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Kerala’s encounter with a deadly brain infection 
highlights how climate, culture, and public health can 
sometimes collide in unexpected ways. A microscopic 
organism, Naegleria fowleri, thrives in warm, 

untreated freshwater and can invade the human brain through 
the nose.  

What follows is a near-fatal condition called primary amoebic 
meningoencephalitis, which destroys brain tissue within days. 
Globally, only a few hundred cases have been documented over 
decades, but the mortality rate exceeds 90 per cent. In Kerala, 
this once-rare threat is now a seasonal danger. 

The southern state has detected dozens of cases in a single 
year ~ an extraordinary jump from the handful reported earlier. 
Yet amid the alarm lies a measure of hope: survival rates are 
improving. State laboratories, strengthened by years of 
investment in public health, are rapidly testing suspected 
patients and enabling early treatment.  

Aggressive drug regimens, though far from perfect, are saving 
lives that would once have been lost. This demonstrates the 
critical role of surveillance and quick intervention when 
confronting pathogens that evolve faster than public  
awareness. 

Kerala’s vulnerability stems from more than biology. Its 
landscape is dotted with more than five million wells and 
thousands of ponds, providing daily water to millions of 
households.  

These natural sources cannot be fully chlorinated without 
harming ecosystems or disrupting livelihoods. People bathe, 
swim, and perform religious nasal rinses in these waters, 
creating countless entry points for infection.  

Warning signboards and emergency chlorination drives help 
only at the margins. The most effective defence remains 
knowledge which would involve cleaning storage tanks, using 
nose plugs while swimming, and avoiding stagnant or  
polluted water. 

Climate change deepens the challenge. Warmer air and water 
temperatures extend the amoeba’s breeding season and nourish 
the bacteria it feeds on. Even a modest rise of one degree 
Celsius can dramatically increase risk.  

Kerala’s experience is, therefore, not a local anomaly but a 
preview of global trends. As temperatures climb, organisms 
once confined to tropical ponds may emerge in temperate lakes, 
and diseases once considered medical curiosities may become 
public-health crises. 

Public communication must balance urgency with calm. 
Over-reaction could paralyse daily life, while complacency 
would invite tragedy. Kerala’s health workers are attempting 
that delicate balance ~ educating citizens without inducing 
panic, urging precautions without demonising everyday water 
use. Their success will depend on community participation as 
much as on medical breakthroughs. 

The lesson is clear. Investment in laboratory capacity, 
transparent reporting, and community education can 
transform a near-certain killer into a manageable risk. But no 
state can tackle climate-driven diseases alone.  

Reducing greenhouse-gas emissions, strengthening 
sanitation, and expanding research into rapid treatments are all 
part of the same fight. Kerala’s silent waters remind us that the 
boundaries between environment and health are dissolving, 
and that vigilance must flow as steadily as the water on which 
life depends. 

In the 1946 election, though the Hindu 
Mahasabha opposed Congress in 26 
general seats, it polled only 2.73 per 
cent of the total Hindu vote and won 

only one seat, which was a special Reserved 
University seat from where Dr. Shyama 
Prasad Mukherjee (1901-53) was elected 
unopposed. “It was not a support for secular 
nationalism” pointed out Joya Chatterji “but 
rather against Hindu communalism”. The 
general understanding was that the Congress 
was in a much better position than the 
Hindu Mahasabha in protecting the interests 
of Bengali Hindus. 

The election brought the Muslim League 
back to power in Bengal under the Prime 
Minister-ship of Huseyn Shaheed Suhrawardy 
(1892-1963).  The anti-Muslim feeling was 
enhanced by his role during the Bengal 
famine as it was believed that 4 million 
people perished because of his negligence 
and corruption. Suhrawardy did not believe 
in elite accommodation and did away with 
the principle of parity of Hindus and Muslims 
in ministry formation. Pakistan-isation of 
Bengal looked certain.   

The Bengali Hindus were terrified at the 
prospect of becoming second-class citizens 
as Muslims constituted 54 per cent of Bengal’s 

population, similar to the Muslim feeling of 
being a permanent minority within the 
national movement with Hindus as the 
permanent majority. A number of prominent 
Bengali intellectuals, Jadunath Sarkar, 
Ramesh Chandra Majumdar, Meghnad Saha, 
Sisir Kumar Mitra and Suniti Kumar Chatterji 
sent a telegram on 7 May to the Secretary 
of State expressing lack of confidence in 
Suhrawardy’s ministry and called for a 
separate Hindu Bengal. Shyama Prasad 
Mukherjee, earlier a champion of unity 
of Bengal, now veered towards a separate 
entity for the Hindus. 

The suspicion was enhanced when 
Suhrawardy declared that 16 August, the 
Direct Action Day, would be a public 
holiday. Much more significant was his 
threat of complete independence for 
Bengal.  His demand for an independent 
Bengal was because of his opposition to 
the Congress being the sole party at the 
Centre, bypassing the Muslim League’s 
claims.  

The threat of Pakistan-izing Bengal 
got further entrenched and the savagery 
of the 16 August followed. There is little 
doubt that Suhrawardy bore the responsibility 
for this inhuman action and as Joya Chatterji 
pointed out “Hindu leaders were also deeply 
implicated, a fact which is less well known. 
More Muslims than Hindus died in the 
fighting”. But this is only the first phase of 
the development. 

By 10 May 1947, the fact that India would 
be partitioned was more or less accepted by 
both the Congress and the Muslim League. 
During this crucial time, Suhrawardy sent 
an emissary, Maulavi Abul Hasan, MLA and 
his close confidant, to meet Mahatma Gandhi 
at Sodhpur, near Calcutta where Gandhi 
was staying.  Suhrawardy was getting alarmed 

at the terrible consequences awaiting the 
partition of Bengal as a consequence of the 
division of India between India and Pakistan. 

To avoid the ill effects of Bengal’s partition 
Suhrawardy proposed to Gandhi that instead 
of dividing India into two, it should be 
divided into three, India, Pakistan and a 

United Bengal. Hasan met 
Gandhi to prepare the ground 
for a discussion with 
Suhrawardy. He told Gandhi 
that if India was divided into 
two, Pakistan also would 
have to be divided into two, 
West and East Pakistan. He 
stated that religion united 
the Bengali Muslims with 
those in West Pakistan but 
there were wide differences 
between the two groups in 
food habits, social interaction, 
culture, and language. There 
were no common points. 
Added to this, was a suspicion 
that West Pakistanis would 
dominate over East Pakistanis 
which was unacceptable to 

the Bengalis. 
As such, a united Bengal would be beneficial 

for both Hindus and Muslims who had 
several common practices and interests 
other than religion. Gandhi patiently heard 
Hasan and asked for a few clarifications. 
The next two days, 11 and 12 May, Suhrawardy 
met Gandhi and acquainted Gandhi with 
his proposal. Gandhi replied that such a 
proposal could not be imposed forcibly on 
any community and added significantly, 
that after the happenings in Noakhali, 
Calcutta and Bihar, there was a total breakdown 
in communication leading to total distrust 
between the two communities. 

Suhrawardy acknowledged this difficulty 
and added that when he proposed a united 
Bengal the Muslims were receptive but the 
Hindus rejected it outright though a few 
Hindu leaders heard him out. Gandhi replied 
that he would put in his efforts to convince 
the Hindus provided Suhrawardy could 
work out a non-violent mechanism of keeping 
both the communities together and offered 
to be his secretary to help him. Suhrawardy 
considered it a strange proposal and requested 
Gandhi for some time to think about it. 

Gandhi in a letter to Suhrawardy which 
was delivered on the morning of 13 May 
1947 stated “I recognise the seriousness of 
the position in Bengal in the matter of 
partition. If you are absolutely sincere in 
your professions and would disabuse me of 
all the suspicion against you and you would 
always retain Bengal for the Bengalis - 
Hindus and Mussulmans, intact by non-violent 
means, I am quite willing to act as your 
Honorary private secretary and live under 
your roof till Hindus and Muslims begin to 
live as brothers that they are”. 

Nirmal Kumar Bose, a close associate of 
Gandhi, commented on this historic meeting 
after 18 years, much before 1971. The fears 
expressed by Suhrawardy and Hasan were 
proved right.  

There was a total domination of West 
Pakistan over East Pakistan in all important 
spheres like trade and employment. Bose 
praised the two Bengali Muslim leaders for 
clearly comprehending the ill effects of 
partition on Bengal and cautioned both the 
Muslims and the Hindus but unfortunately 
the leadership at the time did not accept the 
warning. Maulana Azad had predicted that 
no nation could sustain only on a single 
religious identity. Pakistan was dismembered 
into two in 1971.

Foreign direct investment requires 
not just the cross-border transfer 
of money. It also requires a move 
of personnel and equipment to 

manage and supervise the investment. 
This is particularly the case for “greenfield” 
investment where a foreign investor builds 
manufacturing facilities in another country. 
When there is discord or disconnect 
between the flow of investment and that 
of personnel and equipment, investors 
find themselves on the horns of a dilemma. 

That’s probably what went through the 
corporate minds of LG Energy Solution 
and Hyundai Motor, two large Korean 
companies, when 317 Korean workers 
setting up their joint battery production 
plant in Georgia were arrested and detained 
by US authorities on Sept. 4 because of 
alleged violations of immigration rules 
concerning the visa waiver program (ESTA) 
and visitor’s visas (B-1). While the workers 
were later released and returned to Korea 
via a chartered flight on Sept. 12, the 
incident has quickly emerged as yet another 
stumbling block between the two countries 
struggling to finalize tariff deals and 

investment plans. 
Seoul has been the largest investor in 

the United States since 2023. It has also 
pledged to invest $350 billion in the United 
States in its "reciprocal" tariff framework 
deal with Washington on July 30. Korean 
companies also promised an 
additional $150 billion in 
investment in America at the 
Korea-US summit on Aug. 25. 
The Sept. 4 arrest and detention 
could not have come at a more 
awkward time or in a more 
dramatic way. 

The Georgia incident shows 
the fragility of “economic security” deals. 
Unlike traditional trade and investment 
deals between states, which are consummated 
through multiyear, pan-governmental, 
line-by-line negotiations, economic security 
package settlements are arguably prone 
to quick, top-down decision-making to 
troubleshoot pending problems. Package 
deals are sometimes struck without 
necessary coordination among domestic 
agencies or without contemplating domestic 
regulatory adjustment. At times, deals are 

made first without mentioning contradictory 
domestic legislation. These deals, though 
much touted, then stand on thin ice. If 
matters come to that, business activities 
of foreign investors pursuant to “economic 
security” package deals become vulnerable 

to a myriad of unharmonized domestic 
regulations. Labor, environment, 
consumer protection, workplace safety, 
competition, sanitary inspection, 
immigration and taxation, to name a 
few, present regulatory hurdles at 
every step of the way in business. 
Unless told otherwise or put on notice, 
respective agencies and authorities 

will simply implement their work with a 
siloed mentality. Under these circumstances, 
foreign companies making investments 
in the country will face a wall of uncertainty. 
They have to undertake business activities 
because of the state-to-state deals, but 
they don’t know what all the individual 
federal and local agencies will tell them in 
the field. I think this is probably what 
happened in Georgia. 

So, domestic regulatory alignment is a 
prerequisite in pushing ahead with projects 

of economic security. Company relocation, 
expansion of investment, employee hiring, 
sourcing shift and supply chain reformulation 
cannot move forward properly without 
such alignment. In many countries, a 
divide between top-level decision makers 
and working-level regulators is visible. 
With the split in place, it may be just a 
matter of time before any economic security 
agreement on whatever topic fizzles out 
when an agency comes up with its own 
regulatory mandates, which are either 
outdated for a new economic landscape 
or uncoordinated with a national plan 
because of a lack of time or process. 

If anything, domestic regulation is 
becoming tighter and tighter in sectors 
both old and new. As much as the economic 
security discourse involves the invitation 
and expansion of specific foreign investment, 
ensuing steps need to be taken in order 
to facilitate and hopefully protect the 
investment. Good faith promises from 
those in the highest echelon of a government 
are not questionable when they finalize 
a deal with their counterpart from another 
country.

Stubble 
Sir, This refers to the report ‘Consider 

arrests, strict action to curb stubble burning’ 
(September 18). 

The Supreme Court has floated the 
possibility of prosecuting farmers, caught 
setting fire to their fields, to prepare for 
winter sowing or rabi crop. Stubble burning 
is a major contributor to air pollution in 
Delhi, UP, Punjab and Haryana, in October 
and November, when the monsoon has 
receded and adverse meteorological conditions 
trap toxic emissions from vehicles, industry, 
garbage burning and agricultural waste.  

The creation of the Commission for Air 
Quality Management (CAQM), a central 
body with the power to reach out across the 
borders of Punjab, Haryana, Delhi, UP and 
Rajasthan, was a positive step and an 
acknowledgement that air pollution in one 
State cannot be tackled without the cooperation 
of others. However, the 4-year-old statutory 

body has failed to exercise its powers in a 
manner that is independent of political 
pressure.  

In the absence of a clear mechanism to 
evaluate and address an issue and being 
bullied by political repercussions, it’s not 
surprising that suggestions to “jail farmers” 
to act as a deterrent, are being aired. While 
no citizen-farmer or industrialist can be 
considered to be above the law, creating 
better incentives, enforcing laws and being 

transparent about what is realistically 
achievable, are more advisable steps than 
‘sugar and whip’ approaches. 

Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra, 
Mohali, 19 September. 

 

Subtler play 
Sir,    Apropos “Sanctions gamble” published 

today, Donald Trump is often dismissed as 
brash and transactional, yet his pressure on 
India and Russia may be a subtler play. 
China’s energy lifeline to Moscow is beyond 
Washington’s leverage and scale, and makes 
Beijing untouchable. India, however, is 
dependent on discounted Russian crude 
yet deeply invested in Western defense and 
technology partnerships.  

 By pressing New Delhi, Trump is not 
necessarily seeking to slash India’s imports; 
rather, he is signaling on multiple fronts. To 
Moscow, he conveys that even its most 
reliable buyers cannot feel secure. To India, 

he reminds policymakers that strategic 
autonomy has limits when access to U.S. 
markets and technology is at stake. 

  For China, he may be biding time to get 
better leverage even as he extends concessions 
on Tik Tok and chips. This is the politics of 
manageable pressure: exerting influence 
where it won’t cause economic rupture but 
still unsettles adversaries and friends enough 
to underline American primacy . 

    Trump’s statecraft, however unorthodox, 
carries a purpose. And till now the super 
tariffs have not triggered inflation to alarm 
the US consumer. But time is running out 
for Trump. Two issues are worrying him: he 
was counting on a quicker end to the Ukraine 
war to give him more flexibility. And a wild 
Netanyahu is souring US equations with 
the Arab world. Trump may be good in 
economics but has little pretensions to the 
subtleties of deep politics. 

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 18 September.  

The discovery of a newborn buried alive in Uttar 
Pradesh is more than a shocking crime. It is a chilling 
reminder of how deeply entrenched gender prejudice 
continues to poison Indian society. The image of a tiny 

hand protruding from the earth, of an infant gasping for air as 
mud fills her mouth and nose, is a metaphor for how we treat 
millions of girls ~ pushed to the margins, silenced, and left to 
fight for survival from the moment of birth. 

India’s celebrated economic growth and urban modernity 
cannot mask the stubborn reality that a daughter is still often 
seen as a liability. Despite decades of campaigns and legislation, 
female foeticide remains widespread, aided by illegal 
sex-determination clinics.  

Where abortion is not an option, infanticide or abandonment 
follows. Each case may be presented as an isolated tragedy, but 
together they form a pattern of systemic violence against girls, 
one that transcends caste, religion, and region. 

The economic rationale offered by many families ~ that sons 
inherit property, provide for aging parents, and carry on the 
family name ~ has become a deadly social script. Daughters are 
still linked to dowry costs and diminished status.  

Laws against dowry and prenatal sex testing exist on paper, 
but enforcement is patchy, and social norms often override legal 
deterrence. When a community silently accepts the disposal of 
a baby girl as unfortunate but understandable, it signals that 
the real crime is to be born female. 

Changing this requires more than police action or hospital 
care. It demands a transformation in how we value life itself. 
Government schemes that offer financial incentives for raising 
daughters can help, but they are not enough.  

We need sustained education campaigns that challenge 
patriarchal traditions, stronger local surveillance of 
sex-determination practices, and swift prosecution of offenders. 
Equally important is the role of community leaders, teachers, 
and religious figures in shifting the moral compass. 

This incident should also force urban India to confront its 
own complicity. It is easy to condemn rural villagers while 
ignoring the quiet discrimination in middle-class homes: the 
celebration of a son’s birth, the subtle disappointment when a 
girl arrives, the differential investment in education and 
nutrition. Prejudice thrives not only where it is violent, but also 
where it is polite. Every rescued child is a fleeting miracle, but 
miracles cannot substitute for justice. Only sustained social 
reform can prevent the next newborn from becoming a victim 
of buried prejudice. 

A society that buries its daughters cannot claim progress. 
Rescuing one child from a shallow grave is heroic, but true 
victory will come only when no child needs to be rescued  
at all. Until every birth is welcomed, every life protected, and 
every girl given the same chance to flourish, the cries from 
beneath the soil will continue to haunt the conscience of  
this nation. 

Invisible  Predator 

Buried  Truths 

To avoid the ill effects of Bengal’s 
partition Suhrawardy 
proposed to Gandhi that 
instead of dividing India into 
two, it should be divided into 
three, India, Pakistan and a 
United Bengal. Hasan met 
Gandhi to prepare the ground 
for a discussion with 
Suhrawardy. He told Gandhi 
that if India was divided into 
two, Pakistan also would have to 
be divided into two, West and 
East Pakistan. He stated that 
religion united the Bengali 
Muslims with those in West 
Pakistan but there were wide 
differences between the two 
groups in food habits, social 
interaction, culture, and 
language. There were no 
common points. Added to this, 
was a suspicion that West 
Pakistanis would dominate 
over East Pakistanis which was 
unacceptable to the Bengalis 
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News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
The scope given to the inquiry into the 

mines at Home promises an investigation of 
real  value,  but one that can scarcely be 
adequately made in the time at disposal. It 
ranges from the nationalisation of mines to 
such matters as diseases and housing. At a 
first glance indeed it would seem to cover 
most of the social problems that affect industry 
in its every branch. There is little hope, 
considering the temper of the miners, that 
the Committee will be able to produce either 
an unanimous report or one that will be 
generally accepted. The most promising field 
of investigation is probably that of the utilization 
of coal in some form other than the crude 
burning of the mined product. Yet it is in 
regard to the value of such a change that the 
miners will be most difficult to convince for 
them the economical use of coal has always 
appeared as the prelude to wide unemployment 
in the industry. 

AUSTRALIA’S TEST ELECTION 
Mr. Bruce On Choice 
Of Government 
Melbourne, Sept. 

The Australian Premier, Mr. S. M. Bruce in 
the course of a statement on the present 
elections, declares that they will rank high in 
the history of Australia, as they involve the 
most far-reaching issues ever submitted to 
the country. Australia will be called upon to 
decide whether it should be governed by 
parliament or by irresponsible extremists. 
The Commonwealth electoral Officer predicts 
that 90 per cent of the people will go to the 
poll in consequence of the enactment on 
compulsory voting, and says that every effort 
is being made to confine the strike to the 
narrowest limits in view of the elections, in 
order to allow the Unions to concentrate on 
the political fight. Meanwhile, though shipowners 
have announced their readiness to confer with 
the seamen’s representatives, as suggested 
by Mr. Charlton, the Labour leader, the Executive 
of  the striking seamen has rejected Mr. 
Charlton’s proposal, and refuses to negotiate 
until all the imprisoned men are released.—Reuter. 

 

COMMUNIST OFFENSIVE 
Object of the Seamen’s 
Strike 
London, Sept. 

Mr. F. C. Allen, Chairman of the Shipping 
Federation, in a long statement declares that 
the “so - called seamen’s strike is really a 
reconnaissance in force in connexion with 
the general Communist offensive by direct 
action against the existing order of society.” 
He emphasizes that no protest against the 
agreement for the wages reduction of July 3, 
was made until August 12, and asserts that 
the leaders of agitation are nearly all avowed 
Communists, very few being seamen. Their 
principal weapon is terrorism, and he exhorts 
the Government of Britain and the Dominions 
to take measures to enable men to carry out 
t h e i r  l aw f u l  avo c a t i o n s  u n d e r  a g r e e d 
conditions.—Reuter. 

 

SIR RONALD MACLEAY 
Minister to China 
leaves London 
London, Sept. 

Sir Ronald Macleay, British Minister to 
China, with Lady Macleay, the Hon. Sydney 
Peel and Mr. B. C. Newton, British delegation 
to China and Mr. H. Morris, the owner of the 
Derby winner Manna left Southempton on 
board the Canadian Pacific liner “Empress of 
Scotland,” which arrived from Hamburg last 
night. The steamer was in no way delayed by 
the seamen's strike, and sailed to schedule 
time.—Reuter. 

 

MR. SAKLATVALA 
Protest Against  
U. S. Ban 
London, Sept. 

Addressing a crowded meeting at Battersea 
Town Hall, Mr. Saklatvala protested against 
the United States ban on his visit, and declared 
that he adhered to every word that he had 
spoken. —Reuter. 

ACROSS 
 

1    Government-

funded body gives 

Dame Mary 

reduced work  

(6) 

4    Centrally heated 

room mostly being

used for 

procreation (2,4) 

8    The bloke s right-

wing past (7)

9    Killer stalks 

Frenchman in 

Spanish location 

(7) 

11  Yankee separates 

two poets with 

identical cuts in 

brawl  

(10) 

12  Top bishop has 

Father Ted 

defrocked (4) 

13  Stroke stomach 

before beginning 

on legs (5) 

14  One of Elgar s 

variations 

incorporated into 

finale and added 

to (8) 

16  Holy man bores 

posh couples on 

the next floor (8) 

18  Bread making 

instruments (5) 

20  Type of music club 

(4) 

21  Dotty made love in 

Doha ending early 

phase of chastity 

(10) 

23  Lively old air, 

inspiring finale of 

Beethoven s ninth?  

(7) 

24  Ruddy German 

after making  

U-turn tailgates 

German car, I hear 

(7) 

25  Government, say, 

obstructs the 

return of Arab 

ruler (6) 

26  Revolutionary part 

of Ptolemaic 

astronomy  

(6) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Split leftover 

capital (5) 

2    Anoint a Byzantine 

lady (7) 

3    Serviceman 

captures a foul-

mouthed 

nationalist  

(9) 

5    Slender king s 

figure (5) 

6    Old stager is a 

cavalryman? 

Sounds like it  

(7) 

7    Dicky perished 

after 

overwhelming 

century breaks  

(9) 

10  Wife s so nimble 

during dance 

movement  

(6,3) 

13  A saucer, perhaps 

from Ganymede? 

(9) 

15  America supports 

strike on Prince 

Edward Island  

(9) 

17  Giving a name to 

bird and fish 

 (7) 

19  One lacking belief 

is given dabs of 

accessories to 

armed robbery  

(7) 

21  Singular lame gags 

after raising a 

stink (5) 

22  Architectural 

feature in Kosovo 

location  

(5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9

10

11 12

13 14 15

16 17 18 19

20 21 22

23 24

25 26

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

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

S O U T H Y O R K S H I R E

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

Last SaturdayÊs Solution

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

Front page of The Statesman  
on 22 September, 1925

It takes genius,”  said  GK 
Chesterton, an author I greatly 
admire and ferociously disagree 
with, “to see the obvious.” If 

the truth of that is not obvious to 
you, try listening in utter silence to 
your most unpleasant colleague or 
least reasonable neighbour for 
fifteen minutes. It will do as well if 
you listen for double the period to 
your most intemperate daughter. 

I am trying to see what obvious 
truths I have missed now that I 
am in the unprecedented situation 
of being in the advanced stage of 
an unrelenting affliction, cancer. 
Anybody gruntling through an 
implacable disease will sometimes 
find, thanks to modern medicine, 
a sudden oasis of relief, a day or 
two when one is in relative peace 
or  comfor t .  That  oasis,  I  am 
beginning to find as I cope with 
carcinoma, represents a devilish 
dilemma. That day or two of relief 
is often so unexpected and feels 
so wonderful that I feel I can 
write again, edit again, and finally 
get to read the pile of books I 
have gathered on my desk. 

At the same time, that day or 
two of remission feels so rare and 
precious a gift, I feel like doing 
nothing, just sitting in the morning 
sun, sipping a cup of tea and 
breathing the fresh air wafting 
across the porch. The time seems 
so placid, so esoteric that it feels 

like I waste my time if I do anything 
other than breathe peacefully and 
look joyfully at the quiet, bright, 
beautiful world around me. 

That is the devilish dilemma 
of an earnest person who wants 
to do and deliver and also to live 
and be joyous: a man who wants 
both to achieve or to enjoy. 

My life is full of surprises. The 
first session of chemotherapy – 
practically the first step in my 
steady submergence in an oceanic 
treatment field – began peacefully 
but tail-ended in an aftermath of 
abstinence: I didn’t feel like eating 
or drinking anything, but simply 
slept fitfully. If that was a surprise, 
Jane, my wife, sprang a larger 
one. 

S h e  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t ,  a t  t h e 
conclusion of my second session 
of chemotherapy, I should move 
to her home where she could keep 
an eye on me. Jane lives in a large, 
magnif icent house on Daniel 
Island, a charming part of Charleston. 
The last time we lived in the same 
home was more than twenty years 
ago. 

I like quiet and I love the quiet 
charm of the room she has chosen 
for me. It spills into the living 
room with a sprawling sofa and 
walks into a bright porch with a 
view of the lawn and several 
palms. I read the news there and 
wait for Jane to bring eggs-and-toast 

with a large mug of Indian style 
sweet tea. She is the perfect hostess 
and most gracious spouse. 

Jane lets me keep my own hours. 
When I wake, I amble to the porch, 
invariably to find Jane already 
there,  sipping her coffee and 
working on her laptop. She gets 
me tea and some fruits as I start 
scanning the headlines on my 
iPhone. I love the large screened 
porch, the cool morning breeze 
coming through the screen and 
touching my sheared head as I 
ponder the latest horrors in Gaza 
and Kyiv. Jane wonders if I need 
another cup of tea; as I nod, she 
gets up to provide and a sudden 
but gentle brush of morning rain 
brushes my head. 

I am comfortable, very comfortable 
on Daniel Island, in a cozy room 
with two large windows and a 
sizable bed, at a reasonable distance 
from the road where I can barely 
hear passing cars. Jane checks 
on me, has a cup of brew ready 
before I can ask for it, makes sure 
the temperature is one that agrees 
with me. 

These are the three to five good 
days that intervene between the 
r e l a t i ve l y  d a r k  d ays  o f  t h e 
c h e m o t h e r a p y  a n d  i t s  s t a r k 
aftermath and the onset of the 
next session. This is the phase of 
the devilish dilemma when I am 
tossed between the resolution to 

do something worthwhile, to study, 
to make notes or answer calls, to 
write – or to just rest and relax 
and savour the beauty of the day. 

This afternoon I submit without 
a thought to the gentle persuasion 
of my ravaged body and drift into 
a quiet siesta. Then there is a 
quiet, gentle hand on my brow. I 
try to sit up. “No, Daddy, you rest,” 
says Lina, “I just came from the 
airport. I’ll be here for a week, 
working online. I wanted to spend 
some time with you.” 

My heart pounds. There is no 
dilemma. I don’t have to choose 
between work and rest, writing 
and sleeping. My beloved daughter 
has crossed the country to be 
near me. The dusk is expending 
its last light through the shaded 
window, but the light is bright in 
my heart. My lovely, loving daughter 
is with me. It is a deific delivery. 

 
 

(The writer is a US-based international development 
advisor and had worked with the World Bank. He can 
be reached at mnandy@gmail.com)
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AI, branding will need 
a human connection
CHAITANYA K. PRASAD  
 

As we approach the last 
quarter of 2025, there is 
a need felt to map some 
of the transformative touch 

points that have influenced the 
journey of change and transformation 
in the last three quarters. This year 
has not just been about the rapid 
rise of new technologies, but also 
about how these technologies are 
reshaping social, cultural, and 
economic ecosystems. 

The branding industry, in particular, 
stands at the crossroads of disruption 
and reinvention. 2025 has witnessed 
the impact of the “Disruptive Change” 
across Critical Institutions, Stakeholders, 
Policies, Processes and Outreach. 
In reality today, Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) has become the “Cutting Edge 
for Transformation, Innovation, 
Creativity within the global, regional 
and national architecture”. The 
impact of AI is deep and diverse. 
As a phenomenon it has impacted 
the concept of ideation, management 
and dissemination, created curiosity 
for investors and investment and 
has positioned data management, 
data analytics the algorithm syndrome 
and the  accompanying blitzkrieg 
at the nerve center of policy and 
decision making. 

Machine Learning has become 
the mantra and tool for success. 
Branding dynamics and experience 
have undergone 360° changes. A 
new language of interface, interaction 
and exchange has developed between 
personalized driven chat boxes and 
consumers.  Immersive brand 
experience has become the new 
tool of the understanding, visualization, 
knowledge and perception framework. 
AI as a process and facilitator has 

created a niche for consumer 
understanding and preferences. 
The response is instant, proactive; 
we may call it the “AI induced 
instant noodle phenomenon”. AI 
has  enhance d the scop e of 
decision-making tools by introducing 
diverse language models. This has 
led strategists to debate as to whether 
a  new form of  “C onne ct  and 
interconnect” is appearing in the 
ecosystem of Campaigns, Creativity, 
Customers  and Audiences 
Segmentation. 

In 2025, conversational AI has 
revolut ionize d how brands 
communicate with their audiences. 
These aren't soulless, pre-programmed 
interactions; today's AI-powered 
conversational tools are nuanced 
and context-aware. They respond 
to emotional cues, adapting their 
tone and recommendations in real 
time. This evolution has transformed 
what were once transactional 
interactions into rich, personalised 
dialogues. 

Voice AI takes this a step further, 
adding a sensory layer to brand 
interactions. Experts predict that 
AI-generated voices will soon be 
able to adjust dynamically, sounding 
more empathetic during stressful 
moments or more energizing during 
morning interact ions.  These 
advancements create opportunities 
for brands to develop consistent 
yet adaptable voices, capable of 
fostering deeper emotional connections 
with consumers. 

While no one denies the push 
factor of AI within the branding 
arena, the question being raised is 
whether brand profile, management 
and imaging have become fragile 
and over-dependent on tools? Are 
AI chat bots spoiling human ingenuity, 

creat ivity  and thinking? Wil l 
over-focused and tech driven branding 
lead to more revenues, advertising 
push and genuine thought driven 
creativity? The challenge in the 
days to come will be whether we 
need to redefine the contours wherein 
we see better AI and human insightful 
collaboration. Branding as a process 
still requires a “Sixth Sense” to feel 
and perceive, which no computational 
algorithm can replace. 

Despite AI's prowess in data 
processing, there are some things 
it simply cannot replicate. Emotional 
nuance and cultural intuition, 
hallmarks of great storytelling, 
remain deeply human qualities. 
Branding thrives on narratives that 
resonate with audiences on a visceral 
level, and while AI can assist in 
generating content, it cannot fully 
grasp the subtleties of humour, 
nostalgia, or cultural symbolism. 
This is where human ingenuity will 
continue to shine. Brands that 
succeed in this era of AI-driven 
efficiency will be those that foster 
symbiotic partnerships between 
machine intelligence and human 
creativity. Think of branding as a 
layered cake: AI may handle the 
foundational sponge, data, logistics, 
and personalization, but it's human 
creativity that adds the vibrant 
frosting and carefully places the 
cherry on top. The challenge will 
be in deciding whether to prioritise 
the cherry or the cream, or balance 
both elements harmoniously. 

According to the EY Reimagine 
and Reinvent Report, AI is driving 
significant transformation in industries 
like media and entertainment (M&E), 
reshaping content creation, distribution, 
and audience engagement. Companies 
are using AI to forecast consumption 

trends, optimize production, and 
deliver personalized experiences 
across platforms, embedding branding 
into every step of the customer 
journey. The report stresses that 
while AI offers vast opportunities, 
success will depend on balancing 
innovation with ethical practices 
addressing data privacy, algorithmic 
bias, and transparency to maintain 
consumer trust. True leaders will 
strategically leverage AI to enhance 
their core values, ensuring branding 
remains b o th innovative and 
emotionally compelling. 

Ultimately, the future of branding 
isn't about dazzling consumers with 
flashy tech. It's about using technology 
to enhance what truly matters: 
human conne ct ion.  AI  offers 
unparalleled opportunities for 
personalization and efficiency, but 
it's up to businesses to wield these 
tools with integrity and purpose. 
Brands that rise to this challenge 
will be those that stay curious, 
creative, and, above all, authentic. 

In a world saturated with noise, 
the brands that stand out will be 
the ones telling stories worth 
remembering, stories that reflect 
not only technological innovation 
but also the timeless art of human 
connection. 

And if the last year is any indicator, 
the strongest brands will not simply 
embrace AI as a tool, but use it as 
a bridge to amplify empathy, deepen 
trust, and bring humanity back into 
focus, even amidst rapid technological 
disruption. The lesson for leaders 
is clear: machines may set the 
rhythm, but it is human imagination 
that writes the melody. Only when 
the two perform in harmony will 
branding achieve its highest purpose, 
building communities, shaping 
cultures, and leaving behind stories 
that endure long after the algorithms 
change. 

 
 (The writer is a former civil Servant who writes 
on cinema and strategic communication. Inputs 
were provided by Zoya Ahmad and Vaishnavie 
Srinivasan. Views are personal.)



DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

In the corridors of education, where chalk dust mingles
with dreams and every lesson carries the potential to shape
a future, one expects merit, dedication, and integrity to
reign supreme. Yet behind the closed doors of staffrooms,
another force quietly thrives — school politics. Subtle but
corrosive, it undermines the careers of even the 
most hardworking teachers and chips away at the
dignity of the profession. 

For many educators, the classroom is sacred ground.
They pour countless hours into preparing lessons, design-
ing assignments, and nurturing children to discover their
potential. The joy of watching a hesitant learner grow into
a confident achiever is what fuels their perseverance. But
too often, their devotion remains unnoticed when pro-
motions, recognition, or responsibilities are dictated not

by merit but by alliances, favouritism, and shifting net-
works. In such an environment, hard work becomes a silent
struggle rather than a celebrated virtue. The damage
caused by politics in schools is rarely explosive, but its
effects are relentless. A teacher who dares to innovate may
find her methods dismissed — not because they fail stu-
dents, but because they disrupt the comfort of those unwill-
ing to change. 

A colleague who labours tirelessly for student compe-
titions may see someone better connected walk away with
the credit. Gossip and whispered rivalries seep through
staffrooms like ink on blotting paper, corroding reputa-
tions that took years to build. These battles are not fought
openly but through quiet exclusions and subtle manoeu-
vres that slowly wear teachers down.

The tragedy deepens when we realise that the conse-
quences extend far beyond individuals.Every time a ded-
icated teacher is sidelined, demoralised, or forced to leave,
students lose a mentor who might have transformed their
lives. A classroom suffers when the teacher standing at
the front carries not only lesson plans but also the weight
of political manoeuvrings. 

Innovation is stifled, mediocrity takes root, and schools
— meant to symbolise fairness and learning — turn into
arenas of petty power struggles. Many stories circulate of
educators who entered teaching brimming with zeal and
vision, eager to introduce creative practices, only to dis-

cover that their enthusiasm unsettled the system. Some
dim their brilliance just to “fit in,” while others grow weary
and walk away. Both outcomes represent a profound loss
— not just for the teachers themselves but for generations
of students who could have thrived under their guidance.

Favouritism is often at the heart of this culture, where
personal loyalty outweighs qualifications and competence.
Senior roles are handed to those who curry favour, not
those who earn respect. 

The result is resentment, division, and suspicion.
Instead of being united by the mission of education, teach-
ers find themselves split into camps, focused more on sur-
vival than on teaching.

The noble purpose of education is eclipsed by small rival-
ries, and the cost of this dysfunction is immense. If schools
are to reclaim the dignity of teaching, they must embrace
fairness and transparency.

Merit must matter more than connections; collabora-
tion must replace cliques. Such reforms demand courage,
but the alternative is grim — a system where those entrust-
ed with shaping young minds are themselves stifled. At
its core lies a simple truth: when politics thrives in schools,
it is not only teachers’ careers that are damaged but the
very future of education that is put at risk.
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cal automatic refunds, and stability will
create increased investment opportunities.
These reforms will aid India’s progress
towards becoming a global manufacturing
hub.

The Indian economy has been moving
forward strongly due to continuous econom-
ic reforms undertaken by the Narendra
Modi government. Recently released data
from the National Statistics Office show
that the Consumer Price Index-based retail
inflation rate is at its lowest level in the past
eight years, mainly due to declining food
prices. Additionally, favourable monsoon
conditions and good sowing of the Kharif
crop signal further stability. 

On 14 August, S&P (Standard and Poor’s)
Global Ratings upgraded India to the BBB
investment-grade category after 18 years —
the last upgrade was in 2007. 

This clearly indicates that investing in
India’s economy is currently safe, as mone-
tary policy is investment-friendly and attract-
ing investors.

The BBB rating means India is capable of
meeting its debt and financial obligations,
but financial pressures and policy chal-
lenges remain. BBB indicates economic and
political stability, though external shocks
such as global recession, volatile oil prices,
or current account deficit could have an
impact. Higher ratings such as A or AA are

considered more reliable. International
investors and fund managers interpret the
BBB rating as a signal that India is investable
but with somewhat higher risks.

A higher rating improves prospects for
foreign investment and cheaper credit,
while a downgrade to the “junk” category
weakens investor confidence. For compari-
son, China holds an A+ rating, which falls into
the upper tier of the A-grade and reflects a
more reliable and stable economy compared
to India. The United States is rated AA+, rep-
resenting one of the most stable and trust-
worthy economies globally. Pakistan, on the
other hand, has a B- rating, which is consid-
ered “speculative grade” or “junk,” indicat-
ing potential repayment difficulties and
high risk for investors. 

The lowest rating, “D,” signifies that a
country has defaulted on its financial oblig-
ations and has stopped servicing most of its
debt.The decision of the GST Council to dis-
continue the 12 per cent and 28 per cent rates
and reduce the tax rate of more than 500
goods, following the Prime Minister’s call
from the Red Fort to reduce GST rates, will
boost demand for consumer goods in the
domestic market, thereby accelerating indus-
trial growth. In particular, this will aid the
expansion of micro, small, and medium
enterprises and also serve as an important
factor in employment generation.

Editor’s

After the tariff shock comes the visa jolt. As Trump tariffs
disrupted Indian industry, the Trump visa fee hike will have a
negative impact on India’s thriving IT industry, which relies
heavily on servicing US firms. The message is clear — though
Trump has good friendly relations with Prime Minister Modi,
he is no friend of India. He is deliberately trying to
destabilise the Indian economy, one step at a time, to push
India into a subservient position where it would be able to
dictate terms.

President Donald Trump’s decision to hike H-1B visa fees to
an unprecedented $100,000 has sent shockwaves through
India’s technology sector. For decades, the H-1B programme
has been a lifeline for Indian IT professionals, enabling them
to work in the United States, contribute to global innovation,
and remit hard earned dollars back home. But with this steep
barrier, the very foundation of India’s IT services model —
built on skilled manpower exports — faces a direct blow. The
impact is not limited to individuals. Companies like Infosys,
TCS, Wipro, and HCL, which rely heavily on sending Indian
engineers to service global clients, will find it unsustainable.
Many young professionals harbouring American dream will
see doors closing abruptly. For the US, the move may serve
political rhetoric around protecting domestic jobs, but the
reality is that American tech giants themselves depend on
Indian talent.

This moment of disruption coincides with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s renewed pitch for ‘Atmanirbharta’ (self-
reliance). Speaking in Gujarat, Modi declared that India’s
biggest enemy is its dependence on other nations. His words
— “whether it’s chips or ships, we must make them in India”—
carry deeper meaning in light of Trump’s decision. The H-1B
visa hike has exposed India’s vulnerability. When the policies
of another country can alter the life trajectories of lakhs of
Indians  and the fortunes of billion-dollar firms overnight, it
is a signal that course correction is overdue.

A way forward lies in bold, multi-pronged action. First,
India must strengthen its domestic technology ecosystem so
that world-class jobs are created within its borders, reducing
the lure of foreign postings. Indian IT firms must shift their
business model from labour export to intellectual property
creation — building products, platforms, and services that the
world consumes. Deeper ties with alternative markets—
Europe, Southeast Asia, Africa — can diversify risks and reduce
over-dependence on the US. For Indian professionals, this
setback should also be reframed as an opportunity. Instead of
chasing distant dreams, the next frontier of innovation may
be built in Bengaluru, Hyderabad, or Pune. If India invests in
infrastructure, education, and entrepreneurship, it can
become not just the world’s back office, but its innovation
hub. The challenge now is to transform this adversity into a
springboard for India’s next growth chapter.

The steep hike in H-1B visa fees by the US has come as
a jolt for Indian techies. It is time to look beyond the
US and strengthen ourselves through self-reliance

US visa blow 
to Indian IT

America risks innovation decline
The Trump administration’s decision to impose a
staggering annual fee of $100,000 per H-1B petition has
caused deep concern in the global technology and ser-
vices sector. Although promoted as a way to “protect
American jobs” and generate revenue, the measure dis-
proportionately affects Indian professionals, who con-
stitute more than seventy per cent of H-1B beneficia-
ries. In the short term, both Indian IT firms and US tech-
nology giants will face difficulties, with many likely to
freeze recruitment, relocate jobs overseas, or transfer
costs to consumers. Thousands of Indian engineers
working in Silicon Valley could see their career oppor-
tunities suddenly curtailed.

Over the long run, however, this move could prove
damaging to the US itself. High-skilled immigrants have
historically formed the backbone of America’s innova-
tion. Studies show nearly half of US unicorn start-ups
have at least one immigrant founder. By pricing out
foreign talent, Washington risks weakening its own tech-
nological leadership and inadvertently bolstering
innovation ecosystems in India, Canada, and Europe.
The United States was built by immigrants. Curbing
talent inflows through punitive fees may undermine the
very edge that has kept America globally competitive.

GOPALASWAMY J | CHENNAI

Lessons from Gen-Z protests
The editorial “Gen Z Revolutions: Outburst or Change?”
(The Pioneer, September 20, 2025) fairly analysed the
psychology behind youth protests in South Asia. It rightly
observed that India’s socio-political conditions are dif-
ferent from those of neighbouring countries such as Sri
Lanka, Bangladesh, Nepal, and Pakistan, barring a few
similarities. Our democracy, though tested during the
Internal Emergency, has remained resilient. I recall
Indira Gandhi often warning of a “foreign hand.” Though
dismissed at the time as a political cliché, her concerns
now appear less baseless when seen in retrospect. She
may indeed have had intelligence inputs about extra-
constitutional attempts to destabilise the republic.

In India, however, a pan-national youth uprising
remains improbable due to our cultural diversity, lin-
guistic multiplicity, vast geography, robust economy,
reliable Defence Forces, and effective law and order
machinery. 

As the editorial pointed out, India sustains a resilient
democracy, regular elections, and strong Constitutional
institutions. These inspire confidence across society,
including among the youth. Some demagogues attempt
to sow distrust for political gain, but Indian youth remain
politically wise. 

BICHU MUTTATHARA | PUNE

Power shifts in technology
Two decades ago, in 2005, Intel, then the titan of chips
in Silicon Valley, had contemplated acquiring a fledg-
ling startup—NVIDIA. That deal never materialised, but
history’s irony is striking: the once-toddler company
NVIDIA now possesses the financial and technological
strength to overshadow Intel, which had once been its
predator.

The scope of technology to transcend imagination
is evident in today’s news that NVIDIA is taking a $5
billion stake in a troubled Intel. This transaction is more
than a market move; it is a parable demonstrating that
power and status are ephemeral.

This inversion is not unique to semiconductors. In avi-
ation, Boeing once dwarfed Airbus, only to face fierce
competition and some dependence on the European
consortium. In finance, banks that had previously bailed
out struggling hedge funds later needed capital from
those very funds to survive. In geopolitics, empires that
had commanded colonies now rely on them for
markets, manpower, or innovation.

No dominance is permanent in domains where inno-
vation, capital, and timing intersect. Disruption spares
no hierarchy, and hubris is often destined to be
humbled over time.

R NARAYANAN | MUMBAI
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On the occasion of Independence Day, 15
August 2025, the Prime Minister, while address-
ing the nation from the ramparts of the his-
toric Red Fort, announced the proposed eco-
nomic reforms under GST 2.0. 

This proclamation made by the Prime
Minister was well received by the GST Council,
which, in its 56th meeting held on 3
September, approved the GST Reforms Bill (GST
2.0). It includes a reduction in GST tax slabs
from 5, 12, 18, and 28 per cent to 5 per cent and
18 per cent, thereby reducing the existing four
slabs to two, which will be effective from
September 22. 

It also includes numerous simplifications of
the tax structure. In this regard, the Ministry
of Finance has introduced a two-slab structure
(standard and merged) in place of the current
five-slab system of 0 per cent, 5 per cent, 12
per cent, 18 per cent, and 28 per cent, with only
a few selected goods being kept under special
rates. It is estimated that about 20 per cent of
items currently under the 12 per cent slab, such
as packaged food, beverages, textiles, hotel
services, and others, have been shifted to
either the 5 per cent or 18 per cent slabs. 

This could result in a short-term revenue
loss, but it is expected to stimulate domestic
industries and potentially boost the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of the country by 0.6-
0.7 per cent. The new GST slabs can stimulate
consumption, investment, employment, and
provide a much-needed push towards faster
economic growth. This will also help to
balance affordability, growth, and revenue,
and wi l l  prove to  be a  
pro-growth tax structure for the nation in the
long run. 

The most significant impact of this reform
will be an increase in consumer demand. With
lower GST rates, prices of essential and every-
day consumer goods will fall, thereby enhanc-
ing purchasing power and accelerating real
domestic demand. 

The special tax cuts will particularly affect
kitchen and non-durable goods, which will
provide a boost to the micro, small, and
medium enterprises (MSME) sector. The two-
slab model, revised input tax credit, and a less-
disputed framework will likely improve ease
of doing business and cash flow for MSMEs and
other enterprises. 

These comprehensive reforms will reduce
business costs and enhance the global com-
petitiveness of Indian goods, thus benefiting
the export sector in particular. Simplification
of the tax structure, exceptional technologi-

THE SPECIAL TAX
CUTS WILL

PARTICULARLY
AFFECT KITCHEN

AND NON-
DURABLE GOODS,

WHICH WILL
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Chalk, dedication, and the weight of favouritism

An elderly man and his grandson pick lotus flowers,  used  during the Durga
Puja, ahead  of the festival, in  West Bengal.
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The Election Commission of India

(ECI) has, regrettably, been in the

news for all the wrong reasons. It

now has no alternative but to

acknowledge its failures, correct

its course, and restore public

confidence in its ability to

manage the electoral process with

unimpeachable integrity.

The ECI cannot avoid

answering why it refused to

share crucial information relating

to the attempted fraud in

Karnataka’s Aland constituency —

particularly details concerning

“destination IP and destination

port” — when such data 

were essential to facilitate the

CID probe.

If the Commission was

genuinely disinterested, it should

have had no hesitation in parting

with these details. To appear to

side with or aid any political

formation in undermining the

electoral process is the worst

blow an institution of its stature

could deliver.

The Commission must maintain

constant vigilance against

tampering of electoral rolls

through fraudulent additions or

deletions. It must remain above

the competitive politics played by

parties and leave no room for

doubts about its neutrality.

Equally, personal attacks on

Rahul Gandhi — or indeed any

leader — cannot invalidate the

substantive issues raised to

safeguard democratic rights.

The ECI must ensure that

democracy does not become the

casualty of power struggles. It is

time for the people to remind the

ECI of its constitutional duty 

to preserve a fair and just

electoral system.

G DAVID MILTON | MARUTHANCODE
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year. The average American consumes
three to four times that. To remain within
1.5°C of warming, annual per-capita
carbon emissions must stay below 2.1
tonnes. The United States emits nearly 14.

Now multiply that excess by India’s 1.4
billion. What appears as ambition is actu-
ally delusion. To aspire to copy America
is to condemn both India and the planet.
Yet this mirage continues to shape our
aspirations, drilled into us by advertising,
policy, and culture alike.

The price of copying
This is why trade quarrels over tariffs, par-
ticularly cars, are not mere commercial
disputes. Each automobile imported
carries more than steel and rubber. It
imports a philosophy: that a person is
incomplete without purchase, that life
acquires meaning through horsepower,
that consumption alone can fill the void
within. The sale is not just of a machine,
but of a mythology.

And so the cycle repeats. Phones are
designed to feel obsolete within three
years, cars within five. Waste is market-
ed as progress, obsolescence as innova-
tion. GDP swells; the biosphere shrinks. It

is the economics of addiction.
What we parade as growth is, in truth,

liquidation. Like a company selling its last
assets to dress up quarterly profits, we are
liquidating the only deep asset we possess:
the planet. Forests, aquifers, soil, and bio-
diversity: all depleted, none accounted for.
Balance sheets never record what is lost;
they only record the illusion of gain.

The burden on the many
What does the ordinary citizen receive in
return for this miracle of growth? Air so
toxic that WHO’s safe standard of 5 micro-
grams per cubic metre is outstripped
twentyfold on a routine day. Rivers that
no longer quench but sicken. Heatwaves
that strike the marginalised first, floods
that drown the poor first. Meanwhile, the
true perpetrators, the wealthiest whose
consumption drives the emissions, will be
the last to suffer, and the least.

Is this development? Or simply exploita-
tion sold as progress?

Climate and GDP: not two
variables
Even those who argue for sacrificing the
climate to protect growth will soon dis-

cover that the trade-off is imaginary.
Climate and GDP are not separate
columns. Sacrifice the first, and the second
collapses. Crops fail, cities flood, infrastruc-
ture buckles, and the very basis of eco-
nomic activity disintegrates. GDP too
comes from human bodies living on a
stable Earth. When the planet burns, so
does the economy.

The crisis beneath the crisis
Why then does the myth endure? Because
the problem is not only material but
mental. We have confused consumption
with meaning. The “good life,” in our imag-
ination, is simply the American con-
sumer’s life. We may reject Western
culture as decadent, but we embrace its
consumption with zeal. That image has
sunk into us not just as a concept but as
a philosophy.

Here is where education has failed us
too. We train our brightest in manage-
ment, finance, and technology, but never
ask the most fundamental question: what
is life for? In the absence of that inquiry,
ambition defaults to consumption. “Earn
more to burn more” becomes the hidden
motto of civilisation. All our knowledge

and skill end up fuelling a bonfire of
desires.

The climate crisis, then, is ultimately a
crisis of education: indeed, a spiritual crisis.
We do not know who we are, so we try to
become someone else. We do not know
what life is for, so we imagine it must be
for consumption. And thus we consume
not only goods, but the Earth itself.

Towards clarity, not compromise
The question before us is not of a “middle
path” between reducing consumption and
becoming developed. There is no middle
path. There is only clarity.

Clarity about what development actu-
ally means: breathable cities, clean water,
public transport that works, schools a girl
can safely reach, villages with healthcare
and dignity. Clarity about ceilings: on
inequality, on per-capita emissions, on
lifestyles that trespass planetary limits.
Clarity that skyscrapers and bullet trains
are embellishments at best, not develop-
ment itself.

And clarity, too, that degrowth is not a
curse but a necessity. A modest shrinking
of wealthy economies is not a calamity but
a reprieve. A declining population in
Japan or Europe is not despair but relief.
Growth numbers that once reassured now
serve as warnings.

The image we must retire
All of this is plain enough. What blocks us
is not ignorance but image. We are
haunted by a postcard of the “good life,”
drilled into us by advertising and aspira-
tion. We have mistaken the picture for
destiny.

But forests do not regrow because
GDP rises. Ice does not remain solid at fifty
degrees because we believe it should. The
Earth does not bend to our desires.
Reality is not bound by our illusions.

The choice before us is stark but liber-
ating. We can continue worshipping
growth, mistaking depletion for pros-
perity, until both climate and economy col-
lapse together. Or we can redefine devel-
opment in saner terms: human dignity,
equality, liveable environments, and
restraint.

Growth as a measure once had its uses.
Growth as a compulsion is fatal. The future
will not be secured by those who consume
the most, but by those who have the clarity
to live with less, and the wisdom to see
that life’s worth is not measured in things.

It is time to retire the idol of endless
growth, before it retires us.

India, the world’s largest democracy, treats elec-
tions as more than a mechanism for transfer-
ring power — they are celebrated as a festival
of democracy. Millions of citizens exercise their
right to vote, shaping the trajectory of gover-
nance and asserting their collective voice. Yet,
beneath this celebratory veneer lies a pressing
challenge: the growing frequency of elections.
Holding elections at short intervals raises a crit-
ical question — are frequent elections truly
strengthening democracy, or are they slowing
down the nation’s progress?

India’s elections are among the most expen-
sive in the world. The recent Lok Sabha polls
alone cost nearly ̀ 1.35 trillion, covering only the
expenditure of the Election Commission. Once
the spending of political parties,
advertisements, rallies, and cam-
paigns is included, the total rises to
an estimated `5-7 trillion over five
years. For a developing nation, such
expenditure represents a severe financial strain.
One cannot help but imagine the transforma-
tive potential if even a fraction of these funds
were directed towards education, healthcare,
rural infrastructure, or agricultural reforms.

Equally disruptive is the repeated enforce-
ment of the Model Code of Conduct, which halts
developmental activities during election periods.
Infrastructure projects such as roads, bridges,
power plants, and water supply schemes are
often left incomplete or delayed for months.
Politicians frequently announce new initia-
tives near elections to woo voters, but many lose
momentum once the electoral fervour subsides.
These disruptions show that frequent elections
can act as a brake on India’s developmental
pace.

Conducting elections in a country as vast and
diverse as India is an immense logistical chal-
lenge. A single Lok Sabha election requires over
ten lakh polling stations and more than one
crore officials, including teachers, anganwadi
workers, health staff, and government employ-
ees. This diversion of human resources impacts
essential services — schools lose teaching days,
healthcare workers are pulled from critical
maternal and child welfare duties, and govern-
ment offices experience operational disruptions.
Over a five-year cycle, nearly 200 working days
are estimated to be lost due to election-related
responsibilities.

Campaigns generate mountains of posters,
banners, flex boards, and pamphlets. Massive

rallies rely on fleets of vehicles, helicopters, and
planes, emitting substantial carbon into the
atmosphere. At a time when the world grapples
with climate change, such pollution exacerbates
the crisis. Additionally, the non-biodegradable
waste from campaign materials clogs urban and
rural spaces alike, reminding us that the festi-
val of democracy comes with a hidden ecolog-
ical toll.

Frequent elections can also fuel social frag-
mentation. Instead of being contests of policies
and governance, elections often descend into
battles of caste, religion, and language. Repeated
electoral cycles intensify such polarisation,
undermining national unity and weakening
democracy’s ideal as a unifying force. Rather
than fostering a shared vision, elections some-
times deepen social divides.

Addressing these challenges requires more
than policy reform; it calls for social awareness,
particularly among India’s youth. Through
debates, seminars, street plays, human chains,
and youth parliaments, young citizens can
highlight the drawbacks of frequent elections
and advocate constructive reforms. Youth par-

liaments, for instance, demon-
strate how students can engage
seriously with governance issues,
reinforcing the idea that democra-
cy is a shared responsibility, not the

sole burden of politicians.
A promising solution gaining traction is the

concept of “One Nation, One Election.” By syn-
chronising Lok Sabha and state assembly elec-
tions, India could substantially reduce costs, min-
imise disruptions caused by the Model Code of
Conduct, and ensure governance continues
uninterrupted. 

While implementing this reform requires con-
stitutional and legal amendments, the long-term
benefits in efficiency, savings, and continuity
make it a solution worth pursuing.

Frequent elections, while a testament to
democratic vibrancy, impose undeniable costs
on the economy, governance, environment, and
society. 

Democracy must be preserved, but not at the
expense of development or public resources.
Simultaneous elections offer a path forward —
saving money, reducing institutional strain, and
strengthening democratic functioning. The
success of India’s democracy will be measured
not just by the act of voting but by how effec-
tively the nation deploys its resources to
improve lives. By embracing electoral reforms
in time, India can ensure its democracy remains
vibrant, sustainable, and future-ready.

India’s Ethanol Blended Petrol (EBP) programme
is widely regarded as one of the country’s most
successful energy transition initiatives. What
began as a strategy to blend ethanol with petrol
for mobility has now reached a milestone — India
has already met its 20 per cent blending target
(E20), well ahead of schedule. This accomplish-
ment not only strengthens India’s energy secu-
rity but also sets the stage for ethanol to play a
much broader role in the economy.

The next frontier lies beyond the transport
sector, with ethanol emerging as a
viable fuel for gensets, static engines,
and captive power applications. For
an industry audience, the question is
not whether ethanol works — it is
how quickly and efficiently it can be
integrated into new domains, supported by
policy, technology, and market economics.

From Policy Vision to Ground Reality
India’s ethanol blending journey has been a text-
book case of co-ordinated execution:
a)Ambitious targets with policy clarity -
Government set aggressive blending milestones,
creating demand certainty for producers.
b)Feedstock flexibility - Ethanol is now produced
from multiple sources including various streams
of sugar mill viz C and B molasses, sugarcane juice,
surplus rice, damaged food grains, and maize.
c) Capacity expansion - Distillery infrastructure
was scaled up with interest subvention schemes
and long-term procurement commitments by Oil
Marketing Companies (OMCs).
d)Market acceptance - Automobile OEMs devel-
oped and tested E20-compatible engines, ensur-
ing a smoother rollout.
The result: India achieved 20 per cent blending
in petrol in 2025, making it the third-largest
ethanol producer and consumer globally. 

Why Look Beyond Transportation?
While the mobility sector remains a major con-
sumer, non-transport applications are equally
important:
Energy  security: Diesel gensets consume millions
of litres of fuel annually. Ethanol can offset part
of this demand.
Carbon  reduction: Ethanol’s biogenic origin
reduces lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions.
Industrial  resilience: For sectors dependent on
continuous power — such as telecom, healthcare,
and data centres — ethanol-based gensets
provide a low-carbon backup alternative.

Rural  linkages: Using ethanol in agricultural
pumps or small engines directly connects local
energy needs with local agricultural output.
Technical Feasibility: What Studies Show
Research and pilot trials over the past decade
demonstrate ethanol’s compatibility with station-
ary engines:
Gasoline  gensets:  E100 (100 per cent Ethanol) in
spark ignition gensets have shown better efficien-
cy and lower emissions under controlled testing.
Diesel  gensets: Direct use is more complex due
to ethanol’s low cetane rating. However, ethanol-
diesel emulsions with additives have shown
promising results. In addition, co-firing ethanol
with diesel in stationary engines and boilers has
demonstrated potential to lower overall emis-
sions.
Captive  industrial  use: Distilleries already lever-
age ethanol by-products (spent wash, biogas) for
captive power, proving the circularity potential

of this sector.
The  bottom  line: ethanol is technical-
ly feasible for gensets and static
engines, but commercial scale-up
requires systematic interventions.

Key Challenges for Adoption
1.  Engine  Compatibility
a) Most gensets in India are diesel-based. Running
them on ethanol requires either conversion to
spark ignition, dual-fuel technology, or stable
emulsions.
b) Material compatibility is critical, as rubber and
other non-metal components must be suitable
for the ethanol blends being used.
2.  Fuel  Logistics  &  Storage
a) Ethanol’s classification in the Class A catego-
ry means dedicated storage and handling
systems are needed.
b) Supply chain reliability outside transport
blending must be assured.
3.  Economics
a) Delivered cost of ethanol vs diesel is a decid-
ing factor. Incentives, carbon credits, or lower GST
may be required to make ethanol competitive.

Lessons from EBP
The success of EBP highlights replicable elements:
Demand  signals: Just as OMC procurement
anchored blending, institutional buyers (e.g.,
telecom operators, large hospitals, data centres)
can anchor ethanol demand for gensets.
Standards  &  testing: BIS standards for ethanol
fuels and certification of ethanol-ready gensets
will boost market confidence.
Feedstock  diversification: Ensures stable supply
and protects against raw material price volatil-
ity.

Policy  incentives: Similar to OMC assured
pricing, industrial users need predictable econom-
ics to switch.
To unlock ethanol’s potential in gensets and static
engines, the following steps are crucial:

1.  Pilot  Projects
a)Roll out ethanol-based gensets in telecom
towers, hospitals, cold chain facilities, and data
centres where power reliability is critical.
b)Demonstration at scale will address perception
barriers.
2.  Flex-FFuel  Engine  Development
a) Collaborate with genset OEMs to launch
E100-ready spark ignition gensets and dual-fuel
diesel-ethanol models.
b) Standardise retrofit kits for small engines in
agriculture.
3.  Additive  Innovation
a) Support R&D for ethanol-diesel blends with
cetane improvers, stabilisers, and cold-start
enhancers.
b) This could enable wider use in compression
ignition engines.
4.  Cluster-BBased  Deployment
a) Prioritise industrial hubs near ethanol produc-
tion zones for captive ethanol-powered energy
solutions, lowering logistics costs.
5.  Policy  &  Incentives
a)Reduced GST on ethanol gensets, accelerated
depreciation benefits, and priority lending will
accelerate adoption.
b)Public procurement mandates (e.g., govern-
ment hospitals, rural electrification projects) can
provide the initial demand pull.
In the 3-7 year horizon, ethanol can realistically
power:
a) Backup gensets in commercial and institution-
al facilities.
b) Agricultural pumps in rural areas, linking
farmers directly to local ethanol supply.
a) Captive industrial energy in sectors such as
sugar, food processing, and chemicals, where
ethanol production and use can be integrated.

The EBP programme has demonstrated that
ethanol adoption is possible at national scale with
the right ecosystem. The next phase requires col-
laboration between distilleries, engine manufac-
turers, additive companies, and industrial buyers
to create a parallel success story in gensets and
static engines.
India has proven with EBP that ethanol can be
mainstreamed into national energy strategy. The
immediate opportunity now lies in extending
ethanol’s role beyond transportation. With tar-
geted pilots, supportive policies, and industry col-
laboration, ethanol can become a competitive
alternative to diesel in gensets and static engines.

For stakeholders, the message is clear: the
ethanol economy is not just about mobility
anymore - it is about building an integrated, multi-
sector energy ecosystem. Those who move
early will capture value in this emerging space.
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Each time GDP numbers are announced, the
country is asked to cheer. News anchors
beam, markets rise, and the political class pro-
claims that the nation is advancing. Growth
has been turned into a secular god: the
symbol of collective hope, the proof that
tomorrow will be better than today.

Yet beyond the statistics lies a harsher truth.
The air has grown poisonous, rivers undrink-
able, and inequality unbearable. The pyramid
of wealth has not only risen but sharpened,
its peak gleaming while its base sinks deeper
into deprivation. Since liberalisation, India’s
GDP has expanded, but so has inequality, to
the point that the country is now more
unequal than in the early decades after
Independence. Growth has become some-
thing of a pyramid scheme: dazzling for a few,
hollow for the many.

The idol of GDP
GDP alone cannot be a measure of develop-
ment. It is an aggregate of 150 crore lives, and
as an aggregate, it disguises more than it dis-
closes. At subsistence levels, income growth
does improve welfare: food, medicine, and
education matter. But beyond a modest
threshold, the curve flattens. A tenth car or
third villa adds little to well-being. What it
does add is an enormous ecological burden
that the poor, not the rich, are forced to bear.

The disparity is global. The top 1 per cent
emit nearly a quarter of all greenhouse
gases. The top 10 per cent contribute more
than half. The bottom 50 per cent, billions of
people, contribute barely 6-7 per cent. Yet it
is this half that suffers the most: from failed
monsoons, withering crops, and heatwaves
that kill in the fields. When we clap for GDP
gains, we are often applauding the consump-
tion of the few and the suffering of the many.

Borrowed images of prosperity
Say the word “development,” and an image
flashes instantly: the American lifestyle.
Endless highways, soaring skyscrapers, over-
flowing malls, multiplying cars. But this
dream is sustained not by imagination but by
arithmetic, and the arithmetic is ruthless.

The Earth can allow no more than eight to
ten tonnes of material use per person per

The fetish of growth and the mirage of development
What we parade as growth is, in truth, liquidation. Like a company selling its last assets to dress up quarterly profits, we are liquidating the only deep asset we possess:

the planet. Forests, aquifers, soil, and biodiversity: all depleted, none accounted for. Balance sheets never record what is lost; they only record the illusion of gain
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Give me the luxuries of life and I will willingly do 
without the necessities

Frank Lloyd Wright

Edu experimentation and job outcomes
Experimenting in education must be balanced to avoid compromising 
employment outcomes by integrating relevant labour market info

In today’s fast-changing world, there 
is unanimity about the fact that edu-
cation must go beyond textbooks and 

examinations. In pursuance of such a 
‘curriculum’, schools and parents alike 
are looking for innovative ways to pre-
pare students for the challenges of to-
morrow.

With a clear understanding that the 
combination of creativity, curiosity, and 
critical thinking leads to development 
of tomorrow’s innovators, problem-solv-
ers, and leaders, e�orts are on to foster 
an educational environment that active-
ly encourages these cognitive skills in 
students.

Through curriculum design and teach-
ing methods essentially aiming to culti-
vate a generation of individuals capable 
of tackling complex challenges with a 
holistic and innovative approach, mod-
ern education intends to move beyond 
the traditional methods of learning and 
teaching to one that seeks to promote 
collaborative and learner-centered ap-
proaches, and leveraging technology to 
personalize and enhance the learning 
experience.

The �rst STEM laboratory at Murgaon 
High School in Headland Sada, Vasco, is 
a unique initiative which aims to foster 
creativity, innovation, and a strong inter-
est of science among students. 

As a collaboration with the Goa Cor-
porate Social Responsibility Authority 
and VRL Logistics; the state-of-the-art 
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineer-
ing, and Mathematics) Lab aims to pro-
vide hands-on learning experiences to 
encourage student innovation and pre-
pare them for future careers.

With various such initiatives in the 
making, it is more than obvious that new 
educational trends are heavily leaning 
towards technology. 

Coding and robotics are increasingly 
integrated into school curricula to fos-
ter crucial 21st century skills like prob-
lem-solving, creativity, computational 
thinking, and collaboration, preparing 
students for future-technology driven 
courses.

These subjects make abstract con-
cepts tangible, connect di�erent STEM 
�elds, and build digital literacy.

I am informed that the foundational 
knowledge gained in robotics and cod-
ing serve as a strong asset for pursuing 
advanced studies. These skills are high-
ly relevant for growing �elds like arti�-
cial intelligence, automation, and other 
STEM-related careers.

“We are entering an era with unprec-
edented new job opportunities, driven 
largely by rapid technological advance-

ments like Arti�cial Intelligence and 
the growing emphasis on sustainabil-
ity, which are creating roles like AI Eth-
icist, Prompt Engineer, Data Scientist, 
Drone Operator, and Sustainability 
Manager that were previously unimag-
inable.” (The Economic Times)

These emerging �elds, alongside 
the rise of the digital economy, are 
reshaping the job market, creating 
high-demand career paths in areas 
such as healthcare, technology, and 
eco-friendly initiatives.

It is said that one of the most signif-
icant areas where technology has had 
a profound impact is the job market. 
Would this mean that technological ig-
norance will put a candidate at a dis-
tinct disadvantage in the job market!  

“From the rise of new industries to 
the automation of routine tasks, tech-
nology is reshaping the employment 
landscape, presenting both opportuni-
ties and challenges for companies and 
workers alike.” (Blog, Amrita Vishwa 
Vidyapeetham)

At an interactive session that I at-
tended recently, students of a Higher 
Secondary school in South Goa were 
lectured on ‘Arti�cial Intelligence and 
its impact on careers’. Eliciting a mixed 
response from the youngsters, job loss 
and unemployment featured promi-
nently as their apprehensions during 
the discussions.

While AI adoption is expected to 
cause some job displacement, with esti-
mates varying from modest, temporary 
impact to signi�cant job transforma-
tion, its broader economic e�ects also 
include potential job creation, increased 
productivity, and the emergence of new 
roles requiring human skills. 

The paradoxes that come into pic-
ture here could not be more self-evi-
dent!

From ancient ‘Gurukul’ systems to 
modern classrooms; the transition 
re�ects a major shi� from personal-
ized, holistic value-based education to 
standardized, exam-focussed, and of-
ten technology-driven learning.

Over the last few decades, education 
has seen major experiments driven by 
technology, a shi� to student-centered 
and interactive learning, and alterna-
tive educational philosophies, along-
side reforms in curriculum design and 
assessment methods.  

It is argued that experimenting with 

education leads to improved learning 
outcomes, fosters critical thinking, 
enhances student engagement, and 
helps educators discover more e�ective 
teaching strategies and interventions.

It also provides a way to gather 
evidence for education policy and 
reforms, allowed for informed de-
cision-making and continuous im-
provement in educational practices.

The contention that “Politicians, 
policy makers, and reformers have 
been implementing one change a�er 
another for over one hundred years 
now, and in truth, it does not appear 
that they are going to stop creating new 
mandates any time soon,” leaves little 
room for disagreement or debate. 

In any case, education is not what it 
was before. While formal school was 
once highly structured and theoretical, 
current trends emphasize interactive, 
student-centered learning, experien-
tial education, and lifelong growth.

However, despite these shi�s, the 
core goal of education remains con-
stant, though its methods and scope 
continue to evolve.

Modern educational methods intend 
to address the present unemployment 
by promoting vocational and skill-
based training, fostering entrepreneur-
ship, and strengthening industry-ac-
ademia linkages to create a workforce 
equipped with industry-relevant skills.

The world is rushing towards an ‘au-
tomated ambience’. The global trend 
of incorporating automation into daily 
life and work, driven by AI and robot-
ics to enhance convenience, e�ciency, 
and productivity, is more than evident. 

But it also raises important ques-
tions about �nding a balance between 
human participation and automated 
systems to avoid potential downslides 
like job displacements.

Experimentation is vital for peda-
gogical improvement!

It is however important to under-
stand that experimenting in education 
must be balanced to avoid compromis-
ing employment outcomes by integrat-
ing relevant labour market info.

Care must be taken to ensure that 
educational innovations prepare stu-
dents for real-world careers, rather 
than pursuing new methods at the ex-
pense of fundamental skills like litera-
cy and numeracy needed for productiv-
ity and lifelong learning.

It is argued that 
experimenting 
with education 
leads to im-
proved learning 
outcomes and 
fosters critical 
thinking
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placed the health and safety of the local 
population at serious risk.
For a taluka as vast as Canacona, it 
is deeply unjust that residents are 
deprived of dependable healthcare 
services. I appeal to the concerned au-
thorities, to take immediate steps to up-
grade the Canacona Health Centre with 
adequate sta�, modern equipment, and 
improved facilities so that people may 
�nally access quality healthcare within 
their own taluka.

ANSHA AJIT NAIK, Canacona

Muscle power cannot  
decide Goa’s future
For years, certain musclemen have been 
used to create fear, silence voices, and 

THE INBOX >> I
Stray cattle menace  
demands urgent action
I wish to draw attention to the growing 
problem of stray cattle on the roads in 
Canacona and across Goa. Many owners 
abandon their animals once they stop 
giving milk, leaving them to roam in 
search of food. 
With no proper shelters, these cattle 
survive by feeding on garbage heaps and 
plastic, endangering their own health 
while littering and dirtying the surround-
ings.
The sight of unattended cattle has 
become common on village roads and 
highways. They o�en block tra�c, create 
jams, and at times cause accidents, 
especially at night. 
It is high time the authorities take strict 
action. Awareness campaigns and com-
munity cooperation are also vital to keep 
our roads safe, surroundings clean, and 
Goa’s image untarnished.

TIRTHA KANKONKAR, Canacona

Upgrade Canacona  
health centre facilities
I wish to draw attention to the dire state 
of the Canacona Health Centre, which 
unfortunately remains the only facility 
serving the entire Canacona taluka.
The centre faces an acute shortage of 
doctors and essential medical facilities. 
Patients in need of urgent care are o�en 
le� untreated in time and forced to travel 
long distances to Margao or other places 
for even basic healthcare. The absence 
of proper infrastructure, diagnostic 
equipment, and specialist doctors has 

disrupt those who stand for truth. They 
are lured with easy money, free drinks, 
and false promises of power. But once 
they become a burden, they are discard-
ed and le� to face the consequences. 
Goa cannot a�ord to let such forces de-
cide its future. It is time for Goans to rise 
above fear, unite, and protect our land, 
environment, and generations to come. 
Justice must prevail for Rama Kankonkar, 
who stood fearlessly to bring truth into 
the light, and for every Goan who loves 
this land. 

RONNIE D’SOUZA, Chandor 

Need stronger �nes 
to revive RTI Act
The arbitrary conduct of some online 
Public Information O�cers is undermin-
ing the Right to Information (RTI) Act. 
Under Section 20(1) of the Act, penal-
ties of Rs 250 per day (up to Rs 25,000) 
can be imposed by the Central or State 
Information Commissions if PIOs delay or 
deny information without cause, provide 
false details, or obstruct access. 
However, in practice, the First Appellate 
Authorities (FAAs) merely direct PIOs to 
furnish information, ending appeals with-
out �nes or disciplinary action. 
To make RTI more e�ective, penalties 
should be imposed directly by FAAs 
or the concerned Authority, instead of 
waiting for CIC or SIC. Such amendments 
would speed up enforcement. 
Applicants deserve clear, timely infor-
mation, and stricter penalties will help 
restore the spirit of transparency envi-
sioned under the RTI Act.

RAJESH BANAULIKAR, Arpora

Goa must follow south India model
South India has been outperforming on most economic and de-
velopmental indicators, largely due to stronger governance by its 
political leadership compared to many northern states. 
With just 20% of India’s population, the region contributes 
around 30% of the GDP, and this share is projected to rise to 
nearly 40% in the coming years. In fact, much of India’s overall 
progress today can be credited to the robust growth from South.
The Goa government would do well to adopt and adapt the best 
practices of South Indian governance, rather than aligning itself 
with the failing and divisive policies o�en seen in certain north-
ern states. 
Unfortunately, this seems to be more about securing political 
mileage than genuinely working for Goa’s long-term develop-
ment. Goans must recognize this reality and hold their leaders 
accountable by demanding better governance.

ARWIN MESQUITA, Colva 

OPEN SPACE >> 

Will Opposition unity last
till the Assembly polls?

It was heartening to note that, in a rare show of unity, the Opposition MLAs 
were seen together at the Panaji rally which was held to demand justice for so-
cial activist Rama Kankonkar a�er an attempt on his life was made by goons. 

Some of the MLAs were even manhandled by the police during a lathi charge. 
The question that arises is whether the Opposition parties will maintain this 
unity till the 2027 assembly elections. 
The precursor for such a unity will be on display during the Zilla Panchayat 
elections scheduled to be held later this year. Opposition parties have been 
harping over the need to have a change in the government a�er the elections. 
But then not a single opposition party is in a position to pose a challenge for 
the ruling dispensation. Only a joint e�ort by the Opposition parties can bring 
about a change in governance. 
Recently a call was made for the social activists to come together and put up a 
common candidate in each of the constituencies. 
Whether the opposition parties will respond positively to this call remains to 
be seen. 

ADELMO FERNANDES, Vasco

L ate last week, the Goa Police announced the arrest of a Del-
hi-based YouTuber and social media content creator, Akshay 
Vashisht, for allegedly posting a reel titled ‘Goa ka haunted 
airport’. The police said that Vashisht, along with other col-
laborators, was responsible for “publishing information re-

garding Manohar International Airport, Mopa containing false, ma-
licious and superstitious allegations in a manner that is capable of 
creating a fear and public alarm with intent to promote their chan-
nel.” The Judicial Magistrate First Class Court at Pernem released 
Vashisht and slammed the police for not following due process before 
the arrest, to an extent calling it an “illegal arrest.”

Such an arrest is uncalled for, betrays the state of Goa and the man-
agement of the Mopa Airport as insecure about their strengths and 
anxious about the damage created by individuals making unfounded 
claims about Goa and its assets. More than that, one can argue that 
such an arrest impinges on an individual’s constitutionally-guaran-
teed freedom of speech and smacks of a government being intolerant 
towards claims that most people regard as harmless. The arrest re-
�ects police overreach, especially when other options for addressing 
problematic content are already available under the law, including 
takedown requests, legal notices to comply, and court injunctions.

Vashisht is a YouTuber whose channels focus on alleged horror sto-
ries, ghost sightings, paranormal activity, and the like. He is by no 
means unique in that genre. In fact, he isn’t even the �rst platform 
to talk about the alleged paranormal activity at the Mopa airport. 
Most of these claims are brushed aside by right-thinking people as 
the workings of those who want sensational, creepy but harmless en-
counters with the so-called supernatural.

Such theories have been around for years and, in this day and age, 
are generally taken with a pinch of salt. There are, of course, people 
who believe in this just as there are people who believe in psychics, 
soothsayers, astrology, traditional systems of medicine, and other su-
perstitions, etc. There’s no doubt that freedom of speech is not abso-
lute, but the question is, where do you draw the line? If Vashisht can 
be accused of publishing information containing “false, malicious 
and superstitious allegations in a manner that is creating fear and 
public alarm,” then a whole lot of other people, too, are equally or 
even more guilty of such transgressions.

Fear-mongering and sensationalism are quite literally the lifeblood 
of online creators and many mainstream broadcast platforms as well. 
Very o�en, these channels have a running disclaimer stating that 
“viewer discretion is advised.” Rather than suppress what is already 
a popular online theory, the arrest has only served to fuel speculation 
and thereby grant even more credence and popularity to the theory 
that the airport is indeed witness to ‘paranormal’ activity.

The Goa Police could do well to focus their energy on maintaining 
rule and law in Goa without fear or favour and devoid of political or 
corporate in�uence into their functioning. Making claims about the 
alleged paranormal activity at Goa’s Mopa Airport shouldn’t really be 
encouraged, but to crack down on those who are doing it anyway is 
quite counterproductive.

Constitutionally guaranteed freedoms are sacrosanct and should 
not be whittled away with arrests for frivolous reasons, especially 
when other options are available in law. The police clearly need to 
do better.

Arrest of ‘Mopa horror’
YouTuber unnecessary,
smacks of overreach

Monday September 22, 2025

PACHU MENON

> The writer is a 
resident of Margao 
who strongly  
desires to bring 
about some  
socially relevant 
changes with his 
musings  
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P
resident Donald Trump’s decision to
charge new applicants for the H-1B highly
skilled non-immigrant visa $100,000,

nearly six times the current fee, has caused wi-
despread consternation that not only might the
lives of tens of thousands of potential visa appli-
cants in the tech space be impacted, leading to
“humanitarian consequences” for families, as
mentioned by India’s Ministry of External A�airs,
but there will also be widespread disruption
among major tech companies in the U.S. that rely
on hiring skilled workers under this visa. While
the number of visas issued in this category has
been capped at 85,000 per year since 2004, and
allocations are decided through a lottery, reports
based on U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Ser-
vices data suggest that applications for the up-
coming �scal year have dropped to a four-year
low of nearly 3,59,000. Indian nationals typically
account for 71% of these visas, yet data also sug-
gest that close to 60% of these visa recipients
earn less than $100,000, which, over the longer
term, implies that their employers may �nd it
harder to justify hiring such specialised workers
from abroad. The External A�airs Ministry’s res-
ponse to the White House action included a reit-
eration of the fact that “Skilled talent mobility
and exchanges have contributed enormously to
technology development, innovation, economic
growth, competitiveness and wealth creation in
the U.S. and India”, yet there is limited scope for
South Block to apply pressure, diplomatic or pol-
itical, to get the policy reversed.

However, the fallout for Indian citizens can be
contained if there is a proactive approach by the
Government to bolster India’s infrastructure and
undertake necessary reforms to improve the
prospects for the Indian tech industry to make
even greater strides than it has done so far. This
might be achieved by capitalising on opportuni-
ties to develop new capabilities in the Arti�cial
Intelligence space and exploring new markets
across Asia, including China and Russia, and in
parts of Europe, where the transatlantic conta-
gion of nativist protectionism has not yet found
willing takers. While the Trump order is set to ex-
pire within a year, there is no guarantee that it
would not be extended, making it all the more
pertinent for policymakers in India to evolve a
long-term plan to reduce reliance of Indian tech
workers on the shrinking pool of job opportuni-
ties in the U.S. economy. As India and other coun-
tries adjust to this new reality of the hostility of
the Trump White House to welcoming future in-
novators, job-creators, and tax-payers to their
shores, it is the U.S. rather than other nations that
will su�er a shortage of scienti�c and engineering
prowess to fuel economic progress.

H-1B, maybe 
India’s tech workers must reduce their

reliance on U.S. jobs 

T
he Centre’s decision to mine uranium at
any cost from Meghalaya, after delibera-
tions with local leaders proved futile, is a

troubling benchmark in India’s history of re-
source extraction. Khasi groups have opposed
the exploration and extraction of large deposits
in Domiasiat and Wahkaji since the 1980s. Re-
cently, the Union Environment Ministry issued
an o�ce memorandum (OM) exempting the ex-
traction of atomic, critical, and strategic minerals
from public consultation. Local groups have al-
ready condemned the OM-based route; one asso-
ciated with the ruling party has called on the
Khasi Hills Autonomous District Council to use its
Sixth Schedule powers to protect tribal rights.
OMs are executive instruments that erode pro-
cedural safeguards and are issued without inde-
pendent scrutiny. In this case, the OM reduces
stewarding communities to bystanders in deci-
sions with profound consequences for them.
This is not the �rst time that the government has
moved with force on the matter of uranium. The
Uranium Corporation of India Limited has con-
ducted operations in Jharkhand’s Singhbhum dis-
trict for decades. While hearings for expansion
or new mines were met with protests over radia-
tion exposure and loss of livelihoods, villagers
have also alleged that the Corporation issued not-
ices in unfamiliar languages and disregarded ob-
jections. For tribal communities, the experience
has reinforced the perception that their land re-
mains a ‘resource frontier’ for the ‘Rest of India’.

In its conversations with the local leaders, the
state should have respected their refusal, but has
instead signalled that ‘no’ is no longer an accepta-
ble answer. Uranium mining is highly polluting
and can irreversibly alter the landscape. This is
why free, prior, and informed consent, as under
global norms, is essential. If such consent is un-
available, it behoves the same state that instituted
the democratic protections to stop treating urani-
um as the only route to national security or deve-
lopment and to weigh other deposits, substitutes
or even power-generating strategies. Now, the
communities might consider challenging the
OM’s validity in courts, banking on precedents
such as Niyamgiri (2013), and invoking protec-
tions under the Fifth and Sixth Schedules. Se-
cond, the Ministry must withdraw its OM: by ex-
empting the mining of several minerals from
public consultation, it sets a precedent that can
reshape mining governance across India. Finally,
if local protests intensify, the Centre should once
more respond with dialogue: coercion, while
achieving its goal in the short-term, will only
breed resentment later. It is obligated not only to
maintain order but also to ensure that constitu-
tional protections are realised in practice.

Uranium unrest 
Resource extraction projects should

have the people’s consent  

I
n September 2023, soon after the
G77+China Summit concluded in Havana,
Cuba, Sri Lanka’s then-President Ranil
Wickremesinghe chose to make a stopover

in the United Kingdom while returning to
Colombo. He had decided to take part in a
university event, one in which his wife, Professor
Maithree Wickremesinghe, was being honoured.
In this connection, he is alleged to have used
public funds — which he was not entitled to — to
the tune of Sri Lankan rupees 16.2 million, or
roughly $50,000. Mr. Wickremesinghe was
arrested, in August 2025, for the misuse of public
funds, remanded for four days in custody, and
later released on bail by a Sri Lankan court.

The readings of the arrest
There have been attempts to cast Mr.
Wickremesinghe’s arrest as political
revenge-taking. Mr. Wickremesinghe is Sri
Lanka’s immediate past-President, having run
against incumbent President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake in the elections in September 2024.
At home, Mr. Wickremesinghe’s supporters were
vociferous, having even gathered to demand his
release on the date of his court hearing on August
26, 2025. Internationally, allies have publicly
supported him, with politicians from even India
and the Maldives, expressing their consternation
at his arrest.

The supporters of Mr. Wickremesinghe focus
on the triviality of the charge against him. Surely
a head of state is entitled to presidential perks
even on personal excursions, they claim. Not
even Mr. Wickremesinghe’s legal team disputes
that the money he spent on this trip was from the
taxpayer; they only argue that he was allowed to
spend it.

Perhaps those claims will stand up in court
and Mr. Wickremesinghe will be exonerated. But
merely having stated that a President is entitled to
spend Sri Lankan rupees 16.2 million on a
personal trip is, in the context of the
island-nation’s current political landscape,
embarrassing. The alleged amount could buy a
home for a number of people, fund an education
for many, start neighbourhood hardware stores,
pay o� mortgages and debts, or buy boats for

�shing. According to data, it would take the
median Sri Lankan household roughly 18 years to
earn the sum Mr. Wickremesinghe has been
accused of misusing. It is on their own terms that
Sri Lanka’s public now perceive these
expenditures. Fewer concessions are made to the
elites.

The demand for accountability
These are political values that had found
expression during the mass protests of July 2022
in Sri Lanka. Mr. Wickremesinghe was the Prime
Minister then when protesters swarmed his o�ce
in the centre of Colombo on July 13. Though there
were raucous celebrations minutes after the
building was taken over, there were also loud
calls made to respect public property. “If we
break anything here, we are the ones who will
have to pay for it,” protest leaders were heard
saying repeatedly. That week, Mr.
Wickremesinghe would call these protesters
“fascists”.

Mr. Wickremesinghe will have known that the
Sri Lankan public harboured deep resentment
against the excesses of politicians. In 2015, he had
pulled together an unlikely coalition to ride a
wave of anti-corruption sentiment, to be sworn-in
as Prime Minister. Though that Yahapalana (‘good
governance’) government failed, calls for greater
accountability persisted. In 2019, Gotabaya
Rajapaksa was voted in as the President of Sri
Lanka, partially because he was expected to
eliminate corruption within the government,
even though his central plank was national
security. When Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s failures
compounded into an economic crisis, the public
evicted him in an emphatic manner.

For at least 10 years before Mr.
Wickremesinghe’s arrest, Sri Lanka’s public has
signalled that the expenditures incurred by
politicians must have the spotlight on them.
Perhaps the controversy around Mr.
Wickremesinghe was just a careless error on the
part of Mr. Wickremesinghe, whose house in the
centre of Colombo is worth much more than the
Sri Lankan rupees 16.6 million he is accused of
unlawfully spending. But the public is not longer
inclined to tolerate such an act of ‘carelessness’.

The arrest of Mr. Wickremesinghe gives little
political ground for the incumbent National
People’s Power (NPP) government beyond its
showing a willingness to hold even the powerful
to account. Mr. Wickremesinghe stood a distant
third in the 2024 Sri Lankan presidential election.
His party and its allies command just six seats in
Sri Lanka’s 225-member Parliament. He was,
strictly speaking, largely irrelevant to Sri Lanka’s
politics at the time of his arrest, despite his
having outspoken backers.

And yet, there is also truth to the claim that the
charges against Mr. Wickremesinghe are trivial.
There are more serious allegations in the courts
of Sri Lanka, such as one that a former Health
Minister was the bene�ciary of a medicine scam
that cost the government Sri Lankan rupees 144
million. Through the course of the mass protests
in 2022, claims that plane-loads of foreign
currency were �own overseas by politicians had
also gained traction.

Apply the same yardstick
The NPP government is taking a huge risk in the
arrest of Mr. Wickremesinghe. First, it is in
danger of further antagonising what remains of
the old political establishment, former
Presidents, members of the Rajapaksa family, and
Opposition members all having �ocked to Mr.
Wickremesinghe following his arrest. More
importantly, the NPP is also turning the spotlight
on itself. If the state charges so eminent a �gure
over a sum of Sri Lankan rupees 16.6 million,
�rst-time Members of Parliament — the NPP has
over 150 members — must be made accountable
for every expenditure or risk being accused of
hypocrisy. If this is a new line in the sand for Sri
Lanka’s politicians, it applies to the NPP the most.
The NPP, despite its numbers, is still a political
experiment, as far as most voters are concerned.
The government has already had to begin
investigating two of its own Ministers, over fraud
and corruption allegations.

Developing nations are frequently accused of
being ‘less-mature’ democracies. In Sri Lanka, the
public has radically reshaped its relationship to
political power. With luck, it will continue to keep
its public servants on a short leash.

The message beyond ‘ending’ Sri Lanka’s elite impunity 

Andrew Fidel
Fernando 

is an award-winning
author and journalist
based in Sri Lanka

The common
man in Sri
Lanka will be
watching
whether
probity in
public life, a
highlight of the
mass protests
of 2022, has
been accepted
across the
political
spectrum

N
arendra Modi’s rise in Indian politics
cannot be understood through the
traditional lens of privilege. Unlike many

leaders nurtured in political dynasties, Mr. Modi
and his leadership style emerged from the soil,
shaped by his struggle, years of grass-root level
work, and �eld experience across di�erent levels
of government. His career represents not just the
ascent of one man but also a challenge to the very
foundation of elite-driven politics in India.

Early signs of leadership
Born in a modest household in Vadnagar, Mr.
Modi’s childhood was marked by responsibility
and simplicity. From setting up charity stalls in
aid of �ood victims to writing a play on caste
discrimination as a schoolboy, he displayed an
exceptional mix of organisational acumen and
social concern at a young age. He also ran
campaigns to collect used books and uniforms for
underprivileged classmates — an early sign that
he was already thinking about leadership in terms
of service, and not as a privilege. These small
e�orts foreshadowed the approach he would
carry into public life.

His grassroots instincts were sharpened in the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), where
ordinary workers were instructed to interact with
villagers, live as they lived, and earn trust through
their conduct. As a young pracharak, Mr. Modi
did exactly that. Often travelling across Gujarat by
bus or scooter, and depending on villagers for
food and shelter, he built trust across the board
through shared hardship and struggle. This
discipline kept him rooted in the everyday
concerns of the people he was looking to serve,
and it prepared him to lead e�ectively when
crises demanded organised, large-scale
responses.

One such crisis was when the Machhu Dam
collapsed in 1979, killing thousands. A 29-year-old

Mr. Modi immediately mobilised volunteers in
shifts, organised relief materials, retrieved
bodies, and consoled families. A few years later,
during a drought in Gujarat, he spearheaded the
Sukhdi Abhiyan, which expanded across the
State, distributing food worth nearly ₹25 crore. In
both disasters, he built large-scale relief e�orts
from scratch, demonstrating his clarity of
purpose, his military-style organisation, and his
insistence that leadership meant service, not just
symbolism.

While these earlier episodes tested his ability
to mobilise people, the Emergency tested his
courage under repression. At just 25, disguised as
a Sikh, he maintained communication between
activists and leaders seeking to evade police
surveillance. This grassroots network kept
resistance to the draconian regime alive, earning
him a reputation as a master organiser.

Applications in electoral politics
The same skills were soon channelled into
electoral politics. As the Bharatiya Janata Party’s
Gujarat’s sangathan mantri (organising secretary),
he expanded the party across new communities,
including those who were marginalised in
political discourse. He nurtured leaders from
diverse backgrounds, consolidated ground-level
support, and helped in planning major events
such as the L.K. Advani’s Somnath-Ayodhya Rath
Yatra across Gujarat. Later, as prabhari
(in-charge) in di�erent States, he built strong
party machines rooted at the booth level.

When he became Gujarat’s Chief Minister in
2001, Mr. Modi applied these lessons to
governance. Hours after taking o�ce, for
instance, he had convened a meeting on bringing
Narmada water to Sabarmati, indicating how
decisive action would come to de�ne his
administration. 

His approach was to make governance into a

people’s movement, where the Praveshotsav
encouraged school enrolment, Kanya Kelavani
supported girls’ education, Garib Kalyan Melas
took welfare to citizens, and Krishi Rath brought
agricultural support to farmers’ �elds.
Bureaucrats were pushed out of o�ces into towns
and villages. He remains of the view that
governance must reach people where they live,
and not stay con�ned to conference rooms.

Policy as partnership
These experiments in Gujarat became national
templates once he became Prime Minister. His
experience with cleanliness campaigns evolved
into the Swachh Bharat Mission, where he picked
up the broom himself to turn symbolism into
mass action. 

Digital India, Jan-Dhan Yojana, and other
initiatives were not top-down programmes but
people’s movements rooted in the learnings from
his years spent at the grassroots. They embodied
his philosophy of jan bhagidari, where
governance works only when citizens become
participants rather than passive recipients. This
trust between a leader such as Mr. Modi and the
people, cultivated over decades, is what has
turned policy into partnership in today’s India.

Over the decades, Mr. Modi has shown a rare
instinct for knowing what people need and how
to deliver it, not from drawing-room debates, but
from lived connection with the ground. That
instinct, combined with hard administrative
experience, has come to de�ne his politics.

Ultimately, his life and leadership rewrite the
idea that Indian politics belongs only to elites. He
has become a symbol of merit and hard work,
and brought governance closer to ordinary
people. His political strength lies in connecting
power to the people. In doing so, he has reshaped
Indian politics, rooted in the struggles and the
spirit of the common citizen.

A leader who has connected power to the people 
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Chouhan
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An escalation by America

The Trump administration’s
abrupt announcement to
impose a staggering
$100,000 fee on new H-1B
visa applications marks an
unprecedented escalation
in the U.S.’s immigration
policy. This hasty measure,
cloaked as a curb on
programme “abuse”,
threatens to upend the
livelihoods of thousands of
skilled Indian professionals
and cripple India’s IT sector.
There is no denying the
policy’s chilling e�ect. This
is not mere reform but
economic warfare disguised
as protectionism. 
Such duplicity undermines
the U.S.-India strategic
partnership. India’s
government bears equal
blame for this vulnerability.
Despite years of warnings,
New Delhi failed to secure a
bilateral mobility pact or
long-term H-1B framework.

with high di�erences,
despite high numbers of
attempted questions and
correct answers. The
NBEMS has not released
individual response sheets
or an o�icial answer key,
making it impossible for
aspirants to verify their
scores or understand how
marks were awarded. Many
candidates with identical
numbers of attempted
questions and similar
answer patterns have
received widely varying
scores, raising concerns
about the accuracy of
evaluation. Repeated
requests for clarification,
re-evaluation, or release of
response sheets have not
yielded a constructive
response.
Dr. Jay K. Sen,
Visnagar, Gujarat

well-thought-out. For
decades, Lalettan’s
remarkable versatility has
transcended linguistic
boundaries, making him a
beacon of excellence in
Indian cinema. In his
transformative
performances, from intense
drama such as Thanmathra
to a gripping thriller such as
Drishyam, he has shown a
great depth that few actors
possess. 
Veda Chidanand,

Bengaluru

Exam and evaluation

I am writing on behalf of
the NEET PG 2025 aspirant
community to highlight
concerns regarding the
recent NEET PG
examination evaluation
process. The key issues are
as follows: Numerous
candidates have reported
significant discrepancies in
their NEET PG 2025 results,

skilled workers each year.
Bright minds in engineering
and tech fields pack up and
leave for better jobs abroad.
Multinational companies
lure them with fat pay
cheques. Domestic firms
just cannot match those
o�ers. These talented
Indians fuel growth in their
new workplaces. They also
help build stronger
economies elsewhere. Back
home, the country misses
out on their skills. 
The Indian government
must step up and o�er tax
breaks or grants to keep
talent here. A visa fee issue
is not a setback. It is a
golden chance to let India
grow.
Chandran Chaithram,

Cherukunnu, Kannur, Kerala

Award for actor

The decision to confer the
Dadasaheb Phalke Award
on actor Mohanlal is

After the tari� weapon, it ís
the ‘visa missile’ that the
U.S. President Donald
Trump has planned to use
against India. Indian
software employees are
noted for their calibre and
are less expensive to hire. In
the end, it is economic
advantages and profit that
matter to any entrepreneur
or giant. Mr. Trump seems
to be going against the
dynamics of the market
economy and could face
defeat. 
At the same time, this is a
lesson for India and it
should view Mr. Trump’s
policies as the catalyst that
reshapes India’s policies
and programmes. There
needs to be steady progress
now to make India
self-reliant.
A.G. Rajmohan,
Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh

India loses thousands of

Proactive diplomacy,
perhaps tying visa reforms
to defence deals or trade
concessions, could have
mitigated this blow. 
This policy risks broader
fallout — stifling U.S. tech
talent pipelines, inflating
costs for American
consumers, and straining
bilateral ties at a
geopolitically tense
juncture. 
K.J. Haroon Basha,
Vaniyambadi, Tamil Nadu

India must not be cowed
down by such blackmailing
and leverage this as an
opportunity to harness the
skills of the tech savvy. At
the same time, the ongoing
trade negotiations could
turn out to be meaningless
if the U.S. continues to
target India with such
venom.
Balakrishnan M.K.,
New Delhi
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New Delhi, Sept. 21: A hundred countries,
including India, which attended the �fth United
Nations Congress on prevention of crime and
treatment of o�enders, have approved a
declaration stating that each State shall take
e�ective measures to prevent torture from being
practised within its jurisdiction.

The 12-point declaration on torture and other
cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or
punishment has been submitted to the U.N.
General Assembly for further consideration.

It also said that any act of torture shall be
condemned as a denial of the principles of the
U.N. Charter and as a violation of human rights.

The Congress, which concluded in Geneva
recently, was attended by criminologists,
penologists and experts in criminal law and
public administration. Other experts in the �eld
of police, prisons, courts, prosecution and social
welfare and planning agencies also participated. 

The declaration said that all acts of torture
were o�ences under criminal law and criminal
proceedings shall be instituted against the
person if investigation established that he
committed an act of torture. 

It also said that any statement which was
established as having been made as a result of
torture might not be used as evidence against
the person concerned or against any other
person.

On the role of police and other law
enforcement agencies the Congress concluded
that police training should include the subjects
of ethics. Women should be employed as police
o�cers on equal terms with men and the police
should participate in the legislative process.

FIFTY YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 22, 1975

100 nations support steps
against torture 

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

Bombay. Sept. 21: More textile mills were closed
to-day. Of the 92 textile mills in the town and
suburbs of Bombay, about 65 are idle.

The operatives on strike now number close
upon 125,000. No one anticipated an early
termination of the strike.

A general exodus of the operatives and their
families has begun and steamers bound for the
southern districts and Railway trains are
crowded.

No serious breach of the peace is reported. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 22, 1925

Bombay cotton crisis 

I
ndia has the fourth highest
number of PhD graduates
globally, according to the
Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development. A
number of these students come
from regions where universities do
not have the resources to
subscribe to journals. A PhD
student has to read hundreds of
papers and books to complete
research. How can students, who
already su�er resource
constraints, and get a stipend of
₹20,000-35,000, be asked to
spend $20-3,000 (₹17,000-2.64
lakh) to access a paper online?
This cannot be the norm.

Blocking access to knowledge
In August, the Delhi High Court
ordered the blocking of free access
sites — SciHub and Libgen. This
triggered a debate over the rights
of students and the scienti�c
community, particularly in the
Global South, in accessing
knowledge. The sites were blocked
on grounds of copyright
infringement, based on a plea �led
by three of the biggest academic
publishers in the world, which
corner 40% of the market.

Academic publishing is a
business where publishers do not
create content or review its
quality. Instead, they bene�t from
the free labour of the research
community, which is paid for by
taxpayers or student fees. In short,
multi-billion dollar companies are
able to block access to scienti�c
knowledge to the vast majority of
the world.

So, who is committing the real
theft? A 2021 study published by
the Journal of Scientometric
Research found that India
accounted for 8.7% of the total
download requests on SciHub,
amounting to over 13 million, in
2017. Of these, 19% were related to
the medical and health sciences.
Access to such information allows
students and professionals to
build on existing knowledge and
customise it to their local needs in
regions plagued by inaccessibility
and de�cit in resources.

MSF (Doctors Without Borders)

has witnessed the painful health
realities of countries in the Global
South. Overburdened systems are
unable to meet the growing needs
of communities that are often
underserved in the face of
systemic gaps, climate disasters,
and violence. Medicine is not
absolute; it evolves with the world
around us. As our environment
changes, our bodies adapt, and
organisms evolve, the healthcare
sector demands constant
innovation, research, and deeper
understanding of ground realities
to deliver the best practices and
treatment plans.

MSF teams, especially those
treating patients with
drug-resistant TB and
antimicrobial-resistant HIV, have
seen how disease patterns can
evolve and shatter remote
communities. For best results,
health experts must work on
complex treatment plans,
customised to the patient’s needs,
which di�er depending on cost,
severity of infection, geography,
malnourishment, age, and
co-morbidities. The fact that
two-thirds of TB cases are
reported from eight countries, all
in the Global South, where
patients are struggling to access
e�ective treatments that are at
least a few decades old, means
�ghting these diseases is a matter
of equity and justice. 

Like medicine, knowledge
should never be a luxury
commodity. Currently, corporate
forces overwhelmingly gatekeep
scienti�c knowledge — whether it
is in increasingly corporatised
universities, or through
corporate-funded research and
journals. The primary motive is
pro�ts, and the resultant practices
are ownership of human
knowledge within patents and
intellectual property rights. This
exclusionary system has a narrow
understanding of what knowledge
is. Universities have started
seeking out researchers who have
already published papers in
well-known journals instead of
seeking research that bene�ts the
most underserved.

In addition to advocating for
open access, it is also important to
recognise the knowledge gathered
by grassroots communities. The
Global South is otherwise often
treated as an exotic �eld site for
researchers from the Global
North. There is gross
under-representation of
researchers from the Global South
in authorship; they are typically
reduced to �eld assistants, while
the so called ‘cerebral’ work is
relegated to those from the Global
North. This is particularly
concerning as issues in the Global
South are conceptualised under
Global North-centric language.

Collective e�orts
The Global South is
disproportionately impacted by
increased protectionism, violence,
climate disasters, displacement,
inaccessibility, drug resistance,
and more. These challenges
demand collective e�orts from
governments, innovators, and
health experts. During the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2021, 193
member countries of UNESCO,
including India, adopted the �rst
international framework on open
science, to make science
transparent and accessible and
enhance international scienti�c
cooperation. However, just a few
years later, multi-billion dollar
publishers continue to hold
knowledge at ransom.

We are producing an arti�cial
scarcity of knowledge, which is
otherwise an in�nite resource, a
commons. Science is already
produced as a collective exercise;
it must be recognised as such.
Even research conducted in the
Global South is inaccessible to the
people who participate in these
studies. As a society, we need to
exert pressure on publishers and
governments to open channels for
easy access to scienti�c
information. If we are to have a
�ghting chance at facing the
health implications of war, climate
crisis, drug resistance, and
systemic inequities, we must
dismantle paywalls and stake
claims on knowledge as commons.

Breaking the academic paywall 

Parthesarathy
Rajendran
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MSF South Asia

Science is
already
produced as a
collective
exercise; it must
be recognised as
such

Devi Vijay

Professor, IIM

Calcutta
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K
arnataka will hold its
second socio-eco-
nomic survey from to-

day. The Congress government
set aside the report of the �rst
survey, conducted in 2015, as
well as the recommendations
based on it and submitted in
2024. The second survey, to be
conducted over a fortnight by
the Karnataka State Commis-
sion for Backward Classes, is
being held amid a sea of objec-
tions raised by the BJP as well
as some land-owning, political-
ly dominant, and numerically
strong communities.

The Commission has com-
piled a tentative list of 1,400
castes. This has opened a Pan-
dora’s Box. The BJP has at-
tacked the Siddaramaiah go-
vernment for attempting to
“divide Hindus”. The BJP and
some caste groups have op-
posed the inclusion of Chris-
tian sub-castes (identi�ed for
the �rst time during the ear-
lier survey based on how peo-
ple named themselves) that
included nomenclatures such
as Vokkaliga-Christian, Brah-
mana-Christian, and Lingayat
Christian.

To the embarrassment of
the State government, these
nomenclatures have been op-
posed by Cabinet Ministers re-
presenting the dominant com-
munities as well. Leaders of
castes cutting across party
lines fear that these “new
castes” will bring down their
population �gures.

During the last Cabinet
meeting, the Chief Minister
came under intense pressure
to scrap the survey or post-
pone it until the “anomalies”
were set right. Deputy Chief
Minister D.K. Shivakumar, a
Vokkaliga strongman, and se-

nior Ministers M.B. Patil and
Eshwar Khandre, represent-
ing the Veerashaiva-Lingayat
community, opposed the
“new castes”. The Chief Minis-
ter then asked the Commis-
sion, an independent body, to
address the confusion by
masking some of these “new
castes” in the list so that they
can be allowed to enumerate
themselves in the ‘Others’
category.

While the Opposition
blames the government for
the confusion, the Commis-
sion has made it clear that dur-
ing the last enumeration,
members of these “new Chris-
tian sub castes” had ap-
proached it, requesting it for a
separate grouping. It said that
the government did not have
any role in the inclusion or de-
letion of any castes/sub castes.

The RSS and BJP are also an-
xious about developments in
the Veerashaiva-Lingayat com-
munity. The Akhila Bharatha
Veerashaiva Mahasabha and
the Jagathika Lingayata Maha-
sabha, two big caste organisa-
tions, have appealed to the
community to say that they be-
long to the ‘Veerashaiva-Lin-
gayat’ and ‘Lingayat’ religions,
respectively, in the ‘Others’ co-
lumn. Both organisations are
working for a separate religion
status for the community,
though they have di�erences
of opinion on nomenclature.
The BJP is upset that the sab-
has have appealed to the com-

munities to not categorise
themselves as ‘Hindu’. Leaders
including former Chief Minis-
ters Basavaraj Bommai and Ja-
gadish Shettar have accused
the Congress of using caste or-
ganisations to “divide the Hin-
du community”. Incidentally,
Cabinet Minister Eshwar
Khandre is the general secre-
tary of the Veerashaiva Maha-
sabha, while Congress leader
Shamanur Shivashankarappa
is its president.

The dominant narrative so
far has been about the way
that community members
would enumerate themselves,
with major communities such
as the Veerashaiva-Lingayats,
Vokkaligas, Brahmins, Mus-
lims, and Kurubas trying to
consolidate themselves. The
�ndings of the 2015 survey
and the recommendations
based on it were set aside cit-
ing the reason that they were a
decade old and “brought
down” the numbers of domi-
nant communities. It should
be noted that these communi-
ties, for decades, bargained
for political clout using their
estimated population data.

The Commission’s report
based on the survey and its re-
commendations are crucial
for backward classes’ reserva-
tion, with 32% in the overall
56% reservation matrix in the
State. Though determining
“backwardness” of various
caste groups is the key objec-
tive of the survey, the focus of
the dominant communities
has been primarily on numer-
ical consolidation.

Nomadic, semi-nomadic
and microscopic communities
within the Other Backward
Classes grouping, who were gi-
ven the ‘Most Backward’ sta-
tus in the old report, are hop-
ing that the survey will bene�t
them. However, the voices of
these communities remain
drowned in the clamour of do-
minant communities.

Caste survey redux 
Karnataka’s second socio-economic survey gets underway amid objections 

Sharath S. Srivatsa
sharath.srivatsa@thehindu.co.in

W
hen Jagdeep Dhankhar
stepped down as Vice-
President, citing age-

related health issues, discussions
on ageing in politics sharpened in
India. The suggestion of Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) chief
Mohan Bhagwat two months ago
that leaders should step aside at
the age of 75 had also triggered a
debate. Narendra Modi continues
as Prime Minister despite crossing
the age of 75 and so do several oth-
er leaders, underscoring the lack
of a clear retirement norm. The
BJP’s uno�cial age limit of 75 years
— symbolised by the creation of
the Margadarshak Mandal, often
seen as a euphemism for the par-
ty’s retirement cell — has kept the
spotlight on the question of when
politicians should call it a day.

At the State level too, Chief Mi-
nister Nitish Kumar’s age and
health have emerged as key talking
points ahead of the Bihar elec-
tions. Several instances of incohe-
rence at public events have raised
doubts about his ability to take
crucial policy decisions and e�ec-
tively discharge his duties. This is
in sharp contrast to the image of
‘sushasan babu (boss of good go-
vernance)’ that he cultivated dur-
ing his early years.

In fact, gerontocracy — com-
monly de�ned as rule by a group
of old men or a council of elders —
has become an important theme
in the global discourse on democ-
racy. In the 2024 U.S. presidential
elections, age dominated the cam-
paign conversation: Joseph Biden,
the oldest President in American
history, left o�ce at 82, while his
successor Donald J. Trump took of-
�ce at 78 years and 220 days, set-
ting a record as the oldest to be in-
augurated. That year, celebrated
worldwide as the ‘year of democ-
racy’ for its many pivotal elections,
saw the rise of several geriatric

leaders to power, including Brazil’s
President Lula da Silva, 79; Israel’s
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanya-
hu, 75; and Narendra Modi, 74.

The persistence of gerontocracy
is evident even among unelected
leaders and dictators. From long-
ruling strongmen in parts of Africa
to supreme leaders in oil-rich
Asian republics, many continue to
hold on to o�ce well into old age.
Authoritarian leaders such as Tur-
key’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 72,
and Russia’s Vladimir Putin, also
72, have extended their grip on
power for decades, underscoring
how age is rarely a barrier to polit-
ical dominance outside democrat-
ic systems.

This trend of elderly leaders
dominating politics, whether
through democratic elections or
authoritarian rule, is hardly new.
Gerontocracy was a de�ning fea-
ture of governance in the Greek ci-
ty-states and the Roman Senate,
where advancing age was closely
associated with wisdom and expe-
rience, creating a form of tradi-
tional authority that legitimised
the rule of the old.

An analysis of the ages of India’s
Prime Ministers shows a steady up-
ward trend. At independence in
1947, Jawaharlal Nehru became the
�rst Prime Minister at 58, serving
with a median age of 66 during his
tenure. By 2014, Narendra Modi
entered o�ce at 63, and the me-
dian age of Prime Ministers had
climbed to 76. The range has been
wide: Rajiv Gandhi was the youn-
gest to assume o�ce at 40, while
Morarji Desai was the oldest, tak-
ing charge at 81. Tellingly, Nehru
demitted o�ce at 74 in 1966, whe-
reas Manmohan Singh, the last
Prime Minister before Modi,
stepped down in 2014 at 81. Across
India’s history, the median age of
Prime Ministers has hovered
around 67. 

In comparison, the median age
of Chief Ministers increased only
modestly, from 57 in the 1950s to
59.5 in the 2020s, with the peak
decade being 2010–2020 when it
touched 62.25. A breakdown by

party — regional versus national,
and within national parties bet-
ween the Congress and the BJP —
shows negligible variation, with
the average age of Chief Ministers
across the board hovering around
58 years. The presence of younger
leaders such as Nayab Singh Saini,
Mohan Yadav, and Yogi Adityanath
might suggest that the BJP pro-
motes younger talent, especially
when contrasted with the Con-
gress’s image as India’s ‘Grand Old
Party’. However, our analysis
shows minimal di�erence in aver-
age age between the two. 

In general, the younger ap-
pointments across parties are ba-
lanced out by veterans such as the
late Prakash Singh Badal in Pun-
jab, the late V.S. Achuthanandan in
Kerala, and the late M. Karunanid-
hi in Tamil Nadu, all of whom
served well into their late 80s and
90s.

The age pro�le of the Lok Sabha
has shifted markedly over the de-
cades (Chart 1), with the 18th Lok
Sabha, which began its term last
year, being the “oldest” yet. The
average age of parliamentarians
rose from 46.5 years in 1952 to 56
years by 2014. Meanwhile, the
share of younger members (25–40
years) declined sharply from about
25-30% in the early years to under
10%. In contrast, the share of
members aged 56-70 grew from
less than 25% to nearly 40% by
2019. The data makes clear that In-
dia’s Parliament is ageing, with
fewer young politicians making it
into the House over time.

If we were to pick out a random
Indian, there is a 50% probability
that they are less than 30 years
old. However, this probability is
0.007% if we were to do the same
for a member of the Lok Sabha.
Chart 2 shows the number of MPs
in Lok Sabha under the age of 35,
over the years. Chart 3 shows the
age-pro�le of MPs in the Lok Sabha
over the years. 

Sarthak Bagchi teaches at Ahmedabad

University and Arja Kakkad, studies in

Ashoka University

The age of India’s leaders has steadily risen
The age pro�le of the Lok Sabha has shifted markedly over the decades, with the 18th Lok Sabha being the “oldest” yet

Sarthak Bagchi 
Arja Kakkad
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Number of children
adopted in India in
2024-25

4,515
This is the highest

number of

adoptions since

2015-16. According to the Women and

Child Development Ministry’s latest report,

2,177 children were available for

placement through the Central Adoption

Resource Authority (CARA). PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

HSN codes given to
ministries to promote
ease of doing business

12,167
In trade

parlance,

every product

is categorised under an HSN (Harmonised

System of Nomenclature) Code. The

government has prepared a guidebook

mapping more than 12,000 HSN codes to

31 ministries for ease of doing business. PTI

Number of dengue
cases in Bangladesh so
far this year

42
In thousand. Dengue

infections are climbing rapidly

across Bangladesh, with

health officials reporting the biggest

single-day rise in both deaths and hospital

admissions this year. Twelve people have

died in the past 24 hours and 740 new

patients have been hospitalised. REUTERS

Number of persons
killed in Gaza ahead of
UN meeting

34
Israeli strikes killed more than

30 people in Gaza City

overnight, including children,

said health officials on Sunday, as several

countries prepare to recognise a

Palestinian state. Health officials at Shifa

Hospital said the dead included 14 people

killed in a late-night strike on Saturday. AP

Number of people
taking part in the
protests in Peru

500
Hundreds of

anti-government

protesters clashed

with police in the Peruvian capital Lima on

Saturday, throwing stones and sticks as

officers fired tear gas on the

demonstrators. AFP
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The story so far:

T
he Supreme Court is currently
hearing a Presidential
reference made in May 2025
that has sought the opinion of

the Court on 14 questions, primarily
surrounding the interpretation of Articles
200 and 201 of the Constitution.

What is the current reference?
The current reference is a result of a
Supreme Court judgment in April 2025
(The State of Tamil Nadu versus the
Governor of Tamil Nadu & Anr) that had
speci�ed timelines for Governors and the
President to act on Bills passed by State
legislatures. It had held that if the
Governor was to withhold assent or
reserve the Bill for consideration of the
President, contrary to the advice of the
State Council of Ministers, he/she should
do so within a period of three months. It
further held that if a Bill for which assent
has been withheld is again passed by the
State legislature, the Governor shall
assent to such Bill. It had prescribed a
timeline of three months for the President
to decide on State Bills reserved for
his/her consideration. The court had also
held that decisions by Governors and the
President on such Bills, including delays
beyond the prescribed timelines, will be
subject to judicial review. 

The government has raised questions
regarding the authority of the Court to
prescribe timelines when they are not
speci�ed in the Constitution.

What does the Constitution say?
Article 200 of the Constitution lays down
that when a Bill, passed by a State
Legislature, is presented to the Governor
for his/her assent, he/she has four
alternatives: (a) may give assent to the Bill
(b) may withhold assent to the Bill, that is,
reject the Bill in which case the Bill fails to
become law; (c) may return the Bill for
reconsideration of the State Legislature;
or (d) may reserve the Bill for the
consideration of the President.

As held by the Supreme Court in
various cases including the Shamsher
Singh case (1974), the Governor does not
exercise his/her discretionary powers
while withholding assent for a Bill. He/she
is required to act as per the advice of the
Council of Ministers. The return of any
Bill to the State Legislature for
reconsideration is also to be done based
on ministerial advice. As explained in the
Constituent Assembly by T.T.
Krishnamachari, this may be done if the
Government feels that the Bill needs
modi�cations. The Governor shall assent
to such a Bill if it is passed again by the
State Legislature.

As far as reserving any Bill for
consideration of the President, the
Governor must reserve certain Bills like
those which reduce the powers of the
High Court. He/she may reserve certain
Bills based on the advice of the Council of
Ministers like those that relate to a subject
enumerated in the Concurrent List, to
ensure operation of its provisions despite
repugnancy to a Union Law. It is only
under rare circumstances that the
Governor may exercise his/her discretion
and reserve a Bill where he/she feels that
the provisions of the Bill contravene any
of the provisions of the Constitution and
therefore, reserve it for the consideration
of the President.

The Constitution does not lay down
any time limit within which the Governor
is required to make a decision with

respect to any Bill presented for his/her
assent. The main part of Article 200 states
that once a Bill is presented to the
Governor, he/she ‘shall’ declare that
he/she assents to the Bill or withholds
assent or reserves the Bill for
consideration of the President. The
proviso to the article adds that the
Governor may ‘as soon as possible’ return
the Bill for reconsideration of the State
legislature.

What are the recommendations?
The Sarkaria Commission (1987) had
stated that only the reservation of Bills for
consideration of the President, that too
under rare cases of patent
unconstitutionality, can be implied as a
discretionary power of the Governor.
Apart from such exceptional cases, the
Governor must discharge his functions
under Article 200 as per the advice of
Ministers. It further recommended that
the President (Central Government)
should dispose of such Bills within a
maximum period of six months. The
Punchhi Commission (2010) had
recommended that the Governor should
take a decision with respect to a Bill
presented for his/her assent within a
period of six months.

What are the arguments?
Article 163(1) of the Constitution requires
the Governor to act as per the advice of
the Council of Ministers except in so far as
he/she is required by or under the
Constitution to act as per his/her
discretion. Article 163(2) further provides
that if any question arises on whether the
matter is a matter which the Governor is
required to act as per his/her discretion,

the decision of the Governor in such cases
shall be �nal and shall not be called into
question.

The Centre has argued that the
Governor enjoys discretion as per the
above Article which cannot be inquired
into by the courts and consequently no
timelines can be �xed. It also raised
objections to the three-month timeframe
that has been stipulated for the President
to decide on Bills which have been
reserved. Article 201 that deals with this
matter does not stipulate any timeline.
The Centre has maintained that any issues
between the elected government in a
State, the Governor and the President
need to be resolved politically within the
framework of the Constitution and that
the courts cannot be an adjudicator for
every such impasse.

However, Opposition-ruled States have
argued that the Governors in such States
have been selectively delaying assent or
reserving Bills, against the advice of the
Council of Ministers, for the consideration
of the President. They have argued that
such deliberate delays cannot be termed
as discretion and that it disrespects the
popular mandate of the people of the
State.

What should be the way forward?
All the issues stated above are in the
nature of symptoms. The underlying
disease that has plagued our federal set
up has been the politicisation of the
gubernatorial post. Many political leaders
starting from C.N. Annadurai to Nitish
Kumar have called for the abolition of the
Governor’s post in the past. However, as
per our Constitutional scheme, there is a
need for a nominal head of the State

executive just like the President for the
Union executive. 

Nevertheless, federalism is also a basic
feature of our Constitution and the
Governor’s o�ce should not undermine
the powers of popularly elected
governments at the States.

The Court usually exercises restraint
while stipulating timelines for action by
constitutional authorities where none is
provided in the Constitution. However,
when there are unreasonable delays, the
Court has stipulated timelines in the past
like in K. M. Singh case (2020) where it
laid down a three-month timeframe for
Speakers to decide on the Tenth Schedule
disquali�cation.

The Supreme Court has purposively
interpreted the words in Article 200 in its
judgment in April 2025. It has interpreted
that the main part of Article 200 uses the
words ‘Governor shall’ and hence it is not
a discretionary power. It relied on its own
past judgments including the Nabam
Rebia case (2006), the recommendations
of various commissions as well as the
O�ce Memorandum of the Home
Ministry in 2016 to prescribe the timeline
of three months for actions by Governors
and the President.

The Centre and the Governors should
follow the timeline prescribed by the
April 2025 judgment to uphold
democratic and federal principles.
Hopefully, the opinion of the Supreme
Court in the Presidential reference would
also reiterate this position.

Rangarajan. R is a former IAS o�cer
and author of ‘Courseware on Polity
Simpli�ed.’ He currently trains at O�cers
IAS academy. Views expressed are
personal.

Can timelines be �xed for Governors? 
Can the Governor withhold assent to a Bill passed by the State legislature based on his own discretion? Why has the Centre said that courts cannot prescribe a

timeline for Governors/President to decide on a Bill? What have Opposition-rule States said on the matter? 

New rules: Tamil Nadu Governor R.N. Ravi welcomed by Chief Minister M.K. Stalin during the Republic Day celebrations in Chennai, on January 26. PTI

Rangarajan R. 

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Article 200 of the Constitution
lays down that when a Bill,
passed by a State Legislature,
is presented to the Governor
for his/her assent, he/she has
four alternatives: (a) may give
assent to the Bill (b) may
withhold assent to the Bill, that
is, reject the Bill in which case
the Bill fails to become law; (c)
may return the Bill for
reconsideration of the State
Legislature; or (d) may reserve
the Bill for the consideration of
the President.

�

Article 163(1) of the
Constitution requires the
Governor to act as per the
advice of the Council of
Ministers except in so far as
he/she is required by or under
the Constitution to act as per
his/her discretion.

�

Opposition-ruled States have
argued that the Governors in
such States have been
selectively delaying assent or
reserving Bills, against the
advice of the Council of
Ministers.
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X

QUESTION 1

Tokyo became the first city to host the event
twice. When did it host it for the first time?
X

QUESTION 2

Which was the only World Record to be set
at the 20th edition of the event?
X

QUESTION 3 

The U.S. topped the medals tally with a total
of 26 medals including 16 gold. Which
nation came a distant second with 11
medals that included seven gold medals?
X

QUESTION 4

What was the name of the o�icial mascot?
X

QUESTION 5 

Of the 19 Indian athletes who took part,
who had the best showing and in which
event?

Questions and Answers to the September 19

edition of the daily quiz: 1. This film centred around
a scandal that brought down the Nixon government.
Redford played this journalist in the film. Ans: All the

President’s Men; Bob Woodward

2. Redford starred in this film which was based on a
book by Karen Blixen. Ans: Out of Africa

3. Redford’s final appearance on screen was in this
superhero film based on the Marvel comics. Ans:

Avengers: Endgame

4. Name the film festival named after a character
played by Redford. Name the film as well. Ans:

Sundance Film Festival; Butch Cassidy and the

Sundance Kid

5. This film, directed by Redford, dramatised the
rigged TV shows of the 1950s. Ans: Quiz Show

6. The name of this famous song that was also used in
the background of a montage in Spider-Man 2. Ans:

Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head

Visual: Redford was nominated at the Academy
Awards for best actor for his performance in this film.
Ans: The Sting

Early Birds: Erfanally Oosmany| Tito Shiladitya|
Sonali Das| Sudhir Thapa| Sukdev Shet

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on the World Athletics Championships that concluded on Sunday

X

Visual question:

Name this athlete who claimed three gold medals at the championships. AFP

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

How is the word ‘brouhaha’
pronounced? What does it mean? (C.
Devyani, Mysore)
Brouhaha consists of three syllables, and
it is a word limited to informal contexts.
The �rst syllable, ‘brou’, is pronounced
like the word ‘brew’, while the vowel in
the second and third syllables sounds like
the ‘ar’ in ‘dark’, ‘park’ and ‘mark’. One
way of pronouncing the word is
BREW-ha-ha with the stress on the �rst
syllable. The word is mostly used
nowadays to mean commotion/noise or
an angry complaint about something or
someone. The loud noise coming from
everywhere, often leads to confusion.

The brouhaha over the terrible
umpiring decision hasn’t died down yet.

There was a big brouhaha when Revathi
announced she was divorcing Chethan.

There are several theories about the
origin of this strange sounding word.
Some people believe that it comes from
the French ‘brouhaha’; others, on the
other hand, maintain that it comes from
the Hebrew ‘barukh habba’, meaning,
‘blessed be the one who comes’.

When do we use ‘hanged’ and when
do we use ‘hung’? (K. Jayaraman,
Trichy)
Which of the following sentences is
correct? On Saturday, she hung all her
paintings in the drawing room or she
hanged all her paintings in the drawing
room. This sort of confusion frequently
occurs because the word ‘hang’ has two
past tense forms — hanged and hung.
When do we use ‘hanged’ and when do
we use ‘hung’? The answer is fairly simple
— just remember that ‘hanged’ is used
with people, and ‘hung’ with everything
else. In many countries, even today,
people found guilty of having committed
a serious crime, are usually hanged — in
other words, the person has a noose tied
around his neck, and is then suddenly
dropped. This is the only context we use
hanged; in all other cases, we use the
word ‘hung’.

The notorious serial killer was hanged
at 7:00 this morning.

After an early breakfast, I hung my
clothes out to dry.

The angry mob hanged the Minister
and his wife.

What is the meaning and origin of
‘like trying to catch lightning in a
bottle’? (M. Saketh, Pune)
This rather odd idiom is mostly limited to
American English. When you say that
something is like trying to catch lightning
in a bottle, what you are suggesting is that
it is a very di�cult task — bordering on
the impossible. The expression is
frequently used in sports. It is also
possible to replace ‘catch’ with ‘capture’.

We’ll have to catch lightning in a bottle
to win the World Cup.

upendrankye@gmail.com

The brouhaha
about the CEO
is ongoing 
She hung all her wedding photos

from the top shelf so everyone

could see it 

S. Upendran 
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S
upercomputers are the giants of
the computing world. While a
normal laptop might let you
browse the web, type essays or

play games, a supercomputer is designed
to solve problems that are so large,
complex, and calculation-heavy that they
would take ordinary machines years to
�nish. Weather forecasting, simulating
nuclear reactions, and modelling the
early universe all depend on them.

How does a supercomputer work?
At the heart of a supercomputer is the
idea that, instead of making one
processor work extremely fast, it’s often
better to use thousands or even millions
of processors working at the same time.
This is called parallel computing.

Each processor, or core, tackles a small
part of the problem. When their solutions
are combined, they add up to a complete
answer more quickly than one processor
could manage on its own.

Modern supercomputers are not single
machines in the everyday sense but a vast
collection of components organised into
layers:

(i) The processors are a
supercomputer’s workers. A Central
Processing Unit (CPU) is good at handling
general tasks while a Graphics Processing
Unit (GPU) — originally designed for video
games — is very good at handling
repetitive mathematical operations,
which are common in scienti�c
simulations. Many supercomputers use
both.

(ii) A node is a group of processors
bundled together with memory — a
package that resembles a small computer.
A supercomputer might contain
thousands of such nodes.

(iii) The nodes are connected to each
other in a high-speed network in which
data is transmitted much faster than
through home internet connections.

(iv) Each node has its own memory for
quick access to data. For larger amounts
of information, supercomputers use
storage systems that can hold petabytes
(millions of gigabytes) and specialised �le
systems to ensure thousands of nodes can
read and write information from/in

memory without chaos.
(v) All this activity produces enormous

heat. Supercomputers often require
bespoke cooling, including water pipes
and refrigeration units; some units are
even immersed within special liquids.
Without cooling, these machines would
quickly destroy themselves.

(vi) Finally, running a supercomputer
can require as much electricity as a small
town. E�cient power distribution and
utilisation are thus required.

What software do supercomputers
use?
The software of a supercomputer controls
how its processors work together. The
operating system must schedule tasks
across thousands of processors, manage
memory, and handle communication. So
engineers have developed parallel
programming languages like MPI
(Message Passing Interface) or OpenMP
that can tell each processor what to do
and when to exchange information.

Load balancing is another key issue.
Because of the need for speed as well as a
supercomputer’s immense power
consumption, it’s ine�cient to have some
processors �nish their work early and idle
while others struggle with heavier tasks.
So the software must also include
algorithms that distribute tasks in ways
that minimise such waste.

Supercomputer performance is usually
measured in �ops, or �oating-point
operations per second. A laptop might
perform billions of �ops. Today’s top
supercomputers operate in the range of
exa�ops, performing quintillions (1018) of
operations every second. In other words,
a single exa�op machine can perform
more calculations in one second than
every human on the earth could perform
on a calculator in their entire lifetime.

What does a supercomputer look
like?
Interacting with a supercomputer is very
di�erent from using a personal computer.
Because these machines are designed for
large teams of researchers, they’re
typically housed in special facilities and
accessed remotely.

For example, a scientist can log in from
their laptop or workstation using a secure

network connection, often through a
terminal window rather than a graphical
interface. Once connected, the user won’t
directly ‘operate’ the machine with
mouse clicks. Instead, they prepare job
scripts, which are text �les that describe
what program to run, how much
computing power it will need, and how
long it should run.

These jobs are submitted to a
scheduler, which is a computer
programme that manages the queue of
tasks from many users and assigns them
to available nodes in a supercomputer.

The actual computation might take
minutes or even days depending on the
size of the problem. When a job �nishes,
the output — whether numbers, images,
simulation data or something else — is
stored in the supercomputer’s �le system.
The user can download this data to their
own computer for analysis and
visualisation.

In this way, the supercomputer is less
like a giant laptop and more like a
telescope or a particle accelerator.

Does India have supercomputers?
India’s supercomputing e�ort began in
the late 1980s when Western countries
refused to export high-end machines.
This spurred the Centre for Development
of Advanced Computing (C-DAC), founded
in 1988, to develop indigenous systems.
The PARAM series, starting with PARAM
8000 in 1991, was among the �rst
India-built supercomputers.

The Indian government launched the
National Supercomputing Mission (NSM)
in 2015 as a joint project of the
Department of Science and Technology
(DST) and the Ministry of Electronics and
IT (MeitY), implemented by C-DAC and
the Indian Institute of Science (IISc),
Bengaluru. Its goal is to build a network of
70+ high-performance computing
facilities across India, with capacities
ranging from tera�ops to peta�ops, and
to develop indigenous hardware and
software.

Supercomputers have also been
installed at many academic and research
institutions. India’s current fastest
supercomputer is AIRAWAT-PSAI at C-DAC
in Pune; it’s ranked inside the top 100 in
the canonical top 500 list worldwide.

Other PARAM-series systems are located
at IITs, IISERs, IISc, and central
laboratories across India. The Indian
Institute of Tropical Meteorology, also in
Pune, hosts Pratyush, a supercomputer
used for weather and climate modelling.
The National Centre for Medium Range
Weather Forecasting in Noida has Mihir
for the same purpose.

C-DAC remains India’s principal
designer and integrator of
supercomputers. It collaborates with the
Indian Institute of Science, IITs, and
private sector vendors for hardware. Of
late, there has been greater emphasis on
indigenously developed processors, like
the Rudra server and the AUM
high-performance computing nodes
under the NSM.

Aside from weather, especially
monsoon, and climate modelling,
researchers in India use supercomputers
for long-term modelling of the Indian
Ocean and the Himalayas, and for
molecular dynamics, discovering drugs,
nanotechnology, simulating black holes,
gravitational waves, galactic structures, to
train cutting-edge arti�cial intelligence
models, and to simulate defence
scenarios.

What does the future look like?
Future supercomputers may look
di�erent. Quantum computers, which use
the principles of quantum mechanics,
promise a new way of handling certain
types of problems that could reduce the
hardware and energy demand.

At the same time, exascale computing,
which is already beginning to arrive, is
pushing the limits of what classical
machines can do. For example, on
September 5, a machine called JUPITER
in Germany became Europe’s �rst
exascale supercomputer. A statement
from the European Commission said it’s
powered entirely by renewable energy.

There are also new designs inspired by
the human brain, called neuromorphic
computing, where processing and
memory will be installed on a single chip,
potentially yielding signi�cant gains in
energy e�ciency and speed.

This said, all these supercomputers will
use the same fundamental concept of
parallel computing.

How di�erent are supercomputers to
normal computers? 
Modern supercomputers are not single machines in the everyday sense but a vast collection of components organised into layers. India’s

supercomputing e�ort began in the late 1980s when Western countries refused to export high-end machines 

BUILDING BLOCKS 

New frontiers: The supercomputer installed in IIT in Chennai in 2012. FILE PHOTO

Vasudevan Mukunth 
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T
he signals emanating from Washington
under President Donald Trump are
unambiguous. After imposing a 50 per cent

tari� wall and withdrawing the sanctions waiver on
Iran’s Chabahar port, the White House has now
announced a ten-fold increase in H-1B visa fees to an
eye-watering $100,000. This is not just another policy
tweak; it is a declaration. America is no longer rolling
out the red carpet for immigrant professionals,
particularly engineers and technology workers who
have powered its innovation economy for decades.

The immediate fallout will be felt by
Indian students enrolled in US universities.
Thousands take on heavy education loans in
the hope of securing a job at one of America’s
big technology firms after graduation. A
six-figure visa cost would make it nearly
impossible for employers to hire fresh
graduates from abroad. For decades, the US
was the dream destination for Indian techies
because of access to American capital, deep
innovation ecosystems and a culture of
risk-taking that few countries could match.
Returning to India is not an attractive option
for many. Weak infrastructure, a shallow
pipeline of cutting-edge research and a
dearth of exciting, well-paid roles in frontier
technologies combine to dim the prospects
of repatriated talent. Even large MNCs
running R&D centres in India often assign
work that is incremental rather than
path-breaking.

Yet the new reality must be faced. India’s
gross expenditure on R&D remains at just
0.64 per cent of GDP — far below most global
peers. In many developed and emerging
economies, business enterprises contribute
over half of total R&D spending; China,
Japan, South Korea and the US all cross the
70 per cent mark. By contrast, top-tier Indian
IT services firms spend only 0.4–1.3 per cent
of revenue on R&D, a ratio that has barely
moved since FY19. This is unsustainable.
Industry and government must build a
pipeline of risk capital for frontier
technology, making it worthwhile for the best
minds to stay back. The H-1B fee hike also
strikes at the core of the Indian IT services
playbook built around rotating engineers
into client sites in the US and scaling delivery
from o�shore centres. Each visa has now
become a six-figure liability that few clients
will underwrite. Many Tier-1 firms have
started to adapt, setting up near-shore hubs
in Canada and Eastern Europe, hiring locally
in the US, and deploying automation to
increase throughput. But the industry still
relies on the visa pipeline. Trump’s move is
the loudest signal yet that the transition to a
distributed, automation-rich delivery model
must be completed without delay. 

US immigration rules have been gradually
tightened over nearly a decade, but India has
been very slow to adapt. If India truly wishes
to become a digital powerhouse, it must
reduce dependence on external job markets.
Emerging technologies such as artificial
intelligence o�er enormous potential, but
only if the country invests boldly in its own
ecosystem rather than hope for an open door
abroad.

Visa whiplash 
H-1B fee hike is a wake up call 
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DG race hots up in RBI
RBI Executive Directors SC Murmu,
Vivek Deep, Rohit Jain and RS Ratho
are believed to be in the race to get
elevated as a Deputy Governor. Their
candidature is being considered by
the Government as Deputy
Governor M. Rajeshwar Rao’s

one-year extension will end on
October 8, 2025. 
Rao has been a Deputy Governor
since October 9, 2020. Murmu is the
senior-most ED in RBI, having been
elevated to the position in
November 2019. While Deep
became ED in September 2020, Jain
and Ratho became EDs in December
2020.
Look before you leap
The banking regulator RBI has burnt
its fingers in sovereign gold bonds.
After the sharp rally in yellow metal
prices, it rightly suspended fresh SGB
issuances in February. 
Taking a swipe at RBI, a mutual fund
distributor suggested that the
regulator, like investors, should have

consulted an ‘advisor’ before
launching SGB. 
It underestimated the consumer
appetite for gold and its pricing
dynamics. Meanwhile, investors are
rejoicing and believe “SGB bhi sahi

hai”.
Chickpeas woes
With the prices of pulses crashing in
the global market, a section of the
trade is pointing fingers at
something that is happening in the
Gulf region. 
Companies in the region, which are
at the centre of an investigation, had
shipped Kabuli chana (chickpeas) to
India by misrepresenting the country
of origin to avoid the 44 per cent
customs duty. 

The chana had reportedly originated
from Russia and Turkey. Traders say
shipping and customs documents
were misdeclared to claim the
consignments are from nations with
which India has preferential trade
agreements. These imports are
distorting the domestic market, and
traders regret that, despite these
shady deals, some among them are
seeking the government’s support
for the trouble they are facing.
Grandson rise?
We are familiar with son rise in
politics, but Karnataka Chief Minister
Siddaramaiah seems to be grooming
grandson Dhawan to take over his
political legacy if recent
developments are any indication.

Dhawan son of Siddaramaiah's
first-born Rakesh — who passed
away at a young age of 39 in 2016 —
has started putting in appearances at
Kuruba (shepherd) community
events which they belong to. Rakesh
who used to look after his father's
constituency was expected to be his
father's political heir but had an
untimely demise.
While the CMs second son Yathindra
is an MLC, Congress insiders say
Siddaramaiah seems to favour
Dhawan. For now the grandson is
appearing at more events with the
CM to learn the political ropes. It
remains to be seen whether Dhawan
or Yathindra will eventually inherit
his political legacy. Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE 
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I
n India’s trillion-rupee
procurement ecosystem — where
transparency, value-for-money, and

speed are paramount — tenders are the
heartbeat. The scale is staggering:
government procurement across Union,
State, and PSU purchases accounts for
nearly 20-22 per cent of GDP. 

From defence to healthcare, rural
electrification to high-speed rail,
procurement shapes the country’s
development story.

Yet behind this machinery lies an
often-overlooked aspect: the demanding
nature of evaluation. O�cers tasked
with scrutinising tenders wade through
thousands of pages — checking
eligibility, verifying certificates, and
comparing bids — under pressing
deadlines. While platforms like GeM
have digitised the front-end, the
back-end is still dependent on extensive
documentation.

EVALUATION CHALLENGE

Consider this: in FY24 alone, GeM
processed over ₹3 lakh crore worth of
goods and services, with more than one
crore product listings and 65,000
registered government buyers. Each
tender receives anywhere between 5 and
25 bids, depending on its scope, with
vendors uploading statutory, technical,
and financial documents, often running
into 2,000 pages or more.

While digital platforms have
transformed access, the next step is
enabling intelligent interpretation of
data. Bidders upload; o�cers download.
But evaluation is still dependent on

extensive documentation often
resulting in cognitive overload
sometimes leading to longer timelines
and inadvertent errors.

This is where GenAI — o�ers a
breakthrough. In the present-day
system, by combining Optical Character
Recognition (OCR) with semantic
parsing, AI engines can read, extract, and
compare information at scale. What
takes days for humans can be reduced to
hours, with fewer mistakes and more
transparency.Imagine an AI agent that
ingests bids directly from GeM or CPP
or IREPS, identifies whether eligibility
criteria like turnover or certifications
are met, and produces a compliance
matrix — flagging anomalies for human
review. A dashboard highlights each
vendor’s status in red or green, leaving
o�cers free to focus on exceptions
rather than routine checks.

SUGGESTED EVALUATION STEPS

Machine-Readable Bid Annexures
(MRBA): Alongside the regular PDF,
bidders can submit a signed JSON/XML
sheet with key eligibility data —
turnover, net worth, OEM certificates,
BIS/ISO numbers, PAN/GST, labour
registrations. This reduces parsing
errors and allows deterministic,
rule-based checks.

Trusted data cross-checks: AI can
link directly (read-only) to government
systems like MCA-21 (company basics),
GSTN (registration validity),
EPFO/ESIC (statutory codes), BIS
(licences), UDYAM (MSME status), and
UDIN (turnover certificates). 

MRBA fields can be instantly verified,
producing a log of matches, mismatches,
or exceptions — while the committee

retains the final say.
Clause-to-evidence mapping

(CEM): Tender clauses are uploaded in a
structured format (e.g., “minimum
average annual turnover ₹X; required
document: audited financials Y/N”). 

AI highlights the exact page or snippet
in each bid that meets — or fails — the
requirement, and generates a
comparative statement with links to
source documents. This creates a
transparent, audit-ready trail.

Risk and exceptions register (RER):
Instead of opaque AI scoring, the system
can maintain a visible register of issues
— missing pages, expired certificates,
arithmetic errors, or unusually low bids.
Each flagged item requires a human
decision (accept, seek clarification, or
reject), embedding accountability while
cutting routine workload.

AI-led rate reasonability:
Determining fair price is often the most
complex task. AI can scan procurement
archives across GeM, CPP, IREPS, and
state systems to surface the Last
Accepted Rate (LAR) for comparable
works. Factoring in geography, inflation,

scope, and scale, it provides committees
with a benchmark range. 

For instance, a bridge tender in
Bareilly can be compared against similar
works across Indian Railways, CPWD,
and PWDs in the past three years —
adjusted for region and escalation.

National procurement database: On
the lines of PM Gati Shakti, which
integrates 1,614 data layers across 44
ministries and 36 States/UTs, a
centralised procurement database of
LARs can be developed. This broadens
AI’s learning base and ensures
benchmarking is both accurate and
nationally representative.

Concerns about AI replacing human
judgment are misplaced. AI will not
decide who wins a contract — it will
simply remove the drudgery.
Accountability will always rest with
evaluation committees. AI outputs
should be treated like preliminary
screening reports: useful for flagging
non-compliance but always subject to
human verification. The government,
too, can issue clear guidelines to define
responsibilities and ensure audit trails.

AI can also support pre-tender stages
— drafting RFPs, removing
contradictory clauses, and standardising
evaluation formats. This is particularly
valuable in departments with high
o�cer turnover and weak institutional
memory. 

A phased approach to AI-assisted
evaluation, beginning with pilot projects
and training, integrating platforms like
GeM, CPP, IREPS with AI modules could
complement existing policy e�orts.

The writer is with Indian Railway Accounts Service.
Views expressed are personal

AI’s role in enhancing transparency in procurement

Nav Goel
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AI engines can read, extract, and compare information at scale and flag anomalies for human review
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P
rime Minister Narendra
Modi has completed 75 years
of age, and 11-plus years in
o�ce. So it is worth asking,
once again, what will be his

legacy?
On the political side it’s clear: making

the BJP the preeminent party of
governance. Its vote share has been over
36 per cent since 2014.

But what about his economic legacy?
The answer, sadly, is that we don’t know.
Not yet anyway.

In that respect he is perhaps a bit like
Jawaharlal Nehru whose economic
legacy is also totally unclear. Like Modi,
Nehru also wanted India to be a great
country. But he simply didn’t
understand the behaviour of capital and
labour in such a highly interventionist
state.

Modi, in contrast, understands it but
is unable to set aside political
considerations in his larger economic
decisions. So the state under him
continues to be highly interventionist.

In that respect he is like Indira
Gandhi. Everything she did was political.
But her legacy is clear: nationalised
banks and therefore an ine�cient
financial sector. That legacy, unlike her
father’s, has proved to be a lasting one. A
significant part of the public sector
banking system is nothing more than an
arm of welfarism.

Her successor was Morarji Desai
whose lasting economic legacy is the
appalling constitutional amendment
that said the right to property is not a
fundamental one. What’s amazing is
that he himself wasn’t a socialist of even
the mildest hue.

Rajiv Gandhi’s legacy is absolutely the
best of the lot: computers. It may sound
trivial now but it is he who transformed
India and made it possible for it to
become what it has become in
technology.

A few years later PV Narasimha Rao’s
legacy was to break India away from the
industrial and financial policies of the
past. He did what Morarji wanted to do
but wasn’t able to.

Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s economic
legacy, like Nehru’s, is also very unclear.
He was Prime Minister for six years but
seemed disinterested in economic
policy. Can you think of anything that
could be called his legacy?

Likewise Manmohan Singh. It’s hard
to say this is his legacy. The one huge
thing he pulled o�, the Indo-US nuclear
deal, led nowhere. MNREGA isn’t his
legacy. He had been unhappy with the
scheme but could not overrule Sonia
Gandhi’s band of do-gooders.

MODI’S MOUNTAIN

Which brings us to Narendra Modi. He
has a massive non-economic legacy,
most of which is political. But on the
economic side it’s hard to say this is it,
his legacy. Even GST wasn’t his idea — it
had been in the works since 2003 — and,
as Chief Minister of Gujarat, he had
opposed it.

So far he has done nothing that’s
comparable to the bank nationalisation
of Indira Gandhi and the liberalisation of

Narasimha Rao. That doesn’t look good
after 11 years in power.

What does stand out, however, is his
commitment to welfarism. Some of that,
like DBT, can doubtless be seen as a
legacy. But like bank nationalisation and
MNREGA, it has a strong political
aspect. UPI is also a major achievement.
And it is apolitical. 

Actually, when you examine it closely,
there have been only two legacies that
were completely apolitical. One was
Rajiv Gandhi’s push to take India into a
higher technological orbit. The other
was Narasimha Rao’s abolition of
resource allocation by industrial
licensing.

So far Modi has been focusing on
improving distribution of various things
in the consumption baskets of the poor.
But he has done nothing to improve
their productivity.

The improvements in distributive
e�ciency are one time gains in the
productivity of government expenditure
but not of the consumer.

This is the mountain that Modi has to
climb now. He has to come up with an
idea that creates more losers than
winners in order to improve the
e�ciency of all economic activity in the

country. This means he ignores the
political fallout of the change he is
proposing. Nothing else will place him
on par with Rajiv Gandhi and Narasimha
Rao.

MY ADVICE

If he were to ask me, I’d repeat my old
advice: delete Article 311 of the
Constitution. It’s not in the domain of
economic policy but will have massive
economic benefits. It’s the one thing
that might kickstart private investment
in India which is mercilessly bullied and
exploited by government employees.

Running businesses in India is one of
the most courageous things humans can
do. Bureaucrats in India spare no one,
not even their political masters.

Why? How? Because Article 311
almost completely protects civil
servants from being dismissed. The only
grounds for dismissal is criminal
conduct. Corruption and incompetence
aren’t grounds for dismissal under this
Article.

This is an unheard of immunity. It
must go. Does Modi have the political
courage to do it? Its deletion, after all,
will be on par with the deletion of Article
370.

Direct Benefit Transfer
can doubtless be seen as
Modi’s legacy. But like
bank nationalisation and
MNREGA, it has a strong
political aspect

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

LINE&
LENGTH. How can Modi carve out

an economic legacy?
The PM must scrap Article 311
that gives immunity to
bureaucrats. This might spur
private investments 

T
hough the Tamil Nadu
Assembly elections are still
a few months away, the

political battle lines are already
being drawn. The ruling DMK,
having got into poll mode a few
months ago, seemed to have
grabbed the first mover advantage
for now. Its alliance with Congress,
VCK and the Left parties also
seems to be holding strong despite
the occasional sniping. 

It is the principal opposition
party — the AIADMK — that
seems to be in a bind. After biting
the dust in the 2024 general
elections, where it shunned an
alliance with the BJP, it is now
forced to join hands with it. Adding
the vote shares of both parties the
alliance look formidable. But
electoral alliances are not only
about arithmetic. Even in these
ideologically fluid times there is
this nebulous factor called
‘chemistry’. And this seems to be
sorely lacking between the two
parties. 

Veteran AIADMK leader KA
Sengottaiyan a few days ago gave a

10-day deadline for all the
AIADMK factions to merge
(primarily the O Panneerselvam
faction and TTV Dhinakaran’s
AMMK) with AIADMK to put a
strong fight against the ruling
DMK alliance. This seems to have
mi�ed party supremo and former
CM Edappadi Palaniswami (EPS),
who promptly removed
Sengottaiyan from all party posts. 

After that Sengottaiyan and EPS
made trips to New Delhi to meet
Home Minister Amit Shah.
Though what transpired in these
meetings remains unknown, Shah
must have surely advised both of
them to bury the hatchet. 

Also erstwhile NDA allies the
DMDK and AMMK seem to be
hedging their bets though the BJP
is keen to have them back in the
NDA. The father-son fight in the
PMK has further splintered the
Opposition. Then of course there
is the Vijay factor, whose
Tamizhaga Vettri Kazhagam,
making its electoral debut, is
fishing for allies. 

Though the polls are still a few
months away, the Opposition in
Tamil Nadu needs to get its act
together quickly. 

Splintered Opposition in TN

B Baskar

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.
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the war. 
The situation in Gaza is worse. The Israeli

army is hell bent on exiling two million Pal-
estinian residents. Where will they go? The
neighbouring Muslim nations have shut
their doors on them. The Muslim Brother-
hood’s threats have long been discredited as
mere sloganeering. 

The rich Arab States started speaking up
only after Israeli jets attacked Qatar. The
nation is home to the biggest US military
base in West Asia. A question arises: Did
Netanyahu conduct the raids without a US
nod? The Arab nations rattled by Israeli
chutzpah are closing ranks after decades. A
surprising fact came to light during the
India-Pak conflict. A Turkish naval ship and
officers were present in Pakistan during the
operation. Turkey, like China, provided
drones and diplomatic support to Pakistan.
Even Azerbaijan, driven by Muslim fealty,
supported Pakistan. 

Last week, news of a military alliance
between Saudi Arabia and Pakistan domi-
nated the headlines. It’s clear that nuclear-
armed Pakistan is flexing its muscles and
wants to assume a lead role in the Muslim
world, and is finding support.

These are worrying signs and do not
augur well for India. The reason is that
between the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991
and the spread of Covid-19 in 2019, at least a
billion people have been lifted out of
extreme poverty. The pandemic delivered a
huge blow to these efforts. It obstructed the
growing feeling of vasudhaiva kutumbakam
(the world is one family). During the pan-
demic, many social scientists aired their
concerns that the selfishness emerging from
such a situation would intensify in the com-
ing years. They weren’t wrong. In his second
stint in the Oval Office, US president Donald
Trump has resorted to tariff terror that has
furthered alienation and forging of new
groupings; it’s inspiring a European bloc, a
former Communist bloc, Asean, and African
identities. The question is how many blocs
does the world intend to divide itself into?
Who benefits?

The disaffection and confusion at the top
are percolating to the last person in the
queue, as many nations are descending into
internal chaos and conflict. The inferno of
dissatisfaction among the masses is threat-
ening almost every society. What happened
in neighbouring Nepal is a cause for worry.
Earlier, we witnessed similar storms in Pak-
istan, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. In the last
three months, England, Australia and many
parts of Europe saw demonstrations that
challenged the West’s secular democratic
credentials.

We are heading towards unknown and
unfair times. There can be no bigger threat
to world peace. Similar situations emerging
during the 1930s ended up in World War II.
Why do we never learn from the past? 

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.

The views expressed are personal

P
rime Minister (PM) Narendra Modi, at
the launch of the Swasth Nari Sashakt
Parivar Abhiyaan on his 75th birthday,
said, “If the mother stays healthy, then

the whole house stays well. If a mother falls ill,
the entire family’s system crumbles”. This rec-
ognition — that women’s well-being is the foun-
dation of our national progress — is at the heart
of India’s development journey.

Women are not just participants in this jour-
ney, they are its drivers. Across labs, clinical 
wards, farms, and biotech startups, silent yet 
powerful achievements are shaping our future.
Consider the 10 lakh Asha workers who form 
the backbone of India’s primary health care sys-
tem, often the first responders during out-
breaks. Or the women scientists at the Indian 
Council of Medical Research, National Institute
of Virology, and All India Insti-
tute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS)
who, in 2020, helped isolate 
SARS-CoV2, the Covid-19 virus —
paving the way for India’s indige-
nous vaccines that led to over 
two billion vaccinations under-
taken through the world’s largest
immunisation drive.

Over 60% of female workers in
India work in agriculture, many
now trained in deploying biotech-based solu-
tions for drought resilience and crop protection.
In biotech entrepreneurship, women are lead-
ing startups in affordable diagnostics, genom-
ics, and vaccine innovation. They are the living
proof of India’s Nari Shakti.

Government initiatives have been pivotal in
unlocking this potential. From Beti Bachao Beti
Padhao to Mission Shakti, from the historic 
Nari Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam ensuring 
women’s representation in Parliament, to eco-
nomic empowerment through Pradhan Mantri
Mudra Yojana, Stand-Up India, and Jan Dhan 
Yojana — the architecture for women-driven 
development is firmly in place. To illustrate, 
over 56 crore Jan Dhan accounts have been 
opened, with women holding nearly 56% of 
them — a scale of financial inclusion rarely seen
worldwide. Under the Mudra Yojana, nearly 
70% of the 52 crore loans have been disbursed
to women entrepreneurs. The Nari Shakti Van-
dan Adhiniyam will soon ensure that one-third
of Parliament seats are reserved for women —
guaranteeing their voice helps shape policy.

In science and technology, too, Indian
women are literally reaching for the stars. At 
the Indian Space Research Organisation (Isro),
women scientists were mission directors for 
Chandrayaan-2 and the Mars Orbiter Mission,

showcasing India’s rise as a space power.
Crucially, India leads the world in women’s

participation in science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics (Stem) education — 43%
of Stem graduates in India are women, com-
pared with 34% in the United States, 32% in the
European Union, and 33% in the OECD average.

Yet, only 19% of scientists, engineers, and
technologists are directly engaged in research
and development (R&D) in scientific establish-
ments, highlighting the urgent need to convert
education gains into workplace representation.

Government programmes like BioCARe and
Women in Science and Engineering-KIRAN 
(WISE-KIRAN) have enabled women scientists
returning from career breaks to resume innova-
tion. Recently, the Biotechnology Industry 
Research Assistance Council (Birac) celebrated

75+ women biotech entrepre-
neurs, signalling the arrival of a
new generation of leaders. Glo-
bally, women hold just less than
20% of biotech leadership posi-
tions, showing how India’s
progress can set benchmarks for
inclusivity in science entrepre-
neurship. The future of science-
led development will be shaped
by women advancing genomics,

molecular diagnostics, biologics, and precision
therapies. They will lead biotech supply chains,
regulatory ecosystems, and grassroots health 
delivery networks, ensuring affordable thera-
pies reach even the remotest villages.

My own journey — from a garage lab to
building a global biologics enterprise — has 
taught me that innovation is not born in board-
rooms alone. It emerges from the grassroots, 
powered by perseverance: The technician, the
post-doc, the health worker. When given oppor-
tunity and recognition, their impact is exponen-
tial. The biotech revolution, health security, 
food resilience, and space and digital technolo-
gies will define India’s rise in the decades ahead.
The PM’s vision is clear: Women are not to be 
seen as beneficiaries, but as co-architects of this
future. Now is the time for leadership across 
sectors to ensure that women scientists, nurses,
health workers, and entrepreneurs are fully vis-
ible, fully resourced, and fully empowered. 
When that happens, India will not just meet its
pledge — it will exceed global expectations. 
Because a future built by all of us, and led by 
women, will be unstoppable.

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw is founder, chairman and

managing director of Biocon Limited. The views

expressed are personal

Women central to India’s 
Stem-led development

Kiran 
Mazumdar-Shaw

leading energy supplier and significant
investor, is unlikely to be discarded. 
Riyadh has been quick to reassure 
New Delhi of its commitment to bilat-
eral ties in counterterrorism, maritime
security, and energy. More impor-
tantly, the Kingdom’s overriding prior-
ity is the success of its Vision 2030, an
ambitious plan for economic diversifi-
cation and social reform that requires
regional stability and a secure invest-
ment climate. Becoming a co-belliger-
ent in an India-Pakistan conflict would
directly threaten these core objectives,
making Riyadh more likely to act as a
crisis manager or mediator than an 
active participant. 

Confronted with these new reali-
ties, India’s response must be multifa-
ceted, combining diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and security efforts under the
umbrella of strategic autonomy. India
should intensify its engagement with
Gulf partners by expanding coopera-
tion in defence, counterterrorism, and
maritime security, while simultane-
ously bolstering economic ties. India’s
strengths in digital public infrastruc-
ture, AI, and green energy solutions 
align perfectly with Gulf diversifica-
tion goals, offering a superior value 
proposition. India can enhance coop-
eration through forums like I2U2 
(India, Israel, UAE, US) to foster 
regional integration projects. Criti-
cally, India must actively pursue alter-
native connectivity routes, such as the

International North-South Transport
Corridor (INSTC) and the Chabahar 
Port, which bypass Pakistan, to miti-
gate potential disruptions to IMEC and
enhance its regional influence, while 
acknowledging the geopolitical chal-
lenges these projects face.

Ultimately, while the Saudi-Pakistan
Defence Agreement reflects broader 
geopolitical shifts rather than a funda-
mental anti-Indian alignment, the opti-
mal path forward for India is not one 
of confrontation or alarmism. India 
should adopt an approach of strategic
patience, complemented by enhanced
defensive preparedness and a proact-
ive diplomatic and economic agenda. 
The most effective response is asym-
metrical: To leverage India’s unique 
and formidable strengths in technol-
ogy, trade, and human capital, thereby
becoming an indispensable partner in
the Gulf’s journey of economic trans-
formation. By demonstrating a supe-
rior and more comprehensive value 
proposition, India can ensure that its 
partnerships in the region are not only
resilient but continue to thrive.

 In navigating the complexities of a
multipolar West Asia, India’s greatest
asset will be its ability to prove that it is
the region’s most valuable partner for
the future.

Ausaf Sayeed is a former ambassador of 

India to Saudi Arabia and Yemen. The 

views expressed are personal

India’s carefully cultivated strategic partnership with Saudi Arabia, a leading 
energy supplier and significant investor, is unlikely to be discarded. PIB

Y
ears ago, we accidentally bumped
into each other in Anantnag. He
started narrating his tragic story,
saying he was being harassed due to

political reasons. He contacted the deputy
commissioner with his complaint, but nei-
ther the DC nor anyone else was ready to lis-
ten to him. Sheer helplessness drove him to
tears. Terrorists in military outfits, military
men with long beards, would keep knocking
at his doors at will. He said they barged into
the house without permission and lamented
the misfortune that befell him. That
encounter kept popping up in my mind yes-
terday (September 21), which is marked as
World Peace Day. 

The United Nations designated World
Peace Day in 1981, hoping that at least on
this day, the world would observe a cease-
fire and there would be no terrorist activity.
It didn’t turn out that way. Without dwell-
ing too much on history, if we focus on the
Russia-Ukraine and Israel-Hamas conflicts,
we would find that the former is into its
fourth year, while the latter is poised to
enter its third year. Both nations are mem-
bers of the UN: Russia has veto power in the
permanent Security Council. Still, both
Vladimir Putin and Benjamin Netanyahu,
leaders of Russia and Israel, respectively,
have ignored the pleas of the UN. 

We can’t expect anything from terrorists,
but how should one react when nations
bound by UN conventions start promoting
terrorism?

The Pahalgam terror attack is a prime
example. We are all witnesses to the kind of
despicable act perpetrated by terror outfits
sponsored by Pakistan. In retaliation, India
destroyed many terror camps in Pakistan by
launching Operation Sindoor. The director
general of military operations told Pakistani
counterparts the very night that their opera-
tion was over. We can stop here itself. But
Pakistan retaliated. The world watched with
bated breath for three days as two nuclear
powers engaged in an aerial duel, hoping it
wouldn’t spiral into a full-blown nuclear
war. 

The news of the ceasefire was received
with great relief worldwide. But the ques-
tion remains: What happens if Pakistan
doesn’t mend its ways? People were grap-
pling with the possibilities when Thailand
and Cambodia clashed on their border. The
way the two countries used air power and
heavy artillery to wrest control of a monas-
tery shocked the world. The global political
atmosphere has turned incendiary, clearly.
The Cold War developing between China
and the US will make it even more precari-
ous. 

The current crisis began on February 24,
2022, when Russia attacked Ukraine. The
conflict has affected close to 10 million peo-
ple, yet there’s no end in sight to this bloody
confrontation. Ukraine’s effective counter
has taken the sheen off Russian strategic
invincibility, but it does little to assuage the
common person who has lost everything in

{ OUR TAKE }

Moment of 
reckoning 

The many lives of 
Mohanlal, the artiste

T
he 1980s were an interesting time in Kerala —
and in Malayalam cinema. The ideological 
certitudes that dominated politics in the previous

decades were making way for transactional coalitions 
that emphasised negotiation and compromise. 
Malayali youth migrated to West Asia rather than to 
the Indian metros. Cinema had gone colour and was in 
search of new stars — it no longer pivoted around the 
trio of Sathyan, Prem Nazir, and Madhu, who 
dominated the industry until the 1970s. The idea of the 
hero itself was changing. A new cast of directors and 
writers preferred a light-hearted take on the daily life 
of Malayalis and sought actors who could portray the 
average Joe, with a penchant for mischief and comedy, 
on the screen. In exceptional circumstances, this new 
hero would also achieve exceptional feats such as 
pulping a dozen villains twice his size. But pastiche 
and satire had become par for the box office as much 
as films that centred on larger-than-life characters and 
chocolate heroes.

Mohanlal, who debuted in Malayalam cinema in 
1980 as a villain, was a product of this time, and his 
popularity was built on his ability to represent the 
young men of that time. In close to 50 years in the film 
industry, he has played the anti-hero, action man, 
romantic hero, comic actor par excellence, loving son, 
father, brother, husband, friend, and family man on 
screen. He has been convincing as a classical musician 
and gangster, auto driver and business tycoon, Gulf 
migrant and returnee, conman and cop, as top 
directors — Aravindan, IV Sasi, Bharatan, Padmarajan,
Sathyan Anthikad, Sibi Malayil, Mani Ratnam, Ram 
Gopal Varma, among others — cast him in their films. 
Like clay in the hands of the potter or wood/stone for a 
sculptor, he was malleable, willing, and committed to 
becoming the character. That explains the many 
accolades, including two national awards, and legions 
of admirers, across age and gender. The Dadasaheb 
Phalke Award, the highest honour for a film 
personality in India, acknowledges a great acting 
talent and the huge corpus of an immensely liked 
artiste, Lalettan, as he is known to Malayalis.

I
f Deng Xiaoping’s reforms made China the factory
of the world, the 1991 reforms propelled India as a
services superpower. At least three generations of
Indians, both companies and people, have used 

migration to unleash value creation for the world and 
unlock upward mobility for themselves and their 
country. As the global economic leader, the US 
naturally emerged as the largest destination of this 
migration. The H-1B visa programme that was started 
at almost the same time as the reforms in India was 
the principal vehicle of this mutually beneficial 
migration. India’s dominance in the H1-B visa 
programme is even greater than Chinese dominance 
in merchandise exports.

Barring the proverbial TACO — Trump always 
chickens out — the US has virtually killed the H-1B visa 
programme. This is because the new application fees 
of $100,000 for the visa is more than the median wage 
for employees working in the US under this 
programme. It is extremely unlikely that employers — 
companies, universities, hospitals — will pay a year’s 
worth or more of salary in visa fees to get foreign 
(overwhelmingly Indian) employees.

With Trump’s fatal blow to the H-1B visa, India is 
perhaps the worst-off among countries in terms of 
commercial engagement with the US. It faces a 50% 
tariff on its merchandise exports. It will now face the 
prospect of the highly paid, and more importantly 
growth enhancing migrant worker route being 
virtually shut for its citizens in the US. Anybody who 
believes that the Indo-US strategic partnership 
rhetoric can be carried on ignoring hostility the US 
has injected in the relationship in the past few 
months needs a reality check.

The Trump administration and its political outlook is
clearly invested in things which are significantly anti-
Indian in implications. The government of India ought 
to work, urgently and with a cool head on how many of 
these onslaughts by the Trump administration can be 
reversed. There should be a willingness for pragmatic 
trade-offs to get the best possible deal. Even the Indian 
companies who have benefitted the most from the 
H-1B visa programme should honestly introspect and 
engage whether their over-use of this visa programme 
have added to the hostility against it.

T
he Strategic Mutual
Defence Agreement signed
between Saudi Arabia and
Pakistan on September 17,
2025, marks a significant
turning point in West

Asian geopolitics, formalising a dec-
ades-long strategic alignment and cre-
ating new ripples that could alter 
regional security architectures and 
challenge India’s strategic positioning.
This unprecedented pact establishes a
Nato-style mutual defence commit-
ment, declaring that “any aggression 
against either country shall be consid-
ered an aggression against both”. 
While building upon nearly eight dec-
ades of deep-seated bilateral coopera-
tion, this provision legally obligates 
mutual support in the event of an 
attack, encompassing joint military 
responses, enhanced intelligence shar-
ing, and coordinated deterrence strate-
gies, buttressed by Saudi investments
of up to $15 billion in Pakistan’s 
defence-industrial complex.

While not explicitly stated, the
ambiguous “comprehensive defen-
sive” scope of the agreement has 
fuelled interpretations of an implicit 

nuclear dimension. The theory posits
that Pakistan’s arsenal, estimated at 
170 warheads, could indirectly extend
a nuclear deterrent to Saudi interests 
without physical transfers. This 
arrangement would navigate non-pro-
liferation norms and avoid direct viola-
tions of US non-proliferation laws, lev-
eraging Pakistan’s status as a non-sig-
natory to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and its 
rejection of a no-first-use policy. How-
ever, this nuclear umbrella theory is 
contested. Sceptics argue the
pact is more a political signal
of solidarity than an uncondi-
tional war guarantee, noting
that Pakistan’s nuclear doc-
trine remains overwhelm-
ingly India-centric and its 
command-and-control struc-
tures are unlikely to be sub-
ordinated to foreign inter-
ests.

The agreement’s timing reflects a
calculated Saudi response to the per-
ceived breakdown of the US-led secu-
rity order in the region. Israel’s 
unprecedented trans-border air strikes
on Doha, a GCC member and close US
ally, crossed a significant red line, 
exposing fundamental vulnerabilities
in the American security umbrella. 
This has prompted Gulf States, led by 
Saudi Arabia, to adopt a hedging strat-
egy aimed at diversifying security part-
nerships in an increasingly multipolar
world. The subsequent calls for an 
Arab-Islamic Nato, a concept building
on the existing 43-member Islamic 
Military Counter Terrorism Coalition 
(IMCTC), have gained traction, with 
Pakistani officials confirming that the
“doors are not closed” for other 
nations to join the pact.

For India, this defence pact presents
multifaceted challenges. First, it deep-

ens the China-Pakistan strategic nexus,
potentially creating a coordinated axis
that could challenge Indian interests. 
Chinese diplomatic and intelligence 
support could enhance Pakistan’s 
regional influence, while economic 
partnerships with Gulf States might 
provide alternative financing for Paki-
stani military capabilities, complicat-
ing India’s strategic balancing act. Ini-
tiatives like the India-Middle East-Eu-
rope Economic Corridor (IMEC), 
which passes through Saudi Arabia, 

now face an additional layer
of political uncertainty. While
the project already confronts
significant financing and
logistical hurdles, Riyadh’s
binding defence commit-
ments to Islamabad could
complicate future coopera-
tion on such a vital geoeco-
nomic initiative.

Second, the agreement
may dilute international pressure on 
Pakistan through forums like the 
Financial Action Task Force (FATF). 
Although Pakistan was removed from
the FATF’s grey list in 2022, its elevated
role as a key security provider in West
Asia could grant it greater diplomatic
leverage. While Saudi Arabia’s influ-
ence within the consensus-based FATF
is not absolute, it could make it more 
challenging to build a coalition to hold
Pakistan accountable for terror financ-
ing in the future. This, in turn, may 
embolden Pakistan-based non-State 
actors like Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-
e-Mohammed, potentially lowering 
the threshold for cross-border provo-
cations and complicating India’s 
response calculus.

However, several moderating fac-
tors temper the most alarmist scenar-
ios. India’s carefully cultivated strate-
gic partnership with Saudi Arabia, a 

Defence and offence on 

West Asia chessboard
The Saudi-Pak defence 
pact reflects broader 
geopolitical shifts rather 
than a fundamental anti-
Indian alignment. India 
should adopt strategic 
patience, enhanced 
defensive preparedness 
and a proactive 
diplomatic agenda
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This is the best evidence  ... that this is 
a political project whose objective is 
not to dismantle Hamas but to kill the 

possibility of two States 
Israel’s settlement expansion 

plans in the occupied West Bank
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me that for them to show the footage, I 
would need to file a police complaint. At this 
point, I was already bored. It was not worth 
my time. Still, I went to the cops, hoping that 
they would dissuade me from pursuing the 
matter, which was what they did. 

I have undertaken more complicated 
investigations in pursuit of stories or in 
search of authentic Malabar parottas on my 
diet-cheat days; I can even run for no reason 
for an hour, but to act against a petty man 
seemed so onerous that I gave up within the 
first hour of trying. I make characters do 
such elaborate things as part of my plots in 
novels and film, but in real life, these actions 
take too much effort. For instance, it is not 
easy to enter someone’s house and wait on 
the sofa to ambush him. 

I figure that in every aspect of life, there is 
planning, which is enjoyable, and doing, 
which only a few can do. I used to know some-
one who loved making plans to study and 
spent hours colour-coding days and subjects, 
but never got down to studying till a day 
before the exam. And I know people who love 
making fitness plans but never wake up for 
them. But they do act on other plans in other 
facets of life. Some people act out their dark-
est thoughts; they can even plan and kill. 
Most of us, though, only fantasize. 

imagined that a message from his phone 
could result in a violent and painful death. 

Most trolls, online or off, do not realize 
how dangerous their actions are. People 
who are slighted or infuriated can act in ways 
that are out of proportion to the offence.

People seem to carry a parallel life in their 
minds, where they react to injustice against 
them with imagined acts of violence. These 
fantasies are rarely proportional to the 
actual harm suffered. There is an episode of 
Black Mirror where a man designs a complex 
scheme to lure people into trolling a writer, 
and then sets out to kill them through 
robotic insects because he despises trolls. 
Watching it, I couldn’t help but feel the 
writer was probably living out a fantasy.

Most people do not act on their fantasies 
of revenge; such visions exist only in their 
own minds, perhaps to relish in private. 
However, some people do act them out. And 
it is in the nature of revenge to be dispropor-
tionate to the provocation. 

People seek vengeance all the time. Nor-
mally, vengeance in everyday life is minor 
and goes undetected. It may occur in offices, 
colonies or neighbourhoods—not as crimi-
nal acts, but as subtle injuries or professional 
sabotage that are still out of proportion to 
their triggers. 

I
n June last year, a man named Renukas-
wamy, who worked in a medical shop, was 
found dead miles away from home in a 

drain in Bangalore. It later emerged that he 
was a fan of Kannada actor Darshan and had 
sent an indecent message to another actor, 
Pavithra Gowda, believed to have been in a 
relationship with Darshan at the time.

The prosecution’s case is that Darshan’s 
henchmen abducted Renukaswamy, beat 
him up, tortured him, including with electric 
shocks, and in the process killed him before 
disposing of the body. It is also alleged that 
Darshan and Gowda themselves had beaten 
up the man in their custody, it is alleged. A 
few weeks ago, Pavithra Gowda’s fresh bail 
plea was rejected. Around the same time, the 
Supreme Court had cancelled Darshan’s bail, 
placing him back in custody. 

The police do accept Renukaswamy had 
a history of sending lewd messages to 
women. If what the prosecution maintains is 
true, then Renukaswamy died from a reac-
tion to his trolling. He would never have 

ness entrepreneurs vying to capture 
political power. The forms of political 
negotiation are impressive—Discord 
servers being used for debate and deci-
sion-making is a first—but its substance 
is the same old, even if Gen Z believes it 
is a new idea to “throw out the old cor-
rupt establishment.” But let us hope 
that Nepal enters a new phase of politi-
cal stability, economic growth and 
social harmony: maybe good govern-
ance is also an emergent phenomenon.

Nepal’s upheaval follows those in 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh in 
recent years and in Indonesia last 
month. The nepotism memes that 
fuelled resentment in Nepal initially 
crossed over from Indonesia. In 2025, it 
would be naive to believe that memes 
and trending topics on social media 
remain organic for too long. A half-de-
cent political operation anywhere in the 
world opportunistically exploits other-
wise ephemeral trends and uses them to 
its advantage. This is not to say that all 
memes and hashtags are manufactured, 
but that it would be a mistake to under-
estimate the role of organized efforts to 
stoke public anger and push things 
toward the brink. Cui bono, after all?

Canada’s Cascade Institute, a special-
ist in complexity science, has a simple 
framework to analyse how crises take 
place. It involves two types of causal fac-
tors: slow boiling ones called ‘stresses’ 
and fast processes called ‘triggers.’ 
Sometimes they come together in a 
hard to predict manner and become 
crises. Rough calculations show that the 
probability of protests increases signifi-
cantly when the proportion of young 
people in a population exceeds 20% and 
smartphone penetration and urbaniza-
tion levels cross 50%. All countries in 
the subcontinent and Indonesia fall in 
this spectrum. By these measures, the 
countries at even higher risk of revolu-
tion are Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Oman, 
Turkey, all Central Asian republics, 
Mongolia and the Philippines. It is 
impossible to predict trigger events, but 
one lesson they might take from Nepal 

is perhaps not to ban social media.
That brings us to the question of the 

relationship between transnational 
technology platforms and sovereign 
states. Much of the media reportage 
demonizes Nepal’s ousted Oli govern-
ment for banning social media, as if 
it were a sudden and arbitrary act of 
censorship. It was not. The ban followed 
a wilful refusal by foreign social media 
platforms to comply with a lawful 
directive that was, in turn, a result of a 
judicial order requiring them to comply 
with Nepalese law. You can accuse the 
Oli government of being ham-handed 
and lacking political sensitivity, but you 
cannot blame it for acting illegally. The 
events in Nepal have emboldened social 
media platforms, which can now dare 
democratic governments to try and 
hold them to account. Again, it is 2025 
and no one can claim social media com-
panies are upholding principles such as 
free speech. They are not neutral actors. 
They are, at best, acting to promote 
their commercial interests, and at worst 
as instruments of information warfare 
in the hands of their home govern-
ments. Social media has empowered 
platforms more than it has people. All 
sovereign states, especially democra-
cies, must be concerned about this.

Revolutions are rare because socie-
ties—even authoritarian ones—tend to 
have lower-risk options for people to 
make their voices heard. They are also 
rare because people are not monolithic 
or even stratified into classes, as many 
believe. A century ago, Communists, 
inspired by their European experience, 
thought that peasants and workers in 
India constituted a class that could be 
provoked to rise against their alleged 
oppressors. Their hoped-for revolution 
didn’t happen as the fabric of Indian 
society was woven differently. Indeed, 
such complexity in many societies 
masks their resilience and ability to 
effect change without violent upheaval. 
Whether this is a good or bad thing 
depends on who you are. And, in these 
times, perhaps on how old you are. 

A
 revolution is almost always an 
emergent phenomenon. The 
ingredients for one might exist 

for a long time, but they do not always 
come together in a politically explosive 
form. This explains why mass protests, 
let alone revolutions, are relatively rare 
in history and current affairs. If the exis-
tence of poverty, corruption, injustice, 
misgovernance, young people and 
smartphones were enough to cause 
revolutions, many countries around the 
world would be in constant upheaval. It 
is important, therefore, to be humble 
when commenting on what caused a 
revolution. Any revolution.

Manu Joseph had an insightful com-
mentary on this month’s “Gen Z pro-
tests” in Nepal in Mint last week that 
argued a lot more went into the unrest 
than merely outraged young people 
incensed by the government cutting off 
access to social media. “At the heart of 
all revolutions,” he reminds us, “is the 
second rung of power, aristocracy, 
wealth or clergy, attempting to bring 
down those above them. For this, they 
recruit a moral reason and the youth 
and poor.” After the protests, power in 
Nepal now vests with an upright septu-
agenarian no-nonsense prime minister, 
a politically cautious army chief and a 
number of actors who have entered pol-
itics through unconventional routes. 
There are rap stars, television anchors, 
humanitarian relief workers and busi-

While many factors usually converge to cause unrest, a complex social fabric often acts like a buffer
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Vengeance is far harder to carry out than it may seem
MANU JOSEPH

W
ill the US hike in its fee for 
prized H-1B visas from a 
few thousand dollars to 
$100,000 spell doom for 
India’s infotech (IT) sec-
tor? Hardly. It affects new 

visas, not the existing ones that usually last for 
three years and can be renewed for another 
three. Even if renewals do attract the hiked visa 
fee, as policy in Trumpland could tighten on a 
dime, our IT service companies would have 
time to recalibrate their business strategy. For 
now, this revised fee will hasten the automation 
that artificial intelligence (AI) has already set in 
motion and relocate some work to India and 
perhaps Mexico and Canada; as US-based per-
sonnel help service clients on-site, having them 
a short flight away could serve that end. Ameri-
can Big Tech companies that have Indian talent 
on H-1B visas would probably outsource more 
work to India as well. The US government has 
many projects being done by entities that 
employ people on these visas; so, while it tries to 
shield its citizens from low-cost foreign labour 
this way, policy-inflated payroll bills will also 
inflate the tabs it picks up. The biggest blow 
would be borne by second-tier US universities, 
which will attract fewer Indian students—who 
will foresee poor post-college job options since 
it would cost an employer a whole lot more for 
the first year, including the minimum salary 
specified for a recruit on an H-1B visa.

In general, fewer Indians would migrate to 
the US, increasing the supply of talent for 
Indian enterprises, the more far-sighted of 
which would employ it to develop intellectual 
property of their own. Amid fast-evolving tech 
challenges, our recruiters should be rubbing 
palms in anticipation. The readiness of Indian 

graduates to start businesses on their own 
might get a boost too, with an American career 
less viable as a pursuit. We can also expect new 
space to open up for devising AI tools that ease 
the relocation of work from the US back home 
to India. How can we be confident that the 
hike’s impact on the IT services sector will be 
minimal? The work for which Indians are sent 
to the US does not go away once H-1B visas get 
costlier. Indian firms won IT contracts because 
they are the best placed to do that work cost-
effectively and a visa-fee spike is not an auto-
matic trigger for a surge in the supply of 
trained local talent that could take the place 
of H-1B workers. Indeed, our companies’ 
competitors, be they Western or other Indian 
firms, would face the same talent crunch and 
cost escalation as a result of this protectionist 
move. There is no reason why these businesses 
would not be just as nimble as their rivals in 
adapting to a reset of payroll costs. 

American universities, on the other hand, 
would struggle to replace Indian students, their 
largest foreign contingent. Bad political vibes 
have already constricted the supply of Chinese 
students and now these varsities stand to lose 
even more fee revenues. This could push up 
tuition fees for local students, particularly in 
science, engineering, technology and math 
streams, depressing enrolment levels that are 
already low. US universities may have to offer 
fatter scholarships to attract foreign students 
for post-graduate programmes that usually 
enrol a large share of seats from overseas. If they 
do not, a foreseeable talent shortage would 
crimp the prospects of America Inc, Big Tech 
included, more than anybody else’s. In short, it 
marks an inward turn that ticks all the wrong 
boxes for another ‘American century.’

H-1B: Gloomy forecasts 
are highly exaggerated
America’s H-1B visa fee hike ticks all the wrong boxes for America and a few right ones for 

India. Our IT service firms are just as likely to adapt to this payroll cost shift as their rivals 
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Alexis Tsipras has won a
decisive victory in the

Greek elections. His win 
comes a few days after the 
Labour Party in the UK 
elected radical socialist 
Jeremy Corbyn as its new 
leader. At the other end of 
the political spectrum, 
French opinion polls show 
that the right-wing Marine 
Le Pen of the National 
Front is gaining ground 
among voters. Hungarian 
Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán has already stoked 
controversy with remarks 
that Europe should keep 
out migrants if it wanted to 
protect its Christian 
identity.

Are the multiple crises in
Europe allowing extremist 
parties to eat into the 
support base of the more 
traditional parties? Is this 
an advance warning that 
the broad ideological 
consensus that emerged 
after the collapse of the 
Berlin Wall in 1989 will be 
challenged? It is too soon 
to say anything for sure. 
But the rise of political 
parties at the extremities of 
the European political 
system suggests that the 
coming years could see an 
interesting churn.

QUICK EDIT

European 
hotheads
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SIMPLIFYING STRUCTURE 

Flipkart buys 
back logistics 
arm from WS

B Y  S H R U T I K A  V E R M A  &  

M I H I R  D A L A L

····························
NEW DELHI/BENGALURU

India’s largest e-commerce
firm Flipkart Ltd has bought
back its logistics business

from WS Retail Services Pvt. Ltd,
the largest seller on its platform,
and a company with which it has
close links, in an effort to sim-
plify its structure ahead of a pos-
sible share sale a few years later. 

The acquisition has been
made through a new entity
called Instakart Services Pvt Ltd,
according to official documents
and five people familiar with the
matter.

The deal leaves WS Retail with
only a trading business, which is
also gradually being wound
down as Flipkart shifts to a mar-
ketplace model from an invento-
ry-led one, the people cited
above said on condition of ano-
nymity. Flipkart wanted to buy
back the logistics arm as it is
preparing for an initial public
offering over the next few years
and wants to make its complex
structure simpler, they added.

Tax and accounting experts
said the deal would have needed
to be done at a fair value price to
prove arm’s length distance was
maintained between Flipkart
and WS Retail. Since Flipkart’s
logistics arm was moved to WS
Retail in 2012, the business
would have significantly
increased in value, they add.

“We, as a policy, do not com-
ment on specific transactions,” a
Flipkart spokesperson said by
email. “Moreover, Flipkart fol-
lows the highest standards of
corporate governance for all its
business activities. We ensure
that every transaction we under-
take, adheres to all applicable
procedural, legal and regulatory
norms, including fair value
norms.”

Mint couldn’t independently
ascertain the value of the
Instakart deal.

“In such situations (as the

Instakart deal), it is very impor-
tant to see how the capital gains
are treated,” a tax consultant said
on condition of anonymity.

Since India bans foreign direct
investment (FDI) in online retail
(this is allowed in the market-
place model), Flipkart has
devised a complicated maze of
many inter-connected and some
purportedly independent enti-
ties that receive the massive
amounts of money it raises to
build an integrated e-commerce
business.

WS Retail is one of the most
important entities in this struc-
ture. To get around FDI rules,
Flipkart created WS Retail in
2009 as a seller on its site. As
part of a complex arrangement,
WS Retail bought goods from
Flipkart India Pvt. Ltd, the B2B
(business-to-business) arm of
the main group holding com-
pany, and sold the same goods
to customers on Flipkart’s site.
WS Retail also owned and ran
Flipkart’s key logistics business 
called e-kart that delivered prod-
ucts to customers. 

WS Retail was owned by Flip-
kart co-founders Sachin Bansal
and Binny Bansal, both of whom
were also on its board, until Sep-
tember 2012. The Bansals were
forced to sell their stake in WS
Retail to former OnMobile Glo-
bal Ltd chief operating officer
Rajeev Kuchhal, just weeks
before Indian regulatory agen-
cies launched an investigation
into Flipkart’s business relation-
ship with WS Retail. 

After the stake sale,  the
Bansals resigned from WS
Retail’s board, but two of Flip-
kart’s early employees, Sujeet
Kumar and Tapas Rudrapatna,
both of whom are considered to
be close to the Flipkart founders,
controlled roughly 46% of WS
Retail. Kumar was the de facto
head of WS Retail and ran the
logistics business until he left the
company earlier this year.

This logistics business has
now been acquired by Instakart
Services.

Instakart Services was regis-
tered in June with Ankit Nagori
and Rajnish Singh Baweja as the
company’s shareholders and
directors. Nagori is chief busi-

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Acquisition, ahead of a 
possible IPO, has been 
made through a new 
entity called Instakart 
Services Pvt. Ltd

Bain picks up 
10% in L&T 
Finance for 
`1,300 crore
B Y  R E G H U  B A L A K R I S H N A N

reghu.b@livemint.com
····························
MUMBAI

Private equity firm Bain Capi-
tal has bought close to a 10%

stake in L&T Finance Holdings
Ltd, an arm of Larsen and Tou-
bro Ltd (L&T), for a little over 
`1,300 crore in two separate
transactions.

As part of the deal, Bain Capi-
tal is investing `708 crore in L&T
Finance through the issue of
preferential shares and warrants,
the company said in a statement
to the exchanges. This will trans-
late into 5.27% of the post-issue
equity share capital of L&T
Finance.

In addition, Bain Capital
bought 85.2 million shares, or a
4.95% stake, in L&T Finance
from parent firm L&T through
an open market transaction. The
share sale via the exchanges was
concluded at an average price of
`70 per share, implying a deal
size of `597 crore.

“The primary transaction is of
capital raised by L&T Finance by
diluting a little more than 5%
through a primary issuance of
shares and by way of warrants.
In addition to this, Bain has
taken additional exposure indi-

TURN TO PAGE 2®

What do customers think about the service quality and product prices of 
e-commerce firm Flipkart? Do rivals Amazon and Snapdeal offer cheaper 
products and a wider variety? 
Frrole Inc., a social media analytics provider, has compiled data based on 
Twitter posts by users over one month on six online retailers—Flipkart, 
Snapdeal, Amazon, Myntra (owned by Flipkart), Jabong and eBay. While 
the insights don’t have the accuracy of scientific findings, they indicate the 
general perception of customers about the top e-commerce brands in India. 
People are increasingly interacting with brands and retailers on social 
media sites such as Twitter and Facebook and their opinions posted on 
these help understand the wider public perception of companies.

TOTAL TWITTER MENTIONS 

FAVOURABLE MENTIONS 

ATTRIBUTES

(% of overall Twitter mentions)

Top positive attributeBrand         

Service

Variety

Price

Price

Service

Quality

Top negative attribute

Price 

Delivery  

Variety  

Quality  

Variety  

Availability 

131,702

107,974

102,426

97,211

54,908

5,180

Compiled by Mihir Dalal/Mint Source: Frrole Inc.

Snapdeal

Flipkart

Amazon

Myntra

eBay

Jabong

Flipkart

Snapdeal

Amazon

eBay

Myntra

Jabong

87 74 73 6982 78

HOW ONLINE RETAILERS 
FARE ON SOCIAL MEDIA

Brookfield to buy 
out assets in 
power, energy, 
finance sectors
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Canada-based Brookfield
Asset Management Inc.

plans to buy out assets in the
renewable energy, power, and
financial services sectors in
India to add to the $2 billion
asset base it has built in the
country over the last five years,
two people directly familiar with
the company’s plans said. 

Globally, Brookfield has over
$200 billion of assets under
management and is known to
not just own but also operate the
assets. It has acquired real estate
and road assets in India, and is
exploring buyouts in other sec-
tors. It is also looking for more
opportunities in real estate and
roads, the two people said on
condition of anonymity  

Several infrastructure firms in
India are loaded with debt and
looking to sell assets as a way
out, usually under the influence
of banks that have loaned them
money. 

In one of the largest commer-
cial real estate transactions,
Brookfield bought out Unitech
Corporate Parks Plc. (UCP),  a
portfolio of six assets including
special economic zones and
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Year one of CSR decoded
From sectors which spent the most, 
to companies that came out on the 
top—a data-led analysis of how 
companies responded to the new 
rules for disbursing their corporate 
social responsibility funds.  >P14-15
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CORP: GE’s Immelt bullish on 
India, but points to hurdles >32

COMPANIES: Amtek Auto fails to meet bond 
redemption deadline >2

TECHNOLOGY: Infosys wins `1,380 crore contract 
for GST network >3

VIEWS: Reliance Jio’s second-mover advantage >31

A skilled worker, regardless 
of the job description, 

remains a treasure.

MADELEINE M.  KUNIN

is a journalist, novelist and 

screenwriter. His latest book is 

‘Why the Poor Don’t Kill Us.’
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patiently to ensure I was a safe distance away, 
go to my car, hold the key discreetly, and 
damage my car. But there were at least three 
security cameras in the area. 

But then, have you ever gone in search of 
camera footage? It looks easy only in films. 
There was a bank in the vicinity with cam-

eras, the building itself had 
a camera that would have 
captured him, and a liquor 
shop where the man went, 
had an interior camera. I 
knew what to do, but it 
seemed boring. Maybe I 
should let it go; it is a small 
act in the immenseness of 
the universe. Perhaps that 
restraint was not maturity, 
perhaps all of maturity 
itself is laziness. It occurred 
to me that vengeance is a 
famous aspect of human 
nature but most people 

have never experienced it. 
So I thought let me set out to fix him. The 

building’s camera in the common area, I was 
told, didn’t work. The thing about security 
cameras is that most of them don’t work. I 
went to the bank; they made me wait for 10 
minutes because it is a bank and then told 

Nearly everyone has been harmed by 
someone at some point. Often, people know 
the perpetrator and fantasize about spectacu-
lar revenge. Both men and women are capa-
ble of a lot of mental violence. But it is a rea-
sonable guess that most of them never act on 
it, because action requires time and effort. 
People have complex plots, 
but execution is another 
matter. Also, vengeance 
that is successful and anon-
ymous is almost impossi-
ble, even for the powerful.

Like most people, I have 
never managed respectable 
revenge, even though I 
have satisfying ideas. I 
know exactly what to do, 
but the execution is too 
elaborate for me to suffer. A 
few weeks ago, a guy picked 
a fight with me in a parking 
bay because he thought my 
car had touched his when I was reversing. He 
was so dramatic that I started laughing. He 
walked away meekly. I thought that was the 
end of it. But I realized later that he had 
returned to the spot and key-scratched my 
car. He was a man who could act on an 
impulse of vengeance. He had to wait 

People fantasize  

about revenge 

but never get 

around to it. An 

idea is one thing, 

its execution 

quite another

Revolutions do not happen just 
because all of its elements exist 
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I
n a sweeping policy shift, the White House has 
announced a new directive that imposes a 
$100,000 fee on every new H-1B visa petition 
filed for foreign workers outside the US. 
Effective 21 September 2025, this measure 
will likely cause tectonic shifts across the 

technology sector, which has long relied on the 
H-1B programme to bridge gaps in skilled labour—
especially in fields like software engineering, 
data science and artificial intelligence (AI). This rule 
change could reshape talent acquisition, workforce 
planning and even long-term business models for 
both Indian and US tech majors.

The H-1B visa programme, designed to let US 
employers hire foreign nationals in specialty occu-
pations, has long been debated. Critics argue that it 
enables wage suppression and the displacement of 
domestic workers. At the same time, proponents 
maintain it fills essential gaps in the labour market 
that US educational institutions cannot meet 
quickly enough. The new proclamation, titled 
‘Restriction on Entry of Certain Nonimmigrant 
Workers,’ leans firmly in favour of the former 
argument, citing a range of statistics to justify it 
(shorturl.at/Otstz).

According to the White House, from 2003 to 
2019, foreign STEM workers in the US grew from 
about 1.2 million to 2.5 million, while overall STEM 
employment in the US grew at less than half that 
pace. The administration also points out that over 
65% of all H-1B petitions in the past five fiscal years 
have gone to IT workers, compared to just 32% in 
2003. A significant proportion of these visas have 
been used by outsourcing and consulting firms, 
many of which leverage the programme to place 
junior or mid-level employees at client sites in the 
US, often at lower cost than hiring local workers.

Wage suppression, according to the US adminis-
tration, is not hypothetical. The announcement 
references studies indicating that entry-level H-1B 
workers may be paid up to 36% less than their US 
counterparts. Additionally, unemployment rates 
among recent domestic graduates in computer 
science and engineering reportedly hover around 
6–7%, double that of other graduates in subjects 
such as art history and biology. The implication is 
clear: the H-1B programme, while originally 
designed to bring in high-skilled talent for roles 
that cannot be filled locally, is being used as a cost-
cutting tool, particularly by large technology firms.

The response from the tech sector has been 
swift, though measured. Large US firms such as 
Microsoft and Google will absorb the new costs 
for specific roles, particularly in AI, cloud infra-
structure and other high-value verticals where 
talent is scarce and highly specialized. But even 
these companies are likely to become more select-
ive in using the H-1B route, focusing only on posi-
tions that cannot be filled domestically and that 

clearly justify the additional financial burden.
Startups and mid-sized firms, however, may face 

a more difficult adjustment. The $100,000 fee per 
worker places a prohibitive price tag on what was 
once a cost-effective way to secure much-needed 
engineering talent. These firms may now be forced 
to rely more heavily on domestic hiring, which 
may either slow product development, increase 
wage pressure or both. In some cases, they may 
relocate engineering functions to other countries 
entirely, accelerating America’s offshoring trend.

For Indian IT outsourcing firms, the impact is 
potentially seismic. Companies like Infosys, TCS 
and Cognizant depend on moving employees 
between India and the US, particularly on H-1B 
and L-1 visas, to service long-term contracts with 
American clients. The new fees will make it far 
more expensive to staff US projects with on-site 
personnel. As a result, these firms are likely to 
double down on offshore delivery models, doing 
more work in India or other low-cost geographies. 
While some of the cost may be passed on to clients, 
intense price competition in outsourcing means 
margins will likely suffer.

The White House proclamation provides 
exemptions in cases deemed to be in the national 
interest and further rules are expected to clarify 
which roles or industries might qualify. But until 
those guidelines are published, uncertainty will 
prevail. Legal challenges are almost inevitable, 
with opponents likely to argue that the executive 
branch does not have unilateral authority to 
impose such fees without Congressional approval. 
Until the dust settles, immigration attorneys and 
HR departments alike will be navigating a maze of 
risk assessments, compliance procedures and 
potential policy reversals.

Despite the expected disruption, there is an argu-
ment to be made that some form of reform was over-

due. For years, the H-1B programme has operated 
on a lottery system that treats all applications alike, 
regardless of skill level or salary. This has let the 
system be flooded with bulk applications for entry-
level positions, effectively crowding out applica-
tions for truly exceptional candidates. By attaching 
a significant cost to each petition, the new policy 
aims to discourage speculative or low-cost hiring, 
pushing employers to reserve the visa for only those 
roles where the value added justifies the price.

There are broader implications as well. US 
universities may see a decline in enrolment from 
international students, many of whom choose 
American schools for the career pathways offered 
by the H-1B programme. Over time, this could 
reduce revenue for STEM departments and 
shrink the pipeline of future researchers and tech-
nologists. At the same time, countries like Canada, 
Germany and Australia that offer more predictable 
post-study work options may benefit from a shift in 
global talent flows.

Whether this policy ultimately achieves its goals 
will depend on implementation. If exemptions are 
handled transparently and reserved for genuinely 
high-skilled roles, the H-1B programme may 
emerge leaner and better aligned with its original 
mission. However, if exemptions become politi-
cized or the legal and administrative hurdles prove 
insurmountable, the policy may stifle innovation 
and damage America’s reputation as the premier 
destination for global talent.

The numbers cited by the administration—on 
wage differentials, foreign workforce growth and 
domestic STEM underemployment—paint a pic-
ture of a system in need of recalibration. Whether 
this recalibration had to take the form of a sudden 
$100,000 price hike can be debated. But the mes-
sage is unambiguous: the era of low-cost, high-vol-
ume foreign tech labour in the US is over.

America’s $100,000 H-1B visa fee 
will redefine tech sector hiring

Indian IT service majors will be hit but let’s accept that the US programme had got warped and some reform was inevitable
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T
he big question troubling the global 
energy market now is why China is 
stockpiling so much oil. Occam’s 

razor recommends searching for the sim-
plest explanation. So perhaps the answer is 
as straightforward as ‘because it’s cheap.’ 
Still, the conspiracy theorist in me says 
there’s more to it.

China has purchased more than 150 mil-
lion barrels—costing about $10 billion at 
current prices—above its actual use so far 
this year. For a country that buys more 
electric vehicles (EVs) than any other, that 
demands dissection.

The stockpiling was exceptionally high 
during the second quarter, when the Inter-
national Energy Agency (IEA) estimates 
that China absorbed over 90% of the global 
stockpiling we can measure. That has 
helped support prices this year, and with 
the oil market forecast to move into a huge 
surplus, whether or not China continues its 
buying spree—and if so, for how long—is 
crucial for 2026.

Here, we should admit what we do not 
know. At the annual Asia-Pacific Petro-
leum Conference last week in Singapore, 
oil traders agreed only that China has the 
capacity to store more crude. Beyond that, 
“nobody has a crystal ball about the dura-
tion of Chinese buying for its strategic stor-
age,” Ilia Bouchouev, a former oil trader 
and now a senior research fellow at the 
Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, 
recently said. Be sceptical of anyone who 
claims to know what the Chinese Commu-
nist Party plans. Instead, I’ll offer some 
educated guesses about the factors at play. 
Importantly, Chinese policy is multi-di-
mensional, so several considerations are 
probably intertwined.

Let’s start with the simple explanations: 
First, opportunistic buying. Chinese 

commodity officials have demonstrated 
they are canny traders (look at their copper 
purchases, for example) with a very long-
term view. And oil is cheap. In real terms, 
adjusted by the cumulative impact of infla-
tion, West Texas Intermediate crude has 
been changing hands at about the same 
price as 20 years ago.

Second, the opportunity is moot if one 
lacks the capacity. For China, the timing 
was right: Lots of storage has come online 
recently, and plenty more is available for 
2026. Even now, about half of China’s 
tanks and caverns are empty, according to 
market estimates. 

Third, China has introduced new rules 
that have effectively added to the storage 
needs. An energy law enacted on 1 January 
codifies for the first time strategic storage 

as a legal requirement for state-owned and 
private companies. Effectively, the state is 
sharing the responsibility of stockpiling 
with the commercial sector, setting the 
legal foundation for an increase in total oil 
inventories. That legal change isn’t often 
discussed, but, anecdotally, it appears to 
have played a major role in the purchases.

Until here, William of Ockham, the 14th 
century Franciscan friar who made a mark 
on the scholarship of reasoning, would 
probably be proud. Those three explana-
tions are straightforward. All of them are 
probably true. But, very likely, there’s more 
to it, including a bit of realpolitik, if not 
conspiracy theory.

Fourth, China has understood that it 
needs to boost its oil security in a world 
where the US is wielding sanctions and tar-
iffs willy-nilly. Today, China buys 20% of its 
oil from countries under US sanctions—
chiefly Iran, Russia and Venezuela. None 
can guarantee that the US would not be 
able to, at the very least, hinder that flow in 
the future. Building more stocks is only 
prudent. The only question is what’s 
enough: Currently, China has inventories 
equal to 110 days of consumption. If the 
grapevine in Singapore is right, that could 
be extended to 140 to 180 days by 2026. 

Fifth, does China fear an interruption in 
supply beyond US and European sanc-
tions? Oil traders who traffic in intrigue 
utter only one word: Taiwan. For a signifi-
cant minority in the oil market, the supple-
mental buying makes sense if Beijing is 
preparing for military conflict. In this view, 
the simplest explanation for its crude 
stockpiling is that it’s gearing up for con-
flict. For them, Occam’s razor marries eas-
ily with conspiracy. 

Sixth, China may see oil as an alternative 
to US Treasuries, a way to reduce its expo-
sure to US assets. Putting, say, $10 billion in 
2025 in crude, and perhaps as much again 
in 2026, is a way to diversify its foreign 
reserves. After all, Beijing is also buying 
gold and investing in non-dollar assets.

Put it all together, and it’s difficult to 
avoid a conclusion: China will probably 
continue stockpiling oil in 2026 for com-
mercial and strategic reasons, mopping up 
part of the expected global surplus. 
Whether one adheres to the Occam’s razor 
or elaborate guesswork, Beijing has good 
reasons to store more oil. ©BLOOMBERG

Crude conspiracy: China’s oil 
spree might have hidden aims 

Low prices are the simplest explanation but realpolitik is likelier

China will probably continue stockpiling 

crude oil in 2026. REUTERS

BLOOMBERG
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think we are moving towards that. We 
should not be unduly concerned about that.” 
In contrast, RBI deputy governor M. Rajesh-
war Rao had in January expressed concern 
about inherent risks in the banking system’s 
liability management moving from retail 
deposits to wholesale funding.

So, here is the conundrum: why are 
households in India increasingly shifting 
their savings to equity mutual funds despite 
depressed income growth and the broad 
market staying flat for the past 12 months? It 
might seem that the dominant narrative 
spun about market buoyancy may have to 
shoulder some responsibility.

There has been some alternative noise 
building up about how the share of tax reve-
nues and cesses from capital markets—spe-
cifically from the securities transaction tax 
(STT) as well as taxes on capital gains and 
dividends received—has been increasing in 
the government’s budget. For example, the 
2025-26 Union budget projects a 131% 
growth in STT collections over the actual 
receipts in 2023-24. The underlying impli-
cation is that with revenue generation at 
stake, a need might have arisen to keep the 
stock market’s hamster-wheel in perpetual 
motion. That presents a completely differ-
ent risk proposition.

statements about certain sectors or certain 
investment themes, or even the benign fiscal 
and monetary support provided to capital 
markets through tax and interest rate cuts. 
But the claims of poor performance begin to 
look real when viewed through the lens of 
middling earnings amid sky-high valuations.

Specifically, a lot of hyperbole and expla-
nations have been riding on the surge of 
retail investments in equity markets, prima-
rily through the vehicle of equity mutual 
funds. These inflows have been showcased 
as an indicator of market buoyancy, rather 
than the symptom of a malaise elsewhere. It 
also disregards fundamentals that have been 
dragging down both corporate and market 
performance.

The spurt of retail savings flowing into 
equity markets also points to the shifting 
structure of the household sector’s financial 
savings. Net financial savings (NFS) of the 
household sector plummeted to a low of 
5.2% of gross domestic product (GDP) in 
2023-24, compared with 7.4% in 2016-17. 
While gross financial savings have grown 
during the same period—from 10.5%to 
11.4%—it was a sharp increase in household 
liabilities (mostly mounting debt incurred) 
that dragged down NFS to its lowest level in 
many years. One reason for the drop in 

A
 recent research report from a promi-
nent Mumbai brokerage house has 
shocked Indian capital markets by 

lifting the veil over the Indian stock market’s 
non-performance. But in doing so, the 
report also inadvertently focuses the arc-
lights on two other consequential issues: the 
crisis in India’s savings economy and a need 
to understand the government’s pressing 
need to perpetuate the myth of a buoyant 
stock market.

This controversial note—titled 1-year, $90 
bn and 0% Return Later from Kotak Securi-
ties—deflates much of the recent hype over 
stock market buoyancy by pointing to low 
corporate earnings growth and near-zero 
investment returns over the past 12 months. 
The report points out that assertions about 
the stock market’s weak performance have 
been made to appear counter-intuitive, or 
even flimsy, when viewed against some of 
the dominant narratives built around stock 
indices: such as a rising swell of retail invest-
ments into equity markets, periodic bullish 

The myth of market buoyancy has multiple holes in it
RAJRISHI SINGHAL

is a senior journalist and author 

of ‘Slip, Stitch and Stumble: The 

Untold Story of India’s Financial 

Sector Reforms’ 

@rajrishisinghal

have felt the first-round effect of the 100-ba-
sis-point drop in benchmark rates: State 
Bank of India offers 6.25% for a 1-year 
deposit which, after adjusting for taxes and 
inflation, leaves a minuscule yield on the 
table. Small wonder then that the year-on-
year deposit growth for commercial banks 

on 8 August 2025 came in 
at a modest 10.1%.

In short, low deposit 
rates seem to be pushing 
households towards a risk-
ier asset profile despite 
slower income growth and 
a reduced capacity to save. 
Any adverse event or con-
tagion in markets could 
potentially spell disaster for 
household finances. RBI, 
though, seems uncon-
cerned at the moment. At 
its post-monetary policy 
press conference in 

August, when asked about household sav-
ings moving to riskier assets, RBI Governor 
Sanjay Malhotra acknowledged: “There is 
certainly a shift from banking to equity [and] 
from debt to equity. I think that is on the 
whole a healthy trend for any economy. As it 
grows, there should be a good mix and I 

household savings is income growth lagging 
consumption growth, leading to both a drop 
in savings and a rise in debt.

Apart from the perils presented by a fall-
ing NFS and sharply rising household debt, 
the structural shift indicated by disaggre-
gated financial savings data also holds out an 
imminent risk. An August 
2025 note from broking 
firm CLSA Securities 
shows that the share of 
deposits in household 
financial assets declined 
from 49.7% in 2011-12 to 
38.3% in 2023-24. During 
this period, the share of 
household investment in 
equity and investment 
funds jumped from 12.8% 
to 26.8%. This seems to 
indicate that low deposit 
rates could be compelling 
household savings to move 
towards equity. A recent article in the 
Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) August bulle-
tin, for example, concludes that fixed deposit 
interest rates—in addition to the state of 
financial inclusion and business confi-
dence—play a significant role in driving 
flows to equity mutual funds. Deposit rates 

Retail inflows 

into equity have 

been kept going 

by a perpetual 

narrative that 

fuels optimism 

and hides risks 
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New GST, new prices: Govt eyes 
festive push

TDP twisting facts, says YSRCP on 
Tirumala theft row

BJP will not allow Bihar’s defamation: 
Dy CM Sinha hits out at RJD

Assam CM orders CID probe into 
Zubeen Garg’s death

Delhi CM vows 
monument revival, 
unveils Rs 57,000-crore 
drainage plan

Afghan FM rejects 
Trump’s call to reclaim 
Bagram Air Base
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DGP Harmeet Singh to consolidate all FIRs 
filed across Assam into a single case under 
CID. The first FIR, lodged at Morigaon po-
lice station, accused festival organiser Shyam 
Kanu Mahanta and Garg’s manager Sid-
dhartha Sharma of luring the singer abroad 
with malicious intent. “Assam Police will 
investigate Zubeen Garg’s death, and those 
present with him in his final hours will be 
questioned,” Sarma told reporters, adding 
that Singapore’s High Commissioner to In-
dia, Simon Wong, had been requested for a 
detailed probe.

The Chief Minister, who received Garg’s 
mortal remains at Delhi airport in the early 
hours of Sunday, placed a floral wreath and 
Assamese gamocha on the coffin, before join-
ing admirers in singing the singer’s much-
loved track Mayabini. The body, flown in on 
a special charter, reached Guwahati where it 
was taken to Garg’s residence in Kahilipara.

An unprecedented crowd gathered at Lo-
kapriya Gopinath Bordoloi International 
Airport and later at the Arjun Bhogeswar 
Baruah Sports Complex in Sarusajai, where 
the mortal remains are being kept for pub-
lic homage. Overwhelmed by the turnout, 

Sarma announced the stadium would remain 
open through the night. “More and more 
people wish to see our beloved Zubeen one 
last time, and we deeply understand these 
sentiments,” he posted on X.

Fans in tears offered flowers, calling his de-
mise a “great loss for Assam”. One admirer 
told ANI, “We don’t see such a person coming 
again. He was evergreen.” Another added, 
“He was a legend for all generations. The love 
he had for people was true.”

The Assam government has declared a 
three-day state mourning from 20 to 22 
September. All official celebrations and en-
tertainment programmes stand cancelled, 
while essential services under ‘Sewa Saptah’ 
will continue.

Known as the cultural face of Assam, 
Zubeen Garg was not only a singer but also 
a composer, music director, actor, and film-
maker. Over a three-decade career, he lent his 
voice to thousands of songs across Assamese, 
Hindi, Bengali, and other languages.

The decision on his last rites—whether at 
Sonapur near Guwahati or in Jorhat, where 
he grew up—remains pending. But for mil-
lions, his voice will endure as the anthem of 
Assam’s cultural spirit.

by the life and journey of 
PM Modi. Praising the art-
ists, Gupta said their work 
reflected India’s progress 
and future under Modi’s 
leadership.

Meanwhile, on Friday, 
Gupta announced the roll-
out of Delhi’s long-awaited 
Drainage Master Plan, with 
an outlay of Rs 57,000 crore. 
Taking a dig at the previous 

AAP government, she al-
leged they “never cared” 
about addressing water-
logging and flood-related 
deaths.

“After 50 years, since 1974, 
a government with serious 
vision and thought made 
Delhi’s Master Drainage 
Plan,” she said. Gupta added 
that implementation would 
be carried out in phases, pri-
oritising areas with the most 
severe drainage problems.

An official statement 
issued on Sunday re-
inforced Afghanistan’s 
stance, stressing that in-
dependence and territo-
rial integrity were non-ne-
gotiable in dealings with 
any nation, including the 
United States. The govern-
ment reaffirmed its “bal-
anced, economy-oriented 
foreign policy” grounded 
in Islamic principles and 
mutual interests.

Kabul also reminded 
Washington of its com-
mitments under the 2020 
Doha Agreement, which 
bound the US to respect 
Afghanistan’s sovereignty 
and refrain from interfer-
ence. “Rather than repeat-
ing past failed approach-
es, a policy of realism 
and rationality should be 
adopted,” the statement 
said.

Trump has repeatedly 
criticised the 2021 US 
withdrawal, calling it “the 
most embarrassing mo-

ment” in American histo-
ry. On Sunday, he warned 
on Truth Social that “bad 
things are going to hap-
pen” if Afghanistan did 
not surrender the base.

Bagram, once the larg-
est US military hub in Af-
ghanistan, housed thou-
sands of American troops 
and a prison notorious for 
alleged abuses during the 
“war on terror.” The Tali-
ban now controls the site.

usurped by Chandrababu 
and his coterie. Instead, 
YSRCP restored the assets 
to Lord Venkateswara,” he 
said.

Reddy further asserted 
that it was unprecedented 
in TTD’s history for a fam-

ily to voluntarily return 
misappropriated property. 
“The Ravi Kumar family 
surrendered assets out of 
devotion. To twist this into 
a scandal, as B.R. Naidu and 
Nara Lokesh have done, is 
absurd,” he remarked.

He also urged the gov-

ernment to release CCTV 
footage of activities inside 
Tirumala and criticised its 
handling of recent incidents, 
including a reported gold 
biscuit theft.

“Only a CBI probe will en-
sure transparency and fair-
ness,” Reddy reiterated.

Cement has been reduced 
to 18 per cent, while con-
struction materials such as 
granite, marble and bricks 
will now fall under the 5 per 
cent rate, aimed at lower-
ing the cost of housing and 
infrastructure. Agriculture 
has received a boost with 
harvesters, threshers and 
irrigation equipment now 
taxed at 5 per cent, while 
over 30 life-saving drugs 
and diagnostic kits have 
been exempted from GST 
and essential medicines 
including Ayurveda and 
Unani treatments brought 
under the 5 per cent bracket. 
Hotel stays up to Rs 7,500 a 
night will now attract 5 per 
cent GST instead of 12 per 
cent, and services such as 
salons, gyms and yoga cen-
tres will also be taxed at 5 per 
cent instead of 18 per cent. 
School essentials including 
pencils, crayons, erasers and 
exercise books are now fully 
exempt, while geometry 
boxes and other supplies 
have been reduced to 5 per 
cent. The textiles and hand-
icrafts industries have ben-
efited from correction of the 
inverted duty structure, with 
yarn and fibres now taxed 
at 5 per cent. The renewable 
energy sector too has gained, 
with GST on solar and wind 
equipment reduced to 5 per 
cent, a move expected to 
bring down the capital cost 
of projects and cut electric-
ity tariffs for households and 
businesses. Even everyday 
items such as soaps, sham-
poos and packaged foods 
have been reduced to the 5 
per cent slab, while Railways 
has announced that Rail 
Neer water bottles will now 
cost Rs 14, down from Rs 15.

Framing the reforms as 
a gift to coincide with the 
festive season, Modi said 
every family would feel 

the benefit of lower costs 
and higher savings. “From 
tomorrow, across the coun-
try, a GST Bachat Utsav will 
begin. Your savings will in-
crease, your happiness will 
grow, and it will be easier 
to purchase the things you 
need. The poor, the middle 
class, the neo-middle class, 
youth, farmers, women, 
shopkeepers, traders and 
entrepreneurs will all ben-
efit greatly,” he said. He de-
scribed the measures as part 
of a continuous process of 
reform, tailored to meet the 
“current needs and future 
dreams” of the country, and 
hailed them as the fulfil-
ment of the long-standing 
vision of “One Nation, One 
Tax.” Recalling the pre-GST 
era when goods faced mul-
tiple levies such as octroi, 
entry tax and sales tax, he 
said businesses and con-
sumers alike had suffered 
from higher costs. “Reform 
is a continuous process. 
These GST reforms reflect 
our mantra of ‘Nagrik Devo 
Bhava’, and are designed to 
ease the lives of citizens and 
drive India’s prosperity,” he 
added.

The Opposition, however, 
dismissed the announce-
ment as neither new nor 
sufficient. Congress leader 
Jairam Ramesh accused the 
Prime Minister of claiming 
sole ownership of changes 
made by the GST Coun-
cil, describing GST as a 
“Growth-Suppressing Tax” 
plagued by multiple brack-
ets, punitive rates, evasion 
and high compliance costs. 
He reiterated the Congress 
demand for a GST 2.0, prom-
ised in its 2024 election man-
ifesto, and warned that key 
issues such as sector-specific 
concerns, state compensa-
tion and revenue protection 
remain unaddressed. Party 
colleague Pawan Khera said 
Modi’s speech had offered 

nothing fresh. “Was there 
anything new in what PM 
Modi said today? He made 
the announcement on 15th 
August. Today, he has made 
an announcement that we 
have been demanding since 
2017… MSMEs were devas-
tated by their own demon-
etisation and GST. There is 
a great need for state-level 
GST,” he remarked.

Delhi Aam Aadmi Party 
(AAP) president Saurabh 
Bharadwaj also took a swipe 
at the timing and substance 
of the address. “It seemed 
like Prime Minister Modi 
would say something about 
increasing the fees charged 
by companies sponsoring 
H-1B applicants to $100,000 
and the tariffs imposed by 
US President Trump, but 
the GST news is very old,” 
he told ANI. He suggested 
that the Prime Minister had 
chosen to speak at 5 p.m. 
instead of his customary 8 
p.m. slot to avoid clashing 
with the India–Pakistan 
cricket match later in the 
evening. “Perhaps because 
tonight at 8 p.m. there is the 
India vs Pakistan match,” he 
quipped.

Uttar Pradesh Congress 
chief Ajay Rai added that 
the Prime Minister’s address 
was “unfortunate” for ignor-
ing concerns over alleged 
voter fraud and democratic 
integrity.

Despite the criticism, Modi 
insisted that the reforms 
would strengthen India’s 
path to self-reliance and in-
clusive growth. Extending 
greetings on the occasion of 
Navratri, he said the timing 
of the reforms symbolised a 
new beginning for the na-
tion. “From the first sunrise 
of Navratri, the country 
embarks on a new chapter. 
Through Swadeshi, savings 
and self-reliance, we will 
build a developed India to-
gether,” he concluded.

reporters. He demanded 
an apology and removal of 
those responsible, adding, 
“The responsibility for this 
abuse lies with you. Tomor-
row, the people of Bihar will 
abuse you, and you will not 
be able to speak.”

His remarks followed 

Union Minister Nityanand 
Rai’s post on X of a video 
purportedly showing an un-
identified man using abusive 
language against PM Modi 
in Yadav’s presence at an 
RJD rally. The controversy 
echoes a similar row weeks 
earlier, when slurs were al-
legedly directed at Modi and 
his late mother during Con-

gress leader Rahul Gandhi’s 
Voter Adhikar Yatra.

Earlier on Sunday, Jan 
Suraaj  Party founder 
Prashant Kishor also criti-
cised Yadav, asserting that 
the RJD’s “character, think-
ing and way of working re-
main the same as during the 
‘jungle raj’ era under Lalu 
Prasad Yadav.”

A f g h a n i s t a n ’s  Fo re i g n 
Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi.

Gen-Z is emerging as a decisive force 
in shaping India’s future, with most 
youth prioritizing development and 
a corruption-free society. A growing 

section leans towards national poli-
tics after the Ayodhya Ram Mandir 
inauguration. Analysts believe this 
generation will significantly influ-

ence leadership choices in India and 
globally in coming years.

A 104-person The Daily Guardian 
Survey (20 Sept 2025) finds Bihar’s 
politics shaped by the Lalu family 
rift: 69% see a legacy battle; effects—

Opposition weakens 37%, no impact 
31%. Expected beneficiary: BJP–
JD(U) 76%. Blame: Tejashwi 30%, 
Tej Pratap 29%. Dynastic futures: 

very bleak 57%. Overall, respondents 
anticipate turbulence and ruling-alli-
ance advantage.

76.00%

0.00%

11.00%
5.00% 9.00%

90% of people believe that new generation played a  
significant role in shaping the country Majority foresee BJP-JD(U) gains from family feud

the Daily guardian  Survey on  Bihar voters view on Lalu’s family riftthe Daily guardian  Survey on  Power of the New Generation
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37.00%

31.00%

16.00%Q1. 
Has the new generation 
played a significant role 

in shaping the country 
and society’s future?

Q1. 
What is your opinion on 

the ongoing rift in the 
Lalu family in Bihar?

Q3. 
Regarding Rahul Gandhi’s 

recent post, what is your 
opinion on Gen-Z’s support?

Q3. 
From a split in RJD, which 

political party will benefit in 
the upcoming election?

 Q2. 
According to you, what 
does Gen-Z want for 
the country?

 Q2. 
Is there a battle over political legacy 
within the Lalu family?

 Q4. 
After the Ayodhya Ram 
Mandir inauguration, has 
Gen-Z’s inclination towards 
national politics increased?

 Q4. 
In your view, who 
could be responsible 
for the rift within the 
Lalu family?

  A - Yes

  B - No

  C - Cannot say

  Yes

  No

  Cannot say

  Development 

  Corruption-free society

  Caste-free government 

  All of the above/Other

  BJP & JD(U)

  BJP

  JD(U)

  Congress / Others

  Can’t say

   Lalu Prasad Yadav

  Tejashwi Yadav

  Tej Pratap Yadav

  Can’t say

  Signs of a split in the state

  The Opposition will weaken

  It will have no impact

  Can’t say

3statistically speakingthe daily guardian review
monday |  22 sep tember 2025

new delhi



The 56th meeting of the 
Goods and Services Tax 
(GST) Council has produced 
one of the most significant 
reforms in India’s indirect 
taxation system since the 
GST was first rolled out in 
2017. By simplifying the 
rate structure, rationalis-
ing anomalies, and offering 
sweeping relief in critical 
sectors, the Council has 
sought to rebalance India’s 
tax regime at a moment 
when global trade tensions 
are rising and domestic de-
mand needs fresh momen-
tum.

In this article an attempt 
has been made to assess its 
impact on households, on 
industry, and on India’s po-
sition in the global economy. 
It also considers the fiscal 
trade-offs and institutional 
challenges that accompany 
such an ambitious recalibra-
tion.

Reconcilement 

of Relief for 
Households and 
Lowering Taxes 
on Essentials and 
Health Security

The new structure reduces 
GST on a wide basket of 
house hold goods like soaps, 
shampoos, toothpaste, 
toothbrushes, hair oil, bi-
cycles, and kitchenware 
have moved into the 5% 
bracket from earlier rates of 
12–18%. Staple foods such as 
packaged milk, paneer, and 
Indian breads like roti and 
paratha are now fully ex-
empt. Processed foods such 
as chocolates, noodles, pasta, 
and namkeens have seen tax 
rates cut from 18% to 5%.

Analysts estimate that ur-
ban households could see a 
decline of 8–10% in monthly 
expenditure on essential 
goods by dint of this indirect 
tax relief.

The most transformative 
change, however, is in the 
insurance sector. Until now, 

all life and health insurance 
premiums carried 18% GST, 
adding a significant burden 
on policyholders. This has 
now been abolished, making 
both categories fully tax-ex-
empt. The move is expected 
to stimulate higher insur-
ance penetration in a coun-
try where coverage remains 
worryingly low.

Currently, India’s insur-
ance penetration is around 
4% of GDP, compared to a 
global average of about 7%. 
By removing the tax wedge, 
the Council has lowered bar-
riers for families to purchase 
protection. Hypothetically, 
if even 50 million additional 
families take up health insur-
ance with an average annual 
premium of Rs 20,000, the 
market could expand by over 
Rs 1 lakh crore. The impli-
cation is clear that more 
households covered, fewer 
families pushed into pov-
erty by medical shocks, and 
stronger demand for formal 
insurance products.

Combined with the deci-
sion to exempt or reduce 
taxes on medicines, medi-
cal devices, and life-saving 
drugs, this reform represents 
a quiet revolution in social 
protection. Lower health 
expenses, coupled with af-
fordable insurance, will not 
only improve welfare but 
also reduce the long-term 
fiscal pressure of out-of-
pocket medical spending, 
which currently accounts 
for nearly 60% of total health 
expenditure in India.

Boost to the In-
dustry and Infra-
structure
The new tax system simpli-
fies and relieves enterprises.  
Some de-merit commodities 
are taxed at 40%, although 

the Council now has a stan-
dard rate of 18% and a merit 
rate of 5%.  This simplicity 
alone minimises categorisa-
tion conflicts and compliance 
expenses.

 Sectoral changes are fo-
cused.  Cement has been 
reduced from 28% to 18%, 
cutting construction expens-
es by 5–7%.  Small automo-
biles and motorcycles have 
declined from 28% to 18%, 
possibly increasing sales by 
10–12%.  Agricultural ma-
chinery has dropped from 
12% to 5%, boosting farm 
production.  Taxation on re-
newable energy equipment 
was dropped from 12% to 
5%, supporting India’s green 
transition.

Most critically, the reform 
corrects various inverted 
duty systems that have 
punished domestic produc-
ers.  Textile and fertiliser in-
puts were often taxed more 
than finished items, hurting 
competitiveness and exports.  
Harmonising these rates 
will boost labour-intensive 

industries like textiles, which 
employ over 45 million peo-
ple and make up 10% of In-
dia’s exports.

 The simpler structure eas-
es compliance for MSMEs.  
Working capital, litiga-
tion, and investment will 
improve with lower input 
taxes, easier refunds, and 
a rationalised provisional 
credit system.

An address to India’s crisis 
in Global Trade perspective

Recently, the United States 
announced 50% tariffs on 
a range of Indian goods, 
highlighting the fragility of 
global trade in an era of pro-
tectionism. In such an envi-
ronment, lowering domestic 
tax burdens becomes India’s 
most effective shield.

By reducing production 
costs at home, exporters 
can maintain competitive-
ness abroad despite external 
tariff barriers. Correcting in-
verted duties in export-ori-
ented sectors such as textiles 
and fertilisers ensures that 
Indian producers are not 

structurally disadvantaged. 
In this sense, the GST reform 
is both a domestic tax policy 
and a strategic trade policy 
instrument. However, com-
petitiveness gains will not 
materialise automatically. 
They must be supported by 
complementary measures: 
export credit facilities, lo-
gistics improvements, and 
proactive trade diplomacy. 
GST relief provides breath-
ing room; it must be lever-
aged into market expansion 
through coordinated policy 
action.

Fiscal and Institu-
tional Consider-
ations
Reform provides broad re-
lief but is not fiscally neutral.  
The GST contributes ap-
proximately Rs 15 lakh crore 
annually to government rev-
enues.  Rate cuts inevitably 
reduce short-term revenue.  
States largely dependent 
on GST compensation may 
have less fiscal space.

The Council has mitigated 

this risk by phasing in re-
forms (many services rate 
decreases effective late Sep-
tember 2025), preserving 
higher sin goods rates until 
cess liabilities are resolved, 
and establishing provisional 
refund methods to avoid liti-
gation.  These initiatives are 
excellent, but fiscal sustain-
ability requires monitoring.

 The government expects 
lower rates to expand.  Con-
sumer spending should 
rise as items get cheaper 
and insurance adoption 
rises.  Overall collections 
could recover in two to 
three years if compliance 
improves and the tax base 
broadens.  Well-managed 
reforms of this scale might 
boost GDP growth by 1–1.5 
percent yearly.

A stronger GST Appel-
late Tribunal (GSTAT) 
and easier registration for 
low-risk vendors are cru-
cial governance initiatives.  
Maintaining taxpayer trust 
requires reducing compli-
ance friction and litigation 
as well as rates.

Though, the reform is 
widely welcomed, it also 
demands critical scrutiny. 
As it raises some concerns 
can be summarised: 

In insurance, will compa-
nies reduce premiums in 
proportion to tax savings, 
or will the relief be absorbed 
as margin? Regulatory over-
sight will be necessary to en-
sure consumer benefit.

Lower rates on processed 
foods may benefit middle-
class consumers more than 
the poor, who spend dispro-
portionately on unprocessed 
essentials. Careful monitor-
ing of distributive impact is 
needed.

If revenue foregone is not 
offset by higher consump-

tion, governments may face 
pressure to raise taxes else-
where, undermining the 
relief.

Although the structure 
is simplified, the 40% de-
merit band could generate 
disputes over what qualifies, 
requiring judicial clarity.

These concerns remind us 
that reform is not an end in 
itself; it is a beginning that 
requires vigilant follow-
through.

In our opinion, this 56th 
GST reform is bold in ambi-
tion and balanced in design. 
It reduces household costs, 
strengthens social protec-
tion through insurance, 
relieves industry of distor-
tions, and prepares India 
for a turbulent global trade 
environment. At the same 
time, it preserves fiscal cau-
tion and introduces insti-
tutional improvements to 
reduce compliance burdens.

Its success, however, 
will depend on execution: 
ensuring benefits reach 
consumers, maintaining 
fiscal balance, and translat-
ing domestic tax relief into 
global competitiveness. If 
done well, this reform could 
mark a turning point, creat-
ing a virtuous cycle of higher 
welfare, stronger industry, 
resilient exports, and inclu-
sive growth.

GST reform, in short, is 
not just about tax rates. It is 
about the kind of economy 
India aspires to build: sim-
pler, fairer, more resilient, 
and future-ready.

Dr. Mainan Ray, PhD, is an As-
sociate Professor of Law at the 
Amity Law School, Kolkata can 
be reached at roy.mainan@
gmail.com
Mr. Sukanata Chakrabarty, 
Advocate, High Court, Calcutta

The festival season 
is just round the 
corner. Sharadiya 

Navratri  begins on 22 
S e p t e m b e r,  2 02 5 .  I t 
commemorates of the 
v i c t o r y  o f  G o d d e s s 
Durga over the demon 
Mahishasura after nine 
days of gruesome battle. 

Goddess Durga is wor-
shipped in her nine forms 
during the Navratri festival 
as Nav-Durga. Many of us 
do Ghatsthapna, by sowing 
Khetri of Jau (barley) and 
keeping a Kalash of water 
with mango leaves and a 
coconut on top. Jau was the 
first crop that was sown 
and cultivated by humans. 
To honour the memory of 
the beginning of agricul-
ture we sow Jau and pray 
for blessings and prosper-
ity. Coconut and mango 

leaves are symbols of auspi-
ciousness. 

On Ashtami or Naumi 
day, we worship prepubes-
cent girls as little Goddess-
es. We wash their feet with 
water, tie mauli-thread on 
their wrists, anoint their 
foreheads with Kumkum 
and rice, offer them food 
(usually Halva, Puri and 
Channa) and give them 
Dakshina. Whenever I do 
Kanjak puja, I am over-
whelmed by the thought 
that went behind start-
ing this tradition. How 
far sighted our ancestors 
were! They probably knew 
that the girl child would 
be the lesser-favoured at 
some time or the other, so 
they created this tradition 
of doing Kanya Poojan to 
honour the girl child, bi-an-
nually during the Navratri 
festival. 

This festival serves as a 
reminder that the girl child 
is as precious as the boy. It 
is also important to remem-
ber that while worship-
ping little girls as Goddess 
Durga we must also respect 
the other living goddesses 
around us. These could 
be your mother, mother-
in-law, sister, daughter, 

daughter-in-law, grand-
daughter, friends, neigh-
bours or just any woman 
on the street. 

A society’s overall condi-
tion and progress can be 
decoded by examining the 
rights, opportunities and 
social standing of women. 
If there is gender equal-
ity, if there is no violence or 
abuse of women; if women 
have equal access to educa-
tion, economic participa-
tion and freedom from dis-
crimination, it gives a sneak 
peek into the core values 
that form the basis of a so-
ciety. 

God made everything in 
pairs. Man and woman are 
equally important parts 
of His creation. In our cul-
ture the woman is always 
accorded the first place. 
This is evident in how we 
address our deities. We 
say Radha-Krishna, Sita-
Rama, Lakshmi-Narayana, 
Gauri-Shankar! How then 
could we ever think of 
women as the lesser half? 
The ills prevalent in the 
society are of recent origin. 
Navratri affords a subtle re-
minder to honour women. 

Navratri is also a time 
when many people ob-
serve fasts. This too is a 
well thought out tradition. 
Navratri happens at the 
confluence of summer and 
winter. This is the time 
when our body needs to be 
conditioned for the upcom-
ing season. Navratri fast-
ing entails going off wheat, 
rice and tamasic food like 
garlic, onion, etc. The diet 

consists of Kutu ka Atta, 
Swank ke chawal, potatoes, 
pumpkins, sweet potatoes, 
dry fruits, fruits, cucum-
ber, tomato etc. Cooking 
with sendha namak is a great 
detoxifier. If the fast is ob-
served like a fast and not 
converted into a feast, by 
consuming Puris, pakoras 
and heavy sweetmeats, it 
is a great way to detox the 
body twice in a year.

The male aspect of Divin-
ity in its omniscient, om-
nipotent form is Purusha 
or Shiva. The omnipresent 
female aspect is Devi, and 
is called Prakriti (nature). It 
is all pervading. It assumes 
various forms like humans, 
animals, vegetation, land-
forms, water bodies etc. 
The invisible divine energy 
in all of creation; the prana 
aspect is Purush. The gross 

body or visible part of cre-
ation is Prakriti. When Pu-
rush and Prakriti unite, life 
happens! 

The Navratri is the pe-
riod when we focus on 
honouring and adulating 
the Devi in her nine forms 
as Nav-Durga. Each day 
of Navratri is linked to a 
specific form of Goddess 
Durga. 
1st- Shailaputri- Parvati is 
worshipped on the first day 
in her youthful, maiden 
form as Shaila-putri, the 
daughter of the mountain 
king, Himalaya. The un-
wed Parvati, desired and 
aspired for the greatest. She 
inspires us to achieve the 
highest state of conscious-
ness.
2nd- Brahmcharini- As God-
dess Parvati grew up, she 
had an intense desire to 

marry Lord Shiva. She 
performed severe penance 
for Lord Shiva to accept 
her as His wife. Brahm 
means divine conscious-
ness and Charini signifies 
pure, celibate, impeccable 
conduct. Conduct suffused 
with divine consciousness 
is Brahmcharya. On the 
second day we adulate her 
for her impeccable conduct 
and one-pointed-focus on 
her aspiration.  
3rd- Chandraghanta- The 
moon (Chandra) presides 
over the mind. The mind 
is restless and carries a 
cornucopia of thoughts. 
Ghanta means bell. The 
bell always produces the 
same sound. On the third 
Navratri we worship Par-
vati as one who conquered 
the restless mind and stabi-
lised it at one point like the 

bell. And in that meditative 
state, she married Shiva.
4th- Kushmanda- Kushman-
da means Ku+Ushma+anda 
or Small + warm + egg. On 
this day, we worship the 
Devi as Kushmanda, when 
she conceived and carried 
Kartikeya in her womb. 
The entire universe origi-
nated from the cosmic egg 
(Hiranyagarbha) that man-
ifests from the boundless 
energy of the Goddess. 
5th- Skandamata- On the 
fifth day, Devi Parvati is 
worshipped as the mother 
of Skanda or Lord Kar-
tikeya. She is the embodi-
ment of maternal affection. 
6th– Katyayani - Devi Par-
vati in her anger against 
the demons had assumed 
the form of Katyayani. Her 
anger was for the cause of 
Dharma. In anger, Durga 
can cause destruction and 
imbalance in creation, in 
the form of natural calami-
ties. On the sixth day we 
pray for her to have mercy 
on creation. 
7th- Kaalratri- This is the 
form of Parvati akin to the 
dark night, that emerged 
to destroy the evil forces. 
It is the terrifying and de-
structive aspect of Shakti. 
On this day we pray to the 
Devi to help us overcome 
and destroy the vices in us 
so that we too can emerge 
victorious over them.  
8th– Mahagauri – After de-
stroying all that is vicious 
and demonic, the Goddess 
became calm, serene and 
beautiful. Goddess Ma-
hagauri is that divine en-

ergy we worship on the 8th 
day. This day is popular as 
Durga Ashtami when we 
do Kanya/Kanjak Poojan.
9th- Siddhidatri- On the 
ninth day, the Goddess is 
worshipped as Siddhidatri 
– the bestower of supernat-
ural powers, energy, happi-
ness and wealth. Goddess 
Siddhidatri bestows us 
with material and spiritual 
success. She can make the 
impossible, possible. We 
pray for her grace. 
S r i  S at hya  S a i  B ab a 
says, “The Vedas declare 
that where women are 
honoured and esteemed, 
there Divinity is present 
with  a l l  i ts  potency. 
Unfortunately, today men 
consider it demeaning 
to honour women. This 
is utterly wrong and is a 
sign of ignorance. Sthree 
(woman) is Grihalakshmi 
(the Goddess of Prosperity 
for the home). She is 
hailed as Dharmapatni (the 
virtuous spouse). She is 
called Illalu (the mistress of 
the house) and Ardhangi (the 
better half). People gloat 
over petty titles conferred 
on them. But women have 
been conferred the highest 
titles, which are valid for all 
time.”

Do find time to read the 
Durga Kavach, Mahishasura 
Mardini Stotram or any 
Devi-prayer that appeals 
to you. The Navratri ends 
with Dussehra on Oct 2, 
2025. Let’s pray together for 
humanity. Let us celebrate 
Navratri in its true spirit. Jai 
Mata ki!

Nav-Ratri ka Parv
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Early 1857, North India. 
People begin hearing 
two things: Soldiers 

(sepoys) in the British East 
India Company’s army are 
told to use new rifle car-
tridges. Rumor says the car-
tridges are greased with cow 
and pig fat. To load the rifle, 
you must bite the cartridge. 
For Hindu and Muslim sol-
diers, that would be a serious 
religious insult. Pay is low, 
respect is low, and this rumor 
feels like the final straw. Talk 
spreads in markets, barracks, 
and tea stalls. With no phones 
or newspapers and tension 
rising over rumored car-
tridge insults, villagers found 
a simple way to say “stay alert” 
without words: they quietly 
passed small chapattis from 
doorstep to doorstep. Bread 
was ordinary, cheap, and 
unsuspicious, so the act of 
sending it on—without any 
note—became the message. 
A headman receiving cha-
pattis at dawn would double 
night watches, keep an eye on 
strangers and carts, move wa-
ter and grain closer, and whis-
per news to trusted families; 
shopkeepers stocked extra es-
sentials, lamps burned later, 
and young men slept near the 
road. Officials, hearing that 
“bread was moving,” set more 
checkpoints and patrols. It 
wasn’t a uniform secret code 
everywhere, but the belief 
that chapattis signaled dan-
ger was enough to change 
behavior on both sides—
tightening village security, 
speeding word-of-mouth, 
and putting minds on edge 
even before a single shot was 
fired. (Administrators who 
later wrote about “moving 
bread” included district fig-
ures like Mark Thornhill in 
Mathura; on the ground, early 
village-level actors and head-
men are often unnamed in re-
cords, though local memories 

preserve figures such as Shah 
Mal of Baraut in the Doab.)

May 10, 1857—Meerut (a 
garrison town near Delhi). 
Some sepoys refuse the car-
tridges, are punished, and 
tempers explode. Barracks 
burn, prison gates open, and 
rebel troops ride through the 
night to Delhi. There they en-
ter the old Mughal capital and 
ask the elderly emperor, Ba-
hadur Shah Zafar, to bless the 
uprising. Overnight, Delhi be-
comes the symbol and center 
of the revolt. (Around Zafar 
were less-remembered but 
pivotal actors: Begum Zeenat 
Mahal, his politically active 
consort; princes Mirza Mu-
ghal and Mirza Khizr Sultan, 
who tried to organize defens-
es; Hakim Ahsanullah Khan, 
the court physician-adviser; 
and Bakht Khan, the Rohilla 
artilleryman who became 
the de facto commander in 
Delhi. In Awadh, parallel 
leadership coalesced around 
Begum Hazrat Mahal and her 
young son Birjis Qadr; among 
itinerant mobilizers, Maulvi 
Ahmadullah Shah of Faiz-
abad moved between towns 
rallying support. In Kanpur 
and Bundelkhand networks 
stood figures like Azimullah 
Khan and Rao Sahib along-
side the better-known Nana 
Sahib and Rani Lakshmibai; 
less-mainstream women par-
tisans included Uda Devi Pasi 
at Lucknow and Jhalkari Bai 
in Jhansi’s defenses. Beyond 
the heartland, regional lead-
ers such as Kunwar Singh and 
his brother Amar Singh in 
Bihar, Rao Tula Ram of Re-
wari in present-day Haryana, 
Thakur Kushal Singh of 
Auwa in Marwar, Maniram 
Dewan and Piyali Barua in 
Assam, Rani Avantibai Lo-
dhi of Ramgarh in the Cen-
tral Provinces, and Maulvi 
Liaquat Ali in Allahabad 
widened the revolt’s social 
and geographic base.)

Proclamations as 
Insurgent State-

craft

Rebel proclamations issued 
in the name of Bahadur Shah 
Zafar in Delhi, and parallel 
notices from Lucknow, Aza-
mgarh, and elsewhere, were 
bureaucratic artifacts of a 
nascent order. Their idiom 
combined legalism and sacral 
legitimation. Commands on 
revenue remission, guaran-
tees of religious protection, 
penalties for collaboration, 
and the regulation of markets 
appear beside invocations 
of divine sanction and Mu-
ghal sovereignty. This dual 
register aimed to bind an 
uneasy coalition of sepoys, 
urban notables, guilds, and 
peasantry by presenting the 
insurgents as restorers of a 
violated moral economy. 
(The Azamgarh Proclama-
tion—often associated with 
the Mughal prince Firoz 
Shah—is a key example; in 
Lucknow, edicts were issued 
under Begum Hazrat Mahal’s 
seal with scribal labor by local 
munshis whose names rarely 
entered official chronicles.)

T w o  f e a t u r e s  d e -
s e r v e  e m p h a s i s : 
 Declarative governance. The 
notices do not merely describe 
a situation; they attempt to 
produce one. By promising 
security of property and wor-
ship, they counter British por-
trayals of rebels as looters or 
fanatics and reassure hesitant 
elites that order, not anarchy, 
will prevail. The very need 
to promise, of course, signals 
anxiety: proclamations be-
tray the fault lines (looting, 
religious fracture, revenue 
collapse) they wish to seal. 
(Delhi’s proclamations cir-
culated through kotwals and 
neighborhood chaudhris; in 
Rohilkhand, Khan Bahadur 
Khan’s administration issued 
orders regulating bazaars; in 
Jhansi, Lakshmibai’s court 
scribes framed decrees to sta-
bilize revenue and policing.)

Coalitional address. The 
text’s “you” is composite—sol-
diers, shopkeepers, religious 
authorities, village headmen. 
This heteroglossia reflects the 
insurgency’s social breadth 
and its fragility.These docu-
ments in Awadh help us read 
them as attempts to yoke dis-
parate grievances—over pay, 
land, and honor—into a single 
polity. (Elite brokers and guild 
leaders—karkhanedars, 
mahajans, qasab and lohar 
heads—often mediated these 
promises; itinerant preach-
ers like Ahmadullah Shah 

translated them into Friday-
sermons and marketplace 
harangues.)

Proclamations thus provide 
more than slogans; they map 
the insurgency’s claims to 
legitimacy and the tensions 
those claims sought to do-
mesticate.

Letters from the 
Front: Testimony 
Under Siege
British enlisted men and 
officers produced a mass of 
letters whose value lies in 
immediacy and affect rather 
than balance. They register 
shock at the collapse of colo-
nial routine, grief for civilians 
killed, and a grim appetite for 
retribution. Descriptions of 
stench, heat, ration shortages, 
and disease sit beside atrocity 
stories whose details shifted 
as they traveled along sup-
ply lines and newspapers. 
(Among letter-writers and 
actors frequently cited in siege 
narratives are Henry Have-
lock and Colin Campbell—
better known—but also the 
less-canonized James Neill at 
Allahabad, William Hodson 
of “Hodson’s Horse,” and John 
Nicholson at Delhi; district 
officers like William Tayler in 
Patna and Frederick Cooper 
in Amritsar left controversial 
records of reprisals.)

These are situated testimo-
nies shaped by rumor, genre, 
and need. Under siege, ob-
servation narrows; fear turns 
ambiguity into certainty. 
The recurring lexicon—
“massacre,” “treachery,” 
“fanatic”—does memory-
work. It licenses collective 
punishment and casts sub-
sequent operations as mor-
ally necessary. Yet the same 
letters offer irreplaceable 
granularities: the rhythms of 
entrenchment, the improvi-
sation of defenses, the social 
life of rumor in camps. The 
historian must hold together 
their evidentiary power and 
their distortions, neither dis-
missing them as “biased” nor 
mistaking them for neutral 
reportage. (Telegraph officials 
like William O’Shaughnessy 
appear in back-office corre-
spondence that shaped cam-
paign tempo and rumor flow.)

Pamphlets and 
Handbills: Ver-
nacular Publics in 
Motion
Between declarative proc-
lamations and intimate let-
ters lies the lateral world of 

cheap print. Early Hindi and 
Urdu pamphlets—devotional 
slips with appended notices, 
satirical broadsides, price 
lists sealed with moral ex-
hortation—sought to stitch 
together publics capable of 
action. They were portable, 
reprintable, and performa-
tive: read aloud in bazaars, 
passed hand-to-hand, an-
notated in margins. (Two 
often-overlooked textual 
nodes: Sir Syed Ahmad 
Khan’s 1858 tract Asbāb-e-
Baghāwat-e-Hind diagnosing 
causes of the revolt from a 
loyalist vantage; and Mirza 
Ghalib’s Dastambu, a Persian 
diary of besieged Delhi. In 
Delhi, the Urdu editor Maulvi 
Muhammad Baqar of Delhi 
Urdu Akhbar—executed in 
1857—embodied the perilous 
edge of vernacular print. In 
Lucknow, the soon-to-emerge 
Nawal Kishore Press (1858) 
would consolidate the circuits 
that these ephemeral papers 
had primed.)

Three properties matter: 
 Speed and mutability. 

Pamphlets could appear 
within days of a rumor, in-
corporate fresh slogans, or 
target named collaborators. 
Their speed allowed them to 
become vehicles for coordi-
nation (grain supply, watch 
schedules) as well as for de-
nunciation. (Pamphleteering 
circles around Kanpur also 
featured women like Azizun 
Nisa, whose organizing is re-
membered in local lore.)

Ambiguous authorship. 
Many spoke in a civic “we,” 
masking patronage networks. 
Power circulated through 
anonymity, which broadened 
reach but complicates attribu-
tion. (Munshis, akhbar-navis, 
and mosque scribes—rarely 
named—were the laboring 
backbone of this anonymity.)

Moralized economy. As in 

proclamations, the language 
of justice and sacred duty 
framed mundane matters 
(prices, patrols). The “public” 
they imagined was ethical as 
much as political.

Cheap print, in short, helped 
transform dispersed griev-
ances into communicable 
claims, even as it also relayed 
panic. It is an archive of mo-
bilization in motion.

The Chapatti Ru-
mor: The Grammar 
of Anxiety
The chapatti rumor—small 
breads allegedly moving 
across North India before 
the outbreak as signals or 
alarms—has long fascinated 
administrators and historians 
alike. Its empirical footprint 
is inconsistent; its interpre-

tive power is not. The rumor 
tells us less about a central-
ized rebel conspiracy than 
about the colonial will to 
decode indigenous practices 
into legible plots. That very 
will altered administrative 
behavior—tightening sur-
veillance, reading ordinary 
circulation as conspiracy, and 
priming officials to expect co-
ordinated uprising. (Reports 
from officials such as Mark 
Thornhill and notations in 
cantonment diaries gave the 
story longevity; village run-
ners and chowkidars—their 
names mostly lost—were the 
human carriers of both bread 
and rumor.)

Historically, then, the cha-
patti rumor matters as a 
performative event. It dem-
onstrates how belief, rather 

than verified information, 
organizes action. It also ex-
poses the epistemologies of 
rule: a state anxious about 
the opacity of rural society 
converts ambiguity into 
threat through narrative. 
For pedagogy, chapattis are 
exemplary: students can track 
how a thin trace in reports 
accretes authority through 
repetition, commentary, and 
later retelling.

Victorian and Neo-
Victorian Fiction: 
Memory 
If proclamations attempted 
to govern the present and let-
ters to survive it, Victorian 
fiction reorganized the crisis 
for metropolitan consump-
tion. As Chakravarty shows, 
the “Mutiny novel” became a 
vehicle for moralization: be-
sieged innocence, masculine 
fortitude, feminine purity, 
providential deliverance. 
Texts like Meadows Taylor’s 
Seeta (1872) stretched sympa-
thy toward Indian characters 
yet ultimately restored impe-
rial order; Wilkie Collins’s 
The Moonstone (1868) repro-
cessed colonial plunder into a 
detective form that promised 
rational closure and domestic 
calm. (Other “Mutiny” fictions 
now seldom read include G. 
A. Henty’s adventure tales 
and Flora Annie Steel’s later 
colonial domestic narratives, 
which helped stabilize these 
tropes for general readers.)

J. G. Farrell’s The Siege of 
Krishnapur (1973), though 
much later, is a crucial inter-
locutor. It mimics and ironizes 
the Victorian siege narrative. 
Cabinets of Enlightenment 
curios serve as barricades; 
etiquette collides with chol-
era; the empire’s confidence 
is both absurd and stubborn. 
Farrell’s pastiche reveals how 
imperial memory is built from 
the furniture of moral resolu-
tion. Even when satirical, the 
siege plot remains a machine 
for turning chaos into meaning.

Fiction, then, does not “lie” 
about 1857; it does different 
work. It provides readers far 
from India with an ethical 
grammar and an emotional 
schedule—terror, endurance, 
sacrifice, redemption. Its pop-
ularity ensured that, for many, 
the “Mutiny” lived as a story 
with clear protagonists and 
an ending that made sense of 
suffering in imperial terms.

As we step back from the 
noise of sieges, proclamations, 
rumors, and novels, three 
scholars help us see 1857 in 
clearer focus—and they do so 
by asking us to look at who 
acted, how stories were told, 
and why fear spread the way 
it did. The revolt was not just 
a barracks mutiny or a ready-
made national war. In Awadh 

especially, he shows peasants, 
village headmen, and local 
leaders improvising a kind 
of wartime government: fix-
ing grain prices so food would 
not vanish, assigning watches 
to lanes and gates, promising 
to protect mosques, temples, 
and markets, and punish-
ing looters and informers. 
Rebel proclamations were 
not empty slogans; they 
were practical tools to keep 
cities and districts from tear-
ing themselves apart while 
fighting an external enemy. 
1857 became a cluster of local 
political projects that briefly 
held together—rooted in land, 
dignity, taxes, and everyday 
order—rather than a single, 
uniform rebellion command-
ed from above. (In these local 
polities, less-spotlit brokers—
qazis like Fazle Haq Khair-
abadi, taluqdars such as Raja 
Man Singh in parts of Awadh, 
and bazaar elders—translated 
proclamations into practice.)

The metropolitan print 
culture made the empire 
feel justified and necessary. 
(Newspaper editors in India 
who complicated or coun-
tered that sensibility include 
Maulvi Muhammad Baqar 
in Delhi and, soon after, edi-
tors tied to the Nawal Kishore 
Press in Lucknow; in Britain, 
provincial papers recycled 
officer letters that amplified 
siege melodramas.)

Soldiers’ letters and official 
reports are full of rumours—
about chapattis moving as 
secret signals, about plots 
glimpsed in processions, 
about treachery around 
every corner. These stories 
travelled, hardened, and jus-
tified harsh measures. More 
sharply, these were habits of 
“colonial knowledge”: a way 
of reading Indian society that 
turned ambiguity into danger 
and ordinary movement into 
conspiracy. This mattered on 
the ground. Once administra-
tors believed that bread meant 
rebellion, patrols multiplied, 
checkpoints stiffened, and 
small encounters tipped 
into violence. Hence, rumor 
is not just background noise; 
it structures decisions and 
can kill. (District responses 
varied—from Allahabad 
under James Neill to Pun-
jab line-officers under John 
Nicholson and civil officials 
like Frederick Cooper—illus-
trating how rumor translated 
into divergent, often brutal, 
action.) 1857 was fought by 
many hands trying to hold 
their worlds together; it was 
retold in Britain as a moral 
drama that made the empire 
feel right; and it was governed 
day to day by fear that turned 
signs into threats. The revolt 
is not a single story: not tidy, 
but true. 

May 10, 1857—
Meerut (a garrison 
town near Delhi). 
Some sepoys refuse 
the cartridges, are punished, and 
tempers explode. Barracks burn, 
prison gates open, and rebel troops 
ride through the night to Delhi. 

Ruchira Talapatra
NEW DELHI

Delhi Urdu Akhbar (17 May 1857), masthead. Wikimedia Commons
Lucknow after the sieges, albumen prints — Felice Beato 
photographs Brown University

Uda Devi Pasi (1830-1857) was an Indian woman freedom fighter 
who participated in the war on behalf of Indian soldiers against the 
British East India Company, during the Indian Rebellion of 1857. 
Here, J.P. Nadda paying homage to the freedom fighter Uda Devi, at 
Sikandar Bagh, Lucknow on August 19, 2016

Bahadur Shah Zafar in captivity, Emperor of Delhi, 1859 (c) Photograph by Robert Christopher 
Tytler (1818-1872).
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A shock to IT 
Indian firms should take the H-1B hit and move on 

United States (US) President Donald Trump, in his second term, has shown that he 

is willing to take major decisions without any public deliberation or notice. This is 

certainly the case with his announcement that a $100,000 fee would attach to H-1B 

visas henceforth — a declaration that led to a certain amount of panic among those 

who are on that visa. There were even reports that passengers on flights out of the 

US asked to be deplaned on hearing of the news. The White House has since clari-

fied that the fee will be imposed only on new applicants. But there is certainly little 

or no trust that it will stick to this plan. Those on existing H-1B visas will certainly 

continue to feel a degree of apprehension when they travel. The lack of clarity on 

how this decision will be applied and who it will apply to is part of the point, perhaps 

— Mr Trump’s administration has come to glory in the notion that it does not have 

to explain itself to anyone, least of all to foreigners. 

The decision also shows that Mr Trump is becoming more radical with his time 

in oice, not less. In his first term as President, his attorney general attempted to 

restrict and reform H-1Bs, but could not follow through on the plan. The subject of 

these visas came up again, shortly before Mr Trump’s second inauguration, in a 

debate between prominent members of the Big Tech and “America First” wings of 

his coalition. On that occasion, the president-elect seemed to come down on the 

side then represented by Elon Musk. But since then, Mr Musk has left the Presi-

dent’s orbit and corporate America has demonstrated its willingness to subordinate 

itself to the White House. The business side of his coalition appears to have deci-

sively lost to the America-Firsters, and the President himself has shifted his empha-

sis since December. 

While Indian oicials have attempted to put on a brave face on this decision, 

noting that India’s own tech and startup sector can absorb a great deal of additional 

talent, there is no doubt that there will be serious implications for many of India’s 

flagship information-technology-enabled services (ITeS) corporations. The fact is 

that about 70 per cent of H-1B visas went to Indians, and some reports say that 

almost half the slots in the H-1B lottery were taken by outsourcing or staing com-

panies. They will naturally feel a disproportionate shock. The people these com-

panies employed on the H-1B were also paid below the average wage for their role, 

as opposed to other H-1B lottery winners, for example those employed by Alphabet 

or Meta. There was clearly an outdated business model at work here which this new 

policy, however clumsily or maliciously, has disrupted. 

Indian ITeS firms must now go back to the drawing board. The political climate 

in the US has changed regarding their business model. It will similarly change in 

other locations, including Europe. Wage arbitrage is no longer a tenable basis for 

an entire business plan. Nor, for that matter, is it as effective as earlier. In the north 

of England, for example, average wages for a worker in ITeS are only two or three 

times what they are in Bengaluru. The growth of agentic AI and other innovations 

are in any case reducing the level of low- and middle-level assistance required by 

clients. Indian ITeS firms should account for such changes in the business environ-

ment and find a different way forward that creates new value for their stakeholders. 

This may not be easy in the immediate near term, but Indian businesses will need 

to adapt quickly. 

 

Saudi-Pak dynamics 
India must consider collateral impact 

The mutual defence pact between Saudi Arabia and Pakistan essentially formalises 

a well-known, longstanding military cooperation between the two nations. The 

nuclear dimension of the pact, as articulated by the Pakistani defence minister, who 

said his country’s nuclear programme would be “made available to Saudi Arabia” 

under the new pact, has also been an integral element in this collaboration.  In his 

2012 book, Eating Grass, Pakistani military insider Brigadier General Feroz Hassan 

Khan reveals that Saudi Arabia provided “generous financial support to Pakistan 

that enabled the nuclear programme to continue, especially when the country was 

under sanctions”. This tacit understanding of nuclear cooperation became clearer 

after US military intelligence revealed Riyadh’s acquisition of intercontinental bal-

listic-missile technology from China following Saudi misgivings at the Biden 

administration’s attempts to revive the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action with 

Iran. It is the timing of this public announcement that is significant, however. Con-

cluded soon after Israel’s bombing of US ally Qatar, the Saudi-Pakistan agreement 

implies a new dynamic in West Asian politics vis-a-vis the US. 

Israel’s bombing of Qatar has signalled that the Trump White House has given 

Binyamin Netanyahu a carte blanche in the region. Not surprisingly, this develop-

ment has raised an acute sense of vulnerability about the security guarantees 

between Washington and the Gulf monarchies. Deep defence ties make it diicult 

for Saudi Arabia to extricate itself from relations with the US — not least because 

Riyadh buys the bulk of its conventional weaponry from the US. Israel’s bombing has 

heightened Saudi threat perceptions, which were already elevated by the presence 

of Iran-backed Houthis on its southern border. By formalising an informal defence 

pact, Riyadh has sent an unambiguous signal that it is seeking more robust deterrence 

against potential nuclear threats in its neighbourhood. The fact that the Gulf nations 

hailed Islamabad’s nuclear weapons test as the “Islamic Bomb” in 1998 offered early 

indications of the perception of Pakistan’s role in West Asian military security. 

Though the pact is not directed at India, the possibility of collateral impact 

cannot be ruled out. There is unlikely to be a material change in cordial relations 

between India and Saudi Arabia. India is Saudi Arabia’s second-largest trade 

partner and Saudi Arabia is India’s fifth-largest. Beyond the geoeconomics of crude 

oil, where Russia has taken prime position, the Saudi wealth fund has significant 

investment in India and the two countries conducted joint land and naval military 

exercises for the first time last year. It is noteworthy that it is Pakistan rather than 

Saudi Arabia that has highlighted the reciprocal arrangement under which an 

attack on either Pakistan or Saudi Arabia would be considered an attack on both 

nations and both would respond. However, one implication of the formalisation of 

the Saudi-Pak agreement is that other West Asian nations will also be seeking new 

partnerships in response to altered threat perceptions. As such, given India’s 

friendly relations with Israel, India is unlikely to figure high in the strategic calculus 

of West Asian nations. Another implication of the agreement is that Islamabad 

could well feel encouraged to escalate political provocations. Though the deal may 

not be new to the Indian foreign policy establishment, it has undoubtedly intro-

duced a new dynamic into India’s “Look West” policy, which calls for a new and 

nuanced response.

bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbb

Is United States (US) President Donald Trump’s crack-
down on H-1Bs only the latest step in a sustained cam-
paign that targets India, in particular? After all, more 
than two-thirds of H-1Bs are handed out to Indians, 
and it is Indian companies that are among this visa’s 
biggest beneficiaries. 

Perhaps. From one point of view, Mr Trump’s 
actions, taken together, might indeed look like he is 
singling us out. Indian goods exports have the highest 
cumulative tariff rate so far, at 50 per cent. Earlier this 
year, a remittance tax was imposed, the burden of 
which might disproportionately be borne by those of 
Indian origin in the US. The US’ relations 
with Pakistan appear to be on the upswing, 
without any objective reason why this 
should be so. Multiple members of Mr 
Trump’s Cabinet have gone out of their way 
to needle India. 

And while the H-1B decision might have 
hogged the headlines in the past few days, 
two other developments occurred in paral-
lel. Republican senators introduced a Bill 
targeting imports of Indian shrimp in par-
ticular for 40 per cent tariffs. And the US 
administration decided to suspend an 
India-specific waiver to the Iran Freedom 
and Counter-Proliferation Act, which was 
being used to ensure that Chabahar port could be built 
without the threat of sanctions. This waiver was orig-
inally granted in 2018, during Mr Trump’s first term, 
and is an indication of how the vibes have changed 
since then. 

It’s worth noting, however, that there is consider-
ably more that the US could do. For example, the full 
provisions of the Countering America’s Adversaries 
Through Sanctions Act, or  Caatsa , might be applied to 
India for its purchase of the Russian-made S-400 sur-
face-to-air missile system — particularly if New Delhi 

indicates that it does not intend to buy any more major 
American weapons platforms in the immediate future. 

Many Republicans want to go further than Mr 
Trump already has. There is the looming threat of tar-
iffs or other charges on Indian services exports. White 
House Trade Advisor Peter Navarro has suggested 
that outsourcing should receive similar policy treat-
ment to goods imports. There is some support on the 
Hill for another Republican proposal that would 
impose a 25 per cent tax on “any money paid by a US 
company or taxpayer to a foreign person whose work 
benefits consumers in the United States”. Any of these 

passing would only increase the sense 
that India is, for some reason, a particu-
lar bother for Mr Trump or his party. 

There is another, less solipsistic way 
of looking at things. The fact is that 
many countries around the world, if 
they examine Trump administration 
policies that affect them, believe that 
their nation is being specifically tar-
geted. Mr Trump is about to host Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey 
— but many of the latter’s supporters 
believe, like many Indians, that the 
White House is singling out Turkish 
interests. They too can stitch together a 

narrative: Turkey has been excluded from the F-35 
project, for example, and has been denied the Caatsa 
exemption that India received. Similar patterns are 
being discerned by Brazilians, who also have been tar-
geted with 50 per cent tariffs, and even Koreans, 
whose engineers were recently deported from the US 
in handcuffs. 

Can India legitimately claim that its treatment is 
different from what these others have been receiving? 
Perhaps. But the real difference maybe lies elsewhere, 
in that India has further to fall than most other 

nations. From a pedestal, the ground is further away. 
The fact is that there has been, over the past two dec-
ades, a bipartisan consensus in Washington that India 
should be treated with special care. Just taking away 
the various measures that gave voice to that consen-
sus means that there are many more things a US 
administration could do against Indian interests than 
to Brazil or Turkey. 

While the thaw between India and the US began 
under President Bill Clinton, the special treatment 
doctrine is most associated with George W Bush. The 
point behind the nuclear deal between Mr Bush and 
then Prime Minister Manmohan Singh was to estab-
lish a precedent for Indian exceptionalism. Post-
deal, India could and would expect to be treated 
differently from all other nations. And this assump-
tion is now embodied in how we approach the US. It 
is why, for example, India remains the only country 
to assume the Trump administration would accept 
a trade offer that does not involve zero tariffs on US 
manufactures. The EU ended tariffs on industrial 
goods imports from the US; Vietnam dropped all tar-
iffs, as did Malaysia, Japan, Indonesia, Thailand, and 
several Latin American countries. India, secure in its 
exceptionalism, did not feel the need to make a simi-
lar promise. Seen with that context, is it entirely sur-
prising that Mr Trump assigned us a much higher 
tariff rate than others? 

This confidence in exceptional treatment was 
apparently felt by Indian companies as well. Out-
sourcers operating in the US assumed they were so 
vital that they ignored growing anger in the US over 
accusations that they were discriminating in favour 
of Indian employees. Cognizant is appealing a deci-
sion that it engaged in a pattern of intentional dis-
crimination against non-Indian employees; various 
employment-law cases against Wipro, Tata Consul-
tancy Services, and others are all moving through the 
court system, and there are open investigations 
against the latter by the US Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission. US oicials have long 
complained that the dominance of the staing or out-
sourcing companies over the H-1B lottery is artificial, 
and distorts its original purpose. 

It can feel like both India and Indian IT are being 
targeted by an administration that hates them in par-
ticular. But it might also be simply that the current US 
administration simply dislikes all “foreigners” — and 
India received so much exceptional treatment that 
removing a significant fraction of these can appear 
like a targeted campaign. 

Or perhaps Mr Trump has indeed taken against 
India specifically. We will know for certain in the 
coming months. But, even if he has not, one thing is 
certain: The decades in which India and Indians 
could assume they would receive special treatment 
from America have passed. Indian exceptionalism is 
over — at least in the US. We should perhaps look 
elsewhere for such privileges — to Europe, for 
example, which this week launched a new India-spe-
cific policy that looks a lot like what the consensus in 
the US used to be. 

Trump visa salvo a boon in disguise? 
On September 19, United States (US) President Donald 
Trump dropped yet another bombshell. He ordered 
that all new petitions for H-1B visas filed on behalf of 
workers outside the US would now carry a $100,000 fee. 
The measure, which will last a year unless renewed, is 
aimed at deterring firms from sponsoring foreign 
workers, particularly in entry-level roles. The immedi-
ate impact will be felt disproportionately by Indians, 
who form roughly three-quarters of all H-1B recipients.  

 Under the H-1B system, firms petition the govern-
ment for the right to hire foreign workers in specialty 
occupations, often in technology or engineering. Out-
sourcing giants such as Infosys, Tata Consultancy Ser-
vices (TCS), Wipro, and HCL, which have long relied 
on sending junior engineers to the US, 
are likely to be hit the hardest. By 
contrast, firms may still pay up for 
specialists in fields such as artificial 
intelligence (AI), chip design, biotech-
nology, and cybersecurity, where 
domestic talent is scarce and salaries 
high enough to justify the cost.  

 Students in the US on F-1 visas may 
be spared if they convert to H-1Bs with-
out leaving — a strong incentive to 
remain in the country and push for per-
manent residency. Dependants too may 
find themselves constrained if the prin-
cipal worker is affected. In short, the 
new fee reshapes mobility for a substan-
tial slice of India’s professional diaspora.  

All these months, Mr Trump’s trade negotiations 
have focused on merchandise exports, making 
export-oriented countries like China, Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam particularly vulnerable. 
To escape disaster, they quickly struck deals with Mr 
Trump, some promising impossibly large investment 
and jobs. India refused to either give in or make false 
promises to mollify Mr Trump, probably because it 
thought it had less to lose. But India is more vulner-

able than others: Software exports and remittances 
from abroad, mainly the US, are lifesavers for the per-
ennially weak Indian rupee. Without these two, econ-
omic growth will be hit noticeably. Mr Trump has 
gently twisted India’s arm with the new H-1B fee. He 
can do more harm, including the imposition of a 
remittance tax.  

The White House argues that the H-1B programme 
is being abused. The order accuses American com-
panies (without naming any) of laying off citizens 
while hiring foreigners at lower wages with specific 
details. Microsoft, Intel, Amazon, and Salesforce are 
the possible culprits, which have approved thousands 
of H-1Bs while cutting tens of thousands of domestic 

jobs. American firms plead for access to 
foreign talent even as they dismiss local 
workers, creating the perception of a pro-
gramme skewed in favour of cost savings 
over skill.  

 Will it last? Hope it does 
The market will suffer a knee-jerk reaction 
on Monday and tech stocks will possibly 
drift lower, but will this restriction last? 
And if it does, will it turn out to be positive 
for India after all? 

First, there will be a pushback from 
within the US. With one stroke, Silicon 
Valley has lost its pipeline of talent. In 2023, 
around 65 per cent of H-1B visas were for 
“computer-related” roles — software 

engineers, systems analysts, etc. Top sponsors of H-
1Bs are Amazon, Google, Microsoft, Meta, and Apple, 
along with large Indian firms operating in the US, like 
TCS. Startups, hospitals, research labs, and financial 
service firms too rely heavily on H-1B workers. The 
surcharge will raise costs, discourage new hires, and 
slow the taking on board talent for projects that 
require skills that are scarce. High-tech innovation 
may also slow down, if the pipeline from abroad dries 

up. Finally, litigation is likely; it is possible that US 
courts may strike down or amend the measure.  

Paradoxically enough, if the restriction lasts, it 
may actually benefit India. Multinational firms are 
already investing in global capability centres (GCCs) 
in India to tap talent without the hassle of immigra-
tion. Currently, India hosts roughly 1,700 GCCs, 
employing 1.9 million people and generating $64.6 
billion in export revenue last year. By 2030, some 
estimates suggest that India could host over 2,400 
GCCs, employing close to three million people. Mr 
Trump’s fee may accelerate this trend. Firms that 
previously sent employees to the US may find it 
cheaper and simpler to expand offshore centres 
instead, keeping talent at home while retaining 
access to global projects.  

The impact on India could go beyond numbers. 
With more skilled engineers, data scientists, and 
product managers remaining in the country, the 
local talent pool will deepen. Companies are likely to 
spread operations beyond Tier-I cities to places like 
Coimbatore, Kochi, Ahmedabad, Jaipur, and Bhuba-
neswar, tapping underutilised talent. Indian centres 
may increasingly take on higher-value tasks — 
research & development (R&D), design, and product 
management — rather than just coding or data 
entry. India’s role as a global talent hub will consoli-
date even further. In effect, Mr Trump may think he 
is hobbling India. In reality, he is nudging it towards 
a more robust, self-reliant and globally integrated 
model. The H-1B fee is both a thorn and a stimulus: 
Costly for American firms reliant on imported 
labour, inconvenient for Indian workers dreaming of 
Silicon Valley, but a potential boon for India’s 
domestic economy. The unintended consequences 
of Mr Trump’s protectionism may turn out to be 
more generous than its intent. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvV 
The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a  
trustee of the Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

Kamala Harris reflects on the 2024 election 

JENNIFER SZALAI 

When Joe Biden phoned Kamala Harris 
to tell her that he was dropping out of the 
2024 presidential race, he said he was 
just minutes away from announcing his 
decision to the world. It was a Sunday 
afternoon in late July — not yet a full 
month since a wan, feeble Biden had 
delivered a listless debate performance 
against a red-faced, fulminating Donald 
Trump. For more than three weeks, 
Biden had been bucking demands to 
drop out, and Harris assumed he was 
going to persevere. 

Harris was initially bewildered by 

Biden’s sudden switch, including his 
determination to rush out an 
announcement. “Give me a bit more 
time,” she thought to herself. She was 
wearing sweats and had just served 
her grandnieces pancakes. But in 
another sense she felt ready: “I knew I 
was the candidate in the strongest 
position to win.” 

Was she? It’s a question that looms 
over 107 Days, Harris’s memoir about her 
second presidential campaign. The early 
pages have her making the rounds right 
after Biden went public, asking 
Democratic insiders whether she could 
count on their support. As someone who 
prides herself on doing “the work,” she 
reprints the notes she made from those 
calls, including the few demurrals. Nancy 
Pelosi thought there should be “some kind 
of primary, not an anointment.” 

107 Days takes us through the next 106 
days until the night of November 5, when 
Trump won both the popular vote and the 

Electoral College — an evening that Harris 
says was so awful for her and her husband, 
Douglas Emhoff, that they “never 
discussed it with each other until I sat 
down to write this book.” She had just 
come out of “the shortest campaign in 
modern presidential history.” 

Political figures aren’t known for 
baring their hearts and souls in their 
books, especially if they are keen to keep 
their options open. When news broke that 
Harris had worked with the Pulitzer Prize-
winning novelist Geraldine Brooks, there 
was speculation that this might be a 
different kind of memoir. But even 
Brooks’s estimable talents can’t make up 
for an obvious reluctance on Harris’s part 
to let down her guard, even now. 

The book’s structure accommodates 
this aversion to reflection. The diaristic 
organisation permits her to give a play-by-
play of those gruelling 107 days, moving 
through events as they happened, issuing 
her rebuttals. Regarding the famous 

Trump campaign ad — “Kamala is for 
they/them. President Trump is for you” — 
she defends the decision to “quickly 
pivot” in her response ads to economic 
issues like price gouging and small-
business tax relief. 

For the most part, she favours the 
blunt-force declaration, the rat-a-tat 
recitation of facts. “I do not regret my 
decision to follow my protective 
instincts,” she writes about her ad 
strategy, as if delivering a statement. “I do 
regret not giving even more attention to 
how we might mitigate Trump’s attacks.” 

Still, glimmers of a more private self 
come through. Recalling a run-in with JD 
Vance, whom she calls “a shape-shifter” 
and “a shifty guy,” she allows herself a 
moment of profane comedy. In 
Wisconsin, Vance violated security rules 
by walking toward Air Force Two, later 
telling reporters, “I just wanted to check 
out my future plane.” Had she known 
what Vance was up to, she says, “I 

would’ve been inclined to step 
from my car and use a word I 
believe best pronounced 
correctly. It begins with an m 
and ends with ah.” 

But it’s her fraught 
relationship with Biden that 
forms the undercurrent of the 
book: “My feelings for him were 
grounded in warmth and 
loyalty, but they had become 
complicated, over time, with 
hurt and disappointment.” She 
enumerates how she felt 
sidelined and taken for 
granted, given thankless jobs 
like trying to fix 
undocumented immigration 
while Biden and his team failed to stand 
up for her when she was attacked. 

Yet during those 107 days she found  
it diicult to specify what she would do 
differently from him. In the book, she 
recalls — not once, but twice — that her 
campaign adviser David Plouffe pulled 
her aside and told her, “People hate  
Joe Biden.” 

It’s inadvertently revealing that some 

of the sharpest lines about 
Biden come not from her, but 
from other people.107 Days  
insinuates that her loss in 
November had much to do 
with him. But whenever she 
was given the chance to 
separate and distinguish 
herself from him on the 
campaign trail, Harris says, 
her sense of loyalty and 
honour prevented her from 
doing so: “I’ve never believed 
you need to elevate yourself by 
pushing someone else down.” 

A different kind of 
politician might have been 
able to thread the needle. 

Harris describes the moment on the night 
of the election when her team understood 
that the returns were not going to go her 
way: “All I could do was repeat, over and 
over, ‘My God, my God, what will happen 
to our country?’” 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is the nonfiction book  
critic for The Times. 
©2025 The New York Times News Service    
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D
onald Trump dropped a bo-
mbshell on the global tech
community this weekend.
From Sept 21, every new H-1B
applicant will be required to

pay an extraordinary $100,000 fee. The
proclamation leaves open questions
around renewals and those already re-
sident in the US with clarifications roll-
ing in. But the intent is unmistakable:
to curtail inflow of  high-skilled fore-
ign talent. A waiver clause allows the
secretary of  homeland security to ex-
empt industries or firms, leaving wide
discretion in Washington’s hands.

The official justification is that fore-
ign workers undercut Americans by
working at lower wages. Yet, the evid-
ence does not hold. Among the top H-1B
sponsors are the US’ own tech leaders
— Amazon, Google, Microsoft, Apple,
Meta and Intel — alongside global and
Indian consulting majors. These com-
panies pay their H-1B employees
$100,000-200,000 a year, far above the US
median household income.

Indian consulting firms typically bill
clients $150,000-200,000 annually, more
than employee salaries, accounting for
travel, visas and other costs. By no mea-
sure is this ‘cheap labour’. They are
specialised in digitalisation, cloud inf-
rastructure, chip design, AI and enter-
prise software, where the US faces acu-
te skill shortages.

Moreover, the industry structure it-
self  belies the rhetoric. Indian IT servi-
ces firms that once depended heavily on
H-1Bs now employ 50-65% locals in the-
ir US centres. Post-Covid, rise of  distri-
buted teams has further changed the
game. GCCs in India now deliver adv-
anced R&D across AI, digitalisation and
semiconductors, chosen for their talent
depth rather than cost arbitrage.

For US tech, the proclamation is a
self-inflicted wound. H-1Bs have been a
cornerstone of  American innovation

for decades. Nearly half  of  US unicorn
founders are immigrants. Many, like
Elon Musk (from South Africa) and Jen-
sen Huang (from Taiwan), first enter-
ed through this visa.

The US’ trillion-dollar tech giants
achieved dominance not by closing
borders but by absorbing global talent.
By weakening this pipeline, Washing-
ton risks undermining the very indu-
stries that power growth, exports and
soft power.

For India, however, the disruption

may be an opening. Short-term impact
is limited. New applications had alrea-
dy slowed, and IT majors are cushion-
ed by local hiring. In fact, this move
may accelerate offshore migration. In-
dian service providers can already exe-
cute 90% of  work remotely. Moving to
95% is feasible with today’s telecom inf-
rastructure and workplace norms. Ins-
tead of  reducing India’s role, the US
clampdown could deepen it.

The bigger prize lies beyond servi-
ces. India must use this moment to piv-

ot from IT outsourcing to frontier pro-
duct innovation. GoI should establish
a sovereign `̀50k cr deeptech fund to
back AI, semiconductors, deftech, syn-
thetic biology and other sectors, rout-
ed through AIFs. Procurement reform
is equally urgent.

US deeptech industries scaled on
government demand. Meanwhile, In-
dia’s startups still face bureaucratic
bottlenecks and risk-averse buyers. Un-
locking procurement would unleash
India’s latent innovation capacity.

India has the talent and entreprene-
urial energy. What it lacks is patient so-
vereign capital and anchor markets.
With policy support, the service giants
that made India the back office of  the
world can seed the next generation of
global product leaders.

Trump’s visa shock rests on shaky
premises and won’t solve the US’ skills
crisis. But it may accelerate the shift of
critical work offshore and provide In-
dia the chance to step forward. If  India
funds deeptech, supports entreprene-
urs and significantly reforms procu-
rement, it can turn this disruption in-
to a springboard to next-gen product
innovation.

Pai is chairman, and Holla is
research fellow, 3one4 Capital

Atmagarbar
America’s Loss

Can Be India’s Gain
Trump’s H-1Bomb won’t solve US’ skills crisis,

but can accelerate shift of critical work offshore

The bouncer will get his rebound

T V Mohandas Pai
& Nisha Holla

Indian service providers
can already execute 90%
of work remotely.
Moving to 95% is feasible
now. Instead of reducing
India’s role, the US
clampdown could deepen it

The recent mutual defence pact between Saudi Arabia and Pa-
kistan carries significant implications for Asia and raises nu-
merous questions about regional alignments. The rationale
behind the Saudi-Pak agreement remains unclear, with refe-
rences made to Israel’s attack on Doha and US unpredictabili-
ty, while both signatories insist that the deal has been in the
works for some time. Donald Trump’s support for Pakistan has
revitalised the country’s geopolitical standing, and Islama-
bad’s agreement with Riyadh reflects that newfound status.

The pact has clear implications for India, ranging from Saudi
Arabia’s stance on terrorism, and state-sponsored terror activiti-
es to evolving economic partnerships. It formalises Saudi Arabi-
a’s support for Pakistan’s nuclear programme, even as Islamabad

continues to rely primarily on China for de-
fence. Informally, it creates a chain of  rela-
tionships that could further strengthen Chi-
na’s influence in the region. Coupled with
Trump’s decision to revoke the 2018 waiver
on sanctions for the strategic Iranian port
of  Chabahar, these developments complica-
te India’s regional engagement and bolster

China’s position. The future of  IMEC could also be affected.
As New Delhi monitors these geopolitical shifts, it must recali-

brate its global engagement. National interest and strategic au-
tonomy remain critical considerations. Rather than adhering to
multipolarity — a 21st-century euphemism for spheres of  influ-
ence — India should pursue partnerships grounded in common
enterprise, shared values and principles. Strengthening ties
with Europe, Britain, Japan and Australia, while forging new av-
enues of  cooperation with Africa, the Indo-Pacific and Latin
America, should form the cornerstone of  India’s strategic vi-
sion. By balancing pragmatism with principle, India can naviga-
te these evolving dynamics, safeguard its interests and reinforce
its role as a confident, independent actor on the global stage.

Recalibrate to Navigate
Shifting Global Winds

The ‘levelling’ fee for H-1B visas is designed to raise the
cost of  hiring an entry-level immigrant worker in the US
to roughly the median income for technology workers in
the country. The one-time $100,000 fee, spread over a three-
year visa tenure, would make hiring an immigrant 33%
costlier for US technology companies. The equalisation
levy will have an even lower marginal impact if  it is not
reimposed on extensions, which typically add another
three years. The median labour costs of  companies in the
S&P 500 — which include large tech firms that primarily
utilise the H-1B programme — are around 14% of  reve-
nue. This covers the 4 mn technology workers in the US,
who should not be affected by the new fee. The additional
costs on the annual H-1B quota of  65,000 can be absorbed
by the US technology industry.

Moving from deterrence to uninten-
ded consequences, technology jobs abo-
ve the median income level are unlike-
lyto discriminate in favour of  US-born
workers the further they rise above the
threshold. Jobs paying less than the
median salary — the target of  the fee
— will favour Americans only if  these

jobs remain in the US. Without a complementary levy on
outsourcing, such positions can be exported. Since Indi-
ans hold over 70% of  H-1B visas, low-skill technology
jobs in the US could increasingly be performed in India.

The existence of  the H-1B programme reflects a recog-
nised labour shortage in the US technology sector. A quar-
ter of  US tech jobs are held by immigrants, who rapidly
reach pay parity with the domestic workforce. Critically,
foreign-born workers contribute a disproportionately high
share to the economic value of  US patents, making the
H-1B visa a ‘holy cow’ for Silicon Valley, which supported
Donald Trump’s re-election. Pushback against the fee can
be expected, alongside possible legal challenges to the US
administration charging such an extraordinary amount
to recover the cost of  processing applications.

H-1B Visa Obstacle
Won’t Be a Headache
Expect pushback from Silicon Valley, legal action

Aweek may be too short to admit a fol-
ly, change course and arouse hope. It’s
certainly not long enough in the abs-
truse world of  monetary policy. Rath-
er, it’s tempting to gloss over things.
After all, decimal-place bond yield
swings in Mumbai’s money markets
rarely move Luytens’ Delhi, which
typically has bigger fish to fry — more
so now than ever. So, does it matter if
bond prices languish where they are,
or even dip a little more? Well, it does.

Indeed, while the world beyond deal-
ing rooms is oblivious of  the high bond
yields (read: low bond prices), RBI go-
vernor Sanjay Malhotra must resist
the impulse to explain it away as only
anatural market phenomenon. This
is because of  the circumstances aro-
und him. RBI’s unexpectedly strong
moves to lower interest rates have not
worked so far, while an impatient New
Delhi, unable to fathom why India Inc
is holding back capex, has doubled
bets on consumption through I-T and
GST cuts.

The yield (or, effective return) on the
benchmark 10-year GoI bond is still
30 bps higher than what it was before

RBI’s surprise half-a-point rate cut in
June. It was 47 bps around end-August.
Similarly, yields on state government
papers are about 40-45 bps more than
early June levels. Not the way one wou-
ld expect bonds to behave after a rate
cut by the central bank.

Multiple elements are fuelling high-
er yields: market fear of  fiscal expan-
sion, more issuance of  state papers
and letting retirement funds invest
more in equities. All this raises bond
supply or lowers demand, depresses
prices, and increases yields. Probably,
yields would have gradually softened
(instead of  hardening) if  RBI had cut
rates in two smaller doses of  quarter
points in June and August. But that’s
water under the bridge.

However, if  RBI is unruffled by to-
day’s high yields, and believes that
it’s not uncommon for bond yields
to inch up towards end of  a rate
cut cycle — as markets begin to
factor in future growth and in-
flation — it runs the risk of
not making the most of
the consumption sti-
mulus. Why? The
answer lies in the
link between RBI
rates, loan rates
and bond yields.

Till now, benefits
of  rate cuts have
largely gone to old
customers, and not

new borrowers. Since most retail loans
are linked to the repo (rate at which RBI
lends to banks), a cut in repo should
ideally reduce all lending rates. While
this certainly happened for existing
borrowers, many banks have raised
the ‘spread’ (mark-up) they charge over
repo rate for new borrowers. They cou-
ldn’t do that with old borrowers as the-
se pre-decided spreads are frozen in
loan contracts. But nothing stops banks
from fixing higher spreads on loans to
new customers.

It would be too simplistic to describe
it as fleecing borrowers. Banks do this
to protect net interest margins becau-
se while a rate cut lowers interest that
banks earn from existing borrowers,
it doesn’t bring down interest that banks

pay to depositors. So, while
they receive less from loans,
their cost of  deposit remains
unchanged. Banks make
up for this by charging
more to new borrowers.

There is an indirect and
unstated connection bet-
ween bond yields and
loan interests. In pric-
ing loans, banks charge
extra (or, a premium) to
ahome loan or car loan
less-creditworthy con-
sumer than on a loan
to zero-risk governme-
nt. Thus, higher yields
on sovereign bonds can
push up the interest on

mortgage loans.

Lower GST (effective from today) and
I-T rates, along with a reduced loan
EMI, could let many households ser-
vicing loans spend a little more. But
benefits of  the consumption push wou-
ld be better harnessed if  new borrow-
ers are also drawn in with lower loan
interest. Interest rate may not be the
sole factor in major household deci-
sions like buying a home or car. But a
lower rate does serve as an element of
attraction.

If  one adds tax cuts to RBI’s reducti-
ons in interest rate and ratio of  cash
banks keep as reserves, it’s a sizeable
mix of  fiscal and monetary stimulus.
It would be worrying if  this is not ful-
ly leveraged. Besides half-way pass
through in retail loans, disconnect
between RBI actions and bond market
is raising GoI’s borrowing cost and
forcing several corporates to defer
capital raising through bond issuan-
ces, whose impact could be felt later.

RBI may not accept its June policy
was a misstep. But it should now act in
the narrow time window to pull down
bond yields: purchase GoI bonds in the
open market; let a few sovereign bond
auctions devolve to demonstrate that
the monetary authority prefers lower
yields; and stick to a dovish tone and
guidance in the Oct 1 policy to keep hope
alive in the market. What Malhotra
must singularly avoid is sending out
any hint that the season of  softer rates
is gone and over.

sugata.ghosh@timesofindia.com

Guv, Quickly Pull Down Bond Yields

Raise demand

Sugata Ghosh

But It’s Bad News for
MAGA Gaonwale
In a shocking betrayal of  MAGA math, Donald Trump has
announced — what the White House press secretary Karoli-
ne Leavitt clarified later — a one-time $100,000 fee for H-1B vi-
sa applicants. Not annually, not monthly, not even per syllab-
le of  their names. To make matters worse, the levy apparent-
ly applies to only new H-1B visa-holders. Understandably, the
MAGA faithful are livid. How is this, indeed, supposed to pro-
tect American jobs if  tech companies can still afford to im-
port Krishnas and Priyas like it’s Black Friday at Best Buy?

MAGA fora are ablaze with furious calculations. ‘If  Raj from
Delhi pays $100K once and then codes for 10 years, that’s on-
ly $10K a year! That’s less than what we spend on flags and
ammo!’ one user posted, before rage-quitting Excel. Some
propose a tiered system: $100K for entry-level coders; $250K
for full-stack developers; and $1 mn for anyone who can pro-
nounce ‘Kubernetes’ (it’s ‘kyoo-buh-neh-tiz’) without crying.
Others demand a surcharge for every time an Indian engi-
neer says, ‘Just reboot it.’ Even while tech CEOs are report-
edly thrilled, the MAGA crowd is aghast with their vishwa-
guru. Trump’s disappointing one-time club fee has united
all MAGA gaonwale in a rare moment of  bipartisan panic:
the terrifying realisation that Indians may be still debug-
ging America. Maybe FBI director Kash Patel can help.

How will a one-time H-1B fee, not an
annual one, keep Indian techies out?

JUST IN JEST

NARAYANI GANESH

From seed to sapling to tree, and
to flowers and fruit, organic, sus-
tainable growth cannot be rush-
ed or fast-tracked. Nature has its
own rhythm. All species follow
this rhythm, except the human
species. For instance, we do not
sleep enough. With artificial light-
ing available, and with several tar-
gets to meet and deadlines to hon-
our, and the distractions offered
by e-tech, we tend to stay awake
till the wee hours. We no longer
depend on sunlight to function
as we do, during the day.

Staying awake at unearthly hou-
rsalso means you feel hungry and
tend to snack, mostly on unheal-
thy food. A sleep-deprived person
is less energetic, tends to be irrita-
ble, gets angry easily and may be
vulnerable to ill-health. You beco-
meforgetful, and are prone to pan-
ic attacks. You may even experi-
ence brain fog and disorientation.

Instead of  lamenting and com-
plaining, ‘No one loves me,’ lea-
rn to love yourself, says Anand-
murti Gurumaa. Ask yourself,
are you happy to be alive? If  you
are, why torture your body and
mind? Look how children smile
without a reason, she says. The
trouble is, we forget to smile, with
or without reason. That is becau-
se we tend to complicate life ins-
tead of  simplifying it.

Living in alignment with natu-
remay not always be practical or
possible, but it is worth a try. For
diurnal species like humans, the
body has an inbuilt biological clo-
ck, the circadian rhythm as it is
called, which means being acti-
ve during the day and resting at
night. Exceptions are nocturnal
animals that are designed to be
active during the night and sleep
during the day.

Your Natural
Rhythm
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Don’t Let Shifting
Sands Blind Us
Apropos ‘There are No Comfort
Zones’ by Indrani Bagchi (Sep
20), the Strategic Mutual Defen-
ce Agreement signed between
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia will
benefit both countries. Pakistan
has long been a security partner
for Riyadh, even extending a ‘nu-
clear umbrella’ after it went nu-
clear. The timing and context of
the defence deal, coming in the
backdrop of  the Israeli aggressi-
ons over Iran and Qatar, makes it
altogether strategic, apart from
security for the Saudi Kingdom.
The Gulf  remains too important
for India’s energy security, dias-
pora interests and trade routes to
be left vulnerable to shifting alli-
ances. For now, the Pak-Saudi pact
is less a geopolitical earthquake
than a reminder that in West
Asia, alignments are fluid and
interests are transactional. India
must, therefore, remain alert.
Gregory Fernandes
Mumbai

Chat Room

AR Rahman’s ‘Patakha Gud-
di’, sung with electrifying ab-
andon by sisters Sultana and
Jyoti Nooran, is a spiritual de-
tonation wrapped in a gypsy

scarf  and
flung into the
wind. From
the first beat,
it grabs you
by the collar
and hurls you
into a land-
scape of  reb-

ellion, joy and divine mischief.
The Nooran sisters’ voices in

this song from the 2014 Imtiaz
Ali film, ‘Highway’, are raw,
ecstatic and uncontainable —
like two firecrackers arguing
with the sky. Their Sufi-infused
vocals soar, loop and dive like
kites possessed by freedom.

Rahman’s composition is a
masterclass in controlled ch-
aos: rhythms gallop, synths
shimmer, and the melody dan-
ces like a barefoot runaway
on a highway to nowhere. It’s
ahymn to the wild child — the
girl who refuses to be tamed,
who laughs at rules and rides
the wind.

Irshad Kamil’s exhilarating
lyrics, ‘Maula tera maali,/
Ohariyaali junglewaali,/
Tude har gaali pe taali,/ Uski
kadam kadam rakhwaali…’
—Lord is your gardener,/
Oqueen of  the green and jung-
les/ You clap away any abuse
coming your way,/ His protec-
tion is at your every step… —
makes the song an ethereal
modern classic.

Patakha Guddi
A R Rahman/Sultana &

Jyoti Nooran/Irshad Kamil

MELODY FOR 
MONDAY

Singapore:If  the invisible hand were
to reveal itself, constantly interfering
with self-interest, would it still be com-
mitted to creating a level and efficient
playing field? This is the question that
has assailed the world while dealing
with the Trump regime’s circus of  th-
reats, sanctions, duties and demands
in the last 8 months, as he looks to en-
act, mostly without success, his elec-
tion promises of  resolving conflict,
reducing national debt, restricting
immigration and reshoring jobs.

Unsurprisingly, his latest move to slap
a$100,000 fee on H-1B visa applications
—capped at 85,000 work visas a year,
including 20,000 for workers with adv-
anced degrees — after Sept 21, has led
to much confusion, anxiety and indig-
nation. This consternation has been
further compounded by US commerce
secretary Howard Lutnick’s warning
to firms to ‘Train Americans. Stop bri-
nging in people to take our jobs. Eith-
er the person is very valuable to the
company and America, or they are
going to depart, and the company is
going to hire an American.’

But this pronouncement — not unlike
his earlier ramblings about the future
of  work in which highly-paid human
employees would assist robots to achi-
eve maximum efficiency — suffers from
alack of  fact and credibility. Even if

this move forced US firms to pursue
local talent, there are not enough skill-
ed and willing individuals to fill a void
that will be created by departing fore-
ign talent.

In fact, the industry that will likely be
most affected is US higher education
—on which there is no H-1B cap akin
to that on corporations — which dep-
ends on both foreign students, who see
aUS degree in higher education as a
pathway to securing an H-1B visa, and
foreign faculty to shore up its STEM
credentials. This is especially critical
at a time when the Trump regime has
cut funding and grants and suspended
many future programmes to support
STEM education.

In any case, with regard to the imme-
diate impact on H-1B visa holders, Whi-
teHouse press secretary Karoline Lea-
vitt clarified that this fee is a one-time
charge for new H-1B visa petitions that
enter the next visa lottery cycle after
Sept 21. This means that Indians, who
make up more than 70% of  successful
H-1B applicants every year, will not need
to ‘depart’ any time soon because their
current employer cannot afford to pay
the new charges.

Nevertheless, it is
easy to view this as a
new tariff  that seems
like a blow to Indian
serviceexports to the
US, the value of  which
stands at about $149 bn.

But the truth prob-
ably lies elsewhere.
While Indians make
up the bulk of  H-1B
visa beneficiaries, it
is US companies that
hire most of  them.

Only TCS features as a top 12 firm (col-
lectively accounting for 50% of  all for-
eign hires) with a mere 6% share. As
such, if  US firms need to pick up these
fees, a fixed annual outgo for the ind-
ustry will hardly make a dent to their
finances as long as it’s justified by the
promise of  continuously expanding
returns.

Nowhere was this willingness more
apparent than at a televised dinner
earlier this month, hosted by Trump
in which founders and CEOs of  Meta,
Apple, Google, Microsoft, OpenAI,
AMD, Oracle and other AI champions
swore verbal fealty and promised inv-
estment concessions. Sundar Pichai,
Satya Nadella, Sam Altman, Tim Cook
and Mark Zuckerberg collectively
committed to investing nearly $1.5 tn
to ‘make America great again’.

Surely, the protestations and pledges
did not imply that these CEOs merely
took pleasure in the act of  sycophanti-
cally paying for the privilege of  doing
to another what that other always pre-
fers others to do unto him? Instead,
some of  their phrases — ‘protecting
our interests’, ‘market access overseas’,

‘winning the AI race’ — which resona-
ted with Lutnick’s injunction to hire
only the ‘top, top people’ to succeed,
seemed like the old and familiar act of
astate colluding with its industrial ac-
tors to maintain supremacy.

To win key concessions — light-tou-
ch regulation, indemnification again-
st copyright infringement, protection
against crippling penalties and ex
ante regulation abroad, and erection
of  barriers to foreign competition,
while attracting and exploiting the
best knowledge workers from India
and elsewhere — US technocrats may
be willing to spend a considerable
sum, including $7-8 bn annually on
account of  valuable foreign work
visas, and ignore the short-term loss
in profitability.

Nothing in the current proposal may
adversely affect the long-term business
outlook of  India’s IT firms not already
being challenged by AI, except super-
numerary profit linked to labour arbi-
trage. Nor is this likely to stop India’s
industrial brain drain — an event be-
ing celebrated prematurely by IT mav-
ens, industry captains and other pat-
riots. The best and brightest will still
be picked up by US giants, while oth-
ers will staff  India’s growing ocean of
service-oriented GCCs.

But the playing field, even if  this latest
fee is legally challenged and reduced
or rescinded by courts, is unlikely to
remain the same. Beyond the façade
of  Trump’s endless parade of  passing
curiosities lurks a not-so-invisible
hand, committed to hegemony and
wary of  competition.

The writer is founder-CEO,
ALSOWISE Content Solutions

Trump Wields Club Rules, But Big
Tech Will Still Pick Up the Best

Ateesh Tankha

Don’t worry, Raj, NASA still needs you
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– CHRISTOPHER HEYERDAHL

Fandom can keep something alive, 
and fandom can take it down

CONTRAPUNTO

Festivals are not just about rituals,
decorations, or cultural nostalgia.
They are living metaphors, 

offering us insights into how to live with
wisdom and joy. They carry a powerful
message: victory of  clarity over 
confusion, resilience over weakness,
light over darkness.

The word ratri means night, a 
symbol of  ignorance or forgetfulness.
Navratri, nine nights, can be seen as
nine opportunities to remove layers of
darkness that often cloud our lives.
These nights are not merely to be counted
on the calendar; they can be seen as
steps in a journey from confusion to
clarity, from scarcity to abundance,
from fear to courage.

Traditionally, the festival unfolds in
three phases. The first is devoted to
learning, symbolised by Saraswati.

Here, the emphasis is on cultivating
insight and curiosity. In a world flooded
with information, what we truly need is
wisdom – the ability to see clearly and
act with discernment. The second phase
is devoted to wealth, represented by
Lakshmi. But wealth here is not restricted
to money. True wealth includes
health, peace of  mind, harmony
in relationships and a sense
of  gratitude for life itself.
The third phase is devoted
to power, represented by
Parvati; it is the power to
face challenges, overcome
negativity, and rise when
life pushes us. 

When these three dimensions –
wisdom, wealth, and resilience – are
nurtured, we arrive at Vijaydashami,
the day of  victory. But what kind of
victory is this? It is not overcoming of
others, nor accumulation of  trophies. 

We have within us the strength to learn,
to create abundance, and to rise with
courage.

The real invitation of  Navratri,
then, is not only to celebrate for nine
nights but to create a way of  living
where every day can be a Vijaydashami.
Every day can be a day when we choose
awareness over ignorance, gratitude
over complaint, resilience over despair.
When we see life in this way, we stop
asking, ‘When will light come into my
life?’ and begin to realise, ‘The light is
already here – i need to remove what
hides it.’ As we step into this season of  
celebration, let us look beyond the
surface. Let us use this occasion to
pause, reflect, and ask: What darkness
within me needs to be removed?

Swamiji will celebrate Vijaydashami
at Nirguna Mandir, Koramangala,
Bengaluru, on Oct 2, 6-9pm. For details,
contact: 99017 77003/95135 60108

It is a quiet triumph of  inner clarity
over confusion, of  meaningful choices
over foolish impulses.

Rituals of  Navratri – lighting lamps,
singing hymns, decorating homes –
become more than traditions. They
become reminders. The lamp reminds us

to keep our inner light burning.
Hymns remind us to nurture

gratitude. Celebrations remind
us to find strength not in
possessions but in purpose. If
we limit ourselves to external
alone, the festival remains
incomplete. When we link the
outer with inner, every act
becomes transformative.

Each day, we are confronted with
challenges that test our patience and
clarity. We must choose whether to react
out of  fear or to respond with wisdom.
Festivals teach us that we are not 
powerless in the face of  life’s darkness.

Navratri & Vijaydashami: Remove Darkness Within
Swami Sukhabodhananda

It was very much against the backdrop of  yet more Trump policy
damage to India, that PM addressed the nation yesterday.
Both the themes he picked – GST reforms and atmanirbharta –

speak to what’s needed to keep our economy robust in the face of  
global headwinds.

With Indians getting almost 70% of  the H-1B visas that were issued
in 2024, obviously the country will be the one most impacted by
a one-time $100,000 fee that exceeds the median annual salary of  
India’s H-1B visa-holders. This is on the heels of  Trump imposing 
a 50% tariff  on Indian exports to US and revoking the Chabahar 
sanctions waiver. But there’s turbulence from other directions as
well, whether it’s China reminding India of  its rare earth vulnerability
or Europe also taking an anti-immigration turn. Deep and wide as
different countries’ economic ties still remain, clearly a new phase
of  globalisation is now underway, where India really has to watch

out for itself  in a way that’s perhaps never
been needed since Liberalisation 1991.

As Modi reminded yesterday, we have
gotten out of  the habit of  thinking whether
or not the comb in our pocket is Indian-
made. It’s also true that India’s large 
domestic market is what provides relative
resilience to external shocks. The test of
GST reforms as they become operational
today will be what savings they pass on to
consumers, and thus spur demand, but

they’re definitely in the necessary direction. As for meaningful 
movement in the direction of  atmanirbharta, that will, again as Modi’s
speech underlined, need Centre and states to work together. States
governed by different political parties will need to act in concert. 

From chips to rare earths to pharma to defence…India’s dependencies
in sector after sector are all traceable to its abysmal R&D ecosystem.
The private sector has shown a confoundingly poor appetite for this
spend. So, pretty pledges aside, GOI has to ensure something 
fundamentally shifts in the research and innovation space. This is
what govts of  China, South Korea and Taiwan got right and India
must as well. External uncertainties leave us no other option. It’s
possible that the H-1B visa will see India benefit through more GCCs
expansion. But it’s not impossible that MAGA’s crusade for tariffs
on services succeeds, flooring even this opportunity. Shifting global
sands call for India to keep Plans B, C and D…ready. It has to create,
build and deploy more nimbly than it ever has.

Hello Swadeshi
Globalisation isn’t dead. But self-reliance, spotlighted in
PM’s speech, across sectors is now an urgent necessity

Having recently been inducted into one of  the newly formed
book clubs in town, I felt I had arrived! We were meeting in a
fortnight. Meanwhile, the matter of  the book had to be settled.
What was it going to be? Mystery? Thriller? Horror? Romance?
Science fiction? Fantasy? Dystopian? Magical Realism?

WhatsApp messages flew fast and furious. Suggestions –
some with book covers, some without – poured in faster than one could read
them. Each time a proposal was put forward, other group members went on an
overdrive with their views. Too long, too boring, font too small…the disagreement
was endless. So I came up with the brilliant idea, why don’t we meet over lunch
and decide on a book? A date was set. All members arrived with their selected
book in tow. This was serious stuff. 

Each person puts forth her views about her choice of  book 
interspersed by cups of  hot coffee and finger foods. The protagonist,
who is on (munch munch) the run, seems to…(this coffee is nice, 
have you tried these croquettes? I make them too, but these are 
different), what was I saying? After about half  an hour the waiter 

comes with the menu and all the members take a well-deserved break to discuss
the pros and cons of  the various dishes animatedly.

After almost another half  hour the order is decided and everyone sits back
satisfied. Was the book discussion completed? Or was it to continue after
lunch? I hadn’t a clue, and frankly, I don’t think the others had either. By now
the conversation has shifted to the children, grandchildren and gardens…in
that order.

With lunch served, the chatter settles into soft murmurs plus the clinking
of  the forks and spoons. Then it is time for a dessert conference, then the bill. 
Dividing the amount by the number of  attendees, ‘It’s X amount!’ announces
the lady in pink, triumphantly. In another flurry of  activity everyone dives into
their bags but many don’t have the exact amount so bigger notes are exchanged
for smaller ones within the group. Finally, the job is done and the waiter 
summoned one last time as he is handed over the motley collection of  notes (tip
included) with a flourish. Everyone gets up to air kiss and say their goodbyes
when one voice pipes up, ‘We haven’t yet decided on the book!’

Book club
Ratna Manucha

In which all members munched seriously

Trump dropped a
bombshell on the global
tech community. Every
new applicant for an
H-1B visa will be 
required to pay an

extraordinary fee of  $100,000. New clarifications are
rolling in on details like renewals and on the 
treatment of  those already resident in US, and 
opinions are divided on other edge cases.

The intent is clear: to curtail the flow of  high-skilled
foreign talent into US. A sweeping waiver clause 
empowers the Secretary of  Homeland Security to 
exempt entire industries or firms, leaving vast 
discretion in Washington’s hands.

The official justification is familiar: foreign 
workers are supposedly replacing Americans at 
lower wages, depriving locals of  jobs. Yet the data
tells a very different story. Among the top 25 H-1B
sponsors, many are leading American tech companies
like Amazon, Google, Microsoft, Meta, Apple, 
Intel, and Accenture, alongside global and Indian
consulting firms.

Their average salaries for H-1B holders range
from $100,000 to over $200,000 per year, far above the
US median household income. Indian consulting
firms typically charge their clients $150,000 to
$200,000 annually, more than employees’ salaries, to
make up for the cost of  travel, visa applications, 
leave, etc. By no measure is this “cheap labour”. 
Instead, these are critical roles in digitalisation, 
artificial intelligence, cloud infra, chip design, and
enterprise software where domestic supply simply
does not meet demand.

The cheap labour narrative is further undercut 
by the composition of  the industry itself. Indian IT
consulting firms that once relied heavily on H-1Bs 
have, for several years now, invested significantly in
building American workforces. Many employ 50-65%
local staff  in their US centres.

What is at stake is not the substitution of  American
workers but the capacity to run globally integrated teams.
In fact, post-Covid, the very model of  where work is done
has shifted. The pandemic normalised distributed teams
and catalysed the growth of  Global Capability Centres
(GCCs) in India. These hubs now handle core research
and development work in AI, digitisation, R&D, and 
semiconductors, not because of  cost arbitrage, but
because of  abundant, high-quality talent.

For US tech companies, the new proclamation is a
classic case of  self-sabotage. H-1Bs have long been the
engine of  American innovation. Nearly half  of  all US
unicorn founders are immigrants; many entered initially
on H-1Bs. Elon Musk and Jensen Huang are emblematic
of  how the programme has delivered immense value to

the US economy.
America’s $1 trillion-plus market-cap giants did not

build their global dominance by closing doors, but 
by tapping the world’s best talent. Shutting down this
pipeline in the name of  protecting jobs risks weakening
precisely the sectors that generate the most jobs and 
value domestically, and are the source of  American
technological power globally.

For India, the immediate shock is likely to be muted.
New H-1B applications had already slowed in recent 
years and the cap for last year has already been reached,
and Indian IT majors are fairly hedged with local 
hiring. Over the next six to twelve months, the impact
may be minimal.

What may in fact accelerate is the migration of
work offshore. Indian service providers have already
demonstrated they can deliver 90% of  project work
remotely. With advanced telecoms and the widespread
acceptance of  distributed teams post-pandemic, 
moving to 95% offshore delivery is now entirely 
feasible.

Far from cutting Indians out of  the value chain,
the new US rules may deepen the role of  Indian talent
by forcing more work to flow into India rather than
on-site.

The larger opportunity lies beyond IT services.
This disruption should serve as a wake-up call for 
India to transform from a services hub into a next-
generation product nation.

Govt must act decisively to catalyse deep tech, 
instead of  merely lamenting the private sector’s efforts.
That means establishing a sovereign fund of  at least
`50,000cr to channel capital into artificial intelligence,
semiconductors, space, defence technologies, synthetic
biology and other frontier sectors via Alternative 
Investment Funds.

It also means opening procurement doors. In US,
govt demand was pivotal in scaling deep-tech 
industries. In India, bureaucratic bottlenecks and
risk-averse, slow and unpredictable procurement
practices continue to hinder the growth of  startups
and MSMEs. This must change if  India is to capture
the innovation dividend.

India has no shortage of  talent or entrepreneurial
energy. What is missing is patient sovereign capital
and access to anchor markets. The very companies
that built India’s reputation as the world’s IT service
provider are now seeding product-focused startups in
fintech, SaaS, AI, and chip design. The Indian startup
ecosystem remains robust. With the right policy push
and public sector funding, India can evolve into a

frontier tech product nation.
If  India seizes this moment – by funding deep

tech, supporting entrepreneurs, and significantly 
reforming procurement – it can emerge stronger. 
America may be retreating from openness, but India
has the chance to step forward and dominate tech 
delivery globally.

Pai is chairman and Holla is research fellow, 3one4 Capital

TV Mohandas Pai & Nisha Holla

`̀50K Cr Reply To $100K H-1Bs
GOI’s best response to Trump will be creating a big fund to channel investments into deep tech.

And reforming govt procurement to support buying Indian tech products
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Assam is in a state of  mourning over the death of  local superstar
Zubeen Garg, who died in Singapore while swimming 
without a life jacket. The singer, whose songs have enthralled

millions in Assam with hits like Mayabini Ratir Bukut, Hiya Diya
Niya, and Maya Mathu Maya, was perhaps the most striking figure
in Assam’s cultural firmament since Bhupen Hazarika. That a sea
of  humanity turned up to pay last respects to the singer as his body
lay in state shows the deep emotional connect people had with him.
In a state with a history of  complicated ethnic relations and language
politics, Zubeen transcended all divides. He sang in multiple 
languages, including Bangla, and was a great representative of

the Northeast.
The popularity of  Zubeen also 

highlights the regional nature of  icons
in a vast country like India. True, south 
India has long been a trendsetter, with
superstars from the local film industry
smoothly making the transition to 
politics. From NT Rama Rao in Andhra,
to MGR, Jayalalithaa and Karunanidhi

in Tamil Nadu, these local stars had massive following, bordering
on hysteria. But there is no set formula by which popular personalities
are elevated to stratospheric stardom. Some are able to ride the 
zeitgeist of  the times and live on in people’s hearts long after they
are gone. 

But the hysteria is also a double-edged sword. Many had
committed suicide or died of  shock after Jayalalithaa’s death in
2016. When news of  Zubeen’s death reached India, many of  his fans
filed multiple FIRs against his manager Siddharth Sharma and 
organiser of  North East Festival – for which Zubeen had gone to
Singapore – Shyamkanu Mahanta, holding them responsible for 
Zubeen’s death. However, this is more emotional than rational as
Singapore authorities have so far not found any foul play, and 
Zubeen’s wife herself  has requested for the FIRs to be withdrawn.
Mourning is best done quietly.

Death Of A Star
Assam shows the deep hold of regional pop 

culture figures on popular imagination
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This week marks a month since
Trump’s penal tariff  on India came into
force. It’s also started with worrying
news about sky-high fees for H-1B visa
applications. Since 70% of  these visas
– 2.8L last year – go to Indians, there’s 

a cloud over the employment, dollar earnings, and 
remittances, of  India’s elite STEM workers. All
told, $87bn worth of  goods exports and substantial
services earnings may be hit.

That’s why the rollout of  GST 2.0 couldn’t have
been better timed. Lower prices across the board –
car and bike prices have reduced sharply – will
spur demand and production, countering some
of  the impact of  Trump’s actions. 

Yes, foreign trade is important for economic
growth, but it isn’t the only way. For example,
export earnings make up 20% of  GDP in China –
about the same as India and Japan in percentage
terms – but only 11% in America. Yet, America’s
been the most powerful country since the end of
WWI over a century ago. Between 1930 and 1970,
the share of  exports in its GDP never exceeded
7%, and that only once in 1947. Otherwise, 
US export earnings hovered around the 5%
mark through the years when it put troops in
Korea and Vietnam, and landed six manned
missions on the Moon. 

That shows a country can become powerful and 
prosperous without being overly dependent on foreign
trade. Few things symbolise the ascendant America of
the 1920s more than the Ford Model T. It was the first
mass-produced car, and so popular that by 1926 half  of
all cars on America’s roads were Model Ts. Annual 
production peaked at over 2mn in 1923, but how many
were exported? Less than 10% – only 142,641 sold abroad
in 1924. Why? Because of  high freight rates and tariffs.

A five-seater that cost $348 in Detroit sold for $715 in 
Dover, $779 in Calcutta, $864 in Shanghai and $1,158 in
NSW, Australia. 

If  that example sounds dated, consider the European
Union – 27 member countries with one currency and
one official interest rate. Population is less than a third
of  India’s, but trade between EU members far exceeds
India’s GDP. Last year, intra-EU goods trade alone 
amounted to 4.1tn euros ($4.8tn). Germany exported 

goods worth 845bn euros ($980bn) to other EU states. We
need that dynamic – an ‘India Growth League’ – within
the country. Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat and UP
have all been talking about becoming $1tn economies,
and perhaps the path to India’s rapid rise lies in helping
them get there. 

What will it take? Making more iPhones and 
sneakers for export is one way, but not the only one. 
The idea that other countries have disposable incomes

and our people can earn only by selling to them is very
limiting. We are an enormous country with enormous
resources. We also have an enormous population,
which implies an enormous market, but most of  our 
people are too poor to make discretionary purchases.
Not very often at least. If  we could put more money in the
hands of  more people, growth would rev up automatically.
But how? By creating work. Not digging trenches and
filling them up, but meaningful work that’s crying for

attention all around us.
Indian cities, barring their “VIP areas”,

are unlivable. Open drains, broken roads
and lights, missing pavements, garbage,
shabby parks. This is work waiting to be done.
It’s true that the vast majority of  Indians are
unemployable in modern industries due to
lack of  training, but sweeping streets, 
catching cattle, tending to parks, digging
drains and covering them, do not require a
university education or technical diploma.
There’s billions of  man-hours of  work there.
It won’t spur demand for cars immediately,
but soap, toothpaste, biscuits, shoes and 
T-shirts will fly off  the shelves faster.

There’s so much more to do. We need 
more teachers and doctors and cops – in the
hinterland even more than cities. We need
reliable public transport systems – factories
will supply buses but somebody’s got to hire
drivers, cleaners and maintenance staff.

And this is just an indicative list. There will be as many
ideas for work that needs to be done as there are people –
excluding vanity projects like clock towers and welcome
gates that our urban bodies pass off  as civil works.

Trump is what insurers would call ‘force majeure’ –
he’s beyond India’s control – but using the country’s
manpower to solve problems, create work, and improve
the quality of  life while spurring growth is in our own
hands. What are we waiting for?

Economic Shocks? Get Potholes Filled
There’s billions of man-hours of civic work waiting to be done in our cities. It’s an 

opportunity to employ unskilled labour, boost income and demand at the bottom of the
pyramid, and boost growth in times of global uncertainties
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If a person realises
his position and
stays in his own 
self, things that are
to happen will
happen. Things
that are not to
happen will not

happen…All these troubles arise if we
think that we are separate from shakti.
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