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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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