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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

o M

HT PHOTO

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.
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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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What's the Indi
app in digital world

173 :
#tech=&ftonic

GAGANDEEP ARORA

MAGINE waking up in a world without

Google Maps to guide you, no What-

sApp texts from your friends, no Insta-

gram scrolls before bed and no Amazon

boxes at your doorstep. Sounds like dig-
ital esale? Not in China. This has been a reaki-
ty there for years, and the surprising part —
they don't miss any of it.

While the rest of the world still nuns on the
familiar web of American apps, China has
built an entirely self-sufficient digital ecosys-
tem of its own. From chatting, shopping, nav-
igating and streaming to paving utility bills,
everything happens within homegrown apps.

While the rest of the world runs on
the familiar web of American apps,
China has built a self-sufficient
digital ecosystem of its own. Can
India, or should it, follow suit?

these are non-Indian platforms. This maises
concermns about the safety ofour data, Besides,
these foreign entities have a hold on a major
part of our digital advertising business.”

In a similar vein, Sunil Kumar, software
engineer, Konceive Development Centre,
sayvs, “While China has successfully built its
own digital backbone, India is still depend-
ent on foreign platforms despite having a
massive Internet consumer base.”

It's a fair point. India’'s online economy
is booming. UPI transactions soared to an
all-tme hiph of $27.28 lakh crore, clocking
20.7 bilhon transactions in October alone,
Yet, the infrastructure of daily digital life
15 still imported.

THE CASE FOR AATMANIRBHARTA
For Dhruv Walia, business analyst with a
Pune-based digital marketing glant, self-
rehance in technology 1s both an emotional
and economic necessity, but also a distant
goal. “There is pride and practicality in the
call for Aatmanirbhar Bharat, but passion
alone won't build platforms that can rival
global glants,” he says. “Most tech schools
ghill train students on outdated systems.
Despite having degrees ouryouth have Little
problem-solving ability. They lack exposure
and entrepreneurial skills. India has over 30
cmome Internet subsoribers. But our digital
economy still revolves around UPL, food
delivery and cab-hailing services."”

Ragesh Sharma, Deputy Director (OL),
South zone, ESIC, who is developing an app to
promote the use of Hindi in offical work, has
amore optimistic view “Many Indian comps-
nies are making a considerable effort” he
says. “Look at Zoho. It is one of India's
stronpest tech success stories, It offers a full
suite of office and business software, which is
used worddwide. Its messaging app Arattai
(Tamil for ‘chat’) 1s a potential altemative to
WhatsApp. Zoho's model shows that global
suceess and local roots can o hand inhand.”

VARIETY
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Foractor Kirti Kulhan, independent anema promisesthe perfect recipe

SUKANT DEEPAK

a new roke
comes her way, there 15
onby one thing thatactor
Kirti Kulhari trusts —
her nstinct. She feds
things seldom go wrong if one has the ear
to listen to the faint whisper of the gut.

For someone who made her acting debut
with ‘Ehichdi: The Mowie’ in 2010, and was
later seen infilms like Shaitan’, ‘Pink’, Tni:
The Surgeeal Strike’, OTT outings likee ' Four
Mome Shots Please!”, Criminal Justice’, and
‘Humaw', and now the independent movie
‘Full Plate’, written and directed by Tan-
nishtha Chatteree, a diverse representa-
tion of characters is extremely important.

“I do not want to be boxed. I do not want
to be predictable. I do not wantto play safe.
What 15 the point if the audience or direc-
tors can second-guess my character's
reaction? And not just for others — it is
important that I shock novself with each
role. I guess that is what keeps an actor
essentially alive” stresses Kulhan,

The actor, whose latest film ‘Full Flate'
was recenfly screened at the Dharamsha-
la International Film Festival (DIFF) and
won the Visionary Director Award at the
2025 Busan International Film FRestival,
msists that working on the film reminded
herof hertheatre days, as the director, Tan-
nishtha Chattegee work-shopped exten-
sively and believed in rehearsals before
takes. The film explores the personal, pro-
fessional, and marital challenges of Kul-
hari's character as she uses her culinary
skills for a new job, leading to tensions
with her hushand and famiby:

The mowvie also addresses multiple
1ssues, induding patriarchy, prejudice,
and changing roles within the household

Adding that independent films with
directors willing to go the extra mile offer
awider canvas to actors who like to exgper-
iment, Kulhan states, “Considenng these
films are never just about the box office,
there 1s abways this commitment towards
excdlence in each department, thus push-
ing yvou to challenge vourself consistently
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an for shattering stereotypes and lending new dimensionsto characters

ACTION
ONTHE FDGE

He adds that the populanty of Indian shop- and offer newer perspectives to the charae- Kirti Kulhari's
ping apps hke Myntra and Nykaa and fintech ters. As an actor, 1 ook for stones and latest film 'Full
leaders ke PhonePe and Paytm are signs of a teams that offer this potential — you can . Plate'won the

Their WeChat 1sn't just a messenger itisa  thnving desi digital ecosystemn. “The founds grow only outside thecomiort zone. There . Visionary
universe, You chat, pay vourrent, order din-  tion isready,” Shanma says. 15 litle point in doing work that will give - Director Award
ner, hail a cab, file taxes and even book a doe- you just temporary fame and money — - : | atthe 2025
tor appointment, all within one app. Douyin -~ SHOULD INDIA COPY CHINA'S MODEL? but then that is a personal view;” she adds. i ot e Busan
(TikTok's Chinese cousin) keeps millions  Growar is clear that China's model isn't one As the conversation veers towards her e -f, - -.-':. s ‘;;-"'E\ e Intermational
glued to short videos. Baidu replaces Google,  to copy. “China built its own apps under tight process, she makes it clear that it is not o Lo PSR R e T Film Festial.

Taobao fills Amazon's shoes, Weibo and Little
Red Book (Xiachongshu) stand in for Twitter
and Instagram, while Ahpay and WeChat Pay
have all but erased the need for physical cash.

Chinahasn't merely banned foreign apps, it
has built better versions, tallored to its lan-
guage, lifestyle and govemance.

gtate contml and Internet restnctions. It may
look self-sufficient, but it comes at the cost of
openness and chowe,” he says. “Tndia should
build strength from within through innova-
tion and fair competition, not censorship”
Sharma agrees and adds, “Our democratic
be open selfreliance The aim is toattract users

‘method’ that she follows. Believing in
taking a deep dive into the character's
soul and then quickly coming to the sur-
face once the director shouts ‘cut’, Kiil-
hari, citing examples of "‘Crimanal Justice”
and 'Full Plate’, smiles, T admit that there
15 abways a fear of the darkness coming
back tome latching ontome ... thereason

The actor feels that over the vears, there
has been a constant blumring of lines
between mamstream and independent
danema. “Considering the very diverse set
ofaudiences during a festival it 1s not hard
to admut that it is we who have projected
our discrimination onto the audience, It is

sustain independent cinema in the coun-
try. the actor fisels that considenng the fact
that over the years, the country has pro-
duced some remarkable films which have
won top honours at prestigious film festi-
vals acmss the globe, there should be no
doubt in anyone's mind about the poten-

THE INDIA QUESTION by quality, not compel them by restrictions.” why I like to quickly get inside and then  high time we take a step back and letthe  tial of young Indian directors.
Now comes the intriguing question: can divorce the character between takes.” audienceexpose themsebves to art wathout “Everybody needs to come together in
India do this too? Or, should India do this? THE ROAD AHEAD The kev, she adds, is to read and discuss  striet silos” she opines. support — the govemment, distributors,

Let's hear from those watching the digital
shift closely:

Mansher Singh Growar, founder and CEO of
Bhejo Logistics, calls India’s digital joumney
“nothing short of transformative”. He says,
“The UPI payment revolution, Aadhaar-based
identity systems and the Digital India push
have changed the way we transact and com-
muricate. Yet, when it comes o social media
and datly digital needs, we still depend large-
by on foreign platibms. Our conversations
happen on WhatsApp and X, shopping on
Amazon, official communication on Gmail
and socialising on Facebook or Instagram, All

CAPTION CONTEST 1535

&0 where does thas leave us? If India pets this
right, it can cut its reliance on foreign tech plat-
forms. The numbers are in its favour. Digital
payments are expected to hit 593 trillion by
FY2 amd the country's startup ecosystem
continues to climb global mankin ps,

The dream sn't far-fetched. Still, one can't
help but wonderifIndia has alreadymissed the
bus? Maybe. But perhaps the windowisn't ful-
Iy elesed. Maybe, the next big app with a global
foctprnt will have a des signature after all.

And thisbrngs ustoyou. Ifa homegrown app
offers the same features and reliahility as Fare
book or Instagram, will vou make the switch?

FOOD

the scenes with the director multiple
times in omder to reach the subtext, as itis
between thedial ogues where the perform-
ance finds a place, and where the real
magic hes.

All for intimate festivals like DIFF
bemng organised mn Ter-2 aties, the actor
feels that it is important not to underesti-
mate the audiences in these cities. “Why
restrict good cnema only to the metros?
Besides giving an opportunity to film-
makers and actors to interact with the
audience, it 1s also a great platform to lis-
ten to emerging voices,"”

RKulhari fed s that four years of doing the-
dtre bedbre she entered films have shaped
her as an actor who can think for herself,
and offer more than what direetors expect
her to deliver as theatre as a medm pre-
pares you for everything — physically,
mentally and spirtually. “The long
rehearsal days, continuous shows, and
direct interactions with audiences ensure
that vou emerge well-munded. Not to
menton, the knosledge of departments
other than acting.” she states,

Hoping that there is a greater support
gystem and a more vibrant ecosystem to

and audiences. A few small steps can open
floodgates of opportunity — adequate
finance, anintact distribution system and
sereenings at multiplexes, ete”

As the fourth season of “Fowr More Shots
Please!” pets set to rdease in January, Kul-
han, who has just finished another film and
is looking forwarnd to the release of onein
the middle of next vear, concludes, “Let's
hope in the coming vears, I can work with
filmmakers who donot hold back and are
committed to telling stones from the soilin
ther unique anematic language.”

— Thewrilerisa freelonce oombribulor

Parsiflavoursonyourplate
Tomato rice with chicken

i 4 T TAIK canbe easily prepared  INGREDIENTS ' METHOD
. FOR CHICKEN BROTH ® Preparing the broth: Take a thick-bottomed pan, add oil. When
' - PUSHPESH PANT and mastered at home Chicken i soved cuth brgepecss) 1 kg hot, put in the onions. When these tum golden brown, add the
i 2 ori : i:ajfre' 500 chicken and continue cooking on medium flame till the chicken
wilsll, :J wl?mﬁmjm - i is well browned. Put in all the remaining ingredients, Stirry,
. - o - N popular mind, tomato rice is  sion by cooking the rice in vegetable A o 1 “_"E" L TJ’u_a water. Bringtoa m.l' reduce_ﬂarne and simmer
Enfries areinvitedtos gigest a caption for the photogph, The captonshouldony associated with the South Indi-  bioth and adding vegetarian proteins Dy tSp | tilthe chicken is almost cooked butis not falling from the
bein English, witty and notexceeding 10 words, and machSpectum, The Tribune, an— Tamil, Kannadigaand Tel-  like paneer artofuto thegravy, Our sug- Garlic paste 1tsp Mnﬁ.ﬁmmmg@hamuﬂm[lltﬂa&uarateThechrcken pHEces
Chandigarh. 160030 by Thursday. The best five cantions willbe published and & ; : - : . Salt 1tsp and the stock. Divide the broth into two
igarh, by Thursday pt P upgu — versions prepared with  gestion is that do not combinemakhani il s Bt el M e A
awared T300, 7250, T200, T150.and T100, respectively. Esch captionmist be curry leaves and tempered with  paneer with this subfly aromatic and ol Bthsp merfﬁ Lb:vE in the tomata e
accompanied by aclipping of the caption contest and s number, Photocopies or chillies (whole red dry and green), mildly flavourful pars dish. Water 4 cups - | Braw.
scarsofthecapton xtowonthe accepied. OrinesuscTbes My achan | e gpeeke and mustard seeds. Ttisa  Beforewe conclude wemustacknowd-  FOR TOMATO GRAVY T e o
epaper clipping at captonpics@friburemail.comora scanned copy of the e-paper vegetarian dish: ardatiothe jerfilcodthode  TOMatoes fiesh chopped) 3 eups Hmrﬂlﬂ?]mt Eﬁt € ru:IIJ::mH
clipping. Please menfion the pin code and phone number, abng withyour address. pure ) itk ikl : ecera Mavahvala has Sith Tt S 5 uce heallo mediuma
Imagine wrprise when we came  Niloufer Mav: comeout Jt g tsp coverad for 16 minutes, Luncover-
534 across a Persian staple that goes by the 15 titled The Route to Fom Cookang Garlle cloves bl ing and stiming occasionally. Dry
SELECTED ENTRIES FOR CAPTION CONTEST 1 name of Domi< Goje Foangi. Domi From Fars to India and Beyond'.  Clihnamon stick 1x2 inch piece roast the flourona griddle. Add to
translates as rice and Goje Farangi is  Endorsed by the musical genius Zubin -+ Black peppercoms 810 | the potinwhichthetomato gravyis
what the tomatoes were called when  Mehta, it is beautifully photographed  Sugar Jtsp being pre:pared. Add cooked chicken to the
they first reached Iran and India. The  and printed very lavishly. This is where  Ginger jgiced) 1tsp tomato gravy and simmer for about 30 minutes. Pour half of the
" . L ¥ N "
Bengalis still call them Vilmyati Baigun.  we stumbledupon thisunusualalluing o, i | o r o anetere cenbivihin feps o]
o ia : R : . : t0 and cook urtil the des ness i obtained.
What is even more II'I'IE'I'EE'IIHHL':.I.}'H[ Ienp{:']]uswurkrmmnis LLEI‘l-meud'l Mint fresh {chogped Tel T | i e R T
the Tamato Na Chawal Ne Murgiisa  the cuisine of Hindustan owes to this FOR THE RICE dl enceinsa iingwater, drainand keep aside. he:
— o non-vegetariandelicacy that canbe eas-  minuscoule minority that came to Indiato . ol ina pan and putinthe cinnamon, chilll powder and salt, stiming
SPECTRUM NOVEMEER 2ISSUE (SEE PHOTO) ily mastered and prepared at hame.  escapereligiouspasecufionhundredsof | 24/2cups | brisklyfor15seconds before adding the rice. At this stage, pourin
of wanm spices are used that sub. 31:;5& a0 PeveE Tornato gravy!|soe recie) 1-1/2 eups the reserved tomato gravy and chicken stock. Bring to boill and let
Hand Drive — PariepBhala, Ambal Cantt ok ol rouer e i i) the liquid evaporate. When bubbles appear on the surface, place a
im S fly impart heat tothe body and helpit  The Parsi recipes dating back to pre.  CICKeN broth fseecie) il Wi o ekt ol 'ﬁ(.
Alweather shield — Sanju Panicker, Panchikula St i : : : : Giliisiion ik 152 ieh piece n moist dathontopof the cooking rice imilar towhen cooking
A e SPE e combat the creeping chill of early win-  Islamie Iran have a very different signa- . curm biryani and cover the pot tighthywith the lid, Continue cook:
ST o oAt ter But if you do not like the idea of  ture from the Persian recipes imported S8t fﬂﬁﬂ ing onvery low heat for abadt 20 rinutes
Rainbow overhead — Rajinder Bansal viaepaper, Kamal voucan enjoy a shuddh shakahari ver- — Thewriler is a food historian Ol 4thsp inthe hollow and place chicken pieces on the side.
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APHOTOGRAPH EXPLAINED

BLIND

i FTER graduating from design schoal, 1
set off with curnosity as my compass —
and a camera never far from reach. Over
the past four decades, I've hved and

worked across many places, and cultures, Wherey-
er I landed, I found myself drawn to the quiet pat-
terns of daily life —the way people live, move, con-
nect, worship, celebrate, survive, Photography
became oy way of making sense of 1t all.

Each frame was a pause — a moment to notice
the common threads that mun through us, no mat-
ter where we are, Sure, every place had its own
vibe, its own shiftingenergy. But beneath the sur-
face, the stories were abvays human, And through
the lens. I learned to see both the sameness and
the difference — not as contradictions, but as lay-
ers of the same beautiful tale.

I first photopraphed Manhattan in 1990, The city
had a bite to it: shamp, vibrant, restless always mov-
g, After working in Mumbai, the chaos here felt
oddly familiar, Different
skins, different streets, but
the same undercument —
people grinding through the
noise, chasing time, dodging
life's punches, just tryingto
make it through. Strip away
the surface, and it's the
same story on both sides of
the world. Sure, the accents
were different, the dothes and mannerisms too —
but the rhyvthm was the same.

That was the age of analog — film was expen-
sive and every frame was precious, I picked up a
used MNikon FM from a street vendor, paired it
with a 24dmm lens, and hit the streets,

Almost every shot here was taken blind, camera
shing low at my hip. I wasn't aiming for perfec-
tion, I wanted truth. A raw, pround-level look at
the city as it was, not how t wanted to be seen.

I wanted honesty — unfiltered ghmpses of life,
seen from the street level, the way t unfolds
when no one's watching, These images are frag-
ments of that world: blurred edges, fleeting
glances, stories caught mid-step.
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Expressions of

MonMcAARORA

“Water does not resist. Water flows. When
you plunge youwr hand into i, all you feelisa
camess. Water 1 not a solud wall, o wnll not
stop wow. But water always goes where it
wants to go, and nothing tn the end can
stand agamstit. Woter s patient. Drippng
that, mychild. Rememberyouare halfwater
If you cant go thmough an obstacle, go
around it Water does.™

— Margaret Atwood, The Penelopad’

HE exhibition Wearing Water:
Feminine Countercultures in
Paint and Print’ 15 a reminder of
the ability of women to adopt
and adapt tothe myriad moles of
life, beitof a mother, daughter wife, beloved,
sister and more. The show — at the India

defiance

Weaving Water: Feminine
Countercultures in
Paintand Pnnt’ celebrates
women inart and literature

Sahityva Akademi Award in 1985,

Curator Jyoti A Kathpalia presents this
multimedia show by juxtaposing works of
eminent women artists having a unique
voiceand distinet ceuvre. As Kathpalia says,
“Refusing the life of prescribed femininity
and prohibitions, the writer and artists rede-
fine the ferminine as desiring, strong and
feadess, settng forth a counterculture of
ferninine for countless other women. The
exhibition eagplores these feminine counter-

‘Tales of Soul International Centre in New Delhi — 18 cultures articulated by women who dare to
and Womb' anchored in Punjabi wnter Ajeet Cour's  speak and act, to imagine and express
by Durga Wearing Water An Autobiography’. Pub- bevond constraint, and to weave a new
Kainthola. lished over 40 vears ago, it won her the expression of freedom and becoming”

Eminent artist Arpana Caur, Ajeet's
daughter, casts an ethereal gare towards the
quintessential strength of feminine energy
in her work Farth and Sky’, while “The Rin-
er of Blood’ depicts the blktale of Sohni-
Mahiwal and how soco-cultural biases afflict
even the purity of selfless love.

Benowned artist Javasri Bumman's Jee-
wan Nadi” features motifs of water bodies
and rivers — swans, mermaids, moons,
mythical creatures and more — in a mono-
chromatic palette, with life or jeevan merg-
g in a rhythm with the nadi orriver, that 15
ametaphor for the fernmine.

Ajeet's fiery winting finds resonance in
Gop Samy) Pal's ‘Nerbhaya' sernesand Vasud-
ha Thorhur's ‘Portrait of Shah Jehan’— both
address rape as an outcome of gender poli-
ties. The stark-naked mage of defiance in
Gopt 'swork carnes a sickle apgainst the pres-
sures of appropriate dressing and behaviour.

Bula Bhattacharva's series of hand-
painted silk screen prints, ‘Role Playing’,

These images don't pose. These are snatched

seconds from a city that never slows down.
— Rajeer Manikoth is a desigmerwith
specialisalion in Visual Communicalion
Jrom NID, Ahmedabad. The se images, alimg
wilh his works om Goa and Kelliyoor, are on
display al Museo Camera, Gurwgram

(Clockwise from above) ‘Germination I, Anupam Sud; from ‘Nirbhaya’ series, Gog Saroj Pal; Manmeet Devgun's performance on female infanticide.

haswords inscribed across surfaces, while
shivani Aggarwal's teakowood, acrylie and
epoxy sculptures in Knowing and
Unknowing pose a question on pseudo-
intellectualism. In ‘Weaving Traps, Ed:i-
tiom II', she has woven a crochet pieceasa
representation of the fragility of unful-
filled dreams of women,

similarly, Shubhika Lal's wearable sculp-
ture, Tntermal Landseape.. . Spaces Betweern
Holding Memomey', 15 akin to a handstitched
dress that embodies the woman, while
Hemavathy Guha conjures women conumul-
nities so evocatvey in Comnered’. Aradhna
Tandon shows the pentle demeanour of
women in hammony with nature; Kanchan
Chander's Yearning” and ‘Silence Speaks
When Words Cant’ carry forth this duality of
female strenpths and vulnembilities.

Aparna Anand Singh's ‘Sient Storm’ and
ShubhikaLal's other installation, Breaking

alceckles’, symbolise an urge to reassert the
power of shattering proverbial shackles.

The life of the resilient Ajeet Cour 1s
reinterpreted by Durga Kainthola's por-
traits while Nitasha Jaint's floor installa-
tion is a ghimpse into the author's biogra-
phy, with renditions from her life story
‘Khanabadosh I', a wall mstallation, 15 a
commentary on the marginalisation of
women in a patriarchal world.

Anupam Sud’s "The Sunset puts the spot-
light on the ageing body of women, while
‘Germanation IT tries to peer into the emo-
tions, desires, vearnings and instinets that
constrain the women all across the world.

Of specital mention is artist Manmeet
Deveun's evorcative performance ‘GGhara’,
based on female infantiade. As she eluck
dates, “Tt was inspired by Ajeetjt’s book.
The work talks about burrewing, digging
and excavating personnel terrains. Some

experiences are lived., some gathered.
There are stories we all have hived in differ-
ent decades, vet there are similarities as if
these exdsted in the same timeline. The
performancewas an attempt to understand
these shared termins,”

What weaves together this melange of art-
works — sculptures, paintings, installations,
films, words and performances — ocourtesy
sich a seminal ine-up of women artists, is
the bold autobiography “Weaving Water
Ajeet’s personal life joumey 18 an insparation
for women on how despite adverse arcuny
stances, successisaboait the passionand ded-
weation tovweand s one's work. The indomitable
Ajeet Cour opines: “Self-confidence is the
keyword. I was a single parent but defied all
adversities... I dont know where the
strenpth came from.”

The show 15 on view till November 10.

— The wrileris a freelance contribulor
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Company Ind

SAarr Misra

HE East India Company (EIC)
was an extremely unusual phe-
nomenon, twice over It was a
trading company that employed
not just managers and mamu e
turers, but also soldiers and bureaucrats. It
maintained an arnmy and fought many wars.
It connuered territories and actually became
a‘state’ evenwhile continuing to performits
commeraal functions. But it was also an
unusual state in that its political functions
and the exerase of sovereignty were com-
pletely subordmated to economic motives,
Such state systems were a rarity in pre-mod-
ern times. By now, we know how the EIC
functioned and poverned India. But howwas
the EIC governed? Thisis an important ques-
tion answered by histonan Amar Farooquiin
his meticulously researched book.
‘Governors of Empire’ is a biographical
account of the men who poverned the East
India Company and ruled India during the
18th-19th centuries. Through the individual
acoounts of men such as Robert Clove, War-
ren Hastings, Dalhousie and John
Lawrence, the book tells the story of the EIC
and 1t transformation from a mere trading
company to the world's largest empire,
Granted a charter by the British Queen to
trade with the East, the EIC landed first in
Surat in 1608 and soon set up factones on
both the east and west coasts of the Indian

CaOVERNORS

OF EMPIRE
St ! |_,,

parnid !

GOVERNORS OF EMPIRE: THEEAST INDIA
COMPANY'S CHIEF FUNCTIONARIES IN INDIA
ta Armar Farooqui.

Aleph.

Pages 324,
999

peninsula. Parts of the western coast were
already occupied by the Portuguese, In
order to bypass them, the EIC went bevond
and expanded to the southern tip and
much of the eastern coast on the Bay of
Bengal. It carved out the new cities of
Madras, Bombay and Caleutta, out of cus-
ters of villages and small islands. All this
required war and violence. The EIC was
engaged inwarswith other European com-
panies and also with local Indian nulers.
The wodd economy, till the 18th century,
was still a zero-sum game. One could bene-
fit only at the expense of the other. Insuch a
oondition, the dviding line between a legit-
imate economic activity such as trade and
simple lootand plunder was obviously quite

Speaking truth to power

DEBASHISH MUKER]I

T is almost an accepted tnuism

today that the last 11 vears of BJP

rule have seen a steady shrinking of

the democratic space in India, as

well as a concerted effort to
demonise the minority Muslim commu-
nity. The only sibver lining is that each
incremental step taken in either of these
directions has been dopgpedly resisted,
though oftent imes in vain.

Among the most persistent resisters has
been Rashtriva Janata Dal's Rava Sabha
MP Mang) FKumar Jha, through his
speeches in Padiament and on other
forums, as well as his writings, Some of
those essays and speeches have now been

oppose a caste census, but also some pro-
gressive liberals, and for valid reasons. His
arpument is rrefutable: if categones such
as OBC, 5C and ST are to exast at all {(and
noone canwish them away), hiny can spe-
cial resources be allocated or quotas set for
ther uplift if the precise numbers of the
castes they compnse are not known? It
amounts to “flying blind"!

The longest essay 1s on coalibion govern-

ments, which also serves as the book's tifle.
Jha observes that for all the BIP's mocking
of coalition governments as inherently
unstable, the last three at the Cenfre —the
NDA from 1999 to 2004 and the UPA, from
2004 to 2009 and again from 2009 to 2014 —
completed ther full terms. “Coalitions
serve as a crucial safepruard against demo-

BOOKS
1a kept, paid the price

thin. Private ships of the EIC obtained let-
ters of reprisal from the Queen to legitimate-
Iy attack and loot other ships of rival compa-
nies, Predation was an integral part of a
successiul economic venture,

However, in spite of wielding enormous
wealth and power, the EIC remained a peti-
tioning body to the mighty Mupghal empire,
at least till themaid-18th century, The Bntish
were it best pleaders in the Mughal court
depending on the mercy of the emperor. The
EIC enjoved enormous wealth and power,
but not sovereipnty, which rested firmby with
the Mupghals, The EICdid try to take on the
rmighty Mughals in 1690 for contml over
Bombay and paid dearly for it. It lost the bat-
tle, surrendered to the Mughals and very
nearly lnst its place on the Indian shore. If
the Company officials were not pardoned
and allowed to camry on therr commeraal
activities by the Mughal emperor, the EIC
story in India might well have been over by
the end af the 1Tth century. However, the bal-
ance of power began to shift gradually but
deasively from the declning Mughals to the
ascendent British from the 18th century
onwards. In the 19th century, 1t was quite
clear who was the ruler of India

It was only after the rebellion of 1857 that
the pendulumofdestiny swung decisively. In
1690, after the EIC lost the battle of Bombay,
the Companys mepresentatives were
brought to the Mughal court as pnsoners,
their hands tied and heads low. After 1857, it
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wias the Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah
Zafar and his family who became pnsoners,
for having led the rebellion. Zafar and his
family were exaled to Burma, where they all
died — unwept, and unsung. The control of
India also passed from the hands of the EIC
to the British Queen. But the Company offi-
aials continued to play important roles in gow-
eming India, One such offiial was John
Lawrence, who had ordered the esaleof Zatar,

Shortly after Lawrence died, his statue
was erected in Labore in 1887, It depicted
Lawrence with a pen in his right hand and
sword in the left. A caption said: *Will you
be govemed by the pen or the sword?” This
was quite characteristic of the Bntish rule,
both under the EIC and the British crown.
They ruled with the pen and generated new
knowledge about Indian society. The
Mughal rule was decdared as alien and ille-
gitimate, The Bntish, by contmst, were
decdared benevolent and beneficial for
India. But the sword was just as much at
play, as was exemplified by the Jallianwala
Bagh massacre in 1919,

This 15 an extremely important book on
the Company's nule in India. It goes well
bevond the big picture and provides minute
detals of individual activities, shifts in pols-
oy decisions, fluctuations in the fortunes of
the East India Company and the eventual
transfer of power from it to the Crown.

— The reviaver is a visiling focully
al BML: Munjal Universily Manesar

Untold story of resilience

Brrar Gann

PROFOUND exploration of col-
lective memory, ‘An Invisible
Minority’ puts the spotlight on
the woices, strugples, and

silence of the Kashmirt Sikh

community. A revised version of Komal JB
singh's doctoral dissertation at Jawahadal
Nehru University, the book providesa first-
hand account of the displacement, violence
and trauma experienced by the communi-
ty through interviews, and by accessing
archival records as well as literature.

“At present, Sikhs are the largest mmor-
ity living in Kashmir and are therefore cru-
cial to any understanding of the region,”
the author notes,

AN INVISIBLE MINORITY: THE
HISTORY, SOCIETY AND POLITICS
OF SIKHS IN KASHMIR
by KomalJB Singh.
Routledge.

Pages 196, ¥1,500

Singh's book attempts to restore the lost

LOVE AND CRIME IN

THETIME OF PLAGUE

by Anuradha Burmart,

Speaking Tiger.
Pages 288. 7499

A sequel to ‘The Kidnappmg of Mark
Twain', her first Bombay Mystery,
Anuradha Kumar’s ‘Love and Crime
in the Time of Plapgue’ is set in 1896,
A ship docks in Bombay Harbour,
and as the workers nish to unload the
cargo, a scream rings out. A large
black rat, frothing at the mouth, has
bitten one of the men . As more inhab-
itants fall sick and die, the worst fear
15 confirmed — it is the plague.
Efforts to deal wath the disease scien-
tifically are met with warning notes.
And thus the mystery unravels.

MUMBAL A MILLION ISLANDS
by Sidharth Bhatia.

HarperCollins.
Pages 300.T599

As a native of Mumbai, the author
has seen 1t constantly change over
the yvears. What is vanishing 15 not
just space, but memaory, history and
the very fabric of a hiving city. The
city's famed spmit of survival is
being  tested lLike never before
Thmough this book, the author
endeavours to map this rapid trans-

formation and to see what the human
cost of that 5. He hopes the book will
strike a chord with not just the citi-

compiled in this collection.
The majonty are responses
toimmediate developments.

craticercsion,” he writes, “When parties are
in a coalition, they cannot pursue extreme
or anti-people pohaes uncheced.”

In popular discourse, Dogra nuler Gulab
Singh is credited with establishing Jammu
and Kashmir as an entity. However, it was

glory and identity of the community; it
stands out as a pgroundbreaking ethno-

g PRAISE OF graphic account of their experiences,

c@ALITI@N However, there are also a few Calling India a “civilisational coalition”, Maharaja Ranjit Singh, the founder of the The author, quoting British travel histori zens of Mumbai, but also with those
f"" :“- s essays on broader topics —  he cullsoutinstances startingas farback as Lahore kingdom, who truly lad its founda-  an Walter Lawrence, notes that “the Sikhs in other eities where similar changes
] the abomination that s the Vajji and Malla republics of 400600 tion. Through ngomous research, the author  of Kashmir were not considered progres- are taking place.
: manual scavenging, the BCE, when govemance was camied out  establishes a namative of state-building  sive and their socio-economic condition
-H ol absence of compassion in through gonosongas or tnbal assemblies, under the Sikhs. However, there are contest-  was also very weak™”. Yet, Kashmiri cultur-
Kuh:ﬁ"‘h JHA India’'s penal system, the Yet the post-19M47 Indian coalitions could  ed views regarding the penod. al practices became intrinsic to the Sikh i
distinction between ‘gov- havebeenexplored in greater depth. Why Many histonans have documented that community and significantly influenced
ernment’ and ‘nation’, werethe first few coalitions — at the Cen-  nearly half of Kashmir's population per-  their ifestyle and identity.
IN PRAISE OF which the cumrent leader- tre and in the states — such disasters, i1shed due to recurrent famines and inade- In the chapter 'The Partition of 1947 and
COALITION POLMCS ship 15 always seeking to  while the later ones were not? Equally quate healtheare facilities. The issue of  the Sikhs of Kashmir', she presents a chill-
AND OTHER ESSAYS ON blur, the orisis of motivation  important: how does the economic per-  oppressive taxation also crops up in several  ing account of the horrors of Partition and
INDIAN [_I'EH'U'EHE'I' ofthe party cadre (in all par-  formance of coalitions stack up against  works on the rulers of the time — how local  the mass killings along religious lines.
by mnﬂ]_mw_‘a”m' ties)as professional agen-  that of single-party povernments? Unfor-  industries such as handicrafts and hand- Throughinterviews with survivors and rel-
Speaking Tiger. cies take over election cam-  tunately, Jha veers off into reconding loomssuffered, and artisanswere forcedinto atives of victims, Singh documents how ;
Pages 232.7490 paigns, and more. instances of the BJP's misgovemance, poverty and switched to other professions. the Kashmin Sikhs, as avulnerable minor- SHABAD: PUNJABI SHORT
Particularly moving are the twn which, while valuable as a record, do not Despite their proactive role, Kashmiri ity were persecuted and uprooted during STORY ISSUE
' Letters to Gandhi’ — the first inthecon-  increase our understanding of coalitions,  Sikhs have remained largely underrepre-  the tribal invasions and the communal vio- Pages 152. 100

lence that followed the British withdrawal
from India. The author carefully details that
despite targeted killings and marginalisa-
tion, the Sikhs of Kashmir have remained
fearless and resilient,

As minority identities come under assault
n India, this book becomes crucal for
understanding how margmalisation and
persecution endanger the survival of
nation-states, and why protecting minonties
15 essential for building a truly democratic
and powerful nation.

— The reviewer leaches al Government

Degree College, Beerwvah (JEK)

A number of Jha's assertions across
various essays can certainly be contested.
What cannot be is his vast erudition and
the felicity of his wnting. The essays are
Iittered with relevant quotes. On quoting
the poet Om Prakash Valmiki in Parlia-
ment, Jha notes that “poetry allows for
the distillation of complex concept s into
digestible morsels of wisdom, making the
message accessible to a wider audience”,
Much the same can be said about Jha's
writing (and speaking) stvle.

— The reviewer is the author of “The

Disruplor: Hne VP Singh Shook India’

text of the lynchings, the second following
the CAA being passed — which underline
how Hindu intolerance s giving Jinnah's
two-nation theory retrospecti ve vabdation,

Among the strongest 15 the one on the
government's deasion to indude caste in
the next census, perhaps the only occasion
when.Jha supports aBJPmove! (No doubt,
he also undedines the BIP's volte face on
the matter —as late as April 2024, PMModi
had been mocking the demand, only to
appropriate it in Apnl 2025.)

Jha acknowledpges that it 1s not only
upper caste arch conservative forees that

sented and insignificant in understanding
Kashmir and its society. This book presents
a new historiography of the conflict-ridden
region by placing the Sikh community at
the centre of history writing on the Valley.

The resilience of the Sikh community in
the fare of violence and persecution 1s evi-
dent from the fact that most Sikhs chose to
remain n Kashmir even when Kashmiri
Pandits left the Valley following the outbreak
of armed insurgency in the late 1980s.

Amid the complex and contested ident:
ties of the region, this micro-minonty has
remained both neglected and invisible,

Aimed at taking Punjabi hiterature to
readers of other languages, this spe-
cul supplement by Shabad magazrine
features short stories by Punjabi writ-
ers from across the world overthe ast
60 vears or so. The translators write
that the stones represent different
eras, regions and arcumstances,
“Each story has s own distinct
theme and tone, offering a new
glimpse into human expenence.” The
writers featured include Ram Sarup
Ankhi, Gurdev Singh Rupana,
Raghubir Dhand, Eirpal Kazak and
Prem Gorkl, among others.

Soothing an ache that cannot be located

the shops in the order of ther location. His
father finally Fets him a cvele sothe family

Sonya] Namr brings alive this world with its overgrown

branches, and trees looking to trap people

N the first reading, Sachin

does not have to walk every time they go

with their flowers.

Kundalkar's ‘Silk Route', out with him. Nishikant feels an acute At its heart, ‘Silk Route’ is a queer love o 4] -

published n 2023 in Marathi as sense of loss as he hasto eydeeverywhere.  story where the ares of various characters THE SLUPPERY PATH

Monochrome:  Volume 1, “New, everything would hurtletowards him - converge to tell the world to finally accept bay Jincer.

Reshim Marg', has great simi- — and then leave him — with great speed.  that 'love is love'. Everyone is searching for Twentyfirst Century Publications.
lanties with his ‘Cobalt Blue' —the coming- He would not be able to loiter like he used  something. Sometimes they find it; some- Pages 2067300

ofagFe namative, siblings in love with the
same man, a searchforthe selfand for mean-

to. Everyvthing had to be expenenced as
quickly as possible. Nothing would linger”

times they have to let it go. All this is dealt
with the softness and beauty of an ocean

This book is an English translation of

ing. Like ‘Cobalt Blue', it gives memorable SILK ROUTE These lines set the tone for the expen-  wavelapping at the shore. Punjabi writer Jinder's selected
characters and an mnsipht into the soul- by Sachin Kundalkar, ences to follow, We meet the men who ooou- Nishikant, who journeys frem place to short stones. In the preface, transla-
crushing, mind-numbing ways that imagi- Translated by Aakash Karkare. py Nishikant's heart. There is Nikhil, the place, retums tothe tap infront of his dilap- tor Kuldeep Singh writes how his sto-
nation dies in the Indian family. But, in ret- PengLin Randaom House, boy his sister 15 also in love with; Shiv, who  idated, abandoned family home to fill his ries break away from the convention-
raspect, the divergences start to emerge. Pages 120.T399 he meets as astudent; and, finally, Srinivas  bottles. He dnnks from them on spedal al forms of linear namation. “His

We realhse that Kundalkar has lad the
foundations of a body of iterature to which
‘silk Boute' 1s the latest addition. The nov-
el opens with the protagonist, Nishikant,
stepping off abus in adusty village and real-
1sing he has forgotten the book he was read-
ing —very telingly, ‘Giovanni's Room' by
James Baldwin, about a young man navigat-

ng questions about his sexuality as he
soaks himself in the heady atmosphere of
Paris. Why he's in a villape that is in the
throes of an ashram becomes clear as the
narrative unspools itself, unhurnedly:
Nishikant loves walking. As a child, he
wentwalking all over the town and knew all

in London. Years roll by and Nishikant 1s at
yet another phase of hife, having outhved
tragedy, disappearances and sepamtions,
‘Silk Route' carries adistinet charm and
depth of feeling. The novel spans lives, cul-
tures, pmceesses of thought. There is a
sense of ease with which Kundalkar
through his translator Aakash Karkare,

occasions. The water 1s what feeds ham,
nourishes him and keeps his soul rooted.
Reading ‘Silk Route’ is hke soothing an
ache that cannot be located. It is to touch
what 15 intan gible and to feel a stran pe mix
of compassion and sorrow.
— The reviewer leaches al All Sainls’

College, Thiruvananthapuram

characters often live unbalanced
lives, caught as they are between self-
realisation and social expectation...
Through psychological portraits,
gymbolic narratives and spintual
undertones, Jinder depicts the intri-
cate realities of modem existence.”
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MEGHNA PANT

Fthere's one word that will define 2025,
it's women. Not as a label or a cause, but
as an unstoppable foree reshaping every
field — from sport to startups, from sto-

vieling to leadership. Everywhere you
look , women are no longer waiting to be mvit-
ed to the table. They are buillding their own,
often on their own terms.

Kiran Manral's new book ‘The Game
Changers’ arrives right at the cusp of this
shift. It'snot a feminist callto armsora glossy
selfhelp puide. It's a mirror — held up to the
messy, magnificent, multi-tasking Indian
woman who refuses to fit into a box. She is
ambitious yet empathetic, exhausted yet
unyielding, flawed yet unflinching. And in
that contradiction les her quiet revolution.

Consider women's cricket. Once dismissed
as a novelty, it has become mmpossible to
ignore. Packed stadiums, endorsement deals,
live telecasts — it's not just a sporting
moment, it's a cultural one. When the Indian
women's team won, the triumph reverbemt-
ed far beyvond the boundary. It told every girl
that the bat and the briefease, the pitch and
the boardmom, are all fair game.

With her new book, Manral captures the
moment women have stopped asking for per-
mission — to lead, to play, to build, to simply
be. She draws a sharp, almost poetic, parallel
between the women who play and the women
who build. The crncketer and the entrepre-

neur share the same DNA: both have had to
fight for visibility, credibility, and access to
opportunity, Both have faced scepticism dis-
guised asadvice, And both, in their own quiet
waty, are redrawing the map of aspiration.

But what makes Manral's writing powerful
15 that she refuses to paint these women as
superhemes. She doesn't romanticise their
struggle or sanctify their success. She knows
revolutions rarely come with banners and
hashtags. They unfold in kitchens, in What-
sApp groups, in cramped offices and late-
night commutes, They take shape when a
woman asks for a pay raise. when she walks
out of a bad marriage, when she starts abusi-
ness from her bedmoom. They are built on the
everyday courage of choosing oneself,

Women don’t need saving
or spotlighting anymore.
They need space — to
play, to fail, to rise

Reading Manral, I am reminded of how the
modem Indianwoman doesn't want to be glo-
rified or victimised — she just wants to be
seen, sShe can lead a meeting and forget her
child's tiffin. She can smash a century and
still check in on her parents. Her power lies
not in perfection but in persistence, Her fem-
inism is not angry— it's pragmatic, lived, and
often laced with humour

The women of 2025 aren't asking to “lean
in" to systems built for men. They are
redesigning those systems entirely. They're
rejecting the old hierarchies that celebrated
burnout and bravado, the super-awaoman, and
offering a new template grounded in empa-

REFLECTIONS
Why the future is feminin

thy, adaptability, and collaboration. The
traits once dismissed as “soft” are now the
ones saving businesses, democracies, and
relationships.

This is what Manral calls the “feminine
future”. It's not about flipping the patri-
archy and placing women at the top —it's
about rebuilding power itself. It's about
leading without ego, nurturing without
guilt, winning without cruelty. It's about
saying no without apology.

And that's why her book feels ike the story
of our times, It's a chronicle of womenwho no
longer fit neatly into stereotypes: the home-
maker who invests in a startup, the founder
who becomes a mother on her own terms, the
athlete who turns down a movie deal to men-
tor the next generation. These are the women
who will define this decade.

In a culture obsessed with external valida-
tion, there's something mdical about being
enough for yourself. That, ultimately, is Man-
ral's message. Women don't need saving.
They don't need spotlights. They just need
space — to play, to fail, to rebuild, to thrive.

The shift 15 everywhere if vou know where
to look: in the startup founder disrupting
mdustries: in the athlete winning hearts; in
the storyvteller like Manral herself, who isdoe-
umenting the zeitgeist with a mic of mischief
and pravitas. Together they form the mosaic
of modem India — a country finally learmng
to see its women not as symbols or slogans,
but as forces of transformation.

Womendon't just represent the future, they
are the future. And in 2025, that future is
already here — fearless, funny, and unapolo-
petically feminine.

Because the future isn't female — it's
feminine. And that's what makes it so revo-
lutionary:

— The wriler is an acclaimed author

The power of meditation

Ntoday's world, weare caught in a relentless
race: chasing the next poal, the nead raise, the
upgrade. A better hifestyle, fatter pay
cheques, endless to-do lists —the pursuit never
ends. In the process, we often forget oursebves,
Amaety, addictive pattems, deep-rooted pain,
and selfdestructove habits begin o take over
This 1s the point where meditation starts to
make sense,

Imagine astate soprofound that thought ceas-
e5, desire vanishes, and eventhe sense of “T" dis-
sobves, leaving pure, luninous awareness,

Meditation opens a door to a state of No-Mind
— a state wherethe mind ceases to function and
opens into the supernatural space, the domain
of pure awareness.

[t one wants to ive a life of clarity and direct
knowing — free from pain, confusion, and
un fulfilled effort— then meditation s the key It
15 ot something to do; it isa wayto be. Foronly
instillness does the real reveal itself

The benefits of meditation reveal themsehses
gently — through body and mind. Modern sa-
ence nowconfirms what the ancent seers knew
intuttively. As practice deepens, measurable
physiological and neurclogical shifts appear
Meditation calms the nervous system, slows the
breath and heart rate, and lowers blood pres-
sure, By releasing endorphins, it restores hor-
monal balance, easing stress, amoety, and
depression.

Acrording to the dictionary, the word ‘medi-
tate’ means to engage in contemplation or
reflection. Yet the contemplation that leads to
meditation is not forced — it 15 effortless.

Convineed that there was more to human liv-
ing than the smple desires of hunper, attach-
ment, ambition, and sex, the sages set out in
search of the unseen essence that povemed the
inner and outer worlds, They asked: What

UNIVERSE
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caused thoughts to arise? What made them fed
happy at imes and unhappy at others? Why
could they not control theirdestiny and the out-
comes of thar ves? Why did the rain not fall
when they needed it most?

Burdened by these questions, they withdrew
nto forests to sit in quiet contemplation — away
from external disturbances and social obliga-
tions, Here, thmough trial and emor, through
deep study, and finally through supernatural
interventions, they discovered what lay beyvond
the vell of the mind.

While treading this path, theyuncovered sime
ple yet powerful ways of breathing, watching,
Inoking, listening, and simply being,

These techniques they shared and document-
ed for others who desired to walk the same path.

Itis not something to do; itisa
way to be. For only in stillness
does the real reveal itself

Thetechniques or methods — or “tools”, as they
are more simply termed — varied from one per-
son to another, depending on the state of thewr
mind and body configuration. Focused atten-
tion, mindfulness, and mantre chanting are
some examples of these techniques,

If one wishes to lnve bevond the mundane —
beyond fluctuating emotions, helplessness,
depression, anxiety, and stress — and wants o
expenence the supernatural within one's life, o
heal the body, and to be the master of one's des-
tiny by creating new expenences, then the
answer lies in meditation.

As for how to meditate, the first imperative is
to understand why you want to meditate, and
what 1s the purpose of following this path. Once
vou understand this, let the thought go and
begin with a blank mind.

Find aquiet and cleanspace, preferably where
sorme fresh air is available — when you breathe
n, vou want to take in ‘prana’, ife foree or vital
energy. Sit in acomfortable posiion. Remember
to keepyour spine straight Theimportant thing
15 to be comfortable, Your attention will be on
vour breath and you do not want to be shafting
arund.

Select a word that resonates with vou. Ram,
HariOm, Hare Krishna, Sat Naam, Wohe Gura,
Allah Ho. Take a simple, calm deep breath,
which comes at its own pace until it reaches your
navel. Breathing till the navel stops the chatter
in your head, keeps you forused. Start chanting
your chosen word (shabod), i a soft but audible
tone, Theears must hear and the heart must feel
the sound.

Choose a fixed time and place. You will soon
notice the space itself begins to draw yvou back
into practice.

— The wriler has been on a spirilual
Journey for over livo decodes

D

@ Alhasarrved, what's

the point of living?

AVAY SHUKLA

T nearly T vears, I have

for long endorsed Bob

Hope's dictum: “T'm not

afrawd of dying but I

on’t want to be around

when it happens.” But, of late, Tam

mare indined to go with "Death,

where i thy sting?” by the Apostle

Paul in I Corinthians of the New Tes-

tament. The simple reason 15 that 1

can no longer cope with the tectonic

changes taking place in a world

where Al means Artifical Intell-

gence and not the more familiar Arti-

ficlal Imnsemination people of my
generation were used to.

T've abways been saentifically chal-
lenged: in school, I thought a hight
vear was one when vou didn't get any
homework for the vacations, and
even as a frown-up. I am convineed
that the reason I can't get out of bed
in the morning is because of New-
ton's First Law: a body at rest will
continue to be at rest unless acted
upon by anexternal force, That exter-
nal foree s Neerja, which only proves
my point {and Newton's). I guess
what I'm tryving to convey is that I
lack the knowledge to make any
sense of technological “pmpgress”.

Fior example, I cannot figure out
what has happened to my email — 1
no longer receive mails from ladies, 1
discovered this the other day: some-
one, or something, has nstalled mal-
ware in my laptop which automatical-
by filters out all mails sent by females.
It could be Neerja. or it could be
Trump with his misogynistic brain,
but the point is: what the hell am I
supposed to do? And what's next —
will they also filter mails from homo-
sexuals, leshians {(somry, they're
alread y out). my editors, antr-bhakts,
Mani Shankar Aivar and Kangana
Ranaut? If so, then what's the point
of gomg on living?

I can't wrap my head around this
Artificial Intellipence and robotic
thingy either; oompared to
Trumpian and “andh-bhakt” intelli-
gence, it's a god-given gift and we
should be welcoming it. But I beheve
it's wiping out millhons of jobs, and
that the time is not far off when we
will be to mbots what dogs are to us
— loyal, but totally confused.

The optimists tell us that AT waill
delete jobs but will ereate new ones,
but the problem 15 no one can tell
which jobs it will create. Bill Gates
recently said in an interview that
only three types of jobs will remain
— energy sector related, biological
seiences and coding for Al itself. For
us non-techie types, most of whom
swarm the IAS, the only remaining
Jobs will be that of horse whisperers,
dog walkers, tarot card readers and
vaastu planners, There will be no re-
employment after retirement either.

Of course, Gates missed out on one
jo0b that will survive aganst all odds
— politicians. They are a mutant sub-
species of homo sapiens known as
homo crapiens. Unlike the former,

thev did not emerge from Africa but
from the cesspools that were the
inevitable result of apes descending
from the trees and living In groups.
They evolved slowly over the last
5000 vears or so, gradually losing
their vmPFC (ventromedial pre-
frontal cortex), which enables us to
have a conscience and moral sense of
right and wmong. This is precisely
what the Al robots also lack; conse-
quently, there 15 no difference
between homo crapiens and AL
Which 15 why Al will never replace
politicians. Mr Gates might like to
make a note ofthis.

And things are soon going to pet
whackier. In a few vears, we shall be
able to opt for designer babies with
Einstein's beauty and Kangana
Ranaut's brains, who will probably
be home delivered by Blinkit:

ISTOCK

Al is wiping out millions of
jobs, and the time is not far
off when we will be to robots
what dogs are to us — loyal,

but totally confused

women will be eternally safe because
their nether gamments shall hence-
forth be password protected or have
facial recognition features embed-
ded in them; a new spedes of homo
sapiens will emerge — cybernetic
nerds — which will be a blend of
human bodies and AT chips (Donald
Trump may be a prototype).

Astmologers will go extinet because
ChatGPT wil now predict wyour
future — not a difficult job, because
the said future will be the same for
just about everybody except the mul-
tr-bilhonaires. Nobody will have a
job, no one will be married because
the female bots will be far more
attractive than the female of our
species. No one will die of old age,
evervone shall die of boredom and
ennui because there will be nothing
for them to do except to listen to
Mann K1 Baat.

I'm ready to walk into the sunset,
folks, even of it 15 Al-penerated.

— The wrilerisa relived IAS officer

Shimla’'s mahant of European descent, and monkey tales

RAAJA BHASIN

had started off as the perfect hill sta
tion moming, A faidy dear sky, the wel-
come warmth of sunshine and for good
measure, a gentle breeze that wafted
und as if it had nothing better to do.
With a group of dderly travellers, T was in
Kasauli. (5o as not to give offence to anyone,
and to be as politically correct as anyone in
these ‘correctly incorrect’ times, by ‘ddedy’
I mean people of my age ora little yvounger).
We had just stepped out of the old dhurch
and one was recounting the story of the time
when the Viceroy, John Lawrence, was asked
to donate money to build the spire as the
church still had no pews. Blunt as ever, he is
believed to have remarked something to the
effect “Why would vou pet a man a hat,

when he had no trousers?” About that
maoment, a massive longur sitting on awall,
seemingly as content with Life as anvone
else, decided that I too did not need a spire,
Nor benches for that matter Just a floor
wold do. In a bound, he leapt and pushed
me to the pround. A couple of painkillers
took care of the bruises and other matters,
What Lay totally battered was my ego and
the supposed knowledge that lengur mon-
kevs are mild and do not attack, while the
rhesus macogque 15 aggressive and attacks,
Owverthe following weeks, [ spokee to foends
who know more about monkey business
than [ do. A couple of simple and fairly olwa-
ous answers emerged, the man-animal con-
flict being the most apparent one. Thencame
the nuances of howanimalbehaviouris alter-
mg. The macaque, our common bandaer, once
shied away from the larger and more formi-
dable longur. The latter on a leash found
emplovment of sorts, to keep the bandar log
away. Large billboards of a langur with bared
fangs can be seen outside some government
offices in New Delhi. These, I understand ., are
meant to scare off only the treeclimbing
monkeyvs who may find their way into the

offices and with ruthless efficency demaolish
files, fumiture and other available destrue-
tibles. Thday, they forage, amm in arm,
thmough nubbish heaps and over fnut trees,
Of the many unusual chamcters to come
out of Shimla, one was Charles William de
Russet. While one is not sure of his level of
cordiality with langurs, he was known to be
able to communicate with macaques.
Charles studied at Shimla's Bishop Cotton
School and it is believed that it was after his
father's death that he dnfted away from
Christianity and joined the fakir at Jakhu.
Expectedly, this conversion of sorts createda
minor fumre, Georpe Ryall, a judgeof Shim-
la's Small Cause Court, called him and tned
to reason with the 18-vearold to “return to

Charles William de Russet
came to be known as
Baba Mast Ram, and

was a venerated figure

his own people”. Byall spole kindly but
“Charbe was determined to stick to his role”.

Russet is believed to have undergone the
gesere rigours of a noviee for two vears. He
Ived under a tree and the attendant who
brought him food was his only human cone-
tact. John C Oman, a professorof natural sa-
ence at Government College, Lahore, met
him in 18, and recorded: “Judging from
outwand appearances, the man had not suf-
fered any such physical mconveniences as
would affect his health, and he was particu-
larly wedl clothed, though not In any sodha
stvle I have ever seen.”

In time, Russet became known as Baba
Mast Ram Hewas something of a curiosity
for Shimla's Eumpean residents and
known as ‘the leopard faker’ on aceount of
the leopard skin he wore, He soon came to
be accepted into presthood and became a
venerated figure.

Wntten by Babu Balgobind, a booklet
appeared on his death: ‘The Life and Teach-
tngs of Baba Mast Ram’. The teachings were
simple and Russet found parallels between
Jesus and Knshna and Arjuna and John.
The rest of the httle volume was on the 10

avatars of Bhagwan Vishnu. A mention in
1925 says that “he occupied a temple in
ChhotaSimla®”. This lastwas at leasta phase
in Russet's hife. The story goes that when
Raja Daljit Singh of Kapurthala purchased
Strawberry Hill, just below Chhota Simla,in
1921, Mast Ram occupied a room in the ser-
vants' quarters. The Raja allowed him to
stay on. An apocryphal tale is added to this,
that the Raja was disgusted with the destrue-
trveness of the monkeys and his son,
Padampt Singh, whowas still a child, “spoke
" Russet, who “persuaded” the monkeys to
stay away from Strawbenry Hill — and for
several vears, the simian bands would sit on
the boundary wall but not enter the estate.
In June 1927, with the rare approval of the
local Hindu assemblies, the Hindu hall chaeds
and Hindu residents of Shimla, Russet was
appointed mahant, manager and guardian
af the temple dedicated to Hanumang at
Jakhu. He died on December 28 the same
year and was cremated near the temple In
India, Charles de Russetis, perhaps, theonly
person of European descent to have become
the mahant of a Hindu ternple.,
— The wriler is anawthor basedin Shimla
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DEEPANKAR SHARDA

N January 2018, while talking to Bol-

Iywood star Shah Rukh Ehan, also

the co-ommner of Knolkata Knipght Rid-

ers, former Indian women's encket

team captain Mithali Raj had a simple

comment: “Cricket is not pender-biased. If

male cricketers deserve all the Biclities, why
can't women get equal attention?”

Wedon't knowwhat Shah Rukh sad toher,

but Last week when Indian skipper Harman-

v

Surmounded by members of the winning team, former captain Mithali Raj, a star performer
in her playing days and now a commentator, holds the World Cup, and can't hide her joy. am

INDEPTH
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#

Indian team captain Harmanpreet Kaur hugs former teammate and commertator Jhulan
Goswami, for a long time the spearhead of the Indian bowling attack. an

|

pred Kaur quietly handed over the World
Cup trophy the tearn had just won to Mithali
— now a commentator — the two women
looked at each other fora bnef second before
ther emotions took over The significance of
the moment was not lost on the two oricket
stars, nor anyvone conversant with the long
and arduous journey of women's aricket in
India —the hands that once struggled to get
a decent match fee were now holding the
biggest prize the game had to offer

Lifting the women'’s World Cup is not just
about avictory againstall odds — it'sa
unigue moment to accord towomen’s

cricket in India the same facilities,
opportunities and stage as the men get

Shafali Verma
has been a
starin the
making for
quite some
time, and has
finally lived

up tothe
billing. ami

That evening in Navi Mumbai was special.
Lashed by unseasonal rans i a jam-packed
DY Patil Stadnim. the Indian women's cricke-
et teamwas playing a Werdd Cup final for the
thind time, while the spectators — most of
them men — backed themwith full-throated

gusto. The happy ending had the women's
team lifting its maiden title.

The euphona of a victory after a long and
tough joumey culminated m tears of pure
joy — beit the players, their families, thoge
watching on TV screens all over the country

and acmss the globe the spectators and
even the former women oricketers in the
oommentators’ box. Indian women's erick-
et had finally come into its
own, finng the imagmation of
a owketcrzy country
that had ipnored them for

The victory was celebrat- # ‘ .
ed till 4 am before the players
decided to go back to the team
hoted. But the streams of people congratulat-
ing the girls was unending, at the stadium
and at the hotel.

“This victory will tigger an explosion in
women's cricket, not just in India but across
the world. Eeep in mind, India is already the
largest encketing nation with both a financial
and emotional investment in the sport.”
Sharda Upm, noted cricket journahst and
author, told The Tribune.

This winwill also create a parallel ecosys-
temn in states where women's cricket has
not been popular before, Ugra said,
adding. “We can already see more and
mare girls wanting to play cricket. I just
hope the Board of Control for Crcket in
India (BCCI) is ready and will start putting
more systems and structures in place, so
they have more plaving opportunities.
Remember what Deepti Sharma said, that
‘I hope we get to play more games'. It's
very important now for this victory not to
dissipate; women's ericket must have a
repular cyole and calendar™

Harmanpreet, too, has stressed leveraging
thiswin for a better organised future, “Tt will
surely bring a revolution in Indian women's
cricket, and it's nowup to the young players
to encash it. This team strugpled a lot fortwo
yvears, and finally ended up living this day,
and Thope it shall bring a huge change" she
said in the post-game interaction.

‘A domestic and junior structure somilar to
what the men haveis needed for young enck-
eters. I think it will be a big boost for the
Women's Premier Leapgue, one of the top
fernale events of the world m terms of its
financial strength. There will be peoplewant-
ing to put more money. This win bongs a lot

Harmanpreet Kaur has
seen enough ups and downs
to know the significance of a
World Cup win. For her, the
real gain will be if women's
cricket gets equal respect.

STILLALOTTODO

While the accolades are raining in, many
cncketers wondered if a victory parade sim-
ilar to what was amanged for the men's
teamwhen theywon the Wordd Cup last year
could have gone a long way in ending the

¥ towards women cncketers.
'@ “The hig change came when
! women's cncket came under
the umbrella of the BCCI, that
too after the ICC forced the BCCI
todo so. Earlier, it was funded by fed bow
women cmcketers, something that was real-
by annoving," said Ugra,

“Tt wall take time for female plavers to get
perks and acknowledpment on par with
men, but thiscan only be done ifwe make use
of this moment" added Shikha Manchanda,
a coach who tmins yvoung girls in Ludhiana,

REGION'S CONTRIBUTION
It's been a tough ride for the 36-vear-old Indi-
an skipper from Moga, Harmanpreet Kaur—
there have been a lot of bright spots in her
glittenng career, but the ultmate pnze
abwayvs eluded her, until now:

From facing allegations of having a fake
degree o writing in support of retaining a
coach, Hammanpreet has endured it all. She's
now the torchbearer ofthe game. She hasled
India in four T20 World Cups, and this was
her first ODI World Cup as captain.

Harleen Deol, who once had to request the
Punjab Cheef Minister to help her practice in
the Mohal stadium, was another important
part of the middle order; as was all-mounder
and Mohali pirl Amanjot Kaur, who once
tried her huck to play for Chandigarh.

Haneen stole the imelight off the pround
too, when she asked Pnme Minister Naren-
dra Modi, who hosted the team in Delhi, a
queston that perhaps no one has till now —
“Bir, what 15 yvour skincare moutine, because
there's such a glow on vour face?” The easy
laughter all amund showed a confident
bunch at ease with thear achieverments, hap-
py In each other's company.

Coming from a humble backpround, Har-
manpreet and Amanjot started playing crick-
et wath bovs just to teach them a lesson that
they could not belitle their kove for the sport.
“I remember when I used to design bats for
her, she always used to say, ‘T will also play
with branded bats one day’, and T would just
smile back,” Amanjot's father Bhupinder
singh, a carpenter by profession, told The Tre-

and bowled brlliantly in the World Cup, was
once dended admission o the Sector 26
ooaching centre in Chandigarh before a local
coach, Nagesh Gupta, spotted her bat swing
speed. It was at that moment in 2016 when
she started plaving senous ericket

This World Cup also finally saw Rohtak's
Shafali Verma live up to her bhiling of being
a prodigious talent. Shafali, who was not
even a part of the original squad, ensured
her name got etched in record books.

The young opener joined the team just
two days before the semifinal against Aus-
tralia after opener Pratika Rawal got
injured. She'd been sent by God for some-
thing good, she told the team.

InJanuary, when shewas dropped fromthe
sipuad, she didn't share the news with her
father who had suffered a heart attack, for
fear it would exacerbate his ill-health.

Himachal Pradesh, too, celebrated the
exploits of Henuka Thakur, who led the
bowding attack. Hailling from Parsa willage
in Rohru, Renuka’s father, Kehar Singh
Thakur, passed away when she was just
three. Kehar had named his son after Vin-
od Kambl. butit's Renuka who's now the
hill state's shaimng star.

Hamanpreet has experienced enough
disappointment to know the transforma-
tive power of victory. She posed with the
World Cup trophy sporting a T-shirt that
said: *Cricket 15 o sestemess cVErVOne' s
game’, Her team has made sure it 15,

MANDEEP SINGH

T least 40-50 per cent of children endure
bullying in the institutio nal care of schools
and private coaching centres across India,
according to multiple UNICEF studies.
Such perturbing statistics often get lost in
the corridors of schools — dismissed as isolated ina-
dents or buried under hackneyed whispers of “grow
some thick skin, it's part of growmg up”. Yet, from
time to time, the brutality resurfaces inways that could
put even William Golding's ' Lowd of the Flies” to shame.

Recently, an eight-vear-old Dalit bov in Shimla was
reportedly assaulted by three teachers who even puta
seorpion in his pants, Earlier, in January, a 15-year-old
student in Kochi took his own life after allegedly being
forced by classmates to lick a toilet seat. Such cases
may momentarily jolt the authorities out of slumber,
but warrant deeper examination and intervention at
both the psychological and policy levels,

Several developmental psychologists believe that by
the age of six a child begins to erystallise concrete atti-
tudes tewards other soeial groups and imdividuals, often
undedined by caste, Fender, religion and class. Conse-
quently, children dnven by inherent instincts for in-
group favouritism may repeatedly target and ham
those outside their socal group o assert dominance,

Dr Damanjit Kaur Sandhu, head of the Department
of Psychology at Punjabi Unaversity, Patiala, explains,
“Children in North India usually bully to achieve
social status, They attempt to act beyond their age
through their dre ssing patterns, gadgets, or bikes. The
underlying principle is moral disengagement, or a
lack of empathy in the bully.” She also cautions, I
juvenile delinquency remains unchecked in a student,
it can most certainly metastasise into adult crime, A
comprehensive policy to curb bullving needs to be
clearly spelled out by the government.”

The principal of a private school situated on the out-
skarts of Patiala notes that many parents from low-
income families increasingly choose private schools
for their children, lured by the promise of upward
class mobility. Parents also often feel more comfort-
able “outsourang their responsibility for the mental
well-being of their child to a private entity”. This may
intuitively make sense, as a seniorteacher at a Punjab
Fovernment school who wishes not to be named.
states, “There are simply no mental health counsellors

of advantages” Upra says,

debate of “step-motherly”

:

treatment

Bullying appears to be insidiously and rapidly festering in Indian classrooms, and inaction is making it worse. 1s10cK

Countering bullying

It's ignored in most schools, there is Iittle effort to counsel students,
and what's sorely missing is the notion of collective accountability

or confidential complaint mechanisms toreport cases
ofbullving in government schools.”

A common grievance of several educators from both
private and government institutions whom The Tri-
bune spoke to is the increased administrative work-
load under the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020.
This, they point out, leaves little room for creatively
engaging with children or constructively addressing
cases of harassment.

In the same vein, authors Kusha Anand and Marie
C Lall. intheir book ‘Bridging Neoltbemalism & Hindu
Natwnalism’, argue that the teachers’ dwindhng
autonomy and rising accountability have led toa shal-
lowr culture of performativity under the NEP 2020

Consequently, when viewed through the lens of bully-
ing, the fault lines between private and government
schools also begin to blur, as also highlighted in Nazia
Erum's ‘Mothering @ Muslim’.

Erum found that over 100 of the 118 Muslim children
she interviewed. aged between five and 20, had been
bullied at some point in their schools or had been
called a Pakistani or a termorist. Surprisingly, these
children were enrolled in 22 leading schools across
South Delhi, Gurugram and Noida. Hence, several
social psychologists note that one's eritical gaze can-
not be confined merely to the lessons imparted in
classrooms. It is the ‘hidden curricilum’ — a pletho-
ra of subtle rituals rooted inthe ethnocentne re-imag-

bune, The allmounder, who batted. fielded
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ination of the nation, be it assembly prayvers, text-
books, or the selective celebration of certain festivals
— that can contribute to inter-peer bullyving and the
systemic margialisation of children from particular
communities, even in the most elite schools.

Erum also highlights another menace rising alarm-
ingly across schools — the phenomenon of eyberbuil-
Iyving, fuelled by the proliferation of smartphones
among children and the growing focus on digital edu-
cation since Covid. On cyberbulbving, Prof Sandhu
remarks, “It's a new way to be anomymaous, displace
responsibility and often display animosity towards the
opposite sexc T have seen cases of young teens in Ludhi-
ana and Jalandhar who indulge in creating fake pictures
through Al to blackmail and bully their female class-
muates. School authonties, parents and even the police try
to brush these incidents under the carpet to avoid esca
lation or to preserve the future of their children.”

In all, bullying appears to be insidiously and rapidly
festenng in Indian classrooms. From classmooms to cha
trooms, the message is clear — bulbiang, inall its evoby-
g forms, demands urgent collective accountability.

In terms of interventions, Prof Sarla Dwivedi, a
Chhattisgarh-based psychologist, states, “Mediation
between children through mole-plays, skits, or allowing
them to express ther emotions in a safe space has
proven to be beneficial in several countries in counter-
ing bullyving.” Prof Sandhu highlights, “We need a
multi-pronged approach underwhich all stakeholders
— inchiding parents, police, lawyers amnd psycholo-
gists — help children realise the long-term ramifica-
tions of their actions on themselves and others.”

The most concerted efforts, experts stress, must be
made at the policy level by the government to ensure
a safe and dipnified education for every child.

The Supreme Court’s constitution of a National Task
Foree in March this vear, in the contead of student sui-
cides across higher education institutions, was a wel-
come step. It also issued 15 interim guidelines in July,
which will emain binding until proper legislation is
enacted to pmotect the mental well-being of children.

The apex court also affirmed that a student’s men-
tal health falls underArticle 21, the right to life. There-
fore, it 15 an inherent duty of the government to ensure
that whenever a child walks into a dassroom carrving
a school bag, there is also an invisible protective shield
of fundamental rnghts and emotional well-being that
must be preserved at all costs,

Amanjot Kaur
deserves all
the accolades
she's getting,
having played
a key role in
the win. rmi
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Vigilance lost

he theft of royal jewels from the Louvre is more than

an audacious crime. It is a warning about what

happens when prestige eclipses prudence. The world’s

most visited museum, entrusted with guarding
humanity’s treasures, now finds itself accused of neglecting the
very duty that defines it.

For years, the Louvre has dazzled the world with grand
exhibitions, ambitious acquisitions, and visionary projects
promising a “new Renaissance.” Yet beneath the spectacle lay
an unglamorous truth: its systems of protection and
maintenance had been allowed to decay.

While millions were spent acquiring new works and
redesigning spaces, only a fraction went toward security and
upkeep. The result was a perfect storm ~ priceless jewels
exposed, safety protocols outdated, and complacency mistaken
for confidence.

The heist, executed in broad daylight, has become a symbol
of misplaced priorities. It was not the work of a sophisticated
global syndicate but of petty criminals exploiting institutional
neglect. That makes the failure even more damning,. The
Louvre did not fall victim to superior cunning; it fell victim to its
own inattention.

The episode also challenges France’s cultural establishment
to rethink how heritage institutions are funded and managed.
When politics and prestige drive priorities, essential but
invisible systems ~ security, maintenance, staff training ~ suffer.
The Louvre’s lapse, therefore, is not an isolated event but a
reflection of broader systemic disregard for the mundane work
that preserves greatness.

This theft exposes a deeper malaise within cultural
institutions: the belief that visibility equals vitality. In the race
to modernise and impress, the Louvre forgot that its greatest
achievement was never its expansion, it was its stewardship. A
museum that cannot secure what it already holds undermines
the very legitimacy of its ambition.

There is also an ethical dimension to this neglect. The jewels
that disappeared were not mere ornaments; they were
fragments of Europe’s collective memory, objects that connect
modern France to its imperial past. Losing them so carelessly is
not just a material failure but a moral one. It suggests a shift in
priorities, from guardianship to showmanship.

The Louvre’s much-publicised New Renaissance project,
already burdened by rising costs and questionable feasibility,
now stands as a cautionary symbol of overreach. No cultural
vision, however bold, can justify underinvesting in the
fundamentals. Without trust in its security and preservation,
even the Louvre’s grandeur rings hollow.

The museum’s leadership has promised reform and insists it
has long-term plans to strengthen protection. That is necessary
but not sufficient. What is truly required is a cultural reset,
one that places preservation ahead of publicity, vigilance ahead
of vanity.

The jewels may one day be recovered. But the damage to the
Louvre’s reputation will take far longer to restore. The
world’s greatest museum now faces a simple truth: before it can
lead a new renaissance, it must first relearn how to guard its
own past.

QuantumMeets Al

or some years now, artificial intelligence has

commanded the spotlight, reshaping industries,

dazzling investors, and alarming policymakers in equal

measure. But behind the noise of algorithms and
chatbots, another technology is slowly assembling its pieces in
near silence. Quantum computing, still in its infancy, could
eventually change the nature of computation itself, and in doing
so, redefine the boundaries of Al and every field it touches.

Quantum technology is often described in paradoxes because
it operates in a world of paradoxes. Its building blocks, qubits,
do not behave like the tidy bits of classical computing. They can
exist in multiple states at once, enabling an exponential
explosion in processing power.

The result is a form of computation so advanced that
problems requiring billions of years to solve today could, in
theory, be cracked in seconds. Yet that potential remains
trapped behind the glass walls of laboratories, where machines
the size of rooms must be chilled to temperatures colder than
outer space to stay stable.

Still, even in this embryonic stage, the implications are
profound. Quantum could revolutionise drug discovery by
modelling molecular interactions beyond the reach of existing
computers, paving the way for medicines tailored to individual
bodies. It could optimise logistics, chemical processes, or energy
grids with unprecedented precision. In the realm of national
security, it might render current encryption systems obsolete ~ a
prospect already driving nations to hoard encrypted data for a
future when quantum can break it open.

In contrast, Al's appeal lies in immediacy. Its tools are
accessible, its benefits tangible, and its risks already visible.
Quantum, on the other hand, represents delayed disruption, a
future that still feels speculative but is quietly approaching. The
question is not whether it will arrive, but whether we will be
ready when it does.

Quantum computing may still be untested at scale, but its
ripple effects could reshape economies, governance, and global
digital sovereignty.

Both technologies, however, share a cautionary tale: the risk
of hype overwhelming understanding. Just as inflated
expectations once led to disillusionment with early Al
quantum too could suffer a credibility crisis if promises outpace
progress. Yet, this moment of uncertainty may also be its
strength, allowing scientists and policymakers to build
safeguards before commercialisation begins.

If AI challenged our notions of creativity and control,
quantum could challenge our very sense of certainty. Its logic
defies intuition, its outcomes are probabilistic, and its potential
to disrupt encryption and privacy will test how societies
manage power in the digital age.

Ultimately, quantum and Al are not rivals but partners in
evolution. AI gave machines the ability to “think”; quantum
may one day give them the power to “understand” complexity
itself. When these forces converge, they could redefine
computation, not as a faster process, but as a deeper one, to
herald the dawn of a truly intelligent era.
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Ditferences and Diplomacy

Diplomacynecessitates
focusingoncommonalities,
ratherthanondifferences,inthe
hopethatthelargeroutcomes
leadto betterment,evenifthey
arestillfarfromperfect. For
Indiatoonlyfocuson Taliban’s
obviouswrongswouldonly
perpetuatethedivideand
worsenportents, whereas
engagementandinteraction
couldleadtopossibilities of
positivechangesforIndia (and
Afghanistan),ineveryrealm

uch hullabaloo was made of
Afghanistan’s acting Foreign
Minister, Mawlawi Amir Khan
Muttagqi’s press conference at
the Afghan Embassy, where women journalists
were disallowed. While India’s Ministry of
External Affairs (MEA) clarified that it had
no role in organizing the press interaction,
there was widespread criticism of Delhi’s
supposed acquiescence of gender
discrimination. Civil society, journalists,and
opposition leaders, called out the Taliban
government’s discriminatory act.

Firstly, the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic
Relations (1961) grants privileges and
immunities that extend to invitations and
accesses to embassies in any host country.
So technically, the Afghanistan Embassy in
Delhi was well within its right to filter the
audience that it sought to engage with its
Foreign Minister, however picky it was in
making those choices. If gender was the
discriminatory factor here, one can only
imagine the sort of filters that an Embassy
of say Israel, China, or North Korea, would
deploy whilst planning engagement with
their respective authority figures in Delhi. It
is highly unlikely that a Tibetan or even a
journalist from the Indian State of Arunachal
Pradesh would get invited to the Chinese
Embassy in Delhi.

Importantly, Muttaqi did make amends
quickly and included women journalists in
his second press conference. He unconvincingly
attributed the earlier exclusion to “short
notice.” The implausible “short notice”
notwithstanding, the fact that he denied
the charges of gender discrimination and
made the necessary inclusions subsequently
must be lauded, especially coming from a
representative of a regressive, puritanical,
and hyper-religious regime like the Taliban.
If anything, Muttaqi chose to acquiesce to
the “normalcy” of the host nation as opposed
toinsisting on the known sensibilities of his
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own government. The diplomatic adjustment
and compromise ultimately came from
Muttaqi’s side.

This subsequent correction does not
condone the sweeping restrictions on women
re-imposed by the Taliban in their second
tenure. From banning education for a girl
child beyond the sixth grade, banning
employment in government or reliefjobs,
legal or political diminishment, or even
restricting access to healthcare and social
mobility ~ the psychological, physical,
and social discrimination against women
in Afghanistan is abysmal. Itis at complete
variance to the societal and constitutional

(and Afghanistan), in every realm.

Even purely from realpolitik, a friendly
Afghanistan denies Pakistan its long cherished
“Strategic Depth” in Afghanistan. Besides
obvious economic and strategic opportunities
(e.g.,gateway to Central Asia via the Chabahar
port in Iran) — the Indian footprint in
Afghanistan cuts into the
possible influence of China
and positions Delhi as the
global pointsman for
Afghanistan to the rest of
the world.

The cultural and societal
affinity towards India and

status of women in India. BHOPINDER Indians in Afghanistan, as

But then India has had evolutionary SINGH opposed to perceptions of
changes and reforms over time, whereas Pakistanis, Chinese, Iranians,
the complex and perennially wounded  Thewriteris Lt  Russiansoreventhe Americans,
history of Afghanistan has not been Gen PVSM, is unmatched. Delhi must
afforded the same progressive transformation. ~ AVSM (Retd),  cashin on that positivity for
If the subcontinent’s fight against the  and former Lt itself and use that lever for
British colonists was rooted in a secular Governorof  “normalising” and positivizing
movement (till a very late stage) and  Andaman&  Taliban's outlook, especially
subsequent constitutionality, the local Nicobar for its vulnerable sections.
Afghan fight against the foreign powers, Islands and But by not engaging, Delhi
be it against the the British, Soviets, or Puducherry alsodenies the Afghan populace

the Americans, was always rooted in
feudal/tribal pride or religiousity (Jihad).
There are civilisational (violent land of the
“Great Game”), cultural-tribal, and even
religious reasons for the Afghan narrative
to remain unevolved, even today.

However, diplomacy necessitates focusing
on commonalities, rather than on differences,
in the hope that the larger outcomes lead to
betterment, even if they are still far from
perfect. For India to only focus on Taliban’s
obvious wrongs would only perpetuate the
divide and worsen portents, whereas
engagement and interaction could lead to
possibilities of positive changes for India

under Taliban that possible

opportunity to “openup” and
reform. India does (and must) continue
engaging with nationsit has disagreements
with, be they societal or governmental. India
actively engages with many Arab Sheikhdoms
with “normalcies” that are at stark variance
with Indian society or even having complicated
sovereign positions on sensitive issues like
J&K. India does invest heavily with Israel
even though Delhi’s position on Palestine is
at variance with that of the current dispensation
in Tel Aviv. Similarly, Delhi has strong
relations with an undemocratic and authoritarian
regime in Moscow; just as we may or may

not have similarly warm relations in Bangladesh
or Nepal, even with the democratic free will
of its people (despite cultural, civilisational
or religious commonalities). There is simply
no alternative to engagement, even if one
were to disagree on certain aspects of the
other side.

India needs to engage confidently with
the conviction that it has had women
Presidents, Prime Minister, Foreign Minister,
Foreign Secretaries, eminent Journalists and
Editors (e.g., of this very publication), all on
account of their merit. India can teach by
inspiring examples and not necessarily by
preaching or denialism. If anything, in recent
times it has conveniently forsaken engagement
selectively with Pakistan (ironically not with
China, its foremost enemy) as publicly
decrying Pakistan has electoral gratification
in domestic politics. However, when a
financial “deal” is attractive (read, BCCI
stakes), it readily plays cricket matches with
Pakistan with public postures of no handshakes
— this is convenient, partisan and amnestic
nationalism, which is inconsistently flexed
depending on situations.

If we can rightly thaw relations with the
Taliban (whilst disagreeing with many of
their moorings), we can similarly engage
with other neighbours if we can conduct
diplomacy shorn of the electoral lens. If
engagement with Xi Jinping (despite the
bloody Summer of 2020) and Taliban is
kosher and conditional, it can also be with
yet another troublesome neighbour across
the Line-of-Control. Non-engagement is
sheer partisanship as Atal Behari Vajpayee,
the doyen of the current persuasion, famously
said, “You can change friends but not
neighbours”, while insisting on engagement
with Pakistan. Differences and electoral
calculus must not mix with diplomacy.

When treaty shields collide with an asset recovery crusade

he S Alam Group owner,

Mohammad Saiful Alam, has

recently taken Bangladeshtothe

arbitration arm of the World Bank
under the 2004 Bangladesh-Singapore
bilateral investment treaty (BIT). The
arbitration request lodged by his lawyers
alleges that Bangladesh's asset recovery
drive has cost his family business "hundreds
of millions" of dollars following what he
callsa"targeted campaign" of asset freezes,
confiscations, and investigations by the
interim government.

This development cannot be taken
lightly. It directly tests how an anti-corruption
drive meets the hard law of investor
protection, and the outcome may send
powerful signals to investors. The 2004
Bangladesh-Singapore treaty defines an
investor as a citizen of a contracting state
and offers guarantees including fair and
equitable treatment, full protection and
security, free transfer of capital, and
compensation for expropriation. It also
allows an investor to start a case at the
World Bank's International Centre for
Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID)
after a six-month cooling-off period.

However, the ICSID Conventionis quite
strict about jurisdiction: it only hears a
dispute between a state and a

is or has been a national of the host state
(Bangladesh in this case), ICSID lacks
jurisdiction. The tribunal will test

national of another state. A
dual national of the respondent
state (which is Bangladesh in
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this case) is barred if that
nationality existed on the day A N N

thepartiesconsentedtoarbitration 3=, % cw e neswans

or on the day ICSID registered

the request. Article 25(2)(a) requires that
a claimant be a national of the other
contracting state on both dates and not
also be a national of the respondent state
on either. That rule shuts the door on a
dual national of the respondent at both
key moments. Can claimants invoke the
Bangladesh-Singapore BIT? Possibly yes
on paper, but only if they truly were
Singapore citizens and not Bangladeshi
nationals on the legally relevant dates,
and only if the assetsin Bangladesh qualify
as protected investments. Reports state
thatmembers of the S Alam family became
Singaporean and renounced Bangladeshi
nationality. If that holds, they would clear
the nationality bar, provided the dates
align with the Convention. When a claimant
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EC must respond

Sir, This refers to the front page report,
“Rahul alleges massive vote fraud in Haryana,
ECI rejects charge” (6 November). A day
before the first phase of the Bihar Assembly
elections, Congress leader Rahul Gandhi
turned the spotlight on the 2024 Haryana
polls, in which his party had suffered a
shock defeat at the hands of the ruling BJP.

Citing electoral roll data to claim that as
many as 25 lakh entries were fake, the Leader
of the Opposition in Lok Sabha accused the
Election Commission of India (ECI) of
colluding with the BJP to ensure its victory.
This is Rahul’s biggest allegation of ‘vote
chori’ sofar-arguably his so-called H-bomb
- and also his strongest attack on the ECL

Earlier this year, he claimed that such
malpractices had taken place in Mahadevapura
and Aland Assembly constituency in
Karnataka. Gandhi’s claim about one out of
every eight voters in Haryana being fake
does strain credulity, but it's no doubt a

serious charge that demands a thorough
probe. He has tried to drive his point home
by sharing the voter list of Haryana’s Rai
constituency, where the photo of a Brazilian
model was used 22 times in 10 booths, with
names such as Seema, Sweety and Saraswati.
The authorities should counter Rahul’s
allegations with concrete evidence instead
of harping on the ‘why now’ question. At
stake is the sanctity of the poll process as
well as the ECI’s credibility. It’s vital to
safeguard public trust in the entire exercise,
especially amid the nationwide SIR.
Yours, etc., S S Paul,
Nadia, 6 November.

Governance

Sir, This refers to the editorial “Politics of
Hunger” published today, which aptly exposes
the moral vacuum behind the ongoing
political deadlock over food assistance in
the United States. Itis disturbing thatin one
of the world’s richest nations, millions must
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nationality with careful attention to
timing, continuity, and evidence.

The next fight sits inside the
investment treaty itself. The BIT
protects investments in Bangladesh
made by investors of Singapore. If
most group assets were put in place
when controllers were Bangladeshi nationals,
Bangladesh can argue that those assets
were not made by investors of Singapore
and fall outside protection.

So,expect atrench war over when assets
were created, how they were funded, and
who controlled them. Tribunals look past
formalities to real ownership and timing,
Bangladesh may also argue abuse of
process. In the past, claims have been
dismissed where an investor restructured
their assets to gain treaty protection once
adispute was anticipated. The rejection of
the Philip Morris Asia v. Australia claim—after
the company restructured on paper to
invoke a treaty while the plain packaging
dispute was already underway—is a classic
example.So, motive and timing are crucial.

On the merits, the S Alam family may
argue that sweeping freezes and investigations,
paired with public accusations and travel
limits, amount to indirect expropriation
and unfair and inequitable treatment.
Bangladesh may reply that a clean-up
drivetorecoverlooted assetsisa public-purpose
measure, pursued under law with judicial
oversight,and that no expropriation exists
where ownership remains and due process
is available. The treaty language on
expropriationin the 2004 text is outdated,
and does not grant automatic cover for
anti-corruption work or other public-interest
measures. Process and proportionality will
decide this round.

Past experience offers sharp lessons. In
Saipem v. Bangladesh, the ICSID found it
had jurisdiction and later ruled that
Bangladesh had breached the BIT after its
courts invalidated an ICC award ~ a
warning aboutjudicial interference. In the
Niko saga over gas blowouts, multiple
rulings followed, and a later committee
upheld an award against two state entities
over gas deliveries. ICSID tribunals have
often granted massive awards once a
breach is found.

Commendable

live in fear of losing access to basic nourishment
because of partisan conflict.

Food security should never be treated as
anegotiable budgetitem ~itis a fundamental
right and a test of governance. When political
leaders prioritize rhetoric over responsibility,
the credibility of democracy itself begins to
erode. Lawmakers must find common ground
and safeguard essential programmes like
SNAP, not as charity but as amoral obligation
to their citizens. A nation’s true strength lies
in compassion, not calculation.

Yours, etc., Avinashiappan Myilsami,
Coimbatore, 5 November.

Sir, It's commendable that Kerala has
been crowned as the first to achieve the
distinction of extreme poverty free state in
India. Though there may be reservations
about such claims, one thing is clear: the
state is making remarkable strides in the
human development indices and faring
better than others.

To come out of poverty completely is
utopian. It's a continuous process, but not a
fixed destination. But working towards that
ideal, with comprehensive plans, would give
better results.

The Central Government and other states
should study Kerala's inspirational story
and compete with it in achieving a better
place on the ladder of human development.
But the poll promises made by major parties
in the ongoing Bihar assembly elections
have been discouraging,.

Yours, etc.,.Dr DVG Sankara Rao, ex MP,
Vizianagaram, S November.
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PMAY emerges as India’s template for

SKNAG

ffordable housingis a solution

for those who cannot afford

to have a roof over their

ead unlessitis subsidised

or economised to suit their needs.
This price-sensitive segment is always
priced out due to higher investment
needs that go beyond their loan
eligibility. The aspiration of having
their own house remains an unmet
dream. Global statistics indicate the
number of homelessisincreasing not
only inunderdeveloped and developing
nations,but alsoin developed nations
(New York and Los Angeles are two
of the cities counted among the top to
have large numbers of homeless
people). Around 300 million people
are homeless globally (according to
the United Nations), which will reach
330 million by the end of 2025. Besides
this, around 2.8 billion people lack
access to adequate housing. More
shockingly, around 15 million people
worldwide are evicted each year,
according to statistics. This number
is further increased due to climate
adversity and disasters. The world is
therefore facing an unprecedented
crisis of housing shortage. Housing,
more than shelter, is the third skin of
human beings, bringing safety, stability,
and dignity to the occupier and,
ultimately, to the nation through its
sustainable foundation in a growing
ecosystem. Though the housing
problemis universal, its manifestations
differ by context and country. This
urgency of affordable housing was
critically underlined at the UN-Habitat
Assembly in Nairobi on 29-30 May
2025, which adopted the strategic
plan for 2026-29, prioritising global
needs and calling for coordinated
action to treat 'access to housing' as
a fundamental human right and a
cornerstone of sustainable
development. The plan seeks to ensure
every person has a shelter with dignity
and envisages scaling up affordable
housinginitiatives through innovative

the world

financing, public-private partnerships,
and policy reform, and by expanding
the social protection system to prevent
homelessness, etc. In India, 18 lakh
people are homeless, of whom 52
per cent are in urban areas, and
around 7.3 crorelack access to adequate
decent housing (IGH, 2018; Habitat,
2019). The situation is aggravated by
population growth, poverty, income
inequality,and unemployment-driven
city-centric population concentration.
The population growth in urban areas
has outpaced the growth of urban
housing inventories, leading to the
discouraging situation of forcing them
tolivein marginalised spaces, informal
settlements on the street side. This
rural-urban migration is a significant
problem, particularly in developing
countries, where opportunities and
livelihoods are believed to be available
in urban areas. Homelessness is not
a problem that will be eradicated
overnight; it requires coordinated
action and commitment by all
stakeholders. Communities can reverse
these trends through positive
development on the ground, addressing
not only urban housing but also
inclusive economic development.
Accordingly, India, the most populous
country in the world, viewed this as
a hurdle to growth that required
immediate attention. The Prime
Minister announced the Pradhan
Mantri Awas Yojana (PMAY) in two
phases: PMAY-Urban on 25 June
2015 and PMAY-Gramin on 1 April
2016, with avision to provide housing
for all by 2022, which has now been
extended till December 2025. The
target beneficiaries shall be the
Economically Weaker Sections (EWS),
Low Income Groups (LIG) and
Middle-Income Groups (MIG) in
urban areas. It has a historical
connection to the Indira Awas Yojana,
launched a few decades ago.

PMAY (Urban) has four components:
In-situ Slum Redevelopment (ISSR),
Credit Linked Subsidy Scheme (CLSS),
Affordable Housing Partnership (AHP)

and Beneficiary Led Construction
(BLC). The total planned outlay for
PMAY (U)under PMAY 1.0is Rs 8.39
lakh crores. A total of 1.12 crore houses
have been sanctioned, and around
96 lakh have been delivered to
beneficiaries. Under PMAY 2.0, an
additional 10 lakh houses have been
sanctioned. To date, out of the Rs
2.05 lakh crore committed, Rs 1.74
lakh crore in central assistance has
been released. The commitment vs.
plan shows the achievement is around
25 per cent, but the commitment to
the disbursement figure indicates a
quick, progressive delivery of benefits.
The state-wise statistics suggest that
the most successfulimplementation
of the PMAY benefit has been achieved
by Uttar Pradesh in both the urban
and rural schemes, at 98 and 95 per
cent respectively. But ironically,
Maharashtra (39 per cent) and Andhra
Pradesh (48 per cent) are lagging,
The impact of PMAY is not limited
to the national focus; it has crossed
the geographical boundaries of our
country.It has attracted international
policymakers because of its innovative
structure, which enhances financial
efficiency to augment the country's
growth. A house that provides a roof
over our heads brings dignity to life
by acting as a third skin for our bodies.

Therefore, looking at the financial
supply chain of this scheme with its
structure of Subsidised Home loans
under the credit-linked subsidy scheme
(CLSS), allowing beneficiaries to avail
interest subsidy on their home loan,
reducing EMIs (by Rs 2000 to Rs
2500), matching the eligibility of
EWS, LIG & MIG (Urban) consumers.

In Beneficiary-Led Construction
(BLD), the landowner received a
subsidy for their own home construction,
making the dream areality. In addition,
under the Affordable Housing in
Partnership (AHP) programme, private
developers received government
incentives to provide affordable
housing at subsidised rates, mainly
in urban areas. Like PMAY Urban,
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PMAY Gramin alsofocused on Rural
areas tobuild 3 crore houses through
the Direct Benefit Transfer Process.
To achieve women's empowerment,
joint ownership was given greater
importance. What attracted countries
around the world to the scheme is
not only that it addressed the home
solution, but also created economic
growth through employment generation
in construction, steel, cement and
associated industries. The private
housing segment is under pressure
from heavy price corrections (7 to 10
per cent) due to amassive number of
inventories being made available by
Government housing agencies such
as CIDCO, MHADA, HUDCO, etc.
Cities like Nagpur, Nashik, Surat,
Indore, Raipur, Lucknow, Pune,
Ahmedabad and Hyderabad are
benefiting from AHP and government
housing schemes. Private developers'
monopoly over an arbitrary pricing
mechanism is now indirectly regulated
through this PMAY project, which
has acted as a double-edged sword.
This will bring rationality to the cost
structure in the housing market.

Thebanking sector has seen strong
business traction due to ample
inventory and government-backed
housing schemes, driving market
demand amid the aspiration to own
a home. Therefore, the domestic
economy has received a reboot through
one key initiative that addresses the
bottom of the pyramid and nurtures
their latent desire to succeed.

In the international forum, the
PMAY urban scheme is referred to
as "one of the largest affordable
housing programmes globally;"indicating

that global policymakers are watching
us. The challenge perceived by the
international community is the supply
chain mechanism for delivering
without any leakage. The Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace
has drawn lessons on subsidy design,
demand-side support,home-ownership
bias, multiple verticals in one scheme,
Digital monitoring through geo-tagging,
and addressing the large-scale ambition
of theindividual and country at large.

Global bodies like UN-Habitat and
the World Bank cite this scheme as
an example of a successful public
distribution system. Indonesia's slum
upgrading and state-led models are
often discussed alongside PMAY at
UN-Habitat. Soon, African countries
will adopt their own model based on
the PMAY philosophy. Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) researchers
have cited PMAY as abenchmark for
government-led reform in welfare
delivery, through the exemplary
utilisation of digital infrastructure
and financial inclusion, and by fixing
leakages not through threats but
through system design, making the
systemaglobal template. Homelessness
is not inevitable; with coordinated
action and commitment, the international
community can reverse these trends.
As the world meets at the Second
World Summit for Social Development
in Doha this month, the message is
clear: accelerating social progress
requires that every person has access
to a safe, secure, and dignified place
to call home.

(The writer is a Mumbai-based freelance writer,
MSME strategist and industry mentor.)

Finance must serve economy, not exploit it

ANDREW SHENG

resident Xi Jinping's speech

at the Fourth Plenum in
Beijing last month outlined

the guidelines for the
upcoming 15th Five-Year Plan
(2026-2030). There was clear
determination to focus on technological
self-reliance, building a “high quality
productive forces” economic model
based on innovation and strong
industrial base that would be resilient
against external threats and headwinds.
Atthe Beijing Finance Street Forum

at the end of October, Vice Premier
He Lifeng stressed the need for China's
financial system to advance risk
prevention, strengthen regulation,
promote high-quality development
and push for high-standard opening-up.
Since the 15th Five-Year Plan period
(2026-2030) will be a key period for
basically achieving socialist modemization
by 2035, a high-quality productive
real economy model will require
high-quality financial development,
demanding an equally strong financial
sector. Foreign visitors to the Forum
welcomed the announcement that
China would continue to open up
her financial sector toforeign participation.
During the Forum, all top financial
leaders, including People’s Bank
Governor Pan Gongsheng, National
Financial Regulatory Administration
Minister Li Yunze and China Securities
Regulatory Commission Chairman
Wu Qing, outlined measures toimprove

macro-prudential regulation, make
the financial system more inclusive
and supportive of high-quality growth,
whilst emphasizing appropriate risk
management and financial stability.

The Plenum Communique set the
guiding principles for the 15th Five-Year
Planvery clearly. The Party is firmly
in charge of leading and implementation;
putting the people first; pursuing
high-quality development;
comprehensively deepening reform;
promoting interplay between an
efficient market and a well-functioning
government; and ensuring both
development and security.

That would require the Plan to
deliver significant achievements in
“high-quality development; substantial
improvements in scientific and
technological self-reliance and strength;
fresh breakthroughs in further deepening
reform comprehensively; notable
cultural and ethical progress across
society; further improvements in
quality of life; major new strides in
advancing the Beautiful China Initiative;
and further advances in strengthening
the national security shield”.

Toachieve all these, the Plan, which
will only be fully published next
March, had explanatory notes published
last week that GDP growth to 2035
would be around 4.17 per cent per
annum, slower than the 5.2-54 per
cent growth rate achieved duringthe
14th Plan Period (2021-2025). If this
target is achieved, per capita GDP by
2030 would be around $20,000,

roughly the mid-level of what the
World Bank considers tobe advanced
countries’ performance. Assuming
that the population of Chinaby 2030
would be 1.386 billion, the GDP by
then would be $27.7 trillion.

The IMF’s estimate on China's GDP
by 2030 are $25.8 trillion, with
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) GDP
at $47.38 trillion. By comparison, the
IMF estimate for the United States
(PPP) GDP by 2030 would be $33.96
trillion, with no estimate for nominal
GDP. If US nominal GDP is close to
PPP levels, China by 2030 would be
roughly between 76-82 per cent of
US nominal GDP, but larger than the
US in PPP terms by 39.5 per cent. In
short, by 2030, China would be an
economic powerhouse, requiring a
substantially deeper and more resilient
financial sector to support continued
stable growth. Finance supporting
innovative technology is exactly the
area where the United States is still
leading. The United States took 75
years toovertake the United Kingdom
in displacing the pound sterling in
1945, as by 1870, the United States
was on par with the British Empire
in terms of nominal GDP. During
this time, the United States built up
Wall Street, created the Federal Reserve,
nation-wide banking, strong commodity
and stock markets. She also built
very strong insurance, pension and
financial derivative markets.

For China to support high quality
growth, including taking high risks

in new technological revolution and
industrial transformation, would
require her to deepen her long-term
pension, insurance and private equity
funds that can produce patient capital
toabsorb high risk innovation projects
and infrastructure investments.

Foundationally, a strong financial
system is built on strong, stable
money. The United States Dollar
has an entrenched dominant position
because it is the leading fiat money
reserve currency, accounting for 74
per cent of international trade payments
in Asia, 58 per cent of central bank
reserves, and 90 per cent of global
foreign exchange transactions. When
a large part of the foreign exchange
reserves backing a country’s own
money isin US dollars, what happens
when the US decides to impose
sanctions and freeze such USD assets,
as had happened to Russia after
2022? Holding foreign fiat currency
as majority backing for domestic fiat
currency has a sanction risk that is
today not zero. The weaponization
of the US dollar, as lamented by
former IMF Chief Economist Ken
Rogoff (Our Dollar, Your Problem)
and former US Treasury Undersecretary
Lael Brainard (Exorbitant Pillage), is
causing foreign holders of dollars,
friends and foes alike, to re-think the
use of the dollar as the anchor of
monetary stability.

The dollar will remain as the
dominant fiat currency in usage, but
people are now thinking of how to

avoid the weaponization risk.

This is most evident in the rising
price of gold, as central banks have
been adding 1,000 tonnes of gold to
their reserves every year for the last
three years. Chinais today the largest
producer of gold in the world, and
the Shanghai Gold Exchange has the
largest turnover in gold transactions.
China has today roughly 7 per cent
of gold in her foreign exchange reserves,
roughly the same as Japan, with the
global average at 20 per cent. The
advanced economies of Europe and
the US have about 70-80 per cent of
their foreign exchange reserves in
gold, mainly because their currencies
are reserve currencies for the rest of
the world. A return to the gold
standard is not eminent, but a hybrid
system is now on many drawing
boards. Finance is meant to serve
the real, people-based economy, not
to exploit it. Thus, the path towards
deeper, inclusive and green finance
that is risk-resilient and supportive
of innovation and technology, must
be the foundation of the new Chinese
development model. That is a work
in progress at a scale in population
and quality never before tried in
history. That is the underlying message
behind building a socialist economy
with Chinese characteristics.

(The writer is Distinguished Fellow of Asia Global
Institute, University of Hong Kong, and Chairman of
the George Town Institute of Open and Advanced
Studies, Wawasan Open University, Penang. The
views expressed here are the writer’s own.)
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Last Sunday'’s Solution

HI1[N] 3 Republican fellow
in vote shows 17 Soviet official

ACROSS 14 Chapsin A & E
returned for

N

disappointed by
trendy golf course

Massage egos or
start to criticise

10 Quibbling before
departure about

1 Send Pole to medical treatment (7) mean fellow? college
announce (5) 25 Country dancing is (7) (13)
appointment (4) 15 Rushed to print by not easy? Not half! 4 Just tucked into 13 Cut price of drug

opening lines (7)
11 Violent genre leads

two editors (9) (7)

originally bought
for chemist (5) (4)

26 Time of year bound

additional small
snack (9) 16 Current plan to

27 Dictator s top dog 6 Send report on
onset of conflict

for grown-ups? (10)

consideration giving order to to unite swallows 5 Some salad leaves a conceal bungled
(10) young woman in beginning to requirement for arrest (9)

9 Female pens taxi? (9) migrate Spooner? 18 Dispatcher of bull
revolutionary 19 Christmas stocking (10) (5) from Rome mostly

carrying
information around

to attention deficit 21 Eating duck, possibly, being (7)
disorder (7) unfortunately no DOWN this? (13) 20 Fairy cake (7)

12 One copper diet health dish 7 Breakin?ldget 22 Elected to leave on
perhaps gathers (4-2-3-4) 1 Introduce steps to fired (7) time for bar (5)
nobody s at home 24 Turned up, change pandemic 8 Want to work on 23 Ring up about
(2,4,7) extremely (10) radio? (4) special work (4)

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

GOING BACK IN TIME

SHOVANLAL CHAKRABORTY

n the early 1980s era of terrestrial television,

we had to power on our Weston TV set manually.

It buzzed loudly — crude, but music to our ears

as teens. The brand’s tagline was “Providing
true value.”

The Doordarshan montage, which seemed to
take an eternity, signalled that programmes were
about to begin. News bulletins, introduced with a
heavy signature tune designed to command attention,
were read by persons who were celebrities in their
own right: Geetanjali Aiyar, Tejeshwar Singh, Salma
Sultan, Sarala Maheshwari, and Minu Talwar,
among others. We would play guessing games
about who would appear on screens that evening.

Ad jingles were melodic and catchy with simple
themes — the sort you wouldn’t want to skip, even
if you could. There was Sunil Gavaskar endorsing
Dinesh Suitings, Kapil Dev saying Palmolive da
jawaab nahi’ at the height of his popularity, and
Salman Khan singing in a breezy Campa Cola ad,
apart from “Chal meri Luna” and Lalitaji for Surf.
Many of these commercials, now circulating on
social media, bring a rush of nostalgia to Gen-Xers.

Our favourite programmes were Sherlock Holmes,
Malgudi Days, Karamchand, Humlog, Chitrahaar
and the weekly films. We awaited them keenly.
Waiting, indeed, was the defining feature of our
viewing,

That patience carried us into the late 1980s and
even the 1990s. A youthful Prannoy Roy, with his
familiar “Good evening and welcome”, introduced
us to “The World This Week’ on Doordarshan - a
window to international news. In the 1990s, S P
Singh would close the Aaj Tak bulletin with “intezaar
kijiye kal tak” (wait until tomorrow), and we did
just that.

From frugal television menus we have moved
on to convergence — now we can binge endlessly,
24X7. Content is king. There is, to be sure, a wealth
of storytelling available thanks to OTT platforms.
Everything is immediate. Advertisements intrude
from every direction, but that, we are told, is
engagement.

No longer do we wait for programmes; an OTT
giant tells us our watchlist is waiting. Everything is
marketed as “binge-worthy.” Watch this, watch
that, watch it all - for there is no tomorrow.

Everything is faster and noisier now.

We slip into our own little private universes in
search of more novel, more visceral experiences.
While new content can indeed educate and enlighten,
it is often explicit and unfiltered, overstimulating
and addictive. Where to draw the line is anyone’s
guess.

Interestingly, I recently read of an American
company that has developed a tin-can phone.
Similar to alandline, it is designed for parents keen
to delay handing their children a mobile. It allows
social autonomy, but with parental controls —only
approved contacts can call. That, surely, is going
back in time!

News Items

CRICKET TOURNEY

DATE OF NORTHERN
INDIA MATCHES

(From Our Correspondent.)
Lahore, Nov.

Atameeting to-day of the Executive Committee
of the Northern India Quadrangular Cricket
Tournament, a sub-committee was appointed
for the purpose of formulating suggestions to
reduce expenditure and to increase income for
the future. It was finally decided to hold it, if
possible, from Saturday, January 30, 1926, the
decision of the basis on which the fixture should
be run was the last item on agenda. It was at
first suggested that the teams should be formed
territorially, that is to say, one to consist of
players between Peshawar and Jhelum, another
between Jhelum and Amritsar, and a third
between Amritsar and Delhi, but in order to
make the sides as equal as possible, it was also
suggested that four teams should take part,
comprising Europeans, Punjab States, Punjab
University, and the Rest. A majority of the
Committee eventually agreed to hold the
competition on a communal basis as before.

CORRUPT PRACTICES

PROPOSED BILL
SUPPORTED BY
MADRAS CHAMBER

Madpras, Nov.

The Madras Chamber of Commerce have
addressed a letter to the local Government on
the proposed Corrupt Practices Bill. In the
opinion of the Chamber the Bill is both necessary
and desirable.

CHANDPURJUTE
BLAZE

Chandpur, Nov.

A fire broke out in the evening of November 3,
at the jute import godown of Messrs. Landale
and Clarke and Co. The total loss is estimated to
be over Rs. 70.000.
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coLours VIVACITY

Reviving the timeless
art of Dastangoi

PHOTOS: PANKAJ KUMAR
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The India Art Festival 2025 transforms spaces into a
lively canvas, where artists, galleries, and audiences
celebrate Indian creativity, says SAKSHI PRIYA

Where Does Art Begin And
Where Does It Take Us? From
the first lines on cave walls to
the bold abstractions of con-
temporary canvases, art has
always been humanity’s
instinctive language.

Long before words or
scripts, people painted what
they saw, felt, and feared.
Prehistoric handprints in
Bhimbetka or the frescoes of
Ajanta captured memory,
imagination, and emotion.

Art has always been about connec-
tion between artist and viewer, past

‘Harnessing Chaos’, balances pho-
tographic precision with painterly
abstraction. Movement and disor-
der converge into form, prompting
the question: How do we find order
in chaos? Can turbulent moments
transform into insight?

The piece captures the tension
between control and spontaneity,
inviting reflection on how we nav-
igate uncertainty. In contrast, Ajit
Ooviyan'’s canvases radiate colour
and energy, exploring harmony
through vibrant strokes. Parul Jain’s
modern texture works draw atten-
tion to the materiality of paint

own impres-
sions. Each

work encour-

ages interpre-
tation,
prompting
reflection on the
surfaces, colours,
and forms that sur-
round us.

Standing before a canvas, viewers
are invited to interpret, question,
and reflect. Each artwork sparks
thought and imagination, prompt-
ing personal responses to texture,
colour, and form. Every painting

GYANESHWAR DAYAL

When the noted historian
Yuval Noah Harari says
that stories made the
human race what it is, he
has a point. Indeed, stories
are inseparable from
human existence; from the
earliest times, they have
helped shape human civil-
isation. Over time, the art
of storytelling became
more refined and com-
pelling. The Urdu tradition
of storytelling, Dastangoi,
is a case in point-engaging,
captivating, almost addic-
tive. Centuries ago, in the
bustling bazaars of Mughal
India, crowds would
gather under flickering

into worlds. This timeless
tradition was brought
beautifully back to life at Le
Meridien New Delhi, where
Dastangoi — Gharwali, per-
formed by celebrated
artists Sunil Mehra and
Pallav Mishra, transport-
ed guests into the wry,
witty, and fiercely human
world of Ismat Chughtai.

Rooted in 13th-century
Persian origins and later
flourishing in the Mughal
courts, Dastangoi-from
dastan (story) and goi
(telling) — was once the
beating heart of oral
culture. These tales of
valour, trickery, romance,
and philosophy were per-
formed in marketplaces

THE FESTIVAL and present, silence and expres- itself, layering surfaces to create becomes a mirror for our own lamplight as a lone story- and royal durbars alike,
BRINGS sion. Art challenges us to see the depth. Sonia Verma’s black-and- emotions and ideas. teller began: “Ek tha where the storyteller’s only
TOGETHER world differently, offering spaces white series, accented with subtle The IAF 2025, under the direction Dastan — there wasoncea tools were voice, gesture,
GALLERIES where perception, thought, and red, conveys restrained intensity, of Minakshi Patil, is at the tale...” With a sweep ofhis and imagination.
AND ARTISTS feeling converge. This is precisely questioning how simplicity can Constitution Club of India, robe and a glintin his eye, Mehra and Mishra’s per-
y what the India Art Festival 2025 — hold power. A Durga-inspired New Delhi, and continues he would conjure empires, formance reimagined this
CONNECTING A National Celebration of Madhubani painting blends tradi- till today, offering audi- djinns, and lovers out of legacy with contemporary
NEW TALENT Contemporary Indian Art achieves, tion with contemporary interpreta- ences the chance to stand thin air. sensibility. Every pause,
presenting a platform where cre- tion, portraying courage, strength, before the artworks, inter- The audience, spell- glance, and word pulsed
WITH MASTER ativity flows across generations, and resilience. Aarti Studio’s ‘Quiet pret their meanings, and bound, would forget with emotion, reminding
ARTISTS regions, and traditions. Beauty of Thought’ examines con- engage directly with the where the storyendedand the audience that

This edition brings together
artists and galleries from
Hyderabad to Mumbai, Mumbai to
Kolkata, and Kolkata to Delhi, cre-
ating a national dialogue in contem-
porary art. Visitors encounter a

remarkable variety of mediums

and visions as they move
from one exhibit to
another.

O n e

strik-

ing

work,

templation through texture, invit-
ing viewers to engage with their

evolving narrative of con-
temporary Indian art.

life began. That was the
magic of Dastangoi — the
ancient Urdu art of story-
telling that turned words

Dastangoi is not about
grand sets —itis about the
human voice weaving
magic in the air.

0S: PANKAJ KUMAR
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Devotional dialogue dazzles

SAKSHI PRIYA

Some performances rise
above the familiar format of
a concert and become a
contemplative experience.

Tu ka Mhane Kahe
Kabira, presented by
Pancham Nishad Creatives
at Kamani Auditorium, was
an evening where poetry,
philosophy, and music con-

time and region, their verses
share a reflection on human
faith and inner seeking.
Ranjani and Gayatri present-
ed Tukaram’s Abhangwani
with emotional intensity,
blending lyrical devotion with
vocal precision.

Their rendering of
Tukaram’s verses carried the
intimacy of prayer and the
discipline of classical form.

In contrast, Bhuvanesh

scape.Dhanashree Lele’s nar-
ration provided philosophical
context, explaining how both
saints, though rooted in dif-
ferent traditions, spoke of
the same quest for unity with
the divine. Her commentary
gave structure to the dia-
logue between Saguna and
Nirguna Bhakti, helping the
audience grasp the
intellectual and spiritual
depth of the compositions.

PHOTOS: PANKAJ KUMAR

Layers of thought, lines of light

SAKSHI PRIYA

What is it that an artist truly
confronts when she stands before
a blank canvas — the world, or
herself? Bharati Shah’s Rubaru, on
view at Lalit Kala Akademi, New
Delhi, invites that very
confrontation — an intimate
meeting between mind, matter,
and movement. ‘The exhibition, her
68th and 16th solo show, reflects
Shah'’s lifelong engagement with
abstraction, colour, and conscious-
ness. Painting for over three

day I work.” The works in Rubaru
are vivid and contemplative —
acrylics on Italian linen and canvas
that shift between stillness and
energy. Gratitude 1, expansive and
breathing, opens like an offering, its
brushwork deliberate yet sponta-
neous. Jal Thal Nabh 2 carries a
cosmic temperament, its palette
reflecting the meeting of water,
earth, and sky — an unbroken con-
tinuum of existence.

Colour becomes language in
Vermillion Sun 2, where warmth
spills across the frame in waves that

“Everything is colourful — our
moods, our clothes, our
flowers, our way of life.
Everywhere you see colours.”
Her canvases bring this sensory
abundance alive. Works such
as Serenity 2and Solace 1move
through delicate transitions of
light, invoking quiet renewal,
while Doors and Windows 2
and Brahma the Creator play
with form and suggestion,
offering glimpses into inner
and outer thresholds.
Though her works bear

FOR HER, PAINTING IS AN
ACT OF HEALING. EACH

verged to explore the essence Komkali’s Kabirwani By the end, Tu ka Mhane decades, she does not confine seem to radiate memory. In con- traces of cubist structure — a
of Bhakti. reflected an austere beauty, Kahe Kabira left the audi- herself to themes. “I don’t get trast, Midnight Blues1isaninward lineage tracing back to Picasso STROKE BECOMES A

The presentation brought his restrained style allowing ence thoughtful and deeply inspired by any theme or anybody. whisper — indigo layered with and Braque — Shah approach- GESTURE OF RELEASE,
together the spiritual legacies Kabir’s words to shine moved. Itsucceeded in trans- What comes to my mind is just pure  reflection, a nocturnal space where  es the form intuitively, indepen- AN ARTICULATION OF THE
of SantTukaram and throughwith unembellished forming devotional music mind,” she said. Her process is light and thought coexist. Shah’s dent ofits history. “I stumbled UNSAID.THE PLAY OF
SantKabir, representing two  clarity. The accompaniment into an inquiry into truth instinctive, with no planning or Harmony 2is a quieter symphony, upon it not knowing the history X
schools of devotion — by Mandar Puranik on tabla, and devotion, demonstrating calendar-driven compulsion. “I avisual arrangement that feelslike behind it,” she said. “It allows COLOUR IN HER WORK IS
Saguna, which worships the Krushna Salunke on how ancientphilosophy can have at least seven, eight exhibi- listening to silence itself. When me toexplore and understand EMOTIONAL VOCABULARY,
divine in form, and Nirguna, pakhawaj, and Anurodh Jain find expression through dis- tions a year and only when I have asked how she wishes her visitors my mind without being tied SHAPING EXPERIENCE
which seeks the formless on rhythm created a bal- ciplined artistry and contem- exhibitions, 1 go out; otherwise, I'm  to perceive these works, herreply down by any parameters.am THROUGH LIGHT
truth. Though separated by anced, textured sound- porary performance. in my studio working. Ten hoursa was immediate: “When 1 finish a free to create not what my eyes

painting, 'm done with it. | see but what is deep in my AND TONE

USTAD AMJAD ALI own story. And I like to listen
to what they are.” exhibition is exactly
WATCHED THE This openness turns her that:an encounter with
PERFORMANCES exhibition into a dialogue. the unseen currents

INTENTLY, WITNESSING
POETRY, RHYTHM, AND

DEVOTION BLEND

BEAUTIFULLY ON STAGE

want them to have their own
perspective and make their

Every viewer becomes a co-
creator, completing the
artwork through personal
reflection. Her world is filled
with colour, literally and
philosophically. “It’s a temple,
it'sreally colourful,” she said,

soul.” Rubaru in Urdu

means face-to-face —
an encounter. Shah’s

that move within us.
The viewer stands
before each work as
one stands before a
mirror — without
expectation, without
direction, yet inevitably

PHOTOS: PANKAJ KUMAR

describing one of her pieces. transformed.
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Politics is the art of
looking for trouble,
finding it whether it exists
or not, and applying the
wrong remedy
= Ernest Benn

THE ASPIRATIONAL STATES

In 2025, Jharkhand, Uttarakhand, and Chhattisgarh mark 25 years since their formation-states born of aspirations for self-determination, better
governance, and inclusive growth. Over the past quarter-century, each has charted a unique path, balancing economic development with cultural
preservation and environmental challenges. As they celebrate this milestone, it is a moment to reflect on their journey of transformation, shaped by
resilience, reforms, and the relentless spirit of their people

Jharkhand: A story of resilience & renewal

Jharkhand, one of India’s
youngest states, com-
pletes 25 years of its for-
mation in 2025, a journey
marked by courage, hard
work, and transforma-
tion. From its birth to
today, the state’s progress
reflects the determina-

Subah Hogee” and the
film “Pratyavartan”
highlighted the futility
of violence and moti-
vated misguided
youth to return to
normal life. These cre-
ative efforts were
widely appreciated for

tion of its people to build
a distinct identity and a
better future, despite
many challenges.

Historical Background and

Formation

The dream of a separate Jharkhand
existed long before the state was offi-
cially created on November 15, 2000.
With its rich tribal culture, abundant
minerals, and unique traditions, the
region always had a strong sense of
identity. The demand for a separate
state grew stronger in the 1970s under
the leadership of the Jharkhand Mukti
Morcha (JMM), which voiced the aspira-
tions of tribal and local communities for
political rights and fair economic devel-
opment. This dream finally came true
with the Bihar Reorganisation Bill,
2000, which separated 18 southern dis-
tricts of Bihar to form Jharkhand -
India’s 28th state. It was both the ful-
filment of a long struggle and the
beginning of a new chapter in self-gov-
ernance and planned development.

The Naxal Challenge: Courage,

Sacrifice, and Determination
From its inception, Jharkhand faced one
of India’s toughest internal security
challenges — Left-Wing Extremism
(LWE), or Naxalism. Extremist groups
tried to exploit the region’s difficult
terrain and social inequalities, leading
to years of violence and loss.

Official records show that since 2000,
551 police personnel have lost their lives
in anti-Naxal operations, and around
823 civilians have been killed in extrem-
ist attacks. Landmines, ambushes, and
assaults on police camps created fear,
while schools, health centres, and local
governance suffered in affected areas.

Yet, in the face of this adversity, the
Jharkhand Police and local people
demonstrated extraordinary courage
and commitment. Security forces
worked in dangerous conditions with
limited resources but stood firm to
uphold law and order. As former Chief
of State Police, I had the privilege of wit-
nessing this journey closely. I saw police
vehicles being blown apart and senior
officers, including District SPs, targeted
in ambushes. But [ also witnessed the
unmatched bravery of officers and
jawans who continued to serve with ded-
ication, often at great personal risk.

The police understood that the fight
against Naxalism could not be won by
force alone. Alongside strong security
measures, they focused on communi-
cation and trust-building. Cultural cam-
paigns like the street play “Phir Ek Nayee

RAJEEV KUMAR
Former DGP, Jharkhand

their positive impact
on society.

Through intelli-
gence-based opera-
tions, cooperation with central agen-
cies, and effective rehabilitation pro-
grammes, extremist networks were
gradually weakened. Once-dangerous
areas such as Jhumra Pahar, Prasanth
Hills, Saranda, and Burha Pahar were
freed and brought back into the fold of
governance and development.

Today, Naxal influence has shrunk to
only a few isolated pockets, thanks to
years of coordinated security efforts and
growing public confidence in democ-
ratic and develop-
mental process-
es. The story of
Jharkhand’s
fight against
extremism is not
just about law and
order — it is a story of
human courage, sacri-
fice, and the

strength of democratic resolve.

Political Evolution and

Governance

Jharkhand’s political journey has seen
frequent changes in leadership and
coalition governments, reflecting its
social diversity and evolving democra-
cy. While this sometimes caused policy
disruptions and administrative instabil-
ity, it also allowed representation for dif-
ferent regions and communities.

In recent years, greater political sta-
bility has led to more consistent gover-
nance, better financial management,
and improved coordination among
government departments. These
changes have strengthened institu-
tions and helped the state focus more
effectively on development.

Economic and Infrastructure

Growth

Jharkhand holds over 37
per cent of India’s
mineral wealth,
making it a key con-
tributor to the
country’s industrial
economy. Turning this
mineral strength into broad-
based prosperity has been chal-
lenging due to environmental

and regulatory hurdles.
CONTINUED ON >> PII

Chhattisgarh: At a turning point of growth

Chhattisgarh recently cel-
ebrated its 25th founda-
tion day. Like a 25-year-
old youth, the state too is
advancing toward a
strong identity and eco-
nomic self-reliance. Born
out of Madhya Pradesh, it
is striving to embrace

However, in rural
and tribal regions, the
weak infrastructure of
primary and sec-
ondary education con-
tinues to be a major
challenge.

Agriculture remains
the backbone of the

modernisation while pre-
serving its rich cultural
heritage — a journey
filled with both opportu-
nities and challenges.

Economic Progress,

Opportunities, and Challenges
The economic growth of Chhattisgarh
has been remarkable. In the fiscal year
2022-23, the state’s Gross State Domestic
Product (GSDP) grew by 8 per cent,
higher than the national average. The
government allocated 39 per cent of its
total budget toward social welfare. The
unemployment rate places
Chhattisgarh fifth in the country, yet
behind this positive statistic lies the
issue of underemployment and skill
mismatch. The imbalance between
youth potential and industrial demand
remains a concern.

To bridge this gap, the state launched
robotics and artificial-intelligence
courses from 2024-25, preparing its
youth for global competitiveness.

MISHRA

GANESH SHANKAR

Retd. IAS Officer; served as
Principal Secretary, Chhattisgarh

state’s economy, pro-
viding employment to
77 per cent of the pop-
ulation. Fertile soil,
diverse climate, and
abundant water resources make it
suitable for high-income crops. For
increasing agricultural income, the
development of micro-irrigation,
organic farming, warehousing,
and agro-processing industries is
essential.

Chhattisgarh’s mineral wealth is
both a boon and a challenge.
While mining and industry fuel
the economy, they often lead to
environmental degradation,
displacement, and the resur-
gence of Naxalism.

The Fight Against

Naxalism

Union Home Minister Amit
Shah has set a target to
make Chhattisgarh Naxal-
free by March 2026, sym-

Uttarakhand: Development and challenges redefined

As Uttarakhand marks its 25th year of
statehood, it is apt to reflect on its
journey; the achievements, the evolv-
ing landscape, and the work still
ahead. From infrastructure to tourism,
from power to industrialisation, the
hills have witnessed lot of transforma-
tion. Yet the fragile Himalayan ecology
and the aspirations of its people
demand that this progress be both sus-

tainable and inclusive.

ASHOK KUMAR
Former DGP, Uttarakhand

Villages that were isolated for
much of the year are now linked
via motorable roads, enabling
access to education, health and
livelihoods. The focus on all-
weather roads in areas like the
Char Dham circuit and border
zones like Lipilekh road means the
state is better prepared for both
development and security.

Roads, bridges, tunnels, and
four-lane highways speak of the

natural calamities and emergencies.

However, the expansion also carries safety and
environmental implications: high altitude opera-
tions, weather vulnerability, and the risk of overuse
in environmentally sensitive zones. This calls for
strict standards, rigorous monitoring and sustain-
able planning.

Power Generation & Energy Access

Access to reliable power is a foundation of modern
development,
siderably in this domain.

and Uttarakhand has advanced con-

Infrastructure & Connectivity

When Uttarakhand was created in 2000, its infra-
structure base in many remote and mountainous
areas was modest. Over the past quarter-century the
state has made very tangible strides.

The road network has expanded significantly.
According to recent data, the total road length in
the state has increased from under 20,000 km to
over 45,000 km. Similarly, the rail network is
coming up to Karnprayag. Aerial connectivity has
also improved. Now, we can’t call Uttarakhand a
remotely connected state.

These improvements have unlocked many oppor-
tunities; for access to markets, for tourism, for
medical and educational reach. Yet challenges like
landslides, terrain constraints and remote hamlets
still remain.

Road Network in the Hills

Beyond the aggregate numbers, what stands out is
how connectivity has improved:

fast-growing infrastructure of
Uttarakhand. This would not have been possible in
a large state like Uttar Pradesh.

Still, given the mountainous terrain, maintenance
costs and environmental risks (like landslides and
weather damage) persist. The state has to contin-
uously invest in resilient infrastructure.

Heli-Services & Air Connectivity

One significant leap has been
the expansion of heli-ser-
vices, which are crucial in
the hills.
The state govern-
ment has started heli
services from many of its
planned heliports, 12 out
of 18 already operational.
These services not only
aid pilgrimage tourism and adventure
travel, but also act as lifelines during

The distribution utility figures show strong
growth: number of consumers, contracted load and
lines all increasing substantially. For example, the
state distribution company’s input energy rose from
3,038 MU to 17,200 MU.

In the generation sphere, the state is pushing both

hydro and solar. Under its Solar Energy Policy 2023
it has targeted 2,500 MW of solar capacity.

Meanwhile, hydropower projects aim to increase

capacity significantly by 2031.

But the challenge remains: ensuring that
remote villages, especially in the high hills, have
reliable access, and that power infrastruc-
ture growth doesn’t come at the

cost of ecosystems or local livelihoods.

Industrialisation & Economy
From a largely under-industrialised region,
Uttarakhand has evolved markedly in its eco-
nomic base.
CONTINUED ON >> PII

bolising the government’s unwavering
commitment. The end of Naxalism will
open new doors for industry, services,
and investment.

Operations such as Octopus, Double
Bull, and Chakrabandha have achieved
remarkable success. Security forces
have established permanent campsin
remote forest regions.

In 2025 alone, 270 Naxals were neu-
tralized, 680 arrested, and 1,225 surren-
dered. Major missions like Operation
Black Forest and mass surrenders in
Bijapur, Chhattisgarh, and Maharashtra
reflect the growing confidence among
insurgents to return to the mainstream.

Security agencies now employ
cutting-edge technologies for precise
monitoring and analysis of Naxal activ-
ities — including location tracking,
mobile data analysis, call-log examina-

tion, social-media analytics, and
Al-based data systems.
Collaboration with
forensic and technical
institutions has strength-
ened the intelligence frame-
work.
Drone surveillance and satel-
lite imaging have brought unprece-
dented improvements in opera-
tional accuracy.
With the continued cooperation
between the Centre and the State, India
is steadily moving toward becoming
completely Naxal-free by March 2026 -
a testament to decisive governance and
unwavering resolve.

Now, Bastar needs a strong alterna-
tive development model so that it
never regresses to its earlier conditions.

Gone are the days when exchanging
salt for chironji and tendu leaves was
a matter of pride. The people of Bastar
deserve dignified livelihoods and better
living conditions. Industrialisation of
Bastar must go hand in hand with the
preservation of its natural and cultur-
al identity. The government is now
taking decisive steps to free Bastar from
the grip of Naxalism.

A Morning from 2006 - An

Administrative Memory

In 2006, discussions were held with Tata
Steel to set up a 5.5-million-ton steel
plant. The then Chief Minister Dr Raman
Singh had a clear vision — to free
Bastar from Naxalism through develop-
ment and industrialisation. 1 recall
that in June 2006, when I was the
Collector of Rajnandgaon, Dr Raman
Singh told me over the phone:

“I am sending you there with a big
responsibility.” After becoming District
Magistrate of Bastar, | worked with the
district administration and police to
translate his vision into reality. Since the
region falls under Schedule V (tribal
area), land acquisition required approval
from Gram Sabhas under the PESA Act.
Within a week of assuming charge, 6 out
of 10 Gram Sabhas granted consent, and
within the next week, the remaining
4 followed. CONTINUED ON >> PII
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“LIMATE CHANGE IS THE GREATEST
THREAT TO OUR EXISTENCE IN OUR
SHORT HISTORY ON THIS PLANET”

— MARK RUFFALO
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Climate change & Indian agenda for COP30

VK BAHUGUNA

The 30th United Nations Conference of Parties
(COP-30) for Climate Change is slated to
begin in Belém, Brazil, from 10th November
to 21st November. The conference, like previ-
ous conferences, is very critical for taking stock
of achievements on Paris commitments, and
the entire world will be watching the proceed-
ings and the end results. Special focus will be
on the Biennial Transparency Report (BTR)
released by the UNFCCC Secretariat, which has
flagged the tardy progress and need to step
up to evolve a broader strategy through the
collective endeavours of the member nations,
especially when the global temperature has
for the first time breached the 1.5°C threshold
this calendar year. However, the Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDC) synthesis
report released on 28th October 2025 lists out
positive achievements in reducing emis-
sions. India, in June 2025, had already achieved
50 per cent of its goal of meeting its power
requirements from non-fossil fuels, which is
a big milestone for a developing country of
more than 143 crore people.

After the United States’ withdrawal from the
Paris Agreement under President Trump’s
administration, COP30 must bridge the big
geopolitical differences between devel-
oped and developing countries to
forge concrete, implementable path-
ways within the fore corner of
common but differentiated respon-
sibilities. In an era of extreme
weather observed over the last ten
years, the climatic vagaries have
ravaged economies and displaced
millions. These elements under-
score the conference’s role not as
an annual ritual, but as a linchpin for
equitable survival. This writer, as an
Indian battling climatic extremes and
observing the damages done to the
environment by the developed world
during the previous two centuries, would like
to ask the developed world why they are dilly-
dallying in not accepting their role in creat-
ing such disastrous climatic conditions for
present and future generations, and shying
away from providing the technology and the
needed finances rather than harping on
India and China for being the major emitters.
In fact, if they agree on these two fundamen-
tals, then India should be prepared to start
climate-resilient administration from top to
bottom to meet emission reduction and
upscale mitigation and adaptation across
landscapes. This writer, on moral grounds,
does not believe in the principle of buying
carbon credits by developing worlds from
poor countries to offset their emissions, but
practically it has become a norm now, though
not very successful.

Having said this, one of the urgent
needs for the COP30 negotiators is to
take note of the Global Stocktake (GST)
of COP28, which inter alia revealed that
current national commitments would
yield only a 10 per cent emissions
reduction by 2030-far short of the 45
per cent needed to align with the 1.5°C
threshold.

The conference’s Brazil setting under-
scores the nexus of biodiversity, emis-
sions, and equity, demanding differen-
tiated yet collaborative roles from key
actors. Therefore, Brazil, as head of the
COP, had described it as an ‘implemen-
tation COP’, urging nations to deeply
integrate the GST into national policy,
especially to end acrimony on the issue
of climate finance. As far as Indian
views are concerned diplomatically,

India has laid bare its stance through

high-level
engagements at
the UN General Assembly

briefing. Ambassador Ruchira Kamboj voiced
“deep disappointment” over COP29’s finance
shortfall, vowing to champion scaled-up,
grant-based flows under common but differ-
entiated responsibilities. It would be appro-
priate to discuss COP30 from the point of view
of India’s national interests.

The Indian delegation must assert to seek
‘Climate Justice and Equity’, leading the voice
of the Global South in tandem with Like-Minded
Developing Countries (LMDCs) and G77+China,
and rightfully rejecting the 300-billion-dollar
finance as ‘eye wash and optical illusion’, as

even

the 100-

billion-dollar

promise was never

met except in 2022.

Therefore, again, India should push for

more than 1 trillion dollars in funds, along with

accountability, transparency, and no dilution

of CBDR through uniform reporting on devel-

oping nations. As demanded in COP29 regard-

ing Intellectual Property Rights (IPR), there

should be free access to green technologies

without IPR barriers, enabling deployment in

sectors like renewable energy, adaptation, and

methane mitigation. The Indian government,

while taking proactive steps as this writer has

been suggesting, needs to ask for grants for cli-

matically vulnerable areas like the Sundarbans,
Northeast India, and the Western Ghats.

From the point of view

of civil society, COP30

must recognise that mit-

igation and adaptation

will have no credible

progress without the

active and purposeful

involvement of civil

society, especially mar-

ginalised sections. NGOs

and other civil society

groups, especially those

working at grassroots

levels, quite often feel

aggrieved for not being

consulted in preparation

before the COPs and

NDCs. Further, the forest

department plays a key

role in climate change

mitigation and adapta-

FROM AGENDA COVER

tion, but they are never consulted, especial-
ly on strategy regarding Agriculture, Forests
and Other Land Use (AFOLU), though AFOLU
supports the livelihoods of billions of people.
There are many people and organisations in
India advocating for including AFOLU under
Para 6.2 and Para 6.4 of Article 6 of the Paris
Agreement. Para 6.2 provides guidance to
countries to use internationally transferred
mitigation outcomes towards their climate
commitments. Para 6.4 creates a United
Nations-supervised mechanism for issuing
carbon credits with finances to emission-
reducing projects. AFOLU, however, is a
double-edged weapon: on one hand, it is a
major source of anthropogenic greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions, contributing approxi-
mately 20-24 per cent of total global emissions;
on the other hand, AFOLU offers immense mit-
igation potential through carbon sequestra-
tion and emission reductions, making it
essential for Paris Agreement goals of limit-
ing warming to 1.5-2°C. The IPCC’s Sixth
Assessment Report stressed AFOLU’s role in
delivering co-benefits like biodiversity conser-
vation, food security, and adaptation to
climate impacts, but warns of trade-offs such
as competition for land with bio-energy, etc.
The Indian government has excluded agricul-
ture from its emission intensity reduction
target of 45 per cent by 2030 from the year
2005 and instead is focusing on the energy and
industry sectors, though forestry, however, is
included as a sink, with commitments to
create an additional carbon sink of 2.5-3 billion
tonnes of CO2 by 2030. The government may
have its own reasons, primarily due to socio-
economics, equity, and food security for
livelihoods. As seen during previous COP dis-
cussions, excluding agriculture from NDCs and
carbon markets avoids “trade coercion” that
might hinder developmental rights. However,
this writer feels that the Government of
India must allow agroforestry as an internal
mechanism to get carbon credit through
Corporate Social Responsibility and govern-
ment-funded projects so that farmers’ income
can be bolstered along with meeting mitiga-
tion goals. The Prime Minister has unequivo-
cally reiterated that farmers’ interests will
never be compromised. The Indian delegation
must declare this in COP30 along with other
steps like a climate-resilient, bottom-up
development approach.

(The writer is former Director-General, ICFRE, in the
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change)

A marriage rooted
in green values

ANIMESH CHAUDHARY

In the serene village of Samode near Jaipur, a quiet rev-
olution in matrimonial tradition unfolded on Saturday
as two young professionals redefined what a modern
Hindu marriage can embody. Amid the rustle of pea-
cocks and the winter sky, Pooja Malik and Lakshya Pawan
Shyam Kaura celebrated a union free from dowry, expec-
tations, or demands, an intimate gathering grounded
in values rather than valuables.

Both accomplished in their own right: Lakshya, a
Princeton University graduate, and Pooja, an alumna
of MICA, Ahmedabad, and Lady Irwin College, the couple
exemplifies a generation that harmonizes global learn-
ing with Indian ethics. Their families, rooted in equal-
ity and mutual respect, chose a wedding that prioritised
conscience over custom.

In a symbolic gesture, the fathers of the bride and
groom exchanged a bonsai planter, marking their com-
mitment to a zero-dowry union. The couple also
planted a sapling near the mandap, while each of the
thirty guests received seed packets to nurture at
home- a living reminder that meaningful change
begins with small and deliberate actions.

“This Green Marriage celebrates not wealth, but
values; not consumption, but contribution. It is a quiet
revolution in how India can celebrate love responsibly,”
said Sanjiv Kaura, father of the groom.

By rejecting extravagant displays and traditional trans-
actional customs, the families emphasised simplicity,
sustainability, and social responsibility. The ceremony
sent a clear message that modern weddings can
honour love, equality, and environmental stewardship
simultaneously. The couple have shown that weddings
need not be a spectacle of consumption but can be
powerful statements of conscience, sowing seeds,
both literally and metaphorically for a future where
dignity, respect and sustainability flourish under one
canopy of love.

(The author is government consulant)

Jharkhand: A story...

Even so, recent years have seen steady progress.
Better roads, railways, airports, and power pro-
jects have improved connectivity and encour-
aged investment. The government’s focus on
renewable energy, agro-industries, and new
manufacturing sectors has helped diversify the
economy beyond mining. Transparent policies,
public-private partnerships, and an emphasis on
value addition are driving balanced and sustain-
able growth.

Jharkhand is now moving from being merely
a supplier of raw materials to a state focused
on industrial modernization and equitable
development.

Social and Rural Development

Jharkhand remains deeply rooted in its villages
and forests. The state’s approach to development
emphasizes education, healthcare, women’s
empowerment, and rural livelihoods.

Through Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and commu-
nity-based missions, many tribal and rural fam-
ilies have been connected to livelihood pro-
grammes and small-scale entrepreneurship.
Skill development and digital services are
helping bridge gaps in employment and gover-
nance. Improved roads, electricity, and health
outreach have brought visible change even in
remote areas, reflecting the government’s effort
to make progress inclusive and people-centred.

Future Prospects and Aspirations

As Jharkhand enters its next 25 years, it stands
ready for faster growth built on peace, stabili-
ty, and sustainable development. The restoration
of law and order in former conflict areas has
created a strong foundation for new industries
and investments.

The state’s future goals include industrial diver-
sification, clean energy, eco-tourism, and human
resource development. With a young population
and growing stability, Jharkhand aims to
combine its natural wealth with innovation and
entrepreneurship to become a model of
inclusive growth.

The key challenge will be to maintain a

balance between economic growth, social
justice, and environmental protection -
ensuring that progress benefits all without
harming nature.

Conclusion

The story of Jharkhand at 25 is one of resilience,
renewal, and hope. From years of struggle and
underdevelopment, a confident and forward-
looking state has emerged. The bravery of its
security forces, the dedication of its officials, and
the hard work of its citizens have together
shaped Jharkhand’s success.

They have turned adversity into opportunity
and aspiration into achievement. As Jharkhand
steps into its next 25 years, it carries forward a
proud legacy - of sacrifice, perseverance, and
promise - with faith that peace, development,
and dignity for all will continue to guide its path.

Chhattisgarh: At a
turning point of growth

Subsequently, the land acquisition process
began, and in record time - within two months
- compensation exceeding 355 crore was distrib-
uted to landowners for the acquired barren land.

To ensure better health, education, and
employment opportunities for Bastar’s resi-
dents, an MoU with Tata Group was also signed.
Itincluded provisions for a super-specialty hos-
pital, premium schools, an engineering college,
and employment opportunities for local youth.

However, due to bureaucratic hurdles at
higher administrative levels, the project could
not progress. Tragically, that acquired barren land
later became a victim of political opportunism,
and its return to its multiple landowners was
publicised as an achievement - but in my view,
it was a severe setback to Bastar’s growth and
prosperity.

I consider it a major lost opportunity - this
project could have transformed Bastar’s destiny
and naturally eradicated Naxalism.

Today, the vision of a Naxal-free India is yield-
ing tangible results.

This is truly a sunrise moment for Bastar. What

is now needed is a robust developmental
roadmap so that this time, the “take-off”
becomes a real flight.

If Chhattisgarh utilizes this opportunity wisely,
it can emerge as a leading pillar of a developed
India by 2047.

Then one could truly say - “Chhattisgarhiya,
sable badhiya!”

(The people of Chhattisgarh - the best of all!)

Uttarakhand:
development and...

The number of MSMEs in the state has grown to
approx. 80,000 new businesses over the last 25
years, with investment of over Rs 17,000 crore.

The manufacturing sector now contributes
about one-third of the state’s GDP.

The state’s promotion of horticulture, forests,
medicinal & aromatic plants, and associated pro-
cessing industries shows potential for eco-
friendly industrialisation.

But caution is required i.e., heavy, large-scale
industry especially in fragile hill zones, must be
carefully regulated. The state’s strength should
lie in small, green, local industries that preserve
ecology and generate local jobs.

Policing: Humane, Tech-Savvy,
Efficient

Another positive narrative has been the trans-
formation in law enforcement and public safety.
The state police has come up to SMART police
vision of Hon’ble Prime Minister.

The state police is increasingly using technol-
ogy: digital systems, drone surveillance, cyber-
units, special task forces etc.

Public-friendly measures, community policing
initiatives and improved responsiveness are
helping make the force more citizen-friendly.

Health & Education in the Hills: The
Work Ahead

While much has improved, the hills of
Uttarakhand still face gaps in health and educa-
tion. Schools, colleges and medical facilities have
expanded, but many high-altitude and remote

villages remain underserved.

Challenges include: attracting and retaining
qualified teachers and doctors, providing year-
round access (roads and power disruptions
hamper this), and tailoring education & health
services to the specific needs of hill communities.

This is a key priority: without strong human?
capacity infrastructure, the other gains risk
being undercut by migration, brain?drain and
out-flow of youth.

The Industrialisation Choice:
Eco-Friendly Only

Given Uttarakhand’s unique Himalayan environ-
ment, there is a strong imperative to choose the
right kind of industry.

Large heavy-industry projects like steel plants,
major chemical plants, massive factory complex-
es carry high risks of environmental degradation,
biodiversity loss, landslide triggers and unsus-
tainable migration.

The state’s future lies better in eco-friendly
industries: small manufacturing, value-added
forest products, medicinal plant processing, rural
crafts, agro-processing, green tourism services,
and clean energy components.

Policy must emphasise: low? impact footprint,
local employment, minimal environmental
harm, respect for ecology & culture, and align-
ment with carrying? capacity of the mountain
ecosystem.

Tourism: Rapid Growth with a Caveat

Tourism has been perhaps the most visible
growth story in Uttarakhand but also the most
delicate.

The numbers are staggering: over 23 crore (230
million) tourist visits in the past three years.

The state’s “homestay scheme” has been
highly successful: more than 6,000 registered
homestay operators are benefitting in rural and
hill zones.

Tourism has diversified beyond the marquee
hill stations to remote destinations, adventure
circuits, and lesser-known valleys. This spreads
economic benefit more widely.

But caution is needed: “blind tourism”
meaning unplanned, over-intensive tourist

flows, infrastructure strain, ecological stress,
social displacement must be avoided. The
hills have finite carrying capacity. References
warn about environmental risk from unregulat-
ed growth.

The homestay model, responsible tourism,
smaller-scale circuits, local participation must
be the template going forward.

Concluding Reflections & The Road

Forward

As Uttarakhand completes 25 years as a state, the

narrative is one of proud transformation i.e.,

better roads, better connectivity, increased

tourism, growing industries, improved power
access, more responsive governance. But the
story is not complete, and indeed, given the
fragile terrain and unique challenges of the

Himalayas, the next phase must be conscious,

sustainable and inclusive.

Key imperatives for the next 25 years include:
m Ensuring health and education systems reach

every village, especially remote hill clusters.

m Prioritising eco-friendly industries, rather
than heavy industrialisation that may damage
the ecosystem.

= Managing tourism in a way that respects local
culture, ecology and infrastructure limits,
maintaining balance between growth and car-
rying capacity.

m Strengthening infrastructure and power
access, but doing so while mitigating environ-
mental risk (landslides, glaciers, habitat dis-
ruption).

= Enhancing local employment, entrepreneur-
ship in hill zones, so that people don’t feel com-
pelled to migrate to plains.

m Keeping governance responsive, policing
citizen-centric, and public services high-tech
yet rooted in local realities.

Uttarakhand has shown what is possible. The
hills have come into sharper connectivity with
the world. But the mountains are a gift. They
demand custodianship. If the next 25 years lean
into sustainable development with Himalayan
wisdom, Uttarakhand will shine as a model of
how mountain states can grow with dignity,
ecology and equity.



THE ELECTORAL
REPUBLIC OF VOTE
BENEFIT TRANSFERS

NDIA'S political landscape is witness to an innovative private-

public partnership model. The upgrades are rapid and arrive

with every election. It enables nationalisation of costs and per-

sonalisation of political power. People pay taxes. Government

collects them. The politicians choose a section of voters to please.
Asin George Orwell’s farm, all are equal but some are more equal.
Like in the stock market, derivatives deliver returns.

This is the electoral republic of vote benefit transfers. To
appreciate, reflect on the headlines. The buzz is about a high
turnout of votersled by women at the first phase in Bihar. This
validates the grand idea of political parties. The woman voter
is effectively the ‘X Factor'—X because it is a silent vote, or
maybe because the X chromosome has been scientifically prov-
en to be more resilient.

The resilient gender, though, does not figure in ticket alloca-
tions—women account for less than 15 percent of MPs and less
than 20 percent of MLAs. Sure, there is the promise of a 33 per-
cent quota. Be that as it may, states are designing names for the
monthly allowance of between 21,000 and %2,500, subject to con-
ditions. Bihar became the 15th state to woo the X Factor! The cost
of cash benefit transfers to women is now over %2 lakh crore.

Typically, states pay women a monthly allowance. In Bihar,
the electoral calculus called for a bigger bang. The BJP-JD(U)
combo devised the CM’s employment scheme. The cash trans-
fer of %10,000 to 75 lakh women was dressed as the first instal-
ment of a potential %2 lakh Kkitty. As
of now, Bihar has 179 schemes listed
on DBT Bharat. A rattled RJD is of-
fering %30,000 if elected.

Neelkanth Mishra, chief econo-
mist at Axis Bank, points out elec-
toral sops are funded by expenditure
switching. Mishra estimates, “Bihar

spends around 2.9 percent of the state
THETHIRD EYE GDP on welfare schemes, the highest
SHANKKAR AIYAR among all states.” Voters know free-

Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar:
A Biometric History of India’s 17 Digit
Revolution, and Accidental India
(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)

bies are a free-now-pay-later gim-
mick, but like the Roman emperor
Vespasian, they feel ‘pecuina non
olet’—money does not stink.

It is not just women, the youth too
must be wooed. In a state that runs on migrant remittances,
employment is a slogan. The NDA promises to create one crore
jobs in five years. The RJD upped the ante—a government job
for each of 2.3 crore households. The math—2.3 crore x 20,000
in Bihar’s budget of %3 lakh crore is mind-numbing. Why must
schemes wait for polls is an uncontested debate.

Ironically, perverse politics is enabled by systemic reforms.
States are able to design and execute audacious schemes thanks
to GST collections and the predictable availability of funding.
Add systemic ease. Thanks to Aadhaar-enabled payments, gov-
ernments can initiate instant transfer of cash to beneficiaries.
All that is needed is registration of a code with National Pay-
ments Corporation and beneficiary details.

The Union government has 328 schemes vested with 56 min-
istries listed on DBT Bharat operating on the NPCI platform.
There are 7,065 codes listed on NPCI for state and central
schemes. Ease of delivery has perverse consequences. Unsur-
prisingly, the borrowings of states are higher and fiscal deficit
is likely worse at over 3 percent. Madhavi Arora, economist at
Emkay Global, cites the cause as “weak revenue mobilisation”
worsened by “election-led focus on freebies/subsidies”.

India’s governance is gripped by a strange psychosis. The ar-
chitecture of governance is focused on addressing consequences
that hurt political interests, whereas there is little effort to ad-
dress the causality that shackles people and the economy. This
explains—in part, at least—the need for a flood of acronym soups
in government of India documents. India spends %5.41 lakh crore
on centrally-sponsored schemes and runs the world’s largest pro-
grammes for food security, health insurance, rural jobs, rural
housing, midday meals, and personal accident insurance.

The national rural employment guarantee law was enacted in
2005. Two decades later, India spends over 286,000 crore on the
MGNREGS, and yet, the biggest issue in election after election is
employment. In a nation where government jobs find lakhs of ap-
plicants, paradoxically, as per 2023 data, nearly 9 lakh posts were
vacant at the Centre; the states have nearly a million posts vacant.
There are over 1.04 lakh schools with just one teacher.

This winter session, the government will move a new bill to
set the stage for a T1-lakh-crore bailout of state electricity
boards, but this reality isn’t halting free power. There are 35
different schemes listed on DBT Bharat for agriculture and
farmers’ welfare, and yet, the sector is perennially in distress
and farmer suicides haunt headlines. India is the fourth largest
economy, and yet, it must give 81 crore people free food because
half the workforce survives on a sixth of national income. Pri-
mary preventive health care is inadequate, and hence, there’s
health insurance for 51 crore people.

Thanks to the rich vote harvest, states are borrowing more and
spending less on critical services such as police, lower judiciary,
health, and education. What could be the next electoral innova-
tion to woo voters—air purifiers for Delhi, dehumidifiers for
Mumbali, free wifi for students, Zomato or Swiggy coupons, week-
end Airbnb deals? The brazen disregard for the long-term conse-
quences of underspending on state capacity should chill the col-
lective conscience; yet, all it triggers is a collective shrug.

Mao said power flows from the barrel of the gun. In India,
power grows from the taxpayer’s pocket.
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I always like to reveal the fact that
the emperor has no clothes. And
children are best at that. They teach
us how to see the world in that sense | Nair

Mira

ZOHRAN MAMDANI TROUNCES TRUMPISM

P R & POLITI
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N the neon-drenched canyons of
New York City, where skyscrapers
pierce the heavens like defiant
spears, a seismic shift has oc-
curred. It echoed the thunderous
collapse of empires past. Last
week, Zohran Kwame Mamdani,
a 34-year-old fiery democratic socialist,
stormed to victory as the second-young-
est mayor in the city’s storied history.
Born to an Indian Hindu mother, film-
maker Mira Nair, and a Ugandan Muslim
father, academic Mahmood Mamdani,
this son of immigrants didn’t just win an
election. He obliterated the remnants of
Trumpism in its spiritual heartland.
With 50.4 percent of the vote, Mamdani
crushed former Governor Andrew Cuo-
mo, running as a desperate independent,
and Republican Curtis Sliwa.

This wasn’t a mere ballot-box tri-
umph. It was a brutal exorcism of Don-
ald Trump’s personalised politics, his
toxic brew of division, and his so-called
‘Trumpian economics’. Ironically, in
this very city, where extreme terrorists
brought down the Twin Towers on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, killing nearly 3,000
Americans and others in an act of un-
imaginable horror, voters have chosen
to repose unyielding faith in multicul-
turalism. As the confetti fell and the
crowds roared, one truth crystallised.
America’s flirtation with autocratic in-
dividualism isunravelling, and Trump’s
plummeting acceptance is the harbin-
ger of his inevitable fall.

Trump’s rise in 2016 was a carnival of
chaos. He peddled fear as policy and
identity as weaponry. He ascended on
the backs of the dispossessed, promising
walls against ‘the others’ and tax cuts for
the elite disguised as populism. But less
than a year into his second term, the
cracks are widening into chasms.

Mamdani’s victory, coupled with

Democratic sweeps in other key races,
exposes the fragility of Trump’s grip.
It’s a national referendum on the man’s
corrosive legacy. Voters in the nation’s
largest city, a microcosm of America’s
diversity, rejected Trump’s exclusion-
ary toolkit with visceral force. Mam-
dani turned the race into a personal bat-
tleground of identities, where heritage
became both shield and sword. Howev-
er, this very emphasis on leftist ideals
could exacerbate national divisions.
Mamdani’s policies threaten to weaken
the fight against illegal immigration
and balloon expenditures on social
measures, potentially straining the
city’s and the country’s resources at a
time when prudence is paramount.

The campaign devolved into a raw
clash of visions, with both men hurling
barbs that laid bare the soul of American
politics. Trump, ever
the provocateur, at-
tacked Mamdani’s
identity with the sub-
tlety of a sledgeham-
mer. In a Truth Social
rant days before the
election, Trump la-
belled Mamdani a
“self-professed Jew
hater” and declared
that “any Jewish per-
son who votes for him
is a stupid person”. It
was classic Trump
who stoked religious
and ethnic fears to
rally his base. He im-
plied that Mamdani’s Muslim heritage
made him inherently suspect. Trump
doubled down, accusing Mamdani of em-
bodying “radical left identity politics
that will destroy New York”, tying him to
supposed anti-American sentiments.

It was personal, vicious, and utterly
predictable—a reflection of Trump’s
worldview where diversity is a threat,
not a strength. Mamdani fired back
with eloquence and cultural firepower
that dismantled Trump’s fortress of ex-
clusion. In rally after rally, he invoked
his biracial, interfaith roots as proof of
America’s promise. “My mother is Hin-
du, my father Muslim—I am the Amer-
ica Trump fears.” But Mamdani’s mas-
terstroke came in channelling historical
giants and cultural icons to eviscerate
Trump’s narrow nationalism.

Drawing from Jawaharlal Nehru, In-
dia’s first prime minister, Mamdani

ZOHRAN
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quoted the independence leader’s famous
‘Tryst with destiny’ speech. Adapting it
to the American context, Mamdani thun-
dered, “We build a noble city where all—
Hindu, Muslim, Jew, Christian, atheist—
dwell in unity, not the walled-off dystopia
Trump peddles.” It was a direct rebuke
to Trump’s America First’ isolationism,
invoking Nehru’s vision of inclusive de-
mocracy to highlight how Trump’s per-
sonalised rule fosters fragmentation.

To drive the point home, Mamdani
wove in cultural threads that resonated
with immigrant communities. At his
victory celebration, as the crowd erupt-
ed, the Hindi song ‘Dhoom machale’
from the Bollywood film Dhoom blasted
through the speakers. This fusion of Ne-
hru’s idealism and Bollywood’s vibran-
cy wasn’'t gimmickry. It was a powerful
narrative that mobilised South Asian,
Muslim, and pro-
gressive voters, turn-
ing identity from a
liability into a land-
slide catalyst. It was
Mamdani’s master-
class in marketing.

Mamdani’s tri-
umph doesn’t stand
alone. It’s part of a
broader Democratic
resurgence that
§ spells doom for
m Trump’s authority.

In Dearborn, Michi-
gan, Abdullah Ham-
A moud, a Lebanese-
American Muslim,
secured reelection as mayor with a com-
manding margin, becoming a beacon
for Arab-American communities weary
of Trump’s foreign policy blunders.
Meanwhile, in Buffalo, New York, Dem-
ocrat India Walton claimed victory as
mayor. These electoral successes—three
Democratic mayors, two of them Mus-
lim—represent a stinging rebuke to
Trumpism in urban strongholds.
Undoubtedly, the damage to Trump’s
authority is profound and multifaceted.
Domestically, these losses weaken his
grip on the Republican Party, where
murmurs of dissent are growing louder.
Midterm elections loom in 2026. With
Democrats now controlling key cities
and governorship like Abigail Span-
berger in Virginia and Mikie Sherrill in
New Jersey, the opposition has momen-
tum. These victories embolden Demo-
crats to counter Trump aggressively,

framing every policy fight as a battle
against his “autocratic individualism”.

Still, this cultural triumph masks po-
tential pitfalls. Mamdani’s expansive so-
cial agenda, including robust support
for undocumented immigrants and am-
bitious welfare expansions, could under-
mine efforts to curb illegal crossings,
inviting chaos at the borders, and fuel-
ling Trump’s narrative of Democratic
weakness on security Mamdani’s soften-
ing stances on immigration enforcement
might erode public trust in border secu-
rity which would provide Trump ammu-
nition to reclaim lost ground.

Within the executive branch, Trump’s
influence wanes as these local leaders
push back. Mamdani has already vowed
tomake New York a “sanctuary” against
federal overreach. He has challenged
Trump’s deportation plans and econom-
ic policies head-on. This resistance, if
sustained, could cascade, diminishing
Trump’s control over global economics
and diplomacy. Trump’s bombastic trade
wars and isolationist stances rely on
unified domestic support. With major
cities in revolt, his leverage in negotia-
tions with China or Europe evaporates.
Allies abroad, already wary of his vola-
tility, will see these defeats as evidence
of his declining clout, making it harder
to bully or bargain on the world stage.

In less than a year, Trump’s second in-
ning has devolved from triumphant re-
turn to desperate scramble. It proves that
in a robust democracy, autocratic indi-
vidualism—where one man’s ego dic-
tates policy—crumbles under the weight
of collective will. But the victors, too,
cannot afford complacency. Mamdani’s
leftist vision, if not balanced, risks frac-
turing the very diversity it celebrates,
turning unity into polarised silos.

Looking forward, this could herald a
Democratic renaissance, with figures
like Mamdani inspiring a new genera-
tion to reclaim America’s pluralistic
soul, provided they navigate the down-
sides wisely. If Democrats sustain this
momentum while balancing ideology
with fiscal and security prudence, the
midterms could deliver a congressional
flip. It would dilute Trump’s agenda and
hasten his political obsolescence.

The golden tower may still gleam, but
its foundations are rotting. In the end,
Trump’s fall won’t be with a bang, but
with the quiet roar of diverse voices sing-
ing songs he could never understand—a
fitting elegy for an era of excess.

SHOOTING STAR WHO LIT UP SCREENS & LIVES

OPINION

NAMRATA JOSHI
Consulting Editor
Follow her on X @Namrata_Joshi

NE of the best times I have had
at the movies was watching a
newly-restored print of Ritwik
Ghatak’s 1958 film Ajantrik
(known variously in English
as The Mechanical Man or The
Pathetic Fallacy) at the 2019
Pingyao International Film Festival in
China. It felt entirely felicitous for a
film about a man’s love for his rundown
car to play in a diesel-engine plant of
Mao Zedong’s times that had been rede-
veloped into a sprawling Festival Pal-
ace. The screening happened in the
presence of one of Ghatak’s beloved
students, filmmaker Kumar Shahani,
and the Chinese icon Jia Zhangke.
Ajantrik took the average Chinese

viewer—for whom Indian cinema
seemed to begin and end with Aamir
Khan’s Dangal and 3 Idiots—by sur-
prise. That a 60-year-old black-and-
white film could have them emotionally
invested, all by humanising an inani-
mate object. For the young students of
cinema, the man-machine dialectic, the
formal experimentation, and especially
the sound effects made the film way
ahead of its time.

Ghatak’s Chevrolet called ‘Jagaddal’
foreshadowed the Volkswagen Beetle in
Disney’s Herbie franchise without ever
getting acknowledged. Much like
Ghatak himself, who didn’t get the rec-
ognition he deserved in his short life-
time of 50 years in which he made eight
films. No wonder filmmaker Saeed Mir-
za, also his student at the Film and Tel-
evision Institute of India in Pune, com-
pares Ghatak to a shooting star that
flashes past brightly before dying out.

His brief stewardship of the FTII in
the late 1960s, the iconic Wisdom Tree
in the FTII campus where he used to
hold his addas with students—from
Adoor Gopalakrishnan to Subhash
Ghai—is the stuff of folklore. Ghai calls
him his first guru. “He changed my per-
ception of cinema. I had grown up
watching Dilip Kumar, Dev Anand, and
Raj Kapoor. He introduced me to Godard

and Fellini. He induced lateral thinking
in us, made us see beyond the usual in
both cinema and life,” says Ghai.

For Mirza, the biggest takeaway was
the attitude towards films: “He made us
see them as sacred. That we had
our name attached to our film and could
therefore not let it down. He made
us conscious of being respectful to-
wards our work.”

On his birth centenary, Ritwik
Ghatak’s rich legacy includes directing
films that challenged the status
quo, writing memorable stories, and
teaching generations of filmmakers

One of the leading names behind the
Indian People’s Theatre Association,
for Ghatak, all forms of arts were about
fostering dissent as a means to channel-
ling change. His work is celebrated
most for portraying the pain of Ben-
gal’s partition through a singular sense
of melodrama.

Meghe Dhaka Tara (Cloud-capped
Star, 1960), Komal Gandhar (E Flat,
1961) and Subarnarekha (The Golden

Thread, 1965) formed the trilogy that
not only documented a tumultuous mo-
ment in the nation’s recent history, but
its aftereffects on the lives of refugees—
like his own family—from the erstwhile
East Pakistan.

For filmmaker-designer-author Joy Bi-
mal Roy, Ghatak was ‘Bhoba Baba’ who
wrote his father Bimal Roy’s Madhumati
(1958) after having worked with him at
New Theatres in Kolkata. “Our families
had known each other from their days in
Dhaka,” says Roy. He remembers meet-
ing Ghatak the first time when he landed
unannounced in the early 1970s at the
Godiwala Bungalow, their home in Ban-
dra, Mumbai. Soon, Ghatak, looking rag-
ged and tipsy, came over again. He spoke
about how he had not been able to make
afilm in years, but was planning to write
a script. Roy’s mother promptly invited
him to stay with them while he worked.
It was her censure of his drinking that
eventually made him turn a corner, even
if for alittle while, to complete the script
of Jukti Takko Aar Goppo.

The film went on to win the national
award for best story in 1974. It also
proved to be Ghatak’s last, one which
could get released only posthumously in
1977—a couple of weeks after his first,
Nagarik (The Citizen), saw the light of
the day 25 years after it was made.

QUOTE CORNER

What's important is not only that he ran a brilliant
campaign, it's what he talked about. He made clear
what is true in every state in this country—that the
richest people in America are becoming phenomenally .
richer. Billionaires are exploding in terms of wealth, while #
60 percent of the people live paycheck to paycheck.

Bernie Sanders, US senator, on Zohran Mamdani’s win in New York

This is the 1983 moment for us. | want to congratulate Richa (Ghosh) and
Shafali (Varma) because they won the U19 World Cup and now the senior one.

Diana Edulji, former captain of Team India, on Women’s World Cup win

When files and piles are getting awards, we know what it is. Such a jury and
national government don't deserve Mammootty.

Prakash Raj, actor and former chair of the Kerala State Film Awards jury, on
snub to the actor at the recent National Film Awards
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Hasina’s admission

Ref: Sheikh Hasina keen on fighting polls (Nov 8).
Hasina’s admission that she takes the leadership
responsibility for the killing of 1,400 people during
the anti-government protests in Bangladesh is
shocking and, at the same time, a classic testimony
to state terrorism. Hers is a colossal leadership fail-
ure. In today’s strife-torn world, leaders like her
should learn moderation.

Geetha B K, Kannur

Another Seshan

Ref: The man who reshaped elections (Nov 8). K F
Wilfred’s article is a very touching read about the
determination of T N Seshan, who was a real tiger
while facing politicians. Due to innumerable losses
during the corona virus pandemic, we remember
some events as ‘before Covid’ or ‘after Covid’. Like-
wise for Seshan’s period at the Election Commis-
sion, aninstitution that’s now ‘unindependent’. The

virus of wayward politicians affects the entire na-
tion. We the people pray for another Seshan.
Indra Getzy David, Tirunelveli

Digital sovereignty

Ref: Build Indian apps to reduce reliance on foreign
tech (Nov 8). India’s digital deficiency in terms of
foundational software, cloud services, and chip
manufacture compared to China, South Korea, Ja-
pan, and Taiwan has made it heavily dependent on
the US. Uncle Sam could let us down at any moment,
given the mercurial tendencies of Trump. Thereis an
absolute need to encourage our own digipreneurs
like Sridhar Vembu, who has started thinking in
terms of digital sovereignty.

G Nataraja Perumal, Elathur

Swadeshi platforms

India’s heavy dependence on American technology
is a growing concern. To strengthen digital self-re-
liance, the country needs its brightest minds—espe-
cially students from IITs and other top institutes—
to develop innovative platforms, including social

media and communication apps. With the right vi-
sion and support, India can turn this challenge into
an opportunity for true tech independence.

K Sakunthala, Coimbatore

Bihari rhetoric

Ref: NDA’s austerity model is anti-people: Tejashwi
Yadav (Nov 4). Sailing complacent on the boat of
largely caste-based politics, Tejashwi Yadav seems
to have specialised in abstract generalisations. Just
to match his opponents, he’s offered impractical
freebies while remaining blissfully ignorant of the
intricacies of financial management of an underde-
veloped state like Bihar. In all likelihood, he will do
to Bihar what he has done to the RJD pocketbor-
ough Raghopur during the last 10 years. Biharis are
still destined only to be entertained the rhetoric of
wild promises, without any pragmatic vision.

Ravi K Sinha, Patna

Probe allegations

Ref: On eve of Bihar polls, Rahul Gandhi drops ‘H
files’(Nov 5). The recent allegation by Rahul Gandhi

of “vote chori” is a matter of grave concern and
must not be dismissed as mere political rhetoric.
The Election Commission should take this allega-
tion seriously and conduct a transparent, time-
bound inquiry. The report must be released to the
public to ensure accountability and restore faith in
the system. If the claim is unfounded, it will protect
the credibility of the machinery; if there is sub-
stance, corrective measures must follow.

T Kailash Ditya, Hyderabad

Check mirror

Ref: Telangana (M calls Rama Rao, Kishan Reddy
‘bad brothers’ (Nov 8). Revanth Reddy’s rants on
the eve of his birthday—be it against the private
colleges who reimbursements are being unduly de-
layed by his government, or against his “bad broth-
er” G Kishan Reddy, or against the Union govern-
ment—are raucous, narcissistic, and hypocritical. He
is not ready to admit the multiple aspects of mal-
administration of his own government. Finally, only
facts and figures will speak.

U Atreya Sarma, Hyderabad
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Krishna Shastri

Devulapalli
Off the beaten track

Could satire ever be
pro-establishment?

media feed is anything to go by, there has been a noticeable uptick on the

Of late, not that there has ever been a lull in the last eleven years, if my social

jokes/memes on a certain leader from the opposition. The pro-establish-
ment ‘funnyman’, and there are many on social media — all followers of the pow-
ers that be either overtly or covertly — creating ‘hilarious’ memes, cartoons and
reels is a curiosity, and makes for an interesting character study.

In essence, this guy gets his ‘laughs’ from mocking the underdog, the downtrod-
den, the little guy who has the temerity to raise his voice against The Order. (That
this opposition leader isn’t exactly your textbook ‘little guy’ may be true, but that
he’s definitely not the ‘Big Guy’ today and hasn’t ever been in the past is incon-
trovertible.) This kind of satirist is successful. Sometimes his following outnum-
bers those of the conventional satirist. He is followed by powerful people. Quite
often, the most powerful people in the country, in fact. After all, they constitute

The Order.

When you attempt comedy/satire, it’s all about two things —

1. who the target of your mockery is

2. and how strongly rooted in truth the cartoon/article/stand-up routine is
For a satirist the target is always the Establishment. The satirist’s raison d’étre

is fighting the Establishment.

So, who, then, is the comedian fighting for the Establishment?

Why not refer to our glorious past — real or otherwise — that infallible ready
reckoner for everything today. Can you imagine our homegrown satirists Tenali
Rama, Birbal or Gopal Bhand siding with the king? These characters existed for
the sole purpose of making the megalomaniacal king see the error of his ways.
How terribly unfunny our folklore would be if our jesters mocked the peasant —
or even the breakaway rebel leader hiding in the forest — and propped up the

king.

The comedian fighting for the Establishment, let’s see, is like the guy who lov-
ingly fashions artificial claws and then proceeds to present them to a pack of hye-

nas hunting a lone deer.

Coming to Requirement Number 2 — Truth — the Establishment (whoever they

may be) is, first and last, its primary sub-
verter. Truth, you see, is ugly. It is a pow-
erful solvent that can dilute the bum-glue
so essential to clinging on to shaky
thrones.

This doesn’t mean, conversely, that what
isn’t the Establishment is faithfully wedded F
to the truth.

It just means that the Establishment,
especially the kind we see today all over
the world, has much more, infinitely more,

to lose than everyone else put together /= =

were Truth excavated.

For the satirist, Truth is all he has. That’s
his raw material, his paint, his ink. And his ||
skill lies in diddling it out of uncomfortab- §
le, hard-to-reach spaces, spaces controlled
by power, and making a cartoon, limerick,
poster or film with it. So, to be a satirist,
you can be on no side but the opposite.

Does that mean, then, that one can’t send
up the opposition, the second-rung guys
who are dying to Dbecome the
Establishment? Of course not. It just means
that you cannot be seen as shooting the gun
from the Establishment’s shoulder.

How does the pro-establishment satirist
get his laughs, then? Or his popularity?

Well, the pro-establishment ‘humourist’
gets his ‘laughs’ from the heckler/bully.
The heckler doesn’t laugh from his belly,
spontaneously, his mirth bursting out as a
response to the truth in the joke. His laugh-
ter doesn’t come out of empathy. The heck-
ler’s laugh, nay, sneer, comes from the
opposite place. He is the same guy who’ll
find a video of a firecracker tied to a stray
pup’s tail funny.

Heckler/bullies love

groups. They operate in
gangs. Heckler/bullies

can’t take a joke on
themselves. Their

response to debate is
violence. Their response

to dissent is also

violence. Above all, their
response to mockery is

violence.

Have you noticed how his thigh-slapping, demented, off-key cackle is always
part of a chorus? It is never a brave, hearty, honest, individual laugh. That is
because the heckler/bully has neither the self-esteem nor the individuality to

function alone.

Heckler/bullies love groups. They operate in gangs. Heckler/bullies can’t take a
joke on themselves. Their response to debate is violence. Their response to dissent
is also violence. Above all, their response to mockery is violence. Remember what
Duryodhana did when Draupadi laughed at him? They love pecking orders. They
are anti-anti-establishment. Therein lies the ‘popularity’ of the pro-establishment

humourist.

Pro-establishment humour, therefore, is not humour. It is propaganda. A pro-
establishment artist is not an artist. He is a painter of hoardings, a maker of

cut-outs.

Pro-establishment art is a signed confession that the artist’s muse is dead and its

corpse is rotting in his basement.

Pro-establishment art is an open admission of fear. Fear of irrelevance, fear of

being excluded.

Pro-establishment art does the opposite of what art ought to do. It comforts the

bully and disturbs the oppressed.

Pro-establishment art is temporarily profitable, gives the artist a sense of

belonging, and makes him feel safe.

Till the Establishment realizes, as it always does, that he, too, doesn’t make the
cut for some reason, and comes in search of his compromised, obsequious and,

above all, unfunny cojones.

Krishna Shastri Devulapalli is a novelist, columnist, playwright and

Anita Katyal

Political
Gup-Shup

Elusive Allavaru
irks Congmen; is
Raghav Chadha
set to leave AAP?

screenwriter
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nly voters can purge
Indian politics of crime

may be the

world’s lar-

gest democ-

racy, but we

also have the

highest number of crimi-

nals in politics. This

deplorable truth stares us

in the face, but we seem

helpless to do anything

about it. Ironically, the

truth has been acknowl-

edged; the government has

set up committees, like

that chaired by N.N.

Vohra, which clearly spell

out the magnitude of the

problem and what should

be done to erase or reduce
it. But to no avail.

The reason for this union
of muscle and mandate is
not a coincidence but a sys-
tem. What is this system
based upon? Firstly, in the
absence of fully function-
ing institutions, the crimi-
nal with muscle, money
and influence seeks politi-
cal legitimacy both as pro-
tection and a means of
expanding his nefarious
empire. Secondly, political
parties, faced with fierce
contests and enormous
campaign costs, have little
hesitation in picking can-

didates who are not
“clean” but “winning”.
Winnability always

trumps ethics. Third, vot-
ers and society at large
often tolerate, even
reward, the local strong-
man because of failures of
governance.

A man who controls the
local police, the legal sys-
tem, development con-
tracts, exerts patronage,
collects rents and doles out
benefits — however unfa-
irly — can seem more
effective than an honest
representative. Thus, the
dabang politician, is not
simply a villain: he fulfils a
role in a system starved of
other alternatives as a
modern form of Robin
Hood. Fourthly, legal and
institutional facilitating
factors — slow courts,
weak prosecution, lenient
bail, political influence on

Chanakya’s View

police, diffuse accountab-
ility — all help this nexus
persist. In short, it is the
system which enables
criminality in politics.
Examples of bahubalis
are ubiquitous. In Bihar,
which is in the throes of
the Assembly elections,
people like Anant Singh,
who is a JD(U) candidate
from Mokama constituen-
cy, has just been arrested
for alleged murder. He is a
history sheeter of repute,
yet the JD(U) gave him a
ticket. His rival is the wife
of Surajbhan Singh, who is
in jail for life for murder.
The only candidate thus
far for whom the ailing
Lalu Yadav came out to
campaign is well-known
dabang, Ritlal Yadav.
Other well-known crimi-
nals in politics include
Munna Shukla, Pradeep
Mahto and Anand Mohan.
The last had the audacity
to kill an IAS officer,
Gopalganj district magis-
trate G. Krishnaiah. In
neighbouring UP, gangster
Mukhtar Ansari , elected
multiple times as MLA,
faced dozens of heinous
criminal charges.
According to the Associ-
ation for Democratic Ref-
orms (ADR), about 40 per
cent of sitting MPs have
declared criminal cases
against them, of which 25
per cent are for serious
offences like murder, kid-
napping and crimes
against women. In a sam-
ple of 23 MPs re?elected
between 2004-19, 12 dec-
lared criminal cases, nine
had serious charges. These
examples and figures re-
veal the pattern: the candi-
date with a criminal
record does not remain
marginal but is elected,
re?elected, trusted with
office, sometimes even
ministers. The marriage of
muzahimat (muscle) and
mandate becomes normal-
ised. The criminal finds
sanctuary in the white
kurta; the politician wields
a revolver beneath the bal-

The candidacy
barrier must be
higher. There is also
the need for
campaign finance
transparency. One
reason criminals
gain attraction is
they bring large
undeclared
resources.

lot box. And the shocking
part is the sheer brazen-
ness with which this
malaise continues, as if the
law is meant only for the
weak.

What can be done to
remove this blot from our
democracy? The law must
ensure that any candidate
with a serious criminal
case (once charges are
framed) is disqualified
from contesting elections.
Speedy trials and convic-
tions are needed, but in the
interim the candidacy bar-
rier must be higher.
Political parties must
refuse to nominate those
with serious charges. A
system of internal ethics
plus public naming of such
candidates might shame
the system. There is also
the need for campaign
finance transparency and
limits. One reason crimi-
nals gain attraction is that
they bring large unde-

clared resources.
Additionally, indepen-
dent prosecution and

fast?track courts for politi-
cal crime are essential. Ci-
vil society and media must
also demand accountabili-
ty. The electorate must
understand that muscle
men may deliver short-
term patronage but will
undermine both rule of law
and development.
Grassroots voter aware-
ness asking for clean can-
didates matters. Finally,
because criminalisation of
politics feeds on social
inequality, caste mobilisa-
tion, poverty and weak
institutions, only inclusive
development and credible
governance can diminish
the lure of muscle-politics.

Until the above happens,
criminals will find sanctu-
ary in the white kurta, and
the politician will wield a
revolver beneath the ballot
box. It is a vicious cycle:
parties choose these candi-

dates; voters elect them;
law enforcers let them
roam freely; society toler-
ates them. Electoral arith-
metic legitimises extor-
tion, illicit funding, smug-
gling, land grabbing and
mining mafias. India, for
all its democratic creden-
tials and Constitutional
promise, is hampered by
the fact that too many of its
corridors of power are
haunted not only by ambi-
tion but by the shadow of
the gangster, the rent-seek-
er, the muscle-politician.
The vote has become a cur-
rency traded not merely on
ideas but on intimidation,
money, deferred justice
and brokerage. The specta-
cle of the criminal costume
changing into the politi-
cian’s garb should raise
not just alarm but a nation-
al introspection.

Unless we accept that the
poll booth is where the rot
starts, the courtroom
where it can be checked,
and the public square
where it must be named,
we will continue to kneel
before a democracy that in
form is vibrant but in spir-
it compromised. The real
India must not be the one
where the armed go to par-
liament, but where the
accountable are margin-
alised; not one where mus-
cle supplants mandate, but
where mandate itself
regains its moral heft. To
be Indian is to aspire not
only to be governed, but to
govern oneself, to demand
of one’s society higher
ideals than mere survival
of the fittest — and in so
doing, to make corruption
of politics an exception, not
the expectation.

Politicians will not
change; criminals will not
change; only when voters
say no to bahubalis, will
the system change. It is vo-
ters who can ensure a
more ethical democracy,
and must resolutely say:
Enough is enough. The
country is awaiting this
revolution. The ideal of the
rajarishi — Kking sage —
not might is right — must
be the guiding beacon of
the world’s largest democ-
racy.

The writer is an author,
diplomat and

former member of
Parliament

(Rajya Sabha)

he first phase of Bihar elec-

ions is over and campaigning

for the next one is now under-

way but the rumblings in the
Congress camp refuse to die down.
While Rahul Gandhi’s absence during
the contentious seat-sharing negotia-
tions still rankles with the Congress
leaders, Krishna Allavaru, the party’s
Bihar in charge, has been giving them
the most grief. Not only is Mr
Allavaru blamed for the faulty selec-
tion of candidates, he has further
invited the wrath of the cadre for his
inaccessibility. Since he has proved to
be elusive, the state unit representa-
tives who wished to meet Mr Allavaru
regarding poll strategy and other
campaign issues, devised a smart
strategy to corner him once they
learned that the Bihar in-charge
enjoyed a leisurely breakfast every
morning at a Patna five-star hotel.
Suddenly, the hotel management
found that their restaurant serving
breakfast was teeming with Congress
leaders who would arrive at 8.45 am,
knowing that Mr Allavaru would be
down by 9.15 am. Some of them hov-
ered around his table while others

even went as far as to spend their own
money on breakfast just so they could
join tables with Mr Allavaru to get his
undivided attention. Not sure if this
strategy paid off.

few days before polling day, for-
Amer IAS officer and Union

power minister RK.
Singh sought to put the Bihar govern-
ment in a spot, alleging that a mas-
sive Rs 62,000 crore scam has been
detected in the state’s power sector.
According to him, the public exche-
quer had suffered huge financial loss-
es as a private company was allowed
to charge inflated rates. These
charges would normally stir a storm
and create panic in the ruling alliance
but the BJP leadership is most uncon-
cerned about them. The Bharatiya
Janata Party and its allies are going
ahead with their campaign, con-
vinced that these allegations will not
impact their electoral prospects as
their well-oiled machinery will see
them through. Not only have the
party cadres been keeping a punish-
ing schedule, the BJP is also said to
have enlisted the help of several other

groups, including 300-odd astrologers
who are doing the rounds to set the
narrative in favour of the BJP-Janata
Dal (United) alliance.

ber Milind Deora forgot that he is

now with the BJP when he posted
on X about the enthusiastic response
in India to Zohran Mamdani’s elec-
tion as the next mayor of New York
City. “It’s that season again, when
India’s self-proclaimed urban intelli-
gentsia will obsess over Zohran
Mamdani’s New York mayoral win,
yet have no clue who their own city’s
mayor is,” Mr Deora remarked. He
was promptly told on X that the ques-
tion he should be asking is how long
ago did Mumbai have a mayor. Mr
Deora clearly overlooked the fact that
his newly-adopted party, the BJP, is
in power but it has not called for cor-
poration elections in Mumbai for the
past three years on some pretext or
the other. The state government has
to necessarily schedule the municipal
and other local body elections in
Mumbai and Maharashtra after the
Supreme Court ordered that this

It appears that Rajya Sabha mem-

process be completed by end-January
next year.

Aam Aadmi Party’s Rajya

Sabha MP Raghav Chadha is
out of favour is no secret. He is no
longer seen or heard, fueling specula-
tion that he is exploring other
options, which does not exclude the
BJP. There is a serious trust deficit
between him and AAP leader Arvind
Kejriwal which first manifested itself
when Mr Chadha was stripped of his
charge of Punjab. The break is now
complete as the office he occupied at
Delhi’s Punjab Bhavan has been
closed and his staff withdrawn.
Similarly, Mr Chadha no longer has
the use of a room allotted to him
at Delhi’s Kapurthala House, the secu-
rity provided to him by the Punjab
government has been pulled out while
the house where Mr Chadha stayed
when in Chandigarh is also closed for
him. AAP insiders maintain Mr
Chadha is biding his time and is keep-
ing a low profile till he makes his next
move. According to the political
grapevine, movie star Priyanka

That the once visible and vocal

LETTERS

DANGEROUS DOGS

Arati Abhishek

WELCOME MOVE

With the ever-increasing popularity of
women's cricket, the ICC has come out
with an announcement that the next edi-
tion of Women's ODI World Cup in 2029,
will feature 10 teams, expanding it from
the present 8 teams. This is a welcome
move by the ICC, as during the just con-
cluded World Cup, we sorely missed one
of the best teams - West Indies, who rich-
ly deserved to play the World Cup. Who
knows, we may see teams from the U.S.A
and Afghanistan too during the 2029
World Cup.
Janaki Mahadevan
Chennai

OUTSTANDING
SCIENTIST

James Watson, the co-discoverer of the
structure and function of deoxyribonu-
cleic acid or DNA, passed away on
November 6 at the ripe old age of 97, leav-
ing a ‘fraught legacy’. He shared with
Francis Crick and Maurice Wilkins the
Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine
in 1962 for their work on DNA. The dis-
covery of the ‘twisted ladder-like double-
helix structure of DNA’, the genetic blue-
print for life, was a significant break-
through in molecular biology. His tell-all
memoir “The Double Helix” was rated as
a classic of the literature of science. Like
Charles Darwin’s “On the Origin of
Species” and Richard Dawkins’ “The
Selfish Gene”, it became a best-seller and
broadened our understanding of biology.
The double helix has a profound impact
on science and society. Watson used the
phrase “explosive impact” to describe it.
Its image has become an emblem of the
life sciences. Nevertheless, his eccentric-
ities like auctioning off his Nobel Prize
medal and his regressive, long debunked
and discarded views pale into insignifi-
cance in comparison with his seminal
work in unravelling “the secret of life”.
G. David Milton
Maruthancode

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Chopra, also Mr Chadha’s wife’s
cousin, is helping him since she has
strong BJP connections. The AAP is
hoping Mr Chadha will leave on his
own for it stands to lose a Rajya Sabha
seat if it expels him.

ta is fast acquiring the reputa-

tion as a photo-op CM. There is
not a day when she is not snapped
participating in a puja, patting slum
children, listening to the problems of
women working in the informal sec-
tor or inaugurating some government
programme or the other. BJP insiders
maintain the reality is that the func-
tioning of the Delhi government is
monitored and supervised directly by
the Prime Minister’s Office while the
RSS has deputed its nominees to the
chief minister’s office.

And yet there is no discernible
action on fixing the Capital’s broken
infrastructure, improving waste man-
agement or managing the city’s pollu-
tion levels.

De]hi chief minister Rekha Gup-

Anita Katyal is a Delhi-based
Jjournalist
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emocracy and Sanatana Dharma are essentiafly shared iaeals

VanaMm JwaLa
NarasiMHA Rao

ithin a span of
eight days, on Oc-
tober 25, 30, and

November 2, [ had the divine
privilege of meeting three
extraordinary personalities
in Hyderabad, the Chairper-
son of the National Human
Rights Commission (NHRC)
Justice V Ramasubramanian,
His Holiness Jagadguru Sri
Shankara Vijayendra Saras-
wathi Swami of Kanchi Kam-
akoti Peetham in the Skanda
Giri Sri Subramanya Swami
temple, and His Holiness Sri
Sringeri Jagadguru Vidush-
ekhara Bharathi Swami at
the Veda Bhavan (Sankara
Gurukul WVeda Patashala),
respectively. Each meeting
left an indelible mark on my
mind and heart, affirming
that ‘democracy and Sana-
tana Dharma’ are shared ide-
als, when seen through the
prism of righteousness.

During my meeting with
Justice Ramasubramanian,
[ presented the ‘Pre-Print
Copy' of my 508-page book
‘Democracy and Governance
Through Lens and Blurred
Glasses: A Journey into Dis-
torted Visions of Modern-
Day Politics!

The former High Court
and Supreme Court judge,
a walking encyclopedia of
contemporary jurisprudence
and timeless dharmic wis-
dom, brings to public life
a rare combination of legal
wisdom and eternal Sanatana
Dharma.

In his graciously written
appraisal for my book, he

called it a work of “‘Universal

ppeal’ that could serve as ‘a
guldmg light to all those who
are and who aspire to be-
come part of the three pillars
of democracy.

He effortlessly connected
aspects of ‘constitutional
principles with the ethical
undercurrents of Sanatana
Dharma! For him, democra-
¢y is not a mere institutional
construct but a living em-
bodiment of Sanatana Dhar-
ma in motion, constantly
evolving, self-correcting, and
inclusive,

Then, I had the opportu-
nity to meet Sri Shankara Vi-
jayendra Saraswathi Swami,
the 70th Peetadhipathi of the
Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham,
accompanied by my wife
Vijayalakshmi. The time we
spent in his luminous pres-
ence remains one of the most
cherished moments of our
lives. Presenting my book to
Swamiji I felt like offering a
garland of thoughts at the
altar of wisdom. His gentle
smile, his calm radiance, and
his attentive grace filled me
with a sense of completeness.
He appreciated my work and
especially mentioned that
Justice Ramasubramanian’s
appraisal gave it a special
spiritual dimension, a con-
vergence of the sacred and
the civic.

When [ spoke about my
ongoing effort to write a
simplified English rendi-
tion of the Valmiki Rama-
yana, through contextual-
ized essays connecting the
epics eternal lessons to
contemporary life, the Swa-
miji expressed visible joy. He
blessed the endeavour and
remarked that such a work

Back home, in a quiet reflection, | sensed the thread that
linked all three encounters, the jurist and the two Jagadgurus.
Each, in their own way, reaffirmed that the endurance of
democracy is sustained not by systems alone but by values, not
by legislation alone but by moral illumination.

would greatly benefit Non-
Resident Indians and their
children, helping them re-
discover their roots through
accessible wisdom.

What moved me most,
however, was his sponta-
neous directive that [ take

up the monumental task of

writing a comprehensive his-
tory of the Kanchi Kamakoti
Peetham. It was not merely
aninstruction; it was a sacred
entrustment. [ accepted the
divine command, realizing
that this is not just another
literary task, but a spiritual
duty.

Looking back, that morn-
ing was not a meeting, but

a moment of divine conver-
gence, a sacred intersection
of thought and faith. It was
as if reason and reverence
embraced each other, knowl-
edge found harmony with
compassion, and academic
inquiry bowed before eternal
wisdom. The book I offered
to Swamiji represented my
quest for truth in the turbu-

lent and complex arena of

‘democracy and governance.
That day, Jnana and Bhakti
merged, and in that union,
[ found the bridge that con-
nects democracy with Sana-
tana Dharma.

Meanwhile, on November
2, another divine experi-

Here's Why morning
exercise feels so hard

HuNTER BENNETT

OUR alarm goes off.

Somehow you manage
to get dressed, drag yourself
to the gym, and start squat-
ting. But why does it feel so
hard? Your legs are heavy and
the weight you lifted only a
couple of days ago — in the
afternoon - feels almost im-
possible. No, youre not im-
agining it.

There's a large body of evi-
dence to suggest that most of
us are stronger, more power-
ful, and have better endur-
ance later in the day. There
are several reasons because
of which exercising can feel
much harder first thing in the
morning.

Here's why, and how you
can adjust to morning exer-
cise if you need to.

The circadian rhythm
affects workouts:

Your body has a natural
24-hour clock that regulates
hormones, body tempera-
ture and when you feel most
awake or ready for sleep. This
clock is called your circadian
rhythm. It is controlled by
the brain but can also be in-
fluenced by external factors
such as sunlight. This might
explain why exercising in the
morning in winter can be es-
pecially hard for some of us.
Research shows your circa-
dian rhythm is clearly linked
to exercise performance,
which tends to follow a daily
pattern. Most people reach
their peak between 4 and 7
pm. This means we tend to
be stronger, faster and more
powerful in the afternoon
and early evening. We don't
know exactly why. But there
are a few potential explana-
tions.

Body temperature:

Your core body tempera-
ture is at its lowest around
5am, and steadily increases
across the day. When your
body temperature rises, your
muscles contract more effi-
ciently.

Hormonal fluctuations:
Insulin - the hormone
that regulates blood sugar
(glucose) levels — tends to be
highest in the morning. This
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leads to a decrease in blood
sugar, meaning less glucose
your body can use as fuel,
likely affecting how hard you

can push.

Nervous system
functioning:

While we don't know
exactly why, there is some
evidence to suggest your
nervous system is better
at sending signals to your
muscles throughout the day.
This allows you to use more
of your muscle fibres during
exercise, essentially making
you stronger.

What if I'm a morning
person?

Your sleep chronotype can
also affect exercise perfor-
mance. This describes your
natural inclination for sleep
and wakefulness at certain
parts of the day. Research
shows that night owls with
a late chronotype do notably
worse when exercising in the
morning, compared to peo-
ple with an early chronotype.
Interestingly, being sleep
deprived seems to affect
physical performance in the
afternoon more than in the
morning,.

Does timing matter?
Whatever time of the day,
if you can feel yourself work-
ing you will make progress
— for example, increasing
muscle strength and improv-
ing aerobic fitness and heart
health. So, if you're exercising
to get bigger, stronger and fit-
ter, the timing doesn't matter.
Besides, it often comes down
to motivation and conveni-
ence. If you like to exercise

2.30prm
Best coordination
1 30pm
Fastest
' reaction time
7/
-~ 5.00pm _
Best physical
performance

&, S0y
pProssure
700pm

Highest body
termperature

S00pm
Melatonin
secretion starts

Research shows that
night owls with a late
chronotype do nota-
bly worse when exer-
cising in the morning,
compared to people
with an early chrono-
type. Interestingly,
being sleep deprived
seems to affect physi-
cal performance in
the afternoon more
than in the morning.

son to change the routine.

Adapt if needed:

If you have a sporting
coming up in the |
morning - and you usually |
train in the afternoon - you |
might want to prepare by |
doing some early exercise so
you're at your peak. There !
is evidence to suggest that |
repeatedly training in the !
morning can close the gap |
between your afternoon and
morning performance. Basi-
cally, your body can get used
to exercising at a particular |
time, although it will likely '
. cross-sectoral analysis. A
Finally, if you find exercis-
ing close to bedtime makes |
you feel too alert and is dis-
rupting your sleep, you may |
want to try doing something
gentler at night and/or exer- |
cising earlier in the day. Ei-
. matic papers, on mid-day
- meals, private school fee
(The writer is associated |
with the University of South
Australia) |

event

take a few weeks to adapt.

ther way, it is fine.

- tired IAS officer
Murali, was constituted with
. only one Chairperson and
- three members, without any
- domain-specific
earlier in the day and that -
suits you best, there's no rea- |
. to national and state prec-
. edents:

- mission

ence awaited me at the Veda
Bhavan in Secunderabad.
Founded by the late Ven-
katram Ghanapati, an erudite
Vedic Scholar, and nurtured
by his equally distinguished
son, Sriram Ghanapati, the
institution stands as a living
sanctuary of Vedic learn-
ing, established under the
blessings of the revered
Paramacharya of the Kanchi
Peetham.

The serene atmosphere,
the rhythmic chanting of Ve-
das and the humble faces of
young scholars filled the air
with sanctity. My wife and [
were blessed to have our visit
coinciding with her birthday,

adding a personal glow to
that spiritual evening.

We had the fortune of re-
ceiving the blessings of His
Holiness Sri Sringeri Jagad-
guru Vidushekhara Bharathi
Swami, the illustrious Pon-
tiff of the Sringeri Sharada
Peetham. When [ presented
my books, Swamiji gently
smiled and said that he had
already received the Telugu
work ‘Sajiva Vahini Sanatana
Dharmam’ from a disciple.
His affectionate acknowl-
edgment filled me with deep
gratitude.

In his Anugraha Bhashan-
am, brief yet profound, the
Swamiji spoke of the endur-

mg strength of the Vedic
vision and the timeless re-
sponsibility to uphold right-
eousness (The Eternal Dhar-
ma). He fondly remembered
Venkatram Ghanapati, whose
dedication to Vedic learning
continues to nurture the Gu-

rukul’s growth.
Addressing the Young
Veda Pathasala students,

he advised them that after
mastering the Vedas, they
should take up at least one
more shastra for true knowl-
edge arises when the depth
of shruti combines with the
insight of shastra.

When [ left the Gurukul
premises, [ felt the quiet as-
surance that as long as such
Gurukuls thrive and as long
as spiritual teachers like the
Sringeri and Kanchi Jagadgu-
rus continue to guide, assist-
ed by Ghanapatis and Salak-
shana Ghanapatis like Sriram
and the late Venkatram, the
light of Sanatana Dharma can
never dim.

Back home, in a quiet re-
flection, I sensed the thread
that linked all three encoun-
ters, the jurist and the two
Jagadgurus. Each, in their
own way, reaffirmed that
the endurance of democracy
is sustained not by systems
alone but by values, not by
legislation alone but by moral
illumination. Justice Ramasu-
bramanian reminded that the
spirit of law must rest upon
ethics. Jagadguru Vijayendra
Saraswathi Swami showed
that knowledge must find its
moral compass in spiritual-
ity. Jagadguru Vidushekhara
Bharathi Swami reminded

that learning must evolve into
wisdom through disciplined

devotion.

Between these three, the
worldly and the spiritual, the
temporal and the eternal, lies
the very essence of India’s
continuity. Democracy, at its
finest, is not a departure from
Sanatana Dharma but its
modern expression. It draws
life from the same fountain of
truth, compassion, duty, and
humility that Sanatana Dhar-
ma has preserved for millen-
nia. If Sanatana Dharma is
the soul of the great Indian
civilization, then democracy
is its true living body, animat-
ed, evolving, and self-correct-
ing, yet inseparably rooted in
ethical consciousness.

As I now look ahead, I look
forward to an opportunity
to present my book to com-
mendable and concerned
individuals and institutions,
especially those who carry
the ‘commitment to preserve,
protect, and promote the eth-
ical essence of public life!

For me, this journey is not
about the success of a publi-
cation but about reaffirming
a conviction that governance
without goodness is hol-
low, and democracy without
dharma is directionless.

The journey of democracy,
like the journey of the soul, is
one of gratitude, to those who
guide, to those who question,
and to those who believe.

Let me end where I be-
gan, with faith renewed and
conviction strengthened to
renew that ‘democracy and
Sanatana Dharma are essen-
tially shared values’ which is
not merely a concept, but a
truth to live by. Come what
may, both shall endure eter-
nally.

Reform and role: Telangana’s structural
ailemma in education policy

ADAMA SRINIVAS REDDY

HEN the
ment

govern-
of Telangana

. announced the constitution
- of the Telangana Education
. Commission (TEC) in Sep-
tember 2024, it was seen as
- a bold move to chart a new
Highestblaa & path for educational reform

in the state.

The commission’s mission

. to create a comprehensive
. roadmap from pre-primary
- to higher education prom-

ised both breadth and ambi-
tion,

As Telangana enters the

- implementation phase of its
. Education Policy (TEP), role
- overlaps, structural incon-
.~ sistencies, and procedural
- lapses threaten to dilute the
. integrity of what was en-
- visioned as a
. form."

landmark re-

. A commission without
. sub-panels:

The TEC, headed by re-
Akunuri

subcom-
mittees or research units.
This is in sharp contrast

the Kothari Com-

(1964-66) oper-
ated with 12 task forces and
seven working groups, the
Karnataka Education Com-
mission (2023) created 30
theme-based task forces on
school, higher, and technical
education and Tamil Nadu’s
Education Policy Com-
mittee (2022) established
a 12-member high-level
panel.

In Telanganas case, the
limited membership has
restricted its capacity to de-
liver a comprehensive and

commission without sub-
committees risks function-
ing as a high-level advisory
circle rather than a policy-
generating institution.

The TEC has so far re-
leased only a series of the-

regulation, and teacher edu-
cation, rather than a consoli-
dated policy framework.

Parallel processes, not
sequential reform:

Even before the TECS
comprehensive report
could be completed, the
School Education Depart-
ment constituted 11 Focus
Groups last month under
the Telangana Education
Policy (TEP) initiative.
Each focus group, ranging
from teacher education to
digital learning and joyful
classrooms was assigned
a CONvVenor, coO-CONVenor,
four members, and sev-
eral partnering NGOs.
However, the government’s
Memo (No.3338/TEP/
SCERT/TG/2025) does not
reference the commissions
ongoing work, nor does it
specify a timeline or in-
tegration mechanism be-
tween the TEC and TEP ini-
tiatives. This reflects a break
in the policy chain. The pol-
icy sequence has inverted.
The report should feed the
focus groups, not the other
way around. The result is
two parallel processes in-
stead of one continuum.

Chairman as convenor-A
question of hierarchy:
Adding to the confu-

sion, the State Govern-
ment  also  appointed
TEC Chairman Akunuri

Murali as convenor of the
focus group on ‘Infrastruc-
ture and Joyous Learning
Environment.

While this move might
reflect the states desire to
leverage his expertise, pol-
icy observers opine that it
blurs institutional bounda-
ries and dilutes the autono-
my of the commission itself.

When  advisory  au-
tonomy merges into ex-
ecution, the oversight
collapses into self-refer-

ence, the checker becomes
the doer. By contrast, both
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu
maintained strict separa-
tion between commission
leadership and operational
groups.

In Telangana, however,
the commission’s chair now
functions as a departmen-
tal convenor, potentially
reducing his oversight role
over other domains.

When advisory autonomy merges into
execution, the oversight collapses into
self-reference, the checker becomes the
doer. By contrast, both Karnataka and
Tamil Nadu maintained strict separa-
tion between commission leadership
and operational groups. In Telangana,
however, the commission’s chair now
functions as a departmental convenor,
potentially reducing his oversight role
over other domains.

Governance gaps and
institutional blurring:

Experts suggest that TEC’s
structural limitations and
overlapping assignments
signal procedural weakness
rather than intent failure.
While there is no legal im-
propriety, the design lacks the
institutional layering required
for robust reform.

A UNESCO (2023) policy
brief on “Designing Educa-
tion Commissions for Reform
Impact” states that: “Effective
commissions require inclu-
sive membership, thematic
division of labour, and au-
tonomy from implementing
agencies. Role compression
undermines their strategic
mandate.” Telanganas cur-
rent model, where the com-
mission, department, and the
SCERT-led PMU operate in
parallel silos, risks producing
fragmented  recommenda-
tions rather than a cohesive
state education policy.

What other States did right:
In examining how differ-
ent states have approached

education reform, we find
that unlike Karnataka and

Tamil Nadu, which treated
their commissions as foun-
dational to reform, Telan-
ganas focus groups have
proceeded without waiting
for the TEC's comprehensive
report, highlighting a critical
gap in sequencing and struc-
tural coherence.

The path forward-
Coherence over speed:

Telanganas education re-
form journey reflects the
states developmental ambi-
tion—forward-looking, con-
sultative, and energetic.

Yet, as the OECD (2022)
cautions, “Policy acceleration
without institutional coher-
ence can produce impressive
activity but limited account-
ability”

This tension is increasingly

evident in the implementa-
tion phase of the Telangana

Education Policy (TEP),
where structural inconsist-
encies, role overlaps, and
procedural lapses risk dilut-
ing the integrity of what was
envisioned as a landmark
reform. As one analyst aptly
notes, “Telangana’s ambition
is laudable, but its framework
must reflect its scope.”

To recalibrate the TEP
process and safeguard its
transformative potential,
policy specialists and edu-
cation governance experts
propose a three-pronged cor-
rective approach. First, insti-
tutional integration is essen-
tial: the TEP Focus Groups
must be formally aligned
with TEC recommendations,
and the commission should
be granted supervisory re-
view authority to ensure co-
herence and accountability.
Second, structural strength-
ening is advised through the
reconstitution of the TEC,
with dedicated subcommit-
tees focusing on higher edu-
cation, teacher training, and
governance reform. Third,
transparency must be priori-
tised by publishing a “Green
paper on education reform in
Telangana,” inviting feedback
from academics, teachers,
and civil society before the
policy is finalised.

To fulfill its founding vi-
sion, the TEC must remain
the compass—not a cart in
the caravan it was meant to
guide.

(The Hanumakonda-based

writer is the General Secre-

tary of Society for Change In
Education, Telangana)
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When pros playJ
with amateurs

FAIRWAY

FILES

Rahil Gangjee

IF YOU'VE EVER been part of a pro-am or
even just tagged along for a Saturday
morning fourball,youknow this truth: the
gap between professional golf and ama-
teur golf is not measured in yards — it’s
measured in logic. The pros are grinding
onTrackMan numbers,launchanglesand
wedge gapping. The amateurs? They’re
mostly trying torememberwhere theylast
kept their glove. Yet, put the two together
andyouhave one of the most entertaining
spectacles in golf — part sport, part com-
edy show,and entirely unforgettable.

I didn’t tee it up at the pro-am in the
recent DPWorld India Championship,but
I've played enough of them to know that
every group comeswith the sameingredi-
ents: one guy who swears he used to be a
single-digit handicapper, one who’s bor-
rowed every clubin hisbag,onewho thinks
“draw”meansanart competition,and one
who will constantly say, “I haven’t played
in a long time.” That last line, by the
way, is the national anthem of the
18-handicapper.

“I haven’t played in a long time” -
the classicdisclaimer

This is the go-to line before every first
tee shot. It’s the golfer’s version of “no
warm-up, yaar.” It serves as a built-in
excuse for any chaos that follows.

But here’s the magic — the moment
theystripe one down the middle,you’ll see
a transformation worthy of a reality show
reveal. Suddenly, they stand taller, twirl the
clublike Rory,and casually say,“Guess the
muscle memory’s still there.”

If the next shot finds the trees, don’t
worry — it’sbecause they“overswung try-
ing to get back into tournament mode.”

Tournament focus vs weekend chaos
Apro’s pre-round routine is almost surgi-
cal —yardages,wind reads, tempo, hydra-
tion.An amateur’s pre-round routine is
usually a frantic search for tees, followed
by a quick check if the clubhouse serves
idlis before 9 am.We warm up by stretch-
ing our shoulders; they warm up by
telling stories.I once overheard an ama-
teurtelling his partneron thefirst tee,“Bro,
I shot 82 last week at KGA.” His friend
replied,“Front nine or total?” By the fourth
hole, both were still discussing that
mythical 82 while their balls explored
opposite fairways.

Conversations
swing thoughts
In a tournament, my inner monologue
sounds like this: “Wind off the left, 152
yards, smooth eight iron.”

In a pro-am, it sounds like: “Rahil, is Tiger
really that strong in person?”

“Do you think LIV players use the
same balls?”

“Bro, you must’ve met Neeraj Chopra,
right?”

It’s impossible to visualise a shot when
your playing partner is live-streaming
your pre-shot routine to his WhatsApp
group titled ‘GolfAddicts Forever’.

Once, a partner asked if I could shout
“FORE!” in slow motion for his reel.I said,
“Buddy, in my world, if I'm yelling FORE,
we’re not doing retakes.”

that derail your

Golf meetsboardroom

Many of theamateursyoumeetin pro-ams
are top executives. They can negotiate
mergers worth hundreds of crores but
struggle tomerge clubfacewith golfball.It’s
fascinatingtowatch theirmental processes.
One gentleman once told me, “I visualise
every deal before I make it. I'll apply the
same tothis chip.”He closed his eyes for five
seconds,visualised deeply — then chunked
it two feet.To his credit, he smiled and said,
“Well, the idea was solid.” Golf, my friends,
is the greatest equaliser. It humbles the
powerful,confuses the confident,and occa-
sionally rewards the clueless.

The post-miss diagnosis

Here’s another beauty — after every mis-
hit,theamateurinstantlybecomesabio-
mechanical analyst. “Oh, my hips didn’t
clear”“Gotabit quick from the top.” Ormy
favourite: “The grass moved.” They may
have topped it,chunked it,or hita majes-
tic 60-degree slice, but there’s always a
technical reason — never operator error.
If a miracle shot happens though, they’ll
say, “See, I told you my natural swing is
coming back.” Natural swing? Sir, even
gravity gave up trying to predict that one.

When pros play psychologists

Abigpart of pro-am golfis emotional coun-
selling. You spend half the round remind-
ing your partners that “it’s okay, everyone
misses” and the other half assuring them
that theirswingreallylooks good onvideo (it
doesn’t).You also learn new forms of opti-
mism. After slicing three consecutive dri-
ves into the next postal code,an amateur
once told me,“The good thing is, at least
my miss is consistent.”’I said, “Yes,and the
trees are now familiarwith yourball”

The rulebook of chaos
You’d think the rules of golf are universal.
Not quite.
In a pro-am, you encounter a parallel ver-
sion — the amateur amendments.

©® Mulligan? Always allowed on the first
hole. Sometimes the second too.

® Lost ball? “Nah, it’s in play some-
where there — I sawabounce.”

©® Gimme range? Anywhere within 10
feet,especiallyif it’s for par.

@ Scorekeeping? Flexible.“Let’s just say
we halved the hole.”
By the 18th, no one really knows the score,
but everyoneagrees they“played quitewell.”

The sound of silence (almost)
Professional golf is known forits quiet,
focused atmosphere.In contrast,a pro-am
hasasoundtrack —laughter, clinkingbot-
tles,and someone explaining how they
almost turned pro “if not for engineering
college” Once, mid-backswing, I heard an
amateur shout, “YESSSS!” — not for my
shot,but because his stock pricewent up.I
nearly shanked my 9-iron in solidarity!

The selfies and the celebration

Nopro-amiscompletewithout47 pho-
tosand one slow-motionvideo of everyone
pretending to read a putt. There’s always
that one player who insists on recreating
Tiger’s fist pump after holing out for 7. At
the 19th hole,all differences in skill vanish.
Over beer (or something stronger), the sto-
riesflow,and everyone suddenlybecomesa
strategist: “Bro, if I had just made that putt
on 12,I’d have been under par” Sure.And if
I’d just grown another six inches, I'd have
been abasketball player.

What we pros actuallylearn

Here’s the funny part — for all our jokes,
playingwith amateursisrefreshing.Their
joyis pure. Their frustration is brief. And
their enthusiasm is contagious. They
remind us that golf isn’t about stats, swing
planes,orlaunchangles.It’saboutmoments.
That one perfect strike that makes them
grinallthewaytothenextteebox.Thatsin-
gle par that gets replayed at the bar like a
majorwin.It’sareminder for us pros,too —
that golf doesn’t always have to be serious.
Sometimes, it’s okay to laugh at the bad
bounce, pose for the silly photo, and enjoy
the beautiful chaos that happens when
weekend warriors meet tour players.

Intheend

Whetheryou're grinding forworld ranking
points or just trying to locate your tee, golf
treats everyone equally — unfairly. So the
next time your partner announces, “I
haven’t played in a long time,” just
smile.Because five minuteslater,he’s either
going to hit one 300 yards down the mid-
dle —orstraightinto the next fairway —and
inboth cases,he’ll proudly say,“See? Still got
it”And that,myfriends,iswhypro-amswill

always be my favourite kind of madness.
Rahil Gangjee is a professional golfer,
sharing through this column
what life on a golf courseis like

ACROSS THE

AISLE

P Chidambaram

The embrace between

Mr Trump and Mr Xi has
left India in the cold,
along with Japan,
Australia and Taiwan.
India is practically
friendless in South Asia.
West Asian countries
are forging new
arrangements among
themselves and with
Israel, without India.

It is time to acquire
some humility and go
back to the policy
drawing board

THE MOST CONSEQUENTIAL leaders of the
world today are Mr Donald Trump and Mr
XiJinping.Othersare MrVladimir Putinand
Mr Benjamin Netanyahu. For good or bad,
their words and actions have an impact
beyond theborders of the countries of which
they are Heads of Government/ State. Mr
Narendra Modi would like to be among
them — his party claims that he is already
one of them — but the realityis different.

Economic realities

India’s economy is puny (in terms of
size) compared to America’s or China’s.In
comparison with Russia and Israel, in
terms of per capita income, India’s is tiny.
Here is the data (see table):

America’s economy is 7 times larger
and China’sis4.5 timeslargerthan India’s.
India may be the fastest growing large
economy but even doubling the GDPwill
take 10years from now.Inthe meanwhile,
even at a smaller growth rate (but on a
larger base), the GDP of US and of China
would becomebiggerand the absolute gap
in GDPbetween Indiaand USand between
India and China may grow wider. Russia
and Israel mayhaveasmaller GDPbut they
are richer and their per capita income is 6
times and 18 times, respectively,
greaterthan India’s.The math is known to
every leader of the world, except India’s
current rulers!

The G-2 surprise

Theworld respects Indiabecauseitisthe
most populous country,and for its democ-
racy,history,ancient culture,roleasapeace-
maker, market size and potential — not
because Indiaisasuperpower.The countries
of the world have a stake in trade and
regional peace.Hence, theywill engage with
both India and Pakistan notwithstanding
India’s position that‘ifyouare India’s friend,
you have to be hostile to Pakistan’.

Besides,theworld is changingrapidly.In
2023, India trumpeted that it was the host
ofthe G-20 Summit.The G-20 meetingand
Leaders’ Summit are an annual event and

FIFTH

COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

WHEN RAHUL GANDHI exploded his
‘H bomb’ last week, I happened to be
aimlessly switching channels in search
of news from Bihar. And, when he
popped up on my TV screen striding up
and down, one hand in pocket and the
other clutching a microphone, on a
stage whose backdrop was a screen
with many voter ID cards, all with the
same photo of a beautiful woman, I
stopped switching channels.Ilistened
carefully as he demanded to know
from his audience of journalists if they
knew who this woman was. With the
panache of a skilled quizmaster, he de-
manded to know if anyone knewwhere
she was from, how old she was and if
she looked like a Haryanvi woman.
When nobody spoke, he revealed
dramatically that she was a Brazilian
model who appeared to have voted in
Haryana many times during last
year’s election.

This was certainly intriguing, so I
continued to watch. The Leader of the
Opposition expounded on his theory
that the Haryana election would have
been won by the Congress Party if the
BJP had not cheated with help from the
Election Commission. Rahul Gandhi’s
‘Hbomb’was potent enough for TV re-
porters to scurry off the next day to the
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File photo of US President Donald Trump with China's President Xi Jinping

Trump embraces
Xi, Modi in the cold

Country

USA 30.51
China 19.23
Russia 2.54

Israel 0.6 .

4.19 .

*in approximate nominal $ in 2025

India

| Size of GDP (in $ trillion) | Per capita income*

89,000 |

13,800 |

L

17,500 |

54,000 ':'I |

2,900 |

the host country is decided by rotation.
Brazilwasthehostin 2024, South Africawill
host the meeting/Summit in November
2025 and the US will be the host in 2026.
Hosting the G-20 is no big deal; no other
country makes a/i00-haabout it.

G-8and G-7 are more significant than
G-20.Now, we have something new — G-
2.Beforeand after his meeting with MrXi,
Mr Trump elevated Mr Xi to the status of
an equal, something which he will never
doto Mr Modi. Mr Trump was effusive, Mr
Xi, as usual, enigmatic. Whatever India
may say about a multi-polar world, there
are only two superpowers in the world,
with Russia closely behind. Yesterday’s
“existential threat to US security” has
mysteriously vanished. With the new
bonhomie, QUAD will fall by the wayside.

Do areality check:

The US has concluded a mini-trade
agreement with China on rare earths and

soyabean,and the two countries are likely
to resolve the Tik-Tok issue. The US-India
trade agreement has been negotiated
through 2025 but there is no
conclusionyet.

There was a tariff war between the US
and China (each imposing retaliatory tar-
iffs on the other) but, after the meeting at
Busan,theleaders have apparentlyagreed
to a truce on matters including technol-
ogy transfers, export controls and port
fees, and both countries will ease the tar-
iffsmutually.The US has made nomove to
ease the punitive tariffs on India. US sanc-
tions on Chinese firms remain; so will
sanctions on Indian companies if theybuy
Russian oil.

America has curtailed preferential
access to China’s goods; equally, the revo-
cation in 2019 of Generalized System of
Preferences (GSP) that India enjoyed
seems final.

Bihar betrayed again

villages where the Brazilian model had
voted repeatedly. Sometimes as Sweety,
sometimes as Pinky and sometimes as
Saraswati. They found that in most
cases it was a real Haryanvi woman
who had voted with a real voter’s ID
card, but with the wrong photograph
pasted on it. Nobody knew how the
Brazilian model’s picture appeared on
their cards. She herself released a video
saying she had never been to India.The
Election Commission needs to explain.

It was when Rahul Gandhi said that
the elections in Maharashtra, Madhya
Pradesh and in other states had all been
stolen, his ‘H bomb’ lost its potency.
And, when Priyanka Gandhi repeated
herbrother’s charges about ‘vote chori’
atarallyin Bihar the next day, it began
to sound as if the Congress Party was
admitting that their coalition could
lose. It is sad that our oldest political
party, that was once so powerful that it
ruled almost every state in India,
should pin all their hopes in Bihar on
this one issue of voter fraud.

There are other issues. The BJP’s
mightiest leaders have made some of
the ugliest,dangerously rabid speeches
during the Bihar campaign. In con-
stituencies where Muslim voters dom-
inate, they have spoken of how they
plan to weed out illegal Bangladeshi
immigrants and throw them out of
India. Remember that the Home

Minister once called them termites. If
the Congress Party had been true to its
secularvalues, its senior leaders would
have called the BJP out and shamed it
for once more trying to incite Hindus
against Muslims. And for once more
trying to remind Muslims that as long
as the BJP remains in power in Delhi,
they need to get used to being second
class citizens. The Prime Minister led
the charge against the ‘ghuspatiyas (in-
filtrators)’ and in doing so lowered the
stature of his office. Why does the
Congress Party say nothing?

There is much that the Election
Commission needs to say as well. If the
decision to extend the exercise it calls
SIR (Special Intensive Revision) to
other states is being viewed with suspi-
cion, it is because there are valid ques-
tions that the Chief Election
Commissioner must answer. In my
ever-humble opinion, the most impor-
tant of these questions is why is SIR be-
ing perceived as an exercise to exclude
Muslims in general? Could it be be-
cause it is exactly that?

In response to Rahul Gandhi’s ‘H
bomb’, the Election Commission has
pointed out that the reason why the
electoral rolls need intensive revision
is precisely because of the charges he
has made. Does not ring true somehow.
If the Chief Election Commissioner be-
haved less arrogantly, he might be

REUTERS

In the cold

Mr Modi last met Mr Trump on Febru-
ary 14, 2025. Subsequently, there were
three occasions when a Modi-Trump meet-
ing could have taken place. First, after the
G-7 Summit in Canada, Mr Trump invited
Mr Modi to ‘stop over’ in Washington, but
Mr Modi declined; I think rightly. Second,
when Mr Modi did not travel to Egypt for
the signing of the Gaza peace agreement.
Third, the ASEAN Summit and Related
Summits in Kuala Lumpurin October 2025
but, inexplicably, Mr Modi decided to
address the gathering virtually; I think
wrongly. It iswidely believed that Mr Modi
is keen to avoid a bilateral meeting or even
a conversation with Mr Trump.

For the umpteenth time, Mr Trump has
claimed that he had used the ‘no trade’
threat to compel India and Pakistan to stop
the war, and the war was stopped on the
fourth day. Mr Modi has not denied the
claim publicly or in Parliament. Besides, Mr
Modi has never told Mr Xi in his face that
Chinesetroopshadintruded into Indian ter-
ritoryand they remain illegal occupiers.

The embrace between MrTrumpand Mr
XihasleftIndiainthecold,alongwithJapan,
Australia and Taiwan. India is practically
friendless in South Asia. West Asian coun-
tries are forging new arrangements among
themselvesandwith Israel,without India.It
istimetoacquire somehumilityand goback

tothe policy drawing board.

trusted more. He heads an organisation
that needs to be seen as capable of con-
ducting free and fair elections. If senior
Opposition leaders ask questions about
the way the electoral rolls are being re-
vised, they have a right to real answers.
Not dismissed with curt rebuttals.

The election campaign in Bihar has
been disappointing, dismal and dis-
turbing. We have seen a parade of our
most important political leaders raise
issues that will in no way benefit the
people of our poorest state. The BJP
bared its Hindutva fangs and accused
the Congress Party of disrespecting the
Sanatan Dharma on the grounds that
its leaders have not gone to Ayodhya to
pray in the new temple to Ram. Why
should that charge resonate with vot-
ers in Bihar?

The Congress Party campaign has
concentrated on the charge that the
BJP has been colluding with the
Election Commission to ‘steal’elections
and that there are plans afoot to steal
the election in Bihar. Surely, in their
hearts, the heirs to the Dynasty must
know that they have lost election after
election because the issues they have
raised are not issues that capture the
imagination of voters. There is much
that all our political leaders could learn
from the campaign that Zohran
Mamdani ran in New York. He started
off as the man least likely to defeat a
man who comes from a storied politi-
cal dynasty and won spectacularly. As
of last week, he is set to become the
next Mayor of New York city.
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Bihar betrayed
again

L
FIFTHCOLUMN
BY TAVLEEN SINGH

HEN RAHUL Gandhi exploded his ‘H bomb’ last

week, lhappened to be aimlessly switching chan-

nels in search of news from Bihar. And, when he

poppeduponmy TV screenstridingup and down,
one hand in pocket and the other clutching a microphone, on a
stage whose backdrop was a screen with many voter ID cards, all
with the same photo of a beautiful woman, I stopped switching
channels. I listened carefully as he demanded to know from his
audience of journalists if they knew who this woman was. With
the panache of askilled quizmaster, he demanded to know if any-
one knew where she was from, how old she was and if she looked
like a Haryanvi woman. When nobody spoke, he revealed dra-
matically that she was a Brazilian model who appeared to have
voted in Haryana many times during last year’s election.

This was certainly intriguing, so I continued to watch. The
Leader of the Opposition expounded on his theory that the Ha-
ryana election would have been won by the Congress Party ifthe
BJP had not cheated with help from the Election Commission.
Rahul Gandhi’s ‘Hbomb’ was potent enough for TV reporters to
scurry off the next day to the villages where the Brazilian model
had voted repeatedly. Sometimes as Sweety, sometimes as Pinky
and sometimes as Saraswati. They found that in most cases it
was areal Haryanvi woman who had voted with areal voter’sID
card, but with the wrong photograph pasted on it. Nobody knew
how the Brazilian model’s picture appeared on their cards. She
herselfreleased a video saying she had never been to India. The
Election Commission needs to explain.

It was when Rahul Gandhi said that the elections in Maha-
rashtra, Madhya Pradesh and in other states had all been stolen,
his ‘H bomb’ lost its potency. And, when Priyanka Gandhi re-
peated her brother’s charges about “vote chori’ at arally in Bihar
the next day, it began to sound as if the Congress Party was ad-
mitting that their coalition could lose. It is sad that our oldest
political party, that was once so powerful that it ruled almost
every state in India, should pin all their hopes in Bihar on this
one issue of voter fraud.

There are other issues. The BJP’s mightiest leaders have
made some of the ugliest, dangerously rabid speeches during
the Bihar campaign. In constituencies where Muslim voters

dominate, they have spoken of how

There is much they.p.lan to weed out illegal Bangla-
hat all deshi immigrants and throw them out
t ata our of India. Remember that the Home
pOlltlcal Minister once called them termites. If
leaders could the Congress Party had been true to its
secular values, its senior leaders would

learn fr.om the have called the BJP out and shamed it

that . . .

campaigntiat  for once more trying to incite Hindus
Zohran against Muslims. And for once more
Mamdaniran trying to remind Muslims that as long
in New York as the BJP remains in power in Delhi,

they need to get used to being second
class citizens. The Prime Minister led
the charge against the ‘ghuspatiyas (in-
filtrators)’ and in doing so lowered the stature of his office. Why
does the Congress Party say nothing?

There is much that the Election Commission needs to say
aswell. If the decision to extend the exercise it calls SIR (Special
Intensive Revision) to other states is being viewed with suspi-
cion, itisbecause there are valid questions that the Chief Elec-
tion Commissioner must answer. In my ever-humble opinion,
the mostimportant of these questions is why is SIR being per-
ceived as an exercise to exclude Muslims in general? Could it
be because it is exactly that?

In response to Rahul Gandhi’s ‘H bomb’, the Election Com-
mission has pointed out that the reason why the electoral rolls
need intensive revision is precisely because of the charges he
has made. Does not ring true somehow. If the Chief Election
Commissioner behaved less arrogantly, he might be trusted
more. He heads an organisation that needs to be seen as capable
of conducting free and fair elections. If senior Opposition
leaders ask questions about the way the electoral rolls are being
revised, they have a right to real answers. Not dismissed with
curt rebuttals.

The election campaign in Bihar has been disappointing,
dismal and disturbing. We have seen a parade of our most im-
portant political leaders raise issues that will in no way benefit
the people of our poorest state. The BJP bared its Hindutva
fangs and accused the Congress Party of disrespecting the Sa-
natan Dharma on the grounds that itsleaders have not gone to
Ayodhya to pray in the new temple to Ram. Why should that
charge resonate with voters in Bihar?

The Congress Party campaign has concentrated on the charge
that the BJP has been colluding with the Election Commission
to ‘steal’ elections and that there are plans afoot to steal the elec-
tioninBihar. Surely, in their hearts, the heirs to the Dynasty must
know that they havelost election after election because the issues
they have raised are not issues that capture the imagination of
voters. There is much that all our political leaders could learn
from the campaign that Zohran Mamdani ran in New York. He
started off asthe man least likely to defeat aman who comes from
astoried political dynasty and won spectacularly. As of last week,
he is set to become the next Mayor of New YorK city.

Trump embraces Xi, Modi in the cold

ACROSS THE AISLE

BY P CHIDAMBARAM

HE MOST consequential leaders of

the world today are Mr Donald

Trump and Mr Xi Jinping. Others

are Mr Vladimir Putinand Mr Ben-
jamin Netanyahu. For good or bad, their
words and actions have an impact beyond
theborders of the countriesof which they are
Heads of Government/State. Mr Narendra
Modi would like to be among them — his
party claims that he is already one of them
— but the reality is different.

Economicrealities

India’s economy is puny (in terms of
size) compared to America’s or China’s. In
comparison with Russia and Israel, in
terms of per capita income, India’s is tiny.
Hereisthe data:

|Country [Sizeof GDP | Per capitaincome
' | IN APPROXIMATE NOMINAL USD IN 2025 '

'USA | 30.5Ttrillion 89,000
'China  |19.23trillion | 13,800
'Russia | 2.54trillion | 17,500
'Israel | 0.6trillion 54,000
lIndia | 419trillion 2,900

America’seconomy is 7 times larger and
China’s is 4.5 times larger than India’s.
India may be the fastest growing large
economy but even doubling the GDP will
take 10 years from now. In the meanwhile,
even at a smaller growth rate (but on a
larger base), the GDP of U.S. and of China
would become bigger and the absolute gap
in GDP between India and U.S. and be-
tween India and China may grow wider.
Russia and Israel may have a smaller GDP
but they are richer and their per capita in-
come is 6 times and 18 times, respectively,
greater than India’s. The math is known to
every leader of the world, except India’s
current rulers!

The G-2surprise

The world respects India because it is
the most populous country, and for its
democracy, history, ancient culture, role as
a peace-maker, market size and potential
— not because India is a superpower. The
countries of the world have a stake in trade
and regional peace. Hence, they will en-
gage with both India and Pakistan notwith-
standing India’s position that ‘if you are In-
dia’s friend, you have to be hostile to
Pakistan’.

Besides, the world is changing rapidly.
In 2023, India trumpeted that it was the
host of the G-20 Summit. The G-20 meet-
ing and Leaders’ Summit are an annual
event and the host country is decided by
rotation. Brazil was the host in 2024, South
Africa will host the meeting/Summit in
November 2025 and the U.S. will be the
host in 2026. Hosting the G-20 is no big

deal; no other country makes a hoo-ha
about it.

G-8 and G-7 are more significant than
G-20. Now, we have something new — G-2.
Before and after his meeting with Mr Xi, Mr
Trump elevated Mr Xi to the status of an
equal, something which he willneverdoto
Mr Modi. Mr Trump was effusive, Mr Xi, as
usual, enigmatic. Whatever India may say
about a multi-polar world, there are only
two superpowers in the world, with Russia
closely behind. Yesterday’s “existential
threat to U.S. security” has mysteriously
vanished. With the new bonhomie, QUAD

Indiais will fall by tl}e wayside.
. Do areality check:
pl: actlcally. The U.S. has concluded a mini-trade
friendless in agreement with China on rare earths and
South Asia. soyabean, and the two countries are likely
West Asian toresolve the Tik-Tokissue. The U.S.—.India
. trade agreement has been negotiated
Cour.ltnes are through 2025 but there is no conclusion yet.
fOl’glng new There was a tariff war between the U.S.
arrangements and China (each imposing retaliatory tar-
iffs on the other) but, after the meeting at
among B
usan, theleaders have apparently agreed
themselvesand 4 truce on matters includingtechnology
with Israel, transfers, export controls and port fees, and
without India. both countries will ease the tariffs mu-
e tually. The U.S. has made no move to ease
Itis tl,me to the punitive tariffs on India.
acquire some U.S.sanctions on Chinese firms remain;
humility and so will sanctions on Indian companies if
g0 back to the they buy Russian oil. . .
licv drawin Amerlga has curtailed preferential ac-
policy 8  cesstoChina’s goods; equally, the revoca-
board tion in 2019 of Generalized System of

Preferences (GSP) that India enjoyed

seems final.

Inthecold

Mr Modi last met Mr Trump on Febru-
ary 14, 2025. Subsequently, there were
three occasions when a Modi-Trump
meeting could have taken place. First,
after the G-7 Summit in Canada, Mr
Trump invited Mr Modi to ‘stop over’ in
Washington, but Mr Modi declined; I
think rightly. Second, when Mr Modi did
not travel to Egypt for the signing of the
Gaza peace agreement. Third, the ASEAN
Summit and Related Summits in Kuala
Lumpur in October 2025 but, inexplic-
ably, Mr Modi decided to address the
gathering virtually; I think wrongly. It is
widely believed that Mr Modi is keen to
avoid abilateral meeting or even a conver-
sation with Mr Trump.

For the umpteenth time, Mr Trump has
claimed that he had used the ‘no trade’
threat to compel India and Pakistan to stop
the war, and the war was stopped on the
fourth day. Mr Modi has not denied the
claim publicly or in Parliament. Besides, Mr
Modi has never told Mr Xi in his face that
Chinese troops had intruded into Indian
territory and they remain illegal occupiers.

The embrace between Mr Trump and
Mr Xi hasleft India in the cold, along with
Japan, Australia and Taiwan. India is
practically friendless in South Asia. West
Asian countries are forging new arrange-
ments among themselves and with Israel,
without India. It is time to acquire some
humility and go back to the policy draw-
ing board.

How a phone call to Moscow led
to Nitish’s first full stint as CM

s
HISTORY HEADLINE

BY CHAKSHU Roy

OSCOW HAS a link to the

political history of Bihar. A

decision made here would be-

come the catalyst for Nitish
Kumar’sfirst full tenure as Bihar Chief Min-
ister. On May 22, 2005, then President APJ
Abdul Kalam arrived in Moscow on a
multi-country tour. Before he could settle
in, he received a call from Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh about the Cabinet’s rec-
ommendation to dissolve the newly
elected Bihar Assembly.

During the ongoing Bihar polls, RJD’s
Tejashwi Yadav has often asked the NDA
about its choice for CM. BJP leaders have
said that JD(U) leader Nitish, 74, will remain
the leader of the NDA government. Nitish
has served as CM for 20 years, leading gov-
ernments with both the BJP and the RJD.

Then with the Samata Party, Nitish first
became the CM for aweek in 2000 but had
to resign since he could not muster a ma-
jority in the 325-member Assembly. After
the creation of Jharkhand, the strength of
the House was adjusted to the present 243.

The 2005 Bihar polls marked the start of
Nitish’sleadership in alliance with the BJP.
Arun Jaitley, then BJP’s Bihar in-charge,
and Nitish crafted acampaign highlighting
the lawlessness during the 20 years of RJD.

In February 2005, Bihar elections were
held in three phases. Senior JD(U) leader
Sanjay Jharecallsthat the NDA started the
2005 Bihar campaign without a CM face.
Afterthe first phase, at Jaitley’sinsistence,
Nitish was declared as the CM face.

The move did sway some Bihar voters,
but not enough to give the NDA a majority:
RJD was the single-largest party with 75
seats, followed by JD(U) with 55 MLAs, BJP
with 37 seats, Ram Vilas Paswan’s Lok Jan-
shakti Party (LJP) with 29 seats and 17 In-
dependents. With an inconclusive man-
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(From left) Then Bihar Governor Buta Singh, then President APJ Abdul Kalam and Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar at the Patna University convocation in December 2005. RASHTRAPATI

BHAVAN DIGITAL PHOTO LIBRARY

date, the focus shifted to Bihar Governor
Buta Singh, 71, a Congress veteran.

Then, something unusual happened.
The LJP told Singh that they would not
support the RJD or the BJP. The BJP asked
him not to call the RJD to form the govern-
ment. A few other parties informed Singh
that they would not supporteither the RJD
or the NDA. The RJD staked a claim, but
without the support of 122 MLAs, the ma-
jority required in the Assembly.

In his first report to Kalam, Singh recom-
mended keeping the newly elected Assem-
blyinsuspended animation. His second re-
port noted that the JD(U) and BJP were
tryingto secure a majority by winning over
the LJP MLAs and splitting the Congress. In
his final report, he informed Kalam that 17-
18 LJP MLAs were moving to the JD(U), a
move that would “distort the verdict of the
people”. He recommended fresh elections.

Things moved quickly after his final re-
portwasreceived in Delhi on May 22,2005.
The Cabinet met at 11 pm and recom-
mended dissolving the Assembly. The PM
called Kalam to apprise him of the decision,
followed by another call to answer Kalam’s
questions. A little later, Kalam brought the

state under the President’s rule.

NDA protested and in a memorandum
to Kalam stated that Nitish could have
formed the government, with the support
LJP MLAs, who were merging with JD(U).
Nitish, Jaitley and other NDA MPs raised
the matter in Parliament repeatedly. RJD’s
Lalu Prasad even remarked once that it was
not in Nitish’s fate to become Bihar CM.

In October 2005, 10 days before the re-
poll, the Supreme Court held the President’s
decision as “unconstitutional”. This time,
Bihar gave the NDA a majority: JD(U) in-
creased itsshare from 55to 88 and the BJP’s
from 37 to 55 MLAs. The RJD was reduced
from75to54 and the LJPended with just10
seats.In November 2005, Nitish was sworn
in as Bihar CM. He has been the CM since,
save for a brief nine-month period.

The events of 2005 would have conse-
quences beyond Bihar. The SCwould indict
Governor Singh, leading to his resignation.
Kalam would also consider resigning, the
judgment recasting his relationship with
the government.

The writer looks at issues through a legislative
lens and works at PRS Legislative Research

Freddys kick & a patriarchal world's moral compass

CONFIDENT film production de-
signer believes she is a collabora-
tor. When producer Freddy ques-
tions her, she quits, refusing to
work with a man who doesn’t know how to
talktoawoman. Intheend, Freddy kicks her.
When his assistant asks him, “How can
you kick a woman?”, Freddy says, “Wo kya
hain na, Jeejeebhoy, main aurton par hath
nahi uthata (I do not raise my hands on
women Jeejeebhoy).” Thisidea of notraising
hands on women’ is often presented as a
moral compass in the patriarchal universe.
This scene from B***ds of Bollywood
stayed with me and I decided touseitas a
metaphor to view society through itslens.
Gender equality and the contradictions
surrounding it go hand in hand. A Press In-
formation Bureau (PIB) release on October
13,2025, states that the Female Labour Force
Participation Rate (LFPR) increased from
23.3% in 2017-18 to 41.7% in 2023-24 due

many legal safety nets, including laws on
maternity benefits and prevention of sexual
harassment at the workplace, amongothers.

Can all women contributing to this in-
creased LFPR access these legal safety nets?
The reality of women working in the unor-
ganised sectors is undeniable. We see them
approach workin both organised and unor-
ganised sectors differently.

For many, work is an opportunity that
puts food on the table. We all know which
marginalised communities constitute this
underpaid, unorganised female workforce.

For many, workis also about aspirations,
rebellion and ademand for dignity. Women
land in various workspaces thinking they are
collaborators, but often face a different real-
ity. For me, Freddy’s kickamplified the thou-
sands of ‘silent kicks’ they face at work daily.
Evenwhen they havelegal protections, they
are largely dismissed with the same rotting
moral notion: that a society that ‘respects

SHE SAID
BY RANI

ROHINI
RAMAN

women’ can do them no wrong.

The Kolkata professor who lost her job
over her personal photo and the unsaid ‘ma-
ternity penalty’ arejust afew examples. Still,
we hear the hollow trumpet of ‘women’s up-
liftment’ being played without a deeper
thought on true upliftment. Meeting rooms
often appeartobeold boys’ clubs, combined
with ‘newboys’ overlooking their male privi-
lege, some women propagating the ‘lean-in’
mantra in most workplaces, the ‘friendly’
suggestion to ‘focus on work’, overlooking
caregiving responsibilities or demeaning
conditions are experiences that many
women share.

In organised sectors, gender equalityisa
goal often talked about and ‘performed.’ But
what still stands in the way? Frequent ques-
tions about their life decisions: Why mar-
riage? Why not marriage? Why children?
Why not children? The expectationistonor-
malise acts stemming from male privilege,

like interruptingwomen colleagues, even as
women are judged for juggling gender roles
and jobs. The list is endless. As a society, we
react to visible violence, like Freddy’s kick,
but hardly pay attention to silent violations
often passed off as ‘organisational needs’.
Freddy’skickmade mereflectontheun-
counted ‘kicks’ that women face daily.
Freddy’saction could be dismissed as part of
hisentitled character, but hisdialogue on not
raising his hands on women resonates per-
fectly with the hollow promise of ‘uplift-
ment’ offered to women workers. The
‘morality dividend’ of recruiting more
women is notenough to cloak the patriarchal
microaggressions in workplaces. While the
rising numbers should be celebrated, the
true celebration is still miles away.
The writer is a Tokyo-based
independent researcher
National Editor Shalini Langer curates
the fortnightly ‘She Said’ column
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Tused to think I
could curate my
sonsworld

Y TWO-YEAR-OLD can spot Ambedkar anywhere.
Onthewalls, in the streets, in photographs,on TV.
He’ll also point out if he sees someone wearing
“Ambedkar kannadi”.

The same with Gandhi.

He can sing Ishwar Allah Tero Naam, because my father
taught him the hymn, because his thoughtful aunt gifted a Gan-
dhi matryoshka doll that prompted this session.

He’s a Sanjay Subrahmanyan fan, and requests songs any
time he meets Sanjay maama.

Loves thillanas.

Has heard an entire jazz concert mesmerised. Loves brass
instruments and percussion. Turns any surface into a drum.

And he loves swings.

If only my husband and I could curate who gets to raise our
son, we’d fill his life with people and things that aligned with
our beliefs like these. After all, we have curated our own adult
lives this way. Minimising interactions with those we are unable
to reconcile with on the important things.

WhatIhave discovered, however, isthatitindeed does takea
village to raise a child. Especially one full of verve from the mo-
ment he wakes up and is capable of maintaining those energy
levels until he finally falls asleep. Much asIwant tobe the primary
influencer of his life, he is a being of his own, has always been. (I
am convinced he had strong opinions as a 6-week-old. The way
hescreamed ifwe didn’t walk with him at 3am convinced me so.)
And because he speaks, and he speaks a lot at such a young age,
and because he isn’t anxious about the world, and islooking at it
with wonder and love, awe and joy, he has interactions with sev-
eral people, many ideas, vastly varied approaches to life every
single day. And it is impossible for me to handpick his world to
be only touched by those whose impeccable taste I approve of.

But I do approve of the large cast of human beings he has
made a part of his family. From his grandparents to his baby-
sitter, the aunties in his toddler care, his friends and the many
mamas and aunties he converses with freely all day long... they
all feed his curious mind. It is his interaction with strangers that
brings me most delight and, of course, concern. One morning
many months ago, aman dressed as Hanuman appeared at our
doorstep with a handheld cymbal, singing songs. Any two ob-
jects of that size are now cymbals, and they are accompanied
by a song or a chant about Rama from my little one.

Asawriter, Iwould, of course, prefer tointroduce himto the
myth and lore of the land, and the gods who seemingly are
everywhere. But I realise there simply is no time, because before
I can decide what and how, someone else has already chanted
a political, religious slogan in his presence, only halfjoking.

His introduction to these politicised, hyper-masculine, al-
ways-angry avatars of male gods without my editorial input has
been ongoing, as I watch helplessly. As children who grew up
on those ubiquitous Amar Chitra Kathas and Doordarshan’s
Ramayana and Mahabharata, who now want to control and
drip-feed myths to their children... oh the irony writes itself.

After the initial hand-wringing and cursory, pointless fret-
ting, I decided Iwould do what I could to help him understand
this world. (Holding myself up to impossible standards has
never been a problem!). And so, I'm trying to take the pressure
off my son now, and apply it on to my own self —only this time,
tomake myself softer. To set the example, by holding myself ac-
countable to others, I share my space with. By trying to figure
outhowtonot fly intorage, and deal with conflict with presence
and control. To show him how much Ilove the softer things for
him as well.

Embracing the Montessori way has helped somewhat at this
stage, for it emphasises independence and shows us that the
precious reward of learning is indeed self-sufficiency. I am far
from the perfect human, and one who'’s painfully aware of her
own shortcomings. And I don’t expect to raise a mythical, per-
fect human son either. But if I were to apply one of the many
writinglessons to my life, in raising my son it is: Show, don’t tell.

After all, monkey see, monkey do.

The writer is a Chennai-based author
(How to Raise a Boy is a fortnightly column)
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