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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

I follow this path because it carries benefits far beyond what
we can imagine. The very first requirement to please God
is to be dutiful. Without fulfilling our duty, we cannot even
begin; God will have nothing to do with us. As Lord Krishna
instructs, “You should always do your duty, because action
is superior to inaction. Even the maintenance of the body
will not be possible through inaction” (3.8). In the
Mahabharata war, Krishna told Arjuna exactly what his duty
was: “Get up, gain fame, having triumphed over your
enemies, and enjoy the flourishing kingdom. 

These people have already been killed by Me; you are
simply the ‘nimitta’ (instrument)” (11.33). Once God decides,
it must come to pass — this is how creation begins, is main-
tained, and comes to an end. When Arjuna understood this

and saw the danger of inaction, he surrendered: “O Krishna,
my delusion has been dispelled by Your mercy; my memory
restored. I am free from doubt and composed. I shall now
follow Your instructions” (18.73). Arjuna was one of the most
fortunate souls to be chosen as God’s instrument. I count
myself equally blessed to have been chosen to write spir-
itual articles and books. I take this duty very seriously, and
God, in turn, guides and strengthens me in this sacred work.

Another quality that pleases God is the desire to serve
and help others. Krishna cites King Janaka as an example:
“Just as Janaka and others attained perfection by working
selflessly, you should also act with public welfare in mind,
even without personal gain” (3.20). He also assures,
“Neither in this world nor beyond is there destruction for
the doer of welfare, for such a person never meets a bad
end” (6.40). Those who work in this spirit are aligned with
God’s divine plan. A third quality is taking complete shelter
in God and remaining there. Krishna says, “In all respects
take shelter of God alone. By His mercy you shall achieve
supreme peace and the eternal abode” (18.62). Again, “Those
faithful who take refuge in Me and follow this wisdom are
exceedingly dear to Me” (12.20). He reminds us that “Maya,
consisting of the three modes, is divine and very difficult
to overcome. Only those who take shelter in Me can tran-
scend it” (7.14). A fourth quality is detachment from the fruits
of action. God wishes us to use the results of our work for

the benefit of others. As Krishna teaches, “If you cannot rely
upon My yoga, then give up the fruits of all acts by being
self-controlled” (12.11). Enjoying the results and serving others
cannot coexist; ‘bhogabhava’ (enjoyment mentality) and
‘sevabhava’ (service mentality) are opposites. Krishna further
says, “My devotee, who is not attracted to material gains
and renounces all endeavours for sense gratification, is dear
to Me” (12.16). Faith is another essential quality. 

Krishna says, “Among all yogis, the faithful one who wor-
ships Me is most intimately united with Me” (6.47). Faith
shapes our very nature (17.3). When we take shelter in God,
He transforms us. 

Therefore, I constantly seek His guidance. Success is
assured, for God is both omniscient and omnipotent. We
only need patience — He must uphold dharma and balance
all interests. Having learned from the Bhagavad Gita, I
cannot turn away from what is right and approved by God.
When my Lord appointed me as His instrument, I knew
He would be the ‘karta’ (doer) in my life, ensuring victory
in all righteous endeavours. I urge everyone: Follow Adi
Shankaracharya’s call to ‘bhajo govindam’ — praise and
remember the Lord — and life will flow in divine harmony.
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Russian forces in the Ukrainian theatre. Some
4,000 have reportedly been killed or wounded
— a staggering cost — yet in return, these forces
have acquired practical combat experience, tech-
nological integration, and strategic training in
the dynamics of modern war. 

They have mastered drone deployment,
improved missile guidance systems, and
enhanced their ability to camouflage and
manoeuvre under aerial surveillance. Such
capabilities had once been theoretical or aspi-
rational for Pyongyang. Now, under the shadow
of war and forged in alliance with Moscow, they
are real and tested. Military analysts believe North
Korea’s KN-23 ballistic missiles have reached a
new level of accuracy, drawing comparisons to
Russia’s Iskander series — a troubling develop-
ment for US and South Korean defence planners. 

Perhaps even more unnerving is the prospect
of deeper collaboration. Russia has reportedly
shared technological frameworks, including
those related to nuclear submarines and decoy
systems for evading missile interception.
Pyongyang, once isolated by choice and neces-
sity, now emerges as a silent partner in a global
triad: Russia, Iran, and North Korea — with China
always watching. But history must never be for-
gotten amid these alignments. For beneath the
surface of military calculus lies an untold story
of betrayal and blood that still casts a shadow
on Northeast Asian strategy. 

During the Korean War, while Chinese soldiers
perished by the hundreds of thousands on
Korean soil — many in bitter, frozen silence —
it was Joseph Stalin who emerged victorious in
strategic terms. The Soviet Union, having sup-
plied the ideological oxygen and military blue-
prints for the North’s invasion of the South, deftly
avoided direct entanglement. One of the most
tragic episodes of that era unfolded at what is
now known as P’aro-ho Lake. Originally named
Dapeng Lake for its resemblance to a roc
spreading its wings, the reservoir became a site
of staggering carnage in May 1951. The 6th
Infantry Division of the South Korean Army, under
Brigadier General Jang Do-young, decimated the
Chinese People’s Volunteer Army’s 63rd Army.

In what South Korean sources describe as a
modern-day “Sasu Victory,” an estimated 20,000
Chinese soldiers were killed and over 2,600 cap-
tured. The bodies of the fallen were buried not
with ceremony but by machinery — pushed into
the lakebed to be consumed by water. The lake,
some claim, turned red. When Syngman Rhee
later visited the site, he renamed it “Porok” — a
symbol of defeating the so-called barbarians.This
trauma, while rarely acknowledged in Chinese
or North Korean discourse, has left a residual
legacy in the strategic calculus of both states. The
Chinese bled, and Stalin triumphed. It is a bitter
history — one that may explain why Pyongyang
today, under the stewardship of its most influ-
ential woman, turns not to Beijing, but to
Moscow, with an almost transactional clarity.
Russia gives what North Korea desires, weapons
technology, battlefield experience, and diplomat-
ic recognition — not lectures, not conditional aid.
The ideological core of the regime remains
unchanged: Sovereignty, security, and survival.
Yet the way it navigates its external relationships
has evolved dramatically.

The United States, still operating on the out-
dated assumption that denuclearisation can be
negotiated, may soon find itself playing catch-
up in a theatre it no longer understands.
Pyongyang does not seek dialogue; it seeks recog-
nition. Not as a rogue state, but as a legitimate
nuclear power with global alliances, economic
adaptability, and battlefield credentials. 

And guiding much of this recalibrated world-
view is a woman — discreet yet indomitable,
shaped by Western schooling yet fluent in the
dialectics of Juche ideology and realist geopol-
itics. Her rise marks a new era in North Korean
politics. Not a softening, but a sharpening. Not
liberalisation, but strategic modernisation. She
may not speak often, but when she does, the
world would do well to listen. The implications
are too significant to ignore. The bottom line,
History in this region moves slowly but when it
turns, it turns with thunder. The rise of the most
powerful woman in Pyongyang, Kim Yo Jong, if
sustained, is not merely potent, it is the signal
of that turning.

Editor’s  

At its heart, this is a man-versus-animal conflict — but of a
different kind. The homeless stray dogs in the capital are
making headlines for the wrong reasons. They are being
portrayed as a menace on the streets, accused of endangering
the lives of Delhiites, and therefore deemed fit to be removed
from the streets — the only home they have ever known. The
Supreme Court of India’s recent order to remove all stray dogs
from the streets of Delhi and the National Capital Region within
eight weeks has ignited an intense and emotional public
debate. The Supreme Court directive, issued on August 11,
2025, in a suo motu case, was prompted by a rise in dog bite
incidents and rabies cases.

While some hail the decision as a long-overdue step to
restore public safety, others see it as an inhumane measure that
disregards animal welfare laws and is not practical enough to
pursue. Delhi’s stray dog population is estimated to be between
four and six lakh. In its ruling, the Supreme Court cited the
state’s constitutional duty to protect human life, emphasising
that the right to life under Article 21 cannot be compromised.

The bench noted that the safety of citizens must take
precedence over the unrestricted movement of stray dogs and
directed municipal bodies to capture and relocate them to
shelters, where they are to be housed and cared for. Public
reaction to the verdict has been sharply divided. Many residents
have welcomed the order.

At the same time, animal rights activists and welfare groups
have condemned the decision as both unfeasible and unjust, as
it is easier said than done due to the deplorable condition of
such shelters. They point out that Delhi’s current shelter
infrastructure is nowhere near capable of accommodating such
a large number of animals, and that the Animal Birth Control
Rules, 2023, require stray dogs to be sterilised and then
returned to their original locations — a policy now set aside by
the Court’s order. We have seen in the past, as in the case of
stray cows, that shelters often turn into torture chambers for the
animals, leaving most of them miserable. The main reason is
that such facilities are generally poorly managed and severely
overcrowded, bursting at the seams because their capacity falls
far short of the vast population of strays.

A sustainable solution will require more than court directives
or sporadic municipal drives. It demands a long-term strategy
that combines public safety with humane treatment. Mass
sterilisation and vaccination campaigns must be intensified,
targeting the majority of the stray population within a fixed
timeframe.

The city’s shelter capacity has to be expanded, with
government bodies and NGOs working together to create
adoption programmes and train staff in proper animal care.
Public awareness efforts can help people understand safe ways
of coexisting with animals. The Supreme Court’s order should
push the system into action and compel it to find a humane
solution to the stray problem in the capital. Let us ensure that
the cure does not turn out to be more deadly than the disease.

With the SC order to sweep strays away into shelters, the
capital stands at a moral crossroads, torn between the

cry for safety and the call of compassion

Compounding Crisis: 

Delhi’s Stray Dog Dilemma

E20: Benefits not seen
E20 has been rolled out, yet the price of petrol remains
stubbornly high. The entire premise behind blending
20 per cent ethanol with petrol was its potential to cut
costs, reduce dependence on crude oil imports, and offer
considerable relief to the common person’s pocket. Yet,
if the economic benefit is not tangibly visible to the pop-
ulace, one must question the very purpose of this exer-
cise. Is it merely an endeavour to claim ”implementa-
tion success” and tick boxes in official policy reports?

Ethanol blending holds genuine promise for environ-
mental benefits and for supporting farmers who cul-
tivate sugarcane and maize. However, if the ultimate
price passed on to the consumer remains stagnant, then
the fundamental promise underpinning this initiative
is unequivocally broken. For the burgeoning middle-
class family grappling with escalating expenses, the
paramount concern is the tangible reduction in their
fuel expenditure. True implementation, therefore,
ought to be measured by its palpable impact on citi-
zens, rather than by ceremonial launches and political
slogans. Until the promised benefits genuinely perme-
ate through to the ordinary citizen, ethanol blending
will regrettably persist as a missed opportunity, falling
short of its potential as a transformative reform.

NOOPUR BARUAH | TEZPUR

Pakistan army’s self-awards
In a dramatic and unprecedented move on
Independence Day, Pakistan Army Chief Field Marshal
Asim Munir awarded himself the Hilal-i-Jurat, the
country’s second-highest wartime gallantry medal —
equivalent to India’s Maha Vir Chakra. This self-conferred
honour, announced by the Inter-Services Public
Relations (ISPR), came alongside a series of awards
bestowed upon Pakistan’s entire top political and mil-
itary brass, including Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif. 

These accolades were for their roles in what was offi-
cially lauded as decisive military success in Operation
Bunyanum Marsoos and Marka-i-Haq.

Awards were also conferred upon senior military and
civilian officials, members of the PM’s war cabinet, and
the delegation that presented Pakistan’s case 
to the world. 

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif received the Nishan-
i-Imtiaz, Pakistan’s highest civilian honour, for his lead-
ership. Deputy PM and Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar was
similarly recognised for “exposing India’s diplomatic
attacks” and promoting Pakistan’s global stance.
Despite Pakistan’s defeat in the four-day war with India,
these self-congratulatory announcements for “value-
less” awards have drawn strong criticism.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

End communalism, learn history
Mere remembrance of Partition’s horrors is insufficient
without serious introspection. It’s easy to blame
various groups and leaders — Muslims, Muslim League,
Jinnah, Hindus, Hindu Mahasabha, Congress, Gandhi,
Nehru, Savarkar, the British, or Mountbatten — for India’s
division. However, the harsh reality stems from the
supreme intolerance and communal hatred a signifi-
cant portion of both Hindus and Muslims harboured.
Vested interests merely exploited this existing fissure
to ensure division. 

Had such deep-seated animosity been absent,
Partition could have been averted. The profound
tragedy is that, far from learning from communal
hatred’s ill-effects, we have regrettably allowed such
elements to flourish. 

They now dominate Indian polity, with vested inter-
ests reigniting communalism, often drawing “inspira-
tion” from rabid “ideology” that relentlessly plays the
“trump card” of Islamophobia for electoral gains. By
remembering Partition’s horror, we must vow to
never tolerate communalism again. India’s “quota” of
‘horror shows’ must end immediately. Promoting
diversity should be our primary goal, firmly opposing
xenophobia, violence, and hatred.

KAJAL CHATTERJEE | KOLKATA
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When the most powerful woman in North Korea
declared, with surgical clarity, that her nation
would not return to dialogue with South Korea
and would now only engage the United States on
the basis of recognition as a de facto nuclear
power, the geopolitical reverberations were pro-
found. On the surface, it was a defiant reaffirma-
tion of Pyongyang’s traditional posture. 

But beneath the steel language lay a significant
ideological repositioning — not only in military
terms, but in the very architecture of power within
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea.Kim Yo
Jong, long educated in Switzerland alongside her
brother, the current Supreme Leader Kim Jong Un,
is no mere figurehead or ceremonial consort to
dynastic politics. Her emergence as the regime’s
primary spokesperson, strategist, and steward of
military–diplomatic doctrine marks the first time
in decades — if not ever — that such influence has
been wielded openly by a female figure in one of
the world’s most patriarchal societies. It is not just
her words that command attention, but the
authority with which they shape the DPRK’s vision
of itself and its place in a world increasingly carved
by new alliances and unconventional warfare.

I was recently reminded of her presence by
Teguh Santosa, an Indonesian journalist of deep
insight who has maintained longstanding ties with
Pyongyang. I met him some time ago in Beijing,
but spoke to him again this week. He recalled an
encounter that now reads as a historical prelude.
“I first saw her in April 2012,” he said, “during the
unveiling of their father Kim Jong Il’s statue in
Pyongyang. She seemed to play a vital role in
ensuring the ceremony ran smoothly. 

She moved freely, managing every detail — from
organising the elite ranks on the platform of
honour to orchestrating the precise arrangement
of the military formations.” Indeed, her strategic
poise today reflects that early apprenticeship. Her
command over messaging is unmistakable,
whether she is warning Seoul of an “irreversible
rupture” or framing Washington’s overtures as
“only America’s wish”. 

Crucially, these statements were issued unpro-
voked — not in reaction to sanctions or military
drills, but amid conciliatory gestures from South
Korea’s new administration. 

The timing suggests not just retaliation, but
design, a pre-emptive framing of future diplomat-
ic parameters on Pyongyang’s own terms.What
makes this pivot all the more remarkable is that
it coincides with North Korea’s most accelerated
military evolution in decades. Recent intelli-
gence assessments, notably those compiled by
Ukraine’s HUR agency, paint a startling picture,
elite North Korean troops have fought alongside
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Call it what you will, ‘a

procedural clarification’ or ‘a

victory for democracy’

depending on your political

affiliation, the Supreme Court’s

order to the Election

Commission to publish the

names of around 65 lakh voters

excluded from the electoral rolls

in Bihar and that too with

reasons for each and every

exclusion has struck a blow for

transparency. 

Further, its order to consider

the objections filed with

Aadhaar leaves the Election

Commission with no option but

to accept it as a documentary

proof of voter eligibility.

The apex court could not

have made it clearer than it did.

In its words, Aadhaar is a

statutorily recognised

instrument of identity and

residence and it can be

submitted as a document. The

observations made by the top

court in a stinging language

should dissuade the Election

Commission from being

inflexible and obstinate and

thinking that it can have its way

with the full backing of the

government, come what may

and persuade it to act

reasonably and honourably. 

Now that the Election

Commission is under the

watchful eye of the Supreme

Court, it cannot go about with

the special intensive revision at

whim or without the thought of

being held accountable or

trifling with people’s voting

rights and tampering with the

sanctity of elections.
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TRANSPARENCY, AADHAAR RIGHTS
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goods, but India defended them on
grounds of consumer and domestic indus-
try safety.  While this deal offered much
for both countries, the costs were high,
making negotiations intense and rigorous,
which does not align with Trump’s nego-
tiating style.

The US’s negotiating approach under
Trump, specific to trade and tariff issues,
has been unconventional and rushed.
Recent trade deals with Australia and
Vietnam suggest that deals were conclud-
ed hastily under pressure. The US exploit-
ed Vietnam’s trade surplus and export
reliance, using tariff threats and pro-
longed talks to secure concessions. While
Vietnam negotiated for months and
offered goodwill gestures (eg, LNG deals),
the final 20 per cent tariff and transship-
ment penalties were less favourable than
Vietnam’s proposed Zero per cent recip-
rocal tariff.  The situation is similar with
Japan and Indonesia. Japan faced signif-
icant pressure from the US due to its trade
surplus and alliance status. Tariff threats
and geopolitical pressure secured partial
concessions. For Indonesia, the US used
tariff threats and BRICS-related pressure
to obtain concessions.

These cases reflect the US’s tactics of
achieving win-win trade deals, even with
allies and partners, demonstrating trans-
actional diplomacy in setting trade rela-
tions. However, a closer look suggests that
these deals are not solely driven by eco-
nomic or trade calculations. The US also
uses trade deals as geopolitical tools —
deliberately exhaustive negotiations to

push countries toward aligning with its
strategic objectives.

Economic Attrition Diplomacy
Economic attrition diplomacy involves
leveraging prolonged trade negotiations
to pressure a counterpart into aligning
with geopolitical goals, often by creating
economic uncertainty or exploiting asym-
metric dependencies. The case of Vietnam
exemplifies this: The US pushed Vietnam
to reduce reliance on Chinese industrial
goods and curb transshipments, aligning
with its anti-China strategy. 

The negotiations were lengthy, with
multiple rounds reflecting prolonged and
exhaustive talks to force Vietnam to
concur with the deal, leaving it little
room to maneuver. The cases of Indonesia
and Japan are also noteworthy. The US
linked trade with Indonesia to its BRICS
role and its $10 billion China investment
deal (November 2024), pressuring Jakarta
to align with US anti-China goals. Similarly,
putting US-Japan relations at risk, the US
threatened Japan with 25 per cent tariffs
and, surprisingly, imposed a 25 per cent
tariff on Japanese goods, including autos,
announced on July 7, 2025, effective
August 1 — an unprecedented move
against a US ally.  Another case involves
South Korea, where Trump imposed a 15
per cent “reciprocal” tariff on South
Korean goods, effective August 1, 2025,
after threatening 25 per cent tariffs in July.
Although no solid deal was finalised,
South Korea offered increased access for
US goods and defense commitments to

avoid higher tariffs. With South Korea, the
US sought geopolitical advantages by
pressuring it to increase dependency on
US purchases, specifically F-35s. 

These pressure tactics show that,
beyond trade alignment, the US aims to
steer countries toward strengthening its
anti-China strategy through economic
attrition diplomacy, often disguised as
trade negotiations and economic calcu-
lations. These deliberate attrition tactics
echo past US actions, such as five years ago
when the US directly engaged in econom-
ic attrition diplomacy with China to curb
its technological rise (eg, targeting
Huawei), signal strength to allies, and pres-
sure China on issues like intellectual
property theft. During trade negotiations,
the US repeatedly escalated tariffs and
introduced complex demands, such as
structural changes to China’s economy,
prolonging uncertainty and pressuring
China, which yielded partial concessions
with limited success for the US.

Aggressive Attrition Driven by
Frustration
Unlike other countries that faced standard
coercion from the US with only tariff
threats, India was hit with multiple salvos-
tariffs, penalties, and an embrace of
Pakistan. The reasons were clear: The
Russia factor, trade with Iran, and India’s
non-compromising posture during trade
negotiations.

This aggressive attrition behaviour is
motivated by geopolitical frustration, a
pattern not new to the US. In the 1930s and

1940s, US economic attrition against
Japan, driven by frustration, culminated
in the oil embargo of 1941, contributing to
escalation toward World War II. In that
case, negotiations were prolonged with
deadlocked demands: The US demanded
Japan withdraw from China and
Indochina, while Japan sought recognition
of its territorial gains, creating a deadlock
with no progress. A similar situation is
unfolding between the US and India,
where the US harbors geopolitical suspi-
cion over India’s relationships with Iran
and Russia, alongside deadlocked trade
demands. These factors fueled frustration
and drove the US to send a strong strate-
gic message by escalating risks and attri-
tion, perhaps setting an example on the
global stage.

Unconventional Transactionalism
India must read the negotiating table
more carefully and patiently, adopting
measured and mixed negotiating styles
instead of a confrontational approach,
which at times frustrates the US. 
As India looks toward the prospect of a
mini-deal by September-October, it should
aim for strategic prolongation — progress
with limited concessions —  rather than
dragging talks with no real progress. 

This will create more room for negoti-
ations and reduce US frustration to some
extent. India must also leverage its geopo-
litical value and diversify its trade relation-
ships with Europe and other countries.
This will strengthen India’s bargaining
position, soften US demands, and deter
extreme measures. 

A similar approach saved South Korea
from higher tariffs despite having no
deal with the US, as South Korea adopted
strategic prolongation, used measured
negotiation tactics offering room 
via concessions, and resisted hasty or pres-
sured deals. India must remember that
Trump is a master at playing unconven-
tional transactional cards, where deals are
more important than relations. India
should demonstrate that a deal is in
progress and that there is something on
the table, rather than leaving it empty.

As the monsoon clouds gather, bringing the
much-needed relief from the scorching heat,
they also bring with them an invisible health
risk Vitamin D deficiency.
It is important to understand that Vitamin D is
essential for strong bones. However, few
realise that this “sunshine vitamin” also plays
a very important role in boosting our immune
system, supporting our mental well-being,
and even protecting us from infections. 
Vitamin D is produced naturally in
the body when our skin is exposed
to sunlight, unlike other vitamins
that we generally get from food.
However, with cloudy skies and
heavy rains during the monsoon season,
typically observed during July and August in
various parts of India, and people staying
indoors most of the time, the exposure to
direct sunlight is much less. 
The lack of sun exposure is one of the main
causes for Vitamin D deficiency, which
became worse during monsoons and winters.
This is more so in areas where access to
Vitamin D-rich foods is also limited.
A study published in Nature Scientific Reports
in 2021 studied the data from over 3,000 north
Indian children and found that Vitamin D
levels were significantly lower during the
monsoon and winter seasons compared to
summer.
The study found that while people may still
spend time outdoors in the rain, due to cloudy
atmosphere, the production of Vitamin D is
blocked. It also pointed out that girls and
older children are more likely to be deficient.
Earlier, a study published in the Indian Journal
of Endocrinology and Metabolism in 2020
found that over 70 per cent of patients in a
hospital in north India were Vitamin D
deficient. These levels varied seasonally, and
the deficiency remained widespread across
the year, but limited sun exposure and poor
dietary intake were seen as major causes.
In smaller towns and rural areas, the risk is
even greater. Many people in small cities stay
indoors for work or household tasks, dress in
clothing that covers most of the skin, and
don’t often eat fortified foods. 
Combined with low awareness and limited
testing, the chances of undiagnosed Vitamin D
deficiency increase during the rainy season.
The deficiency often goes unnoticed until
symptoms like fatigue, frequent infections,

back or bone pain, and low mood
appear. Children may develop
rickets, while adults can suffer
from weak bones and muscles. 
However, people often blame

weather changes or age for their pain and
ignore the possibility of a nutritional gap. In
fact, Vitamin D deficiency can silently progress
and increase the risk of fractures in the long
run. I always advise getting your Vitamin D
levels tested at least once a year and speaking
to a doctor about supplements if needed,
especially if you are over 40 or have limited
sun exposure.
It is important to note that without enough
Vitamin D, the body can’t absorb calcium
properly, which weakens bones and muscles
over time. Even mild deficiency can lead to
discomfort or stiffness, especially in the knees,
lower back, and shoulders. Vitamin D
deficiency is clearly preventable and
treatable. Getting some sun during brief clear
spells, eating Vitamin D-rich foods like eggs,
fish, and fortified milk, and taking
supplements under medical advice can make
a big difference. The solution lies in
awareness, testing, and timely prevention.

Conclusion
Vitamin D deficiency silently worsens during
monsoons due to reduced sunlight and poor
dietary intake, affecting bones, immunity, and
mood. Awareness, timely testing, and
preventive steps — like safe sun exposure,
Vitamin D-rich foods, and supplements — can
protect health, ensuring stronger bones and
overall well-being even in cloudy months.

The phrase “Dread it. Run from it. Destiny still
arrives” is a famous quote from the Marvel
Cinematic Universe, specifically Thanos, in the
movie Avengers: Infinity War. It signifies that no
matter how much one might try to avoid or fear
a certain fate, it will ultimately come to pass. This
perspective may be applied by some of us to the
future role of Artificial Intelligence in our lives.
However, there are some other perspectives also.
If planned and acted upon appropriately, the col-
laborative intelligence of humans plus machines
may play a huge role in transforming
Railways. The rise of artificial intelli-
gence isn’t just a buzzword anymore;
it’s a game-changer that could rede-
fine everything from ticket bookings
to asset safety. Picture this: A train
system so smart it knows when a vehicle or any
other asset needs fixing before it fails, or one that
answers passenger queries in a snap while letting
staff focus on the human touch. 
That’s the future Indian Railways could embrace
by tapping into the MELDS framework, a bold
strategy from Accenture’s Paul Daugherty and
James Wilson in their book “Human + Machine:
Reimagining Work in the Age of AI.” Applying the
MELDS principles (Mindset, Experimentation,
Leadership, Digital Core, and Skills) to Indian
Railways involves a strategic approach to inte-
grating AI and human capabilities to reimagine
its vast operations. It’s not about handing the keys
to robots; it’s about teaming up humans and AI
to make the railway network smoother, safer, and
more connected. Here’s how Indian Railways can
make it happen. First, it’s about thinking differ-
ently and having a fundamental shift in mindset.
Indian Railways has long run on tried-and-true
methods, step-by-step, efficient, but a bit old-
school. To keep up in the AI age, it’s time to dream
big. We have to redesign the processes around
the ‘missing middle.’ IR should reimagine entire
processes. Don’t just digitise ticket counters or
asset examination; rethink the whole passenger
experience from start to finish. Identify repetitive
tasks that are candidates for AI automation (eg,
routine data entry, basic information dissemina-
tion, initial fault detection). Identify tasks requir-
ing creative reasoning, collaboration, and judg-
ment that are candidates for AI augmentation (eg,
complex incident response, strategic route plan-
ning, nuanced customer problem-solving, ethical
decision-making). Break jobs down, like those of
operations managers or maintenance engi-
neers, into smaller tasks. Let AI handle the repet-

itive stuff, like typing up reports or flagging basic
issues, while people tackle the big-picture chal-
lenges involving creativity, interpersonal inter-
actions, and critical decision making, like sorting
out derailment or planning smarter routes. And

don’t stop at one-off projects. Shift
from siloed AI projects (eg, one app
for parcel tracking, another for pas-
senger information) to prioritising AI
integration across IR’s entire value
chain — from passenger services

and freight logistics to infrastructure maintenance
and safety. A smart move? Play it safe with quick
wins like AI-powered chatbots for ticket queries,
while betting big on game-changers like real-time
scheduling for the whole network or prescriptive
analytics-based asset maintenance regime. It’s
about building a railway for tomorrow, not just
polishing yesterday’s tracks. Next up, test the
waters through experimentation, but do it with
rigor and scalability. Don’t throw AI at every
problem and hope for the best. Start small with
focused pilots, like using AI to predict when a
stretch of track might fail or setting up digital assis-
tants at a few stations. Try, measure, learn, repeat.
If an AI signaling tool stumbles in bad weather,
don’t scrap it, figure out why, and make it better.
Test these systems with railway staff first, like
Amazon did with its cashier-less stores, to work
out the kinks before actual implementation. Once
a pilot proves its worth, roll it out step by step,
tweaking as you go based on real-world feedback.
It’s less about gambling and more about build-
ing a solid playbook. Leadership is where the
heart of this change lies. Bosses need to show
workers that AI isn’t here to steal jobs, it’s here
to make them better. Be upfront about fears and
show how AI can take over boring tasks, leaving
room for more meaningful work. But it’s got to
be done responsibly. Set up clear rules: Keep
humans first, make sure AI doesn’t play favorites
or mess up fairness, and explain how it makes
decisions, especially for critical stuff like train con-
trols. Build in safety nets, like letting experienced
staff override AI when things get dicey, and make
sure workers aren’t left holding the bag if a system
fails. Stay on top of legal stuff, like protecting pas-
senger data, and help everyone, from staff to

riders, feel good about the tech. Trust is the ulti-
mate currency here. Then there’s the tech back-
bone, what the experts call the “digital core,” inte-
grating cloud, data, and AI technologies to
create an interconnected foundation. Indian
Railways needs to ditch its clunky, disconnect-
ed systems for something nimble, cloud-powered,
and locked down tight for security. Think of data
as the fuel: Pull in everything from timetables to
passenger complaints on social media or station
camera feeds. Speed matters; focus on real-time
data, like live train locations or instant alerts for
track issues, to keep things moving. Make AI
insights easy to use, so even non-techie station
managers can ask questions in plain language
and get answers about passenger trends or
staffing needs. Add new roles, like data wranglers,
to keep information clean and fair, so AI doesn’t
churn out skewed predictions. This isn’t just a tech
upgrade, it’s the foundation for a smarter
railway.
Finally, it’s about people and their skills. Train
workers to team up with AI in new ways. Let
machines take over routine tasks, answering basic
queries, making platform announcements, so
staff can focus on solving tough problems or
helping passengers with a smile. Show everyone,
from employees to the public, how AI makes
things better, like drones spotting track flaws
faster. Teach workers to make judgment calls
when AI isn’t sure, like during a signal glitch, and
how to ask the right questions to get useful
answers from smart systems. Give frontline
staff like ticket clerks or train crews AI tools to
tap into info instantly, making their jobs easier
and service sharper. Create a two-way street
where AI learns from workers’ know-how, and
workers learn from AI’s insights. Most important-
ly, keep pushing the envelope-don’t just automate
old freight schedules, but dream up new ways
to move goods or even offer “rail-as-a-service”
for businesses.

How can the collaborative intelligence
transform Indian Railways 
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A major blowback came to India when
Trump announced a 25 per cent tariff plus
a penalty against India for trading with
Russia. This occurred while trade negotia-
tions with the US were ongoing and had
nearly reached Trump’s deadline. Trump’s
tariff salvo against India, breaking away from
negotiations, was an attempt to address sim-
mering tensions in the Indo-US relationship
by leaning on Pakistan through an oil deal
and tariff concessions. Is this sudden shift
due to Trump’s ambitious economic policies,
or is he masking strategic messaging and
transactionalism in this trade affair with
India? It would not be surprising if it is the
latter, as the US has used deliberately
exhaustive trade talks as a strategic tool to
exert pressure on other nations, extract con-
cessions, or advance broader strategic
objectives.

The Deal
India was in the process of negotiating a
Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA) with the US,
which began in February 2025. By April 2025,
an outline was drawn for negotiations,
emphasising US goals of reducing India’s
trade barriers and addressing the $45.7
billion US goods trade deficit. The negotia-
tions, which gradually gained momentum
from February to July, intensified as India
maintained its position of not liberalising or
opening its agricultural and dairy sectors to
US markets. Additionally, India adhered to
its demands for tariff concessions, includ-
ing lower US duties on steel (50 per cent) and
aluminium (25 per cent), and preferential
access for labour-intensive exports such as
textiles, gems, jewellery, and IT services. In
return, India was prepared to provide the
US with greater access to its market.
However, apart from these two sticking
points, India also resisted US demands for
reduced tariffs on auto components and
acceptance of US Federal Motor Vehicle
Safety Standards, prioritising its domestic
industry and the Make in India campaign. 

Similarly, regarding non-tariff barriers, the
US criticised India’s Quality Control Orders
(QCOs) and import regulations, which it
viewed as barriers to market access for US
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FIRSTColumn
Trump’s tariffs reflects a pattern of using prolonged, exhausting trade talks as a tool of economic attrition — leveraging uncertainty to extract 

concessions and align partners with US geopolitical aims. For India the challenge now lies in reading the game, not just the rules
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In 2018, the Supreme Court struck down a 158-year-old British-
era law criminalising same-sex relations between consenting
adults, calling it ‘irrational, indefensible, and manifestly ar-
bitrary’. Cut to 2023. Despite strong and persistent demands
from the LGBTQI community and many others, the court
stopped short of  the next logical step: legalising same-sex
marriage. It has since passed the matter to Parliament. This
‘pause’ has left same-sex couples grappling with urgent, eve-
ryday problems, from financial to tax matters. One such hurd-
le surfaced recently when a same-sex couple challenged a dis-
criminatory tax provision in the Bombay High Court, arguing
that the law unfairly taxes gifts between them, even as hetero-

sexual couples not legally married face
no such penalty. They contended that this
amounts to a denial of  equal protection
under the law because of  sexuality. The
court has rightly admitted their petition.

In 2024, finmin stated there are no restric-
tions for LGBTQI persons to open joint
bank accounts or nominate a partner. Yet,

an ICICI report notes the financial industry remains ‘not geared
towards catering to the needs of  LGBTQI couples’ because their
relationships lack legal recognition. The biggest roadblock is
succession planning. It’s far from straightforward for LGBTQI
partners to protect each other through inheritance. In India,
succession laws differ by religion. Most favour relationships re-
cognised by law, effectively shutting out same-sex couples.

While Parliament debates same-sex marriage, these daily in-
equities cannot be left to fester, or be brushed aside. Unless
they are resolved, the 2018 verdict will stand as a half-measure
— historic on paper but hollow where it matters most: in peo-
ple’s day-to-day lives.

No Matter What Sex,
A Couple is a Couple

Dry days — specific days when sale of  alcohol is not allo-
wed — is a custom peculiar to India among countries whe-
re alcohol is legally available. From a purely economic
PoV, their impact is considerable as a knock-on effect on
the hospitality sector, even as their effect on the liquor in-
dustry itself  is reduced by consumers stocking up in ad-
vance. This shows up in states where tourism is a signifi-
cant contributor. Business dislocation is compounded by
potential artificial scarcity and bootlegging. Dry days
usually fly under the radar of  economic impact assess-
ment as opposed to outright prohibition because the ef-
fects are temporary. Yet, the two measures share intended
and unintended consequences. The principal downside is
that it converts a legitimate business into an illicit trade.

An alternative approach to dry days could be to raise
public awareness about responsible drinking. This up-

holds consumer choice. Virtue-signal-
ling through a day of  prohibition ma-
kes little sense in this day and age. In-
stead, the liquor industry could be as-
ked to self-regulate sales to vulnerable
sections of  consumers. These met-
hods have been tried in other countri-
es with fairly successful results. The

special emphasis on dry days during elections in India,
in contrast, remains weak in conception and execution.

Liquor consumption in India is rising from a very
small base, and consumers are chasing premium brands.
Indian liquor brands are breaking into the export mar-
ket. Policy favours growth of  the liquor industry over
curbing consumption. Dry days are a hangover from an
era when constitution framers chose not to impose pro-
hibition, but left it as a ‘desirable outcome’ — something
better done by getting consumers to make more infor-
med decisions. Temporary prohibitions do not contribu-
te adequately to raising public awareness about con-
sumption of  liquor. In fact, they create an artificial rush
of  demand. It’s high time a 78-year-young country that
can hold its drink does away with this pointless gesture.

Arrey, Bhai, Why Have
Days That Are Dry?
Major knock-on effect on hospitality sector

ICICI Bank’s recent sharp hike in the
minimum average balance (MAB) for
new savings accounts drew heavy cri-
ticism, prompting the bank to reduce
the requirement to ̀̀ 15,000 from ̀̀ 50,000
for urban and metro areas. For semi-
urban branches, MAB is now ̀̀ 7,500,
while rural customers will need to
maintain a minimum of  ̀̀ 2,500.

The episode, however, has reignited
questions about the appropriateness
of  MAB. The origins of  MAB are un-
clear. However, it appeared in Goipo-
ria Committee on Customer Service
in Banks (1990) recommendations. An
RBI notification dated December 26,
2002, noted, inter alia, that ‘[it] has not
issued any guidelines regarding the
minimum balance to be maintained
in savings bank accounts’. These facts
suggest that MAB emerged in the 1990s,
implying that it developed as a banking
practice with regulatory acquiescence.

This seems plausible, as interest rate
deregulation (phased-in since 1990)
caused banks’ spreads to shrink signi-
ficantly during the 1990s. To buoy the-
ir bottom lines, banks sought to boost
fee income, and MAB may have app-
eared as a solution. Once a few — likely
private — banks adopted it, the prac-

tice quickly spread across the sector.
Banks capitalised on the financial il-

literacy and acquiescence of  account
holders. Unlike borrowers, who have
forums to voice grievances, these dep-
ositors were largely unorganised and
voiceless. The situation remains little
changed today.

SB deposits have continued to grow
in both rate of  growth and share of  to-
tal deposits. In short, ‘depositor disci-
pline’ in Indian banks remains imma-
ture — despite being a key part of  mar-
ket discipline (Pillar 3 of  Basel III), whi-
ch India has adopted.

RBI has largely taken a hands-off  ap-
proach to MAB. In 2024, it issued flex-
ible guidelines on charging for non-
maintenance, without prescribing spe-
cific amounts, emphasising transpar-
ency in penalties instead.

But do banks have unfettered freedom
to fix MAB?

Banks introduced MAB to offset ris-
ing operating — and especially techno-

logical — costs, indirectly challenging
the theory of  ‘economies of  scale’. Ins-
tead of  imposing MAB, they could ha-
ve invested in tech, accepting lower
short-term profits and dividends for
medium-term gains.

Staff  expenses declined due to mech-
anisation. For example, during 2005-24,
the average wage bills/total income
ratio for domestic scheduled commer-
cial banks (excluding regional rural
banks) dropped from 15.14% to 13.75%.

Banks reap non-financial benefits of
customer acquisition through the open-
ing of  SB accounts. They become privy
to information at zero cost, enabling
them to foray into cross-selling, for ins-
tance, with fee income potential.

Combined with low interest rates on
SB accounts, MAB hits depositors with
adouble whammy:
uActs as a TDS and dampens deposit-
ors’ spending capacity, leading to lower
demand for goods and services, which,
in turn, constrains economic growth.
uLimits depositors’ avenues for in-
vestments with possibly higher retu-
rns, including even their own bank’s
short-term deposits.
uPost-demonetisation, digital pay-
ments surged. If  SB depositors aren’t
promptly informed about their MABs,
auto-debits fail and cheques bounce —
both triggering penalties.
uHigh MABs, combined with the need
to maintain balances for digital bill pay-
ments, raise SB depositors’ interest in-
come, pushing some over the ̀̀ 10,000 I-T
exemption and exposing them to tax.
uAt the macro level, MAB hinders
financial inclusion. The World Bank’s
Findex 2025 notes India has the most
unbanked adults.

For banks, it’s a different story:
u Increases deposits, enabling them
to provide more short-term loans.
uGenerates ‘float’ deployable in the
overnight call market to earn interest,
which can be higher than that offered
to SB depositors. The difference acts
as a ‘hidden’ fee for banks to maintain
the accounts.
uHigh MAB, which a smaller num-
ber of  people can afford, raises the
‘concentration risk’ in banks’ deposit
portfolios.
uEasy access to deposits via diktats
like MAB creates moral hazard for
bank employees, who may neglect tra-
ditional deposit mobilisation efforts.
uHigh MABs encourage depositors
to ‘hop’ between banks, leaving old
accounts open — driving the rise in
inoperative accounts.

MAB is one form of  ‘premiumisati-
on’ of  banking products and services.
Such ‘premiumisation’ may be kept in
abeyance until:
u India graduates into an upper-mid-
dle-class economy.
uFinancial inclusion of  adults beco-
mes complete.
uFinancial and digital literacy imp-
roves.
uBanks become responsible enough
to adhere to market discipline princi-
ples and disclosure requirements as
enshrined in Basel III.
uWhen implemented, it should have
clear regulatory backing, prioritising
depositors’ interests as enshrined in
the Banking Regulation Act 1949.

Das is former assistant general manager,
SBI, and Rath is a former

chief  general manager, RBI

Minimum Balance, Only Banks Win

Set the bar low

Manas R Das &
Ganga Narayan Rath

Shh… AMRA: Alaska
Made Russian Again!
By the time you read this, Messrs V Putin and D Trump ha-
ve already ‘meeted and greeted’ at a US air base near An-
chorage in Alaska. But one thing that has been kept secret
— to which we have been privy because of  our impeccable
sources — involves a geopolitical plot twist worthy of  a
vodka-soaked streaming show. The two presidents repor-
tedly finalised a classified deal that returns Alaska — its
name from the Alaskan Aleut language word ‘alaxsxaq’,
means ‘object towards which the action of  the sea is direc-
ted’ — to Mother Russia. It is a return, since prior to its sale
to the US in 1867 for $7.2 mn, Alaska was the capital of  ‘Rus-
sian America’, the European country’s colonial territori-
es in the Americas between 1732 and 1867.

This top-secret deal was conducted in a separate site insi-
de a Costco aisle between the frozen meats and babycare
sections. The US allegedly paid Russia an ‘unsubstantia-
ted amount’. Sources say, Moscow will share a portion of
this windfall with Alaska’s OG inhabitants that include Iñ-
upiats, Yupiks, Aleuts, Eyaks, Tlingits, Haidas, Tsimshi-
ans, Northern Athabaskans and Russian Creoles. So, even
though Alaskans don’t know it, America’s 49th state (it was
a ‘territory’ before that) has been quietly made Russian
again. Once again, the Art of  the Deal finds its mark. Ypa!
— (pronounced ‘ura’) which is Russian for hurrah!

What even Alaskans won’t get to hear
about post-Putin-Trump powwow

JUST IN JEST

A
fter the two
world
wars, int-
ernation-
al order was

built on the premise that
states, even as they competed for adv-
antage, could be restrained by rules and
reciprocal obligations. Political scien-
tists Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye
called this ‘complex interdependence’,
the idea that trade, finance, technology
and institutions could bind countries
so tightly that cooperation would be
more profitable than coercion. While
this was not a flawless premise, its core
assumption reflected the new interna-
tional economic order.

The web of  mutual dependence, an-
chored by multilateral institutions, act-
ed as a brake on naked power, keeping
the system from sliding entirely into a
raw contest of  force. This assumption
is now under strain. Donald Trump’s
return to the White House and his wea-
ponisation of  tariffs have brought a
brazen rejection of  the earlier logic
that underpinned the last half-century.

Trump’s latest tariff  move against
Brazil — a 50% levy that came into ef-
fect last week — was not about correct-
ing deficits or defending industries as
he trotted out them to be. It was a tant-
rum aimed at compelling Brazil to drop
prosecution of  Jair Bolsonaro for his
role in the January 2023 assault on Brasí-
lia. The message: sovereignty is nego-
tiable if  your economy depends on us.

Brazil’s response was a demonstrati-

onof  how interdependence can be lever-
aged to defend, not erode, autonomy.
Lula da Silva refused to seek a private
settlement, calling such an approach a
‘humiliation’. Instead, he took the case
to WTO. Domestically, the Bolsonaro pro-
secution moved ahead without pause.

Internationally, Lula began rallying
BRICS to treat the episode as a test case
for the credibility of  a rules-based sys-
tem. On Thursday, he announced that
Brazil would host a virtual BRICS sum-
mit to discuss response to Trump tariffs.

This confidence isn’t improvised.
Over the past two decades, Brazil has
diversified its trade profile. China now
takes 28% of  its exports, compared
with 12% for the US. Trump tariffs ex-
cluded key sectors like aircraft, energy
and orange juice, limiting their impact
to just over a third of  export value. Eco-
nomists estimate GDP hit at roughly
0.15 percentage points, with 2025 grow-
th forecasts still above 2.3%.

Over the last two decades, India’s ex-
ports to fellow BRICS countries have
increased, and it has signed major FTAs,
signalling a widening of  its commerci-
al base. Yet, India’s trade with its South
Asian neighbours is between 1.7% and
3.8%. This missing regional integra-

tion is not only a lost economic oppor-
tunity but also a lost layer of  strategic
insulation. This is where the rhetoric
of  ‘reformed multilateralism’ must be
matched by coordinated action.

India’s G20 presidency, Indonesia’s
Asean leadership, Brazil’s
stewardship of  BRICS and
‘Voice of  the Global South’
summit have all carri-
ed the banner of  a fair-
er, more representative
order. A rules-based
system can survive
only if  states push
back collectively wh-
en its norms are un-
der assault.

For India, and for
other major actors in
the ‘global south’, the
lesson is not to imita-
te Brazil’s tactics but to internalise the
structural logic behind them. Sovere-
ignty cannot be defended by rhetoric
alone. It must be underpinned by robust
institutions at home and by coalitions
abroad. Brazil’s resort to WTO may se-
em quaint in an era when great powers
increasingly sideline multilateral bodi-
es. But if  the ‘global south’ does not use
these institutions, reform them and
defend them, then who will?

What Lula has made clear is that de-
fending rules-based order is not the
same as defending status quo. The or-
der we inherited was built with asym-

metries, but it remains the
only framework capable
of  constraining raw pow-

erif  all parties insist on us-
ing it. As a country that brid-

ges multiple alignments that are
democratic but independent, it can

help lead an emerging coalition that
treats multilateralism not as a talking
point but as an enabling ecosystem.

India, like Brazil, also faces pressu-
res on its ecological resources that will
test its commitment to sovereignty in
new ways. In a global economy where
farm patents, seed control and biotech
regulation can dictate the fate of  rural
livelihoods, defending biodiversity is
no less strategic than defending mari-
time borders. A rules-based order must
treat genetic resources, environmen-
tal stewardship and traditional know-
ledge as global commons managed by
those who live with them, not as com-
modities to be seized under legal regi-
mes written elsewhere.

The crises in climate, tra-
de and food security are in-
tertwined. If  emerging eco-

nomies do not set their col-
lective norms, they will
find themselves perpetu-

ally reacting to norms
imposed from abroad.

What history will re-
member is not wheth-
er Brazil wins its spe-
cific tariff  dispute, but
whether this moment
catalyses a broader shi-
ftin how emerging eco-
nomies see themselves

in the architecture of  global power. Lu-
la’s defiance shows that it is possible to
resist coercion without turning inward,
that it is possible to resist without re-
jecting the idea of  international rules.

The challenge now is for others —
especially for India — to recognise that
defence of  sovereignty, preservation
of  multilateralism and reform of  global
governance are not separate agendas
any more. They are a single project,
and they will succeed or fail together.

The writer is chair, Institute for Competitive-
ness. Inputs by Meenakshi Ajith

India should join Brazil in its efforts to create a new kind of multilateralism to offset Trump tariffs

Deal with the block

ANANDMURTI GURUMAA

Most people have experienced or-
dinary love in their lives, wheth-
erit is the bond between a mother
and child or the affection shared
between a boyfriend and girlfri-
end. However, this kind of  love
is often physical and self-centred
—it lasts only as long as needs and
demands are met. True and un-
conditional love remains a mys-
tery to most. If  you haven’t tasted
Divine love, even for a moment,
you haven’t truly lived.

People, however, have mostly set-
tled for compromises. Some take
an image or statue and declare,
‘This is Bhagwan.’ Others believe
that God is invisible, living some-
where high in heavens, or that
God is nameless and formless.

Kabir expressed it beautifully.
When you eat a delicious sweet,
you simply relish its sweetness.
But if  someone asks you to descri-
be how it tastes, can you truly ex-
plain it? No, because the taste is
something to be experienced —
it cannot be captured in words.
Kabir says God is the same; He
can only be tasted, not explained.

The Divine resides within you,
as the very essence of  your mind
and consciousness. Yet, your mind
remains ceaselessly occupied with
the world — its objects, relation-
ships, distractions, even dreams
within sleep. Not for a single mo-
ment does the mind rest, and in
this constant wandering, you miss
the chance to realise the Divine.

To experience the Divine, one
must turn the mind inward thro-
ugh yog sadhana. This involves
stopping outward tendencies, still-
ing the mind, exploring its depths
and transcending it to meet the
ever-present Beloved, long hid-
den by the mind’s distractions.

Tasting the
Divine
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Putin and Trump are invited
to take a joint IQ test to prove
who’s the smarter leader.
Q1: If  you have 10 advisers and
fire 7, how many are left?
Putin: 3. But I’ll keep replac-
ing them with loyal oligarchs.
Trump: Zero. I only trust my
gut.
Q2: Define democracy.
Putin: A temporary inconve-
nience before things get truly
under control.
Trump: A ratings system whe-

re I always win.
The test ends.

The examiner
declares a tie.
Putin smirks.
Trump tweets:
IWON BIGLY. IQ
THROUGH THE

ROOF. PUTIN AGREES. SAD!

Joint Memoir
Putin and Trump decide to co-
author a memoir titled ‘New
York Russian Salad’. Putin
writes chapters on espiona-
ge, strategy and judo. Trump
writes chapters on crowd siz-
es, tanning tips and how to
dodge subpoenas.

The manuscript is 800 pages
of  contradictions. Putin’s pro-
se is cold, calculated and poe-
tic. Trump’s is ALL CAPS, rid-
dled with exclamation marks,
and includes doodles of  him-
self  riding a bald eagle.

The book hits shelves. Rus-
sia bans it for being too Ameri-
can. America bans it for being
too Russian. North Korea de-
clares it a sacred text.

Putin shrugs. Trump says,
‘It’s the best book. Better than
the Bible.’

Vlad & Don ka IQ,
Kaun, Kahaan?

LOLLING ON 
SATURDAY

Reverse Vacuity
Of Our Faculty
Apropos ‘Tech-Dependence Days’
by Narayani Ganesh (Aug 15), the
prodigious shift from rote learn-
ing and memory-dependent func-
tioning is intended to relieve the
human brain for creative end-
eavours and innovative efforts.
But it is unfortunate that it has
promoted large-scale lethargy
due to excessive dependence on
machines. Creativity needs a sys-
temic boost and conducive struc-
ture in the absence of  which mat-
ters will continue to languish in
apathy. Our curriculum should
place emphasis on research-ori-
ented activities instead of  un-
due stress on marks. Human in-
sights and ingenuity are still ava-
ilable but the right framework
is essential to convert them into
remarkable inventions and bre-
akthrough achievements.
Rajarao Kumar 
Bengaluru

Chat Room

Lula Against the Storm

Launch of  the electric truck (e-truck)
scheme last month is a much-needed
step forward. For far too long, India’s
conversation around vehicle electrifi-
cation has focused on passenger cars.
Trucks, especially medium- and hea-
vy-duty trucks (MHDTs), have remain-
ed on policy sidelines, despite being
disproportionately responsible for fuel
consumption and harmful emissions.

Trucks make up less than 5% of  In-
dia’s total vehicle fleet. Yet, they acco-
unt for nearly 40% of  on-road fuel con-
sumption, 44% of  transport’s GHG
emission, and about 50% of  particu-
late and NOx emissions. In cities, this
translates into significant air quality
challenges and public health risks,
particularly for communities living
near freight corridors. Electrification
of  the trucking sector is central to both
India’s climate commitments and its
urban health priorities.

India’s logistics costs are around 13%
of  GDP, significantly higher than the
global average. With nearly 70% of  frei-
ght moved by road and fuel being a maj-
or cost driver, e-trucks offer a pathway

to reduce operating costs, enhance effi-
ciency and strengthen energy security.

Arecent International Council on Cle-
an Transportation (ICCT) study sho-
ws that e-trucks emit 17-37% less GHG
than their diesel counterparts, even
with today’s grid mix. When powered
by RE, these emissions can drop by
85-88%. To align with global climate
goals — limiting warming to well bel-
ow 2° C by 2050 and reaching net-zero
emissions by 2070 — India must achi-
eve 100% zero-emission truck (ZET)
sales by mid-century.

GoI’s ̀̀ 500 cr incentive for e-trucks is
astrong signal of  intent that recogni-
ses the strategic importance of  decar-
bonising freight. But to yield long-term
benefits, it must be embedded within
abroader policy framework. Three
areas require urgent focus:
uLong-term electrification road-
mapWhile the e-truck scheme provi-
des a foundation, the sector needs a
long-term roadmap that sets clear time-
lines for phasing out ICE trucks, estab-
lish electrification milestones by vehi-
cle segment (light-duty vs heavy-duty,
urban vs long-haul), and integrate com-
plementary strategies like green hyd-
rogen and battery-swapping.

It should also align with key national
initiatives like National Electric Mobi-
lity Mission Plan, Automotive Missi-
on Plan, and National Logistics Policy,
ensuring coherence across ministries
and stakeholders. Such a roadmap can
provide confidence to manufacturers,

fleet operators, logistics providers and
financiers.
vCharging infraA primary barrier
to e-truck adoption is inadequate ch-
arging infrastructure. Unlike passen-
ger EVs, trucks require high-capacity,
commercial-grade chargers, strategi-
cally located along freight corridors,
logistics parks and depots.

Freight vehicles often follow different
routes than passenger vehicles, even bet-
ween the same origin and destination.
As a result, using existing EV charg-
ing plans designed for cars to support
e-trucks won’t work. Infra planning
must be based on freight movement
data, not merely on land availability.

Acharging blueprint tailored to the
needs of  freight is needed. This invol-
ves identifying high-volume truck rou-
tes and last-mile delivery hubs, analy-
sing telematics data, and prioritising
locations where chargers will be most
used. Policies must also differentiate
between needs of  light-duty e-trucks
used in urban areas and long-haul
heavy-duty trucks that require MW-
scale charging.

GoI must ensure reliable power sup-
ply, grid integration and commercial
viability. State governments, urban
local bodies and private logistics play-
ers will also have a critical role in dep-
loying charging infrastructure at scale.
wSupply-side regulationsIndia
must move toward regulatory mecha-
nisms that institutionalise the trans-
ition to ZETs. One such mechanism is
the introduction of  fuel efficiency (FE)
norms for MHDTs. Bureau of  Energy
Efficiency (BEE) should prioritise dev-
eloping these norms and design them
with a corporate average fuel efficien-
cy (CAFE)-like structure. This would
allow manufacturers of  e-trucks to be-
nefit from averaging, thereby encour-
aging innovation and investment in
cleaner techs.

Another critical step is introduction
of  zero-emission vehicle (ZEV) sales
mandate for trucks, starting with cities
in Delhi-NCR. A ZEV mandate would
require truck manufacturers to sell a
fixed — and increasing — percentage
of  ZETs annually. This model, adopted
in California and other jurisdictions,
ensures long-term market certainty,
levels the playing field and reduces
reliance on subsidies.

Together, these supply-side measur-
es can accelerate the availability and
affordability of  e-trucks, while prom-
oting healthy competition and local
manufacturing.

The writer is former G20 sherpa, GoI

How India Can Keep On e-Truckin’

Amitabh Kant

Not bye-bye, but ’e-llo

The challenge now is for
others, especially India, to
recognise that defence of

sovereignty, preservation of
multilateralism and reform
of global governance are a

single project that will
succeed or fail together

Amit Kapoor

India’s trade with its South Asian
neighbours is only 1.7-3.8%. This
is where the rhetoric of ‘reformed
multilateralism’ must be matched
by coordinated action
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When I meet a millennial for lunch, 
usually I hear tales of  complicated 
romance. Millennials are the last genera-
tion still caught up in l’amour with a 
certain earnestness and sense of  genuine
surprise at their own repeating cycles.

By any standards, 41-year-old B is gorgeous, brilliant,
sweet-natured – and very much committed to having a
good time. Her definition of  a good time is, you could
say, Punjabi by nature. It can include ordering every 
exciting item on the menu and in
fact consuming it, dancing a lot, ai-
ded or not by substances, travelling,
hanging aimlessly with friends, or
being sensually steeped in her own intellectual life. It
definitely involves a series of  amorous adventures,
which are the subject matter of  intent conversations
accompanied by day drinking.

B reported that she matched with a “really cute”
guy, let’s call him A, who was divorced and what’s called
a media professional, deeply invested in investigating
his masculinity via Instagram. What does that mean?
Partly, that he was open to an unconventional woman
and an unconventional relationship. A frolicsome affair
ensued and then it was time for B to leave for work in
another country for some months. B and A decided they
would stay in touch, but they would also not turn down
romantic possibilities that would come their way. So
far, so modern.

A few weeks later A began a flirtation with a young 
colleague and told B about it when they chatted. And a few
weeks later still B went out dancing, and had a memorable
encounter with a curly haired young chap. She told A 
about it and was met with heavy silence. A informed her he
would be out of  touch for a while as he processed his 
emotions, aka watched several videos of  Esther Perel, the
therapist most known for her extensive writings on 
infidelity as not being a relationship deal-breaker.

When B and A met again, B rented a lovely flat for
them, but A arrived in a pall of  gloom, complaining of
light-headedness and scheduled a blood test. He arrived
carrying not flowers, pastries or bubbly wine, but only
his own work-in-progress masculinity. The week was a
bummer. “It was just no fun!” said B. “Every conversation
was either about assessing our relationship, and I was
like, we aren’t in one yet! Or discussing his problems
with his ex-wife, or asking my advice on how to 
settle his mother into Bombay, and of  course his light-
headedness.” A would neither leave nor be there
with any pleasure. 

It’s not very compli-
cated to understand A.
Going by what men 
say publicly about 

reformulating their masculinity,
an important activity seems
to be “getting in touch
with one’s emotions”.
But one can’t help
thinking that for a man
this is about making 
everyone else get in touch
with his emotions. That
you want to be unconven-
tional, but don’t necessarily
want women to be. 

A glance at forums like
Reddit on what Indian men
look for in a woman, turns
up descriptions like this: “I
want an ambitious, funny,
adventurous and loyal woman. As for red flags, common
ones would probably be a promiscuous past, very 
materialistic approach towards life, no accountability
for actions, lack of  sense of  responsibility etc you know,
the basic ones.” 

The deciding line between ambitious and materialistic,
adventurous and promiscuous seems to lie buried deep

in the valley of  those masculine emotions. When one
thinks of  an open-ended relationship, one is usually 
under the impression that only we are keeping the end
open, hence holding the power. To discover it works
both ways is usually the real test for emotions, and so, a
real test of  equality.

B, on the other hand seemed to be relieved and ready
to go off  on a new and exciting adventure, rather than
mourning the demise of  potential romance in a series
of  such demises. Could it be that these romances are 
really a series of  infidelities for B? That B’s real romance

is with herself  and other relationships
are diversions, which merely return
her to her true relationship – that of
self-discovery and adventure? 

A lot of  conversation about this 
modern open-ended love seeks to 

define the category through 
labels like polyamory, which

has its own decorum and
rules to sustain it. Rules

protect us to an extent.
But perhaps there has
always been a category
of  persons who seek
relationships that
proceed not through

the prosaic path of
categories, but wish them
to emerge unspoken, like
poems, rhyming without
stated reason. 

Such people are just
the most old-fashioned and the most new-fashioned of
them all: romantics. Always willing to be surprised by
what amorous adventures might reveal, always willing
to brave disappointment, going around the world looking
for what makes the world go round. The straight line
from A to B will never satisfy them.

The writer is founder, Agents of  Ishq

Open-Ended Love? Why He And She Ever Did Part

Paromita Vohra

To discover that openness works both ways is the real test of equality in such relationships.
Sometimes even men who want to be unconventional want women to be conventional

A thought for today

Janmashtami marks the most sacred
occasion of  the divine appearance
of Krishn, the Supreme Personality
of  Godhead. It naturally raises a

question – how can someone who is
unborn and eternal take birth?

Krishn’s birth is not a result of  his
karm, it is an act of  divine compassion.
Out of  his causeless mercy, he descends
in a personal form at a particular time
and place to reclaim his lost children. He
performs enchanting pastimes, destroys
evil, and brings victory to the righteous.

We do not celebrate Janmashtami
because Krishn needs it. We celebrate for
our own purification and absorption, to
reconnect with Krishn and reawaken
our lost relationship with Him.

Krishn’s parents, Vasudev and Devaki,
were known as Sutapa and Prshni in their
previous life. They performed great

austerities to have Krishn as their son.
Pleased with them, Krishn promised to
appear as their child. But that promise
came with a price. Devaki and Vasudev
were imprisoned by the cruel Kams. One
after another, their six newborn sons were
slaughtered. Only after enduring that
intense grief  did Krishn finally appear.

These six sons symbolically represent
the six impurities in the heart,
namely lust, anger, greed,
arrogance, envy, and illusion.
Only when these obstacles
are removed can Krishn
manifest in our hearts.

We may not face the exact
hardships of  Devaki and
Vasudev, but we can prepare
our hearts in a similar spirit. The heart, at
present, is filled with the misgivings of
anger, jealousy, pride, and selfish desires.
Janmashtami is about preparing our
hearts for Krishn’s arrival by sincerely

was so touched by a gift that was already
hers. She smiled and said, “It is the 
thought that counts.”

In the same way, whatever we have,
whether it is speech, art, music, 
intelligence, or even just a little time,
when offered to Krishn with love, it
pleases him deeply. 

Janmashtami is more than just
dressing like a devotee for a day. For a
sincere seeker, it is a chance to realign
our lives towards Krishn, to make the
heart a welcoming place for him, not
just for one day, but for all days to come.

Let this Janmashtami not pass as
just another date on the calendar. Let us
try to make this Janmashtami special,
not just with decorations and fasting,
but by opening our hearts for Krishn to
reside there forever.

The author is spiritual guru, 
International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness

striving to cleanse our inner space.
When an important guest is expected,

we thoroughly clean our home and make
the best arrangements to ensure they feel
welcomed and pleased. Krishn, who is
supremely pure, is not affected by any
amount of  impurity. In fact, he has the
power to purify even the deepest layers of
sin within our hearts. By taking shelter

of  him and earnestly chanting his
holy name, we can purify our

hearts and make them a worthy
place for Krishn to reside.

Another beautiful way to
celebrate Janmashtami is by
offering a birthday gift to
Krishn. But what can we give
to someone who already owns

everything in creation? I remember as a
child, i once gave my mother a rose from
her own garden on her birthday. She was
moved to tears and expressed heartfelt
gratitude. Curious, i asked her why she

Inviting Krishn In Our Hearts On Janmashtami
Radhanath Swami

Cloudbursts are no longer freak events – flash floods in Kashmir’s
Kishtwar come barely 10 days after a similar extreme weather
event in Uttarakhand’s Dharali. Such sudden, intense 

downpours over a small area have increased in recent years due to
climate change – glofs, flash floods and landslides are the terrible
new normal. But fact is, the damage and losses suffered on ground
are also due to unplanned development in mountainous areas. There

is nothing muddy about the impact of  climate
change, the hydrological system out of  whack
or mountainsides destabilised with construc-
tion activities. One feeds into the other. Dharali
yesterday, Kishtwar today, another one awaits.
It rains in violent bursts, glaciers are melting
faster while aquifers are draining without 
recharge.

The impact is global. Maximum June temperature in Portugal 
breached 46°C. Almost 2,000 have died in Europe’s heatwaves this year.
Wildfires across US through Jan – beyond the fire-season of  dry Aug-Sep
–burned over 1,000 acres of  land, displaced thousands. Meanwhile, it is
business as usual of  reckless construction, carbon trading, gassing on
emissions and drawing sustainability-flavoured pies in the sky in 
corporate boardrooms with almost the same fervour that marks the 
inaction on climate, across govts. It is essential to stop activities that
result in making the impact of  freak weather more severe. The search
&rescue in Dharali and Kishtwar is another sobering reminder – if  we
are not to lurch from one Himalayan crisis to another.

Dharali To Kishtwar To…
Two tragedies within days caused by two extreme
weather events. But will govts change anything?

Two themes stood out in Modi’s I-Day address. Mission Sudarshan
Chakra, he said, will be a powerful platform that will protect
both public places and critical infra, and be operational by

2035. This is evoking comparisons with Israel’s Iron Dome. More 
relevant is the stellar performance of  the Integrated Air Command
and Control System (IACCS) and Akashteer during Op Sindoor. But
air defence is an evolving tech. India faces two issues. First, versatile
and rapidly improving battlefield drones. IACCS and Akashteer need
upgrades for this. Second, we are still using diverse platforms – Indian,

Russian, Israeli, etc. This is less than
ideal. If  Sudarshan Chakra can address
both these concerns, it will be a massive
boost for military self-reliance. 

On GST, Modi promised Indians will
pay a whole lot less for a lot of  stuff  they
buy. Pegging this to Diwali was classic
Modi. From what he said and what 
officials briefed later, the biggest GST
reform since its inception will make it
basically a 2-rate system – 5% and 18% (a

few ‘sin’ goods will be taxed at 40%). That will be a huge improvement
on the current, complicated 5%, 12%, 18% and 28% structure. 
Consumers are likely to benefit from a large number of  consumer
goods moving from the 12% to 5% rate, some from 18% to 5%, and axing
of  the eye-watering 28% rate. Health insurance premiums may 
finally get taxed at a lower rate. That there’ll be procedural 
rationalisation, too, makes this mithai sweeter. And that GOI seems
ready to take a revenue hit initially and bet on higher consumption
to make this up down the line, is welcome reformist spirit. BJP will
hope lower prices will be a vote attractor in poll-bound Bihar, a 
densely populated poor state. But that takes nothing away from the
significance of  what Modi promised.

Chakra & Consumption
PM’s 2 key promises from Red Fort Modi’s Independence Day speech offers

us an opportunity to have a slightly
long-term overview of  the Modi era –
a period that has significantly chang-
ed the contours of  Indian politics.
Although economic self-reliance,

technological development, national security and
patriotism were the core themes of  yesterday’s
address, Modi also underlined some serious 
issues of  contemporary public life, which 
makes this speech analytically relevant. 

More specifically, there were three important
considerations that were invoked rather 
indirectly to provide a context to proposed policy
initiatives: State’s role as a facilitator; nationalism
as a driving force of  politics and finally, the idea
of  transformation.

State as a facilitator | Modi govt inherited a state
that was already committed to a liberalised-
globalised market economy. There has always
been consensus that free market can regulate 
itself, hence there is no need for any outside 
intervention in the economic sphere. The state,
in this framework, is expected to function as a
facilitator in two ways. 

First, it should create infra to expand the
scope of  free market. Second, the state must develop
the capacity of  citizens in such a way that they
can compete in the market-driven economic 
life of  the country. UPA defined this capacity-
building project as inclusiveness. Marginalised
groups – women, dalits, adivasis, Muslims and
so on – were recognised as stakeholders for 
affirmative action policies.

Under Modi, this imagination saw a new
shift. It did not discontinue the established
framework of  sector-driven affirmative action
policies. Instead, it improvised it in a significant
manner. A new category called ‘labharthi’ was
introduced for providing one-time policy benefits to
the most marginalised households.

Modi’s I-Day speech reiterates this point more 
powerfully. The PM Viksit Bharat Rozgar Yojana is a 
good example in this regard. The pitch is that ‘under
this scheme, govt will give `15,000 to the youth…who
gets a job in the private sector. Companies which generate
more opportunities for providing new employment
will also be given incentives’.

This form of  welfarism is based on a premise that

the one-time policy benefits must be
recognised as a kind of  official benevo-

lence by the govt. This is what may be
called a ‘charitable state’. Interestingly,
non-BJP parties have accepted the
charitable state as a model not merely

for policy intervention but also 
as a viable mode to produce 
attractive electoral packages in
opposition-run states.

Nationalism at the centre | It
was obvious for PM to talk
about nationalism in rela-

tion to Operation Sindoor.
Modi invoked the 
importance of  national
security by emphasi-
sing the success of

Made in India driven
technological innovations.

This interesting correlation
between security and 
economic growth is highly
significant.

The reinvention of  
nationalism as the 
dominant narrative of
politics is perhaps the
most striking feature of
the Modi era. It is worth
remembering that it was
the India Against 
Corruption movement
– which eventually 
paved the way for the
creation of  Aam 
Aadmi Party – that
evoked nationalism
as a political resource
just before the 2014

elections. Modi govt not
merely redefined nationa-
lism, but also forced the
entire political class to 
accept it as the most reliable
electoral metaphor.

This unquestionable
acceptance of  nationa-

lism by all political
parties has posed
two serious chal-

lenges. First, how to define nationalism as a moral 
value, especially in the realm of  competitive electoral
politics where it is invoked merely as a political slogan.
Second, how to assert the uniqueness of  Indian nationa-
lism, which makes it an antithesis of  the Euro-centric
imagination of  the nation-state. These crucial and 
fundamentally provocative questions have not yet 
received serious attention so far in our public 
discussions.

Transformation & beyond | Modi’s speech, broadly 
speaking, was straightforward. It was more concerned
about futuristic resolve, such as Viksit Bharat. Yet, 
there was an inherently critical overtone in it. For 
example, Modi talked about a set of  colonial-era archaic
laws, which, in his view, were used to place Indian 
citizens behind bars. His mantra is Reform, Perform,

and Transform.
The idea of  trans-

formation is impor-
tant here. Issues 
always seen as settled
and unquestionable
are being debated as
unresolved public
concerns over the last
few years. Citizenship,
elections, voting list,
Census, national
symbols, official 
rituals and even the
status of  historical
monuments have

emerged as doubtful subjects. The transformation, 
in this sense, must be understood as an official search
for discovering/producing something new and 
unparalleled.

The inauguration of  the new building of  the 
Parliament, construction of  the National War Memorial
next to India Gate, declaration of  Aug 14 as Partition
Horrors Remembrance Day and June 25 as Samvidhan
Hatya Diwas and a proposal to denationalise a group of
ASI-protected Monuments of  National Importance
show that the state is keen to redefine itself. These
changes are not entirely symbolic – they also affect our
collective thinking process, slowly and gradually.

The Modi era, hence, underlines a specific trajectory
of  our political life. It would be interesting to observe
how the changes introduced during this period will 
determine the direction of  our constitutional democracy
in future.

The writer is professor, CSDS
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A
fter reporting from China for
seven years, in 2022 American
journalist Emily Feng found
that her luck had run out.

She would not be allowed back in. For
years officials had been telling her
why she, in particular, should “tell the
China story well”. Because she was
inherently Chinese. Never mind that
she had been born and raised 
elsewhere. She shouldn’t be hanjian,
or race traitor.

How this conception of  Chinese-
ness tyrannises its subjects both inside
the mainland and across the diaspora,
is what her book Let Only Red Flowers
Bloom: Identity and Belonging in Xi
Jinping’s China is about.

In the 1950s, a sweeping Soviet-inspi-
red project sorted China’s population
into 56 officially 
recognised ethnic
groups. Deng reforms
loosened the iron grip
of  this classification
on what job you did
and where. Then came
Xi, fearful that social
splintering would end
the Chinese commu-
nist project like it 
ended USSR. His anti-
dote: Recasting a 
diverse nation into
uniformity.

Feng tells the 
stories of  12 very dif-
ferent individuals to
drive home how tor-
menting it can be
when your country
allows “absolutely no
opportunity or outlets for incorrect
thinking or viewpoints to spread”.

The Chained Woman | In 2022 a 
TikTok video went viral showing a
woman shivering in an earthen shed, a
metal chain tethering her neck to a wall.
One official version said she was the
mother of  eight children, aged 23 to 2.

A book of  photos also came to light.
It documented villages outside 
Guangzhou, where buying and 
chaining women, while forcing them to
bear multiple children, even reselling
them, is common. It suggests, there are

chained women all over China.
Both the initial video and this book

were ‘quieted’ by the authorities. But
many families still keep searching for
the chained woman. She might be the
person they themselves lost years ago,
to traffickers who make hay out of  
draconian reproductive policies.

The Model Minority | Growing up
in Inner Mongolia, Adiya saw few Han
Chinese. The sinification of  subsequent
decades he compares to the feeling of
a frog slowly boiled alive. By middle
school, all-Mongolian PTMs would be
in heavily accented Mandarin. He 
found it surreal: Who were they all
playacting for? When he ditches his
Beijing job to return and teach 
Mongolian language, it was only time 
before they came after him, finding

him to be an agent of
“hostile foreign 
forces”. He had some
luck, though, and
now lives in Canada.

The Diaspora |
Chen Weiming got
out of  China, with a
mission to push 
democracy at home.
As he set up his sculp-
ture park in Califor-
nia, a wealthy Ameri-
can patron, Matthew,
helped him. Its cent-
repiece was CCP 
Virus, about Party
culpability in the 
global pandemic.
When this was bur-
ned down, FBI revea-
led that Matthew was

actually a former Florida prison guard
and part of  a bungled, Chinese state
scheme to arrest Chen’s work. Matthew
had been paid $100,000 and his Long 
Island based Chinese handler $3mn.

The book ends with Chen’s
triumphant opening ceremony for CCP
Virus 2.0 – in the presence of  Feng and
motley others. They had all taken 
different paths to get to that dusty 
Mojave Desert far from China. Yet each
of  them that day was thinking of  China,
the one they had known and the one 
about which they still dreamed.

Being The ‘Wrong’
Kind Of Chinese

Diversity still survives Xi, but it’s getting tougher

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

The word
‘Radhe’ means,
one who gives
the juice of life,
or love. In her
love, Radhe

included Krishn as a part of herself.
They say, there is no Krishn 
without Radhe, not the other way
around. Radhe Krishn or Radheya.

Sacredspace

Sadhguru Jaggi Vasudev
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STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE

New BJP welfarism
reflects what may be
called a ‘charitable
state’. Non-BJP parties
have also accepted 
this model to produce
attractive electoral
packages in
opposition-run states

The big shift under Modi is the state’s desire to redefine itself: creating a charitable govt, entwining national
security with economic growth & a search for a new paradigm via debating issues once considered settled
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The IBC Amendment Bill uses the phrase 
“it is hereby clarified” 17 times. One such 
clarification restores the original trigger for 
initiating corporate insolvency resolution: 
Admission if a default exists, rejection if it 
does not, and no other grounds. This 
undoes Vidarbha Industries (2022) and 
reairms what the Bankruptcy Law 
Reforms Committee, the original notes on 
clauses, and Innoventive Industries (2017) 
had already settled. 

Another restores the original liquida-
tion waterfall by overturning Rainbow 
Papers (2022), which had put government 

dues under the Gujarat Value Added Tax 
Act, 2003, at the same level as secured credi-
tors. The Bill makes it clear that a security 
interest must arise from a contractual 
agreement, not merely by operation of law, 
and that Central and state dues, secured or 
otherwise, rank lower in priority. 

Other clarifications, though not so 
labelled, include the clean slate principle: 
A resolution plan binds all stakeholders, 
extinguishes unpreserved claims, and pro-
tects existing licences and permits for their 
remaining term, curbing post-approval 
demands and litigation. 

The IBC seeks early commencement 
and swift closure of rescues. While it 
imposes strict timelines on market partici-
pants for individual tasks and the overall 
process, it has been less prescriptive for the 
Adjudicating Authority (AA) and appellate 
bodies. The Bill narrows this gap: The AA 
must admit or reject Cirp (corporate insol-
vency resolution process) applications 
within 14 days, and decide withdrawal 
requests, approve or reject resolution 
plans, issue liquidation orders, and pass 

dissolution orders within 30 days, stating 
reasons if these timelines are not met. 

Such provisions for certain tasks exist in 
the Code for the AA but have had little 
impact. Without a matching increase in 
capacity, the AA is unlikely to meet time-
lines, particularly as courts often treat them 
as directory. And with no timelines for 
appellate bodies, delays may persist: Bhu-
shan Steel and Power (2025) took five years 
to clear the Supreme Court.  

These clarifications and timelines, pri-
marily aimed at state agencies, seek to safe-
guard the IBC’s integrity, but risk triggering 
an endless cycle of legislative fixes. Mis-
understandings may be fewer this time, 
given the Bill’s quality drafting and detailed 
notes on clauses, but they will not be elim-
inated. And without consequences for 
non-compliance, for instance, by the AA, 
improved performance is not assured.  

The problem is deeper: Adjudication 
runs through layered hierarchies, each 
revisiting subordinate decisions, even after 
process closure. Ideally, a process should 
attain finality with the AA’s approval; if 

irregularities emerge later, those respon-
sible should face swift civil, regulatory, or 
criminal action. Appeals should address 
points of law, without unsettling the under-
lying transaction. 

The Amendment Bill elevates several 
provisions from regulations into the Code: 
allows a resolution plan to provide for the 
sale of asset(s) of the corporate debtor; 
requires secured creditors realising collat-
eral outside the liquidation estate to con-
tribute to insolvency and liquidation costs, 
and workmen’s dues; prescribes timelines 
for liquidation and voluntary liquidation; 
and provides for deemed authentication of 
information with an Information Utility 
where the debtor does not respond.  

The Bill makes several minor tweaks. 
For example, the look-back period for pref-
erential transactions would span two years 
preceding the initiation date, plus the 14 
days to account for the period between initi-
ation and commencement. It empowers the 
government and the regulator to make sub-
ordinate legislation to carry out the pur-
poses of the Code and establishes a right of 

appeal from the regulator’s orders to the 
National Company Law Appellate Tribunal. 

Beyond incremental changes, the Bill 
makes notable reforms. It empowers the 
insolvency regulator to oversee the con-
duct of the committee of creditors and its 
members, bringing a key actor under regu-
latory scrutiny. It also ends the long-stand-
ing fiction in the liquidation waterfall that 
treats creditors as fully secured regardless 
of collateral value: Security would count 
only to its actual worth, with any shortfall 
ranking as unsecured debt. Together, 
these measures could reshape creditor 
behaviour. The Bill, however, leaves 
untouched the deep disparity between 
financial and operational creditors. In 
January-March 2025, financial creditors 
realised 78 per cent of their claims under 
approved resolution plans, against 10 per 
cent for operational creditors. 

The Bill proposes a creditor-initiated 
insolvency process and empowers the gov-
ernment to prescribe who may initiate it 
and against which corporate debtors. 
Unlike the Cirp, it requires no AA approval 
to commence, and a professional does not 
run the business. Apart from bypassing the 
AA initially, it offers no clear advantage 
over the Cirp. It rather makes initiation dif-

ficult, risks litigation, dilutes the profes-
sional’s role, undermines information 
symmetry, and could trigger a fresh Cirp 
midway, a likely scenario, leading to subop-
timal outcomes. Further, the provision to 
rerun the Cirp after its prescribed period is 
likely to be widely used, risking a prolonged 
process and reduced effectiveness. 

The Bill enables two major reforms that 
would materially change outcomes. For 
group insolvency, it lists the matters to be 
prescribed by rules; for cross-border insol-
vency, it leaves the entire framework to the 
rules, which could override the Code. This 
constitutes excessive delegation, particu-
larly for cross-border insolvency, where 
current geopolitical sensitivities warrant 
embedding the basic framework in the 
statute itself. 

In sum, the Bill is well-intentioned and 
well-drafted, closes several interpreta-
tional and procedural gaps, and reairms 
core IBC principles. By sidestepping deeper 
structural issues and leaning on delegated 
legislation, it may deliver incremental 
improvements where the system needs a 
transformative overhaul.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is former chairperson, Insol-
vency and Bankruptcy Board of India 

Amid the din over electoral mal-
practices, two important events 
earlier this month went almost 
unnoticed. On August 1, the mili-
tary junta in Myanmar 
announced it had lifted the 
emergency imposed in February 
2021 as a precursor to elections to 
be held in December this year; and 
on August 5, Parliament extended 
the President’s rule in Manipur for 
another six months till February 
next year. The two events, seem-
ingly unrelated, combined with 
possible general elections in 
Bangladesh in February 2026, will 
have a profound impact on 
politics in the Northeast. 

It is the world’s worst-kept 
secret that Myanmar is in the grip 
of a ferocious civil war. The military 
has little or no control of the border 
provinces — especially the Shan 
state, which is on the Myanmar-
China border — and the Chin state, 
which touches Manipur and Mizo-
ram. China is extremely proactive 
in politics in the Shan state (and 
indeed in many other parts of 
Myanmar) as an outstanding study 
by scholar Amara Thiha in an 
edited volume about China’s overt 
and opaque role in South Asia, 
recently published by the Centre 
for Social and Economic Progress 
(CSEP), reveals. The strategy is 
simple: By ensuring Myanmar 
remains dependent on Chinese 
economic and military assis-
tance, Beijing indirectly exerts 
pressure on India’s Northeastern 
states, making New Delhi’s 
regional security strategy even 
more complex. 

And in Mizoram, to a lesser 
degree in Nagaland, but especially 
in Manipur, there is an inevitable 
spillover of politics in Myanmar. 

Speaking at the conclusion of 100 
days of the Narendra Modi govern-
ment’s third term last year, Union 
Home Minister Amit Shah said 
publicly that infiltration from 
Myanmar was the root cause of the 
ethnic tensions in Manipur. So, the 
Free Movement Regime (FMR), in 
place since 1968, had been 
scrapped, and of the 1,643-km 
border, 30 km had been fenced to 
prevent people from crossing the 
border illegally from Myanmar to 
India. It is highly unlikely that the 
entire border will have been fenced 
by December 2025, when the polls 
in Myanmar are due. It is estimated 
to be a 10-year project. 

Separatist groups from the 
Northeast continue to have their 
camps and training facilities in 
Myanmar’s northern Sagaing 
Region and find these fetters 
inconvenient. In the southern 
zone contiguous to Manipur, 
some outfits have been effectively 
picked up by the junta against 
resistance groups. But most resis-
tance groups have announced 
that they will boycott the polls 
because they see the election as a 
sham. So a parallel administration 
in areas abutting the Indian 
border will likely continue and 
presents a security threat: Not just 
to Myanmar but also to India. 

Although violent clashes in 
Manipur have come down dra-
matically, especially after Presi-
dent’s rule was imposed, tensions 
between the Hindu Meitei popu-
lation and the Kuki-Zo tribes per-
sist. What is more, clashes 
between the Kuki-Zo and Meitei 
communities in Manipur mirror 
the broader ethnic divisions in 
Myanmar. The Kuki-Zo have clan 
and tribal connections with 

families in Myanmar. So opposi-
tion to fencing is bitter because it 
prevents movement.  In May this 
year, a gunfight broke out 
between rebel groups in Myanmar 
opposing the fencing and Indian 
security forces. Ten rebels were 
killed. An Army statement said 
seven AK-47 rifles, an RPG 
launcher, one M4 rifle, and four 
single-barrel breech-loading 
rifles, ammunition and others 
were recovered following the gun-
fight. This is an arsenal of a pretty 
serious order. 

The more the authority of 
Naypyidaw is undermined, the 
more will be the incidence of such 
standoffs, especially if the Kuki Zo 
in Manipur feel a deeper kinship 
with their clan across the border 
than with India. 

Manipur is a state that has 
seen the maximum spell of Presi-
dent’s Rule. Differences between 
the Meitei and Kuki Zo are not 
new. These differences spill out 
into the open but also find politi-
cal expression. In June this year, 
firing broke out in Imphal when 
volunteers of the Arambai Teng-
gol, a Meitei group, were arrested 
by the National Investigation 
Agency (NIA). It took no time at all 
for the population from the area to 
lay siege to the police station, 
demanding their release. The 
Rajya Sabha MP from the region 
(who is from the Bharatiya Janata 
Party) immediately rushed to the 
Raj Bhavan to protest. 

With so much happening in 
that pocket of the Northeast, more 
political engagement that is seen 
to be bipartisan is essential. What 
remains of 2025 and 2026 prom-
ises to be an eventful period for 
the region.

EYE CULTURE  
kumar abishek 

 
“I am at all events convinced that He 
(God) does not play dice.” 

With that, Albert Einstein voiced 
his unease at inherent randomness at 
the core of quantum mechanics. He 
preferred a universe whose workings 
were hidden but ultimately knowable. 

Randomness resists such comfort. 
We toss coins, shule cards, pick names 
from hats — yet much of it is an illu-
sion. Beneath what we call random lies 
hidden clockwork.  Still, from crypto-
graphy to climate models, the hunt for 
true randomness remains one of 
science’s most urgent quests. 

At its core, randomness is the 
absence of pattern. In theory, it’s 
simple: Flip a coin. In practice, the uni-
verse shows its habits. A coin toss fol-
lows mechanics; with enough data on 
weight, air currents, and force, heads or 
tails could be predicted. Here deter-
ministic, probabilistic, and truly 
random systems diverge.  

Deterministic systems leave 
nothing to chance: Given initial condi-
tions, the outcome is inevitable. A pen-
dulum’s swing, for example. Apparent 
unpredictability often stems from 
ignorance of starting details. 

Probabilistic systems embrace 
uncertainty. They deal in likelihoods, 
not certainties. A die has a one-in-six 
chance of showing each face, but pro-
bability theory can’t tell which will 
appear next. Weather forecasts speak in 
chances because countless variables 
make precise predictions impractical. 

Truly random systems are rarer. 
Here, unpredictability stems not from 

missing data but from the absence of 
underlying determinism. Quantum 
mechanics shattered centuries of clock-
work thinking: Subatomic particles 
behave in ways classical physics cannot 
predict. A photon hitting a beam 
splitter has a 50 per cent chance of 
taking either path, and no hidden 
measurement can reveal the outcome 
in advance. This is not human limita-
tion; it is nature’s rulebook. 

Quantum randomness has real-
world uses. Cryptography depends on 
unpredictability: Encryption keys must 
be impossible to guess. Using deter-
ministic methods, pseudo-random 
number generators (PRNGs) are good 
for games but dangerous for security 
unless seeded with real unpredictabil-
ity. Your secrets are revealed if a PRNG 
can be reverse-engineered. True 
random number generators  take 
advantage of the inherent unpredicta-
bility of quantum events by drawing 
inspiration from natural occurrences 
like radioactive decay. 

Quantum computing pushes this 
further. Quantum key distribution uses 
uncertainty as a security feature: Inter-
cepting a quantum-encrypted message 
disturbs the system, exposing the 
eavesdropper. Future computers will 
not remove randomness but harness it. 

A recent milestone shows this 
potential. In Nature, researchers from 
JPMorganChase, Quantinuum, 
Argonne and Oak Ridge National Lab-
oratories, and the University of Texas at 
Austin reported the first certified-ran-
domness-expansion protocol on a 
quantum computer. Using Random 
Circuit Sampling, they produced more 
randomness than they took as input, 
something classical machines cannot 

do. The digital world’s appetite for ran-
domness is vast.  Randomness powers 
Monte Carlo simulations (computa-
tional algorithms that rely on repeated 
random sampling to obtain numerical 
results) in finance and physics, helps AI 
explore solutions, and keeps online 
gambling theoretically fair. Without it, 
poker shules could be predictable and 
stock simulations skewed. Generating 
and certifying true randomness is hard. 
Humans are poor randomisers — when 
faking coin toss results, we avoid long 
runs and insert patterns unconsciously. 
Computers fare little better: Naive algo-
rithms can produce telltale repetition.  

Einstein resisted a dice-playing 
God, hoping hidden variables underlay 
quantum uncertainty. But decades of 
experiments — notably Bell’s theorem 
tests — have eroded that view. Bell tests 
have consistently found that physical 
systems obey quantum mechanics. 

The stakes are rising. The Internet 
of Things will connect countless 
devices, each encrypting sensitive data. 
Quantum computers threaten existing 
encryption while enabling new quan-
tum-randomness-based schemes. 
Machine learning models rely on ran-
domised processes that can warp if the 
randomness is flawed. Beyond technol-
ogy, randomness seeps into art and 
policy. Artists feed random generators 
into creative tools to produce music 
and literature that surprise even them. 
Economists run randomised trials to 
gauge policy impact. Scientists rando-
mise sampling to avoid bias.  

For all our engineering skill, true 
randomness retains an almost mystical 
quality. In a world of tracking, opti-
misation, and prediction, it reminds us 
that not all things can be tamed. Chaos 
theory shows how deterministic sys-
tems can behave unpredictably; Hei-
senberg’s uncertainty principle ensures 
some truths are forever out of reach.

Trust Dubai to come up with 
such a simple  — yet fabulous — 
idea. A mallathon. What? 

Well, the mallathon is a fun 
and inspiring new initiative 
launched by His Highness 
Sheikh Hamdan bin 
Mohammed to help people in 
Dubai stay active and healthy — 
even during the torrid hot 
summer months. The idea, as 
said earlier, is simple: Turn big 
shopping malls across Dubai 
into safe, indoor walking and 
jogging tracks every morning 
throughout August. It’s free for 
everyone to join, and part of 
Dubai’s bigger goal to build a 
happier, healthier community. 
Whether you’re young or old, a 
fitness fan, or just getting 
started, the Dubai Mallathon 
makes it easy to get moving and 
feel good — one step at a time. 
Currently in full swing, the exer-
cise programme turns some of 
the city’s most famous shopping 
centres into early-morning fit-
ness arenas from 7:00 to 10:00 
am throughout August. 

With summer temperatures 
hovering in the high 40s, some-
times even nudging the 50s, 
even the most dedicated fitness 
enthusiasts usually struggle to 
stay active outdoors. But inside 
the airconditioned interiors of 
participating malls, including 
Dubai Mall, Mall of the Emir-
ates, Dubai Hills Mall and 
more, participants can now 
walk, jog or run comfortably 
before shops up their shutters 
to transact business for the day. 

The Dubai Mallathon is a 
collaborative initiative led by 
the Dubai Sports Council, in 
partnership with Dubai Econ-
omy and Tourism, the Commu-
nity Development Authority, 
and oicially sponsored by the 
UAE Ministry of Defence. The 
mallathon supports key 
national priorities, including 
the Year of Community cam-
paign, Dubai Social Agenda, 
and the Dubai Quality of Life 
Strategy — all aimed at foster-
ing healthier, more connected 
communities across the city. 
And the local community has 
responded with much enthusi-
asm — about 500 enthusiasts 
turn up every morning. Better 
still, the mallathon is fast 
becoming a team-spirit-foster-
ing event for corporations, who 
arrive at dawn in large groups, 
wearing company-themed tees 
and carrying branded sippers! 

A mallathon may be a new 
concept, but the term “mall rat” 
has been part of popular lingo 
since the 1980s. “Mall rat” is a 

slang term, primarily used in 
the US and South Africa, to 
describe a young person who 
frequently spends time in 
shopping malls, often with 
friends, as a social activity. It 
can also imply aimless wander-
ing or loitering. The concept 
centres on the social aspect of 
malls as gathering places for 
young people, particularly ado-
lescents. While not always 
negative, the term sometimes 
suggests that the individual 
spends excessive time in the 
mall without a specific pur-
pose, creating a perception of 
aimlessness or lack of productiv-
ity. The term became more 
widely used in the early 1980s, 
reflecting a shift in social spaces 
and the growing popularity of 
shopping malls as leisure desti-
nations for young people. 

Inspired by the youngsters, 
older cohorts followed. In the 
US and Europe, they started to 
utilise shopping malls as a con-
venient and safe space for exer-
cise during the winter months. 
Malls, after all, provide a tem-
perature-controlled environ-
ment, free from the challenges 
of cold, icy, or snowy conditions 
outdoors. This allowed seniors 
to maintain their physical 
activity levels, improve cardio-
vascular health, and enhance 
joint flexibility in a comfortable 
setting. Malls are easily access-
ible and offer ample parking, 
making them a convenient 
option for seniors. Some malls 
even started opening early spe-

cifically for senior walkers. 
Malls, seniors soon discovered, 
offered opportunities for other 
low-impact exercises like stair 
climbing and the many 
benches around the mall 
afforded easy resting spaces. 
The smooth, even surfaces of 
mall floors also minimised the 
risk of falls for older folks. Last 
but not the least, the malls had 
restrooms, which senior 
citizens found super-useful.  

Back to Dubai. Whatever 
Dubai does, Dubai does with 
style and panache. And tech-
nology. Robotic humanoids 
have been introduced as part of 
the mallathon promotion — 
and they race, and out-race the 
runners adding to the fun  
every morning.  

Every new idea is bound to 
have its share of critics. Of 
course, criticism within Dubai, 
understandably, is muted, but 
there are still voices on social 
media that are expressing dis-
sent. Pure optics, they say. The 
nay-sayers are best ignored. 
The mallathon is a good idea, 
simple in both thought and 
execution. Dubai is really hot in 
summers — and that makes 
any kind of physical or sporting 
activity outdoors practically 
un-doable. The mallathon has 
made life so much better, and 
easier, for fitness-conscious 
locals. It is an idea worth 
applauding, and emulating. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is chairman of 
Rediffusion 

I can begin this with a trick question: If in a war, 
one side lost 13 aircraft to combat and the other 
five, who won? All of the active India-Pakistan wars 
and conflicts have been short, 22 days in 1965 being 
the longest. Operation Sindoor was just over three 
days. Whenever a conclusive outcome like a 
capitulation and mass surrender is missing, 
there’s scope for both sides to claim victory.  

There is clarity in some situations, however. 
We Indians believe we won every war or skirmish, 
but accept that we lost 1962 to China. Similarly, the 
Pakistanis concede defeat in 1971. So which Air 
Force lost how many aircraft to combat in 1971, just 
in the eastern sector? 

The numbers, established, even by rival his-
torians, with tail numbers and pilot names are: 
India 13, Pakistan 5. These are losses in combat, not 
to accidents, or the 11 Sabres the PAF pilots aban-
doned on Day 5 of the war before 
making a daring escape to Burma in 
commandeered civilian transport. 

Which brings us back to that trick 
question. At 13 to 5, the IAF lost about 
three times as many aircraft to combat 
than the PAF in the east. So, who won 
that war? Is that even a question? And 
how did the IAF lose the 13 aircraft? 
Two were lost in air combat (as 5 of 
PAF’s were) and the rest to small arms 
fire from the ground.  

For the IAF, the war didn’t end 
once the PAF was defeated. It 
redoubled ground support to the 
army, to hasten the victory, minimise the army’s 
casualties, whatever the risk. Eleven of the 13 air-
craft were lost to ground fire, flying very low. This 
is the essential difference between the two air 
forces. One is obsessed with defensive air combat 
and self-preservation. The other has an all-out 
aggressive approach as part of the larger national 
effort. The PAF is numbers obsessed, the IAF is 
overall outcome-oriented. 

For the PAF and Pakistani public opinion, how-
ever, all that matters is how many aircraft they shot 
down. The mood is so heady that, while it is the air 
force Pakistanis think “won” them the war, it is the 
army chief who got that ridiculous fifth star. 

This demonstrates the essential doctrinal dif-
ference between the two air forces. The PAF is like 
a super defensive boxer who hangs back, face 
covered with gloves, waiting for the rival to attack 

and land a punch when an opening arises. The 
IAF, on the contrary, has the doctrine of all-out 
strike, willing to take some punches. If the PAF 
believes in risk avoidance, the IAF is a risk-taker. 

India’s Operation Sindoor had three objec-
tives. One, destroy the established and well-
known headquarters of Lashkar-e-Taiba at 
Muridke and Jaish-e-Mohammed at Bahawalpur. 
Second, deter and defend any counterstrike by 
Pakistan. And third, if they persist, demonstrably 
deliver counterforce punishment. All of the three 
boxes, the IAF checked. As several top military 
leaders have stated, there were some losses in the 
first. For the first and the third, it also has high 
definition pictures and local videos as evidence. 

The PAF won’t talk about anything other than 
its claimed air-to-air “successes” in the first 22 
minutes on May 6/7. That’s how the PAF psyche 

has evolved over time. If you’ve been 
watching its briefings, “situational 
awareness” has been its favourite 
buzzword. It will, therefore, go on and 
on about its air-to-air claims. In the 
big picture, it failed to protect any of 
the predetermined IAF targets, 
despite 15 days of warning.  

It never rose in combat to chal-
lenge scores of IAF aircraft that 
launched missiles to hit every PAF 
base, air defence location, and critical 
weapons storage across the entire 
length and breadth of their country 
east of the Indus and some across it. 

The PAF was no longer up for a fight. 
Indian military aviation historians and ana-

lysts Pushpindar Singh Chopra, Ravi Rikhye, 
along with Swiss-Australian expert Peter Stein-
mann, described this unique mindset in great 
detail in their 1991 book Fiza’ya: Psyche of the Pak-
istan Air Force. The PAF, they wrote, has the 
psyche of a lonely David taking on the IAF Gol-
iath. Totally divorced from the big picture and 
that larger, situational awareness, their 
buzzword, I would add. 

The PAF psyche they talk about is of seeing 
their role sharply limited to air-to-air warfare, 
accepting limitations of its size and counting the 
score of rival aircraft shot down as the only deter-
minant of success. And then conserving itself for 
that imagined final phase of the war. This means 
the PAF fights the IAF in one dimension and stays 

on the sidelines of the larger national effort. The 
country can lose the war, but PAF would still claim 
victory because they “shot down more aircraft.” 
The PAF has produced not a scrap of evidence or 
picture after more than three months to back any 
of its claims. Inexcusable when even commercial 
satellites are looking at everything. 

Yet, Pakistan is celebrating victory. Its media, 
mainstream and social, politicians across all 
parties and, of course, serving military leaders 
and veterans are all proclaiming a glorious vic-
tory, some even breathlessly claiming 1971 is 
avenged and awarding themselves promotions, 
medals, and honours. 

There are multiple precedents, history, and a 
psyche to this doctrinal difference. Let’s look at the 
data on our air engagements. In each case, India 
has lost many more aircraft in combat than Pakis-
tan. Briefly, if we compile the list, by now authenti-
cated by historians on both sides with unit, type, 
tail numbers, crew names, location, and crews 
taken POW, the numbers of purely combat losses 
would be India 52 and Pakistan 20 in 1965 and India 
62, Pakistan 37 in 1971. These are purely combat 
losses, shot in the air or destroyed on the ground by 
rival air force. 

September 6 is when they celebrate their sup-
posed victory in 1965 as Defence of Pakistan Day. 
There is a unidimensional PAF element to this 
because they think that day they thwarted 
multiple, determined IAF raids on Sargodha and 
shot down many aircraft. So fanciful is their folk-
lore and so strong is the emotion that many rational 
Pakistanis also ask that if the PAF was so dominant, 
why did Pakistan not win the war? Good question. 

The tough fact is, September 6 was when Pak-
istan lost that war. What they had launched with 
impressive panache as a supposed one-two 
punch — Operations Gibraltar and then Grand 
Slam — to take Kashmir in a blitzkrieg had failed. 
Roles reversed, the cause was lost; it was now a 
war for the defence of Pakistan across the entire 
frontier. Even in the air. That’s why it is called 
Defence of Pakistan Day. 

The 1971 war is better recorded and there’s no 
doubt who won. Can the PAF by itself claim victory 
because it lost fewer aircraft in action? On honest 
reflection, Pakistanis would ask: Had it continued 
going out to fight instead of hanging back in self-
preservation, would it have contributed more to 
the national effort? 

There isn’t one instance of the PAF tilting the 
balance in a battle. If anything, it abandoned both 
its army and navy, reairming the reputation of the 
PAF only fighting for itself, by itself, and mostly in 
its own air space. It is optimised for that limited 
role. This was also the story of Op Sindoor. 

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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shekhar gupta   

IBC Amendment: More clarity, less reform

Politics straddling borders

Truths out of reach

IAF vs PAF: War of doctrines

Heat no excuse at Dubai’s Mallathon

illustration: binay sinha

Now that both the IAF and PAF have made their formal 
claims of having shot down the other’s aircraft in the  
87-hour, predominantly aerial conflagration in May, we  
can ask a larger question: Do such numbers really matter?

YES, BUT...  
sandeep goyal

PLAIN POLITICS  
aditi phadnis
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Sanjay Govil

F
or surgeons of my genera-
tion, the “surgical personal-
ity” is a clearly identifiable 
trait. We could fairly accu-
rately recognise which med-

ical student would specialise in a medical 
versus a surgical discipline. Dr Kathy 
Hughes in her blog Behind the Mask says 
novelist Richard Gordon’s popular crea-
tion, Sir Lancelot Spratt, epitomises the 
stereotypical surgeon, usually male with 
a “testosterone-induced swagger, confi-
dent, brash, charismatic and commanding 
to the point of arrogance”.

“He is volatile, even bullying and abu-
sive. Cuts first, asks questions later, 
because to cut is to cure, and the best 
cure is cold, hard steel. Sometimes 
wrong, but never in doubt. Good with his 
hands, but has no time to explain. Com-
passion and communication are for sis-
sies.” He is also decisive, well-organised 
and hard-working.

A 1991 study by Schwartz and others, 
analysing the personality of medical stu-
dents found that those who were competi-
tive, aggressive and highly confident 
became surgeons. Kevin Dutton in his 
book The Wisdom of Psychopaths (2012) 
found that surgeons are No.5 on the list of 
professions with the highest number of 
psychopaths. It is cold comfort to know 
that CEOs and lawyers score ahead of us.

There are some kinder descriptions of 
surgeons as well. The familiar adage that 
surgeons must have “the eyes of an eagle, 
the heart of a lion and the fingers of a lady” 
is attributed to Aristotle. Another good 
one is that “a surgeon should have a tem-
perate and moderate disposition. He 
should have well-formed hands, long 
slender fingers, a strong body, not 
inclined to tremble and with all his mem-
bers trained to the capable fulfilment of 
the wishes of his mind” (from Chirurgia 
Magna, written in 1296, by Guido Lan-
franchi). Not surprisingly, both these 
quotes are from surgeons themselves.

Every personality is multifaceted and 

complex. We all know surgeons who have 
these traits in varying measures, but the 
stereotype needs to be accurate only some 
of the time for it to become a stereotype. 
So, how did this come to be? Probably 
because physicians looked down on the 
illiterate barber-surgeons of yore. Before 
the discovery of anaesthesia, these traits 
were necessary in order to function. Sur-
gery at that time was often performed for 
infectious conditions like gangrene. It was 
performed in front of an audience with 
strong men holding the patient down, and 
speed was of the essence. No time to think 
or communicate. Mortality was very high. 
Observers often fainted from the ordeal—
a luxury not available to the surgeon.

But times have changed, even from 
when I trained 40 years ago. Although I 
thought poorly of surgeons as a medical 
student, I quickly realised during my 
internship that they were kind, thought-
ful, effective, and went out of their way to 
help their patients, reflecting and agonis-
ing over each decision they had made. 

throwing of instruments are no longer tol-
erated. Today, no patient undergoes sur-
gery without consent, and then after a 
clear and detailed discussion on what the 
operation entails, treatment is delivered 
with kindness and respect. The public 
now has access to information, demands 
quality and does not accept preventable 
complications. The qualities that a sur-
geon needs have changed accordingly.

A 2018 study by Whitaker M., published 
in the Annals of the Royal College of Sur-
geons used a psychological test called the 
Five Factor Model, that breaks down per-
sonality into five key traits—extroversion 
(measured by sociability, a preference for 
company), agreeableness (one’s tendency 
to be compassionate, caring and trustful), 
conscientiousness (self-discipline, sense 
of duty), neuroticism (tendency towards 
negative emotions like anger, anxiety and 
depression, emotional stability) and open-
ness (intellectual curiosity, creativity). 
Surgeons scored significantly higher in all 
but extroversion compared to the general 

population and physicians. Sadly, the 
study also found that surgeons become 
more prone to neuroticism as they age, the 
inverse of the general population. 
Another similar study found that surgeons 
who maintain their empathy and are more 
introverted tend to have better patient 
outcomes.

Surgery, despite being deeply profes-
sionally satisfying, remains a demanding, 
stressful and unpredictable job. The gap 
between success and failure can be 
frighteningly small. Surgeons experience 
tremendous highs and agonising lows. 
Some surgeons cope by numbing their 
emotions, losing empathy and feeling 
emotionally disconnected. This condi-
tion, called compassion fatigue, causes 
them to lose interest in things they used 
to enjoy, and experience increased sad-
ness and anger. 

The term “second victim syndrome” 
has been coined for emotional trauma 
experienced by healthcare professionals 
after an adverse patient event, made worse 
by feeling that their own trauma is illegiti-
mate in comparison to that of the patient 
and patient’s relatives. Most surgeons 
experience anxiety and grief, which leads 
to increased rates of burnout. Under the 
mask of an overconfident and narcissistic 
surgeon may be grief and pain, all the 
more difficult to diagnose because of their 
facade of invulnerability.

A recent study by Shanafet and others 
showed that 58% of surgeons experience 
burnout compared to 28% of working 
individuals in the general population. A 
major contributor is poor work-life bal-
ance, resulting from positive surgical per-
sonality traits like passion, drive and the 
pursuit of excellence morphing into nega-
tive traits of poor delegation, microman-
agement and perfectionism.

Surgeons score about 25% lower than 
the general population in happiness met-
rics. We know that 48% of happiness is 
genetically established, 40% is determined 
by specific isolated events like buying a 
new car or doing a new operation, and 12% 
is derived from family, community, and 
work environment. The hedonistic tread-
mill is a term used to determine how much 
happiness one derives from achieving 
something. For example, as a junior sur-
geon, one might be thrilled repairing a 
hernia, but soon it becomes routine and 
mundane. The surgeon now craves a major 
organ resection or transplant. The tread-
mill keeps getting steeper, so one needs to 
run harder and harder to maintain the 
same level of happiness. Flow happiness, 
or happiness experienced by a highly com-

petent individual working on a complex 
challenge that meets their level of skill 
without overwhelming them, is something 
all surgeons identify with, especially when 
they face a complicated case, have to make 
difficult decisions and experience a satisfy-
ing outcome.

My wife says she now identifies three 
phases of my personality—one, when I am 
waiting for the next challenging case dur-
ing which time I am crabby and cantan-
kerous; two, when I get such a case, then I 
am high and happy; and three, when the 
complex case experiences complications, 
I am sad and thoughtful and completely 
absorbed within myself. And then the 
cycle repeats.

It does appear that the stereotypical 
surgical personality has dulled over time. 
You won’t see Lancelot Spratts in the 
operating theatre anymore. Modern sur-
geons need to be empathetic to their 
patients and kind to themselves. They 
must create an environment in which 
team members are not afraid to speak up 
or offer an opinion, factors that are vital to 
patient safety. 

In today’s world, surgeons need to be 
confident not arrogant, passionate not 
micromanagers, leaders not dictators, and 
have the ability to remain calm even in 
moments of life-threatening catastrophe, 
successfully overcoming the challenge at 
hand. I don’t know how we tread this fine 
line, but I think family, friends and men-
tors help to show the way. An article in The 
American Journal of Surgery (2017) advises 
surgeons to “protect and mature impor-
tant relationships, debrief with trusted 
friends and family after stressful events 
and seek professional help for symptoms 
of depression and anxiety”. Surgeons in 
training at some centres in the US are 
taught relaxation techniques, mindful-
ness and cognitive reframing. The latter 
involves identifying a negative emotion 
and modifying the perspective with which 
one views the thought behind that emo-
tion to reframe it more positively. Debrief-
ing after particularly stressful events like 
the death of a child or an on-table death 
can be useful if done properly.

It’s time for the surgical community to 
reflect on how to help the next generation 
of surgeons remain compassionate, nur-
ture and enjoy relationships, and maintain 
a work environment that promotes pro-
fessional growth for their team members 
and optimises patient safety.

Sanjay Govil is hepatobiliary and liver 
transplant surgeon at Apollo Hospitals, 
Bengaluru.

Revisiting the stereotype of 
the surgeon in the 21st century
Surgeons have to stay 
compassionate while 
maintaining a work 
ethic that optimises 
patient safety with 
empathy and skill

Surgeons score about 25% lower than the general population in happiness metrics. ISTOCKPHOTO

Surgery, despite being deeply 
satisfying, remains a 

demanding, stressful and 
unpredictable job. The gap 

between success and failure 
can be frighteningly small

Aditya Mani Jha 

W
hat is wrong with the “Hindi 
heartland”? Like a lot of Bihari 
professionals living in Delhi, 

Mumbai and Bengaluru, I have often been 
asked variants of this question. A col-
league once used the term “bimaru” (“dis-
eased” in Hindi; BIMARU is the deroga-
tory acronym used to describe Bihar, 
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar 
Pradesh) while asking me why Biharis 
always voted along caste lines.  

The episode reminded me, once again, 
of the extent to which my home state has 
been caricatured in popular imagination, 
a fate that it shares with Uttar Pradesh, 
Uttarakhand, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattis-
garh and Rajasthan, sometimes referred 
to as “the Hindi belt” for clarity. I would  
recommend Ghazala Wahab’s new non-
fiction book, The Hindi Heartland, to such 
people. 

Across 500-odd well-researched, copi-
ously reported pages, she has captured the 
past and present realities of these regions 
with the kind of nuance and attention to 
detail that serious readers deserve.

The book is divided into five sections, 
moving chronologically from the medie-
val past towards the contemporary 
moment. The first two sections are 
unfussy demonstrations of Wahab’s 
methodology. Each begins with a con-
densed history involving the specific con-
text being discussed (the first section is 
divided into chapters like “Society”, 
“Economy”, “Culture”, and so on). 

More often than not, Wahab is on point 

The historian Rana Safvi makes an 
appearance here with a lovely little riff on 
wedding customs, like hiding the groom’s 
shoes and the application of turmeric-san-
dalwood paste. Thanks to popular culture 
we have become accustomed to seeing 
these activities as either Hindu or Muslim 
rituals (depending on our upbringing) but, 
as Safvi points out, these are quintessen-
tial north Indian customs that have noth-
ing to do with any religious rationale. 
Safvi, who had grown up thinking of these 
phenomena as Islamic customs, only real-
ised this after she spent a few years living 
in Saudi Arabia and then in the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE). Similarly, the writer 
and columnist Natasha Badhwar opens up 
about her Hindu father and Muslim 
father-in-law, especially in terms of their 
very similar attitudes towards women in 
the formal workforce. 

Lalu Prasad Yadav’s tenure as Bihar chief minister saw low levels of communal violence.

Truly, they “attached themselves to their 
patient with the last stitch they took”. I 
think that the great majority of modern 
surgeons are of this ilk. Today, preopera-
tive diagnostics ensure every patient goes 
to surgery with an established diagnosis 
and treatment plan, often defined at a 
multidisciplinary meeting. While the sur-
geon remains the captain of the ship, mul-
tiple specialties are involved in patient 
care perioperatively. Rudeness and the 

I especially enjoyed how this section 
ended, with the story of Badhwar bringing 
the patriarchs around to her point of view, 
after “years of gentle persuasion by her, 
overt support by her husband, and covert 
encouragement by her mother-in-law”. 
It’s a powerful reminder of how outlier 

In the handful of places 
where Ghazala Wahab’s book 

falters, it is because the 
interview segments are 

inadequately backed up by 
citations. 

with her choice of history books. While 
discussing the Harappan period, she 
refers extensively to Tony Joseph’s Early 
Indians. In a segment on the influence of 
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), 
we get A.G. Noorani (The Muslims of India) 
and Christophe Jaffrelot on the page. G.N. 
Devy is cited when we are being intro-
duced to the linguistic diversity of the 
region, and Nandini Sundar when we’re 
talking about the influence of the Naxalite 
movement in Jharkhand and Chhattis-
garh. Urvashi Butalia is interviewed about 
her book The Other Side of Silence in the 
segment analysing the impact of Partition 
on the Hindi belt.

These research-heavy, historiographic 
summaries are bookended by interview 
segments—cinematic “cold opens” at the 
beginning and then more in-depth con-
versations that fulfil dual purposes. One, 
the interviews act as a tonal counter-
weight to the “book-smart” parts of the 
text. Two, the interviews often give the 
readers a counter-intuitive, contempo-
rary spin on the research findings, 
reminding them that sociopolitical forces 
keep the Hindi belt in a protean state, 
always on the churn, always evolving. 

The chapter on gender relations is a 
good example of how and why this twin-
pronged research-and-interview strategy 
works. Wahab is diligent and methodical 
while presenting the condensed histories 
of phenomena like sati across north India, 
underlining cases like that of Roop Kan-
war, the teenaged Rajput widow whose 
death in 1987 forced the Central govern-
ment to enact the Sati (Prevention) Act 
later that year. But sati is an evil in the 
rear-view mirror, so to speak, and Wahab 
knows this. She, therefore, rolls out the 
interviews just after this history-led seg-
ment, so the reader understands that the 
current state of gender relations in the 
Hindi belt did not come about in a vac-
uum. This series of wide-ranging conver-
sations with both Hindu and Muslim 
women makes this chapter insightful. 

individualism can trump seemingly insur-
mountable societal influence.

Of course, not every sociopolitical force 
can be worn down by individual interven-
tions, as the chapter on caste reminds us. 
The groundwork for this section lies in 
Wahab correctly locating a key difference 
between the states of Uttar Pradesh and 
Bihar in this context. Whereas UP saw a 
successful era of land redistribution after 
the country gained independence, lead-
ing to dignity and upward mobility for 
Scheduled Caste (SC) communities, the 
upper castes in Bihar did not allow such a 
redistribution to happen. As a conse-
quence, caste hierarchy and class 
remained closely correlated in Bihar, even 
in the 21st century. 
Historically poor com-
munities, for the most 
part, have remained 
poor. As Wahab is 
quick to note, this 
explains both the elect-
oral success of socialist/
communist parties in 
Bihar, and the extra-ju-
dicial appeal of Maoists/
Naxalites. Lalu Prasad 
Yadav’s tenure as chief 
minister of Bihar—much-
maligned in popular cul-
ture and mainstream jour-
nalism—was actually a 
time of unprecedentedly 
low levels of communal 
and caste-related violence. 

In the handful of places where the book 
falters, it is because the interview seg-
ments are inadequately backed up by cita-
tions. For example, at one place, the jour-
nalist Sankarshan Thakur says that bar-
bers in Bihar (ordinarily occupying the 
“untouchable” rung of the caste ladder) 
were given the “Thakur” surname so that 
they could safely touch the faces of their 
upper-caste clients. This is an entertain-
ing story, and a Bihari person would 
accept this without further explanation or 

citation (it’s not uncommon to hear Bihari 
barbers repeating this story) but it would 
have been nice to hear an academic 
address this point directly.

Similarly, Chapter 15, titled The Dance 
of Democracy, features the writer and jour-
nalist Rasheed Kidwai narrating a story 
about how Bhopal came to be the capital 
of Madhya Pradesh. In Kidwai’s telling, 
Jabalpur was locked in as the capital-
to-be, leading to veteran Congress leader 
Seth Govind Das buying up a lot of prop-
erty in the city, in anticipation of future 
gains. Jawaharlal Nehru, enraged at even 
the suggestion of insider profiteering, 
decided to move the capital to Bhopal. 

Once again, cool story, but 
I could not find a history 
book that actually backs 
this up with proof. 

Overall, though, I really 
enjoyed reading The 
Hindi Heartland, not least 
because its ambitions are 
not limited to historiog-
raphy and journalism. 
When it wants to, the 
book also unlocks a 
deeply literary mode, 
without diluting its 
focus. This is a work of 
non-fiction where syn-
cretism is demon-
strated via an Amir 
Khusrau poem with 

both Braj Bhasha and Persian bits, where 
the poet Ramdhari Singh Dinkar’s world 
view is expertly connected to the median 
Bihari take on communal violence, and 
where the berserk linguistic diversity of 
the Hindi belt is shown through a novelis-
tic detour (Rahi Masoom Raza’s Topi 
Shukla). I can visualise this book becom-
ing a staple at educational institutions and 
libraries in the country. The few missteps 
can be ironed out in future editions.

Aditya Mani Jha is a writer based in 
Delhi.

Looking into the ‘diseased’ heart of the Hindi belt
Ghazala Wahab’s new 
book captures the past 
and present realities of 
the region with nuance 
and attention to detail
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O
n August 11, the central government im-
plored India’s seafood industry, that pro-
vides livelihoods to about 28 million peo-

ple, to “bravely face” the U.S.’s tari�s of 25% that
kicked in on August 7 and which could be raised
to 50% on August 27, contingent upon the out-
come of trade negotiations. On Wednesday, high-
ly placed sources in the Commerce and Finance
Ministries told The Hindu that the government is
exploring “tweaking” the Export Promotion Mis-
sion (EPM), that was announced in the 2025 Un-
ion Budget, with an outlay of ₹2,250 crore for the
current �scal year. The EPM, a multi-Ministry
project to drive access to cheaper export credit,
overcome non-trade barriers and insure pay-
ments from overseas buyers, focuses on India’s
micro, small and medium enterprises (MSME).
Initially meant to be driven by the Ministries of
Commerce, MSME and Finance, discussions are
on to include the Textiles and Fisheries Minis-
tries. These two industries, which collectively
support about 135 million Indians, form among
the largest segment of MSMEs that are likely to
face the most impact due to the sanctions. The
U.S. typically accounts for roughly a third of In-
dia’s apparel and seafood exports annually. 

The government’s imploration to also diversify
into other markets is a tacit admission that the Bi-
lateral Trade Agreement negotiations with the
U.S. are deadlocked, and that the personal equa-
tions between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
U.S President Donald Trump have not translated
into a win for either side. Bilateral relations have
arguably hit a level lower than during the Cold
War, as the two nations were not as enmeshed as
they are now, economically, culturally and milita-
rily. Trade and service routes and supply chains
take decades to build and undoing them over-
night is not possible. This has been clear from the
European Union’s reliance on Russian oil and the
global dependence on rare earth elements from
China. While consultations have been ongoing
between the government and MSME sector stake-
holders ever since Mr. Trump announced “reci-
procal tari�s” in April, there is a chorus now for
drastic governmental intervention to safeguard
the backbone of the economy — it contributes
nearly half (45.79% in FY25) of goods exports and
employs over 28 crore people. The �sheries sec-
tor has sought a 240-day moratorium on pre- and
post-shipment credit repayment, while the tex-
tiles, apparel and gem and jewellery sectors want
interest subvention. The government has, howev-
er, ruled out direct subsidies. But unprecedented
challenges require novel responses. The govern-
ment must include in its arsenal a drastic refash-
ioning of near-term trade ties with neighbours, in
particular, China, which it had ignored in the
hope that the assiduous cultivation of ties with
Washington would pay o�. 

A paradigm shift  
India needs to think anew on its trade

relations and strategies  

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s 12th con-
secutive Independence Day address from
the Red Fort was notable not only for

highlighting national security and self-reliance
but also for laying stress on a communally co-
loured demographic threat to the country. While
showering praise on the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh, Mr. Modi repeated its refrain by saying
that the seeds of a new crisis were being sown.
The launch of a High-Powered Demography Mis-
sion, to address what he described as “a deliber-
ate conspiracy” to alter the demography of the
country, is little more than a thinly disguised ef-
fort to polarise the country on religious lines by
pointing to the di�erent rates of growth in popu-
lation among di�erent communities and to the
“in�ltration” of undocumented migrants from
the neighbouring countries. However, the speech
also dwelt on substantive issues with a consider-
able focus on self-reliance in all �elds including
the economy, defence and technology, and youth
empowerment. Mr. Modi also presented an ac-
count of the developments in India’s national se-
curity and developmental landscape in the last
year, and previewed what to anticipate ahead. 

Mr. Modi lauded the armed forces for Opera-
tion Sindoor, which, he said, showcased the ef-
fectiveness of India’s defence capabilities and in-
digenous weaponry. He also used the occasion to
warn India’s adversaries, particularly Pakistan,
underscoring the policy of zero tolerance toward
terrorism and cross-border attacks. Recent suc-
cesses in the combat against the Maoist insurgen-
cy also found a mention. As in a plan announced
by Mr. Modi, Mission Sudarshan Chakra, a fully
indigenous defence system, will be developed
and deployed by 2035. The details were scarce,
but he described it as “a powerful weapon sys-
tem” which “will not only neutralise the enemy’s
attack but will also hit back at the enemy many
times more”. Speaking amid rapid changes in
global power equations, Mr. Modi’s Indepen-
dence Day message was also aimed at the United
States, which has announced tari�s as high as
50% on many Indian products. While promising
to focus on revving up the domestic economy,
Mr. Modi showed an awareness of the challenges
that the Indian economy is facing. The next gen-
eration GST reforms would be rolled out by Dee-
pavali 2025, which would reduce the tax burden
on core goods and services and boost business.
On the one hand, Mr. Modi is trying to cultivate
his ideological ecosystem while on the other, he
is trying to tackle the material challenges facing
the nation. The success of one, however, can only
come at the cost of the other.

Figure of speech 
The Prime Minister held out assurances

even while feeding apprehension  

A
cross history, making predictions has
been a hazardous task. Nevertheless,
leaders of all types continue to make
predictions, only a few of which turn

out to be true. In today’s world, where Arti�cial
Intelligence (AI) is leading to more uncertainty,
making predictions has become still more
hazardous. For most of history, the safest
prediction has been that things will continue to
be much as they are. Political leaders should heed
this.

A case of contrasts
A concern across the world is that a quarter of
century after the September 11, 2001 attack on
the Twin Towers in New York, the threat of
terrorism, far from receding or abating, still
remains alive. Many instances of ‘copycat killings’
continue to take place. There has also been a
spurt in Islamic State (IS)- inspired vehicle
rammings of late, the most publicised case being
the one which took place in New Orleans, U.S. on
January 1 this year. Well before the New Orleans
attack, the IS had orchestrated and inspired
several other attacks of a similar nature across
Europe. Counter-terrorism experts believe that
Jihadist groups were only beginning to intensify
their terror attacks in several countries. Online
campaigns were, meanwhile, inciting more ‘lone
wolf’ attacks. Alongside this, anti-Israel protests
in many parts of the world, seemed to provide
more grist to IS and al -Qaeda-sponsored terror
campaigns.

Doomsday predictions that tomorrow’s
terrorists will be even involved in more
sanguinary campaigns than earlier ones are
emerging. This is thanks to the advent of AI. The
warnings are that AI-enabled terrorists, together
with terrorists, are gaining access to ‘bio
weapons’, which could lead to the killing of
thousands. Another given prediction is that
misaligned AI could break free of all human
control to unleash unthinkable harm on society
and the world at large.

The scenario above is, however, very di�erent
from what is being seen in India of late, which
features a declining curve in militancy, at least of
ideologically-oriented terrorism. The accepted
wisdom is that the current declining curve of
Naxalite or Maoist violence heralds an end to
ideological terrorism in the country. A normally
taciturn Union Home Minister himself indicated
that the end of Naxalism is near, and that
mid-2026 would mark the �nal demise of Naxalite
violence. If so, it would spell the end of what was
once perceived to be a vibrant,
ideologically-driven, militant movement which,
in its heyday, had captured the imagination of
youth and intellectuals, and also energised what
philosopher Frantz Fanon had referred to as the
‘wretched of the earth’, viz., tribals in the deepest
forests and the ‘urban poor’ in the cities. Till now,
however, what had been witnessed were several
‘false dawns’ (as for instance towards the end of
1970s and at least twice thereafter prior to the

end of 20th century). The elimination of Naxalite
violence had, however, never been o�cially
pronounced till date.

The revolutionary fervour seemed to
evaporate all too soon. Even while revolutionary
leaders such as Charu Mazumdar, Kanu Sanyal,
Satyanarayan Singh, and Kondapalli
Seetharamaiah were being extolled, the
movement had slowly started losing much of its
sheen, degenerating into mindless violence —
initially in the urban areas, but soon thereafter
even in the interior jungles of the country. A once
integrated revolutionary movement soon split
into separate regional entities, though the
Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist)
remained for quite some time, the leading light of
the movement. An all-India fervour was markedly
absent, and the movement became centered
around the hilly and forested regions of central
India, especially in States such as Andhra
Pradesh, Maharashtra and Chhattisgarh.

The promise of a ‘Spring Thunder Over India’
in the early 1960s, had, no doubt, attracted some
of the best and the brightest of the generation at
the time, who were �red by a revolutionary zeal
(following the successful revolutions in China and
other parts of the world, including South
America). The heroes of the time were
revolutionaries such as China’s Chairman Mao,
Vietnam’s Ho Chi Minh, and South America’s Che
Guevara and the like. Even as Charu Mazumdar of
Bengal was being hailed as ‘the new Messiah’, the
resounding slogan was ‘China’s Chairman is our
Chairman’. Yet, the early promise has begun to
be dispelled.

The campaign against Naxalism
Beginning in 2024, and under directions from the
Union Home Minister, a sustained o�ensive was
launched against militant Naxalite groups in
di�erent States. The data on Naxalites killed in
encounters vary, but it is generally accepted that
a few thousands were eliminated. Police chiefs in
the worst Naxalite-a�ected areas have provided
their own counts of the numbers of Naxalites
eliminated or killed. But perhaps, the most
authentic �gure on the numbers could be found
in a booklet released by the once banned CPI
(Maoist), which admitted that during the past
year alone, 357 Naxalites had been killed in
encounters with security forces across the
country. Among the killed, according to this
report, more than a third belonged to the
women’s cadre.

The epicentre of violence was the
Dandakaranya region which spans parts of Bastar
district in Chhattisgarh, Gadchiroli in
Maharashtra and several areas of Odisha and
Andhra Pradesh. The shrinkage of territory was
compounded by internal bickerings and a series
of leadership crises since the removal of M.
Lakshman Rao alias Ganapathi in 2018.

On the surface, the war on Naxalism might
seem to parallel United States President Donald
Trump’s ‘war on terror’, launched soon after he

took over as President for a second term. Yet,
there are marked di�erences. The U.S. President’s
o�ensive was launched not so much against
ideologically inspired militants or terrorists, but
against those elements who did not believe in any
ideology other than that of attacking the ‘great
Satan’. The o�ensive launched by the U.S. was,
hence, markedly di�erent from that employed in
India, where Naxalites lived and identi�ed closely
with villagers and their ilk. The use of brute force
was not seen till recently as the answer, except in
exceptional circumstances. To compare the U.S.
President’s attacks against Jihadists in Somalia
and Yemen — based on the logic that Jihadist
groups were plotting against the U.S. — with the
tactics employed by the Indian security forces
against Naxalites would, hence, be an error.
There were, and still exist, many checks and
balances in the Indian context on the use of
deadly force, even against adversaries who
believe in overthrowing the established order
through violence.

The campaign against Naxalites and Naxalite
violence, has, by and large, been conducted
along certain well-de�ned lines. Preventing
revolutionary groups, however high-minded they
may proclaim to be, and irrespective of the
grievances they have, from disturbing the
established order has, however, been the set
objective of whichever government
has/governments have been in power in Delhi or
in the States. Admittedly, the original Naxalites
were �lled with revolutionary fervour and were
intent on putting in place a more democratic
order. However, having failed to achieve their
objective, they soon began to resort to
indiscriminate violence. Having said this, it is also
true that even while they resorted to
indiscriminate violence, most groups retained a
veneer of ideology.

A new term
The distinction is important and vital. Currently,
the misuse of the term ‘urban naxals’ has given a
distorted view of the original Naxalite movement.
The origin of the ‘Spring Thunder Over India’
initiated in the late 1960s, was based on certain
principles, however misdirected these might have
been. The Marxist-Leninist Movement also had a
well-de�ned structure and a robust philosophy.
While not denigrating today’s ‘urban naxals’, the
latter seem, at least for the present, to be a
loose-knit group of intellectuals who are opposed
to the actions of the administration and the
government on several policy aspects. Today’s
‘urban naxals’ have little in common with the
original Naxalites.

Wrong classi�cation could and would have
unintended consequences. Inability to identify,
comprehend and implement policies to address
such matters can again magnify the risk they
pose. Better understanding of the factors
involved is needed to avoid incurring high latent
costs. It is vital to avoid blind spots that arise due
to cognitive bias or short-sightedness.

The politics of insurgency, the decline of Naxalism 

M.K. Narayanan
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Security Adviser, 
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Doomsday
predictions
about
tomorrow’s
global terrorists
are very
di�erent from
what is being
seen in India of
late — a
declining curve
in militancy, or
ideologically-
oriented
terrorism

I
ndia’s digital trade compact with the United
Kingdom breaks new ground. Chapter 12 of
the India-U.K. Comprehensive Economic and

Trade Agreement (CETA) sets out a bargain that
trades some oversight tools for access, credibility
and scale. The trade-o� has sparked a policy
debate. Supporters call it a strategic step into the
global digital economy. Critics call it a retreat
from digital sovereignty. Such agreements rarely
produce winner-take-all outcomes. They usually
end in negotiated compromises. On balance, the
gains look real, but they signal a need for guard
rails that keep pace with evolving risks.

The digital wins
The digital wins are clear. The agreement
recognises electronic signatures and contracts
and commits both sides to work towards mutual
recognition. That trims paperwork for
software-as-a-service �rms and also lowers
barriers for small and medium enterprises.
Paperless trade and electronic invoicing make
cross-border documentation and payments
easier. And policy continuity on zero customs
duties for electronic transmissions protects a
software export pipeline that the Commerce
Ministry estimates at $30 billion a year.

Cooperation on data innovation can help too.
The text encourages pilot projects that use
regulatory sandboxes where required. That gives
payments and other data-driven �rms a way to
test and scale tools under supervision, which
builds credibility abroad. Beyond the digital
chapter, the broader India-U.K. deal is expected
to improve day-to-day commerce. Industry
expects that as the agreement is implemented,
close to 99% of Indian merchandise exports could
enter the U.K. duty-free, with textile tari�s falling
sharply, including from 12% to zero on key lines,
increasing growth prospects in textile export
hubs such as Tiruppur (Tamil Nadu) and

Ludhiana (Punjab). Analysts also point to more
doors opening in British public procurement for
Indian IT suppliers. Employers say social-security
waivers for short assignments could cut payroll
costs by roughly one-�fth. These moves promise
a wider and more predictable trade corridor.

The digital costs
Nevertheless, the possible digital costs deserve
attention. Critics have contended that India has
stepped back from source-code checks as a
default regulatory tool, as there is a ban on
code-inspection under the agreement. Regulators
can demand access on a case-by-case basis, tied
to an investigation or a court process.

Government procurement is excluded from
the scope of digital trade. Hence any access to
source code in products procured by government
is not restricted. While the agreement aims to
enhance business trust, it does not sacri�ce
essential interests. A general security exception
exists. It preserves national supervision of power
grids, or payment systems and other critical
infrastructure, even if privately owned. The
restriction is only of good governance, ensuring
that action is not taken in a manner which would
constitute a disguised restriction on trade. Should
additional reassurance be required, a practical
step could be to accredit trusted labs for
reviewing sensitive code, under tight safeguards.

On government data, the posture is voluntary.
There is no legally binding commitment. India
decides what to publish and in what form. When
it does open a dataset, it should be
machine-readable and easy to reuse. This is not a
blank cheque for anyone to demand access. India
could also seek clear audit trails for cross-border
data intermediaries so that accountability follows
the data. 

There is no “automatic MFN (most favoured
nation)” for cross-border data �ows. Instead, the

agreement creates a forward review mechanism.
If one side later signs a trade pact with tougher
data rules, the two sides consult on whether to
extend equivalent terms. There is a promise to
talk; not an autopilot extension.

A formal review is stipulated within �ve years.
As multiple versions of ChatGPT in under three
years show that AI is developing rapidly, future
pacts should have a review every three years to
align rules with risks.

Aligning with modern trade norms marks a
departure from past Indian practice, but this
makes sense for a country that is seeking a larger
role in the global digital economy. It re�ects
India’s shift from trade scepticism to strategic
engagement.

Domestic foundations usually anchor external
commitments. The Digital Personal Data
Protection Act of 2023 still needs noti�cation of
�nal rules. For future trade texts to build on that
framework, the rules need to institutionalise
open consultations before deals are closed so that
inputs are sought and concerns surface early and
can be addressed in time.

Steps to take
Digital treaties decide what governments can
regulate, what companies can expect, and what
citizens can protect. Chapter 12 of the India-U.K.
agreement is a milestone in terms of a �rst step.
In future, India should integrate market-openness
with regulatory oversight. It could accredit
trusted labs to review sensitive code under strict
safeguards and also mandate audit trails for
cross-border data �ows. It could also
institutionalise broad-based pre-negotiation
consultations and schedule regular three-year
reviews of digital treaties. Together, these steps
show that sovereignty and global engagement
need not pull in opposite directions but, instead,
can power the modern Indian economy.

Balancing code and commerce in U.K. trade compact 
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Stray dog control
A statement made by an
animal rights activist, that
rabies is a ‘halki beemari
(mild illness’), is outrageous.
Rabies is a lethal virus with
100% mortality. Such a
statement reflects an
indefensibly callous
attitude, which ignores the
danger that aggressive
street dogs pose to working

Thittam’ and is meant for
senior citizens — they
should have their cards and
containers ready. With this
step, the mobile delivery of
rations would be much
easier for government sta�.

Mini Krishnan,
Chennai

area called me to say that
they were at my gate. They
were from the women’s
co-operative stores.
Everything was executed
smoothly but the women
looked exhausted and were
struggling with poor wi-fi
connectivity. If senior
citizens are to benefit from
this scheme — it is called
the ‘Thaayumanavar

both injections must be
administered within 24
hours of a dog bite.
Aarti Sethi,

New Delhi

Doorstep ration delivery
I was pleasantly surprised
when the two women who
usually handle the sale of
ration items in the
government shop in my

Birth Control rules. The
Municipal Corporation
should partner with welfare
organisations to sterilise
and vaccinate dogs. The
Public Health Department
should ensure that all
hospitals and mohalla
clinics have stocks of rabies
and tetanus vaccines. It
should also run an
awareness campaign that

people, and who cannot
sequester themselves in
their houses like the elite.
However, the Supreme
Court of India’s directive
that all dogs in Delhi must
be captured within eight
weeks is unfeasible and
inhumane. The scientific
method to control the
canine population is by
implementing the Animal
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GROUND ZERO

B
efore August 5, when the �rst rays of
the sun hit the houses of Dharali, a vil-
lage situated 2,700 metres above sea
level in the Himalayas, the sounds of

conch shells and temple bells would �ll the air.
Hundreds of pilgrims travelling to the Gango-

tri temple — one of the Char Dhams, among the
most sacred pilgrimage circuits in northern India
with four holy destinations — would stop at Dha-
rali to rest, sip tea, and take in the breathtaking
views of snow-capped mountains.

On the afternoon of August 5, a deluge of rain
led to a landslide. The Kheer Gad stream, which
�ows through the village, swelled up with debris.
Within seconds, the �oodwaters swallowed the
multi-storey hotels and homestays o�ering river
views. A blanket of sludge, piled as high as 30-40
m, now covers the village, which had a popula-
tion of less than 1,000 and also a high �oating
population of tourists. The rumbling noises of
earth movers and the thud of spades striking the
ground reverberate through the air. There is only
devastation as far as the eye can see.

Since the tragedy hit Dharali, the Uttarakhand
government has been able to recover only one
body. Sixty-nine people remain missing, includ-
ing nine Army personnel and 25 Nepali workers.
Rescue teams have airlifted around 1,400 people

by chopper from the �ood-hit site. The go-
vernment said in a statement that around

150 hotels and homestays, several other esta-
blishments, and apple orchards have been des-
troyed. The State government has formed a
three-member team to rehabilitate the residents
of Dharali, the latest site to be a�ected by rain,
landslides, and �oods in the fragile Himalayan
region.

Swept away

Rescue teams say it is next to impossible to re-
trieve the bodies buried under the mountains of
sludge, but they nevertheless persist. A team of
the State Disaster Response Force (SDRF) holds
thermal imaging cameras, which detect body
heat, and walks through what was once a three-
storey hotel. After searching for several minutes,
they conclude that there are no signs of life. They
proceed to the next location.

Lekhraj Singh’s heart sinks when the team
moves on. A labourer from the Bijnore district of
neighbouring Uttar Pradesh, Lekhraj had come
to Dharali to �nd his son, Yogesh, who had been
working at a construction site in the village since
May. “My wife and daughters have stopped eating
since they heard of the disaster. Yogesh’s phone
is silent and he has been untraceable since then. I
want my son back,” Lekhraj says.

Pressing his palms together in prayer and look-
ing at the mountains, he shouts as loud as he can:
“Yogesh, are you there?”

O�cials ask him to sit in a chopper so that he
can be dropped at Uttarkashi town, about 70 ki-
lometres away. Tears stream down Lekhraj’s
cheeks. “Bhala ho sarkar ka jo hume do din se roz
yaha laati hai helicopter me taki hum apne bacche

ko khoj sakein (I am grateful to the government
for bringing me for the last two days by chopper
here so I can look for my son),” Lekhraj says, as
he picks up a mud-covered jute bag carrying two
sets of clothes, warmers, and a postcard-sized
picture of his son.

Kali Devi, a construction worker, had gone to
the market when the �oodwaters hit Dharali. She
says her son had dialled her husband when the
disaster hit the village. In a video that went viral
on social media, a dazed Kali says, “All he could
say is that he won’t survive. Since then, his
phone is not reachable.” She has been running
from pillar to post to �nd her husband, her three
sons, daughter-in-law, and two grandchildren.

Some people have lost their kin and some
have lost their land in the tragedy, but Jai Bhag-
wan Panwar has lost nearly everything he had.
The waters swept away his nephew, Akash Pan-
war, in front of his eyes. His two-storey hotel is
nowhere to be seen. His apple orchards have
been washed away.

Jai was attending an annual fair, the Hardu Me-
la, organised for the Hindu god Someshwar, on
the outskirts of the village, when he heard the
thundering noise of the waters from the Kheer
Gad crashing into the village.

“The priest was all set to perform the aarti
when we heard the noise. People started running
and shouting for help. I made frantic calls to my
nephew and to workers at my hotel, but I
couldn’t reach anyone. A girl from Rajasthan was
the only guest at my hotel at that moment. She is
also missing along with the others,” he says. Jai
performed the last rites of Akash at his house in

Uttarkhasi’s Barethi village.
Sanjay Panwar lost his entire life’s savings in

the �oods. He has no idea how is going to repay a
loan that he had borrowed from a bank to open
an apple drying plant.

“It would have been better if I had died,” San-
jay says. “At least my family would have got some
compensation from the government to start life
afresh.”

Living in trauma

Villagers say that the �oodwaters hit the village
again and again, from 1:45 p.m. to 5 p.m., leaving
them traumatised. People with complaints of an-
xiety and sleeplessness have started making a
beeline for the temporary health check-up posts
that have been set up by the government.

“The locals say whenever they close their
eyes, they feel they are drowning. The trauma is
not letting them rest,” says Dr. Meghna Aswal,
who was on duty at a health post till August 12.

Dr. Aswal found that several pregnant women
were depressed thinking of delivery and child-
care in the village. She prepared a list of 12 wo-
men whose delivery dates were approaching.
The women were airlifted to Uttarkashi.

Among them is Radhika Sai, 21, from Nepal,
who is nine months pregnant. Radhika worked at
an apple orchard in Dharali with her husband Go-
pal Sai. On the day of the tragedy, she was sitting
in her room somewhere up in the hills.

Radhika had planned to go to Nepal for her de-
livery, but she is now in Uttarkashi with no female
family member around. She has developed a skin
infection due the dampness. With no undergar-
ments left, Radhika has tied a red stole around
her body to support her heavy breasts. She walks
around in a daze and with a limp. Her husband
Gopal, who is left with only a few hundred ru-
pees, is struggling to �nd a way to earn some mo-
ney to a�ord childcare.

Back to square one

The water in the Kheer Gad stream has not just
destroyed Dharali, but also the Army camp in
Harshil, another Himalayan village next to it. O�-
cials say the continuous and heavy water �ow
from Kheer Gad has led to the formation of an ar-
ti�cial lake in Harshil.

Arpan Yaduvanshi, chief of the Uttarakhand
SDRF, says 120 Army personnel are working day
and night to rescue people at Dharali along with
100 personnel from the National Disaster Res-
ponse Force, 75 from the SDRF, and 70 from the

Indo Tibetan Border Police (ITBP). The rescue
teams, who have divided the spot into three
zones, have deployed tools such as ground pene-
trating radars, victim locating cameras, and ther-
mal imaging cameras to locate survivors. Dog
squads, engineering and medical sta�, and scien-
tists and geologists are also at the spot.

Arpan says the biggest challenge in the rescue
operation is the water. “It continues to �ow be-
neath the debris. This poses serious risks for the
rescue teams. This is also one of the reasons why
we are unable to use heavy digging and excava-
tion machines at the spot — their vibrations are
too high to be used in this fragile area.”

Weather changes have also added to their
woes. “Every day, we work for several hours to
clear the sludge. Then it rains and everything
goes back to being what it was. We keep coming
back to square one,” explains Arpan. The rains
are also hampering helicopter services, leaving
the rescue teams with scanty petrol, ration, and
equipment for digging, he adds.

The rescue teams are not just struggling in
Dharali, but also across the hill in Uttarkashi. In-
cidents of landslides, and roads getting washed
away due to incessant rains, are being reported
from multiple spots every day since August 5.

A bridge connecting Dharali and Mukhba,
another neighbouring village, has been declared
un�t for use by the Army. As a landslide washed
away a major portion of the road that connects
Gangnani village to Dharali, people now have to
trek 12-15 km to reach Dharali by road. Another
landslide near Dabrani village halted vehicular
movement from Uttarkashi for hours. During
road construction near Dharali, an excavator top-
pled into the river with its driver inside. The driv-
er remains missing.

Amid the strenuous rescue e�orts, helicopter
pilots make multiple sorties every day, to pick up
and drop people from Dharali to the Matli and
Chilyanisaur helipads. There are 17 choppers in-
volved in rescue e�orts in the region at the mo-
ment — �ve from the Indian Air Force, nine from
the Uttarakhand Civil Aviation Development
Authority, and three from the Army.

At the Matli village helipad, every time a chop-
per lands, SDRF and ITBP personnel, along with
doctors, rush towards it to ensure that those dis-
embarking are �ne. The helicopters are �lled
with rations, bedding, and other essentials,
which are distributed across the villages sur-
rounding Dharali. The choppers also airlift criti-
cal and injured people to higher centres in Rishi-
kesh and Dehradun.

The built-up area

Environmentalists believe that ‘extremely heavy
rains’ up in the hills caused a landslide and �ood-
ing from the Kheer Gad. In their letter to the Envi-
ronment Ministry after the Dharali disaster, Na-
vin Juyal, a geologist, and Hemant Dhyani,
convenor of the Ganga Ahwan Movement, wrote
that there has been an in�ux of tourists in the up-
per Ganga catchment in recent years. To meet
this demand, people have been constructing new
hotels and home stays in the hills in de�ance of
all rules, they said. Both Navin and Hemant
served as members of the expert body appointed
by the Supreme Court after the 2013 Kedarnath
disaster as well as the 2019 High-Powered Com-
mittee on the Char Dham road widening project.

“Dharali and similar settlements along the
Gangotri highway are built on the debris �ow or
alluvial fan deposit. In the upper reaches, say
above 2,500 metres, the streams are fed by the
cirque glaciers or ice packs and tend to carry
large volume of paraglacial and landslide generat-
ed sediments,” they stated.

The two of them claimed that the disaster
which struck the village was inevitable. During
the Kedarnath disaster in June 2013 too, Dharali
had undergone signi�cant damage due to the se-
diments mobilised by the Kheer Gad, they said.
Even after the 2013 disaster, people were not dis-
couraged from going to locations near the
stream. A reinforced cement concrete wall was
constructed to prevent �ood debris from enter-
ing the settlement. This encouraged people to
build resorts and hotels next to the stream, which
explained the extent of the damage, they wrote.

Brijesh Sati, general secretary of the Uttarak-
hand Teerthpurohit Mahapanchyat, a body of
priests of the Char Dham temples, believes that
lives were saved because villagers had gathered at
the Hardu Mela. “The aarti was being performed
at the Mela site, so most of the villagers had come
there. Had this been a normal day, the loss of
lives would have been much higher,” he says.

The debris that �owed into the village, which
was surrounded by apple orchards, pine trees
and mountains, also �attened the oldest monu-
ment, the Kalp Kedar temple. According to Hindu
mythology, the temple, dedicated to Lord Shiva,
was built by the Pandavas during their exile. The
story goes that Lord Shiva had refused to absolve
the Pandavas of their indiscretions.

Brijesh believes that the Kalp Kedar is now
back to its original form. He says, “It is said that
the Shivling (a symbolic representation of Lord
Shiva, often depicted as a smooth, cylindrical
stone with a rounded top) in this temple has been
hidden beneath the ground for generations. It
has never been fully seen. Several excavations
were been done at this site, but the Shivling has
always remained partially hidden. After the
�oods, Lord Shiva has again gone beneath the
ground. Even the meaning of Kedar is sludge.”

Nandan Bisht, a hotelier in Uttarkashi, says
about the river, “When rivers decide to claim
their course, everything that comes in their way
witnesses a similar fate.”

ishita.mishra@thehindu.co.in

Rescue operations after a landslide and flooding flattened Dharali village in Uttarkashi district of Uttarakhand on August 5. SHASHI SHEKAR KASHYAP 

The day a village in
Uttarkashi disappeared
On August 5, a deluge of rain that led to a landslide and �ooding �attened the village of Dharali in Uttarakhand.

So far, only one body has been retrieved and 69 people remain missing. Rescue teams are battling challenging

conditions to do their work. Many, in this village of less than 1,000 people, have lost lives and livelihoods in the

tragedy, reports Ishita Mishra

It would have
been better if
I had died. 
At least my
family would
have got some
compensation
from the
government
to start life
afresh

SANJAY
PANWAR
Resident of Dharali

Landslides continued intermittently even a week after the Dharali tragedy on August 5, hampering relief work. SHASHI SHEKAR KASHYAP 

The locals say whenever they close their
eyes, they feel they are drowning. The
trauma is not letting them rest.

MEGHNA ASWAL
Doctor
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S
&P Global’s decision to upgrade India’s
long-term sovereign debt rating from BBB
minus to BBB and short-term ratings from

A3 to A2 is a positive development that was long
overdue. S&P has said that it expects India’s
‘cautious’ fiscal and monetary policy to moderate
the government’s elevated debt and interest burden
over the next 24 months. It has assigned a stable
outlook citing continued policy stability and high
infrastructure investments, which will support
long-term growth.

S&P expects the impact of US tari�s on
the Indian economy to be manageable and
estimates 6.8 per cent GDP growth over
the next three years. The report lauds
India for a ‘remarkable comeback’ from the
pandemic, averaging real GDP growth of
8.8 per cent between FY22 and FY24.
India’s sovereign rating of BBB after the
upgrade is still just two notches above
speculative grade. This does not reflect
India’s strengths as a growing economy
with sound institutions, a stable financial
system and an unblemished track record in
meeting its international obligations.

India handled the financial fallouts from
Covid much better than many advanced
economies. The Centre, after allowing the
fiscal deficit to shoot past 9 per cent in
FY21 on stimulus spending, embarked on
ruthless fiscal consolidation thereafter,
which moderated the deficit to 4.8 per cent
by FY25. It set tight deficit targets in the
last three Budgets which it bettered in
performance. The strong rebound in GDP
growth post-Covid has also helped India
maintain its general government
debt-to-GDP ratio at 83 per cent. This
compares well with about 124 per cent for
the US, over 110 per cent for France, 96 per
cent for the UK and over 230 per cent for
Japan. Yet, these advanced economies
enjoy high investment grade ratings of
between A plus and AA plus, while India
barely makes investment grade.

The case of the US is particularly
striking. US federal debt, which stood at
$27.9 trillion just before Covid, has
climbed to over $37 trillion now, with the
fiscal deficit expanding from 4.5 per cent to
6.2 per cent of GDP. Yet global rating
agencies continue to rate it AA plus. But
while rating agencies have been tardy in
recognising India’s improving fiscal
position, financial markets already seem to
be doing so. In the last two years,
government bond yields in India have
softened, reducing borrowing costs for the
government, even as yields in the US and
other advanced economies have spiked.
S&P’s rating upgrade will likely also
temper borrowing costs for Indian
companies and financial institutions keen
to borrow overseas. It could support
foreign portfolio investor (FPI) flows into
the government securities market. In the
near term, the upgrade may, however,
create pressure on the government to
persist with conservative fiscal policies.
This could reduce the headroom for fiscal
measures to o�set the US tari� threat.

Under-rated, still 
India deserves an even higher rating 
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India-US relations
That US and China extended the
tari� truce deadline for each other
till November 10 shows the ice
between them has considerably
melted. Of course, China attracts 30
per cent levy during the
interregnum. It is unfortunate that
25 per cent tari�s levied by the US
on India have already kicked in, even
as the country awaits with suspense
the outcome of the Alaska Summit
between President Trump and
President Vladimir Putin, hoping to
avoid an additional 25 per cent tari�.
The diametrically opposite turn of
fortunes clearly proves that
relationships at the international
level have ceased to be ideological,
and is now essentially transactional.

India needs to work on a more
pragmatic appraisal based on its
recent experiences
Angara Venkata Girija Kumar
Chennai

Focus on human capital
This refers to the editorial ‘Musings
@78’ (August 15). Economic
development of a nation hinges on
the minds of its people. If India has to
achieve the exalted status of
developed nation, it is imperative
that it invests considerably on
education and healthcare, the two
components of human capital
formation, and ensures that every
adult is employed productively and
leads a healthy life. With the life
expectancy of both males and

females increasing in this part of the
world, the nation should intensely
focus on enhancing the skills of the
youth to accelerate the per capita
real income on a sustained basis. It is
not a tall order. 
S Ramakrishnasayee
Chennai

Independent directors
With reference to ‘IDs exodus marks
a crisis in corporate governance”
(August 15), independent director
positions, which used to be a largely
ceremonial post-retirement
occupation, have been made more
accountable after SEBI amended the
regulations, which became e�ective
from 2022. They can no longer be
passive participants in board

meetings. They need to have
specialised skills and scrutinise the
operations and governance of the
company with due rigour and
diligence. Without any executive
authority, these responsibilities have
put the IDs in a precarious situation,
prompting many to quit rather than
face legal risks that may arise from
possible or suspected corporate
mis-governance. In the current
technological era, IDs need new-age
knowledge to be able to function
e�ectively. While equipping the IDs
with latest knowledge through
training would be helpful, the
selection and appointment of IDs
possessing the latest technological
knowledge would be a better option.
IDs play the crucial role of

conscience keepers of companies by
giving their insights and asking
probing questions to the board.
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

For a more inclusive future
PM Modi's Independence Day
speech resonated deeply,
emphasising ‘Reform, Perform,
Transform’. His acknowledgement of
India’s diversity as our greatest
strength inspires unity and progress.
Let us embrace these ideals,
fostering collaboration across
cultures and communities. Together,
we can build a brighter, more
inclusive future for all Indians.
TS Karthik
Chennai

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

T
he Supreme Court’s order to
make the streets of Delhi and the
NCR region free of street dogs

may have been well-intended, to address
the hazard created by homeless dogs on
the street, but its implementation could
face legal as well as infrastructural
challenges. While the three-judge
Bench, set up to hear the plea against the
order, has reserved its judgment, it is
hoped that a more practical solution will
be provided by it.

The Supreme Court’s suo motu order
delivered on August 11, which directs
stray dogs to be shifted into shelters on
city outskirts, is not without basis. The
number of street dogs has been
exploding due to inaction by the local
bodies and poor oversight and funding
from the State and Central government.
India has 5.2 crore homeless dogs as of
2024, accounting for 37 per cent of the
global homeless dog population.

With the local bodies being very tardy
in sterilisation and vaccination for

rabies, cases of dog bites and rabies
death have grown at an alarming rate.
There were 37 lakh dog bite cases in
2024 and 4 lakh cases in January 2025
according to the Centre. More than
20,000 die annually in India due to
rabies. With the free movement of the
vulnerable section of the population
such as the children and elderly getting
increasingly curtailed, some action was
overdue.

But the order delivered by Justices JB
Pardiwala and R Mahadevan has adopted
a sledgehammer approach to tackle the
issue, rankling dog-lovers and activists.
It had ordered the Delhi government
and the local bodies to capture all street
dogs immediately, detain them in
pounds created across the national
capital territory and never release them
into public spaces again. Anyone
resisting this action is to face contempt
action from the Supreme Court. 

CONTRADICTS THE PROVISIONS

The order contradicts the provisions in
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
Act, 1960 and Animal Birth Control

Rules, 2023 which lay down that stray
animals should be sterilised and
vaccinated to prevent rabies and
released in their original location.
Relocation of sterilised and vaccinated
stray animals is unlawful under the Act.
It lays down that very ill and mortally
wounded dogs can be killed only after
receiving clearance from local ABC
monitoring committee. Besides the legal
problem, there also exists a severe
constraint of dog pounds and shelters
and trained sta� in Delhi NCR area. 

According to reports, there are 8-10
lakh homeless dogs in the area, but the
Municipal Corporation of Delhi runs
only 20 shelters, that too for housing the
street dogs temporarily after
vaccination. Even if these facilities are
used and new ones created, it cannot
house even 10 per cent of the street dogs
in humane conditions.

The situation is the same in other
parts of the country. The task is
gargantuan, if the entire street dog
population in India has to be housed in
pounds. It could lead to inhumane
culling of these animals, disease and
further health hazard. 

Following the ABC Act, sterilising and
vaccinating all the street dogs on a war
footing is the right way ahead. They can
be released back to the locality where
they belong and the rabid and very sick
dogs can be identified and culled. This
can bring down street dog population
over time. Meanwhile, better
coordination among resident
communities to find a place for the
homeless dogs and for taking care of
their needs will be a better solution.

Coming to grips with handling stray dogs

Lokeshwarri SK

UNFAZED. Let sleeping dogs lie?

Sterilising and vaccinating all the streeties and culling the very sick and rabid seems to be the best way forward
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China-US academic exchanges must return
For some time, the US has been interfering in normal educational and
academic exchanges between China and the US under the pretext of “national
security”, subjecting Chinese scholars and students to intrusive questioning,
and even arrests and prosecutions on fabricated charges. Three recent cases
have raised public concern over such practices. In the first, a Chinese scholar
travelling to the US for postdoctoral research was taken into a “secondary
inspection room” at the airport by US Customs and Border Protection o�cers
upon arrival. His phone and computer messages were seized and examined. He
then faced intense questioning about whether he was involved in research
projects funded by the Chinese government. Ultimately, the US authorities
insisted on cancelling his visa, and sending him back to China.(BEIJING, AUGUST 14)

OTHER VOICES. 

Now we know who’s paying the tari�s
President Trump knows the public is sceptical about his tari�s, which is why
Administration o�cials are anxious to convince voters someone somewhere
else in the world will pay for them instead of American households. Inflation
data released Thursday tell a di�erent story.The producer-price index (PPI) in
July rose 0.9 per cent in the month and 3.3 per cent over the last year.
Consumer-price data released Tuesday (0.2 per cent monthly and 2.7 per cent
for the last 12 months) implied households weren’t experiencing
tari�-induced price increases, except in some services such as medical care.
The PPI numbers tell us this is partly because companies are paying higher
prices but haven’t passed them on to customers — yet. (NEW YORK, AUGUST 14)

I
ndian regulators have long
viewed “crypto” as a dirty word.
The Reserve Bank of India has
warned repeatedly that
cryptocurrencies threaten

macroeconomic stability and monetary
sovereignty. In 2022, the government
slapped a 30 per cent tax on crypto gains
and a 1 per cent TDS on every trade —
measures so punitive they drove 90 per
cent of Indian crypto volumes o�shore
within a year.

Yet, Indian users remain interested.
Major domestic exchanges still count
tens of millions of users. This paradox —
o�cial hostility vs. public curiosity
—reveals a policy vacuum. India hasn’t
banned crypto, nor did we regulate it
meaningfully. Instead, we resorted to
ambiguity and tax deterrence, driven by
fears that private digital currencies
could destabilise the rupee, invite illicit
flows and undermine financial order.

But crypto today is not just about
volatile coins or meme coins. What’s
unfolding globally is a quiet revolution
in financial infrastructure — and India
risks missing it.

THE GLOBAL SHIFT

Until recently, Wall Street largely
dismissed crypto as a playground for
retail speculation — dominated by
meme coins, NFTs and pump-and-dump
cycles that reinforced its reputation as
financial frivolity. But that perception is
beginning to shift.

Two developments — stablecoins and
tokenisation — are gaining legitimacy in
mainstream finance. In July this year,
the US passed the GENIUS Act, o�ering
regulatory clarity to dollar-backed
stablecoins. Wall Street incumbents are
now racing to launch tokenised versions
of money market funds, stocks and even
deposits.

Stablecoins — digital tokens fully
backed by fiat currency — now account
for over $250 billion in circulation. They
o�er near-instant settlement,
sidestepping legacy systems like SWIFT
or Visa. For cross-border remittances,
this is transformative: faster, cheaper
and available 24/7. It’s no surprise that
major retailers, including Amazon, are
exploring stablecoins as a potential
alternative to traditional card networks.

On a parallel track, tokenised assets
— blockchain-based representations of
stocks, bonds or funds — promise
around-the-clock trading, even for
typically illiquid or private assets. While
I remain sceptical of their value for
mainstream equities (given that
traditional exchanges themselves are
moving towards 24/7 models, with the
usual liquidity concerns), some
institutional adoption is noteworthy.
BlackRock’s tokenised money-market
fund has surpassed $2 billion and
Robinhood now o�ers tokenised US
stocks to European investors, expanding
both access and trading hours.

What ETFs did for diversification,
tokens could do for access. This isn’t
hype. It’s plumbing.

INDIA’S MISSED OPPORTUNITY?

India, one of the world’s top remittance
recipients, could save billions by
enabling crypto rails for cross-border
flows. A well-designed rupee stablecoin
could strengthen the rupee’s role in
digital payments. Tokenised assets could
expand retail access to infrastructure
projects, municipal bonds or start-up
equity. But current policies are proving
self-defeating. The imposition of a 1 per
cent TDS on every crypto transaction
has severely damaged liquidity on
domestic platforms, forcing serious
traders and investors to shift to foreign
exchanges. This has not only drained
trading volume from India’s regulated
ecosystem but also weakened
enforcement visibility and tax
compliance.

More broadly, India’s tax treatment of
crypto reflects a punitive mindset. By
grouping it with gambling and lottery
winnings, with no provision for loss
o�sets, the regime e�ectively treats all
crypto activity as speculative vice rather
than legitimate financial innovation. 

Meanwhile, India has yet to permit or
regulate any stablecoin for domestic use,
even as global markets push ahead.
Jurisdictions like the US, Singapore and
the EU are crafting frameworks to safely
integrate stablecoins into payments and

capital markets. In contrast, India
remains in a holding pattern — neither
banning nor enabling stablecoins. 

The RBI sees stablecoins as a threat to
monetary sovereignty and worries about
“dollarisation” of the economy if
USD-backed coins become widespread.
These concerns are valid. But freezing
innovation is not the solution.

India must move from blanket
suspicion to calibrated regulation.

NAVIGATING THE RISKS

Crypto’s disruptive potential cuts both
ways. Stablecoins could displace bank
deposits, raising banks’ cost of funds.
Tokenised assets might blur lines
between private and public markets,
weakening disclosure norms. Bad actors
could exploit gaps to issue securities
disguised as tokens. Exchanges could fail
without custody safeguards, as seen
globally.

Money laundering and illicit finance
are genuine threats. Crypto is
pseudonymous, global and fast — traits
that aid evasion. The RBI and SEBI are
rightly concerned about investor
protection, systemic spillovers and loss
of policy control.

But these are not arguments for
prohibition. They’re arguments for
building capacity, coordination and
oversight.

THE WAY FORWARD

India doesn’t need to love crypto. But we
must learn to live with — and shape — it.
Here’s a possible pathway:

Classify and regulate di�erently: All
tokens are not the same. rupee-backed
stablecoins can be overseen by RBI.
Tokenised securities can fall under SEBI.
A di�erentiated, use-case based
approach is more realistic than a
one-size-fits-all ban.

Sandbox innovation: Regulators
should pilot controlled experiments, for

example, sandboxing stablecoin-based
remittances or tokenised municipal
bonds. Such models will yield data which
could help us get over dogma.

Licensed exchanges and custodians:
Set clear standards for crypto businesses
to operate safely — capital bu�ers,
audits, disclosures, investor protection
norms. This will reduce fraud and build
trust.

Tax rationalisation: Scrap the 1 per
cent TDS. Align crypto taxation with
equities or commodities. Incentivise
compliant behaviour instead of forcing
users o�shore.

Leverage global norms: Adopt global
best practices like the FATF Travel Rule
and FSB’s stablecoin standards. India
doesn’t need to reinvent the wheel — it
just needs to steer in sync.

Build a domestic alternative: Instead
of worrying about dollar-pegged coins,
India can launch a credible rupee
stablecoin via regulated entities — or
accelerate its digital rupee’s
interoperability with global CBDCs for
cross-border use.

CRYPTO AS PUBLIC INFRA

The future of finance is being tokenised.
That doesn’t mean India must follow
blindly. But nor can we stand still. Just as
we built UPI to democratise digital
payments, we can build a regulatory
framework that brings crypto under the
rule of law — without stifling its
potential.

Crypto can be dangerous in the wild
— but powerful in the right cage. India
has the talent, infrastructure and scale
to shape the next financial architecture.
But only if we move beyond fear. The
question isn’t whether crypto should
exist. It’s whether India wants a seat at
the table when the future of money is
being written.

The writer is Founding Partner, SPRV Consultants

Rethink India’s 
‘crypto’ strategy

Just as we built UPI to
democratise digital
payments, we can build a
regulatory framework
that brings crypto under
the rule of law — without
stifling its potential

FUTURE OF MONEY. Well-designed rupee-backed stablecoins 
could strengthen the rupee’s role in digital payments

RAVI VARANASI

REUTERS
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