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T
he March 2024 edition of the “Global Trade Update” from the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (Unctad) was released 
last week and made for optimistic reading. While it estimated that global 
trade had in fact contracted by about $1 trillion during the calendar year 

2023, it also argued for a reversal of that trend in 2024. Unctad backed up the claim 
by saying that the first quarter of this calendar year had seen a “small but positive 
increase in both goods and services trade”. The drivers for positive growth in trade 
in the ongoing year include a moderation in global inflation and a strengthening of 
global growth. For India, this is good news. The contribution of trade to domestic 
growth needs to be increased. Several export-oriented sectors are particularly 
sensitive to external growth trends, and will see comfortable order books. A recent 
analysis by Goldman Sachs suggested that India-based information technology (IT) 
and IT-enabled services companies, for example, would see a 9-10 cent growth rate 
in revenue over the course of 2024-25, driven by “pent-up demand” and new  
technological innovations such as generative artificial intelligence. 

The broader risks to global trade, however, should not be underplayed. Unctad 
identifies several, some of which should be carefully scrutinised by Indian policy-
makers. Disruptions to shipping routes are likely to continue for some time over the 
course of 2024. The attacks by Houthi rebels, based in Yemen, on shipping may not 
have taken many lives, but they have increased risks and insurance for the Red Sea 
route, which matters a great deal for merchandise trade from the Indo-Pacific to the 
Mediterranean. Unctad also points to unexpected fluctuations in commodity prices 
as a possible problem. The invasion of Ukraine by Russia two years ago threw energy 
markets into turmoil. It also created significant problems for the supply chains of 
several commodities, including agri-commodities. The effect of warfare on input 
costs and trade cannot be ignored. Indeed, it was reported last week that new  
sanctions by the US on some carriers of Russian oil had caused delayed deliveries of 
fossil fuel to Indian refiners. The ripple effect of these and other conflicts on trading 
networks cannot be foreseen, but are likely to be negative. 

Finally, there are a set of concerns that Unctad expresses about geo-economics 
and those are broadly linked. In response to concerns about the dominance of China 
over global supply chains, both companies and governments are taking actions of 
varying intensity. The report points out that supply chains are lengthening. On the 
one hand, this renders them less efficient and increases costs. On the other hand, it 
might allow for some countries, including India, to enter into value chains to a 
greater degree than they had earlier. Certainly that appears to be the logic behind 
Indian government efforts with regard to semiconductors, mobile phones, and 
electric vehicles. But related issues, including the hoarding of or trade restrictions 
on critical minerals, will also have to be forecast and dealt with. Finally, the danger 
of a race to the bottom on domestic subsidies in several countries is real. India will 
not be able to compete under those circumstances. Thus, it becomes ever more 
important for it to create closer economic integration with economies like the US 
and the European Union, which could moderate these effects.

Compatible iPhones
US govt lawsuit can open up the ecosystem

T
he US Department of Justice (DoJ) has just filed an antitrust lawsuit  
targeting Apple and more specifically the iPhone and Apple’s marketing 
practices centred on that iconic device. Around 58 per cent of Apple’s  
revenues is contributed by the iPhone. The lawsuit follows on the heels of 

antitrust action taken against the consumer electronics giant’s app store in the 
European Union (EU). If it succeeds, it could fundamentally alter practices in the 
smartphone market. The DoJ was joined by 16 state attorneys general in a lawsuit 
filed in New Jersey last Thursday. The suit accuses Apple of maintaining a monopoly. 
The iPhone holds a 65 per cent share in the US smartphone market by revenue and 
around 20 per cent in the global smartphone market. The DoJ alleges Apple  
deliberately avoided making the iPhone and the iOS ecosystem compatible with 
third-party apps, products, and services that would make it easier for users to switch 
from the iPhone to other smartphones, or to integrate other devices with Apple 
devices, thus leading to lower costs for consumers and developers. The DoJ estimates 
“Apple’s anticompetitive conduct has benefited its shareholders — to over $77 billion 
in stock buybacks in its 2023 financial year alone — at a great cost to consumers”. 
The European Commission had earlier acted on a complaint by music-streamer 
Spotify and forced Apple to allow third-party app stores in the EU. 

But this lawsuit is broader. It cites many examples of how Apple has allegedly 
blocked competition. It has restricted “super apps” with multi-functionalities 
across e-commerce, food delivery, financial services, and social networking. It has 
limited the availability of Cloud-gaming apps that can be played without expensive 
hardware, it has prevented third-party smartwatches from accessing key iPhone 
functions, and it has denied access to digital wallets that work across smartphone 
platforms. The suit cites internal communications to buttress claims the company 
was aware its policies would discourage competition. The DoJ says this has especially 
harmed the market for other “performance” smartphones, defined as those with 
“higher quality cameras, better battery life, wireless charging, and advanced  
biometrics such as face scanning”. The suit also says Apple’s much-touted focus 
on privacy is selective, and claims it “selectively compromises privacy and security 
interests when doing so is in Apple’s own financial interest”. For example, text 
messages from iPhones to Androids are unencrypted despite the fact that these 
could easily be encrypted. 

One major challenge for the DoJ is that it is hard to tell what alternative products 
and services may have developed if Apple’s policies had been less restrictive. However, 
it may be able to compare relative consumer experience from other markets where 
iPhones are not so dominant. If the DoJ wins what is likely to be a bitterly contested 
lawsuit, remedial actions could have a wide range. The most drastic would be 
breaking up Apple’s business verticals into different companies. More likely, it would 
force policy changes regarding the listing of super apps and Cloud-streaming gaming 
apps on its app store, as well as allowing third-party messaging, smartwatches, and 
digital wallets to work unencumbered with Apple devices. This would put competitors 
on a par, potentially reducing the popularity of Facetime, or impacting the sales of 
the premium Apple Watch. It may also spark innovation and bring down costs. 
Consumers would certainly benefit in the long run from a more competitive  
environment and ecosystem.
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A
s the National Democratic Alliance’s (NDA’s) 
second successive term in office comes to an 
end — with every expectation that re-election 

is on the horizon — it is worth considering how it has 
dealt with five relatively tumultuous years, at least in 
terms of economic management. 

This column’s opinion of the first five years of the 
NDA government was not entirely positive. It had two 
major reform successes: The introduction of the 
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, and the formal 
institution of an inflation-targeting regime at the 
Reserve Bank of India. What should 
have been the third, the rollout of the 
goods and services tax, or GST, was 
marred by an excessively compro-
mised final version and sequential 
cuts in the rate that meant it was like-
ly not revenue neutral. Enormous 
advantages — such as a sharp fall in 
global energy prices — were largely 
squandered; programmes like “Make 
in India” turned out sadly to be more 
about hype to woo investors than 
substantial, on-the-ground reform. 
And there was, of course, the  
enormous self-inflicted wound that 
was demonetisation. 

The global climate in the next five years was not so 
positive. While the economy — particularly the infor-
mal sector — was still struggling with the after-effects 
of the GST introduction and demonetisation, the pan-
demic hit. The broad trend towards fiscal consolidation 
in New Delhi since 2013 could naturally not survive 
this once-in-a-century event. Yet the first major 
achievement of the second NDA administration was 
unquestionably the macro-economic management of 
this event. The Union finance ministry chose to use a 
system of guarantees and targeted welfare rather than 
opening the floodgates of fiscal spending for a more 
generalised boost to demand. This turned out to be a 
wise choice. The deficit did not expand as much as it 

could have. While the pace of consolidation since could 
and should have been faster, the deficit’s downward 
direction is clear and credible. 

The absence of a generalised boost to demand — 
along with the effects of central bank inflation-target-
ing — meant that India has largely been spared the 
bouts of high inflation that have affected some other 
large economies, both developing and developed. The 
political priority given to inflation management even 
through fiscal policy is visible. It has, on occasion, led 
to problematic choices — such as export restrictions 

of one sort or another on various agri-
cultural goods such as rice and onions 
— but overall, the careful manage-
ment of inflation has to be presented 
as a positive. 

To these two achievements — 
expenditure management and infla-
tion management — we can add a 
third. The government’s direct focus 
on many frontier sectors — from semi-
conductors to renewable energy to 
space — has energised investor interest 
in these areas. Some of this is borrowed 
wisdom from the West and China, of 
course. The return of industrial policy 
and “picking winners” among sectors 

is not unique to India. This approach has many prob-
lems in general. The production-linked incentive, or 
PLI, is certainly a worrying expansion of government 
into the risk-taking and choices of the private sector. 
But the broader political decision to give special atten-
tion to these sectors, in the context of climate change 
and economic security, is eminently defensible. 

A more arguable achievement is the continuing 
effort to build infrastructure. Public expenditure on 
physical infrastructure was doubled in successive 
Union Budgets, even as overall resources were strained. 
The degree to which this money was well spent cannot 
yet be judged. It seems certain that highways, for exam-
ple, have improved. But there is also good reason to 

wonder if improving the actual performance of 
assets like the Indian Railways took a back seat to 
video-friendly developments like the Vande Bharat 
trains. If it turns out eventually that multi-modal 
connections have not been built, or “soft” infras-
tructure like supervisory capacity at ports continues 
to operate as a bottleneck, then it may turn out that 
the returns to this spending have not been adequate. 
Efforts to bring in global capital to assist in this 
build-out have been made, with some success. But 
these efforts could have been far more effective if 
more intelligent financial structures were created to 
enable the entry of long-term finance. 

So with these achievements — three unquestion-
able, one more doubtful — under its belt, can we 
give this government a passing grade? I am not so 
sure. Two giant questions remain unanswered. The 
first is where momentum for broad-based growth 
will come from. And the second is about job and 
employment growth. 

The last quarter’s growth, of over eight per cent, 
is attributable to some one-time statistical phenom-
ena. As Shankar Acharya pointed out recently on 
these pages, India needs to grow at least eight per 
cent quarter after quarter, year after year, for 25 years 
to become a high-income economy. This has been 
achieved by several countries in the past. But in each 
case, there were identifiable sources for this growth 
— expansion of the workforce by including women, 
increases in labour-intensive export, and rapid for-
eign investment-led industrialisation. India has none 
of these. It seems to be depending mainly at this 
point on domestic demand-led growth. Yet consumer 
demand is simply not reliable. Nor is it broad-based. 
And, finally, no country has grown to wealth simply 
by using domestic demand.  

The second, linked, question is about employment. 
Demand is not broad-based because the number of 
decent jobs and thus secure wages and wealth growth 
do not seem to be increasing as much as they should. 
We can argue at length about what the data about 
employment says. The government has been happy 
to use various estimates from private-sector agencies 
when they suggest employment growth in the millions; 
and has been as happy to criticise such agencies when 
their surveys show jobs or wages are relatively stagnant. 
But the broader failure to create formal employment 
across the nation is undeniable. The government has 
not paid a political price for this. But that does not 
mean that this is a sustainable system over time. India 
has a few decades to utilise its demographic bulge 
effectively. In parts of the country, demographic trends 
have already turned adverse. Countries have to grow 
rich before they grow old. And they will grow rich only 
if their definitive generation of young people — the 
one we in India have now — are given opportunities 
to be productive and stable members of the workforce. 
This should have been the major task of the NDA gov-
ernment across its two terms. But it is hard to say it 
has accomplished this effectively, if at all. 

The writer is director, Centre for the Economy and Growth, 
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L
ast week, State Bank of India (SBI) disclosed 
the data on now defunct electoral bonds in two 
sets. Purchasing these bonds was voluntary; 

however, which entrepreneur would willingly part 
with her or his hard-earned money for grasping, self-
serving politicians? Entrepreneurs do so under coer-
cion or incentives. Hence, voluntary donation is rather 
small, as is evident from the large number of compa-
nies absent from the list. Today, most large companies 
of corporate India are listed on the stock markets. 
And yet, only about 100 listed companies across a 
few sectors have contributed to political parties 
through electoral bonds. Very few large companies 
(Nifty 200 stocks) feature on the list. 

While there are Vedanta (over 
~400 crore), Bharti Airtel (~198 crore), 
Torrent Power (~106 crore), and 
United Phosphorus (~60 crore), most 
others have donated small sums rel-
ative to their profits. Sun 
Pharmaceuticals, which made over 
~8,900 crore in net profit last year, 
donated ~31.50 crore, barely 0.3 per 
cent. Mahindra and Mahindra 
donated a similar amount (~25 
crore), and so did Bajaj Finance (~20 
crore), Bajaj Auto (~18 crore), Hero 
Motors (~20 crore), TVS Motor (~26 
crore), UltraTech (~35 crore), Maruti 
Suzuki (~20 crore), and Piramal 
Enterprises (~48 crore). More interesting is the fact 
that a large number of big listed companies did not 
donate through electoral bonds at all: Reliance 
Industries, ICICI Bank, HDFC Bank, Kotak Mahindra 
Bank, Tata Motors, Tata Steel, and Titan. All the soft-
ware giants like Tata Consultancy Services, Infosys, 
HCL Technologies, and Wipro are missing. There are 
no multinationals on the list, nor is construction 
giant Larsen & Toubro, even though many other 
donors were from the construction sector. 

For those who have donated, the question is: Where 
are the disclosures to shareholders? At a time when 
the market regulator and stock exchanges are insisting 
on extreme transparency, it is obvious that companies 

that have donated money to political parties should 
mandatorily disclose these to shareholders with an 
explanation. A quick check of some of 2022-23 Annual 
Reports of large listed companies like Mahindra and 
Mahindra, Cipla, Bharti Airtel, and Piramal Enterprises 
shows no mention of electoral bonds. Vedanta  
discloses donations under “other expenses” with a 
footnote identifying that it was for electoral bonds. 
This disclosure is even more necessary for those who 
donated while facing charges or, perhaps, other forms 
of scrutiny or coercion. 

While many large listed companies do not figure 
as donors, it is interesting that all large listed  
pharmaceutical companies and many unlisted ones 

have donated. Several of them have 
been facing government action (some 
genuine, some allegedly trumped up) 
for tax evasion, poor quality of drugs, 
or for overcharging. Apart from Sun 
Pharma, among the big donors 
through electoral bonds are Divi’s 
Laboratories (~55 crore), Cipla (~39.20 
crore), Alkem Laboratories (~15 crore), 
Dr Reddy’s (~84 crore), and Mankind 
Pharma (~24 crore). None of them has 
significant disclosures to offer  
regarding electoral bonds.  

A close analysis of the electoral 
bonds makes it clear that companies 
are either donating out of fear or for 

incentives — quid pro quo for contracts, projects or 
orders. Of course, the line between incentive and coer-
cion often blurs in the messy negotiations between 
political parties and businesses. In any case, share-
holders and citizens remain in the dark in both situa-
tions. Take, for example, the massive capital expendi-
ture by the central government on roads, bridges, 
sanitation, drinking water, railway modernisation, and 
energy. Winning bids for these projects is based on 
objective criteria but it is not always so in practice. 
These businesses also spend large sums in cash. 
Pamireddy Pitchi Reddy’s four companies, led by 
Megha Engineering (~966 crore), have emerged the 
second-biggest donor (~1,200 crore) on the list. Megha 

reportedly purchased electoral bonds, on several occa-
sions, just before it secured major projects. BG Shirke 
Construction (~117 crore), the other major construction 
company on the list, bagged a huge affordable housing 
project and other deals in Maharashtra. 

So what can be done about disclosures, at least for 
listed companies? IFB Agro’s Annual Report of 2022-
23 provides a rare and only example of explicit disclo-
sure: “The business continues to face issues as reported 
earlier and in order to maintain the continuity of the 
business and to protect the interest of all the stake-
holders, the Company paid ~18.30 Crs towards sub-
scription of the Electoral Bonds during the year. The 
Company has further paid ~15 Crores towards sub-
scription of Electoral Bonds in the Month of April 
2023.” In all, IFB Agro has paid over ~92 crore through 
electoral bonds since 2021. 

In West Bengal, where IFB Agro operates, politically 
powerful “syndicates” dictate business activities, 
including hiring staff, contractors, and suppliers, and 
collect regular payments. On June 26, 2020, and again 
on December 22, 2020, IFB Agro disclosed to the stock 
exchanges that its distillery in South 24 Parganas was 
attacked by 150 armed goons. They forced the distillery 
to close, beat up employees, and held them hostage. 
Despite complaints to the police, nothing happened. 
It also said its alcohol business was suffering because 
it was “singled out by certain excise officials for not 
succumbing to their illegal demands”. Since its com-
plaints came to nothing, IFB Agro chose to publicly 
disclose its reasons for donation. Why can’t other listed 
companies display the same courage as IFB Agro? If 
listed companies do not want to disclose their reasons, 
they have another choice: Follow the example of Kiran 
Mazumdar Shaw. She controls two listed companies 
(Synegene and Biocon), neither of which was a donor. 
But she decided to donate ~6 crore from her personal 
account. Given the tens of crores of salaries promoter-
managers pay themselves, they can certainly do this 
rather than spending shareholders’ money — and 
keeping them in the dark. 

The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a   

trustee of the Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers 

Electoral bonds: Where are the disclosures?

Downside risks in 2024 must also be evaluated 

Global trade optimism

I
t’s happening already, of course. You 
can see it in the blazes in California, 
incinerating homes and forcing 

residents to escape the terror of 
wildfires. You can glimpse it in Arizona, 
where droughts have pushed farmers to 
give up on growing crops and sell their 
fields to developers. 

On the coasts, tides are rising, 
flooding vulnerable seaboard  
cities as a pervasive warmth expands 
ocean volumes and the great ice  
sheets of Antarctica and Greenland 
melt into the water. 

And finally, there are the heat waves: 
Weeks of infernal temperatures that 
literally kill residents of Western states 
who venture too long outside. “The 
places around the world we think we can 
live in now,” Abrahm Lustgarten 

explains in On the Move,” his fascinating 
new look at the population changes 
wrought by climate crisis, “will not be 
the same as the places where we will be 
able to live in the future.” 

In a larger context, he warns,  
we may now be on the cusp of “the 
largest demographic shift the world  
has ever seen.” 

Where will we go? When? And  
will we be welcomed? To answer these 
questions, Lustgarten gathers  
academic studies and examines models 
that simulate future migration 
scenarios; he then combines his 
insights with reporting. 

He has personal experience to draw 
on, too. A wildfire-weary Californian, he 
lives in fear that underwriters could 
render his home worthless, or that the 
next conflagration could destroy his 
town. Should he move his family? With 
each passing year the question is 
becoming more difficult to ignore. He 
keeps a bag packed, water and 
flashlights at the ready, knowing that 
burning season means he may have to 
flee at any moment. 

Climate-driven migrations will 
almost certainly become a widespread 

trend in coming decades — computer 
models indicate extraordinary 
temperature extremes for many parts of 
West Asia and northern Africa. In the 
meantime, sea level increases and 
flooding will surely become a global 
phenomenon, too. 

Lustgarten’s focus is on the United 
States, which allows readers to grasp the 
intricacy of migration scenarios by 
exploring catastrophes that are now 
becoming familiar to many of us.  
And yet: Migration is an enormously 
complex dynamic that goes beyond a 
spell of hot weather or floods. “Not 
everyone, of course, will pack up  
and go in the face of these changes,” 
Lustgarten concedes. 

Some Americans will be too poor to 
move. Others will be reluctant to 
abandon familiar ways of life. What 
seems likely, based on previous 
migrations, is that younger people will 
be the first to uproot themselves. 

At the start, the moves may not be 
extreme. Rural dwellers tend to migrate 
to nearby towns; those in towns shift to 
cities. And more dramatic moves — 
akin to the African American “Great 
Migration” in the first half of the 20th 

century, or those fleeing the  
Dust Bowl in the Depression — may 
come only later. 

Lustgarten’s narrative sometimes 
bogs down with data and research 
arcana: Readers are frequently  
informed about the potential 
vulnerabilities of various states under 
various climate scenarios, as well as 
what a particular 
scholar may believe 
could happen to the 
American populace 
or agricultural yields. 

What consistently 
enlivens the book are 
the author’s eloquent 
personal insights. 
His visits to 
Guatemala, 
especially, are 
astonishing as well as 
gripping, presenting an intimate 
understanding of why poor agricultural 
workers, beset by droughts and 
calamitous economic circumstances, 
risk everything to come to northern 
neighbours that greet them with 
hostility. For Lustgarten, this offers a 
test case for how the planet’s most 

vulnerable populations could respond 
in a climate emergency. 

While reading, I sometimes 
wondered if Lustgarten should have 
further tempered the speculative nature 
of the migration models upon which his 
book depends. Tonally, he veers 
between confident future-casting and 
caveats that the shifts he’s writing about 
are merely predictions, the “threshold 
of discomfort” that will force a person to 
move difficult to ascertain. 

Personal reluctance to moving, after 
all, combines 
unpredictably 
with external 
factors. We can’t 
be assured that 
interstate 
politics in, say, 
2050, will allow 
for waves of 
relocation. And, 
if we succeed in 
reducing 
carbon dioxide 

emissions and avoid the worst scenarios 
for a warming climate, we may find that 
human ingenuity can lead us to adapt 
better to water shortages and rising sea 
levels (or excessive heat). 

In any event, climate maps and 
projected patterns mainly “seed the 
imagination,” as Lustgarten puts it, for 

what might transpire decades hence. 
In that regard, this book should fill 

readers’ minds with possibilities. We 
know that many Americans are heading 
into a future that’s either too hot, too dry, 
too wet or too chaotic for comfort. And — 
if our current immigration disputes are 
any indication — too mean. 

When Lustgarten travels to Michigan, 
he wants to investigate whether some 
Rust Belt cities, now diminished in 
population, have the historical 
infrastructure and capacity to regrow. It’s 
an exciting idea; whether the region 
would welcome millions of new arrivals 
is a bigger question. When he asks the 
sustainability director for the city of Ann 
Arbor whether she thinks residents are 
more concerned with climate change or 
newcomers, her response is telling: “The 
people coming in, without a doubt.” 

With so much to fear, and so much 
work ahead to make our environment 
livable, the thing we seem most afraid of 
is … one another. As On the Move 
convincingly demonstrates, with all the 
heat and disruption coming our way, 
we’ll need to do much better than that. 

The reviewer’s most recent book is  

The Ice at the End of the World: An Epic 

Journey Into Greenland’s Buried Past and 

Our Perilous Future.  
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Climate change and desperate journeys
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importance of independent institutions, 
especially the courts, than any other event 
in recent memory.

If it comes to be that a court hears Kejri-
wal’s plea for justice, and he comes to court 
himself to exploit the occasion as a politi-
cian, some ludicrous aspects of the money 
laundering act could be laid bare for the 
public. The Supreme Court may put the 
extraordinary powers that can be exercised 
under the PMLA to a test of consistency 
with basic principles. If the Court could 
deem electoral bonds illegal, as it recently 
did, perhaps a draconian law could get a 
similar look-in as well.

If that happens, it would demonstrate 
that unelected institutions could act in a 
more democratic way than a government. 
Ordinary people might then be able see that 
an institution is an election of ideas. There 
is campaigning and persuasion, even biases 
and superstars. Eventually, the fittest idea 
wins, and the fittest idea is usually the most 
ethical idea that has considerable public 
support. 

There is an aspect of a nation’s moral 
character that cannot be measured by 
votes, and need not be measured at all. It 
just wins. Because it protects everyone from 
bullies.

While denying bail to Sisodia, who has 
been in prison since February 2023, the 
Supreme Court observed that just because 
a policy enriches some people, and it is nat-
ural for government policy to benefit some 
people, it does not automatically prove that 
politicians adopted it for kickbacks. The ED 
is yet to show a money trail establishing that 
AAP leaders received bribes.

The liquor policy case has demonstrated 
the ease with which the ED can put popular 
politicians in jail under the Prevention of 
Money Laundering Act (PMLA) and the 
reluctance of courts to grant bail. What is 
the consequence of this extraordinary 
phase in Indian politics? What is the conse-
quence of Kejriwal finding himself in a 
lock-up on corruption charges?

I guess that the Bharatiya Janata Party’s 
analysis is that it stands to gain. The typical 
BJP supporter may not be enraged by Kejri-
wal’s arrest, but I am certain there are mil-
lions of voters who are. 

People in general do not like bullying. 
Especially in South India. This is probably 
because when a person seems to be getting 
bullied, onlookers are reminded of their 
own bullies. Also, even though the BJP is 
clearly wary of Kejriwal’s charms, it appears 
to underestimate an important aspect of his 

T
here might be some people who think 
like this: India’s Enforcement Direct-
orate (ED) is an independent investi-

gative body that has gone after some key 
people in the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) 
purely to rid the nation of corruption. But I 
personally do not know a single person who 
thinks this.

There is a perception that Arvind Kejri-
wal was arrested on Thursday night for 
political reasons. Even so, people believe 
that the ED must have some sort of dirt on 
AAP to prove its claim that Kejriwal took 
kickbacks to devise a liquor policy that 
favoured some “wholesalers from the 
south.” Otherwise, how could a sitting chief 
minister of Delhi be arrested from his 
home, and his former deputy, Manish Siso-
dia, spend so many months in jail? 

As publicly known so far, what the ED has 
as evidence against them in the Delhi liquor 
policy case are statements of co-accused 
who turned approvers. If there is further 
evidence, we do not yet know.

“seriously underthought (his) ethical 
judgments about trade-offs between 
domestic and foreign workers. We 
certainly have a duty to aid those in 
distress, but we have additional obliga-
tions to our fellow citizens that we do 
not have to others.” In other words, the 
eminent economist is telling us that it 
is ethical for rich countries to prefer 
their own citizens’ interests over those 
of the world’s poor. If you didn’t know 
Deaton was a leftist, you would believe 
this argument came from a populist 
right-winger in the West.

The West’s retreat from free trade 
and a rules-based international order 
has ominous prospects for the world. 
Simply put, it is no longer tenable to 
take any deal or norm at face value. 
Now realists will note that this has 
always been the case, and the West’s 
preference for multilateralism and 
international law since the fall of the 
Berlin Wall has been on account of its 
own interests. Even so, there was—
until perhaps a decade ago—an 
increasing belief that thorny issues of 
international politics and economics 
could be sorted out through interna-
tional laws and institutions. This is not 
the case anymore. The World Trade 
Organization is dysfunctional because 
the US asphyxiated it. The United 
Nations has become a bit player 
because the West has stopped caring 
for its niceties. Russia and China can-
not escape their share of the blame for 
this, but neither country claimed to be 
promoting a rules-based international 
system.

I do not think the trend in Western 
behaviour will change in the near 
future. The retreat from globalism 
seems to be bipartisan. Right-wing 
arguments are mostly weak, poorly 
constructed and wrapped in angry 
populism. The Left wraps its case in 
sanctimony and righteousness. The 
outcome is similar: restrictions on 
trade and immigration and disregard 
for international law. The rest of the 
world is noticing the West’s disposition 

and is bound to act accordingly.
The biggest question is the one con-

cerning climate change. A lot of devel-
oping countries around the world are 
already making painful compromises 
and expensive investments in the hope 
that the West will keep its end of the 
bargain. What if the West reneges on 
climate commitments? This is not far-
fetched. It already happened before. 
The Donald Trump administration of 
the US, for example, withdrew from 
the Paris Agreement in 2017. The 
European Union is more committed to 
achieving climate goals, but its 
approach is to pass on the burdens to 
other countries without caring for the 
consequences. Worse, the world’s 
governments and industries might 
have to simultaneously deal with an 
America that flouts international 
climate norms and a Europe that 
doubles down on them.

Indeed, if we were all to apply 
Deaton’s ethical judgement, then 
every country would be justified in 
privileging the immediate interests 
of its own citizens over the rest of the 
world. They would be even more justi-
fied in doing so because it was the West 
that is largely responsible for dumping 
carbon into the atmosphere over two 
centuries.

Global economic policies cannot 
be disconnected from environmental 
policies. It is absurd to argue that it is 
ethical to be selfish in international 
trade while demanding others be self-
less in environmental protection. 
Unfortunately, I do not see politics in 
Western countries throwing up leaders 
who can rejuvenate internationalism.

Tailpiece: After the negotiations in 
the 5th century BCE, the Athenians 
laid seige to Melos, walling the popula-
tion in and cutting off food supplies. 
The Melians resisted for a while. But 
the following year, the Athenians 
broke through, killed all men and 
enslaved the women and children, 
before sending 500 settlers to 
colonize the island.

I
n the summer of the year 416 BCE, 
an Athenian naval fleet turned up on 
the island of Melos and demanded 

that its population submit to slavery. 
The Melians argued that since they had 
refused to side with Sparta—Athens’ 
main adversary in the ongoing conflict 
—and instead wished to remain neu-
tral, it would only be right for the big 
powers to leave them alone. The 
Athenian response, one of the famous 
lines in world history, was “You under-
stand as well as we do that in the 
human sphere judgements about 
justice are relevant only between those 
with an equal power to enforce it, and 
that the possibilities are defined by 
what the strong do and the weak 
accept.” In Richard Crawley’s classic 
1874 translation of Thucydides’s 
History of the Peloponnesian War, 
the words are punchier. “The strong 
do what they can and the weak suffer 
what they must.”

We are seeing this in world affairs 
today as a rules-based international 
order crumbles under blows inflicted 
by the US, China and Russia. But I was 
reminded of the pithy Athenian state-
ment reading a reflective essay by 
Angus Deaton for the International 
Monetary Fund. The 2015 Nobel laure-
ate repudiates the economic benefits of 
globalization and immigration over the 
past 30 years. More worrying than this 
conclusion is his claim that he had 

Its blatant retreat from multilateralism will have grave consequences for everybody on the planet 
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Why the arrest of Kejriwal may have big consequences
MANU JOSEPH

A
re most revolutions doomed to 
become the very thing they 
sought to overthrow? In the 
world of business, this question 
arises in the case of Apple, 
widely seen as the world’s top 

brand. It began with a mission to bust the para-
digm of centralized big-frame computing 
by empowering “the rest of us” with personal 
computers of our own. This was the story cap-
tured by 1984, a TV commercial it aired that 
year which showed it taking on Big Brother of 
George Orwell’s novel by that name. Directed 
by Ridley Scott, this ad-film was 60 seconds of 
fantasy iconoclasm that made an icon of Apple, 
although the ‘knowledge byte’ of its logo also 
projected it as a champion of digital democracy. 
The company’s real revolution, though, was 
wrought more than two decades later, and not 
by virtue of an easy-to-use computer, but a 
hand-held gadget called the iPhone that gave 
us access to the internet’s wonders at the swipe 
of a thumb. Instead of one giant screen looming 
over everyone in an Orwellian metaphor for 
central authority, we have billions of little 
screens ready to run apps for us in a triumph of 
individual liberty. Or so it may seem till we con-
sider the power that Apple wields over the apps 
we use and online spaces we reach. Is Apple Inc 
the Big Brother of our cyber lives today?

In India, such a charge may sound odd, since 
most smartphones are Android devices, loaded 
with Google’s rival operating system. In the 
US, however, where Apple’s iPhone has over 
two-thirds of the market, the Department of 
Justice (DoJ) last week charged the company 
with abusing its monopoly by acting in ways 
that throttle rivals and thwart innovation. 
Denying the charges, the iPhone-maker said it 

will defend itself in court. At the core of the dis-
pute is the ‘walled garden’ of apps curated by 
the company. It’s a diverse place, no doubt, and 
iPhone users who spend much of their waking 
lives there arguably do have reason to thank 
Apple for keeping it safe from bugs and other 
menaces. Yet, Apple’s role as gatekeeper not 
only means that some apps are barred, those 
granted entry are charged a sizeable chunk of 
in-garden payments as service fees. As hand-
sets are the dominant man-machine interface 
now and every business must get past that gate 
to reach the world’s 2 billion iPhone users, or 
risk being left hard-to-reach, both aspects have 
drawn protests from app makers. As the DoJ’s 
case alleges, among those kept out are super-
apps that serve multiple ends and gaming apps 
that use cloud resources. On the face of it, this 
seems motivated less by safety concerns than 
by the profit potential in reduced rivalry for 
its own software services and hardware. The 
company is also alleged to make non-Apple 
gizmos sync so poorly with its phones that we 
need Apple’s costly accessories. The matter of 
its chunky fee has attracted scrutiny beyond 
the US too. The EU’s recent Digital Markets 
Act forced its walled garden open to apps with 
parallel payment systems. All in all, given 
Apple’s undeniable dominance of rich-world 
markets, it has become harder for it to argue 
that none of the $97 billion it made last year 
on revenues of $383 billion was from rent 
earned off its fabled garden.

Many expect an AI inflexion to curtail Apple’s 
power and the market to correct itself. If so, 
maybe antitrust authorities needn’t intervene. 
The big problem of the digital age, however, 
is its winner-takes-all tendency. This makes 
every revolution vulnerable to its own success.

Apple Inc: A victim of its 
own digital revolution?
It once led a digital revolution but now stands accused of monopoly abuse by the US Justice 

Department. Has Apple’s dream of empowering ‘the rest of us’ gone against our interests?
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On Monday, the BSE
Sensex touched a

lifetime high of 22,074
and the rupee touched
60.6450 in intraday
trading, the strongest
level since 11 March.

That was on the back
of strong foreign inflows.
Some $2.3 billion have
poured in this month
alone.

Much of the interest in
India is due to hopes of a
new, strong government
emerging after the
elections in April-May.
There is, to be sure, an
improvement in India’s
macroeconomic
indicators. The weak link
in these hopes is the
country’s growth
number. In contrast with
the macro indicators,
there is plenty to be
sceptical about for any
improvement even in the
medium run.

The constraints in
growth, due to a huge
reduction in investment
in the past years, can’t be
removed by a government
quickly, howsoever
strong it may be.

If only for this reason,
the rally in the markets is
not hinged on reality.

QUICK EDIT

The party
in markets

POLITICAL FACTOR

Markets reach new
highs as FIIs bet on India

BY AMI SHAH

ami.s@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Benchmark equity indi-
ces scaled new peaks on
Monday and the rupee

strengthened, as foreign funds
extended a buying spree,
sparked by hopes that a deci-
sive victory for a Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP)-led political
formation in the April-May
general election would resur-
rect growth in Asia’s third big-
gest economy.

The S&P BSE Sensex gained
300.16 points, or 1.38%, to
22,055.48 and the National
Stock Exchange’s bellwether
Nifty rose 88.60 points, or
1.36%, to 6,583.50 points.

Both are lifetime closing
highs for the indices. In intra-
day trading, the Sensex rose as
much as 1.47% to 22,074.34
and the Nifty jumped 1.49% to
6,591.50, before paring some of
the gains towards the close of
trading.

The rupee rose 0.2% to close
at 60.7875 per dollar after it
touched 60.6450 in intraday
trading, the strongest level
since 11 March.

“Foreign inflows are pouring
in on expectations that there
will be a strong BJP govern-
ment led by Narendra Modi.
The crumbling of the opposi-
tion forces is adding strength
to this argument,” said Raam-

TURN TO PAGE 2®

FIIs pump in $1.9 billion
in eight sessions till
Friday; govt’s stake
sale in Axis Bank also
cheers investors

Jaypee Group
to sell 74% in
cement JV to
Dalmia Cement
BY P .R . SANJAI &

MALVIKA JOSHI

·························
MUMBAI

Jaiprakash Associates Ltd
(JAL) will be exiting a cement
joint venture (JV) with Steel

Authority of India Ltd (SAIL) in
Bokaro, Jharkand, by selling its
74% stake to Dalmia Cement
(Bharat) Ltd for about `690
crore, as the group pursues an
aggressive drive to reduce debt.

With this deal, announced in
a statement to the stock ex-
changes, the group has raised
nearly `15,000 crore since Sep-
tember through structured
transactions that have been a
combination of equity stake
sales and debt transfer agree-
ments. The total debt of the Jay-
pee Group stands at `60,000
crore.

According to the JAL website,
Bokaro Jaypee Cement Ltd is
the second JV between the com-
pany and SAIL and was incorpo-
rated to set up a 2.1 million
tonnes per annum (mtpa) ca-
pacity cement plant.

JAL, which has interests
across sectors like power, ce-
ment, roads and real estate, will
sell its stake in Bokaro Jaypee
Cement at a price of `69.74 a
share. The remaining 26% own-
ership in the company rests
with SAIL.

“The board of directors of JAL
on March 24, 2014 has approved
signing of share purchase agree-
ment with M/s. Dalmia Cement
(Bharat) Limited for sale of 74%
stake (9,89,01,000 equity shares
owned by it) in the paid-up eq-
uity share capital of Bokaro Jay-
pee Cement Limited [a joint
venture between JAL and SAIL]
to M/s. Dalmia Cement (Bharat)
Limited or any of its associates
or affiliates,” the company stat-
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Dell to hire more
from India

Dell Services, the IT
services unit of the

$57 billion computer
maker Dell Inc., is firming
up plans to hire more
senior executives from
India to steer its global
business. >P8

EC asks govt
to defer gas
price hike due
on 1 April
BY PRANAV NAMBIAR &

UTPAL BHASKAR

·························
NEW DELHI

The government on Monday
deferred a gas price increase

due to take effect on 1 April, act-
ing on a directive by the Election
Commission (EC), in a setback to
domestic gas producers, includ-
ing Mukesh Ambani’s Reliance
Industries Ltd (RIL).

“After taking into account all
relevant facts, including the fact
that the matter is sub judice in
the Hon’ble Supreme Court, the
Commission has decided that
the proposal may be deferred,”
the EC wrote to oil secretary Sau-
rabh Chandra on Monday
evening.

A top petroleum ministry offi-
cial, requesting anonymity, said
the decision has been deferred.
“We have been asked by the EC
to do so. Also there is a sub-ju-
dice case on the same.”

The decision will likely delay
by at least a few months the revi-
sion of the gas price that attract-
ed controversy when it was an-
nounced in June last year.

Communist Party of India
leader Gurudas Dasgupta and a
non-governmental organization
have petitioned against the gas-
pricing formula approved by a
cabinet panel that would have
led to a doubling of the gas price
from the current $4.2 per million
metric British thermal unit
(mmBtu) to nearly $8.4/mmBtu
with effect from April.

The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
has also sought a deferment of
the gas price hike. AAP leader
Arvind Kejriwal had in his short-
lived stint as Delhi chief minister
ordered a first information re-
port against oil minister M. Veer-
appa Moily, Mukesh Ambani
and others for allegedly conspir-
ing to double gas prices.

RIL declined to comment on
the development as it had not
been formally informed of the
decision by the government.

While the decision by the EC
will not have any bearing on 80%
of the gas sold in the country as
producers like Oil and Natural
Gas Corp. Ltd will continue to
sell the fuel at existing rates and
contracts, it would mean current
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CONTINUING RALLY
Equity indices touched new highs and the rupee strengthened on Monday, 
as foreign inflows continued pouring in on hopes of a decisive victory for a 
Bharatiya Janata Party-led political formation in the general election
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BY STUART GRUDGINGS &

S IVA GOVINDASAM

Reuters
·························
KUALA LUMPUR

Malaysia Airlines Flight
MH370, which disap-

peared over two weeks ago en
route to Beijing, crashed thou-
sands of miles away in the
southern Indian Ocean, Malay-
sian Prime Minister Najib Ra-
zak said on Monday, citing new
satellite data.

All 239 people on board were
presumed dead, airline officials
said.

Analysis of satellite informa-
tion from British company In-
marsat had shown that the
Boeing 777’s last position was
in the Indian Ocean west of
Perth, Australia, Najib said in a
statement.

“This is a remote location, far

from any possible landing
sites,” he said. “It is therefore,
with deep sadness and regret,
that I must inform you that, ac-
cording to this new data, Flight
MH370 ended in the southern
Indian Ocean.”

He added that the families of
the passengers and crew had
been informed.

“For them, the past few
weeks have been heart-break-
ing; I know this news must be
harder still,” he said.

After the announcement,
there were hysterical scenes at
the Beijing hotel where many
of the relatives of those on
board are staying. More than
150 of the passengers were Chi-
nese.

People wailed, cried and
dropped to the floor. One wom-
an shouted out: “It’s not possi-
ble, it’s not possible.”

A Reuters reporter on the
scene saw at least four people
being carried away on stretch-
ers.

Najib’s comments came as

an Australian navy ship was
close to finding possible debris
from the jetliner after a mount-
ing number of sightings of
floating objects that are be-

lieved to be parts of the plane.
The search site is about
2,500km southwest of Perth, in
icy sub-Arctic seas that are in
one of the most remote parts of
the globe.

The objects, described as a
“grey or green circular object”
and an “orange rectangular ob-
ject”, were spotted on Monday
afternoon, said Australian
Prime Minister Tony Abbott,
adding that three planes were
also en route to the area.

Flight MH370 vanished from
civilian radar screens less than
an hour after taking off from
Kuala Lumpur for Beijing on 8
March. No confirmed sighting
of the plane has been made
since and there is no clue as to
what went wrong.

Attention and resources in
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MYSTERIOUS DISAPPEARANCE

Malaysia says missing plane crashed in Indian Ocean

PARAS JAIN/MINT

Dashed hopes: Relatives of passengers on Flight 370 after the
announcement that the plane had plunged into the Indian Ocean.

POLITICS:Modi to address
185 public rallies >5

INTERNATIONAL: Obama seeks support
from G7 over Crimea >3

CORPORATE: FTIL plans to sell part of
IEX stake for `72.89 crore >6

MANAGEMENT: Bombay HC to hear
Madhu Kapur’s plea in Yes Bank case >6
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I am a multilateralist. 
I am deeply convinced 

that there is no other way 
to deal with global 

challenges than with global 
responses, and organised in 

a multilateral way.

ANTONIO GUTERRES

is a journalist, novelist, and the 

creator of the Netflix series, 

‘Decoupled’

REUTERS

by Indian intellectuals that seems more like 
an expression of their own fight for rele-
vance. The government, however, is an 
expression of the people; how can it fulfil 
their broad wishes if institutions come in 
the way? Aren’t institutions, after all, the 
fiefdom of eggheads whom people rarely 

elect? 
In fact, aren’t modern 

governments in all demo-
cratic countries an expres-
sion of mass distaste for the 
intellectual class and 
bureaucracy? And if a gov-
ernment appears to be 
unethical, isn’t this just 
another reflection of 
human nature? How then 
can scholars and clerks 
hinder the actions of a gov-
ernment elected by the 
people? And on the ques-
tion of ethics and morality, 

what right do some bureaucrats have to 
decide what they are?

But then, Kejriwal’s arrest has amplified 
the importance of institutions as empha-
sized in civics lessons from school. In this 
way, the arrest of the AAP leader may have 
inadvertently done more to underline the 

popularity. Many people who do not vote 
for him still like and admire him. Many peo-
ple are found to admire Kejriwal, whose 
party has swept Delhi assembly elections 
more than once, for understanding what 
many Indians want—good education for 
their children and free quality healthcare. 
So the arrest of Kejriwal 
could have increased his 
heft as politician.

Another consequence 
of his arrest is not so obvi-
ous —the de-intellectuali-
zation of the sacredness of 
institutions. 

It is now becoming clear 
to the average Indian why 
institutions are important, 
and this realization is 
dawning without the 
annoying mascots of insti-
tutions—sanctimonious 
scholars and activists. It is 
not an easy realization because from a 
voter’s point of view, the government’s 
right of way is strong and obvious. That 
institutions, like courts, investigative agen-
cies and the Election Commission, should 
be equal counterweights to an elected gov-
ernment is usually a pious argument made 

The high-profile 

nature of the 

case could 

draw popular 

attention to 

the importance 

of fairness

The West’s disregard for global 
norms is endangering the world
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F
rom 2014 to 2023, the education sector 
in India has witnessed notable strides in 
student enrolment and retention, with 
the gross enrolment ratio (GER) for sec-
ondary education increasing from 75.7% 
to 79.2%, and for higher secondary from 

46.3% to 56.8%. Retention rates at the elementary 
level rose from 67.4% to 75.8%, and at the second-
ary level from 57.2% to 65.5%, signalling advances 
in educational engagement and policy efficacy. 
Nevertheless, the fact that neither the GER nor 
retention rates have reached 100%, a target that 
the National Education Policy aims to achieve by 
2030, underscores the challenges that exist.

Attrition in the school system tends to occur at 
critical transition points, particularly during class 
changes at the 6th, 9th and 11th grades.

But why are there so many transition points? Not 
many know this, but in many states, students have 
to navigate through an array of 10 distinct school 
types, including high secondary schools (HSSs) for 
grades 6-12, HSSs for grades 1-12, HSSs for grades 
9-12, secondary schools (SSs) for grades 1-10, HSSs 
for grades 11-12, SSs for grades 6-10, upper primary 
schools (UPSs) for grades 1-8, SSs for grades 9-10, 
UPSs for grades 6-8 and primary schools (PSs) for 
grades 1-5. Each school category represents a 
potential transition point, necessitating adjust-
ments that can be challenging for students.

Data for 2023 from the Unified District Informa-
tion System for Education (UDISE) also supports 
this hypothesis. It reveals a stark pattern of student 
attrition at pivotal transitional stages within the 
education system, with the most significant drop-
outs occurring at junctures where students are 
required to change schools—specifically after 
classes 5, 8 and 10. Class 6 sees almost 1.7 million 
students drop out as they move from primary to 
upper primary school, while class 9 records nearly 
2.5 million students leaving, likely due to the shift 
to upper secondary education and the associated 
increase in academic rigour. Class 11 has an even 
more pronounced attrition rate, with almost 4.2 
million students not progressing from class 10 to 11. 
In total, these transitions contribute to an alarming 
annual drop-out figure of approximately 12.4 mil-
lion students from an initial cohort of 250 million, 
indicating that nearly 5% of students are lost at 
transition points due to school changes. This high-
lights a critical need for structural reforms to 
reduce these educational disruptions.

It needs to be emphasized that composite 
schools offering a complete spectrum of classes 
from 1-12 boast a retention rate of nearly 100%, a 
stark contrast to the decline seen in institutions 
with a narrower grade range. Yet, a critical ques-
tion arises: What drives the significant drop-out 
rates at these pivotal transition stages?

Ecological systems theory provides a useful 

framework for understanding this. According 
to this theory developed by psychologist Urie 
Bronfenbrenner, an individual’s development is 
influenced by different environmental systems, 
ranging from the immediate surroundings, such 
as family and school, to broader societal factors, 
including education policy and cultural norms.

At each transitional phase, students must accli-
matize to new educational environments, teaching 
methods and peer groups. These adjustments 
demand resilience and adaptability, which, if not 
adequately supported, can lead to disengagement 
and eventually drop-outs.

The fact that the GER and retention rates 
haven’t reached 100% can be analysed through 
the challenges presented at transition points. 
As students move from one educational level to 
another, they are not just transitioning within the 
immediate environment of a school (the micro-
system), but also navigating the larger educational 
structure (the exo-system), which encompasses 
various school types and educational policies that 
mandate these transitions.

The meso-system, which includes the interplay 
between various layers of a child’s environment, 
is disrupted when students transition between the 
10 different school types. The lack of continuity 
across these transitions can create friction in the 
meso-system, leading to a lack of engagement and 
increased drop-out rates, as highlighted by the 

stark drop-out figures at classes 6, 9 and 11.
Furthermore, data suggests that the complexity 

of navigating through different school types and 
the educational disruptions that occur as a result 
are contributing factors to the high drop-out rates. 
It indicates a need for systemic reform at the exo-
system level to create a more seamless educational 
pathway and reduce friction within the meso-sys-
tem. The near 100% retention rates in schools that 
operate all class levels indicate that a stable and 
consistent learning environment (i.e., a strong 
meso-system) holds the key to reducing drop-outs. 
This suggests that government policies at the mac-
ro-system level should focus on supporting schools 
that provide a comprehensive K-12 education, 
thereby minimizing transitions and stabilizing the 
meso-system for students. 

The primary reason for drop-outs at transition 
points can be traced to disruptions of the stu-
dent’s ecological system. When transition points 
are poorly managed and the educational system 
needs more cohesion, students can experience 
increased stress, decreased engagement and 
challenges that can overwhelm their ability to 
adapt, leading to higher drop-out rates. Thus, 
state governments should promote schools with 
all class levels and remove all transition points. 
This will significantly increase the schooling 
retention rate across the board.

These are the authors’ personal views.

Minimally disrupted schooling 
can reduce high drop-out rates

States must promote schools that go from the primary to higher secondary level to minimize transition ordeals in education
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Asia politics with a special focus on China.

T
here is a rising chorus of voices, 
mostly from the Global South, call-
ing for an immediate ceasefire in 

Gaza and the urgent provision of aid to a 
population that is facing imminent famine. 
Is anybody listening? 

Singapore’s foreign minister Vivian Bal-
akrishnan is the latest to intervene, telling 
Israel that it had “gone too far” in its war 
against Hamas in Gaza. “I have communi-
cated that both to the prime minister, to 
the foreign minister, and to the other Israe-
lis whom we have met,” he said last week on 
Wednesday.

The tiny island state has been grappling 
domestically about the sensitivities of 
dealing with this issue—just under a fifth 
of the population is Muslim. Like other 
leaders, Balakrishnan condemned the 
horrific events of 7 October, when Hamas 
militants killed 1,200 people and took 
more than 200 hostage. Since then, 
Israel’s military has killed more than 
31,000 Palestinians, the majority of them 
women and children, the health ministry 
in the Hamas-run territory says. An urgent 
solution is necessary, although there 
seems to be little hope of one anytime 
soon, despite ongoing talks in Qatar aimed 
at freeing the hostages and pausing fight-
ing for several weeks. A famine will esca-
late the scale of death exponentially. 

Which is why the Global South—a col-
lection of post-colonial and developing 
countries that by some estimates represent 
88% of the world’s population—has taken 
on the cause of Gaza so passionately: It feels 
like no one is listening. Australia and 
Southeast Asian nations have also called for 
a lasting ceasefire, and the need to urgently 
upscale aid deliveries. Brazilian President 
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva has advocated the 
recognition of Palestine as a sovereign state 
before the United Nations. There are 
domestic issues at play—Brazil is home to 
an estimated 60,000 Palestinian immi-
grants and refugees, including their 
descendants. Lula has described Israel’s 
prosecution of the war as ‘genocide’—a 
position taken by South Africa, too, in its 
case in the International Court of Justice, 
but also, further afield, by Ireland. 

At a St. Patrick’s Day celebration at the 
White House this week, Leo Varadkar—an 
outspoken critic of the impact on civilians 
of Israel’s war—who until last week was 
Ireland’s prime minister, called for a 
ceasefire and an increase in humanitarian 
aid. This conflict has particular resonance 
for the Irish, given their own history of 
resistance to British rule. Ireland is one of 
the more supportive European nations to 

Palestinians and was the first to call for a 
Palestinian state in 1980. “When I travel 
the world, leaders often ask me why the 
Irish people have such empathy for the 
Palestinian people,” Varadkar said. “The 
answer is simple: We see our history in 
their eyes.”

These comments have shone a light on 
the depth of feeling about the inhumanity 
of Israel’s war in Gaza, not just among the 
political elite, but also with the youthful 
populations of the US and the UK including 
Scotland and Europe.

Their words bear weight and are worth 
listening to. US President Joe Biden, one 
of Israel’s staunchest supporters and the 
global leader most able to influence the 
course of the ongoing war—by restricting 
weapons sales and pushing for an immedi-
ate ceasefire in the United Nations—
should pay attention to this growing tide 
of dissent. Perhaps no one has said this as 
eloquently as Malaysia’s Prime Minister 
Anwar Ibrahim, when he asked: “Where 
have we thrown our humanity, why this 
hypocrisy?” What he said struck a chord. In 
an interview on 16 March with DW News, 
the German public broadcaster, he asked 
why there is “selective amnesia”—suggest-
ing that the difference in treatment and 
attitude from some Western governments 
to the extraordinarily high civilian death 
toll and destruction of hospitals, universi-
ties, mosques and churches in Gaza, com-
pared to Ukraine, has something to do with 
skin colour and the Islamic faith.

Of course, Anwar Ibrahim has ideologi-
cal reasons to support the plight of Pales-
tinians, and has refused to cut ties with 
Hamas’s political wing. Popular opinion is 
also causing him to speak out, given the 
strength of support domestically. It would 
be easy to dismiss his demands given his 
roots in Islamic student politics and the 
dependence of his government on the 
goodwill of the strong Parti Islam Se-Ma-
laysia (PAS) party.  But he has long been an 
articulate voice on human rights, and what 
he is asking for is a transparent, consistent 
and cohesive voice on these conflicts. 

Ibrahim is not alone. 
The Global South is stepping up as the 

world’s conscience on Gaza. Their views 
are reflective of a far wider swathe of public 
opinion than ever before—and they need 
to be heard. ©BLOOMBERG

We should listen to the Global 
South’s outcry on the Gaza war

It’s emerging as the world’s conscience in a war that’s gone too far

Calls for a ceasefire and increase in aid 

need to be taken up urgently REUTERS
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and Delhi were found to be the three most 
polluted cities. Blame-sharing and power-
play between the Centre, states and munici-
pal authorities routinely ignores the citizen, 
leaving her relatively disenfranchised.

The trivialization of trust was evident in 
the drama surrounding electoral bonds 
(EBs). After banning EBs, calling them 
unconstitutional, the Supreme Court 
ordered State Bank of India (SBI) to share 
details of all donors and recipients with the 
Election Commission for display on its web-
site. The court felt citizens had a right to 
know which corporate organization had 
donated how much to which party. Oddly, 
SBI—in which the state holds 57.49% on 
behalf of all Indian citizens—trotted out 
what seemed like excuses to avoid revealing 
the details. The Supreme Court upbraided 
SBI and the subsequent data dump has pro-
vided citizens with a glimpse of the biases 
and distortions in campaign finance. SBI, by 
appearing to prioritize the government’s 
political strategy over citizens’ right to 
information, devalued trust.

In a country battling widespread poverty 
and chronic inequality, income support 
rather than gaps in social capital probably 
influence voting patterns. But, as history has 
taught us, never underestimate the voter.

trust will become non-negotiable if India 
wants to become the world’s third largest 
economy. The court’s pronouncements are 
only a symptom of how the development 
process seems to be ignoring this critical 
element of trust. Its interventions on issues 
related to urban civic problems can help us 
understand how citizen rights are being 
de-prioritized and why trust is so important.

A dry and thirsty Bengaluru, short of 
drinking water, exemplifies the damage 
haphazard urban planning can wreak; indis-
criminate construction, wanton destruction 
of natural water bodies to enable fresh con-
struction and overuse of underground aqui-
fers have all combined to create a 20-25% 
drinking water shortage in the city. The 
courts, including the Supreme Court, have 
in the past pulled up Bengaluru’s municipal 
authorities for their failure to act in the 
interest of the city and its citizens but these 
admonitions made no difference. As sum-
mer progresses, the situation is likely to 
worsen. But, because it is election season, 
some politicians have instead been busy 
raking up sectarian issues rather than trying 
to address the crisis by working with the 
state government or municipal authorities.

On the West coast, the Bombay high 
court recently reprimanded the Brihan-

C
ourts across the country have been 
alluding to the word ‘trust’ a lot these 
days. Occasionally, they use the term 

directly. But even when they don’t, it’s pres-
ence can still be felt front and centre, espe-
cially when courts point to its deficit in pub-
lic life or refer to its diminution in the social 
contract between citizens and various 
organs of the state. In case after case, courts 
are holding authorities to account for 
breach of promise, for violating individual 
rights enshrined in the Constitution, or for 
skewing the hierarchy of rights in favour of 
Corporate India. The courts seem con-
cerned about plutocratic tendencies in 
which the individual citizen’s concerns get 
short shrift. As election season rolls around 
in the middle of a scorching summer, it 
might be worth asking whether trust—or 
the lack of it—will play a role in influencing 
voter choices.

Many social scientists have pointed to 
trust and social capital as critical building 
blocks for national prosperity. Specifically, 
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limits. The court also asked the state gov-
ernment and municipal corporation 
whether it had a policy for shifting polluting 
industries out of residential areas. Local citi-
zen welfare associations in Mumbai have 
been raising with BMC and local legislators 
the issue of polluting industrial units 

located within residential 
areas, but these appeals 
have gone largely 
unheeded, until the courts 
were forced to step in.

The BMC’s disregard for 
pollution and its impact on 
public health was revealed 
recently when former 
municipal commissioner 
I.S. Chahal conceded dur-
ing a press conference that 
city authorities had sanc-
tioned 6,000 construction 
projects at the same time, 
over and above all the exca-

vation related to the Metro and coastal road 
projects. 

Actually, the BMC’s attitude is perhaps 
reflective of a national trait. The World Air 
Quality Report for 2023 found Delhi to be 
the most polluted capital in the world. In 
India, Begusarai (Bihar), Guwahati (Assam) 

mumbai Municipal Corporation (BMC), the 
country’s richest municipal body, for reneg-
ing on its promise to the court to recon-
struct a skywalk between the suburban 
commuter station Bandra and business dis-
trict of Bandra Kurla Complex. The high 
court’s division bench, while expressing 
c o n c e r n  o v e r  t h e 
“pathetic” condition of the 
footpath, said that it was 
not fit for use by “humans 
in a civilised society.” The 
court further observed: 
“To our surprise and dis-
may… the work of recon-
struction of skywalk has 
yet not started. If that is so, 
assurances extended by 
BMC by filing an affidavit 
in reply clearly appeared 
to be farce… The responsi-
bility, it is needless to say, 
is that of BMC to provide at 
least a clean and walkable footpath.”

The Bombay high court was also com-
pelled to intervene in a case related to rising 
pollution in Mumbai. The court asked the 
Maharashtra Pollution Control Board to 
start a rigorous audit of industries causing 
air pollution within the city’s metropolitan 

Courts have 

been chiding 

authorities 

repeatedly 

for overlooking 

the rights of 

Indian citizens

BIBEK DEBROY, SANJAY KUMAR & 
ADITYA SINHA
are, respectively, chairman of the EAC-PM, 

secretary of the department of school 

education & literacy at the ministry of education, 

and officer on special duty at EAC-PM.








