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SCIENCE

Scientists have reported the �rst clear evidence
of lightning on Mars. Using data from NASA’s
MAVEN mission, they detected a type of radio
wave called a whistler. On earth, whistlers are
created by lightning strikes and get their name
because they sound like a descending whistle as
they travel through particles in the atmosphere.
The study says a similar electric discharge
occurred near the Martian surface, likely
generated by electrically charged dust grains
during a storm.

Radio whistles are �rst clear
sign of Mars lightning

While most granular materials like sand become
harder to compress when squeezed fast, rice
grains do the opposite. This is due to the friction
between rice grains dropping at high speeds,
causing them to slip past one another. Using this
discovery, researchers built a material combining
a chamber of rice with one of sand, which bends
in opposite directions depending on the speed of
the applied force. Such materials can help
engineers design better protective gear.

Rice grains’ unusual response
inspires ‘smart’ material

A protein in the blood called neuro�lament light
chain (NfL) could be a universal marker for
ageing, scientists have found. NfL ‘leaks’ from
nerve cells into the blood as the body ages. Blood
samples from humans, mice, cats, dogs, and
horses all had NfL levels consistently rising with
age in these species. Longer-lived species also
had lower starting NfL levels. The �nd suggests a
blood test could be used to check how fast an
individual is ageing.

Protein in blood could be
‘universal’ ageing marker

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why do so many �owers
have �ve petals?
— Ajith Kizhakkethil

Many �owers are indeed
pentamerous — but across
�owering plants as a
whole, the petal number
varies widely. Monocots
often have �ower parts in
threes. Eudicots have four
or �ve. Many species have
fused petals, others have
several petals, and yet
others lack them
altogether.
In the �ower bud, new
organs begin as small
bumps on a ring of tissue,
and the eventual number
is equal to the number of
slots this tissue lays down
in a whorl, given its size
and shape and the organs’
spacing needs.

Early in the evolution of
angiosperms, di�erent
major clades ‘opted’ for
di�erent numbers of slots.
The monocots typically
evolved three slots per
whorl. The eudicots opted
for four to �ve per whorl.
Importantly, the plant’s
genes only control the
dynamics of growth. For
example, if the meristem —
i.e. the population of
undi�erentiated cells that
develop into new tissues
per the planet’s needs — is
bigger, more organs form
with more parts. If an
organ develops sooner, it
will have more time to
initiate its parts, leading to
more of them. And so on.

Question Corner

Ring a ring o’ roses

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in

Between 1992 and 2020, a
group of intrepid scientists
walked deep into the for-
ests of Sundaland, across
the Malay Peninsula, Su-
matra, Java, and Borneo, to
collect mosquito larvae of
11 species to understand
the evolutionary origins of
anthropophily, or the a�n-
ity for humans.

In a new paper in Scien-
ti�c Reports, the research-
ers have written, “can pro-
vide critical insights into

mitigating the impacts of
novel diseases due to mos-
quito-borne pathogens.”

Every year, mosquito-
borne diseases kill more
than 6 lakh people world-
wide, according to the
World Health Organiza-
tion. But this is hardly new:
according to the new stu-
dy, mosquitoes �rst began
to ‘feed’ on humans, thus
transferring disease-caus-
ing microbes into their
blood in exchange, in the
Pleistocene epoch around
1.8 million years ago in

Southeast Asia.
Today, several species of

mosquitoes are highly an-
thropophilic as well as very
e�cient vectors of human
malaria parasites.

The malaria-causing
mosquito group, including
the important vector Ano-
pheles leucosphyrus, en-
compasses around 20 spe-
cies in South and
Southeast Asia, including
in Northeast India, and
each species has di�erent
host preferences. While
some feed on non-human

animals in forest canopies,
such as monkeys, gibbons,
and orangutans, others
feed on humans on the
ground, and some on both,
according to the study pap-
er. “The establishment of
anthropophily in multiple
species of the … group
could be attributed to the
trait evolving independent-
ly multiple times following
the arrival of anatomically
modern humans in [South-
east] Asia 76,000-63,000
years ago,” the paper read.

“Alternatively, anthro-

pophily may have evolved
once in an ancestral spe-
cies, possibly in response
to the colonisation of
Southeast Asia by early ho-
minins. Conservative esti-
mates place Homo erectus
in China at least 1.6-1.7 mil-
lion years ago (Mya), and
possibly as long ago as 2.4
Mya. However, the time-
line of hominin colonisa-
tion southwards into
Southeast Asia remains
contentious.”

Later in the Pliocene
epoch, open forests transi-

tioned to savannah, forcing
terrestrial mammals to
adapt to new habitats.
Now, the abundance of
ground-dwelling host spe-
cies could have triggered
an “adaptive evolutionary
innovation” in the way
mosquitoes sought their
hosts — and this shift, per
the paper, could have
paved the way to ‘feed’ on
humans. The researchers
used phylogenomic tools
to analyse the evolution of
mosquitoes and their pre-
ferred hosts.

Mosquitoes began biting hominins 1.8 million years ago: study 
Divya Gandhi

I
n a 1953 experiment,
two scientists
named Stanley Mill-
er and Harold Urey

attempted to recreate the
conditions of the early
earth long before life exist-
ed. They showed that or-
ganic molecules such as
amino acids, the building
blocks of proteins, could
form spontaneously in the
conditions that prevailed
on a primitive earth, 3.5-4
billion years ago.

While the experiment
was revolutionary, it did
not settle the question of
life’s origins. Critics point-
ed out that while amino
acids could form, there
was still no sign of genetic
material, i.e. neither DNA
nor RNA. Living organisms
don’t merely contain pro-
teins: they rely on genetic
information encoded in
DNA or RNA to build them.
Demonstrating that pro-
teins could arise was there-
fore only part of the story. 

Importantly, life must
be able to produce more
life. For that, a primitive
system would need genetic
information and also a way
to copy that information.
This created a problem.
Usually, DNA or RNA stores
instructions to make pro-
teins called polymerases.
These polymerases then
copy the DNA or RNA so
that, when a cell divides,
each new cell receives a
complete set of genetic in-
formation. It was and re-
mains a classic chicken-or-
egg problem.

Then, in the early 1980s,

scientists discovered that
RNA itself could perform
simple chemical reactions,
including being able to cut
and paste pieces of itself.
This discovery strongly
shifted scientists’ thinking
towards the possibility that
RNA could have been the
earliest genetic material on
the primitive earth. If a sin-
gle molecule could both
store information and car-
ry out chemical reactions,
it could bypass the chick-
en-and-egg problem of
needing proteins to copy
genetic material. 

However, while scien-
tists have already deve-
loped RNA molecules that
could build other RNA mo-
lecules, they still lack an
RNA that could copy the in-
formation contained with-
in itself. The di�culty was
structural: the RNA en-
zymes capable of copying
other RNA were large and
complex — between 150-

300 nucleotides — and in
trying to fold into their
functional shapes they
could not easily serve as
templates for their own re-
plication. In other words,
RNA could help other pro-
teins replicate but couldn’t
self-replicate.

Now, however, in a pap-
er in Science, scientists
from the MRC Laboratory
of Molecular Biology in the
U.K. have reported that
they have generated a self-
replicating RNA molecule.
Speci�cally, the research-
ers produced a small RNA
molecule, just 45 nucleo-
tides long, that could copy
its own genetic
information.

To do this, they �rst sift-
ed through enormous
pools of RNA, building on
earlier work with much
larger RNA enzymes, and
repeatedly selected those
rare sequences that
showed even faint signs of

replication. This led to the
development of QT45,
which is, according to the
researchers, the world’s
�rst RNA molecule that can
make copies of itself.

However, while the
QT45 RNA can do this, its
process of self-replication
was extraordinarily slow
and required special condi-
tions. Producing a single
full-length copy took
weeks. In contrast, mod-
ern cellular polymerases
can copy 45 nucleotides in
less than a second. 

Though the di�erence is
dramatic, primitive earth
had millions of years, so
even QT45’s stringent and
slow copying conditions
could realistically have oc-
curred and been
sustained.

Also, modern enzymes
add nucleotides one at a
time, reading the template,
and making a new chain of
complementary nucleo-

tides. QT45 used short
three-nucleotide building
blocks, even if it also fol-
lowed the same logic: it
�rst assembled a comple-
mentary negative strand,
then used that as the tem-
plate to reproduce the ori-
ginal copy.

However, the most strik-
ing, and in many ways the
most beautiful, feature of
the QT45 RNA was that it
was imperfect. Its copying
accuracy was only about
92-94%. This means it
makes mistakes when re-
plicating the genetic infor-
mation, a property at the
core of a true copying sys-
tem. Every mistake creates
variation, and variations
are the raw material upon
which natural selection
can act.

While the development
of the QT45 RNA is indeed
a breakthrough, it is im-
portant to remember that
while it strengthens RNA’s
case as the �rst genetic ma-
terial, it doesn’t prove it.
QT45 merely shows that
self-replicating RNA can ex-
ist and that that could be
the way in which life on the
earth �rst began.

The exact manner in
which life originated may
remain lost to history fo-
rever, but discoveries like
QT45 show that inert mat-
ter can sometimes begin to
behave like life. At the
heart of it, it’s just chemis-
try, slowly learning to re-
member itself.

Arun Panchapakesan is
an assistant professor at the
Y.R. Gaitonde Centre for
AIDS Research and Educa-
tion, Chennai.

A small piece of RNA copies
itself, hinting at how life began

Arun Panchapakesan

Scientists have reported the �rst evidence of a small RNA molecule that can make copies of itself; the molecule, dubbed

QT45, strengthens RNA’s case to be the earth’s �rst genetic material, but doesn’t prove it

If one were to map the tra-
jectory of global AI gover-
nance, the geographic
markers would tell a story
of diminishing caution.
When I covered the Res-
ponsible AI in Military
(REAIM) summit in The
Hague in 2023, it was a
gathering de�ned by a
sombre gravity, where na-
tions convened to discuss
the military applications of
arti�cial intelligence and
the urgent need for a “res-
ponsible” framework. The
mood was one of contain-
ment. Since then, the di-
plomatic caravan has
moved through Bletchley
Park, Seoul, and Paris, �-
nally arriving recently at
the AI Impact Summit in
India. 

But something funda-
mental has shifted along
the route. I’d like to map
this shift through an Index
that I’ll call the “Responsi-
bility Index” — a measure

of how much weight safety
and ethics carry versus
speed and scale. On this in-
dex, safety is declining,
and big money is on the
rise. The recent proceed-
ings in India con�rm this
distinct transition: the era
of wondering if we should
build certain things has
been de�nitively replaced
by the race to see how fast
we can fund them.

The India summit serves
as a microcosm for this glo-
bal pivot. While the rhetor-
ic of “safety” is still includ-
ed in press releases, the
atmosphere has changed.
The conversation has
moved from the philo-
sophical concerns of re-
searchers to the logistical
demands of industrialists.
In The Hague, the stars of
the show were ethicists, di-
plomats, and military stra-
tegists concerned with the
laws of war. In the current
cycle, the spotlight has
been hijacked by the
check-writers. The “big
money” has e�ectively
eclipsed the “deep talent.”

This overshadowing of
talent by capital is a crucial

distinction. In the early
days of the generative AI
wave — which feels like de-
cades ago but was only
2022 — the power lay with
the architects of the tech-
nology. The authors of the
‘Attention Is All You Need’
paper or the early teams at
DeepMind held the lever-
age because they pos-
sessed the rare cognitive
surplus required to birth
these models. Today, the
barrier to entry is no lon-
ger just genius; it is a GDP-
sized capital expenditure.
When the primary require-
ment for relevance shifts
from brainpower to com-
puting power, the incen-
tives shift from scienti�c ri-

gour to return on
investment. Nothing illus-
trates this commoditisa-
tion of intelligence quite
like the rhetoric emerging
from the industry’s �gure-
heads like Sam Altman,
chief of OpenAI and the
face of this AI revolution.
On the sidelines of India’s
AI summit, Mr. Altman
compared the energy use
of massive data centres to
the cost of training a single
human being for twenty
years. Such a comparison
should have stopped the
industry in its tracks, yet it
barely registered a blip.

His statement is pro-
found, and it suggests a
worldview where biologi-

cal intelligence and syn-
thetic intelligence are
merely competing line
items on a balance sheet. If
a data centre can produce
an equivalent cognitive
output for a fraction of the
time and money it takes to
raise, educate, and train a
human, the market will in-
evitably choose the silicon
option. When human de-
velopment is viewed as an
ine�cient trade-o� com-
pared to GPU clusters, the
“responsibility” to protect
human-centric systems
naturally erodes. The goal
ceases to be augmenting
human capability and
shifts toward rendering the
“expensive” human obso-
lete for the sake of margin.

This is why the Respon-
sibility Index is falling. Res-
ponsibility is expensive. It
requires friction, audits,
pauses, and the occasional
decision to not release a
product. In the frantic at-
mosphere of the India
summit, and the preceding
summits in Paris and Se-
oul, friction is the enemy.
The focus has turned en-
tirely to infrastructure—

energy grids, chip fabrica-
tion, and data sovereignty.
The questions are no lon-
ger about the morality of
the algorithm, but about
the ownership of the pipe
it travels through. We have
o�cially entered the indus-
trialisation phase of AI. Just
as the industrial revolution
eventually stopped worry-
ing about the craftsman-
ship of the individual weav-
er and focused on the
output of the loom, the AI
revolution is moving past
the “craft” of responsible
coding to the brute force of
scaling laws. The Hague’s
REAIM summit felt like a
warning; the summits feel
like a ribbon-cutting cere-
mony for a runaway train. 

As the heavy machinery
of global capital locks into
place, the voices calling for
a pause or a safety check
are becoming quieter,
drowned out by the hum of
cooling fans in billion-dol-
lar data centres. The tech-
nology is getting smarter,
but the wisdom guiding its
deployment seems to be
depreciating with every
new summit.

The Inverse Law of AI: how capital rises as responsibility falls

The summit serves as a microcosm for global pivot. REUTERS 

John Xavier
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The story so far:

I
ndia and Brazil signed a memorandum of
understanding (MoU) on rare earths and
critical minerals during President Lula da

Silva’s state visit to India on February 21. The
joint statement said the two countries want to
work together across the full mineral “value
chain” and that the understanding includes
exploration, mining, processing, recycling, and
re�ning. The statement also said the aim is to
strengthen supply chains and competitiveness.

What is India doing about critical minerals?
India is currently trying to build capacity at
home across the critical minerals value chain
and to reduce dependence on any one country
by building more overseas partnerships for
minerals and processing. On the domestic front,
the Union Cabinet approved the National Critical
Mineral Mission in January 2025 to cover all
stages of the value chain, including exploration,
mining, bene�ciation, processing, and recovery
from end-of-life products. It is meant to run
from 2024-25 to 2030-31 with substantial public
expenditure. India also published a list of 30
critical minerals in July 2023 and has used the
Mines and Minerals (Development and
Regulation) Amendment Act 2023 to give the
Centre more power to auction blocks for critical
and strategic minerals. By September 2025, the

Ministry of
Mines said it
had run
multiple
rounds of such
auctions
covering
several blocks.
Further, the
state-backed

vehicle Khanij Bidesh India Ltd. is currently
exploring overseas acquisitions and signing
exploration arrangements, including in
Argentina and Chile. India has also used changes
in customs duty to reduce the cost of importing
inputs that it doesn’t have enough of at home. 

Finally, the Indian government is also pushing
late-stage manufacturing. According to Union
Minister for Mines G. Kishan Reddy, India aims
to begin domestic production of rare earth
permanent magnets by the end of 2026 under a
government-backed programme, with the stated
goal of cutting import dependence in sectors like
electric vehicles and defence.

What does the MoU mean for India?
In India’s o�cial brie�ng, Secretary (East) P.
Kumaran said President Lula spoke of Brazil’s
“substantial” reserves of which only about 30%
had been explored and that Brazil would value
India as a partner to explore and process them.
Associated Press reported that the MoU is
non-binding. Among other things, the
agreement will increase India’s bargaining
power. If India had only one or two realistic
sources of these materials, sellers would know
India can’t walk away from their terms even if
they were exorbitant. Now, however, India can
say “we can source from Brazil”, which will
a�ect sellers’ incentives. The MoU also signals to
companies that their inputs won’t be disrupted
by export controls or geopolitical shocks,
encouraging them to invest more. Likewise if
India and Brazil get on the same page vis-à-vis
environmental and other standards, India can
more easily sell �nished products into markets
that increasingly demand proof about where
materials were sourced from.

Does the MoU intersect with Pax Silica?
Pax Silica is a U.S.-led initiative that brings
together partner countries; India joined it on
February 20. It’s meant to make the “silicon
stack” — the system that starts with raw
materials and runs through factories and
equipment, all the way to modern computing,
including data centres and AI hardware — more
secure. Plainly speaking, Pax Silica sets out a
general goal in the form of securing supply
chains for the U.S. and its partner countries. The
bilateral MoU, signed the next day, could help
with one part of that goal, which is to access,
and possibly process, certain minerals.
However, the MoU doesn’t make Brazil a Pax
Silica member.

What will the MoU do for Brazil?
According to the U.S. Geological Survey, Brazil
has 21 million tonnes of rare earth-oxide
equivalent, 2.7 billion tonnes of bauxite, 270
million tonnes of manganese, and 0.4 million
tonnes of lithium. From Brazil’s point of view,
the MoU could be a way to turn this mineral
wealth into more value for its industry.
Speci�cally, it could help Brazil attract Indian
capital into Brazilian projects, which can make
new mines and processing plants easier to
�nance. It also gives Brazil a large market that
can sign long-term purchase contracts so that
projects are not built on speculation. The MoU
covers exploration, mining, processing,
recycling, and re�ning, all of which also suits
Brazil’s goal to move up the value chain rather
than just explore raw ores, and will strengthen
Brazil’s negotiating position too.

How will rare
earth MoU with
Brazil help India?

Why is India trying to build capacity at

home across the rare earths and critical

minerals value chain?

The MoU covers
exploration, mining,
processing, recycling, and
re�ning, all of which suit
Brazil’s goal to move up
the value chain rather than
just explore raw ores

Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far:

F
ebruary was an eventful month for
India-U.S. trade relations. The two
countries announced an impending
interim agreement on trade, the U.S.

Supreme Court overturned President Donald
Trump’s tari�s, the Indian negotiating team
inde�nitely postponed its visit to Washington,
and Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal hosted
U.S. Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick in
New Delhi. All of this has raised the question:
what happens to the trade deal and U.S. tari�s? 

What did the U.S. Supreme Court say?
Mr. Trump implemented most of his tari�s on
other countries, including on India, using the
International Emergency Economic Powers Act
of 1977. The U.S. Supreme Court on February 20
struck down the tari�s implemented under this
law. It said that the U.S. President would need
congressional approval before levying tari�s
under these laws. For most countries, this
involved the removal of the ‘reciprocal tari�s’
Mr. Trump had imposed on them since
mid-2025. Mr. Trump had on February 6
removed the 25% penal tari�s he had imposed
on India for its import of Russian oil. This had
brought India’s total tari� down from 50% to
25%. As per the joint statement issued by the
two countries, the remaining 25% reciprocal
tari�s would be reduced to 18% under the
interim agreement. However, before this could
be done by the U.S., its Supreme Court struck
down the tari�s.

What was Trump administration’s reaction?
Mr. Trump lashed out at the Supreme Court in

several social media posts and speeches. Also
expectedly, he resorted to other laws under
which he could impose tari�s on other
countries. As of now, this stands at a �at 10%
tari� on all imports for a period of 150 days
starting January 24. However, Mr. Trump has
said he will raise this to the maximum
permissible limit of 15%. That has not happened
yet. Several other tari�s that the U.S. has
imposed over the last year or so remain in place.
These include a 50% tari� on aluminium and
steel imports, and country-speci�c tari�s on
items valued at less than $800. Both continue to
impact India since steel and aluminium form a
substantial portion of India’s exports to the U.S.,
and India’s MSMEs used to leverage e-commerce
platforms and avail of the tari� exemption on
items below $800.

The U.S. on February 24 imposed a 126% tari�
on the import of solar modules from India after
a ‘preliminary’ �nding that subsidised exports
from India were hurting U.S. solar �rms. 

What about the impact on other trade deals?
The European Union, which has already signed
a trade deal with the U.S., was very vocal about
what it expected following the Supreme Court
judgment. “The European Commission requests
full clarity on the steps the U.S. intends to take
following the recent Supreme Court ruling on
the International Emergency Economic Powers
Act (IEEPA),” the Commission said in a
statement. “The current situation is not
conducive to delivering ‘fair, balanced, and
mutually bene�cial’ transatlantic trade and
investment, as agreed to by both sides and
spelled out in the EU-U.S. Joint Statement of
August 2025.” Japanese o�cials, too, were vocal
about the deal, saying that since Japan’s deal
with the U.S. focussed on automobile tari�s that
were not a�ected by the Supreme Court
judgment, they were not keen to revisit the deal.

The Australian trade minister said that the
U.S. must honour the free trade agreement
signed between the two countries and allow
duty-free imports of Australian goods into the
U.S., since Australia was holding up its end by
allowing duty-free imports of U.S. goods.

How has India reacted?
In various interviews and press conferences, Mr.
Goyal had said the interim agreement was set to
be formally signed by the middle of March, and
could be implemented by early April. These
statements, however, were made before the
Supreme Court’s ruling. In response to the
ruling, the Ministry of Commerce and Industry
issued a relatively anodyne statement compared
to statements made by other countries and

groupings. “We have noted the U.S. Supreme
Court judgment on tari�s yesterday,” the
statement said, adding, “President Trump has
also addressed a press conference in that regard.
Some steps have been announced by the U.S.
Administration. We are studying all these
developments for their implications.”

The Indian team was meant to be in
Washington on February 23-25 to �nalise the
contours of the interim agreement so that it
could be signed in mid-March. While not
mentioning the deal in the o�cial statement,
sources in India’s Ministry of Commerce and
Industry said that “the two sides are of the view
that the proposed visit of the Indian chief
negotiator and the team be scheduled after each
side has had the time to evaluate the latest
developments and its implications”. In other
words, the visit to the U.S. was postponed
inde�nitely. However, on the other hand, Mr.
Goyal hosted both Mr. Lutnick and U.S.
Ambassador to India Sergio Gor in New Delhi on
February 26 for what turned out to be a
“fruitful” meeting, in Mr. Goyal’s words. A new
date for an o�cial meeting of negotiators is yet
to be announced.

At the moment, a deal is more important to
the U.S. than India because India can reduce its
tari�s on U.S. goods only once a deal is signed.
At the same time, the U.S. tari� threat that had
been looming over issues like Russian oil and
buying more U.S. goods has been removed for
the time being.

Has the U.S. changed its stance?
Regarding trade deals, the Trump
Administration has been clear: nothing changes.
Mr. Trump warned countries that he had signed
deals with to honour them and not “play
games”, or risk facing higher tari�s. “Any
Country that wants to ‘play games’ with the
ridiculous supreme court decision, especially
those that have ‘Ripped O�’ the U.S.A. for years,
and even decades, will be met with a much
higher Tari�, and worse, than that which they
just recently agreed to [sic],” he said in a post on
Truth Social. He followed this up with: “As
President, I do not have to go back to Congress
to get approval of Tari�s. It has already been
gotten, in many forms, a long time ago! They
were also just rea�rmed by the ridiculous and
poorly crafted supreme court decision!”

Mr. Lutnick, too, spoke about how nothing
has changed from the U.S. point of view and that
it expects other countries to honour their
commitments. “I’ve been telling them [the U.S.’
trade partners] for a year whether we won or
lost, we were going to have tari�s,” Mr. Lutnick
said in a TV interview. “The President’s policy
was going to continue. That’s why they signed
these deals, even while the litigation was
pending… We want them to understand that
these deals are going to be good deals. We
expect to stand by them. We expect our
partners to stand by them.”

Where does the India-U.S. trade deal stand?

The U.S.
has said
that it
expects its
partners to
stand by
the deals
they signed

After the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the tari�s imposed by Donald Trump on countries

across the world, how did the American President react? Will reciprocal tari�s be removed? Why

does a 50% tari� on aluminium and steel imports continue?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

Uncertain future: A protest by the Aam Aadmi party against the India-U.S.

trade treaty at Freedom Park in Bengaluru on February 16. SUDHAKARA JAIN

The story so far:

I
ndia’s �edgling four-year undergraduate
programme, recommended as part of the
National Education Policy (NEP), 2020 has
reached a critical point, with the �rst

students who opted for four-year degrees now in
their �nal semester. The roll-out has been
chaotic, as students and faculty cope with
changing guidelines, uncertainty regarding
learning outcomes, and a severe shortage of
infrastructure, funding, and faculty.

What is the four year UG programme? 
The NEP 2020 proposed a complete overhaul of
higher education in India. Among the changes
recommended was an expansion of the
country’s traditional three-year bachelors
degree structure into four years, aligned with
global standards, with an expanded curriculum
intended to focus on �exibility, interdisciplinary
learning, exposure to research, and skill
development. Students would have multiple
entry and exit options. After one year, they
could get a certi�cate; after two years, a
diploma; after three years, a Bachelor’s degree;
and after four years, a Bachelor’s degree with
honours, or options such as honours with a
research or entrepreneurship focus.

The University Grants Commission (UGC)
issued its guidelines for this model, as part of its
Curriculum and Credit Framework, in
December 2022. Earlier that year, however,
several universities had already started rolling
out four-year programmes from the 2022-23
academic year, as part of the implementation of
NEP, including top central universities such as
Delhi University, Aligarh Muslim University
(AMU), and Ambedkar University. There are
thousands of students in these institutions now
in their �nal semester of study. The Karnataka
government also announced its own
implementation of NEP, and launched four-year
programmes across the State, in public and
private institutions. A year later, the Union
government announced that 105 universities
would enrol students into four-year programmes
in 2023-24, including 19 central universities, 22
State universities, 18 State private universities,
and over 40 deemed-to-be universities.

What have been the challenges?
In Delhi University alone, 23,337 students are
now in their fourth year, according to K.
Ratnabali, Dean of Academic A�airs. About
13,000 of them have chosen to complete a
dissertation or thesis, so that they can earn an
honours with research degree. The rest of the
students will complete extra coursework in their
fourth year, including skill-based programmes,
while a few hundred have opted for an
entrepreneurship focus, or a translation or other
academic projects. “The four-year
Undergraduate Programme in its current form
represents a mockery,” says Maya John, an
assistant professor at Jesus and Mary College,
who is a member of DU’s Academic Council. She
says students are struggling with “unreasonable
research outcomes” dictated by the university
authorities, including the requirement for
Scopus-indexed journal publications and
presentations in international or national
conferences. Dr. Ratnabali says this requirement
has now been diluted, with the university willing
to accept a paper presentation or submission,
without actual publication. Students, however,
complain that the constant changes in
guidelines from the university, and individual

college departments have often been
contradictory and disconcerting.

Students do not have su�cient training or
access to proper materials for their fourth year
of research, says Madhuri Sharma, who is part of
the history faculty at Bharathi College, noting
that undergraduates are not allowed research
access to the Teen Murti library, the National
Archives, or the National Museum, and have
only restricted access even to DU’s Central
Reference Library. Moreover, “teachers are also
overloaded, research supervision is not counted
as part of their working hours,” says Dr. Sharma. 

“At AMU, over 90% of students stayed on for
the fourth year in many subjects, leading to
immense pressure on faculty and
infrastructure,” says Aftab Alam, a member of
the Academic Council at AMU. “For science
programmes, we simply do not have the
requisite lab facilities to support undergraduate
research. Faculty are continuously appealing for
infrastructure and additional teachers, but there
is no extra funding from UGC.” 

“The fourth year programme is an additional
burden to both the student and the exchequer,
simply to ape a western model. There is a
commercial impetus from private universities,
who simply want to get one more year of fees,”
says Navneet Sharma, an education professor at
the Central University of Himachal Pradesh, who
was also a member of the Karnataka State
Education Policy task force that recommended a
return to the traditional three-year degree
programme in the State from 2024-2025
onwards. “Keeping a four-year degree
programme would potentially reduce access to
undergraduate education for the poor, the
socially disadvantaged groups such as Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, women and students
from rural areas,” the Karnataka Education
department said in its order to abandon the
four-year programme. 

What changes may help the next batch? 
Dr. Alam suggested that UGC take feedback from
faculty and students in the trenches of the
four-year programme to adapt its guidelines to
ground realities. Dr. Ratnabali agrees that more
infrastructure, especially laboratories, are
needed to make the four-year programme a
success, and recommends that colleges apply for
a HEFA (Higher Education Financing Agency)
loan from the government before the start of the
next academic year, and also seek funding from
research agencies. 

Why is the NEP undergrad course in chaos?

‘Students do
not have
su�cient
training or
access to
proper
material for
their fourth
year of
research’

What are the challenges? Why are both students and teachers struggling with the fourth year

schedule? Is there extra funding from UGC for the fourth year programme? What about

infrastructure? Why are there frequent changes in guidelines? What lies ahead?

Priscilla Jebaraj
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I
n July 1977, Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, sent
Lt. Gen. Hassan Toufanian,
his Deputy Minister of War

and Armaments, to Israel to hold
secret talks with the newly formed
Likud government of Menachem
Begin. Three months earlier, the
Shah had signed six ‘oil for arms’
contracts with Shimon Peres, the
acting Prime Minister in the
previous interim government. One
of the contracts, code-named
‘Flower’, sought Israel to modify its
advanced surface-to-surface missiles
and sell them to Iran. Gen.
Toufanian’s mission was to ensure
that the change of government in
Israel would not a�ect the deal. He
met Maj. Gen. Ezer Weizman,
Defence Minister in the Begin
government, and both of them
agreed to build a military
co-production line — Israel was to
provide the technical know-how
and Iran the �nances and test sites.
As part of it, Israel promised to
supply Iran with ballistic
surface-to-surface missiles with a
range of 700 km that could carry
nuclear warheads, writes journalist
Ronen Bergman in his book, The

Secret War with Iran.
But within two years, the

relationship had turned upside
down. The Shah was toppled by
nationwide protests. Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, a leading Shia
cleric, arrived in Tehran in February
1979 from exile in Paris. Shia
Islamists, under Khomeini’s
leadership, took over the reins of
the country and turned it into an
Islamic Republic — a
semidemocratic, theocratic state.
The new Iran declared “liberation”
of Jerusalem one of its key
objectives. At the U.S. Embassy in
Tehran, 66 Americans, including
diplomats and civilian personnel,
were taken hostage by
revolutionaries. For revolutionary
Iran, America, which had
orchestrated the 1953 coup against
nationalist Prime Minister
Mohammed Mossaddegh and had
been the principal backer of the
Shah, was the “great Satan”, while
Israel, the occupier of Palestine, was
the “little Satan”.

The revolution did not just
transform Iran; it was also a
geopolitical earthquake. If the
Shah’s Iran had been one of the
pillars of the U.S.-Israel alliance,
Khomeini’s Iran emerged as this
alliance’s top nemesis. Forty-seven
years later, that enmity has
escalated into a full-blown war, with
Israel and the U.S. launching air
strikes in Iran and Tehran retaliating
against Israel and American bases in
the region.

A new rival
The Islamic Republic was born in a
region that was already witnessing
new currents in Arab-Israeli
relations. In 1978, Egypt became the
�rst Arab country to recognise
Israel, in return for the Sinai
Peninsula which Israel had seized in
the 1967 War. Arab countries,
though still supportive of the
Palestinian cause, were moving
away from the phase of
confrontation with Israel. For Shia
revolutionary Iran, its support for
Palestine was not only a religious
duty but also a practical foreign
policy move aimed at winning over
the Muslim world, bridging the
Shia-Sunni divide. Israel, which
established conventional deterrence
against Arab countries in the region,
saw a new enemy emerging. The
rivalry between Israel and Iran has
shaped West Asia’s geopolitics ever
since.

With support from the U.S. and
other Western partners, Israel, a
nuclear-armed country, has
emerged as the most powerful
military in the region. On the other
side, Iran, which faced American
sanctions immediately after the
revolution, turned to building and
supporting a network of militias. In
the early 1980s, Iran helped create
Hezbollah, a Lebanese Shia
movement. And in the 1990s, it
doubled down on its support for
Hamas and the Islamic Jihad. When
the Oslo process, which promised a
two-state solution to the Palestine
question, collapsed in the latter half
of the 1990s, Hamas emerged as a
major pillar of the Palestinian
resistance. This, in turn, turned Iran

into a key player in the
Israel-Palestine crisis.

In southern Lebanon, Israel
found it increasingly di�cult to
continue its occupation amid
Hezbollah’s resistance. Iran
provided money, training and
weapons to Hezbollah through
Syria, which was ruled by the Assad
family. In 2000, after 18 years of
occupation, Israel was forced to
withdraw from southern Lebanon,
and Hezbollah claimed that it was
the �rst Arab force to defeat the
Israeli army. In 2006, Israel attacked
Lebanon again, but Hezbollah
survived the month-long campaign.

Regional in�uence
This strategy of forward defence
appeared to be working in Iran’s
favour in the early 2000s. Consider,
for example, at the 2003 U.S.
invasion of Iraq. Before the
invasion, U.S. President George W.
Bush had grouped Iran with Iraq
and North Korea as part of an ‘Axis
of Evil’. There was much
speculation that the Bush
administration would turn to Iran
once the Iraq war was over. But the
fall of Saddam Hussein, the Iraqi
leader who attacked Iran in 1980,
removed a critical bu�er between
the Persian Gulf kingdoms and Iran.

When Iraq, a Shia-majority
country, held elections after the fall
of Saddam’s regime, Shia parties
with historical ties to Tehran
emerged as the new ruling elite.
When Iraq descended into a
sectarian civil war between Sunni
jihadists and Shia militias, the U.S.
became deeply entangled in the
con�ict. Iran’s in�uence stretched
along the so-called Shia crescent,
from Tehran, through Baghdad and
Damascus all the way to southern
Lebanon, on Israel’s northern
border. At home, Iran also advanced
its nuclear programme. But this
ascent was short-lived. Arab Spring
protests, which broke out in late
2010 and shook several regimes in
the region, marked the beginning of

the decline of Iran’s in�uence.
In Syria, protests against the

regime of President Bashar al-Assad
threatened to cut short Iran’s
regional in�uence. Mr. Assad’s Syria
was Iran’s only regional state ally. It
was also a vital link between
Hezbollah and Tehran. If the regime
fell, it would cut o� the link,
weakening both Iran and Hezbollah.

Iran knew what was at stake, and
it did not hesitate for a moment in
helping the Syrian government.
Thousands of Hezbollah �ghters
crossed the border into Syria to �ght
alongside the regime forces. Iran
mobilised Shia �ghters from across
the region and sent them to Syria. In
September 2015, Russian President
Vladimir Putin decided to send
Russian special forces and �ghter
jets to Syria in defence of the
government. With help from Russia,
Iran and Hezbollah, the Assad
regime turned the tide of the civil
war and recaptured most of the lost
territory.

Sunni countries in West Asia as
well as their Western partners who
initially called for Mr. Assad’s
departure, saw their policy back�re
after the rise of the Islamic State.
The Islamic State practically erased
the border between Iraq and Syria
and created a proto-state, stretching
from Raqqa in Syria to Mosul in
Iraq. For Iran, the Islamic State
represented a two-way threat. Its
rise threatened to unravel two of
Iran’s friendly states in West Asia —
Iraq and Syria. Two, the extremist,
sectarian Sala�-Jihadist ideology,
which calls Shias “rejectionists” of
faith, was an existential threat. At
this point, Iran and the U.S. found
common ground in defeating the

Islamic State.
The most contentious issue

between Iran and the U.S. was the
former’s nuclear programme. Iran
had built a sprawling nuclear
infrastructure, but maintained that
its programme was peaceful.
Successive U.S. governments had
imposed biting sanctions on Tehran
over the nuclear programme. In
2013, the U.S., under the Obama
administration, started direct talks
with Iran, after Hassan Rouhani, a
moderate cleric, was elected
President. In 2015, both sides, along
with other world powers, agreed to
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action ( JCPOA), which sought to
limit Iran’s nuclear programme,
denying it a path towards the bomb,
in return for lifting international
sanctions. Almost all major powers
welcomed the agreement, which
was seen as a new chapter in U.S.
and Iran ties. Except one — Israel.

Mr. Obama went ahead with the
deal and lifted sanctions on Iran
despite Israel’s opposition. The reset
seemed to be working. But it did not
last long. The man who succeeded
Mr. Obama was Donald Trump,
whom Mr. Netanyahu described as
the “greatest friend of Israel”. The
writing on the wall was clear.

Mr. Trump termed the JCPOA the
“worst deal” in U.S. history. In May
2018, despite UN con�rmation that
Iran was fully compliant with the
terms of the agreement, Mr. Trump
withdrew the U.S. from the
agreement and reimposed sanctions
on Iran. Iran then started enriching
uranium to higher than the
permissible limits. Israel, on its part,
carried out a host of covert
operations inside Iran, including the
killings of the country’s top nuclear
scientists.

June war
Mr. Trump wanted concessions
from Iran on its weapons
programmes and regional activism
(support for non-state actors). But
Iran took a ‘maximum resistance’
policy to Mr. Trump’s maximum
pressure — it carried out attacks in
Saudi Arabia and in the Gulf waters
and stepped up support for its
proxies. In January 2020, the U.S.
assassinated Qassem Soleimani, a
charismatic Iranian General who
oversaw the IRGC’s external
operations. It was a massive blow to
Iran. Tehran responded by attacking
an American base in Iraq, but the
crisis blew over as neither side
wanted an all-out war. What would
change that dynamic was the
October 7, 2023 Hamas attack on
Israel and the subsequent
developments in the region.

Israel declared two primary
objectives — the destruction of
Hamas and the release of the 251
hostages taken on October 7. But the
way it fought the war suggested that
it had deeper ambitions. For Israel,
Hamas was only the tip of the
iceberg. Its real enemy was Iran.
After October 7, Israel saw an
opening to wage a two-front war —
the �rst was to crush Palestinian
resistance once and for all, and the
second was to dismantle Iran’s axis
and weaken its regional in�uence.
Prime Minister Netanyahu wanted
to build a unipolar West Asia, with
Israel, backed by the U.S., being the
central security player; roll back

Iran; keep Arab countries under
check; and push the Palestinian
question back to the margins of the
region.

In Syria, the collapse of the Assad
regime in December 2024, and the
rise of Abu Mohammed al-Golani
(Ahmed al-Sharaa), a former
al-Qaeda jihadist, marked a tactical
victory for Israel. A weakened
Hezbollah was further isolated, and
Iran’s forward defence suddenly
looked porous. Iran lay vulnerable
to external threats. Then it was only
a matter of time before a direct
attack against Iran. Sensing danger,
Iran started indirect talks with the
Trump administration. Iran’s
message was that it was ready to cut
a deal over its nuclear programme.
Its political and security leaders
repeatedly said it was not seeking to
build a nuclear bomb. But on June
13, two days ahead of the planned
sixth round of talks between
Washington and Tehran, Israel
started bombing Iran. A few days
later, the U.S. joined the war,
attacking Iran’s key nuclear
facilities. After 12 days of �ghting,
both sides agreed to a cease�re. Mr.
Trump claimed that he had
“obliterated” Iran’s nuclear
programme and Mr. Netanyahu
declared a “historic victory”. But
the crisis was far from over.

Israel wants Iran to give up its
nuclear programme, end its missile
production and stop supporting
non-state militias in the region. In
other words, Israel wants Iran’s total
disarmament. Iran was open to a
deal on its nuclear programme but
would not discuss other issues. The
Trump administration’s o�cials,
including Marco Rubio, the
Secretary of State, also backed the
Israeli demands, saying Iran should
talk about issues beyond its nuclear
programme. This led to
fundamental diplomatic
disagreements. The only way Israel
could meet these objectives is by
bringing about regime change in
Tehran and installing a new friendly
regime.

Road to chaos
In January 2026, when protests
broke out in Iran over a falling
currency, Mr. Trump quickly o�ered
his support for the protesters. He
said the U.S. was “locked and
loaded”. Protests and riots spread
across Iranian provinces in the �rst
half of January. Iranian authorities
blamed foreign agents for triggering
“riots and terrorism”. Mossad,
Israel’s intelligence unit, also
claimed that its agents were “on the
�eld” in Iran. On January 8-9,
Iranian authorities crushed the
rebellion. At least 3,000 people
were killed. A tense calm prevailed
in Iran after the crackdown, but
external threats mounted.

Mr. Trump started building
America’s largest military presence
in the region since the 2003 Iraq
war, while diplomats from both
sides met at least three times. Iran
claimed progress after each
meeting, but the U.S. said gaps
remained. On February 27, Oman’s
Foreign Minister Hamad Al Busaidi
told CBC that a deal was within
reach. He said Iran agreed not to
make a nuclear weapon and not to
stockpile nuclear material. “If the
ultimate objective is to ensure
forever that Iran cannot have a
nuclear bomb, I think we have
cracked that problem through these
negotiations by agreeing [on] a very
important breakthrough that has
never been achieved anytime
before,” Al Busaidi said.

A few hours later, Israel and the
U.S. started bombing Iran, targeting
the country’s top leadership as well
as government and military
installations. Israel called it a
“pre-emptive strike” and said it
“would continue as long as
necessary”. Mr. Trump, indicating
that regime change was his goal,
told Iranians: “The hour of your
freedom is at hand”. Iran, which
rapidly retaliated by �ring ballistic
missiles at Israel and at least �ve
American bases in the region, said,
“This is a national struggle imposed
on us”. This attack, Iran’s Foreign
Ministry said, “could mark the
beginning of the end for
international institutions and
norms.” America and Israel seek
regime change and a permanent
shift in the balance of power in West
Asia. For the Islamic Republic, this
is a war of survival.

Chronicles of a war foretold
Iran vs Israel

The rivalry between the two countries that goes back to the 1979 revolution has escalated into a full-blown war, shaking entire West Asia 

Stanly Johny THE GIST
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Critical hit: An incoming projectile explodes over the water in the bay of Haifa, o� of the northern Israeli coastal city on Saturday. AFP

On February 27, Oman’s
Foreign Minister said a deal
between the U.S. and Iran
was within reach; a day
later, the U.S. and Israel
launched a joint strike 
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“NO FOREIGN POLICY - NO MATTER HOW
INGENIOUS - HAS ANY CHANCE OF SUCCESS IF IT
IS BORN IN THE MINDS OF A FEW AND CARRIED

IN THE HEARTS OF NONE.”
— HENRY KISSINGER

FROM AGENDA COVER
Transparancy or
conspiracy?
I do not recall a single instance where a serious
academic declined to help.

On the matter of constitutional respect,
NCERT’s record speaks for itself. In 2000, we
requested eminent constitutional scholar
Subhash C. Kashyap to write a simple book on
the Constitution for teachers and common
readers. Initially hesitant, he eventually produced
a lucid volume explaining constitutional princi-
ples in accessible language. When we proposed
translating it into Hindi, he personally rewrote
it to ensure conceptual clarity. The objective was
clear: generate informed respect for the
Constitution and its institutions.

The Supreme Court of India is one of the 
most respected pillars of Indian democracy. 
Its role as guardian of the Constitution is
unquestionable. But institutions like NCERT
also serve the Republic - by nurturing informed,
critical and responsible citizens who will one 
day occupy positions in the judiciary, executive
and legislature.

Academic freedom and institutional respect
are not opposing values; they are complemen-
tary. Both are essential for a healthy democra-
cy. An episode such as the present one should
lead to careful review, correction where 
necessary, and constructive dialogue - not
erosion of trust. In the larger scheme of nation-

building, the Supreme Court safeguards consti-
tutional morality, while NCERT prepares the
minds that will uphold it in the future. Both insti-
tutions, in their respective spheres, serve the
same national purpose.

Values, Responsibility and the Larger
Democratic Balance
Those who argue that NCERT does not nurture
constitutional values overlook the depth of its
long-standing commitment to value educa-
tion. The National Council of Educational
Research and Training has consistently
researched how ethical foundations, civic
responsibility and Gandhian thought can be
meaningfully integrated into school education.

For years, textbooks carried the Preamble 
to the Constitution. Later, the Fundamental
Duties were prominently included. Equally 
significant was the inclusion of Gandhiji’s talis-
man - his reminder that before taking any deci-
sion, one must think of the “last person” and ask
whether that action will benefit the most 
vulnerable. This inclusion was made on the sug-
gestion of D. S. Kothari, one of India’s most
respected educationists.

Pick up almost any NCERT textbook, and you
will find at least two - often all three - of these
guiding constitutional elements: the Preamble,
the Fundamental Duties, and Gandhian ethical
reflection. These are not ornamental additions;
they reflect a conscious effort to cultivate

responsible citizenship.
The institution has also sought to promote

interfaith understanding. Eminent scholars such
as Maulana Wahiduddin Khan were invited to
contribute perspectives on mutuality and
harmony within Islam. Such writings were pub-
lished and widely distributed to foster respect,
dialogue and social cohesion.

Education, by its very nature, cannot be
selective about reality. If textbooks teach con-
stitutional ideals, they must also acknowledge
historical truths - including Partition, social
conflict, and the challenges of communal
tension. Young students will grow into citizens
who must navigate these realities. Shielding
them entirely does not strengthen democracy;
preparing them thoughtfully does.

India’s development story - in science, tech-
nology, governance and global engagement -
rests partly on the foundations laid in school edu-
cation. NCERT has quietly contributed to this
journey for decades. Its impact is not always
visible, but it is undeniably significant.

This brings us to the broader question of 
academic autonomy and institutional respect.
The Supreme Court of India is supreme in its 
constitutional authority. It has every right to
comment, review and even criticise when it
deems necessary. But with authority also comes
responsibility - the responsibility to ensure
that institutional critique does not inadvertent-
ly demoralise those who have worked with

integrity for decades.
Gandhi often reminded us that every right is

accompanied by a duty. In a democracy, insti-
tutions must hold each other accountable - but
they must also uphold each other’s dignity.

There is no denying that corruption, wherev-
er it exists, must be eradicated - whether in the
executive, legislature, or judiciary. Public confi-
dence depends on transparency and reform. If
a textbook reference has caused concern, it can
be reviewed. If procedures need tightening, they
can be strengthened. Accountability should be
fixed where necessary.

But to suggest mala fide intent or conspiracy
within an institution that has built its reputation
over sixty years risks undermining trust 
unnecessarily.

Many of my former colleagues at NCERT are
deeply demoralised. They do not deserve that.
They deserve recognition for their painstaking
labour - the workshops, revisions, consultations
and corrections that go into each textbook. They
are human; errors can occur. But error is not
equivalent to intent.

I would not hesitate to describe NCERT as a
teacher of the nation. It shapes the intellectual
and moral foundations of millions of children.
Every civil servant, judge, scientist or academ-
ic who studied in India has, at some stage, been
shaped by NCERT books. My own academic
growth was nurtured within this institution. Its
basic objective has always been to ensure that

every child grows into a thoughtful, informed and
responsible citizen.

Education transforms an individual into a 
personality. A child enters school unaware 
and dependent; education equips that child 
with understanding, confidence and moral
direction. That transformation is the quiet work
NCERT performs.

If a lapse has occurred, procedures will
address it. Responsibility will be determined.
Corrections will be made - as they have been in
the past. But the language of accusation should
not overshadow decades of contribution.

Institutional autonomy must be protected. It
must be respected by governments, political
parties, civil society and even constitutional
authorities. Democracy thrives not when insti-
tutions weaken one another, but when they
strengthen each other through constructive
engagement.

The Supreme Court safeguards constitution-
al morality. NCERT prepares the citizens who will
live by it. Both serve the Republic. Both deserve
respect.

In moments of controversy, what is required
is not confrontation, but conversation - not sus-
picion, but balance. For the sake of our institu-
tions - and for the generations they serve - that
balance must prevail.

(Based on Mr JS Rajput’s interview with Gyaneswar Dayal, 
Sr. Editor, The Pioneer)
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I begin this piece with a line that defines
the moment. 
“A strong mandate at home often trans-
lates into bold decisions abroad.” 

For decades after Independence,
Indian Prime Ministers approached
Jerusalem with caution, balancing region-
al sensitivities and historical alignments.
The delay was rooted in diplomacy
shaped by the Cold War and the Non-
Aligned Movement. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s out-
reach to Israel reflects a shift powered by
political confidence. With a decisive
majority, the government signaled that
India can deepen ties with Israel while
remaining equally close to the Arab
world. The visit to Jerusalem is therefore
more than symbolic - it represents a
diplomacy driven by mandate, clarity,
and national interest, redefining 
India’s strategic posture in a changing
Middle East.

In a visit heavy with symbolism and
strategic recalibration, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi marked a defining
moment in India’s foreign policy by
undertaking a landmark trip to Jerusalem
- a move that carries implications far
beyond diplomacy. The visit reflects not
only a deepening India-Israel partnership
but also the assertive nationalist posture
of a government operating with a parlia-
mentary majority and political confi-
dence unseen in decades.

For years after Independence in 1947,
India maintained a cautious distance
from Israel, guided by Cold War-era
alignments and its leadership role in the
Non-Aligned Movement. Successive gov-
ernments upheld a largely pro-
Palestinian stance, balancing relations
quietly while avoiding overt public dis-
plays of closeness with Jerusalem.

That historical hesitation was decisive-
ly set aside as Modi stepped into
Jerusalem, signalling a paradigm shift in
policy. At the heart of the visit was a
strong strategic message: India is redefin-

ing its global partnerships
based on national interest,
security, and economic
opportunity rather than
inherited ideological posi-
tions.  Addressing the
Knesset (Israeli Parliament),
Modi emphasised shared
democratic values and
mutual security concerns,
receiving the Speaker’s
Medal - a gesture under-
scoring the warmth of the new phase in
ties. Standing alongside Benjamin
Netanyahu, Modi projected an unmistak-
able image of openness and solidarity.
The personal rapport between the two
leaders symbolized a broader transfor-
mation, from quiet engagement to public
strategic partnership.

In a notable break from India’s long-
held diplomatic neutrality in the region,
Modi strongly condemned the October
7 attacks by Hamas, offering condo-
lences to the victims and expressing
unequivocal support for Israel’s fight
against terrorism. The statement posi-
tioned India as a clear and vocal partner,
rather than a distant observer balancing
rhetoric.

Strategically, the visit places emphasis
on defence cooperation, advanced tech-
nology, innovation ecosystems, water
management, agriculture, and new eco-
nomic corridors linking India more
directly with the Mediterranean and
beyond. As the Middle East undergoes
rapid geopolitical shifts, India’s out-
reach reflects a calculation that long-term
national interests lie in diversified, secu-
rity-oriented partnerships.

Analysts view the Jerusalem visit as
emblematic of a broader foreign policy
doctrine - one that aligns diplomacy 
with domestic political strength. Backed
by a decisive electoral mandate at 
home, the government appears more
willing to take bold positions internation-
ally, even when they depart from decades

of precedent.
More than a bilateral

engagement, the visit
signals a new chapter in
India’s post-indepen-
dence trajectory: a con-
fident nation recalibrat-
ing its global align-
ments, asserting its
strategic autonomy,
and prioritizing nation-
al interest over histori-

cal hesitations.
From non-alignment to strategic 

alignment, Jerusalem may well mark a
turning point in India’s diplomatic evo-
lution - one that reflects both geopoliti-
cal realism abroad and political consol-
idation at home.

India and Israel today share a robust
and multi-dimensional Strategic
Partnership, reflecting a steady transfor-
mation in bilateral ties over the past
decade. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
forthcoming visit will be his second to
Israel in nine years, reaffirming the
momentum generated during his historic
July 4-6, 2017, trip - the first-ever stand-
alone visit by an Indian Prime Minister.
During that visit, the relationship was ele-
vated to a Strategic Partnership, marking
a decisive new chapter in bilateral
engagement.

Prime Minister Modi and Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have main-
tained close and regular contact through
reciprocal visits and frequent telephon-
ic conversations, reflecting high-level
political trust. Netanyahu visited India in
January 2018, while subsequent interac-
tions have included discussions on
regional security, counter-terrorism,
technological cooperation, and eco-
nomic collaboration. Leaders have also
exchanged calls following significant
regional developments and major nation-
al milestones in both countries, under-
scoring the maturity of the partnership.

Defence and security cooperation

remain a central pillar of ties, with Israel
among India’s key defence partners. In
November 2025, a MoU on Defence
Cooperation further institutionalised
collaboration. Trade and economic rela-
tions are expanding, with both sides
signing the Terms of Reference for
launching Free Trade Agreement nego-
tiations in late 2025, alongside a Bilateral
Investment Agreement to deepen cross-
border investments.

Science, technology, and innovation
form another vibrant area of engage-
ment, including joint R&D initiatives
and the India-Israel Industrial Innovation
Fund (I4F). Agricultural cooperation has
led to 35 fully operational Centres of
Excellence across Indian states, pro-
moting advanced farming and water
technologies.

People-to-people links are strong, 
with over 41,000 Indians residing in
Israel. In multilateral settings, India and
Israel cooperate through frameworks
such as the I2U2 Group, focusing on 
food security, renewable energy, and
infrastructure. Together, these pillars
define a forward-looking partnership
grounded in shared democratic values,
innovation-driven growth, and strategic
convergence. 

From neighbourhood kirana stores to
global financial hubs, India’s digital pay-
ments revolution is rapidly crossing
borders. In a landmark development
during Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
state visit to Israel, both nations
announced the adoption of India’s
Unified Payments Interface (UPI) within
Israel’s payment ecosystem - a major
boost to New Delhi’s expanding global
fintech footprint.

The agreement will link UPI with
Israel’s domestic payment infrastructure,
enabling Indian travellers to make seam-
less, QR-based payments directly from
their bank accounts while in Israel. The
integration will be facilitated by cooper-
ation between NPCI International

Payments Limited and MASAV, Israel’s
interbank payments operator. The initia-
tive is expected to reduce transaction fric-
tion, enhance digital interoperability, and
strengthen cross-border financial connec-
tivity between the two economies.

Widely regarded as one of the world’s
most advanced real-time payment plat-
forms, UPI has already been rolled out for
merchant payments in countries includ-
ing the UAE, Singapore, France, Bhutan,
Nepal, Mauritius, Sri Lanka, and Qatar. Its
expansion into Israel underscores growing
global confidence in India’s Digital Public
Infrastructure (DPI) model and its scalable,
low-cost financial architecture.

Beyond fintech, the visit marked a
broadening of strategic collaboration.
Multiple Memorandums of
Understanding were signed across arti-
ficial intelligence, cybersecurity, defence,
agriculture, education, water manage-
ment, fisheries, geophysical exploration,
and cultural exchange. A notable high-
light was the launch of a new initiative
on Critical and Emerging Technologies,
to be steered by the National Security
Advisors of both nations, focusing on AI,
quantum computing, semiconductors,
biotechnology, and space.

The leaders also welcomed ongoing
cooperation between Indian Space
Research Organisation and Israel Space
Agency, aiming to deepen joint research
and industry participation. In cybersecu-
rity, both sides endorsed the creation of
an India-Israel Cyber Centre of Excellence
in India to bolster cyber resilience,
including in financial systems.

Agriculture and water management -
long-standing pillars of the partnership
- were reaffirmed, with 35 Centres of
Excellence across India having trained
over a million farmers in advanced irri-
gation and crop techniques, reinforcing
innovation-led, sustainable growth.

The writer is an Associate Editor (Foreign Affairs) 
at The Pioneer. He has visited Israel on many occassions.

The political chemistry between Prime

Minister Narendra Modi and Benjamin

Netanyahu has played a defining role in

strengthening bilateral ties.

July 4-6, 2017: PM Modi undertook the

first-ever visit to Israel by an Indian Prime

Minister, upgrading ties to a Strategic

Partnership.

January 14-19, 2018: Netanyahu paid 

a return visit to India, consolidating

defence, innovation, and business

cooperation.

January 11, 2023: PM Modi congratulated

Netanyahu on his election as Prime

Minister for the sixth time.

August 24, 2023: Netanyahu congratulated

India on the successful Chandrayaan-3

Moon landing.

October 10, 2023: Netanyahu briefed PM

Modi, following the October 7 terror

attacks in Israel.

June 6, 2024: Netanyahu congratulated PM

Modi on his third consecutive term as

Prime Minister of India.

April 24, 2025: Netanyahu conveyed

condolences following the Pahalgam terror

attack.

June 13, 2025 onwards: Following the Israel-

Iran conflict, both leaders held multiple

conversations on regional stability.

October 9, 2025: PM Modi congratulated

Netanyahu on developments under

President Trump’s Gaza peace initiative.

December 10, 2025 & January 7, 2026: The

leaders reviewed regional developments

and exchanged New Year greetings.

These sustained interactions highlight

not merely diplomatic protocol, but 

active strategic consultation amid 

regional volatility.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS OF
PRIME MINISTER
NARENDRA MODI’S
ISRAEL VISIT 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi

concluded a historic two-day

visit to Israel on February 26,

2026, marking a significant

deepening of the “Special

Strategic Partnership” between

the two nations. 

Historic Knesset Address: PM

Modi became the first Indian

Prime Minister to address the

Israeli Parliament (Knesset),

receiving a standing ovation

and the “Speaker of the

Knesset Medal”, the

parliament’s highest honour.

Solidarity Against Terrorism: He

strongly condemned the

October 7 attacks as “barbaric,”

stating India stands “firmly

with full conviction” with Israel

while referencing India’s own

pain from the 26/11 Mumbai

attacks.

Gaza Peace Initiative: PM Modi

extended full support to the

Gaza Peace Plan, asserting that

“humanity must never become

a victim of conflict” and

supporting regional stability

efforts.

Defence & Technology Expansion:

The two countries agreed to

expand cooperation in joint

development and production of

military hardware, including

advanced technology like the

Iron Beam laser system and AI-

driven security.

Economic & Digital Integration:

An agreement was reached

for the use of UPI in Israel.

Both nations vowed to soon

finalise a Free Trade

Agreement (FTA) to boost

bilateral trade.

Humanitarian & Cultural Ties:

PM Modi paid respects at Yad

Vashem, Israel’s official

memorial to Holocaust

victims.

The visit highlighted the

contribution of the Indian

caregiver and construction

sectors to Israel.

Strategic Alliances: Discussions

touched upon the proposed

“Hexagon of Alliances” (India,

Israel, Greece, Cyprus, etc.) to

coordinate security and

economic efforts in the region. 

Context: Modi’s 2017 Visit
This 2026 trip built on PM

Modi’s first visit in July 2017,

which was the first-ever by an

Indian PM to Israel. Key

outcomes of that visit included: 

De-hyphenation Policy: Formally

treating relations with Israel

and Palestine separately by

skipping the traditional stop in

Ramallah.

Haifa Memorial: Honouring

Indian soldiers who died in the

1918 Battle of Haifa.

OCI Cards: Announcing Overseas

Citizenship of India (OCI) cards

for Indian-origin Jews who

served in the IDF.

ASHOKE RAJ

LEADERSHIP-LEVEL ENGAGEMENT: MODI-NETANYAHU EQUATION

PM Modi’s Israel visit: A defining moment



The turning of the seasons across the Indian land-
scape is marked by the arrival of Holi, the cheer-
ful festival that welcomes spring with colour and
vitality. It is a season of abundance when
mustard fields bloom and grains ripen, marking
the completion of another agricultural cycle.
Communities celebrate in a spirit of joyful
abandon and, beneath the playful clouds of
colour, reaffirm a civilisational lesson that right-
eousness will always prevail. In domestic kitchens,
away from the public spectacle, this tradition
assumes the authority of a festive cuisine that
binds generations to a common culture and
milieu. The traditions of Holi, celebrated on the
full moon of Phalguna, have evolved over time,
from Vedic rites to Puranic legends and the Bhakti
movement. The story of Prahlada and the fall of
Holika is a reminder that affirms the destruction
of arrogance and the triumph of steadfast devo-
tion. On the eve of Holi, ceremonial fires of Holika
Dahan are lit and offerings of newly harvested
grains made amid chanting of hymns and
prayers. This act symbolises purification while
welcoming the start of a new season. By morning,
this solemnity yields to revelry with colours, rep-
resenting joyfulness, blurring distinctions of
status, age and background. In this playful
atmosphere, kitchens anchor the festival within
the home. It ensures that colour does not
remain a spectacle, but becomes sustenance that
binds families and communities in harmony, grat-
itude and generosity.

Holi arrives as the rabi harvest nears comple-
tion, when wheat, barley, and gram stand ready,
reaffirming the earth’s bounties. Preparations
commence days in advance, when homes are
cleaned, fresh flour is prepared, milk and jaggery
is collected for sweets and lentils soaked for grind-
ing. The act of cooking, thereafter, becomes an
art guided by elders and their age-old recipes and
aided by the younger generation and family
members who learn with attention. The fragrance
and flavours emerging from these kitchens res-
onate with the festival’s exuberance unfolding
outdoors.

Among the most iconic preparations of Holi is
gujiya, long associated with the festival across
much of north and west India. A firm dough of
refined flour and warm ghee is rolled into small
discs and filled with roasted khoya enriched with
sugar, coconut, nuts, chironji, and cardamom,
sometimes lifted by rose petals or raisins. Folded
into crescents and sealed with decorative crimps,
the pastries are fried slowly to achieve a crisp shell
and fragrant interior. Some are lightly dipped in
saffron syrup, while others are stored dry and pre-
served for later use. Alongside gujiyas, saffron-
scented kesar peda, dense circular shaped
sweets of condensed milk solids, offer a differ-
ent flavour to be shared with family and friends.

Malpua introduces a softer indulgence to this
spread. A batter of flour, semolina, thickened milk,
and sometimes banana is whisked until smooth
and allowed to rest so that it fries evenly. Ladles
are poured into hot ghee, forming small discs with
tender insides and crisp edges. These are
immersed in syrup scented with fennel and
saffron, and often, paired with rabri, milk sim-
mered slowly till layers of cream form and folded
back into the pot until the texture turns rich and
cohesive. In certain kitchens, laung lata is pre-
pared as well, khoya and nuts enclosed in a folded
pastry secured with clove, then fried and dipped
so that sweetness carries a faint spice. These are

not merely
desserts but foods
around which the festivities take place.

Cooling preparations balance this sweetness
to enhance the menu. Shrikhand is made from
strained yogurt, sweetened and flavoured with
sugar, cardamom, and saffron, garnished with pis-
tachios or almonds and sometimes served with
puri as a delectable combination. Sabudana
khichdi, prepared from soaked tapioca pearls
tossed with roasted peanuts and cumin, intro-
duces gentle savouriness suited to the season’s
warmth and remains especially valued when
lighter meals are preferred. Shakarpara coated
in light syrup, besan laddoos shaped from
roasted gram flour and ghee, coconut barfi cut
into neat diamond shapes, and til aur mawa
laddoos bound with sesame, khoya, and jaggery
further extend the sweet repertoire that is
shared through the day, with family and guests.

As the festivities progress and colours deepen,
yogurt based dishes assume greater signifi-
cance. Dahi vada, prepared from urad dal soaked
overnight and ground to a fluffy batter, is fried
gently and immersed in seasoned yogurt cooled
with roasted cumin and black salt. Tamarind
chutney lends sweetness and tang, while green
chutney of coriander and mint introduces fresh-
ness. Alongside this, kanji vada introduces an
older tradition of fermentation. The kanji is made
from water, mustard seeds, and other spices, and
is fermented for a few days to develop its char-
acteristic sour, pungent flavour. Vadas are then
soaked so they absorb this infusion, and the result
is valued as a digestive aid that prepares the
body for seasonal transition.

Savory fare is not left far behind, because Holi
meals must sustain long hours of social move-
ment, visiting, and extended gatherings.
Kachoris filled with spiced moong dal or
crushed peas are sauteed with asafoetida,
fennel, coriander, and dried mango powder
before being enclosed in dough and
fried to layered flakiness. They
are paired with aloo sabzi
cooked in thick tomato
and turmeric gravy.
Chole enjoyed with
bhature appears in
many northern
homes, chickpeas
simmered with
spices and ginger,
garlic, and toma-
toes, while fer-
mented dough
breads puff dramat-
ically in hot oil. In
parts of Uttar Pradesh,
seasonal matar nimona
made from freshly ground

green peas sim-
mered with pota-
toes and mild
spices is served
alongside puris,
reflecting the arrival of
spring produce. Aloo papdi
chaat adds contrasting liveli-
ness, crisp wafers layered with pota-
toes, chickpeas, yogurt, chutneys, onions, and sev,
combining textures that mirror the festival’s
energy.

Stored savouries such as mathri and namak-
para ensure continuity of hospitality. Flour
mixed with ghee and carom seeds is rolled, cut,
and fried until crisp, allowing the snack to be
enjoyed long after the colours have settled.
Though associated strongly with Holi, it remains
beloved throughout the year, reflecting how fes-
tival foods often transcend their seasonal origins.
Regional nuances enrich this spread further. In
parts of western India, specially Maharashtra and
Gujarat, puran poli occupies pride of place on the
table. Chana dal is cooked until tender, drained
carefully, and blended with jaggery, nutmeg, and
cardamom into a smooth filling that is enclosed
within pliant wheat dough and rolled with

patience before being roasted on a griddle with
ghee. It is traditionally served alongside katachi
amti, a lightly spiced lentil broth prepared from
strained dal water, and tempered with mustard
seeds, cumin, curry leaves, and dried red chillies.
The pairing reflects a conscious balance between
sweet and savoury, indulgence and restraint.
Shrikhand,made from hung curd whisked with
sugar and saffron, offers cooling relief suited to
the warming season, while basundi prepared by
slowly reducing milk into a thickened, sweetened
consistency also appears in festive households.
In arid regions of Rajasthan, dal baati served with

spiced lentils and garlic chutney
reinforces nourishment shaped

by climate and terrain, while
ghevar and other syrup

soaked sweets occasional-
ly mark celebratory tables
as winter recedes. 

Across central India,
Holi’s agrarian character

expresses itself with earthy
robustness and layered tex-
tures. In Madhya Pradesh,
mawa kachori filled with

sweetened khoya and nuts is
fried until crisp and dipped

lightly in saffron syrup, offering
richness without overwhelming

sweetness. The region’s dahi bada is
known for exceptional softness, the yogurt

gently sweetened and generously topped with
tamarind chutney, cumin powder, and red chilli.
Bhutte ka kees, prepared by grating tender corn
and sautéing it in ghee with mustard seeds,
turmeric, green chillies, and milk, brings freshly
harvested produce directly to the festive table. In
Bundelkhand and surrounding areas, bedmi puri
with aloo ki sabzi forms a hearty morning meal,
the lentil infused dough fried to fullness and served
with spiced potato curry. Karhi chawal prepared
from yogurt and gram flour provides restorative
comfort after extended celebration. In Bihar and
eastern Uttar Pradesh, litti chokha carries partic-
ular pride. Wheat dough balls stuffed with sattu
(roasted grains or pulses) mixed with mustard oil,
ajwain, garlic, ginger, and lemon are baked over
open coals, and eaten with chokha (mashed veg-
etables) of roasted eggplant, tomatoes, onions, and
coriander. Dahi chura, flattened rice mixed with
yogurt and jaggery, appears as a simpler prepa-
ration that reflects coexistence of restraint and
abundance on the same festive table.

Through it all, thandai remains the unifying bev-
erage of the northern and central parts of India.

Almonds are ground with melon and poppy
seeds, fennel, black pepper, rose petals, and

cardamom, blended with chilled milk and
lightly sweetened to cool the body after a
meal. In Punjab and Haryana, spiced
chaas tempered with roasted cumin
restores balance, while in Rajasthan and
western Uttar Pradesh, fermented
mustard based kanji serves as a sharp sea-
sonal digestive. In West Bengal and

Odisha, sweetened milk infused with
fennel or bel sharbat offers refreshment

suited to the humid spring climate. In Tamil
Nadu and parts of Karnataka, panakam (a

spiced drink associated with temple rituals) of
jaggery, dry ginger, and cardamom is served

as a traditional offering, while badam
(almond) milk enriched with saffron and
nuts is enjoyed in urban households across
the country. Together, these beverages
reflect regional diversity grounded in sea-
sonal moderation.

In eastern India, where the festival is
observed as Dol Jatra or Dol Purnima, culi-

nary expression assumes a devotional char-
acter. Images of Krishna and Radha are placed

on ornate swings and taken in procession amid
kirtan and chanting. Payesh, simmered slowly in

milk and sweetened gently with sugar or jaggery,
is often perfumed with bay leaf and cardamom
and offered before it is consumed. Sandesh
shaped from fresh chhena is moulded with
restraint, sometimes lightly tinted with spring
hues yet retaining simplicity. Pitha prepared from
rice flour and coconut, steamed or lightly
roasted, reflects agrarian reliance on rice culti-
vation and the closing of winter harvest cycles.
In Odisha, chhena poda, a lightly caramelised
cottage cheese dessert, appears in some festive
homes. In Assam, til pitha and narikol laru
connect sesame, coconut, and jaggery in prepa-
rations that echo agricultural continuity. These
foods are less about exuberant indulgence and
more about devotional offering, linking temple
ritual, seasonal produce, and communal partic-
ipation.

In the southern peninsula also, Holi unfolds
through quieter observances rather than expan-
sive public colour play, yet the culinary dimen-
sion remains equally meaningful. In Tamil Nadu,
Kama Dahanam recalls the burning of desire and
affirms restraint and renewal at the onset of
spring. Paramannam prepared from rice, milk,
and jaggery is offered in temples and homes
before being shared among family members.
Coconut based payasam simmered with car-
damom and occasionally edible camphor reflects
the agrarian landscape of coconut groves and
paddy fields. In Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh,
obbattu or holige prepared from chana dal
blended with jaggery and cardamom is encased
in soft dough and roasted patiently with ghee,
its preparation demanding steady hands and
careful rolling. Medu vada from fermented urad
batter provides savoury depth, while kosambari
made from soaked lentils, grated coconut, green
chillies, and tempered mustard seeds offers a light
accompaniment suited to the rising warmth. In
some regions, pulihora prepared from rice tem-
pered with tamarind and spices appears as part
of temple offerings, reinforcing balance between
sour, sweet, and spice. Across this region, Holi may
manifest with devotional restraint, yet its culinary
nature of renewal, discipline, and sacred hospi-
tality remains unmistakably intact.

Holi’s cuisine is therefore not merely indul-
gence but represents gratitude and seasonal intel-
ligence refined over generations. It nourishes not
only the body, but the bonds that make celebra-
tion meaningful. Recipes differ across regions yet
carry memories of past experiences, agricultur-
al rhythms, and collective generosity. Even in con-
temporary times, Holi retains not only its joyful-
ness and mirth but serves as a remembrance of
a shared cultural and spiritual heritage built
around the change of seasons. I believe that in
these gestures there lies an inheritance that
extends beyond taste, transmitting patience, dis-
cipline, and respect for seasonal cycles that calls
for recognition and appreciation.

When the colours are finally washed, what
endures is not only the memory of playful
revelry but an understanding of the values that
give the festival its depth.  Holi affirms that cel-
ebration must be anchored in gratitude and hos-
pitality. It is my belief, therefore, that it becomes
our shared responsibility to ensure that future
generations inherit more than the spectacle of
colour. They must understand and absorb the
virtues of Prahlada, the discipline of Holika
Dahan, the agricultural wisdom of seasonal
cooking, and the culinary traditions that bind us
together as an ancient enlightened civilisation.
In preserving these practices within our homes,
I believe, we preserve and celebrate the ethos that
Holi represents. In kitchens across the nation,
spring must continue to be welcomed not only
with colour, but with understanding, continuity,
and abundance prepared in togetherness.

“GOOD FOOD IS THE FOUNDATION OF
GENUINE HAPPINESS”

— AUGUSTE ESCOFFIER

ANIL
RAJPUT
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(The writer is Secretary, Cuisine India Society)

Colours of devotion: The sacred cuisine of Holi

ANSHUMAN SHARMA

In the 26 January 2026 episode of Mann Ki Baat,
Prime Minister NarendraModi highlighted the
growing trend of “bhajan clubbing” in Indian
cities - a cultural innovation where young
people are reconnecting with devotional and folk
music in urban settings. Gen Z and Millennials
are driving this unexpected shift, seeking
moments of calm and soulful engagement
amid the constant noise and hustle of modern
life. Far from being a novelty, this new form of
“clubbing” is emerging as an innovative vehicle
for the revival of India’s fading folk traditions.
What once belonged primarily to temples,
family gatherings, or religious festivals is now
finding expression in urban auditoriums, cafés,
and even curated nightlife spaces.

When Presentation Shapes Popularity
Culture survives not merely by existing but by
being presented well, especially to the young

generation. Earlier, when Bollywood and tele-
vision had not deeply penetrated rural India, folk
songs flourished naturally. People sang them in
fields, courtyards, and village gatherings; they
were not “events” but part of lived culture. Even
when radio and later TV arrived, there was still
space. Film songs had their slots, and folk
returned in its season during appropriate occa-
sions. But the internet, smartphones, and
YouTube changed the rhythm completely. Music
became instantly consumable. DJs amplified the
same downloadable tracks at high volume, grad-
ually taking over even seasonal spaces. In
places like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, Faag, tradi-
tionally sung from BasantPanchami to Holi, is
increasingly replaced by DJ pool parties during
the festival. What was once a community
singing tradition is now often reduced to loud,
ready-made playlists.

Why Bhajans Survived and Folk 
Songs Faded
Unlike many seasonal or occasion-specific folk
forms, devotional music endured. Bhajans
remained relevant because they are deeply inter-
twined with Hindu religious practice. One
cannot easily separate bhajans from rituals such
as Aarti, Mata kiChauki, Hare Ram Jaap, and
Sundarkaand or RamcharitmanasPaath. They are
not merely performances but participatory
expressions of faith and are included in most of
the auspicious events of the people.

From cassettes and television to social media
platforms, devotional music has continuously
adapted to new media. There is no surprise that
Hanuman Chalisa is the most-played video on
YouTube. Companies like T-Series, particularly
through their regional channels, have recorded
and circulated numerous traditional and devo-
tional songs. Through these easily accessible plat-
forms, many young listeners have been intro-
duced to ballads like Alha-Udal, which narrate
heroic folklore from Bundelkhand. 

Simultaneously, Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities have
sustained vibrant traditions of collective 
devotional singing. What metropolitan India now

calls “bhajan clubbing” has long existed in
these towns as religious jamming sessions and
community recitations.

Folk Songs: Seasonal, Social, and
Nearly Forgotten
India’s folk music is richly seasonal and situation-
al. In North India alone, one finds traditions such
as Faag, sung during Holi; Chaita, associated with
the month of Chaitra; Biraha, expressing sepa-
ration and longing; andKajri, the melodies of the
monsoon. Across the country, similar forms flour-
ish: the Baul songs of West Bengal,Lavani of
Maharashtra, Bihu songs of Assam, Mando of Goa,
Pandavani of Chhattisgarh, and Maand of
Rajasthan. 

And who can forget the Sohar of Bihar and
eastern Uttar Pradesh, sung to welcome a
newborn? The recent revival of the line ‘Aye Raja
JiTahre Ta Rahal Ha Jarurat’shows that folk never
truly vanishes; it simply finds new stages and new
voices. Many of these forms are month-specif-
ic, festival-bound, or rooted in agrarian cycles.
Urban youth, detached from these rhythms,
rarely encounter them. Without exposure, inter-
est cannot develop. 

As Holi approaches, Faag gatherings offer a far
better way to enjoy and celebrate one’s culture
than playing item songs or DJ tracks with foul
lyrics at pool parties, where inappropriate
behaviour and breaches of women’s dignity are
reported every year. The issue is not modern
music itself, but the displacement of songs that
once defined the festival’s cultural fabric by noisy,
inappropriate, and explicit tracks that were never
part of the traditional celebration. Promoting
Faag and other folk music serves a dual purpose:
it preserves and honours our cultural heritage
while creating a safe, meaningful, and joyous way
for people to participate in the festival.

Bhajan Clubbing as Cultural Bridge
The rise of bhajan clubbing in metro cities offers
hope. It demonstrates that young Indians are not
inherently disinterested in tradition; they
respond to how it is curated. When devotional

music is arranged with acoustic fusion, story-
telling, subtitles, or contextual explanations, audi-
ences engage. The lesson is clear: tradition sur-
vives when it adapts its form without surrender-
ing its essence.

If bhajans can fill urban halls, why not kajri
nights during the monsoon? Why not Faag fes-
tivals during the Holi season in universities?
Storytelling sessions around Biraha or Alha-Udal,
reimagined with contemporary instrumentation
yet preserving lyrical integrity, could achieve the
same. Today, college fests and similar platforms
across India can provide an ideal stage for folk
song clubbing, linking performances to local
culture in a meaningful way instead of spend-
ing huge sums to bring social media influencers
to their campuses.

A Response to Sonic Fatigue
There is also an aesthetic factor at play. Much of
contemporary commercial music, especially
formula-driven film songs, can feel sonically
repetitive. The lyrics have lost their meaning in

the noisy and trance-like beats. Those who are
seeking freshness and more connection with
music find that the rawness of folk melody and
the communal energy of devotional singing offer
something refreshingly participatory. Folk music
invites chorus, clapping, and call and response;
listeners are not lost in the loudness of beats, and
it creates community rather than passive con-
sumption. It is also seasonal, offering a variety
that reflects India’s festivals, weather, and
changing seasons.

Revival through Relevance
Bhajan clubbing is not merely about religion; it
is about reclaiming participatory music culture.
This evolving form opens space for folk traditions
to re-enter mainstream cultural life. India’s cul-
tural heritage has never truly vanished; it has
merely awaited re-presentation. Young people
are not passive consumers of culture; when given
the right space, they become its participants. If
clubbing can make space for devotion, it can cer-
tainly make space for tradition.

Bhajan Clubbing and the Revival of India’s Folk Soul



TEAM AGENDA

In the ever-expanding archive of books
on modern Indian politics, Vijay Goel’s
latest coffee-table book “Atal Bihari
Vajpayee: The Eternal Statesman”
emerges as a work of rare intimacy and
historical depth. Dedicated to the life
and legacy of Bharat Ratna Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, this 312-page coffee-table
volume is not merely a tribute, it is a
visual and emotional chronicle of a
leader who redefined the grammar of
democratic conduct in India.

Richly illustrated, elegantly designed,
and personally narrated in parts by
Vijay Goel - who shared a five-decade
association with Vajpayee - the book
reads as both tribute and testimony. 

Published by Heritage India
Foundation and priced at
`4,000, the book is avail-
able on Amazon and
stands out as perhaps the
first and one of its kind
comprehensive pictorial
biography of Vajpayee,
combining rare archival
material, personal reminis-
cence and political docu-
mentation.

A Message from the
Prime Minister
The volume opens with a message from
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who
underscores Vajpayee’s transforma-
tive leadership in areas ranging from
infrastructure and telecommunica-
tions to strategic policy and coalition
governance. The Prime Minister’s words
situate Vajpayee not merely as a leader
of his time but as an enduring institu-
tional influence. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi highlights Vajpayee’s
transformative contributions in areas
such as information technology, infra-
structure, telecommunications, and
modern communication, noting that
his policies unlocked new opportuni-
ties for India’s youth. 

Reflection of a Fifty-Year
Association
What distinguishes this book from
conventional political biographies is
the author’s proximity to his subject.
Vijay Goel shared a fifty-year associa-
tion with Vajpayee. He witnessed Atal
ji from his college days as an electrify-
ing orator to his tenure as Prime

Minister commanding global respect.
Goel worked with him in multiple
capacities such as a BJP worker, as a
party office-bearer, as a Member of
Parliament, as a Minister, and eventu-
ally as Minister of State in the Prime
Minister’s Office. Vajpayee shared close
familial ties with Goel’s family, and it
was this trust and confidence that led
him to choose Goel to work in the PMO.

The book traces Vajpayee’s journey
from his birth in Gwalior in 1924 to his
8emergence as a parliamentarian of
rare eloquence and eventually a three-
time Prime Minister. The early chapters
on his upbringing, education at Victoria
College and DAV College, and his for-
mative association with the RSS are
particularly illuminating. They reveal
a young man shaped as much by
intellectual discipline as by ideologi-
cal conviction.

Goel’s narrative captures Vajpayee’s
early rise in the Bharatiya Jana Sangh
under the mentorship of Syama Prasad
Mukherjee and Deendayal Upadhyaya.
The images from the Calicut session, the
Kanpur conference, and the protests of

the 1960s and 70s bring alive a political
era when ideology was debated fierce-
ly but articulated with civility.

The Smiling Prime Minister
One of the most striking features of the
book is the recurring smiling face of Atal
ji across its pages. Whether in
Parliament, at party meetings, or at
international summits, the warmth
and smile in Vajpayee’s expression
remains constant. 

Memories through Rare
Photographs
With steadfast patience and persever-
ance, Vijay Goel has brought together
rare and unique photographs, many
not usually seen in the public domain.
Some come from his personal collec-

tion; others have been
sourced from archives and
associates over the last four
years into making this
coffee-table book. These
images document not just
public milestones but
private moments such as
laughter, reflection, cama-
raderie.  They show
Vajpayee the poet, the
administrator, the coali-
tion-builder, the parliamen-

tarian, the journalist, but above all, the
human being.

A Tribute worth Preserving
Atal Bihari Vajpayee: The Eternal
Statesman is more than a commemo-
rative coffee-table book. It is a moral
archive of an era brought out evocative-
ly and vividly.  As a coffee-table book,
the production quality is impressive.
Captions are detailed, contextualizing
events in a storyline format, such as the
cow protection rallies, the East Pakistan
crisis, the bullock-cart protest against
fuel price rise, and student movements
of ronological structure - from Early Life
to Sadaiv Atal - ensures clarity, while the
index enhances research value. For his-
torians of post-Independence India, the
volume doubles as a visual archive of
opposition politics, coalition era dynam-
ics, and the ideological evolution from
Jana Sangh to BJP.

In chronicling the life of Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, Vijay Goel has offered not just
a book, but a memory preserved in
print - steadfast, reflective, and, in
every sense, Atal.

GURUDEV SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

Life should be full of colours. And each colour
should be seen and enjoyed separately. When
colours get mixed, then all that you see is black.
Similarly, the different roles we play in life
should coexist peacefully and distinctly within
us. We should be able to switch between them
as time and situation demand. For example,
when a father continues to play his role as a
‘father’ at work, things are bound to go 
for a toss.

Many entrepreneurs and company CEOs
ask me about maintaining work-life balance,
and this is what I tell them. In whichever sit-
uation we are in, we should play the corre-
sponding role to the best of our capacity,
whether we are the CEO or a parent at home.
Then we will not have regrets. Then life is
bound to become colourful. This concept was
called ‘varnashram’ in ancient India. This
meant that everyone-whether a doctor,
teacher, engineer, father, brother, or son-is
expected to play their roles with full enthusi-
asm. Mixing professions or roles can be coun-
terproductive in our lives. For example, if a
doctor wants to do business, he must run a
business separately, and it should be secondary
to his first profession; he should not make a
business out of medicine. Keeping these ‘con-
tainers’ of the mind separate and distinct is the
secret of a happy life, and this is what Holi
teaches us.

All colours arise from white, and it is only
when they get all mixed up together that you
can see nothing but black. When your mind is
white, peaceful, happy, meditative, pure, and
aware of consciousness, then from that space,
many colours, many roles can emerge. You gain
the strength to play each role with total sin-
cerity because you are rooted in the backdrop
of this vast awareness.

Life asks us to play many parts. But between
one role and another, you must return to rest.
Just as white contains all colours, silence con-
tains all expressions. When you take deep rest
in meditation, you come back to your source.
From there, you can step into any role fully and
gracefully, without being burdened by it.

Make friends even with the enemy
One of the messages of Holi is to make friends
even with the enemy. Yudhisthir was called
Ajatshatru, that is, one who has no enemies.
Why is an enemy born? When we carry animos-
ity within, then an enemy is born. If we have
no animosity left in us, then we would have no
enemies either. We shouldn’t mind if someone
else considers us an enemy, but we shouldn’t
perceive animosity on our end. Just know,
those who trouble or harm others are actual-
ly suffering themselves and are hurt or
wounded in some way. A happy and content
person will never trouble anyone else. Knowing
this dissolves the animosity within you.

All specimens are needed on this planet; they

make the world more colourful. They push
certain buttons in you and evoke certain
emotions, and see how you act or react to
them. If you find some people are negative, you
can keep some distance. Know that they will
not be like that forever, and with time, they will
change. You can tell yourself, ‘Okay, let them
be. They are going to bring out better skills and
patience from within me.’ If you can educate
them, do so with compassion and pray that
their lives become better.

The battle between greed and bliss
We have all heard Prahlad’s story. It carries
enormous spiritual depth.

What does ‘Prahlad’ mean? ‘Ahlad’ means
happiness and contentment. Hiranyakashyap
— one who sees only gold — is the symbol of
ego and greed. He thinks of money all the time,
and he kills happiness. Even if there is happi-
ness in someone’s house, it is greed that kills
it. When the little boy, Prahlad, was asked,
‘Where is God?’, he said, “My Lord is in tran

(grass), in a pot, and in stambh (pillar) — every-
where.” Tran cannot be seen; an egoist cannot
see anything small, but stambh can be seen.
When he attacked the stambh, infinite energy
and light came out. That light destroyed the
ego. There is a stambh of ego in you that thinks,
‘I am different’. Dismantling this ego, infinite
energy comes out, and that energy is
Narasimha. Inside every human, there is a
stambh of ego. When his stubbornness breaks,
then another kind of zeal arises in you.

There is a zeal that comes from wisdom, and
there is a zeal that comes from ego. The zeal
of a wise person comes from knowing and from
confidence in what has been truly achieved.
It is like a lion. There is strength in it, but it is
natural and effortless. The zeal of the ego never
gives happiness to anyone. It may look like con-
fidence, but it is only a show. When the ego
breaks, real self-confidence arises. That self-
confidence is like a lion.

There are two kinds of confidence. One arises
from the ego, and the other arises from

wisdom. The confidence that comes from
wisdom is steady and fulfilling. The one that
comes from ego appears strong outwardly, but
inside, there is unhappiness and instability. An
egoistic person and a wise person may both
seem strong. Yet one is shaken within, while
the other is soft, peaceful, and happy inside.

When Hiranyakashyapu was killed, it signi-
fied that the ego was destroyed and a power-
ful energy emerged. Within you, too, such a
spark is hidden. When you pray with the inno-
cence of Prahlad, the energy of Narasimha
awakens within and tears through the ego.

The colours within
Lights of different colours glow within each
person. In some, the lamp of anger glows; in
some, it is the lamp of jealousy. Each emotion
is associated with a colour-anger with red, jeal-
ousy with green, vibrancy and happiness with
yellow, love with pink, vastness with blue,
peace with white, sacrifice with saffron, and
knowledge with violet. Each person is a foun-
tain of colours that keep changing.

All thoughts and emotions emerge from the
self, which is like the space inside and outside
the body. This space rules your life. The diffi-
culty with human beings is that we seldom take
time to look at our own emotions or thought

patterns. We act before thinking; before even
resolving our feelings. Inner peace is just like
the watchman, but the emotions are the
owners of the home. When the owner barges
in, the doorkeeper just gives way.

Nature has all colours, and so does your
mind. You feel happy, unhappy, angry, jealous,
compassionate, generous... all these colours of
emotions arise. But when you know you are
not these colours or moods, then you can truly
enjoy these colours. You become a witness to
all the mind games that go on inside you. What
troubles you most is not someone else but your
own mind. When you identify yourself with
those emotions and think that is you, then you
are in trouble. Meditation is the way to move
into this witness state.

“IF YOU CAN WIN OVER YOUR MIND, YOU
CAN WIN OVER THE WHOLE WORLD”

— SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR
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A thousand cuts of silent conflict

ALL COLOURS ARISE FROM
WHITE, AND IT IS ONLY

WHEN THEY GET ALL MIXED
UP TOGETHER THAT YOU CAN

SEE NOTHING BUT BLACK.
WHEN YOUR MIND IS WHITE,

PEACEFUL, HAPPY,
MEDITATIVE, PURE, AND

AWARE OF CONSCIOUSNESS,
THEN FROM THAT SPACE,
MANY COLOURS, MANY

ROLES CAN EMERGE. YOU
GAIN THE STRENGTH TO
PLAY EACH ROLE WITH

TOTAL SINCERITY BECAUSE
YOU ARE ROOTED IN THE
BACKDROP OF THIS VAST

AWARENESS

“NATURE HAS ALL COLOURS, AND SO DOES YOUR MIND. YOU FEEL HAPPY,
UNHAPPY, ANGRY, JEALOUS, COMPASSIONATE, GENEROUS... ALL THESE
COLOURS OF EMOTIONS ARISE” — GURUDEV   

Title: Atal Bihari Vajpayee: The
Eternal Statesman
Author: Vijay Goel 
MRP: `4000
Publisher: Heritage India Foundation

BALAJI VITTAL

Who isn’t family? The Munjals of the
Hero group, the Mittals of the Bharti
group, Analjit Singh of the Max group, the
Ambanis of the Reliance group — are all
family-controlled businesses. How do
these families run their companies? In
her book Ace of Blades, Reenita Malhotra
Hora chronicles the life journey of
Rajinder Kumar (RK) Malhotra, the baron
of the Malhotra group that ruled the
shaving blade market in the consumer
segment for decades. He was also
Reenita’s father.

The story starts in Oct 2020 in
Buckingham Gate, the London home of
RK Malhotra and his wife Veena for the
past decade. With the world ravaged by
COVID and octogenarian RK fast losing
his cognitive memory, Reenita has-
tened to London to interview her father
for his story. RK’s father HL Malhotra had
migrated to Calcutta in the 1940s.
Starting out as a hotelier at the Oberoi
Grand, in 1950 he zeroed in on the busi-
ness of razor blades for shaving.

A young RK completed his Mechanical
Engineering abroad, but in a twist as pre-
dictable as those in Hindi films, was told
to come back home and handle the
expanding family business. And the
narrative surfs through various ups
and downs of their razor blade business
across decades and how they navigat-
ed storms riding on efficiency, instinct,
and shifty values. Sibling rivalry between
RK and his two brothers that almost
came down to physical assault only
made things worse for themselves.
There was no meritocracy, only family
hierarchy, in which Ved Prakash (VP), the
most incompetent and malicious one,
was vested with unbridled authority to
veto anything merely by virtue of his
being the eldest sibling. Their one-
upmanship and treachery harmed their
own enterprise the most. Evidently, the
Malhotras made no attempt to emulate
respected industry peers like the Tatas,
the Oberois (whom they were related
to), the Burmans (related through mat-
rimony), or Wipro. The book hardly
makes mention of the Malhotra group’s
employee welfare schemes, talent devel-
opment, or corporate governance. There
are cited instances of even the London-
educated RK ‘barking’ at his head of sales
or calling another senior employee
‘bugger’. They had, it appears, only two

means to get results — incentive or coer-
cion. They could buy out people but
could rarely get buy-ins. Maybe it was
the overpowering market dominance
that gave them this swagger. Poetic
justice, perhaps, that the story should
end with RK’s company getting bought
out by a Private Equity firm and RK
getting packed off. For all his ‘vision’ and
the claim to be a ‘Rambo’, RK hadn’t
realised that he had opened the doors
to his own ouster.

Through startling incidents, Reenita
also bares to her readers the toxic
misogyny in the family that she says typ-
ified traditional Punjabi culture. Her
mother’s promising academic career
was throttled by the Malhotras, and she

was relegated to just another “Mrs
Malhotra” of the family and an accesso-
ry to her husband. Not surprising, one
reckons.

Editing — The disclaimer “Some
scenes and dialogues have been fiction-
alised” notwithstanding, the narrative
of the book itself reads like the script of
a TV soap. Episode after episode, the
same characters float in and out, with
each episode (chapter, in this case)
bringing out an incremental degree of
what we already know about them. Also,
if by design it was meant to read like
fiction, then the editorial should have let
the situations and dialogues flesh out
characters.  Instead, those little
‘voiceovers’ like “RK’s strategic mind
worked at a different level” appear
redundant. The overdose of adverbs and
adjectives, and repetitive use of phrases
like ‘tapestry’, come in the way of fluid
storytelling too. On page 277, an entire
sentence has been practically repeated
— “Here he had come to mend relation-
ships despite being plagued by the
domestic situation that had arisen in his
nuclear family, yet VP had completely
turned the conversation to favour his
business position”. The very next sen-
tence is almost identical. This book
suffers from rather ordinary editing.

But credit must be given to Reenita for
her exceptional boldness and honesty
in being the voice of people like her.
Escaping the dynastic prison that was
her father’s home, she found liberation,
and therefore the platform to speak out
and restore her mother’s dignity. Ace of
Blades is evidently her catharsis, worthy
of being read.

Title: Ace of Blades
Author: Reenita Malhotra Hora
MRP: `899
Publisher: Jaico Publishing House

All colours arise from white, and it is only when they get all mixed up together that you can see nothing but black. When your mind is white,
peaceful, happy, meditative, pure, and aware of consciousness, then from that space, many colours, many roles can emerge

Colours and Emotions: Decoding the Essence of Holi

(The book reviewer is National Award-winning
author of Bollywood books, a columnist, a public

speaker, a book reviewer and a 
Bollywood commentator)

Recreating the legacy of eternal statesman 
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I
MAGINE this, a decade from now. You
walk into your office at a biotech firm.
The orders are in. A startup needs an
artificial human liver for organ replace-
ment. The city council is asking

whether you can create a microbe that turns
greywater drinkable. The space agency is
toying with developing humans who can
survive the harsh conditions of Mars, now
that we have colonised it. Detailing such tan-
talising possibilities is the central theme of
biologist Adrian Woolfson’s book, ‘On the
Future of Species: Authoring Life by Means
of Artificial Biological Intelligence’.

Watching her mother read a book is pure
magic for a toddler. The pictures make some
sense, but only Amma can magically deci-
pher the words. This is exactly where
humanity stood when genetics first began.
We had figured out the alphabet of life, A, T,
G, C, the biochemical letters written into our
DNA. We knew these letters held the instruc-
tions for everything biological, but what the
sentences actually meant was a mystery.

As Amma reads the book multiple times,
the baby starts recognising a word here, a
word there. In kindergarten come the first
real steps: learning the letters, sounding
them out, and writing simple words. In 1967,
the biochemist Arthur Kornberg and his
team at Stanford accomplished something
very much like this. They isolated an

enzyme called DNA polymerase and used it
to chemically synthesise the entire genome
of the virus phi-X174 from scratch. 

The synthetic DNA they created was an
exact copy of what nature had already made.
It meant we had moved from recognising
the alphabet to writing our first sentences.

This breakthrough opened the door to
gene therapy. These days, scientists rou-
tinely make synthetic DNA sequences and
hitch them to harmless viruses, using the
viruses as delivery vehicles to carry the
genetic material into the nuclei of cells with
faulty DNA. Once inside, the synthetic
DNA steps in to correct the inherited defect.
This is not science fiction anymore. The
FDA has already approved over 43 cell and
gene therapies, tackling everything from
leukaemia and lymphoma to spinal muscu-
lar atrophy and sickle cell disease.

But here is the catch: most of these genetic
defects are basically single-letter errors. Cor-
recting them is like fixing a spelling mistake.
Most genetic diseases are polygenic, mean-
ing multiple genes are involved, interacting
in complex ways we barely understand.

Learning to climb one rung is all it takes to
start climbing a ladder. But not every prob-
lem is that straightforward. As a child grows,
the task shifts from writing ‘mom’ and
‘dad’ to reading complex passages and,
eventually, expressing herself in written text.
That leap takes years of learning. 

Woolfson proposes a way to shortcut that

long, slow climb. His radical idea: use AI to
make sense of the mind-boggling complexi-
ty. Through his company Genyro, he is work-
ing on developing the technical methods
needed not just to read and understand
genomic language, but eventually to synthe-
sise designer genomes. These could create
species tailored to our desires.

Gene therapy, as we know it, has a mod-
est aim: to swap faulty genes for correct
ones and help patients recover from debil-
itating diseases. But Woolfson’s vision
reaches further: not just fixing what is bro-
ken, but building something more.

Woolfson writes, “Biology now stands at the
threshold of transitioning from a largely
descriptive science into a generative one. In
the future, we won’t just catalogue species,

we will create them.” Consider the human
spine. He calls it a “design disaster”. It
evolved in quadrupeds and is hopelessly ill-
suited for an animal with two legs. If only we
could improve it, he suggests, life could be
“guided into uncharted landscapes, endowed
with entirely new properties that would rein-
vent the way organisms function”.

Yet Woolfson is no starry-eyed futurist. He
readily acknowledges that the complexity of
the human genome might impose severe
constraints on how much we can engineer it:
much of the behaviour of biological
machines emerges from dense, overlapping
networks that resist simple tinkering.

Still, scientists have moved beyond mere-
ly fixing genetic errors. They are now writing
enhanced versions of the genome itself. 

In 2016, scientists created a minimalist
strain of Mycoplasma mycoides. While the
normal had 985 genes, the designer one had
just 473. Soon after, they fused 16 yeast chro-
mosomes into two, and the yeast remained
viable. By 2023, a Synthetic Yeast Genome
Project had built all 16 yeast chromosomes
from scratch. More recently, Caltech’s
Sidewinder method has made DNA con-
struction easier. These milestones suggest
we are beginning to learn the alphabet of life. 

Nobel laureate Jacques Monod famously
said, “What is true for E. coli is true for the
elephant.” He meant that the fundamental
machinery of life — DNA replication, protein
synthesis, and genetic regulation — is uni-

versal. But here is the catch. Biological sys-
tems often behave in ways where the whole
is greater than the sum of its parts. 

This is where Woolfson waves his magic
wand: artificial biological intelligence, or
ABI. Just as large language models like
ChatGPT have learned to converse fluently,
biological foundation models such as Evo 2,
Google DeepMind’s AlphaGenome are
becoming fluent in the ‘language of life’. 

He says that with ABI, we can soon learn to
predict how changes in the genome will rip-
ple through the organism. Woolfson calls this
emerging era a ‘second Genesis’. But his
book is also a wake-up call. The benefits, he
cautions, come with lurking dangers. 

Think of human-made pathogens that
could become new weapons of mass destruc-
tion. Imagine an inadvertently modified bac-
terium escaping into the ocean and destabil-
ising the carbon cycle. And then there are the
profound ethical questions as we begin tin-
kering more and more with mammalian
genomes, including human.

Woolfson argues that closing our eyes to
these possibilities will not make them go
away. While he opposes designer babies and
parentless humans, he insists that the poten-
tial benefits are simply too great to apply the
brakes to the science. Instead, he offers a
manifesto on the ethical quandaries.

His book is essential reading.
— The reviewer is Visiting Professor,

IISER, Mohali

Reimagining life through artificial biology

Prasad Bidapa

P
RABAL GURUNG’S ‘ Walk
Like a Girl’ arrives not merely
as a memoir, but as a cultural
document. It charts the journey
of a boy from Nepal — shaped by

India, sharpened by New York — who
dares to believe in his own becoming. Yet
what makes this book compelling is not the
glamour of the destination, but the psy-
chology of survival that fuels the ascent.

The arc is familiar, and therein lies its uni-
versality. A queer child in the subcontinent.
A fiercely protective mother. A distant,
emotionally unreachable father. A society
that polices difference with cruelty dis-
guised as conformity. The bullying from
classmates. The humiliation from extend-
ed family. The thinly veiled hostility of
teachers and strangers. For thousands of
young gay men growing up in South Asia,
this is not narrative — it is lived reality.

And yet Gurung’s response to this hos-
tility is what distinguishes him. His self-
belief is almost architectural. It does not
tremble. It does not negotiate. It does not

seek permission. Through shame and
exclusion, what emerges most strikingly is
his steely resolve — a quality shared by
those who not only survive systems, but
eventually bend them.

The memoir traces his professional evolu-
tion with clarity: from his formative years at
Bill Blass to the founding of his own label,
where he begins to articulate a distinct
vocabulary — feminine, political, elegant,
unapologetic. His commitment to making
women feel seen is not cosmetic branding;
it is central philosophy. For Gurung, fashion
is not adornment. It is assertion.

There are luminous moments. Michelle
Obama. Oprah Winfrey. Anna Wintour. The
Met Gala table hosted for women of colour
— from Deepika Padukone to Alia Bhatt —
an image loaded with symbolism. From
Thamel to the Met. It is the kind of
metaphor writers dream of.

Yet the book is most interesting when it is
conflicted.

Gurung speaks of discrimination in
America — the subtle and overt hierarchies
of white patriarchy and white matriarchy
within fashion’s gilded corridors. Gurung

speaks of dismissive buyers, indifferent
editors, systemic gatekeeping. But he also
acknowledges, sometimes implicitly, that
he has become part of the very establish-
ment he critiques. This tension — between
a rebel and an insider — is one of the mem-
oir’s most intellectually engaging threads.

There are doors that open for him that do
not open for most immigrants. There are
accelerations that are atypical. He recognis-

es this, but perhaps does not interrogate it
as deeply as one might wish. At moments,
one senses that as much is concealed as
revealed. The emotional candour is present
— particularly in passages about his moth-
er, the book’s emotional anchor — but there
are spaces where one feels he pulls back
just before the abyss.

His mother, Durga Rana, is the soul of this
book. Her unwavering love is not sentimen-
talised; it is positioned as the structural
foundation of his courage. His siblings
appear as a quiet chorus of belief. His father
remains the unresolved chord — a relation-
ship never quite reconciled, never fully
bridged. That unfinished dialogue lingers
long after the last page.

What I found particularly telling is
Gurung’s awareness of power. He rages at
the system. He fights for women’s visibili-
ty. He champions inclusivity. And then,
almost in a moment of reckoning, he realis-
es he has himself acquired power within
that system. That evolution — from an out-
sider to a participant — is one of the mem-
oir’s most mature recognitions.

This is not a scandal-driven memoir. It is

not a gossip-laden insider expose. It is a nar-
rative of ambition, alienation, loyalty, long-
ing, and relentless belief. It will resonate
deeply with young designers who wish to
storm the citadel of global fashion. It offers
both caution and inspiration: the industry is
treacherous, but conviction can be armour.

If one critique must be made, it is this: I
wish the book had included visual docu-
mentation of his journey — archival
images, early sketches, backstage
moments, personal photographs. For a
designer whose work is inherently visual,
the absence of imagery feels like a missed
opportunity to contextualise his evolution.

Ultimately, ‘Walk Like a Girl’ is less about
fashion than about authorship — author-
ship of self. It invites readers to rewrite the
scripts handed to them. It is a defiant
anthem, yes, but also a meditation on vul-
nerability as strategy.

For a generation negotiating identity
across borders — geographic, cultural, gen-
dered — Prabal Gurung’s memoir offers
not just a narrative, but a blueprint.

And that makes it essential reading.
— The reviewer is a fashion curator

ON THE FUTURE OF SPECIES 
by Adrian Woolfson. 
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WALK LIKE A GIRL 
by Prabal Gurung.

HarperCollins.
Pages 320.

~799

Fashion as assertion by a rebel and an insider

Politics, literature & Dalits
Arun Prakash Raj N 

W
HILE the link between
cinema and politics in
Tamil Nadu is widely
acknowledged, the equal-
ly intimate relationship

between literature and politics has not
received comparable attention. Since the
early 20th century, writers aligned with
diverse political traditions — Indian
nationalism, the Dravidian movement and
communism — have turned to fiction and
poetry as extensions of their political

engagement. Yet much of this
writing has often been dis-
missed as propaganda, pre-
sumed to lack aesthetic depth
or enduring literary value.
Such a view overlooks an
important truth: some of the
most celebrated figures of
modern Tamil literature,
including Subramania Bharati
and Jayakanthan, were shaped
by their political commit-
ments. Their works demon-
strate that political conviction
need not diminish literary mer-
it; rather, it can sharpen and
intensify artistic expression.
In this light, ‘An Ocean in a

Well’, a collection of 10 short stories by D
Ravikumar — MP and general secretary of
Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi (VCK), a
party “committed to Dalit rights” — may
be read as a significant contribution by a
political activist to the corpus of modern
Tamil literature. Translated into English
by V Ramakrishnan, the volume brings
Ravikumar’s political sensibility to a
wider readership without reducing his fic-
tion to mere ideological assertion.

Stories such as ‘Fact Finding’ and ‘A
Death and Some More’ document the vio-
lence inflicted upon Dalits in contemporary
Tamil Nadu by dominant caste groups as
well as state institutions, including the
police. These stories do more than record

atrocity. They also capture a deeply unset-
tling sense of helplessness — witnessing
brutality without always being able to pre-
vent it. By highlighting the emotional and
ethical strain borne by the activist-observer,
Ravikumar underscores the psychological
toll of documentation and activism itself.

In the preface, Ravikumar notes that
Dalit literature is often narrowly under-
stood as writing concerned solely with
caste oppression and violence. Chal-
lenging this reductive expectation, sev-
eral stories explore the varied textures
of Dalit life. His innovation lies not only
in the subject matter but also in form:
the narrative strategies and genres are
strikingly original.

A compelling example is ‘Zha: The
Unique Letter’, a dystopian satire that
imagines a future in which the state under-
takes bizarre measures to impose Sanskrit
while systematically erasing Tamil. Resis-
tance to Hindi imposition has historically
cut across caste and religious divisions in
Tamil Nadu, and Dalits participated in sig-
nificant numbers in the major anti-Hindi
agitations of the 20th century. 

Not all the stories are overtly political.
Some turn instead to the intricacies of
human relationships. ‘Un-Timely’ centres
on a man mysteriously granted an opportu-
nity to reunite with his childhood love after
death. In ‘Thambi’, a fleeting act of deceit
against a kind stranger gives rise to linger-
ing guilt. The title story, ‘An Ocean in a
Well’, portrays a man who having lost his
mother — his last emotional anchor — con-
templates ending his life, only to rediscover
meaning through an unexpected encounter.

The anthology insists that Dalit writing
is not merely a literature of protest, but
also of imagination, memory, longing and
moral reflection. Ravikumar reminds us
that when politics enters literature with
honesty and craft, it does not diminish art
— it deepens it.

— The reviewer is a PhD scholar 
at School of Liberal Studies, 
Ambedkar University Delhi 

Supernatural, naturally 
Charu Ahluwalia

T
HIS collection of 19 short stories
is rooted firmly in the land-
scapes of Shimla, Dharamsala
and Kullu. One of its most strik-
ing merits is the authenticity

with which the author recreates the hills —
the colonial heritage and whispered local
legends. The customs and everyday
rhythms of mountain life lend credibility to
the supernatural occurrences. Readers
already attuned to the region’s natural and
cultural nuances will readily recognise this
ambience and the less connected ones will
still perceive the terrain through sensory
images. The hills are not merely a back-
drop but shape the stories’ emotional and
narrative contours.

Thematically, the collection is unified by its
persistent return to death and memory.
Almost all the stories circle back to the dead
as spirits, lingering presences or unresolved
histories. But a few stories, such as ‘The
Snowman’, offer a thematic variation. Dra-
matic climaxes characterise most of the writ-
ing, sustaining suspense and reinforcing the
motif of loss. Particularly effective is ‘The
Caller Does Not Exist’, where the nauseating
smell of decaying flesh evokes palpable
dread. In such moments, Aditya Kant suc-
ceeds in generating genuine goosebumps.  

The true resonance of the collection lies
in the memories it awakens. Readers may
find comfort not in the spectacle of haunt-
ing, but in the recollection of their own
childhood encounters with tales of spirits
and loss. The stories subtly prompt a
return to personal memories of elders, of
departed loved ones, of landscapes and
childhood fears. 

The author appears less interested in con-
necting readers to the spirits than to the
place that houses them. The mountains
become repositories of memory, of a shared
legacy of place and ancestry. The supernat-
ural thus functions as a bridge between the
present-past and living-dead.  

The epilogue stands out as a thoughtful

justification of Kant’s thematic vision. The
assertion that “in the mountains, everything
echoes” encapsulates the spirit of the book.
Just as sounds reverberate across valleys,  so
do memories of the departed. The stories cre-
ate a bond between us and those who came
before us, suggesting that haunting is not
merely a matter of fear but of remembrance.  

However, the collection is not without lim-
itations. Some stories, such as ‘Revenge of
the Hills’ and ‘The Shroud Thief’, may
seem implausible to contemporary minds.
Moreover, certain descriptions — “growling
voice”, “nails hooking onto his skull”, “the
air was thick”, “face twitched” — represent
familiar cliches of haunted tales. The visuals
become theatrical and fear operates
mechanically instead of emerging organi-
cally from the characters’ inner turmoil. 

The stories also rely on external shocks
rather than internalisation of dread. On a
metaphorical level, the narratives seldom
venture into symbolic terrain and fear is
devoid of any psychological resonance.  

Nonetheless, ‘Ghosts, Horror and Hills’
remains a regionally grounded horror fic-
tion with an authentic setting and dramatic
storytelling. A dash of symbolic complexity
and psychological depth could have elevat-
ed it to literary heights.   

— The reviewer teaches at 
Government College, Kullu
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RISE: THE ‘DEEP RESILIENCE’ WAY 
by Neena Verma. 

Rupa. 
Pages 278. 
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Life is a mosaic of misery and mean-
ingfulness — it offers both rainstorms
and rainbows. While it tests us with
setbacks, turbulence, loss, and trauma,
it also blesses us with the gift of
resilience. Often, when fear, chaos, and
despair take over, we forget to invoke
this inherent capacity to rise. Neena
Verma, a seasoned practitioner, coach,
and educator in leadership, resilience,
wellbeing, grief, post-traumatic
growth, and therapeutic writing, rede-
fines resilience beyond the cliched
notion of ‘bouncing back’. She guides
readers to explore the deep, restora-
tive, generative, supple, and expansive
dimensions of resilience. The book
introduces two original constructs —
‘Resilience Mindset’ and ‘Deep
Resilience’ — derived from Neena’s
extensive practice, research, and lived
wisdom. It serves as a comprehensive
guide to recognising, kindling, culti-
vating, practising, embodying, and
nourishing your inner resilience. 



05CHANDIGARH | 1 MARCH 2026 REFLECTIONS

T
HE ashes of Mahasweta Devi are
laid in a memorial I created for
her at the Adivasi Academy at
Tejgadh in Gujarat. The plaque
has her immortal words

inscribed on it: “Every dream has the right to
live.” She had often expressed her desire to
live there forever. On January 14 this year,
she would have been hundred.

Born in 1926, she had passed through the
fervour of the freedom struggle. Schooled at
Santiniketan, she had seen Gurudev and
been through the cultural strands in the envi-
rons there. Married to Bijon Bhattacharya —
an avowed Communist — she had known the
entire IPTA range and knew what Commu-
nism meant. In her more mature years, she

had been involved in various movements in
Bihar, Jharkhand, Bengal, Rajasthan and
Manipur; but it was difficult for any of these
movements and trends of thought to keep
her ideologically straight-jacketed. 

Mahasweta Devi chose when to act, and
she acted out of her own analysis of what jus-
tice was in a given case. Her analysis was
quite often driven by a deep compassion for
the silenced, the marginalised. 

All through her turbulent times, she
retained peculiar traits. She had an unset-
tling sense of humour. It was not any black
humour. Rather, she would let out a com-
ment with the seeming gentleness of a Victo-
rian lady, which could get the listener simply
floored. She had in her the innocence of a
teenage village girl, a naivety that was diffi-
cult to diagnose. She also had a temper
impossible to match, and impatience with
snobbery which quickly unmasked even the
most reputed ones. And, finally, she had an
incurable fondness for the old Khurshid
songs. It was difficult to say when she would
break out singing and render a number like
“Mere balpan ke saathi, bhul naa jaana”.

It was impossible to predict when in the

middle of the most polite conversation with
persons she had not previously met, she
would curtly dismiss civility and tell the per-
son that he was a fraud. The social standing
and position of a person did not deter her.
But, it was her innocence that stood out the
most; and it brought tears to one’s eyes.

She was one of the most remarkable writ-
ers of the 20th century. Apart from Tagore, I
am not aware of any other Indian author
whose complete works were picked up for
translation in Italian, German, French and
several other languages. Major films were

made based on her stories by some of the
greats in Indian cinema. But, she had her
own assessment of her literary works; and
never asked for praise. She deeply detested
if anyone tried to praise her writings. If at all
she had to listen to any praise, she used to
remain completely silent and just kept star-
ing at the speaker with a mix of a smile and
a ‘not me’ sort of self-effacing gesture.

The desire to live forever was for fighting
injustice.  There was no instance of injustice
that did not leave her infuriated. Her
activism did not spring from ideological posi-
tions. Though profoundly political, she did
not swear by any known political philosophy
or movement. Her activism sprang out of an
instinct that is difficult to pinpoint.

There was something strange about her
ability to use the spoken word. Often she
addressed audiences outside Bengal in Hin-
di. If one went by the rules of grammar, most
of her sentences could be faulted. Yet, she
managed to mesmerise audiences. She com-
bined in her lectures a self-effacing humility
and a steely determination, simplicity of
words and complexity of ideas, leaving those
who listened to her completely changed. 

She had a strange appeal like Mahatma
Gandhi had. It changed you altogether by a
nameless force beyond words.

I met her when she was 72, already a leg-
end in India and beyond, with a Magsaysay,
a Jnanpith and a Padma Shri. Yet, as we
came closer, as she developed the practice of
spending a week or 10 days in Baroda, stay-
ing with my wife and me, we realised how
difficult her life had been and still was. For
instance, even at the age of 75, Mahasweta
Devi did not have a house of her own. She
continued to stay in a rented house near the
Ballygunj station and had to climb the flight
of winding stairs to get into her flat. Her mar-
riage had not been easy, and her relationship
with her son, a remarkably gifted poet, had
not exactly been what it could be. 

When she was with us, in the anonymity
and privacy of her new-found home in Baro-
da, she came across as a lonely and a hugely
misunderstood woman, much sinned
against. Yet, she did not succumb to self-pity,
nostalgia or fantasy. 

She was a realist to the core, and a crusad-
er first and a crusader forever.
— GN Devy is a writer and cultural activist

Lows of higher education

Vishnu’s art of attracting fortune
IN Indian mythology, Vishnu is described as

the beloved of Lakshmi. His names are Sri-
vallabha, beloved of fortune, and Sri-nivasa,

abode of fortune. In art, the goddess is shown
residing in his heart, or seated by his side. When
he reclines, she is at his feet. This pairing is a
metaphor. It explains why some leaders natural-
ly attract opportunities while others struggle.
Lakshmi follows Vishnu because Vishnu
embodies the qualities that fortune favours.

The first quality is balance. Vishnu reclines on
a serpent and rides an eagle. The snake repre-
sents the ground reality, the tactical view, the
daily struggle. The eagle represents the strategic
view, the big picture, the long horizon. Most lead-
ers fall into one camp — either overly tactical or
overly strategic. Vishnu holds both. He can see
the forest and the tree. Lakshmi gravitates to
those who can manage both detail and vision.
The serpent and the eagle are natural enemies.
Those who think tactically usually fail to see the
strategy and those who think long-term forget
short-term goals. Vishnu balances both.

The second quality is adaptability. In different
eras, Vishnu appears as Ram or Krishna. Ram
is in Treta Yuga and Krishna in Dwapara Yuga.
Ram’s era is more stable than Krishna’s. Ram
has to deal with enemies who break rules while
Krishna has to deal with people who manipulate
the system and pretend to follow rules. Ram fol-
lows rules, upholds order, and flourishes in a sta-
ble market where consistency matters. Krishna
bends rules, navigates chaos, and thrives in a
volatile market where innovation is essential.
Leaders who cling to one style often fail when

circumstances shift. Vishnu adapts, and Laksh-
mi flows towards those who adapt with intelli-
gence rather than panic.

The third quality is integration. Vishnu unites
rivals. He gets the Devas and the Asuras to
churn the ocean of milk for its treasures. The
Devas do not share the treasures and so get
trapped in an endless cycle of war. In his
imagery, the serpent and eagle — natural ene-
mies — coexist. This symbolises the ability to
make competing interests collaborate. In any

organisation, departments fight for budgets,
teams compete for credit, and egos clash. The
leader who can get rivals to work together
becomes a magnet for opportunity. Lakshmi fol-
lows unity, not conflict. A good leader is able to
harness the tension between competing groups,
get them to help rather than hurt each other. 

The fourth quality rests in Vishnu’s four
hands, which represent four leadership actions.
The shankh, or conch, stands for communica-
tion. A leader must speak clearly and repeated-
ly so that the team knows what to do. Thechakra
stands for review — constant monitoring and
feedback. The gada stands for discipline —
enforcing standards and consequences. The
lotus stands for appreciation — recognising
good work. Two actions are pleasant, two are
painful, but all are necessary. Leaders who prac-
tice all four hold Lakshmi close. 

The fifth quality is resilience. Vishnu lies on
the ocean during pralaya, the cosmic flood. He
rests even when the world collapses. This sym-
bolises calm in crisis. Leaders who remain
steady, who do not lose their mind when circum-
stances deteriorate, inspire confidence. Laksh-
mi prefers calm seas, not choppy waters. 

Vishnu does not chase Lakshmi. He attracts
her. Through balance, adaptability, integration,
discipline, communication and appreciation, he
becomes her natural home. In the corporate
world, titles and designations do not bring for-
tune; temperament and behaviour do. A leader
who thinks like Vishnu becomes the chosen
companion of Lakshmi. 

— The writer is an acclaimed mythologist

Realist to the core, a crusader first and always

Epstein Files & the
desiconnection

E
VERY era produces its own
prophets, who inscribe their
wisdom on our digital walls;
the year 1 AE (After Epstein)
is no different. A friend has

just forwarded to me this priceless
diagnosis of what ails us: when faced
with temptation, wise people abstain.
The others Epstein. This single-digit
sentence explains what the Epstein
Files are all about, and why a pae-
dophile, sex-trafficking celebrity, long
dead, is causing so much churning in
the capitals of the neoliberal world
(and in India, which is neither neo nor
liberal). Here are the tidbits which I
have gleaned so far from this affair.

One hears that Mr Vivek Agnihotri,
the film director so beloved of the BJP,
is a very angry and worried man these
days. He has lost his IPR and franchise
of the word ‘Files’; his ‘Kashmir Files’,
‘Bengal Files’ had an authoritative ring
about them, for are files not the reposi-
tory of truth within the government?
But he can no longer use this word, for
it has been hijacked by Epstein and
Pam Bondi and henceforth will convey
not pseudo-nationalism and Islamo-
phobia, but sex, sleaze and betrayal — a
more exciting batter, I agree, but not
one which can garner votes. 

Mr Agnihotri will now have to look for
a new word for ‘Files’: may I suggest
‘Lies’ or ‘Fakery’ or ‘Fibs’?

The world’s glitterati — the Davos
types, politicians, marquee actors and
singers, the fixers, fashionistas, sheikhs
and sultans — who cannot bear to be
out of news for even a day, are faced
with a horrific quandary. And that is
worse — being mentioned in the
Epstein Files or not being mentioned in
them? (Remember Oscar Wilde: The
only thing worse than being talked
about is not being talked about?) The
former can lead to social disapproba-
tion, dismissal, law suits and even
worse; the latter would be akin to a liv-
ing death, for it would be final proof that
they are non-entities, that they never
mattered, were not important enough
to be honey-trapped.

For some, the wretched choice has
already been made — Andrew Mount-
batten-Windsor, Lord Mandelson, the
president of the WEF, the Swedish
chief of UNHCR, an ex-chief of the
CIA. The elite in India too are holding
their breath, poring over every new list
of emails through their Cartier or May-
bach glasses to see if their names are
there. But the common man — i.e. 99
per cent of India — is not bothered:
he’s busy fulltime in checking if his
name is on the voters’ list. This is Mr
Gyanesh Kumar’s stellar contribution
to limiting the impact of the Epstein
story within our shores! Thank you, sir.

But we have two shining stars (or
potential asteroids for Mr Modi) from
India who have the distinction of hav-
ing made it to the Epstein shortlist:
one a minister who has anger manage-
ment issues, the other a captain of
industry who, to continue with the
cricketing analogy, has a weakness for

the fine leg, especially if it is attached
to a tall, blonde Norwegian of the oppo-
site sex (if the emails are correct).
Right now, they are being pilloried by
Rahul Gandhi in Parliament, quite
unjustly, in my view. For, one was pro-
moting Digital India (even before it
was conceived!) and the other building
our Vishwaguru status globally, all
undercover (or covers), of course. If the
price of these laudable objectives
involved enjoying the hospitality of a
convicted sex predator, so be it. It was
all for King and country, wasn’t it, in
the finest traditions of Lawrence of
Arabia, Kim Philby, Mata Hari and
James Bond, to mention just a few.
Methinks, a Padma Bhushan or two
would be in order here.

Finally, it must be said the Epstein
Files is no respecter of reputations. One
mail mentions our very own globally
acclaimed wellness guru, Deepak
Chopra, who dispenses advice (at very
steep rates) to CEOs about how to view
life. But, as per one released mail, he
has reserved his most penetrating
observation for Mr Epstein: “God is a
construct, cute girls are real.”

In other words, what you see (in that
Manhattan flat or Virgin Islands resort)
is what you get, so grab it (or her). For-
get about God! No wonder the man has
made millions.

Even His Holiness the Dalai Lama
appears to have been dragged into this
controversy needlessly, with the Chi-
nese social media alleging that he had
met Epstein, in an apparent attempt to
discredit him after his Grammy win
last month. The Dalai Lama’s office
has issued a strong contradiction and
condemnation of these planted posts. I
am sure no sane person would believe
this Chinese canard. But it must have
been a close call for His Holiness’
advisers, and a difficult choice —
should they ignore this Chinese slan-
der, or should they condemn it? This is
what I would call being on the horns of
a dalailama.

And while heads of government all
over the world are speaking on the
Files, ordering inquiries and sacking
people, in India there is total silence.
The Prime Minister only speaks during
election times, his hangers-on cannot
speak of anything except Rahul Gand-
hi’s ancestors, and the media is still
fighting the Sindoor war with Pakistan
and discussing the bisexuality of Babur.

The country has become one vast
black hole from which no light can
emerge. But if you listen carefully,
you’ll hear a protesting voice emanat-
ing from that hole: “What! Me resign?
But I was ambushed!”

We are like this only, folks. Satyame-
va Jayate.

— The writer is a retired IAS officer

T
HE huge brouhaha that has explod-
ed over the recent AI event held in
Delhi really shook up the capital.
First, there was utter chaos on the
roads leading up to Bharat Manda-

pam — the worst traffic mess I have ever seen in
Delhi. The rush of delegates, visitors and the for-
ever-roving crowd of those who go to such places
only to make reels for posterity and their family,
were just left to fend for themselves on the first
few days. Then came the shameful episode of
Galgotias University and the Chinese robotic
dog that a ‘Communications’ person from the
university was unable to explain, and last but
not least, the demonstration by the Youth Con-
gress volunteers that brought the house down
(to say nothing of their clothes).

Enough masala to provide hours of tu-tu,
main-main TV debates, so let me not repeat all
that. My concern is with what we have made of
the concept of a university, or education in gen-
eral. The first modern Indian university was set
up in 1858 in Calcutta. Years later, Lord Curzon
initiated education reforms though he is now
remembered for all the wrong reasons — the
partition of Bengal, the loot from India and the
precious jewels and artefacts he took with him
to England. However, we often forget that he
established the Archaeological Survey of India
(that predates the Royal Architectural Society of
England, by the way) and ordered restoration of
several historical sites (including Akbar’s tomb
at Sikandra vandalised by a Jat ruler).

Calcutta was followed by universities in
Madras and Bombay and later, by Allahabad,
Lucknow, Delhi, to name a few. A special kind of
architecture (broadly Indo-Saracenic) with tow-

ers, turrets, huge campuses with buildings
marked for science and humanities, impressive
libraries, senate halls with stained glass windows
and balconies, gardens, hostels for girls and boys
— all these follow a similar architecture.

From my memories of my alma mater in Alla-
habad, I can recall wide verandahs where stu-
dents roamed to lofty tutorial and staff rooms.
Humanities were then the most popular cours-
es and entire generations of the civil service
were filled with alumni from Allahabad, also
then known as the Oxford of the East.

Similarly, Bombay became the hub of legal
studies, and its advocates, jurists and constitu-
tional experts (many Muslim and Parsi names)
were legends known for their distinguished
careers. Jinnah, Nanavati, Palkhiwala, Seervai,
Tyabji are some names that come readily to
mind. I am not so familiar with Madras but even
Lucknow university had a renowned centre for
botany in the years gone by. Medical education

was provided by some outstanding colleges that
have largely kept their reputations intact. Pan-
jab University, partitioned into two campuses in
1947, held its own for decades.

The short point that I wish to make is that
there was a grand tradition of higher education
funded and run by the State. In addition, there
were individual institutions (such as the BHU,
the AMU) where generous donors and philan-
thropists created impressive centres of higher
learning. However, it is with the establishment
of the IITs that this landscape changed radical-
ly. Gone were the sprawling spaces with dreamy
towers and turrets and in their place came
gleaming concrete and glass buildings with
state-of-the-art labs, as the focus moved from the

humanities to science and engineering. Stu-
dents who graduated from there went abroad,
earned huge salaries and never came back.

Our brightest and best started the brain drain
that is responsible for a dumbing down now vis-
ible at every level of education. English-medium
education acquired an aspirational pull and with
the mushrooming of so-called convent schools
and English medium schools even in villages,
the local government-run schools became passe.

Something else also followed these changes: a
dialogue between science education and the
humanities was slowly lost. So, we had brilliant
scientists who never regarded history or litera-
ture with respect, and on the other hand, our his-
torians, political scientists and sociologists
looked down on those who were unaware of the
exciting developments in these areas. This hia-
tus was sought to be bridged by those who then
set up private universities that only provided
faculties of humanities, but were mildly con-
temptuous of artificial intelligence and such
areas of frontier research.

Today, this hiatus is becoming dangerous, for
the ethical and moral dimensions of a scientific
temperament are now debated by academics
who belong to one ideological stream or anoth-
er. Private universities are also wary of con-
fronting the stifling rules that the government is
placing on higher education because many of
the trustees-run businesses cannot afford to
rouse the government’s ire. Debate, discussion
and criticism — the bedrock of higher education
— are artfully avoided if not openly discouraged.

Prime land is generously granted to promoters
of dodgy educational backgrounds (I can’t say
whether any university named after a sweet-
meat seller, or after a daughter/wife was done so
with a high purpose in mind). The UGC and the
Medical Association of India are more taken up
with opening universities and colleges to prove
how they are promoting the government’s com-
mitment to education for all. What is the faculty
that runs these centres? How many can afford
such an education and how many use it?

Many questions need answers.
— The writer is a social commentator

Debate, discussion and
criticism are artfully
avoided if not openly

discouraged

A leader who thinks 
like Vishnu becomes 

the chosen companion 
of Lakshmi

The elite are holding
their breath, poring
over every new list.

But the common man
is not bothered: he’s

busy fulltime in
checking if his name 
is on the voters’ list
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I
NDIA’S aviation safety record car-
ries a visible contrast. Scheduled
commercial airlines have maintained
a relatively stable and consistent per-
formance over the years, but the

same assurance has not always extended to
the non-scheduled and small aircraft seg-
ment, where lapses continue to surface
with uncomfortable frequency. As the
country emerges as the world’s third-
largest domestic aviation market, this
divergence is becoming harder to ignore.

When two deadly crashes involving char-
ter aircraft occur within a month, followed
by another serious incident within hours,
the focus shifts from isolated failures to the
system itself and whether oversight has
kept pace with expansion.

On January 28, a Learjet 45 crashed
while attempting to land in Baramati,
killing Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minis-
ter Ajit Pawar and four others. Less than a
month later, on February 23, a Beechcraft
King Air C90 air ambulance flying from
Ranchi to Delhi crashed in Jharkhand’s
Chatra district, leaving all seven persons
on board dead. Within a day, a helicopter
operated by Pawan Hans ditched short of a
helipad in the Andamans, though all pas-
sengers survived.

The pattern is difficult to ignore. While
scheduled airline operations remain tight-
ly regulated and largely stable, inconsisten-
cies in safety practices among non-sched-
uled operator permit (NSOP) holders,
including charter flights, private jets and
air ambulances, have surfaced repeatedly.

The scale of the sector makes this diver-
gence more consequential. The country
today handles more than 300 million domes-
tic passengers annually, while hundreds of
non-scheduled aircraft operate across char-
ter, corporate and medical services, often
beyond the ecosystem of large airports.

The difference lies in how these systems
function. Airlines operate on fixed routes,
under layered supervision, with standard-
ised procedures and infrastructure sup-
port. Non-scheduled operations are built
for flexibility. Flights are often arranged at
short notice, routes vary, and operational
environments can shift significantly from
one mission to the next.

In many cases, these flights operate into
uncontrolled or minimally staffed airfields,
where air traffic services are limited and
real-time weather inputs may not always be
available with the same reliability as major
airports. Such conditions narrow opera-
tional margins and increase dependence on
pilot judgment and procedural discipline.

Over time, this flexibility has exposed
structural gaps. Aviation safety experts have
pointed to inconsistencies in maintenance
practices, gaps in crew training, and uneven
risk assessment across operators. In certain
cases, operational decisions may also be
influenced by commercial pressures, partic-
ularly when flights involve urgent timelines
or high-profile passengers.

As per industry experts, the imbalance is
not incidental, it is structural. The recent
sequence of incidents has also drawn atten-
tion to regulatory capacity. The Directorate
General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), responsi-
ble for aviation safety oversight, has been
operating with a significant shortage of
technical personnel.

According to the latest data placed before
Parliament, 787 posts remain vacant out of
a sanctioned strength of 1,630, leaving the
regulator to function at roughly half its
intended capacity. Internal data has also
pointed to gaps within critical divisions,
including vacancies in the air safety wing
and surveillance functions that are central
to oversight.

The issue extends beyond a single
agency. Data presented to Parliament
shows that the Bureau of Civil Aviation

Security (BCAS) and air traffic control sys-
tems under the Airports Authority of India
are also operating with substantial vacan-
cies, pointing to wider capacity constraints
across aviation safety and regulation.

This creates a clear systemic contradic-
tion. India is expanding aviation infrastruc-
ture at speed, adding airports, routes and
aircraft but the regulatory and safety archi-
tecture meant to oversee this growth is
operating with limited capacity. The issue
has been flagged repeatedly. A Parliamen-
tary Standing Committee led by Sanjay
Jha observed that aviation growth was out-
pacing oversight capacity, noting that the
regulator was often overburdened and
functioning in a reactive mode rather than
a preventive one.

Institutional processes add another layer to
the challenge. The DGCA functions under
the Ministry of Civil Aviation, and recruit-
ment for specialised roles is largely routed
through the Union Public Service Commis-
sion, a process that can be slow for a sector
requiring rapid scaling of technical expertise.

The result is uneven surveillance. With
limited manpower, regulatory attention

tends to remain focused on scheduled air-
lines, where operations are larger and more
visible. Smaller operators, despite operating
in more variable and sometimes risk-prone
environments, may not always receive the
same level of continuous oversight.

The recent air ambulance crash has also
highlighted limitations in onboard moni-
toring. Several smaller aircraft, with a max-
imum takeoff weight below 5,700 kg, are
not mandated to carry advanced flight data
or cockpit voice recorders, constraining
both real-time monitoring and the depth of
post-incident investigation.

In response to the recent incidents, the
DGCA has moved to tighten oversight of
non-scheduled operations. The regulator has
ordered stricter audits, enhanced surveil-
lance, and closer scrutiny of operators with
past safety concerns. The warning follows
back-to-back incidents, with officials indicat-
ing that non-compliance could lead to sus-
pension or cancellation of permits, signalling
a more immediate enforcement stance.

At the same time, investigations by the
Aircraft Accident Investigation Bureau
(AAIB) are underway into the recent crash-

es. These probes are expected to determine
technical causes and assign accountability,
while DGCA audits continue in parallel to
identify systemic gaps.

Industry bodies have also advised opera-
tors to strengthen internal safety checks
and reinforce standard operating proce-
dures, particularly as operations expand
into more demanding environments.

India’s aviation sector is growing rapidly,
but the recent sequence of incidents sug-
gests that expansion, particularly in the
non-scheduled segment, may not have
been matched by a corresponding
strengthening of oversight capacity. The
numbers placed before Parliament make
that gap difficult to overlook.

A regulator functioning with nearly half
its sanctioned strength, alongside broader
staffing shortages across safety systems, is
expected to oversee an increasingly com-
plex aviation network. It raises questions
on whether oversight systems will evolve
fast enough to match that shift, or continue
to respond after incidents rather than stay-
ing ahead of them. The warning signs are
no longer isolated, they are repeating.

Safety challenge ofcharter flights
Deadly air crashes in the recent past have shifted focus from isolated failures to glaring systemic gaps
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Ambika Sharma

T
WENTYyears after the World Health Organ-
isation (WHO) recommended that countries
should transition from the Tetanus Toxoid
(TT) vaccine to the Tetanus and Adult Diph-
theria (Td) vaccine, the Kasauli-based Cen-

tral Research Institute (CRI) rolled out this indigenous-
ly developed vaccine on February 21. The development
also put the spotlight on the institute — founded by
David Semple, a British army officer and bacteriolo-
gist in 1905 — and its fluctuating fortunes.

Diphtheria is a potentially fatal upper-respiratory tract
infection caused by the toxigenic strains of gram-posi-
tive bacillus Corynebacterium diphtheriae. Likewise,
tetanus is also a major public health concern in India,
having a high morbidity and mortality rate, prompting
the government to launch this vaccine.

The National Technical Advisory Group on Immuni-
sation (NTAGI), Ministry of Health and Family Welfare,
has recommended replacing the TT vaccine with the
Td vaccine in India’s immunisation programme for all
age groups, including pregnant women. “This transi-
tion is aimed at extending and strengthening protec-
tion against diphtheria in addition to tetanus, while sus-
taining the gains achieved in maternal and neonatal
tetanus elimination and routine immunisation activi-
ties,” an official of the CRI said.

The Kasauli institute started developing this vaccine
in 2019. It successfully completed developmental
studies, obtained a test licence, secured waivers for
preclinical studies and Phase I, II, and III clinical tri-
als, received marketing authorisation and licence for
manufacture and sale, initiated commercial manufac-
turing, and obtained release from the Central Drugs
Laboratory, Kasauli.

“Since it is a combination of existing components
which are in use, comprising tetanus toxoid and a
reduced dose of diphtheria toxoid, a waiver was sought
for the clinical trials from the scientific committee as
the trial itself takes years,” said an official.

“The institute will supply 55 lakh doses to the univer-
sal immunisation programme (UIP) by April, with pro-
duction expected to scale up progressively in subse-

quent years,” observed Dr Dimple Kasana, Director,
CRI. This achievement, she said, marks a major mile-
stone in advancing India’s vaccine self-reliance “as this
vaccine will play a critical role in protecting people
against tetanus and diphtheria — both of which are seri-
ous yet preventable diseases”. 

Even though CRI is a key institute contributing to
the  national UIP, which aims at reducing under-5 mor-
tality by providing free vaccinations, the lack of
finances and the abysmally slow process to upgrade to
the latest technologies have marred its development.

Considering the need to keep pace with advances in
regulatory requirements and technological develop-
ments, CRI upgraded to the current-Good Manufac-
turing Practices (c-GMP) protocols leading to the pro-
duction of the Diphtheria, Tetanus and Pertussis
(DPT) group of vaccines in 2016. This was the last
upgrade the institute could achieve.

Even as CRI prides itself as being the first Central
Government institute to fulfil this stipulation, the Min-
istry of Health and Family Welfare made adherence to
the Revised Schedule M mandatory in December 2023.
While transition to a higher technology or new product
is abysmally slow at the institute, limited resources
and other procedural hassles have stalled its plans on
more than one occasion.

The institute now manufactures DPT vaccines for

the UIP but states are opting for the primary Pentava-
lent vaccine, which is a ‘5-in-1’ injection protecting
infants against five diseases: diphtheria, tetanus, per-
tussis (whooping cough), Hepatitis B, and
Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib). 

The institute was supposed to supply the bulk of
DPT vaccine components for HLL Biotech Limited
(HBL), Chengalpattu, Tamil Nadu, to manufacture the
integrated Pentavalent vaccines.

The project, conceived after CRI’s revival in 2010,
however, did not take off and the institute ended up sup-
plying DPT vaccines as a booster dose for the UIP. It has
manufactured 4.61 crore doses since 2019 and was
unable to cater to the entire requirement. Plans to switch
over to Pentavalent are yet again riddled with official red
tape. “Since vaccines manufactured for the UIP are
made available to the government at a much lower
price than its manufacturing cost, the institute’s finan-
cial distress continues to escalate,” said an official.

For more than a century, CRI-Kasauli has been a cor-
nerstone of India’s public health system. The institute
has been delivering life-saving vaccines, strengthening
infectious disease surveillance, providing critical antis-
era for snakebite, rabies and diphtheria, and supplying
DPT, TT and Japanese Encephalitis vaccines for nation-
al health programmes. 

Its role in training microbiologists and supporting

national reference laboratories has been shaping
India’s scientific and public health landscape. It has
385 employees on its rolls at present.  

The institute was originally established with a man-
date of research work in the field of medical and pub-
lic health, manufacturing of vaccines and antisera,
human resource development, and to act as a nation-
al referral centre for public health problems.

CRI was once the lone public sector institute that man-
ufactured yellow fever (YF) and Japanese Encephalitis
(JE) vaccines before its manufacturing licence was sus-
pended in 2008. A Ramadoss, the then Union Health
and Family Welfare Minister, had suspended its licence
along with that of public sector institutes like BCG Vac-
cine Laboratory and Pasteur Institute of India, Coonoor,
on the grounds that they did not comply with WHO’s
norms of good manufacturing practices.

This was a key turning point in the history of CRI.
Two years later, the Union government, exercising its
powers under sub rules (3) of Rule 85 of the Drugs and
Cosmetics Rules, 1945, ordered revocation of the sus-
pension in February 2010. These institutes were direct-
ed to upgrade to the WHO standards within three
years. The upgrade, however, was much delayed for
want of adequate funds and this eliminated their mar-
ket, which was captured by the private sector.

The production of vaccine for yellow fever, an acute
mosquito-borne viral disease found in the tropical
areas of Africa and South America, was suspended in
2011. Though the institute made efforts to revive its
production, it failed to secure requisite funds.

It produced 35,000-40,000 doses as against the nation-
al annual demand of about 1.2 lakh doses before its pro-
duction was halted. India now imports the entire stock.
This vaccine is recommended for people going to
Africa and South America. Since a large number of
armed forces personnel, labourers and animal safari
enthusiasts visit these countries, they have to get vac-
cinated before leaving the country. 

The institute also manufactured the Japanese
Encephalitis vaccine earlier in view of the hundreds of
deaths reported annually from Uttar Pradesh and
Assam. Its production was also halted due to glitches
in the redundant machinery. 

The first ever National Vaccine Policy 2011 strongly
advocated the need for making the country self-reliant
and self-sufficient in the development and manufac-
ture of vaccines listed under UIP. With adequate fund-
ing and timely upgrade, the institute — credited with
immunisation of troops during the Second World War
— is confident that it can once again reach its prime
and contribute optimally to the nation’s healthcare.

Once the only Central undertaking manufacturing life-saving vaccines, the Himachal institute had its licence revoked for not 
meeting WHO norms in 2008. Its recent rollout of an indigenously developed vaccine shows its potential, and limitations

Ups and downs
of Kasauli CRI

The Central Research Institute in Kasauli has been a cornerstone of India’s public health system, but the lack 
of adequate funding has stalled its progress over the years. TRIBUNE PHOTO

A Beechcraft
King Air C90
air ambulance
crashed in
Jharkhand on
February 23,
leaving all
seven persons
on board
dead. PTI

A Learjet 45
crashed in
Baramati on
January 28,
killing
Maharashtra
Deputy CM Ajit
Pawar and
four others.
REUTERS
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We don’t need it,  
we don’t want it,  

and will not do 
business with  

them again!

‘‘
US President Donald Trump 
on cutting ties with Anthropic

Forex kitty 
drops $2bn

 nMUMBAI: India’s forex re-
serves dropped by $2.119 
billion to $723.60 billion 
during the week ended 
February 20, the RBI 
said on Friday. In the 
previous reporting week, 
the overall reserves had 
jumped by $8.66 billion 
to a new all-time high of  
$725.72 billion. PTI

Sebi-Canada meet
 n NEW DELHI: Sebi chief  
Tuhin Kanta Pandey met 
Canada’s minister of  fi-
nance Francois-Philippe 
Champagne to discuss 
ways to facilitate greater 
institutional investments 
and strengthen regulato-
ry collaboration. PTI

Rare earth mining
 n NEW DELHI: Andhra 
Pradesh plans to open up 
its mineral-rich coastline 
for large-scale rare earth 
and titanium-bearing 
beach sand mining, in a 
strategic move aimed at 
reducing India’s depend-
ence on Chinese imports 
and building a domestic 
value chain for critical 
minerals. PTI

SpaceX IPO
 nMEXICO CITY: Elon Musk’s 
SpaceX is aiming to file 
confidentially for an in-
itial public o�ering that 
could value the rocket 
and satellite company at 
more than $1.75 trillion, 
Bloomberg News report-
ed on Friday. The filing 
could come as soon as 
March. Reuters

IN BRIEF

“It’s our new interactive 
robotic toy dog...instead 
of biting the mailman, it 

delivers a mild 
electroshock that he 

won’t forget.”

BOTTOM LINERS

Washington: US President 
Donald Trump said on Friday 
he is directing the government 
to stop work with Anthropic, 
and the Pentagon said it would 
declare the start-up a sup-
ply-chain risk, dealing a major 
blow to the artificial intelli-
gence lab after a showdown 
about technology guardrails.

Trump added there would 
be a six-month phase-out for 
the Defence Department and 
other agencies that use the 
company’s products. If  An-
thropic does not help with the 
transition, Trump said, he 
would use “the Full Power of  
the Presidency to make them 
comply, with major civil and 
criminal consequences”.

The actions mark an ex-
traordinary rebuke by the US 
against one of  the premier 
companies that has kept it in 
the lead on national securi-
ty-critical AI, threatening to 
give Anthropic a pariah status 
that Washington until now had 
reserved for enemy suppliers.

The moves further set a 
precedent that US law alone 
would constrain how AI is de-
ployed on the battlefield.

Dario Amodei, in an inter-
view with CBS News, said that 
Anthropic sought to draw “red 
lines” in the government’s use 
of  its technology because “we 
believe that crossing those 
lines is contrary to American 
values, and we wanted to stand 
up for American values”.

Anthropic laid out these 
“red lines” as involvement in 
autonomous kinetic opera-
tions in which AI tools make 
final military targeting deci-

sions without human inter-
vention, and the use of  An-
thropic tools for mass domes-
tic surveillance constitutes an-
other red line, the source said.

Anthropic said it would 
challenge any risk designation 
in court by the Department of  
Defence, which the Trump ad-
ministration has renamed the 
Department of  War.

Late on Friday, rival Ope-
nAI, which is backed by Micro-
soft, Amazon and others, an-
nounced its own deal to deploy 
technology in the Defence De-
partment’s classified network. 
CEO Sam Altman on X said the 
Pentagon shared its principles 
for human responsibility over 
weapon systems and for hav-
ing no mass US surveillance.

“We put them into our 
agreement,” Altman said of  
the points. “We also will build 
technical safeguards to ensure 
our models behave as they 
should, which the DoW also 
wanted.”

It was not immediately 
clear whether these contractu-
al details di�ered from the red 
lines proposed by Anthropic.

Reuters

US agencies set to 
blacklist Anthropic

Dario Amodei in Bengaluru 

earlier this month. (Reuters)

San Francisco: More than 100 
employees at Google signed a 
petition this week calling on 
Anthropic to “refuse to com-
ply” with the Pentagon on 
some uses of  artificial intelli-
gence in military operations.

Employees at Amazon, 
Google and Microsoft urged 
their leaders in a separate open 
letter on Thursday to “hold the 
line” against the Pentagon.

And technologists at com-
panies across Silicon Valley 
said that AI should not be used 
for purposes such as mass sur-
veillance of  Americans.

Anthropic, Google, OpenAI 
and xAI have been working 
with the Pentagon in a pilot 
programme to bring AI to the 
Defence Department. As the 
Pentagon ramped up its threats 
against Anthropic, other Sil-
icon Valley workers saw how 
the situation could apply to 
them. If  Anthropic was cut o� 
from government business for 
not capitulating to the Penta-
gon’s demands, the same tac-
tics could be used on them.

Employees at large AI 
companies pointed out that if  
the Pentagon carried out its 
threat, nothing was stopping it 
from using the same tactics to 
force other companies to work 
with it. New York TImes News Service

Silicon Valley 
backs AI firm

SHEERA FRENKEL,  
CADE METZ AND  

JULIAN E. BARNES

Amodei reluctant to cross ‘red lines’

Calcutta: The strategic Strait 
of  Hormuz has snapped sharp-
ly into focus after US Presi-
dent Donald Trump followed 
through on his threat to strike 
Iran when talks failed to pro-
duce an agreement to curb 
Tehran’s nuclear programme, 
raising fears of  disruption to 
global oil flows and renewed 
risks for energy-importing 
countries such as India.

The risk is already begin-
ning to a�ect shipping patterns. 
A number of  oil tankers are 
avoiding the Strait of  Hormuz 
— the narrow shipping lane 
linking the oil-rich Persian 
Gulf  to the open seas — with 
some shipowners adopting a 
caution-first approach after the 
US and Israel bombed Iran.

While the waterway remains 
open and some vessels continue 
to transit the route, tankers are 
piling up both inside and out-
side the entrance, according to 
vessel-tracking data compiled 
by Bloomberg. Tankers hauled 
about 16.7 million barrels a 
day of  crude and condensate 
through the strait in 2025.

An official from the Euro-
pean Union’s naval mission As-
pides told Reuters on Saturday 
that vessels have been receiv-
ing VHF transmission from 
Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
saying “no ship is allowed to 
pass the Strait of  Hormuz”. 
Iran, however, has not formally 
confirmed any such order. 

Tehran has for years 
threatened to block the nar-
row waterway in retaliation 
for any attack on the Islamic 
Republic.For Tehran, one pos-
sible response to the strikes 
could be an attempt to block or 
e�ectively shut the Strait that 
carries about a quarter of  the 
world’s seaborne oil trade. Any 
disruption to the passage used 

by tankers transporting crude 
and liquefied natural gas from 
West Asia to China, Europe, 
the US and other major con-
sumers could trigger a sharp 
spike in oil prices and destabi-
lise the global economy.

A prolonged closure of  the 
waterway would represent a 
worst-case scenario for ener-
gy markets. Muyu Xu, senior 
crude analyst at Kpler Ltd., 
had earlier estimated that 
even a one-day disruption 
could push oil prices to be-
tween $120 and $150 a barrel. 
Brent crude, the global bench-
mark, was trading at around 
$73 a barrel on Saturday.

However, any move to 
close the Strait would also 
hurt Iran’s own economy 
by restricting its petroleum 
exports. A disruption to oil 
flows from the region could 
also strain Tehran’s ties with 
China, one of  the largest buy-
ers of  Iranian crude.

Risk for India
India’s oil supply chain faces 
renewed uncertainty following 
the developments in West Asia 
with analysts estimating that 

a blockade of  the Strait could 
a�ect as much as 50 per cent of  
India’s monthly crude imports.

“A disruption at the Strait 
of  Hormuz would have imme-
diate and significant implica-
tions for both India and glob-
al oil markets, as roughly 2.6 
million barrels per day of  In-
dia’s crude imports transit the 
Strait, primarily from Iraq, 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE and 
Kuwait,” said Sumit Ritolia, 
lead research analyst for re-
fining and modelling at Kpler, 
told Moneycontrol.

Kpler data show that about 
50 per cent of  India’s monthly 
crude imports passed through 
the Strait during January–Feb-
ruary, up from about 40 per cent 
in November–December 2025.

Industry sources said that in 
the event of a Hormuz blockade, 
India could seek supplies routed 
through bypass infrastructure 
such as Saudi Arabia’s East-
West pipeline to the Red Sea and 
the UAE’s Abu Dhabi Crude Oil 
Pipeline to Fujairah. However, 
Ritolia cautioned that limited 
capacity and producer priori-
ties would only partially o�set  
disruptions.

OUR BUREAU

Strait of Hormuz in chokehold

An oil tanker passing 
through the Strait of 

Hormuz. (Reuters)

Calcutta: Gold and silver pric-
es are gearing up to reach their 
January highs, bolstered by 
recent geopolitical events as 
Iran, and Israel and the US on 
the other side, exchange mis-
sile attacks.

Reports, citing strategic 
analysts, pinned the focus on 
Iran’s nuclear programme, 
with both US and Israeli lead-
ers confronting Iran’s expand-
ing military and nuclear capa-
bilities, which boosted the risk 
premium in precious metals.

According to Vandana 

Bharti, AVP, commodity re-
search at SMC Global Secu-
rities, MCX futures gold can 
touch ₹1.70 lakh per 10 grams 
of  24-carat purity, and silver at 
₹3 lakh in the short term.

On Comex, spot silver was 
up 7.85 per cent to 93.82 per 
ounce, and gold at $5,296 per 
ounce. 

Bharti reasons that gold 
tends to rise quickly as it is 
seen as a store of  value when 
the world feels unstable. Silver 
follows, though its moves can 
be a bit more volatile because 
it has both investment and in-
dustrial demand

“In the short term, prices 
often spike as headlines break 
and traders rush to hedge risk. 
Over time, however, markets 
settle, and prices may pull back 
if  tensions ease. So the impact 
is often sharp and emotional at 
first, driven by fear and protec-

tion, before fundamentals and 
broader economic factors take 
back control,” said Bharti.

Market analysts in India 
are keeping a close watch on 
developments in West Asia.

“We would expect the ongo-
ing rally in oil, gold and silver 
to extend. For India, the impact 
is typically magnified: higher 
crude oil prices widen the cur-
rent account deficit, stoke do-
mestic inflation, pressure the 
rupee, and could lead to FII out-
flows as global investors reduce 
risk exposure,” said Nachiketa 
Sawrikar, fund manager, Artha 
Bharat Global Multiplier Fund.

OUR BUREAU

Iran strife to spark metal rally

SAVE HAVEN DEMAND
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W
e achieved freedom 
through moral au-
thority. A genera-
tion of  our coun-
trymen sacrificed 

careers, comfort, and even their lives 
to restore to our nation its dignity. But 
sovereignty must be reinforced by 
economic authority.

In a world riven by great power ri-
valry, strong nations steer outcomes. 
National strength is built on a produc-
tive economy. The capacity to produce 
and innovate, and to supply goods and 
services the world demands at scale 
and at competitive cost, is at the heart 
of  sovereignty. Without it, nations  
are reduced to markets to be compet-
ed over.

Since 1991, India has made re-
markable progress. Our economy 
has grown from about $300 billion to 
nearly $4 trillion. Poverty has fallen. 
Infrastructure has improved. A large, 
middle-income, consumer class has 
emerged. India now negotiates as the 
world’s fourth-largest economy. This 
transformation cannot be taken for 
granted. At Independence, our litera-
cy was below 20% and life expectancy 
was barely thirty years. After nearly 
two centuries of  colonial rule, during 
which India’s share of  global output 
fell sharply and income growth stag-
nated, the foundations of  a modern 
economy had to be built almost from 
scratch. To start from those condi-
tions and become the world’s fastest 
growing economy reflects both the 
ambition of  the State and the steady 
determination of  hundreds of  mil-
lions of  citizens who chose work over 
despair.

Yet that progress now meets a 
changed global environment. After 
the Second World War, the world saw 
two grand economic experiments. 
The centrally-planned model prom-
ised equality but failed to deliver sus-
tained prosperity. The alternative, 
constructed through the GATT and, 
later, the WTO, encouraged rules-
based trade and gradual integration 
into global markets. Many countries 
that embraced this system sustained 
growth of  7% or more, doubling their 
economies within a decade. Living 
standards rose across much of  the 
world.

That architecture is now under 
strain. WTO norms have weakened. 
Trade relationships are being renego-
tiated. Industrial policy has returned 
as a central tool of  national strategy. 
India enters this moment stronger 
than before, but we no longer enjoy 

the latitude once given to low-income 
countries. Higher Indian tari�s are 
being challenged, and asymmetries 
are narrowing. We are now a major 
economy that must compete on 
e�ciency. 

Recent free trade agreements with 
OECD economies opened access to 
large markets and facilitated deeper 
supply chain integration. But they 
are only a gift for the prepared. When 
trade barriers fall, investment flows 
to countries that combine price, qual-
ity, reliability, and scale. India must 
navigate these headwinds to grow.

India’s wages are low relative to 
developed economies. This creates 
scope for labour-intensive manufac-
turing. But competitiveness depends 
on value added per worker, not wage 
levels alone. In textiles, labour pro-
ductivity in Bangladesh exceeds 
that of  many Indian units, reflecting 
stronger production discipline. In fur-
niture, Vietnam’s higher mechanisa-
tion and tighter workflows generate 
greater value per employee. In both 
these labour-intensive sectors, skill 
depth and process capability remain 
our challenges.

Beyond labour, every manufac-
tured product accumulates the factor 
costs of  land and capital, and that of  
energy and logistics, compounding 
from the factory gate to the shipping 
container.

Industrial land remains costly and 
di�cult to assemble at scale. Even 
building a factory requires steel and 
cement. Their prices, influenced by 
tari� structures and limited competi-
tion, raise the cost of  industrial build-
ings and warehousing. The fixed cost 
of  establishing production is there-
fore higher.

Cheap and stable energy is the 
bedrock of  manufacturing. To se-
cure supply, Coal India Limited was 
formed in 1975 as a State-owned mo-
nopoly. It grew into the world’s larg-
est coal producer and generated sub-
stantial profits. Yet, insulation from 
competition led to ine�cient pricing. 
Electricity pricing compounded this. 
Long-standing cross-subsidisation, 
with manufacturing paying higher 
tari�s to support agriculture and 
households, keeps industrial power 
costs elevated relative to several ex-
port-oriented economies.

Access to a�ordable capital is 
equally vital. Bank nationalisation in 
1969 sought to widen credit access and 
direct capital toward development pri-
orities with uneven outcomes. More 
recently, recognition of  non-perform-
ing assets and recapitalisation of  
public sector banks strengthened bal-
ance sheets and restored credit disci-

pline. Lending portfolios are health-
ier today. Yet long-term industrial 
finance remains largely confined to 
large enterprises, and the cost of  cap-
ital still exceeds what manufacturers 
pay in competing countries.

India has taken genuine strides in 
physical infrastructure. Freight cor-
ridors, port modernisation, and high-
way expansion have reduced transit 
times and improved connectivity. But 
infrastructure gains are fully realised 
only when capital is available to use 
them.

Upstream industries, those sup-
plying industrial inputs, determine 
competitiveness as much as any other 
factor. An apparel exporter compet-
ing globally carries the cost of  pro-
tected inputs in every shipment, often 
paying more at home than rivals pay 
abroad. National champions play a 
vital role in industrialisation, but 
that role carries obligations. POSCO 
in Korea supplies steel at globally 
competitive prices while invest-
ing deeply in materials technology. 
BASF in Germany drives chemical 
innovation that lowers costs across 
its Mittelstand industrial base. TSMC 
in Taiwan turned semiconductors 
into a source of  national advantage 
rather than a burden on downstream 
producers.

Protection must be contingent on 
performance: competing globally, in-
vesting in research and development, 
and strengthening industries that de-
pend on them. When upstream firms 
treat the domestic market as captive, 
every exporter bears the cost.

India has long grappled with up-
stream industries. In the 1940s, in-
dustrialists including Tata, Birla, and 
Bajaj collaborated on the Bombay 
Plan, a remarkable document where 
leading capitalists invited the State 
to control the commanding heights 
of  the economy. The reasoning was 
pragmatic: private capital alone could 
not build foundational industries at 
the required scale. The State stepped 
in and built steel, coal, chemicals, and 
capital goods under public ownership. 
Capacity expanded without the e�-
ciency that competition imposes.

P.C. Mahalanobis deepened this 
approach in the Second Five-Year 

Plan. Using input-output analysis, he 
placed capital goods and heavy indus-
try at the centre of  development strat-
egy. The logic was coherent: build the 
machines that make machines. What 
followed, however, was a protected in-
dustrial structure that grew without 
being benchmarked against global 
standards.

More recently, the Production 
Linked Incentive Scheme and Make 
in India have linked support to output 
and investment rather than owner-
ship alone. These are meaningful de-
partures. Yet private sector research 
and development spending remain 
below those of  leading manufactur-
ing nations. As automation and digi-
tal systems expand, technology inten-
sity will matter enormously.

Other countries pursued di�erent 
paths. South Korea, through institu-
tions such as the Korea Development 
Bank, directed credit to favoured in-
dustries and built powerful chaebols, 
conglomerate groups that were not 
without contradictions but became 
formidable export engines. Japan’s 
ministry of  international trade and 
industry coordinated capital, technol-
ogy licensing, and sectoral priorities 
with discipline. In both cases, State 
support was tied to export perfor-
mance. Protection was the means, not 
the end.

India followed a di�erent course. 
Protection focused on self-su�ciency 
and import substitution rather than 
building industries able to compete 
unaided in global markets. The State 
often acted as proprietor rather than 
strategist, and export discipline was 
not the condition of  support.

Countries that have turned com-
parative advantage into sustained 
prosperity treated upstream compet-
itiveness not as entitlement but as dis-
cipline. That is the standard India’s 
next phase of  industrial policy must 
meet.

Trade agreements create oppor-
tunity. They do not guarantee suc-
cess. In a world where preferences 
are narrowing and competition is 
intensifying, countries that improve 
productivity and cost discipline will 
determine the terms of  trade. Those 
that do not will find the terms decided 
for them.

In Thucydides’s  History of  the 
Peloponnesian War, the Athenians ob-
serve that the strong do what they can 
and the weak su�er what they must. 
India’s founders rejected that logic 
through moral authority. Our gener-
ation must reject it through economic 
strength, not by protecting industries 
from competition but by building in-
dustries capable of  winning it. That 
was the dream of  our freedom fight-
ers: not merely sovereignty, but the 
capacity to determine our own terms.

RUDRA CHATTERJEE

Rudra Chatterjee is Chairman of 
Obeetee, Managing Director of 
Luxmi Tea, and writes on finance 
and economic issues

Economic muscle

India’s growth story will be tested by a new world order

SCRIPSI
‘ The worm probably knows that if it comes apart, both halves will start growing 
separately. Space. But we don’t know how much it hurts. And we don’t know, either, if  
the worm is afraid it’s going to hurt. But anyway, it does have a feeling that something 
sharp is getting closer and closer all the time. This is instinct. And I can tell you this 
much, it’s not fair to say it’s too little, or it only has a digestive canal, and so that’s why 
it doesn’t hurt. I am sure it does hurt, but maybe only for a second. ’ TOVE JANSSON

Shallow e�orts
 �Sir — The replacement 

of  Edwin Lutyens’s bust 
with that of  Chakravarti 
Rajagopalachari at 
Rashtrapati Bhavan de-
serves calm reflection 
(“Colonial hangover”, Feb 
27). Rajagopalachari’s contri-
bution to the freedom strug-
gle and his service to new-
ly-independent India merit 
recognition. Yet framing the 
replacement of  a bust as deci-
sive decolonisation seems ex-
cessive. True decolonisation 
concerns how institutions 
function and how citizens 
are treated. Symbols matter, 
but they cannot substitute  
reform. Public debate should 
move beyond celebration and 
outrage and focus on wheth-
er power respects constitu-
tional rights and democratic 
accountability.

O. Prasada Rao, 
Hyderabad

 �Sir — T.M. Krishna has 
rightly highlighted that the 
debate over decolonisation 
has become unnecessarily 
polarised in India. This 
often makes attempts at 
decolonisation symbolic. 
Recent changes in criminal 
law illustrate the limits of  
symbolic reform. The Indian 
Penal Code and the Code of  
Criminal Procedure were 
replaced by the Bharatiya 

Nyaya Sanhita, 2023 and the 
Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha 
Sanhita, 2023, respectively. 
But legal scholars have noted 
that several provisions re-
main substantially similar, 
while some raise fresh civil 
liberties concerns. Replacing 
statutes does not automat-

ically transform the rela-
tionship between the State 
and citizens. Decolonisation 
should strengthen safe-
guards, limit arbitrary power 
and enhance transparency in 
practice.

Prerona Roy, 
Calcutta

Guards up
 �Sir — Cervical cancer re-

mains a serious public health 
challenge in India with one 
death reported every eight 
minutes. Most cases are 
linked to the human pap-
illomavirus. The decision 
to provide a single dose of  

Gardasil-4 to 14-year-olds 
through government cen-
tres is thus a welcome step. 
Evidence from the World 
Health Organization sup-
ports the e�ectiveness of  a 
single dose for this age group. 
The priority now should be 
clear communication so that 
parents understand safety, 
eligibility and long-term 
benefits.

Ireima Imsong, 
Imphal, Manipur

 �Sir — The proposed roll 
out of  the HPV vaccine o�ers 
a practical opportunity to 
reduce preventable deaths 
among women. Cost has 
long restricted access in 
private clinics where multi-
ple doses are prescribed. A 
publicly-funded, single-dose 
strategy lowers this bar-
rier. International studies 
indicate that high coverage 
benefits even those who 
remain unvaccinated. The 
immediate focus should be 
on ensuring that registration 
through the U-win portal 
remains simple and accessi-
ble, especially in rural and 
low-income areas.

K. Agarwal, 
Calcutta

Stay prepared
 �Sir — The tremors felt 

across Calcutta following the 
5.5 magnitude earthquake 
near Jessore and Khulna in 
Bangladesh are a reminder 
of  the region’s seismic vul-
nerability. Even without im-
mediate reports of  casualties, 
the panic among residents 
was evident.

Romana Ahmed, 
Calcutta

Historic  
nomination

 �Sir — Political parties 

often speak of diversity, 

yet representation remains 

limited. The decision of the 

Trinamool Congress to nom-

inate Menaka Guruswamy 

to the Rajya Sabha signals 

a change. She will become 

the first openly queer mem-

ber of Parliament in India. 

This development matters 

because visibility influenc-

es public understanding. 

Section 377 once a�ected 

many citizens. Its removal 

by the Supreme Court was 

significant. A lawmaker who 

argued that case may help 

Parliament approach rights-

based issues for the queer 

community with clarity and 

responsibility. The TMC 

must be lauded for this.

Sayantan Basu, 
Calcutta

An e�ort to decolonise?

Letters should be sent to:
T

6 Prafulla Sarkar Street,
Calcutta 700001
ttedit@abp.in

New  
role

 n The recent nomination of  Gaurav 
Gogoi, the deputy leader of  the 
Congress in the Lok Sabha and 
Assam PCC president, as the pres-
ident of  the parliamentary team to 
engage with the Philippines by the 
Lok Sabha Speaker, Om Birla, seems 
to have caught the BJP and Assam 
CM, Himanta Biswa 
Sarma, o� guard. It has 
all but taken the heat 
o� Gogoi which had 
been generated with 
the “he is a Pakistani 
agent” narrative. A 
few days ahead of  the 
nomination, the CM 
had announced plans 
to hand over the case 
to the Union ministry 
of  home a�airs 
for further 
investi-
gation. 
A 
spe-
cial 
in-

vestigation team of  the police had 
investigated the case. The CM, the 
junior foreign minister, Pabitra 
Margherita, and state BJP leadership 
have tried to dismiss Gogoi’s selec-
tion to head a parliamentary group 
as nothing out of  the ordinary. For 
the Opposition Congress, Gogoi’s 
inclusion in one of  the 64 parliamen-
tary teams has come as a huge relief, 
especially for the grassroots workers 
fighting the ‘Pak agent’ narrative 
since the panchayat poll held last 

year. Congress insiders say that 
the nomination was like an ‘out 
of  syllabus’ question for the BJP 
given their muted counter.

Mysterious 
silence

 n Questions are being raised 

over the silence of the AAP 

member of Parliament, 

Raghav Chadha, on 

the liquor poli-

cy case being 

quashed by a 

special court. 

The case was 

a millstone 

around the 

party’s 

neck and 

almost all its members celebrated 

the court’s decision. Chadha, once 

a poster boy of the party, has re-

mained aloof since before the  

Lok Sabha polls of 2024. He has an-

other two years left in the  

Rajya Sabha.

Out and 
about

 n Gupchup is a delicacy that every 
Odia relishes, and the former CM and 
present leader of  the Opposition in 
that state, Naveen Patnaik, is no ex-
ception. While attending a marriage 
ceremony last week, Patnaik headed 
straight to the gupchup counter and 
asked for only two. He enjoyed them 

to everyone’s delight, instantly con-
necting with the people around him. 
A video of  him relishing gupchups 
went viral. After returning from an 
operation in Mumbai in July last 
year, he had mostly confined himself  
to Naveen Niwas. But now he has 
begun stepping out and meeting 
people. The five-time CM is sending a 
clear message — he is fit and fine.

Unfiltered 
feedback

 n The one-on-one sessions that 

Priyanka Gandhi Vadra had with 

Congress MLAs and district presi-

dents during her recent visit to poll-

bound Assam as chairperson of the 

screening committee to select candi-

dates for the assembly elections have 

ensured unfiltered feedback. “We 

dont know what will be the eventual 

outcome but she has received unfil-

tered feedback on what is ailing our 

party in Assam and what needs to 

be done — whether it is distribution 

of tickets or about the state leaders 

putting self before party or pre-poll 

alliances,” one of them said.

This kind of exchange has never 

happened before is the common re-

frain where grassroots leaders have 

spoken without any fear. There was 

no holding back since the overall 

mood within the state unit was one 

of gloom after the loss in the assem-

bly bypolls, the panchayat polls, 

floundering alliance talks and the 

departure of Bhupen Kumar Borah 

to the BJP. The impact was visible. 

Gandhi Vadra is ensuring that 

screening committee members visit 

all districts and meet a cross-section 

of leaders from across Assam to get 

first-hand knowledge about ticket 

aspirants. The Congress general-sec-

retary has clearly hit the ground 

running.

DELHI DIARIES

Clean chit
 n The discharge of the former Delhi chief minister, Arvind Kejriwal, 

and his deputy, Manish Sisodia, in the excise policy case coincided with 

a significant development in Maharashtra. A special court in Mumbai 

accepted a closure report in the alleged Rs 25,000-crore cooperative 

bank case involving the Maharashtra deputy CM, Sunetra Pawar, her 

late husband, Ajit Pawar, and companies linked to them. While in Delhi 

it was a trial court that discharged the Aam Aadmi Party leaders, in 

Maharashtra, the state’s economic o�ences wing itself filed the closure 

report, stating that no criminal o�ence was made out. The probe per-

tained to allegations that cooperative banks had sanctioned large loans 

to sugar factories without government guarantees or adequate collateral 

security. The acceptance of the closure report lent fresh ammunition 

to Opposition parties, which have frequently accused the Bharatiya 

Janata Party of operating a political ‘washing machine’. The BJP had 

earlier mounted sharp attacks on Ajit Pawar, branding him a “corrupt” 

leader back in 2019. However, the BJP fell silent after Pawar split the 

Nationalist Congress Party in 2023 and joined the BJP-led Mahayuti. 

The development comes as a major relief for Sunetra Pawar. Political 

observers believe the reprieve could further consolidate her alignment 

with the BJP-led coalition. Ajit Pawar: image cleansed

Footnote
 n The actor and fitness enthusiast, Milind Soman, 

was in Kerala and caught everyone unawares 

running 20 kilometres barefoot to show that 

the Kerala Infrastructure Investment Fund 

Board-sponsored Hill Highway is of world-class 

standard. A Rs 203.36 crore project, the 1,332 km-

long Hill Highway between Thiruvananthapuram 

and Kasaragod spreads across 13 out of Kerala’s 

14 districts. KIIFB has claimed that its rare and 

eco-friendly technique enhances durability and 

also strengthens the condition of the road. 

F
or the second time in eight 

months, Israel and the United 

States of  America bombed Iran 

even as diplomatic negotiations were 

going on, triggering a fierce response 

from Tehran that threatens to set all 

of  the Middle East on fire. The mis-

siles fired by Israel and the US hit 

multiple Iranian cities, including sev-

eral leadership sites in Tehran. The 

US president, Donald Trump, said his 

aim was to eliminate the alleged threat 

posed by Iran to America, its troops, 

and its allies. But he did not stop there 

and went on to indicate that the cam-

paign was also targeted at decapitating 

the leadership of  the 

Islamic republic. When 

the bombs stop, the peo-

ple of  Iran, Mr Trump 

said, would be able to 

reclaim their govern-

ment from the current 

leaders. Iran appears 

to have interpreted  

Mr Trump’s words as  

a call for regime change 

and unleashed its own 

fury on a scale never seen before. 

Within minutes, Iranian missiles  

had hit Israel and a series of  countries 

that host US bases — Qatar, Bahrain, 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 

Emirates — killing at least one person 

in Abu Dhabi.

While robust missile defence sys-

tems have so far limited the damage 

caused by Iranian missiles in the 

broader region, the extent of  dam-

age and death in Iran itself  from the 

American and Israeli bombardment 

is unclear. What is evident is that this 

is not a repetition of  the June conflict 

that involved these three countries. 

Unsurprisingly, if  Iran believes that 

the very existence of  the Islamic re-

public is at stake, it will not hold back. 

With multiple countries now pulled 

into the conflict, it is unclear who can 

mediate between them — and how. If  

Iran decides to mine or block the Strait 

of  Hormuz, that could send global oil 

prices soaring. This will be of  particu-

lar concern for oil-importing nations 

such as India. Meanwhile, hundreds 

of  flights have been cancelled as the 

Middle East’s airspace was shut en-

tirely on Saturday, leaving thousands 

of  passengers stranded.

Mr Trump claimed that his bomb-

ing campaign against Iran in June 

2025 had decimated the country’s 

nuclear capabilities. 

Yet on Saturday, he 

claimed his new war 

was aimed at stopping 

Iran from building a nu-

clear bomb. Both of  the 

claims cannot be true. 

Oman, the principal 

mediator between the 

US and Iran, has said 

that Tehran had agreed 

to dilute its enriched 

uranium to levels comparable with 

natural uranium and that it would not 

again build a stockpile of  uranium. 

These are major concessions that go 

well beyond anything Iran has pre-

viously accepted. That the US still 

attacked will raise questions about 

whether the negotiations were just an 

act of  deceit. The attacks coming less 

than 48 hours after Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi left Israel will raise 

questions about whether Israel’s lead-

ership had forewarned him about the 

impending attack. What is not in doubt 

is that an already volatile region has 

been pushed o� the edge because the 

US wanted to do so. That is power. It is 

also a crime.

The attack on  
Iran by the US  
and Israel and 

Tehran’s response 
threaten to ignite 
the Middle East

ROGUE FIRE
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YOURVOICE

By Andy Shaw

I spentdecadescoveringChicago’s
“wars”—political onesatCityHall and
theaftermathofgangviolenceon thecity’s
streets.
Sowhen thenewsbroke onSunday

morning that a jointMexican-U.S. oper-
ation killed amajor cartel boss,Nemesio
RubénOsegueraCervantes, nicknamed
“ElMencho,” not too far fromour retire-
ment enclave inMexico, I didn’t reach for
the smelling salts. I reached for perspec-
tive.
Mexico is avibrant, colorful, compli-

cated,woundedandresilientnationof
130millionpeople. It’snot aNetflixcrime
series. It’snot aStateDepartmentwarning
label.And it’s certainlynotdefinedsolely
by thedepravityofdrugcartelmenwith
riflesandarmoredSUVs.
Yes—thecartels are real.Theirbrutality

is real.Therecentkilling that reverberated
throughpartsofJalisco, the statewewinter
in, is real.Violence tied to thenotorious
JaliscoNewGenerationCartel isnot some-
thing to shrugoff.
Whengunfireerupts andapublicfigure,

policeofficeror journalist is targeted, the
shockwavesare feltnot just locallybut
also internationally.Markets turn tremble.
Travelplansare reconsidered.Cablenews
panels lightup.
Buthere’swhat I’ve learnedafter

decades in journalism:Reacting is easy.
Understanding ishard.
We’ve spent the last threewinters ina

safe, tranquil expat retirementcommu-
nityonLakeChapala, 30minutes southof
Guadalajara, a reputedcartel stronghold
that feels light-years away.
Iwroteabout theallureofour retirement

community inaTribuneop-ed last year,

blissfullyunawareof thepossible fallout
after thekillingof amajorcartel boss.
So last Sunday,when thenewsbroke,

businesses started shutting their doors,
andwarningswent out to shelter in place,
whichwas smart because the anticipated
cartel reaction includedbus, car andbusi-
ness torchings only a fewmiles away.
WehunkereddownonSundayand

Monday, andearlyTuesday, local govern-
mentofficials announced that aftermeet-
ingswithbusiness leaders, the lockdown
wouldbeendingwitha return tobusiness
asusual.
It almost felt scripted, but that’s another

story foranotherday.
Ourexperience, coincidentally,was

eerily similar toouryoungestdaughter’s
twoyears agowhen thearrestofdrugking-
pinJoaquín“ElChapo”Guzmán’s son,
OvidioGuzmanLopez, a fewmiles from
theirMazatlanhotel sparkedseveraldays
of retaliatorybacklash that shutdownthe
airport, businesses, bus serviceand local
activitiesuntil anall-clearwasdeclaredfive
days later.
Inbothcases,weallhunkereddown,

stayed in touchwithworried familyand
friendsbackhome, andwaited for thevola-
tility to subside.
Chicagoans likeusknowsomething

about livingalongsideviolencewithout
surrenderingourcivic identity.Foryears,
nationalmediacaricaturedourcity asawar
zone.They talliedhomicides likebaseball
scoresand ignored theneighborhoods,
businesses, schools andcultural institu-
tions that functionedeverydaydespite the
periodicnearbyviolence.
Theynevermentionedour lakefront

at sunriseor thebustleofPilsenand
Bronzeville.Theyreducedaworld-class
city toacrimeblotter.

Mexicogets the same treatment.
Turnoncertaincablechannels in the

U.S., andyou’d thinkall ofMexico is a
lawlesswasteland.Butwalk the streetsof
ChapalaorAjijicorour town,SanAntonio
Tlayacapan,onaSundayafternoon, and
yousee somethingverydifferent: fami-
lies, entrepreneurs, retirees, artists and
students, peopleeating,drinking, shopping
and living their lives.
Thebilateral relationshipbetween the

UnitedStates andMexico isnot inciden-
tal— it’s foundational.Oureconomies
arebraided together through theUnited
States-Mexico-CanadaAgreement. Supply
chains runnorthandsoutheveryhourof
everyday.Chicago’sowncommercial vital-
itydepends inpartonwhatmoves through
Mexicanports, factories and farms.
PresidentDonaldTrump’s tariffsand

threats rattle the foundation, but thewalls
are strong.
Andwhenviolenceflares, it’snot just

Mexico’sproblem. It’s ours.Thatdoesn’t
meanminimizing thedanger. Itmeans
refusing toflatten anation into a stereo-
type. Cartel powerflourisheswhere
corruption, poverty anddemand intersect.
And let’s behonest: America’s appe-

tite for drugs andAmerican gunsflow-
ing south are part of that toxic equation.
Wearenot innocent bystanderswatching
chaos froma safe distance.Weare partici-
pants in a shared struggle.
What strikesmemost, though, is the

resilience of ordinaryMexicans. After an
assassination or a burst of violence, there
is fear, yes. But there is also a stubborn
insistence onnormalcy.
Shops reopen. Schools resume.Neigh-

bors gather. It remindsmeofChicago-
ans after a horrific shooting or a brazen
act of public corruption.Wegrumble,we

mourn,wedemandaccountability—and
thenwecarry on.
That’s not denial. It’s survival.
As a reporter and good government

watchdog, I’ve always believed that
sunlight is the best disinfectant.Mexi-
co’s press corps operates under risks that
would chillmostAmerican journalists,
yet they continue to report, to expose, to
question. That couragedeserves acknowl-
edgment.
Sohowdo I feel aboutMexico in the

wake of nearby cartel violence?
Concerned, certainly.Noone should be

blasé about targeted killings or criminal
organizationsflexing theirmuscle. But
I also feel admiration for a culture that
predates our own republic, for commu-
nities that refuse to bedefinedby crim-
inals and for a bilateral partnership that
endures despite political theatrics onboth
sides of the border.
The easy narrative is fear. The responsi-

ble one is complexity.
If Chicagohas taughtme anything, it’s

this: Aplace is never just itsworst head-
lines.Mexico, likemyhometown, ismore
than the violence that periodically scars it.
And it deserves to be seen and covered

thatway.
So the towns alongLakeChapala,where

mostwinter days are sunny, dry andwarm,
have regained theirmojo, andwe’re back
to living “la vida buena”— the good life
—after a brief interruption that affects
people and life everywherewithout, in
our case at least, precipitating a second
thought aboutwhere andhow to live out
thewinters of our retirement years.

Andy Shaw is a semi-retired Chicago
journalist and good government watchdog
who winters inMexico.

Mexico, like Chicago, is more than just its worst headlines

Toss that awful app
Thankyou for theexcellent editorial

(“Fixyour lousy shoppingapp, Jewel-
Osco!”Feb. 26).As theTribuneEditorial
Boardsaid, is agrocery storeappaglobal
crisis?No. Is this apparoyalpain in the
neck?Absolutely.
Iwonder if theAlbertsonsexecutives

use this app? If theydid, theappwouldn’t
exist.All peoplewant todo isbeable togo
buy theirproduceandgroceries and then
gobackhometomakedinner. Instead,we
have towade throughall thatdatanonsense
inorder tobuyapoundofbroccoli.
Grocery storesarepersonal;weallhave

our favorite store.Don’t frustrateyour
loyal customerswhomakeyousuccessful.
Throwout thatunfriendlyapp.
—Anthony Costa, Antioch

Treatment of customers
Thankyou for theeditorial on theJewel-

Oscoapp.TheTribuneEditorialBoard
wroteeverything Ihavebeen thinking for
a long, long time.Asa lifelongshopperat
Jewel, I felt Iwasdumped fromJewel’s
customer list these last fewyears.
The information theeditorial board

supplies in its editorialmade it easy forme
tocontactmyrepresentatives inSpring-
field.Here’shoping for somegoodchanges.
—Lynn Rogge, Mount Prospect

Tips for using Jewel app
Whoeverwrote theeditorial about

Jewel-Osco’s appneedsa lesson inhow
touse their technology. I am72yearsold
anduse this appweeklywithoutanyprob-
lems.Same formy50-year-old friends,my
40-year-oldkidsandmy20- to30-year-old
gymbuddies.This isoneof thebestmoney
savingapps Ihaveatmydisposal.
Hereare sometips foryou:First, and

foremost, go through theappathome
beforeyougo to the storeandclipyour
coupons.Mybiggestpetpeeve is stand-
ing in thecheckoutwhile someshopper is
struggling tofind their itemontheirphone
andholdingup the line.And if youare just
way toobusy toclipyourcouponsaheadof
time, thenclipyourcouponswhileyouare
shopping.The in-storeWi-Fimakes it easy
andworks if youspyan itemnotonyour
list.
Weallmakeagameof this appand

comparehowmuchwesaveperiodically.
Andbestof all, youearnpoints that convert
todollar savings.Youcanevensetup the
app toautomaticallyuseyourpoints soyou
never lose their value.Please, please, please
donothave Illinois government try to regu-
late this app.YouknowIllinoiswill search
foraway to taxanything.
Lastly, let’s savepaperandkeep thepark-

ing lot free fromall thosepapercoupons
that youknowwill goflyingaround just like
theplasticbagsused to.
—Mike Swift, Chicago

What’s the big deal?
Regarding thewhinyeditorial about

Jewel-Oscocoupons, justwhat’s thebig
deal?
I’mageezerwho turnsonmycellphone

whenIwant tomakeacall, not to shop.
EveryWednesday, I get anemail (onmy
laptop) fromJewel-Oscowith theweek’s
couponbargains. I scroll through the list,
checking the itemsIwantandadding the

stuff toourgrocery list.Worksfine, andat
checkout, I see the savingsonmyreceipt,
sometimespretty significant.
WhenIgo to the store,mywife tellsme

togetonlywhat’s on the list.Yes, dear.
—Paul Oppenheim, Oak Park

Clip coupons at home
Iwas surprised to read in theeditorial

that somanypeoplehave issueswithclip-
pingJeweldigital couponsat the store.
AmI theonlyonewhoclipshercoupons
athomewhilemakinga shopping list? It’s
true that Ioccasionally addacouponwhile
I’mshopping, for itemsImightnothave
consideredbuyingearlier.Butdoing it at
my leisure ismucheasier.
Andwhile Idonot consider theJewel

appashiningexampleofonlinemarketing,
theapp fromMariano’s is evenworse.
—Frances Fruit, Winnetka

Just use your laptop
I, too,haveaproblemwith the recent

increase inbusinesses that require theuse
of aQRcodeonasmartphone (theater
tickets, theaterprogrambooks, restaurant
menu, etc.).AlthoughIhavea smartphone
andgenerally carry itwithme, Idonot
haveunlimited internet access, so I can’t
alwayscall these thingsupeasily,However,
Idodisagreewith theTribuneEditorial
Board’s complaint aboutJewel’sdigital
coupons.All youneed touse themisaccess
toacomputer; theydonot requirea smart-

phone.
I always lookat their adbefore Igo

shoppingandclip thedigital couponson
my laptop.Theywill automaticallybe
deductedat checkout. (Truthbe told, I
generallydouble-checkonmyphone in the
store, but it isnotnecessary.)
I loveJewel and itsJewel-Osco forU

program. It cansave lotsofmoney ifused
regularly.
Also,Mariano’shas startedputtingout

apieceofpaper in stores thatonecanpick
up to scan itsdigital couponsat checkout.
Perhaps thiswouldbehelpful forJewel to
do too.
—NancyMcDaniel, Chicago

What we can all do
I read theTribuneobituaries everyday.

Everynowand then, I see someoneIknow.
This ritualhas takenonnewmeaningnow
thatmyparents receivedword fromtheir
doctoron the sameday, thatMotherhas
Stage4cancerandFatherhasa suspicious
spotonhispancreas.
During this timeofRamadanandLent,

reading theobituariesgetsme thinking
aboutwhatagood, fulfilling life looks like. I
see the smilingphotographsand the litany
of accomplishments.Butwhatgetsme
mostexcited is the loving familyexperi-
ences, the relationshipswithneighborsand
friends, thepride incommunityaccom-
plishments, the lives touchedbyunselfish-
ness. It ishowthatpersonhasmade their

very small cornerof theworldabetter
place forhaving lived.
I amoneperson, I cannot change the

world inmy lifetime,but I canmake the
small corner I live inabetterplace.
—Michael Dejanovich, Crown Point,
Indiana

Glad to win the gold
Congratulations to theTeamUSAhockey

teamonwinning thegoldmedal. Sovery
proud for them.Congrats to theCanadian
teamalso.Whatagamethriller itwas!
Holdyourheadsup,Canada, asmillions

andmillionsofAmericans standsideby
sidewithourNorthernneighbors.Of
course,weare soexcited thegoldhascome
back to theUSA.
—Gloria Geddes, Sugar Grove

Honor Lindsey Vonn
Imeannoslight toConnorHellebuyck

and theUSAmen’shockey teamand their
achievement.But if anyOlympicathlete
deservesa specialmedal forOlympic
competitionandcontribution, it isLindsey
Vonn.
—EdMcGarrigle, Fox River Grove

Voice of the People

NICK ANDERSON/THE CONTRARIAN

Foronline-exclusive letters, go towww.
chicagotribune.com/letters.Email your
letter submissions, 400wordsor less, to
letters@chicagotribune.com. Includeyour
full name, addressandphonenumber.
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