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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

Where nature, progress,
people breathe together

As connectivity deepens
through new air routes,
highways, and digital
corridors, the Northeast is
emerging as India’s natural
gateway to Southeast Asia.
This region is no more the
frontier of India, it is now
its forward face

here are journeys that fill the

mind, and there are journeys

that fill the soul. My recent visit

to Assam and Meghalaya was

both. It was an experience that

left me deeply moved and pro-
foundly inspired.

The breathtaking beauty of the Northeast
is matched only by the warmth, simplicity,
and indomitable spirit of its people, who
have left a lasting impression on me. I
return home from this visit with a renewed
resolve to work even harder and with
greater rigour for the region’s progress and
prosperity.

Under the leadership of Prime Minister
(PM) Narendra Modi, the government of
India is transforming the Northeast into a
vibrant centre of connectivity, culture, and
commerce. Had it not been for his far-
sighted vision and ability to turn challenges
into opportunities, this resurgence of hope
and possibility might still have remained a
distant dream.

As the region turns from being landlocked
to land-linked, one can feel the pulse of trans-
formation where development walks hand in
hand with inclusivity and dignity.

The trip began on a high note with an
enterprising visit to the Mushroom Devel-
opment Centre in Upper Shillong, a quiet
revolution in the heart of Meghalaya, where
science and community have joined hands
to transform rural livelihoods. Established
in 1982 under the North Eastern Council, it
now houses the newly set up Shiitake Mush-
room Production and Training Centre, pro-
ducing nearly 1.5 lakh sawdust blocks each
year, each capable of yielding a
kilogram of shiitake mush-
rooms valued at up to 1,000 in
the market.

Beyond the numbers, what
stayed with me were the faces
and stories of the farmers I met,
their eyes gleaming with pride
as they spoke of how this initia-
tive is driven by a purpose of
creating dignified livelihoods,
nurturing green entrepreneurship, and
growing a truly atmanirbhar (self-reliant)
Northeast envisioned by our PM.

My next stop had me amidst the clouds of
Sohra, and it truly felt like stepping into
another world. When I opened the balcony
door of my room, the clouds came waltzing
in, as if in a rush to cradle me and welcome
me to the heaven that is Meghalaya, in every
sense, “an abode of clouds”.

Among the most profound moments of
my journey was walking across Meghalaya’s
living root bridges in Rangthylliang, an
experience that truly transcends time and
imagination.

The three-hour trek through dense for-
ests and gentle streams felt eternal, as
though Mother Nature herself were
embracing humankind to guide, to nurture,
and to guard. The bridge stretched nearly
175 ft in length and six ft in breadth, woven
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entirely from the aerial roots of ancient rub-
ber fig trees.

To walk upon it was to tread on the
breathing architecture of resilience and cre-
ativity — as if Mother Nature herself pro-
vided a pathway to meet, to connect, and to
coexist. For it is she who protects and pro-
vides; and within her labyrinth, upon her
sacred soil, we are reminded of our oldest
duty to preserve, to protect, to worship and
to be grateful.

As I walked across the bridge,
guided by our wonderful local
guide Morning Star, whose
name itself seemed to light the
path ahead, and Laborious
Syiem, whose deep connection
with the land spoke volumes,
sharing stories of how these
bridges are living bonds
between generations. I felt the
forest itself breathing with us, having a dia-
logue between humanity and the earth, par-
ticipating in the art of weaving and training
jingkieng jri (living root bridges). These
bridges stand strong for centuries, a living
testament to the truth that patience and bal-
ance with nature outlast haste and human
conquest.

In Sohra, I 1aid the foundation stone for a
project close to my heart, the Integrated
Sohra Tourism Circuit under PM-DevINE, a
R233-crore project that embodies much
more than just infrastructure. Conceived
together with my friend, the chief minister
of Meghalaya, Conrad K Sangma, under the
meticulous guidance of our PM, this initia-
tive embodies a collective dream to make
Sohra a multi-day experiential destination,
where every traveller’s first smile becomes
the first income earned by a local family.

With its upcoming Sohra Experience

The Mawmluh Cave’s narrow opening leads to a passage carved over 4,200 years —a subterranean archive of Earth’s memory, with
vast chambers, narrow passages, and underground streams merging in rhythm.

Centre, eco-parks, and cultural precincts,
this circuit will be a model of sustainable
tourism rooted in pride and dignity for all.

After the root bridge excursion, the
explorer in me yearned to journey even
deeper into the heart of nature’s mysteries.
That spirit led me to venture into Mawmluh
Cave, where silence itself speaks. As I set off,
the cave’s narrow opening welcomed me
into a passage carved over 4,200 years, a
subterranean archive of Earth’s memory,
with vast chambers, narrow passages, and
underground streams merging in rhythm.
Stretching over seven km through lime-
stone, the cave is internationally recognised
as the geological marker of the Meghalayan
Age. 1 walked almost three kilometres into
its ancient depths, following the carved path
of water and rock. Untouched by human
hands and lit only by the gentle shimmer of
water on stone, it felt like entering the
womb of the Earth itself. The slow dripping
of water forming stalactites and stalagmites,
and the moon-milk formations glowing
faintly on the walls, each movement was
time incarnate, reminding us that we are
but fleeting visitors in her grand, ongoing
creation.

Halfway in, I paused and meditated, sur-
rounded by stillness so deep it felt eternal.
In that moment of tranquillity, I felt a light
radiating from something deeper, a meta-
phor for India’s own growth journey. Our
emergence as Vishwaguru is accompanied
by the gradual unfolding of long-held poten-
tial, like a light once dormant now rising to
guide others. My cave coach, the extraordi-
nary Bob Ryan, now 8l years old and caving
since the age of 18, led the way with calm
and expert assurance. The dusk led us to the
rhythmic echoes of the Shillong Chamber
Choir, whose every note reminded us that
tourism in the Northeast is not about sight-
seeing; it is about soul-seeing.

In Guwahati, I inaugurated the North
Eastern Science and Technology (NEST)
Cluster at IIT Guwahati and laid the founda-
tion stones for X635 crore worth of develop-
ment projects across Assam, from schools
and bridges to industrial estates that will
nurture youth-led enterprises, women
entrepreneurs, and community based tour-
ism. The NEST Cluster will serve as the
beating heart of innovation for the region,
connecting research, local entrepreneur-
ship, and sustainable livelihoods to create
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an ecosystem of opportunity. These are not
just projects; they are promises of transfor-
mation, inclusion, and pride, built on the
foundation of PM Modi’s unwavering com-
mitment to the Northeast.

As connectivity deepens through new air
routes, highways, and digital corridors, the
Northeast is emerging as India’s natural
gateway to Southeast Asia. Under the PM’s
vision of Act East, Act Fast, Act First, this
region is not just the frontier of India, it is
now its forward face. For every explorer, the
Northeast is not just a place to visit but a
way to imbibe nature and build oneself
inside out. The eight wonders that our
PM reveres as the ashtalakshmi are not
merely corners of a map; they are the pre-
cious gems in Bharat’s crown, each radiat-
ing its own light. As we cherish, preserve,
and promote these wonders, we strengthen
not only the region’s growth but also the
spirit of a New Bharat, proud, inclusive, and
connected to its roots.

Jyotiraditya M. Scindia is minister for
communications and development

of north eastern region.

The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

A manual that may
satisty even Gen 7,

fyou're too young to have read David
Reuben’s 1969 best-seller Everything
You Always Wanted to Know About
Sex but Were Afraid to Ask and you
haven’t got around to the Kama Sutra,
then Shobhaa Dé€’s latest book might be of
interest. It's called The Sensual Self: Explo-
rations of Love, Sex & Romance. Last week
she asked her publisher to send me a copy
and I spent the next few days reading it.

I'would describe it as a manual on how
to make love and how not to, the different
ways of attempting it and how to enhance
your pleasure. Some chapters could be
inappropriate for a family newspaper. But
there’s a lot that’s just fun.

Not surprisingly, Shobhaa is rather
concerned about how women are treated.
“Women need to feel valued, respected
and adored!” she writes. “Men take it for
granted that the woman who has agreed
to sleep with them, worships the ground
they walk on and is doing so out of grati-

tude. She is expected to feel grateful for
having been picked up over many rivals
waiting to warm this man’s bed.”

I'was struck by her description of what we
in the north call suhaag raat. She believes we
make too much ofit. “It’s over-romanticised
and given far too much importance, when in
reality, it’s often the terrified, ignorant bride
who is sacrificed at the altar of ‘legit sex ...
the girlis like a trapped young animal, una-
ble to escape, not permitted to scream in ter-
ror, often slapped and beaten till she is
almost senseless.” So, do wives hate the first
night? It's not a question many men think of.

The book is full of wonderful tips. Con-
sider this on coquetry. “Undressing is a
fine art.” Shobhaa then explains how it
should be done. “How and when to drop
the pallu or dupatta can be mastered ...
the trick is to make it look like an accident
... timing is everything. And the languor-
ous movement of gently picking up the
folds and replacing the errant pallu to its

rightful place on the shoulder — now that,
my dear, is a fine art.”  wonder how many
in Gen Z attract their amours with such
guile?

Shobhaa’s scathing about how people
approach love-making. “Most couples fall
into a monotonous pattern in which love-
making is made to fit in between ‘more
important’ domestic and social obliga-
tions. Love-making gets low priority when
it should receive top billing.” Once again,
it's all about how you treat the woman in
your arms. “Women of my age and tem-
perament, admire subtlety and finesse.
Experience and patience.”

Shobhaa has a whole chapter on kiss-
ing. “A kiss is one of the most underrated
acts of love-making ... we tend to disre-
gard the aesthetics of a kiss ...a satisfying
kiss is a complete act of love-making in
itself by itself, if done right.”

Much the same is true, it seems, of
hand-holding. “Hand-holding is intensely
intimate. There are myriad ways to hold
hands. Words become redundant, when
two people link fingers and walk confi-
dently together, sure of the other’s feel-
ings.” The only thing is very few men and
women in India hold hands in public.

Shobhaa makes an interesting connec-
tion between gastronomic and carnal
tastes. “Food and sex are intimately
linked. Both involve heightened pleasure
and deep hunger ... an indifferent eater
will be a lousy lover ... a person who
doesn’t look at what’s going into the
mouth cannot be trusted in bed!” Let me

“HAND-HOLDING IS
INTENSELY INTIMATE ...
WORDS BECOME
REDUNDANT, WHEN TWO
PEOPLE LINK FINGERS
AND WALK CONFIDENTLY
TOGETHER, SURE OF THE
OTHER’S FEELINGS,”
SHOBHAA DE WRITES IN
HER NEW BOOK. THE
ONLY THING IS VERY FEW
MEN AND WOMEN IN INDIA
HOLD HANDS IN PUBLIC

now reveal a secret. I adore my food and
eat as much with my eyes as I do with my
palate!

Now Shobhaa’s canvas is wide and
these essays cover a range of sexual acts
from kinky to group sex, from faking
orgasms to vaginal beauty aids. Each is
written in Shobhaa’s matchless and
unmistakable style. Short sentences, blunt
phrases, tantalising questions and neat
conclusions.

Even if you think you know it all,
there’s a lot you'll discover that’ll be new
and surprising. Happy reading!

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

What matters most
at Indian weddings

he shaadi (wedding) season is upon

us, a time when the Indian man is

confused about whether to dress up

like the long-gone gora saahibs
(White overlords) or try and mimic some
erstwhile maharaja’s attire. A suit or a sher-
wani—the choice rests on which version of
Stockholm syndrome you are particularly
prone to. Attending a wedding is like time
travel. You meet people from your past —
relatives who held you in their
arms, cousins you grew up with,
and that cheery uncle with paan
stained teeth who grabbed your
father’s ancestral land. And even
the same judgemental guests who
comment on the bride’s weight
and the wedding feast alike.

Wedding dates are almost
always decided by astrologers,
and hence converge at that partic-
ular time of the year that has a bunch of
“auspicious dates”. For the rest of the year, it
is back to dating apps and matrimonial web-
sites for the “eligibles”.

“Thirty-six thousand weddings in Delhi
today”, a headline throws a dizzying number
at you, hinting at a murderous supply
crunch of banquet halls, caterers, pool-sides,
bandwalas, pandits, make-up artists, and,
inevitably, roads one can drive on. It is
entirely a man-made scarcity that jacks up
prices so bad that it eats up middle-class life
savings. “Beti ki shaadi ke liye bacha ke rakho
(save for the daughter’s wedding),” goes the
logic. Most of us are willing participants,
though. Marriage is one of life’s biggest bets;

Abhishek
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S0, your parents try to minimise any bad luck
and pay through the nose just to have the
nuptials on the “auspicious date”. The wed-
ding industry runs on the unwritten rule of
reciprocity: “How can you not attend their
wedding? They attended yours!” Hence,
everybody visits everybody unwillingly.
Recently, after the intergalactic drive
from Gurgaon to Greater Noida, I managed
to join the baraat (groom’s procession) of a
wedding [ was invited to. I felt right
athome, asit start-stopped 78 times
before reaching the venue. By the
75th time, the entire town had been
apprised of the fact that “Aaj mere
yaar ki shaadi hai (it's my friend’s
wedding today)”. Scrawny adoles-
cents with heavy fancy lights bal-
anced on their tiny heads watched
me with expectant eyes, hoping I
don’t spend all my tips on the per-
formative enthusiasm of the dhol-wala.
The dancing contingent consisted of the
groom’s batchmates from engineering col-
lege — not the guys from his B-school who
clapping from the sides, cautiously appreci-
ating the raw “undergrad” bonhomie. Life
has changed since they learnt the concept of
diminishing marginal utility. Soon enough,
we reached the venue and the cousins
in-charge of the fireworks contributed 51
AQI points each to pollution. The air was
already thick with a wiry, Aviator-sporting
band singer belting out out-of-context Daler
Mehndi numbers. What heartfelt message
can Tunak Tunak Tun convey to the bride?
The party felt like a kaleidoscope of our
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and cousins you grew up with.

culture, history, and our insecurities. Shiny,
sparkling people unfazed by the recent spurt
ingold prices, out to prove all the stereotypes
about their community. “Beta, how much
salary doyou getin-hand,” Iwas asked with
a straight face. They don’t want to hear
aboutyour boring ESOPs. “Actually, Iruna
business,” I replied. There are barely any
businessmen in my community. If you are
one, itisassumed that you didn’t go toa good
college or crack a government exam. And if
you are a private-sector professional, the
scramble is to figure out which company
you work for and your designation.

A government servant commands the
most swag at these weddings — with gold-
rimmed specs, a neat side-parting of the
hair, and, more often than not, clad in a
safari suit. Relatives flock to him with their
college-going kids to ask for his phone num-
ber. “Aapke jaisa hi banna chahta hai ye.
Thoda guidance de dijiye (He wants to be a
government officer like you, kindly guide
him).” The man makes empty promises,
while poking dahi kebabs on his quarter

Attending a wedding is like time travel. You meet relatives who held you in their arms
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plate with a toothpick. One relative notices
the plate emptying, and hollers at the nearest
guy serving appetizers, “Arey boss, jeejaji ke
liye hara bhara kebaab laao jaldi (Get broth-
er-in-law some kebabs quick)!”

“Al course karo beta, bahut scope hai
(Enrol for a course in Artificial Intelligence.
Lots of potential there),” jegjaji says and wan-
ders off with his fresh plate of dahi kebab.
Meanwhile, the business guy has excused
himself from the group, to receive updates
about an unloading at his warehouse.

The real draw of the wedding is not the
admirable toxicity of relatives, or the bride
or the groomy; it’s the food. AsIgrew up and
learnt to not burn my tongue with the
steamed coffee from the espresso machine,
Irealised the centre of gravity at a wedding is
the chaat counter. Since then, I have never
missed a wedding, and always dressed up
like the Maharaja of Patiala.

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

{ ENGENDER }
Lalita Panicker

Peace building needs more
women leading the talks

s conflicts increase around the
world, women must be made a part
of the resolution mechanisms. Stud-
ies across regions show that
women’s participation in peace negotiations
leads to better and more long-lasting out-
comes, bringing different perspectives,
empathy, and strategies to the table. Despite
these findings, a 2024 United Nations (UN)
report revealed that women made up only 7%
of negotiators, with many peace talks taking
place without any women'’s involvement.
This glaring gap points to missed opportuni-
ties for more sustainable peace. The impor-
tance of women’s participation and leader-
ship in conflict prevention, resolution, peace-
building, and recovery is an absolute
necessity. Recognising this, the global com-
munity, led by efforts such as UN Security
Council Resolution 1325, has promoted the
Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda
for 25 years. Coinciding with this, 2025
marked the silver jubilee of Women in Secu-
rity, Conflict Management and Peace (WIS-
COMP)—whose work predates even the UN’s
WPS initiative. WISCOMP was a pioneer long
before the international community began to
widely recognise the importance of gender-
sensitive approaches in conflict resolution.

Ata meet in Delhi on October 30, WIS-
COMP showcased its peace building efforts in
South Asia and beyond, chronicling its jour-
ney through the film Seeking Peace, Speaking
Peace, directed by Radhika Chandrasekhar,
which captured the organisation’s efforts at
advancing gender-sensitive peace building
and cultivating cultures of co-existence. The
evening’s highlight was the release of Peace-
Notes,acommemorative volume that brings
together the voices of peace animators.

The organisation, led by its director, Meen-
akshi Gopinath, has worked steadily and tire-
lessly in this challenging field. Reflecting on
the journey, Gopinath shared, “WISCOMP
started as a small initiative in 1999, pioneer-
ing the discourse on women, peace, and secu-

rity in South Asia. We offered alternative nar-
ratives —on human security, peacebuilding,
and the leadership of women in international
affairs and diplomacy. Little did we then
imagine the ground we would traverse. The
incredible range of engagements and the
expanding community of practice surprised
even us. The trail blazed by the small but ded-
icated team of WISCOMP yielded rich net-
works, collaborators, partners, and well-
wishers across policy and practice spaces.”

WISCOMP has built a vibrant network of
women peacebuilders across South Asia—a
template for the global community to follow.
The overarching message is peace building
requires partnerships across regions, sectors,
and actors. For gender-sensitive peace build-
ing, women mustacquire tools for facilitating
dialogue, capacity building, and developing
innovative pedagogies for peace. It requires
nurturing networks and addressing both cul-
tural and structural violence.

Real change is being fostered by women at
the grassroots. However, we must pay atten-
tion to the everyday resistance, activism, and
agency of women. We have to move beyond
tokenism and stereotypes and recognise the
full spectrum of women’s experiences in
peacebuilding— from negotiating ceasefires,
advocating for women'’s rights, facilitating
dialogue, and leading reconciliation efforts,
toreconstructing communities and healing
trauma. Transformative change demands
both policy shifts and societal reflection to
value and centre women’s voices in all peace
processes.

Ranjana Kumari, director, Centre for
Social Research, says, “Peace is neither real
nor lasting without women'’s leadership.
Their inclusion transforms negotiations into
pathways for justice and reconciliation. WIS-
COMP’s journey reaffirms that sustainable
peace begins when women move from the
margins to the centre of decision-making.”

The views expressed are personal
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Having a hobby is Remembering Ritwik Ghatak

worth the time This is with reference to "Cloud-capped Star, Auteur of

This is with reference to Partition” by Amrit Gangar (November 02). I was

“Leisure as time for deeply moved by the article, where Gangar’s evocative

intellectual renewal” by tribute beautifully captures the tragic poetics and

Pavan K Varma enduring legacy of Ghatak’s cinema.

(November 02). The . .

article pointed out the Ashish Avikunthak

importance of acquiring

a hobby in today’s busy

world. It helps in i

rejuvenation of body and In the centenary year of Ritwik Ghatak’s birth, Amrit

mind, and rekindles our Gangar’s tribute places Ghatak’s contribution to

spirit, which mightresult | cinema in a historical perspective. It is filled with the

in better productivity. author’s own observations and is well-studied.
Anuradha Bisaria Ajay Rawal

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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Buck for ballot? Why a Nitish win won’t be 1ct0ry for freebies

SWAMINOMICS

SWAMINATHAN S
ANKLESARIA AIYAR

Can elections be bought
with cash handouts to
voters? For over 50
years, my view has been
‘no’. Prime Minister Modi too has often
dubbed freebies as ‘revadis’. Yet, the
NDA govt in Bihar announced Rs 10,000
in cash to 1.4 crore female members of
self-help groups in Bihar. Pensions were
also raised to Rs 13,200 per year. While
RJD’s Tejashwi Yadav has countered
this with a promise of transferring Rs
30,000 into the accounts of women an-
nually for “long-term economic relief”,
the NDA has already credited the mon-
ey directly to bank accounts, eliminat-
ing intermediaries, leakages, and de-
lays. The overwhelming majority of
women one met on an election tour said
they had received the cash, making it
very different from the usual fancy
promises that are soon forgotten.

The loss of 63 seats in the 2024 gener-
al election seems to be the reason it de-
cided to compete in cash doles in the
subsequent Haryana and Maharashtra
state elections. If the NDA wins easily in

Bihar—which looks likely after touring
the state—will I have to modify my stance
on the electoral impact of freebies too?

Not necessarily. Kanhaiya Kumar of
the Congress declared that caste would
always triumph over freebies, and suc-
cess depended on finding the right caste
allies. Other state politicians agreed.

Those opposing the INDIA alliance
fear areturn of Lalu Yadav’s ‘jungle raj’
of 1990-2005. Lalu ended the strangle-
hold of upper castes and gave the lower
castes power and self-respect, but at the
cost of allowing lower-caste and Muslim
mafia dons to make merry. Crime was
so rampant that people feared being out
of their homes after 5.30 pm.

Half of Bihar’s voters are too young
to know how bad the jungle raj was, but
the older half remembers — and shud-
ders. Tejashwi Yadav, Lalu’s son and the
main opposition Mahagathbandhan’s
(MGB) chief ministerial candidate, em-
phasises employment rather than caste
war. But, said a businessman, even if
Tejashwi starts by keeping the old ma-
fia dons under control, they would be-
come unmanageable after a year or two.

In the Haryana state election, BJP
promised women Rs 2,100 per month,
free bus rides for the poor, and a Rs 2,000/
acre bonus for kharif crops. Additional-

Half of Bihar’s voters are too young
to know how bad jungle raj was,
but the older half remembers and
shudders. Tejashwi emphasises
employment rather than caste war.
But, said a businessman, even if he
starts by keeping the old dons
under control, they will become
unmanageable after a year or two
|

1y, it promised unemployed youth allow-
ances of Rs 1,200-3,500 per month. Con-
gress promised Rs 2,000 per month to
women, an old-age pension of Rs 6,000, and
free electricity of 300 units per household.
Till 2024, the BJP had invariably
fared worse in a state election than the
preceding general election — a pattern
often attributed to the ‘Modi effect’. In
the 2024 general election, Congress and
BJP won five seats each in Haryana. So,
the Congress was confident of winning
in the state election that followed. But
BJP won 48 seats to the Congress’ 37.
Next came the Maharashtra state
election. This, too, turned out to be a
battle of revadis. In the Lok Sabha poll,
the BJP plus the Shinde-led splinter of
the Shiv Sena won only 17 seats out of

Mamdani: Win of global socialism’s
new face has lessons for Indla
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BANKING ON HER: The cash has already reached the bank accounts of many women but
let’s not forget the role caste and economic development play

48 — a debacle. Immediately after his
alliance’s defeat in the general election,
then chief minister Eknath Shinde an-
nounced payment of Rs 1,500 a month for
poorer women under his CM Ladki Bahin
Yojana. The Congress promised to in-
crease this to Rs 2,000 per month if elect-
ed. Shinde, who is now deputy CM, indi-

cated that he would raise it to Rs 3,000 if
elected. His handsome victory led many
to speculate that revadis were the new
election winners. Rahul Gandhi accused
the ruling party of manipulation, a claim
rejected by the Election Commission.
Neither Bihari politicians nor voters
are interested in hard economic data. In

2008, I wrote about how backward Bihar
had suddenly achieved 12% growth in
state GDP. Our correspondent in Patna
rang Bihar chief minister Nitish Kumar,
asking if he had seen the story on Bihar’s
record fast growth. Nitish replied after
a brief pause, “If Swaminathan Aiyar
says so, I dare say it is correct.” He did
not care or worry about growth rates.

Over the last 20 years of Nitish Ku-
mar’s tenure, Bihar’s compound annu-
al growth rate (CAGR) has been 10.2%,
higher than in any state, save Gujarat
(11.3%), Tripura (10.9%) and Mizoram
(10.2%). It is also better than in Tamil
Nadu (9.9%) or Karnataka (9.6%).

Bihar has long been India’s poorest
state with the worst social indicators. But
it has fared well under Nitish. The state is
sofar behind others that it will take a cen-
tury to catch up. But it is improving.

Big companies are not lining up to
invest. But an industrial estate owner
told me that his estate was empty in 2010
but now over-booked. There is an under-
lying solidity to Nitish’s performance.

When so many other factors are at
play, from caste to economic develop-
ment, a big victory for Nitish will not
prove that his handout to women was
conclusive, or even a major factor. So, I
remain a sceptic on freebies. m

80 years on, UN is facing not just a

BY INVITATION
BHASKAR SUNKARA

When Zohran Mamdani was elected mayor
of New York City this week, it marked a
political first: the most prominent demo-
cratic socialist to hold executive office in
the US — and one with deep Indian roots.

Born in Kampala, Uganda, to academic Mahmood Mam-
dani and filmmaker Mira Nair, Zohran represents a global
story. His father was among the Ugandan Asians expelled
by Idi Amin in 1972, an experience he has written about at
length. His mother, Mira Nair, was born and raised in India
before moving abroad for university and her film career.
It’s not surprising that his campaign resonated across New
York’s South Asian communities, from Queens to Brooklyn,
among Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, and Christians alike. He
canvassed in fluent Hindi, and even tried his hand, less
proficiently, at Bengali, often joking about his pronunciation
as he spoke about housing and transit to immigrant audi-
ences who saw something of themselves in him.

I've known Zohran casually through my work with the
same organisation he belongs to: Democratic Socialists
of America. But besides his charisma and personal touch,
he’s the real deal — a Marxist by training and conviction.
His politics aren’t the vague progressivism of the liberal
Left. They’re rooted in a critique of capitalism and the
belief that democracy should extend beyond the ballot
box to the workplace and the economy itself.

DRIVING THE MESSAGE HOME

Still, Mamdani didn’t win because he lec-

In India, too, political

THUS CAPITAL: His success or failure will shape how
seriously Americans take socialism in power

This approach can travel. It might not look the same
in every place—what resonates in cosmopolitan New York
won’t play the same way in a conservative Midwestern
district—but the underlying principle is universal. When
the Left organises around material needs rather than
moral superiority, when it speaks to people as workers
rather than as identity groups, it wins trust.

A NEW FACE FOR GLOBAL SOCIALISM

That lesson isn’t just for Americans. In India, as in much
of the world, political debates are often framed in terms
of faith and identity, Mamdani’s campaign
offered a counterexample: a politics that

tured about Marx. His campaign wasamas- debates are often cuts across those lines, built around what
terclass in political focus. While others in  framed in terms of unites working people rather than what
the American Left have been distracted by faith and identity. divides them. It shows that socialist politics
symbolic battles, Zohran’s message was o ‘. can thrive in the heart of global capitalism,
simple and disciplined: life in New York has Mamdani’s campaign even under the shadow of billionaires and
become too expensive, and he had concrete  offered a counter- investment bankers. Mamdani also repre-
plans to make it affordable again. He pro- example: a politics sents a generational shift. He’s young, at
posed free public buses, expanded rent sta- built around what ease with culture and technology, and flu-
bilisation, and free childcare. In a city . . ent in the moral language of equality. Yet
where more than half of residents are rent- unites workmg people he’s also rooted in a long tradition—the
ers, where subway fares keep climbing, and rather than what child of postcolonial intellectuals, the in-
where the middle class is squeezed by hous-  divides them heritor of both Indian and African dias-
ing costs, that message hit home. =, poric histories, and now a leader in an

Some tried to make the race about Isra-

el and foreign policy—hoping to trap him in controversy.
Others called him an extremist or a threat. But he refused
the bait. To every community—dJewish, Muslim, Carib-
bean, South Asian—he spoke about the same things:
housing, transit, and opportunity. It was politics rooted
in people’s daily lives, not in posture or provocation. His
campaign wasn’t just powered by viral videos and his
magnetic personality. It was built through door-knocking,
conversations in apartment lobbies, volunteers fanning
out across working-class neighbourhoods. Charisma can
open a door, but trust and organisation win elections.

A BROADER LESSON FOR THE LEFT

For the American Left, Mamdani’s win is proof that so-
cialism didn’t die in the 20th century. It can be reimagined
for the 21st, rooted in bread-and-butter concerns. There’s
a temptation to see every Left-wing success as a person-
ality story—Bernie Sanders’ stubbornness, Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez’s social media savvy, or Mamdani’s elo-
quence. But their success rests on something deeper: the
rediscovery of class politics in a country that’s been told
for decades that class doesn’t exist.

American city built by immigrants. In that
sense, his story mirrors the Left’s enduring promise: sol-
idarity that crosses borders, classes, and creeds.

HARD PART BEGINS

Of course, governing New York City will test any idealist.
It’s one of the most complex bureaucracies in the world, with
more than 300,000 municipal workers and countless en-
trenched interests. Even mild reforms can face resistance
— not only from property developers and business lobbies,
but also from within city institutions and unions concerned
about how change will affect their members. Mamdani’s
challenge will be to translate movement energy into admin-
istrative effectiveness. His success or failure will shape how
seriously Americans take socialism in power.

But he starts from a position of strength: a mandate
built on clear promises and an engaged base ready to
defend them. His campaign reminded voters that the Left
isn’t just about moral protest. It’s about competence, com-
passion, and the belief that ordinary people deserve more
control over their lives. m

Sunkara is the founding editor of Jacobin and the
president of The Nation magazine

Writing a book about your
grandfather can be tricky, but
Thant Myint-U knew he had to
do it: too little was known about

U Thant, the first non-western
and first person of colour to
head the UN. Through his book,
‘Peacemalker: U Thant, the
United Nations and the Untold
Story of the 1960s’, Myint-U
attempts to not only fill this
vacuum but also reframe history.
He tells Shruti Sonal why

India must keep pressing for a
permanent seat on the Security
Council despite the hurdles

Il You open the book by noting how several
Hollywood films have been made on the Cuban
missile crisis and the Vietnam War — yet none
feature U Thant, who as the first non-Western
UN Secretary-General, was at the heart of
both. Why do you think his “quest for a just
world,” as you put it, has been forgotten?
It’samix of reasons. The 1960s was a period
when the UN was working well in many
ways. It was successful because the newly
independent countries of Asia and Africa
had joined the organisation, transformed it
and made it their own. The international
system that we have today is not just the
creation of 1945 and the victors of World
War II (the Americans, the British, and the
Russians), but of countries like India and
Burma, which worked to create a system
based on the sovereign equality of states.
But that doesn’t really fit in with the Western
narrative of how our world came to be.

So, the story of all these different
people, who were so important in 4
creating this world, has been vir-
tually airbrushed out of history.
There is also the very specific
story of UThant. He was someone
who got on extremely well with
the big powers and especially
with the Americans in the after-
math of the Cuban Missile Crisis.
But later he fell out with Washing-
ton over Vietnam and the Ar-
ab-Israeli conflict. One of
the reasons I wanted to
write this book is
because I think
we have to re-
frame entirely
the global histo-
ry of the 20th
century.

B The book appears just as the UN marked
its 80th anniversary — a milestone shadowed
by funding cuts and debates over its role. How
can it adapt and remain relevant in today’s
fractured world?

The future of the UN is very much in
doubt. It has strayed from the vision of
its founders and its core man-
date of preventing and ending
wars. It has become too reliant
on western donors, for many
of its programs. And now that
alot of funding is cut from the
US and from other countries, the UN is in
crisis. But we can’t simply go back to the
UN at an earlier time. There’s an urgent
need to reimagine the global security ar-
chitecture we will need in the coming
decades because the threat of a great pow-
er war and nuclear war is greater than
it’s been for a very long time.

M You've also worked for the UN, in
peacekeeping missions and at the secretariat
in New York. Do the funding cuts, especially
from the US, hint at a deeper crisis?

The American funding cuts have been
very severe. What’s also telling is that no
other country has really stepped into the
breach and offered to make up the differ-
ence. The UN has not just a financial cri-
sis, but also a crisis of relevance. Wheth-
er it’s Ukraine, the Middle East or possible
confrontations between the US and China
in the western Pacific, we have to ask our-
selves, is the UN today properly set up and
resourced to deal with the crises at hand?
We have to make sure that we don’t sleep-
walk back into the kinds of dynamics that
led to world wars in the past, as prolifer-
ation of nuclear weapons has only in-
creased the dangers.

Il Many of the conflicts that you mentioned
have persisted from your grandfather’s time.
Do you think diplomats and politicians
. have failed to learn from history?
Y, What’s important for people to
&/ think about is that at the
N height of the Cold War in the
early 1960s, when we were
not sure where rising global
tensions were going to lead,
the answers didn’t come from
Washington or Moscow. The
answers came from very unex-
pected quarters — primarily
the newly independent coun-
tries of what was then called
the Third World. These
countries pushed forward
ideas on disarmament,
decolonisation, peace-
making and global co-
operation. And they
weren’t just ideas.
It was the UN that

FOR THE

RECORD

funds crisis, but a crisis of relevance

they remade that prevented a nuclear war.
For example, during the Cuban Missile Cri-
sis, it was U Thant, with Major General Indar
Jit Rikhye from India and others from the
newly independent countries, who de-esca-
lated what could have been a catastrophic
war between the Soviet Union and the US.
Also important to remember is
that deadlocks in the Security
Council didn’t prevent the Sec-
retaries-General of those early
decades from acting. Having the
right person in that role who’s
willing to take risks and be a peacemaker is
crucial. We’re going to choose a new secre-
tary general in a few months, and it’ll be a
pivotal choice for the world.

M You call the Thant-led UN efforts in
mediating a ceasefire in the 1965 Indo-Pak war
as one of the “rare occasions” where the UN
functioned as intended. Recently, it has come
under quite a bit of criticism for becoming
irrelevant as a mediator. What are your views?
It’s difficult and perhaps unfair to choose
one particular crisis and say, why isn’t the
Secretary General doing more on this right
now. Decades of political underinvestment
in the office have resulted in the role becom-
ing far weaker than in the past. We no longer
have the instinct of turningto the Secretary
General when a conflict breaks out or a con-
frontation looks like it’s going to lead to war.

M What reforms would you suggest?

I think it’s urgent that the Secretariat be
remade to focus on ending the wars we have
and prevent the wars that might come. We
need countries that will lead this effort. That
doesn’t mean that the UN shouldn’t be in-
volved in issues like climate change and the
global economy, but the UN is also not going
to be the answer to all the world’s problems.
We have 80 years of history tolook at and to
understand what the UN is actually good at
and what it’snot good at. What it cannot shy
away from is its role as the only universal
peace organisation that we’ve ever had in
human history and its founding purpose to
prevent another world war. We’re going to
see a Security Council that’s going to be dead-
locked on key issues, as it has through most
of its history. So, reinvesting in the role of
the Secretary General to be the impartial
mediator-in-chief who can help de-escalate
tensions and find solutions is important.

M India has long sought a permanent seat on
the UN Security Council. How do you assess
its prospects?

India absolutely deserves a place on the Se-
curity Council and India’s membership will
greatly enhance the body’s legitimacy. It
should continue to push for that seat. How-
ever, I think realistically; it’s going to be very
difficult given the vetoes of existing mem-
bers and the multitude of claimants.

Why reform through judicial diktat is fraught with perils

4 WORD DROP

BY INVITATION

Last week, the Al-
lahabad high court
again pushed back
against the Su-
preme Court’s in-
volvement in mat-
ters concerning
the service condi-
tions of the dis-
trict judiciary. This is not the first time the two
have differed on the issue. In 2022, the then Attor-
ney General K K Venugopal, appearing for Alla-
habad high court, argued that the Constitution
did not give the apex court the power to issue
administrative instructions to the high courts on
docket management. The backdrop for that case
was an extraordinary delay at the Allahabad HC
over the enforcement of an arbitration award.
Instead of limiting itself to the case at hand, the
SC began directing the HC to create a roadmap
for resolving delays.

These crusades led by different apex court
judges have taken different forms over the years,
with cases ranging from the pendency of cheque
bouncing cases and criminal appeals to vacan-
cies and infrastructure at the level of the district
judiciary. In many of these cases, the SC’s rec-
ommendations ranged from ordering high courts
to notify “practice rules” drafted by court-ap-
pointed amici, to imposing arbitrary deadlines
for completing specific tasks or deciding a par-
ticular set of cases on priority. Often, the SC
continues to monitor the implementation of the
directions it had issued.

There are several problems with these at-
tempts to force reforms on the high courts
through judicial diktats.

PRASHANT
REDDY T

CHITRAKSHI
JAIN

Foremost is the issue of constitutional pro-
priety. The latest case involves the selection of
judges and opportunities for career progression
in the district judiciary — matters over which
the Constitution has clearly vested the high
courts and state govt with administrative con-
trol. Even the administrative directions issued
to HCs, to prescribe listing norms, for example,
do not have a constitutional basis. As pointed
out by the A-G in 2022, the SC lacks authority to
compel HCs to follow its prescriptions regarding
their administrative functioning. The Constitu-
tion is clear— HCs are responsible for adminis-
tering themselves and the district judiciary, and
this has been reiterated by the SC itself. There
is a certain wisdom to decentralising judicial
administration to the high courts. It reflects the
principles of federalism enshrined in the Con-
stitution and allows administrators to respond
to and accommodate local issues.

Second, does the SC have the moral standing
to be lecturing any other judicial institution on
delays and efficiency? In the infamous White In-
dustries case (2011), an international arbitral
tribunal flagged the pendency of an appeal over
nine years before the Supreme Court, to declare
that India was in breach of its treaty obligations
under a bilateral investment treaty. This delay of

The Constitution is clear— HCs are
responsible for administering themselves
and the district judiciary. And there is a
certain wisdom to decentralising judicial
administration to the high courts. It
reflects the principles of federalism
enshrined in the Constitution and allows
administrators to respond to local issues

BENCH STRENGTH: The SC should also acknowledge
its own failure in filling vacancies at high courts

nine years pales in comparison to the 13 years
that the court took to decide a crucial case re-
garding the rights of states to tax mining of min-
erals. Similarly, when the SC lectures on delays
in filling vacancies, it rarely acknowledges its
own failure in filling vacancies at high courts.
The Allahabad HC, as of this month, is short of
50 judges, i.e., a vacancy of 30%.

Third, this approach of reform through judi-
cial diktat involves no public consultation on
policy issues which often have complex sec-
ond-order effects. Take, for example, the manda-
tory requirement of three years’ practice which

the Supreme Court reinstated recently, for can-
didates seeking appointment to the judicial ser-
vices. After this requirement was abolished in
2002, most high courts and the Bar Council of
India complained loudly for over two decades
that the decision had led to a deterioration in the
quality of judges. However, it took the court 22
years to correct itself.

Fourth, this piecemeal approach to systemic
problems often ends up disadvantaging one class
of litigants. For example, when the SC orders the
high courts and district judiciary to give high
priority to a particular set of cases (e.g. criminal
appeals or cheque bouncing cases) without ad-
dressing the systemic issues plaguing the judici-
ary, it will end up disadvantaging other classes
of litigants who are entitled to similar speedy
justice. The adversarial nature of the courtroom,
which rarely lends itself to stakeholder consul-
tations, should not be used to drive policymaking
that impacts a wide range of people.

The two internal think tanks constituted by
the SC over the last decade — the National Court
Management Systems and the Centre for Plan-
ning & Research — exhibit a far more construc-
tive approach to judicial reform. Over the last
decade, these bodies have published thoughtful,
empirically-driven policy documents covering
different aspects of judicial administration. Giv-
en the lack of publicly available data on the ad-
ministrative functioning of the judiciary, these
records are sometimes the only source for such
information despite the inconsistency in their
publication timelines.

Although these institutions don’t always fol-
low the standards of public deliberation expected
in a democratic country, they remain preferable
over the perils of courtroom policymaking. m

The writers are co-authors of “Tareekh Pe
Justice: Reforms for India’s District Courts’

HOPESCROLLING

For years, social media has been synonymous
with doomscrolling — the endless consumption
of grim news, war footage, disasters, and
divisive politics. But now, some users are
consciously doing the opposite: seeking out
positive stories as an antidote to all that
negativity. Enter hopescrolling. The trend came

Getty Images

alive recently following Zohran Mamdani’s
mayoral win in New York, when timelines of Gen
Zers and millennials turned unexpectedly
upbeat. Sure, the optimism depended on one’s
political leanings, but the memes, reels, and
nostalgic tweets about the cultural impact of
Dhoom Machale were a welcome change. For
once, it was Dhoom over doom.

Email your letters to the editor at

sunday.times@timesofindia.com

with ‘Sunday Mailbox’ in the subject line.
Please mention your name and city
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Gotham Was Always a Rich Man’s Town, But Guess What New York Just Dragged In?

Only acity as restless, diverse, and unpredictable that teaches you to hustle, and lets you belong if you act like you belong here, as the Big Apple can throw up a Trump and deliver a Mamdani
NO FILTER

RUCHIR
JOSHI

Watching Zohran Mamdani make his
victory speech churned up a mix of emo-
tions in this pravasi Gujarati. In 1981-82, I
moved to NYC as a 21-yr-old graduate. It
was terrifying and exciting in equal mea-
sure. I had no money and no place to stay.
What I did have was energy, curiosity, and
the naive optimism of someone in their
20s.

Soon, I realised that NYC punished fear
and dithering, but rewarded pushy cheer-
fulness. If you acted like you belonged
there, itkind of let you belong.

That was the time when Ronald Reagan
wasstartingto dismantle alot of what was
good about the US. That was the time of
mayor Edward Koch, a nasal-voiced Dem-
ocrat also loved by ‘Republicunks’. That
was also the time another creep began to
stumble into the headlines - a real estate
operator called Donald Trump.

Soon, I managed to find some low-
earning work and two rooms in run-
down Lower East Side. Our landlord,
who terrified Lou, my nerdy, Jewish
philosophy flatmate, was called Mr
Chill. At the beginning of every month,
Slumlord Chill would come demanding
$200rent. Louwould cower asInegotiat-
ed alate payment.

Working small jobs, I met New Yorkers
from the working-class caught in the
stressful hustle, to middle-class types—
educated, salary-driven, tense, and neu-
rotic-totherich, who also came in differ-
ent flavours. There were the rich Wall
Street cowboys. There were the nouveau-
riche small-businessmen of different
ethnicities, but rich. There were the peo-
ple you knew not to mess with, though no

STRAIGHT OUT OFA MADHUR JAFFREY COOKBOOK

one ever uttered 'mafia’ or ‘'family'
around them.

And then there were wealthy old-money
White people, who would often be warm
and friendly with you, like you, a lowly
minion, werealmostlikeapal. Ahugesub-
set cuttingacrossall classes was thelarge-

stconurbation of artistsandintellectuals.

Overthemonths, afew surprisingthings
became clear. NYC was not a city where
‘Ameringlish’ held sway. Half the subway
ads were in Spanish. People spoke English
and Spanish. And then there were a lot of
other languages colliding in the traffic.

South Asian presence was not yet evident,
but Gujaratis ran many news kiosks.
Despite this great mix of communities,
it seemed to me that the rich had always
run everything here, and the city had al-
ways run for the rich, who were almost
entirely White. What kept the have-nots
of all coloursin NYC was that the crumbs

the city's mayoral election, bunker-bust-
ing the cemented fat-bomb of elites that
have ruled the place from deep sewers of
the political establishment.

He also promises an antidote to the
ghastly ruling Gujjus everywhere, from
Priti Patel to Kash Patel. It's unimagina-
ble and yet it’s not: if there’s any place

| realised that NYC punished fear and
dithering, but rewarded pushy cheerfulness

that fell off the tables of the wealthy were
plentiful. Or at least indicative of some
future plenitude.

When I went to pay my final rent in Mr
Chill's office, he was wearing a yarmulke
instead of his fedora hat. He looked at me
pointedly and said, ‘I'm going to Israel! To
kill some Arabs!' It was 1982, and the Leba-
non war was in full swing. ‘I’'m going back
toIndia, Ireplied, equally pointedly.

Even 43 years after leaving NYC, it is un-
imaginable to me that a young guy pro-
duced by that intellectual NYC demo-
graphic, a guy who polyglots in Hindusta-
ni, Bangla, Arabic, and Spanish, has won

that could have dropped Zohran Mamda-
nionus, itis NYC.If Iallowed myself, the
elation would be almost unbearable. But
the early New York hardwiring stops me
from becomingteary-eyed.

If this 30-something Gujju-Punjabi-
Ugandan-South-African-New Yorkite can
deliver evenaquarter of whathe'spromis-
ing, it will dent the way cities are run
across the globe. NYC reaches parts of the
planet that other cities cannot reach. And
if it can take on its wealthy, exploitative
elite, and land a somewhat better life for
most of its multi-coloured citizens, it will
be impossible to ignore that example.

MEMORY STICK

SIDDHARTH
i CHOWDHURY

Eight Writers on
The Writerly Life to
Write Home About

Selfish, vicious, ambitious, escapist,
depressed, capricious, lonely, classist...

Here’s a considered, but arbitrary, list of books
about the writerly life thatI go back to time and again:

» An Answer from Limbo (1962), Brian Moore
Brendan Tierney has an all in-compassing ambition
to write a literary masterpiece. To which end he’s
willing to sacrifice everything he holds dear. He leav-
es his job at a prestigious magazine, puts his wife to
work instead, and gets his mother over from Ireland
tolook after his children.

To get his first novel published, he undergoes many
compromises. He hasno spine to stand up to his editor.
But is all that worth the validation he hopes for when
he becomes a published writer? Yes. The selfishness
this vocation demands is of another level altogether.

» Namo Andhakaram (1997), Dudhnath Singh
An inspired skewering of the Hindi literary world of
1970s-80s Allahabad, this short novel is a revelation.
The petty viciousness of the literary world it depicts,
its ruthless power-mongering, sycophancy, and poi-
sonous rivalry between writers, publishers, and crit-
ics makes fights of the Indian English literary world
seem like toddlers wrestling in a sandpit.

» Ask the Dust (1939), John Fante It’s Depression-
era LA. Arturo Bandini is a poor writer with a burn-
ing desire to be a published novelist. He falls in love
with a mentally-ill Mexican waitress, which all but
derails his life. Yet, with perseverance and talent,
Bandini does become a novelist.

» The Complete Henry Bech (1992), John Updike
Henry Bech, the world-renowned author of Travel
Light is suffering from a massive writer’s block.
Meanwhile, he getsmore and morefamous. Invited ev-
erywhere, from literary festivals to cocktail parties to
academicjunkets, he escapes the confines of his writ-
ing desk and has hilarious adventures all around.
Comic and deeply moving, Henry Bech, one of Up-
dike’smost affectionate creations, isalsoa cautionary
tale for all writers on the cusp of celebrity-hood.

» The Bell Jar (1963), Sylvia Plath Ms Plath’s con-
fessional poetry left me
underwhelmed for
themostpartwhenl
first read her in my
undergrad  days.
But her semi-auto-
biographical novel
about writerly am-
bition and clinical
depression felt ab-
solutely right
when, in my
late-20s, I gingerly
picked up my
wife’s copy.

Esther Green-
wood is in her
early-20, wins an in-
ternshipata prestlglous :
fashion magazine, and GO ON THEN WRITE!
wants to write a novel someday.

Meanwhile, she falls in lust, negotiates heartache
and depression, and tries to live down her mother’s
great expectations. Plath wrote the novel under the
pseudonym Victoria Lucas, and committed suicide
about amonth after its publication.

» Brightness Falls (1992), Jay McInerney Rus-
sell and Corinne Calloway are bright, sensitive, and
liberal. Both have literary sensibilities and preten-
sions. Especially Russell, who wants to be a poet, but
becomes a literary editor at a New York publishing
house. Corinne becomes an investment banker in the
gaudy 1980s. A novel about love and marriage and
abouthow capitalism and ‘revenue stream’ make and
unmake literary reputations, this is one of the best
portraits of the inner workings of a trade publishing
house put to paper.

» Otran (1985), Ashokamitran Translated by Ka-
lyan Raman from Tamil into English as Mole! in 2005,
this short novel about identity, loneliness, and dislo-
cation experienced by a middle-aged Tamil writer at
the International Writing Program in University of
Towa inthe early 1970s is about the mundane everyday
nature of the writer’s craft. Minutely and cinemati-
cally observed, part-travelogue, part-memoir, part-
fiction, every pagerings true.

» Old School (2003), Tobias Wolff It’s the
early-60s. JFK has just been crowned US president. In
an old and very prestigious boarding school for boys
in rural New England, literary endeavours are given
asmuch importance as sporting ones, if not more. In-
to this mix arrives the unnamed narrator of this nov-
el--a poor boy from the wrong side of the tracks, but
with literary fire in his belly.

Every semester, a literary lion or lioness visits selects
a student for mentorship. Robert Frost, Ayn Rand, then
there’s word that Hemingway will descend. The compe-
tition among the boys is intense. This lucid and lyrical
semi-autobiographical novel about literary ambition,
plagiarism, and class attitudes is for all of us, who when
very young, dared to dream an impossible dream.

A Rum Capitalist Defends Champagne Socialists

What's decried as hypocrisy is actually the best advertisement, not for shared suffering, but for sharing wealth

RED HERRING

=

INDRAJIT
HAZRA

Iwon’tdeny it. There are times when I
flinch, eyeroll, scoff into my handker-
chief, and even groan loudly upon lis-
tening to do-gooders wanting to save
the planet, stop all wars, remove in-
equality, and read out poetry, ideally
allatthesametime. My extremeirrita-
tion and inhaled embarrassment stem
from the fact that their extreme inten-
tions to cure the world of its ills rarely
match their methods. It rests over-
whelmingly upon them comingacross
aslooking Dharmaputra good.

Take the ultimate COP-out. Plane-
loads of people flying off from various
partsof the world to Belém on the banks
of the Amazon where it meetsthe Atlan-
tic Ocean to discuss how to tackle hu-
man-made planetary destruction.
That’s just one such COPacabana-scale
eye-roller even for ‘more-Garbo-than-
Thunberg’ me. Surely, with some talent-
ed marketing boffins helping out and a
requisite amount of Al thrown in, the
same pow-wow could have happened
and come up with ‘declarations’ over
Zoom? Buttheclimate won’tchangeina
hurry with this ‘aviation turbine fuel
burn-for-hot airing’ trade-off, will it?

But there’s a particular kind of vir-

tue-signaller who’s on top of the goody
two-shoes pile: the champagne social-
ist, or phonetically truncated to ‘sha-
so’.InIndia, westillhave thejholawala
giving the sha-so company. In the First
World, where almost no one looks not
well-off, Bernie Sanders included,
anyone who’s not a cynic (most cynics
prefer to call themselves ‘realist’) is
shoved into the sha-so category. In
Trumpland, of course, tree-huggers
are now considered communists, and
those anti-ICE are borderline ISIS.
Now, I'm arum capitalist. Which is the
exact opposite of achampagne socialist.
A ‘rum cap’ is someone without too
much capital whose cynicism towards
socialisticnotions comes across as bour-
geois hypocrisy. Essentially, what some
of my old friends would call a ‘class ene-
my’. Despite my wide-eyed evangelism

forthe good life and seasonal fascination
for Elon Musk, I harbour feelings sup-
portive of egalitarianism, and a mortal
disdain for bling.

Which is, perhaps why, I also(grudging-
1y?) accept that, for all their discordant
optics, sha-so’s can actually serve a so-
cialistic agenda, far better than sincere
jholawalas. Think how Che Guevara
makesabetter socialistt-shirticon than,
say, Jagjivan Ram.

In the public imagination, the sha-so -
irrespective of his or her actual success
ratio in making the world a wee bit bet-
ter--isalways seen asan abominable con-
tradiction, likeavegan whoenjoysleath-
er-bound books and seems so blasé about
the flagrant mismatch. But the ‘contra-
diction’ of sha-so’sisfalse.

What makes it mandatory for socialists
to be ascetic monks, subsisting on raj-

The sha-so is seen as an abominable contradiction,
like a vegan who enjoys leather-bound books

WHO SAID THEY COULDN'T COMMUNIST PARTY?

ma, chawl and rum, and singing Faiz’s
‘Hum Dekhenge’, eh? Why should they
smell of kerosene and struggle? The sha-
so is actually a walking billboard for the
idea that socialism shouldn't mean
shared suffering, but sharing wealth. To
be fair, most of our desi socialists have
not helped themselves with their dogma
of havingtolook/think/be poor.

The new ‘Grand Mufti’ of NYC is a
sha-so,so? Enjoyingthe good life while
preaching equality has to be the best
advertisement for equality and the
good life. The champagne socialist is
the cocktail capitalist’s Trojan horse.
The potent, competent sha-so can infil-
trate the anti-egalitarian classes (not
alwaystheelite), clink glasses with the
powerful, and then slip in, ‘Have you
considered payingmore taxesforabet-
ter life for all?” These Rosa Luxem-
burgs of rooftop brunches can do what
inquilabs can only zindabad.

Sha-so’s can prove that you can enjoy a
brunch at Olive Qutb and still believe in
universal healthcare. Wear Sabyasachi
and still want to know how Delhi Police,
in their right mind, could have charged
Umar Khalid and others with 'attempt to
bringabout regime change’ in India.

The old ‘radical chic’ — Tom Wolfe’s
sticky description of the fashionable
association of socially prominent peo-
ple with politically radical causes and
people—has grown new legs in a post-
woke world. Deng Xiaoping had right-
ly proclaimed, ‘To be rich is glorious.’
If you thought being a champagne so-
cialist was a contradiction in terms,
what do you think Deng was drinking
theday he said it?

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com
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surgeryinJapan

Are people really changing the lines
on their palms now?

Welcome to 2025, where we edit not
just Instagram photos but also desti-
ny, quite literally. Palm line surgery,
also called palmistry surgery, (yes,
that is a real thing) involves tiny inci-
sions on the palm to ‘reshape’ lines
linked to love, money, career and
luck. It sounds absurd, but clinics in
Japan and South Korea have offered
this for years. Now, the curiosity is
quietly spreading elsewhere too.

So, people are litera-
Ily ‘editing’ their fate
y» Pretty much. Want
4 more money? Dee-
_ pen the ‘wealth’ line.
Want a love story
that lasts? Extend
the ‘heart’ line. Hon-
estly, it’s not that far
from wearing gem-
stones, keeping lucky charms, or
manifesting during mercury retro-
grade. Humans have always nego-
tiated with destiny. Forehead lines
underwent botox and fillers, the
palm merely waited for its turn.

Who is getting this done? What is the
cost?

Don’t Get Avuncular
About Women’s Cricket

Language from well-meaning mid-aged men needs to catch up with its popularity
FUNNY BUSINESS

The Indian women’s cricket
team’s brilliant victory in the ICC
World Cup led to several interest-
ing comments from the world I in-
habit. This world includes pot-bel-
lied, well-meaning Indian men in
their 40s, steeped in mid-life conun-
drums and ever-evolving gender
politics, unsure of what the right
supportive thingtosay is.

Some of these men are commen-
tators, looking for the right phras-
ing to give the women’s cricket
game equal stature to the men’s,
butend upaskingthe women crick-
eters thingslike: ‘Do you think this
is a watershed moment for wom-
en’s cricket in India? What they
are really asking is, Aren’t you
shocked at the popularity of this?!”

If someone asked the Indian
men’s Test and ODI captain Shub-
man Gill after a victory, ‘Do you
think this will popularise the sport

among Indian men?’ it would be
seenasaprank.

T'll give you this. I'm in that mid-
dle Gen X that is sensitive to lan-
guage around women’s sport and
its well-deserved popularity now.
I'mnotthe gone-case generation of
uncles who would say, and still say,
insane things like: ‘For women,
they play pretty good cricket, no?
Ortheeven crazier, ‘It’snot cricket-
cricket. But still, good to see them
trying.” Language that can, and
should, get you murdered in 2025.

Neither amIpartof GenZand be-
low, who would take offence at any
compliment to the game from men
my age, seeingitassuspiciously re-
gressive and dated. A friend wrote
on Facebook, ‘Jemimah Ro-
drigues’ epic innings reminds me
of a female Vivian Richards.” Per-
fectly harmless. To which a
friend’s daughter commented,
‘Ugh. Uncle, why add female as if
it’s a handicap? Why not just say it
reminds you of Vivian Richards?
#Cringe.” And another teen wrote,
‘LOL, stop with the dad jokes,
when clearly no joke was intended.
Itisatightrope.

T'vefound myself inabitof asoup

Too much praise
is also frowned
upon

'OVE CLOSER TO THE TV, EVERYONE
I'M TAKING A PHOTO'

when I casually mentioned to
young people that watching the
women’s World Cup felt gentler,
kinder, softer, and less aggressive
than the men’s game. To which I
was immediately told that I'm ster-
eotyping, and suggesting that
women are softer, kinder, gentler.
Seen clearly as somehow inferior
things compared to Suryakumar
Yadav or Virat Kohli shouting and
screaming and thumping their
chests,and thenlosing their wicket
and beard hair for under5.

I backtracked and tried to save
myself by saying something non-
sensical like, ‘No, no, Imeant Smri-
ti Mandhana and Harmanpreet
Kaur can be angry and gentle —
both! — which Kohli or SKY can’t,’
andretreated intoashell of shame,
feelinglikeagone-case uncle, when
allTintended was praise.

It’s undeniably excellent that
when you type in ‘India cricket
captain’ in Google now, both Gill
and Kaur pop up, a monumental
advancement of society. And
through incredible victories like
this recent one, stars of the wom-
en’s game are already (alongside
MS Dhoni, Virat Kohli, and Rohit
Sharma) selling us everything
from deodorant to 2-wheelers to
life insurance, indicating they
are brands themselves, and
household Indian names. A far
cry from an era when the wom-
en’s game was patronised and
programmed as duty, not compet-
itive, with a huge fan base like to-
day,asonesawatasold-out DY Pa-
til Stadium.

Still, the language from well-
meaning middle-aged men needs
to catch up with the popularity. Too
much praise is also frowned upon.
Another friend on social media
wrote, Are you telling me Jemima
Rodrigues can play the guitar and
has played national-level hockey
and cricket when most of themen’s
cricket team haven’t even finished
school?” To which a 20-something
replied, ‘Uncle, don’t be a misan-
drist.” Yes, the word means ‘a ha-
tred of men’.

Perhaps, the best way to praise
and understand a new phenom-
enon is not to differentiate it. Asan
Indian woman cricketer sensibly
explained tome, ‘Why can’t youjust
say that was a great game of crick-
et? Why bring gender into itatall?”’

NO OFFENCE
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Morparia

Mostly the affluent classes, young
professionals, hopeful romantics,
and people who think their horo-
scope deserves a new upgrade. Re-
ports say it takes around 15 minutes
to adjust up to 10 lines, with about a
month to heal. The price starts
around $1000 and climbs.

Canfate be changed?

Medically no, only changes the skin.
Your personality, decisions, and cir-
cumstances remain the same. Astrol-
ogers are diplomatically divided.
Somessay fate can be guided, some say
destiny is destiny. Surgeons will tell
youit’sjustasurface-level procedure.
Psychologists, though, note that
sometimes the placebo of ‘new hope’
can nudge people to act differently
and that can change outcomes.

Should we be judging?

Probably not. Everyone manages un-
certainty differently Some pray.
Some manifest. Some realign their
chakras. Some redraw their palms.
We are a generation anxious about
getting life right. Even if that means
gently nudging the universe...with a
scalpel.

Text: Team Sunday ET

ET Sunday Crossword 0141

18

30

’ IIIIIIIIII
? IIIIIIIII Il
’ Illll IIIIIII

Steam coming from Virginia's

bucket? (6)

Verse in sacred song abridged

inreligious lessons (5)

Old poet brought up in

Vladivostok (4)

Bun made from a packet:

‘Energy for power!’ (7)

Artist books institute for

teacher (5)

Candles increase on them by a

third maybe at school (9)

8 Princess’s tears misconstrued
in calamity (8)

11 Clipped top off leaf in stew (4)

14 Worker has posh relative (4)

15 Asort of sharp and airy
lacquer (9)

16 Army ring hoodlum, losing
time? (3)

17 They're paid by bankrupt 12 (4)

18 Tenor in old repeat broadcast
- ‘The Mikado', say (8)

20 Pleasant resort on the
Mediterranean (4)

21 It's deeper swimming round
Cape but go ahead (7)

22 Disburse old pence before
death (6)

24 Occasionally irradiateadish in
India (5)

26 Some Dublin dentists relying
oninstruments only (5)

27 Very little old money left to

N OO A W N =

ACROSS

1 Drink's very nearly where it goes! (8)

5 Investigated long garmentin police
department (6)

9 Cleversly chap | grabbed about the
body (8)

10 Stops development of new rotas
involving bishop (6)

12 Took advantage of American editor (4)

13 One not looking well in pantyhose?
They show rear (4,6)

for source of Daily Mail (8,5)
23 Redirect convertible across
it's limited (10)
25 Mountain goats — nine live in the

street —
interior (4)
back beer outside (6)

enters (8)

15 Well-known star? He should to get paid (8)
perhaps keep old title (9,4)
19 In spring reps possibly have time DOWN

28 Swede in Ruhr regularly knocks
29 Ladylike and slender, Tracey

30 Off round New York nevertheless (6)
31 Edward stupidly follows engineers

Republicans (4)
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PROFILES
Democratic Socialism
Zohran Mamdani’s victory in New York, a city with a budget of over $100 billion and a population larger than that of 40 U.S. States, demonstrates that
the political movement has transcended niche activism to achieve mainstream electoral viability
AFP
Srinivasan Ramani The DSA was founded in 1982 THE GIST
through a merger of the Democratic v
n an election cycle where the Socialist Organizing Committee and Mamdani’s main promises
Democrats won multiple the New American Movement by exemplify

mayoralties and governor

positions across the U.S., Zohran
Mamdani’s victory in New York stood
out. Mr. Mamdani’s triumph was
singular because of his unabashed
“democratic socialism” platform,
which defeated well-funded
Democratic establishment candidate
Andrew Cuomo, who ran as an
Independent. His win reflects the
growing electoral viability of a political
tradition hitherto marginalised in U.S.
politics: socialism.

On the surface, Mr. Mamdani’s key
promises — rent freezes, public
groceries, universal childcare, fare-free
buses, and affordable housing — would
seem to be standard welfare-state
policies familiar in European political
economies or Global South
democracies. But Mr. Mamdani has
pledged to fundamentally restructure
the relationship between New York’s
city government and its 8.5 million
residents, reflecting an ideological
clarity rooted in democratic socialist
principles, much different from the
largely pragmatic Democratic Party
mainstream.

What exactly is ‘democratic
socialism’? How does it differ from
European social democracy—
particularly the Nordic model? And
how does it differentiate itself from the
‘revolutionary socialism’ associated
with Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin?

Political movement

Mr. Mamdani, like many democratic
socialists, holds dual membership — he
is both a Democrat and a member of
the Democratic Socialists of America
(DSA), which is not a political party but
rather an advocacy platform and
membership organisation. The DSA
adopted a new programmatic vision at
its 2025 National Convention titled
‘Workers Deserve More’. The
programme declares its mission to
unite workers into a powerful political
movement to win the battle for
democracy, with the ultimate goal of
putting workers in charge of
government through a new democratic
constitution based on proportional

representation that ends the role of
money in politics.

This differs fundamentally from
European social democracy. The
Nordic model seeks to reform
capitalism through robust welfare
states, progressive taxation and strong
labour protections while keeping the
capitalist market economy intact.
While U.S. leaders like Vermont
Senator Bernie Sanders identify as
“democratic socialist”, their platforms
often align more closely with
European social democracy. The DSA,
however, aims to gradually replace
capitalism itself with “social
ownership” of major industries. The
programme explicitly identifies
capitalism as “the cause of violence,
unemployment, and a climate crisis
that poses an existential threat to life
on earth”, arguing that billionaires
control and profit from basic human
needs like housing, healthcare, and
education.

Yet, this doesn’t mean nationalising
every enterprise. A democratic
socialist economy would feature
democratic planning of major
investments — infrastructure, energy,
telecommunications — alongside
market exchange of consumer goods.
Large concentrated industries would
be publicly owned and managed by

worker and consumer representatives,
while many consumer-goods
industries would operate as
cooperatives. The goal is democratic
economic participation — “a
government by, for, and of the working
class”. Democratic socialists also reject
Marxism-Leninism’s ‘vanguard party’
revolution, instead using existing
democratic processes — elections,
legislation, mass mobilisation — to
achieve change.

Mr. Sanders emphasised throughout
his presidential campaigns that many
programmes U.S. citizens now
consider essential — social security, the
minimum wage, Medicare — were
denounced as ‘socialist’ when first
proposed. Franklin Roosevelt’s New
Deal reforms faced fierce opposition,
and ‘democratic socialists’, in Mr.
Sanders’s view, only seek to complete
Roosevelt’s unfinished project. His
refusal to abandon his democratic
socialist identity while running
competitive national campaigns
legitimised socialism in mainstream
discourse — DSA membership surged
from 6,500 in 2014 to over 85,000
today, with over 13,000 joining in the
eight months following Donald
Trump’s 2016 election victory.

Mr. Mamdani’s main promises
exemplify ‘decommodification’, key to

the principles of democratic socialism,
which means the removal of essential
human needs from private market
provisioning and treating them as
social rights. His rent freeze treats
housing as a right in a city where 68%
are renters facing crippling cost
burdens. Municipal groceries,
universal childcare, fare-free buses,
and 200,000 units of permanently
affordable housing all transform
essential needs from commodities into
social rights.

Beyond economics

Democratic socialism extends beyond
welfare economics. The DSA’s 2025
programme centres racial justice,
noting that “black and brown workers
in racially segregated communities
bear the brunt of capitalism’s cruelties,
suffering especially from poverty
wages, discrimination, deportation,
and unemployment”. Current
priorities include “defeating the
far-right, protecting the rights of the
working-class, from the U.S. to
Palestine, and fighting for
democracy”, reflecting an
internationalist stance. Environmental
sustainability is equally central,
combating climate change while
rejecting the fossil fuel industry’s
“greed and profiteering”.

Michael Harrington, whose 1962 book
The Other America helped inspire
Lyndon Johnson’s war on poverty.
Harrington, who served as the DSA’s
chair, envisioned a multi-tendency
organisation that could unite various
progressive constituencies such as
trade unionists, civil rights activists,
feminists, and anti-war progressives.

The DSA has achieved significant
electoral victories, with Congressional
wins by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in
2018, followed by Rashida Tlaib and
Cori Bush among others. At the
municipal level, democratic socialists
have captured city council seats from
Seattle to Chicago to Philadelphia.

Yet, Mr. Mamdani’s triumph stands
apart. New York City, with a budget of
over $100 billion and a population
exceeding that of 40 U.S. States,
represents one of the most complex
and influential examples of American
urban governance.

For a democratic socialist to win
this prize demonstrates that the
movement has transcended niche
activism to achieve mainstream
electoral viability.

Mr. Mamdani’s victory, for
democratic socialist thinkers, validates
the theory that substantive reforms
and structural transformation require
a combination of strong unions,
community organisations, and the
socialist movement. The prerequisites
for success in economic struggles or
workplace democracy require
organised popular strength and the
fact that an estimated 90,000
volunteers mobilised behind Mr.
Mamdani’s campaign, suggests that a
movement was responsible for
catapulting him to power.

Zohran Mamdani’s tenure as New
York’s Mayor will now be watched
closely to see whether his version of
democratic socialism can actually
govern, whether “decommodification”
can be implemented at scale, whether
a city can be run by and for working
people and whether the unfinished
agenda from the New Deal, as Mr.
Sanders put it, can be realised in the
U.S.s largest city.

‘decommodification’, key to
the principles of democratic
socialism, which means the
removal of essential human
needs from private market
provisioning and treating them
as social rights

\ 4
Democratic socialists reject
Marxism-Leninism’s ‘vanguard
party’ revolution, instead using
existing democratic processes
— elections, legislation, mass
mobilisation — to achieve
change

v
According to them, large
concentrated industries would
be publicly owned and
managed by worker and
consumer representatives,
while many consumer-goods
industries would operate as
cooperatives

Global watchtower

US. President Donald Trump’s threat to restart nuclear testing poses immediate and longer-term

Vasudevan Mukunth

he Comprehensive
T Nuclear-Test-Ban
Treaty Organiza-

CTBTO

risks for the global test ban

event and disseminating
data worldwide — the same
success would coexist with
damage to the organisa-
tion’s raison d’étre. That is,

Stanly Johny

4 omen
W girls are be-
ing raped,

Agents of death

Rapid Support Forces

The Sudanese paramilitary group, which seized El-Fasher late last month, is accused of

committing war crimes and crimes against humanity

and

tion (CTBTO) grew from
the campaign to close the
last legal gap in nuclear
restraint: a global, verifia-
ble ban on all explosions.
The UN General Assembly
adopted a draft treaty to
this end in September 1996
and opened it for signa-
tures. Because entry into
force required 44 named
Annex 2 states with nu-
clear expertise to ratify it,
governments created a
Preparatory Commission
in November 1996 to build
and provisionally operate a
verification regime before
the treaty ‘began’.

This verification regime
is the CTBTO’s principal
political capital. It banks
on the International Moni-
toring System (IMS), a net-
work of 337 facilities com-
bining seismic,
hydroacoustic, infrasound,
and radionuclide stations
to continuously search for
nuclear tests around the
world. The International
Data Centre harmonises
and analyses these signals.

By running a global sen-
sor network, the CTBTO
created a de facto verifica-
tion regime that helped
sustain the moratorium on
nuclear explosive testing
that has held for all states
(except India, Pakistan,
and North Korea). It has al-
so expanded the IMS’s

CM
K

scientific uses, including
for tsunami warnings, ren-
dering its abrupt abandon-
ment costly. However, the
treaty itself remains in le-
gal limbo. Most states have
signed and ratified it but its
enforcement still hinges on
the eight Annex 2 hol-
douts. In 2023, Russia also
revoked its prior ratifica-
tion while pledging to con-
tinue observing the testing
moratorium.

Against this backdrop,
U.S. President Donald
Trump’s threat to restart
nuclear testing, framed as
regaining “equal” footing
with Russia and China,
poses immediate and lon-
ger-term risks for the glo-
bal test ban. Analysts have
noted that any U.S. return
to explosive testing would
invite reciprocal tests by
other nuclear-armed states
and complicate the
CTBTO’s political mission.

Significant hurdles still
stand in the way of a U.S.
nuclear test. The Nevada
site’s explosive testing in-
frastructure and workforce
are in need of substantial

refurbishment; even pro-
ponents have conceded
that preparing an under-
ground test would take
time and considerable
funds. An aboveground
test would collide with the
country’s obligations un-
der the 1963 Partial Test
Ban Treaty and incur terri-
ble environmental costs.

The U.S. remains a
CTBT signatory and suc-
cessive  administrations
have certified its stockpile
without explosive tests
while trackers such as SI-
PRI have documented pro-
cesses to modernise it. If
Washington were to test,
thus, it would reduce the
odds of ever meeting the
CTBT’s threshold for enter-
ing into force by hardening
opposition among non-rat-
ifying states and under-
mining coalitions in favour
of the treaty.

For the CTBTO itself, the
immediate impact of a re-
newed U.S. test would be
paradoxical. While the sys-
tem would perform as de-
signed — detecting, locat-
ing, and characterising the

an explosive test by the
treaty’s most visible non-
ratifying signatory would
signal that the moratorium
is contingent and feed ar-
guments that it may never
enter into force. Thus,
while the rise of the CTBTO
illustrated a practical way
to build an institution in a
previous era — create the
tools, prove they’re useful,
and let them accrue politi-
cal weight even without le-
gal authority — its current
status reflects its fragility. It
has a near-complete global
sensor network and has
erected a strong taboo
against nuclear testing, yet
its unfinished character
leaves it vulnerable to fresh
political shocks.

Whether Mr. Trump’s
threat to restart U.S. testing
will overcome decades of
norm-building will be de-
termined as much by
choices in Washington,
Moscow, Beijing, and other
capitals as by the CTBTO’s
continued delivery of time-
ly, credible data that leaves
little ambiguity about any
state’s actions. The organi-
sation can’t compel ratifi-
cation or prevent unilater-
al decisions but its core of
transparency remains per-
haps the most concrete
path to eventually legally
ensuring complete nuclear
restraint.

people being mutilated
and killed — with utter im-
punity,” said Tom Fletcher,
the UN’s top relief official,
late last month about the
takeover of El-Fasher, in
Sudan’s Darfur, by the pa-
ramilitary Rapid Support
Forces (RSF). After a 500-
day-long battle, the RSF
moved house to house in
El Fasher targeting civi-
lians. The city, already
gripped by hunger, “has
descended into an even
darker hell,” Mr. Fletcher
told the Security Council
on October 30.

The plight of Darfur is
only a slice of the tragedy
of Sudan, which plunged
into a deadly civil war bet-
ween the Army and the
RSF in April 2023. More
than 12 million people are
estimated to have been dis-
placed. More than 61,000
people are estimated to
have been killed. While
both sides are accused of
committing atrocities, the
RSF, commanded by Mo-
hamed Hamdan Dagolo,
was particularly blamed by
rights organisations for its
genocidal campaigns.

The RSF’s roots go back
to the notorious Janjaweed
(literally, Spirit of the

Horse), an Arab suprema-
cist militia which was once
backed by former Libyan
leader Mohammer Qadda-

fi. When Sudan fell into a
civil war in the 1990s, the
regime of Omar al-Bashir
backed Janjaweed, who
unleashed brutal violence
in Darfur. They beat back
the rebels but were ac-
cused of carrying out geno-
cidal acts against the Fur,
Masalit and Zaghawa peo-
ples of the region — all Affi-
can communities. This pe-
riod also saw the rise of Mr.
Dagolo (popularly known
as Hemedti, or Little Mo-
hamed) through the ranks
of the Janjaweed. When
Mr. Bashir decided to form
the RSF in 2013, he picked
Hemedti as its
commander.

Within years, with He-
medti’s quick rise as a con-
fidant of Mr. Bashir, the
RSF came directly under
the President’s command.
Despite calls for its integra-
tion with the regular Army,
the RSF remained autono-
mous. In the following
years, the RSF acted as Mr.
Bashir’s feared private ar-
my. It faced allegations of
torture, rape and mass kill-
ings.

When mass protests
shook Sudan in 2019, Mr.
Bashir turned to the RSF
once again. In June, He-
medti’s forces attacked

peaceful protesters in
Khartoum. Hundreds were
killed. Bodies turned up in
the Nile. But even the RSF
could not quell the revolu-
tionary spirit of the protes-
ters. When the Army and
the RSF realised that conti-
nuing agitations threa-
tened to take away the pri-
vileges they enjoyed under
the regime Mr. Bashir built,
they decided to sacrifice
the head of the regime to
protect themselves.

Mr. Bashir was ousted
from power. For Hemedlti,
it was an opportunity to
formalise his influence in
Sudan. For years, he was a
warlord commanding a pa-
ramilitary force. Now, he
became Number 2 in the
transition government.

Two Generals

The Army, commanded by
Gen. Abdel Fattah al-Bur-
han, and the RSF, stood
hand in hand in halting Su-

dan’s transition to democ-
racy in 2021. But the inter-
nal contradictions came to
the surface once the Army
seized power. Gen. Bur-
han, wary of Hemedti’s
ambitions, wanted to inte-
grate the RSF into the regu-
lar Sudanese Army. The
militia wanted a 10-year ti-
meline for integration,
while the military govern-
ment insisted it happen in
two years. As a power
struggle broke out bet-
ween the Generals, the
RSF was deployed in Khar-
toum, the capital, on April
11, 2023. Fighting erupted
soon after, plunging the
whole country into a pro-
longed civil war.

Today, the Sudanese Ar-
my controls most of the
country, including Khar-
toum, and Port Sudan, the
Red Sea city which is the
de facto capital. The RSF’s
stronghold is Darfur. With
the fall of El Fasher in Oc-
tober, the Sudanese Army
lost its last major territory
in Darfur to the RSF.

The Sudanese govern-
ment says the RSF gets
backing from foreign pow-
ers, especially the UAE and
the UAE-aligned factions in
Libya. Egypt is believed to
be backing the Army. The
RSF has also formed a pa-
rallel government, which
raised fears that the coun-
try could be fragmented
further. As both sides dig in
their heels, a lasting solu-
tion to Sudan’s conflict re-
mains elusive.
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