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About E20: Why choice, pricing matter

OFF THERECORD
BY P VAIDYANATHAN IYER

HE ETHANOL-petrol debate

refusesto abate on the streets,

and just like the Cockroach

Janta Party’s Jantar Mantar

NEET protest, it is getting
traction on Instagram, and other social
media platforms. The government is find-
ing it challenging to quell public disen-
chantment and turn opinion in favour of
E20 (petrol blended with 20 per cent etha-
nol). There are reasons beyond politics
why reasoned communication by the gov-
ernment is being disregarded by people,
and there are possible solutions, which are
being resisted by the government due to
big implementation hurdles.

Butsome in the government have their
ears to the ground, are filtering the noise,
and picking the right signals. They are look-
ing behind to see what could have been
done to incentivise those who feel short-
changed on mileage due to E20 rollout.
And now, thinking ahead, if something is
still possible to win them back. In India,

they understand mileage and price are two
key aspects that influence decision-making
inlower and middle-income families.

All along, the NDA government has de-
fended the blending programme and
rightfully so, while simultaneously em-
phasising that it did not begin under the
present government. Indeed, the pilot was
launched during AB Vajpayee’s govern-
ment in 2001, and the ES5 roll out across
several states was attempted in 2006
under the UPA. But it gathered momen-
tum after the present government as-
sumed charge in 2014. Ethanol blending
reached 10 per cent in 2021-22, and grad-
ually rose to 19.2 per cent in 2024-25, and
is now set at 20 per cent.

There is no doubt, ethanol blending
has many advantages. It cuts fossil fuel
use, produces lower carbon emissions, re-
duces dependence on imports, saves
precious foreign exchange, and insulates
the country from the vagaries of geo-
politics that affect supplies. While this
may be appreciated by those affected, they
are not convinced how all this translates
into benefits for them.

They don’t get it, because as a govern-
ment officer explains, the consumer is not
seeing a tangible price benefit despite
bearing the cost of a lower mileage. And
this is because the consumer does not
have a choice. For example, when petrol
pumps started dispensing ES5, could they
have offered it alongside petrol? Con-

Consumers are
notseeinga
tangible price
benefit despite
bearing the
cost of alower
mileage. Thisis
because they
donothavea
choice today.

sumers then have a choice. They could be
incentivised to transition to E5 by being
charged lower than petrol for this blended
fuel. Similarly, for E10, and now E20. Dif-
ferential pricing becomes an incentive;
consumers would make peace with a 3-5
per cent lower mileage because of a lower-
priced E20 compared with E10.

This can be best explained by what the
government did following changes in the
income tax regime, points out another of-
ficer. A new tax regime with lower taxes but
no major exemptions was introduced in
April 2020. It was voluntary. As the new tax
regime evolved over the years, the Finance
Ministry continued to offer tax payers the
option to file returns under the old tax re-
gime. The old regime offers exemptions,
buttax rates are high. It has been six years,
and the two systems continue alongside.
But almost 90 per cent of all individuals
have shifted to the new tax regime.

To be fair, the government has tried to
explain the advantages of E20 by compar-
ing India’s retail fuel prices with that of
other countries in South Asia and Europe.
The petrol price hike in India between
June 2022 and June 2026 was in the lower
single digits, at less than 6 per cent,
whereas it was more than 15 per cent in
European countries, and more than 20 per
cent in South Asian countries.

Be that so, it is tough to make the In-
dian consumers believe the counterfac-
tual. What did not happen, but could have

happened, isa concept that does not stick
easily. The fact that E20 was a reason why
the government could keep petrol prices
low despite the Indian crude oil basket
averaging over $100 a barrel is still lost on
most consumers.

The transition from E10 to E20 hap-
pened in four years. Given the West Asia
crisis, it is possible the government was
worried about its impact on oil prices in
thelongterm. It is possible prices could re-
main higher for longer. It has not played
out that way, but uncertainty prevails in
the region, and the motivation for transi-
tioning to E20 could be many. When glo-
bal crude oil is at $70 a barrel or less, E20
is costlier to produce than pure petrol, ac-
cording to government estimates. Ethanol
becomes much cheaper at relatively high
global crude oil prices of $120-130 abarrel.

Clearly, for many reasons, moving
away from fossil fuels is a long-term stra-
tegic imperative. Ethanol blended fuel is
definitely an alternative, but requires be-
havioural changes among consumers. Itis
here that public policy gets interesting,
and challenging. Offering consumers a
choice of fuel and making them see a price
advantage will make a difference. What
can’t be done about mileage, can choice
and differential pricing cover for that?

The writer is Managing Editor,
The Indian Express.
Off the Record is a fortnightly column

Unemployment
is not about
justeducation

PULAPRE BALAKRISHNAN

THE nationwide protests that followed the leakage of the
NEET paper, students had demanded more than just a fair
examination system. They had highlighted the poor quality

f higher education and the challenge of youth unemploy-
ment. While the youth are right to perceive the education system
asripe for drastic reforms, it would be appropriate not to attribute
all of current unemployment to poor education. Two strands of
evidence suggest this. First, unemployment in countries with far
superior educational systems is higher than in India today — Fin-
land and Sweden being two examples. Within India, there is Ke-
rala, which has a better-educated workforce but still has a high
youth unemployment rate. Second, ifeducational qualifications
and skillsarescarce in India, the real wage of skilled workers must
rise, but we see little of that happening currently. Even in India’s
IT sector, apart from those with Al-related competency or working
inthe Global Capability Centres of multinationals, wage increases
forthe remaining employees are not particularly high. Thisisnot
to say that education and skills do not matter. They matter for
productivity. Economy, though, is related to aggregate demand
for goods. The demand for labour is a derived demand; it exists
due toademand for goods.

Everything points to a slowing of aggregate demand growth
inIndia over the last decade. Seven out of the 11 sectors at the in-
itial level of disaggregation of national income slowed, three grew
at the same rate as before, and only one grew faster. The sector
that grew faster was real estate, which is neither large noroneem-
ploying many. With such acomprehensive slowdown in the econ-
omy, aslackening in the demand for labour would have occurred.
But why did the economy slow? Both short-term and long-term
factors are responsible. There is by now sufficient evidence to
show that the trigger was the demonetisation of 2016. Growth
slowed annually over the next three years before output actually
contracted in 2020-21 due to Covid. As expected, the economy
rebounded after the lockdown, but that could not prevent a de-
cline in the average growth rate.

There are two long-term factors. The first is the slowdown in
capital formation — or investment — from 2009-10. The slow-
downisinpublicinvestment. The pace of private investment has
been constant, despite the Modi government being the most busi-
ness-friendly one the country has ever seen. Among other over-
tures, ithad cut the corporation tax rate significantly in 2019, par-
ticularly for new companies. Yet, private investment has not
picked up. An explanation would take usto the second long-term
factor, namely, the rising price of food. Having remained steady
duringa phase of India’s all-time high growth in the early 2000s,
the real price of food, that is, price of food relative to that of all
goods, began torise. It has risen by 53 per cent since 2008-09. Glo-
bally, countries becamericher, as food got cheaper. We know why.

While the impact on welfare — of food becoming more ex-
pensive — is immediately understood, its consequence for
growth, and therefore foremployment, is not. As the price of food
rises, unless wages rise, households are poorer, and demand less
of other goods. Industrial firms are now left with excess capacity,
leading them to postpone investment. This explains the un-
changed pace of private investment, even as firms pay lower taxes.

Thereisevidence that the real wage in India has stagnated for
most rural workers for nearly a decade, and that real earnings
have declined for regular workers and the self-employed. So, con-
sumption expenditure, which represents demand, have beenim-
pacted. As firms observe the slow growth of the market for their
goods, they have likely become pessimistic about their prospects
for future growth. It explains the unchanged growth rate of private
investment. Public investment can to an extent make up for the
unchanging pace of private investment. But for this to work, the
government must choose projects wisely. The Modi government
shows a marked preference for big infra, highways and airports,
butitisinfrastructure more closely aligned to production, roads,
electricity, sewerage and transportation, that may be expected to
yield greater returns in terms of employment generated.

Only when the employment crisis India faces today isunder-
stood can the necessary corrective action be taken. While India
owesits youth the best education, public policy must aim to keep
India’s aggregate demand for goods high.

Balakrishnan is the author of India’s economy
from Nehru to Modli: A brief history

Coomi Kapoor'’s Inside Track column will be back in a fortnight

Historian, constant rebel whose
work reshapes the future

HISTORY HEADLINE

BY DEEPAK TENGURIYA

T WAS the late 1970s in Sussex, Eng-

land. Two historians sat well past

midnight, talking. They spoke of In-

dian peasants, their anger, their quiet
rebellions.

One of them later wrote that he sat
“practically spellbound”. Ranajit Guha,
the founding figure of the ‘Subaltern
Studies Collective’, did most of the talking
that night. The man who was listening
was Sumit Sarkar.

Sarkar, who helped shape an entire era
of Indian history writing, died on August
13,2026, aged 87.

In the cold evenings of England in the
late 1970s, a new way of writing Indian
history was beginning to take shape in Ox-
ford and elsewhere — one that would
come to be known as ‘Subaltern Studies’
in 1982, when the first volume of the
series, Subaltern Studies: Writings on
South Asian History and Society, edited by
Ranajit Guha, was published. It was an ap-
proach to “history from below”. Most his-
tory books had been focused on the big
leaders and political parties. But Guha ar-
gued that ordinary people, peasants,
workers, and tribal communities had
their own “autonomous domain” of
politics, one that did not simply follow the
lead of the nationalist elites. ‘Subaltern
Studies’ tried to recover their voices and
actions.

Sarkar became one of the key con-
tributors to this collective, alongside his-
torians Shahid Amin, Partha Chatterjee,
Dipesh Chakrabarty, Gautam Bhadra, and
David Hardiman. His first book, The Swa-
deshi Movement in Bengal, 1903-1908,
published in 1973, had already moved the
story of Bengal’s anti-colonial revolt away
from famous leaders towards workers,
peasants, and small artisans — an ap-
proach that fed directly into the group’s
founding spirit.

It is one of history’s small ironies that
the same man would years later become
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one of the school’s sharpest and most re-
spected critics. By the late 1980s, the pro-
ject had increasingly turned away from
class-based histories towards critiques of
Western thought, secularism and En-
lightenment values, drawing on Western
thinkers such as Michel Foucault and Jac-
ques Derrida. Distancing himself from the
group, Sarkar, in his essay, The Decline of
the Subaltern in Subaltern Studies,
warned that some of these critiques came
dangerously close to the arguments made
by the Hindu Right.

Sumit Sarkar was born in 1939 into a
Brahmo family in Calcutta, in a home
where mornings began with Tagore and
evenings ended in arguments about
Marx. His father, Sushobhan Sarkar, was
a celebrated Marxist historian at Presi-
dency College. His uncle was PC Mahala-
nobis, the statistician after whom India’s
premier statistical institute is named.

For Sarkar, becoming a historian was
almost inherited — not chosen. Yet even
within thatinheritance, he rebelled, writ-
ing sharply about the Bengal Renais-
sance, sharp enough that a senior Com-
munist Party of India (CPI) worker once

accused him of betraying his father’s leg-
acy. Interestingly, without telling him, his
father responded with a sharp rejoinder,
defending him.

Decades later, generations of students
learned modern Indian history from
Sumit Sarkar’s book Modern India, 1885-
1947, first published in 1983. The kind of
book that ends up on a shelf with a torn
spine and pencil marks on every page.
Later he focused on the economy, en-
vironment and culture, and Modern
Times: India 1880s-1950s was published
in 2014.

Sarkar’s moral courage comes out in
the later part of his life, as well. In 2004,
West Bengal’s Left government granted
him the Rabindra Puraskar literary
award. But in 2007, after police fired on
farmers in Nandigram, Sarkar returned
his award and donated the prize money
to arelief fund. He argued that while Jal-
lianwala Bagh had happened under colo-
nial rule, Nandigram was in some ways
more shocking because the violence had
occurred under a Left government in in-
dependent India.

In his later years, Sarkar grew fasci-
nated with “microhistory”. He unearthed
aforgotten newspaper account from Doy-
hata, a village in East Bengal, where a
‘lower-caste’ man had murdered another
‘lower-caste’ man before his ‘upper-caste’
guru, later going on to assault ‘upper-
caste’ women that same night, in a brutal,
isolated tragedy. Sarkar called the contra-
dictions in the news story a kind of “un-
expected reversal” that grand history
often misses. When questioned by Econ-
omic and Political Weekly on this, he re-
plied simply: “All historians are entitled
to try and understand their Others.”

Sumit Sarkar leaves behind his wife
Tanika Sarkar, and a legacy that lives not
only in bookshelves, but also in the minds
of students who first understood modern
India through his pages. A historian’s
death is a different kind of leaving. He
does not leave behind just a body of work,
but also a work unfinished, one that the
next generation must walk into archive
rooms to complete. Like evening light
streaming through the window of an old
house, his impact will linger on the walls
long after the room has gone dark.

The writer is chief, research,
The Indian Express, Hindi
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FIFTH COLUMN

BY TAVLEEN SINGH

MIa dimagi Naxal’? Ever since the Prime Minister

identified this new genre of traitor in his Red Fort

speech, I have brooded over this question. In simple

nglish, this new kind of traitor is an intellectual

with leftist tendencies who takes inspiration from the teach-

ings of Chairman Mao. So, as someone who is possibly the

most economically right-wing, politically conservative col-

umnist in our vast and wondrous land, why should I of all

people worry? Well, because the definition of ‘dimagi Naxal’

istreacherously ambiguous and could encompass even those

who despise Mao and totally oppose violent uprisings against
the Indian State.

On this, my credentials are impeccable. I openly opposed
the late Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale at a time when you
could bekilled for doing so. And, never at any stage of my long
career in journalism have I had the smallest sympathy for the
Naxalites. Not even in the seventies when many young people
of my acquaintance were not just in sympathy with this move-
ment but had given up college to march with the comrades in
the jungles. In those days it was fashionable to be extremely
leftistand unfashionable to be mildly rightist, either politically
or economically.

Memories come back asIwrite these words of conversations
in dingy, smoke-filled ‘barsatis’ where over cheap rum and
cheaper cigarettes we talked of how only a revolution could
save India. I joined in these conversations and drank the rum
but was never persuaded. When I became older and wiser and
learned to analyse economic and political ideas, I became con-
vinced that it was decades of ‘socialism’ that kept millions of
Indians mired in poverty. It is simply not possible to distribute
wealth without first creating it. In this column I have said more
than once that I believe India would have been among the ri-
chest countries in the world if we had adopted the principles
of free markets and liberal democracy.

Instead, we chose to emulate the Soviet Union, and this has
meant that millions of Indians continue to live on government
handouts and the dream of a government job. Those aged
lefties who still believe Mao and Stalin are heroes pretend that
they have not noticed that it was only after the leaders of Russia
and China started following free market economic policies that
their people began to enjoy a measure of prosperity.

With ideas that are so far from being leftist, why do I fear
that I might end up in the dimagi Naxal’ category? Well, be-
cause I oppose many of the policies that the Modi government
has chosen to follow. I agree with the Cockroach Janta Party’s
campaign to improve village schools. And I agree with Abhis-
hek Dipke when he says that it is only when political leaders
and high officials are forced to send their children to govern-
ment schools that these schools will improve dramatically.
When I see the ‘cockroaches’ fan out across villages to make
reels of the horrific conditions in government schools, I see
them as nationalists and patriots and not subversives. Could
this put me in the ‘dimagi Naxal’ category?

Since the Prime Minister’s Independence Day speech, there
hasbeen an explosion of public support for him from his devo-
tees and spokespersons on television. In one show, I heard these
acolytes explain that Modi was talking about intellectuals who
were really Naxal collaborators. But these worthies have not
noticed the reels that the BJP’s propagandists are posting on
social media in which they illustrate the definition of the new
traitors with photos of Modi’s political opponents.

Ifyou believe in liberal democracy, as I do, you necessarily
believe that dissent is the oxygen that allows democracy to
breathe and remain healthy. Sadly, thisis not an idea that has
been much cherished since Modi became prime minister. The
opposite is true. Every effort has been made to silence dissent-
ingvoices and crush dissidents. The methods used are to un-
leash the most powerful investigative agencies on those who
speak against the government. Journalists whose job it is to
speak out against the things they see wrong are often treated
as anti-nationals who should lose their rights as citizens.
When the Jantar Mantar protests were at their peak, did you
notice that many of Modi’s more passionate devotees de-
manded that the cockroaches should have their passports
confiscated?

Every time I see dissidents attacked and dissidence
crushed, it makes me realise that India is no longer the liberal
democracy that it once was. Of course, leaders of yore did their
own damage to liberal democratic values, as Indira Gandhi
did when she declared the Emergency. But she did that so
openly that defiance was much easier. In the past twelve years,
the elimination of dissent and dissenters has been more in-
sidious and more dangerous. The first time I saw that invisible
pall of fear lift was when the Cockroach Janta Party began to
mock Modi in their reels and in their speeches.

As I was writing this piece, I noticed on Instagram that
some Modi devotees had set up a makeshift temple, in which
stood a cardboard cutout of Modi dressed as Lord Rama.
His devotees were reciting what they called the ‘Modi chalisa’
and, with lighted diyas, were praying to the cardboard
deity. This sickened and shamed me. Does that make me a
‘dimagi Naxal?’

Imitationisn’tthe sincerest formof flattery

NS OF thousands of people at-
tended a vigil in London to pay
tribute to41-year-old Jason Arday,
the former Cambridge professor

whodied right after being publicly accused
of plagiarism and making grandiose claims
about his supposed achievements. Deli-
cately poetic looking with dreadlocks and
kohl rimmed eyes, young Arday cut a dash-
ing figure, indeed. His good looks com-
bined with a prestigious post in academia
ensured admiration and celebrity. Ulti-
mately, it all came to naught; he was
brutally roasted for wildly inconsistent lies,
each one gleefully torn apart by the British
mainstream media.

The crowd at the vigil seemed greatly
moved by the “unfair” level of scrutiny
Ardayendured, the sub-text being his white
peers wouldn’t have had to face the same.
Emotional speeches about the vicious
media “hounding” that led to his death
touched on “institutional racism”, but there

hasn’t been much said about the far more
likely cause, the devastating embarrass-
ment that stems from being trapped and ex-
posed in a situation of one’s own making,.
Forsomeone extrasensitive, being outed as
a fraud is shattering enough to not want to
wake up the next morning. In other words,
it’sall too possible that Arday couldn’t hack
his own stupidity. This outpouring of sym-
pathy for his tragic end brings to mind Jim
Morrison’s profound observation in the
poem A Feast of Friends: Death makes angels
of us all, and gives us wings where we had
shoulders smooth as raven claws.

After any shocking incident, an instinct
kicks in, reminding us we are all flawed
beings, trying our best to get by. We’re
forced to reflect on our own mortality. It’s
more comforting to ascribe blame or find
reasons to explain ordinary human fragil-
ity than hold people responsible for their
choices. On the scale of terrible things
people do to one another, garnering the
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spotlight by boasting seems pretty minor.
Ideally, nobody should have to die for it.
However, the reactions and conversations
around Arday’s death raise important
questions and shed an (alarming) light on
changing value systems. Does pursuing the
right to social justice trump pursuing the
truth? Or can we agree that both racial in-
justice and intellectual dishonesty are tobe
lamented equally?

It is worth noting that the ChatGPT era
hasredefined how we think about original-
ity. Plagiarism used to mean passing off
someone else’s work as one’s own, but stu-
dents now are open about using Al to write
academically perfect essays. A far cry from
when we grew up in the 80s when anyone
who cheated during an exam was treated
with withering scorn (copycat!). Interest-
ingly, one no longer hears of schools rusti-
cating students for unethical exam prac-
tices. In this scenario, the thinking goes:
everyone’s handing in Al-assisted assign-

ments, so is it so bad that Arday was
masquerading as a pseudo highbrow?

I'm going to stick my neck out and say
itisactually that bad. Post-generative Al is
so clever that plagiarism can no longer be
reliably detected, as long as the user asks
ChatGPT to paraphrase the content. If the
Ardays’ of thisworld are allowed to flourish
unheeded, the future meansendless, tired
regurgitations of stuff that already exists.
Nothing new will emerge; society will re-
main stagnant. And surely that poor,
nameless PhD student who toiled away in
obscurity to come up with a new perspec-
tive — only to have the far more famous
and networked Arday grab it for himself —
deserves some sympathy, too. We're told
not to badmouth the dead, but there’s the
thought that people who've made their for-
tune via a public reputation have a greater
duty to maintain the highest integrity.

The writer is director, Hutkay Films
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‘Indian rock yields oldest directly dated traces of microbial life’

Jacob Koshy
NEW DELHI

Researchers say they have
found “compelling evi-
dence” from multiple
sources that microbial life
existed in what is now east-
ern India at least 3.5 billion
years ago. Typically, these
involve finding fossils or
traces of organic chemicals
but in this case they rely on
converging chemical clues,
according to a paper that
appeared in the peer-re-
viewed Proceedings of the

National
Sciences.
The source of discovery
is a single carbon-bearing
rock in the Singhbhum
Craton, which is an an-
cient, stable block of conti-
nental crust in eastern In-
dia, spanning parts of
Jharkhand and Odisha. It
has long interested geolo-
gists because it holds some
of the oldest rocks in India,
recording crust that
formed more than 4 billion
years ago.
“To our

Academy  of

knowledge,

(this) is the oldest directly
dated rock with a con-
firmed biosignature,” say
the authors, who include
Trisrota Chaudhuri, of the
Geological Survey of India,
Kolkata, and Mark Harri-
son, of the Department of
Earth, Planetary, and
Space Sciences, University
of California, Los Angeles.
The rock — a “black-and-
white” banded chert from
Bhitardari — pairs a firm
age with several indepen-
dent chemical and structu-
ral signs that its carbon

was made by living organ-
isms. Chert is a hard, fine-
grained rock made largely
of silica that can preserve
organic matter for billions
of years, but cannot be dat-
ed directly. So the re-
searchers extracted zir-
cons — hardy crystals that
act like natural clocks as
they trap uranium that de-
cays to lead at a known
rate. Of eight zircons ana-
lysed, four indicated an
age of 3,497 million years.
Because those zircons ap-
pear to be volcanic ash that

settled as the chert
formed, the team took that
to be the rock’s age, too.

They then argued the
carbon was biological. Its
balance of carbon isotopes
matches carbon captured
by living cells. They also
found the material was de-
graded organic matter
rather than later inorganic
contamination.

Scientists bother with
such questions because
the earth formed about
4.54 billion years ago, so a
3.5-billion-year-old trace of

life comes from only about
abillion years after the pla-
net’s birth and may open
new hypotheses on evolu-
tion. If microbes were al-
ready established, life itself
must have begun earlier
still. That bears on wheth-
er life is a freak accident or
something that emerges
readily on habitable
worlds.

Older claims exist, in-
cluding graphite in 3.7-
to-3.8-billion-year-old
Greenland rocks, but sev-
eral have been disputed.

Retractions alone do not
protect India’s scientific record

Scholars agree that the way retractions happen at present raise thorny challenges to preserving the integrity of the

scientific record; experts said when a retraction can be said to have achieved its purpose is itself ‘very difficult’ to say

Rohan Singh
LUCKNOW

nce a journal
publishes a re-
search paper,
other research-
ers can keep citing that
work and build on it to pro-
duce more research. So-
metimes, this continues
even after the journal has
retracted the original pap-
er because it contains a
mistake or, as is increasing-
ly the case, it was pro-

duced by fraudulent
means.
So simply withdrawing a

faulty paper does not cor-
rect the research record:
the work based on it also
needs to be checked and, if
necessary, undone.
According to Sabuj Bhat-
tacharyya, an expert on re-
search ethics at the Insti-
tute for Stem-cell Science
and Regenerative Medi-
cine, Bengaluru, retrac-
tions have increased sub-
stantially over the last four
decades. In 2025, his team
analysed data on life-
sciences papers retracted
between 1981 and 2023
and found that the reasons
for retraction included
non-compliance with ethi-
cal standards, plagiarism,
data-related concerns, and
publication misconduct.
In a 2026 study, re-
search scholar P.R. Deva-
nath and associate profes-
sor Rupesh Kumar of
Tumkur University, Karna-
taka, analysed more than
12,000 citations of papers
funded by the Indian go-
vernment and later retract-
ed. They found that 30% of
the citations had been in-
curred after a paper was
retracted. They also identi-
fied a “cascading retrac-
tion effect” in which some

Vitiated
record

The way retractions happen
today frustrate the integrity
of the scientific record

m Research retractions have
increased significantly over the
last few years thanks to higher
publication volumes and scrutiny

= Withdrawing a faulty paper does
not correct the record because
subsequent studies may continue

retracted papers conti-
nued to be cited by studies
that were themselves later
retracted. Nearly 64% of
those second-generation
papers were also authored
by the same groups.

Not all post-retraction
citations necessarily en-
dorsed the retracted find-
ings, but many also did not
acknowledge the paper’s
retracted status. Some re-
tracted papers also conti-
nued to appear in patents.
Dr. Devanath said one im-
portant reason is a lack of
awareness,  particularly
among early-career re-
searchers with limited
training in responsible cita-
tion practices.

Retraction is part of
how science corrects itself
— but the correction often
comes long after a paper
has entered the scientific
literature, according to
Partha Pratim Majumder,
former National Science
Chair with the Science and

citing the original work

m Many researchers remain unaware
of retractions because journals often
fail to notify institutions and authors
avoid discussion

m Experts said the scientific system
should learn from retractions

to improve data sharing and
institutional accountability

u Artificial intelligence systems may
also propagate retracted findings

- unless they are specifically updated
to flag errors

Engineering Research
Board. By the time a study
is withdrawn, other re-
searchers may have built
on its findings. He said
there is no foolproof way
to ensure researchers are
quickly informed when a
paper is retracted.
Bhaskar Mukherjee,
professor and head, De-
partment of Library and
Information Science, Bana-
ras Hindu University, also
said retractions often re-
ceive little institutional at-
tention in India. So jour-
nals rarely notify an
author’s institution while
researchers themselves of-
ten avoid discussing re-
tracted papers.
Gagandeep Kang, ad-
junct professor of micro-
biology at the Christian
Medical College, Vellore,
said better communication
alone is not enough. The
more important question
is whether the scientific
system learns from each

m The scientific record may remain
permanently uncorrected if no
researchers bother to replicate and
fix retracted studies

retraction. A reactive sys-
tem, she says, removes a
problem paper but does lit-
tle to understand why it
passed scientific scrutiny
in the first place.

She added that a stron-
ger research integrity sys-
tem would identify wheth-
er the problem was fraud,
an honest error or failure
of replication — and use
those lessons to make peer
review, data-sharing prac-
tices, and institutional ac-
countability better.

Mr. Devanath and Prof.
Kumar also recommended
dedicated research sup-
port offices, checks for re-
tracted references during
peer review, and regular
training in responsible re-
search practices.

That said, ever-stronger
research practices may not
resolve the problem. Achal
Agrawal, founder of the in-
dependent research-inte-
grity effort India Research
Watch, said that as Al sys-

tems increasingly draw on
published research, re-
tracted studies may conti-
nue to influence Al-gener-
ated responses unless
those models are also up-
dated to flag retracted
papers.

Scholars agree that the
way retractions happen at
present also raises thorny
challenges to preserving
the integrity of the scientif-
ic record.

In fact, Dr. Majumder
said when a retraction can
be said to have achieved its
purpose is itself “very diffi-
cult” to determine. A re-
traction is meant to inform
other scientists that the da-
ta and inferences reported
in a study are incorrect.
Because that information
spreads slowly, he said he
believes a retraction will
have broadly achieved its
purpose when about 90%
of researchers in that field
are aware of it, although
complete awareness is im-
possible to ensure.

“When errors in science
are inadvertent, the errors
get corrected when the ex-
periment is repeated by
the scientist who commit-
ted the error or by another
scientist. Thereafter, the
erroneous results of the ex-
periment do not influence
scientific practice,” Dr. Ma-
jumder said. That process,
however, may never occur
in every case. According to
Dr. Majumder, no scientist
may be willing to study the
same problem addressed
in a retracted paper and
generate correct data and
inferences. “Therefore,”
he added, “the scientific
record may never be
corrected.”

(Rohan Singh is an indepen-
dent science journalist in
Lucknow)

New studies pursue ‘perfect’ blend for coffee and health

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE
D. Balasubramanian

Every morning, many of us
drink one or two cups of
coffee and feel good, re-
freshed, and ready for the
day. Some of us drink one
or two more cups at work
before lunchtime. Some
use pure coffee while oth-
ers add chicory to it. We
prepare the powder using
a filter, add milk and sugar,
and take a swig.

While many Indians
have a fondness for coffee,
almost everyone in the U.S.
and Europe drinks coffee,
and more of it, every day.

Now, what are the ef-
fects of drinking coffee?
How many cups per day?
Should it be black coffee or
can it include milk and su-

CM
K

gar? And how does this af-
fect our health? These are
some questions that have
been on our minds — and
for which research has of-
fered contradictory answ-
ers in the past. Fortunately,
a new publication, titled
‘Caffeine and Cardiovascu-
lar Disease: A Scientific
Statement from the Ameri-
can Heart Association’,
may clear some doubts.
The authors of the state-
ment analysed several stu-
dies that examined the ef-
fects of caffeine, the active
molecule in coffee that
stimulates the brain and
the central nervous system
and encourages the body
to produce and use more
energy.

The statement reported
that moderate caffeine in-
take, especially through
coffee, may lower the risks
of type-2 diabetes, stroke,
heart failure, and atrial fi-
brillation. However, high

While many Indians have a fondness for coffee, almost everyone in

¥
g
&

I T S

the U.S. and Europe drinks it every day. MIKE KENNEALLY

doses, especially from
energy drinks, may harm
cardiovascular health, and
unfiltered coffee can also
raise LDL cholesterol
levels.

Data from the Nurses’
Health Study at the Har-
vard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health and Harvard
Medical School and an ana-
lysis of 3 lakh people from
the U.K. Biobank and
Health Canada have indi-

cated that drinking four
cups a day may lower the
risk of developing cancer,
type-2 diabetes, heart dis-
eases, and age-related dis-
orders like dementia and
Alzheimer’s disease. Ho-
wever, analyses also sug-
gest that it would be pru-
dent for pregnant and
lactating women to limit
their coffee intake to three
cups a day.

Drinking hot black cof-

fee is recommended, with
little or no additives like su-
gar or milk. However, a
group from Copenhagen,
Denmark, pointed out in
the Journal of Agricultural
and Food Science in 2023
that adding milk to black
coffee can be good, as milk
contains antioxidants,
minerals, and vitamins and
allays the bitter taste.

Many people in South
India prefer to have pure
coffee, i.e. with no addi-
tives like chicory, which
comes from a perennial
herbal plant with coloured
flowers. This herb contains
no caffeine but a polysac-
charide called inulin,
which supports digestion
and can help control blood
sugar.

The benefits of a coffee
and chicory blend and
their implications for nutri-
tion and health implica-
tions were discussed in a
recent review paper by a

group led by Pushpa S.
Murthy at the Central Food
Technology and Research
Institute, Mysuru, pu-
blished in the Journal of
Food Science and Technolo-
gy. Chicory contains sever-
al compounds that help
protect the liver from in-
flammation, shield the sto-
mach from damage, and
may help defend against
cancer. Adding chicory to
coffee also improves cof-
fee’s fragrance and taste.
The optimal blend of
coffee and chicory was sug-
gested to be 70:30 or
60:40, coffee to chicory, to
strike a balance between
taste and benefits. In fact,
most coffee sellers across
India have these ratios, un-
less of course, a customer
asks for ‘pure’ coffee. This
writer himself used to pref-
er pure coffee until he read
the review article by the
Mysuru group!
dbala@lvpei.org

SNAPSHOTS

Narwhal tusk is unique

thanks to its double twist

The narwhal tusk is nature’s sole straight tusk,
and scientists now know how it gets its
left-handed twist. X-ray images of the tusk’s
building blocks, the microscopic collagen fibrils,
revealed two layers: the outer layer twists to the
left and the inner layer to the right. The opposing
twists create an internal tension, allowing the
tusk to grow straight and strong. The detail could
help scientists learn how tissues integrate such
patterns to acquire certain mechanical

properties.

Psychedelics ‘embed’ people

more in their environs

Scientists have thought psychedelics
disorganised brain signals. A study has disagreed.
Analysing brain scans of 62 adults, researchers
found psilocybin caused brain activity to align
closer with a person’s environment (e.g. listening
to music), a state they called embeddedness,
which could be why many people feel a sense of
being at one with their surroundings. The
stronger this alignhment, the more the person’s
mood improved later, suggesting it is key to
psychedelics’ therapeutic benefits.

Diamond stays diamond even

at extreme pressure

By crushing diamond samples with shock waves
reaching 1 terapascal, about 10-million-times the
atmospheric pressure, scientists have found that
rather than shift into different crystal structures,
they stay intact before melting into a metallic
liquid. This revealed that as the pressure
increased, diamond’s melting point dropped
slightly. The data can help scientists understand
the interiors of giant planets and refine nuclear
fusion setups that use diamond components.

Question Corner

Ones of a kind

Why do only humans
look different from each
other?

— Mahua Ray

Humans are one of the
species whose individual
differences are unusually
obvious to humans. We
can be told apart by skin
colour, hair colour, facial
proportions, body shape,
height, and many other
traits. Our brains also excel
at processing faces.
However, we are also very
bad at distinguishing
individuals of species we
don’t interact with. We can
tell two cats apart but not
two sparrows, say. But
sparrows — and birds and
most animals in general —
can recognise individual
members of their own

species, e.g. using
differences in plumage or
calls.

Humans can also learn
how. After years spent
studying chimpanzees,
scientists’ ability to
perceive differences
becomes honed to the
differences that already
exist between individuals.
The same goes for other
animals. Individual plants
of the same species can
also have different height,
branching patterns, leaf
shapes, colours, etc.
However, plants lack the
evolutionary pressure to
advertise their individual
identities the way social
animals do.

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in
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What does
ChatGPT for
Teens entail?

Why did OpenAl launch this? What are
its features? What restrictions does it
have? Can it be used for learning?

Abhinaya K.

The story so far:

n August 18, OpenAl launched a version
0 of ChatGPT for teenagers. The company

said ChatGPT for Teens will have
stronger protections, including restrictions on
content related to self-harm, suicide, and sexual
content. The launch comes amid claims that AI
chatbots have contributed to deaths by suicide

among the youth and caused other mental
health problems.

What are the key features of ChatGPT for
Teens?
ChatGPT for Teens, designed for 13- to
17-year-olds, has features such as parental
controls, quiet hours, a study mode, and
notifications for situations that require
real-world interventions. Most of these
safeguards were already present in accounts for
minors. Apart from those who identify
themselves as minors, OpenAl has said that it
will also automatically place users who its
system determines to be below the age of 17
under ChatGPT for Teens. The company says it
is guided by a commitment to treat teens as
teens, and to encourage real-world support.
Apart from restrictions on content related to
self-harm, violence, eating disorders, dangerous
activities, and explicit sexual or graphic
material, it also places emphasis on helping
teens study, rather than providing answers.

Apart from restrictions  Can ChatGPT for
on content related to Teens be used
self-harm, violence, for learning?
eating disorders, and As the first
sexual or graphic generation of
L. children and
materlal., it also plhaces teens grows up
emphasis on helping with Al an
teens study, rather than  increasing
providing answers number of them
uses the tool for

learning. ChatGPT for Teens promises to
support students working on their lessons. For
example, a teen attempting to solve a
mathematical equation will not be directly given
the answer; instead, the chatbot will go over the
equation step-by-step, ask questions, and give
hints for solutions.

The study mode, built with inputs from
teachers, scientists, and other experts, will use
this detailed approach to arrive at answers.
Parents and teens can even set specific timings
for it to be enabled by default.

What other guardrails are present?

The company says ChatGPT for Teens will
“reduce exposure to harmful content while
preserving the ability to learn, create, and
explore”. The accounts of parents and teens can
be linked, and parents can receive notifications
in certain high-risk situations. This will alert
them if something may be seriously wrong. The
alerts will be monitored by human moderators.

OpenAl will also provide options such as quiet
hours that regulate when ChatGPT can’t be
used, turning off memory so it doesn’t save and
use chats while responding, and removing
options for image generation.

For teens, the chatbot will offer periodic
reminders to take breaks from using ChatGPT
and caution them against uploading sensitive
images. It will also provide the option of
switching off voice mode to minimise the ability
of the chatbot to appear like a person.

“ChatGPT should not use romantic language,
encourage emotional dependence, or imply that
it has feelings or consciousness,” OpenAl said.

However, the effectiveness of these safeguards
remains to be seen. Experts have reservations
on whether these actions will be enough to
address the dependence of users on chatbots.

Why is this needed?

Concerns over the unchecked use of Al chatbots
have been mounting for a while now. There have
been several news reports of teens and adults
using chatbots for advice on self-harm and/or
inflicting violence on others. Several families,
including the parents of 16-year-old Adam Raine,
who died by suicide last year, have sued OpenAI
saying it has contributed to deaths.

There have also been growing concerns about
learning losses due to the use of these chatbots.
Various studies have highlighted the harm that
chatbots cause to critical-thinking skills. Among
teens, this can cause lasting damage.

The ability of chatbots to mimic human
characteristics and emotions has also led to
several users forming relationships with them.
OpenAlI CEO Sam Altman has spoken about how
several people, particularly the youth, have an
“emotional over-reliance” on ChatGPT.

Governments are also facing pressure to
regulate the use of Al chatbots. The U.S. Federal
Trade Commission is examining the negative
impacts of Al chatbots acting as companions,
particularly on children and teens. The UK. is
considering restricting the use of Al chatbots for
users under 18. India does not have stand-alone
legislation regulating how children use Al
chatbots.

Those in distress or having suicidal thoughts are encouraged to
seek help and counselling by calling iCALL
91529 87821

What are the U.S.s latest allegations against India?

Why has the US. accused India of violating what it considers fair trade practices? How many

countries have been named in The Great Transhipment Scam? What do these allegations mean

for India? Can they impact India’s growth story?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:
ast week, the U.S. accused India of
violating what it considers fair trade
practices. The White House published
areport titled ‘The Great
Transhipment Scam’ in which it accused about
40 countries, including India, of helping China
evade U.S. tariffs.

What is the Great Transhipment Scam?

Over the last nearly three decades, the U.S. and
Chinese economies have become deeply
intertwined, with the U.S. increasingly relying
on China to be its manufacturing hub, and China
relying on the U.S. as its market and for
investments. This is a somewhat simplistic
assessment of their engagement, but it is also
the most relevant for the current context.

This relationship has resulted in the U.S.
running huge trade deficits with China. That is,
importing much more from the country than it
exports to it. U.S. President Donald Trump has
for long spoken about his concerns with vast
trade deficits; it is primarily why he insisted on
levying tariffs on U.S. trade partners during his
second term.

However, China began facing such actions
during Mr. Trump’s first term itself. In 2018, the
U.S. imposed tariffs ranging from 7.5% to 100%
on goods from China such as electric vehicles,
semiconductors, and medical products under
Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974, for unfair
trade and tech practices. As per the White

The US. has
alleged that
more than
40 countries
ore regions
are
importing
Chinese
goods,
modifying
them, and
exporting
them to the
U.S. at tariffs
below what
they would
have faced
had they
directly been
exported
from China

U.S. President Donald Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping during a state

dinner at the Great Hall of the People in Beijing. AP

House report, this resulted in a shrinking of the
U.Ss trade deficit with China in 2019 and 2020.

On July 24, 2026, the U.S. added a further
12.5% tariff for gaps in forced-labour compliance
and the lack of comprehensive legal import
prohibitions.

According to the report, since 2018, Chinese
exporters have increasingly been routing goods
through third countries to evade tariffs.
“Products that previously moved directly from
China to the United States were shipped through
jurisdictions where limited assembly, finishing,
repackaging, relabeling, or documentation
changes could create the appearance of a
different national origin,” the report stated.

What is India’s involvement?

The White House has identified more than 40
countries associated with “elevated illegal
transshipment risk”, with India among the top
“enablers” of China’s evasion of tariffs. The
other countries/regions named as the top
enablers are Mexico, Canada, the European
Union, Japan, and South Korea.

The U.S. has alleged that these countries are
importing Chinese goods, modifying them
marginally, and exporting them to the U.S. at
tariffs below what these goods would have faced
had they directly been exported from China.
This, the report said, has led to significant
revenue loss for the U.S. government.

“The Office of Trade and Economic Analysis
estimates that approximately $67 billion in
U.S.-bound goods were transshipped from China
through the top hubs — Mexico, India, and
Vietnam — in 2025, producing an estimated $28
billion in lost tariff revenue,” the report said.

As an example, the report mentioned the
Pune-Gujarat-Chennai production belt, saying
that the region “absorbs” pumps and
compressors from China, thereby affecting
industrial supply chains in Cincinnati, Dayton,
and Columbus in the U.S.

What does this mean for the U.S.?
Broadly, the report’s findings suggest that the
U.S/s tariff policy has failed to reduce U.S.
imports and increase domestic production.
While U.S. imports from China fell from $525.8
billion in 2017 to $327.5 billion in 2025, total U.S.
imports from all countries rose sharply from
$2.41 trillion to $3.50 trillion. In short, the U.S.
replaced many Chinese finished goods with
imports from other countries rather than with
domestically produced goods.

As Ajay Srivastava, founder of the think tank

Global Trade Research Initiative, said, “Mr.
Trump’s tariffs changed the source of imports
but failed to reduce America’s overall
dependence on imported goods”.

What are the implications for India?

This is yet another way that the U.S. is finding
fault with India’s trade policies. During his first
term, Mr. Trump found fault with India’s tariffs
on luxury motorcycles, after which India
reduced them.

Last year, he blamed India for financing
Russia’s war with Ukraine by importing Russian
oil; his government hiked tariffs on imports from
India to 50% as a penalty.

More recently, the U.S. Senate passed a Bill
with Mr. Trump’s backing that would result in
tariffs of up to 100% being levied on India for its
Russian oil imports. The Bill is waiting to be
introduced and passed in the House of
Representatives.

Apart from this, the U.S. has also imposed a
10% tariff on imports from India as a penalty for
not doing enough to curb the import of goods
made using forced labour. Another investigation
on excess capacity is ongoing, which could
potentially see tariffs being hiked even further.

The latest allegations that India is helping
China evade tariffs are not accompanied by
penal actions yet, but that possibility remains.
Mr. Trump could decide to impose further tariffs
on countries he deems are helping China in this
regard.

How could India’s economy be impacted?
For India, any penal action would be a blow to
its growth story. Over the last few years, rather
than predominantly importing Chinese finished
goods, India has been importing raw materials
and intermediate goods, using them to
manufacture finished goods within the country,
and then exporting them.

For example, electronic components made up
3.3% of India’s imports from China in the first
quarter of 2015-16. This has grown to nearly 13%
as of the first quarter of 2026-27. Several other
goods used in manufacturing in India, such as
electric machinery, chemicals, plastics, have
seen their shares rise over the same period.

On the other hand, the share of finished
goods such as telecom instruments have fallen
from about 18% to 11% over the same period of
time. Similarly, the share of manufactured
fertilizers have fallen from about 7.5% in 2015 to
less than 1% in 2026. The share of consumer
electronics in imports from China have halved
over the same period.

The ‘Make in India, For the World’ story still
relies heavily on inputs from China. If India is
forced to curb those imports, its manufacturing
costs will rise, making Indian products less
competitive globally.

What did Trump say about India’s voting system?

Why is the President pushing for stricter voter ID rules in the US.? How are elections conducted in

the US. and how are they different from those in India? What is the SAVE America Act? What do

Americans think about the requirement of a photo ID?

Srinivasan Ramani

The story so far:
.S. President Donald Trump posted on
his social media platform, Truth
Social, that India’s Chief Election
Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar had
asked his administration how elections are held
in the U.S. without a valid photo identity card.
He also pointed out that just 1% of India’s 64.64
crore electors who voted in the last general
elections voted by mail (unlike the large number
who do so in the U.S.) Mr. Trump reiterated his
demand that Congress pass the Safeguard
American Voter Eligibility (SAVE America) Act,
which would require documentary proof of
citizenship to register to vote in federal elections
and a photo ID to cast a ballot, among other
restrictions.

How are elections conducted in the U.S. and
how do they differ from elections in India?
Article I, Section 4 of the U.S. Constitution (the
Elections Clause) empowers the State
legislatures to determine the “times, places, and
manner” of federal elections even as it allows
Congress to alter or make such regulations.
There is no national election authority like the
Election Commission of India. There is the
Federal Election Commission, but it is only
empowered to regulate campaign finance as
registration, balloting, and counting are done by

The
Bipartisan
Policy Center
in the US.
estimates that
over 20
million
eligible
American
citizens do
not have
ready access
to a passport
or a birth
certificate.
Newly
registering
young adults
have also
faced
problems
producing
these
documents

Attendees hold signs advocating for voting rights and against the SAVE
America Act at a rally outside the U.S. Capitol in March in Washington, DC. AFP

the States’ county and municipal jurisdictions.
This is due to the strongly federal nature of the
U.S., unlike India’s quasi-federal system.

The U.S. Congress also passed the National
Voter Registration Act, 1993, which required
States to offer voter registration at motor vehicle
and public assistance offices, and the Help
America Vote Act, 2002, which provided
funding for States to buy new voting machines
and called for State-wide elector databases.

Voter eligibility in the U.S. is therefore a State
concern, and registration is elector-initiated.
While documentary proof of citizenship is not
demanded, a potential elector has to affirm
citizenship under penalty of perjury on the
registration form. Thirty-six States ask for some
form of identification at the polling place and 23
ask for a photo ID.

This is unlike India, where electoral rolls are
compiled in each State via house-to-house
enumeration conducted by the ECI, which has
superintendence over the whole process of
registration. Eligible electors are then issued the
Electoral Photo Identity Card (EPIC), though
other documents, including Aadhaar, can be
used as identification at the booth as well.

Is non-citizen voting a real problem in the
U.S. as Mr. Trump has made it out to be?
Independent studies have found that almost all
non-citizen registrations in the U.S. are
accidental and only a small proportion of them
votes. The Trump administration’s claims have
not survived scrutiny. The New York Times
reported that after announcing in July that it had
identified 2,78,000 non-citizens on the rolls of
four States, including 15,903 in Nevada, the
Department of Homeland Security told Nevada’s
election administrators this month that it had
identified just 185 potential non-citizens so far. It
described the earlier figure as a “ceiling” and
shared a list without names.

Surveys show that a large majority of the
electorate supports the requirement of photo
identification at the polls. Yet, even this is short
of the more onerous requirement of proving
citizenship at the point of registration, which is
what the SAVE America Act requires.

What is the SAVE America Act, and why is it
opposed by Democrats and others?
The SAVE America Act was passed by the U.S.

House of Representatives in February along
party lines, with Republicans outnumbering
Democrats. It requires every new registering
elector or an existing elector who wants to
update his/her record to produce a passport, or
a birth certificate, or naturalisation papers along
with a government photo ID. Mail-in voters — a
widely used option in the U.S. — have to enclose
a copy of their photo ID. States will then run
names on electoral rolls through the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security and the latter
could flag non-citizens for removal. Election
officials who register people who lack the
documents can face up to five years in prison.

The Bipartisan Policy Center in the U.S.
estimates that over 20 million eligible American
citizens do not have ready access to a passport
or a birth certificate. Newly registering young
adults have also faced problems producing these
documents. These concerns have led the
Democratic Party to oppose the SAVE America
Act, which has stalled in the Senate.

Is India’s Special Intensive Revision (SIR)
process delivering the “pure” rolls that the
ECI promises?

The SIR, launched by the ECI to “purify” the
electoral rolls, uses a peculiar methodology in
which electors must self-enumerate on forms
distributed door-to-door by the ECI before being
included in the draft roll. After scrutiny by
election officials, who will compare the forms
with the previous SIR conducted more than two
decades ago in the States, the draft rolls will be
updated (the corrections and clarifications
phase) before new SIR rolls are released.

The three phases of the SIR conducted by the
ECI have been beset by anomalies in each State.
By phase 2 of the SIR, for instance, more than 7
crore names were deleted during the process.
The issues with the SIR are reflected in the
drastic fall in gender ratio in the new rolls across
most States. In West Bengal, in particular, an
analysis published in The Hindu showed that
there has been a religious skew in the deletions
as well, which mattered in the way the election
results panned out in the State. Despite these
infirmities and anomalies, the Supreme Court
held that the exercise was well within the ECI’s
statutory mandate.

The SIR in India has shifted the onus of
verifying voter eligibility onto electors, unlike
the earlier process in which election officials
prepared the rolls by identifying and enrolling
eligible citizens through house-to-house surveys.
Opponents of the SAVE America Act have raised
a similar concern about the Trump
administration-backed legislation.
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Kallol Bhattacherjee

n 1961, General Ayub Khan’s

military government of Pakistan

wanted to further entrench its

control over East Pakistan and
made the celebration of Rabindranath
Tagore’s birth centenary illegal. The
crackdown had an opposite outcome
as colleges and universities in East
Pakistan erupted. The protests shaped
a generation of leaders who would
take important positions subsequently
as Bangladesh became a free country a
decade later. Mirza Fakhrul Islam
Alamgir, the new President of
Bangladesh, graduated from Dhaka
University during those early years
when agitational politics energised the
demand for a new country.

There are many legends about Mr.
Alamgir, one of which is that he is a
master of marathon meetings,
sustained simply by cups of tea. The
late Khaleda Zia was also known for
her energy and her tireless
engagement with the cadre of the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP).
But the only other person who used to
spend longer hours at the BNP
Chairperson’s office in Dhaka’s
Gulshan was Mr. Alamgir. In 2015, one
night, Begum Zia, on hearing that Mr.
Alamgir was leaving the office at 2 a.m.,
chided him for working so late, as the
Sheikh Hasina government had
tightened political space and BNP
leaders were under pressure. “They
can detain you for plotting protests in
the city if they find you without
adequate party workers around,”
Begum Zia told him.

Among his friends and colleagues,
President Alamgir is known for his
personal bravery and integrity. G.M.
Quader, younger brother of late
President Gen. Ershad, who has
known Mr. Alamgir for more than 50
years, says: “Sacrificing self-interest is
rare in politics but Mirza Fakhrul Islam
Alamgir has sacrificed a lot for the BNP
at a time when the party was under
tremendous pressure. It was he who
kept the party alive on the ground as
Tarique Rahman lived in the U.K.”

The period following the end of the
last BNP government in 2006 was not

The man who steadied the ship

Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir

The former BNP general secretary who steered the party through the difficult years of the Hasina government, when Khaleda Zia was in jail and Tarique Rahman
was in exile in the UK., has been elected President of Bangladesh

easy for the party or its cadre and
officials. After the interim government,
Ms. Hasina took charge in 2009,
beginning an era in which the BNP
remained under sustained pressure.
During this period, it was Mr. Alamgir,
the party’s general secretary, who
handled much of its political work. His
emergence as President of Bangladesh
marks the high point of a political
career that has seen many of the highs
and lows of Bangladesh’s political
history.

Starting as a student activist in East
Pakistan, Mr. Alamgir was initially
associated with the leftist student
movement that opposed Gen. Ayub
Khan’s dictatorship. He was sent to
study economics in Dhaka University
where he joined the East Pakistan
Students Union, the student wing of
the Communist Party of Bangladesh.

His father, Mirza Ruhul Amin, had
tried his luck with mainstream
Pakistani politics and was elected to
the provincial assembly.

By the end of the 1960s, with the
political breakdown inside Pakistan,
Mirza Ruhul Amin’s career came to a
standstill and he joined a peace
committee in Thakurgaon to preserve
local peace and amity as the Pakistan
military attacked commoners.
Eventually he too had to take refuge in
India like many others because of the
atrocities by the Pakistani forces.

During the 1971 war, Mr. Alamgir left
Dhaka and went to Thakurgaon, and
organised local resistance against
Pakistani police and military forces.
Decades later, in 2018, in a video
message against the Hasina-led
government, Mr. Alamgir said he too
had fought against the Pakistani forces
like millions of other youngsters of
Bangladesh.

Beginning of political career

Mr. Alamgir’s active political career
formally began when Gen. Ziaur
Rahman took charge after the
November 7, 1975 military uprising in
Dhaka. Later, several leftist and
socialist leaders joined Ziaur Rahman’s
political party, the BNP, and Mr.
Alamgir was one of them. His first
experience of working for a BNP
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government came in 1979, when he
served as secretary to Deputy Prime
Minister S.A. Bari. He returned to
teaching after the overthrow of the
BNP government following the
assassination of Ziaur Rahman in 1981.
During the next eight years, he
taught economics in Dhaka and
nurturing his links with the BNP that
was being revived by Khaleda Zia. His
father had reinvented his political
career at this time and served as a
Minister in the government of Hossein
Mohammed Ershad. Mr. Alamgir left
the government job towards the end of
the 1980s when he won the
chairmanship of the municipality of

Thakurgaon in 1988 as an
Independent. He revived his links with
the BNP once again in 1992 when
Khaleda Zia was serving as PM.

He became a state Minister for
agriculture in 2001 when Khaleda Zia
became PM once again. He
subsequently handled civil aviation
and tourism as well. Mr. Alamgir came
into national limelight during the
difficult years of the BNP when
Khaleda Zia was out of power and later
in prison, and Tarique Rahman was
forced into exile in the U.K. It was
during this period, when Sheikh
Hasina steered Bangladesh from 2009
onwards, that Mr. Alamgir took on

much of the party’s responsibility.

In an interview with The Hindu in
February this year, Mr. Alamgir, who
was then in charge of the Ministry of
Local Governance, Rural Development
and Cooperatives, described the
period under Ms. Hasina as “very
difficult”. “It was difficult for us
personally but it was more difficult for
our families as many of our party
workers and leaders were jailed on
multiple occasions during the Hasina
years.” On October 28, 2023, the BNP
had given a call for a major rally in
Dhaka that rattled the Hasina
government. To scuttle the rally, the
Awami League government detained
him. The BNP boycotted the January
2024 election claiming that the
government had rigged the polls and
contesting in such circumstances was
pointless. Following the overthrow of
Ms. Hasina on August 5, 2024, Mr.
Alamgir provided the BNP with the
leadership it needed and took part in
dialogues with the interim government
aimed at stabilising the country.

The Hasina factor

Mr. Alamgir believes New Delhi should
hand over Ms. Hasina to Dhaka. “We
believe Hasina has really committed
serious human rights violations. There
is a popular demand to punish her and
we believe that India should hand her
over to us. But not handing over
Sheikh Hasina to Bangladesh will not
be a deterrent to build trade and
commercial ties. We want to build
even better ties,” said Mr. Alamgir in
February 2026.

G.M. Quader described Mr. Alamgir
as a pragmatist who wants to build
relations with important stakeholders
such as India, and said the biggest test
before him as the President of
Bangladesh will be whether he can
bring his pragmatic approach into
politics and administration.
“Bangladesh’s politics needs to be
more inclusive as we need to discuss
all challenges before the country in a
transparent manner. Hopefully, as
President of the country, Mirza
Fakhrul will be able to convince the
government of Bangladesh to be just
that,” Mr. Quader told The Hindu.
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The Islamic apparatchik

A former IRGC commander and a close confidant of the Supreme Leader, the General has been
appointed Secretary of the Supreme National Security Council
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called conservatives. In
2002, when reformist Mo-
hammad Khatami was the
President, Mr. Rezaee
launched a news site Baz-
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ran for President of Iran
three times — 2009, 2013
and 2021. The former com-
mander of the Islamic Re-
volutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) has always re-
mained an institutional in-
sider and an ideologically
committed apparatchik of
the Islamic Republic, but,
despite repeated attempts,
he never managed to se-
cure a position at the heart
of Iran’s strategic decision
making apparatus. The
war the U.S. and Israel
launched against Iran on
February 28, 2026
changed that. Mr. Rezaee is
now one of the most im-
portant decision makers in
war-hit Iran and a close
confidant of Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Mojtaba
Khamenei.

In March, when Mojtaba
was appointed the Su-
preme Leader after the as-
sassination of his father
and predecessor Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, Mr. Rezaee
was picked as the military
adviser of the new leader.
The country was under at-
tack. A host of senior lead-
ers were killed in the initial
phase of the war — from Ali
Khamenei to Ali Larijani,
who was the Secretary of
the Supreme National Se-
curity Council. Initially
Mojtaba opted for replace-
ments for the assassinated
leaders and allowed the

CM
K

system to function without
any major shake-up. But
earlier this month, he
made a host of changes in
the government by ap-
pointing his loyal suppor-
ters to key posts.

Ali  Abdollahi  was
named the chief of staff of
the armed forces; Ahmad
Vahidi, the IRGC comman-
der, was promoted to the
rank of Major General; Ali
Azmaei became comman-
der of the IRGC Navy and
Hossein Taeb was appoint-
ed commander of the para-
military Basij. But the most
significant elevation was
that of Mr. Rezaee. He re-
placed Mohammed Bagher
Zolgadr as secretary of the
Security Council. Mojta-
ba’s office has also issued a
special decree naming him
as the representative of the
Supreme Leader on the
Council, which is today the
most important wartime
decision-making body on
strategic matters.

Born in 1954, Mohsen
Rezaee grew up in the
Shah’s Iran. In the early
1970s, he became active in
anti-monarchy protests,
and the Shah’s infamous

secret police, SAVAK, ar-
rested him in 1973. He later
joined the Islamist guerril-
la group Mansouroun (The
Victors), whose members
filled the ranks of the IRGC
after the Shah’s regime fell
n 1979. Mr. Rezaee, then 25
years old, sat on the 12-
member committee that
drafted the IRGC’s found-
ing charter. In 1981, a year
after Saddam Hussein in-
vaded Iran, Mr. Rezaee was
appointed the comman-
der-in-chief of the IRGC, a
post he held for 16 years.

Principalist faction

A PhD in economics (his
thesis was on the theory of
money, credit and general
balance), Mr. Rezaee co-
founded the Imam Hossein
University in Tehran. He
had also served as the se-
cretary of the Expediency
Discernment Council, a
constitutional body tasked
with resolving differences
between the Guardian
Council and the legisla-
ture.

Mr. Rezaee has long be-
longed to the “principalist”
faction of Iran’s political
class — the group broadly

tab as a conservative plat-
form to counter the refor-
mist agenda.

The 2026 war elevated
his position among the top
echelons of the Islamic Re-
public as Mojtaba turned
to his hardline loyalists to
run the security apparatus.
Mr. Rezaee’s views about
the war, Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme or its control of
the Strait of Hormuz are
hardly a secret.

In July, he said the con-
trol of the Strait, a critical
waterway connecting the
Persian Gulf with the Gulf
of Oman, was “more im-
portant than dozens of
atomic bombs”. In an in-
terview with CNN in June,
he said the “ball is in
Trump’s court”, referring
to Iran’s demand to release
roughly $24 billion of fro-
zen assets. According to
him, U.S. President Donald
Trump cannot be trusted
in negotiations. He said
Iran was prepared for any
U.S. ground invasion,
which would be “great for
us”. Uranium enrichment,
he once stated, is “an in-
violable right” of the Islam-
ic Republic.

The hardline insider is
today a central figure in
Iran’s wartime leadership.
By elevating Mr. Rezaee to
secretary of the Security
Council, Mojtaba Khame-
nei is sending a message
that is lost on no one.

ria-flagged bulk carrier Mi-
noan Dignity while it was
exiting the Strait of Hor-
muz, killing the ship’s chief
engineer.

Before the news broke,
a 72-word alert had in-
formed seafarers and mari-
time observers about the
attack. It read, “UKMTO
has received a report of an
incident in the Strait of
Hormuz. The Company Se-
curity Officer has reported
that the vessel was struck
by an unknown projectile
while conducting an out-
bound transit of the Strait
of Hormuz. The impact
caused damage to the en-
gine room and resulted in a
crew casualty. The remain-
ing crew are currently be-
ing assisted by the Omani
Coast Guard. At present,
no environmental impact
has been reported.”

For 25 years now, the
United Kingdom Maritime
Trade Operations (UKM-
TO) has been providing
seafarers, shipping compa-
nies and authorities “es-
sential, verified and cor-
roborated security
information”. According to
its website, it is a “trusted
authority in the maritime
security sector, helping
protect crucial trade
routes”. Always working in
the background, the West
Asia war and Iran’s stran-
glehold over the Strait of
Hormuz in the Persian
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Gulf, and the threat posed
by the Houthis at the Bab
el-Mandeb in southern Red
Sea, have put this under-
the-radar organisation in
the spotlight.

Maritime security

The UKMTO is a British
Royal Navy-sponsored or-
ganisation that was formed
in 2001 with an office in
Dubai to handle distress
calls during piracy threats,
particularly near Somalia.
In 2014, it was moved to
Portsmouth in the U.K. The
‘UK National Strategy for
Maritime Security’, pre-
sented in the British Parlia-
ment in 2014, outlines the
U.K’s broad-based think-
ing on maritime strategy of
which the UKMTO is a
part. The document said
how “every aspect of our
national life” is connected
to the wider world and
“most of these connec-
tions are provided by the
sea”. Hence, it was seen as
an imperative to “organise
and use our current na-
tional capabilities to identi-
fy, assess and address mar-
itime security issues at
home and overseas”.

For its scale of opera-
tions, the UKMTO is a lean
organisation with a team of
15 civilian ‘watch-keepers’
and three managers. The
team, which works in
shifts, takes calls from ship
masters irrespective of
their nationalities and
coordinates rescue res-
ponses and issues warn-
ings and advisories.

The UKMTO works in
West Asia and the Indian
Ocean Region through an
information framework
agreement and operates a
“Voluntary Reporting
Scheme within the Volun-
tary Reporting Area (VRA)”
outlined in a maritime se-
curity chart, according to
its website. This zone
stretches to almost 2.5 mil-
lion sq. miles of the ocean
and includes the Red Sea,
Arabian Sea, a majority of
the northwestern Indian
Ocean, Gulf of Aden, Gulf
of Oman, and Persian Gulf.

The UKMTO has three
24/7 phone lines and an e-
mail to report emergencies
or incidents. Ship masters
are requested to file multi-
ple reports — an initial re-
port when entering the

What was established to help combat piracy has now emerged as a primary source of information

VRA, a daily report while
transiting the area, and a fi-
nal report after exiting the
VRA or reaching a port.
Following an incident, the
UKMTO says that a “de-
tailed After Action Report™
is submitted.

In June, while reporting
on a U.S. attack on a ship in
which three Indians were
killed off Oman, The Hindu
had called one of the num-
bers and sent an email.
While the response was
prompt, the staff refused
to divulge any information
about the attack.

Though initially set up
to fight piracy and serve
British interests, the UKM-
TO assumed greater signifi-
cance in November 2023
when Houthis started at-
tacking commercial ships
it claimed were linked to Is-
rael or its allies in the Red
Sea and the Gulf of Aden.
Between October and De-
cember 2023, after the Ha-
mas attack on Israel and
the beginning of the Israeli
offensive, the UKMTO “put
out 71 warnings and advi-
sories, took part in 40 exer-
cises and drills, handled 27
emergency events,” ac-
cording to the BBC.

Today, the UKMTO has
positioned itself as the
primary point of contact
for commercial vessels
with military forces in the
region. The reporting sys-
tem aims to, in the UKM-
TO’s words, “increase se-
curity and  provide
anti-piracy support to
maintain the freedom of
navigation to all vessels”.
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The Hasina case

ndia’s handling of the request for Sheikh Hasina’s

extradition is becoming a test not merely of its relations

with Bangladesh, but of whether New Delhi can keep law

and diplomacy from becoming indistinguishable.
Bangladesh has a legitimate interest in seeking the return of a
former prime minister convicted of grave offences. India,
equally, cannot treat an extradition request as a routine
diplomatic transaction.

Hasina was convicted and sentenced to death in absentia by
Bangladesh’s International Crimes Tribunal. That fact makes
the case considerably more complicated than a straightforward
request to surrender a fugitive. The 2013 India-Bangladesh
extradition treaty creates obligations between the two
countries, but it does not eliminate the discretion and
safeguards available to the requested state. The central question
is therefore not whether India is friendly towards Hasina or
whether Bangladesh is entitled to seek her return. It is
whether the circumstances of the prosecution satisfy the
standards India should require before surrendering a person to
face punishment.

The political-offence exception deserves particular scrutiny.
Crimes such as murder and genocide cannot be insulated from
extradition by attaching a political label to them. At the same
time, the characterisation of an offence by the requesting
government cannot by itself settle the matter. India must
examine the substance of the allegations and the judicial
process through which the conviction was obtained.

The in-absentia death sentence makes that examination
unavoidable. A government cannot credibly argue that a
conviction obtained without the accused being present is
automatically sufficient justification for surrender. If Hasina is
eventually sent back, Bangladesh would need to demonstrate
that she can meaningfully challenge the case against her, have
legal representation and receive a trial consistent with basic
standards of justice.

The death penalty presents an additional difficulty. India
retains capital punishment, but its extradition practice has also
recognised the importance of assurances where a person faces
execution abroad. New Delhi would therefore have to consider
carefully what guarantees Bangladesh is prepared to provide
about the sentence and the judicial process. There is also a
larger diplomatic consideration. India cannot afford to appear
to be shielding a former Bangladeshi leader indefinitely. Nor
can it afford to become an instrument in what could be
perceived as political retribution by a successor government.

Either course could damage its long-term interests in
Bangladesh. The sensible approach is consequently neither
immediate extradition nor indefinite sanctuary. India should
insist on a transparent legal examination of the request and
seek explicit assurances on due process, retrial rights and the
death sentence. If those safeguards cannot be secured, refusal
would have a stronger legal and moral foundation.

The Hasina case will inevitably carry diplomatic
consequences. But precisely because it does, India should make
the law ~ not the temperature of bilateral politics ~ the centre of
its decision. That would protect not only Hasina’s rights, but
India’s own credibility as a country governed by rules rather
than expediency.

Unreliable ally

n alliance is a promise about the future. Its strength

depends not only on weapons, troops and treaties, but

on whether a partner can reasonably predict what the

other will do when circumstances turn difficult. That
predictability is now becoming a casualty of President Donald
Trump’s transactional approach to American alliances. The
latest warning comes from the decision to substantially scale
back Ulchi Freedom Shield (UFS), the annual US-South Korean
military exercise. The reduction itself need not be catastrophic.
Exercises can be adjusted without destroying military
preparedness, and South Korea is more than capable of
defending itself. The deeper concern is the reason for the
change and the message it sends.

Washington has linked the decision, among other
considerations, to Seoul’s reluctance to support America’s war
against Iran. That effectively makes an obligation arising from
one strategic theatre contingent upon compliance in another. It
transforms an alliance from a durable security arrangement
into something closer to a running account between partners,
in which military commitments can become bargaining chips.

That is dangerous precisely because deterrence depends
upon expectations. North Korea’s calculations are shaped not
merely by the number of American troops stationed south of
the 38th parallel, but by its assessment of whether America
would stand with Seoul in a crisis. Every visibly discretionary
adjustment to the alliance introduces another uncertainty into
that calculation. The timing is unfortunate. North Korea has
acquired battlefield experience through its military cooperation
with Russia, including experience of drone warfare and other
technologies being tested in Ukraine.

The purpose of UFS is not simply ceremonial. It allows
American and South Korean forces to practise operating
together under wartime conditions and to incorporate lessons
from changing forms of conflict. Reducing such training when
the adversary is acquiring new capabilities may therefore carry
a military cost, even if that is difficult to quantify. This is the
paradox of transactional diplomacy. In seeking greater leverage
over allies, Washington can encourage them to become less
dependent on it. An ally that feels uncertain about American
protection has an incentive to build alternatives rather than
deepen dependence.

None of this means that the US-South Korean alliance is
collapsing. Nor does every adjustment to a military exercise
constitute an abandonment of an ally. Alliances must evolve,
and America is entitled to demand greater contributions from
partners. But there is a difference between asking allies to do
more and making the credibility of collective defence appear
conditional on unrelated political choices.

America’s greatest strategic asset has long been the network
of alliances it built after 1945. Those alliances gave Washington
influence far beyond what its own military power could
purchase. If that network begins to lose its reliability, the
damage will not be measured by the number of training days
lost in UFS. It will be measured by how many allies begin
quietly preparing for a world in which American promises are
no longer certain.
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India’s GCC Revolution

Nowisthetimefora
comprehensivenationalpolicy
forthe GCCs. Thecurrent
budget proposedonetoguide
statesinpromoting GCCs,
particularlyin Tier-1I cities,
withemphasisontalent,
infrastructure, building
regulation, and collaboration
withindustry. Of course, six
citiescannotcarryIndia’s GCCs
forever,and hencethisfocuson
Tier-Il citiesiswelcome, butfor
thatthenecessary
infrastructuremustbecreated
tomakethem GCC-ready

ndians have never lacked talent. When

India offered no opportunities, they

went abroad to work with MNCs. Now

that opportunities exist within the
country, American and European MNCs are
employing our English-speaking engineers,
scientists, IT professionals, accountants,
and auditors at a fraction of the cost they
would have to pay in their own countries.
Even then, they are among our best-paid
employees. This is transforming our
employment and economic landscape, a
point often missed by our policymakers
who dismiss it as a “domestic brain-drain.”

It has led to runaway growth in a few
cities like Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Chennai,
Pune, etc., where MNCs now own huge
offices with thousands of employees who
could work across time zones and deliver
software and business processes to their
headquarters thousands of miles away.
These are their Global Capacity Centres
(GCGs). These GCCs, once back offices for
MNCs, have evolved and matured over the
years. They now design products, develop
intellectual property, run global technology
platforms, conduct research, manage
cybersecurity, develop and deploy agentic
Al models, and take decisions for their
parent companies. They can transform India
from an exporter of services to a global
innovation hub if we can get our policies
correct. As per the Nasscom-Zinnov GCC
Landscape 2026, India had 2,117 GCCs
operating through 3,728 centres as of March
2026, employing 2.36 million people and
generating $98 billion in revenue. The number
of GCCs has risen 32 per cent since FY2021.
Anestimate by the consultancy firm Wizmatic
puts the FY2026 revenue higher at $164 bn,
or 44 per cent of GDP, and employment
at 4.2 million.

More than 500 companies from the Forbes
Global 2000 list now operate GCCs in India.
They combine technology, operations, and
product engineering; about 39 per cent them
are operating as “Portfolio Hubs”, with
end-to-end ownership of products, platforms,
and intellectual properties, while another
Sper centare functioning as “Transformation
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Hubs” for MNCs that handle all their Al-led
operations and perform strategically
important functions that directly concern
their global business.

GCCsareembedding Indiainto the global
value chains, turning it into a major player
in the global digital transformation market,
estimated between $1tn and $2 tn, growing
annually at around 15 per cent. What China
did in manufacturing for the world, India is
now doing in services, courtesy the GCCs.

The top GCCs operating in India belong
to Accenture, Capgemini, IBM, J P Morgan,
Amazon, HSBC, Microsoft, Deloitte, EY,
Google, etc. New companies are joining
every month ~ in early 2025, when the oil
giant Chevron opened its GCCin Bengaluru,
it was the 147-year-old company’s biggest
investment in technology outside North
America. The Economic Survey 2025-26
reports that services accounted for 53.6
per cent of GDP in the first half of

digital connectivity, and high-quality
educational infrastructure in these cities.
Structurally also, GCCS are transforming
from cost arbitrage to innovation arbitrage.
Early GCCs were primarily designed as back
offices of MNCs to exploit the advantage of
India’s cheap, low-skilled labour. Now they
are using the highly specialised talent widely
available here that is difficult to reproduce
elsewhere at comparable scale and cost.
The Engineering R&D GCCs have grown
1.3 times faster than the overall GCC sector,
indicating a structural shift towards high-value
activities. NASSCOM reports that nearly 90
per cent of GCCs now operate as multifunctional
centres, while more than half have evolved
into portfolio or transformation hubs. India
has developed a pool of more than 120,000
AI/ML pro-fessionals associated with GCCs
and over 185 dedicated AI/ML centres of
excellence. With about 28
per cent of the global STEM

FY2025-26, while services GVA grew by
around 9.3 per cent. Services exports
reached an all-time high of $387.6 billion
in FY2024-25. Services exports have
reached around 10 per cent of GDP in
the first half of FY2025-26. A significant
part of this growth is owing to the GCCs.

workforce and 23 per cent
of global software engineering
talent, India is amajor player
in the GCC ecosystem, poised
for a large expansion.
GCCsarealsobuilding our
Al ecosystem, a useful step

Interestingly, all this has happened GOVIND toward bridging the massive
withoutmuch governmentintervention =~ BHATTACHARIEE o405 that today exists between
or encouragement. Policy makers must ~ The author,a  IndiaandtheUS/China.The
now frame a comprehensive policy to former 2025 GCC Pulse Survey by
attract more GCCs and to use them to Director Earnst Young (EY) found
transform the coresectorsoftheeconomy.  Generalfrom  that 83 per cent of Indian
Their parent companies are the world’s  the Officeofthe GCCs were investing in
biggest spenderson R&D,anareawhere ~ CAG of India,  generative Al, while 58 per
India is a laggard. GCCs can channel is a Visiting cent were already investing
global R&D investment, technology, and Professor at in agentic Al and another
expertise into the country towards  IIM Calcutta 29 per centplanned to do so

high-end engineering and frontier research
while creating spillovers for Indian
universities and start-ups.

Geographically, the GCCs remain highly
concentrated, with 90 per cent of them
located only in six cities: Bengaluru, Hyderabad,
Chennai, Pune, Mumbai and Delhi-NCR.
With more than 900 centres, Bengaluru
accounts for almost 40 per cent of GCC
activities, followed by roughly 20 per cent
each for Hyderabad and Pune.

The government must now encourage
them to spread to Kolkata and Tier-II cities
like Indore, Bhubaneshwar, Guwahati, etc.,
which can offer overall operating-cost
advantages of 25-50 per cent compared
with traditional Tier- hubs, reduce congestion
in Bengaluru and other large cities, spread
high-productivity employment to new regions,
and incubate local innovation ecosystems.
But it would require public investments in
urban infrastructure, airports, high-speed

within a year. GenAl pilots

increased from 37 to 43 per
cent during the year, while 81 per cent of
GCCs were upskilling their internal teams
in GenAl Other than Al, the focus is also on
healthcare, pharmaceuticals, automotive,
aerospace, and semiconductors.

EY reports that 23 of the world’s top 50
life-sciences companies have established
GCCs in India. This diversification creates
avirtuous circle: GCCs bring global technological
capabilities into India, which imparts
specialised knowledge to Indian engineers
and scientists, which then subsequently
diffuses into India’s broader start-up and
industrial ecosystem, raising productivity
and attracting more global corporationsinto
India. Nasscom-Zinnov reported that India’s
engineering R&D GCCs were growing 1.3
times faster than the overall GCC ecosystem,
indicating movement towards higher-value
and more complex activities. By climbing

up the value chain, India can emerge as the
world’s leading Al hiring market within the
GCC ecosystem. Data already suggests a
paradigm shift of Indian GCCs from delivery
towards global ownership. Al would accelerate
this transformation through the process of
creative destruction in which the old model
and its practitioners would perish, but in
the process, GCCs might become the principal
drivers of MNCs bringing state-of-the-art
Al technology and investments into India.
DPIIT data show that cumulative FDI equity
inflows into IT between April 2000 and
September 2025 were about $119.7 billion,
equivalent to 16 per cent of total FDI equity
inflows over this period.

Now is the time for a comprehensive
national policy for the GCCs. The current
budget proposed one to guide states in
promoting GCCs, particularly in Tier-II cities,
with emphasis on talent, infrastructure,
building regulation, and collaboration with
industry. Of course, six cities cannot carry
India’s GCCs forever, and hence this focus
on Tier-II cities is welcome, but for that the
necessary infrastructure must be created to
make them GCC-ready.

A GCC Advisory Committee under MeitY
subsequently discussed six broad pillars:
fiscal support, regulatory ease, next-generation
infrastructure, branding emerging hubs,
innovation and technology leadership, and
a future-ready talent ecosystem. These
cannot be achieved unless we have a National
GCC Mission, jointly led by the Centre and
states whose objectives would be industry-linked
advanced skilling, creating GCC-ready Tier-II
cities, incentivising R&D and intellectual-property
creation, and facilitating systematic
GCC-university-startup partnerships.

Rather than simply maximising the number
of centres, its goal should be quality-adjusted
growth, measured by the number of patents,
R&D expenditure, global products developed,
startup partnerships formed, export revenues
earned and high-skilled jobs created. There
is a huge shortage of talent in precisely the
areas the GCCs need it most: advanced Al
semiconductor design, cybersecurity, quantum
computing, cloud architecture, product
development, and research leadership.

A 2026 PwC-FICCI study found that 11
per cent of GCCleaders reported their global
headquarters considering shifting GCCs to
alternative locations because of talent
constraints. The problem is the absence of
linkage between our higher education
ecosystem and frontier-industry requirements.
To address this, the government must
co-finance industry-designed programmes
in these areas and encourage the GCCs,
through fiscal or other incentives, to establish
joint laboratories with IITs, IISERs, and
universities to promote GCC-university
startup networks.

Government may also provide selective,
performance-based, targeted fiscal incentives
and establish a genuine GCC single-window
clearance mechanism for everything connected
with their operations to improve regulatory
ease across the entire GCC lifecycle. The
question is no longer whether India will
remain the world's back office but when the
policy architecture to turn it into the world's
global innovation hub will be in place.

We must adopt an area-based population strategy

n the early 1970s, Bangladesh was

considered overpopulated duetothe

country’s limited land area and

resources; and the government declared
rapid population growth as a national
problemin the country in1976. To address
this, a preliminary population policy
outline was prepared in 1976. The policy
was formulated and approved in 2004,
and was later updated in 2012.

A National Population Council (NPC)
was constituted in 1975 as the highest-level
body, with the President of Bangladesh
as chairperson and concerned ministers
as members, to guide and give advice
related to population planning and
execution of policies.

However, as per a report published in
The Daily Star recently, the NPC has not
met for the last 16 years. This shows that
population planning and policy

implementation has not received due
attention during the last decade and a
half. As we will explore below, the impact
of this gap is visible in population data
from the last few years.

In the First Five-Year Plan (1973-1978),
the country’s population growth

todeveloplocalised plans and undertake
targeted interventions to achieve better
outcomes.

Over adecadelater, the 2025 population
policy aimed at the utilisation of the
demographic dividend together with

achievement of lower fertility rate.

rate was estimated at about 3
percent. Accordingly, the policy
focus was to control population

growth through family planning OfThe

to reduce family size and
ensure sound maternal and AN N
child health. Both explicit

ARLIA MEWE NETWIOHRK

measures (such as making
contraceptives widely available)
and implicit measures (such as promoting
women’s education) were included in the
policy.

An area-based approach was adopted
in the Bangladesh Population Policy 2012
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A Member

The demographic dividend is an
opportunity as a higher share of
working-age population (15-64 years)
exists. Ideally, younger people should
be educated and their skills developed
so they can be employed in sectors
which need them. The 2025 policy
alsorecommended regional planning,
service delivery, capacity building,
development, and job creation.

The adoption of adecentralised approach
and other crucial policy decisions require
the highestlevel of attention and constant
monitoring of performance in the population

Isolate them

Sir, The article ‘Who's a Dimagi Naxal?’
by Gaurav Vallabh (19 Aug) is an excellent
piece of writing. ‘Dimagi’ refers to an
intellectual ~ one who thinks deeply and
understands ideas by using reason over
emotion. As violence is often an emotional
response to perceived injustice, it needs to
be dealt with strongly and not with kid
gloves. However, intellectual dissent needs
to be encouraged in a democracy.

Dimagi Naxals come in many shapes
and forms in India. Some politicians insult
the Indian army and the police for taking
action against anti-nationals like terrorists.
Others bad mouth India whenever they
visit abroad.

Still others prevent industries from being
set up in their states, or force the existing

ones to close down, impacting economic
growth and job opportunities for the youth.

There are student agitations, when slogans
like ‘Death to India’ and ‘We will break it
intoathousand pieces’ are raised for hanging
a Parliament attack convict, after following
due process of law. Then there are those
who hold demonstrations, indulge in violence
and bring normal life to a standstill.

Some marginalised political parties hold
‘Bharat Bandhs' to show the world that
they are still ‘alive and kicking’ and then
proudly announce how many thousands
of crores of turnover loss was caused to the
exchequer, akin to a dimwit gloating over
the loss caused to his own family property.

We have also witnessed movements
openly or tacitly supported by self-styled
intellectuals, like Naxalism, NE Insurgency,
Khalistani movement and J&K militancy,

epaper.thestatesman.com

which believe in the violent overthrow of
elected governments to achieve their
objectives.

As the author succinctly puts it, anyone
adopting violent means to hurt India’s
sovereign interests is a ‘Dimagi naxal’, who
needs to be isolated and marginalised.

Yours, etc., V. Jayaraman,
Chennai, 19 August.

Distraction

Sir, This refers to the Perspective page
article,”Who's adimaagi Naxal?” by Gourav
Vallabh (19 August). Our Prime Minister is
habituated tousing pejorative socio-political
labels to characterize ideological opponents,
critics, activists and even protesting students.
The term “dimaagi Naxal™ is his latest
addition to India’s political lexicon.

sector. In this case, the role of the NPC,
established in 1975, was also deemed
crucial in the 2012 and 2025 population
policies. Bangladesh’s population growth
rate decreased from around 3 percent in
1976 to 1.22 percent in 2022.

The use of contraceptive methods
increased substantially from only 8
percent in the mid-1970s to a peak of 64
percent in 2024. But, as per the latest
Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS)
data, this dropped significantly to 58.2
percent in 2025.

The success of the family planning
efforts, however, seems to have stalled.
According to MICS data over the years,
although the Total Fertility Rate (TFR)
remained at 2.3 between 2012 and
2019 (down from 6.3 births per
woman in 1975), it increased to 2.4 in the
latest MICS.

Whenever the prime minister finds himself
in an awkward position, he uses such terms
just to warn us of another villain. The
opponents' joyous embrace of the term,
with senior leaders wearing it as a badge of
honour, was equally unhelpful. They
converted adebatable choice of phraseinto
adistraction from the substantive questions
our country needs answered.

The need for the government to isolate
those having inimical designs on the nation
isunquestionable. But is the “dimaagi Naxal™
the only category that the government
wants to address?

The mood among sections of the population
suggests otherwise. They want immediate
solutions to the burning problems the
country faces.

Yours, etc., Narayan Chandra Ghosh,
Madanpur, 19 August.
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anish philosopher Sgren

Kierkegaard (1813-1855)

said that life is understood

backwards and lived
forward. We look at history to
guide us, but with much uncertainty
in the future, we must live or act to
reveal what the future will bring.
If perception of reality is subjective,
then what happens is often based
on beliefs or judgements that can
be detached from reality.

As financial markets become
increasingly bubbly, Financial Times
columnist Gillian Tett described
financial bubbles as a “Candyfloss
economy’.

Candyfloss finance or economy
describes a market or system which
looks big, sweet and attractive from
the outside, but entirely hollow on
the inside. She quotes an Islamic
scholar as the originator of the
term: “Real assets - like houses -
were being used to secure debt that
was then rehypothecated multiple
times, partly with derivatives, just
as sugar is spun and re-spun into
candy floss.”

McKinsey Global Institute’s
estimates of the global balance
sheet show that from 1980 to 2025,
total financial assets grew from
roughly 2.5 x GDP to more than 6x
GDP - or more than double relative
to the size of the real economy.
Most of this happened after 2000,
when asset valuations and credit
expansion detached from GDP
growth. In other words, finance is
like candyfloss - pumped up by
credit and the belief that valuations
can keep rising.

In the Candyfloss economy,
financial engineering is prioritized
over real engineering or production.
Financial derivatives are created
essentially through leverage, based

on contractual promises secured
on some underlying assets such as
real estate. Derivatives can be
created as long as there are buyers
who believe in the product or the
issuer.

The real danger in financial
candyfloss is that buyers have a
false sense of stability in values.
Valuations gain momentum: they
rise simply because more people
believe they will continue to rise.
But what goes up must eventually
go down.

Mathematically speaking, financial
candyfloss is circular reasoning
that arises from self-referential
logic and positive feedback systems.
Evidence from financial markets,
physics, and biology shows that
self-referential systems can briefly
generate massive, unsustainable
values before collapsing,.

Circular reasoning occurs when
an assumption - possibly false - is
treated as its own proof. Financial
candyfloss has expanded since
2000 because government debt
has grown, being monetized by
central banks, and the resulting
liquidity has lifted both consumption
and asset valuations. It all hinges
on the promise that governments
will repay in the future.

Today, US government debt has
grown to the point where interest
payments are increasingly being
financed by new borrowing. We
witness circular valuation in the
current Al bubble, where chipmakers
hold equity stakes in AI model
developers, who then purchase
chips from those same investors
and both borrow heavily to fund
their expanding capital expenditure.

In physical or biological systems,
growth continues only as long as
new energy flows in; without fresh
input, the system contracts. Real
systems face clear resource constraints.

PERSPECTIVE

In social psychology, the “illusory
truth effect” demonstrates that
repeated exposure to a claim increases
belief in its truth, regardless of
whether evidence supports it. Itis
commonly believed that if you tell
alielong and big enough, it may be
accepted as the truth. Even as Al
hallucinates, so do human beings,
from mild self-deception to the
madness of crowds.

The full faith and credit
underpinning the dollar is now
being severely tested by harsh,
arithmetic reality. As the US
increasingly weaponizes the dollar
for geopolitical advantage, global
surplus economies are reducing
their holdings of dollar assets. This
reduction pushes US interest rates
higher, which are fiscally intolerable

Who will foot candyfloss
economy bill?

given the scale of US government
debt.

In short, no candyfloss economy
can remain self-referential forever.
Every system ultimately rests on
trust. As global trust in American
leadership erodes, and ordinary
people feel that the benefits of the
candyfloss economy flow
disproportionately to a small elite
at the expense of everyone else, a
fundamental reset is coming. In
the meantime, the smart money
wants to push asset bubbles up so
that they can get out earlier than
the dumb money, greedy for more
profit.

In highly complex systems buffeted
by overlapping shocks, no one can
predict precisely what will trigger
the turning point, or exactly when

it will arrive. But warning signs
multiply daily. As a former central
banker, the signal to watch is when
the Fed begins to buy Treasury
bonds at scale to keep down interest
rates. That’s when investors realize
that the borrower is trying to delay
the inevitable, by buying back its
own bonds through monetary
creation. The bill is passed to
Treasury bond holders through
eventual inflation, with negative
real interest rates.

When candyfloss eventually
dissolves, someone always foots
the bill. Let’s pray that it won’t be
us.

(The writer is Adjunct Professor at Tsinghua
University, Beijing and University of Malaya, and
former Chairman of the Securities and Futures
Commission, Hong Kong.) Special to ANN.

Could a woman break the final glass ceiling?

ATANU BISWAS

ome political questions begin

as speculation and, almost

imperceptibly, become

serious. Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez’s name is now at that point.
Could the young congresswoman
from the Bronx become President
of the United States in 2028?

The answer is yes, she can.
Whether America will choose her
is another story. There is no
constitutional obstacle. A president
must be a natural-born citizen, at
least 35 years old, and a US resident
for at least 14 years. Ocasio-Cortez
will be 39 in 2028 and comfortably
meets those conditions.

But America has another barrier,
one that cannot be found in the
Constitution. No woman has ever
been elected president. Hillary
Clinton came close in 2016, winning
the popular vote but losing the
Electoral College. Kamala Harris
became the first woman vice-president,
but her 2024 presidential campaign
didn’t break the final barrier. If AOC
reaches the White House, she would
make history twice: America’s first
woman president and its first Latina
president. That makes a possible
AOC candidacy about more than
one politician. It raises an old question:
Is America ready for a woman who
is alsounapologetically progressive?

Crossword | No. 293560

For now, she has kept open both
a presidential bid and a possible
Senate race, while saying that her
immediate focus is the 2026 midterms
and building a political movement.
Still, the speculation has acquired
substance. A July University of
New Hampshire poll placed her at
22 per cent among likely Democratic
primary voters, narrowly ahead of
Pete Buttigieg. It is far too early to
call this a prediction, but it shows
that AOC is no longer simply a
voice on the Democratic left. She
is a potential national contender.

Her real gift may not show up
neatly in a poll. She knows how to
make politics feel human. She can
talk about wages, housing, healthcare,
or climate change without sounding
like she is reading from a policy
paper. Her admirers call that
authenticity; her critics call it theatre.
Either way, people listen.

But listening is not the same as
voting. AOC’s biggest challenge
would be turning a loyal following
into a national coalition. Her natural
base is progressive and includes
many self-described socialists. A
Democratic primary rewards such
enthusiasm. A presidential election
demands more. She would have to
win over moderates, independents,
older voters, and working-class
Americans who may agree with
her economically but hesitate at

“democratic socialism”. She would
also need to prove that her appeal
travels beyond progressive urban
districts to Black voters, Latinos,
and the battleground states that
decide elections.

This is where the gender question
becomes particularly revealing.
America has had women in almost
every important political position.
Yet the Oval Office remains the one
room they haven’t entered as
president. Clinton brought decades
of experience and establishment
credibility. Harris had been a senator,
attorney general, and vice-president.
AOC would offer something different:
youth, movement politics, digital
fluency, and an unabashedly
progressive agenda. She would
therefore be asking voters to cross
two boundaries at once: Can a
woman be president? And can a
progressive woman win without
becoming less recognisably
progressive?

Her Latina identity would add
another historic layer. But identity
cannot win an election by itself.
Neither can celebrity or ideology.
Ultimately, AOC would have to
persuade millions of Americans
that their lives — not merely the
history books — would be better
with her in the White House. Recent
reporting suggests that she is
becoming more pragmatic while

remaining firmly on the progressive
left. If she can broaden her appeal
without losing the authenticity
that made her famous, she could
become formidable. So, can she
break the jinx?

Yes. The Constitution allows it,
and the early political signals make
it conceivable. But “can”is not “will”.
She must first choose to run, win a
difficult Democratic primary and
build a coalition capable of winning
the Electoral College. At 36, AOCis

still young by presidential standards.
She has time on her side. But political
moments have a habit of disappearing.
For now, she stands at the doorway.
If she walks through it, she would
not merely be asking America to
elect another president. She would
be asking it to open the Oval Office
to a woman, a Latina, and a
progressive— all at once.

(The writer is Professor of Statistics, Indian
Statistical Institute, Kolkata.)
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ACROSS 16 Bulging content 25 Pull in this Bird, small, in 15 Dissolute
that wobbles in region nothing midden, upside- academic
9/6 Batteries not loincloth (5) to smile down (6) losing it in
included in the 18 Oriental sauce about Minor royal and dispute
provision of this from Dungeness (5) pop star loiter — (10)
food? oysters 26 Male beach crab Queen not 17 Bothersome type
(4-5,4) (3) seen occasionally appearing is lurking in shade
10 Board in grand 19 Old pawnbroker in spiritual centre (10) (8)
public school sheds pound in (5) Tune is reworked 18 Island has
(3,2) weight (5) 27 Nervous and comes endless fish,
11/7 Weird anoraks 20 Catching rook, cat Shakespeare wife together excellent seen
in town to see — the only one in dismissed with (6) from below
amusing actor Disney — makes some banter? Lyre hard to play (8)
(5,8) start (7) (3,2,4) — that business 21 Right to stop an
12 Mutant terrapins 21 Completely self- with the arms? ancient poet
come to light obsessed Romeo DOWN (8) (6)
(9) breaks fast? See 9 Across 22 Miss transporting
13 Written verses (7) 1 Novelin See 11 Across large old bishop
regularly seen in 23 Almost stagger which Mostar Hidden from everywhere
Spectator (7) over Scotsman destroyed with a public scrutiny (6)
14 Layer one’ s rolled resembling distant Surrey with summer 24 Square here

back in legendary warrior
storehouse (7) (9)

town?
(1,8,2,4)

over?
(5-3-7)

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

almost round?
(4)
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NOW AND AGAIN

FORGOTTEN
STATIONERY

SHOVANLAL CHAKRABORTY

hatis that? asked my daughter when

I mentioned blotting paper to her. I

can understand her reaction. Blotting

paper was used extensively in the
1960s and 1970s. Nobody uses it now.

An arch-shaped blotting pad was ubiquitous
in the office of the Accountant-General of West
Bengal where my father worked. Most tables
had an ink pot with two receptacles, containing
red and blue ink respectively, along with two
pens, one for each. The pen was just a holder
fitted with a nib.

It was the duty of the office peon to ensure
that the inkpots were never empty. Whenever
files were brought to the officer’s table by junior
staff, the officer would go through them and jot
down notes or his signatures using a pen dipped
in the blue ink pot. For particularly important
remarks, the pen dipped in red ink would be
used.

The peon had to be ready with a blotting pad
to absorb the excess ink and prevent it from
smudging the paper. After continuous use, the
blotting pad would become covered with stains
and the blotting paper had to be replaced.

Even after the advent of fountain pens, blotting
paper retained its use. We used cheap fountain
pens that often leaked and smudged the paper,
and we had to use blotting paper to soak up ink
blots here and there.

Sometimes, I tried a ‘smarter way’ of covering
up my one-word answers in class tests or
homework by creating a large ink blot to hide
my ignorance. But I soon realised that the
teachers were already ahead of us, fully aware of
such tactics employed by generations of students
before us.

Unexpectedly, however, blotting paper bestowed
an exalted status on me in school. My maternal
uncle was a representative of a pharmaceutical
company who visited doctors to promote their
products, with some small gift from the company.
Along with samples of their wares, there were
blotting pads carrying the name of the company
or medicine on one side.

My uncle used to supply some of these to me.
These were in great demand among students.
My classmates coveted my stock of blotting
pads and would butter me up to get this precious
item. So, I enjoyed a special status and, leveraging
it, could get other stationery items from them,
or special dishes from their tiffin boxes.

The advent of the ballpoint pen sounded the
death knell of blotting paper. Alas, no one has a
blot to soak today!

100 Years Ago

News Items

BURMA ISOLATED

TELEGRAPHIC
TRAFFICSTILL
INTERRUPTED

Simla, Aug.

The Director General of Telegraphs notifies
that telegraphic communication with Burma is
seriously interrupted on account of severe floods
and traffic to and from Burma is subject to
serious delay. Everything possible is being done
torestore communication, but great difficulty is
being experienced on account of the country
being inundated. In some places the telegraph
posts stand in 5 feet of water. The wireless
installations at Madras and Rangoon are also
affected. A certain amount of traffic is disposed
of by wireless from and to southern India. The
public will be advised as soon as communication
has been restored on the land lines.

CALCUTTA ARRESTS

SEQUEL TO
NEWSPAPER OFFICE
RAID

Simla. Aug.

There was a police raid at the Forward office
in Calcutta, on Friday night. This was said to
be in connexion with the publication of an
article entitled “Agent Provocateur again” on
Thursday. The police took away certain papers.
In this connexion Anil Charan Biswas, Assistant
Secretary, South Calcutta Sevak Samity and
Haricharnn Bagchi and Salil Krishna Bose were
also arrested by the police. They were produced
before Mr. Bhupendra Nath Banerjea, Deputy
Commissioner of Police, yesterday and were
released on bail of Rs. 250 each. It is understood,
they will be sent up for trial under Section 342
and 347 (wrongful restraint and confinement)
of the Indian Penal Code.
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Opinion

ETHANOL BLENDING CUTS FOSSIL FUEL USE, PRODUCES LOWER CARBON EMISSIONS, REDUCES DEPENDENCE ON IMPORTS, SAVES PRECIOUS
FOREIGN EXCHANGE, AND INSULATES THE COUNTRY FROM THE VAGARIES OF GEO-POLITICS THAT AFFECT SUPPLIES

About E20: Why choice, pricing matter

2

OFFTHE

RECORD

Il P VAIDYANATHAN IYER

HE ETHANOL-PETROL DEBATE
I refuses to abate on the streets,
and just like the Cockroach Janta
Party’s Jantar Mantar neet protest, it is
getting traction on Instagram, and
other social media platforms. The gov-
ernment is finding it challenging to
quell public disenchantment and turn
opinion in favour of E20 (petrol
blended with 20% ethanol).
There are reasons beyond politics why
reasoned communication by the gov-
ernment is being disregarded by
people, and there are possible solu-
tions, which are being resisted by the
government due to big implementa-
tion hurdles.

But some in the government have
their ears to the ground, are filtering
the noise,and picking theright signals.
They are looking behind to see what
could have been done to incentivise
those who feel shortchanged on
mileage due to E20 rollout. And now,
thinking ahead, if something is still

possible to win them back. In India,
they understand mileage and price are
two key aspects that influence deci-
sion-making in lower and middle-
income families.

All along, the NDA government has
defended the blending programme and
rightfully so, while simultaneously
emphasising that it did not begin under
the present government. Indeed, the
pilot was launched during AB
Vajpayee’s government in 2001, and
the E5 roll out across several states was
attempted in 2006 under the UPA. But
it gathered momentum after the
present government assumed charge in
2014. Ethanol blending reached 10%
in 2021-22, and gradually rose to
19.2% in 2024-25, and is now set
at 20%.

There is no doubt, ethanol blending
has many advantages.It cuts fossil fuel
use, produces lower carbon emissions,
reduces dependence on imports, saves
precious foreign exchange, and insu-
lates the country from the vagaries of
geopolitics that affect supplies. While
this may be appreciated by those
affected, theyare not convinced howall
this translates into benefits for them.

They don’t get it, because as a gov-
ernment officer explains, the consumer
is not seeing a tangible price benefit
despite bearing the cost of a lower
mileage. And this is because the con-
sumer does not have a choice. For

NS
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example, when petrol pumps started
dispensing E5, could they have offered
it alongside petrol? Consumers then
have a choice. they could be incen-

tivised to transition to E5 by being
charged lower than petrol for this
blended fuel. Similarly, for E10, and

. now E20.Differential pricing becomes

Tight WTC final race give
India no room for error

RINGSIDE

VIEW

TUSHAR BHADURI .-

ITTOOK TIME, but India finally got the job done in
Galle. The relative strengths of the two sides — even
allowing for the absences due to injury — made an
Indian victory the most likely prospect, especially
after they got to nearly 300 runs on the opening day
for the loss of only two wickets.

Sri Lanka have long ceased to be a fearsome
opponent, and their victories, even at home, are
not as routine as they used to be in the era of
Muttiah Muralitharan, Kumar Sangakkara and
Mabhela Jayawardene.

Thewinwould provideabit of breathing space for
Shubman Gill & Co,but truth be told, their qualifica-
tion for the World Test Championship (WTC) final
remainsalong shot.That’s because not onlydo India
have towin almost every remaining Test left in their
cycle, but a lot of results elsewhere have to go their
way as well.

And that’s where the bigger problem lies. There
are four teams above India in the WTC chart. One of
them is Bangladesh, whom India would have been
confident of overtaking based on pedigree and track
record. Granted that Bangladesh have beaten Pak-
istan home and away inrecent timesand evenwon a
Test in New Zealand, they were still not considered
among major sides.

That’s until Darwin happened. What the Bangla
Tigersachieved in Australia’s Northern Territorywas
not asmash-and-grab,but a fully deserved victory.

The narrative going into the game was whether
the Test would go beyond three days — prompted, to
adegree,by Bangladesh beingblown awayfor 54 bya
Cricket Australia XI made up of little-known players
a handful of days before the game. But as it turned
out, it was the hosts who were struggling to take the
Test into Day 4. The nine-wicket win for Bangladesh
—touted as one of the biggest upsets in the history of
Test cricket — didn’t seem an upsetat all,based on the
balance of playas thevisitors dominated from start to
finish.The narrative of the Test serieswas set,regard-
lessof eventsin the second and final game in Mackay.

Tough road ahead

It only makes India’s job tougher, especially with
most of the contenders for the WTC final playing
againsteach otherin the remaining series of the cur-
rent cycle. It goes without saying that India would
have to push for victory in the second Test, starting
on Sunday at Colombo’s Sinhalese Sports Club.

But with four teams miles ahead of them in the
table, even a win would guarantee nothing. The two
Testsin NewZealand — alwaysa tricky proposition —
arelikelyto decidewhether Indiawould haveanyreal-
istic chance of qualification going into the final
months of the WTC cycle. The games in Wellington’s
Basin Reserve — with the strong winds — and the
seamer-friendly Hagley Oval in Christchurch would
provide a stern test, especially with the Kiwis har-
bouring genuine hopes of making the final them-
selves.Ithasbeen more than 17 years since Indiawon

A

Team India coach Gautam Gambhir (left) and Ravindra Jac-:leja (right) during a practice session

in Galle, Sri Lanka

a Test in that country, the Black Caps winning three
of the six Tests since, drawing the others, while also
comingouton topintheinaugural WTCfinalin 2021
in England.

Evenif India arestillin contention going into the
new year, they have the small matter of five Tests at
home against the Australians. Now, it would be more
than 22 years by then since the most successful coun-
tryin the history of Test cricket won a series in India,
and theirrecent travails have robbed them of much of
theiraura,but Indiawould beat noluxurytotakeany-
thing for granted.

In all likelihood, the hosts would

PTI

istan away. Judging by the recent performances of
these two teams, the Kiwis would hope to gain
vital ground in the race to the WTC final, given that
their other two assignments are against Australia
and India.

South Africa are breathing down Australia’s neck
at the top of the table and the three Tests between
them in October — at Durban, Ggeberha and Cape
Town —areabsolutelyvitalin the context.Those will
be followed by the two Tests against Bangladesh and
three against England, before a trip to Sri Lanka in
early 2027 for two Tests. The Proteas, thus, have a

lot of scope for improving their

havetoaimforsomethinglikead-Owin s CHaNCes of giving themselves a shot at

on home turf. Preparing spin-friendly
pitches is likely to be the modus
operandi,but India’s recent experiences
onsuch surfaceshasn’tbeentoo happy.
The 0-3 defeat to New Zealand in 2024
and 0-2 reversal against South Africa
prove that Indian batsmen don’t feel at
home on such tracks. Australia’s
prospectswould alsobeimpacted by the
two series prior to their trip to the sub-
continent —awayto South Africaand at
hometoNewZealand. Andwithall three
teams —aswellas Bangladesh —sitting

The race to the
World Test
Championship
final is wide open.
Teams would aim
to do their part of
the business while
keeping an eye on
what the others
are doing

defending their WTC crown.

With series lined up against South
Africa and India (away) and New
Zealand (at home), Australia would
need to get their house — especially
theirbatting — in orderif theywant to
secure a third consecutive berth in the
final. It should concern them no end
that Steve Smith,coming to the end of
aglorious career, is still theirbest bats-
man, with none of the others oozing
reliability. Their top three is extremely
brittle and while Cameron Green

abovelndiaonthetable,oneteam’sloss e Scemstohaveturnedacornerwiththe

could be another team’s gain, thereby
not helping the cause of Gill’s team too much.

Other contenders

Bangladesh has Tests in Johannesburg and Cen-
turion in November and are also expected to host
England and West Indiesin the cycle,even though the
dates and venues have yet to be announced. So, the
team led by Najmul Hossain Shanto havealot of scope
toimprove upon their current standing.

New Zealand, who sit third on the table, also play
two Tests each against Sri Lanka at home and Pak-

bat, that would hardly seem enough.
Theirlegendarybowling attackisstill capable of run-
ning through sides,buthowlong theycan continue to
dosoremainstobeseen,especiallywith theirbatting
line-up not doing them any favours.

In a nutshell, the race to the WTC final is wide
open. Teams would aim to do their part of the busi-
ness while keeping an eye on what the others are
doing. Captain Gill and head coach Gautam Gamb-
hirwould knowthatanythingless thanvictoryatthe
SSCwould push India further back in the tightest of
multi-team contests.

an incentive; consumers would make
peace with a 3-5% lower mileage
because of a lower priced E20 com-
pared with E10.

This can be best explained by what
the government did following changes
in the income tax regime, points out
another officer. A new tax regime with
lower taxes but no major exemptions
was introduced in April 2020. It was
voluntary. As the new tax regime
evolved over the years, the Finance
Ministry continued to offer tax payers
the option to file returns under the old
tax regime. the old regime offers
exemptions, but tax rates are high. It
hasbeen sixyears,and the two systems
continuealongside. But almost 90% of
all individuals have shifted to the new
tax regime.

To be fair, the government has tried
to explain the advantages of E20 by
comparing India’s retail fuel prices
with that of other countries in South
Asia and Europe. The petrol price hike
in India between June 2022 and June
2026 was in the lower single digits, at
less than 6%, whereas it was more than
15% in European countries, and more
than 20% in South Asian countries.

Be that so, it is tough to make the
Indian consumers believe the counter-
factual. What did not happen, but could
have happened, is a concept that does
not stick easily. The fact that E20 was a
reason why the government could keep

petrol prices low despite the Indian
crude oil basket averaging over $100 a
barrel is still lost on most consumers.

The transition from E10to E20 hap-
penedin fouryears.Given the West Asia
crisis, itis possible the governmentwas
worried aboutits impact on oil prices in
thelong term.Itis possible prices could
remain higher for longer. It has not
played out that way, but uncertainty
prevails in the region, and the motiva-
tion for transitioning to E20 could be
many.When global crude oilisat $§70 a
barrel orless, E20 is costlier to produce
than pure petrol, according to govern-
ment estimates. ethanol becomes
much cheaper at relatively high global
crude oil prices of $120-130 a barrel.

Clearly, for many reasons, moving
away from fossil fuels is a long-term
strategic imperative. ethanol blended
fuel is definitely an alternative, but
requires behavioural changes among
consumers. It is here that public policy
gets interesting, and challenging.
Offering consumers a choice of fuel and
making them see a price advantage will
make a difference. What can’t be done
about mileage,can choice and differen-
tial pricing cover for that?

The writeris Managing Editor,
The Indian Express. Off the Record is
a fortnightly column

Am I a Naxal?

FIFTH

COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

AMIA‘dimaginaxal’? Eversince the Prime
Ministeridentified thisnewgenre of trai-
torin his Red Fort speech, I have brooded
overthis question.In simple English, this
new kind of traitoris an intellectual with
leftist tendencies who takes inspiration
from the teachings of Chairman Mao.So,
assomeonewhois possiblythe most eco-
nomically right-wing, politically conser-
vative columnist in our vast and won-
drous land, why should I of all people
worry? Well, because the definition of
‘dimagi naxal’is treacherously ambigu-
ousand could encompass even thosewho
despise Mao and totally oppose violent
uprisings against the Indian State.

On this, my credentials are impec-
cable.l openlyopposed thelate Sant Jar-
nail Singh Bhindranwale at a time
when you could be killed for doing so.
And, never at any stage of my long
career in journalism have I had the
smallest sympathy for the naxalites.
not even in the seventies when many
young people of myacquaintancewere
not just in sympathy with this move-
mentbuthad given up college tomarch
with the comrades in the jungles.
In those days it was fashionable to be
extremely leftist and unfashionable
to be mildly rightist, either politically
or economically.

Memories come back as Iwrite these
words of conversations in dingy, smoke-
filled ‘barsatis’where over cheaprumand
cheaper cigarettes we talked of how only
arevolution could save India.I joined in
these conversations and drank the rum
butwas never persuaded.When Ibecame
older and wiser and learned to analyse
economic and political ideas, I became
convinced that it was decades of ‘social-
ism’that kept millions of Indians mired
inpoverty.Itis simplynot possible todis-
tributewealthwithout first creatingit.In
this column I have said more than once
that I believe India would have been
among therichest countriesin theworld
if we had adopted the principles of free
markets and liberal democracy.

Instead, we chose to emulate the
Soviet Union, and this has meant that
millions of Indians continue to live on
government handouts and the dream of
agovernment job.those aged leftieswho
stillbelieve Maoand Stalinare heroes pre-
tend that theyhave not noticed thatitwas
onlyaftertheleadersof Russiaand China
started following free market economic
policies that their people began to enjoy
ameasure of prosperity.

With ideas that are so far from being
leftist,whydoIfearthatImightendupin
the‘dimaginaxal’ category? Well,because

I oppose many of the policies that the
Modigovernment has chosen tofollow.I
agree with the Cockroach Janta Party’s
campaign toimprovevillage schools.And
Iagreewith Abhishek Dipkewhen hesays
that it is only when political leaders and
high officialsare forced tosend theirchil-
dren to government schools that these
schoolswillimprove dramatically. When
I see the ‘cockroaches’fan out across vil-
lages to make reels of the horrific condi-
tions in government schools, I see them
asnationalists and patriots and not sub-
versives.Could this put mein the‘dimagi
naxal’ category?

Sincethe Prime Minister’s Indepen-
dence Day speech, there has been an
explosion of public support for him
from his devotees and spokespersons
ontelevision.In one show,I heard these
acolytes explain that Modi was talking
about intellectuals who were really
naxal collaborators.But theseworthies
have not noticed thereelsthat the BJP’s
propagandists are posting on social
media in which they illustrate the def-
inition of the new traitors with photos
of Modi’s political opponents.

Ifyou believe in liberal democracy,as
I do,you necessarily believe that dissent
is the oxygen that allows democracy to
breathe and remain healthy. Sadly, thisis
notanideathathasbeen much cherished
since Modi became prime minister. the
opposite is true. every effort has been
made to silence dissenting voices and
crushdissidents.themethodsusedareto
unleash the most powerful investigative
agencies on those who speak against the
government.Journalistswhosejobitisto
speak out against the things they see
wrongare oftentreated asanti-nationals
who should lose their rights as citizens.
When the Jantar Mantar protestswere at
their peak, did you notice that many of
Modi’s more passionate devotees
demanded that the cockroaches should
have their passports confiscated?

Every time I see dissidents attacked
and dissidence crushed, it makes me
realise that India is no longer the liberal
democracy that it once was. Of course,
leaders of yore did their own damage to
liberal democratic values, as Indira
Gandhidid when she declared the emer-
gency.Butshedid that soopenlythat defi-
ance was much easier. In the past twelve
years, the elimination of dissent and dis-
senters has been more insidious and
more dangerous.Thefirst timeIsawthat
invisible pall of fear lift was when the
Cockroach Janta Party began to mock
Modi in their reels and in their speeches.

AsIwaswriting this piece,Inoticed on
Instagram that some Modi devotees
had set up a makeshift temple, in which
stooda cardboard cutout of Modidressed
as lord Rama. His devotees were reciting
what they called the ‘Modi chalisa’
and, with lighted diyas, were praying
tothe cardboard deity.This sickened and
shamed me. Does that make me a
‘dimaginaxal?
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Films thrive in that fertile ground between
fact and feeling, evidence and imagination
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Stephen Alter’s book brings together
sight, sound, smell of the monsoon
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Rahi Masoom Reza's works moved effortlessly between Hindi and Urdu. While his literary writing earned him critical acclaim, his dialogues
for BR Chopra’s ‘Mahabharat’ captured the hearts of millions. Remembering the maestro as his birth centenary celebrations begin

RAHIS

MRINAL PANDE

AHI MASOOM REZA was born

in a prosperous family of Shia

landlords of Gangauli village in

Ghazipur, eastern Uttar Pradesh.

He was frequently unwell and
that robbed him of precious academic years,
but after graduating from Aligarh (and
unconfirmed reports say from Allahabad), he
joined Aligarh Muslim University and began
to teach while also writing Urdu short stories
and poetry that drew applause.

Most good-looking writers (and he was that)
with a wound, either spiritual or physical,
quickly attract a large fandom, especially
among female readers. According to literary
circle gossip, Rahi Saheb’s undoubtedly
refined airs, his impeccable zuban, his sher-
want and Aligarhi pyjamas, along with a
slight limp (result of a childhood brush with
polio), made him a star. His language and
demeanour had a generalised twinkliness
around it — like a man who could barely con-
tain some vast and rare hilarity while still
retaining his dignity as a scholar.

Lauded, harassed, micro-inspected on vari-
ous scales of caste, language and nationality by
Indo-Pak audiences, he remained stoical till the
end about the ‘attention’ his Urdu and Hindi
novels, and later the mega screen script of Ved
Vyas’ Sanskrit epic ‘Mahabharat’, attracted.

In 1966, he married Nayyar Jahan, a high-
born divorced lady connected to the Rampur
nobility. That and his views on using Devana-
gari script for Urdu caused severe problems
that ended with the sensitive writer having
what can be best described as a lover’s quar-
rel with the Urdu camp at the university, and
also the Urdu publishing world.

Mumbai was where he lived thereafter. As a
master of multi-tasking, he wrote for both the
Hindi print magazines as also the film world.
Few know that as an Urdu writer, he had once
also tried his hand at writing crime fiction
under a pseudonym (Shahid Akhtar) that
rivalled the popularity of the Don among
Urdu crime writers, Ibn-e-Safi of Allahabad.

His Hindi writings soon catapulted him to
fame with novels like Aadha Gaon’ and
“Topt Shukla’, his scripts and lyrics for
many films and last but not the least, his
script for the mega epic of the great fratrici-
dal war, ‘Mahabharat’.

One of his characters in Aadha Gaon’
says: “People told me, brother go anywhere,
speak English or Urdu or Hindi, but at
home do not pollute the zuban our ances-
tors have been speaking...”

Rahi Saheb remained true to his heritage all
through his literary career. He once said he
was a son of three mothers: his biological one
Nafisa Begum, Aligarh Muslim University
and the Ganges. He was a prolific multi-
tasker, working on two, three or even four
scripts at the same time, poems, novels, and
miscellaneous articles. His choice of Hindi for
his fiction and screenplays continued to draw
the ire of his fellow Muslim writers and grudg-
ing admiration from his Hindi fellow writers.

He held firmly to his belief that the only way
to save Urdu in post-1947 India lay in substi-
tuting the Arabic script for the Hindi Devana-
gari. I recall the furore it caused when
Dharmyug published his views. But Rahi
Saheb did not complain about the abrasions
from exposing his honest views.

The non-Hindi writers of Urdu viewed his
promotion of Devanagari script as a betray-
al of Urdu. But they might as well have
accused Shakespeare of having in his
tragedies a weakness for nobility. Such a
deep conviction is not a flaw in writers of
Rahi Saheb’s stature, it is sensing an evolu-

A
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tionary need of a new world that was shap-
ing all around us by the late 1960s.

This was happening when I was a student
and my mother was writing her bestsellers sit-
ting in remote Allahabad. I wished someday a
BR Chopra or Raj Khosla might come to our
modest home in their limousines to offer her
to write a film script based on any of her pop-
ular novels serialised by Dharmyug. It never
happened. But she met Rahi Saheb while vis-
iting Dharmvir Bharati in Mumbai.

He had shifted to Mumbai and told mother
that compared to Aligarh, the atmosphere
struck him as ugly, resentful, and poisonous.
So, like her, he chose to be out of harm’s way
by continuing to write his screenplays, novels
and articles from home, unlike most success-
ful writers, who demanded and were housed
in five-star hotels by their publishers or film
financiers to facilitate their work.

Under the enlightened patronage and
unbroken relationship with two promi-
nent Hindi writer-editors (Dr Dhar-
mvir Bharati, the editor of Hindi
weekly Dharmyug, and
Kamaleshwar, the editor of the
monthly short story magazine,
Sarika), Rahi Saheb continued
to publish brilliant literary works
about the great rift of Partition
and changing rural India.

Aadha Gaor’, translated by
Gillian Wright into English, is
about his village Gangauli, torn
apart by Hindu-Muslim riots. His
lively student character Topi Shukla
is a camera capturing North India’s
emergent political leaders and uni-
versity campus rivalries.

Several interviews with Rahi
Saheb have been unearthed from
archives and are doing the rounds
in his centenary year. But a liter-
ary interview subsumes the writ-
ing and the writer’s own life into a
thumbnail sketch. It will not tell you
what the writer was really like. A per-
sonality is more palatable and ‘interest-
ing’ than a body of work in print. What
makes him an outstanding writer today is the
way his books have aged like good wine.

His prose is grandiloquent in ‘Mahabharat’s’
resonant “Main Samay hoon” (I am Time). But
in his crime fiction immersed in the physical
world of thugs, criminals, millionaires and
secret surveillance, his voice turns sour, wither-
ing, crafty, and painfully comic.

He worked tirelessly till the end, taking
no breaks:

Iss safar mein neend aisi kho gayi
Hum na soye raat thak kar so gayi

(I lost my sleep during this long journey.
Ultimately the night fell asleep, not me).

— The writer is a veteran journalist

IMMENSE CONTRIBUTION TO HINDI FILM INDUSTRY

O description of Rahi Masoom Reza can be

complete without reference to his
mammoth contribution to the Hindi film industry.
He wrote screenplays, dialogues and lyrics of
some of the most popular films, including ‘Mili’,
Alaap’, ‘Main Tulsi Tere Aangan Ki', ‘Gol Maal’,
‘Karz’, Judaai’, ‘Hum Paanch’, ‘Disco Dancer’,
‘Tawaif’, Anokha Rishta’, ‘Lamhe’and Aaina’.
Rahi also won the Filmfare Award for Best
Dialogue for ‘Main Tulsi..’, ‘Tawaif’ and ‘Lamhe’
(posthumously).

His songs in Alaap’ deserve special mention,

especially ‘Mata Saraswati Sharda’, the classical
song sung by Lata Mangeshkar. The lyrics of this

vandana are in Sanskritised Hindi:
He Mata Saraswati Sharda
Keeje sudrishti, keeje sudrishti sewak jaan apna
Itha vardaan deegje taan, taal, aur alaap
Buddhi alankaar, Sharda
This shows Reza’s range of knowledge.

Actor Bharat Bhushan and his brother were
the ones to invite Rahi to Bombay. BR Chopra,
Hrishikesh Mukherjee, Raj Khosla, and Gufi
Paintal were among his close friends.

Ever humble, Rahi never forgot his benefactors.
He would often talk about his childhood servant
Kallu Kaka, who would tell him stories which
became an inspiration for many of his scripts.

RAHI MASOOM REZA
SEPT 1,1927-MARCH 1, 1992

8
By

]
L]
5 i
w o '
iy i
F b

]

Amanot

SHABIHUL HASNAIN

At saba tu to udhar se hi guzarti hogt
Us gali mein mere qadmon ke nishan kaise hain
This masoom (innocent) sher belongs to Dr Rahi
Masoom Reza, asking the wind what is the state of
his footprints in that lane? It is a beautiful and clas-
sic example of the type of poetry Rahi Saheb com-
posed. Tender and subtle, romantic yet having
social and political overtones.
Ye chiragh jaise lamhe,
kahin raigan na jayen
Kot khwab dekh dalo, kot inquilab lao
(Lest these lamp-like moments go
completely waste,
Goweave a dream, or bring about a revolution)
I am a great fan of Rahi, his poetry,
prose, dialogues, film scripts and satire
— all make him a larger-than-life
writer. His benevolence, simplicity,
humour, wit, generosity and
friendship made him a loveable
, man. But beneath this soft exteri-
\ or, he was a very hard nut to crack
' — a man of strong conviction.
Cumulatively, he was quite a rare
Indian writer and in my opinion
next only to Munshi Premchand in
his craft and oeuvre.
Now ‘saba’ (wind) can be told to con-
vey that Rahi Saheb has, indeed, left
very strong footprints on the sands
of time, not only in Urdu literature
but in Hindi writings as well with
equal dexterity. Time will remem-
ber his timeless opening dialogue
of the epic TV series ‘Mahab-
harat’: “Main Samay hoon, aur
aaj Mahabharat ki amar katha
sunaney ja raha hoon.”

The indelible imprint had been

in the making even before the series

started in 1988, but it came to its

zenith with the voice of Harish Bhimani

booming every Sunday morning on Indian

television for the next two years. Rahi Saheb
had become immortal.

Rahi Masoom Reza belonged to Gangauli or Gan-
goli, a village on the banks of the river of the same
name in Ghazipur district in Uttar Pradesh. His
ancestors owned almost half of this village. His
father, Bashir Hussain Abdi, was a distinguished
lawyer at the Ghazipur district courts. Rahi’s
famous novel, Aadha Gaon’, is named after these
ancestral facts. Despite a little disability in one of
his legs (he limped a little), Rahi was perceived as
a handsome man, quite articulate and always
impeccably and traditionally dressed.

He initially started composing poetry in Urdu.
Named Masoom Reza, he adopted ‘Rahi’ as his
pen name. Rahi was a versatile person and after a
successful journey in poetry, he decided to try his
hand at prose, too. And what a miraculous decision
it turned out to be.

His works, primarily set in the Gangetic plains of
Uttar Pradesh, explore themes of identity, Parti-
tion, social realities and human relationships. His
notable novels include Aadha Gaon’, “Topi Shukla’,
‘Neem Ka Ped’, ‘Oos ki Boond’ and ‘Scene: 75°.

‘Shishe Ke Makan Wale’ is his most famous poetry
collection. ‘Maugj-e-Gul Mauj-e-Saba’, ‘Rags-e-Mai’,
‘Ghareeb Shahr’, Ajnabt Shahr Ajnabt Raste’ and
‘Main Ek Pheriwala’ are some of his other well-
known poetry collections.

His wife Nayyar Jahan reveals in an interview
that Rahi even wrote detective novels. He used
to write for Nikhat Publications of Allahabad.
There were two novel series in Urdu and Hindi,
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Jasoosi Duniya’ and ‘Rumani Duniya’. Writer
Ibn-e-Safi would write and publish these two
detective series every month. After Safi fell ill
and was hospitalised, Rahi took over. He wrote
under the pseudonyms Shahid Akhtar and Afaq
Haider, and continued writing and publishing
Jasoosi Duniya’ for quite some time.

Rahi was a sensitive and simple person. He
used to have a number of friends, who would
drop in without prior information. His wife
used to call him Masoom as he was quite kind
and simple. She recalls that Masoom was quite
bad in asking for money from producers and
directors, sometimes even writing a story for
only ‘do beeda paan’.

He hardly bargained for money. In an interview,
his son Nadeem once said that he tried to coax his
father about asking for more money for his film
projects. But Rahi replied that they had a com-
fortable home, their doors were always open, any-
body who dropped in was offered a meal, some-
times 15 persons would eat, and they had never
been short of food. All this was God’s blessings.
“Why should I charge more money?” he had
asked Nadeem.

Nayyar recounts another interesting story
about their relationship. Rahi had taken a strong
stand to marry her (as she was a divorcee) and
had to leave Aligarh because of their marriage,
yet he went ahead with it.

Nayyar was a good horse rider. Before she got
married to Reza, she would participate in eques-
trian sports. After the marriage, Masoom asked
Nayyar to stop horse riding. She replied that she
would stop if Masoom stopped going to the
mushairas. Rahi Saheb was a judicious man. He
promised her he would never attend a mushaira
again. And he never did despite a huge demand.
Nayyar, too, kept her promise.

Rahi’s nephew Prof Nadeem Hasnain, who retired
from University of Lucknow as head of the anthro-
pology department, reminisces, “Mamu always had
apoint of view on any subject, and if he took a stand,
it was very difficult to change his mind.”

Rahi was a perpetual dissenter. “During the
Emergency days, some writers decided to write a
letter of praise for Mrs Indira Gandhi. Rahi did not
agree and walked out of the meeting. This was the
kind of courage he had,” adds Hasnain.

Admirers of his writings have often wondered
whether he was a better poet or a prose writer. It
is difficult to decide, but I will quote a few lines
from his prose and leave the decision to the read-
ers. In “Topt Shukla’, he writes, “Bhasha ki ladai
darasal nafe nugsan ki ladai hai. Sawal bhasha
ka nahin hai. Sawal hat naukri ka (The battle of
language is actually a battle of profit and loss. The
question is not about language. The question is
about employment).”

At another place in the same book, he remarks,
“Prashn hamara peechha mnahin chhodtey.
Manushya maut ko jeet sakta hai, parantu prashn
ko nahin jeet sakta (Questions never stop chasing
us. Man can conquer death, but he can never con-
quer questions).”

I leave you with this absolute core of Dr Rahi
Masoom Reza’s existential philosophy with lovely
advice from the man himself:

Umr bhar tune, zamane ka kaha mana hai
Dil ki awaz bhi sun, dekh to kya kahta hat
(All your life, you have listened to what the
world told you to do
Listen to the voice of your heart too,
look what it has to say)

This is your eternal footprint Rahi Saheb which
no wind can erase.

— The writer is a former judge of the
Allahabad High Court and an Urdu poet

§ Beit poetry,

prose,
detective
novels,

8 screenplays,

dialogues or
lyrics, Rahi
Masoom

Reza left his
indelible mark.
PHOTOS COURTESY:
PROF NADEEM HASNAIN
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reshuffle is more than a change of |

faces. It is an attempt to restore the

party’s greatest strength—its organisation

Re-organisation of a party

built

on organisational strength

RATAN SHARDA
Author and TV panelist

Re-organisation of the BJP central team
has become a major topic of discussion
nationally, and rightly so. No other
political party has such a structured
organisation where workers begin work
from booth level to get a chance to move
from local to national politics by sheer
dint of their hard work on the field.
Lately, there have been many horizon-
tal entries because of the new corporate
culture in Indian politics, so there are
many newcomers who get a chance to
enter at middle or even higher level, but
most of them too have to prove their
mettle and their malleability in the orga-
nizational ethos they have adopted, or
they fall slowly by the sidelines.

Organisation is the major strength of
BJP. It is the life breath of BJP that saw
its rise from two MPs to being the most
dominant force. Due to cycles of elec-
tions every few months, the urgency of
coming to power in most states saw the
much vaunted organisation to stay in
the back stage and it seemed like
being pre-dominantly run by ministers
and powerful political leaders. The
recent reshuffle is a long due process
undertaken now. By all means, it is a
major overhaul. Many established
actors have gone backstage, replaced
by new faces and erstwhile proven and
time tested stars who seemed to have
been on the way out.

Many analysts are stuck with average
age of the new team. However, NDTV
has put up some interesting graphics
to show that while above 60 years lead-
ership moved out, some experienced
stars of 50-60 age group have come
back, while the younger leaders have
been given responsibilities. So, the
average doesn’treflect the true nature
of this change. The party starts with the
advantage of the youngest party
President ever in BJP history. The
recalibration also shows that he has
been given some freehand in putting his
team together. He has not shied away
from the fact that absence of experi-
enced mature leaders saw the organi-
sation become weak in some area
where personalities had become power
centres by themselves, and slowly
losing connect with the field karyakar-
tas. This is a positive development.

The reshuffle shows that BJP leader-
ship keeps a keen tab on the perfor-
mance of its karyakartas. No karyakar-
tais forgotten or discarded as many spec-
ulate when changes take place. Smriti
Irani has, of course, proven to be queen
of comebacks with sterling performance
in West Bengal and her unique gift of
communicating precisely in multiple lan-
guages. Communication has been one
of the weak points in BJP for some years,
with Modi ji and Amit Shah doing the
heavy lifting.

Vinod Tawde, once pushed out of
Maharashtra was brought to Delhi
where he worked silently but solidly to

TOP LEADERSHIP & TREASURERS

— National President: Nitin Nabin

— National Treasurer: Piyush Goyal
(Union Minister)

— National Joint Treasurer: Rajesh
Mangal

rise again in prominence as a very
important organiser. Ram Madhav
with his proven skills at negotiat-

ing with tough opposition, turning
many foes into friends, his knowledge
of foreign affairs has seen him back.
Biplab Deb a rising star from north east,
after some days on the bench, so to say,
finds himself at the top.

Bringing in Piyush Goyal, a veteran
and key minister in Modi cabinet back
as treasurer shows the seriousness of
the exercise. Not many have com-
mented on BL Santhosh’s continuation
at the top of the organisational pyramid.
He is the most experienced organiser
in BJP now with minutest knowledge of
the organisation and people in every
corner of Bharat. He will be very impor-
tant for Nitin Nabin to run the organi-
sation smoothly.

Rajasthan is in serious trouble due to
inexperience of the CM, while Vijayaraje
Scindia sulked on the sidelines. She has
been rehabilitated, strengthening
Rajasthan at organisational level. If the
CM were to seek her guidance, he can
improve on his governance score card.

An important feature of this re-organ-
isation is space given to 'outsiders'
meaning those who came to BJP from
other political parties. Anil Antony stands
out as a person who worked silently at
the organisational level for some time
before being broughtinto centre. I wish
more of such articulate and good talents
were accommodated too. Sandeep
Pathak finds a place with his excellent
achievements in fields outside politics.
Bringing very late entrant Rohan Gupta
is a surprise promotion, but BJP surely
knows his importance.

Rising number of women is a great
signal that BJP walks to talk. 33% is not
just a political rhetoric but a commit-
ment. That ratio is not yet 33% shows the
difficulty in getting enough talent, yet,
among women. A challenge well
accepted. The social balancing of dif-
ferent communities has been well
maintained, reiterating the talent and
commitment of social engineering of
BJP in every aspect of governance and
organisation. Absence of organization-
al secretaries in many states, induction
of outsiders in important positions
shows the changing organizational
priorities of BJP.

One area of concern could be lack of
enough representation to the southern
states. There is enough talent. BJP is
serious about making strong headway
into South, butitis notreflected in the
composition of the team. Karnataka is
the only strong state, the beach head
of BJP in southern part of Bharat, but the
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organisation there is nothing to write
home about. Various fronts do have
many faces from southern region, who
will find it difficult to communicate with
the strong northern party workers.

The biggest change that attracted lot
of attention was removal of much
loved and hated Amit Malaviya from the
critical post of IT Cell head. ButIam sure
he is not going anywhere far. His ser-
vices will be used in strategic areas. He
set up a formidable machinery in social
media. However, over last few years,
Congress seemed to have stolen a
march over BJP in social media space.
A political analyst S Nagarajan notes
that there is a sense of digital fatigue
and public friction has set in among
netizens due to hyper-aggressive, polar-
izing online rhetoric. I think, IT Cell
behaved in a flat footed manner during
critical political challenges. Debacle of
communication and anticipating the
mood of youth during CJP protests was
a signal that IT cell had lost its mojo.
Media cell too has seen serious changes.
Despite a big panel of spokespersons,
very few spokespersons get to appear
on national media. Among the panelists
there is preponderance of new comers
from other parties. To me, the major
failure of media and IT Cell was block-
ing of communication and feedback
mechanism. Ministers can be excused
for being very busy. But a department
set up specifically for communicating
with people cannot operate within
closed networks. It is hoped that the
new team will relearn the quality of B]P
of keeping all channels open to again
become the dominant force as it was
from 2014 to 2019-20.

Nitin Nabin has shown that he can
create a navin (new) organizational
mood. One can say that he mishandled
only the opening over (by-elections in
his own stronghold), but he definitely
recovered well and is batting with
focus and patience for a long haul.

Ratan Sharda is a well known TV panelist and has

authored several books. He has been a member of

the RSS since his childhood days. He is a founding
member of Vishwa Adhyayan Kendra, Mumbai
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Prof. SATISH KUMAR
Political Science, IGNOU, New Delhi

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) recent-
ly executed a significant organisation-
al overhaul immediately following
youth-led demonstrations at Jantar
Mantar. The reshuffle raises a funda-
mental political question: Is this restruc-
turing a proactive, natural evolution, or
a defensive reaction to mounting public
pressure? There are many questions are
on surface which need to be explained.
First, is it a new team which will drive
the party or veterans sitting on the top
continue to play shot? Second, how far
BJP has travelled on the way as it had
been sketched by the Congress earlier?
The famous political scientist named it
'Congress System'’. Third, has the gap
occurred between RSS and BJP? Fourth,
how will the Gen G react on the forth-
coming elections? These are common
political questions which need a better
understanding.

First BJP is a party with difference. It
is closely attached with its ideological
foundation i.e. RSS. Other political
parties in India either national or
regional are imbedded within the
family bond. Leadership cannot emerge
beyond blood relations. Exceptions
could be Communist Parties of India. At
major turning points BJP has over-
hauled its structure and sent a strong
message that decisions are always
taken democratically. During Ram Rath
Yatra, veteran leader of BJP Lal Krishna
Advani created a new team in which the
current prime minister was one of the
pillars. The organisational overhaul
following L.K. Advani’s 1990 Ram Rath
Yatra was a foundational turning point
in the BJP’s history. Parmod Mahajan

emerged as the party’s chief strate-

gist, moderniser, and alliance archi-

tect. Inducted as a National General
Secretary from the RSS, Govindacharya
formulated the party’s policy of "social
engineering" (samajik samrasta) to
expand the BJP’s base beyond its tradi-
tional urban upper-caste core and
counter the Mandal reservation politics
of the era. Sushma Swaraj became the
party’s foremost orator and public face
in parliament, while Arun Jaitley provid-
ed media coordination, legal strategy,
and television debate representation.

The larger question is, has the Nitin
Nabin, BJP President, the same aura as
Advani enjoyed? It is too early to jump
on the conclusion. Few changes are well
understood. BJP earlier team failed to
combat on social media during the
protest. The most direct response to the
Gen Z protests-which leveraged memes,
satire, and viral campaigns that out-
paced traditional political machinery.
That led to replace long-time IT and
social media head Amit Malviya with
Deepak Mhaskey. Key figures like Smriti
Irani (appointed General Secretary) and
Ram Madhav (appointed Vice President)
were brought back into active organi-
zational roles to bolster political mes-
saging, party discipline, and state-level
coordination. There is no doubt who
understands Indian politics that final
shot will be played by top central
leaders especially the Prime Minister and
Home Minister. The consecutive winning
streaks of BJP happened due the charis-
matic image of Modi. A new theory has
been evolved in Indian polity that it is
not MPs who elect PM it is other way
round. MPs win their respective con-
stituencies because of the image of PM
Modi. That is why the top leader will take
the penalty kick. That connects with cen-
tralising syndrome in BJP.

Third question comes to the surface
is that as BJP adopted the Congress
Spirit of centralising the party affairs?
Many leaders from different parties are
being coopted into BJP. The main entry
pointin BJP used to come through RSS
orientations at different levels. That has
been largely compromised. Decision-
making, ticket distribution, and cabinet
appointments have become heavily
centralized around the national lead-
ership in New Delhi, mirroring the
Indira Gandhi era. State Chief Ministers
are frequently appointed directly by
central command rather than emerg-
ing through autonomous regional party
factions. To secure legislative majorities
and expand into non-traditional terri-
tories (such as the Northeast,
Maharashtra, and South India), the
party has inducted dozens of high-
profile former Congress and opposition
figures. Prominent leaders like Himanta
Biswa Sarma, Jyotiraditya Scindia, Ashok
Chavan, and Jitin Prasada were rapidly
rewarded with chief ministerships,
cabinet berths, and Rajya Sabha tickets,
often causing friction with lifelong
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and
BJP workers. While the national leader-
ship frequently campaigns against
dynastic politics (parivarwad), the party
has accommodated numerous dynas-
tic politicians and their offspring when
inducting leaders from other parties or
seeking regional electoral leverage.

Fourth, how G-Generation will reactin
the forthcoming elections? They are very

THE BHARTIYA JANTA PARTY GETS A MAKEOVER: THE KEY FACES

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) announced its new national leadership team under the newly appointed Party President Nitin Nabin. The major organisational reshuffle balances veteran leaders with fresh faces for upcoming political cycles.

NATIONAL GENERAL SECRETARIES
— B. L. Santhosh (Organisational
National General Secretary)
Smriti Irani

— Biplab Kumar Deb

Vinod Tawde

Sunil Bansal

NATIONAL VICE PRESIDENTS

— Vasundhara Raje Scindia

— Ram Madhav

— Baijayant Jay Panda

— Tirath Singh Rawat

— Sardar Manpreet Singh Badal
— D. Purandeshwari

Rekha Verma
Bharti Pawar
M. Nagaraja

Lal Singh Arya
Usha Ben Doshi

NATIONAL JOINT GENERAL
SECRETARIES

— Shiv Prakash

— Saudan Singh

coming back to the centre of the BJP’s politics

BJP’s new team: A strategic
pivot or forced defence?

| don't write off any
political party. | believe
in strengthening the BJP
and winning elections
and not depend on
writing off parties.
- Amit Shah

different. They cannot be fooled. Quite
often they do not give much credit to
caste and religion which are the most
dominant factors in elections. They con-
stitute 28 percent of demography. Most
of them are first time voter. It will have
tangible impacts. India has the largest
Generation Z population in the world,
estimated at ~375 to 405 million people
(accounting for roughly 28% of the
country’s total population. India is home
to roughly 20% of the world’s entire Gen
Z cohort. Raised on cheap 4G/5G mobile
internet and smartphones, with over 93%
smartphone penetration. Their primary
sources of news, entertainment, and
identity discovery are visual and algo-
rithm-driven platforms (Instagram,
YouTube, short video formats). With a sig-
nificant portion of this demographic
reaching voting age, their priorities-
such as competitive exam integrity,
employment generation, digital
freedom, and climate concerns-have
made them a crucial swing bloc. Gen -
Z uprisings happened in many parts of
the world. In some the countries polit-
ical systems were changed, like
Bangladesh, Nepal and Kenya. A few of
them had to adjust with the demands of
Gen G. Fifth, is this generation is manu-
factured and provoked by foreign media?
The primary findings don not endorse
this truth. It has emerged due perenni-
al failures of governance at different
levels. Yes, it could be true that foreign
media magnify the internal issues
against India. Major Western outlets fre-
quently report on Indian protests
through the broader lens of democrat-
ic backsliding, youth discontent, or
global anti-incumbency.

Last, has the relations of BJP with RSS
become problematic and conflicting?
In fact, relationship between the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its
ideological parent organisation, the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), is
historically defined by deep ideological
alignment, shared leadership networks,
and close cadre coordination. A notable
public spark occurred during the 2024
national election campaign when BJP
President].P. Nadda stated in an inter-
view that while the party initially relied
heavily on the RSS, the BJP has grown
into an autonomous, self-sufficient
(saksham) political machine capable of
running its own affairs. Once ex-Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpyee had made
it clear that there are few points of dis-
agreements with RSS but it is not so big
to be talked about. It is family with big
umbrella. Dissent and dialogues are
part of democracy.

PM has congratulated the new team.
PM Narendra Modi said in a post on X,
"This newly appointed team brings
together organisational experience,
energy and grassroots connect." BJP
new team will be tested in the upcom-
ing assembly elections. The biggest chal-
lenge is to connect with G-Generation.
The second most important truth is that
RSS has been not merely parents of B|P
but also cares and nurtures according-
ly. RSS pracharaks know the nerve and
accurately identify the reasons of dis-
content and advise BJP subsequently.
Bringing people from other political
parties in the driving seat will affect BJP.
Therefore, a candid understanding
with its parents would always be a boon
for the BJP.

SECRETARIES & MORCHA PRESIDENTS
— Anil Antony (National Secretary)

— Rohan Gupta (National Secretary)

— Hemang Joshi (Yuva Morcha

President)

— Roop Kumari Choudhary

(Mahila Morcha President)
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“IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS, IN FOREIGN POLICY, A
GREAT DEAL HAS TO DO WITH HISTORICAL
CIRCUMSTANCES, A GREAT DEAL HAS TO DO WITH THE
SENSE AND PERCEPTION OF PEOPLE.”

— SALMAN KHURSHID

WEEKLY MOON SIGN FORECAST | 23 - 29 AUGUST

Wide Horizons, Steady Work

The future of Islamlc NATO
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define the military response that an
attacked member could expect.

That ambiguity matters because
"defense" can mean many things. It can
involve diplomatic support, intelligence,
weapons, logistics, air defense, or combat
troops. Without agreed procedures, govern-
ments may interpret the same promise in
very different ways.

The first signs of seriousness would
be concrete. The three members would
need a permanent council with authority
during a crisis, secure intelligence systems,

and a Clearer Outlook

Dr Shanker Adawal
Astrologer, Author & Researcher

This forecast is based on your Moon Sign (Janma Rashi), which
often reflects day-to-day emotional and instinctive patterns
more closely than general Sun-sign readings.

Moon Watch
The Moons quiet message for the week ahead. A Full Moon
and lunar eclipse arrive towards the close of the week,
bringing some matters to a natural point of review. Notice
what has been building quietly; not every strong feeling needs

SURJIT SINGH FLORA

A defence treaty agreed in Mecca on

an immediate decision.

Weekly Overview

The week opens with the Moon in Sagittarius, encouraging
broader thinking, learning and movement. Capricorn then brings
attention to discipline, responsibilities and practical decisions.
By Friday, Shravana Purnima and the lunar eclipse add a more
reflective note as the Moon moves through Aquarius. The
weekend favours perspective and calmer conversations.

Aries (Mesh): Travel, learning or future planning

may open the week on an encouraging note. A

conversation with someone experienced could

help you see an old situation differently.

Capricorn then turns attention towards career and

responsibilities, where steady follow-up matters
more than speed. By the weekend, friends and

professional networks become useful again. Keep plans flexible;

one new connection may lead somewhere worthwhile.

Taurus (Vrishabh): Shared finances, trust or an
unresolved commitment may need careful

handling during the opening days. Avoid making
assumptions simply because a discussion feels
uncomfortable. The middle of the week broadens
perspective through learning, travel or useful

advice. By Friday, professional matters become more
visible. Stay composed if expectations rise; quiet preparation will
carry more weight than trying to prove a point.

Gemini (Mithun): Relationships and one-to-one

discussions take centre stage early in the week.

Some differences can be settled if both sides are

willing to listen rather than defend a position.

Later, shared responsibilities or financial matters
need practical attention. The closing phase opens a

wider view and may revive interest in travel, learning
or future plans. Give yourself time before turning an idea into a

Cancer (Karka): Work, health and routine
responsibilities may keep the first part of the
week fairly structured. Small corrections can
make daily life easier without requiring a
complete change. Relationships become more
important as the week progresses, particularly
where duties are shared. Fridays Full Moon phase
may bring a financial or emotional matter into sharper focus.
Handle it calmly and avoid making a final decision in the heat
of the moment.

Leo (Simha): Creative interests, children or

August 7 binds Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and
Pakistan to a single mutual-defense
promise: an armed attack on one nation
will be viewed as an attack on all three.

The agreement is already being called
"Islamic NATO," although that isnt its offi-
cial name. The comparison rests on its
central pledge, which resembles NATOs
Article 5. Yet the pacts real importance will
depend less on its language than on
whether the three governments build the
structures needed to act together in a crisis.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, and Pakistani Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif signed the Makkah Joint
Defence Agreement in Mecca. Its stated goals
include deterrence, military cooperation,
regional peace, security, and stability.

The three countries have different
strengths. Pakistan has a nuclear arsenal,
a large army and combat experience.
Turkiye has the second largest military in
NATO, a booming defence industry, armed
drones, missiles and naval forces. Saudi
Arabia has substantial financial resources,
energy leverage and a pivotal position in
the Arab and Muslim worlds.

That combination explains the NATO
comparison. However, there is no public
evidence that the agreement creates an
automatic troop deploymentrule, a stand-
ing joint force, or a unified command.
Mutual-defense language carries political
weight, but it doesnt create an integrated
military by itself.

The timing reflects rising security fears
in the Gulf. Missile attacks, threats to
energy facilities, and dangers to shipping
near the Red Sea and the Strait of Hormuz
have pushed regional defense planning
higher on the political agenda.

The pact builds on the Saudi-Pakistan
Strategic Mutual Defence Agreement signed
in September 2025. Holding the ceremony
in Mecca gave the agreement additional
religious and political significance. It didnt,
however, create military obligations
beyond the terms of the document.

Saudi and Turkish officials have described
the pact as defensive rather than an anti-
Iran alliance or a sectarian bloc. Iranian law-

agreement," though that was his person-
al comment and not a formal response
from Tehran.

Pakistans hand is clear. Its military has
trained and fought alongside Saudi forces
for decades, and its nuclear arsenal provides
an additional layer of deterrence. Tiirkiye
has traditional military strength, defence
technology and a growing domestic arms
industry with increasing export potential.
Saudi Arabia can finance weapons, infra-
structure and joint programs. It can use its
geographic location and diplomatic clout.

Those resources could support a durable
partnership. They dontanswer the hardest
questions about collective defense. If one
member is attacked, who responds first?
What assistance is required? Who com-
mands the operation? Would the response
involve intelligence and weapons, air
defense, logistics, troops, or direct combat?

A shared threat can bring governments
together quickly. It cant produce a common
war plan overnight.

Pakistans Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar said
on August 9 that the agreement is open to
countries willing to accept its principles. He
also said it doesnt replace existing bilater-
al or multilateral security arrangements.

That language leaves room for expan-
sion. Qatar, the United Arab Emirates,
Egypt, and Jordan could all see value in
closer military cooperation, particularly in
missile defense, maritime security, and
intelligence sharing. None, however, has
been confirmed as an applicant. No official
list of potential members exists, and no
accession process has been announced.

Further members could improve practi-
cal cooperation. Exchanges of intelligence
could improve warnings about missiles,
drones, militant networks and cross-border
attacks. Smaller militaries could obtain

exercises. Ports, energy facilities and ship-
ping lanes could be protected by coordi-
nated air-defence and maritime patrols. The
richer Gulf countries could also help pay for
equipment, maintenance and military
infrastructure. A broader grouping would
carry diplomatic value as well. Muslim-
majority states could gain a stronger voice
in regional security discussions that are
often shaped by the United States, China,
Russia, and other outside powers.

Membership would also bring risk. A
country that joins a mutual-defense pact
could be expected to support a crisis it
didnt start and cant control. Each govern-
mentwould have to balance the new com-
mitment against relationships with
Washington, Beijing, Tehran, Israel, and
neighboring states.

Their policies already differ on Syria,
Yemen, Gaza, Iran, and relations with
Western powers. Tlrkiyes membership in
NATO adds another layer of complexity.
Saudi Arabia maintains wide Gulfand inter-
national ties, while Pakistan faces domes-
tic political pressure and depends on exter-
nal economic support. Those constraints
could limit each governments freedom of
action when a real conflict begins.

The signing ceremony was the easiest
part. The agreements credibility will depend
on what follows. Reports indicate that the
pact may establish a Saudi-based secretari-
at, regular meetings of foreign and defense
ministers, and consultations among military
chiefs. The published Arabic text also refers
to cooperation in training, logistics, and
intelligence sharing.

Important details remain unclear. Public
reporting hasnt explained how the three
countries would make decisions during a
crisis, what forces each would provide, or
how Pakistans nuclear status fits into the

joint command arrangements, regular
exercises, and agreed funding. They would
also need published rules covering the
type and speed of assistance available to
an attacked member.

The earlier Saudi-Pakistani accord is a
word to the wise. Subsequent regional
attacks didntlead to direct military interven-
tion, despite strong mutual-defense lan-
guage. War is expensive and political
promises tend to get stretched to the limit.

Any decision to fight could complicate
NATO duties and diplomatic ties for Turkey.
Pakistan would have its own internal and
external constraints. Saudi Arabia, mean-
while, would need to weigh the impact of
military action on its economy, energy
exports and relations with major powers.

The most likely near-term result is there-
fore less dramatic than the Islamic NATO
label suggests. Training exchanges, intel-
ligence cooperation, defense technology
projects, border security, and coordinated
diplomacy are more plausible than a fully
integrated force modeled on NATO.

That result would still count. Improved
intelligence, joint training and better airand
maritime defences could increase the cost
of attacking any member. It could also
improve the readiness of three militaries
that already have significant capabilities
thru joint planning. Shared interests and a
formal ceremony were not enough to
create an enduring alliance. This would
require trust, clear commitments, joint
planning and rules that hold when govern-
ments change.

The Makkah agreement has the political
weight and military capacity to attract new
partners. But expansion is not guaranteed
and more members would not automati-
cally mean more security. The pactis now
a three-country mutual-defense agree-
ment with a lofty political message.

Its future will be measured through exer-
cises, intelligence sharing, procurement,
command arrangements, and crisis deci-
sions. Calling the agreement an Islamic NATO
is easy. Building the institutions that could
make the name credible will take farlonger.

Surjit Singh Flora is a veteran journalist and freelance writer

personal plans may bring lighter moments at the

start of the week. Capricorn then asks for more

discipline in work, health or unfinished

responsibilities. Relationships move into stronger
focus towards Friday, and someone close may

have more to say than expected. Listen before

reacting. The weekend can bring useful clarity once both sides
have had enough space to speak honestly.

maker Ebrahim Rezaei called it a "paper Pakistani and Turkish training thru joint arrangement. The agreement also doesnt based in Brampton, Canada
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health priorities come back into focus. Keep things

simple. A few practical improvements may do more for your isation and the loss of social cohe-

Chaturvedi is the latter not just

peace of mind than another ambitious target.

Libra (Tula): Communication, paperwork or

short journeys can make the opening days busy,

but useful information may emerge through
ordinary conversations. Capricorn later shifts

Z attention towards home and family, where

practical arrangements need patience. The Full

e h
“7 Moon phase brings creativity and personal
emotions closer to the surface. Enjoy what feels good, but avoid
reading too much into one moment or one persons reaction.

Scorpio (Vrishchik): Money, family
responsibilities or personal values may need
sensible handling as the week begins.
Discussions become easier once you move away
from fixed expectations. Midweek supports
communication, meetings and short travel. By
Friday, home or family matters may feel more
emotionally charged than usual. Give people some room. What
appears urgent in the moment may look quite different after
the atmosphere settles.

Sagittarius (Dhanu): With the Moon beginning

the week in Sagittarius, confidence and

% personal momentum improve naturally. This is

a useful time to reconnect with plans that had
lost direction. Capricorn then brings finances
and practical priorities into focus, asking for a

more measured approach. Towards the

weekend, communication becomes active again.
Speak clearly, but avoid promising more than your time or
energy can realistically support.

Capricorn (Makar): The opening days may feel
quieter, giving you useful space to think before
stepping forward. Once the Moon moves into
Capricorn, priorities become clearer and

practical decisions feel easier to make. Use this
phase to organise rather than overextend
yourself. By Friday, finances and personal security
need a balanced look.

..

Aquarius (Kumbh): Friends, professional
networks or longer-term plans may remain

respond to every suggestion immediately.
Capricorn then encourages a quieter phase of
preparation and rest. As the Moon enters

* active early in the week, though you need not

Aquarius around the Full Moon and eclipse, personal
feelings may become stronger or clearer. Observe first.

Pisces (Meen): Career matters or public
responsibilities may demand attention at the
beginning of the week. Useful support can come
through colleagues or wider networks as the
week develops. The closing phase becomes
more inward-looking, particularly around the
Full Moon and eclipse.

because it is the fruit of labour of
my father, C. A. Purushottam
Chaturvedi, who has spent much of
his life besides being a Chartered
Accountant, as an avid reader,
chronicler, researcher collecting as
well as documenting the history of
the region. What began as a lifelong
intellectual curiosity has now
become a substantial volume
bringing together history, religion,
culture, genealogy, local traditions
and the political history of Mathura.

Mathura has always occupied aN
important place in Indias imagina-
tion. Itis one of Indias seven sacred
cities. The town carries the memory
of Krishnas birth, the history of the
Shurasena kingdom, the traditions
of Braj, and layers of Buddhist, Jain,
Vaishnav, Shaiv and Shakta tradi-
tions. It is not just a geographical
location, a historical city, a pilgrim-
age centre, Mathura is an amalga-
mation of all these lived and ideas.
Despite its rich cultural and civili-
sational history there is one uncom-
fortable question that the book
asks, why has Mathura not received
the attention and development
that it deserves?

Cities survive because ordinary
people continue living in them.
Traditions survive because families
continue practising them.
Memories survive because some-
body tells the next generation
what happened. This is why the
book is an important contribu-
tion towards Indias civilisational
ethos and the power of continuity
as it brings the historical narrative
through the people who lived
these centuries of change - itis the
communities of Mathura and, par-
ticularly, the Mathur Chaturvedis
who continued to remain con-
nected to the city and its religious
traditions. The book documents the
Mathur Chaturvedi community
through its gotras, pravars, all,
kuldevis, customs, social institu-
tions, and geographical spread.
These may sound like details of
genealogy, but they are actually
records of continuity.

The book describes how these
identities became important not

Publisher: Mathura, Brij aur
Mathur Chaturvedi

Author: C. A. Purushottam
Chaturvedi

merely as markers of ancestry but
as structures that helped preserve
social and cultural memory. A
community is not preserved merely
because its members continue to
carry the same surname. It survives
because it carries forward a
memory. It remembers where it
came from, what traditions shaped
it, who its teachers were, which
institutions sustained it,and what
it believes is worth passing on.
There is also the story of the
Chaturvedis beyond Mathura. Over
different periods, Chaturvedi fam-
ilies came to be settled in areas
beyond Mathura, including parts of
the Bhadaur region and present-
day Uttar Pradesh and Madhya
Pradesh. The book engages with
the popular explanation that the
communitys dispersal was simply
the result of people fleeing Mathura
because of invasions and persecu-
tion. The Chaturvedi story, as pre-
sented in the book, is therefore not
simply a story of migration. It is a
story of how identity travels. What
emerges is a simple but powerful
idea: Education was one of the
ways a small community like the
Chaturvedis decided to empower
themselves and break the poverty
cycle- through intellect and knowl-
edge. Perhaps that is one of the
most valuable lessons my fathers
generation can leave ours.
Another part of the book is its
discussion of the traditional akhara
and community institutions. The
akhara was not merely a place for
wrestling. It could become a space
of social cohesion, where people
with completely different political
beliefs could nevertheless come
together as members of the same
community. The book gives the
striking example of Congressmen,

sion. Perhaps we should also ask
ourselves what happened to the
institutions that once allowed
people to disagree politically
without ceasing to belong to the
same social world.

The other lesson from the book
is that the communitys history
through music. How music contin-
ues to build communities and
keep it alive. Music became a
vehicle for devotion and cultural
expression in Mathura. The book
records traditions of Ramleela,
Kansa Mela, Holi that continue
even today. Most importantly the
book eventually brings us back to
something far more eternal.

Love.

One of the reflections in the book
beautifully connects Braj, Krishna,
and the Bhagavata tradition
through the idea of prem- the affec-
tion of Yashoda, the friendship of
the cowherds, the devotion of the
gopis, and Radhas mahabhava.

Personally for me & selfishly so,
this book is an act of preservation.
Every generation assumes the next
one will remember. It doesnt unless
someone makes the effort to write
itdown. In the foreword I wrote for
the book, I described it as preserv-
ing the unbroken connection of the
Chaturvedis with Krishna and his
janmabhoomi. But perhaps I was
also describing something much
more personal; the connection
between one generation and the
next- that is of me with that of my
parents and the one I take forward
with my children Finally, when |
think about what a parent can best
do for their children, it is not
merely to leave an inheritance
thatis of monetary value - proper-
ty, money, or possessions. But
sometimes it is to leave behind
something as invaluable as curios-
ity. Sometimes something as pre-
cious as a library. Sometimes some-
thing as beautiful as a story of our
roots and where we belong. And
then, sometimes it is a book that
says: this mattered to me, and |
wanted you to know why.

The reviewer is a former member of Rajya Sabha

BY ALOK PRIYADARSHI

Christopher Nolans "The Odyssey"
has crossed $1.3 billion worldwide
and over 2200 crore in India,
making it the biggest hit of Nolans
career, ahead of even "The Dark
Knight Rises." The real author of
that success, though, is a poet who
never saw a rupee of it: Homer,
whose lliad and Odyssey were
composed nearly 2,700 years ago
and still anchor the costliest film
epics money can buy. The lliad tells
of the ten-year Trojan War sparked
by Helens abduction; the Odyssey
follows its heros twenty-year,
monster-strewn voyage home to
reclaim his wife and throne from
her suitors.

Whats eerie is how much of
this weve heard before, in
Sanskrit. Odysseus strings his
old bow to prove his identity, as
Rama strings Shivas bow to win
Sita. Achilles, invincible but for his
heel, dies to an arrow, exactly as
Krishna does, shot in the foot by
the hunter Jara. The wooden
horse that breaches Troy has its
twin in Yudhishthiras murmured
lie about "Ashwatthama," the
elephant, which breaks Dronas
will to fight. Both wars ignite over
a humiliated woman: Helens
abduction, Draupadis disrobing.

Achilles and Karna are both invin-
cible but for one weak spot, both
reluctant warriors - one fighting
to avenge a friends death, the
other to repay a debt of loyalty
rather than conviction. Patroclus
and Abhimanyu both die young,
entering battles meant for greater
men in their absence. Even the
dogs rhyme: Argos waits twenty
years to die at Odysseuss return-
ing feet; Yudhishthiras compan-
ion walks with him all the way to
heavens gate.

No credible contact existed
between Greece and India before
Alexanders invasion of 326 BC,
centuries after both epics took
shape. So this is either coinci-
dence, or evidence that every
culture reaches for the same
stories to make sense of duty,
loyalty and grief. What survives
intactin both is an unfashionable
moral: glory isnt the point. Rama,
the Pandavas and Odysseus all
end their stories by turning away
from the spoils of victory, choos-
ing home over conquest. Thats
the real inheritance: not the
wars these epics describe so
unforgettably, but the walking
away from them.

The writer is Additional Commissioner of
Police (Crime) Varanasi
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Actor Shabana Azmi pens a tribute to eminent poet Jan Nisar Akhtar, her father-indaw, on his bOth death anniversary

A daughter s father

E belonged to the family

of the Progressive Writers

Association (PWA), and as

a result, I met Jan Nisar

Akhtar Saheb on several
occasions as a child — at his house, our
house, at the homes of common friends, at
mushairas and many mehfils.

The PWA was peopled by like-minded indi-
viduals who were bound together in the
quest for a better world where social justice,
gender equality, the celebration of pluralism
and diversity were a given. It was like a close-
knit family where joys and sorrows were
shared. There was a propensity amongst the
poets, whether Faiz, Akhtar Saheb or Kaifi,
to dote on their daughters — Salima and
Moneeza, Uneza and Albina, and me — and
we were happy to bask in their love.

Around the time I had just entered films, a
mushaira was announced in Maunath
Bhanjan in honour of my father, Kaifi Azmi.
Unfortunately, he was too unwell to travel,
and soIwas sent torepresent him. I travelled
on my own, secure in the knowledge that I
was in the custody of my father’s friends and
did not need an escort. But in the melee that
followed the mushaira, I was left behind in
the crowds, and the entourage of cars carry-
ing the poets moved on till suddenly Akhtar
Saheb realised I was missing. He threw a fit
and thundered, ‘Yeh kya Shabana koi
atthani haijo kho gayi? Gaadiyaan roko aur
sab waapas chalo!’

Eight cars made their way back to the sta-
dium where the mushaira was held. They
found me amidst a crowd of people who were
so busy shouting instructions to each other
that they didn’t even notice that I was in
tears. Akhtar Saheb jumped out of the car,
escorted me back intoit, and spent the entire
journey fussing over me. ‘Kaifi toh mujhe
zibaah kardete agar tumhara baal bhi baan-
ka ho jaata, bas baal baal bach gaya,” he
exclaimed, rather pleased with his own pun.

I'warmed up to him, and was relieved that
I was travelling back with him rather than
with some strangers. A decade later, I mar-
ried his son Javed Akhtar. It continues to
make me wistful that he was gone by that
time and I never had the fortune of meeting
him as a father-in-law. I instinctively feel that
we would have shared a terrific relationship.

He was a ladies’ man and as Javed often
says, ‘a daughter’s father’. I would have
worked hard to give stiff competition to his
daughters Uneza and Albina!

Alas, that was not to be; but I continue to
be fascinated by the world he inhabited. He
was one of the leading lights of the PWA,
committed to social justice and gender
equality like his colleagues Majaz, Ali Sar-
dar Jafri, Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Sahir Ludhian-
vi, Majrooh Sultanpuri, Kaifi Azmi, and his
poetry reflected that. However, there was a
marked difference.

It was a mandate of the PWA that their writ-
ers inspire, encourage and provide leader-
ship to the masses. There is considerable evi-
dence of that in Akhtar Saheb’s work.

Jo shaane par baghavat ka alam le kar
nikalte hailN
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Kisi zalim hukumat ke dhadkte dil pe
chalte haiN

MaiN unke geet gaata hooN

Jo rakhh dete haiN seena garm topoN ke
dahaanoN par

Nazar se jinki bijli kaundhti hai
aasmano par

MaiN unke geet gaata hooN

But sometimes, he was also willing to
expose his hurts and his vulnerabilities. He
chose to speak about his disillusionment, his
heartbreaks and his weaknesses without
cloaking them in an armour of strength.
Sabr sehat aql sab kuch kho chuka hooN
Chhod ab jo ho chuka so ho chuka
Jis qadar rona tha mugjhko ro chuka
Dost sab kuch bhool jaane de mujhe

Akhtar Saheb chose to write in simple lan-
guage although he had an enviable vocabu-
lary. “The point is not to show off your vocab-
ulary; the point is to communicate,” he
would say. He seems to have inherited this
from his father Muzter Khairabadi. And his
sons Javed and Salman have, in turn, inher-
ited this from Akhtar Saheb.

Akhtar Saheb’s language is more rooted
in the soil of Avadh. In contrast, the Delhi
poets used a more Persianised language. It
is often said that Urdu has to depend heavi-
ly on Persian or Arabic, but this is a false
claim. Urdu is a purely indigenous lan-
guage, and to prove this, the celebrated poet
Arzoo Lucknowi wrote a book named ‘Surili
Bansuri’, which did not contain a single
word even rooted in Persian or Arabic.

Akhtar Saheb’s similes bear testimony to
the originality of Urdu in verses such as:
Chaukhat pe kot naar sajaati thi rangoli
Poochha kot tyohaar hai
It-hlaa ke ye boli

MANAS RANJAN BHUI
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Entries are invited to suggest a caption for the photograph. The caption should only be in English,
witty and not exceeding 10 words, and reach Spectrum, The Tribune, Chandigarh, 160030, by
Thursday. The best five captions will be published and awarded 300, ¥250, 200, ¥150 and 3100,
respectively. Each caption must be accompanied by a clipping of the caption contest and its number.
Photocopies or scans of the caption photo won't be accepted. Online subscribers may attach an
epaper clipping at captionpics@tribunemail.com or a scanned copy of the e-paper clipping. Please
mention the pin code and phone number in your address.

SELECTED ENTRIES FOR CAPTION CONTEST 1574

SPECTRUM AUGUST 9 ISSUE (SEE PHOTO)

The speaker in silent mode — Rajinder Parsad Bansal via epaper, Pundri (Kaithal)
Sounds like a protest — Khushpreet Singh via epaper, Ferozepur city
Audio gathering — Amarijit Singh via epaper, Rampura Phul (Bathinda)
Stacked against all odds — Prasoon Gupta via epaper, Jagadhari
Shifting grounds, silenced sounds — Sandeep Daniel, Shimla

(From left) Jan Nisar Akhtar (Feb 18, 1914 — Aug 19, 1976) had passed away by the time Shabana Azmi and his son Javed Akhtar got married. pTi

Jis din bhi piya aan biraajeiN mere dware
Uss din ht maney mert Diwali mert Holi

Akhtar Saheb was known for his versatili-
ty. He had such control over his craft that he
could write in the diction of Ghalib or even
Nazeer Akbarabadi. He has been celebrated
for creating a completely new metre:
Inquilabon ki ghadi hai
HarnahiN haaN se badi hat

He was as committed to the cause of
women’s empowerment as the other Pro-
gressive Writers. In his famous nazm
‘ Aakhri Lamha’ addressed to his daughter
Uneza, he says:
Mumkin hai ki yeh duniya ki ravish pal bhar
bhi tumhara saath naa de
KaaNtoN hi ka tohfa nazr kare phooloN ki
kot saugaat naa de
Mumkin hat tumhare raste meiN har
zulm-o-sitam deewar bane
Seene meiN dehakte sholay hoN har
saaNs kot aazar bane
Aise meiN naa ghut ke reh jana ashkoN
se naa aanchal bhar lena
Gham aap badi ek taqat hai yeh taqat
bas meiN kar lena

The PWA poets were prone to exhorting
their women to rise and march shoulder to
shoulder with their men. But Akhtar Saheb
had another facet which was uniquely his
own. His relationship with his women had a
different fragrance. He spent reams of paper
describing the ‘niswaniyat’ — femininity —
of the women he loved, and his romantic eye
didn’t miss a single beat: the lowering of the
eyelids, the tantalising glimpse of a face half
seen, a dupatta’s border playfully pressed
between lightly clenched teeth... His
Imagery is striking.
AbrmeiN chhup gaya hai aadha chand

U g N A R

Chandni chhan rahi hai shakhoN se
Jaise khidki ka ek patt kholey
JhaaNkta ho kot salaakhoN se ...
Yaad-e-maazi meiN yulN khayal tera
Daal deta hai dil meiN ik hulchul
Daud-te meiN kist hasina ka

Jaise aa jaaye paaoN meilN aanchal

It was rare for a poet towrite in the romantic
vein after marriage. There was an abundance
of odes tothe beloved, but rarely, if ever, did an
Urdu poet capture so lovingly every detail of
his wife’s actions as in ‘Ghar Aangan’.

Akhtar Saheb is perhaps the only Urdu
poet who has captured the playful banter
(nakhras) of marital life from the point of
view of the wife.

Woh zidd pe utar aate hailN aksar acuqat
Haxr cheez pe woh behs kareNge mere saath
Hargizwoh na maneNge jo mailN chahooNgt
Lekin jomaiN chahooNgt kareNge wahi baat

His wife Safia Akhtar once wrote a delight-
ful article, ‘Ghar Ka Bhedi’, in which she
confessed to the tricks she had to play to coax
him into doing something she wanted. ‘If I
ever wanted to go to a party, I would make a
big show of how reluctant I was to go. He
would immediately rise to the bait and say,
“But of course we must go, woh bahut bura
maaneNge agar hum nahiN gaye! Chalo
taiyyar ho jao, der ho rahi hai!”

Safia would leave the room with heavy
steps only to dance with joy in the safety of
the bedroom, knowing that her ruse had
worked. Had she let on that she was keen to
g0, he would invariably say, ‘Uffo, we will be
bored to death. Let’s stay at home.’

I cannot speak about Akhtar Saheb’s poet-
ry with any degree of authority. I can only
speak as an admirer who marvels at his
range. He writes ‘Sharm aati hat ke us shehr

mein rehte hain jahaalN/Na miley bheekh toh
laakhon ka guzaara hi na ho’ on one hand;
and on the other, the delicate ‘Jab raat gaye
kot kiran mere baraabar/chupchap se so jaye
toh lagta hai ke tum ho’.

Irefertohisnazm ‘ Aakhr Lamha’ again
because it is an outstanding work. He talks
about the virtues of tradition as well as the
value of rebellion in it. He describes in
detail the injustices his daughter may have
to encounter, but also urges her to find
beauty in life’s small moments and its big
struggles because despite all adversity, he
believes life is beautiful.

Jeene ki har tarah se tamanna haseen hai
Harshar ke baavajood yeh duniya haseen hat
Dariya ki tund baadh bhayaanak sahi magar
ToofaN se khelta hua tinka haseen hai
Sehra ka har sukut daraata rahe toh kya
Jungal ko kaat-ta hua rasta haseen hai
Dehshat dila raht haiN chattaaneiN toh

kya hua

Patthar meiN jo sanam hai woh kitna
haseen hai

RaatoN ki teergi hai jo purhaul gham nahiN
SubhoN ka jhaaNkta hua chehra haseen hai

Akhtar Saheb’s iconic poem ‘Khaak-e-
Dil’,written in Lucknow at the grave of Safia,
is heartbreakingly honest and describes
what Safia meant to him.

MaiN aurin aankhoN se dekhooN tujhe
paiwand-e-zameeN

Is qadr zulm nahiN haaye nahiN

haaye nahiN

Kot ai kaash bugha de mari ankhoN ke deeye
Chheen le mughse koti kaash nigaheiN meri
At mart sham-e-wafa ar mirt manzil

ke charaagh

Aaqy tareek hui jaati hailN raaheiN ment...

He bares his soul, and in that one poem,
you can sense his utter despair at her passing
and the intensity of his love for his partner.

He got to spend more time with Khadjija,
whom he married after Safia passed away.
Khadija was reticent in a charming way, and
equally in love with her husband.

His creative energy in the last five years of
his life propelled him to write as much dur-
ing that phase as the body of work he had
produced before that.

Legend has it that he could write the most
romantic poetry in a room full of people
arguing heatedly over politically con-
tentious issues. Javed has the same gift. He
can slip away in the midst of a party and
write an entire song before the guests can
even notice his absence.

Uneza and I were the first people to whom
Akhtar Saheb and Kaifi Saheb would recite
their new poems. Novices that we were, we
had no hesitation in objecting to a word
here and a word there; and quite often, our
fathers would indulge us and change it to
our great pride.

It is often said that Javed and I come from
such similar backgrounds that ours should
have ideally been an arranged marriage!
When you read ‘Rainbow’ (‘Dhanak’) and
‘The Circle’ (‘Da’ayra’) together, you will
hopefully arrive at a deeper understanding
of what drew the children of these two great
poets to each other.

Flavours from across the border

PUSHPESH PANT

A forgotten Punjabi
delicacy returns, rich
with historyand
earthy tradition

N the glorious days of Maharaja Ran-

jit Singh’s Sikh empire, the borders

of his realm extended to

Afghanistan. The capital was Lahore,

on the banks of the Ravi river, and
valiant Sikh Generals had extended the
northern frontier to Ladakh, touching
Tibet. Major rivers that irrigate the subcon-
tinent passed through the land he ruled —
Indus, Sutlej, Chenab and Jhelum. Their
waters were augmented by sister rivers —
Ravi and Beas. Saraswati, now invisible,
continues to be listed among the most
sacred rivers of India. Punjab has imbibed
diverse culinary influences over the mil-
lennia, and the food that reaches from the
sarhad to surfa (low table), chowksi, thali or
plate has dominated our palate.

We were thrilled when Le Meridien on
Janpath in the Capital invited us to tri-
als for a beautifully curated tasting
menu for the festival of gems from the
Punjabi repertoire. Meena Bhatia, gen-
eral manager of the hotel, and Davinder
Kumar, chef-cum-vice president, have
pulled off a coup. They have put on the
menu almost-forgotten delicacies that
don’t try to imitate Awadh or Hyder-
abad, but are proud to shine with a rus-
tic, robust glow.

The dish that stole our heart was Kunna
Gosht, which is extremely slow-cooked in

epaper.tribuneindia.com

INGREDIENTS
Mutton (shanks) 500 gm
Onions (sliced) 100 gm
Garlic paste 1tsp
Ginger paste 1tbsp

Coriander seeds (ground coarsely) 1-1/2 tsp
Turmeric powder (optional) A pinch/1/4 tsp

Degi mirch 1tsp
Salt To taste
Oil/ghee 200 ml

METHOD

® Trim, wash and pat dry the mutton.

B et it cook on high flame for 10 minutes.

Then uncover. Add three cups of water.

® Pour oil or ghee with equal measure
of water into the clay pot (you may be
tempted to use a thick-bottomed
pressure cooker but the dish tastes
much better when cooked in a clay
pot. It is worth investing in one. It
doesn’t cost a fortune anyway!) and
add the powdered spices. Light the
stove and stir before covering.

Bring to boil again. Cover and reduce the
flame to very low and simmer the gosht for
at least two hours.

¥ Prepare a slurry by mixing 1 tsp of attain a
quarter cup of water. Blend well and pour
slowly, mixing with a light touch all the while,
to thicken the yakhnito a sauce-like consis-
tency. Add salt and check seasoning. Enjoy

with phulka, khamiri roti or fluffy steamed rice.

® Bring to boil to let the spices bloom.
Uncover and add the mutton.

® You can, of course, press to service the

® Add ginger and garlic pastes. Now
add the onions. Stir to mix well with
a very light hand. Once the onions

trusted pressure cooker. But the cheat sheet
insists that you serve this beauty in a kunnal
In this case, reheat the cooked meat for 7-8

minutes in the clay pot on sim before serving

are brown, cover tightly with the lid.

the classic dum pukht style that came to
India from Persia via Afghanistan. Mut-
ton shanks are cooked in a clay pot (kun-
na), sealed with dough. Spicing is mini-
mal. Don’t get us wrong — the dish
eschews unnecessary embellishments
like aromatics and garnishes while con-
centrating on taste.

The meat falls off the bone and is
unimaginably succulent. The marrow
enriches the sauce-like gravy.

Some may confuse it with mnihart

e . .

to let it imbibe the flavour of Mother Earth!

because of the dark complexion but the
two are poles apart. Kunna Gosht doesn’t
aspire to be anything else — neither
lashkart khana nor a shaht gorma or the
colourful rogan josh.

We hope that this unveiling leads to a
revival of this iconic recipe that was once
cooked regularly at home. We share the
recipe that our dear readers can try with-
out any hesitation and make up for the
meatless days in Sawan!

— The writer is a food historian
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Fimsthrive in that fertile, messy ground between fact and feeling, hard evidence and the wild Ieaps of imagjnation

NEELAM MANSINGH CHOWDHRY

ECENTLY, I was asked to deliv-

er a lecture on the subject: ‘Is

art subjective, or is it objec-

tive?” Posing this as an

either/or question immediately
creates a false dichotomy. I don’t believe a
film, or any artistic expression, is objective.
In fact, if I am being honest, I don’t believe
history is objective either.

That might sound like a curious, perhaps
even provocative, way to begin a conversa-
tion about cinema. But anyone who engages
with the past knows that history never
arrives in our hands untouched. Someone, at
some point, decided which information from
the past is relevant, which events are signifi-
cant, which facts need to be tucked away,
what needs to be saved, who are the heroes
and who is exiled into the footnotes. History
1s not a lie, but it is always a curated space.

If history gives us the dry anatomy
of an event, cinema gives us its
living, breathing memory

Every medium we have ever invented to
record our lives comes with its own flawed
lens. Literature wraps the truth in metaphor;
photography pretends to be neutral while
choosing exactly what to crop out of the
frame; everything we create is filtered
through human eyes, human hands and
human politics. Objectivity, whether we seek
it in the archive, the newspaper, or on the
screen, is perhaps the most persuasive myth
we have ever invented to comfort ourselves.

For me, cinema — much like theatre —
operates in the same twilight zone. A film-
maker decides where the camera rests,
whose face needs to be lit, where a scene
begins, and where the curtain falls. Every
frame is an act of deliberate selection.

This leaves us with a paradox: if films are
inherently biased and non-objective, why is it
that they so often feel more truthful, more
devastatingly real, than official histories? His-
tory gives us the dry anatomy of an event; cin-
ema gives us its living, breathing memory.

I felt this while watching Honey Trehan’s
‘Satluy’, which retraces the life of human
rights activist Jaswant Singh Khalra. The con-
troversy surrounding its release has almost
woven itself into the fabric of the film. And
that doesn’t surprise me. It is a battle over
memory, about asking who owns the right to
remember? Who decides which wounds are
allowed to bleed in public and which must be
quietly bandaged and hidden away?

When I think of ‘Satluy’, the first thing that
clings to me is not the progression of its plot,
but the heavy, visceral weight of pain, and bru-
tality. ‘Satluy’ isn’t just recounting a political

SAURABH CHADHA

ONG before live music became

another box for cafes and restau-

rants to tick, one man held a radi-

cal belief that a city could be

transformed simply by listening.
When Arjun Sagar Gupta opened the first
Piano Man Cafe in 2012, and later The Piano
Man Jazz Club in Safdarjung Enclave in
2015, Delhi wasn’t exactly holding its breath
for a dedicated jazz venue.

The city’s nightlife ran on commercial
playlists, dependable cover bands and the
familiar comfort of chartbusters. Jazz was
niche, independent musicians had talent but
nowhere to play, and the audiences, while
they existed, were scattered across the city.

A decade on, the experiment has grown into
something far more than a successful hospi-
tality brand. With three venues across Delhi-
NCR, thousands of performances, hundreds
of international artistes and an almost stub-
born commitment to original music, The
Piano Man has become one of India’s most
influential cultural arenas. More importantly,
it has rewritten the relationship between
artistes and audiences. This isn’t just the sto-
ry of a venue. It’s the story of building an
ecosystem from the ground up.

MORE THAN A CLUB

Walk into any Piano Man venue, and you
understand immediately that music isn’t
background entertainment here. It’s the
reason the room exists. Every design deci-
sion flows from that philosophy. The
acoustics. The lighting. The architecture.
Even the placement of tables seems to
acknowledge that every seat deserves to
experience the performance properly.

An engineer by education, a trained jazz
pianist by passion and a hospitality entrepre-
neur by instinct, Arjun has always
approached venue-building almost like com-
posing music itself, where every element has
to work in harmony. From the intimate
charm of Safdarjung Enclave tothe grandeur
of Gurugram’s award-winning venue and
the expansive new cultural destination in
Malviya Nagar, each space reflects the same
guiding principle: respect the artiste, the
music, and the audience will follow.

SILENCE AS APPLAUSE

Perhaps nothing illustrates this philosophy
better than The Piano Man’s now iconic

Howto engage with cinema

nightmare. It forces us to sit with the moral
unease of a time when truth itself was frac-
tured and contested. Whether you agree with
every aesthetic choice the filmmaker makes
is beside the point. The film stands as a stark
reminder that history is never merely about
what happened; it is about what a society
chooses to bring tolight, and what it prefers to
leave buried in the dark. It is not only about
what you remember, but how you remember.

But we must make a vital distinction here,
because not all subjectivity is born equal.
There is a vast, irreconcilable gulf between a
film that explores subjective truth and a film
that manufactures propaganda.

Lately, we've seen a disturbing rise in films
that could be called ‘manufactured truths’
— propaganda films designed not to unearth
human truth, but to serve the people in pow-
er. Propaganda demands certainty. It paints

‘Tamas’shows us
what fear actually feels
like in a deserted, twilight
alleyway just before madness
descends; (top, from left)
stills from ‘Masaan’ and
‘Garam Hawa'.

the world in monochromatic blocks of
absolute heroes and absolute villains. It
weaponises the camera to close down
debate, to flatten the contradictions of
human nature, and to validate a state-sanc-
tioned narrative. Propaganda pretends to be
the ultimate, objective truth, and in doing so,
it functions as an act of violent erasure.
Cinema does the exact opposite. It has the
courage to be vulnerable. It doesn’t look for
enemies; it looks for the human condition. It
understands that two conflicting realities
can exist in the same room, trapped in the
same tragedy. Propaganda seeks to manip-
ulate our anger; art seeks to awaken our
empathy. Think of Govind Nihalani’s mas-
terpiece ‘Tamas’. When he adapted
Bhisham Sahni’s novel for the screen, he
was not trying to give us a sterile lesson on
the politics of 1947. “Tamas’ gives us some-
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thing else entirely. It shows us what fear actu-
ally feels like in a deserted, twilight alleyway
just before madness descends. It captures
the terrifying, psychological unravelling of a
community — showing us how quickly ordi-
nary neighbours, who had shared festivals
for generations, can be mutated by suspicion
and transform into complete monsters.

Nihalani’s camera doesn’t point fingers
from a safe distance; it forces us tolook at the
vulnerability of each character and the col-
lective madness that swallows them all.
‘Tamas’ is a monument to subjective truth
because it refuses the easy comfort of a sin-
gular villain. It recognises that the real
tragedy of history is how easily an ordinary
human being can transform into a beast.

It takes MS Sathyu’s ‘Garam Hawa’ to
show us the agonising grief of those who
chose to stay behind — the empty court-

The Plano Man at 10

Silent Song. During a performance, service
stops. Conversations pause. Cutlery falls
silent. For a few minutes, hundreds of peo-
ple do something increasingly rare in mod-
ern life: they simply listen. It’s a remark-
ably idea that has become one of the
venue’s defining cultural signatures. When
asked whether this was an attempt to edu-
cate audiences rather than entertain them,
Arjun smiles. “Live music deserves com-

plete attention. Those few minutes remind
us that listening is an act of respect, not just
for the musician, but for ourselves.”

ARTISTES BEFORE BUSINESS

Over the past decade, The Piano Man has
hosted thousands of performances featur-
ing global icons alongside emerging Indi-
an musicians. Grammy-winning artistes
have shared the stage in the same ecosys-

epaper.tribuneindia.com

Over the last
decade, the
dedicated jazz
venue has emerged
as a defining
cultural brand

Arjun Sagar Gupta

tem that has introduced audiences to
young performers taking their first profes-
sional steps.

When asked what he looks for in young
and underground musicians, Arjun says,
“Technique matters, but honesty matters
more. The audiences connect with musi-
cians who have something genuine to say.
Our responsibility is to give them the stage
before the industry gives them validation.”

COURTESY: NFDC - NATIONAL FILM ARCHIVE OF INDIA

yards, the sudden stillness of a home, the
shuttered businesses, and the slow,
paralysing shock of realising that your own
country now looks at you as an alien.

By the time the 1970s arrived, the air had
shifted. The docks, the smuggling lanes, the
labour strikes, and that unforgettable, sim-
mering wrath of Amitabh Bachchan in ‘Dee-
waar’ were not just tropes of a crime thriller.
They were the emotional biography of an
angry, betrayed generation.

Take Chaitanya Tamhane’s ‘Court’. If you
want to understand the truth of modern
Indian bureaucracy, watch this film. It is a
masterclass in the theatre of the absurd, find-
ing brilliant, dry humour in the absolute
lethargy of our legal system. The film shows
us that institutional violence isn’t always
carried out by sinister masterminds; some-
times it is just carried out by bored people
waiting for the Iunch bell to ring.

Or consider Neeraj Ghaywan’s ‘Masaan’, a
film that archives a changing, small-town
India with exquisite tenderness. ‘Masaan’
handles the heavy, age-old weights of caste
and mortality, but it balances them with a
light-footed portrayal of romance in the dig-
ital age. Think of Deepak and Shaalu. Their
love story isn’t one of grand cinematic ges-
tures. There is a lovely, humorous truth in
how they navigate their realities — Deepak,
a boy from the Dom community whose fam-
ily works in the cremation grounds, trying to
Impress an upper-caste girl by reciting poet-
ry he memorised just for her. When they ride
together on a motorcycle, the camera cap-
tures a modern, aspirational India trying to
break free from the gravity of its past.

The romance in ‘Masaan’ feels entirely true
because it isn’t sanitised; it is fragile, awk-
ward, sweet and, ultimately, heartbreaking.
Through this intimate lens of love and long-
ing, the film tells us more about the stubborn
borders of caste in contemporary India than
any sociological survey ever could.

None of these films is objective. Every
single one of them operates from a dis-
tinct vantage point, choosing its heroes
and choosing its silences. But their pro-
found value lies precisely within that
heavy, honest subjectivity.

So, how do we engage with this medium?
We must resist two very easy temptations.
The first is to treat a film as absolute, literal
gospel. The second is to dismiss it as mere
make-believe, a distraction. Cinema is nei-
ther. It thrives in that fertile, messy ground
between fact and feeling, between hard evi-
dence and the wild leaps of imagination.

— The writer is a theatre director

VALUE OF ART

The most radical aspect of The Piano Man is
its ethics. Conversations around musicians
in India have centred around exposure, but
Arjun chose compensation. Where others
negotiated visibility, he argued for dignity.
These ideas seem obvious today. A decade
ago, they were anything but.

Asked what responsibility a venue has
towards musicians beyond giving them a
stage, he doesn’t hesitate. “Giving a stage is
only the beginning. A venue has the respon-
sibility to create an environment built on
respect, professionalism and an understand-
ing of the value of art. Many of the principles
that shaped The Piano Man came from my
own experiences as a performing musician.
As more ethical venues emerge, artistes nat-
urally choose to perform where they’re
respected and treated professionally.”

THE NEXT MOVEMENT

Ten years have transformed The Piano Man
from an ambitious idea into one of India’s
defining cultural brands. But Arjun’s ambi-
tion isn’t simply to open more venues. Itisto
nurture more artistes. To build larger audi-
ences. To make independent music part of
cultural life. We ask Arjun what excites him
more: bringing the world’s greatest musi-
cians to India or watching artistes who began
on a Piano Man stage become global headlin-
ers? He pauses, then answers: “One of the
greatest joys is seeing artistes who per-
formed at The Piano Man in their early years
go on to build remarkable careers. At the
same time, it’s an incredible privilege to wel-
come some of the world’s greatest musi-
cians to our stage. Over the years, we've had
the honour of hosting artistes such as Herbie
Hancock, Chick Corea, Tigran Hamasyan,
Jacob Collier and Cory Wong.”

He adds, “When international artistes wit-
ness the depth of talent we have here, it
changes how they see India as a musical
destination. If I had to choose one moment
that defines success for us, it would be the
day an artiste who started here headlines an
international festival and says they found
their first real audience at The Piano Man.”

It is perhaps the perfect ending to a story
that was never really about buildings,
restaurants or even jazz. It was always about
the belief that one room, built with enough
conviction, can eventually change the
sound of an entire city.

— The wriler is a music critic
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OVER TEA: STORIES

FROM AN
EARLIER IND

by Inderjit Singh Jaijee.
As told to Dona Suiri.

Pages 144.
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Sight, sound, smell of the monsoon

Raza Kazm1i

PUT the book down and gaze out of
my cottage window. The forest
beyond is fresh and green, the ground
1s soaked to the bone, and there is a
distinct, gentle pitter-patter on my
room’s old tiled roof. A streak of gold flash-
es past in the canopy, and then the air
bursts into the song of the golden oriole.
White mushrooms grow at the feet of wet
trees. A man is walking through the woods
towards my cottage, deftly balancing an
umbrella while gingerly placing every step
to avoid getting his feet wet. In doing so, he
looks like a human mimic of the hopping
waddle of the orange-headed thrush that I
often see moving about like a comical
detective, upturning the forest leaf litter.
“The road out of the village is blocked; the
river has flooded over the bridge,” he
informs me with concern. Then he sudden-
ly looks at the book and queries, “What are
you reading?” “It’s abook on rains,” I reply.
He looks at me, puzzled. “People write
books onrain?”’ he asks. “Yes. This is abook
called ‘Fragrance of Rain: A Brief History of
the Monsoon’, by Stephen Alter,” I reply.
So why does someone write a book on the
rains? Perhaps because it gives birth to
new life across nature, perhaps because it
rejuvenates our watercourses, perhaps
because it is the season for sowing rice and
other monsoon crops, perhaps because

THE FRAGRANCE OF RAIN: A BRIEF
HISTORY OF THE MONSOON
by Stephen Alter.
Aleph.
Pages 152.
3499

something about the sight, smell and
sound of rain evokes a distinct sense of
romance, perhaps because it kindles a
strange, primeval inspiration to express
oneself, perhaps it is the sum total of all of
this and something more. This, in some
ways, is the quest that underpins naturalist
Stephen Alter’s latest book.

The blurb describes Alter’s work as “both
intimate and expansive”, and a “vivid por-
trait of India’s most distinct season — the
monsoon”. Luckily for us readers, Alter’s
prose lives up to this promise. As I sat in my
verandah on a wet afternoon, flipping
through the opening chapter, Alter’s words
almost magically transported me to the

The aroma of memories

SurBHI GOEL

T is a memoir? A
memory recall, remem-
brance, life experiences
shared with interested
readers or a tapestry of a

rich, vital life, lived on one’s own terms, a
mosaic of turning points, interactions with-
in and beyond the family, or a companion-
ship shared with the universe? All this, and
more, is what is mapped in Inderjit Singh
Jaijee’s ‘Over Tea: Stories from an Earlier
India’, narrated to Dona Suri, who has also
meticulously edited the book to bring out
the very aroma of these memories.

The book contains a set of 23 sto-
ries woven around that ritual of
evening tea, introduced by the
British in India.

These stories follow a design of
cartography, and the readers can
read/see a map unfolding in
words, travelling through various
places: the Northeast, the
Himalayas, Punjab, Delhi, Calcut-
ta; calling on numerous spaces: a
house, a mystical well, a canvas
tent, through the forest near
Chail, various villages in Punjab;
rendezvous with an array of peo-
ple: relatives, an itinerant wise-
man-of-a-singer, Master Tara
Singh, random strangers who
became part of the forever memory, the
great Gama wrestler, the Muslim school-
mates who left during Partition.

Amid all these details, it is marvellous
how the author navigates various time-
lines, criss-crossing historical events. The
reader can almost feel the contours of
places, people and conversations.

Although the author states how his “tea-
time visitors emerge from the dim cor-
ners”, they dazzle with a freshness and
vitality rarely found in a memoir, especial-
ly when each one of them is so finely

ca

1A

etched and outlined so animatedly. In the
story entitled ‘A Soldier’s Daughter’,
Inderjit Singh introduces his wife and
her character builds up across several
other vignettes as a resilient, supportive
wife. Although the author does not
imprint particular kinds of attributes
upon her, a full portrait emerges through
the variegated details.

The same is true of the various life expe-
riences and the people illustrated
throughout. Dainty sketches of people,
places and key events in the stories add to
the timbre of the narratives. One can
almost hear the author’s susurrations
and soft murmurs, as if sharing deep
secrets of his heart with us.

Reminiscing is never on an even keel,
and it is obvious that some of the stories
are a bit faded while some others are fresh
and sparkling. But the highlight of the
book is how the author perambulates
through an entire history of India, specif-
ically Punjab. Personal experiences and
lives of people offer a much more savvy
historical perspective than any heavily
researched academic tome can ever do. It
reveals the particularities and dimen-
sions that would otherwise be missed
completely.

In the story entitled ‘The Boys who
Left’, there is a wistful recall of how a
“wave of grief and disbelief” gripped the
students of Bishop Cotton School in
August 1947 when several Muslim boys
left for the newly created Pakistan, and
“the doors through which they had
passed were nailed shut” so that no one
would walk through them ever again.

The final story, ‘My Trip to the Moon’, is
a scintillating fictional fantasy, as if the
author, having lived and recounted for us
his sprightly adventurous life, seeks even
more wonders, even in an afterlife, which
we are taking delight in.

— The reviewer teaches
at Panjab University

verandah of his heritage home in the beau-
tiful hills of Mussoorie, where the mon-
soons were just setting in, with him regal-
ing me with the story of that one fragrance
that pretty much defines rains — petrichor.

As I breezed through the opening few
pages, I wondered how exactly the book
would navigate the subject of monsoon
given that there are just so many ways in
which a writer could look at it. The query
was answered by the time I was finished
with the second chapter. Alter employs a
lovely approach, with a little doff of his
hat to Alexander Frater’s ‘Chasing the
Monsoon’ (1990), where he experiences
the different moods of the monsoon in
different landscapes.

Just as the pre-monsoon showers roll into
Mussoorie, Alter flies down to Kochi and
begins ascending, much like the rain-heavy
clouds, the Western Ghats. He starts from
the home of the Nilgiri Tahr in the misty
Eravikulam Hills and settles in Goa to expe-
rience the full force of the south-west mon-
soon lashing through its forests and fields.

He goes plodding through pouring rain
on a forest adventure in the Bhagwan
Mahaveer Wildlife Sanctuary with his
intrepid local naturalist friends, observes
the quiet monsoonal rhythm of rural Goa
where, among other things, he often sits
down with old Goa veterans on rainy after-
noons to engage in wide-ranging discus-
sions, ranging from local monsoon mango

varieties to the history of the monsoon cel-
ebration, Sio Jodo. Interspersed in
between, almost like the brief rain-free
spells during the monsoon, are chapters
detailing the origin story of the season, and
how it has inspired poets, philosophers,
travellers and adventurers.

Alter is well-known for his evocative writ-
ing, coupled with a deep knowledge of nat-
ural history. The chapters are well-crafted,
the language is elegant and rich. However,
it is the chapters that deal with his experi-
ences and observations that shine through.

Even though well-written, the slightly
more academic chapters on the history and
mechanics of monsoon, and its impact on
poetry and art as a metaphorical inspira-
tion, are slightly underwhelming com-
pared to the others. One also wishes the
work could have had a slightly wider geo-
graphical canvas in first person.

Having said this, one is also aware that all
these minor misses are possibly simply due
to the format of the Aleph Essential India
series, where each book is supposed to be a
slim volume and thus cannot permit a
deeper engagement.

This might be my only minor complaint
in what is otherwise a wonderful book by a
masterful writer. And I would not be exag-
gerating when I tell you that long after you
have finished the book, its fragrance
lingers on, almost like petrichor.

— The reviewer is a conservationist

Batanagar, the urban utopia

GEETU VAID

AN a place built for commerce
—an artificially implanted com-
pany town — ever grow a soul?
Can it have roots, rituals, and a
heartbeat? In ‘Batanagar’,
author Paramita Sen answers this tough
question by weaving the two threads of his-
tory and nostalgia into a vibrant tapestry.

Sen, who spent her formative years in
Batanagar in the 1970s and ’80s, gives read-
ers not only a glimpse of life there, but also
of its historical context. We ride the school
bus to Calcutta with her, wear the “chronic
latecomer” badge with her, learn crafts in
school, argue with friends and explore the
township’s lanes. But it’s not only about a
child’s enthusiasm and memories.

With the patience of a seasoned archaeol-
ogist, she brushes dust off each fragment —
the teachers, the mashis, the playmates, the
Batanagar Club, the sports grounds, the
Ratha Jatra fair, the company contests,
even the foreign toys her father brought
home from tours abroad — and arranges
them into a living portrait of a world that
lies forgotten and fragmented now.

The simplicity of her prose is its power as
Sen refuses to romanticise blindly and
intersperses her accounts with historical
facts about the Bata company, its business
model and worldwide footprint. The addi-
tion of pictures from the archives as well as
her personal collection enhances the nos-
talgia quotient for readers.

We see Batanagar being imagined in the
1930s as an urban utopia, modelled on
Bata’s Garden City of Zlin in Czechoslova-
kia. We meet Bretislav Martinec, the archi-
tect who executed Frantisek Gahura’s
vision in India. We feel the sheer audacity of
laying a foundation in 1934 on difficult soil,
by a river, amid snakes — and building not
just a factory, but a community.

We walk past Bata’slandmark shoes —the
Janata 556 and Susta Juta of the 1930s and

T

Baranagar

BATANAGAR
by Paramita Sen.
Pan Macmillan.
Pages 223.
7399

’40s — that turned the brand into a house-
hold name in India, making the country
Bata’s largest market in the world.

Sen does not flinch from the fault lines
either: the hierarchy and social segregation,
the labour unrest of 1939 that forced a com-
plete overhaul of the management and, par-
adoxically, forged a deeper sense of commus-
nity and equality among people of different
ethnicities and nations. Batanagar became
synonymous with Bata in India precisely
because it learned to hold contradiction.

And then history walks in. The Bengal
Famine of 1943. Independence. The Naxal
tremors of 1960s. The 1984 riots. Effects of
globalisation. The slow erosion of the Bata
empire worldwide. Through it all, Sen tracks
the core ethos of Batanagar — humanity,
compassion, brotherhood — that made a
company town feel like home.

The ending, however, lands like a quiet
ache as the once vibrant town is pictured as
a “wasteland”. A dilapidated clubhouse,
the unrecognisable lanes, all portray the
passing of an era.

Batanagar is more than a documentation
of historical facts. It is an act of remem-
brance that insists that sometimes the
truest archive of a city is not in municipal
records, but in the memory of a child who
once called it home.
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COLONIALISM, TRADITION AND REFORM
by Bhikhu Parekh.
Speaking Tiger.
Pages 416.37899

How can a society reform itself without
repudiating its past? How can it learn
from other civilisations without
accepting their judgment of its inferi-
ority? Such questions lie at the heart of
Bhikhu Parekh’s landmark study of
Gandhi’s political discourse. First
published in 1989, the updated edition
examines Gandhi’'s reworking of
ahimsa; his dialogue with the revolu-
tionaries; his campaign against
untouchability; his experiments in
celibacy; his Indian remaking of auto-
biography; and the tensions within his
economic and political worldview.

THE RAJ IN GHOSTLY LIGHT
Edited by BC Dutt.
Speaking Tiger.
Pages 335.3499

Tales of hauntings, madness, fever,
guilt and dread, and of the anxieties
beneath imperial confidence — this
collection opens a door into the shad-
owed rooms of the Raj, where every
verandah has a whisper and the past is
never quite past. It gathers classic
supernatural stories from the 19th and
early 20th centuries by writers, includ-
ing Rudyard Kipling, Alice Perrin,
Flora Annie Steel, Arthur Conan
Doyle, S Mukerji and others.

| DARED TO DIAL DIFFERENTLY
by JS Deepak.

Hachette.
Pages 318.3799

From conducting India’s first-ever 3G
spectrum auctions to blocking a huge
scandal at BSNL, from implementing
the midday meal programme in
1,00,000 schools in UP to overseeing
the establishment of the Common-
wealth Games Village in 2010, JS
Deepak’s career has spanned tele-
com, trade, technology and diplomacy
at the highest levels. Written with wit
and wisdom, this book traces his four-
decade-long journey through the IAS.

Swapping crime in colonial Calcutta for Bollywood thrills

MANDIRA NAYAR

BIR MUKHERJEE plots mur-

ders for a living, even if he is

squeamish about blood. One of

the most successful writers of

rime fiction, he has spent the

last decade on bestseller lists with a histori-

cal crime series, Wyndham and Banerjee,

set in Calcutta. His new book, ‘The Pinna-

cle’, turns the whodunit — a closed-door

mystery — into an adrenaline fest, almost
Bollywood-esque romp.

“I don’t want to write too much about vio-
lence. I'm a natural coward,” he says. ‘The
Pinnacle’ is a roller coaster — absurd,
sometimes laugh outloud, a potato chip bag
kind of book.

Sweety Sahota, Bollywood’s biggest
movie star, is found stabbed in Mumbai’s
most secure apartment complex. In the next
room is her husband George —awashed-up
American movie actor who is trying to
rekindle his career in India, a country he
detests — drunk and unable to remember
what he did the night before. His shirt
soaked 1n her blood lies next to her. There
are others: Amit, George’s sleazy gopher,

and suspect no. 1; superstar Chunky Malho-
tra, Sweety’s ex.

Abir packs in everything in the book —
blackmail, organised crime, a politician from
aparty with a polarising agenda and the grit-
tiness of Mumbai. He spins what is essential-
ly a classic crime story into a spectacle. A
Slumdog Millionaire meets a Hollywood
summer blockbuster, but with a global cast
of characters — American, British, set in
India and with Bollywood sensibilities.

The author burst on to the scene with ‘A
Rising Man’ in 2016. An instant bestseller, it
won the Crime Writers Association’s Dagger
Award 2017. A banker, Abir had always kept to
the safe path, tucking away any ambitions of
writing, unlike his father who wrote fiction in
Bengali while having a different day job. But
that was until he was let go in 2012, at 38, with
“a kid with special needs, a stupidly large
mortgage” and no idea what to do next.

The book was about Sam Wyndham, a
detective with emotional baggage, an essen-
tial for all detectives. Wyndham is a police-
man in India during the 1920s, a time of polit-
ical awakening. His partneris Surendranath
“Surrender-not” Banerjee, the black sheep
of the family who chose to be a policeman

THE PINNACLE
by Abir Mukherjee.
Penguin Random House.
Pages 423.3899

instead of fighting for freedom.

“When I was growing up, we did not see
people like myself represented in crime fic-
tion,” he says. “We never saw our stories. We
never saw our voices. Now and again, some-
body would write a book from a South Asian
perspective, but it was generally literary fic-
tion. At times, a Hanif Kureishi or Salman
Rushdie, who were writing a very different
sort of fiction, would break through.”

Abir is among a host of writers who grew
up as immigrants in the UK and have now
crashed thelast bastion of Britishness stand-

epaper.iribuneindia.com

Ing by occupying the main shelf space. A
close associate is Vaseem Khan, who arrived
in 2016 with “The Unexpected Inheritance of
Inspector Chopra’, featuring a retired cop
with his Baby Ganesh Detective Agency and
an elephant he inherited. Together they host
a podcast, The Red Hot Chilli Writers.
Immigrants from different sides of the
Radcliffe Line, they have traded corporate
careers to be writers. Vaseem has been the
first non-white Chair of the Crime Writers
Association since 2023. He has also been
commissioned by the James Bond Estate to
write spin-off mysteries with ‘Q’ as the star.
South Asian writers of crime now domi-
nate the shelves — AA Dhand, Imran Mah-
mood, Kia Abdullah, Sajida Kay, Ajay
Choudhury, Saima Mir, the list goes on.
Their stories offer a different lens, perspec-
tive, and version of history of being British.
Abir brings alive colonial Calcutta
through Sam, who upholds British justice
in India where unfairness and inequality
are an everyday affair. “English crime fic-
tion was focused on the mystery, on the plot,
on the whodunit,” he says. “In the 1970s and
"80s, Scottish authors like William Mcllvan-
ney, Val McDermid and Ian Rankin came

along and took a different view of what the
purpose of the crime novel was; for them, it
was to examine society.”

In “The Pinnacle’, too, crime is used as a
vehicle to throw light on the grimier side of
society. “It’s all very well having a fiendish
twist and plot,” he says. “But at the core of
the novel, if we’re not talking about society,
if we’re not dealing with things on a political
level, I'm not going to write it, I'll be bored.”

Itisno coincidence that ‘Hunted’, his last
book, was setin America and Vaseem’s new
book, ‘Girl in Cell A’, is also set in small-
town America. The shift is deliberate. Just
as George discovered that the biggest mar-
ket for Scotch whisky is India, the biggest
market for writers is the land of stars and
stripes. ‘The Pinnacle’ begins with George
starring in an advertisement — which pays
him a million dollars — for an Indian-made
whisky. And American crime isn’t plodding
police procedurals, it is adrenaline driven, a
formula rarely altered for bestsellers.

This may not be the cup of chai for true-
blue Wyndham and Banerjee readers, but it
will bring Abir a bigger new audience. For
the others, there is another book on the way.

— The reviewer is a literary critic
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TOUCHSTONES |

IRA PANDE

O much has happened since I wrote

my last column, almost three weeks

ago, that even though I try to keep

away from commenting on current

affairs, I have to reflect on the new
trends emerging in public celebrations. Let
me begin with my own memories of the Inde-
pendence Day celebrations in my childhood.
Of course, we loved the holiday that came with
it but since I studied in a convent run by Ger-
man nuns, there was no attempt to involve the
students in any meaningful way.

As day scholars (not boarders), we balanced
our lives between that very ‘phoren’ education
and the values practised by our family and the
rest of the town. My father used to hoist the flag
in the lawn of our house and his staff came to
participate even though that meant a stiff climb
to our Nainital home in the high Ayarpata area.
The previous evening, flowers were tucked into
the flag to be hoisted in the morning and care-
fully mounted on the tall flagpole. After it was
over, my mother would serve tea and home-
made snacks to all those who were there.

We watched the whole ceremony (accompa-
nied by children from the neighbouring hous-
es) and after the elders had gone home, we
enacted our own version of it. A smaller copy of
the high flagpole (often just a crooked branch
from a tree) was erected on the other side of the
large lawn and we did our own version of the
solemn ceremony my father used to preside
over. We saluted the flag, sang the National
Anthem lustily and marched round and round
the lawn, saying ‘left right’.

Our patriotism was probably greater than
what was on display in the other ceremony and
how we loved to pretend we were grown-ups.
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REFLECTIONS
Our patriotic celebrations

The mood still shines through
despite the cynicism, funny
memes and muggy weather

The previous evening, we all crowded round our
ancientradio to hear the President’s message to
the nation, delivered by President Dr S Rad-
hakrishnan, surely the most thrilling orator of
his time. We weren'’t allowed even to speak or
get up until it was over. Mind you, this wasn’t
just in our home but in every home around us.

The same reverence was accorded to the
Prime Minister’s speech from the ramparts of
the Red Fort by the one and only Chacha Nehru.
No forced shouts of Vande Mataram, just a mov-
ing speech heard in rapt attention by the whole
nation. There was a difference in that when I
compare it to the state-choreographed version of
the present times. Is it because we are now old-
er and therefore more cynical, or is there a grad-
ual ebbing away of the spontaneity that marked
our celebrations all those years ago? Perhaps
that is part of the reason but the muggy, miser-
able weather when the entire diplomatic corps,
the Army bigwigs and the high officials of the
government are expected to be present in for-
mal suits, ties or bandhgalas, wiping their
sweaty faces, takes away the joy that should be
the primary mood of such an occasion.

Later, when I was married and we took part in
the official Independence Day celebrations,
where my husband had to do what was his duty

as a government servant and hoist the flag, the
childhood memory refused to go away. The
reception at the Governor’s At Home in the
evening (or the President’s At Home in Rashtra-
pati Bhavan when we moved to Delhi) was a
nightmare of another kind. The tea served was
often a mishmash of what the historical records
from colonial times showed (tea, cakes and sand-
wiches) alongside chhola bhaturas, samosas,
sticky sweets or juicy rasgullas and gulab
jamuns that sat uneasily together on one’s
plate. A separate enclosure, with a cordoned-off
area, was created for the Prime Minister and his
Cabinet colleagues, the Chief Justice and impor-
tant Opposition leaders, and people gawped at
them from afar. I can well imagine how uncom-
fortable it must be for those who were gawped at.

I could go on and on but this is not the occasion
to dampen the patriotic mood that still shines
through despite the cynicism, funny memes
and muggy weather. Something stirs one each
time one hears the National Anthem, no matter
who you are or what your political and ideologi-
cal position may be. To boycott the ceremony
and not attend the reception is just not on.

Moving on, I am relieved that we are finally
confronting the trauma suffered during Parti-
tion. It has taken almost 75 years for us to
acknowledge what a cruel and horrifying effect
it had on those who lost loved ones, homes and
their land. What is worse, it drove a wedge
through the subcontinent that made neigh-
bours into enemies, languages into cultural
battles and irretrievably damaged the bon-
homie between two faiths. The colonial state
and the British have a lot to answer for to all
those who they permanently crippled, both cul-
turally and socially.

It is thus ironic that their own lands are now
facing the problems that they inflicted on their
erstwhile territories. Europe and Britain are
wondering how to go back to the time when they
were racially ‘pure’. Rare is the country in that
part of the world that will soon not be overrun by
people who will occupy the land they considered
‘theirs’. I may not be alive to see that but I think
we in the subcontinent know that story well.

— The writer is a social commentator

Adding the | Joy spanto life

EMEMBER the dialogue by Rajesh

Khanna in ‘Anand” “Zindagi lambi

nahin, badi honi chahiye” (Life should be
big, not long). Exactly! What is the point of living
longer if one isn’t actually enjoying life? The
pursuit of longevity seems meaningless unless
it is paired with genuine happiness. Over the
years, medical science has extended the average
lifespan, but simply adding years is not enough,
we need to add ‘life’ to those years.

For toolong, the focus was solely on increasing
the lifespan. Recently, that focus has shifted to
‘health span’, implying disease-free healthy liv-
Ing in later years. But why stop there? Why not
aspire for joyful living (‘joy span’)? Coined by
gerontologist Kerry Burnight, joy span’ refers
tothe physical, mental and emotional wellbeing
required for active and vibrant ageing. The ulti-
mate aim shouldn’t just be a long, healthy life,
but joyous living, a life filled with purpose,
laughter and fulfilment.

Today’s retirees certainly get it. They are not
interested in total withdrawal as advocated invan-
prasth, nor do they wish to retreat into the quiet
solitude of a sanyas ashram. They retired from a
Jjob,not from life! While they adore their grandchil-
dren, they are not content living solely through
them. They want a thriving life of their own.

Why not? Retirement doesn’t mean the end of
the world; rather, it is the beginning of the sec-
ond innings. The years beyond 60 can be pure
bliss provided one stays ‘swasth, vyast and
mast’ (healthy, busy and happy).

Of course, for ageing to be joyful, longevity

UN

must go hand in hand with dignity. That
starts with financial independence. Planning
for the golden years ought to start at a
younger age, ensuring a part of the salary
goes into a secure fund so one never feels
dependent on anyone later in life.

Equally critical is physical independence. One
mustinvest in health and fitness. Daily walks and
regular exercise are non-negotiable. Of course,
it’s an ageing body. Like a vintage car, it needs a
little denting and painting from time to time.
Despite medical interventions, some health
issues are bound to crop up. They are a part of life;

VERSE

RAMA KASHYAP

The ultimate aim should be
a life filled with purpose,
laughter and fulfilment

one must learn to take them in one’s stride.

True wellness, however, is a healthy mind in a
healthy body. Keeping the brain agile requires
mental workouts — Sudoku, crossword puzzles.
Even traditional hobbies like knitting have
Immense cognitive benefits.

It is said ‘all work and no play makes Jack a
dull boy’, but the reverse is just as true. With
nothing to do, life becomes boring and monoto-
nous. Joyful living requires purpose. There has
to be a compelling reason to come out of bed
every morning. Research shows a strong rela-
tionship between active engagement and
longevity. The retirees who stay completely dis-
engaged face higher health risks.

Our sunset years don’t have to be dull and
dreary. We can bring colour into life by socialis-
ing, travelling, and staying deeply connected
with friends and family. Friends are the ultimate
tonic. As actor Sachin Pilgaonkar of ‘Balika
Badhu’ fame putit, “There is no age for creativ-
ity. Intelligence can be artificial, but stupidity is
always natural and original.” Let us give our-
selves the freedom to unleash a little ‘original
stupidity’ with old friends. Sing, dance, make
merry, and get rejuvenated!

Back to Anand’: “Zindagi aurmaut uparwale
ke haath hai” (Life and death are in the hands of
the Almighty). We can’t control the number of
days we have, butjab tak hai jaan (solong as we
live), let’s make sure we convert our lifespan
into a joy span with a grateful heart.

— The writer taught at
MCM DAV College, Chandigarh

Main Vaapas
NahinJaunga

RAAJA BHASIN

’S been years since I read Fyo-
dor Dostoevsky’s novel, the
wonderfully complex ‘The
Brothers Karamazov’. Of the

any currents in that book, like

belief in God, morality, free will and
patricide, one tiny part of the classic
has overtaken all others to remain
embedded in my head.

That bit concerns a folktale about a
woman who, as a result of her selfish
ways, is thrown into a lake of fire in hell.
Then an angel remembers that she
once gave a beggar an onion from her
garden. God tells the angel to hold that
onion out to her and pull her out of hell.
As she is being pulled away, other sin-
ners grab on to her legs to also try and
escape. She kicks them away, shouting:
‘T am to be pulled out, not you. It was
my onion, not yours.” The onion breaks
and she falls back. In that breaking
onion, in that angry line, in the word
‘my’, there is a world of metaphors,
parables and endless lessons.

Across history, combinations and
challenges have come from variables
and from the absence of constants.
Patience and resilience, when com-
bined, await opportunity. Then the
hammer strikes. A battleground soaked
by rain can change the course of events
or someone who was blindly trusted
can turn out to be a traitor — the past is
full of examples like these.

Did the British Empire ever think
that a thin, loincloth-clad man whose
creed was non-violence would catalyse
the collapse of the world’s largest,
wealthiest and most powerful domain
that the planet had known? It hap-
pened. Call that ‘Factor X’. The
Unknown, the event, the person thatno
one anticipated, far less predicted.

During the Emergency of the 1970s,
when civil liberties had been crushed,
my father and uncles, or he and a cou-
ple of friends, would huddle and talk.
The gist of their conversations was: “Is
this what we got Independence for?
The only difference seems to be that
earlier the colonisers were from anoth-
er nation, now they are from our own.”
This may be a little simplistic, but the
kernel of truth is there. This remains to
the present day.

During the Emergency, a habeas
corpus petition filed by Bharti Nayar
challenged the illegal detention of her
husband, prominent journalist Kuldip
Nayar, under the draconian Mainte-
nance of Internal Security Act (MISA).
My father’s friend was a part of the
Division Bench of the Delhi High
Court that ruled in favour of Nayar,
ordering his release and stating that
the right to personal liberty and legal
procedures under the law still applied
despite the proclamation of Emer-
gency. Almost needless to add, the
powers that be were rather displeased
and the judge was sidelined. The
spine showed then was acknowledged
at the end of that unhappy period of
our democracy.

Much earlier, in another part of the
country, around the time of Partition,
an uncle joined the RSS for a while.
With the extended family having been
slaughtered almost by the score, my
mother and her sisters were trained in
self-defence and the use of firearms by
members of the ‘shakha’. Years apart,
one had done his duty as demanded by
his profession; the other had been
drawn by emotion and by something
that had given hope and support in a
trying time. Despite contrary perspec-
tives, was either anti-national or sedi-
tious? If anything, both were
immensely patriotic.

The difference lay in their interpreta-
tion and application of the word ‘patri-
otic’. The meeting ground could only
be basic humanity, plain common
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| wonder what my parents,
who barely survived Partition,

would have made of

‘Main Vaapas Aaunga’

Despite the horror where it has its roots, there is a
gentleness in Imtiaz Ali’s film, ‘Main Vaapas Aaunga'’.

sense, the rule of law and critically, in
what was enshrined in the Constitu-
tion. History, like it or not, remembers
those with a spine and those without.

Despite the horror where it has its
roots, there is gentleness in Imtiaz Ali’s
film, ‘Main Vaapas Aaunga’. For good
reason, the review aggregator, Rotten
Tomatoes, has given it an overall posi-
tive review. It has much of what makes
a film memorable — a good story, good
acting, good musical score and much
else. This brings me to why I've men-
tioned it in August, around the anniver-
sary of both Independence and Parti-
tion. I wonder what my parents, who
barely survived Partition, would have
made of this film.

I can almost step into my father’s
shoes and say that it is unlikely that it
would have resonated with him. That
hasnothing to dowith the film, but with
views that were shaped by the events of
his life — by the years that preceded
Partition and by those that followed.

His take always was, ‘Main Vaapas
Nahin Jaunga’ (I'will not go back). For
him, that door had closed and events
had nailed it shut. At various points, he
received opportunities to visit Lahore,
where he was born and grew up. His
answer was consistent: “Thank you. I
have very happy memories. I would
like to leave them at that.”

— The writer is an author
based in Shimla

How ancient epics are reframed for today’s audiences

SUBHASH PARTHAR

FINALLY watched Christopher

Nolan’s ‘The Odyssey’. Western cine-

ma stands out in how it brings the

ancient world to life on screen. In our

movies, even when the story is about
Emperor Ashoka or Akbar, they end up
singing with the heroine.

Both the Greek epics ‘The Odyssey’ and
‘The Iliad’ are usually credited to the poet
Homer. ‘The Iliad’ focuses on the anger of
the greatest Greek warrior, Achilles, who
stops fighting after a dispute with Agamem-
non, the king of Mycenae. He only returns to
battle after Hector, the Trojan prince, kills his
close friend Patroclus, and then Achilles kills
Hector. Odysseus also appears in ‘“The Iliad’
as a leading strategist. He later becomes the
main character in “The Odyssey’.

After the war, Odysseus spends more than
10 years trying to get home because he has
angered Poseidon, the god of the sea. On his
way back to his island of Ithaca and his loyal
wife Penelope, he faces monsters, curses,
and the schemes of the gods. The film does a
great job of taking viewers back to a world
from 3,200 years ago. Watching Wolfgang

Petersen’s ‘Troy’ (2004) can help you under-
stand the background of the Trojan War.

In one flashback, Nolan shows Odysseus,
who won the war through trickery, deeply
shaken by the massacre in the city and over-
whelmed with guilt. He cries because he
broke the sacred code of hospitality and trust
linked to god Zeus.

This made me think of Yudhishthira in
‘ Mahabharat’. After winning the terrible
war of Kurukshetra and Killing his cousins,
Yudhishthira doesn’t celebrate. Instead, he
falls into a deep crisis. He is devastated by
the destruction and looks at the battlefield,
asking himself: ‘What kind of victory is this,
when all I have gained is a graveyard?’

In fact,in many epics, the real tragedy isn’t
losing, but winning. Ashoka also seems to
have asked himself a similar question after
the Battle of Kalinga.

In Thomas Malory’s 1485 romance ‘Le
Morte D’Arthur’, King Arthur spends his
whole life building the utopian kingdom of
Camelot but, eventually, it falls apart because
of civil war and his son Mordred’s betrayal.

In Shakespeare’s play ‘Macbeth’, Mac-
beth kills King Duncan in a plot and takes
the Scottish throne. Although this is exactly

what he wanted, as soon as he becomes king,
he finds nopeace. Instead, he feels only guilt,
sleepless nights, and mental pain.

In Sophocles’ Greek tragedy ‘Antigone’,
Creon, the King of Thebes, manages to
enforce his law against Antigone. But this
victory leads to a series of suicides, including
by his son Haemon and his wife Eurydice.
By the end, Creon mourns over his family
and wishes for death.

In the same way, even though Aurangzeb
made the Mughal Empire bigger than ever,
looking back during his last days, he saw
more failure than success.

In Winston Churchill’s only novel, ‘Savro-
la: A Tale of the Revolution in Laurania’,
published in 1900, Savrola leads a democrat-
icrevolution in the fictional Republic of Lau-
rania in 1888 and overthrows a dictator. After
a night of fierce fighting, he walks up a hill
and looks at the destruction. Instead of feel-
ing like awinner, he sighs, “This is my work.’

Yet Odysseus’ remorse after the Trojan
War is Nolan’s own interpretation. In
Homer’s story, Odysseus regards the victory
at Troy as a triumph of his courage and inge-
nuity; there is no comparable sense of moral
guilt over the destruction of Troy. Nor does
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herenounce violence or fundamentally alter
his worldview. Nolan has therefore created
this moral crisis in his film to explore more
deeply the psychological wounds left by war.

The 1989 film ‘The Mahabharata’ by
British director Peter Brook, too, gives a
unique take on an ancient epic. Both direc-
tors had the same challenge: making a 3,000~
year-old story matter to people today.

Brook chose to downplay its supernatural
and miraculous parts. He focused on people,
their moral choices, and struggles for power.
Nolan, on the other hand, kept the mytholog-
ical world almost unchanged. But he also
added modern psychological themes like
guilt, trauma, and the mental scars of war.
Both directors give new meaning to ancient
epics. This may also show two different West-
ern traditions: one links myth to modern
psychology, while the other puts people at
the centre by moving myth aside.

Many Indians today think that Rama won
Sita’s hand by breaking the bow, since
that’s how the story is usually shown in pop-
ular versions, Ramlilas, and TV shows. But
in Valmiki’s original, the main test was for
Rama to lift and string the bow. In “The
Odyssey’, there’s a similar contest, where

Odysseus wins. In both stories, the real chal-
lenge is the hero’s strength to handle a pow-
erful bow, though in Rama’s case the bow
breaks, while Odysseus’ does not.

At Hukki Chowk in Faridkot, there is a
shrine that was built before my own eyes.
Earlier, there was only a simple, unnamed
grave here. I don’t know who decided, or for
what reason, to give it the name Dargah
Mauj-1-Darya. It used to be looked after by a
somewhat eccentric retired peon of the elec-
tricity board. The poor man himself could
make no sense of the name Maug-i-Darya.
Nor did ordinary people understand it. So,
the name was changed to the simpler Chitte
Mojian Wala Pir — the Pir with the White
Socks. The new name had absolutely noth-
ing to do with the old one, but its meaning
was immediately intelligible to everyone.

This is how history, myth, and collective
memory work — they don’t keep events
exactly as they happened, but give them new
meanings in every era. Nolan sees Homer’s
Odysseus as amodern person, someone who
feels the burden of his actions more than the
joy of victory. Maybe that’s why this story
still feels so relevant.

— The writer is a historian
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DEEPANKAR SHARDA

ACK in 2018, during a visit to

Chandigarh, the current Indian

chief badminton coach Pullela

Gopichand stressed the need to

have a proper coaching setup at
the grassroots level if India aimed to
become a powerhouse in the sport.

Years later, the vision is bearing fruit, as
Indian badminton is making waves espe-
cially in the age-group circuit — thanks to
enhanced exposure, advanced training
facilities and a mindset that prioritises per-
formance over monetary gains.

As the world’s top players battle it out in
the Badminton World Federation (BWF)
World Championships currently under-
way in New Delhi, Indian badminton is
witnessing a thrilling new chapter. A host
of small-town young players are emerging
as stars of the future.

Inspired by established names like PV
Sindhu, Saina Nehwal, Satwiksairaj
Rankireddy, Chirag Shetty, Lakshya Sen
and HS Prannoy, a formidable lineup of
young players has stepped into the spot-
light — Ayush Shetty, Unnati Hooda, Tan-
vi Sharma, Tanvi Patri, Gayatri Gopic-
hand, Tasnim Mir. The list goes on.

From the BWF world ranking events to
the Badminton Association of India (BAI)-
affiliated championships, the young guns
are proving their worth. In recent years,
the likes of Anupama Upadhyaya, Anmol
Kharb, Abhinav Garg and many others
have shown that nothing is impossible if
one trains and takes advantage of the facil-
ities and exposure on offer.

“There are various factors behind the
success of Indian badminton. The key, per-
haps, is the popularity of the sport in
recent years. The senior players achieved
some rare feats, from winning medals in
the Olympics to attaining top world rank-
ings, which propelled the young genera-
tion to dream big,” says Surinder Mahajan,
one of the joint secretaries, BAI.

Also, he adds, “a number of academies
opened across India and with the Khelo
India schemes and facilities offered by the
BAI, coaching has become quite active.
From conducting crash courses for coach-
ing to training young shuttlers, Indian
badminton has witnessed a massive
change, as observed by Gopichand”.

The rise of various professional residen-
tial academies has also helped the sport
gain popularity, be it the Pullela Gopic-
hand Badminton Academy in Hyderabad,
Prakash Padukone Badminton Academy
in Bengaluru or the Centre of Excellence,
Suchitra Badminton Academy in Hyder-
abad, and the academies at the state level
run by associations.

Recently, Tanvi Sharma (17), who defeat-
ed Vietnam’s sixth-seeded Thuy Linh
Nguyen to become the youngest player to
win the Taipei Open Super 300 badminton
tournament, was in Zirakpur and
explained how the ecosystem matters.
“Coming from Hoshiarpur, I had never
imagined going this far, and now I have a
different aim. I won’t stop, 'm hungry for
more,” she told The Tribune.

“Over the years, Indian badminton has
witnessed a major change — including the
level of coaching, and even while training,
we are asked to focus on our game, not the
opponent’s achievements. I have witnessed
a massive shift in training methods as I
moved out of my hometown, then at the
state level, and the international level.
Against Thuy, I was just doing what I
learned during training. I knew she was
more experienced, but I have my own
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Grassroots push, elite training facilities and a shift in mindset are reshaping Indian badminton

THE YOUNG _
BRIGADE
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Unnati Hooda from Rohtak (left) and Tanvi Sharma from Hoshiarpur are the emerging stars. pri

confidence level,” the young star said.

Ayush Shetty (21) has emerged as anoth-
er example of Indian badminton’s transi-
tion phase. In April, he was overpowered
by top-ranked Shi Yu Qi of China in just 41
minutes during the Asia Championships.
However, within four months, Ayush over-
powered the top seed and defending BWF
World Championships title holder 21-14 13-
21 21-19. Ayush eventually lost in the
Round of 16 in the World Championships.

Ayush is the youngest Indian male to win
a medal at the Asian Championships and
captured his breakthrough BWF World
Tour title at the US Open.

Unnati Hooda, the 18-year-old who lost in
the second round of the ongoing BWF World

Championships in New Delhi, credits her
remarkable journey to her father Upkar
Hooda. He quit his job to travel with his
daughter and support her. From Rohtak in
Haryana, Unnati was just 14 when she
became the youngest Indian to win a BWF
Super 100 title (Odisha Open).

A NEW APPROACH
“India has alot of talent, and the budding
players need to have patience to achieve
new heights,” says Meena Sharma, Tan-
vi’s mother. “The BAI is supporting the
young players in a planned manner, and
most importantly, the young shuttlers are
getting a chance to participate in several
tournaments and get the much-needed

exposure to excel in future.”

Rahul, a junior coach, reflects on the
changing coaching methodology: “Along
with training the young kids, the coaches
themselves are being trained. A sport can-
not grow if the overall focus is not
planned. From infrastructure to training
modules, India is slowly but strongly mov-
ing ahead in the international circuit.”

As per the BAI, a grassroots level camp
to train coaches is attended on an aver-
age by nearly 240 to 260 individuals,
showcasing a significant development in
coaching — with the sole target to train
kids to be the stars of the future. In 2022,
the BAI decided to appoint 30 coaches on
its payroll and start a national champi-
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RETURN TO INDIA

® Backed by the Badminton World Federa-
tion (BWF), India is hosting the World
Championships for the second time after
the event was first held at Hyderabad in
2009. India has won 15 medals in the
tournament’s history, including one gold,
four silver, and 10 bronze medals.

¥ |ndia’sfirst medal in this tournament was won
by Prakash Padukone in 1983. The country's
only gold medal at the BWF World Champt
onships was won by PV Sindhu in 2019.

STAR PERFORMANCES

® Tanvi Sharma won the Taipei Open Super
300 title this month to become the youngest-
ever champion in the tournament’s history
and the second Indian woman to win it after
Saina Nehwal in 2008.

® Ayush Shetty recorded a major upset at
the ongoing Badminton World Champi-
onships by beating defending champion
and world number one Shi Yu Qi of
China in the men’s singles first round.

® Rounak Chouhan and Shriyanshi Valishet-
ti won the men’s and women's singles
badminton titles, respectively, at the India
Junior International Series 2025.

onship for the Under-11 age group, keep-
ing the 2028 Olympics in mind.

Last year, the BAI, in association with REC
Limited and the Sports Authority of India
(SAI), conducted the first-ever BWF Level 1
Course for coaches, along with BAI Level 1
(Advanced) Course at multiple venues.

On the tournament front, the BAI
annually conducts the Senior National,
Junior (U-19), and Sub-Junior (U-15, U-
17) National Championships; All India
Ranking Tournaments (U-13, U-15, U-
17, U-19, and Seniors), alongside state
meets conducted by their 33 affiliated
state associations. This gives an edge to
players to get a good amount of tourna-
ment exposure.

Allowing lawyers to represent policyholders before Insurance Ombudsman undermines the very purpose of the scheme

Ombudsman scheme must not go the consumer court way

PusHPA GIRIMAJI

WO separate requests by poli-

cyholders for engaging lawyers

before the Insurance Ombuds-

man have now opened the

doors of this informal, alterna-
tive disputes redressal mechanism in the
insurance sector to legal practitioners. The
development does not augur well for the
Ombudsman scheme, meant to provide a
simple, free and expeditious resolution of
consumer disputes.

Under the Insurance Ombudsman
Rules, the Ombudsman first tries to bring
about a settlement through conciliation
and mediation and makes a recommenda-
tion. If that process fails (or if the recom-
mendation is not acceptable to the con-
sumer), he passes an award based on the
evidence brought on record.

The Division Benches of the Telangana
and Karnataka High Courts have held that
once the Ombudsman travels beyond the
mediation stage and enters the realm of
adjudication, the character of the proceed-
ings assumes a quasi-judicial complexion.
Denying legal assistance during this stage
would be contrary to the principles of natu-
ral justice. Also, at this stage, an advocate, as
a matter of right, is entitled to practice
before the Ombudsman, the courts have

held. In other words, while during the medi-
ation stage, lawyers cannot intervene, they
can do so during the next stage when the
Ombudsman passes an award.

The issue first came up some years ago,
when N Vijaya Laxmi went before the Divi-
sion Bench of the Telangana High Court
challenging the Ombudsman’s refusal to
allow her to take her lawyer. Her contention
was that being an illiterate person, she
needed an advocate to present her case
against the insurance company’s repudia-
tion of her husband’s insurance policy, fol-
lowing his death.

The Ombudsman, in response, pointed
out that he acts as a counsellor and media-
tor and tries to resolve the dispute amica-
bly, in an informal manner. And there was
no role for a lawyer there. Nor did the
Ombudsman Rules permit it. Besides, the
Ombudsmen are not vested with any judi-
cial powers, nor do they have legal knowl-
edge. Moreover, it was not a tribunal where
advocates could appear.

The court, in its order of 2023, however,
disagreed. It pointed out that if mediation
fails, the Ombudsman becomes an arbitra-
tor, and is mandated to pass an award
based on the evidence brought on record.
“If this be the position, Section 30 of the
Advocates Act, 1961, would come into
play... an advocate as a matter of right is
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Once the proceedings become
lawyer driven, there is a risk of the
process acquiring the characteristics
of a court, and that does not augur well
for the Ombudsman scheme. i1sTock

entitled to practice before any tribunal or
any person legally authorised to take evi-
dence,” the court held.

The very next year, in 2024, MV
Narasimha Prasad filed a petition before
the Karnataka High Court on similar
grounds. Directing the Ombudsman to
allow legal representation, the High Court,
in its order of 2026, said: “A policyholder
may not necessarily be a person well-versed
in law or procedure; he may be an illiterate

epaper.iribuneindia.com

villager, a widow who is a homemaker with
no independent exposure to legal or techni-
cal matters, or a lay consumer unfamiliar
with the nuances of insurance contracts
and medical documentation. To expect
such a claimant to effectively present his or
her case involving interpretation of policy
terms, exclusions, medical records and cau-
sation, without the aid of professional assis-
tance, would be wholly unrealistic and
would, in effect, amount to denial of mean-
ingful opportunity of hearing.”

This was challenged by the Ombudsman
before the Division Bench of the Karnataka
High Court, which dismissed it last month.

Certainly, an illiterate villager or a widow
with no exposure to insurance policies will
need assistance. The solution lies in creat-
ing helplines for such people and not in
hiring legal representatives because
lawyers cost money and how many policy-
holders can afford one? Besides, today
insurers are sending their officials, not
lawyers. When consumers start hiring
advocates, they will also follow suit.

Once the proceedings become lawyer
driven, there is a real risk of the entire
process gradually acquiring the charac-
teristics of a court, undermining the very
purpose for which the Ombudsman
scheme was created.

In fact, some of the biggest casualties of

lawyers appearing before the consumer
courts constituted under the Consumer
Protection Act have been speed, simplicity
and cost-effectiveness. That’s because
lawyers invariably bring with them all the
trappings of the civil court, such as frequent
adjournments and procedural complexity.
Several studies on the working of the con-
sumer courts have pointed to this.

The Ombudsman scheme should, there-
fore, not be allowed to go the consumer
court way. Particularly now, when the gov-
ernment has proposed extensive amend-
ments to the Rules to make the scheme far
more efficient and effective.

Besides higher compensation to con-
sumers, the draft amendments also provide
for penalties on insurers for any undue
hardship caused to the complainant on
account of their unjust or arbitrary action.
The government has also proposed one
Ombudsman for each state and UT. There
are only 18 Ombudsmen at present.

Hence, it is extremely important for the
government to tweak the proposed amend-
ments to prevent lawyers from appearing
before the Ombudsman. At the same time,
the Council for Insurance Ombudsman
should provide assistance to policyholders
who may need help in going before the
Ombudsman.

— Thewriteris a consumer affairs expert

A little over
ayear into
senior
badminton,
Ayush Shetty
stunned the
World No. 1. ANI
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With India’s lowest fertility rate, emptying schools and an ageing population, the Himalayan state is looking
beyond baby bonuses and IVF to treat falling fertility as a quality-of-life issue, not just a medical one

BABY 0@
steps @ ¥

O Salary increment for
govt employees for each
additional child

O Longer parental leave;
365 days for women
govt employees and
30 for men

) Vatsalya IVF scheme
provides childless
couples up to 33 lakh for
two cycles of treatment

O Mero Rukh Mero Santati
plants 108 saplings for
every newborn

) Eligible children get
310,800 in an interest
bearing deposit at 18
under Sikkim Shishu
Samriddhi Yojana

O Aama Sashaktikaran
Yojana for eligible
unemployed, unmarried,
widowed, divorced or
separated mothers
aged 18-59 that provides
320,000 annually

O

O

THE NEXT PUSH

O ART centre for IVF, IUI
and related services
slated to openin
Gangtok this year

O A national study by
ICMR-NIRRCH with
IIHMR is examining
the drivers of Sikkim’s
fertility decline

O A population-care cell to
bring health, education,
financial support and
other population policies
under one dept

O Sikkim Demographic
Observatory to track
district-wise TFR,

age at marriage,
infertility, migration and
marriage trends

) Planning for an ageing
Sikkim through geriatric-
care training and
collective living spaces

O

NEW ROOTS: Tsherlng
Choden and her two-yr-old
son check on the saplings
celebrating his birth

Mohua.Das@timesofindia.com

113,200 feet in East Sikkim,

Thegu Primary School has

eight classrooms, a

sprawling playing field

and, at the moment, two

students. But the only
classroom open is pre-primary, where
Lhakpa Tshering Sherpa and Gelchen
Sherpa are learning their ABCs amid
plastic slides and comic-book posters.
Beyond the door is the strange luxury of
an entire school, built up to Class V, to
themselves. There are, in fact, more
teachers than students. Three teachers
still come for the two boys, including
Dima Lamu Bhutia, who travels 15 km
from Kupup every day.

It was once a busy village school. Bhu-
tia, who has taught here since 2013, re-
members keeping two registers for a single
class of about 50. By 2019, Thegu and its
surrounding settlements could muster
only about 17 students. “People here now
want a good life for themselves, so they
marry late and say, ‘What’s the point of
having many children?’” says Bhutia.

Thegu PS is among 17 primary schools
proposed for closure in Sikkim this year
because of low enrolment. Last year, 38
were shut. Education secretary Tashi
Chophel links the falling numbers to the
state’s total fertility rate (TFR), currently
the lowest in India. “Our TFR fell from 1.1
in 2019 to 1.0 in 2023. In these four years,
enrolment also dropped by about 20,000
children, which is a huge number for Sik-
kim,” he says. Some state- and district-lev-
el estimates now put it even lower at 0.8,
closer to some of the world’s lowest-fertil-
ity societies, such as Seoul (0.6). TFR is the
average number of children that a woman
is expected to have in her lifetime. In the
2000s, India’s TFR was around 3.3 births
per woman. It has fallen to 1.9.

A few kilometres downhill, there are
signs of new life. Tshering Choden has
brought her two-year-old son, Kunzang,
to Pangthang’s forest block, to check on
some other two-year-olds: cherry, gurash,
chandan and chap saplings. Kunzang is
roughly two feet tall now. Some of the
trees are too.

They are part of ‘Mero Rukh Mero
Santati’, or ‘My Tree, My

ROLL CALL: With two students and three teachers, Thegu PS is among 17 primary schools
in Sikkim proposed for closure this year as enrolments fall

old. “The increment, about 3% of basic
pay, means Rs 6,000-7,000 more a month.
For a govt employee, it is a big amount,”
says Lepcha. Another increment comes
with a third. “I'm actually thinking of
having a third too.” In Sikkim, where
roughly one in seven works for the govt,
that possibility enters many households.

But even as the state tries to coax new
life, Lepcha’s calculations show how
much more goes into the decision. “We
want our children to go to private school,
which is expensive. So is childcare when
both parents work. These incentives help
ease the choice.”

WHEN CLOCKS COLLIDE

Some men and women have other plans
for their twenties, and marriage and chil-
dren now have to fit costs, timing, and the
life they’re building.

Sonam, 26, from Rinchenpong, has
finished her Master’s, is preparing for the
state competitive exams, and isn’t
convinced she wants to marry at all. “I
want to be independent, work...be in my

own company,” she says. If

Child’, a govt initiative Behind the dedil‘le shg does, she imagines mar-
to cetebrate thenbirtnof 2 Are late marriages, 1% 3L SO
child. Once planted and ~ changing bit”. A child would also de-
borms from lower-income  ASPirations, Pehthat sentiment koeps
families get R§ 10,890 inan al‘ld Women’S surfaqing in.the state’s con-
imierst b 2 concern thatmen  SUonsyityoums vor,

For Qhoden, 45, an An- don’t Share the secretary-cum-programme
s vrier sho s load, “Alot of men  diecer of Sk 1Y
chi'ldren arounq her still have to Step Provis.io.n and Innoyation
third. Mosthaveone baby  UPs” 52YS MLA dor the state's planning and
or none. Now, some of us Pamin Lepcha. devel_opmgnt.de’par.tr_nent,
third."she says. The trecs  THE question s 100 ERs T et
and deposit contributg how to make it caland intellectual tension”.
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Kunzang is among 11,663 newborns
registered since the scheme began in
2023. The idea fits easily in a state with
strong ties to nature, says Gangtok divi-
sional forest officer Kshitij Saxena. “And
108 carries spiritual significance, so the
adoption comes naturally.” The trees can
become a livelihood too. “A father once
told me he’d have another baby so he
could plant 108 more avocado trees!”

Jigmee Lepcha chose sheesham for his
younger child. The education department
officer’s parents grew up with six siblings
and he with three, yet he and his wife
hadn’t planned for more than one child.
Then the state offered govt employees an
additional increment for a second. “That
definitely made us think.”

Their second child is now 20 months

and becoming financially
secure. “Take any field, even civil services,
women are doing better than men,” she
says. “But when you are doing well in life,
some roles get compromised.”

Fertility specialist Dr Bandana
Pradhan, who started Sikkim’s first IVF
clinic in Gangtok, says delayed marriage
is one of the clearest patterns among her
patients. “Women are highly empowered,
but biology hasn’t changed,” she says.

Dawa Lhamu Sherpa from Namchi is
an example of that awkward time loop.
She spent 12 years working in Delhi as
her family’s sole earner, supporting her
mother, brother and his children, and
eventually building the family home.
“Only after that did I come back and start
thinking about myself,” she says.

She married at 42. After three years of

trying to conceive naturally, Dawa turned
to IVF at 45. The second cycle worked and
last Nov, she gave birth to twin girls. As-
sistance under the state’s Vatsalya scheme
made the treatment possible. Without it,
her husband, Tek Bahadur Chhetri, says,
“I would have had to take a loan, borrow,
or even let go of the plan to have kids.”

OTHER PIECES OF THE PUZZLE
Age, though, is only one part. Dr Pradhan
sees women in their twenties with badly
damaged fallopian tubes, sometimes from
infections following poorly managed abor-
tions. “Infertility doesn’t suddenly appear
one day,” she says. “Young women may
take abortion pills themselves and skip
the scan or follow-up; retained tissue can
cause chronic infection, with the damage
surfacing years later as infertility.”

Rohini says the state is seeing the
problem further upstream. “Young wom-
en afraid to approach a doctor sometimes
try to manage abortions themselves with
MTP kits bought from pharmacies.” The
govt is now strengthening sexual and re-
productive health education in schools.
“It’s all a chain of interconnected conse-
quences,” she says.

Before Dr Pradhan started Sikkim’s
first IVF clinic, patients routinely trav-
elled to Guwahati or Siliguri partly for
anonymity. “Infertility carried the as-
sumption that the woman had failed and
faced the possibility of divorce or husband
threatening to remarry because of child-
lessness.” She remembers one who, unable
to conceive, persuaded her husband to
marry again. “The second wife eventually
ran away with another man, and she ar-
rived at my clinic. IVF worked.” Aware-
ness that infertility is a couple’s issue has
improved now, she says. “And I've made it
compulsory for both to get checked.”

WHO WILL RAISE THE CHILD?
And then there is the husband. “A lot of
men still have to step up,” says Pamin Lep-
cha, 44, who sees it up close as MLA for
the constituency that includes Thegu.
Women considering marriage and chil-
dren “want to know whether they have
backup. If they feel they lack support, they
refuse to put themselves in that situation.”

The same concern has surfaced in the
state’s consultations. “Women feel their
partners have failed to rise to the occa-
sion and share responsibilities,” says
Rohini. So, policymakers keep returning
to her question: “How can we make
the choice easier for her?” It is at the
heart of what she calls Sikkim’s “whole-
of-govt approach”, which is now looking
beyond medicine and baby bonuses to
how people live and make choices. “We
can’t tackle TFR from a purely medical
or clinical perspective,” she says. “Wom-
en’s lives have changed, and policy has
to change with them.”

Where have all the children gone?
Sikkim confronts a fertility crisis

‘What Sikkim Is seeing today,
other Indian states may
also have to prepare for’

Falling school enrolments rang the first warning bell for Sikkim
CM Prem Singh Tamang. He tells TOI how that led to a ‘whole-
of-govt’ approach to fertility, spanning the happiness index,
childcare, migration and the future of its small communities

Mohua.Das@timesofindia.com

Sikkim’s fertility rate has been falling for over two
decades. When did it become a state priority?

m I first noticed enrolment falling, especially
in pre-primary and primary schools. When
we looked into it, we found our TFR was de-
clining and began asking why people were
having fewer children. We started by offering
govt employees an additional increment for
a second child, and two for a third. Then we
looked at what else gets in the way. Parents
need time to care for children, so we in-
creased maternity and paternity leave. Some
couples need fertility treatment, so IVF as-
sistance went up from Rs 11akh to Rs 3 1lakh,
and there have been many successful cases.
Now, we are planning an incentive for people
to marry and have babies early because not
only in Sikkim but everywhere, people wait
till they are 35-40 to settle. We’re working out
what the conditions for the incentive should
be. This is a serious matter for the govt, and
we are trying our level best.

And when you think 20 years ahead, if

fertility continues to decline like this, what
worries you most?

m What worries me is the workforce and the
next generation. People are ageing and will
retire. If fertility keeps declining, where will
our manpower come from? An outsider can-
not take a govt job; you need to have a Sikkim
domicile. You can already see the warning
signs in schools, where some have five teach-
ers and one student, or seven teachers and
three students. Our fertility rate has to in-
crease. I don’t mean enormously, but at least
it should come back to an average level.

It’s ironic that one of the world’s most

populous countries now has a state grappling
with the opposite challenge, with a TFR
estimated at as low as 0.8, comparable to some
of the world’s lowest. Has this paradox been
discussed with the Union govt?

M Yes, it’s being discussed with the centre, and
we are getting support. When Sikkim became
the first in the country to introduce incentives
to increase fertility, people criticised us, say-
ing, “Oh, Sikkim is a state where you produce
a child and then take money.” But what Sik-
kim is seeing today is something other Indian
states may also have to prepare for. Other
states are beginning to face the same problem.
Certain institutions are advocating larger
families, and Andhra Pradesh has announced
incentives for having more than one baby. It
is becoming a national problem.

The govt has introduced several measures to
make it easier for people to have children. But
there are limits to what policy can achieve
because parenthood is ultimately a personal
choice. How are you addressing Sikkim’s
fertility challenge as a quality-of-life issue?

m Quality of life comes down to opportunities.
If people can work and build their lives here,
they will stay. The govt’s job is to create that
environment through good education, health-
care, infrastructure and opportunities to earn.
We can’t feed people with our own hands, but
we can make those things available. And op-
portunities need not mean govt jobs. If some-
one wants to sing or dance, you can’t tell them
to take up a govt job. When we came to power
in 2019, Sikkim had about nine dance and mu-
sic academies; today we support around 60,
besides individual artists and self-help groups.
Healthcare has expanded too. Kidney patients
who once had to travel outside Sikkim for di-
alysis can now get it in every district hospital,
and we are starting kidney transplants here.

If people have the facilities and opportunities
to live well here, they will stay.

Beyond incentives and facilities, how do

you make Sikkim a place where young people
feel confident about balancing work,
aspirations and raising children?

m I often talk about the Happiness Index. We're
number two in the Northeast and, I think,
around fifth nationally because it’s not only
about earning; people also need the flexibili-
ty to pursue what they want in life. We were
the first state to introduce sabbatical leave for
govt employees, allowing six months to three
years off at 50% basic pay to start a business,
study, go abroad or pursue a personal goal. It
can help people with planning and raising a
family, too. After a year of maternity and
childcare leave, you can take up to three years’
sabbatical without affecting seniority or pro-
motion. So that gives you almost four years.
By then, the child has grown up. The idea is
to give people that flexibility.

Also, Sikkim is made up of many small indigenous
communities. Is there a concern that with

falling TFR, these communities, their languages
and cultural traditions could disappear?

m Sikkim has many small communities, each
with its own language and traditions. With

AGAINST THE CLOCK: Dawa Sherpa with her
IVF-born twins, conceived at 45 with support
from state’s Vatsalya scheme

more people marrying across communities
and children speaking a different tongue,
preserving these becomes important. We are
appointing language teachers in schools and
publishing books in languages that didn’t
exist earlier. We have also established an In-
digenous Language Development Board.
Govt notifications, once only in English, are
now issued in these languages too. We are
also trying to preserve traditional dress and
celebrate each community’s festivals. We’ve
made it compulsory to wear traditional dress
every Thursday. This year, we started some-
thing in the Assembly too. During the budget
session, every MLA wore the Lepcha dumpra
on the first day, the Bhutia bakhu the next,
and the Nepali daura suruwal on the third,
irrespective of their own community. Our
languages and traditions have to survive.

Apart from increasing births, how is Sikkim
preparing for an ageing population?

mIn Sikkim, our tradition has been to keep our
parents at home and look after them, and we
want to preserve that. We have enhanced old-
age pensions and are expanding healthcare at
the gram panchayat level. In 2023, we intro-
duced the Rs 1lakh Shravan Kumar Award to
encourage families to care for elderly parents,
and last year brought senior citizens under the
women and child development department so
their needs are addressed more closely.

Why gig economy is going grey

A growing workforce in their late 50s and 60s has turned to jobs like cab
driving and delivering groceries because they cannot afford to retire

must register on the e-Shram portal to
receive benefits. States must now notify
rules to implement the code. But these
benefits, including health insurance,
cease after 60.

“Many of these workers spent dec-
ades in informal or low-paid employ-
ment and have no assured pension or
adequate retirement income. With chil-

Himanshi.Dhawan@timesofindia.com

n March, as Abdul Afsar drove his

cab through Hyderabad, he felt an

uneasiness in his chest. Sweating

and panicking, he dropped the pas-
senger off, then pulled over and called
friends and the app helpline. “I found out
later that it was a heart attack. My
friends rushed me to hospital, and I got
treated in time. But the only question
customer care asked me was if the pas-
senger had been dropped off safely,” he
says. The line went dead when he as-
sured them he had.

Afsar took three months off before
returning to driving. At 59, when many
enter retired life, he starts his day at 4am
and logs 15 hours of work. “I have no
choice. My monthly expenses go up to
nearly Rs 45,000, and I am the only earn-
ing member,” he says.

Afsar’s plight has become increasing-
ly common, say labour rights activists.
Across India’s cities, a growing number
of workers in their late fifties and sixties
with little social security or savings are
strapping on delivery bags and logging
onride-hailing apps, not as a side hustle
but as their only source of income. La-
bour experts say policy has largely failed
to account for this ageing gig workforce.

Shaik Salauddin, national general sec-
retary of the Indian Federation of App-
Based Transport Workers (IFAT), says:
“We are seeing an increasing number of
workers in the 55-60 age group and even
beyond, in gig and platform work. This is
not a sign of a healthy employment sys-
tem, but economic insecurity and the ab-
sence of adequate social protection.”

AGED OUT

Fifty-six-year-old Madhavi Bhatia (name
changed), an app-based beautician in
Mumbai, is separated from her husband
and pays for her children’s education. “I
had borrowed Rs 5 lakh from a private
lender for my daughter’s marriage. Till
I can repay that, I have to stay on the
app,” she says. She lives with her sister’s
family to keep costs low. “My sister also
helps me with school fees. But how can
I expect more from her?”

People as old as 54-

55 find themselves
jobless, and are forced to
compete with young people
for incentives and targets
Nirmal Gorana, Gic WORKERS’ UNION

Afsar was a warehouse logistics in-
charge at a cement company when he
was fired at 45. “Everywhere I applied,
I was told I was too old,” he says.

Nirmal Gorana, national coordina-
tor of the Gig and Platform Service
Workers Union, says demonetisation
and the Covid pandemic pushed many
older workers out of existing jobs. “Af-
ter the pandemic, many workers
had to face attrition from the
formal sector. People as old
as 54-55 suddenly found
themselves jobless.
They have now been
forced to take up jobs
like gig work, compet-
ing with young people
for incentives and tar-
gets,” he adds.

Ajay Maity, 53, was
sacked from his job as a
messenger with a public
sector oil company in 2020
after nearly 20 years. “I was 47
years old then. My son was still
studying, and I had put all my savings
into constructing a home in Midnapore,
West Bengal. Everything changed over-
night,” he says.

From earning Rs 28,000 a month in an
office job, he now puts in 15-hour days,

ON THE CLOCK: Afsar and Maity (left), laid off from their formal
jobs, now rely on app-based work in their 50s to make ends meet

weaving his bike
between delivery
points across south
Delhi. “Itried tolook
for office work, even
started my own busi-
ness, but nothing worked
out. Now I work as a delivery

agent for a 10-minute delivery app.”
The narrow lane leading to the ware-
house is crowded with e-bikes whizzing
in and out. The air smells of detergent
and stale vegetables. Amid the scruffi-
ness, Maity takes pains to maintain a

neat appearance in his company-embla-
zoned T-shirt.

He stays active on the app till he com-
pletes his target of Rs 1,800 a day.
“Whether I finish at 10pm or midnight
is irrelevant,” he adds. He has since
shifted his family to Midnapore to cut
costs. But when his wife needed surgery
a couple of months ago, he had to borrow
Rs 2 lakh from a former colleague.

PAST THE SAFETY NET

Last year, the govt introduced social se-
curity provisions for gig workers, who

dren’s education, housing, debt and ris-
ing medical expenses, they simply can-
not afford to stop working. For many, gig
work has become a survival mecha-
nism,” Salauddin says.

IFAT has demanded that the govt and
platforms create a social-security system
covering pension, health protection, acci-
dent compensation, disability support and
old-age security. “Workers who have spent
their productive lives serving the economy
deserve dignity, not endless economic
pressure,” he says.

Ajay Kumar, from UP’s Etah, knows
what that pressure feels like. It is almost
1pm and after five trips, Kumar’s app
shows earnings of just Rs 434. By Friday,
he has to pay the weekly rent of Rs 1750
for his electric bike. With one eye on the
app for the next order, he speaks of the
failing family business of repairing
watches. “People don’t wear watches as
they have phones or smartwatches,” he
says. He tried selling samosas instead,
but couldn’t make ends meet.

“I had also borrowed Rs 50,000, but af-
ter the first two installments, could not
make payments,” he says. The 59-year-old
moved to Delhi and now lives in his daugh-
ter’s home. “She gives me one meal a day;,
and I manage the rest,” he says as he
zooms off for his sixth run of the day.
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Man Loses His Temper, He's Raging, Woman Loses Hers, and She’s PMSing!

‘Dr Jekyll & Ms Hyde' may make for a pat explanation, but the answer isn't to pretend that premenstrual storm and stress doesn’t exist, but to get ruthless about separating illness from plain human anger

SUNDAY ROAST

'RESHOM
MAJUMDAR

London: Covid did strange things to
friendships. Ol1d friends, scattered across
the world, suddenly reappeared on Zoom
calls and WhatsApp groups, and resumed
the intense discussions we once had in
person. Mid-argument in one such discus-
sion recently — the kind where you're
both right, both exhausted — he suddenly
stopped.

‘Do you know what the luteal uglies are?’
he asked, with the confidence of aman who
hadjustdrawnthe winningcard.Ididnot. It
sounded like an unfortunate medieval fam-
ily--the Luteal Uglies of Gloucestershire.

Itturnsout ‘luteal uglies’ is one of the in-

ternet’s newer names for feeling irritable,
or generally not delighted, during the lu-
teal phase of the menstrual cycle, relating
to the corpus luteum, a temporary struc-
ture that forms in the ovary after an egg is
released

His actual point was better. Growing up
inthe West, theoldrigidlinesaround what
men and women are allowed to feel may
havefaded. Butthedoublestandard hasn’t
disappeared. A man loses his temper, he’s
raging. A woman loses hers, and she’s
PMSing. Same anger. Different diagnosis.

Premenstrual syndrome (PMS)is partic-
ularly useful because it arrives with an ex-
cuse pre-installed. Nobody has to investi-
gate what the woman is actually angry
about. The case hasalready been solved by
the ovaries.

Ididn’t have to look far for proof. My son
performed this linguistic upgrade on me.
When he was little, if I raised my voice, it
was ‘Ma’s raging,” the same phrase he’d
use for his dad. Fair enough. Equality.

Hedidn’tinvent this. Heabsorbed it from
| the air, along with TikTok terminology,
protein advice, and ‘It’s not that deep.’ But
that’sthe problem. Angeratanactual inci-
dent becomes a temporary biological
mood swing.

Iwanttosay:no, myangerisreal. Youare
perfectly entitled to criticise the volume,
or the occasional unnecessary reference.
But please engage with the substance.

For decades, women fought to have PMT,

premenstrual tension, taken seriously. We
wanted doctors to stop dismissing it as
‘nerves,” and partners to stop calling us
dramatic. Mission largely accomplished.
Except now ‘hormonal’ is available is a
free pass. We built the weapon and handed
it over, forno fee.

In 1953, Raymond Greene and Katharina
Dalton published ‘The Premenstrual Syn-

Martin Luther King Jr would have been
delighted. Somewhere along the way, how-
ever, itbecame ‘Ma’s PMSing.’

NO, IT'S NOT THAT TIME
OF THEMONTH

drome’ in British Medical Journal, trying
to get women’s cyclical suffering taken se-
riously. By 1981, Christine English and

Sandie Craddock successfully used PMS-
related arguments in criminal cases, and
the British press discovered the irresist-
ible image of ‘Dr Jekyll and Ms Hyde.” We
asked to be believed. The world heard: un-
stable, but medically excusable.

In 2013, American Psychiatric Associ-
ationadded premenstrual dysphoricdisor-
der (PMDD). Feminist researchers pushed
back,not because severe premenstrual suf-
fering isn’t real, but because of what phi-

It's a double-edged sword: helping those who need treatment,
arming others with an explanation for any woman'’s anger

losophers call ‘epistemic injustice.” Once
anger has a diagnostic label attached to it,
other people can dismiss it. “You're not up-
set because of what he said. You’re upset
becauseit’sday 24 of yourcycle.’

You might assume there’s an ironclad
blood test behind all this. There isn’t. Re-
searchers have yet to identify a single bio-
logical marker that distinguishes women
with severe PMS from those without it.
Psychologist Carol Tavris argued that re-
searchers took normal fluctuations of the

menstrual cycle, packaged them as PMS,
andsoldthemback towomenasadisorder.
The danger is that we become quietly
trained to distrust our ownfury.

So,ladies, are wethe baddie here? Noten-
tirely. For some women, PMS are genuine-
ly severe, even life-threatening. Naming
that experience matters because it can
lead toproper care.

But the label is a double-edged sword. It
helps women who genuinely need treat-
ment, while conveniently arming every-
one else with an explanation for any wom-
an’s anger, ambition or inconveniently
well-timed opinion. Noactuallisteningre-
quired.

The answer isn’t pretending PMS or
PMDD doesn’t exist. It’s getting ruthless
about separating illness from ordinary
human anger. Treat women who are genu-
inely unwell with actual care, and stop let-
ting ‘hormonal’ dothejobthat ‘she’sright,
actually’ sometimes should.

Because amedical label can be a wonder-
fully efficient lid. Once a mood has a diag-
nosis attached to it, nobody has to ask
what’sunderneath.

FUNNY BUSINESS

i ANUVAB
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India Wasn’t

Always a

Package Deal

THE FLYING DUTCHMAN

MICHIEL
BAAS

Blood and gore. Infinite black. The oc-
casional vagina even. It is not neces-
sarily the art one feelslike travellinga
considerable distance for. But I make
an exception for Anish Kapoor. The

A Venice Fly Trap: Skip Kapoor, See Singh

Journey to the Biennale is a pilgrimage, perhaps less to worship art than to surrender in order to get lost in it
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found myself drawn to Dayanita
Singh at Archivio di Stato, housed in
the former convent of the Frari. It
could hardly be a better setting.

Singh’s wooden structures form so-
lemn columnsfilled with photographs
of archives, books and mountains of
paper, records seemingly withering
away after their purpose has been for-
gotten. Yet, thereis colourtoo:bundles
wrapped in cloth dyed blue and red,
the latter not so far removed from Ka-
poor’s visceral palette.

Thetwoartists could hardly be further
apart in style or scale. Yet, both possess
the instant familiarity of the truly
great. Elsewhere in Venice, Korean art-
ist Lee Ufan offered another contrast,

takingover8galleries of San Marco Art
Centre. We had encountered his enor-
mous outdoor sculptures on the Japa-
nese island of Naoshima. Here every-
thing was quieter, with panels carrying
delicate, seemingly random strokes.
Lee moves between painting and
sculpture, between the internal and the
spatial, making the familiar world
briefly strange again. His work shows
how the monumental can be brought
back to human scale without losing its
unusual power to captivate.
Itisthistightrope one constantly navi-
gates--between spectacle and intimacy,
between works that overwhelm and
those that ask you to come closer. Ka-
poor once filled the Grand Palais in Pa-

ris with a gigantic red inflatable struc-
ture. Inside, it felt like entering a womb,
floating through a red world that was
both physical and strangely ethereal.
Venice demands a different rhythm.

Navigating the Biennale’s national pa-
vilions feels like travelling between
countries. Curated by Koyo Kouoh, ‘In
Minor Keys’ invited visitors to tune in
to quieter frequencies of melancholy,
hope, joy, and transcendence, often fore-
grounding smaller works and lesser-
known artists rather than grand state-
ments. Yet, national pavilions inevita-
bly also want to make an impact.

The biennial journey to Venice has
consequently become something of a
pilgrimage, although perhaps less to

How did we ever become one, single
country? Yeah, it's complicated

When you take a tour of Windsor Castle, youmay see
one of the oddest paintings hanging there. It’s by a
Flemish painter depicting a scroll Catherine of Bra-
ganzahandsoverto CharlesII. Its captionreads: ‘Prin-
cess Catherine of Portugal hands over Bombay to the
British as part of her dowry’. As an Indian, your first
thought is, ‘How can she do that? It’s not a box of choc-
olates!Ilive here.’

As we look back on 79 years — and one week — of
freedom, as a united country, one forgets that this vast
land, connected by railways and SBI, Shah Rukh
Khan and Mahendra Singh Dhoni, IndiGo and Naren-
dra Modi, a flag and anthem (and now a song), and a
million other things, was once separate and tiny little
regions, some under kings, some under the British,
and some doing their own thing. Portugal, France,
Holland and Denmark all had tiny pieces of India un-
til independence and beyond.

I can’t help but think how confusing it must have
been in those last months, leading up to August 15,
1947. A lot of powerful, and slightly deluded, kings
thought they’d do their own thing, even if geographi-
cally bound to whatever would be India.

Junagarh was notable because its ruler wanted to
joinPakistan. But his people revolted. Hyderabad’s Ni-
zam wanted his own country. And had it, till Louis
Mountbatten stepped in. Travancore and Bhopal’s rul-
ers said they wanted to stay independent till July 1947.

Vallabhbhai Patel played an incredible role in bring-
ing all these provinces together. I assume there were
some threats as well. But practically, how would that
even have worked? Would one have needed a visa to fly
from Mumbai to Hyderabad? Would it have been an En-
gland-Scotland-type arrangement? Would Bhopal and
Travancore have cricket teams different from India? It
all sounds mad, but it all worked out. And here we are.

Oddly; the UAE was part of British India till April 1,
1947, much to the sadness of all the Dubai shopplng

WHOSE LINE IS IT ANYWAY"

and Burj lovers from independent India who now
need a visa—the Brits can get visa on arrival. Burma
was the first to exit British India in 1937, perhaps real-
ising that khow suey and tandoori chicken need sepa-
rate journeys.

The even crazier ones were the non-British Indian
colonies. Goa, Daman and Diu folks continued to be
Portuguese citizens well into the early 60s. While the
rest of us wereaspiringtoasovereign, socialist, demo-
craticrepublic, thoseareas continued toreporttoJosé
Silvestre Ferreira Bossa, governor of Portuguese In-
dia and colonial minister, with ultimate allegiance to
the government of Anténio de Oliveira Salazar in Li-
son. This sounds more Tintin than Swadesh.

Then there were the French. Pondicherry, Karikal,
Yanaon and Chandannagar continued eating crois-
sants well into Nehru’s reign, flying le drapeau tricol-
ore instead of our tricolour. De facto transfer hap-
pened between 1950 and 1954, but the formal legal
merger with India was in 1962. So, for 15 years, these
guys celebrated our Independence Day and Bastille
Day. Definitely the most French-Indian thing ever; till
Macron and Modi entwined hands.

Luckily, the Danish sold their holdings in Ben-
gal’s Srirampur in 1848, which they had renamed
Fredericksnagore. There’s still St Olav’s Church, a
government house, and a tavern, which is what the
Danes, sensibly, concluded was all you really need
to run a country. Had they lingered on, Mahesh
Chandra Dutta, Serampore’s legendary mithai
shop, would have to stock Danish pastries along
with their signature sandesh.

Then there was the curious case of Sikkim, which
was never part of British India, but was a protector-
ate. When the Brits left in 1947, Sikkim’s monarchy
survived. The ruler was the Chogyal, and he retained
his own government, territory, flag, monarchy, and
even international emissaries.

India and Sikkim signed a treaty in 1950. This essen-
tially made Sikkim an Indian protectorate. But till
1975, it remained a strange little Himalayan kingdom,
like a Bhutan-lite —not entirely a country, but not In-
diaeither: a Schrodinger’s country.

Mumbai-born British artist currently
has a solo exhibition at London’s Hay-
ward Gallery.

His themes have remained consistent.
Ashashisfondnessforscale. Enormous
inflated red forms appear to burst
through walls, while elsewhere wax, sil-
icone and resin take on the colour and
texture of flesh, blood, and entrails. Gi-
ant circles of his signature black pull
you in and refuse to let go. The sheer
bloody horror of it all can be over-
whelming. But then there are always
his signature sky-gazing mirrors, reso-
nating with blue to cool the mind. On a
roof terrace,acouple had beeninstalled
reflecting London and its visitors, pull-
ingboth into a strange, distorted dance.

Walking to the gallery recently, I
found myself thinking about a trip I
just made to the Venice Biennale.
There I had skipped Palazzo Manfrin,
where Kapoor has established a major
exhibition space of his own. I knew
roughly what awaited me. Instead, I

'Archivio’ (pic) form columns filled with records seeming-
ly withering away after their purpose has been forgotten
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worship art than to surrender in order
togetlostinit. For days you walk narrow
back streets and follow canals in search
of pavilions that sometimes seem deter-
mined to remain hidden. You step into
an apparently abandoned church and
discover an enormous work by an artist
from Kosovo youhad never encountered
before. Around another corner, an Eth-
iopianartistsends youdownacomplete-
ly different rabbit hole.

Perhaps, that is why skipping Kapoor
in Venice did not matter. His infinite
black was always going to catch up with
me, swallowing me whole and eventual-
ly deliveringmetoLondon. It wasthein-
timacy of Dayanita Singh’s work,
surrounded by centuriesof archival
accumulation, that stayed with me
most.

Scale, in the end, matters less
than we think. Art makes destina-
tions out of places.Butthejourney
towardsitisoften the work thatlin-
gersthelongest.
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Maxxing
Everything

(Humming) Here a max, there a
max, everywhere a max-max...

Back to kindergarten with Old Mac-
Donald, I see. What's this all about?

Well, we seem to be in our...maxx-

ing era so may as well have a ditty

forit!

1 only know credit-card maxxing.
Pray, what is this new jibber-jabber?

It started as internet colloquialism

but is now a movement about ruth-
less optimisation. So, we suffix ev-
erything with ‘maxxing’ now to
push us towards our ‘best life’. You
have boys enhancing their features
— looksmaxxing. Someone ODing
on skincare is skinmaxxing. If you
are eating extra protein, then it’s
proteinmaxxing. Upping your
snooze time is sleepmaxxing. And
then we have fibremaxxing, cosy-
maxxing and even nothingmaxxing.

It seems to be all maxxed out.
This year, a wellness trend called
friction—maxxing went viral. It’s
the practice of
\“ makmg every-

shghtly less con-
Venlent toreduce
reliance on digi-
tal devices and
dlscourage over-

Multitasking is Dead!
Monotasking Zindabad!

Enough of fetishising ‘parallel workstream management,’ especially with Al here

RED HERRING

INDRAJIT HAZRA

The kitchen, above all other
spaces, is the multitasker’s bor-
dello. Even someone who’s unin-
terested in juggling more than
one lemon in the air — not just
because he or she happens to be
bad at juggling more than one
lemon in the air —suddenly gets
theurgetodoatleastfourthings
simultaneously: stir the chicken

after adding haldibefore closing

thelid on the pressure cook-
er like a pharaoh’s tomb
is about to be sealed;
fill the empty bottles
with drinking wa-
ter from the filter
machine; wash the
dishes piled up in /4
the sink (be- f§
cause youdidn’t [
feel like it when
that was the on-
ly chore you 1}
had); get the rice |\
ready in the cook- hAHE
er for its 2-step,
water-submerged
spin in the micro-
wave.
And that’s if there’s no
phone call, while a delivery man
has just rung the doorbell, and
your dog suddenly decides that
that is the exact time when Poo-
kie the Dragon requires some
quality flying-in-the-air time.
AndIthought Susan Sontaghad
written, ‘Time exists in order
that everything doesn’t happen
all at once.” She must have lived
in another time.
Butthisisn’tjust about getting
jobs done quickly. For that, in
our blessed wage-arbitraged In-
dia, you can still jolly well hire 8

people for the price of 4. But I
point to something else. Now,
I’'m no dimagi physicist, but I'm
sure Erwin Schroédinger would
have agreed that multitasking
drives home the uncertainty
principle: the more tasks you at-
tempt, thelesscertain youareof
completingany—or, atanyrate,
completing with any degree of
finesse.

So, let me rip that old bandage
off. Multitasking is dead! Long
live monotasking. For too long,
the cult of doing many things at
once was hailed as the skill set
that will get you to the Machu
Picchu of success. Wemay all be
replying to emails in the middle
of meetings, booking a flight
while scrolling 30SixCat reels,
holding a conversation while
stealing a selfie. But theresult is
half-baked ideas, half-read ‘ma-
terial’, half-registered movies,
and half-drunk vodka-Fantas.
It’s revolting — multitasking,

not vodka-Fantas. And

it’s time to re-

volt. Mono-

tasking cuts through

: Do you have
the spines for
monotasklng?

DON'T GET
OUTFOXED

the mob of activities and settles
on one chase at a time, like out-
come-driven serial monoamou-
ry. In 2026, this won’t be easy. So-
cietal and peer pressure to con-
duct multiple tasks at the same
time can be relentless or, worse,
taken for granted. Charles R
Johnson, CEO of Technical
Education Corporation (TEC)
that offered home study and vo-
cational courses in electronic

data processing in the 70s, fa-
mously told his salesmen to en-
rol anybody who could ‘walk
and chew gum at the same time’.

With the bar set that low, it was
just upping the ante from there.
(Incidentally, a 2021 Waseda Uni-
versity, Japan, study, published
in Journal of Exercise Science
& Fitness, did find that gum
chewing while walking increas-
es walking distance and energy
expenditure in middle-aged
men and women.)

15th-16th ¢. humanist Desideri-
us Erasmus, in his annotated
collection of Greek and Latin
proverbs, Adagia, highlighted
the ancient Greek poet Archilo-
chus’ observation that ‘the fox
knows many things, but the
hedgehog knows one big thing’.
While Erasmus — and 20th c.
philosopher Isaiah Berlin, who
expanded the idea of two types
of dimagis in his 1953 book, The
Hedgehog and the Fox — didn’t
take sides of either the wily or
spiny mammal, neither gentle-
men (or Archilochus) could
have imagined how our age fet-
ishises and valourises ‘parallel
workstream management’.

Inthe process, the casualty has
been missingthe product for the
process, quality for quantity, op-

tics for the real deal.
With Aland oth-
er non-Ger-
ald Durrell
animals
. existing
~ and thriv-
ing to mul-
titask,
monotask-
ing is bound to be
the human hedgehogian (or eri-
naceous, in Tharoorspeak) fu-
ture. The question is whether
you have the spines for mono-
taskingornot.

So,employers, start rewarding
it. Schools, begin teaching it.
Families, cherish it. Lovers, in-
sist on it. Mono-taskers of the
world unite! You have nothingto
lose but your sense of standing
in a blizzard doing too many
thingsatonceand seemingly do-
ingnothingatthe sametime.

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

GETTYIMAGES use. In other
words, inconveniencing yourself

. for your own good.
NO OFFENCE Morparia
What is this max madness? Why are
we so obsessed?
AS PER NEW RULES, HAVENT You HEARD The trend is exactly what it sounds

VVE LEARNT MARATHI,
BLUT WHY NO
PASSENGERS

THE LATEST RULES?

like. Focus on oneaspect of yourlife-
styleand take ittotheextreme—the
max. The New York Times explored
the etymology of the suffix, whose
roots lie partly in video-game ideol-
ogy. Basically, like in video games,
people ‘max’ out a character to im-
prove performance. It’s most often
found in health and wellness, where
ithasbecomeahandy way tomarket
betterment.

But we can’t ‘max’ everything?
Experts believe so too. Lululemon’s
2024 Global Wellbeing Report found
that ‘wellbeing burnout’ is real,
with some of the exhaustion stem-
ming from the pressure to keep im-
proving our wellbeing. Experts sug-
gest that the more we attach this suf-
fix to everyday health behaviours,
the greater the danger of creating
an underlying assumption that we
always need to be doing...more. It
creates an unconscious pressure.
Text: Nupur Amarnath
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DOWN

1 Speak highly of dancer I'm
dancing around holding (6)

2 They're used to pick up large
amount German imported (5)

3 Mistake in text you printed
outoriginally (4)

4 CGuided upriver to eradicate
pests (7)

6 12cracked aribat beginning
of rodeo (5)

7 Driver hopes to get this ready
to wear (3,3,3)

8 Rougharea for baseball ... (8)

11 .. soshut ground (4)

14 0ld artist left exam (4)

15 How to thwart mugger getting
pursein LA? (6,3)

16 Plug dance (3)

17 Leave old girlfriend with sex
appeal (4)

18 Choose to visit a seedy bar,
like some parents (8)

20 Small, crude and dirty (4)

21 De Gaulle changed when out
of uniform, it's asserted (7)

22 Revealing tinin pig house (6)

24 A briefly boring time for
mature person (5)

26 Crowd traps one in lift (5)

27 It makes a good pudding when
its crust's dumped (4)

ACROSS

1 Pilotcontrolsitand, if trainee
leaves for a time, this too (8)

5 0Occupy sailors and soldiers at
Beachy Head (6)

9 InParis, my old college offers
exclusive service (8)

10 Kelvin leaves too much booze
for criminal (6)

12 She got up (4)

13 State of writer wasting hours

between lines (6-7)

crime? (10)

farmland (8)

19 Copies marching, leaving gap

23 Police clad differently for petty

25 Stylish and elegant, appearing
in Sochi competition (4)

28 lodine with burnt umber dye (6)

29 A Greek heretic's dealing with

30 Four score but hefty opener’s

atjoint (10) dismissed (6)
15 Cleaner reprimands person in 31 Building yard involves toil with
tears (6-7) skill (8)
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Hear this! Vinyl is back,
and music is cool again!

signed up for an experience last week, which both surprised me and outdid

my expectations in itself, but also in the reactions I got from other people. I

ully expected to be laughed at and mocked or chastised. Instead, those I
described my experience to, reacted with wonder.

I attended a “listening room” event. An independent coffee roastery in
Dehradun, run by a group of young people (this means anyone younger than
me), which caters to people interested in music. It was a planned evening, with
food done by a local well-known chef and was not cheap.

But it was mind-blowing, even if it was simple.

The band chosen for the event was Pink Floyd, with some explanations from
the organisers as we went through the band’s music, played on vinyl on a great
sound system. The room was small, enclosed and soundproofed. The equipment
was great quality. Basically, you listened to the music in a dark space, bar some
visual effects. It was, to use that much cliched word, “immersive”. Each listen-
ing session spread over the evening was between 30 and 45 minutes, with short
15-minute breaks in between. No phones, no distractions, just music.

Because it sounds a little poncy or at least fussy and stylised when you first
hear of it, I was prepared after the event to be excoriated by my friends. These
were the arguments I had worked out: you could have sat at home and listened
to music, we used to take records to friends’ homes and listen together (only one
person said this), you wasted your money on something very simple and so on.

I had my defences ready, which turned out to be unnecessary. Because 99 per
cent of the people I spoke to were fascinated. All of them were my age and older.
And they all wanted to be part of such an experience.

It raised a few questions about what interests us and the life we lead, most of
all our inability to disconnect from distractions, particularly the need for con-
stant communication and short bursts of entertainment. The experience of a
listening room is not the same as watching a film in a theatre, although similar.
There is not story, no dialogue, no thrills and no food. It is just listening. It is a

solitary experience enjoyed with other

Now don’t imagine I'm going to
walk down the road to spiritual
enlightenment and self-knowledge:
I am not that kind of a person. But it
is an all-encompassing experience,
with subliminal elements. You
want to listen, because you have
chosen to and have to listen,
because of the -circumstances.
Nuances of music easily lost in the
hurly-burly of the outside world are
clearer now. There is also the unde-
niable romance of nostalgia for
those old enough. The scratch of the
needle on the vinyl and the reality
of vinyl recordings — sounds
smoothed out by digitisation are
now alive. I must make clear this is
not an age thing — 40 per cent of my
fellow listeners were much younger
than the old brigade. There is also
the pleasure of meeting people who
love music, or your kind of music or
any kind of music. And here, noth-

people.

It is the method which creates
the enjoyment. We have lost the
art of the ‘long form’. For those

who remember the days of record

players or even cassette players,
it was very cumbersome to skip
from song to song. So listening
was, by default if not design, an
‘immersive’ experience.

ing matters except that common interest. It has taken me many years to con-
front my fears of being thrust into a group of strangers. And for the most part,

it’s been a liberating experience.
Listening rooms are neither new nor

unique. They appeared in 1920s Japan,

with a suitably expressing Japanese name: onigaku kissa or kissaten, a music
café or coffee house. These came up a century ago, when live music was banned
in Japan, to listen to classical music and jazz. Perhaps the only

constant that remains is vinyl and in
for jazz.
I would do it again in a heartbeat and

our local listening room, a preference

I still want to understand why. Why for

myself, and why for most people I spoke to. Is it the lack of forced social inter-
action? Is it the reclaiming of pleasurable isolation in a distracted and distract-
ing world? Is it the rediscovery of sound in the midst of cacophony? Is it the

thrill of surrender to your senses? This

is not after all one of those pseudo spir-

itual experiences — forest-bathing or playing whale songs or whatever. Nor is
it comparable to the simple pleasure — increasingly a privilege — of listening
to birdsong early in the morning. There’s an odd forced element to it, which
despite the classroom rules, actually enhances the experience.

The choice of music itself did not really matter, enjoyable though it was. Pink

Floyd demands a lot from the listener,

it is disturbing in music and lyrics and

conception. To listen to it together is also an art and a challenge, you have to be
like-minded in a sense and prepared for what is ahead of you.
But frankly any music would have a similar effect. It is the method which cre-

ates the enjoyment. We have lost the

art of the “long form”. For those who

remember the days of record players or even cassette players, it was very cum-
bersome to skip from song to song. Stop, lift the needle, go to the next song or
stop, fast forward and so on. All manually, no remotes in those days. You just
listened to the whole thing. Each album designed and planned that way as well,
by the artistes and possibly in some cases, the studios. So listening was, by
default if not design, an “immersive” experience. One you put the record on,

you were committed.

Today’s convenience has its benefits.

But it has reduced listening to shuffle

play and an algorithm’s reading of your patterns. You no longer go on the same

journey of discovery.

What is even more welcome is that you go back to the past, using older meth-
ods, but in a new interpretation provided by the young. It underlines once more
that beauty is there to be appreciated by all of us and perhaps, we underesti-
mate the importance of fresh eyes on something we thought we knew so well.

The writer is a senior journalist who writes on media affairs, politics and social

trends. She tweets at @ranjona.
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Mecca, Pakistan and a
quagmire of alliances

Manish Tewari

s officials from

Ankara, Riyadh and

Islamabad extol the

virtues of a new tri-

partite axis — the
Mecca Joint Defence
Agreement — one could per-
haps be forgiven for a profound
sense of déj& vu. The pact is a
fresh chapter in a long, and
largely ironic, chronicle of
Pakistan’s strategic forays into
West Asia.

It is eerily reminiscent of the
Cold War’s most flawed con-
structs. It is born not of an
organic confluence of national
interests but of a shared, albeit
differently perceived, sense of
vulnerability.

Saudis seek deterrence
against a revisionist Iran and a
restless Houthi insurgency.
Tiirkiye, ever pursuing its neo-
Ottoman ambitions, seeks to
deepen its foothold in the Gulf.
Pakistan, perennially cash-
strapped and strategically iso-
lated, seeks the lifeblood of Gulf
petrodollars and a renewed
sense of relevance on the world
stage. Yet, this transactional
foundation is precisely what
doomed its earlier ventures.

Pakistan, for all its fascina-
tion with West Asia, remains
fundamentally divorced from
the region’s core power dynam-
ics. It has traditionally served
not as a net security provider,
but as a launchpad for Western
strategic projects.

In February 1955, the Turco-
Iraqi Baghdad Pact created the
Middle East Treaty Organis-
ation (Meto). It was preceded by
a Turko-Pakistan defence
agreement in 1954, signed
between Pakistan’s foreign
minister Md Zafrulla Khan and
Turkish Ambassador Selahat-
tin Refet Arbel. This arrange-
ment, emanating from the over-
lapping interests of the UK, the
US, and Hashemite Iraq, was
designed to complete a “North-
ern Tier” of containment stret-
ching from Turkey to Pakistan.
Subsequently the UK in April,
Pakistan in September and
Iran in November, joined Meto.
Iran’s accession completed the
“Northern Belt” along the
Turkey-Irag-Iran-Pakistan line.

> State of the Union

After the July Revolution in
Iraq in 1958, when the govern-
ment led by Abd al-Karim
Qasim withdrew from the pact,
Meto was renamed Central
Treaty Organisation (Cento).

The same strategic mirage
reappeared in Southeast Asia.
After the French defeat in
Indochina in 1954, Washington
was keen to deter and contain
communism in the region. In
September 1954, representa-
tives of eight governments,
including Pakistan, met at
Manila and formed South East
Asia Treaty Organisation
(Seato). Pakistan has no con-
nection with South East Asia
except that it was a United
States Cold War lackey.

The alliances, for Pakistan,
were a means to an end, the end
being a stronger hand against
New Delhi, thereby negating its
very raison d’étre for the
Western powers who under-
wrote it. Ayub Khan of
Pakistan, himself an early
architect of the US-Pakistan
relationship, told The Daily
Telegraph in London in
January 1962 that Pakistan was
losing faith in Cento and Seato.
These alliances did not serve
any collective security arrange-
ment in the wars of 1965 and
1971. The ultimate humiliation
was the 1971 dismemberment of
Pakistan and the birth of
Bangladesh. Pakistan with-
drew from Seato in 1973, and
Cento was disbanded in 1979,
collapsing under the weight of
its own irrelevance.

The same pattern appears to
repeat with the Organisation of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC).
Pakistan has been a key part of
its militarisation and has used
it multiple times to try and
internationalise the Kashmir
issue, but the OIC has never
been inherently suited for a
workable strategic alliance,
given its multiple internal dis-
sensions amongst Islamic
states. The second summit in
1974 was held in Pakistan, at a
time when Pakistan still did not
recognise Bangladesh. Under
pressure from other nations,
Pakistan was compelled to
invite a delegation from

Pakistan, perennially
cash-strapped and
strategically isolated,
seeks the lifeblood of
Gulf petrodollars and a
renewed sense of
relevance. Yet, this
transactional
foundation is precisely
what doomed its
earlier ventures.

Bangladesh, and it was at this
very summit that Pakistan
came to recognise the nation.
The OIC may offer diplomatic
theatre, not strategic sub-
stance.

Likewise, the Regional Coo-
peration for Development
(RCD), set up in July 1964 by the
regional members of Cento
(Iran, Turkey, and Pakistan)
was intended to strengthen
socio-economic development.
But financial, political, and
administrative  difficulties
made progress slow. Its politi-
cal significance grew steadily
even as Cento’s declined.
Recognising that RCD could
not provide an effective mili-
tary substitute, Iran and
Turkey still attached value to
Cento. After 12 unsatisfactory
years, the three regional heads
of state held a summit in Izmir
in April 1976, making amend-
ments to the 1964 declaration.
The Treaty of Izmir was signed
in 1977 as the legal framework
for RCD. Yet RCD was unsuc-
cessful, and had to give way to
the Economic Cooperation
Organisation in 1985.

Exhumation of the ghosts of
Cento and Seato renders the
2025 Saudi-Pakistan mutual
defence pact deeply instructive.
Touted as extending a
Pakistani nuclear umbrella to
Riyadh, the agreement did little
to deter Houthi missile attacks
on Saudi soil. It was conspicu-
ously impotent when Iranian
missiles struck the Prince
Sultan airbase and Riyadh air-
port, and when the Aramco
refinery at Ras Tanura was hit
in early 2026. It was only in late
April 2026 that Islamabad dis-
patched 13,000 troops and fight-
er jets to the Kingdom. Ulti-
mately, Riyadh was compelled
to take matters into its own
hands, forming the Multi-
national Maritime Défense
Coalition (MMDC) with thir-
teen other nations, including
Pakistan, to defend the Red Sea.

The Mecca Agreement, too, is
not free from internal discords.

The Arab Spring initially saw
them aligned against Bashar al-
Assad in Syria, with both
nations financing various anti-
Assad factions. However,
Turkey also demonstrated sup-
port for the  Muslim
Brotherhood, which Saudi
Arabia opposed, creating an
uneasy sentiment in Riyadh. In
2013, when the Egyptian coup
broke out and Mohamed Morsi,
a Muslim Brotherhood mem-
ber and then-President of
Egypt, was forcibly removed by
pro-Saudi Abdel Fattah el-Sisi,
Turkey condemned the move.

In 2017, the two nations were
at odds over the Qatar diplo-
matic crisis, with Turkey sup-
porting Qatar against Saudi
Arabia. The murder of Saudi
journalist Jamal Khashoggi
inside the Saudi consulate in
Istanbul only made matters
worse. The conflict in Nagorno-
Karabakh saw Ankara and
Riyadh trading accusations of
destabilizing the region.

Beneath this volatile history
lies the unspoken reality of
Turkish neo-Ottoman ambi-
tions, which directly threaten
the traditional leadership role
of the Gulf Cooperation
Council. Ankara’s efforts to
rebuild military and economic
beachheads along the eastern
flank of the Arabian Peninsula,
from Oman to Southern Iraq,
are the building blocks of a
revived sphere of influence that
encircles and constrains Saudi
power.

Pakistan, for its part, has
stepped into this volatile
dynamic, hoping to act as a
bridge. But history suggests it
will more likely be a wedge. It is
a nation in search of patrons
that seeks to extract resources
from the relationship — finan-
cial assistance, investment, and
diplomatic support — while
contributing little in the way of
genuine, deployable security.

The graveyard of Pakistan’s
alliances is thus a place of
recurring lessons: alliances
forged with external powers for
purposes alien to Rawalpindi,
weakened by internal discord,
and undermined by a funda-
mental mismatch of objectives.

There is also another infor-
mal understanding if not conv-
ergence in the South Asian-
Mid-Eastern theatre between
India, UAE and Israel. More on
that at some other time.

Manish Tewariisa
third-term Lok Sabha MP and
former Union minister.
@ManishTewari.
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Our republic
of perpetual
manufactured
outrage...

Opposition mocking the Prime

Minister, with a few avoidable insinu-
ations and inelegances thrown in for effect,
were hardly edifying. What followed was
equally revealing: a predictable eruption of
‘manufactured outrage’ from the ruling
establishment and its ecosystem, complete
with solemn pronouncements on dignity
and democratic norms, as though political
memory began only with the latest offend-
ing remark. The point is not to excuse the
Opposition’s lapse; some things are simply
better left unsaid. It is to note the extraordi-
nary selectivity with which indignation is
deployed. The long record of tasteless and
personally disparaging remarks from the
ruling side is conveniently forgotten, while
the latest indiscretion by the other camp
becomes a moral emergency. The outrage is
less about standards than about ownership
of the moral high ground.

Indian politics was always given to drama,
noise and decibels. It was never, however, so
comically given to self-righteousness. What
has intensified in recent years is the theatri-
cal, condescending and patronising show-
manship accompanying political disagree-
ment. Minor remarks, obscure social-media
posts, and isolated incidents are routinely
inflated into national crises, with politi-

The recent optics of the Leader of the

cians, television anchors and partisan influ-
encers competing to establish who is most
offended.

Social media has turbocharged this
process. A few carefully selected words are
lifted from a speech, stripped of context and
amplified until they become the story. The
same selective memory governs partisan
outrage — an equally foolish or offensive
remark by one’s own side is rationalised or
forgotten while the opponent’s latest utter-
ance is dissected with theatrical indigna-
tion. Soon the substance disappears,
replaced by the hapless spectacle of people
performing personal offence. Context is
always demanded for one’s own camp, and
always denied to the other.

The media, rather than restoring propor-
tion, has too often become the amplifier of
this silly pathos. A press ecosystem that is
partisan, timid, or beholden, has little incen-
tive to puncture the performance as it prof-
its from sustaining it. Every grievance
becomes ‘Breaking News’, every stray
remark a television panel, every manufac-
tured sleight another round of indignation.
The distinction between reporting outrage
and manufacturing it has become increas-
ingly blurred.

The contrast with an earlier generation is
striking. Leaders who had participated in

the freedom struggle and the arduous busi-
ness of nation-building, from Nehru and C.
Rajagopalachari to Piloo Mody and Atal
Behari Vajpayee, operated under very dif-
ferent ideologies and were hardly free of
flaws. Yet there was a certain largeness of
spirit — an ability to accommodate, engage
with and sometimes even celebrate the
“other”. Fierce disagreement did not auto-
matically become an affront to patriotism or
personal dignity. Even parliamentary
adversaries such as Vajpayee, Indira
Gandhi, Somnath Chatterjee and Sushma
Swaraj could combine ideological combat
with wit, civility and an appreciation of the
opponent’s stature. That quality seems in
short supply today.

The citizenry, too, has been conditioned to
expect theatricality, particularly on
“nationalism”, which increasingly shades
into jingoism. Anything short of chest-
thumping affirmation risks being treated as
suspect. Nuance becomes equivocation, crit-
icism disloyalty and scepticism “anti-
national”. Patriotism, which should be
capacious enough to accommodate dissent
and self-criticism, is reduced to a perfor-
mance in which volume counts for more
than thought.

The result is what might be called soap-
opera politics — declarations are exaggerat-

ed, grievances personalised and political
language calibrated for applause rather
than persuasion. A politician attempting to
make a mark through reason, restraint and
prudence risks sounding almost out of place.
The prevailing mood seems to beseech ‘man-
ufactured offence’, ie., to find something,
anything, that can be turned into an affront
requiring collective indignation. And if all
else fails, there is always Pakistan. Invoke
the enemy and, remarkably often, the
machinery of patriotic outrage starts work-
ing again.

This has consequences beyond political
decorum. The earlier governments of P.V.
Narasimha Rao, LK. Gujral, Vajpayee and
Manmohan Singh, despite their consider-
able differences and imperfections, drew
more Vvisibly on economists, administrators,
technocrats and domain specialists. Rao had
Manmohan Singh; Vajpayee had Jaswant
Singh, Yashwant Sinha and Arun Shourie;
Manmohan Singh’s Cabinets included P.
Chidambaram, Pranab Mukherjee and
Montek Singh Ahluwalia in influential
roles. These were not interchangeable men,
nor were they always right, but they
brought intellectual heft, administrative
experience and, crucially, a degree of inde-
pendent political personality to govern-
ment. Expertise never displaced politics, but
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POLITICAL VENDETTA

The BJP-led NDA govern-
ment has again displayed its
attitude towards non-BJP
governed states in denying
permission to Telangana CM
A Revanth Reddy to visit the
USA. The reasons given are
unacceptable and reveal the
animosity. The statements of
Narendra Modi and BJP lead-
ers that they are most con-
cerned about the youth goes
for a toss as Revanth Reddy’s
visit was to sign MoUs with
top US universities. When
economic offenders like Vijay
Mallya and Nirav Modi can
settle in foreign counttries,
the CM of an Indian state is
denied permission to visit a
country for the benefit of

Indian students.
M.C. Vijay Shankar
Chennai

STRANGE OFFER

The Karnataka CM’s offer to construct
the Mekedatu dam across the Cauvery
River as a balancing reservoir is incom-
prehensible. When Karnataka is not pre-
pared to obey theorders of the Tribunal
and Supreme Court on various pretexts
and denying Tamil Nadu its share of
Cauvery waters, it is fatuous to expect
them to construct a dam, store water and
release when Tamil Nadu needs it. His
appeal to "help us help you" is only a play

of words, lacking sincerity.
S.V. Venkatakrishnan
Coimbatore

NEED COOL HEADS

Apropos article 'Politics changed, Gen G
must step up or go home' by Ms. Shobhaa
De. She should not have said that India is
being run by exhausted geriatrics while
asking GenZ to take over. She should
know that governing a nation like India
needs sobriety and not hot heads who
will take impulsive decisions and create
more problems. She may be reminded of
how elderly Congress statesmen
Narasimha Rao and Manmohan Singh
had ruled, extricating the nation from an
economic morass. While eulogising
GenZ, she should advise them to abide by
the constitution and rule of law and must
contest in polls to get elected democrati-
cally rather than indulging in anarchist
protests.
A.Seshagiri Rao
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

competence and independent ministerial
talent had a discernible premium.
Increasingly, across the partisan divide,
that space appears narrower. In its place one
often finds obsequiousness, non-threatening
competence and tokenism. Expertise is wel-
come so long as it remains politically harm-
less, and independence surely becomes a lia-
bility.

That may be the deepest cost of ‘manufac-
tured outrage’. When outrage becomes the
currency, prudence looks weak, moderation
evasive, complexity suspicious and intellec-
tual honesty politically expensive. The
Opposition supplies the provocation; the
ruling establishment supplies the outrage;
the media amplifies both. The ecosystem
feeds itself.

Indian politics may always have been
noisy, dramatic and fiercely partisan. But it
once seemed more conscious that the argu-
ment was larger than the ego. The loss of
that largeness of spirit is perhaps the most
conspicuous feature of today’s political the-
atre in the Republic of Manufactured
Outrage.

The writer is a retired lieutenant-general
and a former lieutenant-governor of
Andaman & Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry
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EMPIRE OF
THE MIND

NEET ismorethan an exam. Itisasocial contract

The constitution of the high-powered task
force onexaminationreforms,led byNan-
danNilekani,comesatatimewhen public
confidence in India’s examination system has
been badly shaken. India has an opportunity to
do something much larger than fix an exami-
nation. The immediate questions are familiar:
paper leaks, examination security, technology,
logistics, impersonation, and whether NEET
should move from pen-and-paper toa comput-
er-based format. Allthese questions matter. But
they are not the most important. The Nilekani
task force must examine something more fun-

Gurucharan damental: What should a national examination
Gollerkeri be designed to do?

The former civil NEET is not simply an examination. For mil-
servant enjoys lions of young Indians, it is a social contract. A
traversing the student who spends two or three years prepar-

myriad spaces of ing for NEET is not merely preparing to answer

ideas, thinkers, and questions. Behind that preparation are parents
books whohavesaved, borrowed orsacrificed; teachers

whohaveinvested time; children who have post-
poned other choices; and families that see med-
icine as a pathway to social mobility. For many
first-generationaspirants, NEETrepresentsthe

possibility that merit can overcome privilege.
That is why a compromised examination does
such extraordinary damage. What is lost is not
merely a few marks. The connection between
effort and reward is broken. Therefore, NEET
reform mustbegin with therestoration of trust.

The first principle of reform should be trust
by design. Every stage - from question paper
creation to delivery, testing, scoring, and ad-
missions — should be auditable. Every stake-
holder should know where accountability lies.
Candidates should have predictable rules for
disruption, technical failure, grievanceredress,
and re-testing. The system should be designed
so that no single failure can destroy an entire
cohort’sfuture.

However, a second question deserves much
greater attention: Does a federal country need
onecommon examination foreveryinstitution?
Indiaisa Union of states. Educationisin the con-
currentlist. Medical educationrequiresnational
standards, but theinstitutions that educate our
doctors belong to very different governance
structures: central institutions, state institu-
tions, private colleges,and deemed universities.

Yetwe have gradually constructed an architec-
turein which one national examination has be-
come the gateway to almost all undergraduate
medical education.

Uniformity hasobviousadvantages. It creates
a common benchmark, reduces the scope for
arbitrary institutional selection, facilitates na-
tionalmobility,and can curbsome of the opacity
and malpractice that historically accompanied
multiple entrance examinations. But uniform-
ity and centralisation are not the same thing.
India could consider a different architecture: a
National Examination Architecture, ratherthan
aNational Examination Monopoly.

The Government of India could conduct a
national common entrance examination for
central institutions and for institutions whose
admissions are appropriately organised at the
national level, including participating deemed
universities. States, meanwhile, could have
the option - subject to clearly defined nation-
al guardrails - to conduct their own common
entrance examinations for government and
private medical colleges within the state.

The principle would be simple: Common

standards and multiple trusted pathways. The
Union would prescribe the guardrails: curric-
ulum and competency standards, examina-
tion-security protocols, question-setting norms,
psychometric standards, statistical equating
where necessary, cybersecurity requirements,
auditability, grievance redress, and penalties
formalpractice. A state examination that meets
thosestandards oughttoberecognised asavalid
pathway into the state’s medical institutions.
This would not weaken national standards. It
couldstrengthen them.

Thereisalsoafederal principle atstake. States
should not be reduced to mere implementing
agencies for a national education policy. They
should have the institutional capacity to inno-
vate, experiment, and take responsibility for
outcomes within their jurisdiction. A state that
believesitcanadministeramoretrusted, equita-
ble or context-sensitive examinationshould have
the opportunity to demonstrate that capability.

The third principle should be to reduce the
consequences of a single day. It is astonishing
that the future of millions of young people can
depend upon their performance during a few

hoursonone particular day. The system should
explore multiple testing windows, calibrated
question banks, and robust statistical equating,
allowing more than one opportunity without
compromising comparability.

Finally, reform must ask whether we are
testing what we actually value. If medicine
requires reasoning, scientific understanding,
interpretation, judgement, and the ability to
apply knowledge to unfamiliar situations, then
our assessment system should reward these
capabilities rather than disproportionately
rewarding memorisation under extreme time
pressure. This matters even more in the age of
artificialintelligence. Alis making information
retrieval progressively cheaper. The value of
human capability lies increasingly in reason-
ing, judgement, empathy, and the application
of knowledge. Our examinations should begin
preparing for that future.

ThechallengeistomakeIndia’s examination
architecture harder to distrust. The real ques-
tion is whether young Indians can believe that
effort, merit, and integrity still have a place in
therepublic.

THEDIGITAL ALARMIST

Limitsofthe
colonised mind

nhis Discourseon Colonialism,which firstappearedin1950, Aimé
I‘Césajre examinesthe psychological,sociological,and pseudo-civ-

ilisational underpinnings of the colonialist enterprise, whether
in Africa, Latin America, or Asia. He exposes the hypocrisy and
contradictions implicit in Western notions of ‘progress’ and ‘civ-
ilisation’ upon encountering the ‘savage’, the ‘primitive’, and the
‘uncultured—termssolelyreserved for describingand denigrating
non-Western, non-Christian societies. Western adventurers, with
nomoralor ethical compass but proudly professing tobe Christian,
wenttogreatlengthstoacquiretheterritoriesand resources of non-
white populations and evangelise them.

Césaire’sinsightful remark, ‘Itis[equally] necessarytodecolonise
our minds, our inner life, at the same time we decolonise society’ is
applicable, even more sotodaythanin the previous three centuries,
simply because the overlords of technology in Silicon Valley have
completely colonised our minds without our being aware of it and,
inthe process, become fabulously rich and situated themselvesina
positiontodictate the fate ofindividuals and nation-states alike. Peo-
plelike Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos, having colonised our hearts and
minds,arelooking for fresh territories toconquer,inouterspaceand
theunfathomed depths of the oceans, before China gets there first.
In Mao Zedong’s time, political power may have grown out of the
barrelofagun, buttoday, power comesfromastring of bitsand bytes.

Wehavereached a pointinsocietywhere face-to-face communi-
cation hasbeen deliberatelymade impossible. Ordinarytelephone
communication between humanshas been compromised through
theintroductionofautomatedvoiceagentsatoneend. Inshort,every
act of human communication is now mediated by one digital arti-
fice or another. If you recently purchased a product and are having
problems with it, good luck getting a real, live human being at the
company tointercede onyour behalf. Automated agents cost little,
buthumans costalot.

Sometwentyyearsago, there wasgreat concernamong the pop-
ulace that it could no longer discern what was
realand what was fake when viewing informa-
tion on the web. With the advent of agentic Al
suchas ChatGPT and Gemini, we havereached
amomentwhereanythingweread,seeorhear
canbeAl-generated. Attempting todistinguish
between fake and deepfake is now an exercise
in pitiful semantic quibbling, to be attempted
onlyby the brave.

Wehaveallbecomesoenamouredof Al that,

inthe process, we have closed our eyes towhat Roger

is happening to our critical thinking skills. AT~ Marshall
summarieshaveledustoavoidreadingoriginal  isa computer
documentsintheirentirety,eventhoughtheAl  scientist, a newly
summary offered comes with a warning that ~ minted Luddite
whathasbeen generated could contain errors. and a cynic

Ignoring the warning is akin to ignoring the
fine print that accompanies every credit card
application, investment opportunityor prescription/over-the-coun-
ter drugside effects. The onusis always on the customer, never the
company offering the product. Caveat emptor.

Slick advertising by Silicon Valley, whether on the web, smart-
phonesorTV,hasspread the FOMO (fear of missing out) syndrome,
convincing the gullible that the latest Al-supplemented versions of
their products are infinitely superior to whatever they currently
own. The language of the coloniser has become the language of
the colonised.

Google has been successful in stealing millions of books without
any crediblelegal challengesand making them available on the web.
The multilingual translation services provided by Silicon Valley,
while definitelyuseful,areinnowayfoolproof,aswe cannever know
if the translation is correct or if something has been lost in transla-
tion. The gratuitous summaries offered by Al of all text may please
themanyamongstuswhoarelazyanduncritical, butnotall. Itisnow
possible togenerate a person’s entirelife storybased solely on their
onlineinteractions with theworld atlarge and postiton theweb, an
insidious practice knownasdoxxing, totheaffected person’sdismay
anddetriment. Winning the user’sheartsand minds hasnever been
easiersinceallwe need are a few pointers for agentic Al to generate
books, movies, theses, dissertations, op-ed pieces, biographies,and
operas. Towhatend?

Theleaning Tower of Pisa may still be standing when Silicon Val-
ley’s Tower of Babel comes crashing down in a welter of confusion.
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OUTSIDE

tlife and hope unbound

or a word that seems to be
Fstrict about defining the pe-

rimeter of individual spaces,
it’ssurprising thatthe word ‘bound’
should have a life so predicated on
the prefix and suffix. In osmotic
linguistic cultures like ours, the
firsttime we encounter thewordin
some formis perhapsinthe phrase
‘boundarywall’. It conditions us to
map our own bodies, the skin, and
thentoesand skull, the equivalents
of countryand continent. Whenwe
gototheoriginof theword, there’s
asurprise—thatitcame from seem-
ingly opposite directions, bringing
together, tying, as in ‘bound’ and
‘binding’, as well as the circum-
scribing of space, as, say, we find
inthe way it’s used to characterise
a box-like wall inside which sits a
cake-like building.

‘Bound’ and ‘bouquet’ share the
first three letters. In both, there
is tying, collecting, or gathering,
whether it’s flowers from neigh-
bouring habitats or pages in what
is about to become a book. These
flowers or pages could beidentical
toeachother, butthatis notusually
the case—different paragraphs, dif-
ferent kinds of flowers, what is be-
ingbrought togetherisnotafamily
(tree) but an ad hoc arrangement,
asemi-permanentcompanionship
between different species, wheth-
er it be flowers or thoughts. That
they were often understood to be
genetically similaris made evident
in a semi-stock phrase such as ‘a
bouquet of songs and sonnets’ or
‘abouquetof poems’. A phraselike
that would provide the title for po-
etrycollectionsand anthologies for
many generations. That it should
be composed of multiple things not
necessarily related to each other

wasinherentin the history of ‘bou-
quet’ itself. Originally meaning a
‘grove oftrees’, itsoon became leni-
ent, coming to stand for a ‘cluster’
of trees. I say ‘lenient’, but what I
probablymeanisan elasticaccom-
modativeness.

Howthen could suchaword, that
glued disparate things, also come
tomeansomething thatkeptthings
out, as in the ‘boundary’ wall? To
understand thisistobecome aware
of one’sjawtightening at the bristly
relationship between the outside
and inside. The rules inside the
‘boundarywall’ of one’s house-or

Sumana Roy

is an author and
poet. Her books
include How /
Became a Treeand
Provincials

‘compound’ — are different from
those outside it. The boundary
creates restrictions, physical but,
more importantly, psychological.
Of the kind, say, I feel when writ-
ing this ‘column’ - a closed space
with well-marked boundaries
created by editors and the design
team. There’s the word ‘limit’, so
that what I say does not spill out of
the boundarywall of this column. I
am boundbythat contractwith the
editor even as I write from what I
might understand as an unbound-
ed spirit.

Why did Shelley feel so emo-
tionally and creatively driven to
free Prometheus from Prometheus
Bound? Aeschylus had written a
trilogy, and Prometheus Unbound
had been one of them, but only
Prometheus Bound was extant;
the other two were lost to histo-

ry. 'm tempted to see this loss as
defining Western civilisation the
way the loss of Aristotle’s theory
of comedy has-the first censoring
audacity of the creative spirit, the
second turning the tragic as West-
ern man’s default residency. Pro-
metheus had, as we know, stolen
fire for humans, to whom he had
also given the arts and sciences —
music as much as medicine and
metalwork, writing and numbers
—for which he’d been punished by
Zeus.In Aeschylus’slost play, there
is ‘reconciliation of Jupiter with his
victim’, as Shelley put it, and it was
thismild reconciliation thatthe Ro-
mantic poet wanted to challenge.

‘Twasaverse from a catastrophe
sofeeble as that of reconciling the
Champion with the Oppressor of
mankind. The moral interest of
the fable, which is so powerfully
sustained by the sufferings and
endurance of Prometheus, would
be annihilated if we could con-
ceive of him as unsaying his high
language and quailing before his
successful and perfidious adver-
sary,” hewrotein theintroduction
to his ‘lyrical drama’, a play that
was meant more for the ear and
the mind than the stage.

What does being unbound
mean? “To defypower, which seems
omnipotent;/ To love, and bear; to
hopetill Hopecreates/ Fromitsown
wreck the thing it contemplates;)...
Good, great and joyous, beautiful
and free;/ This is alone Life, Joy,
Empire, and Victory.” This is a
manifesto that the French Revo-
lution —under whose spell Shelley
wrote his Prometheus-made pos-
sible. I've found myself returning
to these lines lately, thinking of an
India Unbound.

SALT & PEP

Transition at
the Tatas

spenteightexcitingyearswith the Tatagroupin India. Iwasonmy

];sNecond jobthere. Yes,inthosedays, stickingtocompanieslonger

as considered a good thing, unlike today, when it’s less fash-
ionable.Thad spent the previous eight years with amultinational. I
joined the Tatasand realised thereislife beyond the multinational.

The Tata groupis aninteresting study. As of today, the organisa-
tion employs 1.16 million people globally, has businesses as diverse
asconsumer goods, aviation, IT servicesand emerging electronics,
andboastsa turnover thatexceeds $185 billion. Thisisabehemoth
of an enterprise for sure.

AslIwritethis, the Tatagroupisinthemiddle ofa corporate churn.
Atransitioninleadership. N Chandrasekaran, the celebrated Chair-
man of Tata Sons with almost 10 years at the helm and a total of 40
years in the group, has decided not to renew his availability to be
the Chairman for the next tenure of years possible, five or three
(whatever that could have been at the behest of the Board and the
shareholders).

Chandra, ashis friends call him, has called ita day following a set
ofinternal tussles. His current term endsin February 2027. His exit
follows a period of substantial growth, profits, and new initiatives
that may both contribute and bleed in the short and medium term
(Air India, the digital forays, semiconductors, EVs,and more), but
promise to insulate the group in the long term. This is a challenge
the group will need to brace for.

The Tatagroup has clocked 158 years of existence. Thisbusiness
enterprise precedes the nation by 79 years. Over these tumultu-
ous decades, the group has seen a total of seven chairmen leading
it. Chandrasekaran, who took charge in February 2017, was the
group’s first Chairman from outside the Tata family. He rose to his
present stature through his brilliant steering of the crown jewel of
the group—Tata Consultancy Services—to whatitis today.

While theories (both real and conspira-
torial) exist to explain this leadership jam,
much has already been written about it.
Therefore, I'will not venture into that con-
tentious space in this column for the sake
of space. Suffice it to say that at one end
of this entire debate are the owners of the
group, and at the other is the operational
and strategic leadership. The ownership
is represented by the philanthropic trusts
(which own two-thirds of Tata Sons and

_|'|aI'ISh Bijoor work in charity and societal causes), while
is an ambassador the operational and strategic leadership
of brandsanda is represented by the Chairman and the
corporate keynote  poard ofDirectors. Over nearlyl6decades,
speaker with the privatelyheld companyhasrefined this
more than 18,000 hugely successful model, positioning itself
hours _to dE-\_te as an exceptionally consistent enterprise.
N @harishbijoor  Noe| Tata, representing the owners, has

decidedtofloatasearch for the next Chair-
man. The choice is still a matter of conjecture and will hinge on
multiple variables, with the only constant being the timeline - by
March 2027, Tata Sons will have anew Chairperson.

Allchangeisgood, I guess. Leadershipisaresponseto challeng-
es. Every enterprise needs a change at the helm after seven years.
Thesetransitionsarevital for thelong-termhealth of the enterprise.
Business environments evolve continuously, and each distinct era
brings a set of fresh hurdles that demand a tailored approach. Be-
cause corporate challenges fundamentally shift over a seven-year
cycle, executive leadership must adaptaccordingly. No single style
of leadership can remain effective indefinitely, nor should any or-
ganisation expect it to.  make these comments based on my study
of leadership styles across 61 corporate enterprises in India and
Sri Lanka. I believe that the group is getting into investment-deep
years: investmentin terms of routes tomarket, people, technology,
energy,and more.

Having worked with the group for eight years, I have witnessed
auniquetraitthatsetsitapartfromother corporate entities. There
existsadistinct ‘Tataway’ of doing business; a frameworkthat defies
conventionsof corporate practices.Ithasevolvedand endured along
withthebrand,and hasinmanywaysdefined the ethosofthe House.
As the organisation awaits another transition in leadership, it will
betonitsfoundationalidealsto prevail, carrying forwarditslegacy.

‘ Writeto us at: theprism@deccanherald.co.in
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The inherited burdenin Dalitality

Aakash Singh
Rathore
as Dr Jekyllis
a Professor of
Philosophy,
Politics and Law,
author and editor
of over 20 books
and counting, and
as Mr Hyde, one of
India’s top-ranking
Ironman triathletes

N @ASR_metta

ter Revival wrote Fortunate Sonasanindict-

mentofinherited advantage: some are born
protected, others are born exposed.

“Some folks are born silver spoon in hand/
Lord, don’t they help themselves”

Suraj Yengde’s Caste: A Global Story reas-
serts the same indictment, but with a different
ethnographic ground and awider comparative
reach. Ranked inequality of a caste-like kind
appears in many places, even if India’s version
carrieswhat Amartya Sen, in his foreword tothe
book, calls a “shameful uniqueness”. Yengde’s
narrative follows that ranking system asitmoves
across oceans, archives, and generations.

“Itain’t me, itain’t melain’tno senator’ssomn/
Itain’t me, it ain’t me I ain’t no fortunate one”

Readers of Yengde’s earlier Caste Matters
will recognise the same auto-ethnographic
impulse. That earlier book was driven by the
lived experience of whathe calls ‘Dalitality’-a
term he usesto name the accumulated weight
onthebeing of those borninto the lowestrung

In 1969, John Fogerty of Creedence Clearwa-

of the caste ladder. The new book keeps the
personal current but then travels with it. The
introduction and Chapter 1, ‘Colonial Dalital-
ity’, examine how the British census and of-
ficial reports first gave administrative shape
to Dalit groups by recording their subjection,
occupations, and socio-spiritual separateness.
Yengde insists that Dalits were never merely
passive subjects in these classifications; they
also claimed, refused, or reworked the labels
imposed upon them.

Chapters 2 and 4 stage the book’s central
claim: that casteisnota fixed Indianinheritance
butasystem of ranking that crossesbordersand
takes new forms.

In Chapter 2, ‘Affairs of Letters: Dalit Re-
sponses to Black Literature’, Yengde shows
thatthe conversation between Dalits and Black
Americansdid notbeginwith the Dalit Panthers
orinthe1970s. Ambedkar himself was the first
major Dalit thinker toengage African American
experience systematically, notablyin hisreplyto
LalaLajpatRai’s comparison of untouchability

and American slavery. Later, M N Wankhede,
principal of Milind College and founder of the
journal Asmita, became the central mediator,
introducing Black literature to a generation of
Marathi Dalit writers. Janardhan Waghmare,
writing from rural Marathwada, pushed the
comparison further, treating slave narratives
as directly analogous to Dalit conditions and
reading the American Dream against Malcolm
X’s American nightmare.

WhatYengde captureswellisboth the depth
of this one-directional literary solidarity and its
limits: after the1960s, the Black American side
remained largely unaware of Dalit develop-
ments, language barriers slowed translation,
and the relationship stayed more inspiration-
al than reciprocal. The chapter is innovative
precisely because it refuses easy romance; it
documents a real intellectual genealogy while
remaining honest about its asymmetries.

“It ain’t me, it ain’t me I ain’t no millionaire’s
son/ It ain’t me, it ain’t me I ain’t no fortunate

2

one

Chapter 4, ‘The Dalit Republic of Diaspora:
A Case Study of Trinidad’, is the book’s most
vivid demonstration that caste does not simply
dissolve when it crossesthe ocean. Drawing on
earlier ethnographers and his own fieldwork,
Yengde shows that while many lower-caste
indentured labourers arrived in Trinidad, hi-
erarchy reasserted itself in new forms. Colin
Clarke’s 1964 survey found that only a small
fraction of Hindus still knew their caste by
name, yet Brahmanical prestige had actually
increased rather than faded. Outcastes were
still marked - food served on a leaf instead of
a plate, subtle exclusions at religious gath-
erings. Caste survived as a code of identity,
prestige, ritual, and endogamy. It underwent
what Yengde callsakind of creolisation: mixed
with other groups, reshaped across genera-
tions,and keptaliveinside Hindu organisations
such as the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha,
where pandit superiority could still surface in
the order of the food line. The chapter makes
Yengde’s global claim concrete: caste moves,

mutates, and finds new institutional homes
rather than dissolving.

The book concludes by returning to the au-
thor’s notes as archivist and activist. The result
is a more ambitious book than Caste Matters.
It demonstrates the same urgency of voice, but
now, it’s stretched across alarger map.

“Some folks inherit star-spangled eyes/ Ooh,
they send you down to war/ And when you ask
them, ‘How much should we give?) Ooh, they
only answer, ‘More, more, more™”

This song still cuts because the structure it
named has not disappeared. Yengde’s book
demonstrates this on a larger map. In the con-
clusion, he turns the question back onto the
dominant castes themselves: itiswe, more than
the caste-oppressed, who need to confront the
social and religious creeds that cannot tolerate
human equality. Some are born protected by
the system,; others inherit its weight. Yengde,
like Fogerty, asks who gets to remain the fortu-
nate one, and at whose expense the protection
ismaintained.
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Brilliance of Amir Suhail Wani

A brilliant engineer from NIT Srinagar fighting for his rightful job in court instead of building our future. It is time for
compassion and administrative wisdom to prevail over rigid rules.

Widening Gap
Lt Gen RS Reen (Retd)

rsinghreen@gmail.com

The true wealth of Jammu &
Kashmir does not merely lie in
its majestic mountains, its wind-
ing rivers, or its lush valleys. Its
most potent, enduring wealth lies
in its youth. The brilliant minds
that endure countless hardships
to emerge as beacons of excel-
lence. When such a mind rises to
the top, society should celebrate
and utilize it. Yet, in the heart of
our administration, a tragedy of
bureaucratic rigidity is unfolding,
suffocating one of our brightest
talents. This is the story of Amir
Suhail Wani, a young man whose
exceptional intellect is currently
being wasted in the corridors of
courts rather than being deployed
for the progress of our region.
Amir Suhail Wani is an engi-
neer by training. He is not just
any graduate; he earned his
degree on pure merit from the
prestigious National Institute of
Technology (NIT) Srinagar. But

Amir is far more than an engi-
neer. He is a multi-talented poly-
math, a prolific writer, and a deep
thinker. His intellect transcends
his formal education. To speak
to Amir or to visit his home is to
witness a mind entirely devoted
to knowledge. His personal collec-
tion of books is larger and more
comprehensive than many fully
functional public libraries. He
represents the kind of intellectual
capital that developing societies
desperately crave.

Through sheer hard work and
undisputed capability, Amir
secured a position as a Junior
Engineer (JE). His name proudly
appeared on the official select
list. He had proven his merit
in an open, highly competitive
system. But the sweet taste of
success was brutally cut short.
Amir has a medical condition, a
physical disability that has sud-
denly been transformed by the
system into an insurmountable
handicap. Because of this medical
condition, he has been denied his
official appointment letter to join
the department. The very govern-
ment that should be empowering
him has instead shut its doors,
leaving him stranded on the
threshold of a promising career.

Rather than accommodating
a differently-abled genius, the
system has forced Amir to fight
for his basic rights. He is cur-
rently contesting his case in the
Central Administrative Tribunal

(CAT). The government, tragical-
ly, stands as an opposing party in
this legal battle against its own
bright youth. Recently, a medi-
cal review board was ordered
to assess his condition. But the
fundamental premise of this legal
and medical scrutiny misses the
larger, more vital point: Amir
Suhail Wani has already proven
his mental ability and his profes-
sional competence.

Let us concede, for a moment,
the administrative argument.
Amir may or may not be entirely
fit for a rigorous field job that
requires intense physical exer-
tion, navigating rough terrains,
or climbing infrastructure. But
does an engineering department
run solely on physical labor?
Absolutely not. The backbone
of any successful engineering
endeavour is vision, planning,
and intellectual rigor.

It is profoundly unfortunate
that the Government of J&K is
completely ignoring the vast
potential Amir holds for the
policy framework. Why is his
talent not being utilized in the
planning department? The Power
Development Department (PDD)
in J&K is in desperate need of
modernization. It requires the
framing of new standards, the
integration of smart technolo-
gies, and visionary policy devel-
opment. Currently, our local sys-
tems are struggling to keep pace
with the rapid advancements

happening across the rest of the
country, let alone the cutting-
edge innovations transforming
the global power sector in the
developed world. Amir is exactly
the kind of well-read, innovative
thinker, who could draft these
modern standards and policies.
Yet, his brilliant mind is being
left to gather dust while he waits
outside courtrooms.

Beyond the loss of techni-
cal expertise, there is a glaring
human angle, the disability factor
that the Government of J&K has
inexplicably ignored. We live in
an era where inclusivity, accessi-
bility, and the rights of different-
ly-abled persons are championed
globally. Our laws and our collec-
tive morality dictate that physi-
cal limitations should never be a
barrier to employment, especially
when the individual possesses the
requisite intellectual merit. To
deny a differently-abled person
his hard-earned livelihood is not
just an administrative failure; it
is a moral abdication.

Why is a boy with a physical
handicap left to prove himself in
a court of law against the mighty
machinery of the State? Where is
the sympathy? Where is the com-
passionate ground? As individu-
als occupying chairs of authority,
there must remain a fundamental
fear of the Almighty when deal-
ing with the vulnerable, the dis-
abled, and the deserving. Power
is a trust, and it must be exercised
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The bureaucracy has chosen
the easy path of rejection
rather than the courageous
path of accommodation.

with justice and mercy.

As a former military com-
mander with four decades of
administrative and leadership
experience, I have seen the appli-
cation of rules in every conceiv-
able scenario. I can confidently
say this: rules, manuals, and
standard operating procedures
are designed to guide normal cir-
cumstances. They provide a base-
line. But administration is not
merely a robotic application of
clauses. Special cases, especially
those involving exceptional talent
and physical disability, require
bold, discretionary decisions.
Leadership is about finding ways
to build people up, not using the
rulebook to tear them down.

This bold decision-making is
entirely lacking in Amir’s case.
The bureaucracy has chosen the
easy path of rejection rather than
the courageous path of accommo-
dation. With a stroke of a pen and
a dose of administrative wisdom,
Amir could be assigned a desk-
based, policy-oriented role within
the department for which he has
already qualified. He would not

be a liability; he would be an
unparalleled asset.

The time has come for logic and
wisdom to prevail within the Gov-
ernment of J&K. I urge the admin-
istration to view Amir Suhail
Wani’s situation as a special
case on merit. He has earned his
place. Let the government of the
day re-examine his file, not with
the cold, cynical eyes of litigation,
but with empathy, on sympathetic
and compassionate grounds for a
differently-abled citizen.

We cannot claim to be build-
ing a better, modern Kashmir if
we allow our brightest youth to
be broken by a system devoid of
a heart. Give this young boy his
due. Let him contribute to the
society he so deeply loves and
understands.

As an alumnus of REC (now
NIT) Srinagar, I stand firmly in
support of Amir’s cause. I make
a fervent appeal to all my fellow
NIT alumni, across the globe, to
rally behind him. We must raise
our voices on social media and
utilize every platform available to
bring this to the highest levels of
governance. I humbly request the
Honourable Chief Minister and the
Honourable Lieutenant Governor
(LG) of J&K to personally inter-
vene in this matter. Let us ensure
that Amir Suhail Wani gets jus-
tice, employment, and the dignity
he rightfully deserves.

LtGenR. S. Reenis a former DGQA

Teacher in a Changing World

The teacher has to become a guide, a
questioner, a mentor, and sometimes a

reality check.

Syeda Afshana

s_afsha@yahoo.com

There was a time when a teacher
was considered the gateway to
knowledge. If a student wanted to
know something, the teacher was
often the first person to ask. Books
were limited. Libraries were not
always accessible. Information trav-
elled slowly. But that world is gone.

Today, a student can ask a ques-
tion to Google, YouTube or an Al
tool and get an answer in seconds.
A lecture can be watched from any-
where. A difficult concept can be
explained in ten different ways. A
machine can even write an essay,
solve a mathematical problem or
translate a paragraph.

So, a difficult question has
emerged. If technology can deliver
knowledge faster than a teacher,
what is the teacher’s role? The
answer is that the teacher doesn’t
need to compete with technology. He
or she has to become more human.
The teacher of tomorrow cannot
simply be a walking textbook. The
teacher has to become a guide, a
questioner, a mentor, and some-
times a reality check.

Technology can tell a student what
happened. A teacher can ask, “Why
does it matter?” Technology can
provide ten answers. A teacher can
ask, “Which one should you trust?”
Technology can write an impressive
paragraph. A teacher can ask, “Do
you actually understand what you
have written?” This will become the
most vital role of the teacher in the
age of artificial intelligence.

From information to judgement,
we are entering an age of informa-
tion abundance. The problem is no
longer finding information. The
problem is knowing what to do
with it. Students are surrounded by
facts, opinions, videos, influencers,
algorithms and Al-generated con-
tent. Some of it is brilliant. Some
of it is wrong. Some of it is delib-
erately misleading. A teacher who
can teach students how to question
information may be more valuable
than one who can simply provide
information.

This means teachers themselves
must keep learning. Not necessar-
ily by becoming programmers. Not
every teacher needs to understand
how an algorithm is built. But every
teacher should understand how tech-
nology is changing the way students
learn, think and communicate. They
should know what Al can do. More
importantly, they should know what
it cannot do.

There is another danger: teach-
ers should not become machines.
In our euphoria about technology,
we may try to make education look

like technology. Making everything
faster. More automated. More mea-
surable. However, we forget that
education has never been only about
efficiency. A student may remem-
ber a teacher’s explanation for an
examination. But they may remem-
ber a teacher’s encouragement for a
lifetime. A machine can correct an
answer. A teacher can notice that
the student has stopped trying. A
machine can personalise a lesson.
A teacher can notice that a child is
unusually quiet that morning. A
machine can recommend a career.
A teacher can recognise a student’s
hidden ability. These things are dif-
ficult to measure. They are also dif-
ficult to replace.

Teachers must become comfort-
able being with learners because the
biggest change required is psycho-
logical. Teachers have traditionally
entered classrooms as experts. The
future classroom requires them to
occasionally say: “I don’t know.
Let’s find out together.” That is not
a sign of weakness. It is a powerful
lesson in itself. Students need to see
that learning does not stop with a
degree or a designation. A teacher
who learns openly teaches curiosity
without giving a lecture on curios-
ity. Technology changes every few
years. The ability to learn must
therefore become a permanent pro-
fessional skill.

The classroom of the future will
therefore not disappear. It will
become different. Less about deliv-
ering information. More about dia-
logue. Less about memorising. More
about thinking. Less about “What
is the answer?” More about “How
did you arrive at it?” That is where
teachers can remain indispensable.
Technology will continue to change
and be an excellent aid.

Some jobs will disappear. New
ones will emerge. Tools that look rev-
olutionary today may seem primitive
tomorrow. But one thing is unlikely
to change. Young students will still
need someone who believes in them
before they believe in themselves.
They will still need someone to chal-
lenge them when they are capable of
more. They will still need someone to
tell them, “You are wrong,” without
making them feel worthless. And
they will still need someone to tell
them, “Try again.”

The future does not belong to
teachers who know everything. It
belongs to teachers who are willing
to adapt to technology while keeping
learning, keeping questioning and
keeping understanding their stu-
dents. The best teacher of the future
may not be the one who knows the
most. It may be the one who knows
what technology should do, what
it should never do, and where the
human being must remain at the
centre.

Ukraine-Russia War

A forgotten war in a world distracted by Iran

Sunday Sounds

Surinder Singh Oberoi

surindero@gmail.com

On August 20, Russia launched
one of its heaviest aerial attacks
on Kyiv, killing at least 16 people
and injuring more than 40. Resi-
dential areas, a school and a
children’s medical facility were
among those hit. Ukraine’s air
defences intercepted many cruise
missiles and drones, but its short-
age of Patriot interceptors left it
vulnerable to ballistic missiles.

At almost the same time,
Ukraine has been escalating
its own attacks against Russia.
Hundreds of drones have been
sent deep into Russian territory,
striking military and energy
infrastructure. In recent weeks,
Russian oil facilities, ports, logis-
tics centres and industrial sites
have come under attack. A recent
Ukrainian strike involving nearly
800 drones was one of the largest
of the war. It is a conflict that has
become normalised. And that
may be more dangerous. There is
something uncomfortable about
the way the Russia-Ukraine war
has slipped down the world’s news
agenda. The guns have not fallen
silent. The casualties have not
stopped. The missiles and drones
are flying almost every night.
Yet, compared with the first two
years of the Russia-Ukraine con-
flict, the war now receives far
less attention. The fear is that the
conflict may be entering one of its
most dangerous phases when the
world’s attention is elsewhere.

The Iran-US war has presently
consumed headlines, diplomatic
bandwidth and military resources.
Washington is preoccupied with
the West Asia, European govern-
ments are dealing with their own
wider consequences of the con-
flict, and media are dominated
by images of missiles over Iran,
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and Israel.
Ukraine, once the defining geopo-
litical crisis in Europe, has become
almost a background story.

When Russia invaded Ukraine
in February 2022, the expectation
in Moscow was apparently that
Kyiv would fall quickly. Instead,
Ukrainian resistance halted the
Russian advances. The war then
settled into the kind of conflict
where small territorial gains
measured in kilometres, some-
times metres. The war-front now
stretches for roughly 1,200 kilo-
metres. Russia continues to grind
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forward in parts of the east, while
Ukraine tries to make the cost
of every Russian advance high-
priced. This is not a frozen war. It
is an active war of attrition. And
attrition has a cruel arithmetic.
A few hundred metres gained
may mean hundreds of lives lost.
A destroyed refinery may cost
millions of dollars but does not
necessarily change the military
balance. A missile attack can Kill
civilians without producing any
meaningful territorial change.
That is precisely why the outside
world is losing interest.

The West Asia has suddenly
become strategically more impor-
tant to Washington. American
air-defence systems, intercep-
tors, aircraft and other military
resources are under pressure. The
Ukraine conflict, that required a
continuing supply of ammunition,
air-defence missiles and financial
assistance is feeling the pressure.

Ukraine is facing a shortage
of Patriot interceptors at a time
when Russia is increasing its
missile and drone attacks. The
problem is not simply financial.
The United States and its allies
have their own stocks to replen-
ish, and West Asia has created
additional demands. For Kyiv,
this is a frightening develop-
ment. Russia exploits a divided
Western strategic focus. The
Kremlin has repeatedly demon-
strated its willingness to wait,
absorb losses and continue fight-
ing while hoping that political
fatigue will eventually weaken
Western support for Ukraine.

Millions of Ukrainians have
been displaced. Thousands of civil-
ians have been killed. Yet casualty
figures have become abstractions.
The news of thousands Kkilled no
longer sends the shock it once did.
Hundreds of drones sound almost
like a normal, routine game. Per-
haps the biggest danger of the
new normal in prolonged war
is suffering being measured by
numbers and no human or emo-
tional values.

The latest Russian attack on
Kyiv should have made major
international news. Instead, it
competed for attention with Iran,
US diplomacy, oil prices and the
wider West Asia crisis. Hardly,
there is any global attention.

Ukraine has increasingly
relied on drones and long-range
weapons. Unable to match Russia
tank-for-tank, missile-for-mis-
sile or soldier-for-soldier, it has
adopted an asymmetric strategy.
Ukrainian forces have targeted
Russian oil refineries, energy
facilities, ports and military sites
deep inside Russia. Such attacks
can hurt Russia economically
and militarily, but they are invit-
ing stronger retaliation. Moscow
has responded with intensified
attacks on Ukrainian cities and

infrastructure.

Another major change is
taking place within Ukrainian
society. After the invasion, hun-
dreds of thousands volunteered,
driven by a strong feeling that the
country was fighting for its sur-
vival. Four years later, that spirit
has weakened. Asking people to
join a war with no clear end is
very different from asking them
to defend their country in the
first weeks of an invasion. The
controversy over forced mobili-
sation, known as “busification”,
reflects this growing frustration.

There have been allegations
of men being forcibly taken to
recruitment centres, abuse by
recruitment officers and corrup-
tion over medical exemptions.
Human rights groups have
raised concerns about unlaw-
ful detention and mistreatment.
The stories of soldiers returning
from the front and confronting
angry civilians are particularly
revealing. One Ukrainian vet-
eran quoted in recent reporting
asked, in effect, what they had
fought for if soldiers could them-
selves be attacked by citizens.

The political debate is becom-
ing more complicated. Ukraine
remains under martial law,
which prevents normal elections.
That was understandable when
Russian forces were approach-
ing Kyiv. But the longer the war
continues, the more difficult it
becomes to sustain a democratic
system indefinitely without a
clear political timetable. The
emergence of criticism from
former officials and political
figures is therefore significant.
It does reveal war fatigue and
demand for political leadership
change. And Russia is waiting for
precisely this. Moscow does not
necessarily need to conquer all of
Ukraine. It may only need to out-
last Ukraine’s political patience
and its allies’ financial patience.

Western governments have
continued to support Ukraine
financially. The European Union
recently announced that Rs 1.4
billion from interest generated
by frozen Russian central bank
assets would be directed towards
supporting Ukraine. This is
important, but it also illustrates
the central paradox of the con-
flict. The West has imposed sanc-
tions on Russia, yet the Russian
economy has adapted. Moscow
has redirected trade, found alter-
native markets and continued
financing a war economy.

Sanctions have imposed costs.
They have not forced submission
or defeat. The lesson is not that
sanctions are useless. It is that
sanctions alone cannot end a war
when the adversary is prepared
to absorb economic and human
costs. Military pressure, diplo-
macy, economic pressure and

political incentives have to work
together.

Perhaps the most depressing
part of the present situation is
that diplomacy has almost van-
ished from public discussion.
There have been American efforts
to mediate. There have been
direct contacts and proposals. But
there has been no breakthrough.
Russia continues to insist that
any settlement must reflect
what it calls the “realities on the
ground”, while Ukraine refuses
to accept territorial concessions
imposed by force. Moscow has
also continued to reject propos-
als that merely freeze the existing
front. The Iran war has made the
diplomatic vacuum worse.

And so the war continues
almost by inertia. That is per-
haps the most dangerous phase
of any conflict, when nobody
believes victory is close, nobody
can agree on peace, and every-
one becomes accustomed to the
Kkilling. The Iran war is undoubt-
edly a major strategic crisis. But
the existence of another war
cannot make Russia- Ukraine
tragedy less consequential.
In fact, the two conflicts are
increasingly connected through
military resources, energy mar-
kets, American strategy and the
calculations of Russia and Iran.

For India, there is an addition-
al reason to pay attention. New
Delhi has maintained relation-
ships with both Moscow and Kyiv
and has consistently called for
dialogue and diplomacy. Moscow
continues to be India’s reliable
and tested partner. India’s posi-
tion has always been that last-
ing peace cannot come through
military means alone. The longer
the war continues, the stronger
the case becomes for a serious
diplomatic effort that recognises
Ukraine’s sovereignty and securi-
ty concerns while also addressing
Moscow’s concern as well as the
larger European security archi-
tecture. The world cannot afford
to wait for a battlefield collapse
before returning to diplomacy.

Russia-Ukraine conflict may
no longer dominate the front
pages. But people are still dying
there. Cities are still being
bombed. Soldiers are still being
buried. Families are still living
without electricity, security and
certainty about tomorrow. A war
should not become less tragic
because another war has become
more dramatic. The greatest
danger now is not only that
Ukraine may lose territory. It is
that the world may slowly lose its
sense of urgency and eventually
accept a permanent war of attri-
tion as the new normal. And it
would be a failure of diplomacy.

Surinder Singh Oberoi,
National Editor Greater Kashmir
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A ‘Tit-for-Tat’
with Pakistan

t was a sore point for Pakistan when the US

Ambassador to India, Sergio Gor, stated that Jammu

and Kashmir is an integral part of India and indicated

a review of travel advisories for American tourists

visiting the region. Sergio Gor was on a two-day visit
to Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh. Previously, the US had
maintained that the abrogation of Articles 370 and 35-A
in Jammu & Kashmir and the Kashmir issue itself were
internal matters between India and Pakistan. Following this
statement, the situation has become clear for India while
causing frustration for Pakistan.

Pakistan was already agitated by several steps taken by
India. Diplomatic relations have been strained—halting
bilateral dealings, suspending the Indus Waters Treaty, and
stopping trade at the Attari-Wagah border—following the
events surrounding ‘Operation Sindoor’. Irritated by the
US Ambassador's statement, Pakistan removed security
barricades and parking poles from around the Indian High
Commission in its territory. India immediately retaliated
by dismantling security perimeters, visa section structures,
and illegal constructions in the outer areas of the Pakistan
High Commission in Chanakyapuri, Delhi. India had
already ceased diplomatic dialogue with Pakistan following
the Pahalgam attack. Clearly, with the ongoing tension,
diplomatic relations between the two nations have been
reduced to a nominal level. Meanwhile, Pakistan raised a
hue and cry over US Ambassador Sergio Gor's statement
affirming Kashmir as an integral part of India; Islamabad
summoned the US Chargé d'Affaires to register a strong
protest. It is evident that the spirit of friendship between
Pakistan and India has vanished, regardless of the rhetoric
employed.

The Attari-Wagah border, which served as a trade route
between India and Pakistan, remains completely closed,
with no plans to reopen it in the near future. Pakistan's
politics hinges on hateful rhetoric surrounding the Kashmir
issue. Leveraging this, the country not only creates a clamor
at the United Nations but also persists in harboring terrorist
camps within its own borders. Given this context, what
else can one expect from Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif and Army Chief Asif Munir other than displays of
hostility? India responded in kind—tit-for-tat—to the
disruptive actions Pakistan took outside the Indian High
Commission in Islamabad. It is a classic case of "tit for tat."

From a trade perspective, the suggestion has frequently
been made that the Attari-Wagah border should be opened
for commerce and the Kartarpur Corridor made operational
to foster an atmosphere of goodwill. Additionally, the
India-Pakistan Friendship Forum's annual tradition of
illuminating the border on August 15th should be revived.
We believe there is no animosity between the ordinary
citizens of the two nations; rather, it is Pakistan's policy of
shielding terrorist camps—maintained to sustain its own
hold on power—that has prevented the normalization
of relations. Both nations are classified as developing
countries. It is no secret how economically devastated
Pakistan has become due to this hostile stance. Across
the country—from Balochistan and the Pashtun regions
to Pakistan-occupied Kashmir—residents are raising
the banner of protest against Pakistan's narrow-minded
policies. We can only hope that Pakistan develops the
wisdom to realize that fueling this fire of dissent ultimately
causes it self-inflicted harm.

_Abhishek Vij

Prospects of Nuclear
Power Plant in Punjab

unjab 1s undoubtedly a developing state.

It is a significant achievement that NITI

Aayog has ranked Punjab number one in

the country in the school education sector.

Alongside this, it is also important to
examine Punjab's economic and social infrastructure.
If Punjab aims to become the leading state in terms
of economic progress, it must secure an adequate
energy supply to drive agricultural growth and boost
investment. Punjab relies primarily on water and
coal for electricity generation, with large dams and
thermal power plants already established in the state.
Solar energy is another source, with both the central
and state governments offering various incentives to
promote it.

However, there is another potential source that
could make the state completely self-reliant in energy:
the establishment of a 2,800 MW nuclear power plant.
This issue has been under consideration since the
year 2000. While the possibility of setting up a 2,800
MW capacity project at Patran in Patiala district was
deliberated, the proposal stalled at the administrative
level and became lost in red tape.

Now, with the 2026 election year approaching, the
proposal to establish a nuclear power plant is once
again being seriously considered. It is noted that
while Punjab’s own electricity generation capacity
stands at only 6,000 MW, peak season demand
reaches up to 18,000 MW; the deficit is currently met
by sourcing power from other states and the central
pool. Conversely, during winter months when demand
drops, the surplus power is returned to those states.

Recent reports—including those related to the
Atomic Energy Act, the AERB (Atomic Energy
Regulatory Board), and CIL—emphasize that if Punjab
is to advance on the path of progress, it must establish
a nuclear power plant with a capacity of at least 2,800
MW. Only then can we accelerate our development at
the speed of electricity. The Centre has clarified that
if Punjab consents to setting up a nuclear power plant
at Patran or any other location, it is ready to evaluate
the proposal. The industrial sector requires affordable,
uninterrupted electricity supply. The development of
artificial intelligence also hinges on a steady energy
supply. Therefore, plans for a nuclear power plant
should not be deferred, especially since the Centre is
currently willing to approve the project.
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WHY REVENGE SEEMS SWEET
AND HOW IT HURTS US

Parneet Sachdev
Chairman of Real Estate Regulatory
Authority and a leading author

Antaryatra

n the night of
January 21, 1995,
twenty-year-old
Tariqg Khamisa was
delivering pizzas in
San Diego. He was a university
student, engaged to be married,
and working part-time to support
himself.
At one address, he was confronted
by four young gang members who
wanted the pizza without paying
for it. Tariq refused. A fourteen-
year-old boy named Tony Hicks
pointed a handgun at him and
fired. The bullet entered Tariq’s
chest. He died shortly afterwards.
When Tariq’s father, Azim
Khamisa, received the news, he
collapsed on his kitchen floor.
Relentlessly, he pursued the legal
course, even thought he felt many
times that he should himself shoot
Tony Hicks. Hicks was arrested
and prosecuted. Although he was
only fourteen, he was tried as an
adult, convicted of first-degree
murder and sentenced to twenty-
five years to life in prison.
THE STRANGE HAPPENING
Yet something extraordinary
began happening within Azim
Khamisa. He knew of the
mnocence of his son, but he also
understood that fourteen-year-old
who pulled the trigger had also
been shaped by abandonment,
gang culture, and adult failures
that had preceded the murder.
This recognition did not absolve
Hicks. Khamisa reached out to
Tony Hicks’s grandfather, Ples
Felix. Together, they began
speaking to children about
violence, moral choice and
forgiveness. Khamisa founded the
Tariq Khamisa Foundation in his
son’s memory. After Hicks was
released from prison in 2019, he
too joined the foundation’s work,
speaking to young people about
the consequences of violence
and the possibility of moral
transformation.
Yet for most of us, it is revenge
(not justice and forgiveness) that
seeks to bring peace.
That distinction lies at the heart
of one of humanity’s oldest inner
struggles. Why does revenge
feel so satisfying? How can
forgiveness release us without
weakening our commitment to
jJustice?
WHY REVENGE FEELS LIKE
A REWARD

When someone betrays,
humiliates or injures us (even
if we have imagined it), the
mind registers more than pain.
It perceives an imbalance.
Something has been taken:
dignity, security, trust, status or
love.

Revenge appears to restore the
balance.

In a landmark experiment
published in Science, Dominique
de Quervain and his colleagues
studied participants in an
economic trust game. When one
player violated another’s trust, the
injured participant was given an
opportunity to punish the offender.
Brain imaging showed increased
activity in the dorsal striatum.
Participants were prepared to
incur greater personal costs
merely to punish the wrongdoer.
The finding was unsettling.
Effective punishment activated
neural systems associated with
anticipated reward. The brain
could experience retaliation as
gratifying.

This helps explain why news of
an adversary’s failure may bring
a secret surge of pleasure.

But the reward is short-lived. To
sustain the fantasy of revenge, the
brain must repeatedly reactivate
the original grievance.

The insult must be heard
again. The betrayal must be
reconstructed.

WHEN THE BODY KEEPS
RETALIATING

Anger is not merely an idea in the
mind.

It is a whole-body event.

When anger rises, the sympathetic
nervous system prepares the body
for confrontation. Heart rate and
blood pressure increase. Attention
narrows around the perceived
threat. Muscles tighten. Digestion
and other non-urgent functions
may temporarily receive lower
priority.

This response is useful when
immediate action is required.
It becomes destructive when a
remembered or perceived insult
repeatedly activates the same
emergency machinery long after
the danger has passed.

A 2024 randomised study led by
Daichi Shimbo it was found that
only eight minutes of induced
anger temporarily impaired the
ability of blood vessels to dilate
normally. The study demonstrated
a plausible biological pathway
connecting repeated anger with
cardiovascular risk.
Rumination prolongs this
biological occupation.

Other experimental work has
similarly found that individuals
who habitually forgive may show
more effective physiological
recovery after recalling betrayal
than those who remain strongly
unforgiving.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF
CAPTIVITY
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THOUGHT OF THE DAY

Anger is not merely an
idea in the mind.
It is a whole-body event.

Revenge also alters the
architecture of attention. The
injured person (actual or imagined
injury) begins monitoring the
offender (who may be totally
innocent!). Has he prospered? Has
he suffered?

This is the paradox of resentment.
We may refuse to speak to
someone, yet converse with them
continuously in our mind. We
may remove them from our home,
yet install them at the centre of our
consciousness.

Anger appears to initially protect
dignity. But research shows
that persistent anger impairs
concentration and may cause
bodily disease. Forgiveness, by
contrast, has been associated
with lower anger, reduced anxiety
and depression, and greater
hopefulness and psychological
well-being.

The value of forgiveness is
therefore not that it changes the
past. It changes the frequency
with which the past is permitted
to invade the present.
FORGIVENESS IS NOT
ACQUITTAL

Many people resist forgiveness
because they confuse it with
absolution.

To forgive is not to say that
no wrong occurred. It is not
forgetting, excusing, condoning
or minimising harm. It does not
require an abused person to return
to danger.

Most importantly, forgiveness
does not extinguish justice.
Forgiveness asks: How long must
the wrongdoer continue to live
inside the injured person?

A woman may forgive an abusive
spouse and still seek protection,
divorce and prosecution.
Forgiveness does not cancel
accountability. It prevents
accountability from degenerating
into an endless appetite for
another person’s suffering.

THE ANCIENT KNOWLEDGE
OF UNFORGIVENESS

Long before neuroscience
mapped reward pathways or
measured vascular function,
spiritual traditions understood that
hatred reproduces itself within its
bearer.

The Dhammapada states:
“Hatred is never appeased by
hatred in this world. By non-
hatred alone is hatred appeased.
This is an eternal law.”

This teaching is not a command
to tolerate evil. It is a statement
about causation. Hatred used
as a weapon must first be
manufactured within the person
who intends to wield it.

The Bhagavad Gita identifies
a neurological truth in spiritual

language. Under intense anger,
perspective narrows. Anger
begins to possess the mechanism
by which we judge. The Sikh
tradition 1dentifies krodh,
uncontrolled anger, as one of the
forces that obscure consciousness.
This does not require passivity
before injustice. Sikh history
is filled with resistance to
oppression.

The deeper principle is that
courage need not be contaminated
by hatred.

WHAT FORGIVENESS DOES
TO US

In an influential laboratory study,
Charlotte vanOyen Witvliet and
colleagues asked participants
to recall a real interpersonal
offence while imagining either
unforgiving responses or forgiving
ones. When participants rehearsed
grudges, they experienced
increased heart rate, blood
pressure and skin conductance.
Forgiving imagery produced
comparatively calmer emotional
and physiological responses.
Forgiveness did not alter the
external event. It altered the
body’s present response to the
remembered event.
RELEASING THE INNER
DEBT-PRACTICE

Every grievance creates an
invisible account:

“You owe me the years I lost.”
“You owe me the life I might have
lived.”

Sometimes restitution is possible.
But some debts cannot be repaid.
To make our peace dependent
upon payment is to grant the
debtor permanent control over
our future.

Begin with one grievance. Do not
choose your deepest wound first.
Bring the incident gently to mind.
Notice where it lives in the body:
the tightened jaw, the contracted
chest, the shallow breath. Do
not suppress the response.
Acknowledge it.

Say inwardly:

“What happened was wrong. My
pain is real. Justice may still be
necessary. But I am willing to
imagine a life in which this pain
no longer governs me.”

Do not force yourself to forgive.
Simply imagine what release
might feel like. Notice even the
smallest softening.

When the grievance returns,
repeat the exercise. Forgiveness
is seldom a single moment. It
is a discipline of refusing to let
yesterday repeatedly commandeer
today.

Forgiveness offers something
more radical: freedom even while
justice takes its course. The prison
may have been built by another.
But the key, sometimes, has been
placed in our own hands.
Parneet Sachdev, IRS is the
Chairman of Real Estate
Regulatory Authority and a
leading author.

about the universe. "— Albert Einstein

‘ "Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity; and I'm not sure

Pakistan: Hard State’ Approach to Suppress Dissent

akistan's recent political

trajectory suggests that

the "hard state" approach

is becoming a permanent

feature of governance
rather than an episodic response to
isolated crisis.

The designation of the Joint
Awami Action Committee (JAAC)
as a terrorist organisation, the use
of anti-terrorism laws against
political actors and journalists,
the suppression of protests in
Pakistan-occupied Kashmir
(PoK), communications blackouts
and tightening restrictions on civil
society all point to the relocation
of political dissent from the
democratic arena to the security
apparatus. In effect, opposition is
no longer merely being contested;
it 1s being securitized.

“Officials may defend each
measure as a proportionate answer
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to a discrete threat. Taken together,
however, they point to a more
consequential transformation.
Security i1s functioning not
simply as a policy objective but
as the state’s dominant claim to
legitimacy. That claim is especially
potent in a country confronting
militancy, economic instability,
regional rivalry, and chronically
weak civilian institutions.

Yet the broader the definition
of threat becomes, the easier it is
to treat protest, journalism, and
political organisation as dangers

rather than essential features of
public life.

On June 5, Islamabad
designated the JAAC a terrorist
organisation and invoked anti-
terrorism legislation against the
movement, which had become a
leading force articulating social
and political grievances in PoK.
The designation was followed
by mass arrests, communications
blackouts, restrictions on public
gatherings and a heavy deployment
of security forces.

Then, on July 27, so-called
legislative elections were held
in the occupied territory against
a backdrop of deep polarisation
and violence. Clashes between
protesters and security forces
resulted in deaths and injuries,
prompting international
organisations to raise concerns
over the excessive use of force,

communications shutdowns, and
the use of anti-terrorism laws to
silence political dissent in PoK.

These measures fit a familiar
pattern in Pakistan, but they also
illuminate a broader shift in how
states govern. Political, social, and
economic disputes are increasingly
recast as questions of national
survival. Once an issue enters
that register, governments can
claim a mandate for extraordinary
measures, expanded executive
power, and narrower space for
dissent. The language of emergency
does more than describe a threat; it
changes what the state is permitted
to do in response.

The real danger is not repression
alone, but its normalisation,
which allows exceptional powers
to become entrenched through
bureaucracies, budgets, and vested
interests.
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When a Punishment Becomes a Trophy for Generations

A Police Officer's Memory of July 1982, Two Warning Letters and the Courage to Stand for Justice

Dr Igbal Singh Lalpura

Former Chairman, National Commission
for Minorities, Government of India |
Member, Parliamentary Board, Bharatiya
Janata Party | Retired IPS Officer

ome documents are

meant to punish. Some

are written to create an

adverse record against an

individual. But time has
a remarkable way of changing the
meaning of documents.

What was once intended as a
warning can become a testimony.
What was once regarded as a
punishment can become a badge
of honour. And what was written
to establish an alleged failure can,
decades later, become evidence of
a person’s courage and conscience.

For the past 44 years, I have
preserved two warning letters issued
to me in September 1982.

At the time, they were serious
documents in my service record.
Today, I regard them as a proud
possession. I want the generations
after me to see them because they
record a moment when, as a police
officer, I chose what I believed to
be justice and uprightness over
convenience and unquestioning
obedience.

The events of July 1982

On 18 July 1982, a case was
registered against some followers of
Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale. In
my considered view at the time, the
case had been wrongly and falsely
registered.

On 19 July, Bhai Amrik Singh,
a close associate of Sant Jarnail
Singh Bhindranwale, along with
four others, came to Police Station
Civil Lines, Amritsar, when the
accused were to be produced before
the court.

I was physically present there
along with a group of police officers
led by Giani Bachan Singh, DSP.
Giani Bachan Singh and Sardar
Surjit Singh Bains, IPS, were
responsible for the registration of
the case.

My approach was to calm the
situation. I tried to pacify Bhai
Amrik Singh and suggested that an
application for re-enquiry should be
submitted. I was prepared to have
the matter reviewed so that, if the
case was found to be wrong, justice
could be done.

Giani Bachan Singh, on the
instructions of the SSP, attempted
to justify the police case.

The situation became heated.
Arguments and an altercation took
place inside Police Station Civil
Lines, Amritsar.

Bhai Amrik Singh and his
associates were subsequently
arrested for violation of Section
144 CrPC.

Sant Jarnail Singh subsequently
started a dharna outside the residence
of the Deputy Commissioner,
Amritsar, seeking their release.

These developments became
an important part of the chain of
events that followed and, in the
larger historical context, contributed
to the circumstances that ultimately
led to the Dharam Yudh Morcha
and, much later, the tragic events
surrounding Operation Blue Star.

Punjab would subsequently enter
one of the darkest and most painful
periods of its modern history.

I do not write this article to
reopen every controversy of that
period. I write because I was there.
[ was a police officer. [ witnessed the
circumstances first-hand. And two
surviving official documents record
what happened to me personally.

The price of objecting

When a police officer questions
an action that he genuinely
believes to be wrong, there can be
consequences.

Following the incident, two
warning letters were issued to me.

The first accused me of not
helping the police party during the
arrest.

The second accused me of failing
to maintain secrecy concerning
information about extremist activity.

[ preserved both letters.

After 44 years, I believe they
should be read exactly as they were
written.

The first warning letter

The original warning, issued
by S. S. Bains, IPS, Senior
Superintendent of Police, Amritsar,
stated:

WARNING.

It has been brought to my notice
that on 19-7-82 Shri Amrik Singh, a
close associate of Sant Jarnail Singh
Bhindrenwale was arrested on that
date, when you were physically
present near Police station Civil
Lines, Amritsar and you were
directed to afford necessary help
to the Police Party in effecting
his arrest peacefully. You slipped
away from there without affording
any help sought for. This is an act
of cowardice and disloyalty to the
department. You are warned to
improve yourself in this regard.

S S Bains IPS

Sr. Superintendent of Police,

Amritsar.

Inspector Igbal Singh No. 466/J,

Circle Beas.

Copy: Steno to SSP for his own
record.

35094-95B

8-9-82

The words are unambiguous:

“This is an act of cowardice and
disloyalty to the department.”

At the time, such language
carried considerable weight for a
serving police officer.

But I ask the reader to consider
what the document also establishes.

It establishes that I was physically
present.

It establishes that I was expected
to assist in the arrest.

And it establishes that my
conduct was considered sufficiently
different from the expectation of my
superior officer to warrant a formal
warning.

My position was not that the
police should not maintain law and
order. My concern was whether the
case itself was justified and whether
the situation could be handled

through re-enquiry and lawful
review rather than confrontation.

The second warning letter

The second warning was even
more serious in its implications. It
stated:

WARNING.

Secret information about the
extremist activity in your area was
passed on to you from time to time
for timely action, but the same was
leaked out to the concerned group.
Thus you were failing in your duty
to maintain that information a close
guarded secret. This shows that you
are not maintaining that standard
of reliability, which is expected
from a senior police officer of your
rank. You are, therefore, warned to
improve yourself in this behalf.

S S Bains IPS

St. Superintendent of Police,

Amritsar.

Inspector Igbal Singh No. 466/],

Circle Beas.

Copy to: Steno to SSP for his
own record.

35164-65 B D

9-9-82

This letter accused me of failing
to maintain secrecy regarding
information about extremist activity
and questioned my reliability as a
senior police officer.

I have preserved this document
as well.

[ do so because historical
records should not be selectively
remembered. The words should
remain available for anyone
who wishes to understand the
atmosphere, institutional thinking
and administrative tensions of that
period.

Four decades change the
meaning of words

The first warning described
my conduct as “cowardice and
disloyalty”.

The second questioned my
“standard of reliability”.

At the time, these were
allegations against a serving police
officer.

Today, I see them through the
experience of 44 years.

I did not believe that loyalty
to the police department meant
supporting every action taken by
another police officer.

For me, loyalty to the uniform
meant loyalty to the law, justice and
truth.

If I believed that a case had been
wrongly registered, I could not
simply accept it because it had been
registered by another officer.

If T believed that the matter
deserved re-enquiry, I had a duty to
say so.

A police officer’s responsibility
is not merely to arrest, prosecute
and obey. It is also to ensure that
justice 1s not sacrificed in the name
of procedure.

What if my objections had been
heard?

This is perhaps the most
important question that these
documents raise.

History cannot be rewritten. But
history can be examined through the
decisions that were taken—and the
decisions that were not taken.

I have often wondered what
might have happened if the senior
officers of that time had seriously

considered my objections and acted
upon them.

What if the case had been
re-enquired at that early stage?

What if the grievances of those
involved had been addressed through
dialogue and lawful investigation?

What if the administration had
treated a police officer’s objection
as a warning about a developing
situation rather than as an act of
disloyalty?

Perhaps Punjab’s history would
have been different.

Perhaps the atmosphere of
confrontation could have been
reduced before it hardened into a
larger political and social conflict.

Perhaps Punjab could have
avolded some of the bitterness,
alienation and violence that
followed.

Perhaps thousands of young
people who subsequently became
caught in the turmoil could have
lived very different lives.

Perhaps Punjab could have
entered the following decades more
peaceful, more united and more
progressive.

No one can establish a
counterfactual with certainty. But
that does not mean we should refuse
to learn from the warning signs that
history provides.

The lesson is particularly
important for those in authority:
when an officer on the ground raises
a genuine objection, it deserves
examination rather than automatic
condemnation.

From one incident to a larger
tragedy

The events of July 1982 must
also be viewed in the context of
what followed.

The arrest of Bhai Amrik Singh
and his associates, the dharna
outside the Deputy Commissioner’s
residence, the growing confrontation
between the administration and
sections of the Sikh community,
the emergence of the Dharam
Yudh Morcha, and the subsequent
escalation of militancy were not
isolated developments.

They formed part of a
progressively deteriorating situation.

The tragedy of Punjab was that
opportunities for early correction
became increasingly difficult to
recover.

The eventual events of June
1984, including Operation Blue
Star, represented the culmination of
a deeply troubled period in which
political, administrative, religious
and security issues had become
intensely intertwined.

I do not claim that the incident of
19 July 1982 alone caused Operation
Blue Star. History is rarely that
simple.

But I do believe that the events
of those early days deserve serious
examination because they form part
of the chain of developments that
ultimately led Punjab towards an
unprecedented crisis.

The two warning letters provide
a small but significant window into
that period.

They reveal not merely what
happened to one police officer, but
also how the administration viewed
dissent within its own ranks at a
critical moment.

Had concerns been heard earlier,
had justice been seen to be done,
and had dialogue prevailed over
confrontation, the course of Punjab’s
history might have been different.

That possibility deserves to be
examined honestly.

The warning letters became my
evidence

At the time, these letters were
intended to warn me.

Today, they are evidence of
something else.

They establish my presence at an
important incident.

They establish that there was
disagreement regarding the police
action.

They establish that my conduct
was considered sufficiently different
from the expectations of my superior
authorities to warrant written
warnings.

Most importantly, they remain a
record of the choice I made.

I could have remained silent.

I could have avoided
confrontation.

I could have followed the
prevailing line and protected myself.

But I chose to stand by what I
believed was right.

That choice brought mental
harassment, but it did not change
my conviction.

Recognition is not the purpose of
right action

I have never believed that one
should do the right thing merely to
receive recognition.

The right action is its own
reward.

Recognition may come during
one’s lifetime. It may come after
one’s lifetime. Or it may never
come.

That should not matter.

The real test comes when doing
what is right may bring personal
inconvenience, professional
difficulty or punishment.

That 1s when conscience matters
most.

Historical personalities do not
become historical merely because
they sought recognition. They
become historical because, at a
critical moment, they chose duty
over convenience and conscience
over fear.

A proud possession for
generations

After 44 years, these two warning
letters are still with me.

I could have discarded them long
ago.

Instead, I preserved them.

Today, I look upon them with
pride—not because I was warned,
but because of why I was warned.

They remind me that I was
present at an important moment in
Punjab’s history.

They remind me that I had the
courage to question what I believed
was wrong.

They remind me that I faced
mental harassment but did not
abandon my conviction.

And I want the generations after
me to understand one important
truth:

A government document does
not automatically define the moral
truth of an event.

Sometimes history gives a
document an entirely new meaning.

A paper that was once intended
as punishment can become a
certificate of conscience.

A warning can become a witness.

And an adverse entry in a service
record can become a trophy for
generations.

Let history examine the record

[ am preserving these documents
not to seek sympathy, nor to claim
personal credit for what happened
afterwards.

[ am preserving them because
Punjab deserves to know its history
honestly.

The generations that were born
after 1984 should know that the
tragedy of Punjab did not emerge
overnight. It developed through
a series of decisions, reactions,
confrontations and missed
opportunities.

The record of July 1982 is one
small but important part of that
story.

If these documents encourage
historians, administrators, police
officers and future generations to
examine those events objectively,
then their preservation will have
served a greater purpose.

Perhaps the greatest lesson is that
justice delayed can become injustice
multiplied.

A wrong case, if corrected
in time, may remain a small
administrative matter.

If ignored, defended and allowed
to become a symbol of injustice, it
can acquire a much larger meaning.

That is why I still believe that
if the concerns raised at that early
stage had been seriously considered
by the senior authorities of the time,
Punjab might have taken a very
different path—more peaceful,
more united and more progressive.

We can never know with
certainty what might have been.

But we can ensure that future
generations learn from what was.

I have no regret.

I continued to walk the path of
justice and uprightness.

Waheguru is the ultimate
Saviour.

History teaches us that truth may
be tested, justice may be delayed,
and those who stand for what they
believe to be right may sometimes
have to pay a price.

But the lesson remains timeless:

Do the right thing—not for
recognition, not for reward, and not
even for history—but because it is
your duty.

And when history finally looks
back, perhaps the very punishment
imposed upon you may become the
evidence that you stood on the right
side of your conscience.

After 44 years, these two warning
letters are no longer my punishment.

They are my proud possession.

They are a record of one officer’s
conscience, a reminder of a troubled
chapter in Punjab’s history, and a
document for the generations to
come.

Perhaps, ultimately, they will
help us understand the real historical
facts and the chain of developments
that led Punjab from the tensions of
1982 to the tragic events of 1984,
including Operation Blue Star.

History deserves nothing less
than the truth.

ating within a 10-hour

window is related to

increased energy

and improved mood

as well as decreased
appetite, according to recent
findings from the largest UK
community research study of its
kind.

The trial's findings were
presented today at the European
Nutrition Conference by
researchers from King's College
London.

Intermittent fasting (IF), or
limiting your meal consumption
to a specific time frame, is a
popular weight loss method.
With a ten-hour window,
you limit your daily eating
schedule to 10 hours and fast
for the remaining 14 hours. For
example, if you consume your
first mouthful at 9 a.m., you
must finish by 7 p.m.

Those who were consistent
with their eating window had
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Benefits of 14-Hour Fasting

greater benefits than those who
varied their eating window day
to day.

Despite the fact that certain
intermittent fasting advocates
frequently promote restrictive
eating windows as short as six
hours, data presented in the
abstract suggest that eating
within a less restrictive window
of ten hours has beneficial health
effects such as changes in mood,
energy, and appetite.

Dr Sarah Berry from King's
College London and chief
scientist at ZOE said, "This
is the largest study outside of
a tightly controlled clinic to
show that intermittent fasting
can improve your health in a
real-world setting. What's really
exciting is that the findings show
that you don't have to be very
restrictive to see positive results.
A ten-hour eating window,
which was manageable for most
people, improved mood, energy

levels and hunger. We found
for the first time that those who
practised time-restricted eating,
but were not consistent day
to day, did not have the same

positive health effects as those
who were dedicated every day. "

37,545 people on the ZOE
Health app completed the core
intervention period of three

epaper.thesaveratimes.in

weeks. Participants were asked
to eat as normal for the first
week and then a ten-hour eating
window for two weeks.

More than 36,231 participants

opted for additional weeks and
27,371 users were classified as
highly engaged. Highly engaged
participants were 78% female,
with a mean age of 60 and a
BMI of 25.6.

Participants with a longer
eating window before the
intervention saw an even greater
benefit to their health.

Kate Bermingham PhD, from
King's College London and
ZOE, said: "This study adds to
the growing body of evidence
showing the importance of how
you eat. The health impact of
food is not just what you eat but
the time at which you choose to
consume your meals, and eating
window is an important dietary
behaviour that can be beneficial
for health. Findings show that
we don't need to be eating all
the time. Many people will feel
satiated and even lose weight if
they restrict their food to a ten-
hour window.
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KUMBAKONAM VIA
LONDON, WITH
STOPOVER IN MADURAI

UMBAKONAM and this column have to have something between
them. The Tamil temple town zoomed into my mindscape via a
person, bringing London with it. Lakshmi Narasimha Rangara-
jan is not a name many would recognise in India today. And even
within the Indian Foreign Service, of which he was a shining
star from 1956 to his death in 2013, many would not know him by
that full name. But ‘LN’, as Rangarajan was to friends and col-
leagues, was a redoubtable figure in the small world of scholar-diplo-
mats. I have used the hyphenated expression advisedly. LN was a schol-
ar who became a diplomat, and while moving from station to high
station abroad, representing India in Greece, Sudan, Tunisia, Norway
and Iceland, remained a man of books.

My family knew him well. In 1962, when LN was serving in the national
capital between postings abroad, he once strode into our home in Delhi,
cigarette glowing between his lips to ‘just drop by for a cup of kaapi’—
something no one does any more. It so hap-
pened that everyone but I was out. In order to
not make me feel utterly valueless, he sat me
down to talk about the two subjects I was stud-
ying in college. “Have you read anything by
Toynbee?” he asked. I sheepishly admitted to
having not read or even heard of the great
writer. “What? And you say you are doing BA
Honours in English literature with history as

KAAPI KAAPI

a subsidiary? Shocking!” And with that admo-

KAAPI nition, he proceeded to recite from memory
lines from Toynbee’s A Study of History, “not

GOP:;:I;I:IHNA just because it is history, but for the language.

Read the book and remember its priceless
lines”. Lesson over, he bade me goodbye.

He was soon transferred out and we lost
touch. Some four decades later, I happened to
move to Oslo and to the office he had held in that Nordic capital. One
day I got a handwritten letter from LN in an aerogramme, a postal sta-
tionery all but extinct now. He had retired by then, with his gifted musi-
cian wife Joyce, to Rugby in Warwickshire, England, but had achieved
renown as the creator of a staggeringly insightful English translation
of Kautilya’s Arthashastra. Giving me useful tips on the work involved
in being India’s ambassador to Norway, LN asked me in the letter if I
had learnt to ski, a classical Norwegian pastime. He said he used to ski
from the ambassador’s residence to the embassy at times. Like in Delhi
in 1961, I once again had to say, this time in 2002, that I had not, prefer-
ring to be driven safely to work and back by the embassy chauffeur.

The reader may well ask at this point: but where are Kumbakonam
and London in all this reminiscing?

Here they come, from a news item datelined London, August 14: ‘Sen-
ior UK executive Gautam Rangarajan has been appointed adviser to
Prime Minister Andy Burnham on structure and process’. Gautam,
said the report, has worked for BBC as group director for strategy and
performance, with music as his forte. It added: he is a son of Ambas-
sador LN Rangarajan and Joyce Rangarajan. Wow, I said to myself.
Here we have our own LN’s son advising the British PM, no less. The
report also informed that Gautam’s brother Vijay is chief executive of
Britain’s Electoral Commission. Wow again.

Celebrating this news as I was, in came a mail from the nonagenarian
Tamil and English writer ‘Indira’ Parthasarathior E Paa, as he is known
to his readers. Delighted like me by the news, he said that when he was
a student at the Government Arts College in Kumbakonam during 1946-
49, he read English literature from a teacher called Lakshminarasimha
Iyengar. This venerable figure was not only his teacher but a mentor.
And he was, E Paa added, none other than the grandfather of Gautam
Rangarajan and the father of LN Rangarajan. Phew, I said, phew!

Kumbakonam hovers over this column like the aroma of kaapi.

There was still more of the kaapi—Ilike a part of it held back by the
dabara—to come. E Paa said Lakshminarasimha Iyengar was so ‘into’
English literature that he had directed and staged Shakespeare’s An-
tony and Cleopatra in the college’s central hall. Antony and Cleopatra
in Kumbakonam in 1948-49—goodness! Who played Antony? Lashmi-
narasimha Iyengar himself. And who was Cleopara? “Don’t laugh,” E
Paa wrote, “I was Cleopatra.”

Kumabakonam is no ordinary town. The ‘degree kaapi’ town is a
pedigree town, too. It produced Lakshminarasimha Iyengar, a teacher
of Shakespeare, LN Rangarajan, Kautilya translator and diplomat, and
indirectly, an adviser to the British Prime Minister.

As I close, another temple town, Madurai, demands a minute. Kum-
bakonam has lent its name forever to kaapi, but kaapi has lent its fame
to Madurai as well. Perhaps the best kaapi I have ever had was in that
town of Goddess Meenakshi and of the divine Madurai Shanmukha-
vadivu Subbulakshmi or ‘MS’, as she is hailed. In 2014, I was attending
a conference in the city with A R Venkatachalapathy, the foremost au-
thority on Tamil studies today and author of, among many other books
of stature, In Those Days There was No Coffee. There I was privileged
to go at a predawn hour with another Tamil scholar, John Bernard
‘Barney’ Bate from the US, for “the best kaapi that can be had at a small
streetside café”. I can never forget its name, for I can never forget its
fragrance: Visalam. MS’s husband T Sadasivam had once said to me,
“If there is one place where you can get steaming, soft idlis and fresh,
hot kaapi even at 4 in the morning, it is Madurai.” I have no doubt, with
all his links to Kumbakonam, LN would have concurred.

Former Governor of
West Bengal and Bihar

QUOTE CORNER

How much have you heard about [Donald Trump’s] stock trading? Oh
my! He announces the tariffs on April 2. The markets tank nonstop
because it’s a disastrous trade policy. And six days into the crash, Trump
buys millions in stock. And then the very next morning he posts on Truth
Social, “This is a great time to buy.” Three hours and 41 minutes after that
post—one day after he bought millions in stock—he cancelled the tariffs and
triggered one of the biggest same-day rebound rallies in market history.

Jon Ossoff, US senator, accusing the US President of insider trading with tariff deicisions

Good to see Harry and Meghan achieve six full tax-years of non-UK residency to manage
the ‘temporary non-resident’ rules for capital gains tax.

Nimesh Shah, London-based tax adviser, on the timing of the British king’s younger son’s
announcement he will be relocating back to the UK after years in the US

To be blunt, | wouldn't be sitting in front of you if | didn’t think that there was potential
and | didn’t see a market over there. It's an exciting new market.

Abhishek Bachchan, European T20 Premier League co-owner, ahead of the inaugural season
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I want an India where talent and energy
can find scope for play without having
to cringe and obtain special individual

Chakravarti
permission from officials and ministers

Rajagopalachari
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POLITICIANS PAID M()RE FOR LESS WORK

PRABHU CHAWLA
prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

RISTOTLE believed that the
strength of a republic ulti-
mately rested on the charac-
ter of those who governed it.
Montesquieu warned that po-
litical power, left unchecked,
had a natural tendency to ex-
pand beyond its kosher limits. And
Edmund Burke, while defending the
independence of elected representa-
tives, reminded them that they owed
their electors not merely their jobs
but their judgement. Nearly two and
a half centuries after Burke, India’s
democracy has arrived at a rather dif-
ferent question: how much should the
people have to pay for those who exer-
cise power in their name?

John Locke believed that the pur-
pose of government was to preserve
the rights of those who entrusted it
with power, while Burke saw repre-
sentative government as a solemn
understanding between the elected
and the elector. Neither imagined
that democracy would one day ac-
quire the institutional parapherna-
lia of a corporate establishment,
with its own expanding hierarchy of
salaries, allowances, vehicles, houses
and privileges.

Yet that is precisely the uncomfort-
able reality India is facing. When
Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C Joseph
Vijay announced that all 234 of the
state’s MLAs would be provided gov-
ernment vehicles, ¥75,000 a month for
fuel, maintenance and driver expens-
es, and another 25,000 for an assist-
ant, he may have intended to strength-
en the capacity of legislators to serve
their constituents. It’s going to cost
over 2200 crore for a full five-year

term. With this, Vijay has inadvert-
ently reopened a much larger debate
about the price of representative gov-
ernment and, more importantly,
about whether the growing cost of po-
litical office is acquiring the contours
of transactional politics.

There is a perfectly legitimate jus-
tification for providing lawmakers
sufficient means to perform their re-
sponsibilities. An MLA is expected to
travel through a constituency, attend
public meetings, meet officials, in-
spect schemes and respond to thou-
sands of individual grievances. Many
of Tamil Nadu’s legislators are first-
time representatives and may not pos-
sess the personal resources of estab-
lished politicians. But somewhere
between legitimate assistance and po-
litical largesse lies a

legislator, rather more often, of what
the public purse can provide.

That is why the question cannot be
reduced to whether MLAs or MPs are
paid too much. They must be paid ad-
equately. The real issue is whether the
compensation attached to public of-
fice bears any relationship to the re-
sponsibilities discharged by those
who receive it. The paradox is that the
political class has become more ex-
pensive while the legislature itself
has become less deliberative. State As-
semblies have, on average, been meet-
ing for only a fraction of the year,
with several states recording extraor-
dinarily low numbers of sitting days.
Parliament has not been immune to
the malaise. Sessions are increasingly
punctuated by adjournments, pro-

tests, walkouts and

line that democratic
governments cross
with increasing fre-
quency. A facility
meant to enable pub-
lic service can easily
become a perk which,
once granted, has a
remarkable tendency
to become an entitle-
ment. The citizen is
meanwhile expected
to accept that public

partisan confronta-
tion, leaving insuffi-
cient time for the sus-
tained examination
of legislation, ex-
penditure and execu-
tive decisions.

No one should im-
agine that the quality
of democracy can be
measured in terms
of number of sittings
alone. But when leg-

expenditure must be
restrained, subsidies
must be rationalised
and government departments must
economise. The contrast is becoming
increasingly difficult to defend.

It’s not a Tamil Nadu phenomenon
alone. Bihar provides another reveal-
ing example. The ruling political es-
tablishment in Bihar has been re-
markably expansive. Just before the
state elections, it sanctioned addition-
al official accommodation and the con-
struction of new residential facilities
for legislators. Governments change,
parties change and political rhetoric
changes, yet once power is acquired,
the political class appears to rediscov-
er a common fraternity: better cars,
better houses, better salaries and bet-
ter facilities for those who occupy leg-
islatures. The citizen is perpetually
reminded of fiscal prudence and the

islative time dimin-
ishes while political
privileges expand,
the citizen is entitled to ask whether
the two trends can indefinitely coex-
ist. According to unofficial estimates,
the exchequer spends over %2,000
crore annually on 4,200-odd MLAs and
788 members of Parliament. In addi-
tion, they are also given an amount
varying from X1 crore to %5 crore to
spend on amenities in their own con-
stituencies. There isn’t any credible
evidence whether such a massive dis-
cretionary expenditure by each of
them has made our villages or small
towns a better habitat than before.
But there is an additional irony.
The Indian voter is perhaps the most
unforgiving auditor of political per-
formance. Sitting legislators are rou-
tinely defeated, anti-incumbency re-
mains one of the most powerful

EXPRESS

forces in Indian electoral politics. Yet
the citizen has almost no effective
mechanism during the five-year term
to demand an account of how much
public money is being spent on an
elected representative and what
measurable public service is being
delivered in return.

This does not mean that the answer
is austerity for legislators. A poorly-
paid politician can become more sus-
ceptible to corruption, patronage and
private influence. The answer lies in
establishing a more credible compact
between privilege and performance. If
legislators are provided vehicles, their
use should be transparent and audit-
able. If they receive assistants, the ex-
penditure should be accounted for. If
constituency funds are placed at their
disposal, every project should be trace-
able. If salaries and allowances are
increased, there should at least be a
parallel expectation of attendance,
committee participation, legislative
scrutiny and productive sitting days.
They are leveraging their legal legisla-
tive power in their favour. Now, they
are paid more for doing less work.

The danger is not that India will be
bankrupted by luxurious elected
leaders. The danger is that political
privilege will gradually become nor-
malised across parties and states un-
til nobody remembers to ask where
necessity ends and indulgence be-
gins. The language of public service
can then become a convenient vocab-
ulary for private comfort, while the
taxpayer is left to finance an increas-
ingly elaborate architecture of pow-
er. India must spend money on de-
mocracy. But democracy cannot be
judged by how generously it treats
those who govern. It must ultimately
be judged by how responsibly those
who govern treat the money, institu-
tions and trust placed in their hands.
A mature democracy should not
merely ask whether it can afford its
politicians; it must periodically ask
whether its politicians have earned
the extortionate price of being af-
forded. India’s democracy is staring
at arather contrastive question: does
India need a paid or a performing
democracy?

GOVTS CARRY TRADE A RISING GLOBAL RISK
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THETHIRD EYE

SHANKKAR AIYAR
Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar: A Biometric History
of India’s 17 Digit Revolution, and Accidental India
(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)

ATIONS borrow against to-
morrow’s growth. And it
would seem tomorrow has
arrived for many of them.

On Wednesday, the gross
US federal debt crossed $40
trillion—more than the com-
bined GDP of China, Germany, Japan,
India and the UK. Look at the interest
cost. The Congressional Budget Of-
fice estimates it at $1.039 trillion. That
is more than what the US spends on
defence, which itself is $900 billion—
more than that of the next six coun-
tries. In geopolitics and geoeconom-
ics, scale defines attention.

The rise in debt is scarcely a secret.
The US Debt Clock updates by the
second. Over the past year, the coun-
try has added $5.49 million to its debt
per minute. The load is worsened by
wars and the messy tariff landscape;
Friday saw Canada walking out of its
trade talks with the US. The $40-tril-
lion milestone sent the yield on US
30-year bonds past 5.33 percent, the
highest 19 years. The rate signalled
trouble across the economy—from
the cost of government borrowing to

that of credit card debt. Treasury
Secretary Scott Bessent stepped in to
declare his department would double
its buyback from $2 billion a day to $4
billion. The long bond market rallied
to 5.18 percent, only to pop up like a
financial whack-a-mole.

The market mocked the interven-
tion, calling it a band-aid on a bullet
hole. Bessent, a former hedge fund
operator who worked with George
Soros, dismissed the retracement,
stating, “Anything that happens
within a 24-hour period is noise.” The
signal went up in smoke. The market
found Bessent and Fed Chair Kevin
Warsh’s word salads unpalatable. On
Friday, the yield on 30-year gilts
touched 5.28 percent and nudged the
benchmark 10-year to 4.74 percent.

Zoom out, and the American story
is a common one of nations living be-
yond their means. The 10 largest
economies—the G7 plus China, Rus-
sia and India—account for nearly
two-thirds of global GDP at $83 tril-
lion. Not one of them covers spending
from total revenues, let alone from
taxes alone unless they borrow. It is
what punters call a carry trade—bor-
row at one rate, hold or invest in the
hope of higher returns, which in this
case is GDP growth. India has its own
quiet carry trade within the mechan-
ics of fiscal management. The Re-
serve Bank transferred a record 32.87
lakh crore—a windfall from foreign
exchange operations—to the govern-
ment, patching up the fiscal gap.

The model for decades was to bor-
row at yields below nominal GDP
growth rate and let growth service the
debt—the scope for borrowing went
up as interest rates went down after

the global financial crisis. Olivier
Blanchard told a room of economists
in 2019 that public debt is not problem-
atic, as the interest rate paid on it
stays below the economy’s growth
rate. The equation r<g has been up-
ended. The 2026 Annual Economic Re-
port of the BIS states the rate-growth
differential has narrowed. Debt and
interest rates are up and growth is
sliding. As every punter knows, a car-
ry position is viable until it is not.

Following Covid-19, public debt
spiralled to near post-Second World
War highs in many economies
and GDP growth has also slowed
from post-pandemic peaks. Sovereign
debt of the G7 plus India, China and
Russia, as per IMF data, is at $94 tril-
lion. Data on interest costs as a pro-
portion of GDP illuminates the spec-
tre. Interest cost borne by the top 10
economies is around $2.23 trillion. In-
dia carries the extreme version—in-
terest absorbs 25 percent of every
rupee spent, the worst ratio of the 10,
on the second-narrowest revenue
base. Rising debt and deficit cataly-
ses political rhetoric over how much
is spent on whom—elections are ef-
fectively a contest of schemes.

The debt toll is rising. The world
has migrated from demand deficit to
supply scarcity, is navigating the pu-
nitive impact of wars and paying the
price for onshoring capacity via new
industrial policies. The trade does not
stop at the sovereign. The sovereign is
only the first floor. Below it are corpo-
rations. JP Morgan estimates the data
centre buildout could touch $5 trillion
by 2030, with $2 trillion financed in
credit markets. JP Morgan CEO Jamie
Dimon warned of high levels of mar-

gin debt and leverage. Ray Dalio of
Bridgewater warned of a debt crisis
and advised folks to buy gold.

It is layer upon layer, with lenders
and borrowers assuming the asset be-
neath will retain value. Hedge funds
borrowing against Treasuries. Pri-
vate-credit funds lending against in-
creasingly leveraged companies. Hy-
perscalers borrowing to finance Al
infrastructure. Households borrow-
ing against houses, shares and gold.
That is how leverage becomes a pyra-
mid. What happens in the US bond
market does not stay in the bond mar-
ket. Fears of a weaker dollar rattled
investors at home and the prospect of
higher rates hung over emerging mar-
kets. A synchronised selloff—driven
by inflation concerns, rise in fiscal
deficit and the rush of capex borrow-
ers—sent long bond rates to decadal
highs across advanced economies.

The higher cost of money threat-
ens the economic and political model
in democracies. The OECD spends
nearly 20 percent on welfare. India
must fund the world’s largest food,
employment, health programmes.
Even as democracies tool and retool
income security schemes, the fact is
that the world is yet to know the im-
pact of Al on jobs. The murmurs of
new taxes—on real estate, on billion-
aires—are smoke signals.

For years, governments and corpo-
rations believed they could outrun
the rising cost of money. But as the
carry trade turns, a delicious irony
1s emerging. It was once said that so-
cialism runs out of other people’s
money. Now, the modern capitalist
economy may be discovering that it,
too, can run out of cheap money.

GMNAILBAG e
|ettars@newindianexpress.com

Beyond punishment

Ref: Rethink death sentence (Aug 22). While we
debate the appropriate punishment after a
crime, we must also ask what can be done to pre-
vent the next one. The debate often begins only
after the crime has occurred. Preventing crime
requires us to look at the circumstances, social
conditions and other factors that contribute to
serious offences. Punishment may hold a crimi-
nal accountable, but it cannot, by itself, guaran-
tee another will not occur tomorrow. The real
challenge is therefore not only deciding how se-
verely to punish, but understanding why serious
crimes occur. Justice must not end with punish-
ment; it must begin with prevention.
Prasanna P, Tiruchirappalli

Quietly effective

Ref: Future belongs to Fifth Estate (Aug 22). It’s
a gripping write-up on the activities of the Fifth
Estate. There is always a silent group within in-

telligentsia that sincerely dedicates its time and
energy—at times, even lives—for the common
good. Most achieve their results without much
fanfare. Many social reforms are the result of
their hard work. The unpolluted youth work with
progressive thoughts until politics creeps in.
Only time will decide the future of the CJP.
Ramalingeswara Rao, email

Panic mode

Ref: Revanth cancels US leg of trip (Aug 22). The
recent knee-jerk reactions of the central govern-
ment are a sign that it is in a panic mode, and
will bypass democratic norms to checkmate its
political rivals. Democratic federalism in the
guise of protecting self-proclaimed national in-
terests is slowly being replaced by an autocratic
mode of federalism with no real checks. The ar-
gument put forward by the foreign ministry that
clearance was not given because the CM’s sched-
uled programme was not appropriate to the of-
fice he holds smacks of arrogance and rides over
the powers of an elected state government.
Biju C Mathew, Thiruvananthapuram

FIR struggle

Ref: After 6-hr Rahul sit-in, FIR filed on use of
pellet gun (Aug 22). That the Leader of the Op-
position in the Lok Sabha has to struggle to get
an FIR lodged at a police station for a protester’s
pellet gun injuries is probably the result of in-
struction from the Union ministry the Delhi po-
lice reports to. An FIR is a basic legal document
for initiating a due process. Even then, the LoP
had to stage a sit-in at the Parliament Street
police station. It’s time for the ruling regime to
introspect and refrain from demolishing demo-
cratic institutions of natural justice.

Buddha Jagdish Rao, Visakhapatnam

Dignified debates

Ref: House’s digital dilemma (Aug 22). Of late,
the interactions between ruling and opposition
members of the Tamil Nadu Assembly have be-
come increasingly unhealthy. They are, regret-
tably, losing focus on the issues raised. Discus-
sions often stoop to an unacceptably low level,
with personal attacks, insinuations and deroga-
tory references that are neither constructive nor

palatable. Both sides have a responsibility to
keep the debates issue-based, respectful and
befitting the high offices they hold. The
arguments can be fierce, but the language should
be dignified.

K Venkatasubramanian, Chennai

Palakkad’s loss

Ref: Mangaluru moved out of Palakkad railway
division (Aug 22). Kerala had been demanding a
new railway zone for long. Now its efforts have
come to naught with the railways transferring
the Mangaluru area to South Western Railways’
Mysuru division. Palakkad, one of the oldest rail-
way divisions, has become one of the smallest in
today’s India. As most of the division’s revenue
comes from Mangaluru, the move will undermine
the very existence of the Palakkad division, as
pit-line maintenance facilities will be unavail-
able, among other things. Introduction of new
trains and special trains during festivals will also
be in trouble. Kerala needs to make a strong
move to press for stopping the shift.

Jishi R, Kollam
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VELLORE

KUMBAKONAM VIA
LONDON, WITH
STOPOVER IN MADURAI

UMBAKONAM and this column have to have something between
them. The Tamil temple town zoomed into my mindscape via a
person, bringing London with it. Lakshmi Narasimha Rangara-
jan is not a name many would recognise in India today. And even
within the Indian Foreign Service, of which he was a shining
star from 1956 to his death in 2013, many would not know him by
that full name. But ‘LN’, as Rangarajan was to friends and col-
leagues, was a redoubtable figure in the small world of scholar-diplo-
mats. I have used the hyphenated expression advisedly. LN was a schol-
ar who became a diplomat, and while moving from station to high
station abroad, representing India in Greece, Sudan, Tunisia, Norway
and Iceland, remained a man of books.

My family knew him well. In 1962, when LN was serving in the national
capital between postings abroad, he once strode into our home in Delhi,
cigarette glowing between his lips to ‘just drop by for a cup of kaapi’—
something no one does any more. It so hap-
pened that everyone but I was out. In order to
not make me feel utterly valueless, he sat me
down to talk about the two subjects I was stud-
ying in college. “Have you read anything by
Toynbee?” he asked. I sheepishly admitted to
having not read or even heard of the great
writer. “What? And you say you are doing BA
Honours in English literature with history as
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a subsidiary? Shocking!” And with that admo-

KAAPI nition, he proceeded to recite from memory
lines from Toynbee’s A Study of History, “not

GOP:;:I;I:IHNA just because it is history, but for the language.

Read the book and remember its priceless
lines”. Lesson over, he bade me goodbye.

He was soon transferred out and we lost
touch. Some four decades later, I happened to
move to Oslo and to the office he had held in that Nordic capital. One
day I got a handwritten letter from LN in an aerogramme, a postal sta-
tionery all but extinct now. He had retired by then, with his gifted musi-
cian wife Joyce, to Rugby in Warwickshire, England, but had achieved
renown as the creator of a staggeringly insightful English translation
of Kautilya’s Arthashastra. Giving me useful tips on the work involved
in being India’s ambassador to Norway, LN asked me in the letter if 1
had learnt to ski, a classical Norwegian pastime. He said he used to ski
from the ambassador’s residence to the embassy at times. Like in Delhi
in 1961, I once again had to say, this time in 2002, that I had not, prefer-
ring to be driven safely to work and back by the embassy chauffeur.

The reader may well ask at this point: but where are Kumbakonam
and London in all this reminiscing?

Here they come, from a news item datelined London, August 14: ‘Sen-
ior UK executive Gautam Rangarajan has been appointed adviser to
Prime Minister Andy Burnham on structure and process’. Gautam,
said the report, has worked for BBC as group director for strategy and
performance, with music as his forte. It added: he is a son of Ambas-
sador LN Rangarajan and Joyce Rangarajan. Wow, I said to myself.
Here we have our own LN’s son advising the British PM, no less. The
report also informed that Gautam’s brother Vijay is chief executive of
Britain’s Electoral Commission. Wow again.

Celebrating this news as I was, in came a mail from the nonagenarian
Tamil and English writer ‘Indira’ Parthasarathior E Paa, as he is known
to his readers. Delighted like me by the news, he said that when he was
a student at the Government Arts College in Kumbakonam during 1946-
49, he read English literature from a teacher called Lakshminarasimha
Iyengar. This venerable figure was not only his teacher but a mentor.
And he was, E Paa added, none other than the grandfather of Gautam
Rangarajan and the father of LN Rangarajan. Phew, I said, phew!

Kumbakonam hovers over this column like the aroma of kaapi.

There was still more of the kaapi—like a part of it held back by the
dabara—to come. E Paa said Lakshminarasimha Iyengar was so ‘into’
English literature that he had directed and staged Shakespeare’s An-
tony and Cleopatra in the college’s central hall. Antony and Cleopatra
in Kumbakonam in 1948-49—goodness! Who played Antony? Lashmi-
narasimha Iyengar himself. And who was Cleopara? “Don’t laugh,” E
Paa wrote, “I was Cleopatra.”

Kumabakonam is no ordinary town. The ‘degree kaapi’ town is a
pedigree town, too. It produced Lakshminarasimha Iyengar, a teacher
of Shakespeare, LN Rangarajan, Kautilya translator and diplomat, and
indirectly, an adviser to the British Prime Minister.

As 1 close, another temple town, Madurai, demands a minute. Kum-
bakonam has lent its name forever to kaapi, but kaapi has lent its fame
to Madurai as well. Perhaps the best kaapi I have ever had was in that
town of Goddess Meenakshi and of the divine Madurai Shanmukha-
vadivu Subbulakshmi or ‘MS’, as she is hailed. In 2014, I was attending
a conference in the city with A R Venkatachalapathy, the foremost au-
thority on Tamil studies today and author of, among many other books
of stature, In Those Days There was No Coffee. There I was privileged
to go at a predawn hour with another Tamil scholar, John Bernard
‘Barney’ Bate from the US, for “the best kaapi that can be had at a small
streetside café”. I can never forget its name, for I can never forget its
fragrance: Visalam. MS’s husband T Sadasivam had once said to me,
“If there is one place where you can get steaming, soft idlis and fresh,
hot kaapi even at 4 in the morning, it is Madurai.” I have no doubt, with
all his links to Kumbakonam, LN would have concurred.

Former Governor of
West Bengal and Bihar

QUOTE CORNER

How much have you heard about [Donald Trump’s] stock trading? Oh
my! He announces the tariffs on April 2. The markets tank nonstop
because it’s a disastrous trade policy. And six days into the crash, Trump
buys millions in stock. And then the very next morning he posts on Truth
Social, “This is a great time to buy.” Three hours and 41 minutes after that
post—one day after he bought millions in stock—he cancelled the tariffs and
triggered one of the biggest same-day rebound rallies in market history.

Jon Ossoff, US senator, accusing the US President of insider trading with tariff deicisions

Good to see Harry and Meghan achieve six full tax-years of non-UK residency to manage
the ‘temporary non-resident’ rules for capital gains tax.

Nimesh Shah, London-based tax adviser, on the timing of the British king’s younger son’s
announcement he will be relocating back to the UK after years in the US

To be blunt, | wouldn't be sitting in front of you if | didn’t think that there was potential
and | didn’t see a market over there. It's an exciting new market.

Abhishek Bachchan, European T20 Premier League co-owner, ahead of the inaugural season
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I want an India where talent and energy
can find scope for play without having
to cringe and obtain special individual
permission from officials and ministers

Chakravarti
Rajagopalachari

POLITICIANS PAID MORE FOR LESS WORK

PRABHU CHAWLA
prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

RISTOTLE believed that the
strength of a republic ulti-
mately rested on the charac-
ter of those who governed it.
Montesquieu warned that po-
litical power, left unchecked,
had a natural tendency to ex-
pand beyond its kosher limits. And
Edmund Burke, while defending the
independence of elected representa-
tives, reminded them that they owed
their electors not merely their jobs
but their judgement. Nearly two and
a half centuries after Burke, India’s
democracy has arrived at a rather dif-
ferent question: how much should the
people have to pay for those who exer-
cise power in their name?

John Locke believed that the pur-
pose of government was to preserve
the rights of those who entrusted it
with power, while Burke saw repre-
sentative government as a solemn
understanding between the elected
and the elector. Neither imagined
that democracy would one day ac-
quire the institutional parapherna-
lia of a corporate establishment,
with its own expanding hierarchy of
salaries, allowances, vehicles, houses
and privileges.

Yet that is precisely the uncomfort-
able reality India is facing. When
Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C Joseph
Vijay announced that all 234 of the
state’s MLAs would be provided gov-
ernment vehicles, 75,000 a month for
fuel, maintenance and driver expens-
es, and another %25,000 for an assist-
ant, he may have intended to strength-
en the capacity of legislators to serve
their constituents. It’s going to cost
over %200 crore for a full five-year

term. With this, Vijay has inadvert-
ently reopened a much larger debate
about the price of representative gov-
ernment and, more importantly,
about whether the growing cost of po-
litical office is acquiring the contours
of transactional politics.

There is a perfectly legitimate jus-
tification for providing lawmakers
sufficient means to perform their re-
sponsibilities. An MLA is expected to
travel through a constituency, attend
public meetings, meet officials, in-
spect schemes and respond to thou-
sands of individual grievances. Many
of Tamil Nadu’s legislators are first-
time representatives and may not pos-
sess the personal resources of estab-
lished politicians. But somewhere
between legitimate assistance and po-
litical largesse lies a

legislator, rather more often, of what
the public purse can provide.

That is why the question cannot be
reduced to whether MLAs or MPs are
paid too much. They must be paid ad-
equately. The real issue is whether the
compensation attached to public of-
fice bears any relationship to the re-
sponsibilities discharged by those
who receive it. The paradox is that the
political class has become more ex-
pensive while the legislature itself
has become less deliberative. State As-
semblies have, on average, been meet-
ing for only a fraction of the year,
with several states recording extraor-
dinarily low numbers of sitting days.
Parliament has not been immune to
the malaise. Sessions are increasingly
punctuated by adjournments, pro-

tests, walkouts and

line that democratic
governments cross
with increasing fre-
guency. A facility
meant to enable pub-
lic service can easily
become a perk which,
once granted, has a
remarkable tendency
to become an entitle-
ment. The citizen is
meanwhile expected
to accept that public

partisan confronta-
tion, leaving insuffi-
cient time for the sus-
tained examination
of legislation, ex-
penditure and execu-
tive decisions.

No one should im-
agine that the quality
of democracy can be
measured in terms
of number of sittings
alone. But when leg-

expenditure must be
restrained, subsidies
must be rationalised
and government departments must
economise. The contrast is becoming
increasingly difficult to defend.

It’s not a Tamil Nadu phenomenon
alone. Bihar provides another reveal-
ing example. The ruling political es-
tablishment in Bihar has been re-
markably expansive. Just before the
state elections, it sanctioned addition-
al official accommodation and the con-
struction of new residential facilities
for legislators. Governments change,
parties change and political rhetoric
changes, yet once power is acquired,
the political class appears to rediscov-
er a common fraternity: better cars,
better houses, better salaries and bet-
ter facilities for those who occupy leg-
islatures. The citizen is perpetually
reminded of fiscal prudence and the

islative time dimin-
ishes while political
privileges expand,
the citizen is entitled to ask whether
the two trends can indefinitely coex-
ist. According to unofficial estimates,
the exchequer spends over 32,000
crore annually on 4,200-odd MLAs and
788 members of Parliament. In addi-
tion, they are also given an amount
varying from X1 crore to %5 crore to
spend on amenities in their own con-
stituencies. There isn’t any credible
evidence whether such a massive dis-
cretionary expenditure by each of
them has made our villages or small
towns a better habitat than before.
But there is an additional irony.
The Indian voter is perhaps the most
unforgiving auditor of political per-
formance. Sitting legislators are rou-
tinely defeated, anti-incumbency re-
mains one of the most powerful
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forces in Indian electoral politics. Yet
the citizen has almost no effective
mechanism during the five-year term
to demand an account of how much
public money is being spent on an
elected representative and what
measurable public service is being
delivered in return.

This does not mean that the answer
is austerity for legislators. A poorly-
paid politician can become more sus-
ceptible to corruption, patronage and
private influence. The answer lies in
establishing a more credible compact
between privilege and performance. If
legislators are provided vehicles, their
use should be transparent and audit-
able. If they receive assistants, the ex-
penditure should be accounted for. If
constituency funds are placed at their
disposal, every project should be trace-
able. If salaries and allowances are
increased, there should at least be a
parallel expectation of attendance,
committee participation, legislative
scrutiny and productive sitting days.
They are leveraging their legal legisla-
tive power in their favour. Now, they
are paid more for doing less work.

The danger is not that India will be
bankrupted by luxurious elected
leaders. The danger is that political
privilege will gradually become nor-
malised across parties and states un-
til nobody remembers to ask where
necessity ends and indulgence be-
gins. The language of public service
can then become a convenient vocab-
ulary for private comfort, while the
taxpayer is left to finance an increas-
ingly elaborate architecture of pow-
er. India must spend money on de-
mocracy. But democracy cannot be
judged by how generously it treats
those who govern. It must ultimately
be judged by how responsibly those
who govern treat the money, institu-
tions and trust placed in their hands.
A mature democracy should not
merely ask whether it can afford its
politicians; it must periodically ask
whether its politicians have earned
the extortionate price of being af-
forded. India’s democracy is staring
at arather contrastive question: does
India need a paid or a performing
democracy?

GOVTS CARRY TRADE A RISING GLOBAL RISK
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ATIONS borrow against to-
morrow’s growth. And it
would seem tomorrow has
arrived for many of them.

On Wednesday, the gross
US federal debt crossed $40
trillion—more than the com-
bined GDP of China, Germany, Japan,
India and the UK. Look at the interest
cost. The Congressional Budget Of-
fice estimates it at $1.039 trillion. That
is more than what the US spends on
defence, which itself is $900 billion—
more than that of the next six coun-
tries. In geopolitics and geoeconom-
ics, scale defines attention.

The rise in debt is scarcely a secret.
The US Debt Clock updates by the
second. Over the past year, the coun-
try has added $5.49 million to its debt
per minute. The load is worsened by
wars and the messy tariff landscape;
Friday saw Canada walking out of its
trade talks with the US. The $40-tril-
lion milestone sent the yield on US
30-year bonds past 5.33 percent, the
highest 19 years. The rate signalled
trouble across the economy—from
the cost of government borrowing to

that of credit card debt. Treasury
Secretary Scott Bessent stepped in to
declare his department would double
its buyback from $2 billion a day to $4
billion. The long bond market rallied
to 5.18 percent, only to pop up like a
financial whack-a-mole.

The market mocked the interven-
tion, calling it a band-aid on a bullet
hole. Bessent, a former hedge fund
operator who worked with George
Soros, dismissed the retracement,
stating, “Anything that happens
within a 24-hour period is noise.” The
signal went up in smoke. The market
found Bessent and Fed Chair Kevin
Warsh’s word salads unpalatable. On
Friday, the yield on 30-year gilts
touched 5.28 percent and nudged the
benchmark 10-year to 4.74 percent.

Zoom out, and the American story
is a common one of nations living be-
yond their means. The 10 largest
economies—the G7 plus China, Rus-
sia and India—account for nearly
two-thirds of global GDP at $83 tril-
lion. Not one of them covers spending
from total revenues, let alone from
taxes alone unless they borrow. It is
what punters call a carry trade—bor-
row at one rate, hold or invest in the
hope of higher returns, which in this
case is GDP growth. India has its own
quiet carry trade within the mechan-
ics of fiscal management. The Re-
serve Bank transferred a record %2.87
lakh crore—a windfall from foreign
exchange operations—to the govern-
ment, patching up the fiscal gap.

The model for decades was to bor-
row at yields below nominal GDP
growth rate and let growth service the
debt—the scope for borrowing went
up as interest rates went down after

the global financial crisis. Olivier
Blanchard told a room of economists
in 2019 that public debt is not problem-
atic, as the interest rate paid on it
stays below the economy’s growth
rate. The equation r<g has been up-
ended. The 2026 Annual Economic Re-
port of the BIS states the rate-growth
differential has narrowed. Debt and
interest rates are up and growth is
sliding. As every punter knows, a car-
ry position is viable until it is not.

Following Covid-19, public debt
spiralled to near post-Second World
War highs in many economies
and GDP growth has also slowed
from post-pandemic peaks. Sovereign
debt of the G7 plus India, China and
Russia, as per IMF data, is at $94 tril-
lion. Data on interest costs as a pro-
portion of GDP illuminates the spec-
tre. Interest cost borne by the top 10
economies is around $2.23 trillion. In-
dia carries the extreme version—in-
terest absorbs 25 percent of every
rupee spent, the worst ratio of the 10,
on the second-narrowest revenue
base. Rising debt and deficit cataly-
ses political rhetoric over how much
is spent on whom—elections are ef-
fectively a contest of schemes.

The debt toll is rising. The world
has migrated from demand deficit to
supply scarcity, is navigating the pu-
nitive impact of wars and paying the
price for onshoring capacity via new
industrial policies. The trade does not
stop at the sovereign. The sovereign is
only the first floor. Below it are corpo-
rations. JP Morgan estimates the data
centre buildout could touch $5 trillion
by 2030, with $2 trillion financed in
credit markets. JP Morgan CEO Jamie
Dimon warned of high levels of mar-

gin debt and leverage. Ray Dalio of
Bridgewater warned of a debt crisis
and advised folks to buy gold.

It is layer upon layer, with lenders
and borrowers assuming the asset be-
neath will retain value. Hedge funds
borrowing against Treasuries. Pri-
vate-credit funds lending against in-
creasingly leveraged companies. Hy-
perscalers borrowing to finance Al
infrastructure. Households borrow-
ing against houses, shares and gold.
That is how leverage becomes a pyra-
mid. What happens in the US bond
market does not stay in the bond mar-
ket. Fears of a weaker dollar rattled
investors at home and the prospect of
higher rates hung over emerging mar-
kets. A synchronised selloff—driven
by inflation concerns, rise in fiscal
deficit and the rush of capex borrow-
ers—sent long bond rates to decadal
highs across advanced economies.

The higher cost of money threat-
ens the economic and political model
in democracies. The OECD spends
nearly 20 percent on welfare. India
must fund the world’s largest food,
employment, health programmes.
Even as democracies tool and retool
income security schemes, the fact is
that the world is yet to know the im-
pact of Al on jobs. The murmurs of
new taxes—on real estate, on billion-
aires—are smoke signals.

For years, governments and corpo-
rations believed they could outrun
the rising cost of money. But as the
carry trade turns, a delicious irony
is emerging. It was once said that so-
cialism runs out of other people’s
money. Now, the modern capitalist
economy may be discovering that it,
too, can run out of cheap money.

GMNAILBAG e
|ettars@newindianexpress.com

Beyond punishment

Ref: Rethink death sentence (Aug 22). While we
debate the appropriate punishment after a
crime, we must also ask what can be done to pre-
vent the next one. The debate often begins only
after the crime has occurred. Preventing crime
requires us to look at the circumstances, social
conditions and other factors that contribute to
serious offences. Punishment may hold a crimi-
nal accountable, but it cannot, by itself, guaran-
tee another will not occur tomorrow. The real
challenge is therefore not only deciding how se-
verely to punish, but understanding why serious
crimes occur. Justice must not end with punish-
ment; it must begin with prevention.
Prasanna P, Tiruchirappalli

Quietly effective

Ref: Future belongs to Fifth Estate (Aug 22). It’s
a gripping write-up on the activities of the Fifth
Estate. There is always a silent group within in-

telligentsia that sincerely dedicates its time and
energy—at times, even lives—for the common
good. Most achieve their results without much
fanfare. Many social reforms are the result of
their hard work. The unpolluted youth work with
progressive thoughts until politics creeps in.
Only time will decide the future of the CJP.
Ramalingeswara Rao, email

Panic mode

Ref: Revanth cancels US leg of trip (Aug 22). The
recent knee-jerk reactions of the central govern-
ment are a sign that it is in a panic mode, and
will bypass democratic norms to checkmate its
political rivals. Democratic federalism in the
guise of protecting self-proclaimed national in-
terests is slowly being replaced by an autocratic
mode of federalism with no real checks. The ar-
gument put forward by the foreign ministry that
clearance was not given because the CM’s sched-
uled programme was not appropriate to the of-
fice he holds smacks of arrogance and rides over
the powers of an elected state government.
Biju C Mathew, Thiruvananthapuram

FIR struggle
Ref: After 6-hr Rahul sit-in, FIR filed on use of

pellet gun (Aug 22). That the Leader of the Op-
position in the Lok Sabha has to struggle to get
an FIR lodged at a police station for a protester’s
pellet gun injuries is probably the result of in-
struction from the Union ministry the Delhi po-
lice reports to. An FIR is a basic legal document
for initiating a due process. Even then, the LoP
had to stage a sit-in at the Parliament Street
police station. It’s time for the ruling regime to
introspect and refrain from demolishing demo-
cratic institutions of natural justice.

Buddha Jagdish Rao, Visakhapatnam
Dignified debates

Ref: House’s digital dilemma (Aug 22). Of late,
the interactions between ruling and opposition
members of the Tamil Nadu Assembly have be-
come increasingly unhealthy. They are, regret-
tably, losing focus on the issues raised. Discus-
sions often stoop to an unacceptably low level,
with personal attacks, insinuations and deroga-
tory references that are neither constructive nor

palatable. Both sides have a responsibility to
keep the debates issue-based, respectful and
befitting the high offices they hold. The
arguments can be fierce, but the language should
be dignified.

K Venkatasubramanian, Chennai

Palakkad’s loss

Ref: Mangaluru moved out of Palakkad railway
division (Aug 22). Kerala had been demanding a
new railway zone for long. Now its efforts have
come to naught with the railways transferring
the Mangaluru area to South Western Railways’
Mysuru division. Palakkad, one of the oldest rail-
way divisions, has become one of the smallest in
today’s India. As most of the division’s revenue
comes from Mangaluru, the move will undermine
the very existence of the Palakkad division, as
pit-line maintenance facilities will be unavail-
able, among other things. Introduction of new
trains and special trains during festivals will also
be in trouble. Kerala needs to make a strong
move to press for stopping the shift.

Jishi R, Kollam
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India’s media-business nexus is now a constitutional crisis

CHOLLETI

here are moments
when a retired judge,
speaking at a com-

memorative lecture, says
something so plainly and so
urgently that it cuts through
the noise of daily public life
and lands with the force of a
constitutional alarm. Justice
K M Joseph, former judge of
the Supreme Court of India,
provided exactly such a mo-
ment on August 19. Deliver-
ing a lecture, organised by
the Kerala High Court Bar
Association, to commemo-
rate the 250th anniversary of
the United States Declaration
of Independence, he did not
dwell on American history.
He spoke about Indian real-
1Ly.

‘I am really concerned,
he said, "about the way the
majority of the national me-
dia houses that I get to listen,
how it reveals the close inex-
orable link between business
houses and the media. How
they completely destroy an
otherwise healthy discourse
which should happen.”

He went further, describ-
ing how anchors “manipulate
the discourse in such a way
that it not only reveals the
bias of the anchor, but it also
leaves the listener in a quan-
dary as to what is the truth.”
His conclusion was devastat-
ing in its simplicity: “The ul-
timate right of every citizen
in any democracy is to pur-
sue truth and find truth. This
is the fundamental thing of
any democracy, any society.
This is sadly missing.”

These are not the words
of a partisan commentator.
They are the carefully con-
sidered words of a man who
served on the highest court
of the republic, who has read
its Constitution closely, and
who has now chosen — in

retirement, without the con-
straints of judicial office — to
say plainly what the institu-
tion he once served has been
reluctant to articulate.

Consolidation of airwaves
by corporate houses:

To understand the gravity
of Justice Josephs concern,
one must trace the arc of In-
dian media ownership over
the past decade. It is a story
of systematic consolidation
— the quiet, methodical
transfer of Indias most pow-
erful information channels
into the hands of its largest
corporate conglomerates.

In May 2014 — the very
month that a new govern-
ment came to power at the
Centre — Reliance Indus-
tries Limited approved fund-
ing of up to K4,000 crore
through its Independent
Media Trust to acquire con-
trol of Network18, with open
offers completed by Decem-
ber 2014. Networkl8 is the
parent company of CNN-
News18, Newsl8 India, CN-
BC-TV 18, Firstpost, Money-
control, and more than ten
regional news channels. Reli-
ance Industries today holds
a 56.89 per cent controlling
stake in Network18. One cor-
porate group, one ownership
stake, and a news reach that
spans virtually every major
language market in India.

Eight years later, in late
2022, came an acquisi-
tion that sent shockwaves
through Indian journalism.
Gautam Adanis AMG Media
Networks, in what journalists
and international observers
widely described as a hostile
takeover, raised its stake in
NDTV — founded in 1988
by Prannoy Roy and Radhika
Roy, and built over decades
into Indias most credible
independent broadcast news
organisation — to 64.71 per
cent. The founders were ef-
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Justice K M Joseph, former judge of the Supreme Court of India

fectively displaced from con-
trol of the network they had
created. Adani’s group has re-
portedly also acquired TANS,
one of Indias major domestic
news wire agencies — an ac-
quisition that, if confirmed,
would extend corporate me-
dia control to the very raw
material that hundreds of
smaller outlets use to con-
struct their daily coverage.
The Adaniand Ambani ac-
quisitions are only the most
visible elements of a broader
landscape of concentrated
ownership. The Zee Enter-
tainment group, the India
Today group, HT Media, and
the Times Group are all con-
trolled by powerful business
and family interests, whose
commercial  relationships
with the government and
the regulatory state are deep
and entangling. What was
once a diverse, occasionally
chaotic but genuinely plu-
ralistic media ecosystem has
been steadily narrowed into
a small number of powerful
corporate channels.
Numbers don't lie: India’s
press freedom in free fall:

Reporters Without Bor-
ders (RSF), the Paris-based
press freedom organisation,
publishes an annual World
Press Freedom Index rank-
ing 180 countries. India’s
trajectory on this index tells
its own story. In 2012, India
ranked 122nd. By 2022, it
had fallen to 150th. In 2023,
it plunged further to 161st.
In 2024, it stood at 159th. In
2025, there was a marginal
improvement to 151st. These
rankings — from a credible
international  organisation
with documented methodol-
ogy — reflect the lived reality
of journalists working under
conditions of acute commer-
cial pressure, legal harass-
ment, and ownership-driven
editorial constraint.

The constitutional dimen-
sion and fundamental rights:

Justice Josephs remarks
were not merely sociologi-
cal observations. They were
a constitutional argument,
carefully constructed. He
cited the Supreme Courts
Constitution Bench judg-
ment in Kaushal Kishore v.
State of Uttar Pradesh, which

established that Articles 19
and 21 of the Constitution
operate not only vertically
— between citizen and state
— but also horizontally, be-
tween private parties. This is
a significant legal point with
profound implications for
media accountability.

“If T am invited to a de-
bate,/’ Justice Joseph ex-
plained, “and if T am actually
snuffed out, if what I want to
say [ am not permitted to say,
[ am tortured out of shape
in what I have said — all of
this, in my view, constitutes
a gross violation of Article
19, the right of the person,
who is participating, and the
right of the audience, which
is wanting to find out what
they are saying actually”

He also raised, with un-
comfortable specificity, the
issue of government adver-
tising as a mechanism of
media control — what he
described as a potential “car-
rot and stick” relationship in
which media organisations
dependent on state advertis-
ing revenue develop power-
ful structural incentives to

The solutions are neither mysterious nor
technically complex. They require only
political will. A robust anti-monopoly
framework for media ownership — limiting
any single conglomerate’s control across
broadcast, print, and digital platforms —
is the most fundamental need. Several
mature democracies, including the United
Kingdom, Germany, and Australia, main-
tain such frameworks. India’s cross-media
ownership regulations remain underdevel-
oped and largely unenforced. Full transpar-
ency in government advertising — manda-
tory public disclosure of all advertising
expenditure to media organisations by
central and state governments — would im-
mediately disrupt the editorial dependency
that Justice Joseph described.

soften their coverage of gov-
ernment. The Union Govern-
ment, through the Central
Bureau of Communication
(formerly the Directorate of
Advertising and Visual Pub-
licity), distributes thousands
of crores in annual advertis-
ing expenditure across print,
digital, and broadcast media.
The Supreme Court has in
several rulings observed that
government advertisement
allocation must follow trans-
parent, non-discriminatory
criteria — but implementa-
tion has remained inconsist-
ent.

What must change:

The solutions are neither
mysterious nor technically
complex. They require only
political will. A robust anti-
monopoly framework for
media ownership — limiting

A different ball game in the offing

PV Konpar Rao

OME what may, the next

Assembly elections may
witness a different ball game
altogether in Telangana. The in-
creased number of seats, the ro-
tation of reservations and allo-
cation of seats to women could
add several new dimensions to
electoral politics in the State.
Likewise, a probable increase in
the number of Lok Sabha con-
stituencies may pave the way
for altered reservations in at
least four parliamentary seats.
Delimitation, therefore, is not
merely an exercise in redraw-
ing boundaries. In Telangana,
it could become a political reset
with consequences for parties,
aspirants and established politi-
cal equations alike.

The possibility of a fresh de-
limitation has already begun to
generate anticipation among
political circles. If the number
of Assembly constituencies
rises substantially, many con-
stituencies that have acquired
a familiar political identity over
the years could be redrawn
or bifurcated. Areas that have
traditionally voted together
may find themselves separated,
while previously peripheral
mandals and urban settlements
could acquire greater political
significance. For sitting legisla-
tors, this could mean that a con-
stituency won repeatedly is no
longer the same constituency
when the next election arrives.

The impact would be even
more consequential if the
exercise coincides with the
constitutional requirement of
reserving a proportion of seats
for women. The reservation of
one-third of seats for women in
legislative assemblies, following
the constitutional changes that
have already been made, has the
potential to alter the political
landscape significantly. In Tel-
angana, where electoral politics
has historically been dominated
by men, such a transition could
open the doors for a new gen-
eration of women leaders. But it
could also unsettle established
political families and aspirants
who have spent years cultivat-

Reservation rotation would add another layer of uncertainty

ing their constituencies.

Reservation rotation
would add another layer of
uncertainty.

A constituency that has re-
mained general for several elec-
tions could become reserved
for Scheduled Castes or Sched-
uled Tribes, while an existing
reserved constituency could
return to the general category.
Such changes would not merely
affect candidates; they could
redraw the social and political
arithmetic of entire districts.
Parties would have to identify
candidates afresh, sometimes
abandoning leaders who have
built considerable influence in
a constituency only to find that
the seat is no longer available to
them.

This is where delimitation
could become particularly dis-
ruptive for Telangana’s political
parties. The Congress, BRS and
BJP have different organisation-
al strengths and social coali-
tions. A change in constituency
boundaries can either reinforce
or dilute these advantages.
A party that has performed
strongly in a particular cluster
of villages may find its sup-
port base divided between two
constituencies. Conversely, an
emerging urban or semi-urban
belt could become a new politi-
cal battleground if it receives a
separate constituency.

The urbanisation of Telan-
gana makes the exercise still
more complex. Hyderabad and
its surrounding areas have un-
dergone dramatic demographic
and spatial transformation.
Municipal expansion, new
residential corridors, industrial
clusters and rapidly developing
peripheral areas have altered
the political geography of the
State. Delimitation based on
population could therefore
give greater weight to rapidly
growing urban and peri-urban
regions. The old distinction be-
tween rural and urban politics
may consequently become less
meaningful.

The Lok Sabha picture could
be equally intriguing. Telan-
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The larger question is whether Telangana’s
political class is prepared for this
transformation. Constituencies are not merely
lines on a map. Over decades, they acquire
identities, loyalties, local leaderships and
social equations. Changing those boundaries
can disrupt established political ecosystems
almost ovemight. A leader who is invincible in
one constituency may become vulnerable after
its composition changes. A relatively unknown
candidate may suddenly inherit a favourable
demographic equation.

gana currently has 17 parlia-
mentary constituencies. Any
increase in their number would
necessarily trigger a fresh exer-
cise in boundary formation and
reservation. Parliamentary con-
stituencies that have acquired a
distinct political identity could
be reshaped. More importantly,
changes in the SC and ST popu-
lation distribution and the rota-
tion of reserved constituencies
could alter the status of some
existing seats. At least four par-
liamentary constituencies could
potentially witness significant
changes in reservation, depend-
ing on the final delimitation
and reservation exercise.

For national parties, this
would be a crucial opportu-
nity to reassess their Telangana
strategy. A larger parliamentary
representation would mean
greater political weight for the
State in Delhi. For regional
parties, it would mean that
the organisational map built
around the existing constitu-
encies may no longer be suf-
ficient. The BRS, which once

possessed a deeply entrenched
constituency-level  network,
would have to contend with al-
tered electoral geography. The
Cnngress, in power in the State,
would face the test of con-
verting administrative influ-
ence into electoral advantage.
The BJP, meanwhile, would see
the new map as an opportunity
to expand beyond the pockets
where it has traditionally been
competitive.

Yet delimitation cannot be
reduced to a political oppor-
tunity for parties. It is fun-
damentally a constitutional
exercise intended to ensure
fair representation. Population
must remain the principal con-
sideration, while demographic
realities and constitutional
safeguards must be respected.
The process must also be trans-
parent enough to inspire public
confidence. Boundary changes
should not be perceived as be-
ing designed to benefit or dis-
advantage a particular political
party or social group.

The larger question is wheth-

er Telangana’s political class is |

prepared for this transforma-
tion. Constituencies are not

merely lines on a map. Over

decades, they acquire identi- |

ties, loyalties, local leaderships
and social equations. Changing
those boundaries can disrupt
established political ecosystems

almost overnight. A leader who

is invincible in one constituen-

cy may become vulnerable af-
ter its composition changes. A

relatively unknown candidate |
may suddenly inherit a favour- |

able demographic equation.
That is why the next Assem-

bly election could look substan-

tially different from every elec-
tion Telangana has witnessed
since its formation. New

constituencies could produce
new leaders; reservation rota- |

tion could bring unexpected
faces into the contest; womens
reservation could transform

candidate selection; and an ex- |

panded Lok Sabha map could
create a new balance between
the State’s regions and political
forces.

tion notification. Parties will
have to study population shifts,

constituency-level voting pat- |
terns, caste and community
composition, urbanisation and

local leadership with unprec-

edented precision. Aspirants |

will have to decide whether to

remain in their traditional po- !

litical territory or move with
the new constituency map. Vot-
ers, too, will have to adapt to
constituencies that may carry
familiar names but represent
entirely different social and
geographical realities.

Telangana’s next electoral |
contest may consequently be |

fought on a map that bears lit-
tle resemblance to the one on
which the previous battle was
fought. Delimitation
change not only the boundaries
of constituencies but also the
boundaries of political possi-

bility. The next election, there- |

fore, may not simply be another
contest for power. It could be
the beginning of a new political
geography for Telangana.

. in January
The real game, therefore, |
may begin well before the elec-

could |

any single conglomerate’s
control across broadcast,
print, and digital platforms
— is the most fundamental
need. Several mature de-
mocracies, including the
United Kingdom, Germany,
and Australia, maintain
such frameworks. India’s
cross-media ownership
regulations remain under-
developed and largely unen-
forced.

Full  transparency in
government advertising —
mandatory public disclosure
of all advertising expendi-
ture to media organisations
by central and state govern-
ments — would immedi-
ately disrupt the editorial
dependency that Justice Jo-
seph described. A genu-
inely independent public
broadcaster, insulated from
government control, would

provide citizens with a base-
line of unmanipulated in-
formation. Legal protection
for journalists — shielding
sources and preventing the
weaponisation of sedition,
defamation, and UAPA pro-
visions against legitimate
reporting — would begin
to restore the conditions for
truthful journalism.

The fourth estate’s final
exam:

Justice Joseph ended his
remarks with an appeal to
“authorities to take notice.”
That a former Supreme
Court judge must make
such an appeal — publicly,
at a commemorative lecture
— is itself a measure of how
far institutional failure has
progressed.

Citizens of a democracy
cannot make free and mean-
ingful choices if the infor-
mation they receive is cu-
rated by the same corporate
interests that simultaneously
seek government contracts,
regulatory approvals, and
favourable policy outcomes.

When media ownership
is concentrated in the hands
of conglomerates whose for-
tunes are intertwined with
the decisions of the govern-
ment of the day, the media
ceases to be the fourth pillar
of democracy and becomes,
instead, its first servant.

Justice Joseph watched
his television every day with
the hope that things would
change. So do millions of In-
dians. That hope, however,
will not survive much long-
er on hope alone. It requires
action — legal, legislative,
and regulatory — before the
damage to democratic dis-
course becomes irreversible.

(The writer is with
the Cholleti BlackRobe

Chambers, Hyderabad, and

writes on economy, politics

and law.)

Cricket was more gentlemanly
intheg
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VANAM JwaLA
NARASIMHA Rao

Tﬂday’s cricket is technol-
ogy-driven. Decisions are
no longer left entirely to the
naked eye of umpires. There is
DRS (Decision Review System),
ultra-edge, ball-tracking, slow-

motion replays, spider-cam,
LED stumps, and instant third-
umpire irrevocable verdicts,

flashing on giant screens. Every
no-ball is checked frame by
frame. Every appeal is dissected
precisely. The game has become
faster, louder, commercially vi-
brant, from five-day Test match-
es to One-Day Internationals
(ODIs) to T20s. The cricket of
the 1960s, when I played and
watched cricket it was pure, pa-
tient, and played in what was
proudly called as the ‘Sportsman
spirit.

In the absence of television
sets, we listened to every word of
radio commentators like Vizzy
(Maharaj Kumar of Vizianaga-
ram) and Chakrapani. Cricket
lovers imagined every stroke
and every wicket. For instance,
1964, the England
team, then officially known as
the Marylebone Cricket Club
(MCC), the historic London-
based club that governed Eng-
lish cricket for decades, toured
India. Under the captaincy of
MJK Smith, MCC played five
Test matches and two first-class
(county) matches.

The match between South
Zone and MCC was played at
Fateh Maidan (LB Stadium) in
Hyderabad from January 7-9,
1964. South Zone was defeated
by an innings and 27 runs.
Out of our love for the game,
some of us who were studying
at Khammam College came to
Hyderabad for the first time to
watch that match. All five Test
matches ended in draws. Tiger
Pataudi won the toss in all five
matches. In the first match at
Madras, Farokh Engineer was
replaced at the last moment by
Buddhi Kunderan due to injury.
After Kunderan scored 192 runs,
he was retained as the opener-
wicketkeeper for the remaining
four matches. In the final Test
at Kanpur, despite winning the

. toss, Pataudi surprisingly chose
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to put England in to bat first.

England scored a massive 559
runs for the loss of 8 wickets,
throwing a big challenge before
India, since it was forced to fol-
low on as feared. India were all
out for just 266 runs in their
first innings. Since Bapu Nad-
learni, who had come in at the
end as a bowler in the first in-
nings, played well and remained
not out, Pataudi asked him to
open the batting in the second
innings. Nadkarni responded
magnificently with a century
and remained unbeaten, saving
India from defeat. It bore the
tactical brilliance of Pataudi and
the extraordinary character of
Nadkarni.

One unforgettable reminis-
cence was the legendary bowl-
ing of Nadkarni. In one famous
spell (Madras Test against
MCC), he bowled an astonish-
ing 32 consecutive overs, with
27 maidens, including 21 con-
secutive or 131 dot balls in a
row, conceding just five runs,

Today, with aggressive bat-
ting, fielding restrictions, and
powerplays, such an achieve-
ment of sustained accuracy is
unimaginable, and would be
nearly impossible.

Each player had distinct styl-
ish mannerisms that won many
hearts. .

[ recall that there was an in-
stance during the series when
several MCC players fell ill. At
one stage, they did not have
eleven fully fit players on the
field. Indian players stepped
into the field for them. It was
all in the true ‘sportsman spirit’
unlike today.

There was no talk of ‘match
fixing' No betting scandals. No
media trials. Just pride in per-

ood old days
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formance and respect for the
opponent. Cricket today is fast-
er, richer, and scientifically ana-
lysed. Cricket then was slower,
quieter, and emotionally deep-
er. Today's players are global ce-
lebrities. In those days, players
were admired like artists. Today
we watch in ultra-HD clarity.
Then we listened and imagined.
And perhaps that imagination
made the memories even more
beautiful.

[ remember how Jaisimha
was initially overlooked for the
Australia tour, only to be re-
called. He rewarded the selec-
tors with a fine century in the
second innings. [ also remem-
ber Syed Abid Ali excelling as
opening bowler, opening bats-
man, and even wicketkeeper.

At one stage, the Indian Test
side was dominated by south
zone players, many from Hy-
derabad, including Pataudi
and Jaisimha. [ clearly recall
Garfield Sobers taking a catch
against south zone in Hy-
derabad and expressing doubt,
as he felt his fingers might have
touched the ground. Despite
the umpire seeking clarifica-
tion, Sobers honestly admitted
his uncertainty, but the next
day, a section of the media criti-
cised him for not speaking up
before being formally asked, an
ironic response to an act of rare
integrity.

Then, cricket was guided by
conscience and character, when
a players word could decide
an outcome, and we trusted
the spirit of the game. Now, it
is governed by cameras and
precision, where technology
confirms every verdict. From
conscience to cameras, that,
perhaps, is ‘then and now
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

India’s space leaps show its
self-assured momentum

India’s space policy reforms
have unlocked private sector
potential like never before,
but there are a few key
challenges that need to be
resolved if the momentum is
to be maintained

his National Space Day (August 23)

feels especially celebratory given

India unlocked a key space capacity

— private-sector orbital launch.

Skyroot Aerospace’s success with

the lift-off of Vikram-1, an orbital-
class launch vehicle, and deployment of multi-
ple payloads in the low Earth orbit (LEO) made
India the third country in the world to have
private launch capacity, after the US and
China.

The mission, called Aagaman (Sanskrit for
“arrival”) was Skyroot Aerospace’s follow-up
to its 2022 suborbital Vikram-S flight, which
made it India’s first private company to reach
space. For India, the July launch was the dawn
of a new space era, as a Skyroot commentator
putit.

It was also, in many ways, a payoff of a
decade-long bet made by India on space
policy reforms.

Today, there are more than 400 space
startups and companies in the country, work-
ing on everything from satellites, components,
space engineering, traffic management and
even rocket engines. The diverse payloads that
Skyroot’s Aagaman dropped off in orbit
included a nanosatellite pathfinder from
Grahaa Space, a robotic arm built by
Cosmoserve Space to capture space debris, and
Skyroot’s own satellite.

Six years ago, all of this would not have

seemed possible, that is, if the department
of space hadn’t opened up the sector to
privatisation. Till 2019, Indian Space Research
Organization (ISRO), was India’s only, State-
run space programme. It was the designer,
manufacturer, launcher, owner and operator
of virtually every Indian space asset. Private
companies like Ananth Technologies (founded
1992) or MTAR Technologies (founded 1970)
built hardware and core components to
ISRO’s specifications. For a private company,
there was no path to owning a satellite,
operating a launch vehicle or selling a space-
based service commercially.

This changed in 2020, when the govern-
ment ended ISRO’s monopoly by
opening up the sector and launching
IN-SPACe (Indian National Space
Promotion and Authorisation Cen-
tre), which became a single-window
regulator and facilitator for private

ups including Agnikul Cosmos and GalaxEye.
Another regulatory framework, the Indian
Space Policy 2023, offered clear operating
guidelines, zoning rules and a degree of regula-
tory certainty for venture capitalists to make
bets on space ventures. In 2024, the govern-
mentallowed up to100% foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) in startups working in satellite
components, ground equipment, about 74%
FDI for satellite manufacturing and operations
and 49% FDI to build launch vehicles and
spaceports, opening up the sector to further
capital bets.

Thanks to these policy and regulatory
changes, as well as ISRO’s active support, pri-
vate sector participation has blos-

somed.
However, this leap has also
brought with it the pressures of a
maturing market. In 2021, about 21
space startups in India raised $43 mil-

companies to set up spacetech Shweta lion, according to India SpaceTech
shops. . Report by Tracxn. By mid-2026, this
The same year, ISRO created Taneja has become 440 companies and $871

NewSpace India Limited (NSIL), a
company whose aim was to transfer
ISRO-developed technology into private hands.
Through NSIL, ISRO has executed 118 technol-
ogy transfer agreements with private compa-
nies in the last five years.

The other important policy shift was open-
ing the doors to ISRO’s testing centres and
facilities. Startups didn’t have the capex to
build testing chambers from scratch. Instead,
ISRO provided launch pad, motor-casting and
liquid-engine testing facilities at a steep dis-
count so companies could get their technology
tested, validated and simulated.

Another action that worked in the space
industry’s favour was encouraging strong aca-
demic research and industry collaborations
inside top institutions in the country. IIT
Madras, for example, is alone responsible for
incubating and supporting 11 space-tech start-

million in cumulative funding. Just
ahead of its own rocket launch, Sky-
root raised $50-60 million through private ven-
ture capital, putting its valuation past $1.1 bil-
lion and making it India’s first space-tech uni-
corn.
This consolidation is part of a classic sign of
a decreasing risk appetite. Over 60% of all capi-
tal invested in space went to safe bets: Skyroot
Aerospace ($150 million), Pixxel ($96 million),
AgniKul Cosmos ($76 million) and Digantara
($67 million). Out of 285 startups that Tracxn
Data tracked, only 72 have successfully been
funded, the rest falling off the wayside. Consid-
ering that space hardware requires immense
upfront capital expenditure, long R&D cycles,
and rigorous regulatory clearances, thisis, toa
degree, understandable from capital’s vantage.
Butit also means that more needs to be done to
add width along with depth to the space sector.

A

India’s space ambitions have skyrocketed, not only amongst players, but also amongst the citizens who have come to associate a

particular pride on the global stage with the country’s space capabilities.

This could very likely prove challenging, as
both the US and China also seem to be strug-
gling here. In the US, SpaceX and OneWeb
alone account for more than half of the capital
raised by the top ten space companies. China
has more startups by headcount and though
the underlying private capital is shaky, the
country has patient State funding to support its
space ambitions.

This global space race also comes with new
challenges for India’s star-performer ISRO
who has been so far the bulwark of the private
industry. There are only two operational
launch pads in India, both at Sriharikota, both
prioritised for ISRO’s own missions. This
leaves private players scrambling or waiting
for a long while for tests or launch slots —
sometimes as long as 18-24 months. Most start-
ups can’t afford to fund that long a runway
before blast-off.

ISRO has been unable to increase their
launch frequency. In 2025, ISRO launched only
five rockets from Sriharikota against roughly
165 orbital launches by SpaceX. Less launches
mean fewer opportunities to catch quality
issues, slower institutional learning and a
longer wait for indigenous startups to send
their payloads into LEO.

India’s reusable launch vehicle programme,
called Soorya, also lags behind. It received

8,240 crore of Cabinet approval in September
2024, but will not take first flight before
2032. This means that for the next five
years, India will spend more on expendable
rockets while rivals including SpaceX and
some Chinese operators are already using
reusable rocket fleets.

This pressure to deliver is likely showing up
in ISRO’s recent performance. In January
2026, ISRO lost its reliable RSLV-C62 along
with 15 international payloads, causing India’s
commercial space-ride-share partners such as
Nepal and Brazil to cancel future bookings.

And, most importantly, it is the very open-
ing up of the private space sector that has
caused a recent headache for ISRO, a high
attrition rate. Over the recent months, around
100-120 senior scientists have resigned or taken
early voluntary retirement. There have been
80 resignations from UR Rao Satellite Centre
(URSC) in Bengaluru, which handles satellite
design and integration, while Vikram Sarabhai
Space Centre (VSSC), ISRO’s primary rocket-
building facility has seen atleast 20 personnel
resign. Both Skyroot Aerospace co-founders,
Pawan Kumar Chandana and Naga Bahrath
Daka are former ISRO scientists from VSSC.

Though a thriving private sector is a healthy
sign of a competitive economy, in an industry
like space, senior scientists leaving can cause
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State projects to be delayed. This has led to the
department of space issue an order in July
last month, tightening resignation rules for
personnel on critical projects.

Butitis clear that, despite these challenges,
India’s space ambitions have skyrocketed, not
only amongst players, but also amongst the cit-
izens who have come to associate a particular
pride on the global stage with the country’s
space capabilities. In the coming years, Skyroot
plans to launch Vikram-2, ISRO is aiming to
send a crewed flight into space, while India’s
Bharatiya Antariksh Station (BAS-1) will be
ready by 2028. There are also plans for a
manned lunar mission by 2040.

Amid the Space Race 2.0 which will shoot in
relentlessly into the new decade, India will
need to ramp up its infrastructure and
improve reliability if it wants to remain one of
the top contenders. To make it to the moon,
India needs to support the ambitions of the
private sector, strengthen its infrastructure
and boost its institutions with both patient cap-
ital and rocket scientists. And do it at super-
sonic speed.

Shweta Taneja is an author and columnist based
in Bengaluru. She tracks the evolving relationship
between science, technology and modern society.
The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

Growing poverty of a
once-rich language

s English the richest of all langua-
ges? Not being fluent in any other, I
have no way of answering that ques-
tion authoritatively. But, that said
and done, I suspect the answer could be
yes. So, purely on the basis of a crude
hunch, let me explain why. First, the
English tradition of separate and unique
collective nouns for a variety of wildlife.
I admit I'm fascinated by this. Most of us
know of shoals of fish, packs of wolves,
flocks of geese, herds of elephant or
prides of lion. But here are a few that
took me completely by surprise.
The credit goes to Bambi Rao and
Syeda Imam who years ago sent out a
round-robin email which I saved for a
rainy day. For instance, did you know of
a pod of whales, a rafter of turkeys, a
muster of peacocks, a coffle of asses
(when roped together), a drove of asses
(when driven), a skein of geese (when in
flight) and a skulk of foxes?
Not to be out done by his own discov-

eries, Bambi has also suggested a collec-
tive noun for bankers. Borrowing from
the good Reverend Spooner, he proposes
“a wunch of bankers”!

But it’s not just the collective nouns
that seem to differ for each animal in
English. So too does the word for the
sounds they make. Dogs bark, cats mew,
snakes hiss, wolves howl, horses neigh,
tigers roar, cows moo, hyenas laugh, ele-
phants trumpet, mice squeal, pigs grunt,
donkeys bray and ducks quack! Can any
other language beat that?

Even the statement that birds tweet or
chirp can be further refined depending
on which bird you have in mind. Crows
caw, peacocks scream, owls hoot, swal-
lows titter, parrots squawk, doves coo,
nightingales warble, magpies chatter,
cocks crow, turkeys gobble, whilst larks,
believe it or not, sing!

Now, you could ask why the
English language has such well-defined
specificity for wildlife and, indeed, birds

in particular. The answer, I suspect,
may have something to do with 19th
century mid-Victorian zoology and
ornithology. Or just plain British
eccentricity. Either way, it's made the
language delightful and wondrous.

However, it’s not just the fact that the
English language has specific collective
nouns for different collections of wildlife
or precise terms for the sounds they
produce that could make it the richest of
all, it also has a variety of different
synonyms for the same word. According
to The Oxford English thesaurus, there
are 380 for the simple word “good”. And,
if you believe what you read on the net,
a certain Paul Dickson of the US has
found more than 3,000 for the word
“drunken”. They're all included in a
book called “Drink: the Definitive
Drinker’s Dictionary”! And I would add
that if you lay your hands on a good
thesaurus you can while away several
hours in amused wonderment.

The sad part is that this rich heritage
has not just fallen into disuse but is in
danger of being forgotten except by the
fussy or the aged. After all, how often do
we use the “right” collective noun or the
mot juste for a particular sound? Rarely,
if ever, is the answer. Worse, those who
do are often sniggered at.

Instead of rejoicing in the richness
English offers, we've all dumbed down
and happily settled for the limited range
of sms-speak. Imprecise words like
“good”, “nice”, “bad” and the dreadful
“awesome” have colonised our minds

THE SAD PART IS THAT
THIS RICH HERITAGE HAS
NOT JUST FALLEN INTO
DISUSE BUT IS IN DANGER
OF BEING FORGOTTEN
EXCEPT BY THE FUSSY OR
THE AGED. AFTER ALL,
HOW OFTEN DO WE USE
THE “RIGHT” COLLECTIVE
NOUN OR THE MOT JUSTE
FOR A PARTICULAR
SOUND? RARELY, IF EVER,
IS THE ANSWER

and begun to dominate our speech. Quite
frankly, the loss is ours.

Finally, you can have a great deal of
fun with the English language in ways
that I suspect you can’t with many oth-
ers. Read the first two stanzas of this Ode
to the Spell Checker and see if you agree:

Eye halve a spelling chequer

It came with my pea sea

It plainly marques four my revue

Miss steaks eye kin knot sea.

Eye strike a key and type a word

And weight four it two say

Weather eye am wrong oar write

It shows me strait a weigh.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s
Advocate: The Untold Story.
The views expressed are personal

Poor policy gives a
good biofuel bad rep

ndia’s ambitious biofuels programme

is ata crossroads, not least because the

country’s chief economic adviser, V

Anantha Nageswaran, in a recent
newspaper article, cautioned against mov-
ing to higher ethanol blends without
proper assessments and even advocated
bringing back the lower E10 blend for older
vehicles. His warning is remarkable
because it is rare for government
economists to air views that
don’t explicitly agree with cur-
rent policy. In the public’s imagi-
nation, the issue still is largely
about the “corrosive” effects of
E20 petrol on vehicles not
equipped to handle the fuel
blend. The real issue is much
deeper, one tied to food security
and sustainability in the world’s
most populous nation.

Ethanol blending isn’t necessarily a bad
policy. Done right, it can benefit farmers.
In fact, it has benefited sugarcane growers
by improving the ability of millers to make
timely payments to them. However, it's
time the government thoroughly reviewed
the blending programme and its longer-
term impact on agriculture, food systems
and the larger economy for three reasons.

One, the blending programme that
began with the National Biofuel Policy
2018 has now entered a high-blend phase.
In June, 48 retail outlets of public oil mar-
keting companies started dispensing E85
for so-called flex fuel vehicles. This fol-

lowed a draft notification of the road trans-
port and highways ministry issued on
April 27, 2026, allowing flex-fuel vehicles
running on E85 and E100. There are no
publicly available records of the rationale
behind this sudden move up the ethanol
value chain.

Two, a move to higher petrol blends is
outside the scope of the National Biofuel
Policy 2018, as amended in 2022.
The government’s gazette notifica-
tion, amending the biofuels policy
and published on 15 June 2022,
increases the blending percentage
to E20 for petrol by ‘ethanol supply
year 2025-26" and biodiesel to 5%
by 2030. It's important to note that
the April 27 draft gazette notifica-
tion, which introduces E85 and
E100, pertains to the Central Motor
Vehicles Rules 1989, allowing flex-fuel
vehicles, which can handle higher ethanol
blends. It doesn’t amend the biofuel pro-
gramme itself.

The third reason why a review of the
biofuels programme is necessary, is to
have an updated cost-benefit analysis at
higher blends, drawing especially from
data from the past seven years or so. It's
not helpful to have a dogmatic ‘crops are
for food, not fuel’ position that biofuel crit-
ics hold. Surplus biomass can and should
be converted to fuel if it is sustainable.
However, the government ought to care-
fully weigh its current ethanol incentive
structure, which is tilted towards two

The government ought to carefully weigh its current ethanol incentive structure,

which is tilted towards two water-guzzling crops: sugarcane and rice.

water-guzzling crops: sugarcane and rice.

Financial incentives, including a dis-
counted Good and Services Tax rate, have
pushed up distillers’ capacity to produce
ethanol, which now stands at an annual
8.38 billion litres. With such massive
capacity, distillers would naturally want
authorities to ramp up blending. By 2025,
the government’s target was to divert up to
six million tonnes of sugar to ethanol. The
sugar industry has requested the govern-
ment to reserve at least 50% of total etha-
nol procurement from sugarcane-based
feedstock. As for rice, the food ministry has
been allocating rice owned by it to ethanol
distilleries at a heavily subsidised price of
32,320 per quintal, nearly 40% below its
acquisition costs. As per Nageswaran’s
estimates, blends higher than E20 can only
come from foodgrain. So, not only is this a
perverse incentive, but it could indeed lead
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to fuel crowding out food.

Incentivising water-intensive, irriga-
tion-dependent crops, such as rice and
cane, for ethanol will deepen India’s long-
standing problems of unsustainable agri-
culture. The US and Brazil, major ethanol
producers, use corn (maize) and cane as
feedstock. However, unlike in India, a
majority of the area of these crops in these
countries are irrigated by rain, not by
groundwater. Corn can be a hardy alterna-
tive crop but its productivity is too low —
four tonne per hectare compared to the
US’s 13-14 tonne — to sustain higher etha-
nol demand. Without a careful considera-
tion of these key issues, higher ethanol
blending may fuel an environmental and
agricultural disaster in the long-run.

Zia Haq is a policy analyst.
The views expressed are personal
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Lalita Panicker

A double burden for
women in dengue season

s the monsoon season progresses,

it brings with it a host of vector-

borne diseases. Dengue and

malaria are perhaps the best
known. But when such illnesses strike, who
gives up workdays to care for the sick, who
spends sleepless nights tending to them,
who is saddled with extra chores around
the house or fields, and who is tasked with
keeping the household going and handling
hospital visits? It is almost always the
woman of the house. With nearly 300,000
dengue cases reported in India last year,
and malaria still entrenched in the coun-
try’s poorest districts, the unpaid caregiving
load on women has grown into a hidden
public health crisis of its own. Women pro-
vide informal care in up to 83% of malaria
cases and spend roughly four times more
days caregiving than men when a family
member falls ill.

Almost 70% of community health work-
ers are women who work at risk of con-
tracting diseases themselves to deliver care.
Yet, this labour is rarely acknowledged or
paid adequately. They manage the house-
hold mosquito control that functions as
informal public-health work, while men
mostly retain control over health spending
and treatment decisions.

‘Women carry biological risk in an ampli-
fied measure. Dengue during pregnancy tri-
ples the risk of maternal mortality, while
malaria poses additional risks during preg-
nancy. Women bear a greater burden of
water- and vector-borne diseases than men,
evident through higher disability-adjusted
life years (DALYs) lost. Close to two-thirds
of India’s female agricultural workforce
face heightened mosquito exposure simply
by going to work. But not going to work
even for a few days can have a disastrous
impact on household income.

In this context, the recent regulatory
approval for India’s first dengue vaccine
matters well beyond the clinic. Every case

of dengue prevented is also a caregiving
burden prevented, a wage not lost, a school
day not missed by a daughter pulled in to
help at home. A vaccine adds a durable
layer of prevention that vector control
alone cannot guarantee, and it does so at
the exact point where health policy and
gender equity meet. It is a quiet but
concrete step toward closing the caregiving
gap that dengue and malaria have imposed
on Indian women.

“Vector-borne diseases are not gender-
neutral. Women face a dual burden as care-
givers, frontline health workers and are dis-
proportionately affected at the community
level as they are at risk themselves. This fact
goes unrecognised and their contribution is
rarely acknowledged. Effective prevention
and control strategies must acknowledge
these realities and place gender equity at
the centre of public health action,” says Dr
Neeraj Dhingra, former director, Nation
Centre for Vector Borne Disease Control.

Disease outbreaks deepen existing ine-
qualities. Prevention is, therefore, both a
health and gender-equity strategy. Dr
NK Ganguly, former director general,
Indian Council of Medical Research,
says, “Malaria in pregnancy remains a
leading cause of illness and death for
mothers and their children.

Paediatric dengue can be particularly
fatal, and watching a child fight it takes a
devastating toll on a mother’s mental
health. Yet women are often the last to
receive treatment and primary health care
and remain particularly vulnerable to the
stigma these conditions carry. Ensuring
that the vaccine reaches these women and
their children must be the next priority.”

Policy responses should strengthen vec-
tor control and other public-health inter-
ventions while complementing them with
preventive strategies, including vaccines.

The views expressed are personal
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The value of holistic
education

This is with reference to
“How Doon shapes its
young students® by Karan
Thapar (Aug 16). Education
is not only about academic
achievement, but building
confidence and character.
Teachers who guide
students with empathy
leave a lasting impression.
Doon’s lesson is simple and
profound: Learn from
failure, find your own path.

Sanjay Chopra

Unbiased attitude and behaviour in
courts

This is with reference to “Tales of brilliant men and perfect
victims” by Namita Bhandare (Aug 16). Courts must treat
high-profile accused men in rape cases as criminals, and
not make rape victims feel inferior. Lawyers must
maintain dignity while questioning rape victims in court.

Abhilasha Gupta

Her ordeal started 13 years ago, and sadly, will only finish
when she passes away. Tarun Tejpal may serve his
sentence behind bars, but she will suffer endlessly outside.
Such is the level of patriarchy in India.

Bal Govind

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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