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The story so far:

O
n February 25, the Delhi-based Centre
for Science and Environment (CSE)
released the ‘State of India’s

Environment 2026’, a report that the research
and advocacy non-pro�t has been publishing
since 1982. The report gives a bird’s-eye view of
the environmental challenges the country faces,
ranging from �oods, extreme weather events,
changes in tiger behaviour, and air pollution. It
also gives a global perspective of climate change
and connects it to the Indian context. 

Are extreme weather events increasing?
The report says that in 2025, India experienced
the highest rise in both the frequency and
severity of extreme weather events over the past
four years, including heatwaves, cold waves,
heavy rainfall, and �oods. Data from January 1 to
November 30, 2025, show that such events were
recorded on 99% of the days in 2025, resulting in
4,419 reported deaths and a�ecting at least 17.41
million hectares of crop area. This is a sharp rise
from 2024, when extreme weather events
occurred on 88% of days, causing 3,393 deaths
and impacting 3.61 million ha of crop area. In
2023, 89% of days experienced such events,
resulting in 3,208 deaths and 2.09 million ha of
crop damage.

Himachal Pradesh was the worst hit by
extreme weather
events (267 days),
followed by Kerala
(173 days), and
Madhya Pradesh
(162 days).

Taken together,
these trends signal
a “widening
ecological backlash
and underscore the
urgency of

meaningful climate action. Without decisive
e�orts to cut risks and emissions, the disasters
we face today risk becoming the norm
tomorrow,” the report said.

Are �oods becoming more intense?
The report talks about how a warming climate
will substantially increase the possibility of
widespread �oods. It says, “Climate change is
not a distant possibility; it is already shaping our
rivers, our cities, and our lives. Future resilience
will depend on how quickly we can integrate
climate science into everyday planning — from
how we design culverts to how we allocate land
along rivers.” It says India’s approach should
move from post-disaster relief work to
pre-disaster resilience. The report emphasises
the need for nature-based solutions such as
restoring wetlands, reconnecting rivers to
�oodplains, recharging groundwater, harvesting
rainwater, and restoring and constructing lakes. 

Is tiger behaviour changing?
The report notes that there is an increase in
tigers killing humans. From January to June
2025, at least 43 people were killed near tiger
reserves, with tigers consuming parts of their
victims in four cases. In the same period in
2024, 44 people lost their lives to tiger attacks.

Tigers rarely turn into compulsive
human-eaters, but tiger attacks and
consumption of humans increase when the wild
cats grow old or su�er from injuries and are
unable to hunt for food, or when their natural
prey base disappears. According to experts and
wildlife observers, says the report, one of the
reasons why tigers seem to be increasingly
targeting humans is proximity of humans to tiger
territory. 

CSE notes that both the tiger population and
the number of people living near forests are on
the rise. In 20 States with tiger populations,
around 40% of tiger territory overlaps with land
home to 60 million people. Tiger populations
inside reserve areas are at a saturation point. As
a result, the big cats are venturing outside
protected areas. Experts cited in the report
attribute these behavioural changes to
overcrowding, habitat loss, and human activity
near tiger habitats.

Is India measuring air pollution properly?
As per CSE’s analysis, only 15% of India’s
population (about 200 million people) live
within 10 kilometres of a continuous air quality
monitor. The remaining 85% (more than 1.2
billion people) breathe air that is outside any
measurable range. Air quality monitoring
remains concentrated in a limited set of large
cities, primarily State capitals and metropolitan
regions. “Entire districts, industrial belts and
fast-growing peri-urban belts remain outside the
monitoring grid. The result is a fragmented
picture: a few zones with dense, overlapping
data coverage and vast regions that appear
blank,” it says. This absence is not just a gap in
information, but an example of structural
inequality in India’s environmental governance.
Hundreds of smaller towns, many of which
experience comparable or even higher levels of
air pollution due to local industrial and
transport activities, have no real-time data at all,
according to the report. 

What is the state of
the environment in
India? 
What does the Centre for Science and

Environment’s report for 2025 say about

pressing challenges?

In 20 States with tiger
populations, around
40% of tiger territory
overlaps with land
home to 60 million
people. Tiger
populations inside
reserve areas are at a
saturation point. 

Nikhil M. Babu

The story so far:

T
he Strait of Hormuz, one of the
world’s most strategically important
chokepoints, has been experiencing a
near-total collapse in commercial

tra�c following rising tensions in West Asia.
More than 20% of the world’s total oil and gas
shipments, and nearly 40% of India’s, pass
through the strait. 

What is the signi�cance of the strait?
The Strait of Hormuz, only 33 kilometres wide at
its narrowest, lies between Iran, Oman, and the
UAE. It is a vital route for oil and gas from Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, Iraq, and Iran leaving the
Persian Gulf to various destinations. 

Other important shipping chokepoints in the
world include the natural Malacca Strait o�
Singapore through which almost the entire
west-bound Chinese maritime trade takes place;
the Bab-al-Mandab at the mouth of the Red Sea,
which has come under Houthi in�uence; the
arti�cial Suez Canal connecting Europe and
Africa-Asia; the arti�cial Panama Canal linking
the Paci�c and Atlantic Oceans; and the straits of
Bosphorus and Dardanelles connecting the
Mediterranean and Black Sea via the Sea of
Marmara, which are crucial not just for nations
such as Romania but also for Russia. 

While Egypt and Panama hold sovereignty
over the Suez and Panama canals, respectively,
Turkey has exclusive sovereign rights over the
Bosphorus and Dardanelles straits. Nations such
as Malaysia and Singapore, and Iran and Oman
play a major role in securing the natural straits
(Malacca and Hormuz) while not holding
sovereignty over them. India has been building
naval presence in the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands with the strategic aim of gaining leverage
over Chinese trade across the Malacca Strait. 

What is the current situation?
Since February 28, when the U.S. and Israel
attacked Iran, and Iran retaliated, ship tra�c
across the strait has reduced by some 95%. Nine
ships have faced attacks in or near the strait.
Shipping is a high-risk business and even small
damages can prove costly to repair. Lloyds List
Intelligence, a maritime information provider,
estimates that some 600 ships are now stranded
in the region. Some 250 are bulk carriers
carrying loose cargo such as coal, ores, and
grain. Others include some 200 oil tankers and
50 gas carriers. 

Can countries just halt shipping lanes?
International law generally treats the seas as
commons. Though territorial waters and
exclusive economic zones are recognised, in
general, laws and practices tend to be favourable
towards free usage of all of the seas by merchant
ships, and by naval ships for “innocent” passage. 

In the past, Egypt has shut down the Suez
Canal. Panama has not shut down its canal. No
country can order the shutdown of the Straits of
Hormuz and Malacca as its sovereign right.
However, lack of security, emanating from
threats and attacks, can make shippers wary of
making the passage due to fears of loss of life
and property. 

As a result, insurance costs can balloon. In the
current situation, insurance premiums have
climbed 10-15 times on a case-by-case basis
depending, among other factors, on whether a
ship is a�liated with any of the belligerent
parties. A rough estimate suggests that
purchasing insurance for just one week of a ship
transiting the strait would cost nearly as much as
what the owner would normally pay for a year. 

Are there alternatives to this strait?
Saudi Arabia can transport fuels to its western
ports on the Red Sea, such as Yanbu, through
pipelines. However, ship tra�c in the Red Sea
plummeted when Houthi attacks started in
2023-24. In October 2023, for instance, there
were around 2,300 ship transits across
Bab-el-Mandab, the strait at the mouth of the
Red Sea. By January, the number had dwindled
to less than half of that. Since then, ship transits
have only marginally gone up. Any attempt to
leverage Red Sea ports may invite attacks from
the Houthis, who are aligned to Iran. 

How does closing the strait help Iran?
Iran has spoken in multiple voices over allowing
ship passage. Currently, about one in �ve ships
passing through the strait are Iranian. While
those speaking for the Iranian government have
said they would not like ship tra�c to halt,
agencies such as the Iranian Revolutionary

Guards have threatened attacks. Iran hopes that
closing the strait will force world opinion to bear
upon Israel and the U.S. to end the con�ict. 

The strait is a leverage that Iran has
historically exercised, such as during the
Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s. At the time, the U.S.
allowed merchant ships registered in other
nations to �y its �ag. This provided legal
sanction for the U.S. to deploy its Navy to escort
merchant ship convoys across the strait. 

India’s response was unique then. Leveraging
its neutrality and positive relationships in the
region, the Shipping Corporation of India (SCI)
had its ships painted ‘INDIA’ in big, bold white
letters against the black hull so that the ships
would be visible and stand out as belonging to
India. Although there were attacks on SCI ships,
the move did succeed to a large extent. 

This time too, the U.S. President has vowed to
keep ship tra�c �owing through the strait. He
has talked about escorting ships to provide
direct security and also help defray insurance
costs. India has been in touch with U.S.
authorities for securing maritime insurance
cover from the International Development
Finance Corporation. The proposal had come
from the U.S. government, o�cials have said. 

How does the situation a�ect India’s
economy and oil prices?
Some 40% of India’s oil �ows through the strait.
Qatar supplies half of India’s lique�ed natural
gas (LNG) imports, which in turn provide half of
the country’s natural gas needs. Qatar shut
down its LNG production when the con�ict
began. While LNG is regasi�ed to supply city gas
uses such as for cooking, power plants and other
industrial uses, about 30% of India’s natural gas
is directed towards fertilizer production. Though
this is the o� season for fertilizers, the situation
may not recover fast enough when ammonia
fertilizer demand picks up later this year. The
government is actively pursuing other LNG
sources, such as the U.S., Russia, and Australia. 

Some 60% of India’s Liqui�ed Petroleum Gas
(LPG), which is mostly a mixture of propane and
butane, comes from imports largely upstream of
the strait. A shortage of LPG, the dominant
cooking gas in India, is far more worrying. The
government has come up with a series of
measures, such as tweaking the oil re�ning
process to produce more of propane-butane and
prioritising cooking gas use of propane-butane. 

The U.S. has given the green light for India’s
purchase of Russian crude for 30 days, which is
a relief. India has built supply networks with
Russia and these will come in handy. Overall,
Brent crude price has been hovering below $90
(it shot past $125 when Russia attacked Ukraine).
In a re�ection of the turn towards Russian oil,
high sulphur Urals oil (from Russia) is now
costlier than Brent oil in India. Increase in global
crude prices may force the Indian government
to increase administered price hikes in petrol
and other fuels for transport and other uses,
leading to a spiralling e�ect on the economy. 

Why does the Strait of Hormuz’s closure matter?

Some 40% of
India’s oil
�ows through
the strait

Where is the Strait of Hormuz and what is its signi�cance? Why have tensions in West Asia

a�ected this passage? What does Iran have to do with the near-complete closure of the strait?

How does the situation a�ect India and what is the government doing about it?

At sea: Tankers are seen o� the coast of Fujairah, as Iran vows to fire on ships

transiting the Strait of Hormuz, in the UAE. REUTERS

M. Kalyanaraman

The story so far:

I
n its quest for energy security, on March
2, India signed a Canadian $2.6-billion
deal with Cameco. The Canadian
company is among the world’s top three

largest uranium producers by volume. The deal
ensures a supply of around 10,000 tonnes of
uranium between 2027 and 2035 to India.

What uranium ‘stocks’ does India have?
India has both domestic reserves and imported
stockpiles of uranium. The domestic reserves
amount to 4.2-4.3 lakh tonnes of ore, spread
across the major mines of Jaduguda and
Turamdih in Jharkhand and Tummalapalle in
Andhra Pradesh. The quantum of extractable
uranium metal from the ore is estimated to be
76,000-92,000 tonnes.

The order of magnitude di�erence between
the ore and the metal is because Indian ore is
‘low grade’ (0.02-0.45% concentration). On the
other hand, Canada has high-grade ore (10-100
times richer than Indian ore). 

India has increasingly relied on imports,
which currently meet nearly three-fourths of the
civilian requirement. Aside from the Cameco

deal, India also �nalised a supply agreement
with Kazatomprom of Kazakhstan in February,
and has ongoing contracts with Uzbekistan and
Russia (both with low-grade ore). The
government is also building a reserve intended
to hold �ve years’ supply of fuel to protect
against supply chain shocks. While importing
uranium ore is cheaper than extracting it, it
cannot legally be used in nuclear weapons. This
is why India also mines ore domestically.

Does the deal involve the 2010 agreement?
The deal with Cameco comes under the
India-Canada Civil Nuclear Cooperation
Agreement (NCA). This was signed in 2010, two
years after the Nuclear Suppliers Group issued
its ‘clean’ waiver for India, allowing it to engage
in civil nuclear trade despite not signing the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. The waiver, in
turn, was made possible by the 123 nuclear
agreement between India and the U.S.

Unlike the deal with Kazakhstan (which is less
intrusive), the NCA requires India to provide
“�ssionable material accounts” to Canada,
which critics have often called a slight against
Indian sovereignty. On the �ip side, the NCA has
also been criticised for tacitly supporting India’s
nuclear weapons programme: the more
uranium India imports for civilian use, the more
domestic uranium it can vouchsafe for military
use.

How does India use its uranium?
India currently operates 24 nuclear reactors
with a generation capacity of around 9 GW. The
700-MW pressurised heavy water reactors
(PHWRs) that currently provide 6-7 GW, or
roughly 3%, of India’s total electricity use
uranium as fuel. The government is committed
to increasing nuclear power capacity to 100 GW
by 2047. Previous attempts to up this
contribution have been set back by issues with
land acquisition and local protests, however.

Signi�cant amounts of uranium are also used
in research reactors, such as Dhruva in
Trombay, to produce medical isotopes such as
technetium-99m and iodine-131 and for
advanced materials science research.

In the 2025-26 Union Budget, Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman allocated ₹20,000
crore to develop a new generation of small
modular reactors, which typically use 3-5%
enriched uranium.

Domestic uranium is also used for nuclear
warheads (currently estimated to number
around 170) and the nuclear-powered INS
Arihant class submarines.

How is India’s nuclear power programme
faring?
India is currently transitioning from Stage 1 to 2
of the three-stage programme. In Stage 1,
PHWRs will use natural uranium-235 to produce
electricity and plutonium-239 as a byproduct. In
Stage 2, fast breeder reactors will use a mixed
oxide fuel of uranium-238 and plutonium-239 to
produce electricity, uranium-233, and more
plutonium-239. (The reactors are called so
because they will produce more fuel than they
consume.) The prototype fast breeder reactor
(PFBR) in Kalpakkam is currently in an advanced
stage of commissioning. Finally, advanced heavy
water reactors will use plutonium-239 and
thorium-232 as fuel, producing electricity and
uranium-233. Homi J. Bhabha envisioned this
three-stage programme to take advantage of the
fact that India hosts 20-25% of the world’s
thorium deposits.

However, the programme has been beset by
numerous delays and cost overruns. The fast
breeder test reactor was built at Kalpakkam in
1977 but the government did not sign o� on the
PFBR until the early 2000s, thanks in part to
sanctions against India over its nuclear tests.
The PFBR’s cost also nearly doubled from ₹3,492
crore at the time it was designed to more than
₹6,800 crore in 2019.

In March 2013, the Department of Atomic
Energy had said in a reply in the Lok Sabha,
“The time of large-scale thorium deployment is
expected to be 3-4 decades after the commercial
operation of fast breeder reactors with short
doubling time.” Given the PFBR’s own timeline,
this period could be in the 2060s, if not later.

Former Department of Atomic Energy
Chairman Anil Kakodkar has explained that the
doubling time — the time taken for one fast
breeder reactor to produce enough fuel to start
a second — is 15-20 years. To generate 100 GW,
then, India has to go through several doubling
cycles, which could explain the multiple deals
now to secure the supply of uranium.

How does Canada’s uranium deal help India?

Indian ore is
low-grade
(0.02–0.45%),
while
Canadian ore
is 10 to 100
times richer

What uranium ‘stocks’ does India have? Does the latest deal involve the 2010 India-Canada Civil

Nuclear Cooperation Agreement? How does India use its uranium? How is the country’s nuclear

power programme faring?

Vasudevan Mukunth

Striking a deal: Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Canadian Prime Minister

Mark Carney at Hyderabad House, in New Delhi. ANI
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O
n March 1, a day after the
U.S. and Israel started
bombing Iran, Donald
Trump said in an interview

that the Iranian leaders wanted to
resume negotiations. “I have agreed to
talk,” he said. A response came swiftly
from Ali Larijani, Secretary of Iran’s
Supreme National Security Council.
“We will not negotiate with the
Americans,” he wrote in a social media
post. 

“You have set ablaze the hearts of
the Iranian people,” he said in an
interview, referring to the
assassination of Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, the Supreme Leader. “We
will burn the hearts of our enemies.” 

In the days that followed, the U.S.
and Israel pounded Iran. Mr. Trump
asked the Iranians to take over state
institutions. It did not happen. Iran
retaliated by launching missiles at
American bases in the Persian Gulf,
and Israel. On March 6, both President
Masoud Pezeshkian and Foreign
Minister Abbas Araghchi said Iran was
not immediately seeking a cease�re.
Mr. Trump then demanded “an
unconditional surrender”. 

As the war unfolds with regional
implications, Mr. Larijani has emerged
as a de�ant face and voice of the
Islamic Republic. The Security Council
he leads is one of the most important
institutions of the state, especially
during wartime. Founded in 1989
under the revised Constitution, the
Council’s main responsibility is to
de�ne defence and national security
policies. The secretary of the Security
Council is roughly the equivalent of the
National Security Adviser of India.

Mr. Larijani came of age during the
tremulous years of pre-revolutionary
Iran. His father, Grand Ayatollah
Hashem Amoli, a renowned Shia
cleric, �ed to Iraq in the 1930s to avoid
persecution under the Shah. Ali
Larijani was born in Najaf, the central
Iraqi city that hosts the tomb of Imam
Ali, in 1958. The Larijanis moved back
to Iran in 1960. Ali Larijani studied in a
religious seminary in Qom and got a
Bachelor of Science degree in
computer science from Aryamehr
University of Technology, Tehran. For

his Master’s and Ph.D., he switched to
Western philosophy. According to a
pro�le of Mr. Larijani on the University
of Tehran website, he has published
three books on Immanuel Kant (all in
Farsi) — The Mathematical Method in
Kant’s Philosophy, Metaphysics and the
Exact Sciences in Kant’s Philosophy, and
Intuition and Synthetic A Priori
Judgments in Kant’s Philosophy. He has
written a book on Descartes’s
Discourse on the Method. He has
additionally written about Saul Kripke
— the American philosopher of
language and modal logic — and David
Lewis, the analytical metaphysician.

A member of the elite
But in Iran, the philosopher found
refuge in revolution. Like many of his
peers who were inspired by the 1979
revolution, Mr. Larijani joined the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC), the paramilitary organisation
founded by Ayatollah Khomeini soon
after the Shah was toppled. 

For Mr. Larijani, the years with the
IRGC became the foundation of a long
career in Iran’s security and political
establishment. During the
administration of President Hashemi
Rafsanjani (1989-97), he was appointed
Minister of Culture and Islamic
Guidance. In 1994, he became the
Director-General of the Islamic
Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB),
an arm of the O�ce of the Supreme
Leader. This role brought him closer to
the Leader (Rahbar), Ayatollah
Khamenei. That was the beginning of a
long relationship between the Imam
and the philosopher. By the turn of the
century, Mr. Larijani had become one
of the key �gures of the elite of the
Republic.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the
conservative politician who became
President in 2005, appointed Mr.
Larijani head of the Security Council
and chief nuclear negotiator. As a
nuclear negotiator, he sent mixed
signals. He once likened European
incentives to abandon Iran’s nuclear
programme to “exchanging a pearl for
a candy bar”. But the same Mr. Larijani
quit the Security Council in 2007 amid
disagreements with Mr. Ahmadinejad,
whose hardline policies had deepened
Iran’s global isolation. It was a rare

public rupture in the conservative
camp. After falling out with Mr.
Ahmadinejad, Mr. Larijani moved to
parliamentary politics. In 2008, he got
elected to the Majles and became
Speaker, a position he would hold till
2020. When Hassan Rouhani pursued
nuclear talks with the U.S. and signed a
deal in 2015, Mr. Larijani, as Speaker,
provided the much-needed legislative
support for the President. When the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
( JCPOA), the nuclear deal, was put to
debate in the Majles, Mr. Larijani gave
just 20 minutes to discuss it for
Parliament’s 290 members, before

pushing it through. 
In domestic politics, he has been

associated with the principalist
(hardline) camp. He was supported by
the Islamic Society of Engineers, a
principalist political organisation. In
2005, when he stood for the
presidential elections for the �rst time,
his bid was supported by the Council
for Coordination of the Forces of the
Revolution, an umbrella group of
conservative organisations. He �nished
sixth, winning only 5.94% of the votes,
but became the Security Council
Secretary. In 2021 and 2024, he
registered for the presidential election,

but his nomination was rejected by the
powerful Guardian Council. But
Masoud Pezeshkian, who won the
2024 presidential election, brought Mr.
Larijani back as the Security Council
Secretary.

Security czar
For years, Iran had built a sprawling
network of allies in West Asia both as a
deterrent and as an o�ensive strategy.
The champion of this forward defence
was Qassem Soleimani, the Quds Force
General who was assassinated by the
U.S. in January 2020. That was a big
blow to Iran. When Gen. Soleimani
was killed, Mr. Larijani warned that the
killing would alter the political balance
of the region. “The response to Haj
Qassem Soleimani’s blood should be
measures to make American forces
�ee from the region,” he said,
according to Tehran Times. 

In April 2025, amid rising tensions
between Israel and Iran, Mr. Larijani
said if attacked, Iran would have “no
choice” but to get nuclear weapons.
“We are not moving towards nuclear
weapons, but if you do something
wrong in the Iranian nuclear issue, you
will force Iran to move towards that
because it has to defend itself,” he said.
Two months later, Israel started
bombing Iran, triggering the 12-day
war. The U.S. joined Israel on June 22
in bombing Iran’s nuclear facilities. 

In June, Mr. Trump declared victory,
but the crisis was far from over. Mr.
Larijani endorsed the nuclear talks
that opened in January 2026 following
protests in Iran. The U.S. and Iran held
three rounds of talks. On February 27,
Oman’s Foreign Minister who was
mediating the talks, said a deal was
within reach. Within hours the U.S.
and Israel launched the war. 

Amid war and a political vacuum, a
furious Iran responded with its drones
and ballistic missiles. “The brave
soldiers and the great nation of Iran
will deliver an unforgettable lesson to
the hellish international oppressors,”
Mr. Larijani said. Eight days into the
war, Iran has been hit hard by the U.S.
and Israel. Tehran has retaliated by
escalating its attacks across the region.
The IRGC, the revolutionary force
where Mr. Larijani cut his teeth, has
warned of a “prolonged war”.

The philosopher who seeks vengeance 
Ali Larijani

The Secretary of Iran’s Security Council, who has emerged as a voice of the country’s de�ance in the time of war, says Tehran will not talk to the U.S. and will deliver ‘an
unforgettable lesson to international oppressors’ 
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R
abi Lamichhane
was a television
personality until a

few years ago, known for
his confrontational talk
show Sidha Kura Janata
Sang (Direct talk with the
people), in which he fre-
quently criticised politi-
cians and highlighted pu-
blic grievances.

Buoyed by his populari-
ty, he launched a political
experiment. In June 2022,
he founded the Rastriya
Swatantra Party (RSP). He
strategically included
“Swatantra”, meaning “in-
dependent”, in the name
to signal that the party was
distinct from the esta-
blished parties. The elec-
tions were just six months
away.

When Nepal went to the
polls in November that
year, the RSP surprised
everyone — it �nished
fourth. A key challenge for
the RSP, however, was that
despite being the fourth-
largest party and enjoying
public support, few saw it
as a formidable force capa-
ble of challenging esta-
blished parties. First, it
lacked a clear ideology. Se-
cond, the party was syn-
onymous with “Rabi” or
“Ghanti” — the bell, the
party’s election symbol.

Many viewed its rise
with scepticism, saying it
was a �eeting success dri-
ven by public frustration
with Nepal’s old guard —

Nepali Congress, CPN-
UML, and CPN (Maoist
Centre). Mr. Lamichhane’s
controversial moves as Mi-
nister — the RSP had joined
the government twice bet-
ween 2022 and 2024 — and
his brushes with the law
dented the party’s image.
He has been in and out of
jail multiple times over
charges of embezzling
cooperative funds.

As it evolved, the party
worked on its ideological
clarity and now calls itself
a pluralistic democratic
party that espouses a liber-
al economy with social jus-
tice — centrist liberal in
short. The party’s views on
the current federal struc-
ture remain unclear, with
multiple leaders making
di�erent public statements
about the form of gover-
nance. In July 2024, when
the two biggest parties —
the Nepali Congress and
the CPN-UML — joined
hands to form a govern-
ment, the RSP was pushed
into a meek opposition.

Last September’s Gen Z
protests, which the RSP

supported, did further
damage. Some in�uential
leaders deserted the party.
Mr. Lamichhane faced alle-
gations of escaping jail dur-
ing the chaos on Septem-
ber 9, the second day of
the protests. He, however,
turned himself in. The
protests, which claimed 77
lives — including 19 in pol-
ice �ring — toppled the K.P.
Sharma Oli government,
triggering election.

Anti-corruption mood
The RSP, which was almost
on the verge of implosion,
suddenly became the be-
ne�ciary of the protests
against corruption and
misrule — what the party
claims as its own agenda —
with public anger directed
mostly against the Nepali
Congress and the UML. In
late December, then Kath-
mandu Mayor Balendra
Shah, known as Balen,
joined the RSP as the par-
ty’s prime ministerial
candidate.

In the run-up to the
March 5 election, the RSP
saw growing public sup-

port — many calling it a ‘Ba-
len e�ect’. The party, once
synonymous with ‘Rabi’,
became synonymous with
either ‘Balen’ or ‘Ghanti’,
resonating with a larger
electorate, beyond party
lines.

The four-year-old party,
once criticised for lacking
an ideology, has dealt a
major blow to the esta-
blished parties in the
March 5 election. The RSP
is set to secure a majority
of 138 seats, with trends
suggesting it could even
reach a two-thirds majority
of 184 in the 275-member
House. As of now, the par-
ty has won 57 seats under
the �rst-past-the-post sys-
tem and is leading in 64
out of 165 constituencies. It
is ahead under the propor-
tional representation sys-
tem, in which 110 members
are elected, securing a 53%
vote share.

Balen is set to defeat Mr.
Oli by a huge margin. Ga-
gan Thapa of the Nepali
Congress is set to su�er a
loss in Sarlahi-4, a consti-
tuency in the Madhesh
plains, at the hands of an
old Congress member now
running on RSP ticket.

Chandan Goopta, a data
analyst following the polls
in Madhesh, says this time
the election was about Ba-
len versus the rest. “It’s not
Gagan vs Amaresh Singh
[the RSP candidate], it’s
Gagan vs Balen,” he said.
“It’s the same for all consti-
tuencies [in Madhesh].”

The bell strikes
Rastriya Swatantra Party

The party that campaigned on anti-corruption, anti-establishment platforms has emerged as the

winner of Nepal’s �rst post-protest election 

Sanjeev Satgainya
PTI

T
he Terminal High
Altitude Area De-
fence (THAAD) sys-

tem is one of the most ad-
vanced missile defence
platforms developed by
the United States to coun-
ter ballistic missile threats.

Designed to intercept
missiles during the �nal
stage of their �ight,
THAAD can destroy incom-
ing threats both inside and
outside earth’s atmosph-
ere, providing a critical de-
fensive layer against short-
medium- and limited inter-
mediate-range ballistic
missiles. The U.S. deployed
additional THAAD batter-
ies to the West Asian re-
gion before it launched the
invasion of Iran on Febru-
ary 28, along with other
weapons. 

Unlike many traditional
air defence systems that re-
ly on explosive warheads,
THAAD uses “hit-to-kill”
technology. This means its
interceptor missiles des-
troy incoming targets by
directly colliding with
them at extremely high
speeds, relying on kinetic
energy rather than an ex-
plosive blast. 

This approach signi�-
cantly improves precision
and reduces the risk of de-
bris from explosive inter-
ceptors a�ecting populat-
ed areas. THAAD can
engage ballistic missile tar-
gets at ranges of roughly
150–200 kilometres, inter-

cepting them at high alti-
tude before they descend
toward their intended
targets.

Key components
The THAAD weapon sys-
tem is a major element of
the broader Ballistic Mis-
sile Defence System
(BMDS) architecture and
consists of several integrat-
ed components: intercep-
tors that destroy incoming
missiles through kinetic
impact; truck-mounted
launchers used to deploy
the interceptors; and the
powerful AN/TPY-2 radar,
which detects and tracks
missile threats at a long
range; a tactical �re con-
trol and communications
unit that coordinates tar-
geting and engagement;
and additional logistics
and support equipment. 

A typical THAAD bat-
tery includes around 90
personnel, six launchers,
and 48 interceptors, with
each launcher carrying
eight missiles.

THAAD is designed to
operate as part of a layered

missile defence network. It
can integrate with other
systems such as the
MIM-104 Patriot, including
the Patriot Advanced Capa-
bility-3 (PAC-3), as well as
the Aegis Ballistic Missile
Defence system used by
naval forces.

In recent tests, THAAD
has demonstrated its abili-
ty to launch PAC-3 missile
segment enhancement
(MSE) interceptors, high-
lighting growing interoper-
ability within the U.S. mis-
sile defence architecture.

The THAAD system is
highly mobile and rapidly
deployable, allowing the
U.S. Army to position it in
regions facing missile
threats. The �rst opera-
tional THAAD battery was
deployed to Guam in 2013.
Internationally, the UAE
became the �rst foreign
buyer in 2011, followed la-
ter by Saudi Arabia.

The system has been in
the spotlight ever since the
latest war on Iran began on
February 28. Iran has re-
portedly destroyed a key
radar associated with the

THAAD system used by the
U.S. to detect and intercept
ballistic missiles in West
Asia, dealing a major blow
to Washington’s regional
missile defence network as
the war on Iran enters its
second week, according to
media reports.

Satellite imagery cited in
the reports suggests that
an AN/TPY-2 radar, valued
at around $300 million and
manufactured by RTX
Corp., along with its sup-
port equipment, was des-
troyed at Muwa�aq Salti
Air Base in Jordan during
the early days of the con-
�ict. The radar plays a crit-
ical role in guiding U.S.
missile defence batteries
deployed across the Per-
sian Gulf.

But despite such set-
backs, THAAD remains a
critical piece in America’s
defensive shield. Ballistic
missiles travel at extremely
high speed and high alti-
tudes, leaving little time for
defence once they ap-
proach their targets. Sys-
tems like THAAD are de-
signed to intercept these
threats far from population
centres and critical infras-
tructure, increasing the
chances of neutralising
them before impact.

As missile technology
continues to evolve,
THAAD remains a key ele-
ment of the U.S. strategy to
build a multi-layered mis-
sile defence shield capable
of countering a wide range
of ballistic missile threats.

Hit to kill 
THAAD

The Terminal High Altitude Area Defence, one of the most advanced missile defence platforms

developed by the U.S., is being tested in the U.S.-Israel war against Iran 

Saurabh Trivedi
REUTERS
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With which is incorporated  
The Englishman ~ founded 1821

When the United States enters another West Asia 
conflict, an old constitutional question returns: 
who decides when America goes to war? The latest 
confrontation with Iran has again placed that 

question squarely before the United States Congress ~ and 
Congress has chosen, at least for now, not to challenge the 
President’s authority. 

A vote in the United States Senate sought to limit the ability 
of President Donald Trump to continue military operations 
against Iran without explicit congressional approval. The 
measure failed along largely partisan lines. The immediate 
result is straightforward: the administration retains broad 
operational freedom as the conflict unfolds. 

Yet the deeper significance lies in the continuing ambiguity of 
American war powers. The Constitution assigns Congress the 
authority to declare war, but modern conflicts rarely begin with 
formal declarations. Presidents from both parties have relied 
instead on executive authority, supplemented by broad 
authorisations passed in moments of crisis. 

The most influential of these remains the Authorisation for 
Use of Military Force adopted after the September 11 attacks. 
Over the past two decades it has been invoked to justify 
operations far beyond its original context. Successive 
administrations have interpreted it as a flexible legal 
foundation for military action across West Asia. 

This recurring pattern reflects a broader shift in how the 
United States conducts war. Military engagements today often 
begin as limited strikes, counter-terrorism operations, or 
defensive responses rather than formal declarations of war. 
That ambiguity allows presidents to act quickly, while leaving 
Congress to debate the legal framework only after military 
action has already begun. 

Concern over this expanding executive latitude led Congress 
in 1973 to enact the War Powers Resolution after the long and 
divisive experience of the Vietnam War. The law requires 
presidents to notify Congress quickly after initiating hostilities 
and limits how long forces can remain engaged without 
legislative authorisation. 

In practice, however, the statute has rarely compelled a 
president to halt a military campaign. Administrations 
routinely dispute its constitutional basis, while Congress often 
hesitates to assert its authority during an unfolding conflict. 

The latest Senate vote reflects that pattern. Lawmakers who 
supported the resolution argued that decisions involving 
sustained hostilities should rest with Congress as well as the 
White House. Those who opposed it countered that restricting 
the president in the midst of a confrontation would send a 
signal of division to adversaries and uncertainty to American 
forces. Both arguments reflect enduring tensions in the 
American constitutional system. War demands speed and unity 
of command, but democracy demands accountability. 

For now, Congress has chosen caution over confrontation 
with the executive branch. Whether that calculation holds may 
depend on how the conflict with Iran evolves. If the fighting 
expands or drags on, pressure in Washington to revisit the 
balance of war powers could quickly return. The debate, in 
other words, has not been settled ~ only postponed. 

Every year, the world pauses to 
celebrate the social, economic, 
cultural and political achievements 
of women on International Women’s 

Day (IWD). It is also a moment to reflect on 
the work still to be done. Nowhere is that 
reflection more profound ~ or more enduring 
~ than in literature. Across centuries and 
continents, women writers have challenged 
conventions, redefined storytelling, and 
insisted that women’s lives, inner worlds, 
and ambitions belong at the centre of the 
intellectual and creative history of the human 
race. For much of literary history, women 
were present in stories but absent from 
authorship. When they did write, they often 
did so under pseudonyms or within constrained 
genres. Yet even in restrictive eras, their 
voices found ways to resonate. In 19th-century 
England, novelists crafted works that subtly 
but powerfully critiqued the social and 
economic limitations imposed on women. 
Austen’s keen observations of marriage and 
money exposed the transactional realities 
facing women without fortune, while Brontë’s 
passionate heroines demanded emotional 
and intellectual equality. At the same time, 
Mary Shelley could transcend the limitations 
of women-centric plots to author one of the 
most powerfully written novels in world 
literature, Frankenstein. 

Across the Atlantic, a writer offered readers 
in Little Women a portrait of sisterhood and 
self-determination that continues to inspire. 
Jo March’s refusal to conform to expectations 
was more than a character trait; it was a 
declaration of independence. Such characters 
became early templates for readers hungry 
for representations of women as thinkers, 
dreamers, and creators. Even in the Indian 
context, Rassundari Debi could go beyond 
the call of her domestic duties to pen an 
autobiography, ‘Amar Jibon’ ~ My Life, in 
1876, which redefined not only women’s 
literature but the very basis of autobiographical 
writing. 

The 20th century witnessed a seismic 
shift as women began to claim greater 
authority over their narratives. Few works 
encapsulate this transformation more vividly 
than A Room of One’s Own by Virginia 
Woolf. The work is an extended essay that 
argued for women’s financial independence 
and private space as prerequisites for 
artistic creation. Woolf ’s assertion that 
“a woman must have money and a room 
of her own if she is to write fiction” 
remains a rallying cry. It reframed literature 
not as a neutral field of talent, but as one 
shaped by access, privilege, and gender. 

Meanwhile, writers like Toni Morrison 
expanded the scope of whose stories 
were told and how. Morrison’s novels 
centred on Black women’s experiences 
with poetic intensity and unflinching 
honesty, confronting histories of enslavement, 
trauma, and resilience. Her Nobel Prize 
in Literature in 1993 was not only a 
personal milestone but also a recognition 
of voices long marginalized in the literary 
canon. Latin America, Africa, and Asia 
have likewise produced formidable literary 
figures whose works interrogate gender, 
tradition, and power. Nigerian author 
Chimamanda Adichie bridges fiction and 
feminist discourse, exploring identity and 
inequality in novels and essays that resonate 
globally. In South Asia, authors such as 
Arundhati Roy have intertwined literary 
craft with activism. Roy’s fiction and essays 
challenge political orthodoxies while 
foregrounding women’s agency in turbulent 
contexts. Similarly, Egyptian writer Ahdaf 
Soueif confronted taboos around sexuality, 
religion, and patriarchy, insisting that literature 
could be both art and instrument of liberation. 

Yet celebrating women in literature is not 
only about authorship; it is also about 
representation. The evolution of female 
characters tells its own story of cultural 
change. Once confined to archetypes ~ the 
dutiful wife, the tragic heroine, the temptress 

~ women in fiction now inhabit roles as 
complex and contradictory as real life. From 
detectives and antiheroes to scientists and 
revolutionaries, contemporary literature 
reflects a widening horizon of possibility. 

Children’s and young adult literature, too, 
has been transformed with powerfully crafted 

women characters. Characters 
like Hermione Granger in 
the Harry Potter series 
demonstrate intellect and 
courage as central traits rather 
than exceptions. Meanwhile, 
authors across genres are 
increasingly attentive to 
intersectionality, portraying 
women whose identities are 
shaped not only by gender 
but also by race, class, sexuality, 
disability, and migration. 

Despite these gains, 
disparities persist. Studies 
of publishing trends continue 
to show gender imbalances 
in bylines, review coverage, 
and literary prizes. The 
conversation sparked by 
initiatives such as the VIDA 

Count ~ Women in Literary Arts, which 
tracks representation in major literary 
publications, underscores that equality in 
literature ~ like equality in society ~ is an 
ongoing project. 

Digital platforms have opened new avenues 
for women writers, democratizing access to 
audiences and bypassing traditional gatekeepers. 
Social media, independent presses, and 
online literary journals have enabled emerging 
voices to find readerships that might once 
have been unreachable. At the same time, 
these spaces can expose women to 
disproportionate harassment, reminding us 
that progress often arrives with new challenges. 

On this IWD, the significance of women 
in literature lies not only in past triumphs 
but also in future potential. Literature shapes 

how societies imagine themselves. When 
women write and are read, they expand the 
boundaries of empathy and understanding. 
They complicate narratives that have long 
centered male experience as universal and 
female experience as peripheral. Importantly, 
the call to celebrate women in literature is 
not a call for segregation but for inclusion. 
The goal is not a separate shelf but a shared 
canon that recognizes excellence wherever 
it appears. It is about ensuring that a young 
reader, browsing a library or scrolling through 
an online bookstore, encounters a tapestry 
of voices that reflect the diversity of human 
experience. The act of reading itself can be 
transformative. To read a woman’s story ~ 
told in her own words ~ is to step into a 
consciousness shaped by distinct pressures 
and possibilities. It is to witness the alchemy 
by which personal experience becomes art. 
And it is to acknowledge that the literary 
landscape, once narrow and exclusionary, 
has been irrevocably enriched by women’s 
contributions. As celebrations and panel 
discussions unfold worldwide on IWD, 
bookstores and libraries often curate displays 
highlighting women authors. These gestures, 
though symbolic, serve as entry points into 
deeper engagement. They invite readers not 
only to honour established icons but also to 
discover emerging writers. 

The story of women in literature is, 
ultimately, a story of persistence. It is about 
women who wrote when discouraged, 
published when doubted, and imagined 
when told their imaginations were secondary. 
It is about readers who recognized themselves 
in those pages and dared to envision broader 
futures. In marking this day, we do more 
than celebrate individual achievements. We 
affirm a principle: that literature thrives 
when all voices are heard. As long as stories 
are told, women will not merely inhabit 
them ~ they will author them, redefine them, 
and ensure that the narrative of humanity 
is richer, more inclusive, and truer. 

The social protection system in 
Bangladesh has always carried 
two truths together. On paper, it 
is large, diverse, and politically 

important. On the ground, it is often messy, 
fragmented, and sometimes unfair. The 
tension is back under the spotlight with 
the government’s new Family Card initiative, 
scheduled to begin as a four-month pilot 
from March 10, covering 6,500 families in 
14 upazilas, each receiving Tk 2,500 per 
month through mobile wallets or bank 
accounts. 

Supporters see it as a bold step, even 
historic. Critics fear it may simply become 
one bigger programme layered on top of 
an already crowded landscape. The real 
question is not whether the Family Card 
is good or bad in principle; it is whether 
the country can use this moment to address 
the deeper design and governance failures 
that have long held back social protection. 
Two features make this initiative politically 

and economically significant. First, the 
scale being discussed is unprecedented. 
If the government eventually brings two 
crore families under monthly 
support, it would cost roughly 
Tk 5,000 crore per month, or 
around Tk 60,000 crore a year. 
It is a macro-level commitment 
that will shape fiscal choices 
for years. 

Second, the architecture 
proposed goes beyond cash transfer. The 
draft guideline reportedly envisions a 
Dynamic Social Registry, integration of 
existing TCB cards, and a longer-term 
ambition of turning the Family Card into 
a universal social identity instrument by 
2030, while pushing the social protection 
budget towards three percent of GDP by 
2028. If that direction is real and implemented 
properly, it could address a core problem 
Bangladesh has struggled with for decades: 
a system that has grown in pieces rather 

than as a coherent whole. 
Bangladesh currently runs more than 

100 social safety net programmes across 
25 ministries, with a budget allocation 
reported at roughly two percent of 
GDP. Too often, it produces duplication, 
inconsistent eligibility rules, administrative 
waste, and room for discretion at the 
local level. As a result, some households 
receive multiple benefits while similarly 
poor households receive none. While 

the draft guideline notes that 22-25 percent 
of the actual poor remain excluded, many 
studies indicate that the exclusion error 
could be more than twice this figure. When 
exclusion errors are that high, the moral 
argument for reform becomes as compelling 
as the technical one. Three aspects deserve 
credit because they align with what serious 
reform requires. 

First, using the household as the delivery 
unit. Many vulnerabilities are shared 
within the family: food insecurity, health 

shocks, rent pressure, and job loss. A 
family-based instrument can reduce the 
common problem of “one person, one 
benefit” designs, which miss the broader 
dependency structure. 

Second, making women the primary 
recipients. The plan is to issue cards in 
the name of the mother or female head of 
household. This matters. There is strong 
global evidence that transfers routed to 
women more often translate into spending 
on food, health, and children’s needs, and 
it can strengthen bargaining power inside 
the household. 

Third, attempting a data-driven selection 
mechanism. The proposed use of Proxy 
Means Test (PMT) scoring, door-to-door 
data collection, verification by social 
services staff, and QR-coded cards signals 
an intention to limit patronage. But design 
intentions do not automatically become 
delivery outcomes. That is where the real 
test begins.

Inevitable 
 
Sir,  Please refer to today's report "Nitish 

to quit as Bihar CM, to move to Rajya Sabha". 
Undoubtedly, the inevitable was set to 
happen in Bihar. Janata Dal (United) chief 
Nitish Kumar, who took oath as the chief 
minister for a record 10th time less than 
four months ago, is on course to vacate the 
coveted chair as he will contest the upcoming 
Rajya Sabha polls. His victory, which is a 
foregone conclusion because of the ruling 
alliance’s comfortable majority in the Assembly, 
will bring to an end his two-decade-long 
journey as the CM.  

In all probability, his successor will be 
from the BJP, which emerged as the single 
largest party in the November 2025 Assembly 
elections. The JD(U) had put up a strong 
show, which helped Mr Kumar stay in the 
saddle, but it seemed to be only a matter of 
time before he would step down - voluntarily 
or otherwise. Bihar is the only Hindi heartland 

state where the saffron party has not had a 
chief minister of its own so far. There is 
speculation that Mr Kumar's son, Nishant 
Kumar, a rookie in active politics, will join 
the new government as deputy CM. However, 
with the BJP going all out to tighten its grip 
on power in Bihar, the JD(U) is poised to 
play second fiddle. There is bound to be 
disgruntlement among JD(U) leaders over 
the power imbalance. The challenge for the 
ageing Nitish Kumar would be to keep his 
flock together and ensure that his party 
does not cede too much ground to its allies. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 6 March. 

 

Package 
Sir, A honcho of BJP and Central dispensation 

has promised to the Bengal electorate that 
after "assuming power" in the state, "Special 
package for women's empowerment and 
safety" would be promptly introduced, citing 

the gangrape-murder in RG Kar hospital, 
Kolkata. While offering him whole-hearted 
thanks, may I humbly ask whether such a 
"special package" has already been introduced 
in Gujarat, Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, 
Odisha, Manipur, Bihar, Delhi and Haryana 
from where spine-chilling sexual atrocities 
regularly get reported?  

Yours, etc., Kajal Chatterjee, 
Sodepur, 5 March. 

 

Built for eruption 
Sir, Apropos “Can America’s institutions 

survive Trump” published today, Trump’s 
presidency has stretched the American 
constitutional order, exploiting antique 
statutes and emergency powers designed 
for rare crises.  

 Yet the American republic was built for 
such eruption. Jackson flouted the Court, 
Lincoln stretched wartime powers, Nixon 
tested the limits of secrecy and surveillance. 

 Each episode ended not in autocracy, but 
in institutional correction: judicial pushback, 
legislative reform, and public recalibration 
of norms. The system would bend, painfully 
maybe, but retained majesty. The fervour of 
the MAGA base, like all leader-centric 
movements, is tethered to a personality, not 
to the pole star. Emotion dissipates; structures 
persist.  Courts endure beyond presidents, 
Congress beyond electoral waves and 
federalism beyond factions. Charismatic 
mobilisation, across history, has ever been 
transient.  If the Trump interlude leaves a 
legacy, it may be salutary: tighter emergency 
statutes, sharper oversight, and a polity 
more lively and alert to constitutional fragility.  

Democracies are seldom known to perish 
from tumult, but from somnolence and 
worse, apathy. Beware the Oracle! Hubris is 
ever destined to be mortal, but an ingrained 
Constitutional ethos is not. 

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 24 February. 

In conservation, success stories are rare enough that they 
often sound improbable. Yet in Assam, the recovery of the 
greater one-horned rhinoceros at Kaziranga National Park 
demonstrates that determined policy and relentless 

enforcement can rescue a species that once seemed destined for 
decline. A century ago, the rhinoceros that has become the 
emblem of Assam hovered near extinction. At the beginning of 
the twentieth century barely a dozen survived in the marshes 
along the Brahmaputra. Today the population has climbed into 
the thousands across the state, with Kaziranga holding the 
world’s largest concentration of the species. The turnaround did 
not happen by accident. It required a deliberate shift in how 
wildlife protection was conceived and enforced. 

The modern phase of that shift began roughly a decade ago 
when rhino poaching surged sharply. Horns were fetching 
astronomical prices in international illegal markets, driven by 
demand in parts of East and Southeast Asia where myths about 
their medicinal value persist. Faced with the possibility that 
decades of conservation gains could unravel, the Assam 
government adopted a zero-tolerance strategy. Forest guards 
were armed, intelligence networks strengthened, and patrols 
intensified across the park’s grasslands and wetlands. 

Technology was added to the traditional ranger’s toolkit. 
Drone surveillance, digital patrol tracking systems originally 
developed for tiger reserves, and a dense network of 
anti-poaching camps allowed authorities to monitor vulnerable 
zones far more closely than before. The message to organised 
poaching syndicates became unmistakable: Kaziranga was no
longer easy terrain. 

Leadership also mattered. Officials in Assam’s forest 
department, including Indian Forest Service officers such as 
Sonali Ghosh, pushed for a conservation model that combined 
strict enforcement with public engagement. Women forest 
guards ~ popularly called “Van Durgas” ~ were recruited and 
trained alongside male counterparts, reinforcing the sense that 
protecting the rhino was a collective mission rather than a 
specialised bureaucratic task. 

Political endorsement amplified the effort. Visits by Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi drew national attention to Kaziranga 
and reinforced the rhino’s status as a symbol of Assam’s natural 
heritage. The results are striking. Rhino poaching has fallen 
dramatically, and recent years have recorded no killings at all. 
For conservationists accustomed to grim statistics about 
endangered wildlife, that outcome is extraordinary. 

Yet success has created its own challenge. As rhino numbers 
grow, Kaziranga’s landscape ~ bounded by the Brahmaputra 
and human settlements ~ faces the risk of ecological 
overcrowding. Conservation planners are increasingly 
discussing translocating animals to other protected areas such 
as Manas National Park to create new populations and reduce 
pressure on the park’s habitat. Kaziranga, therefore, offers more 
than a story of recovery. It provides a template for how political 
will, scientific management, and public support can converge to 
protect wildlife. The next task is to ensure that the success of 
that model does not become its limitation.

War  Powers  

Kaziranga  Model 

Celebrating women in literature 
is not only about authorship; it is 
also about representation. The 
evolution of female characters 
tells its own story of cultural 
change. Once confined to 
archetypes ~ the dutiful wife, the 
tragic heroine, the temptress~ 
women in fiction now inhabit 
roles as complex and 
contradictory as real life. From 
detectives and antiheroes to 
scientists and revolutionaries, 
contemporary literature reflects 
a widening horizon of possibility
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ALL THAT MATTERS

PM Modi’s personalised diplomacy 
has often invited snide asides from 
both the Opposition and those who 
now feel left out of  New Delhi’s rar-
efied strategic community. These 

attacks are par for the course and a feature of  India’s 
fractious democracy. However, the quantum of  out-
rage over his short visit to Israel and its supposedly 
contagious impact on India’s foreign policy went 
beyond the danger mark of  the political Richter 
scale. The usual suspects did, quite predictably, pro-
test too much. But to get the grande dame of  the 
ancien regime to write an op-ed in her name was 
unusual. It suggested that the disquiet over Modi’s 
bid to create a new normal was sufficient to warrant 
a more vigorous response than Priyanka Gandhi’s 
symbolic photo-op with a Palestine tote bag. Indeed, 
if  the street protests over the ‘martyrdom’ of  Iran’s 

Supreme Leader acquire greater momentum in the 
40-day mourning period, India may yet witness the 
Leader of  Opposition accessorise his trademark 
white T-shirt with the Palestinian keffiyeh.

The overreaction was understandable. Apart 
from further cementing his personal ties with Ben-
jamin Netanyahu, unquestionably the most im-
pactful leader in Israel’s 77-year history, Modi’s 
visit had a significance that went beyond the 
strengthening of  bilateral ties or even a growing 
military inter-dependence. The bonhomie with 
Bibi, the Knesset speech that witnessed a rare bout 
of  bipartisanship in Israel, and India’s emphatic 
solidarity with the Oct 7 victims of  terrorism was 
clear proof  that New Delhi had changed sides.

This may seem a facile and over-simplistic ex-
planation of  what our foreign policy calls ‘strategic 
autonomy’. With its huge stakes in the Gulf  and an 
age-old trading relationship growing in importance 
each year, it is unlikely that the India-Israel prox-
imity would involve New Delhi parroting some 
fanciful versions of  the Zionist dream. Nor is it 

likely India will take a partisan stand in the present 
war involving Iran. Poking our nose in issues that 
were none of  our business was a hallmark of  
Nehruvian grandstanding that successive govts 
have done away with. India wasn’t pressured by 
preachy Europeans into ostracising Russia in the 
Ukraine war—a principled detachment that hasn’t 
done India-EU relations any harm. Today’s India 
isn’t either taken for granted or totally disavowed.

The significance of  Modi’s Israel trip can be 
gauged from a detour into history. When the plan 
for the partition of  Palestine (under a British Man-
date since the collapse of  the Ottoman Empire) 
was placed before the UN for consideration in 1947, 
there was an expectation from Jews that India 
would support the establishment of  a new state of  
Israel. Their hope was based on India having been 
traditionally welcoming to persecuted Jews from 
different parts of  the world. India was unique in 
having absolutely no record of  anti-Semitism.

Lobbying the Indian govt was entrusted, among 
others, to Albert Einstein. The renowned scientist’s 

correspondence with Jawaharlal Nehru indicates 
that the pitch for the recognition of  Israel was cen-
tred on moral considerations. Nehru replied that 
while “there was the greatest sympathy for the 
great suffering of  the Jewish people” in India, “na-
tional policies are unfortunately selfish policies. 
Each country thinks of  its own interest first.”

What this “own interest” meant was spelt out 
bluntly by Sardar K M Panikkar, then an Indian 
delegate to the UN and a man whose diplomatic 
misjudgements were legendary. He told a Jewish 
lobbyist: “It is idle for you to try and convince us 
that the Jews have a case… We know it… But the 
point is simply this: For us to vote for the Jews 
means to vote against the Moslems. This is a con-
flict in which Islam is involved…We have 13 mil-
lion Moslems in our midst…Therefore, we cannot 
do it.” (quoted by historian Benny Morris in ‘1948: 
A History of  the First Arab-Israeli War’).

The repudiation of  Israel for domestic, sectari-
an reasons was a pillar of  Indian foreign policy for 
long. It was intimately linked to the unwavering 

support for the pan-Arabism of  President Nasser 
of  Egypt and the other Ba’athist dictators who 
flaunted their socialist credentials. From the 1970s, 
Yasser Arafat developed a cosy relationship with 
the Gandhis. Narasimha Rao began the rectifica-
tion process in 1992, but the progress was needless-
ly half-hearted. When Bibi welcomed Modi in 2017 
with the question: “What took you so long?”, he was 
hinting at India’s plodding pace of  change.

Modi’s second visit, in the aftermath of  the de-
monology that has been constructed around Israel 
by the global fraternity of  progressives, signals an 
advance in India’s understanding of  its self-inter-
est. New Delhi’s ties with Jerusalem will not be 
held hostage to domestic Muslim pressure. Like-
wise, India’s relationship with the Arab countries 
will not be moulded by domestic political calcula-
tions. Both will be assessed on their own terms.

Mahatma Gandhi’s cynical endorsement of  
the Khilafat movement was a monumental dis-
aster for Indian nationalism. Such missteps 
must not be repeated.  

The Bibi bridge: India’s Israel shift marks end to 75-year hesitation
SWAPAN DASGUPTA

RIGHT & WRONG

Bengaluru has another deep concern 
these days, apart from the insane traffic. 
The cornerstone companies of  its IT 
sector — such as Infosys, TCS, Cogni-
zant, and Wipro — are getting ham-

mered in the stock market. In the last month alone, these 
companies have lost around 20% — a fifth of  their value. 
Over the past year, these former market darlings have 
shed almost a third of  their market capitalisation.

The reason? The elephant in every boardroom in the 
world today — AI, or artificial intelligence. AI is disrupt-
ing many sectors, if  not all. However, recent progress in 
AI-based coding — where you simply type in plain English 
what you want the code to do, and the AI generates it in 
seconds — has shaken the foundations of  our multi-bil-
lion-dollar, multi-million-employee Indian IT sector.

Heard of  computer languages like C++, Java, or even 
the ancient COBOL which IT professionals take years to 
learn and perfect? Well, you don’t necessarily need to 
know them anymore. AI does it faster, cheaper and per-
haps even better. Not to mention, it doesn’t need coffee, 
lunch breaks, vacations, and appraisals.

This is no longer the stuff  of  sci-fi. AI coding assis-
tants like Claude Code, GitHub Copilot (built on OpenAI 
models), Tabnine, Amazon CodeWhisperer, and tools such 
as Replit AI, Qodo and Sourcegraph Cody are part of  real 
development workflows today. These tools generate code 
from natural-language instructions, autocomplete logic 
blocks, suggest bug fixes, and even explain code.

For those unfamiliar with the IT-software-coding busi-
ness, here’s an analogy. Remember the days before smart-
phones? If  you needed a picture, you went to a photo studio, 
hired a photographer or bought an expensive camera. You 
shot pictures on film rolls, then took them to a studio to 
get them developed. That ecosystem created multiple jobs 
— studio owners, photographers, film manufacturers, de-
velopers, and more. With the arrival of  smartphone cam-
eras, we are all photographers now. Forget photography, 
we are all videographers today. All those jobs have shrunk.

AI-based coding works similarly. Of  course, you still 
need programming knowledge just as you need photogra-
phy skills to take good pictures or video skills to create 
compelling content. But now, fewer highly skilled people 
who know how to use AI tools effectively are enough. 
Clients of  these IT companies will likely reduce out-
sourced manpower and negotiate lower rates.

And here’s the uncomfortable reality: Bengaluru and 
Gurugram are not building most of  these AI coding plat-
forms. Big Tech in the US is. Our advantage has long 
been cheap labour — which, incidentally, underpins not 
just IT but even many consumer internet businesses in 
India. But AI changes the labour-cost equation. If  a US-
based AI-trained engineer costs five times more but, with 
AI tools, can do the work of  ten fresh Indian hires, it still 
makes economic sense for clients.

Meanwhile, countries like China are showcasing robots 
performing synchronised kung-fu routines. When you watch 
those videos, you realise that advanced manufacturing, ro-
botics, and foundational AI research have already moved 
elsewhere. And we are still debating billing rates.

India’s IT sector contributes roughly 7% to GDP. Its decline 
may not devastate the economy, but it will have consequenc-
es. A sharp fall in IT services exports will affect our trade 
balance. Reduced job creation can lower consumer spending 
in major cities, potentially affecting real estate markets.

Is this a doomsday scenario? Perhaps. But the threat 
is real. Multi-billion-dollar companies don’t lose a third 
of  their value over baseless panic. We must also admit 
that India’s IT sector — like many of  our industries — is 
not known for deep innovation. Companies often prefer 
spending on “liaisoning” and navigating regulatory hur-
dles rather than investing heavily in research. Mean-
while, others are building trillion-dollar AI ecosystems. 
From IT and defence to robotics, and advanced manufac-
turing — everything is evolving. Those at the frontier 
will win. Labour arbitrage alone will not.

That said, the Indian IT sector has taken meaningful 
steps toward higher-end services. And this is not the first 
time doomsday predictions have surfaced. Many believed 
Indian IT would collapse after Y2K. Instead, it thrived. 
Similar fears arose with the rise of  the internet and mobile 
apps. The companies survived and adapted.

However, each disruption is different. AI is unlike any-
thing the Indian IT sector has faced before. It is faster, more 
scalable and directly attacks the core of  the services model.

Perhaps the future lies in a hybrid AI-human model. Just 
as hybrid engines in cars (internal combustion plus electric) 
have proven successful, maybe Bengaluru can offer a model 
where humans and AI work together. Humans still offer 
something AI cannot — accountability, empathy, and context. 
Also, let’s be honest, clients sometimes want someone they 
can yell at. You can’t exactly shout at an algorithm.

Will Bengaluru be able to fight back against the tril-
lion-dollar AI monster? The optimist — and the India-lov-
ing person — in me says yes.

And fighting back the traffic monster? Well, that is a dif-
ferent story altogether. 

LEAPING AHEAD: China’s robots performing synchronised kung 
fu show how far ahead it is in AI research and manufacturing

CHETAN BHAGAT

THE UNDERAGE OPTIMIST

Bengaluru is stuck in a new jam.  
Can it beat back the AI monster?

O n  m o s t 
days, a wom-
an in India 
does not expe-
rience the 
city as a neu-
tral grid of  
roads and 
b u i l d i n g s. 

She experiences it as negotiation. She calcu-
lates lighting before distance. She chooses a 
bus based on who else is inside it. She avoids 
certain parks after dusk. She memorises 
which metro exits open onto crowded 
streets and which lead to deserted service 
lanes. She plans her day not in straight 
lines but in loops — dropping a child at 
school, stopping at a pharmacy, heading to 
work, picking up groceries, checking on an 
elderly parent. She adjusts.

But cities are not accidental. As sociolo-
gist Émile Durkheim argued in ‘The Division 
of  Labour in Society’ (1893), social systems 
are organised to perform functions and main-
tain order. Urban infrastructure — transport 
networks, zoning regulations, and housing 
design — is part of  this structure. Historical-
ly, however, it has been imagined around a 
particular figure: the male commuter/bread-
winner. What if  women who navigate cities 
differently were the ones who designed them? 
What are the shifts we would see?

1 | Adjusting to Belonging
In Kolkata’s Maidan at dusk, in Delhi’s neigh-
bourhood parks, in Bengaluru’s lakeside 
promenades, a familiar pattern emerges: men 
gather; women pass through, particularly 
after dark. Even in parks, they engage in pur-
poseful activities — brisk walking, accompa-
nying children — rather than lingering. The 
common response has been segregation: 
women-only compartments, pink autos, re-
served seating. But cities designed with wom-
en in mind could embed safety in everyday 
infrastructure. Lighting would be continuous 
rather than decorative. Pavements would be 
wide, even and unobstructed. Seating would 
be dispersed rather than clustered in 
male-dominated zones. As Jane Jacobs in ‘The 
Death and Life of  Great American Cities’ 
(1961) argued safety emerges from “eyes on 
the street” — mixed-use neighbourhoods, 
active storefronts, and steady pedestrian pres-
ence. Cities such as Vienna have demonstrat-
ed how gender-sensitive planning reshapes 

mobility through wider pavements, better 
lighting, and redesigned housing layouts. 
Bengaluru’s pedestrian-friendly TenderSURE 
roads show that this is possible in India. The 
question is not affordability; it is priority.

2 | Transport That Reflects Real Lives
The male commuter model assumes one or-
igin and one destination. Yet India’s Time 
Use Survey (2019) shows women shoulder a 
disproportionate share of  unpaid care work. 
Their journeys are layered: school, market, 
workplace, clinic, home. But transport plan-
ning prioritises peak-hour office traffic. Last-
mile connectivity is patchy. Footpaths dis-
solve into construction debris. Bus stops lack 
shelter and lighting. If  transport systems 
were designed around women’s mobility 
patterns, routes would link residential areas 
to schools, markets and health centres, not 
only corporate hubs. Interchanges would be 
stroller-friendly and accessible to the elderly 
and disabled. Traffic signals would account 

for how long a child or older adult takes to 
cross. Strict enforcement against speeding 
and red-light violations would not be cosmet-
ic but foundational. When policy goes beyond 
the male-default model, the results are evi-
dent. The free bus travel scheme for women 
in Delhi and Bengaluru significantly in-
creased female ridership. When access im-
proves, participation follows.

3 | Safety by Design, Not Surveillance
Since the protests over the 2012 Nirbhaya 
gangrape, the dominant govt response has 
emphasised surveillance — CCTV camer-
as, patrols, women-only spaces. While nec-
essary, these are reactive measures. Safety 
should not rest on individual caution but 
be produced collectively through thought-
ful design. For instance, underpasses that 
do not resemble dim tunnels of  anxiety. 
Informal vendors, often labelled encroach-

ments are recognised as contributors to 
vibrancy and safe streets.

4 | Housing That Recognises Labour
Research has long shown that many women 
are home-based workers. Yet housing rarely 
reflects this. Step into a middle-class apart-
ment in Kolkata or a resettlement colony in 
Delhi and a spatial reality emerges: kitchens 
are often small, enclosed and isolated. Social 
infrastructure—schools, parks, and mar-
kets—isn’t always within walking distance. 
In informal settlements, design failures are 
sharper. Distant water points, poorly main-
tained community toilets and overcrowded 
layouts make daily routines physically ex-
hausting. Poor ventilation contributes to 
respiratory illness. Limited access to safe 
public space further restricts activity, increas-
ing risks of  non-communicable disease 
(NCD). If  women shaped design, kitchens 
would be ventilated and integrated. Shared 
courtyards could support collective childcare. 
Water and sanitation would be treated as core 
infrastructure, not afterthoughts. Swachh 
Bharat emphasised toilet construction; the 
next step is dignified, usable design.

5 | Recognition to Representation
Perhaps the most transformative shift would 
be institutional. Urban planning bodies and 
infrastructure boards remain overwhelm-
ingly male. Cities are drafted in rooms where 
the everyday choreography of  women’s lives 
is underrepresented. When planners lack 
gender-disaggregated data on mobility and 
safety, they design for an abstract ‘average’ 
citizen who often resembles a man. Design-
ing cities around women’s needs is not a 
niche concern. It is an economic imperative 
— because mobility influences labour force 
participation. It is also a public health issue 
— because walkability, clean air and safe 
transport shape well-being and determine 
exposure to NCDs, respiratory illness and 
road injuries. It is a democratic issue — be-
cause public space signals who belongs.

This International Women’s Day, the 
most meaningful gesture would not be sym-
bolic celebration but structural change: 
more women at drafting tables, in planning 
boards, transport authorities and housing 
committees. A city designed with women 
at its centre would not only be safer for 
women. It would be healthier, more equi-
table, and more humane for everyone. 
Bhattacharya is a medical anthropologist 

and public health expert and Dasgupta  
is an architect-planner 

Five ways to reimagine Indian cities 
around women’s labour and realities

ACCESS MATTERS: Free bus travel led to more 
female ridership in Delhi and Bengaluru

BY INVITATION

ANUTTAMA 
DASGUPTA

ARUNA 
BHATTACHARYA 

In Washington, a feud has erupted be-
tween the US Department of  War and 
the AI company Anthropic, maker of  
the Claude model. The kerfuffle sounds 
like a classic corporate-state standoff, 

with Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei walking away from 
a $200 million deal, refusing to drop contractual red lines 
that prohibited its AI. The Pentagon labelled the compa-
ny a “supply-chain risk,” effectively barring contractors 
from using its technology in military work.

The dispute is not about money or performance issues, 
but about ethics and control. Anthropic insisted that its mod-
els cannot be used for mass domestic surveillance or fully 
autonomous weapons, while the Pentagon wants the right 
to deploy AI for ‘all lawful purposes,’ which presumably in-
cludes these. When the company refused to loosen those re-
strictions, the relationship collapsed, the Pentagon blacklist-
ed the firm, and Sam Altman’s OpenAI, seemingly less con-
cerned about these issues, signed a deal the very same day.

The surprising twist in this story is that the model at 
the centre of  the dispute, Claude, has reportedly already 
been used in real military operations, including a US raid 
in Venezuela targeting President Nicolás Maduro, and is 
currently being used in Iran!

The most terrifying question is how can a Large Language 
Model (LLM), a technology famous for ‘hallucinating’ facts 
and being ‘confidently wrong,’ be trusted with the surgical 
precision required for high-stakes warfare? In matters of  
war and the fog surrounding it, no one will know exactly 
how. But, based on reporting, as well as the known capabili-
ties of  modern AI systems, several plausible uses emerge:

The Analyst: Claude’s long-context window allows it 
to ingest thousands of  satellite images, SIGINT (signals in-
telligence), and open-source reports simultaneously. It doesn’t 
just ‘read’ them, but produces vulnerability scores, condens-
ing days of  human analysis into minutes to perhaps identify 
which centrifuge hall at Natanz or Fordow, Iran’s uranium 
enrichment sites, is most susceptible to a kinetic strike.

The Spotter: In the operation that led to the capture 
of  Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela, reports suggest AI was 
used to distinguish between real bunkers and elaborate 
decoys. In West Asia, the Times of  Israel reports that US 
forces used Claude to assist in the lethal strike on Aya-
tollah Ali Khameini. An LLM can process drone footage 
or satellite imagery and classify structures, distinguish-
ing a bunker from a decoy, identifying vehicles, or spot-
ting infrastructure hidden under camouflage.

The Wargamer: Before a single drone entered Ira-
nian airspace, the military likely ran thousands of  Mon-
te Carlo simulations, which use repeated random sam-

pling to model uncertainty and estimate outcomes in 
complex systems. Claude can orchestrate these simula-
tions rapidly, running probabilistic forecasts and pro-
ducing scenario briefs for planners.

The Navigator: AI is excellent at optimisation prob-
lems. It can assist with the logistical puzzle of  modern 
warfare: routing drones, coordinating aircraft, avoiding 
radar coverage, and synchronising strikes.

The Copilot: During an operation like the Iran 
strikes, commanders receive a firehose of  information: 
sensor data, electronic warfare signals, and communica-
tions intercepts. An AI model can give real-time recom-
mendations to pilots and commanders, suggesting instant 
adjustments to drone and flight patterns.

Popular imagination might envisage AI running wars 
like a sci-fi general, but the reality is far more prosaic. Mil-
itaries rarely rely on a single system to make battlefield 
decisions. What they deploy instead are complex deci-
sion-support ecosystems with image-analysis models, sim-
ulation software, logistics optimisers, radar algorithms, 
and human analysts working together. LLMs plug into that 
ecosystem as ‘cognitive middleware’ to summarise data, 
coordinate workflows, and help humans think faster. For 
example, Claude is being integrated into broader battle-man-
agement ecosystems like Palantir’s Maven Smart System.

The direction of  travel is unmistakable: We have en-
tered the era of  the AI Copilot for War. For centuries, the 
decisive advantage in war came from better artillery, 
faster aircraft, or more accurate missiles. Now, the race 
may increasingly be about who can think faster and more 
accurately with machines.

The dispute between Anthropic and DoW is only a pre-
cursor to a much larger philosophical question — not about 
whether machines can help us fight, but about how much of  
our morality we are willing to outsource to an algorithm. 
Because, in the wars of  the future, the most powerful weap-
on may not be the missile or the drone, but the algorithm that 
decides where they go. Retrieval-Augmented Generation 
systems are meant to prevent the model from dreaming up 
facts and using only specific data provided by military sen-
sors to contain hallucinations. Humans, too, remain in the 
loop, at least for now. AI suggests the target, but a human 
colonel still authorises the trigger. But the most dangerous 
part of  a ‘hallucinating’ AI isn’t that it makes a mistake, it 
is that no human may have the time to stop it. 

Bindra is founderAI&Beyond

‘Hallucinating’  
AI is now 

fighting real wars
JASPREET BINDRA

BY INVITATION

GENERAL IN THE MACHINE: Claude was reportedly used for 
Nicolas Maduro’s capture and is being integrated into 
broader battle-management ecosystems like Palantir

What has been the response to the win, 
especially in your hometown in Manipur?
It has brought a lot of  joy and people are 
looking forward to it. They’ve already start-
ed lining up at theatres. I’m excited for 
them to see it, especially the people from 
Moreh. Many Manipuri and 
Assamese films have gone to 
major festivals before, like Is-
hanou (1990) and Imagi Ningth-
em (1981). Both were written by 
my aunt, Binodini Devi, whom 
I admired greatly. She used to tell me, ‘You 
never do anything for Manipur.’ I wish she 
were alive today. She would have been very 
happy that I finally did something.

In your speech you mentioned “internally 
displaced children, including the child actors 
in the film”. How have they been affected?
Not just the child actors in the film, but 
every child who has been displaced is han-
dling it badly. Akhu (Chingangbam), the 
film’s music director and line producer, 
works with children in camps, 
teaching them music to help 
them cope with their trauma. 
If  you are suddenly uprooted 
from your house and thrown 
into a room the size of  a small 
hall with sixty other people, 
how would you feel? Especial-
ly when you are a kid. It has 
affected Gugun (who plays the 
character of  Boong) really bad-
ly because I don’t think he can 
ever go back to his home. 
The trauma will al-
ways be there. 

Larger tensions seep into the children’s 
worlds in the film…
The layer of  tension you hear in words 
like ‘go back’ or ‘foreigner’ is there, but 
it is incidental. Children pick up what 
they see. Those words are already on the 

walls around them. You can be 
playing in your courtyard 
while something drastic is 
happening outside your gate. 
But the child’s world remains 
their own and they are also the 

first to say sorry. It’s just an underlying 
layer, not meant to highlight tensions. At 
the same time, what has happened in Ma-
nipur is still very close to me. As I grow 
older, humour is one of  the ways I retreat 
and protect myself.

Do you hope it will open up conversations?
When the film had its limited release last 
year, people from the Kuki and Meitei com-
munities sat next to each other in the halls, 
watched the film, and laughed together. I 

was sent pictures and videos. It made me 
so happy. I thought that was a great first 

step. I hope that, just like we worked 
together during the shoot, watching 
the film can bring some hope that 
we can still be the same. But maybe 
I am asking for too much. For me, 

it is simply important that a film-
maker has a voice. Otherwise what 
is the point of  making a film?

You ended your speech by 
saying “no conflict should be 

formidable enough to 
destroy our superpower 

— forgiveness”. In Manipur today, what does 
forgiveness look like?
It has to start at a personal level, inside the 
four walls of  a home. That’s my belief. If  
your foundation is not strong, then outside 
factors — neighbours, friends, political 
leaders, or other influences — can affect you.

What made you feel that this story needed 
to be seen through a child’s eyes?
I love children’s stories. I grew up on them, 
and naturally veer towards  because they are 
full of  fun and fantasy. They used to cushion 
me, and I feel they can cushion others, too. I 
told the story like the 10-year-old me — a sum 
total of  my experiences. The story is loosely 
inspired by my grandfather, who used to 
yearn for his father in exile in Myanmar. 
Boong is symbolic of  all the people who are 
left behind. Also, many films out there are 
not suitable for children in terms of  messag-
ing or violence. I hope this brings more wom-
en and children’s storytelling into the genre.

The friendship between Boong and his 
Marwari bestie Raju gives the film its rhythm…
When I met Gugun in 2021, I knew it was 
him immediately because he was so cheeky. 
He said, “Please, I can’t audition. I don’t 
speak Meitei.” I loved that. I held his hand 
and said, “Come on, let’s hang.” I asked if  
he knew how to use a nauri, the slingshot. 
He said yes and showed me some moves. In 
the film, the hand sign also became a tribute 
to Manipur inspired by the Sangai, the 
brow-antlered deer found only in the state 
and now almost extinct. Raju too is a proper 
Manipuri boy who could speak Hindi. 

When someone outside Manipur watches 
the film, what do you hope stays with them?
I want them to remember closure and new 
beginnings. The theme resonates with me 
deeply. Everyone in a bad marriage, in 
bad friendships…move on.

Has the global spotlight changed how you 
think about what you want to do next?
No. I worked on this film with zero ex-
pectations. This is a bonus. Whoever calls 
to congratulate me, the first thing I ask 
is: ‘Do you have a first AD (assistant di-
rector) job for me?’ (laughs) I will still 
walk into a set like it’s the first time.

Trauma of displacement will always 
remain, especially for Manipur’s kids

Lakshmipriya Devi wears her BAFTA win lightly, 
speaking with the same disarming simplicity that runs 
through Boong, her debut feature that got her the award 
recently. The film, about a schoolboy’s search for his 
missing father, wrapped up just weeks before ethnic 
clashes erupted in Manipur. Devi talks to Mohua Das 
about writing the story like her ten-year-old self, and 
the joy of finally doing something for her state
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PARASOCIAL IS NOT 
PARA-SOCIAL 

 
SHOVANLAL CHAKRABORTY 
 

I eagerly wait for this time of the year when 
dictionaries proclaim new words of the year 
gone by. Merriam-Webster has just declared 
‘slop’ as the new word for 2025, while Collins 

Dictionary has declared ‘vibe coding’ as the new 
word for the year. Cambridge Dictionary’s word 
of the year was ‘parasocial’, meaning a one-sided 
psychological bond where a person feels they 
know and have a relationship with a media 
figure – a celebrity or fictional character – who 
is unaware of their existence, creating an intimacy 
through media like television, social media, etc. 

I was thinking about how prefixes can change 
the meaning of a word. Take ‘para’, for example. 
We have just seen what ‘para’ does to 'social' – 
reducing one associated with society to one 
forming a one-sided bond. A person who is 
paranoid is entirely different from a ‘paragon’ of 
virtue. One suffers from delusions of persecution 
or grandeur, while the other describes someone 
or something that is a perfect embodiment of a 
concept or behaviour. 

A paraplegic person is one who we might 
want to help if we could, while a parasite is a 
person we would rather shun. 

When it comes to professions, a paramedic is 
a person trained to give emergency medical 
treatment, while a paralegal is a person with 
specialised training to assist lawyers, and 
paramilitary is an unofficial military unit. 
‘Paradigm shift’ is a commonly used phrase 
while talking about new shifts in policy issues 
both in the government and in the corporate 
sector. 

‘Parochial’ would refer to a narrow-minded 
outlook on issues and situations. 'Parasailing’ 
refers to a sport in which a person is harnessed 
to a parachute-like device being pulled by a 
vehicle. ‘Paragliding’ is another sport where a 
person is harnessed to a manoeuvrable parachute-like 
wing.  While both these are for the sporty kind, 
a paratrooper is someone who specialises in 
parachuting from an aircraft, sometimes behind 
enemy lines, often compromising his life. 

In the English language, a paradox is different 
from a paradoxical statement. One means a 
statement that contradicts itself, while the other 
means that something is seemingly contradictory 
but nonetheless possibly true. When you write 
a paragraph on a subject, it is usually one of 
several subdivisions of a longer text, but when 
you paraphrase something, you put into your 
own words something you have just read or 
heard, in a shorter version. 

A parody is a humorous imitation of more 
serious writing or music, while a parable is a 
short story that usually illustrates a moral or 
lesson. 

The world of the ‘para’ could go on and on, 
and if we take the Bengali meaning of the word 
'para' means a small road bound locality. Bengalis 
have been "para-social" from long before the 
Cambridge Dictionary got hold of the word. 

The word "para-social" for Bengalis means 
just the opposite of what has been included in 
the dictionary, as it denotes real bonding between 
people interacting on a regular basis. The biggest 
evidence for Bengalis being para-social are the 
intra, and inter-para marriages that take place 
in the community. So, in the future, never cock 
a snook at a prefix because a wrong one could 
change what you set out to say!

OBSTINATE SOVIET 

REFUSES TO 
EVACUATE OXUS 
ISLAND 
(From Our Correspondent.) 
Allahabad, Mar. 

The Pioneer writes: How determined is the 
attitude of the Afghan Government in connexion 
with the Oxus Island dispute with Soviet Russia 
can be gauged by the latest advices from Kabul, 
which show that the Afghan portion of the 
boundary demarcation commission is still in 
the capital, owing to the continued refusal of 
the Soviet to evacuate its troops from the 
Island. There has been a considerable movement 
of troops in Afghanistan, attended with no 
little, local excitement, but the time which has 
elapsed since the incidents attending the seizure 
of the Island by the Soviet rather points to a 
desire on the part of both disputants to arrive 
at a peaceful settlement. 

 

TRIPLE MURDER? 

ALLEGED 
CONFESSION OF 
GUILT 
Delhi, Mar. 

The story of a triple murder comes from Bara 
Hindu Rao. It is alleged that on Thursday last, 
Anwar Ali, employed in a local cinema, getting 
suspicious of his wife’s conduct, murdered his 
mother-in-law and two sisters-in-law, and seriously 
wounded his wife and brother-in-law. 

ACROSS 
 

9    The last sign of 

resistance  

(5) 

10  Swimming every 

gala in a mediocre 

fashion (9) 

11  He corrects each 

misdirected flyer 

(9) 

12  Still upset? Not 

very (5) 

13  Hold up back of 

trousers with belt 

or elastic (7) 

15  What buds do 

sometimes on 

vacation in 

Orlando?  

(7) 

17  Butchered animal 

and left out 

membranes (5) 

18  Light-headed (3) 

20  Snoops around 

Hooters (5) 

22  Sport featuring 

Raider and a 

naughty kid 

jumping around (7) 

25  Dorian dashed back 

inside store for 

cereal (7) 

26  Cover for bishop�s 

joint (5) 

27  Once again insist on 

some sunscreen for 

cellulite (2-7) 

30  To struggle against 

associate taking 

criminal cut (9) 

31  Arouse with a stiff 

bash? (5) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Where solver can 

find a castle�s 

boundary! (4) 

2    Removing outer 

layers of eczema 

on nipple agitated 

old gasbag (8) 

3    Overload current 

charging motor (4) 

4    Scotch bonnet 

burns � remedy 

taken by mouth  

(8) 

5    Nearly threw away 

page over writer�s 

tip (3,3) 

6    A frail icon rattling 

around Hollywood 

home (10) 

7    Reported fees for 

American banks  

(6) 

8    Bulge spotted in 

Darcy�s trousers  

(4) 

13  Player left to go in 

second (5) 

14  Exercising nude 

with active viewers 

(2,8) 

16  Dim boy holds good 

degree (5) 

19  Person involved in 

public relations 

regularly fell for 

bad lines  

(8) 

21  Perhaps emergency 

exit leads to steel 

duct  

(8) 

23  Parcel contains 

voided ticket for 

Waterloo?  

(6) 

24  Strategic gain from 

concrete situation? 

(6) 

26  See 29 

28  Plant a kiss on 

Frank Lampard 

initially  

(4) 

29/26  Always veer  

off course, 

occasionally 

crossing motorway 

(8)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10

11 12

13 14 15 16

17 18 19 20 21

22 23 24 25

26 27 28 29

30 31

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

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

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

NOW AND AGAIN

Last SundayÊs Solution

Destruction can never be a strategy
FARAH N JAN 
 

Shortly after the opening 
salvo of U.S.-Israeli attacks 
on Iran on 28 February 2026 
– with missiles targeting 

cities across the country, some of 
which kil led Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei – President 
Donald Trump declared the objective 
was to destroy Iran’s military 
capabilities and give rise to a change 
in government. 

Framing the operation as a war 
of liberation, Trump called on 
Iranians to “take over your government.” 

In the first days alone, Israel dropped 
over 2,000 bombs on Iranian targets, 
equal to half the tonnage of the 12-day 
Israel-Iran conflict in June 2025. 
Heavy U.S. bombing, meanwhile, has 
targeted Iran’s Revolutionary Guard 
as well as ballistic missile and aerial 
defence sites. 

The destruction is real. But, as 
an international relations scholar, 
I know that destruction is not the 
same as political success. And the 
historical record of U.S. bombing 
campaigns aimed at regime change 
shows that the gap between the 
two – the point at which Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Libya campaigns all stalled 
– is where wars go to die. 

Decades of scholarship dating 
back to World War I on using air 
power to force political change has 
established a consistent finding: 
Bombing can degrade military 
capacity and destroy infrastructure, 
but it does not produce governments 
more cooperative with the attacker. 

Political outcomes require political 
processes – negotiation, institution- 
building, legitimate transitions of 
power. Bombs cannot create any of 
these. Instead, what they reliably 
create is destruction, and destruction 

generates its own dynamics: rallying 
among the population, power vacuums, 
radicalization and cycles of retaliation. 

The American record confirms 
this. In 2003, the George W. Bush 
administration launched “Shock and 
Awe” in Iraq with the explicit aim of 
regime change. The military objective 
was achieved in weeks. The political 
objective was never achieved. 

The U.S. decision to disband the 
Iraqi army created a vacuum filled 
not by democratic reformers but by 
sectarian militias and eventually ISIS. 
The regime that eventually emerged 
was not friendly to American interests. 
It was deeply influenced by Iran. 

In 2011, the Obama administration 
led a NATO air campaign in Libya 
that quickly expanded from civilian 
protection into regime change. 
Dictator Moammar Gadhafi was 
overthrown and killed. 

But there was no plan for political 
transition. Chaos and political 
instability have endured since. Asked 
what his “worst mistake” was as 
president, Barack Obama said, 
“Probably failing to plan for the day 
after, what I think was the right 
thing to do, in intervening in Libya.” 
Libya remains a failed state today. 

The intervention also sent a 
powerful signal to countries pursuing 
nuclear weapons: Gadhafi had 
dismantled his nuclear programme 
in 2003. Eight years later, NATO 
destroyed his regime. 

Even Kosovo, often cited as the 
success story of coercive air power, 
undermines the case. Seventy-eight 
days of NATO bombing did not, by 
themselves,  compel Slobodan 
Milosevic, president of the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, to withdraw. 

What changed was the credible 
threat of a ground invasion combined 
with Russia’s withdrawal of diplomatic 

support. The political outcome– 
contested statehood, ongoing ethnic 
tensions–is hardly the stable governance 
that air power advocates promise. 

The pattern is consistent: The 
United States repeatedly confuses 
its unmatched capacity to destroy 
from the air with the ability to 
dictate political outcomes. 

The recent U.S. attacks on Iran 
raise a fundamental question: Why 
is the United States fighting this 
war at all? 

The administration has declared 
regime change as its objective, 
justifying the campaign on the 
grounds of Iran’s nuclear programme 
and missile capabilities. 

But that nuclear programme was 
being actively negotiated in Geneva 
days before the strikes. And Iran’s 
foreign minister told NBC the two 
sides were close to a deal. Then the 
bombs fell. 

Iran did not attack America. And 
it currently does not have the 
capability to threaten the American 
homeland. What Iran challenges 
is Israel’s regional military dominance, 
and I believe it is Israel’s objective 
of neutralizing a rival that is driving 
this operation. 

Israel targeted 30 senior Iranian 
leaders in the opening strikes. Israeli 
officials described it as a preemptive 
attack to “remove threats to the State 
of Israel.” I see the strategic logic for 
these killings as Israel’s, and Americans 
are absorbing the costs. 

U.S. military bases in Bahrain, 
Qatar, Kuwait, the UAE, Jordan, 
and Saudi Arabia have taken Iranian 
missile f ire. American service 
members are in harm’s way not 
because Iran attacked them, but I 
believe because their president 
committed them to someone else’s 
war without a clear endgame. 

Each coercive step in this conflict 
– from the 2018 withdrawal from 
the nuclear deal,  to the 2020 
assassination of Qasem Soleimani, 
Iran’s most powerful military 
commander, to the June 2025 strikes 
– was framed as restoring leverage. 

Each produced the opposite, 
eliminating diplomatic off-ramps, 
accelerating the very threats it 
aimed to contain. 

Decapitation strikes assume that 
removing a leader removes the 
obstacle to political change. But 
Iran’s political system is institutional 
— the Guardian Council, the Assembly 
of Experts and the Revolutionary 
Guard have survived for four decades. 

The system has succession 
mechanisms, but they were designed 
for orderly transitions, not for active 
bombardment. The group most 
likely to fill the vacuum is the 
Revolut ionar y Guard,  whose 
institutional interest lies in escalation, 
not accommodation. 

There is a deeper irony. The 
largest protests since 1979 swept 
Iran just weeks ago. A genuine 
domestic opposition was growing. 
The strikes have almost certainly 
destroyed that movement’s prospects. 

De cades  of  research on 
rally-around-the-flag effects – the 
tendency of populations to unite 
behind their government when 
attacked by a foreign power – 
confirms that external attacks fuse 
regime and nation, even when 
citizens despise their leaders. 

Iranians who were chanting “death 
to the dictator” are now watching 
foreign bombs fall on their cities 
during Ramadan, hearing reports 
of over 100 children killed in a 
strike on a girls school in Minab. 

Trump’s call for Iranians to “seize 
control of your destiny” echoes a 

familiar pattern. In 1953, the CIA 
overthrew Iran’s democratically 
elected prime minister in the name 
of freedom. That produced the Shah, 
the Shah’s brutal reign led to the 
Iranian Revolution in 1979, and the 
revolution produced the Islamic 
Republic now being bombed. 

What comes next? And what 
guarantee is there that whatever 
emerges will be any friendlier to 
Israel or the United States? 

This is the question no one in 
Washington has answered. If the 
objective is regime change, who 
governs 92 million people after?

If the objective is stability, why 
are American bases across the 
Middle East absorbing missile fire? 

There is no American theory of 
political endgame in Iran — only a 
theory of destruction. That theory 
has been tested in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Libya – and Iran itself 
over the preceding eight months. 
It has failed every time, not because 
of poor execution, but because the 
premise is flawed. 

Air power can raze a government’s 
infrastructure. It cannot build the 
political order that must replace it. 
Iran, with its sophisticated military, 
near-nuclear capability, proxy 
networks spanning the region and 
a regime now martyred by foreign 
attack, will likely not be the exception. 

U.S. law prohibits the assassination 
of foreign leaders, and instead Israel 
killed Iran’s supreme leader while 
American warplanes filled the skies 
overhead. Washington has called 
the result freedom at hand, but it 
has not answered the only question 
that matters: What comes next? 

 
(The writer is Senior Lecturer in International 
Relations, University of Pennsylvania. This 
article was published on 
www.theconversation.com)

India’s lessons for a gender discourse

 

The United Nations’ theme 
for International Women’s 
Day 2026 - “Rights. Justice. 
Action. For ALL Women 

and Girls” is a call to dismantle 
discriminatory laws, policies, practices 
and systemic barriers that pose 
barriers towards women equality 
and empowerment. Despite notable 
progress on gender equality globally, 
glaring gaps persist across education 
attainment, skill development, health 
outcomes, livelihood opportunities, 
leadership roles, resource-sharing 
and mobility. 

Still, less than 20 per cent of the 
world’s landholders are women, 
around 40 per cent of rural girls 
attend secondary school, many are 
excluded from decision-making roles 
and subjected to systemic violence, 
segregation, and neglect. Moving 
forward requires interventions that 
are comprehensive, long- term and 
transformative, going beyond welfare 
and incremental policy fixes. In this 
context, the Indian government’s 
approach of women-led development 
under Prime Minister Modi adds a 
significant dimension to the gender 
agenda. 

By hailing Nari Shakti as a driving 
pillar of society and innovation, it 

positions women as architects of 
India’s ‘Viksit Bharat’ vision and 
development journey rather than 
passive beneficiaries. This approach 
prioritizes gender and embeds it in 
structural framework by adopting 
a life cycle perspective, mainstreaming 
gender across policy areas and 
introducing targeted interventions 
including inducting women into 
new domains, thus breaking the 
traditional silo approach and seeking 
to shift societal attitudes, beyond 
just economic empowerment. 

Lest we forget, the genesis of 
International Women’s Day lies in 
the 1909 strike of New York garment 
workers demanding fair wages, 
dignity and better conditions. That 
spark grew into a global movement 
and IWD was recognized by the UN 
in 1975. For centuries, women across 
the world endured social, political 
and legal subjugation until the 
industrial revolution and feminist 
movements began to challenge 
entrenched norms. 

India’s story runs parallel, yet is 
also distinct. Here, women once ruled 
kingdoms, led armies, shaped 
philosophy, patronized art and 
education, and were revered as 
embodiments of the divine feminine. 
Centuries of invasions and patriarchy, 
among other factors, curtailed this 
stature, yet women never surrendered. 
They powered the freedom struggle, 
advanced environmental movements, 
innovated farming and safeguarded 
traditional knowledge. The post-colonial 
challenge in India has therefore been 
more than economic welfare. It is a 
deeper battle to dismantle patriarchy, 
shift attitudes and restore women 
to their historic place as leaders, 
innovators and agents of change. 

Globally, India is signatory to key 
treaties advancing women’s rights, 
dignity, and equality, from the 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights to the Beijing Declaration 
and Agenda for Sustainable 
Development 2030. It has also 
shaped gender agenda at other 
forums such as climate summits 
and through its G20 Presidency, 
mirroring its domestic outlook. 
Nationally, the Constitution guarantees 
equality and the Directive Principles 
emphasize equal livelihood, pay 
and maternity relief. 

The NDA government has marked 
a decisive shift towards gender 
agenda by embedding women’s 
agency into the country’s structural 
framework. The Nari Shakti Vandan 
Adhiniyam reserves one-third of 
legislative seats, making women 
authors of laws, while measures 
such as the abolition of Triple Talaq, 
PM Ujjwala Yojana for clean cooking, 
Jal Jeevan Mission for safe water 
and Awas Yojana for housing restore 
dignity and transform living. 

A life-cycle approach to ensure 
support from birth to old age is 
dire cte d at  comprehensive 
development covering birth, nutrition, 
skilling, employment, leadership, 
social security and old age, with 
schemes like Beti Bachao Beti 
Padhao; Saksham Anganwadi, and 
POSHAN 2.0. Ayushman Bharat, 
Atal Pension Yojana, Pradhan 
Mantri Kaushal Kendras, PMGDISHA, 
L akhpati  Didi ,  SHE Mar ts, 
WISE-KIRAN, etc. Additionally, 
induction of women in defence 
and combat roles serve to break 
the structural barriers too. 

From a policy perspective, gender 
is mainstreamed across development 

domains, resulting in gender-responsive 
plans and strategies including in 
livelihoods pathways, climate action 
and decentralized energy solutions 
that address women’s specific needs 
and vulnerabilities. Institutional 
mechanisms such as Gender Resource 
Centres and gender desks and 
capacity building measures especially 
at grassroot levels and across 
stakeholders seek to sensitize and 
provide right tools and knowledge 
to prioritize gender. 

Quantitatively, decisive gains are 
achieved. The sex ratio has improved 
to 930 per 1000 males, infant mortality 
has fallen by 37 per cent in the last 
decade and maternal mortality has 
dropped by 86 per cent since 1990. 
Women now constitute 58 per cent 
of PMKVY trainees, 69 per cent of 
MUDRA loan recipients and 73 per 
cent of housing beneficiaries. Sixteen 

crore women have accessed maternal 
care services, while women-led 
MSMEs have nearly doubled in a 
decade. Enabling environments have 
produced outcomes once unimaginable, 
from lifting the cricket World Cup 
and shaping electoral victories to 
pioneering Jal Shakti Abhiyan and 
curating OTT content. 

Beyond statistics, India’s holistic 
approach is reshaping the foundations 
of development, driving inclusive 
and lasting growth by ensuring access 
to resources, acceptability, leadership 
roles and mindset shifts. The Indian 
story is transforming, slowly but 
surely. It demonstrates how systems 
can enable women to lead and redefine 
the nation’s growth trajectory. 

 
 

(The writers are, respectively, National 
Spokesperson, Bharatiya Janata Party and a 
practitioner of developmental and sustainability 
issues.)
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Kamla 
Bhasin 

Feminism, for me, has never been 
anti-men. It has been anti-patriarchy

Insurers’ call
Ref: India to bear maximum brunt if Hormuz closure 
lasts longer (Mar 7). Everyone thinks Iran closed the 
Strait of Hormuz. London did. Not the government 
there, but its insurance companies. Every day, about 
107 cargo ships normally pass through the strait. 
But last week only 19 ships crossed because of the 
decision of insurance companies to withdraw cover-
age. About nine in 10 of the world’s ships are in-
sured by a dozen insurers, most of them based in 
t h e C i ty  of  Lo n do n . N ow, a  $ 15 0 - mi ll io n  ta nke r 
would not move without insurance. So the Strait of 
Hormuz wasn’t blocked by a navy; it was blocked by 
a spreadsheet informed by risks.

Mohan Natarajan, email

American diktat
Ref: 30-day US waiver (Mar 7). The US granting a 
30-day concession to import oil from Russia speaks 
volumes about the extent to which our country has 

become subservient to a global superpower. For a 
nation that possesses significant economic and 
strategic strength to appear to bow to the dictates 
of another country is, to say the least, mortifying. 
It is difficult not to recall the contrast set by Indira 
Gandhi, who stood firm against the threats of Rich-
ard Nixon during the 1971 Indo-Pak war. 

Abdul Hakeem, Hyderabad

Oceanic peace 
Ref: Need to pull together again (Mar 7). Rising ten-
sions in the Indian Ocean highlight the urgent need 
for  regional  unity and diplomatic  prudence. Sr i 
Lanka’s strategic location demands careful neutral-
ity amid global rivalries. Strengthening maritime 
cooperation and collective security measures are 
essential to safeguarding peace, protecting trade 
routes and preventing further escalation.

A C Vineeth Kumar, Thrissur

Final countdown
Ref: Time for Ahmedabad to blossom (Mar 7). We, 
the fans of Sanju Samson, are really relieved that 

he has finally produced two special innings to carry 
the Indian team to the final. Since he has been a 
hat-trick man in the past—whether scoring centu-
ries or ducks—his last two innings could augur well 
for the final on Sunday. Of course, cricket is an un-
predictable game and the Black Caps have time and 
again proved to be a spoilsport for us. Our team 
think-tank should focus on our bowling. Wishing 
our Men in Blue the final glory.

Vinay Mahadevan, Chennai

Mental support
Ref: 22-year-old woman dies by suicide (Mar 5). Re-
ports state that about 9,450 people died by suicide 
in Bengaluru between 2022 and 2025, which is a se-
rious concern. Stress, financial problems, academic 
pressure and relationship issues are cited as some 
of the major reasons. There is an urgent need for 
greater mental health awareness, counselling facili-
ties and community support systems. The govern-
ment, educational institutions, and society must 
work together to address this issue.

K R Gagan, Tumakuru

Census clarifications
Ref: Tamil Nadu to conduct digital Census (Mar 7). 
There should be a guide accompanying the house-
listing questionnaire to help respondents under-
stand the questions. For example, in recording the 
source of drinking water—one of the 33 questions—a 
household drawing it  from a well  through pipes 
should tick ‘piped water from untreated source’, and 
not ‘well  water ’. Without such clarifications, we 
would not get the correct picture. 

N Rama Rao, Chennai 

Medical cadre
Ref: UPSC results out (Mar 7). If we go through the 
profiles of the top candidates, we would see a large 
number from medical backgrounds, even graduates 
from AIIMS. If more top MBBS candidates shift to 
IAS careers, how would country’s short-staffed hos-
pitals be run? It might make sense to create a dedi-
cated medical cadre like the forest service and other 
specialist cadres. It would serve both the nation and 
the candidates’ aspiration. 

Varghese Cherukattu Thomas, Thiruvalla 

Netanyahu is the extremist who killed 75,000  
in Gaza. The extremist who said invading Iraq  
would create “enormous positive reverberations”.  
The extremist who has pushed US presidents to go  
to war with Iran for decades. Finally, he found  
a President who said yes. Tragic.
Bernie Sanders, US senator, opposing America’s attacks on Iran

If the fuel supply situation does not improve, all ceramic units in Morbi  
will observe a collective shutdown after March 15.
Manoj Arvadiya, president of the Morbi Ceramic Association representing 
about 800 manufacturing units, on propane supply choked by the war

This is completely untrue, unhinged and dangerous Islamophobic nonsense. 
Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Lebanon, Jordan have hosted millions of 
refugees. Please stop liking and RT-ing lies.
Rory Stewart, former British minister, on the repeated claim posted on  
X that Muslim-majority countries don’t host refugees from others

T
HE war in West Asia—waged by the US and Israel over 
Iran—entered the second week on Saturday. In these seven 
days, Operation Epic Fury has dragged over a dozen coun-
tries into the theatre of  conflict, grounded thousands of  
flights, and blocked shipment of  oil and goods. It has sent 

crude oil prices to over $92 a barrel, gold to over $5,300 and sent 
stocks into a rabbit hole of  anxiety.

The US describes it as “military operations” and not yet a 
“war”, even though it has put millions of  lives at risk, busted the 
supply chain of  goods and energy, and left people in and outside 
the theatre anxiously watching the news streaming from the Per-
sian Gulf. It bears mention that Russia’s war on Ukraine—now 
in its fifth year—was tagged as a ‘special military operation’. 

The conflict is dubbed War-a-Lago since it was launched from 
Trump’s nest Mar-a-Lago, just like the operation on Venezuela. 
Trump’s War-a-Lago style claims adherence to broader America 
First geopolitics. It is fuelled by personalisation of  politics, politi-
cisation of  faith and it is amplifying global instability. The journey 
from illusion to delusion is eloquently explained by Lord Varys in 
The Game of  Thrones: “Power is a curious thing. It’s a trick on the 
wall. A very small man can cast a very large shadow.”

As the world heads towards the Ides of  March, it is yet to be 
informed about the rationale for the war. Yes, there is specula-
tion about Epstein files, echoes of  Wag the Dog and other theo-
ries. Beyond the speculation: why, and why now? Team Trump 

has blathered around the question. 
Trump said Iran planned to attack 
while it was in talks. Secretary Mar-
co Rubio admitted Israel planned a 
strike, but the US couldn’t stop it. 
So, a pre-emptive strike then. By the 
end of  the week the ‘why’ was about 
Iran’s nuclear programme and bal-
listic missiles. That’s curious since, 
in June 2025, Trump claimed that 
Iran’s nuclear sites had been 
obliterated.

Now that we have the why out of  
the way, let’s look at what the objec-
tive is. Trump posted, “There will be 
no deal with Iran except UNCONDI-

TIONAL SURRENDER!” And that Trump will choose the lead-
er. Iran said it was no longer looking to negotiate. The standoff  
could end in one of  three scenarios—total surrender, continu-
ation of  regime in Venezuela model, and total chaos. The only 
concession Iran has offered is not to target neighbours. Trump 
is yet to find a Delcy Rodriguez in Iran. The spectre of  chaos—
in a nation of  90 million aggrieved people torn asunder—
haunts the Gulf  Cooperation Council nations.

History is replete with instances of  nations led by leaders 
intoxicated with hubris diving into disasters. In the 1800s, after 
invading Portugal, Napoleon decided to conquer Spain. The 
Spanish collaborated with guerrillas and British forces and tied 
down the French army all the way till 1814. Napoleon dubbed 
the campaign ‘the Spanish ulcer’ from which he never healed.

Hubris trips regimes in modern times too. The regime change 
of  1953—orchestrated by the US and the UK—had virtually 
failed before it was propped by CIA operative Kermit Roosevelt 
Jr. Roosevelt bribed the Iranian resistance to install the Shah. 
Every attempt by the US since World War II has ended badly—
in Iraq, Syria, Libya and Afghanistan, where it replaced the 
Taliban with the Taliban.

The irony is that a victory is a necessary condition for the US 
and Israel. As for Iran, to borrow a football term, even a draw 
is a victory. The US clearly underestimated the response of  
Iran. In its response, it stands accused of  slaying civilians—the 
death of  over 160 schoolchildren killed by a missile strike in 
Minab is a tragedy of  epic proportions.

For decades, the US has preached the power of  example over 
the example of  power. The Trump administration has binned 
the construct of  example and established the suzerainty of  
power. On Thursday, the  deputy secretary of  state warned that 
the US would not repeat the mistakes it did with China.  
On Friday, the treasury secretary said the US was “permitting” 
India to buy Russian oil. On Saturday, the energy secretary  
said the US was “allowing our friends” to buy Russian oil.  
The embedded hierarchy of  language stinks as it reflects ex-
pectations of  subordination.

In its conduct of  war, the US has—in its actions, words and 
silence when it should have spoken—shredded rules it co-au-
thored, protocols it expects of  others, and decencies anticipat-
ed. The targeting of  Iranian frigate IRIS Dena—returning from 
an international review in India, torpedoed by a submarine 
clearly lurking in the region—is an illustration of  superpower 
arrogance. It didn’t matter that the ship was way off  the war 
theatre, that it was a guest of  India in India’s sphere.

Trump came to power promising an end to forever wars. Ear-
lier this week, he met CEOs of  arms makers, promised the US 
would do whatever it took and even spoke about boots on the 
ground. As millions of  gallons of  JP-8 jet fuel are burnt in the 
air strikes, gasoline prices are rising at the pump. The throttle 
over Hormuz Strait blocks not just oil and gas, but regular ship-
ments. Inflation, sadly, cannot be knocked down by missiles.

The world is worried. Such is the angst that folks are referenc-
ing the views of  oracles, among them Prof  Jiang Xueqin, who 
predicted that the US would lose this war. Channels in India are 
pitting the professor’s views against astrologers’. Trump’s War-a-
Lago has left people trapped on the Ides of  March.

TRUMP’S WAR-A-LAGO  
TRAPS WORLD ON  
IDES OF MARCH
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T
HE centre cannot hold unless the 
balance between authority and au-
tonomy is maintained with vigi-
lance. Every federal system sur-
vives on a fragile compact between 
power and restraint, between au-
thority and accommodation, be-

tween the will of  the Union and the man-
date of  the states. India’s Constitution 
deliberately tilted this balance in favour of  
the Centre, but the system endured be-
cause governments in New Delhi gener-
ally observed certain conventions. Among 
the most important of  these was the role 
of  the Governor. Conceived as a constitu-
tional sentinel, the Governor was expected 
to stand above partisan conflict and em-
body the quiet dignity of  the Indian Repub-
lic. Yet the story of  Indian federalism has 
repeatedly shown that Raj Bhavans rarely 
remain immune to politics.

Under the Modi government, the office 
of  the Governor is undergoing another 
transformation. It’s subtle in method, sys-
tematic in design and unmistakable in 
implications. Last week, President Drou-
padi Murmu unveiled a strategic guber-
natorial shake-up, appointing fresh faces 
to seven posts amid escalating Centre-
state skirmishes. Effective immediately, 
R N Ravi, the combative ex-Tamil Nadu 
governor, relocates to West Bengal, re-
placing C V Ananda Bose in a move ana-
lysts see as intensifying oversight over 
Mamata Banerjee’s Trinamool turf.

Retired Lt Gen Syed Ata Hasnain as-
sumes Bihar’s helm, a Muslim military 
maestro signalling subtle communal out-
reach. Nand Kishore Yadav, a Bihar BJP 

veteran, heads to Nagaland. Jishnu Dev 
Varma shifts from Telangana to Mahar-
ashtra, while Shiv Pratap Shukla swaps 
Himachal Pradesh for Telangana. 
Kavinder Gupta claims Himachal and Ra-
jendra Arlekar adds Tamil Nadu to his 
Kerala charge. This remix, bypassing 
fixed tenures, underscores Modi’s mantra 
of  malleable loyalty, deploying disruptors 
to defiant domains like opposition-ruled 
Bengal and Tamil Nadu, where governors 
grapple with governance gridlock.

Governors have been removed, re-
placed or transferred whenever political 
winds changed. Yet, until recently, a loose 
convention moderated this power. Gover-
nors were generally allowed to complete 
their tenure unless 
there were compel-
ling reasons to inter-
vene. Transfers were 
infrequent, removals 
were restrained and 
the dignity of  the of-
fice was preserved 
through a degree of  
institutional conti-
nuity. That restraint 
appears to be steadily 
dissolving. The latest 
reshuffle has once 
again revealed how 
fluid the office has 
become. Incumbents 
are shifted across 
states with little explanation, sometimes 
informed of  their fate through media an-
nouncements rather than formal com-
munication. Such abrupt movements 
may be constitutionally permissible, but 
they reinforce a growing perception that 
Raj Bhavans are no longer insulated con-
stitutional spaces. They have become in-
struments in the strategic calculus of  
the Union government.

The real story lies not merely in the re-
shuffle, but in the profile of  those being 
appointed. Traditionally, the post of  Gov-
ernor served as a dignified culmination 
for political veterans. Governments of  
every persuasion followed the same 
script. The Congress under Indira Gan-
dhi placed trusted party leaders in Raj 
Bhavans. Later, BJP governments adopt-

ed similar practices. When Modi assumed 
office in 2014, the initial appointments 
reflected this tradition. Leaders such as 
Ram Naik in Uttar Pradesh, Kalyan Singh 
in Rajasthan and Vajubhai Vala in Kar-
nataka represented the classic archetype 
of  seasoned politicians rewarded for dec-
ades of  loyalty and service.

Modi has given up traditional rewards, 
avoiding long-serving party members in 
favour of  new figures from retired groups 
like civil servants, military leaders and 
academics free from deep political ties 
but committed to ideological goals. A de-
tailed look at governors appointed under 
Modi since 2014 shows this break from 
usual practices. Across over 50 appoint-

ments and shifts 
since 2014, roughly 40 
percent have Sangh 
or political back-
grounds. But the 
shares of  others have 
increased. Now, over 
30 percent of  Gover-
nors are drawn from 
civil services, 15 per-
cent from defence 
forces, and academ-
ics and judicial fig-
ures account for 10 
percent. The message 
is subtle but unmis-
takable: experience 
in the machinery of  

governance matters as much as, if  not 
more than, that in electoral politics.

The cases like of  Ravi, Taranjit Singh 
Sandhu and Hasnain illustrate this shift 
with striking clarity. When these ap-
pointments are examined collectively, a 
distinct pattern becomes visible. The 
Governors chosen over the past decade 
broadly fall into three categories: sea-
soned political loyalists from the BJP or 
its ideological orbit, retired administra-
tors from the civil and security services, 
and technocratic figures such as diplo-
mats or judges who command institu-
tional respect. Their defining qualifica-
tion appears to be a broader compatibility 
with the ideological and administrative 
orientation of  the current leadership.

The political context is equally signifi-

cant. Despite its formidable parliamenta-
ry majority, the BJP does not govern a ma-
jority of  India’s states. Regional parties 
continue to rule populous and politically 
influential states such as Karnataka, West 
Bengal, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. In such 
circumstances, the constitutional powers 
of  Governors acquire heightened impor-
tance. They decide whom to invite to form 
a government in a hung assembly, they 
recommend President’s Rule in situations 
of  constitutional breakdown and may re-
serve state legislation for presidential con-
sideration. These powers, rarely exercised 
in ordinary times, can become decisive 
during moments of  political uncertainty.

Not surprisingly, many of  the most in-
tense confrontations between Governors 
and elected governments have taken place 
in opposition-ruled states. The clashes be-
tween Ravi and the DMK government in 
Tamil Nadu, the prolonged tensions be-
tween Arif  Mohammed Khan and the Left 
leadership in Kerala, and the earlier con-
frontations involving Jagdeep Dhankhar 
in West Bengal have turned Raj Bhavans 
into arenas of  public political conflict. 
Opposition parties view these develop-
ments as evidence that Governors are in-
creasingly acting as political supervisors 
on behalf  of  the Union government.

India’s federal democracy has always 
been an exercise in equilibrium, a care-
ful calibration of power and prudence. 
The Modi government’s approach to gu-
bernatorial appointments signals a new 
phase in that evolving relationship. Raj 
Bhavans are no longer quiet colonial rel-
ics surrounded by ceremonial gardens. 
They have become strategic institutions 
populated by individuals drawn from 
the commanding heights of  the admin-
istrative state. Whether this transforma-
tion represents administrative moderni-
sation or political centralisation will 
continue to provoke debate. Yet one truth 
remains constant. In a country as vast, 
diverse and argumentative as India, the 
centre cannot hold through authority 
alone. It endures only when power is 
tempered by restraint, when institutions 
command trust and when the delicate 
balance of  federalism is guarded not 
merely by law, but by wisdom.

A NEW POLITICS OF GOVERNORS

U
SUALLY, one hears of  chief  
ministers being changed just 
before an election. The list 
goes back to the famous Su-
shma Swaraj-Sahib Singh 
Verma switch hit in Delhi, 
1998. Way before it happened, 

your columnist, then an unduly intrep-
id reporter, had put her career on the 
line, sticking her neck out and predict-
ing it would happen. As in, certainly 
happen. In a bylined, front-page news 
article. Predictive journalism isn’t re-
ally a thing, but the newspaper too was 
foolhardy enough to go with my con-
viction and bet big on it happening. 
Well, it did happen, 52 days before the 
election, though Sushma’s valiant six-
ers in the final overs didn’t work and 
the Sheila Dikshit era began.

In the years since, all parties have 
resorted to this last-minute call-up of  
a firefighter. At least 13 times. Some-
times it works, sometimes it flops, 
sometimes—like in Gujarat—it doesn’t 
seem to matter who the CM is.

Predictive journalism still isn’t a 
thing, and, as Dali said, one roll of  the 
dice doesn’t abolish chance. Predic-

tions can be wrong because they’re 
just verbal expressions of  probability-
based forecasting, like the weather de-
partment does. And you know how 
fickle the weather is.

Jiang Xeuqin, the Chinese ‘Nostrad-
amus’, is gaining virality on his Pre-
dictive History channel on YouTube 
because, apparently using game theo-
ry, he said the following back in 2024: 
“I am making three big predictions: 
first, Trump will win in November. 
Second is that the United States will go 
to war against Iran, and the third pre-
diction is that the US will lose this war, 
which will forever change the global 
order.” Since he got it right on the first 
two, everyone’s looking at global order 
right now. Well, it is indeed wobbling 
like a Bumrah beamer, even to the na-
ked eye, isn’t it? (And may our good 
boys defeat the evil Anglo settler colo-
nialists at the T20 final today.)

But like Ghalib, we have other press-
ing domestic concerns too to fret 
about. A couple of  events would have 
broken the internet with traffic surge 
if  half  our attention wasn’t on live 
maritime traffic maps from the Strait 
of  Hormuz and satellite images of  the 
Prince Sultan airbase in the Saudi 
desert, where two excellent AN/TPY-2 
radars lie crossed out. The “eyes” of  
the vaunted missile defence system 
called ‘THAAD’ (did someone from the 
Indrajal Comics team migrate to the 
US?), these radars come at only $190 
million a pop. Two of  those toys, for us, 
equals `3,200 crore. That would have 
run 5,000 rural schools in UP for a year. 
In all, the US has lost $2 billion… and 
counting. That’s already UP’s entire 
primary education budget for 2025-26.

But we digress. Back to chief  minis-
ters. We have broken tradition in Bihar 
by replacing a chief  minister not be-
fore but after an election, that too one 
where the incumbent won with a 
record-breaking performance. Nitish 
Kumar’s long sunset has been the sub-
ject of  barbs and political invective. 
One does not wish to participate in 
that, except to note that there was no 
dearth of  crystal ball gazers who had 
seen this coming. Unlike the bad old 
days before social media, when predict-
ing a Sahib Singh Verma-Sushma 

Swaraj replacement was a high-risk 
stunt that could only be performed by 
professionals, the drift of  events these 
days has considerably mitigated the 
risk entailed in making dire prophe-
cies. Freelance prophets happily  
peddle their trade without fear: ‘Imag-
ine the most extreme event, and be 
sure it will be more extreme than that’ 
is their SOP, and Nitish’s exit after he 
fulfilled his responsibility was a rela-
tively safe one to make.

The riskier one involves the state 
that you can reach to Bihar’s immedi-
ate east, crossing over from Kishanganj. 
From the Chicken’s Neck, all the way 
down its succulent body, West Bengal is 

all agog. It has broken tradition too. 
Here, it’s not the chief  minister who 
has gone—at least, not yet. The feisty 
Mamata Banerjee was very much there 
when the last reports came in, like a 
feminine version of  the indomitable 
Gaul. It’s the Governor who has been 
changed weeks before an election.

But wait. What, pray, could that au-
gust office have to do with anything 
concerning politics at all? It’s just a cer-
emonial constitutional post, even if  the 
gubernatorial bungalow in this case 
used to serve as the Viceregal Lodge 
back in the days of  Empire. Well, going 
by how the Trinamool Congress’s envi-
able posse of  sharpshooting spokesper-
sons are popping about like panch pho-
ron on a high flame in mustard oil, 
something could be afoot.

The right honourable Jagdeep 
Dhankhar (remember him?) used to oc-
cupy this bungalow not too long ago. 
He set a high bar. The present ‘outcum-
bent’ did his best during his tenure to 
fill those big spiked boots, but seems to 
have had a milder version of  the 
Dhankhar mantra read out to him. In 
his stead, there has come rippling 
across the blue waters, like the USS 
Abraham Lincoln, a more formidable, 
battle-hardened frigate.

We are no longer in the business of  
predictions. The markets are too vola-
tile for that. But anyone can see a dark 
storm building up in the Bay of  Ben-
gal. The sea temperature and wind pat-
terns are conducive to cyclogenesis, as 
the weatherman might say. Even the 
Supreme Court has acknowledged how 
messy and incomplete this whole SIR 
process has been. Let’s just say: chanc-
es of  thunder.
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A Chinese ‘Nostradamus’ who 
predicted Trump’s win and his Iran 
strikes also claimed the US would 

lose this round to the Islamic 
Republic. The global order is 

indeed wobbling like a Bumrah 
beamer at the moment
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Mrinal Pande

D
URING my frequent interac-
tions with the daily-wage women
workers in the informal sector,
one question I’d always ask
them was, “What do you think
you want from your life when

you get the time to sit and think (Jab tumko time
milta hai, toh baith kar kya tum sochti ho, tumko
apni zindagi se kya chahiye)?” The near-uniform
reply was, “Where is the time, sister (Itna time
kiske pass hai, Behenji)?”

Then, one day, I met an elderly landless worker
sitting under a tree supervising many young ones
playing in dirt. She said, “Time is what we want
but that we seldom get when we are young. We all
need time to think about ourselves and our
future, Behenji. But the house work and the chil-
dren and the fields also have to be cared for. At
this age, when I can sit under a tree and think, I
see the rich have time. So they plan for their sev-
en generations. We, the landless labourers, earn-
ing uneven daily wages (dihadi), must keep run-
ning all the time. How can we pause to think even
what our next meal of the day will be?”

Time, I realised, is the big marker between the
rich and poor, between the powerful and the pow-
erless, that Amartya Sen had once said he had
been seeking as the wall that separated men and
women, the powerful and the powerless.

Women have given birth to all human life on
Earth and most of the labour in the world is done
by women. These are universal facts. Despite all
the rhetoric about empowering Matas, Behensand
Betis, the fact is that from metro towns to distant
rural areas, most women are raising children
alone while also doing various domestic chores
before stepping out and going to find work. This is
the human condition of most young women —
both home workers and those who work for wages.

Here, joy coexists with pain, frustration with ful-
filment. And most of us have no time to sit and
reflect on our lives objectively, so we accept it as a
matter of course. Few, very few, realise that wife-
hood and motherhood, and workplace hierarchies
and differential wages, as they experience them,
are carefully crafted social constructs, not a result
of their natural human condition any more than
say, slavery or rape.

Whether daily-wage G-RAM-G workers or pow-
erful editors, throughout our married lives,
women are counselled to relax and remain calm,
acting as all-forgiving Madonnas. No one pauses
to consider the loneliness of women who routine-
ly undergo the psychic crisis of losing their natal
home and being catapulted in the midst of a dif-
ferent family, followed by child-bearing which
brings another confusing period full of power
and utter powerlessness, of being taken over
totally by motherhood and going to work bewil-
dered and exhausted most of the time.

If we were to be granted one boon, what would
we ask for? The question was asked in the edito-
rial dining room of a major publishing house

where I then worked. My answer was, a wife!
Someone who’d do for me what yours do for you
when you get back. The whole house hushes
when you enter, cups of tea and edibles arrive
without asking for, no one hands you a list of
stuff needed for a school project, no voice from
kitchen comes, “Bibiji, gas khatam ho gayi hai,
sabzi bhi bus aaj ke hee liye hogi.”

If you’ve seen those videos of deranged young
women taken to Balaji temple or some dargah for
treating their madness, who writhe and shake
their hair loose, roll in dust screaming gibberish,
you realise how constantly being a woman in the
socially approved sense has undone so many of us.

If young working mothers and wives were not
always running, finishing chores, listening to
queries, complaints and attention-seeking rela-
tives, they, too, would sit and think about them-
selves and the wide, wide world outside. They
could then begin to discover ways of thinking that
would help them overcome the organised net-
works of men who control and pre-define their
labour and working hours nearly everywhere.
From homes to fields, factories to newsrooms,
rules are still made for men by men and imple-
mented by older men on ground.

When one asks, why is it that what women do is
not valued on par with what men do, a 2025 Time
Use survey by PIB tells us that in the age group
of 15-59, women spent a whopping 315 minutes
each day in unpaid domestic work, most of which
(41 per cent) consisted of caregiving for family. In
contrast, men spent only half that time (21 per
cent) in similar activity. And 75 per cent males
were employed in work they were paid for in con-
trast to a mere 25 per cent of women.

The International Labour Organisation survey
also reveals that homemakers do not sit on sofas and
gossip with neighbours and watch TV all day either.
They spend 7.5 hours each day in unpaid domestic
work. Even women who work outside for paid jobs
spend an average of 5.8 hours doing unpaid domes-
tic work. Men in the same age group spend only 2.7
per cent of their time doing unpaid chores around
homes. In Rajasthan and Haryana, 85 per cent of
unpaid domestic work is done by women.

Even given the limitations of the “wages for
domestic work” theory, these figures make it
amply clear that not only are women at the
peripheries of paid work, but what they do to run
homes and bring up children and caring for the
sick and the elderly, carries little value for their
own families. So, it’s a given that houses will be
ringing with, “where’s my breakfast, my brief-
case, school bag, eye glasses, my medicine?” —
all queries aimed at the woman herself running
against time, often on an empty stomach.

It is time to correct women’s opinion of them-
selves as essentially flawed beings who can’t
get things done just so. We must start looking
seriously at sexuality, politics and law from our
own perspective.

Here the true meaning of the traditional image of
Goddess Mahakali from Tantra literature begins to
make sense. She is, as Shiva calls her, ‘primordial

power’, Adi Shakti. She will not be guided by Time
but has crushed it under her feet when she sets out
roaming in interesting places women have been
barred from: forested mountains, to caves of
dacoits, brothels to cremation grounds. 

This conqueror of Time defies all norms that
spell a manmade ideal woman. She is dark, she
has discarded clothes, gold or silver jewellery, and
wears instead a garland of human skulls around
her neck and holds up a machete dripping blood.
She is a presence totally at home outside the
moral order, unbounded by any scriptural limits.

Kali signifies how the current legitimacy of a
manmade State has stood at women’s expense. A
theory of State from women’s perspective has
barely been imagined, because women have been
made to run to stay still. Once we realise how we
can control our agency, the question then will be,
how we discard age-old assumptions about home,
work, and women and their relationship to pro-
ductivity. To recall that the earliest production
centres for cooked processed food, textiles, wool-
lens, and various commodities for sale were not
within factories but homes. Women worked there
alongside men and had a near-monopoly on brew-
ing and textile weaving by hand.

Work was pushed into factories when the
mechanical revolution began. So homes and the
genderised division of labour, as they exist today,
are creations of industrialisation. And it was then
that the physical and psychiatric burden on
women with children began to rise.

Now that new technology has eased housework
and most younger women have finished school,
there is a new restlessness in the air. When old-
style families are shrinking and young women
are carrying maternal burdens for shorter spells,
it is time to think of truly gender-neutral spaces
for ourselves, and then to start rebuilding the
State from the ground up.

“What do we want from each other
after we have told our stories 
do we want to be healed, do we want
mossy quiet stealing over our scars 
do we want
the all-powerful unfrightening sister
who will make the pain go away
mother’s voice in the hallway
you’ve done it right
the first time darling
you will never need
to do it again.
Thunder grumbles on the horizon
I buy time with another story
a pale blister of air
cadences of dead flesh
obscure the vowels.

(Audre Lorde, ‘There Are No Honest Poems
About Dead Women’)

What you need is to grab and control Time, the all-
powerful unfrightening Mahakali answers. Time,
love, is all there is to power!

— The writer is a veteran journalist

WHAT WOMEN

WANT
If we were to be granted one boon,

what would we ask for?

Sadanand Bakre, ‘Mona Lisa’. Oil on canvas, 1961. 

B Prabha, Untitled. 
Oil on canvas, 1983. 
PHOTOS COURTESY: ASTAGURU
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W
HEN I slide into the driver’s
seat, I’m doing more than
starting an engine. I’m
entering a space that society
still sees as a “male zone”.

For women, the road is not just a way to get
from A to B; it’s a stage where every move is
watched and judged. You can feel the pressure
the moment you adjust your mirrors — an
awareness that you’re not just a driver, but a
“woman driver” on trial.

I’ve seen this happen many times. A man
makes a mistake, like cutting someone off, for-
getting to signal, or missing a turn, and it’s
brushed off as a bad day or a moment of dis-
traction. A woman makes the same mistake,
and suddenly it reflects on her entire gender.
We aren’t seen as individuals; we’re treated
like representatives. Every hesitation or care-
ful check of the blind spot becomes a headline
in someone else’s narrow story.

The “women can’t drive” jokes might seem

like harmless fun, but they create a heavy
atmosphere of confirmation bias. People look
for proof of the stereotype. If a woman takes an
extra 10 seconds to parallel park, it’s a story
shared at dinner, often accompanied by eye
rolls. But if she drives flawlessly for years, nav-
igating difficult mountain roads or busy city
intersections, she becomes invisible. This is
the tax we pay — the feeling that we have to be
twice as good to be seen as “average”. We fight
against a mindset that expects us to fail.

In the chaotic rhythm of Indian traffic, the
road becomes a stage for over-watching. I’ve
seen women honked at the moment a light
turns green or crowded by bikers in narrow
lanes who assume she will yield. It’s an
exhausting double standard: if you follow the
rules, you’re “timid” or “clueless”; if you
assert yourself, you’re “aggressive” or “trying
too hard”. Most women I know are worn out
not just by driving, but by the mental energy
needed to navigate the road and the social
pressure of being observed. You aren’t just
managing the car; you’re navigating the ego
of every driver around you.

What some see as a “lack of confidence” is

often just a lack of opportunity and safety.
Confidence isn’t innate; it’s built through
uninterrupted practice. But for many women,
that practice is disrupted by constant calcula-
tions. We think about the “what ifs” — the
dark roads, breakdowns in unfamiliar areas,
and harassment that has nothing to do with
driving but everything to do with being a
woman in public. We don’t avoid night driv-
ing because we can’t see the road; we avoid it
because we can’t trust the environment.
When society misinterprets our caution as
incompetence, it overlooks the reality we have
to navigate. But the facts tell a much kinder
story than the stereotypes suggest. Data from
IIT-Delhi’s TRIPP report and the IIHS show
that men take more risks, whether it’s speed-
ing, driving under the influence of alcohol, or
not wearing a seatbelt. In India, the male-to-
female fatality ratio in road accidents is about
6 to 1. Men drive more miles, but they also
drive with a level of aggression that the data
shows is deadly.

Importantly, there is an unfairness that few
discuss: research indicates women are 47 per
cent more likely to be seriously injured in a
crash. Why? For decades, safety features and
crash-test dummies have been designed
around the average male body. We’re not the
ones making the roads dangerous; the roads
and vehicles often aren’t even built to keep us
safe. We are surviving in an environment that
was never designed with us in mind, yet we’re
the ones mocked for our “lack of skill”.

We can break this cycle through normalisa-
tion rather than arguments. We need to see
women in every role — not just in the passen-
ger seat, but also driving taxis, delivery trucks,
interstate buses, and ambulances. Visibility is
the key to dismantling stereotypes. When it
becomes normal to see a woman driving a
heavy vehicle, the jokes will lose their power.

We need to stop treating a woman driving as
a “statement” or a “brave act” and start seeing
her as a neighbour, a professional, and a driv-
er. Driving is a skill, not a matter of gender. It
involves discipline, spatial awareness, and
experience — all of which are neutral.

The real improvement our road culture
needs isn’t better technology, it’s empathy.
When we stop requiring women to “prove”
their right to be on the road, we don’t just get
more drivers — we create a road culture that is
more patient, more equal, and ultimately
more humane. The goal isn’t just to drive; it’s
to drive without the weight of the world’s
judgment in the rearview mirror.

— The writer is a former extreme rally
driver and an automobile content creator

Anahita Dhondy

L
ET’S just start by saying — I
don’t know if I would have
been able to build a career if I
got pregnant in my mid-20s
as a chef setting up kitchens

and working the pass. 
Sadly, professional kitchens are not

designed with pregnancy in mind. There
is no option of working from home. They
often require you to do long hours of
physical labour, work with heavy equip-
ment and keep up with the pressure of
service. There are smells and ingredients
and a whole lot of nausea. 

Pregnancy introduces the female
body to a very new set of demands. The
adrenaline of a busy line and the preci-
sion of playing does not land the same
way when you’re carrying a baby.

For many young women entering the
culinary industry, having a child is not
something they think about in the ear-
ly years. The first decade of a chef’s
career is about proving yourself by
working long shifts, taking on the
tough stations and showing that you
can handle the same physical work-
load as anyone else on the line. 

While this is an industry still largely
dominated by men, women do experi-
ence more pressure to demonstrate
resilience. However, unlike men, they are
also navigating a biological clock that will
not wait for the perfect moment between

restaurant openings. 
When pregnancy does happen, the real-

ities of kitchen work become immediate-
ly apparent. A line cook cannot work from
home. The work requires being on your
feet for hours, constantly navigating heat,
smoke and strong aromas. Even staying
hydrated and taking timely meals can
become difficult during a busy service. 

In the early months of pregnancy,
fatigue and nausea are common
symptoms. Imagine managing that
while surrounded by intense kitchen
smells, sizzling pans and the pace of
service. Especially dirty plates and
pans always got my goat.  

From my personal experience, even
routine tasks can become tricky. I was
working at Gardin during my pregnancy
and could not climb the stairs to get to the
kitchen on the first floor. The team there
— Manvee and Digvijay Bedi — helped
me navigate this new phase. I continued
with all the staff meetings and trials
downstairs until I finally had a go-ahead
from the doctor to start climbing stairs to
the kitchen on the first floor. It wasn’t
easy but it worked out because of the lead-
ership and team work. 

Many chefs find themselves needing to
adjust their work patterns — stepping
back from physically demanding sta-
tions, modifying schedules, or temporar-
ily shifting to less strenuous roles.

Thankfully, I was running my own
consultancy, so I found it a bit easier to
navigate due to the flexibility it allowed.
I was able to plan ahead and complete
my tasks before my baby arrived. Meet-
ings could be adjusted and responsibili-
ties delegated. But if you are a chef work-
ing in an organisation for more than 80
days, you are entitled to six months of
paid maternity leave. 

For the majority of women working as
cooks in commercial kitchens, that flexi-
bility simply doesn’t exist. Pregnancy
also introduces a long list of health con-
siderations. Chefs must navigate food
safety in a deeply personal way — avoid-
ing high-mercury fish, steering clear of
allergens, and often refraining from tast-

ing certain dishes, all the while running
kitchens that revolve around constant
tasting and adjustment.

And then comes the postpartum peri-
od — a time when the body is still heal-
ing, sleep is scarce, and the demands of
a newborn are immense. Returning to
a commercial kitchen after that can
feel like stepping back into an environ-
ment that hasn’t paused to accommo-
date these realities.

Many women take time away. Some
step into less physically demanding
roles such as consulting, teaching, etc.
Others leave the industry entirely. This
may explain why, despite more women
entering culinary schools and kitchens
than ever before, far fewer remain in
the industry long-term. The problem is
not a lack of passion. It is often a lack of
structure and support.

Pregnancy does not make someone less
capable of being a chef. But the current
systems within many professional
kitchens make it incredibly difficult to
balance both identities at the same time.
They are both extremely demanding. 

If the culinary world wants to retain tal-
ented women throughout their careers, it
must start asking a different question. As
an industry built on creativity and adap-
tation, how can professional kitchens
evolve to better support chefs through
pregnancy, parenthood, and the many life
stages that follow? 

— The writer is a chef and author

KavitaKanan Chandra

W
HETHER you visit the
Taj Mahal or go trekking
in Ladakh, chances are
you will find a woman
guide leading a group of

travellers. Just a few decades back, women
were rarely seen in the male-dominated
field of tour guiding. Most were confined to
city tours in the metros.

The long hours away from home, scepti-
cism from family and society, and erratic
payments hardly made it a “respectable”
profession then. But, as times changed,
women tour guides, too, began to gain
acceptance as professionals.

A Melbourne-based company that offers
immersive trips across the world actively
recruits women guides. In 2016, Usha Mary
seized the opportunity to become its first
woman tour leader from South India.
“Though my husband, Aathi, motivated
me, our families vehemently opposed it,”
says Usha, who grew up in the countryside
near Madurai. When she chose to work as
a certified tour guide, leaving her five-year
job as a college lecturer, she had to cross cul-
tural barriers and endure snide remarks.
Married at 29 into a different religion, the
pressure to have children was immense. “I
was fed up and couldn’t handle it,” she
recalls. Being a tour guide gave her a sense
of strength as she met travellers from dif-
ferent cultures. “Now, for six to seven
months, I am away from home, leading
back-to-back trips,” says Usha.

For Monika Sharma, a history postgrad-
uate and pan-India tourist guide from Agra
since 2010, it was the gender bias in the
tourism industry that frustrated her. “They
would call me only when there was a solo
woman traveller, not as a general guide, so
I hardly worked twice a month,” says Moni-
ka. Now freelancing for a US-based
tourism platform, she leads customised
tours. “It is a nice platform — they value us
and pay better wages,” she says. 

Over the past two decades, several for-
eign and domestic tour companies as well
as large hotels have begun hiring women
guides. The rise of women-only travel
groups and solo women travellers, too, has
given a boost to women guides.

For a woman visiting from abroad, a fel-
low woman guide often brings warmth and
understanding. If you scroll through the
list of licensed tourist guides on the website
of the Tourism Guide Association of Mum-
bai, more than half are women. Many are
fluent in foreign languages — French,
Spanish, German, Japanese, Russian, Ital-
ian and even Thai.

Neha Rai, a 24-year-old trekking and
mountaineering guide from Sikkim, even
leads all-male groups. “In mountaineering,
what matters is skill,” she says, confidently.
Having lost her father early, the mountain
girl from Dentam village battled hardship
and poverty, earning pocket money by guid-
ing tourists in the hills. Her grit led her to the
mountaineering institute in Darjeeling, and
today she works as a trekking and moun-
taineering guide in Sikkim and Ladakh. 

One of the pioneering professional
trekking guides from Ladakh, 43-year-old

Thinlas Chorol, leads both women-only
and mixed groups. Hailing from the small
village of Takmachik, she got training at
the Nehru Institute of Mountaineering in
Uttarkashi. She longed to trek profession-
ally, but the only option for women was
guiding tourists through monasteries and
cultural sites. Determined to change that,
she founded a travel company in 2009. She
promotes community-based eco-tourism,
hosting guests in village homestays.

Sometimes, government initiatives can
spark interest in professions women had
never considered. Content with domestici-
ty, Niranjana Meshram from a village in the
buffer zone of Tadoba Andhari Tiger
Reserve in Maharashtra had never imag-
ined birdwatching could be so fascinating.

“In 2019, the forest department organised

a week-long birding workshop,” says
Niranjana. Seven local women were select-
ed as birding guides. Now an avid birder,
she has documented around 200 bird
species in the region. She credits ecologists
Anirudh Chaoji and Pooja Pawar, who train
local communities around the forest to gen-
erate livelihoods. 

Yangchen Tongden Lepcha, who runs a
tour and travel company in Sikkim, has
been associated with the state’s tourism
sector since 2013. As a mentor, she says she
has seen women guides evolve over time.

While Neha says she receives strong sup-
port, others admit the struggle continues.
Yet, given the right opportunities, they
believe guiding can be a fulfilling career for
women who are passionate about travel.
— The writer is a freelance contributor

A chef reflects on balancing motherhood, fatigue, and the relentless demands of the job

Every move on the road is watched
and judged; we fight against a
mindset that expects us to fail

Be it monuments or mountains, women guides are breaking barriers 

Pregnancy, the hardest shift in kitchens

USHA MARY, TOUR GUIDE FROM MADURAI (IN SAREE), WITH TOURISTS.

LADAKH’S PIONEERING TREKKING GUIDE THINLAS CHOROL (THIRD FROM RIGHT).

TREKKERS GET THEMSELVES CLICKED WITH NEHA RAI (2ND FROM LEFT).

GUIDES AT TADOBA ANDHARI TIGER RESERVE. MONIKA SHARMA (EXTREME RIGHT)

A woman driver 
in the male zone

LEADING THE WAY

The writer at work. For most young
women in the culinary industry, 
having a child is not something 

they think about in the early years.

THE WRITER IN THE DRIVER’S SEAT.
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Uma Nair

M
ARCH as a month belongs
to women and the moment
you think of women, you
naturally ponder over the
male gaze. It has manifest-

ed on canvas in varied forms. No one has
created as many feminine portraits as Pablo
Picasso. His exhibition, ‘Picasso and Paper’,
at the Royal Academy of Art, London, in
2020 was a seminal lesson in art history. For
the artist, paper was more than a mere tool
for exploring his ideas; it was also a materi-
al with limitless possibilities. He experi-
mented with everything — from newsprint
and napkins to decorative wallpaper.

Art history shows us effortlessly expressive
drawings, paintings as well as sculptures to
colossal collages in a constant drive to invent
and innovate the feminine archetype.

“There are only two types of women —
goddesses and doormats,” said Picasso. His
history with them is known. First he would
idolise them, then treat them like scum. At
the London exhibition, his portrait of Dora
Maar stood out as testimony. 

Created in 1938, ‘The Seated Woman
(Dora)’ was the piece de resistance amongst
portraits. A creation of ink, gouache and
coloured chalk on paper, it commenced the
collapse of Picasso’s explorations of the plas-
tic form into a more rigid phase. The portrait
is filled with an intricate network of web-like
lines that interconnect shapes and colour,
creating alternative rhythmic patterns and
tensions within the dynamics of contours.

A litany of delightful works meets our gaze
as we turn to our own Indian masters:

VS GAITONDE’S STROKES
Gaitonde’s rare Untitled painting of a femi-
nine form was part of an auction many
moons ago. Replete with many details, this
expression of contemplation and a long plait

is indeed an image of many moods in rever-
ie. The finer elements of additional richness
in intensity and myriad moorings all come
together to create a setting of an early pas-
sage of time. For Gaitonde the thinker and
Gaitonde the man of gravitas, here is an
image that sets the tone of a page in person-
al history. A reading of a moment in framing

the feminine tells us that the handling of the
subject is what created its own history.

MF HUSAIN’S VILLAGE BELLE
A rare masterpiece in the Kumar Gallery
collection is Husain’s ‘Figures in a Field’
(1959). Each figure in this vignette repre-
sents familiar tropes quintessential to his

practice. He brings together the familiar
village woman, iconic stylised male, and
the cubist rendering of a tree. The treat-
ment of colour and contour creates a story-
board of simplicity and fervour.

Husain celebrates the beauty of India in its
villages and the eternal quality of conversa-
tion. This image is like a narrative telling the

literal and metaphorical story of women at
work. The tall accompanying male figure
appears frequently in Husain’s iconography
of the time. The faceless human perhaps is
his own mother whose passed away early.

This epic canvas is a record of life and art
in India in a way that synergises the past,
the present and the future in a poetic man-
ner, creating narratives through stylisation
with unparalleled lyricism. 

TYEB MEHTA’S ‘RECLINING NUDE’
In his early notes, Tyeb Mehta said: “Expres-
sion was all-important […] Expressionism
appeals to the viewer directly… Munch,
Kokoschka, Emil Nolde weren’t painters in
the tradition of painting, and they were
‘gut’ painters. I was painting from the gut.”

His ‘Reclining Nude’ (1959), auctioned at
Christie’s in 2022, is an image of love, life
and hope. Mehta first travelled to Europe
for a few months in 1954, where he visited
Paris and London to study the European
Masters. He was so influenced by this trip
that, in 1959, he returned to Europe for an
extended stay in London for five years.

KRISHEN KHANNA’S ‘SPRING’
Krishen Khanna’s rare portrait of a nude
in the TIFR Art Collection, Mumbai, is a
masterpiece in compositional clarity and
mood. Krishen’s study is one of admira-
tion, created within a configuration of a
few tones of ochre and lucid lines. Indeed,
Krishen and Tyeb were very close friends
over many years. It was Krishen the Rock-
efeller artist who opened the way for his
friends of the Progressives to be sent to the
West on Rockefeller scholarships.

FN SOUZA’S ‘VIOLET HEAD’
Souza’s ‘Violet Head’ (1950), also belonging
to the Kumar Gallery collection, is yet anoth-
er feminine delight in both enchantment
and elusive elegance. Details and a vivacity
of vision both create its own aura. This work
was a gift to Virendra Kumar, who was his art
dealer for more than 40 years. For someone
who often attacked the feminine subject, this
work celebrates the portrait and gets into an
exotic frame of mind and subject.

PATRIARCHAL IDEOLOGY 
Critics and scholars say that patriarchal ide-
ology has long defined how we perceive fem-
inine nudity, modesty as well as sensuality.

We know that over centuries, nudity cele-
brates the physical and emotional being of a
woman as a subject. It indicates where they
are and how they look and feel at that
moment. Then it wouldn’t be wrong to say
that in India, we can view the feminine sub-
ject as a serene, humble haven over the male
gaze radiating in raw or imperfect glory.  

— The writer is an author, 
art critic and curator 

H
OLI, the festival of colours,
is celebrated across India as
a time of joy, renewal, and
collective abandon. Yet for
generations of widows liv-

ing in Vrindavan, the festival once car-
ried a very different meaning. It was a
day that passed quietly on the margins
of society, where tradition dictated
restraint rather than celebration.

I have been documenting the lives of the
widows of Vrindavan for more than a
decade, since around 2012 or 2013. What
began as a photographic engagement grad-
ually evolved into a deeply personal asso-
ciation. Over the years, my camera has
not merely recorded events; it has wit-
nessed lives unfolding with courage,
resilience, and dignity.

Vrindavan, the sacred city of Lord Krish-
na, has long been home to thousands of
widows who arrived here after being aban-
doned, displaced, or left with few choices
by the rigid social norms surrounding
widowhood. Within orthodox traditions, a
widow was expected to renounce worldly
pleasures. Colourful clothing, adornment,

and participation in festivals were often
denied to her. The white sari became both
a symbol of renunciation and a reminder
of social exclusion.

For many years, Holi existed for these
women as something observed from a dis-
tance. While the rest of the country
immersed itself in clouds of colour, they
remained bound by conventions that dis-
couraged laughter, festivity, and visibility.

Over the past decade, however, a quiet
transformation has been unfolding. Several
organisations, including Sulabh Interna-
tional and other non-profit initiatives, have
worked to restore dignity and opportunity to
these women. Beyond providing shelter,
these efforts have focused on rehabilitation
through vocational training, education, and
skill development, enabling many widows
to move toward self-reliance.

Equally important has been the effort to
reintegrate them into the rhythms of
social life. Festivals such as Diwali, Holi,
and Raksha Bandhan are now celebrated
collectively. The women have travelled to
places of historical and cultural impor-
tance, including the Taj Mahal and the

Kashi temple — experiences that once
seemed unimaginable. Some have even
participated in fashion shows, walking
with quiet pride and reclaiming a public
presence long denied to them.

Last year, my work on the widows of Vrin-
davan was included in the book ‘Widows: A
Global History’ by the renowned Dutch
author Mineke Schipper.

Today, Holi carries a deeper meaning for
these women. In the courtyards of the
ashrams, clouds of gulal rise alongside
showers of marigold, rose, and jasmine
petals. Through my lens, I often see a
moment when a white sari briefly disap-
pears beneath drifting colour and falling
petals — a quiet image of transformation. As
the colours settle, the scene speaks of some-
thing profound: dignity slowly reclaimed,
belonging gently restored, and life return-
ing, quietly and beautifully, in colour.

— Moushumee K Jha has been working
in the fields of documentary, journalism,

travel, tourism, architecture, corporate 
communications, for 25 years 

(Column curated by Aditya Arya, founder-
director, Museo Camera, Gurugram)

The male gaze and artworks that reimagine the archetype

A RETURN
TOCOLOUR
Photographer Moushumee K Jha’s
images give a glimpse of Holi among

the widows of Vrindavan 

In the quiet glow of devotion, dignity slowly finds its way back. No longer behind, no longer silent.Colour returns where silence once lived — Holi becomes a celebration of reclaimed joy.

Masterclass on feminine frames

TYEB MEHTA, UNTITLED (‘RECLINING NUDE’)

HUSAIN’S ‘FIGURES IN A FIELD’ PICASSO, PORTRAIT OF DORA MAAR

GAITONDE, UNTITLED 

From the margins of Vrindavan to the courtyards of history.
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Bindu Menon 

R
ECENTLY, out of
curiosity, I ran a small
experiment. I asked an
artificial intelligence
tool to write short love

stories. Each prompt was simple —
two characters, identified only by
their professions. So I would type:
write a love story between a CEO and
a professional in the same company, or
a politician and a journalist and so on.
Largely, and unsurprisingly, the stories
followed familiar gendered hierar-
chies. The CEO was almost always a
man. So was the doctor, the politician,
the editor, the judge. The nurse,
teacher, baker or florist was usually a
woman. Even in cases where the
woman was the CEO, her male junior
(and love interest) would be the one bail-
ing her out of some sticky situation.

To be fair, there were times when the
hierarchies flipped. But they were very
few. In most cases, the characters aligned
neatly with conventional roles. When
prompted with a classical musician and a
tabla player, the former was cast as female.
The system defaulted to what felt culturally
familiar: authority and action rendered as
male, care and assistance coded as female.
The machine had not invented these roles.
It had simply learned and reproduced them.

The exercise was minor, almost playful,
and not an extensive one. Yet it suggests
something larger. Language does not mere-
ly describe the world, it tidily organises it.
The phrases we inherit carry assumptions
so ordinary that we barely notice them.
Over time, repetition turns habit into truth.

Take the famous line from ‘Hamlet’:
“Frailty, thy name is woman”. In the play,
Hamlet speaks in anguish, reeling from what
he sees as his mother’s betrayal after she
marries his uncle. In dramatic context, it is a
son’s bitter outburst. In cultural context, it
emerged from an era when gender hierarchy
was not just social practice but moral doc-
trine. Over time, however, the line drifted into
common usage, acquiring the authority of a
proverb. A moment of personal fury ossified
into a generalised observation about women.

This is how gendered tropes travel. They

move from literature into everyday dis-
course and from there into hardened expec-
tation. Expressions such as “boys don’t
cry”, “boys will be boys”, “it’s improper for
girls”, “career woman” or “mothering”
appear casual, even affectionate. Yet they
create gendered stereotypes. Strength,
rationality and leadership are deemed mas-
culine. Vulnerability, emotional expression
and nurturing are slotted as feminine. The
effect is not simply one of difference but of
value. Traits associated with masculinity
tend to be treated as normative and author-
itative, while those associated with feminin-
ity are framed as secondary or excessive.

This hierarchy is reinforced through what
linguists call “marking”. A CEO is often pre-

sumed male unless described as a “woman
CEO”. Conversely, a “nurse” is assumed
female, requiring the modifier “male nurse”
when the expectation is reversed. In posi-
tions of authority, masculinity functions as
the default and in caregiving roles, feminin-
ity does. In both cases, gender is pre-deter-
mined before the individual appears.

As author-activist bell hooks (who
writes her name in lowercase so that
rather than her identity, attention
remains toward her ideas) observed,
“language is also a place of struggle” in
a patriarchal world. It quietly establish-
es who belongs in positions of power and
who must justify their presence. Popu-
lar culture amplifies this architecture of
difference. Take book titles such as ‘Men
Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus’
or ‘Why Men Don’t Listen and Women
Can’t Read Maps’. These frame contrast
as biologically ordained and inevitable.
But this language of inevitability neatly
conceals the politics of hierarchy.

In its far extreme sense, this coding
becomes explicit in online spaces such as the
manosphere, particularly among incels.

Their vocabulary and hostility reduce
women to caricature. Yet this
aggression can be read as an
amplification of familiar biases
and binaries.

Empirical research confirms that
these patterns are not incidental. A
few years ago, a cohort of universi-
ties did a large machine learning
study analysing 3.5 million books

published between 1900 and 2008 —
amounting to roughly 11 billion
words. The study found that adjec-
tives such as “beautiful” and “sexy”
were disproportionately used to
describe women, while “brave”,

“rational” and “righteous” were large-
ly reserved for men. The words used to
describe women alluded more to appear-
ance than those used for men. The study
only highlighted in statistical terms what
many already knew.

Recent research examining large
language models across multiple lan-
guages shows similar tendencies. Men

are framed as leaders and professionals,
women as empathetic or domestic. Even AI
systems trained on vast textual archives
reproduce these binaries. If machines echo
stereotypes, it is because the stereotypes
are embedded in the data.

None of this means that gendered refer-
ence must disappear or even will. The ques-
tion is not erasure but about tying moral val-
ue to gender. Courage is not inherently
masculine, nor is empathy inherently femi-
nine. Small linguistic shifts can signal
broader transformations. When the famous
line from the sci-fi series ‘Star Trek’changed
from “where no man has gone before” to the
gender-inclusive “where no one has gone
before”, the symbolic field widened. When
universities encourage the use of neutral
titles such as “Dr” or “Prof” rather than gen-
dered forms, or when the Supreme Court
releases a handbook to ensure misogynistic
language is avoided in court rulings, the aim
is not just to edit our vocabulary but to recal-
ibrate social norms.

The words we inherit are powerful, but
not immutable. They need constant revi-
sion and refinement if we are to move
towards a gender-equal society.

— The writer is based in Bengaluru

How gendered stereotypes travel
BACKFLAP

TWO BANDRA GIRLS BUY A FARM
by Arti Dwarkadas.

Westland. 
Pages 218. ~499 

Pumped with post-lockdown confi-
dence in her green thumb, Arti
Dwarkadas said yes to her friend
Suzann’s hare-brained scheme of
buying land. From negotiating with
sceptical villagers and unruly cows,
every misstep becomes a lesson, and
every harvest a tiny miracle. Yet
beneath the comedy of errors lies
something deeper: a fresh look at
what it truly means to work with one’s
hands, live close to the land and make
a small but genuine difference in the
world. This is a laugh-out-loud chron-
icle of their journey so far. 

FAITH AND FURY
by Jyoti Yadav. 

Westland.
Pages 294. ~599

Two months into the lockdown, jour-
nalist Jyoti Yadav set out to cover the
first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic
in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar and the
migrant exodus unfolding across the
country. She travelled on the highway
and passing through small towns and
villages, she documented the migrant
crisis and the breakdown of India’s
healthcare infrastructure. She set out
again when the far deadlier second
wave struck. This book is a riveting
chronicle of the unremitting tragedy
that Covid was and the resilience that
also sometimes accompanied it.

STORIES THE FIRE COULD NOT BURN
by Hoihnu Hauzel.

Speaking Tiger.
Pages 232. ~499 

On May 3, 2023, decades of differ-
ences, aggravated by grievances over
land and identity issues, between the
Kuki-Zomi/Mizo tribes and the
majority Meitei community in
Manipur, spilled over resulting in
deadly clashes. The author describes
the night of terror when her parents’
home in the tribal enclave in Imphal
was burnt down. She recounts the
ruthless beheading of David Thiek
and the stripping of two women. This
book is a portrait of love for one’s
homeland and the incredible pain of
losing it forever. 

BREAKING THE RULES
by Vinita Gupta.

Westland.
Pages 194. ~399

Vinita Gupta was in her twenties
when she left India to work in the US,
where she co-founded Digital Link
Corporation, leading it for nearly two
decades. In this memoir, she writes
about the struggles and triumphs of
business innovation as well as the
complexity of life as a wife and moth-
er attempting to balance work and
personal commitments. But more
than that, it is her journey into dis-
covering who she is. 
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Abuse, survival, and justice
Sonya J Nair 

R
EADING ‘Nobody’s Girl: A
Memoir of Surviving Abuse and
Fighting for Justice’ has left me
confused. I don’t know whether
to weep for Virginia Roberts

Giuffre, or to be angry about the systems that
have allowed this abuse to happen and to be
perpetuated, or to feel relieved that this
brave story of survival has not got lost in the
rush of data that we are bombarded with dai-
ly. I am, at any rate, grateful that the optics of
war, hate-mongering, whataboutery, postur-
ing have not distracted the world from sitting
up and taking notice of what the entitled
have gone about doing to the poor, the mar-
ginalised and the vulnerable. 

The book opens with a note from Giuffre’ s
collaborator Amy Wallace, who
has spoken about the chal-
lenges she faced while writing
the book. Much of the difficul-
ty comes from trauma: reliving
the abuse for Giuffre, and deal-
ing with her story for Wallace.
In the segment written by Wal-
lace after Giuffre’s death,
there are sections which give
details the latter did not want
revealed at the time. This
makes the book a complex
entity. The picture that Giuffre
paints of her husband Robbie
is different from Wallace’s. But
I suppose one must focus on

the ‘bigger abuse’, as it were. 
Giuffre goes into painful detail about the

sort of abuse she was subjected to right from
a young age. Be it her father or the man she
was to call Uncle Forrest, or the family and
friends who were complicit through their
silence. Jenna, as Giuffre was, ironically,
fondly referred to, never had anyone she
could trust. There are clear indications of vic-
tim blaming, intimidation, cruelty and depri-
vation that she experienced as a child and
that had an impact on her for the rest of her
life. It is also an indication that one does not
have to be an all-powerful Jeffrey Epstein to
bear down on a young girl. Even a common
male can bring that about. And that makes
one look at the world in a very different light.

The history of trafficking in the book indi-
cates how easy it is for predators to spot vic-
tims and lure them with the promise of stabil-
ity. Giuffre narrates the various ways in
which she was exploited by the men she
came across in the first round of her abuse.

She moves back with her family and even

has a working relationship with her parents
up until she starts work at Mar-a-Lago. She
mentions Trump and how she met Maxwell
and Epstein. One can see the insidious ways
in which young girls are groomed and traf-
ficked or used in disgusting and potentially
life-threatening ways. Billionaires, princes,
scientists, academics, all take their turn with
this child. Sometimes, repeatedly. 

Giuffre narrates a recruitment scheme as
well, where she too begins to mentally check
out girls for Epstein. She even travelled to
Thailand on such missions. It must be men-
tioned that Wallace employed fact-checkers
and met witnesses to corroborate the story.

‘Nobody’s Girl’ is shocking, not just
because it details the life of a woman who
faced situations of ultimate degradation and
came back to take down the monoliths who
took away her childhood and, indeed, her life.
It is shocking because it makes us understand
the intricacies of the mind of a victim and tells
us in no uncertain terms that the abuse tilts
the victim in ways others cannot compre-
hend. Giuffre mentions: “It probably goes
without saying that what my father and his
friend Forrest had done to me when I was a
child, being trafficked by Epstein and
Maxwell was painfully triggering. To the
extent that I saw the two of them as pseudo-
parental figures, their disregard for my wel-
fare as they lent me out for sex made me feel
a familiar strain of worthlessness. But at times
that familiarity was weirdly comforting.”

She writes about finding Epstein ogling at
Nadia, another young girl. “…this stirred up
some feelings in me. All those stories I’d told
myself about being needed... about being the
only one who could take care of him — all
that was so obviously untrue. As much as I
wanted to disappear from Epstein’s life, it
stung to be so easily replaced.” 

I had to pause reading and reflect on this. 
The devolving of the human mind to give

up its sense of autonomy is one of the saddest
things. Wallace and Giuffre have trained a
searchlight into such a mind. And what
emerges is more darkness. The book mirrors
life itself: bleak moments interspersed with
Giuffre’s recollections of her calm family life,
the support from her in-laws, the laughter of
her children and an anchor in her husband. 

‘Nobody’s Girl’ is a relevant book not only
because it peels open the structures of power
and shows us the cogs that move, but also
because it complicates our smug binary ideas
about victimhood and how they can “just
escape if they tried”. Happy Women’s Day.

— The reviewer teaches at All Saints’
College, Thiruvananthapuram

A toolkit to unlearn sexism
Janaki Srinivasan 

T
HE countdown to the Interna-
tional Women’s Day has become,
ironically, a rather trying time for
feminists the world over.
Between rebutting accolades

heaped on a model of womanhood feminism
has sought to dismantle for centuries and
responding to the increasingly shrill voice of
men’s rights activism, threatening to undo
the movement’s hard-won gains, they find
themselves having to draw upon their last
reserves of patience. A certain weariness has
come to characterise feminists today; even
young women in their twenties feel the
exhaustion of having to make the same argu-
ments and offer the same explanations as
their forbearer grandmothers. 

Harshveer Jain’s book comes with a
promise to ease some of this burden.
Addressed to men, its agenda is to not just
peel away the misconceptions and stereo-
types popularly associated with feminism
and feminists, but to guide men into the
basics of a feminist analysis of self and soci-
ety that they can apply to their everyday life.
This has become all the more necessary giv-
en that a crisis in gender relations charac-
terises contemporary society. 

Thanks to the tangible, albeit uneven,
progress made towards gender equality over
the past century, whole generations of
women have been raised to value autonomy
and self-fulfilment and expect equality in per-
sonal, professional and public life. Yet men
continued to be schooled in patriarchal gen-
dered norms and now find themselves ill-
equipped to meet these expectations. Going
by the public debate, the 21st century is clear-
ly occupied with ‘the Men’s Question’. 

Jain’s book aims to provide men with a
starter toolkit to navigate this social terrain.
It rightly surmises that leaving aside the
extremes of the performative male and the
manosphere, most men will benefit from the
information and training they missed out on
due to the gender gap in socialisation.

Using a range of analogies and thought-
ful illustrations, the short, crisp sections of
the book adopt a conversational style to
explain how patriarchy works as a struc-
ture of privilege and power. From consent
to intersectionality, from gender pay gap
to unpaid labour, from religion to popular
culture, from the family to the education-
al system, the prose unlocks these con-
cepts and themes as part of answers to the
FAQs on feminism. 

It passionately argues that patriarchy

causes harm to men by boxing them into
fixed gender roles, preventing them from
exploring their potential or engaging in
meaningful human connections, and con-
demning them to emotional dissonance
and loneliness. Feminism, it follows, is
good for men, so they should be not just
allies but participants in a movement that
opens the pathway of liberation.

For most part, the arguments flow
smoothly. To my mind, the book jerks at
two instances. One, it doesn’t adequately
or accurately engage with the framework of
work and labour. It assumes the breadwin-
ner/homemaker dichotomy of gender roles
as a universal feature of human history
that has only recently been challenged by
women entering the workforce, rather than
seeing it as an ideological justification of
modern patriarchy. Not only is ‘going out
to earn a living’ a particular feature of mod-
ern capitalism, women’s labour has
through history been one of productive
economic activity in addition to the critical
economic activity of domestic work. 

Two, despite adopting an intersectional
framework, the book is silent about caste
and does not draw on the extensive
research on the fusion of caste and patri-
archy in the Indian context.  

The last section seeks to equip men not
with theories, but an attitude with which
they can learn to recognise and unlearn
sexism. The key is empathy, a form of
‘internal activism’ that introspects and
builds awareness. Further, it isn’t enough
to be aware and correct oneself, which is
what a good person does, but to actively
intervene to dismantle patriarchy. This
clarion call to be a feminist made gently but
firmly is a fitting conclusion for the book. 

— The reviewer teaches political 
science at Panjab University
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Sonali Gupta

T
HE first thing you notice in the
‘day-care oncology unit’ at
IGMC is that it looks more like a
modest dental clinic that has
accidentally wandered into

oncology. There are reclining dental chairs
instead of luxe chemo recliners, IV poles that
sway like deodars in a storm, and visitors
who treat masks as optional accessories
rather than mandatory gear. Between the
antiseptic scent and the rustle of shawls,
strangers become family, and this modest
Himachal ward feels like a place where hope
quietly drips into your veins with the chemo.

The women in this ward could each carry a
novel. There is Neetu, the policewoman with
cropped hair who takes her drip in uniform
and worries more about pending files than
white blood cell counts. And there is the
daughter-in-law who quietly hides her moth-
er-in-law’s stage-4 diagnosis because she
wants to gift her a few more months of
unafraid days. Around them, attendants
pass steel tiffins, IV poles creak theatrically,
and the beeping machines perform a hesi-
tant background score.

My own journey as a stage-3 cancer patient
began far from Shimla in the City of Angels,

Los Angeles, where cancer centres resemble
boutique hotels with attached coffee bars. I
could have gone to Chandigarh or Delhi, of
course, with their glossier reputations, but I
wanted my oncology care in IGMC — close
to the mountains that have held every other
crisis of my life. In LA, chemo arrives on a
platter; numbing sprays are offered before
injections; there are latte menus and soft,
coordinated blankets. Coming from that to
IGMC feels like checking into a busy rural
guesthouse. The linens may not match, but
someone will always find you a pillow.

One day, my very serious sounding injec-
tion appeared in the chemo ward without its
usual ice accompaniment. It was the kind of
injection that looks as if it was designed for
cooperative cattle rather than anxious
humans. The young doctor on duty studied
the syringe and then looked up at me and
asked, “Do you know how to put this?” As a
wrong kind of doctor, I could honestly say I
knew where it went, but not how it should go
in. So, we did what modern medicine and
patients sometimes do together: watched a
quick YouTube video, nodded gravely at the
instructions, and shared a laugh that was
half humor, more than half prayer.

She loaded the formidable syringe. “It’ll
pain a little,” she warned gently, in the same

calm tone someone might use before saying,
“Now, let’s teach you how to cross the formi-
dable Himalayas.”

Not all pain here comes in syringes and
drips. Getting treatment at a government
hospital in the hills is an endurance sport.
First, the token counter is up; the regular
OPD is further up; the doctor’s office is
down; the chemo ward is in another build-
ing, also down; and the photocopy shop, nat-
urally, is back up again. By lunchtime,
you’ve done a yatra: administrative moun-
taineering with chemo side-effects.

Amrit Pharmacy — amrit meaning elixir
— adds its own modest healing touch. In a
world where bills can feel more dangerous
than biopsies, it is oddly soothing to have a
chemist who suggests the generic.

The ward is also a place of unexpected, inti-
mate encounters. One afternoon, an old man
in his chemo session became fascinated by

my broad Burberry spectacles. He gazed at
them, finally asking me if he could try them
on. I handed them over; he turned his head
and searched for a reflection in the shiny sur-
faces around us. So, I flipped my phone to
the camera and held it up. He peered at his
reflection, and smiled at himself. For those
few seconds, the chemo ward blurred out; we
were just two people at an optician’s shop,
trying out frames. “Bohot badhiya lag raha
hoon,” he said. “Kahan se liye?” he asked. In
that moment, the spectacles stopped being
designer; they were simply borrowed vision,
a tiny holiday from being a patient.

Threaded through all of this is the quiet
efficiency of women like Ritu, who takes
blood work with the concentration of a callig-
rapher. She gets it right in a single, gentle
attempt. “Bas ek baar mein ho jayega, ten-
sion mat lo,” she says. In a place where
bruised arms and multiple pricks are rou-
tine, her careful hands feel like a daily mira-
cle. If veins could choose favourites, mine
would have adopted Ritu long ago.

At the centre of this improvisational
orchestra stands Dr Manish Gupta, an oncol-
ogist whose quiet brilliance is matched by an
unfussy empathy that makes hope strange-
ly easy to hold. He explains options as if they
are entirely manageable, and for a few min-

utes, they are. It is not hard to imagine Can-
cer looking at his calm face and saying, “I’ve
picked the wrong doctor — let me just disap-
pear before he files my paperwork properly.”

The Himalayas have always asked their
people to live with broken roads and sudden
landslides; the chemo ward at IGMC is that
landscape turned inward, with saline drips
instead of mountain springs, dental chairs
instead of terraced fields, and women who
keep showing up despite everything. 

There is no numbness medication here
except your own power to face injections that
look suspiciously cattle grade, but there are
shawls pulled over shivering shoulders, an
honest chemist, an old man admiring him-
self in borrowed specs, and a slow, steady
drip that proves courage is not the absence of
fear but the decision to keep turning up.

Perhaps my dream is simple: that this ward
will one day trade its dental chairs for real
recliners and its rusting IV stands for bright,
sturdy pillars of hope; until then, we make do
with what we have — mountains at the win-
dow, humour in the corridors, and hope on a
drip beside women who keep turning up,
redefining what it means to be strong.

— The writer is founding director of 
the Himalayan Institute of 

Cultural & Heritage Studies

Fighting against all odds

WAR now enters our lives less as
human testimony than as spectacle. It
comes as looping video. We watch, we

scroll, and gradually something dangerous hap-
pens. The eye remains engaged, but the moral
imagination begins to tire.

The Dalai Lama’s starting point is radically
different. He begins with a truth so simple that
politics constantly obscures it: every human
being wants happiness, not suffering. The sol-
dier does. The civilian does. The child under
bombardment does. The leader authorising
force does. Once that truth is forgotten, war
becomes easier to discuss than to feel.

Violence is now often inflicted remotely,
through systems of great precision and very little
human encounter. One sees the flash of impact,
but not the smell of concrete dust, the shock in
the body, the silence of a home torn open, the
mother unable to wake her child. The more tech-
nologically sophisticated war becomes, the easi-
er it is to turn suffering into abstraction.

This is why the Dalai Lama’s understanding
of compassion matters. He does not mean senti-
ment or softness. He means disciplined atten-
tion: the effort to keep another’s suffering pres-

ent in one’s awareness when almost everything
pushes us towards simplification, distraction or
numbness. Today war reaches us first as specta-
cle, then as analysis, and quickly afterwards as
economics. Human suffering arrives last.

The obscenity is not only moral but civilisa-
tional. Vast resources are poured into military
systems while societies fail to provide hospital
beds, schools and homes. The Dalai Lama has
often pointed to this inversion of priorities. War
deforms human intelligence by normalising
the idea that organised destruction is a serious
mark of political maturity.

The Dalai Lama has opposed violence consis-
tently, yet acknowledged that life can confront
us with terrible moral choices. The crucial point
is that even when force is used, it should never

be morally sanitised. Necessary violence is still
violence. It leaves a stain.

That moral seriousness is largely absent from
the language of modern war. Every war is pre-
sented as necessary. Civilian deaths are
mourned rhetorically and absorbed politically.
Meanwhile, publics are asked to demonstrate
loyalty by suspending deeper questions. Not
only who is right, but what does war do to those
who wage it? What forms of fear, censorship,
tribalism and hardness does it leave behind?

For six decades, the Dalai Lama has led the
Tibetan struggle without hatred. He has not
recovered territory. He has done something rar-
er: preserving a people’s moral centre while
helping sustain their identity, institutions and
hope. His phrase for this is “inner disarma-
ment”. It does not mean passivity. It means con-
fronting the fear, hatred and vindictiveness from
which violence continually draws new energy. 

A civilisation is tested not only by how power-
fully it can strike, but by whether it can remain
human while force is being used in its name.

—  The writer is Managing Trustee of 
the Foundation for Universal Responsibility

of The Dalai Lama. Views are personal

Women, mountains and a chemo ward

Born of fire, 
she is the fire

O
F the many legends told
to us, in their varied
forms and voices, there is
one of a time long gone.
Lost in the mists of myth

and yet radiantly alive as belief, there
was a time when the asuras declared
war against the devas. The demons led
by Mahisha were victorious against the
gods, who lay vanquished. Trailing
Indra, the despondent celestials went to
Vishnu and spoke of their defeat. They
lamented how their offices had been
usurped, how demons now lorded over
the heavens and of how all good people
and sages were tormented and tor-
tured. As their anguish and anger built,
their brows knitted and tejas, pure
energy, poured forth. This radiant ener-
gy swirled and illuminated the three
worlds in a blaze of light. Then slowly
this magnificence concentrated on a
single spot and a huge flame burst
forth. When the clouds of smoke dis-
persed, the gods saw that where the
flames had just been, a young girl had
come into being.

She was the first ‘shakti’ — Adi Shak-
ti. In sight of the assembled gods, she
was the primordial embodiment of
female strength and power.

She was their creation; she was of
them and yet not. The gods paid hom-
age to this great force. They gave her
attributes and gifts. From Shambhu
came her mouth, from Yama’s energy
came her hair and from Vishnu, her
arms. From the Moon were born her
breasts, from Indra, her waist. From
Varuna’s power came her legs and from
pure energy, her loins. Her feet came
from Brahma, her toes from the Sun
and her fingers and hands were given
by the Vasus. Kuber gave her fine nos-
trils, Prajapati her teeth and from Agni
came her three eyes.

From dawn and twilight came her
eyebrows. Himavata gave her a white
tiger to ride on, Kuber gave her a crown
and other great wealth and Varuna gave
her clothes and water. Vishvakarma
gave the axe and impenetrable armour
and the others gave her a garland of
lotus flowers, a conch, and a host of oth-
er powerful symbols — like the discus
and trident.

Attributed and armed, this force of
good was sighted by the asuras, who
attacked her in fury. Mahisha took on
the guise of a fearsome buffalo and rav-
aged everything in sight. Other mighty
asuras like Chiksus, the ferocious Uda-
gra, and sword-hair Asiloma came with
their armies. Great and terrible battles
were fought till the demons were finally
vanquished. Mahisha was felled when
the Devi destroyed him by crushing
him under her foot, piercing him with a
spear and then finally beheading him.

She is worshipped in many forms. As
‘Mahishasura Mardini’, she is the slay-
er of the demon Mahisha. She is Durga.
She is Mahamaya. She is Ambika.

One of her many forms is Kali,

where she is the first of the 10
Mahavidyas — the goddesses that
give knowledge that may liberate us.
In art, in depiction, in anthropomor-
phic forms, Kali may appear as a terri-
fying image that has a raw intensity
and is ruthlessly fierce. The goddess,
in her negative aspect, may appear as
a collection of elements that lie past
common comprehension. Her images
or statues are often filled with symbols
that refuse to be understood at first
glance and serve as an example of the
equivocal depiction of deities.

She is the symbol of the powerful cos-
mic power of eternal and unbreakable
time, Kala. If she signifies annihilation
through death or destruction, then, and
only then, can creation — the seed of
life — emerge. Simplistically, it is only
with the destruction of the seed that a
tree can take birth.

Within herself, Kali becomes the
repository of creation, preservation and
annihilation. Her complexion is the
black of night that absorbs all colour,
light and life; her hair, wild and
uncombed, elokeshi, signifies the cur-
tain of death that surrounds life with
mystery that the living world cannot rip
or tear. She wears a garland of human
heads denoting the letters of the San-
skrit alphabet and this marks Kali as a
repository of knowledge and learning
and therefore, of might — and of the
power of liberation.

Hands are the instruments of work
and are what largely determine an indi-
vidual’s karma— what we achieve now

in this life is what will carry us to the
next and this is symbolised by the gir-
dle of human hands worn by her.

In her four hands, Kali holds the
attributes of both destruction and cre-
ation. A severed head dangles by the
hair from one hand and indicates
destruction, while the other holds the
bloodied sword of physical extermi-
nation that slices through the
bondage equated with human life and
the body — and the search for free-
dom that can only come from spiritu-
al enlightenment. She also holds
symbols of creation that dispel fear
and summon spiritual strength. Her
tongue, red and overwhelming, pro-
trudes with the symbolism of absorb-
ing negativity and the power of evil.

Choose what adjective you will: formi-
dable, loving, tenacious and forgiving
(or not). Choose what name you will.
Choose what attribute she has in her
formidable array of weaponry. She
holds them all. To those who believe:
She is All.

— The writer is an author 
based in Shimla 

B
ETWEEN possibility and reality,
intent and action falls a shadow, of
doubt, conditioning and even fear. In
the long chain of human history and
existence, there are as many things to

celebrate as there are to regret. As I reflect on the
meaning and significance of Women’s Day, I
realise how sportspersons like PT Usha, Mary
Kom, Sakshi Malik, Vinesh Phogat and many
others disrupted my “male gaze” that was
“tutored” to see them in a particular way. 

The four — Usha the super athlete, Mary Kom
the legendary boxer, Sakshi Malik the Olympic
medal winning wrestler and Vinesh Phogat, the
face of resistance against exploitation in
wrestling — have much in common. They have
fought and succeeded against all odds in a sys-
tem that is rigged against women, the vulnera-
ble, poor and the minorities. And despite having
achieved much, they are still struggling to find
unconditional acceptance in a society that sees
women more as a threat than equal partners in
the workplace and the sporting arena. 

Life is a learning experience, a journey that
challenges one’s perceived, fixed notions. The
mirror on the wall may reflect the exact image of
what is in front of it, but you choose to see what
you want to. I, like millions of male youth of the
country, was fed on Hindi cinema’s image of a
woman whose main vocation in life was to be
loyal, selfless, even servile, and help their male
counterparts succeed in life. They were fair, del-
icate, tender-hearted, helpless and needed a
chivalrous male to rescue them from the “evil
designs” of the world. 

I joined the journalistic fraternity in 1979
where sports reporting was a male preserve. I
had heard of how Kiran Peshawaria, who we
know today as a former police officer-turned-
politician Kiran Bedi, was an aspiring tennis
player, known as much for her skill as for her
short-tempered, angry outbursts on the courts.
It was attributed to her being a “spoilt” woman
with an “elite” upbringing. 

The more living example for me was that of
Kanwal Thakar Singh, the national badminton
champion from Chandigarh, and her sister Kir-
ron, partnering with whom she won the nation-
al doubles championship. Today we know Kir-
ron Kher as a filmstar and a former Member of
Parliament. Again, what was talked about more
were their on-court tantrums that were seen as
a reflection of their “privileged” background. 

The year 1984 saw a more rooted athlete to
Indian reality emerge on the horizon, PT Usha.
The ‘Payyoli Express’ missed winning a bronze
in the 400m hurdles event of the Olympics by a
whisker and was to later win four gold medals in
the 1986 Asian Games. Usha was the precursor

to breaking all the stereotypes that cinema and
a patriarchal society had built for us. She was
lean, dark, drenched in the soil of India’s strug-
gling working classes and didn’t know how to
speak in English, not even Hindi. 

As the years rolled on and women in sports
was now no longer a rare phenomenon and they
even overtook men in their march to interna-
tional glory, one image from 2012 is embedded
in my mind. It was the year of the London
Olympics, where women’s boxing was to make
its debut and the five-time world champion

Mary Kom had decided to make a comeback. At
29, she did not want to miss out on an Olympic
medal. I tagged along for a trip to the National
Institute of Sports (NIS), Patiala, with writer-
novelist Rahul Bhattacharya, who had been
assigned to do a full-length feature on her for an
international magazine. Watching Mary’s frag-
ile, small frame unleash explosive energy
through her piston-like arm movements in the
training ring left me breathless. Rahul’s percep-
tive, sensitive observations, guided by intuitive
insights and lyrical prose — qualities that illumi-
nate his portrayal of an indomitable woman in
his acclaimed book ‘Railsong’— appeared in the
shape of an article later. 

Mary, who went on to win a bronze in London,
belongs to the Kom tribe from the poverty-rid-
den, violence-infested Manipur and her story is
the very essence of what it means to be a woman
in India and only those with iron will and a lot of
luck can negotiate the unimaginable hazards
strewn in the path that leads to the summit. 

I marvel at Mary’s achievements and feel dis-
turbed at the present accounts of her bitter
divorce and financial troubles. Her story in
many ways echoes Sakshi Malik’s story of suc-
cess and disillusionment detailed in her mem-
oir, ‘Witness’. Sakshi records with feeling and
restraint her hurt, body-shaming, fruitless
protests against the wrestling federation presi-
dent over sexual harassment in the book written
with flair and deep understanding by Jonathan
Selvaraj. To read it is to comprehend how diffi-
cult it is to be a woman and succeed, given the
complexities and inherent gender biases of a
society controlled by men.

Sakshi’s story, much like Vinesh Phogat’s, is
that of courage, resilience, success against all
odds and yet a sense of betrayal shadows their
present lives. They feel like victims of a system
that rewards obedience and punishes dissent. 

Both gave up wrestling, announcing their
quitting in anguish, frustration and tears.
Vinesh had second thoughts and changed her
mind. She believes she can still compete and
win, seeking inspiration, perhaps, from all that
she has achieved and endured. While we cele-
brate the glory they and many others have
achieved and rejoice at India’s triumph in crick-
et’s World Cup last year, we need to sensitise
ourselves to what it means to be a woman in a
world seen through the male lens.

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

Courage is not the
absence of fear, but 

the decision to turn up

Within herself, 
Kali becomes the

repository of creation,
preservation and

annihilation
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Win, lose, it’s been an upliftingtitle defence

Gaurav Kanthwal

W
ITH the ICC Champions
Trophy (2025), ICC T20
World Cup (2024) and
the ICC Women’s World
Cup 2025 (ODI) in the

kitty, India’s cup of cricketing joy is brim-
ming like never before. Another T20
World Cup is just kissing distance away
from stamping India’s love affair with the
most popular format of the game. 

India is one step away from doing what
has never been done before — successful-
ly defend the World T20 title at home and
become the only team to win the title
three times (after 2007 and 2024) since its
inception in 2007.

Even if the formidable New Zealand
side thwarts India’s dream sequence, the
sun will keep shining on Indian cricket —
despite stars like Rohit Sharma and Virat
Kohli fading away.

This team has an aura of invincibility
around it: an envious record of 42-8 in the
T20Is in the last two years puts it head
and shoulders above its contemporaries.
Rival captains, former players, cricket
pundits have all predicted the third title
win for India.

TOURNAMENT JOURNEY
It all began with Pakistan demanding to
play in neutral venues and Bangladesh
pulling out of the tournament, but three
weeks into the T20 deep-dive, every-
thing has been brushed under the car-
pet for the time being.

Riding on an unmatched 51-8 win-loss
record in T20Is since October 2023, the
Suryakumar Yadav-led Indian side was
the team to beat. So sure of this was West
Indies coach Darren Sammy that he said
his team knew that if they had any ambi-
tion of winning the Cup, they would have
to go through India at some point. The
former World Cupper’s belief was guided
by India’s record of winning all the nine
bilateral T20I series in the run-up to the
biennial event.

The World No.1 T20 team’s campaign
began with jitters and hurtled gingerly even
as convincing wins eluded. Then came a
shocker as India lost to South Africa by 76
runs in the group stage, their progress in
the tournament dependent on two must-
win games with an eye on the Net Run Rate.

That’s when India drafted in opener
Sanju Samson, who soon became the rev-
elation of the tournament. By the time
India were in the final, the Thiruvanan-
thapuram-based batter was nominated as
one of the eight players for the Player of

the Tournament. The disappointment of
World No.1 T20I batter Abhishek Sharma
and No.1 T20I bowler Varun Chakravarthy
failing to work up their charm was some-
what abated.

WINNING COMBINATIONS
The secret of India’s success among the
top teams — New Zealand, South Africa
and England — has been its depth in bat-
ting and bowling reserves. This meant that
even if the top performers were having an
off day, there was someone in his place to
bail the team out from precarious positions.

Shivam Dube, Hardik Pandya, and
Axar Patel have played their part. India
have done reasonably well by utilising
different combinations and showing
flexibility in the batting order.

Apart from being walloped by South
Africa, India kept winning all the tactical
battles against different teams through-
out the tournament. In the semifinal,
despite scoring 253/7 against a gun team
like England, the hosts saw the match,
and the World Cup, slipping away from

their hands. Jasprit Bumrah’s 18th over
and Hardik Pandya’s 19th over, in which
they conceded 6 and 9 runs, took the game
away from England.

The high stakes encounter recorded an
unprecedented 65.2 million peak concur-
rent viewers on JioHotstar, setting a new
world record for the highest concurrency
ever achieved for a live event across any
digital platform. The match had 619 mil-
lion views, making it the most streamed
T20 International match in history.

Cricket pundits had predicted India,
South Africa, England and New
Zealand/Pakistan as the semifinalists —
and rightly so.

But what set the Indian team apart from
the other strong favourites was the abili-
ty of its batters to counter off-spinners.
The six left-hand batters in the team
brought a bit of predictability and monot-
ony, but right-handed Sanju Samson
broke the shackles upfront with explosive
starts in the Powerplays, and the momen-
tum transferring seamlessly on to the
lower middle-order. 

Seamer Arshdeep Singh broke down the
formula for India’s success after the
team’s win against Zimbabwe: “As long as
our batsmen are enjoying batting on that
wicket, we are more than happy. Even if
we go for runs, there’s no problem, as long
as they get that freedom from the wickets
and can score runs freely, the bowlers are
more than happy to do the dirty job.”

Critics had debunked India’s win in the
Champions Trophy as a one-stop tourney
with all the wins coming in Dubai. Here,
in the ICC Men’s T20 World Cup 2026, the
Suryakumar Yadav-led side was the most
travelled team in the tournament, strad-
dling over 10,432 km through Mumbai,
Delhi, Colombo, and Kolkata, by the end
of the Super 8s to finally arrive at Ahmed-
abad for the World Cup final.

ASSOCIATES SHOW METTLE
The gap between full-member nations
and associate nations has reduced at
least in T20 cricket. Each of the nine
Associate Nations — Netherlands, USA,
Italy, Oman, Nepal, Namibia, Scotland,
Canada, and UAE — in the ICC Men’s
T20 World Cup 2026 had something to
show. USA bowlers giving Indian batters
a scare, Nepal giving England a run for
their money in their tournament opener
brought the novelty factor.

Pakistan’s Sahibzada Farhan (383 runs)
has till now scored the most runs in a sin-
gle edition, breaking Virat Kohli’s record.
Canadian Yuvraj Samra scoring the high-
est runs (110) in an innings and USA pac-
er Shadley van Schalkwyk (13) being the
highest wicket-taker in the tournament —
till the semifinal stage — have been wel-
come departures from the heavyweights
ruling the roost, but unfortunately, all the
teams with these individual performers
exited before the semifinals.

THE KIWI SURPRISE
The 2021 T20 World Cup finalists New
Zealand will play their sixth ICC final in
11 years. This time, they have plans to
silence the crowd. 

The Black Caps convincingly defeated
South Africa, the unbeaten team in the
tournament, by nine wickets in the semi-
final as Finn Allen blasted the fastest-
ever century of the tournament (100 not
out in 33 balls).

The Mitchell Santner-led team carries
on with its tradition of throwing up sur-
prise matchwinners and finding ways to
make it to the semifinals consistently.

Win or lose, both teams are worthy final-
ists. That same intensity is expected in
Ahmedabad today evening.
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Empower women who put in more hours of hard work than spouses, yet are labelled as ‘unemployed’

The depth in reserves has been the secret of India’s success as it takes on New Zealand in the T20 Word Cup final today

India is just one step away from successfully defending the World T20 title at home and become the only team to 
win the title three times, after 2007 and 2024. TRIBUNE PHOTO

Finn Allen

Sanju Samson

Pushpa Girimaji

W
ITH an estimated 200 mil-
lion women working as
homemakers, India’s
‘Homemaker Workforce’
is truly large. But, unfor-

tunately, their voice is not strong enough to
be heard where it matters. Unlike salaried
employees, they have no unions, no work-
ing hours, no holidays, no promotions and
no payment for their toil. 

Their work is grossly undervalued, and
they are classified as ‘unemployed’ or
‘outside the labour force’. They cook,
clean, wash, manage the home, look after
the young and old in the family, bear chil-
dren, and in many cases, sacrifice their
professional career for that of their spouse.
Yet, sadly, there is hardly any recognition
of the economic value of a homemaker’s
unpaid labour. 

All this is also reflected in the justice sys-
tem. Be it a case of compensation in a con-
sumer complaint, a motor vehicle accident
claim, or for that matter a matrimonial dis-
pute, homemakers have been getting a raw
deal, with tribunals putting a low value on
their contribution to work, economy, lives
and on their suffering. 

In consumer jurisprudence, for example,
in cases of medical negligence, fire acci-
dents, boat tragedies or unsafe products,
the compensation for death, injury, pain
and suffering often becomes modest or
even meagre, if the victim is a homemaker.
The explanation in all such cases is that the
victim is ‘only a housewife’ or that she is
‘not gainfully employed’ or is ‘unem-
ployed’. In fact, the pain and suffering of a
victim are often undervalued if that person
happens to be a homemaker.

For several years now, an enlightened
higher judiciary has been reprimanding the
lower courts for their lack of recognition of
the value of homework, and even enhanc-
ing the compensation given by the lower

courts, but unfortunately, the message has
not permeated through all levels of the jus-
tice system, particularly the tribunals.

Jaswinder Singh vs Santokh Nursing
Home case, for example, pertains to the
tragic death of a woman due to medical neg-
ligence. The Chandigarh Consumer Com-
mission awarded a compensation of Rs 14.5
lakh, which was not a big amount. But the
National Consumer Disputes Redressal
Commission reduced even this meagre
amount to Rs 8 lakh. The reason for the
drastic cut was that the deceased woman
was only a housewife and was not generat-
ing income through any occupation!

While restoring the amount awarded by
the State Commission, the Supreme Court
observed that the National Commission
had committed a serious error. “The mere
fact that the deceased was a homemaker
was not sufficient to deny adequate com-
pensation to the appellants in lieu of the
services rendered by her,” said the
Supreme Court (January 16, 2012).

Prior to this, in Arun Kumar Agrawal vs
National Insurance Company case (July
22, 2010), the Supreme Court chastised the
high court as well as the Motor Accident
Claims Tribunal (MACT) for awarding low
compensation for the death of a woman, on
the ground that she was a non-earning
member of the family. While doing so, Jus-
tice Asok Kumar Ganguly, in a supplemen-
tary judgment, regretted that “despite the
clear constitutional mandate to eschew dis-
crimination on grounds of sex in Article
15(1) of the Constitution, there was a dis-
tinct gender bias against women in various
social welfare legislations as well as judicial
pronouncements. The Parliament should
properly assess the value of homemakers’
work and suitably amend the provisions of
the Motor Vehicles Act, matrimonial and
other laws to give effect to Article 15(1) of
the Constitution’. 

More recently, in Arvind Kumar Pandey
vs Girish Pandey case, the apex court was

again critical of the MACT and the high
court for the low compensation awarded on
the ground that the deceased woman was a
homemaker (February 16, 2024).

In many judgments, the courts have
also pointed to the absence of statutory
provisions valuing homemaking as an
economic activity and called upon Parlia-
ment to take necessary steps in this
regard. In Mania Ghai vs Nishant Chan-
der case (September 11, 2025), where the
wife had claimed an equal share in the
property that the husband had bought
while they were married, the Delhi High
Court observed: “One must not forget
that in a vast multitude of households in

this country, especially in those house-
holds where there is no assistance in
terms of domestic help, etc, the presence
of a full-time homemaker permits the
family to discount various other expens-
es that would have to be borne towards
the maintenance of the home and family,
permitting, in appropriate cases, the
availability of a larger corpus by accre-
tion on a regular basis as well as facilitat-
ing households to generate a certain
amount of disposable income deployable
on a gainful basis, including in the pur-
chase of a residential property.”

“...However, we take note of the fact that
currently, there exists no statutory basis

accounting for the recognition of such con-
tributions of homemakers for the purpose
of making any determination on the owner-
ship rights or even to quantify the value of
these contributions,” the court said.

One of the strongest defences of home-
makers came from the Delhi High Court
last month in a marital case pertaining to
maintenance. “The assumption that a non-
earning spouse is ‘idle’ reflects a misun-
derstanding of domestic contribution.
Managing a household, caring for children,
supporting the family, and adjusting one’s
life around the career and transfers of the
earning spouse are all forms of work, even
though they are unpaid and often unac-
knowledged. To describe non-employment
as idleness is easy; to recognise the labour
involved in sustaining a household is far
more difficult. These responsibilities do not
appear in bank statements or generate tax-
able income, yet they form the invisible
structure on which many families func-
tion,” the court said.

“Where one spouse earns income in the
marketplace and the other sustains the
domestic sphere, the economic stability of
the household is the result of combined,
though differently manifested, contribu-
tions. A homemaker does not ‘sit idle’; she
performs labour that enables the earning
spouse to function effectively. To disregard
this contribution while adjudicating claims
of maintenance would be unrealistic and
unjust,” the court said (Rakesh Ray vs Pri-
ti Ray case, February 16, 2026). 

As we celebrate International Women’s
Day today, the 715-million strong female
population should demand statutory recog-
nition of the economic value of the home-
makers’ labour. That would go a long way
in empowering millions of women who put
in more hours of hard work than their
spouses, yet are labelled as being ‘unem-
ployed’ or ‘not gainfully employed’. 

— The writer is a consumer 
affairs expert

Recognise economic value of a homemaker’s labour

In a recent case about maintenance, the  Delhi HC said it is a misunderstanding that a non-earning
spouse is ‘idle’ with no domestic contribution. Managing a household, childcare, looking after the

family, etc, are all forms of work, even though housewives are unpaid and unacknowledged. ISTOCK



Law and privilege
This is with reference to 
“The prince and the 
police: A British tale” by 
Karan Thapar (March 01). 
The arrest of Andrew 
Mountbatten-Windsor 
suggests in Britain, the 
law is above privilege. 
King Charles’s assertion 
that the law must take its 
course was also striking. 
Equality before law is 
essential for democracy to 
retain credibility.

Sanjay Chopra

The case for digital restraint
This is with reference to “Why a social media ban is 
starting to make sense” by Namita Bhandare (March 01). 
The proposed under-16 social media ban is a long-
awaited step. When children are freed from screens, 
their energies should be channelled into sports, reading, 
writing, and in-person friendships.

 P V Prakash

II
Social media has completely clouded the thinking and 
working abilities of children. This has a negative impact 
on their growth. Society must have a broad conversation 
on restricting access to social media for children.

Soni Agarwal
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T
he war unleashed by Israel and the
US against Iran can only mean
more suffering and pain than
already exists for the country’s

women in the near future. Iranian-Cana-
dian human rights activist, Nazanin Afs-
hin-Jam Mackay, speaking on CTV, says
that the death of Ayatollah Khamenei sig-
nals the end of the Supreme Oppressor,
not the Supreme Leader. Women are not
shedding tears for him. However, she is
concerned that those who might be put in
place — and at this moment, it is his son
Mojtaba Khamenei — could be no different
from the earlier ones and that the US
might choose “stability” over real change.

Irrespective of the legality or necessity
of this war, the late Ayatollah’s regime had
an appalling record when it came to
women’s rights. During the last protest by
women, many women were killed,
maimed and imprisoned, and there is little
record of this in official Iranian statistics.
The digital blackout to contain the protest
led to thousands of women who, thanks to
intense gender discrimination, were
pushed out of the formal job market also
being shut out from their online jobs. Ever
since the Revolution of 1979, Iran’s women
have had a very raw deal. They have been
consistently invisibilised and rendered
economically dependent on male relatives.

On the rare occasion women have pro-
tested, the State framed the protests as
being anti-Islam when, in reality, this had
little to do with religion. But this enabled
a regressive State to use this as a weapon
of surveillance and punishment to
deprive women of their agency. Women
simply demanding their rights have
always been framed as confrontational,
inviting further repression. Yet, despite all
the violence, women have repeatedly tried
to create their own space, often at their
own peril.

If this war does bring about regime
change, it is highly unlikely that women
will be in a better place. Their rights are
not likely to be on top of the agenda of
either the US or Israel.

UN Women, concerned that the now-ex-
panded conflict is placing women and girls
at immediate risk, says, “Women and girls
everywhere have the right to live in safety
and in peace, free from violence and dis-
crimination. Escalating hostilities disrupt
essential services, increase the risk of gen-
der-based violence, and further constrain
and endanger women-led organizations
and first responders.”

After the 1979 Revolution, women were
forced to retreat behind the veil, and men
were given greater powers in inheritance
laws. Under the guise of protecting
women, the State stepped up surveillance
and the marriage age was lowered to nine
years. It is now 13 years, which still
amounts to child abuse. Women cannot go
abroad without a male chaperone: the evi-
dence of one man is equal to that of two
women in a court of law, and any failure to
adhere to strict clothing rules invites a
beating at the hands of the moral police.

Anita Anand, a development and com-
munication specialist who has worked for
years in Afghanistan, says, “While women
and civil society have cause for celebration
after Khamenei’s elimination, the political,
social and economic system has to change
as well. In a slightly parallel situation,
when the US and international forces
attacked Afghanistan after 9/11, the coun-
try saw enormous freedom and growth for
Afghan women and the blossoming of civil
society. But that all changed overnight
when the Taliban returned in 2021. We can
only be cautiously optimistic about Iran’s
future and that of its women.”

The views expressed are personal

War brings more pain, 
hurt to women in Iran

men is questioned. They need a rest. Per-
haps even to reflect on how they are “feel-
ing” within and about their bodies. Science
is also unfriendly. Men are also discovered
to have post-partum depression now.
Who’d have thought!

The crisis of masculinity, a political
mobilisation war cry, is real, we are told.
So, why are men not taking a break? They
really need to get off the treadmill. They
perhaps need a spa day, too. Will they,
then, begin to understand that they have a
high, very high, concentration of nerve
endings in their fingertips, too? Or that
patriarchal systems are tying them up in
the endless rebellion-resistance cycle?
These are essential lessons for men in both
the sheets and the streets.

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu
argued that societies distribute not only
economic resources but also symbolic cap-

ital in terms of recognition, prestige, and
legitimacy. Symbolic attention, in this
view, functions like a scarce commodity. If
women receive it today, men must neces-
sarily be losing it. Hence, “I’ll have what
she is having,” with the familiar twist.

Let men have it. But, then, let women
have the crown, the nuclear codes, market
control, reproductive rights, street superi-
ority, obscenely higher wages, clubs and
cliques, under-the-table deals, negotiation
rooms, director’s chairs, music guild halls,
art gallery dominance, staggering book
deals, unlimited supply of the benefit of
doubt, and, above all, a victimhood that
never ages.

Shall we do the swap?
Happy, yet another, Men’s Day!

Nishtha Gautam is an academician and

author. The views expressed are personal

symbolise today”, he said in his sermon,
after he’d declared us man and wife. “But
remember, love not only joins the words
I and you, it also separates them.” His
advice was simple. Remember you’re two
individuals, with your own tastes and
preferences, and love will grow. Forget,
and it could suffer.

I wonder what Father Terry would
make of the Gujarat government’s pro-
posed amendments? “Oh dear”, is what I
think he’d say. “Forgive them, dear Lord
for they know not what they do.” I trust
our courts will be less accommodating.

Isn’t it strange that in the second quar-
ter of the 21st century, with AI knocking
on our doors and Viksit Bharat two dec-
ades away, our governments should be
obsessed with determining whether an
adult boy and girl can marry who they
want without Mummy and Daddy’s per-
mission? But then, this is India.

Karan Thapar is the author of

Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story.

The views expressed are personal

Shehbaz Sharif’s cringeworthy praise for
the American president and Field Marshal
Asim Munir’s growing assertiveness start to
make strategic sense. It also brings us to the
material and psychological calculus at play
in Islamabad. There has long been an argu-
ment that if Pakistan is busy fighting fires
on its western front, it is likely to focus less
on its eastern front. Given the evolving
character of “non-contact” warfare between
India and Pakistan, as witnessed last May,
such territorial logic does not hold as much
ground today as it did in the past.

Moreover, accurately or not, Pakistan’s
armed forces are a lot more confident about
their capabilities in relation to India than
they were before Operation Sindoor. Far
from being humbled by Pakistan’s crises,
Munir has become emboldened by them.
The psychological impact of supposedly
“winning” several battles since he took

charge is a lot more potent than Munir’s
apparent piety has ever been. It is his con-
tinual tactical successes, more than the
strength of his Islam, that makes Munir
dangerous and prone to overplaying his
hand.

The US and Israel’s war on Iran has
unleashed powerful centrifugal pressures
far beyond just geo-economic supply-side
shocks. India and Pakistan are perilously
close to another bout of fighting, and the
next round of conflict is unlikely to stop in
88 hours. China’s siding with Pakistan,
India’s domestic political realities, Munir’s
overconfidence while blaming India for all
of Pakistan’s troubles, and Iran’s unprece-
dented destruction risks rocking the sub-
continent’s fragile calm. Whether State
sanctioned or not, all it will take is one suc-
cessful terrorist attack on Indian soil for
such escalation to occur.

India may think that it has chosen a
“side” in the US-Israel war on Iran, but it
must be under no illusion that this “side”
has not yet chosen India. Beyond playing
peacemaker, the US is unlikely to come to
India’s defence given Pakistan’s growing
value for the White House in the context of
the Iran war, and Munir’s expectations on
Afghanistan in return. Neither will Israel or
the Gulf States intervene to India’s satisfac-
tion. New Delhi is arming for war, but it also
needs to plan for peace. For this, it needs to
urgently put in place guardrails with Paki-
stan to ensure that the next round of con-
flict — a question of when, not if — does not
spark a wider Asian war. 

Avinash Paliwal teaches at SOAS, University

of London and is the author of

India’s Near East: A New History.

The views expressed are personal

T
he US’ secretary of war, Pete
Hegseth, did not hesitate in stat-
ing that America and Israel will
sow “death and destruction from
the sky, all day long”, in Iran.
Over the last week, since the

start of this illegal war driven by hubris,
Hegseth has kept his word and more. Ena-
bled in secrecy by American and Israeli
intelligence agencies, Iranian-Kurdish mili-
tias have launched a ground incursion in
north-west Iran, and the Islamic regime’s
stockpile of missiles has shrunk dramati-
cally.

From a military operational perspective,
the US-Israeli attack is a success. From a
political strategic vantage, it is heading
towards abject failure. Though weakened,
the Iranian regime is far from imminent
collapse. If Hamas could withstand Israeli
bombing and ground operations for two
years in the small, isolated Gaza strip, the
Iranian regime has a lot more bandwidth to
manoeuvre and resist. But it is also true that
an ethnic, sectarian civil war is likely to bal-
kanise Iran.

Iran’s destruction will be a strategic
shock to the Indian subcontinent.

Not because this war is hindering mari-
time trade flows, disrupting oil and gas sup-
plies, risking Indian lives in the Gulf, and
triggering protests by Shia communities

across South and West Asia. Nor necessarily
because the theatre of operations has
expanded into the wider Indian Ocean
region since the downing of the Iranian frig-
ate IRIS Dena just off Sri Lanka. All these
aspects are true and troubling; this is
already a global conflict with no clear ends.

There is a more proximate cause for con-
cern for New Delhi, though: The segues
between an Iranian civil war and the “open
war” between Afghanistan and Pakistan.
This is the worst inter-State fight-
ing the two sides have experienced
since 1960-61; Afghanistan lost that
bout to Pakistan, which effectively
used airstrikes to trigger the politi-
cal ouster of then Afghan prime
minister (PM) Daud Khan.

From clashes in the border-
lands, Kabul’s sponsorship of the
Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan and
Baloch militants, coupled with
cross-border drone probes, to unimpeded
Pakistani airstrikes across Afghanistan, the
“open war” has clarified two aspects. One,
the Afghan Taliban’s prowess as an insur-
gent movement has not translated into con-
ventional power. Its inheritance of high-
grade American equipment cannot fill
Kabul’s deficit in airpower and air defence.
In an inter-State war with Pakistan, Kabul
doesn’t even have the luxury of time, and
the muscular rhetoric of Afghan resilience
is struggling in the face of unceasing aerial
bombardment. 

This is creating contradictory pressures
in Afghanistan. There is a rallying around
the flag effect that has reduced the salience
of strain between the Sirajuddin Haqqani-
led faction in Kabul and the followers of
Kandahar-based supreme leader Haibatul-
lah Akhundzada. But it has started to dawn
in both these camps that Afghanistan is

woefully isolated, that Pakistan has no rea-
son to stop the bombing, and that there are
no third-party interlocutors in the Gulf
available to seriously negotiate a ceasefire.
To top it all, Afghanistan’s trade networks
through Iran and links with the Tehran
regime lay asunder.

The Afghans are, in effect, fighting the
only neighbour their economy depends on
— this is unsustainable. Whether Pakistan
goes for leadership decapitation and regime

change in Kabul or restricts its
aims to degrading the Taliban’s
capabilities, desperation is about to
mount in Afghanistan. The most
damage Kabul can inflict on Paki-
stan is to let the TTP execute mass
casualty attacks. Far from deter-
ring Islamabad, such attacks will
escalate this “open war”.

From this perspective, Iran’s
devastation could not be more ill-

timed for the Afghan Taliban and be a bless-
ing in disguise for Pakistan. Several thou-
sand Afghan fighters belonging to the previ-
ous Islamic Republic took shelter in Iran
after 2021. Sooner than later, these fighters
and their leaders will seek to return home to
relative safety. Pakistan has already been
engaging with the National Resistance
Front and other anti-Taliban outfits in and
around Afghanistan. If it sees an opportu-
nity to fund and arm these Iran-based
Afghan exiles, there is a risk of the Afghan
civil war re-erupting. Even if the Taliban
regime does not collapse, for Pakistan,
chaos in Kabul is preferable to a united
Afghan Taliban that shelters anti-Pakistan
outfits.

Internal conflict in Afghanistan and civil
war in Iran will put Pakistan back in the
driver’s seat as a frontline partner of the US.
When seen from this vantage, Pakistani PM

In West Asia, a widening 
conflict with no clear ends
The US and Israel’s war on 
Iran has unleashed powerful 
centrifugal pressures far 
beyond just geo-economic 
supply-side shocks. These 
threaten a fragile calm in the 
Indian subcontinent

and it must be accompanied by proof of
identity of both the boy and the girl,
issued by the central government or the
state government, such as a driving
licence, passport or photo identity card.
But that’s not all. The application also has
to enclose what newspapers call “the
details of documents of the bride and
groom, including aadhaar card, birth cer-
tificate or school leaving certificates, wed-
ding invitation, two passport size photo-
graphs as well as photographs of the wit-
nesses and a formal declaration that the
bride and groom have informed their par-
ents.” Some newspapers claim “similar
documents of parents on both sides will
be required”.

Frankly, this is intolerable, indefensible
and unconscionable. The state govern-
ment believes, as this newspaper
reported, that this is required “to protect
women, prevent fraud and restore trans-
parency … particularly in love marriages
and elopements.”

How different things were when Nisha
and I got married in 1982. She was Catho-
lic. I was Hindu. She wanted a church
wedding, and Father Terry Gilfedder was
happy to arrange a full religious service
with communion despite the fact that I
wasn’t a Catholic. He didn’t ask for wit-
nesses. He didn’t care whether our par-
ents had granted permission. He didn’t
require notarised declarations of our
identity.

Father Terry was more concerned
about the love that had brought us
together. “I love you are three words that

In an inter-State war with Pakistan, Kabul doesn’t even have the luxury of time, and the muscular rhetoric of Afghan resilience is 
struggling in the face of unceasing aerial bombardment. REUTERS
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Karan Thapar

D
o adult Indians have the right to
marry whoever they want with-
out parental permission? That
may sound like a rhetorical ques-

tion, but it could soon become a legal
issue. Of course, under our Constitution
and our present laws, girls over 18 and
boys over 21 can marry whoever they
want, regardless of region, religion and
caste. Article 21 has been interpreted to
guarantee this. Sadly, that doesn’t include
gender, though they can live with some-
one of their own sex.

As recently as 2021, the Supreme Court
in the Laxmibai Chandaragi B case ruled
that “the consent of the family or the com-
munity or the clan is not necessary once
the two adult individuals agree to enter
into a wedlock and that their consent has
to be piously given primacy”.

The government of Gujarat, however,
seems to disagree. The deputy chief min-
ister (CM), Harsh Sanghavi, has proposed
amendments to the Gujarat Registration

of Marriages Act 2006, which, as newspa-
pers have summarised, make “consent of
parents compulsory for registration of a
marriage.” One can assume that what
Sanghavi said in the assembly makes
clear his real concern. “Under the name of
love jihad, a game is being played in the
state. If any Salim changes his identity
and becomes Suresh to trap innocent
girls, he will be taught a lesson for life …
this government is the protector of every
daughter’s dignity and of our sanatan tra-
dition.”

You won’t be wrong if you conclude
that the idea is to stop Muslim boys from
marrying Hindu girls. The deputy CM
couldn’t have been more blunt. And the
process the proposed amendment lays
out is clearly intended to deter, not facili-
tate.

For a start, the marriage registration
application has to be submitted with the
signatures of both parties as well as two
witnesses. It must be legally notarised,

Fallacy of parental 
consent in marriage

I
t is a truth universally acknowledged
that men and women, once they
acquire a fortune of revisionist educa-
tion, which is nothing but gibberish,

must voice their demand for a Men’s Day.
Perhaps all year long, but especially on
International Women’s Day. This is how
the logic of symmetric signalling works:
Every symbolic acknowledgement must
have a mirror image.

No matter whether a Men’s
Day actually exists (November 19;
yes, run with it). No matter
whether even a Women’s Day
achieves precious little to bring
equality to the second sex. The
issue is not the absence of recog-
nition; it is the presence of some-
one else’s recognition.

“Man represents both the posi-
tive and the neutral,” observed Simone de 
Beauvoir, identifying Woman, in this sym-
bolic order, as “the Other.” Trying to correct
the historical, religious, and socio-political 
attitude and reality that ensures Man as the
baseline clearly needs more than symbolic 
days. The citizen, the worker, the intellec-
tual, the soldier — all these archetypes and 
more were implicitly male. But men must 
have their day, too. They cannot bear even a
day of not being in the spotlight, however 
performative that spotlight may be.

Writer Sara Ahmed talks about the poli-
tics of complaint through her book on
complaints of sexual harassment, bullying,
and racial abuse, et cetera. Whenever mar-

ginalised groups complain about inequal-
ity, the focus frequently shifts away from
the inequality itself and toward the sup-
posed excess of the complaint, and the rare
eventual punishment. The complainant
becomes the problem.

The what-about-men question operates
as a discursive strategy to unseat women,
even from the position of receiving the

crumbs. This framing fails to
achieve anything for men, except
social media relevance for a few
hours. It’s a fascinating study of
men’s behaviour. Yet another
glimpse into the psychology of
privilege. The meltdown when
they become aware, however
briefly, that they might not be the
centre of every narrative.

Maybe women should gift this
day, which has anyway come far from the
celebration of the suffragette movement
and equal gender rights to offering dis-
counts (with the mandatory fine print) on
pink tax-ed products, to the protesting
men. Maybe then men will, yet again, feel
like men. Because 364 days aren’t enough
for them, and this one day robs them of
essential masculinity, which, by the way, is
good for women.

Masculinity has saturated the cultural
and institutional fields. Men are tired.
They are barely keeping it together while
women continue to knock at the door.
Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.
Men are struggling to be men when being

Have your Men’s Day, 
but we’ll have the rest

Masculinity has saturated the cultural and institutional fields. Men are tired. They 
are barely keeping it together while women continue to knock at the door. HT ARCHIVE
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I recalled these and other
delightful diversions of
‘duolingualism’ on read-
ing a recent report that
has created a storm in the
literary salons of  Paris,
occasioned by a French
publisher of  romantic fic-
tion, such as Passion pour
un Inconnu (Passion for a
Stranger), who is in talks
with an AI company to
make translations cheap-
er and faster than by em-
ploying humans.

The 27-nation EU, with its
24 official languages, is a
hub of  textual translation
and oral interpretation,
which provides employment
to thousands of  people. Professional groups
have reacted by calling the proposal to by-
pass human resources in building lingual
bridges ‘unacceptable’ and ‘outrageous’.

Indeed, a 2024 British Society of  Authors
(SoA) survey has noted that more than
one-third of  the country’s translators

have been pink-slipped, thanks to AI. Ac-
cording to the report, ‘All point a finger to
the indiscriminate use of  language tech-
nology, in particular AI, to cut costs and
replace or minimise human translation
work.’

Industry watchers claim that computer-

generated movie subtitles have
greatly improved the accuracy
of  rendition by replacing human
translators. As the founder of  a
German AI company prophe-
sies, ‘The change will be pro-
found.’

However, despite Sartre’s
grumpy assertion that there are no

good translators, only dandies
who write like butchers, and
butchers who dip their pens in eau
de cologne, with AI taking over the

translation business, what’s gained
on the swings of  sense might be lost on the
roundabout of  risibility.

If  proof  be needed that two Wongs can
make a write, a Chinese ad for an Ameri-
can brand of  fried chicken whose slogan
is ‘It’s finger lickin’ good’ rendered that
zestful inducement to a cannibalistic

command of  ‘Eat your fingers’--which
gives a new meaning to ‘finger foods’.

Sounding a funereal note, another Chi-
nese ad for an American cola, which
urged consumers to ‘Come alive with the
Pepsi generation’, in a literally high-spir-
ited translation interpreted this to mean
that the beverage ‘brings your ancestors
back from the grave.’ A Spanish promo for

an American beer that enjoined custom-
ers to ‘Turn it loose’ gave would-be buyers
runs for their money by assuring them
that they would ‘Get diarrhoea.’

Presidents, no less than publicists, are
subject to vagaries of  vicarious verbali-
sation as Jimmy Carter discovered dur-
ing a 1977 goodwill tour of  Poland. In the
course of  a public address, his American
interpreter transformed POTUS’ eager-
ness to ‘understand your desires for the
future’ to ‘I desire the Poles carnally,’ pro-

viding an example of  one’s words unwit-
tingly being lust in translation.

If  topsy-turvy translation is accorded a
Hall of  Fame, pride of  place in it must be
given to Pedro Carolino who, for reasons
known only to himself, embarked on a
project to compile an English phrase-
book, English As She Is Spoke, for Portu-
guese readers, undeterred by the minor
obstacle of  his being almost totally igno-
rant of  the Anglo-Saxon tongue.

The work, published in 1855, became an
international best-seller. In his introduc-
tion to the 1883 American edition, Mark
Twain saluted it by saying, ‘Nobody can
add to the absurdity of  this book, nobody
can imitate it successfully, nobody can
hope to produce its fellow; it is perfect.’

A section titled ‘Idiotisms and Proverbs’
contains helpful homilies such as ‘Take
out the live coals with the hand of  the cat’,
‘The stone as roll not heap up not foam’,
‘There is not better sauce than who the ap-
petite’, and the utterly inimitable and im-
penetrable, ‘To craunch a marmoset’.

No LOL, please. It might wake the tiny
grass from its dreaming.

Translators of the world, unite against AI tech machinations — you have everything to lose when humans are bypassed and lingual bridges are burnt to be replaced by duolingo hilarity

In 2012, I was visiting Xi’an in central
China where the famous Terracotta War-
riors of  the Qing Dynasty (221-206 BCE)
are encamped. I found the warriors fasci-
nating, and the guest notice regarding the
rules of  Golden Flower hotel, where I was
staying, equally fascinating.

‘If  you are stolen, call the police at once!’
exhorted the notice, and warned that ‘Dy-
ing right here is prohibited’. An injunc-
tion to avoid walking on the lawn assumed
a lyricism worthy of  Wordsworth, ‘Do Not
Disturb – Tiny Grass is Dreaming’.

‘Do Not Disturb, Tiny Grass is Dreaming’ — Eat Your Heart Out, Mr Wordsworth

JUG SURAIYA

JUGULAR VEIN

SUBPAR SUBTITLE, YOU THINK?

Industry watchers claim computer-generat-
ed movie subtitles have greatly improved

over human translators

NO OFFENCE Morparia

A view from the tropics of the snowy
edition of the Games we tend to miss out

When Tushar
Arrived on an
Olympic Scale

In case you noticed, the Winter Olympics in Italy
came to an end on February 22. Tropical contribu-
tion, and attention, to the Games was minimal. As in
any mega sporting event, some athletes cemented
their status as champions, some did not fulfill the pre-
Olympic hype (US figure skater Ilia Malinin and US
alpine ski racer Lindsey Vonn, for example), and
some outperformed as newcomers. 

Then there was ‘viral’ news unrelated to results: a
Norwegian biathalon skier’s post-race confession
about cheating on his girlfriend; Canadian cunning
in the normally calm sport of  curling – both the men’s
and women’s teams were reportedly involved in the
‘inappropriate touching’ of  the granite curling stone. 

As the names suggest, Summer and Winter Olym-
pics are as different as sun and snow, the first obvi-
ous difference being the lack of  diversity in the
Winter Games. They’re dominated by European
and North American countries. Japan, South Ko-
rea, and China make for an Asian presence. India
first competed in the Winter Olympics in 1964, and
has had a continuous presence since 1998, typically
with 1-2 participants.

One difference I didn’t expect was the explicit objec-
tive of  the downhill ski race, one of  the games’ main
attractions. The rulebook of  the organising body, FIS
(International Ski and Snowboard Federation),
states, ‘A downhill is characterised by the six compo-
nents of  technique, courage, speed, risk, physical
condition and judgement.’ This sport is probably the
only one to enshrine such a ‘test’ formally in the rules.
And this stated focus on testing courage and risk
makes the downhill race thrilling to watch. 

The gradients in parts of  the downhill run ap-
proach a slope of  35-40°. (A typical home staircase
has a 30° slope, which doesn't look daunting for ev-
eryday use, but for a ski-run is very steep.) Such
steepness ensures that speeds of  up to 130 kmph are
routinely achieved.

Then, there are the event names. Sure, the Summer
Games feature events like dressage in equestrian
sports; skeet and trap
in shooting; and cox-
less and sculls in row-
ing. Still, most events
such as swimming, div-
ing, boxing, track and
field, wrestling sound
like activities many
can engage in. Even
gymnastics has a fa-
miliar feel to it. 

Out of  the 16 sports
(each sport has multi-
ple events) in the 2026
Winter Olympics, 10
have the word ‘ski’,
‘skate’, ‘snowboard’, or
‘hockey’ in their name. Luge, skeleton, and Nordic
combined are some that form the other six. There’s al-
so curling. It could mean anything from a hairstyle to
a gym exercise. As a Winter Olympic sport, it’s an ac-
tivity of  sliding big granite disks over a long patch of
ice with the goal of  stopping them inside a target cir-
cle. It’s surprisingly quite captivating. 

At first glance, Winter Olympics events appear to be
more risky as compared to those in the Summer
Games (as Lindsey Vonn’s crash in the women’s
downhill ski race would suggest). An analysis of  inju-
ries in the Summer and Winter Games, however,
doesn’t bear out that assumption. 

A 2013 article in the British Journal of  Sports Medi-
cine, ‘Sports Injuries at the Olympics: A Review of  In-
cidence Related Data from Past Games and the Impli-
cations for Future Multi-Sport Events’ concluded
that the rate of  injuries is about 10% (percent of  total
athletes suffering an injury) in the prior edition of
each Games. Snowboard cross – a downhill race – led
the count in the Winter Games, and football (knee in-
juries) in the Summer variety. 

A possible way to reconcile this data with the pre-
sumption of  Winter Olympics being more injury-
prone is that the time spent actively engaging in the
event is far less for the Winter events. For example,
skiers and boarders complete one run in about 2
minutes, and compete 2-4 times. So, the total time
‘on course’ can be a maximum of  10 minutes,
whereas in the Summer Games, athletes participa-
te for a much longer time.

Despite the demographic homogeneity, the Win-
ter Olympics are exciting to watch for anyone, irre-
spective of  their own demographics. They are fast
and edgy, many outcomes being photo-finishes.
And they showcase this novel dimension of  hu-
mans, a trait not limited only to sporting prowess –
to steer over slippery surfaces.

The writer is MD, Resonance Laboratories, Bengaluru

THE SLIP WAS 
SHOWING, ON TV

WORD COUNTS

TUSHAR GORE

Das’ signature, which is heavily influ-
enced by Satyajit Ray’s Apu Trilogy.

In these aspects of  its scripting and di-
rection, Not A Hero does not throw up
surprises. Its contribution to coming-of-
age stories featuring a young person’s
urban-to-rural sojourn lies in the al-
most activist-like solidarity among the
children. The stand-out elements are an
episode in which these incredible kids
grasp the finer nuances of  sexual abuse,
and towards the end, an endearing life
lesson on loving and letting go.

At first, Mivaan is buried in his cell-
phone, and we, as viewers, get to see and
hear the beautiful Assamese country-
side that he’s missing. Slowly, he looks
up, notices, absorbs. The warmth in
school, alongside horrendous bullying
by one boy and violence in the home of
another, all draw him out incremental-

ly, awakening him, among other things,
to his socio-economic and familial priv-
ilege in contrast with his schoolmates’
challenging circumstances.

Mivaan’s evolving equation with
these children, his friendship with a
boy called Rio and a delicate beast,
emerge as the film’s dominant strand.
The progression in his relationship
with Pahi (played by a striking Suka-
nya Boruah) is not written with the
same depth.

Minimalist writing works in some re-
spects in Not A Hero. For instance, the
film loses nothing by not detailing the
financial compulsion that led to Mi-
vaan being sent to the village (we don’t
need to know), or by not delving into the
parents’ gendered relationship (we get
it). But Pahi’s insubstantial character-
isation and storyline, and the handling

of  Mivaan’s friendship with a girl in
school occasionally gives the film a
flimsy feel.

Das is skilled in extracting stellar
performances from children, as we
know especially from the multiple
award-winning 2017 film Village Rock-
stars and its 2024 sequel Village Rock-
stars 2. Not A Hero’s children, led by
Bhuman Bhargav Das as Mivaan, are
delightful. Bhuman is the director’s
nephew. She has said that the film
emerged from her observations of
him in their village in Assam, a set-
ting to which she has repeatedly re-
turned in her filmography. He is ador-
able, but not distractingly so, in a
role that has him balancing child-
like innocence and extraordinary
maturity.

At one point, when Rio (Mrin-
moy Das) declares that city chil-
dren are scared of  everything,
Mivaan replies, ‘I’m not scared, I
just know the danger.’ Bhuman
is that rare child who can pull
off  such a line, yet not come off
as precocious.

Not A Hero is an India-Singa-
pore co-production, blending
Assamese with Hindi and En-
glish. Das is the film’s Indian pro-
ducer, in addition to its director,
writer and editor. Multi-tasking is a
hallmark of  her oeuvre, and one
reason why she is so prolific, despite
independent cinema’s many strug-
gles in India.

Not A Hero does not have lofty ambi-
tions. It’s been made by a filmmaker
who simply watched and listened to life
going on before her camera, gathering
sweetness and wisdom along the way.

At a time when aggressive masculinist
notions of  heroism rule mainstream
Indian cinema, Rima Das’ choice of  ti-
tle for her latest film, Not A Hero, is a
statement. Das, a leading light on the
country’s indie circuit, just received a
Crystal Bear Special Mention for this
new venture at the Berlin International
Film Festival. Premieres and wins on
prestigious platforms have become sec-
ond nature for this remarkable Assa-
mese filmmaker since her feature de-
but a decade back.

As with all Das’ best-known works,
Not A Hero’s protagonist is a child. Mi-
vaan is a city-bred 11-year-old who is
forced to shift temporarily to his ances-
tral village where he must live with his
father’s estranged sister. In Das’ trade-
mark style, this high drama rolls out on
screen in an undramatised fashion,
complemented by Aditya Varma’s ex-
quisite cinematography, and Pallab Ta-
lukdar’s soothing music.

Expectedly, the initial friction be-
tween Mivaan and his aunt Pahi gives
way to acceptance, and his boredom
with the village turns into involve-
ment. The bursts of  energy in this oth-
erwise meditational narrative bear

HERE’S A DIFFERENT KIND OF ANTI-HERO

ANNA MM
VETTICAD

A film by someone who simply watched and listened to life going on before her camera, gathering sweetness & wisdom along the way

WHEN YOU BECOME ALL EARS

FILM FATALE
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ET Sunday Crossword 0158

ACROSS
1 Urgent need to exit agency, sacking 

volunteers (8)
5 Newly-wed clutches top of luxury 

headgear at Ascot (6)
9 Quick pic of unexpected attempt at 

goal (8)
10 Sulphur greatly affected island’s 

seafood (6)
12 It makes stuff emerge indistinctly (4)
13 Dubious about Italian lady’s wine (10)
15 Flasher in street can be a bolshie if 

mistreated (7,6)
19 A sign famine was widespread at 

Waterloo, perhaps (13)
23 Start engaging fourth in drive (10)
25 Poor farmer’s partly withdrawn 

crop (4)
28 Soldier trapped in overturned
 wagon? That’s awful (6)
29 Alienate sergeant who’s been
 busted (8)
30 Take turns bringing soldiers round 

gallery (6)
31 It may win point in court but lose 

one on course (4,4)

DOWN

1 Each pointless line’s dropped 
with little effort (6)

2 Insect maturing and going off? 
Initially, yes (5)

3 Gaelic poetry lacks
 introduction (4)
4 Wear 150 old articles (7)
6 Odd-numbered pages appearing 

in the correct order (5)
7 Order member and lecturer to 

catch taxi, last to depart (9)
8 It’s instructive looking round 

department, if boring (8)
11 Room’s better ventilated, 

some say (4)
14 Sign on staff — division’s
 short (4)
15 Hedonist bachelor, 65,
 carrying on with soldier (3,6)
16 Poor accommodation closed 

after son left (3)
17 Game’s over about 10, so 

leave (4)
18 Create sore feeling? I’m better 

swapping letters (8)
20 Places where shooting
 happens (4)
21 Consultant supplies answer 

and drives off (7)
22 Powerful businessman (6)
24 Fool identifies Cypriot, top 

and tail only (5)
26 Visitor at table’s not far
 behind female (5)
27 Finish filming complicated 

war picture’s opening (4)
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kenken HHH✩✩mini sudoku

Each number in our Codeword grid represents a different letter of the alphabet, 
For example, today 25 represents V, so fill in V every time the figure 25 appears, 
You have two letters in the control grid to start you off. Enter them in the 
appropriate squares in the main grid, then use your knowledge of words to work 
out which letters should go in the missing squares. As you get the letters, fill in 
other squares with the same number in the main grid and control grid. Check off 
the list of alphabetical letters as you identify them. Solution in tomorrow’s paper.

codeword

6 1
6

2
4 3

4 6
1 5

6 5 3 4 2 1
4 2 1 5 6 3
3 1 2 6 4 5
5 6 4 3 1 2
1 4 5 2 3 6
2 3 6 1 5 4

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Tricky

Mon Aug 13 16:19:31 2012

Yesterday’s
Sudoku,
Sudoku X 
and Kakuro 
solutions

9 7

1 4 3

2 3

8 6 5 1

7 1 2 8

6 2 9

3 5 6

9 8

1 7

5 6 3 9 2 7 1 8 4

7 1 4 8 3 6 9 5 2

9 2 8 4 5 1 3 6 7

8 9 2 6 7 5 4 1 3

4 7 5 3 1 9 6 2 8

6 3 1 2 8 4 5 7 9

3 5 6 7 4 2 8 9 1

1 4 7 5 9 8 2 3 6

2 8 9 1 6 3 7 4 5
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Elementary Mon Aug 13 15:10:09 2012

6 5 7

4

9 8

1 4 5 2

2 3 4 6

5 9

9 6 1 8 7

8 6 7 3

1 3 4

6 2 1 8 5 7 9 4 3

8 4 5 3 9 2 7 6 1

3 7 9 1 6 4 2 8 5

7 1 8 4 3 6 5 9 2

2 9 3 7 8 5 4 1 6

5 6 4 9 2 1 8 3 7

9 5 6 2 1 8 3 7 4

4 8 2 6 7 3 1 5 9

1 3 7 5 4 9 6 2 8
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Elementary Mon Aug 13 15:10:23 2012

7 6 3

8 5 6 4

5

8 1

3 4

7 9 2 1

8 6 7

1 3 8

2 1 5

4 2 7 9 8 1 6 3 5

8 5 6 2 3 4 7 1 9

9 3 1 5 7 6 4 2 8

3 8 5 1 4 9 2 6 7

6 1 2 3 5 7 8 9 4

7 9 4 6 2 8 3 5 1

5 4 9 8 6 3 1 7 2

1 7 3 4 9 2 5 8 6

2 6 8 7 1 5 9 4 3
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Tricky Mon Aug 13 15:10:50 2012

5 3 6 8 1

7

5 1 7

7

9 4 6 5

8 6 2 5

5 3

9 4 6 7

4 2 1

5 3 6 7 4 9 2 8 1

7 9 1 3 8 2 5 4 6

2 8 4 5 6 1 7 9 3

6 5 3 9 7 4 1 2 8

9 7 2 8 1 3 4 6 5

1 4 8 6 2 5 9 3 7

8 6 5 2 9 7 3 1 4

3 1 9 4 5 8 6 7 2

4 2 7 1 3 6 8 5 9
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Moderate Mon Aug 13 15:10:36 2012

4 9 8 2

3 1

2 7 4

9 8 1

6 5 1 3

5 2 3

6 1 2

4 3 7

6 1 7 4 9 3 8 2 5

3 4 5 7 8 2 6 9 1

2 8 9 1 6 5 3 7 4

4 9 3 6 2 8 1 5 7

8 5 1 9 3 7 2 4 6

7 6 2 5 4 1 9 3 8

5 7 8 2 1 9 4 6 3

9 3 6 8 5 4 7 1 2

1 2 4 3 7 6 5 8 9
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Tricky Mon Aug 13 15:11:05 2012

sudoku

world’s smallest,
hardest crossword

H✩✩✩✩ H✩✩✩✩

HHHH✩HHH✩✩ HHHHH

Complete the grid 
so that every row, 
each column and 
each 2 by 3 box 
contains every 
digit from 1 to 6. 
Solution tomorrow.
Yesterday’s Mini 
Sudoku solution

ACROSS
1. Young fox (3)
4. Drought resistant varieties 
of sorghum (4)
5. In a different way (4)
6. Careless (3)
DOWN
1. Papua New Guinea 
currency (4)
2. Holly genus (4)
3. Pull behind (3)
4. Pain, sickness (Fr) (3)

Yesterday’s solution ACROSS: 1 Glad. 5 Lido. 6 Odin. 7 Beta
DOWN. 1 Glob. 2 Lide. 3 Adit. 4 Dona

Fill in the blank 
squares of the grid 
using only the 
numbers 1 to 9, 
without repeating 
any number in any 
line of blank 
squares. The lines 
must be filled in 
with numbers 
which add up to the 
total in the shaded 
box at the top or 
beginning of each 
line. A number in 
the bottom half of a 
shaded box gives a 
downwards total: in 
the top half, it’s a 
horizontal total. 
Solution tomorrow.

kakuro
6 14

10 30

4 11 16

22

17 29

23 23

28 17

17

14 19 4

29 10

16 6

4

24

12

3

23

17

4

16

16

15

35

3

14

35

15

16

22

4

16

24

3

17

23

4

Need a little help getting started? Then call for up to four extra clue letters on: 
0901 322 5308. Calls cost 77p plus any network extras. Or text CODEWORD to 
65700 to receive your codeword clues. Texts cost £1 plus your standard 
network rate.

Phone & Text Services Helpline: A&N Mobile & TV – 08000 141 178

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC.  ©2012 KenKen Puzzle LLC. All rights reserved. Dist. by Universal Uclick for UFS  www.kenken.com

9-12-12

Each row and each column ●
must contain the numbers 1 
through 4 (easy) or 1 through 6 
(challenging) without repeating.

The numbers within the heavily ●
outlined boxes, called cages, 
must combine using the given 
operation (in any order) to 

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

Freebies: Fill in single-box ●
cages with the number in 
the top-left corner.

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC.  ©2012 KenKen Puzzle LLC. All rights reserved. Dist. by Universal Uclick for UFS  www.kenken.com

9-12-12

Each row and each column ●
must contain the numbers 1 
through 4 (easy) or 1 through 6 
(challenging) without repeating.

The numbers within the heavily ●
outlined boxes, called cages, 
must combine using the given 
operation (in any order) to 

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

Freebies: Fill in single-box ●
cages with the number in 
the top-left corner.

1 4
6 5

2 4
6
5 3 4

5

1 6 5 3 2 4
3 4 2 1 6 5
2 1 4 6 5 3
6 5 3 2 4 1
5 3 6 4 1 2
4 2 1 5 3 6

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Difficult

Mon Aug 13 16:19:42 2012

Each row and column must contain the 
numbers 1 to 6 without repeats. The 
numbers in the ‘cages’ (heavily 
outlined boxes) must combine to 
produce the target number shown at 
the start of that cage, using, in any 
order, the mathematical sign given. 
Single box cages can be filled in with 
the number given. Solution tomorrow.
Yesterday’s KenKen solution

SOLUTION TO PRIZE CROSSWORD No 14,318:  ACROSS: 1 Scherzo. 5 Occupy. 9 
Extreme. 10 Trounce. 11 Ova. 12 Chain letter. 13 Drear. 14 Moonscape. 16 Cabriolet. 
17 Rhino. 19 Mother-in-law. 22 Nay. 23 Bolivar. 24 Cutlass. 26 Osmium. 27 Doorkey. 
DOWN: 1 Steroid. 2 Hot-water bottles. 3 Rye. 4 Omega. 5 Out and out. 6 Crone. 7 
Punctuation mark. 8 Degree. 12 Corgi. 14 Milligram. 15 Straw. 16 Come by. 18 
Odyssey. 20 Envoi. 21 Lucid. 25 Two.
DAILY MAIL New Cryptic Crosswords — pit your wits against 100 of the trickiest cryptic puzzles ever to 
appear in your favourite paper. This book provides the ideal way to warm up your grey matter for a 
day’s work, or wind down and relax during those rare spare moments. Available from The Daily Mail 
bookshop on 0845 155 0720 or www.mailbookshop.co.uk at £5.99 free postage and packing.

PRIZES of £20 will be awarded to the senders of the first three correct solutions checked. 
Solutions to: Daily Mail Prize Crossword No. 14,321,  PO BOX 3451, Norwich, NR7 7NR. Entries 
may be submitted by second-class post. Envelopes must be postmarked no later than 
tomorrow. Please make sure you enclose your name and address.

YOU have ten minutes to 
find as many words as 
possible using the 
letters in the wheel. 
Each word must use 
the hub letter and at 
least three others, 
and letters may be 
used only once. You 
cannot use plurals, 
foreign words or 
proper nouns, but verb 
forms ending in “s” are 
permitted. There is one 
nine-letter word in the wheel, 
for which today’s clue is: …but 
charged atom is excluded.

How you rate: 15 words, 
average; 20 words, good; 

25 words, very good; 
30 or more, excellent.

Yesterday’s words:- 
inset, intense, intent, 
intestine, nest, nets, 

nett, sent, sentient, 
sett, site, snit, stein, 

stet, stint, teen, tees, 
tenet, tennis, tense, tent, 

tents, test, ties, tine, tiniest, 
tinniest, tins, tint, tints, titi.

PE

NT
IX
OE

C

1 Minister’s possibly 
cheaper at end of 
December (8)

5 Exhausted 
American 
pressman’s more 
expensive (4,2)

9 All to get in order 
to pay here (4,4)

10 Spelt name 
backwards, partly 
as cover (6)

12 Peel’s free about 
noon (4)

13 Disease – PhD’s 
worked with it, I 
hear (10)

15 E.g. Cruise I’d 
missed somehow 
during trickery 
(6,7)

19 Rebuilt vet’s office 
etc. giving value 
for money (4-9)

23 He admires 
himself laying 
flowers on street 
(10)

25 Assistant’s first to 
finish plan (4)

28 Feature of 19 is 
part of typography 
phenomenon (6)

29 Top religious clan 
organised in 
northeast (8)

30 Calm when seated 
after refreshment 
(6)

31 Furtively look 
round with doctor 
for early bloomer 
(8)

1 Explosive device 
crudely taped over 
back of door (6)

2 She’s well enough to 
dispense with her 
coat (5)

3 Chinese leader’s 
time in prison (4)

4 Went crazy in Spain 
to do the twist (7)

6 Big hit or small 
potatoes (5)

7 Decide to put off 
excavation (9)

8 Got ready and 
trimmed in advance? 
(8)

11 Ignominy’s mostly 
fake (4)

14 English detectives 
raised risk (4)

15 Snail, for instance, 
chewed up good 
parts (9)

16 River delta, say (3)
17 Lose grip when last 

of children is moved 
to front (4)

18 A sort of staunch 
shrub growing 
round some capitals 
(8)

20 Fellow on American 
ship briefly creates 
hoo-ha (4)

21 Protect cousin 
worried about 
husband (7)

22 Applied cosmetic 
that’s 11 (4,2)

24 Container transport 
group’s unlikely to 
react (5)

26 Interior designer’s 
work record topped 
and smashed (5)

27 Recognise geek 
when he stands up 
(4)

AcroSS down
NO 14321

Answers on Page 46

word wheel

daily mail crossword

masterquizmindbender
Twenty farmers each have fifteen 

ewes that each have two lambs. If a 
half of a half of the lambs are male, 
how many female lambs are there?

What connects CHC, AKL and WLG?
Which Oscar-winning film director 

may have seen TWITS CANOODLE?
Which is the odd one out: flights, 

thrones, virtues, powers?
Crack the code to find three 

national patron saints: IVLZME, 
OMWZOM, LIDQL.

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

How long is an Olympic-size swimming 
pool?

Which UK university has a small theatre 
known as the Burton Taylor Studio?

Who became the first prime minister of 
India in August 1947?

Which Team GB Gold medallist was 
recently featured opposite Dennis the 
Menace in a Beano comic strip?

Which 1836 battle saw the capture of 
Mexican general Santa Anna and effectively 
marked the end of the Texas Revolution?

In the James Bond film Quantum of 
Solace, the villains meet for a conference 
during a performance of which Puccini 
opera?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Pitcherwits Tm Pit your wits against Pitcherwits – the exciting puzzle where some of the 
answers are in pictures! The solutions to the visual clues fit into the shaded 
spaces on the grid.  Solution tomorrow.

Yesterday’s solution -  ACROSS: 1 Father Time, 
5 Lie ahead, 9 Espy, 10 Demi, 11 Ester, 12 Ease, 
14 Norm, 15 Keep back, 18 Bubble-pack.  
DOWN: 1 Firebreak, 2 Holy See, 3 Tea, 4 Era, 6 
Exotica, 7 Ewe, 8 Dairy milk, 10 Drink up, 13 
Sue, 16 Ebb, 17 Bob.

DOWN
1 Picture clue 
2 Eggs sound like 

they’re 
finished (3)

3 Doers or not, 
little 
Desmond? (3)

4 Picture clue 
6 Picture clue 
7 That gin, made 

to a strange 
recipe when 
it’s dark (2,5)

8 Picture clue 
14 Outlaw starts 

being awful 
nuisance (3)

15 Has this 
Campbell hung 
up his spurs? 
(3)

ACROSS
1 Picture clue 
5 Picture clue 
9 Aunt may be a 

bit fishy! (4)
10 Small 

amphibian 
went haywire 
(4)

11 Existing 
outside Beijing 
(5)

12 Sense of café 
elegance (4)

13 Writer made 
out of club iron 
(4)

14 Picture clue 
16 Picture clue 

1a. Writer gaffe spotter 
(5,6)

5a. Attacks – with words 
(7)

14a. Puts upon (7) 16a. Amazingly – it’s how 
we’re made (11)

1d. It’s an opinion… 
(5,2,4)

4d. They let you pass 
(6,2,3)

6d. Naval colour? (3-4) 8d. Agincourt weapon 
(7)

5 6 7 8

10

13

14 15

1 2 3 4

9

11

12

16

Solution tomorrow

©The Daily Mail

SOLUTION TO No 0158:
ACROSS: 1 Exigency. 5 Bridle.
9 Snapshot. 10 Scampi. 12 Loom.
13 Chardonnay. 15 Belisha beacon.
19 Manifestation. 23 Initiative.
25 Afro. 28 Tragic. 29 Estrange. 
30 Rotate. 31 Drop shot. 
DOWN: 1 Easily. 2 Imago. 3 Erse.
4 Clothes. 6 Recto. 7 Dominican.
8 Edifying. 11 Area. 14 Clef. 15 Bon
vivant. 16 Hut. 17 Exit. 18 Embitter.
20 Sets. 21 Adviser. 22 Cogent.
24 Idiot. 26 Finch. 27 Wrap.

Alas! It’s the end of  the curve.

Now what are you on about?
It’s the last nail in the body

positivity coffin. It’s dead.
Gone. RIP.
While we were busy
learning to love our ‘hip
dips’ and ‘tummy rolls’,
the world was quietly
moving the goalposts
back to 1996 one injector
pen shot at a time.

Are you talking about
Ozempic? It’s just a trend.
Ozempic, Mounjaro and

all such GLP-1 receptor ago-
nists. And it’s not a trend. Dem-

na Gvasalia’s Gucci debut was
further proof. His Primavera
show in Milan was a sea of  ‘sec-
ond-skin’ white hosiery and
‘body-aware’ silhouettes. The
message was loud and clear: if
you aren’t skeletal, you aren’t
Gucci. The finale walk was by
Kate Moss — the patron saint
of  ‘heroin chic’. It’s like the

last ten years of  inclusivity
were just a fever dream.

But wasn't fashion finally becoming
more diverse?
Yeah well. The stats are grim. Plus-
size representation on the runways
has plummeted back to less than 1%.
Last year the UK banned high street
fashion adverts which featured mod-
els who looked ‘unhealthily thin’
and industry experts had warned of
a return to the super skinny trend.

So, now what?
It’s back to the drawing board of
fighting the media perception of  the
‘ideal’. Even behavioral psycholo-
gists say we’re hard-wired to chase
the ‘ideal’, and right now, the 'ideal' is
this. Even though some designers
championed body diversity at Lon-
don Fashion Week this year, it’s too
little, too late probably. Last year,
model and activist Charli Howard
wrote a viral open letter after being
dropped by her modelling agency for
being ‘too big’. She’s a UK 6-to-8. A
decade on she says: ‘I think we’re on
the cusp of  seeing heroin chic re-
turn.’

That can’t be good.
Well, that’s the skinny on that!
Text: Team Sunday ET

LET’S TALK

ABOUT...

Start a War, Or Not, To
Stop It From Starting

the Levant. It could well be that
Netanyahu convinced Trump
that the loss of  Megiddo, a royal
city in the Canaanite kingdom of
Israel – and from which the word
‘Armageddon’ comes from – need-
ed a fitting response. Egyptians
not being up to it, Iranians would
have to do.

And then there’s Trump’s argu-
ment of  starting a ‘preventive’
war – more accurately, an ‘inocu-
lation’ war: introduce an infective
material to immunise it against
the infection. Never mind that an-
ti-vaxxers like US health secreta-
ry Robert F Kennedy Jr may be
unconvinced.

Whichever way the US regime
wants to play the Billy Joel song,
‘We Didn’t Start the Fire’/‘We Did
Start the Fire But Only So That It
Wouldn’t Start Burning,’ the real
challenge is to end it. And in this,
like the way we follow all other ma-
jor competitive sports, we have
chosen ‘our side’, quietly cheering
on not so much the wins, but de-
feats of  the side we don’t like. And
let’s be honest about the schaden-
freude many of  us are feeling
when we call up that friend in
Muscat or Dubai to check how he
or she is doing in their Gulf  club.

One special thing about this war

is the deluge of  information – re-
liable or otherwise – being
churned out. Just when you’ve fin-
ished watching an ex-US Marine
being forcibly removed from a
Senate Armed Services Commit-
tee hearing for shouting, ‘America
does not want to send its sons and
daughters to war for Israel!’, you
get a bearded MAGAman looking
like a midwestern Jehovah telling
us ‘libtards’ how the Bible, espe-
cially the Book of  Revelations, had
already talked about this ‘war for
Israel’ and that it would end in the
Apocalypse – which, he seems to
think, is a good thing.

If  there’s one complaint I have,
it’s that there’s not much from the
Iranian side we’re getting to see –
except the usual images of  vic-
timhood and destruction caused
by the infidels. I’m not too sure
whether this stark asymmetry is
helpful for Tehran’s propaganda
purposes.

But a week into the war, we’re
deep into Dr Strangelove territo-
ry: ‘Gentlemen, you can’t fight
here! This is the War Room!’ Ex-
cept in Trump’s case, it’s more
like, ‘Gentlemen, you can’t start a
war here! I’ve already started it to
stop you from starting it! Let’s
buy Greenland!’

Imagine the generals in Penta-
gon trying to brief  him: ‘Mr Presi-
dent, we’ve deployed more mis-
siles to prevent the war.’ ‘Good.
But make sure we get more inter-
ceptors to stop their missiles, oth-
erwise people will think it’s a war.
Let’s start Operation Epic Purée to
get the Ukrainians to give us the
interceptors we had given them.’

We’ve been here before. Or more
precisely Herbert George Wells
had, when he wrote his very non-
prophetic 1914 book – people
hadn’t discovered reels yet – The
War That Will End War. The cen-
tral thesis of  the book was that
the result of  the war that would be
later called World War 1 would
make future conflicts impossible.
Trump seems to have not got the
memo about Wells getting things
terribly wrong.

Incidentally, real lives are report-
edly being affected. But this could
be pure Persian propaganda.

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

INDRAJIT HAZRA

Is Trump's fight on Netanyahu’s behalf a response to a battle lost 3,483 years ago?

Now let’s try and understand
this very carefully. Donald Trump
has gone on record to say that he
didn’t start Netanyahu’s war
against Iran. He has also gone on
record to say that he didstart a war
–to stop a war before it could start.

In effect, we are officially wit-
nessing a Schrödinger’s war,
named after Erwin Schrödinger’s
famous 1935 quantum mechanics
thought-experiment involving a
cat that is alive and dead at the
same time, illustrating the absur-
dity of  quantum superposition –
existing in multiple states – on
macroscopic objects. 

Let’s consider the first explana-
tion: that the Israel-US combine
did not start the war. Well, techni-
cally the first shot was probably
not even fired by the Persians, but
by Egyptians at the Battle of  Me-
giddo in 1457 BCE when Pharaoh
Thutmose III – no relation to US
secretary of  war Pete Hegseth I –
went full-expansionist mode in

RED HERRING

GO ON MAN, FINISH SOMETHING YOU NEVER BEGAN

‘Gentlemen, you
can’t fight here!
This is the War

Room!’

RIP Body
Positivity?

At first, Mivaan is buried in his cellphone.
Slowly, he looks up, notices, absorbs
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By Jacob Lane

Inhighschool, Iputuseless triviaknowl-
edgetoworkonthequizbowlteam.Iwasn’t
thefastestonthebuzzer,butI learned
quicklywhichnamesandfactscameup
repeatedly.
GroverClevelandwasoneof thosenames.
Hewastheonlypresident toserve

nonconsecutiveterms.Ofcourse, thiswas
beforeDonaldTrump’sreturntooffice.
Clevelandwasalwaysgoodforapointor

two.Beyondthat, Ididnot thinkmuchabout
him.
Hewasanothernametomemorize, some-

wherebetweenPresidentsMillardFillmore
andChesterArthur. Ifanything, Iremem-
beredClevelandmoreforhis thick, signa-
turemustachemorethanhispresidency.
That isprobablytrueformostAmericans.

Clevelandlives inthemarginsofhistory
books, rememberedmoreforthefact that
heservedtwononconsecutivetermsthan
forhowhegoverned.Hewasnotawartime
hero,nordidheleavebehindasweeping
programthatborehisname.
Butthemoreyoulearnabouthim, the

harder it is to ignorehowunusualhewas.
Clevelandbelievedgovernmentshould

doless, spendlessandstaywithin its limits.
Thatwasnot justcampaignrhetoric. Itwas
howheapproachedtheoffice.

ToCleveland,sayingnowasnotaweak-
ness. Itwasoftenthepoint.
Youcanseethatclearly in1887.
Congresspassedabill tosendfederal

seedtodrought-strickenfarmers inTexas
duringasevereeconomicslump.Lawmak-
erssteppedintohelp.Clevelandvetoedthe
legislation.Hisexplanationwasblunt: “Ican
findnowarrant forsuchanappropriationin
theConstitution.”
Hedidnotquestionthat farmerswere

struggling.HesimplybelievedtheConsti-
tutiondidnotauthorizefederal involve-

ment.Tohim,goodintentionsdidnoterase
constitutional limits.Thatmindsetdefined
hispresidency.
ClevelandrosefrommayorofBuffaloto

governorofNewYorktotheWhiteHousein
justa fewyears.Butwhatsethimapartwas
not thespeedofhisascent. Itwashowhe
governedoncehearrived.
Hetreatedpublicofficeasapublic trust,

notasteppingstoneorarewardsystem.
Atatimewhenpoliticalmachinesdomi-

natedstateandcitypolitics,Clevelandchal-
lengedpatronageandfavoritism.Taking
onTammanyHallwasrisky,buthepushed
back.Evenhis friendswerenot immune.
Hedeniedhis former lawpartnerand

supporter,WilsonBissell, aCabinetpostand
aconsulship.Personal loyaltydidnotcome
beforepublicduty.
Thatkindof independenceishardto

imagine inmodernWashington.Politicsstill
runonloyaltyandaccess.Thenamesand
partieschange,but the instinctsremain.
Cleveland’smost lastingmarkcamefrom

hisuseof thevetopen.Bytheendofhis
twoterms,hehadvetoedmorethan500
bills,morethandoublethetotal issuedby
all thepresidentsbeforehimcombined.
Manywerespendingmeasureshebelieved
exceededconstitutionalauthority.
Inhisview,wastingpublicmoneywas

notmerelybadpolicy; itwasa “crime

against thecitizen.”
Hedidnotseethepresidencyasavehicle

forconstantaction.Hesawitasaguardrail.
His jobwasnot tohandout federalhelp

wheneverpressuremounted.Itwasto
protect theConstitutionandthetaxpayer,
evenwhendoingsowasunpopular.
Clevelandwonthepopularvotethree

timesand, formorethanacentury,wasthe
onlypresident toservenonconsecutive
terms.Still,herarelyreceivestherecogni-
tiongiventomorecelebratedleaders.
Therearenotoweringmonumentsto

him.NoHBOminiseriesorfilmswithA-list
actors.Restraint, it turnsout,doesnotmake
fordramaticstorytelling.
March18wouldhavemarkedCleve-

land’s189thbirthday. Itwill likelypasswith
little fanfare,as itusuallydoes.Littlenotice
beyondafewhistorians.Justanotherdate
onthecalendar.
Foryears,Clevelandwasjusta trivia

answertome.Aname,a factandapresident
withakillermustache.NowIseesomething
else: restraint.Discipline.Thewillingness to
saynowhenitwouldhavebeeneasier togo
along.
WashingtoncoulduseafewmoreGrover

Clevelands.

Jacob Lane is a Republican strategist based
in Illinois.

Grover Cleveland and
the lost art of saying no

President Grover Cleveland in Washington,
circa 1888. CHARLES MILTON BELL/LIBRARY
OF CONGRESS

Mexico fully prepared for World Cup
I read theeditorial “Mayor, callFIFA

tosnagWorldCup ifGuadalajaracartel
problemsprove insurmountable” (Feb.
24),whichraises thepossibilityof relocat-
ing fourFIFAWorldCup2026matches
currently scheduled tobeheld inGuada-
lajara, citing security concerns. I love that
Chicagoansareembracing soccer, andI
respecthowmuchsports areanessential
partof thecity’s essence;however, in this
case Ihave to say,not so fast,my friends!
OnFeb. 22,MexicanArmedForces

carriedouta successful operation inJalisco
thathit at thecoreoneof the region’smost
dangerouscriminalorganizations. In the
immediateaftermath, isolatedactsof
violence followed thedeathof ahigh-rank-
ingcriminal leaderand thearrestofmore
than70membersof this criminal group.
Since then, the situationhas stabilized,
airports are fullyoperatinganddaily life
has resumedacross theaffectedareas.
Thedecisiveactionof theMexican

government ispositive for familiesonboth
sidesof theborderwhosuffer thedevastat-
ingconsequencesof theactivitiesof these
transnational criminals.This encourag-
ing result is a testament to theheroismof
Mexican forces, particularlyof thosewho
lost their lives in the lineofduty, andreaf-
firms theeffectivenessofongoingcoopera-
tionbetweenMexicoand theUnitedStates,
including the intelligence-sharing that
supported theoperation.This is exactly
whatworkswhencombatingan interna-
tional violent threat toourcommunities:
collaboration.
Mexico is fullyprepared tohost an

exceptional tournament,one thatwill allow
fans fromaround theworld tocelebrate the
unifyingpowerof soccer, asFIFAPresident
Gianni Infantino recently stated.Asalways,
Mexicanswill rise to theoccasionwitheffi-
ciency, creativity and fun, tomakesureall
attendees feel safeandsuccessfully enjoy
everymatchof the2026WorldCup.
The tiesbetweenChicagoandMexico

rundeepculturally, economically and,of
course, throughasharedpassion for soccer.
Today,more thanever, this trilateralWorld
Cupoffersanopportunitynotonly to
celebrate sports, but also to recognize the
strengthof friendshipandcollaboration
betweenour twonations.
—Reyna TorresMendivil, consul general
of Mexico, Chicago, and dean, Chicago
Consular Corps

Conversation with cabbie
I applaudAndyShaw’s recentopin-

ionpiece (“Mexico, likeChicago, ismore
than just itsworstheadlines,”Feb. 28).My
familyvisitsMexicoyearly.We love the
people, thecultureand thebeaches.We
enjoy seeing the sights.One timewhile
takinga taxi ride toZihuatanejo,Mexico,
the friendlycabdriveraskedmewhere I
was from.
“Chicago,” I replied. “Beautiful city,”he

said. “Haveyoueverbeen there?” I asked.
He turnedhisheadandresponded, “No, too
dangerous.”
— JimWunderlich, Libertyville

Mexico a friendly place
I entirely agreewithAndyShaw’spiece

aboutMexico.Mywife, dogandIflewinto
PuertoVallarta recentlyonourway toour

home inSayulita.Wehadasmooth trip
through theairport andon thehighway to
Sayulita andareenjoyingSayulitawhere
therehasbeennoviolence.
Shawiscorrect that thecartels arean

issue inMexico, but this latest outbreak
wasnotdirectedat civiliansor tourists. It
rarely is. Ihavenot seena reportof a tourist
being injuredrelated to it.
MywifeandI foundeda tuition-free

preschool inSayulita and liveheremore
thanhalf of theyear.Wealsohave traveled
throughoutMexico.Wehaveneverexpe-
riencedorwitnessedanyviolence.People
walk freely inSayulita all hoursof thenight
andday.
Mexico is abeautiful countrywithwarm,

wonderfulpeople; fabulousculture; and
delicious food.
Isn’t it time that theU.S. stopbullyinga

countryweattackedandwhose landwe
stole (in theMexican-AmericanWar)and
whosecartels get guns fromus, cartels that
sell themajorityof theirdrugs tous?
Wehave traveledextensivelyaround

theworld.Mexico isoneof the friendliest
countrieson theglobe.
—Lawrence Casazza, Glen Ellyn

Regulate robotaxis
Therise of robotaxis promises to

reshape our streets, our safety andour
communities. But if there’s one lessonwe
shouldhave learned from the last trans-
portation revolution, it’s this:Whenwe let

tech companies set the rules, the public
pays theprice.
Uber didn’t just changehowwe travel.

It flooded streetswithdrivers, bypassed
taxi regulations, undercut public transit
and reshaped trafficpatternswith limited
oversight. The result: congestion, regu-
latory confusion, andmanydrivers and
passengers left vulnerable.
Wecannot afford tomake the same

mistakewith robotaxis.
Autonomous vehicles are being

deployed in cities across the country, and
they’re being tested inChicago.Andwhile
SiliconValley tech giants promise conve-
nience and innovation, they rarely talk
aboutwhobears the costwhen some-
thing goeswrong.Andmakenomistake—
thingswill gowrong.
Robotaxis still strugglewith complex

real-world situations: navigating unpre-
dictable pedestrians, interpreting
construction zones and reacting to erratic
humandrivers. Cities needproactive
safety standards before these cars hit the
streets. Thismeansmandatory testing,
transparent reporting of crashes and “near
misses,” and substantial penalties for
noncompliance.
When an autonomous vehicle causes

a crash,whopays?Current ride-share
insuranceminimums already leavemany
victimsundercompensated and confused.
With robotaxis, the uncertainty only
increases— liability could be shifted

between the software company, the vehi-
clemanufacturer or someother corporate
entity, leaving injuredpeople caught in the
middle.
If these crashes are treated as product

liability cases, victimswill face longer,
more expensive battles againstwell-
funded corporations just to recover basic
medical expenses. Lawmakers should act
now to require strong insurancemini-
mums and clearly assign responsibility,
treating autonomous vehicle crashes as
standardmotor vehicle claimshandled
throughordinary auto insurance—not
complexproduct litigation.
Wecan’t sit idly by and let tech compa-

nies dictate the terms.Thedecisionsmade
todaywill determinewhether autono-
mous vehicles improvepublic safety—or
undermine it.
Public officials, regulators and commu-

nity advocatesmust demand that these
companies come into our cities onour
terms, not theirs. Because once robotaxis
take over the roadways,wewon’t get a
second chance to set the rules.
—Bryant Greening, attorney and
co-founder, LegalRideshare LLC

Voice of the People

NICK ANDERSON/THE CONTRARIAN

Foronline-exclusive letters, go towww.
chicagotribune.com/letters.Email your
letter submissions, 400wordsor less, to
letters@chicagotribune.com. Includeyour
full name, addressandphonenumber.
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E verywhere you look,
there’s another expert to
tell you what won’t hap-
pen—what can’t hap-
pen—in Iran. Regime

change is impossible. Never mind
the mass protests of January; the
regime has the guns and is willing
to use them. Never mind the air-
strikes on leaders and thugs; you
can’t topple a regime from the air.
Trust the political science.

Ali M. Ansari has a different
view. “I’m a firm believer in what
Hannah Arendt says: Revolutions
are impossible before they happen
and inevitable after they happen.”
Prof. Ansari, 58, is a historian at
Scotland’s University of St. An-
drews, where he directs the Insti-
tute for Iranian Studies. His 2024
book, “Iran,” is the best primer
available on the nation’s modern
history. He worries that social sci-
entists and international-relations
types “have become so wedded to
their templates that they can’t see”
what has happened inside Iran.

“The vast majority of people are
struggling. The political system is
hated. The economic system isn’t
delivering,” he says in a video in-
terview. Salaries “no longer meet
the basic needs of life. There’s an
environmental crisis—they’ve
drained the water table. And now,
they have an international crisis.”
That’s putting it mildly.

“Every crisis you can think of,
the Islamic Republic is facing,”
Mr. Ansari says. “People tell me,
‘Oh, but it’s strong and stable.’
Well, it can’t be that strong and
stable because people are rebel-
ling every few years, and on a
scale the regime deems existen-
tial.” Regime supporters, whom
Mr. Ansari pegs at 10% to 20% of
the population, “are convinced
they are going to defeat the U.S.
in this war.” He pauses: “They are
not going to do it.”

The professor stresses humility.
We don’t know if the regime will
fall. But he doesn’t buy the claim
that the protest movement was
crushed for good in January—and
not only because the U.S. and Is-
rael are creating a new opening.

“The regime carried out such a
mass slaughter that it actually
proved counterproductive,” he
says. “If they had suppressed it
with, say, ‘only’ the 3,117 dead that
they claim, it might have suc-
ceeded.” But having killed “10,000,
15,000, 20,000 of your own in the
random manner that they did—and
shooting people in hospital beds—
it creates an anger that is difficult
to suppress.” Students had re-
sumed protesting before the air-
strikes began on Feb. 28.

The analogy to China’s 1989 Ti-
ananmen Square massacre fails for
a variety of reasons. For one, Bei-
jing had something to offer its peo-
ple: “ ‘Yes, we’ve politically sup-

pressed you, but we’ve bought you
off with economic success, and
we’re now going to be a super-
power.’ In Iran, what are they of-
fering? All the regime can say to
Iranians is, ‘You are going to have
a great time in heaven when you
get there.’ ”

Besides, we already heard, after
Iran’s brutal repression of protests
in 2019 and again in 2022, “that
the protest movement had decided
going out on the streets isn’t worth
it, because ‘all we do is get shot,’ ”
he says. “Then suddenly, this burst
on the scene in January,” more re-
bellious than ever. Pulling back the
lens reveals the “accelerated means
of protests—mounting, mounting,
mounting”—a “persistent and re-
curring tendency to protest and try
to fight for their liberty.”

This is one legacy of the 1906
Constitutional Revolution, which
won for Iran a “liberal constitution
in the Anglo-American tradition”
and established the ideal, if not the
practice, of the rule of law. While
the 1979 Islamic Revolution steals
the spotlight, 1906 has “had a
much more profound impact on po-
litical ideas and activism,” Mr. An-
sari argues in his 2024 book. This
tradition remains a live alternative.
Iran is no nation-building project
but a real nation with a modern
state that the ayatollahs inherited
from the shahs.

Textbooks say the Islamic Revo-
lution started in January 1978,
with an article in Ettelaat newspa-
per that insulted Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini. It sparked protests,
“but I can tell you,” Mr. Ansari
says, “nobody noticed at the time
that the revolution had started.”
He remembers going to the cinema
in Tehran as a 10-year-old in April
1978 to see “The Spy Who Loved
Me,” the James Bond film, dubbed
in Persian. “This, in the middle of a
revolution? I don’t think so,” he
says.

Mr. Ansari—the son of an Ira-
nian ambassador and a distant
cousin of Farah Pahlavi, the shah’s
widow—was sent off to boarding
school in the U.K. in June 1978,
“which was fairly good timing.” He
returned to Iran to do academic
fieldwork in the 1990s and wrote
his thesis on the political myths
constructed by the Pahlavi dynasty
(1925-79) to legitimize its rule.

Mr. Ansari worked hard in sub-
sequent years to encourage Iran
and the West to have a more con-
structive relationship. But the Is-
lamic Republic has spurned the An-
glo-American ideals of 1906 and
even the French ideals that in-
formed the 1979 revolution. In-
stead of anchoring a modern re-
public in Iran’s Shiite tradition, as
the revolutionaries had promised,
“the supreme leader became a sort
of religious monarch,” Mr. Ansari
says. Parliament was rendered “an
empty shell.”

When I raise the media specula-
tion that Iran could now devolve
into a security state run by the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps,
Mr. Ansari can’t hold back: “It al-
ready is!” And this isn’t the early
IRGC, with its “brotherhood in
arms and no ranks,” he says. “It
became a business conglomerate
and a political force gradually”—

and then suddenly. Under Presi-
dent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
(2005-13), auditing bodies were
dismantled and many state assets
transferred to the IRGC. By one as-
sessment, $800 billion in revenue
went missing.

“A lot of them in the IRGC made
a lot of money,” Mr. Ansari says,
“and they don’t want to lose it
all.” That’s now a stronger motiva-
tion to fight than old revolution-
ary fervor: “I don’t think the IRGC
is some sort of homogenous, uni-
fied, ideologically coherent unit of
hundreds of thousands of men.”
(That figure includes the basij
paramilitary.)

The core group may be driven
“by a sort of Shia millenarianism,
devoted to Khamenei as a cult,”
Mr. Ansari says, “but it’s not an or-
ganization that doesn’t fray at the
edges and have a variety of views
on the periphery and different
groups within.” If the U.S. and Is-
rael grind down the regime, throw-
ing into question its ability to re-
press the people, he expects some
IRGC factions to split off.

Others will fight on as a matter
of personal survival. Defectors
have been promised amnesty, but
the Revolutionary Guards know
Iranians will have difficulty forgiv-
ing them. “The last shah lost his
nerve,” Mr. Ansari says, “but many
of his supporters also had places to
go. They escaped to the U.S. and
Europe. Where are these guys go-
ing to go?”

Americans’ temptation to
reach an agreement with the
regime works in the ayatol-

lahs’ favor. “You can make any
number of deals with the Islamic
Republic of Iran,” Mr. Ansari says.
“They will all be interim. Nothing
will last.” Consider the nuclear
talks that preceded the war. Mere
weeks after “probably the most ap-
palling slaughter of Iranians by
their government in 200 years,”
Mr. Ansari says, “we get into nego-
tiations, and suddenly, we’re all
talking about centrifuges and the
Iranians have stolen the narrative.”
That polarized the U.S. discussion
along partisan lines, ensuring that
almost all Democrats would oppose
the eventual war.

The West typically errs in
“fighting on terrain chosen by the
regime,” Mr. Ansari says. President

Obama began by accepting that
Iran’s problems were ultimately
America’s fault. Then, when Iranian
protests broke out in 2009 over a
stolen election, Mr. Obama “served
notice, to all who could hear, that a
nuclear settlement . . . trumped the
rights of individual Iranians,” Mr.
Ansari writes in his 2024 book.
The deal’s salesmen claimed that
resolving the clash with the U.S.
would set Iran on a path to politi-
cal liberalization. “The reality was
that Iran’s approach to its interna-
tional relations would be dictated
by domestic politics, which were
hardening by the day.”

The U.S. military option, suppos-
edly “on the table” as a threat to
Iran’s regime, instead became a
weapon against American oppo-
nents of a nuclear deal. The agree-
ment was “reasonable” on its face,
Mr. Ansari says, “but people
treated it as if it were some sort of
holy grail.” It ended up restraining
America, not Iran. In Syria, “the
Russians and Iranians piled in and
half a million Syrians died in that
war.” Mr. Obama didn’t intervene
for fear of upsetting Iran and scut-
tling the nuclear deal. “The agree-
ment was meant to tie Iran’s
hands,” he says, “not tie your own
hands.”

When President Trump quit the
Obama deal in 2018, Mr. Ansari
recalls, “we in the West were all
saying, ‘Oh my God, isn’t Trump a
son of a bitch?’ But most Iranians
didn’t care. They hadn’t seen any
benefit from the deal.” The re-
gime dithered rather than take
steps necessary for U.S. economic
engagement.

For Iranians, the real story was
2009, when hope for domestic po-
litical reform died. “But of course
we miss that in the West,” Mr. An-
sari says. “We’re so fixated on what
we think we’re doing about security
and nuclear—which has its place—
that we don’t understand what’s
going on inside the country.”

For the same reason, some in
the West are now “bewildered that
young Iranians will cheer because
the Americans have started bomb-
ing them,” he says. “What they
want is a better life. A normal life.
They want to be able to travel to
America or study there.”

This gets at the main problem
Mr. Ansari sees with Western anal-
ysis: “We fail to give the Iranians

agency in what they do.” When
Iran’s economy is in shambles, the
reflex is to blame U.S. sanctions.
“That doesn’t explain why the Ira-
nians have mismanaged their wa-
ter. It doesn’t tell you why, well be-
fore the real sanctions arrived in
2011-12, they were never able to
get any foreign direct investment
into the country. Now, why is
that?” he asks. “It’s internal. It’s
the corruption, the kleptocracy, the
short-termism, the opaqueness, the
lack of accountability, the uncer-
tainty.” Sanctions didn’t make life
easier, he says, but they didn’t be-
fall Iran. They were a consequence
of the regime’s behavior.

Today’s war is another example.
“We are here in many ways be-
cause the Iranians have been
chanting ‘Death to America’ for 47
years. I used to say, ‘I don’t think
this is helpful.’ ” Western interloc-
utors and intermediaries would re-
spond that the regime didn’t really
mean it. “Well, if they don’t mean
it, then don’t say it. Stop. But they
never would,” he says. “To be hon-
est, I think they got away with
things for so long that they got
used to it.”

They didn’t count on a president
who would break from standard
operating procedure, whom they
couldn’t stall until the next U.S.
election. Mr. Ansari says Iran had
every chance to avert war. But it
lost Europe by siding with Russia
in Ukraine, and it refused to make
a plausible offer when Mr. Trump
returned to office. “The longer
they waited, the worse it got. They
could’ve gotten a deal six months
ago. But when ships are waiting
outside, the asking price goes up.”

T he regime insisted through-
out on a “right to enrich ura-
nium”—which “would have

more credibility if they respected
any other rights as well,” Mr. An-
sari cracks. “We often think of the
Iranians as very strategic thinkers,
playing the long game. No, no. It’s
different. They’re ditherers,” he
says. “We ascribe to them too
much competence. I do not con-
sider what’s happening now to be
the result of great strategic think-
ing.” He points to a “dogmatic ide-
ology and a grievance culture,
whereby they’ve taken a hit for
their nuclear program and can’t
back down.” In his assessment, by
sheer stubbornness, the regime
“basically decided to declare war
on the U.S.”

The failure to see that, and so
much else, can be attributed to the
prevailing “Washington-centered
analysis,” Mr. Ansari says. “We al-
ways see Iran as almost marginal
to the problem, which is Washing-
ton.” If only Mr. Trump hadn’t
done this or that, the commenta-
tors rage. But if there is now an
opening for regime change, it is be-
cause U.S. policymakers for once
were able to turn from the mirror
and see what the Iranian people
know well: The problem is in Iran.

Mr. Kaufman is a member of the
Journal’s editorial board and a co-
author of “In the War Room: The
Inside Story of Israel’s Fight
Against Hamas and the Iranian
Axis,” forthcoming in September.

Is Iran on the Brink of Another Revolution?
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The regime faces a crisis
like never before, and the
nation has a 120-year
tradition of fighting to
establish the rule of law.

THE WEEKEND INTERVIEW with Ali M. Ansari | By Elliot Kaufman

OPINION

When Intel Came to Town to Build a Chip Factory
New Albany, Ohio

The future is late in
coming to this Co-
lumbus suburb. “For
sale” and “now hir-
ing” signs and con-
struction were all in
evidence when I vis-
ited late last year.
Cranes hovered above
half-finished build-
ings, near farmland

and houses bearing Ohio State flags.
Intel selected New Albany for a

large semiconductor facility that was
supposed to begin making chips by
2025. But Ohio One, as the project is
known, has faced repeated delays.
Completion now isn’t expected until
the early 2030s. “I’d be lying if I
didn’t say I was a little disappointed,”
Mayor Sloan Spalding said.

Local officials remain confident
the project will come to fruition, but
its struggles show that public-private
partnerships, however welcome, can’t
be insulated from market forces and
politics.

State actors from economic-devel-
opment groups to Gov. Mike DeWine
worked to secure Ohio One. The state
gave $2 billion in “public incentives,”
according to U.S. Sen. Bernie Moreno,
who in September 2025 released a
letter demanding Intel prove this “in-
vestment” wasn’t a “charade” or even
“potential fraud.”

States compete to land such proj-
ects in what Greg Lawson, a senior
research fellow at the free-market
Buckeye Institute, has called an

“arms race.” Gov. DeWine speaks in
similar terms, saying, “I can’t unilat-
erally disarm, and I’m damn well not
gonna do it.”

No one disputes chips are essen-
tial. They’re in everything from con-
sumer products to military hardware.
For backers of Ohio One, they are too
important for our supply ever to be

in doubt. “There are a lot of things
that we don’t make in America that
we need to make in America. Chips
are part of that,” says U.S. Sen. Jon
Husted. As lieutenant governor, Mr.
Husted played a role in securing the
Ohio One deal.

Ohio leaders backed Intel, but the
market has favored Nvidia and other
chip makers, who took the lead as In-
tel’s stock fluctuated and its leader-
ship changed.

There’s “always gonna be those
ups and downs,” says Jason Hall, CEO
of the Columbus Partnership, a non-
profit that promotes economic devel-
opment in the region.

Ohio lawmakers expected a boon
from the Chips and Science Act,
which President Biden backed and
signed. The 2022 law to improve do-
mestic semiconductor capacity di-

rected billions at projects such as
Ohio One. But Mr. Husted says the Bi-
den administration dragged its feet in
sending money Ohio’s way. And the
bill included requirements—such as
one mandating child care—of little
relevance to making chips.

“It was like urgency, urgency, ur-
gency, and then bureaucracy, bureau-
cracy, bureaucracy,” Mr. Husted says.
And now the Trump administration
has taken a stake in the company. It’s
“not ideal,” Mr. Husted says, but it’s
preferable to the Biden administra-
tion’s dithering.

Intel has invested about $7 billion
in Ohio One, generating construction
jobs and spurring other industries.
The question now is whether the lav-
ishly funded project can do more
than stoke a local economy for a cou-
ple of years.

Ohio’s manufacturing sector has
struggled recently. There was a “vio-
lent gutting of the core of our econ-
omy,” says J.P. Nauseef, president of
nonprofit JobsOhio. But there have
been signs of economic life, espe-
cially around Columbus, the state
capital, driven by the technology and
defense industries.

Intel professes confidence. “Ohio
One remains a critical component to
Intel’s long-term plans to advance
U.S. technology and manufacturing
leadership,” the company said in a
statement to the Journal. In a recent
report submitted to the Ohio Depart-
ment of Development, Intel’s Jim
Evers wrote that the project “remains
part of our long-term plans for U.S.
manufacturing.”

Leaders such as Mr. DeWine share
this optimism. “We’re still very, very

happy we were able to get Intel here,
and we think the future looks good,”
he said.

Given the sunk costs, it would be
shocking for Ohio One to founder. “I
don’t wanna say ‘too big to fail,’ ” Mr.
Spalding says. “It’s too important to
fail.”

That economic importance, the
statewide buy-in and the national-se-
curity stakes do set the project apart.
But Ohio One’s travails argue for a
stable and friendly business climate to
attract investment instead of rolling
“out the red carpet for any one partic-
ular business,” as Mr. Lawson puts it.
Red carpets won’t protect even the
most popular projects from political
undulations and market uncertainty.

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

New Albany, Ohio, was
going to see an economic
boom—then the market
and politics interfered.

CROSS
COUNTRY
By Jack
Butler

From a notice posted to Facebook
on Feb. 25 (and credited to Missis-
sippi’s First Baptist Union) by the
Mount Washington United Brethren
in Christ, a church in York, Pa.:

Mt. Washington Church Official
Release

Notification of Policy Change
Re: Loud Kid Policy

Effective Immediately

At Mt. Washington Church, we

are committed to transparency and
accountability in all matters of
church life. The following document
outlines our comprehensive proce-
dures regarding loud children in
worship. Please consider this your
official notice of policy clarification.

Effective immediately, if a family
is considering visiting Mt. Wash-
ington Church and they have a loud
kid, the following options are
available:

Option 1. The family should bring
the kid.

Option 2. The family should make
sure they bring the kid.

Option 3. The family is to see
that the child is brought to church.

Option 4. The kid is absolutely
welcome and expected.

We believe the sound of children
in worship is not a distraction. It is
evidence of life, growth, and the fu-
ture of the church.

If your child makes noise, you are
not bothering us. You are blessing
us.

Policy enacted. No exceptions.

Notable & Quotable: Loud Kids in Church
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Elbridge Colby’s Warnings Are Coming True
Your editorial (“Is the U.S. Running

Out of Ammo?” March 4) downplays
concerns about dwindling munitions
in the Middle East. There “are
enough for the Iran fight” you write
and, if there truly is an emergency,
President Trump can ask Congress
for a bigger defense budget.

Exactly one year earlier (“The
Debate Over Elbridge Colby,” March
4, 2025) you criticized now Under-
secretary of Defense for Policy El-
bridge Colby on grounds that his
concerns about America’s multifront
dilemma were a fig leaf for isola-
tionism. In a subsequent editorial
(“Trump Stiffs Ukraine on Arms,”
July 3, 2025), you castigated Mr.
Colby for denying an arms delivery
to Ukraine on the logic that with
“Iran weakened militarily, there
isn’t a more urgent need for more
Patriots anywhere else in the world
than in Ukraine.”

It turns out there was, in fact, a
more urgent need right around the
corner. Munitions used in Ukraine
aren’t available in the Middle East—
and those currently being used will
not be available in East Asia.

In other words: Mr. Colby was
right all along. For several years, he
has been a persistent and often
lonely voice calling for America to

get serious about the simultaneity
problem. He foresaw the current
predicament long before most oth-
ers did, and he had the courage to
confront it long before it was politi-
cally convenient to do so.

It simply won’t do to keep saying
we have enough muscle for each
new crisis, and to tar those who
buck establishment wisdom with
tired labels. It’s also not enough to
call for more defense spending. Even
if we take draconian steps now (as
Mr. Trump is doing), they will take
time to bear fruit. And we will have
to figure out how to sustain them at
a moment when the U.S. debt is al-
ready at World War II levels.

In the meantime, we need realistic
strategies for coping with simultane-
ity. That’s what the 2026 National
Defense Strategy, of which Mr. Colby
was a principal author, provides by
emphasizing allied burden shifting
and national mobilization.

A. WESS MITCHELL
Keswick, Va.

Mr. Mitchell served as assistant
secretary of state for Europe and
Eurasia in the first Trump adminis-
tration. He co-founded the Marathon
Institute with Mr. Colby, a think
tank dedicated to the study of great-
power competition.
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“I’d have sworn he said rain.”
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A Friday Economic Panic Attack

W ashington’s pessimist caucus is al-
ways on duty and the members
had a good Friday, as oil prices

climbed and the Labor De-
partment said the economy
lost jobs in February. Equi-
ties fell again on the bad
news, but none of this is a
cause for a panic attack.

There’s no denying the
February report was lousy. The U.S. shed
92,000 jobs and revised down gains for Janu-
ary and December by a combined 69,000. The
question is what to make of the declines.

The first point to understand is that the jobs
report is unrelated to the Iran war, though
Democrats want to link the two. The Labor
household and employer surveys took place
mid-month before the bombing began.

Some 28,000 of the job losses came in
healthcare, but that owes largely to union labor
actions. Other industries that shed jobs include
leisure and hospitality (27,000), manufacturing
(12,000), construction (11,000) andmotion pic-
ture production (9,500). The monthly job data
has been noisy lately, and the household survey
was less gloomy.

That survey showed the number of workers
employed part-time for economic reasons de-
clined by some one million over the past two
months, and the unemployment rate has re-
mained more or less steady at 4.4%—around
what it was in 2017. The ADP payroll report and
the Institute for Supply Management’s services
report this week both showed job growth last
month, so go figure.

The labor market has been cooling, with
healthcare and social assistance driving most
gains. The causes are diffuse. Job growth nota-
bly stalled after President Trump began his tar-
iff barrage last April, which created economic
uncertainty and raised business costs. His im-
migration raids have reduced the supply of
workers, especially in construction.

Many employers say that an aging popula-
tion and skills gaps make it hard to find work-

ers in the trades. Rising productivity—2.8% in
the last year—may also mean employers need
fewer workers and could explain why wage

growth has remained strong
despite a slowdown in hiring.
Average hourly wages rose
0.4% last month and are up
3.8% in the past year.

As for the other cause of
Friday’s anxiety, crude oil

prices took a big jump to above $93 a barrel.
The cause is shipping disruptions through the
Strait of Hormuz from the fighting in the Per-
sian Gulf region. Kuwait said that it may have
to throttle production as its oil storage facili-
ties fill up, and other producers may also do
so temporarily. Qatar, which wants the war to
end fast, fed the angst by saying prices could
go to $150 a barrel.

Prices will rise further the longer the con-
flict continues, and Americans will see higher
gasoline prices at the pump for a while. But to
put current prices in non-panicky perspective,
Brent crude traded above $90 a barrel for most
of 2022 after Russia’s Ukraine invasion and ex-
ceeded $100 a barrel from 2011 to 2014. Neither
price surge led to a recession.

Prices will come down assuming shipping
bottlenecks ease. The threat level in the Per-
sian Gulf has already declined somewhat with
fewer Iranian missile and drone attacks, and
Mr. Trump has said the U.S. Navy will escort
oil tankers if necessary.

Stopping the flow of oil is part of the Iran
regime’s war strategy to cause enough political
pain in the Gulf and the U.S. that Mr. Trump
and Israel stop the bombing. But that is all the
more reason not to panic at a temporary price
surge and press ahead to remove Iran’s missile
and drone stockpiles and assembly lines and
the regime’s brutal enforcers.

Oh, and if Mr. Trump wants a tax-cut boost
for the economy while the war continues, he
could call off his new 15% universal tariff. Con-
sider it our contribution to easing everyone’s
economic anxiety.

Are a bad jobs report
and rising oil prices

signals of trouble ahead?

Hezbollah Pays for Doing Iran’s Bidding

T he war with Iran is also being waged in
Lebanon. While the Iranian regime’s
most dangerous capabilities are under

attack at home, it’s no sur-
prise that its flagship foreign
proxy, Hezbollah, chose to join
the fight.

Hezbollah fired rockets and
drones into Israel onMonday,
which was a mistake for the
weakened terrorist group. Israel has responded
with air strikes and ordered civilians to evacu-
ate Hezbollah’s strongholds, including Beirut’s
Dahiyeh suburb and all of southern Lebanon be-
low the Litani river.

“Do you think a single barrage justifies a
war?” Naim Qassem, Hezbollah’s leader, said.
He had better get used to it, as Israel will no
longer tolerate attacks on its citizens. Tehran,
which orders the Lebanese to do and die, is in
no position to come to their aid.

In strikes in Tehran and Beirut, Israel has
killed Iran’s Quds Force commander for Leba-
non and his deputy. On Friday Israel bombed a
joint Hezbollah-Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps command center. Hezbollah is fighting
on, carrying out 100 more attacks since Mon-
day, but Axios reports several dozen IRGC offi-
cers have fled Lebanon. An Israeli ground inva-
sion of the country’s south may be next.

Outraged at Hezbollah for starting another
war on Iran’s behalf, and under pressure to keep
it from growing, Lebanon’s government has
made several splashymoves. OnMonday Prime
Minister Nawaf Salam’s cabinet outlawed Hez-
bollah military activity. On Thursday it took
somemeasures to “prevent any activity by the
Iranian Revolutionary Guard in Lebanon.”

What took so long? The answer is Iranian
power, which has neutered Lebanon’s govern-

ment for years. Beirut dithered away all of 2025
while U.S. envoy Tom Barrack pleaded with it
to disarm Hezbollah. The government’s Jan. 8

claim to have already done so
in southern Lebanon was du-
bious, and it has been de-
bunked by Hezbollah’s activity
this week. Now Lebanon’s citi-
zenswill suffer from its failure
to act.

After trying everything else, the Trump Ad-
ministration came around in late 2025 to en-
couraging Israel itself to disarm Hezbollah.
That remains beyond Israel’s grasp, but it can
weaken the group and clear out a buffer zone
to push the terrorists out of range with their
thousands of shorter-range missiles.

French President Emmanuel Macron has in-
tervened in an attempt to restrain Israel, but
Hezbollah isn’t cooperating. Mr. Qassem, its
leader, saidWednesday that Hezbollah will re-
tain its arms and keep fighting Israel. Lebanon’s
Justice Minister has called on Hezbollah to
“take the initiative and surrender its arms,” but
it is fighting for Iran, not Lebanon.

Iran created Hezbollah in the early 1980s to
export the Islamic Revolution, and it has since
used themilitia to kill Americans, attack Israel,
dominate Lebanon, and commit mass murder
to preserve Iranian power over Syria for as long
it could. Hezbollah has been Iran’s most effec-
tive weapon, and it stands to lose the most if
the regime falls.

The fewer options Iran has to terrorize the
region, the better. As Iranianmissile and drone
salvos diminish, its proxies will suffer a similar
fate if they try to pick up the slack. Hezbollah’s
entry into the war, with disregard for the Leba-
nese people, is another reminder of the terror
and destruction Iran’s regime has spread.

Proxies that join the
war make themselves
legitimate targets.

Andy Beshear’s Moment of Choice

School choice shouldn’t bepartisan, but the
teachersunionsmake sure it is. Republican
lawmakers in Kentucky last week passed

a bill to opt the state into the
federal tax credit scholarship
program—the only school
choice opportunity for Blue-
grass State children.NowDem-
ocratic Gov. Andy Beshear has
a political choice to make.

Kentucky has no school choice programof its
own. The state Supreme Court struck down a
tax-credit scholarship law in 2022 and last
month it killed a law allowing charter schools.
In both cases the court cited a state constitu-
tional ban on education funding outside of
“common schools.”

The court’s interpretation is highly debatable,
but the new federal tax credit program avoids
this thicket. Taxpayers can claim federal credits
for donations to scholarship organizations,
which can administer scholarships in states that
opt in—at no state cost. The bill the Kentucky
Legislature passed lastweek designates the sec-
retary of state, who is Republican, to oversee
participation in the program.

Kentucky lawmakers could override the
Governor’s veto with a simple majority. But
Mr. Beshear, who has his eye on a run for the
White House, could send a bipartisan signal of
support for a popular cause. In a 2019 poll of
Kentucky voters, 68% said they’d support a

federal tax credit for school choice.
But the Governor’s rhetoric suggests the

union has his ear. “Public dollars should only go
to public schools,” he said last
week. The bill has been on his
desk since Monday.

The unions fear competi-
tion for public schools that are
failing students. Kentucky stu-
dents’ performance on na-

tional test scores fell from 2013 to 2024 as per-
pupil spending grew 51%, according to
Edunomics Lab. School staffing has also grown
even as enrollment has dropped.

Gov. Beshear can take a lesson from Demo-
cratic peers. ColoradoGov. Jared Polis in Decem-
ber said he’ll opt in rather than leave “hundreds
of millions of free federal dollars on the table,”
as his office told us. Now three other Democrats
who previously said they wouldn’t opt in are
having second thoughts, Education Week re-
ported Wednesday. The offices of Hawaii Gov.
Josh Green, Oregon Gov. Tina Kotek, and New
MexicoGov.Michelle LujanGrishamsay they ha-
ven’t made a final decision.

“I do not come from a wealthy family, and I
was failed often inmy own educational journey,”
wrote Kentuckymother AkiaMcNeary in 2024.
“Like any parent, I want to provide better formy
children without having to pack up and move
out of state.”Will Gov. Beshear showhe’s listen-
ing to parents like her?

Will he listen to parents
or unions on federal tax
credit scholarships?
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The National Academy of Sciences Isn’t Biased
“A Climate Manual Bait and

Switch” (Review & Outlook, March 3)
inaccurately describes a chapter on
climate science in our Reference Man-
ual on Scientific Evidence as biased. In
fact, it was developed under rigorous
procedures of the National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medi-
cine to ensure that the chapter, like all
chapters in the manual, reflects the
best available scientific evidence.

The draft chapter was reviewed by
an oversight committee that included
judges and scientists and was further
evaluated by a different group of
judges and scientists serving as anon-
ymous, expert peer reviewers. The
chapter on climate science is consis-
tent with the current scientific under-
standing reflected in the broader

peer-reviewed scientific literature. As
with all National Academies reports,
the Reference Manual was written in-
dependently from its sponsors.

At the National Academies, nonpar-
tisanship is fundamental to our mis-
sion. We believe decision-making, in-
cluding by judges, is best served by
clear explanations of the relevant sci-
ence. As noted in its foreword, the Ref-
erence Manual provides a dispassion-
ate guide for judges who may need
help understanding the background
science in cases where science and law
intersect. For that reason, the chapter
on climate science remains available
on our website.

MARCIA MCNUTT
President, National Academy of Sciences

Washington

Our Trade With China Has Helped Americans
In his review of “Red Dawn Over

China,” (“A Maoist Myth Debunked,”
Books, Feb. 14), Tunku Varadarajan
asserts that China’s admission to the
World Trade Organization in 2001
had “devastating consequences for
every economy except China’s own.
(Thank you, Bill Clinton.)” The facts
say otherwise.

It’s true that the U.S. economy shed
a net five million manufacturing jobs
in the years that followed, but even
the “China shock” analysis attributes

only one million of those to expanding
trade with China. Most of the rest
were lost due to automation and pro-
ductivity gains. Meanwhile, tens of
millions of U.S. households gained
from lower prices for shoes, clothing
and other household necessities. The
painful recessions of 2001-02 and
2008-09 were homegrown.

If Congress had rejected the acces-
sion protocol negotiated by the Clinton
administration in 2000, China would
likely have joined the WTO anyway, but
U.S. companies would have lost out on
the increased market access it re-
quired. From 2001 to 2017, before the
Trump trade wars began, the average
duty China applied to goods imported
from the U.S. dropped from 25% to 7%.
U.S. exports to China during that time
grew eight-fold and sales by U.S. ma-
jority-owned affiliates in China soared
more than 10-fold—totaling more than
$500 billion annually.

Trade with China has been tough
on certain U.S. companies, but for
most Americans—including farmers,
high-tech exporters and consumers—
the consequences have been positive.

DANIEL GRISWOLD
Murfreesboro, Tenn.

‘The Science Guy’ and Facts
Bill Nye “The Science Guy” invokes

everything except science in his criti-
cism of the Environmental Protection
Agency’s rescission of its 2009 finding
that greenhouse-gas emissions endanger
public health (“The EPA Is Wrong About
Greenhouse Gases,” Letters, Feb. 25).

Contrary to the EPA 2009 predic-
tions: There has been a decline in smog
levels from 1980 to 2024. There has
been no trend in hurricane numbers or
intensities since 1973. The Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change finds
no change in global flooding. There has
been no trend in the EPA heat wave in-
dex since 1895, except for the 1930s.
Several studies show a decline in net
mortality from heat and cold. U.S. wild-
fires have declined sharply since 1926,
and global wildfire acreage declined
24% between 1998 and 2015. Global
droughts have declined about 0.5% per
decade since 1950. Global per capita
food production has increased 40%
since 1980. And the latest peer-reviewed
research reports no acceleration glob-
ally in sea-level rise. The Science Guy’s
argument is fact-free.

BENJAMIN ZYCHER
Senior fellow, American Enterprise

Institute
Long Beach, Wash.

Pepper ...
And Salt

Our Highschoolers in Crisis
Jason Riley’s column on declining

performance in our public-school sys-
tem notes that schools have become
laboratories for ideological projects,
not centers of learning (“Why Johnny
Can’t Read Anything Other Than Pro-
nouns,” Upward Mobility, March 4).

I agree. In 100 years of public
education, we have gone from
teaching Latin and Greek in high
school to teaching remedial English
in college.

SIM PACE
McLean, Va.
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OPINION

It isn’t fear-mongering to think
about potentially harrowing reper-
cussions to the U.S. actions, which
could include a widening war in the
Mideast, a broadening and escalation
of hostilities, the dragging in of U.S.
allies, a drain on our armaments be-
coming a provocation to potential
adversaries, a terrorist strike or
strikes from Iranian operatives or
nonstate actors, oil spikes, an energy
shock—20% of the world’s oil goes
through the Strait of Hormuz. Many
in the military services, and possibly
civilians, may be casualties.

Here is what I infer of the presi-
dent’s logic. The bombing has a good
chance of slowing or stopping Iran’s
nuclear, ballistic-missile and drone
programs. It will certainly degrade
and damage Iran’s infrastructure,
standing, mystique. The country will
be diminished. If its leaders are
killed, so be it. If those who replace
them are better, good. If they are
just as bad or worse, at least they
will be operating in reduced circum-
stances. They’ll be forced to turn to
rebuilding their country. They might
therefore be diverted from arms-
making, at least for a while. And if,

down the road, they act up in harm-
ful ways, they will know in the back
of their minds that the U.S. may
move on them again. This may mod-
erate their actions and decisions.

I infer because Mr. Trump has
given many reasons for his decisions.
This is not reassuring. He’s offered
varying explanations for going for-
ward—he had a feeling, or Israel was
going to move anyway—and in the
end whatever happens is what he’ll
say he wanted. If there’s regime
change, that was his intention all
along. If there isn’t, it wasn’t what
he was looking for.

The hope for an armed uprising
by the Iranian people strikes me as
absurd. They don’t have arms. They
live in a police state. The ayatollahs
have operated with Mao’s under-
standing that power comes out of
the barrel of a gun. The Journal re-
ports that Israel targeted not only
Iranian missile and drone sites but
the nation’s police-state apparatus,
including the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps headquarters in Tehran,
in hope of clearing the way for a
popular revolt.

Could that happen? People who

There’s Reason to Worry About the Iran War
tion’s actions. Instead he’s
something between an excit-
able morning TV anchor and
the rooster who thought he
brought the dawn. “We’re play-
ing for keeps.” “We’re punch-
ing them while they’re down.”
He brags about our “lethality.”
Stop talking like that! Don’t
feed the stereotypes, don’t
tempt the gods.)

Should Congress debate the
war seriously and at length?
Yes, of course. That’s its job.
We are a republic. Stick with it,
with its forms, delineations
and responsibilities. “Half of
Congress is useless.” Half of
Congress is always useless, but
it’s what we’ve got.

The argument for the war is
serious: For almost half a cen-
tury, Iran’s government has
been causing violent trouble in
the world. It has been increasing its
production of weaponry, it has long
vowed death to America and Israel,
and, after the June bombing of its
nuclear installations and the crush-
ing of December and January’s street
protests, it is seriously weakened. So
move.

Mr. Trump first won the presi-
dency with fiery denunciations of il-
legal immigration and forever wars.
He doesn’t like war but he looks to
have grown to like sparks, and he’s
had a lot of recent good fortune with
the use of force. When he first
bombed Iran, that country did little
in response; when he moved on Ven-
ezuela, plucking its ruler from his
bed, there was no blowback. It’s pos-
sible this has left him thinking the
world’s bad guys are a Potemkin vil-
lage, that they talk big but fold
quickly. But is that true?

He is gambling when he thinks
he’s on a winning streak. Iran’s gov-
ernment ducked and covered
through the June bombings, but now
they will be fighting to keep from
losing everything. It’s hard to imag-
ine the regime’s death throes, if it
comes to that, will be pretty.

have lived under a dictatorship
for almost half a century are
forced to survive and rise
within a sick system. Those
most likely to oppose the reli-
gio-fascist state that oppressed
them would likely lack the
street fervor of street Islamists.
When your country is being
bombed and your cousin’s
neighborhood hit, the impulse
is to defend your land and
shake your fist at the bombers.

U.S. polls so far aren’t sup-
portive of the president’s deci-
sion. What might be behind the
reservations? The administra-
tion’s communication of its
thinking could, it’s true, be
substantially improved. For-
mal, detailed explanations of
official thinking are needed in
situations like this, but they
aren’t magic. George W. Bush’s

addresses on the decision to go into
Iraq were regular and substantive,
but they couldn’t make that war
succeed.

No one outside Iran likes its re-
gime. Most Americans would be-
lieve it is a danger to us, that it
wishes us ill, that it has thrived on
terror and oppression. The govern-
ment of the mullahs has no serious
constituency here. But after Afghan-
istan and Iraq, people think America
is snakebit in the Mideast, that
nothing dramatic will likely work.
Small, incremental moves might
help, in the diplomatic day to day.
But moving militarily on a Mideast
country? No, we’re snakebit.

If I were in Congress, would I vote
right now to support the administra-
tion’s action in Iran? I think not, due
to the severity of some of the possi-
ble repercussions outlined above.

It is possible that thinking is un-
imaginative, too dead to the urgency
of the moment. The fact is you only
know on something like this in retro-
spect. Right now we’re waiting for
the “in retrospect” to occur. That is
an uncomfortable place to be in.
Write to peggy@wsj.com.

Trump, Secretary of State Marco Rubio and chief of staff Susie Wiles Feb. 28.
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begin with the awe we
feel, again, for the U.S.
military. Its professional-
ism, cool and courage are

impressive and inspiring. And we
must give Donald Trump his due: His
decision was bold, he took a big
swing.

The end of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
and scores of his colleagues-in-hell-
ish-rule isn’t bad news for the world
but good, as is what looks to be inev-
itable damage to or even possible
ending of its nuclear program.

You’ve got to hope it’s all going to
succeed, that it will make America’s
position an inch or two better in the
world and not an inch or two worse,
that a violent regime will be re-
placed by something better, safer.

But it’s a gamble, a huge one, and
we’ll find out if it was a reckless one.

Of course it is a war. We are
bombing a sovereign nation and have
killed its leaders; we’ve sunk much of
the Iranian fleet. This isn’t a situa-
tion that lends itself to phrases like
“limited series of strikes.” Defense
Secretary Pete Hegseth has said it
could go three weeks, maybe eight.
You don’t know when you launch
something like this how and when it
ends.

(Quickly, on Mr. Hegseth. Some-
one has to calm him down. He’s sup-
posed to be trying to get the world
to see the wisdom of the administra-

The action was bold, but
we can’t know what the
repercussions will be,
and a lot could go wrong.
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Germany’s AfD Ditches Trump Over Iran
Berlin

T he far-right Alternative for
Germany party has long styled
itself the Trump administra-

tion’s closest partner in Germany,
and members of the administration,
especially Vice President JD Vance,
have spoken supportively of the AfD.
But at the first real stress test, the
party abandoned President Trump. It
condemned the U.S. military strikes
against the Iranian regime.

“Donald Trump started as a presi-
dent of peace,” Tino Chrupalla, an
AfD co-chairman, said. “In the end,
Donald Trump will end as a presi-
dent of war.” Those are strong words
from a man who declined to criticize
Russian dictator Vladimir Putin for
his war against Ukraine and threats
against Germany. “He hasn’t done
anything to me,” Mr. Chrupalla said
of Mr. Putin in November.

In an official statement, the party
leadership declared it was watching
the U.S. and Israeli strikes “with
great concern” and added: “The re-
newed destabilization of the Middle
East is not in the German interest
and must be brought to an end.”

The AfD leadership failed to men-
tion that the regime in Tehran has
destabilized the region for decades
by directing terrorist organizations
in Lebanon, Yemen and Iraq, sup-
porting Syrian dictator Bashar al-
Assad during the civil war, and con-
tributing to a massive wave of
refugees into Europe. The party’s
first official statement didn’t contain
a single critical word about the Isla-
mist regime itself, which has secretly
pursued a nuclear-weapons program
and has carried out terrorist attacks
on German soil.

Meanwhile, the center-right Chris-
tian Democratic Chancellor Friedrich
Merz, frequently smeared by the AfD
as anti-Trump, stood firmly behind
the U.S. He made clear that he re-
gards the Islamic Republic as a “ter-
rorist regime” and that he shares the
objectives of Germany’s allies.

Mr. Merz delivered the most re-
markable foreign-policy sentence
ever spoken by a postwar German

leader: “Legal classifications under
international law will achieve rela-
tively little—especially when they
largely remain without conse-
quences.” The comment is a jolt of
realism for German elites, who, more
than 80 years after World War II,
generally treat international law as
sacrosanct.

For his support of the American
president, the AfD accused Mr. Merz
of “pathetic submission” and derided
him as a “U.S. vassal.”

This episode demonstrates that
the Trump administration mis-
judged the AfD in treating it as its
principal ally in Germany and as
similar to other European populist
movements of the right. There are
parallels between the MAGA move-
ment and the AfD, particularly in
their calls for restrictions on immi-
gration and the disdain with which
the political and media establish-
ment treats them. But what MAGA
appears to have misunderstood
most about the AfD is the core of
every German far-right movement:
its intractable anti-Americanism.

German nationalists have never

fully forgiven America for World War
II. Nor for the cultural competition,
from hamburgers’ supplanting brat-
wurst to the omnipresence of Ameri-
can films and music. The most radi-
cal far-right activists claim that
Germany remains occupied by the
U.S. and therefore isn’t a sovereign

state. While German nationalists of-
ten seek alliances with European
partners, American patriots are for
them fundamentally incompatible al-
lies. The very concept of the U.S.—a
nation that opens itself to people
from around the world—is irreconcil-
able with far-right German blood-
and-soil ideology.

For that reason, parts of the AfD
viewed with deep skepticism the alli-
ance pursued by party co-chairman

Alice Weidel and some of her follow-
ers. They understood the deeply
rooted hostility toward America
within much of the party’s elector-
ate, which tends to be sympathetic to
Russia and China.

When Ms. Weidel openly aligned
herself with Elon Musk during Ger-
many’s 2025 federal election cam-
paign, was received by Mr. Vance in
Munich, and sent party representa-
tives to Washington, it seemed clear
the AfD was never seeking a partner-
ship of like-minded actors. Its Ameri-
can connections were likely intended
only to deter German authorities
from banning the party, which is al-
ready locked out of any parliamen-
tary coalition.

In 2025, the influential AfD Bund-
estag member Maximilian Krah said
in a podcast that the federal govern-
ment was facing “foreign-policy
pressure from the Americans.” He
said Germany’s leaders were “scared
of the U.S., because their entire intel-
ligence cooperation depends on the
Americans.” In Mr. Krah’s concep-
tion, the AfD should leverage this
pressure to blackmail the German

state into refraining from action
against the party.

The AfD has its own issues with
intelligence cooperation. Ms. Weidel
acknowledged in an interview that
she regularly visited the Chinese am-
bassador in Berlin at his private resi-
dence. She said she wanted to hear
China’s views on the war in Ukraine.
Last year a former aide to Mr. Krah
was convicted of spying for China.
After the aide’s arrest in 2024, Mr.
Krah fired him and denied any
wrongdoing on his own part.

The AfD won’t abandon its strat-
egy of using the U.S. as a domestic
political shield. It will continue send-
ing representatives to the U.S. and
delivering pro-American, fraternal
speeches in Washington, when Ger-
man voters aren’t listening. But this
week revealed how the party truly
thinks. At the decisive moment, it
positioned itself unmistakably
against Mr. Trump—and against
America.

Mr. Piatov is deputy head of the
politics department at Bild, a Ger-
man newspaper.

By Filipp Piatov

Anti-Americanism is in
the far-right party’s DNA.
The idea of an alignment
with MAGA was folly.

The Trump Revolution Faces an Iran Test
On day seven, Don-
ald Trump finds
himself in the posi-
tion of the U.S. vs.
Japan in 1945,
waiting for Japan
to tell him when to
stop smashing it.

To turn around a
phrase, can the
Trump administra-
tion survive the

wave of devastating attacks it’s un-
leashing on the Islamic Republic?
The answer is probably yes, Iran will
give Mr. Trump an out. But it’s an
ironic situation to be in.

When it’s over, this or some other
regime will exist on Iranian territory
and will need to give U.S. access to
monitor its bomb, drone and ballis-
tic-missile programs. That is, unless
the U.S. goal is pure military punish-

ment from a distance—which the
U.S. and Israeli military can do with
amazing facility.

Fortune favors the bold but not
always, and without a fairly good
outcome, regime change may yet
come to Washington at the hands of
next year’s Congress.

It’s a moment of wonder and re-
flection for me. Rolled out almost 10
years ago was my vision of a then-
unlikely first Trump presidency—a
crockery-breaking, chaotic demystifi-
cation of America’s highest office, a
conflicted administration constantly
walking back the president’s un-
schooled statements, not getting co-
operation from Congress, etc.

That was May 2016, with the GOP
primaries still undecided. I didn’t
anticipate then the war that the U.S.
intelligence agencies would wage
against his unexpected presidency,
though I figured it out.

What a difference a decade
makes. But then why wouldn’t Mr.
Trump (or anyone) be transformed
by those 10 years, the fruit of which
we’re now struggling to contem-
plate—the Iran war he sprang on the
country overnight.

I’m guessing Mr. Trump gamed it
all out in some fashion. He had to
know he was disturbing a status quo
already trending in the right direc-
tion: an Iranian regime hated by its
people, its strategic assets disrupted
by last June’s bombings, its aged
leader at death’s door, a succession
crisis looming, its neighbors aligned
in favor of containment.

Scholars have long dismissed the
hack analysis that George W. Bush
was driven by Oedipal issues or Hal-
liburton. We might wish we had a

paper trail to what Mr. Trump was
really thinking, if he fully knows
himself. One thing we might be
spared is a fillip to U.S. antisemitism
from blaming any bad potential out-
come on “the Jews.”

Presidents frequently resort to
foreign affairs when their domestic
position weakens, but a different fla-
vor also emerges here—of Mr.
Trump getting down to the real busi-
ness that has been noisily on his
mind for 40 years.

His administration just retooled
NASA’s Artemis mission set, which it
previously wanted to reduce, to grab
the strategic high ground on and

near the moon. He refocused U.S.
policy on genuine strategic indus-
tries—i.e., not solar panels and
green cars but AI, critical minerals
and shipbuilding.

Think Greenland. Think the reor-
dering of NATO. Think the continu-
ous deployment, which might strain
the USS Abraham Lincoln, of Steve
Witkoff and Jared Kushner, his clos-
est aides.

The central challenge is China. Af-
ter last year’s trade-war miscues,
Mr. Trump seems to have converged
on a policy of simultaneous détente
and deterrence. As he was making
his Iran decision, didn’t he know his
own schedule? Of course he did. He

has four meetings coming up with Xi
Jinping, the first on March 31. I
doubt he lost track of this fact—or
failed to think about how close the
bombs should be allowed to fall near
73 Movahed Danesh Avenue, where
China’s Tehran embassy is located.

As I was writing these words
came the expulsion of Kristi Noem.
Good. If the Trump revolution is to
be professionalized, if it’s to become
a new establishment, if it’s to sur-
vive a messy Iran outcome, it needs
more figures of independent stature
like the many-hatted Marco Rubio,
the Joint Chiefs’ Gen. Dan Caine or
Mr. Trump’s all-important U.S. attor-
ney for the Southern District of New
York, Jay Clayton.

After Wednesday’s column, read-
ers emailed to straighten me out.
President Trump had launched his
war on Iran because it was a “good”
thing to do. The U.S. was already at
war with Iran, had always been at
war with Iran. Iran was a bad actor.

Thanks for clarifying. Here I
thought he might have considered
multiple courses of action, weighed
pros and cons, gamed out costs and
benefits. But, er, if he didn’t game it
out, how did he know it would be
good?

The U.S. still has bigger fish to fry
than Iran. But I also realize that cer-
tain readers can’t let a sentence or
word pass without categorizing it as
pro-Trump or anti-Trump.

I often wonder: Does their catego-
rizing need extend to the subatomic
realm? Are there pro-Trump and
anti-Trump quarks?

For me, though, words and
ideas can also have wider uses and
functions.

Time for the professionals
if the U.S. foreign policy
redirection is to become a
lasting legacy.
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