditions may change and one
may not feel or play the bestat all times.

Alcaraz,at 22 years of age, is already
almost a third of his way to Djokovic’s
Grand Slamtally,and although thereare
no guarantees in top-level sport, his
achievement should get its due credit.

ACROSS THE

AISLE

P Chidambaram

My charitable view is
that the finance
minister and the
government do

not care for the

Economic Survey.

The uncharitable view
is they think we are

inhabiting a planet

that is not part of
the solar system

AFTER BUDGET 2026-27 was presented
on a Sunday, government spokesper-
sons, editorial writers, commentators
and journalists used the word ‘cautious’
and the phrase ‘don’t rock the boat’ to
describe the Budget. I suppose they
followed an American colloquialism ‘If
itain’t broke,don’t fix it’.

Multiple challenges

The Economic Survey 2025-26 (ES)

hadidentified the challenges facing the
Indian economy.Among them are:

M The tariff war unleashed by Presi-

dent Trump. Although he announced
that the tariff on Indian goods will be
reduced from 50% to 18%, it appears
that the reduction is conditional upon
India ‘dropping’ the tariff on American
goods to zero, removing non-tariff bar-
riers, buying $500 billion of american
goods, and other conditions that India
may find difficult to fulfill.

M Inflows of foreign direct invest-

ment “remain below their potential”.
Foreign portfolio investors are pulling
out. Indian promoters, although cash-
rich, are reluctant to invest. The conse-
quence is that Gross Fixed Capital
Formation (GFCF)is stuck at about 30%
of GDP.

B The unsatisfactory nominal GDP

growth: the methodology followed by
the NSO and the doubts on the national
accounts have cast a shadow on the real
GDP growthrates.The nominal GDPisa
better indicator. It has grown by 12%,
9.8% and 8% in the years 2023-24,
2024-25 and 2025-26 respectively.
Growth is Josing momentum.

INSIDE

TRACK

India’s top export

The much-delayed Indo-Us trade
dealwas finallyannounced last week.
But the hyped clout of the Persons of
Indian Origin (PIOs) in the USA
appears to have played little part in
reaching the nebulous agreement.In
fact, 2025 saw the unraveling of the
smug assumption that India’s most
valuable export underpinning a spe-
cial relationshipwith the USA are the
PIOs, for whom Prime Minister
Modi’s rally at Madison Square Gar-
den in 2014 and the Howdy Modi
show of strength in texas were organ-
ised.PIOswere once seen asamerica’s
model immigrants, with a mean
household income even higher than
the US average and a low crime rate.
Indian Americans have headed cor-
porate giants and donated millions to
the trump campaign.They have made
aname for themselves in professions
ranging from academia to technol-
ogy,banking and medicine.They have
even arrived in US politics, tradition-
ally the preserve of those with well
established roots in the country.
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Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman and other officials on Budget day

Survey usetul,

Budget lazy

B The grave unemployment situa-
tion. Youth unemployment rate was
15% in June 2025.Only 21.7% of the
workforce are in regular, salaried
employment. Lakhs of youth are unem-
ployed. The numbers reveal a shift
towards self-employment.

Bl No country has become a middle-
income country without becoming a
manufacturing power.India’s manufac-
turing sector has contributed barely 15-
16% of GDPin thelast 10 years. Make in
India, PLI and other schemes have failed
to create jobs

M Fiscal consolidation is agonisingly

slow: the fiscal deficit will move from
4.4% in 2025-26 to 4.3 % in 2026-27
and the revenue deficit will remain at
1.5%.at this rate, it will take 12 years or
more toreach the FRBM targets,and we
will pay a heavy price.

B The tax gamble of 2025-26 has
failed massively. The budget arithmetic
was saved by the RBI which gave a gen-
erous dividend of approximately
X304,000 crorein 2025-26.In the pre-
vious two years, it had given ¥210,874
crore and ¥268,590 crore. The highest
RBI dividend received during the UPA
government (2004-2014)was ¥52,679
crorein 2013-14.

FM ignored CEA

In Chapter 1 of the ES, the CEA
advised “caution, but not pessimism”.
That tone continued throughout the
report.Inanother chapter he advocated
a credible glide-path of fiscal consolida-
tion. The only place in which the CEA

advocated a bold approach is on urban-

Kamala Harris was the Democrats’
candidate for Presidentin 2024.New
York’s newly elected mayor Zohran
Mamdani’s bloodlines are Indian,
even if he opts to play up his African
background. The Indian connection
even extends to Vice President JD
Vance’s household — his wife Usha’s
parents migrated from Andhra
Pradesh.The number of PIOs embed-
ded in the trump administrationisan
eye-opener.

Trump’s PIO Army

Kashyap (Kash) Patel is FBI chief,
Sriram Krishnan is senior white
House Policy advisor on artificial
Intelligence, Kush Desai is Deputy
Press Secretary at the White House, S
Paul Kapur is assistant secretary of
state for South and Central Asian
Affairs. Harmeet Dhillon is the US
Assistant Attorney General. With
such powerful well-wishers, the
Trump administration’s step moth-
erly treatment of India, lumping us
with Myanmar and Syria for tariffs,
was puzzling. But lately, a sneaking
suspicion has dawned that the PIOs
in the Trump administration, far
from being India’s backers, were
working against our interests to
demonstrate their loyalty to Trump.
The imperative toadoptan anti-India
line was pressure from trump’s pow-
erful MAGA supporterswho have tar-
geted the Indian immigrant as the
villain in depriving white Americans

isationwhere he advised “stronger met-
ropolitan governance, predictable
enforcement, and a credible civic com-
pact that aligns incentives between cit-
izens and the state. Cities will also need
tobe empowered with better finances...”
The Finance Minister’s response to
her principal adviser was non-intellec-
tual and evasive. In her 85-minute
speech, she did not comment on the
state of the Indian economy or President
Trump’s twopronged assault on the
world economy through tariffs and
coercive transactional deals.Nor did she
comment on the global churn or China’s
economic expansion or any other mat-
ter that informed persons would have
expected in the Budget speech. My char-
itable view is that the Finance Minister
and the government do not care for the
economic survey.The uncharitable view
is they think we are inhabiting a planet
thatis not part of the solar system.
I'was shocked that the Finance Min-
ister did not think it necessary to spell
out the government’s policies that will
address concerns about slowing growth
rate, poverty and growing inequality,
stagnant investment, widespread
unemployment, neglect of welfare,
depreciation of the rupee,and the huge
gaps between the demand and supply of
infrastructure and essential services.

Failed accountant’s test

Even by common accounting stan-
dards, the Finance Minister’s record of
financial management was poor. There
were cruel expenditure cuts in the bud-
getallocationsin 2025-26 to ministries

of jobs. Online abuse against Indians
on social media have ballooned, with
Indians accused of visa scamming
and grabbing positions which should
rightfully belong to the native-born
American. The MAGA lobby com-
plains that Indians have manipulated
American laws so as to bring to the
USA not just their kith but even vil-
lage kin. A disproportionately high
number of Indian students study at
American universities. (In 2025, the
number of Indians seeking college
admission fell by some 70%.) After a
Sikh truck caused a majoraccident on
a Florida highway last year, there was
a flood of abusive messages on social
media, notjust against all Sikh freight
drivers, but even Raj Subramaniam,
CEO of FedEx.

Evangelical Christians, who form
the backbone of MAGA, complain
against recent Indian arrivals alter-
ing the character of picturesque Notr-
man Rockwell-style neighbourhoods
with their noisy exuberant celebra-
tion of festivals, smelly cuisine and
otheridiosyncrasies.A 90-foot statue
of Hanuman in Texas caused much
angst among locals.

PIO Trojan horses

Trump’s PIO cohort seems to believe
in the old Hindi proverb that the newest
convert is keenest to prove his loyalty.
Recently,Republican SenatorTed Cruzin
a leaked telephone call named Vance as
oneof thekeywhite House menresisting

of Rural Development, Urban Develop-
ment, Education, Health and many oth-
ers. Under Mr Shivraj Singh Chouhan’s
watch, agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment suffered a cut of 60,052 crore.Jal
Jeevan mission was allocated 367,000
crore but in the revised estimate it was
found that only¥17,000 crore had been
spent. Capital expenditure fell from
3.2% of GDP in 2024-25 to 3.1% in
2025-26. Defence expenditure fell to a
low of 1.6% of GDP (11.4% of total
expenditure) and threatens to fall to
1.5% of GDP (11.1% of total expendi-
ture)in 2026-27.

Knowledgeable experts have sharply
criticised the Budget speech. Dr Surjit
Bhallaridiculed the self-congratulation
about the ‘fourth largest economy’.Dr C
Rangarajan called out the slow pace of
fiscal consolidation. Dr Ashok Gulati
deplored the neglect of large parts of the
farm sector. Professor Rohit Lamba (Cor-
nell University) mocked the Budget as fit
foran economy in search of a plan.

The Finance Minister threw
schemes, programmes, missions, insti-
tutes,initiatives, Funds, Committees, etc
at her listeners. I counted at least 24.
they will soon find out that no money
was allocated for many of these
announcements!

The Budget was an exercise in intel-
lectual laziness.

an Indo-American trade deal. Vance, a
product of the MAGA movement,isvul-
nerablebecause of his Hinduspouseand
he even admitted that he hoped to per-
suade her to convert. Significantly, Usha
did not even meet her relatives or visit
her parents’ home state during the
Vances’brief trip to India. Dhillon in the
Justice Department is known for her
tough line in prosecuting student
demonstrators on campuses and crack-
ing down on universities’ hiring prac-
tices. Kash Patel has enforced Trump's
agendavigorously,with special attention
to MAGA’s pet projects.S Paul Kapur con-
tributed in formulating tough immigra-
tion-related policies.

When Modi visited the USA for a
Quad summitin 2024,Democrat candi-
date Harris’s office could not find an
available time slot formeeting the Indian
Prime Minister. Mamdani during his
mayoral campaign declared that Modi
was unwelcome in the USA. He even
claimed flippantly that he doubted that
after the 2002 riots there were any
Muslims left in Gujarat. (In fact, the
percentage population of Gujarati
Muslims remains around eight per cent
and their economic and education indi-
cators are far higher than the average
Indian Muslim.)

Recently, Nalin Haley, son of PIO
Nikki Haley,a former US ambassador to
the UN, declared on social media that
India was run by a “cheap government”
which sends “cheap labour” to the
United States.
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

What India can expect
from the US trade deal

The biggest gain is in terms of
sentiment. The deal can serve
as an insurance against any
backtracking by the Trump
administration, while keeping
alive the prospects of further
lowering of US tariffs on
Indian exports. It can also
help India become a part of
US-led global value chains

ess than a week after the

announcement of a trade deal in

principle, India and the US have

issued a joint statement that gives

more details about what exactly

has been agreed upon. Some
details will require more clarification, and
some items have been left for future negoti-
ations. But here are the key takeaways from
Saturday’s announcements.

What has India given for the deal to hap-
pen?

Russian oil purchases are still a big no:
25% of the existing 50% US tariffs on India
were on account of the latter’s Russian oil
purchase. It was both unfair and inconsist-
ent. The former because the Joe Biden
administration that preceded the current
Donald Trump administration in the US was
fine with India buying Russian crude to pre-
vent an oil market disruption and the latter
because bigger buyers of Russian oil such as
China were not slapped with this tariff.
India always had the option of declaring an
end to Russian oil purchases and getting
tariffs back to 25% from 50%. An executive

order signed by Trump on Saturday and
issued with the joint statement makes it
clear that the 25% additional tariffs are only
being revoked because “India has commit-
ted to stop directly or indirectly importing
Russian Federation oil, has represented that
it will purchase United States energy prod-
ucts from the United States, and has
recently committed to a framework with the
United States to expand defense coopera-
tion over the next 10 years”.

The statement further says that the US
“shall monitor whether India resumes

directly or indirectly importing -

Russian Federation oil” and any
such finding can lead to “addi-
tional action”, including reimposi-
tion of the 25% tariff. To be sure,
India has maintained that its oil
purchases are driven by “market
considerations” rather than being
wedded to an unmoving resolve to
buy from Russia and these have
anyway fallen sharply recently. JP
Morgan’s commodities team estimates that
India’s Russian oil purchases fell from 34%
of total purchases in November to 20% in
January. But Trump has prevailed on this
front.

There is no blanket opening up of agricul-
ture, but it is not insignificant either: India is
not going to remove its tariff barriers in a
blanket manner as far as farm and dairy
products are concerned. These have always
been considered a key livelihood concern
rather than just a trade related matter by
the Indian side in almost all trade negotia-
tions. The joint statement mentions a “wide
range” of agricultural products such as
“dried distillers’ grains (DDGs), red sor-
ghum for animal feed, tree nuts, fresh and
processed fruit, soybean oil, wine and spir-
its”. These are not categories that will

Roshan
Kishore

potentially have a large impact on Indian
farming, although some targeted headwinds
might exist. Commitments such as in soy-
bean, could also interfere with India’s coun-
ter-cyclical policies to deal with domestic
food inflation. To be sure, agriculture is not
completely off the hook either. “India also
agrees to address long-standing non-tariff
barriers to the trade in US food and agricul-
tural products,” the joint statement says.

The US is targeting significantly higher
overall exports to India than even a year ago:
“India intends to purchase $500 billion of
US energy products, aircraft and
aircraft parts, precious metals,
technology products, and coking
coal over the next five years,” the
joint statement says. This is signifi-
cantly more promising from the
US’s perspective compared to the
joint statement issued by Donald
Trump and Narendra Modi after
the latter’s US visit on February 13,
2025, which had set a “bold new
goal for bilateral trade — ‘Mission 500" —
aiming to more than double total bilateral
trade to $500 billion by 2030”. To put the
$500 billion number in perspective, it
equals India’s total merchandise imports
from the US between 2008-09 and 2024-25.

These points clearly indicate that the US
has extracted significant concessions and
commitments from India for the trade deal
to materialise. This raises the question:
What has India got in return?

The biggest win is in terms of sentiment:
India stood to lose a lot beyond the 50% tar-
iffs imposed by the Trump administration.
The potential pain points included higher
tariffs on some exempted exports such as
(but not limited to) iPhones, harmful impact
on trade in services, a hit to foreign portfolio
investment — both in the equity and cur-

There is a promise that tariffs can go lower t!

ha

terms of the deal and not be wedded to it even if Trump kills it.

rency markets — and most importantly,
haemorrhaging economic sentiment in the
wake of the deal being delayed and overall
Indo-US relations going south. The deal,
notwithstanding the concessions India has
had to make, will help on this front.

An insurance in case Trump reneges on the
deal and the possibility of lower tariffs: “In
the event of any changes to the agreed upon
tariffs of either country, the United States
and India agree that the other country may
modify its commitments,” the joint state-
ment says. This would buy India some
insurance from Trump reneging on the deal
like he has, or threatened to do, with many
countries.

Similarly, there is a promise that tariffs
can go lower than 18% in the course of nego-
tiations. This gives agency to India to try
and improve the terms of the deal and not
be wedded to it even if Trump kills it.

Lower tariffs than some competitors in
labour-intensive sectors: 18% tariffs are bad
compared to a world that has no tariffs. But
what is more important is the fact that India
is not the only country facing US tariffs now.
It is here that 18% tariffs give India some
comparative advantage over other compet-

ing countries in key export markets in the
US. While calculating a weighted tariff rate
requires more information than the joint
statement gives, a JP Morgan note by Sajjid
Chinoy issued on February 5 suggests that
India will have marginally lower tariffs than
key competitors such as China, Vietnam and
Bangladesh in sectors such as textiles, foot-
wear, etc.

While a couple of percentage points of
advantage in tariffs will not guarantee India
finally breaks ground in labour-intensive
exports, it can definitely be described as a
necessary even if not a sufficient condition
for such success. India is at least in the
game even if it has to work hard for winning
it. Higher tariffs would have killed India’s
chances.

India also stands to gain in potentially har-
vesting a larger part of US-led global value
chain (GVC) opportunities: The US decision
to remove earlier tariffs on India’s aircraft
component and automobile component
exports, as well as the promise of “negoti-
ated outcomes with respect to generic phar-
maceuticals and ingredients” could give
Indian industries a boost beyond the labour-
intensive ones.

AFP

These gains will allow India to push the
envelope on increasing its footprint in
US-led GVCs with potential spillover effects
for technological learnings.

These specific points aside, what is the
larger takeaway from the trade deal for
India?

Three things can be listed. One, Indo-US
relations have now crossed the Rubicon of
what analysts used to call “strategic altru-
ism” on part of the US. Trump’s US will
insist on favours in return for giving them.
Two, India’s response to the trade deal
should move beyond the politically correct
dogma of reiterating things such as farmers’
interests and do a hard-headed analysis of
the larger costs in terms of energy security
and defence spending, which is where the
US might have extracted the largest conces-
sions. And three, the deal, in its present
form or what it takes later, will only be as
good as India can make it through an over-
haul of its domestic economy to align capi-
tal’s priorities in line with pursuing the
larger national interest and not short-term
(often speculative) gains.

The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

The Shakéspeare in
our everyday speech

e all know who William

Shakespeare was. Many of

you have read some of his

plays but very few are likely
to be familiar with all 38. But how many
people are aware of his incredible contri-
bution to the English language? I doubt if
we’ve really thought about this. But it’s
almost incalculable. By one count, he’s
contributed 1,700 words. You'll find that
figure repeated in most studies of his
impact on English.

For example, consider this and I bet
you didn’t know Shakespeare was respon-
sible for these everyday words. Alligator
(Romeo and Juliet); bedroom (A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream); critic (Love’s Labour’s
Lost); downstairs (Henry IV Part 1); fash-
ionable (Troilus and Cressida); gossip (The
Comedy of Errors); lonely (Coriolanus);
manager (Love’s Labour’s Lost); obscene
(Love’s Labour’s Lost); puppy dog (King
John); traditional (Richard III); jaded
(Henry VI Part 2); eyeball (Henry VI Part

1). Inaudible (All’s Well That Ends Well);
questioning (As You Like It); skim milk
(Henry IV Part 1); kissing (Love’s Labour’s
Lost); hurry (The Comedy of Errors); pre-
meditated (Henry IV Part 1); nervy (Corio-
lanus); rant (Hamlet).

But Shakespeare’s genius wasn’t lim-
ited to creating new words. He also art-
fully played around with many of the
words that existed in his time. Nouns
were turned into verbs, verbs into adjec-
tives, and prefixes and suffixes were
added to alter the meaning of others. So,
for example, to elbow (King Lear), to
champion (King Lear), to cow (Henry V),
to stomach (Henry V) and to brain (Cym-
beline) were coined by him. Uncomforta-
ble, from Romeo and Juliet, is an example
of a word he crafted by adding un to an
older word. Its meaning is at once obvi-
ous. Today, we use these words all the
time. Now you’ll know their literary ante-
cedence.

However, what’s particularly striking

are the phrases he’s contributed to the
English language and which we use in our
everyday speech. For instance, did you
know that the following were the Bard’s
gift to the way we speak? I certainly did
not.

We have seen better days (As You Like
It); too much of a good thing (As You Like
It); neither rhyme nor reason (The Com-
edy of Errors); I have not slept one wink
(Cymbeline); cruel to be kind (Hamlet);
own flesh and blood (Hamlet); A dish fit
for the Gods (Julius Caesar); what’s done
is done (Macbeth); the be-all and the end-
all (Macbeth); green-eyed monster (Othe-
llo); all that glitters isn’t gold (Merchant of
Venice); the world is my oyster (The Merry
Wives of Windsor); break the ice (Taming
of the Shrew); wild-goose chase (Romeo
and Juliet); a tower of strength (Richard
III); short shrift (Richard III). Catch a cold
(Cymbeline); laughing stock (The Merry
Wives of Windsor); for goodness’ sake
(Henry VIII); in my heart of hearts (Ham-
let); wear my heart upon my sleeve (Othe-
llo); foregone conclusion (Othello).

If you think I have given you a lot of
examples, the truth is I could have given
you many, many more. Here are some
that sound positively contemporaneous
but they are, in fact, Shakespearean. Heart
of gold; in a pickle; one fell swoop; melted
into thin air; kill with kindness; eat me out
of house and home; all the world’s a stage;
fool’s paradise; not budge an inch; the
game is up; lie low; naked truth, a sorry
sight; method in the madness; seen better
days; good riddance; love is blind; too

SHAKESPEARE'S IMPACT
ON ENGLISH IS SO VAST
AND WIDE THAT ALL OF
US END UP QUOTING HIM,
PROBABLY SEVERAL
TIMES A DAY, WITHOUT
REALISING IT. THIS ALSO
MEANS THAT THE
SIMPLEST OF THINGS WE
SAY COULD ACTUALLY
HAVE A RICH AND
VAUNTED PAST

much of a good thing; the clothes make
the man; brave new world.

There is one inescapable conclusion
and I doubt if you’'ll disagree with it.
Shakespeare’s impact on English is so vast
and wide that all of us end up quoting
him, probably several times a day, with-
out realising it. This also means that the
simplest of things we say could actually
have a rich and vaunted past.

Thank you, Shakespeare! Many of us
are intimidated by your language, but
when we realise that the words and
phrases we daily use are derived from
your plays perhaps that might change.
That’s why seeing them on stage is so dif-
ferent to studying them in school.

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

Seeing places anew,
as a traveller of means

id you visit a country as a tourist
long ago and ticked it off your
bucket list? Visit it again, because
now it will be a different country.
Not because it has changed or developed,
but your new income strata will unlock a
different experience at the same destina-
tion. It suddenly becomes a different city.

Ivisited Europe in my 20s, due to a con-
cept invented by package-tour
companies called the honey-
moon — an extension of the
usual punching-above-your
weight Olympics called the
wedding festivities, where peo-
ple take high-interest personal
loans to feed their relatives
three varieties of pasta at a
Noida banquet hall. Evidently, I
couldn’t really afford the Euro
trip, but I went with the same irrationality
with which we booked a poolside wed-
ding venue to please foofajis (husbands of
paternal aunts). Hence, I booked the
cheapest possible return-flight tickets and
hotel rooms. My partner was luckily from
the same school of thought, and thus we
kickstarted our hunger games. My post-
MBA salary hadn’t seen many appraisal
winters. So, we had to optimise.

An eight-hour flight later, we landed at
the Schiphol International Airport
(Amsterdam). As we waited in the serpen-
tine immigration queue, we saw a couple
with a baby skip the mile-long line and
directly land at an immigration counter.

Abhishek

Asthana

Ilooked at my wife, and she looked at me,
and in that silent moment, we decided we
love kids. An immigration queue is one of
the best arguments against contraception.

Nevertheless, once we were out, we
were hungry, but instead of heading to a
cafe for our breakfast, we went to a super-
market. Cold panini sandwiches and free
wifi —all of our subsequent tourism was
chasing one of the two. Even if, by
some chance, we sat down at a
cafe table, we would read the
menu as if it was printed in Ara-
bic — left to right. Always the
price first.

That’s a great experience in
itself. Adversity is the best ingre-
dient of love.

But once you have graduated
from that level, Paris will look and
feel much different when you don’t faint
if you have to buy bottled water, if you can
afford a taxi, and don’t have to drag your
luggage to the subway station that is a
kilometre away. Taking a taxi is like enter-
ing a tin-house of a local you can interact
with.

Public transport is great, but some-
times it’s cold — you are a ghost in an
alien city, occupying a seat, barely anyone
acknowledging your presence. In a taxi,
you are a guest, often welcomed by bro-
ken English and stories. You feel the road,
its speedbumps and potholes. You can
peek inside the vehicles parallel to you at
traffic red lights. You are suddenly breath-

Paris will look and feel very different when you don’t faint buying bottled water, and
can afford a taxi and don’t have to drag your luggage to the subway. AFP

ing in sync with the city.

Singapore looks different from the top
of the Marina Bay Sands than when you
look at it from the waterfront.

And that’s true not just for travel, but
also for books, movies, and experiences as
well. The same art will show a new facet
at a different life stage. Your lens keeps
changing. People often go, “No doubt, it’s
a classic. But I have already seen this
movie 10 years ago; let’s watch something
else.”

It’s a rookie mistake. Watch it again.
Read that book again. Just becoming a
parent resets your world-view. I realised
after I became a parent, | could appreciate
the emotions of an on-screen father more
intimately, thereby accessing those emo-
tional chords of the movie I was so far
oblivious to. I could appreciate the tribu-
lations of the Rajesh Khanna movie,
Anand, after I saw someone in my family
succumb to cancer at a young age. George
Orwell’s 1984 gets more relevant every

passing year of this de-globalised world.

The issue with socialist economies
such as ours is that it turns us into hoard-
ers. We are always in accumulation mode,
not just hoarding money and resources,
but also memories and experiences. A
five-day itinerary of a typical Indian tour-
ist might have 20 “things to cover”, which
exhausts them so much that they crave
for another holiday just to recover from
the previous. We just want to increase the
count of the books we have read, movies
we have seen, and fridge magnets from
different countries on our fridge door.
This race leaves little time to reflect.
Never shy away from re-reading,
re-watching, or just re-experiencing.
Hence, it’s okay if you stick two fridge
magnets from the same country on your
refrigerator.

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

{ ENGENDER }
Lalita Panicker

Giving voice to sanitation
advocacy through radio

he recent passing of Mark Tully, the

legendary BBC broadcaster, brought

into focus the importance of radio as

a communication vehicle in a vast
and diverse country like India. It is for this
reason Seeking Modern Applications for
Real Transformation (SMART)’s work on a
project by the WASH-CCES team, supported
by UNICEEF, Delhi, that works across four
states with 25 community radio stations to
reinforce Swachh Bharat objectives becomes
sorelevant. An example from Jhabua reflects
the power of community radio in remote
areas.

When 25-year-old Santi Damor moved to
Mohanpura, a village just seven km away
from Jhabua town, after marriage, she
expected rural life to be different. Born into
the Bhil tribal community, she had studied
up to college and she carried with her habits
and ideas shaped by that education. But, in
Mohanpura, she was struck by one reality
above all: Despite having a toilet, no one in
her new home used it. It had become a store-
room, while the family used the fields for toi-
let purposes.

This unsettled her deeply. For Santi, the
daily walk outside not only felt unsafe and
uncomfortable, but also was a violation of
her privacy. Yet, she also knew that changing
her in-laws’ age-old habits would not be easy.
So, at first, she stayed silent. But she was not
about to accept things as they were.

The turning point came when a team from
Radio Tantya visited the village. The team
met with the local women’s self-help group
(SHG), of which Santi was a new member. It
spoke in plain, direct words about hygiene,
women’s dignity, and why toilets matter.
Through narrowcasting, it explained how
families could prevent 36 diseases. Sitting
with other women from her community,
Santi felt her hesitation turn into resolve. In
the SHG that she had joined months after
marriage, she found companionship with
other women, many of whom also felt

uneasy about sanitation but had never voiced
it. The message hit home for Santi. She
remembered her children’s constant ill-
nesses in the past, the embarrassment of
walking into the fields, and the toilet in her
house that was gathering dust. That evening,
she decided she could not wait any longer.

She told her husband firmly that the toilet
must be repaired and used or else she would
leave for her parents’ home. Using both rea-
son and threat, she was able to persuade him.
Together, they cleared the stored items, fixed
the broken pipes, and scrubbed the space
until it was usable again. Within two days,
the toilet was repaired. The entire family
began using it. Her action did not stop at her
doorstep.

When Santi shared her story at the next
SHG meeting, eight families followed her
lead. Toilets that had been ignored for years
were cleaned and put back into use. Women
spoke openly about how much safer they felt,
and children were relieved that they no
longer had to walk long distances. Soon after,
another programme from Radio Tantya on
waste management inspired the SHG to act
again. Together, the women discussed the
hazards of dumping garbage in open spaces.
Under Santi’s leadership, the SHG cleaned an
old pit near the village school for waste col-
lection. Plans were made to turn the collected
waste into compost for farming, linking sani-
tation directly to livelihoods

Today, sanitation in Mohanpura is closely
tied to Santi’s voice. The women’s group now
keeps hygiene on the agenda in every meet-
ing and has resolved to monitor households
regularly. This transformation brought
about by the power of community radio has
been replicated in other parts of the country
to tackle various issues, including domestic
violence. Today, Santi and the other women
know that when new issues arise, they can
seek help from the radio team.

The views expressed are personal
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A maverick of Reform laws pertaining to acid attacks

Indian media This is with reference to “Corroding justice: Gaps in

This is with reference to punishing acid violence” by Namita Bhandare

“Mark Tully: A child of (February 1). The laws pertaining to acid attacks should

India, voice of Indians” by be made stringent, as they leave the victims with

Karan Thapar (Februaryl). | dismantled lives. The justice granted should include

Mark Tully’s passing their financial stability to become self-reliant.

marks the end of an era in .

Indian journalism. He Abhilasha Gupta

represented patience,

depth and clarity. His Il

credibility stemmed not The judicial lethargy and societal ostracism faced by

from power or ideology, acid attack survivors expose systemic apathy. Faster

but from intellectual trials, stringent sentencing, regulated acid sales, and

honesty and empathy. rehabilitation alone can restore justice and dignity.
Sanjay Chopra Aditya Shekhar
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From Itsy-Bitsy Polka Bikini to All Very '50s Sanskari: Rise of the (Western) Tradwife

The young are choosing being a ‘traditional wife’ as a way of life, romanticising it, in some Kind of Edenic return to the kitchen garden, providing many a new way of making them feel seen

Is this a way of repackaging nostalgia?
Or a smart relaunch of a way of life?

SUNDAY ROAST

RESHOM
MAJUMDAR

London: There was a time when my
mother covered her head with her pallu
in the presence of her in-laws. She also
had an MA degree and went to work.
This was in the early ’70s. I often won-
dered how she managed this with her
Sadhana-like hairdo. To me, she was the
traditional wife, maintaining home and
hearth. The non-traditional part: going
to work.

As years passed, the pallu slipped from
her head, not as rebellion, but as if the
very air in the city had changed. And by

the time I arrived at my in-laws some 25
years later, this wasn’t even part of the
stream of consciousness.

Women like Gloria Steinem and Betty
Friedan didn’t hate domestic work.
They opposed the idea that being a
housewife was the only or proper role for
a woman. They critiqued the ’50s-’60s
‘feminine mystique,” in which women
were told their lives should revolve
around husband and children, and were
stigmatised if they wanted careersor in-
dependence. Much before their time,
Virginia Woolf had written A Room of
One’s Own in1929.

So, imagine my slightly horrified
amusement when ‘tradwife’ appeared to
be one of the most googled terms, and a
lifestyle choice. The young are choosing
this as a way of life, romanticising it, in
some kind of Edenic return to the kitch-
en garden.

An amalgam of the words ‘traditional’
and ‘wife,” the tradwife tribe is made up
of women who promote traditional gen-
der roles, often on social media. They
wear the kitchen and home manager

YOU CAME ALONG WAY, BABY, AND NOW YOU'RE BACK

role like a badge of honour, and their In-
stafeedslook straight out of a’50s Amer-
icanmagazine, ora very beautifully kept
Amish farm.

One remembers Phyllis Schlafly in the
Reagan era for opposing the 70s Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA), immortal-
ised by Cate Blanchettin 2020 miniseries
Mrs America. So, an antithesis to wom-
en’slib by women is not new.

Tradwife aesthetics have been associ-

ated with US far-right politics, particu-
larly alt-right and alt-lite movements,
advocating for gender roles in which the
man holds social and political power,
and women, for the most part, are con-
fined to the home as wives and mothers.
Researchers have identified differing
political views among tradwives, rang-
ing from conservatism to right-wing ex-
tremism.

Sometime in the 2020s, digital creators

like Nara Smith and Hannah Neeleman,
famous as Ballerina Farm, projected a
vision of the near-perfect traditional
mother — some on farms, while others
in more urban settings. A woman-and-
home magazine lifestyle cutting across
nostalgic decades.

The idea of a tradwife has always been
present in the West. It became a distinct
subculture as many women started feel-
ing unseen by the fourth wave of femi-
nism, which mainly centres around
awareness of sexual assault. The trad-
wifeisallabout glorifying therole of the
mother. It has been done before, politi-
cally, including during the Third Reich.

#Tradwife is a social media phenom-
enon. Videos performing domestic la-
bour, such as cooking, cleaning, and car-
ing for children, have gone viral. At the
crux of itisthefeelingthat tradwife con-
tent made many people feel seen. Alena
Kate Pettitt wrote about the woman at

home feeling undervalued. She rose to
fameduringa2020 BBC interview where
she expressed her desire to serve her
husband. However, not much later, Pet-
titt would go on to admit that the concept
went on to ‘become its own monster’.

And yet, there’s an irony. Many trad-
wife internet celebrities earn an income
outside the home. In addition torunning
their influencer businesses on social
media, they sell books, baked goods,
clothinglines, and secure sponsorships.

Is this, then, a way of merely repackag-
ingnostalgia? Isthetrendregressive? Or
asmartrelaunch of away of life? Iwould
be tempted to live in acceptance of peo-
ple’schoicesif the demand for tradwives
were not on the rise, from men influen-
ced by years of toxic masculinity, wal-
lowing in Andrew Taterhetoric.

Choice needs to be defended. But re-
gression should be avoided at all costs.
And may the wise know the difference.

RED HERRING

%

INDRAJIT
HAZRA

18% Till I Die

JUGULAR VEIN
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seemed to confuse with Norway.

However, to teach the Norwegian No-
bel Committee a lesson for his having
to get a second-hand prize, the prez
wanted to take over Greenland -
which he thought was Iceland, even
though Greenland had nothing to do
with Norway, but was an autonomous
part of Denmark, which the prez

Who Will Nobel This White House Fat Cat? - ;

Top on the list of jobs for the chief of stuff — all kinds of stuff — of Mar-a-Lagoland’s prez is getting a gong, any gong, for him

for the other Nobels that sits in Swe-
den--in an obvious fit of senile de-
mentia, had overlooked the prez for
the peace prize and given it away to
some Third World would-be illegal
migrant called Machado, ignoring
the fact that the prez had brokered
peace in no less than eight conflicts
—‘Yeah, count ’em, eight wars!” — the

ty suit.

bel Prize for Economics, having engi-
neered the so-called ‘Mother of all
deals,” the Indo-EU FTA of which he
claimed to be the ‘DADDY’, at the risk
of making himself liable to a paterni-

The presidential Nobelesse was also
up for obliging the Prize for Litera-
ture, having created the literary genre
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Acid Reflex

prez had in a spirit of Nobelesse
oblige graciously accepted the prize

Nobelesse worked in mysterious
waysitsoblige to perform, the chief of

of MAGAcal Realism based on the im-
penetrable ‘covfefe,” the enigma of

(Muttersto self holding a serum bot-
tle) And here I thought hyaluronic

- Or, At Least
Till Tonight

Will Crystal Meth Don stick to his tariff
number? Your guess is as good as his

It’s likely that by the time you're reading this, you
won’'tbereadingthisatall. Instead, in this very space,
youcouldbe enjoyinga well-done column served with
mushroom sauce by my jolly good fellow columnist
Ruchir Joshi on how good the chateaubriand of
Olympia Bar and Restaurant in Calcutta once was.

But with thelaws of quantum physics not supplant-
ingNewton’s when dealing with the medium of print,
it may well be that the column you have indeed ended
up reading has become as redundant as buying Rus-
sian oil on the cheap. With Crystal Meth Don around,
younever know.

Last night, just after T had refilled my drinking horn
with another round of Saturday night mead (down to
10% duty since the EU-India FTA), Don may have, un-
beknownst to me, changed his mind about the con-
tents of the ‘framework for an interim agreement re-
gardingreciprocal and mutually beneficial trade’ that
wasreleased by the White House early Saturday. By to-
day morning, he may have jacked up the 18% tariff he
brought down from 50% earlier —just because he can.
But I'm hoping he went for another scenario that al-
lows you to read this column without feeling cheated.

‘Hey Jacuzzi!” — as he is said to call US Trade Repre-
sentative Jamieson Greer, their Piyush Goyal — ‘I
know the Indians fell for it... bringing tariffs down
from 50% to 18%. Let’s now do what you lawyers do
best., Jacuzzi!’

‘Get the ‘framework’ finalised pronto?’

‘Heck no, Jac—stall! That’s what you lawyers do best.
Keep that ‘framework for an interim trade agree-
ment’ running, without anyone putting too much im-
portance on the ‘framework’ and ‘interim’ bits.’

Last week, Modi had confirmed that the two amigos
had talked, while Piyush Goel (our Jamieson Greer)
confirmed — in a press conference, no less — that our

Modi is bigger than their Modi. Glad that ‘18%’ still
holds - or having jumped off a parapet if it hasn’t by
Sunday morning - there is one thing that I have been
looking around the proverbial room ever since Crys-
tal Meth Don made his late Monday night announce-
ment: how no one here has noticed that ‘18%’ is still
higher than ‘below10%’.

So why is everyone (except Naxals) going gaga about
a deal that sounds suspiciously inspired by Bryan
Adams’ 18 TillIDie’? My imaginary Trump in his con-
versation toJacuzziisrighttothink of himself asage-
nius salesman. It’s the old Diwali Dhamaka trick:
bump up the price of a petticoat that costs 2150 to 500
around August. Then hike it up again to 71,000 around
September. Then, around mid-October,amonth before
Diwali, bringthe price down to 2350. The headlines the
next day: ‘India Forces Petticoat Prices Down!’

It’s the oldest gag in the book: make things worse,
then make them just a bit better, and everyone will go
bat-shit crazy with joy! It’s straight out of the old Sovi-
ettoolkit: lower expectations, heighten the joy.

Before Trump’s initial 25% tariff hike in August
2025, the average US customs duty on most Indian im-
ports was around 2.8-3%), averaging well under 10%
overall. So, Monday’s 18% —and removal by presiden-
tial fiat of 25% Russian oil purchase ‘tax’ he had im-
posed by presidential fiat — seems a win-win: the US
keeps tariffs on Indian imported goods higher than
what it was a year ago, and India gets to tell itself it’s
gotagreatdeal. LikeIdo whenIbuy a third plate of ka-
babs — just because there’s an offer of %50 off if you
spend 2200 more —that no one ends up having.

Asachap whodoesn’t want hisnewspaper column to
be caught off-guard, I hope that the ‘framework for an
interim trade agreement’ holds, at least till tonight,
and Crystal Meth Don didn’t think last night at 2.45
a.m. IST that ‘18%’ doesn’t quite have the same Caesa-
reanringtoitas‘10%’ or ‘60%’. Or, that Gol hasn’t sent
out a stinker late tonight about tariffs on US ‘red sor-
ghum for animal feed’ imported by India being re-
moved in the ‘framework for an interim trade agree-
ment’. Please don’t watch this space.

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

At an urgently summoned press

briefing, a White House spokesperson
announced the appointment of achief
of stufffor the president. When asked
by an inquisitive reporter as to why a
chief of stuffwasrequired when there
was already a perfectly serviceable
chief of staff to do presidential bid-
ding, the spokesperson, who was, in
fact, the recently appointed chief of
stuff, replied that while the chief of
staff was required to attend to all the
routine matters of the White House,
the chief of stuffwould oversee all the
non-routine stuff that the White
House was increasingly getting up to.
On the top of the list of all the non-
routine stuff was the prez’s agenda of

Nobelesse oblige.

When the same inquisitive reporter —
‘The guy’sapaininthebutt! Make sure
he can’t sneak into these briefings
again!” - pointed out that the correct
phrase was ‘noblesse oblige,” the chief
of stuff clarified that Nobelesse oblige
was part of the stuff the prez did, and

which involved the Nobel Prize.

Forexample, thoughthe Nobel Prize
for Peace Committee sitting in Nor-
way — separate from the committee

RAJYASREE SEN
N
‘Stop right now, thank you ve-
ry much!” When I used to sing
thisline from the song, ‘Stop’ by
the all-girl, neo-feminist group
Spice Girls in the hoary ’90s, I
never imagined that some 25
years later, Posh Spice a.k.a.
Victoria Beckham née Adams
would be echoing those very
words while transforming into
the stereotypical mother-in-
law, a role often pinned on the
matriarch in Indian families.
Our media is flooded with in-
heritance dramas - from the
Oberoistoasaassuingherbahu
inthe Sunjay Kapursaga, claim-
ing that the ‘evil’ daughter-in-
law is after her money and has
brainwashed her son. The Beck-
ham feud could have come
straight out of an Indian corpo-
rate family saga paneer. Turns
out, they’re People Like Us.
Brooklyn Beckham, eldest
child of David and Victoria
Beckham, and his wife, Nicola
Peltz, are reportedly very upset
with Mummy and Daddy Beck-
ham. While Brooklyn doesn’t
do much beyond posting videos
of himself cooking, and previ-
ously cosplaying as a photogra-

pher, Nicola is the daughter of
an American billionaire who
famously has a $1 mn monthly
allowance.

Over the last few months,
though, we have learnt that
there are no happy families in
the world of the rich either.
How? By the information that
Brooklynandhis wife Nicolado
not communicate with his par-
ents. Why? No one knew. Until a
couple of weeks back. We dis-
coveredthatit’sacaseof ‘Kyun-
kiPosh BhiKabhiBahuThi’, af-
ter Brooklyn released a public
statement explaining why his
parents should only contact
him through lawyers.

His public statement is full of
pathos. He claims that his ‘par-
ents have been trying endlessly
to ruin [his] relationship since
before my wedding,” his mum
didn’t make Nicola’s wedding
dress till the last moment, his
mother called him ‘evil,” and
‘my family told me that Nicola
was ‘notblood’ and ‘not family,”
his ‘wife has been consistently
disrespected by my family,’
wasn’tinvited tofamily engage-
ments, and Posh refused to sup-
port Nicola’s campaign to save
displaced dogs during the LA
fires.

Even my cold heart was
stirred while reading this.

David has since said that chil-

This could be
straight out of an
Indian corporate

family saga paneer

BEND IT LIKE TULSI

from the original recipient, like a ba-
ton beingpassed on inarelay race.

I'LL TAKE THAT, THANK YOU VERY MUCH

KYUNKI POSH SPICE
BHI KABHI BAHU THI

The Beckhams vs Beckham war is giving Indian MIL sagas a run for their money
SEN & SENSIBILITY

dren make mistakes, Victoria
has kept, well, mum. Mean-
while, Brooklyn has posted a
reel of hisspaghettibolognaise.
But he got the pasta shape
wrong. Poor dear.

Most Indians will read the
statement and wonder why
Brooklyn’s so upset. After all,
this is kahaani ghar ghar Kki.
Par for the desi marriage
course. Posh has a lot to learn
from Indian mothers-in-law.
They are far more subtle. They
will serve their son the larger
piece of fish. Cook only the food
he prefers. Buy gifts for their
son, but not their bahu. Setup a
pujaroom intheson’sbedroom,
and every morning enter the
son’s bedroom at 6 am to pray.
Offer to keep the bahu’s jewel-
lery inthelocker and never give
her the locker key. Definitely
not include her in the will. Be-
ingan evilmum-in-law isan art
form. Afterall, harsaasbhikab-
hibahuthi,and one mustdoun-
to others as was done unto
them.

Most Indian ma-ji’s must be
readingthe newsand empathis-
ing with Victoria. Because raja
beta Brooklyn has been brain-
washed by his evil wife and her
calculating family. Although in
this case, the motives aren’t
clear, because the Peltzes are
far richer than the Beckhams.
My heart breaks more for Nico-
la’s family, who have a son-in-
law who doesn’t work, hasnore-
al skillset to speak of, and who
hadtosign aprenup.

As per Indian tradition, Victo-
ria should ideally throw Nicola
out of the house. But the prob-
lem is that it’s Nicola’s house
that Brooklyn lives in. The only
solution is to either win her
over by starting a Beckham-
Peltz Save the Dogs Campaign.
Or swing the other way and go
the whole hog and cut Brooklyn
out of the will.

I, for one, am highly enter-
tained, relieved that there’s
something to read other than
the actions of the Orange Man
inthe High Castle, and enjoying
the celebrity sequel to The Fall
of the House of Windsor, which
starred Harry and Meghan in
Season1.

stuff said, adding that the prez was
throwinghis hat in the ringfor the No-

The chief of stuff clarified that Nobelesse
oblige was part of the stuff the prez did
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sique was in darn good shape.

justtospitethe Norwegians.

ing presented to him by the
International Animal Lovers
Society for his recorded and
well-documented — indeed,
some might say overly well-
documented - fondness for
Felix Catus, the scientific
term for what in colloquial
usageisreferredtoas‘pussy’.
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TARD WORLD
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1 'M ofF To
oN 'GIRL CHILD

DISCRIMINATION' IN ASIA.

which scholastic ingenuity had been
at its wit’s end to decipher. The prez
had also been mooting the Nobel
Chemistry Prize, based on the secret
formula for the gel that gave his hair
that signature Day-Glo Orangeade
hue, but had got sidetracked by the No-
bel Prize for Physiques, as his phy-

Before the inquisitive reporter could
jump in-‘Goddam pest!’ —the chief of
stuff hurriedly said that when he was
told that the Nobel Prize was for phys-
ics, whatever that was, and not for phy-
siques, the prezsaidthathe’draisethe
matter with the Nobel committee to
change that to ‘physiques,’ or else he
would take over Sweden, or maybe
Finland - or what about Botswana? —

In the meantime, the chief of stuff

announced that the prez had gener-
ously accepted the special award be-

N

Morparia
AND | HAVE A

|

AGAINSTWoMEN

acid was the skincare find of the
year for me!

There you go talking to yourself.
What was that about?

Hyaluronic acid. It’s the core of this
new skincare serum I have started.
It acts like a sponge, holding up to
1,000 times its weight in water. Ap-
parently, it provides intense hydra-
tion,a‘dewy’look. And plumpsitup.

Areyoushilling your new serum?
Well, Ijustfound out it can be used to
plump some other stuff too. Penises!

All that extra hydration has gone to
your head.

No seriously. A major controversy
has just broken out at the ongoing
Winter Olympics. German newspa-
per Bild reported that certain ski
jumpers were attempting to manip-
ulate their suit mea-
surements during
mandatory 3D body
scans conducted be-
fore the season. Ath-
letes were allegedly
injecting hyaluronic
acid to temporarily

~E\
enlarge their penis

size, a method said to

retainmore water intissueand alter
body measurements.

I have so many questions, but first-
.. WHY?

Doyouknow what skijumpingis? In
this, athletes ski down a steep ramp
to build speed before launching
themselves into the air Competi-
tions are judged on both distance
and style. The sport places a premi-
um on aerodynamics, making
equipment regulations strict.

What about the said enhancements?
Well, even a cm or two matters. So,
jumpers are required to undergo
full-body scans to ensure their suits
areskintightand withinstrictrules.
Any excess material is prohibited.
Because looser suits can provide ad-
ditional lift during flight. Bild
claimed that someathletes tried this
to secure amore forgiving suit fit.

Buthowmuchofanadvantagearewe
talking about?

A slightly larger or looser suit could
function like a sail, catching more
air and allowing jumpers to fly fur-
ther.

Text: Team Sunday ET

ET Sunday Crossword 0154

18

19

23

28

30

Republicanrifle (6)

2 Higher university course

meets resistance (5)

3 Attempt to besiege old (very

old) Greek city (4)

4 Violent outburst an indicator

of problem at sea? (5-2)

6 Partof tomahawk somewhere

in Nebraska (5)

7 Priceincreaseintrendy
apartment | own (not wife) (9)

8 Boat supplier's name secured
by creditor (8)

11 Emperor’s final letter found in
vehicle (4)

14 Wine container artist
dropped — here? (4)

15 Notices new editor cut in 30 (9)

16 Standard role short of time (3)

17 Smart child, essentially nice (4)

18 Shut motorway with yellow
ling, starting at midnight
tonight (8)

20 Players drink on motorway (4)

21 Natural response when e.g.
Tate's head is demoted? (7)

22 Barristers are given
them — see them on line (6)

24 Glossy publication that is
circulating picture (5)

26 Try togetaliftineast
Humberside (5)

27 Shout: ‘Get right away from

ACROSS

1 Drain of energy, work distastefully,
losing deals (8)

5 Clubs help Australia to withdraw
many stars here (6)

9 Sanction a cricket ground burying
odd bits of paper (8)

10 Basket-maker’s extraordinary
affair (6)

12 Thought about twice (4)

13 Country demonstrates fresh
enthusiasmalso (3,7)

15 Hurtful charge embroils a courtin
dodgy dealings (5,8)

19 Speech about royal box
arrangement at concert (13)
23 Atfirst, soldiers have one drink

with supporter (10)

wealth (8)

DOWN

25 Disturbance in jail (4)
28 Fugitive abandons a land here (6)
29 Different rate certain to generate

30 Clubs with advantages (6)

31 Course of study lacks extra book
‘Creating Desserts’ (8)

1 Main church contains

fight!" (4)
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Savita Bhabhi to bot:

Mohua.Das @timesofindia.com

nce upon a time, there was one

Savita Bhabhi. A cheeky, sa -

ri-clad adult comic book aunty

who arrived in India in the late

2000s, scandalised the internet
and pulled over a million fans. She earned
the dubious distinction of being the coun -
try’s first porn star, without ever being real.
Today, the bhabhi has a new avatar. She has
shed her hand-drawn lines for hyper-real
skin, voice and local slang. And now, she
doesn’t just pose. She talks. And does as told.

Social media feeds and niche websites

are now teeming with her successors — desi
virtual girlfriends and Al wives’, neighbour
aunties and office colleagues, shy brides and
dominant older women — all available on
demand, and some endlessly customisable.
They speak in Hinglish and invite users into
stories that don’t end on the page. Because
now the scene spills into a chat window
where the user can step inside.

HOMELY BUT SEXY

Take Nandini Al Bhabhi, whose YouTube
shorts promise “vibrant and relatable daily

life” cooking home meals, and strolling
through markets. Her appeal is homely. And
unmistakably sexual. That, more than any
algorithm, is what keeps the views ticking
into thousands.

Scroll through Instagram long enough,
and you see the pattern. Hyper-sexualised
Al women appear in everyday Indian
scenes — cooking, sweeping, teaching,
standing in crowded canteens or in buses
where they are often groped by men.

For many young Indians, the scenarios
hit close to home in ways foreign fantasies
rarely do. “For a young adult in Nagpur,
Imphal or Surat who is queer, Dalit, disa -
bled, or simply terrified of parents finding
out they are even curious about sex,
this can feel like a small but powerful
crack in the wall,” says Apurupa Vatsalya,
gender justice lawyer-turned-sexuality
educator. What matters, she adds, is access
to stories that “sound like their lives” and
in their languages.

Some desi Al erotica platforms let users
build DIY companions from scratch where
one can choose ethnicity, skin tone, hair -

How Al erotica IS
rewriting desi desire

Fluent in Hinglish and steeped in hyperlocal charm, chatty
virtual girlfriends are thriving in digital grey zones

style, even the scene itself. One moment
you're chatting with Anita, a greying sus -
tainable designer who invites you for a
“walk” while posing nude behind a book,

the next with Bella, an “obedient super -
model” in black lace. Captions nudge view -
ers to “play” or “chat” with them.

It's discreet and personalised. No app.
Sometimes no login. That discretion is also
being quickly monetised. Beyond free teas -
ers, creators offer paid subscriptions to
private channels for exclusive images, vid -
eos or personalised interactions. Some also
offer paid crash courses on prompts to coax
sexier results.

Maya-Leela on Instagram, with 95,000-
odd followers, looks like another Al siren
drifting through the feed in blouseless saris
and intimate angles that tease without tip -
ping into the explicit. The person behind
her doesn't fit the stereotype of a shadowy
porn peddler. He's a male architectin Hy -
derabad who began tinkering with Al tools
two years ago and insists this was never
meant to be about sex. “The original project
was an experiment in building a coherent
digital persona,” he says. “The idea was to
create an artificial identity that could gen -
erate its own posts, engage audiences, and
eventually market itself.”

Getting noticed was the hard part. “So,
erotic content became a deliberate strate -
gy and fastest way to test whether a per -
sona feels alive to people rather than ab -
stract or gimmicky.”

Hyper-realism, he says, demandsamul -
ti-stage grind. Concepts, multiple Al tools,
prompt iterations, anatomy fixes, and
frame-by-frame consistency. ‘A significant
section of the audience doesn’t realise she’s
Al generated,” says Maya’s creator. That
uncertainty — is she real, is she not —
keeps people watching. ‘Algorithms reward
watch time and replays, and subtle erotic

tension performs extremely well on those
metrics,” he adds.

GREY ZONE WITH SHARP EDGES
Even the big players are inching in. Ope -
nAl's move last Oct to “treat adult users like
adults” opened the door to erotic text in
ChatGPT for verified users, while visuals
remain blocked. In India, that permission
runs headlong into IT rules on obscenity,
though Al-generated sexual content slips
past moral and legal alarms.

Vatsalya points out that Al erotica ap -
pears to fill gaps left by India’s sex educa -
tion. In theory, Al characters could offer
consent-centred alternatives and desires
rarely acknowledged in mainstream porn.

“For asexual or disabled people, Al erotica
can offer space to explore desire without
performance pressure.”

But the promise comes with limits. “The
model still learns from a messy internet,”
warns Vatsalya, and can reproduce “vio -
lent, racist and misogynist porn tropes”.

Al erotica, she says, can “fill the gap in
representation but also pour more poison
into the well if not ethically filtered”.

Scale only amplifies that danger. Asur -
vey by Japan’s The Yomiuri Shimbun,
using Similarweb data, found India ranked
second globally, with 24.57 million visits
to sexually explicit deepfake websites be -
tween Dec 2023 and Nov 2024. In Jan this
year, a Bengaluru techie reportedly lost
Rs 1.5 lakh after an Al girlfriend’ interac -
tion escalated into sextortion. Meanwhile,
nudify bots continue to circulate.

Vatsalya worries that Al erotica could
become a shortcut course in intimacy. “If
machines simulate infinite creativity and
instant arousal, real partners might begin
to feel disappointing because they cannot
perform at the level of something that
never gets tired or confused.” Still, she
doesn’t dismiss the medium outright. Used
consciously, she sees Al erotica as a “re -
hearsal space” where nobody’s forcing it
and a partner listens.

In the end, Al erotica may be less about
sex than about what Vatsalya calls
the “loneliness economy, with machines
stepping in where real communities
feel unsafe or exhausting”. But what
it eventually becomes might depend less
on the prompts, and more on the hands
writing it.

If machines simulate infinite creativity and

instant arousal, real partners might begin
to feel disappointing because they cannot
perform at the level of something that never

gets tired or confused

Apurupa Vatsalya, GENDERIUSTICELAWYER TURNEDSEXUALITYEDUCATOR

Budgets, billionaires anc
the art of a bargain

Mrs. Funnybones

8 a m | have an investment meeting this afternoon,
and | find myself standing in front of the
cupboard as though it is about to conduct the meeting
on my behalf. My first choice is an orange jumpsuit that,
in the wrong light, makes me resemble a prison inmate
from an American series. | put it back immediately. My
usual uniform of jeans and a denim shirt feels inade
quate. Steve Jobs could wear the same black turtleneck
every day and be called a genius. If a woman repeats
clothes, she is frumpy. | try on a Gucci monogrammed
blazer. | look less like an entrepreneur and more like |
need a baggage tag. If | am going to resemble a suitcase,
at least the initials should be mine. Though Ginkle Ghan
na does have a nice ring to it.

9 30am As | go through my accountant’s
. emails, | feel almost nostalgic for the
days when Bill Gates was trending because of Excel
and not Epstein. For a second, | consider boycotting
Microsoft. Then | continue typing this very thought in
Word. Human beings have always chosen convenience
over morality. Morality is importanter. Word underlines
‘importanter’ in red. If only it could flag questionable
billionaires with their questionable English skills as
seen in all the Epstein emails.

10 am The Budget was announced this week. If it
hadn't been, life would have gone on pretty

much as usual unless you were either a broker trading fu

tures, or someone importing nuclear reactor equipment. In

the first case, you would drown your sorrows in a gin and
tonic. In the second, you would celebrate with one. Either
way, your drink has become more expensive.

1 O Boam Looking for an in-depth analysis

. of the Budget, | am instead inun
dated with reports about our finance minister’s saree.
Financial papers run headlines like ‘Nine Budgets. Nine
Sarees.’ Then there is ‘Sitharaman’s Budget Day sarees
over the years’ and ‘Finance Minister steals the show
in a magenta Kanjeevaram’.

She has called out the gender bias herself, pointing
out that nobody asks a male politician what he plans to
wear. It is hard to imagine a journalist going up to Arun
Jaitley and asking, ‘Sir, will you be announcing the
Budget in sombre black or cheerful khaki?’ As she says,
it isn't malice, just conditioning. Men present policies.

Women, apparently, present pallus.
1 m I scroll through my phone during lunch
p break, and | see clips of ‘The Devil Wears
Prada’. It reminds me of the time Prada launched $1,200
Kolhapuris. Undeterred by the backlash, they have now
introduced a Chai perfume. At this rate, the devil will
show up in a gamcha next, marketed as a ‘checkered,
distressed handwoven towel scarf’.
4 m After spending the last hour overdressed
p and overprepared for an underwhelming
meeting, | try to divert my mind with the news. | soon
realise that while saris may become talking points, it's
underwear that can topple politicians. A Kerala MLA
and former transport minister, Antony Raju, was recent
ly convicted in a two-decade-old evidence-tampering case.
It dates back to his days as a lawyer when, to help a client
escape a drug charge, he allegedly altered the underwear
produced in court to look too small to hide drugs. ‘Hon
ey, | Shrunk the Underwear’ sounds like a Malayalam
movie waiting to be made. A short film, of course.
5 m | call a banker friend to figure out what to
p do with my investments, which have been
parked in arbitrage for months. He says that while the

Sensex is cheering the India-US trade deal, the details
of the agreement remain unclear. He jokes that it sounds

TWINKLE
KHANNA

like we have succeeded at what we Indians do best: get
ting good bargains, whether it is at the veggie wala, in
marriage alliances or global trade.

‘Okay, 600 billion in imports and 30% tariffs.’

Arrey make it 500 billion and 12% and | will throw
in duty cuts on nuts. Plus, some scooters.’

‘What?’

‘Yaar, tell me openly, you want fridge instead? Wash
ing machine? Don't feel shy’

‘25%. And add a few planes.’

‘Chalo ok for planes, but we make a round figure for
tariffs. 18%. My numerologist said it's a lucky number.’

‘Done.’

Curiously, nobody reports what the politicians were
wearing during the trade negotiations. | assume that

Trump was in Prada.

lllustration by ~ Chad Crowe (USA)

| feel almost nostalgic for the days
when Bill Gates was trending because
of Excel and not Epstein. For a second,
| consider boycotting Microsoft. Then |
type this very thought in Word. It
underlines ‘importanter’ in red. If only

it could flag questionable billionaires
|

7 m There is a ring ceremony in my building,
p and | have fifteen minutes to get ready. A
man can wear a kurta-pyjama to Parliament, to a wed
ding, or to sleep. We don't have that freedom. A woman’s
clothes are a public statement of her competence.

In the West, Angela Merkel, Hillary Clinton and Mar
garet Thatcher solved the problem with power suits. But
they didn’t have our inheritance of silk and handloom, our
six yards of history. After seeing images of Sitharaman’s
magenta sari all day, | reach for a Kanjeevaram too. As |
drape the silk, | think about the multiple roles of women'’s
clothing. Across ministries, boardrooms and homes, they
do the work of armour, ornament, comfort and confidence.
| pleat and tuck the sari and secure it with pins. People will
notice the colour of our pallus, not how we women hold the
fabric of our country together, without any safety pins.

INQUIZITIVE

Uma Kadam

by JOY BHATTACHARJYA

In 1947, the Indian Army changed its uniform
colours to olive green. For what specific reason
id they change colours, and what was the
original colour?

Which rock icon wrote the song ‘Streets of
Minneapolis’ on the killings of Renee Good and
Alex Pretti by ICE officials in this US state?

Which South Indian superstar’s breakthrough hit
3 was ‘Khaidi’ in 1983? He also appeared in the Hindi

films ‘Pratibandh’ and ‘Aaj Ka Goonda Raj’,
remakes of his films ‘Angarakshak’ and ‘Gang Leader’,
respectively.

Naga Viper, Carolina Reaper and Trinidad Moruga
4 Scorpion are all regarded as averaging over 2

million SHU and among the most potent of their
type in the world. What does SHU measure?

For what specific
5 reason did the
custom of
‘toasting’ each other by
clinking glasses

become popular in the
Middle Ages?

The following cities are famous for what type of
cultural extravaganza — Venice, Rio, New Orleans,
Barranquilla, Santa Cruz de Tenerife and Goa?

Sunil Gavaskar, Roger Binny and Iftikar Ali Khan
Pataudi?

8 Which five-letter word describes a traditional

7 What connects Indian cricketers Lala Amarnath,

form of Asian poetry, consisting of three
unrhymed lines with five, seven and five syllables,
respectively?

If the Boeing 727
9 was known as the
Triple Deuce, the
747 as the Jumbo, the
777 as the Worldliner,
what is the name given to the Boeing 7877

Which popular media channel gets its name
l Ofrom a slang word in the Hindi heartland that

combines the Hindi word for a rustic or
simple boy with the English word for “the best"?
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Flex to fresco, hand-painted

ads are making a comeback

To cut through digital clutter, brands are courting street artists and swapping

billboards for murals that invite people to pause and pose

Joeanna.Fernandes @timesofindia.com

r four years, Dharmendra brought

traffic to a crawl on Chapel Road in

umbai’s Bandra area. The narrow

lane lost its breadth around the stretch

that housed the actor, as day-trippers stopped

for selfies with his double-storey mural as
Veeru from Sholay.

Last Sept, Dharmendra left the building
and, in his place, came a hand-painted beauty
ad. Traffic still slows down, but a different
dynamic now drives the desire to be pictured
with the wall.

The hand-painted ad mural is an old kid in
new threads. Once a staple of Indian streets
capes — from cinema hoardings to soap ads on
village walls — it was steadily pushed out in the
20th century by flex banners and digital bill

The nascent ad-mural

market offers employment
opportunities for a growing cohort
of street artists, still regarded as
vendors or ‘wall dogs’. We want a
seat at the table because we come
with artistic, street and
organisational intelligence
Karthik SS, visuaL ARTIST
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boards that were quicker, cheaper and easier to
replicate at scale. Now, amid visual clutter and
digital fatigue, ad murals are making a come
back as a subtle blend of art and advertising.

“Murals are a long-term brand-building
investment,” says a spokesperson at Tira Beau
ty, the company that commissioned the Chap
el Road mural. “Murals feel less like advertis
ing, and become part of the neighbourhood
that people pause for, photograph, and interact
with organically.” The Chapel Road painting
was their first large-scale mural activation;
the company plans to commission more work
in other cities in 2026.

The modern ad-mural is not merely anoth
er form of outdoor advertisement. It's a clev
erly staged encounter that offers brands a
more intimate way to engage than the visual
tedium of flex and LED.

“Villages and small towns still have painted
ads. And because they're hand-painted, the
idea must be simple, the design uncomplicat

ed,” says Rahul daCunha, managing director
of daCunha Communications, the agency be
hind Amul’s long-running campaign that
works by this very principle.

Traditionally, the product, logo and brand
colours take precedence. “It's the product shot
up front and its promise spelled out clearly that
builds familiarity and a sense of omnipresence,”
says Abhijit Avasthi, founder at Sideways Con
sulting, an interdisciplinary creative collective.
The new crop of murals, he adds, is more artistic
and less heavy on branding, offering artists a
broad canvas for creative expression.

Vishnu Ambat was given such a canvas on
Chapel Road. “The brief was that the mural
should be rooted in Mumbai but reflect the
brand’s Brazilian energy,” says Ambat, a me
chanical engineer-turned-graffiti artist from
Bengaluru, whose collective Kalakarah Murals
and Graffiti executed the project in ten days.
“They sent me pictures of the wall and showed
me the neighbourhood on video calls,” says

Ambat, who adopted the visual vocabulary of
the area to make the mural stand out with a
mosaic of warm yellows and tangerines.
Creative freedom is extended or held back
depending on the brand. OTTs, for instance,
asked Siddhesh Sapte to stick to their brief.
“For the promo of Gadar 2, Zee 5 wanted to go
back to the handpainted film posters of the
past, but in a way that was big and out of the
box,” says the graffiti artist, whose 120-ft mu
ral in Andheri East was a straight-up portrait
of Deol's Tara Singh, machismo and righteous
ness rippling through all 12 floors of his frame.
Sapte, who goes by the street name NME,
has made spray painted ad-murals for an ice-
cream brand in Ahmedabad, and OTT shows
and films in Hyderabad and Mumbai. “In
Mumbai, Prime Video wanted people to engage
with the mural on social media, so they ran a
campaign that asked them to take selfies with
the painting in the background and post them
on Instagram for free tickets and a chance to

A beauty ad on an old Bandra house in Mumbai

meet the actor.” They had to discontinue the
offer because the crowds caused a traffic jam.

For some brands, production is equal to the
image. “It becomes part of brand activation,”
says A-Kill, a graffiti artist from Chennai,
whose artwork for a motorbike brand was part
of “a big event that included bike stunts and
live music”. “You can do a lot with murals,
such as alter the image with UV lights and
bring it to life with augmented reality and
projection mapping,” he says.

The beauty brand in Bandra invited influ
encers to paint parts of the mural for content
they could amplify on their handles. “The
project was challenging,” admits Ambat, be
cause passersby and influencers “lent a
hand"and “the scaffolding had to be erected
close to the wall to avoid traffic disruption.”

Karthik SS of 108 Collective — a country
wide community of street artists — is now
driving negotiations for fair compensation and
physical and financial protection, including
permits, protective gear and insurance cover
as the sector begins to scale up.

Karthik adds that the nascent ad-mural
market offers employment opportunities for
a growing cohort of street artists still regard
ed as vendors or ‘wall dogs’. “We want a seat
at the table because we come with artistic,
street and organisational intelligence,”
Karthik maintains.

On the street, art must often negotiate
with economics. Ranjiet Dahiya, founder of
the Bollywood Art Project that makes street
art of actors and canvases of cottage walls,
knows this well. It was his Veeru that made
way for a body cream. “The owners of the
house called to say they'd been offered a sub
stantial rental for use of their exterior wall,
and would it be okay if my mural was paint
ed over?” Dahiya recounts (The Waghelas,
one of the two owners of the house, said each
had signed a six-month lease at a monthly
rent of Rs 50,000). “I encouraged them to go
ahead with the deal, for I've also earned from
commercial mural work.”




