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IMF: India Must Have a
Balanced Growth Strategy

Amid global headwinds of protectionism and slowing
trade, India remains a rare bright spot — but the IMF
warns that it must have a multi-pronged strategy

Indian economy has shown a lot of resilience in the recent
times. While the major economies were struggling to keep
afloat, Indian economy was marching ahead with impressive
growth rate. Even during the Covid, Indian economy was
progressing at a decent rate. However, the recent upheaval in
the world trade environment have impacted the Indian
economy adversely, especially the reciprocal tariffs enforced by
Trump administration. This is indeed going to slowdown the
economy as a lot of jobs are at stake as are the future of various
industries dependent upon the US orders.

The International Monetary Fund’s latest observation that India
must “fire on all cylinders” serves both as a compliment and a
caution. India remains the world's fastest-growing major
economy in a slowing global environment but it must act to
sustain this trajectory. Maintaining the momentum demands
reform, integration, and innovation working together in
harmony. IMF Asia-Pacific Director Krishna Srinivasan's remarks
underscore a critical truth: India’s growth story cannot rely on a
single engine. The country's economic fundamentals are indeed
robust — growth projected at around 6 per cent, inflation
moderating, and the fiscal deficit under control. Yet, these
strengths will not automatically translate into long-term
prosperity unless India deepens its reform agenda and
embraces a more outward-looking economic model.

The IMF's advice is clear - India must strengthen domestic
demand while simultaneously integrating more deeply with
global trade networks. In recent years, India's focus on self-
reliance through the Atmanirbhar Bharat initiative has bolstered
local manufacturing and reduced import dependence.
Srinivasan has rightly cautioned that India should not see
domestic growth and global integration as two different things.
The challenge is not to choose between the two, but to
synchronise them.

Trade liberalisation, flexible labour laws, and regulatory
simplification are the other "cylinders” that must be fired up.
Despite significant reforms like the Goods and Services Tax (GST)
and production-linked incentive schemes, India still faces
bottlenecks that constrain private enterprise. Complex
regulations, high tariffs, and labour rigidities continue to
impede the scalability of industries. To attract global supply
chains, India must make its trade regime more predictable and
its business environment more agile.

A more liberal trade posture could enable Indian industries to
participate more fully in global value chains - particularly in
electronics, green technology, and digital services, where
demand is expanding. This would not only boost exports but
also drive innovation, investment, and job creation. Domestic
investment and innovation form another vital front.
Strengthening financial markets, improving access to credit for
small enterprises, and incentivising research and development
will be crucial for sustaining productivity-driven growth. If India
has to achieve the vision of Viksit Bharat by 2047, it must
balance ambition with adaptability.
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Thereturn of history in the AF-Pak Conflict

Pakistan finds itself fighting another war — this time with Afghanistan — along a border drawn more than a century ago by
imperial hands. The ongoing conflict is less a clash of armies than a collision of identities, histories, and unresolved wounds

NILANTHA
ILANGAMUWA

That was Prime Minister of Pakistan Shehbaz Sharif,
who seized the moment at last week’s Sharm el-
Sheikh peace summit, earning the visible approval
of President Trump — a move that clearly rattled
India. A segment of Indian media erupted with crit-
icism, portraying Sharif as reckless, yet the Prime
Minister appears to have calculated the risks with
surgical precision. Trump’s repeated public praise
for Sharif and Field Marshal Asim Munir, whom the
former President has called his “favourite field
marshal,” signals a subtle but deliberate recalibra-
tion of Pakistan’s strategic alignment with the
United States.

While this diplomatic drama dominates head-
lines, Pakistan finds itself engaged in its second
war of the year — this time with Afghanistan —a
conflict whose roots lie not only in recent flash-
points along the Durand Line but extend deep into
centuries of imperial manipulation, ethnic divi-
sion, and transgenerational grievance. Dozens
have been killed on both sides, and as of this
writing, Pakistan and the Afghan Taliban admin-
istration have agreed to a 48-hour temporary
ceasefire.

The Durand Line, drawn by British India in 1893,
is far more than a mere border; it is a historical
wound, an artificial fissure imposed upon the
Pashtun tribes and communities whose cohesion
predated the concept of nation-states in the
region. The British approach to empire was not
merely extractive; it was deliberately destabilis-
ing. By bisecting ethnic groups, elevating certain
factions, and leaving behind rivalries as a
permanent feature of governance, they effective-
ly weaponised the social fabric. Their departure
was not benign. By creating a patchwork of
enmities, distrust, and ungoverned spaces,
they left a region structurally predisposed to recur-
ring conflict.

For Afghanistan, the Durand Line is neither
accepted nor forgotten. Kabul regards it as a colo-
nial imposition and a wound in national con-
sciousness, a legacy that resonates through con-
temporary resistance. Afghan memory is forged
in defiance ofinvaders — Mughals, Persians, British,
Soviets, Americans —and now extends to any per-
ceived Pakistani overreach. Pakistan, meanwhile,
insists on the line’s inviolability, framing it as essen-
tial for national security and internal legitimacy.

The Taliban’s resurgence adds a further layer
of complexity. The recent visit of their foreign min-
ister to India demonstrates the intricate triangu-
lar dynamics of regional geopolitics.

For New Delhi, the engagement signals poten-
tial influence over Afghanistan, yet it is deeply sen-
sitive given Pakistan’s entrenched interests.
Islamabad, ever attentive to such subtleties, can
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leverage these moments to project influence
over Indo-US relations, particularly amid esca-
lating trade tensions and tariff disputes between
Washington and New Delhi. In such a climate,
every diplomatic gesture carries strategic weight;
every handshake, every official visit, becomes a
calculated move in a game where historical griev-
ance and modern geopolitics intersect.

The prevailing Afghan narrative is unmistak-
able: no external power or foreign endorsement
can eclipse the Taliban’s claim to historical legacy
and authority over the nation. The human cost
of the Durand Line conflictis immense. Civilians
on both sides endure repeated displacement, dis-
rupted livelihoods, and constant insecurity.
Pashtun communities, split by a borderimposed
in 1893, are trapped in a persistent conflict of loy-
alties. In Afghanistan, populations support
national forces with moral, material, and logis-
tical contributions, reinforcing resistance; in
Pakistan, tribal communities confront the state’s
military assertion, caught between allegiance to
kin and obligation to the nation. The border thus
transcends geography, becoming a battlefield
where identity, memory, and sovereignty con-
verge. What is at stake is more than territory: it
is legitimacy, culture, and historical justice,
echoing through generations.

Geopolitical ramifications are extensive. A pro-
tracted Pakistan-Afghanistan conflict threatens
regional stability. Iran, India, and Central Asian
states face the spectre of refugee flows, smug-
gling networks, and cross-border militancy.
Global powers — particularly the United States,
China, and Russia — engage from self-interest,
their interventions magnifying the local
conflict while shaping outcomes to suit strate-
gic objectives.

China, heavily invested in the Belt and Road
Initiative and the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor, fears disruption of vital economic cor-
ridors. Russia, wary of militant spillover onto its
southern frontier, advocates dialogue yet bal-
ances it against the temptation of influence. The
United States, maintaining historic ties and

seeking regional leverage, evaluates Pakistan’s
military and political alignments through the lens
of transactional advantage.

The conflict exposes the contradictions of
modern statehood in the region. Afghanistan’s
insistence on defending sovereignty collides with
Pakistan’s perception of strategic necessity.
For Islamabad, frontier control is both a securi-
ty imperative and a domestic political instru-
ment. For Kabul, any concession is a compromise
of historical memory, a potential betrayal of cen-
turies of defiance against external powers. This
dynamic ensures that every military engagement
or border patrol carries symbolic weight far
beyond tactical considerations. Today’s conflict
is interwoven with complex global stakes and
historical sensitivities that cannot be bypassed.

Religion has further complicated governance
in Afghanistan, embedding extremist ideologies
into the very structure of the state. The result is
a government that simultaneously oppresses
minorities and restricts women’s rights while
defending national sovereignty. These contra-
dictions are not incidental; they are the product
of centuries of foreign interference and internal
power consolidation. Modern Afghan gover-
nance, shaped by decades of invasion, occupa-
tion, and betrayal, exemplifies a paradoxical
resilience: willing to cooperate when strategi-
cally necessary, yet uncompromising in the
defence of dignity, territorial integrity, and cul-
tural identity.

British imperial planners not only carved
borders but institutionalised chaos, creating rival-
ries, proxy conflicts, and social fractures that
persist to this day. Pakistan and Afghanistan
inherit the consequences, navigating state-
hood amid contested boundaries, divided com-
munities, and historical trauma. Every ceasefire,
every diplomatic negotiation, every military
engagement along this line is a re-enactment of
colonial designs — a theatre where historical
memory dictates contemporary strategy. The
conflictis simultaneously territorial, existential,
and ideological.

The conversations we still don't have about women

Indian Air Force and Coast Guard personnel during their maiden joint scuba

diving expedition to Angria Bank off the coast of Goa
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US CHAMBER CHALLENGES
TRUMP’S H-1B VISA FEE

The US Chamber of Commerce
has filed a federal lawsuit
against the Trump
administration, contesting the
legality of a newly imposed
annual fee of $100,000 on H-1B
visa applications. The business
lobby argues that the fee,
announced last month, is
unlawful and would gravely
harm American companies
dependent on skilled foreign
workers. Filed in the US District
Court for the District of
Columbia, the lawsuit accuses
President Donald Trump of
exceeding his executive
authority by introducing the fee
without congressional consent.
The Chamber has urged the
court to block federal agencies,
including the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) and
the State Department, from
enforcing the measure. H-1B

visas allow US employers to hire
highly skilled foreign
professionals, particularly in the
technology sector. Nearly three-
quarters of these visas are
granted to Indian nationals,
benefiting firms such as
Amazon, TCS, Microsoft, Apple,
and Google.

The Chamber contends that
the administration’s drastic
increase violates the
Immigration and Nationality Act,
which mandates that visa-
related fees reflect processing
costs.

The organisation warned that
the policy could raise labour
expenses, reduce skilled hiring,
and harm America’s
competitiveness — deepening
tensions between Trump’s
protectionism and corporate
reliance on global talent.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI
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We live in a world where women journalists are first exclud-
ed from an event covering a significant diplomatic dialogue,
and then, when there is a ripple of indignation against the
perversion, a “correction” is made — one that jars more
than it gels with the modern women’s narrative we have
been copiously fed with. We live in a world where a man,
a surgeon in Bangalore, murders his new wife, herself a
doctor, for a reason that shows utter disregard for life and
human decency. The police surmise that he was upset about
the woman’s multiple health issues, which were alleged-
ly kept under wraps by her parents before the marriage.

His anger resulted in an act that not only ended a life but
also tore open the raw, unspoken tensions that surround
the life of a woman in our society. We live in a world where
discussions and debates about women'’s
parity with their male counterparts have

ings, their right to preserve emotional dignity, their need
for sacred intimacy rather than coerced surrender. | say
“sacred intimacy” because women are still too rarely asked
about their preferences, too rarely offered
choices, too rarely given the freedom to say

grown loud; yet their autonomy over their
bodies and their choices over their des-
tinies remain open to appraisal, critique,
and, at times, deadly punishment.

The indignities may differ — from
exclusion at a press conference to the ultimate violation
of the right to life — but the underlying pattern is the same.
Women have yet to secure their authority, their voice, and
vindication from a society that is ready to talk but reluc-
tant to fully abide by what it says. I am not sure if it is my
imagination or certitude, but there are several things that
stilllinger in the shadows of a woman’s world. How often
have we heard open, unrestrained conversations about
what women truly want in their lives, beyond equality in
workspaces or freedom from patriarchal dynamics and
stereotyping? No, itis notall about heading boardrooms
and making their opinion count alone. It is also about how
they are treated in the bedrooms — how their wounds and
whispers are received.It is also about what they want from
their relationships — as a partner, a mother, a daughter.
Itis about their freedom to express their desires, their long-
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“no” or toinsist. It is still largely a man’s world,
folks — especially in matters of the heart, mind,
and body. Why are these inconsistencies so
intrinsic to our societal fabric that even
honest discussions about a woman'’s happi-
ness — emotional, psychological, and physical — remain
deferred or dismissed? Why does shame still cling to
women’s instincts and needs? Why is domestic violence
tolerated, and why is marital rape still unacknowledged,
condemning women to servitude under their husbands’
whims? Millions of women hold back unspilled tears —
many in corporate suits and cars — having fought only half
the battle. Their inner lives remain cloistered, their
wounds unhealed. Yes, progress deserves recognition, but
the celebration of empowerment is premature.

Women must not be afterthoughts. Their dreams
deserve space to breathe. No woman wants to be a Devi
— only to be seen, not sanctified.

The writer is a Dubai-based author, columnist and
children’s writing coach
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Hope rides on the monsoon

According to the India Meteorological Department, the
2025 Northeast monsoon has arrived early and is expect-
ed to bring above-normal rainfall. This is particularly
welcome news for farmers in the southern peninsula, who
rely on these rains to cultivate rabi crops. Timely and well-
distributed rainfall is essential for ensuring a healthy
harvest, which can stabilise agricultural output and
support rural livelihoods.

If the monsoon distribution remains steady, India could
benefit from lower food inflation, stable demand for agri-
inputs, and stronger rural spending — all of which would
boost the overall economy and strengthen consumer sen-
timent. Farmers, preparing for the sowing season, will
closely monitor both the skies and their soil to make the
most of this vital weather window.

However, the unpredictability caused by climate change
remains a concern, as erratic rainfall or extreme weather
events could disrupt agricultural planning and econom-
ic stability. Nevertheless, the early arrival of the monsoon
brings hope that a timely and balanced rainfall could
ensure a bumper harvest, supporting macro-economic
stability. As the saying goes during the monsoon,
“Raindrops are like love notes from the sky, reminding
us of the beauty in every moment.”

RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMAR | CHENNAI

Unsung heroes of every dawn

Itis heartening to learn that a day has been dedicated
to honour Newspaper Vendors, celebrated on October
15. Every morning, my subscribed newspaper arrives at
my doorstep at the break of dawn — without fail —
throughout the year. Be it the scorching summer, the
biting chill of winter, or the relentless downpour of the
monsoon, one thing remains constant — the newspa-
per’s gracious presence at the door.

Even during cyclones that uproot trees and electric-
ity poles, blocking roads and lanes, the paper finds its
way through. During the stringent lockdowns, when the
world stood still, the newspaper never failed to arrive
— like the sun, moon, and stars — waiting for me
every dawn.

It makes one wonder when these vendors wake up
to collect their bundles before we even stir from sleep.
Neither film stars nor sports icons are my heroes — it
is these humble newspaper vendors whose dedication
isunmatched. They are the unsung heroes who bridge
the gap between us and the world, opening our
windows to knowledge and truth each morning. Their
dedication reminds us that true heroes often work
quietly, unseen. We owe them gratitude for keeping the
world informed every day.

KAJAL CHATTERJEE | KOLKATA

Celebrate a climate-friendly Diwali

As Diwali approaches, our excitement grows, but so must
our sense of responsibility. The Supreme Court’s earlier
reminders cannot be ignored — combining winter and fire-
works poses serious risks to public health and the environ-
ment. Itis time to think ecologically and avoid lighting crack-
ers to the extent of causing hazards.

We can celebrate peacefully and embrace a climate-
friendly Diwali. Let us illuminate the skies with joy rather
than toxic fumes or glittering pollutants. Every spark of cel-
ebration should not come at the cost of air quality or
human health.

Festivals should symbolise harmony with nature, not hos-
tility toward it. Lighting diyas and candles safely, while
spreading happiness through eco-conscious practices,
reflects the true spirit of celebration. Communities can organ-
ise creative and safe events that bring joy without harming
the environment.

This Diwali, let us reclaim the essence of festivity
through responsibility and mindfulness. Together, we can
make our celebrations cleaner, greener, and more mean-
ingful —where happiness and environmental care go hand
in hand. By doing so, we honour both tradition and the
planet, ensuring that future generations can also enjoy the
festival safely and sustainably.

KIRTI WADHAWAN | KANPUR
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PM Modi’s vision reignites Andhra’s journey of resurgence

From the post-bifurcation despair of 2014 to becoming a hub of education, industry, and infrastructure,
Andhra’s story under Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s leadership is one of resilience reborn

VINUSHA
REDDY

Andhra Pradesh is a state that has endured
repeated political setbacks and emotional
upheavals. It is perhaps the only state in India
that has lost its capital three times — first
Chennai during the linguistic reorganisation
0f 1953, then Kurnool which briefly served as
capital from 1953 to 1956, and finally
Hyderabad after the bifurcation of Telangana
in 2014. Each time, Andhra had to start over
—rebuilding its administration, institutions,
and economy from scratch. Yet, despite
these trials, the people of Andhra Pradesh
never gave up. Their determination, enter-
prise, and hard work became their greatest
capital. And it is this indomitable spirit that
Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi recog-
nised, respected, and revitalised.

A Decade of Stability and Support

When the Modi-led NDA government
assumed office in 2014, Andhra Pradesh
was a state searching for identity and direc-
tion. The bifurcation had drained it of
resources, institutions, and even emotional
unity. But instead of sympathy, what Andhra
received from Prime Minister Modi was
something far greater — opportunity and
empowerment. The Centre didn’t just send
grants; it laid foundations of education,
industry, connectivity, and confidence. Over
the last decade, the Modi government has
focused on building a self-reliant Andhra
Pradesh that stands not as a victim of divi-
sion but as a driver of national development.

Kurnool: From Historic Capital to

Modern Nucleus

Kurnool, which once served as the state’s
capital, today stands as a symbol of Andhra’s
rebirth. The district has emerged as a major
growth hub under the Modi government’s
development vision.

The Orvakal Node, being developed as part
of the Bengaluru-Chennai Industrial Corridor,
is transforming into an industrial and logis-
tics powerhouse. The establishment of
Defence Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO)’s Drone Testing Centre
and an upcoming Drone Manufacturing Unit
mark Kurnool’s rise on India’s technological
map. Asia’s largest hybrid Solar-Wind-Hydro
Power Project in Kurnool reflects India’s
global leadership in renewable energy,
while the Jayaraj Steel Factory and the mod-

UNDER PRIME
MINISTER
MODTI'S
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UNCERTAINTY
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ernised Kurnool Railway Station show tan-
gible progress on the ground. The Kurnool
Airport, developed under the UDAN (Ude
Desh ka Aam Naagrik) scheme, now con-
nects the district directly to major cities,
making air travel accessible to the
common citizen.

Under the Pilgrimage Rejuvenation
and Spiritual Augmentation Drive for
Adisthana Mandirams (PRASADAM)
Scheme, the Srisailam Temple, one of
India’s holiest Jyotirlingas, has been
upgraded with enhanced pilgrim ameni-
ties, blending faith with modern infra-
structure. When Prime Minister Modi
visits Srisailam and Kurnool, the people
of Rayalaseema will not just welcome a
leader, they will greet the architect of a
decade-long transformation.

Empowering Andhra Through

Knowledge and Education
The Modi government’s belief that edu-
cation is the foundation of empowerment
is visible across Andhra Pradesh.
Institutions once concentrated in other
regions have now been distributed to
ensure balanced regional growth.

Across the state, 11 premier central edu-
cational and research institutes have
been sanctioned and established by the
Modi government, including:

Indian Institute of Technology (IIT)

Tirupati

Indian Institute of Management (l1IM)
Visakhapatnam

National Institute of Technology (NIT)

Tadepalligudem
Indian Institute of Information

Technology Design and Manufacturing
(IIITDM) Kurnool

Indian Institute of Science Education
and Research (IISER) Tirupati

All India Institute of Medical Sciences

(AIIMS) Mangalagiri

National Academy of Customs,

Indirect Taxes and Narcotics

Node (Kurnool), Krishnapatnam Industrial
Area, and Kopparthi Node are being
developed as major industrial clusters to
drive employment and economic expan-
sion. Road infrastructure in Andhra has
seen historic expansion. Under PM Modi’s
leadership, the total length of National
Highways has more than doubled from

4,193 km in 2014 to over

(NACIN), Hindupur

Central Tribal University

Vizianagaram, among others.

Each of these institutions rep-
resents not just infrastructure, but oppor-
tunity for lakhs of youth who no longer
need to leave their home state to pursue
higher education or research. The estab-
lishment of IIITDM Kurnool in
Rayalaseema ensures that the region
joins the national innovation network,
nurturing future technologists and entre-
preneurs.

Accelerating Infrastructure and

Industrial Growth
Andhra Pradesh today stands at the
centre of India’s new industrial geogra-
phy. Out of 11 Economic Corridors being
developed across India, three run through
Andhra Pradesh — the Hyderabad-
Bengaluru, Bengaluru-Chennai, and
Visakhapatnam-Chennai corridors. These
are not mere highways; they are arteries
of growth carrying jobs, industries, and
investments.

Within these corridors, the Orvakal
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8,660 km by 2022. In the last
year alone, projects worth
11,000 crores were com-
pleted, and 320,000 crores
of work is ongoing. Over the
next four years, the Centre has planned
investments exceeding 1.2 lakh crores,
ensuring seamless connectivity across the
state.

Major national investments have also
transformed Andhra’s economic poten-
tial:

Polavaram Project received over 5,000

crores in central funding.

Vizag Steel Plant got a %12,000-crore

revival package.

Amaravati was granted 15,000 crores

for capital infrastructure.

Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC)

isinvesting 8,110 crores across coastal

Andhra in energy projects.

Bharat Petroleum Corporation Limited

(BPCL) Refinery in Nellore and India’s

first Green Hydrogen Energy Hub in

Visakhapatnam are setting the stage for

a green energy revolution.

Andhra Pradesh is also being
considered for semiconductor manufac-
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turing units, marking a leap into India’s
high-tech future.

Urban Transformation and
People-Centric Welfare

Under the AMRUT Scheme, projects worth
%130 crores are underway in 52 wards of
Kurnool Municipality, improving sanita-
tion, water supply, and urban infrastruc-
ture. Across Andhra Pradesh, the scheme
will see investments of ¥3,333.76 crores,
driving urban renewal in multiple cities
and towns.

Andhra Pradesh ranks number one in
India under the PM Awas Yojana (Urban),
having been sanctioned 20,28,899 houses
— the highest in the country, even ahead
of Uttar Pradesh. These houses represent
security, dignity, and empowerment for
lakhs of families.

Under the Jal Jeevan Mission, more than
39.77 lakh rural households have been
provided with tap water connections,
transforming public health and rural
livelihoods.

From PM-KISAN to Ayushman Bharat,
Ujjwala, Swachh Bharat, and Digital India,
the Modi government’s schemes have
touched every home.

This model is not about handouts, it is
about dignity. As PM Modi often says, “Our
goal is not to create dependents, but to
create empowered citizens.”

From Pain to Progress: A

People’s Journey

The story of Andhra Pradesh is one of loss
and resurgence. The state that once lost
its capital three times is today reclaiming
its pride through development. This is not
just about economics, it's about restoring
self-respect. Under Prime Minister Modi’s
leadership, Andhra Pradesh has trans-
formed from uncertainty to aspiration.
Kurnool, Rayalaseema, and the coastal
belt are now writing a new story — one
of faith, progress, and national pride.

When the people of Kurnool welcome
Prime Minister Modi, they will be welcom-
ing not just a leader, but a partner in their
journey of resurgence — a leader who
believed that Andhra’s strength lies in its
people.

As the nation marches toward Viksit
Bharat 2047, Andhra Pradesh stands tall
— confident, capable, and committed to
contributing to India’s rise.

Under PM Modi, Andhra’s message to
the nation is clear:

“We may have lost capitals, but we have
found our confidence again.”

@ The Pioneer
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Shubh Dhanteras: Celebrating
wealth that begins with health

PRATAPRAO
JADHAV

As we celebrate this auspicious day marking the
beginning of the Diwali festival, Dhanteras is
traditionally observed as a day of prosperity,
renewal, and new beginnings.

According to our ancient scriptures, it com-
memorates the divine emergence of Goddess
Lakshmi and Dhanvantari — the celestial physi-
cian — during the Samudra Manthan, the
great churning of the cosmic ocean.

This sacred day symbolises not merely mate-
rial abundance but the deeper truth that
genuine prosperity flows from holistic well-
being. In essence, Dhanteras reminds us that
health itself constitutes the highest and most
enduring form of wealth.

In the profound wisdom of Ayurveda,
Dhanteras holds special significance beyond its
festive celebrations. It coincides with the
crucial seasonal transition into Hemant Ritu,
the early winter season — a period our ancient
seers identified as supremely conducive for reju-
venation, detoxification, and building immu-
nity. The traditional rituals associated with this
auspicious day, from lighting

physical, mental, and spiritual well-being
through simple yet transformative practices.
These include nourishing our bodies with
wholesome seasonal foods, cultivating mind-
fulness through meditation and pranayama,
ensuring adequate and restorative sleep, main-

taining harmonious relationships,

earthen lamps to the ceremonial f'r.l' Gy . and fostering a spirit of gratitude
purchase of gold and silver vessels, (/Jc gplontﬁ’ and contentment. These are not
reflect both symbolic and physiolog- I T4IKEYIM merely ceremonial rituals but time-

ical dimensions of health preserva-
tion.

The radiant flame of the diya represents the
illumination of consciousness and the dispelling
of ignorance, while precious metals like gold
and silver have been valued in Ayurvedic ther-
apeutics for millennia for their healing prop-
erties and their remarkable ability to harmonise
the body'’s subtle energies.

This sacred day also encourages introspec-
tion, gratitude, and mindful self-care. Ayurveda
teaches us that the harmonious balance of the
three fundamental bio-energies — Vata, Pitta,
and Kapha, collectively known as the tri-
doshas — ensures vitality, resilience, and
longevity. When these elemental forces exist
in equilibrium within our constitution, they give
rise to Ojas, the subtle essence of strength,
immunity, lustre, and spiritual radiance.

This Ojas represents the true foundation of
lasting prosperity, extending far beyond mere
material affluence or temporal success.

Ayurveda’s conception of wealth is thus pro-
foundly holistic and multidimensional. It
invites us to make conscious investments in our

honoured health prescriptions that
fortify our resilience, enhance our immunity,
and bring lasting stability and peace to our lives.

The seasonal transition around Dhanteras
makes it an opportune moment to embrace
Ayurvedic practices such as Abhyanga (oil
massage), consuming ghee and warming
spices, practising yoga, and adopting season-
al dietary adjustments that strengthen diges-
tion and vitality. These preventive measures,
rooted in thousands of years of empirical
wisdom, help us build robust health and
prevent diseases before they manifest.

In our contemporary world, where lifestyle
disorders are reaching epidemic proportions
and stress-related ailments affect millions,
the ancient wisdom of Ayurveda offers practi-
cal, accessible, and effective solutions. The
Ministry of Ayush has been working tirelessly
to integrate these traditional health sciences
into mainstream healthcare, making wellness
accessible to every Indian household while also
sharing this invaluable knowledge with the
world. This Dhanteras, | earnestly appeal to all
citizens to embrace Ayurvedic principles in their

daily lives: prioritise balanced and seasonal
nutrition, establish regular self-care routines,
practise mindful and conscious living, adopt
preventive health measures, and maintain
harmony between body, mind, and spirit. Let
us honour this sacred festival not merely by
seeking material prosperity through the acqui-
sition of gold and silver, but by making a com-
mitment to invest in our most precious and irre-
placeable asset — our health and well-being.

By adopting these simple yet profoundly
effective, time-tested practices rooted in our
civilisational wisdom, we can ensure that the
radiant light of holistic well-being illuminates
our homes, strengthens our families, and
uplifts our communities. In doing so, we
honour not only the festival’s traditional signif-
icance but also fulfil our responsibility to
future generations.

May this Dhanteras bring not merely mate-
rial wealth, but enduring vitality, constitution-
al balance, mental peace, and authentic joy into
every home across our nation. Let us celebrate
a festival that truly nurtures the body, energis-
es the mind, and uplifts the spirit — creating an
invaluable legacy of wellness and wholeness
that will resonate through generations to
come.

Shubh Dhanteras!

The writer is Union Minister of mppratapraojadhao

State (Independent Charge) for
Ayush and Minister of State for @ @mpprataprao
Health & Family Welfare The Pioneer

One Nation, One Election:
India’s 2034 vision

VIKAS
YADAV

The idea of One Nation, One Election - holding
simultaneous elections for the Lok Sabha, State
Assemblies, and local bodies — has been one of
the most discussed electoral reforms in recent
years. The proposal, which aims to reduce elec-
tion costs, administrative burden, and political
disruptions caused by frequent polls, has taken
concrete shape through the recommendations
of the Ram Nath Kovind Committee, set up by
the Government of India in September 2023.

The committee, headed by former President
Ram Nath Kovind, was tasked with examining
the feasibility of conducting simultaneous elec-
tions and recommending the necessary consti-
tutional and legal changes. After extensive
consultations with experts, political leaders, and
election authorities, the committee submitted
its detailed report to President Droupadi Murmu
in March 2024. The report, running over 18,000
pages, outlined a step-by-step roadmap for
implementing the system across the country.

The committee proposed that simultaneous
elections should first be held for the Lok Sabha
and all State Assembilies, followed

former Chief Justices, legal experts, econo-
mists, and constitutional scholars. Several
experts have supported the idea in principle but
cautioned that care must be taken to preserve
the federal structure and prevent excessive cen-
tralisation of power. In particular, some legal
experts warned against giving the Election
Commission unrestricted powers to alter elec-
tion schedules.

As of October 2025, no draft or final JPC report
has been made public. The committee’s dead-
line for submitting its findings has been extend-
ed until the first day of the last week of the
Winter Session 2025. The bills therefore remain
under parliamentary scrutiny, and the consti-

tutional amendments required for

later by municipal and panchayat
elections within a 100-day period. It
recommended a set of constitution-
alamendments — including introduc-
ing Article 82A to synchronise the terms of
Parliament and State Legislatures, and Article
324A to extend the framework to local bodies.
It also suggested amending Articles 83 and 172
to permit flexible adjustment of legislative
terms.

Asingle electoral roll and voter ID for all elec-
tions were proposed to avoid duplication and
simplify logistics. The committee further advised
that if any legislature were to dissolve early, the
newly elected house should serve only for the
remainder of the original term, keeping the
national election cycle intact.

Following the submission of the report, the
Union Cabinet approved its recommendations
in September 2024. Two key bills — the
Constitution (129th Amendment) Bill, 2024, and
the Union Territories Laws (Amendment) Bill,
2024 — were then introduced in Parliament in
December 2024. Both bills were referred to a
Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) of 39
members drawn from both Houses for detailed
examination.

The JPC continues to deliberate on the pro-
posed legislation. It has sought views from

The Zpioneev
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implementation have not yet been
enacted.

According to |PC Chairperson P.
P. Chaudhary, the earliest practical
timeline for synchronised national and state
elections would be around 2034. This projection
allows time for all necessary legal amendments,
state ratifications, and administrative prepara-
tions by the Election Commission.

While the proposal promises greater stabil-
ity and efficiency, it also faces significant chal-
lenges. Achieving political consensus among
multiple parties, safeguarding the federal char-
acter of governance, and ensuring logistical
readiness for such a large-scale exercise will all
be critical.

The One Nation, One Election initiative has
thus moved from an abstract idea to a serious
legislative and administrative proposal. If the
process continues smoothly and gains nation-
wide support, India could see its first fully syn-
chronised elections within the next decade —
areform that may fundamentally reshape how
the world’s largest democracy votes.

dailypioneer
@ @TheDailyPioneer

@ The Pioneer

The author is an Assistant
Professor of Political
Science at the

University of Delhi
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{ OUR TAKE }

Last chapter in
Maoist story

The large number of surrenders indicate that
the violent political movement is in disarray

he Centre has set March 31, 2026, as the

deadline to eliminate the Maoist movement.

But the armed political insurgency that dates

back to the late 1960s and presently, centred
mainly in the forested areas of central India, may
fizzle out even before that. Since CPI (Maoist)
general secretary Nambala Keshav Rao, alias
Basavaraju, was killed in a police action in
Chhattisgarh in May, the political group has been in
disarray. Many more have been killed in encounters
with security forces, and a large number of cadres
have surrendered. Close to 300 persons have laid
down arms in Chhattisgarh and Maharashtra in the
past three days. The movement itself is divided, with
a section advocating surrender.

The collapse of the Maoist movement, described in
2009 by the then Prime Minister Manmohan Singh as
the country’s biggest internal security threat, is yet
another example of a militaristic ideological force
biting the dust. The Maoists, also called Naxalites,
broke away from the CPM in 1967 and have been
waging war against the Indian State since. It had
survived the setbacks in West Bengal, Kerala, Andhra
Pradesh, and Bihar between the 1970 and 1990s, to
regroup as a potent force in central India in the 2000s.
The leadership, under pressure from police in Andhra
Pradesh, had moved deep into the jungles and built the
party as a guerrilla force with cadres from the
economically impoverished tribal communities. That
phase is over, as the numbers reveal: Union home
minister Amit Shah said Thursday that since January
2024, 2,100 Naxalites have surrendered, 1,785 have
been arrested, and 477 have been eliminated.

There are multiple reasons for the Maoists losing
ground. One, the Indian State has extended its reach
into areas that were once inaccessible because of poor
physical infrastructure and ungoverned in the absence
of public institutions. The underdevelopment, an
outcome of the absent or weak State, had allowed rent-
seeking by caste and other social elites, creating a large
catchment for the Maoists to recruit from. Two,
operations by the security forces have blunted the
military edge that the Maoists had over local police,
which also allowed them domain dominance. Three,
pressure from security forces and the killing of senior
leaders seems to have broken the will to continue the
fight for an unrealisable Utopia. Four, a crisis of
ideology, the result also of global politics, has left the
movement politically impoverished and reduced ittoa
band of violent outlaws. The Maoists had no answers
to a democratic order, imperfect in many ways, but
willing to address social and economic grievances
through the instruments of the State and backed by
legitimate firepower. The collapse of the Maoist
movement is a chronicle foretold.

The success of the anti-Maoist campaign is also
evidence of the robustness of India’s constitutional
democracy and the flexibility of its instruments such
as affirmative action and welfare programmes. The
inequities in the distribution of resources
notwithstanding, successive governments have been
successful in building a State that is reasonably
responsive, representative, and inclusive. Much more
can be, and needs to be, done, no doubt. The trust
citizens harbour in electoral democracy is self-evident
in the high polling recorded despite threats from the
Maoists. Ideological blindness prevented the Maoists
from recognising the liberatory potential in electoral
democracy, and they are paying the price for it.

{ THIRD EYE }
Barkha Dutt

India must engage
with the Taliban,
but do it cautiously

India can be a possible
moderating influence in
Afghanistan rather than wield
little influence in the region by
remaining disengaged. But New
Delhi needs to look at relations
beyond the Pakistan prism

he photograph of the Taliban for-

eign minister Amir Khan Muttaqi

sitting under an old portrait of the

Bamiyan Buddhas at the Afghani-

stan Embassy in Delhi — an iconic

heritage site his group destroyed in
2001 on the orders of Mullah Omar -- captured
all the contradictions and cultural challenges
that India’s dramatic reset with the Taliban will
entail.

From lyricist Javed Akhtar to parliamenta-
rian Mahua Moitra, several Indians have ques-
tioned or criticised this engagement. At an intu-
itive level, the angst is understandable. Since
2021, the Taliban have banned girls from sec-
ondary schools and women from universities.
Women are completely excluded from formal
political life. And in some provinces, women
are forbidden to be treated by male doctors —
UN Women warns that maternal mortality
could increase by 50%.

The Taliban delegation made its own case
worse by seeming to bring some of these Nean-
derthal policies to Indian soil when no women

journalists were invited to the first press con-
ference Muttaqi held. While all kinds of theo-
ries were offered to initially explain this,
including that no one could dictate what the
Taliban did within the compound of its own
embassy; the fierce backlash forced the Taliban
to hold a second press conference at the
embassy and invite female reporters as well.

This in itself is instructive.

It is better for India to be a possible moderat-
ing influence than be of no influence as a result
of the cold freeze in relations.

That said, it is important to understand
India’s tryst with the Taliban in strategic terms,
not ideological ones. The unravelling of trust in
the relations with the US should be illustrative
of the limitations or even redundancy of shared
values diplomacy in today’s turbulent times.

Foreign policy must, by definition, be guided
solely by India’s national interests. Add to this
a series of cataclysmic geo-political factors —
India’s military conflict with Pakistan, China’s
long-term patronage of Pakistan now com-
bined with US president Donald Trump’s dis-
tinct tilt towards Islamabad, and trouble in the
neighbourhood, in Bangladesh, Nepal and
Myanmar.

The flare-up of a border war between Paki-
stan and Afghanistan — with Pakistan bombing
targets inside Kabul just as Muttaqi touched
down in Delhi — reveals how irked the powers
that be in Islamabad are. In Muttaqi’s visit to
India, the message from the Taliban to Pakistan
is that they cannot, and will not be, treated like
a puppet regime.

India’s decision to reset relations is a mes-
sage not just to Pakistan about extending stra-

We (India) will need to reopen our doors on visas, medical infrastructure, and education, as
well as provide assistance in rebuilding Afghanistan. AFP

tegic depth in Afghanistan, but also a message
to the Trump administration that has been
aggressively eyeing control of the Bagram base
in Afghanistan. Muttagi’s visit to the Deoband
seminary in Uttar Pradesh was especially sig-
nificant in challenging Pakistan’s assumptions
about Muslims and nationhood.

That said, the Taliban is not a monolith. And
India should not forget that when Kabul first
fell to the Taliban, Pakistan’s Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) chief was among the first pub-
lic figures to be spotted on the ground. Entities
like the Hagqgani network operating out of
Afghanistan, but with well-established links to
ISI must not be glossed over as well. Those of us
of a certain vintage remember the hijacking of
IC814, diverted to Kandahar by Pakistan-backed
hijackers in exchange for the release of terror-
ists, including Masood Azhar.

Today’s Taliban may pose no direct security
threat to India in the way Pakistan does — a

point made repeatedly by veteran diplomats.
And it’s a point well taken.

But if this is genuinely about re-establishing
India’s connection with Afghanistan, we will
need to look at relations beyond the Pakistan
prism. We will need to reopen our doors on
visas, medical infrastructure, and education, as
well as provide assistance in rebuilding
Afghanistan. We will need to channel historical
connections and affections.

Or else, this dramatic reset will be about tac-
tics — short-lived and inflammable.

This very interesting moment in India’s geo-
political history will need to find the balance
between cold-blooded assessment of national
interest and not going overboard in treating the
Taliban as some sort of heroes coming home.

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning
Jjournalist and author.
The views expressed are personal

How great institutions
power great nations

ehind many of India’s most remarkable

achievements lies a common force:

High-quality institutions that empower

generations to build paths that once
seemed impossible. From designing Al-pow-
ered mosquito-tracking systems that prevent
disease outbreaks to breakthroughs in space
exploration to artists from rural India perform-
ing on world-class stages, these milestones are
not incidental. They are visible outcomes of
decades of collective effort, deep, purpose-
driven investment in the centres of
excellence we have incubated and
nurtured, and unwavering belief in
human potential.

Born of visionary intent to confront
India’s defining challenges, and to
reinforce its cultural mores and civili-
sational values, institutions such as
the Indian Institute of Science (IISc),
Bengaluru. and the National Centre for
Performing Arts (NCPA), stand out as
multi-generational legacies of impact. Across
the decades, philanthropic leadership in India
has not only supported existing centres of
excellence but also actively incubated new
institutions that address the emerging needs of
our society.

Examples such as the Tata Institute of Fun-
damental Research (TIFR), Tata Memorial Cen-
tre and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences,
illustrate how long-term philanthropy, rooted
in partnership and mentorship, has helped
seed early-stage organisations that have grown
into nationally and globally recognised pillars
of progress. This commitment to institutional
incubation, from ideation, sustained mentor-
ship, investment, and collaborative networks,
has enabled pathbreaking solutions and
empowered new generations of talent across
health care, education, technology, and social

Siddharth
Sharma

sciences, contributing to India’s transforma-
tion.

The true imprint of such institutions does
not reside only in history books or research
papers. It lives in the stories of those who carry
these learnings into the world — scientists, art-
ists, and changemakers whose ideas, nurtured
first in classrooms or laboratories, ripple out-
ward, touching lives, shifting systems, and qui-
etly rewriting what's possible. We see it in rock-
ets that carry hope and in breakthroughs in
energy, health, and climate action.

Our past shows us what this looks
like. Nobel Prize laureate CV Raman’s
leadership at IISc, Jayant Narlikar’s
stewardship of the Inter-University
Centre for Astronomy & Astrophysics
(IUCAA), Pune, and Homi Bhabha and
JRD Tata’s vision for TIFR — all left us
stronger than before. They turned
fledgling institutions into engines of
discovery, built ecosystems that nur-
tured innovation, and laid the foundations for
India’s scientific self-reliance. We stand on the
shoulders of such visionaries — inspired not
just to protect their enduring impact, but to
extend it.

As the nature of our challenges evolves, so
must our institutions. India’s aspirations multi-
ply, and more Indians rise to meet them. The
problems we face today cannot be solved in
silos, be it the climate crisis, the Al evolution, or
antimicrobial resistance. Consider this: By
2050, India could lose almost 3% of its annual
GDP due to climate-induced productivity
losses. At the same time, India’s share of the
global workforce is set to grow dramatically,
creating both opportunities and responsibili-
ties. These intersecting realities demand insti-
tutions that go beyond producing knowledge.
They must break disciplinary boundaries and

Institutions are not just systems or
structures: they are catalysts for dreams and

launchpads for human potential. HT ARCHIVE
bring together technology, communities, and
policy under one roof.

The role our institutions play in solving
global problems has never been more crucial.
The climate crisis is redrawing coastlines and
straining health systems. In 2024 alone, 5.4 mil-
lion people in India were internally displaced
due to disasters like floods and storms, the
highest in more than a decade. In such times,
these must be more than places of learning.
They must become platforms where diverse
voices come together to co-create solutions at
scale.

Institutions act as connectors and enablers:
meeting people where they are and opening
doors to a more equitable future. As Nobel lau-
reates Daron Acemoglu and James A Robinson
remind us in Why Nations Fail, inclusive,

adaptive, and resilient institutions, and not
growth alone, make progress lasting and fair.

The true strength of institutions will be
measured when knowledge translates into
action. During the recent pandemic, Indian
institutions were central to enabling the deliv-
ery of Covid-19 vaccine doses nationwide. Over
two billion doses were administered, in turn
protecting millions of people and strengthening
public health systems. Similarly, in the clean
energy sector, collaborations between scien-
tists, universities and industry helped reduce
the cost of solar power by more than 80% over
the past decade, powering rural communities
and driving livelihoods.

Institutions are not just systems or struc-
tures: they are catalysts for dreams and launch-
pads for human potential. They are the reasons
that a young girl in Jharkhand dreams of cur-
ing cancer, or a first-generation student from
Uttarakhand can lead clean energy research, or
a musician from Rajasthan is able to share
their art with the world on the stages of NCPA.
In nurturing such aspirations, these centres
build the very foundations of a more inclusive
India — empowering citizens to contribute to
the nation’s transformation.

However, despite being living, breathing eco-
systems and the country’s inheritance to our
children, they remain persistently under-re-
sourced. Funding gaps restrict innovation, limit
infrastructure, and constrain the next genera-
tion of innovators. This is where the Tata Trusts
has shown that philanthropy can make a differ-
ence. Today, it continues to drive progress
where it is needed most — whether enabling
new research, funding early-stage innovation,
or building collaborative platforms.

The future of our institutions will not be
written by policymakers or philanthropists
alone, but by how each of us chooses to support
and reimagine them. Nations are not built over-
night, but generation by generation, through
institutions that evolve, endure, and empower.

Siddharth Sharma is CEO, Tata Trusts. The views
expressed are personal. This is part of a series for
Nobel Prize Dialogue India 2025 that will be held
in Bengaluru and Mumbai on November 3 and 5,

in partnership with Tata Trusts.

erala’s longest-serving chief minis-

ter (CM), EK Nayanar, had once said

that rape in the US was as frequent

as drinking a cup of tea. The state-
ment created uproar, but it was no surprise
that many Malayalis echoed his sentiment.
For America was “uncultured”, their women
wore short clothes, stepped out at night, and
hence, could not complain about being sexu-
ally assaulted. The idea of culture here
stemmed from what we, as a society, under-
stood — that ours is the only one that can
define the word, and everyone outside is
bereft of it.

But what exactly is this culture we are so
eager to defend and define? Why is it almost
always used to police women?

Days after a 23-year-old MBBS student
was gang-raped in Durgapur, West Bengal

Lessons in etiquette
for Indian politicians

CM Mamata Banerjee said the survivor
should not have been out at night —a famil-
iar refrain that often follows incidents of sex-
ual violence. To give Banerjee the
benefit of the doubt, perhaps her
stance presented itself from a
moment of concern, which
defaulted to blaming the student for
being out at night. Women are no
strangers to this kind of “concern”,
but how do we perceive it when a
tall leader, who built her political
legacy on being a ferocious woman,
voices them? The track records of
many Indian politicians, among them
former CMs Mulayam Singh Yadavand Om
Prakash Chautala, have been no better.
Yadav infamously dismissed rape by saying
“boys will be boys”, while Chautala sug-

Anuradha
Vellat

gested lowering the legal age of marriage as
away to curb sexual violence.

Politicians are often compelled to speak
about violence against women. They don’t
mean to but have to. Their political stature
also rests on how they perceive the “second
gender”. At some point, the wheel needs to
break, and they need to learn how to speak to
young voters — a demographic that makes
up 22.78% of India’s electorate, according to
the Election Commission of India’s Atlas,
based on data from the 2024 Lok
Sabha elections. This age group,
defined as those between 18 and 29
years, accounts for 223.19 million
electors. This is not to assume that
all young voters are progressive,
but one can demand that politicians
ought to be while talking to them.

An editorial in this newspaper
(‘Politicians must take lessons in
sensitivity’, October 15) rightly
pointed out that politicians reflect the social
moods and customs that govern us. Few
truths about politics ring truer. Our leaders
seem to believe that women can be handed
some money and a gas connection, and they

can be expected to stay contented. Conversa-
tions about crimes against women, or prom-
ises regarding their safety when they do step
out at night, hardly feature in political cam-
paigns.

The culture of patriarchy sees no gender.
It tells men and women that equality is a
myth and that we abide by it. We are offered
lessons in patriarchy without bias. The cul-
ture we are so passionate about defining
wants girls to be obedient, young women to
be back home early, and mothers to raise
their sons to value wives who are homemak-
ers.

Patriarchal cultural norms make even a
modest night stroll feel costly. Walking alone
at night can be particularly peaceful. When
the traffic eases, the breeze cools, and one
can calmly feel the ground beneath the feet.
For most women in India, this is a luxury, so
we limit ourselves to cramped balconies and
boxed hallways. So, we aspire for strolls at
ungodly hours with the same passion for pay
parity. Surely, our leaders, representatives of
the people, can lend us a hand?

The views expressed are personal
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HT's editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history,
context, and helps understand recent news events

SAVING THE ELEPHANT

he decline in India’s elephant numbers —con-

tested by some based on methodological differ-

ences between two separate counts — is cer-

tainly a concern for the country, against a back-
drop of visible conservation successes with the tiger
and the rhinoceros. This makes ecologist Raman
Sukumar’s Elephant Days and Nights: Ten Years with
the Asian Elephant an essential read.

The book covers many aspects of elephant conser-
vation, from terrain, diet, seasonal foraging behaviour,
reproduction to social and physical development of
calves and how elephant herds get built over time,
function and sustain. Sukumar makes it clear that ele-
phant survival and thriving would demand from
humans a revision of forest-related priorities. The book
also makes very interesting suggestions on conserva-
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ELE PHANT

Elephant Days and

tion, including use of sounds of specific frequencies  Nights
and pheromones to prevent elephants from straying  Raman Sukumar
into human habitations. For the lay reader, a serious ~ Year: 1996

but easy to understand guide to elephant conservation.
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hen my father died over two
decades ago, my mother told
my little niece that her Dad-

ubhai or grandfather had become a star.
They stood on our balcony in Kolkata,
looking up at the night sky and trying to
find the “Dadubbhai star”.

In childish euphemism, death was
becoming a star.

Iremember looking up at the sky the
night my mother died this year. There
was no need for childish euphemisms
anymore. And it was just as well. The
bright lights of the big city had long
swallowed up the darkness. The night
sky seemed emptied of stars. Only a
handful were visible. Perhaps they were
not even stars, just satellites.

Beset as we are with many kinds of
pollution, we hardly pay any attention
to light pollution. It does not smell. It
doesnot choke our lungs or our water
bodies. It does not deafen us. It hides in
plain sight. Even I didn’t think too much
of it until recently.

Atthe end of August I went on anight
tour of illuminated buildings in Kolkata.
The Kolkata Illumination Project by a
citizens group called Kolkata Restorers
hasbeen lighting up old heritage build-
ings for almost two years—massive
colonial buildings that house insurance
companies and banks, an old market,
synagogues and churches, a Radha Jiu
temple and more. By day the buildings
look imposing enough but the low watt-
age warm yellow LED lights make them
come alive at night. They looked myste-
rious and beautiful.

A few weeks later, in the run-up to
Durga Puja, I saw giant billboards,
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In the dark about light pollution

Beset as we are with many kinds of pollution, we barely pay attention to light pollution and ignore the risks it poses

which later proved to be LED screens,
that popped up in a park near my
house. I felt I was surrounded by a bat-
tery of television screens flashing
advertisements for leggings, kurtis and
cooking oil, the shocking pinks, reds,
yellows and neons screaming for atten-
tion. They looked garish and hideous.

The World Atlas of Night Sky Bright-
ness, generated on the basis of thou-
sands of satellite photos, shows the
planet litup like a Christmas tree.
Admittedly it looks pretty. Come
Diwali, we all get WhatsApp forwards
with images showing the map of India
lit up for Diwali purportedly seen from a
satellite. They are Al-generated but will
be nevertheless forwarded from group
to group with Happy Diwali messages.
The image, even if fake, glows with
1,000-watt pride.

The electric light bulb isindeed one of
our greatest inventions. Having grown
up with chronic power cuts, I have no
nostalgia for the “pleasures” of trying to
read by the light of hissing Petromax
lamps and candles. But there is such a
thing astoo much light at atime when
our body clock tells us it should be dark.

Just as air pollution and water pollu-
tion are linked to a slew of diseases, light
pollution can wreak havoc inside us. A
report in IndiaSpend cites numerous
studies showing the connections
between over-exposure to artificial light
and health issues. Light pollution can
cause stress and sleep disruption,
reducing the production of melatonin,
the hormone produced at night.

A 2021 study in Sleep and Vigilance
journal looked at the importance of
melatonin in the development and
growth of cancers and immune activity.
An Israeli study found higher breast
cancer rates in areas with high night-
time light. A Spanish study showed
greater prostate cancer risks in people
exposed to higher artificial light levels
at night. Higher outdoor night-time
light has been found to be a bigger risk
factor for Alzheimer’s than alcohol
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There's too much light at a time when our body clock tells us it should be dark.

abuse or obesity, according to the jour-
nal Frontiers of Neuroscience.

But when the Journal of Urban Man-
agement surveyed Indians aged 16-65 in
2022, it found 57% had not even heard
of the term “light pollution”. Others
thought it was something to do with UV
and other harmful rays in sunlight.
Many thought it was “pollution which is
not very harmful.”

The health connections, direct or indi-
rect, are little talked about. Instead urban
development wants more lights, brighter
lights, floodlights to build a city that
never sleeps. In the name of public
safety, the street outside my home now
suddenly has glaring white light all night
long. The same city authorities that com-

Can weever give
ourselves the
gift of time?

We've got apps,
gadgets, hacks and
services to get work
done faster and
better. Yet we remain
busier than ever

Pooja Singh

pooja.s@livemint.com

he Instagram algorithm

had decided that I was

looking for a lifestyle of

optimisation. Reelson the

advantages of starting your
workday at 3am or Ipm, depending on the
content creators’ views, were clamouring
for my attention.

Some ads suggested tools to maximise
sleeping hours so I could fight procrasti-
nation and “Get Sh*t Done” before dead-
line. In between were memes of how1Jan-
uary 2025 felt like it was just this Monday,
and why only January and Monday come
so early. Of all the content thrown at me
this past week, a productivity guru’s reel
to help with “rawdogging” caught my
attention. Earlier slang for unprotected
sexual intercourse, “rawdogging” isnow
Internet-speak for doing nothing for a few
hours to hone focus, increase creativity
and improve one’s quality of life.

We're all chasing time, trying to
squeeze the most out of every second,
turning to all sorts of hacks and tips, look-
ing for ways to find “free time”. Yet, free
quality time seems perpetually out of
reach.

For context, the time spent by Indians
on “self-care activities”, which includes
sleeping and personal hygiene, has
declined steadily since 2019, while time
spent onsocialising and employment has
gone up, according to the 2024: Time Use
Survey data published by the Union statis-
tics ministry. A rural-urban comparison
shows that urban Indians spend more
time on employment compared to their
rural counterparts, who have more time

for self-care, though rural Indians spend
more time on unpaid work (such as
domestic chores, which usually fall to
women) and “producing goods for their
ownuse”.

“We are living in a world where hustle
culture is on steroids,” says Amit Nandke-
olyar, an associate professor of organisa-
tional behaviour at Indian Institute of
Management (IIM), Ahmedabad.

Ourrelationship with “free time”—tobe
spent leisurely doing activities that bring
us joy or with loved ones without worry-
ing about work or chores—remains
ambiguous.

“Weare being made to feel that time is
scarce and we need to ensure that every
second offers some kind of commodity-
like return. That’s why you have services
today that say ‘give a gift of time’, which is
interesting because time is in your hands
and you can do with it whatever you want.
The problem is that we are made to
believe that leisure time is time wasted,”
explains Nandkeolyar.

ANOTHER COMMODITY

Onereason our relationship with time has
become so transactional is to do with the
way it has been commodified. E-com-
merce platforms promise to deliver every-
thing—from groceries to smartphones
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and Diwali gift hampers—to your door-
stepin10 minutes or less. On a quick com-
merce app, you can get a mish-mash of
items, including a swastik design clay set,
two avocados, snowflake-shaped string
light, and a one-gram 24k gold coin—allin
eight minutes.

These are the kind of services designed
for the people we’ve become, always try-
ing to “hack” time and always glued to
screens—Indians spent five hours daily
last year on mobile screens, nearly 70% of
it devoted to social media and gaming,
going by areportby consultancy firmEY,
published earlier this year. This figure
excludes the hours they already spend
online on their laptops for work. In many
ways, people have become more available
toothersbutlessavailable to themselves.

“Many people thought they would con-
tinue to live the slow life in the post-covid
world,” says Rahul Advani, cultural
anthropologist and insights and strategy
manager at Mumbai-based strategy con-
sultancy Plum Insights. “Instead, we went
into overdrive, maximising every
moment. The definition of time has
changed—earlier, we used to experience
time because we didn’t have control over
it. Now, time has become all about filling
itup. Theincreasing desire to be ‘bored’is
actually a response to the fact that time,

plain about the visual pollution of bill-
boards, green-lights their transforma-
tion into blinding LCD screens. Brighter
the better is the lighting mantra.

The most revolutionary thing about
the Kolkata Illumination Project is its
muted yellow lighting. Mudar Patherya,
the moving force behind Kolkata
Restorers, tells me many people,
impressed by the lit up buildings,
wanted to do the same but they wanted
bright DMX or Digital Multiplex Light-
ing with changing colours. And he
would have to talk them down fromit,
telling them it would not look good on
the building. While no light is good for
night birds and other nocturnal crea-
tures, he also consulted with experts to
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The definition of time has changed—earlier, people used to ‘experience

something so fluid, has become struc-
tured or constricted.” He’sreferring to the
trend of people stepping away from con-
stant stimulation, especially social media,
and allowing themselves to be bored or do
nothing for a certain number of hours to
promote creative thinking.

This paradox of doing more and doing
it faster and smarter in order to “have
free time” hasled to other services for the
ever-busy. Smart rings, organisers and
other devices promise to help make time
for you. Even leisure is about doing
things quickly: consider custom music
playlists that apps serve based on your
mood and tastes. You don’t have to scroll
through different genres to discover
something you like. It’s all served on a
platter within minutes, helping you save
time and energy.

Concierge services across the country
offer “lifestyle managers” for hire, who
help the wealthy with chores that range
from the mundane (buy gift for beta’s
birthday; unpack suitcases) to the unusual
(deliver masalas to hotel room in Uppsala
with instructions for the chef). Some of

Multi-tasking has its benefits
but the blurring of work
and leisure has made
people forget that not
every hour needs to be
milked for all its worth
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ensure the disruption was minimal.

Suyash Narsaria, lighting designer
and founder of Optiluxx Electrical,
which lit up many of the buildings Kolk-
ata Restorers worked on, says it was a
learning curve for him too. The Eastern
Railway building spread out over a
block needed about 450 lights and he
saysit took a lot of time to figure out the
optimal light intensity. They reduced
the wattage to make it more efficient,
layered the lights so they picked out the
details they wanted to highlight in the
building. The result is the buildings are
illuminated but never dazzling. And
that makes a huge difference.

It’'sa hard lesson to rememberin a
world where the mantra for success has

- .

3 e

these tasks—planning gifts or special cele-
brations—would once have been persona-
lised and a way to express one’s feelings.

One Gurugram-based lifestyle manage-
ment company has a campaign to suggest
that timeis the biggest gift, and promises
to finish your tasks to free up time for
loved ones during the festive season.
Packages run from 32,000-40,000—all to
give you the gift of time. By delivering gro-
ceries in minutes, picking gifts for family
members or clearing your calendar, these
apps and services are helping you save
time and use it for moments that really
matter. Saving time costs money today.

But, can anyone or anything really buy
time? “You can save time,” Nandkeolyar
says. “Now whether you spend that
saved free time scrolling Instagram
while playing with your kid, or check
mails when you wake up in the middle of
the night, it depends on you. Time man-
agement is not a big task if you follow
some strict rules. Attention manage-
ment is, because even during free time
we are trying to multitask, taking away
the joy from leisure.”

Multi-tasking has its benefits but this
blurring of work and leisure has made
people forget that not every hour needs to
be milked for all its worth.

NEVERENOUGH
The introduction and evolution of pro-
ductivity tools indicates that there’s no
clear answer to one of the biggest myster-
ies: Why is time never enough, despite the
tech and services available to help us com-
plete our tasks faster?

Nandkeolyar offers an explanation:
“Time is porous with no sharp edges.
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' time, and now, time has become all about filling it up.

become bigger and brighter. Things of
quieter beauty get short shrift. We want
to be remembered for building the big-
gest statue, the tallest building, the larg-
est dam. A few years ago a Kolkata
Durga Puja pandal that copied the Burj
Khalifa ran into trouble with air traffic
control because of'its height and lights.
And nothing seems to say tax rupees at
work better than a city blazing with
light all night long. Bright lights, big city
is proof of India Shining emerging out
of V.S. Naipaul’s Area of Darkness.

Yetdarknesstooisan old friend. This
month Ispent afew daysin anature
reserve in Thailand. One night we were
on a floating raft house in a huge lake in
southern Thailand surrounded by lime-
stone karsts. The cabins were modest
and powered by solar energy. One could
not even charge a phone inside the
room. It didn’t matter because once we
reached we realised there was zero con-
nectivity anyway. The sunset was a stu-
pendous blaze of orange and gold but as
darkness fell, ] wondered what we
would do all night without phones and
internet, just staring into the inky dark-
ness. But asI'sat on the deck overlook-
ing the expanse of the lake, I realised
was finally in a place where, as Ray
Bradbury wrote in 1.Sing the Body Elec-
tric, the lights could not diminish the
universe. IfTlooked up, the sky was
studded with stars.

Iimmediately wanted to identify the
constellations and realised to my cha-
grin that my stargazer apps would not
work without connectivity. So we sat
there with beers, listening to the waves
and looking at the sky above us, making
up stories about twinkling stars I could
not name or map, stars manifold and
bright, looking down on us.

Suddenly, it seemed like those stories
we made up of parents becoming stars
were not so foolish and childish after all.

Cult Friction is a fortnightly column on
issues we keep rubbing up against.

Sandip Royis a writer, journalist and
radio host. He posts @sandipr

What people forget is that time depends
on how society viewsit; it’sa cultural con-
struct. Why do we return home from the
office in the evening? Why is Chhath Puja
performed atacertain time in the day? It’s
all our construct.”

Time’s use is up to us, but it is meas-
ured. “The industrial era introduced
‘clock time’ to help decide how much
work one can perform in a certain num-
ber of hours. That’s from the economics
perspective. The sociological view is
what we do with the time we have,”
Nandkeolyar continues.

But there isno doubt that “time-saving”
aids may have ended up speeding up our
expectations of how much time a task
should take, and making us impatient.
Consider the speed with which we com-
plainifsomethingisn’t delivered on time
orourimpatienceifan app takes toolong
to load. “Our patience levels have gone
down considerably. The only time I see
people now wait (for anything) is when
they queue up outside amatcha place that
has gone viral or when a new iPhone or
some limited-edition sneakersreach the
store,” says Advani.

Offering his take on why more people
complain of less time in a culture obsessed
with personal productivity, Advani says,
“Because we are able to do so many things
in one day, we end up trying to do more
things than we can handle.”

Ifthere’s one answer to carving out free
time with no strings attached, it is inten-
tion. The groceries will get delivered, the
lifestyle manager will decorate the house
for Diwali. Butit’sup to you to decide how
many times you check your notifications
on your phone, watch orring.
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Claim, counterclaim

India must speak out on world issues
with moral clarity, not ambiguity

P resident Donald Trump appears to have

set the cat among the pigeons yet again

so far as recent Indian foreign policy ac-
tions are concerned, this time with regard to an
alleged assurance by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi that India would halt its oil imports from
Russia. Speaking at the White House, Mr. Trump
said that Mr. Modi had assured him on Wednes-
day that India “will not be buying oil from Rus-
sia... Now we’ve got to get China to do the same
thing”. This utterance follows in the wake of a
summer of heightened temperatures in the bilat-
eral space, after multiple claims by Mr. Trump
that he played a role in bringing Operation Sin-
door to an abrupt halt, with a full and immediate
ceasefire agreed only after “a long night of talks
mediated by the United States”. India was quick
to challenge the White House’s narrative, with a
Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesperson saying
that he was unaware of a conversation between
the leaders on the previous day, even if discus-
sions were “ongoing” about deepening India’s
energy cooperation with the U.S. Nevertheless,
he did not unequivocally confirm or deny Mr.
Trump’s assertion that India would be halting its
purchases of Russian oil. A similar ‘soft denial’
approach seemed to be the chosen tack in the af-
termath of Operation Sindoor.

The quandary faced by Indian foreign policy
strategists is that India is in a sensitive phase of bi-
lateral engagement with the U.S., specifically re-
garding its hopes for bilateral trade deal in the
nearer term and shared regional goals in the con-
text of the rise of China, over the longer arc of the
evolving balance of power in Asia. Additionally,
Mr. Trump’s sheer chimerical nature, which is
either the trait of an impulsive but popular leader
on American soil, or the standard “art of the
deal” playbook trait of a President seeking to
bring global counterparts to the negotiating ta-
ble, appears to be routinely frustrating South
Block mandarins seeking predictability in their
engagements with U.S. interlocutors. India may
have found an appropriate response in avoiding
knee-jerk public reactions to the sometimes out-
landish claims of Mr. Trump. However, the bigger
challenge for New Delhi is to clarify its global pos-
ture on issues such as the purchase of Russian oil
in the context of Russian aggression in Ukraine. It
would do well to remember that it is not so much
the strident voices of the North Atlantic that mat-
ter as much as India’s hopes to be a true global
power one day, and speak with the moral clarity
that accompanies such a title.

Blatant aggression

Trump administration’s intervention in
Venezuela is built on false pretexts
l n a brazen admission, U.S. President Donald

Trump has confirmed authorising covert

CIA operations in Venezuela targeting the
government of Nicolas Maduro. This escalation
follows weeks of deadly strikes on boats in Carib-
bean waters, threatening to destabilise the region
by violating fundamental principles of interna-
tional law. The prospective actions fall under a
grim historical pattern of actions by the CIA — the
1954 coup in Guatemala, the Bay of Pigs disaster
in Cuba, the orchestration of the 1973 coup in
Chile that resulted in President Salvador Al-
lende’s death and the Contra wars in Nicaragua
in the 1980s. Such interventions have led to catas-
trophic consequences such as decades of insta-
bility, democratic backsliding and authoritarian
rule, leaving scars across Latin America. Mr. Ma-
duro’s disputed election victory in 2024 has com-
pounded his regime’s economic mismanagement
which, combined with sanctions, has devastated
Venezuela’s economy. In recent years, millions of
Venezuelans have been forced to flee because of
the crisis, with many undertaking perilous jour-
neys through Colombia, the dreaded Darién Gap
and Mexico to reach the U.S. The refugee influx
has provided the Trump administration with am-
munition to weaponise the immigration issue
and to issue claims about Venezuelan drug traf-
ficking to up the ante against the Chavistas, as the
followers of former President Hugo Chavez are
called. Mr Trump has repeatedly, without proof,
characterised Mr. Maduro as a “narcoterrorist”,
alleging that the country operates as a drug corri-
dor, with criminal trafficking organisations under
his control. This has been contradicted by the
U.S. intelligence agencies, much to Mr. Trump’s
disapproval, leading to consequences such as the
firing of a National Intelligence Council director
who refused to alter his assessment of the drug is-
sue and the Maduro regime.

It is not difficult to ascertain the true motive of
the Trump administration — to control Venezue-
la’s massive petroleum reserves and substantial
natural gas deposits. The fact that Caracas has
maintained strong trading relations with Russia
and China, and close ties with the U.S.s béte
noire, Cuba, also presents a geopolitical chal-
lenge to American hegemony in the region — this
has also explained the hostility by preceding
American administrations but none was as bra-
zen as Mr Trump is. This is not to absolve the Ma-
duro regime. Its authoritarian trajectory and ma-
nipulation of electoral processes deserve
international censure. But acknowledging these
failures does not justify illegal U.S. intervention.
The international community must resist the
Trump administration’s recourse to illegal and
Cold War-era regime change policies and instead
pursue diplomatic solutions that respect Vene-
zuelan sovereignty while supporting its genuine
democratic forces. Venezuela must determine its
future without external intrusion.

Better global governance, led by China and India

he year 2025 marks the 75th
anniversary of diplomatic ties between
China and India. Since April 1, 1950,
exchanges between the two great
countries have come a long way, in which heads
of state (government) diplomacy plays a key role
in enhancing mutual trust, mutual respect and
mutual complementarity. Highlighting more
recent achievements are the interactions and
friendship between the two leaders — China’s
President Xi Jinping and India’s Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. From 2014 to 2024, Mr. Xi and
Mr. Modi have met 18 times. When the year 2014
was declared as the Year of China-India Friendly
Exchanges, Mr. Xi paid a state visit to India in
September and made a trip to Ahmedabad, the
home town of Mr. Modi. China and India issued a
Joint Statement on Building an Even Closer
Partnership for Development. In May 2015, Mr.
Modi made his first visit to China, and Mr. Xi
received him in Xi’an, Mr. Xi’s home town.

From 2016 to 2019, the two leaders met
multiple times each year on the occasions of the
BRICS summit, the G-20 summit, and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
summit. Affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, the
next few years saw the two leaders exchange
greetings and messages through letters and in
telephone conversations. With the resumption of
face-to-face meetings, Mr. Xi held talks with Mr.
Modi on the sidelines of the BRICS summit in
Johannesburg in August 2023. And in October
2024, the two leaders held a bilateral meeting on
the sidelines of the 16th BRICS summit in Kazan,
reaching important understandings on improving
and growing China-India relations.

A milestone for the United Nations
This year also marks the 80th anniversary of the
founding of the United Nations, following the
victory of the world anti-fascist war. Eighty years
ago, upon deep reflection on the bitter lessons of
the First and Second World Wars, the
international community established the UN,
commencing a brand new practice in global
governance. In the past 80 years, the UN-based
visions and practice of global governance have
made historic contributions to maintaining world
peace and development. However, the first few
decades of the 21st century saw the world
increasingly confronted with volatility,
turbulence, uncertainty and unpredictability.
Faced with harmful “isms” such as
unilateralism, protectionism, isolationism,
separatism, terrorism, extremism and
hegemonism, humanity needs to dwell on a
major subject of our times, i.e., in order not to
slip into a rule of jungle law, the kind of global
governance system that needs to be built and
how to reform and improve our global
governance. Therefore, at such an important
juncture, the 25th SCO Summit in Tianjin and the
19th in-person Xi-Modi meeting during the
summit have been highly anticipated and
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expected by not only the more than 2.8 billion
people in China and India but also the rest of the
world, to shed some light on subjects such as
bilateral relations, global governance and the
future of humanity.

Partners, not rivals

Indeed, as pointed out by Sudheendra Kulkarni,
political adviser and scholar, the 2025 Tianjin
SCO Summit could be one of the most successful
in the organisation’s history. This could be
because of the changing world order (with the
West rapidly losing its dominance in global affairs
in the irreversible trend of multipolarity and
multilateralism), and, more significantly, due to
the growing importance of Asia and Eurasia. Mr.
Xi and Mr. Modi are two leaders who have shown
vision and wisdom in their friendly interactions.

Mr. Xi has emphasised that China and India
shoulder the crucial responsibility of improving
the well-being of the two peoples, promoting
solidarity and rejuvenation of developing
countries, and advancing the progress of human
society. China and India should be good
neighbours and partners who help each other
succeed. He made four points of suggestion —
China and India should strengthen strategic
communication and deepen mutual trust; expand
exchanges and cooperation to achieve mutual
benefit and win-win; accommodate each other’s
concerns and get along in peace and harmony,
and strengthen multilateral coordination to
safeguard our shared interests. Mr. Modi echoed
Mr. Xi in this by saying that the India-China
relationship is back on a positive trajectory, that
peace and stability in the border regions have
been maintained, and that direct flights were to
resume.

Such progress benefits not only the peoples of
India and China but also the whole world. India
and China are partners, not rivals. Their
consensus far outweighs their disagreement.
India-China cooperation will make the 21st
century a genuine Asian century, and the two
sides joining hands will increase the strength of
multilateralism in international affairs.

The highlight of the Tianjin SCO summit was
the Global Governance Initiative (GGI) raised by
Mr. Xi, based on five basic principles. First, stay
committed to sovereign equality. All countries,
regardless of size, strength or wealth, shall have
their sovereignty and dignity respected, their
domestic affairs free from external interference,
the right to independently choose their social
system and development path, and the right to
participate in, make decisions in and benefit from
the global governance process as equals. Greater
democracy should be promoted in international
relations to make the global governance system
better reflect the interests and the aspirations of
the majority of countries, especially the
developing countries.

Second, stay committed to international rule of
law. The purposes and principles of the UN

Charter are universally recognised basic norms of
international relations and must be upheld
unwaveringly. International law and rules must
be applied, equally and uniformly, without any
double standards or imposition. Major countries
must take the lead in advocating and defending
international rule of law.

Third, stay committed to multilateralism.
Global affairs should be decided by all, the
governance system built by all, and the fruits of
governance shared by all. The UN is the core
platform for practising multilateralism and
advancing global governance, whose role must be
enhanced, not weakened.

Fourth, stay committed to the people-centered
approach. The people of all nations are the
fundamental actors in global governance, and
their well being its ultimate benefit. It must seek
improvement through reforms in order to inspire
a greater sense of fulfilment through accelerated
common development, a greater sense of safety
through more effective response to humanity’s
common challenges, and a greater sense of well
being through advancing the common interests of
different countries and communities.

Fifth, stay committed to real results. Effective
global governance is essentially one that resolves
real problems. It must address both the root
causes and symptoms to find sustainable
solutions. Developed countries should earnestly
take on their responsibilities and provide more
resources and public goods, while developing
countries should pull together for strength and
do their best for the world.

The task ahead

The GGI is another major initiative and public
good offered by China. With the aim of
addressing the deficit of global governance, the
GGI stems from the purposes and principles of
the UN Charter, and responds to the shared
aspiration of most countries. To reform and
improve global governance does not mean
overturning the existing international order or to
create another framework outside the current
international system. Rather, the goal is to make
the existing international system and institutions
better in taking action, working effectively,
adapting to changes, responding promptly and
effectively to various global challenges, and
serving the interests of all countries.

As key members of the SCO and BRICS, China
and India should step up to shoulder their
responsibility in improving global governance,
upholding multilateralism, strengthening
communication and coordination on major
international and regional issues, and in
defending international fairness and justice. They
should follow the strategic guidance of their two
leaders, bearing in mind the importance of the
larger picture and long-term view, taking on the
responsibility of improving the well-being of their
peoples, and in promoting the solidarity and the
rejuvenation of developing countries.

The next steps for Afghanistan after the New Delhi visit

Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi and its

attendant excitement in mainstream and
social media are now over. But this is only the
beginning. What must follow is a step-by-step
engagement, with the single objective of
stabilising a devastated country, and, in the
process, ensuring that New Delhi projects its
credentials as a humanitarian force to reckon
with. In these days of rampant war and war
mongering, that counts. In addition, there are
issues of strong security interests, that in fact,
need not be a zero sum game with Pakistan. In
fact, it might just deliver a certain stability to
Pakistan as well, provided that it is ready to
accept it.

T he visit of Afghanistan’s Acting Foreign

Terror and the realities on the ground

The joint statement between the two sides, which
angered Islamabad, only reiterated the Taliban’s
immediate condemnation of the Pahalgam attack
(April 2025), and, similarly, reiterated promises
by Kabul to never allow its territory to be used
against India. That promise has been made often
to the international community. This has been
acknowledged by the United Nations Security
Council Sanctions Monitoring Committee Report
which commends the Taliban’s actions against
the Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), even while it
questions Kabul’s actual capability in countering
it — given the reclusive Mullah Haibatullah’s
penchant for running a parallel regime from
Kandahar.

The report also notes that while the leader of
the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) leader, Noor
Wali Mehsud, received funds from the Taliban,
Kabul was hesitant to act against it, out of fears of
allying itself with the IS-K.

In short, Pakistan’s demands that it act against
the TTP are not naive but deliberate propaganda.
Rawalpindi knows its Afghanistan. While the
Taliban are no saints, they are also not the crafty
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terrorist sponsors Rawalpindi would have
everyone believe. However, getting rid of that
narrative requires actions on the ground, which is
where India could come in. One line of activity is
to ensure that the Taliban’s mostly successful
drug eradication programme is knit into crop
substitution programmes and that there is an
end-to-end process which ensures farmers
security and exports. This is urgent as reliable
reports indicate an uptick in cultivation, even as
meth labs sprout across the country. Given the
huge drug seizures along India’s borders, a
comprehensive training programme by the
Narcotics Control Bureau would be highly
desirable. The brute force being used now to
counter narcotics actions is hardly helpful to the
Taliban.

For Kabul to ‘normalise’, it needs the absolute
basics of any city. A recent report notes that
Kabul may be the first city in the world to
completely run dry by 2030. Years of war have
taken their toll on projects. India’s reiteration of
an earlier offer to build the Shahtoot dam on the
Kabul river will cause alarm in Pakistan, given a
reported drop of 16% in flows. The Kabul river is a
part of the Indus river system, and logically
should be made part of a new treaty so that all
differences are ironed out. In other words, there
should be a deal that benefits all, which
Islamabad will find difficult to refuse. A
water-starved country is hardly the most
desirable neighbour.

Education for all
The issue of women’s education is paramount.
The few Taliban leaders who did support it such
as Abdul Baqi Hagqani who were in favour of
women’s education were quickly replaced by
hardliners such as Mawlawi Habibullah Agha.
Changing this cruel practice is vital in not just
reframing the Taliban but also India’s outreach.
As of now, India has announced 1,000

e-scholarships for students through the Indian
Council of Cultural Relations which is nowhere
enough. The online option needs to be extended
to all major colleges, giving them a special
dispensation in terms of foreign exchange
regulations.

This may also be focused on areas where India
is planning to make investments. For instance, in
the joint statement, mining is a key area of
interest. Therefore, skills need to be developed in
the country, so that a minimal Indian presence is
necessary, and which creates employment in the
country.

The goal of a stable country
Finally, though it is standard practice now to talk
of a ‘whole of government’ approach, this rarely
happens in practice. While the National Security
Council Secretariat is meant to do this, it needs to
be strengthened so that all arms of the
government, including finance, water and power,
are all working towards a specific objective — to
ensure that Afghanistan stays friendly and stable.
This objective needs to remain constant across
governments so that the fundamental principle of
‘selection and maintenance of aim’ is achieved
with the objective of ensuring that India’s
relevance remains permanent and is not part of
shifting policies. But there is a key problem. The
Pakistan army has no stake at all in ensuring the
stabilisation of Afghanistan given its continuing
desire to dominate the Taliban. Ordinary
Pakistanis do, and most of them are Pashtuns
with business and family ties across the border.
Potential revenues from Afghanistan trade and
transit is estimated at $10 billion. None of this will
matter as long as Pakistan remains a security
state. If a country that is repeatedly labelled as
the cradle of terrorism needs to be changed, the
so-called international community has to work on
systemic change in Pakistan. Democracy is not
just a nice aspiration. It works, almost every time.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Celebrations and crackers
The bursting of crackers,
especially during festivals
such as Deepavali, only
doubles the resultant
harmful effects in terms of
air pollution and mounting
garbage. | happened to
witness a fireworks
celebration in Switzerland
during their national day.
Scheduled for late in the

evening, on the banks of
the Rhine, it was well
organised. Organising such
shows especially during
festivals such as Deepavali
could help slowly delink
individuals from their craze
to burst firecrackers.

Dr. V. Purushothaman,
Chennai

The recent order, permitting

the use of firecrackers,
appears to be more like a
face-saving move by the
judiciary, aware that a
complete ban would have
been widely defied. It must
be remembered that
Deepavali was celebrated
with diyas and lights — not
with deafening crackers that
pollute the air. Bursting
crackers is cruelty disguised

as festivity, tormenting
animals, the elderly and the
sick. People must rise above
newer ‘interpretations’ of
traditions and embrace a
green Deepavali.

R.S. Narula,

Patiala, Punjab

Pause and think
Google’s $15 billion
investment in an India Al
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hub has stirred national
pride — and rightly so. Yet,
we must ask whether we
are truly preparing minds to
match machines, or merely
training technicians for
tomorrow’s code. Our
education system still
produces degree holders,
not critical thinkers capable
of ethical judgment. Al
without moral intelligence

risks deepening inequality
and widening social divides.
Innovation without
introspection may create a
smarter India, but not
necessarily a wiser one.

Hasnain Rabbani,
Mumbai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the full postal
address.
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Police personnel at the residence of Haryana IPS officer Y. Puran Kumar, who allegedly died by suicide, in Chandigarh. SHIV KUMAR PUSHPAKAR

!

The murky deaths in
the Haryana police

On October 7, an IPS officer from Haryana, Y. Puran Kumar, was found dead in Chandigarh. In a note supposedly

written by him, Puran alleged caste-based discrimination by fellow officers. His death came a day after his personal

security officer, Sushil Kumar, was booked in an extortion case. Days later, an Assistant Sub Inspector, Sandeep

Lather, involved in Sushil’s arrest was also found dead. Vikas Vasudeva and Ashok Kumar report on the case

Chandigarh

Rohtak
INDIA

Trigger warning: The following article has refe-
rences to suicide. Please avoid reading if you feel
distressed by the subject.
ight days had passed since Y. Puran Ku-
mar, an officer of the Indian Police Ser-
vice (IPS) from Haryana had allegedly
died by suicide. But in house 132 in Sec-
tor 24 in Chandigarh, his wife, Amneet P. Kumar,
an Indian Administrative Service officer (IAS),
said she had not yet accepted the loss of her hus-
band. Amneet sat in stoic silence, greeting politi-
cal leaders, colleagues, and even strangers who
had come to show solidarity.

Amneet, who serves as Commissioner and Se-
cretary in the Haryana government, had refused
to allow the postmortem of her husband until
two of the key accused in the case — Haryana Di-
rector General of Police (DGP) Shatrujeet Kapur
and Rohtak Superintendent of Police (SP) Naren-

dra Bijarniya — were arrested. Their

names featured among the dozens of
names of officials in the note that Kumar
allegedly wrote before he died.

On the ninth day after Puran’s death,
which occurred on October 7, Amneet gave her
consent to the postmortem. She said in a state-
ment to the press that the Chandigarh Police had
assured her that they would “conduct a fair, tran-
sparent and impartial investigation” and that the
Haryana government had committed to “taking
appropriate action against any erring officials in
due course of law.” Puran’s two daughters per-
formed the last rites. The officer’s service un-
iform and cap rested briefly on his remains. A
police contingent presented a guard of honour.

Despite the government’s promises, Amit Rat-
tan, Puran’s brother-in-law and an MLA of the
Aam Aadmi Party from the Punjab Bathinda (Ru-
ral) constituency, believes that the probe is being
done “just for the sake of it.”

“The person who died was not just any ordin-
ary person; he was a police officer who was work-
ing for the people of the country,” he said. “The
message that has gone to our community, espe-
cially the youth, is that it doesn’t matter how cap-
able or intelligent you may be if you belong to a
Scheduled Caste (SC) community; even if you are
a senior officer in the administration, you could
be suppressed. They will be scared.”

Puran was a strong man, Rattan added. “He
spent 25 years in service as a decorated and res-
pected officer. So, what breaks a man like him?”

A death and its aftermath

According to the police, Puran, 52, a 2001-batch
officer serving as Inspector General of Police
(IGP) in Sunaria, in Rohtak district of Haryana,
was found dead at his private house in Chandi-
garh. When the tragedy occurred, Amneet was in
Japan, as part of a delegation led by Haryana
Chief Minister Nayab Singh Saini.

The next day, Amneet, who had rushed home,
wrote to the Chandigarh Police demanding that a
First Information Report (FIR) be registered and
that Kapur and Bijarniya be named in it.

In her complaint, she wrote that while official
narratives suggested death by suicide, she had
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Puran spent
25 years in
service as a
decorated
and
respected
officer. So,
what breaks
aman like
him?

AMIT RATTAN
Puran’s

brother-in-law
and MLA

‘l'etn‘.

seen how senior officials had repeatedly humi-
liated, harassed, and persecuted her husband.

“The eight-page suicide note, a document of a
broken spirit, lays bare these truths and the
names of numerous officers whose relentless ac-
tions pushed him to the edge,” she wrote. “This
is not a case of suicide but a direct result of the
persecution of my husband, an officer from the
Scheduled Caste community, by powerful and
high-ranking officers, who used their positions to
mentally torture him...” She stated that her hus-
band had tried to reach out to Kapur and Bijarnia
and claimed that Kapur had “hushed up the con-
versation” and Bijarnia “intentionally did not
answer” his call.

Amneet also said that before Puran’s death, a
false FIR had been registered against a staff mem-
ber of her husband, Sushil, “under a well-
planned conspiracy”, to implicate him.

The next day, the police registered an FIR. Ho-
wever, Amneet said there were “irregularities” in
the FIR and that only “diluted” sections of the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Preven-
tion of Atrocities) Act, 1989, had been added.
Consequently, the police added more stringent
sections of the Act to the FIR. On October 10, the
Chandigarh Police formed a Special Investigation
Team to probe the case.

In the note allegedly written by Puran, ac-
cessed by The Hindu, there are not only names of
officers, but also accounts of the alleged harass-
ment. The note also stated that the representa-
tions and complaints Puran allegedly made
against these officers were ignored.

The note read, “Continued blatant caste-
based discrimination, targeted mental harass-
ment, public humiliation, and atrocities by se-
nior officers in Haryana since August 2020 [have
now become] unbearable... All that I expected
and requested vide various representations and
complaints was equity of treatment as an IPS of-
ficer of the Haryana cadre with regard to certain
issues. Instead of addressing the same, all my re-
presentations and complaints were ignored and
are being used vindictively... against me...”

Relatives and locals mourn Sandeep Lather’s death in Rohtak. Lather also
allegedly died by suicide. SHASHI SHEKHAR KASHYAP
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As political parties and social groups mounted
pressure on the government to deliver justice,
the Haryana government removed Bijarniya from
his posting on October 11. They did not give him a
new posting. Three days later, they sent Kapur on
leave. They gave Om Parkash Singh, a 1992-batch
IPS officer, additional charge as DGP.

After the incident, a committee called ‘Justice
for Y. Puran Kumar’ was formed by outfits includ-
ing the Kabir Mahasabha and the Ambedkar Sa-
nyukt Sangharsh Morcha, which work for the em-
powerment of marginalised sections of society.
The committee held a mahapanchayat (meeting)
in Chandigarh to build pressure on the govern-
ment to act against the accused.

O.P. Chopra, a member of this committee,
who serves as president of the Ambedkar Sany-
ukt Sangharsh Morcha, said that Puran’s death
highlights the injustices perpetuated against SCs.
“His death is indicative of systemic failures and of
societal discrimination against certain communi-
ties,” he said.

Allegations and counter-allegations

The drama that unfolded in Chandigarh follow-
ing Puran’s death has its roots in Rohtak, 60 kilo-
metres north-west of Delhi. Puran, who served as
IGP, Rohtak Range, for about six months, was
transferred as IGP, Police Training Centre, Suna-
ria, about a week before the incident.

Puran allegedly killed himself a day after a FIR
was registered in Rohtak against his personal se-
curity officer, Sushil, on charges of extortion. The
FIR, lodged by Praveen Bansal, a liquor contrac-
tor, said that Sushil, claiming to be a close confi-
dant of the IGP, had demanded 2.5 lakh as
monthly support in return for police protection.

The FIR, registered by Bansal at Rohtak’s Ur-
ban Estate police station, said, “He (Sushil) called
me to meet with the IGP in June. He spoke to me
in a threatening tone, saying if I wanted to oper-
ate a liquor business in Rohtak, I would have to
make a monthly payment to the IGP, Y. Puran Ku-
mar, or else he would file charges against me,
along with other criminals and contractors, for li-
quor smuggling.”

The FIR added that the policeman had mount-
ed pressure on the complainant to make the pay-
ment and had asked him to meet the IGP again
and seal the deal. Bansal also submitted a pen
drive containing the voice record and CCTV foot-
age of his alleged meeting with Sushil on July 9.
The same day, the police arrested Sushil.

Rohtak, which was the epicentre of violence
and arson during the Jat reservation agitation in
2016, was briefly at the brink of a possible caste
face-off after Puran’s death. Khaps and SC organ-
isations held protests in the city, showing their
support for the rival parties in the case. On Oc-
tober 12, after Bijarniya, a Jat, was transferred, re-
presentatives of various khaps, gram panchayats,
students, and trade organisations gathered at
Rohtak’s Mansarover Park, demanding that the
officer not be made a scapegoat and that an im-
partial probe be conducted into the matter.

This happened a day after a group of protes-
ters, comprising the Dalit Adhikar Manch, the
Janwadi Mahila Samiti, the Centre of Indian
Trade Unions (CITU), and the All-India Khet Maz-
door Union, took out a march in the city demand-
ing a judicial inquiry into the circumstances that
led to the death of Puran, which, they said, was
an “institutional murder” and not a “suicide”.

Another police death

Two days later, Assistant Sub-Inspector Sandeep
Lather, who was part of the team that had arrest-
ed Sushil in the extortion case, killed himself at
his maternal uncle’s village, Ladoth.

In a note and a six-minute video, Lather ex-
pressed his frustration over what he said was an
attempt to give a caste colour to the suicide of a
“corrupt” officer, Puran.

“A businessman raised his voice against crime,
but he is being pressured. No one wants to bring
out his truth into the open. Politics is being
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This episode has exposed the corruption
within the bureaucracy and its unholy nexus
with criminals and politicians. It has shaken
the faith of the common man in the system.

SATBIR SINGH
Vice-president, CITU Haryana

played; the cremation is not being conducted. A
big truth is being prevented from being out in the
public domain. But I will not let this happen. The
truth must come out. He had done wrong. He will
bear the fruits of his wrongdoings,” he said.

In the four-page note, Lather, a resident of
Jind’s Julana, alleged that Puran had been corrupt
during his posting as IGP, Rohtak. Some IAS offic-
ers in Haryana were also corrupt, but a few hon-
est officers had managed to curb it to an extent
under the Bharatiya Janata Party regime, he
claimed. He added in the video that the country
would “wake up” when he “sacrifices himself on
the path to truth”. He also described Bijarniya
and Kapur as “honest”.

Rohtak SP Surinder Singh Bhoria described
Lather as a “hard-working” and “honest” police-
man, adding that he was like a “family member”.

Political concerns

On October 15, an FIR was registered in the case
pertaining to Lather’s death after Chief Minister
Saini visited his family and assured them of jus-
tice. A source claimed that four people, including
Amneet, Rattan, and Sushil, who is in jail in the
extortion case, were named in the FIR and that
the charge against them was abetment of suicide.
Lather’s wife, Santosh, is the complainant and
said she does not have a copy of the FIR. The
Rohtak Police spokesperson refused to comment
on the contents of the FIR.

Meanwhile, the Chairman of the SC Depart-
ment of the All-India Congress Committee, Rajen-
dra Pal, posted a video on his social media ac-
count, raising questions over Lather’s death. He
said that it smacked of a deep-rooted conspiracy
since there seemed to be no valid reason for the
policeman to have taken such an extreme step.

“Lather accused Puran Kumar of indulging in
corruption. He himself was involved in the inves-
tigation of the corruption case, and he could have
exposed the IPS officer by bringing out the truth
with facts. The IPS officer was already dead and
posed no threat to him. In his video, Sandeep did
not make any allegations against the IPS officer’s
wife and brother-in-law issuing any threats to
him. So why did he [die by] suicide,” he asked.

On October 17, demonstrations were held on
the issue. The national vice president of the Kisan
Sabha, Inderjit Singh, said that the deaths of Pu-
ran and Lather were just the “tip of the iceberg”.
He alleged that a network of organised crime is
operating under the patronage of BJP leaders and
bureaucrats, facilitating the accumulation of vast
illicit wealth.

The vice-president of the CITU in Haryana,
Satbir Singh, accused the BJP government of re-
sorting to caste polarisation tactics to cover up its
activities. He demanded a high-level probe into
the alleged nexus of police officers, political lead-
ers, and criminals in the State, as well as a probe
into the wealth of the top bureaucrats and lead-
ers named in the note allegedly written by Puran.

“This episode has exposed the massive cor-
ruption within the bureaucracy and its unholy
nexus with criminals and politicians. It has sha-
ken the faith of the common man in the system.
Only a high-level probe can restore that faith,”
Singh said.

Those in distress or having suicidal tendencies
can seek help and counselling by calling Sanjivini,
Society for Mental Health. Telephone: OI1l-
40769002 (Monday-Friday, 10 a.m.-7.30 p.m.)

vikas.vasudeva@thehindu.co.in; ashok.kumar@thehindu.co.in
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Push for power

Draft Electricity Bill makes vyet another reform effort

he Draft Electricity (Amendment) Bill,

2025, is aimed at cleaning up the finances of

state-owned power distribution companies
(discoms) — an effort which has been made
umpteen times over the last three decades. Discoms’
finances (cumulative losses at 6.9 lakh crore) have
been impacted by structural and political forces.
The draft Bill comes in the wake of a recent Supreme
Court order which says that power tariffs should
reflect cost of supply.

A much-discussed feature of the Bill is to
allow more than one distribution licensee
to supply power in an area with their
respective networks, with others too
having access to them. The move to
encourage more than one electricity
provider in a region could work well in an
affluent market such as in Mumbai and
Delhi. Allowing each new distributor to set
up its own network would work to the
benefit of entities that have ‘end-to-end’
capabilities — from generation to
distribution. However, there could be
overcapacity and possibly unmonitored rise
in transmission losses in the event of
multiple networks. While more
competition is welcome, network
duplication can be avoided. There is the
crucial question of whether poor
consumers will benefit from competition
and better services. A ‘universal service
obligation’ model as in telecom can be
considered.

The proposed Bill moots more powers to
the State regulatory bodies to revise tariffs.
While the apex court has observed that
costs and actual tariffs must be aligned, the
reality on the ground is complex, if not
messy. State governments offer free or
close to free power to farmers and
consumers, paying little heed to the tariffs
recommended by the regulator. While this
hurts discoms, they have ironically also
been hit by the reduction in cross-subsidy
over the years by industry of the rural
sectors. All put, the subsidy outgo has
ballooned over the years as a result of
misaligned pricing. Meanwhile, discoms’
procurement costs (which account for 70
per cent of total costs) are high as a result of
legacy long-term purchase contracts at high
rates and generational inefficiencies in the
coal. There are transmission and
operational costs to contend with.

On the revenue side, there is a rising
trend of high end commercial users shifting
to captive open access in renewables. This
is the preferred option to buying from third
parties and paying a surcharge for using the
discoms’ network. If discoms lose large
commercial consumers, which account for
halfits sales, they would have to rework
their procurement and dispatch schedules.
The proposed law relieves discoms of USO
with respect to consumers of over 1 MW,
which may allow them to plan better. Yet,
discoms should charge for universal
network services. Decentralised solar can
pare their costs. Net-net, the outlook on
reforming discom finances remains bleak,
as electricity is subject to many pulls and
pressures. Hopefully, an ‘electricity
council’ along the lines of the GST Council
would smoothen federal coordinationina
subject that is on the Concurrent List.
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The & Moscow Times

Russia is repeating the mistakes of 2022

While the war in Ukraine remains virtually at a standstill, Russia has crossed a
new line in Europe. Since the meeting in Anchorage between Russian President
Vladimir Putin and his US counterpart Donald Trump, Russia has not only
ramped up its attacks on Ukrainian cities, but has also, for the first time,
attacked NATO countries in Europe — albeit without casualties. Judging by his
words and actions, Putin drew three conclusions from that summit. First,
Trump is not prepared to hand victory to him and end the war solely at
Ukraine’s expense. Second, Trump is willing to develop relations with Russia
even without an end to the war, although he will not fully restore them until
the fighting ends. Third, Trump does not rate Ukraine very highly and will only
intervene to save it as a last resort, and not at any cost. All of this gives Putin
ample room for creativity. oscow, octoser 15)

South China Morning Post

The price of renewed US-China trade tensions

On paper at least, the latest escalation of tensions between the United States
and China can be compared with the outbreak of President Trump’s tariff war
in April. Then US tariffs on Chinese goods reached 145 per cent before being
scaled back. Now Trump is threatening a 100 per cent tariff on China on top of
existing levies in another round of tit-for-tat measures, triggered by fresh US
tech restrictions. But this time it is a pressure tactic aimed at China rather than
the shock and awe of Trump’s global use of a blunt trade weapon. Many believe
either it will not happen or will not last. However, it comes at a price that could
weigh heavily on relations between the world’s two biggest economies — a
loss of trust. Since April, the two sides have engaged in talks on a trade deal
under a consultation mechanism. (HoNG KONG, OCTOBER 15)
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orporate restructuring in

India has historically been

atribunal-centric process.

Sections 230-232 of the

Companies Act, 2013
require National Company Law
Tribunal (NCLT) approval for mergers,
demergers and compromises. While this
framework is intended to bring judicial
scrutiny and credibility to such
transactions, it has also resulted in
delays, high transaction costs, and
unpredictable timeline for completion.

In 2005, the JJ Irani Committee

recommended contractual mergers
without court intervention, which was
incorporated in the Companies Act,
2013 as section 233, envisaging a
fast-track route for certain companies.
However, the Companies
(Compromises, Arrangements and
Amalgamations) Rules, 2016 confined
its scope to small companies, start-ups
and mergers between a holding
company and its wholly-owned
subsidiary.

THE 2025 AMENDMENT

On September 4, 2025, the Ministry of
Corporate Affairs issued Notification
G.S.R.603(E),amending the CAA Rules
to expand the scope of section 233. The
fast-track route is now available toa
wider class of unlisted companies and,
for the first time, expressly covers
demergers. Procedural requirements
such as notices and filings have been
simplified, with approvals routed
through the regional director.
Safeguards remain: only unlisted
companies with borrowings up to ¥200
crore and no default are eligible,
certified by an auditor in Form CAA.10A;
asolvency declaration in Form CAA.10
and aregistered valuer’s report are
mandatory; and sectoral regulators and
stock exchanges must be notified where
applicable. The continued requirement
of 90 per cent shareholder and creditor
approval ensures that stakeholder rights
are protected. These changes signal a
policy shift towards handling routine
restructuring through an administrative
route rather than judicial. While these
changes are welcome, they remain
piecemeal. The underlying logic of
section 233 — that uncontested
restructurings need not clog judicial
forums — applies equally to all M&As,
not merely to small companies or a
limited class of transactions.

For businesses, the amendment
promises shorter timelines, lower costs,
and greater certainty in execution. For
investors, it adds predictability to the
M&A landscape. For regulators, it places
greater responsibility on regional

Free NCLT from basic
M&A clearances

directors, who must now balance speed
with scrutiny. For the NCLT, it holds the
prospect of a lighter docket, freeing
judicial time for complex, contested
disputes and insolvency cases.

The statistics are telling. As of March
31,2025, the NCLT had 1,088 merger
and amalgamation matters pending, in
addition to 6,885 other company law
cases. This pendency reflects a sustained
inflow of cases, underscoring the need to
free the Tribunal’s limited time for
matters of greater judicial importance.

A BROADER REFORM IMPERATIVE
In the UK, schemes of arrangement
under Part 26 of the Companies Act,
2006 involve two hearings — one to
convene meetings and another to
sanction the scheme. The court’s
function is supervisory rather than
substantive. Once statutory majorities
are achieved and the scheme is fair and
procedurally compliant, sanction
follows as a matter of course. The court
does not re-examine commercial
judgment or the merits of the
restructuring. The Supreme Court’s
decision in Miheer H Mafatlal v Mafatlal
(1997) embodies this very principle. The
Court held that once the statutory
majority has approved a scheme with full
disclosure, valuation has been carried
out by recognised experts, and there is
no fraud or illegality, judicial
interference is limited. Courts are not to
actas appellate bodies over business
wisdom. The ratio thus delineates a
narrow judicial function, confined to
questions of fairness, transparency and
legality, and excludes any review of
commercial merits.

In practice before the NCLT, however,
the process has evolved differently.

This will ease the burden on the NCLT, freeing judicial time
for complex, contested disputes and insolvency cases

When the regional director (RD) raises
objections and the companies submit
replies, the matter should ordinarily
proceed to adjudication by the NCLT.
Instead, the RD is directed to filea
supplementary affidavit, and the scheme
is sanctioned only if all explanations are
accepted by the RD. If sanction for the
scheme depends solely on the RD’s
complete no-objection, the exercise
ceases to be one of judicial scrutiny or
judgment and becomes an
administrative endorsement.

Therefore, the time has come to
transfer the entire mergers and
amalgamations portfolio from the
NCLT to the RDs, except where
objections are raised by shareholders,
creditors, regulators or any stakeholder.
Only contested schemes warrant judicial
determination by NCLT. This
bifurcation will restore the NCLT’s role
as a tribunal for disputes, while allowing
routine corporate reorganisations to
proceed efficiently through the
administrative route. Since uncontested
cases involve procedural scrutiny alone,
RDs may in fact be better placed than the
NCLT to process them efficiently.

The fast-track mechanism carries
risks that must be recognised if the

By transferring all
uncontested mergers
and amalgamations to
regional directors,

and reserving the NCLT
route only for contests or
objections, India can achieve
efficiency and fairness
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reform s to succeed.

Minority shareholder protection:
Section 233 allows objections, but
compressed timelines demand vigilance
to ensure their interests are safeguarded
effectively.

Creditor safeguards: The
notice-and-objection process under
Form CAA-9 remain robust and
transparent, and creditors are not
prejudiced by silence or delay.

Administrative capacity: Regional
Directors’ capacity must be
strengthened. This is largely a question
of staffing and resources.

Regulatory arbitrage: Companies
may attempt to structure transactions
artificially to qualify for the fast-track
route. Clear eligibility norms and
vigilant oversight by the MCA are
essential to prevent misuse.

The 2025 amendment to section 233 is
both timely and ambitious. It
acknowledges the unsustainable burden
onthe NCLT and redirects simpler
restructuring matters to an
administrative channel. If implemented
with care, it could make India a more
M&A-friendly jurisdiction,
institutionalising a framework where
court approval is reserved for
contentious or public interest cases.

The real reform lies ahead. By
transferring all uncontested mergers and
amalgamations to the RDs, and reserving
the NCLT route only for contests or
objections, India can achieve efficiency
and fairness. Unless the design changes,
pendencywill remain the rule. The
amendment should therefore be seen as
the beginning of this journey, not its end.

The writer isalawyer and former Judicial Member of
the National Company Law Tribunal

FEconomic decolonisation reshaping entrepreneurship

The decolonised mindset is creating a modern economy that leverages India’s cultural, intellectual, and linguistic strengths

|
Sreevas Sahasranamam

n the backdrop of UK Prime

Minister Keir Starmer visiting India

— his first since taking office — the
spotlight is once again on the India-UK
Free Trade Agreement (FTA). But
beyond the specifics of a trade deal, this
moment offers something deeper: a
compelling chapter in India’s economic
decolonization journey.

This is not merely a shift in trade
terms, rather, it represents a nation
asserting its agency and voice at a global
stage from a position of newfound
strength, a stark contrast to the resource
drain and controlled markets of the East
India Company era. This reclaimed
economic sovereignty and decolonised
mindset are not just confined to
diplomatic boardrooms, they are
actively reshaping India’s
entrepreneurship landscape, fostering
innovations deeply rooted in the local
context, knowledge, and culture.

Part of this decolonisation effort
involves a conscious effort to reclaim
and value India’s cultural heritage,
previously often undervalued from a
colonial lens. While debates about
historical reparations continue, the
emerging mindset seeks an
acknowledgement of the colonial wealth
extraction and the return of cultural
artifacts. Recent years have seen
positive steps to this end, such as
Glasgow Museums’ returning seven

MARKET ACCESS. For traditional
craftsmanship

artifacts in 2022 and the National
Gallery of Australia returning 14
artworks in 2021. This cultural
renaissance is not just symbolic, it is
driving new entrepreneurship efforts.
Startups like WhoVR and Leelaland
Studios are leveraging technology to
create virtual immersive spaces and
games around ancient artifacts and
heritage sites, tapping into the growing
market for cultural rediscovery.

INDIAN KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS
Similarly, there is a growing recognition
and integration of Indian Knowledge
Systems (IKS) into mainstream
education, which were systematically
suppressed during colonial rule,
creatinga lingering sense of inferiority
around indigenous knowledge traditions
like Ayurveda and Vedic mathematics.
The National Education Policy 2020’s
focus on integrating IKS into modern

education and the revival of Nalanda
University (an ancient centre of
learning) signals a concerted effort to
reclaim this cognitive heritage. This
shift is unlocking new avenues for
entrepreneurship. Startups like Brhat
and Vedic Pond are developing
educational content and workshops at
the intersection of IKS, modern
technology, and future thinking,
creating a market for knowledge
previously relegated to the periphery.
The decolonised perspective also
challenges the historical biases against
India’s diverse local and indigenous
cultures, often judged as ‘primitive’ by
colonial standards. This led to the
neglect of indigenous ecological
knowledge, sustainable farming
practices, and traditional resource
management. The success of
community initiatives like Shivganga
Jhabua’s work on water conservation
drawing on local symbolism, and the
pan-India success of movies like Kantara
celebrating indigenous practices, is
creating space for local narratives. This
is driving entrepreneurship in areas like
the revival of traditional crops, with
startups like Meloop Foods innovating
in millet-based products. Similarly,
government-supported efforts like One
Station One Product are creating market
access for traditional craftsmanship,
fostering cultural entrepreneurship.
Perhaps most significantly for
addressing the digital divide, the
decolonised mindset is elevating the

importance of India’s regional
languages. The colonial education
system, famously articulated in Thomas
Macaulay’s Minute on Indian Education in
1835, was to create a class of “Indian in
blood and colour, but English in tastes,
in opinions, in morals, and in intellect,”
marginalising Indian languages. Today,
greater appreciation of regional
languages, such as the emphasis on
mother-tongue-based education in the
National Education Policy, in unlocking
newer markets. Startups are
differentiating based on language, with
Karya creating Al datasets in regional
Indian languages, and Sarvam AI
developing large language models
specifically for India’s linguistic
diversity, opening digital access and
markets to another billion users.

While the India-UK FTA does signal a
marked shift in the economic ties
between the two countries, the deeper
storyin India is one of economic
decolonisation. This is not about
turning inwards, but creating a modern
global economy that leverages India’s
unique cultural, intellectual, and
linguistic strengths. This decolonised
mindset is creating a vibrant
entrepreneurship ecosystem, forginga
national narrative rooted in economic
confidence and local culture, far
removed from the shadows of the
colonial past and poised for growth.

The writer is a Professor at the Adam Smith Business
School, University of Glasgow

© 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.

Russian oil imports

Apropos, ‘Trump claims Modi
assured India will stop buying Russian
oil’ (October 17). While Donald

Trump’s claim took many by N Sadhasiva Reddy
surprise,.India’s External Affairs Bengaluru

Ministry has firmly denied any such

conversation. Despite the pressure, GST as growth enabler

includinga 50 per cent tariff on
certain Indian exports to the US,
India’s oil imports from Russia
remain steady. As negotiations for a
trade deal continue, India faces the
delicate task of addressing
contentious issues while
safeguarding its strategic interests.
This period s critical for India-US
relations, requiring careful

diplomacy, pragmatic
decision-making,and a balance
between economic imperatives and
national policy priorities.

This refers to ‘Empowering MSMES
— the promise and challenges of
GST 2.0’ (October 17). GST 2.0
replaces acomplex multi-slab system
with a simplified structure aimed at
easing compliance for MSMEs
empowering them with faster three
day registration, seven day
provisional refunds and quarterly
filing options for operational strain.

Palayamkottai, TN

Also, reduced GST rates on many
essential goods will make MSME
products more affordable and
competitive in both global and
domestic markets. If the reforms are
implemented promptly, GST 2.0
could mark the beginning of a new
chapter where taxation supports
rather than hinders MSMEs growth.

P Victor Selvaraj

Data centre boom

Apropos ‘Data dynamics’ (October
17), India’s data centre boom marks
adefining stage in its digital journey,
but sustaining this momentum calls
for clarity and coordination. A

clearances and predictable

the usual suspects.

should reward efficiency,

A Myilsami

Coimbatore, TN

unified policy with single-window

regulations can attract long-term
investors and streamline approvals.
Strengthening power supply and
connectivity in Tier-2 and Tier-3
cities will help spread growth beyond

States must pull in the same
direction to avoid policy overlaps
and uncertainty. Fiscal incentives

sustainability, and data security
rather than unchecked expansion.
Collaboration with private players
can boost skills and innovation.

PSB consolidation

This refers to ‘Bank consolidation’
(October 17). Post-nationalisation,
consolidation of public sector banks
(PSBs) should have been given top
priority. But for various reasons, it
got delayed and only now the
government is coming out witha
rational reorganisation plan. Earlier
initiatives were half-hearted. The
main rationale beyond having world
class large-sized PSBs is reducing
competition among same category
of banks and integrating systems for
uniform customer-friendly systems
and services.

MG Warrier

Mumbai
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WORDLY WISE
THE GREATEST DANGER OF Al IS THAT PEOPLE

CONCLUDE TOO EARLY THAT THEY UNDERSTAND IT.
— ELIEZER YUDKOWSKY

ThelndianEXPRESS

< FOUNDED By <

RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

STATE OF DELAY

InJ&K, one year after election, statehood is needed to bridge
the glaring gaps in representation and accountability

N SEVERAL OCCASIONS since the abrogation of Article 370 in August 2019,

senior members of the central government and ruling party have spoken of

the steps forward taken in the erstwhile state of Jammu and Kashmir. Broadly,

the claims of a turnaround rest on three pillars — development projects and
economic growth, improved security and integration. Yet,an anomaly has persisted. The only
state to be bifurcated into Union Territories was administered by an appointee of the Centre.
Last year, the people of J&K turned out in large numbers to vote in the assembly elections,
and yet the elected government continues to be hemmed in. The Omar Abdullah govern-
ment has conspicuously avoided confrontation with the Centre, by and large setting aside
its political differences with the BJP to work within the constraints. But now, a year after the
elections, it is time that the promise of returning full statehood to J&K — made in Parliament
and before the Supreme Court — is fulfilled.

As Chief Minister Abdullah pointed out in an interview with this newspaper, “a Union
Territory with an Assembly is by far the most inefficient model of governance”. It is a prin-
ciple of democracy that a mandate must be accompanied by the power to implement it.
The Abdullah ministry has attempted to keep some of its poll pledges. It recently announced
the return of the Darbar Move — the government moves from Srinagar in summer to Jammu
inwinter — a 150-year-old tradition scrapped by the Lieutenant Governorin 2021. The Move,
since its inception, was a signal to various parts of the erstwhile state — Jammu, Kashmir and
Ladakh — that the government is willing to go to the people and that it seeks to represent
allinterests. Beyond such gestures, however, the Abdullah government has been cramped
by, and in effect, dependent on, the L-G’s approval and whim. While the state government's
cordial relationship with the Centre has had some benefits — like receiving Rs 5,000 crore
over the budgetary allocation — it has come at a political cost. Both from within the ruling
alliance in J&K and the Opposition, the government faces criticism for not demanding the
return of special status and for allegedly failing to stand up to the L-G. In this fraught con-
text, even political gestures such as the CM's visit to a cemetery on Martyr's Day have be-
come political flashpoints.

The Centre's evident reluctance to restore statehood has little justification. Delimitation
has been completed, as has a peaceful, free and fair election. Invoking national security in
general,and the Pahalgam terror attack in particular, to delay statehood does a grave disserv-
ice to the people of J&K. In the aftermath of the horrific killing of tourists by Pakistan-backed
terrorists, CM Abdullah, the state assembly and the people of the Valley stood with the rest
of the country, in shared grief. The powers-that-be at the Centre must recognise that rep-
resentative and accountable government is not a privilege, conditionally conferred. It is at
the core of the constitutional and federal architecture. The recent protests in Ladakh offer a
sobering lesson on the perils of prolonging a democratic deficit. In J&K, the representation
gap must be bridged without delay.

Al IN PLAY

Google’s $15 billion investment for hub in Andhra Pradesh
isabig boost to India’s plans in this sector

HE LAST FEW years have seen a dramatic surge in Al investments, driven by
global tech majors such as Microsoft, Alphabet, Meta, Nvidia and OpenAl. As
developing Al models and then making them available for use at a global level
requires huge capital, the scale of the investments being made has reached im-
pressive proportions. In 2024, global corporate investment in Al touched $252.3 billion as
per the Alindex report from Stanford University. As per McKinsey, the data centres needed
to handle Al processing are expected to require $5.2 trillion in capex by 2030, the bulk of
which is likely to be directed towards technology developers to produce chips and com-
puting hardware. While some have expressed concerns over this Al boom — the IMF has,
for instance, warned that “the risk is also that lofty profit expectations will ultimately be
unmet” — others are more optimistic with tech majors stepping up their investments.

Earlier this week, Google announced that it will invest $15 billion over the next five years
(2026-2030) to set up an Al data centre in Andhra Pradesh. Situated in Visakhapatnam, it
will be Google’s largest outside the US, and will include a “purpose-built data centre cam-
pus capable of gigawatt-scale compute capacity”. Earlier this year, during its second quar-
ter earnings season, the company had raised its capex forecast for the year to $85 billion to
meet the growing demand as adoption rates for both firms and companies surge. This is a
big boost to India’s plans to be a major player in this space. India’s data centre industry had
crossed the 1 GW mark in 2024 as per a report by JLL. Estimated to account for 52 per cent
of the country’s capacity, Mumbai leads the market, followed by Chennai and Delhi.

The world over governments are announcing ambitious plans and pledging huge re-
sources in the Al space. The Indian government has also taken several steps to help build the
larger ecosystem in the country. Ten semiconductor manufacturing projects, including
high-volume fabs and OSATs (outsourced semiconductor assembly and test), have been
approved. Alongside, 23 chip-design projects have been sanctioned by the government and
12 startups have been chosen to build indigenous large language models and small lan-
guage models. Thus, across the spectrum, from the physical infrastructure (data centres)
and the semiconductor projects (chips) to developing large language models, India is mak-
ing progress. These efforts need to be supplemented by a similar focus on boosting research
and development and skilling the labour force.

FAME AND THE SHERPA

Death of last survivor of 1953 Everest expedition is moment
to pay tribute, reflect on perks and perils of recognition

AS IT EDMUND Hillary and Tenzing Norgay who conquered Mount

Everestin 1953, or Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary? Although the

two men weren'’t particularly fussed about the question of whoreached

the summit first — they were a team — speculation abounded until
Tenzing put it to rest in his autobiography two years later: “Hillary stepped on top first.” It
was, perhaps, a prelude to the inequity in recognition: Two men climbed to the top of the
world; one was knighted, the other was referred to as a “helper” or “porter”. Time would,
arguably, redress the balance, with TIME magazine ranking both among the 100 most in-
fluential people of the 20th century in 1999.

The years brought recognition to Kanchha Sherpa, too — the last surviving member of
that famous expedition, he died aged 92 on October 16. He was one of three Sherpas who
reached the final camp with Hillary and Tenzing. Upon hearing on the radio that the duo had
reached the summit, “We danced, hugged, and kissed. It was amoment of pure joy,” Kanchha
would later recall. He continued with his own mountaineering career until 1973.

The decades after 1953 also saw the home of the Sherpas become a magnet for tourism.
Often sought out by the media in his later years, Kanchha could see both sides of the coin:
He recognised how tourism benefited the local economy, but worried about its impact on
the environment. “If we stop the tourists to save the mountains, we don’t have anything to
do,” he told ClimateWire in 2011. Melting ice, he believed, was the result of more and more
people trampling on sacred ground, angering the gods. Kanchha’s death isa moment to pay
tribute to the spirit of adventure and human fortitude, but perhaps also a time to reflect on
how fame and recognition affect people, communities and the physical environment.

The gift of Athena

b

Work of Nobel Laureate Joel Mokyr shines a light on
path India must take to become a knowledge power

PrRATAP BHANU MEHTA

WHEN [ WAS appointed to the National
Knowledge Commission in 2005, a colleague
recommended that I read 2025 Nobel
Laureate Joel Mokyr’s book, The Gifts of Athena,
togainabroad understanding of how knowl-
edge economies are produced. Mokyr is
known as the non-economist’s economist —
not just because he uses economic theory in
elegant and accessible prose rather than im-
penetrable math, but also because he resists a
deeper economic reductionism that might be
summed up as: “It’s the incentives, stupid.”
Nothing has corrupted our thinking about de-
velopment more than the language of incen-
tives (which, of course, matter) colonising our
ways of thinking about the social world.

For Mokyr, knowledge is not simply a tap
that can be turned on by getting the incentives
right — as if increasing demand or payments
will automatically generate a response.
Knowledge is not just another input where
greater demand produces higher supply. In
another book, The Lever of Riches, he putitdra-
matically: Necessity is not the mother of in-
vention; one must also account for the capac-
ity to respond to necessity. Knowledge
economies are more difficult creations — more
mysterious and more wondrous.

Another striking feature of Mokyr’s work
is his Weberian sensibility about historical
causation. Social reality is causal but not law-
like. Although his books have overarching ar-
guments, they are attentive to complexity and
to the conjunctures that make an argument
work. In this sense, his work is much richer,
and his histories more rewarding, than those
of other historically-minded economists who
have won the Nobel Prize, such as Douglas
North or Daron Acemoglu and James A
Robinson. Their emphasis on institutions is
salutary, but their account of institutional
causality is ultimately too abstract and rests
onamore simplisticand tendentious reading
of history. Mokyr offers a genuinely historical
and sociological critique of economics’ dom-
inant modes of thinking. He uses parsimony
when appropriate, not as an end in itself. His
history, like all serious history, will be contro-
versial in parts, but never simple-minded. In
The Lever of Riches, he is attentive to the condi-
tions under which his explanations may not
hold. One of the remarkable things about his
histories is how much they make you think.

Mokyr’s account is Weberian in another
way: It makes space for the explanatory power

For Mokyr, knowledge is not
simply a tap that can be
turned on by getting the
incentives right — as if
increasing demand or
payments will automatically
generate a response.
Knowledge is not just
another input where greater
demand produces higher
supply. In another book, The
Lever of Riches, he put it
dramatically: Necessity is
not the mother of invention;
one must also account for
the capacity to respond to
necessity. Knowledge
economies are more
difficult creations —

more mysterious and

more wondrous.

of ideas. But it is also a conjunctural account
that links two forms of knowledge:
Propositional knowledge, which concerns
regularities in nature, and prescriptive knowl-
edge, which is about techniques — how to
make things work. The friend who recom-
mended The Gifts of Athena thought its central
argument especially relevant to the Indian
context. Many societies have been good at dis-
covery. But for Mokyr, the Industrial
Revolution cannot be explained by factors like
the comparative price of energy or heroic in-
dividual inventions. It was sustained by the
interaction between propositional and pre-
scriptive knowledge — between discovery and
invention. The subtext for India was clear:
Science and engineering need to be integrated
into a productive feedback loop. This has been
a structural weakness of the Indian knowl-
edge system. The 20th century, Mokyr sug-
gested, saw the deepest institutionalisation of
the relationship between these two knowl-
edge forms. Butit remains controversial what
actually enables such institutionalisation.

Mokyr's histories are somewhat sceptical
of the state. Not only is the state bad at picking
winners, it often prevents even known win-
ners from realising their potential — as in
China’s past. Historically, and sometimes
against the grain of his own narrative, Mokyr
tends to downplay the role of the state in cre-
ating the preconditions for sustained innova-
tion. Yet contemporary China now offersa liv-
ing refutation of his thesis on the state, even as
itvindicates his account of the feedback loops
between different forms of knowledge.

The fascination of Mokyr’s work lies in
its claim about a shift in elite cultures. The
explosion of interest in scientific knowledge
among European elites in the early modern
period was astounding. It is important to re-
member that this scientific temperament
does not exist primarily at the individual
level — many great scientists believed all
sorts of weird things — but is embedded in
the epistemic cultures of institutions. Mokyr
does not reduce science to sociology, as so-
ciologists of science often do; science has its
own autonomy as a mode of human experi-
ence and as a causal force. What he conveys
is how an elite culture forms around science:
Institutions, networks of diffusion, and most
remarkably, social conditions that spot tal-
ent and allow it to flourish. His account of
the political dynamics of this shift in A

Culture of Growth: The Origins of the Modern
Economy is interesting, if a little tendentious.
Itrests on the claim that a paradoxical com-
bination produced Europe’s intellectual dy-
namism: Political fragmentation combined
with a trans-European republic of letters.
States competed for talent, but withina cul-
ture that allowed ideas to circulate freely
across borders.

But why was European fragmentation
different from that elsewhere? Consider
post-imperial fragmentation in other re-
gions, including India. New intellectual his-
tories of India make one wonder if some-
thing else is at work. One of the remarkable
features of Indian intellectual history is how
successfully it created a trans-political and
open republic of letters. Not only were reli-
gious and literary texts widely disseminated,
buta small town like Navadipa could become
the epicentre of Navya-Nyaya logic in the
17th century — surpassing even Benares.
Nyaya manuscripts became pan-Indian cur-
rency, despite political fragmentation. So
India, too, had political pluralism and exten-
sive elite circulation. Comparative literacy
rates in 17th to 19th-century England and
India are contested, at least if Dharampal is to
be believed. The sad truth s that Indian eco-
nomic, intellectual, and cultural history still
has too many large gaps for the Indian case to
be fully diagnosed. The few references to
India his work are comparatively flat, largely
owing to the paucity of sources.

Mokyr forces us to confront a profound
truth: Knowledge does not grow oniits own. It
is cultivated by cultures and institutions and
legitimised by ideas. If India is serious about
becoming a knowledge power, it must con-
front the structural disconnects in its own
knowledge systems — the weak bridges be-
tween science and engineering, discovery and
application, the factory and lab. It must learn
toreward and match talent. The real challenge
is not justinvestment or incentives, which we
are throwing around freely. We will get easily
dazzled by an odd win, ISRO or a new Al cen-
tre. The real challenge is building a sustained
culture of innovation. Athena, or in the Indian
context Saraswati, are not just goddesses to
be worshipped: They have to become palpa-
ble social forces.

The writer is contributing editor,
The Indian Express
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Sometimes grief does not recognise boundaries between species

LS

SUMANA ROy

HOW DO WE console the dead? For those
who have outlived the departed, there are
codes — rituals. A holding of hand, a touch on
the shoulder, the grace of an embrace, flow-
ers in one culture, a stock of provisions in an-
other and prayers. But how do we console the
dead, the one just gone? The sudden disap-
pearance of life, of breath and sap, from what
was alive just alittle while ago, feels like anir-
reversible theft. Nothing one does, no legisla-
tion, no inquiry, can undo this stealing. In a
Louise Gliick poem, the speaker, a bereaved
child, writes this to the dead father: “From time
to time, Irunmy hand over your face/ lightly, like
adustcloth”. Adustcloth — how easily dust set-
tles on those who cannot move, furniture and
the dead. Dustcloth — how delicate death is.
“Against your cheek, my hand is warm/ and full
of tenderness.” This is how the poem ends,
recording the difference in temperature be-
tween life and death, a generically mam-
malian interpretation.

How do we console the killed, those
forced out of life? Death, untimely, an acci-
dent, unnatural, turns the familiar foreign.
The language for consoling the foreign is un-
known to us. What happens when the mur-
dered is of a different species? Our emotional
conditioning allows us rituals of remem-
brance, memorialising and consolation for
those of our own species. Similar feelings for
other species seem like an indulgence, an un-
necessary eighth note. It is as if consolation,

One doesn’t know how to
console someone who'’s lost a
plant. To import the words
one uses for the loss of a
human would feel like
parody, perhaps even
sarcasm. There are no rituals
— no abstention or
withdrawal, no time cycles
of purification.

too, must have its own genres.

One doesn’t know how to console some-
one who'slosta plant. Toimport the words one
uses for the loss of a human would feel like par-
ody, perhaps even sarcasm. There are no ritu-
als —noabstention or withdrawal, no time cy-
cles of purification. There is no officially
sanctioned leave, no paperwork. This affection
and attachment for a different species is meant
to exist on the margins, like trees are in archi-
tectural design, pushed near boundary walls
asifinaninstructive analogy about where our
emotions for other species are meant to be.

More than a millennium ago, Deola Bai's
name might have been a peripheral charac-
terin the Jataka Tales. But here she was — her
age and her action — part of the news cycle.
What had this 85-year-old woman done?
Nothing criminal. But she had been captured
on camera crying inconsolably. The peepal
sapling that she had planted about 20 years
ago and cared for “like her own child” — as
someone in Sara Gondi, her village in
Chhattisgarh’s Khairagarh district said — had
been cut “for profit”.

I haven’t been able to understand why a
sight like that should generate such extremi-
ties of responses, between being moved and
being bemused. Iwould imagine that most of
us have felt like this at various points in our
lives. Whether it was the calamitous felling of
thousands of trees for the Siliguri SAARC high-
way in my hometown or something more

personal, like returning home to find a plant
that will never respond to air, water and light
again, | have found myself breaking down into
tears. Inevitably, there’s been someone in the
vicinity who'’s spouted proof of being a hu-
man being: “It's only a tree...”

Deola Bai “hugging” the tree stump and
crying is bound to remind us of the Chipko
movement and, by extension, of what has
been characterised as an ecofeminist move.
But there’s someone else I have found myself
going back to — Jagadish Chandra Bose and
his tendency to write about plants with feel-
ing, an unexpected thing for a scientist. In an
essay about an injured plant, he writes: “The
slight reduction in sunlight was not notice-
able frominside the room, but the tree sensed
it and expressed its melancholy with a small
response”. Notice the word “melancholy” he
uses for the tree. Is it because we’ve been con-
ditioned to believe that plants don’t have emo-
tions thatit becomes hard for many to under-
stand how we can have feelings for them?

“Itis by causing injury that we can meas-
ure the living index,” Bose writes about plants
in his experiments. If we were to import this
to the injuries caused by the death of plants
onour psyche, suppose Deola Bai's “living in-
dex” would be higher than what it would be
for many of us.

Roy, a poet and writer, is associate profes-
sor at Ashoka University. Views are personal

OCTOBER 18,1985, FORTY YEARS AGO

Z1A IS PRESIDENT

GENZIAULHAQ of Pakistan was confirmed as
Pakistan’s President for five years. The assem-
bly agreed tovalidate his tenure of the last eight
yearson the unwritten promise that he will lift
martial law by December 31 next year.
Speaking after the vote, Haq said. “Nobody has
won. Nobody has lost, only Pakistan and na-
tional interest has triumphed.”

ANDHRA PRESS BILL

THE TELUGU DESAM government has fi-
nalised a draft bill to amend the Indian Penal
Code (1PC) and the Criminal Procedure Code

(CrPC), 1973, Central Act 2 of 1974 in their ap-
plication to the state of Andhra Pradesh on the
ostensible plea of curbing defamatory and
scurrilous writings in newspapers and period-
icals. The new bill provides for a sentence with
imprisonment of up to seven years and fine
and isareplicaof the infamous Bihar press bill,
which was withdrawn after protests.

PM’s PROPOSAL

THE COMMONWEALTH SUMMIT accepted a
proposal by Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi to set
up a committee to suggest ways to ensure a
better world order. Gandhi made the sugges-

tion during a discussion on the international
situation. Anad hoc committee was formed to
study the protocol.

SFI SWEEPS POLLS

THE STUDENTS FEDERATION of India (SFI).
student wing of the Communist Party of India
(Marxist), has won all the four posts of office
bearers of the JNU Students Union (JNUSU)
elections. T K Arun of SFlwas declared elected
president. He polled 601 votes against 346
polled by his nearest rival SN Malakar of the
All India Students Federation (AISF), student
wing of the Communist Party of India.

.. . Vadodara
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“The US has along and inglorious history of intervention in Latin America. But
Mr Trump will be wary of angering Maga supporters with military action and of
looking like a paper tiger if Mr Maduro endures again.”

—THE GUARDIAN
[
Before closing the US trade deal Red carpet,
India must guard against last-minute negotiating stratagems, protect its freedom red ﬂag
to manoeuvre, promote national interest and autonomy _ , n
Signals sent by Taliban Minister

7>

ABHIIT DAS

THE PROSPECTS FOR an India-US trade deal
appear to have brightened in recent days.
Going by media reports, the negotiations
may well be approaching the finish line. If
the meeting between Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and President Donald Trump
at the ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur does
take place during October 26-28, it would
provide an opportunity to finalise the trade
deal. In order to guard against last-minute
negotiating stratagems of the US and protect
the national interest, what should the Indian
government do in the endgame?

First, both sides must agree to a written
document before its contents are an-
nounced. Going by media reports, Trump, at
the last minute, unilaterally changed what
was agreed upon in some of the bilateral
trade deals between US officials and those of
the partner countries, to the disadvantage of
the latter. India must ensure that it does not
become another victim of a one-sided deal
announcement by Trump.

Second, India must look out for the US
making new demands in the final stages of
the negotiation and insisting on them as a
condition for closing the deal. This has been
a part of the US toolkit for decades at the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT)/World Trade Organisation (WTO).
Even at the risk of delaying the finalisation
of the deal, Indian officials must not agree to
last-minute demands without due exami-
nation and consultation with concerned
ministries and other stakeholders. These
should be postponed for the second part of
the deal at a later stage.

Third, Trump weaponising tariffs pro-
vides an important lesson to the rest of the
world: Being dependent on a few markets
for exports is a recipe for becoming hostage
to those countries’ economic and political in-
terests. India needs to ensure that the bilat-
eral trade deal does not further deepen its
dependence on the US market. In addition,
it would be in India’s long-term interest to
not become complicitin the US game toiso-
late China by compelling countries to de-
couple from global value chains involving
China. India needs to guard against any pro-
visioninits bilateral deal with the US that os-
tensibly promotes resilient supply chains but
actually targets China. Further, the govern-
ment must carefully study whether the bi-
lateral deal curtails India’s autonomy to de-
cide which countries to trade with.

Fourth, in the frenzy of bargaining in the
final stages of negotiations, the less powerful
parties are known to abandon many of their
long-held red lines. India needs to exercise
extreme caution on this score. PM Modi’s
emphaticassertion that the interests of farm-
ers and fishermen would be protected has
certainly been reassuring. However, India’s
negotiators cannot afford to ignore red lines

onissues related to the digital economy now
and intellectual property in the second phase
of negotiations. As the digital sector canim-
part significant buoyancy to India’s economy,
these issues merit a detailed discussion.

The following issues can be said to consti-
tute the core of US interests in the digital
economy: First, prevent India from impos-
ing taxes on digital players headquartered in
the US; Second, prevent India from leverag-
ingits data advantage and creating domestic
digital champions, including through shar-
ing anonymised government data exclu-
sively with Indian domestic entities; and
third, prevent India from effectively regulat-
ing the digital sector.

The US can secure the above and many
other objectives in the digital sector by get-
ting India to agree to the following sentence
in the trade deal: “Both countries agree to
grant non-discriminatory treatment to dig-
ital services, and suppliers of these services,
from the other country”. India’s negotiators
must recognise that this would substantially
compromise the prospects of the country
creating a vibrant domestic digital sector.
Such a provision would prohibit the govern-
ment from giving a boost to domestic digi-
tal players, for example, by mandating that
all its entities use the homegrown commu-
nication app Arattai, instead of other apps. It
would also tie the government’s hands from
supporting its domestic start-ups through
various policy interventions. Finally, it would
effectively prevent the government from
raising revenue by taxing activities in the dig-
ital sector overwhelmingly dominated by US
players. Concessions on digital issues in the
trade deal would render India’s atmanirbhar
and swadeshi objectives hollow and devoid

Trump weaponising tariffs
provides an important lesson
to the rest of the world: Being
dependent on a few markets
for exports is a recipe for
becoming hostage to those
countries’ economic and
political interests. India needs
to ensure that the bilateral
trade deal does not further
deepen its dependence on the
US market. Further, the
government must carefully
study whether the bilateral
deal curtails India’s autonomy
to decide which countries

to trade with.

CR Sasikumar

of substance.

Before closing the trade deal, the govern-
ment must make an objective assessment of
how it would modify India’s rights and obli-
gations vis-a-vis the US as they existed on
the day when PM Modi and President Trump
announced the launch of negotiations for a
bilateral trade agreement (February 13). If
the recent US trade deals with Japan, EU and
Vietnam are any indication, India may have
to remove its most-favoured-nation tariffs
on most industrial goods and some agricul-
tural products, as well as provide concessions
in other areas, while the US may only lower
the 50 per cent tariff on Indian exports to
about 15-20 per cent.

Given the asymmetry in political and eco-
nomic clout between the US and India, the
odds are stacked against the latter in the on-
going bilateral negotiations. Further, with
India adopting a non-confrontational ap-
proach, its negotiators have been left with
few chips in their pockets to bargain for re-
duction or elimination of the US tariffs. In
light of these constraints, it would be a ma-
jor achievement if India’s negotiators man-
age to secure a mutually beneficial bilateral
trade agreement with the US. If the assess-
ment is that the outcome is skewed against
India’s interests, the government must not
hesitate to walk away from the negotiating
table. In this context, it is relevant to recall
Chanakya’s wisdom — when benefits accru-
ing to kings under a treaty are to be distrib-
uted unfairly, war is preferable.

Das is a former trade negotiator and the
author of the recently published book
Strategies in GATT and WTO Negotiations.
Views are personal

Can’t rely only on government

Tobecome aleaderin deep tech, India needs private sector to step up

BY RAM MADHAV

Inrecentyears, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has emphasised enhancing India’s prepared-
ness in areas like artificial intelligence, semi-
conductors, quantum computing and green
tech. The PM devoted considerable time to
these issues in his Independence Day address
this year. He insisted that every sector —
MSMEs, education, healthcare, transport, agri-
culture — needs modernisation and innova-
tion. He argued that self-reliance in technol-
ogy, including deep tech, is essential for
national security and strategic autonomy. He
cautioned that excessive dependence on for-
eign technology weakens the nation.

“India must reduce dependence on foreign
weapons, energy and critical technologies,” he
said, pointedly asking, “if we have the capabil-
ity, why should India’s money flow outside?”.
Underscoring that the future of the world is
connected with semiconductors, modern
technology and Al he called on the youth to
“dream big”. He raised pertinent issues like —
“Will we make our own EV batteries?”; “We
need our own patented medicines”; and “We
must become atmanirbhar in energy”. He
called on industry stakeholders and the pri-
vate sector to come forward in this effort.

The Modi government has set up several
missions around the deep-tech frontier —India
Semiconductor Mission, National Quantum
Mission, India Al Mission, Deep-tech Fund of
Funds, and Anusandhan National Research
Foundation. The government'’s effort is to
achieve strategic autonomy and self-reliance
inthese areas and also to position India as one

of the leading deep-tech powers by 2035.

This isambitious for any country. However,
forIndia, it is a necessity. The new world is go-
ing to be controlled by countries with deep-
tech power. The 20th century was all about
capital and trade, whereas the 21st century is
going to be about capital and technology. If
India is to realise its dream of emerging as a
globalleader in the next couple of decades, be-
sides the size of its economy, the strength and
resilience of its frontier tech innovation and
R&D systems will play a crucial role.

The big question is whether all this can be
possible only through the government efforts
orif several other stakeholders need to pitch
in to augment the pace of our progress. Until
now, the major burden of promoting India’s
deep-tech revolution has been shouldered by
the government. India spends roughly 0.65
per cent of its GDP on R&D in science and
technology. It is well below the spending of
technologically advanced countries like China
(2.4 per cent), the US (3.4 per cent), South
Korea (4.9 per cent),and Japan (3.3 per cent).
These figures may be deceptive as each coun-
try’s GDP is different. In real terms, India
spends roughly $15 billion on R&D, while
China spends more than $600 billion and the
US more than $1 trillion.

This humongous gap in R&D spending is
amajor challenge for India in realising its am-
bition. But the challenge stems not from the
government’s inability to spend more but the
private sector’s reluctance to chip in. In most
technologically advanced countries, the share

of private sector spending on R&D has been
upwards of 70 per cent. It is around just 30
per centin India. While the entire private sec-
tor spending on R&D in India remains below
$5 billion, American chip majors like NVIDIA
and IBM alone spend $13 billion and $8 bil-
lion, respectively. Several of those companies
allocate upwards of 10 per cent of their rev-
enues to R&D, while in India, such allocations
remain negligible.

Given this resource crunch, the pace of
India’s deep-tech R&D and innovation is slow.
In areas like Al and quantum computing, the
government’s push is yielding good results,
butit can only help the country catch up with
advanced countries. What India needs toaim
for is not just to follow the curve but to move
ahead of it. Despite its linguistic diversity, vast
literature and large amounts of data in re-
gional languages and dialects, India has not
been able to develop its own Al-based Large
Language Model. Some minor efforts did suc-
ceed, but they remain inferior in scale and ef-
ficiency. While advanced countries produced
commercially accessible quantum machines
with more than 100 qubits and IBM an-
nounced the release of its Kookaburra quan-
tum processor with 1,386 qubit capacity ina
multi-chip configurationin 2025, India’s IITs
are still at an experimental stage with 25-
qubit quantum computers.

The Modi government has seen major
successes in the renewable energy sector. In
the last 10 years, it grew significantly toreach
50 per cent of the country’s total power ca-

pacity. However, the import dependence of
this sector is a cause for concern. Until last
year, our import dependency for solar mod-
ules stood at 80 per cent and inverters at 60
per cent. In critical minerals like lithium,
cobalt and nickel, essential for the renewable
energy industry, our import dependence is
near 100 per cent. In the EV sector, Indian
companies like Tata and Mahindra made sig-
nificant advances. The PM proudly an-
nounced that the country has the potential
to export those vehicles to over 100 countries.
But the sector depends heavily onimports —
almost 100 per cent in battery cells and 70
per cent in several other components. This
dependency is largely on China. In an age of
growing nationalisms impacting supply-
chainresilience, this is worrying.

Itis this scenario that prompted PM Modi
to infuse massive government funding into
indigenous R&D. His relentless campaign to
encourage innovation and startups is also
yielding tangible results. However, what is
needed is a whole-of-nation approach. India’s
corporates, state governments, academicin-
stitutions and research organisations must
come together to catch up with the energy,
speed, vision, and, most importantly, the ur-
gency of the PM.

If we fail, we will not become leaders but
remain “also-rans” in a world fast transition-
ing to the Industry 5.0 era.

The writer, president,
Indian Foundation, is with the BJP

Muttagqi’s visit to Deoband have
disappointed many in the country

FA1ZAN MUSTAFA

TO LAY CLAIM to the title of “vishwaguru”,
India must assume ethical leadership of the
world. As a founder-member of the United
Nations and original signatory to the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, it
must demonstrate an unequivocal commit-
ment to human rights and gender justice.
Ouropposition to terrorism, too, is an article
of faith. The current geopolitical scenario may
have necessitated a warm welcome for the
Taliban’s visiting foreign minister, Amir
Muttaqi. Yet, is it not a fact that Muttaqi has
been declared a terrorist by the UN?
Diplomacy sometimes demands such com-
promises. But whatever the compulsions, we
should have put our foot down regarding the
state-arranged visit by Muttaqi to the semi-
nary of Deoband. It has given the Taliban
much-needed legitimacy and Muslim liber-
als are at a loss to understand the govern-
ment’s decision to organise the visit.

Itis true that the Deoband ulema issued
a fatwa of jihad against the British and op-
posed the flawed and communal idea of
Partition, besides issuing fatwas against all
kinds of terrorism and cow slaughter. Yet, the
seminary established in 1866 by
Muhammad Qasim Nanawtawi and Rashid
Ahmad Gangohi represents, at its core, or-
thodox and conservative Sunni Islam.

Deoband signifies the dated ideas of one
Sunni school, and its graduates dominate
the Muslim Personal Law Board. It is op-
posed not only to the Uniform Civil Code
(UCC) but also to modern progressive re-
forms in Muslim Personal Law. Most of its
ideas on freedom of religion, blasphemy,
triple divorce, hijab, etc, are not compatible
with constitutional morality and norms. It
continues to hold the Sharia as the highest
norm of the legal system.

Under Article 26 of the Constitution,
every religious denomination or any section
thereof is entitled to establish and manage
religious institutions of its choice. The
Deoband seminary is entitled to teach any
theology and have an opinion as per its the-
ological school. But should the state be seen
as facilitating such institutions?

The signals sent by Muttaqi’s visit have
disappointed many in the country. Freedom
of religion under our Constitution includes
freedom from religion as well. It also guar-
antees freedom within religion. But the
Taliban does not guarantee this freedom to
Afghanwomen. The worstkinds of women's
rights violations are reported from Taliban-
ruled Afghanistan. The Taliban is one of the
most regressive and authoritarian regimes
today. By the 1990s,40 per cent of doctorsin
Afghanistan were women. Women also con-
stituted 70 per cent of school teachers, 60 per
cent of university professors and almost half
of university students. Today, women’s liter-
acyinAfghanistanisatameagre 14 per cent.

The Taliban's Jim Crow-like decrees have not
come as a surprise. Its promises during the
Dohadeal of respecting human rights in gen-
eral and women'’s rights in particular have
proved to be empty words.

Women, who occupied one-fourth of
parliamentary seats and 6.5 per cent of min-
isterial positions in 2021, have been com-
pletely excluded from the Taliban govern-
ment. They can nolonger go outand workin
most sectors. They are forced to cover their
faces and must be accompanied by a male
guardian. Afghan women are denied access
to amusement and public parks, and are
banned from universities and colleges.
Women are now forced to join madrasas.

Not only does the Taliban have norespect
for the international human rights covenants,
itsideology is alsoin violation of Islamic the-
ology. The Arabic word for knowledge isilm.
This root word has been used in the Quran
854 times — 397 times as a noun, 425 times
asaverb, and the remaining times as an ad-
jective. The first words of divine revelationin
the Quranasked the Prophet (PBUH) toread:
“Read in the name of your Lord who has cre-
ated (all that exists)” (Quran 96:1-5). Islam
was a knowledge revolution. The Prophet
himself had reportedly said that “seeking
knowledge is obligatory on every Muslim
male and female”. (Al-Tirmidhi). There is not
a single verse in the Quran or Hadiths that
prohibits women from acquiring knowledge.

The Taliban seems to be ignorant of the
history of Islamic civilisation. The Prophet’s
wife Ayesha was a great scholar who was
consulted by people on theological matters.
She is the most prominent narrator of the
Hadith. Infact, itisimpossible to talk of Islam
without referring to her. Nafisa, a close rela-
tive of Ali, the fourth caliph, used to be con-
sulted by the people and even scholars.

The Taliban leadership may not know
that one of the earliest modern universities,
the University of Al-Qarawiyyin in Fez,
Morocco, was founded in 859 by Fatima al-
Fihriya. In the 13th century, Raziya Sultan
ruled over Delhi and built several schools.In
Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto has been the Prime
Minister, and Bangladesh has been ruled by
Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina Wajid for a
large part of its history. Even in Afghanistan
in 1880, Malalai demonstrated her courage
and bravery in the battle of Maiwand. Habibi
Sarabi was appointed as Governor of Bamyan
in 2005, and Azra Jafari became the first fe-
male mayor in Afghanistan in 2009.

If at all the foreign minister had to be
taken to some Musliminstitution, the Aligarh
Muslim University, the greatest citadel of
Muslim education, where a woman is the
vice-chancellor, should have been chosen.

The Deoband administration, in an offi-
cial statement, was cleverer than the organ-
isers of the first press conference in Delhi. It
stated categorically that “its policy of wel-
coming guests of India is allied with the for-
eign policy of the country and this visit was
not their endorsement of Taliban’s policies
but mere continuation of historical, cultural
and scholarly ties between Deoband and
Afghanistan”.

The writer is vice-chancellor of
Chanakya National Law University, Patna.
Views are personal

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

FOR A HEALTHY INDIA

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Mapping
wellness’, (IE, October 17). The govern-
ment’s decision in GST 2.0 to reduce
taxes on confectionery items, pizza
bread, and refined carb products will
only worsen obesity and related ail-
ments. Air pollution, a major cause of
COPD, reflects the government’s failure
to curb environmental degradation.
Moreover, Indians are epigenetically
more prone to diabetes due to lower
muscle mass. Instead of subsidising
wheat and paddy, incentives should
favour protein-rich rabi crops like lentils
that promote better nutrition. Adding
protein would also address stunting.
Harsh Pawaria, Rohtak

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Mapping
wellness’ (IE, October 17). In 2019, the
World Health Assembly approved ares-
olution urging governments to imple-
ment pricing policies on the affordabil-
ity and accessibility of medical
products. India lacks population-level
financial risk protection mechanisms,
which leads to huge out-of-pocket ex-
penditure, and Drug Price Control
Orders attempt to keep medicine prices
in check. Though beneficial in contain-
ing pharmaceutical expenditure and
ensuring affordable healthcare, they of-
ten have alimited impact on switching
from non-price-controlled to price-reg-
ulated medicines.

Vaibhav Goyal, Chandigarh

TRUMP’S OIL CLAIM

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Navigate
with care’ (IE, October 17). The Ministry
of External Affairs’s statement that
Indiais “broad-basing” and “diversify-
ing” its energy sources reduces the
credibility of US President Donald
Trump’s claim that India “agreed to
stop buying Russian oil”. No matter
what the Modi government says for do-
mestic consumption, the drop in im-
port of Russian oil by as much as 45 per
centover the last five months gives rea-
son to infer that it is kowtowing to US
pressure. The MEA must tell Trump to
respect India’s sovereignty.

G David Milton, Maruthancode

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Navigate
with care’ (IE, October 17). The issue of
India’s oil imports from Russia, high-
lighted by US President Trump’s recent
remarks, reflects the complexity of
India’s energy and diplomatic balance.
While global pressures persist, India
must continue prioritising its energy se-
curity and strategic autonomy. Any shift
in oil procurement should be gradual
and pragmatic, not reactionary.
Diversifying sources is wise, but deci-
sions must stem from long-term inter-
ests rather than external influence.
With trade tensions rising and alliances
shifting, India must tread carefully, en-
suring stability in energy supply while
reinforcing independent foreign policy.

Charu Sharma, Hoshiarpur

.. . Vadodara
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Amid price surge, should you buy new or exchange old gold?

SIDDHARTHUPASANI
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER17

SACHIN TENDULKAR is now batting for India’s
macroeconomic stability. Inan advertisement
for Tanishq, he explains why Indians should
exchange their old gold for new jewels.

“Indiaimports almostallits gold. Butif you
exchange your old gold (for new jewelry),
there will be no need to import gold. This will
make our country stronger,”
Tendulkar says.

Heisright. Higher gold im-
ports widen India’s merchan-

ECONOMICS

(WGC), Chinese consumers bought 857 tonnes
(tn) of gold in 2024, and Indians 803 tn. Over
the last 15 years, the two countries have con-
sistently accounted for over half of the global
consumer demand for the yellow metal.

But thisisjust the annual demand for gold.
According to Morgan Stanley economists
Upasna Chachra and Bani Gambhir, Indian
households owned 34,600 tn of gold as at the
end of June this year. With prices atan all-time
high, this gold is worth roughly $3.8 trillion:
or 89% of India’s GDP.

“...the stock of holdings of
gold provides a positive wealth
effect to the household balance

dise trade deficit, whichmeans
India has to pay more in foreign currencies than
what it receives for its exports. A widening of
this deficit weakens the Indian rupee, which
makes foreign goods and services even more
expensive. And gold is a big factor when it
comes to these trade dynamics.

Indians love gold
Indiais second only to Chinainits thirst for
gold. According to the World Gold Council

GDP: GRAPHS, DATA, PERSPECTIVES

sheet, which is also benefiting
from cyclical factors of lower interest pay-
ments with monetary policy easing, and the
positive impact on disposable income through
direct and indirect tax cuts,” Chachra and
Gambhir wrote last week.

Savings breakdown

Just over a decade ago, the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) Governor Raghuram Rajan
warned Indians of the perils of their love af-

Why European firms lost
their competitiveness

UDITMISRA
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 17

DURING A curtain raiser for the latest
World Economic Outlook by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF),
Managing Director Kristalina Georgieva
shared remarkable data about Europe’s
economy. The table (bottom five) shows
companies in the European Union that
are less than 50 years old, but now have
a market capitalisation of more than
$10 billion. They are dwarfed when
compared to similar firms in the United
States (top five). Georgievasaid, “...my
beloved, native Europe, some tough
love: enough lofty rhetoric on how to
lift competitiveness — you know what
must be done. It is time for action.”

How did Europe, which basically
ran the world until a century ago and
was the birthplace of the Enlighten-
ment and Industrial Revolution, get
here?

The newly minted Nobel laureate
in Economics, Philippe Aghion, re-
cently commented on this issue. He
said that while Europe was catching
up with US standards of living as it re-
covered after the devastation of
World War 11, since the mid-1980s,
the average per capita GDP (read in-
come) of the Eurozone has declined
relative to the US. “The big reason is
that we failed to implement break-
through high-tech innovations”.

Aghion said that at the heart of the
matter was Europe’s inability to recon-
cile competition policy (which aims to
promote fair competition in an econ-
omy by clamping down on anti-com-
petitive entities such as monopolies)
and industrial policy (which aims to
promote national industries). “In
Europe, in the name of competition
policy, we became very anti any form
of industrial policy,” he said.

While he was quick to point out that
he does not welcome the “protection-

US FIRMS DOMINATE

Name Marketcap

(in$ billion)
NVIDIA 4378.3
Microsoft 3816.4
Apple 3700.3
Alphabet (Google) | 3039.6
Amazon 2299
Spotify 138.1
Adyen 53.9
DSV 49.5
EQT 41.2
Amadeus IT Group 341

Note: Select companies that

came up in the past 50 years and a
market cap of more than $10 billion.
Source: Companiesmarketcap.com

ist wave” in the US as it is not good for
global growth and innovation, he could
see the bright side: “European coun-
tries have to realise that we should no
longer let the US and China become the
technological leaders and lose to them.”

Georgieva’s solution? A “single
market czar” with real authority to
drive reforms forward for the bloc. She
argued for an energy union, removing
border frictions in the labour market,
goods and services trade, energy, and
finance, and building a single European
financial system. Ultimately, Europe has
to “Catch up with the private sector dy-
namism of the US,” she said.

Note the number of Indian compa-
nies that figure in the list of top 100
global companies in terms of market
capitalisation. The US has 59, China 12,
Europe and the rest of the world have
27 companies. India has two — Reliance
atnumber 71 and HDFC Bank at 90.
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CHANGING PATTERN OF HOUSEHOLDS’ FINANCIAL SAVINGS

M Small Savings ex-PPF
Life insurance funds

M Mutual funds, equity
M Bank deposits

Currency

M Provident, pension funds (inc. PPF)

(in %)

2022-23 R 211 | 69 | 68 |
2023-24 [EEN 77 | 89|
2024-25 [ EEE 223 159 152 165

Figures are for percentage of households’ gross financial assets in that instrument, may not total to 100% due to rounding off.

fair with gold. At the time, households were
aggressively buying gold to stop their savings
being eroded by rapidly rising prices.

WGC data show that Indians’ consump-
tion demand for gold is down nearly 20% from
around 15 years ago. This is in part due to RBI
having sharply brought down headline infla-
tion, from almost 10% in 2012-13 to an ex-
pected 2.6% in the current fiscal.

Indians are also investing in different as-
sets now. As per latest RBI data, the share of

households’ mutual fund and equity invest-
ments doubled to 15.2% of their gross finan-
cial savings in 2024-25 on the back of an in-
credible shift to the stock market. According
to data from the NSE, individuals putin Rs 1.66
lakh crore into Indian equities in 2024 ona net
basis — more than the Rs 1.53 lakh crore they
invested in the previous 10 years combined.
Data from the statistics ministry show that
household savings in the form of physical as-
sets reduced in the years leading up to the

CLIMATE

Covid-19 pandemic to 36.9% of gross savings
in2020-21 from45.9%in 2011-12.It then rose
t043.8%in2022-23 — widely attributed to the
purchase of homes and vehicles as people
took advantage of low interest rates — before
edging down again to 41.5%in 2023-24.

The trend for savings in the form of gold
and silver ornaments is similar: from 1.1%
of gross savings in 2011-12 to0 0.7% in 2020-
21,0.8% in 2022-23, and back to 0.7% in
2023-24.

Behind Tendulkar’s message

If Indians’ demand for gold has reduced
over the years, why did Tanishq employ
Tendulkar to educate the public on why low-
ering gold imports is beneficial for the Indian
economy? The answer: rising gold prices.

Ahost of factors — uncertainty caused by
the US tariff war, its potential impact on eco-
nomic growth and inflation, geopolitical risks,
and purchases by central banks around the
world — have led to the price of gold rising
more rapidly than analysts expected. It
crossed the Rs 1-lakh-per-10-gram mark ear-
lier this year in April; it is now moving towards
Rs 1.3 lakh, up more than 50% from last year.

This surge has hit the ability of Indians to
buy gold, which is hurting jewelers, making
the exchange of old gold for new jewellery an
attractive business proposal.

The impact of the higher prices is show-
ing up in India’s trade data. Data released
Wednesday show that gold imports were
down 9% for the first half of 2025-26. But
with Diwali around the corner, September
saw gold imports jump to $9.62 billion —
double that from a year ago.

Rising CO: levels

Carbon dioxide concentrations increased by a record amount between 2023 and 2024. Man-made
activities like burning of fossil fuels, and natural variabilities in CO2 loop lead to this unprecedented rise

ANJALIMARAR & AMITABH SINHA
BENGALURU, NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 17

THE ATMOSPHERIC concentration of carbon
dioxide (CO2), the primary driver of climate
change, increased by a record amount be-
tween 2023 and 2024, according to latest
data released by the World Meteorological
Organization (WMO). Globally averaged CO2
concentration near the Earth’s surface
reached 423.9 parts per million in 2024, 3.5
ppm higher than in 2023. The year-on-year
increase in this period was significantly
higher than the annual average during the
2011-2020 decade.

The year 2024 was also the warmest year
ever recorded, with the global average tem-
perature being 1.55 degrees Celsius higher
than pre-industrial times. This was the first
time that global annual temperatures had
crossed the 1.5 degree Celsius threshold, a
key limit which, when breached over along-
term period, can result in devastating irre-
versible impacts.

The rapidly rising CO2 concentrations un-
derscore the failure of the international cli-
mate framework, as represented by the Paris
Agreement, to achieve a meaningful slow-
down in global emissions.

Rise in CO2 concentrations

CO2 concentrations have been rising con-
sistently over the years. There has beennoin-
stance of adeclinein the last 40 years, at least.
However, the new data from the WMO show
that the year-on-year increase between 2023
and 2024 was the highest since these kinds
of measurements began in 1957. This has
come at a time when a massive effort is being
made globally to restrain CO2 emissions.

The rate of increase in CO2 concentra-
tions had already tripled from an average of
0.8 ppm per year during the 1960s to 2.4 ppm
per year between 2011 and 2020. But a 3.5
ppm jump in a year is unprecedented. The
current CO2 concentration in the atmos-
phere, 423.9 ppm, is now 152% more than
the pre-industrial levels of 278.3 ppm.

C02isthe most widespread of the green-
house gases (GHGs), and is produced ina va-
riety of natural and man-made processes. The
emissions from natural processes such as res-
piration, ocean releases, volcano eruptions,
wildfires, or decomposition of organic matter
are nearly all absorbed back in other natural
processes like photosynthesis, ocean and land
sinks, thus maintaining a balance. Nearly half
of the CO2 emissions from man-made
processes, such as the burning of fossil fuels,

CO, CONCENTRATION OVER THE YEARS
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is also absorbed by these natural sinks. It is
the other half that accumulates in the atmos-
phere, resulting in a warming effect.

Although CO2 accounts for more than
90% of all accumulated GHGs in the atmos-
phere, its ability to trap heat is significantly
less than other GHGs such as methane
(CH4) and nitrous oxide (N20). CH4 is at
least 25% more potent than CO2 in its heat-
trapping capability, while N20 is about 270
times more potent.

However, CO2 remains in the atmosphere
for afarlonger time, about hundreds to thou-
sands of years. As aresult, it has acumulative

Wikimedia Commons

impact on global warming. CO2 is known to
have contributed about 66% of the warming
that has happened since pre-industrial times,
and about 79% in the last decade.

In comparison, CH4 is relatively short-
lived and remains in the atmosphere for only
about 12 to 14 years. N20 disintegrates after
about 100 to 120 years.

Reasons behind the increase
The unusually high increase of 3.5 ppm
between 2023 and 2024 could not be solely
attributed to continued emissions of CO2
from man-made activities, the WMO report

said. Variabilities in the natural CO2 loop also
had arole to play.

In particular, oceans and land sinks seem
to have absorbed a lesser amount of CO2 in
2024. An exceptionally high number of for-
est fire incidents in the year resulted in ad-
ditional emissions.

One of the causes of the reduced capabil-
ity of natural sinks in oceans and land to ab-
sorb CO2 is global warming itself. At higher
temperatures, oceans absorb less CO2 due to
decreased solubility. Similarly, extreme
droughts, which result in forests and vege-
tation drying up, reduce the absorption ca-
pacity of trees and grasslands. These
processes feed into each other and worsen
the CO2 imbalance, leading to more CO2 be-
ing released into the atmosphere.

Other GHGs

The concentration of CH4 and N20 also
increased in 2024, but the jump was lower
than the annual average witnessed in the last
decade. CH4 — the second most widely emit-
ted GHG — concentrations increased by 8
parts per billion to reach alevel of 1,942 ppb
in the atmosphere, while N20 concentra-
tions increased by 1 ppb to reach 338 ppb.

Inthe last decade, CH4 concentrations in-
creased by an average of about 10.6 ppb
every year, while N20 concentrations in-
creased at the rate of 1.07 ppb a year.

CH4 concentrations account for 16% of
the warming caused since pre-industrial
times, while N20 concentrations con-
tributed about 6%. The rest come from other
gases and processes.

Challenges

The new data from the WMO
Greenhouse Gas Bulletin underline the
enormity of the challenge being faced in re-
straining the rapid accumulation of GHGs
in the atmosphere. It is not just the man-
made activities, over which humans have
some control, that are accentuating the
problem. Natural processes are also getting
destabilised under the influence of global
warming, resulting in greater accumulation
of these gases.

However, even in areas where they have
some control, humans have been finding it
extremely difficult to rein in emissions of
GHGs. Global emissions are still on the rise.
Ten years of the Paris Agreement have been
unable to make any appreciable dent in this
rising trend. The emission reduction targets
for 2030 are almost certain to be missed,
while global temperatures already breached
the 1.5 degree Celsius mark in 2024.

Muttaqi’s Deoband visit: driven by personal connection & religious diplomacy

SHUBHAJIT ROY, ASAD REHMAN
& PRAGNYESH
NEW DELHI,OCTOBER 17

AFGHANISTAN FOREIGN Minister Amir
Khan Muttaqi’s visit to the Darul Uloom
seminary in Deoband, Uttar Pradesh last
week can be seen from the prism of “reli-
gious diplomacy”. Sources said that New
Delhi facilitated the visit upon receiving a
“request” from the Taliban leader who left
India on Thursday after an unprecedented
eight-day trip.

A historic madrasa

Located around 150 km from Delhi in
Deoband, a small town in the Saharanpur
district, Darul Uloom was established in
1866 as an Islamic alternative to British-run
universities of the time.

The seminary gave birth to the influen-

tial Deobandi movement, a Sunni revalist
movement that sought to resist Western
cultural and religious influences on Islam
in South Asia during colonial rule.
‘Deobandism’ is known for its ‘orthopraxy’,
adherence to the rationalist Hanafi school
of jurisprudence, and an emphasis on
piety and morality.

Within only a few years of its establish-
ment, the influence of the Deoband
madrasa spread far and wide. For more
than a century, the seminary has been an
“incomparable teaching institution for the
religious education of the Muslims not
only in the sub-continent but also
throughout the Islamic world”, said one
official at the madrasa.

The seminary is credited for creating po-
litical consciousness among Muslims in the
subcontinent, and also taking part in the
freedom struggle against the British. Today,
the Darul Uloom is among the most

renowned religious and academic centres
in the Islamic world, considered second to
only the Al-Azhar University in Cairo.

Taliban connection

After 1947, Maulana Abdul Haq, a teacher
at the Deoband seminary, established the
Darul Uloom Hagqgania near Peshawar in
what was then the North West Frontier
Province of Pakistan. This sem-
inary, modelled around the
one in Deoband and preach-
ing the same brand of Sunni

POLITICS

cus on fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan.

Some of these resistance fighters, in-
cluding Mullah Omar, Taliban’s founding
leader, and Jalaluddin Haqqani, who es-
tablished the group’s military wing, would
later form the Taliban (literally “students”
in Pashto).

Bornin Afghanistan’s Helmand Province
in 1970, Muttaqi emigrated to neighbour-
ing Pakistan after the Soviet
invasion. He too would study
at the Darul Uloom Haqgania.
For Muttaqj, visiting the Darul

Islam, would go on to become
the birthplace of the Taliban.
After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
in 1979, Darul Uloom Haqgania essentially
became a training ground for Afghan resist-
ance fighters. Sami ul Haq, the son of Abdul
Haq who had taken over the seminary by
then, essentially took the idea of a personal
struggle (jihad) and modified it with a fo-

Uloom Deoband was thus of
“personal” significance, although officials
at the seminary say that the school in UP
has consistently distanced itself from the
actions of the Taliban.

Diplomatic significance

From a diplomatic perspective, New
Delhi’s decision to allow Muttaqi to travel

to Deoband is significant amid its own en-
gagement with the Taliban regime in Kabul,
and the nosedive in Pakistan-Afghanistan
ties. New Delhi, watching the growing
wedge between its western neighbours, has
sought to establish the influence of Indian
institutions over Islam in South Asia.

There is a message here for the Taliban,
too. While Darul Uloom Deoband has in-
sisted on gender-segregation in education,
it has historically issued fatwas supporting
girls' right to learn, in contrast to the actions
and ideology of the Taliban.

This is not the first time that India has
employed “religious diplomacy” while en-
gaging with leaders from Islamic countries.
One notable example was former Iran
President Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani’s visit
to Lucknow in April 1995.

In Lucknow, a city with a large Shiite
population, Rafsanjani addressed a crowd
of over 10,000 at the Bara Imambara. In his

speech, he notably endorsed Indian secu-
larism and stated that Indian Muslims
should feel safe in the country. This was
particularly important as this visit came
just a few years after the1992 demolition
of the Babri Masjid, an event that had
strained India’s relations with many
Muslim-majority nations.

At the Deoband seminary, Muttaqi was
greeted by a crowd of nearly 15,000 stu-
dents who turned up to catch a glimpse of
the leader. He delivered a 30-minute speech
toa4,000-strong crowd of students, schol-
ars, and clerics, and had private conversa-
tions with many dignitaries.

Shah Alam, 22, a student at a nearby
madrasa, was one of the many thousand
who arrived at the Darul Uloom campus
to see Muttaqi. He said: “Humare liye toh
wo Deoband ko maante hai, utna hi kaafi hai
(For us, it’s enough that he believes in
Deoband).”

.. . Vadodara
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Bot in Boardrooms,
Get Al Incorporated

Keep corp governance in the human domain

Logitech CEO Hanneke Faber has set the Al cat among bo-
ardroom pigeons. She says she’d welcome a bot member in
every board meeting to stay ahead in the productivity cur-
ve. Al agents are embedding themselves across business
functions, and it is amatter of time before they show up on
company boards with their unbeatable data-driven analy-
tical capabilities. Bots have access to real-time business
processes on a scale impossible to reach by humans. Board
decisions made on inputs by Al agents will be vastly supe-
rior, as will their execution through digital agents. Faber is
correct. Bring Alonboard—but do it with circumspection.

Boardrooms exist not only to maximise corporate pro-
fits but also to ensure they are made ethically. Corporate
governance willhave toremain entirely in the domain of
humans given AI’s shortcomings. Culture and emotions
drive corporate growth alongside business strategy. The
middle ground would be for boardro-
oms to power themselves up through
Al bots and then turn the decision-
making over to directors for the hu-
man touch. Conflict resolution betwe-
en digital and human inputs would
necessarily have to be guided by value
judgement. Boardroomsby design are
good ataskingethical questions. They would get better at
it if the questions became granular through the intro-
duction of Al-driven business strategies.

Corporate boards that use augmented intelligence are
likely to improve productivity without losing agency
over governance. The composition of future boardro-
oms will be vital to achieving the right balance between
artificial and natural intelligence. Boards guide corpo-
rateengagement with the external environment, and the
pace of incorporating Al-driven decisions will be influ-
enced by technology dispersal. Business, however, is ex-
pected to push societal adoption of AI and will have to
work out the place for bots in decision-making. Humans
will have to be in the loop at almost every stage of Al imp-
lementation to be able to retain context for intervention.
Behind every R2D2, there must be a Luke Skywalker.

Keep a Watch Along
The Durand Line

Just hours before Islamabad and Kabul were scheduled to sit
down for peace talks in Doha, and as a 48-hr ceasefire expired at
1.00pm on Friday, seven Pakistani soldiers werekilled and 13 in-
jured in a brazen, ‘coordinated suicide attack’ on a security
camp in North Waziristan. TTP claimed responsibility, remin-
dingall involved that the so-called ceasefire waslittle more than
afragile, paper-thin pausein a conflict that refuses tobe paused.

With the new attack, there is no clarity on what will happen
next toresolve differences between the two nations since the Ta-
liban took over Kabul in2021. The recent clash follows Pakistan’s
recent missile attack on Kabul, ostensibly to take out TTP mem-
bers. However, what has irked Islamabad is the Taliban’s gro-
wing relationship with India. In Islama-
bad’s world view, Afghanistan is supposed
to be Pakistan’s strategic depth and the Ta-
liban their strategic asset. Though the two
countries have had a long history of diffi-
cult relations, Pakistan thinks that the Ta-
liban should be Islamabad’s ally; given Pa-
kistan’s history of support for the group.

That the attack on Kabul came as the Afghan foreign mini-
ster Amir Khan Muttaqi was in Delhi is telling. Islamabad
may be using the contentious Durand Line and TTP to curry
further favour with Trump, who wants the Bagram airbase.
China was one of the first countries to establish ties with the
Taliban in 2021, and has clear stakes in Afghanistan’s mineral
wealth. Clashes on the Af-Pak border hurt its interests. So, its
response will be critical. Along with Pakistan, China has clai-
med Indian interference in Afghanistan. New Delhishould re-
main vigilant and continue its efforts to support Afghanis-
tan’s prosperity.

A€ JUST IN JEST

Worry notabout ChatGPT getting sexy
—it'sjust another kink in its armour

Porn—Agam Wisdom,
This Time Prompted

The moment OpenAI’s Sam ‘We’re Adults’ Altman annou-
nced ChatGPT will be happy to produce erotica (read: por-
nography) upon being prompted, a thousand think-pieces
were born—each more breathless than thelast. ‘Whatabout
realrelationships?’ cried people who haven’t spoken about
much beyond think-pieces to theirloved ones at the dinner
table. ‘It’'saddictive!’ wailed grown-ups, whobinge true cri-
me-streaming shows like it’s emotional kale.

Yes, thepanicisreal. Apparently, erotica written by arobot
is the final straw for civilisation. Not climate collapse, not
microplastics in your spleen — no, it’s the Al-generated
thigh-touch that will ruin marriages and melt healthy car-
nal engagement. Because nothing says ‘health crisis’ like
your partner whispering sweet nothings sourced fromach-
atbot trained on Nancy Friday classics, Reddit fanfic and
‘Ek Raat Mein Ajnabi’. The fear is that people will prefer
Al-written desire toactual human intimacy. Which isrich,
consideringhalf of humanity already prefers sextingover
mumbling. Andlet’s be honest: if your relationship canbe
toppled by a paragraph or non-pixellated imagery of algo-
rithmic lust, it wasn’t exactly built on granite. Maybe the
real threat isn’t the erotica— it’s the realisation that your
partner finds more nuance in a chatbot’s dirty talk than in
your last anniversary card.

Infra growth alone can’'t meet festive delivery rush — success dependsona peop\]‘g fy}st culture

Dipanjan Banerjee

n logistics, discussions on net-
work, capacity and optimisation
are common. But India’s festive
season pushes much more than
infrastructure to its limits. It
brings to the fore an industry’s DNA:
shared values and culture that drive
teams beyond the book of rules.
Inthebackground of every on-time-
delivered gift lies a basic truth: behind
every parcel, there is someone count-
ing on reliability. In warehouses filled
with light early in the morning to deli-
very partnersdrivingthroughjammed
roads late at night, the holiday season
makes thelogistics network a testame-
nt to human commitment and operati-
onal perfection. Amid tight timelines
and surgingdemand, a can-dospiritand
people-first culture are the most effec-
tive differentiators in the industry.
WhatmakesIndia’s Diwalisurgere-
markable is its intensity and brevity.
Unlike Western markets whe-
re holiday shopping stretch- O
es over months, India’s festi-
ve demand spikes sharply and lasts
for only a few weeks. Meeting this re-

ing peak seasons, leading operators of-
ten onboard thousands of seasonal hi-
res who play a central role in sustain-
ing service excellence. This human
element remains the most critical cog
inthe wheel. It is the workforce that in-
jects energy, enthusiasm and agility
into the system.

Success hingesnotonly onnumbers
butontheseamless integration of these
individualsintotheorganisationalrhy-
thm. Thisrequires instant onboarding
processes and rigorous, standardised
trainingregimensthatensurenewhir-
esarequicklyaligned with operational
goalsand serviceexpectations. By com-
biningrobust infrastructure with ade-
eply integrated workforce strategy, org-
anisations can deliver consistent, high-
quality experiences even at scale.

Network architects utilise hub-and-
spoke frameworks to place inventory
near clustersof demand, with same-day
and next-day delivery lanes dynami-
cally reallocated according to real-ti-
mesignals from sales and traffic flows.
This combined emphasis on infrast-
ructure and human capital guarante-
es that, while volume may double,
frontline personnel, led by a common

can-do spirit, retain precision
at every transit point, safegu-
arding the trust that is the fou-

ndation of festive commerce.

Government policies like National
Logistics Policy and PM GatiShakti
National Master Plan have generated a
harmonised platform for multimodal

connectivity and digital integration,

quires more than handling volume; a uniting 57 central ministries and all

it demands a rapid operational ov-
erhaul, often doubling capacity
overnight. Success lies in pre-
cise forecasting, agile facility
planning and robust contin-
gency strategies that toge-
ther enable seamless peak
management.
Infrastructure expansi-
on alone is not enough to
withstand the surge of
festive demand. What sets
top service providers apart
istheir ability to scale oper-
ations while preserving a
people-centricculture. Dur-

statesunder one infrastructure plan-
ning platform. These policy reforms
have facilitated more than 160 cr di-
gital transactions through channels

What makes

0 India’s Diwali
surge
remarkable is
its intensity and
brevity. Meeting this
demand spike requires
more than handling
volume; it demands a
rapid operational
overhaul

No flash in the pan

like Unified Logistics Interface Platfo-
rm(Ulip), increasing transparency and
minimising compliance hurdles.

Consequently, thelogistics industry,
which accounts for 22 mn jobs, is ex-
pected to grow at10.7% a year till 2026,
withexpresslogisticsrevenuesaiming
for $18-22 bn by 2030, adding another
6.57.5mnjobs. Warehousingaloneisex-
pected to reach $104.7 bn, at more than
10% CAGR, given the sector’s pivotal
position in India’s growth story.

However, effective implementation
will depend on maintaining a culture
where people are as important as pro-
ductivity. PPPs on skill development,
safety and digital adoption will be es-
sential for converting policy ambition
into on-ground reality.

Digitalisation has changed the way
festivelogistics are done. Al-based dem-
and forecastingaccurately foretells sal-
esbursts, while MLroute plannerslow-
er drive time by as much as 15%. IoT
sensors integrated into asset trackers
offer end-to-end visibility, enabling op-
erationsteamstoanticipatedelaysand
proactively reroute shipments.

Butforallsuch technology, culture is
the final differentiator. When networ-
ks fail because of roadblocks, weather
outages or 11™-hr order spikes, it’s the
frontline staff, with a people-first cul-
tureembedded within them, whoshift,
reprioritise and keep promises, conv-
erting potential failures into moments
of customer delight.

The festive season creates about 4.5
lakh jobs in logistics, quick commerce
and ancillary services, with ecommer-
ce creating some 3.81akh jobs alone, of-
fering critical income and skill-build-
ing opportunities for university stude-
nts and future professionals. Industry
leaders are now looking at initiatives
that span transient jobs to permanent
positions, makingseasonal hiringlead
tolong-term workforce stability.

India’s festive logistics has become
anabsolute supply chain maturity test.
Tier-2 and tier-3 cities already power
22% more festive orders, forcing provi-
ders to optimise hub-and-spoke mod-
elsand hyperlocal approachestofill in-
frastructure gaps and accommodate
last-mile demands. Success doesn’t de-
pend on asset investments. It’s a mat-
ter of relentless attention to creatinga
people-first culture that performs un-
der pressure.

Logistics will be the pillar of con-
sumption-led growth as India moves
towards its $5tn GDPtarget. Thefestive
season provides a special perspective
on what is achievable when technolo-
gy, infrastructure and policy are com-
bined with human determination and
organisational DNA. Suppliers who
can balance scale with accuracy; speed
with sustainability, and efficiency with
compassion will shape the future of lo-
gistics excellence.

The writer is CCO, Blue Dart Express

Make Things Real for Virtual Reality

Anil Trlgunayat &
Sabarish Chandrasekaran
|

The global economics of Aland VR are
no longer abstractions. They’re balan-
ce-sheet realities reshaping producti-
vity frontiers and national competiti-
veness. VR is maturing from novelty
tonecessity in training-intensive sec-
tors. Enterprise adoption is following
the economics. After two tough years,
AR/VR headset shipments returned
to growth (10% in 2024) and continued
to expand in 2025, with new devices
and use-cases pushing the market back
into an investment cycle.

India’s strategic opportunity is to fuse
these technologies with its DPTand
human capital scale. IndiaAI Mission,
budgeted at over 10,300 cr with 38,000
GPUsfor shared compute, signals seri-
ousness about lowering barriers to ex-
perimentation and model development,
including enabling 12 firms to build
domesticfoundation models and tar-
getinganational LL.M by end-2025.
Costed access to GPUs, at announced
rates of near %65/hr; ismore thana
hardware subsidy; it’s an economic
leveller for startups and universities

that cannot afford hyperscale bills.

Yet, India is still taking baby steps in
mainstreaming Al and VR across edu-
cation and industry. Nasscom-BCG
projects India’s Almarket at $17 bn by
2027 —fast-growing, but still a fraction
of its potential —while official projec-
tions now frame AI’s possible contribu-
tiontoIndia’s GDP atup to $1.7 tn by
2035 if policy; capital and capability are
aligned. The immediate constraint is
human capital. WEF’s 2025 Future of
Jobs Report finds employers expect
39% of workers’ core skills to change
by 2030, with tech literacy and oper-
ations excellence defining the delta
between growing and declining roles.
India cannot outrun this skills shock
with legacy methods.

Education is the fulcrum. NEP 2020
explicitly calls for virtual labs through
DIKSHA (Digital Infrastructure for
Knowledge Sharing), SWAYAM (Study
Webs of Active Learning for Young
Aspiring Minds),and SWAYAM PRA-
BHA, sothat every learner can access
experiment-based learning, not just
those near well-equipped campuses.
That policy intent should now be op-
erationalised with Al tutorsand VR
simulators embedded across schools,
ITIs and universities.

The economics are compelling. VR
compresses learning time, raises reten-
tion and confidence, and reduces cost-
per-competency in disciplines as diver-
seasnursing, machining and emergen-
cy response areas where Indianeeds
millions of practitioners.If the Centre

Thereisa wrld out there

and states fund Al-and VR-ready learn-
ing stacks and pay for verified compe-
tencerather than seat-time, public
spending can both widen access and
improvelabour market relevance.

Industry must meet the state halfway.
Financial servicesleaders warn that
over-concentration of compute, cloud
and model layers in a few global hands
isasystemicrisk. Building sovereign
capabilities, including through the
IndiaAI compute fabric, mitigates that
risk and gives Indian startups a dom-
esticrunway. Indian fintech experi-
ments now extend to ‘agentic pay-
ments’, where UPI is being piloted for
Al-assisted commerce inside conver-
sational agents.

A strategic, faster, consistent and prog-
ressive direction, therefore, means
turning policy into pipelines:

» Wire up a national ‘learning cloud’
where public and private providers
host VR modules and Al tutors mapped
to competency frameworks, priced tra-
nsparently and procured on outcomes
by education boards and ministries.

» Expand the shared compute backbo-

ne with quality-of-service guarantees
for universitiesand MSMESs, comple-
menting enterprise clouds and ensur-
ingthat talent, not only capital, deter-
mines who builds.

» Put the sovereign DPI stack to work
for learning, verifiable skill passports
on open standards, interoperable ac-
ross states and employers, so that eve-
ry hour ina VR1ab or with an Al tutor
translates into portable opportunity:
» Fund an independent lab to test
what actually improves learning and
productivity before public money sca-
lesit, protecting both taxpayers and
innovators.

» Scale teacher enablement in mission
mode. Pedagogy must evolve alongsi-
de tools or we will merely digitise old
inefficiencies.

For India’s universities and skills ins-
titutions, the call is immediate: integ-
rate VR-based practicums into credit-
bearing courses and apprenticeships,
and deploy Al for formative assess-
ment, adaptive practice and language
support, sothat tier-2 and tier-3learn-
ersarenotleft behind.

For industry, especially in manufac-
turing, healthcare, logistics and ener-
gy, VR offers a safe, repeatable environ-
mentto train on rare, risky or expen-
sive scenarios. Firms that master this
today will export training content and
services tomorrow.

Trigunayat is former trade commissioner
in New York, Gol, and Chandrasekaran is
co-founder-CEO, MediSim VR

C-Suite, Not Quite Gender Neutral

M Muneer

For decades, the corporate corner offi-
cehasclaimed that it’s gender neutral.
But if you walk through most board-
rooms, it’s clear: while CEO may bea
title, ‘he’ remains the default pronoun.

Across the world—and in India in
particular — this imbalance isn’t just
amoral oversight; it’s an economic self-
inflicted goal. Two women leaders, for-
mer Norwegian PM Erna Solbergand
former IMF chief Christine Lagarde,
have long argued that gender equity in
labour markets isn’tamatter of fair-
ness but also afiscal stimulus. Parity
could raise GDP by 9% in Japan and a
staggering 27% in India.

But the question is, where are India’s
women? The pandemic didn’tjust hit
employment; it erased years of prog-
ress in women'’s participation. Since
2020, gender inequality has deepened,
and there’s an estimated annual loss
of $47bn for India and its subcontinent
neighbours—all because fewer wom-
enare in the workforce.

Atacorporatelevel, it’s a competiti-
ve crisis. When half of your potential
leaders are systematically underpro-
moted or excluded, you’re not just fail-
ingademographic —you’refailinga
strategy.

In over100 countries, women form
more than half of university gradua-
tesand enter entry-level corporate
roles at almost equal rates as men. But
asthe pyramid narrows, women thin
out. By the time you reach the C-suite,
they’ve all but disappeared.

MSCIresearch found that firms with
strong female leadership delivered an
average RoE of 10.2%, compared to7.4%
for thoseled exclusively by men. Diver-
sity isn’tjust ‘nice to have’; it’samar-
ketadvantage.

India, in many ways, mirrors the con-
tradictions of itseconomy —dynamic
yet traditional, modern yet patriarch-
al. In politics, women represent less
than15% of parliament, putting India
among the worst performers globally.
In corporations, theratio isn’t much
better:less than 5% of CEOs in NSE-
listed firms are women.

Yet, women-led startups in India deli-
ver higher revenue per dollar of fund-

Who said it’s a ‘woman’s issue’

ingthan male-led ones. They are more
likely to survive beyond five years. And
they reinvest more in employee wel-
fare, sustainability and innovation —
areas now seen as future-defining.
Still, the ‘meritocracy myth’ persists
—the comforting illusion that the gen-
der gap is merely the outcome of indi-
vidual choices. Some point to women’s
preference for family or their lack of
ambition’. Othersnote their cluster-
inginHR, IR, PR orlegal —functions
lesslikely tolead to CEO roles. But
none of this explains why half of the
available human talent consistently
vanishes from leadership pipelines.
When women lead, they redefine,
notjust ‘represent’.
» Most women leaders tend to focus on
inclusion, work-life balance and flexi-
bility —essential productivity drivers.
» Across India, 70-80% of household
purchasing decisions, including fin-
ance, healthcare and education, are
taken by women. Having women in
leadership ensures companies are
aligned with real consumer insight
and not boardroom assumptions.
Aseconomies shift toward sustaina-
bility and stakeholder capitalism, lead-
ership isless about authority and more
about alignment. On these essential
factors, women leaders tend to score
higher. Innovation thrives when there
isalignment and not when operating
in command-and-control mode.
So, what’s holding India Inc back?
» Double bind Women who are as-
sertive arelabelled abrasive; those
who are accommodating are seen as
lightweights.

P Structural bias Women are shut
out of line management—roles that
lead to P&L responsibility Meanwhi-
le, pay structures tied to ‘previous
salaries’ institutionalise historical
discrimination.

So, what’s the antidote?

» Blind the bias Remove gender id-
entifiers from CVsand evaluations.
Symphony orchestras saw women
hires skyrocket after introducing
blind auditions.

» Engage men as allies Diversity
initiatives fail when they're seen as
‘HR projects’. Get male leaders to
mentor high-potential women and
link their bonuses to measurable
diversity outcomes.

» Fix pay, not women Stop asking
for previous salary details. Pay for the
role, not the résumeé.

» Implement rules of engagement
Create meeting cultures where inter-
ruptions are banned, credit is fairly
attributed and women’s ideas aren’t
‘borrowed’. The small things shape
the bigoutcomes.

» Match your customers If your
clients are 50% women, ensure client-
facing functions mirror customer
demographics, especially in health-
care, banking and retail.

The corner office has no gender. But
right now, it has a preference. And that
preference is costing billions. Women
don’tjust break glass ceilings —they
build skylights. The question is wheth-
er India Inc will finally let the light in.

The writer is co-founder;
Medici Institute for Innovation

THE SPEAKING TREE

Life Asa
Festival

NARAYANIGANESH

Youarebornasaresultof adeci-
sion made by the universe. Then
you die, again, as the universe
deems it to be. What happens bet-
ween birth and death? The inter-
val between the coming and going
—from starting off as abunch of
nascent cells to disintegratingas
atoms into the elements—is what
we calllife. For some, the period
isshort, and for others, it islong.

Life canbeadrag, it could be
mediocre, or it could be fun and
meaningful, depending on the
play of circumstances and your
attitude. If you can cultivate inner
strength and determination to
notjust survive but flourish in
many ways, the effort could ren-
der your life festive, at least most
of thetime.

Lifemay not always be fun and
festive; it is usually a mix of suf-
fering, sadness, joy; fun, meaning,
meaninglessness and desperation.
Not everyone is blessed with the
rightrecipe of circumstances, res-
ources and relationships tolive
a ‘happy’ life. But no matter what,
if you can create your very own
recipe of positive attitude, grati-
tude, humour, acceptance, com-
passion, love, forgiveness, hope
and a dose of selflessness, you
canmore or less be sure that your
life will turn out to be afestival.

The decision toface challenges
without losing hope or self-este-
em will by nomeans be an easy
one to execute consistently —
but one can always try, for the
prospect of joy is far more attract-
ive than the option of beingsad
and dejected.

Prisoner of
Agenda

A board meeting was schedu-
ledfor1hr. The agendahad
5items.

© Approve last meeting’s min-
utes. Took 20 mins because
Ashish insisted the word ‘sy-
nergy’ was misspelt.

® Budgetreview. CFO present-
ed 47 slides. No one understo-
od slide 12, but everyone nod-
ded at slide 38 because it had

apiechart.

(3] New productlaunch. Mar-
ketingsaid it
was ‘revolution-

. ary’. Engineer-
ingsaid it was
‘stillinbeta’.
Legalsaid, ‘Ple-
asedon’tcall it
—— ? revolutionary’

(4] Employee morale. HR show-

ed a graph shaped like a ski

slope.

© AOB (Any Other Business).

Turned into a 90-min debate

on whether the office coffee

machine should offer oat milk.

Meetingended 4 hrslater. No
decisions made. Everyone ag-
reed it was ‘productive’.

Board Out of Their Mind
A consultant was hired to ‘op-
timise board efficiency’. He
began with, ‘Let’s unpack the
paradigm.’ Then: ‘Wemustlev-
erage verticals while syner-
gising horizontals.” Someone
asked, ‘What does that mean?’

Hereplied, Tt’sabout align-
ingthe core with the periphe-
ry.” Someone else asked, Are
we the core or the periphery?’
Hesaid, ‘Yes.’

After 2hrs, hedrew a trian-
gle, labelled it, ‘Value Funnel’,
and charged2.5lakh. The boa-
rd thanked him.

_ Chat Room |

Karthik Calling
Karthik

Apropos Al the Greatest Boon
For Every Introvert’ (Just In Jest,
Oct17), modern anxieties over
Al‘destroying human connecti-
on’ reveal how easily such fears
arise from curated, self-consci-
ous spaces rather than lived ex-
perience. It is true that much of
human interaction today feels
performative or transactional,
marked by routine politeness and
emotional fatigue. Yet, toequate
imperfection with obsolescence
istomisunderstand the essence
of connection itself. Genuine re-
lationships derive meaningnot
from efficiency but from vulner-
ability, unpredictability and the
subtle negotiation of empathy.
Thereal risk is not technologi-
cal displacement but voluntary
retreat. In our pursuit of seam-
less interaction, we may lose the
imperfect, occasionally uncom-
fortable but profoundly human
texture of relatingto one another:
Amarjeet Kumar

Hazaribagh, Jharkhand

More Newspaper and Magazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t.me/Magazines 8890050582 (@Magazines_8890050582)



YOU MAKE CHOICES %5

- CHOICES MAKE YOU

THE TIMES OF INDIA
SATURDAY, OCTOBER 18, 2025

A thought for today

The ID card was launched with fantastic claims about
supposed benefits. In truth, it represented the worst of govt

DAMIAN GREEN

Be Kind, EC

Young Biharis who were in state care pose a question
How do those who grew up parentless and in care homes

produce documents of their parents? As TOI reported,

such young adults in Bihar have requested EC to waive
this requirement. The bigger point is that such a predicament
shouldn’t have been there in the first place. Parentless wards are
nothing new across India — orphans and abandoned youngsters
brought up in state care are a vulnerable group. That this has
become a hindrance for some young Biharis wanting to vote says
something about how rules for SIR were crafted. No authority
canorshould ignore social realities.

EC’sruleforparents’ originto proveeligibility
asavoterarguably sits uneasily with its mission
of inclusion — ‘no eligible voter left behind’.
Repeated instances when the challenge of meeting
suchademandhasbeenraised, EChas countered
all such grievances by questioning intent. But
« not only is much of India document-scarce, it
2% has alarge barely literate population, and a big
cohort of the unlettered. There are many vulnerable groups for
whom documentation is intimidating, near inaccessible, or even
alien as an idea. But thanks to EC’s decades of hard work, these
multiple smaller groups are proud of their right to vote — it brings
them dignity, a sense of belonging. It is these vulnerable groups
most hit by the need to show parental proof.

Asthose without parents grow under state care, the transition to
adulthood involves an ‘aftercare’ system till age 21 or 23, as the need
may arise. Per a collective of care-leavers alliances, about 50,000
young adults transit out of shelters every year. For them, getting
address proofs and identity documents is a struggle. EC should
forthwith exempt them from the parents’ papers rule. And, going
forward, review thisrule.

Luxe(@Discount

The rich collectively bargain ‘cos pickings are rich
Stodgy textbooks tell you that collective bargaining began

with the industrial revolution and workers seeking to protect

themselves against exploitation. You have updated the concept
as more jobs now come from outside factories, mills and mines.
Butit’sstillassociated with the grim fight for minimum pay, accident
insurance, transparency in algorithms...So you might be shook
that JITO, an Ahmedabad-based group of Jain industrialists,
businessmen and professionals, has used collective bargaining to
get themselves Audis, BMWs, Mercs...They jiffed top luxury brands
into givingthem a ¥21cr discount.

Actually, the Richie Rich are not new to
this romp at all. Different Indian mercantile
communities historically grew by negotiating
with the colonialists as a coordinated bloc.
In the West, families like the Rothschilds
and Agnellis grew into their extraordinary
Wealth and power through mobilising oversized leverage. Family-
controlled conglomerates from Japan’s Mitsubishi and Mitsui to
SouthKorea’s Samsungand LG have done the sameto getfavourable
industrialpoliciesandtradeprotections. BT'W, what do you think oil
barons of Opec do? The Silicon Valley bros may compete aggressively
with each other butthey also often act collectively, as when lobbying
against proposed antitrust or privacy laws. So, if in your head, it’s
workers, wage earners, gig hands alone who are acting as a class,
maybe have a rethink.

If we book a bunch of hotel rooms for a family function, we
demand a discount. If the real moneybags buy some prime real
estate in London or Mumbai, they do the same. Same difference.
The Rolex, Hermes and Ferraris also line up to do the tiptop for
them. Jets, yachts, vineyards, yes, they negotiate great prices for
all these. Because they can. Not everyone tattles like JITO though.
Most golden bargains stay behind gilded curtains.

Dr Al's Ready For You

The tech’s near-ready. But there’s fear of fatal errors

ndia has a massive shortage of

doctors—only 7.2 per 10,000 people,

as against 7.6 in Myanmar — a

country racked by civil war. Even
Pakistan has 11.6, and Cuba — under
US embargo since 1960 — has 95.4.
Finding a doctor in rural India is
much harder as the average plummets
to3per10,000, the same as Afghanistan.
How many decades will it take to
boost India’s doctor strength to, say,
Brazil’s 23.6?

If theanswer is10years or more, the
question arises, will we need that
many doctors then? That’s because AI
isalready showing promise asadoctor’s
assistant, and in 10 more years it could
well be “thedoctor”. Notaneurosurgeon,
but your friendly
neighbourhood go-to
physician. Robert

mindfield

things will only get better from here.
Sensing an opportunity, hundreds of
startups have entered the field, and
some, like Hippocratic Al, started by
Indian-origin Munjal Shah, already
seem to have abusiness plan.

Because Al excels at learning from
patterns, give it millions of patient files
to learn from, and it will correlate
symptoms to likely causes: “One study
found it could pass a key medical student
licensing exam,” says Wachter. On
another difficult test, it “performed
atalevel equaltothebestfaculty diag-
nosticians”. So, Al can “think” like a
doctor, but can it show empathy like a
human? Wachter points to a 2023 study
in which AI’s responses were judged to
be more empathetic
than those given by
actual physicians.

Wachter, chair of
University of Califor-

SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

So, why hasn’t AI
disrupted medicine

nia’s Department of
Medicine, discusses
this possibility in
detail in his book A
Giant Leap.

Wachter says this
is not the first time
AT has been pitched
as a substitute for
human doctors. At-
tempts were made
in the 1970s too, but
the technology then
was so underwhel-
ming, and the goals
so ambitious — they
triedtouseitfordiagnosis—thatfailure
was inevitable. Then, in thelast decade,
when IBM’s Watson supercomputer
beat humans at a game of ‘Jeopardy’,
healthcare seemed like an achievable
goal. IBM invested billions, only to dump
the project after its bot “prescribed a
cancer patient with bleeding be given
a cancer medication that can cause
severe haemorrhage”.

Yet, three years after ChatGPT’s
launch, Wachter and many other
medical experts are less sceptical.
Wachter reminds you that while Al
today is already impressive, “it is the
worst you will ever see.” Which means

already? The motiva-
tion to do so is very
strong when America
isspending20% of its
GDP on healthcare,
leaving relatively little
for infra, and India is
struggling with rising
healthcare costs and
doctor shortages.
Wachter says it’s
because of problems
like bias and halluci-
nations that AI is
susceptible to. One
wrong diagnosis
could mean curtains for a startup.
That’s why, for now, Alisbeingused for
simpler but time-consuming tasks like
patient record summarisation.

Theholy grail, of course, isdiagnosis,
butthat won’thappen until companies
are 100% confident about their bots’
capabilities. For the foreseeable
future, AI will only be used to reduce
doctors’ bureaucratic burden — docu-
mentation, etc—so that they have more
time for patients. As for replacing
doctors, it won’t happen anytime
soon, although roles like radiologist
and pathologist could start disappearing
inl10years.

What The Tellis Case Tells Us

One, his arrest is part of a growing American scrutiny of Chinese influence peddling in Washington.
Tivo, he’s served in US govt, and therefore should have been aware of document handling rules.
Three, a strong FBI indictment doesn’t guarantee conviction, even for espionage charges

Amit Gupta

Thearrestof Ashley Tellis for allegedly
passing secrets to the Chinese has
been met with glee by some in India.
On LinkedIn one Indian academic
was petty enough to describe Tellis as
a windbag who got his just rewards.
The anger against Tellis stemsfrom arecentarticle in
Foreign Affairs where he is critical of Indian foreign
policy. While I have often disagreed with
hiswritings, Thaverespected hisscholarship
and opinions. So what should Indians
understand about this case?

First, when Tellis came to India in the early
2000s as a special assistant to Ambassador
Robert Blackwill the then BJP govt gave him

Given the sensitivity of contacts
with Chinese officials, the question
arises did Tellis inform his
employers in the US department of
war about this. It is also not clear
under what circumstances ‘Top
Secret’ documents obtained by FBI
in his house were acquired by him.
These are questions courts will
examine. His detention is part of
years-long investigation of many
individuals that has seen 162 arrests

accessto policymakerssohe could writeabook
onIndia’s nuclear weapons programme. What
emerged was a volume that was favourable to
India’snuclear aspirations.

After returning to Washington, Tellis
was appointed the Tata Chair for Strategic
Studies at the Carnegie Endowment and in
recent times his interests had shifted from South
Asianstudiestoexaminingthe US-Chinarelationship.
Contrary to what has been written in the press, Tellis
was very anti-Chinese because the prevailing winds
in Washington were negative towards China. As part
of his anti-China writings, he had begun to be critical
of Indian foreign policy. He felt India’s approach
should have been aligned more closely to American

interests. Several academics disagreed with his analysis
but no one accused him of ulterior motives. So what
then is the case about?

Since the first Trump administration, as well as
during the Biden term, there have been concerns in
American governmental circles about Chinese attempts
to penetrate the bureaucracy and decision-making
process. This led in part to cases being filed against
people of Chinese origin under the China Initiative
created by the Trump administration in 2018. The

statistics on successful conviction were not high because
of the 162 indictments made, only 45 were convicted at
trial or by entering a guilty plea deal. One classic case
is that of Taiwanese-American Wen Ho Lee who was
charged with 59 counts of espionage and eventually
pleaded guilty to the mishandling of official
documents. He did not serve any jail time.
Thefactisthatinthe Americanlegal systemavery

Imaging: Jatin Kumar

high bar is set for a successful conviction and the
burden of proof lies with the prosecution. Judges,
therefore, do not hesitate to throw out cases that donot
meet judicial litmus test, even in cases of espionage.
Thus, whilean indictment may paintadire picture, the
actual evidence presented in court has to substantiate
the charges.

In the Tellis case, he has been charged with taking
official papers home and having dinner with Chinese
officials at a restaurant in the Washington area. The
latter is, arguably, not a conclusive piece of
evidence.

Given, however, the sensitivity of contacts
with Chinese officials, the question arises did
he inform hisemployers inthe USdepartment
of war about this. It is also not clear under
what circumstances ‘Top Secret’ documents
obtained by FBI in his house were acquired
by him. Having worked both in Washington
and New Delhi for the federal govt he was
no doubt aware of security protocols that
were to be followed. These are questions that
courts will examine.

His employer, the Carnegie Endowment,
hasputhim onleave pending the conclusion of
the investigation. That is the correct thing to
do. It may turn out that like Wen Ho Lee he is
found guilty of aminor offence and walks away
with probation. But either way this will be a
major blow to his career and reputation - even
if courts vindicate him, he will stillbe met with
suspicion in policy and academic circles.

In conclusion, some analysts in New Delhi
are exuberant at the possible downfall of Tellis
because they see him as being anti-Indian.
This is a simplistic understanding of what
is going on in Washington. Tellis’s analysis
was partof agrowingscepticismin American
circlesabouttheutility of Indiaasapartnerin
the anti-China grouping that US was seeking
tobuild in the Indo-Pacific.

This scepticism was compounded by the
stalled trade deal and the competing claims of who was
responsibleforthe India-Pakistan ceasefire in May 2025.
Rather than prematurely celebrating the legal troubles
of acritic,Indian analystsshould befocusingon concrete
steps torebuild the relationship to the mutual advantage
and satisfaction of both countries.

The writer is a Senior Fellow in the National Institute for
Deterrence Studies, US. Views are personal

‘My Relationship With A Swimsuit...It’s Complicated’

There’s sexism and bad body image and many can’t swim. There're ladies getting into pools in salwar
kameez. Forget all that. What women got to do is have fun, be real and live for their own gaze

Radhika Vaz

With holiday season upon us many are
taking off for the sun, the sea, the sand
and the swimsuit horror of placeslike
Goa. I personally have some holiday
N plansthat involve a beach though until
| a few years ago I loathed packing for
any trip that involved a swimsuit. And by the
way who even named it ‘suit’ — it’s not a suit.

It’s a terror inducing bit of cloth designed to
discomfortme.

Maybe all this paranoia is because I am 52,
female and Indian and for my demographic,
body shame is practically mandatory. By that
I do not mean just the feeling of inadequacy
about the shape of things but also the moral
burden of ‘showing’ myself in front of the
mens. My generation could wear shorts that
show leg, halter tops that show shoulder, and
saris that show midriff — but nothing that
would show all threeat once. A swimsuit would
beasteptoofar.

Bad body image and sexism did a number
on me but I thought swimsuits were stupid
for another reason: I didn’t swim. Why on
earth would anyone not engaged in the act
of swimming need to be wearing a swimsuit?
I feel the same about yoga pants for anything
other than the practice of yoga, cowboy boots not used
in actual cow herding, that annoying cycling shorts
rage from the late 1980s that made a massive comeback
thanks to the Kardashians and not
thanksto cycles. If Ididn’t swim, why

Of Life And Love

I'stand strong in accepting my body. It is not perfect
and I do not care if other people agree wholeheartedly
withme. But whatInever wantisforthemtothinkthatl
might be entertaining the idea that my body is flawless.
That by wearing a swimsuit I am transmitting that I
think I am hot or sexy or built or whatever the word is
that we use to describe women who are used in swimsuit
advertisements to fool people like me into believing

‘oh yes it will look exactly like that on me’. My level of
over-thinkingis bewildering even to me.

Of course, my peer group doesn’t make it easier.
It’s like we all made some unspoken
pact that swimsuits are fine for

would I need a swimsuit.

STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE

ages 0to 30. After which we conceal

And while I think my logic is
flawless, I dolove a pool-party sol knew I'had tokill this
deeply ingrained self-consciousness in me. I needed to
get over myself and into a swimsuit. But how! There
was so much baggage in the way. Let me explain.

our post-partum/post-youth bodies
under kaftans, the lengths of which are inversely
proportional to the rating we give our legs. And then,
assoonas we hit65we are once again OK’ed for public
consumption because now it is taken for granted that

we can’t possibly be hot, sexy or built let alone think
that of ourselves so swimsuits, even itty-bitty ones,
areironic.

I so desperately wanted to be the woman who looks
at a swimsuit and thinks ‘oh Ilike that one’ and not ‘oh
my god what would I look like in that one’ that a few
years ago I learnt to swim. I joined a children’s swim
class, and along with my 6-year-old friends was taught
thecrawl. Withmy newfound skilllam overmy
fear of swimsuits. Nolonger doIlingerpool-side,
I am now in there swimming laps. Doing the
activity my outfit was designed for gives me all
the spunk I was previously lacking. In fact, I
recently ordered a very expensive two-piece
because I deserve it. Deserving expensive
clothing was another thing I thought of as
stupid. ButI guess we all change eventually.

Through all of my swimsuit dramaIlearnt
something about myself. Just because I don’t
cover my head doesn’t meanIamnot wearinga
ghoongat. For all my high-handed feminist
chitchat I care how I am perceived. I used to
scoff at the women you sometimes see on
holiday getting into hotel pools in salwar
kameezandyes,itisalittleodd butatleastthey
were having fun and being real. I was the fake,
nervous, miserable thing in my transparent
cover-up. Worrying somuch about what people
might be thinking about what I was thinking
that I actually learnt how to swim so I could justify my
body in a swimsuit.

Women are told how to talk, walk and dress from an
early age. Influencers describe in detail how to cover,
disguise, enhance or distract other people from our body
partsthat aren’t tight. Yet we are expected to have high
self-esteem and be confident. Talk about a paradox.
So here is an idea. Let’s make a new pact, I'll go first
and you repeat after me: If beauty lies in the eye of the
beholder, then let that beholder be me.

The writer is a standup comedian
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Calvm & Hobbes

T HAVENT SEEN
CALNVIN FOR
ABOVT 1S

MINUTES NOW .

© 1994 Watterson/Distributed by Universal Uclick
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THAT PROBABLY
MEANS HE'S
GETTING IN
TROLBLE .

Sacredspace

Monismand
dualismare
essentially

the same...As
dualists hold the
Father and Son
s to be two, monists hold them to be
really one. Dualism s in nature, in
manifestation, and monism is pure
LS spirituality in essence.

Swami Vivekananda

Bhoot Chaturdashi: Lamps, Greens, And Shakti

Amitava Basu

bserved in Bengali households
the night before fervent blaze of
KaliPuja, Bhoot Chaturdashi

from superstition. Itisan act of remem-
brance and reverence. Each flame
becomes a beacon, guiding ancestors
back tothe hearth.Inthis simple

act, the invisible scaffolding of our

butessential.

keeper of karm, gently reminding
thatrighteousliving isnot optional

Runningparallel to thisluminous
actisaritual that speaks of wisdom

one whose eating, recreation, and sleep
are balanced, yog becomes destroyer
of sorrow.
Together, these tworituals—one
of light, the other of sustenance—-form

hasanunmatched gravitas. Often
misunderstood as merely anight of
ghosts, itisintruth a sacred pause.
Itisamoment where the veil between
the seen and the unseen becomes

thin, allowing for deep introspection.
Thisisnota celebration of fear, but
ameditation on continuity. Itisa
reminder that spiritual journey begins
not with dramatic gestures, but with
quietritualsrooted in memory, healing,
and humility.

Attheheart of the observanceliesa
pair of ancient gestures, each flowing
into the other like twin streams of the
sameriver—oneluminous, and other
earthy. Thelighting of fourteen earthen
lamps in the corners of the home isfar

existence is honoured, acknowledging

that ourlives are not isolated moments,

but chaptersin an eternallineage.
These lamps illuminate more
than physical spaces. They
light up the mind’s darker
recesses, dispelling
ignorance, fear, and inner
shadow. Kathopanishad
warns, those who dwell in

of the earth.Itisthe consumption of
fourteen varieties of leafy greens. On
the surface, itappearstobeadietary
custom shaped by the changing
season, designed to streng-
then the body as it faces the

These greens, drawn from
the soil, become instru-

ignorance, mistaking it for

THE SPEAKING TREE mentsof purification that

wisdom, wander endlessly

in darkness. These flames are not merely

for the departed; they burnfor the
living, quietly urging to walk the path
of dharm, toreflect, and correct course
before the final curtain descends. Each
lamp is also an offering to Yam, cosmic

cleansenotjust the body
but the inner vessel, making itless
vulnerable to subtle afflictions carried
by negative energies. This practice is
not a denial of the physical in favour of
the spiritual. Itisa holistic embrace of

both. The Gita echoes this harmony: for

deeper spiritual dimension.

acoherent spiritual tapestry. The
Bengalihousehold, on thisnight, does
not merely seek to keep ghosts at bay.
It prepares itself, with devotion and
mindfulness, toreceive the intense,
transformative force of Mother Kali
the followingday:.

Thenight becomes a threshold,
aliminal space where the pastand
present meet, where remembrance
becomes a form of prayer and self-care,
asacred obligation. Thisisthesilent
eloquence of Bhoot Chaturdashithat
spiritual awakening begins at home, not
in grand declarations but in the quiet
lighting of lamps, mindful offering of
food, and deep inner knowing that our
journey isnever truly solitary.
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Will Al pay off the West’s debts?

P

KENNETH ROGOFF

ations? No one should bet the farm on it.
To be sure, a wildly upbeat assessment
of AT's potential impact on economic
growth has propelled asset markets higher
overthelast fewyears. Thisisespecially true
for euphoric equity markets, which con-
tinue to rally despite political paralysis in
France, agovernment shutdown and anall-
out assault on central-bank independence
inthe United States, and an exodus of high-
skilled talent from the United Kingdom.
AlthoughThavelongargued that ATwill

There is no question that artificial intelli-
gence (Al) is changing the global economy
at unprecedented speed. But will it rescue
rich countries from intensifying debt
pressures, particularly as rapidly aging
populations increase pressure on benefit
programmes? If so, could these countries
safely run even larger deficits, effectively
borrowing against ultra-rich future gener-

eventually solve the problem of advanced
economies’ anaemic growth, I have also
cautioned that several possible obstacles
could slow down the pace of this trans-
formation. Among the many material,
legal, economic, and social factorstoreckon
with are electricity supply; intellectual-
property rights; alack of skilled AT workers;
and the need to establish a comprehensive
framework governing how chatbots com-

media companies before them.
Although US President

municate and exchange information,
including some kind of price mechanism.
Al companies have invested vast sums
inthe race to dominate the market (should
governments allow it), seemingly willing to
haemorrhage money in exchange for users
and information. But eventually, probably
in the not-too-distant future, these firms
will need to develop revenue streams, most
likely through advertising, like social-

Donald
Trump’s administration has signalled full
speed ahead on AL knotty questions invol-
ving how moral judgement is coded into
these models — currently the remit of a
small group of developers — will ultimately
be taken up by the US Congress and the
courts, as well as by authorities in other
countries. But the most pushback will
likely come from hundreds of millions of
displaced white-collar workers, who are set

to become the newest political cause, just
asmanufacturingworkers are today and as
farm workers were in the 1960s and 1970s.
Anyone who works with a computer is
vulnerable to automation. The idea that a
handful of firms can replace alarge portion
of the workforce without massive political
upheaval is sheer fantasy. Barring some
dramatic authoritarian turn, unrest is all
but guaranteed. This will provide ample
fodder for the Zohran Mamdanis of the
world (Mr Mamdani, a 33-year-old socialist,
is the front-runner to become New York
City’s next mayor in November), especially
because Al seemstobe eliminatingjobs for

younger workers.

Then there is the inconvenient truth
that many cutting-edge Al applications are
in the military domain, which could trigger
amassive armsrace and even lead toa pro-
liferation of wars fought with drone armies
and other Al-backed weapons systems.
Geopolitical fracturing and conflict are
harmful to long-term growth and as likely
to drain tax revenues as boost them. Al

at the press of a button.

ution involves having far fewer people).

could alsoempower smaller states and ter-
rorist groups by effectively giving them
access to leading physicists and biologists

Finally, just because Mr Trump, an
unrepentant climate-change denier, is
back in the White House does not mean
that the threats posed by global warming
have disappeared. The costs of unfettered
climate change are set to rise sharply over
the coming decades — unless, that is, our
Al overlords manage to solve the problem
(although they may conclude that the sol-

Theideathat, followingalongand pain-
ful transition, the arrival of artificial general
intelligence (AGI) will solve all the rich
world’s problems is hyperbole. Even if AGI
supercharges growth, it willalmost certainly
lead to a much higher share of capital in
output, and a correspondingly lower share
for labour. Indeed, the stock market is
booming precisely because firms expect
labour costs to shrink. Given this, the high
profit expectations embedded in soaring

equity prices cannot be understood as trans-
lating one for one into overall growth.

That brings us back to government
debt. Thereisno reason tosuppose that Al-
driven growth will lead to an equivalent
increase in government tax revenues, even
though that might have been a reasonable
assumption to make in the past. After all,
capital is much harder to tax than labour,
partly because it tends to be more concen-
trated and politically powerful, and partly
because it can move freely across borders.

Of course, higher tariff walls could pre-
vent this capital flight, but any such strat-
egy would ultimately be self-defeating. So
yes, the Al transformation is coming, and
hasalready contributed to anew arms race
between the US and China. But it would be
reckless to assume that advanced econ-
omies can rely on Al to resolve budget
problems that human politicians cannot.

The author is professor of economics and
public policy at Harvard University
© Project Syndicate, 2025
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DEVANGSHU DATTA

This week, Google committed $15 bil-
lion over the next five years to build a
data centre in Visakhapatnam. This Al-
focused hub will generate nearly
200,000 new jobs. It would have a non-
trivial impact on India’s gross
domestic product or GDP, which is
roughly $4 trillion. Other global multi-
national corporations (MNCs), such as
Amazon and Microsoft, and local
giants like Airtel and Reliance are also
investing heavily in data centres. The
aggregated data centre buildout there-
fore will be very significant.

Similar stories are playing out
elsewhere. Jason Furman, a Harvard
economics professor, estimates that
Al-related investments accounted
for 92 per cent of the United States’
GDP growth in the first six months of
2025. The money went into data
centres, including networking
equipment, servers, cooling systems,
dedicated fibre optic connections,
and power capacity.

But while the investments are very
real, nobody has a clear idea of how
much Al will contribute to overall
growth in the long term. Indeed,
national accounting methods and
norms may make it hard to accurately
calculate this.

The guesstimates are all over the
place. The International Monetary
Fund (IMF) says Al will affect 40 per

. |

The Al gold rush

cent of global jobs. It will increase global
GDPby $7trillion (about 7 per cent) over
the next 10 years, says Goldman Sachs.
It could grow the global economy by
between $17.1 and $25.6 trillion, accord-
ing to McKinsey — that’s more than
China’s GDP. These are the conser-
vative projections.

In September, the NITI Aayog esti-
mated that Al could drive productivity
and efficiency and contribute an extra
$500 to $600 billion to the Indian econ-
omy by 2035, over and above trend
growth rates without AL The largest
impacts would be in information tech-
nology (IT), finance and finance-
related services, but there would be
Al-driven growth acceleration across
many industries.

Also in September, a three-person
report from Goldman Sachs estimated
Al-related activity had contributed
$160 billion to “true GDP” in the US
since the advent of ChatGPT in late
2022. The research draws on company
reports and government data, and is
focused on investments in Al infra-
structure to the tune of $400 billion
over that period by US firms.

After subtracting for imports and
adjusting for inflationary spikes,
Goldman Sachs reckoned AI con-
tributed $160 billion to US GDP from
2023 to June 2025. But much of that
did not show up in official calcula-
tions since it had an “intermediate
impact” and only final demand is
reflected in official data.

Official Al-related activity over
2023-25was calculated tobe $45billion,
which is just 0.1 per cent annualised
contribution to a $29 trillion economy.
Other reports from the US also point to
enormous recent investments in Al-
infrastructure. Capital expenditure on
Al contributed 1.1 per cent to GDP
growth between January and June
2025. But the “true” contribution may

not be accurately reflected in the GDP
statistics due to the intermediate
nature of contributions to growth.

Going beyond physical and tech-
related investments, what is crucial is
the positive externalities from deploy-
ing Al across economies. All those data
centres are expected to drive innova-
tions, productivity and efficiency gains
in multiple sectors, and contribute to
basic science research.

Expectations are very high, whichis
why Nvidiaand OpenAl command the
valuations they do, and everybody is
prepared to invest large sums in AL If
those expectations are belied, this
could turn out to be abubble. All those
data centres might then become the
digital equivalent of physical bridges to
nowhere — shiny artefacts that serve
little real purpose.

Nobel Laureate Daron Acemoglu
hasaninterestingand nuanced take on
thisinarecent paper “The Simple Mac-
roeconomics of AI”. He estimates that
only about 5 per cent of all current tasks
performed in the US labour market can
be profitably performed by Al over the
next 10 years. While Al may perform
many more tasks than this small
subset, cost-benefit analysis suggests
that it would be more expensive to
implement and deploy Al than to con-
tinue using existing non-Al modes for
most tasks.

His guesstimate is that AI would
thus add around 1 per cent per annum
to US GDP growth. This is significant
but far less earth-shaking than most
expectations. If Dr Acemoglu is right,
and similar effects hold across the
globe, we could see a cooling off in Al
investments as the reality becomes
obvious. The other possibility isthat Dr
Acemoglu is wrong and he’s severely
underestimated the positive nature of
AT'simpact. Thatiswhat every investor
isbetting on.

Gaza truce will fail
without US troops

Controlling the southern half of Gaza, disarming
Hamas bitter-enders and providing humanitarian
aid and medical support — all while putting into
motion the first steps of reconstruction — will

be a herculean task

When I led United States European Com-
mand from 2009 to 2013, Israel and the
Levant were part of my geographic area of
responsibility. I often went to Tel Aviv, Jeru-
salem, the West Bank and, yes, the Gaza Strip.
It was a daunting part of my remit, and I
sought advice from a longtime mentor:
Henry Kissinger, who knew a thing or two
about the Middle East.

He gave me a great deal of advice, but
one thing he said has really stuck with me
— and I think is very much of
the moment. “The Kkey to
understanding the Middle
East,” he said, “is understand-
ing and accepting that every
solution is merely the admis-
sion ticket to the next problem.”

Even as President Donald
Trump takes a deserved vic-
tory lap for working out a
ceasefire and hostage release,
he and his team need to bear

JAMES STAVRIDIS

the Pentagon’s services (Army, Navy, Air
Force, Marines and Space Force), and acouple
of dozen supporting senior enlisted troops
would be a good complement.

Similarly, the in-country US security
coordinator, a three-star lieutenant general
posting, will need reinforcements. That
team’s mission is to provide cooperation and
communications between the Palestinian
Authority Security Forces (PASF) in the West
Bank and the Israel Defense Forces. The
Palestinian  Authority is
already indicating readiness to
take on tasks in Gaza, includ-
ingoperating the crucial Rafah
gate crossing.

Since elements of the PASF
will presumably have a cen-
tral role in any Gaza peace-
keeping mission, increased
coordination with the IDF will
be required, despite the cur-
rent high tensions. Thus the

that maxim in mind.

Do the US, and its allies from the Arab
world and Europe, have the required deter-
mination to buy that admission ticket and
help implement the tenuous ceasefire? Are
they willing to offer the required assistance
— perhaps including blood and treasure —
to help forge a permanent peace?

Mr Trump has been clear that he is not
enthusiastic about overseas troop deploy-
mentsin general, and the use of USbootson
the ground in Gaza may be a bridge too far.
But there are lots of options for Pentagon
planners short of that.

Step one is actually not in Gaza, but at
the US Embassy and consular posts in
Israel. While the embassy in Jerusalem has
a contingent of US troops assigned to it —
for protection and to liaison with the Israe-
lis and Palestinians — that force needs to be
significantly increased for a potential oper-
ational surge.

Addinganew diplomatic Joint Task Force
(JTF), led by a one-star foreign-affairs officer
and under the authority of Ambassador Mike
Huckabee, would make sense. Sending five
additional expert planners, one from each of

addition of several dozen US
mid-grade officers as trainers seems pru-
dent. Canada already contributes troops to
the security-coordination team and could
send more.

Additionally, the US intelligence
agencies (Central Intelligence Agency, Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation overseas teams,
Defense Intelligence Agency, National
Security Agency, Justice Department and
others) should each send at least one top
analyst for monitoring and providing early
warning of backsliding by Hamas, which is
all too predictable.

For increased force protection, the Pen-
tagon can deploy Marine Fleet Antiterror-
ism Security Teams, or FASTs, made up of
several hundred Marines in halfa dozen pla-
toons. Whenever a crisis loomed in the
region during my years at Central Com-
mand, Ideployed the FAST teams, including
in Libya when the war there ramped up in
the early 2010s. These are elite groups pre-
pared to “snap in” with embassy security
forces. At least two FAST teams should be
headed into theater now, one to be based in
Jerusalem, the other in Tel Aviv.

Now we come to the really hard part:
What will be the role of US forces in Gaza
itself? Expect caution. The bombing of the
Marine barracks in Lebanon 1n 1983, which
killed 231 service members, will never be for-
gotten at the Pentagon.

A prudent deployment could be one
Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) embarked
in an Amphibious Readiness Group (ARG).
This would consist of three to six warships,
several thousand Marines and sailors, a
couple of dozen helicopters, significant logis-
tical and medical capabilities, and missile
defence provided by one to three Arleigh
Burke-class guided missile destroyers.
(Coincidentally, thisis essentially the US force
off the coast of Venezuela right now.)

An MEU is a powerful commitment of
capabilityand, best of all, it doesn’t need abase
ashore: It can operate in international waters
of the Mediterranean, and in a crisis the war-
ships could pull into Israeli ports. Thus, even
ifthe USdoesn’t want on-the-ground forcesin
the Gaza Strip, these Marines could provide
significant assistance to the putative interna-
tional peacekeeping force.

Overall, the US support contingent
would consist of about 5,000 sailors and
Marines, and a few hundred additional
Army soldiers ashore, all answering to the
task-force commander afloat in a large-deck
amphibious warship.

This wide array of interests would
hammer out the structure of the interna-
tional security force, which will likely report
to the “Gaza Board of Peace” envisioned in
Mr Trump’s 20-point peace plan. I could see
a division of labour in which the IDF keeps
30,000 or so troops in the half of Gaza it now
controls, while Palestinian Authority forces
become the spearhead of a multinational
Arab contingent with the unenviable task of
subduing the militant remnants of Hamas.

For the latter, controlling the southern
half of Gaza, disarming Hamas bitter-
enders and providing humanitarian aid
and medical support — all while putting
into motion the first steps of reconstruction
— will be a herculean task. The Arab force
should be under command of a three-star
general from one of the nations involved,
and will need to consist of at least 30,000
troops to have any chance of truly cutting
off Hamas. The public executions con-
ducted this week by the terrorist group cer-
tainly don’t show an organisation willing to
go out gently.

As Mr Trump said of Hamas, “If they
don’t disarm, we will disarm them.” Good.
Butit’satough ticket: Doing so will require
a big lift from the US military, and an even
bigger one from Arab partners and other
allies. But it represents the only possible
path to peace in the region.

The author is dean emeritus of the Fletcher
School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts Uni-
versity. He is on the boards of Aon, Fortinet
and Ankura Consulting Group. ©Bloomberg

Lights, camera, Diwali

EYE CULTURE

ATANU BISWAS

A scene from the Diwali festivities —
the fireworks, in particular — filmed
in Calcutta was briefly featured in
Jean Renoir’s 1951 drama romance
film The River (French: Le Fleuve).
Diwali was referred to as the “Hindu
festival of light — hundreds and thou-
sands of little lamps” therein. Young
Satyajit Ray assisted Renoir on the
film, and a Eurocentric view of Renoir
might have helped Ray in his future
endeavours. Nonetheless, it was per-
haps among the earliest (if not the
earliest) representations of Diwali for
aglobal audience.

Numerous Indian films and televi-
sion series have featured Diwali over
the years, many of which have also
gained popularity outside India. How-
ever, the 2006 episode, “Diwali”, of the
iconic American comedy TV series
The Office, viewed live by 8.8 million
people, may have been the most
prominent cultural focus ever on
Diwali in America. It was aired 12 days
after the actual Diwali holiday. In the
film, the Indian-American culture of
Mindy Kaling’s character, Kelly
Kapoor, is explored. Kelly extends an
invitation to her family’s house fora
Diwali celebration to the whole staff of
the Dunder Mifflin office in Scranton.
However, Michael Scott, played by
Steve Carell, refers to Diwali as “the
Hindu Halloween.” Funny circum-
stances and cultural misunderstand-
ings result from this misconception,
supported by Kelly’s own less-than-
clear explanation! Nevertheless, the

episode was crucial in bringing Diwali
to American attention.

Since then, many have attempted
to portray the annual celebration,
often in a holiday-themed format but
with added cultural sensitivity. NBC’s
2010 sitcom Outsourced featured a
Diwali-themed episode titled “Home”
for the Diwalidays, where an Ameri-
can novelty company has just out-
sourced its order processing to a call
centre in Mumbai. The story revolves
around Todd Dempsy, the American
manager, who finds it difficult to
comprehend the Diwali holiday and
initially prevents his Indian
employees from celebrating it, lead-
ing to adispute that they eventually
settle. The conflict between Indian
and American cultures is highlighted
throughout the episode.

Disney’s 2020 animated series
Mira, the Royal Detective, includes a
special Diwali episode as well as a
song called Diwali. While the song
perfectly captures the festive spirit
with its lyrics about feasts, family,
and décor, the episode follows Mira as
she searches for missing lamp oil to
save the celebrations.

Well, America has already been
enlightened by the Indian festival of
lights, as was seen in an episode about
Diwali on the comedy-drama televi-
sion series And Just Like That, a 2021
relaunch of the cult classic Sexand the
City. Sarah Jessica Parker’s character,
Carrie Bradshaw, goes shopping for
Diwali while wearing alehenga, which
she mistakenly calls a saree. She enters
ahigh-end South Asian boutique to
help her realtor, Seema Patel, find a
Diwali outfit. “Okay, these clothes, this

holiday, I need to know everything
about it,” she says. Sarita Choudhury’s

character, Seema, responds by taking a

little breath and reciting a well-known
explanation: “In India, Diwaliisa
Hindu celebration of light triumphing
over dark.” However, many critics
questioned how Carrie could remain
blissfully unaware of the annual
Diwali celebration despite being 55
and residing in New York City, home to
one of the largest concentrations of
South Asians in America and where
Diwali is so significant that it would
eventually become a citywide public
school holiday in 2023.

Then, during the Diwali celebra-
tion in the 2025 BBC drama series
Virdee, Harry Virdee, the protagonist,
tries to reconnect with his estranged
Sikh family. To portray Bradford’s cul-
ture — acity with a sizable South
Asian population — Virdee incorpor-
ates Diwali celebrations.

Overall, during the past 20 years,
international TV series certainly
helped illuminate the Diwali lights
outside India to some extent. How-
evet, The Office episode “Diwali” was
the epitome of this, even if Kelly
Kapoor was neither the de facto tour
guide to her heritage nor the episode
an Indian Culture 101 lesson. Never-
theless, those unfamiliar with the fes-
tival were immediately intrigued,
while the enticing hints of the festiv-
ities appealed to those who already
knew it. It continues to rank among
Hollywood’s most deft depictions of
Indian culture.

The author is professor of statistics,
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata

Public criticism of predecessors

- Aa
THE WISE LEADER

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

Leadership is complex. Trainers
draw lessons from other leaders’
experiences and convert them
into memorable rules — but they
are mere mantras. For every rule
articulated, there is an exception.
For example, Steve Jobs of Apple
fame was a Stanford dropout,
wore turtlenecks, and was rude to
colleagues. Aspiring entrepre-
neurs should not emulate these.
Elizabeth Holmes of Theranos
tried but is now languishing in
federal prison.

Despite this there are best
practices.

Every leader learns about
how and what to speak publicly
about predecessors and present
colleagues. In one social-media
postrecently, Iread aview (Ithor-
oughly disagree) that JRD Tata
was a fabulous and ethical leader
but left a “leaky and unstable
umbrella” for Ratan Tata. All
leaders hand over unresolved
problems to the successor, apart
from a good record of accom-
plishments. What we should

think about is public disparaging
of the predecessor.

Does  public criticism
matter? Why would a leader do
so? We see this occurrence both
in national politics and in com-
panies. Psychology suggests
that it may work to some extent
in politics but is rarely effective
in a corporate setting.

Adolf Hitler was fiercely criti-
cal of his predecessors in the
Weimar Republic. He based
much of his rise to power on
blaming past leaders for Ger-
many’s problems and made tall
promises to return national
greatness under his own rule. Of
course, he failed to do so.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt
publicly criticised hisimmediate
predecessor, Herbert Hoover, for
his failure to address the Great
Depression. Mercifully he did
not criticise his long-ago prede-
cessors dating back to the time
he was born, which some politi-
cal leaders do. FDR is thought to
be a very successful American
President. He was elected four
times in a row.

On September 30, a novice
American Defence Secretary,
Pete  Hegseth, reportedly
slammed his “fat generals” on fit-
ness and grooming standards.
“No more beards, long hair,
superficial individual expression
... We are going to cut our hair,
shave our beards, and adhere to
standards,” he lectured to
hundreds of generals and
admirals. Then followed a

speech by his President: “If you
don’t like what I am saying, you
can leave the room. Of course,
there goes your rank, there goes
your future.” What do you think
all of this did to the morale of the
seniormost generals?

What about companies?

On September 4, ataBarclays
Investors conference, Unilever’s
new chiefexecutive officer (CEO),
Fernando Fernandez, was
reported to have stated that of his
200 topleaders, he would replace
“aquarter to stamp out pockets of
mediocrity. Unilever is a bloated
organisation with an inconsistent
performance culture ... we have
lost focus on volume growth”. He
may be right, and outsiders
cannot judge. However, his pre-
decessors never used such
demeaning language though
they too talked about organisa-
tional restructuring, agility, and
responsiveness.

In April 2023, Clearlink CEO
James Clarke came under fire
for criticisms he made publicly,
questioning the ethics of his
company’s remote workers and
working mothers. Later he
claimed that rudeness was notat
all his intention.

Why do leaders speak dispar-
agingly of predecessors or pub-
licly rebuke their own top team?

The practice might appear to
justify new initiatives butis widely
regarded as an ineffective leader-
ship strategy. Narcissistic leaders
use blame-shifting to protect and
inflate their self-worth. Some

attribute every grave ill to their
predecessors, and in extreme
cases, they slam their long-ago
predecessors. They are driven by
insecurity, a need for control, a
longing to leave behind a distinct
legacy, and personal ego.

Such an approach also helps
to create a “saviour narrative”
where the predecessors are pres-
ented as having done such a
hopeless job that they
bequeathed the tough task of sal-
vaging the situation to them.
Constant griping at predecessors
helps some leaders to feel more
secure and elevate themselves in
the eyes of their team. Blaming
predecessors or current col-
leagues also reflects a lack of
emotional maturity.

Occasionally a predecessor
criticises a successor publicly as
when Jack Welch did in 2008
about his hand-picked successor,
Jeff Immelt, breaking the golden
rule of predecessors avoiding
criticising later leaders.

Barring in clubs, cooperative
societies, and politics, public
criticism is hardly reported
among companies. This does not
mean that India is free from this
malaise; maybe it happens but it
is not reported. Continuous care
must be taken to minimise its
incidence in the future.

The author’s latest book, JAM-
SETJI Tata—Powerful Learnings
for Corporate Success, is coau-
thored with Harish Bhat.
rgopal@themindworks.me
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Tired forests
release carbon

]-}'16 startling and counterintuitive finding by Austra-

lian researchers, that the meagre tropical rainforests in
the dry continent are turning into net emitters of car-
bon rather than acting as a sink, is a warning sign for all
countries. What the scientists at Western Sydney Uni-
versity have found is that trees in the exhausted forests
are dying at a higher rate due to heat, releasing stored
carbon into the atmosphere, and more aggressive
cyclones are felling trees at an unsustainable rate; regen-
eration efforts are simply unable to keep up. The re-
search findings published in Nature underscore several
home truths in the fight to stop dangerous climate
change, the most important of which is to cut the rate
at which globe-warming gases are emitted by major
economies. Forests are simply not able to withstand the
rising heat. Capping the warming is crucial, therefore,
to give the world a chance to stabilise its efforts to miti-
gate climate change and vigorously pursue initiatives
that capture the existing stock of atmospheric CO2.
There is little time left, and the Australian findings point
to the fallacy of pursuing an incremental approach to
stop global warming when the need is for radical cuts.
The 2025 Forest Declaration Assessment, produced by
three dozen creden-
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sponsible for a large part of this loss. In addition, 8.8 mil-
lion ha. of tropical forests were degraded in one year,
greatly reducing their productivity. Mindless removal of
old-growth forests is a big blow inflicted on future gen-
erations, who must face a warmer world without the
protective natural hedge available to those living in the
present. If there is a single message from the Australian
research finding, it is that forests are falling victim at an
accelerating scale to mindless economic policies.
Contrary to their resolutions, countries are working at
cross purposes to the UN climate change goal of ending
deforestation by 2030, agreed in Glasgow four years ago;
unthinking consumerism is making things worse. A ra-
tional response to this unfolding catastrophe should
lead to a better accounting system for economies in
which losses are counted using the same methods as
gains from commerce. The economist Amartya Sen
called this the dashboard approach, in which environ-
mental losses appear accurately. Insights such as those
available from Australia must give pause to myopic
plans to cut down forests to create infrastructure that
could well be built in already degraded locations. India’s
Great Nicobar project to build ports, airports and ship-
ping terminals in a pristine island, wiping out vast
ancient forests, is a case in point.

Trump preaches
democracy

I)olitical developments in Venezuela in recent
months do not redound to the credit of that troubled na-
tion. They do not show its democratic system in a good
light. The awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to opposi-
tion leader Maria Corina Machado has shone an inter-
national spotlight on the charge that President Nicolas
Maduro stole last year’s election. There is little doubt that
Maduro, whose regime has presided over political re-
pression and economic collapse, lacks both the moral
and, perhaps, even the legal authority to continue in of-
fice. Ideally, he should step down and allow an elected
leader to take charge. Alas, that seldom happens any-
where in the world, least of all in Latin America.

That said, how Venezuela resolves its political crisis is
a matter that must be left to the Venezuelan people.
There are democratic ways to protest against the contin-
uance of an illegitimate ruler, and nations in the neigh-
bourhood can certainly exert pressure—diplomatic,
moral or economic—to ensure democratic norms are
upheld. In the extreme, they may even choose to limit
cooperation with Maduro’s regime, provided their ac-
tions do not harm the Venezuelan people or compro-
mise regional stability. What is totally unacceptable,
however, is the meddlesome role of the United States in
what is clearly an internal Venezuelan affair. President
Donald Trump’s administration has been needlessly in-
terfering, escalating tensions through sanctions and
what is effectively a naval blockade in the name of fight-
ing drug trafficking.

As reports suggest, the rumour mill in Caracas is
abuzz with talks that the US may mount a military oper-
ation to overthrow Maduro. Washington's own officials
have fuelled the speculation by describing the Venezue-
lan President as a “narco-terrorist” and doubling the re-
ward for his capture to a staggering $50 million.

Such actions are not only provocative; they are dan-
gerous too. America is not the world’s super-cop, entitled
to decide which governments should stand and which
should fall. The world has seen this movie before—most
tragically in Latin America itself. It was Washington that
orchestrated the fall of Salvador Allende in Chile, crush-
ing the first democratically elected socialist government
in the region. Later, in the name of “democratising” na-
tions, it devastated Iraq and Afghanistan, leaving behind
chaos and bloodshed. The world has learnt to dread the
word ‘democracy’ when it falls from American lips. For
all his bluster, Trump himself tried to cling to power after
losing an election, a fact that disqualifies him from lec-
turing others on democracy.

The US would do well to stop treating Latin America
as its backyard and allow the people of Venezuela to de-
termine their destiny—free from coercion, interference,
or the shadow of foreign boots on their soil. In other
words, it should stop interfering.

Head On

RASHME SEHGAL

ill the
women’s
vote prove
decisive in
the upcoming Bihar elections? Will
they prove kingmakers? During
the Bihar assembly elections of
2020, female voters had risen to
59.7 per cent compared to the male
voter turnout of 54.6 per cent. This
trend of higher women voters has
been witnessed in the state for
more than a decade now, and their
vote definitely helped seal Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar’s victory.

But the situation is likely to
change in November. The final
electoral roll figures released by
the Election Commission, follow-
ing the contentious Special Inten-
sive Revision drive, show that from
the 7.43 crore voters, there are ap-
proximately around 3.5 -crore
women voters and 3.92 crore men
voters. This works out to 892
women for every 1000 men. This is
surprising because between 2015
and 2020, the number of women
voters rose by 39.62 lakh as op-
posed to male voters, whose figure
rose by 34.42 lakh.

Despite caste playing a key role
in Bihar elections, there is little
doubt that women’s increased par-
ticipation in electoral politics has

b
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primarily been propelled by Nitish
Kumar, who, since 2005, has taken
key steps to ensure women’s par-
ticipation in decision-making at
the village and panchayat levels. In
fact, the last two elections were
won by Nitish Babu on the ban on
the sale and consumption of liquor
across the state. Nitish had tied
prohibition to women’s empower-
ment, arguing that women suf-
fered the most because of alcohol
abuse.

Nitish Kumar’s personal connect
with the female voter is in many
ways far more intense and deep-
rooted than that of any other politi-
cian in India. Twenty-five years
ago, he began cultivating women
voters by distributing bicycles and
uniforms to school-going girls. A
move that was greatly appreciated
by womenfolk. These girls today
have become entrepreneurs and
mothers, and their emotional con-
nect with him has remained
through all these years.

And so, despite the BJP-led NDA
alliance winning both the Madhya
Pradesh and Maharashtra elec-
tions on the back of their Ladli Be-
hana Yojna and the Ladki Bahin
Yojana schemes launched a few
months prior to the assembly elec-
tions, Kumar'’s strategy has paid off

| because his bond has been more
far-reaching with a greater impact.

A recent poll has indicated a dip
in the Chief Minister’s popularity
amongst women, many of whom
believe he should step aside and
allow younger leadership to take
over. It could well be the main rea-
son why his son Nishant is being
groomed to take on a more domi-
nant political role. But though Ni-
shant is spending a great deal of
time in the Samastipur consti-
tuency under the guidance of the
state minister of finance, he is not
making a political debut in these
elections.

In the upcoming elections,
Kumar remains very much in the
fray, and his recent announcement
to transfer the first instalment of Rs
10,000 crore under the Mukhya-
mantri Mahila Rojgar Yojana for
women entrepreneurs is another
shrewd step to continue his hold
on the women voters. During the
next six months, another Rs 2 lakh
will be transferred to each woman
entrepreneur. The total cost of this
scheme is expected to be around

Rs 21,000 crore.

Other schemes announced by
him this September include Rs
5000 crore to provide 125 MW of
free electricity to 1.89 crore con-

www.freepressjournalin

sumers, a social security pension
scheme set to benefit 111 crore
people and an increase in honor-
ariums to Jeevika, Anganwadi and
ASHA workers. This will cost the
exchequer another Rs 9,300 crore.
Obviously, money is of little con-
sequence to our politicians be-
cause these newly announced
allotments will involve an annual
expenditure of Rs 40,000 crore for
a state whose annual revenue is
around Rs 56,000 crore.

Opposition leader Tejashwi
Yadav questioned how Kumar
hoped to fulfil these promises since
the cost of these freebies is a stag-
gering Rs 7 lakh crore. But he also
did not waste too much time in an-
nouncing that if the Mahagatban-
dan came to power, he would
ensure that one member of every
family in Bihar was given a govern-
ment job. Obviously, he had not
considered the economics of this
proposal, as the state can hardly af-
ford this either.

Social activist Shabnam Hashmi
has spent the last five weeks travel-
ling across the length and breadth
of Bihar, talking to women in both
towns and villages. She has painted
a grim picture of their condition,
pointing out how they are ‘reeling

| under loans with goondas coming

Women will prove to be a
decisive force in Bihar polls

There is little doubt that a generational shift has taken place in Bihar,
with both Tejashwi and Chirag being the torchbearers of this change

| to their homes and taking away

their possessions if they are not in
a position to pay their haftas’. In
many areas (especially north
Bihar), women have been found to
be living in dire poverty, and many
of them complain that violence
levels against them and their
children have increased exponen-
tially. A frequently voiced com-
plaint by the women was how they
were expected to pay bribes at
every step, whether to get a ration
card made or even to get an addi-
tional name added to the ration
card. “Cases of suicide and mass
migration amongst women have
also risen,” said Shabnam Hashmi,
who insists the “narrative around
Nitish Kumar’s women-friendly
schemes is a big hoax.”

There is little doubt that a gener-
ational shift has taken place in
Bihar, with both Tejashwi Yadav
and Chirag Paswan being the
torchbearers of this change. Pra-
shant Kishor does not come from a
political family, but through his Jan
Suraaj party, he has projected him-
self as a reformer-politician. The
dice is up in the air. It is anybody’s
guess who the winner will be.

Rashme Sehgal is an author and an inde-
pendent journalist.

~Annual report on ranking of
Higher Education Institutions

VRIJENDRA

ince 2016, the Min-

istry of Education

at the Centre has

been publishing an
annual ranking of Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) across the
country, in different disciplines,
under the National Institutional
Ranking Framework (NIRF). I pro-
pose to summarise the NIRF report,
2025, released in September 2025, in
two parts. Part 1 sums up the basic
framework of this report and my
brief assessment of this framework.
In part 2, I will sum up the major
findings of this report.

The 2025 report is the tenth edi-
tion of this exercise. Throughout this
period, the scope of rankings has
been gradually broadened to in-
clude additional categories and sub-
ject areas, leading to a consistent
increase in both the number of par-
ticipating institutions and those
ranked across disciplines and cat-
egories. The number of institutions
has increased from 3565 in 2016 to
7692 in 2025.

The established practice of pro-
viding a comprehensive overall
rank is maintained and comple-
mented by specific rankings within
nine key categories and eight sub-
ject areas. In addition, this year, a
new parameter has been added
based on institutional contributions
to Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) to reflect their broader socie-
tal impact. Also, negative marks are
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assigned to institutions based on the
number of retracted publications.

To be eligible for ranking, an in-
stitution must have a total intake of
at least 1000 students in UG and PG
courses, except for a few highly fo-
cused institutions. Further, at least
three batches of full-time students
must have graduated from an insti-
tution for it to be eligible for regis-
tration. In any case, open
universities and affiliating univer-
sities are not considered for ranking.
Also, for the overall and discipline-
specific rankings, weights assigned
are slightly different for some par-
ameters.

Each institution is required to
submit the data in a given format on
the NIRF portal. The NIRF is em-
powered to take up physical checks
on data at its own discretion. For re-
search and patents, the NIRF also
collects data from internationally
available databases.

To assess each institution, five
broad parameters are considered as
follows:

® Teaching, Learning and Re-
sources (30) has the following sub-
heads: Student strength, including
PhD students; faculty-student ratio
with emphasis on permanent fac-
ulty; faculty with PhDs and experi-
ence; financial resources and their
utilisation; online education and
combined metrics for multiple
entry/exit; the Indian knowledge
system; regional languages and sus-

tainable living practices.

® Research and Professional
Practice (30) includes publications,
quality of publications, IPR and pat-
ents (published and granted), pro-
jects and professional practice and
executive  development  pro-
grammes.

® Graduation outcomes (20) in-
clude metrics for university examin-
ations and the number of PhD
students graduated.

® Outreach and Inclusivity (10) in-
cludes regional diversity, women’s
diversity, economically and socially
challenged students, and facilities
for physically challenged students.

® Perception (10) is the percep-
tion of employers and academic
peers.

Rankings are assigned based on
total scores across these parameters.
Among these parameters, research
and professional practice have the
strongest correlation with overall
rankings. Further, while parameters
related to teaching, learning, and re-
search environment align with glo-
bal norms, parameters related to
regional diversity, outreach, gender
equity, and inclusion of disadvan-
taged social groups are India-spe-
cific. Also, Indian rankings are
primarily data-driven, unlike global
rankings, which focus more on per-
ception and international participa-
tion as measured by international
students and faculty. In the last ten
years, India Rankings have signifi-

cantly influenced institutional prac-
tices among HEIs by encouraging
benchmarking and data-driven
decision-making. It has also encour-
aged institutions to engage in regu-
lar self-assessment.

All HEIs are assigned an overall
rank independent of their disci-
pline. There are also separate rank-
ings for universities, research
institutions, degree colleges and
further discipline-specific rankings
in engineering, management, phar-
macy, law, medicine, dentistry,
architecture and planning. Each list
contains scores for a maximum of
the top 100—in some specialised
categories, it is less—HEISs.

Though India rankings have now
become a critical factor for HEIs in
India, they continue to have some
significant limitations. For example,
Outreach and Inclusivity is a critical
element in a highly unequal and di-
verse society like ours, but it has
been assigned a relatively low
weightage: only 10 marks out of 100.
This is further subdivided into Re-
gional Diversity (RD), Women Di-
versity (WD), Economically and
Socially Challenged Students (ESCS)
and facilities for Physically Chal-
lenged Students (PCS).

RD represents the regional and
international composition of stu-
dents in an institution with a focus
on the regional. The WD sub-head-
ing is disappointing because of the
recent debates regarding multiple

Though India rankings have now become a critical factor for HEIs in
the country, they continue to have some significant limitations

gender identities and the need to in-
stitutionalise them. Women'’s diver-
sity does not incorporate this
nuanced idea of gender diversity.
Further, there is no explanation in
the report for why 20% is assumed
to be an adequate representation of
women among the faculty and sen-
ior administration of an institution.
Surprisingly, the number of stu-
dents from SC, ST and OBC cat-
egories are not shown separately
despite the specific constitutional
mandate to have separate reserva-
tions for each category in public
HEIs. Instead, they are clubbed to-
gether under the sub-heading ‘econ-
omically and socially challenged
students’. Further, the number of
students who have fees fully or par-
tially reimbursed by the state and
central government, by the institu-
tion itself, and from private bodies
are not considered for this par-
ameter. Instead, this value is calcu-
lated solely in terms of the
percentage of undergraduate stu-
dents whose fees are fully reim-
bursed by the institutional funds to
pursue their degree programmes.
Again, we have no explanation as to
why this is so. For PCS, there is no in-
formation about the number of
physically challenged students
and/or faculty.

Vrijendra taught in a Mumbai college for
more than 30 years and has been associ-
ated with democratic rights groups in the city.

Dear reader, we are eager to know your opinions, comments and suggestions. Write to editor.indore@fpj.co.in Using snail mail? Send your letters to

Free Press, Free Press House, 3/54, Press Complex, AB Road, Indore 452008

Silver Investment
Risk
Silver surged over 69% in a
year, attracting investors.
However, selling or pledg-
ing silver is harder than
gold, and ETF returns can
diverge from market
prices, trading at a pre-
mium. Investors should ex-
ercise caution, as volatility
poses significant risks de-
spite attractive gains.
P.Kamalakannan,
Chennai

Kishore Kumar

There’s Nothing Called
Green Firecrackers

The Delhi government’s attempt to reintroduce the so-
called “green” firecrackers is indeed a retrograde step
that undermines years of effort to combat Delhi-

NCR’s toxic air. The very notion of a “green” cracker is
misleading. Even if these crackers emit 30% fewer pol-
lutants, they still add to an already hazardous air .
quality index that worsens dramatically every winter.
Past experience has shown how the market floods with
counterfeit “eco-friendly” versions, rendering regula-
tion meaningless. Instead of diluting the ban, the gov-
ernment should strengthen its awareness campaigns
and engage communities in celebrating Diwali in
cleaner, creative ways — through diyas, lights, and
community events that do not harm health or the en-

requiring demilitarization,
international oversight,
and negotiation. Both Is-
rael and Palestine must
compromise, with Trump
as neutral broker. The
ceasefire is a first step;
sustainable stability de-
mands persistent diplo-
macy.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Afghanistan Di-
plomacy

India cautiously welcomed
Afghan FM Muttaqi, bal-
ancing engagement with

Wedding
Only in India could a wed-
ding and tribute coexist at
Kishore Kumar’s memorial.
The couple celebrated
amidst timeless melodies,
with the legend as eternal
guest. Such unique events
blend culture, music, and
memory humorously, show-
ing creativity and love for
iconic figures.

K. Chidanand Kumar,

Bengaluru

Durgapur Rape
Outrage

The gang rape of a medical
student in Durgapur ex-
poses systemic safety fail-

vironment.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali
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ures. Blaming the victim, as
CM Mamata Banerjee did,
shifts responsibility from
authorities. West Bengal’s
rising crimes against
women demand urgent ac-
tion: accountability, preven-
tive measures, and
enforcement. Justice must
empower women to live
freely and fearlessly.
Namrata DS, Tumakuru

Librarian Neglect
A Kalaburagi librarian took
his life after months of un-

eraperireenressiotrrratr

paid salary, highlighting
how undervalued education
custodians are. Librarians
sustain literacy, knowledge,
and learning, yet adminis-
trative apathy endangers
them. Urgent reforms and
accountability are essential
to ensure no educator
suffers such injustice again.
Aditya Kamble, Kalaburagi

Flexible PF
Withdrawals

EPFO now allows partial
withdrawals up to 75% for

education, medical, and
marriage purposes, pro-
moting financial flexibility.
However, awareness in
rural and semi-urban
areas is low. Clear com-
munication, simple guide-
lines, and employer
support are vital to make
this reform accessible and
truly worker-friendly.

K R Gagan, Tumakuru

Teen Girls Guidance
Parenting teenage daughters
requires patience and under-

standing as moods fluctuate.
Supportive, adaptive gui-
dance helps teens navigate
challenges, fostering matur-
ity and resilience. Parental
engagement remains vital
throughout adolescence and
beyond.

Dorai Ramani Suresh,

Ghaziabad

Trump’s Gaza Plan
Trump helped end the Is-
rael-Hamas war, securing
hostages’ release. Yet
long-term peace is fragile,

Taliban pragmatism. Stra-
tegic cooperation for the
Middle East corridor is
crucial despite regional
tensions. Diplomatic cau-
tion is essential for sus-
tainable ties.

Kirti Wadhawan, Kanpur

Bagsy Explained
“Bagsy” is British slang
meaning to claim or re-
serve something. Com-
monly used: “Bagsy the
front seat!” or “He bagsied
the last slice of pizza.” It's a
fun, everyday expression of
claiming something quickly.
Avinash Godboley,
Dewas
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Digitally challenged

Public awareness, robust safeguards are a must

IA's digital dreamisfurningintoa nightmare for
mare and more dtizens. Digital India, a flagship pro-
gramme launched by the Modi government 10 years
agowith the aim of empowering the masses, is fac-
ing stiff headwinds in the form of frauds. The

Supreme Court has taken suo motu cognisance of sever-
al cases of digital arrest, a fast-spreading scam in which
money i8 extorted through deceit and intimidation.
Fraudsters posing as law enforcement officials threatento
make arrests, freeze bank accounts or cancel passports;
using thig ploy, the callers force unsuspecting people to
pay a ‘fine’ or ‘security deposit’ to avoid legal action.

Senior citizens, particularly empty nesters, are the
prime targets. An elderly couple from Ambala hagalleged
that scammers used forged Supreme Court orders to
defraud them of their life savings amount ing to more than
Rs 1 crore. This offence is of grave concem to the judici-
ary as it threatens to undermine public frustinthe justice
delivery system and the rule of law The apex court has
rightly observed that such a criminal act cannot be treat-
ed as an ordinary or routine matter of cheating or cyber-
crime, It's disturbing that the audadty of cybercriminals
is riging by the day A 72-year-old businessman based in
Mumbai was allegedly duped of a whopping Rs 58 crore
in a digital arrest scam orchestrated by scammers posing
as ED and CBI officials. These crimes are also widening
the trust deficit between citizens and law enforcement
agendes, which are struggling to stem the rot.

India’s online march has been phenomenalin recent
yvears. The country has more than 85 crore Internet
users, who account for three-fifths of its population.
@uick and convenient, digital payments are driving
India’s shift toward acashless economy However, there
should be no compromise on the financial safety of con-
sumers. Public awareness campaigns must be intensi-
fied towarn people about myriad allurements and traps.
Robust, ever-evolving safeguards are needed to remain
a step ahead of the fraudsters and prevent them from
undoing big gains made on the digital front.

Procurement pain

Flood-hit farmers need all the support

is the paddy procurement season in Punjab and

the aftereffects of the devastating floods in
Aungust-September are playing out across the state,
dealing ancther blow to the beleaguered farmers.
ienificant losses are being reported because of the

high moisture content in the crop or discolouration of
paddy grains. Farmers who went in for the early-matur-
ing, low water-use variety with high vield are facing
reduced output. The sowing window had been advanced
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Pak threat bnings India, Taliban closer

Delhi has advanced step-by-step normalisation of its ties with Afghanistan by hosting Muttaqi

JAYANT PRASAD
EXAMBASSADOR TOAFGHANISTAN

HE Islamic Emirate
of Afghamstan (TEA)
paid a price for the
week-long visit of s
Foreign Minaster
Amir Khan Muttagi to India.
Within hours of Muttagi's amival
in New Delhi, Pakistan camied
out attacks on Kabul, targeting
the Tehnk-iTaliban Pakistan
{TTP). The Taliban retaliated two
days later resulting in vicious
military cdlashes and about 250
deaths along the Durand Line.
Although skirmishes have cone-
tinued, major military operations
have ended following mediation
by Qatar and Saudi Arabia.
Pakistan was triumphant when
the TEA was established. The
Ecomomist described the Tal-
1ban's takeover in Afrhanistan as
a “strategic setback and stinging
humiliation” for India. By invit-
ing Muttaqi, India has advanced
the calibrated, step-by-step nor-
malisation of its relations with
Mimster (EAM) 5 Jaishankar

announced the upgrading of

India's Techmecal Mission in
Eabul, established in June 2022,
to the status of Embassyof India.
New Delli decded to enpgage
with the Taliban as they consol-
dated their power.

India had no presence In
Afphanistan during the previous
Taliban rule and wanted to pre-
vent a hiatus in the India-Afphan
contact. Moreover, encounters in
Jammu and Kashmir involving
LashkareTaitba and Jaish-e-
Mohammed operatives have
revealed theiruse of US-made M4
and M16 rifles, It becomes neces-
sary, therefore, to keep engaging
with the Taliban to ensure that
anti-India terror groups do not
use Afghan terntory.

Besides humanttarian  and
relief supplies, India has decided
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TALIBAN OUTREACH: It's vital for Delhi to ensure that antHndia terror groups do not use Afghanterritony. /i

mooperation projects, especally
in healtheare, public infrastruc-
ture and capacty-building. The
joint statement noted that while
online scholarships continue, the
pursuit of studies by Afghan stu-
dents at Indian universities
under the Indian Council for Cul-
tural Belations (ICCE) and other
scholarship  programmes  1s
under active consideration,

The EAM announced that ITndia
miroduced a new visa module for
Afghansin April and that “we ame
now issuing a greater number of
visas, including n medical, busi-
ness and student categories” —a
long-standing  Afghan demand.
There 15 potential for greater
cooperation In water manage-
ment, rrigation and mining. To
promote trade, airfraght corn-
dors connecting Delhi, Mumbai
and Amritsar to Kabul and Kan-
dahar will begin operating soon.

BMuttaqgi recetved a tumultuous
welrome when he visited Darul
Uloom Deoband, which also led
to a controversy in India. There
15 a close connection between
the Sufi traditions of India and
Afphanistan and of the Taliban
with Deoband, whixh was
opposed to the Partition and
remained focused on education
and religious teaching (the Pak-
1stani Deobandi madrasas devi-
ated from the Hanefite moonngs

India must fulfil its
visa promises if its
people-to-people ties
with Alghanistan
aretothrive.

Wahabbism and Salafism). The
most popular Sufl tradition fol-
lowed in South Asia, the Chishti
Silzilah, has its mots in Chisht-e-
Sharif, near the Hari Rud India-
AfFphamstan Fhendship Dam.
Mujahideen leader and former
head of the Nagshbandi Sufis,
Sibghatullah Mojaddedi, had
more of his ancestors buried
India than in Afghanistan.
There were two sideshows dur-
ing Muttaqi's visit. The first was
the public relations disaster for
the TEA that followed his first
press conference at the Afphan
Embas sy, which excluded women
joumalists. The Press Club of
Imdia* strongly condemned” such
exclusion, and the Editors Guild
of India called the decision “bla-
tant gender discrimination on
Indian soil". Muttagi had received
women journahsts before, in
Dubat and Moscow He made

amends and held a second press
conference, inwhich women jour-

they occupied the front rows and
asked blunt questions.

The second was the escalating
Afghanmistan-Pakistan  conflict.
Muttag said Islamabad had been

wrongly accusing Afghanistan of

hedping the TTP carry out strikes
against Pakistan, which must set
its house in order instead of blam-
ing the Afghans. The Taliban and
the TTP have ocrganisational as
well as ideological Inkages and
have fought together Theybeleve
that if Pakistan considers an
[slamic Emimate to be good for
Afphanistan, it should be anequal-
by rational choee for Pakistan,
The Thliban have always been
wary of Pakistan, One of their co-
founders, Mullah Abdul Salam
Zaef, noted his assessment of Pak -
istan and the Infer-Services Intel-
ligence (IS} in his autobopraphy,
My Life unth the Talitban. He
called Pakastan a*two-ficed coun-
try"” and described how the IS has
spread in Afghanistan “like a can-
cer which puts down its roots in
the humanbody”. Zaef added that
the IS was famous in Taliban cir-
des for its treachery: “It s said
that it can get milk from a bull”,
There has been criticism about
India welcoming the representa-
tove of an Islamist regime. The
Taliban's head, Mullah Hibatul-
lah Akhundzada, has reasserted
a harsher orientation of gover-

that the Kandahar-based senior
Taliban leadership is composed
of misogynists and ethno-nation-
alists. Women have disappeared
from public life in Afghanistan.
Girls cannot study bevond mid-
dle school. In the face of appres-
sive questioning by women jour-
nalists, Muttagi conceded that
education for girls is not
‘haram’, but did not say when
they would be allowed to return
to schools and universities,

The Special Rapporteur on the
human npghts situation m
Afphanistan, Richard Bennett, in
his latest report to the United
Nations General Assembly,
descnbes the repression of girls
and women in Afghanistan as a
crime against humanity, while the
International Cnminal Court has
msuedarrestwarrants agamst the
Taliban head and the Chief Jus-
tice. Yet, one of the tireless cru-
zaders for human nghts in Kabul
today, Mahbouba Seraj, realisti-
cally believes that to improve the
situation, thereis no altematmve to
engaging with the Taliban.

India must now fulfilits promis-
es if its people-o-people relations
with AfFhanistan are to thove.
Although the Indian visa pobcy
for Afghans has been liberalised,
very few visas have been 1ssued,
and the pmeessing time is nordi-
nately long. Provision must be
made for emergency business and
medical visas, India should also
revive pranting visas to children
sponsored by the Afghan Hed
Crescent Socety for all-expenses-
paid surgeries in Indian hospitals
to treat congenital heart disease.
When revived, the ICCR scholar-
ship scheme must include ahigh
percentage of women.

a0 far, only Russia has formally
recopnised the IEA. More coun-
tnes, induding India, are likely to
move to normal, state-to-state rela-
tions with Afghanistan as soon as
the Taliban take steps towands
more inchusme povernance and
the observance of human rights,
including women's nghts, As the
Indian Embassy in Kabul begins
functioning, the IEA will send its
diplomats to the Afghan Embassy
in Delhi. Even so, the black-red-
green tnicolour of the Islamic
Republicwill continue to fly atop

this year to better manage the electricity demand,
groundwater usage and maoisture levels. The floods put
paid to these effarts. There have also been instances of
farmers alleging manipulation of moisture content by
rice millers to deny full payment. After the crop loss, it's
another testing fime for farmers and they deserve all
suppart by both the Central and state authorities.

A Central team has completed its survey of rain and
flood-hit areas witnessing a drop in paddy yield and
qualitative issues. In this hour of crisis, being denied
even the minimum support price is a loss of faith. The
Union government needs to take a favourable and gen-
erous viewofthe demand for relaxation of paddynorms.
With wheat sowing round the carner, what the farming
community deserves is an assurance of all-round back-
mng and urgent attention to the concerns being raised.
The Union Agriculture Minister, during his visit to Lud-
hiana, sought directions against farcing farmers to buy
additional products along with subsidised fertilisers.
The Opposition has asked for details of the certified
wheat seed that was promised to the flood-hit.

Blame game is the last thing required at this junc-
ture. Those in power must be open to constructive criti-
cism, and lend anear toany suggestion that canhelp the
farmers. Their well-being has to be the top priority

ON THIS DAY...50 YEARS AGO
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Peking & Tibet
IT is not surpnsing that the armrval in the US of a Tibetan song and
dance ensemble should have provoked China into sending what
has been desenbed as the most strongly worded protestto Washing-
ton after President Nixon's visitto Chinain 1972, The Chinese note
said that it was “most clear” that the US Government “openly con-
nived and supported the Tibetan activities using the US Constitu-
tion and the law as pretexts.” The implication of the note evidently
wiasthat the dancetroupe was sponsored by supportersof the Dalai
Lama, whom the Chinese continue to regand as a dangerous and
wily enemy. While rejecting the Chinese note, Washinpgton has
sought to underplay the episode. A spokesmanfor the State Depart-
ment has said that none of the US polices had as a premise that
Tibet was not part of China, and that the Chinese statement was
apparently based on a misunderstanding of the Amencan political
systerm. Not all Amencans, however, are indlined to take the Chi-
nese note lightly, Senator Goldwater, forinstance, has urged Presi-
dent Ford to drop his plan to visit China and go to Tabvan mstead.
In recent times. China has been becoming increasingly sensitive
about Tibet. Eady this month, Chinese Vice-Premier Hua Eio-feng
paida visit toLhasa and called upon all Tibefans to be in “readiness
at all times to wipe out all enemies that dare to intrude.” The Vice-

Premier's staterment came at the 10th anniversary celebrations of

Tibet's formal integration with China, Although he did not speaty
whao the potential intruders were, it was assumed that he meant the
Russians, The Soviet media had been directing its attack lately
against Peking's policy of repression in Tibet.

to recommence development of Deoband and turmed to

nalists were not just numermus,

nance, vindicating the charge

it for some more time,

A Western-style demuuuq in r"'sfghcumtcul isa dream KhaledHosseini

Makea clean sweep
on Dhanteras

SANTOSH JATRANA

start of the five-day Diwali festival, complete with its own
hopping frenzy that could rival Black Friday in Australia,
Think of it as the daywhen impulse buying is not only accepted
but encouraged. The tradition? Buy something new, whether
it's sparkling gold, shiny sibver or that new utensil that's des-
tined to sit alongside last vear's unused purchase. But there'sa
cateh: no sharp objects allowed. No knives, no scssors, not even
a safety pin! Apparently, sharp things cut through your luck.

Likeall good traditions, Dhanteras is rooted in a legendary story
It's said that during Saemudra Monthono (the cosmic churning of
the ocean), the devas (gods)and asums{demons) were engaged in
a tug-of-war over amrite, the nectar of immortality, when Dhan-
vantari, the dvine physican {and an incamation of Vishnu),
appeared with ajar of amrita. This divine event makes Dhanteras
the perfect timeto celebrate wealth, health and a very clean house!

While most festivals are about sweets, lights and prayers,
Dhanteras has its own unique touch — it's also about bringing
home a new broom. Yes, vou heard it npht. Legend sayvs a new
broom can sweep away all vour troubles. Is that s0? In the spirit
of the festrval, let's prve the humble broom some credit — at least
symbolically, it hasits place. One good sweep and you're not just
dusting cobwebs; yvou're welcoming prosperity and positivity.
Honestly, who doesn't need a bit of exdra luck and less dutter?

Now, as much as I respect traditions — and Dhanteras being no
exception — I often find myself pondering the deeper meanings
behind theserituals, Why no sharp objects? Why a broom? Tt feels
like there's more to these customs than mere superstition.

Sharp objects cancut and split — both literally and symbok-
cally. The real message could be about avoiding anything that
brings harshness or discord into our lives, especially during a
festival that celebrates prosperity and peace. It's a gentle
reminder to embrce the softer, gentler side of life.

As for the broom, if a new one can symbolically sweep away
troubles, then mavbe it's time to add a contemporary spin to
these age-old rituals. Why not sweep away bad habits, negativi-
ty or even that overwhelming to-do list while we're at it? After
all, traditions can evolve while still holding on to their core.

S0, while you're hunting for the perfect buy, remember that
Dhanteras isn'tjustabout purchasing shiny things, Itreminds us
to dear away the dutter, both physical and emotional. This
Dhanteras, clean your home, light those lamps and maybe pick
up a broom that sweeps avay more than just dust. Who knows
you might dear a path for Goddess Lakshmi to walk right in!

Happy Dhanteras, everyone! May your homes sparkle, your
hearts stay light and vour wallets remamn full {or at least
replenish quickly after all that shopping!).

} H, Dhanteras! The enchanting day thatmarks theofficaal
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Al must not overgrow convenience
Apropos of From Net to Al a story of non-reg-
ulation’, the rapid rise of artificial intelligence
mirrors the unregulated expansion of the
Internet. Allowing it to min unchecked may
soon wipe out indinidual autonomy and social
balance, Innovation must not be allkbwed to
spiral out of control in the name of progress. It
15 time for global leadership to step in, lay
down minimum ethical rules and reinin reck-
less experimentation. Instead of debating
whether repulation will slow down innewvation,
nations must scale up cooperation to build a
shared code of conduct. ATmust not prow as an
overpowering tool of convenience, but as a
conscientious tool. We cannot hand over our
future blindly to algorithms.

ASHOK SINGH GULERIA, HAMIR PUR

True authority does not scream
Refer to ‘'The ClT's restmint and the media's
reckoning’; the restraint shown by the Chief Jus-
tice has set a dignified benchmank for how insti-
tutions should respond to provocation — not
with power, but with calm conviction. In doing so,
the judhaary has shewn that true authonty does
not seream; it stands firm in quiet confidence.
Freedom of expression 18 not an unlimited
beence — it is a responsibility to inform with
ntepnty. Outrage may fetch attention, but only
credibility earns frust. And ina democracy, con-
viction is the one currency neither the judiciary
northe media can afford to lose,

GAURAY BADHWAR, ROHTAK

Rot in the police force

The amrest of Punjab DIG Hamharan Singh
Bhullar by the CBL along with the setzure of
Bs berore and 1.5 kg pold. is a chilling reminder
of the mt in the policing system When
puamians of the law morph into traders of cone-
seience, publbic faith is shaken. The audacty to
demand bribes for ‘setthng FIRs exposes a
deep moral collapse. This episode 15 not a soli-
tary aberration — it is symptomatic of institu-
tional decay bred by mpunity and political
shielding. Punjab’s fight apainst graft demands
not rituabism in the form of outmge but reform
that pierces the armour of rank, ineage and
influence. Letthis arrest not end at headlines; let

it ignite cleansing from within the force. Let us
not just whisper, but roar agamst corruption.
SAHIBPREET SINGH, MOHALI

Corruption-free workforce needed
[AS & IPS officers, who run the administra-
trve machmery of the country, pet hupe
salaries and facilities, besides status that only
Fovernment servants enjov. It 15 shocking to
note that many of them are cornipt intellectu-
ally and practically. Itis a wornsome situation
and poses a serious challenge. Efficient  trans-
parent and corruption-free workforee is an
essential requirement to take the country for-
ward. Speedy and concrete action must be
taken against such public servant s, Politicians
who pester them to amass wealth through cor-
rupt practices should also be taken to task.
RAVI BHUSHAN, KURUKSHETRA

Don't respond to Trump's pinpricks
Apropos of Trump clams Modi agreed to stop
buying Russian oil'; True to his nature, the US
President has again dropped a bombshell that
has been strongly denied by the Indian gov-
ernment. It seems that he istrying all kinds of
tncks to make India capitulate to his unfair
demands, Yet, India hasn't budged. The US
must come to terms with the fact that it cannot
dict ate terms to any country, New Delhi can ill-
afford to put a spanner in in its relationship
with other countries. It is prudent not to
respond to Trump's pinpricks.

AAMYA SINGHAL, NOIDA

Security, autonomy important
The issue of India’s oil imports from Bussia,
highlighted by US President Trump, reflects
the complexity of India’s energy and diplomat-
icbalance. While global pressures persist, India
must continue prioritising its energy secunty
and strategic autonomy. Any shift in cil pro-
curement should be gradual and pragmatic,
not reactionary. Diversifying sources 1s wise,
but deasions must stem from long-term inter-
ests mther than external influence. With trade
tensions nsing and alliances shifting, India
must ensure stability in energy supply while
reinforcing an independent foreign policy.
CHARU SHARMA, HOSHIARPUR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200+word limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tribunemall.com
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VICE ADMIRAL
HARINDER SINGH (RETD)
FORMER DEPUTY CHIEF
OF NAVAL STAFF

N May 7, 2025,
Pakistan antic-
1pated an
imminent Indi-
an strike. When
the Indian Air Force (IAF)
took to the skies, the Pak-
istan Air Force (PAF) was
ready — well-rehearsed and
strategically  positioned.
Remaining within its own
airspace, the PAF engaged
IAF amreraft as it was execut-
ing its operations. In the
ensuing combat, the PAF
downed some Indian jets,
inchiding a Rafale,

The causes remain murky:
flawed technological assess-
ments, possible intelligence
lapses and misjudged trends
in aenal warfare, In the
aftermath, some aireraft
were temporarily grounded.
As acknowledged by the
Chief of Defence Staff
{CDS), India revised its strat-
egy — shifting to precision
strikes from the safety of
standoff ranges using a van-
ety of airto-surface missiles
(ASMs) available with the
three armed forces,

These inflicted very sig-
nificant damage on Pak-
istani assets and permitted
us to rightly claim victory.
Less than the desired num-
ber of aireraft squadrons
did not impede the IAF and
had no role to play.

Yet the IAF's reluctance to
acknowledge  operational
shortcomings whilst it s
claiming it won every war
and skirmish since Indepen-
dence is not new — books
abound on this subject. Dur-
ing the Balakot airstrikkes in
February 2018, deploying an
outdated MiG-21 in a high-
threat environment and fac-
ing Fl6s surely raised eve-
brows and  was not
explained. The loss of an IAF
helicopter to friendly fire —
despite minimal aerial activ-
ity —was unacceptable poor
preparation and trmining,

Similar issues resur-
faced during Operation
Sindoor. Despite possess-
ing capable aircraft, the
IAF aircraft were not able
to break the PAF's fighter
defences or project strate-
gic dominance,

The damage inflicted by
ASMs, surface-to-ar mis-
giles (SAMs) and S-400 sys-
tems — while commendable
—was largely detached from
the performance of fighters,
including the latest out-of-
the-crate Rafale. This dis-
oonnect 15 a national strate-
gic  embarrassment that
needs a oritical examination
at the highest level,
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TAKEAWAY': Future air combat is likelytooccurat standoffand beyondvisuakrange distances. TRIBUNE PHOTO

The key lesson from Op
sindoor and other engage-
ments 15 that future air com-
bat is likely to oceur at stand-
off and beyvond-visual-mange
(BVR) distances. Close dog-
fights are ineasingly
becoming obsolete,

In such scenarios, quantity,
sensors and missile capability
will matter more than expen-
sive platforms. Lesser aireraft
equipped with superior BVR
weapons may suffice. With
the availability of precision
BrahMos and similar missiles
that can cover almost every
part of Pakistan from land or
sea, the IAFs primary role
must be air combat and aerial
supremacy. Let the strategic
forces and other services

[f theIAF clings to
outdated notions of
prestige platiorms
and solitary glory,
itwill not only
squander scarce
resources butalso
compromise
national security.

attend to such tasks.

After initial sethacks, India's
allowed the IAF to recover lost
zile assaults — safely launched
from inside India, some 300 km
behind the border

The BrahMos missile, which
caused the most damage, 1s
also available to the Army and
the Navy and would have
achieved the same goals with
similar results without risking
air assets. Yet they were not
amploved. The IAF's tradition-
al role — airspace dominance
— was not even atternpted
after the initial Insses, and this
15 a matter of concem.

This raises a mbcalquestion:
if future opermtions will rely on

standoff weapons launched
from safe distances in keenly
oontested domains  infested
with radars, drones, SAMs and
00 types, why mmvest in
mereasingly expensive aireraft
that wont cmss bonders or
engage in dose combat?

What India needs are
longer-range airborne
weapons such as air-to-air
missiles and sensors — not
costlier foreign platforms
designed for an era that is
being overtaken by tech-
nology and wouldn't be
relevant after a decade or
two, Yes, we do need fifth
and sixth-generation Indi-
an aireraft.

Also, on an alled front, the
Air Chief'is even now fighting
a rearguard action to per
suade the Raksha Mantr
away from jointness, that he
has ordained and s the call of
the day These are pressing
issues, even asthe JAF contin-
ues to push for more Rafales
and resist integration into
joint theatre commands.

For decades, it has operat-
ed in 1solation, seeking acco-
lades without offering mutu-
al support to the other
services. Even the 1971 mis-
zsile attack on Karachi went
without air support. Post-
Sindoor, the Ar Chief has
repeatedly sought access to
the Raksha Mantr to revisit
decisions — but has merci-
fully made little headway.

The Indian Army did a
wonderful job on the front
with SAM, drones, anti-

p Sindoor

drone operations and more
during Op Sindoor but little
has been written or apprect-
ated, though paltry few
drones or missiles tres-
passed into India.

The larger tragedy is that
these debates are not new.
The IAF has often been
accused of overstating its
achievements while under
playing its kipses.

Unless theservice embraces
transparency and accepts its
evolving mle within a joint

framework, India  risks
repeating the same mistakes
in a future conflict.

The world of airpower is
shifting mapidly — towards
dmones, hypersonic and Al
enabled targeting. If the TAF
clings to outdated notions of
prestige platforms and solitary
glory, it will not only squander
searce resourees but also com-
promise national security.

These are pertinent
155ues today, even as the
IAF increasingly continues
its drumbeat of claimed
victories, It is time for the
IAF and its leadership to
be held to account.

They must come clean —
not just about the causes
of recent setbacks and
what they plan to do about
it. but about the service's
evolving role in India's
strategic future, its acqui-
sition  priorities and its
place in joint operations
under theatre commands
— if we are not to suffer in
a future war.

Lets go beyond marks, focus on childrens well-being

MANSIMRAN K RANDHAWA
ASST PROFESSOR, GS5DGS
KHALSA COLLEGE, PATIALA

DISTUREBING
et of fgures
recently reported
In  newspapers
vealed a sharp
rise insuicdes among school
students, particulady those
in Classes VIII to XII. Ado-
lescents at this stage now
account for some of the
steepest increases in sul-
cides in the past decade, The
trigedy 15 nolonger confined
toexam hubs ike Kota; it is
spreading across classmooms
across the country:

A few davs apgo, news
broke from IIT-Kanpur that
a BTech student was found
dead in his hostel room; his
body remamed undiscow-
ered for three days. It was
vet another chilling
reminder of a silent e pid em-
ic that India has long
refused to confront, the
surge in student suicides,
from secondary schools to
the hostels of our most pres-
tigious institutions.

The grim numbers

Between 2013 and 2023, stu-
dent suicides rose by 65 per
cent, far outpacing overall
suicide trends. A recent sur-
vey found that 12 per cent of

the students admitted to
suiridal  thoughts, with
some even attempting to act
on them. Within the 0T sys-
tem, over 115 suiades have
been reported since 2005,
with 37 of them in the last
five wears. Behind each
number lies a young life
extinguished, and a system
that failed tolisten to higher
silent cries.

Pressure from the start

Ror schoolehildren, especial-
Iy in Classes VIII to XII, life
often narrows down to a sin-
gle cyele: study, test, repeat.
A teenager'’s entire identity
s tied to boamd exams or
competitive tests like NEET
and JEE. Failure is treated
not as astumble, but as a col-
lapse of one’s entire future.

Kota, India's coaching
capital, has become a sym-
bol of this toace culture.
Each year teenagers leap
from baleconies or hang
themselves in hostel rooms
after poor scores in practice
tests. Instead of questioning
the system, society mourns
briefly and then pushes the
next batch harder.

For those who clear these
hurdles and enter II'Ts, the
pressure rarely eases; it
often intensifies. Every stu-
dent was a topper back
home, and the relentless
competition fosters exhaus-
tion, imposter syndmome and
asuffocating culture of com-
parison. Layvered onto this
are caste discerimination,
financial stress and social
polation, making despair a
constant undercurrent.

SANDEEP JOSHI

Institutional responses so
far have been cosmetic. Eor
mstance, some IITs have
proposed replacing celling
fans 1n hostels, since hang-
ing 15 the most common
method of suicide. While
siich measures may restrict
mmediate means, they do
little to address the deeper
despair driving students to
such extremes.

The missing safety net

India’s mental health infra-
structure for  students
remains woefully inade-
quate. Most schools lack a
full-time counsellor Col-
leges employ too few coun-
sellors, and they are often
perceived as maccessible or
token appointments. Stig-
ma ensures that many stu-
dents hesitate to seek help

Compassion, timely
support and even
somethingas
simpleas proper
nutrition could
have saved
countless lives.

— a damning reflection of
how wulnerability is still
equated with weakness,

Parents, too, shoulder a part
of the responsibility. In the
relentless pursuit of marks
and ranks, many forget that
their children are human
bemngs, not machines. Unre-
alistic expectations and con-
stant comparisons can be as
damaging as the pressure
within classrooms.

Diet impacts mental health
An often overlooked factor
in this crisis 15 the role of
diet. During exam stress,
many students skip meals,
binge on junk food or rely on
stimulants like caffeine and
energy drinks. This nutri-
tional neglect directhy
affects their mental health.
Research shows that defi-

ciencies in omega-3 fatty
acids, B vitamins, vitamin
D, iron and zine are strongly
linked with depression and
anxdety, two major risk fac-
tors for suicidal thoughts.
Diets rich in processed food
and sugar worsen mood
swings and fatipue, while
balanced diets of fruits, veg-
etables, whole grains, nuts,
and legumes strengthen
emotional resilience.
Traditional Indian diets
suchas dal, vegetables, curd
and seasonal fruits provide
steady energy and nutrients
vital for mental stability, By
contrast, fast food and pack-
afFed snacks erode both
physical health and the
capadty to handle stress.
Nutrition 1s not a side issue
but acritical piece of the stu-
dent mental health puzzle.

What must change
If India truly wishes to pro-
tect its much-touted “demo-
graphic dividend”, a cultur-
al reset is essential:

® Embed mental health in
curriculum;: Teach
resilience, stress manage-
ment and empathy along-
side academics.

® Strenpthen counselling
mfrastructure: Ensure mean-
mgful student-counselor
ratios in every mstitution.

® Educate parents: Help
them recognise warning
signs,  lower unrealistic
expectations and prioritise
wellbeing over grades.

® Regulate coaching cen-
tres: Impose workload m-
its, mandatory rest breaks
and psychological support.

L] Promote healthy
lifestyle habits: Encourage
balanced diets, regular exer-
cise and proper sleep as part
of emotional well-being,

® End the silence: Mental
health must be openly dis-
cussed in schools, families,
and media, not whispered
about after tragedy strikes.

A preventable tragedy

Every student suicide is not
merely a personal loss but a
collective failure: of familes
that pnze grades over happi-
ness, of mstitutions that cele-
brate toppers while ignoring
breakdowns, and of policy-
makers who treat education
as an assembly line rather
than a human journey.

The most painful truth is
that many of these deaths
were preventable. Warning
gsigns such as withdrawal,
hopelessness or talk of fail-
ure are too often dismissed
as “teenage moodiness”.
Compassion, timely support
and even something as sim-
ple as proper nutrition could
have saved countless hves.

India rightly celebrates the
brilliance of its youth and
the achievements of its IIT
graduates. But the shine of
suecess cannot conceal the
shadows of despair growing
among our children. Unless
we act urgently and empa-
thetically, our dassmoms
and hostels risk becoming
gravevards of lost potential.

It is time we stopped ask-
ing all the time, “How many
marks did yvou get?” and
started asking, “How are
you feeling today?”
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

TIME FOR DIPLOMACY
TO END UKRAINE
WAR, EASE OIL PAIN

FTER claiming success in brokering a ceasefire in
Gaza, US President Donald Trump is now turning
his attention to the Ukraine war. Following what
both sides described as a “very productive” phone
call with Russian President Vladimir Putin on
Thursday, the two leaders agreed to meet in Budapest,
Hungary, possibly within a fortnight. The conversation
came a day before Trump’s meeting with Ukrainian Presi-
dent Volodymyr Zelenskyy, where a deal for long-range
American Tomahawk missiles was under discussion.

Such weapons may not end the war, but their ability to
strike deep inside Russia could complicate an already
tense equation. Yet Trump’s fresh diplomatic effort de-
serves attention—not least because the prolonged conflict
has disrupted global supply chains and kept energy prices
volatile. For India, which imports over 85 per cent of its
crude needs, stability in oil markets is crucial to contain-
ing inflation and sustaining growth.

Washington’s recent decision to impose an additional 25
per cent tariff on Indian goods, reportedly in response to
New Delhi’s continued purchase of discounted Russian
oil, shows how easily global rivalries can spill over into
trade and policy. Ahead of his talks with Putin, Trump
claimed Prime Minister Narendra Modi had assured him
that India would phase out Russian oil imports. The Min-
istry of External Affairs swiftly rejected this, clarifying
that no such conversation had taken place and reiterating
that India is expanding and diversifying its energy basket.
Whether the claim stemmed from the recent visit of US
Ambassador-designate Sergio Gor to Delhi is unclear.

Trade data, however, show a gradual moderation in Russian
oil purchases. Indian Oil Corporation sourced 4.62 million
barrels in September, compared to 10.35 million in January.
Even so, India’s energy appetite remains vast, driven by rapid
economic growth and rising consumption. If the proposed
Trump-Putin talks in Budapest lead to even a partial easing
of tensions, the benefits will be global—but particularly felt
in energy-dependent economies like India. After years of con-
flict, it is time for diplomacy, not weaponry, to take the lead.

PROTECT ELEPHANTS FOR
AHEALTHIER ECOSYSTEM

NDIA'S elephant population has fallen by 17.8 percent since
2017, according to the latest report from the Wildlife Institute
of India. The total count now stands at 22,446—a sobering
reminder that the country’s most iconic species is under
mounting pressure. The Western Ghats, India’s largest ele-
phant habitat, recorded 11,934 elephants, down slightly from
11,960 in 2017. But the drop in the Northeast Hills and Brah-
maputra plains—from 10,139 to 6,559—is alarming. The Shiva-
lik Hills saw a marginal decline, while Central India and the
Eastern Ghats recorded a sharp fall from 3,128 to 1,891.

The latest census, which began in 2021, used DNA-based
mark-recapture, a more scientific and precise method that
identifies individual elephants through their biological sam-
ples. While this could partly explain the statistical drop, it
does not alter the grim reality: elephant habitats are shrink-
ing, and threats are multiplying. Deforestation, encroach-
ment, expanding infrastructure, and human-elephant con-
flicts are steadily eroding the species’ space to live and roam.
Rail and road networks now crisscross traditional corridors,
leading to frequent and often fatal collisions. Electrocutions,
poaching, and diseases transmitted through close human
contact add to the growing list of dangers.

India cannot afford complacency. The new census provides
a more accurate baseline for the years ahead, but the re-
sponse must go beyond data collection. The Centre and the
states must treat this as an environmental emergency. Speed
restrictions along known elephant corridors, seismic sen-
sors to detect herds, and safe underpasses are urgently need-
ed. Forest-dwelling communities should be incentivised to
assist forest personnel and act as the first line of defence
against poachers and encroachers. Most crucially, elephant
corridors must be legally protected and restored. Conserva-
tion cannot depend on ad hoc projects; it needs long-term
planning, steady funding, and unwavering political will.

The Asian elephant (Elephas maximus), classified as endan-
gered, is not merely a flagship species — it is an ecosystem
engineer. Elephants shape forests, disperse seeds, create water-
holes, and help sustain biodiversity. Their disappearance would
weaken entire ecosystems and diminish the planet’s capacity
to absorb carbon. Saving India’s elephants is not just about pre-
serving wildlife—it is about safeguarding the very balance of
nature that sustains us. A country that cannot protect its ele-
phants risks losing far more than a symbol of its wild heritage;
it risks losing the health of its land, its forests, and its future.

QUICK TAKE

LET’S GO DUTCH

EVEN as we swing between an outright ban on crackers

and limiting their use, we are on the weekend when dogs

will be scared of popping fireworks and humans will be
scared of the smoky air. The day after Diwali will pose an-
other headache, with mounds of garbage strewn around. For
both troubles, we can learn a lesson from the Dutch. The
Netherlands, with a population about one and a half times
Chennai’s, allows crackers to be burst only once a year—be-
tween 6 pm on December 31 and 2 am on January 1. The first
day of the new year is marked by community members clean-
ing nearby streets. The tradition teaches us a mantra for sus-
tainable living—use only what you can clean up after.
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NCERTAINTY, fear of the de-
basement of purchasing power
through inflation, and the com-
fort of real things are driving in-
vestors to invest in commodities.
Gold has been one beneficiary
alongside oil and gas, as well as
transition-critical minerals such as copper;
nickel, cobalt, lithium and rare earths.

The focus is scarcity-driven due to
stagnant investment in new production.
But investors, both direct and those seek-
ing exposure through funds, face chal-
lenges in investing in these assets.

There are two main ways of investing
in commodities—shares in resource
firms or in the minerals themselves.
Both present unique complexities.

Investment in shares of resource com-
panies is complicated by multiple fac-
tors. Pure exposure to the desired com-
modity is difficult to obtain. Many
miners are diversified. BHP, the world’s
largest mining company by market capi-
talisation, is a producer of iron ore, cop-
per and metallurgical coal. Storied An-
glo-American has operations covering
diamonds, copper, iron ore, coal, nickel,
manganese and platinum group metals.

Asset portfolios are constantly chang-
ing through mergers, acquisitions,
joint ventures and divestments. In 2022,
BHP shifted its oil and gas assets into a
joint venture to reduce involvement in
carbon-based fuels. After rejecting a
takeover offer from BHP, Anglo-Ameri-
can proposed a complex restructure to
focus on copper and iron ore. Oil and
gas firms have vacillated about renew-
able energy investments.

Even where a ‘pure play’ exists, there
are other issues. Estimates of reserves
may be incorrect. In 1997, Bre-X Miner-
als, a major Canadian miner, collapsed
with large losses to investors after fraud-
ulently contaminating core samples with
gold derived from other sources. An old
definition of a mine is ‘a hole in the
ground with a liar standing next to it’.

The exposure may be diluted by cur-
rency effects as resource companies oper-
ate in different jurisdictions. Many firms
hedge their commodity price exposure to
ensure revenues are sufficient to ensure
satisfactory returns. For an investor seek-
ing exposure to price appreciation of the
commodity, this alters the investment
dynamics. A hedged producer does not
necessarily benefit from higher prices.

Hedging introduces new risks. A
number of companies have faced finan-
cial distress as a result of increased
margin requirements on hedges. In 1999,
asharprise in gold prices drove Ghana’s
Ashanti Gold, which had locked in the

SNELINSISHIONIONASE THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

Uncertainty has driven investors to commaodities, pushing up
prices of gold and other metals. Investment in critical minerals
iS seen as an alternative. But the shift poses steep challenges

WHY ALL THAT
GLITTERS NEED
NOT BE GOLD

SATYAIJIT DAS

metal’s price, to near bankruptcy.
There are other problems too. Pro-
duction difficulties, including weather
factors, may dilute commodity price ef-
fects. Lower output from one producer
may adversely affect shareholders. The
risk of accidents and legal liabilities—
such as the Brazilian tailing dam fail-
ure which affected BHP and Vale, or
BP’s Mexican Gulf oil spill—is ever
present. Increasingly, political risk—
sanctions, expropriations, trade re-
strictions—and changing local regula-
tions are also rising concerns.
Corporate financial engineering—the
amount of leverage, refinancing risk,
borrowing costs—affects the share price
performance of individual firms. The
US shale oil industry is heavily depend-
ent on the cost and supply of credit. Ex-
posure to the stock may not translate
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into exposure to the commodity sought.

Direct investment in the commodity
itself is equally fraught. Commodities
are not traded in the same way as finan-
cial assets making it difficult to obtain
exposure. There is frequently no spot
market with most transactions under-
taken under long term contracts. Physi-
cal ownership is difficult due to issues
like storage, transportation, insurance,
logistics and risk of fraud. The risk of
confiscation is real. In 1933, the US for-
bade hoarding of gold, requiring all
persons to sell their holdings to the Fed-
eral Reserve at a fixed price.

In practice, investors use funds or oth-
er collective investment vehicles which
concentrate on liquid instruments to
cover fund redemptions. Most track in-
dicators such as the Goldman Sachs
Commodity Index which are heavily

SIZING UP SWADESHI AMBITION

HE meteoric rise of Zoho’s
messaging app Arattai in India
looks like a real-world example
of aapada mein avsar (oppor-
tunity in adversity), a stage
prop which usually serves to
dress up debacles as challenges
that fortune considerately strews in our
path. The app debuted in 2021 and en-
joyed indifferent growth until the end of
September, when its graph suddenly
soared—it was being downloaded over
100 times more frequently than before
and hit 2 million downloads in a single
day on October 1. The earlier baseline
was about 3,000 downloads per day.

The Arattai surge was propelled by a
concerted wave of endorsements from
Union government ministers, whose data
and communications are hosted by Zoho
to secure digital sovereignty. And these
were actually proxy endorsements of the
prime minister’s call for post-Mahatma
swadeshi, even in the choice of messen-
gers. And that, in turn, was an aapada
mein avsar response to the tariff war be-
ing conducted against India by Donald
Trump, an attempt to paper over India’s
foreign policy setback by dressing it up as
an opportunity to support Indian enter-
prise with Nehru-Gandhi era protection-
ism. And the windfall beneficiary of this
intricate web of global and local forces is
Chennai’s digital entrepreneur Sridhar
Vembu, who promoted Zoho and Arattai.

The primary question is: though tariffs
are now spurring protectionism, in the
long run, will they actually encourage In-
dia to integrate more deeply with globali-
sation and explore new markets, aban-
doning protectionist barriers that could
have been thrown out long ago with the
licence-permit raj? For decades, there’s
been a case for overhauling frameworks
and attitudes to the boilerplate on which
the nation runs, but the efforts have been
piecemeal, slow and incomplete.

For instance, Bibek Debroy had high-
lighted dated legislation from the 1990s
and finally the statute books were updated
in 2023—though imperfectly. Another ex-
ample: dual citizenship should have been
a priority for a nation with the world’s
biggest diaspora, not gingerly steps like
the overseas citizen of India identity. In
personal finance, while a large class of
Indians is very literate about overseas
stock markets, they can access them only
through the telescopically restrictive lib-
eralised remittance scheme. Ironically,
India has also toyed with de-dollarising
foreign trade, a revolutionary project.

PRATIK KANJILAL

Senior Fellow, Henry J Leir Institute
of Migration and Human Security,
Fletcher School, Tufts University

SPEAKEASY

Reforms don’t go all the way because of
ancient fears, especially of foreigners,
their hidden hand and the dollars it
clutches. I remember a conversation long
ago in the Norwich home of the Tamil
translator Lakshmi Holmstrom and her
husband Mark, who had pioneered work
on aspects of Indian labour. The conversa-
tion turned from the borders between lan-
guages to ones that hem in our economy.

Messaging app Arattai’s sudden
growth shows Indians are open to
suggestions from the government.
The preference seems to be for

a clutch of large companies—an
American pattern. In contrast,
China cut Jack Ma to size to make
space for lesser entrepreneurs

Q

“Do you seriously think that India
should still have a controlled currency?”
asked Mark. The 1997 East Asian finan-
cial crisis was still vivid in memory. Ten
nations had accused George Soros and
financial shamans of rigging currency
markets in order to bring down their gov-
ernments, while India remained a safe
zone because of RBI controls. “Yes,
please,” I replied. Rarely have I seen a
man as exasperated with human stupid-
ity as Mark was with my opinion.

Looking back, I wonder if I sought safe-
ty because of nebulous fears of barbari-
ans at the gate. Keeping them out is gener-
ally a good idea, but globalisation is an
even better idea. Nations can’t maximise
its benefits without exposing themselves
to its risks, which they must learn to man-
age. And governments have no business
restricting people’s freedom of choice on

the pretext of keeping them safe.

That seems to have happened in the
case of Arattai, which was talked up by
ministers as a swadeshi alternative to
WhatsApp—which it isn’t, because the
level of privacy is different. What lies
ahead? Arattai could repeat the story of
Koo, the swadeshi Twitter that the gov-
ernment embraced when the original re-
fused to follow its diktats. After an initial
surge, it dwindled to nothingness.

The Indian government has a history
of relations with the corporate sector
which differs from that of other major
Asian economies. After World War 2, Ja-
pan scaled up rapidly because it had a
culture of agreement between its govern-
ment and corporations, whose goals con-
verged via the business body Keidanren.
Earlier, family-owned zaibatsu like Sumi-
tomo and Mitsubishi controlled industry
tightly and could speak directly with the
government. Their power was diluted af-
ter World War 2 to democratise markets.

But South Korea’s chaebol like Sam-
sung and Hyundai retain a similar role
even today. China has developed a kind of
party-controlled capitalism which re-
tains communist goals. For instance, it
downsized Jack Ma because the state
wanted to see a lot of lesser entrepre-
neurs succeed, instead of a small number
of immense corporations. That’s a char-
acteristic of American business, which
India is following. And yet most Indian
enterprises are in the small, medium and
unorganised sectors, which never inter-
face with the government and have no
way of being on the same page.

The success of Arattai suggests that
people are susceptible to nudges from the
government and aligned corporations. But
historically, Indians have had a healthy
suspicion of both. Maybe it’s because the
world’s biggest transnational corporation
also served as the government of India for
along time—the East India Company. That
experience of organised loot remains in
the memory, and usually prevents Indians
from trusting too much, too foolishly.

(Views are personal)
(Tweets @pratik_k)

The desire of gold is not
for gold. It is for the means s\f;m
of freedom and benefit | Emerson

weighted to tradeable commodities such
oil and gas and currency-like precious
metals like gold and silver. It is difficult
to get exposure to rare earths, titanium,
nickel or lithium, which generally re-
quire fund investors to accept exposure
to illiquid small companies. Most com-
modity funds’ disclosure documents in-
clude special warnings on this point.

Funds often use commodity deriva-
tives to gain exposure to commodities
because of difficulties in trading the
underlying. The fund is then exposed
to the risk of failures of the counter-
party, typically banks, traders or hedge
funds. As derivatives transactions re-
quire collateral, the funds are exposed
to unexpected margin calls.

Increasing financialisation of the com-
modity supply chain means that traders,
rather than producers and users, now
shape prices. Derivatives now dominate
over the fundamentals of supply and
demand. Commodity traders, who oper-
ate across the entire supply chain, can
alter prices through derivative trading
and control over operations. Pricing pe-
culiarities such as backwardation—when
forward prices trade below spot prices—
mean that derivatives do not always
track the underlying commodity price to
which the investor seeks exposure.

At best, commodity funds provide
generalised investment in the asset and
an inaccurate hedge against inflation.
Investors end up exposed to the index
used and a variety of extraneous factors
because of their construction and fund
operation. In recent years, commodity
indices have under-, or over-performed
because of their heavy energy weight-
ing providing inaccurate exposure to
sectors such as transition critical mate-
rials and agricultural prices.

These difficulties have led to a search
for alternatives. Some have experi-
mented with proxies. This entails in-
vesting in firms that might gain or lose
from price movements such as trading
companies or commodity users, such as
airlines or electronics firms. Others
have used currencies—the Australian
dollar, Brazilian real and pre-sanction
Russian rouble—that respond to com-
modity price fluctuations.

At best, investors end up with invest-
ments whose actual returns may not ac-
curately track commodity price moves.
They may be right, at least in their theo-
retical investment logic, but are practi-
cally unable to capture it in their results.
It may leave investors sympathising with
poet Emily Dickinson: “I want to move to
theory. Everything works in theory.”

(Views are personal)
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Olympic ambition

Ref: Ahmedabad CWG can be much

more (Oct 17). India has a chance to
showcase responsible planning to match
ambition. Learning from Delhi 2010’s
mistakes, the focus must be on transparency,
efficiency and legacy-building. Beyond
infrastructure, CWG 2030 should nurture
a vibrant sports culture and strengthen
India’s case to host the Olympics.
Avinashiappan Myilsami, Coimbatore

Mamata’s games

Ref: Stop blaming victims of sexval
violence (Oct 17). How painful must it be
for the victim(s) and their family to be
subject to insult and blame by their woman
leader? Instead of being involved in

the political games, Mamata Banerjee
should have taken concrete no-tolerance
measures after the two earlier incidents.
Bljumon PN, Idukki

Migration reality

Ref: Opportunity hunting as brain drain (Oct
17). The author’s balanced and thought-
provoking analysis of the ever-evolving idea
and its nuanced link to global academic
mobility was deeply enlightening. |
particularly appreciated the way he connected
historical trends with present socio-political
realities and framed the discussion beyond
simplistic binaries.

Saswat Mishra, Ganjam

America’s agent

Ref: America’s politics, Norway’s medal (Oct
17). The peace prize has always been political,
with the West calling the shots. Norway has
been, for long, used by the US as its agent for
‘peace’ in conflicts. What'’s colloquially called
the ‘piss prize’ is worth only toilet paper.
Philip Fowler, email

Recovering bodies

Ref: Gaza’s fragile peace to hold if Trump
stays the course (Oct 17). One was hopeful to
see the truce reach a flashpoint, yet fragility
lingers on with claims and counterclaims on
the toll of released hostages and recovered
dead bodies. On top of that, the opening of
Rafah crossing is repeatedly being delayed.

R Sampath, Chennai

Sovereign choices

Ref: Govt denies Trump-Modi phone call

(Oct 17). Coercive statements by US President
Donald Trump reflect an unacceptable
interference in India’s sovereignty. His
remarks reveal an outdated mindset that
must be firmly rejected. India must continue
toact according to its interests and welfare.
Mohd Arbaz Alam, Haveri
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Indian IT firms continue to hire despite Al-led automation

eadcount of the top five

Indian IT services com-
panies grew at a slower pace
during July-September peri-
od of FY26 compared to last
year. With Al-led automation
replacing human workers,
the numbers have surprised
the industry watchers quite a

bit. Except Tata Consultancy

Services (TCS), the employ-
ee headcount of other four
companies have gone up. For
instance, Infosys added 8,203
employees in Q2FY26, mak-
ing its fifth consecutive quar-
ter of headcount addition.
The third largest HCLTech
added 3,489 employees in
the second quarter, while
Wipro added 2,260 employ-
ees, and the headcount at

Tech Mahindra went up by
4,197 staffers by the end of
September quarter. However,
TCS" headcount went down
by 19,755 during the period.
A combined addition of the
top five IT services compa-
nies saw a drop of headcount
by 1,606 during the Septem-
ber quarter. While aggregate
numbers may look grim,
barring TCS, the headcount
of the other four IT firms has
increased. So, the anticipa-
tion of mass layofts happen-
ing in the Indian IT industry
due to rising Al adoption
seems like a far cry, at least
for the moment. Even com-
panies like HCLTech have
started providing standalone
Al revenue for the first time.

This is encouraging news
as it reflects Indian IT play-
ers are increasingly looking
confident about leading the
Al wave. Not only overall
headcount addition, but even
fresher hiring also continues,
albeit at a slower pace. Most
companies have given num-
bers of freshers absorbed
during the second quarter of
FY26. For instance, Infosys
has hired 12,000 freshers for
the first half of the fiscal year
2026 and is on track to reach
its 20,000 fresher hiring tar-
gets for the fiscal year. Simi-
larly, HCLTech hired 5,196
freshers in Q2 and 7,180 in
Q1 of the ongoing financial
year. It means fresher hiring
is going on though compa-

nies are cautious in their
overall headcount addition
plan.

Not only hiring but also
the deal pipeline of top five
companies indicates enter-
prises’ spending on technol-
ogy continues. TCS reported
a robust $10 billion order
book, while Infosys large
deal TCV (total contract val-
ue) stood at $3.1 billion with
67 per cent being net new.
Total contract value (TCV)
of new deals remained robust
for HCLTech as the company
reported a pipeline of $2.57
billion during the quarter.
Deal bookings of Wipro also
remained sound with total
bookings at $4.68 billion
for the September quarter.

Out of this, large deal book-
ings were at $2.85 billion for
Wipro. Such deal bookings
show that Indian IT firms
are expected to be back on
the growth path once the
economic uncertainty fol-
lowing Trump tariffs wanes.
Meanwhile, Al-led develop-
ment will certainly replace
many workers, but it seems
Indian IT companies are
able to shift their workers
to other productive posi-
tions through upskilling. Of
course, silent firing is hap-
pening across many compa-
nies with several employees
being asked to go. However,
this is not widespread. In-

terestingly, the emergence
of GCC (global capability

centres) as a credible alterna-
tive to IT services companies
on the hiring front has eased
the pressure quite a lot. Ana-
lysts are of the opinion that
though revenue growth fore-
cast of top IT firms for FY26
remains tepid, it is likely to
recover in the next financial
year. Once uncertainty ow-
ing to Trump tariff settles
down, the recovery will be
swift. Another striking fea-
ture of Q2 earnings is that
most companies are of the
view that HIB visa restric-
tion will not have much ma-
terial impact on their opera-
tions or workflow. Indian IT
firms’ resilience is at display
as they navigate the uncer-
tain times.

’:!

((IND[AE’S economy is

dead, RSS has taken

over education; ‘vote
chori’ is rampant; Modi
hates Dalits; the Constitu-
tion is in danger; institutions
are collapsing, development
has stopped, and only two or
three of Modi’s friends con-
trol the economy.”

This is the running script
of Rahul Gandhi and the
fragmented INDIA bloc.
Their strategy seems simple
— paint India black, spread
despair, and hope that anger
will bring them to power.
But every election tells them
otherwise.

It's not that all is perfect.
There are many issues that
remain unresolved, and not
everyone enjoys the fruits of
development. Gaps remain
to be filled. But the tragedy is
that the Opposition refuses
to introspect, change course,
or offer a constructive alter-
native. Instead, it feeds on a
diet of hate and denial — ha-
tred for Modi and denial of
India's progress. Ironically,
this very negativity helps the
BJP consolidate further.

The Opposition formula
is “Hate Modi, appease mi-
norities, and grab power by
hook or crook?” Criticism of
the ruling party is a demo-
cratic right. But it should
come with a sense of respon-
sibility towards the nation.
Why does the Opposition
ignore positive  develop-
ments like Googles $15 bil-
lion investment in Andhra
Pradesh — the company’s
biggest FDI outside the U.S.
— or projects worth over

W13,000 crore taking shape
across India? They prefer to
see only gloom.

Some ignorant YSRCP
leaders, including former
ministers, who clearly lack
even basic understanding
of maths or economics are
now criticising the TDP gov-
ernment by tossing around
figures on power and water
spending without context
or comprehension. Shame
on those who speak without
grasping the fundamentals
of investment or the econo-
oy,

This stems from one
central flaw: they have no
alternative vision of devel-
opment. Their governance
model seems to revolve
around using temple funds,
looking away when temple
lands are encroached, and
invoking “unity” merely as
an anti-Modi alliance. Their
hypocrisy is evident even in
Bihar, where they could not
agree on seat-sharing. Tejas-
wi Yadav filed his nomina-
tion without a single INDIA
bloc leader — not even Ra-
hul Gandhi — by his side.

They claim democracy is
under threat, vet they flout
democratic norms within
their own parties. They re-
fuse to acknowledge the
IMF’s growth projection of
6.6 per cent for India, far
ahead of the United States
(two per cent), China (4.8
per cent), or the United
Kingdom (1.3 per cent).

When confronted, they
parrot the same tired lines:
“RSS is divisive, RSS pro-
motes Hindutva, RSS killed
Gandhi.” Rahul Gandhi once
asked if anyone had seen
women at RSS shakas wear-
ing shorts. He added, "as
soon as a woman speaks out,
they (RSS-BJP) silence her”

For the benefit of the igno-
rant—or those pretending to
be so—let me inform them

India's Opposition has trapped itself in a vortex of negativity
— seeing only gloom where there is growth and crisis
where there is progress. Instead of offering a constructive
altemative or a credible model of development, it survives
on thetoric, Modi-bashing, and divisive slogans. While
projects like Google's $15 hillion investment or innovative
rural models like Andhra’s Bull Power initiative show India’s
resilience, the Opposition continues to deny reality. Its
obsession with “vote chori” and “RSS phobia” reflects
frustration, notleadership. Unless it abandons cynicism
and embraces vision, the INDIA bloc will remain stuckin
denial. In today's India, negativity no longer wins elections
— performance and positivity do.

that there exists a parallel or-
ganisation to the RSS, called
the Rashtra Sevika Samiti.
On October 25, 1936, Lak-
shmibai Kelkar, noticing her
two sons regularly attending
RSS shakhas, decided to see
for herself what they were
doing. Impressed by the dis-
cipline and spirit that she
witnessed, she met Dr Kes-
hav Baliram Hegdewar and
suggested that women, who
constitute half the popula-
tion, should also be part of
such nation-building activi-
lies.

Dr Hegdewar agreed but
advised that the women's or-
ganisation should remain in-
dependent—like a separate
school for boys and gitls.

Lakshmibai Kelkar then
founded the womens wing
that was based on three
core principles —Matrutva
(universal motherhood),

Kartrutva (efficiency and so-
cial activism) and Netrutva
(leadership). Though smaller
in number than the RSS, the
Sevikas include homemak-
ers, professors, doctors, and
postgraduates in fields like
criminology and political
science. Just as some RSS
men joined the BJP, many
Sevikas too became active in
the party. It has a presence in
22 countries and has almost
four lakh members.

The problem with the Op-
position is not lack of energy
but misplaced focus. They
believe in power play, not
the power of ideas. For them,
rhetoric matters more than
results. They do not realise
that if they present a cred-
ible roadmap for develop-
ment — showing how they
can improve lives faster and
better — people might actu-
ally listen. Instead, they cry

“democracy in danger” while
enjoying all the freedoms de-
mocracy provides.

Why can't they see India’s

growth story as a glass half

full instead of half empty?
Why this chronic cynicism?
If they acknowledge achieve-
ments first and then outline
what more must be done,
they can actually enhance
India’s global brand — and
their own credibility.

As one analyst quipped,
“India’s economy isn't dead
— it’s the brain cells of those
who oppose it that are.”

The start-up boom, tech
innovation, and renewable
energy progress are visible
everywhere. But the Oppo-
sition refuses to see them.
Take, for example, the latest
experiment in Bull Power
— an initiative that blends
tradition with modern sus-
tainability.

In Andhra Pradesh, the
Chinta Sasidhar Foundation
has launched a pioneering
project that uses bull-driven
treadmills to generate elec-
tricity. Located at Nanda
Gokulam Centre, Nellore,
the initiative demonstrates
how innovation and inclu-
sion can coexist with culture
and compassion,

Heres how it works: a
single bull working for four
hours produces about 4 kW
of electricity, enough to
power several rural homes
or small farms. The project
prioritizes animal welfare
— with hydraulic lifts, vet-
erinary supervision, and
nutritious feed. It also re-
vives indigenous breeds,
especially the iconic Ongole
bull, under its “Save the Bull”
campaign.

The “Power of Bull” initia-
tive is not merely about ener-
gy; it's about reviving values,
empowering rural commu-
nities, and combining tradi-
tional wisdom with modern

technology. It's a perfect ex-
ample of how India can chart
its own model of sustainable
development — rooted in
culture, yet forward-looking.

If governments, corpo-
rates, and nonprofit organi-
sations across the country
replicate such models, they
can generate rural employ-
ment, reduce migration,
and build sustainable com-
munities. This is the kind of
innovation the Opposition
should celebrate and scale
up. But it won't. It will mock
such efforts, dismiss them
as “gimmicks,” and continue
to indulge in dynastic ar-
rogance — clinging to the
belief that they are “born to
rule”

They must realise that In-
dia has changed. The voter is
no more swaved by outdated
rhetoric or blind hatred.
People want performance,
not posturing. They want
roads, jobs, innovation, and
pride — not perpetual pro-
tests and empty slogans.

If Rahul Gandhi and his
bloc truly want to reclaim
relevance, they must aban-
don this self-destructive nar-
rative of despair. They must
replace negativity with con-
structive competition — tell
people how they can govern
better, not merely how Modi
governs. Until then, their
politics will remain a chorus
of complaints, their vision
blurred by bitterness.

India today needs an Op-
position that builds, not one
that breaks; that debates, not
denounces. Until they learn
this basic principle of demo-
cratic maturity, every new
election will only reinforce
the same verdict: Negativity
doesn’t win votes — vision
does.

(The author is former

Chief Editor of

The Hans India)

Announcements alone
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AP and Telangana must house world-class public librartes

A strong public library system is not a luxury—it is an investment in human capital

| s

NoMULA SRINIVAS RAO

reader lives a thousand
lives before he dies. The
man who never reads lives
only one - George R R Mar-

lin
Public libraries are more
than spaces filled with

books; they are gateways of
opportunity, hubs of knowl-
edge, and centres of commu-
nity life. Sadly, both Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana lag
behind in nurturing such
world-class public libraries.

In Andhra Pradesh, the
absence of a significant li-
brary in the capital city
of Amaravati highlights a
cultural void. Though Hy-
derabad, as Telanganas
capital, boasts of the City
Central Library and State
Central Library, their infra-
structure has not evolved to
match international stand-
ards.

The closure of the Brit-
ish Library in Hyderabad,
established in 1979, initially
located on Secretariat Road,
was subsequently moved
to a new location in Jubilee
Hills in April 2016. It has
since shifted to a digital-
only model, with its physi-

cal space on Road No. 36,
which was closed in 2020
due to Covid pandemic. The
library now offers online re-
sources but there have been
no further efforts to reopen
the library.

The closure of the once-
prestigious British Library
in Hyderabad contrasts our
scenario with internation-
ally acclaimed libraries such
as the Boston Public Library,
New York Public Library,
and Cumberland Public
Library in Rhode Island,
which I had the good for-
tune to visit.

During my travels abroad,
[ witnessed what libraries
can truly become. I spent
memorable days at the Bos-
ton Public Library, the New
York Public Library, and the
Cumberland Public Library
in Rhode Island. These insti-
tutions are vast, welcoming,
and dynamic, offering not
just access to books but also
to seminars, workshops, and
cultural exchanges. They
allow borrowing without
restrictions, host weekend
programs for all ages, and
provide facilities like coffee
houses and relaxation spac-
es. They are places where
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learning blends seamlessly
with leisure.

[ would often travel by
Amtrak from Providence
to Boston and New York
simply to spend entire days
immersed in these librar-
ies, returning home close
to midnight. For me, it was
nothing short of a pilgrim-
age—proof that libraries can
transform lives and commu-
nities.

Back home, steps are
being taken, though on a
modest note. The recently
opened Coforge Public Li-
brary in Hyderabads Kon-

with

IT corridor,

dapur
15,000 books, is a welcome
initiative. Yet, for a city of
Hyderabad’s stature, much
more is needed. Likewise,
in Andhra Pradesh, the an-

nouncement by HRD Min-

ister Nara Lokesh about
establishing the biggest li-
brary in Visakhapatnam is
encouraging. If realised, it
could mark a turning point
in the State’s intellectual and
cultural landscape.

But announcements
alone are not enough. We
need libraries that are open
round-the-clock, foster in-

ternational  partnerships,
and evolve into vibrant
public spaces. They should
be designed to cater to chil-
dren, youth, professionals,
and senior citizens in equal
measure, ensuring inclusiv-
ity at every level.

At a time when digital
distractions dominate our
lives, libraries remain one
of the few public institu-
tions where people of all
backgrounds can gather for
free, seeking both solitude
and community. A strong
public library system isnot a
luxury—it is an investment

are not enough. We
need libraries that are
open round-the-clock,
foster international
partnerships, and
evolve into vibrant
public spaces. They
should be designed

to cater to children,
youth, professionals,
and senior citizens

in equal measure,
ensuring inclusivity at
every level.

in human capital. The Tel-
ugu states now stand at the
crossroads: either to allow
libraries to fade into irrel-
evance or to reimagine them
as the cultural and intellec-
tual anchors of society. The
choice should be clear.

It is time policymakers,
philanthropists, and society
realise that world-class li-
braries are the foundations
of enlightened communi-
ties.

Libraries are not a luxury,
but one of the necessities of
life - Henry Ward Beecher.

(The writer is former OSD

to former Union Civil Avia-
tion Minister)
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Surekha’s ire tip of the iceberg

inister Konda Surekhas ongoing rift with Minister

Ponguleti Srinivasa Reddy and Congress leaders
seems to have intensified, with fresh allegations from her
daughter sparking concerns. A few months back, Surekha
faced criticism for interfering in the personal matters of
actor Nagarjuna and BRS leader K T Rama Rao and for
accusing Srinivasa Reddy of irregularities in the Med-
harsm contract. With ongoing legal proceedings and in-

ternal differences, the situation may escalate, potentially
causing trouble for Chief Minister A Revanth Reddy.

Ganti Venkata Sudhir, Secunderabad

A defining moment for AP’s digital future

oogle’s announcement to invest $15 billion in an Al
data centre at Visakhapatnam is a transformative step
in India’s digital and economic journey. This initiative po-
sitions Andhra Pradesh as a global technology hub and
reflects Indias growing prominence in artificial intelli-
gence and data infrastructure. The collaboration between
Google, Bharti Airtel and AdaniConneX will not only
enhance technological capabilities but also create employ-
ment opportunities, drive innovation, and strengthen In-
dia’s digital ecosystem. The governments proactive role
in facilitating this partnerships continued focus on such
projects will ensure India remains at the forefront of the
global digital revolution.
Uttam Kumar Das, Bengaluru

Kharge’s remarks against
Google@Vizag disgusting
OOGLE'S decision to establish a large-scale Al data
centre in Visakhapatnam, its biggest investment out-
side the United States highlights that the leadership of
Chief Minister N Chandrababu Naidu and deputy CM
Pawan Kalyan coupled with favourable industrial climate
in the state are drawing fresh investments. This obviously
will not only take the state towards a higher growth trajec-
tory but serves as a signal to entrepreneurs to invest in
the state. In this context, it is disgusting that Karnataka
minister Priyank Kharge has been finding fault with the
whole move by passing sarcastic remarks that expose his
desperateness at having missed the bus due to Bengaluru’s
deteriorating infrastructure and faculty policies. Many IT
organisations are planning to move away from the state.
K R Srinivasan, Secunderabad-3

Focus must be on civie facilities

HIS has reference to the "Vision Andhra’ key to Vik-

sit Bharat as announced by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi in Srisailam. He is optimistic that the 21st century
belongs to India. To realise this Modi must encourage
planting of trees, avoid pollution caused from vehicles and
industries, creating green roofs and solar panelled roofs.
The Prime Minister must instruct state administrations
to use technology and create canals so that the rainwater
flows through them into reservoirs and rivers. Attending

civic facilities needs to be prioritised to achieve Viksit
Bharat.

G Murali Mohan Rao, Secunderabad-11

Call for ban on RSS is incredulous

HIS has reference to the Karnataka government, plan-
ning to put roadblocks in the routine and daily activi-
ties of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Minister
Privank Kharge has sought a ban on RSS and its afhli-
ated organisations. Apparently, the Congress government
seems to be pointing an accusing finger at RSS for its own
dismal performance across segments, whereas RSS activi-
ties are in no way creating hurdles nor proving cantan-
kerous. Like his father Mallikarjun Kharge, Privank is hell
bent on berating RSS for no valid reasons.
K R Venkata Narasimhan, Madurai

‘Curbs’ on RSS are politically motivated

propos “Govt adopts Tamil Nadu model, tactical move
to avoid direct confrontation” (THIL, Oct 17). The Kamna-
taka Congress Government’s move to impose curbs on Rash-
triva Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) is politically motivated and
lacks any substantive rationale. The Sangh has for decades
been engaged in social service, educational initiatives, dis-
aster relief and nation-building activities across the country.
Its contribution to society is significant and widely acknowl-
edged. By attempting to restrict its activities, the Congress
government risks alienating a large section of the public.
Such measures, driven by political considerations rather
than genuine administrative need, are likely to backfire. The
move could energise opposition forces and strengthen pub-
lic support for the RSS, ultimately turning against the ruling
party. History has shown that attempts to curb organisations
with deep social roots rarely succeed. The decision is there-
fore poised to boomerang, and the Congress government
may have to bear a heavy political price for this faux pas.
N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru-56

thehansreader@gmail.com

MLA urges CM to ban namaz
without prior permission

BENGALURU: BJP MLA from Vijayapura, Basanagou-
da Patil Yatnal, has written to Chief Minister Siddara-
maiah urging the government to prohibit namaz being
offered in public places or government premises without
official permission. Recently, the state government had
clarified that conducting any religious or political event
in government buildings, educational institutions, or
public spaces requires prior approval. Reports had also
emerged about the drafting of the Regulation of Use of
Government Premises and Properties Bill — 2025.

In his letter, Yatnal stated that instances of namaz be-
ing performed on roads and within government prem-
ises without permission are causing inconvenience to
vehicular traffic and pedestrians. He argued that such
practices violate citizens' fundamental rights to free
movement and safety guaranteed under Articles 19 and
21 of the Indian Constitution.

Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com

Printed and Published by K. Hanumanta Rao, on behalf of Hyderabad Media House Pvt. Limited, Flat.No.609, 6th Floor, Kirti Shikhar Building, Plot.No.11, Dist.Center, Janakpuri, New Delhi- 110058,
and Printed at M/s. Marutinandan Printers & Publishers, A-15, Bara Bagh, G.T Kamal Road, Industrial Area, New Delhi - 110033. Chief Editor: P Madhusudhan Reddy. RNI No: DELENG/2017/74095



~ EDLL

DECCAN CHRONICLE | SATURDAY | 18 OCTOBER 2025 | COIMBATORE I

Chifice

Fact, fiction or fantasy...
let Trump have his say

n the geopolitical puzzle that the world has become since January 20,

India finds in the US President a riddle wrapped up in an

enigma. What does one make of a realty mogul who becomes an acci-

dental politician and who finds nothing strange in living sometimes in
an alternate reality? Donald Trump may have established his claims as a
global peacemaker, but his persona is such that he has never desisted from
uttering half-truths and falsehoods or wrapping facts in bravado.

The import of Russian oil is only a microscopic piece that several players,
including Europeans and even Nato countries, have moved on a chequer-
board of energy sources. And yet, only India has faced “Tariff” Trump in
all his fury but couched in the language of “love” and “friendship”. The
one lesson that India may have learned already is that it is best to let the
US President have his say until he finds the key to getting Vladimir Putin
to the table for negotiating an end to the Ukraine war.

The Ukraine war is the key to the puzzle in stopping which the world may
move back to nearer a post-pandemic normality. It is best that Mr Trump’s
peace moves over Ukraine lead the way rather than replay his 50 claims on
stopping India’s nuclear neighbours from stepping up their conflict into a
full-scale war. In the Trump playbook, repetition is often a way of estab-
lishing any claim as a fact, much like his four-year-long rant that the 2020
US elections were stolen from under his nose.

The India-US trade negotiations may be resuming to try and unravel the
knots, but India can never assume that stepping down purchase of Russian
oil or stopping it altogether will lead to peaceful trade because other US
demands like buying their corn and their dairy products are likely to crop
up. The tariff is a pawn that Mr Trump has used as a weapon of war.
Curiously, while he “fights” to stop wars and conflicts, he is also sustain-
ing a trade war against China even though no tariff has been imposed on
China because it is Russian oil’s biggest customer.

There is no Nobel Prize for stopping trade wars, which means there may
be a lot more of Trump swagger about tariffs ironing out the world’s prob-
lems. India has seen its exporters lose a not-insubstantial business since
the US tariffs came into play, but India cannot sacrifice millions of its
dairy and food grain farmers for a few dollars. It has chosen a path of not
acquiescing to US demands much as China has done, and Brazil.

Apart from asserting that its energy security may include the option of
continuing to buy Russian oil, while selling goods that Vladimir Putin has
promised to get his people to buy to address the trade surplus, there is lit-
tle for India to do towards ameliorating the effects of Mr Trump’s theatrics,
certainly not when he threatens to wreck the career of a Prime Minister
democratically elected by the people.

As Mr Trump alternates between friendly overtures and threats, India
may at least tell him that the country has had only three Prime Ministers
in the last 26 years in which time the US has had Bill Clinton, George W.
Bush, Barack Obama, Joe Biden and now Mr Trump in his second term.
The numbers would suggest India is as stable a democracy as the oldest.

3rd growth ‘engine’ for Andhra?

he Narendra Modi-Amit Shah combine has coined the “double-engine

I sarkar” poll slogan to instil confidence among voters in the Centre’s

assured support to propel the growth engine in their respective states.

The theme of the slogan can be broadly explained as this: When the same

party governs both the Centre and a state, development is not just assured —
it is accelerated.

The BJP leadership has been succeeding in installing NDA governments in
state after state, with a few exceptions, by ensuring that the slogan does not
remain mere political rhetoric, but by implementing infrastructure and
industrial projects in NDA-ruled states so that they can convince voters in
the next poll-bound state.

Septuagenarian political stalwart N. Chandrababu Naidu rode back to
power in Andhra Pradesh in 2024, banking heavily on the “double-engine
sarkar” slogan. To everyone’s surprise, a third engine — not Pawan
Kalyan’s Jana Sena — seems to have been added in the recent past to finally
put the residuary state of Andhra Pradesh, which suffered greatly due to the
bifurcation and thereafter, on the track of development. It is Prime Minister
Modi’s newfound affection for Mr Naidu’s son and heir apparent, Nara
Lokesh, that is consolidating the state’s position as the new global destina-
tion for advanced technologies in IT — the latest being the Z80,000-crore
Google Al data centre in Visakhapatnam, with many more lined up. An
interest-free ¥13,000-crore loan to build Amaravati and extended help to
complete the Polavaram project are just a few examples.

A conscious decision by Mr Lokesh not to repeat the mistake the party
made between 2014 and 2019 — painting Mr Modi as enemy out of frustration
that arch-rival Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy was being spared — and announc-
ing well in advance the intent to continue the alliance for 2029 — also may
have done the trick. Looks like finally Andhra Pradesh is headed for strong
growth!
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AAREER... TP BUWYING
QIL FROM RUQ0IA

y Taboo at lit fests?

Shobhaa’s Take

o reach Kasauli,
one drives
through  three
states (Haryana,
Punjab and
Himachal Pradesh) after
landing in Chandigarh. To
“outsiders”, this seems
bizarre. But for Kasauli’s
residents, the reality is still
more bizarre. The two-
hour drive from a spick-
and-span airport, up the
mountainous, hazardous,
narrow road that leads to
Kasauli, is an eye-opener
for trusting and wary first-
timers to this charming
colonial hill station created
by the British, for the
British, back in 1850.

I was headed there for the
14th  edition of the
Khushwant Singh Lit Fest,
after skipping a few. Seven
years on, little had changed
along the route, apart from
ugly “resorts” that had pro-
liferated, cutting into pic-
turesque hills and destroy-
ing acres of pine and deod-
har forests that were once
the main attraction for
retired desi brigadiers, still
longing for the “Koi Hai”
comforts of old.

Kasauli is a world in
itself, controlled and over-
run by the notorious
Kasauli monkeys, aggres-
sive enough to grab food
from sturdy grown men
with lathis. Locals warn:
It’s best to throw away
whatever eatables you are
carrying than take on these
monkeys. Well, these
armies of simians aren’t
the only fierce monkeys
around. There are enough
two-legged ones, to make
city folks nervous.

Despite these challenges,
Kasauli is attracting
Dilliwallas in droves: well-
heeled arms dealers with
shady reputations promot-
ing fancy villas as invest-
ment opportunities. I fear
for Kasauli. For decades it
was a genteel, gentrified
getaway for geriatrics look-
ing for the good life amidst
sylvan surroundings.
Unfortunately, loud Panjus
are muscling their way
into this serene destina-
tion, eyeing highly-coveted

real estate, and behaving
like those Mall monkeys on
the rampage.

Talking to shop owners
and other stakeholders in
and around the mall, one
discovers a few significant
changes. The popular
Tibetan Market doesn’t
exist. But the old signage
does. The once vibrant
Tibetan community is
invisible today. Appa-
rently, the Army wasn’t
very happy about their
continued presence. Given
Kasauli’s strategic loca-
tion, the strong fauji num-
bers are hard to miss. It’s
bristling with Army brass,
being a heavily military-
influenced area, adminis-
tered by a Cantonment
Board, now headed by CEO
Himanshu Samant. On a
clear day it’s possible to get
a glimpse of Kashmir from
the historic Kasauli Club,
founded in 1880.

Chandigarh-wallahs re-
fuse to take any chances
when they drive up for the
LitFest — they hire armed
guards, insisting the roads
are unsafe. Given the Wild
West situation in Haryana
and Punjab, it’s best to err
on the side of caution, as
my good friend confided,
after sharing hair-raising
stories of aggro behaviour
of burly bullies out to
intimidate single, unes-
corted women. There is
much that’s going on in
this part of our country,
that remains under wraps.
In the past editions of the
KS LitFest, one heard unfil-
tered, strong voices of pow-
erful opinion shapers free-
ly discussing and debating
national concerns. Not
anymore. Conversations at
most lit fests have turned
stilted, muted, self-con-
scious and self-censored.
Unfortunately, I missed
former Army Chief Gen.
M.M. Naravane’s session
on his new book. His unre-
leased memoir Four Stars
of Destiny has been waiting
for the Central govern-
ment’s approval for over a
year.

The general candidly
states it was his job to write

In the past
editions of the
KS LitFest, one
heard unfiltered,
strong voices of
powerful opinion
shapers freely
discussing and
debating national
concerns. Not
anymore.

the book, but getting
approvals from the defence
ministry was the publish-
er’s responsibility. Mean-
while, his fictional work,
Cantonment Conspiracy: A
Military Thriller, was avid-
ly discussed at the lit fest,
with Rear Adm. Nirmala
Kannan (Retd) leading the
session.

Apparently, the much-
awaited memoir that has
yet to see the light of day
contains sensitive revela-
tions about military opera-
tions and government poli-
cies. The general refused to
get drawn into the contro-
versy, and stuck to repeat-
ing: "The ball is in the court
of the publisher and MoD.”

My own session was a
complete riot! I enjoyed it
thoroughly, as did the audi-
ence. Even though 10.30 am
was too early a time to dis-
cuss sensuality/sexuality,
and a special session
should have been created
at 10.30 pm, there was
record attendance braving
the strong glare and unusu-
al heat. The venue was
overflowing, to my delight.
An 89-year-old gentleman
from the audience was
determined to discuss the
“Big O” (orgasm), frequent-
ly pointing out he was not
referring to “organism”. It
took a while to calm him
down! There were earnest
schoolkids in the audience,
and I didn’t want their
teachers to demand ear
plugs from  Niloufer
Billimoria or Rahul Singh
— the dynamic duo behind
the lit fest.

Politics, sex, religion and
military topics are endan-
gered subjects at lit fests
across India. Despite the
attempts to curb, inhibit
and curtail such dialogues,
I was vastly amused when
a former diplomat from
Pakistan (a regular at KS
Lit Fests in the past), sent
me a WhatsApp message a
few hours after my ram-
bunctious session designed

around my new book The
Sensual Self: An Explo-
ration of Love, Sex and
Romance, saying he had
relished the lively session.
How the hell did he know
what had transpired while
he was relaxing at his La-
hore home? He sent a
laughing emoji and naugh-
tily shared that our guys on
both sides of the border
haven’t yet figured out how
to block livestreaming!
How deliciously wicked!

Back in Mumbai, I start-
ed following the viral story
of a 10-year-old little boy
called Ishit Bhatt whose
cheeky interactions with
the legendary Amitabh
Bachchan on Kaun Banega
Crorepati (KBC Junior)
had landed him in boiling
water on social media plat-
forms. That Mr Bachchan
conducted himself the way
he did, faced with the boy’s
bratty attitude, is in itself a
masterclass in maturity,
displaying enormous pres-
ence of mind. The real
question is not about the
kid’s insolence, but our
response to it. Ishit was
labelled the “most hated
kid on the Internet” and
savagely mauled and
trolled across platforms.
The cyber-bullying is still
on. I was puzzled by the
boy’s hyper behaviour
myself, and seriously
bugged, till I watched a reel
by a doctor who suggested
the child could be suffering
from ADS (Attention Defi-
cit Syndrome). If so, should
parents push kids to partic-
ipate in such shows where
participants face -either
excessive adulation or
exaggerated hate? Can any
child handle such pressure,
and emerge emotionally
unscathed? What happens
to this Class 5 kid from
Gandhinagar once he gets
back home? Will losing in
that critical KBC round
damage his psyche perma-
nently? Reality shows are
harsh enough for adults;
but grown-ups can make
their own independent
choices. It’s kids who are
thrust into the spotlight,
who need our support and
understanding.

Happy Diwali, readers.
Let the new year be filled
with sparklers and
patakas. Time to go

)

“Thamma Thamma”!

Instagram handle
@ShobhaaDe; Twitter han-
dle @DeShobhaa

LETTERS
PRESS FREEDOM IN
PERIL IN US

It appears Mr. Trump wants to
have a committed press and
journalists who will praise him
sky high even if he acts like a
despot, hence his harangue that
‘the press is very disruptive in
terms of world peace, and it is
very dishonest’. For decades,
Pentagon reporters have
informed the public how wars
are fought, how defence funds
are spent and how decisions are
made that put American lives at
risk. The journalists who had
returned their press- passes
rather than abide by the new
rules should be appreciated.
Since press freedom is in dan-
ger, Democrats should force the
Trump administration to rescind
the regressive rules, uphold the
1st amendment of the American
constitution which guarantees
free speech and a free press.
A.SESHAGIRI RAO
Chennai

TELL TRUMP OFF

Trump does not use the names of other
world leaders as he uses Modi’s in the fur-
therance of American interest. A strong
leader does not outsource his country’s
key decisions to the leader of another
country. No self-respecting leader allows
his name to be invoked by the head of gov-
ernment of a foreign country to utter
falsehoods and humiliate him. The MEA
must tell Trump to stop speaking and act-
ing like India’s attorney or Super-PM and
respect India’s sovereignty. What Trump
means by saying that he does not want to
destroy Modi’s political career defies
understanding.
G. David Milton
Maruthancode

GOOD MONSOON NEWS

According to the India Meteorological
Department, the 2025 northeast monsoon,
which has arrived early, is predicted to
bring above-normal rains. This should sig-
nificantly boost agriculture in the southern
peninsula. This is particularly good news
for farmers who depend on these rains to
cultivate rabi crops. If monsoon distribu-
tion remains steady, India could see lower
food inflation, stable agri-input demand,
and stronger rural spending, which are pos-
itive signs for both the economy and con-
sumer sentiment. However, one cannot rule
out the climate change-induced unpre-
dictability, which always remains a loom-
ing threat during the northeast monsoon.
As India gears up for the sowing season,
farmers’ eyes will be on the skies and on the
soil.
R. SIVAKUMAR
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com
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Why was Donald’s
claim overlooked?
Many have missed
out on the Nobels!

“Why do we call these pathetic creatures ‘trolls’?

They are lonely. lost and intellectually-challenged
souls

Who pass their hours inventing some abuse

Or conspiracies, both vengeful and abstruse.

They ignore the proverb of sticks and stones

Believing their words can break skulls and bones

We hoped social media would be solidly integrating

Not reckoning human viciousness was in the wings,
waiting?”’

— From Bet Ago

bel Prizes? Two jokes: “Why did V.S.

Naipaul have a knocker on his front door?”

A: “Because he won the No Bell prize!”

(Rejected by the Christmas Cracker joke com-
missioners — fd)

Second: “Why didn’t Trump get the Nobel Peace
Prize?” A: “Because the Nobel committee are not
deaf, blind, dumb or demented.”

Ah well... jokes aside, what can the Nobel judges
have been thinking of, giving the prize to a
Venezuelan fighter for democracy rather than
the criminally-convicted, racist, misogynist,
Epstein mate?

He who stopped the war between Azerbaijan and
Albania; put invader Vladimir Putin firmly in his
place; liberated Crimea; stopped the slaughter in
Sudan, Somalia and Myanmar where the evacuated

— o0 ©

Rohingya territories are to be converted to the
Riviera of the Bay of Bengal with Trump hotels and
golf courses?

Even Maria Machado, who won the prize, has,
according to the White House, called Donny to
acknowledge that the Trumpet should have got it. He
has of course been blowing his own and probably
believes that he did win for all his achievements,
including ruining the American and global economy,
claiming Greenland, Panama and Canada as
American territory and putting China firmly in its
place by imposing impossible tariffs on Dim Sum.

Why didn’t the Nobel judges take into considera-
tion the man’s infinite modesty, his shying away
from all publicity, his charming attitude to wanting
to “grab” cats, possibly to stroke and feed them?

The world won’t be surprised if, now that the
Venezuelan winner of the prize has sort of conceded
to Donny, he claims that he is the actual winner and
will fly in the private plane gifted to him by Dafur to
Osmanabad to collect it and give, as the world’s pri-
mary benefactor, shunning all immodesty in his
acceptance speech, advice on how to drink bleach to
cure all variants of Covid. The thought of this icon’s
modesty reminds me of another moment in which a
Nobel prize figured. In 2001 I happened to be working
for an animation firm in Bangalore when the office
phone rang. It was for me. The caller said she was
calling from the BBC radio programme The World at

One, and did I have a mobile phone on which they
could call me in a few hours’ time.

I asked what this was about and she said, “It’s
about your friend V.S. Naipaul”. My heart sank. Had
something tragic happened? I asked her: “About
what? Is he...” “No, no, he’s just won the Nobel Prize
for Literature, and we thought we’d like your com-
ments.” I couldn’t wait to put the phone down. I gave
her my Indian mobile number. I then dialled Sir
Vidia’s home in Wiltshire and Nadira, Lady Naipaul,
a friend who always refers to me as her brother,
answered. She said the place had gone wild with
reporters and TV cameras from all over the world
hanging around the house, the gardens and the coun-
try lanes outside.

I said I had heard the good news, that the BBC
would be interviewing me for comment on the after-
noon’s radio programme and asked her to convey my
heartfelt congratulations.

“No, no, no”, she said, “If he knows you called, he’ll
want to answer the phone. He’s doing an interview
but I know he’ll want to come away... I'll go and get
him.”

In moments Vidia was on the phone.

“You've heard of my little piece of good luck,” was
the first thing he said.

Of course, the Nobel committees don’t solicit rec-
ommendations, but if they did, I have two possible
nominations in mind.

o0 © —

I would like to persuade them to award the
Literature Nobel to Salman Rushdie. It’s about time.
Not only is his work unique in its content and form,
he has suffered and sacrificed in the cause of litera-
ture. I know the latter is not a legitimate criterion,
and I won’t deny being sentimental about it.

Another person and another incident comes to
mind. Soon after Bob Dylan won the Nobel for
Literature, I was with Vidia Naipaul, who asked me
quite sincerely whether I thought he should have
been awarded it. I said he certainly should have, as
his composition of lyrics would undoubtedly fit an
expanded definition of “literature”.

Following from that, I would ask the Nobel wallahs
to expand the definition of “peace” on the grounds
that humans don’t only fight wars against each other,
they also fight wars against disease. One of the people
who has been a philanthropic warrior in these essen-
tial wars is Cyrus Poonawalla, the initiator and
owner of the Serum Institute in Pune, India, who,
apart from manufacturing the “Astra-Zeneca” vac-
cine against Covid-19, has donated millions of doses
of vaccines to fight diseases from polio to malaria, to
Africa and the poorer nations and populations of the
world.

And Gaza? Did Donald Trump’s persuasive powers
result in peace there? Or was it threatening pressure
from the families of the hostages and the vast major-
ity of Israeli citizens who support them?
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