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Dharali paid price of our
‘progress’, Mumbai next?

How to behave in
all public spaces:

When will Indians
learn basic norms?

A
s India evolves and develops,
questions about what constitutes
the public and private have
become more urgent. Our prima-

ry focus remains on the public.
As a society, we have never been good at

distinguishing between private and pub-
lic spaces. One reason might be that we
lack privacy in our homes. Traditional
and even modern joint family systems
often involve multiple generations living
closely together, frequently in large
households. For those who can afford it,
there is live-in household help, which
leads to more varied living arrangements.
There is little opportunity for privacy. In
urban settlements, overcrowding and
scarce space are common. What is private
often becomes public.

This lack of privacy and unacceptable
public behaviour did not bother us until
recent decades. Technology, the Internet,
and increasing wealth have given us the
ability to be private. Take mobile phones:
We like to use them (a private conve-
nience) in public on speaker mode, watch-
ing cricket matches, reels and films at full
volume on small screens in places like
restaurants, shops, streets and other non-

private areas. Nobody has taught us that
it is inappropriate to do so, and we may be
disturbing the peace and being inconsid-
erate of others around us in public spaces.

A common complaint is that Indians
don’t respect personal space. When stand-
ing in queues, they tend to get too close to
the person in front and crowd them. They
worry they might not reach the front of
the queue.

We are accustomed to crowds in sacred
sites, queues and for transportation like
trains, planes, buses and roads. As a high-
ly unequal society with income gaps,
there is a common feeling of deprivation.
The growing middle class and wealthy
can avoid crowds by paying a premium or
having others do many uncomfortable
tasks for them. Despite our wealth and
status, we believe that the pie is limited
and that we must keep pushing forward to
succeed. Otherwise, we risk falling
behind.

I grew up in the 1950s and 1960s in rural
and small-town India. There was no push-
ing or shoving of any kind due to the low
population density. However, public uri-
nation, defecation, spitting and loud talk-
ing were common. Even then and now,

there is an acute lack of public toilets.
We are still noisy, fearing we won’t be

heard above others talking, in large fami-
lies, on busy roads and in crowded places.
Noise pollution is high in India.

The public behaviour of Indians often
lacks etiquette, which is a set of rules for
polite conduct in social situations and
public places, showing consideration for
others. These unwritten rules guide how
we interact in ways that are considered
acceptable and appropriate. Citizens in
the West usually learn this at home, in
educational institutions and through
good governance.

As more Indians travel abroad to coun-
tries with clear rules for public behav-
iour, such as littering, using public trans-
port, respecting queues and eating or
drinking in public, the question arises:
Why can’t we behave this way? When we
see Indians acting in an unacceptable
manner, we feel outraged and ashamed at
the same time. 

As a diverse nation, can we expect a sin-
gle style of etiquette? Our religions, foods
and customs vary significantly across
regions — north, south, east and west.
There are some guidelines for private life,

such as which hand to use when eating,
who eats first, where alcohol is permitted,
and norms regarding hierarchy and fami-
ly control. These all mostly relate to reli-
gion and patriarchy. However, there are
no fixed rules for public behaviour.

Public life then becomes an extension of
home life. When away from the control of
family and elders, we act like spoiled chil-
dren given freedom for the first time. We
are genuinely unaware that we are in a
public space, and should behave accord-
ingly. Our privilege and caste training
enable us to litter, spit, shout and be
aggressive in public places, oblivious to
others around us.

If we want to, how do we agree on and
develop norms for good public behaviour?
What is good etiquette? What incentives
can promote good public conduct? Some
advocate civic education in schools,
which is a promising idea. However, the
family is the first institution that an indi-
vidual experiences. How do parents
become good role models? How do we edu-
cate parents?

Agreeing on basic public behaviour is
not difficult. It takes time and persistence
to develop civic sense. Fines and disin-

centives for anti-social behaviour have
proven ineffective because those respon-
sible for enforcement often ignore them.

Given the size and diversity of the coun-
try, innovative and clever campaigns
should be developed to appear on the
social media, television and radio adver-
tisements. Visual media can be used to
highlight examples of good civic sense
and public behaviour. Public hoardings
can also be utilised.

Until then, the privileged middle classes
and elites can serve as good citizens and
set an example for those who lack expo-
sure. As Indian society evolves, it is grad-
ually shifting towards a more individual-
istic culture, moving away from a family-
centred one. Individualism requires pri-
vacy, which families often distrust and
discourage.

Modernity calls for a change in attitude,
which takes time. Changes in norms of
private and public behaviour cannot hap-
pen automatically; they must be done
intentionally and deliberately.
Thoughtfully and strategically.

The writer is a development and 
communications consultant

STRAY DOG MENACE

Stray dogs  have become a
big problem in the country
requiring the Supreme Court
to intervene and arbitrate to
find an amicable solution.
There is little doubt that stray
dogs pose a big threat 24x7
to all. While snake bites kill
victims instantly,  rabies
caused by dog bites put the
victims to the most terrible
death by what is called
hydrophobia. The dog owners
are morally and legally
responsible for the inconve-
nience suffered by the neigh-
bours. Kindness to the animals
is no doubt a virtue but if that
is found in overdose and
results in the suffering of oth-
ers law should intervene and
safeguard the latter. 

V.Rahul Venkatasubramanian 
Coimbatore

GOD SAVE AMERICA
Apropos  report ’FBI agents search ex-
Trump adviser Bolton’s home’.  Did any
politician in the world ever promise  in
the election campaign that he will take
revenge against his political enemies?
Generally politicians treat those who
oppose them as  political opponents but
not enemies!. Here we have Trump who
had  promised political retribution  and
now unleashes the FBI recognized as the
most  independent, unbiased investigat-
ing agency but unfortunately  now it
looks turned into a marionette. It
searched John Bolten’s (former NSA)
residence, perceived enemy since he has
turned hostile, a stubborn  critic, lam-
basting Trump Imagine the fate of those
who oppose, criticise Trump and his poli-
cies and if he wields his presidential
power and  resort to retribution  under
the ruse of ‘national security’ emulating
Putin!  May God save America.

A.SESHAGIRI RAO
Chennai

STIFLING DISSENT
The summons issued by the Assam
police against a senior journalist despite
the directions of the Supreme Court to
the Assam police not to take coercive
steps against him, has raised serious
questions about violation of due process
and infringement of fundamental rights.
Trampling upon the rights of citizens to
know the affairs of governance in the
nation and the right of journalists to
ensure an informed society by weaponiz-
ing such a draconian law of sedition does
not augur well for our country's standing
as a free and vibrant democracy.

M. Jeyaram
Sholavandan

Anita Anand

LETTERS

Subhani

The sun is shining as I write this, a rare occurrence through most of this
July and August, too, here in Dehradun. The news is of Mumbai reeling
under massive amounts of rainfall in short periods of time and heavy

rainfall warnings for Maharashtra. A short while ago, we were dealing with
catastrophe in Uttarakhand. Experts are still grappling with the conse-
quences of cloudbursts, glacier bursts, new glacial lakes, landslides, debris,
destruction and death. In the neighbouring state of Himachal Pradesh and
Jammu and Kashmir to the north, the Himalayas have seen devastating
landslides and dam collapses.

There are two threads which underlie what is easy to pass off as normal
monsoon theory. The first is irresponsible construction on fragile and vital
natural areas. And the other is the effects of climate change. And what the
two have in common is human greed and shortsightedness.

We have known about the effects of climate change for years now. We cele-
brated when the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) and for-
mer US vice-president Al Gore shared a Nobel for their work on climate
change in 2007. Especially since the IPCC was headed by Indian scientist Dr
Rajendra Pachauri. (The allegations of sexual harassment came later.)

The cause of the current signs of climate change is human behaviour. The
excessive use of fossil fuels, the heat islands caused by construction and the
destruction of forests have led to rises in the Earth’s temperature, which will
soon be beyond our ability to withstand. One of the effects of climate change
is intense weather situations: Excessive heatwaves, droughts, extreme rain-
fall, massive flooding, melting polar ice, rising sea levels, loss of biodiversity.

And this is what we’re seeing across the planet. Not just in India but across
the world. And the ferocity, intensity and frequency of these extreme weath-
er events is unprecedented.

Make no mistake. The planet will survive until the sun becomes a red giant
and the solar system eventually dies. It will readjust because it follows the
laws of physics, not human biology or carbon-based life. It is us, life on the
planet in our current form, which will suffer. Must as us humans think we
are superior, we are also extremely dependent on everything around us. For
food, the air we breathe, the spaces in which we live, the manners in which
we survive. It is all symbiotic, and perhaps even parasitic.

What we learn is another issue completely. Pollution we cannot control.
Garbage we cannot control. Waste disposal we cannot control. Construction
we cannot control. Destruction of natural resources we cannot control. In
fact, nothing which is within our capability can we actually manage to con-
trol. We are so tied to our habits, customs, traditions, innate selfishness and
laziness, that we are helpless in the face of our own mass stupidity.

The result is absolute chaos whenever anything goes wrong. As we have
seen this monsoon across the country.

Consider Dharali, a “picturesque hamlet nestled on the tranquil banks of
the river Ganges” says the official tourist
website of Uttarakhand. Dharali is about
2,000 feet above sea level, and known for its
apple orchards and rajma cultivation. Given
its scenic beauty and proximity to the
Gangotri yatra route, it is a popular tourist
destination.

And here lay its downfall. Because the tran-
quil tributary of the mighty Ganga which
flows through the village became a mighty
torrent on August 5. As water burst through
the village, it took down buildings, homes,
orchards, lives and livelihoods. At least five
confirmed deaths, and about 65 people are
missing. The amount of debris has made search and rescue almost 
impossible.

To take advantage of the tourist boom, construction took place too close to
the banks of the Kheer Ganga stream. The market was built on a fan-shaped
area of years of sediment deposit. And it is this area which was destroyed by
the water. Earlier reports of a cloudburst have been dismissed, although a
glacier burst has not been ruled out.

What is known is that cataclysmic events such as these are now the norm.
In spite of knowing that settlements like Dharali are in dangerous zones, con-
struction is encouraged by government. We have seen it with Rishikesh,
with Chamoli, all in the recent past.

It is hard to blame the locals when government itself is the main destroyer
in these regions. Hundreds of thousands of trees, especially the majestic deo-
dar, one of the true cedars of the world, are cut with glee for new roads and
where there are new roads, there are new buildings.

The roads are a personal favourite of our Prime Minister, to help tourists
complete an important Hindu pilgrimage. The consequences of ravaging the
Himalayas to make these roads was pointed out over and over again by sci-
entists and environmentalists. But their views were dismissed and ignored.
Some were dubbed anti-national and anti-development. Not a word of apolo-
gy has come from anyone in power for the devastation that they have caused
by their wilful obstinacy.

Mumbai is in a similar plight. Greed and incompetence now rule what was
once called “urbs prima in Indis”, India’s premier city. More roads and high-
ways and buildings are what Mumbai has received. But they have not made
life easier when disaster strikes. An area prone to heavy rainfall, as the mon-
soon makes early landing here for that section of the peninsula, Mumbai has
seen its flood plains and its salt pans being turned into buildings. Mangroves
have been destroyed to make roads. And thus, all natural safeguards against
destruction were happily removed.

The city by the sea was where I grew up, and later became my stomping
ground, and the mountains are now my source of beauty and joy. The
destruction of both I feel almost personally. It is painful to watch imminent
collapse through intentional stupidity and shortsightedness.

It’s not too late to stop and recalibrate. But that seems unlikely. We have
chosen our path. Or it has been chosen for us because of our collective apa-
thy which is like a mammoth sediment deposit on individual angst.

The writer is a senior journalist who writes on media affairs, politics and
social trends. She tweets at @ranjona.

T
he post-1945 world
order, meticulously
constructed by the
United States over
seven decades,

stands not upon military
might alone, but upon a com-
plex edifice of alliances, eco-
nomic interdependence and a
rules-based framework. 

Its genius lies in recognis-
ing that American security
and prosperity are inextrica-
bly bound to the security and
prosperity of key regions ac-
ross the globe. The Trump ad-
ministration’s aggressive im-
position of tariffs, framed wi-
thin a rhetoric of economic
nationalism, constitutes not
merely a recalibration of
trade policy but a profound
act of geopolitical malprac-
tice, actively dismantling this
intricate strategic architec-
ture, born from the ashes of
the Second World War and
the Cold War’s exigencies.

The historical basis for Am-
erican protectionism, articu-
lated forcefully by its first
Treasury secretary Alex-
ander Hamilton, was inher-
ently developmental and tem-
porary, designed to nurture
vulnerable infant industries
within a nascent republic
operating in an era of explicit
isolationism. Hamilton’s
vision was never intended as
a blueprint for a global super-
power deeply embedded in a
network of alliances and secu-
rity commitments. 

President Trump’s applica-
tion of protectionism, howev-
er, reveals a troubling incon-
sistency in statutory interpre-
tation, where the Fourteenth
Amendment’s birthright citi-
zenship clause is subjected to
contextual analysis to “cure a
mischief” and the Tariff Act
of 1930 and subsequent legis-
lation are construed with
rigid literalism to justify
sweeping import duties, pri-
oritising immediate, often
opaque, domestic political or
perceived economic gains.

The post-1945 strategic arch-
itecture was in fact a direct
consequence of abandoning
isolationism. Confronted by
the Soviet threat and the im-
perative of preventing anoth-
er global conflagration, the

United States erected an
unparalleled global security
network: Nato became the
bedrock of European
defence; bilateral treaties
with Japan and South Korea
secured Northeast Asia; the
ANZUS pact anchored the
Pacific; and a complex web of
partnerships extended across
the Middle East and beyond. 

This architecture served
multifaceted purposes — con-
taining Soviet expansionism,
ensuring freedom of naviga-
tion vital for global commerce
and providing a framework
for resolving disputes within
a US-led, rules-based order.
Investments in partners,
however fraught — such as
the decades-long military and
financial support to Pakistan,
a relationship sustained
through military dictator-
ships despite its destabilising
role in South Asia, including
support for asymmetric war-
fare against India — were cal-
culated sacrifices within the
broader Cold War calculus.
Pakistan received significant
American military and eco-
nomic aid as a perceived Cold
War bulwark against Soviet
influence in Afghanistan and
a counterweight to India’s
perceived Soviet leanings. 

Coming to the trajectory of
US-India relations, for dec-
ades, India was viewed ambi-
valently through a Cold War
prism, overshadowed and
strategically disadvantaged
by the US-Pakistan-China
nexus. Pakistan, despite its
undeniable role as an incuba-
tor for jihadist groups like
those that attacked Mumbai
in 2008 and the sanctuary it
provided Osama bin Laden,
continued to receive signifi-
cant military aid, viewed
through the lens of regional
realpolitik. 

India’s emergence as a piv-
otal strategic partner is a rel-
atively recent phenomenon,
painstakingly cultivated over
the past quarter-century. The
tentative steps initiated dur-
ing the Clinton-Vajpayee era
found concrete expression in
the landmark US-India
Civilian Nuclear Agreement
under President Bush and
Prime Minister Manmohan

Singh, a symbolic and sub-
stantive breakthrough over-
coming decades of non-prolif-
eration orthodoxy. This part-
nership deepened significant-
ly under Presidents Obama,
Biden and Trump, and Prime
Minister Modi, driven largely
by shared democratic values
and, more pressingly, con-
verging concerns over an
assertive China, manifesting
in frameworks like the
Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue (Quad) and the Indo-
Pacific strategic concept. 

President Trump’s tariff
policies, however, threaten to
unravel these decades of pa-
tient statecraft through a
combination of perceived
motivations — a fundamen-
tally transactional, corporate
mindset misapplied to grand
strategy, prioritising narrow,
short-term “deals” over
alliance cohesion; the poten-
tial for private financial gain
leveraging the market volatil-
ity induced by tariff threats; a
deliberate strategy to contain
the economic and political
rise of the BRICS nations,
challenging the West-domi-
nated G7; and a blunt instru-
ment to pressure nations like
India on unrelated issues,
such as ending the Ukraine
conflict. 

The consequences, irrespec-
tive of the precise motive,
manifest in the rapid degener-
ation of the global security
order. In Europe, decades of
reliance on the US security
umbrella are giving way to a
tangible push for strategic
autonomy, driven by the
Franco-German engine under
President Macron and Chan-
cellor Merz, alongside Prime
Minister Starmer’s Britain,
actively developing a credible
EU defence pillar — a direct
response to Trump’s transac-
tional questioning of Nato’s
Article V commitment and
his broader unilateralism. 

Across the Pacific, pro-
found doubts regarding the
reliability of the US defence
umbrella now permeate
strategic thinking in Tokyo

and Seoul, facing an increas-
ingly assertive China and a
nuclear-armed North Korea.
These allies perceive Trump’s
demands for disproportionate
burden-sharing and his disre-
gard for multilateral frame-
works as signals of waning
commitment, fostering inter-
nal debates on nuclear op-
tions and regional hedging
strategies that inherently
weaken the deterrence pos-
ture the alliances were de-
signed to provide. 

Australia, while maintain-
ing the ANZUS alliance, wat-
ches US policy volatility with
deepening concern, recognis-
ing its own security is inextri-
cably linked to US power pro-
jection in the Pacific. This
uncertainty compels Can-
berra towards complex di-
plomatic manoeuvres, streng-
thening regional ties and
diversifying partnerships.

India possesses significant
strategic autonomy absent in
traditional US treaty allies —
a diversified arms procure-
ment portfolio spanning Rus-
sia, France, Israel and dom-
estic production; independent
nuclear deterrence; a formi-
dable military ranked fourth
globally in firepower; and a
massive domestic market less
susceptible to external coer-
cion. New Delhi will unhesi-
tatingly prioritise its national
interests. The apparent shift
in South Asia policy signals a
bewildering reversal of the
post-9/11 consensus and
directly undermines counter-
terrorism cooperation with
India, raising fundamental
questions about US strategic
priorities. The Quad’s future
is now shrouded in uncertain-
ty. Trump’s economic fanati-
cism risks triggering unin-
tended and counterproduc-
tive strategic realignments,
pushing India and China
towards pragmatic, albeit
limited, economic coopera-
tion (“the Elephant and
Dragon dining, if not dancing,
together”) and significantly
reinforcing the already warm
strategic partnership
between Russia and India.

Realpolitik is not an Am-
erican monopoly; should the
EU, Russia, China and India
abandon established frame-
works in response to US ac-
tions, the entire global strate-
gic calculus faces fundamen-
tal, unpredictable alteration. 

Manish Tewari is a 
third-term Lok Sabha MP

and former Union minister.
Twitter handle

@ManishTewari.

By forcing 
nations into 
binary choices,
Trump, echoing
Richard Nixon’s
diplomatic pressure
but lacking its
strategic subtlety,
effectively pushes
Delhi closer to
Moscow

Dharali on Kheer Ganga, before
the flash floods on Aug. 5

Trump tariffs dismantling
US security architecture

Manish Tewari

State of the Union

Mail your letters to 
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com



To butter up, or not to butter up,
that is the question for the flatterati

Flatter-ulence,
Negotiate the F-
Art of the Deal

INDRAJIT
HAZRA

I have a theory: people who have grown up with vac-
uum-cleaners in their homes are particularly suscep-
tible to flattery. I suspect it’s all that sucking sound that
can be heard intermittently over and above the roar of
the motor.

I don’t know whether the Nehrus of  Anand Bhavan
in Allahabad had procured an electric vacuum-clean-
er by the 1920s, when a young Indira Gandhi was grow-
ing up there. The first electrical vacuum cleaners
were being sold from 1908 onwards, after an Ohio de-
partment store janitor James M Spangler sold the pat-
ent to local leather goods manufacturer William H
Hoover. But clearly, Indira, over time, grew up to be a
formidable one to be fawned over by fawneys.

Watching the European Brady Bunch and Zelen-
skyy laying on the maska extra thick on the Big,
Beautiful Trump may have been painful to watch for
many people big on pride, humility, and other boom-
er self-worth products still on the market. But honest-
ly, both parties – European flatterers Macron, Merz
and Meloni, Starmer and Stubb (Trump’s golf  buddy
from start to Finnish), as well as the flattered –
seemed to know what they were doing. And more im-
portantly, whythey were doing what they were doing.

It would be naïve to assume that Trumpus Maximus
is a flattery addict who doesn’t know when he is being
flattered. He isn’t your garden-variety narcissist who
demands praise like a toddler demands attention.
Don’t let all that dum-dee-dum fool you. In a landscape
that has always been full of  flatterers – only the kind of
flattery has varied – there are sommeliers of  syco-
phancy who stand out. They nod sagely, believing
they’re on the way to being handed the Nobel Prize.

Speaking of  the Nobel, Trump and his ilk, know the
game that is being played. The flatterati may think
that all that grovelling and fawning is worth it because
of  their strategic
intent. Such a
line of  thinking
would give them
– and their well-
wishers – the no-
tion that they are
actually smarter
than the flat-
tered calf.

That is, of
course, exactly
what an overling
of  the calibre of
Trump would
want them to
think. But in the
end, a lickspittle
is the one who ends up lickspittling – which no amount
of  spin can make it look like a hug.

At the centre of  world-class sycophantic behaviour
sits a sycopath who tests how far into cringe territory
these tactically obsequious grown-ups can go. The fun
(for the sycopath) is pushing this envelope. Like the bi-
zarre gesture of  Keir Starmer carrying King Charles’
personal letter of  invitation to Britain for Trump
when he had met him earlier.

Starmer believed he can afford to look like an idiot
because his fellow countrymen would (hopefully)
know that he’s doing it to Make Britain Great Britain
Again. But Trumpus Maximus already knows this –
that the Brit PM doesn’t really believe him to be the
best thing since marmalade (despite the resem-
blance). So, he keeps on upping the bar for Starmer
and Co. to hit kiss-rock-bottom.

At no point is the flattered obliged to return flatterers
the favour. On the contrary, it is to see whether when
suggested to bend, they can sidestep the whole craw-
ling business and get straight to the part where they
bore into the ground while singing praises. This ad-
diction to being brown-nosed is subtle. When one
sucks up to someone, that someone gauges the suck-
ing sound and judges the poor sucker’s foldability quo-
tient (FQ) – that is, levels to which one is willing to do to
anything at all.

So, does one, for the sake of  king, country and desh ki
dharti, go through the motions, and flatter away till
one’s objectives are met? Or should one, for the sake of
one’s personal image (read: net worth or electoral ap-
peal) and company/desh ki izzat, call out a flattery-
junkie – once flattery gets you nowhere?

It’s a tough call. But calling out the flateratti can
bring you an unexpected bonus: respect from The
Flattered One. Which he may or may not then decide
to convert into anything worthwhile.

While calling out the flattered can bring you an ex-
pected bonus: your stock rising in the mob’s esteem for
standing up to a bumptious bully no matter how bump-
tious you yourself  may be. And that’s because, like dirt
and dust, human nature abhors a vacuum-cleaner.

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

RED HERRING

identity, rebellion, and storytelling –
never just been about a ‘nice photosh-
oot’. AI-generated models could uphold
‘unachievable’ beauty standards – till
now the domain of  airbrushing and oth-
er post-shoot processes – and could even
endanger diversity in fashion. And
what about the future of  real models?

The concerns are similar to those ex-
pressed in ‘Joan is Awful’ from the
streaming series Black Mirror. In the
episode, Hollywood actor Salma Hayek
playing herself  struggles with the real-
isation that a production company may
use her AI likeness without her con-
sent. Then there was tech entrepre-
neur and former model Sinead Bovell’s
2020 essay for Vogue, ‘I Am a Model and
I Know That Artificial Intelligence
Will Eventually Take My Job.’ We may
be there already.

So, what are the wider ramifications of
the Guess ad? AI is permeating human

lives in today’s world, for sure, endan-
gering jobs and eroding humancreativi-
ty. The severity is so great that we have
already witnessed real-life human up-
risings against AI by Writers Guild of
America (WGA) and Screen Actors
Guild-American Federation of  Televi-
sion and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA).
Such fights, however, are likely to con-
tinue as a contemporary version of  the
Luddite movement until the struggle is
ultimately lost.

The human-AI relationship is explor-
ing new frontiers. A 36-yr-old New York-
er, Rosanna Ramos, talked about her un-
conventional marriage to an AI robot in
2023. Consequently, human-AI relation-
ships portrayed in films such as Her,
Blade Runner, and Ex Machina seem
more and more plausible. No wonder
that in her July 2025 Vogue essay, ‘Artifi-
cial Intelligence Is Changing the Way We
Navigate Romantic Relationships,’ jour-

nalist Brianna Holt asks, ‘What happens
to love, intimacy, and emotional growth
when our most vulnerable moments are
processed with machines?’

The issue of  ‘automated-authentic’
balance is delicate. The human touch
and emotional intelligence cannot be re-
placed – at least, not as of  now. But is it
then going to be de rigueur to utilise AI
as an aid, a supplement, and not as a re-
placement?

In 1997, Garry Kasparov lost to IBM’s
‘Deep Blue’ supercomputer, marking a
defining moment in human history. But
the grandmaster quickly learned from
his chess defeat. In his 2018 book, Deep
Thinking: Where Machine Intelligence
Ends and Human Creativity Begins,
Kasparov argues that a better way to
counter AI is to embrace its potential to
broaden human horizons.

The cover of  Vogue’s first issue in De-
cember 1892 showed a debutante emerge
from an ethereal – and, one imagines,
fragrant – cloud of  roses and butterflies.
The world has changed remarkably
since then. Today, AI is all set to take con-
trol of  every bit of  our lifestyles. And
Vogue’s AI-generated ad could be sim-
ply keeping up with the times.

Roger Lynch, CEO of  Condé Nast, pub-
lisher of  Vogue, stated that it was ‘cru-
cial’ for the company to ‘meet audiences
where they are and embrace new tech-
nologies’. This is pretty much what Kas-
parov, too, had suggested in his way. The
question now remains whether AI mod-
els and renditions will become the stan-
dard go to – not just for Vogue, but for
publicity material in general that in-
tends to be in vogue across platforms.
Watch this spAIce.

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

Earlier this month,the fashion indus-
try was set all abuzz by a 2-page advert of
California clothing company Guess. It
featured a ‘picture-perfect’ blonde mod-
el flaunting a striped maxi dress and flo-
ral playsuit in Vogue’s August print is-
sue, sandwiched between Anne Hatha-
way’s cover appearance and editorials
discussing female leadership in fashion
and women’s representation in sports.

The model appears ‘perfect’, the much
pop cultural-media-manufactured no-
tion of  the ‘ideal blonde’ made ‘flesh’.
There’s one small detail, though. As the
advertisement discloses in small text in
one corner, the lady’s image – indeed,
the lady herself  – was ‘produced by Sera-
phinne Vallora on AI,’ Seraphinne Val-
lora being an AI marketing agency for
fashion and luxury brands.

An AI-generated model in the pages of
the fashion bible has already created a
storm on social media. Despite being an
advert – not a Vogue editorial – it has
sparked a seismic reaction. Using an AI
model with the same visual impact as
using a real one can save thousands of
dollars in fees, starting with that of  any
modelling agency.

But it’s much more than cost-cutting.
Fashion has always been about history,

BEING ARTIFICIAL, SHE’S A NATURAL!

ATANU
BISWAS

The AI model enters the gatefolds of fashion with Guess’ advert in Vogue – the beginning of the end of real models and photo-shoots?

DON'T HOLD THAT POSE, PROMPT IT

DATA CRUNCHER

The model appears ‘perfect’, the pop cultural-
media-manufactured ‘ideal blonde’ made ‘flesh’

On the Udyan Express,
The Long, No Short of It

horseback in 1872. It takes less
from Bangalore to San Francis-
co. Which could explain why
more Bangaloreans live there.

Nobody sane would choose to
travel by train between these
two cities, except for foolish co-
medians, the truly eccentric,
the vagabond with disposable
income, people fleeing the law,
people afraid of  flying. Some-
day, I hope to meet a combina-
tion of  all of  these folks in one
person who would, perhaps, be
the Udyan Express gold custom-
er (yes, the train name).

There could, of  course, be an
argument for a 10-hr high speed
train, given it takes about 15 hrs
by road, between these two met-
ro business hubs. Which would
be something that any reasona-
ble government would consider.
But reason would also lead one
to consider driveable roads,
breathable air, parks, conve-
nience. And once you open that
door, there’s only danger. So,
why let common sense get in the
way of  a 21-hr journey that feels
like a motorised palanquin.

There’s also the question of
who is going to build this high-
speed rail across states with
Herculean bureaucracies, state
fiefdoms, corruption. And for

what? A thankless citizenry
that spits, throws unfinished
egg curry dinners straight into
the Western Ghats, and steals
nice fittings.

On my journey, one sweet tea
vendor was chasing a loose
chicken through first class
shouting, ‘Mera nahi hain!’
Which led the TT to ask, ‘Kiska
hain?’ To which the vendor, un-
afraid, replied, that that’s the
TT’s job to find out, not his. This
doesn’t seem the best route to
catch up with China’s high-
speed train infrastructure.

I’ve done this journey more
than once. Yes, I enjoy sadism.
And just on my last 21-hr so-
journ, I met a range of  charac-
ters. First, my compartment
companions, a Russian lady and
her family, who were carrying
four water-purifiers, and tried
to sell me one. If  I drank the
cleansed water, it would appar-
ently eradicate diabetes and
heart disease.

They got off  in Pune, and a
priest got on for the next leg of
the journey. He tried to convert
me to his sect, which would in-
volve walking barefoot out of
the train, and shaving my head.
Then came an LIC agent who
helps families of  the dead. He
spent the night trying to coax
me into explaining my post-
death financial planning, and
why it didn’t involve LIC.

As we got closer to Bangalore, a
family left an infant with me and
went snack-shopping. They
took so long to get back that I
thought I was now a foster par-
ent. The last leg had a voice-over
artist who demonstrated the en-
tire range of  his vocal chords –
from Hollywood villain accents
to popular ads – and then asked
me what I thought. I told him he
was great, but that he should
drink more purified water.

So, while India races ahead in-
to the 21st c., long train rides are
firmly still locked in the 19th c.,
where long conversations about
nothing, and sharing of  food,
can make the interminable tol-
erable, where anyone can get on
and off  anywhere. The trains
haven’t changed since 1871. In-
dia’s long-distance trains aren’t
a journey. It’s all of  life in 21 hrs.

ANUVAB
PAL

A 21-hr 21st c. Mumbai-Bangalore journey that feels 19th c. – what’s not to enjoy?

India may be way ahead of  the
world in digital tech, number of
billionaires, meme-making,
and Sebi guidelines. But there’s
one delightful area where we
haven’t moved ahead from pre-
liberalisation days: long-dis-
tance, overnight train travel,
not Vande Bharat, that short-
distance media darling. Those
long-distancers still have the
whims and fancies of  decaying
mad socialism.

I don’t mean Indira-Rajiv- era
look and feel, with the thick dirt
windows, toilets that are best
unmentioned, and the food ven-
dor, who apart from his Gpay,
could far more easily be in a
Doordarshan serial. It still takes
21 hrs – yes, twenty-one hours –
on the fastest train from Mum-
bai to Bangalore.

These are two of  India’s most
dynamic cities. Cities that allow
one to buy and sell global stocks
in 3 seconds and guide a thing
onto the moon. And yet its train
connectivity takes about the
same time as a British viceroy
would have taken to travel by

FUNNY BUSINESS

TRAIN'S DELAYED! WE'LL BE FRIENDS 
FOR EVEN LONGER THAN 21 HOURS!

Long conversations
about nothing can
make the intermi-

nable tolerable

share it with your employers and
co-workers. Just as the copyright
of  a story or an essay always
vests in the author, time, too, al-
ways belongs to the individual.

The isolation, compounded by
the second wave of  2021, also
brought one face-to-face with
mortality. The random feroci-
ty of  death all around made
clear to many – especially those
middle-aged like me – that what-
ever frivolous or profound endeav-
our one had saved for a bucket list
had to be done now.

So, while those blessed with a pro-
found disposition began composing ep-
ic poems on their Kedarnath Yatra, I,
shallow and materialistic to the core,
started immersing myself  in horology,
the noble study of  mechanical
timekeeping devices. I ordered
books and old catalogues on vin-
tage hand-wound and mechanical
watches, and began following fora
like Hodinkee, along with watch
gurus like Ben Clymer, Jack Foster,

Blancpain Fifty Fathoms, and Vostok Scuba
Dude; chronographs like Zenth El Primero
and Omega Speedmaster; field watches like
the Seiko Alpinist and Hamilton Khaki.

Some wits call the Alpinist the writer’s
watch, because it has a moral compass em-
bedded in its face. Then there was something
called the ‘daily beater’, which was the watch
one wore the most, or every day. It was a given,
if  one believed the watch gurus, that a seri-
ous watch guy would at least have 5 different
categories. So, the beater could be a Casio
F91W that Osama bin Laden and Philip Roth
wore, or an HMT Janata, with its humble 0231
movement, that Indira Gandhi wore.

Most Indians, when starting, have a daily
beater in their collection. Often, a hand-me-
down HMT Kohinoor (the best-looking In-
dian watch ever), or a Timex Expedition.
Mine had been a Seiko Sportsmatic from
the late-1960s. I wore that watch right
through my school days and later kept it
aside for a Casio digital.

It was that rectangular Sportsmatic that
first set me off  on my journey as a watch nut.
Whenever I would publish a book, which
would be at an average of  5 years, I would buy
a watch to commemorate it. And then for the
next 5 years, till I wrote another book, it
would be my ‘beater’ watch.

I would spend only 5% of  my advance on
the watch. So, my watches were never high-
end. A Titan chronograph here, a Citizen
field watch with a canvas strap, or a Seiko 5
Pepsi there. Now that my first book for chil-
dren is out, I am looking forward to the
HMT Himalaya.

So, while all over rural Bihar, people are
scrambling to show citizenship papers to
BLOs, I have put my name down on the HMT
website and uploaded my Aadhaar card. Like
in the 1970s when one had to book one’s HMT
Kanchan 6 months before the marriage sea-
son, even today, you have to be on a waitlist for
an HMT of  your choice. It is a comfort how
some things never change in India.

During the pandemic, many people un-
earthed talents and passions that had been ly-
ing dormant in them for a long time. Pro-
longed isolation has a way of  doing that. Con-
finement, it seems, declutters the mind. As
days turned into weeks, and weeks into
months, many took to writing fan fiction, or
woodwork – all the things they had always
dreamt of  pursuing, which a regimented 9-
to-5 schedule had turned into pipe dreams.

With WFH, office work could be done on a
schedule of  one’s choosing, and what this en-
forced confinement taught many was that
nobody ever owns your time – you merely

SOME THINGS NEVER CHANGE IN A CHANGING INDIA, THEY JUST KEEP TICKING
MEMORY STICK

SIDDHARTH
CHOWDHURY

NO OFFENCE Morparia
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ET Sunday Crossword 0130

ACROSS
1	 Fancy footwork bewilders a pedant 

touring college (3,5)
5	 Cavalryman has balance right, at 

least in part (6)
9	 Triumphs — it’s what heir does  

eventually (8)
10	Old servant in Virginia rejected girl (6)
12	It’s not hard to appreciate a  

symphony’s contents (4)
13	Ian’s climbing over large gap — it’s 

very slow (6,4)
15	Butchers catch geese to start eating 

dairy produce (7,6)

19	Like Cameron and Clegg they shape 
deal (7-6)

23	It’s trendy playing in Amsterdam 
without Dutch (10)

25	European Union takes credit for 
greyish colour (4)

28	Skilful person’s explosive when 
drink’s taken (6)

29	Dull epic it might be but it’s very 
clear (8)

30	Hunting dog? Perhaps treat with bit 
of respect (6)

31	Riding event’s skimpy even over in 
African country (8)

DOWN
1	 Doctor treats small sample (6)
2	 Crams in lots of cards (5)
3	 Expert originally raised tree (4)
4	 Last notes of a dance  

amazingly blocked by Zulu (7)
6	 Collect article on manuscripts 

containing answer (5)
7	 A handful of Spanish dancers 

try to catch fish on sabbath? (9)
8	 Given aid, engineers resided 

outside base (8)
11	High flier — kinetic energy  

initially controls it (4)
14	7 at last lifted gun (4)
15	Two-seater taxi hired to go 

round S. American city (9)
16	Stone gleams at odd intervals 

(3)
17	He would briefly read out  

notice (4)
18	It makes ugly mark on skin? I’m 

impressed by it (8)
20	Act in city in Italy not India (4)
21	School made changes in a city’s 

boundaries (7)
22	A maniac crosses road up in 

cold zone (6)
24	Perhaps one of five seen  

wandering across square (5)
26	Companies start to accept drink 

(5)
27	Side ignores north, generating 

adverse criticism (4)
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kenken HHH✩✩mini sudoku

Each number in our Codeword grid represents a different letter of the alphabet, 
For example, today 25 represents V, so fill in V every time the figure 25 appears, 
You have two letters in the control grid to start you off. Enter them in the 
appropriate squares in the main grid, then use your knowledge of words to work 
out which letters should go in the missing squares. As you get the letters, fill in 
other squares with the same number in the main grid and control grid. Check off 
the list of alphabetical letters as you identify them. Solution in tomorrow’s paper.

codeword

6 1
6

2
4 3

4 6
1 5

6 5 3 4 2 1
4 2 1 5 6 3
3 1 2 6 4 5
5 6 4 3 1 2
1 4 5 2 3 6
2 3 6 1 5 4

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Tricky

Mon Aug 13 16:19:31 2012

Yesterday’s
Sudoku,
Sudoku X 
and Kakuro 
solutions

9 7

1 4 3

2 3

8 6 5 1

7 1 2 8

6 2 9

3 5 6

9 8

1 7

5 6 3 9 2 7 1 8 4

7 1 4 8 3 6 9 5 2

9 2 8 4 5 1 3 6 7

8 9 2 6 7 5 4 1 3

4 7 5 3 1 9 6 2 8

6 3 1 2 8 4 5 7 9

3 5 6 7 4 2 8 9 1

1 4 7 5 9 8 2 3 6

2 8 9 1 6 3 7 4 5
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Elementary Mon Aug 13 15:10:09 2012

6 5 7

4

9 8

1 4 5 2

2 3 4 6

5 9

9 6 1 8 7

8 6 7 3

1 3 4

6 2 1 8 5 7 9 4 3

8 4 5 3 9 2 7 6 1

3 7 9 1 6 4 2 8 5

7 1 8 4 3 6 5 9 2

2 9 3 7 8 5 4 1 6

5 6 4 9 2 1 8 3 7

9 5 6 2 1 8 3 7 4

4 8 2 6 7 3 1 5 9

1 3 7 5 4 9 6 2 8
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Elementary Mon Aug 13 15:10:23 2012

7 6 3

8 5 6 4

5

8 1

3 4

7 9 2 1

8 6 7

1 3 8

2 1 5

4 2 7 9 8 1 6 3 5

8 5 6 2 3 4 7 1 9

9 3 1 5 7 6 4 2 8

3 8 5 1 4 9 2 6 7

6 1 2 3 5 7 8 9 4

7 9 4 6 2 8 3 5 1

5 4 9 8 6 3 1 7 2

1 7 3 4 9 2 5 8 6

2 6 8 7 1 5 9 4 3
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Tricky Mon Aug 13 15:10:50 2012

5 3 6 8 1

7

5 1 7

7

9 4 6 5

8 6 2 5

5 3

9 4 6 7

4 2 1

5 3 6 7 4 9 2 8 1

7 9 1 3 8 2 5 4 6

2 8 4 5 6 1 7 9 3

6 5 3 9 7 4 1 2 8

9 7 2 8 1 3 4 6 5

1 4 8 6 2 5 9 3 7

8 6 5 2 9 7 3 1 4

3 1 9 4 5 8 6 7 2

4 2 7 1 3 6 8 5 9
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Moderate Mon Aug 13 15:10:36 2012

4 9 8 2

3 1

2 7 4

9 8 1

6 5 1 3

5 2 3

6 1 2

4 3 7

6 1 7 4 9 3 8 2 5

3 4 5 7 8 2 6 9 1

2 8 9 1 6 5 3 7 4

4 9 3 6 2 8 1 5 7

8 5 1 9 3 7 2 4 6

7 6 2 5 4 1 9 3 8

5 7 8 2 1 9 4 6 3

9 3 6 8 5 4 7 1 2

1 2 4 3 7 6 5 8 9
Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator Rating: Tricky Mon Aug 13 15:11:05 2012

sudoku

world’s smallest,
hardest crossword

H✩✩✩✩ H✩✩✩✩

HHHH✩HHH✩✩ HHHHH

Complete the grid 
so that every row, 
each column and 
each 2 by 3 box 
contains every 
digit from 1 to 6. 
Solution tomorrow.
Yesterday’s Mini 
Sudoku solution

ACROSS
1. Young fox (3)
4. Drought resistant varieties 
of sorghum (4)
5. In a different way (4)
6. Careless (3)
DOWN
1. Papua New Guinea 
currency (4)
2. Holly genus (4)
3. Pull behind (3)
4. Pain, sickness (Fr) (3)

Yesterday’s solution ACROSS: 1 Glad. 5 Lido. 6 Odin. 7 Beta
DOWN. 1 Glob. 2 Lide. 3 Adit. 4 Dona

Fill in the blank 
squares of the grid 
using only the 
numbers 1 to 9, 
without repeating 
any number in any 
line of blank 
squares. The lines 
must be filled in 
with numbers 
which add up to the 
total in the shaded 
box at the top or 
beginning of each 
line. A number in 
the bottom half of a 
shaded box gives a 
downwards total: in 
the top half, it’s a 
horizontal total. 
Solution tomorrow.

kakuro
6 14

10 30

4 11 16

22

17 29

23 23

28 17

17

14 19 4

29 10

16 6

4

24

12

3

23

17

4

16

16

15

35

3

14

35

15

16

22

4

16

24

3

17

23

4

Need a little help getting started? Then call for up to four extra clue letters on: 
0901 322 5308. Calls cost 77p plus any network extras. Or text CODEWORD to 
65700 to receive your codeword clues. Texts cost £1 plus your standard 
network rate.

Phone & Text Services Helpline: A&N Mobile & TV – 08000 141 178

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC.  ©2012 KenKen Puzzle LLC. All rights reserved. Dist. by Universal Uclick for UFS  www.kenken.com

9-12-12

Each row and each column ●
must contain the numbers 1 
through 4 (easy) or 1 through 6 
(challenging) without repeating.

The numbers within the heavily ●
outlined boxes, called cages, 
must combine using the given 
operation (in any order) to 

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

Freebies: Fill in single-box ●
cages with the number in 
the top-left corner.

KenKen® is a registered trademark of Nextoy, LLC.  ©2012 KenKen Puzzle LLC. All rights reserved. Dist. by Universal Uclick for UFS  www.kenken.com

9-12-12

Each row and each column ●
must contain the numbers 1 
through 4 (easy) or 1 through 6 
(challenging) without repeating.

The numbers within the heavily ●
outlined boxes, called cages, 
must combine using the given 
operation (in any order) to 

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

Freebies: Fill in single-box ●
cages with the number in 
the top-left corner.

1 4
6 5

2 4
6
5 3 4

5

1 6 5 3 2 4
3 4 2 1 6 5
2 1 4 6 5 3
6 5 3 2 4 1
5 3 6 4 1 2
4 2 1 5 3 6

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Difficult

Mon Aug 13 16:19:42 2012

Each row and column must contain the 
numbers 1 to 6 without repeats. The 
numbers in the ‘cages’ (heavily 
outlined boxes) must combine to 
produce the target number shown at 
the start of that cage, using, in any 
order, the mathematical sign given. 
Single box cages can be filled in with 
the number given. Solution tomorrow.
Yesterday’s KenKen solution

SOLUTION TO PRIZE CROSSWORD No 14,318:  ACROSS: 1 Scherzo. 5 Occupy. 9 
Extreme. 10 Trounce. 11 Ova. 12 Chain letter. 13 Drear. 14 Moonscape. 16 Cabriolet. 
17 Rhino. 19 Mother-in-law. 22 Nay. 23 Bolivar. 24 Cutlass. 26 Osmium. 27 Doorkey. 
DOWN: 1 Steroid. 2 Hot-water bottles. 3 Rye. 4 Omega. 5 Out and out. 6 Crone. 7 
Punctuation mark. 8 Degree. 12 Corgi. 14 Milligram. 15 Straw. 16 Come by. 18 
Odyssey. 20 Envoi. 21 Lucid. 25 Two.
DAILY MAIL New Cryptic Crosswords — pit your wits against 100 of the trickiest cryptic puzzles ever to 
appear in your favourite paper. This book provides the ideal way to warm up your grey matter for a 
day’s work, or wind down and relax during those rare spare moments. Available from The Daily Mail 
bookshop on 0845 155 0720 or www.mailbookshop.co.uk at £5.99 free postage and packing.

PRIZES of £20 will be awarded to the senders of the first three correct solutions checked. 
Solutions to: Daily Mail Prize Crossword No. 14,321,  PO BOX 3451, Norwich, NR7 7NR. Entries 
may be submitted by second-class post. Envelopes must be postmarked no later than 
tomorrow. Please make sure you enclose your name and address.

YOU have ten minutes to 
find as many words as 
possible using the 
letters in the wheel. 
Each word must use 
the hub letter and at 
least three others, 
and letters may be 
used only once. You 
cannot use plurals, 
foreign words or 
proper nouns, but verb 
forms ending in “s” are 
permitted. There is one 
nine-letter word in the wheel, 
for which today’s clue is: …but 
charged atom is excluded.

How you rate: 15 words, 
average; 20 words, good; 

25 words, very good; 
30 or more, excellent.

Yesterday’s words:- 
inset, intense, intent, 
intestine, nest, nets, 

nett, sent, sentient, 
sett, site, snit, stein, 

stet, stint, teen, tees, 
tenet, tennis, tense, tent, 

tents, test, ties, tine, tiniest, 
tinniest, tins, tint, tints, titi.

PE

NT
IX
OE

C

1 Minister’s possibly 
cheaper at end of 
December (8)

5 Exhausted 
American 
pressman’s more 
expensive (4,2)

9 All to get in order 
to pay here (4,4)

10 Spelt name 
backwards, partly 
as cover (6)

12 Peel’s free about 
noon (4)

13 Disease – PhD’s 
worked with it, I 
hear (10)

15 E.g. Cruise I’d 
missed somehow 
during trickery 
(6,7)

19 Rebuilt vet’s office 
etc. giving value 
for money (4-9)

23 He admires 
himself laying 
flowers on street 
(10)

25 Assistant’s first to 
finish plan (4)

28 Feature of 19 is 
part of typography 
phenomenon (6)

29 Top religious clan 
organised in 
northeast (8)

30 Calm when seated 
after refreshment 
(6)

31 Furtively look 
round with doctor 
for early bloomer 
(8)

1 Explosive device 
crudely taped over 
back of door (6)

2 She’s well enough to 
dispense with her 
coat (5)

3 Chinese leader’s 
time in prison (4)

4 Went crazy in Spain 
to do the twist (7)

6 Big hit or small 
potatoes (5)

7 Decide to put off 
excavation (9)

8 Got ready and 
trimmed in advance? 
(8)

11 Ignominy’s mostly 
fake (4)

14 English detectives 
raised risk (4)

15 Snail, for instance, 
chewed up good 
parts (9)

16 River delta, say (3)
17 Lose grip when last 

of children is moved 
to front (4)

18 A sort of staunch 
shrub growing 
round some capitals 
(8)

20 Fellow on American 
ship briefly creates 
hoo-ha (4)

21 Protect cousin 
worried about 
husband (7)

22 Applied cosmetic 
that’s 11 (4,2)

24 Container transport 
group’s unlikely to 
react (5)

26 Interior designer’s 
work record topped 
and smashed (5)

27 Recognise geek 
when he stands up 
(4)

AcroSS down
NO 14321

Answers on Page 46

word wheel

daily mail crossword

masterquizmindbender
Twenty farmers each have fifteen 

ewes that each have two lambs. If a 
half of a half of the lambs are male, 
how many female lambs are there?

What connects CHC, AKL and WLG?
Which Oscar-winning film director 

may have seen TWITS CANOODLE?
Which is the odd one out: flights, 

thrones, virtues, powers?
Crack the code to find three 

national patron saints: IVLZME, 
OMWZOM, LIDQL.

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

How long is an Olympic-size swimming 
pool?

Which UK university has a small theatre 
known as the Burton Taylor Studio?

Who became the first prime minister of 
India in August 1947?

Which Team GB Gold medallist was 
recently featured opposite Dennis the 
Menace in a Beano comic strip?

Which 1836 battle saw the capture of 
Mexican general Santa Anna and effectively 
marked the end of the Texas Revolution?

In the James Bond film Quantum of 
Solace, the villains meet for a conference 
during a performance of which Puccini 
opera?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Pitcherwits Tm Pit your wits against Pitcherwits – the exciting puzzle where some of the 
answers are in pictures! The solutions to the visual clues fit into the shaded 
spaces on the grid.  Solution tomorrow.

Yesterday’s solution -  ACROSS: 1 Father Time, 
5 Lie ahead, 9 Espy, 10 Demi, 11 Ester, 12 Ease, 
14 Norm, 15 Keep back, 18 Bubble-pack.  
DOWN: 1 Firebreak, 2 Holy See, 3 Tea, 4 Era, 6 
Exotica, 7 Ewe, 8 Dairy milk, 10 Drink up, 13 
Sue, 16 Ebb, 17 Bob.

DOWN
1 Picture clue 
2 Eggs sound like 

they’re 
finished (3)

3 Doers or not, 
little 
Desmond? (3)

4 Picture clue 
6 Picture clue 
7 That gin, made 

to a strange 
recipe when 
it’s dark (2,5)

8 Picture clue 
14 Outlaw starts 

being awful 
nuisance (3)

15 Has this 
Campbell hung 
up his spurs? 
(3)

ACROSS
1 Picture clue 
5 Picture clue 
9 Aunt may be a 

bit fishy! (4)
10 Small 

amphibian 
went haywire 
(4)

11 Existing 
outside Beijing 
(5)

12 Sense of café 
elegance (4)

13 Writer made 
out of club iron 
(4)

14 Picture clue 
16 Picture clue 

1a. Writer gaffe spotter 
(5,6)

5a. Attacks – with words 
(7)

14a. Puts upon (7) 16a. Amazingly – it’s how 
we’re made (11)

1d. It’s an opinion… 
(5,2,4)

4d. They let you pass 
(6,2,3)

6d. Naval colour? (3-4) 8d. Agincourt weapon 
(7)

5 6 7 8

10

13

14 15

1 2 3 4

9

11

12

16

Solution tomorrow

©The Daily Mail

SOLUTION TO No 0130:
ACROSS: 1 Tap dance. 5 Lancer.
9 Succeeds. 10 Vassal. 12 Easy. 
13 Snail’s pace. 15 Cottage cheese.
19 Cabinet-makers. 
23 Mainstream. 25 Ecru. 28 Talent.
29 Pellucid. 30 Ratter. 
31 Gymkhana. 
DOWN: 1 Taster. 2 Packs. 3 Acer. 
4 Cadenza. 6 Amass. 7 Castanets. 
8 Relieved. 11 Kite. 14 Sten. 
15 Cabriolet. 16 Gem. 17 Heed. 
18 Scimitar. 20 Turn. 21 Academy.
22 Tundra. 24 Sense. 26 Cocoa.
27Flak.

Wait, what’s a poop case?
Believe it or not, Russia’s Vladimir Pu-
tin reportedly travels with a special
‘poop suitcase.’ No, it’s not designer
luggage it’s a portable kit for collecting
his own waste. The goal? Preventing
foreign spies from getting hold of  his…
well, droppings. The belief  being that
stool samples can reveal secrets about
aleader’s health.

How does this work?
Putin’s security team
reportedly leaves
nothing behind. Ac-
cording to news re-
ports, his bodyguards
collect and seal all bio-
logical waste in special
bags, which are then
stored in a se-
cure brief-
case
and
flown
back
to Moscow. Ex-BBC journalist Farida
Rustamova has also reported hearing
of  such practices, noting that Putin
sometimes uses private bathrooms or
even portable toilets while abroad. Pu-
tin’s health has been a subject of  specu-
lation, especially since Russia’s inva-
sion of  Ukraine in 2022. Though un-
confirmed reports have suggested ill-
nesses like cancer or Parkinson’s
disease, the Kremlin has consistently
denied such claims.

Is this normal?
‘Normal’ might be a stretch. But it’s not
without precedent. During the Cold
War, Stalin’s intelligence agents are
said to have analysed Mao Zedong and
other world leaders excrement to con-
struct psychological portraits. What
makes Putin unique is how systematic
and long-running his poop-protection
programme seems to be going on.

Do other leaders have such protocols?
Not quite to this extent. Most leaders
guard their medical records, not their
bathroom breaks. Franklin D Roose-
velt hid his paralysis, John F Kennedy
downplayed Addison’s disease, and
Kim Jong-un’s health is a perennial
guessing game. 

So what does it all mean?
Beyond the giggles, the poop case is re-
ally about control. By keeping his
health a mystery, Putin maintains a
powerful aura: no weakness, no leaks,
literally. It’s a reminder that in global
politics, even the bathroom can be a
battlefield.
Text: Team Sunday ET

LET’S TALK

ABOUT...

Putin’s 
‘Poop Patrol’ 

SIMON SAYS, 'FOLLOW ME'

I started immersing myself in horology, the noble
study of mechanical timekeeping devices

and Teddy Baldassare.
Soon I acquired a snobby disdain for quartz

and smartwatches. I learned the difference be-
tween Swiss ETA and Sellita automatic move-
ments. Between Citizen Miyota and Seiko

NH35 movements. I
learnt about
straps: Rolex Oys-

ter and Jubilee
straps, beads of  rice
Doxa strap, Milanese

suits straps and bracelets
like American Speidel of

the 1960s and 70s.
The bewildering array of

watch styles was another
revelation. Promi-

nently, dress watch-
es like the Cartier
Tank, Patek Phi-
lippe Calatrava,
and HMT Sona;
dive watches
like the Rolex

Submari-
ner,

CHRONOLOGY SAMJHIYE:
(CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT) HMT
KOHINOOR, PATEK PHILIPPE
CALATRAVA, OMEGA SPEED-
MASTER, HAMILTON KHAKI

During Covid, many turned to hidden pursuits – this nut turned to watches in an India where even as Rolex and Patek Philippe are easy reach, the cognoscente waits for his chosen HMT
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Redress grievances
Re: Balance security for and access to leaders (Aug 
23). The attack on Delhi Chief Minister Rekha Gupta 
shows rising intolerance among citizens towards 
leaders who neglect public  grievances. People’s 
frustration grows when their problems are ignored 
and leaders remain indifferent. Such anger, though 
undemocratic in expression, reflects deep disillu-
sionment with governance. It is a warning that ac-
countability and responsiveness are no longer op-
tional for those in power.

Narayanan Kizhumundayur, Thrissur

Gaza conscience
Ref: A civilian tragedy (Aug 23). It’s heart-rending 
to learn that there is famine in war-torn Gaza. The 
manmade catastrophe is the result of Israel’s of-
fence for 22 months. Systematic blockade of food 
supplies and humanitarian aid by Israel has lead to 
this inhuman situation, which is growing fast to af-

fect many more people. It’s a blot on modern human 
history, a collective failure of humanity. World pow-
ers failed to avert the war in the first place, and the 
war crimes that followed. India and other nations 
should persuade Israel to allow humanitarian aid to 
Palestine in the interest of humanity. 

D V G Sankara Rao, Vizianagaram

Lake eerie
Ref: Man kills dad, live-in partner, dumps chopped 
bodies in lakes (Aug 23). This news made for a ter-
rifying read. Killing people over extramarital affairs 
is not new in Tamil Nadu and elsewhere. But it is 
perplexing why offenders dump the body parts in 
water bodies. They are already polluted with efflu-
ents from factories, polythene waste, etc. Who can 
advise these insane criminals?

S Vaithianathan, Madurai 

Using SIR
Sub: SC opens online SIR claim window  (Aug 23). 
The Supreme Court has directed the Election Com-
mission to allow excluded voters to submit their 

claims online in the special intensive revision exer-
cise in poll-bound Bihar. That must have cleared the 
confusion the INDIA bloc has been entertaining. But 
the opposition should be chastised for fear-mon-
gering for political advantages, and they should file 
status reports with the court.

S Lakshmi, Hyderabad

Students’ letterbox 
Ref: Class 8 student stabs, injures classmate (Aug 
22). I  propose installing letterboxes in schools for 
students to express their concerns anonymously. 
Sharing problems and bottled up feelings instead 
of keeping to oneself would foster healing. Trusted 
teachers and dedicated counsellors can listen and 
provide guidance with effective solutions. Encour-
aging open communication and dialogue will em-
power students to confront challenges and enhance 
emotional well-being and resilience. 

T S Karthik, Chennai

Build infrastructure
Ref: Lifeline to strays (Aug 23). It’s welcome that 

the Supreme Court has kept in abeyance the idea of 
permanently relocating stray dogs to shelters citing 
a shortage of infrastructure. It  would have been 
very difficult to comply with the previous order. 
However, it may be noted that sterilised and vacci-
nated strays, when let loose in their original place, 
may still  pose a risk as one can’t say when a dog 
would become aggressive. States and Union territo-
ries are expected to build infrastructure on a war 
footing in the wake of the court ruling. 

V K Kumar, Thiruvananthapuram 

Stray worry
Ref: Lifeline to strays (Aug 23). The Supreme Court 
modified its August 11  order, directing to release 
stray dogs back to their original locations after ster-
ilisation and immunisation, except those infected 
with rabies or displaying aggressive behaviour. The 
so-called dog lobby welcomed this move as they can 
now adopt the stray dogs and keep them as pets. 
But lingering doubts still remain on people’s minds 
if this would lead back to square one.

K V Raghuram, Wayanad

The growing danger today is that we’re focused 
exclusively on the ‘self’ part of enlightened self-
interest—at the expense of the ‘enlightened’ part...  
If intelligence analysts at the CIA saw our rivals engage 
in this kind of great-power suicide, we would break out 
the bourbon. Instead, the sound we hear is of champagne glasses  
clinking in the Kremlin and Zhongnanhai. 
William Burns, former CIA director, in an open letter to US diplomats

We’re still a long way off. I mean, we’re not at the precipice of 
a peace agreement; we’re not at the edge of one.
Marco Rubio, US secretary of state, on the prospects of a Ukraine deal

It’s great to fall in love, but eventually one of you  
will be dog-tired and doing the bins.

Benedict Cumberbatch, starring in a stage version of The War of the Roses

I 
N a rare exhibition of  consensus, the opposition parties and 
the ruling alliance have deemed the monsoon session of  par-
liament a washout. The trigger for a parade of  adjournments 
was the scandalous handling of  the revision of  electoral rolls. 
Who can vote, what defines citizenship, who decides who is a 

citizen and more. There are questions galore in this classic 
Indian conundrum and the Election Commission has covered 
itself  with infamy.

Chaos unravelled in parliament while the issue is in the Su-
preme Court. Typically, the elected MPs end up representing 
their parties, not those who elect them. The cost of  the wash-
out—estimated at ̀ 2 lakh a minute—is important. More critical 
is the price paid in failing oversight on legislation and govern-
ance.  The circumstance merits a review of  governance on issues 
that affect lives and livelihoods. Here are a few snapshots.

Like the big challenge before India is the threat of  unilateral 
tariffs imposed by the Trump administration. The statement on 
their potential impact was lost in a din of  rhetoric. The issue 
sparked seven questions in the Lok Sabha and 13 in the Rajya 
Sabha. Ideally, the issue should have catalysed a debate, even an 
all-party select committee on strategies. That was not to be.

Be that as it may, the government has rightly focused on is-
sues haunting the domestic economy and created two iGoMs 
(informal groups of  ministers) for economic and social sector 
reforms. The two panels are tasked with laying out legislative 

and policy reform agendas. While 
this is welcome, it raises questions 
about the declarations of  measures 
made in Budget 2025.

In February, the Budget an-
nounced the creation of  a high-lev-
el committee for regulatory re-
forms to review the landscape of  
what is, effectively, a permission 
raj. It is well recognised that busi-
ness is daunted by regulatory bur-
dens. A study by Avantis Regtech 
shows entrepreneurs face 1,500 
laws and over 69,000 compliances. 
Did MPs query the government? 
Fact: there are two committees on 

the job and their first meetings were held on August 21.
A bulk of  the much-needed reforms is pending in the states. The 

Investment Friendliness Index of  States announced in February 
awaits launch by Niti Aayog. A fund for boosting innovation and 
research in the private sector was announced in July 2024; its 
budget of  `20,000 crore for this year is yet to see disbursals.

The 2024 budget declared ‘cities as growth hubs’. This led to 
the creation of  an ‘Urban Challenge Fund’ in February 2025 
with an allocation of  `1 lakh crore in this budget. Did MPs 
query the status? Meanwhile, floods continue to terrorise towns 
and cities. As early as in 2021, a report of  the ministry of  hous-
ing and urban affairs revealed that construction on floodplains 
had made cities vulnerable. In August 2025, a parliamentary 
standing committee was told that guidelines on floodplain zon-
ing drafted in 2024 are “pending with states for their inputs”.

Quality of  life and habitat determine investments and rein-
vestments. The fact is net foreign direct investment into the 
country—inflows minus outflows of  repatriation and invest-
ments by Indian companies—fell sharply to $400 million, as 
against $10 billion last year, even though gross FDI was at $80 
billion. The data should have catalysed debate on the reasons 
and corrections to the production-linked incentive scheme, and 
woo investments whether the China+1 model is alive or not.

One of  the successes of  this regime has been the opening up 
of  defence production to the private sector. Operation Sindoor 
validated this. That said, the system is wracked by issues. Con-
sider this nugget: the government issued 43 licences to manu-
facture bullet-proof  body protectors. The parliamentary stand-
ing committee on defence has discovered that 33 of  these 
companies have not commenced production! Knowing why is 
critical to the quest of  atmanirbhar defence.

Investment in higher education expands capacity and pro-
pels innovation; it needs boosting faculty strength. Fact: hun-
dreds of  posts are lying vacant across institutes focused on 
scientific research. Over 700 posts, including of  scientists, are 
vacant at the Satish Dhawan Space Centre. Over 2,500 posts are 
vacant across 23 AIIMS centres and over 2,200 posts are vacant 
at bodies under the Ayush ministry. At the primary education 
level, a total of  7,765 teacher posts in Kendriya Vidyalayas and 
4,323 in Navodaya Vidyalayas are vacant.

Like its known investors are troubled by delays in redress of  
legal issues. On August 1, the government revealed data on pen-
dency of  cases—86,844 in the Supreme Court, 63.32 lakh in high 
courts and 4.66 crore in subordinate courts. Pendency is a much-
studied subject and one major cause is vacancies —334 judge posts 
in high courts and one in five posts in lower courts are vacant.

The promise of  the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code is strand-
ed—there are 14,961 cases pending at the National Company Law 
Tribunal. Tax disputes are constant punctuations in conversa-
tions at investment conferences, The total tax arrears pending as 
on June 2025 under indirect taxes was ̀ 7.01 lakh crore and under 
direct taxes `47.5 lakh crore. There are over 6.11 lakh cases with 
`31 lakh crore demands pending litigation under income tax and 
over 97,400 cases and `3.71 lakh crore under indirect taxes.

India’s governance and potential are hostage to the short-
termism of  petty partisan politics. And no party can claim in-
nocence amid this cacophony of  unanswered questions.

A GOVERNANCE 
QUIZ MISSED AT 

MONSOON SESSION

THE THIRD EYE
SHANKKAR AIYAR

Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar: 
A Biometric History of India’s 12 Digit 

Revolution, and Accidental India
(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)

T
HE vice presidency, once the re-
public’s quiet conscience, is now 
its loudest cockpit. From a sanc-
tified sanctum of  sobriety and 
sagacity it has degenerated into 
a dramaturgical amphitheatre 
of  ideological antagonism, caste 

cartography, and regional recalibration. 
What was formerly the perch of  philos-
opher-statesmen and constitutional cus-
todians has metastasised into a platform 
for partisan praetorians, electoral emis-
saries, and ideological incendiaries. The 
chair that once epitomised equipoise 
has been transfigured into a stage of  
confrontation. The 2025 vice-presiden-
tial contest is not a procedural prosaic—
it is a pupa of  political metamorphosis.

This year’s confrontation, like its pred-
ecessors, dramatises the dialectic of  two 
Indias. NDA, with deliberate dramatur-
gy, has unfurled C P Radhakrishnan: an 
inveterate RSS swayamsevak of  impec-
cable integrity from Tamil Nadu. His 
candidature is no ceremonial cipher; it 
is a strategic subterfuge designed to 
destabilise Dravidian dogma and insinu-
ate the ideology of  centralised national-
ism into the southern terrain.

In contrast, the INDIA bloc has Jus-
tice B Sudershan Reddy, a juristic lumi-
nary, an upper caste by birth but liberal 
by leaning whose bench-burnished rep-
utation evokes civil liberty, constitu-
tional morality, and jurisprudential 
conscience. To his proponents, he is the 
face of  Nehruvian rationalism and a 
protector of  the Naxal movement. To 
the Sangh, he is the quintessence of  ‘ju-
dicial adventurism’, an avatar of  ‘activ-
ist overreach’, a juridical Jacobin who 
imperilled security in the name of  so-
phistic legality. Thus the duel is more a 
battle of  archetypes, a confrontation of  
cultural cosmogonies: one privileging 
homogenised nationalism, the other 

heralding pluralist liberalism.
Why, one may ask, such febrile fer-

vour for an ostensibly ornamental of-
fice?  Because the Vice President pre-
sides over the Rajya Sabha, the 
institutional interlocutor between un-
bridled majoritarianism and constitu-
tional moderation. In an epoch where 
the Lok Sabha has become an assembly 
line for legislative bulldozers, the Rajya 
Sabha endures as the last rampart of  
resistance. A supine Vice President can 
lubricate legislative leviathans; a prin-
cipled one can thwart authoritarian au-
dacity. Hence, the office transmutes 
from ceremonial to consequential, from 
symbolic to strategic.

In the pristine decades of  the repub-
lic, Vice Presidents were chosen through 
consensus, embodying gravitas rather 
than grubby partisanship. Sarvepalli 
Radhakrishnan, Za-
kir Husain, Gopal 
Swarup Pathak were 
all elevated unop-
posed, exemplars of  
equilibrium and er-
udition. But Indira 
Gandhi inaugurated 
the era of  instru-
mentalism, prefer-
ring loyalty over 
legacy and compli-
a n c e  ove r  c o n -
science. Thereafter, 
caste, creed, and 
constituency be-
came the metres of  
choice. The role has 
gained strategic im-
portance precisely because the ruling 
regime increasingly sees parliament not 
as a forum for dialogue, but as an assem-
bly line for legislation. As the successive 
governments bulldoze key bills through 
the Lok Sabha with brute majority, the 
Rajya Sabha has become the final fron-
tier of  democratic virtue. In such a con-
text, the Vice President’s control over 
the Upper House becomes a tool of  ei-
ther suppression or salvation, depend-
ing on who occupies the chair. And here-
in lies the BJP’s motivation: a neutral 
arbiter would be a speed bump; a fellow 
traveller would be a catalyst.

The roster of  Vice Presidents reads 
like a sociological syllabus: Brahmin, 
Dalit, Muslim, Lingayat, Jat, Kayasth, 
Kamma. Each election encoded a cultural 
calculus; each defeat disclosed a deeper 

dissonance—Shinde vs Shekhawat (Dalit 
vs Rajput), Heptulla vs Ansari (Muslim 
diversity vs Muslim diplomacy), Alva vs 
Dhankhar (Christian minority vs Hindu 
majoritarianism). Now, in 2025, the dia-
lectic continues: Tamil saffron vs Telugu 
jurisprudence; Stalinist federalism vs 
Sangh centralism; Nehruvian conscience 
vs nationalist consolidation.

Equally revealing is the gallery of  
those who lost. And each contest tells a 
story. In 2002, the UPA chose Sushil Ku-
mar Shinde, a prominent Dalit face 
from Maharashtra, to take on Bhairon 
Singh Shekhawat, a tall Rajput leader 
from Rajasthan and a BJP veteran. The 
contest laid bare the caste lines—with 
the Congress attempting to consolidate 
Dalit sentiment, while the NDA banked 
on upper caste dominance. In 2007, the 
NDA reversed the narrative: It fielded 

Najma Heptulla, a 
Muslim woman, 
against fellow Mus-
lim Hamid Ansari, 
a career diplomat, 
vice chancellor, and 
someone with deep 
ties to academic and 
foreign service in-
s t i t u t i o n s.  T h e 
choice was deliber-
at e  s i n c e  N DA 
sought to project di-
versity while coun-
tering UPA’s institu-
tional liberalism.

The trend contin-
ued in 2022, when 
the UPA put forward 

Margaret Alva, a senior Christian wom-
an leader from Karnataka. The symbol-
ism was unmissable—gender, minority, 
region were all bundled into one candi-
dature. Alva faced Jagdeep Dhankhar, a 
Jat from Rajasthan and a known Modi 
loyalist. The result was emphatic: 
Dhankhar won by a margin of  346 votes. 
But the subtext was larger than the score 
line. The BJP had once again asserted 
control over the House of  Elders. The 
caste equation, once used to balance rep-
resentation, is now often used to divide 
and disrupt opposition unity.

In 2025, that story continues. The con-
test is layered. It pits a liberal legal 
mind against a loyal ideological worker. 
The South is at a crossroads: will Tamil 
pride accept a BJP man, or will Andhra 
loyalty bow before central diktats? The 

BJP has the edge in parliament and al-
lies, even if  reluctant, may toe the line. 
But the subtext is louder than the re-
sult. The symbolism of  this contest—
RSS vs Nehruvism, Tamil vs Telugu, 
and Stalin vs Sangh—is inescapable. 
The vice presidency is caught in the 
larger struggle between homogenisa-
tion and heterodoxy, between control 
and conscience. INDIA is banking on 
Sudershan Reddy’s regional identity to 
force a rift in the NDA ranks. Converse-
ly, NDA expects the opposition’s hesita-
tion about a conservative Tamil RSS 
man to split the secular camp. These are 
not candidates; they are chess pieces. 
The game is federal fragmentation.

This election is also a verdict on po-
litical culture. The rise of  partisan Vice 
Presidents like Hamid Ansari and Jag-
deep Dhankhar, whose confrontations 
with opposition members were fre-
quent, signals a new normal. The chair 
is no longer neutral. The Rajya Sabha, 
a House for deliberation, suffers the 
most if  its proceedings are steered by a 
chairman who is blindly beholden to 
power, not principle. India’s democracy, 
battered by this spectacle, cries for a 
Vice President who rises above caste 
and creed, not one mired in their quick-
sand. This election is a confrontation 
between homogenisation and hetero-
doxy, between constitutional conscience 
and majoritarian might.

The Upper House teeters on a dilem-
ma: is its chair a custodian of  con-
science or a commissar of  compliance? 
In 2025, MPs are not merely electing a 
Vice President. They are adjudicating 
between two metaphysical visions of  
India—one hegemonised by monolithic 
majoritarianism, and the other animat-
ed by hyped pluralist possibility. When 
the Vice President becomes a vassal, 
the republic itself  becomes a relic.

Thus, from S Radhakrishnan to Red-
dy, from philosophy to fragmentation, 
the office of  Vice President has under-
gone a slow degeneration. Not because 
the individuals are less capable, but be-
cause the criterion for selection has 
shrunk from excellence to expedience. 
A nation that once looked to the vice
presidency for vision now uses it to send 
signals—to caste groups, to regions, to 
restless coalitions. The second-highest 
constitutional office in India has be-
come the second-most symbolic seat—
hardly honoured, largely hollowed.
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VICE PRESIDENCY: A TARNISHED THRONE 

T
HE Supreme Court’s judgement 
on pollution in Palar river is sig-
nificant as it emphasises the re-
sponsibilities of  both industry 
and government. In the court’s 
opinion, while the ‘polluter pays’ 
principle is valid, the govern-

ment is equally responsible to regulate 
and contain environmental damage. It’s 
a matter of  concern that this pertains to 
a public interest litigation moved more 
than 30 years ago and the problem of  pol-
lution caused by untreated effluents dis-
charged by tanneries still persists.

Pollution of  water bodies is happen-
ing right under the nose of  pollution 
control boards, despite environmental 
protection laws and activists raising 
alarm. The argument that industries 
contribute to GDP, pay compensation 
when ordered, and are not the only 

source of  effluents is specious. Time 
and again, the judiciary has emphasised 
that a healthy environment is integral to 
human rights and the right to life itself.

The success stories that have con-
tained environmental damage and re-
stored ecosystems point to the efficacy 
of  collaborative efforts among all stake-
holders: citizens groups, non-profits, ad-
ministrations and industries.

In the textile hub of  Tiruppur in 
Tamil Nadu, joint efforts involving the 
entire community affected by the pollu-
tion of  water bodies have resulted in 
cleaning and restoration. But this is a 
mammoth task and involves continu-
ous monitoring.

In Sivakasi, where water-guzzling pa-
per units are located, efforts to restore 
Chola-era lakes have been undertaken in 
recent years. With support from the local 
industries and a responsive district ad-
ministration, the Sivakasi Green Forum, 
a citizens’ group, has set about cleaning 
and desilting lakes that were either dry 
and or were filled with sewage.

It has been an uphill task at every 
step—from overcoming the local popu-
lation’s initial scepticism to raising 
funds that involved volunteers bringing 
in small amounts and industries con-
tributing. Gradually, with the removal 
of  encroachments, their efforts are be-
ginning to show results. Miyawaki for-
ests have been planted in areas sur-
rounding the lakes to ensure better 

precipitation, air quality and a living 
habitat. Six water bodies covering 205 
acres have been restored. The mission 
is to maintain the quality of  water and 
make Sivakasi fully green by 2035.

Sewage and effluent treatment plants 
are vital in industrial hubs. Such plants 
can be approved as private-public part-
nerships. Projects funded by private par-
ties and ultimately transferred to a local 
body would allow access to recycled wa-

ter wherever required by businesses. 
While the polluter pays principle is laud-
able, a better option would be to enforce 
extended producer responsibility. This 
will shorten timelines in creating infra-
structures and tackle the problem at the 
source itself. Opposition from vested in-
terests can be overcome with political 
will and administrative support.

A systematic approach that promotes 
solutions to environmental challenges, if  

factored into business processes, would 
be a game changer. This can be incentiv-
ised by offering tax breaks, deduction of  
maintenance expense and GST conces-
sions for using recycled materials. It’s 
true that contributions are being made 
out of  CSR funds; but making a direct 
contribution to a capital expenditure that 
benefits both the business and the com-
munity would result in a win-win.

Just as the problems are unique to a 
particular region, so are the solutions. 
Delegating implementation to local au-
thorities that are more in tune with the 
ground realities would be efficacious. 
While there are several government 
schemes in place under the Swachh 
Bharat umbrella, there is a need for con-
tinuing vigilance and rapid response to 
tackle environmental challenges.

Treating environment as a limitless 
resource has resulted in disease and 
suffering to countless human beings. 
This largely affects those who live in 
the vicinity of  polluting industries and 
have little recourse to justice.

Robert McFarlane, in Is a River Alive, 
writes about his encounter with a vil-
lager in Ennore Creek who, while tak-
ing of  the future, says, “We are all get-
ting cancer. It would be nice if  we just 
got asthma.” It’s indeed unfortunate 
when we start thinking of  a lesser evil 
as a greater good. The right to clean air 
and water is a basic human right. Coor-
dinated efforts can make this a reality.

The Supreme Court has ruled that 
apart from the polluter, the govt is 

responsible for containing pollution. 
Examples from Sivakasi and Tiruppur 

show much can be achieved if all 
stakeholders come together

THE RIGHT TO A CLEAN ENVIRONMENT

OPINION
GEETHA RAVICHANDRAN

Former bureaucrat and author,  
most recently of The Spell of the Rain Tree

Sarvepalli 
Radhakrishnan

The worst sinner has a future, even as 
the greatest saint has had a past. No 
one is so good or bad as he imagines
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The West must have a
sober realisation that
everything will not

always “go our way”
— Martin Luthar King Jr

Sunday
magazine
Dehradun, August 24, 2025

As Prime Minister Narendra Modi travels to
Tianjin for the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO) summit later this
month, and India prepares to host Russian
President Vladimir Putin later this year,
New Delhi is signalling a decisive shift-
asserting itself as an independent pole in
global affairs, shaped as much by its own
historical impulses as by the disruptions
of the Trump era.

The Strategic Autonomy
India’s foreign policy has consistently
avoided subordination to any single global bloc. From Nehru’s
early advocacy of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in the
1950s to the present era of multi-alignment, New Delhi has
sought to preserve independence of judgment. The term
“strategic autonomy,” which gained currency in the 1990s,
captures this instinct well. Under Prime Minister Modi, this
has translated into building coalitions not just across the
Global South but also with the US, European Union, the
United Kingdom, Australia, Japan, and other major partners-
reflecting India’s determination to engage widely without
being locked into rigid blocs.

Russia has been a trusted strategic partner since the days
of the Soviet Union, providing critical support in defence,
energy, and multilateral forums. What changed after 2000
was India’s carefully calibrated opening to the United States,
which transformed ties through civil nuclear cooperation,
trade, and deepening defence collaboration. Crucially, this
did not come at the expense of Moscow, with which India
maintained robust links, nor of Beijing, where efforts to
manage differences and keep channels open have remained
constant. This blend of continuity with Russia, renewal with
America, and engagement with China reflects India’s
enduring tradition of charting its own course.

Trump’s Disruptive Turn
The latest phase of reassessment comes courtesy of Donald
Trump’s return to the US presidency and his sharp turn
against Indian exports. His decision to impose punitive 50
per cent tariffs on a wide range of Indian goods has jolted
New Delhi and placed strains on what many had viewed as
the most consequential partnership of the 21st century.

The logic of Indo-US strategic convergence remains
sound-shared concerns about an assertive China, the Indo-
Pacific balance of power, and collaborations spanning tech-
nology to counterterrorism. But trust, once shaken, is diffi-
cult to repair. Trump’s impulses-transactional, unpre-
dictable, and often dismissive of partners’ sensitivities — have

compelled India to reassess its options.
Unlike in earlier trade disputes, this time the

tariffs are not isolated. They fit a pattern of
Washington’s retrenchment and unilateralism
that makes India wary of overdependence. The
idea of relying too much on the US, even for crit-
ical technology supply chains or defence
imports, now seems imprudent.

Reset with China
Paradoxically, turbulence in one relationship
has often created space in another. Nowhere
is this clearer than with China, where India’s

recent trajectory has been marked by recurring border crises-
Depsang in 2013, Chumar in 2014, Doklam in 2017, and the
ongoing standoff in eastern Ladakh. These confrontations,
compounded by economic rivalry and Beijing’s close ties with
Pakistan, have eroded trust. With some 50,000 troops still
deployed in Ladakh, the road ahead hinges on a credible,
time-bound framework for de-escalation and de-induction.
Yet the calculus is shifting.

The SCO Summit in Tianjin will be Modi’s first visit to China
after a seven-year hiatus. The decision to participate is
emblematic of evolving pragmatism on both sides. For Beijing
too, a cooperative relationship with
New Delhi is valuable as it seeks to
steady its neighbourhood, even
while managing its fraught rivalry
with Washington. 

Modi’s likely interactions with
Xi Jinping will not erase differ-
ences, but they underscore a
willingness to compartmen-
talise disputes and find func-
tional overlaps, from region-
al stability in Afghanistan to
cooperation under BRICS
finance frameworks,
guided by the princi-
ples of mutual
respect, mutual
sensitivity, and
c o m m o n
interest.

As the world navigates a period of intense
geopolitical flux, two cataclysmic disruptions
in the early 21st century have fundamental-
ly reset the trajectory of global affairs: The
COVID-19 pandemic, which paralysed systems
and shook globalisation to its core, and the
Russia-Ukraine conflict, which reintroduced
large-scale war to Europe and has fractured
long-standing alignments.

These twin shocks did not just disturb the
old-world order — they triggered a systemic
reset globally. What we are witnessing is
more than a drift toward multipolarity or a
Cold War redux. It marks the dawn of what
I call the New-Muco Era-an era in which a New World Matrix
is Under Construction.

This is a renovation — and — restart phase, where tradi-
tional institutions like the UN and WTO show signs of erosion,
and sovereignty is reasserting itself over globalisation across
sectors like semiconductors, AI, and energy. The dollar,
though still dominant, is being cautiously counterbal-
anced. At the heart of this transition is a quieter revolution-

optopolitics, or the battle of percep-
tions. In today’s world, influence

flows as much through screens
and algorithms as through

treaties and tanks.

India’s Moment:
From Participant to
Architect

India now stands at a rare
inflection point — not as a dis-

ruptor, but as a potential co-
architect of the next global order.

It is one of the few nations that
enjoys credibility across both East

and West, the trust of the Global
South, and the civilisational depth to

shape, not just survive — the new matrix.
Its G20 leadership, legacy of Gandhi,

democratic institutions, and digital innova-
tions like UPI and Aadhaar highlight

India’s capacity to deliver at scale. But
to seize the moment, India must

shift from reactive diplo-
macy to proactive system

design — helping con-
struct new global

frameworks across trade, finance, tech gov-
ernance, and people-to-people exchange
across cultures.
Five areas demand immediate focus:

Creating digital currency corridors with
trusted partners to reduce dollar depen-
dence.

Co-authoring tech standards in AI,
quantum, and data governance.

Leading South-South cooperation in
climate, health, and education.

Embedding itself in resilient, diversified
supply chains.

Building narrative capital — global story-
telling that projects India’s values and vision.

India must also scale up its optopolitics and strategic imag-
ination —  by investing in think tanks, knowledge diploma-
cy, and intellectual capital that can shape international dis-
course from a position of confidence.

China: Builder and Rival
China is not merely reforming the global order-it is construct-
ing parallel architectures. From the Belt and Road Initiative
to the Digital Yuan, to its agenda — setting in the SCO and
BRICS, Beijing is creating a system with Chinese character-
istics, challenging existing frameworks on its own terms.

For India, China is both a strategic competitor and a nec-
essary counterpart. Long-standing tensions remain, partic-
ularly over Himalayan border disputes, Indo-Pacific domi-
nance, and tech rivalry in AI and telecommunications. At the
same time, both countries share tactical space in platforms
like BRICS, the SCO, and the G20. Moreover, China remains
one of India’s largest trading partners, reflecting mutual inter-
dependence. Navigating this duality demands clarity and
composure. India must resist China’s hegemonic templates
while asserting its own vision — not by isolation, but through
constructive engagement and regional leadership.

Russia: A Strategic Lever
Post-Ukraine, Russia has pivoted eastward, deepening ties
across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It is actively promot-
ing de-dollarisation through mechanisms like SPFS and MIR,
positioning itself as a disruptor with enduring ambitions,
even if diminished as a classical superpower.

For India, Russia remains a vital-and historically trusted-
partner. The Indo-Soviet relationship during the Cold War
was foundational to India’s industrial, strategic, and diplo-
matic evolution. That legacy still resonates.

BY GYANESHWAR DAYAL

It may be premature to assume that the spirit of

‘Hindi Chini Bhai Bhai’ is back and that

Panchsheel would once again become the

guiding principle of relations between India and

China as in the 1950s, but surely something

extraordinary is taking shape when it comes to

Indo-China relations. After hitting its lowest ebb

in 2020, when the Galwan clash took place, the

two countries are now making concerted efforts

to cross the Himalayan heights. Prime Minister

Narendra Modi’s China visit starting August 31

will mark more than just his first official visit

after the Galwan clash. It will symbolise the

possibility of a thaw in a relationship that has

been defined by distrust, suspicion, and, at times,

open hostility. The fact that New Delhi and

Beijing are even talking of reconciliation tells us

something important: The logic of geography and

economics has once again pulled Asia’s two

giants back to the table. 

Because if the two countries can overcome

their differences, it would be an Asian Century

with tiger and dragon engaged in a tango. This is

not to say that differences have disappeared. Far

from it. The border dispute remains unresolved,

Tibet is still a sensitive issue, and China’s stance

on Pakistan is unlikely to change. India has every

reason to remain cautious about Beijing’s

strategic ambitions, which often blend commerce

with coercion. Yet, in diplomacy, timing is

everything.

The global order is in churn, the United States

has adopted a policy which leaves little room for

negotiations, and it makes a lot of strategic sense

for India to re-engage China — not out of naïveté,

but out of pragmatism, More than anything, trade

and economy provide the much-needed glue, and

Trumponomics is pushing the two to come closer.

Ironically, it is Trump who should get the credit

for bringing the two Asian giants closer.

However, a lot needs to be negotiated and

corrected. India’s trade deficit with China is

staggering, but therein lies the opportunity:

studies suggest more than USD 160 billion worth

of untapped export potential. With India

emerging as the fastest-growing major economy,

it is well placed to become an alternative global

supply chain along with China. Beijing, too, needs

India’s vast market and digital innovation

ecosystem at a time when its own economy faces

slowing growth and mounting global pushback,

especially from the US.

To put it in a larger perspective, India, China,

and Russia are well equipped to take on the

Western challenge, more so when Europe and the

US are facing numerous challenges.

India’s digital edge, China’s manufacturing

muscle, and Russia’s energy resources could

together constitute a growth engine that

reshapes and redefines the global economy.

Exploring the imperative of Indo-China relations

The world is undergoing a radical change as the Global South is
now an assertive force. From driving new models of economic
cooperation to reshaping the rules of trade, technology, and
climate negotiations, the Global South is taking on Western
hegemony head-on. It is no longer a passive recipient of global
diktat but an active architect of its own future

India’s Strategic Autonomy Tested
in the Age of Trumpian Disruption

VIKAS SWARUP
Ambassador

ROBINDER SACHDEV
President of the Imagindia
Institute
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We are three girls with Multiple Sclerosis (MS)
from the same batch of the same school. I have
a friend who has been living with MS for 20
years and another who has had it for more than
a decade. My good friend’s relative was diag-
nosed with MS recently. Even the wife of Manish
Sisodia (former Deputy Chief Minister of Delhi)
has Multiple Sclerosis.

Despite knowing so many people within my
circle who have MS, I still see that there is very
little awareness about this condition. We’ve all
heard of illnesses like Cancer, Alzheimer’s,
Parkinson’s among other conditions. We
instantly grasp the seriousness of the condition
the moment we hear these names. We start
treatment without delay, change our diet,
adjust our lifestyle and do everything we can
to get better or at least stay stable.

When you hear the words Multiple Sclerosis,
it doesn’t immediately tell you what’s happen-
ing to your body. MS is an autoimmune neu-
rodegenerative disorder. Autoimmune, neu-
rodegenerative- two very heavy, complex
terms. They’re not words we use in everyday
conversations. Doctors rarely have the time to
explain things in the depth you would like, and
most people around you have never even heard
of it. There is no strong support system, not
many organisations or influential voices to help
people truly understand the
gravity of MS.

Why  isn’t there enough
awareness around Multiple
Sclerosis?
Despite people around us living
with this disease for decades,
there is still very little under-
standing of MS. I have been living
with MS for six years now, yet I still
find it difficult to explain to people
what it truly is. More often than
not, I see them making their own assumptions
about my condition.

It’s true that MS cases are now increasing in
India. Maybe earlier the numbers weren’t as
visible because the right tools for diagnosis
weren’t available. But one thing is certain, the
rate at which MS cases are rising is far higher
than the rate at which awareness is spreading.

This lack of awareness around MS delays
timely diagnosis and proper treatment. MS
patients often struggle to have their condition
understood by others, which leads to difficul-
ties in different aspects of life, especially at the
workplace.

Ensure you are insured in MS
While this applies to many illnesses, for MS in
particular, financial independence becomes
absolutely critical. Most treatments are 
costly, and being financially independent can
make a huge difference in how one manages
the condition.

Before I talk more about work, I want to
emphasise something extremely important:
Health Insurance. And when I say this, I’m not
just talking to people with MS, I’m talking to
everyone. Please, make sure you have a proper
health insurance.

Corporate insurance is never enough. The
moment you lose your job, which often
happens when you lose your health, you also
lose your corporate coverage. That is why you
need personal health insurance that stays with
you no matter what.

I’ve spoken to so many friends and relatives
who hesitate to spend money on premiums
every year because they think, “Why should I
pay when I’m healthy? I won’t be diagnosed
with anything serious.” And that’s true for all
of us. Like Matthew Perry says in the very first
chapter of his book, you never think something
bad can happen to you, until it does. I’m not
trying to scare you; I’m only asking you to be
prepared for the unforeseen. That’s why we
need to stay prepared. That sense of security,

just knowing that at least
your finances won’t become
a problem if something as
serious as MS happens, takes
a huge part of the burden off
your shoulders.

Getting back to the issue of
knowledge gap, when you
tell most people that you
have MS, the usual reaction
is a blank face. And those
who do want to know more
often turn to the internet. But

the problem is, when you search about MS
online,  what you usually f ind are 
the harshest descriptions, the worst case 
scenarios. This lack of awareness often leads
to stigma. I know someone who once over-
heard her colleagues doubting her ability to
handle certain tasks just because she has MS.
I know someone else who felt forced to leave
her job because of it.

These situations point to a pressing need for
empathy, understanding, and honest conver-
sations around MS. The first few things you see
online when you type in MS are terms like
“invisible disability” and “no cure for MS.” That
ends up creating more fear and judgment,
instead of understanding and support.

The word disability itself creates a lot of mis-
understanding. Most people immediately think
of visible mobility challenges, but that’s not
always the case. MS is called an invisible dis-
ability because symptoms like fatigue, brain fog
may not be visible externally.

And while it’s true that there’s currently no
cure for MS, that doesn’t mean there’s no hope.
Doctors and researchers are working tireless-
ly towards a cure, and today, we already have
excellent treatments available that allow
people to live active, fulfilling lives. With
timely diagnosis, the right medication, and
proper guidance, people with MS can absolute-
ly lead normal, balanced lives.

Building support to combat stigma
This is where we all have to come together.
Professional organisations need to start offer-
ing opportunities to people with MS. Even small
changes can make a huge difference, like cre-
ating reasonable adjustments for employees
who may be struggling with certain symptoms.

When I talk about professional organisations,
I’m not referring to just any workplace. I’m
talking about the same organisations where
people with MS have chosen to build their
careers. I don’t mean the jobs that are “given”
to MS patients out of assumption, as if they can

only handle a limited set of roles. I’m talking
about the jobs they have worked hard for, the
roles they have chosen for themselves, and yet
are not taken seriously, simply because they
have MS. 

If someone is committed and doing good
work, then why not give them a chance? Why
not make adjustments so they can continue to
contribute in the ways they are able to?

The last thing we want society to believe 
is that a diagnosis of MS automatically means
the end of a person’s career. This mindset 
needs to change. It will only change when
organisations step forward with empathy and
flexibility.

Businesses cannot truly achieve their goals
without fostering an inclusive society and work-
place. When we talk about diversity and inclu-
sion, it’s easy to focus on visible aspects, dif-
ferent geographical locations, caste, gender and
languages. But diversity goes beyond what we
can see. It also means recognising and accom-
modating people with invisible conditions. We
can create a prosperous society only when we
tap into this often overlooked talent pool,
unlocking the potential of a hidden market that
holds immense value.

I also feel that we, as MS patients, carry a part
of the responsibility for this lack of awareness.
Many of us choose to remain silent about our
condition, often because society doesn’t know
how to respond or accept it. But if some of us
can begin to speak openly, it could change so
much. By sharing our experiences, we can help
others recognise the early signs of MS and seek
timely treatment. 

Living with MS should not be a taboo or
something whispered about in fear. It should
be spoken of as openly as someone saying, “I
have BP” or “I have diabetes.” The more we nor-
malise these conversations, the more we
build understanding, acceptance, and strength
as a community.

We need stronger, large scale campaigns
dedicated to Multiple Sclerosis. We need
doctors to talk about it more openly. We need
the media to cover it more widely. And above
all, we need patients themselves to share their
journeys, their symptoms, the turning points
that led them to seek help, and their experi-
ences, so that more people can recognise the
signs early and get timely diagnosis.

Isha Gupta is a media and communications professional
who worked as a journalist covering health stories. After living
with Multiple Sclerosis for the past six years, she now brings a
more personal perspective to health narratives and is dedicat-

ed to telling these stories differently
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“HEALING TAKES COURAGE, AND WE
ALL HAVE COURAGE, EVEN IF WE HAVE

TO DIG A LITTLE TO FIND IT”
— TORI AMOS

FROM AGENDA COVER
India’s Strategic
Autonomy Tested... 
India’s China policy is often misread as a binary
of confrontation or appeasement. In reality, it
is about competitive coexistence. New Delhi
insists on defending its territorial sovereignty,
but it also recognises that a “cold peace” with
Beijing frees it to focus on domestic development
and multiple alignments abroad.

Historical Friendship with Russia
Where China remains a strategic challenge,
Russia continues to stand as India’s enduring
partner of choice. Since Soviet times, Moscow’s
support in defence and nuclear energy has been
indispensable; even today, some 60-70 percent
of Indian military platforms are of Russian origin.

Presidewnt Putin’s expected visit later this year
underlines the durability of that bond. Despite
Western sanctions and Moscow’s global isola-
tion after the invasion of Ukraine, India has
neither criticised Russia nor condoned its
actions. Instead, it has pursued a pragmatic
middle course-deepening energy imports, explor-
ing rupee-rouble settlements, and continuing
defence cooperation.

This is not nostalgia but hard-nosed realism:
Russia remains a dependable partner in areas
where others hesitate, from defence co-produc-
tion to affordable energy. India’s deftness lies in
keeping this cooperation distinct from its par-
allel engagements with the US, Europe, and other
partners-preserving a reservoir of goodwill
built over seven decades without being blind to
the costs of Moscow’s choices.

India as Voice of the Global South
The connective tissue between these balancing
acts is India’s historical role as a leader of the
Global South. That phrase, once shorthand for

developing countries, now expresses a more con-
fident political identity. It signifies a bloc of
nations demanding fairer trade, climate justice,
and multipolar respect in global institutions.

India has placed itself at the heart of this resur-
gence. Its presidency of the G20 in 2023, with a
strong focus on debt relief and South-South tech-
nology exchange, set the tone. Where others fal-
tered, India succeeded in securing the African
Union’s entry as the G20’s 21st member. Today,
as the African Union spearheads new initiatives
and Latin America asserts its autonomy, India
stands out as a bridge-builder across regions.

Challenges Ahead
None of this is easy. India’s attempt to reset ties
with China might provoke worries in Washington.
Its continued warmth with Russia risks pushback
from Europe. And Trump’s mercurial style
ensures that trade wars could erupt cyclically.

Domestically, India must also balance foreign
policy with economic needs. Access to US
markets and technology remains vital. At the
same time, affordable Russian oil and collabo-
rative Chinese supply chains are equally critical
for growth. The true test of strategic autonomy,
therefore, lies in the ability to derive benefits
without succumbing to external pressures.

Conclusion: India’s Moment
As August 2025 draws to a close, India stands
neither in Washington’s camp nor Moscow’s
shadow, nor daunted by Beijing’s power. It 
stands where it always has — on its own
ground, navigating great-power rivalry through
strategic autonomy.

Trump’s tariffs and erratic diplomacy have
accelerated a moment of reckoning. India is not
abandoning the US, but it is refusing to be sub-
servient. It is not embracing China, but it is finding
pragmatic space. It is not romanticising Russia,
but it is drawing on proven trust.

In the process, India is once again articulat-
ing a unique position: that of a civilisational state
turned modern power, representing not only its
own 1.4 billion-plus citizens but also the wider
aspirations of the Global South. The choices India
makes today will shape not just its own destiny
but also the balance of voice, equity, and justice
in the 21st century world order.

Vikas Swarup is a retired Indian Foreign Service officer; he
was the High Commissioner of India to Canada and the Official

Spokesperson for the Ministry of External Affairs 

India, Russia, China: The
New World Matrix...
Today, the partnership continues to offer India:

Energy security - via long-term oil, gas, and
nuclear agreements.
Defense and space collaboration - including
the S-400 system and joint production of sub-
marines and aircraft.

Strategic flexibility - serving as a buffer against
binary global alignments.
However, Russia’s increasing dependence

on China introduces new complexities. India
must engage Moscow with calibrated realism -
preserving historical ties, but ensuring the rela-
tionship remains independent of China’s growing
shadow.

The United States: Partner, Not Patron
The US remains the most powerful global actor,
but its posture has shifted from building the
global order to defending it, and to promoting
an America-centric, Western dominated world.
Its strategic focus is now also on containing
China’s rise - militarily, technologically, and eco-
nomically.

For India, this presents both opportunity and

risk. The United States remains a vital partner -
in defense cooperation, advanced technology
ecosystems, and strategic alignment across the
Indo-Pacific, particularly through the Quad.
However, rising trade tensions and shifting US
priorities could strain medium- to long-term
bilateral relations. India must tread with strate-
gic care: Deepening collaboration where inter-
ests align, while firmly resisting any role as a
junior partner in a containment strategy that
could compromise its autonomy or strain rela-
tions with other key global actors.

Instead, India should position itself as a 
sovereign peer — advancing shared interests 
while preserving autonomy in areas like digital
regulation, trade policy, and South-South 
diplomacy. The partnership must evolve from
one of alignment to one of co-authorship - allow-
ing space for constructive disagreement and
mutual respect.

India: From Balancer to Builder
India’s strategic identity must now transcend the
role of “balancer” among great powers. It must
become a builder — one that offers frameworks,
ideas, and institutions rooted in sovereignty, plu-
ralism, and pragmatic modernity.

This means:
Engaging seriously with forums like BRICS, SCO,
the G20, and the still-notional “IRC” (India-
Russia-China) trilateral — a term India can
champion to shift the narrative center and
avoid being a silent participant in the older
“RIC” nomenclature.
Driving global conversations on future tech,
climate equity, and inclusive development.
Investing in institutional innovation and
global education.
Asserting narrative leadership that reflects
India’s ethos and ambitions.

The world is not waiting. The scaffolding of 
a new global matrix is already rising. In this 

New-Muco Era, India’s task is clear: Not just to
rise — but to help the world rise with it.

Robinder Sachdev is the President of The Imagindia Institute,
and author of Trumpotopia: A Guidebook to Decode 

Donald Trump - and the Culture of America-With Tips for 
World Leaders

Exploring the imperative
of Indo-China relations
However, the biggest impediment is a matter of
trust. Both India and China need to recalibrate
their relations and can benefit from each other.
For instance take the question of connectivity.
India has long resisted China’s Belt and Road
Initiative because of sovereignty concerns, par-
ticularly the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor.
That hesitation is valid and should not be aban-
doned. But the idea that India cannot derive any
benefit from the broader infrastructure network
being laid down across Asia and Europe is short-
sighted. By engaging selectively-while simulta-
neously pursuing its own projects such as the
Middle Corridor to Central Asia and the Asia-Africa
Growth Corridor with Japan-India can ensure it
participates in the opportunities BRI creates
without surrendering its strategic autonomy. The
choice is not binary; it is about using leverage
intelligently.

It is easy to dismiss the idea of “Asian century”
as rhetoric, but there is a hard truth beneath it:
the 21st century cannot belong to Asia if its two
largest nations remain locked in permanent
rivalry. Stability between India and China is not
just a bilateral matter; it is a global   good for
humanity, a prerequisite for peace, trade, and
growth at a time when the world desperately
needs anchors of stability. 

The writer is Senior Editor with The Pioneer

Monsoon has always been an important
part of life in India, especially for those
who depend on farming. Earlier, it fol-
lowed a fairly steady pattern, allowing
people to plan around it. That consisten-
cy is harder to find now. Rain often
arrives in short, intense bursts or is
delayed for weeks. Some areas flood,
while others stay dry longer than
expected. The season has become less
reliable, and that change is affecting
many lives. For India’s marginalised
communities, it is devastation.

The Weight of Unpredictability
A warmer atmosphere is changing how
rain behaves. It pours heavily in short
bursts, then disappears for long
stretches. Systems built for earlier
patterns, for instance drains,
embankments, and irrigation,
cannot keep up. Fields flood. Crops
rot. Homes collapse.

People living in weak houses or
flood-prone areas face the worst of
it. A single heavy rain can wipe out
a small farmer’s entire crop. For
tenant farmers and daily wage
workers, income stops overnight.
With no insurance or credit to fall
back on, even one bad spell can mean debt,
hunger, or having to move.

When Shelter Fails
In flood-prone states like Odisha, Assam, and
Bihar, the damage to housing is a recurring crisis.
Kachcha houses, made of mud, thatch, or other
temporary materials, are common among Dalits,
tribal communities, and urban informal settlers.
These homes have little resistance to flooding.
They collapse easily, taking with them cooking
stoves, school books, stored grains, and clothing.
The loss is near total.

A study by ACAPS confirms that during major
flood events, most destroyed homes are kachcha.
Their occupants, already on the edge of subsis-
tence, have neither savings nor access to quick
recovery mechanisms. Shelter camps often serve
as temporary patches, but rebuilding takes
months, if not years, when there is no land title
or collateral to secure assistance.

Learning Interrupted
Education is another casualty. Flooded schools
shut down. Many are turned into relief shelters.
But the disruption does not end with physical clo-
sures. Children from lower-caste and minority
families, already more likely to face academic dis-
advantage, drop out in greater numbers after
such events. School uniforms are gone. Mid-day
meals stop. Families shift to temporary locations
where access to education is patchy or non-exis-
tent. In the worst cases, children join the work-
force to compensate for lost household income.

The long-term impact is difficult to reverse.
Without catch-up mechanisms, these children fall
behind and are less likely to return to formal
schooling. This sets in motion a cycle of exclusion
that extends into adulthood.

Gaps in Relief and Alerts
Disaster relief, when it does arrive, does not
always reach everyone. Communities located in
remote or informal settlements are often exclud-
ed from local government databases. Without
official recognition, they fall through the cracks
of aid distribution. Those living in unauthorised
colonies or encroachments are frequently denied
rebuilding assistance or compensation.

Communication is another critical point. Most
early warning systems depend on internet or
mobile access, assuming that alerts through apps
or SMS will reach everyone. In reality, many of
India’s rural poor lack smartphones or live in
areas with patchy network coverage. Even when
the technology is available, low digital literacy
acts as a barrier. Messages do not get read.
Instructions are misunderstood. Opportunities
to move to safety are lost.

Invisible During
Planning, Forgotten
During Recovery
Most emergency planning
frameworks do not account for
the unique challenges faced by
women, children, Dalits, and
other marginalised groups
during and after disasters.
Relief materials often fail to
consider menstrual hygiene
needs, child nutrition, or the

safety of women in overcrowded shelters.
Moreover, long-term rehabilitation plans rarely

address structural exclusion. Families who lose
homes in slums or on disputed land continue to
live in temporary arrangements because they lack
land rights. They are excluded from official
schemes designed to ‘build back better.’ For these
communities, recovery is not about resilience. It
is about survival.

What Needs to be done
A few simple but focused steps can make a real
difference in how relief reaches those who
need it most:

Warnings people can actually use: Early alerts
should be in local languages, and shared
through formats people are comfortable with
spoken messages, simple instructions, and not
just written text. This helps ensure the message
reaches people who may not read well or have
regular phone access.
Know where the risk is highest: Local author-
ities can use existing data to find areas that are
more likely to flood, like places with kachcha
houses or poor drainage. When these areas are
clearly identified, help can reach faster and
more efficiently.
Keep local records updated: Many people, espe-
cially migrants, tenants, and daily wage
workers get missed during relief work because
they are not officially listed. Regular updates
to local records at the ward or panchayat level
can help make sure no one is left out.
Plan with real lives in mind: Different groups
have different needs. Relief kits, shelters, and
services should consider the specific challenges
faced by women, older adults, Dalit families,
and people with disabilities.
Support people in rebuilding, not just recov-
ering: Families living without legal land titles
are often excluded from rebuilding schemes.
Recognising informal settlements and giving
people more security where they live can help
them rebuild with stability, not start over from
scratch each time
Monsoons are changing, and extreme weather

events are likely to become more frequent. While
it may not be possible to avoid all damage, the
impact on people can be reduced if systems are
built to include those who are most exposed.

Investments in embankments and forecasting
are necessary, but they are only one part of the
solution. Planning must begin by identifying who
faces the greatest risk. This includes people in low-
income housing, informal settlements, and
those without secure land or regular income.

The writer is a humanitarian and disaster management expert
who speaks on enviornment climate 
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The Supreme Court has now redrawn the battle lines in 
the country’s long and troubled relationship with its 
street dogs. After weeks of controversy over an earlier 
directive to confine every stray in the national capital 

region (NCR) within newly built shelters, the court has shifted 
course, opting instead for a calibrated balance between public 
safety and animal welfare.  

The new order allows healthy, non-aggressive dogs to be 
sterilised, vaccinated, and returned to their capture sites ~ a 
return to the globally recognised model of population control 
that India had already legislated. At the same time, it insists 
that rabid or aggressive animals be confined in shelters, and it 
bans the feeding of strays in public places, requiring municipal 
bodies to designate proper feeding zones. Adoption has been 
permitted through civic authorities, but adopted dogs must not 
be sent back to the streets. 

This is a significant correction. The earlier blanket directive 
to round up and cage nearly a million dogs in Delhi alone, 
within two months, was logistically impossible and morally 
fraught. It provoked a storm of opposition because such mass 
confinement risked producing overcrowded shelters, disease 
outbreaks, and eventual culling. The revised position signals 
that the judiciary has recognised the limits of state capacity and 
the dangers of overreach. 

Yet the judgment also raises a fresh set of challenges. 
Enforcing feeding bans in crowded cities is easier written than 
done. Ensuring that designated feeding areas are created, 
maintained, and used responsibly will require coordination 
between civic authorities, resident groups, and animal welfare 
volunteers.  

Adoption too, while a humane pathway, will call for rigorous 
monitoring to prevent abandonment or abuse. And the 
classification of “aggressive” dogs could quickly become 
subjective, opening the door to misuse. 

At its core, the court has placed the burden squarely back on 
municipal governance. India’s urban local bodies have long 
struggled ~ and often failed ~ to implement sterilisation and 
vaccination programmes at the scale required. Funds are 
routinely underutilised or siphoned off, while waste 
management, a key driver of stray proliferation, remains 
woefully inadequate.  

Why, even getting a dog license for a pet is a challenge in 
Delhi. Without fixing these basics, even the best-framed judicial 
orders risk sinking into the familiar cycle of half-measures     
and neglect. 

The promise of a national policy on strays, as hinted at by the 
court, is perhaps the most consequential part of this ruling. 
Fragmented state-level responses have created inconsistency 
and confusion, with each crisis spawning litigation instead of 
coordinated solutions. A central framework could finally bring 
uniform standards for sterilisation, vaccination, shelter design, 
and accountability mechanisms. 

India stands today not at the end of a dispute, but at a pivot. 
The court has avoided an unworkable extremity and steered the
issue back toward a humane middle path. The task now is for 
governments ~ national and local alike ~ to treat this reprieve 
not as closure, but as a call to act decisively where they have 
long faltered.

The return of Donald Trump to the 
White House has dramatically 
reshaped the global geopolitical 
landscape, particularly in the realms 

of trade and strategic alignments. While 
some of these changes may be guided by 
his broader ambition of making America 
“great again”, there is also a growing sentiment 
~ both within and outside the United States 
~ that his actions are shaped as much by 
transactional and personal motivations as 
by strategic vision. At the heart of these 
shifts lies a reinvigorated tariff war, which 
has not only targeted traditional rivals like 
China but also extended to strategic partners 
such as India and members of the BRICS 
bloc. Trump’s first tenure was marked by a 
clear foreign policy orientation that sought 
to contain the rise of China.  

Recognizing China as the principal 
challenger to American supremacy, his 
administration sought to forge new alignments 
in the Indo-Pacific, bolstering ties with 
countries such as Japan, Australia, and India 
to act as counterweights. The strategic 
language was often couched in terms of 
preserving a free and open Indo-Pacific, in 
which the U.S. portrayed itself as a Pacific 
power with legitimate stakes in the region’s 
balance of power. However, Trump’s second 
stint has seen a notable pivot: economic 
protectionism now trumps strategic consistency, 
and trade wars are being used not only as 
economic instruments but as tools of 
geopolitical leverage. 

The imposition of tariffs on India - America’s 
largest democratic partner and a crucial 
player in the Indo-Pacific ~ is a startling 
manifestation of this shift. On August 7, 
President Trump signed an Executive Order 
imposing an additional 25 per cent tariff on 

Indian goods, raising the overall tariff to a 
staggering 50 per cent. The rationale given 
was India’s continued purchase of Russian 
oil, which the White House claimed represented 
an “unusual and extraordinary threat” to 
American national security and foreign 
policy interests. 

Yet this reasoning appears riddled with 
inconsistencies and accusations of double 
standards. Data shows that India accounted 
for only 13 per cent of Russia’s fossil fuel 
revenue since the start of the Ukraine 
war, whereas the European Union ~ 
despite its anti-Russia rhetoric - contributed 
23 percent. Still, the EU has been spared 
punitive tariffs, while India faces the 
economic brunt. 

This selective application of punitive 
measures suggests that the logic behind 
the tariffs is not solely grounded in 
principled foreign policy. It increasingly 
looks like an attempt to pressure countries 
that have limited leverage over the United 
States. Unlike China, which retaliated 
against earlier tariffs by banning the 
export of rare earth minerals ~ forcing 
Washington to reduce its tariff burden - 
India lacks such economic levers. 

With a vast population dependent on 
agriculture and dairy, New Delhi has 
long resisted opening up these sensitive 
sectors. Trump’s insistence that India must 
make concessions in these very sectors adds 
further strain, as such demands are politically 
unacceptable in the Indian domestic context. 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi has 
responded with firmness, making it clear 
that India will not compromise the interests 
of its farmers, fishermen, and dairy producers. 
Speaking at a public event, he acknowledged 
that India might have to pay a heavy price 
for its stance, but asserted his readiness to 
bear it.  

This defiant posture marks a significant 
deterioration in US-India trade ties, especially 

since Washington has simultaneously ruled 
out any further trade talks until the matter 
is resolved. For a relationship once touted 
as among the most consequential of the 
21st century, the fallout is deeply disconcerting. 

What adds to the complexity is Trump’s 
seemingly contradictory behavior towards 
other global actors. His previous hostility 

toward NATO and its European 
members has, in this tenure, 
given way to more transactional 
economic deals with both 
the EU and the UK. He has 
managed to extract higher 
defense spending from them, 
fulfilling one of his long-standing 
demands. 

Meanwhile, Trump’s initial 
soft posture toward Russia - 
based on the belief that he 
could persuade President 
Putin to end the war ~ has 
hardened as that expectation 
failed to materialize. Yet, 
rather than directly penalizing 
Russia, Trump has chosen 
to exert pressure on countries 
like India that maintain energy 
ties with Moscow. 

Even more puzzling is 
Trump’s stance toward China. Despite earlier 
confrontations, he now appears to be exploring 
a potential trade deal with Beijing. There is 
speculation that he may even visit China, 
signaling a thaw that could have wide-ranging 
geopolitical ramifications.  

This approach stands in stark contrast to 
the harsh tariff measures directed at India 
and Brazil, both of which are BRICS members. 
Trump has also described BRICS as an 
anti-US bloc and blamed the group for 
pushing de-dollarization ~ claims that are 
contested and oversimplified, but serve to 
justify further economic penalties. 

The net effect of these shifting positions 

is a growing perception that Trump’s foreign 
and trade policies lack coherence and are 
driven more by short-term gains and political 
optics than by long-term strategic thinking. 
For India, this unpredictability represents a 
significant challenge.  

The country must now navigate an 
increasingly volatile external environment 
in which even its traditional partnerships 
can no longer be taken for granted. 

The economic consequences are already 
visible. According to Moody’s, the new tariffs 
could slow India’s GDP growth by 0.3 
percentage points in FY2025-26, pulling it 
down from 6.3 per cent to around 6 per 
cent. Key sectors like electronics manufacturing 
may see reduced foreign investment due to 
the tariff gap compared to other Asia-Pacific 
economies.  

Investor sentiment is weakening, with 
foreign portfolio investors pulling out $2 
billion in July and nearly $1 billion more in 
early August. Although the stock markets 
have shown some resilience, the broader 
trend is one of caution and concern. 

Meanwhile, China’s recent export restrictions 
on rare earth elements have highlighted the 
vulnerabilities in America’s high-tech and 
defense manufacturing sectors. While the 
U.S. has invested in domestic production 
and diversification strategies, it remains 
years away from building a self-reliant supply 
chain. This gives China a significant bargaining 
chip in any future negotiation ~ one that 
India lacks. Trump’s willingness to go easier 
on China while punishing India only reinforces 
the perception that his administration picks 
its targets based on expediency rather than 
principles. 

Adding another layer of complexity is 
Trump’s sudden pivot toward Pakistan, a 
country he had once derided as duplicitous. 
His recent deal with Islamabad and the 
hosting of Army Chief General Munir at the 
White House are being viewed as part of a 
larger recalibration in the Indo-Pacific. Taken 
together with his softer posture toward 
China, this development raises serious 
questions about U.S. strategic priorities in 
the region and how India figures in the 
American calculus going forward. 

India, therefore, faces a geopolitical moment 
that demands both caution and clarity. As 
Trump’s second tenure introduces a mix of 
unpredictability, pressure tactics, and 
transactional diplomacy, New Delhi must 
work to safeguard its long-term interests 
without compromising its sovereign 
decision-making.  

This will require not only diversifying its 
strategic partnerships but also strengthening 
domestic economic resilience in the face of 
external shocks. The tariff war may just be 
one front ~ but the battle for geopolitical 
stability is far from over.

Climate change used to be that 
thing your cousin from abroad 
mentioned while nibbling 
gluten-free brownies. Now? It's 

here. It's in your armpits, your nosebleeds, 
your prescriptions, your health records, 
and your mum's dizzy spells. And it's 
barging into our hospitals ~ uninvited, 
unfiltered and, naturally, unfunded. 

Dhaka has just endured one of the 
worst heatwaves in recorded history. 
Except we didn't really endure it; we 
sweated, we wheezed, we staggered around 
like dazed kebabs in an open tandoor. 
The government, ever efficient, issued 
guidelines, “Stay indoors,” as if we all had 
the luxury of lounging in centrally 
air-conditioned drawing rooms, sipping 
electrolyte water and waiting for foreign 
remittance. Most of us were marinating 
in rooftop heat, trapped in tin sheds, or 
passing out on public buses that felt like 
mobile saunas with steering wheels. 

Let's talk healthcare, that miraculous 
thing we keep expecting to work despite 
treating it like the last kid picked in a 
game of cricket. During the heatwave, 
hospitals were flooded with patients with 
heatstroke, dehydration, asthma, and 
rashes ~ the full buffet of climate-induced 
ailments. Doctors were trying to resuscitate 
fainting grandmothers while wiping sweat 

off their own brows. And all this in 
buildings that haven't been renovated 
since the British Raj, with ceiling fans 
that sound like dying goats, and ventilation 
systems that give up by noon. 

Meanwhile, dengue has returned with 
the punctuality of a Shakib Khan film on 
Eid. Mosquitoes are thriving in places 
they never used to ~ hello, 
climate change ~ and bringing 
the gift of viral fever to all. In 
2023, over 1,700 people lost 
their lives suffering from 
dengue, not because they didn't 
use mosquito nets, but because 
our health system failed to 
contain the disease. Coastal areas are 
now grappling with rising salinity, which 
is causing high blood pressure, kidney 
disease, and complicated pregnancies 
among the locals. In Satkhira, women 
are developing urinary tract infections 
(UTIs) simply because the water they're 
using consists of elements that are unsafe 
for their hygiene. But sure, let's keep 
pretending climate change is just about 
“weather” and not the fact that it's literally 
pickling people. 

Rural clinics, meanwhile, are collapsing 
under climate-linked disasters. Cyclones 
destroy infrastructure. Floods cut off 
access. There's one community clinic in 

a char area with no electricity, no medicine 
and no doctor. Still, climate change is 
treated like a side hustle in our health 
planning. Most district health strategies 
don't mention it. No one’s training doctors 
to identify or respond to climate-related 
illnesses. There's no fund going into 
climate-proofing hospitals. And the best 

we've got are donor-funded pilot 
projects that disappear faster than 
ORS sachets in a paediatric ward. 

But wait, there's more: the healthcare 
system is not just the victim. It's part 
of the problem too. Hospitals running 
on diesel generators, air conditioners 
from the ‘90s, and supply chains 

that emit enough carbon to make a Thanos 
snap look gentle. Medical waste ~ needles, 
bandages, expired medicines ~ ends up 
in rivers, lakes, and, if you're lucky, your 
nearest beel. 

Now let's talk mental health ~ or the 
lack of it. Eco-anxiety isn't just some 
Western indulgence. It's what happens 
when Bangladeshi youth are told to study 
hard and dream big, only to see their 
future swallowed by floodwater or smog. 
One day it's their exam results, the next 
day it's their school collapsing in a landslide. 
How are they supposed to function when 
climate-induced trauma is now a graduation 
requirement? 

And let's not forget the healthcare 
workers. Expected to be Florence Nightingale, 
Bear Grylls and Dr House all rolled into 
one, while working 12-hour shifts in 
unbearable heat without PPE, training or 
even a working fridge to keep insulin 
cool. When a system burns out its staff as 
quickly as its diesel, you know the emergency 
isn't coming ~ it’s already here. 

The solution? No, it's not more awareness 
campaigns with “climate-smart” slogans 
and forced group photos. It’s hard cash 
and hard reform.  

It means redesigning hospitals to 
withstand floods and heatwaves. It means 
training healthcare workers on climate-linked 
illnesses. It means integrating climate 
data into epidemic forecasting. It means 
treating climate not as a buzzword, but 
as the underlying diagnosis behind half 
our public health crises. 

Climate change is no longer creeping 
in ~ it’s taking your blood pressure, biting 
your ankles, and casually suggesting an 
ICU admission. And if we don’t act now, 
your next trip to the hospital won’t be for 
treatment. It’ll be for shelter. 

So yes, climate change is your doctor’s 
problem now. And if our leaders don't 
start treating it like one, they’ll soon need 
a different kind of prescription: one for a 
collective collapse. 

Motivated 
Sir, The public in India has witnessed 

instances of politicians in power being 
imprisoned on serious corruption and other 
charges, but continuing to discharge their 
functions from inside the jail, as if it is 
‘business as usual’. This has made ‘governance 
in India’, the laughing stock of the world. 

As a step towards cleansing the rot, the 
government has introduced the ‘130th 
Constitution Amendment Bill, 2025’ that 
provides for sacking PMs, CMs and Ministers 
from office, who have been in jail for over 30 
days. If an accused is unable to get bail 
within 30 days, it must be due to the serious 
nature of the offense.  

Allowing such a person to use the prison 
as an office, doubtless undermines constitutional 
morality and public trust, as rightly argued 

by the government.  
Notably, the amendment does not propose 

permanent barring from office of such 
accused, stating explicitly that if exonerated 
by the law, they could return to office.  
Predictably, this has been greeted by most 
opposition parties with mayhem in the 
Parliament, with the exception of Prashant 
Kishore, who has endorsed the bill. ‘Innocent 
until proven guilty’ may be the basic principle 
of criminal jurisprudence.  

But unconscionable legal delays being a 
characteristic feature of the Indian judiciary, 
can an accused be allowed to cock a snook 
at society by operating from prisons? One 
hopes the bill becomes a law, notwithstanding 
the motivated hue and cry raised by the 
opposition.

Yours, etc.,  V. Jayaraman, 
Chennai, 21 August. 

Praiseworthy 
Sir, This refers to the report ‘New street 

named after Justice Radhabinod Pal’ published 
today. Judge Radha Binod Pal as part of the 
eleven-member bench in the International 
Military Tribunal for the Far East, known as 
the Tokyo Trials, set up in 1946 in the 
aftermath of World War II to prosecute 
Japanese leaders accused of war crimes had 
strongly dissented arguing for acquittal of 
all Japanese defendants.  

His dissension had developed a strong 
Japanese feeling for India. Justice Pal mainly 
argued that (a) the tribunal's reliance on 
laws were formulated post facto, (2) the 
application of justice by the tribunal was 
selective as allied powers themselves were 
not held accountable for comparable aggression, 
and (3) the characterisation of aggression 
as a prosecutable offence was done in the 

absence of a pre-existing international 
consensus.  

To name a Kolkata street like “Esplanade 
Row West” as “Radhabinod Pal Sarani” is a 
fitting tribute to the historic personality. 
The intervention of Trinamool Congress 
national general secretary Abhishek Banerjee 
and the role of Kolkata Municipal Corporation 
for this naming episode deserve praise. 

Yours, etc.,  Sukhendu Bhattacharjee, 
Sheoraphuli, 21 August. 

 

Corrigendum 
The author of  “Nil Darpan” was erroneously 

named as Deshbandu Mitra in Sushila 
Ramaswamy's article “Nationalist Movement 
~ I” published on 22 August. The author  
was Dinabandhu Mitra. The error is regretted. 
~ Ed. S.

India’s decision to fast-track ethanol blending into petrol 
marks a milestone in its search for energy security and 
climate responsibility. By reaching the E20 blend ~ 20 per 
cent ethanol mixed with petrol ~ five years ahead of 

schedule, the country has demonstrated the political will and 
industrial capacity to alter its fuel mix at scale. The 
achievement has already yielded tangible benefits: reduced 
carbon emissions, trimmed oil import bills, and a message to 
the world that India intends to be a serious player in the clean 
energy transition.  

Yet, beneath these successes lies a knot of contradictions. 
Ethanol is not a perfect substitute for petrol. Its lower energy 
density means that mileage tends to fall, especially in vehicles 
that were not designed for such blends. For millions of drivers, 
this translates into higher costs over time, compounded by the 
need to replace parts or buy special kits to make older vehicles 
compatible.  

Insurance gaps add another layer of unease, as policies often 
do not cover damage from non-compliant fuel use. For a nation 
of two-wheelers and small cars, these concerns are not trivial. 
The larger worry, however, extends beyond the road. Ethanol 
production depends heavily on crops like sugarcane, maize, and 
increasingly even rice.  

This raises uncomfortable questions about whether a poor 
and populous country can afford to use food to power its 
vehicles. The diversion of maize into ethanol has already made 
India a net importer for the first time in decades, pushing up 
feed costs for the poultry industry. Allocating rice stocks meant 
for subsidised distribution into ethanol manufacture risks 
undermining food security in a nation where millions still 
struggle with hunger. 

There is also the environmental dimension. Sugarcane, which 
currently provides a major share of India’s ethanol, is 
notoriously water-intensive. Expanding its cultivation risks 
exacerbating groundwater stress in already fragile regions. A 
shift to maize may be more balanced, but it still requires large 
increases in yield or new farmland ~ both of which could 
squeeze out oilseeds, pulses, and other vital crops. The prospect 
of devoting vast new tracts of land to fuel production sits 
uneasily with the demands of nutrition, ecological balance, and 
rural livelihoods.  

Policymakers face a delicate balancing act. The E20 push has 
proven India’s ability to move quickly on climate commitments, 
but racing further to E25 or E30 without recalibrating may 
create new crises.  

A more prudent course may be to consolidate at E10 or E20, 
while aggressively exploring next-generation biofuels from 
non-food sources ~ such as crop residues, algae, and waste. 
These would offer the same emissions benefits without 
competing with the dinner plate. India’s biofuel drive represents 
progress, but progress must be measured against sustainability. 
The true test is not whether ethanol cuts emissions today, but 
whether it does so without mortgaging tomorrow’s food 
security and environmental health. 

Stray Reckoning 

Fuel Vs Food 

The net effect of shifting 
positions is a growing 
perception that Trump’s foreign 
and trade policies lack 
coherence and are driven more 
by short-term gains and 
political optics than by 
long-term strategic thinking. 
For India, this unpredictability 
represents a significant 
challenge. The country must 
now navigate an increasingly 
volatile external environment in 
which even its traditional 
partnerships can no longer be 
taken for granted 
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News Items

Middle-class migrants need 
greater support

Europe shops for a new Iron Curtain

S K NAG 
 

When immigration enters 
public debate, the 
conversation usually 
pivots between two 

extremes. On one side are refugees, 
who move out of necessity, often 
invoking humanitarian concerns. On 
the other are ultra-high-net-worth 
individuals, who purchase residency 
and citizenship through golden visas 
and fast-track schemes. Missing from 
this debate, however, are the millions 
of middle-class immigrants- the steady 
contributors to economies, societies, 
and nations across the world. 

This group is neither destitute nor 
elite. They are teachers, engineers, 
nurses, IT professionals, small business 
owners, and skilled workers. They 
move across borders not for survival, 
but for opportunity - for education, 
work, and the prospect of a better 
life. Unlike the wealthy, they cannot 
buy citizenship; unlike refugees, they 
rarely receive global sympathy. Yet 
they form the backbone of host 
economies. 

Across developed nations, this 
contribution is undeniable. In the 
United States, immigrants account 
for nearly 17 per cent of the civilian 
workforce, a large share of them 
middle-class professionals. In Canada, 
skilled immigrants are central to 
sustaining productivity as the population 
ages. In Europe and Japan, where 
demographic decline threatens growth, 
middle-class immigrants keep essential 

services- from healthcare to 
education-functional. 

Beyond labour markets, their impact 
extends deep into domestic economies. 
They buy homes, pay taxes, consume 
goods, and start businesses. Their 
children integrate into schools, 
eventually becoming part of the skilled 
workforce of the future. This multiplier 
effect is critical: every middle-class 
immigrant family represents not just 
current consumption, but future 
taxpayers, innovators, and citizens. 

Yet, paradoxically, this group remains 
the least recognised in immigration 
policy. Governments spend energy 
attracting billionaire investors or 
debating refugee quotas, while 
middle-class immigrants navigate 
slow visa systems, restrictive quotas, 
and uncertain paths to permanent 
residency or citizenship. They contribute 
fully, but live in limbo - citizens in 
practice, not in law. 

This gap has costs. Economically, 
uncertainty limits their long-term 
investment in housing, entrepreneurship, 
and local economies. Socially, it risks 
alienating families who already see 
themselves as part of the national 
fabric. Politically, it leaves them 
voiceless despite being deeply affected 
by policy decisions. 

By contrast, countries that create 
clear, credible, and timely pathways 
to citizenship reap the benefits. Canada, 
for instance, has structured a relatively 
predictable skilled migration framework, 
linking immigration directly to labour 
shortages and demographic needs. 

The result is not just higher productivity, 
but also stronger civic participation 
and long-term national cohesion. 

The case for recognising middle-class 
immigrants goes beyond morality - 
it is a matter of economic strategy. In 
a global economy where talent mobility 
shapes competitiveness, nations 
cannot afford to overlook a group 
that brings both skills and stability. 
By locking them out of citizenship or 
delaying recognition, governments 
undermine their own growth potential. 

Citizenship is more than a legal 
identity. It is a vote of confidence in 

a family’s future, a signal that their 
adopted nation sees them not as 
temporary workers but as partners 
in growth. For middle-class immigrants, 
this recognition translates into stronger 
ties, deeper economic participation, 
and higher loyalty to their new country. 
For host nations, it means sustainable 
tax bases, stronger communities, and 
a competitive edge in the global talent 
race. 

As the world navigates demographic 
challenges, political populism, and 
economic uncertainty, the middle-class 
immigrant may be the most reliable 

stabiliser. They are not a burden to 
be carried, nor elites to be courted. 
They are the silent majority of migration 
- ordinary families with extraordinary 
potential. 

The global economy is not built only 
by billionaires and rescued only by 
refugees. It is sustained, day after day, 
by the steady contribution of middle-class 
immigrants. Recognising them as 
citizens is not an act of generosity; it is 
an investment in the future. 

 
(The writer is a Mumbai-based freelance 
writer, MSME strategist and industry 
mentor.)

Give credit where due 
 
GEORGE NETTO 
 

They go by many names – Man Friday, 
assistant, aide, secretary, factotum, 
junior, peon et al. – and they willingly 
perform multiple functions, many 

often not among their specified duties. They 
are basically our facilitators and troubleshooters 
who, by virtue of their commitment, make 
our working lives less burdensome and even 
hassle-free. 

They are our so-called subordinates who often 
work, unsung and unobtrusive, behind the scenes 
as it were. The mainstay of our working lives, they 
quietly ensure in their own efficient way that 
everything goes swimmingly for us, their bosses or 
employers. Yet, unfortunately, we often take them 
for granted. We tend to usurp all the credit that 
comes our way, forgetting to acknowledge their 
contributions for the simple (and erroneous) reason 
that we consider these to be insignificant in 
comparison with ours. 

We conveniently forget that our subordinates 
are as indispensable to the organization as we 
loftily consider ourselves to be. They are the ones 
who keep the cog-wheels of our working lives 
running smoothly.  But for them we wouldn’t be 
able to get things done on time or meet our 
time-bound official targets and other objectives. 
To keep them motivated, it’s vital to give them 
credit where due. Besides being a morale-booster, 
such recognition will surely enhance their commitment 
and loyalty apart from minimizing disgruntlement. 

Openly sharing credit for collective achievements 
marks one out as a fair-minded person and, of 
course, earns one the respect of one’s subordinates.   
A former British boss of mine – the Visiting Agent 
for a group of 12 tea estates and a principled man 
– was also a tough taskmaster. He took great pains 
to ensure that the planters under his charge achieved 
their far-from-easy targets year after year. During 
a bad year of plummeting tea prices, the company 
was reluctant to give planters their annual bonus. 
However, my boss stoutly stood up for them and 
saw to it that they got their rightful dues. 

Indeed, often a subordinate’s true worth is fully 
understood – and keenly felt – only in his or her 
absence. It is only then that we realize how much 
easier they make our lives and how heavily dependent 
we are on them.  

So why are we generally chary of appreciating 
the good work of our subordinates? The reasons 
are varied, not the least of these being that we 
sometimes salve our conscience with the specious 
argument that they are paid to do their jobs. We 
easily overlook the fact that the success of a project 
or assignment crucially hinges on teamwork down 
the ladder. Fair-mindedness is, therefore, needed 
to ensure that individual or collective contributions 
are duly recognized and never glossed over. Otherwise 
the inevitable fallout is discontent and poor employee 
morale. 

In the heady euphoria of success or official 
recognition, it is all too easy to forget that success 
is invariably the result of joint endeavours.    Therefore, 
the role of our subordinates in the overall scheme 
of things needs to be highlighted and rewarded 
(rather than underplayed or overlooked).

RAIL COLLISION
SERIOUS ACCIDENT 
NEAR SIMLA 
Simla, Aug. 

A serious collision took place this morning on 
the Kalka-Simla Railway near Kandhaghat, between 
a trolly and a rail motor, resulting in a coolie being 
killed and in four persons being severely injured. 
None of the occupants of the rail motor was injured. 
It appears that the trolly conductor started on the 
understanding that the rail motor would meet him 
at the next station. The conductor did not notice 
the rail motor coming from the opposite direction. 
The motor driver however noticed the trolly, stopped 
the motor and shouted but the trolly could not 
now be controlled and collided. A coolie on the 
trolly died shortly after the collision. A contractor 
had both legs smashed. The rail motor’s radiator 
was smashed and also the oil pipe. Tire occupants 
of the motor included Colonel Franklin, Civil 
Surgeon, Delhi, and Mrs. Franklin, Mr. Johnstone', 
Administrator, Nabha, Mr. Mohanlal, Mr. Moss of 
the N.-W. ft and Mrs. Moss. The rail motor was 
abandoned and the party travelled up to Simla in 
a railway train. The injured persons have been sent 
to hospital. 

 

SIR S. N. BANERJEA 
RS. 20,000 
PROMISED FOR 
MEMORIAL FUND 
Simla, Aug. 

A meeting of the Committee of the Sir Surendranath 
Banerjea Fund was Held at No. 62 Bowbazar Street, 
at 4 p.m. yesterday. A working committee was 
appointed with the following office-bearers: President: 
The Rt. Hon’ble Lord Sinha. Treasurer-. Sir R. N. 
Mukerji, 6 and 7, Clive Street. Joint Secretary: Mr. J. 
N. Basu and Mr. S. M. Basu, 62, Bowbazar Street. 
Joint. Assistant Secretaries: Rai F. L. De Bahadur 
and Lieut Bijoy Prosad Sinha Roy. It was suggested 
that committees should be constituted locally in 
different parts of the province to assist the Committee 
in collecting subscriptions. It was also decided that 
the organizers of memorial meetings already held 
should be requested to take steps to collect funds 
in their respective centres. A sum of Rs. 20,000 has 
already been promised. Subscriptions may be sent 
to the Treasurer.

NATASHA LINDSTAEDT 
 

In 1946, Winston Churchill 
announced an “iron curtain” had 
descended across Europe “from 
Stettin in the Baltic, to Trieste in 

the Adriatic”. This time it is the west 
that is building the barriers. 

Every European nation bordering 
Russia is accelerating plans to construct 
hundreds of miles of fortified border 
to defend against possible Russian 
aggression. 

The reasons are clear. The post-cold 
war European security framework – 
which relied on strengthening 
international institutions and trade, 
Nato expansion and US military 
guarantees – is being eroded. 

Sharing an 832-mile border with 
Russia, Finland proposed building a 
wall in 2023 that would cover about 
15 per cent of its border, costing over 
US$400 million and with hopes that 
it will be completed by 2026. 

Motivated in part by Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022, but also due to a 
rise of Russians fleeing to Finland to 
escape conscription, Finland’s government 
passed a law in July 2023 to build 
stronger and taller fences, as the 
previous wooden fences were designed 
only to prevent livestock from crossing. 
Eight border posts were erected 
(including north of the Arctic Circle) 
alongside greater obstacles in the 
southernmost strip of the country. 

There are even defences being 
erected in remote areas of north-eastern 
Finland, where in the not-too-distant 
past, a steady flow of Russian and 
Finns would regularly come and go 
across the border to buy groceries. 

And Finland is not the first. In 
August 2015, Estonia announced 

that it would build a fence along 
its eastern border with Russia, 
after Moscow’s 2014 annexation 
of Crimea. 

In 2024, the Baltic states and Poland 
proposed to further fortify their 
borders with a defensive wall. It would 
cover 434 miles, costing over £2 
billion. Plans and construction are 
now speeding up as leaders of the 
Baltic states worry that the prospects 
of a ceasefire between Ukraine and 
Russia could mean Moscow redirects 
its military towards them. 

Latvia will invest about US$350 
million over the next few years to 
reinforce its 240-mile border with 
Russia, while Lithuania is planning 
a 30-mile defence line against a 
possible Russian invasion. Poland 
has started building a permanent 
fence on its border with Belarus as 
part of its defence against Moscow’s 
potential allies. 

These walls will also be accompanied 
by other physical barriers such as 
antitank ditches, 15-tonne concrete 
dragon’s teeth (which can stop Russian 
tanks advancing), massive concrete 
blocks and pyramids, roadblocks, 
massive metal gates, mined fields 
and blocked bridgeheads. 

Lithuania is planning up to 30 
miles of reclamation ditches, bridges 
prepared for bombing and trees 
designated to fall on roads when 
necessary. 

The Baltic states are also building 
more than 1,000 bunkers, ammunition 
depots and supply shelters to further 
protect the 600 miles of territory that 
borders Russia. Bunkers are expected 
to be about 377 square feet, capable 
of housing up to ten soldiers and 
being able to withstand artillery 
strikes from Russia. 

The Baltic nations plus Finland and 
Poland also all announced in 2025 
that they would withdraw from the 
1997 international treaty banning 
antipersonnel landmines, while Lithuania 
revoked its pledge to a cluster bomb 
treaty. Poland announced in June 
2025 that it had added minefields to 
its “East Shield” border plans. 

These border defences will be using 
the latest technology and early warning 
systems and artillery units. Lithuania 
Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Finland and 
Norway met in Riga in 2024 to begin 
plans to build a 1,850-mile “drone 
wall” to protect their borders. 

This drone wall will have a sensor 
network, consisting of radars and 
electronic warfare tools to identify 
and destroy Russian drones. Within 
seconds of detecting a target crossing 

the border, there would be a system 
of close reconnaissance of drones. 

This project will require a great 
deal of cooperation among participating 
states. Estonian companies are already 
designing drones that can both detect 
and neutralise threats along complex 
terrain in lakes, swamps and forests 
that blanket Russia’s border with the 
Baltic countries. 

Both cooperation from all countries 
that border Russia in Europe and an 
understanding of the terrain is critical 
to avoid the failures of the Maginot 
Line, part of a set of defensive barriers 
that France built along its borders in 
the 1930s, and which failed to prevent 
a German invasion in the second 
world war. In that case, it was assumed 
that the Germans could not pass 
through the Ardennes forest in Belgium. 

While the Maginot Line fortifications 
did cause the Germans to rethink 
their plan of attack, Belgium was left 
vulnerable. Today, European nations 
are aware that they cannot fully 
prevent a Russian attack, but they 
can, possibly, shape the nature of a 
Russian invasion. The goal of these 
barriers is both deterrence and to try 
to control the location of any invasion. 

If a ceasefire between Ukraine and 
Russia is announced, the leaders of 
the Baltic nations fear the Kremlin 
could redeploy troops to their borders. 

Countries neighbouring Russia are 
trying to be as prepared as possible 
for whatever Vladimir Putin might 
do next. 

 
(The writer is Professor in the Department 
of Government, University of Essex. This 
article was published on 
www.theconversation.com)

ACROSS 
 

1    Mishap ultimately 

stops new girl with 

Angus making 

European festival 

(9,5) 

9    Barely spot obvious 

signs of injury (5) 

10  Partner is 

desperate to 

become known (9) 

11  Emphasise 

instruction to 

student for 

improving 

ungrammatical 

essay? (9) 

12  Popular tenor 

starts to ruin 

ostentatious 

musical opening (5) 

13  Contradiction of 

soldier coming to 

place where sailors 

are seen in 

conversation (7) 

15  Some 

inconspicuous car 

certainly is harder 

to find (7) 

18  Salesman born in 

Idaho felt 

discontent (7) 

20  Without nurse 

regularly around, 

must reset bone (7) 

21  Two leading 

characters dropped 

from pleasant 

story (5) 

23  Pen sort of 

language that�s 

found on UK 

banknotes  

(5,4) 

25  Cake that was to 

help neither side 

during World War II 

reportedly? (5,4) 

26  Head of society 

chasing supporters 

for money (5) 

27  A charge that is 

concocted to 

arrest international 

author (6,8) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Desktop image that 

is cut and pasted 

(9) 

2    Tour de France 

winner runs over 

towards parents 

initially. Sweet! 

(5,4) 

3    Completes puzzle, 

on reflection 

admitting surprise 

(5) 

4    Ten grand used up 

entertaining 

American with meal 

and posh cakes (7) 

5    Sisters experience 

taking out first 

European young 

boys (7) 

6    Start eating, it�s 

freshly made (9) 

7    Tackle landlord 

about source of 

infestation (5) 

8    Ban day of 

celebration 

supported by 

electorate 

essentially (4) 

14  Admit nine Euros 

went oddly missing 

in collection plates 

(6,3) 

16  Close friend of 

Tory worker seen 

outside bar  

(9) 

17  Think nostalgically 

about car having 

small coupé�s shell 

(9) 

19  Tactful individual 

must sacrifice time 

to get qualification 

(7) 

20  Crushing retort 

from second 

schoolmaster to 

Billy Bunter (7) 

21  Mouldy smell 

caused commotion, 

so to speak (4) 

22  Former Welsh 

politician avoids 

criticising fancy 

jewellery (5)

24  Name major road in 

Middle Eastern city 

(5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8

9 10

11 12

13 14 15 16 17

18 19 20

21 22 23 24

25 26

27

L T U S F C
M A R A T H O N C H O R A L

S R E S O R S
T E N O R E N T R E A T Y
G B N F L

L A R G E I N T E S T I N E
S E V H N
P A T R O N S I N G L Y

A R P E O
B A L L E T M I S T R E S S
E O E H E

P A R A F F I N A L B U M
U D O T P L I

S T R O L L A D E Q U A T E
Y F D L R E

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

T
he Indian Council of Medical Research
(ICMR) will initiate wastewater
surveillance for 10 viruses across 50

cities over the next six months. Currently, �ve
cities are being monitored. The move is aimed at
identifying any increase in virus growth trend at
the earliest, said ICMR head Rajiv Bahl.

What is the plan?
“The next six months will see the scaling up of
surveillance across India which will enable us to
pick up any rise in virus load in the community.
Currently, the COVID-19 virus and polio virus are
under surveillance,’’ explained Dr. Bahl. He
added that wastewater surveillance will now be
used to monitor more commonly reported
symptoms caused by several pathogens, such as
fever, diarrhoea, acute encephalitis syndrome
(in�ammation of the brain), and respiratory
distress. The ICMR is involved in establishing
environmental surveillance for viruses,
including the Avian In�uenza Virus (AIV) by
monitoring surface water and wastewater,
particularly in areas with outbreaks, to establish
an early warning system.

India also has a
robust surveillance
system for
In�uenza-Like
Illness (ILI) and
Severe Acute
Respiratory Illness
(SARI) through
ICMR and the
Integrated Disease

Surveillance Programme (IDSP). Wastewater and
Environmental Surveillance (WES) use samples
from sewage, or other environmental waters
impacted by human wastewater.

Why is wastewater surveillance vital?
The ICMR has noted that like all countries across
the globe, India too is experiencing a signi�cant
increase in the emergence and re-emergence of
pathogens, including viral, bacterial, and
zoonotic diseases. Factors contributing to this
pathogen load include population growth, rapid
urbanisation, environmental changes, and
increased human-animal interaction. 

Recently, following the COVID-19 pandemic,
Wastewater-Based Epidemiology (WBE) has
emerged as an e�ective tool for the early
detection of disease outbreaks. According to
experts, WBE can be used as a predictive
instrument, capable of providing near-real-time,
community-level pathogen surveillance and
anticipating and mitigating future pandemics
even before the �rst clinical symptoms are
detected. “This approach enables cost-e�ective,
non-invasive, and population-wide monitoring
of infectious diseases’ emergence, evolution,
and decline. By identifying pathogens in human
waste (e.g., viruses and bacteria), WBE delivers
real-time insights into infection trends,
encompassing data from asymptomatic and
pre-symptomatic populations, enabling timely
interventions from public health authorities,”
according to an article titled ‘Integrated
environmental surveillance: the role of
wastewater, air, and surface microbiomes in
global health security’. 

It added that among the key advantages are its
capacity to encompass large populations,
pinpoint transmission hotspots, and facilitate
resource allocation for containment e�orts. 

How is it done?
According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, U.S., people with certain infections
(such as COVID-19), can shed pieces of the virus
or bacteria when they use the bathroom,
shower, wash hands, or launder clothing, even if
they don’t have symptoms. These pieces of virus
or bacteria travel from the toilet, sink, shower,
or other drain through the sewage system.

So, before wastewater is treated, wastewater
operators take samples to send to the laboratory.
Laboratories test the wastewater sample to
detect and report on the di�erent types of
infections that are circulating in a community.
This information is available in as little as �ve to
seven days after waste enters the sewer. Public
health o�cials use wastewater data to better
understand disease trends in communities and
make decisions, such as providing guidance on
how to prevent infections or increasing testing
or vaccination options.

Where else can the information be used?
Wastewater surveillance is a useful method to
collect information and tackle diseases as well as
land-based sources of pollution. In addition, it
also provides useful data to maintain ecosystem
services and protect freshwater and marine
ecosystems. “This trend is encouraging for the
future of health systems and sound
environmental management but there is a need
for expanding this positive trend further and
enhancing the good practices and signi�cant
e�orts to monitor and assess water quality,”
according to the United Nations Environment
Programme. The World Health Organization is
also working on capacity development for
wastewater and environmental surveillance.

What are the uses
of wastewater
surveillance?

What are the viruses under watch now?

How many cities will be covered? What

is the process?

Post-COVID-19,
wastewater-based
epidemiology has
emerged as an
e�ective tool for the
early detection of
disease outbreaks

Bindu Shajan Perappadan The story so far:

T
he African Union (AU) has endorsed
the ‘Correct the Map’ campaign to
replace the Mercator map projection
with alternatives such as the Equal

Earth map. At the heart of this demand is the
charge that the Mercator projection, still widely
used in schools, media, and online platforms,
systematically distorts the sizes of landmasses,
shrinking Africa while in�ating Europe, North
America, and Greenland. By backing the call,
the AU has expressed hope that a fairer
projection will restore geographical accuracy
and correct what it characterises as centuries of
symbolic marginalisation.

Why is the Mercator map under �re?
The Mercator projection was designed in 1569
by Flemish cartographer Gerardus Mercator,
who was trying to solve a navigation problem.
On a globe, a ship sailing in a constant compass
direction, called the rhumb line, curves when
drawn on most map types. This made it
awkward for sailors to translate a bearing into a
usable course they could plot on a chart.

Mercator’s projection stretched the
north-south scale so that all rhumb lines
appeared as straight lines. Sailors could now
draw a straight line across the map at a chosen
compass angle and follow that heading
consistently at sea. Thus, together with Edward
Wright’s 1599 mathematical tables, the Mercator
projection is believed to have catalysed
European exploration and colonial expansion.
To achieve this convenience, Mercator distorted
scale: landmasses close to the poles appeared
larger while those near the equator appeared
smaller than in reality.

As a result, Africa, which covers 30 million sq.
km, often appears on Mercator maps roughly as
large as Greenland, which is 14x smaller. Europe
also looks comparable in size to Africa although
the continent is a third as large. Similarly,
Canada, Russia, and northern Europe appear
bloated while tropical regions like Africa, South
America, and India are diminished.

Over time, wall maps in o�ces, atlases, and
on digital platforms defaulted to Mercator’s
rectangular format because it was familiar and
convenient. It was further reinforced by
textbooks of the 20th century. 

However, critics have argued that such
distortions subtly condition how people
perceive relative importance. A continent
depicted as smaller seems less powerful and
even less worthy of attention.

Why are maps distorted?
There is no perfect way to �atten the surface of a
sphere onto a rectangle, rendering every map a
compromise. Mathematicians and cartographers
tasked with projecting a globe onto a plane need
to distort one or more of area, shape, distance
or direction. Experts have said the choice of
which property to preserve and which to

surrender is a technical as well as political act.
The Mercator projection is a conformal map,

which means it preserves local shapes and
angles. But to achieve this, Mercator stretched
landmasses near the poles, in�ating their
apparent size and diminishing those of
equatorial regions like Africa and South
America. In contrast, the Equal Earth projection
preserves the relative sizes of continents and
countries, ensuring that Africa appears far larger
than Europe or Greenland, as it is in reality.
However, landmasses also appear curved or
stretched. The orthographic projection makes a
di�erent trade-o�. It portrays the earth as it
would look from space, as if viewed from a great
distance. While this choice makes it visually
intuitive, this projection is limited by the fact
that it shows only one hemisphere at a time and
areas near the edges appear compressed.

How does the distortion a�ect Africa?
Experts have said for many years now that the
Mercator projection has reinforced Africa’s
marginalisation in the global imagination. By
making the continent look small, the map
suggested, consciously or not, that Africa was
less consequential. This perception seeped into
textbooks, policymaking, and popular culture.

As Rabah Arezki, a former World Bank
economist, has said, the “standard projection
was a political tool” that aided colonial

domination, making Africa look “small and
conquerable then” and “irrelevant now”.
Likewise, the AU’s deputy chairperson Selma
Malika Haddadi has described the Mercator map
as falsely portraying Africa as “marginal”.

Thus, the AU as well as advocacy groups like
Africa No Filter and Speak Up Africa have
articulated a move away from the Mercator
projection as a way to reclaim dignity.

What happens next?
The leading alternative to the Mercator
projection is the Equal Earth projection, created
in 2018 by Tom Patterson (U.S. National Park
Service), Bojan Šavrič (then with American GIS
company Esri), and Bernhard Jenny (Monash
University, Australia). It preserves relative areas
sacri�cing shape, that is, continents appear
stretched or curved.

Another option is the Gall-Peters projection
repopularised in the 1970s. It also preserves area
but stretches continents vertically, making them
appear elongated. Just as Mercator wanted to
help sailors, as political scientist Arthur
Klingho�er wrote in his 2006 book, The Power
of Projections, “Peters was trying to challenge
basic assumptions inherent in the Mercator
projection with the aim of in�uencing social and
political attitudes. His elongated images were
shocking, and made people examine their
cartographical frame of reference.”

In 1979, a 21-year-old Australian named Stuart
McArthur published the “Universal Corrective
Map of the World” that turned the world map
180° and showed Australia at the top. He was
reportedly sick of being teased as being from
“Down Under”.

The AU’s endorsement is the most signi�cant
institutional backing yet for the ‘Correct the
Map’ campaign. Campaigners have also
petitioned the UN Committee of Experts on
Global Geospatial Information Management to
adopt Equal Earth. The World Bank has already
said it is phasing out the Mercator map in favour
of Equal Earth. National Geographic and NASA’s
Goddard Institute for Space Studies have also
been using it. Google Maps introduced a 3D
globe option in 2018, although its mobile app
still defaults to Mercator.

This isn’t expected to be easy, however, as the
Mercator projection is entrenched in
classrooms, news graphics, and even some
AU-a�liated websites. Displacing it altogether
will entail revising textbooks, redesigning
curricula, updating digital interfaces, and
overcoming institutional inertia.

What’s the issue with the map of Africa? 

‘The Mercator
map falsely
portrays
Africa as
marginal’

Why does the African Union want the Mercator map

replaced? Is the continent depicted as smaller than it

is? How did this come about? Has this a�ected the

perception about Africa? What are the alternatives to

correct the distortions? What lies ahead?

Vasudevan Mukunth

Di�erent perspective: The Equal Earth projection

preserves the relative sizes of continents and countries,

ensuring Africa appears far larger than Europe or

Greenland, as it is in reality. However, landmasses also

appear curved or stretched. STREBE (CC BY-SA)

Call for change: The Mercator map projection. STREBE (CC BY-SA)

The story so far:

T
he Group of Ministers (GoM)
appointed by the Goods and Services
Tax (GST) Council to look into the
rationalisation of rates in GST says it

has accepted the Union government’s proposals
on how to go about the process. The GST
Council said it will hold its next meeting on
September 3-4 and discuss the proposals. The
Union government had suggested rate changes

that would not only simplify the GST structure,
but would also go a long way in reducing the
average e�ective tax rate.

What did the Union government propose on
rates?
In his Independence Day speech, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi announced a number of
reforms, among which was a “Deepavali gift” of
next-generation reforms to GST. In the days that
followed, the government made clear what it
was proposing: reducing the number of slabs in
GST, and moving most items to lower rates.

The GST currently has at least seven di�erent
rates: 0.25%, 3%, 5%, 12%, 18%, 28%, and a
compensation cess levied on the items in the
28% slab. The Union government proposed to
reduce these to four: a rate of less than 1% for
the items currently in 0.25% and 3% (diamonds,
semi-precious stones, jewellery, and precious
metals), 5%, 18%, and 40%. As per the proposal,
99% of the items currently in the 12% slab would
move to 5%, and 90% of the items in the 28%
slab would move to 18%. The remaining items in
the 28% slab — mainly ‘sin’ goods and services
such as tobacco, cigarettes, and online gaming —
would move to a higher tax rate of 40%.

However, the thrust of the change is to ensure
that vast majority of items would be in just the
two slabs of 5% and 18%.

Why did the Centre have to propose this?
The GST Council has long been aware of the
need to rationalise rates in GST, and had set up a
GoM for the same purpose in September 2021.
However, the GoM on rate rationalisation was
composed entirely of representatives from the
States. Therefore, in order to put its ideas

across, the Centre needed to submit a proposal.
The GoM has accepted this proposal and has

recommended it to the GST Council.

What does this mean for the common
consumer?
According to a calculation by the State Bank of
India’s economic research wing, if the proposals
are accepted by the GST Council, the average tax
rate under GST is expected to fall to 9.5% by
2026-27, from a notional rate of 14.4% in May
2017 and 11.6% as of September 2019.

The Union government has said it wants to
reduce the tax on common-use items, which
means that items like soap, toothpaste, and
other toiletries — currently taxed at 18% — will be
taxed at 5%. Common food items such as sugar,
tea, co�ee, edible oil, spices, along with
lifesaving drugs and apparel less than ₹1,000
will remain in the 5% bracket.

Non-luxury cars, ACs and fridges — currently
taxed at 28% plus a compensation cess — are
expected to move to 18%.

What are the revenue implications?
According to economists, the hit to GST
revenues could range between ₹1.1 lakh crore
and ₹1.8 lakh crore, to be half borne by the
Centre, and half divided across the States. 

To put this amount in context, the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) transferred a record
dividend of ₹2.69 lakh crore to the government
for 2024-25. 

Even if the Union government does not
receive such a large dividend from the RBI this
year, it will be able to quite comfortably absorb
the revenue hit from the GST rate cuts.

The States, on the other hand, are more
concerned. Kerala Finance Minister K.N.
Balagopal, a member of the GoM on rate
rationalisation, said the GoM has suggested to
the GST Council that if the States incur any
losses due to this rationalisation, there should be
a mechanism to compensate them.

How is the GST structure being simpli�ed?

As per the
proposal,
99% of the
items
currently in
the 12% slab
would
move to 5%

What are the two preferred rate slabs suggested by the government? How will consumers bene�t?

Will this rationalisation lead to a dent in revenue earnings for the Union government and States?

How will the government make up the loss from Goods and Services Tax?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

Fresh rules: Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman chairs a meeting of the

GoM constituted by the GST Council in New Delhi on August 20. @FINMININDIA
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I
n June 2014, days after Prime
Minister Narendra Modi had
been sworn in for the �rst time,
one of the �rst high-level visitors

from outside the SAARC region was
Wang Yi. Mr. Wang, who was
appointed the Foreign Minister of
China in 2013, travelled to New Delhi
as Special Envoy of President Xi
Jinping to meet Mr. Modi, whom he
called an “old friend of China”,
referring to Mr. Modi’s visits during his
tenure as Gujarat Chief Minister, and
said the NDA’s return to power had
“injected a new vitality into an ancient
civilisation”. 

Mr. Wang’s mission was clear — to
secure a visit by Mr. Xi to Delhi that
September, and to invite Mr. Modi to
Beijing soon after. Both visits were
cleared quickly. A few days after Mr.
Wang’s visit on June 8-9, the
government also decided to put o�
two other engagements: the
India-U.S.-Japan trilateral (the Quad
was not revived until 2017), set for June
23-24 in Delhi, was cancelled, and Mr.
Modi postponed his visit to Japan that
had been �xed for July 3-5, ostensibly
due to an upcoming Parliament
session, much to his hosts’
disappointment. Speculation in South
Block was rife: did the Chinese Foreign
Minister have something to do with the
decisions, to clear the “optics” before
the Xi visit in September 2014?

Called the ‘silver fox’ for his grey
haired visage as much as for his slick
manner, Wang Yi is now the
unassailable Czar of Xi Jinping’s
foreign policy, with more sway than
other Ministers due to his seniority in
the party structure. 

Insiders point out that he wears
several hats now — he was elevated to
the elite 24-member Politburo in 2022,
and is Director of the O�ce of the
Central Commission for Foreign
A�airs. He was elevated to the
Politburo after the informal retirement
age of 68, another sign of his clout,
and although he handed over charge
as Foreign Minister to Qin Gang in
December 2022, he was brought back
within months.

Like Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov, and more recently

External A�airs Minister S. Jaishankar,
Mr. Wang is part of a breed of
seasoned and professional Foreign
Ministers who present and sell their
leader’s political vision in diplomatic
terms. In the 2010s, he was credited
with China’s ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy,
of abrasive and assertive public
messaging that re�ected China’s hard
power status. However, when Chinese
popularity dipped worldwide,
especially after the COVID-19
pandemic, Mr. Wang was also credited
with abandoning the policy, mending
fences, and replacing ‘wolf warrior’
diplomats in embassies worldwide
with more polished colleagues.

Mr. Wang’s education in state-fare
began, as many in his generation’s did,
when he was “sent down” as part of
the ‘Xiaxiang’ movement during the
Cultural Revolution to work in the icy
climes of Heilongjiang province, where
he was recruited by the ‘Northeast
Construction Army Corps’, after
�nishing his schooling in 1969. He
studied Japanese history and language
during college thereafter in Beijing,
and joined the Foreign Ministry in
1982. He served twice in the Chinese
Embassy in Japan, including as
Ambassador from 2004 to 2007.

Backroom talks 
South Block Mandarins had an
introduction to Mr. Wang’s manner,
more suave but also more purposeful
than his predecessors, in the early
2000s. As Vice Foreign Minister for
Asian A�airs, he had conducted many
of the backroom negotiations to
prepare for Prime Minister Atal Behari
Vajpayee’s visit to Beijing in 2003.
O�cials at the time remember his hard
bargaining for a deal on India’s
recognition of China’s control over
Tibet and for China to recognise
Sikkim as an Indian State. Eventually,
Indian o�cials felt disappointed that
although the joint declaration issued
had an explicit paragraph saying India
“recognises that the Tibet Autonomous
Region is part of the territory of the
People's Republic of China and
reiterates that it does not allow
Tibetans to engage in anti-China
political activities in India”, the
paragraph on Sikkim was not a
similarly unequivocal declaration, with

only a designation of ‘Sikkim State’
referring to the opening of border
trade at Nathu-La pass. 

“He is suave and sophisticated, but
also quite tenacious, and can dig his
heels in during negotiations, so it is
necessary to always be vigilant,” says
former Ambassador to China Ashok
Kantha, who was posted to Beijing in
2014-2016, and had served on the
China desk in the 2000s.  “Indian
o�cials have often had to push back in
talks, but found him a result-oriented
interlocutor,” he added.

As a former Director of China’s
‘Taiwan a�airs o�ce’ (2008-2013), Mr.
Wang has been keen for India to refer

to its ‘One China’ policy recognising
Beijing’s control over all of China,
including Taiwan. However, New Delhi
decided to stop including the phrase in
its statements since 2010, in protest
against Chinese policy of issuing
stapled visas to Indians from
Arunachal Pradesh and Jammu &
Kashmir. When pressed by Mr. Wang
to rea�rm India’s adherence to the
‘One China’ policy, former External
A�airs Minister Sushma Swaraj, who
had been briefed about Mr. Wang’s
persuasive skills, once retorted: “If
China a�rms its One India policy, we
will consider it”. Nonetheless, Mr.
Wang has persisted, including this

week in talks with External A�airs
Minister S. Jaishankar, where the
Chinese side slipped a line on Taiwan
into its readout. The Ministry of
External A�airs had to scramble to
clarify its position.

Diplomatic missions 
As Foreign Minister, Mr. Wang is
known for many diplomatic missions
over the past decade, including
bringing U.S. Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson to Beijing to kickstart talks for
Mr. Xi’s Mar-a-Lago summit with U.S.
President Donald Trump in April 2017
and brokering talks between Iran and
Saudi Arabia to reopen diplomatic ties
in 2023. He also helped with
U.S.-North Korea talks; more recently
between Cambodia and Thailand,
Afghanistan and Pakistan, between
Myanmar’s military junta and armed
ethnic groups as well as a bid in 2023
to bring Russia and Ukraine to the
table for talks. 

India has often been concerned
about his ‘South Asian’ groupings,
including a recent one with Pakistan
and Bangladesh on trade, which
appear to be part of a plan to create a
‘SAARC minus India’. As Foreign
Minister, but also Special
Representative for border talks, Mr.
Wang now deals in Delhi with both Mr.
Jaishankar and National Security
Adviser Ajit Doval, and is known for
his tough but smooth-talking
engagement style during the four-year
military stando� after PLA
transgressions along the Line of Actual
Control and the Galwan clashes, and
earlier, during the Doklam stando�.

Setting up the �rst “inter-
governmental organisation for
international mediation” in Hong Kong
in May this year, Mr. Wang outlined his
vision. “The birth of the mediation
centre will help transcend the
‘you-lose-I-win’ zero-sum mentality,
promote the amicable resolution of
international disputes and foster more
harmonious international relations,”
he said. However, for interlocutors
bruised during hard-fought diplomatic
negotiations with him, Mr. Wang’s
version of “win-win” is more aligned to
the old maxim — when Beijing says
“win-win”, it means China must “win
twice”.

The ‘silver fox’ of Chinese diplomacy
Wang Yi

The Communist Party of China Politburo member, with more sway than other Ministers due to his seniority in the party structure, is now the unassailable Czar 
of President Xi Jinping’s foreign policy 

Suhasini Haidar THE GIST
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A
series of bomb
blasts on February
14, 1998 in Coimba-

tore proved to be a signi�-
cant turning point in the
career of C.P. Radhakrish-
nan, the BJP-led NDA’s
Vice-Presidential candi-
date. The explosions oc-
curred at various loca-
tions, including near a rally
that was to be addressed
by BJP leader L.K. Advani,
just before the second
phase of the Lok Sabha
elections. The blasts
claimed 58 lives.

The blasts, orchestrated
by Al-Umma — a radical Is-
lamist organisation born in
the aftermath of the Babri
Masjid demolition — had
polarised the political ter-
rain of the city. Founded
by S.A. Basha in 1993, Al-
Umma had previously tar-
geted the RSS o�ce in
Chennai, resulting in the
deaths of 11 people. The
Coimbatore blasts turned
the tide in favour of the
BJP, which was then part of
the AIADMK alliance.

Three BJP candidates se-
cured victories, including
Mr. Radhakrishnan, who
won the Coimbatore Lok
Sabha seat with a margin of
over 1.4 lakh votes. Follow-
ing this success, the BJP
and its allies, led by A.B.
Vajpayee, formed the go-
vernment at the Centre.
However, the government
lasted only one year, as
AIADMK leader Jayalalith-

aa withdrew her support. 
Subsequently, the BJP

formed an alliance with
the DMK, then the ruling
party in Tamil Nadu. Mr.
Radhakrishnan was re-
elected from Coimbatore
in the 1999 general elec-
tions. His election from
Coimbatore — the ‘capital’
of the Kongu region and an
industrial hub of Tamil Na-
du — further propelled his
political ascent. 

Turn to the Sangh 
Mr. Radhakrishnan, a busi-
nessman who runs textile
units, comes from a family
of Congress supporters.
However, his political lean-
ings shifted towards the Ja-
nata Party and Jan Sangh.

He accompanied the
late Prime Minister Chan-
dra Shekhar on a nation-
wide padayatra from Kan-
niyakumari in 1983. He also
worked closely with the
Hindu Munnani, founded
by Rama Gopalan, who
spearheaded the Hindutva
ideology in Tamil Nadu.
Later, he joined the RSS,
eventually becoming the

president of the Sangh in
Tiruppur.

A member of the social-
ly dominant and economi-
cally prosperous Kongu
Vellalar community, he be-
came the secretary of the
BJP’s Tamil Nadu unit in
1996. He served as the par-
ty’s president between
2003 and 2006. Within the
Tamil Nadu BJP, while the
late L. Ganesan was the
blue-eyed boy of L.K. Ad-
vani, Mr. Radhakrishnan
had a similarly close bond
with Vajpayee. An avid
sportsman, he is a table-
tennis champion.

The communally polar-
ised Kongu belt, following
the Coimbatore bomb
blasts, prepared the
ground for the emergence
of BJP leaders from the
Kongu Vellalar communi-
ty, known as Gounders.
The Kongu region is also a
stronghold of the AIADMK,
now an ally of the BJP,
which elected more MLAs
from the party in the last
two Assembly elections in
the State. AIADMK leader
and former Chief Minister

Edappadi K. Palaniswami
is also a member of the
community.

As the Kongu region is a
key focus for the BJP lea-
dership, it has consistently
chosen leaders from the
area and rewarded them
accordingly. In many ways,
Mr. Radhakrishnan is the
�rst prominent BJP face
from the region. After him
came L. Murugan, hailing
from the Scheduled Caste,
who became the BJP’s
State president and is now
a Union Minister. K. Anna-
malai, an IPS o�cer-
turned-politician, is also a
Kongu Vellalar. The party’s
All India Mahila Morcha
leader and MLA Vanathi
Srinivasan also belongs to
the community.

By nominating Mr. Rad-
hakrishnan as the Vice-
Presidential candidate, the
BJP seeks to o�er the com-
munity a prominent na-
tional presence after a gap
of many years. After Dr. P.
Subbarayan, a Congress
leader and Union Minister,
and C. Subramaniam, who
served as Union Minister
and Maharashtra Gover-
nor, the community did
not secure a vital place in
national politics. 

The BJP appointed Mr.
Radhakrishnan as the Go-
vernor of Jharkhand before
transferring him to the Raj
Bhavan in Maharashtra.
His position as Vice-Presi-
dent is expected to bolster
the BJP’s in�uence in the
Kongu region.

Sa�ron’s southern face 
C.P. Radhakrishnan

The BJP leader, who rose to prominence after his 1998 Lok Sabha election victory from

Coimbatore, soon after a series of blasts shook the city, is the party’s Vice-Presidential candidate 

B. Kolappan

A
t his acceptance
speech as the
Chairman of the

U.S. Federal Reserve Board
at the White House Rose
Garden on November 2,
2017, Jerome Hayden Po-
well �nished by saying: “I
am committed to making
decisions with objectivity
and based on the best
available evidence, in the
long-standing tradition of
monetary policy indepen-
dence.” He said this fully
cognisant of the friction
that lay ahead between the
Treasury and the Ameri-
can Central Bank, as has of-
ten been the case since the
Federal Reserve system’s
creation through an Act of
Congress in 1913. But he
would not have expected
to be publicly berated as a
“knucklehead”; or as an
“enemy worse than Xi”, by
the very man, President
Donald Trump, who nomi-
nated him for the Chair’s
position. 

Mr. Powell is a regis-
tered Republican. But he
was appointed to the se-
ven-member Board of Go-
vernors of the Fed by a De-
mocratic President —
Barack Obama in 2012 —
and will serve on the Board
till his term ends on Janu-
ary 31, 2028. 

An undergraduate in
politics from Princeton
and law from Georgetown
University, Mr. Powell had
a wealthy upbringing in

the posh Washington sub-
urb of Chevy Chase. His
father was a lawyer and
mother a mathematician
who also volunteered at
the Republican National
Committee. Conventional-
ly, Fed Chairs have been re-
nominated several times
by Presidents cutting
across party lines, to mark
continuity, non-partisan-
ship, and stability — all fac-
tors favoured by markets
and enterprises. 

Not since the Treasury-
Fed Accord of 1951 has
there been a more frontal
attack on the indepen-
dence of the U.S. Central
Bank in the vitriolic man-
ner pursued by President
Trump both during his �rst
and current term. 

Trouble began weeks af-
ter Mr. Powell took o�ce
on February 5, 2018. He
continued with incremen-
tal interest rate hikes
through the year, pursued
by Mr. Powells’ predeces-
sor Janet Yellen. She had
begun revising rates in De-
cember 2015 for the �rst
time since the 2008 Global

Financial Crisis, when
rates were reduced to near
zero for the �rst time in 50
years. But Mr. Powell pivot-
ed in 2019 to “insurance
cuts” amid trade war un-
certainty, and �nancial
markets rallied strongly. 

Call for resignation 
Mr. Trump broke with con-
vention by publicly com-
menting on the Central
Bank’s monetary policy
stance by stating that he
was “not thrilled” with the
rate hikes beginning in
March 2018. In the months
to come, criticism quickly
turned into jeering, peak-
ing with Mr. Trump calling
for Mr. Powell’s resignation
in December 2018. 

In contrast, Mr. Powell
has shown restraint, with a
rare interview to CBS’s 60

Minutes in June 2019,
where he responded to the
President’s calls for his re-
signation by saying “the
law is clear that I have a
four-year term. And I fully
intend to serve it.” 

Among his most notable
policy interventions would

be Mr. Powell’s post pan-
demic response when the
Fed printed $2.9 trillion,
expanding its balance
sheet from $4.7 trillion in
March 2020 to more than
$7 trillion in May and re-
duced interest rates to
near zero between March
3-15, 2020. 

However, Mr. Powell
was slow to respond in
reigning in the post-pan-
demic in�ationary spike —
a phenomenon he wa-
gered would be “transito-
ry”. He later admitted it to
be a miscalculation. The
Fed under Mr. Powell once
again pivoted from near ze-
ro interest rates for more
than a year, steadily raising
them beginning March
2022 to get it to 5.5% by Ju-
ly 2023. 

During his last Jackson
Hole speech on Friday,
where central bank leaders
gathered from across the
world for their foremost
annual global summit, Mr.
Powell received a standing
ovation. Not so much for
his policy interventions,
but for standing �rm and
safeguarding the indepen-
dence of the most conse-
quential pillar of the
world’s monetary system. 

Mr. Powell mentioned
“downside risks” to unem-
ployment, and “upside
risks” to in�ation, indicat-
ing that a near certain rate
cut cycle would begin in
September. This would
most certainly be music for
Mr. Trump’s ears. 

Institutional voice
Jerome Powell

The U.S. Federal Reserve Chairman, who has come under constant attacks from President Trump,

stands �rm in protecting the autonomy of the central bank

Kunal Shankar
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S
he chose September, that most 
excellent month, to make her 
move. The monsoon had reced-
ed, leaving Kerala gleaming 
like an emerald strip between 

the mountains and the sea. As the plane 
banked to land, and the earth rose to 
greet us, I couldn’t believe that topogra-
phy could cause such palpable, physical 
pain. I had never known that beloved 
landscape, never imagined it, never 
evoked it, without her being part of  it. I 
couldn’t think of  those hills and trees, 
the green rivers, the shrinking, cement-
ed-over rice fields with giant billboards 
rising out of  them advertising awful 
wedding saris and even worse jewellery, 
without thinking of  her. She was woven 
through it all, taller in my mind than any 
billboard, more perilous than any river 
in spate, more relentless than the rain, 
more present than the sea itself. How 
could this have happened? How? She 
checked out with no advance notice.  
Typically unpredictable.

The church didn’t want her. She 
didn’t want the church. (There was 
savage history there, nothing to do 
with God.) So given her standing in our 
town, and given our town, we had to 
fashion a fitting funeral for her. The 
local papers reported her passing on 
their front pages; most national pa-
pers mentioned it, too. The internet 
lit up with an outpouring of  love 
from generations of  students who 
had studied in the school she 
founded, whose lives she had 
transformed, and from others 
who knew of  the legendary legal 
battle she had waged and won 
for equal inheritance rights for 
Christian women in Kerala. 
The deluge of  obituaries made 
it even more crucial that we do 
the right thing and send her off  
the way she deserved. But what 
was that right thing? Fortunately, 
on the day she died the school was 
closed and the children had gone 
home. The campus was ours. It was a 
huge relief. Perhaps she had planned 
that, too.

Conversations about her death 
and its consequences for us, especial-
ly me, had begun when I was three 
years old. She was thirty then, debilitat-
ed by asthma, dead broke (her only asset 
was a bachelor’s degree in education), 
and she had just walked out on her hus-

band — my father, I should say, although 
somehow that comes out sounding 
strange. She was almost eighty-nine 
when she died, so we had sixty years to 
discuss her imminent death and her lat-
est will and testament, which, 
given her preoccupation with 
inheritance and wills, she re-
wrote almost every other 
week. The number of  false 
alarms, close shaves and great 
escapes that she racked up would have 
given Houdini pause for thought. They 
lulled us into a sort of  catastrophe com-
placency. I truly believed she would out-

live me. When she 
didn’t, I was wrecked, 
heart-smashed. I am 
puzzled and more 
than a little ashamed 
by the intensity of  
my response.

My brother put 
his finger sharply 
on that nerve. ‘I 
don’t understand 
your reaction. 
She treated no-
body as badly as 
she treated you.’ 
He could be 

right, although according to me, it was 
he who held that trophy. I can understand 
him feeling that I was humiliating my-
self  by not acknowledging what had 
happened to us as children. But I had put 

that behind me a long time 
ago. I have seen and written 
about such sorrow, such sys-
temic deprivation, such un-
mitigated wickedness, such 
diverse iterations of  hell, that 

I can only count myself  among the most 
fortunate. I have thought of  my own life 
as a footnote to the things that really 
matter. Never tragic, often hilarious. Or 
perhaps this is the lie I tell myself. May-
be I pitched my tent where the wind 
blows strongest hoping it would blow my 
heart clean out of  my body. Perhaps what 
I am about to write is a betrayal of  my 
younger self  by the person I have be-
come. If  so, it’s no small sin. But I’m in 
no position to be the judge of  that.

I left home — stopped going home, or 
what passed as home — after I turned 
eighteen. I had just entered my third year 
at the School of  Architecture in Delhi.

In those days we finished high school 
at sixteen. That’s how old I was in the 
summer of  1976 when I first arrived at 
Nizamuddin Station, alone, without 
even a working knowledge of  Hindi, to 
take the entrance exam for the School 
of  Architecture. I was terrified and had 
a knife in my bag. Delhi was three days 
and two nights away by train from 
Cochin, which is a three-hour drive 
from our town, Kottayam, which in turn 
is a few kilometres away from our vil-
lage, Ayemenem, where I spent my ear-
ly childhood. In other words, for me 
Delhi was a different country altogeth-
er. Different language, different food, 
different climate, different everything. 
The scale of  the city was beyond my 

comprehension. I came from a place 
where everybody knew where everyone 
lived. Pathetically, I asked an auto-rick-
shaw driver if  he could take me to the 
home of  my mother’s older sister, Mrs 
Joseph. I assumed he knew where she 
lived. He took a deep drag of  his bidi and 
turned away, looking bored. Two years 
later I was the one smoking bidis and 
cultivating that peerless look of  bored 
disdain. In time I traded in my knife for 
a good supply of  hashish and some big-
city attitude. I had emigrated.

I left my mother not because I didn’t 
love her, but in order to be able to contin-
ue to love her. Staying would have made 
that impossible. Once I left, I didn’t see 
or speak to her for years. She never 
looked for me. She never asked me why 
I left. There was no need for that. We both 
knew. We settled on a lie. A good one. I 
crafted it — ‘She loved me enough to let 
me go.’ That’s what I said at the front of  
my first novel, ‘The God of  Small 
Things’, which I dedicated to her. She 
quoted it often, as though it were God’s 
truth. My brother jokes that it’s the only 
piece of  real fiction in the book. To the 
end of  her days, she never asked me how 
I managed during those seven years 
when I was a runaway. She never asked 

where I lived, how I completed my course 
of  study and took my degree. I never told 
her. I managed well enough.

After our brittle, tentative reunion, I 
returned to her, visiting her regularly 
over the years as an independent adult, 
a qualified architect, a production design-
er, a writer, but most of  all as a woman 
watching another with love and admira-
tion — and a fair amount of  disquiet — 
not just for her great qualities, but the 
opposite, too. In that conservative, stifling 
little South Indian town, where, in those 
days, women were only allowed the op-
tion of  cloying virtue — or its affectation 
— my mother conducted herself  with the 
edginess of  a gangster. I watched her un-
leash all of  herself  — her genius, her 
eccentricity, her radical kindness, her 
militant courage, her ruthlessness, her 
generosity, her cruelty, her bullying, her 
head for business and her wild, unpre-
dictable temper — with complete aban-
don on our tiny, insular Syrian Christian 
society, which, because of  its education 
and relative wealth, was sequestered 
from the swirling violence and debilitat-
ing poverty in the rest of  the country. I 
watched her make space for the whole of  
herself, for all her selves, in that little 
world. It was nothing short of  a miracle 
— a terror and a wonder to behold.

Once I learned to protect myself  
(somewhat) from its soul-crushing 
meanness, I even grew fascinated by her 
wrath against motherhood itself. Some-
times the barefaced nakedness of  it 
made me laugh. Not the laughing-out-
loud kind of  laughter, but the kind that 
comes upon you when you are alone. 
When you surgically excise an incident 
from its circumstances and look at it 
dispassionately, shorn of  context. As 
though she were someone else’s mother 
and as though it were not I but someone 
else who was the object of  her wrath.

Excerpted from ‘Mother Mary 
Comes To Me’ by Arundhati Roy  

with permission from Penguin  
Random House India

 In her new memoir ‘Mother Mary Comes To Me’, Booker Prize winner Arundhati Roy 
explores her complex bond with the mother who both shaped and scarred her 
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In that conservative, 
stifling little South 

Indian town, where, in those 
days, women were only allowed 
the option of cloying virtue —  
or its affectation — my mother 
conducted herself with the 
edginess of a gangster

‘I left my mother not because I didn’t love her, 
but in order to be able to continue to love her’

8am Last weekend, along with India, the con-
tents of  my stomach also celebrated Inde-

pendence Day for a good 24 hours. Like all freedom 
struggles, there was a steep price to pay, but this morn-
ing the scale rewarded me with a loss of  0.65 kilos. I 
immediately called up my sister with the good news.

‘If  only you tracked the stock market with the same 
zeal you track your weight, you would be Warren Buf-
fett,’ she said.

I would have retorted, but a mosquito began its solo 
dance recital around my head before landing on my 
leg for brunch. Thanks to dengue, I keep my racket 
charged and ready. Without moving a single thigh 
muscle, I swatted the pest into oblivion.

India’s tennis champions owe their victories not 
to foreign coaches but to generations of  mosquito 
combat. It takes real skill to smash an object 800% 
smaller than a tennis ball and one that zigzags like it’s 
failing a sobriety test. When Leander Paes and Mahesh 
Bhupathi lifted the Wimbledon doubles trophy in 1999, 
they should have thanked the mosquitoes for provid-
ing decades of  hand-eye coordination exercises.

‘Hello? What’s wrong with you?’ My sister’s tinny 
voice interrupted. I’d forgotten she was still on the 
line. When I recount my mosquito duel, she sighed, 
‘You only battle mosquitoes. Delhi now has snakes 
slithering about.’

‘Snakes are manageable,’ I told her. 
‘It’s the two-legged chameleons in Delhi 
politics that terrify me. At least, vipers 
don’t get to pass motions in Parliament.’

11am The office ceiling con-
tinues to drip. I have 

even suggested installing a basin with 
a cherub under it to turn it into a foun-
tain. Water has seeped into the meter 
room, so the power is out for two hours. 
Despite the drizzle, it’s so warm and 
humid that, combined with my hot 
flashes, my bones are turning into paya 
soup. As I start tearing a sheet of  paper 
from an investment proposal to turn 
into an accordion fan, I am reminded 
of  a recent news item. The principal of  
Lakshmibai College smeared cow dung 
on classroom walls, claiming it would 
cool the room. The students asked for 
fans. They got faeces. Tit for tat — or 
rather, tit for turd. The students retal-
iated by decorating the principal’s of-
fice in dung rangoli.

Lacking both a cow and some dung, I 
flap away with my homemade fan, which 
is a better use of  all these investment 
plans anyway, where I put in all the mon-
ey and the finance minister pockets a 
good percentage of  my earnings for her 
kitty. The fan alleviates my symptoms, so 
I suppose some traditional cooling meth-
ods work better than others.

2pm Lunch break means collapsing 
into a black hole called Insta-

gram. Einstein was right that time slows 
down, but only when you’re watching airport-look reels.

For over a fortnight, my feed has been buzzing about 
the Supreme Court’s order to remove thousands of  
stray dogs from Delhi streets, citing a rise in rabies 
cases. Our building, too, has a few strays that have been 
unofficially adopted. It started with a little tawny pup 
that we named Coco and then encompassed all her chil-
dren over the years. The dogs are vaccinated, but we 
haven’t sterilised them. The threat of  them being taken 
away and locked up made it more personal than some-
thing seen through a phone screen.

On the flip side, the protests against removal of  
strays also revealed an inherent hypocrisy prevalent 
in human nature, including mine. I applaud the pro-
testers who show up with placards, braving downpours 
and getting dragged through the mud by the police. But 
there are also an infinite number of  armchair protes-
tors who seem to spend their lunch break posting about 
the strays between bites of  mutton biryani. We thrive 
on selective empathy. Either all life is precious, or none 
is, but morality tastes better when served with a Mc-
Donald’s hamburger. Still, there has to be a middle path. 
Sterilisation and vaccination protect both people and 

strays. Fortunately, the Supreme Court has modified 
its previous order. Blanket removal of  the dogs was, at 
best, convenience turned into policy.

4pm A pigeon lands on my balcony railing. For-
tunately, it’s not ‘bring your dog to work’ 

day. The last time our golden retriever came to the office, 
he lunged with startling speed at a pigeon perched in 
the exact spot and brought it to me, dangling from his 
mouth with a triumphant expression. Perhaps he was 
secretly working as a govt agent to control the pigeon 
population in light of  the recent ban against feeding 
them. Their droppings, doctors warn, are a respiratory 
hazard. My mother-in-law’s pulmonologist even advised 
us to install spikes on the balcony to keep them away. 
The Mumbai pigeon ban has also caused an uproar. 
While protestors cite religious reasons and compassion, 

experts say the birds have become a menace. Shake-
speare wrote about roses with different names smelling 
the same but should have added a caveat, ‘A bird by any 
other name does not taste the same.’

6.30pm Pruning my pots of  mint, I watch 
squirrels turn my garden into Cirque 

du Soleil as they leap between mulberry and coconut 
trees. This is the first year that I have noticed a few squir-
rels in my garden. They have reproduced quickly, and 
now there are over a dozen scampering across the build-
ing compound. Morality is what the majority approves. 
We decide which animals should be exterminated, saved 
or roasted. Squirrels and rats are both rodents and car-
ry similar diseases — leptospirosis and even rabies to 
some extent — but one gets its photographs posted on 
Instagram while the other gets poisoned.

Humans are by far the most dangerous creatures with 
our warring, murdering, polluting ways. Snakes, mos-
quitoes, and dogs bite to survive. We chew the world alive. 
Then when our insides occasionally rumble, like mine 
did all of  last week, we pop a Hajmola and burp out plat-
itudes before going back to finish our chicken wings.

KABOOTAR JA JA JA,  
but humans kha kha kha

Mrs. Funnybones

TWINKLE  
KHANNA

The Mumbai pigeon ban has also caused an 
uproar. While protestors cite religious reasons 
and compassion, experts say the birds have 
become a menace. Shakespeare wrote about 
roses with different names smelling the same 
but should have added a caveat, ‘A bird by any 
other name does not taste the same’

Illustration by Chad Crowe (USA)
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I
f  marriage is about building a life to-
gether, then why do some couples choose 
to live apart? Shouldn’t matrimony 
mean sharing a home, a routine and 

bearing witness to the everyday messiness 
of  life? Why would two loving individuals 
willingly put distance between themselves? 
Yet, for a growing number of  Indian couples, 
Living Apart Together (LAT) isn’t just an 
arrangement — it’s what makes their mar-
riage work.

Mumbai-based advertising professionals 
Rohan Pillai and Meera Rao seemed to have 
a conventional marriage — until the arrival 
of  their daughter shifted their living situa-
tion. Rao (names changed on request) didn’t 
get along with Pillai’s parents, and rather than 
force an uneasy cohabitation, they arrived at 
a practical compromise: Rao moved into a 
nearby rented home with their five-year-old 
daughter, while Pillai continued living with 
his elderly parents. It allows Pillai to fulfill 

his duty as a son while Rao maintains her 
autonomy as a mother and an individual. 
“People keep asking if  we’re separated, but 
we’re still a family, just not in the way others 
expect. My husband visits, our son goes over 
to his grandparents on the weekend, and we 
still function as a couple. Not every couple 
needs to live together to stay together.”

Forget snoring snafus and laundry piling 
up on ‘his’ and ‘her’ chairs, these married cou-
ples are proving that love doesn’t need constant 
proximity, just trust, respect and well-timed 
video calls. Plus, the freedom to chart individ-
ual paths while staying committed to each 
other. Unlike long-distance marriages driven 
by necessity, LAT is a conscious choice. Ruchi 
Ruuh, Delhi-based relationship counsellor, who 
has clients practising LAT, admits it’s a still 
niche lifestyle choice, at least in India. “We see 
this more among high-achieving professionals, 
women seeking independence, people in sec-
ond marriages, and those in unconventional 
careers like artists and freelancers,” she says.

It’s not always a logistical choice, driven 
by work obligations. “Some function better 
when they have solitude and independence. 
Others may have vastly different lifestyles 
— whether it’s social preferences, sleeping 
patterns or cleanliness habits — making sep-
arate living arrangements a practical solu-
tion,” Ruuh says. For many Indian women 
like Rao, LAT also provides a way out of  tra-
ditional gender expectations in marital homes 
where they are still expected to shoulder most 

chores and caregiv-
ing responsibilities.

Jagriti Gangopadhyay, 
an associate professor of  soci-
ology at Manipal Centre for Hu-
manities married her husband, an 
academic in metallurgy, in 2013. 
They met as students at IIT Bombay, 
dated for two years, and then found 
themselves accepted into different in-
stitutions for their PhDs — Gangopadhyay at 
IIT Gandhinagar, her husband at IIT Kharag-
pur. The initial years were not easy. The heavy 
workload and distance were barriers, ones that 
the financial constraints that come with mod-
est PhD stipends only worsened.

Even after their PhDs, neither felt the 
need to merge their lives under one roof. 
They got jobs in different cities, and having 
a child only solidified the decision. “My 
workplace offers excellent childcare and 
medical facilities. Everything is within a 
ten-minute radius — subsidised daycare, 
community centers, extracurriculars. My 
husband agrees that I have better facilities 
here, which is why our son stays with me,” 
Gangopadhyay says, adding that the arrange-
ment doesn’t jeopardise family time: holidays 
and summer vacations are synchronised 
according to their academic calendars, and 
technology enables constant contact.

Gangopadhyay says the secret to sustain 
an LAT relationship is trust and a shared 
commitment to their careers. “Trust plays a 
big role in this kind of  relationship. I also 
think this whole idea of  masculinity is 
changing in India — husbands are now grad-
ually leaning towards being supportive of  
their wives’ careers rather than expecting 
them to make sacrifices,” says the academic 
who has also researched LAT marriages.

Over the last three years, Gurugram-based 
matrimonial lawyer Palak 
Jairath has increasingly 
heard from clients consider-
ing LAT. “Usually, when we 
talk about divorce, we think 

there is a problem between 
husband and wife. But there are 

other problems like in-laws, ca-
reer opportunities or sometimes 

they’re just not happy living together.” 
For such couples, LAT allows them to 

maintain stability for their children or 
because they aren’t emotionally or finan-

cially prepared for divorce.
Societal stigma around the unconvention-

al set-up persists. “People wonder — she’s 
living alone, her husband is also on his own, 
but they meet at parties, arrive in different 
cars, leave separately, go on holidays. It’s 
confusing for the neighbours,” says Shibani 
Singh (name changed), an interior designer 
who has been in an LAT arrangement with 
her husband for five years. She lives with her 
teenage son, while her husband stays with 
his parents. “My son is perfectly happy with 
the arrangement. He sees his father almost 
every day. Even my in-laws don’t mind any-
more. You know how society is — people say, 
‘Because of  the wife, the son left the parents.’ 
I never wanted that tag,” she adds.

LAT couples are often dismissed as selfish 
or uncommitted. “Just because a couple 
chooses not to live together doesn’t mean they 
don’t value their marriage. They have simply 
refined the institution in a way that works 
best for them,” says Ruuh. “Most research 
from the West indicates that LAT couples ex-
perience fewer household disagreements, 
avoid repetitive conflicts and make more in-
tentional efforts to nurture their bond rather 
than taking each other for granted.” 

For Trinetri Sinha, who teaches at a govt 
school in Medinipur district in West Bengal, 
the decision to live separately from her part-
ner is shaped by her daughter’s needs. Writ-
anya, now four, has an extremely restricted 
diet and a deep aversion to common staples 
like rice. “Since she was two, she’s rejected 
most typical food. We’ve seen doctors from 
Kolkata to Hyderabad, but no one knows 
why,” says Sinha. Her husband is working in 
Hyderabad, but moving there is a non-start-
er. “She’s surrounded by a support system 
here. If  I move her to Hyderabad, she’ll lose 

touch with her mother tongue and emo-
tional anchors. I don’t have the 

bandwidth for those kinds of  
translocation experiments.”

Though the couple only 
meets during vacations, 
Sinha insists their bond is 
strong. “We dated for seven 
years before marriage. 

That understanding car-
ries us through.” As for 
the romantic ideal of  

constant proximity, she is 
clear: “Living apart hasn’t 
weakened our marriage — 
in many ways, it’s made it 
more intentional.” 

Together but apart! Why some Indian 
couples are choosing LAT marriages
Living separately while 

married may sound strange, 
but some couples say the 

distance and independence 
is what makes their 
relationship work

Illustration by Chad Crowe (USA)

Trust plays a big role in this 
kind of relationship. I also 

think this whole idea of masculinity 
is changing in India. Husbands are 
now gradually leaning towards being 
supportive of their wives’ 
careers rather than 
expecting them to  
make sacrifices
Jagriti Gangopadhyay,
academic who has been in a lat 
relationship for twelve years

LAT US BE: Trinetri Sinha and her 
husband meet only in vacations 
but their bond is strong
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