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some truth in it, but if you consider the 
Indian stories, those who were put in jump-
suits and flown back to India in chains, many 
of them claimed to have paid tens of lakhs of 
rupees to agents to smuggle them into the 
US. That is not the sort of activity the poor 
can afford. At least one part of illegal migra-
tion to the US appeared to be a middle-class 
activity. US President Donald Trump has put 
an end to it by instilling fear. He has also 
made it difficult for the Indian upper class to 
legally emigrate or work there. All this has 
made very expensive one of the great Indian 
dreams, which is to escape India. As a conse-
quence, a new generation of upper class and 
middle-class Indians might be more 
invested in improving India, the way that 
previous generations were not. This cannot 
be just an Indian phenomenon. The eco-
nomic and social elite of several Asian coun-
tries used to escape to the US and practice 
long-distance nationalism. Now they have 
an opportunity to be patriotic on the soil 
they claim to love. 

Every advanced nation was built by its 
elite, while most developing nations have 
not enjoyed the fervour of true upper class 
nation-building, the type India witnessed 
right after independence. Now, that can 
happen. Or should happen.

knows more than what he shares in his peri-
odical releases. If his public optimism is any 
indication, we might very soon be able to 
prevent diseases that harm the brain. Jeff 
Bezos, too, is funding research on ways to 
reverse cellular ageing, which would simul-
taneously solve cancer, cardiovascular dis-
ease and neurodegeneration. Mark Zucker-
berg and his wife Priscilla Chan have 
pledged billions to the radical goal of curing 
all disease by the end of the century. They 
are among the superrich of America who 
believe that if they can survive the next few 
decades, somehow push their lives another 
half a century, the future of science will fur-
ther prolong it for them, and further advan-
ces may further this. Some scientists claim 
that the future human might be able to live 
hundreds of years. Even if that is not true, 
there is no doubt that the billionaire hope of 
enjoying much longer lives could deliver 
extraordinary medical breakthroughs. 

Among the big disappointments are Elon 
Musk’s  ventures, which tend to be a bit mel-
odramatic as though they are inspired by 
juvenile science fiction. His neural link 
might help those afflicted by paralysis and 
blindness, but appears to be chiefly a gamble 
by one man to attain eternal life by down-
loading his brain to a machine. His billions 

A
s this is my first column of the new 
year, I thought I would do something 
challenging—write what is good 

about the modern world. Here are a few 
things:

Billionaires versus death: Billionaires do 
not have the heart to leave the party of life. 
That is where they become extremely useful 
to us. They are pouring billions into medical 
research that they will have no choice but to 
share with all of us someday. Their greed 
could help us live longer.

The superrich have been directing private 
capital towards curing ageing, which they 
consider a disease, and also other diseases no 
one disputes are diseases. Even though Bill 
Gates spends most of his philanthropic bil-
lions on the diseases that rage among the 
poor, he also spends sizeable amounts on 
finding a cure for neurodegeneration, like 
Alzheimer’s research. Recently, the Ameri-
can Food and Drug Administration cleared 
a blood test for early detection of Alz-
heimer’s. This has excited Gates. He usually 

US strategic gains, but carries heavy 
geopolitical and economic risks. 

The operation reveals a broader geo-
economic strategy for the region that is 
unfolding against the backdrop of Mad-
uro’s sustained refusal to reopen large-
scale oil dealings with US corporations. 
Venezuela’s intrinsic value in the global 
energy market has led to stiff US sanc-
tions in the past that impacted India’s 
hydrocarbon partnerships there. The 
latest US actions jeopardize ONGC 
Videsh Ltd’s $200 million San Cristobal 
and Carabobo investments; dividends 
and crude-oil supply had been disrupted 
before, but now the future of these 
appears to hang in the air.  US business 
involvement and extraction activity in 
Venezuela is negligible, while China has 
emerged as its principal importer of 
crude oil. Even as the US administration 
urged renewed engagement, American 
oil firms reportedly stayed away amid 
political volatility in Caracas. This may 
have made regime change to install a 
US-friendly government an appealing 
idea in US geo-strategic circles.

Legally speaking, the US strike on 
Caracas sits on uncertain ground. Inter-
national law prohibits the use of force 
against another state’s territory unless 
authorized by the UN Security Council, 
or in self-defence against armed attack. 
Drug trafficking does not meet that 
threshold under established standards 
of international jurisprudence. 

Analysts warn that Washington has 
risked not just an erosion of the rule of 
law in world affairs, but may have also 
violated customary international law by 
compromising Venezuelan sovereignty, 
and if the airstrikes that accompanied 
the US capture of Maduro are found to 
have caused civilian harm, allegations of 
war crimes under international human-
itarian law could be levelled. 

Framing warfare as global policing is 
not unusual of the US, but unilateral 
military power running roughshod over 
international principles could have 
larger implications.  It could normalize 
coercive intervention by a hegemonic 

force in a way that reshapes global 
expectations and lowers the cost of 
external aggression by stronger nations 
on smaller countries. 

Such a global order could embolden 
China, for example, to encircle Taiwan, 
on the bet that framing its territorial 
ambition as a routine enforcement of its 
rights will yield condemnation without 
any real deterrence. Beijing’s showed its 
approach with  its ‘Justice Mission 
2025’ military drills conducted at the 
fag end of 2025. These war games were 
the largest since 2022 by geographical 
scope. Several exercise zones extended 
into areas within 12 nautical miles of 
Taiwan’s coast, marking a significant 
escalation. The timing and framing of 
these drills were deliberate. 

Justice Mission 2025 followed within 
days of Washington’s approval of a 
record $11.1 billion arms package for 
Taiwan and was accompanied by Bei-
jing’s sanctions on 30 US defence firms 
and executives. It was a coordinated 
military-economic response to what 
Chinese authorities characterized as 
foreign interference in China’s internal 
affairs. China’s ministry of foreign 
affairs described the drills as a “punitive 
and deterrent action” against Taiwan’s 
forces of independence and their exter-
nal supporters. Beijing thus sought to 
brand its escalation of a territorial ten-
sion as a matter of its own sovereignty. 

As Venezuela’s sovereignty is violated 
with apparent impunity to safeguard 
Washington’s perceived strategic vul-
nerabilities arising from Russia’s pres-
ence in the region, the future looks 
bleak for any multilateral peace 
arrangement to be institutionalized. 
Worse, it could encourage aggression 
in the Eastern hemisphere. After all, 
Beijing views Taiwan’s reunification 
as a historical inevitability rather than 
policy choice. A global environment of 
unchecked unilateralism and selective 
law enforcement could give us a more 
dangerous world than before. 

Saksham Raj and Aditi Lazarus con-
tributed to this article.

O
n 3 January, the US carried out 
airstrikes on Caracas in the 
backdrop of heightened ten-

sions in the Caribbean and its recent 
interdictions of vessels alleged to be 
carrying narcotics in Venezuelan 
waters. The White House framed this 
operation as a necessary move to dis-
mantle narco-terrorist efforts and halt 
weapons being sold to anti-US forces. 
This large-scale operation included the 
‘capture’ of Venezuela’s leader Nicolás 
Maduro and there is enough to suggest 
that its aims were wider than claimed. 

US President Donald Trump claimed 
Caracas has been emptying Venezuelan 
prisons and mental wards into the US, a 
narrative criticized as weak justification 
for the use of force. Maduro’s capture 
indicates an attempt at regime change, 
consistent with a revamped US national 
security strategy that treats American 
primacy in the Western Hemisphere as a 
non-negotiable. Venezuela’s closeness 
with the Kremlin, which includes host-
ing Russian military facilities in violation 
of the Monroe Doctrine under its left-
leaning government, thus appears to 
have been a key trigger for US action. 

The White House has stated that it 
seeks to oversee a “safe, orderly and 
judicious” transition of power in Venez-
uela, signalling continued US involve-
ment in its political future. That Venez-
uela’s vast oil reserves may be in play as 
a factor is clear too. This may offer the 

It may embolden an eastern power like China to forcefully take over Taiwan on a similar argument
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Let us pause to reflect on all that’s good about our world
MANU JOSEPH

T
here is no contradiction between 
paying gig workers a living wage 
and the claim that gig work pro-
vides job opportunities to many 
who would otherwise struggle to 
earn anything. Delivery workers for 

food delivery and quick-commerce platforms 
like Zomato, Swiggy, Zepto and Blinkit went on 
strike recently, demanding better wages and 
work conditions. This has triggered a bizarre 
debate online, as if asking for better wages 
amounts to socialism and charges of gig worker 
exploitation go against entrepreneurship. The 
obvious gainers from low-paid gig work are 
consumers who get doorstep deliveries both 
extra-cheap and ultra-fast. Entrepreneurs 
running platforms that give millions of people 
work who may be left jobless without this 
option deserve appreciation; the profits they 
earn are indeed a reward for risk-taking. How-
ever, this does not mean that concerns raised 
about the work conditions of gig workers, their 
earnings and lack of social security or occupa-
tional safety lack merit.

What platforms pay their delivery agents is a 
pass-through. In other words, their earnings 
do not come from squeezing riders. If all com-
panies had to pay, say, 5% more than what they 
do now, consumers would simply have to shell 
out that much more. This would not dent plat-
form margins on those deliveries. Such a pay-
out hike would need all platforms to pay 5% 
extra, without any player trying to grab orders 
by offering order placers a cheaper deal. The 
Labour Codes recently notified by the Centre 
could make the gig debate redundant. If imple-
mented uniformly in a clearly defined mar-
ket—urban spaces, for example, where wages 
need to track higher living costs—these codes 

can address the expectations of workers with-
out harming the viability of businesses that 
employ their services. An old demand of gig 
workers that is not justified is their call to clas-
sify them as employees. Gig work is a new kind 
of job that leaves workers free not to toil when 
they so choose. This freedom is valuable even 
if wages are low. What regulation should do is 
ensure realistic delivery timelines, given the 
distances to be covered and traffic conditions, 
and insist that riders get insurance and social 
security benefits from the platform fees paid 
by customers. This won’t threaten the model. 

The term ‘exploitation’ is subject to much 
confusion. In a technical sense, if one defines 
exploitation as the worker not being able to 
appropriate the entirety of the value generated 
by his or her effort at the workplace, workers 
will always be ‘exploited,’ however well they 
might be compensated. Yet, for a country to 
prosper and generate jobs, a private enterprise 
must get a return on its capital and entrepre-
neurs should be rewarded for entrepreneur-
ship, which involves ideas, initiative, manage-
ment skill and big money put at stake. The 
question is whether workers are paid wages 
that are fair or not. Market rivalry for workers 
can drive up wages. But if this mechanism fails, 
as in a monopsony situation (one employer or a 
cartelized lot), then regulation must step in. In 
general, better-paid workers tend to produce 
more, which serves employers well. Acting in 
aggregate, higher wages could also raise con-
sumption in aid of the economy. Subsistence 
earnings depress demand, investment and 
growth. India’s delivery gig model is not bro-
ken, but still needs a fix. A mix of Labour Code 
adherence and collective rider assertion could 
reset our gig sector to the benefit of all.

Gig work: This model is 
fine but must pay more

An online debate sparked by a gig delivery strike yielded more heat than light. Gig platforms 

aren’t a problem but could ease one if they increase wages and adhere to India’s labour codes 
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many countries: do they really
have things under control? In
China’s case, the problem is
compounded by the bursting of
a massive investment bubble
and a tricky transition to a con-
sumption-oriented economy
that is far from easy to manage.
Small wonder the market suc-
cumbs to bouts of deep funk
every once in a while.

India wasn’t immune to the
meltdown in China. Local stocks
fell 2% and the currency too
depreciated two-thirds of one
per cent against the US dollar.
This has happened despite India
being a darling of fund manag-
ers, despite being a domestic
consumption-oriented economy
that is not too dependent on for-
eign trade and despite all the
talk about reforms.

But the fall in stocks and the
rupee should come as no sur-
prise. When Chinese stocks last
had a meltdown in August, local
equities were hit then as well.
More than the US Fed hiking
rates again, the risk from China
will very likely hang over the
markets like a Damocles’ sword
in 2016.

ravi.k@livemint.com
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Lodha panel 
suggests radical 
changes to 
clean up cricket
B Y  A P U R VA  V I S H WA N AT H  &  

V E N K AT  A N A N T H

····························
NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court-ap-
pointed Lodha Committee

on Monday cleared former
Indian Premier League (IPL)
chief operations officer Sundar
Raman of wrongdoing in con-
nection with the 2013 betting
and spot-fixing scandal sur-
rounding the popular Twenty20
tournament, and suggested
sweeping changes to clean up
Indian cricket, including legaliz-
ing betting “with strong safe-
guards”.

“We have not found any
cogent evidence of corruption or
intent to protect anyone on Sun-
dar Raman’s part,” the commit-
tee said. 

Raman quit the Board of Con-
trol for Cricket in India (BCCI) in
November last year while a
probe by Supreme Court-nomi-
nated investigation officer Vivek
Priyadarshi was pending against
him. 

Raman has since joined Reli-
ance Industries Ltd as its chief
executive officer, sports.

The three-member commit-
tee, comprising former chief jus-
tice of India R.M. Lodha and
former Supreme Court judges

TURN TO PAGE 4®

investing in stressed assets in
India, but what makes people
wary is the litigations, the known
unknowns which can whitewash
an entire investment. With the
amount of stressed assets availa-
ble in the country, fund manag-
ers are trying to identify situa-
tions even before reaching the
SDR stage,” said a risk adviser
who is actively working with
banks to identify deal situations.
The adviser declined to be iden-
tified.

Other funds such as Hong
Kong- headquartered SSG Capi-
tal Management have also
become more active in India.

Earlier this month, SSG Capi-
tal bought Amtek Auto Ltd’s
bonds, which were in default,
from JP Morgan Asset Manage-
ment. Last year, the vulture fund
also acquired a 49% stake in
securitization and asset recon-
struction firm Assets Care and
Reconstruction Enterprise Ltd
for an undisclosed amount.

Apollo Global Management, a
global fund active in the stressed
asset space, is already present in
India through a joint venture
with ICICI Venture, called AION
Capital Partners.

“Traditionally special situa-
tions funds have not invested

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Oaktree manages assets on
behalf of institutional investors
that include global pension
plans, US pension plans,  sover-
eign wealth funds and primary
state retirement plans in the US.

In 2012, Oaktree launched its
Emerging Markets Opportunity
fund, which has a corpus of $793
million.

In June 2013, Oaktree invested
`120 crore in pharmaceutical
packaging firm Cogent Glass Ltd
to acquire a 60% stake in the
company. According to a note
released on 27 February by India
Ratings and Research Pvt. Ltd,
Oaktree now holds a 74% stake
in the firm. 

Barring that one deal, Oaktree
has not publicly announced any
other in the Indian subconti-
nent.

The fund, like many others, is
looking at India because of a
surge in stressed assets on sale
by banks and corporate houses.
Firms with a high level of debt
have been trying to sell opera-
tional assets, while banks are
now looking to offload equity in
some companies where they
have converted debt into equity.

There is ready capital for some
of these assets, provided they are
priced appropriately and the fear
of litigation is kept at bay.

“Capital is readily available for

B Y  P O O J A  S A R K A R

pooja.s1@livemint.com
····························
MUMBAI

Global funds specializing in
stressed assets have started

to look at India for investment
opportunities as banks and cor-
porate houses try to pare debt
with offers of equity and asset
sales.

One such firm that is looking
to re-enter the Indian market is
Los Angeles-based Oaktree Cap-
ital Management Lp, which has
more than $100 billion in assets
under management, said two
people familiar with the devel-
opment.

“With lenders becoming more
active and taking control
through strategic debt restruc-
turing (SDR) and with the bank-
ruptcy law coming in place, we
are seeing global special situa-
tion funds like Oaktree Capital
actively looking at Indian assets,”
said a lawyer familiar with the
development. He requested ano-
nymity as these discussions are
private.

Limited partners (LPs) see
opportunities in this space and
2016 would be an active year for
stressed asset investments, he
said.

Oaktree Capital declined to
comment for the story.

DEBT RESTRUCTURING

Vulture funds, including Oaktree, 
circle distressed assets in India 

INSIDE

Neemuchwala 
named Wipro CEO

Wipro has named chief 
operating officer Abid Ali 
Neemuchwala chief execu-
tive officer with effect from 1 
February, succeeding T.K. 
Kurien, who 
will become 
executive 
vice-chair-
man. Wipro 
appointed 
Neemuch-
wala as 
COO in 
March 
2015.   >P10
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Over the course of Delhi government’s odd-even 

scheme set to run from 1-15 Jan, Mint will track 

the city’s air pollution levels daily.

Terror shadow over India-Pakistan talks

Battling on: Army soldiers at the perimeter of the air force base in 
Pathankot on Monday. Talks scheduled on 15 January between the 
foreign secretaries of India and Pakistan, part of a recently revived 
peace process, have come under a cloud, with New Delhi now said 
to be ‘mulling all options’ after suspected Pakistan-based 
militants launched a raid on the Indian Air Force base in 
Pathankot over the weekend.  See Page 6
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Well, it didn’t take very
long for the New Year
to turn ugly for the

markets. 
India is supposed to be an

exception among the emerging
markets, right? It is the one with
the highest gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) growth, its currency is
resilient thanks to an improving
current account balance, it ben-
efits hugely from low oil and
commodity prices and to top it
all, it’s relatively insulated from
the Chinese contagion, right?
Well, Monday’s markets proved
all those things are, plainly
speaking, just wishful thinking.
It’s now absolutely clear that if
China sneezes, markets catch a
cold. All we can hope is it’s not
pneumonia.

Monday was yet another stark
reminder of how important
China is for global markets. Chi-
nese markets were halted after
they fell 7%, reflecting investor
fears about overcapacity and
weak demand in that country’s
factory sector but the reverbera-
tions were felt across the world.
Stock markets from Japan to
Germany saw a rout and curren-
cies tumbled.

What’s the worry? The main
concern from a Chinese slow-
down is of course the impact on
commodities, which have
already been weak for a year and
a half now, contributing to a
wave of deflation sweeping over
the globe. Prices of industrial
metals such as aluminium and
copper fell by as much as 2% on
Monday. Crude oil and gold
were blessed exceptions but
owing to entirely different rea-
sons. Oil prices jumped 1.45% as
Saudi Arabia severed diplomatic
ties with Iran, but rising tension
in the Middle East contributed
its bit to the stock rout as well.
Gold prices rose 1.22% but that
is probably because of the
metal’s role as a safe haven
investment when risk appetite
diminishes. But the main worry
finds expression in the question
that investors are now increas-
ingly asking of authorities in

CONTAGION FEARS

Global markets 
shiver as 
China sneezes

B Y  A M I  S H A H  &  

R AV I N D R A  S O N AVA N E

·······················
MUMBAI

India’s benchmark equity
indices posted the big-

gest loss in more than three
months and the rupee fell
the most in nine weeks on
Monday as an unprece-
dented trading halt in Chi-
nese stocks and rising ten-
sions in the Middle East
spurred a selloff in Asian
equities and currencies.

A survey showing that
India’s manufacturing out-
put contracted for the first
time in two years added to
investor jitters at the start
of the first full week of trad-
ing in the new year. The
market mayhem spread
from Asia to Europe.

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Sensex, Nifty 
tumble 2%, 
rupee falls to 
nine-week low

NOTE TO READERS

The Media Marketing Initiative on 
Page 23 is the equivalent of a 
paid-for advertisement, and no 
Mint journalists were involved in 
creating it. Readers would do well 
to treat it as an advertisement.
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>Mark To Market: PMI shows contraction 
in manufacturing, rising prices  >P18
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The new year has clearly
begun on the wrong

foot for the financial 
markets. The sharp fall in 
equity prices mirrored 
what happened in several 
other emerging markets. 
The day began with the 
rout in China, but it is not 
all about what analysts like 
to call global cues. Data for 
Indian industrial output in 
December is not very 
reassuring either.

Indian policymakers will
have a challenging task in 
the coming months— 
managing the optics. They 
will have to convince 
global investors that the 
Indian economy is less at 
risk than other emerging 
markets from the Chinese 
slowdown as well as low 
commodity prices, though 
that logic will not apply 
when it comes to rising US 
interest rates. How well 
they sell the story remains 
to be seen.

And while there is broad
agreement that India needs 
to be looked at differently 
from many of its peers, it is 
also useful to remember 
that we still have one of the 
highest fiscal deficits and 
consumer price inflations 
in the world.

QUICK EDIT

New Year 
jitters

NATION: Quake in Manipur, 
Bangladesh leaves 11 dead >5

CORPORATE: Lyft gets $500 million, 
GM as ally in Uber battle >11

BANKING: Rajan among Asian central bank 
chiefs eyeing the exit in 2016 >12

VIEWS: The ineffectiveness of India’s 
Pakistan policy >30

Now we have a gig economy 
where many people are 

holding down several jobs at 
once. The whole concept of a 
40-hour week makes people 

under 30 laugh.

KATRINA ONSTAD

is a journalist, novelist, and the 

creator of the Netflix series, 

‘Decoupled’

PTI

fully with a tight group of people. And if they 
are poor, escape the hard labour of agricul-
ture and migrate to cities but retain their vil-
lage inside them. This might seem naïve in a 
world where war is raging as you read this. 
But war is big news precisely because most of 
the world tends towards peace. Also, it is the 

peaceful nature of a major-
ity that gives some violent 
people, especially those 
who can tell a good story, a 
political advantage. It is as 
though they have a rare tal-
ent. But they are usually 
defeated by another set of 
brutal people who are pro-
moted by a world that tends 
towards peace.

We live in an age where 
practicality has beaten ide-
als in many parts of the 
world. But that, too, is a 
good sign. Everyone can 

now see how ugly a world without ideals is, 
how unremarkable and unsafe. This might 
be the peak of practicality and it may be time 
for the world to swing back towards ideals. 

How Trump may create a better world: We 
tend to think of illegal migration to America 
as an activity of the poor. There has to be 

would be better spent on stuff that I am 
interested in, with my brain in my own vat. 

The world is still a peaceful place: An afflic-
tion of Western anthropologists is that they 
appear to be constantly trying to find out 
what humans are “meant to do.” Always, 
what we are meant to do, according to them, 
is very different from 
whatever it is that we are 
doing right now. For some 
reason, “picking berries” 
comes up often; we are all 
meant to be picking ber-
ries, they say, or be doing 
something just as tame. 
But somehow, modern life 
interfered with this safe 
and pleasant task.

I look at the matter a bit 
differently, even though I 
agree that humans tend 
towards peaceful activities. 
I feel that the present world 
of relative calm is not in spite of human 
nature. Instead, it overwhelmingly reflects 
what people want. For, what can be greater 
evidence of our intentions than what billions 
of people do with their lives, including the 
100 billion or so who are dead. It appears that 
what most people want to do is live peace-

We should be 

thankful to 

human nature, 

dreams of the  

ultra-rich and 

even the US 

president

The US action in Venezuela sets 
a precedent the world will regret
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T
he multilateral trade order is unravel-
ling. The US has imposed country- and 
product-specific tariffs unilaterally, 
leveraging them to extract deals from 
several countries. China has retaliated 
with export controls on critical miner-

als. These moves undermine the basic principles of 
cooperative global commerce, leaving countries 
like India to prioritize securing their national 
interests. Against this backdrop, the Union finance 
minister’s announcement of a comprehensive cus-
toms overhaul comes at a critical moment. These 
reforms will offer India an opportunity not merely 
to shield itself from trade conflicts, but capture a 
larger share of global exports and integrate more 
deeply into global supply chains. Success, how-
ever, will require a fundamental restructuring of 
how goods flow across India’s borders.

The reforms must recognize and build upon 
India’s expanding web of trade agreements with 
Japan, Korea, Asean, Australia, the UAE, European 
Free Trade Association and the UK, even as negoti-
ations with the EU are underway. But signing 
agreements is only the first crucial step. The real 
challenge lies in making these partnerships work 
for Indian exporters through streamlined customs 
procedures and reduced friction at the border.

At the heart of meaningful reform lies a dual 
focus on tariffs and the often-overlooked non-tariff 
barriers that quietly strangle trade. Our exporters 
struggle to comply with complex regulations in 
destination markets, while import processes at 
home remain cumbersome. The path forward 
requires simplifying India’s tariff structure into 
three tiers: the lowest rates for raw materials, 
moderate rates for intermediate goods and higher 
rates for finished products. This rationalization 
should reduce our applied weighted average tariff 
rates from current levels of more than 5% to those 
comparable with competing economies: 1-2% for 
Vietnam, China and Indonesia. The inverted duty 
structure that penalizes domestic manufacturers 
when import duties on finished goods are lower 
than those on inputs must be eliminated, such as 
through the availability of streamlined Import of 
Goods at Concessional Rate of Duty Rules.

Capital goods present a particular case for tariff 
reform. Various export promotion schemes 
already permit duty-free imports of machinery. 
The Manufacturing and Other Operations in 
Bonded Warehouse (MOOWR) scheme extends 
this benefit even to domestic production. This 
practice essentially reveals a policy of openness 
toward duty-free capital goods’ imports, subject 
to checks and balances under the scheme. Direct 
tariff reduction on capital goods for select sectors, 
from the current levels of 7.5% for most goods to 
0% would be more straightforward and better 
serve the goal of encouraging investment while 

nesses to seek binding clarification on how domes-
tic regulations will apply to them at the border. 
This will require establishing mechanisms for 
coordination between the customs advance 
rulings authority and the relevant ministries to 
provide traders certainty.

Modern global supply chains increasingly 
involve transactions between related corporate 
entities. The current system of advance scrutiny by 
the Special Valuation Branch to determine proper 
duty values for such transactions often sees cases 
drag on for years without resolution, creating 
planning nightmares for businesses. This advance 
review process should be replaced with post-clear-
ance audits that verify compliance after goods have 
moved, incorporating statutory time limits to pre-
vent indefinite uncertainty.

Trade facilitation should also embrace a more 
sophisticated, entity-based approach centred on 
the globally recognized Authorized Economic 
Operator programme, which certifies reliable 
traders who meet stringent criteria. These certified 
operators deserve greater trust from customs offi-
cials in the field. The benefits should expand to 
include mutual recognition under free trade 
agreements, self-licensing for export permits 
(including sensitive technologies) and exemption 
from routine examinations at ports. Trust, once 
earned through rigorous vetting, should translate 
to tangible advantages.

Finally, while facilitating legitimate trade, cus-
toms must maintain robust compliance mecha-
nisms. The current risk management system needs 
refinement to reduce both false positives that delay 
compliant shipments and false negatives that miss 
genuine violations. This requires a more nuanced 
categorization of non-compliance based on its 
nature, likely intent and economic impact. Differ-
ent categories of violations should trigger different 
responses, from education and mediation to 
enforcement action, with clear processes for dis-
pute resolution. Transparency in how these deter-
minations are made will increase efficiency and 
build confidence in the system’s fairness.

As global trade fragments into competing blocs 
and bilateral deals, India’s customs system must 
evolve into a strategic policy instrument. The pro-
posed reforms represent an opportunity to posi-
tion India as an agile competitor ready to seize 
opportunities in a reordered global economy. 
These changes must be implemented with the 
urgency and ambition that this moment demands.

Shubhangi Sahai contributed to the article. These 
are the authors’ personal views.

Let us deploy customs reform as 
a strategic tool for trade success
As world trade fragments, India’s response should include five specific measures that could raise our global competitiveness
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A
melia Miller has an unusual busi-
ness card. When I saw the title of 
‘Human-AI Relationship Coach’ at 

a recent technology event, I presumed she 
was capitalizing on the rise of chatbot 
romances to make those strange bonds 
stronger. It turned out the opposite was 
true. Artificial intelligence (AI) tools were 
subtly manipulating people and displacing 
their need to ask others for advice. That 
was having a detrimental impact on real 
relationships with humans. 

Miller’s work started in early 2025 when 
she was interviewing people for a project 
with the Oxford Internet Institute, and 
speaking to a woman who’d been in a rela-
tionship with ChatGPT for more than 18 
months. The woman shared her screen on 
Zoom to show ChatGPT, which she’d given 
a male name, and in what felt like a surreal 
moment Miller asked both parties if they 
ever fought. They did, sort of. Chatbots 
were sycophantic and supportive, but the 
female interviewee sometimes got frus-
trated with her digital partner’s memory 
constraints and generic statements. Why 
didn’t she just stop using ChatGPT?

The woman answered that she had come 
too far and couldn’t “delete him.” 

“It’s too late,” she said. 
That sense of helplessness was striking. 

As Miller spoke to more people, it became 
clear that many users weren’t aware of the 
tactics AI systems used to create a false 
sense of intimacy, from frequent flattery to 
anthropomorphic cues that made them 
sound alive. 

This was different from smartphones or 
TV screens. Chatbots, now being used by 
more than a billion people around the 
globe, are imbued with character and 
humanlike prose. They excel at mimicking 
empathy and, like social media platforms, 
are designed to keep us coming back for 
more with features like memory and per-
sonalization. While the rest of the world 
offers friction, AI-based personas are easy, 
representing the next phase of “parasocial 
relationships,” where people form attach-
ments to social media influencers and pod-
cast hosts.

Like it or not, anyone who uses a chatbot 
for work or their personal life has entered 
a relationship of sorts with AI, for which 
they ought to take better control. 

Miller’s concerns echo some of the 
warnings from academics and lawyers 
looking at human-AI attachment, but with 
the addition of concrete advice. 

First, define what you want to use AI for. 
Miller calls this process the writing of your 
“Personal AI Constitution,” which sounds 

like consultancy jargon but contains a tangi-
ble step: changing how ChatGPT talks to 
you. She recommends entering the set-
tings of a chatbot and altering the system 
prompt to reshape future interactions.

For all our fears of AI, the most popular 
new tools are more customizable than 
social media ever was. You can’t tell Tik-
Tok to show you fewer videos of political 
rallies or obnoxious pranks, but you can go 
into the ‘Custom Instructions’ feature of 
ChatGPT to tell it exactly how you want it 
to respond. Succinct, professional lan-
guage that cuts out the bootlicking is a 
good start. Make your intentions for AI 
clearer and you’re less likely to be lured 
into feedback loops of validation that lead 
you to think your mediocre ideas are fan-
tastic, or worse.

The second part doesn’t involve AI at all 
but rather making a greater effort to con-
nect with real-life humans, building your 
“social muscles” as if going to a gym. 

One of Miller’s clients had a long com-
mute, which he would spend talking to 
ChatGPT on voice mode. When she sug-
gested making a list of people in his life that 
he could call instead, he didn’t think any-
one would want to hear from him.

“If they called you, how would you feel?” 
she asked.

“I would feel good,” he admitted.
Even the innocuous reasons people turn 

to chatbots can weaken those muscles, in 
particular asking AI for advice, one of the 
top use cases for ChatGPT. 

The act of seeking advice isn’t just an 
information exchange but a relationship 
builder too, requiring vulnerability on the 
part of the initiator.

Doing that with technology means that 
over time, people resist the basic social 
exchanges that are needed to make deeper 
connections. “You can’t just pop into a sen-
sitive conversation with a partner or family 
member if you don’t practice being vulner-
able [with them] in more low-stakes ways,” 
Miller says.

As chatbots become a helpful confidant 
for millions, people should take advantage 
of their ability to take greater control. It 
makes sense to configure ChatGPT to be 
direct and seek advice from real people 
rather than an AI model that will validate 
ideas. The future would look far more 
bland otherwise. ©BLOOMBERG

People in relationships with AI 
chatbots may need some help

They should refine their chatbot settings and engage humans more

Many chatbot users have begun to think of 

these AI tools as friends ISTOCKPHOTO

ISTOCKPHOTO
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clear pre-EGoS litigation decision protocol. 
Only after a ministry’s legal advisor advises 
litigation should it be sent to the EGoS. Offi-
cers who support decisions in writing, with 
the legal merit, financial implications, public 
interest and success likelihood of a case duly 
noted, should receive safe-harbour protec-
tion if it is vetted by the legal advisor.

Fourth, every ministry and PSU must have 
an annual litigation budget cap. Legal 
spending should be treated as a burden. If a 
department exceeds its cap or loses a case 
where an appeal was discouraged, expenses 
should be charged to its own account 
head. Conversely, ministries that achieve 
measurable reductions in pendency or suc-
cessful settlements could get incentives. 

Fifth, transparency deters wasteful litiga-
tion. The law ministry should set up a public 
litigation dashboard, a citizen-friendly ver-
sion of LIMBS, covering every ministry and 
department. It should publish quarterly data 
on pending cases, average case duration and 
adjournment frequency, apart from the suc-
cess rate and costs. It should be easy for the 
public to access and understand. 

The state should stop being the country’s 
most compulsive litigant. Justice will be 
more efficient once the government learns 
to rest its case.

undertakings (PSUs), state governments, 
state PSUs and local bodies together account 
for nearly half of all litigation nationwide. At 
the Union level, according to Legal Informa-
tion Management and Briefing System 
(LIMBS), the finance ministry alone is party 
to nearly 200,000 pending cases, 98,544 
before tribunals, 83,552 in high courts and 
12,589 in the Supreme Court, representing 
roughly 13% of the top court’s burden. Tax 
and revenue disputes dominate, but the gov-
ernment’s litigation footprint extends across 
civil contracts, land acquisition and service 
matters. Although monetary thresholds for 
appeals were raised in 2022 (to ₹1 crore for 
high courts and ₹2 crore for the Supreme 
Court), pendency reduction has been mar-
ginal, reflecting a culture of litigation as 
bureaucratic insurance rather than legal 
necessity.

This culture stems from several institu-
tionalized incentives that make ‘default liti-
gation’ the path of least resistance. Audit and 
vigilance frameworks indirectly treat unap-
pealed losses as negligence; accounting 
codes of the Comptroller and Auditor Gen-
eral (CAG) require every audit objection to 
be ‘settled’ or ‘explained,’ and an appeal 
offers safe harbour from being questioned, 
while a liberal appellate framework allows 

I
ndia has 54 million pending cases, 47 mil-
lion in district courts, 6.3 million in high 
courts and nearly 90,000 in the Supreme 

Court, with just 25,000 judges to handle 
them. This translates to barely 21 judges per 
million people, far below the Law Commis-
sion’s recommended 50 and well short of the 
US (107) and UK (51). Vacancies hover 
around 30% in many high courts and case 
disposal rates remain sluggish, averaging 
1,350 cases per judge annually, versus over 
2,000 in OECD jurisdictions. Each adjourn-
ment adds several months to case duration: 
over 18 million cases are more than three 
years old and 5 million exceed a decade. 
Judicial inefficiency has thus become both 
a governance and economic problem, con-
servatively estimated by Niti Aayog to shave 
1.5% off GDP annually through delayed con-
tract enforcement, locked capital and inves-
tor uncertainty.

Behind this inefficiency lies an even 
deeper structural distortion: the state itself. 
The Union government, public sector 

Litigation overload: It’s time for the state to rest its case
ADITYA SINHA

writes on macroeconomic and 

geopolitical issues.

immediate dispute; (b) legal novelty, or 
whether it raises a new or unsettled question 
of law; and (c) its probability of success, or 
whether an appeal has reasonable merit.

All clearances, refusals and reasons for 
decisions should be published quarterly to 
promote transparency and accountability, 

making higher litigation a 
privilege of merit rather 
than routine practice. 

Second, litigation must be 
treated as an information 
system. A new national legal 
information grid should 
integrate existing platforms 
such as LIMBS, the National 
Judicial Datagrid, e-courts, 
digital platforms, etc, to 
enable real-time tracking of 
every case involving a gov-
ernment entity.  Reasons for 
appeal, stages of proceed-
ings, adjournments, costs 

incurred and success rates should be visible. 
AI-based analytics could identify depart-
ments that repeatedly lose on the same issue, 
generate predictive ‘win-loss’ probabilities 
and flag cases ripe for settlement. 

Third, to reduce unnecessary appeals 
driven by audit or vigilance fear, we need a 

virtually automatic filing. Despite calls for a 
binding national litigation policy, successive 
governments have balked. Instead, we now 
have a ‘Directive for Efficient and Effective 
Management of Litigation’ (April 2025), 
which introduces nodal officers, legal cells 
and MIS dashboards, but lacks statutory 
teeth, performance-linked 
disincentives or real-time 
data integrity. LIMBS itself 
remains under-updated 
and fails to track reasons 
for appeal.

Here is a five-point 
agenda for inclusion in a 
national litigation policy. 
First, India must move 
away from its open-ended 
appeal culture and adopt a 
‘leave-to-litigate’ system 
that acts as a regulatory fil-
ter. Departments should 
not be permitted to file 
more than one automatic appeal. Any sec-
ond or higher appeal must obtain prior 
clearance from an empowered group of sec-
retaries (EGoS) chaired by the attorney gen-
eral that should apply a three-factor test of 
(a) public interest, or whether the case 
impacts governance or citizens beyond the 

Here are some 

measures that 

could stop the 

government 

from being a 

compulsive 

litigator 
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protecting domestic manufacturers through care-
ful sectoral targeting.

Beyond tariffs, India’s reforms must tackle the 
practical barriers that inflate costs and create 
uncertainty for traders. India has made impressive 
strides in reducing cargo release times and 
improving logistics. Yet, there is significant room 
for improvement. Five specific interventions could 
transform the trading environment:

The first challenge traders face is knowing what 
regulations apply. Goods routinely arrive at ports 
only to be detained because importers lack clear 
information about compliance requirements, par-
ticularly those arising from domestic regulations 
including quality control orders (QCOs). This 
defeats the purpose of processing shipments 
before arrival, a cornerstone of modern trade facil-
itation. The solution already exists in the Customs 
Act’s Section 11(3); introduced in 2018, it authorizes 
the creation of a single repository for all regulatory 
requirements regardless of which ministry issues 
them. This provision must be implemented.

Even with simplified tariffs and centralized 
information, traders will encounter ambiguities, 
particularly around rules-of-origin under India’s 
growing list of free trade agreements. Expanding 
the scope of Customs Advance Rulings under Sec-
tion 28-H(2) of the Customs Act would allow busi-

Regulatory reforms
make a di�erence

Source: National Time Release Study 2025, 
Time Release Study 2018 and 2020

India has reduced how long it takes for import 
cargo to be released but cargo release times still 
remain below globally competitive levels.

Average import cargo release time (in hours)
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T
ragedy has followed every act of imperial-
ism by the U.S., but under President Do-
nald Trump, the consequences have also

taken on a farcical character, typical of the
Theatre of the Absurd. In 2003, the invasion of
Iraq, on false premises to depose a dictator and
“export” democracy, instead rendered the nation
asunder, birthed out�ts such as ISIS, and destabil-
ised West Asia. The same playbook was used later
in north Africa. In 2026, the world is witness to
another tragedy that is also a farce: a repeat of the
imperial script in Venezuela, orchestrated by a
Trump administration that has traded coercive di-
plomacy for bombing campaigns and naval block-
ades. The apprehension and forced exile of Vene-
zuelan President Nicolás Maduro is a �agrant
violation of international law and also �outs Arti-
cle 2 of the UN Charter. By conducting “interdic-
tions” of oil tankers and illegally killing civilians on
boats in Caribbean waters under the unproven
guise of anti-narcotics operations, the U.S. has by-
passed the UN Security Council to position itself as
judge and executioner. This intervention is driven
by a familiar calculus. The first is the resurrection
of the Monroe Doctrine to re-establish U.S. hege-
mony in the Americas, an order that regimes such
as Venezuela’s sought to upend through alterna-
tive alliances with Cuba. The second is the desire
to sever Latin America’s ties with China, as the Ma-
duro regime looked eastward for investment and
oil trade. The third is the cynical drive to control
Venezuela’s very large crude reserves. These re-
sources represent a “prize” for U.S. business. 

In any case, the U.S.’s claims of victory could be
pyrrhic. While Maduro’s governance was authori-
tarian, the United Socialist Party of Venezuela re-
tains a strong support base. The Bolivarian move-
ment rose to tackle the rampant inequality
fostered by previous U.S.-backed elite regimes. By
forcibly installing a new order, the U.S. is not “lib-
erating” the people but validating their fears of co-
lonial looting. The hypocrisy is stark. While the
Trump administration justi�es Maduro’s removal
by labelling him a cartel leader without public evi-
dence, it ordered the release of the narcotics-traf-
�cking convicted former leader of Honduras, Juan
Orlando Hernández, and helped facilitate the rise
of the pro-Washington Nasry Asfura. The hope that
a globalised, interdependent world would yield a
stable liberal order following the Cold War has
been repeatedly belied by the actions of the U.S.
and Russia. Yet, by withdrawing from climate ac-
cords and escalating tari� wars, the U.S. has sig-
nalled a contempt for international norms that
surpasses other egregious acts. Venezuela’s inva-
sion is the natural, violent conclusion of this isola-
tionist-imperialist hybrid of Trumpism. If the inter-
national community remains silent, it rati�es a
world order where sovereignty exists at Washing-
ton’s pleasure. 

Tragedy and farce
Trump’s Venezuela strikes constitute

the latest act of U.S. imperialism

T
he day after the strike by a lakh or so gig
workers across India on December 31, the
CEO of one platform commended police

intervention to help the platform meet demand.
This backdrop was unmissable shortly after the
Labour Ministry had published draft Rules to op-
erationalise the refreshed labour codes for public
consultation. According to the Rules, these work-
ers will be inducted into the new framework only
on social security, not on wages or working con-
ditions, rendering their strike more urgent.
While the Code on Wages will apply across sec-
tors and job categories, it excludes gig work from
an ‘employment’ relationship for wage purposes.
Instead, it is being treated as distinct and the plat-
form is only obligated to make a gross contribu-
tion to a social security fund. The workers’ de-
mands, including over algorithmic rate cuts and
opaque incentive structures, thus remain unad-
dressed. Similarly, the OSH&WC (Central) Rules
are built around employer compliance via the
Shram Suvidha Portal, but this is a conventional
model that does not address concerns of app-me-
diated work. Only the social security changes are
concrete. The draft Rules here require gig work-
ers to register on a portal and every aggregator to
upload details of engaged workers and update
them every quarter. The Centre may also notify
additional eligibility conditions; in any case, a
worker must have engaged for at least 90 days
with an aggregator or 120 cumulative days across
aggregators in the �nancial year.

However, one calendar day can count as mul-
tiple days if a worker earns via multiple aggrega-
tors that day: if this helps workers qualify faster, it
does not constrain platforms on how they organ-
ise work. The windows could also penalise work-
ers for care-giving work or those responding to a
demand slump beyond their control. To these
ends, the draft Rules need to be redesigned so
that the social security they promise is accessible
and secure in practice. For instance, the 90- and
120-day thresholds must include explicit protec-
tions for illness, maternity and demand collaps-
es, and should not lapse because a worker had a
bad quarter. The Rules should also specify what
bene�ts exist, how disputes will be resolved, the
minimum bene�ts the Social Security Fund will
support, and a time-bound claims and appeals
process not dependent on platforms’ goodwill.
Finally, aggregators should give every worker a
periodic statement of jobs, hours logged, earn-
ings and deductions, and workers must be able to
contest irregular data. Without these changes,
the new regime will leave the insecurity that pro-
duced the strikes structurally intact.

High and dry
Social security for gig workers must be
made accessible and secure in practice 

A
s 2026 begins, China presents a
paradox: a nation wrestling with
economic challenges yet projecting
strategic con�dence; a leadership

tightening political control domestically while
expanding its diplomatic and institutional reach
abroad; and a system that is both anxious and
assertive. For India, this Chinese posture and the
shift in the stance of the United States toward
Beijing and New Delhi have narrowed strategic
space and complicated the management of a
fraught relationship. India’s diminishing
prominence in the foreign policy calculus of
Washington and Beijing alike adds to the
complexity.

The shift in China’s overall mood has been
striking. Until late 2024, Track 2 dialogues
revealed palpable anxiety among Chinese
interlocutors about U.S. containment and
economic slowdown. By mid-2025, a sense of
regained momentum — sometimes bordering on
hubris — permeated Beijing’s strategic
community. Many believed China had gained
ground in a recalibrated great power competition
with the U.S., managed escalation dominance
more e�ectively, and secured tactical advantages
in trade and tari� disputes. This con�dence was
bolstered by China’s expanding in�uence in the
Global South, its deepening alignment with
Russia, and its ability to stabilise key relationships
— with the notable exception of Japan — without
altering core positions.

Yet, beneath this con�dence lies a leadership
aware of structural challenges at home and a
di�cult international environment. The Fourth
Plenum in October 2025 and the Central
Economic Work Conference in December saw
President Xi Jinping doubling down on national
security, technological self-reliance, and the “real
economy” as organising principles, while
persisting with exports as a key growth driver
even as he spoke of boosting domestic
consumption.

Economic strains and the turn inward
China’s 2025 economic growth was weaker than
o�cial �gures (about 5%) suggest. Domestic
demand remained weak, and the overbuilt
property sector continued to weigh on
con�dence. De�ationary pressures (producer
prices in negative territory for 38 consecutive
months), sluggish productivity and tepid
corporate pro�ts persisted. Local governments
face �scal stress, limiting stimulus options.

Instead of boosting consumption, Beijing
reinforced a state-led model, prioritising
advanced manufacturing, semiconductors,
Arti�cial Intelligence (AI), green energy, and
dual-use technologies. Massive industrial policy
support aims for “whole-chain breakthroughs”
and the 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-30) underscores
technological self-reliance and supply chain
insulation.

This inward turn occurs even as China’s export
dependence grows to compensate for weak
domestic demand. China’s trade surplus crossed
$1 trillion in the �rst 11 months of 2025. It is
increasingly dominating global value chains in
manufacturing across high-tech industries such
as electric vehicles, batteries, solar panels and
industrial machinery. This “China Shock 2.0” is
generating serious disruptions for developed and
developing economies alike. As IMF Managing

Director Kristalina Georgieva warned in
December, China is now too large to export its
way out of a slowdown without aggravating global
trade tensions. For India, China’s advantages in
scale, technology and system-wide e�ciency and
upstream control of critical inputs (rare earths to
battery precursors) have not only expanded the
trade de�cit, expected to exceed $110 billion in
2025, but also intensi�ed vulnerabilities in sectors
ranging from pharmaceuticals to electronics,
green energy and rare earth magnets.

Domestically, 2025 was marked by further
political consolidation. The leadership tightened
information control, reinforced ideological
discipline, and expanded the remit of national
security. Yet, dysfunctionalities of the party-state
were also evident in large-scale sacking of
generals.

The PLA continued to expand its conventional
and nuclear capabilities. Emerging nuclear
doctrinal shifts, such as movement toward an
“early warning counter-strike” posture, suggest a
more assertive and risk-tolerant military.

The Great Power dynamics
The most consequential external development
was the recalibration of U.S.-China relations
under President Donald Trump’s second term.
Under the U.S. National Security Strategy 2025,
China is no longer framed as a systemic rival but
primarily as an economic competitor. The
Indo-Paci�c is no longer the strategic centre of
gravity; the Western Hemisphere has taken
precedence, re�ecting a more inward-looking
“America First” approach. However, America’s
military intervention regime change in
Venezuela, which seriously a�ected Chinese
interests and investments and elicited sharp
reactions from Beijing, have shown that the
U.S.-China strategic rivalry is intact.

The Trump-Xi meeting in Busan in October
produced de-escalation, including modest tari�
adjustments and a selective easing of export
controls. These were transactional bargains, not
steps toward a G2. Yet the perception of a “G2
overlay” — a shadow of tacit coordination — has
serious consequences, as even limited China-U.S.
accommodation can constrain the choices of
other states.

For India, the implications are sobering. The
long positive trajectory of the India-U.S.
partnership has been disturbed by friction over
trade, Russia, and Pakistan. The U.S. remains
committed to preventing Chinese hegemony in
Asia but is less inclined to prioritise relations with
India as a strategic counter to China. Meanwhile,
China believes it has gained relative advantage
vis-à-vis the U.S., while Chinese interlocutors
increasingly argue that India’s interest in
stabilising relations with China stems from
turbulence in India-U.S. ties. These twin
perceptions make China less inclined to
accommodate India’s concerns.

With Europe, instead of leveraging
trans-Atlantic tensions to drive a wedge between
Brussels and Washington, China adopted a tough
posture — digging in on EV subsidies, refusing to
curb industrial overcapacity, pushing back hard
against EU trade-defence actions, and
consolidating its strategic linkages with Russia.
Europe, despite growing alarm over China’s
“strategic enabling” of Russia’s war in Ukraine
and fears of industrial hollowing out, found itself

constrained due to economic headwinds,
dependencies on China, and strategic
distractions.

China’s attempts to stabilise major-power ties
were undercut by its harsh response to the
Japanese Prime Minister’s comment on Taiwan.
Beijing signalled that its outreach has clear limits
and that it remains unwilling to accommodate
divergence on issues it deems sensitive.

Mr. Xi is attaching strategic priority to the
Global South, positioning China as its leader and
as a stabilising partner amid western
retrenchment, and stepping up BRI projects,
diplomatic initiatives and in�uence operations.
But this expanding presence has also stirred
unease over opaque �nancing, debt
vulnerabilities, environmental concerns, and
political leverage Beijing can derive from
economic dependence. Even as China deepened
its in�uence in Southeast Asia, the Gulf, Africa,
and Latin America and pushed a China-centric
institutional architecture through the AIIB, NDB,
and expanded BRICS and SCO, many countries
remain cautious about loss of policy autonomy.

China continued to treat South Asia as its
strategic periphery and pursue a “two-ocean
strategy” that normalises PLA Navy operations in
the Indian Ocean.

On India–China relations
India-China relations in 2025 witnessed cautious
stabilisation but no substantive progress on
structural issues. The summit-level meeting in
Tianjin and other high-level exchanges helped
rebuild a damaged relationship. Yet, the situation
along the borders remains stable but not normal.
Disengagement has not been accompanied by
de-escalation or de-induction. “Bu�er zones”
continue to restrict India’s patrolling rights and
grazing access. If these temporary arrangements
become permanent, China will have achieved
incremental gains consistent with its grey-zone
playbook.

China’s tactical outreach has not addressed
India’s core concerns. Negative signals included
China-Pakistan battle�eld collusion (Operation
Sindoor), work on a massive hydropower project
in Tibet near the border, denial of rare earth
magnets, delays in clearing key components, and
repeated e�orts to �ag territorial claims in
Arunachal Pradesh. India has prudently opted for
step-by-step improvement in ties.

China is likely to persist with its current
strategy: managed competition with the U.S.,
stabilisation of major relationships along with
hardball diplomacy, intensi�ed outreach to the
Global South, incremental assertiveness in
maritime and border theatres, and prickliness on
its “core interests”. The PLA will persist with
grey-zone tactics while avoiding major kinetic
actions.

New Delhi must pursue calibrated engagement
to reduce immediate risks while strengthening
asymmetric deterrence and accelerating
domestic technological and industrial
capabilities. External balancing remains relevant,
but its dependability must be conservatively
assessed in an era of U.S.-China tactical
accommodation. India must prepare for a long
haul — clear-eyed, resilient, and strategically
patient.

The views expressed are personal

Hubris and caution — China’s posture as 2026 begins
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The Chinese
leadership is
aware of
structural
challenges at
home and in a
di�cult
international
environment;
India must be
alert and
strategically
patient

M
aoism in India has been signi�cantly
curbed. The dip in Maoist-related
violence, especially over the last two

years, has restricted the insurgency to few
pockets in the Bastar division of Chhattisgarh.
Government data show that violent incidents
have reduced by almost 90% from 2010 to 2025.
The number of Left Wing Extremism
(LWE)-a�ected districts fell from 126 to 90 in April
2018, 70 in July 2021, 38 in April 2024, 18 in April
2025 and only 11 in October 2025. Only three
districts — Bijapur, Narayanpur and Sukma, in
south Bastar — are categorised as most a�ected.

Maoists entered the Dandakaranya region
(DKR) in the early 1980s due to mounting
pressure in Andhra Pradesh. Thickly wooded and
tough terrain, and abutting parts of several States
such as Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh,
Maharashtra, Odisha and Telangana made DKR
the most appropriate ‘rear area’ for the Maoists,
with the Bastar division as the hub.

A gradual change
The DKR of the early 1980s was characterised by
several peculiarities that favoured the Maoists. Its
geographical remoteness, rugged terrain,
marginalised tribal inhabitants and the o�cial
policy of maintaining tribal belts as exclusive
areas were the major factors that characterised
the administrative neglect of the region. The
governance de�cit was the most crucial factor
that enabled the Maoists to expand and establish
their parallel government.

In addition, the state’s focus on the extraction
economy and the tribal struggle for
‘jal-jungle-zameen’, provided the overall context
to the con�ict. The setback to Maoism has been a
function of the inroads made by civil
administration into remote areas under Maoist

control. The game-changing initiative of the
government has been the establishment of
security camps in the remote areas, regions of
erstwhile Maoist domination. Initial attempts to
establish camps did face local resistance.
However, local resistance subsided following the
bene�ts that accrued to the local population. The
advantages of the new camps have been
multifaceted.

Path to progress
First, the camps enhanced the security footprint
in remote areas. A boost in police to population
ratio deterred the Maoists from operating with
impunity.

Second, the reaction time for the security
forces in response to emergencies was
considerably reduced, putting the Maoists on the
defensive. The security forces now operate with
more con�dence and higher motivation levels.

Third, the local population witnessed the
security forces gaining an upper hand, which was
also a psychological setback to the Maoists. The
local population is more assured now that the
wherewithal for their welfare and development is
with the government and not with the Maoists.

Fourth, the cascading e�ect of the advantages
gained by security forces improved the human
intelligence (HUMINT) scenario for the forces in a
zero sum manner.

Fifth, the camps have also seen the
construction of roads, and erection of mobile
towers, thereby transforming the local lifestyle.

Sixth, the civil administration has piggy-backed
on the support provided by the security camps.
The local population that till now had only seen a
policeman or a forest guard as representative of
the government is now seeing the collector,
tehsildar and patwari reaching out to them. As

progress is further consolidated along the axes
provided by security camps, the future is both
encouraging and promising. As a corollary, the
appeal of Maoists has waned. The scope of
capability development in terms of recruitment,
weapons and ammunition acquisition and
funding for the Maoists has diminished. Large
numbers of cadres along with their leaders have
either surrendered or have been neutralised by
the security forces. It indeed is a matter of time
when the physical presence of Maoism will cease
to exist.

Implement constitutional guarantees
However, the challenge in the mid- and long term
can only be overcome if the structural issues are
addressed. Now that the local population is
expected to come out of seclusion, rights-based
issues will come to the fore. Several Maoists
leaders who have surrendered in recent days,
declaring their intent of carrying on with the
struggle for the tribal cause in a democratic
manner. The task at hand for the government
hereafter becomes di�cult, warranting
transparent and mature handling.

Implementation of constitutional guarantees
enshrined in Acts such as the Panchayats
Extension to Scheduled Areas Act and Forest
Rights Act should form the basis of the approach
ahead. Civil administration, in most of the areas
that had minimal governance, has to start from
scratch.

A task force with a prospective plan for the
region, till 2047, as part of the Viksit Bharat
vision, will not be too ambitious to ask for. The
security forces have toiled, made sacri�ces and
managed the con�ict well, giving a platform to
the government to carry forward the mission for
sustainable peace.

Security camps, the game changer in the Maoist �ght

Shashank Ranjan 
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Imperialism as liberation

The U.S.’s detention of
Venezuelan President
Nicolás Maduro signals a
volatile shift in global
geopolitics, blurring the

trigger-happy cowboy.

Dr. George Jacob E.,
Kochi

for and a violation of
international borders and
sovereignty of nations
cannot be condoned. Mr.
Trump has lived up to his
growing image of a global

primary motive. 
Dr. Vijaykumar H.K.,
Raichur, Karnataka

Whatever the provocation
might be, blatant disrespect

President Trump’s focus on
oil companies fixing
infrastructure suggests that
economic extraction, more
than democratic
restoration, is America’s

lines between judicial
accountability and regime
change. “Running” a
sovereign nation — the
U.S.’s line — evokes dark
echoes of colonialism. U.S.
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United Nations, Jan. 4: A team of specialists in
space technology and high-level mass media
o�cials from 14 developing countries will visit
India this month for an in-depth study of the
Satellite Instructional Television Experiment
(SITE) launched by India to accelerate national
development through community television
programmes.

The Indian experiment, started in August last,
has created widespread interest among the
developing countries facing similar
communications problems in carrying
knowledge and information on agriculture,
animal husbandry, family planning and other
developmental concerns to the rural millions.

The countries that will be represented in the
visiting team are: Bolivia, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq,
Kenya; Kuwait, Malaysia, Pakistan, the
Philippines, Sudan, Thailand, Tunisia and
Turkey.

In line with its policy of sharing the bene�ts of
its technological advance and systems planning,
India recently o�ered to the United Nations to
host representatives from interested developing
countries to a “Winter School” to explain how
India planned and implemented the SITE as a
means of breaking the barrier hindering the
advancement of the rural masses.

The U.N. accepted the o�er and decided to
include the Indian “Winter School” programme
in the U.N. programme on Space Applications
for 1976. The UNESCO is also being associated
with the programme.

The team will be accompanied by the U.N.
expert on space applications, Mr. H.G.S. Murthy.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 5, 1976

Foreign specialists to study
SITE

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Calcutta, Jan. 4: Messrs. J.H. Bates and W.B.
Balfour, on behalf of Messrs. Burn and
Company, gave evidence before the Tari� Board
to-day. They stated that the need for protective
duties on imported vessels and their component
parts was at present greater than in the year
1923. That was because of the imposition of a
protective duty on steel and galvanised sheet,
the rise in the exchange a�ecting home
fabrication costs and the fall in the price of steel. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 5, 1926

Protection for the
ship-building trade

I
n the poem, The Woman’s
Labour (1739), Mary Collier
writes: “When Harvest
comes, into the Field we go,

And help to reap the Wheat as
well as you. Or else we go to the
Ears of Corn to glean; No Labour
scorning, be it e’er so mean; But in
the Work we freely bear a Part,
And what we can, perform with all
our Heart.” It is a powerful way of
pointing to how women’s labour
often goes unseen. A 2023 United
Nations report showed that
globally, women spend 2.8 more
hours than men on unpaid care
and domestic work. The struggle
to count women’s labour
continues.

While domestic labour has
increasingly entered the public
discourse, the emotional and
mental labour in sustaining
relationships, managing
household dynamics, and
supporting the well-being of
others continues to go largely
unacknowledged. This uncounted
labour which plays a critical role
in the smooth functioning of
families and societies, is rarely
measured or rewarded.

Shirin Rai, a professor,argues
that “...many who cope with this
work in contexts of poverty and of
violence, are constantly told that
their everyday labour — both paid
and unpaid to maintain the
rhythms of life-ecology do not
count in/as production. ... as a
global society, we fail to recognise
this labour in our everyday lives,
and we continue to deny its
appropriate inclusion in
discourses about work, in our
national budgets, and in policy
frameworks”.

This raises a critical question:
what structural and ideological
forces render this labour unseen
and undervalued? Feminist
scholars such as Isabella Bakker,
Nancy Fraser and Shirin Rai have
argued that economic and policy
priorities have long marginalised
care work by framing it as
secondary to “productive” labour
traditionally performed by men.

The privileging of male
breadwinner employment, the

relentless focus on GDP growth,
and the emphasis on physical
infrastructure investment over
social infrastructure have all
contributed to the systemic
devaluation of care-related work.
These priorities often result in the
diversion of public resources away
from services that support
caregiving, such as childcare,
elder care, and mental health
services domains that are
disproportionately occupied by
women.

Antonella Picchio, a professor
at Cambridge, argued that “the
biological aspects of human
reproduction were used to hide
the historical and social aspects of
the gender division of labour. The
separation between the process of
production and that of social
reproduction of labour between
men and women took new forms
and shaped new power
relationships within the traditional
context of women’s
subordination”. Thus, in our view,
the act of non-inclusion of
women’s direct and indirect
labour is a continuation of the
subjugating practice of
considering women’s labour as
non-productive. A closer look at
global legislation and statutes
reveals that the e�orts to
recognise women’s labour
institutionally are very scattered.

Few countries have introduced
laws, constitutional provisions or
policies recognising unpaid care
work/domestic/emotional labour.
Article 338 of the Bolivian
Constitution recognises that work
at home is an economic activity
that creates added value and
produces social welfare and
wealth. Housewives are entitled to
social security in accordance with
the law. Trinidad and Tobago has
the Counting Unremunerated
Work Act, 1996 requires the
statistical authorities to measure
unremunerated work (housework,
caring for
children/elderly/disabled), break it
down by gender, and assign a
monetary value. Similarly,
Argentina enacted a law
recognising employment contracts

for domestic workers where
women can get pension credits
(equivalent to social security
contributions) for unpaid care
work they have done raising
children. But no law and policy
recognises the mental and
emotional labour put in by women
to run the economy and the
family.

In India, there is still no legal
framework that recognises or
compensates this form of unpaid
work, despite it being the
backbone of families and, by
extension, the economy. However,
courts have begun to challenge
this silence. In Kannaian Naidu
and Others vs Kamsala Ammal and
Others (2023), the Madras High
Court ruled that a wife who
performed household duties and
cared for the family contributed,
albeit indirectly, to the acquisition
of family assets. Therefore, she
was entitled to an equal share in
the property. These e�orts to
recognise women’s labour must be
accompanied by a structural
recon�guration of gendered social
relations, wherein men actively
participate in and co-shoulder
care responsibilities. Without such
a transformation, the burden of
unpaid care work will remain
disproportionately feminised. It
will either continue to constrain
the full participation of women in
the formal economy or force
women from marginalised
socio-economic locations to
sustain the reproductive labour of
households where other women
from dominant groups engage in
formal employment.

Any revaluation of labour must
also encompass the often invisible
factor of emotional labour, which
plays a critical role in sustaining
households, communities and
broader economic systems, yet
remains systematically
unacknowledged in policy and
practice.

The writers acknowledge the help
of Professors Rachel Rose, Eve
Dickson, Shirin Rai, and Chris
New�eld, and also Prof. Vanza
Hamzic and Rashmi Satyal for
inputs

The struggle to count women’s labour
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requires a major
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STATE OF PLAY

O
ver the past weeks,
Kerala has had a roll-
er-coaster ride with

respect to the Special Inten-
sive Revision (SIR) of electoral
rolls. The element of amuse-
ment has been missing from
it. Of the 2.78 crore voters who
were issued forms during the
house-to-house enumeration
phase, 24.08 lakh found them-
selves excluded when the
draft roll was published on De-
cember 23 under the Election
Commission of India (ECI)’s
extended time-table. A further
19.32 lakh electors on the draft
roll are in limbo — ‘no map-
ping’ cases in ECI parlance —
as they could not be linked to
the 2002 SIR roll, which
serves as the base list.

Kerala is now in the phase
where claims and objections
by electors are being �led on
the draft and notices for per-
sonal hearings are being is-
sued to them. The o�ce of the
Chief Electoral O�cer (Kerala)
has said that election o�cials
have generated 17.71 lakh not-
ices and served 18,915 notices
in the case of the ‘No map-
ping’ electors. Election o�-
cials maintain that excluded
voters, if eligible, can still add
their names by enrolling
afresh using Form 6, or, in the
case of overseas electors,
Form 6A.

The CPI(M)-led Left Demo-
cratic Front (LDF) government
and the State’s political parties
have repeatedly blamed the
SIR for an injustice where vo-
ters are made to feel that their
citizenship is in doubt. Citi-
zens who have been active vo-
ters for decades stand deleted
from the rolls just because
they have been marked in the
Absent/Shifted/Dead (ASD)

list as ‘Untraceable’ or ‘EF Re-
fused’ (the ECI description for
electors who decline to accept
enumeration forms or return
them). Political parties and in-
dividual electors have high-
lighted instances where such
categorisations have been er-
roneous. The ASD list, in the
case of some polling stations
at least, has been outright un-
believable with over 500 vo-
ters listed as ‘Untraceable,’
‘Permanently Shifted’ or ‘EF
Refused.’ These issues have
grabbed the headlines with
several citizens, high-pro�le
individuals included, �nding
themselves in the ASD list or
in the grey, fuzzy zone of ‘No
Mapping’ electors.

Barring di�erences in the
data, what is playing out in
Kerala is likely to �nd an echo
in other States where the SIR
is on. But the huge expatriate
population in Kerala makes
some elements of Kerala’s SIR
singular in nature. Political
parties allege that little has
been done so far to ensure the
inclusion of overseas electors.
They have also asked the ECI
to allow authorised represen-
tatives to appear on the behalf
of such electors if they are
summoned for hearings by
the Electoral Registration Of-
�cers (ERO).

The fact that the SIR coin-
cided with the 2025 local body
elections — an overlap that led
to much of the protest against
the SIR — has also led to inevit-
able comparisons. The voter
roll maintained by the State

Election Commission, which
is responsible for the local bo-
dy elections, listed 2.86 crore
electors at the time of polling
in December. The roll main-
tained in Kerala by the ECI,
which handles the Assembly
and Parliament elections, saw
a dip from 2.78 crore voters to
2.54 crore voters after the pu-
blication of the draft SIR roll. 

To be fair, the Kerala CEO
has strived to make the SIR pa-
latable and participatory by
holding weekly meetings with
the political parties and allow-
ing a media presence. The
CEO, Rathan U. Kelkar, has al-
so said that all eligible electors
will be included in the �nal
list, to be published on Febru-
ary 21, and that there will be
no harassment in the name of
hearings. But what has been
apparent and constant from
the beginning is the trust de�-
cit. 

Political parties, primarily
those aligned with the LDF
and the Congress-led Opposi-
tion United Democratic Front
(UDF), view the ECI and the
SIR as convenient tools em-
ployed by the BJP and the RSS
to further their larger political
and ideological agenda. The
hardship Kerala has had to un-
dergo to secure extensions in
its SIR schedule — the Su-
preme Court had to be peti-
tioned at one point — has only
served to strengthen such no-
tions. 

At this juncture, it is perti-
nent to remember that in the
past, cumbersome nationwide
exercises such as voter enrol-
ment, the conduct of elections
and the decennial Census
have enjoyed the public per-
ception of impartiality and bu-
reaucratic e�ciency. To say
that public trust in the SIR
hinges on guaranteeing the in-
clusion of all eligible voters in
the roll in a trouble-free, citi-
zen-friendly atmosphere
would not be overstating it.

Kerala’s battles with the SIR
What has been palpable from the beginning is the trust de�cit

Tiki Rajwi
tiki.rajwi@thehindu.co.in

E
merging Asian economies
that comprise India, China,
and the ASEAN-11, face an

escalating threat from natural dis-
asters that are growing in both fre-
quency and intensity (Chart 1).
Over the past decade, the region
has had an average of 100 disasters
annually, impacting approximate-
ly 80 million people. The nature of
these threats varies by geography:
while �oods and storms are the
primary drivers of risk in India,
tropical cyclones frequently batter
the Philippines and Vietnam.
Meanwhile, China and Indonesia
contend with signi�cantly higher
seismic risks (Chart 2). The hu-
man and economic toll of this vul-
nerability has been punctuated by
several landmark catastrophes.

As the scale of economic loss es-
calates (Chart 3), disaster risk �-
nance has moved to the forefront
of regional policy. To design an ef-
fective response, governments
must �rst establish a data-driven
foundation. From 1990 to 2024, In-
dia sustained average annual disas-
ter-related losses equivalent to
0.4% of GDP (Chart 4). The com-
position of these losses is geo-
graphically distinct. India’s vulner-
ability is primarily hydrological
(non-storm-related �oods and
landslides), whereas Myanmar’s
losses are predominantly meteoro-
logical (extreme temperatures and
cyclonic storms). 

The regional risk framework al-
so includes climatological factors
(drought and wild�re), and geo-
physical hazards (seismic activity
and volcanic eruptions) too.
Among the Asian economies ana-
lysed, India ranks second only to
the Philippines in the World Risk
Index (Chart 5). The index calcu-
lates risk as the geometric mean of
exposure (population burden) and
vulnerability (a combination of
structural susceptibility, coping
capacity, and long-term
adaptation).

India loses 0.4% of its GDP every year to natural disasters
As the scale of economic loss escalates, disaster risk �nance has moved to the forefront of policy

The Hindu Data Team
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Share of psychiatric
patients who did not
receive timely care

80
in per cent. The Indian

Psychiatric Society has

expressed deep concern over

the high mental health treatment gap in

India, noting that nearly 80-85% of

individuals do not receive timely or

appropriate care. This stark reality was

highlighted during the curtain raiser event

of the 77th Annual National Conference of

the Indian Psychiatric Society. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Percentage increase in
unsold homes in 2025
across top seven cities

4
in per cent. Unsold housing units

rose to nearly 5.77 lakh units last

year across seven major cities as

supply of new homes exceeded demand,

according to Anarock. Housing sales in

these cities fell 14% annually last year. As

per the data, the unsold housing stock fell

in Mumbai Metropolitan Region and

Hyderabad, but rose in Delhi-NCR, Pune,

Chennai, Bengaluru and Kolkata. PTI

Share of MoUs signed
in Tamil Nadu since
2021 under execution

80
in per cent. Tamil Nadu has

attracted investments to the

tune of ₹12.16 lakh crore

since 2021 and about 80% of the MoUs

signed by the government are under

various stages of execution, State

Industries Minister T. R. B. Rajaa said. He

stressed nearly 80% of the MoUs signed as

on date were under various stages of

execution. PTI

Number of cities in
Iran a�ected by
sporadic protests

40
Sporadic protests broke out

in the Iranian capital on

Saturday evening, according

to local media, which also reported

intensifying clashes in the west of the

country. The demonstrations first kicked

off last Sunday when shopkeepers staged a

strike over economic concerns, but have

since spread in size and scope, with

protesters making political demands. AFP

Yemeni separatists
killed in �ghting,
strikes since Friday

80
At least 80 troops from

Yemen’s secessionist

Southern Transitional

Council (STC) have been killed in fighting

with Saudi-backed forces and strikes since

Friday, a military official said on Sunday. At

least 152 members of the UAE-backed STC

forces were wounded and 130 were taken

captive, the official added. AFP 
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V
enezuela’s president, Nicolás
Maduro, has been
apprehended and �own to the
U.S., where the U.S.

attorney-general has announced he will
face charges of drug tra�cking and
narco-terrorism. The U.S. military’s
operation to snatch Mr. Maduro was
carried out in the early hours of January 3
and follows months of steadily mounting
pressure on the Venezuelan government.

Now it appears that the U.S. operation
to remove a leader it has designated as a
“narco-terrorist” has come to fruition. But
whether the capture and removal of Mr.
Maduro will lead to regime change in the
oil-rich Latin American country remains
unclear at present.

The U.S. campaign against Venezuela is
the product of two distinct policy
impulses within the Donald Trump
administration. The �rst is the long-held
desire of many Republican hawks,
including U.S. Secretary of state Marco
Rubio, to force regime change in Caracas.
They detest Venezuela’s socialist
government and see overturning it as an
opportunity to appeal to conservative
Hispanic voters in the U.S.

The second impulse is more complex.
Mr. Trump campaigned for election in
2024 on the idea that his administration
would not become involved in foreign
con�icts. But his administration claims
that Venezuela’s government and military
are involved in drug tra�cking, which, in
Washington’s thinking, makes them
terrorist organisations that are harming
the American people. As head of the
country’s government, Mr. Maduro,
according to the Trump administration’s
logic, is responsible for that.

During Mr. Trump’s �rst
administration, his Department of Justice
indicted Mr. Maduro on charges of
“narco-terrorism”. Now U.S. Attorney
General Pam Bondi says there might be a
new indictment which also covers Mr.
Maduro’s wife, who was taken into
detention with him. The fact that U.S. law
enforcement was involved in their
capture reinforces the idea that they will
now face those charges in a New York
court, despite an early claim by
opposition sources in Venezuela that Mr.
Maduro’s departure may have been
negotiated with the U.S. government.

What comes next?
The big question is what comes next in
Venezuela, and whether either the
Republican hawks or the “America �rst”
crowd will get the outcome that they
want: ongoing U.S. military presence to
“�nish the job” or simply a show of U.S.
strength to punish its adversary which
doesn’t involve a lengthy American
involvement.

The U.S. has discovered time and again
in recent decades that it is extremely
di�cult to dictate the political futures of
foreign countries with military force. The
White House might want to see the
emergence of a non-socialist government
in Caracas, as well as one which cracks
down on the drug trade. 

But simply removing Mr. Maduro and
dropping some bombs is unlikely to
achieve that goal after nearly three
decades of building up the regime under
Mr. Maduro and his predecessor Hugo
Chavez.

The Trump administration could have
learned this lesson from Libya, whose
dictatorial government the U.S. and its

allies overthrew in 2011. The country
collapsed into chaos soon after, in�icting
widespread su�ering on its own citizens
and creating problems for its neighbours.

In the case of Venezuela, it is unlikely
that the American military’s strikes alone
will be enough to fatally undermine its
government. Mr. Maduro may be gone,
but the vast majority of the country’s
governmental and military apparatus
remains intact. Power will likely pass to a
new �gure in the regime. The White
House may dream that popular protests
will break out against the government
following Mr. Maduro’s ousting. But
history shows that people usually react to
being bombed by a foreign power by
rallying around the �ag, not turning
against their leaders.

Nor would Venezuela’s descent into
chaos be likely to help the Trump
administration achieve its goals. Con�ict
in Venezuela could generate new refugee
�ows which would eventually reach
America’s southern border. The collapse
of central government authority would be
likely to create a more conducive
environment for drug tra�cking.
Widespread internal violence and human
rights violations could hardly be
portrayed as a victory to the crucial

conservative Hispanic voting bloc.
If the Trump administration dreams of

establishing a stable, pro-American
government in Caracas, it is going to have
to do more than just arrest Mr. Maduro.
Bringing about durable regime change
typically involves occupying a country
with ground troops and engaging in
“nation building”. The U.S. tried this with
decidedly mixed results in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

Mr. Trump has pledged to avoid such
entanglements and Mr. Rubio has said
that, for now at least, the U.S. has no
plans for further military action against
Venezuela. Mr. Trump has a penchant for
�ashy, quick wins, particularly in foreign
policy. He may hope to tout Mr. Maduro’s
capture as a victory and move on to other
matters.

Nation-building failures
In almost no recent U.S. military
intervention did the American
government set out to engage in
nation-building right from the beginning.
The perceived need to shepherd a new
government into existence has typically
only come to be felt when the limits of
what can be accomplished by military
force alone become apparent.

The war in Afghanistan, for instance,
started as a war of revenge for the
terrorist attacks on the U.S. on September
11, 2001, before transforming into a
20-year nation-building commitment. In
Iraq, the Bush administration thought
that it could depose Saddam Hussein and
leave within a few months. The U.S.
ended up staying for nearly a decade.

It’s hard to imagine Mr. Trump walking
down the same path, if only because he
has always portrayed nation-building as a
waste of American lives and treasure. But
that still leaves him with no plausible way
to achieve the divergent political
outcomes he, his supporters and
America’s foreign policy establishment
want with the tools that he has at his
disposal.

Meanwhile, the U.S. president will face
pressure from a range of constituencies
from Republican hawks to conservative
Hispanic voters to force wholesale regime
change in Venezuela. How Mr. Trump
responds to that pressure will determine
the future course of U.S. policy towards
the country.
Andrew Gawthorpe is lecturer in History
and International Studies, Leiden
University. This article is republished from
The Conversation.

The uncertainty after Maduro
The U.S. apprehends Nicolás Maduro to face charges of drug tra�cking and narco-terrorism, following months of pressure on Venezuela; Republican hawks hope

for regime change, but most of the government and military remain intact; removing Maduro alone is unlikely to transform politics and may spark challenges

Frayed tempers: A supporter of Nicolás Maduro waves a national flag while standing on a median strip in Caracas, Venezuela, on Saturday. AP

Andrew Gawthorpe
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�

The U.S. apprehends
Venezuelan president Nicolás
Maduro and flies him to the
United States to face charges
of drug tra�icking and
narco-terrorism, marking the
culmination of months of
mounting pressure on Caracas. 

�

Removing a leader through
force or arrest has rarely
delivered stable political
outcomes, as past U.S.
interventions show.

�

Without nation-building or
long-term engagement, U.S.
goals of a non-socialist, stable
government in Caracas are
unlikely to be achieved.
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X

QUESTION 1 

He became the Nawab of
Pataudi in 1952 on the death
of his father. Where is Pataudi
located in independent India?
X

QUESTION 2

Mansur Ali Khan was an
Oxford Blue and the first
Indian captain there. At which
Oxford college did he study?
X

QUESTION 3

Why is July 1, 1961, an
important date in the life and
career of Mansur Ali Khan?
X

QUESTION 4

Following an injury to regular
skipper Nari Contractor,
Mansur Ali Khan became the

youngest Test captain
ever at 21 years and 77
days. Against which
country?
X

QUESTION 5

Thanks to his superb
athletic ability and
speed while
(particularly) patrolling
the cover area, what
nickname was given to
him?
X

QUESTION 6

Under his captaincy,
India scored its first-ever
series win overseas in
1968. Against which
country?
X

QUESTION 7

Name his popular actor
wife and son.

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
Many years ago, a couple of paintings of this Post-Impressionist
artist were stolen from a museum in Amsterdam, but they were
also recovered quickly. This artist died by suicide. Name the artist.
Ans: Van Gogh

2. Last year, a gang of thieves broke into the Louvre Museum in
Paris and stole the French crown jewels. Some of them belonged
to an empress, who was the wife of Napoleon III. Ans: Eugénie

3. Some people believe that this painting by da Vinci shot further
to fame only after it was stolen. Today, it can be found in a
museum in a bulletproof glass display case and visitors are
allowed to stare at it only for about 15 seconds. Ans: Mona Lisa

4. This painting has been stolen twice and recovered. It shows an
agonised face against a colourful sky lit up by a setting sun. Ans:

The Scream

5. In 2008, an 11th-century Chola bronze sculpture of Dancing
Shiva was stolen from a temple in Tamil Nadu and sold to a
museum in Australia. An art dealer was found responsible and
emerged as a major antiquities smuggler. Ans: Subhash Kapoor

Visual: A stolen painting from Italy by artist X was found in a black
bag by a gardener in 1997. X was a huge source of inspiration for
the Indian designer, Rahul Mishra. Name X. Ans: Gustav Klimt

Early Birds: K.N. Viswanathan | Erfanally Oosmany | Parimal Das |
Rajvi Sharma | M. Suresh Kumar

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on former India cricketer Mansur Ali Khan Pataudi on his 85th birth anniversary

X

Visual Question:

Name the trophy, instituted in 2007 to mark India's 75th
anniversary of its first-ever Test against England, that Mansur Ali
Khan is handing over to Rahul Dravid. GETTY IMAGES

Please send in your answers to 
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V. V. Ramanan

What is the meaning and origin of the
expression ‘know one’s ropes’? ( J.
Aditya, Chennai)
An individual who ‘knows the ropes’ is
someone who is experienced; he is not
only good at his job, but also knows the
rules and regulations. He is someone who
can get things done, and also, guide
others.

If you have problems, talk to Sharma.
He is patient and knows the ropes.

A person who has just joined a
profession and needs to �gure out how
things are done, has to ‘learn the ropes’.

As to the origin, both come from the
world of sailing. In the past, when ships
depended on the wind to get from one
place to another, one of the important
things that every sailor had to learn was
how to tie di�erent types of knots. When
he became pro�cient, he applied the
newly-acquired skill in securing the
various sails and masts of a ship.

How is the word ‘contrite’
pronounced? (S. Dilip, Vellore)
How you pronounce the word depends
on which side of the Atlantic you are
from. The British tend to pronounce the
�rst vowel like the ‘a’ in ‘china’, and then
rhyme the second syllable with ‘right’,
‘bright’ and ‘fright’. They pronounce the
word ‘ken-TRITE’, with the stress on the
second syllable. Many Americans, on the
other hand, rhyme the �rst syllable with
‘con’, ‘don’ and ‘on’; they pronounce the
word CON-trite, with the stress on the
�rst syllable. The word comes from the
Latin ‘conterere’, meaning ‘to grind or
wear down’. Nowadays, the word is
mostly used to mean to feel extremely
sorry about something bad you have said
or done — there is a sense of genuine
regret in your apology.

Meera looked and sounded contrite
when she apologised.

The Minister was adamant that he had
done nothing to be contrite about.

What is the meaning of ‘Gen Z stare’?
(S. Mukesh, Lucknow)
Every generation born after the Second
World War has been given a label. Those
born between mid 1940s and 1960s are
called ‘Baby boomers’; the generations
that followed are labelled ‘Generation X’
(1965-79), Generation Y (1980-95), and
Generation Z (1996-2014), respectively. We
all have something good and bad to say
about the generation that follows ours. As
far as Gen Z is concerned, one thing that
everyone agrees on is that the people
born during this period are tech-savvy.
But the problem is, these individuals are
so dependent on their computers, cell
phones, etc. that they are at a loss without
them. 

When they are asked a very simple
question like ‘How may I help you?’, they
merely look at the individual awkwardly
and provide no verbal response. The
expressionless stare that the people of
this generation give when asked a simple
question is known as the ‘Gen Z stare’. It
is an expression coined by social media.

When he asks his students questions
about their plans, all he gets is the Gen Z
stare.

All parents have experienced the Gen Z
stare.
upendrankye@gmail.com

She sounded
contrite after
the meeting

It will take you a couple of months

to learn the ropes

S. Upendran

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

O
n December 4, 2025, Pakistan
witnessed something both
familiar and unsettling. Field
Marshal Asim Munir was

formally appointed the country’s �rst
Chief of Defence Force (CDF) while still
serving as Chief of Army Sta� (COAS).
Recent constitutional amendments
handed him extensive authority. Many
analysts quietly described it as a silent
coup, as no military on the streets, no
dramatic announcements, just a slow
tightening of control. 

By late 2025, Pakistan had already
experienced yet another shift in real
power. The 27th Amendment ushered in
legal immunity, curtailed judicial
oversight, and centralised unprecedented
authority in the hands of the military
leadership.

Gen. Asim Munir’s rise did not happen
overnight. After Operation Sindoor,
where the public was told that Pakistan
gained the upper hand against India, his
stature grew. His meetings with world
leaders, sometimes overshadowing the
civilian Prime Minister, Shehbaz Sharif,
reinforced the impression that Pakistan’s
elected government was no longer
steering the ship.

The �rst coup 
Pakistan’s early years were turbulent.
After Partition in 1947, seven Prime
Ministers came and went within just 11
years. Behind these political tremors lay a
society divided along ethnic, linguistic,
and regional lines.

One of the major factors behind
political tension was language. The
founding fathers made Urdu the national
language, contemplating it to be a
unifying force. However, Urdu was
spoken by only 3-5% of the population.
Bangla, on the other hand, was the
mother tongue of more than 50%. In 1952,
widespread protests erupted in Dhaka
demanding the recognition of Bangla and
protesting the systemic neglect of East
Pakistan. This mobilisation on linguistic
grounds gradually led to the rise of Sheikh
Mujibur Rehman.

In 1958, a dramatic confrontation
between Prime Minister Feroz Khan Noon
and President Iskander Mirza opened the
door for the military’s entry into politics.
Mirza dismissed the Prime Minister,
imposed martial law, and appointed
General Ayub Khan as Chief Martial Law
Administrator. Gen. Ayub had his own
ambitions. Within weeks, he ousted
Mirza, sent him abroad, and assumed
control. 

Gen. Ayub justi�ed the takeover in his
political autobiography, Friends not
Masters. “From a soldier’s position. There
would be large-scale disturbances across
the country, and the civil authority,
already groaning under the heels of
politicians, would be incapable of dealing
with the situation. It was the Army alone
that could step into the breach.” Thus, by
imposing martial law, Gen. Ayub thought
he was shaping Pakistan’s destiny.

In 1959, Gen. Ayub declared himself
Field Marshal without having won any
war. It was Field Marshal Ayub Khan, who
later planned Operation Gibraltar and
Grand Slam in 1965. Operation Gibraltar
was to invoke a local uprising in Kashmir,
while Grand Slam aimed to capture
Akhnoor, which, according to him, was

the “jugular vein of India”. These plans
failed. The war that followed left Pakistan
shaken, and Gen. Ayub politically
vulnerable and unpopular across the
country.

From Ayub to Yahya Khan
As the 1960s drew to a close, Ayub’s rule
became increasingly fragile. Economic
inequality grew, protests erupted, and the
once-popular military ruler found himself
unwelcome on the streets. In 1969,
exhausted and isolated, he handed power
to another military chief, General Yahya
Khan.

Gen. Yahya presided over Pakistan’s
�rst general elections in 1970, a moment
�lled with promise. But when Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman won a majority in East
Pakistan, while Zul�kar Ali Bhutto
dominated the West, the military and the
West Pakistani elite refused to accept the
democratic outcome. What followed was
brutal repression in East Pakistan, a mass
uprising, and eventually the 1971 war with
India that ultimately left Pakistan divided,
with the emergence of Bangladesh. The
defeat and surrender in Dhaka dealt a
severe blow to Pakistan’s national psyche.
Facing public anger and opposition within
the army, Gen. Yahya stepped down in
December 1971.

The Zia years 
As Pakistan attempted to rebuild, Zul�kar
Ali Bhutto emerged as the political leader.
But even Bhutto’s charisma and brilliance
could not bridge Pakistan’s internal
divides. His political style alienated
various groups, especially Urdu-speaking
citizens who felt marginalised. Moreover,
the disputed 1977 elections plunged the

country into chaos. 
At this juncture, Army Chief General

Zia-ul-Haq seized power under Operation
Fair Play, ousted Bhutto, and later sent
him to the gallows — a wound that still
aches in Pakistan’s collective memory.

Gen. Zia ruled for 11 years. Always
smiling in photographs, he combined
discipline and ruthlessness. Under his
regime, blasphemy laws were tightened,
jihadist ideology took root, textbooks
were rewritten, and opponents were
crushed. Contrarily, Pakistan’s economic
growth improved, but Ayesha Siddiqa, in
Military Inc., calls it “rentier economic
growth,” fuelled by foreign aid and the
Afghan jihad rather than domestic
strength. Smuggling networks, weapons
tra�cking, and informal markets
�ourished under Gen. Zia. It was also
Gen. Zia who planned terrorism in
Kashmir. 

His death in a mysterious plane crash
in 1988 ended an authoritarian era, but
not the military’s hold over Pakistan’s
destiny.

A General as Chief Executive
Benazir Bhutto won the 1988 elections,
becoming the hope of a wounded nation.
But the Army establishment soon clipped
her wings, and her government fell within
two years. The main reason was that
Benazir was asserting herself and
developing di�erences with the then
Army chief Mirza Aslam Beg.

The 1990s saw a cycle of hope and
disappointment. Governments fell one
after another — Sharif, Benazir, Sharif
again — as Pakistan struggled to de�ne
democracy. In 1999, Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif reached out to India. The

image of Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s bus rolling
into Lahore inspired many across South
Asia. But while the leaders extended
hands of peace, the Pakistani Army was
planning something else. General Pervez
Musharraf secretly launched Operation
Koh-e-Paima (Kargil), hoping to seize
strategic heights in Kashmir. This
operation, carried out during India’s
peace e�orts, damaged Pakistan’s
credibility and destroyed trust between
Gen. Musharraf and Mr. Sharif. By
October 1999, Gen. Musharraf overthrew
the elected government.

Unlike past dictators, Gen. Musharraf
presented himself as a
reformer, promoting media openness,
decentralisation, and “enlightened
moderation.” But beneath the modern
veneer, the military footprint remained
strong. A series of crises, the suspension
of Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry, the Lal
Masjid siege, and Benazir’s tragic
assassination eroded Gen. Musharraf’s
support. His party collapsed in the 2008
elections, and he stepped aside.

From favourite to foe
Between 2008 and 2018, Pakistan saw
four Prime Ministers — Yosuf Raza Gilani,
Raja Pravez Ashraf, Nawaz Sharif, and
Shahid Khaqan Abbasi — none completing
a full term. The civilian–military tension
remained a de�ning feature of
governance. 

In 2018, Imran Khan, once the Army’s
favourite, rose to power with promises of
reform and justice. Many in the Pakistani
army believed he would be di�erent. But
like Bhutto and Mr. Nawaz, he eventually
challenged the very institution that had
helped elevate him. The moment he tried
to assert autonomy, he faced resistance.
Mr. Imran Khan became the �rst Pakistani
Prime Minister to be removed through a
no-con�dence vote. Soon after, he was
entangled in court cases, his party’s
election symbol was stripped, and he was
jailed. 

Yet in the 2024 elections, Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf-backed independents
won more than 90 seats, a testament to
his enduring popularity. Even so, a
coalition led by Shehbaz Sharif,
supported implicitly by the Army, formed
the government. 

Mr. Imran Khan remains popular but
powerless, a reminder that in Pakistan,
public support alone does not guarantee
political survival.

Why the pattern persists
Since its birth, Pakistan’s civilian
governments have struggled to control
the state. The early loss of Jinnah, deep
ethnic and linguistic divides, corruption,
radicalisation, geopolitical
entanglements, and the persistent
weakness of civilian institutions have all
allowed the military to emerge as the
country’s most cohesive and powerful
organisation. 

The rise of Gen. Asim Munir is,
therefore, not extraordinary. It is simply
another chapter in the same story. 

Until Pakistan rebuilds its political
institutions, heals its internal divides, and
strengthens civilian governance, the cycle
will continue, and the military will remain
the shadow behind every government —
silent, steady, and always present.
Dhananjay Tripathi Teaches International
Relations and Tabshir Shams is Pursuing
his MA in International Relations, South
Asian University, New Delhi

Political instability, constitutional change,
and the military’s hold over Pakistan
Pakistan’s political history shows a recurring pattern in which civilian governments struggle to assert authority amid deep social divisions and weak

institutions; the appointment of Asim Munir as Chief of Defence Force re�ects continuity rather than rupture in how power operates in the country

WORLD INSIGHT

Big move: Field Marshal Asim Munir was formally appointed the country’s first Chief of Defence Force
while still serving as Chief of Army Sta�. AFP

Dhananjay Tripathi
Tabshir Shams
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T
he recently released Financial Stability
Report (FSR) has taken a rather serious view
of global risks to the financial system arising

out of geo-politics and trade, while emphasising that
India’s financial system is well placed to weather
turbulence and shocks. 

The report flags the fragility arising out of
“AI optimism” and the growth of stablecoins,
with ample liquidity supporting “risk-on
sentiment across asset classes”. Remarkably,
it hints at dangers of “rising
interconnectedness” across assets, pointing
to high hedge funds leverage and opaque
private credit markets. In India’s case,
however, there is no major cause for worry as
balance sheets are sound across the
corporate, banks and NBFC segments and
reserves are ample. But uncertainties could
increase exchange rate volatility, dampen
trade and reduce corporate earnings, the
FSR says. A sharp correction in US equities
could impact domestic equities and tighten
financial conditions, it observes. However,
the asset quality of Indian banks has
improved with the reduction in risky
infrastructure and project finance lending.
Gross NPAs and net NPAs were down to
historic lows of 2.2 per cent and 0.5 per cent,
respectively, by September 2025. Capital
bu�ers are also robust with capital to risk
assets ratio at 17.2 per cent and liquidity
coverage ratio at 131.7 per cent, which are
well above the statutory requirements. 

But the shift in bank credit from large
industries to retail loans is not necessarily
desirable. Credit growth to large companies
has slowed to 5.8 per cent by September
2025. But, in their bid to grow their business,
banks have increased their unsecured retail
loan portfolios, which carry higher risk. The
gross NPAs remain elevated in this category
at 1.8 per cent compared to 1.1 per cent for
retail advances in general. Private sector
banks have been taking higher risk in this
category, holding 56.8 per cent of unsecured
retail credit as of September 2025 and
accounting for 75.8 per cent slippages in this
category.

The report also flags a few challenges for
banks. One, banks are finding it hard to
garner deposits, as markets are o�ering
attractive returns. With banks also raising
funds at a higher rate from the bond market,
their net interest margins could come under
pressure. Two, the steepening of the yield
curve and increasing spread between State
government securities and G-secs is leading
to more funds being parked in the former,
especially by private sector banks. State
government bonds held by private banks
have registered 29 per cent increase in
September 2025, year on year. This trend can
impact credit growth. Three, the rise in bond
yields will impact treasury income, as a third
of banks’ income comes from other income.
Four, increase in acquisition of loans
originated by NBFCs by banks through
securitisation, pass through certificates and
co-lending arrangements can create
problems as the quality of these assets is
inferior to their own. In sum, this is a time
for cautious optimism.

Challenges from abroad
Financial sector robust, but external risks abound

MONDAY - JANUARY 5, 2026

Oil and cricket
With debates and discussions
happening on whether the US strike
on Venezuela was all about oil, all
eyes are on how the crude oil market

will open on Monday.
Meanwhile, the social media is
flooded with some interesting
narratives and digs.
A tweet on Iceland
Cricket@icelandcricket — the
o�cial X page of the Icelandic
Cricket Association— read:
“Venezuela has oil. Greenland has
rare earth minerals. Luckily Iceland
has only volcanoes, glaciers, and very
average cricketers.”
The same was updated with: “Our
players have requested a change to
the tone of this post. They did not

like being referred to as “very
average” and instead prefer the term
“seriously underwhelming”.
So much for oil!
Election bonanza
One of the topics that invariably
crops up when people meet in
Chennai or other parts of Tamil Nadu
is politics. People ask about the
impact of actor Vijay, whose TVK
party is set to debut in the polls this
year. Some among the youth seem to
be crazy about the actor, though no
one is sure whom they will vote for.
However, the ruling DMK has hit the

panic button, going by its approach
to the Tiruparankundram issue, the
introduction of an assured pension
scheme for government employees
and doling out ₹3,000 to below
poverty line families as a Pongal gift.
A search for exit
Covering any event with top
ministers in attendance comes with
its own set of challenges. Take the
case of a recent college event in
Chennai that saw a top Union
Minister grace the occasion. While it
is understandable that one has to be
seated almost an hour before the

Minister and his Z Security team
arrive, the exit from the campus
proved to be a ‘Hunger Games’ style
maze challenge. 
Every lane that we drove into was
barricaded, with security o�cials
asking us to take diversion. After
many diversions, which even
flummoxed the security, we were
back where we started — at the
auditorium. Finally, after some more
manoeuvring, we hit the exit gate.
Maybe, next time, the logistics team
could use AI and map routes.
Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE

O
n January 3, large-scale US
airstrikes on Caracas were set
against the backdrop of

heightened tensions in the Caribbean
and recent interdictions of vessels
alleged to be carrying narcotics in
Venezuelan waters. The White House
framed ‘this operation’ as a necessary
e�ort aimed at dismantling
narco-terrorist e�orts threatening to
destabilise the region.

It is important to situate America’s
aggressive military action into
perspective. The large-scale operation
on Venezuelan territory and the capture
of its leader is based on much more than
just the drug-tra�cking and weapons
charges being levelled against the
Venezuelan President. 

President Donald Trump alleged that
Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro
maintained close ties with powerful
drug cartels responsible for the flow of
narcotics into the US, contributing to
rising overdose deaths, and that his
government possessed dangerous
weapons hostile to US interests. 

Long-standing concerns over
irregular migration from the southern
hemisphere were also folded into this
narrative, with the President claiming
that Caracas deliberately emptied its
prisons and facilitated the entry of
criminals and patients from mental
institutions into the US, claims that
critics argue may serve as post hoc
justification for the use of force. 

Reports suggesting the capture of

President Maduro, however, point
towards objectives extending beyond
law enforcement. They indicate a
possible attempt to operationalise
regime change, consistent with a
revamped US national security strategy
that treats American primacy in the
Western Hemisphere as non-negotiable. 

Venezuela’s close relationship with
the Kremlin under its left-leaning
government thus appears to be a central
trigger for Washington’s response.

The White House has since stated
that it seeks to oversee a “safe, orderly,
and judicious” transition of power in
Venezuela, signalling continued US
involvement in the country’s political
future. Alongside this, Washington
indicated plans to revive Venezuela’s oil
sector, a move with clear strategic
benefits given that the country holds the
world’s largest proven oil reserves. The
promise of economic reconstruction,
however, remains inseparable from the
political and geopolitical costs of the
intervention.

THE REAL STAKES

The American operation reveals a
broader geo-economic strategy
embedded in US-Latin America
relations, one that extends beyond
counter-narcotics justifications. It
unfolded against the backdrop of
Venezuela’s vast hydrocarbon reserves
and Maduro’s sustained refusal to
reopen large-scale oil trade or allow
meaningful American corporate
participation in Venezuela’s energy
sector. 

As a result, US business involvement

and extraction activity in Venezuela
have remained negligible, while China
has emerged as the country’s principal
importer of crude oil. 

Despite economic decline, Venezuela
remains central to global energy
markets and US strategic competition
with China and Russia. Even as the US
administration urged renewed
engagement, American oil firms
reportedly stayed away amid political
volatility, making regime change and the
prospect of a US-backed government
increasingly appealing.

Legally, the strike sits on uncertain
ground. International law prohibits the
use of force against another state’s
territory unless authorised by the
United Nations Security Council or
justified as self-defence against an
armed attack. 

Drug tra�cking, however serious,
does not meet that threshold under
established international jurisprudence
and violates an important precedent of
Nicaragua vs United States (1986) truly

reflecting the quote “history does not
repeat itself but what it does is rhyme”. 

Legal scholars argue that such US
action sits uneasily with customary
international law, as the undertaking of a
large-scale military strike and the
pursuit of regime change amount to a
direct breach of Venezuela’s sovereignty
in the name of national security. 

EROSION OF RULE OF LAW

Analysts warn that Washington has
risked not just erosion of rule of law as
the UN Security-General stated but also
brought itself at the doorstep of
potential war crimes under
International Humanitarian Law if the
hostilities are recognised in light of
severe civilian damage. 

By framing military action as a
law-enforcement necessity, Washington
risks diluting the legal distinction
between policing and warfare, a
boundary that has long protected
weaker states from unilateral
intervention. 

The broader implication is the gradual
erosion of the rules-based international
order that major powers themselves
claim to uphold. If military strikes
become an accepted tool for managing
economic risks, criminal networks or
political defiance, international law risks
being reshaped by power rather than
principle. 

The writer is Professor of Economics and Dean, OP
Jindal Global University. Saksham Raj and Aditi Lazarus,
students at OP Jindal Global University and Research
Analysts at Centre for New Economic Studies,
contributed to this article

US’ action in Venezuela, a dangerous precedent

Deepanshu Mohan

EYEING. Venezuela’s oil reserves REUTERS

It risks the gradual erosion of the rules-based international order that major powers themselves claim to uphold
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W
ith everyone else
writing about
Venezuela, it seems
necessary to draw
attention to major

phenomena in Indian politics.
Observers of them are now agog with
two delicious speculations. One pertains
to the Gandhi family. The other to the
prime minister.

The former is whether Priyanka
Gandhi will replace her brother Rahul as
the Congress president. The latter is
about whether Narendra Modi will — as
Margaret Thatcher aspired to — go on
and on and on and on. Or not. 

The speculation about the Gandhi
family arises from a number of factors,
the most important of which is that
Rahul Gandhi is a terrible politician. He
has lost almost 100 elections since he
became the party’s leader. 

His sister hasn’t done much better but
the BJP is happily encouraging talk
about a rift in the family lute. It’s hard to
tell why. She is seen as a people’s person,
in contrast to Rahul, who is regarded as
very inept when it comes to people. 

In all this the role of Sonia Gandhi is
unclear. But everything is indicative of
her helplessness. This is perhaps what is
emboldening members of the party to
start murmuring about Rahul’s
continued usefulness. 

Way back in 2004 when brother and
sister joined politics I had pointed out
two things. One, that the fourth
generation of any dynasty anywhere in
the world presides over its emasculation
and eventual disappearance. 

Two, that Rahul and Priyanka are like
Bonnie Prince Charlie, grandson of
James II in England. During the first half
of the 18th century he wanted to regain
the British crown only to fail after two
decades of trying. But he had a lot of
popular support. 

This is where the Congress stands
now. It has about 20 per cent of the
popular vote but is totally bereft of
e�ective political leadership.

A 3-4 per cent increase in vote share is
what it needs to tip the BJP o� its
current perch. But it has neither the
organisation nor the leadership to do
that. 

THE MODI PROBLEM

Paradoxically, the BJP has a similar
problem in that it needs someone to
succeed Narendra Modi but there’s no
one in sight. And just as no one can
challenge the Gandhi family’s
dominance, no one can challenge the
Modi dominance.

This TINA thing will probably enable
him to carry on for several years. But the
Welles Hangen question — After Nehru,
Who? — will remain. 

When Nehru died in May 1964 the
Congress leadership chose Lal Bahadur
Shastri. But unfortunately he died in
January 1966. It then chose Indira
Gandhi who was soon challenged by
Morarji Desai. She outmanoeuvred him
completely, in a manner not unlike how

Modi outmanoeuvred LK Advani to
become the party’s choice for PM. 

In 1977, Morarji was finally made
prime minister, but over the claims of
Jagjivan Ram and Charan Singh. Both
abandoned him in 1979 and Charan
Singh actually became prime minister
for six months, albeit in a caretaker
capacity. 

After that Indira Gandhi and her
family ruled the Congress roost until PV
Narasimha Rao became prime minister
in 1991. But he was soon challenged by
Arjun Singh and ND Tiwari who left the
party but failed to do anything much. 

After the 1996 general election Rao
was succeeded by two nondescript
politicians from the Opposition for
about a year each. Their government fell
in 1998. 

And here’s the thing: in the 27 years
since then the incumbent prime
minister has never been openly
challenged from within their parties.
This situation is likely to continue
unless someone from within the BJP
plays a Tendulkar type of match winning
innings and emerges as an alternative to
Modi just as Modi did to Advani in
September 2013. 

THE UMBILICAL CORD

There is another aspect to it all. Back in
2010 I had written an article in this
newspaper that the BJP needed to rid
itself of the RSS and the Congress
needed to rid itself of the Gandhi family.
That process has perhaps now begun.

Two years ago a challenger appeared
for the post of Congress president. He
didn’t have the family’s approval and
lost. 

But it was the second stirring of an
idea that started with the letter that 22
senior Congress leaders wrote to the
party president.

A third was when Digvijay asked Rahul
to emulate the RSS. 

As to the BJP, for the first time ever,
it’s not a RSS man who has been
appointed as its president. Nitin Nabin
might be a nobody but he is an out and
out Modi-Shah choice. The RSS has
acquiesced. 

That’s why, as the saying goes, there’s
a flutter in the political dovecotes.
Change is in the air. 2026 will clarify
things even more, wherein both the
major political protagonists may well be
seen drifting away further from their
respective parivars.

The coming decline of parivars

In the 27 years since
1998 the incumbent
prime minister has never
been openly challenged
from within their parties.
This situation is likely to
continue 

Both major political protagonists might be drifting away further from their respective parivars
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F
or several animal lovers in
the country, the new year
brings in sleepless nights

and anxiety, as the fate of
community dogs on the streets
and in residential and o�ce
buildings continues under a dark
cloud. A Supreme Court hearing
on managing community dogs is
expected this week. But against
the backdrop of this discussion,
well-meaning citizens working for
the welfare of neighbourhood
animals have been threatened, or
have had to go searching for
community dogs and have them
picked up and relocated. It’s the
same story, be it Mumbai,
Bengaluru or Chennai.

Picking up all community dogs
because a few are reportedly
aggressive is as illogical as taking
all cars o� the road because of a
car accident; or attacking all men,
when a rape is reported.

Countries including Bhutan and
the Netherlands, for example,
have illustrated scientifically on
how community dog numbers can
be managed, without cruelty. It’s
called Animal Birth Control

(ABC) — involving sterilising the
animal and returning it to the
exact location from where it was
picked up; besides promoting the
adoption of local dogs.

Community dogs are in the
dock today, because the birth
control programmes seen
ine�ective or tardy
implementation. This has been
pointed out by bureaucrats,
politicians, actors, and citizens —
many coming out on Sunday to
say, “Awara Nahin, Hamara Hai”
(community dogs belong to the
community.) Government data
for 2024 (January to December)
puts the number of rabies cases
(death) at 54 — nowhere close to
the 20,000 bandied in reports, say
representatives involved with
animal welfare. While even one
case is one too many, addressing it
needs to be done along with
authentic pro-animal groups and
feeders. Locking dogs away for life
in ill-budgeted shelters will be a
source for zoonotic diseases,
besides a death sentence to
community dogs who are
companions to even the poorest of
the poor, besides being uno�cial
guardians of our streets. In their
welfare, lies our welfare too.

Don’t let the dogs down
PT Jyothi Datta

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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I
f recent tragic incidents
across mountain slopes in
various parts of the country

are any indication, losing sleep at
night over uncertain mornings
may not be unusual for those who
have been dwelling on such
mountain slopes, which are now
considered vulnerable. Dreadful
videos of people and property
falling victim to such
unprecedented natural
catastrophes are nightmarish. 

Thomas Doherty, a clinical
psychologist and mental health
therapist, o�ers a unique
perspective about climate change
and how one should relate to it.
He guides the reader to keep
himself equipped with the tools
needed for navigation through
climatic exigencies. A father and
widower, Doherty uses his own
life experience, and client stories
to help the reader navigate his/her
own feelings about climate
change and how to take action in a
world that is consequentially
su�ering from climate change’s
e�ects.

FIVE-PART PROCESS

Another aspect about the book is
that it discusses social justice,
environmental justice,
eco-advocacy, marginalised
groups and environmental
racism. These are no less
important issues, and the
intersectionality between all of
them is essential to discuss
climate change through all levels
of advocacy. Doherty also leaves
us with a reminder that advocacy
is needed at all levels — whether
front-lines or behind the scenes
— and our role is important.

It is a five-part process, starting
with small coping skills, to skills
drawn from therapy, to reclaiming
happiness, and to taking action. In
this book, Doherty promises to
help reframe climate anxiety and
make it work for us, rather than
against us. It is written with the
rare combination of scientific
clarity and deep psychological
compassion. Rather than
pathologising climate distress, he
normalises it as a sign of moral
attunement — a natural response
to an unnatural situation. A
simple, ‘calm down’ may not work
when anxiety is embedded deep.

Doherty doesn’t think if ‘calm
down’ or ‘think positive’ will work
in such anxieties. Instead, he
looks to metabolise fear, guilt,
grief, and outrage into something
usable — into care, connection,
and action. In fact, the climate
disaster cycle is upon all of us

right now; either amid a disaster,
recovering from one or
anticipating the next. 

Climatic anxiety in no less
prevalent, with tragic human
stories from di�erent regions
piling up. Sita and her family faced
storms and wild fires; Jesse and
her family were witness to their
destroyed homes; there are any
number who withstood coastal
flooding. Once isolated, such
stories are now common for
generating sympathetic analysis.
Doherty argues that retelling such
stories is a way to unburden
ourselves from the weights of the
environmental transgression
people seem to be burdened with.

This book may seem to have
been written ahead of its time.
But climate change anxiety is one
of the biggest mental health
threats a�icting a growing
population, irrespective of its
economic and social status. 

From the geologist haunted by
images of melting glaciers to the
young couple agonising over their
own survival, Surviving Climate
Anxiety provides the tools to cope,
heal, and flourish even in such
challenging times. 

This book is di�erent as it is
about coping and possibly
thriving in the face of climatic
change from a psychological
perspective.

Hopeful and profoundly
empathetic, this book is a
comprehensive and comforting
manual, and Doherty, a
competent and benevolent guide.
There are moments when the
book acts like a gentle reminder to
remain both awake and vigilant. If
you care deeply about the world
and are finding it harder to hold
that caring without breaking, this
book belongs on your nightstand.

The reviewer is an independent writer,
researcher and academic

Tackling climate anxiety
Some tools to cope, flourish amidst climate crises
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Govt receives more than 30 EoIs for Maruti stake
The Government has received Expression of Interest (EoI) from more than 30
entities for picking up an 8 per cent stake in Maruti Udyog Ltd. “The response
to the Expression of Interest o�er has been very good. We have had more than
30 parties responding. We will now invite financial bids from interested parties
shortly and then firm up the process,” a senior Government said. 

First phase scrutiny to cover 3,000 drug patent requests
The initial signs of activity have commenced with the patent o�ce taking up
for examination over 3,000 of the 7,000-odd pharma-related patent
applications in the mailbox, a ministry o�cial said. About a year into the
product-patent regime, the patent o�ce has received requests from
companies to take up their patent applications for examination. 

Sensex rally continues
Stock prices moved up for the second day in a row with key stock indices
closing at their all-time high as foreign investors continued to invest in Indian
equities. At close, the BSE Sensex rose 108.71 points to 9,648.08 and the NSE’s
S&P CNX Nifty was up by 21.05 points to close at 2,904.40.

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

7. In way helpless against attack

(13)

8. Former sport using dogs to

worry animal (4-7)

12. Delicate, neat (6)

14. Elgar Variations (6)

16. Turned, made embittered

(6)

18. Right-leaning type (6)

19. Male principals (11)

23. Personal money order

payable into account (7,6)

DOWN

1. Plant used for seasoning (4)

2. Greek letter ‘B’ (4)

3. Sore-encrusted (6)

4. Drain, channel, water-gate (6)

5. Italian sparkling wine (4)

6. Solid line of cast type (4)

9. One with refined taste in food (7)

10. One to worry at trifles (7)

11. Not of the professional clergy (4)

12. Particular preparation of food (4)

13. Lowest part of front (3)

15. Mechanism for tightening, slackening bow (3)

17. Draught regulator (6)

18. Small invertebrate creature (6)

19. Engage taxi (4)

20. Recess at east end of choir (4)

21. Equally balanced (4)

22. Blend of blues, jazz, gospel, pop (4)

ACROSS

7. In manner of one facing charge

without an answer (13)

8. Put up with teasing that was

once thought entertaining (4-7)

12. A neat and not a clumsy

delicacy (6)

14. Imagine one leaves what

could turn out to be a puzzle (6)

16. How to use rod that left one

embittered (6)

18. It may give one the right slant

on getting letter printed (6)

19. Principals smashed rate of

exchange (11)

23. Went over soundly to verify a

written form of payment (7,6)

DOWN

1. A lady's first business may go to pot (4)

2. Wager it's the first letter, but the Greeks put it second (4)

3. Baby's upset about crib-top looking so encrusted (6)

4. Clue is obscure as to this sort of drain (6)

5. Wine sparkles in an amphora, stimulating consumption (4)

6. Shot a pest in the garden (4)

9. Form of pie is the remedy for a fussy eater (7)

10. He's fussy about giving up gin, breaking leg right at end (7)

11. One found in a lake in France is not of the clergy (4)

12. What is served up, of course, for a good-looking girl (4)

13. This cap is to be found in front of boot (3)

15. Hazel, a case that may be considered mental (3)

17. Is not as dry as a mute (6)

18. Is at home to a dissenting body like a flea (6)

19. To engage one held in her awkward embrace (4)

20. This may be the end where church-builders are concerned (4)

21. So handed as to be just flat (4)

22. Not a one? Nobody there, but a spirit (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Hippocrates 7. Reserve 9. Mist 11. Owing 12. Porter 14. Measurement 18. Picked 20. Night 22. Root 23. Drapery 24. Unfortunate

DOWN 2. Inspire 3. Crew 4. Evict 5. Try-on 6. Store 8. Register 10. Roumania 13. Arm 15. Neglect 16. Spire 17. Stays 19. Crown 21. Edit

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2590

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2589

NOT SO EASY

BOOK REVIEW.

B
ihar is an unlikely host to
entrepreneurship which has
made a mark not merely at
the national level but beyond
India’s boundaries too.

Neither is providing security to
industrial and commercial
establishments exactly an exciting
service to attract foreign investments.

And it is only quite recently that the
RBI issued guidelines for bank funding
inside India of mergers and acquisitions.
Yet, nearly 20 years ago, State Bank of
India’s international banking group
proactively assessed a leveraged
acquisition proposal and gave a loan to
this Bihari enterprise for acquisition of
an Australian company (of the
well-known Chubb group) eight times
the size of the acquirer company. 

The deal was successful and yielded
good returns. Perhaps a very good
example of how an audacious
entrepreneur backed by proper banking
due diligence and stringent credit
appraisal can support Indian companies’
foray into even developed country
markets.

SIS Ltd, a listed company based out of
Patna, has busted a few such myths. It
has revenues of about ₹14,000 crore, has
three lakh employees on its rolls and is
the largest security service provider in
India. Thanks to some international
acquisitions it is the largest security
provider in Australia, third largest in
New Zealand and the fifth in Singapore.

Its promoter, Ravindra Kishore Sinha,
was a journalist with Hindustan
Samachar when the late Jayaprakash
Narayan suggested to him in the 1970s
to do something to better the lot of
ex-servicemen. “Ravindra, these
ex-servicemen have dedicated their lives

to the safety of our nation and now they
need the nation’s support and care. I am
hopeful that you will find a way to do
something for them,” advised JP.

RK Sinha thus started recruiting
retiring defence personnel to provide
security services to industrial units in
Bihar. A hostile territory for all business,
Bihar 50 years ago was in the grip of
mafias and gangs who ran virtually
parallel administrations. For every coal
mine there was a mafia which needed to
be paid before even the mining
companies could operate the fields.

GLOBAL PRESENCE

In The SIS Story, veteran business
journalist Prince Mathews Thomas
(who had a stint with businessline too)
narrates the rise and rise of Sinha’s
companies, now operating worldwide
and trusted by marquee investors like
DE Shaw and CX Partners. A
first-generation entrepreneur, Sinha had
nothing but guts and grit to begin with
apart from grooming by and exposure to
voluntary work through the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). That the
security services business is typically a
very asset-light (capital-light too)
activity helped.

The author takes us through the
journey of SIS, the scaling up of its
services business, leapfrogging with
acquisitions and partnerships and its
“people-first” culture. It is a fascinating
tale of how the ability to take business
risks, rooted in conviction that along
with commerce there is a simultaneous
attempt to be socially committed (by
bringing jobs to a relatively poorer
State), proves successful.

In his famous enunciation of “The
Seven Sins”, Gandhiji included
“commerce without morality” as one.
Reading this book, one gets the feeling
that the key reason for the sustainability
and continued relevance of the SIS
business model is because of the

adherence to ethical values of the
promoters.

For instance, the author refers to an
incident where the chairman of the
company receives a call from a security
guard. Sinha listened to the guard, noted
the feedback and ensured that his office

got back to that employee. Sinha says:
“We have no labour union in SIS. You
know why? Because every guard in this
organisation has my phone number.
What can a trade union guy do that the
chairman can’t?”

Perhaps this attitude is why the
home-grown SIS has been able to
withstand competition from the likes of
even the British multinational G4S and
float a joint venture with the Spanish
major Prosegur for cash movement and
ATM management in India.

The company got listed in 2017. At the
time of listing, a leading merchant
banker told Sinha that it is better to
move the company’s registration from
Patna to Delhi. “It would be good for
optics,” the banker said, to which Sinha’s
reply was forthright: “It’s not happening
during my lifetime. My tax will be paid in
Bihar. My GST will be paid in Bihar, my
registered address and the registered
address of my business shall remain in
Bihar.”

LEADERSHIP TRANSITION

RK, as he is known in industry circles,
has ensured a smooth transition of
leadership too, to initially Uday Singh, a
childhood friend, and then to his
London-educated son, Rituraj Sinha,
who, in fact, has been behind a number
of the latter-day corporate deals.

The 250-page book makes for breezy
reading, of the story of rustic
entrepreneurship which remains rooted
to the ground despite the resounding
success of both its organic and inorganic
growth. 

As the country’s economic growth
propels it to a larger position among the
comity of nations, we need a number of
Sinhas to emerge from the erstwhile
“Bimaru States”. There is always the
legacy of the Mauryas and Magadha to
live up to.

The reviewer is a commentator on banking and finance

Bihar’s myth-busting entrepreneur
SIS, promoted by RK Sinha, has emerged as the largest security services company in India and Down Under
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I
ndia’s Micro, Small, and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs) contribute a
substantial share of the country’s

overall economic output and act as one
of the largest creators of livelihoods
across urban and rural India. Be it a
food-processing unit in Assam, a
handicraft cluster in Rajasthan, or a
logistics startup in Bengaluru, MSMEs
bring opportunities closer to
communities. As India advances toward
its “Viksit Bharat 2047” vision, MSMEs
are poised to assume an even more
pivotal role in shaping the nation’s
economic transformation.

Most of this transformation will be
propelled by the deployment of digital
tools across public and private
enterprises. From our experience

that when equipped with the right tools
and training, MSMEs can harness AI for
a long-term enterprise edge.

Likewise, cloud tools are enabling
them to innovate, scale, and operate
confidently in an increasingly digital
landscape. According to the SME Digital
Insights Study, half of Indian MSMEs
now prioritise cloud adoption to expand
operations, driven by enhanced security
and improved customer centricity.
Nearly 20 per cent have already migrated
more than half of their workloads to the
cloud, a clear proof of their commitment
to digital transformation. With the right
combination of digital infrastructure,
financial support, and capability
building, MSMEs can expand their
contribution to the country’s GDP,
exports, and job creation. 

The writer is Managing Director, Tata Teleservices

technology and telecom service
providers play a crucial role. Bundled
o�erings that combine reliable
connectivity, cloud access, and
AI-driven business tools can help
MSMEs adopt technology without heavy
upfront investments.
Subscription-based models are already
easing adoption barriers and
encouraging smaller enterprises to
experiment, scale, and refine their
digital journeys. 

Manufacturers using IoT-enabled
predictive maintenance are reducing
downtime significantly, optimising their
supply chains. Healthcare enterprises
are adopting AI-assisted diagnostics and
cloud-based record systems to increase
efficiency. Fintech innovators using
machine learning are facilitating faster,
more inclusive access to credit for small
businesses. These examples illustrate

working directly with MSME entities,
we have seen how AI-enabled tools are
already helping small manufacturing
units optimise supply chains, predict
stock shortages, and improve fulfilment
accuracy. Similarly, cloud-based
solutions are o�ering flexibility and
security while removing infrastructure
barriers. To maximise the impact of
technologies such as AI, MSMEs must
strengthen foundational capabilities by
reimagining their business with
customer at the core, digitising
processes, standardising data systems,
and training teams to utilise digital tools
e�ectively. AI is not a plug-and-play
solution; it works best when integrated
with core operations and supported by a
data-ready environment. 

Creating such readiness requires
customised solutions that balance
a�ordability with impact. This is where

Harjit Singh

Short take

The MSME digitalisation imperative

Title: A CEO’s Brew

Stirred with Passion,

Purpose and Humbition

Author: Sanjiv Mehta

Publisher: Penguin

Business

The author’s

three-decade career

o�ers a wealth of

leadership lessons that

bridge legacy and

innovation

Title: The Dig: Keeladi

and the Politics of India’s

Past

Author: Sowmiya Ashok

Publisher: Hachette India

Blending sharp insight

with humour, the book

reveals how political

battles over science and

history continue to shape

our understanding of

India’s past

Title: Corporate Hostages:

Roads to Captivity, Paths to

Liberation Paperback

Author: N Raj Mohan

Publisher: Rupa

Publications India

The book explores the

strained and shifting

relationship between

employees and employers,

which has deepened since

the pandemic

NEW READS.

e2213679

e2213679



Development  Paradigms ~II 

2025 : Year  of  recalibration 

Letters To The Editor e d i t o r @ t h e s t a t e s m a n . c o m

06

Incorporating and directly descended from 
the Friends of India -founded 1818

The release of Uttar Pradesh’s draft electoral rolls has 
done more than trigger routine political anxiety ~ it has 
revealed a structural disconnect between India’s urban 
reality and its electoral administration. When a large 

share of proposed deletions is concentrated in cities, the issue is 
less about political intent and more about how democracy 
copes with mobility. At first glance, the deletions appear 
procedural: uncollected enumeration forms, duplication, and 
address mismatches.  

But the pattern is telling. Urban constituencies show 
disproportionately higher numbers of deletions not because 
city residents are disengaged, but because cities host a floating 
population that does not see the urban address as politically 
permanent. Millions who migrate from villages for work 
consciously retain their voter registration in their native places, 
where family ties, land, and local influence still matter more 
than the anonymity of the city. 

In that sense, the draft rolls are reflecting a choice as much as 
an omission. The city functions as an economic space, while the 
village remains the political anchor. When door-to-door 
verification takes place in urban booth areas during working 
hours, migrant workers are often absent, rentals change hands 
quickly, and documentation trails reality. What follows is 
administrative logic, not exclusionary design. What the revision 
process is also revealing is the scale of a long-ignored 
contradiction in voter behaviour.  

For years, electoral rolls quietly absorbed duplication created 
by migration, as individuals remained registered in their native 
villages while living and working elsewhere. That arrangement 
was politically convenient and administratively tolerated, but it 
was never legally sustainable. The current exercise is, at its core, 
an attempt to realign the rolls with the principle of single, 
place-based electoral registration. The political consequences, 
however, are real. Urban electoral strength depends not only on 
voter preference but on voter presence on the rolls. When large 
numbers are flagged for deletion in cities, established 
assumptions of political parties like the BJP about urban voting 
behaviour are unsettled.  

Parties with dense booth-level networks and constant voter 
engagement are better equipped to guide people through 
correction mechanisms. Those relying on past majorities or 
broad sentiment discover that organisational slack can quickly 
translate into electoral risk.  

Seen this way, the deletions do not represent exclusion but 
consolidation. They mark the point where administrative 
practice is finally catching up with social reality. Migrant voters 
are not being denied participation; they are being asked, 
perhaps for the first time, to make a clear choice about where 
their political citizenship resides.  

The discomfort this creates for urban centric parties like the 
BJP is understandable, but it is also unavoidable. But its 
outcomes underline a deeper institutional reality: India’s 
political geography still lags behind its economic geography. 
Cities absorb labour at scale, but aren’t sites of political 
belonging for millions who live and work within them. As 
migration reshapes India’s cities, electoral politics will 
increasingly reflect this tension between economic movement 
and political rootedness. The draft rolls merely reflect where the 
vote truly belongs despite social mobility.  

The artificial classifications of the 
World Bank and IMF at best serve 
their limited institutional purposes 
~ to determine for eligibility of 

poorer developing countries for concessional 
loans, favourable trade terms etc., and for 
phasing these countries in or out of aid 
windows. They may provide a framework 
for organising global macroeconomic data 
but suffer from many serious flaws. They 
ignore inequality ~ the USA has a high per 
capita income of $84000, but is a highly 
unequal country where the richest 1 per 
cent of households own almost 30 per cent 
of the nation’s total wealth, while the bottom 
50 per cent hold only about 3 per cent. The 
top 10% own more than two-thirds of total 
wealth, and this share has increased steadily 
over the decades. In contrast, Japan, also an 
advanced economy, has low inequality. In 
our dream of Viksit Bharat, do we want an 
unequal society where a million billionaires 
account for 80 per cent of the nation’s GDP? 

The classifications also ignore social 
outcomes ~ South Africa and Vietnam have 
similar income levels but vastly different 
inequality and employment structures. They 
ignore human development and economic 
structures, and cannot distinguish between 
a diversified modern manufacturing economy 
with a high skill base like China, an upper 
middle-income country, from Saudi Arabia, 
a high-income rentier state that is dependent 
on a single commodity, oil, and has very 
narrow domestic skill base. 

A singly-commodity export dependent 
country has very different development 
prospects from a diversified economy, even 
though both may be at the same income 
levels. There are many such examples ~ 
South Korea vs. Kuwait, Norway vs. Qatar ~ 
all high-income countries yet vastly different 
in diversification and skill. Nobody would 
advocate an economic structure like that of 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait or Qatar for a Viksit 
Bharat. Vulnerability to external shocks, 
productivity growth and income and 
employment are all structural features 
invisible in income averages. They also 

ignore the capacity of the states to deliver 
public goods such as access to quality 
healthcare, education, social protection, etc. 
that depend not just on income but on state 
capacity and policy choices, which often lag 
income growth. 

This brings us to the fundamental question, 
what exactly is development and what kind 
of development do we want for Viksit Bharat? 
True development must be multidimensional, 
encompassing not just purchasing power 
but health, education, opportunity, job, 
dignity, security, inclusion, and a whole lot 
of other things. Income of course is important 
as higher income levels are strongly correlated 
with better health outcomes, higher educational 
attainment, and greater state capacity. 
Even the UNDP’s widely-reported Human 
Development Index (HDI) which gives 
equal weightages to income, health and 
education is imperfect because of this 
strong correlation ~ it automatically 
favours countries with higher income.  

As a single-number summary, income 
remains one of the most powerful 
predictors of average living standards, 
and is necessary for development, but 
not a sufficient condition. Further, the 
Western concept of equating money with 
well-being is not relevant for India and 
many other countries. Income gains do 
not automatically translate into improved 
well-being without adequate investments 
in human capital and building institutional 
capacity. True development will shift the 
focus away from income growth to build 
a diversified, resilient, inclusive economy, 
not bound by the narrow definitions of 
outdated institutions like the UN, World 
Bank or IMF which have outlived their utility 
and are unfit to address the realities and 
complexities of a world that is unrecognisable 
to the one in which they were created. 

A State’s performance is judged by the 
coverage and efficiency in its delivery of 
public goods, and for that we need not be a 
high-income country. It depends more on 
the state’s capacity and vision more than 
income. Poverty still prevails in India, but 
absolute poverty seen in the 1970-films of 
Mrinal Sen or Ritwik Ghatak is certainly a 
thing of the past.  

Nobody dies of hunger in today’s India, 

thanks to the food security provided  
by the State. The quality of education in 
public schools falls way short of expectation, 
but almost all children attend schools  
where they get at least one nutritious meal 
every day. 

Quality of public health delivery is way 
below optimal, but everybody has access to 
healthcare and thanks to Ayushman Bharat, 
families do not fall into poverty due to 
medical expenditure. Welfare benefits reach 
every household without leakage, law and 
order is generally stable, and good quality 
roads and electricity are available even in 
the remotest villages. By and large, institutions 
function as they should, elections are fair 

and free, and press is freer 
than in most countries. All 
these have been achieved at 
a low-income level, 
demonstrating that income 
is a weak proxy for the 
well-being of citizens. 

Developed countries also 
offer all these and quality is 
an equal concern with them 
too. The UK National Health 
Service is in a deep crisis 
where patients wait for weeks 
if not months to get an 
appointment. The public 
healthcare systems in the 
USA, many European countries, 
or South Korea are under 
deep stress due to inadequate 
finance, as are their public 

transportation systems which are “on the 
edge of a cliff” due to shrinking funding. 
The abrupt collapse of institutional mechanisms 
being seen in the USA now make our systems 
feel vastly superior. One may then question 
why we should be considered undeveloped 
just because our per capita income is low? 
Of course, this is not to say that we have no 
problem - starting with unemployment and 
issues of quality, the inventory of our problems 
would be a long list, but addressing them is 
aspirational and a continuous, ongoing 
process. 

While sustained high growth and continuous 
rise in per capita income remain central to 
the idea of Viksit Bharat, the idea of Vikas 
must go much beyond these. It must be the 

vision of a future in which India is not only 
an economically richer, militarily stronger, 
technologically advanced, strategically 
autonomous, environmentally responsible, 
and institutionally strong digital superpower, 
but also one in which every citizen feels 
empowered and included in the process of 
development. The government’s vision of 
Viksit Bharat@2047 conceptualises it as a 
high-income inclusive society in which 
economic growth would be structurally 
transformative, based on eight interconnected 
pillars of economic transformation, digital 
empowerment, social inclusion, education 
and skill development, healthcare for all, 
developed infrastructure and urban growth, 
sustainable development, and citizen 
participation. 

A defining feature of this transformation 
would be technology-led governance and 
innovation. Digital public infrastructure is 
positioned as a scalable model for service 
delivery, financial inclusion, and state capacity 
enhancement, especially in strategic sectors 
such as clean energy, semiconductors, artificial 
intelligence, and advanced manufacturing. 
Institutional reform and cooperative federalism 
occupy a central place in this vision, and 
states are viewed as key drivers of development. 
Finally, sustainability and global engagement 
are integral to the vision. Climate resilience, 
energy transition, and India’s role in global 
governance are seen as inseparable from 
development. The agenda for Viksit Bharat 
is thus multi-dimensional and transformative, 
moving beyond income metrics to emphasise 
capability, resilience, and institutional strength, 
not framed solely through economic or 
technological metrics. 

Even then, it would be incomplete if we 
are unable to integrate our civilisational 
ethos into the scheme of Viksit Bharat. This 
includes the Chaturvarga: Dharma, Artha, 
Kama and Moksha. Translated into the 
language of governance, Dharma means 
that ethics and morality must inform 
governance and all public policy, integral to 
which would be transparency in public 
finance, accountability, social justice and 
individual responsibility, where long-term 
public goods would be prioritised over 
short-term political gains. 

Artha would imply economic growth that 
would lead to Sarvodaya ~ the upliftment of 
all including the most vulnerable, rather 
than the inefficient Western concept of 
trickle-down development, and technological 
progress would reduce, not deepen, social 
inequalities. Kama would mean fulfilment 
of aspirations, Artha and Kama. Moksha 
would imply union with nature in which 
harmonious and purposeful living would 
underpin all development, treating the 
environment as a living entity, preventing 
material prosperity from becoming aimless. 
This civilisational template would be a moral 
and cultural compass to navigate modernity 
to realise ancient India’s universal peace 
mantra, Sarve Bhavantu Sukhinah/ Sarve 
Santu Niramayah/ Sarve Bhadrani Pashyantu/ 
Maa Kashchit Duhkhabhag Bhavet. Om 
Shanti, Shanti, Shanti. 

(Concluded)

South Korea began 2025 amid 
constitutional rupture and ends 
it with renewed confidence in 
technocratic governance. The year’s 

most arresting moments were political. 
A presidential impeachment closed one 
era, and the rapid inauguration of the Lee 
Jae Myung administration opened another, 
compressing the institutional shock into 
the space of a few months. 

Yet the more consequential transformation 
unfolded away from the assembly hall. 
In 2025, Seoul stopped patching aging 
systems and began rewriting them. What 
emerged was not ideological fervor but 
strategic recalibration, shaped by the 
recognition that incremental fixes no 
longer matched the scale of national risk. 

The pivotal shift was institutional. For 
decades, the State Prosecutors’ Office 
served as the country’s most dominant 
power center, a legacy of hypercentralized 
rule. Legislation passed this year set in 
motion its dismantling after 78 years, 

separating its functions and recalibrating 
authority across the state. 

By decoupling investigation from 
prosecution, South Korea 
moved toward a legal architecture 
that places weight on process 
rather than discretion. The 
transition has been bruising 
and politically costly, with 
implementation extending 
beyond this year, but it signaled 
an effort to curb power rather than merely 
rotate it. That recalibration was reinforced 
by high-profile probes into past state 
affairs, including ongoing investigations 
involving former President Yoon Suk Yeol 
and former first lady Kim Keon Hee. Their 
significance lies less in individual outcomes 
than in signaling that no officeholder 
stands beyond scrutiny. 

Markets offered a parallel, if more 
volatile, verdict. The Kospi’s breach of 
the 4,000 threshold this year signaled a 
reassessment of the long-standing “Korea 

discount.” Investors responded to a $518 
billion AI chip strategy, improved capital 
returns and corporate value-up reforms, 

alongside a favorable technology 
cycle. In a world fragmenting into 
rival trade blocs, South Korea converted 
hardware strength into diplomatic 
leverage. By anchoring global HBM 
and logic chip supply chains, it secured 
a central role in the artificial intelligence 
economy. Industrial policy and 

geopolitics increasingly converged amid 
persistent global instability. 

Diplomacy reflected the same pragmatism. 
At the APEC summit in Gyeongju, Seoul 
leaned into transactional realism. Securing 
a 15 percent tariff ceiling with Washington 
while maintaining semiconductor ties 
with Beijing underscored a deliberate 
strategy. Seoul no longer seeks alignment 
with every partner but aims to remain 
too important to exclude. 

Cultural exports complemented this 
repositioning. From Tony-winning 

productions like “Maybe Happy Ending” 
to the continuing global reach of K-pop, 
Korean content reinforced international 
presence without bearing the weight of 
formal diplomacy. 

Yet the social balance sheet remains 
unsettled. South Korea’s fertility rate 
showed tentative signs of recovery, rising 
close to 0.8 by the year-end. Monthly 
increases and cautious projections point 
to the first sustained improvement in 
years, though the rate remains the world’s 
lowest. Material success is pulling ahead 
of social foundations. Gangnam’s luxury 
towers signal concentrated wealth, while 
expanding semiconductor complexes 
grow detached from the communities 
meant to sustain them. 

The parliamentary inquiry into the Jeju 
Air disaster reinforced this warning. It 
revealed gaps in oversight, reminding the 
public that advanced systems cannot 
substitute for institutional trust or social 
resilience.

Systemic traps 
Sir, Apropos “Mankind’s Chakrayuhas” 

we are not victims of complexity; we are its 
architects. The systems we celebrate as 
progress, economic growth, technological 
speed and limitless consumption have quietly 
turned into traps.  

We know how to build, expand and 
accelerate, but we lack the courage to pause, 
or the wisdom to step back.  

Confidence now runs faster than understanding 
and ambition moves ahead without accountability. 
Leadership today often mistakes action for 
insight and success for scale. In this race, 
reflection is treated as weakness, restraint 
as failure. Yet every crisis we face is a reminder 
that unchecked momentum destroys more 
than it creates.  

Real strength lies not in forcing outcomes, 
but in recognizing limits of nature, of systems 
and of ourselves. If we continue choosing 
convenience over conscience, complexity 
over clarity, we will remain trapped in cycles 
we created. Escape is possible, but only 
when wisdom guides courage, responsibility 
guides power and humanity chooses balance 
over blind progress. 

Yours, etc., Aditya Kamble,  
Kalaburagi, 1 January. 

 

Gold rush 
Sir, Modern economies do not run on 

metal alone; they rely on flexible exchange 
rates, credible institutions, transparent 
regulation, and disciplined fiscal policy. 
Long-term stability flows from trust in 

governance, not from gold locked away in 
vaults. The renewed global rush to gold 
reflects unease rather than wisdom. While 
gold has value as a reserve and hedge, 
treating it as a currency substitute offers 
false comfort.  

Central bank buying may calm markets 
briefly, but it cannot replace sound policy. 
Emerging economies should instead deepen 
trade settlement systems, strengthen financial 
regulation, diversify reserves, and rein in 
reckless public spending. 

Yours, etc., Avinashiappan Myilsami, 
Coimbatore, 29 December. 

 

Transparency 
Sir, This refers to the news report “TMC 

delegation meets state CEO, raises concern 

over voters’ list discrepancies & hearing 
process” (December 30 ). There is hardly 
any logic in excluding booth-level agents to 
facilitate overseeing the SIR process.  

The transparency would have been better 
mantained had the BLAs been allowed to 
be present during the verification process. 
The Election Commission reserves the 
right to accept or reject the BLA's  
suggestion but their presence should not be 
dispensed with.  

The TMC leaders are quite justified in 
asking the Election Commission to publish 
the voters' list with some alleged discrepancies 
to make the people aware of it. Why are the 
names being suppressed and for whose 
vested interests? 

Yours, etc., Arun Gupta, 
Kolkata, 30 December.

A new political slogan is travelling fast across wealthy 
democracies: affordability. It is invoked with urgency, 
often paired with the language of crisis. Voters are told 
that prices are out of control, that everyday life has 

become unmanageable, and that something fundamental has 
gone wrong. The claim resonates emotionally. But as with 
many powerful political narratives, the truth is more 
complicated than the slogan suggests. 

Prices have undeniably risen in recent years, sometimes 
sharply. Housing costs in major cities, childcare, healthcare, and 
food have all become more expensive, creating visible pressure 
points in household budgets. These increases are felt acutely 
because they affect items people buy frequently or cannot 
avoid. Yet when examined in aggregate, incomes in most 
advanced economies have risen faster than inflation over the 
same period. Measured broadly, purchasing power has not 
collapsed. In many cases, it has improved. 

This gap between economic data and public sentiment 
reveals something important about how people experience the 
economy. Affordability is not assessed through national 
averages or wage indices. It is judged through lived encounters: 
the rent renewal that jumps unexpectedly, the grocery bill that 
feels higher than last month, the price of entry into home 
ownership that seems permanently out of reach. People anchor 
their sense of well-being to specific prices, not to abstract 
comparisons of income growth. 

Politics thrives in this space between perception and reality. 
Calls to “fix” affordability often begin by correctly identifying 
local distortions ~ shortages, regulatory bottlenecks, or supply 
constraints that push prices higher than they need to be. But 
these insights are frequently followed by policy prescriptions 
that promise immediate relief while ignoring longer-term 
consequences. Price caps, subsidies without supply reform, or 
pressure on independent institutions may feel decisive, but 
they often worsen the very shortages they aim to address. 

The deeper tension lies in contradictory public demands. 
Voters want higher wages, but also lower prices. They want 
rising asset values for what they already own, and falling prices 
for what they hope their children can buy. They want protection 
from market volatility, yet also expect abundance, choice and 
innovation. These goals cannot all be met simultaneously 
without trade-offs. 

Affordability, then, is not a single economic condition but a 
political mirror. It reflects anxieties about fairness, opportunity 
and security more than it does absolute living standards. The 
danger is not that these concerns are illegitimate, but that they 
are channelled into policies that confuse symptoms with 
causes. The challenge for governments is to resist slogans and 
confront structure: boosting supply where shortages exist, 
removing barriers that inflate costs, and being honest about the 
limits of what policy can deliver without unintended damage. 
Otherwise, affordability risks becoming not a solution to 
economic frustration, but a slogan that deepens it. 

Urban  Disconnect 

Unaffordable 

What exactly is development 
and what kind of development
do we want for Viksit Bharat? 
True development must be 
multidimensional, 
encompassing not just 
purchasing power but health, 
education, opportunity, job, 
dignity, security, inclusion, and 
a whole lot of other things. 
Income of course is important as 
higher income levels are strongly 
correlated with better health 
outcomes, higher educational 
attainment, and greater state 
capacity 
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News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 

The comments of the London Sunday journals 
show how little opinion at Homo has been 
impressed by the proceedings of the National 
Congress at Cawnpore. As the Observer puts it 
if the Swarajists attempt the plan of civil 
disobedience “their own movement will be its 
first victim.” Swaraj, indeed, is already feeling 
the effect of the divorce of its new policy from 
the realities of politics. There is no future for 
any political party in India that is not prepared 
to work on constitutional lines. If any reinforcement 
of that view were necessary it would be found 
in the speech of Sir Abdur Rahim, which is a 
plain warning that unless and until Moslems 
and Hindus work together as one community 
there will be a stronger resistance to Swaraj, in 
the accepted meaning of that word, inside India 
than is ever likely to be offered by outside forces. 
Desertion of the Councils by Swarajists will be 
followed not by civil disobedience but by the 
disappearance of the Swaraj party from practical 
politics. 

NEW GOVERNMENT 

BASED SOLELY ON 
ARMED FORCES 
Athens, Jan. 

M. Pangalos’s announcement was made at a 
banquet given by the officers of the Republican 
Guard, and evoked demonstrations of enthusiasm, 
which were renewed by the Guard during a 
parade of the streets in the evening. M. Pangalos 
said that he was pre-paring an administration 
based solely on the armed forces.—Reuter. 

 
 

WIDOW�S PENSIONS 

NEW SCHEME IN 
FORCE TO-DAY 
(British Official Wireless.) 
Leafield (Oxford), Jan. 

Claims for new pensions for widows and orphans, 
which will be paid for the first time on Tuesday 
under the contributory scheme established by 
the Act of Parliament passed last year, have been 
received from more than 130,000 widows and 
from about 9,000 orphans. The original estimate 
of the numbers was 174,000 widows and 27,000 
orphans. It is known however that, many claims 
in respect of many large orphanage institutions 
have yet to be received. Many of the claims already 
sent in have still to be considered, but it is believed 
that to-morrow the post offices in England and 
Wales will be paying out between 70,000 and 
100,000 pensions. 

 

 
SENATE ELECTIONS 

OFFICIAL 

EXPLANATION OF 
POSTPONEMENT 
Athens, Jan. 

It is officially explained that the postponement 
of the Senate elections is due to certain party 
leaders persisting in giving them a political 
complexion which will thus defeat the Government 
object of obtaining a cessation of the increasing 
political tension.— Reuter. 

 
 

COAL RESOURCES 

REPORT ON DONCASTER 
UNTAPPED FIELD 
(British Official Wireless.) 
Leafield (Oxford), Jan. 
 

The Royal Commission on mining subsidence 
have issued a preliminary report on a Doncaster 
area of 200,000 acres of virgin coalfield whose 
resources are estimated at 4,550 million tons. 
The Commission believes that this coal should 
be extracted, but recognises that mining operations 
are likely to cause a flooding of the low lying 
agricultural lands. They advise, therefore, that a 
special commission be established to consider 
and make recommendations regarding the general 
development of this area in the best interests of 
all concerned.

ACROSS 
 
1    Satanists  leader 

breaks mirror in 

church recess (4) 

3    Challenging type 

seen in different 

locations around 

clubs (10) 

10  Storm to trouble 

British sailors being 

sucked in (7) 

11  Search vigorously 

given time to find 

minor radical (7) 

12  Tree-dweller in 

shade endlessly  

(5) 

13  In B&B need the 

whole bar (9) 

14  Waxy substance, 

resin, alongside 

rigs at sea (9) 

16  Hotel in pleasant 

position (5) 

18  Saw things in 

Société 

Ethnologique?  

(5) 

19  Blissful soldier with 

youngster 

returning is 

embraced (9) 

21  Inexperienced 

fellow mentioned 

stock market 

activity (9) 

22  Joke about 

uniform left in 

labour camp (5) 

24  Scandinavian 

woman last in 

queue stretching 

across (7) 

25  Serpent possibly 

existing now (7) 

26  Rowers hope to 

develop measure 

of strength (10) 

27  Something wrong 

swallowing hot 

piece of beef  

(4) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    One to depart this 

world like man 

strapped in tight? 

(9) 

2    Country squire s 

first visionary sent 

heavenward (5) 

4    Mob down by 500 

attending pub one 

used to open (7) 

5    Invaders 

succeeded with 

right to enter 

Donne s island? (7) 

6    Involving a 

mystery whose 

point is concealed? 

(5-3-6) 

7    Associations 

formed with 

canaille shaky at 

first (9) 

8    Complete wreck  

(5) 

9    Very colourful � 

like actors on the 

cinema screen?  

(6-4-4) 

15  Raven-keeper 

brings grouse to 

diner (9) 

17  Instruct goose 

soaring and circling 

to come down (9) 

19  Drug substitute in 

location � Bilbao s 

outskirts (7) 

20  Sink back � water 

at last to slip away 

(7) 

21  Result produced by 

plotters? (5) 

23  Cold fish served up 

with hot worm (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9

10 11

12 13

14 15 16 17

18 19 20

21 22 23

24 25

26 27

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

I F S N G I
K E S T R E L B I G S H O T
N C A A A O A I
O C U L I T R I A T H L O N
T E L E L S F G

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

Last SaturdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 05 January 1926

Memories  fade, 
mementos remain. 
Desires  dwindle , 
longing lingers. My 

head hovers over the hinterland of 
ideas, but my heart hinges on the 
lean peninsula of hopes and hurts, 
dreams and despair. 

Words come and go, yellowing 
pages turn one by one, tired eyes 
float seeing and not seeing. Whatever 
we wanted, we let go. Whatever we 
cherished slipped from our fingers, 
fragile and futile. The shining toys 
of our birthdays are covered by the 
thin, opaque dust of oblivion. 

Yet there are enduring whiffs of 
assurance. 

Where the woods end, the road 
slithers past the fallen twigs and 
crushed leaves and gently bends 
around the small lake. As you take 
a quick turn, you see the small, 
solitary house. Its unpainted bricks 
spell a simple stolidity that looked 
even calmer in that autumn dusk. 
The plain wooden door had a glass 
pane that glimmered from a lamp 
as we approached. 

A friend, who had the key, opened 
the door and waited for me to enter. 

“I believe it will suit you,” he said. 
 A small foyer, followed by a large 

living room, next to a moderate 
kitchen and dining alcove. On one 
side, two fair-sized bedrooms with 
their privies and, on the other, a 

smaller guest room and a comparable 
study. 

“Is the space adequate?” my friend 
asked. 

“More than enough.” The main 
bedroom seemed sumptuous, the 
study inviting. 

I walked over to the balcony at 
the back. The sun was setting with 
aplomb, the lake glittered as scores 
of birds seemed to be heading, 
singing, to their nests. Curious 
house, it had peace written all over 
it. 

I had little doubt. “Yes, it will 
suit me,” I said with inordinate 
rashness. 

That little house, neighbourly to 
the lake and brotherly to the woods, 
exuded a special charm: ample 
enough to be comfortable, small 
enough to be intimate. It felt familiar 
and friendly, relaxed and restful. 
Its large windows brought in the 
sunny day; its gray shades kept the 
noontime at bay. Its modest kitchen 
was discreetly reassuring to its 
modest chef. From the balcony, the 
nearest oaks looked impressive but 
approachable, and the little birds 
who styled them their home made 
them seem sociable. 

I am a city guy, not a natural 
Nature lover. But I began to notice 
the leaves, their vibrant green that 
turned chrome and amber and then 
burgundy and crimson, until they 

chose a quiet burial before the 
snows came. And the snow! It 
dripped and poured, drizzled and 
cascaded to the point my windows 
narrowed and my door blocked. 
No harm done, for nobody came, 
not even the mailman, leaving me 
content with my jugs of coffee and 
boxes of biscotti. 

Yes, the house suited me. 
My favourite room quickly became 

the study. The walls filled on all 
sides with books: my favorites, 
poetry and drama, near at hand; 
fiction and philosophy on the left 
and politics and religion on the 
right. My desk faced a large window: 
as my work ended in the evening, 
I could see brown finches and red 
cardinals fly back home. 

I sat in a rocking chair in the 
corner to read, a glass of iced 
Campari within reach. A small Bose 
speaker in the other corner played 
my old favorites from the computer. 
My home was preternaturally quiet 
at night: I could literally hear my 
pencil drop. 

The scene changed when my 
friends came. The rafters shook as 
they laughed and emptied beer 
glasses. But the biggest change was 
when one who was very special 
came. The little house turned festive 
even without wreaths and festoons. 
Only a few candles. The place looked 
resplendent. 

Charles  L amb had worke d 
thirty-odd years in a London firm 
and felt, when he retired, that the 
wood from the desk had entered 
his soul.  The little house did 
something else to my itinerant city 
soul. I felt a gentle air had breezed 
through my restless heart. 

Now I live in another town, in a 
fancy apartment that overlooks a 
verdant lawn and an appealing 
pergola. I work at a steel desk that 
obediently springs higher when I 
want to write standing or read even 
higher. I listen to sarod and harp 
as the evening darkens and slice 

my pizza into tiny morsels that are 
carelessly picked and casually 
ingested. 

I am okay. But when the night 
deepens, I think of the little house 
snuck between the water and the 
oaks that ensconced me in its 
mellow womb and covered me with 
the comforting warmth of easy 
acceptance. 

Memories fade, mementos remain. 
Yearnings yield, attachments endure. 

 
(The writer is a US-based international 
development advisor and had worked with the 
World Bank. He can be reached at 
mnandy@gmail.com 

Illustration by : Debabrata Chakrabarty
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Somnath: 1,000 years of unbroken faith
NARENDRA MODI 
 

Somnath… hearing this word 
instils a sense of pride in our 
hearts and minds. It is the 
eternal proclamation of India’s 

soul. This majestic Temple is situated 
on the Western coast of India in 
Gujarat, at a place called Prabhas 
Patan. The Dwadasha Jyotirling 
Stotram mentions the 12 Jyotirlings 
across India. The Stotram begins with 
“������ � ������� �..”, symbolising the 
civilisational and spiritual importance 
of Somnath as the first Jyotirling. 

It is also said: 
 
�������  ��� ���� �������� ������� 
���� ��� ��������� ��� � ��� 

��������� 
 
It means: Just the sight of Somnath 

Shivling ensures that a person is freed 
of sins, achieves their righteous desires 
and attains heaven after death. 

Tragically, this very Somnath, which 
drew the reverence and prayers of 
millions, was attacked by foreign 
invaders, whose agenda was demolition, 
not devotion. 

The year 2026 is significant for the 
Somnath Temple. It has been 1,000 
years since the first attack on this 
great shrine. It was in January of 1026 
that Mahmud of Ghazni attacked this 
Temple, seeking to destroy a great 
symbol of faith and civilisation through 
a violent and barbaric invasion. 

Yet, one thousand years later, the 
Temple stands as glorious as ever 
because of numerous efforts to restore 
Somnath to its grandeur. One such 
milestone completes 75 years in 2026. 
It was during a ceremony on 11 May 
1951, in the presence of the then 
President of India, Dr. Rajendra Prasad, 
that the restored Temple opened its 
doors to devotees. 

The first invasion of Somnath a 
thousand years ago in 1026, the cruelty 
that was unleashed upon the people 
of the town and the devastation that 
was inflicted upon the shrine have 
been documented in great detail in 

various historical accounts. When you 
read them, the heart trembles. Each 
line carries the weight of grief, cruelty 
and a sorrow that refuses to fade with 
time. 

Imagine the impact it had on Bharat 
and the morale of the people. After 
all, Somnath had great spiritual 
significance. It was also on the coast, 
giving strength to a society with great 
economic prowess, whose sea traders 
and seafarers carried tales of its 
grandeur far and wide. 

Yet, I am proud to state unequivocally 
that the story of Somnath, a thousand 
years after the first attack, is not 
defined by destruction. It is defined 
by the unbreakable courage of crores 
of children of Bharat Mata. 

The medieval barbarism that began 
a thousand years ago in 1026 went on 
to ‘inspire’ others to repeatedly attack 
Somnath. It was the start of an attempt 
to enslave our people and culture. But 
each time the Temple was attacked, 
we also had great men and women 
who stood up to defend it and even 
made the ultimate sacrifice. And every 
single time, generation after generation, 
the people of our great civilisation 
picked themselves up, rebuilt and 
rejuvenated the Temple. It is our 
privilege to have been nurtured by 
the same soil that has nurtured greats 
like Ahilyabai Holkar, who made a 
noble attempt to ensure devotees can 
pray at Somnath. 

In the 1890s, Swami Vivekananda 
visited Somnath and that experience 
moved him. He expressed his feelings 
during a lecture in Chennai in 1897 
when he said, “Some of these old 
temples of Southern India and those 
like Somnath of Gujarat will teach 
you volumes of wisdom, will give you 
a keener insight into the history of 
the race than any amount of books. 
Mark how these temples bear the 
marks of a hundred attacks and a 
hundred regenerations, continually 
destroyed and continually springing 
up out of the ruins, rejuvenated and 
strong as ever! That is the national 
mind, that is the national life-current. 

Follow it and it leads to glory. Give it 
up and you die; death will be the only 
result, annihilation, the only effect, 
the moment you step beyond that 
life current.” 

The sacred duty of rebuilding the 
Somnath Temple after independence 
came to the able hands of Sardar 
Vallabhbhai Patel. A visit during Diwali 
time in 1947 moved him so much that 
he announced that the Temple would 
be rebuilt there. Finally, on 11 May 
1951, a grand Temple in Somnath 
opened its doors to devotees and Dr. 
Rajendra Prasad was present there. 
The great Sardar Sahib was not alive 
to see this historic day, but the fulfilment 
of his dream stood tall before the 
nation. 

The then Prime Minister, Pandit 
Jawaharlal Nehru, was not too enthused 
with this development. He did not 
want the Honourable President as 
well as Ministers to associate with 
this special event. He said that this 
event created a bad impression of 
India. But Dr. Rajendra Prasad stood 
firm and the rest is history. No mention 
of Somnath is complete without 
recalling the efforts of KM Munshi, 
who supported Sardar Patel very 
effectively. His works on Somnath, 
including the book, ‘Somanatha: The 
Shrine Eternal’, are extremely informative 
and educative. 

Indeed, as the title of Munshi Ji’s 
book conveys, we are a civilisation 
that carries a sense of conviction 
about the eternity of spirit and of 
ideas. We firmly believe that that 
which is eternal is indestructible, as 
outlined in the famous Gita verse “���� 
����� �����…”. There can be no 
better example of our civilisation’s 
indomitable spirit than Somnath, 
which stands gloriously, overcoming 
odds and struggles. 

It is this same spirit that is visible 
in our nation, one of the brightest 
spots of global growth, having overcome 
centuries of invasions and colonial 
loot. It is our value systems and the 
determination of our people that have 
made India the centre of global attention 

today. The world is seeing India with 
hope and optimism. They want to 
invest in our innovative youngsters. 
Our art, culture, music and several 
festivals are going global. Yoga and 
Ayurveda are making a worldwide 
impact, boosting healthy living. 
Solutions to some of the most pressing 
global challenges are coming from 
India. 

Since time immemorial, Somnath 
has brought together people from 
different walks of life. Centuries ago, 
Kalikal Sarvagna Hemchandracharya, 
a respected Jain monk, came to 
Somnath. It is said that after praying 
there, he recited a verse, 
“�������� �� ����� ������� �������� 
���”. It means - Salutations to That 
One in whom the seeds of worldly 
becoming are destroyed, in whom 
passion and all afflictions have withered 
away.” Today, Somnath holds the 
same ability to awaken something 
profound within the mind and soul. 

A thousand years after the first 
attack in 1026, the sea at Somnath 
still roars with the same intensity as 
it did back then. The waves that wash 
the shores of Somnath tell a story. No 
matter what, just like the waves, it 

kept rising again and again. 
The aggressors of the past are now 

dust in the wind, their names synonymous 
with destruction. They are footnotes 
in the annals of history, while Somnath 
stands bright, radiating far beyond 
the horizon, reminding us of the 
eternal spirit that remained undiminished 
by the attack of 1026. Somnath is a 
song of hope that tells us that while 
hate and fanaticism may have the 
power to destroy for a moment, faith 
and conviction in the power of goodness 
have the power to create for eternity. 

If the Somnath Temple, which was 
attacked a thousand years ago and 
faced continuous attacks thereon, 
could rise again and again, then we 
can surely restore our great nation to 
the glory it embodied a thousand 
years ago before the invasions. With 
the blessings of Shree Somnath 
Mahadev, we move forward with a 
renewed resolve to build a Viksit 
Bharat, where civilisational wisdom 
guides us to work for the welfare of 
the whole world. 

Jai Somnath! 
 
 

(The writer is Prime Minister of India and is also 
the Chairman of the Shree Somnath Trust.) 

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY



DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

I begin most mornings the same way: with a cup of tea
in one hand and the newspaper in the other. It is a ritual
that took root early in my childhood and, to my mild sur-
prise, has survived into later life—one of the few habits to
do so. Some friends insist that both tea and newspapers
now contribute equally to acidity, given the tone of con-
temporary headlines. Still, I persist. There is something espe-
cially satisfying about reading the paper on the first day
of the year, when the noise of daily updates gives way to
reflection and summary. This year, too, the tradition
held.One article that caught my attention focused on Project
Tiger. On the surface, it carried good news: years of sus-
tained conservation have led to a welcome rise in tiger
numbers. Yet success, as so often happens, comes with com-

plications. The growth in population has not been
matched by a corresponding expansion of habitat. As a
result, nearly a third of India’s tigers now roam beyond core
forest areas, edging closer to human settlements. This
immediately brought back memories of a visit to the Masai
Mara in Kenya, where we once saw three
cheetahs wandering casually through a
village. Our driver and several tourist vehi-
cles bounced excitedly over rough ground
to follow them, while the villagers watched
with practiced indifference, as though this
were an entirely ordinary sight.My wife remarked that there
are now reports of big cats living almost alongside
humans, not unlike stray dogs in our cities. Dogs, after all,
diverged from wolves thousands of years ago, forging a
mutually beneficial relationship with humans. Ironically,
after perfecting coexistence, we refined it further by divid-
ing dogs into two rigid categories: pets and strays. We now
find ourselves locked in fierce—and sometimes ugly—
debates over their right to exist, arguing like proverbial cats
and dogs over whether they deserve protection or
removal.The past year saw these tensions erupt following
a court ruling on the issue, proving that few things ignite
public emotion as quickly as a moral argument.

Centuries from now, historians may note how humans
first separated animals into wild and domestic, and then
subdivided the domestic into pet and stray—an evolution-

ary detour entirely of our own making. At the heart of this
lies our selective application of two ideas: survival of the
fittest and peaceful coexistence. As the dominant species,
we expand as though it were our unquestionable right,
encroaching on forests, fields, and coastlines. Yet we also

reserve for ourselves the authority to decide
when coexistence should be promoted and
when compassion should be exercised. Too
often, peaceful coexistence becomes a correc-
tive tool, invoked only when our own comfort
is threatened. This pattern repeats not just

across species, but within humanity—between communi-
ties, nations, and ideologies. Even outer space is not spared.

I sometimes wonder how things might have unfolded
had dinosaurs, or some other prehistoric species, survived
to become dominant. Would they have made room for
humans? Animals do fight for territory, but usually for food,
mates, and survival—not for ideology or excess. Watching
wildlife today, one often sees different species sharing a
water hole, birds cleaning parasites from a resting lion, and
scavengers performing their quiet, essential role. Each con-
tributes to a fragile balance that sustains the whole.That
humans might need to relearn peaceful coexistence—or
even collaboration—from the animal world is a humbling
thought, and one well worth serious reflection.
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each time the Temple was attacked, we also had
great men and women who stood up to defend
it and even made the ultimate sacrifice. And every
single time, generation after generation, the
people of our great civilisation picked themselves
up, rebuilt and rejuvenated the Temple. It is our
privilege to have been nurtured by the same soil
that has nurtured greats like Ahilyabai Holkar,
who made a noble attempt to ensure devotees
can pray at Somnath.  In the 1890s, Swami
Vivekananda visited Somnath and that experi-
ence moved him. He expressed his feelings
during a lecture in Chennai in 1897 when he said,
“Some of these old temples of Southern India and
those like Somnath of Gujarat will teach you
volumes of wisdom, will give you a keener insight
into the history of the race than any amount of
books. Mark how these temples bear the marks
of a hundred attacks and a hundred regenera-
tions, continually destroyed and continually
springing up out of the ruins, rejuve-
nated and strong as ever!  That is the
national mind, that is the national life-
current. Follow it and it leads to glory.
Give it up and you die; death will be
the only result, annihilation, the only
effect, the moment you step beyond that life
current.”

The sacred duty of rebuilding the Somnath
Temple after independence came to the able
hands of Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel. A visit during
Diwali time in 1947 moved him so much that he
announced that the Temple will be rebuilt there.
Finally, on May 11, 1951, a grand Temple in
Somnath opened its doors to devotees and Dr.
Rajendra Prasad was present there. The great
Sardar Sahib was not alive to see this historic day,
but the fulfilment of his dream stood tall before
the nation. The then Prime Minister, Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru, was not too enthused with this
development. He did not want the Honourable
President as well as Ministers to associate with
this special event. He said that this event
created a bad impression of India. But Dr.
Rajendra Prasad stood firm and the rest is history.
No mention of Somnath is complete without

recalling the efforts of KM Munshi, who support-
ed Sardar Patel very effectively. His works on
Somnath, including the book, ‘Somanatha: The
Shrine Eternal’, are extremely informative and
educative. Indeed, as the title of Munshi Ji’s book
conveys, we are a civilisation that carries a sense
of conviction about the eternity of spirit and of
ideas. We firmly believe that which is eternal is
indestructible, as outlined in the famous Gita
verse “ …”. There can be no
better example of our civilisation’s indomitable
spirit than Somnath, which stands gloriously,
overcoming odds and struggles.

It is this same spirit that is visible in our nation,
one of the brightest spots of global growth,
having overcome centuries of invasions and colo-
nial loot. It is our value systems and the deter-
mination of our people that have made India the
centre of global attention today. The world is
seeing India with hope and optimism. They want
to invest in our innovative youngsters. Our art,
culture, music and several festivals are going
global. Yoga and Ayurveda are making a world-
wide impact, boosting healthy living. 

Since time immemorial, Somnath has brought
together people from different walks of life.
Centuries ago, Kalikal Sarvagna
Hemchandracharya, a respected Jain monk,
came to Somnath. 

It is said that after praying there, he recited a
verse, “
”. It means - Salutations to That One in whom the
seeds of worldly becoming are destroyed, in
whom passion and all afflictions have withered
away.” Today, Somnath holds the same ability
to awaken something profound within the
mind and soul. A thousand years after the first

attack in 1026, the sea at
Somnath still roars with the
same intensity as it did back then.
The waves that wash the shores
of Somnath tell a story. No matter
what, just like the waves, it kept

rising again and again. 
The aggressors of the past are now dust in the

wind, their names synonymous with destruction.
They are footnotes in the annals of history, while
Somnath stands bright, radiating far beyond the
horizon, reminding us of the eternal spirit that
remained undiminished by the attack of 1026.
Somnath is a song of hope that tells us that while
hate and fanaticism may have the power to
destroy for a moment, faith and conviction in the
power of goodness have the power to create for
eternity.  If the Somnath Temple, which was
attacked a thousand years ago, could rise again
and again, then we can surely restore our great
nation to the glory it embodied a thousand years
ago before the invasions. With the blessings of
Shree Somnath Mahadev, we move forward with
a renewed resolve to build a Viksit Bharat, where
civilisational wisdom guides us to work for the
welfare of the whole world. Jai Somnath! 

Editor’s

In the world of realpolitik, nothing is sacrosanct-not even the
sovereignty of nations. When the United States attacked
Venezuela without any provocation or immediate threat to its
own existence, it became clear that little has changed over the
years. Power, and the pursuit of self-interest, continues to
dictate the conduct of nations. When that power belongs to a
superpower, it often feels no obligation to heed global opinion
or institutions such as the United Nations.

The United States’ attack on Venezuela and the capture of its
president, Nicolás Maduro, cannot be justified on any grounds.
Under the guise of combating “narco-terrorism” and
authoritarianism, the intervention represents a blatant violation
of international norms and civilised conduct-particularly ironic
for a nation that prides itself on being a global custodian of
democracy. In truth, the United States has a long and
ignominious history of meddling in the affairs of sovereign
nations. Far from defending democracy or regional stability, this
action appears driven less by principle than by strategic and
economic interests, most notably Venezuela’s vast oil reserves.
While the US has engaged in such tactics before, this assault is
unprecedented in one crucial respect: it marks the first direct US
military attack on a South American country.

Uncle Sam has long played the role of the bully in the
Americas. From Mexico in the 1840s to Cuba, Haiti, Brazil, Chile,
Panama, and beyond, the region has borne the heavy cost of US
interventions. The pretexts may change, but the underlying
rationale remains the same. Such actions have been justified in
the name of saving democracy from communism, stabilising
nations, countering narcotics, or addressing human rights
violations. The ultimate sufferer has always been the violated
nation-its institutions weakened, instability prolonged, civilians
subjected to hardship, and puppet regimes installed to serve
American interests rather than the will of their own people. This
time, however, there may be an additional factor: the erosion of
US President Donald Trump’s credibility following the surfacing
of his name in the Epstein files, which has further damaged his
standing and stature. This intervention is not about the rule of
law or human rights; it is about reasserting hegemony. Such
naked aggrandisement reduces Latin America to US colony,
denying nations their fundamental right to determine their
own political futures. The capture of Maduro evokes memories
of the 1989 invasion of Panama and the arrest of Manuel
Noriega-another episode justified on drug-trafficking charges.
That intervention left hundreds of civilians dead and resulted in
the installation of a US-favoured government, while Panama
endured long-term political and social consequences.

Claims that the US will “run” Venezuela until a “proper
transition” takes place should ring alarm bells within the United
Nations. What lies ahead for Venezuela is prolonged instability,
fragmentation of state authority, and a future shaped by foreign
interests rather than national reconciliation. The world must
come together to condemn this brazen display of power and
the total disregard for international law that it represents.

The US attack on Venezuela on pretext of combating
narco terrorism  revives concerns over imperial
overreach and the violation of national sovereignty

Venezuela and the return
of naked imperialism

Urgent action needed to save the birds
Animals and birds have always held a special place in

the human heart. Pets provide comfort, companionship,
and emotional support, while wild birds serve as a living
connection to our planet’s ancient past. Nearly ten thou-
sand species of birds continue to survive across the world,
enriching ecosystems and human imagination alike. Pet
birds such as parakeets, budgerigars, and parrots often
enjoy safety and care under the protection of their owners.
Unfortunately, the same security is rarely available to birds
in the wild.Wild birds, like many other animals, face mount-
ing threats from shrinking habitats, climate change, pol-
lution, and relentless human intrusion. The illegal trade
in exotic birds, frequently driven by organised criminal
networks, demands firm and uncompromising action. 

National Bird Day, observed on 5 January, reminds us
that every bird matters and that human awareness and
responsibility are crucial. 

Spreading awareness, rescuing injured birds, support-
ing shelters, and protecting both domestic and wild species
from cruelty and predators are essential civic duties.
Collective action today can ensure that future generations
inherit skies filled with colour, song, and the delicate
beauty of freedom.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola

Railways moves towards  safety  & comfort

Indian Railways is set to launch its first Vande Bharat
sleeper service between Guwahati and Kolkata later this
month, with Railway Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw assur-
ing passengers that fares will remain significantly lower
than those of air travel. This marks an important step in
expanding affordable, high-quality long-distance rail
connectivity. Looking further ahead, India’s first bullet train
is scheduled to commence operations on August 15, 2027,
with services introduced in phases along the
Mumbai–Ahmedabad High-Speed Rail Corridor. 

Once fully operational, the train is expected to cover
the 508-kilometre distance in just two hours and seven-
teen minutes, dramatically transforming intercity travel
for millions.The Vande Bharat sleeper train features a sleek,
aerodynamic design inspired by modern bullet trains and
is equipped with the indigenous KAVACH anti-collision
system. These advancements highlight significant progress
in safety, comfort, and punctuality, while also reflecting
growing confidence in India’s domestic engineering capa-
bilities and commitment to sustainable transport. 

The focus now must be on completing projects on
schedule, ensuring transparency in costs, and keeping fares
affordable for ordinary passengers. 

S. Sankaranarayanan | Chennai

TAKE

SANJAY 

CHANDRA

Somnath…hearing this word instils a sense of pride
in our hearts and minds. It is the eternal procla-
mation of India’s soul. This majestic Temple is sit-
uated on the Western coast of India in Gujarat,
at a place called Prabhas Patan. The Dwadasha
Jyotirling Stotram mentions the 12 Jyotirlings across
India. The Stotram begins with “ ..”,
symbolising the civilisational and spiritual impor-
tance of Somnath as the first Jyotirling. 

It is also said: 
It means: Just the

sight of Somnath Shivling ensures that a person
is freed of sins, achieves their righteous desires
and attains heaven after death. Tragically, this very
Somnath, which drew the reverence and prayers
of millions, was attacked by foreign invaders,
whose agenda was demolition, not devotion. The
year 2026 is significant for the Somnath Temple.
It has been 1,000 years since the first attack on this
great shrine. It was in January of 1026 that
Mahmud of Ghazni attacked this Temple, seeking
to destroy a great symbol of faith and civilisation,
through a violent and barbaric invasion.  Yet, one
thousand years later, the Temple stands as glo-
rious as ever because of numerous efforts to
restore Somnath to its grandeur.  One such mile-
stone completes 75 years in 2026. 

It was during a ceremony on May 11, 1951, in the
presence of the then President of India, Dr.
Rajendra Prasad, that the restored Temple opened
its doors to devotees.  The first invasion of
Somnath a thousand years ago in 1026, the cruelty
that was unleashed upon the people of the town
and the devastation that was inflicted upon the
shrine have been documented in great detail in
various historical accounts. 

When you read them, the heart trembles. Each
line carries the weight of grief, cruelty and a sorrow
that refuses to fade with time. Imagine the
impact it had on Bharat and the morale of the
people. After all, Somnath had great spiritual sig-
nificance. It was also on the coast, giving strength
to a society with great economic prowess, whose
sea traders and seafarers carried tales of its
grandeur far and wide.  Yet, I am proud to state
unequivocally that the story of Somnath, a thou-
sand years after the first attack, is not defined by
destruction. It is defined by the unbreakable
courage of crores of children of Bharat Mata. The
medieval barbarism that began a thousand
years ago in 1026 went on to ‘inspire’ others to
repeatedly attack Somnath. It was the start of an
attempt to enslave our people and culture. But,
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When Survival Meets Coexistence

A woman takes blessings from a Naga sadhu of Niranjani Akhara during the
ongoing Magh Mela festivalat Sangam, in Prayagraj

PHOTO: PTI

PIC TALK

In Indore, the city celebrated

as India’s cleanest for eight

consecutive years, the outbreak

of a water-borne disease in

Bhagirathpura, claiming several

innocent lives, has devastated

families. Laboratory reports

indicate that infection spread

through leaks in the drinking-

water network and contamination

from foul sewage. 

Such gross negligence by the

civic administration has proved

fatal. For ordinary citizens,

breaking through the web of

mismanagement within the

municipal corporation and other

civic agencies has become

impossible.

The proverb about digging a

well only after the house has

caught fire fits Bhagirathpura,

where inspections of the entire

pipeline have begun only now.

Meanwhile, blame and counter-

blame dominate public

discussion, overshadowing the

tragedy of polluted water and the

suspicious accounting of deaths. 

Transparency, speedy repair,

and independent monitoring are

urgently required. Residents

deserve safe water, not excuses

and statistics.

It is also noteworthy that

Bhagirathpura falls within the

Indore-1 Assembly constituency

of the state’s Urban Development

and Housing Minister, Kailash

Vijayvargiya. 

That fact inevitably raises

serious questions about

accountability, responsibility, and

the apparent indifference of

those charged with protecting

public health, in a crisis of trust

today for all. The incident must

be probed and responsibilities

must be fixed as soon as possible.

Yugal Kishore Sharma | Faridabad

INDORE WATER FIASCO:  CLEANLINESS

RANKINGS MASK CIVIC FAILURE
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If the Somnath Temple, which was attacked a thousand years ago and faced continuous attacks thereon, could rise again and
again, then we can surely restore our great nation to the glory it embodied a thousand years ago before the invasions
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Unbroken Faith (1026-2026)
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Biopic ‘Ikkis’ revives patriotic cinema
Among the Christmas–New Year releases, the Hindi film

Ikkis, a biopic on Second Lieutenant Arun Khetarpal, is
poised to create box-office records in India and abroad.
Directed by Sriram Raghavan, the film is a poignant tribute
to the bravery and idealism of India’s youngest recipi-
ent of the Param Vir Chakra. Young actor Agastya
Nanda delivers a stellar performance that anchors the
narrative with restraint and dignity.

Set during the 1971 Indo-Pak War, the film traces Arun’s
journey from rigorous military training to the battlefield,
highlighting themes of courage, friendship, and ultimate
sacrifice during the Battle of Basantar, where he laid down
his life at the age of twenty-one. Ikkis also marks the final
on-screen appearance of the legendary Dharmendra,
lending the project an added layer of emotional reso-
nance. With its thoughtful writing, strong performances,
and judicious use of technology, Ikkis demonstrates how
patriotic stories, when grounded in truth and sensitivi-
ty, can be both compelling and commercially success-
ful. One hopes the film inspires more directors to
approach such themes with seriousness rather than
empty bombast, and encourages audiences to reflect on
service, family, and the true cost of freedom.

M Pradyu| Kannur
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