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Conscience triumphs
Ref: Conscience, not AI, can curb truancy in govt 
(Mar 29). The Karnataka government’s move to use 
AI to streamline attendance in government offices 
is good. There is a need for attitudinal change on 
part of employees to be efficient in attending office 
on time. After all, these technologies are human 
creations. As the editorial said, it’s conscience that 
matters in the final analysis.

K R Parvathy, Mysuru

Uniform code
Ref: Who gets to impose Uniform Civil Code? (Mar 
29). Kapil Sibal’s argument that Uttarakhand’s 
implementation of UCC falls foul of constitutional 
exactitude is a correct observation. As a Rajya Sab-
ha member, he can broach the topic in parliament 
to make sure that UCC is implemented in a lawful 
manner throughout the nation by an act of parlia-
ment. Customs and practices may be diverse in our 

pluralistic country, but laws should be uniform in 
both civil and criminal codes.

Venkat Desikan, Chennai 

Beating heat 
Ref: Before tackling heat, let’s know its effect (Mar 
29). Scientist Sowmya Swaminathan’s lament 
should be viewed seriously by the government. The 
health department should play a pivotal role to cre-
ate public awareness on the causes and effects of 
heat-related deaths. Expanding access to informa-
tion about the incidence of age-related disorders 
like dementia due to the shortage of water in the 
body can sensitise us to the environment.

R Pichumani, Kumbakonam

United colours
Ref: Call out colour bias at all levels (Mar 28). The 
debate has not ended. Way back in February 2023, a 
sharp exchange of words was made between former 
ministers M M Mani and Thiruvanchoor Radhakrish-
nan in the Kerala assembly, when the former told 
that the latter’s skin is similar to that of Lord Krish-

na. It was a case of ‘the pot calling the kettle black’, 
as both were of dark complexion and hence the 
matter ended amicably.

Capt N A Joseph, Ettumanoor 

Inculcating value
Ref: I was deeply hurt: Chief Secy Sarada Muraleed-
haran on skin colour bias (Mar 29). It is deeply dis-
tressing that women in our country are being hu-
miliated on the basis of their skin colour. It is time 
that our younger generation is inculcated with the 
value that ‘real beauty’ is a mix of qualities such as 
confidence, composure, compassion, truthfulness, 
enthusiasm and loyalty, and not on the amount of 
melanin present in the skin.

Biju C Mathew, Thiruvananthapuram

Unequal treatment
Ref: No FIR now against Justice Varma, says SC (Mar 
29). The common man’s experience is that all are 
not equal before law has been proved again. If this 
incident had happened against any other person, an 
FIR would have been filed and the person would 

have been behind bars. As a commoner, what I can 
expect from the Indian judiciary?

Anand Joshi, Hubballi

After sunset
Ref: After 28 years, fodder scam surfaces in poll-
bound Bihar (Mar 29). When Bihar CM Nitish Kumar 
is silent on this issue, his deputy from the BJP is 
digging out the three-decade-old scam. BJP mem-
bers forget they too will have to face the music 
when they cease to be in power at the Centre. The 
sun also sets every day.

Manoharan Muthuswamy, Chennai 

Adieu, legend
Ref: Could have qualified for one more Olympics, 
says Sharath Kamal (Mar 27). The paddler who car-
ried the burden of Indian table tennis on his shoul-
ders for more than two decades has called time on 
his glittering career. Let’s all join together in cele-
brating the achievements of Achanta Sharath Ka-
mal, an inspiration to many budding youngsters.

Narendran Kasiraman, email

This ongoing daily cruelty, unspeakable cruelty,  
that we’re witnessing in the face of media support  
and the political class in most of the Western world is 
just cheering it on. It’s the darkest thing I’ve seen  
in my whole life.

Gabor Maté, Budapest-born Holocaust survivor and trauma specialist  
based in Canada, on the Gaza genocide

I can’t help but think about what would happen if this was my niece.  
This is what the face of unfolding authoritarianism looks like.

Vince Warren, director of the US Center for Constitutional Rights, on the 
detention of a Tufts University PhD student by immigration agents

I want Argentinian people to enjoy this moment. We don’t know how long it  
will last, but at some point, it will take a turn.

Lionel Scaloni, Argentina coach, after beating Brazil 4-1 in World Cup qualifier

R 
ARELY in history has someone—personified in noun and 
verb forms —dominated public discourse like the current 
US president has. Donald J Trump has put the world on 
notice, threatening to upend the $24-trillion global trade 
market with reciprocal tariffs.

Global leaders are scurrying across capitals, markets are tee-
tering—the S&P500 yo-yos between fears of  inflation, stagfla-
tion and recession. The price of  the much-ballyhooed Bitcoin slid 
to five digits and good old gold surged to a record $3,100. 

The contours of  action will only be known on April 2. What 
is clear is that ‘Liberation Day’, as Trump called it, presents the 
president the opportunity to showcase his world view: might is
right and domination must be explicitly acknowledged.

What will he say? Here is a template, paraphrased from  
Julius Caesar, for contemplation.

Friends, frenemies and citizens of  the MAGA world, 
this will be tremendous. I come not to mourn globalisa-
tion, but to bury it!

The good that globalisation delivered for decades is now be-
ing interred. ’Tis said that America evangelised globalisation. 
If  that is true, it was a grievous flaw—and was righted in No-
vember. So what if  the comportment enabled the US to be 
a $29.7-trillion economy?

Ambition and domination call for sterner stuff. The US is 
the superpower, but it has been 
conned for decades. We had stupid 
leaders. America defended Green-
land, funded Ukraine and has pro-
vided a security umbrella to South 
Korea—whose average tariff  is 
four times ours—and NATO. Our 
people want to withdraw from 
NATO—ask why America must 
bear the costs without returns.

But I am to speak of  what I want 
you to believe. The word tariff  is 
the most beautiful word to me in 
the dictionary. (Duty-free slang im-
ported from the Arabic ta’rif.) Oth-
er countries have used tariffs 

against us for decades, and now it’s our turn. Like it or not, we 
will use all tools including 50-year-old International  
Emergency Economic Powers Act.

Allies, what allies? What cause withholds and makes them 
mourn? The European Union was formed to spite the US and 
they’ve done a good job of  it. Now they are ganging up with oth-
ers. Canada and Mexico allow migrants and fentanyl to flow into 
America. Yes, we dismantled NAFTA in 2018, as it was the worst 
trade deal and recast it as USMCA for all to compete with the 
world. Are we reneging? We are being exploited, and as the larg-
est economy, we can and will change our mind! The tariffs will 
result in tremendous growth in the US. Yes, Canada’s Mark Car-
ney declared “the end of  Canada-US ties”, but we are talking.

Look at ambitious China. We supported their entry into the 
World Trade Organization and they have taken advantage for dec-
ades. Their average tariff  on our products is twice what we charge 
them. China is the leading source for fentanyl, followed by In-
dia! They have a dodgy track record on currency and intellectual 
property manipulations. But we are willing to work out a deal. I 
may give some discount if  they part with the control of  TikTok.

I speak not to disprove. They say the tariff  policy is crafted 
from what Peter Navarro and Ken Lassman scripted across 31 
pages in Project 2025. I may have nothing to do with it, but the 
project is an honourable document. It does quote my 2019 State 
of  the Union speech, when I exhorted Congress to pass the Re-
ciprocal Trade Act. Alas, it didn’t come to pass. The lessons of  
the Nixon, Reagan and Trump 2016 regimes tell us “personnel 
is policy”, that “bad personnel will mean bad trade policy”.

Here, under leave of  MAGA supporters, I will usher better 
deals for America, for MAGA is an honourable cause. India 
charges our automobiles tariffs higher than 100 percent. We 
could have a good deal with India, which is one of  the highest 
tariffing nations in the world—it’s brutal. They’re very smart 
and use many non-tariff  barriers. Now they are promising a 
deal. We will see what happens.

America is back, but it seems many have lost their reason. 
They say tariffs are inflationary, and could cost households up 
to $2,000 extra a year. It is all fake news. As my deputy J D point-
ed out, “Anything that you lose on the tariff, from the perspec-
tive of  the consumer, you gain in higher wages.” A CPA 
study says a 10 percent universal tariff  on all imports, along 
with income tax cuts, would add $728 billion and 2.8 million ad-
ditional jobs. The Atlantic Council says the 25 percent tariffs 
on automobiles and automobile parts will bring production 
back to the United States.

O judgment! Thou art fled to brutish thoughts. Fake news is 
quoting Howard Lutnick saying a “recession is worth it”. Listen 
to Scott Bessant when he says markets are hooked, and the 
economy may need a “detox period”. They know markets and 
these are honourable men. I did say there may be 
some “disturbance” for American consumers.  
But I don’t see a recession at all, I see a boom period.

The template should give you the drift of  what to expect. The 
playbook is being scripted on the go—reciprocal tariffs could be 
a foxtrot of  threats, or a tango of  deals. The world is flying blind 
as whims and worries define the depth of  uncertainty.

‘LIBERATION DAY’ 
SPEECH FOR 

DONALD TRUMP

THE THIRD EYE
SHANKKAR AIYAR

Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar: 
A Biometric History of India’s 12 Digit 

Revolution, and Accidental India
(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)

W
HILE jurisprudence is attrib-
uted to the Romans, the 
French—who insisted on lib-
erté, égalité, fraternité—claim 
credit for justice. The 18th-cen-
tury French philosopher Mon-
tesquieu, considered the father 

of  the principle of  checks and balances 
in a democracy, wrote in The Spirit of  
Law: “To prevent this abuse [of  power], 
it is necessary from the very nature of  
things that power should be a check to 
power... The principle of  democracy is 
corrupted not only when the spirit of  
equality is lost, but also when the spirit 
of  extreme equality is taken up.” He ar-
gued for the separation of  church and 
state powers to protect democracy from 
nepotism, despotism and distortion.

His prescription has stood civilisa-
tion’s test of  time: the legislative branch 
makes laws, the executive enforces them, 
and the judiciary interprets them. He 
emphasised these powers must remain 
separate, yet interdependent. India 
seems to be still figuring out the contours 
of  a superstructure facilitating the har-
monious working of  the three branches 
independent of  each other, yet simulta-
neously dependent on each other.

As the sordid saga of  the alleged cash 
recovery from Delhi High Court judge 
Yashwant Varma’s house unfolds, the un-
declared Cold War between the executive, 
legislative and judiciary is out of  deep 
freeze. The scandal has acquired epice-
dial dimensions for the judiciary. It has 
become a powerful and legitimate excuse 
for the political establishment to tame 
the judiciary, laying the blame on the col-
legium’s primary right to appoint judg-
es—’Judiciary isn’t meant by the judges, 
for the judges and of  the judges.’

Instead of  approaching the scandal 
célébre as an ugly aberration, the estab-

lishment is in a splenetic scurry to curb 
the judiciary’s power to choose justices
for the higher courts. The 1975 Emer-
gency was the tipping point in this con-
flict. Ruling politicians were the ones 
who chose the judges. The chief  justice 
of  India was a rubber stamp with just 
one role: green-light the names final-
ised by the government. This led to the 
subversion of  human rights and even 
the supersession of  some judges. Ironi-
cally, it was the judiciary itself  which 
bestowed these blanket powers.

Since the Constitution provides for 
only “consultation” with the chief  jus-
tice for judicial appointments, many le-
gal eagles claimed constitutional con-
currence gave undue leverage to the 
government. The case finally reached 
the Supreme Court. 
By then the Emer-
gency was over, but 
Indira Gandhi was 
back in power. In 
1982, a seven-mem-
ber bench headed 
by Chief  Justice P 
N Bhagwati deliv-
ered the first ver-
dict in the ‘Three 
Judges cases’. The 
Court ruled in S P 
Gupta that the 
term “consulta-
tion” in Articles 
124 and 217 of  the 
Constitution did 
not mean “concur-
rence”, and gives 
the executive primacy in judicial ap-
pointments over the CJI, whose view 
was not binding on the president. Ac-
cording to various news reports and par-
liamentary debates, Congress govern-
ments led by Indira and then Rajiv 
Gandhi invoked executive power to pack 
the benches with their nominees.

The champions of  independent judici-
ary didn’t give up. Predictably, it again 
led to a bitter bagarre between the op-
position and the Congress. A nine-mem-
ber bench chaired by Justice J S Verma, 
writing the final verdict in the ‘Second 
Judges case’ in 1993, overruled the first 
and interpreted consultation as concur-
rence, and established the collegium sys-
tem. The judgement excluded the execu-
tive from the process of  judge selection 
and gave the CJI, in consultation with 

two senior-most judges, the final say.
The battle between the judiciary and 

the executive didn’t end there. The Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee government flagged 
the strength of  the collegium. It made 
a presidential reference to the Supreme 
Court seeking clarifications about the 
number of  collegium members, the 
role of  the government in suggesting 
names, and whether a judicial review 
by the government to reject a name sug-
gested by the collegium was legit. A 
definite and assertive verdict by a nine-
member bench led by CJI S P Bharucha 
in 1998 raised the number of  collegium 
members from three to five, and out-
right rejected any government role, 
barring questioning the integrity of  
the proposed names. As things stand, it 

is the final law re-
garding the selec-
tion of  judges. 

For the past 
three decades, the 
sarkar and politi-
cal parties have 
been unable to di-
gest the idea of  a 
totally insulated 
judicial system. 
They feel the sys-
tem is not trans-
parent since the 
d e c i s i o n s  a re 
made by judges 
beh ind  c losed 
doors  w i thout 
public disclosure 
of  the criterions 

or rationale behind selecting or reject-
ing candidates. This opacity has fuelled 
allegations of  arbitrariness, as seen in 
2019 when the collegium’s decision to el-
evate justices Pradeep Nandrajog and 
Rajendra Menon was reversed after a 
member retired. Justices Dinesh Ma-
heshwari and current CJI Sanjiv Khan-
na were appointed two months later.

The BJP government passed the Na-
tional Judicial Appointments Commis-
sion (NJAC) Act through the 99th consti-
tutional amendment. The NJAC sought 
to replace the collegium with a six-mem-
ber panel comprising the CJI, two senior 
Supreme Court judges, the Union law 
minister, and two eminent persons se-
lected by a committee including the CJI, 
the prime minister and the leader of  the 
opposition. This hybrid model aimed to 

balance judicial independence with ex-
ecutive input, enhancing transparency 
and accountability. The NJAC promised 
a broader consultative process: no ap-
pointment could proceed if  two mem-
bers objected, ensuring consensus over 
unilateralism, curbing nepotism and ex-
pediting appointments.

However, the SC struck it down in the 
‘Fourth Judges case’ (2015) by a 4:1 major-
ity. The majority view was that the NJAC 
violated the ‘basic structure’ of  the Con-
stitution, particularly the principle of  
judicial independence by granting politi-
cians equal footing in appointments—a 
perceived threat to judicial autonomy.

If  the NJAC’s rejection was a missed 
opportunity for some, it was a triumph 
of  independence for others. Critics con-
tend the court’s decision reflected an un-
willingness to relinquish control by pri-
oritising autonomy over accountability. 
Yet, the government chose a reconcilia-
tory approach by proposing a revised 
memorandum of  procedure to guide col-
legium appointments, but disagreements 
between the two behemoths persist.

Even after eight years, the memoran-
dum is having a long ‘trishanku’ mo-
ment. By excluding the executive en-
tirely and giving unfettered power to 
the judiciary, the constitutional princi-
ple of  separation of  powers seems to be 
in peril. The government, however, can 
veto an appointment by delaying to act 
on the collegium’s recommendations, 
or rejecting them outright by raising 
integrity issues.

A balanced solution lies not in dis-
mantling the collegium, but in refining 
it—or resurrecting a restructured 
NJAC—to align with democratic princi-
ples. Judicial independence must coex-
ist with accountability, ensuring that the 
selection of  judges reflects merit, experi-
ence, integrity and public trust. An in-
stitutional framework where CJI has the 
final authority with the executive as a 
prominent participant is a solution.

As the debate rages on, the stakes are 
high: the judiciary could lose the very 
legitimacy it seeks to uphold. Lord 
Mansfield, an 18th-century British judge 
who declared “fiat justitia, ruat caelum 
(let justice be done, though the heavens 
fall)” had a point. Though colonialism 
ended seven decades ago, the heavens 
won’t fall if  accord over animosity be-
comes the bedrock of  the judiciary.

POWER & POLITICS
PRABHU CHAWLA

prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

COURT-GOVT BALANCE IS TRUE JUSTICE 

W
ASN’T it just yesterday that a 
bunch of  us hired a VCR (vid-
eo cassette recorder, for those 
born after its demise) during 
summer vacations to organ-
ise a watch-party for the trag-
ic-romantic musical Qaya-

mat Se Qayamat Tak (1988)? Its 
boy-next-door lead found a way to our 
youthful hearts by strumming the gui-
tar and singing ‘Papa kehte hain bada 
naam karega’. This March 14, I found 
myself  wishing him good health and 
happiness on his 60th birthday while 
ruminating on how far we—an entire 
generation of  artistes, viewers and 
scribes—have come.

Along with Aamir Khan, the other 
two members of  Bollywood Khandom—
Shahrukh and Salman, who also en-
deared themselves to the audience 
around the same time, one with Fauji 
(1989), a charming TV series on young 

army commandoes, and the other with 
the wholesome family blockbuster 
Maine Pyar Kiya (1989)—will also be 
celebrating their 60th birthdays this 
year, on November 2 and December 27, 
respectively. But the milepost appears 
to be more of  an arrival into the next 
fecund phase of  life.

Along with Big B, the Khans continue 
to be the last great superstars of  Hindi 
cinema, their popularity sustaining 
and growing now for more than 35 
years. What’s more, it has been a shared 
reign, one in which they have created 
their own distinct niches, more in com-
plement than be competition. If  Salman 
has been speaking to the masses, Aamir 
has catered to the middle class and its 
expectations of  “issue-based, quality 
commercial cinema”. If  SRK opened 
the floodgates of  NRI nostalgia to con-
solidate an overseas box office territory 
for Bollywood, Aamir took India close 
to the Oscars with Lagaan and later, 
with 3 Idiots, helped build fandom for 
the industry in a country like China.

This personal distinctness holds true 
not just for the characters they have 
played, but their off-screen personae as 
well. Even for a journalist like yours 
truly, they have brought their own 
unique touch to the several interactions 
and interviews—be it a spontaneous, 
charming and flamboyant SRK, or a 
studied, earnest and methodical Aamir. 
However, a one-on-one with Salman has 
eluded me, the closest to it being a 3 am 

phone call to catch him in America.
Filmmaker Karan Johar once told me 

he found the individual trajectories of  
the Khans very illuminating. While 
SRK started with a clutch of  arthouse 
films to move into playing characters 
with shades of  villainy, to eventually 
cross over to and embrace the feel-good, 
romantic and family fantasies, Aamir 
has been trying to create alternative 
narratives within the confines of  the 

mainstream. Salman has and will al-
ways be a star towering way above the 
actor—one who made a generation of  
young men take to body building.

But the 35 years haven’t just been a 
bed of  roses; there has been a fair share 
of  thorns as well. The brash but suppos-
edly sensitive and generous Salman has 
been at the receiving end for his alleged 
involvement in a hit-and-run case in 
Mumbai, and hunting for blackbucks in 
Rajasthan. SRK son’s Aryan got em-

broiled in an investigation into an al-
leged international drug racket. And 
Aamir had to face a backlash over a 
statement on the growing intolerance. 
Some of  the films of  the three have also 
encountered the threat of  boycotts.

This despite the fact that their star-
dom is often seen as emblematic of  the 
idea of  India. All of  them have multicul-
tural families. Unlike Dilip Kumar and 
Meena Kumari in the past, they didn’t 
adopt Hindu screen names, but wielded 
their surnames with pride. However, in 
the last few years, when polarisation 
has been growing the world over, Bolly-
wood hasn’t been left untainted. For a 
while, it seemed that the Khans would 
fall prey to the antagonism too, added to 
which were the flop shows—Laal Singh 
Chaddha, Thugs of  Hindostan, Fan, Dil-
wale, Zero, Kisi Ka Bhai Kisi Ki Jaan. 
But they seem to have a way of  rising 
from the ashes with Pathaan, Tiger 3, 
Jawan and Laapataa Ladies.

So, what lies ahead for them? In 
ageist, sexist Bollywood, the Khans’ 
staying power is linked to the privilege 
of  being men, while the contemporary 
heroines their age—be it Madhuri Dixit 
or Juhi Chawla—have faded into char-
acter roles, that too few and far between. 
It’s also interesting to figure what turn 
they will take now that their own kids—
Aamir’s son Junaid, and SRK’s son Ar-
yan and daughter Suhana—are also try-
ing to make a strike at the marquee. For 
now, it’s about age before beauty. 

Shahrukh, Aamir and Salman 
de��ned a generation’s stardom by 
complementing each other—both 

on and o�� screen. Their ��lms may be 
alternating between hits and ��ops, 

but they are never out of the spotlight

BOLLYWOOD KHANS: RULING THE WAVES AT 60

OPINION
NAMRATA JOSHI

Consulting Editor
Follow her on X @Namrata_Joshi
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Maze of 
Adolescence
This is with reference to 
ªAdolescence in the age of 
incel cultureº by Namita 
Bhandare (March 23). In 
today's times, it is 
important to inculcate 
moral values, and guide 
adolescents properly to 
develop a bond of trust and 
keep their mindset healthy 
and calm, and steer them 
away from criminal 
activities.

Abhilasha Gupta

Freedom from fear
This is with reference to ªWe, the people; neither free of 
fear nor fearlessº by Gopalkrishna Gandhi (March 23). 
It powerfully examines the pervasive fear ingrained in 
the lives of many in India. Fear is not just a personal 
emotion but a collective condition cultivated by factors 
like communalism and societal divisions.

Sanjay Chopra

Delimitation dilemma
This is with reference to ªPolitical crisis in delimitation 
dilemmaº by Karan Thapar (March 23). l feel that the 
southern states should be rewarded for population 
control, not punished through delimitation. 

Gurnoor Grewal

{ SUNDAY LETTERS}  
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Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com

A
 2024 WEF report shows a massive
gender gap of 40% when it comes to
economic participation. The latest
Economic Survey recorded a wel-

come increase in female labour force partici-
pation over the last five years. While the fig-
ure is 41.7% as of 2024, income disparity, 
rigid work conditions and a general all-round
decline in well-paying jobs have led to more
women seeking to become self-employed. 
But if they are to become job creators, 
women's entrepreneurship needs a much 
greater push from the government and social
organisations at the grassroots. 

Women trying to set up their own busi-
nesses face multiple challenges. They lack 
financial literacy and proper documentation
to secure credit. Many are fearful of the cum-
bersome processes involved while many 
institutions are still biased against lending to
women. At a macro level, of the 60-plus mil-
lion rural women engaged in entrepreneurial
activities, only 17% have employed workers 
while the rest 83% are ªsolopreneursº. Mic-
roSave's 2022 report revealed that close to 
96% of women-led enterprises are unregis-
tered or unregulated, preventing them from
accessing finance, expanding, and scaling up.

But there are many encouraging develop-
ments. The Buddha Institute nurtures 
women entrepreneurs by providing mentors
and money to sustain enterprises at critical 
times. It also facilitates peer-to-peer learning
among women entrepreneurs. It has nur-
tured 17 women entrepreneurs and aims to 
nurture another 500 by 2030. 

The National Rural Livelihood Mission
(NRLM) has already brought over 100 million
rural poor women into the fold of self-help 
groups (SHGs). By supporting organisations
like the Buddha Institute, it could potentially
build the capacities of lakhpati didis to 
become successful entrepreneur-job creators
and help realise the Viksit Bharat vision. 

Kalyani Chavali has set up an enterprise,
Sahrudaya, in Talegaon near Pune. She says,
ªI grew up among strong women. My 
mother, aunts, everyone around me, were 
working independent women. When I was 
18, I was sick with TB. My mother took great
care of me and that is when I realised food 
can be both healing and a celebration. And 
that has become a core value at Sahrudaya. 
One of our customers, who was also a profes-
sor at IIT Mumbai, told me about the Buddha
Institute. That's when Sahrudaya's journey 
truly began. I realised how important our 
work is in creating opportunities and support
in the rural sector, reflected in Kavita tai , one
of the first people I employed, who came 
from a very humble background.º 

Kavita tai says, ªMy parents were farmers.
I felt that because I was unable to complete 
my education, my children should have the 
opportunity to do so. I realised if I didn't 
work, I wouldn't be able to provide for my 
kids. Farming alone is not enough. When you
don't earn, you don't speak up. But when you
earn, you gain confidence to speak. At Sahru-
daya, I trained Subhadra tai , Jyoti tai and the
numbers grew.º 

Ved Arya, founder-director of Buddha
Institute, says, ªEnterprises like Kalyani's can
create jobs for rural women who otherwise 
are outside the mainstream and away from 
India's economic development. It is a known
fact that if you enhance the gender ratio in 
employment by including more women, it 
can contribute immensely to the GDP.º 

Among each 100 entrepreneurs in India,
only seven are female, according to the Mas-
tercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs. The
Google-Bain report also indicates that only 
20% of businesses in the country are owned
by women. Women entrepreneurs like Kaly-
ani thus break one more glass ceiling. 

The views are personal

Women entrepreneurship 
in India needs nurturing

generations. 
A counterpoint is privilege often makes

men weak; a lot of people reach where they
are via sheer hard work, chiselled by hard-
ships, and a determination to not die. When
there is no safety net, you stay the most 
focussed. Hence, privilege often leads your
offspring to take it easy, and eventually 
makes you write an essay as a punishment
for running over people while drunk driv-
ing. That's where parenting comes in, with
the right genetics and enough privilege to 
take the road less travelled, one can do pio-
neering things. Our country is still young, 
most rich people are either first or second 
generation. Our mindset is still attuned 
towards escaping poverty and finding ways
to not fall back into it. Hence, much of our 
smartness goes to repurposing, reusing stuff
that's been invented in countries that house
the fourth- or fifth-generation rich. Most 
entrepreneurs in India are still traders. 
Importing foreign ideas, technology, proc-
esses, apps and then Indianising them and 
selling it to the domestic audience. The 

majority of our exports are also just cheaper
man-hours. When we achieve success by 
this trade, we are felicitated, and that satis-
fies our collective hunger. 

We need hungry people whose stomachs
are already full.  Hence, the biggest responsi-
bility is on people like you, the successful 
ones, who escaped poverty, rose up, gave 
back. Now is the time to prepare the launch
pad for the next generation who won't be 
satisfied by repurposing an idea or import-
ing a generic drug, or exporting cheap man-
hours; they would be the inventors, the ones
who will build legacy, free from the encum-
brances of an education loan. 

Every subsequent generation's job is to
push the next generation one level above in
Maslow's need hierarchy. We need the self-
actualised next generation, who would 
write research papers instead of apologetic
essays to a judge. 

Abhishek Asthana is a tech and media 
entrepreneur and tweets as @gabbbarsingh.

The views expressed are personal

ful majority in Parliament, as we do today,
the government can Ð as it does Ð simply
sit on collegium recommendations, some-
times for years, thus giving the government
an effective veto. Yet that's the precise out-
come the collegium was created to avoid. 
However, justice Shah says it's at the level
of appointment of high court (HC) judges 
that the collegium system is deemed to be
weakest and most infirm. This matters 
because perhaps 95% of SC judges are cho-
sen from the HC judiciary. So, if HC judges
are poorly selected, that will inevitably 
afflict the SC as well. 

Finally, both the problems we've dis-
cussed cannot be wished away. They're 
adversely affecting the health of our judici-
ary and our democracy. In fact, they proba-
bly need to be tackled together. That would
require the executive and the judiciary 
cooperating. Are they willing? 

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil's 
Advocate: The Untold Story. 

The views expressed are personal

shift may partly reflect reactions to the 2024
Indian general election, which resulted in a
greater dispersion of political power and the
denial of a third consecutive single-party
majority to Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and the BJP. Notably, 41% of Indian Ameri-
can respondents believe India has become
more democratic since the 2024 polls. 

However, this perception shift should not
be interpreted as a sign of the diaspora's disil-
lusionment with Modi. His approval rating 
among Indian Americans remains relatively 
stable at 47%, only marginally down from 50%
in 2020. But while overall support has not 
shifted dramatically, there are clear demo-
graphic changes. Older respondents (ages 50
and above), women, and those with a lower 
socioeconomic status are notably less suppor-
tive of Modi than they were in 2020. Interest-
ingly, younger Indian Americans are moving
in the opposite direction: Support for Modi 
among those under 30 has surged from 35% in
2020 to nearly 50% in 2024. This aligns with a
broader rightward shift among young Ameri-
cans, as seen in Shor's data. Our data further 
validate this finding: Most of the pro-Republi-
can shift among Indian Americans is driven by
young men under 40, especially those born in
the US. While US-born young women have 
also moved rightward, the move is much less
pronounced. 

The Indian diaspora in the US today is
more than five million strong. Its ability to
flex its political muscle is well understood
by those on both the political Left and the
Right. The Modi government has sought to
engage the diaspora as a force multiplier for
Indian interests. Doing so effectively, how-
ever, requires eschewing static narratives
about this community, developing instead a
more nuanced understanding of the com-
munity's views on matters both domestic
and foreign. As our data suggest, there are
intriguing changes afoot. 

Sumitra Badrinathan is an assistant professor
at American University; Devesh Kapur is Starr

Foundation Professor the Johns Hopkins
School of Advanced International Studies; and
Milan Vaishnav is senior fellow and director of

the South Asia Program at the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace. They are

co-authors (with Annabel Richter) of a new
report, Foreign Policy Attitudes of Indian

Americans: 2024 Survey Results. 
The views expressed are personal

O
ne of the most popular narra-
tives emerging from the 2024
US election is the significant
shift of non-White voters away
from their traditional support
for the Democratic Party and

their newfound embrace of Republican can-
didate Donald Trump. That account gained 
further traction earlier this month with the 
release of detailed new data from Democratic
pollster David Shor and his colleagues who 
found that, between 2016 and 2024, Hispanic,
Black, and Asian voters Ð especially those 
who identify as ªmoderateº or ªconservativeº
Ð swung toward the Republican Party in 
large numbers. In fact, the only group which
exhibited no discernible partisan shift over 
this period was White voters. 

In conjunction with polling and analytics
firm YouGov, we collected granular survey
data on Indian Americans ahead of the 2024
elections Ð the Indian American Attitudes
Survey, a rare source of representative data
on Indians in the US. Our data demonstrate
that the political shift among Indian Ameri-
cans was in line with this overarching trend.
In 2024, 47% of Indian Americans identified
as Democrats, down from 56% in 2020. In
the 2020 presidential election, Indian Amer-
icans favoured Democrat Joe Biden over
Republican Donald Trump by a 70:20 mar-
gin; just four years later, when Biden's vice-
president Kamala Harris challenged Trump,

that advantaged dipped to 60:30. 
This shift has fuelled a second narrative

Ð that Indian Americans turned against the
Democrats, at least in part, because they felt
that the Biden-Harris administra-
tion would be worse for US-India
relations than Trump. However,
our data finds little evidence to
support this claim. 

For starters, US-India relations
do not rank as a top-tier election 
issue for the diaspora. Like the 
broader American electorate, 
Indian Americans referenced 
inflation, abortion, and jobs and 
the economy as their most press-
ing concerns in November 2024; 
only 4% cited US-India ties as their
top election issue. Moreover, 
among Indian Americans who do
not identify as Democrats, only 3%
say they dislike the party because
they believe it is bad for India. In 
fact, when asked which party han-
dles US-India relations better, 
respondents favoured the Demo-
crats over the Republicans by a 
margin of 41% to 24%. These num-
bers have hardly budged since 
2020, when 39% of Indian Ameri-
cans reported Democratic admin-
istrations were better for US-India
ties while 18% preferred Republi-
can administrations. 

Indeed, contrary to conventional wisdom,
nearly half of all Indian Americans (48%) 
regard Biden's handling of US-India relations
favourably Ð significantly higher than the 33%
who felt the same about Trump's record after
his first term (2017-2021). In November 2024,
when asked which president had the upper 
hand when it came to managing bilateral ties,
34% named Biden, 28% named Trump, and 
26% thought both were about the same. To be

sure, these numbers conceal dramatic varia-
tion by respondents' partisan affiliations, 
reflecting the intensity of partisan polarisation
in the US; 50% of Democrats believe Biden was

better for the US-India partnership
while 66% of Republicans favour
Trump. 

Some commentators argue that
Indian Americans have soured on
the Democrats due to the party's
emphasis on democratic backslid-
ing in India. But again, this claim
holds little weight: Only 18% of
respondents believe the Biden
administration prioritised Ameri-
can values over strategic interests.
A plurality (31%) report that the
Biden administration adequately
balanced American values and
American interests. 

Looking forward, there are clear
signs of unease about what Trump
2.0 might mean for the US and
India, apprehensions further
fuelled by endless talk about the
bilateral trade deficit, which Trump
and his team plan to remedy with a
potentially painful programme of
ªreciprocal tariffsº. Even six months
ago, our survey detected signs of
nervousness among Indians in
America. When asked whether
US-India relations would be
stronger in a Harris White House or

a second Trump term, 53% favoured Harris 
while only 40% believed Trump would be bet-
ter for the relationship; 26% of Indian Ameri-
cans reported bilateral ties would be weaker 
under Trump, compared to 15% under Harris.

When it comes to views on India itself,
the diaspora exhibits a sunnier disposition.
In 2020, only 36% of Indian Americans felt
India's trajectory was on the right track. By
2024, that number had jumped to 47%. This

Indian Americans and 
future of India-US ties
The five million-strong diaspora 
is in a flux, with a shift visible 
towards the Republican Party. 
Importantly, the diaspora's 
outlook towards India 
and India-America ties 
has become sunnier

made but the in-house mechanism has not
been activated. 

Justice Shah forcefully explains why we
need an objective formal statutory mecha-
nism of accountability. He says: ªJudges do
not have any pre-set moral codes embedded
in their brains that dictate their behaviour 
the moment they sit on the bench. Indeed, 
they are as human as the lawyers, plaintiffs,
defendants, criminals, witnesses and police
before them. To attribute a greater morality
to them merely because of the nature of 
their office is false and dangerous.º It, there-
fore, follows that when they err they must 
be held to account and not allowed to get 
away with it or treated lightly. 

Now, when you're talking about the con-
duct and behaviour of judges, you can't 
avoid the question how are they chosen? 
Clearly, the collegium system is not working
perfectly. We need something else. But first
let's understand where the collegium sys-
tem is failing. In my conversations with jus-
tice Shah, he's identified several issues. 

First, there is no known or agreed criteria
for choosing judges. It seems to be ad hoc, 
even word of mouth and often favourites are
elevated. More importantly, on worrying 
occasions the best have been ignored. In jus-
tice Shah's eyes two glaring examples are 
justice Akil Kureshi and justice Muralidhar.
He believes they deserved to be elevated to 
the Supreme Court (SC). 

Now the collegium system was devised
to circumvent the government. Yet when 
you have a strong executive with a power-

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS}

Karan Thapar

L
ast week, the Times of India broke the
story about large sums of unac-
counted cash found in justice Yash-
want Varma's residence. Earlier,

there was the case of justice Shekhar Yadav
who blatantly breached judicial propriety 
and conduct with his statements. In one 
case, effective action hasn't been taken. In 
the second, it happened belatedly and only 
after protests. That raises the question, has 
the judiciary acted meaningfully and respon-
sibly? If the answer is no, what does that sug-
gest about the judiciary's in-house mecha-
nism for accountability? And does it also 
raise questions about the way judges are 
chosen, particularly at the high court level?

Justice Ajit Prakash Shah's Rosalind Wil-
son Memorial lecture presents a withering
critique of the in-house mechanism for 
accountability. Though delivered in 2019, it's
particularly pertinent today. His first attack
is on the character of the in-house system. 

It's ad hoc and informal whereas it should 
be statutory and formal. ªThere is no statu-
tory basis for the procedureº and it has ªlim-
ited sanctity within the judiciary itself.º For
instance, ªno judge has agreed to resign 
because there was an adverse report by the
committeeº against him or her. 

More importantly, justice Shah points
out, the in-house mechanism treats the judi-
ciary as if it's ªa law and world unto itselfº. 
They appoint themselves and then they 
internally lay down procedures governing 
their behaviour. He calls this ªsome form of
self-governanceº adding ªthis is the opposite
of what is desirableº. 

There are also telling criticisms of the
way the in-house mechanism actually func-
tions. There are many instances where the 
misconduct of judges is discussed in public,
but in-house proceedings against them have
never been initiated. Equally, there are cases
where allegations against a judge have been

Time to look beyond 
the collegium system 

I
f you have spent your life building a
great professional career, gathering a
corpus, the worst way to help humanity
would be to spend it on charity. Don't

get me wrong, helping the underprivileged
is great. But you need to build privilege for 
your offspring first. Let me explain. 

The best way to contribute to humankind
would be to provide a financial cushion for
your kids, so that they can study without 
worrying about getting a stable 
monthly salary to pay off their 
education loan. Many great scien-
tists from the 19th century came 
from privileged backgrounds, be
it J Robert Oppenheimer or Niels
Bohr. You need to build enough 
corpus so that your child can 
spend more years in college and 
happily ªopt-outº of final place-
ments; a privilege many people of
my generation couldn't enjoy. As a school-
going kid, I loved physics, especially rota-
tional mechanics, so much so that I would 
doodle free-body diagrams on the back of 
notebooks. Draw force vectors and conjure
tougher questions. Imagine myself to be one
of the three cast members of Big Bang The-
ory. But I also knew, for a lower middle-class
kid like me, education was a means to even-
tually earn money and pay back to my inves-
tors Ð my parents Ð who had taken money
out of their Provident Fund account to pay 
the first-year fees. Naturally, my education 
loan EMIs strangulated my love for physics.
And I shifted to a shared PG in BTM Layout,
Bengaluru, hissing obscenities at the traffic

while chasing the next pay slip. 
One would say, there are plenty of under-

privileged kids who pursued physics, went
for their PhDs, committed themselves to 
research, and became professors with a rich
Google Scholar profile, doing well in their 
labs (yet struggling on matrimonial web-
sites). But they are very few. A lot of us 
couldn't survive the delayed gratification of
a PhD, purely due to depleting bank 

reserves, and accumulating com-
pound interest. I remember in my
first job, when a colleague of mine
from a similar loan-dependent
background was accepted into an
elite United States university, the
entire floor had pooled in money to
prop up his bank balance so that he
could show he has enough reserves
to pursue education. The scholar-
ships aren't enough. A lot of kids

have figured out ways to minimise the asso-
ciated costs, but it still requires privilege. So,
eventually a lot of bright kids, who could 
have been chasing patents, are trying to sell
software as a service. And derive validation
in life by sending their kids to an IB school 
or making a trip to Mauritius paid for by 
their credit card points. That becomes their
steady state. Nothing wrong with it, but they
could have been much more. 

The same individuals can make their
children free from such assembly lines that
optimises for a linear trendline of wealth 
accumulation, where one is eventually con-
sumed by death, with no legacy thereof and
forgotten completely by the world after two

Bringing up innovators, 
inventors and scientists

We need hungry people whose stomachs are already fu ll. BLOOMBERG

Abhishek 
Asthana

JUSTICE AP SHAH'S 
ROSALIND WILSON 
MEMORIAL LECTURE 
PRESENTS A WITHERING 
CRITIQUE OF THE 
IN-HOUSE MECHANISM 
FOR ACCOUNTABILITY. 
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tially viksit grounds of  Singur and Nan-
digram, Didi has been trying to change
her spots. That may seem like Ranjeet or
Prem Chopra trying to get a role of  the
heroine•s •rakhi brother,• but it isn•t im-
possible. I won•t get into the nitty-gritty of
why West Bengal is an ideal business in-
vestment destination. On current infor-
mation, I can•t come up with any reason
off  the top of  my head apart from its su-
perb food. But clearly, Mamata has finally
figured out that the angry young woman
morphing into angry not-so-young wom-
an is not much of  a makeover.

It's not really her fault. In Bengal, everyone
has been angry all the time. It•s actually con-
sidered sexy to be angry. Kids in kindergar-
ten going, •Porbo na!• Footballers in the sta-
dium saying, •Pass debo na!• Anti-ecom-
merce trade association dadas shouting,
•Kira-na! So, Didi is but a product and spear-
head of  that Golden Rage.

But the same reason you don•t put Deewar
posters in maternity wards, people of  busi-
ness prefer doing business where energy is
channelled into more soothing activities.
Like money-making. 

Enter, the new Mamata. Well, at least, OM,
the Other Mamata. In this avatar, she
smiles, paints pictures, writes rhymes … un-
fortunately, making a lot of  people angrier.

In the latest videos from Britain, recorded
dutifully by a posse of  accompanying jour-
nos, Didi is seen jogging in Hyde Park; walk-
ing past Buckingham Palace, that Victoria
Memorial without phuchkawalas; tinker-
ing on a piano in Oxford to ting-tong out, •Pu-

rano shei deener kotha•; telling a roomful of
businessmen who have trouble remember-
ing who the British PM was before Boris
Johnson about the •emotional relation, his-
torical relation• Bengal has with Britainƒ.

You•d reckon that this isn•t quite the stuff
of  hardsell. But then, Didi did make a busi-
ness-related appeal to British Airways … to
restart direct flights between London and
Kolkata, which BA had stopped in 2009 due

to, well, nobody getting on board. Which
made TMC official social media posts run:
•Guess who•s bridging the gap between Kol-
kata and London? @British_Airways is act-
ing on Smt. @MamataOfficial•s suggestion,
with plans for biweekly direct flights al-
ready in motion. When Didi speaks, the
world listens!• (Shades of  JD Vance there.)
Well, Alan Campbell, senior international
affairs manager of  International Airlines
Group (IAG), which owns BA, who also
spoke (about BA•s general expansion plans)
at the •Opportunities in West Bengal• meet
in London, clarified that nothing of  that
sort was on the cards. He must have come
for the roshogollas.

And that•s the thing about Bengal•s Benga-
lis, not just Bengal•s Banerjee. We float an
idea in our own heads: •Charlize Theron,
let•s run away!• And we think that Charlize
Theron has dumped everything and taken
the first flight (direct from London on BA?)
to shack up with us in Darjeeling. It also ex-

plains the strange West Bengal condition,
evident at least since Left Front rule, of
treating MoUs as money in the bag. Erm,
getting a number for a possible first date
doth not a marriage make.

But Didi•s timing for her investment-woo-
ing trip to London was uncanny, coming as
it did just a few days before Trump•s clus-
tariffs kick in on April 2. Now, call me old-
fashioned, but I do believe two like-minded
autocrats will instinctively understand
each other. Let Mamata go to Mar-a-Lago
and seek out American businessmen.

I•ll bet my Bengali blue-chip stocks that
she•ll come back having wrapped up a real
deal … not a silly MoU Ze Bong … in which
West Bengal can become America•s most
strategically located 51st state. She can kill
two birds with one stone: nix any BJP move
to rule the state, and Make Bengal Great
Again. Phataphati!

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

Didi as unconventional influencer, wooing British businessmen to put their money where their mouths aren•t, was fascinating to follow, but she may hit the jackpot by seeking elsewhere

I don•t believe in coincidences. So, when
fire at Heathrow broke out the very day Ma-
mata Banerjee was scheduled to travel to
London, I read it as a sign. Her trip to Bri-
tain was about convincing Brits to invest in
West Bengal. Now, this has precedence in
the Bengali notion of  •recent past• with East
India Company •investing• in the diwani of
Bengal in 1765. But the Heathrow fire was
supposed to tell Didi: •Jodi tor dak shune
keu na ashey, tobey America cholo.• 

Ever since she ran a Zoroastrian enter-
prise (Tata Motor) and an Indonesian con-
glomerate (Salim Group) out of  the poten-

How Mamata Banerjee Can Get Real Investment and Make Bengal Great Again
Ever since Didi ran Tata Motor and Salim Group out
of Bengal, she has been trying to change her spots

INDRAJIT HAZRA

RED HERRING

YOU CAN RUN, AND YOU CAN HYDE

NO OFFENCE Morparia

Like our mums, a new I-T bill wants to pry
into our stuff … which can have an upside

Oh Taxman, Clean
Up My Inbox
While You Snoop?

ADITI MITTAL

Remember when your mom would randomly de-
cide to clean your room and find your diary and
that school photo where you•ve drawn a heart
around your crush•s face? Now, imagine this on a
national scale. And there you have the new Income-
Tax bill of  2025. I•m told by reliable sources who are
more comfortable with calculators that the new
bill, currently under review, is meant to modernise
tax laws.
But they also reliably tell me that it would make

provisions for tax officers to be allowed full access
to your emails, social media, and cloud storage. It•s
basically like that ex who still has your streaming
platform password and can log in whenever she or
he feels like messing with your watchlist. Don•t
streaming platforms have enough things to watch
for GoI not to want to settle down with our emails?
Or-is-not-well, George?
Whenever our privacy is violated, we hear that

tired and tiring refrain: •If  you have nothing to
hide, why should you be scared of  someone looking
at your emails?• That•s like asking, •If  you have
nothing to hide, why should you have curtains in
your house?• No one is entitled to full access to your
life, even if  you•ve done nothing wrong. Wanting
privacy „ a funda right „ doesn•t imply guilt in
any way. Ask a perfectly kosher guy in a hotel room
who•s hung a •Do not disturb• sign from the door.
Now, imagine a government invading the digital

privacy of  every citizen in the name of  tax enforce-
ment. That•s less nation-building and more nation-
al gaslighting.

I know, I know, paying taxes is our civic duty. I enjoy
fulfilling my civic duty … multiple times a day … while
paying for every product and ser-
vice I consume and use every

month. My CA sends
ominous GST re-

minder texts before
I finally sit down
with him to dis-
cuss my savings

every year. I know
I•m paying … along
with you, of
course … for those

Olympic pool-sized
potholes on the

roads.

Ialso love paying for the pollution that shortens our
life spans by five years because … wait for it … that•s
five years less of  taxes than I could have paid. I love
paying for the lackadaisical law and order. Watching
a mob trash a hall because they didn•t care much for
the jokes a standup shared in that venue … they espe-
cially love smashing chairs, for some reason -- is
worth its tax returns money in trash.
In fact, at this point, I love paying my taxes more

than getting a salary. It•s the only time that I know
government systems are prompt and efficient.
Of  course, we need a new tax law to prevent tax

fraud. But the bill seems to have nothing about
companies whose names have the word •Ltd• in
them -- because that•s how much tax they seem to
pay. So, who will this tweaked law be for? Corporate
suit-boots don•t really discuss tax fraud by email. If
they do want to stash their cash, they•ll be issuing
commands into burner phones, or speaking in
such convoluted metaphors that after a point it•ll
be like reading a new age management guruji.
The new tax bill seems to be curated for the mid-

dle-classes … the very same middle class that is get-
ting increasingly cool about paying their taxes … as
long as they get their RoI. Those long emails you
wrote to your first online boyfriend when you were
20, the WhatsApp forward about ginger causing
weight loss, every time you•ve looked at the rela-
tionship status of  your school crush on Facebook...
they will know.
See, here•s the thing. At least when your mother

was snooping around and reading your diary, she
would leave behind a spanking clean room. I would
be okay with the I-T department snooping around
my online world if  they diligently replied most of
my emails on my behalf, did some admin and sort-
ing, deleted my junk mailƒ.
The bill is under review. If  it gets passed, it takes

effect on April 1, 2026. That should provide enough
clues to how big a fool we can end up being.

I SEE YOU ALL

MUCH ADU ABOUT NOTHING

dom. The film steered the Hindi in-
dustry away from a decade of  loud
storytelling and bloody visuals into a
new era of  romance.
•Newcomer Aamir Khan• turned 60

this month, and I marked the occa-
sion by rewatching QSQT at the Red
Lorry Film Festival (RLFF) in Mum-
bai last week. The festival organisers
got Aamir and Mansoor to join us for
this special screening and an interac-
tion with the audience.
Many of  life•s most important mile-

stones are linked in my mind to films
I watched around the same time,
serving as mnemonic cards that
brand dates and pictures into my
head for posterity. I was, therefore,
nervous before the RLFF screening
because I was revisiting QSQT for the

first time in 37 years.
Would I still like it? Has it aged well

in terms of  its politics and craft? If
not, would disappointment cloud the
pleasant memory of  school that I as-
sociate with it?
For the uninitiated, QSQT is a Ro-

meo and Juliet-style drama about
families whose enmity stands be-
tween Raj (Aamir) and Rashmi (Juhi)
when they fall in love. Nasir Husain
was around 60 when he gave us QSQT,
a homage to youthful defiance. Seven
years later, a 20-something-year-old
Aditya Chopra wrote and directed
Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge
(DDLJ), which celebrated its young
hero•s refusal to marry the woman he
loves without her despotic dad•s
blessings.

In QSQT, Raj takes the lead in plan-
ning their rebellion, but he never
overrules Rashmi•s will. She is timid
before her father. But her timidity is
not glorified by the filmmaker. Be-
sides, she is ultimately shown object-
ing to the old man•s views on mar-
riage.
This is not to say that Rashmi in

QSQT is more realistic than Simran
in DDLJ. The point is the difference
between the filmmakers• stances.
DDLJ backed patriarchal conserva-
tism and romanticised it. QSQT ex-
posed and defied it.
The depiction of  caste in QSQT is a

different matter. It is one thing to see
Rajput pride tripping off  the tongues
of  the elders in the film, who are, in
any case, portrayed as regressive. But
it•s quite another to see it normalised
through a conversation in which the
young couple also wear their upper-
caste identity as a badge of  honour.
This on-screen obliviousness to hor-

rors that the caste system continues
to inflict on so many members of  our
society mirrors the blinkers worn off
screen, too, by persons of  privilege.
Nasir-saab passed away over two

decades back. After the show at RLFF,
as I listened to the two Khans re-
counting their energetic discussions
with him over QSQT, the takeaway
for me was that he was strong-willed
and hard to please, but he also lis-
tened. It•s comforting to be-
lieve that an icon who
quashed ageist stereotypes
by challenging patriarchy in
this film in his senior years
would welcome a debate
about it.

I first became aware of  Aamir
Khan•s existence when, as a school-
kid, I read a news magazine article
about the Hindi film industry•s strug-
gles with audience disinterest, finan-
cial losses and, consequently, cau-
tious distributors. One of  the photo-
graphs accompanying the story
showed a sweet-faced actor in a yel-
low shirt seated on a motorbike. The
caption (give or take a word here or
there) read: •Newcomer Aamir Khan
in Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak: still in
the cans.•
A few months … or, possibly, a couple

of  years … later, at a picnic to celebrate
the end of  our Class 10 board exams in
the summer of  1988, I realised my
schoolmates, too, had discovered Aa-
mir. As the Delhi sun beat down on us
on an afternoon that was actually too
hot for the outdoors, we chatted hap-
pily about this youngster who we
thought was •so cute•.
QSQT … directed by Aamir•s cousin

Mansoor Khan, produced and writ-
ten by Mansoor•s legendary dad, Na-
sir Husain … was released in April
1988, catapulting the leads, Aamir
and Juhi Chawla, into overnight star-

1988 Se 2025 Tak, Has QSQT Aged Well?

QSQT steered Hindi film industry away from a
decade of loud storytelling into an era of romance

ANNA MM VETTICAD

Aamir Khan turning 60 this month is a good excuse to rewatch the classic that defied patriarchal conservatism

PAPA NE KAHA THA, 'BADA NAAM KAREGA'

FILM FATALE
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ET Sunday Crossword 0109

ACROSS
1 Paint verbal picture of scatty brides 

receiving keys (8)
5 Nurse sibling (6)
9 Insect swallowed a rodent nearly 

very well (8)
10 My goodness! Has a student
 protective footwear? (6)
12 Source of drug and chocolate
 powder? Nothing•s left (4)
13 Comedian Tommy grabbed
 microphone at a musical play (5,5)
15 Agrees enough•s dispersed as
 methane for example (10,3)

19 Like cars crazy people sell around 
French Republic and Germany (4-9)

23 Nasty wound limits Sid in gym
 doing a handstand? (6,4)
25 Zsa Zsa Gabor•s long story (4)
28 Adult portion for each one (6)
29 Claim Yorkshire town•s beginning to 

go off (8)
30 Strongly urge other rebels to accept 

vote (6)
31 I say insulting things about 

Hebridean, for example (8)

DOWN

1 To ruin appearance of French 
café•s barmy (6)

2 French author•s 23 tree (5)
3 Short journey to decisive
 defeat (4)
4 Dance with nothing on? That•s 

swell (7)
6 State response at wedding 

hugging a husband (5)
7 e.g. birds like small omelette 

with large contents? (3-6)
8 Listeners in here trained to 

practise lines (8)
11 Farm storage unit crops up in 

Polish interior (4)
14 Young dog lacks first aid (4)
15 Poet might perhaps have sold 

novel (9)
16 Aspire to lose footing in dance 

(3)
17 Kelvin•s recalled occasionally 

to be QC (4)
18 Kiss formally in foreign
 consulate, not Norway (8)
20 The chances of Dirty Dancer 

surpassing leaders? (4)
21 Old frying pans contain recipe 

direct from factory (2-5)
22 Nurse touring Spain reveals 

her CV (6)
24 Set designer creates it in wide 

corridor (5)
26 A 23 tie gets prize (5)
27 Fusses over drink (4)

©The Daily Mail

SOLUTION TO No 0109:
ACROSS: 1 Describe. 5 Sister.
9 Famously. 10 Galosh. 12 Coca.
13 Comic opera. 15 Greenhouse
gas. 19 Self-propelled. 23 Upside
down. 25 Saga. 28 Apiece.
29 Arrogate. 30 Exhort.
31 Islander. 
DOWN: 1 Deface. 2 Sumac. 3 Rout.
4 Balloon. 6 Idaho. 7 Two-legged.
8 Rehearse. 11 Silo. 14 Help.
15 Goldsmith. 16 Hop. 17 Silk.
18 Osculate. 20 Odds.
21 Ex-works. 22 Career. 24 Decor.
26 Award. 27 Soda.

So, a Cheeto shaped like a Charizard
just sold for $87,840. Are we living in
asimulation?
Honestly, it does feel like that some-
times. But no, it•s real. A Flamin• Hot
Cheeto resembling the Pokémon
Charizard just got snapped up at auc-
tion for the price you read above.
Isn•t that a spicy price tag for some-
thing you can•t even eat?

Do people spend money on oddly
shaped snacks?
Yes. This isn•t the first time a
strangely shaped snack has been
sold for a small fortune. A McNugget
shaped like an Among Us character
was bought for $99,997 in 2021. A Do-
rito that resembled the Pope•s hat
fetched $1,209, and a grilled cheese
with an image of  the Virgin Mary
sold for $28,000.

Butƒ why?
Great question. A mix of  nostalgia,

fandom, and sheer
internet buzz is to
blame. Fans love
owning pop culture
relics, and when so-
cial media latches
onto a quirky col-
lectible, the hype

sends prices soaring.

Is there real money to be made in this?
It depends. While a few lucky sellers
cash in on viral moments, snack col-
lectibles aren•t exactly a blue-chip
investment. Unlike, say, fine art or
rare coins, these munchable me-
mentos degrade over time … not great
for resale value.

Are these items collected seriously?
Some do, but for most, it•s more
about the hype than long-term value.
The snack collectible market thrives
on •fear of  missing out•. The excite-
ment is usually short-lived, and
many of  these items wouldn•t fetch
the same price at a second auction.

So, should I start looking at my snacks
differently?
If  you find a chip shaped like your fa-
vourite celebrity, you might just be
onto something. But for most of  us,
it•s probably  wiser to invest in
stocks, not snacks. That said, if  your
oddly shaped potato chip goes viral,
don•t hesitate … list it, hype it, and
watch the bids roll in. Just don•t eat
your profits.
Text: Team Sunday ET

Are Snack
Collectibles?

LET•S TALK

ABOUT...

At Banaras, Ganga
Shares Its Happy Dins

do the same. The common
thread is, well, existentialism.
To be born or to die in Banaras
is considered a blessing. These
ghats, to Hindus, are sacred be-
yond measure.
Naga sadhus, with their ash-

covered bodies and detachment
from material life, attract the
most attention. Some see them-
selves as defenders of  the Hindu
faith. Sadhus in saffron tend to
be a gentler bunch. Among them
was •New Baba•, who kept a
black puppy, Kali. I asked him
why he was called New Baba.
•Because I am newly inductedƒ
and I represent a new approach
to spirituality,• he said, quite log-
ically. He had a quiet magne-
tism. People from different
walks of  life lingered by his side
just a wee bit longer.
Another sadhu told me he had

lost his mother young, and that
the Ganga was now his mother.
He lived on the ghats year-
round. •The Ganga is the most
beautiful river in the world.
There is no river like it,• I told
him. •It•s not a river. It•s a moth-

er,• was his reply.
I still saw it as a river, just as he

saw it as a divine personifica-
tion. And yet, in that moment,
we both respected each other•s
truths. Both beauty and mater-
nal qualities are subjective,
shaped by what we seek in them.
That is what I enjoy about these
spontaneous, authentic ex-
changes … when perspectives
meet without imposition, when
belief  is expressed without
needing to be defended.
Small acts of  kindness lin-

gered with me. Sadhus would
call beggars over and give them
money from the alms they re-
ceived. The stall that made me
Maggi refused to keep the
change.
On the Rajdhani back, I noticed

people carrying posters of  the
UP government as souvenirs.
Cutouts of  the prime minister
and chief  minister as faces of
the Kumbh were everywhere. It
was a moment for the state and
central governments responsib-
le for the administration, and it
was only natural that they made

the most of  it. What struck
me, though, was the con-
trast in their images … Adi-
tyanath beaming, almost
laughing, Narendra Modi
looking solemnly at us.
It reminded me of  one of

those videos that had gone
viral from Kumbh: Aditya-

nath and the UP cabinet
splashing in the Sangam
waters, grown men
throwing water at each
other like children.
There was much hulla-
baloo from some quar-
ters … the usual finger-
wagging about making a
spiritual act •frivolous•.
But why should every-

one have the same som-
bre relationship with
their gods, rivers, par-
ents … or even with life it-
self. Some do, some don•t.
The Ganga accepts all
who come to her ghats. A
pilgrimage here will
leave everyone with a
personal takeaway. It cer-
tainly left me with mine.

KANIKA GAHLAUT

Kumbh is a veritable lit fest for spiritualists: so many things for so many people

Like some 660 mn others, I, too,
was at the Maha Kumbh last
month to wash away my sins.
This grand gathering is billed as
a once-in-144-years event. But
later, I came across posts sug-
gesting that the maths works out
to every 24 years  or so … implying
that the 144-year branding is
more a marketing strategy than
genuine Hindu tradition.
Regardless, I was determined

to go. Even the horrible stam-
pede at New Delhi Railway Sta-
tion didn•t dissuade me from go-
ing. (The stampede at Allahabad
on mauni amavasya was preven-
table. The fact that it didn•t recur
points to the fact that au-
thorities, when alert
enough, can keep things
under control.) Perhaps,
the river was already call-
ing out to me.
From the holy dip at

Prayagraj, we travelled to
Banaras, where sadhus
moved after the main
bathing days, staying un-
til Shivratri before re-
turning to their respec-
tive sthans … Kedarnath
Baba to Kedarnath, Ka-
makhya Mata to Kamak-
hya, and others to places
like Mathura, Gujarat,
and Rohtak.
Banaras, already a

spiritual heavyweight,
now really felt like an in-
tellectual jam of  Hindu
thought and philosophy.
It actually reminded me
of  literature festivals.
At lit fests, writers,
scholars, intellectuals
come together at one
venue for a week. At a re-
ligious fest, spiritualists

SOFT LAUNCH

Sadhus in saffron are
gentler. New Baba•s

quiet magnetism drew
people from all 

walks of life

ON TOP OF THE WORLD



W
hen more than 
1,000 software-
as -a -serv ice 
( S a a S ) 
entrepreneurs 
g athered  in 

Chennai earlier this week for the 
annual SaaSBoomi conference, one 
topic dominated the discussions „ 
the impact of  artificial intelligence 
(AI) on the industry.
It was inevitable. In the past two 

years, AI has been disrupting 
almost all industries, including 
SaaS. So much so that Microsoft 
CEO Satya Nadella, in a podcast 
hosted by BG2 in December last 
year, said that SaaS applications 
will collapse in the agentic era.
Most founders at the conference 

agreed that SaaS applications were 
under threat, but they saw new 
windows of  opportunity.
Gir ish Mathrubootham, co-

founder and executive chairman of  
Freshworks, said SaaS maybe dead 
in its current form, but enterprise 
software is not. Companies need to 
adopt and evolve with the changing 
tides, he said at the three-day event.
Case in  po in t ,  SaaSBoomi 

has launched BoomiAI, to reflect 
the larger industry trend and 
support founders building AI 
native startups.
I n  f a c t ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o 

Mathrubootham, the shift caused 
by AI could create a $1-trillion 
opportunity for the industry. This 
includes the existing enterprise 
software market that stands at 
$300 billion plus the salary time „ 
o r  oppor tun i t ies  where  A I 
agents and solutions can be used 
instead of  people resources to save 
cost for customers.
This will help make it a $1-trillion 

industry, he said. Even 2% of  this is 
a huge market opportunity for 
Indian players, Mathrubootham 
said, adding that whoever wants 
can go and get it now.
To tap into this opportunity, it is 

not just enough to create an 
AI product, but one also needs 
to  re imag ine  and br ing  in 
a cultural shift that can enable the 
companies to do that, according to 
SaaS founders.

But are the Indian SaaS players 
ready to do that? It remains easier 
said than done.

THE NEXT NOKIA
At least three SaaS founders, who 
are currently building AI-first 
products and adding AI features 
in their current products, said they 
are paranoid.
•I think you need to be paranoid 

because  t he re  i s  so  much 
happening in the market,Ž said 
S iva  Ra jamani ,  founder  o f  
Everstage.
He likens this to the iPhone 

launch in the 2000s.
In 2008, Nokia „ the then market 

leader „ had spoken about how the 
iPhone will disrupt the mobile 
phone market. Back then, Nokia 
had a closer prediction of  how 
iPhone sales would be the next year 
than even Apple itself. •But they 
still could not act,Ž Rajamani said.
•I see a similar thing happening to 

a lot of  Indian companies as well. 
We all know AI is coming. But if  we 
don•t act, we could be the next 
Nokia,Ž he said.
This is driving a lot of  founders to 

accelerate their AI adoption and 
reimagine products and services 
for their clients.

WHAT IS CHANGING?
Freshworks•s Mathrubootham, 
who stepped down as the CEO last 
year, is driving the company•s AI 
strategy. The company launched 
AI agent Freddy, which can do self-
service automation for customers. 
They also have Freddy co-pilot for 
human users.
SuperOps offers professional 

services automation and remote 
monitoring management for 
managed service providers (MSP) 
and IT teams. One of  the things the 
company does is  use AI  to 
streamline their processes and 
drive efficiency.
The company is also building 

so lu t ions that  can he lp i ts 
customers cut down on labour 

costs. For instance, for the smaller 
clients in the MSP space, people can 
be replaced with agentic AI for 
invoicing, bi l l ing and t icket 
dispatches. •The most important 
thing is that we want to be close to 
customers and see how that 
i ndus t r y  i s  d i s r up ted  and 
evolving,Ž said Arvind Parthiban, 
founder of  SuperOps.
Everstage, which offers software 

for managing sales commissions, 
said its AI-first product is currently 
under development. The company 
is also looking to improve the 
existing products using AI and is 
constantly in touch with customers 
to understand their challenges.

CHANGING BUSINESS MODELS
From per user-based pricing, 
companies are beginning to 
experiment with different business 
models. The most popular ones 
are based on either consumption 
or outcome.
•Freshworks has both the models 

(per user and consumption-based) 
for four years. The only thing is, the 
shift is happening more on the 
consumpt ion-based model ,Ž 
Mathrubootham said at the sidelines 
of  the SaaSBoomi event. •As 

automation keeps getting better, 
we• l l  get  more money f rom 
automation like co-pilot or AI bots.Ž
Some compan ies  a re  a l so 

exploring a separate costing 
structure for AI services.
Parthiban said while SuperOps is 

looking at this, first it is allowing its 
customers to use it for free or offer 
restrictive access to show them the 
value of  additional features. •Then 
I will come up with an add-on 
pricing, which can be charged 
separately,Ž he said.
Howeve r,  w i t h  cus tomers 

reluctant, not all of  them are seeing 
changes in their business models.
Khadim Batti, co-founder of  

WhatFix, said the business models 
have not changed at this point. •As 
agents and buyers also evolve, we 
might make it more outcome 

based,Ž he said.
Even as companies 

a r e  e v o l v i n g  w i t h 
customers, they are trying to 

bring in a cultural shift.

CULTURAL SHIFT
Aneesh Reddy, co-founder of 
Capillary Technologies, said the 
biggest challenge with this wave is 
not technology, but a mindset shift of 
not just company but also employees.
•The company•s culture needs to 

change to make it AI first,Ž he said.
Capillary Technologies has set up 

a central team that works with each 
business function such as human 
resources, customer success and 
finance to modernise and drive 
efficiency using AI. For instance, 
the firm has a bot for all customer 
success and suppor t  teams. 
•Earlier if  they needed something, 
they would ask our product teams. 
Now they have DocBot, which reads 
all our documentation on products 
and tells people what to do,Ž 
Reddy explained.
Everstage•s Rajamani said the 

company is doing hackathons, 
where employees are encouraged to 
think AI-first, be it building 
anything within the platform or 
company and award ing the 
winners.  In addi t ion,  every 
function in a company has an 
owner, who is taking an AI-first 
approach within their functions. 
•It•s not just building a product on 
AI, but also as a salesperson, as a 
marketing person. What are all the 
things that we could adopt from AI 
to become better?Ž he added.
This also means that companies 

are looking to work with or acquire 
those that align with them.

MAKING ALLIES
All said and done, it is not always 
easy for large players to reimagine 
what nimble startups have been able 
to do. It is for a reason that Cursor, 
where you can create a code using 
a prompt instead of text boxes and 
check lists, is an instant success.
Large companies are looking at 

f o r g i n g  p a r t n e r s h i p s ,  o r 
acquisitions, or both.
F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  c o n t r a c t 

management firm Icertis has 
partnerships with startups such as 
Harvey. The company is also 
looking to acquire companies that 
have strong domain expertise in the 
areas of  procurement, sales and 
generative AI.
Parthiban of  SuperOps said that 

the firm is currently working on a 
marketplace model. •SuperOps is 
looking to incentivise new age 
players to build on top of  our 
platform, where they can access 
our customer base and sell their 
products and services,Ž he said.
The company is also open to 

acquisitions, if  they are building 
c r i t i ca l  t echno lo g ies .  •We 
either have to compete with 
them or make them our ally,Ž 
Parthiban said.

Artificial intelligence may be threatening the existence of the traditional Software-as-a-Service model, 
forcing even established companies to adapt and innovate, or risk oblivion, finds Swathi Moorthy

Bits & Bytes

SaAS-Ination?

Himanshi.Lohchab @timesofindia.com

W i t h  t h e  a l l o c a t i o n  o f 
` 10,000 crore for the Startup 
India Fund of Funds (FFS), the 
government has introduced the 
option for reinvestment of alternate 
investment funds (AIFs). This 
move is expected to lead to faster 
exits, increased liquidity and 
more reinvestment opportunities, 
according to experts.
The previous ` 10,000-crore cohort, 

announced in 2016, had yielded a 
15% gain, bringing the total corpus 
to ` 11,000 crore, as per official data. 
However, a significant challenge 
was the long timelines for product 
companies, which take six to eight 
years to give exits.

•This meant a substantial 
c a p i t a l  w o u l d  r e m a i n 
locked-in for a long period, missing 
out on fresh opportunities,Ž said 
Anand Saklecha, an angel 
investor in AIFs. •The 
primary goal of  the FFS 
scheme is to increase 
c a p i t a l  av a i l a b i l i t y, 
c a t a l y s e  p r i v a t e 
investments and bring 
more startups under the 
umbre l la ,Ž  he  sa id , 
adding that this time the 
government has put 
special emphasis on 
value creation in 
t ier-2 and tier-3 
c i t ies,  women 
empowerment, 
etc.

CAPITAL ACCESS
This time, the entire AIFs can 
be resold at a higher valuation 
and reinvested, benefitting more 

startups, experts said.
The FFS does not directly invest 

in startups but provides capital to 
SEBI-registered AIFs, also known 
as daughter funds, which then 
invest in high-potential startups.
As of  September 2024, SIDBI has 

committed ` 10,913 crore to 141 
AIFs, which have further invested a 
total of  ` 19,992 crore to boost 1,120 
startups as per official data.

•The government•s participation 
is usually capped to a pre-agreed 
number at the time of  participation 
„ ranging from 20-35% typically,Ž 
said Abhishek Prasad, managing 
director, Cornerstone Ventures, 
which has invested in 19 startups 
from Fund-I  such as Wigzo, 
IntelligenceNode, Credit Nirvana, 
EnParadigm, Blubirch. •We made 
three exits from Fund-I, with a few 
more in the works for this year,Ž 
Prasad said. •We expect allocations 
to be on the higher side with this 
new Fund of  Funds, ie from a per 
cent  share  o f  fund cor pus 

perspective.Ž

LONG�TERM IMPACT 
Ankita Vashistha, managing 

partner at Arise Ventures, noted 
that the co-investment model 
has been effective in mobilising 
pr ivate capi t a l  a longside 
government cont r ibut ions, 

though compliance and reporting 
can sometimes be time consuming.
•While private capital typically 

chases high-growth, scalable 
businesses with potential for rapid 
exits, the SIDBI initiative also 
p r o m o t e s  i nve s t m e n t s  i n 
underrepresented sectors, deep 
t e c h  a n d  r e g i o n a l 
entrepreneurship,Ž she added.
Some notable investments by 

Arise Ventures include staffing 
company J2W (Joules to Watts) and 
fitness platform Fitternity, which 
was acquired by Cult.Fit.
Regarding suggestions, Vashistha 

mentioned, •Currently, SISF 
funding is limited to startups less 
than 24 months old. This should be 
extended to 36 months, as startups 
typically need more time to become 
fundable by venture capital funds.Ž

New ̀10,000-cr 
Fund to Boost 

Startup Ecosystem
The revamped Startup India Fund of Funds 
will speed up exits, improve liquidity and 

help create more opportunities for 
reinvestment, say experts

A SUCCESS STORY

The co-investment 
model has been 
effective in mobilising 
private capital alongside 
govt contributions

•Earlier if [employees] 
needed something, they 

would ask our product teams. 
Now they have DocBot, which 
reads all our documentation 
on products and tells people 
what to doŽ

„ Aneesh Reddy, co-founder, 
Capillary Technologies•We all know AI is 

coming. But if we don•t 
act, we could be the next 
Nokia [whose market position 
was disrupted by the iPhone 
in 2008].Ž

„ Siva Rajamani, 
founder, Everstage
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India domestic software market
2025 $20 billion

2035 $100 billion

What is driving this AI-led disruption, India-native requirements,

Enterprise AI and cloud 
adoption

$35 billion

Digital native 
companies

$26 billion

Vertical SaaS 
applications

$13 billion

Security and 
compliance

$10 billion

Government $8 billion

Where is the money

SOURCE: 1LATTICE AND SAASBOOMI

Company Revenue (FY24) AI initiatives

Freshworks $720 million Freddy AI agent for customer service

Capillary 
Technologies

$72.6 million Central team that works with teams 
across functions for AI adoption. AI-
powered solutions for customer loyalty 
programmes, engagement and rewards

ChargeBee $45 million Retention and streamlining subscription 
management using AI solutions

What are SaaS players doing to tap into the market
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ALL  THAT MATTERS

Email your letters to the editor at  
sunday.times@timesofindia.com  
with •Sunday Mailbox• in the subject line.  

Please mention your name and city

INBOX

Don•t distort the past, 
focus on the present
Apropos of •Aurangzeb row...• 
(ATM, Mar 23), the row is purely 
political and an attempt to douse 
burning issues of the day related 
to the common man and keep 
kindling an irrelevant 
cont roversy. A nation with the 
highest GDP growth rate and 
millions of people below poverty 
line should be united in striving 
to improve the future of its 
citizens, instead of digging into 
supposed wrongs of the past. 
India simply cannot afford to 
squander the energy of its youth 
on such infructuous pastimes.

       „ Manoranjan Prasad, Patna

***

This refers to •Aurangzeb row...• 
(ATM, Mar 23). Aurangzeb was 
indisputably a radical Mughal 
emperor known to be ruthless 
towards Hindus, as history tells 
us. However, any attempt to shift 
his grave or to obliterate 
anything reminiscent of his era is 
to erase history to the loss of 
future generations who would in 
the process be deprived of 
learning lessons from history. 

           „ Pramod Pande, Chennai

Hope for artists
With reference to •Husain auction 
record....• (ATM, Mar 23), the 
news will give thousands of 
painters in India some hope of 
success in the field. The 
employability of painters is 
almost nil and parents hardly 
ever encourage their children to 
take up painting. There are 
almost no schools for art and 
artists. Husain himself died in 
exile, even though he would be 
now having the last laugh.

   „Anthony Henriques,  Mumbai

Last month, a delegation from Indonesia 
surprised everyone by singing •Kuch Kuch Hota 
Hai• at a banquet hosted by President Murmu. 
How influential is Bollywood as a tool for cultural 
diplomacy and have we used it well?
Since its inception, the main-
stream Hindi film industry, or 
Bollywood, has had a very global 
value chain. Its films became pop-
ular in a lot of  non-Anglophone 
regions, and that created soft power. However, 
that soft power remained very dissipated and 
stayed as a sort of  undercurrent. It was never 
utilised in the way that it could have been by 
the Indian state or our embassies. Their pro-
gramming was mostly focused on very tradi-
tional mediums like classical music, or classi-
cal dance. Even in terms of  cinema, only 
parallel cinema was thought of  as high culture. 
However, mainstream cinema has existed and 
circulated „ especially with certain stars as 
its key drivers „ outside of  the nation state. 
This is quite different compared to countries 
such as China, that always wants to cultivate 
a kind of  soft power through its English news 
channels like CGTN, or even the US through 
shows like Voice of  America. In the 1960s, 
for instance, a lot of  American TV 
shows like Dallas were heavily subsi-
dised and travelled around the 
world. India did not do any of  that.

So then how did a film like Raj 
Kapoor•s Awara or Aamir Khan•s 
3 Idiots become so popular in 
China?
Bollywood•s soft power has 
existed outside the confines of  
the nation-state. To under-
stand its influence, it•s good to 
go back to archives. For in-

stance, in 1952, India was sending a cultural 
delegation to China, being the first country to 
recognise Mao Zedong•s govt. Mao asked for 
mainstream films to be sent along so he could 

understand India and its culture 
through cinema. I found a few let-
ters that were exchanged, showing 
how everybody was scrambling, 
and mulling over which films to 
send. Eventually, they picked 

•Awara• and Marathi film •Amar Bhoopali•. Of  
course, •Awara• then went on to become one of  
Mao•s favourite films. 

Why was the influence of stars like Raj Kapoor 
so potent?
My theoretical framework is that these stars 
hold •switching power•. To put it simply, a star 
can be a switch, which connects a circuit and 
illuminates a connection that did not exist be-
fore, in this case, new global markets. Hindi 
cinema has been very unique in the way that it 
has evolved because stars have been so central 
to the industry as businessmen, right from Raj 
Kapoor•s RK Films to SRK•s Red Chillies Pro-

ductions. These are more than production 
companies; they often act as vertical-

ly integrated large conglomerates 
that have a lot of  influence. Even 

today, when Netflix comes to In-
dia, they first meet SRK and 
Aamir Khan to strike deals. By 
combining their business acu-
men with their emotional and 
market pull, these male me-

gastars have helped cinema 
go global. Interestingly, 
Hollywood has always 

been based on con-
glomerate-led pro-

ductions, and only 

now do we have productions led by stars like 
Brad Pitt and Reese Witherspoon. There•s al-
most a Bollywoodising of  Hollywood. 

The Khans turn 60 this year and many have 
talked about whether this is the end of the 
superstar era. Do you agree?
These stars have established themselves so 
much within the business that they will con-
tinue to have that power. The question is what 
is going to happen with a new crop of  actors? 
The industry is now different than before. A lot 
of  intermediaries such as casting and talent 
agencies have come into play. The kind of  pow-
er that the older stars could possess doesn•t 
exist anymore. But with the coming of  stream-
ing platforms, a lot of  the hierarchies based 
around networks of  families, friends and kin-
ships that existed before are being recreated. 
It•s just a different kind of  power and it•s not 
as expansive as it was before.

Why has this nature of cross-border influence 
mostly excluded female Bollywood stars?
It•s very interesting how female stars are per-
ceived through a very gendered lens, not just in 
India but abroad as well. When •Awara• became 
popular, Nargis also became a huge star, travel-
ling to the Soviet Union as part of  delegations. 
•Pardesi•, one of  the first Indo-Soviet collabora-
tive films, had her as the female lead with a 
Russian as the male star. But despite all that, 
she wasn•t received in the same way as Raj Ka-
poor. I cite a particular letter about how nobody 
bothered to even drop her off  at the airport in 
Moscow. In contrast, in an interview I did with 
the late Shyam Benegal, he told me how when 
he was in the Soviet Union with Raj Kapoor, they 
travelled in a train coupe used for the tsars! 
Years later, there was Aishwarya Rai who had 
the global press gushing about her superlative 
beauty, her eyes, and the fact that she spoke 
English better than the Royals. But even then, 
she did not have the same kind of  direct busi-
ness power as the male stars. It•s only in mo-
ments of  flux, when industry structures change, 
that women get to have momentary agency. 
When Priyanka Chopra went to Hollywood, 
things were in a state of  flux with the coming 
of  streaming and she found a talent manager in 
Anjula Acharia, who made her a crossover star. 
There was another moment of  change in the 
•90s with liberalisation, which is when people 
like Juhi Chawla got into production with SRK.

Bollywood•s soft power under-utilised 
but business-savvy stars took it global

FOR THE
RECORD

Diplomacy is not always about govts, or even intentional.  
Raj Kapoor•s •Awara• enamored Mao Zedong, Big B was 
mobbed in Egypt, and SRK became a sensation in Germany. 
Swapnil Rai, a professor at the University of Michigan who 
has dived deep into this topic in her book •Networked 
Bollywood: How Star Power Globalised Hindi Cinema•, talks 
to Shruti Sonal about cinema as a potent tool for diplomacy

The alleged recovery of  burnt 
stacks of  cash from the home 
of  Justice Yashwant Varma of  
the Delhi high court has reig-
nited an old flame. The Nation-

al Judicial Appointments Commission had flick-
ered briefly in 2015 as a possible antidote to the 
culture of  opacity that pervades judicial func-
tioning. That flicker was swiftly extinguished 
by the Supreme Court. The Court found the 
prospect of  •outsiders•„representatives of  the 
govt and civil society„appointing and transfer-
ring judges too combustible. It went back to the 
old and discredited collegium method of  ap-
pointment. Now, vice president Jagdeep 
Dhankhar has seized the moment and suggested 
that had the NJAC been present •things would 
have been differentŽ.

He is right in one way. Had the NJAC been 
operational, the collegium of  senior-most judg-
es of  the SC would not have been the one decid-
ing whether to re-transfer Varma back to the 
Allahabad high court or not. By the same token, 
Varma might not even have been transferred out 
of  Allahabad. It was that transfer that gave him 
a significant seniority bump and brought him 
into the national spotlight.

If  the first collegium decision was curious, 
the present one was reactionary. Both were the 
product of  the kind of  groupthink that one is 
likely to get when five like-minded people decide 
an issue. Though the SC has denied that his cur-
rent transfer proposal has anything to do with 
the alleged cash recovery incident, that clarifi-
cation has convinced very few.

Culturally too, the NJAC held out the promise 
of  ending the deeply held perception of  nepo-
tism and opacity that had shrouded the collegi-
um for the better part of  three decades. Its com-
position was to have included not just the Chief  

Justice of  India and two senior judges but also 
two eminent persons, one of  whom would have 
to belong to a vulnerable or minority group, and 
the law minister. It is likely that such a body 
would have had the benefit of  a multiplicity of  
viewpoints. Whether it would actually have 
made a difference or not, one can only speculate. 
But the collegium, which continues today well 
past its sell-by date, was already discredited in 
2014. Notably, it had recommended PD Dina-
karan, a tainted judge, who was serving as chief  
justice of  the Karnataka high court, for appoint-
ment to the Supreme Court. It then inexplicably 
transferred him to Sikkim when its decision 
appeared unsustainable. 

Many more examples are available, as are the 
examples of  govt interference in appointments 
before the collegium came into existence. But 
the point is not whether one system is better 
than another. The collegium is emblematic of  
the closeness of  the judiciary that befuddles the 
public. It needs to be replaced by a commission 

along the lines of  the NJAC.
Conceptually, however, the NJAC had very 

little to do with judicial accountability once a 
judge was already in office. Such a body would 
really not have had any role either in conducting 
the inquiry against Varma or recommending 
action against him. That task was sought to be 
accomplished by the Oversight Committee set 
up by the Judicial Standards and Accountabili-
ty Bill, piloted by UPA-2. 

Were such a body in existence, any inquiry 
would have led to its logical outcome„if  the case 
was one of  serious misbehaviour, then impeach-
ment proceedings would have commenced; if  it 
was less than serious but a case of  misbehaviour 
nonetheless, advisories and warnings could have 
been issued to the judge. More importantly, it 
would not have led to the apprehension that if  
a judge is caught with stacks of  cash, he can get 
away, whereas other public servants cannot. 
Justice would not only have been done but be 
seen to have been done. Such a commission 

would dispel any doubts in the public mind that 
the judiciary always seeks to protect its own. 
Such an accountability commission for the ju-
diciary is the need of  the hour.

In all this, however, there is a cruel irony. Var-
ma is reputed to be a fine judge. His judgments are 
well-reasoned and his record good. This allegation 
has already damaged his reputation, perhaps ir-
reversibly. Any accountability process, not just for 
judges, but for all suspected of  wrongdoing must 
give them a fair hearing and reach its conclusion 
swiftly. If  the judge is found guilty, nothing short 
of  criminal proceedings should ensue. But if  the 
judge is found innocent, then the investigation 
must also get to the bottom of  why this canard 
spread like wildfire. Using this case to drive  
systemic reform is opportune. But prematurely 
burning someone at the stake is unfair. Let  
Justice Varma not become the Joan of  Arc for the 
Indian judiciary. 

Sengupta is research director, Vidhi Centre for 
Legal Policy. Views are personal 

Justice Varma case shows why judiciary needs an accountability commission
ARGHYA SENGUPTA

BY INVITATION

•When you are a dark-skinned 
woman, you are invisible,•• wrote 
Sarada Muraleedharan on Face-
book. Her post, which hit the 
headlines recently, talked about 

how an unnamed visitor to her office commented 
that her stewardship as Kerala•s chief  secretary 
was •as blackŽ as her husband•s •was whiteŽ. Sara-
da succeeded her husband V Venu after he retired. 
Interestingly, this was the first time since the for-
mation of  the state in 1956 that an IAS couple had 
become chief  secretaries in an unbroken sequence. 
Given this, it•s awful to even think about the tox-
icity of  the comment.

The offender should be named and shamed. But 
it•s Sarada•s eloquent and evolved response that 
has won the lady (who retires next month) global 
support. •I am a womanƒI am darkƒI need to own 
my blackness,Ž Sarada retorted, saying, •Why 
should black be vilified? Black is the all-pervasive 
truth of  the universe. Black isƒthe most powerful 
pulse of  energy known to humankind. It is the 
colour that works on everyone, the dress code for 
office, the lustre of  evening wear, the essence of  
kajol, the promise of  rainƒ.Ž What a classy and 
classic putdown.

The reason why her post and subsequent inter-
views attracted so much attention is because the 
issue resonated deeply with millions of  women 
(perhaps many men, too) who, like Sarada, were 
made to feel •lesser• for not being fair- skinned. •I 
have lived for over 50 years buried under that nar-
rative of  not being a colour that was good enough. 
And buying into that narrative,Ž she wrote. Who 
in our fair-skin-obsessed society has not been vic-
timised for not being of  the required skin tone? 
The darker-skinned a person is, the higher the 
chances of  facing blatant discrimination „ in 
school, college and at the workplace. Sarada con-
fesses that as a four-year-old, she had pleaded with 
her mother to •put me back in her womb and bring 
me out again, all white and prettyŽ.

In India, skin colour boils down to one•s caste, 
she points out. And rightly so. Caste is India•s 
shame „ an ugly, unacknowledged secret that col-
ours virtually every aspect of  life „ emotional, 
personal and professional. It•s the pecking order 
we pretend not to notice, no matter how prevalent 
it is. With Sarada, it was her skin tone that led to 
confusion as people bluntly told her, •You do not 
look like a high-caste person.Ž But her husband 
does. Guess why? Obviously, because his skin col-
our is notice ably lighter. Thank God for the cou-
ple•s sensible children who told their mother to 
ignore colourism and embrace the colour black. 

•Who thought that black was awesome. Who 
helped me see. That black is beautiful. That black 
is gorgeousness. That I dig black,Ž she wrote.

Sarada has the strength to write „ and live „ 
her own impassioned counter-narrative after dec-
ades of  fighting entrenched hostility in a society 
that equates fair skin with privilege and dark skin 
with poverty. But a dark complexion is still treat-
ed like a blight in Indian families, who struggle to 
find bridegrooms for their •savli• (dusky) daugh-
ters and are forced to pay a higher dowry as •com-
pensation•. The birth of  fair-skinned infants is 
celebrated in our country, while darker babies are 
shunned and frequently abandoned. Fair-skinned 
orphans stand a far better chance of  finding desi 
adoptive parents than their dark-skinned peers.

In the glamour industry, being fair is consid-
ered a natural advantage as lighter-skinned mod-
els /actors bag the more coveted assignments. 
Some of  Bollywood•s biggest stars spend fortunes 
on skin-lightening treatments, thinking of  them 
as wise investments to get ahead in a highly com-
petitive industry.

Even corporate leaders have succumbed to this 
lure, hiring image consultants who will photoshop 
their images on social media accounts and project 
them as ten shades fairer. A recent advertisement 
featuring a high-powered panel of  industry leaders 
showed all of  them looking pasty-faced and whiter 
than white folks. It is the same stereotype at work 
„ success equals fairness.

Will the next generation be colour-blind? Not 
unless we, as a society, collectively turn a blind eye 
to the •fairness factor• and look at one another as 
we should „ a vivid and fabulously multi-toned 
people. Fifty shades of  fair? No, thank you. We 
proudly own the entire colour palette. 

Unfair and lovely! Kerala chief 
secy shines a light on colourism

SKIN DEEP: Sarada with husband V Venu, whom she 
succeeded as CS. Her post on owning her blackness 
has resonated with millions who have faced bias

SHOBHAA DE

POLITICALLY INCORRECT

Some years ago, I had a memorable 
conversation with a cab driver, Mishra 
ji from Uttar Pradesh. It began be-
cause he had a near-accident and we 
agreed it was the other fellow•s fault. 

This created a bond. Unfortunately, the bond unravelled 
„ Mishra and I could not possibly have held more di-
vergent views. Everything he said, on politics, econom-
ics, religion, I disagreed with, and vice-versa. Inevitably, 
we came to history, specifically Prithviraj Chauhan and 
how, according to Mishra, Prithviraj Chauhan had killed 
Mohammad Ghori. Again, I said no „ this is not a ques-
tion of  opinion, it•s untrue.

We were stuck in a jam, in more ways than one. 
Mishra turned to look at me and 
said, •Madam, bura na manein, 
par aapko  kuch bhi  knowledge 
nahin hai.Ž (Madam, don•t mind, 
but you don•t know anything. )

Today, no doubt, Mishra 
would applaud the clamour to 
destroy the Gujarat-born invad-
er Aurangzeb•s grave. He would 
question the intelligence of  an-
yone who disagreed, and also, 
quite likely, their loyalties. As 
the chief  minister of  his state 
has declared, •Glorifying invad-
ers means strengthening the 
very roots of  treason.Ž

Even before the Sangh 
launched open season on 
Mughal emperors, Aurangzeb 
was an easy target. Colonial historians projecting Brit-
ish rule as better than their predecessors• would, by and 
large, paint Mughal monarchs as irrational, autocratic, 
dissolute „ Aurangzeb•s conservatism was the perfect 
foil for British rationality. Our own nation-building his-
tories, too, often posited Akbar the Great against Au-
rangzeb the Bad, the one a secular hero, the other a 
communal villain. Arguably, this comparison was made 
for a greater good, allowing a new and tentatively secu-
lar nation to crea te its moral scaffolding. Arguably , too, 
Akbar and Aurangzeb were the original Good and Bad 
Muslim „ the invention of  a time when India wanted 
to emphasise the loyalty of  its Muslim population while 
condemning a newly Muslim country, Pakistan.

Now, Indian Muslims inhabit •mini Pakistans• and 
Akbar•s no better than his great-grandson. The old bi-
nary nudged Indian Muslims to wear their loyalties on 
their sleeves. Both Muslims and left liberals, equally 
suspect, are forced into oddly defensive positions, argu-
ing not only for our own right to exist but also for that 
of  our alleged historical kin, whether Jawaharlal Neh-
ru or Aurangzeb. The most imaginative defence I•ve 

heard was from a tour guide who claimed that Aurang-
zeb never imprisoned his father in Agra Fort, only kept 
him there for his health, Shahjahan having a lung con-
dition that would benefit from the river breeze.

What could I have said to convince Mishra about the 
facts of  Prithviraj•s demise? How would I convince the 
tour guide that the most powerful emperor of  a dynas-
ty that, no matter how beleaguered, has never lost its 
hold on our imagination, does not need his advocacy? 
We are, all three, part of  a society that has, of  late, be-
come obsessed with the past, and yet we have nothing 
to say to each other. If  I cite books, one might cite legend, 
if  I cite scholars, the other might cite YouTube videos 
„ and these would be as authoritative for them as the 
books and scholars are for me.

But is it only different sources that create the chasm 
between us? Legend and scholarship, written accounts 
and oral, are all historical material „ one need not pre-

clude the other. Something 
more fundamental has changed 
in how we understand history 
„ or rather, consume it. Over 
the past decade, there has been 
an explosion of  history-based 
•content•, from WhatsApp for-
wards to Instagram reels. Most 
of  it plates the past in bite-sized 
portions; the best offering en-
tertainment or information, the 
worst stoking our eternally 
hurt sentiments. Rarely does it 
teach scepticism. 

Not scepticism of  the con-
spiracy-theory kind that is all 
too prominent in our discourse. 
•This is what historians don•t 
tell you•, is a trick to peddle 

dogmas. I mean the doubt that takes every source with 
a pinch of  salt, that holds every event liable to deeper 
interpretation, that reads between the lines and outside 
the page. The sceptical historian does not do this to 
prove that someone in the past was good or bad, but to 
try and understand how and why things happened as 
they (seemingly) did. The doubter does not condemn 
Adolf  Hitler as the world•s worst man and come home 
satisfied with a day•s work done; she asks why the Ger-
man people acquiesced in a genocide (and, indeed, why 
they seem to be acquiescing in one now).

Descartes• famous line reads, in full, Dubito, ergo 
cogito, ergo sum , •I doubt, therefore I think, therefore 
I amŽ. But doubting and thinking do not go well with 
simply feeling „ certainly not with feeling resentful 
and angry. Near the end of  our journey, I asked 
Mishra if  all that he•d been saying to me was really 
only to say that he hated Muslims. I thought he might 
hesitate, deny the thought, if  only for form•s sake. 
But new India has no place for such hesitation. Proud 
Hindu that he was, he said, •Yes.Ž 

Sharma is the author of, most recently, •Akbar of  Hindustan• 

Aurangzeb the Bad, and our  
new black-and-white history

REELED IN: The bite-sized portions of history 
served on social media stoke our eternally hurt 
sentiments but do not teach us scepticism

PARVATI SHARMA

BY INVITATION

Last week, OpenAI released a new 
ChatGPT model capable of  turning any 
picture into a specific art style. Since 
then, our X (fka Twitter) timelines have 
been flooded with hundreds of  posts of  

people turning their photos into •Studio Ghibli artwork•. 
The problem is twofold. One, the new model is obvious-
ly capturing a style with no sense of  narrative or story-
telling that Studio Ghibli is known for. Two, some of  
these art styles aren•t even Studio Ghibli„more like 
watercolour and pastel„which shows people don•t even 
know what defines this art style.

We•re seeing cultural flattening where •Studio Ghib-
li style• has become a catch-all term for any anime-adja-
cent art with soft colours or watercolour effects. This 
surface-level imitation without understanding the un-
derlying principles reminds me of  how people often 
reduce Van Gogh•s style to •swirly strokesŽ without 
acknowledging how those techniques expressed his 
unique vision of  the world and his emotional state.

The ability to distinguish between genuine Studio 
Ghibli aesthetics and general anime-inspired watercol-
our styles represents a deeper understanding of  artistic 
literacy. Modern art relies heavily on aesthetic ecosys-
tems: Banksy•s mythology, NFT collections like Bored 
Apes and Doodles. Their power goes beyond any single 
image; it•s in their distinct aesthetic worlds. Yet we•re 
reducing universes that took years and many minds to 
develop into Snapchat filters, and worse, we•re happy to 
accept that that•s all there is to these styles.

This pattern reduces our ability to recognise and 
appreciate quality in general„not just in art, but in de-
sign, media, and visual communication that we interact 
with daily. You don•t know why certain colours work 
together, or why shadows need to fall at a certain angle 
to indicate a time of  day, or what the significance is of  a 
character•s hair going from brown to white over the 
course of  a movie. Sure, you could say all of  that doesn•t 
matter as long as the final product is functional. But you 
can apply that reasoning to anything. For instance, you 
could say the purpose of  food is to give us energy and 
nutrients, so let•s all eat bland nutrient pellets and get 
on with our lives. The purpose of  college is to get a de-
gree, so let•s use an LLM to pass our exams instead of  
applying our brain. This is faulty logic.

Oddly, this reminds me of  the discourse about porn. 
Studies show how constant exposure to pornography 
can dull sexual response and create unrealistic expecta-
tions. I feel like it•ll be the same with AI-generated art: 
the endless flood of  images risks desensitising us to the 

subtleties of  artistic expression. Porn strips intimacy 
of  its emotional and relational context; AI art generation 
strips creation of  its cultural and personal meaning. The 
sheer volume and accessibility of  content leads to quick 
consumption rather than deep appreciation, and quali-
ty gets lost in quantity. Both reduce rich human experi-
ences to purely visual consumption; both can make the 
•real thing• seem inadequate by comparison.

This rush to generate without reflection has darker 
implications too. One user on X turned a photo of  the 
horrific murder of  George Floyd into a cute Ghibli-style 
image. That feels like a prime example of  how defaulting 
to AI generation can strip away human judgement and 
cultural sensitivity. That•s not to say Studio Ghibli never 
talks about difficult topics, but they do it through care-
fully constructed narrative frameworks that provide 
appropriate context and respect for the weight of  these 
issues. •Grave of  the Fireflies• depicts war trauma, but 
rather than making war •prettier• or more •palatable•, 
the film creates a specific narrative space for processing 
difficult truths. There•s a crucial difference between 
making difficult topics accessible and making them con-
sumable. Converting a documented instance of  racial 
violence into a style associated with whimsy and child-
hood wonder for internet clout doesn•t make it more 
approachable, it trivialises it.  

The White House•s official X account posted an actu-
al photo of  a detained immigrant converted into Ghibli- 
style art. When the highest office in one of  the world•s 
most powerful nations reduces law enforcement and 
human suffering to cutesy memes, we•ve moved beyond 
bad taste into something genuinely dystopian. This goes 
beyond cultural flattening and misappropriation, it•s 
institutional trivialisation (and, of  course, the style isn•t 
accurate). Aside from being poles apart from the ethics 
and values of  co-founder Hayao Miyazaki and the Studio 
Ghibli franchise, these AI images shape public percep-
tion of  what•s acceptable and inadvertently normalise 
insensitive depictions. The •just because you can doesn•t 
mean you shouldŽ argument becomes painfully relevant 
here. Without taste and human judgement, there•s no 
understanding of  what•s appropriate or respectful. And 
don•t even get me started on how large corporations 
profit from this cultural strip-mining while we help them 
profit by filling our timelines with the resulting slop. We 
may as well let burglars enter our homes and help them 
load up the van with our things. 
Shivaprasad is a writer & content designer from Bengaluru 

Why Ghiblified 
photos can•t 

replace real art

MEME MANIA: By posting a Ghibli-style image of a crying 
detainee, the White House has trivialised suffering
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