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Return, reckoning

he return of Tarique Rahman to Bangladesh after

nearly two decades in exile is more than a personal

political comeback. It marks a decisive moment in the

country’s post-uprising recalibration, where power,
legitimacy, and memory are being renegotiated all at once. In a
political landscape cleared by the dramatic fall of Sheikh
Hasina, Mr Rahman’s arrival signals the consolidation of an
alternative centre of authority rather than the emergence of a
genuinely new political order.

For many Bangladeshis, Mr Rahman embodies continuity
rather than rupture. As the heir to the Zia family legacy and the
leading face of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, he represents a
familiar pole in a system long defined by dynastic rivalry. Yet
timing matters. His return comes at a moment when
institutional trust has been deeply eroded by years of
repression, violent protests, and the politicisation of justice. In
such conditions, familiarity can feel reassuring, even if it carries
unresolved baggage.

The clearing of legal cases against Mr Rahman following the
collapse of the previous regime underlines a persistent
weakness in Bangladesh’s governance framework: the use of
courts as instruments of political combat. While his supporters
view this vindication as proof of persecution, critics see it as
another example of how accountability bends with shifts in
power. The danger lies in mistaking legal reversals for moral
closure. Without transparent reckoning, political amnesia risks
becoming the price of stability.

Yet public euphoria should not be mistaken for democratic
renewal. Crowds can signal momentum, but they cannot
substitute for institutions weakened by years of executive
dominance. Without credible electoral safeguards, independent
courts, and a culture of restraint, popular returns risk
entrenching majoritarian authority rather than correcting the
systemic failures that produced the crisis. The upcoming
election, widely described as consequential, is therefore less
about electoral arithmetic than about the nature of the state
that will emerge. With the former ruling party effectively
sidelined, the contest risks becoming an exercise in succession
rather than representation. Mr Rahman’s popularity on the
streets reflects organisational strength and pent-up opposition
energy, but it also exposes the absence of institutional
counterweights capable of broadening political choice.

From an Indian perspective, this transition deserves careful,
unsentimental scrutiny. Bangladesh is not merely a neighbour
but a strategic partner whose internal stability directly affects
regional security, border management, and economic
integration. A government born out of exclusion rather than
reconciliation may find early legitimacy at home, but it could
struggle with long-term coherence and external credibility.

Ultimately, Mr Rahman’s return is a test not just of leadership
but of learning. If Bangladesh’s next phase merely restores an
older political equilibrium under new circumstances, the cycle
of grievance and reversal will continue. If, however, this
moment is used to rebuild institutions rather than personalise
power, Mr Rahman’s homecoming could yet become a turning
point rather than a prelude to repetition.

Unfinished Justice

he sudden discovery of more than a million additional

documents linked to Jeffrey Epstein does not merely

extend a scandal; it reopens a fundamental question

about power, accountability, and the limits of
institutional transparency. Years after Epstein’s death, the
continuing drip of files suggests that the public reckoning with
his crimes was never truly complete, only deferred.

What stands out is not just the scale of the material but the
manner of its release. Staggered disclosures, shifting timelines,
and heavy redactions have turned what should have been a
clarifying exercise into a source of renewed mistrust. When
authorities insist that they are complying with the law while
repeatedly missing deadlines, the credibility gap widens.
Transparency delayed, especially under legal compulsion, risks
being perceived as transparency resisted.

At the centre of the dispute is the boundary between
protecting victims and protecting reputations. Safeguarding
survivors’ identities is non-negotiable. But when redactions
extend beyond that narrow purpose, the process begins to look
less like justice and more like damage control. The explicit
rejection of “reputational harm” as a valid reason for secrecy
reflects a hard-earned lesson: powerful individuals have
historically escaped scrutiny precisely because institutions
treated embarrassment as equivalent to injustice.

The unresolved question of Epstein’s possible
co-conspirators is particularly corrosive. The absence of clarity
feeds speculation and conspiracy, neither of which serves
victims or the rule of law. Silence creates its own narrative, one
in which influence appears to trump accountability. Even if
further investigation ultimately clears some names, the refusal
to address them openly prolongs doubt and deepens cynicism.

In the absence of decisive closure, secrecy itself becomes a
second injury, compounding harm long after the original
crimes. The episode also exposes structural weaknesses
within the justice system. That such a vast archive could surface
so late suggests fragmented record-keeping, poor inter-agency
coordination, or an institutional reluctance to confront
uncomfortable implications. None of these explanations
inspires confidence. In cases involving elite wrongdoing,
process matters as much as outcome, because process is what
distinguishes justice from mere assertion of authority.

There is a broader democratic cost to this drawn-out
disclosure. Public faith in legal institutions depends on the
belief that rules apply evenly, regardless of wealth or proximity
to power. When transparency appears selective, citizens begin
to assume that truth itself is negotiable. That erosion of trust
causes lasting damage, far beyond the confines of a single
criminal case. Ultimately, the Epstein files are less about
salacious details than about whether the system can confront
its own failures. Genuine closure will not come from endless
document dumps, but from a clear demonstration that the law
is capable of naming wrongdoing wherever it leads.

Until then, each newly “discovered” cache of papers will feel less
like progress and more like proof that justice, in this case,
remains unfinished.
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Toxic Delhi

Alargenumberof scientists and
engineersareattemptingto
develop AL, machinelearning
(ML) anddeeplearning
methodsforpredictingair
pollutant concentration. In
ordertoimprovetheaccuracyof
thesemodels, datafroma
densernetwork of surfacelevel
and satellitemeasurementsof
pollution constituentswould be
required. Theobservations
wouldshowthelocationswith
highpollutionenablingthemto
identifytherootcauses.
Accordingly, suitablemeasures
canbeimplementedtocheck
suchsourcesof pollution

elhi’s air pollution is no longer a
temporary crisis. It has become a
regular and predictable condition.
What should have triggered
sustained alarm has instead settled into
what The Statesman aptly described as
“choking normality”, where citizens adjust
their lives while authorities attempt to
manage the problem without much success.

Quietly, the poisoned air has come to be
accepted as part of urban existence. This
article explains, in simple terms, what this
pollution is, why it is so harmful, and why
there is now no alternative but to act
decisively and root it out before it irreversibly
damages a city of beauty, heritage, and
architectural vistas.

Air pollution in Delhi is not a single
invisible enemy. It is a complex mixture of
microscopic particles and harmful gases
produced largely by human activity. The
most dangerous components are fine
Particulate Matter (PM) known as PM10
and PM2.5. PM10 particles are small enough
to enter the nose and throat, while PM2.5
particles are even smaller, allowing them to
penetrate deep into the lungs and pass into
the bloodstream. These particles are produced
by the emissions from automobiles, power
plants, biomass burning, and forest fires.

These particles are accompanied by
harmful gases released mainly from vehicles,
coal-based power generation, and incomplete
combustion, including nitrogen oxides,
sulphur dioxide, carbon monoxide, and
ground-level ozone formed through chemical
reactions under sunlight.

During winter, meteorology worsens the
situation. As the surface cools rapidly, cold
air near the ground becomes trapped beneath
a layer of warmer air above, preventing
vertical convection and mixing,

Pollutants emitted day after day remain
confined close to the surface, accumulating
into dense smog ~ a combination of smoke
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and fog. The smoke arises primarily from
the burning of coal, biomass, plastics, and
other polluting fuels. With the air remaining
steady and non-dispersive, pollution builds
up cumulatively, making winter air in Delhi
particularly oppressive.

inthe wider region; routine burning of waste
and biomass; and widespread use of diesel

generators.
What is striking is that these causes are
well-known, as are their possible solutions.
The real issue lies in the

The health consequences are severe
and operate on two timescales. In the
short term, high pollution levels cause
eye and throat irritation, coughing,
breathlessness, headaches, and extreme
fatigue. Hence hospitals see sharp increases
in patients suffering from asthma attacks,
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absence of sustained and
structural action. Policies
appear, often during pollution
emergencies, but fade once
public attention subsides.
This pattern of reaction
without reform has allowed

respiratory infections, and cardiac distress.
For the elderly, children, pregnant women,
and those with existing heart or lung
disease, even brief exposure can be
dangerous. These immediate effects,
however, are only part of the damage.

The long-term effects are far more
alarming. Continuous exposure damages
lung tissue, permanently reduces lung
capacity in children, increases the risk
of heart attacks and strokes, contributes
to diabetes and metabolic isorders, and
significantly raises the likelihood of lung
cancer. Scientific evidence now also links
air pollution to cognitive decline and
neurological disorders. The burden does
not fall equally: traffic police, street vendors,
construction workers, and the urban poor
breathe the worst air and pay the highest
price. Air pollution, therefore, is not merely
an environmental problem; it is a public
health and social justice issue.

Delhi’s predicament is often explained
away by isolating individual causes like
stubble burning in neighbouring states,
Diwali fireworks, or unfavourable weather.
This fragmentation of cause and effect
obscures the real picture. The city’s pollution
arises from multiple sources acting together:
an enormous and growing vehicle fleet
operating in chronic congestion; relentless
construction activity without effective dust
control; coal-based power plants and industries

toxic air to become routine.

SUBHAS
CHAKRAVARTY That this trajectory can
be reversed is not a matter
Thewriteris  of speculation. Cities like
ex-ISRO Beijing, once suffered pollution
Brahma levels comparable to Delhi’s.
Prakash Faced with mounting health
Professor, and economic costs, China
Bengaluru implemented a coordinated

national clean-air strategy.
Polluting industries were
shut or relocated, coal use
was sharply reduced, emission norms were
enforced strictly, electric public transport
expanded rapidly, and officials were held
accountable for air-quality outcomes. Within
adecade, particulate pollution fell dramatically.

Similar recoveries have been recorded
elsewhere. London, once choked by lethal
smog,improved air quality through sustained
regulation, cleaner fuels, and restrictions on
vehicular emissions. Los Angeles and Tokyo,
long associated with severe urban pollution,
achieved major reductions through stringent
emission standards, technological innovation,
and strict enforcement.

Equally important in all these cases is
creating public awareness, i.e. citizens are
informed, educated, and encouraged to
cooperate with authorities, accept temporary
inconveniences, and adhere to policy guidelines
in the larger interest of public health.

Alarge number of scientists and engineers

are attempting to develop AI, machine
learning (ML) and deep learning methods
for predicting air pollutant concentration.
In order to improve the accuracy of these
models, data from a denser network of
surface level and satellite measurements of
pollution constituents would be required.
The observations would show the locations
with high pollution enabling to identify the
root causes. Accordingly, suitable measures
can be implemented to check such sources
of pollution.

Delhi now stands at a critical juncture. As
the national capital, it is not merely another
polluted city; it is a test case for urban India.
There is no choice left but to acknowledge
the gravity of the problem and address it at
its roots through cleaner transport, strict
control of construction dust, rapid transition
away from coal and diesel, elimination of
waste burning, and effective regional
coordination across the entire airshed.
Addressing major contributors to air pollution
requires infrastructure for electric vehicles,
enhanced public transit networks, and
prioritization of renewable energy sources
year-round.

If Delhi succeeds, it can set a powerful
example. Bengaluru can prevent traffic
emissions from spiralling into a crisis.
Mumbai can adapt lessons for construction,
portactivity,and industrial clusters. Kolkata
can address coal use, brick kilns, and winter
stagnation before reaching the same tipping
point. Clean air need not be a privilege of a
few cities; it can become a shared urban
standard. Pollution is not the unavoidable
cost of development; it is the consequence
of policy choices.

Different choices can yield different
outcomes. Delhi’s decisive and sustained
action will shape not only its
own future, but also that of India’s rapidly
growing cities. The air we breathe today
will determine how long and how well our
cities survive tomorrow.

When mobs decide who can speak, what happens to democracy?

he night The Daily Starbuilding
was set on fire by mobs incited
by known right-wing political
figures and social media
influencers, at least 28 journalists and
staff were trapped on the rooftop. One of
them wrote on Facebook: “I cannot breathe.”

Anyone who has worked in anewsroom
in Dhaka can imagine the scene ~ smoke
filling the corridors, shouting from below,
the sound of glass breaking, and the quiet
panic of not knowing whether the stairs
are still safe.

Now add one very typical Dhaka detail.
In many buildings, the rooftop door is
often kept locked. If that had been the
case that evening, we would probably
not be discussing a Facebook status. We
would be talking about bodies.

[ cannot remember any other moment
in our 54 years of independence when, at
a time officially described as “peaceful,”

so many journalists came this close to

parts of our public conversation have
being burned alive or mortally wounded  described these newspapers and some

inside their own office. This

was not a protest that went a A Member

little too far.
The way the fire was set

Of The

and the way some people tried
to block the fire service from A N N

reaching the building makeit 2%.%. 5. e wonr

hard to escape one conclusion:
someone deliberately wanted the journalists
to suffer, or worse.

What makes this episode even more
disturbing is that the attackers did not
know the people they were trying to burn.
They had no personal quarrel with a
particular reporter or editor.

In many cases, they probably never
noticed the bylines of those trapped on
the rooftop. Their real target was not
individuals; it was two institutions: The
Daily Star and Prothom Alo. For months,
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Significant

Sir, The signing of the “historic and
ambitious” Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
between India and New Zealand, as reported
in your edition dated December 23, marks a
significant shift in India’s trade diplomacy.

Unlike traditional pacts focused solely
on the movement of goods, this agreement
rightly prioritizes the movement of people.
Theintroduction of a “Temporary Employment
Entry Visa” pathway, with a quota of 5000
visas, is a masterstroke. By explicitly including
Yoga instructors, Indian chefs, and music
teachers alongside IT professionals and
engineers, the agreement acknowledges that
India’s “soft power” is as valuable an economic
asset as its software. This development does
not stand in isolation. Coming on the heels
of the Reserve Bank of India’s astute monetary
management ~ which has seen the rupee
rebound and interest rates moderated to
spur growth ~ the FTA signals a robust start

to 2026. While the tariff liberalization on 70
per cent of lines is welcome, the real victory
lies in the Agri-Technology Action Plans for
kiwifruit and apples. We are finally moving
from merely trading commodities to sharing
capabilities. This is not just a trade deal; it is
a capacity-building partnership.
Yours, etc., Krishan Kumar Chugh,
New Delhi, 23 December.

Important

Sir, The conclusion of a free trade agreement
between India and New Zealand marks an
important economic and strategic step in
India’s expanding global trade engagement.
Finalised in a record nine months, the pact
underlines the shared intent of both nations
to double bilateral trade over the next five
years while strengthening cooperation in
the Indo-Pacific region.

For India, tariff-free access to New Zealand’s
market will boost labour-intensive sectors
such as textiles, leather, marine products,

epaper.thestatesman.com

cultural centres as “anti-national,”
“foreign agents,” or “serving Indian
interests.”

These are serious accusations, yet
they are usually made without
evidence. Still, they are repeated on
TV talk shows, at rallies, and on
Facebook Live videos. Gradually, a

form ofjustice. This pattern is not unique
toBangladesh. In the United States, years
of loose talk about “fake news” helped
normalise hostility towards journalists.
Thelanguage came first; actions followed
later. Dhaka is now witnessing a similar
script, accelerated by social media.
After the brutal attack on Osman Hadi,
speeches at public meetings spoke of
“blood for blood” in reference to alleged

picture emerges in which certain media
houses are no longer seen as legitimate
subjects of criticism, but as enemies.

Sociology offers a useful lens here.
When a group is constantly painted as
traitorous, some begin to feel that violence
against themis acceptable, evenif regrettable.
In other words, they become “killable” in
the public imagination even before a
single match is lit.

India-Awami League connections. Social
media posts listed specific addresses:
Dhanmondi-32, the Indira Gandhi Cultural
Centre, Chhayanaut, Prothom Alo, and
The Daily Star. Anonymous pages, and
even well-known political figures, singled
them out repeatedly.

None of this was hidden. Anyone
following events could see that a climate
was being created in which attacks on

fire to a newsroom can start to feel like a

Once that mentallineis crossed, setting

indmark Free Trade Agreeme
)
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engineering goods and automobiles, improving
their global competitiveness and integration
into value chains.

Equally significant is New Zealand’s
commitment to facilitate $20 billion in
investments over the next 15 years, which
can support manufacturing, technology and
agri-value chains.

The agreement strikes a careful balance
by opening over 70 per cent of tariff lines
while safeguarding sensitive sectors such
as dairy and key farm products. Provisions

these institutions could be framed as
righteous acts.

for agri-technology collaboration, skill mobility
and enhanced visa pathways for Indian
professionals and students further broaden
the pact’s developmental impact.

If implemented effectively, this FTA can
generatejobs, enhance exports and reinforce
India’s role as a trusted economic partner in
a shifting global order.

Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra,
Mohali, 24 December.

East and West

Sir, The editorial ‘Fractured ties’ (26
December) rightly points out that India
cannot afford a destabilised Bangladesh. ..
both sides must remember that neighbours
do not get replaced. They either learn to
manage turbulence ~ or allow it to define
the relationship for years to come.

Would these words of wisdom not apply
to our Western neighbour as well?

Yours, etc., Ritu Khanna,
New Delhi, 26 December.
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ANAMITRO BISWAS

he same year as Asia’s first
Nobel, an FA dropout clerk
of the Madras Port Trust
gathered courage to write
to Prof. G. H. Hardy, who led the
mathematical establishment of
Britain in his era, with a small
sample of his mathematical results
backed by no institutional credibility
or proof. What followed in the next
few years was a collaborative
hurricane of unbelievable findings,
scribbling of ideas that would take
more than a century to realize, and
international scientific limelight
straight on the face of an ‘enigma
like the Hindu Ramanujanwho
arrives unexpectedly out of nowhere’.
Shockingly, apart from academic
circles locally, contemporary
nationalists remained oblivious to
the existence and the untimely
death of perhaps the most brilliant
Indian brain of the 20th century.
The year Ramanujan died was
that of the Khilafat and
Non-cooperation movements. No
prominent leader in British India
bothered to pay homage to the man
of international acclaim as the
second Indian F.R.S,, the first Indian
Fellow of Trinity, and arguably
he most productive Indian
mathematician ever, all in 32 years
of life. Witnesses saw in Ramanujan
‘the immemorial wisdom of the
East’. No mortal could comprehend
the mind map to his striking insights.
Almost always right, he could do
more math in his head than most
of his peers could on paper - and
by math here, I do not mean just
numerical manipulations, but analysis
of structures abstract and vast. For
Bruce Berndt ‘still covered by a
curtain that has barely been drawn’,
to E. T. Bell his artistry was ‘all but
supernatural’. Bell particularly
identified him with his affiliation
to the exotic land of Hindus. His

advent in England was mythically
majestic, and veni, vidi, vici!
Ramanujan led a life of strict
religious observance, up to his
personal space. He continued with
his vegetarian diet into the sanatorium
of Matlock. For him, his deity
Namagiri uncovered secrets of
mathematics. He pictured equations
as thoughts of God. He went
deepenough into spirituality to
attribute human action, like in
anelectric streetcar, to ‘the current
that flows in the overhead wires.
That is the way maya works in this
world.
Hardy, his colleague, insisted that
his religion was simply ‘a matter of

observance and not of intellectual
conviction’.Baron Snow chose not
to trust Hardy's insight in this.
Hardy's self-proclaimed ‘distaste
for all forms of mysticism’ might
have affected his view, but on the
contrary, ‘Hardy’s deep reverence
formathematics... was precisely of
the same kind as impels other
peopleto the worship of God.” To
Dr. George Andrews, a special case
ofmathematicians’ reacting to
subconscious flashes of insight was
Ramanujan’s attachment of that to
his Hindu outlook.

The earliest extant mathematics
of India is embedded intexts of
architecture and rhythm, the

Sulbasiitras and the Chandahs$astras,
where principles of geometry and
combinatorics are stated and utilized
to make the perfect yajiia altar and
the exquisitely resonating hymn.
Scholars like Baudhayana and
Pingala have stated the synopses
of their deductions as Vedic truths.
Following Alexandria’s fall, more
original work had been produced
here, of which the use of zero as a
number apart from place value has
taken up all prominence, but which
also encompasses Brahmagupta's
extension of Euclid’s magnum opus
and Bhaskara’s work on Diophantine
number theory. Dr. Cajori’s book,
published by AMS Chelsea, calls it
the phase of “the Hindus”.

The UGC’s new undergrad syllabus
emphasizes math ‘made in India’.
Algebra, often misattributed to Arab
compiler Khowarizmi’s Al Jebr, and
Varaha Mihira's development of
trigonometry as a tool for astronomy
flourished here before the medieval
Dark Ages after the eclipse of
Nalanda and Taxila. By the time
Ramanujan was born, India was a
subcontinent engulfed inignorance
and shadowed by colonialists.
Ramanujan hailed from a corner
distantin infrastructure and culture
from the anglicized capitals of
Bombay and Calcutta. Ramanujan,
with all his familiarity of Sanskrit,
could not have read the works of
the Indian stalwarts, which had
been pushed to obscurity.

As India had to re-learn math
from a British framework, so did
Ramanujan. With no formal training,
he studied Carr’s textbook that
listed just formulae, so never cared
for rigorous deduction. His style of
writing in notebooks that hide to
date a mine of surprises, erasing
any deduction on slate, is similar
to the assertions of Védanga math,
but in a manner adapted from
perhaps the worst example of an
English formula manual, not from

Ramanujan’s troubled nationalism

sages to whom formulae were as
important as their mystic interpretation.
His inheritance of Hindu spirituality
tuned into perfect harmony the
non-academic faith and the secular
math he had picked up from distinct
sources. Truths, whether in
mathematics or in the Upanishads,
mattered equally to him. In an age
when the flood of wartime technological
advances would motivate the
acceleration of theoretical sciences,
Ramanujan, like his advisor Hardy,
remained faithful to pure mathematics
not ‘useful’ in war or amenity, that

Hardy was convinced did not
make, ‘for good or ill, the least
difference to’ the material world’.
They both defied gracefully the
peril of civilization during the world
war and dedicated their efforts to
the unadulterated pursuit of Truth,
which to Hardy was, as to Keats,
synonymous with beauty, and to
Ramanujan stood for his religious
integrity.

Besides sourcing his math from
Carr, Ramanujan willingly learnt
the literary conventions of modern
mathematics at Trinity. He kept
his mysticism to himself; his cultural
affiliation packed in his suitcase.
Hardly in a position to flaunt his
nationalism, not being born in
affluence that allows one to toss
aside a job under the British, he
never spoke against the British Raj
nor indulged in politics. If he had
made friends with Indian students
like Mahalanobis in Cambridge,
that was only because of shared
roots and emotions. Yet, the Tamil
man in European attire, with his
hair tuft cut off and his tilak wiped
off, to his Western peers seemed to
personify the treasures of clouded
India that Max Miiller, Vivekananda
and Tagore were revealing to them
- perhaps more vividly than Gandhi
in dhoti and chaddar.

(The writer is a research scholar in the
Department of Mathematics, IIT, Bhilai.)

India and Nepal must repair ties

BRABIM KARKI

ecent youth protests in

Nepal, set off by a ban on

social media and discontent

with corruption and
economic inequality brought drastic
changes in Nepal's political landscape.
The Gen Z movements led to the
resignation of the KP Sharma Oli
government and the dissolution of
parliament. The two-day Gen Z
protests on September 8 and 9
resulted in 76 deaths, many injuries,
and thousands of prisoners escaping.
Many politicians' homes were
vandalised, and government buildings
and parliament were torched.

The events in Nepal definitely
affect India as Nepal is not just a
neighbor, itis family, tied by history,
culture, and an open border.But after
this Gen Z uprising, the situation
feels different, as if the ground has
shifted under our shared foundation.

The office of Nepal's president
announced that the country would
hold elections on March 5 following
a week of deadly violence as an
interim government headed by the
country’s first female prime minister
took charge.

As India aspires to be a superpower,
a stable neighbour is essential for
its global aspirations. Such instability
distracts India from its aspirations
tobe a superpower. So, India should
be worried about the situation in
Nepal as there is still uncertainty in
the country. Ignoring its neighbour
and failing to show leadership only

emboldens China. India and Nepal
need to rethink their relationship in
this new era.

The recent Gen Z movements
exposed cracks in ties between the
two neighbours that have been
widening for years. The two nations
share strong economic, social, cultural,
and political ties. Traditional bonds
like cross-border marriages, Nepali
students in Indian colleges,and
Gorkha soldiers in the Indian army
once kept both nations close. Now,
with anew wave of leaders in Nepal,
those old connections are fading
fast.

Deepening cooperation, especially
nurturing economic ties between
two nations, can make partnership
sustainable. India can support Nepal
invarious sectors like tourism, trade,
energy, construction, and infrastructure.

The relations between Nepal and
India have soured in the past
decades.Anti-India sentiments surged
when India imposed an economic
blockade on Nepal in 2015 just a
month after a powerful earthquake
shook the country. The blockade
caused severe fuel shortages and
pushed up the price of food. India
has always denied imposing a blockade
but Nepal accused India of imposing
the blockade as punishment for
refusing to amend its newly promulgated
constitution. Nepal and India share
aborder of around 1,850 kilometres.
Sikkim, West Bengal, Bihar, Uttar
Pradesh and Uttarakhand of India
border Nepal. The two neighbours
have several territorial disputes.

During the tenure of Prime Minister
K P Sharma Oli, Nepal had unveiled
anew political map, showing Lipulek,
Kalapani and Limpiyadhura areas
as Nepal's territory in May 2020.
Later, it was endorsed by Parliament.
India reacted sharply to Nepal's move
at the time, calling the revised map
a unilateral act and termed it as
artificial enlargement.

Nepal had protested when India
inaugurated the 80-kilometre Lipulekh
road to reach Kailash Mansarovar
in 2020, saying it was built on disputed
territory which falls at a strategic
three-way junction with Tibet and
China. Nepal raised objections to
the inauguration of the

road by India. Nepal also objected
when China and India agreed to
reopen trade through Lipulekh. The
understanding was reached during
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s
visit to New Delhi. These anti-India
sentiments are pushing Nepal towards
China.

Both nations should pivot to
economic cooperation that plays to
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both countries' strengths. Hydropower
is a prime example. Nepal has huge
potential. The 2024 power trade
deal lets India import up to 10,000
MW over adecade, boosting Nepal's
economy while meeting India's energy
needs. Expanding transmission lines
and joint ventures could create jobs
and stability on both sides.

India and Nepal should be open
to constructive interactions on
outstanding boundary issues through
diplomacy and dialogues. Both
neighbours should be on board based
on historical facts. Imagine backchannel
talks, where envoys from both sides
revisit historical documents with
fresh eyes, perhaps involving neutral
historians to clarify the Kali River's
course.

The Nepal government should
intensify diplomatic efforts with
India and China to solve this issue.
Ajoint boundary commission could
be revived with genuine intent,
treating Nepal as an equal partner.
New Delhi should invest in
people-to-people diplomacy that

can build

goodwill. New Delhi can play a
vital role in assisting Nepal in
conducting upcoming elections after
the Gen Z protests that shook Nepal.

India sends the most visitors to
Nepal. Better connectivity can draw
more. Joint marketing campaigns
and skill-sharing in hospitality would
help Nepali youth find opportunities.
The existing barriers on trade should
be eased. Streamline customs, cut
red tape on certifications,and update
transit treaties to let Nepali rail freight
move smoothly.

Encouraging Nepali organic farming
exports to India could balance the
scales and support rural economies.
Collaborating on startups would
appeal to Gen Z, fostering innovation.

Some in Nepal worry about
over-dependence on India, fearing
it could fuel nationalist backlash or
play into China's hands, given Beijing's
investments in infrastructure. And
in India, hardliners might push for
atougher stance and heavy-handed
diplomacy.

Still, the risks of inaction are bigger.
We cannot let eroding ties turn into
resentment. Leaders in Delhi and
Kathmandu should start with honest
and constructive dialogues to resolve
misunderstanding, border issues,
and commit to economic pacts.
Deepening this cooperation is the
best way to a partnership that lasts,
one where both nations thrive together.

(The writer is a freelance contributor and author.)
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lasting forever payment at work dance? to provide
A 'Special One’ (8) (4,2,6) (4) amusement
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to start to express females into battle dictator and 6 Welsh girl shaving initially displays
language? (9) (6) Spanish bottom following thuggishness

10 Go into business 21 Cowboy from provocateur love letter (7)
half-cut (5) Oregon thrown out (7) (5) 22 Jeopardy host

11 Visit doctor and

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

Arab to be relaxed
(6) (2,3.4)

of introductionto 2

13 Stopped wanting 27 He put neat rum in
to increase risk

Piece of music 7

mostly express radio presenter (8) about infiltrating pointlessly (8) aquatic creature

one" s personal 23 Six-footer in Republican Party 8 Gold transaction is (5)

belief (4,2) mascara blushes (5) nightmare 24 Accumulate in
12 One’s wearing (6) 3  With timely (6) period prior to

orange pants? Run! 26 Black Country is preparation, 14 Farewell a son event (3,2)

(8) uninspiring (5) professional books provided (2,4,2) 25 State itself

nothing omitted

Excited at talk,

inspiring film with 16 Rank Stones “close
to perfection” in
(9) real life (3-6) (4)

returned holding

rejected after
leader rejected
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A poet’s musings

SWAPAN KBANERJEE

Ever since 2018, when Irwin Allan Sealy, known the
country over and beyond as the poet of prose, visited
Kolkata for the last time, my heart aches every time a
New Year approaches and the canopy of string
lights appears arching over Park Street, turning it into
afairyland. I remember with a throb in my chest how,
despite the press of seasonal swarm, we could celebrate
the occasion when he put up at the Hotel Lytton in
2016 and Fairlawn in 2018. Only a handful of people
were privy to his gracious presence in Sudder Street,
and he had kindly kept me informed about hisitinerary;,
setting aside time specifically for us to walk around
under the mellow sun with no particular destination
in mind. Some time ago, I dropped him a few lines
through email: “Here in Park Street, things have begun
tolivenup. Recently, Trincas have resumed what they
call the Breakfast Buffet after more than afew decades.
Only the other day I was walking past it when you
came to my mind.” Hearing about the iconic restaurant,
Allan sounded rather ecstatic as he wrote: “Great to
know Park Street is aglow. A breakfast buffet at
Trincas would go down well with me but I'd have to
fast the day before and after to make it worthwhile.
Here we have a chap called Chetan whose alu Puri
breakfasts have made him a fortune. For the longest
time a hole in the wall but lately smartened up. Now
listed among Dehradun’s top eateries, right in the
heart of the old city by the Gurdwara where it all
began in 1699. Sabji Mandi and macchhi bazar next
door so we sometimes go there after early morning
shopping. The hills always a bit hazy at this time of
the year, and many of the birds we see in December
are quitters on their way south. Tempting to join them
but the lesson of the last burglary was: stay put”
(Sealy’s Race Course Road residence was despoiled
by a gang of prowlers andhouse breakers a few years
ago). When an article by me based on a trip to
Santiniketan was carried in this column on 22 June
2025, and I forwarded him the e-copy of the op-ed
page of The Sunday Statesman, he not only read my
article, but also those written by other authors placed
alongside, and then Allan,the word-weaver, sent me a
stirring account of the opinion pieces on the page.
“Pleasure to accompany you to Shantiniketan. Delightful
walking alongside you, every step of the way. I got a
vivid feel of the place ... In a very different vein were
the political pieces alongside. Most instructive analyses
of current affairs and surely a notch above most
other papers. You're lucky to have The Statesman as
your local paper...” His travelogue, FLYING YOGINIS
(Seagull Books), born out of his visitsto Kanchipuram
(Tamil Nadu), Kansas City (American Midwest) &
Minneapolis (Upper Midwest), is slated for release in
May 2026.

100 Years Ago
News Items
AIR ACROBATICS

AEROPLANE
LAUNCHED FROM
AIRSHIP

One of the most successful tests oil record
in launching an aeroplane from an airship and
then re-hooking it was carried out by R33. The
giant airship went up from Pulham Aerodrome
and when at a height of about 4,000 feet was
reached an aeroplane containing Squadron
Leader Rollo Haig was lowered on a trapeze.
When 50 ft. below the airship the plane pilot
released himself by pulling a lever and the
unhooking was accomplished perfectly and
the plane went into a dive to enable the pilot
to start his engine. Returning to the neighbourhood
of the airship Squadron Leader Haig adjusted,
as far as possible, his speed to that of the
airship. When this was accomplished he pointed
the nose of his machine almost directly at the
bar of the trapeze. His hooking-on-guide, which
is carried on top of the aeroplane caught the
bar at once, and after the swinging of the
machine had subsided, the trapeze was slowly
wound in bringing the aeroplane to its normal
position. The tests were considered completely
successful

BURMA EX-QUEEN'’S

FUNERAL SCENES
AT RANGOON

(From Our Correspondent.)
Rangoon, Dec.

Despite the controversies over the burial of
ex-Queen Supayalat the funeral, on Thursday
last, passed off without demonstration of any
kind. The last of the ancient dynasty was laid
to rest in the presence of the present head of
Burma, His Excellency, the Governor, and many
officials and leading citizens of all classes. The
arrangement were without stint and should
have left those many Burmese who, apparently,
still have a soft corner in the hearts for the old
royalty convinced of the authorities desire to
pay every respect to the historic House. For
the last rites at the graveside in Cantonment
Gardens the Burmese turned out in their tens
of thousands. Those that saw the ceremonies
witnessed probably what was the last public
exposition of the customs of ancient and
dynastic Burma. The whole area in which the
funeral was conducted, and which is one of
the very few entirely Burmese parts of polyglot
Rangoon, assumed on Thursday afternoon a
sad air of dying medievalism which was
unrelieved by gay Burmese colours against the
white of the mourners related to the Royal
House. The laying to rest of the Queen was
unmistakably symbolic.
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This Dehradunis not my home

ALIND CHAUHAN

HIRTEEN HOUSES. Eight col-

onies. Seven cities.Learning

and unlearning addresses were

an integral part of my child-

hood. Friendships were brief.
Familiarity with neighbourhoods was
ephemeral. And no local dish became a
staple. Only the thud of cardboard boxes
and the ripping sound of packaging tape
were a constant.

Despite this, I called Dehradun, where I
spent four years as a school-going teenager,
my home. It had a rustic charm, with deo-
dar-covered hills, orchards, and a scent of
flowers. Summers were pleasant — hot after-
noons were often followed by gentle
showers. While monsoons brought charcoal-
edged cloudsand suddenrains, they turned
the surroundings lush green. And winters
covered the hills with a blanket of snow.

On most days, after school, my friends
and I would cycle to a nearby forest. We
would then walk through tall trees and

thick grass to reach a causeway, where we
spent hours talking — mobile phones and
the Internet were yet to enter our lives. I
usually returned home after sunset, gazing
at the distant lights of Mussoorie, which
floated in the night sky like fireflies.

Once my parents got me a scooty, the
outskirts of Dehradun became more ac-
cessible. There we found several other iso-
lated spots, much like the causeway. While
one gave us the entire view of the city from
above, the other was next to a stream.
These places were our refuge from the re-
lentless demands of excelling at school

ILLUSTRATION: SUVAJIT DEY
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CITY

and figuring out a career. They allowed us
to simply exist, without a purpose or plan.

It was this calmness that kept bringing
me back to Dehradun, even after [ had left
to pursue my undergraduate studies in
Delhi-NCR. My new residence had no
space for a pause. It was riddled with peak-
hour traffic, a rush for the metro, the pierc-
ing sound of construction, the smell of
gasoline, and a sense of urgency. So, Iwould
rush to Dehradun on weekends, crashing
atafriend’s place or cheap hotel rooms.

Although my visits became substan-
tially infrequent once I started to work, I
tried togo to Dehradun atleast once a year.
However, after a while, it stopped feeling
the same. The city had changed.

First came the fancy cafes, then the tall
apartments, followed by new colonies,
road expansions, malls, and finally, the nu-
merous flyovers. Dust subdued the scent
of flowers. Houses replaced forests. Build-
ings obstructed the view of Mussoorie’s
floating lights.

Theinflow of tourists skyrocketed aswell
—therewas no off-season anymore. Theiso-
lated spots were exposed by Instagram in-
fluencers. Hordes of people descended to
these “Must Visit Places”, and soon they be-
came littered with broken beer bottles, ciga-
rette buds, and packets of chips. Loud music
and honking overtook the rustling of leaves

and the chirping of the birds.

But most significantly, the city’s tem-
perate climate seemed to have changed.
Summers became brutal and muggy, as
the showers after a hot day disappeared.
Rains became erratic and more intense.
Snowfall was inconsistent during the
winter months.

All these alterations paved the way for
what happened to Dehradun in September
this year. A cloudburst triggered flash
floods and landslides, wreaking havoc on
the city, with areas like Sahastradhara and
IT Parksubmerged. The rain left more than
23roadsblocked, and bridges damaged. At
least 13 people were killed, and 16 went
missing due to the extreme weather event.

Dehradun reminds me of the Ship of
Theseus paradox. It continues to look the
same on the map. All of my spots still carry
the same name as before. The roads
through the city that take you to Mussoo-
rie have also not changed. And it has con-
tinued to be governed by the same admin-
istration that was set in place after
Uttarakhand was separated from Uttar
Pradesh. But when I visit the city now, I ask
myself: Isit the same Dehradun that Ionce
called my home?

The writer is a senior correspondent,
The Indian Express
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ART OF DEAL

In 2025, foreign policy and trade relations completely
trumped domestic events. Even this columnist, though on un-
familiar territory, has perforce to focus on the all-important
issue. Ironically, 2025 began on an optimistic note. “Unlike
some, we are not nervous of a Trump-led US administration,
there isaconvergence of interests,” External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar had pronounced in January.

Just months later, we were shell-shocked when Trump
unilaterally slapped 25% tariffs on Indian goods, later upped
to 50%. Our foreign office appeared to have little inkling of
Hurricane Trump hitting our shores. But signs were evident
in the aftermath of the Pahalgam terrorist attack. Our old ad-
versary Pakistan, in the form of Field Marshal Asim Munir,
outmanoeuvred us with the same agility with which he dis-
pensed with the last vestiges of Pakistan’s democracy. Even
before India could retaliate militarily for Pahalgam, Munir
hastily tied up a hugely lucrative cryptocurrency deal with a
Trump family firm, with the Trump’s business partner Za-
chary Witkoff making a flying visit to Pakistan. Munir was
later greeted as an honoured guest by Trump. The US did not
protest even when he boasted on its soil of destroying India,
strangely comparing Pakistan to a dumpster truck and India
toashining Mercedes. He won Trump’s heart conclusively by
announcing he was nominating him for the Nobel Peace Prize
for ending the Indo-Pakistan conflict.

FLAT-FOOTED DIPLOMACY

The Indian diplomatic counter to Pakistan was flat-footed,
pompous and preachy. One wonders why Modi arrived at
Trump’s darbar empty-handed. Surely, one of our well-net-
worked billionaires could have accompanied him? In contrast,
Pakistan Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif’s companion at the
White House was holding a platter of rare-earth minerals, with
the far-fetched claim that they were mined from insurgency-
ridden Balochistan. Meanwhile, our clueless envoys were at
seainsecuring an entry into Trump’s inner circle, despite the
services of highly paid lobbyists. With the MAGA legions tar-
geting Indian immigrants for stealing jobs, the once vocal NRI
lobby discreetly disappeared. A major diplomatic blunder was
to repeatedly counter Trump’s boast that he had ended the
war between nuclear neighbours. To pander to Trump’s ego,
we could have simply thanked him for bringing Pakistan to
its senses; giving credit without compromising our national
sovereignty.

Modi’s move of politely declining an invitation to the White
House when he was next door in Canada was universally ap-
plauded. Munir was in Washington and Trump would no
doubt have sought to get a photo of the two leaders together,
hyphenating the two countries. But the jury is out as to
whether the Tianjin summit in August, where Modi meaning-
fully held hands with Vladimir Putin and our old antagonist
Xi Jinping was helpful. It was certainly a powerful statement
that India had alternatives. An infuriated Trump dubbed
India’s economy as “dead”, though the world’s fourth largest
economy continues to grow at a fast pace. Modi’s absence from
the GazaPeace summit was noticeable, even as heads of states
from Europe and the Gulfregion displayed cringeworthy obei-
sance to Trump. Liberal Western commentators, for whom
Modi has seldom been a favourite, hailed his credibility and
independent position.

Trump’s National Security Strategy, released this month,
indicates that the US is pulling back from Indo-Pacific ties, even
if it means destroying a strategic partnership with India built
over 25 years as a counter to the looming Chinese threat. Trump
now speaks, instead, of an exclusive G-2 clubwith China, whose
economic, military and technological heft compelled him to
retreat on tariffs. For the transactionally minded Trump, India’s
bargaining chips are not so compelling.

OUTLIER DISADVANTAGE

In a new multipolar world, India is an outlier. Despite the
optics of bonhomie, China remains a major threat, both as Pak-
istan’s main military supplier and hostile claimant of our
border territory. True doomsday predictions on the stalemate
with the US on a tariffs deal were belied by all-time high ex-
ports this November and an impressive economic growth in
2025. Onthe downside, the rupee was Asia’s worst-performing
currency because of trade uncertainty with the US leading to
foreign investor outflows. In deal-making, India could perhaps
learn a lesson from Pakistan. An offer of intent is not necess-
arily adelivery. The US will be hard-pressed to drill successfully
for oil or mine peacefully for minerals in Balochistan, rife with
rebellion, but Pakistan displayed ingenuity and audacity in
offering a tempting deal. India, because of geography, an in-
creasingly illiberal democracy and growing Hindu majoritar-
ianism, which may work to the ruling party’s advantage do-
mestically but harms the country’s reputation internationally,
hasan inbuilt disadvantage in foreign policy. We need to tread
nimbly to face the challenge.

Famine relief tojob scheme: A
forgotten history of public works

HISTORY HEADLINE
BY AJIT RANADE

ONG BEFORE the language of
“rights”, “safety nets” or “social pro-
tection” entered policy discourse,
Indian rulers confronted a stark
and recurring reality: droughts meant des-
titution and unrest. A response to this chal-
lenge was the use of public works as famine
relief— not charity, but work that preserved
dignity while sustaining livelihoods.
Astriking early example is the construc-
tion of the BaraImambarain Lucknowinthe
1780s. Built during a devastating famine
under Nawab Asaf-ud-Daula, the project
stretched over several years and was con-
sciously designed to generate employment
for thousands who otherwise would have
starved. Legend and record both suggest that
labourers worked during the day, while the
nobility discreetly dismantled portions of
the structure at night so thatwork could con-
tinue the next morning. The underlying
principle was that in times of distress, the
state must provide work, not alms.
Thisidea resurfaced repeatedly in colo-
nial India through relief works, canals and
roads, though with mixed motives. Ininde-
pendent India, this old insight was event-
ually codified into law — first, at the state
level in Maharashtra and, decades later, at
the national level. Today, as parties spar over
the Viksit Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Act (VB-G RAM
G Act) replacing the 2005 Mahatma Gandhi
National Employment Guarantee Scheme
(MGNREGS), it is important to look back at
how the latter, in effect, nationalised a Ma-
harashtrian idea refined over four decades.
The intellectual architect of this trans-
formation was Vitthal Sakharam Page, a
modest, deeply Gandhian public figure and
a freedom fighter, who was also a scholar,
poet and a trained lawyer. He served as the
chairman of the Maharashtra Legislative
Council for a record 18 years from 1960 to
1978. Page was neither a technocrat nor a
theoretician. He was, above all, a practi-
tioner of public affairs who believed in
learning from the ground.
Inthe mid-1960s, amid famine-like con-
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V S Page was released in 2011. wikipepia

ditionsin parts of western Maharashtra, Page
initiated a small experiment in Tasgaon ta-
luka of Sangli district. He calculated that
Rs700 could provide 20 days of workto15la-
bourers. In a now-famous four-line letter to
then Chief Minister Vasantrao Naik, Page
asked a question that would change policy
history: “IfRs700 can support 15 people, how
many could Rs 100 crore support?”

Eleven villages, including Visapur, be-
came the testing ground. Wages were delib-
erately kept below prevailing market rates —
around Rs 3 per day for men, lower for
women — not to exploit labour, but toensure
that people cameto public works only when
no alternative employment was available.
That was the Page scheme, meant as a last
resort, not a permanent substitute for agri-
culture. Its principle was summed up in a
simple Marathi phrase: magela tyala kama
(whoever asks, shall get work). The Employ-
ment Guarantee Scheme (EGS) was
launched in Maharashtra in July 1969.
Women and men were paid equal wages for
works like land levelling, digging wells, per-
colation tanks and soil conservation.

The results were persuasive. Data
showed that distress migration slowed, local
assets were created, that it was possible to
combat drought and famine, and to also al-
leviate poverty. Crucially, the programme
demonstrated that an open-ended, uncon-
ditional employment guarantee was admin-
istratively feasible and fiscally manageable,
even in a poor, drought-prone economy.

Despiteitssuccess, the idea faced resis-
tance, especially from New Delhi. The Plan-
ning Commission was initially sceptical of
an uncapped employment promise. Yet
Page’s credibility, the backing of leaders like
Naik, and the quiet support of figures such
as D R Gadgil, then vice-chairman of the
Planning Commission, ensured that Ma-
harashtra pushed ahead. In July 1969 the
scheme was rolled out across the state.

When multi-year droughts struck in the
early 1970s, Naik and Page met with Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi seeking central as-
sistance to run public works for famine re-
lief. She denied aid, pleading fiscal con-
straints following the Bangladesh war. Upon
which Page proposed a solution, an idea
whose seed lay in his 1949 essay: financing
rural employment through a dedicated tax
on urban salaried workers. Thus, was born
the profession tax earmarked for the EGS.
Funds were ring-fenced, rolled over across
years and fiercely protected from diversion
aslongas Page remained at the helm.

In1978 after adecade of experimentation
and political consensus cuttingacross party
lines, the state enacted the Employment
Guarantee Act. Few state laws anywhere in
the developing world went so far in recogni-
singemployment as a public obligation.

EGS was studied extensively — by ad-
ministrators, economists and sociologists.
Itrevealed both strengths and tensions. By
setting a wage floor, typically below market
rates, it reduced labour’s dependence on
landlords and altered local power relations,
inviting resistance from landed interests.
Yet even at its peak, EGS generated only a
small fraction of total rural employment —
enough torelieve distress, not todistort the
labour markets.

A contrarian paper by Ronald Herrings
and Rex Edwards (1983) argued that the
EGS, though appearing as a pro-poor initi-
ative, was designed and implemented in a
way that primarily benefited the kulaks or
the dominant rural class. They suggested
the EGSwas inferior to genuine land redis-
tribution policies in terms of fundamen-
tally altering the existing power structures
and economic inequalities in rural society.
But many other scholars, including VM
Dandekar and Madhusudan Sathe, ac-
knowledged the net benefits of EGS.

EGS showed that public works could be
institutionalised as insurance against
drought, and not merely as ad hoc relief.
When Indiaenacted the MGNREGS in 2005,
it was a proxy for genuine unemployment
insurance. Job guarantees as a concept are
not recent inventions nor ideological indul-
gences. They have existed from the pre-co-
lonial eraas famine works. The Page scheme,
which became EGS, was animplementation
of the Directive encoded as Article 41 in the
Constitution. The idea of the state asan em-
ployer of last resort arose from lived experi-
ence of scarcity, not abstract theory.

The writer is a Pune-based economist
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BY TAVLEEN SINGH

INDUTVA'S FEARLESS foot soldiershad abusy time

last week risking life and limb in service of Mother

India. Arming themselves with sticks and stones they

set about erasing all signs of Christmas. They
smashed the heads of Santa Claus statues they came across, and
demolished Christmas decorations outside malls and other pub-
lic places. If they came upon people getting in the Christmas
mood by wearing Santa Claus caps, they tore these red and white
caps off their heads and warned them that if they wanted to cel-
ebrate Christmas, they should do it at home.

The more intrepid of these Hindutva warriors stormed into
churches and disturbed services with vandalism and violence.
Videos of these ‘accomplishments’ were uploaded on social
media. In one of them, I saw a BJP legislator enter a church in
Jabalpur and harangue a blind woman, whom she accused
menacingly of trying to convert Hindus to Christianity. Accord-
ing to unverified estimates, there were nearly a hundred at-
tempts to disrupt Christmas festivities and nearly all of them
occurred in states ruled by the BJP. Nobody was punished and
no chief minister openly deplored the violence.

The Prime Minister did speak. On ‘X’ he posted this, “At-
tended the Christmas morning service at The Cathedral Church
of the Redemption in Delhi. The service reflected the timeless
message of love, peace and compassion. May the spirit of Christ-
mas inspire harmony and goodwill in our society.” Did nobody
tell him about how Sangh Parivar stormtroopers were violating
the spirit of Christmas in towns and cities across India? Did no-
body tell him that Christians in India live in fear these days be-
cause of the actions of Hindutva’s warriors? Did nobody tell
him that their activities have been reported in the international
media? Did nobody alert him to the Christmas Day bombing
of Nigeria by his ex-best friend Donald Trump to protect Chris-
tians from further attacks by jihadi groups?

Itisnotso much India’simage abroad that we need to worry
about so much as the damage that is being done to the fabric
of Indian society within our borders. In his Independence Day
speech from the ramparts of the Red Fort this year, the Prime
Minister went out of his way to praise the RSS. He said of his
Alma Mater, “Its 100 years of national service has been a proud
and glorious page (in India’s history) ...service, dedication, or-
ganisational strength and unmatched discipline are the ident-
ity of the RSS.”

What we need to ask is why this ‘service’ has spawned or-
ganisations like the Vishva Hindu Parishad and its youth wing
the Bajrang Dal, whose only motivation is hatred. It was a deep
hatred, or perhaps a deep inferiority complex, that inspired
young men and women from the Sangh Parivar to attack Chris-
tians as they celebrated their most important festival last week.
Which leads me inevitably to my next question.

In the 100 years of its ‘service’, why is it that the RSS has
never noticed that what they should be trying to initiate is an
era of enlightenment? A renaissance. This would need BJP
chief ministers to make drastic reforms in the education system
in their states. A vital requirement because it is only when
young Indians become educated (instead of just literate) that
they will appreciate the magnificence of the civilisation they
inherit and the wisdom of Indic religions that allow questioning
of gods and prophets.

Instead of this happening the RSS, since one of their own
became prime minister has concentrated its energy and its re-
sources on attacking Muslims and Christians. Sadly, thisis turn-
ing India into a mirror image of Pakistan and Bangladesh. Is
thisservice to our ancient land? Orisit a dangerous disservice?
Asforme, I confessthat one of the reasons why I became a Modi
Bhakt was because I hoped he would usher in an Indian renais-
sance, that is still badly needed, but was more badly needed
when he first became prime minister.

Decades of rule by the Dynasty had done little more than
perpetuate the colonial ideas that we inherited from the British
Raj. There was almost nothing done in that time to revive
knowledge of India’s immense contributions to the civilisation
ofthe world. Contributions in the arts, architecture, literature,
languages, music and religion. The ruling class, of which Iwas
very much a part, was made up mostly of people who knew al-
most nothing about India and who seemed determined to pre-
serve all things colonial including a brutally colonial system of
governance. We were a pathetic lot, but two Westernised ideas
that we did manage to preserve were pluralism and parliamen-
tary democracy.

As Shashi Tharoor wrote in this newspaper last week, par-
liamentary democracy is today in danger of total collapse, and
this is something that we all need to be worried about. But it
will almost certainly be revived some day in the not-too-distant
future. What will be much harder to revive is pluralism. As of
last week, it appears that it is being systematically destroyed
by semi-literate thugs who are so blinded by hatred they do not
notice that attacking Santa Claus and Christmas are hardly
likely to persuade Hindus to resist converting to Christianity.
Inany case, they have every right to worship in whichever way
they want, not just because this right is enshrined in our Con-
stitution, but because it is enshrined in India’s civilisation.

Weddingexcess and marriage essence

WO MAMMOTH weddings in

Delhi recently upped the ever-ex-

pandinguniverse of glittering con-

sumption to further absurdity. In-
stagram was overrun with reels of how one
host hired astadium for a concert by pop star
Arijit Singh, while at the other, guests
swayed in their finery to an electric perform-
ance by AP Dhillon. Conservative estimates
suggest both weddings easily cost upwards
of Rs 150 crores each, to be sure, small
change for these industrialist families. Who
knows, maybe what keeps the super wealthy
committed to the splashy extravaganza are
the expectations of those lower down the
pecking order, lesser mortals caught up in
striving and self-optimisation, stuck on the
elusive search for the best life. When some-
body has the meansto live the dream, don’t
they have a responsibility to share some of
that Cristal champagne and Michelin-star
chef created magic, with their merely sol-
vent friends and family? After all, it’s every-
one’s fantasy, to be so wealthy as to be insu-

lated from the drudgeries of life.
AsaguestatabigfatIndian wedding, for
afew magical days at least one may live asa
participantinthe Gilded Age, oracharacter
on Succession, where money is used as pro-
tection from consequence. The hard up son-
in-law on Succession compares being rich
with beinga superhero and shuddersata$s
million inheritance, callingita “nightmare”.
Because it’s simply not enough to truly live
it up, the paltry sum described by another
of the scions on the show with a wine anal-
ogy, as the difference between “regular de-
canting” and “hyper decanting”. Ah, thein-
finite joy derived from observing the
peccadilloes of the 1%! However, it is worth
noting, when billionaires put their money
in trust funds and fixed deposits to earn fat
amounts in compounding interest, it isn’t
doing anyone else much good. Much better
then, when they go all out for explosive
style—the phoolwala, caterer, entertainers
and tentwalas benefit, not to mention the
hosts’ own overall net gain in social capital.

ONTHE
LOOSE

BY LEHER
KarLa

Consumption, when wildly over the top, is
aeuphemism for soft power.

Social mediabrought the Bezosand Am-
bani nuptials into every drawing room.
Suddenly, for the rest of the world, contem-
porary weddings are less about sanctifying
aunion and more about getting the hashtag
right. But people are people. The common
factor between the guest dripping in dia-
monds and the scrambling wannabe trying
to make sense of so much sparkling bounty
is existential ennui — everyone’s trying to
wringsomelast bit of wonder from life —the
eternal question being that if we were athou-
sand times richer, would we be a thousand
times happier? These are philosophical
quandaries that have surfaced throughout
history. Initially, thrivingdepended more on
alarger community but over millennium,
the human pursuit of one-upmanship be-
came as important as chasing happiness.
Perhaps, the world has to go full circle to
come to the conclusion that flourishing in-
volvesequal measures of health, wealth and

some luck; and time for self cultivation is as
important as for amassing riches.

When aweddingistoo over-the-top,ital-
most feelslikethe hostistryingtobuy aguar-
antee of a successful marriage. Alas, an In-
stagram-worthy show doesn’t always equal
a fairy-tale ending. If anything, the messy
realities of marriage may feel especially de-
flating, after a spectacular beginning. Mar-
riage is a serious business, a rite of passage,
alongwith birth and death. While a birth pro-
vides a sense of purpose and a death pro-
vokesintrospection on the ultimate realities
oflife, modern marriages can be narcissistic
displays of fancy destinations, exotic jewel-
lery and sweeping tulle outfits. Of course, it
is amomentous occasion but there’s some-
thing shallow about so much emphasis on
creating the perfectly orchestrated event. A
humbling reminder, the complications of
gettingmarried are nothing compared tothe
complications of staying married.

The writer is director, Hutkay Films

.. . Vadodara
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The case for closer ties
between India & Europe

The European Union needs
partners such as India to
rebuild its capabilities and
withstand the triple assault
from the US, China, and
Russia. Such a partnership
will not only enable the
continent, but also augment
India’s economic, defence,
and tech capabilities

uch is the shock of the geopolitical

bank run on Europe today that it is

easy to forget that liberal peace on

the Old Continent itself is a histori-

cal accident. Enabled by the bal-

ance-of-power between the
US and the erstwhile Soviet Union and
nourished by decades of strong industrial
growth and the common market, building
and sustaining the European Union (EU)
required constant supervision. Things could
have gone south earlier. But it took the
troika of Russia’s military and political
assault, China’s industrial and economic
assault, and the US’s ideological assault for
the EU to face a reckoning that seemed
impossible but was not. Unsurprisingly,
Ursula von der Leyen, President of the Euro-
pean Commission, who along with Euro-
pean Council President Anténio Costa will
be the chief guests at India’s Republic Day
celebrations on January 26, now views India
as a “pillar of certainty for Europe in an
increasingly uncertain world”. She means it.

India’s own troubles with the US, China,
and Pakistan, make it tempting to argue for
a pivot towards Europe. Strong India-EU
ties could create pathways for stability in an
international system under stress. It will
afford Brussels and New Delhi more options
as they diversify their international partner-
ships. The tempo, tenor, substance, and
urgency of bilateral exchanges, deals, and
official statements in recent years clarifies
the positive trendline of this story. There is
no shortage of sectors in which the
two can work together and are
indeed starting to open the prover-
bial files. From trade and tech to
defence sales, quantum and Artifi-
cial Intelligence to renewables, cli-
mate action and counterterrorism
to energy, the canvas of mutually
beneficial cooperation is large.

But other than reasons of geopo-
litical circumstance, the logic of
which must not be undervalued, why
should India invest in Europe? This ques-
tion is important in the light of India’s
unceasing partnership with Russia and con-
tinuing dependence on the US. Add to it
Europe’s internal political churn. Far-Right
parties are either in power or waiting in the
wings in most European capitals. The val-
ues and politics of parties such as the Alter-
native for Deutschland (AfD) in Germany,
the National Rally in France, the Party for
Freedom in the Netherlands, or the Reform
UK does not bother New Delhi. But their
avowed aim to undermine the union is
likely to have consequences for an India that
has expanded stakes in the EU. Then there
is the question of Europe’s economic health.
What if it fails to recover? To be clear, Ger-

Avinash
Paliwal

many’s industrial decline is not just China’s
doing, Berlin’s policy misfires are equally at
fault.

The answer is simple. Despite Europe’s
disheartening balance sheet, its geopolitical
revival is in India’s core strategic interest.
Why? Because India’s vision of a multipolar
Asia, somewhat counter-intuitively,
depends on an economically strong and
united, politically stable and moderate, and
a militarily capable and assertive Europe.
Before unpacking why this is the
case, let’s rid the conversation of a
red herring. There is an argument
that Russia, for all its ills, is domi-
nant in Ukraine, gaining territory
every day, and has sufficient depth
to outlast an exhausted Kyiv in a
war of attrition. If this is the case, it
makes sense to widen engagement
with Moscow, as witnessed in the
recent red carpet for President
Vladimir Putin in New Delhi and prevent
Russia from becoming more dependent on
China. Russia’s long-standing mistrust of
China offers a credible data-point to lubri-
cate this argument.

Here’s the rub. Russia is already so
dependent on China that Putin’s mistrust of
Xi Jinping’s intentions has little value. This
doesn’t mean that India should stymie ties
with Moscow. But there is a case to be made
that Russia cannot be a credible pole in
Asia, while it incurs outsized capital and
human losses in Europe for every inch of
Ukrainian territory gained. Russia is losing
the war in a strategic sense even if it may
win some battles and cut a temporary deal
with Trump’s support. There is also the
reality that Europe, for all its bureaucracy,

Europe cannot liberate itself in isolation. It
from the US, China, and Russia.

has unanimously passed several resolutions
in support of Ukraine, has cleared a $90 bil-
lion loan for Kyiv, is not losing its political
will to resist Russian aggression, is rearm-
ing at scale, and preparing for a wider war
with or without the US.

The Europe of an imminent future is
likely to be a different ballgame than what
the world has seen till now. India would
want that Europe on its side.

This brings us back to India’s other Euro-
pean dilemmas. Politically, Europe’s far-
Right, despite playing up fear and nativism,
is aware of the risks of overdoing the rhe-
toric on the union itself. Italian prime min-
ister Giorgia Meloni is a case in point. She is
committed to the European project while
being true to her brand of conservatism.
Even AfD remains split on Russia with its
leader Alice Wiedel siding with Russia-crit-
ics. These movements are in the foothills of
settling on an equilibrium i.e., to focus on
culture wars and migration to keep the
political pot boiling, but shy away from
harming the union or dithering on Russia.

The cost to be paid for the latter is exorbi-
tant given public anxieties about Russian
excesses.

Even if sluggish, the EU continues to
grow. But Europe’s economic tumult is real
and with few short-term solutions. But even
a struggling EU will remain an economic
heavyweight. If Europe can weather the
Trump tariffs by diversifying its trade net-
works with India, Japan, and other middle
powers, and invest in resilient sectors that
promise medium to long term returns, then
it will turn the tide.

Otherwise, there is a risk that Europe’s,
and especially Germany’s, automobile man-
ufacturers refashion their assembly lines
towards defence production and join the
likes of Rheinmetall to ignite Europe’s
defence capabilities.

Berlin’s partnership with New Delhi,
then, will be essential to procure critical
defence metals and other raw materials
when China is choking rare earth exports
for its international clients. All of this is to
say that the EU still has cards to play on

needs partners such as India to rebuild its capabilities and withstand the triple assault

AFP

defence and economy.

But Europe cannot liberate itself in isola-
tion. It needs partners such as India to
rebuild its capabilities and withstand the
triple assault from the US, China, and Rus-
sia. Such a partnership will not only enable
Europe, but also augment India’s economic,
defence, and tech capabilities.

Europe’s revival will also focus Beijing’s
mind on how far they can antagonise the
0ld Continent on Russia, and how much of
a wedge they can drive between the EU and
the US. It may not seem so now, but
Europe’s rise will drastically reduce Russia’s
value as an ally for China.

Thus, instead of waiting for Russia to
escape the Chinese chokehold, partnership
with Europe is more likely to make India the
alternative Asian pole that it views itself to
rightfully be.

Avinash Paliwal teaches at SOAS University of
London and is the author of India’s Near East:
A New History (London: Hurst, 2024).

The views expressed are personal

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }
Karan Thapar

When what's said
isn’'t what’s meant

am writing this column from London,

where I am holidaying over Christmas

and New Year. Britain is a country I

love and greatly admire. Something
that never ceases to fascinate me is their
language and how they use it. If you are not
British — or haven't lived here for a long
time — you would be perplexed. Often,
things don’t mean what they seem to sug-
gest. It can even be the opposite.

A delightful article in The Times illus-
trates how tortured courtesies can mask
real meaning. Let me give you a few
examples.

“Sounds fun. I'll let you know.” Nor-
mally, you might think the speaker is
about to say yes. Actually, that is far from
it. In translation, what has been said is
that the speaker has no intention of com-
ing. Or consider this: “I'm sure it’s just
me.” Now, that would appear as if the
speaker is accepting blame or responsibil-

ity. Not in the least. It means this is
entirely your fault, but the speaker is
striving to put it politely.

The Times article has dozens of exam-
ples of such circumlocution. For instance,
when an Englishman says, “Sorry, could
you say that last bit again,” it actually
means he hasn’t heard a word of what you
were saying. Or if he says, “I hear what
you're saying.” he’s, in fact, telling you he
completely disagrees. If the response you
getis, “T'll bear it in mind”, that's a way of
gently telling you that what you've said
will be forgotten immediately.

This sort of speech takes getting used
to, but once you have, it is easy to follow.
Iremember my tutor at Stowe comment-
ing on an answer to a question he had
asked. “That’s one way of looking at it,”
Mr Stephan said. I was 16 and thought he
was validating my reply. He wasn’t. What
he was gently telling me is that I was

wildly off the mark.

Claire Winterschladen, a dear friend
from my days at Oxford, would often tell
me when we differed, “I'm sure it’s just
me but ...”. What she really meant was,
“This is entirely your fault, but I'll make it
seem as if it's not.”

In India, our English is very different.
We're direct, if not blunt. We don’t believe
in euphemisms. We say things almost as
the thought occurs to us. The British, on
the other hand, camouflage their actual
intent. They sugarcoat it inside disarming
phrases of politeness.

But don’t be fooled by this tactic. It’s
not a trick. It’s just the way they are. They
have no intention of being bullied or
coerced into what they don’t want to do.
They’re just putting it nicely.

I guess none of this should be surpris-
ing when you consider how torturous
their pronunciation is. The French are
very particular about getting it right. But
that’s not easy to do in English. Two
words that look very similar sound very
different.

Here’s a little paragraph to test your
pronunciation. If you get your tongue cor-
rectly around every word in the following
stanza, I can guarantee you're speaking
English better than most native speakers.

“Billet does not rhyme with ballet,

Bouquet, wallet, mallet, chalet.

Blood and flood are not like food,

Nor is mould like should and would.

Viscous, viscount, load and broad,

WHEN AN ENGLISHMAN
SAYS, “SORRY, COULD
YOU SAY THAT LAST BIT
AGAIN,” IT ACTUALLY
MEANS HE HASN'T HEARD
A WORD OF WHAT YOU
WERE SAYING. OR IF HE
SAYS, “I HEAR WHAT
YOU'RE SAYING.” HE'S, IN
FACT, TELLING YOU HE
COMPLETELY DISAGREES

Toward, to forward, to reward.

And your pronunciation is OK

When you correctly say croquet.”

Now, if you managed that with ease,
here’s a more advanced test that might
trip you up. Take it slowly, think carefully,
and you could get it right.

“Mark the differences, moreover,

Between mover, cover, clover;

Leeches, breeches, wise, precise,

Chalice, but police and lice;

Finally, which rhymes with enough,

Though, through, plough, or dough, or
cough?

Hiccough has the sound of cup.

My advice is to give up!!!”

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s
Advocate: The Untold Story.
The views expressed are personal

The present

needs the

spirit of ancient Nalanda

ast week, I attended the first Nalanda
Literature Festival at Rajgir, which is
close to Nalanda, in Bihar. It is a com-
mendable initiative, and Ganga
Kumar, its prime mover, deserves our felici-
tations. The event was well attended, with
danseuse Sonal Mansingh, parlia-
mentarian Shashi Tharoor, histo-
rian Vikram Sampath, author
Abhay K (who has written a well-
received book on Nalanda), among
many others, participating.

A festival of ideas in Nalanda’s
name is a befitting tribute to the
world’s first world-class university.
Founded in the early 5th century
CE during the reign of the Gupta
dynasty — traditionally dated to 427 CE —it
blossomed into a residential academic cam-
pus long before the medieval universities of
Europe took shape. When the University of
Bologna — often cited as the oldest in
Europe — was established in 1088 CE,
Nalanda was already over 650 years old. In
its prime, it remained the jewel of India’s
intellectual life for more than seven centu-
ries.

I first visited the brooding ruins of
Nalanda — a World Heritage Site — in
August 2012. My wife and I were the guests
of chief minister Nitish Kumar, and he sent
us on a tour to see Bihar Sharif (next in
importance only to Ajmer Sharif), Pawapuri
(where Jain founder Mahavir took sama-
dhi), Bodh Gaya, and Gaya. It is amazing
that within a radius of around 100 km are
key sites of four of India’s major religions.
That was Nitish’s way of emphasising to us
the eclectic and inclusive ethos of Bihar.

Pavan K
Varma

At Nalanda, I stood transfixed ponder-
ing over the fact that there was once a
flourishing university here, with 10,000
students and 2,000 teachers, in which
Buddhist philosophy and metaphysics,
Vedic literature, logic and linguistics,
medicine (including Ayurveda),
mathematics, astronomy, astrol-
ogy, economics, politics, poetry,
ethics, and even arts and archi-
tecture, were taught and debated.
Foreign students, from China,
Tibet, Central Asia, and, indeed,
all of South East Asia, who stud-
ied at Nalanda, took their learn-
ing back home, becoming emis-
saries of Indian thought systems,
translating texts, and initiating dialogues
across cultures.

The description of Xuanzang, the Chi-
nese scholar who visited India (630-643
CE), and lived in Nalanda for five years,
was carried by the gentle breeze to me:
“An azure pool winds around the monas-
teries, adorned with the full-blown cups
of the blue lotus; the dazzling red flowers
of the lovely kanaka hang here and there,
and outside groves of mango trees offer
the inhabitants their dense and protective
shade.” My mind conjured students
debating with acharyas, and profound
Buddhist scholars like Nagarjuna, or
mathematical geniuses like Aryabhata
(who discovered the zero) and Brahma-
gupta, among hundreds of others, making
path-breaking discoveries.

The thought also struck me: Why, in a
civilisation that produced the first Harvard
of the world, and other great universities

state in India.

like Takshashila and Vikramshila, there is,
today, no Indian university in the top 100
educational institutions globally? Why have
we so easily accepted our educational down-
grading, relinquishing our pursuit of moulik
soch, the power of original thought?
Perhaps the ecosystem of support that
sustained such an extraordinary institu-
tion has died. Nalanda did not flourish in
avacuum; it flourished because the Indian
polity and society recognised knowledge
as worthy of sustained patronage. The
Gupta kings, and later the Pala dynasty of
Bengal, were among its most committed
patrons. They provided endowments,
land, monasteries and stipends — conceiv-
ing a centre of learning not as a private
academy but as an essential public good.
And then, with a shudder, I visualised the
army of Bakhtiyar Khilji destroying Nalanda
in the 12th century. Centuries of priceless
accumulated knowledge were reduced to
ashes. Contemporary accounts describe its
libraries — Ratnasagara, Ratnodadhi and

Nalanda University Ruins, the first Buddhism University with blue clear sky in Bihar

SHUTTERSTOCK

Ratnaranjaka — as repositories of thou-
sands upon thousands of manuscripts, mil-
lions of scrolls arranged in scientific order,
reflecting an encyclopaedic grasp of human
knowledge. The libraries are said to have
burned for months owing to the sheer vol-
ume of texts. This wanton destruction
shows how vulnerable human knowledge is
when political and ideological intolerance
displaces curiosity and open inquiry.

In a global age that frequently privileges
technocracy over wisdom, Nalanda’s heri-
tage — its expansive, inclusive, innovative
and deeply reflective pursuit of knowledge
— must be reclaimed not as nostalgia but as
inspiration. In doing so, we honour not only
the scholars and seekers of ancient India,
but reaffirm that the pursuit of knowledge,
when unfettered, remains humanity’s
noblest pilgrimage.

Pavan K Varma is an author, diplomat, and
former Member of Parliament (Rajya Sabha).
The views expressed are personal

Jordan and India: The
fight against extremism

rime Minister (PM) Narendra
Modi’s first full-fledged visit to the
Hashemite kingdom of Jordan this
month came at a pivotal time not
only in West Asia’s own regional geopoli-
tics, but the unravelling of the global secu-
rity order as well. Amman has been at the
forefront of trying to manage the
fallout of Hamas’s terror attack
against Israel in October 2023 and
the subsequent Israeli war
against the group in Gaza and its
extension against Hezbollah in

Kabir

fight against terror in 2025 stands at a
point of fracture and disunity, pushed by
big power competitions and regional
infractions and wars in Ukraine and Gaza,
more fundamental aspects of countering
terrorism and violent extremism can be
developed between New Delhi and
Amman with long-term dividends
leading the way. These dividends
can include institutionalising
moderate Islamic cultural linka-
ges and exchanges, cooperating
in counter-radicalisation prac-

Lebanon. tices and blueprints, nimbler for-
Both West Asia and India have Tanei mats to share information
suffered terror strikes over the aneja between intelligence and security

past few years, bringing to the
forefront a global crisis that has

been diluted in multilateral forums as the
US retracts its military, political, and legal
might dedicated to fighting terror since
9/11. While Washington remains commit-
ted to targeted, narrowed down counter-
terror operations in West Asia and parts of
Africa, regional powers will have to fill in
gaps in regional security architectures,
whether out of choice or compulsion. Only
a few days after PM Modi ended his visit,
the US, along with Jordan, launched air-
strikes inside Syria targeting over 70 sites
associated with the Islamic State (IS) terror
network.

India’s security cooperation with Jordan
comes at an opportune time and Modi’s
visit to Amman added a personalised
touch to bilateral relations. Jordan’s king,
Abdullah II, has regularly pushed back
against radicalisation and extremism, a
point mentioned by Modi as part of his
public exchange during this visit. Abdul-
lah’s visit to India in 2018 also saw his lec-
ture in Delhi address some of these issues
in a speech titled Islamic Heritage: Promot-
ing Understanding and Moderation. The
Modi government has also promoted
de-radicalisation programmes along with
putting forward Sufism as the more mod-
erate and modern ideological direction
within Islam. This is where security linka-
ges between States like India and Jordan
can truly be solidified. While the global

agencies and even using Amman

as a base for a regular India-Jor-
dan track on South and West Asian secu-
rity challenges in this space, incubating
civil society and groups working on the
forefront of counter-radicalisation.

Moving forward, violent extremism is a
threat that is not going to decapitate any
time soon. From the Taliban’s takeover of
Afghanistan to “reformed” jihadist Ahmed
Al Sharaa becoming an endorsed president
of Syria, the needle on countering terror-
ism seems to be moving from annihilation
to accommodation. Amman has reiterated
support for Syria with Al Sharaa having
visited thrice. New Delhi, recently, opened
diplomatic exchanges with the Taliban in
Kabul after years of cautious calibration.
The future of this trajectory remains ques-
tionable.

The threat of terrorism, by all accounts,
is expected to rise, and not fall, in the com-
ing years. Extremist groups and organisa-
tions are well placed to take advantage of
crevasses in the international order as the
idea of collective security takes a backseat.
In this period of reorientation, countries
such as India and Jordan are well placed to
solidify their bilateral security coopera-
tion.

Kabir Taneja is deputy director and
fellow,strategic studies programme, Observer
Research Foundation.

The views expressed are personal
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!\leed more women
in bar councils

This is with reference to
“Ending the male
monopoly in bar councils
in India” by Namita
Bhandare (December 21).
The voice of women in
bar councils across the
nation needs to be heard
to restructure policies,
reform laws, end gender
bias and provide equal
rights to women and true
justice.

Abhilasha Gupta

Delhi and the right to clean air

This is with reference to “A prescription for getting
Delhi to breathe fine again” by Gopalkrishna Gandhi
(December 21). The article is a powerful indictment of
our collective apathy towards the capital’s toxic air.
Only political courage and uncompromising action can
restore Delhi’s right to breathe easy.

Sanjay Chopra

The capitals of India and China have vastly different
living standards. India needs decision-makers in tune
with the common man, if we are to see development akin
to China’s, while keeping our democratic ethos alive.

Alka Kakodkar

Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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Why 2025 was

not as tariffying
as we thought

SWAMINOMICS

SWAMINATHAN S ANKLESARIA AIYAR

The year 2025 started with fears of a
global economic crisis that would en-
gulf India too. A second Trump pres-
idency threatened a global trade war

S that was expected to send stock mar-
kets crashing and economies falling into recession.
That crisis never arrived. Why not?

First, Trump’s bark was worse than his bite.
Earlier, statements by a US president were treated
as immutable policy commitments. That changed
in 2025. Trump announced sweeping measures, then
delayed them, diluted them, or withdrew them al-
together. He even got a new acronym on Wall Street:
TACO (Trump Always Chickens Out). He was seen
less as a statesman and more a businessman open-
ing negotiations with an outrageously high asking
price, only to settle for much less.

This was most evident on China. Trump began with
aggressive rhetoric and threats of 150% tariffs on Chi-
nese goods but soon ran into hard constraints. Such a
high tariff would end trade with China, and the US
needed its cheap consumer goods. Moreover, China
weaponised its virtual world monopoly in rare earth
exports, critical for US manufacturing and defence.

US corporate leaders pushed back too. The chief
of Nvidia and other tech executives argued — cor-
rectly—that the Chinese AI market was too large for
US firms to abandon. Trump backed down.

He opened the year with threats of enormousrecip-
rocal tariffs which were neither reciprocal nor ground-
ed in economic logic. His definition of “unfair trade”
was simply any country running a surplus with the
US, defying basic economics. Fears of trade retaliation
by Europe, Japan and others triggered a sharp global
stock market sell-off. But the tariffs eventually imposed
were far more modest than threatened. When US gro-
cery prices began to edge up, Trump even hurriedly
reduced tariffs on politically sensitive items like coffee
and bananas. In the end, the US effective tariff rate rose
from 4-5 % of importsto 15% — significant but nowhere
near as high as the original announcements. Markets
stabilised once it became clear that Trump’s opening
salvos were bargaining tactics. India was an exception
— Trump levied a 50% tariff, half of which was aimed
at pressuring India to stop buying Russian oil.

These tariffs did not translate into runaway US
inflation. US companies had stocked up on low-duty
imports months in advance, anticipating high tariffs.
Many Chinese exports were quietly rerouted through

NEW YEAR WOES: The inflationary reckoning has been
postponed, not cancelled. It may well arrive in 2026

third countries, a shadowy but well-known form of
trade diversion. US sanctions on oil imports from
Russia were introduced gradually and became truly
stringent only in late November.

Where tariffs did bite, the burden was shared. Chi-
nese and Indian exporters absorbed part of the cost,
US importers took another share, and only the remain-
der was passed on to consumers. However, in due
course, the entire tariff will be passed on. The infla-
tionary reckoning has been postponed, not cancelled
— and may well arrive in 2026. Pessimists should have
noted that merchandise imports were only around
11% of US GDP. No less than 76 % of GDP comes from
services, which are unaffected by tariffs.

The US economy has grown at a decent 3% this year.
China’s growth, going by official figures, slowed only
marginally. Across Asia, countries exposed to trade
disruptions such as Vietnam, the Philippines, Indone-
sia adapted quickly and continued to grow. India is not
alone in shrugging off tariff shocks.

India’s performance, however, has been extraor-
dinary. Its long-term growth trend has been 6.5% per
year. The govt estimated that Trump’s tariffs might
reduce GDP growth by 0.5%. Instead, it has soared,
averaging 8% in the first two quarters of this fiscal
year. Chief Economic Adviser V Anantha Nag-
eswaran is on firm ground in suggesting that India
may have moved to a new, higher growth trend ex-
ceeding 7%. India’s fiscal deficit is under control.
Inflation has fallen to just 0.7%, thanks to an espe-
cially sharp fall in vegetable prices. The current
account deficit may double, thanks to high gold im-
ports, but even so may be a comfortable 1.2% of GDP.

India’s high growth is the cumulative effect of sev-
eral different reforms over the years. The most striking
development has been the rise and rise of global capa-
bility centres (GCCs). US giants Google, Amazon and
Microsoft have announced plans for investing a com-
bined total of $67.5 billion in new GCCs, including in-
frastructure for and development of AI. MNCs global-
ly are short of STEM (science, technology, engineering,
maths) graduates and India is the largest provider, save
China. This is upskilling Indian talent to global heights,
with spillover effects into the whole economy as GCC
staff are later hired by Indian companies.

Finally, a note of warning. It’s possible 2025 is
the 1ull before the storm. That should make 2026
very interesting. m

consumers?

denced view on this matter. At pres-
ent, a handful of companies domi-
nate our digital lives, limiting our
experiences and stifling competi-
tion and innovation. This trend is
only increasing as large language

the only way to give start-ups a
chance to scale and give citizens
better choices and experiences on-
line is to intervene in a targeted
way to level the playing field. For
India’s tech ecosystem to produce
more successful home-grown in-
novators, a targeted competition
regulation is needed. Not a
DMA 2.0, but one that
works for India.

Mozilla has been tackling uneven competition
on the web for 25 years, so we have a well-evi-

models (LLMs) become part of the mix. Well-de-
signed competition regulation can be a boon to
consumer choice and value as well as to econom-
ic growth by lowering the barriers to entry, and
facilitating investment and innovation from both
domestic and international companies and de-
velopers. We have experienced first-hand the
impact of aregulation like the EU’s Digital Mar-
kets Act (DMA), where our daily active
users doubled in a year after users were
given genuine browser choice for the
first time. The UK, Japan and others
followed suit, understanding that

Big 'Tech already dominates our digital
lives. This will only intensify with Al

In 2025, the European Union stepped up efforts to curb the
power of Big Tech companies, sparking a transatlantic clash as
the Trump administration threatened retaliatory measures.
Even as the debate continues on how far the state should go in
regulating companies such as Meta and Google, India is without
a well-designed digital services law. Linda Griffin, head of
public policy at the global non-profit Mozilla, which created
the Firefox browser, tells Himanshi Dhawan why choice and
user agency need to be built into the user experience

M India currently has no law to regulate digital
services with the govt withdrawing the draft
Digital Competition Bill in August. What does this
gap mean for the digital rights of Indian

innovation. How do you respond to this?

FOR THE

RECORD

increase Firefox adoption?

B There are fears that over-regulation could stifle

‘Regulation as the enemy of innovation’ has
been a PR tagline successfully deployed by those
incumbents who stand to lose out from fairer
and more competitive markets. Badly designed
and poorly enforced laws are certainly not what
we want. But well-thought-out regu-
lation provides the scaffolding and
baseline certainty for business, cit-
izens and govt. Imagine saying that
we don’t need financial or health-
care regulation: it’s hard to under-
stand why the digital economy should be any
different. Good regulation should be expertly
crafted by people who understand the technol-
ogies they are regulating. This means it needs
to be efficient, proportionate (meaning it is not
overly burdensome for start-ups without large
compliance departments) and responsive. Good
regulation should also have clear processes, and
asupportive, well-equipped regulator to over-
see. Anyone who doesn’t have a view on
how to make regulation work better for
innovators doesn’t actually care about
regulation harming innovation; they
only want to protect the status quo.

M Given Google’s dominance, what is
Mozilla India’s strategy to significantly

In 2025, we rolled out one update
after another; all aimed at making
browsing better, faster, more
useful and secure. Impor-
tantly, Firefox is focused
on giving people more

choice and control over their information and
experience. This is our real edge over larger
providers. But we don’t have our operating sys-
tem to distribute our browser, so if people want
to use Firefox, they have to make an active
choice. And 200 million people globally make
that choice. There is still alot to be done to ensure
that independent competitors like Firefox have
a level playing field and that people have real
browser choice. Defaults that are hard to change,
platforms overriding user choice, maze-like set-
tings, lack of interoperability are some of the
barriers facing smaller challengers. But there
is plenty to be optimistic about, including the
momentum that exists globally to address these
issues and to ensure that people can freely
choose a browser that meets their needs.

M Firefox introduced its Al Window later than
several rival browsers. What sets it apart?
Control and choice are central to Firefox’s
DNA, and we believe these principles are more
important than ever as Al becomes a part of
people’s browsing experiences. But as a few
dominant firms start integrating the browser,
search engine, and AI agent into one tightly
controlled ecosystem, real user choice is at risk.
It’s more critical than ever that Al systems are
built with transparency, choice, and accounta-
bility. At Firefox, we’ve deliberately not taken
part in the race to the bottom, but are thought-
fully designing an opt-in Al assistant feature
(AI Window). This will be rolled out in the
coming months. With an AI Window, users will
have a dedicated space in Firefox for focused
interaction with an Al assistant — a place to
search or chat without disrupting their regular
browsing. Choice and user agency will be built
into every part of users’ experience.

M India is set to host the global Al Summit next
year. In a world divided over Al safety, openness,
and governance, how can India help push the
conversation forward?

Looking back, the first Summit in the UK fo-
cused on safety from a very narrow perspective.
In contrast, the Paris Al Summit was a positive
change of pace with a broad understanding that
more openness across the Al stack is the only
way to build transparency into AI. We're excit-
ed to see where the Indian Summit takes this
conversation and hope that the role of a
well-crafted regulation is properly debated.

Incendiary rhetoric in Bangladesh shouldn’t distract India from its strategic interests

RIGHT & WRONG

SWAPAN DASGUPTA

There are some conspiracies that
follow a script, and others where
the choreography goes horribly
wrong, triggering unintended
SRS consequences. In the coming
months, regardless of how events in Bangladesh
unfold in 2026, the speculation over who shot Inqui-
lab Moncho activist Osman Hadi in Dhaka on Dec
12 islikely to persist and even take intriguing turns.
The big question centres on why the tragic kill-
ing of someone who was relatively unknown, ex-
cept among a charmed circle of what in India goes
by the label andolanjivis, should have produced
such a violent reaction. According to the official
narrative spun by the friends of Mohammed
Yunus’s fragile dispensation, the Kkiller was a
known Awami League worker who has subsequent-
ly fled and taken refuge in India. The Kkilling, it is
being suggested, was the Awami’s way of instilling
panic in the ranks of the regime’s supporters.

If the exiled Awami leadership had indeed plot-

lence unleashed by the upholders of the July

port enjoyed by the Jamaat-e-Islami and the NCP.

Post-election is another matter altogether.

ted the murder of Hadi, it was a case of a conspira-
cy gone awry. On the contrary, the reactive violence
unleashed by the so-called baby revolutionaries in
the National Citizen Party (better known as the
‘King’s Party’ for its proximity to the Chief Adviser)
seemed to be better targeted. Apart from assaulting
some remaining symbols of Bengali culture, intim-
idating awkward voices in the media and brutally
Iynching a Hindu man in Mymensingh, the violence
had two clear objectives. First, to derail the parlia-
mentary elections scheduled for Feb 12, as Hadi’s
brother alleged, accusing a section within Yunus’s
interim govt of plotting the killing. Second, to scut-
tle the homecoming, after 17 years in exile, of the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party’s working president
Tarique Rahman. Arguably, there was a third objec-
tive: to create an anti-India frenzy and a war hysteria.
The over-excited NCP leaders pressed for Bangla-
desh to engineer the separation of the Seven Sisters
from India. There were also cries for a revolutionary
govt to assume charge.

It is now apparent that both sets of conspira-
cies had unanticipated outcomes. The mob vio-

Revolution created panic among important stake-
holders in Bangladesh. In the aftermath of Sheikh
Hasina’s departure, there was a fond hope that
Yunus would be able to calm things down and fa-
cilitate an orderly transition to democratic rule.
Alas, Yunus has spent much of his tenure ensuring
his own survival and patronising his band of fa-
vourites. The stability and progress that charac-
terised Bangladesh under earlier govts have been
seriously compromised by the caretaker regime
in the past 16 months. Social peace has been com-
promised by assertive Islamists, mob rule has
jeopardised the daily life of citizens and econom-
ic activity has been adversely affected by extortion
and uncertainty. With the latest round of violence
after Hadi’s death, it was clear to its stakeholders
that Bangladesh had reached breaking point.
The return of Khaleda Zia’s political heir to
Dhaka last Thursday has transformed the political
landscape momentarily. The tumultuous welcome
that greeted Tarique Rahman clearly demonstrat-
ed that the popular base of the BNP was firmly
intact and much more consequential than the sup-

In the event the caretaker regime resists interna-
tional pressure and prevents the Awami League
from contesting the polls, a resounding BNP victo-
ry is assured. In any event, the sizable Awami vote
bank is likely to extend tactical support to the BNP,
not least on account of the latter’s commitment to
the legacy of the 1971 liberation movement.

It is not merely die-hard BNP supporters that
have been energised by Tarique’s return. There is
also a groundswell of support from the middle class-
es and business communities who, alarmed by the
growing lawlessness, are relieved that there is now
a clear prime minister-in-waiting.

Finally, despite earlier doubts over Tarique’s
ability to re-adjust to the harsh realities of Bangla-
desh politics, there is now a greater reassurance.
The BNP leader’s initial remarks suggest that he
seeks a return to normal life, minus the radical im-
pulses that vitiated post-Hasina Bangladesh. His
announcement of a grand plan for his country may
well be discounted, but he will still be embraced by
a Bangladesh desperately clutching at straws. For
the moment, Tarique is an uncrowned king.

However, Bangladesh’s bid to become ‘normal’
again faces daunting challenges. There is Yunus’s
personal ambitions and his colossal ability to ma-
nipulate events to ensure his own survival. This
includes exacerbating tensions with India and
generating an anti-India hysteria. Then there is
the monster of Islamist radicalism which believes
Bangladesh is ready for transformation. The Ja-
maat has the patience to move incrementally, and
it will undoubtedly seek an understanding with
the BNP on the belief that once in power, Tarique’s
inexperience will show. It will be interesting to
see how the BNP now perceives its emboldened
erstwhile junior partner.

For India, the only viable choice is to wait,
watch and ensure that the challenges to national
security are contained, without getting worked
up by the incendiary rhetoric of Bangladeshi
populists. For the long term, however, other op-
tions will have to be explored to ensure a Bang-
ladesh that feels it can be a partner in India’s
global march. Exorcising Pakistan from the soul
of Bangladesh is taking too long for comfort. m

Freeze the gyaan! The real reason
Indian women aren

BY INVITATION

RASHMI BANSAL

Freeze your eggs!

Do your duty to society!!

Don’t bring children into this hor-
rible world at all.

. { Everybody and their social media
uncle has an opinion on the fertility of women. Zoho’s
Sridhar Vembu recently weighed in, advising wom-
en to have kids in their twenties rather than postpon-
ing the decision. Reproductive gyaan to women is
nothing new. In the era of no birth control, this meant
virginal young brides being married off early and
producing cricket-team-sized families. There was no
choice, really, it was survival of the species.

Then, we found ways to prevent disease, even
eliminate some. The babies who once died at birth,
or as infants, stopped dying. The adults who retired
at 60 and — if lucky — hit 70, now aim for centuries.
The jansankhya ka aankada galloped from millions
to over a billion, 1.4 to be precise.

Now, economists and think tanks warn that our
demographic dividend is turning into demographic
decline. For those of us who grew up in an era where
the govt promoted ‘hum do, hamare do’ as an ideal,
this is understandably confusing. Then, population
was sold as a ‘problem’ and Nirodh, the panacea.

Cut to Generation X, which ripened for mar-
riage in the 1990s. Code-language style matrimoni-
al ads filled up half the Sunday newspaper. IIM
Ahmedabad’s class of 1993 (to which I belong) had
the choice of ‘love marriage’ or ‘arranged mar-
riage’. ‘I will not marry’ was not on the table.

Once married, you announced the ‘good news’
within two to five years. Many of us went from
‘hamare do’ to ‘hamara ek’, boy or girl koi bhi chale-
ga. So, the only logical number the next generation
could go to was zero. And now that you can swipe
your way through life, why even get married? But
even for those who cannot resist being the star of your
very own Karan Johar-inspired wedding production,
kids are not happening — not yet, and maybe never.

There are many, many theories about aisa kyun ho
raha hai. From ‘ladkiyan career par focus karna chah-
ti hain’ (girls are too career focused) to ‘youngsters
don’t want to grow up and take responsibility’. But
after observing the brave ones who do have a child, I
have come to a different conclusion. The problem
seems to be what I call ‘perfect parent’ syndrome.

Ashigh achievers in life, today’s young couples
strive to achieve the highest rating not just in the
office, but in the scorecard of parenting.

T have seen parents who tell visitors ‘not to ring
the bell’ as it will disturb the child. Parents who
ensure their child is never left unattended, not even
for a minute. And those who constantly run after

4 WORD DROP

Butter naan-sense. Symbolic fixes

N S

't having babies

NOT SO CUTE: Couples are afflicted by the ‘perfect
parent’ syndrome, which makes them strive for the
highest rating not just in office, but in parenthood

them with a spoon saying, ‘Just one more bite’.
Naturally, the act of parenting is endlessly exhaust-
ing, despite the adorable pictures on Instagram.

Our grandmothers with a cricket team to raise
had no such anxieties. There was a bevy of chachas
and buas, didis and bhaiyyas to co-parent, which
essentially meant: feed and clothe the child. Also,
make sure they do not accidentally Kkill themselves
by swallowing the shiny metal objects lying around.

Now the pressure is entirely on the parents, par-
ticularly the mom. If she is working, this means
handling office politics, as well as an SME-size staff
at home — maid, back up maid, cook, nanny, driver,
dhobi, etc etc etc. And, even with all this help, and
just one child, she is ten times as stressed as her own
mother, who cooked three meals a day herself.

So, what’s the solution, you might ask. Having
kids early (late 20s) — yes, it is chaotic for a while,
but you have your 40s and beyond to live it up? Hav-
ing Kkids later (mid-30s and beyond), you have more
resources and are (hopefully) more mature? How-
ever, you will be attending school PTAs in your 50s.

Whatever the age, parenting has never been hard-
er than it is right now. We don’t have that village we
need to raise a child/children, and no alternate sup-
port systems. How many of us have ‘neighbours like
family’ whom we trust our child can spend an hour
or two with when needed? Maybe such people exist
but we never had the time to get to know them.

And then there are IIM-educated couples who say
— in all seriousness — “we cannot afford a child.”
What they really mean is: we may not be able to send
our child to the most expensive school in the city and
later, to a very expensive Ivy League university (that
being the default, janamsiddh adhikaar!). Bhai, bach-
chas don’t demand these things —all they need is love.
Also, a bit of struggle never hurt anyone, and may
actually be just what they need. To be cool, confident,
content, conscious, and contributing citizens. m

Bansal is an author who writes on
entrepreneurship and society

KIDULTS

Have you ever walked down a
supermarket aisle and felt
tempted to splurge on a Lego
set, a superhero figurine, or a
Labubu doll — despite being a
‘grown up’? You might be part of
a growing community of people
termed as ‘kidults’, aka adults
who buy toys and other things
meant for kids. From Delhi to
London, such ‘kidults’ are not
only tapping into nostalgia and
fandoms, but also giving in to

consumerism to keep the child
in them alive. The toy and
collectibles industry is not
complaining at all, with a report
by market research firm Circana
showing that adults were the
fastest-growing age group in the
toy market over 2023-24. Money,
it turns out, can buy happiness
— at least that’s what some
kidults are choosing to believe.

! INBOX

Old wounds

Apropos of ‘150 years later...’
(ATM, Dec 14), the renewed
controversy around Vande
Mataram underscores how
unresolved questions from the
past still echo through our
political discourse. However,
this should not become an
exercise in reopening old wounds.
—Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Email your letters to the editor at
sunday.times@timesofindia.com
with ‘Sunday Mailbox’ in the subject line.
Please mention your name and city

can’t clean up Delhi’s pollution

THE UNDERAGE OPTIMIST

CHETAN BHAGAT

| Delhi is ending one year and wel-
&% coming another with hazardous air
j & quality. Not just ‘slightly unhealthy’,
“ » but in the ‘why are you still alive?’
\ territory. You don’t need an app to
tell you that. Just open your eyes. Or your mouth. If
you land in Delhi from another city, the air welcomes
you with a bitter taste, like a disappointed relative.
Health experts suggest that pollution is likely to
shave 11 years off an average person’s life. Flights
are cancelled, schools are shut, and people are sick.
You would think this is a pandemic-level urgency. And
yet, apart from some measures that do not work, not
much has changed. The latest measure? Stop making
rotis and naans in coal-fired tandoors. Yes, the real
villain was always that extra butter naan you ordered.
This isn’t about partisan poli-
tics either. Every govt has tried
steps like odd-even number
plates, banning construction,
banning firecrackers, banning
bonfires made by watchmen,
banning old vehicles, monitor-
ing waste burning, and trying
to prevent crop burning. Yet,
Delhi maintains the dubious
honour of being one of the
most polluted capital cities in
the world year after year.
Other cities that have faced
this problem in the past seem

SMOKY REVEAL: Yes, the real villain was always
that extra butter naan you ordered

This lack of scientific temperament means we are
never really going to figure out fixes for Delhi’s pollu-
tion. Instead, we would rather be seen as “at least try-
ing to do something,” and hence, no more tandoori
rotis. Science does not drive our decisions, populism
does, which brings us to the next point.

2 | MORE HARDSHIPS, LESS ACCOUNTABILITY
We will soon be the third-largest economy in the world.
However, we are still third world in many aspects. Go to
any Indian slum and you will get a sense of how hard life
is for the average Indian. Clean toilets do not exist. Wag-
es are low and not guaranteed. Housing is dilapidated.
When life is in survival mode, the first thing that goes out
of the window is concern for the environment. I want the
cheapest fuel — wood, biomass, or coal — even if it pol-
lutes. If crop burning saves me a bit of money, I'll do it.
My life sucks, so don’t expect me not to spit paan on the
roadside or throw garbage anywhere. The irony is that
the poor suffer the most from pollution, yet it feels hard
and unfair to expect them to be
accountable. No politician is go-
ing to enforce it anyway.

3| A LACK OF CIVIC SENSE
Whether we like it or not, Indi-
ans are considered filthy, boor-
ish, and lacking civic sense. The
stereotype isn’t completely un-
founded. In a society wired to
live in survival mode, it’s every
man and woman for themselves
rather than having a feeling of
belonging to a larger society.
Our homes are clean, not our

to have fixed it. Beijing and
several other Chinese cities are good examples. Why
are we failing in Delhi? To understand this, we have
to face some brutal truths about ourselves. I am writ-
ing this in times when brutal truths and anything that
doesn’t celebrate or glorify us and our great past is
unwelcome but if unpleasant reality triggers you, stop
now. You have been warned. Otherwise, here goes:

1| WE ARE UNSCIENTIFIC PEOPLE

Of course, we study science. How else would we crack
engineering and medical entrance exams? But most
of us do not believe in a scientific way of thinking,
which involves measuring and analysing data, figur-
ing out cause and effect, and proposing solutions
based on evidence. The average Indian views all this
as either redundant or a western conspiracy. They
believe that all the science that needed to be figured
out was done by our ancestors thousands of years
ago, and our ancient knowledge trumps western re-
search. This is even as we happily adopt global sci-
entific and technological innovations such as smart-
phones, medicines and ChatGPT.

streets. One option is adopting
draconian laws with strict fines and punishments but
these are antithetical to democracy and will only be
abused in a corrupt society like India. What is needed
is a feeling that this country, city, and society belong to
all of us collectively, and that we need to take care of
them. Instead, we have some chest-beating nationalism,
which is more about fake personal pride and identity
than shared civic duty. In such a setup, macro-level
problems such as pollution become impossible to fix.

Any civilization that rejects modern science or
doesn’t have a cohesive civic sense eventually per-
ishes. Earlier, such civilizations would get annihilat-
ed by more united and technologically advanced in-
vaders. Today, it looks like we will kill ourselves by
creating pollution that we can’t seem to fix.

Meanwhile, I will miss the unique flavour of tan-
doori rotis and kebabs. Oh well, maybe we can add
that to the list of things from our glorious past. So,
what if we live 11 years less? As Rajesh Khanna said
in the movie ‘Anand’: Zindagi lambi nahi, badi honi
chahiye (Life should be big, not long). Maybe that’s
why Delhiites live it up, after all. m
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This New Year, Forget Resolutions & Try to Find What You Really, Really Want Instead

Without knowing your deep-seated wishes, you may be making misdirected plans — which, even if accomplished, will result in fulfilling inconsequential wishes — so careful what you wish for
WORD COUNTS

TUSHAR
GORE

With the new year just around the cor-
ner,theannualritual of decidingresolu-
tions is upon us. Activities that are pri-
oritised in resolutions are driven by de-

While thinking about wishes, the
question becomes: are we working on
our deepest wishes and desires? One
of thefirstlessonsinany introductory
management course is to give top pri-
ority to the most important or impact- ,';
ful project. Extending this concept to
personal life, the new year resolution
should be aligned to our deepest desir-
es—thosethatarenotontrack of being
fulfilled. Extending that thought even
further, do we even know what our
deepestdesiresare?

Recently, I remembered the ‘Mirror
of Erised’ construct from the Harry
Potter universe. The mirror reflects
back the beholder’s deepest desire —

sires and wishes. Take the ‘lose weight
by exercising’ resolution. It is to fulfill
the wish of ‘lookinggood’ or ‘feeling bet-
ter’. A wish to be less stressed and man-
age timelines better could be the driver
of a ‘usetask-lists’ resolution.

Many of us, however, do not start by list-
ing the wish before circling-in the resolu-
tion. The ‘wish-to-activity’ journey seems
automatic and unconscious enough.

desire.

‘Erised’ is ‘Desire’ spelt backwards —
bydepictinghimorherenjoyinganac-
tivity thatshowsthefulfillment of this

For Harry, it shows him hugging his
dead parents. For Ron, it shows him hold-
ingthe Quidditch cup and beingfelicitat-
ed by the team. In the novel, Harry Potter
and the Philosopher’s Stone, the mirror
comes with a warning from the school’s

I will go
to bed early.
¥

A

RESOLUTION IN THE AIR

headmaster Albus Dumbledore —
that the mirror can ensnare people
and drive them to near-madness as
they watch the mirror endlessly to
see the impossible unfold.
Butatool as capable as this Mir-
ror of Erised could be extremely
useful. Because many of us are
not able to highlight our deepest
desires. What do we really want?

While thinking about wishes, the question
becomes: are we working on our
deepest wishes and desires?

sess. Such an expertise could be a meta-
skill, the possession of which makeslife
easier all around because whatever the
situation, one is making the best deci-
sion. (Itwould be aformidable challenge
for a screenwriter and filmmaker to de-
pictamirror reflecting back to someone
the fulfillment of thisdesire.)

With a menu of desires to choose from,
are we able to pinpoint the dearest one?
Without knowing our deep-seated wish,

In the Harry Potter stories, the
mirror reflected a desire for ful-
filled relationships, and for ac-
ceptance and recognition of
peers consequent to some ex-
traordinary achievement. These
two desires are common entries
in a list of top aspirations and
wishes.

Other contenders are a desire
for some specific material object

or experience. Considering that the
qualifierisdeepest desire, this could be a
morearchetypal yearningrelated toma-
terial objects or experiences.

Then there are desires around skills
and talents. For example, longing for a
musical, sporting, analytical ability, or
the power to read people. In business —
andingenerallife—theability totakethe
right decision is a terrific skill to pos-

we might be making plans and resolu-
tions that are misdirected and, even if
accomplished, will result in fulfillingan
inconsequential wish.

Without a mirror, what can one do to
uncover this secret? Self-reflection can
be one way — although the concept of an
external object (such as a mirror) that
reflects back part of our sub-conscious
ismeanttoconvey thatself-knowledgeis
rarely complete. Seeking feedback from
othersisanother.

Similar to the ‘strengths-weaknesses’
management framework, there is a
‘hopes-fears’ teambuilding game. List-
ing hopes (wishes) for oneself, and also
seeking feedback from family and close

friends, can shed light on these hidden
secrets. Sometimes, our unguarded ut-
terances to close ones subtly betray our
deepest wishes.

This new year can be about reflection
and seeking reactions, instead of mak-
ing resolutions. Wishing you all a very
happynew year ahead.

The writer is MD,
Resonance Laboratories, Bengaluru

Nature Doesn’t EXist in a Zoo, It’s Also In You

‘Othering’ nature and then repackaging it back as wellness is clever — but why don't you just protect itasitis all around us?

RED HERRING

INDRAJIT

Being Funny is
Seriously a Very
Serious Business

Careful with your comedy — there's no
‘sense of humour’, only many ‘senses’

As alife-long Marxist, I have always tried to prac-
tise what Groucho Marx preached in the St Louis

Post-Dispatch in1927:‘...allhumouristsare serious
people atheart. The fact that they have to be contin-
ually funny makes them so. They also realise that
humour is regarded in a light vein, that for a thing
to be really worthwhile it must have depth and cer-
tain amount of vitality. Basically, their humour
contains these qualities, and knowing it they en-
deavour to bring it out in serious material. Gener-
ally, they fail, for they only know the field of come-
dy... Yes, sir, this business of being funny is far too
serious.’ Yes, sir, indeed.

Being funny-writingor doinganything remotely
humorous is a subset of this condition - is tricky.
You are considered funny in a good way depending
onwhereyou’rebeingfunny. Crackinga Santa-Ban-
tajoke in a Bhatinda bar is different from cracking
it in a Rajouri Gardens Christmas party, is differ-
entfromcrackingitinaKhalistaniPride Paradein
T’ronto. As much as it matters how you react to
scenes while watching Schindler’s List at a Nazi or
Ashkenazidinner party.

Which issomethingI have sometimesforgotten to
abide by in my enthusiasm to be a 24x7 Wise Wi-
seass® to my peril a couple of times when I was
named in FIRs for ‘hurting sensibilities,” even as I
comfortmyself tothisdaythatneverhavelbeenac-
cused of ‘outraging modesty’. Yes, being funny is
laying oneself open to being misunderstood: of
flippancy, rudeness, infantile behaviour — and per-
hapsthe worstsin of ourtimes, incomprehensibili-
ty. That is the nature of the multiple-entendre
beast. And yet, if you’re a Marxist like I am, you
take your chances and labour on. For, as Groucho
rightly says, it’s about the desperate need to be tak-
enseriously.

If nature abhors a vacuum, a comikaze — person
whose constant attempts to come across as funny
ends up being self-demeaning — abhors gravitas, at
least in a crowd larger than two. There have been
numerous occasions when in the middle of serious
conversations I've cracked a bon mot - on the cur-
rent situation in Delhi’s Chittaranjan Park after
troubles erupting in Bangladesh, Delhi’s breath-
taking skyline, fall of the rupee mark- ing the
indisputable rise of India, Hin- . .y
duisation of Messi, ‘Loote Koi
MNREGA, Dbanke mera j
sathi’... ‘

Within these numerous occa-
sions, there have been enough
occasions when the conversa-
tion skids to a stop. One guy in
the huddle — usually an NRI
businessman or econo-
mist-looksatmeasif I
asked for ketchup in a
Michelin star restau-
rant. And then the
serious conversa-
tion continues,
this time with
me exiting via a
patligali.

Being funny is also a protective device against be-
ing exposed as a charlatan. A rent-a-witticism or a
quip-a-minute is a plea to be taken seriously. But
here’s the magnificent, tragic paradox: succeed in
establishing yourself as a man of comic disposi-
tion, and among most grown-ups you’ll be forever
consigned to the seat next to the kitchen or bath-
room door.

And yet, it’s the comic rasa that alone can depict
the world as it truly is: comedy heightened by its ab-
surdities; neuroses amplified by fakery; boredom
propelled by pointless hyperactivity.

Another great Marxist, novelist Howard Jacob-
son, hit the heads of angels dancing on a nail when
hesaid,‘...if you're goingtobe a great comic writer,
not a humorist, you've got to take it into the throat
of grief. Can you make laughter and seriousness so
close that they are the same thing?... And the seri-
ousness is at all times aware of its own preposter-
ousness. What'’s it for, this seriousness?’

So, don’t be disheartened that no one —apart from
your underlings at work — took you seriously at
Wednesday’s Christmas Eve party after you drop-
pedthosesmartalec House of Guinness witticisms
and Black Adder-inspired one-liners more than
once. You have Wednesday’s New Year’s Party toset
things straight. Just gauge the room and choose
your punchline wisely. Remember, there’s nothing
called ‘a sense of humour’ or lack thereof. There
are only senses of humour. Wishing you a very seri-
ously comic new year ahead.

OH, THE SERIOUSITY OF IT

indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

SOFT LAUNCH

The nature market is having a mo-
ment. What began with spas has ex-
panded into other forms of self-carein
nature — retreats, getaways, silence
camps - offered for the mind and body.
Or,inbrandingterms,aholistic indus-
try.

Meanwhile, cities are reporting a
paradoxical trend: ghost malls have
become a whole abandoned shadow
city as crowds flock to new hot spots in
new malls. Except, it’s not a paradox,
but an anomaly too familiar in a capi-
talist cycle where we keep cycling in
the same spot and think we’re moving
forward.

None of this works because urban
life has made people dependent on the
market to generate excitement, lei-
sure, even an inner life. Do we need a
space to practise silence? Do we need
to attend a book club to read a book?
Think about it: there might be book
lovers out there who would prefer to
read two books in the time it takes to
read one and discuss it noisily some-
where. If we care aboutnature, will we
not also care about dogs, birds, and
treesinourlocalities, instead of flying

off to Ranthambore to click a bulbul
and upload it to Instagram with the
caption: What’s that bird?

Even the most basic curiosity about
nature is now outsourced to wildlife
experts, while being a noisy, clueless
tourist disturbing animals on a safari
passes for being an animal lover. You
don’t need to be a botanist to have a
working knowledge of plants, trees,
birds and butterflies around you, just
asyoudon’tneed to be ahuman expert
to be friendly to your neighbours.
These are matters of basic attentive-
ness, courtesy and common sense. Cli-
mate curiosity is no longer social chit
chat. It’s existential.

What we see instead is exotification
of nature. As though it exists outside
us and must be travelled to be experi-

enced. We return, forget, and repeat
the cycle. Pop culture reinforces this
separation, framing nature lovers as
wild children- Alimages of semi-clad
forest, or ocean nymphs not from this
world along with some poetry scrib-
bled on. As though attentiveness and
prose were a deviation from the norm.

Paradoxically, as our cities grow di-
vorced from the natural world, the na-
ture industry, feeding off this other-
ness, encroaches further on nature,

If you genuinely care
about ‘nature’, you'll
know that it's not
something far away

THE GREAT BARRIER RIFF

Go to Turkmenistan,
Step Into a Rabbit Hole

From marble excess to fiery desert, the country’s surreal, utterly over the top

You know how some people are
excellent at digging holes for
themselves? Lying on a mat-
tress — which, in comparison,
makes even a slab of marble
seem soft and bouncy - in the
middle of Turkmenistan’s Ka-
rakum desert, not even the heat
of the Darvaza gas crater near-
by could offer any solace from
the deadly cold. A few months
ago in Mongolia, we had prom-
ised each other nevertostay ina
stupid yurt again. Yet, there we
were.

Visiting the reclusive nation of
Turkmenistan is akin to stepping
into a rabbit hole. A driver and
guide are mandatory, interactions
with locals are avoided. And the
obligatory story at each stop is a
cautiously rehearsed perform-
ance. Capital Ashgabat is con-
structed almost exclusively of
white marble, and on its elegant
roads only white cars are permit-
ted.

Scattered across its urban
landscape are the most baffling
monuments dedicated to the na-
tion’s leaders. Bedecked in gold
and under the watchful eyes of
stern-looking guards, we were
the only visitors.

On arrival at the bird-shaped
airport, we followed the tour
company’s instructions, hand-
ed over our official ‘letter of in-
vitation’ for visa-stamping, and
submitted toamandatory Covid
test. The swab was waved in
front of our faces like a magical
wand, and we never heard about
theresults.

We were then whisked off to
our hotel, the iconic 11-storey
Wedding Palace, shaped like an
8-pointed star. The massive cube
that sits on top incorporates a
ball with a diameter of 32 m,
symbolising Earth, with Turk-
menistan as its only visible na-
tion. Naturally, we were the only
guests here, too.

Initially, there’s a certain
charm to having a whole city
and its sights to yourself. But
you start wondering what all
this is for. Turkmenistan holds
vastreserves of natural gas and
oil. This has allowed its leaders

We were the only
guests at Wedding
Palace (pic)

TURKMEN DELIGHT

to cultivate the most outlandish
personality cults. Perched on an
outcrop of whitemarblesome20
m off the ground, its second
president, Gurbanguly Berdy-
mukhamedov,gallopsatopama-
jestichorse for all eternity.

Cast in bronze and covered in
24-carat gold leaf, upon ascend-
ing to the throne, he undid some
of the more eccentric decisions
of his predecessor —-who, among
others, had the days of the week
and months renamed after him-
self and members of his family.
Berdymukhamedov’s son isnow
president, and his image is un-
avoidable, lording over empty
parks and streets, and smiling
benignly from government
buildings.

After sundown, thecity islitup
by a spectacle of rainbow-col-
oured lights. Not unlike your

NO OFFENCE

constructing directly on it elsewhere.

Nature isnot something you leave be-
hind, escape to, and then return from.
Nature is you. The more we ‘other’ na-
ture, the further we move away from it.
This is the circuitous ridiculousness
of mindless consumption, where we
are so conditioned by commercial in-
terests that the left hand doesn’t know
what right hand isdoing.

Often this is the brain protecting it-
self through cognitive dissonance. It’s
oneof thereasonsmany animallovers
eat meat without seeing a contradic-
tion. Othering becomes a convenient
lie. One that suits our blind spots
around mortality and ethics, and ben-
efits consumer industry.

Iremember when thelifestyle beatin
journalism arrived in India after eco-
nomicliberalisation, and I was sent to
cover it. During a morning meeting,
when I spoke on another colleague’s
beat, an editor cut me off to say, ‘Tellus
aboutlifestyle,”asthough a womanliv-
ing was somehow separate from aman
thinking. It was the same cognitive
dissonance at work. Living is a politi-
cal act as much as clean air is a politi-
calissue.

Inlate-stage capitalism, the question
isnolonger how long the con will last,
but how much damage it will do to the
very causes it claims to promote.
Thinking and living are not separate
channels of the body, unconnected to
each other. What we choose to con-
sume defines not just our own exist-
ence, but the future of the planet. If
you genuinely care about ‘nature’, you
will care about the Aravallis. Because
nature isnot somethingfar away. Let’s
normalise this.

Morparia

CoEARSL(
STEPHE!
 HADRING WAS

A RECULAR HERE

LrooR PUNISHIENT FOR,
ABUSE ON TRE

EOSTEIN GLANDS

\OYEARS ON ANO—

CF;%’ ~ TAER. S m LAR,

4
»~

ABOUT...

) Radio Ceylon
Turning 100

‘Bhaiyo aur beheno’...

Are you going to give a
speech?
Ahno,Iwasthinking
about Ameen Sayani
and Binaca Geetma-
la.

Ameen what and Binaca what now?
(sighs) Video truly killed the radio
star. I am talking about Ameen
Sayani who was the honey-
dripped voice of the popular one-
of-its-kind weekly countdown
show of Hindifilm songs called Bi-
naca Geetmala on Radio Ceylon.

These are just a bunch of words for
me. | would need more context.
Well, Radio Ceylon is the bygone
name of SriLankan radio service
that wasonce popularacross India
asjustthat. Andtheman whothou-
sands tuned into listen was Say-
ani, the RJ for the countdown
show for almostfour decades, once
a week exactly at 8pm sharp. Geet-
mala was broadcast on Radio Cey-
lon from 1952t01988. It later moved
to Vividh Bharatiservice of AllIn-
dia Radio in 1989 and ran there till
1994.

Why are we talking about it?
Radio Ceylon just completed 100
years this December 16. And, it
brought back memories.

How old are you?

0Old enough to know that you are
being flip. Did you know that the
Sri Lankan radio service was the
first commercial short-wave sta-
tionin Asia? Itwasrechristened as
Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corpora-
tion (SLBC) in 1967 though. Appar-
ently the SLBC has the largest li-
brary of recorded songs in Asia,
including rare Hindi song records
not found even in India and a
unique collection of world lead-
ers’ voicerecordings. It wastruly a
unifying force of nature, especial-
lyinaregion that wasfractured by
politics, borders and language.

Is this Ceylon radio still on?

Very much so. It broadcasts three
Sinhala, two Tamil, and one En-
glish service domestically, along-
side foreign services in Hindi,
Kannada, Telugu and Malayalam.
Text: Team Sunday ET

ET Sunday Crossword 0148

auntie from Jalandhar having
taken charge of the organisa-
tion of a shaadi to rival all oth-
ers. Resembling a jewel box ]
carved out of ivory by day, at
night the building that houses
the world’s tallest ferris wheel
evokes the sense of a portal to 12
another dimension.
Independence Monument,
which sits next to it, is shaped
like a rocket, and with lights
changing colour while running 18
up, itseemsinahurrytotake off
and head for the stars. To see the
moon, all you need to do is head
into the desert, though. When,
in 1971, the Soviets started drill- 23
ing for gas at Darvaza, it caused
the soil to collapse, and a deep
crater was formed. To prevent
poisonous emissions, it was set
on fire under the assumption
that it would burn only for a few
days. 30
In the company of a formida-
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DOWN

1 Dullold boy set out to tour
Uruguay (6)

Arestless desire to find letter
dropped by some (5)

Herb’s seen in Piccadilly (4)
Alert navy chasing goof
swimming across harbour (7)
Earthquake’s epicentre? (5)
In long speech one mogul
rambled about love (9)

Sort of account that creates
tension (8)

11 (P[iJ)dding succeeded in the past

14 Not straight grass (4)

15 Unusually, Gran opted to
become sponsor at baptism (9)

16 Border cuts through the
Midlands (3)

17 TV programme for old-age
pensioners last to start (4)

18 Five game to tour India skip
one sort of curry (8)

20 [zrops check by the sound of it

W NO h_Ww N

(4)

21 Brutal Man U played at home
against Southend first (7)

22 Language learnt on Guernsey
to some extent (6)

24 Marine mammal's healthy,
carrying little weight (5)

26 In Africa it may charge money (5)

27 Notmuch land to climbin

ble Turkmen hound known for
keeping sheep safe from wolves,
we trudged over to the crater at
night to relish this oddity that
has been burning for some 50
years. Staring into the hole, and
revelling in its heat, we briefly
found ourselves contemplating
whether we should move our
mattresses to its bottom. Yet
with rain predicted, this did not
seem smart. Atall. Our hole was
deepenoughasitwas.

ACROSS

organ (6)

1 Switch positions from time to time
(2,3,3)
5 Healthy muscle protects glandular

9 Getaluterepaired? That's
guardian’s job (8)

10 Relatives follow Jack for short trips (6)

12 Where in London to find some
espresso houses (4)

13 Locate bulb cultivated to produce
pigment (6,4)

15 Agrees enough'’s been converted
into e.g. methane (10,3)

19 Vague popular English expression |

note intime (13)

liquid (4,6)

25 Uproar’s close to front group (4)
28 Room to turn wheel, missing hotel

by ayard (6)
society magazine (8)

wrong way (6)

31 How Henry V began his rallying
speech at Harfleur again (4,4)

23 Cumbersome load edged with a

29 Very attractive lower leg shown in

30 Start Oxford University exam the

Helsinki (4)
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r 4® Shreya Sen-Handley
Off the beaten track

Six reasons why 2025
wasn’t a total disaster

ﬁ t this time of dying light, and not just the last gasp from the heavens but

P

smothering our political-economic landscape, I didn’t want to pile on the

loom by listing all that’s gone awry this annum. Himalayan in scale, to

dredge them up would be to relive horrors we’ve barely survived. Morale-wreck-
ing and hope-shattering, that ain’t the baggage we want to lug into 2026!

Instead, I wanted to remind you of the joy we’ve experienced, no matter how

paltry and unimportant. Yet, when I set out to enumerate them, I hadn’t count-

ed on it becoming this uphill a climb. Because so little of this dwindling annum

can be dubbed delightful, the Oxford English Dictionary has appropriately

declared ‘rage bait’ the Word of the Year.

Not only is rage the default setting for our planet’s multiplying lumpen, they
are easily and constantly whipped into this heedlessly savage state by the cor-
porations, media, and political parties, perpetually profiting from them. And we
have much to protest but not against the powerless targets we’re manipulated

into directing our hate.

Consider turning it instead on a revered dictionary insisting two words are

just one, and murdering language!

But 2026, by its very name, deserves at least six bequests of hope from 2025, to
give it something to build on. The six I will highlight are events that raised a
smile in our home, to get you started on lists of your own, because each of us will
need uplifting memories to hold on to, on our rocky road to global redemption.

The two Indian national women’s cricket teams that won World Cup tourna-
ments, overcoming huge socio-economic obstacles, overwhelming press and
public pressure, misogyny and international condescension, and in the case of
the blind women’s team, immense physical disadvantages too, turned a bleak
year for not just sport but everything, into one with flashes, occasionally daz-
zling, of optimism. Particularly heartwarming was the self-belief they displayed
when all about them were shouting naaay and the obvious bonds between team
mates. Jemi's sacrifice of money-making matches to stay by her friend Smriti’s
side in the latter’s hour of need being just one example.

Zohran Mamdani’s big, beautiful New York mayoral win was a blazing repu-
diation of the political and corporate villainy that’s poisoning the planet. That a
politician in this day and age can mean well was already a pleasant surprise,
that he actually won, despite, or maybe even because of, his good intentions, was
a bracing, much-needed shake-up of the systemic corruption in our lives.
Fingers crossed that neither his altruism nor his broad political support deserts
him as he attempts to restore equity to NYC, but what reassures me most about
The-Artist-Formerly-Known-As-Mister-Cardamom are his multicultural cre-

dentials; born of erudite, accomplished,
Hindu-Muslim Indian parents on the
African continent, and married to a free-
spirited Middle-Eastern woman, his open-
minded global embrace is what we need in
spades.

Heartening in recent years have been
the efforts of some governments in mak-
ing the web safer for children, e.g. UK’s
Online Safety Act, which restricts sites
from allowing kids access to harmful
material like incitement to suicide, or
porn. But they don’t go far enough, by all
accounts, with tech firms finding loop-
holes to exploit in their inexorable hunt
for more power, more profit, and more
impressionable victims. Which is why
Australia banning under-16s from social
media was welcomed by parents the
world over, because if successful Down
Under it can be replicated anywhere, at
least partially shielding the too-young
from the evils lurking online.

Footballer Gary Lineker winning the
UK’s National TV Award, voted for by
the public, for his decades of excellent
sportscasting, would appear to have no
international ramifications, unless you
know how often he speaks up for the bru-
talised, from under-attack immigrants
and refugees in Britain to Palestinians
pulverised by Israel. This year he lost
his high-profile job at the BBC as a result

of his steadfast outspokenness but the right-thinking amongst the British band-
ed together to hand him this television prize instead (with a healthy Netflix deal
following in its footsteps). No mere television award then this, but an instance

of good Karma in play.

Television, in fact, was one of the few bright spots of 2025, with clever, witty
shows like Slow Horses providing us with distraction from, and insight into, a

world that appears to have willingly

Entertainment may never directly solve our problems, but when we connect
with a motley bunch of flawed but likeable characters in fiction, we train our-

selves to do it IRL too.

Don’t forget triumphs on the homefront when you compile your own cata-
logues, though I must admit this year presented us with fewer such moments to
revel in. Every night my mother messages me from Kolkata, “any news?” she
asks. “None,” I say, before reminding us both that no news is good news these
days. Our son has got offers from venerable British universities. Our daughter,
the younger ‘un, is on track to do as well. Our canine child had a terrible acci-
dent but is recovering well. My parents keep contracting mystery ailments, but
bounce back too, thankfully. I completed writing my Penguin-commissioned
book. And Hubby and I are still happy together in the 218t year of our partner-
ship. No peaks, but a steady cantering along life’s path for which I'm grateful.

Here’s wishing y’all a stable, satisfactory 2026.

Shreya Sen-Handley is the award-winning author of Memoirs of My Body,
short story collection Strange and travelogue Handle With Care. She is also a
playwright, columnist and illustrator.
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But 2026, by its very
name, deserves at least
six bequests of hope. The
six | will highlight are
events that raised a
smile in our home, to get
you started on lists of
your own, because each
of us will need uplifting
memories on our rocky
road to redemption.

undergone an empathy bypass.
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Too big! How duopolies
are Kkilling our markets

Manish Tewari

dia often celebrates
itself as one of the
world’s most energetic
and competitive econo-
mies. But behind the
glow of GDP numbers and
start-up success stories, a
worrying pattern is solidify-
ing. Entire industries are qui-
etly slipping into the grip of
two dominant players. From
aviation and e commerce, to
digital payments and food
delivery, duopolies have
become the hidden architec-
ture of India's modern econo-
my. This is not just an ab-
stract concern for econom-
ists, it affects millions of con-
sumers who now face fewer
choices, rising prices and
dwindling accountability.
IndiGo impunity: The
recent meltdown at IndiGo
Airlines illustrates how
excessive market power can
turn dominance into impuni-
ty. In early December 2025,
IndiGo cancelled more than
2,000 flights in just two weeks.
The disruption left travelers
stranded across the country,
but what made the crisis
truly alarming was the near
absence of alternatives. With
IndiGo controlling about 65
per cent of India’s domestic
aviation market, and Air
India capturing most of the
rest, no other carrier had
enough capacity to absorb the
shock. Fares on available
flights surged, -effectively
imposing what passengers
called a “dominance tax”.
The growing reach of mar-
ket concentration: The
extent of concentration
across critical sectors is both
broad and severe. In more
than a dozen industries, two
firms control between 55 per
cent and 100 per cent of total
market share. The food deliv-
ery market is practically a
two horse race: Zomato and
Swiggy together command
around 95 per cent of all
orders, leaving restaurants
with no choice but to depend
on their platforms, often at
punishing commission rates.
The digital payments ecosys-
tem tells a similar story, with
PhonePe and GooglePay

State of the Union

accounting for nearly 80 per
cent of UPI transactions.

Aviation is even more

striking: IndiGo and Air
India together hold roughly
85 per cent of domestic traffic.
In e commerce, Amazon and
Flipkart capture about three
quarters of online retail sales.
Entertainment ticketing is
led by BookMyShow and
District; ride hailing by Uber
and Ola; and even India's
securities depositories are
split entirely between CDSL
and NSDL. This pattern is no
coincidence — it shows a sys-
temic drift towards market
structures where two players
effectively define the terms of
competition.
Subtle collusion, visible
harm: Unlike traditional car-
tels, duopolies distort mar-
kets through tacit coordina-
tion, producing near-identi-
cal pricing, limited differenti-
ation and weak incentives to
innovate. The food delivery
sector is a case in point.
Restaurants routinely face
commissions of 20-30 per cent,
sometimes higher. Many
small outlets call these
charges unsustainable but
cannot afford to leave the
platforms because 95 per cent
of their customers arrive
through these apps. Platform
power is used strategically:
restaurants that agree to
exclusive partnerships get
lower commissions, while
those who resist face poor vis-
ibility on the app.

In e-commerce, the
Competition Commission of
India (CCI) has previously
found that Amazon and
Flipkart favored certain “pre-
ferred sellers”, ensuring their
listings outranked competi-
tors through algorithmic
tweaking. This effectively
buried thousands of smaller
vendors. Though FDI rules
prohibit platforms from con-
trolling inventory, these com-
panies managed to do so indi-
rectly for years.

Digital payments, mean-
while, raise systemic risks
that go beyond market fair-
ness. When two companies
handle over 80 pc of daily UPI

Parliament must
urgently pass the
Digital Competition
Bill. The Competition
Commission of India
must be institutionally
strengthened.
Consumer protection
frameworks must be
recalibrated for
concentrated markets.

transactions, even a technical
failure at one could paralyze
retail payments nationwide.
Dependence of national infra-
structure on a duopolistic
backbone creates fragility
that standard competition
rules struggle to address.
Why existing laws fall
short: The Competition
Commission of India has
become more active in recent
years, penalising global firms
such as Google, Amazon and
Flipkart and ordering probes
into IndiGo’s practices. Yet
enforcement remains largely
reactive. Under the Compe-
tition Act, 2002, the CCI can
intervene only after harm has
occurred, by which time mar-
ket power is often entrenched
and difficult to undo.
Deterrence is also weak.
Although the Act permits
penalties of up to 10 per cent
of average turnover, these
fines are rarely sufficient to
alter the conduct of highly
profitable digital platforms.
Enforcement delays further
blunt impact: only a small
fraction of penalties is actual-
ly collected, as prolonged
appellate proceedings post-
pone payment for years. This
ex-post, case-by-case frame-
work is ill-suited to fast-mov-
ing digital markets where
dominance solidifies rapidly.
Modernising competition
law: Duopoly dominance is
most damaging in digital
markets, where network
effects, data control and
switching costs entrench
power and make smaller
businesses dependent on
gatekeepers. To address this,
the Digital Competition Bill
(DCB) proposes ex-ante over-
sight of “Systemically Signi-
ficant Digital Enterprises”,
shifting India’s framework
from reactive penalties to pre-
ventive regulation. Concept-
ually, this mirrors the Eu-
ropean Union’s Digital Mar-
kets Act, but India’s adapta-
tion must remain sensitive to
local realities. The goal is not

to punish scale, but to make
scale accountable. Unfortu-
nately, the Bill was recently
sent “back to the drawing
board” after industry consul-
tations raised implementa-
tion concerns. Restoring the
spirit of the market: India’s
growing duopoly crisis
demands immediate and sys-
tematic intervention, not
incremental fixes. Four mea-
sures are essential.

First, Parliament must
urgently pass the Digital
Competition Bill. Still in draft
form, the bill introduces ex-
ante regulation of Syste-
mically Significant Digital
Enterprises.

Second, the Competition
Commission of India must be
institutionally strengthened.
Parliamentary committees
have already highlighted how
budgetary constraints and
staffing gaps delay investiga-
tions. Enhanced funding,
recruitment of digital-market
specialists, and mechanisms
such as mandatory penalty
pre-deposits are necessary to
ensure enforcement is swift,
credible and deterrent.

Third, targeted sectoral
interventions are required.
Digital payments need
enforceable interoperability
standards to mitigate sys-
temic risk when two players
control most UPI transac-
tions. Food delivery and e-
commerce platforms must be
mandated to disclose algo-
rithmic ranking criteria and
commission structures to pre-
vent opaque and arbitrary
exercise of dominance.

Fourth, consumer protec-
tion frameworks must be
recalibrated for concentrated
markets. Where competition
fails, law must step in
through mandatory service
standards, transparent pric-
ing and expedited redressal.
The IndiGo cancellation cri-
sis exposed these gaps.

Unchecked duopolies turn
private power into public vul-
nerability. They dictate terms
not only to customers but to
entire ecosystems of smaller
businesses. A competitive
economy cannot thrive when
choice becomes an illusion.
Strengthening India’s compe-
tition framework is therefore
not just about regulation, it is
about safeguarding economic
democracy itself.

Manish Tewari is a third-
term Lok Sabha MP and for-
mer Union minister. Twitter
handle @ManishTewari.
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Let’s be selective
on ‘facts’ we ask
kids to remember,
maybe memorise

Editor: Kaushik Mitter, Printer & Publisher: K. Sudhakar, Hyderabad: 36, Sarojini Devi Road, Secunderabad - 500 003, Ph: 040-27803930-4; Fax : 040-27805256 Vijayawada: No.C-3 & 4 Patamata, Industrial Estate, Auto Nagar, Vijayawada (A.P.), Ph: 0866-2555284/2555287; Telefax: 0866-2555234 Visakhapatnam: Survey No.1/3A Beach Road, Near

he other day a proud parent sent

e a video of her adorable pre-pri-

mary daughter, rattling off the

names of ministers and political

leaders in response to some quiz ques-

tions. Without a doubt, this feat would

impress many, but educators have begun

to think differently about the purpose,
process and nature of learning.

Richard Feynman mentioned in one of
his books that once when they went bird
watching, his father impressed upon him
that it was far more important to observe
the characteristics and habits of different
kinds of birds than to just remember their
names. Even today, people marvel at chil-
dren who recite elocution pieces which in
content and meaning, are meant for those
who are far beyond their years. A child
should not have to memorise anything
the meaning of which he/she is unable to
grasp. I still remember the time a kinder-
garten boy brought the house down by
reciting one of Swami Vivekananda’s
stirring nationalistic speeches, in exact
imitation of the Swami. I am sure the lit-
tle boy didn’t understand a word of what
he recited but he was visibly happy and
proud of the deafening applause. Nobody
thought it was inappropriate. There was

universal and undisguised admiration
for the little boy’s feat.

It's a fact that there are children with
unusual abilities that allow them to mem-
orise or calculate with lightning speed.
Being precocious, however, is different.
It’s when children demonstrate an under-
standing of the underlying principles of
how things work or nature functions at
an early age. The former are those whose
talents are spectacular and facilitate cer-
tain functions. The second group are
those who are the thinkers, future inven-
tors or creators of masterpieces of art or
literature. When we seek to educate our
children, we need to be sensitive about
the different ways in which they are like-
1y to contribute to society. But in general,
we shouldn’t try to artificially expedite
their natural rate of maturation.

Sometimes, we give children tasks to
perform that are not at all age-appropri-
ate. They may be able to carry out those
tasks successfully but without having
assimilated their significance in depth.
Besides, we must realise children pos-
sessing unusual gifts can be proudly
exhibited but they are just excelling in
showmanship. I suppose such people also
have their worth. We had our own Sha-

kuntala Devi, the “human calculator”, of
whom we were extremely proud. Un-
expectedly, the principal of a reputed
school in Singapore remarked: “I don’t
think I will send my students to her
show... they won’t learn anything from
her.” This head teacher felt it would be
beneficial if Shakuntala Devi had shared
her methods or skills with the young
audience, or “it’s just like any magic
show”, she said. Other teachers had a dif-
ferent view. They felt the children of their
school had been deprived of the inspiring
experience of watching what a human
being was capable of doing.

In this context, it is pertinent to men-
tion the Japanese Suzuki method of
teaching music to very small children.
This approach is based on the way chil-
dren learn their mother tongue: by listen-
ing and imitating. Since music is taken to
be a language, the Suzuki method is used
for children from 0-3 years. Consequently,
very young children can render difficult
Western classical pieces through these
lessons. Critics, however, felt they had no
understanding of the pieces they were
playing and hence no emotional connect
with the music. Moreover, these young
musicians did not know how to read

music and without doing so you can hard-
ly be considered a serious musician. This
debate is still open.

Memorising is not at all a bad thing, if
the purpose and application are sensible
and meaningful. It is indeed beautiful to
hear people recite lines of poetry or
excerpts from literary greats. Formulae
need to be remembered as do multiplica-
tion tables and historical timelines —
even now. But memorisation has to be
done selectively and thoughtfully. We
must ask ourselves the questions: “Why
should I commit some things to memory
and not others?”; “What will I do with the
memorised items?” and “How will I use
the retained data to advantage?”.

These concerns have become even more
crucial today with the advent of artificial
intelligence. Apart from ChatGPT, Siri,
Alexa, Bixby, Google Assistant and
Gemini, there is “children (or) education
friendly AI” such as Duolingo Max,
Khanmigo and Socratic. The challenge is
for children to be able to do things which
Al cannot. For instance, Al will always
carry out standard calculations, searches
and mechanical procedures much quick-
er than humans, but it won’t be able to
demonstrate intuition. Teachers and
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STRAY DOGS

The vexatious issue of stray
dogs after the senseless
Supreme Court order of
November 7 is causing con-
cern all around (Cruelty to
dogs: High Court plea
against GHMC, Dec. 27). Is
the GHMC above the law?
Are they indifferent to the
stay obtained by
Association for Animal
Shelter and Rescue Aid
(AASRA) president Gowri
Vandana? Why should they
not follow the law without
being dragged to court?
Raseel Ahluwalia
Secunderabad

Where was the manager of Stray
Animal Foundation of India when
children were killed by strays and
37.17 lakh dog bites occurred across
the country in 2024?

Cmde K.V. Subramaniam (Retd)

Hyderabad
BRAVE BOY

One gets goosebumps when we read
about the boy who served tea, water
etc., to the soldiers during opera-
tion Sindoor (10-year-old boy serves
tea to soldiers, awarded, Dec. 27).
Parents who taught this type of cul-
ture to toddlers must be thanked.
Hats off to the child and has a long
life to serve the country.
Bala Kumar Devi
Hyderabad

WHITHER CHRISTMAS "

It is sad that even though the world
is becoming economically stronger
it seems to be getting intolerant
towards freedom of religious prac-
tices (Whither Christmas? 'Tis the
gory season, Dec. 27). The spirit of
festivals, celebrated universally by
members of all religions, is being
destroyed by a few.
Shashi Karan
Hyderabad

MERGER OF BANKS

The Centre’s plan to reduce the
number of banks through mergers,
leaving a few big banks is ill-
advised (Budget may give push to
govt's big bank plan, Dec. 27). The
move will only lead to reducing
competition and adversely impact-
ing customer service quality. In
areas like mobile telephony, digital
payments etc., a limited number of
players have already led to carteli-
sation to the customers’ detriment.

L. Prabhakar

Secunderabad
i Email your letters to !
H info@deccanmail.com, !
. editor@deccanmail.com. !

guardians must also work towards
strengthening children’s human quali-
ties such as love, kindness and under-
standing of moral principles which Al
will never be able to possess or offer.

Returning to our initial question, do we
continue to encourage our pre-primary
children to learn lists of names of the
world’s Prime Ministers, Presidents, cap-
ital cities and currencies? In response to
this question, someone remarked that
years ago, her Hindi teacher had made
her memorise lists of birds, fruits and
vegetables, but to this day she cannot
speak Hindi fluently. Today, it would be
even more meaningless to make students
learn any content that cannot be applied
in life. Both children and adults must
learn to use Al as a tool and not a crutch.
Memorising, will, however, remain a
need in order to prepare the base for fur-
ther learning, to quicken the process of
learning itself and also to keep the mind
agile. As has been said by an Al-generat-
ed essay: “The best learners of the Al age
will know how to combine human judg-
ment with instant information.”

The writer is a veteran school educator
based in Kolkata
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N RaMACHANDER Rao

S 25th December ap-
proached, T felt it was
my solemn duty to

humbly pay tribute to one of
India’s greatest sons, Shri Atal
Bihari Vajpayee. While con-
templating this article, I found
myself asking a simple yet
daunting question: where does
one begin when writing about
a life as vast and profound as
his? Vajpayee ji's life resembles
an ocean—deep, expansive,
and timeless. From which
shore does one start?

It was then that a thought
struck me with darity: Atal
Bihari Vajpayee was, above all,
a complete democrat. After the
defeat of the NDA in the 2004
Lok Sabha elections, Vajpayee
ji remarked with characteristic
grace, “My party and alliance
may have lost, but India and
Indias democracy have won.
In that single sentence lay the
essence of the man—his un-
paralleled love for India and
his unwavering faith in demo-
cratic values.

Even in political defeat, his
concern was not power, but
our country. India, our moth-
erland, has been blessed with
many illustrious leaders; Atal
ji stands among the finest of
them. He served as Prime
Minister for three terms—first
for 13 days in 1996, then for
13 months from 1998 to 1999,
and finally from 1999 to 2004.
Each tenure, regardless of its
length, left an indelible imprint
on the nation.

A product of Indias demo-
cratic system and deeply
trained in parliamentary tra-
ditions, Atal ji understood the
virtues of consensus, dialogue,
and harmony. He combined
political firmness with per-
sonal humility. Liberal in his
economic thinking, he rec-
ognised early the centrality
of infrastructure to national
growth. Landmark initiatives
such as the National Highways

A product of India’s democratic system and deeply
trained in parliamentary traditions, Atal ji understood
the virtues of consensus, dialogue, and harmony. He
combined political firmness with personal humility.
Liberal in his economic thinking, he recognised early
the centrality ofinfrastructure to national growth

Development Programme and
power sector reforms remain
enduring parts of his legacy.

In foreign policy, Vajpayee ji
displayed rare statesmanship.
He was deeply committed to
normalising relations with In-
dias neighbours. His historic
Bus Yatra to Pakistan was un-
dertaken at considerable po-
litical risk, requiring immense
courage and conviction. In
2003, he initiated efforts to
stabilise relations with China,
signing agreements on bound-
ary  dispute  mechanisms.
During his tenure, a new and
mature chapter in Indo-US re-
lations was also authored.

Atal Bihari Vajpayee was,
without question, one of the
greatest orators India has pro-
duced since Independence. A
master of language and a poet
at heart, he wielded words with
precision and restraint. Never
intemperate, never improper,
he understood the power of
speech and the responsibility
that came with it. His ability
to rise above partisan politics
for larger national causes re-
mains one of his most defin-
ing traits.

In India, prime ministers
are often judged by the size of
their parliamentary majority.
By that measure, Vajpayee ji—
who governed with diverse
and sometimes unwieldy
coalitions—should have been
considered weak. Yet history
records the opposite. Heading
a government he knew was

politically fragile, Vajpayee ji
defied international pressure
and ordered Indias second
series of nuclear tests, assert-
ing India’s strategic defense
autonomy with clarity and
courage.

India celebrates December
25 as Good Governance Day,
commemorating the birth
anniversary of Shri Atal Bi-
hari Vajpayee. It was under
his visionary leadership that
governance and development
became central to political
discourse. A statesman, vi-
sionary, taskmaster, staunch
nationalist, and a soft-heart-
ed human being—this rare
combination allowed India
to achieve what was once
thought unimaginable.

Among his most signifi-
cant achievements were in the
realm of economic policy. Va-
jpayee ji carried forward and
strengthened the economic
reforms initiated in the 1990s.
When the UPA took office in
2004, Indias economy was
booming: GDP growth ex-
ceeded 8 per cent, inflation
remained below 4 per cent,
and foreign exchange reserves
were at their highest levels till
then—testimony to the sound
fundamentals laid during the
NDA years. This same spirit
of good governance continues
today under the leadership of
Hon'ble Prime Minister Shri
Narendra Modi. The year
2025 marks 11 years of Prime
Minister ~Modis govern-

Honouring Atal ji, one
of India’s greatest sons

ment—a period defined by in-
clusive, progressive, and sus-
tainable development. Under | |
his leadership, governance has |

remained focused on equity,

opportunity, and national in-

HE journey of the Con-
gress party is not mere-

terest. By bringing the poli-
tics of development—Vikas-
vaad—into the mainstream,

PM Modi has reshaped Indias |
political and policy landscape,
making development the core
. fice, aspiration, mass move-
Since assuming office in |
- its founding in 1885 under A
has consistently upheld the |
- Congress (INC) evolved from
. a platform for constitutional
- reform into the central force of

of governance.
2014, Prime Minister Modi

principle of “India First"—
whether in economic man-
agement, national security,

empowerment of marginal-
- gress leadership endured im-
. prisonment, loss of property,
- and even death, facing police
gets and achieved them ahead |
. pressive measures of the colo-
COVID-19 vaccination, his-
toric export growth, a digital
. sacre of 1919, the Quit In-
. dia movement of 1942, and
. numerous

ised communities, or cultural
conservation. His govern-
ment has set ambitious tar-

of schedule:

record-time

revolution, universal rural
electrification, world-class

infrastructure development,

and the provision of drinking
water to households across °
. national freedom. Students,
. too, left schools
lic service delivery has been |

the nation.

A paradigm shift in pub-
achieved through the JAM
rect benefit transfers, elimi-
nating intermediaries, and

ecosystem. Recognising infra-

structure as the backbone of

national prosperity, the Modi
government has prioritised
completing

initiating new ones, making
infrastructure development a
cornerstone of Indias growth

story. In many ways, Prime |
Minister Modis governance
reflects the ideals championed
by Atal Bihari Vajpayee—
strong leadership rooted in
. knowledge-driven nation.

democratic values, national
interest above political gain,

and development as the true
- wards social justice. The “Gar-
On this Good Governance |
- merely an electoral slogan but
hari Vajpayee not merely as a
former Prime Minister, but as

measure of governance.

Day, we remember Atal Bi-

a timeless ideal of Indian de-

continues to guide the nation
forward.

(The wriler is President,
Telangana State BJP)

| ance.
long-pending
projects while simultaneously
- gal, Damodar Valley, Hirakud,
. Nagarjuna Sagar, and the Kosi
. project—were described as

Today is the Foundation Day of the Congress Party

PoONNAM PRABHAKAR

ly a chapter in political
history; it is intertwined with
the very evolution of Indian
democracy, spanning sacri-

ments, and governance. Since

O Hume, the Indian National

Indias freedom struggle. Con-

firings, lathi charges, and re-

nial British administration.
The Jallianwala Bagh mas-

other struggles
reflected the extraordinary
sacrifices made to achieve

and col-
leges to participate in these

. movements, highlighting the
Trinity—Jan Dhan, Aadhaar, |
and Mobile—enabling di-
| gress leaders laid the founda-
- tions of modern India. Under
strengthening India’s digital |
- scientific temper, and planned

breadth of participation.
Post-Independence, Con-

Jawaharlal Nehru, secularism,

economic development be-
came hallmarks of govern-
Large-scale irrigation
and multipurpose river pro-
jects—such as Bhakra-Nan-

“temples of modern India,
while premier educational
institutions like the IITs and
[IMs were established to create
intellectual capital and foster a

Indira Gandhis tenure
marked a decisive shift to-

ibi Hatao” campaign was not

a signal of the government’s
intent to stand with the poor,

| Dalits, farmers, and workers.
mocracy—one whose legacy

Iron ladys (Indira Gandhi)
policies such as the nation-

. alisation of banks, abolition
- of privy purses, introduction
. of welfare schemes, and rural

k]
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Indian National Congress
Foundation Day

development  programmes
sought to reduce inequality
and expand opportunity.

Indiras successor — Rajiv
Gandhi - brought technologi-
cal foresight to governance,
promoting computerisation,
expanding telecommunica-
tions, and encouraging the
software sector, laying the
foundations for a digitally
connected India.

[n contemporary history,
the UPA governments under
Manmohan Singh leader-
ship further strengthened
the framework for inclusive
growth. Landmark legislation
such as the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA),
the Right to Information Act
(RTI), the Right to Education
Act (RTE), the Forest Rights
Act, the National Food Secu-
rity Act (NFSA), and reforms
supporting womens self-help
groups reflected a commit-
ment to transparency, social
justice, and rural empower-
ment.

Despite global economic
headwinds, India maintained
relative macroeconomic sta-
bility, while measures such as
the civil nuclear agreement
and the introduction of Aad-
haar strengthened both inter-
national credibility and wel-
fare delivery systems.

On the contrary, the cur-
rent BJP-led government led
by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has pursued policies
that undermine public-sector
institutions and welfare ini-
tiatives. Airports, ports, coal

Post-Independence, Congress leaders
laid the foundations of modern India.
Under Jawaharlal Nehru, secularism,
scientific temper, and planned eco-
nomic development became hallmarks
of governance

mines, and national highways
created over decades are in-
creasingly opened to private
operation, while programmes
such as MGNREGA face dilu-
tion, killing the letter and spir-
it envisioned by the Congress
leadership including Mahatma
Gandhi.

Legislation perceived as
unfavourable to farmers and
workers, rising prices of es-
sential commodities, the de-
preciation of the rupee, and
disruptive economic measures
such as demonetisation and
GST have compounded public
unease. Incidents of commu-
nal violence and concerns over
electoral malpractice have also
drawn criticism, raising ques-
tions about the state of demo-
cratic governance.

The Modi government has
been using constitutional in-
stitutions as its tools to run
an authoritative government.
In the fabricated cases like the
National Herald case, the trial
court held that a money-laun-
dering prosecution cannot be
sustained in the absence of an
FIR in the scheduled predicate
offence. By contract, everyone

witnessed how Unnao rapist,
an RSSS-BJP leader was re-

leased despite facing serious
charges like rape, attempt to
murder the rape survivor.

At this juncture, the Con-
gress, under Rahul Gandhi’s
leadership, aims to restore its
vision of inclusive governance,
with Telangana often cited as a
model for the entire nation in
public administration, and to
enforce rule of law strictly. The
grand old party seeks to return
to power at the Centre, reviv-
ing the developmental and
social justice ideals espoused
by leaders such as Indira Gan-
dhi and Rajiv Gandhi, and
addressing the aspirations of
ordinary citizens.

The trajectory of govern-
ance in India, as the history
of the Congress demonstrates,
continues to hinge on the bal-
ance between growth, welfare,
and democratic accountabil-
ity. As the Modi government
already lost the faith of the
people in the previous Lok
Sabha elections, it is a matter
of time for Congress to form
government at the Centre un-
der the leadership of Rahul
Gandhi.

(‘The writer is Minister for
Transport and BC Welfare
Department, Telangana)

Vedanta Dindima: Adi Shankara Introduction to Advaita

Knowledge and not action alone brings liberation

VanaM JwaLa
NARASIMHA Rao

Y utmost reverential ac-

knowledgement to Pra-
vachana Kireeti Padma Shri
Garikipati Narasimha Rao,
whose discourses inspired me
to engage deeply with this sub-
ject, the commentary on Ve-
danta Dindima, by Jagadguru
Adi Shankaracharya. The schol-
arship, eloquence, and moral
clarity of Garikipati endowed
with rare mastery over Sanskrit
scriptures, Telugu literature,
Ashtadasha Puranas, Itihasas,
Valmiki Ramayana, Vedavyasa’s
Mahabharata, Shrimad Bhaga-
vata, Prabhandas, and cultural
wisdom have illumined classi-
cal Indian thought for contem-
porary society.

This article is therefore of-
fered in a spirit of gratitude and
reverence, acknowledging that
the clarity with which Vedanta
Dindima is approached here
owes much to his interpreta-
tive vision. The initial spark of
curiosity and confidence to en-
gage with Advaita was lit by his
discourse. Such teachers (Acha-
ryas) remind us that knowledge
survives not merely through
texts, but through enlightened
voices that renew meaning for
every generation.

The time-tested great Indian
philosophy has produced many
profound texts, but few are as
direct, forceful, and uncom-
promising in their message as
Vedanta Dindima, a drumbeat
or proclamation. The text re-
peatedly declares a single truth
that, Brahman alone is real,
the world of multiplicity is ap-
pearance, and the individual
self is not different from Brah-
man (the supreme existence

or absolute reality, the eternal,
conscious, irreducible, infinite,
omnipresent, and the spiritual
core of the Universe of Finite-
ness and Change).

The major commentary on
Vedanta Dindima (the author-
ship of the Sanskrit text, is at-
tributed to Shri Narasimha
Teertha), expounded by Adi
Shankaracharya, is not a ritual
manual or technical and philo-
sophical debate in complex
language. It is a teaching text
meant to awaken clarity. It cuts
through confusion created by
rituals, social identities, emo-
tions, and intellectual argu-
ments, and directs the seeker
toward self-knowledge (Atma-
Jnana) as the sole means of
Liberation (Moksha). At the
heart of Vedanta Dindima lies
the Advaita Vision of Non-Dual
Reality. According to it, Reality
is not divided into God, Soul,
and World as separate entities.
There is only one Existence-
Consciousness-Bliss called
Brahman.

The text repeatedly contrasts
bondage and liberation (pairs of
opposites), pleasure and pain,
knowledge, and ignorance, only
to declare that Brahman alone
transcends all such dualities.
From the standpoint of truth,
there is neither real bondage
nor real liberation, which is
simply the removal of igno-
rance about ones true nature.
Hence the bold assertion that,
‘Brahman is the knower and the
world is the known. In truth,
only Brahman exists.

One of the strongest messag-

es of Vedanta Dindima is that
‘Knowledge and not Action,
Alone Brings Liberation. Ritu-
als, worship, charity, pilgrimag-
es, yoga, and moral action have
value, but they cannot directly
produce freedom. Actions be-
long to the body and mind,
which are themselves objects of
knowledge. Liberation is free-
dom from false identification
with them, and only knowledge
can remove ignorance.

The text clarifies that karma
purifies the mind, Upasana
(devotional practices) stead-
ies it, and Brahma-Jnana alone
destroys ignorance and grants
Moksha. Even sacred scriptures,
mantras, and philosophical sys-
tems are provisional. They are
useful only until direct realiza-
tion arises, much like a lamp
that is unnecessary after sun-
rise.

Vedanta Dindima is radically
inward and universal. Libera-
tion does not depend on caste,
social status, religious role, or
lifestyle. Neither householder
(Grihastha) nor renunciate
(Sanyasi), neither yogi nor
pleasure-seeker, is assured free-
dom without self-knowledge.

True Brahminhood, the text
insists, arises not from birth
or ritual learning, but from re-
alization of Brahman. Spiritual
authority is thus relocated from
external labels to direct un-
derstanding. Like a dream, the
world appears real until knowl-
edge dawns. That which exists
unchanged at the beginning,
middle, and end alone is real.
Names and forms constantly

The time-tested great Indian philosophy has produced
many profound texts, but few are as direct, forceful, and
uncompromising in their message as Vedanta Dindima, a
drumbeat or proclamation. The text repeatedly declares
a single truth that, Brahman alone is real, the world of
multiplicity is appearance, and the individual self is
not different from Brahman (the supreme existence or
absolute reality, the eternal, conscious, irreducible, infinite,
omnipresent, and the spiritual core of the universe of
finiteness and change

change and cannot define truth.
Brahman alone is the bedrock,
upon which the world appears,

just as clay alone is real behind

many pots.
The text of Vedanta Dindi-

ma offers a practical method

through the analysis of the Self
as witness (Sakshi). The differ-
ence between the individual

(Jiva) and Brahman is emphati-

cally declared unreal, arising
only from ignorance and limita-
tion. When these limitations are
removed, through knowledge,
the identity is evident. The fa-
mous Advaita Declaration is re-
affirmed that, ‘Brahman is Real,
the World is Appearance, and
the Individual is not different
from Brahman. According to
Vedanta Dindima, Pleasure and

pain may arise, but they do not
disturb inner fullness, and the
infinite happiness belongs to
those established in Brahman,
while worldly pleasures inevita-
bly carry sorrow.

In its closing verses, Vedanta
Dindima becomes strikingly
simple, advising constant re-
membrance that all is Brahman
and encouraging natural living
without anxiety over action or
inaction. True wisdom culmi-
nates in silence, not from ab-
sence of knowledge, but from
completeness. The final drum-
beat is clear that, know yourself
as Brahman and remain abso-
lutely free.Vedanta Dindima
is not merely philosophy but
a declaration of spiritual in-
dependence. It cuts through
complexity and demands intel-
lectual honesty. This Timeless
Drumbeat of Advaita continues
to echo.

In a modern world shaped
by materialism, identity poli-
tics, religious polarization, and
mental unrest, Vedanta Dindi-
ma remains deeply relevant. By
locating suffering in mistaken
identity rather than external
conditions, it challenges both
dogmatism and reductionism,
shifting inquiry from belief to
direct self-understanding.it in-
vites critics also to reassess their
assumptions. Seen thus, Ve-
danta Dindima is not an escape
from life but a corrective lens
for it. It reframes spirituality
as disciplined inquiry into ex-
perience itself. Over centuries,
it has inspired admiration and
critique alike, not as conflict,

but as a productive dialogue en-
riching Indian thought.

Supporters of Advaita Ve-
danta view Vedanta Dindima
as a masterful condensation of
Upanishadic Wisdom, praising
its clarity and didactic preci-
sion. Critics caution against
misunderstanding its negations
or overlooking ethical matu-
rity. Yet both acknowledge its
rigor and coherence. In balance,
Vedanta Dindima stands as a
precise remedy for a specific
confusion that, mistaking the
temporary for the eternal. Its
uncompromising tone serves
those ready for discrimination,
ensuring that its philosophical
conversation remains open, liv-
ing, and relevant.

Knowledge alone liberates,
for bondage itself is born of
ignorance, and this uncompro-
mising truth is the drumbeat of
Vedanta Dindima proclaimed
by Jagadguru Adi Shanka-
racharya. His intent was not to
construct a belief system, but
to shatter confusion and redi-
rect the seeker toward direct
self—remgniti:}n. [n our times,
this ancient proclamation finds
renewed vitality through the
lucid and ethically grounded
discourses of Garikipati Nar-
asimha Rao, whose Pravacha-
nas bridge classical Advaita
and contemporary life without
dilution.

It was through sustained
listening to the expositions of
Garikipati that, an inner ur-
gency arose in me, a quiet but
persistent call to revisit, reas-
sess, and update my own un-

derstanding. This engagement
with Vedanta Dindima thus
became not an academic exer-
cise, but a personal inquiry into
identity, freedom, and clarity in
a changing world. By asserting
awareness as self-evident and
irreducible, the text challenges
materialist assumptions while
remaining firmly rooted in
reasoned inquiry, inviting the
modern mind to look inward
rather than outward for resolu-
tion.

Thoughtful critiques of Ve-
danta Dindima further enrich
this engagement. Some caution
that its radical emphasis on
knowledge and negation may
be misread as dismissive of de-
votion, ethical responsibility, or
gradual inner transformation.
Such concerns serve as neces-
sary correctives, reminding
seekers that maturity, context,
and discernment are essential.
Yet even critics acknowledge
the texts internal coherence
and philosophical rigor. Vedan-
ta Dindima does not deny the
empirical world, and instead, it
relativizes it.

[t does not reject ac-
tion. It limits actions scope.
Seen in balance, it is not a
universal  prescription  but
a precise remedy for a spe-
cific confusion, mistaking the
temporary for the eternal
Its forceful tone is intentional,
meant for those ready for dis-
crimination, In this positive
spirit, both reverent exposition
and reasoned critique contrib-
ute to its living legacy. What
emerges is not a dogma, but an
ongoing philosophical conver-
sation, one that continues to
inspire inner renewal, intellec-
tual honesty, and the courage to
know oneself as one truly is.
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DHARMAPURI

THE YEAR TRUMP
TALKED PEACE
AND WAGED WAR

WENTY twenty-five: a year when geopolitics sanctified

populism, protectionism, personalism and proto-fascism.

It was a year when apparitions from the past, assumed

exorcised, sashayed into the parish of public discourse; a

year that churned events and emotions like a twisting ka-
leidoscope. It was the year of that ineffable qualm defined by
T S Eliot’s haunting observation: “In every moment you live at
a point of intersection.”

The year was dominated by a noun that also serves as a verb,
and even an adjective. Donald J Trump defined the year and
occupied global attention like none before. Nothing that he said
nor did was surprising—nothing was out of his campaign
script—and yet, his words, conduct, ideas and actions were
often shocking. It was a year when Trump talked peace and
waged war—Iliterally and metaphorically.

As the year draws to a close, the gaps between intent, initia-
tives and impact merit a few observations. Let’s look at where
peace stands and then unravel where the trade wars are.

Trump has consistently claimed that he stopped eight wars. India
disputed any claim of intervention and, indeed, America’s inter-
vention was likely triggered by the Brahmos strike on Nur Khan
air base believed to be under US control. The ceasefire in Gaza is
interrupted by Israeli operations, the Thai Air Force continues
bombing Cambodia, the Rwanda-Congo war simmers and so on.

On Sunday, Volodymyr Zelenskyy is meeting Trump in Florida
to discuss a peace plan owned by dif-
ferent sides at different times.
Trump’s claim of stopping the war in
24 hours is 340 days late. The US
stance has yo-yoed as the peace bri-
gade travelled from Washington DC
to Rome to Alaska. In vogue this week
is the idea of converting the disputed
territories into a demilitarised ‘free
economic zone’. Peace prospects rest
on precariously perched trade-offs.

Even as peace eludes, the US Na-
tional Security Strategy document
has triggered debate. The brutal take-
down of Europe has set EU leaders
thinking. The debate on the Trump
corollary to the Monroe Doctrine—designed to signify a clear
break between the New World and the autocratic Old World—and
domination over the Americas is evolving into a cloud of angst.

Meanwhile, Trump’s war on ‘narco terrorists’ morphed into
a drive for regime change—Trump says it would be a smart
move for Nicolas Maduro to step down. It is useful to note that
Venezuela, accused by Trump of theft of assets, earlier threat-
ened Guyana, which hosts a large oilfield under ExxonMobil.
Trump has not ruled out a war and this week ramped up the
buildup in the Caribbean—its C17 planes made 16 trips to Puer-
to Rico from other bases.

In his inaugural address in January, Trump said, ”We will
measure our success not only by the battles we win but also by
the wars that we end—and perhaps most importantly, the wars
we never get into.” In June, his base was troubled by US involve-
ment in the Israel-Iran conflict. In the few past weeks, Trump
ordered strikes on ISIS in Somalia; this Friday, the US targeted
groups in Nigeria purportedly to protect Christians. Non-profit
conflict monitor ACLED’s data suggests the US has carried out
over 500 bombings the world over this year.

The jury is out on the record of ‘the Peace President’. What
about the trade wars? How is Trump doing more than 260 days
after Liberation Day? It is true that the US has collected $236
billion in tariffs. It is equally true that in September 2025, the
year-to-date data shows America’s goods and services trade
deficit increased $112.6 billion, or 17.2 percent higher than that
witnessed in January-September 2024.

How has the US done vis-&vis the countries with which it has
had the highest trade deficits? Talks with China travelled across
continents but is mired in consequential issues. China set the
terms of trade with a series of crippling orders on rare miner-
als. There is a pause for sure, but there is no sign of a deal yet.

The deal with India, supposedly round the corner, awaits
Trump’s okay. The parade of delays has implications for the
US-India relationship. A deal with the EU is signed but not de-
livered as talks are stuck on the regulation of tech giants. As
for Mexico and Canada—the biggest trade partners of the US—
there is no sign of the USMCA treaty’s renewal.

Yes, trade and deficit with China are lower, but both are high-
er with Mexico; following suit are Vietnam, Taiwan and Ire-
land. Two data points stand out. China’s trade surplus passed
the $1-trillion mark despite a 29 percent drop in shipments to
the US. And notwithstanding all the sanctions, Russia’s rouble
has appreciated to 79 to a dollar, levels last seen before the Feb-
ruary 2022 invasion of UKkraine.

Trump wants to rearrange the global economy as he imag-
ines it. He may stumble at the Supreme Court, but is unlikely
to change course. The question is whether tariffs are serving
the US economy’s interests. As of now, a part of tariffs are be-
ing eaten by companies and the impact is showing in lower and
slower hiring. Rising debt, Kenneth Rogoff points out, may
render the dollar less desirable.

Does the talk-peace-and-wage-war approach serve US inter-
ests? Already, the world is engaging to reimagine a multi-polar
world scaffolded by interests, not ideologies. As Eliot wrote,
“There will be time, there will be time / To prepare a face to meet
the faces that you meet.”

THE THIRD EYE

SHANKKAR AIYAR
Author of The Gated Republic, Aadhaar:
A Biometric History of India’s 17 Digit
Revolution, and Accidental India
(shankkar.aiyar@gmail.com)
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The moon, the sun, the stars are like everyday

objects. Even though the moon and the sun X:J“r?]g r
are eternal, they still move around Shukla

2025’s NATIONALIST NARRATIVE CATALYST

P R & POLITI

PRABHU CHAWLA
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Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

HE year ended with a roar on the
silver screen and its echo defined
everything that followed. The
success of Dhurandhar was not
only cinematic but civilisational.
It did not simply break records. It
set the emotional tone of a na-
tion. When audiences rose to their feet as
credits rolled on December 5, they were
not merely celebrating a film’s craft.
They were acknowledging a sentiment
that had long been searching for voice.

By its 21st day in theatres, Dhurand-
har was reported to have crossed the
Z1,000-crore milestone worldwide, be-
coming the highest-grossing Indian film
of the year and the fifth-largest success
of all time. In its triumph lay the signal
that the nationalist mood of India had
moved from politics to popular imagina-
tion, that cinema audiences had begun
dictating the nation’s emotional narra-
tive rather than following it. The coun-
try’s biggest industry—long accused of
speaking in borrowed accents and cos-
mopolitan codes—had suddenly begun
to reflect the nationalistic mood.

What made this moment even more
significant was the ecosystem it re-
vealed. Throughout 2025, Hindi cinema
experienced what industry analysts
called a “steady flow of steady perform-
ers”, rather than dependence on block-
buster spectacles. In the first half of the
year alone, 17 films crossed the coveted
hundred-crore mark at the domestic
box office, a dramatic increase from
merely 10 such films in the correspond-
ing period of 2024. For decades, Hindi
cinema had lived through the boom-
bust cycle where two or three massive
releases carried the annual load. In
2025, the pattern inverted. The industry

witnessed momentum driven not by
‘event cinema’, but by films that con-
nected with audiences through authen-
ticity, emotional honesty and a willing-
ness to address what people actually felt
rather than what critics prescribed
they should feel.

From its first week, Dhurandhar was
more than a blockbuster. Its advertis-
ing, tone, dialogues and audience en-
gagement embodied a spirit that was
simultaneously defiant and celebratory:
It proved that patriotic sentiment could
transcend geographical and demo-
graphic boundaries. The film’s triumph
occurred in a year already marked by
significant shifts in storytelling. In Feb-
ruary, Chhaava, Vicky Kaushal’s his-
torical action-drama about Maratha
warrior Sambhaji,
had crossed %600
crore at the box of-
fice, signalling that
Indian history and
heroes were no long-
er marginal subjects
but mainstream
currency.

Dhurandhar itself
justified that symbol-
ism through cine-
matic craft. It opened
with the precision of
a military operation
and advanced with
the momentum of
conviction. For an
audience long accustomed to irony and
moral hesitation, this clarity arrived
like relief. People did not quietly con-
sume Dhurandhar—they claimed it as
emotional property.

The reasons for this response lay
deeper than the screen. For years, Hin-
di cinema had lost touch with its wider
audience precisely because its guardi-
ans had misread what that audience
wanted. The major production houses
and creative communities had circled
themselves in cosmopolitan caution.
Patriotism was often reduced to back-
ground decor or mocked as an outdated
reflex. Storytelling had turned into
symbolism designed for validation of
Western lifestyles and culture rather
than emotion at home. When Dhurand-
har appeared, it violated that trend with
unapologetic enthusiasm.

The moment was ripe for such a shift.
Since 2019, India’s political and cultural
language has undergone steady trans-
formation. The old markers of elite pro-
gressivism, urban irony, global aspira-
tion and moral neutrality began to fade
as authentic expressions of national
sentiment reasserted themselves. In
their place rose a direct and confident
nationalism that sought its reflection in
culture. Dhurandhar arrived precisely
when that mirror was missing.

The earlier success of films such as
Uri: The Surgical Strike, The Kashmir
Files and The Kerala Story had hinted
at the change; but Dhurandhar institu-
tionalised it. It became not just a film
but a launchpad for a new emotional
mainstream. Its impact was so pro-
nounced that it
seemed to give per-
mission to an entire
industry that had
been afraid to speak
its own language. A
new generation of
filmmakers and writ-
ers from smaller cit-
ies or digital plat-
forms entered the
mainstream empow-
ered by the realisa-
tion that authenticity
could sell and that
audiences were hun-

xcom  gry for stories that

did not ask them to

feel ashamed of their own identity. The

monopoly of inherited surnames and
old networks began to loosen.

Yet, the success of Dhurandhar must
not be mistaken for the triumph of ag-
gression. Its achievement lay in articula-
tion, not polemic. The director chose pre-
cision over bombast. Every emotional
beat was earned rather than declared.
The protagonist’s resilience was depict-
ed not as dominance but as dedication to
purpose. The lesson extended beyond
cinema: the rising nationalism of 2025
found in Dhurandhar a model of confi-
dence without contempt, of pride with-
out prejudice. The film’s success while
maintaining this balance suggested that
audiences, too, were more sophisticated
than the critics had assumed—capable
of appreciating patriotic sentiment with-
out requiring it to harden into hatred.

Still, this transformation carries its
own challenge. The newfound assertive-
ness of Hindi cinema must avoid the
trap of predictability or formulaic rep-
etition. What will define the decade
ahead is not how many nationalistic
films are made, but how deeply they ex-
plore the human experience within
them. Precision of craft should accom-
pany clarity of message. The promise of
Dhurandhar was not that every film
must shout its identity, but that no film
should be afraid of it. The industry must
resist the temptation to turn a rediscov-
ery of voice into a new orthodoxy.

By the final quarter of 2025, it was
clear that the cultural axis had shifted
fundamentally. The very critics who
once dismissed such projects as popu-
list or narrowly exclusive were conced-
ing that a new narrative order had
emerged. In hindsight, the year will be
remembered not only for Dhurandhar’s
record-breaking success but for how it
redefined cinematic legitimacy. The old
hierarchy of taste, the circle of direc-
tors, critics and producers who medi-
ated what India should feel lost its influ-
ence. The local triumphed over the
global not because it shut out the world,
but because it spoke from the depth of
belonging. Certainty replaced confu-
sion as the artistic mood of the year.

Dhurandhar did more than dominate
the box office. It became the cultural cat-
alyst of India’s nationalist turn in 2025.
Its echoes extended beyond cinema into
politics, media and even daily conversa-
tion. It reminded the world’s largest de-
mocracy that its most powerful art form
could align with its social heartbeat
without surrendering craft or nuance. It
transformed mood into movement and
movement into mainstream—and, in the
process, shifted the axis upon which Bol-
lywood would turn for years to come.

As 2026 begins, the resonance of
Dhurandhar will continue to shape crea-
tive imagination. Whether this wave of
conviction will evolve into depth or dis-
solve into noise remains to be seen. But
one thing is certain: year 2025 marked
the moment when Bollywood stopped
mimicking fake global voices and began
listening to its own. Through Dhurand-
har, Indian cinema rediscovered its right
to believe. And in doing so, it helped a
nation rediscover the courage to feel.

THE GOD OF NOT-SO-SMALL THINGS
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OPINION

GEETHA RAVICHANDRAN
Former bureaucrat and

author of The Spell of the Rain Tree

HE spiritual tech market in India
is booming. According to some es-
timates, it is likely to reach a value
of around $58 billion by 2030. The
trend gained momentum during
the Covid era. Today, it’s possible
to do a puja or a havan virtually.
While such apps have their uses, they do
not substitute the actual experience.

The use of artificial intelligence tools
has added a new dimension to religious
study and practice. Thanks to open-source
Al models, chatbots are ready to answer
religious questions. With Al Vedas, Deen
Buddy, AI Buddha and Text with Jesus
now available, almost every religion has
acquired Al avatars. Their accessibility
and speedy responses may lead users to
revere them as they would a guru. This
generation of digital natives are comfort-
able turning to chatbots for advice.

Two distinct characteristics of the
present age are algorithm-driven predict-
ability and a tendency to seek validation.
Predictability does not factor in the con-
cept of free will and continues to engage
the user with familiar content. The way
validation works is by affirming the beliefs
of a user, even though it may be illogical.
To a vulnerable user who perhaps doubts
the authority of existing institutions,
these computational outputs may appear
as the truth—and nothing but the truth.

The question that arises is whether the
high-level computing resources used by Al
should be directed to areas like religion,
which are not essentially data-driven. It is
unlikely that AI can grasp the meaning of
the sacred, which has an emotional compo-
nent. It is said that the Buddha’s response
to certain questions was transformative si-
lence. It is doubtful if any Al tool would be
capable of conveying this noble silence.

Religion is essentially a system of be-
liefs that addresses some of the most per-
plexing situations in human existence.
When a chatbot gives answers on human
experience, it would not be based on expe-
riential knowledge. Further, many reli-
gious practices are community-based.
When people engage with personalised re-
ligious chatbots, they could lose the organ-
ic connection to other participants in the
quest. There is a Zulu saying that under-
lines the Ubuntu philosophy, “A person is
a person because of other people.”

Al venturing into religion may prove to

be a tool for indoctrination. Religion has
the potential to anchor human beings to
core values, giving them an ethical frame-
work. However, throughout history, reli-
gion has also triggered wars, incited bru-
tality and ignited passions. It has been
worn as a badge of identity and followers
openly declare their faith even today.
Religious leaders have weighed in on
AT’s influence. The Sankaracharya of
Sringerirecently said that dharma, mean-
ing right conduct, continues to be relevant

Al has added a new dimension to
religious study. To avoid its use as
a tool for harmful indoctrination,
algorithms must be rooted in
tolerance and coexistence

in the age Al Pope Leo XIV has urged Al
developers to bring in “moral discern-
ment” to their work.

Religious Al tools should have the right
incentive structure, which prioritises eth-
ics, tolerance and coexistence. This is nec-
essary considering the potential reach of
the technology. The responsibility is,
therefore, on those training AI models to
bring into the architecture such beneficial
incentive structures. Without oversight,

Al could become a source of misinforma-
tion or prove to be snake oil.

Religions are often a product of existen-
tial crises. Al trained on swathes of data
can respond to many questions with some
degree of plausibility. What it lacks is the
lived experience of religious thinkers and
savants. But it could hypothetically con-
tinue to exist forever, possessing the im-
mortality that many humans aspire for.
This may be misinterpreted as a sign of
transcendence. It is highly possible that
Al, especially generative Al, will birth
cults, create false prophets and proffer
slick solutions as interactions increase.

Al could also carve for itself the position
of areligion itself. A Silicon Valley engi-
neer in 2017 started a church, The Way of
the Future, where the godhead was Al Al-
though the church was wound up, it later
revived with a small following. But the
idea it perpetrates is that of an omniscient
entity with an array of capabilities includ-
ing control, execution and destruction.

Some enthusiasts believe that AI will
acquire a consciousness in the future.
However, questions regarding the nature
of human consciousness are themselves
unresolved. Machines may not become
self-aware because of their computational
prowess—thinking involves not merely ac-
tive assimilation, but also passive reflec-
tion. It’s worthwhile to remember the
words of Emily Bender, who said that Al
tools can be “stochastic parrots”.

(Views are personal)

QUOTE CORNER

As mesmerising and enjoyable as it was to watch as

a fan, we want Test cricket clearly to go for longer.
Short Tests are bad for business. | can't be much more
blunt than that. So | would like to see a slightly
broader balance between the bat and the ball.

Todd Greenberg, CEO of Cricket Australia, after the third Test of the ongoing
Ashes series finished in two days, resulting in a loss of $3.3 million

Every citizen requires fresh air. If you can’t do it, the minimum
[the government] can do is to reduce GST.

Chief Justice Devendra Kumar Upadhyaya of the Delhi High Court on a
plea to classify air purifiers as medical devices and reduce GST on them

The military-orchestrated elections are likely to intensify violence while failing
to generate durable political or economic stability.

Ye Myo Hein, senior fellow at Southeast Asia Peace Institute, about the
three-phase Myanmar election starting on Sunday
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Unequal growth

Ref: Jobs remain biggest challenge (Dec 27). The
government is euphoric about GDP growth, but it is
not a holistic indicator of economic well-being. In-
dia suffers from skewed growth, income and wealth.
Add to that the high trade deficit, weakening cur-
rency and poor job creation. Generating jobs will
require matching or upgrading of skills.

Rajarao Kumar, Bengaluru

Future jobs

Ref: Jobs remain biggest challenge (Dec 27). While
the estimate of 8 percent growth in the first half of
the fiscal year appears optimistic, it’s clearly a
jobless growth. The uneven macroeconomic indica-
tors point towards rising unemployment in the com-
ing years too. Strengthening exports and maintain-
ing a stable currency would be crucial for the
country’s growth in the near term.

M P Vanishree, email

Tarique’s return

Ref: Return of the prodigal (Dec 27). The author has
effectively highlighted the finer aspects of Bangla-
desh’s current situation and the evolving political
landscape. Tarique Rahman’s return signals a major
turnin the dynamics. The BNP’s pitch for “inclusive
growth” offers renewed hope for minorities. India’s
restrained response is a welcome sign.

K Venkatasubramanian, Chennai

Lose-lose mindset

Ref: Return of the prodigal (Dec 27). The loud, angry
and destructive mindset in both countries definitely
affects the earlier win-win strategy. It’s high time
for the common man to understand that group
gatherings in the name protecting linguistic or reli-
gious rights could be highly risky. | am reminded a
Jim Reeves song: ‘Where do I go from here?

Indra Getzy David, email

Missing school

Ref: Karnataka third in south India (Dec 27). The ris-
ing number of out-of-school children in Karnataka

signals serious socio-psychological issues beyond
academic loss. Exclusion from schooling deprives
children of emotional stability, social belonging
and self-confidence. This often reflects anxiety,
child labour, early marriage and long-term margin-
alisation. Schools function as protective spaces
that nurture discipline, resilience and positive iden-
tity formation. Addressing this crisis requires com-
munity engagement, parental awareness and psy-
chological support.

Keerthana Prasad, Bengaluru

Christmas mischief

Ref: Tamil Nadu CM anguished over attack on mi-
norities during Christmas (Dec 26). It may be justifi-
able to condemn the mischievous behaviour of Hin-
dutva groups on Christmas eve. Keeping in mind the
church’s conversion bids, it’s natural that no party
would miss the opportunity do their own bidding.
But do the party publications they pose with carry
the news of the heinous lynching of Hindus in
neighbouring countries?

Mariappan, Dharapuram

Animal attacks

Ref: 65-year-old tribal woman killed in wild jumbo
attack (Dec 27). Man-animal conflict has become a
recurrent affair in Kerala. The victims are mostly
from vulnerable sections like the tribal communi-
ties who dwell in or near forest areas. It’s apparent
that the Kerala government has taken a reactive ap-
proach, staying satisfied with granting monetary
compensation. But the root causes of the deadly
menace remain unaddressed.

A Raveendranath, Pathanamthitta

Liver life

Ref: Make India healthy again (Dec 26). Your Quick
Take on the subject is really appreciable. But the
recent focus on fatty liver needs qualification. Be-
cause of frequent USGs done on the abdomen, re-
ports of fatty liver have become common. There are
two stages to ascertain the condition: through liver
function tests (no worries if normal) and the re-
cently-introduced fibroscan, which indicates wheth-
er liver damage can lead to cirrhosis or cancer.

Dr S Shanmugam, Tirunelveli

THE NEW SUNDAY EXPRESS

Chairman of the Board: Manoj Kumar Sonthalia Editor: Santwana Bhattacharya

Resident Editor (Tamil Nadu): Anto T Joseph * Printed and Published by N Gopalan on behalf of Express Publications (Madurai) Private Ltd. at 2nd Floor, Neeva Complex, No.73F, Sidha Veerappa Chetty Street, Dharmapuri - 636 701 and printed by him at V.C.Printograph 4/404, Palacode Main Road, K.Nadualli Village, Dharmapuri - 636 703.
Dharmapuri: Vol. 9, No. 52. RNI Reg. No. TNENG/2017/72779. Phone: 04342-268201, Fax: 04342-269207. * Responsible to decide the matter under the PRP Act. Copyright: Express Publications (Madurai) Private Ltd., All rights reserved. Reproductionin any manner, electronic or otherwise, in whole or in part, without prior written permission is prohibited.

epaper.newindtanexpress.mm.




Support me by Joining my Private channel
¢ 1DON'T RUN ANY PUBLIC CHANNELS, IDON'T ASK FOR MONTHLY

SUBSCRIPTION, IF YOU HAVE EITHER OF THEM THAT'S NOT MY CHANNEL

¢« Indian Newspapers: ploding [ ® Access to all this
1) Times of India 6) The Hindu |startsfrom} | | Just 19 Rupees
2) Hindustan Times /) Live Mint - 5AM / [lifetime Validity].
3) Business line 8) Financial Express™ .

4) The Indian Express 9) Business standard Click below to
2)

Economic Times  *All Editorial PDFs ' o iln

« International ¢ Magazine Channel

N enoPalRE  (National & International).



https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl
https://t.me/+0F8yEdiu6KM2YmNl

Che Sunday Cribune

: CHANDIGARH | 28 DECEMBER 2025 =t
— PHOTO GENERATED BY Al
LV ’ = p (GAGANDEEP ARDRA
2.5 Y 2025, a familiar scene played out in households
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Hoping for aninclusne future

lechnology in India quietly matured in 2025 — Albecame invisible infra, UPl became the
default settingand expectations soared beyond hype. A father-son chat reveals how this
subtle shift sets the stage for a more integrated and accountable 2026

with a wordd where everything from paani-pur:
stalls to school fees went through QR codes, and a
Gen Z kid for whom constant connectivity felt less ike innowva-
tion and more like a birthright.
somewhere along the way, technology underwent a subtle
shift. It stopped trying to look ool and mstead became the
default setting for life. No one gasped at new phones, 5G quiet-
v blended into daily life. Even artificial intellipence didn't feel
magical anymore, Instead of asking “What's new?"”, people
began askang a far more demanding question: “Why 1sn't this
seamless yvet?” That question changed evervthing and it
sparked more than a few debates between parents who remem-
ber dial-up and kids who've never known life without Wi-Fi
That quiet normahisation looked very different depending on
who vou asked Formillennials, it felt ike technology had settled
down. For Gen Z, it felt like tech was finally catching up with
expectations, Somewhere between those twoviews, often at din-
g tables, in lnng rooms and dunng car ndes, sat the real story
of what shaped technology in 2025 and what it set up for 2026.
One such conversation untolded on a lazy December afternoon
between Rohit Awasthi, a 47-vear-old millennial who has Iived
through every awlowanrd phase of Internet’s evolution, patiently
watching loading bars, and his son Ishaan, 21, a fiill-bloan Gen Z
native born into the swipe e who treats fast connectivity like
cogvpen and considers buffering a human nghts violation, Rohat
sees himself fairly tech-savvy: Ishaan believes that's adorable.

RELAX, DAD
ROHIT ({ scrolling through his phone, mildly rritated): I keep
reading these tech columns and honestly, they are exhausting.
Apparently AT was supposed to change everything i 2025, My
life feels. .. largely the same.
ISHAAN (wiathout looking up from hissereen): That's becausevou
were expecting tech to flex with big launches and dramatic glow-
ups, something icondc, But 2025 wasn't that vibe. Tt was more like
a software update that was low-key, unavoidable and permanent.
ROHIT: Oh come on. Half of what I saw online was plire rage bait.
Alwill kall jobs, AT will wnte novels, Alwill overthrowhumanaty,
ISHAAN: Exactly. Noise, The real shift happened of fcamera.
Al didn't showoff. It went strmaight to work.

AICING ON THE CAKE
ISHAAN: Think about it. Government departments started
using Al for document processing and grievance redressal.
Banks used it for fraud detection. IT companies shipped it into
testing and maintenance. Media houses used it for research,
not wnting Pulitzer winners. Very low-keyv, but everywhere.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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3D PRINTING TECHNOLOGY & VIRTUAL REALITY SURGERY

oint replacement
surgery has long been

a life-changing
solution for patients
suffering from severe
arthritis, trauma, or
deformities. Yet,
traditional “one-size-fits-
all” implants often fall
short, especially in
complex cases where
anatomy 15 abnormal or
previous surgeries have
caused bone loss. This s
where 3D-printed
customised implants are
making a dramatic
difference.

Unhke conventional
implants, which are mass-
produced in standard
s1zes, 3D-printed implants
are tailored to the
individual patient using
detailed anatomical data
from CT or MRI scans.
These scans create a three-
dimensional digital model
of the affected joint, which
15 then used to print a
perfectly fitting implant
from biocompatible
materials such as titanium
alloys. The result 15 an
implant that mirrors the
patient’'s natural joint
structure, improving
alignment, stability, and
long-term function.

Customised implants
are particularly valuable in
revision SuUrgeries
procedures required when
a previous joint
replacement has failed or
when a patient has a
complex deformity. In
these cases, bone loss is
often a major challenge.
Standard implants may not
fit adequately, risking
further damage or
instability. 3D-printed
implants, designed
specifically for the

) —

patient’s anatomy, can fill
bone wvoids precisely,
reduce additional bone
loss, and restore proper
load distribution. This
makes them 1deal for knee
and hip joint replacements
where anatomical
challenges or previous
surgeries have altered the

joint structure.

The advantages
extend beyond ht
Surgeons can plan the
procedure in advance,
simulate approaches, and
perform the surgery with
remarkable precision. For
patients, this translates
into less tissue damage,
shorter surgery times, and
faster recovery. Porous
implant designs can even
encourage natural bone
growth, enhancing long-
term stability and
integration,

In India, the growth
of local 3D-printing
facilities 15 making this
advanced technology
more accessible and cost-
effective. In India this
revolutionary concept 15
just catching up with
Instutionsusing custo-
mised implants Tor
complex hip, knee, and
pelvic reconstructions,
achieving impressive
OUcomes,

A Boon For Revision Joint Replacement, §i|: ¥ 11K [[5]

“PRTIENT SPECIFIC IMPLANTS
MANUFACTURED ACCORDING
TO THE DEFECT IN THE BONE™

At Amandeep
Hospitals, in partnership
with Ujala Cygnus, we
provide world-class
customised implants,
bringing cutting-edge
technology directly to
patients. We believe that
innovations like 3D-
printed implants can
bridge the gap between
complex medical
challenges and excellent
patient care, ensuring that
every joint replacement 1s
truly personalised.

With continued
advancements 1n 3D
printing, material science,
and surgical planning,
customised implants are
poised to become the new
v for
revision  surgeries and
patients with challenging
anatomy, offering hope,

precision, and better
quality of lite.

Chairman, Dept. of
Orthopaedics
Amandeep Hospital
in partnership

with Ujala Cygnus
Healthcare Services

OR. AVTAR SINGH

Scan for Details.
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Explore Now:

e

Trusted as North India's
4 Best Eye Hospital »

GR.VER (

EYE LASER HOSPITAL "=

Team of Highly Qualified 8 Ophthalmologists

Trusted by 10,000,000+
Families in India & Abroad

Redefining Vision - 60 Years of Excellence Since 1962

Clear Vision in Tust 8

FASTEST Al-POWERED FLAPLESS LASER
VISIOM CORRECTION IN JUST B SECONDS

100% BLADELESS, ROBOTIC FEMTO-LASER
CATARACT SURGERY WITH Al

@ GLAUCOMA CLINIC (TESTS, LASERS & SURGERY)

W wavelight
cO NTQ‘ WRA

WORLD'S MOST ADVAMNCED CUSTOMISED
Al LASER VISION CORRECTION

COMPLETE EYE CARE UNDER ONE ROOF

® REFRACTIVE SUITE: WAVELIGHT+CONTOURA VISION LASIK, SMILE PRO, PRESEYOPIA-LASIK, STREAMLIGHT
o CATARACT: 100% BLADELESS, ROBOTIC FEMTO-LASER CATARACT SURGERY WITH Al, PREMIUM IOLs

@ RETINA CLINIC (LASERS, INJECTIONS & SURGERY) e ADVANCED DRY EYE CLINIC, IPL THERAPY

@ SQUINT, PEDIATRIC & OCULOPLASTY CLINIC

@ CORNEA, KERATOCONUS & MYOPIA CLINIC
® CONTACT LENS CLINIC (ORTHO-K, ROSE-K, SCLERAL)

www.grover.net.in

Chandigarh

#140, Sector 35-A
Eehlnd Kisan BEhawan

Zirakpur

Silver City Extension
Chandigarh - Ambala Highway

92166 66 440 946411 45 46
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CALLED BY THE HILLS:A SHAPE OF AN shelves, as did Ruchir Joshi's ‘Great Enstern Hotel’. Any vear
HOME IN THE HIMALAYA APOSTROPHE where these two books — chunky space-occupiers, worth every
by Anuradha Roy. by Uttarma Kirit Patel. millimetre of s pace — have found many readers, 1s a good year.

if 2025 was a yearfilled by
memorable books, 2026

SPECIAL

MANDIRA NAYAR

LFRED PRUFROCK measured his life in coffee spoons, Mine would
be measured in books. “There 15 no happiness like mine,” writes poet
Mark Strand in ‘Eating Poetry'. It has been a steady diet of books
throu gh the year. They taste ike joy. The next vear, too, brings plen-
ty to devour and only one sure shot at hope: books,

It 15 difficult to top 2025 with the superstar writers — Salman Rushdie, Amitay
Ghosh and Arundhati Roy — all writing. Banu Mushtaq brou ght Kannada on the
literary map with the Intemational Booker Prize. Kiran Desat's "The Loneliness of
aonny and Sonia’ took decades to write and finally hit the

Anuradha Rey's ‘Called by the Hills' a quiet book that speaks
deafeningly about the calm of the Himalayas and the power of
connection bang disconnected, was perhaps the most beautiful
of the vear Amitava Eumar took a train joumey and wrote a
wonderful “The Social Life of I'nduin Tramys'. Pallav Aiyar's
Travels m the Other Place” and Ananya Vajpevi's Place’ —both
end-of-the-year books — are memoirs on travel, love and loss.
They're heartfelt, and special, books that took their ime being 3
wrtten and ones that you carry with you in your heart.

Bones’ was heartielt and life-affirming . HadeenSingh's “The Lost
Heer' provided Pungab with a sodal historyof women. Itisa book
that will rernain on bookshelves for vears to come, and it must.
Sam Dalrymple added four more partitions to India Itis abook
that has propelled himas a histonan — providing competiion to
his father, who has a permanent spot on the bestsdler lists.

Ria Chopra's print breeze-in 15 like her online avatar in ‘“New-
er Logged Out’; t'sengaging andineisive, This is Chopra's first
book and it won't be her last.

Unlike real heroes, fictional ones are harder to ereate, 2025,
however, had a bunch of women — bright, aticulate and elo-
quent —who made that leap: Uttama Kirit Patel with ‘Shape of

2025
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longer ateenager, Yuri is in his thirties and finds himself as a puardian toa Mus-
lim family as he watches everything change in his aty. Deepa Anappara’s first
book, ‘Dyrnn Fotrol om the Purple Line’, established her as an accomplished
wnter Her nead book, 'The Last of Eorth’, is set in 1869 as Britain tmins spies to
enter Tibet. Like her ead ier work, this too involves a missing friend.

If Buchir Joshi's 'Great Eastern Hotel” was decades in the making, Daniyal
Mueenuddin's "Thig 1 Whene the Serpent Lives’ has taken time to arrive.
Damiyal, a Pakistan-Amencan, blazed into the publishing world with his short
stories, Tn Other Rooms, Other Wonders”, in 2000, winning the Commornwealth
Wnters' Prize. Short stories are hard tosell, but Danryal's talent shone through.
At 62, he'll have his first novel out in January,

Mohammed Hanif, the manwith a deadpan expression and
acerbic wit, has his new book, Rebel English Academy’, out.
Set in OK town in the 1970s after the hanging of a prominent
politician and martial law, it has promise.

Award-winning writer Geetanjali Shree's short-story collection
Onee Elephants Lived Here has been translated by Daisy Rock-
well. No year is complete without memoeirs. Arundhati Boy's
memoir of her mother became the book of the year and 2026 will
have its share of tell-all moments. Shy Stallone has one.

- A Very Lucky Man: The Memonrs of o Radw-wala by Mark Tul-
' Iy promises to be an entertaining account of a man who spent his
life chroniding the country hechose to ive in, There are encoun-

A

A good year is determined by fresh voices, and 2025 had a host MOTHER MARY ters with the Gandhis — Sanjay, Rajiv and Indira, who banned
of many — loud and original. Poet Amy Singh's Singing Over hyT Egl;rglm his book on Operation Bluestar. There are others too — Morarji
LIFCIn: Hﬂ!.'.

Diesal, Devi Lal, LK Advani, Shetkh Mujib and ZA Bhutto,
Journalists Saeed Nagvi and Ehalid Mohamed write their
own accounts. Atal Bihan Vajpayee continues to be fertile min-
g matenal as diplomat Ajay Bisaria, who has had aringside
view; writes ‘The Unifier — Atel Bihar Wypayee's Life and
Trmes tn Power’. But the memoir to watch out for is The Con-
stitutiom & My Home: Conversatuons on Democmtic Lanoyering’
by Indira Jaisingh and Ritu Menon. Any book that has India's
two foremost fermninists collaborating is bound to be specal.
Vishi Anand has his memoir out, as does the top cop Sunil
Gupta. ‘Black Warmnt’ became a Netflix hit and ‘Red Alert’,
that he has written with Samanwaya Rautray, shows he still

promises another book fest

The launch
of the Lawh
Wa Qalam:
MF Husain
Museum in
Doha was a
historic
e nt.

an Apostrophe” explored motherhood; Ponnu Elizabeth Math- has more stories to tell.

ewwith "The Remnants of Rebellom blended history and fiction THE LONELINESS OF Adding to the hist of must-reads in 2026 is Shinie Antony's
in alush Kerala ‘The Er Daughters of Tolstoy House’ by Aruni- SONIA AND SUNNY The Hauntmg of Kunjomme P and Karan Mahajan's The
ma Tenzin Tara 15 a dark gothic tale; Bhavika Gowl's ‘Hot by Kiran Desai, Compler’. Karan firmly planted himself on the Iiterary map

Water’is a brilliant coming-ofage novel. They will all become
names to reckon with — and soon.

Next vear 15 a fresh chapter, and nothing spells hope hke a
freshly printed book. Like resolutions, they bnng the promise
of change. Historian IraMukhoty is back, this time with abiog-
raphy of Begum Samru. A woman who refused to be slotted
into a neat box, a tawaif, a ruler, she converted to Chnstianity,
smoked a hookah and wore a turban. Ira wntes elegant, com-
pelling, deeply researched books —and Samru might not exast
at the edge of history anymore, but her life needs to be filled
out by a historian as talented as I'm.

with his first book. If he tackles power and corruption in Dethi,
sShinie writes about faith and a plous woman who sweeps the
churchyard being compelled to write the autobiography of a
deval with iterary ambitions that comes to reside in her, Know-
ing Shinie, it will be witty, wise and onginal. Nolist is complete
without poetry. This year sees Gubzar write about the adty he
found fame in. Aamch: Mumbai®is an ode to this eity by the sea.

2026will al sobe about reading, Novernber saw the launchof the
Independents, a grouping of India's leading indie publishers —
Women Unlimited, LeftWord, Speaking Tiger, Tulika Stree,
Samya ete. “We have come fogether to offer an altemative to cor-

THE EX DAUGHTERS OF HEART LAMP: A brand new voice in history is young journalist Sowmiva porate publishers, in terms of the books we publish individually,

TOLSTOY HOUSE SELECTED STORIES Ashok. ‘The Dig: Keeladi and the Politics of India’ Past’ is an the activities and ideas we propose and the kind of diversity we

by Arunima Tenzin Tara, by Banu Mushtag. end-of-vear debut that will certainly find a prominent place on THEELEVENTH believe is essential to a healthy book culture,” says RituMenon of
shelves. Diplomat and writer Navtej Sarna has a new book on HOUR Women Unlimited. “The Independents ensure bibliodiversity.”

the shelf. Always a joy to read, he takes a deep dive into the by Salman Rushdie. And this word will be a catch-phmase, a conversation-starter

~ . green, saffrom and white ind Flag to Liveand Die For: A Short and hopefully a controversy-stirrer, something that Indian

sp SOCIAL LIFE History of Indie’s Tricolour’, publishing needs. Equally important for diversity are readers.

or I ﬁ:':“ IRARGE Explonng Indianness and pluralism is vocahist TM Knshna's Wethe People of I anything, 2025 has witnessed a tiny revolution brewing in chairs and even out

India’. Krishna 15 Carnatic music's rockstar — an activist, sinper and a coms-
pelling writer, like everything he does, the book 15 a part of his politics.

One ofthe finest writers in India Stephen Alter will chase the monsoon acmss
the hills wherehelives to God's Own Country and beyondin theevoeatively itled
‘Fragrance of the Rain'. "In The Shade of Many Trees’, Kadambari Devarajan will
bringwisdom as obd as the trees. Blending folklore, memortes, anecdotes and so-
ence, she'll get readers to look out of their windows and leam from the coconut,
the peepal, the puava, the gooseberry, the sandalwood, the neem and the momnga.

Neha Sinhawill do the impossible in Dellu to discover the wild. "'Wild Capatal:

THE LOST HEER: WOMEN IN THE SOCIAL LIFE OF Discovering Noture in Delhi’ is a joumey on ecological histories and the wild side.
COLONIAL PUNJAB INDIAN TRAINS The year ahead will be fiction-packed. Jerry Pinto brings back Yun Fonseca,
by Hadeen Sngh. b Arnitanva Kurnar. this time to witness his aty burning during the Babn Masjid demolition. No

The year gone bywas certainly one where Indian art realised its potentia

Marviia KauL

OW was 2025 for Indian art
and artists? Fulfilling and
rewarding 15 the unanimous
response.  Indian  artists
appeared to break new ground
in mediums and craft and reaffirmed their
position as stars in the art market. The year
saw a flood of outstanding shows, induding
impressive installations and sculptures, a
string of retrmospectives and an amazing body
of work in textile art and digital platforms.
Ashish Anand, CEQ and MD, DAG., says
2025 will po down as the vear Indian art
realised its potential — a miniature painting
{(Mughal-era work ‘Famuly of Cheetahs in o
Rocky Landscape’ by Basawan) and a work
by modernist master MF Husain both broke
reconds with similarvalues.
Anand says this speaks of the strength of
different periods and styles of Indian art

Arpita Singh, ‘Remembering’, Serpentine Morth © Photo: Jo Underhill. Courtesy Arpita Singh and Serpentine; (right) ‘Family of Cheetahs
in a Rocky Landscape' by Basawan sold for 120 crore at a Christie's auction.

in parks. This 15 likely to spread further Aslit fests mushroom across the coun-
try, Kerala has a second Manorama Hortus, and there's the third edition of The
White Owlin Nagaland — those who miss the sense of belonging vou feel being
in a packed mom with readers, are turning to book s in smaller circles,

The reading club has become the new way to bond, date and find friends.
“Books find a way to bring people together.” says Rachna Kalra, founderof Silent
Book Club in Delhi. Her enly ask is that the person carry a book and read unin-
terrupted. Those with a flair for the exotic have ther own tribe. Dokusha Book
Club celebrates Japanese fiction in translation. Judging by the number of trans-
lated Japanese iterature, inchuding Hooked’, a new book from the bestselling
Asako Yiruki, it will be a vear filled with books to kove, haold, curl up and read.

— The wrileris a lilemary crilic

- 2026 promises to be bigger

Mohammedi, demonstrated the nch tapes-
try that these pioneers have created over the
vears. Jaya Mani, seasoned curator and
founder of DRAVIDAM that promotes art of
South India, notes that 225 was marked by
tremendous experimentation. Her own orit-
ically acdaimed show; Voyages: The Ancient
Maritime Silk Route’, blended the worles of
murahst Suresh Muthukulam and tesdile
artist Gunjan Jain. She believes that future
successes 1n art will still belong to creators
whose works are universal and meant to Last.
With retmspectives on artists hke Gulam-
mohammed Sheikh, Gieve Patel, A
ensured art lovers continued o find magic.
‘Songlines: Tracking the Seven Sisters’, a
multi-media show launched by the Kiran
Nadar Museum of Art towards the end of
2025, in collabomtion with the National
Museum of Australia, has signalled that the
magic will continue next year. Songlines’
depicts the journey of a group of women
acmss three vast Australian deserts, On till
March, the show has paintings, grass sculp-

and its apprecation and connoisseurship.
Indeed, Indian masters continued to fetch
unparalleled prices, Husain's ‘Gram Yatra’
{s0ld for 119 crore), Tveb Mehta's ‘Trussed
Bull’ (acquired for 618 crore), VS
Gaitonde’s abstract canvas (earned $67.08
craore), and FN Souza's ‘Houses itn Hamp-
stead’ (went forT66.9 crore) confirmed Indi-
an art's upwand trajectory. Both Husain
and Souza continue to make phenomenal
sales abroad, a trend that started dose to
two decades ago.

Renu Modi, founderdirector, Gallery
Espace, agrees that 2025 set “new bench-
marks in auction pnces for many artists”.
This year's solo exhibitions by Arpita Singh
at the Serpentine Gallery and Mrinalim
Mukhenee at the Roval College of Art in the
UK underscored the increasing internation-
al spotlight on Indian artists.

Gallery Espace completed 35 vears in
2025. The overwhelming attention the
gallery received at The Armory Fair in New
York, where they partiapated after nine
vears (displaying works of Mekhala Bahl),
reinforces Modi's belief that the West is

Iooking at Indian art more senoushy:

But recognition for Indian art moved
beyond record sales. The launch of Lawh Wa
Qalam: MF Husain Museum in Doha was a
historie moment for India. Forthe first time,
a museum abrmoad is devoted to an Indian
artist, tracn g his journey from the 19505 to
his death in 2011, Many years ago, Husain
famously said “the world 18 my canvas”
Thday, the museum echoes his spint

At home, two mamuee events, Kochi-
Murins Biennale (the three-month festival
that starts in December)and the Serendipi-
ty Arts Festival (hosted in Goa in Decermnber),
demonstrated that Indians today are maore
open to explonng and connecting with art,
Anand savs Indian art lovers have a huge
appetite for well-curated shows and quality
programming. The footfall at Caravaggio's
exhibition Mary Magadelne tn Ecstasy’ in
Delhi, Mumbai and Bengaluni, and the
clamour for ‘Dl Comes to Indie” suggested
Indians are enchanted by glorious art.

The year saw several contemporary artists
experiment in diverse mediums: wood
seulpture, botanical art, street photography

and photographic installations, and digital
art. Multi-media artist Arpita Akhanda was
awarded the coveted Sovereign Asian Art
Prnze 2025 for her woven artwork ‘Dendritic
Datalb’ that esgplored themes of identity and
displacement. Many other young artists
pushed conceptual boundaries to express
themes of dimate change, war issues of
transgender communities and urban angst.

The centenary of master printmaker and
seulptor Krishna Reddy in Santiniketan
was a landmark, both as a display of iconic
works and a reminder of the extracrdinary
contributions several pifted artists have
made to India'’s pictorial oeuvre, Sikddharth
Das, designer, artist and educator includes
Reddy's show as one of the “esciting land-
marks” of 2025,

His list also includes A Rising Tide: Women
Artists’ from the Alkaxi Collection that
marked the centenary of theatre doyen
Ebrahim Alkax. At this show works of a
range of women artists, induding Anita
Dube, Arpita Singh, Ira Roy, Jaya Ganguly,
Kishori Kaul, Latika Katt Meera Devidayal,
Mona Rai Nalimi Malani and Nasreen

tures, performances, moving images and
immersive nstallations created by artists
from the aboriginal compminities,

As 2026 knocks, artists, along wath cura-
tors, gallery owmners, installation experts and
connoisseurs appear to be evolving a mobust
ecosystem for art lovers. Assthetics and
archival value both are at a premium.
Experts say Moderns will continueto smash
art auction records. All roads will lead to the
Eochi Biennale in February when Sethian
performanceartist Manna Abrmmovicvisits.
The highlight, however, will be the opening
of the new Eiran Nadar Museum of Art near
Delhi's IGTAirport. Spanning 1 lakh square
metres, the museum 15 poised to become
South Asia's largest art and cultural centre.

The upcoming DAG exhibition ‘Drawing
a Nation: The Delhi Silp Chakra will show-
case works of ‘refugee artists’ BC Sanyal,
Amar Nath Sehpal, PN Mago, Kanwal
Krishna, KS Kulkarni and Dhanraj Bhagat,
The show will be a reminder of how inde-
pendent platforms of art survive, experk
ment and sustain the souls of cities.

— The wrileris a freelance amtribulor
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| wish for us to realise that sports is not being in aterritorial warwith the enemy.
A loss does not mean the end of life and winning not a conquest of the world

WHAI WE ARE

PRADEEP MAGAZINE

HEN vou are inhaling
the poisonous Delhi
air that pumps your
hungs, looking ahead
with hope for a great
future in the new year seems a difficult
proposition. Yet life must goon as noth-
mg sustains it more than a vision of a
future where yvour wishes become real.

India may not be a sporting power vet,
far from it, but there isa lot happening
next vear that should reaffirm a nation’s
progress in winning competitions, The
T2 World Cup and the Asian Games are
two magor sporting events where India
should showeaseits undeniable strength.
As hosts of cncket's shortest and
arguably most popular format, India, in
theminds of its fans and moreimportant-
Iy in the opinion of most experts, are the
favourites to win. Nothing surprising,
given the spread of the game, abundance
of resources, money and the vast mult-
tude that plays and benefits from a mon-
ev-spinning tournament like the Indian
Premier League.

In a aricket-centric nation, India has
lagged behind in other sporting disci-
plines where competibion is far
tougher and playing nations greater in
number and strength. India may have
hosted the first Asian Games in 1851,
but has never topped its medals tally,
finishing fourth in the last Games in
2023, While there 1s no hope of overtak-
ing or even getting anywhere close to
China, which 15 a formudable sporting
power In the world, India can dream of
overtaking Japan and South Korea in
the event to be held in Nagova, Japan,
1in Septermnber-October next vear.,

In this future-garing pame and fulfill-
mgofwishes, let us not forget that noth-
ing reflects a nation and its society's
ciilisational goals more than the way it
plavs sports and themannerinwhich its
people react to victory and defeat. Do we
look at sports as a manifestation of excel-
lence in physical skills, an art fonmn that
transcends boundaries of national loval-
ties, caste, creed and religion? Is skall
subservient to the nation-state ordoes it
break human boundaries and unite peo-
ple of the world in celebmting the imit-
less possibhties of achieving perfec-
tion? As I reflect on what lies ahead,
many life-changing experiences of the
past flash in my mind.

Expenences that serve as a lesson for
what should not be and what to desire
for in this relentless, inexorable for-
ward march of time. What is an aspira-
tion or an achievement worth if its end-
goal 15 to make the “other” feel nsecure

Here's to a Happy Mew Year in pursuit of a more |n|::h.13|\le India, and seeking excellence
with the goal of playing the game of sports and life with courage, skill and wisdom. F1i

and inferior? Does one aspire to win to
feel good and satisfied at having show-
cased mastery over a particular skill-
get, or does one win to show the other
side weak and meek ?

[ have gmppled with these questions
ever since I felt “humiliated” at defeats
on a cricket field in forelgn lands.
India's tour of Australia in 1999 left deep
sears on my psyehe, where I felt that an
entire nation and its media were against
India asa nation. More than the defeats,
the overthe-top crowd celebrations and
the equating of India with “dark ages"”
felt like a piercing stab in the gut.

In one of the Test matehes, India
refused to play under floodlights when
fading light interfered with the mateh.
The plaving conditions stated consent
from both sides if such an eventuality
arose. India exercised its right. A head-
line in the next day's paper screamed:

Back todarkages. More than a seriesof

defeats, the loud, intimidating celebra-
tions of the crowd made us sulky,
smarting, wounded and helpless. When
in one of the Tests, a ducking Sachin
Tendulkar was piven Ibw to a Glenn
MeGrath bouncer that hamdly rose
knee-high, a scathing piece against
umpire Daryl Harper followed in the
newspaper I was covering the tour for.
Tendulkear was probably out, but a siege
mentality had gnpped us, hence the
angry reaction.

While nothingwent nght on that tour a
lengthy opimion piece in a leading Aus-
tralian paper ridiculed the ill-tempered,
macho, overthetop Australian team's
reactions and the aggressive crowd cele-
brations. It called its own team, for these
very reasons, the most “dishiked” in the
encket world. That article had put things

in a larger perspective of national identi-
tyand sports. It advocated saner ways of
celebrating victones and tned to convey
that what 15 loud and wisible need not
mean it represents the majority senti-
ment. Over the yvears, Indian ericket has
transformed into this gigantic monolith
of musde and money power, with its
team having pained in strength and
nches, History, however, has not taught
us to become humbler. The “hunted”
has become the “hunter”. To those who
were at the receiving end of Australian
taunts and jibes m 1999, the Indian
croweds and its media appear no differ-
ent from them today.

The lastmateh Thaveseen at a pround.
among the crowds, was the India-
Afghanistan 2023 World Cup mateh in
Delhi's Kotla stadium, The flag-waving,
raucous cedebrations and verbal target-
ing of the Afghan supporters was scary.
It was more like a mob looking for a tar-
get than fans enjoyving a game of cncket
while celebrating their own team's
superior performance.

Among the many wishes I have for
the next vearis to see a more incusive
India, sensitive to gender and caste
mequalities among its athletes. Let
talent and not religion define a
sportsperson. I wish for us to realise
that sports 15 not being in a territorial
war with the enemy. It 18 not played
with guns and bombs, A loss does not
mean the end of life and winning not a
conquest of the world.

Here's to a Happy New Year in pursuit
of excellence, with the poal of playing
the game of sports and life with courage,
skill and wisdom.

— The wriler is the awthor of "Nol
hrile Crickd’ and Not Just Cricket’
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Tribune, Chandigarh,
160030, by Thursday.
The best five captions
will be publizhed and
awarded T300, T250,
T200, ¥150 and
T100, respectively.
Each caption must be
accompanied by a
clipping of the caption
contest and its
number. Photocopies
orscans of the
caption photo won't
be accepted. Online
subscribers may
attach an epaper
clipping at
captionpics@tribune
mail.comaoar a
scanned copy ofthe
e-paper clipping,
Please mention the
pin code and phone
nurmber, along with
your address.

RanieD No & 1 *(All India)

Co-ed Boarding School

www sducationwarld in

Ranked #1 in All India
(Co-ed Hunrdmg School)

| EducationWorld ks placed Pinegrove
{ Bchool, ot the very pinmacle by
ranking it Mo, 1 ANl Indin and is
| branded as one of the enly two Ivy
- Ln:.Jh.m. Co-Ed Boarding Schools, in
|:I1t|.u-.|='|:m

Pinegrove School Honored
Among India's Best at
School Merit Awards 2025

Education Today also placed
[ Pimegrove atthe forefront in Himachal
[ Pridesh and All Indin Ther School
| Menl Awards 2025 were palore for
| Academic Reputation, Parents'

Choice., MMost Effective Blended

Leaming cic.

President Murmu Honours
Pinegrove Student

| of Pinegrove School, Dharampur,
| represented Himachal Pradesh and
brought national acclaim by securing
ird position at the Mational Energy
Conservation Painting Competition
[ held in Guregram, competing ansng
[ 104 finalisis from scroess Indi, He wis
avwarded o IO cash prize, o luptop,
amd o bronze medal. The achievement
was crowned with a special honour
when Yuvraj was felicitated by the
Hon'ble President of India, Smi,
Droupadi Murmu, at Vigyvan Bhawan,
Mew Thelhi. Earlier, he bad secured Snd
position gt the State Level Compebition
in Shimla, competing against 75
participants, and won a 220000 cash
prize on the theme "Encrgy
Congervation: My Responsibility, O
Fubwre." Yuveap's jourmey from achool
o the national stage reffects abens,
dedication, and purpeseful creabivty,
bringing mmense pride to Pinegrove
Schoaland Himachal Pradesh.

Captain AJ Singh to lead
India's Boarding Schools

Association
A Y Sinmgh,

E Yuvrag Smgh Jolly, o Class VI student
|

Caprt
Execuiave Direcior of
Pincgrove School m
solan district, has

been unanimously ‘
clected President of
the Boarding Schools'
Association of India

{RSAL) for 2252027 |1t:|1|:.i1|]:r_ a
sigpnificant moment for residential
edocation 1n the country., His
presidency signals s shift toward
sustainability mitiatives, curriculem
| inmovation, and strengthened
disciplinary frameworks acreoss
BSALs G -member boardmg schocls

Pinegrove’s Majestic Boys'
and Girls® Bands Crowned

State-Level Champions
Pinegrove School delivered a
| spectacular show of discipline,
| artestry and musical bolimnce at the
State-Level Band Competition
202526 The Boys' Brazs Band of
Pimcgrove Schoel. Subatho-reigning
champions of bath the HP State-Level
and Worth Zone Inter School Brass
Band Competitions=once again
secured the First Position, Adding to
thiz triumph, Pinegrove School,
Dharampur ecarned the Runners-up
position, reinforcing the schoal™s
unmiatched legaey in band exeellence.
The Girls” Pipe Band added another
fearther (o Pinegrove's cap, being
crowned the Queens of Pipe for their
exceptional presentation and musical
cormmand.

Jinegroue School

"We Aspire to Inspire..."”

Achievements of 2025

MiG-21 lands at Pinegrove
to inspire young minds

In a powerful tnbute to India's Defence legacy, an ar frame of a
MiG-21 aircraft was unveiled at Pinegrove School, Subathu by Dr
Mallika Nadda, president of the National Body for Special Olympics
Bharat, on the concluding dav ofthe school's three-day annual fest.

The aircrafl, facilitated by Union Health and Family Welfare Minister
JP Madda, would serve as a svmbol of national pr ide and inspiration for
students, reflecting the spirit v.jf';,m:ra.p, and service,

Grovians Lift Bhupinder Memorial Soccer Trophy

Pinegrove Schaool
Bova stormed 1o glory
at the 26th Bhupinder
Mcmorial Socccr@
Toumament, held ai
the Lawrence School
sAnAWar remaining
unbeaten and sealing a
dramatic 1-0 win ove
BCS, Shimla in the
grand finale.
Mahendra Chetin was
adjudped as the Best Defender and Arpit Sharma was declared the Best
Plaver.

Pinegrove Tops HP Class XII Board Average - 2025
School Average 20.3%

100%: of students scored above 70%

23 Students Scored Perfect 100
XI1 CBSE Board State
Topper
In a first-of-its-kind nitiative,
CBSE released School
Performance Report Cards
(2024-25) for all affiliated
schools, benchmarking their
results against state and national
averages. Pinegrove School has
emerged as the top-performing
institution in Himachal Pradesh,
achieving an exceplional School
Average Score of 90.39%6 in the
Class X11 Board Examinations -
the highest in the state, far
surpassing the State Average of
T4 18%,. Al the national level too,
Pinegrove’s performance stands
out, with §ts average score
significantly exceeding the CBSE
Mational Averapge of 69, 14%. This
remarkable feat reafirms
Finegrove’ s unwavering
commitiment to academic
excellence and 11s consistent

tradition of high achievement.

Pinegrove School Clinches CBSE North
Zone - I1 U-19 Girls' Soccer
Championship Troph

Anonymous
Parents” Feedback

Highly
Satisfied

98.5% parents are
satisfied with the
Pinegrove

Pincgrove
School lifted
the covetediugs
CBSE North
Zone-[1 L-192
Girls' Soccer’ g
Championship
trophy with af
narrow bul
decisive 1-0§
win agains(=
Vidya Devi Jindal School in the final. This remarkable feat stands as a
shiming testament of the school's commitment towards excellence in
sports and the indomitable spirit of Girls e in the Sports Arena
Pinegrove Soccer Girls, the 2025 National Champions, finished with a
very creditable THIRD SPOT in the CBSE Mationals 2025,
Pinegrove Wins U-14 and U-1% Titles in
Doon Cup Girls' Soccer Tournament

Pinegrove School performed brithiantly in the Doon Cup, winning both
the U-14 and U-1% titles, with Vardha Aggarwal and Subckcha Limbu
being declared Best Players of the Tournament in their respectivie
categories.

Education Minister
Shri Rohit Thakur
oraces Pinegrove
School’s Grand
Annual Function
2025

The Chiel Guest.
Thakur, Hon'ble Education
Minister of Himachal Pradesh,
reviewed the NCC Parade and also
attended the cullural programme
orgamsed by Pinegrove School, on
the occasion of 1ts Annual Function

Shri Rohirt

20235, In his address, the Education
Minister praised Pinegrove as a
progressive institution flourishing
under the visionary leadership of
Capt, A, 1. Singh, commending its
holistic ethos that nuriures
discipline, leadership, and
character—qualities that shape
studenis for lifelong success

Young Guns of Pinegrove Win
Inter-School Hockey
E‘Immpinushjp

#
£ B2 ave '4""
' CHAPIONS®

Fiill.'}_.'m:ﬂ-‘-:.‘ School, emerged
triumpkant at the 23th Sub-Junior
Inter Public School Hockey
Tournament for Boys, held from
Oth to 12th September 2025,
sealing the championship with an
4-0 win over Sherwood College,
MNainital, in the alluning Sant
Stadium of Pinegrove School,
Dharampur. Rajeshwar Singh
Kahlon was named 'Highest
Scorer of the Tournament',
Cirshaaz Singh Thukral earned
the title of ‘Best Goalkeeper', and
Jeevesh was crowned "Player of
the Tournament' [or his
outstanding performance.

Pinegrove Boys' Basketball

Team Reigns Supreme

In a riveting showcase of skill,
teamwork and indomitable spint,
Pinegrove Bovs' team seized the
Championship title of the 13th
Major Jagpal Memorial
Bazsketball Tournament after a
thrilling 62-60 victory against
Strawbermry Ficlds High School.

Cirovians Seized the CBSE
Cluster U 19 Girls'
Baskethall

Pinegrove won the CBSE North
Zong Chuster, Sukhman Kaur was
adjudged Best Player of the
Tournament.
Pinegrove Excels in
Chandigarh Debate

Pinegrove students showcased
exceplional oratory skills at the
Inter-School Parliamentary
Debate Championship held at
Manav Manpal Smarl School,
Mohali. Compeifing against 25
schools, Pinegrove lifted both the
Overall Best School Delegation
Trophy and the Runners-up
Trophy in the Senior Category.
Adding to the laurels, MNimrit
Kaur was adjudged the Best
Emerging Speaker.

Pinegrove’s Band Band Clinches #3  Pinegrove School Emerges Victorious
at National Level Competition of

Education and Defence Ministry

in Bilingual Turncoat Debate

Pinegrove School, Subathu, the reigning champions of both Himachal
Pradesh State Boyvs' Brass Band Competition and the North Zone Inter-
School Band Competition, secured the third place at the National-Level
Inter-School Band Competition 6.0 2024-25. The event, organiscd at the
iconic Magor Dhvan Chand National Stadiam in Delhi, showcased some
of the fimest musical talent from across the country.

Competing agamnst 368 school bands and over 14,000 students
nationwide, Pinegrove School's band reached the final round, securing a
place in the top 16 teams. This achievement reflects their unwavening
dedication and commitment to excellence.

Pinegrove School hosted the Sth Mohinder Memaorial Bilingual
Tumncoat Debate, featuring eloguent debaters from 13 leading schools
across India, Pinegrove School, Subathu, emerped Champions, while
Army Public School, Dagshai and Pincgrove School, Dharampur were
declared joint Runners-up. In the individual category, Rigueszza Diwan
(Pinegrove, Dharampur) secured Ist place and Aryan Sirswal
[Pinegrove, Subathu) stood 2nd,

*BOCS Soccer Bovs' Towrnament - Runners-up
*IPSC Basketball U-14 Girls® - Runners-up
*IPSC Cricket U-19 Girls” - Runners-up
*IPSC Soccer U-19 Girls” - Runners-up
*Major Jagpal U-14 Girls’ - Runners-up

SOME MORE ACCOLADES (2025)

*Honoria Baskethall Girls® U-19, Sanawar- Runners-up
“Welham Basketball U-19 Girls®- Runners-up

&t Mary U-17 Girls' Basketball - Runners-up

*atate Swimming Competition - Runners-up

*District Shooting Championship - Winners

Distt. Solan, Himachal Pradesh, India

Tele: +91

Q8050 04115

Sean For un
IV ErYVEEW

| +91 01792 264105

Email: headmaster({@pinegroveschool.com | Website: www.pinegro
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Arshdeep Singh and Jasprit Bumrah during a practice session AP

[ts variety of bowlers
makes India favourites

RINGSIDE

VIEW

Tushar Bhaduri

FOR A COUNTRY of India’s size and
depth of cricketing talent, there will
always be robust debate whenever the
national squad is selected for a big
tournament. India have been almost
unstoppableinT20 cricket even before
winning the World Cup 18 months
ago, with match winners invariably
emerging at opportune moments.

But still, the form and fitness of
individual players have prompted
speculation as to the strongest com-
bination India can field.

Shubman Gill, the Test and ODI
captain, has missed the bus for the
T20World Cup,asaresult of form and
fitness deserting him at an inoppor-
tune time, even as skipper Suryaku-
mar Yadav has much worse numbers
over roughly the same period.

Not that it has prevented India
from dominating all comers. In
Abhishek Sharma, they have found an
opener against whom every side has
struggled foranswers.Aslongasheis
at the crease, the scoring rate isnot a
worry. He may get out early, like any
other batter determined

Arshdeep Singh is India’s most
prolific wicket-taker in the format,
making a habit of striking with the
new ball that deviates both ways and
nailing yorkers at the end. But with
the tournament being held in the
subcontinent,India’s spin strength is
the X-factor that no other team pos-
sesses.Varun Chakaravarthywould be
one of the first names in an Indian
T20I team list. His pace, variations
and accuracy make for a deadly com-
bination.At the World Cup,with a dif-
ferent team to face every game, bat-
terswon’t have the opportunity to get
used to him as they would in a bilat-
eral series.Not thatit’sa guarantee of
success as Australia, South Africaand
Pakistan at the Asia Cup found out to
their cost.In alonger contest, batters
may take a look, but in T20s, they
don’t have time.

The Indian team management
puts a lot of emphasis on batting
depth,which rarely allows Varun and
left-arm wrist-spinner Kuldeep Yadav
to feature in the same XI. The tradi-
tional way of team selection is‘choose
your best batters to score the runs,
and your best bowlers to take the
wickets or restrict the scoring’. But
head coach Gautam Gambhir is keen
on a safety net at Nos.7 and 8§, to
ensure against a batting collapse or
provide a late boost.

If Varun and Kuldeep

not to take any prisoners, ~ reamforT20has  cap bowlin tandemin the

but the left-hander has an attack most middle overs,bamboozled

ensured his is arguably suited to the batters will have no easy

the most prized scalp in short version of outlet and will have to

T20 cricket of late. the game take risks to even score

There is still more singles.When one doesn’t
|

thanamonth to gobefore
the World Cupis stagedin
India and Sri Lanka,but the prospects
of asuccessful title defencerestsalot
on the initial ballast provided by the
Punjab youngster.

Abhishek’s onslaught invariably
ensures that the middle order can bat
without the necessity of taking too
many undue risks, before upping the
ante in the final stage of the innings.
It helps that India has the likes of
Hardik Pandya, Rinku Singh and
Shivam Dube, all of whom are well
equipped to provide the finishing
kick. Among those coming before
them, Tilak Varma is full of class, has
all the shots and can accelerate the
scoring with orthodox strokes.

However, most of the top teams
now have explosive line-ups.Anybat-
ter, if it’s his day, can win a game on
his own. What they may lack in tech-
nique and consistency, they make up
in six-hitting ability.

Biggest strength

But what really makes India the
favourites to become the first team to
win two T20 World Cups in a row is
the incisiveness and variety in their
bowling line-up.

It can be argued that in compari-
son to the Test and ODI teams, the
side for the shortest format has the
attack most suited to the version.

Jasprit Bumrah is a phenomenon
in every format but in T20s, batters
don’t have the luxury to play him
carefully. His reputation is such that
theystill look to play him mostlyinan
orthodox fashion, even when he
bowls inside the Powerplay. As a
result, even when he isn’t taking a
bagful of wickets, Bumrah often
keeps a lid on the scoring. When he
comes on tobowl in the final stages of
an innings, batters don’t have that
luxury to see him off. But as most of
the main batters are back in the
dugout by then, the odds are much
more in the bowler’s favour.

knowwhichwaythe ballis
turning - the description
‘mystery spinner’ has some merit -
the unfamiliaritywith abowling style
often results in embarrassment.

No guarantee

All these strengths make India
such a well-rounded outfit that they
can afford to fret over the small print
and nitty-gritty. Surya has an envi-
able record as captain and his lack of
runs hasn’t hurt the team’s results, as
others have more than made up.

India has enjoyed a long streak of
T20 series wins. They lose the odd
game out of three or five,but finish on
the positive side of the ledger.

But they may still be vulnerable to
abad day at the office and if it arrives
atthe knockout stage of a big tourna-
ment, it could be curtains for
their campaigns.

Dew is likely to play a big part in
the tournament as India’s matches
are almost guaranteed to be played
during prime time in the evening. In
such a scenario, batting second
becomes an advantage and the team
setting the target has to set its sights
higherasaform of buffer.The dispar-
itybetween teams of similar strength
may be bridged by the flip of the coin.

The team that ended India’s long
trophy drought in major ICC tourna-
ments in Bridgetown in June 2024
hadicons such as Rohit Sharma, Virat
Kohli and Ravindra Jadeja. Ravichan-
dran Ashwin was still an active inter-
national player.

It speaks volumes of India’s deep
reservoir of talent — in this format at
least — that the team has, if anything,
grown stronger since then.

India has lost two Test series at
home since then while their fortunes
in the white-ball formats, especially
in T20s, have shown a steep upward
curve. The longest format requires
some unique qualities which may be
redundant in short-form cricket. But
that’s an altogether different story.

Rather than using a web
browser or a mobile
application to order food or
call a cab, it will become
increasingly common to just
speak to an Al assistant
instead. In theory,a
customer wearing earbuds
could order their favourite
sushi dish without

having to take their phone
out of their pockets

KAREN KWOK

TECH VISIONARIES OFTEN cite the
2013 sci-fi movie “Her” as a blueprint
for where artificial intelligence is
headed. In the film, Joaquin Phoenix’s
character spends his days talking
through a small earpiece to Samantha,
his ever present virtual assistant and
eventual romantic interest, voiced by
Scarlett Johansson. The story is hardly
alovelettertoAl,thoughit doeshintat
where investors’ money and users’
attention may be headed in 2026.

Voice-based software isn’t new.
Many people already use Apple’s,opens
new tab Siri assistant, for example.
Amazon.com, opens new tab in early
2025 claimed, opens newtab that there
were 600 million Alexa-enabled
devices in the world, helping users look
up facts, play music or control the liv-
ing-room lights. But these experiences
have historically been clunky. The
voices have typically sounded robotic.
And the software ran on rigid pre-pro-
grammed rules, making it difficult to
process new information and gauge the
context for a query in the way that
OpenAIl’s ChatGPT and Anthropic’s
Claude can.

Alischangingall that.Alexa and Siri
now pack the punch of large language
models (LLMs), significantly improving
their usefulness. Meanwhile, OpenAI’s
Sam Altman and Jony Ive are working
on a device that seems likely to be
screenless,opens new tabwith a strong
audio element. Startups like Sequoia-
backed ElevenLabs are part of the trend
too. The $6.6 billion company spe-
cialises in making computer voices
sound real,and has paid $11 million to
people to upload short voice clips.
These 10,000 samples help to train sys-
tems that can replicate awide variety of
tones, accents,and emotions.

INSIDE

TRACK

COOMI KAPOOR 7 )

Art of deal

In 2025, foreign policy and trade
relations completely trumped
domestic events. Even this columnist,
though on unfamiliar territory, has
perforce to focus on the all-important
issue.Ironically,2025 began onan
optimistic note.“Unlike some,we are
not nervous of a Trump-led US
administration, there is a convergence
of interests,” External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar had pronounced in January.
Just months later,we were shell-
shocked when Trump unilaterally
slapped 25% tariffs on Indian goods,
later upped to 50%. Our foreign office
appeared to have little inkling of
Hurricane Trump hitting our shores.
But signs were evident in the aftermath
of the Pahalgam terrorist attack. Our
old adversary Pakistan,in the form of
Field Marshal Asim Munir,
outmanoeuvred us with the same
agility with which he dispensed with
the last vestiges of Pakistan’s
democracy. Even before India could
retaliate militarily for Pahalgam, Munir
hastily tied up a hugely lucrative

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM
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Regulators and the general public won't like people walking around with headphones that are always listening

Chatbots find voice as
audio assistants rise

As voice-enabled AI gets smarter
and more human-sounding, con-
sumers will lap it up. Speaking is about
three times faster than typing for both
English and Mandarin Chinese,accord-
ing to a 2016 academic study, opens
new tab. And leading speech-recogni-
tion models, like OpenAI’s Whisper,
opens new tab, claim error rates as low
as 3%, meaning they get 97% of words
right. That’s roughly as accurate as
using a smartphone keyboard, since
users typically have a typo rate of about
2%, based on a 2019 experiment,
opens new tab.

Rather than using a web browser or
a mobile application to order food or
call a cab, it will become increasingly
common tojust speak toan Al assistant
instead. Uber Technologies, opens new
tab, for example, already supports,
opens new tab voice commands for Siri
users in English, German, Japanese,
French, Hindi and Portuguese.

In theory, a customer wearing ear-
buds could order their favourite sushi
dish without having to take their phone
out of their pocket. That should also
appeal to older or visually impaired
users,who are sometimes less comfort-
able texting.

Consumers are already primed for
audio AI. Wearing headphones forlarge
parts of the day is increasingly com-
mon. WhatsApp users send, opens new

cryptocurrency deal with a Trump
family firm, with the Trump’s business
partner Zachary Witkoff making a
flying visit to Pakistan. Munir was later
greeted as an honoured guest by
Trump.The US did not protest even
when he boasted on its soil of
destroying India, strangely comparing
Pakistan to a dumpster truck and India
toa shining Mercedes. He won Trump’s
heart conclusively by announcing he
was nominating him for the Nobel
Peace Prize for ending the Indo-
Pakistan conflict.

Flat-footed diplomacy

The Indian diplomatic counter to
Pakistan was flat-footed, pompous and
preachy. One wonders why Modi
arrived at Trump’s darbar empty-
handed. Surely, one of our well-
networked billionaires could have
accompanied him? In contrast,
Pakistan Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif’s companion at the White House
was holding a platter of rare-earth
minerals,with the far-fetched claim
that they were mined from insurgency-
ridden Balochistan. Meanwhile, our
clueless envoys were at sea in securing
an entry into Trump’s inner circle,
despite the services of highly paid
lobbyists. With the MAGA legions
targeting Indian immigrants for
stealing jobs, the once vocal NRIlobby
discreetly disappeared. A major
diplomatic blunder was to repeatedly
counter Trump’s boast that he had

tab more than 7 billion voice messages
daily, while nearly half of young adults
use voice notes weekly, according,
opens new tab to GV’s Tom Hulme. Next
Move Strategy Consulting expects the
revenue of the total voice AI market,
including smart earbuds, to more than
triple in size between 2025 and 2030,
reaching $34 billion by the end of the
decade. Meanwhile, venture capital
firms invested $6.6 billion in voice Al
startups in 2025 - up from $4 billion
in 2023,according to PitchBook.

The bigger question is which com-
panies stand to benefit as chatbots
become audiobots. Greater demand for
natural-sounding voices seems likely,
which will help ElevenLabs.The startup
claims a dominant 70% to 80% share
of the syntheticvoice market.It expects
$300 million in annual recurring rev-
enue by the end of 2025,and has,opens
new tab a 60% operating profit margin.

Tech giants are already finding ways
to move Al from the screen to the ear.
Apple’s AirPods now offer live transla-
tion in five languages, letting users
understand what a foreign speaker is
saying in real time. Alphabet, opens
new tab is putting similar functions
fromits Geminiassistant into the Pixel
Buds earphones.The bigger prize, how-
ever, may lie in developing more spe-
cialistaudio Al models,as distinct from
primarily text-based systems. The cur-

ended the war between nuclear
neighbours.To pander to Trump’s ego,
we could have simply thanked him for
bringing Pakistan to its senses; giving
credit without compromising our
national sovereignty.

Modi’s move of politely declining an
invitation to the White House when he
was next door in Canada was
universally applauded. Munir was in
Washington and Trump would no
doubt have sought to get a photo of the
two leaders together, hyphenating the
two countries. But the juryisoutasto
whether the Tianjin summit in August,
where Modi meaningfully held hands
with Vladimir Putin and our old
antagonist Xi Jinping was helpful. It was
certainly a powerful statement that
India had alternatives.An infuriated
Trump dubbed India’s economy as
“dead”, though the world’s fourth
largest economy continues to growata
fast pace. Modi’s absence from the Gaza
Peace summit was noticeable, even as
heads of states from Europe and the
Gulf region displayed cringeworthy
obeisance to Trump. Liberal Western
commentators, forwhom Modi has
seldom been a favourite, hailed his
credibility and independent position.

Trump’s National Security Strategy,
released this month, indicates that the
US is pulling back from Indo-Pacific
ties, even if it means destroying a
strategic partnership with India built
over 25 years as a counter to the

looming Chinese threat. Trump now

rent status quo for many voice-based
assistants often involves translating
speech to text, feeding it into an LLM,
and then reading the results aloud. A
potentially better, albeit more expen-
sive, alternative is to build “unified
audio” systems that can listen, reason
and respond directly through sound
alone.This opens up a new field of pos-
sibilities,like incorporating users’into-
nation and contextual background
noise into an answer.In otherwords,it’s
astep closer to the sci-fivision of “Her”.

Anotherbig questioniswholosesas
audiobots rise.Ive and Altman’s inten-
tions with the secretive OpenAl device
may offer a hint: the Wall Street Journal
has reported, opens new tab that the
pair hope to reduce users’ screentime.
It follows that social media apps like
TikTok, Instagram and WhatsApp may
suffer, unless they can adapt.

The biggest problem for voice AI,
however, may be privacy. Regulators
and the general public won’t like peo-
plewalking around with headphones or
other devices that are always listening.
OpenAl and others may have to find a
way around that obstacle.

Still, the history of social media sug-
gests that users will happily surrender
personal information in return for a
product they love. In 2026, the future
of Al may therefore be heard as much as
it’s seen. —REUTERS

speaks, instead, of an exclusive G-2 club
with China,whose economic, military
and technological heft compelled him
toretreat on tariffs. For the
transactionally minded Trump, India’s
bargaining chips are not so compelling.

Outlier disadvantage

In anew multipolarworld, India is an
outlier. Despite the optics of bonhomie,
China remains a major threat, both as
Pakistan’s main military supplierand
hostile claimant of our border territory.
True doomsday predictions on the
stalemate with the US on a tariffs deal
were belied by all-time high exports this
November and an impressive economic
growthin 2025.0n the downside, the
rupee was Asia’s worst-performing
currency because of trade uncertainty
with the US leading to foreign investor
outflows.In deal-making, India could
perhapslearn alesson from Pakistan.An
offer of intent is not necessarilya
delivery.The US will be hard-pressed to
drill successfully for oil or mine
peacefully for minerals in Balochistan,
rife with rebellion, but Pakistan
displayed ingenuity and audacity in
offering a tempting deal.India, because
of geography,an increasingly illiberal
democracy and growing Hindu
majoritarianism, which maywork to the
ruling party’s advantage domestically
but harms the country’s reputation
internationally,has an inbuilt
disadvantage in foreign policy. We need
to tread nimbly to face the challenge.

Regd. No. DL-21048/03-05. R.N.I. No. DELENG/2001/21855. Printed and Published by Ramesh Chander Malhotra on behalf of The Indian Express (P) Ltd and printed at The Indian Express (P) Ltd Press, A-8, Sector-7, Noida - 201301 and published at The Indian Express (P) Ltd, Mezzanine Floor, Express Building, 9 & 10,
Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg, New Delhi-110002. Phone: 0120-6651500. (Cover price: Patna: 212,; Raipur: 12, Srinagar ¥15). Chairman of the Board: Viveck Goenka, Editor: Shyamal Majumdar, Editor (Delhi): Shobhana Subramanian* (*Responsible for selection of News under the PRP Act)
©Copyright: The Indian Express (P) Ltd All rights reserved. Reproduction in any manner, electronic or otherwise, in whole or in part, without prior written permission is prohibited. The Financial Express®

epaper.ﬁnant:taiexpress.mn'. .

New Delhi




Sunday, December 28, 2025
DELHI

THE HINDU

SCIENCE

11

‘Even low alcohol intake raises oral cancer risk in Indian men’

Athira Elssa Johnson

Alcohol consumption,
even in small amounts, sig-
nificantly increases the risk
of buccal mucosa cancer
(BMC), a common and ag-
gressive form of oral can-
cer in India, according to a
large multicentre study pu-
blished in BMJ Global
Health.

The study analysed data
from 1,803 men diagnosed
with buccal mucosa cancer
and 1,903 cancer-free con-

cancer centres across India
between 2010 and 2021.
Researchers assessed the
impact of both internation-
ally recognised liquors and
locally brewed alcohols.
The analysis was res-
tricted to men, as very few
women in the study report-
ed alcohol consumption,
limiting reliable risk esti-
mates among females.
After adjusting for to-
bacco use and other con-
founding factors, men who
had ever consumed alco-

of developing buccal mu-
cosa cancer compared
with non-drinkers. Impor-
tantly, even alcohol intake
below nine grams per day
— less than one standard
drink — was also associated
with a significantly in-
creased risk.

Locally brewed liquors
showed particularly elevat-
ed risks. Ever-users of
country liquor had nearly
double the risk of buccal
mucosa cancer compared
with non-drinkers, with

emerging as the highest-
risk beverages. Beer and
whisky were also consis-
tently associated with in-
creased risk, even at lower
levels of intake.

The study found a
strong interaction between
alcohol and tobacco use,
especially smokeless to-
bacco. Men who con-
sumed alcohol and chewed
tobacco faced substantially
higher risks than those ex-
posed to either factor
alone. Researchers esti-

of buccal mucosa cancer
cases in the study could be
attributed to the combined
use of alcohol and chewing
tobacco. At the population
level, alcohol consumption
alone accounted for an es-
timated 11.3% of buccal
mucosa cancer cases in In-
dia, with wide variation
across States.

Buccal mucosa cancer is
the most common form of
oral cancer in India and
has a poor five-year surviv-
al rate of about 43%. The

stantial proportion of cases
occurred in men below 45
years of age, pointing to
early exposure and long-
term health consequences.

The findings challenge
the perception that low or
‘moderate’ drinking is safe.
The authors call for inte-
grated prevention strate-
gies addressing alcohol
and tobacco together, and
for stronger regulation of
locally brewed liquors,
which often fall outside for-
mal licensing and quality-

trols recruited from six

hol had a 68% higher risk

tharra and desi daru

mate that more than 60%

study highlights that a sub-

control systems.

Just 5 DNA letters flip

chromatin

from fluid to solid-like state

Research has found that the way the genome is organised can arise from chromatin’s own physics, without needing extra

instructions; by slightly changing nucleosome spacing, they were able to flip chromatin between tough state and fluid state

Anirban Mukhopadhyay

NA inside hu-
man cells is not
free-floating.
Instead, it is
tightly wrapped around
small protein units forming
a long chain, with DNA
looping around each unit
before moving on to the
next. This DNA-protein
complex is called chroma-
tin and allows nearly 2 m of
genetic material to fit in-
side a nucleus only a few
micrometres wide.

However, chromatin
does more than pack DNA
efficiently: its arrangement
influences which genes are
accessible and which re-
main shut down. Some re-
gions are loosely organ-
ised, allowing the cell to
read genetic instructions,
while others are dense and
harder to access. How cells
control these physical
states has been a central
question in molecular
biology.

A new study in Science
has now reported that a
surprisingly small structu-
ral detail, the spacing bet-
ween neighbouring DNA-
protein units, can in-
fluence how chromatin
behaves. That’s because
DNA isn’t straight, UT
Southwestern Medical
Centre biochemistry pro-
fessor and the study’s se-
nior author Michael Rosen
explained. It is twisted, so
even small spacing chang-
es can shift how protein
beads sit along the DNA,
reshaping the entire
strand.

These bead-like pro-
teins, called histones, are
connected by  short
stretches of exposed DNA.
In living cells, the length of
this linker DNA varies natu-

Winning fold

How cells control the arrangement of chromatin has

been a central question in molecular biology

m Chromatin wraps DNA
around histone proteins,
efficiently packing around 2
m of genetic material into a
micrometre-scale nucleus

m |ts 3D arrangement also
controls cells’ access to
genes, keeping some regions
readable and others harder
to reach

m A new study has found that the linker DNA
length between nucleosomes can strongly

reshape chromatin behaviour

= Even a five-base-
pair spacing shifted
the nucleosome’s
orientation, changing
interactions that
propagated along the
chromatin fibre

= With shorter
linkers, the
chromatin stays
more open, forms
tough connected
clusters, and resists
being broken up

= With longer linkers, the chromatin folds
inward, forms more fluid clusters, and may

shape regulation in cells

rally across the genome,
differing by only a few DNA
building blocks.

Because changes in
orientation propagate
along the chromatin fibre,
Prof. Rosen added, they al-
ter the shape of the entire
molecule and how it inte-
racts with nearby strands.
These interaction diffe-
rences, rather than chang-
es in DNA sequence or pro-
tein composition, cause
chromatin made from
identical components to
behave in very different
ways.

To investigate this, the
researchers built chroma-
tin in the laboratory using
identical DNA and pro-
teins, altering only the
length of the linker DNA.
They compared chromatin
with shorter linkers to
chromatin with slightly
longer ones (differing by
just five DNA base pairs).

The team used rapid
freezing and high-resolu-
tion imaging. Individual
nucleosomes — the build-
ing blocks of chromatin —

are large enough to be cap-
tured directly, allowing re-
searchers to visualise most
molecules inside the clus-
ters. They tracked how the
clusters formed, merged,
moved, and broke apart.

The results revealed a
clear divide. Chromatin
with shorter DNA linkers
remained more open along
its length, positioning its
units to reach outward and
interact with neighbouring
strands, like loosely laid
yarn that easily tangles.
These clusters were dense-
ly connected and mechani-
cally resistant, fusing slow-
ly and proving difficult to
break apart.

Chromatin with longer
linkers folded inward on
the other hand, with units
interacting more within
the same strand. This re-
duced connections bet-
ween neighbouring
strands, producing clus-
ters that were less stable,
more fluid, and easier to
dissolve.

“Those different inte-
raction patterns are what

Two proposed structures of a chromatin filament
(representative image). ZEPHYRIS (CC BY-SA)

make one system behave
like a simple liquid and the
other behave more like sil-
ly putty or toothpaste,”
Prof. Rosen said.

National Institutes of
Health biochemist Yamini
Dalal said the study rein-
forces and unifies long-
standing, disparate ideas
using powerful interdisci-
plinary techniques. Chro-
matin has long been un-
derstood as a
self-organising structure,
she said, with nucleosome
spacing strongly influenc-
ing how it folds.

“The genome’s organi-
sation is encoded in the
chromatin itself. You don’t
need additional instruc-
tions to make structure
emerge.”

When the researchers
examined human and
mouse cells, they found
dense chromatin regions
with packing patterns simi-
lar to those seen in labora-
tory experiments. Prof. Ro-
sen suggested this shows
that the same physical
rules apply inside the nu-

cleus as in the test tube,
although whether cells ac-
tively use this feature to
regulate chromatin func-
tion remains an open
question.

Dr. Dalal agreed that the
physics demonstrated is bi-
ologically realistic but cau-
tioned against assuming
that cells fine-tune this
spacing everywhere. Main-
taining exact five-base-pair
differences across a dy-
namic chromatin would be
difficult, she said. Such ef-
fects may matter most in
highly ordered genomic re-
gions, such as repetitive
DNA, where even small dis-
ruptions could alter how
easily regulatory mole-
cules move through and
access DNA.

Disorder in chromatin’s
repetitive DNA stretches is
already linked to genome
instability in cancer and
ageing. Dr. Dalal viewed
the findings as a physical
blueprint for understand-
ing these fragilities.

From a gene function

standpoint as well, the stu-
dy is provocative. Sarah
Teichmann, Cambridge
University professor and
co-founder of the interna-
tional Human Cell Atlas
project, said the results
raise the possibility that
chromatin’s physical state
could influence how genes
are regulated across diffe-
rent cell types. Large ef-
forts such as the Human
Cell Atlas, which map mo-
lecular differences bet-
ween cells, could eventual-
ly test whether such
physical chromatin states
vary with cell identity, she
said.
Anirban Mukhopadhyay is
a geneticist by training and
science communicator from
New Delhi.

Twenty-first century solutions to snake bites

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE
D. Balasubramanian

As India has progressed,
the stereotyped image of
the “land of snake charm-
ers” has been left behind.
We now have snake res-
cuers. However, in rural
areas, snakebites still ac-
count for 58,000 deaths
every year, affecting work-
ers in paddy fields as much
as subsistence farmers in
dry landscapes.

Snake venoms generally
cause three types of dam-
age: blood disorders, mus-
cle paralysis, and tissue
death. Viper bites com-
monly cause blood-related
disorders, while elapid
snakes (like cobras) typi-
cally trigger nerve-related

paralysis.
A standard antivenom
CM
K

has been designed against
the venom of India’s ‘Big
Four’ species: spectacled
cobra, common krait, Rus-
sell’s viper, and saw-scaled
viper. Venom from these
snakes is needed for mak-
ing this antivenom. Most of
India’s requirement of
snake venom is met by
snakes captured in paddy
fields and the scrublands
of Tamil Nadu by tribals of
the Irula Snake Catcher’s
Industrial ~ Co-operative
Society.

A cocktail of venoms
from the four species is in-
jected into horses in non-
lethal doses, and the ani-
mals are hyper-immunised
by repeated injections.
Horses are chosen because
they are large animals and
are easy to handle. Their
immune system reacts,
producing antibodies in
large quantities. When rea-
dy, blood is drawn from
the horses. Plasma con-
taining the antibodies is

processed to isolate toxin-
binding antibody frag-
ments, which are then test-
ed, freeze-dried, and dis-
tributed in vials.

This method has been in
practice since the 1950s,
and has several limitations.
India has over 60 veno-
mous snake  species.
Snakes from different geo-
graphical regions have dif-
ferent toxin constituents in
their venom, even within
the same species. The ‘Big
Four’ antivenom is not

Spectacled cobra, one of the ‘Big Four’ species. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

quite up to the task in ma-
ny scenarios. This has dri-
ven research towards
creating a therapy that is
specific to a region or is un-
iversally effective.

Recent findings (Nature
647, 716, 2025) have taken
us closer to a broad-spec-
trum treatment for snake
bites. A Danish laboratory
along with international
collaborators focused on
snakes in sub-Saharan Afri-
ca, where snakebites lead
to 10,000 amputations ev-

ery year. The researchers
collected venom from the
18 snake species of the re-
gion that are medically im-
portant (including cobras
and mambas) and injected
the mix into an alpaca and
a llama. These animals are
related to camels and are
native to South America.
The camel family was cho-
sen because it has unusual
antibodies that yield small,
stable fragments called na-
nobodies. A strong im-
mune response is generat-
ed to the injected toxins,
providing a potent source
of highly effective neutral-
isers. At this stage, B cells
that produce antibodies
are collected from the
blood. The DNA that codes
for the nanobodies is ge-
netically engineered into
the genome of bacterioph-
age viruses. The virus par-
ticles express nanobodies
on their surface. The na-
nobodies that bind most
strongly to snake venom

toxins are selected. These
nanobodies can now be
mass-produced cheaply in
bacteria, instead of in hors-
es. In experiments per-
formed on mice, strong an-
tivenom activity = was
observed against 17 of the
18 snakes whose venoms
were included in the study.
Coming to Indian
snakes: researchers at the
National Research Centre
on Camel at Bikaner in Ra-
jasthan have shown that
antivenom generated in ca-
mels is able to neutralise
the effects of venom from
Sochurek’s saw-scaled vip-
er, which is found in this
region (Toxicon 134, 1,
2017). Expanding this to
other medically important
snake species will help in
tackling what the World
Health Organisation has
classified as a neglected
tropical disease.
The article was written in
collaboration with Sushil
Chandani

SNAPSHOTS

Microrobot is a macro leap

towards robot swarms

Scientists have built a robot smaller than a grain
of dust with onboard electronics. The device is
made with chip-making methods, so many
robots can be built at once. It’s powered and
reprogrammed with light: one LED provides
energy to solar cells and another sends code,
which the robot stores in memory and executes.
It also measures temperature and senses its way
towards warmer regions. The team has pitched it
as a step towards practical robot swarms.

Warming driving butterflies

and their plants apart

Global warming is pushing butterflies towards
higher elevations yet their caterpillars can only
survive where the right host plants grow. Based
on studying 24 tropical Asian butterflies,
researchers projected suitable habitat in a
high-emissions scenario and found that by 2090,
17 species could lose shared habitat with their
host plants. Mountain species are projected to
lose more than lowland species. The results
suggest that protecting host plants in cooler
refuges could help some populations persist.

i

Sanctions push Russian plan

to revive Soviet site

Russia is planning to revive an unfinished
Soviet-era particle accelerator near Moscow in a
bid to be self-sufficient following sanctions over
its invasion of Ukraine. The Kurchatov Institute
has issued a 177-million-ruble contract to this
end. The ‘UNK’ machine was planned as a
600-GeV proton accelerator and storage complex
with designs that could later reach 3 TeV. The
project was halted in the 1990s but its civil works
remain, including a 21-km-long underground ring

tunnel.

Question Corner

Harmless bumps

Why do we get
goosebumps?

Goosebumps, scientifically
known as piloerection,
occur when tiny muscles
called arrector pili
contract at the base of hair
follicles. This pulls the
hairs upright, creating the
little harmless bumps on
the skin.

The response is controlled
by the sympathetic
nervous system, a branch
of the autonomic nervous
system that automatically
regulates involuntary
bodily reactions. It
activates during cold
exposure, fear or strong
emotions such as awe,
excitement, and
inspiration.

In furry animals,

piloerection has clear
functions. Raised hairs
trap air to improve
insulation in the cold or
make the animal appear
larger and more
threatening to predators.
Humans inherited this
reflex from hairier
ancestors, but with little
body hair left, it no longer
serves a useful function.
Goosebumps often appear
in waves because nerves
activate arrector pili
muscles in coordinated
clusters, sending signals
along neighbouring fibres
and creating a rippling
pattern across the skin
rather than isolated
bumps.

Readers may send their questions /
answers to science@thehindu.co.in

A ND-NDE
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What are the
signals from the
Indian economy?

What measures have the government
taken to boost demand and growth?

T.C.A. Sharad Raghavan

The story so far:
he year 2025 has been rocky for the
T Indian economy. While the government
has implemented several policy changes
that are positive for the economy, several other

factors, some international and some domestic,
continue to play spoilsport.

What has gone well in the year?

The year began on a reasonably positive footing.
In February, Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
U.S. President Donald Trump jointly announced
that the two countries would work towards a
Bilateral Trade Agreement by the fall of this year.

That same month, Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman also presented Budget 2025, in
which she implemented several changes to the
income tax rates and slabs that would essentially
reduce the tax burden on the bulk of taxpayers.

While the Budget announcement was aimed
at increasing disposable incomes by reducing
the tax on incomes, September saw the GST
Council approach the problem from another
direction. The Council did away with the 12%
and 28% GST slabs and moved most items in
each of the discarded slabs to the ones
immediately below them. That is, most items in
the 12% slab moved to 5%, and most items in
28% moved to 18%.

Apart from this, the Centre in November also
announced the implementation of the four
Labour Codes,
which increase
social security for
workers and

Trade talks between
the US. and India
have resumed, but

nothing concrete pro."ideéhen}l‘”ith
has been announced various benefits.
What trade deals

have been struck or implemented this year?
The India-U.K. Comprehensive Economic and
Trade Agreement was signed in July 2025, under
which India is to receive duty-free access to most
of the U.K. market, and enhanced provisions for
the mobility of Indian labour in that country.

The Trade and Economic Partnership
Agreement between India and the European
Free Trade Association (Switzerland, Norway,
Iceland, and Liechtenstein), signed in March
2024, officially came into effect on October 1,
2025. Apart from the trade concessions, the
EFTA countries agreed to invest $100 billion in
India in 15 years. In an interview to The Hindu,
Iceland’s Ambassador to India Benedikt
Hoskuldsson asserted that the $100 billion target
would be achieved well before the 15 years were
completed.

In December, India and Oman signed a
Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA), and India and New Zealand
also announced that they had concluded
negotiations on a free trade agreement, under
which India would receive duty-free access for
100% of the items it exports to New Zealand.
Further, New Zealand has committed to invest
$20 billion in India over 15 years.

Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal has recently
been asserting that India’s negotiations with the
European Union over a trade deal are in their
final stages.

What did not work in 2025?

The biggest factor that has worked against India
has been the U.S. After the initial bonhomie of
the February announcement, Mr. Trump
announced “Liberation Day” reciprocal tariffs
on a number of countries, including India, in
April. India’s tariff was 26% at the time; a week
or so later, Mr. Trump announced a 90-day
“pause” on the tariffs so he could negotiate
bilateral trade deals. But neither side could
agree on several key aspects.

As the 90-day deadline approached in early
July, Mr. Trump extended the deadline to the
end of that month. However, with no deal
forthcoming with India, on July 31, Mr. Trump
announced 25% tariffs on India. A week later, he
announced an additional 25% tariff on India as a
“penalty” for importing Russian oil. The total
tariff amounted to an unsustainable 50%, and
that’s when trade talks really broke down.

Talks have resumed, but nothing concrete has
been announced. Several labour-intensive
sectors in India, for which the U.S. is a big
market, have been hurting.

The government has announced an Export
Promotion Mission to provide cheaper credit to
exporters and help them overcome non-tariff
barriers, but details of the schemes have not yet
been made public.

What lies ahead?

The New Year is going to be a mixed bag for the
economy. The Reserve Bank of India has pegged
growth for 2025-26 at 7.3%. This means growth
in the second half will slow down significantly
since the first half averaged 8%. The tariff
troubles also look like they could continue for a
few more months.

On the other hand, the positive thing to look
out for is a much-needed upgrade of India’s
macroeconomic data indicators. The GDP, Index
of Industrial Production, and Consumer Price
Index — all three vital to gauge the health of the
economy — will see their base years updated
with improved methodologies.

CM
K

What are India’s diplomatic headwinds ahead?

Why has foreign policy in 2025 been full of ‘shock and surprise’? Where does India stand in its

ties with the US.? Will issues over tariffs, visas and immigration persist in the New Year?

How troubling is the neighbourhood turmoil, particularly in Pakistan and Bangladesh?

Suhasini Haidar

The story so far:
n many ways, the spirit of 2025 for Indian
foreign policy was “shock and surprise”,
as the Narendra Modi government
encountered several unexpected
international challenges from a number of
directions.

Which were the biggest global stories for
India this year?

There’s no doubt that the most significant
foreign policy story of the year came from
Washington, where Donald Trump was sworn in
as President for his second term in January. Mr.
Trump’s policies have rocked the multilateral
economic system with his “Liberation Day”
tariffs which destabilised the world order. With
his altered policies on Russia and China, Mr.
Trump rattled America’s closest alliances in
Europe and the Indo-Pacific. He also took global
discourse to a new low with his high-handed
treatment of world leaders, even as he has
commanded obsequiousness from them in his
quest for the Nobel Prize for “resolving eight
wars”.

While the U.S. election had the biggest
impact, the rise of ultra-right politicians from
European Parliament elections to Japan and
Chile augured a growing conservative and
xenophobic trend. Meanwhile, oil prices have
dropped due to a glut in production by OPEC
countries, indicating some worrying trends for
the renewable energy push to combat climate
change.

The Russian war in Ukraine continued for a
fourth year, but for the first time, India had to
face severe economic consequences for buying
Russian oil, with EU and U.K. sanctions on
Indian-Russian joint venture Nayara Energy, and
U.S. sanctions on Russian oil majors.

The altered
worldview

of the US.
has been
acutely felt in
South Block

Shifting ties: Prime Minister Narendra Modi and U.S. President Donald Trump
at the White House in Washington, DC. FILE PHOTO

The Israeli strikes on Gaza continued, with
over 70,000 killed, but an American-backed
ceasefire deal at the end of the year held out
some hope. India’s plans for the India-Middle
East Economic Corridor, however, are at a
standstill, and the Modi government’s refusal to
criticise Israel for strikes on Iran in June led to
awkward moments at the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO) and BRICS grouping, where
Iran is a member. Closer home, turmoil in the
region continued, with a conflict with Pakistan,
Gen-Z protests in Nepal toppling the
government, and mob violence in Bangladesh
turning anti-India after the killing of a right-wing
leader, putting a question mark over the efficacy
of India’s “Neighbourhood First” policy.

What made the Trump challenge most
difficult?

The U.Ss altered worldview was felt acutely in
South Block, where the Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) is headquartered, as the
anticipation that Mr. Trump would run a
pro-India foreign policy was cut short by his
actions. Mr. Trump first slapped the highest 25%
tariffs and 25% surcharge on India for buying
Russian oil. His crackdown on immigration, H-1B
visas, student visas and the deportation of
Indian illegals led to criticism of the MEA in
India. Mr. Trump’s repeated claims that he had
mediated the ceasefire of Operation Sindoor,
hosting the Pakistani leadership at the White
House and clearing F-16 supplies damaged New
Delhi’s campaign against cross-border terrorism
from Pakistan. The perception that Indian
diplomacy failed during the conflict led to
strains with Turkiye, Azerbaijan and Malaysia
that were seen as supporting Pakistan. External
Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar has been criticised
for the downturn in India-U.S. ties.

What were the diplomatic successes of 2025?
Indian diplomacy racked up some notable
successes, including a turnaround in ties with
Canada, which had spiralled since 2023 over
allegations that India oversaw the assassination
of a Khalistani separatist there. Mr. Modi visited
Canada to attend the G-7 outreach and agreed
with the new Canadian Prime Minister, Mark
Carney, to set aside their differences.

An unusual foray was made with the Taliban.
After a meeting between the Foreign Secretary
and Taliban Foreign Minister Amir Khan Muttaqi
in early 2025, relations quickly improved, and
Mr. Jaishankar accorded full national honours
and a warm welcome to Mr. Muttagqi in Delhi in
October. Both sides moved past the
embarrassment of a men-only press meet by the
Taliban leader after Mr. Muttaqi held a more

inclusive second press conference, but the
government will have to contend with
allegations that it is improving ties with
Afghanistan by appeasing the restrictive and
brutal anti-women regime. The downturn in
Afghan-Pakistan ties and their bitter conflict,
however, was a boost for Indian strategists as
Pakistan faced the “two-front” problem, which
India normally faces with China and Pakistan.
With Beijing, New Delhi kept up the
rapprochement process begun when Mr. Modi
and President Xi Jinping met in October 2024,
reopening the Kailash-Mansarovar pilgrimage,
restoring visas and flights between the two
countries, and so on. Despite China’s strong
diplomatic and military support to Pakistan
during Operation Sindoor, Mr. Modi, Mr.
Jaishankar and National Security Adviser Ajit
Doval made visits to China to attend the SCO
meetings. New Delhi strengthened ties with
Bhutan, Sri Lanka and the Maldives, all of which
Mr. Modi visited in 2025. India’s support to Sri
Lanka after Cyclone Ditwah was particularly
appreciated, as was its aid of $450 million.

What is expected in 2026?

Diplomats and trade negotiators spent much of
2025 working on bilateral trade agreements, of
which the BTAs with the U.K., Oman and New
Zealand were sealed. But the larger deals, with
the U.S., the EU, Australia, EAEU (Eurasian
Economic Union), GCC (Gulf Cooperation
Council), ASEAN and others are still pending,
and they expect to have some breakthroughs at
the beginning of 2026.

In January, EU Commission and Council
Presidents Ursula Von Der Leyen and Antonio
Costa are expected to be the guests for Republic
Day, when the India-EU free trade agreement is
expected to be finalised. New Delhi will follow
the results of elections in Myanmar (December
28), Bangladesh (February 12) and Nepal (March
5) closely, each of which has implications for
South Block. In February, India will host the
Artificial Intelligence Summit, where more than
a dozen international leaders are expected,
including French President Emmanuel Macron,
and in March, Canadian PM Carney is expected
to make a visit to discuss trade, critical minerals
and nuclear energy.

All eyes are on whether Mr. Trump will finally
travel to India for the Quad Summit, which New
Delhi has been unable to host for two years, and
on his visit to China, possibly for the APEC
summit. Later in the year, leaders of BRICS,
including Russian President Vladimir Putin and
Chinese President Xi, will be invited to the
BRICS Summit. Mr. Modi will be invited to the
G-20 Summit on a Trump property in Miami in
December, just after key mid-term elections in
the U.S. After a year of geopolitical turmoil in
2025, Indian foreign policy makers will hope for
a New Year of fewer surprises, and a more
realistic and tempered assessment of India’s
diplomatic options is in order.

IS the ‘health for all’ campaign on track?

What are India’s challenges on the health front? What does it need to do on funding? Why is there

a growing resistance to antibiotics? Why did India fail to reach its goals on ending tuberculosis?

What does the pharmaceutical industry need to do on quality control?

Ramya Kannan

The story so far:
ith a population of 146 crore,
India’s health challenges are
growing too. It already faces an
avalanche of non-communicable
diseases, resurgent infectious diseases, climate
change-related issues, concerns relating to
quality control in the burgeoning
pharmaceutical industry, and funding for health
care. As India gears up for health emergencies, it
needs to prioritise and realign areas of care and
attention to ensure health for all.

Why is there a funding deficit?
Early in 2025, Donald Trump’s presidency
brought with it the withdrawal of the United
States from the World Health Organization
(WHO) and consequent withdrawal of funds for
various health and development projects. The
move affected India too — a beneficiary of the
PEPFAR (U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for
AIDS Relief) and USAID — as funds suddenly
dried up for certain key health intervention
projects in the fields of HIV/AIDS, population
services and maternal and child health. The
government said USAID committed $97 million
in funds for seven projects, only part of a total
budget of approximately $750 million allocated
across all projects.

The Union and State governments have had to

One of the
most pressing
issues of the
year was the
lack of quality
control in
pharma
products such
as cough
syrups

Matter of discussion: Twenty-five children died in Madhya Pradesh after
consuming prescription cough syrup. REUTERS

make good this funding deficit.

What about budgetary allocation?

India’s health budget has remained below 2% of
the GDP, while the clamour to increase funding
grows louder each year. A sum of 399,859 crore
was allocated for various health projects in the
2025-26 fiscal year, an 11% rise from the previous
year’s, and it is yet to hit the sweet spot of over
2% of the GDP. In fact, the National Health Policy
itself set a target of 2.5% of GDP. Unless this is
achieved, it is unlikely that India can achieve the
larger goal of health for all. The ‘health for all’
movement has been gaining momentum over
the years. While the post-pandemic years have
brought health closer to the people, in terms of
diagnostic labs and the number of beds, a huge
gulf remains between demand and supply in
funding and infrastructure.

What are some of the pressing concerns?
The chronic inadequacy of funding leaves one
wondering if the health system will be able to
handle the resurgence of several infectious
diseases effectively enough to bring down the
deaths and improve morbidity. In addition, the
country now faces abysmal air quality issues.
Unless India takes a leaf from the China
playbook and finds solutions to remedy air
quality like in Beijing, further deterioration is
assured.

Why did India miss the TB elimination goal?
India advanced the global target for achieving
the elimination of tuberculosis by two years and
reassigned 2025 as the year it would eliminate
tuberculosis. However, that remains a pipe
dream, though several advancements have been
made over the years, particularly in terms of
diagnosis, and more recently, drug regimens
too. There are now sophisticated home-grown
molecular tests such as TrueNat. The
deployment of these machines across the
country has not only enabled the speedy
detection of the mycobacterium infection, but
also drug resistance. However, the growing
number of cases of multidrug-resistant TB and
extensively drug resistant TB continues to be a
cause for worry.

Why is AMR a cause for worry?

The larger issue of antimicrobial resistance
(AMR) is of immediate concern in India. The
WHO’s recent GLASS report noted that one in
three people who had bacterial infections in
India bore resistant organisms, against one in six
globally. For India, the report flagged high
resistance rates to major antibiotics, especially
in serious infections such as those caused by
E.coli, Klebsiella pneumoniae, and
Staphylococcus aureus, particularly in hospital
ICUs. The challenging factors that aggravate
AMR are widespread over-the-counter antibiotic
access, self-medication, incomplete courses,
environmental contamination, and uneven
enforcement of regulations. Notably, Kerala is
the only State where stewardship in AMR has led
to an actual lowering of AMR levels in the
community; others need to catch up, even as
they roll out the second iteration of the National
Plan of Action on Antimicrobial Resistance
introduced this year.

Why does India need to address its pharma
quality issues?

The most pressing issue of the year was reserved
for the last quarter. In all, 25 children died in
Madhya Pradesh after consuming prescription
cough syrup. A lab analysis revealed that the
cough syrup, manufactured in Tamil Nadu,
contained an industrial chemical, diethylene
glycol, known to cause kidney and liver failure.
While regulatory action was stepped up, many
questions remain. Did the quality control
mechanism embedded into the system fail? Are
there other cases where poor quality, even
poisonous drugs, have managed to skip past the
regulator?

India, which is on a Make-in-India trajectory,
will scarcely move ahead unless it gets a hold of
quality, before it realises its ‘pharmacy of the
world’ goal. The sad fact is that India’s cough
syrups have always tussled with quality issues,
with 70 children dying in The Gambia, Africa,
after using cough syrups, four of them
manufactured in India. Subsequent probes have
revealed certain quality issues; that they
continue to strike periodically, taking lives and
reducing the quality of life of patients, is a
statement on the pharma quality regulatory
framework of the country.

The coming year will hopefully see India
wrestle with contentious issues in the health
care sector and overcome at least some of the
glitches that threaten mortality and morbidity.
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PROFILES
The ‘prince’ wh in from the cold
Tarique Rahman
The acting chairman of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, who returned to the country from a self-imposed exile in London, sends a message of inclusion
as the nation, rocked by protests and mob violence, is preparing for its first post-Hasina elections
ILLUSTRATION: R. RAJESH
Kallol Bhattacherjee The massive crowds that greeted S | injury that required prolonged medical | 'THE GIST
him on December 25 and 26 might 3 _IE treatment. Thereafter, he remained v

tepping out of the
wood-panelled VVIP arrival
lounge of the Hazrat Shahjalal
International Airport on
December 25, Tarique Rahman, the
acting chairman of the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), walked to a
small grassy patch beside the car park,
took off his shoes, and stepped onto
the ground. It was a gesture signalling
that he had reconnected with the land
of his birth and finally secured the
political launch that was denied to him
when Bangladesh spiralled into
political uncertainty in late 2006,
preventing him from contesting his
first parliamentary election. In his
speech after returning from London,
Mr. Rahman struck an inclusive tone,
calling for inter-communal and
inter-ethnic harmony in Bangladesh,
and, with an eye on his political
enemies, set about dismantling some
of the allegations levelled against the
BNP by its opponents.

From 2009 to 2024, Sheikh Hasina
had repeatedly described the BNP and
Mr. Rahman’s mother, Khaleda Zia, as
pro-Pakistan. In his speech at the July
36 Expressway, Mr. Rahman invoked
the BNP’s links to the 1971 Liberation
War and the political developments of
November 7, 1971 that brought his
father, the late Gen. Ziaur Rahman, to
de facto power. In doing so, Mr.
Rahman signalled that, much like Ms.
Hasina’s reliance on the legacy of her
father, he too would build his political
narrative around the legend of his
father. Gen. Ziaur Rahman began his
career as a soldier in the Pakistan
Army and fought against India in the
1965 war, and later defected from the
Pakistani military to declare the
independence of East Pakistan hours
after the Pakistan military launched
Operation Searchlight on March 25,
1971.

Through his speech and subsequent
messages, Mr. Rahman has signalled
that this time, he had come ready with
an alternative vision for Bangladesh —
one in which the previous regime’s
iconography would be challenged by
the icons of the BNP.

have given him a grand welcome, but
Mr. Rahman was quickly reminded of
the perils of Bangladeshi politics.
Jamaat-e-Islami chief Shafiqur Rahman
said his party, the country’s largest
Islamist party, would “keep an eye” on
Mr. Rahman. The remark was
particularly significant because by
emphasising inclusion, Mr. Rahman
had conveyed that this time, unlike his
last stint that ended in 2007, he
intended to pursue a different
trajectory.

Political trajectory

The political journey of Mr. Rahman
was shaped by the traumatic
memories of his childhood. On May
29, 1981, when he was in his teens, his
father left for the port city of
Chittagong for an unscheduled visit. A
day later, he was shot and killed in an
attempted coup that lasted only three
days. After the assassination of Gen.
Zia, the BNP was energetically led by
Khaleda Zia, who often wore white and
joined hands with her arch enemy,
Sheikh Hasina, to challenge the
military dictator, Hossein Mohammed
Ershad. Ms. Zia went on to become
Bangladesh’s first woman Prime
Minister in 1991. Mr. Rahman started
his formal political journey on June 22,
2002 when the BNP appointed him its
Ist joint secretary.

During this period, Mr. Rahman
earned a name for himself that found
mention in U.S. Embassy cables from
Dhaka, later released by WikiLeaks in
2005. Ms. Zia’s return to power
coincided with the U.S. war on terror,
centred on the Af-Pak region but with
far-reaching consequences for South
Asia. Amid several legacy security
issues, the BNP was accused of hosting
the leadership of the United Liberation
Front of Asom (ULFA) in Dhaka, which
gave Bangladesh-India relations under
Khaleda Zia a strained reputation.

More serious, however, were
allegations of links between some
senior BNP figures and the extremist
Jamaatul Mujahidin Bangladesh (JMB),
led by Bangla Bhai. While the JMB was
designated a terrorist organisation

internationally, Ms. Zia refused to
acknowledge the links between party
leaders and the terror group. One U.S.
Embassy cable referred to Mr.
Rahman’s “steely nerves” for which he
was being recognised inside the party
and dubbed him “The Dark Prince”.
“Tarique Rahman has the Zia name,
political cunning,” one cable noted,
describing him as a “uniquely
polarizing figure in Bangladeshi
politics” and “ruthless”. The U.S.
Embassy predicted that Mr. Rahman
was getting ready to contest the 2007
election, but cautioned that he would
not command broad support within
the party if Ms. Zia pressed too hard

for her son to emerge as the next
Prime Minister.

Mr. Rahman’s career plans were
disrupted on January 11, 2007 when
the army-backed interim government
of President Iajuddin Ahmed declared
emergency in Bangladesh. The
emergency launched a major
anti-corruption drive that targeted
both Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda Zia. It
was, however, the treatment of Mr.
Rahman by the officials that generated
sympathy for him.

In 2009, during a meeting with a
foreign diplomat in his London flat,
Mr. Rahman said he had been tortured
in custody, leaving him with a spinal

largely confined to London, looking
after the BNP’s activities in the UK.,
addressing supporters via video link
and engaging with foreign diplomats
and visiting politicians from his home.
As Ms. Zia’s health declined, Mr.
Rahman’s position within the party
became increasingly clear, a status
further consolidated by his backing of
the BNP’s boycott of the 2014, 2018,
and 2024 elections. The party insisted
that polls be held under a caretaker
government, accusing the Hasina
regime of bias.

Key player

The welcome given to him has ensured
that Mr. Rahman will be a major
player, and possibly the prime
ministerial candidate, in the next
election. That prominence has also
heightened his internal vulnerabilities
and drawn greater attention from
abroad. Ahead of his arrival, parties
such as Jamaat-e-Islami and the
National Citizen Party had held rallies
across the country. Yet, the scale of the
crowds Mr. Rahman drew for his
meetings at the July 36 Expressway,
the Shaheed Minar and at the Sharif
Osman Hadi memorial at the Dhaka
University, has made those previous
rallies pale in comparison.

His arrival has already shaken the
established political equations in
Bangladesh. The NCP’s Arshadul
Haque resigned soon after Rahman’s
arrival, citing his discomfort with its
seat-sharing talks with Jamaat, and
went on to endorse Mr. Rahman for his
inclusive approach.

At the same time, friction has
rocked the eight-party Islamist
coalition over seat-sharing
arrangements. Reports from Dhaka
suggest that attacks by Islamist mobs —
from the burning of newspaper offices
to assaults on prominent cultural
institutions such as Chhayanaut — have
triggered a drift of leaders and voters
towards the BNP.

However, it remains to be seen if Mr.
Rahman can hold on to the
momentum and turn it into a decisive
victory.

Tarique Rahman started his
formal political journey on
June 22,2002, when the BNP
appointed him its first joint
secretary

v
As Khaleda Zia’s health
declined, Rahman’s position
within the party became
increasingly clear, a status
which was further consolidated
by his backing of the BNP’s
boycott of the 2014, 2018, and
2024 elections

v
In his speech after returning to
Bangladesh, Rahman called for
inter-communal and
inter-ethnic harmony in
Bangladesh, and set about
dismantling some of the
allegations levelled against the
BNP by its opponents

Saffron entry

VV. Rajesh

The BJP, which won its first Corporation election in Kerala, has chosen a familiar local face
to be the Mayor of Thiruvananthapuram

S.R. Praveen

ack in 2020, the
B Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) was

confident of capturing
power at the Thiruvanan-
thapuram  Corporation,
ruled by the Left Demo-
cratic Front for around
four decades. The confi-
dence was built on their
performance in the pre-
vious elections in 2015,
when they increased their
seats from a mere six to 35
in the 100-member coun-
cil. To make clear their in-
tent, the party had fielded
V.V. Rajesh, one of its pro-
minent faces in the State,
and projected him as a pos-
sible Mayor candidate.
Though Mr. Rajesh won
that election, the BJP failed
to improve its standing, al-
most staying static at 34
seats. Five years later, the
BJP finally came on top,
winning 50 seats, just one
short of the majority fi-
gure. It also became the
first ever win in a Corpora-
tion in Kerala for the party.
The BJP campaign fo-
cused on the development
of Thiruvananthapuram,
offering to place a blue-
print in just 45 days of as-
suming office, as an-
nounced by BJP State
president Rajeev Chandra-
sekhar during electioneer-
ing. Mr. Rajesh was just
one among the many con-
tenders for the Mayor’s
post, most prominent
among them being R. Sree-

lekha, former Director-
General of Police, who
CM
K

joined the BJP in 2024.

Until a day before the
mayoral election on De-
cember 26, Ms. Sreelekha
was strongly tipped to take
over. However, the scales
tipped in favour of Mr. Ra-
jesh at the last minute as a
section of the BJP leader-
ship stood firm for him,
considering his long years
of experience in building
the party at the grassroots
level in the district.
Though Ms. Sreelekha
made her displeasure pu-
blic, especially by leaving
the council hall in a huff
soon after the swearing in,
the ever-diplomatic Mr. Ra-
jesh was quick to mollify
her by visiting her at her
residence.

Born in 1975 in Nedu-
mangad, a suburban town
in  Thiruvananthapuram
district, Mr. Rajesh began
his political life as a stu-
dent activist of the Akhil
Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parish-
ad (ABVP). By the time he
completed his law studies,
he had moved up to State-
and national-level posi-

tions in the organisation.
The natural progression
was to the Bharatiya Janata

ILLUSTRATION: SREEJITH R. KUMAR

Yuva Morcha, the BJP’s
youth organisation, of
which he became the State
President. Later, he be-
came the Thiruvananthap-
uram district president
and State secretary of the
BJP.

Unsuccessful foray
Though his forays in the
Assembly elections have
been unsuccessful, he has
improved the tally on all
the three occasions he con-
tested. In 2021, he came se-
cond with 28.77% votes in
the Vattiyurkavu Assembly
constituency, where he
was placed third in 2011
with 11.98% votes. In Nedu-
mangad in 2016, he man-
aged to increase the BJP’s
votes from 1,255 in the pre-
vious election to 35,139,
though he ended up third.
Right from the early
days, he has been an active
presence in the BJP’s prot-
ests in the capital, especial-
ly the one against the Su-
preme Court verdict
allowing the entry of wo-
men of menstruating age
into Sabarimala. The BJP
frequently deployed him
for television debates. Ho-

wever, during his stint as a
councillor in the Thiruva-
nanthapuram Corporation
in the past five years, his
continued absence from
council meetings had even
become a point of debate
in the council. He has sat
for only a handful of meet-
ings, though the council
meets twice every month.

The BJP has attempted
to portray the victory in
the Thiruvananthapuram
Corporation as a crucial
opening to capturing pow-
er in Kerala in the upcom-
ing Assembly election. Ho-
wever, the local body
election results overall
paint a bleaker picture for
the party, which witnessed
its vote share fall from
19.26% in 2020 to 14.76%
now. It has also been un-
able to make any headway
in the district panchayats,
spread out over rural belts.

Considering this reality,
the BJP’s central leader-
ship is expected to push for
projects worth showcasing
in the Thiruvananthapu-
ram Corporation. Soon af-
ter taking charge, Mr. Ra-
jesh said the capital would
be transformed into one of
the three most developed
cities of the country in the
next five years.

The BJP is coming to
power at a time when the
capital’s  developmental
trajectory is primed to take
off on the wings of the Viz-
hinjam port. The party’s
growth will depend a lot
on how Mr. Rajesh handles
the powerful position he
has just taken charge of.

Angry tide in Honduras

Nasry Asfura

The construction magnate from the right-wing National Party, who was endorsed by U.S. President
Donald Trump, clinched a narrow victory in the Latin American nation

Srinivasan Ramani

asry Asfura, a 67-
N year-old construc-
tion magnate and

former Mayor of Hondu-
ras’s capital, Tegucigalpa,
has emerged as the presi-
dent-elect of the country
after a long-drawn-out and
contentious electoral pro-
cess. Mr. Asfura, represent-
ing the National Party of
Honduras (PNH), won
40.27% of the vote against
39.53% for Salvador Nasral-
la of the Liberal Party with
a narrow margin of just
28,000 votes. The victory
followed weeks of delayed
vote counting, attributed
to the country’s difficult to-
pography, which slowed
the counting of the rural
ballots. These two parties
have traditionally dominat-
ed Honduran politics,
forming a long-standing
two-party system that was
only briefly interrupted,
such as by the outgoing te-
nure of the left-wing LIBRE
party’s Xiomara Castro.
Mr. Asfura’s chances
were significantly boosted
when U.S. President Do-
nald Trump explicitly en-
dorsed him days before the
November 30 election,
coupled with threats to cut
American aid if anyone
other than Mr. Asfura won.
Mr. Trump’s endorse-
ment, in which he called
Mr. Asfura someone he
could work with to tackle
“narcocommunists”, was
followed by his pardoning
of former President Juan
Orlando Hernandez just

two days before the elec-
tion. Mr. Hernandez, who
also belonged to Mr. Asfu-
ra’s PNH, had been con-
victed in U.S. courts and
was serving a 45-year pri-
son sentence for accepting
millions in bribes to pro-
tect cocaine shipments.
This move making clear
who was his favourite in
Honduras pointed to a
striking irony. Mr. Trump
has announced a naval
blockade on Venezuela tar-
geting President Nicolas
Maduro, whom he claims,
without proof, to be head-
ing a narcotics network,
while releasing a known
drug trafficker in Mr. Her-
nandez, convicted by the
U.S. justice system.

These actions are an ex-
tension of a subtler pro-oli-
garchic position taken by
the U.S. since the coup in
2009 that deposed popu-
larly elected President José
Manuel Zelaya. Then, U.S.
Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton had supported the
coup-installed interim go-
vernment, refusing to clas-
sify the military action as a
“coup”, which would have
triggered suspension of
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American aid.

Mr. Asfura’s victory is a
major boost for the oligar-
chy, which includes a
wealthy elite from influen-
tial families of Syrian and
Palestinian descent who
migrated to the country in
the 20th century (and in-
cludes both the right-wing
candidates in Mr. Asfura
and Mr. Nasralla) and have
maintained a strong grip
over economic and politi-
cal power.

During his tenure as
Mayor, Mr. Asfura was in-
dicted in 2020 on charges
of embezzling public
funds, money laundering,
fraud, and abuse of author-
ity. He was also named in
the 2021 Pandora Papers
for operating offshore
companies while serving
as a public official. These
charges were controver-
sially dismissed by the Su-
preme Court on December
15, just nine days before his
official victory declaration.

‘Narco state’

During Mr. Hernandez’s re-
gime between 2014 and
2022, Honduras effectively
transformed into a “narco-

state“ with a nexus among
the public sector, the oli-
garchy, and drug smug-
gling networks mediated
by the President himself.
During this administration,
corruption and political
murders were rampant,
even as poverty increased
and economic mismanage-
ment resulted in thou-
sands fleeing the country.
Ms. Castro worked to-
wards closer ties with Cuba
and Venezuela and ended
Honduran recognition of
Taiwan to foster ties with
Beijing. These moves creat-
ed tensions with the U.S.
following Mr. Trump’s re-
turn to power, forcing Ms.
Castro to adopt pragmatic
policies in favour of the ex-
isting power structures
and also cooperation with
the U.S. on migration con-
trol policies and its corpo-
rate interests in Honduras.
Mr. Nasralla was himself
a former ally of Ms. Castro
but contested on a right-
wing platform against Mr.
Asfura, but Mr. Trump’s ov-
ert support for the ex-
Mayor helped him sail
through, thanks to the fear
of reduced aid in a country
where nearly two-thirds
are poor and close to 40%
live in extreme poverty. As
left-wing scholars in Latin
America have described it,
the return to power by the
right wing in Honduras is
in line with the “Angry
Tide” that has swept across
other Latin American
countries against left-wing
regimes, such as in Argen-
tina and Chile recently.
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Tabled numbers and trust deficit: Can we count on official data?

wardsthe end of November, the Interna-

I tional Monetary Fund (IMF) released its
annual reporton our economic develop-
mentand policies, appreciating the continued
robust growth, despite external headwinds.
India is a founding member of this intergov-
ernmental institution, which fosters global
monetary cooperation, encourages expansion
oftradeand economicgrowth,and discourages
policiesthat, inits opinion, can harm economic

outdated baseyear (2011-12) for calculating na-
tional statistics. Itis beingupdated to 2022-23,
she told Parliament. But she was silent about
the IMF’s other findings that consolidated fis-
cal data for the Centre and the states had not
been published since mid-2019 and that, in the
absence of statistics from local governments
and the utilisation of extra-budgetary funds,
the picture of government expenditure is not
complete.

case pendency figures from national-level tri-
bunals like the NGT, NCLT, NCLAT, TDSAT,
ITAT, CESTAT, and administrative tribunals.
The Rajya Sabha was told that 6,904 cases are
currently pending before the Armed Forces Tri-
bunal (AFT). A day later, the Lok Sabha was
informedabout casedisposal and pendencyfig-
ures for all these tribunals, including the AFT,
from 2020 todate.

Earlier in August, I had filed an RTI appli-

were vacant. Today, one-third (11) of the posts
are vacant, according to the data tabled in the
Rajya Sabha.

Statistics furnished by AFT’s Principal Bench
situatedin Delhi, coveringits own performance
and that of the ten regional benches located
in various cities across the country, show that
the cumulative pendency is 27,692 cases. This
is more than three times the figure revealed
in Parliament. While the government claimed

Whilecommentingon thediscrepancy,afew
daysago, Ihadattributedittocarelessreporting
by a section of the media, which looked only at
the last column containing the 2025 figure ta-
bledinthe Lok Sabhaon December 5. However,
thedatatabledin the Rajya Sabhaa day earlier
shows 6,904 as the cumulative pendency.

What does one make of this data discrep-
ancy? We have not yet quizzed the figures
claimed for other tribunals. How reliable are

Venkatesh prosperity. While reportingonits observatiqns, The _quality and quantity of sarkaridatare- cation with the AFT seeking annual case ad-  that 2,460 cases were disposed of in 2020, the  they? Obviously, the governmentsources such

Nayak large parts ofourmediaheadlinedthe‘C'rating leased inrecentyears, be it about GDP figures mission, fiisposa], and pendency data since AFT revealed only 1,939 cases were disposed  datafromthetribunalsthemselves. Whereand

wakes Up every of our_nanpnal accountsdata becal_!se the IMF  orthe unerpplownent rateorthe clalmspf pov-  itsinception. Thg AFI‘ was set up by an Act of of that year. According to the government, the why discrepanciescreepin isasquazi secret.Is

morning thinking perceives it as somewhat hampering surveil- ertyreduction, have beensoseverelycritiqued ~Parliament to adjudicate disputes relating to ~ disposal in 2021 was 6,140 cases, but AFT has  thisbecause of negligence or deliberatedesign?

SGmBone lance. ) o ) by experts and so ve'h'ement!y defended bythe service matters of peljsonnel employed in the admittedtoonly 4,178 cases being dispgsed of. In either scenario, this amounts to misleading

somewhere s hiding On December 4, Finance Minister Nl}mala government that citizens like me no longer Army, Navy,and the Air Force. The AFTis al§0 Thg govemmentsa.lc_l 6,175 caseswere d1§posed Parhameqt. Sadly, theonly remgdy thatanyMP

something Sitharaman called thesemediareportsmislead- knowwhattoacceptas“thetruth”. Thankfully, anappellate forum to challenge court-martial ofin2022and9,653in2023,but AFT’sdisposal  can claimistofileabreach of privilege motion,

ing. She pointed out that the IMF had givena  we have the tools to question these claimsand ~ findingsand sentencesagainstdefenceperson-  figures are 5,927 and 9,322, respectively, for which a committee will rule upon in its own

median rating of ‘B’ for all other segments of ~counterclaimsabout official data. nel. InMarch 2021, Parliament was told, more  thoseyears. For 2024, the governmentclaimed =~ sweettime. Bythen, theissuewould havelapsed

India’s statistical assessment. The ‘C’ rating For example, on December4itself,theMin-  thantwo-thirds,i.e.,23 outof 34, ofjudicialand adisposal of7,706 cases,butthe AFT disclosed ~ from public memory. Should the government

was primarily on account of Indiaadoptingan  istry of Law and Justice tabled in Parliament administrative member positions of the AFT  ahigher figure 0f 7,793 cases. notbemademoreaccountableandinreal time?
INSCRUTABLE CHINA THE DIGITAL ALARMIST

China’syear of
churnandrise

hinashould be contentwith thewayitmanagedto reverse the
‘ United States’ tariff wars, with Sun Tzu’s dictum - “winning

without fighting”. The year, however, saw hardships for the
Chinese people, exacerbated by economic restructuring towards
domesticconsumption, unemployment, real estatecrisis, local debt,
andarelative economic decline.

China crossed $1 trillion in trade surplus this year, thanks to
high-quality development and trade diversification to Southeast
Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Europe. This is despite the debili-
tating145%tariffsimposed by the US. The US-China truce for easing
rare earth metal exportrestrictions, the purchase of US soybeansin
exchange forlowered tariffs, and the supply of advanced chips from
the US signified China’s stature in the global and regional power

structures.

Through summit meetings at Tianjin, the military parade at Bei-
jing, the China-PacificIsland Countriesforeignministerialmeetingat
Xiamen,and new platformssuchasthe Global GovernanceInitiative,
Chinaindicated its resolve to “set up a different kitchen” away from
West-led political systems. The proposal tosetup the SCO Develop-
ment Bank, upgrading free trade areas, increasing investment in
the Beltand Road Initiative (BRI) to $1.3 trillion, and expanding the
tradeandinvestmentfootprintareinlinewith concerted mercantilist
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of amonetised life

.

tisimpossible to be sure of anything

r I Vhetime-wornadage
but Death and Taxes” needs to be updated to ““tisimpossi-
ble to be sure of anything but Death, Taxes,and Fees”. Fee
isageneric term forall kinds of charges tacked on to the invoice
with the sole purpose of gouging the customer. Few customers
question the legitimacy of these extra charges.

Some fees are mandated by law, as, for example, in the bever-
ageindustry, wherestoresarerequired to charge the customera
refundable deposit on beer, soft drink, and water sold in bottles
or cans using recyclable material such as metal, glass or plastic.
Itisall the other types of fees that I wish to comment on.

The most egregious fees are charged by companies which
facilitate the movement of physical and virtual goods—airlines,
railways, banks, electric utilities, telecoms, hotels and motels,
restaurants, e-commerce companies, etc. Here is a non-ex-
haustive list of charges compiled from actual bills: cancellation

restocking fee, merchant function (?), tariff
delivery surcharges, baggage fees, preferen-

tial seat fee, no-show fee, late fee, wire transfer, incoming wire

tatement fee, bank teller visit fee, itinerary
notification, shipping and handling, ATM fee

(own bank or some other entity), miscellaneous charges, and

policiesaimed at eclipsing the US. service charge.
However, China’s restrictions on rare earth metal export rattled While most of the above fees are self-explanatory, some of
the global markets, inviting criticism on the weaponisation of trade e ‘ () ar aS a themrequire an explanation whichis notreadilyavailable, since

andinter-dependence. Beijing’s move has pushed several countries
toseeksecureandresilientsupplies, besides causing asharp decline
intrustin China. Itled tothe US forming Pax Silicawith Japan, Singa-
pore, South Korea, theNetherlands, the United Kingdom, Israel, the
UAE, and Australia. The European Union passed the Critical Raw
Materials Act, while Indian companies are exploring the tapping
of an estimated seven million tonnes of rare
earth oxides.

For an order-obsessed Beijing, the cancel-
lation of the German foreign minister’s visit,
citing disagreements on several fronts, was a
setback. Therelationswith Japannosedivedaf-
ter China’s Consul Generalat Osaka criticised
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi’scommentson
Beijing posingan “existential threat”in Taiwan
scenarios. Frequent China-Philippines ship

these days, humans have been cut out of the loop in telephone
conversations. Virtual agents are practically useless in this re-
gard.

The newest entrant to the fee game played by businesses,
large and small, is the ‘convenience fee’. The fee, amounting
to around 4%, is applied to every elec-
tronic payment that involves charge
cards - credit as well as debit.  am puz-
zled as to why a company would charge
a customer for using a debit card. Also,
doesn’t the scheme facilitate a company
to under-report income to tax authori-
ties? Electronic payments can be tracked,
but cash transactions cannot be.

In the US, no matter what store you
walkinto,youwillalways find a ‘tip’jar or

social marker

‘ecanallagreethatwhat-
ever use a poet might
make of a collar, they

cannot turn it into a metaphor of
the interior. A collar is a thing of
the outside - it peeks out of other
pieces of clothing, a sweater or
jumper, even a shawl or blazer,

the upper garment too - buttons
to bring its two halves together,
sleeves, and even elbow patches
- are necessary for a shirt or top
or blouse to hold. What is the col-
lar doing there, serving no pur-
pose, even though it has the odd
make-believe form of the rooftop

used by Qing dynasty officials
and noblemen. This would come
to be called the ‘Mandarin collar’
in European and American fash-
ion,and the ‘Nehru collar’in India,
sinceitwasadopted by Jawaharlal
Nehru for the kind of formal and
semi-formal jackets he wore. The

D whereitspartoffashionetiquette ofalighthouse? e ROBEr  ier the locionicersionis copecialy
of conduct” inthe South China Sea dispute. The JNU Prof has to remain slightly visible. In that ~ Everythingelseinthegarments the outside remained - as did its Marshall Sugg‘esﬁve of how much tip youpshouk)j]

There was controversy in the arrest of Liu  been Peking behind sense, it’sabitlike theneck,which we wear is a response to the hu- association with an unarticulat- is a computer leave - the percentage options you are
Jianchao, thehead of the Chinese Communist  the Bamboo Curtain has to remain above water or a man anatomical form, moulded ed class system. The aside about scientist, a newly presented with are usually these: 15,18,
Party’sInternational Department, on charges for 30 years blanket; in general, uncovered. by its structure and need to com- it would come to be dropped, to minted Ludditeand 20, 25, 30 or ‘other’. The word ‘tip’, in
of corruption. In 2023, Foreign Minister Qin - @sri Kondapalli It must be intuition that guides municate bodily with the world; retain its respectability - that the acynic this context, is really an acronym which

Gangwasdismissed; hiswhereaboutsareun-
known.

China continued to be the largest trading partner for Africa, with
over $295 billion in trade in 2024 and $222 billion in the first eight
months of 2025. However, the US tariffs are expected to leave an
impact on the volumes. Furthermore, Niger’s expulsion of three
China National Petroleum Corporation executives in March putin

stands for ‘to insure promptness’.
Also, the practice of asking the cus-
tomer if they wish to round up their pur-
chase amount so that the extra pennies go to supporting some
charity has become quite standard. One is never really sure if
customer contributions to charity end up lining the business
owner’s pockets. The time-worn practice of baksheesh in India

me to this thought, for it’s in the
etymology of the word itself, the
relationship between collar and
neck - the word originated about
nine hundred years ago, from ‘col-
er’, which derived from the Latin

idiom ‘holding by the collar’ would
move from policeandlegal origin,
ofholding asuspect by their collar,
to ‘collar the guest of honour’.
Collaris, therefore, not the syn-
ecdoche of part-for-the-whole,

looseness here, tightness there,
annotated by bones and gravi-
ty, everything except the collar,
which, being the highest peak

jeopardy the $5-billion investment in the energy pipeline linked to collare, meaning a band for the Sumana Roy but a signifier. Take the tie or the hasbeenrepurposedinthe USand made more orless obligatory
S"{;ahzi;iﬁ;}ﬁgygpm T S —— neck,anecklace. Co/lum,towhich isanauthor and bow-tie that owes its existence to ;nS::l:gtl&gg t][:reoccisst:mer ormakingthem feel guiltyispartofthe
through free trade agreements with Chile, Peru, Costa Rica, Ecua- itis related, means ‘neck’, which, pot]ataHe/:boolks the collar -withoutit, they would About 75 years ago, credit cards were introduced to make
dor, and Nicaragua, while the negotiations with Honduras and El inturn, means ‘to turn’, forit’s the g;cl;r:e aO#rVeeand / have no place to hang from. The shopping convenient,and now, we have a convenience fee. Thirty
Salvador advanced. It released a third white paper on the region neck thatallows the head toturn.  p,ince /o \x round-necked tee, from which no years ago, the web came into being and made searching for

information a lot easier. As per Google’s own statistics, there
are around six trillion Google searches per year. Just imagine
an Al-enhanced Google starting to charge users a penny per
search. It is bound to happen in the near future. AI chips and
data centres do cost a lot of money, you know.

When the US accuses leaders of third-world nations of being
corrupt and making it difficult for US businesses to operate
freelyin those countries, America conveniently forgets thatitis
also engaging in corrupt practices, albeit legalised, by allowing
lobbying groups and political action committees, code-named
‘superpacs’, to facilitate various preferred legislative agenda
items at the state and federal levels.

The US hasaForeign Corrupt Practices Act to prevent Amer-
ican companies, especially arms and aeroplane manufacturers,
from offering bribes to foreign officials to obtain contracts in
those countries. One man’s meat is another man’s poison, but
onlyin certainsituations. Ask Latin America or the oil-rich king-
domsofthe Middle East. Qatar did give Trump a free Boeing and
lucrative cryptocurrency deals for his sons. And Qatar does host
the largest US Air Force base outside of the US.

The Empire is always ready to strike. And Google will be at
the forefront, leading the charge.

But one doesn’t need a collar to
turn one’s head the way one needs
azipinthe pantsorahole through
thesleeves, for body parts to func-
tion. In thatsense, the collaris like
theappendix, almostunnecessary,
like a vestigial organ. Why did it
becomeintegral to theupper body
garment then? I'm thinking of a
comparable non-essential thingin
garments of the southern half of
ourbody, pants, skirt, saree, dhoti,
where there is something asines-
sential as a collar. I can’t think of
any - the zip, pockets, the loops
to hold the belt, even the hemline
folded and stitched in to prevent
fraying, all of these are necessary.
They, and almost everything in

that emphasised multipolarity. China became the second-largest
trading partner for the regionwith over $518billionin tradein 2024.
However, with the USrenewingits Monroe Doctrine, CK Hutchison,
aHong Kong firm, transferred stakes in 43 ports to US companies.
Earlier this year, there was friction over the US’ “pressure” that led
Panama to quit the BRI.

India and China continued to engage in different formats and
forums. At the 24th Special Representatives meeting in August,
there was agreement to establish expert and working groups and
discuss “delimitation” of the boundary. Prime Minister Narendra
Modivisited Tianjin to attend the SCO summit. The atmospherics,
however, was marred by the detention of two Indians by Chinese
immigration authorities at Shanghai and Guangzhou.

China’sbalancingactwasalsoreflectedinthesupportitextended
to Pakistan during Operation Sindoor in May. Its air force issued a
notethatnonew equipmentwastransferred during the conflict, but
Beijing’s “grey zone” tactics did embolden Pakistan. China has also
decidedtobifurcatethe Aksai Chinregionintotwo countiesand build
multipledamsin the fragile Himalayas.

The2026 agendalooks packed for Chinaasitnavigatesdifferences
with the US and countries including Japan, while maintaining the
tentative truce onits border with India.

tie can hang except like a noose,
would come to be seen as some-
thing thatbelonged to sportsmen
and the working class. Women
could choose to wear blouses
with collarsif they so wished - the
sharp ends would grow into dog
ear-shaped collars, often embroi-
dered, sometimesinacontrasting
or complementary colour to the
restofthetop. Butmen, poor men,
like animals with collars to keep
them on a leash. Hilarious it is
then, this forged relation between
the collar, class, and gender (for
women were exempted from this
rule), that colonial club protocol
would come to demand the collar
and the tie as passports for entry.

in anything we wear, besides
the head garment, is formed by
etiquette, by the relationship
with the world, the outside. And
because it is outside, it becomes
a marker, a passport. Hence, its
easy appropriation into the class
system — the distinction between
blue- and white-collar jobs, the
sturdy blue collars of physical la-
bour and the white shirts with col-
lars protected by dirt-free offices
of clerks and managers. But thisis
notaformulationthatemergedin
the Westin the early 20th century.

Longbeforethat,in17th-centu-
ry China, the standing collar was

THEZFACTOR

2025 belonged to Trump and Al; 2026 might too

opened with the assassination of a major

Iranian military officer. Many expected that
eventtoleadtoaregion-widewar, disruptglobal
oil flows, and shape the coming decade. They
couldn’thave been more wrong.

Days after Qassem Soleimani was killed by

It has been quite a decade so far. The 2020s

he immediately pledged to relaunch the trade
nationalism that had dominated his first term.
Onlyweeksinto his term, Trumpmade good on
that promise - imposing a baseline tariff rate
on every country in the world and tacking on
additional surcharges on a few.

Sudden andrapid changesin trade policyre-

subjectto 50%—among the highestrates for any
US partner today. Yet, all of these rates could
change quite quickly if Trump’s relations with
the leaders of those countries improve or sour.
That means no US trade partner can count on
stability heading into the new year.

Ordinarily, such volatility would send the

thatthe US stands on the precipice of yetanoth-
erbubble, reminiscent of the dot-combustatthe
turn of the century and the real estate collapse
that came with the 2008 global recession.
These fears might be hypothetical and im-
agined. What is far more real is the fact that
Al has already hollowed out parts of the global

may use it to amplify their actions and hasten
their goals.

So far, in sharp contrast to his otherwise
interventionist approach to trade and global
business, Trump has handled these challenges
inarelativelylaissez-faire manner. Thismonth,
Trump cleared the sale of advanced Al chips

Mohamed an American drone strike in Iraq, he quickly mainacornerstoneof USforeignpolicy. Trump global economy into a tizzy. The reason that labour market. This year, companies such as to China, after they had been banned by for-
Zeeshan became a footnote. A once-in-a-century pan- seestariffsasatool of leverage,ampingthemup  did not happen was because of the other great Amazon and Microsoft cut over 50,000 jobs mer President Joe Biden on national security
isastudentofall ~ demicoverturnedtheworldforthebetterpartof and dialling them down based on how Wash-  disruptor of 2025: artificial intelligence. Three  because of the adoption of AL Onereportsays grounds. Shortly thereafter, he signed an ex-
thingsglobaland,  threeyears. Thencametheinvasionof Ukraine, ington’snegotiationsandrelationswitheachof yearsaftertheinitiallaunchof ChatGPT,Alhas thatglobalbanks could cutasmanyas200,000 ecutive order limiting the ability of US states to
self-confessedly, which sparked the largest war in Europe since  those countries go. taken aniron hold on the fortunes of the global  jobsin the next 3to 5years. regulate AL
master of none, World War II. And then, the Hamas attack on Tariffs are now so central to Washington’s economy. This year, Al mania drove US stock The irresistible rise of Al also poses other ~ The logic behind these deregulatory moves
notwithstandinghis ~ Israel led to chaos and violence in Gaza, Leba-  worldview that they can be takenasarelatively markets to unprecedented highs. Almost 40%  risks. Alcanbeusedtobuildadvancedweapons, is simple. In a world seemingly dominated by
Columbia Master's,a  non, Syria,and evenon collegecampusesinthe reliable indicator of the health of bilateral re-  ofthoseindicesarenowdominatedbyahandful ~pulloffcyber crimes,and spread disinformation Al the US hopes to become an early-mover,
stintwiththeUNand ~ United States. lations. China, for instance, has travelled from  of Al-related stocks. Many of those companies ~ capable of destabilisingentire countries. Think ~ capturing the global market by exporting its
with monarchs inthe Heading into 2025, the world was bracing  as high as 145% in April to 10%. That journey have pledged to invest trillions of dollars over ~of Alnotasa type of software but asa sophisti- ~chips to the world, and hitching the economy
Middle East for the return of Donald Trump as US presi- culminatedinarelativelysanguinemeetingbe- thenextfewyears,and global capital flowshave ~cated weapon, akin to nuclear technology. If Al to the Alwave for aslong asitlasts. In 2025, A
}X§ @ZeeMohamed dent. Trump had been reelected on thebackof ~ tween Trumpand Chinese PresidentXiJinping ~ followed them. technology ends up in the wrong hands, every-  establisheditsroots.In 2026, the world will look

widespread economicfrustrationinthe US,and

inNovember. India, on the other hand, remains

Butthereare costs. Many economists believe

one from rogue regimes to criminal syndicates

tocatchup.
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EDITORIALS

Mayor Brandon Johnson arrives for a Chicago City Council meeting at City Hall on Dec.15. EILEEN T. MESLAR/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

hicago’s mayors have been
the subject of Tribune
editorials for pretty much
this newspaper’s entire
178-year history. But few
of the city’s chief execu-
tives have made as many appearances on
the editorial pages in a single year as has
Mayor Brandon Johnson, whose 2025
was filled with conflict, ending with
agrand December debacle at the City
Council over the city’s budget.
Aspart of our annual year in review,
here’s arevealinglook back at 2025
editorials featuring Johnson.

JAN. 8.The editorial board laments
Johnsonlobbying state lawmakersto
not take action against unregulated
purveyors of potent hemp products.

In a statement Tuesday, Johnson said
he wanted to balance “concerns related
to minor consumption” with support-
ing “entrepreneurs and municipalities”
and that he was in favor of regulation
of some sort. Eventually. Translated,
Johnson’s neutral-sounding language
really amounted to something along
these lines: I've got the city of Chica-
go’s budget to manage, and shutting off
one of the few areas of higher taxation
available to me takes precedence over all
else. Including the health and safety of
children. In 2023, five students at Uplift
Community High School in Uptown
were hospitalized after ingesting
gummies from a neighborhood smoke
shop. Well over a dozen states have
banned delta-8 THC. What are you wait-
ing for, Mir. Mayor? A teenager to die?

JAN. 24.The board wonders if Mayor
Johnsonwould join Chicago Teachers
Unionmembers on a picket line, should
the union strike.

The prospect of the former CTU orga-
nizer taking the side of striking teachers
even as he holds the office of mayor of
Chicago isn’t unimaginable. Given what
we’ve seen from him to date — multi-
ple appointed school boards trying at
Johnson’s behest (and failing) to force
Chicago Public Schools CEO Pedro
Martinez to cave to the union, the hiring
of a high-priced, taxpayer-funded law
firm to try (and fail) to force Martinez
out of his job immediately and advocacy
for hundreds of millions in new junk-
rated CPS debt at nosebleed interest
rates — it’s the logical next step.

FEB. 9. Mr.Johnson goes to Washington
to testify before Congress. The editorial
board has some advice.

Johnson’s best defense won’t be to
take the bait, or ignore the questions, or
yak away on his usual themes of Black
liberation theology. Rather, he’d be
better advised to remind the panel that
Chicagoans of all political stripes take
pride in our long history of welcoming
and championing law-abiding immi-
grants. And in our creating the kinds of
opportunities that have allowed them to
make great successes of themselves.

He could quote that Republican favor-

2025 IN REVIEW

Mayor Brandon Johnson’s year
through the lens of Tribune editorials

ite, Mark Twain: “It is hopeless for the
occasional visitor to try to keep up with
Chicago—she outgrows his prophe-
cies faster than he can make them. She
is always a novelty; for she is never the
Chicago you saw when you passed
through the last time” Our immigrants
have been part of that, he could say. Or
he could bring up major league baseball’s
William Hulbert: “T'd rather be a lamp-
post in Chicago than a millionaire in any
other city” Or even the actor Michael
Douglas: “Hollywood is hype, New York
is talk, Chicago is work.”

FEB. 28.Mayor Johnson struggles to
win approval Wednesday from the City
Council to float $830 millioninbonds to
finance infrastructure work.He casts
the tie-breaking vote but the board
worries about the consequences.

Hey, Mr. and Ms. Bond Investor, this
mayor and council — you know, the
ones asking you to invest in the future of
Chicago — aren’t willing to pay a nickel
during the remainder of their terms to
cover any part of what the city will owe
you over the next 30 years. But surely
some future mayor and aldermen will
step up. Worry not.

This isn’t to predict that the mayor’s
finance team won’t ultimately find
takers for this wheelbarrow full of debt.
Most everything that’s for sale can be
offloaded at some price.

But we expect investors will demand
higher interest rates than Johnson
administration officials now anticipate.
Asitstands, this repayment structure
will end up costing taxpayers $2 billion
for an $830 million loan.

MARCH 6. The editorial board thinks
Johnsondid well at the sanctuary cities
hearing in Washington.

Johnson’s primary job as the Repub-
licans on the House Oversight and
Government Reform Committee
attacked him (and fellow Democratic
Mayors Eric Adams of New York, Mike
Johnston of Denver and Michelle Wu of
Boston) was to keep his cool. First,do no
harm. In that we believe Chicago’s mayor
succeeded, and for that we are glad.

Tt took self-discipline not to rise to the
bait when performative GOP Rep. Nancy
Mace of South Carolina barked at John-
son, “This is why you have a 6% approval
rating — because you suck at answering
questions,” or when Republican Rep.
Brandon Gill of Texas asked Johnson
about recent revelations regarding gifts
he’d accepted as mayor and declared,
“This raises serious ethical concerns.”

APRIL13.Analdermansuggeststothe
mayor that widespread disdain for
Donald Trump will work to Johnson’s
advantage. We beg to differ.

Even though President Trump
undoubtedly remains as deeply unpopu-
lar in Chicago as he was in his first term,
that doesn’t mean voters suddenly will
change their minds about the shambolic
management of this city. There certainly
remain progressives in Chicago who

back Johnson’s leftist aims. And there’s
also a sizable minority in Chicago who
are Trump supporters, which some
forget. In between is the vast center-
left and center-right that currently isn’t
represented by either. Aldermen (and
state lawmakers) increasingly are figur-
ing thatout.

How about you, Mr. Mayor?

APRIL 23.The mayorannounces a
budget working group to come up with
ideas.We have someideas of howtodo
this. The mayor does notlisten.

Forming a working group of represen-
tatives from all the affected constituen-
ciesis areasonable strategy for building
consensus. But it won’t work without
far more assurance from the mayor than
we got on Monday that this effortisn’t
all about forcing residents and busi-
nesses to pay more without rethinking
the services the city provides and how it
provides them.

Equally as important, the work-
ing group’s membership must include
people who aren’t part of Johnson’s
usual circle — particularly when it comes
to the business community. Johnson
routinely turns to two or three business-
people who've been supporters when he
claims Chicago’s “business community”
writ large backs some mayoral initiative.

The truth, of course, is that the busi-
ness community in Chicago generally
believes the administration’s policies
are stifling growth in the city. Many to
whom we speak simply are counting
the days until the next mayoral election
and seeking to muddle through until
then. In addition to ensuring this group
includes Johnson skeptics (outright
critics would be even better), the mayor
mustbe clearer about what options are
onthetable.

MAY 7: Mayor Johnson wants it both
ways when it comes to migrant busing.

Not long ago, when busloads of
migrants were arriving in Chicago
from Texas, Mayor Brandon Johnson
denounced the move as “evil.”

Fast forward to 2025, and Johnson is
now touting population growth as a sign
of his administration’s success — growth
made possible by the very migrant arriv-
als he once condemned.

It can’t be both, Mayor Johnson.

Was the mass busing of migrants from
Texas an unconscionable humanitar-

ian disaster, as you once claimed — or
apopulation boost worth celebrating?

It can’t be both. This kind of rhetorical
whiplash doesn’t sit right. We remember
how forcefully Johnson denounced the
busing in 2023. And we remember it so
well because we wrote several times that
we agreed with him.

JUNE 7: Mayor Johnson turns to taxing
groceries. We think it an odd match for
his progressive ideals.

Mayor Brandon Johnson has posi-
tioned himself as a champion of working
families and the poor. But his messaging
is getting complicated as it collides with

the city’s difficult fiscal reality. “You

all know my position. The ultra-rich
continue to get away with not having to
put more skin in the game,” he said ata
Tuesday news conference.

But at the same time, Johnson is push-
ing for a grocery tax that will dispropor-
tionately hurt families at the checkout
line as they try to put food on the table.
His administration is taking an obfusca-
tional messaging approach to explain its
position. Johnson insists this isn’t a new
tax — it’s merely alocal continuation
of a state tax being phased out. But for
struggling families, the semantics won’t
matter. Higher grocery prices are higher
grocery prices.

JULY 31.Mayor Johnson offers multi-
ple ideas for scaring businesses out of
Chicago.

As amatter of public policy, the city
ought to be in the business of encourag-
ing the private sector to employ more
people, not giving businesses more
reasons to reduce their head count.

In 2025, the issueis starker than it
was more than a decade ago. With the
rise in artificial intelligence, companies
nationwide already are laying off work-
ers who are performing functions corpo-
rate leaders believe AT can do instead. If
Johnson truly wants to jump-start AT-in-
duced white-collar employment losses
in Chicago, there are few more effective
ways than bringing back the head tax.

OCT.13. At a public event,Mayor John-
sonis strikingly honest about being a
socialist and says the quiet partout
loud about CTU. We appreciate that.
We’re all for Johnson being candid.
Might as well be honest. But it hardly
gives us hope that Johnson might
moderate his socialist views in favor
of the pro-growth agenda Chicago so
badly needs to raise its hopes or merely
tobroaden his perspective as mayor.
This matters now, of course, because the
mayor’s self-definition isn’t about the
past — it’s a declaration of how Chicago
isbeing run today: not by consensus, but
by asingle, ideologically driven machine.
‘We hope for better.

OCT. 31.Mayor Johnson claims avictory
ingunlegislation. Editorial board says
his taking creditis fully deserved.

Johnson administration lawyers seem
to have contributed to making Chica-
go’s streets a little safer in the future.
“We know that Glock switches have
been used in the vast majority of mass
shootings in our city;” Johnson said in a
release. “They have taken far too many
lives and caused tremendous pain and
suffering in our communities.”

We've criticized this mayor on many
occasions, but credit is due here. It’s
difficult to make much overall prog-
ress when seizing illegal Glocks with
switches, as Chicago police have been
doing in concert with the U.S. Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explo-
sives, when new ones can so easily take
their place.
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SAMMIE MALETTA SR.

The former Portage mayor had

city marina named in his honor
i b

By Doug Ross
Post-Tribune

Former Portage Mayor
Sammie Maletta Sr. was
found dead early Monday, a
shock to his family.

“He died peacefully in his
sleep, it looks like. He was
pretty healthy, honestly,”
said his son Andy Maletta,
who serves as president of
both the Portage Township
School Board and Portage
Park Board as well as exec-
utive director of Portage
Economic Development
Corp.

The elder Maletta was
running a fever and had
a bad cold, Andy said, but
there were no indications
that it was serious. When his
daughter left at about 10:30
p-m. Sunday, Maletta was
watching the football game
onTV.

Maletta served as mayor
for 12 years, from 1988 to
2000, after first having
served on the City Council
and as a Democratic Party
precinct committeeman.

“He loved being mayor.
He would always ask what
was going on in Portage,”
his son said, and told stories
about different things he did
and how he got things done.

When current Mayor
Austin Bonta would ask
questions about the city’s
past, Andy asked his father,
who lived through most of it.

Maletta was born Sept.
21,1932, in Gary to parents
Carmine and Isabelle
Maletta.

Carmine died when
Maletta was 7. Isabelle later
married Andy Baccaro and
changed her last name but
not Sammie’s.

Maletta graduated from
Tolleston High School in
1950. “He had alot of friends.
They were all proud of their
Tolleston days,” his son said.

Following graduation,
Maletta served in the U.S.
Army.

In 1963, Maletta moved
the family to Portage, a town
founded in 1959. It wouldn’t
become a city until 1967.

“It was just a small little
town,” Andy said. “There
were houses going up all
over the place. Bethlehem
Steel had just opened.”

Maletta “was kind of the

Former Portage, Indiana,
Mayor Sammie Maletta Sr.
ANDY MALETTA

ultimate volunteer,” Andy
said. He got heavily involved
with Nativity of Our Savior,
helping build the church.

He served as precinct
committeeman and was on
the City Council for 16 years
before becoming mayor in
1988.

“He loved Portage, he
loved people, he loved the
community,” Andy said.
“He did a lot in his 12 years
as mayor.”

“He had no problem
going to bat and fighting for
Portage,” Andy said, includ-
ing obtaining funding for the
city marina, which was later
named in his honor, in 2016.

“He was friends with
(East Chicago) Mayor
Pastrick and the former
(Hammond) Mayor McDer-
mott,” Andy said, when
marinas were being built
there. Maletta battled for
Portage to have a marina as
well. “If somebody else had
it, why not us?”

“Of all the things, I think
the marina” was his biggest
legacy and source of pride,
his son said.

“T remember when
Portage had a little dinky
little post office,” then “they
built a nice big post office in
Portage,” Andy said.

The city has changed a
lot since Maletta arrived in
Portage. Willowcreek Road
ended at Lute Road. Now
Porter County is planning
to extend it beyond County
Road 700 North to Indiana
130 and ultimately to U.S. 30.
With Willowcreek extended
beyond U.S. 6, the shopping
corridor has grown substan-

tially and continues to grow.

Maletta was also part of
early planning of the Ameri-
plex at the Port development
on the city’s north side.

The city also built a new
fire station on Old Porter
Road.

“He was a good guy.
He was well respected,”
former Mayor Doug Olson
said Monday. “I was his
clerk-treasurer, and he was
mayor.”

Former Mayor John
Cannon, a Republican,
respected Maletta and
considered him a friend.

“Sammie was a loyal
opposition, and he also was
afriend. The political side of
it always ended after Elec-
tion Day;” Cannon said.

In 2019, Maletta endorsed
Cannon.

“He was concerned about
Portage and the region,”
Cannon said, and Maletta
and his family have been
pillars of the community.

But not all of Maletta’s
attention was focused on the
city. As afather to seven kids,
“he was the best,” Andy said.
“He was always there for us,
no matter what.”

“He and I bonded a lot
over sports,” especially the
Cubs, Andy said.

“We always knew he was
there for everything we ever
needed,” always justa phone
call away, for advice or help,
Andy said. “He loved his
family”

Maletta had his political
side, but “he was just Dad
when he was home,” Andy
said. “He loved having
family around him.”

He is survived by his
wife, Theresa, his high
school sweetheart whom
he married 74 years ago; his
children, the Rev. Sammie
Maletta Jr., Bob, Andy,
Terese, Lori and Kathy; as
well as 15 grandchildren
and 20 great-grandchildren.
Daughter Cindy preceded
him in death.

There is a visitation from
9:30 to 11 a.m. Saturday,
followed by Mass, at St. John
Evangelist Catholic Church
in St. John, the parish served
by his son Sammie Maletta
Jr.

Doug Ross is a freelance
reporter for the Post-Tribune.

Chicago Daily Tribune

ON DEC. 27 ...

In1571,astronomer Johannes
Kepler was born in Weil der
Stadt, Germany.

In 1822 scientist Louis
Pasteur was born in Dole,
France.

In 1831 naturalist Charles
Darwin set out on a voyage to
the Pacific aboard the HMS
Beagle. (Darwin’s discover-
ies during the trip helped to
form the basis of his theo-
ries on natural selection and
evolution.)

In1900 militant prohibition-
ist Carry Nation carried out
her first public smashing of
a bar, at the Carey Hotel in
Wichita, Kan.

In1901actress Marlene Diet-
richwasborn in Berlin.

In1904 James Barrie’s play
“Peter Pan: The Boy Who
Wouldn’t Grow Up” opened
atthe Duke of York’s Theater
in London.

In 1927 the musical play
“Show Boat,” with music by
Jerome Kern and libretto
by Oscar Hammerstein
I1, opened at the Ziegfeld
Theater in New York.

In 1932 Radio City Music
Hall opened in New York.

In 1945, 28 nations signed
an agreement creating the

World Bank.

In 1947 the children’s tele-
vision program “Howdy
Doody” made its debut on
NBC.

In 1949 Queen Juliana of
the Netherlands signed an
act granting sovereignty to
Indonesia after more than
three centuries of Dutch
rule.

In1968 Apollo 8 and its three
astronauts made a safe,

nighttime splashdown in
the Pacific.

In1970 “Hello, Dolly!” closed
on Broadway after a run of
2,844 performances.

In1979 Soviet forces seized
control of Afghanistan.
President Hafizullah Amin,
who was overthrown and
executed, was replaced by
Babrak Karmal.

In1985 Palestinian guerrillas
opened fire inside the Rome
and Vienna airports; 20
people were killed, includ-
ing five of the attackers, who
were slain by police and
security personnel. Also in
1985 naturalist Dian Fossey,
who had studied gorillas in
the wild, was found hacked
todeath ataresearch station
in Rwanda.

In1994 four Roman Catholic
priests —three Frenchand a
Belgian — were shot to death
in their rectory in Algiers, a
day after French comman-
dos killed four radicals who
had hijacked an Air France
jetfrom Algiers to Marseille.

In1995 Israeli jeeps sped out
of the West Bank town of
Ramallah, capping a seven-
week pullout giving Yasser
Arafat control of more than
90 percent of the West
Bank’s 1 million Palestinian
residents and one-third of
itsland.

In1999 space shuttle Discov-
ery and its seven-member
crew returned to Earth after
fixing the Hubble Space
Telescope.

In 2001 U.S. officials
announced that Taliban and
al-Qaida prisoners would be
held at the U.S. naval base at
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

In2002 North Korea ordered
U.N. nuclear inspectors to
leave the country and said
it would restart a laboratory

capable of producing pluto-
nium for nuclear weapons.
Alsoin 2002 a suicide truck-
bomb attack destroyed the
headquarters of Chechnya’s
Moscow-backed govern-
ment, killing 72 people. Also
in 2002 Clonaid, a company
founded by a religious sect
that believes in space aliens,
announced it had produced
the world’s first cloned
baby, a claim subsequently
dismissed by scientists for
lack of proof.

In2003 actor Alan Bates died
in London; he was 69.

In2004 the death toll contin-
ued to rise in southern Asia
inthe wake of a huge tsunami
triggered by a monster earth-
quake underneath the Indian
Ocean. Also in 2004 oppo-
sition leader Viktor Yush-
chenko declared victory in
Ukraine’s fiercely contested
presidential election. Alsoin
2004, in an audiotape, aman
purported to be Osama bin
Laden endorsed Abu Musab
al-Zarqgawi as his deputy in
Iraq and called for a boycott
of January’s elections in that
country.

In 2005 Indonesia’s Aceh
rebels formally abolished
their 30-year armed strug-
gle for independence under
a peace deal born out of the
2004 tsunami.

In 2007 former Pakistani
Prime Minister Benazir
Bhutto was assassinated by
a gunman at a political rally
in Rawalpindi.

In 2012 Norman Schwarz-
kopf, U.S. Army general
whose forces smashed
the Iraqi army in the 1991
Persian Gulf War, died in
Tampa, Fla.; he was 78.

In2016 actress Carrie Fisher
died in a hospital four days
after suffering a medical
emergency aboard a flight to
Los Angeles; she was 60.

Death Notices

Dolgin, Erica Lynn ‘Ricki’
Erica “Ricki” Lynn Dolgin, age 79. Beloved Sister of
Miriam (Nathan) Kohn and
Anita Beth "Betsy” (Michael)
il Katz. Loving aunt of Amy
(Russ)  Eisenstein, Jeffery
Sternstein, Hannah (Craig)
¢ Kornbluth and Allen Katz.
Proud great-aunt of Liana,
Yaron, Rachel, Evan, Dina,
Shira and Jacob. She will be
dearly missed by her many
: cousins and aunts. Erica’s
passion for environmentalism began in
school with her J.D. from the University
of Chicago and a master’s in public ad-
ministration from Harvard University. It
continued with her work as the editor
of one of the first environmental law textbooks and
years spent as an environmental attorney. Services
Sunday, 12 noon at Chicago Jewish Funerals,
8851 Skokie Blvd. (at Niles Center Road), Skokie.
Interment Waldheim. In lieu of flowers, memorials
may be made to The Nature Conservancy, Attn:
Treasury, 4245 N. Fairfax Dr., Suite 100, Arlington,
VA 22203, www.preserve.nature.org. To attend
the funeral live stream, please visit our website.
Arrangements by Chicago Jewish Funerals - Skokie
Chapel, 847.229.8822, www.cjfinfo.com.

CHICAGO JEWISH FUNERALS

Olson )
See Mary Clare Denk Olson notice.

wild, Carole A.

Carole Wild died on December 15, 2025 after a
brief iliness. She was born on January 1, 1935 to
Arthur and Helen (Downing) Wild in Hamilton, OH.
A memorial visitation will be held from 4:00 pm to
8:00 pm on Monday, December 29 at Ridge Funeral
Home (6620 W Archer Ave, Chicago, IL). The service
will be held on Tuesday, December 30 at 10:00
am at the funeral home, followed by interment at
Resurrection Cemetery (7201 Archer Rd, Justice, IL).
In lieu of flowers, contributions in her memory may
be directed to the Alzheimer’s Association (www.
alz.org).

Dlgg%;y‘ Ridge Funeral Home
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OPINION

The Scandal of the Mar-a-Lago Raid

By Jim Trusty

ug. 8, 2022, will stay im-

printed in my memory

like no other day. Donald

Trump had retained me

as his lawyer a few
months earlier, and I was still get-
ting to know the players who
formed his legal team as well as the
many others who offered advice or
service to the former president. I
knew there was a slow-burning is-
sue about his retention of poten-
tially sensitive documents. I had
told my chief counterpart, Evan
Corcoran, that on Monday the 8th I
would participate in a charity golf
tournament and would be unavail-
able for any work issues.

My phone started ringing re-
peatedly at 10 a.m., just as the
tournament was starting. After ig-
noring it a couple of times, I an-
swered and angrily reminded Evan
that I was off for the day. He re-
sponded: “The FBI is at Mar-a-
Lago.” So much for my game.

I have never seen a case
with so many irregularities,
with such manifest
political motivation.

The fire drill for us lawyers be-
gan in earnest that day. I knew
some core facts—that Mr. Trump
had returned numerous boxes to
the custody of the archivist (the
head of the National Archives and
Records Administration) earlier
that year; that Evan had been talk-
ing about documents with Jay Bratt
of the Justice Department’s Na-
tional Security Division; that Evan
had searched through a bunch of
disorganized documents to pull po-
tentially classified ones and give
them to Mr. Bratt.

I learned around the same time
that three months earlier Mr. Bratt
had issued a grand-jury subpoena
for “any and all” documents bear-
ing classification markings. He was
engaging in the typical back-and-
forth that occurs on document
subpoenas when he suddenly re-
versed course on his pledge to give
Evan more time. And I knew that
after Mr. Trump allowed Federal
Bureau of Investigation agents and
Mr. Bratt to walk around the prem-
ises at Mar-a-Lago and see where

any of these documents were
housed, he graciously let them
know that they should just “let me
know about anything they need,”
or words to that effect. The first
and only response to that invita-
tion was to ask him to put a pad-
lock on the door to the storage
room full of boxed documents. Mr.
Trump immediately complied with
that request.

I later learned more about the ir-
regularities that accompanied this
case as well as the Jan. 6 investiga-
tion. The Biden White House de-
cided that the concept of executive
privilege didn’t apply to Mr.
Trump. Federal prosecutors, aided
by a friendly judge in the District of
Columbia, invoked the rarely em-
ployed “crime fraud exception” to
obliterate attorney-client privilege
in the case of Mr. Trump and Evan.
Prosecutors harangued theoretical
witnesses at Mar-a-Lago—down to
maids and gardeners—demanding
multiple interviews, scoffing at
their testimony and threatening to
summon them to Washington to
testify before a grand jury.

The worst government miscon-
duct was alleged by a lawyer repre-
senting Walt Nauta, a personal aide
to Mr. Trump. The lawyer had ap-
plied to be a judge on the D.C. Su-
perior Court, and he said under
oath that Mr. Bratt had implied
that the lawyer’s prospects would
improve if “he would do the right
thing” and flip Mr. Nauta against
Mr. Trump. In an August 2023
court filing, special counsel Jack
Smith described the allegation as
“implausible, if not ludicrous.” But
Mr. Bratt retired from the Justice
Department this January, which
likely ended whatever tepid effort
the Office of Professional Responsi-
bility was willing to make at uncov-
ering the truth.

I caught some CNN criticism for
referring to the documents case as
a dispute about an overdue library
book, but it was an apt parallel.
The Presidential Records Act does
a few things—it urges the archivist
and former presidents to work to-
gether on deciding which docu-
ments would be deemed presiden-
tial records (sent to the National
Archives) and which are personal
(and kept by the former president).
There is no criminal penalty for a
violation of the Presidential Re-
cords Act, and a senior executive of
the archives eventually testified
that every modern president from
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Ronald Reagan on had turned over
classified materials after leaving
office. None, until Mr. Bratt had the
reins, were subject to a “criminal
referral” from a politicized archi-
vist, and none were enforced by
criminal investigative tools like
grand-jury subpoenas and search
warrants.

If you doubt this was all singular
treatment, read the opinion in Judi-
cial Watch’s 2012 lawsuit against
the National Archives. The judge
ruled that Bill Clinton’s 79 audio-
tapes of candid discussions about
his presidency with a historian were
considered personal by Mr. Clinton
and thus protected from forced dis-
closure to the archives. It helped
Mr. Clinton’s characterization that
he kept all the tapes in a sock
drawer, and the judge pointed out
that the Presidential Records Act
gives former presidents great
power to make these personal and
presidential determinations.

hich brings us to the resur-

facing accusations—borne

out by newly disclosed
emails—that the Justice Depart-
ment was insistent on criminal es-
calation while the FBI was balking.
The FBI, which is ultimately subor-
dinate to the attorney general and
Justice Department, apparently
pushed back against Mr. Bratt, tell-
ing him that there was no probable
cause for a crime (the requirement
for a search warrant) and that
since Evan was cooperating with
them in good faith, they should
continue to gather these docu-
ments through the typical process
of cooperation, even with some

give and take on deadlines or par-
ticular documents.

The FBI was pushed into escala-
tion by a hell-bent prosecutor who
saw his chance for glory—a chance
to prosecute a former president
who was about to run again. (Mr.
Bratt invoked his Fifth Amend-
ment right against self-incrimina-
tion when deposed by a House
committee in May 2025, and his
lawyer audaciously accused the
Trump administration of seeking
“to weaponize the machinery of
government against those they
perceive as political enemies.”)

Even after Mr. Smith took con-
trol of the two investigations, the
drumbeat of win-at-all-costs contin-
ued. The Justice Department fought
the idea of a special master to man-
age the discovery process in the
Mar-a-Lago case. I remember ap-
proaching Mr. Bratt after a hearing
in which the jointly approved spe-
cial master began to engage in the
process (before the Justice Depart-
ment appealed and shut it down
with the 11th U.S. Circuit Court of
Appeals) and asking what Mr.
Trump and his team could do to
satisfy the government’s need for
documents and end the investiga-
tion. All I got was a smirk from an
emboldened prosecutor, supported
by a packed courtroom of friendly
media and kindred spirit Andrew
Weissmann of Mueller probe fame.

Some questions remain unan-
swered:

In the meeting at which Mr.
Bratt allegedly threatened Mr.
Nauta’s attorney over the judge-
ship, other prosecutors were in the
room. Has anyone reviewed all of

US DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES

their internal communications to
see what they had to say before,
during and after that meeting?

Did Mr. Smith’s team shift the
grand jury to Florida at the last min-
ute solely because of a venue issue
with the documents being retained
in Florida or because his troops had
regularly engaged in questionable
conduct in the District of Columbia?
Why, for instance, did one of his
prosecutors ask Trump lawyer Tim
Parlatore 48 questions she should
have known would require him to in-
voke attorney-client privilege, and
why did she suggest to the grand
jury that the former president was
“not cooperating” by invoking the
privilege?

What internal communications
took place within the Justice De-
partment before Mr. Smith de-
manded a speedy trial on the eve of
the election, surely aware that
thorny issues under the Classified
Information Protection Act would
typically slow the trial of a nonin-
carcerated defendant by a year or
more? Did any voice of reason
chime in to urge that Mr. Smith tell
the court that prosecutors aren’t
on a political clock, are fully trans-
parent with their discovery, and
will try the case whenever the
court wants them to?

s a special counsel, Mr. Smith

answered to Attorney General

Merrick Garland, who an-
swered to President Biden. Mr. Gar-
land has always insisted that Mr.
Smith was unfettered by supervi-
sion. Did the attorney general re-
ally abrogate his duty to supervise
Mr. Smith’s work?

In 27 years as a prosecutor and
more than eight in private practice,
I have never seen a case with so
many irregularities, with such man-
ifest political motivation, with so
many open questions about singu-
lar treatment and poor judgment.

“The truth will out,” Shake-
speare observed in “The Merchant
of Venice.” If he was right, the re-
cently disclosed battles over crimi-
nalizing noncriminal conduct may
be the beginning of the process.
Only once it is complete can the
Justice Department regain its
honor, and the FBI return to its
crime-fighting roots.

Mr. Trusty is a partner at Ifrah
Law and a former chief of the Jus-
tice Department’s Organized Crime
and Gang Section.

The EU Tells Native Americans How to Manage Our Forests

Roseburg, Ore.

- The European Union
has overreached
again. In its pursuit
of  “deforestation-
. free” products, it is
using its global influ-

CROSS 1
COUNTRY ence to exgrt contro
By Carla over foreign lands
I(Jeiene and to project its val-

ues, assumptions and
expectations on the
rest of the world. Under the EU’s De-
forestation-free Regulation, which
went into effect in 2023 but has yet to
be enforced, those who sell certain
goods in the EU—wood and furniture,
for instance—must prove that the
products don’t originate from recently
deforested land and haven’t contrib-
uted to “forest degradation,” which is
loosely defined.

This policy evokes painful memo-
ries for my people, a tribal sovereign
nation in Oregon. It’s a new spin on
colonialism—a regulation based on
the flawed premise that Europeans
know what’s best for the rest of us.

The European Parliament on Dec.
17 approved another one-year delay
and several “simplifications” that ad-
dress some of the worst burdens of
compliance—but only for those in-
side the EU. This decision lays bare
the truth: EU lawmakers understand
that the law is flawed. The European
Commission is directed to complete
a review of the law to identify ave-

nues for simplification by next April.
This could provide an opportunity to
correct course.

For those outside Europe, includ-
ing sovereign tribal nations, nothing
has changed. The law as it stands
will cut off our tribe from important
international markets that extend
well beyond the EU. The complex
traceability rules are incompatible
with real-world supply chains, mak-
ing the regulation the law of the land
even for those who don’t intend to
do business with the EU. The law re-
mains unworkable, inequitable and
deeply disrespectful.

For generations, the Cow Creek
Band of the Umpqua Tribe of Indians’
management of forests in southwest-
ern Oregon has balanced environmen-
tal stewardship, indigenous values and
economic stability. As a part of our
sustainable timber operation, we op-
erate a wood-chipping facility that
turns low-value and postfire material
into high-grade wood chips, which we
sell in domestic and international
markets. What others see as waste, we
turn into value by restoring forest
health, creating jobs and reducing
wildfire risk.

Through our forest management
and mill operations, we support our
citizens’ livelihoods while investing
in forest stewardship and the next
generation. We're a textbook example
of what the EU says it wants to en-
courage: sustainable forestry and cir-

cular economies that keep forests as
forests. But under the new regula-
tion, we’re treated as the problem.
This summer, one of our longtime
international customers asked us to
provide detailed harvest-site maps
for every log entering our mill. Al-
though the company doesn’t operate
in the EU, it was preparing to comply
with the regulation’s traceability
rules, which require businesses along

It acts like a colonizer
in dictating standards
for ‘deforestation free’
imported goods.

the entire supply chain to pass along
exact geolocation data for each har-
vest unit to importers of forest-based
commodities that might eventually
touch the EU. This crosses a line for
us as a sovereign tribal nation.

Geolocation information identifies
harvest locations and volume, reveals
land-use patterns, and would expose
sensitive cultural and ecological sites.
Requirements to share our data with
customers or, worse, with a govern-
ment—particularly a foreign one—vi-
olates our sovereignty.

The commission insists that its
regulations apply only to those plac-
ing goods directly into the EU, but the

law is fully intended to combat global
deforestation. It leans into the “Brus-
sels effect”—the phenomenon by
which the EU’s regulations become de
facto global standards. In a global
marketplace, the EU’s Deforestation-
free Regulation forces indigenous
governments like ours to choose be-
tween our sovereignty and our mar-
ket access.

The irony is that tribal nations
like the Cow Creek Umpqua are
among the world’s most responsible
forest managers. While the Europe-
ans have largely stripped their lands
of forests, we have lived in balance
with the land for generations. We
plant, thin, burn and harvest accord-
ing to knowledge passed down from
our ancestors. We’re the trade part-
ners Europeans should want. Our for-
ests are stable, legally protected and
sustainably managed. Our communi-
ties depend on our keeping them that
way.

While hurting other nations, the
EU has protected its own. The Euro-
pean Commission recognizes that its
law is unworkable, and its press re-
lease issued this October touted that
its proposed simplifications would
“cover close to 100% of farmers and
foresters in the EU.”

The Cow Creek Umpqua Tribe’s
caution toward government over-
reach isn’t theoretical. In 1853 we
signed a treaty with the U.S. estab-
lishing a formal relationship between

sovereign governments. About a cen-
tury later, Congress terminated our
federal recognition—without notice
or compensation—under the West-
ern Oregon Indian Termination Act
of 1954. Our legal sovereignty wasn’t
restored until 1982. That history
lives in our memory. It’s one of the
reasons we’re unwilling to hand over
detailed maps of our homelands and
cultural sites to anyone, let alone a
foreign government.

We wholeheartedly share the goal
of preventing deforestation. But the
EU’s approach ignores sustainable
practices, supply-chain realities, cul-
tures and communities outside its
borders. Without meaningful simpli-
fications for low-risk countries like
the U.S., the regulation will punish
the people the Europeans claim they
want to protect—indigenous commu-
nities, stewards of the land, and
small landowners.

If the EU truly wants to advance
global forest stewardship, it should
start by respecting our indigenous
sovereignty and knowledge about
forest management. The EU’s regula-
tion may be well-intentioned, but it’s
rooted in the false assumption that
people thousands of miles and an
ocean away know better how to care
for our lands than we do.

Ms. Keene is tribal chairman of
the Cow Creek Band of Umpqua Tribe
of Indians.

I Have Stage 4 Pancreatic Cancer, and I Am Going to Die

By Ben Sasse

his is a tough note to write, but
since a bunch of you have
started to suspect something, I'll
cut to the chase: Last week I was diag-
nosed with metastasized, stage-four
pancreatic cancer, and am gonna die.

Advanced pancreatic is nasty stuff;
it’s a death sentence. But I already
had a death sentence before last
week too—we all do.

I'm blessed with amazing siblings
and half-a-dozen buddies that are
genuinely brothers. As one of them
put it, “Sure, you’re on the clock, but
we’re all on the clock.” Death is a
wicked thief, and the bastard pursues
us all.

Still, I've got less time than I'd
prefer. This is hard for someone
wired to work and build, but harder
still as a husband and a dad. I can’t

begin to describe how great my peo-
ple are. During the past year, as we’d
temporarily stepped back from pub-
lic life and built new family rhythms,
Melissa and I have grown even
closer—and that on top of three de-
cades of the best friend a man could
ever have. Seven months ago, Corrie
was commissioned into the Air Force
and she’s off at instrument and
multi-engine rounds of flight school.
Last week, Alex kicked butt graduat-
ing from college a semester early
even while teaching gen chem, or-
ganic, and physics (she’s a freak).
This summer, 14-year-old Breck
started learning to drive. (Okay,
we’ve been driving off-book for six
years—but now we’ve got paper to
make it street-legal.) I couldn’t be
more grateful to constantly get to
bear-hug this motley crew of sinners
and saints.

There’s not a good time to tell your
peeps you’'re now marching to the beat
of a faster drummer—but the season of
Advent isn’t the worst. As a Christian,
the weeks running up to Christmas are
a time to orient our hearts toward the
hope of what’s to come.

Not an abstract hope in fanciful
human goodness; not hope in vague
hallmark-sappy spirituality; not a
bootstrapped hope in our own
strength (what foolishness is the
evaporating-muscle I once prided
myself in). Nope—often we lazily say
“hope” when what we mean is “opti-
mism.” To be clear, optimism is great,
and it’s absolutely necessary, but it’s
insufficient. It’s not the kinda thing
that holds up when you tell your
daughters you’re not going to walk
them down the aisle. Nor telling your
mom and pops they’re gonna bury
their son.

A well-lived life demands more re-
ality—stiffer stuff. That’s why, during
Advent, even while still walking in
darkness, we shout our hope—often
properly with a gravelly voice sol-
diering through tears.

Such is the calling of the pilgrim.
Those who know ourselves to need
a Physician should dang well look
forward to enduring beauty and
eventual fulfillment. That is, we
hope in a real Deliverer—a rescuing
God, born at a real time, in a real
place. But the eternal city—with
foundations and without cancer—is
not yet.

Remembering Isaiah’s prophecies
of what’s to come doesn’t dull the
pain of current sufferings. But it does
put it in eternity’s perspective:
“When we’ve been there 10,000 years
... We’ve no less days to sing God’s
praise.”

I'll have more to say. ’'m not going
down without a fight. One sub-part of
God’s grace is found in the jawdropping
advances science has made the past
few years in immunotherapy and more.
Death and dying aren’t the same—the
process of dying is still something to
be lived. We’re zealously embracing a
lot of gallows humor in our house, and
I've pledged to do my part to run
through the irreverent tape.

But for now, as our family faces
the reality of treatments, but more
importantly as we celebrate Christ-
mas, we wish you peace: “The people
walking in darkness have seen a great
light; on those living in the land of
deep darkness a light has dawned. . . .
For to us a son is given” (Isaiah 9).

Mr. Sasse is a Free Expression col-
umnist at WSJ Opinion. This state-
ment was originally shared on X.
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A Tale of Two States on Medicaid

innesota’s great welfare heist is the

grift that keeps on giving for prosecu-

tors, with the Justice Department last
week filing more charges. But
on a positive note, Indiana Gov.
Mike Braun’s administration
has announced hundreds of
millions of dollars in Medicaid
savings from common-sense
reforms.

The Justice Department charged six new de-
fendants in schemes to defraud Minnesota’s Med-
icaid program. “What we see in Minnesota is not
ahandful of bad actors committing crimes. It’s a
staggering industrial-scale fraud,” Assistant U.S.
Attorney Joe Thompson said. “When Ilook at the
claims data and the providers, I see more red flags
than I see legitimate providers.”

Mr. Thompson estimates fraud losses since
2018 could top $9 billion. Gov. Tim Walz says the
fraud isn’t large or pervasive, but the latest evi-
dence suggests it is and goes well beyond the
state’s Somali community.

In one alleged scheme, two men in Philadel-
phia heard from a friend that Minnesota’s Med-
icaid program was a “good opportunity to make
money.” They registered as housing providers
despite no connections in the state. Minnesota
was the first state to let Medicaid funds be used
for housing services for the disabled and recov-
ering addicts. The defendants billed Medicaid
for fake services.

This is a pattern in the charges: Defendants
set up sham companies, then submitted false
claims. Two other defendants allegedly set up
a company, Pristine Health, and worked with an-
other provider, Foundation First, which was in
the business of generating fake paperwork for
those trying to scam Medicaid.

The indictment says Pristine and Foundation
First generated fake housing service plans,
which Pristine submitted to the state. The two
defendants also allegedly worked with an un-
named company, which promised to help wel-
fare fraudsters “grow [their] clientele” and
achieve “BIG profit.” (The two defendants have
pleaded not guilty. An individual who operated
Foundation First was earlier charged in another
fraud scheme.)

The Justice Department also unsealed a
search warrant for a home healthcare business,
which it said billed Medicaid for services for
multiple individuals that weren’t provided. One
individual with severe mental illness who was
receiving services, according to state records,
had been found dead in his apartment.

Justice says the home-care program “has

Minnesota’s fraud
grows, while Indiana’s

reforms save millions.
|

been vulnerable to fraud,” as providers can bill
the state for providing care up to 24 hours a day.
Minnesota Medicaid spending on this in-home
program surged to $170 mil-
lion in 2024 from $4.6 million
in 2021, which tracks a similar
increase in spending on hous-
ing services.

The state’s Medicaid
spending has increased by
nearly two-thirds in six years. Mr. Walz says his
administration has begun to inspect Medicaid
claims more closely. But because the feds pick
up most of the Medicaid tab, Minnesota and
other states have less incentive to identify
fraud and waste.

* * *

Medicaid spending nationwide has increased
by some $380 billion since the beginning of the
pandemic as providers and beneficiaries dine
out on the all-you-can-eat buffet. The inexorable
spending growth spurred Indiana Republicans
this spring to impose reforms, including more
rigorous eligibility checks and guardrails to pre-
vent excessive billing.

Last week the state said it expects to save
$466 million on Medicaid over the next two years
compared to its spring projections. Medicaid en-
rollment has declined by some 11% thanks to eligi-
bility checks. The state also barred managed care
organizations that administer the program from
advertising for Medicaid patients.

Indiana’s Medicaid spending is expected to
grow 3.2% this year versus its 9.5% forecast. Re-
publicans are considering more reforms, such as
stricter oversight of autism therapy services,
which a federal inspector general last year found
is rife with improper payments.

This year’s House GOP budget bill requires
states to verify Medicaid eligibility at least twice
a year and imposes work requirements for the
able-bodied. But there’s far more Congress could
do to curb abuse.

One ripe target is the 340B program, which
lets hospitals and pharmacies they contract with
buy drugs as steep discounts. They then charge
insurers large markups when they administer
the drugs to patients. Hospitals pocket the dif-
ference, often using the money to acquire com-
peting providers or make investments.

Republicans have focused on Mr. Walz in the
Minnesota scam because it’s easier than fixing
the warped government incentives that created
the Land of 10,000 Frauds. But if they want to
show voters that it’s worth re-electing a Republi-
can majority next year, they could follow the
Hoosier reform example.

A Tarift Mash for Kentucky Whiskey

at our main distillery on the James B.

Beam campus for 2026,” the company said
last weekend, according to the
Lexington Herald-Leader. The
maker of Jack Daniel’s, mean-
time, this month reported sag-
ging profits amid a “challeng-
ing economic environment.”
President Trump’s trade wars
aren’t helping.

After Mr. Trump picked a tariff fight with
Canada, the country responded by pulling U.S.
spirits from its shelves. The bilateral relation-
ship has recovered some, but exports didn’t.
“While Canada recently removed its retaliatory
tariffs on U.S. spirits, the ban on U.S. spirit sales
remains in place in most Provinces,” the Ameri-
can liquor lobby said in October. “Exports to
Canada plunged by 85%, dropping below $10
million in the second quarter of 2025.”

Alcohol exports to the European Union have
been a trade bargaining chip since 2018, when
Mr. Trump first imposed his steel and alumi-

ll im Beam has decided to “pause distillation

Jim Beam halts a main
production line, while
U.S. spirits exports sag.

num tariffs. This year the EU threatened 50%
tariffs on American whiskey, though that was
eventually averted, which was good news for
Kentuckians. But this kind of
on-again, off-again uncer-
tainty is hard on all kinds of
business.

Compounding the problem
for whiskey makers is the time
required for the aging process.
“Much of the expansion over the last decade has
been geared towards global growth,” the head of
the Kentucky Distillers’ Association said this fall.
“Long-term planning for a product that won’t be
ready for years is already tough enough. We need
the certainty of tariff-free trade for America’s
only native spirit to flourish.”

Changing consumer preferences are also
playing a role in lower demand, but the industry
has always coped with the vagaries of the mar-
ket. The difference now is that it must also
manage around Mr. Trump’s tariffs and their
consequences. This is harm inflicted on Ameri-
can workers by their own government.

Ukraine’s New Concessions for Peace

olodymyr Zelensky will travel to Mar-a-

Lago Sunday to discuss the latest peace

offer, and Ukraine’s President will come
bearing more concessions.
This shows again that Ukraine
isn’t the obstacle to ending
Vladimir Putin’s war.

The news is that, under a
new U.S.-Ukraine framework
accord, Kyiv may be willing to
cede some land it holds in the east as part of a de-
militarized front line. Ukraine had opposed giving
up territory in Donetsk, where a fortified 31-mile
defensive line has slowed Russian advances. But
Mr. Zelensky is now saying Russia and Ukraine
could both withdraw from some current positions
as part of a demilitarized zone, provided it is ap-
proved by Ukrainian voters.

This is a major concession, especially given
Russia’s repeated violations of the 2014 and 2015
Minsk cease-fire agreements. Mr. Putin used
those fighting pauses to build up his military in
Crimea and occupied Donetsk and Luhansk to
prepare for his 2022 invasion.

Mr. Zelensky told the press before Christmas
that, in return for Ukraine’s land concession, the
West would offer Ukraine security guarantees
akin to Article 5 in the NATO treaty. That’s the
plank that says an attack on one is an attack on
all and obliges a united response.

Details on these guarantees are said to be in-
cluded in documents negotiated secretly be-
tween Ukraine and its allies. The details had bet-
ter be explicit and firm, and in the case of the
U.S. approved by a vote of Congress. Otherwise
they won’t be worth much when Mr. Putin inevi-
tably tests them.

Kyiv may cede territory
in exchange for U.S.
security guarantees.

These guarantees would be “considered
void” if Ukraine “invades Russia or opens fire
at Russian territory without provocation,” the
Kyiv Independent reports.
The Kremlin is notorious for
its false-flag operations that
blame Ukraine, and you can
bet Russia will try to blow up
a cease-fire with similar op-
erations.

The framework also envisions international
forces, presumably from a European coalition of
the willing, at the front line to monitor and rein-
force the peace. The framework doesn’t affirm
a path toward NATO membership for Ukraine,
but nothing released so far rules it out. It also
nods at eventual Ukrainian accession to the Eu-
ropean Union.

The framework would cap Ukraine’s military
at 800,000—an improvement over the 600,000
in the earlier U.S. proposal. That’s as much as
Ukraine’s population could sustain, but note that
Russia would have no such limits. More impor-
tant is that the West could arm Ukraine while
Kyiv expands its arms production.

All of this is at least a plausible outline for a
cease-fire, but Russia is unlikely to accept it.
Russian commentators denounced it ahead of
Christmas, and Mr. Putin’s holiday message in-
cluded a nasty missile and drone barrage on
Ukrainian civilians.

Mr. Trump told the New York Post on Frida
that there’s a “good shot” of reaching an agree-
ment on Sunday. But that will mean persuading
Mr. Putin that Mr. Trump won’t let the Russian
win at the negotiating table what he hasn’t been
able to win on the battlefield.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

An Iowan’s Advice After 70 Years of Parenting

Last weekend I encouraged every-
one to read Rahm Emanuel’s op-ed
“Lessons From Modern Parenthood”
(Dec. 20). He’s a Democrat, and I'm a
Republican, but his advice is sound for
moms and dads of any stripe. Kudos to
him for speaking up on a consequen-
tial issue on many Americans’ minds.

After years of policymaking and par-
enting, I agree that there’s no “secret
sauce” to raising a family. Good par-
enting isn’t partisan. My wife of 71
years and I agree with the Emanuels
on the ritual of eating together as a
family. The conversations around the
table in my own childhood are seared
in my memory—they prompted an in-
terest in government that turned into
my vocation.

When our five kids were growing
up, I can’t pretend I was at every meal.
I give Barbara credit for serving as
commander in chief of our household,
acting as mom, homework-helper,
chore-taskmaster and more when I was
in Washington. Yet there was no day-
light between us in our approach to
parenthood. We taught our kids to
work hard and live by the Golden Rule.
Farm chores and school work didn’t
leave much time to waste on television.

Raising kids today comes with new
challenges, but the fundamentals ha-

ven’t changed. Our advice: Stick your
nose in their business and keep strict
boundaries. The internet poses risks
beyond idleness and harm to mental
health. Nefarious predators are tar-
geting children with all manner of
schemes.

As chairman of the Senate Judi-
ciary Committee, I'm leading biparti-
san efforts with Sen. Dick Durbin (D.,
I1l.) to combat online child exploita-
tion and keep the next generation
safe. Our reforms will help deter bad
actors by revamping federal sentenc-
ing laws, targeting online criminal
networks and cracking down on of-
fenders who use child sex-abuse ma-
terial to extort and coerce children.

Having and raising children is our
nation’s most important work. Par-
ents deserve to feel empowered, to be
assured that Washington is an ally.

Barbara and I didn’t fall into heli-
copter- or tiger-parenting categories.
Our Midwestern philosophy was
handed down from our parents: Have
faith in God and yourself; don’t worry
about failure—it yields resilience—
and remember that love guarantees
you a permanent seat at the supper
table.

SEN. CHUCK GRASSLEY (R., Iowa)
New Hartford, ITowa

Everyone Got Tariffs Wrong? Not Economists

Economists never claimed that tar-
iffs immediately or inevitably cause
inflation (“Why Everyone Got Trump’s
Tariffs Wrong,” Page One, Dec. 16).
We’ve long acknowledged that their
effect on prices is complicated.

The first reason for that is the sub-
stitution effect: When tariffs raise the
relative price of imports, consumers
often shift their spending toward
other goods. Some import prices may
even fall, particularly if demand dries
up. The net effect, then, is ambiguous.

The second factor is the income ef-
fect. Higher import costs give con-
sumers less bang for their buck. If
iPhone prices double because of tar-
iffs, for instance, consumers enjoy
less real income. Tighter budgets
mean consumers have less to spend
on other goods.

Moral of the story: If you’re looking
solely at the inflation rate to see the
effects of tariffs, you likely won’t find
it. In a vacuum, the levies cause a one-
time jump in an economy’s price level
but not a continuous rise in its growth
rate. What happens after that depends
on how policymakers respond. In any
case, tariffs’ most predictable and im-
mediate effects are sputtering growth
and declining consumer welfare.

Ask yourself: Doesn’t that resonate
with your experience over the past
nine months?

ScoTT BURNS
Southeastern Louisiana University
Baton Rouge, La.

CALEB S. FULLER
Grove City College
Grove City, Pa.

Correcting the Record on Medical Aid in Dying

Alexander Raikin suggests he’s
caught my organization in a lie when
he writes that in several states “pa-
tients with eating disorders have al-
ready qualified and died through as-
sisted suicide” (Letters, Dec. 24). Yet
someone whose only condition is an-
orexia nervosa wouldn’t qualify under
the statutes.

Compassion & Choices has consis-
tently supported medical-aid-in-dying
laws’ requirement that only people
with “irreversible, incurable diseases,”
with a prognosis of six months or less
to live and mental capacity to make
healthcare decisions, are eligible for
this end-of-life option. Mr. Raikin adds
that in Colorado “at least 30 MAID
deaths between 2017 and 2024 were
due to “severe protein calorie malnu-
trition.” But that condition may be
present for people dying from cancer
or other terminal diseases.

Boards that license participating
healthcare providers are responsible
for responding to allegations or con-

Netflix vs. Nuclear Realities

Holman W. Jenkins, Jr. rightly criti-
cizes “A House of Dynamite” for misun-
derstanding the realities of nuclear war
(“The Netflixing of Nuclear War,” Busi-
ness World, Dec. 13). I'll add one more
problem: The film badly underrates our
early-warning systems’ robust detection
capabilities.

The DSP, the Defense Support Pro-
gram, wouldn’t miss a sea-launched
warhead aimed at Chicago. That pro-
gram is an ancient infra-red missile-de-
tection system designed in the 1960s
and operated from Buckley Space Force
Base in Colorado. The last DSP bird built
is now at a museum in Dayton, Ohio.

As a young captain in the mid-1970s,
I was a crew commander and satellite
engineer for the system. The DSP con-
stellation was replaced by the new sat-
ellites of the SBIRS—Space Based Infra-
Red—program, also operated from the
Buckley base at the 2nd Space Warning
Squadron. It’s near impossible for those
satellites, the Cobra Dane radar in She-
mya Island, Alaska, and several other
classified systems always covering the
world to miss a launch. (Balloons are
another story.)

This film is typical of Hollywood pro-
ductions and popular books, which use
the right acronyms, bases and units but
simply cannot tie them together prop-
erly and completely ignore the Space
Force.

CoL. Jost M. Lopez USAF (RET.)
Centennial, Colo.

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

cerns of provider noncompliance. The
law includes the necessary safeguards
to protect our most vulnerable and
terminally ill adults who opt to end
their suffering through MAID. Health-
care providers who don’t comply are
subject to civil and criminal sanctions.
There are various avenues of re-
dress for those concerned that the
law may have been violated, including
complaining to medical boards, filing
civil suits and reporting suspected
criminal activity to the appropriate
authorities. While Washington state’s
decision to curtail reporting collected
data is unfortunate, we do have 27
years of data from there and other ju-
risdictions that show the practice is
safe. People who oppose assisted sui-
cide under any circumstances
shouldn’t be dictating other people’s
healthcare from afar.
KevIN DiAz
CEO, Compassion & Choices
Portland, Ore.

Churchill’s Berlin Confusion

Jason Riley’s excellent column
“Identity Politics: My Professional
Look-Alikes” (Upward Mobility, Dec.
24) reminded me of the story of Win-
ston Churchill confusing Isaiah Berlin,
a British historian and philosopher,
with Irving Berlin, the famous Ameri-
can songwriter.

During World War II, Isaiah lived
in Washington and wrote political
summaries for the British Embassy,
which were passed on to the prime
minister. When in 1944 Churchill saw
that an “I. Berlin” would be in Britain
to entertain the servicemen stationed
there, he invited the visitor to lunch
at 10 Downing Street. Eager to pick
the theorist’s mind, Churchill asked
Berlin, “What do you consider your
best work?” His answer: “White
Christmas.”

EDWARD G. SENKER
Bal Harbour, Fla.

Pepper ...
And Salt
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“Rustlin’ the herd was a natural
progression for Human Resources.”



THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

* % % %

Saturday/Sunday, December 27 - 28, 2025 | A13

OPINION

DECLARATIONS
By Peggy Noonan

want to say a small thing
about a big subject, music. I'm
going to put together two an-
ecdotes because they are im-
portant to me even if they
don’t go, by which I mean they aren’t
connected or an extension of each
other.

The first has to do with a conversa-
tion with the great opera soprano
Beverly Sills. This was in the early
2000s, in Manhattan, at a luncheon
that I think was a fundraiser or friend-
maker for the Metropolitan Opera, of
which she was chairwoman.

I'd never met her but we were
seated together and the program
was long and we settled in and
pretty soon we were going from the
wonders of opera to the purpose of
music, what it does and what it’s

Something changed in
popular music around
2005. I suspect it reflects
a change in the country.
1

supposed to do. I think we were both
surprised by this: Music doesn’t have
to have a purpose. But I found my-
self saying that deep down I think
music is a stairway God gives us to
get to him. Science is a stairway too,
as are all the arts, and at the top of
the stairway is truth and the truth is
God. She was startled by this. So was
I' I don’t think I had fully understood
I thought that.

But yes, I believe that when a
moment of truly sublime artistic or
scientific excellence occurs, the veil

between this world and the other
thins a little, and we almost see
something. That’s why we take to
our feet and stomp and cheer and
shout when something beautiful
happens in a theater or hall, it’s
why we stop the show, because we
sense there’s something beyond hu-
man perfection going on. I think it’s
why we get choked up when we see
a magnificent moment on the play-
ing field, also. You sense when the
Holy Ghost, the big speckled bird, is
making an unaccustomed flight over
Citi Field. (We use that term in
honor of Johnny Cash, who once
said, “When the Holy Ghost is in the
music, people feel it. You don’t have
to explain it.”)

I badly want to tell you Beverly
Sills’s response to all this, but I don’t
remember what she said, I kept no
notes, I recall only her wonderful
face, full and strong, merry, and her
look of engagement. She was pro-
cessing a surprising thought from a
stranger. I suppose I was telling her
that to me her life was even more
constructive than she thought, and
she must have thought it was pretty
constructive.

Anyway, that was a great moment,
getting to tell Beverly Sills what I
think music is.

The second anecdote is also from
a conversation, at a professional
gathering in Arizona in the fall of
2023. One night at dinner I sat
across from a brilliant and accom-
plished young man in his 40s who
writes music, including movie
scores. He was from Los Angeles,
chic and hip and thoughtful. I shared
a recent favorite score, the one writ-
ten by John Adams for Luca Guadag-
nino’s “I Am Love.” Then our talk
took a turn. For a while I’d puzzled
over something and hadn’t had any-
one with his background and exper-
tise to ask about it.

I said I love music, have all my
life, and I guess I know the entire

American songbook circa 1880 to
2000-something—know my Cole
Porter, my Gershwin, my Jimmy
Webb and Burt Bacharach, my
Broadway shows, my Sondheim. I
love rock and pop, can recite the
lyrics of Kesha and enjoy, when be-
ing asked how I am, responding that
I wake up in the morning feeling
like P Diddy. Yet sometime around
2005 or 2010 I stopped absorbing
new music. My memory didn’t hold
new songs anymore. I was guessing
that the reason is that my brain’s
music storage unit is filled. It has
enough, a lifetime’s worth, and
doesn’t need more. Or, and possibly
there are studies on this, at a cer-
tain point the brain’s memory neu-
rons start to crowd out the new-ex-
perience neurons, and . . .

“No. That’s not it,” he said as he
shook his head. It was clear he’d
been thinking about this. He said the
reason I am not absorbing and hold-
ing music now is that at the time I
stopped listening, popular musicians
stopped doing melody. They stopped
doing the tune. They did other
things, they kept the rhythm, the
beat, but they started shunting aside

Has America Lost Its Melody?

—_—

melody. That, he said, is why you
stopped keeping it.

And I thought: Oh my, that’s true.
And it seemed the reason he cared is
that he missed the melody too.

Rhythm is felt, the beat is felt, but
melody is both thought and felt, so it
has two ways to enter you.

I thanked him for helping me, told
him I thought he observed correctly,
and have been pondering what he
said ever since.

The past two years it became a
thought of broader application—that
maybe as a nation we’ve kept the
beat, we’ve still got the rhythm, but
the melody, the tune—this century
hasn’t been about those gentle
things. We haven’t been about them.

Maybe others, even the primary
audience for popular music, are com-
ing to miss it too. I keep hearing of
the children and grandchildren of
friends who seem to be listening a
lot to the music of past decades.

There are Reddit threads on this.
A typical post: “As my kids are get-
ting older, I'm realizing more and
more that they seem to prefer music
from the 70s, 80s, and into the 90s
than they do from current music. I

know this isn’t a new phenomenon,
as we listed to stuff from the 50s,
60s, and 70s, but I feel like when we
did it, it was just supplementing our
generation’s modern music. With
kids, and their friends, so I know it’s
not just mine, it’s like all they really
want to listen to is older stuff....I
never hear them listening to any
modern pop (Taylor Swift being the
big exception).”

Another post, different thread:
“Pop songs from the 50s have a cer-
tain lilt to them—a certain under-
tone of satisfaction with life.” An-
other: “Pop music from the 80s is
charged with optimism as well as
soundboard experimentation . .. an
undertone of eagerness for what is
to come.”

From another thread, a post on
being dragged to a karaoke night.
“The crowd was at least 60% under
25, and in 3 hours, only two contem-
porary pop songs were sang.”

Someone noted that all this isn’t
necessarily a turning away from cur-
rent pop songs, it’s technological:
Everything from every era is avail-
able on streaming services, it’s easy
now to discover other eras and fall
in love with them.

But I suspect the young are hun-
gry for melody. And perhaps this is a
hunger too for God, for a connection
with something beyond that only a
well crafted, fully felt song can pro-
vide. Music isn’t only organized
sound shaped in time to spur human
feeling, it isn’t only a gift, it comes
from a place. A nation’s music comes
from that nation’s deepest self—its
culture, its society, its understanding
of itself and of life.

If our era’s artists have been mov-
ing away from melody and tune this
century, then maybe that means
something, implies something about
the larger American picture, with all
its broken-upness, political and oth-
erwise. Maybe we ought to think
about that.

Norman Podhoretz Loved Ideas—and a Good Story

By David Skinner

ne of my favorite stories in

“Making It,” the 1967 memoir

by Norman Podhoretz, is about
an editor losing a great article to
forces beyond his control. Articles of-
ten begin with an editor suggesting a
ripening subject to a carefully chosen
writer, but this one speaks to Podho-
retz’s literary bearings, which played
a major part in his becoming conse-
quential—as a writer in his own right
and as the editor of Commentary
from 1960 to 1995. At a time when
journalism’s literary roots seem to be
fading and the culture of book-read-
ing sinks out of view, this aspect of
Podhoretz, who died Dec. 16 at 95, de-
serves a moment of attention.

It was the early 1960s. The New
York Times was reporting on a
“widespread legal attack on the
state’s prison system” by followers of
Elijah Muhammad. Cassius Clay was
receiving political and spiritual coun-
seling from Malcolm X. Already the
editor of Commentary, Podhoretz ap-
proached James Baldwin and sug-
gested he write something about
black Muslims. Baldwin said he
would give it a go.

When Podhoretz learned that
“Letter From a Region in My Mind”
(later also published in “The Fire
Next Time”) would appear in the
New Yorker, he felt he had been
robbed. In his own defense, Baldwin
said he’d decided the story had out-
grown its original inspiration, which
was true, and that anyway Commen-
tary wouldn’t have published such a
long piece of writing, which Podho-
retz insisted wasn’t true.

The two men hashed it out over
drinks, and Podhoretz let Baldwin
have it, accusing him of playing the
race card and trading on Podhoretz’s
liberal guilt as an excuse for giving
the New Yorker what belonged to
Commentary. Podhoretz’s rant
proved so extraordinary that Baldwin
(returning the editorial favor) told
him he had to write it all down and
publish it. So was born “My Negro
Problem—and Ours,” itself an impor-
tant contribution to writings on race
in America.

For those who like gritty accounts
of New York intellectuals bickering,
boozing and misbehaving, “Making

It” is a gem of sociocultural history.
But the real subject is the writer
himself, still young, brilliantly obser-
vant and ready to analyze how his
life and career were going.

“The Bloody Crossroads,” pub-
lished in 1987, isn’t the kind of book
you expect a journalist to write: a col-
lection of perceptive, thoroughgoing
literary essays on important writers
from Henry Adams to Alexander Sol-
zhenitsyn. Podhoretz didn’t abandon
literary-intellectual commitments to
run a magazine—he took those con-
victions with him. The essay on Sol-
zhenitsyn was written only after he’d
read everything by Solzhenitsyn that
had been translated into English, and
though he certainly praised this great
witness of communism’s ravages, he
didn’t pretend the man’s novels after
“One Day in the Life of Ivan Deniso-
vich” ever came to life. Podhoretz’s
political commitments didn’t require

him to be any less discriminating a
literary critic.

I am partial to “Making It,” but
“Ex-Friends,” published in 1999, may
have the stronger claim to being the
quintessential Podhoretz book. Writ-
ten after the Cold War, when the full

The great neoconservative
was also a literary man
who knew juicy material
when he encountered it.
1

significance of so many fallings-out
had become clearer, it again com-
bines personal history and political
truth-seeking, as Podhoretz, ever the
student of ideas, moves nimbly
through the meatspace of enemies
and acquaintances who rise and fall

as they betray their best selves.

The hilarious essay on Allen Gins-
berg describes a fateful night in 1958
that Podhoretz spent arguing with
the manic poet himself as Jack Ker-
ouac sat silently by. The essay on
Norman Mailer describes dinners
with Jackie 0., the time Mailer
stabbed his wife, and Truman Ca-
pote’s masked ball, where Mailer ran
into Lillian Hellman and McGeorge
Bundy and challenged the latter to a
fistfight. Podhoretz was an intellec-
tual leader, a facilitator of other writ-
ers, and a major figure in what has
come to be known as neoconserva-
tism. He was also a guy who knew
good material when he saw it.

The last book I read by Podhoretz
was about the war on terror. I re-
member wondering whether the lit-
erary memoirist I so enjoyed could
present a big-picture argument with
all the necessary historical asides

while carrying forward a heavy, dou-
ble-barreled thesis. Not that he
hadn’t done such writing before, but
something about the granular nature
of the evidence relating to 9/11 made
me curious about how it would come
out.

“World War IV,” published in
2007, was a propulsive argument
about the nature of post-9/11 geopoli-
tics that sorted through a crowd of
headlines stretching back decades to
highlight an important through-line
of militant hostility to the U.S. It was
conceptually ambitious but straight-
forward in its evidence as the author
placed one pebble after another on
the scale to make an argument that
seems to me as persuasive as ever:
Our enemies aren’t ignoring America.
We shouldn’t ignore them.

Mr. Skinner is the Journal’s deputy
editorial features editor.

Bari Weiss Delivers for CBS’s Parent

If she didn’t know
it then, she knows
it now. Bari Weiss
was hired at CBS
News to help de-

Lo liver its parent
BUSINESS ioa zc?-;grozllcnutisi?
WORLD tiorr)l of the s?rate-
By Holman W.

gically coveted
Warner Bros. mov-
ies, streaming and

Jenkins, Jr.

TV empire.

She faced a choice last week: Al-
low a Trump-unfriendly piece to air
on “60 Minutes” (concerning the
fate of U.S. immigration deportees
sent to El Salvador). This would
mean accepting the risk of another
social-media brickbat from Donald
Trump complaining that his
“friends” among CBS’s new owners
weren’t being so friendly. Or spike
the piece and earn a blowup over
accusations of pro-Trump political
favoritism.

Notice what I’'m not saying. An-
other editor in chief might have
held back the story for all the edi-
torial reasons Ms. Weiss has cited.
She might have scuttled the report
even if her parent company didn’t
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have an interest in currying favor
with Mr. Trump.

But let’s live in the real world.
Her action couldn’t help adopting
the color it has. Ms. Weiss was
hired by CBS only after the Ellisons
launched their sales pitch to War-
ner’s management, only after they
started emphasizing their Trump
ties to assure a quick and clean an-
titrust approval. The Ellisons al-
ready had hired Mr. Trump’s former
antitrust chief, Makan Delrahim.
Mr. Delrahim’s failed and ridiculed
2017 lawsuit to harass AT&T’s pur-
chase of the same Warner assets re-
mains an object lesson. His case
may have been turned back by the
courts but it nevertheless contrib-
uted to the combination’s ultimate
unraveling.

Grown-ups know what they’re
getting into. Ms. Weiss has so far
upheld what I will courteously as-
sume was the implicit bargain that
landed her the CBS job. Don’t gasp.
She knew why she was being hired.
Her editorial decisions, even if
made for the purest of journalistic
reasons, were intended to be fac-
tors in the Ellison family’s stalking
of the Warner properties.

The younger Mr. Ellison, son Da-
vid, spent $150 million in October
to acquire Ms. Weiss by acquiring
her news-and-opinion venture, the
Free Press. This sum amounts to
1.4% of the family’s latest bid for

The Ellison family is
getting what it paid for
when it acquired the
journalistic mouthpiece.
1

Warner Bros. It will be money well-
spent if it helps secure their prize.
The “60 Minutes” contretemps
lands as his father, Larry, has
agreed personally to backstop $40
billion of Paramount’s $108 billion
offer. It lands also as Paramount,
despite Netflix’s upper hand in the
bidding, conspicuously hasn’t
raised its own offer, an evident
measure of the family’s confidence
in the power of its Trump connec-
tions and the appeal to Warner
shareholders of a presumptively
untroubled federal review and
swift payout.

Notable & Quotable: Religion

John Halpin writing for the Lib-
eral Patriot on Substack, Dec. 24:

The values, beliefs, morals, and
attitudes of increasingly secular
Democratic elites are at odds with
many other Americans who remain
religious (mainly Christian) in some
capacity or were shaped by religion
earlier in life.

On the hot-button issue of gender
identity, for example, nearly six in
ten religiously unaffiliated voters
say that greater social acceptance of
people who are transgender (“that
is, people who identify as a gender
that is different from the sex they
were assigned at birth”) is a change

for the better versus less than one-
third of religiously affiliated voters
who feel similarly. On immigration,
the pattern is different than you
might imagine when listening to
some activists quoting the Pope:
those with low religiosity are far
more accepting of rising immigra-
tion than are those with high religi-
osity. The pattern is the same on the
basic issue of the role of govern-
ment. Those with low levels of reli-
giosity are much more supportive of
an active role for government in
providing assistance to those in
need than are those with high religi-
osity.

Then came a lucky break for Ms.
Weiss. Her last-minute spiking of
the broadcast didn’t prevent the
original “60 Minutes” report from
briefly being posted by a Canadian
affiliate, from where it landed on
YouTube and has been seen by the
world. Now she can renege on a
promise to air a revised version on
CBS. Viewers would be watching
only to compare Ms. Weiss’s
changes with the original. Who
needs it? It’s a discussion any re-
sponsible CBS management would
find worth avoiding.

Ms. Weiss is still remembered
for her horror-filled weeping when
Mr. Trump was first elected in
2016. Less than a decade later, she
finds herself saddled with a reputa-
tion for seeking to appease him
journalistically, which she will prob-
ably have to defend for the rest of
her life (not that Mr. Trump will
care a fig about her discomfiture).

Mr. Trump has said he will be
“involved” in approving any Warner
sale, but he is mercurial. Netflix’s
leaders have also been busy seeking
his favor. The states and the Euro-
peans can still raise obstacles to a
deal. Mr. Trump’s seeming extortion
of favorable coverage from media
companies could be an additional
count among many in a 2027 im-
peachment drama if Democrats re-
take the House next year.

A resolution of the Warner own-
ership struggle may not happen
soon. The possibility of a train
wreck looms. Any sale might yet
fall apart amid the Trump political
wars. If I were Warner CEO David
Zaslav, while playing out my hand,
I wouldn’t let it disturb the main
business of producing and distrib-
uting TV shows and movies. Man-
age accordingly. His company may
emerge from today’s pinball-like ex-
perience still needing a strategy to
survive and prosper on its own
amid the entertainment industry’s
streaming and artificial-intelligence
convulsions.



