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Asserting that any 
conspiracy to 
replicate Special 
Intensive Revision 

(SIR) of electoral rolls in Tamil
Nadu by the Election 
Commission (EC) will be 
defeated, Chief Minister and
ruling DMK president MK 
Stalin on Saturday said the
state had the necessary 
wherewithal to accomplish
that.  

“Whatever might be the plan
of the EC, the SIR will not 
succeed even in Bihar. As far 
as Tamil Nadu is concerned 
any attempt to impose such 
an exercise it will be thwarted 
and we have the wherewithal 
to accomplish that,” the Chief 
Minister told the media at the 
Chennai airport before leaving
for his European tour of Germany
and the United Kingdom.  

Sharing what he saw and 
observed in Bihar where he 
teamed up with Congress leader 
Rahul Gandhi, RJD leader 
Tejaswi Yadav and CPI-ML 
General Secretary Dipankar
Bhattacharya in the ongoing 

Vote Adhikar Yatra, he said 
the EC had awakened the 
people and made them aware 
of their vote. In his view, it has 
become counterproductive. 
Stalin, accompanied by his 
sister and DMK Deputy General 
Secretary Kanimozhi, MP, had 
joined the yatra, which is getting 
a massive response.  

Responding to a question 
on the recent opinion poll, 
predicting a landslide for the 
BJP if Lok Sabha elections are 
held now, Stalin was dismissive 
of that and said the DMK-led 
Secular Progressive Alliance 
(SPA), comprising the Congress, 
Left Parties, VCK, MDMK and 
Muslim Parties and the 

Tamizhaga Vazhvurimai Katchi, 
will register a resounding victory 
as in the past. The Chief Minister 
declined to comment on 
actor-turned neta Vijay’s claim 
that the 2026 assembly election 
is a direct contest between his 
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam 
(TVK) and the DMK. “No 
comment,” was his response. 
Vijay, attempting to position 
himself as the alternative and 
as the ideological heir of 
Dravidian icons, Anna and 
Periyar, has been targeting the 
DMK as the TVK’s primary 
political enemy and the BJP 
as the ideological enemy.  

On reports of new parties 
entering the DMK-led front, 

Stalin said, “Whether new 
parties are coming or not, new 
voters are coming to the DMK. 
This is the truth.” There are 
reports of the DMDK of late 
actor Vijayakanth, led by his 
wife Premalatha, as well as a 
faction of the PMK joining the 
DMK-led front. The DMDK 
teaming up with the DMK 
combine gained credence after 
Premalatha called on Stalin 
on his return from the Hospital 
a fortnight ago.  

The Chief Minister was 
dismissive of the opposition 
criticism of his foreign jaunts 
to scout for investment. All 
the MoUs entered into will 
bear fruit with some having 
set their shops already while 
others are in the final stages of 
completion, he said adding 
since he took over office in 
2021, the state had signed 922 
MoUs, attracting over Rs 10 
lakh crore ensuring employment 
opportunities for 32.81 lakh 
people. “Securing foreign 
investment by making Tamil 
Nadu a prime destination for 
investments is to achieve the 
target of making the state One 
Trillion Dollar economy by 
2030,” he said. 

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE 
Bhubaneswar, 30 August   

  
Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla 
on Saturday underlined that 
coordinated efforts between 
the Centre and States are 
essential for the empowerment 
of Scheduled Castes (SCs) and 
Scheduled Tribes (STs). 

Concluding the two-day 
National Conference of 
Chairpersons of Committees 
on the Welfare of SCs and STs 
of Parliament and State 
Legislatures here, Birla 
announced that a “Bhubaneswar 
Agenda 2025” will soon be 
framed with actionable 
recommendations for the 
government. 

The Speaker said that the 
deliberations focused on 
ideas, innovations, technology, 
and best practices being 
followed by state legislatures 
and Parliament committees. 
“All these suggestions will 
be studied,  and a 
consensus-driven Bhubaneswar 
Agenda 2025 will emerge to 
further strengthen and 
empower SCs and STs,” he 
noted. It will be a roadmap 
for an equitable and inclusive 
society by 2047, he added. 

Highlighting that every state 
faces unique challenges, Birla 
emphasized the need for 
identifying common ground. 
He pointed out that this was 
the first such conference held 
outside Delhi in 25 years. 

Education and technology 
are key drivers of future 
empowerment of SC/ST youth, 
he sadi while adding that 
recommendations of committee 
should be seen as constructive 
guidance, not as criticism 

Calling for synergy between 
central and state governments, 
the Speaker said, “Only through 
such coordinated effort can 
the true benefits of development 
and progress reach marginalized 
communities.” He also urged 
State Assemblies to constitute 
dedicated Committees on the 
Welfare of SCs and STs to 
ensure sustained attention 
and accountability. 

Birla stressed that the 
overarching goal remains the 
vision of Babasaheb 
Ambedkar—an equitable, 
just, and inclusive society. 
He expressed confidence that 
the Bhubaneswar Agenda 
2025 will serve as a guiding 
framework for future legislative 
action. 

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE 
Hyderabad, 30  August 

  
The Telangana Cabinet’s decision 
to nominate former cricketer 
Mohammad Azharuddin as 
MLC under the government’s 
quota will ensure that chief 
minister A Revanth Reddy has 
a free hand to decide on his 
own candidate for the upcoming 
bypoll for the Jubilee Hills 
constituency, deemed to be a 
prestige fight. Azharuddin, who 
lost from the same seat during 
the Assembly elections in 2023, 
had, on his own, announced 
his candidature from Jubilee 
Hills, but the chief minister 

seemed reluctant to renominate 
him once again. The Congress 
is reportedly considering fielding 
a BC candidate this time. The 
state Cabinet today decided to 
renominate Professor M 
Kodandaram as MLC, along 
with Azharuddin, under the 
governor’s quota after the 
Supreme Court struck down 
his earlier nomination. Chief 
minister Revanth Reddy had 
his way in deciding the party 
candidate for the Jubilee Hills 
constituency, which will be a 
prestige fight for the Congress 
since the party had failed to 
win a single seat in Hyderabad 
in the Assembly elections, 2023. 

The sudden death of BRS MLA 
Maganti Gopinath led to the 
bypoll, and the Congress hopes 
to win it this time with a little 
help from the AIMIM. The 
Jubilee Hills constituency includes 
upscale locations as well as 
slums with a significant 
percentage of Muslim minority 
voters. Azharuddin failed to find 
any support because of his 
absence on the ground. Although 
he made the customary rounds 
in Delhi but the High Command 
did not yield this time. 

Last time, the BRS had won 
the seat even after Congress 
fielded the former Indian skipper 
Mohd Azharuddin, as AIMIM, 

which was then aligned with 
the ruling BRS, had split the 
minority vote by fielding a 
candidate from the Muslim 
community. The Congress might 
field V Naveen Yadav as its 
candidate, since he is a familiar 
figure in the constituency and 
had come close to winning the 
seat in 2014 as an AIMIM 
candidate. In 2023, he filed his 
nomination as an independent 
candidate, but was later persuaded 
to withdraw in favour of 
Azharuddin. Instead of a straight 
fight, it is likely to be a triangular 
fight, though the large percentage 
of Muslim vote may turn out 
to be a dampener for the BJP.  

Conspiracy to replicate SIR 
in TN will be defeated: CM

Birla stresses Centre-state 
coordination for  
SC/ST empowerment

Azhar to be MLC as Cong looks for BC candidate in Jubilee Hills
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I N D I A

Impossible to ask probe team on 
Dharmasthala ‘murders’ to give 
time-bound report, says K'taka HM 
Bengaluru: Karnataka Home Minister G. Parameshwara on 
Saturday stated that it is impossible to ask the Special 
Investigation Team (SIT) to submit its report on the alleged 
Dharmasthala mass murder case within a time-bound 
framework.  Speaking to reporters in Bengaluru,  
HM Parameshwara said, "We have only asked the Special 
Investigation Team (SIT) to expedite the probe into  
the alleged Dharmasthala murder case. It is not possible to 
ask them to submit a report within a fixed timeframe."  
He added that it is currently unclear which direction  
the investigation is heading. "If the investigation is 
completed early, the report will be submitted accordingly. 
Otherwise, the SIT will continue probing the case until  
they reach a conclusion," he said. “These are not matters 
where we can demand that the investigation be completed 
in a certain manner or within a stipulated period. A  
specific timeframe cannot be given in this case,”  
HM Parameshwara emphasised. He reiterated that  
the SIT has been asked to fast-track the investigation into 
the case, but ultimately, the decisions lies with the 
investigating team.

BRIEFLY

Gang rape accused shot in leg in 
Karnataka's Belagavi 
Belagavi: Karnataka police on Saturday shot a gang 
rape accused in the leg when he tried to escape by 
attacking policemen in Belagavi district of the state. 
According to police, the incident has taken place in the 
limits of Kittur police station. Ramesh Killar, is the 
accused person who has been shot in the leg. Police 
stated that Ramesh Killar is accused in a gang rape case, 
a case of dacoity, one robbery and an arms case. Three 
Non-Bailable Warrants (NBW) were executed against the 
accused. Gathering information about the accused, the 
Kittur police team had gone to arrest Ramesh Killar at 6 
A.M. on Saturday.

TN launches `84-lakh project to
track Olive Ridley turtles  
Chennai: The Tamil Nadu government has sanctioned 
Rs 84 lakh for a two-year study to track the fine-scale 
movements of Olive Ridley turtles along the State's 
coastline, aiming to strengthen conservation measures 
and reduce turtle mortality. The initiative, running from 
2025 to 2027, will employ advanced telemetry 
technology to monitor turtle behaviour, nesting patterns, 
and their interactions with fishing activities. The move 
comes after hundreds of Olive Ridley turtles were found 
dead along the northern TN coast between December 
2024 and March 2025, many suspected to have perished 
after becoming entangled in fishing nets. According to a 
Government Order issued by Supriya Sahu, Additional 
Chief Secretary, Department of Environment, Climate 
Change and Forests, 20 Olive Ridley turtles will be fitted 
with satellite transmitters at key nesting sites, including 
the Chennai coast and the Cauvery Delta. 

TENDEROne dead in Kerala’s Kannur in suspected bomb-making incident 
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE 
Thiruvananthapuram,  
30 August 
 
One person was killed in a 
powerful explosion that took 
place at a house at Keezhara 
near Kannapuram in Kerala's 
Kannur district. 

The explosion that happened 

at around 2 am on Saturday,has  
completely destroyed the  tile- 
roofed house.  

The intensity of  the blast 
was so powerful that it shook 
the houses within the radius 
of 500  meters. The shock waves 
damaged many nearby houses, 
breaking doors and  leaving 
cracks in walls.The police suspect 

that the blast occured during 
the making  of country bombs. 
The deceased has been identified 
as  Muhammed  Asham, a 
native of Chalad in Kannur.  

His body parts were found 
scattered  across the site The 
police, the bomb squad,dog 
squad and fire and rescue team 
has reached the scene. It is not 

known whether more persons 
are trapped under the debris. 
Heavy machinery was brought 
to the site to clear the debris. 
The house,belonged to a retired 
teacher,Govindan ,was rented  
out to one Anoop Malik.He 
was earlier booked by police in 
connection with a bomb  making 
case 

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE 
Chennai, 30 August   
 
Successfully challenging the 
Censor Board denying film 
certification on the ground that 
the Andrea Jeremiah-starrer 
‘Manushi’ is anti-national and 
directing 30 cuts, the film is all 
set to hit the screens shortly. 

With Madras High Court 
giving the green nod after 
Justice N Anand Venkatesh 
had a private screening of the 
movie and exclaiming that it 
‘masterfully explores the dark 
underbelly of power’, the film 
crew is readying it for release. 
The Judge had ordered minor 
modifications as against the 
25 cuts and 12 modifications 
mandated by the CBFC. 

Claiming it as a victory for 
freedom of expression to critique 
society and the state, the film’s 
director Gopi Nainar said:  
“Manushi opens up a conversation 
in order to expand the democratic 
space and be conscious of the 
failure of the state as well as 
society in addressing the 
structures of oppression. In a 
country like India, it is not 
enough to have legislations to 
curtail casteist atrocities and 
highhandedness of the 
instruments of the state.  
What is needed is 

implementation.” 
On why the CBFC had 

perceived the film as anti-national, 
he said “They see things through 
the prism of Hindutva which 
has set a framework which is 
opposed to any violation of 
ascribed identity and transgression 
of ascribed location. It has been 
the case for over 2000 years. 
In the movie, the female lead 
attempts at a democratic 
conversation.” 

The film is produced by 
acclaimed national award 
winning filmmaker Vetrimaran 
he had approached the court 
for the second time since the 
CBFC insisted on the 37 cuts. 
The director Gopi Nainar, a 
well known Dalit activist, rose 
to fame with his first movie, 
‘Aram’ in which the lead was 
played by female superstar, 

Nayanthara. 
After watching the movie 

on August 24, along with CBFC 
officials, the Judge delivered 
the verdict on Friday. In his 
judgement, he wrote: “Manushi 
is a poignant cinematic reflection 
of how ordinary lives can be 
torn apart when systematic 
prejudices and State machinery 
collide in moments of political 
suspicion. At its heart, the film 
narrates the story of a humble 
father and his young daughter, 
who find themselves ensnared 
in a police dragnet because 
they leased part of their modest 
property to three women, later 
branded as extremists. What 
begins as a gesture of goodwill 
spirals into a nightmare, as 
layers of suspicion, ideological 
bias and caste prejudice converge 
against innocent lives.” 

Manushi  to hit the screens after 
prolonged court battle challenging 
CBFC terming it anti-national

Kerala readies 
for 26-dish 
Onam Sadhya
AGENCIES  
Thiruvananthapuram,  
30 August 
 
When Onam arrives, Kerala 
awakens not only in a riot of 
flowers and festivities but also 
in the irresistible aroma of the 
Onam Sadhya -- the grand 
vegetarian banquet spread on 
a glossy green plantain leaf.  

More than a meal, it is a 
sensory experience that binds 
heritage, flavour, and fellowship 
into one unforgettable 
celebration. 



W O R L D

Zelenskyy seeks Trump, EU talks 
on stalled Russia peace efforts
Kyiv: Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy said 
Friday that Ukrainian officials want to meet with US 
President Donald Trump and European leaders next week 
to discuss recent developments in efforts to end the 
three-year war with Russia. 

The proposed meetings appeared designed to add 
momentum to the push for peace, as Zelenskyy expressed 
frustration with what he called Russia’s lack of constructive 
engagement in the process while it continues to launch 
devastating aerial attacks on civilian areas. 

Trump has bristled at Russian leader Vladimir Putin’s 
stalling on an US proposal for direct peace talks with 
Zelenskyy, and said a week ago he expected to decide on 
next steps in two weeks if direct talks aren’t scheduled. 

Trump complained last month that Putin “ talks nice and 
then he bombs everybody.” But he has also chided Ukraine 
for its attacks. 

At an emergency meeting of the U.N. Security Council on 
Friday, the United States warned Russia to move toward 
peace and meet with Ukraine or face possible sanctions. 

Turkey shuts airspace, restricts 
trade with Israel over Gaza war 
Istanbul: Turkey announced Friday it was closing its 
airspace to Israeli government planes and any cargo of arms 
for the Israeli military while closing its ports to maritime 
trade between third countries and Israel. 

The announcement by Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan 
came on top of a ban on direct trade between Turkey and 
Israel announced in May of 2024. 

“We have completely cut off our trade with Israel. We have 
closed our ports to Israeli ships,” Fidan told a special 
parliamentary debate on Gaza in Ankara. “We do not allow 
container ships carrying weapons and ammunition to Israel 
to enter our ports, nor do we allow aircraft to enter our 
airspace.” 

Ankara has been a harsh critic of Israeli attacks on Gaza, 
with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan repeatedly referring 
to Israel’s actions as genocide and likening Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu to Hitler. 

 

WHO warns of worsening cholera 
outbreaks, urges swift action 

Geneva: The World Health 
Organisation (WHO) has 
reported that cholera outbreaks, 
driven by conflict and poverty, 
are worsening across multiple 
countries and pose a significant 
global public health challenge.  

The latest Disease Outbreak 
News said that 409,000 cholera 
cases and 4,738 deaths were 
reported across 31 countries 
between 1 January and 17 

August 2025, with six countries reporting case fatality rate 
exceeding 1 per cent. 

According to the data, the Eastern Mediterranean Region 
registered the highest number of cases, while the African 
Region reported the most deaths. 

The report warns that conflict, mass displacement, 
natural disasters, and climate change are driving the spread 
of cholera, particularly in rural and flood-affected areas 
with weak infrastructure and limited healthcare access. 

BRIEFLY

Leisure

AGENCIES 
Jakarta, 30 August 
 

An angry mob set fire 
to a local parliament 
building in an 
I n d o n e s i a n 

provincial capital, leaving at 
least three people dead and 
five others hospitalised, officials 
said.

The blaze in Makassar, the 
capital city of South Sulawesi 
province, began late Friday. 
Television reports showed 
the provincial council building 
ablaze overnight, causing the 
area to turn an eerie orange 
color. 

Rescuers retrieved three 
bodies by Saturday morning, 
while f ive people were 
hospitalized with burns or 
with broken bones after 
jumping from the building, 
said Fadli Tahar, a local disaster 
official. 

Protesters in West Java’s 
Bandung city also set a regional 

parliament ablaze on Friday, 
but no casualties were reported. 
In Surabaya, Indonesia’s 
second-largest city, protesters 
stormed the regional police 
headquarters after destroying 
fences and torching vehicles. 
Security forces fired tear gas 
and used water cannons, but 

demonstrators fought back 
with fireworks and wooden 
clubs. 

Foreign embassies in Jakarta, 
including the US, Australia 
and Southeast Asian countries, 
have advised their citizens 
in Indonesia to avoid 
demonstration areas or large 

public gatherings. 
Calm largely returned to 

Indonesia ‘s capital on Saturday 
as authorities cleaned up 
burned-out cars, police offices 
and bus shelters that were 
set ablaze by angry protesters. 

Five days of protests began 
in Jakarta on Monday, sparked 
by reports that all 580 lawmakers 
receive a monthly housing 
allowance of 50 million rupiah 
($3,075) in addition to their 
salaries.  The allowance, 
introduced last year, is almost 
10 times the Jakarta minimum 
wage. 

Critics argue the new 
allowance is not only excessive 
but also insensitive at a time 
when most people are grappling 
with soaring living costs and 
taxes and rising unemployment. 

The protests grew wider 
and more violent following 
the death of 21-year- old 
ride-hailing driver Affan 
Kurniawan. A video on social 
media apparently showing 

his death during a rally in 
the capital Jakarta on Thursday 
shocked the nation and spurred 
an outcry against the security 
forces. 

Kurniawan was reportedly 
completing a food delivery 
order when he was caught in 
the clash. Witnesses told local 
television that the armored 
car from the National Police’s 
Mobile Brigade unit suddenly 
sped through the crowd of 
demonstrators and hit 
Kurniawan, causing him to 
fall. Instead of stopping, the 
car ran over him. 

On Saturday, hundreds of 
ride-hailing drivers and students 
in Bali staged a solidarity 
demonstration over Kurniawan’s 
death in a rare protest on the 
tourist island. They called for 
police reform and the release 
of those arrested during the 
protests. 

Protesters marched to Bali’s 
regional police headquarters 
and riot police fired rounds 

of tear gas at them to push 
back those who tried to reach 
the heavily guarded compound. 
Protesters responded by 
throwing rocks, bottles and 
flares. 

Clashes between riot police 
and protesters erupted in 
multiple cities across Indonesia 
on Friday, including in Medan, 
Solo, Yogyakarta, Magelang, 
Malang, Bengkulu, Pekanbaru 
and Manokwari in easternmost 
Papua region. 

Some 950 people were 
arrested in rallies in Jakarta 
alone by Thursday, according 
to the National Commission 
on Human Rights, or Komnas 
HAM. 

Authorities said about 25 
officers were hospitalised 
with serious injuries after 
being attacked by protesters 
in Jakarta. The Komnas HAM 
believed that the number of 
injured people on the 
community side is much 
bigger.

AGENCIES 
Jerusalem, 30 August 
 
Israel will soon slow or halt 
humanitarian aid into parts 
of northern Gaza as it expands 
its offensive attempting to 
cripple Hamas, an official 
said on Saturday. 

The official who spoke on 
condition of anonymity, told 
agencies that Israel will stop 
airdrops over Gaza City in 
the coming days and reduce 
the arrival of aid trucks into 
the northern part of the strip 
as it prepares to evacuate 
hundreds of thousands of 
residents south. 

Israel on Friday declared 
Gaza City a combat zone, 
calling it a Hamas stronghold 
and alleging that a network 
of tunnels remains in use 
despite several previous 
large-scale raids on the area 
throughout the nearly 
23-month-long war. 

The shift comes weeks 
after Israel first announced 
plans to widen its offensive 
in the city, where hundreds 

of thousands are sheltering 
while enduring famine. In 
recent days, the military has 
ramped up strikes on the 
city’s outskirts. Agencies 
video footage overnight Friday 
showed several large explosions 
across Gaza. 

The military’s announcement 
to resume fighting came as 
the death toll in Gaza rose to 
more than 63,000 people. 
On Saturday, four people 
were killed by Israeli gunfire 
while trying to get aid in 
central Gaza, according to 
health officials at Awda 
hospital, were the bodies 
were brought. It was unclear 
when the pause in aid would 
begin and when the airdrops 
would fully stop. By Saturday 
there had been no airdrops 
for several days across Gaza, 
a break from the almost daily 
drops for the past few weeks. 

Israel’s army didn’t respond 
to a request for comment 
about the airdrops or how it 
would provide aid to 
Palestinians as Israel ramped 
up its offensive.

Israel to cut humanitarian 
aid to northern Gaza  
as it expands offensive 

Indonesia: Protesters burn legislature, 2 dead

Protesters walk by as the local parliament building is engulfed 
in flames during a protest following the death of a delivery 
rider in clashes between riot police and students protesting 
against lawmakers� allowances in Makassar, South Sulawesi, 
Indonesia, on Friday. AGENCIES 

ASHOK TUTEJA 
Taipei, 30 August 
 
Taiwan has expressed its 
serious concern over China’s 
plan to hold a “Victory Day” 
parade in Beijing next week 
and has appealed to all nations 
to refrain from attending such 
events in the greater interest 
of peace in the Taiwan Strait. 

“China is organising a 
large-scale military parade in 
September. These kinds of 
parades heighten tension in 
the region. We are appealing 
to all countries that have been 
invited to reconsider any 
decision to attend it,” Mainland 
Affairs Council (MAC) Deputy 

Minister Shen Yu-chung told 
visiting journalists from 
Indo-Pacific nations. 

He said China invariably 
makes it a point to use such 
events to demonstrate its 
military power to its immediate 
neighbours.” They (China) 

have the ability to annex 
Taiwan. But we are also 
strengthening our defence 
forces and have been steadily 
increasing our defence budget,” 
he added. 

The Taiwanese minister’s 
statement came in the wake 

of reports that Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, Iranian President 
Masoud Pezeshkian, Pakistan 
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif 
and several other leaders would 
attend the September parade, 
marking the end of World War 
Two after Japan’s formal 
surrender. 

Mr Shen said major world 
powers and democratic countries 
should issue a stern warning 
to China that there would be 
economic sanctions against 
it if it were to use force against 
Taiwan. China must be made 
to pay a heavy price if it were 
to threaten or use force against 
Taiwan or its other neighours, 
he added.

Taiwan opposes China’s ‘Victory Day’ parade
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US appeals court rules Trump tariffs illegal 
AGENCIES 
Washington, 30 August 
 
A federal appeals court ruled 
Friday that US President 
Donald Trump had no legal 
right to impose sweeping 
tariffs on almost every country 
on earth but left in place for 
now his effort to build a 
protectionist wall around the 
American economy. 

The ruling from the US 
Court of Appeals for the 
Federal Circuit found Trump 
overstepped his authority 
under an emergency powers 
law, a major legal blow that 
largely upheld a May decision 
by a specialised federal trade 
court in New York. 

“It seems unlikely that 
Congress intended to grant 

the President unlimited 
authority to impose tariffs,” 
the judges wrote in a 7-4 
ruling. 

But they did not strike 
down the tariffs immediately, 
allowing his administration 
until mid-October to appeal 

to the Supreme Court. 
The president vowed to 

do just that. “If allowed to 
stand, this Decision would 
literally destroy the United 
States of America,” Trump 
wrote on his social media 
platform. 

White House spokesman 
Kush Desai said Trump had 
acted lawfully, and “we look 
forward to ultimate victory 
on this matter.” 

An attorney for small 
businesses affected by the 
tariffs, meanwhile, said the 
ruling shows Trump doesn’t 
have unlimited power to 
impose tariffs on his own.  

“This decision protects 
American businesses and 
consumers from the uncertainty 
and harm caused by these 
unlawful tariffs,” said Jeffrey 
Schwab, director of litigation 
at the Liberty Justice Centre. 

Still, it remains unclear 
whether businesses will see 
any effects from the decision, 
said National Foreign Trade 
Council President Jake Colvin. 
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Over the past weeks,
Rahul Gandhi has alleged
large-scale manipulation
of voter lists and patterns,
pointing to Mahadevapura
in Bengaluru as a case
study;  the Election
Commission has demand-
ed a formal declaration,
shifting the burden on the
accuser. That’s a move
that is designed to shield
the game-riggers. And in a
move aimed at chilling
protest, opposition leaders were briefly detained
during a march to the Commission in Delhi on
August 11. These are not stray incidents. They land
on a terrain poisoned decades ago — an ideol-
ogy that insists dissenters and “outsiders”
survive here only on fragile sufferance, exposed
to rejection at any moment, treated not as cit-
izens but as tenants on probation.

I say this because MS Golwalkar, the RSS’s key
ideologue, wrote the exclusion into doctrine
itself. In his 1939 book We or Our Nationhood
Defined, he decreed that “foreign races in
Hindusthan must either adopt the Hindu culture
and language, must learn to respect and hold
in reverence Hindu religion, must entertain no
idea but those of the glorification of the Hindu
race and culture, or may stay in the country,
wholly subordinated to the Hindu nation, claim-
ing nothing, deserving no privileges, far less any
preferential treatment not even citizen’s rights”. 

This is not theory — it is humiliation
scripted into the very idea of nationhood 
He went so far as to hold up Nazi Germany as a
teacher, praising its “purging” of Jews as an act
of “race pride”: “To keep up the purity of the race
and its culture, Germany shocked the world by
purging the country of the Semitic race, the Jews.
Race pride at its highest has been manifested
here. Germany has also shown how well-nigh
impossible it is for races and cultures, having dif-
ferences going to the root, to be assimilated into
one united whole, a good lesson for us in
Hindusthan to learn and profit by”. 

This isn’t cultural pride; it is a cold architec-
ture of exclusion, a blueprint for abandonment
and subjugation. His doctrine exposes all Indians
who practice ‘a foreign faith’ to a brutal ultima-
tum: merge into the “national race” or exist at
its mercy, fragile, unwanted, and always at risk
of erasure.

Crucially, Golwalkar’s admiration for Nazi
Germany went beyond race — it stretched into
the realm of rule itself. He derided democracy
as a Western weakness and praised dictatorship
to enforce uniformity and suppress dissent, pre-
cisely the logic of Mussolini and Hitler. The RSS
absorbed that poison structurally: A rigid hier-
archy with the Sarsanghchalak wield-

ing “absolute
authority,”  cadre
dril led to obey
without question,
and an avowed
leader-principle mir-
roring Hitler’s
F ü h r e r p r i n z i p
(Supreme Leader). 

This is where “only
we should rule” stops
sounding like rhetoric
and hardens into an
operating procedure

- a manual for domination.
What was once a chilling dream
of domination now reads as
cold instruction: silence dissent, erase plural-
ism, replace democracy with submission.

Hindutva thinkers have consistently
endorsed an anti-democratic order. Historian
Marzia Casolari in In the Shadow of the
Swastika, exposes what they admired most:
the militarisation of society and the suffoca-
tion of dissent. 

To them, the anti-democratic system was not
a warning but a promise, a seductive alterna-
tive to democracy. She notes the chilling par-
allels with European fascism: Secretive oper-
ations, rigid hierarchies, and the demand for
unwavering loyalty. It is a portrait not of
strength but of obsession, intimida-
tion and control.

Casolari goes further: by 1938, Nazi
Germany had become the chief point
of reference for the Hindu
Mahasabha, under Savarkar’s 
presidency. Germany’s rabid racial
policies were studied as a “model” 
for solving India’s so-called ‘Muslim
problem’. What followed was an
organisation steeped in secrecy and
blind obedience to a supreme
leader. In this frame, the bending of
institutions is not a slip or excess —
it is the method, coldly calculated
and merciless. And this is the figure
arendra Modi calls his inspiration.
In his 2008 book
Jyotipunj, Modi dedicat-
ed the longest chapter to
Golwalkar — “Pujniya
Shri Guruji”, as he rever-
ently addresses him.
Time and again, Modi
has praised Golwalkar’s
“values” and claimed his
“legacy” guides his
service to the nation. 

The history of RSS reveals one
interesting aspect. It has always
been surrounded by challenges
since its inception, and they
have been both the cause and
effect of its moral and physical
strength. Dr Hedgewar founded
it in 1925 with a sole vision to
uplift the nation from the mis-
eries of ideas, an unevolved
national character, fractured
social life, and above all, the
state of amnesia of its own glo-
rious life in its thousands of years
of history. This is known as a task
of nation-building. Dr Hedgewar made it a
futuristic movement. This is a reason there has
not been any moment in its 100-year history
to take pause to feel it has accomplished its
task. RSS visualises India as a nation based on
organic civilisational ideas and legacies and
believes India has a world mission, re-human-
ising humanity to achieve an ideal of the world
as family, which is expressed as “Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam”

Mohan Bhagwat, in his Vigyan Bhawan
speech, unfolded this futuristic agenda of RSS
to reach out to people of the world and present
RSS as an imitable example before them. This
is an indication that cultural nationalism, as
explained by him, is not at all envious and
doesn’t cause binary either inside or outside
India. The series of lectures had twin purpos-
es. First, it was intended not to celebrate but
to present before the nation a social audit of
its hundred years. 

He aptly said that the biggest voluntary
organisation in the world, RSS, has faced
unbridled criticisms. He cautioned the critics
that their criticisms were like corrupted coins
that lose their monetary value. Seventy-five
years ago, a senior Congressman , A G Kher,
local self minister in the United Provinces, in
his article, “Admit RSS in Congress fold”,
in the English daily Mahratta on 18
November 1949, said, “repeating
the same allegations again and
again against the RSS does not serve
any purpose.”

The criticisms against it by left lib-
erals and Nehruvians were not
without motive. They were mental-
ly hegemonised by the West and
subordinated themselves to their
ideas. For them, any quest for orig-
inality means feuds, confrontations,
rigorous intellectualism, and
activism. They realised its futility for
their mental and physical com-
forts. RSS negated it. It
made its mission to
explore its philosophy,
cultural ethos, pro-

gressive ideas in its thou-
sands of years India’s history
and to remake the nation on
its own foundation. In brief, it
is a revivalist quest for redefin-
ing “who are we?” It was the
longest way to regain our
identity, but the only way, 
so for the RSS, it was the
shortest way. This gave it the
stamina to bear unfounded
criticisms and unwarranted
repression. Bhagawat remind-
ed the historical events in 
the life history of the RSS in

these terms. In fact, ideological adversaries
who controlled the state power made arduous
efforts to declare the RSS as a legitimate entity
that was against secular democracy and the
idea of India. Bhagawat was right, the RSS
crossed that stage, and now it is being heard
both in India and outside with an emotional
bond with it, expectations from it, and also
curiosity about it. 

No leader, whether social or political organ-
isation, had ever spoken before the people and
addressed all types of critiques about himself
and his organisation. They enjoy super celebri-
ty status. RSS presents an exceptional example.
Bhagawat explained it, “I am at the disposal
of the organisation. Even at the age of 80, the
Sangh can ask me to run a shake, and even a
Swyamsevak at the age of 35 can be asked to
sit in the office.” 

It is not a simple statement. It carries the basic
characteristic of the Sangh, where individual-
ism has no place. The hierarchies in the organ-
isation are based on not position or power but
responsibilities and ethics. It is difficult to realise,
he said, “unless you come to see the real hap-
penings inside the organisation.” This shows
with millions of swyamsevaks, RSS still carries
the ambition to expand to those who could not
reach its basket. It is not a numerical target.

In his speech, he articulated RSS’s perspec-
tives on the great social transformation.
The most important among them, he
argued, was to create a new con-
sciousness of casteless and classless
feelings among the people. 

Therefore, expansion means cre-
ating a new wave. Marx preached
struggle to end Inequality. RSS
addresses the problem by creating
social sensitivity. That is a reason

he appealed to the people to
take their children to

localities where
the poor live

and see their
miseries.

100 Years of Chequered History

RSS, born in 1925, will turn centenarian next month. It has been a roller-coaster ride for this apolitical
organisation—from facing bans and leaders behind bars to being embroiled in controversies to emerging as a
premier social organisation. RSS has seen it all but remains steadfast in its commitment to nation-building

RSS

M S Golwalkar

1940–1973

Madhukar 

Dattatraya Deoras

1973–1994

1925 - RSS IS BORN

1930 - EARLY GROWTH
Expansion in Maharashtra and parts of Central India.
Emphasis on character-building, discipline, and Hindu

identity.
Developed Sanghchalaks (leaders) system to guide local

units.
1940 - WORLD WAR II & QUIT INDIA MOVEMENT: 

RSS initially supported British during WWII to
oppose Axis powers, later aligned with Indian
nationalist sentiments.
1942-1947: Played humanitarian roles during
riots and refugee crises amid Partition.

1947-48: RSS members were accused of
involvement in Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination;

the organisation was briefly banned but reinstated
after government inquiries.

1950 - CONSOLIDATION AND SOCIAL OUTREACH
Moved focus to nation-building and social service.

Expanded shakhas across India.
 Began fostering allied organizations which later formed

the Sangh Parivar, a family of socio-political and cultural
groups (like VHP, ABVP).

1960 - EXPANSION AND POLITICAL INFLUENCE
 Began active engagement in cultural and educational

initiatives.
 Played behind-the-scenes roles in shaping discourse on

Hindu identity and national integration.

1970 - EMERGENCY ERA
 RSS opposed Indira Gandhi’s Emergency (1975-77); many

activists jailed.
 Strengthened ties with political entities, notably the

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which emerged from
earlier Jana Sangh roots.

1980 - POLITICAL PRESENCE
 Influenced the rise of BJP as a national political party.

 Involved indirectly in Ayodhya movement, promoting
Ram Janmabhoomi campaign, which became a significant
socio-political issue.

 Expanded youth and student wings, such as ABVP (Akhil
Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad), to cultivate leadership.

1990 - NATIONAL VISIBILITY: Consolidated influence
through sangh-affiliated organisations, including trade,
educational, and religious institutions.

2000 - SOCIAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL ENGAGEMENT:

Promoted Swadeshi culture, youth training, and Hindu
societal values.

2010 - POLITICAL ALIGNMENT AND EXPANSION: RSS
influence became more visible in national policy through
BJP governments (2014 onwards).

2020 - CENTENNIAL ERA: Maintains influence through Sangh
Parivar organisations in education, health & politics.

RAKESH SINHA
Former MP, Rajya Sabha 
and RSS ideologue

PAWAN KHERA
Chairman, Media and Publicity
Department, AICC; Member,
Congress Working Committee 

RSS: The torchbearer of
cultural nationalism 

CONTINUED 
ON >>>> PII

Chronology of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh

How Hindutva’s founders learned from Hitler & MussoliniRSS has endured enough but is as committed to its goal of national service as ever
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RSS and the Long
Shadow of ‘Vote Chori’



RACHNA TIWARI

The Indian fashion industry, always a
vibrant tapestry of tradition and moder-
nity, is currently witnessing a fascinating
evolution. While “big sizes” and “sustain-
ability” have undeniably emerged as sig-
nificant growth areas, with brands like
DressBerry Curve, Sassafras Curve, and
Kalki Fashion leading the charge in
inclusive sizing, and sustainable pioneers
like Doodlage, No Nasties, and The
Summer House championing eco-con-
scious practices, a deeper dive reveals an
exciting array of new niches that are
redefining how we dress and consume. 

For aspiring fashion entrepreneurs,
this is a golden age of opportunity. The
discerning Indian consumer is no longer
a monolith; they seek individuality,
purpose, and convenience, driving
demand for specialised offerings. 
Here are some of the most promising
new avenues:

Adaptive Clothing: Fashion for
Every Body and Ability
This is a niche born of necessity and
evolving into a powerful statement of
inclusivity. Adaptive clothing, designed
for individuals with disabilities, chronic
conditions, or specific mobility needs, is
gaining traction. Imagine garments with
magnetic closures instead of buttons,
seated-friendly cuts for wheelchair users,
or sensory-friendly fabrics. In India,
brands like Haxor are at the forefront,
offering stylish and functional adaptive
wear, recognising that fashion should be
accessible to all. This segment is not just
about utility; it’s about dignity, comfort,
and the right to self-expression.

Modest Fashion: Style with
Substance
With a significant population that values
modesty in dressing, this niche is far
more than just conservative wear.
Modest fashion in India blends contem-
porary trends with cultural and religious
sensitivities, offering elegant, sophisticat-
ed, and comfortable options. Brands like
Niswa Fashion, The Hijab Company,
and Mushkiya are skilfully crafting collec-
tions that appeal to a wide demograph-
ic seeking coverage without compromis-
ing on style. This segment demonstrates
a strong understanding of cultural
nuances and the desire for chic yet
respectful attire.

Gender-Neutral/Androgynous
Fashion: Beyond the Binary
The lines are blurring, and fashion is
reflecting this shift. Gender-neutral or
androgynous clothing is about creating
pieces that can be worn and embraced

by anyone, regardless of their gender
identity. It challenges traditional sarto-
rial norms, focusing on silhouette,
comfort, and expression rather than pre-
scribed gender roles. While still nascent,
Indian labels like Two Point Two Studio
Limited, HUEMN, and The Pot Plant are
carving out a space with their fluid
designs, appealing to a generation that
champions individuality and self-defin-
ition. This niche is a powerful testament
to fashion’s role in social progress.

Fashion Rental Services: The
Circular Economy Takes Root
The “rent, don’t own” philosophy is
gaining serious momentum, especially
for occasion wear. With the rising aware-
ness of fast fashion’s environmental
impact and the desire for variety without
the commitment of purchase, fashion
rental services are thriving. Platforms like
Flyrobe and Stage3 offer a vast array of
designer wear and trending outfits for
everything from weddings to parties,
making luxury and variety accessible.
This model not only promotes sustain-
ability by extending the lifecycle of gar-
ments but also caters to the desire for
fresh looks without the hefty price tag.

Hyper-Personalised and
Bespoke Fashion
In an era of mass production, the desire
for something truly unique is growing.
Beyond simple customisation, hyper-
personalised fashion leverages technol-
ogy and skilled craftsmanship to create
garments tailored to an individual’s
precise measurements, preferences,
and even personality. Think virtual try-
ons, AI-driven design suggestions, and
direct-to-designer collaboration. While
traditionally a luxury segment, the inte-
gration of technology is making person-
alised experiences more accessible.
CloudTailor, for instance, is making
waves in online tailoring and person-
alised fashion, demonstrating the poten-
tial  for this niche to scale.  
The Indian fashion industry is dynamic
and ever-evolving. 

These emerging niches are not just
fleeting trends; they represent funda-
mental shifts in consumer values and
offer immense potential for innovative
entrepreneurs. By understanding these
currents and embracing creativity,
we can continue to weave a truly
diverse and prosperous future for Indian
fashion. The thread of opportunity is
strong – it’s time to pick up the needle
and start stitching.

(The writer is an entrepreneur with expertise in HR.
An innovator, she has contributed significantly to

start-up ecosystem development and e-commerce
platform management)
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“CULTURE IS THE ARTS ELEVATED
TO A SET OF BELIEFS”

— THOMAS WOLFE

FROM AGENDA COVER
RSS: The torchbearer of
cultural nationalism 
RSS treats society as a laboratory to achieve an
egalitarian social order. His speech represent-
ed RSS’s vision of an inclusive society and holis-
tic development. RSS had crossed various phases
of national life. 

During the lifetime of Dr Hedgewar, it con-
tributed more than its capacity in anti-colonial
struggle and faced repression, ban on drill, arrest
and martyrdom of its volunteers, and the ban on
the organisation, its training camps. Golwalkar
faced the attacks of ideological adversaries con-
trolling the state. He was arrested and abused.
Then the task of the RSS was to give maximum
assistance to protect Hindus who were victims
of the partition. Thirty-three years (1940-73), he
stood like a Himalaya before the state power and
its patronised intellectuals. His successor, Bala
saheb Deoras, faced no less suppression than the
past. More than lakhs of swyamsevaks were put
into jail. He himself spent 19 months in jail.

During his time, RSS initiated social actions,
and now its impact is more than visible. When
Bhagawat became sarsanghachalak, the Indian
state made its last attempt to cut it into size .
Never before have such attempts been made. It
was linked with terrorism and compared with
Islamic terrorist organisations. The ruling elites
failed to reconcile that Bhagawat’s RSS was not
the RSS of the 1940s. The narrative of Saffron ter-

rorism was an effort to defame the organisation
all over the world. It failed. Nevertheless, none
of the RSS Sarsanghachalak, Hedgewar,
Golwalkar, Deoras, or Mohan Bhagwat spoke a
single jealous, bitter, revengeful word against
their adversaries. Rather, they emphasised to all
of them. 

It is another exceptional instance in the
history of the world’s social and political move-
ment. Bhagawat’s speech was an endorsement
of an open society, fraternity, and harmonious
social order, and unfailing democratic dia-
logues. His speech was a decolonised speech and
ended with a call and determination of a new
horizon of world mission. He propounded a new
vision of unity of opposites. As a great social
democrat, he spoke with optimism as well as
with firmness. It was an expression of the
organic will of the RSS that we will work both
in summer and winter, in the forest and the
metropolis, with the same mission and vigour,
with our own progressively evolved capacity to
minimise their impact, and will continue till civil-
isation exists.

RSS And The Long
Shadow of ‘Vote Chori’
But what is being praised here? Men who
openly admired Hitler, borrowed freely from Nazi
ideology and sketched a blueprint of submission.
To elevate such figures is not homage, it is a

betrayal of democratic India’s soul.
That betrayal of India’s pluralist promise

showed itself early. The RSS elevated the saffron
flag above the Tricolour, mocking the symbol of
unity the freedom movement had chosen.
Golwalkar sneered in Bunch of Thoughts: “Our
leaders have set up a new flag for our country.
Why did they do so? It is just a case of drifting
and imitating….Then, had we no flag of our
own?” RSS founder Hedgewar went further. In
his circular on January 26, 1930, as the nation
saluted the Tricolour, he ordered shakhas to bow
to saffron — “the true guru and god of the Hindu
nation”. In that act, the organisation revealed
contempt for the nation’s chosen emblem of
unity, placing allegiance to saffron above service
to all its people

When the country rose for Quit India in 1942,
Golwalkar later admitted, “Sangh decided not to
do anything”. To him, the largest mass mobili-
sation for freedom was “reactionary”, a distrac-
tion from the priority of indoctrination. While our
forefathers were braving prison, exile and the
bullet for self-rule, the Sangh stood aside — loudly
telegraphing that its loyalty lay not with the
nation’s struggle but with its own project 
of control.

Savarkar had by then supplied the blunt
majoritarian creed to match this one-party
hunger. In 1938, he declared, “A Nation is
formed by the majority living therein. What did
the Jews do in Germany? They being in a minor-
ity were driven out from Germany.” Two years

later, he praised authoritarian “tonics”: “Who are
we to dictate to Germany, Japan or Russia or Italy
to choose a particular form of policy of govern-
ment simply because we woo it out of academ-
ic attraction? Surely Hitler knows better than
Pandit Nehru does what suits Germany best. The
very fact that Germany or Italy has so wonder-
fully recovered and grown so powerful as never
before at the touch of Nazi or Fascist magical
wand is enough to prove that those political
“isms” were the most congenial tonics their
health demanded.” Minorities, he argued else-
where, “must live here as the subordinate allies
of the Hindus.” An idea presented as inclusion,
with inclusion already defined by its limit:
never as equals.

Stripped to its core, the ideology sanctifies a
hierarchy: The majority rules unchallenged,
dissent is treachery, and institutions exist to ratify
the will of the chosen. That is why today’s alle-
gations of padded, pruned and tilted voter rolls
feel less like scandal than continuity. It is the
same logic at work: Seize the referee, control the
field, tilt the game. The Election Commission’s
combative replies to Mr Rahul Gandhi are thus
the ideology made visible, an umpire re-trained
to play for one side.

How does an ideology like this travel from text
to power? By training obedience early and organ-
ising for capture. BS Moonje, mentor to
Hedgewar, toured Mussolini’s youth brigades in
1931 and wrote admiringly: “Mussolini saw the
essential weakness of his country and conceived

the idea of the Balilla organisation for the mili-
tary regeneration of Italy. India, and particular-
ly Hindu India, needs some such institution for
the military regeneration of the Hindus”. 

The RSS answered that call with its shakha as
a unit of drills, salutes, uniforms and baudhik ses-
sions, binding boys into a brotherhood that
pledged lifelong allegiance “with whole body,
heart, and money.” Around the saffron flag —
“true guru” — they rehearsed blind obedience
and hierarchy. It was the Indian mirror of Hitler
Youth: Indoctrination as muscle memory.

So when I say “vote chori” it carries a 
genealogy, I’m recognising a pattern.

Indoctrination plus hierarchy: That is the
formula for domination. ‘Vote chori’ is not just
theft — it is the symptom of a ruthless project:
The hunger to be the only ruling force by decid-
ing who matters and who can be erased as if their
voices never existed. A movement that spurned
the Tricolour and boycotted freedom’s call now
parades itself as the sole claimant to rule. It is
revolting, carrying with it a stench of betrayal that
makes democracy itself gag. Mr Gandhi’s argu-
ment is already in public record: An exclusion-
ary idea of the nation breeds an exclusionary
practice of power. And in our present, the bat-
tlefield has shifted from the parade ground to
the electoral roll, the polling booth, the role of
the umpire. That is why India must insist —
calmly, firmly, without flinching  — on transpar-
ent rolls, open processes, and institutions of
courage to withstand pressure.

The Weaving Threads
The discerning Indian consumer seeks individuality, and
convenience, driving demand for specialised offerings

SOMEN SENGUPTA

A film with strong political message
often earns ruler’s wrath but 50 years
ago the film Aandhi directed  by Gulzar
released on 14th February 1975 with a
storyline of an emotionally devastated
female politician was banned after 22
weeks of it’s successful running by a
Government only on the basis of a base-
less surmise that it has directly por-
trayed the Prime Minister of the
country.    

Gulzar the exceptional poet, lyricist
and film maker had his cultural orien-
tation in a school of cinema and liter-
ature which was dominated by Bengal
and Bengalis. He had his initial grown
up days in Bombay under the shadow
of Bimal Roy, Rishikesh Mukherjee, SD
Burman, Hemant Kumar, Asit Sen,
Kishore Kumar  and Sachin Bhowmik .
He befriended with RD Burman and
Rakhi Biswas who later became part of
his life. All these Bengal connections
dragged him closer to Bengali cinema
and he from early 1950s he was
engrossed with the magic spell of
Suchitra Sen the prima donna of
Bengal’s silver screen. Gulzar always
nursed a dream in his heart to work
with Sen and once he rushed to her
Calcutta home to read a script.
Sadly Gulzar did not like Suchitra’s
dominating attitude in script
reading session and left Calcutta
by aborting the project.

Years later Gulzar again
approached Suchitra and this
time with an exceptional story
never seen before on Indian silver
screen. Gulzar wrote the story line
and famous Hindi author
Kamaleshwar developed the same
into a script with additional dia-
logues added by Gulzar himself.
This time Suchitra was excited to work
with Gulzar and  Sanjiv Kumar was
eying to work with Suchitra Sen.    

The story of Aandhi was exception-
al. It talks about the pain and internal
conflict of a lady politician whose life
is challenged between domestic course
and political career. 

This is surprising that by early 1970s
India had a lady Prime Minister ruling
the country with extra ordinary dom-
inance and iron grip since 1966. Even
before states like UP and Orissa had
lady chief ministers viz Sucheta Kripalini
and Nandini Sathpathy respectively.
India had Vijay Laxmi Pandit as one of
her top diplomat serving in US and
Russia. 

It had Padmaja Naidu as Governor of
Bengal. Still no one ever thought to
capture the emotional tumult of a
lady politician in public life. 

Story of the film shown how a daugh-
ter of an ambitious politician indulged
herself in the game of power by sacri-
ficing her happy family leaving behind
his ordinary husband whom she
married against the wish of her pow-
erful politician father. The film shown
her in an unusual act of smoking and
boozing in private something unthink-
able for a lady politician in the decade
of 1970’s India. In film she accidental-
ly met her husband and broken emo-
tionally. She repents of losing a normal
life of housewife but regains enough
strength to go back to the corridor of
power. Needless to say that one who
knows the personal and political life of
Indira will find enough reasons to
watch the movie vividly for so much of
similarities with screen and real life. 

Plus in the film the character played
by Suchitra was shaped up almost near
resemblance of Indira of that time. Her
partial white hairlines, big dark glasses,
full sleeves blouse and few more phys-
ical signatures were injected in
Suchitra’s screen appearance.    

Above all the movie hit the theatre
in such a time when India was slowly

coming out of Indira
Gandhi’s over rated larger
than life image and  many
conducts of her son and
herself were slowly ensur-
ing her impending decline.

Aandhi won a rave
reviews in most of the film
journals and newspapers.
The Times of India on 16th
February 1975 wrote :

Arti played by Suchitra
Sen had faint smile, the
quizzical look, the confi-
dent air, the high pressure
reticence, the tightly veiled
sadness, something that could be said
about Indira Gandhi.   

Needless to say people started
finding Indira in Aarti. In south India the
film was campaigned  with a punch line
that reads “Watch your Prime Minister
on Screen”. The film rocked both the
box office and political circuit of that
time. It was return of Suchitra Sen to
Hindi cinema after Mamta a big hit she
delivered in 1966. This was enough to
create a buzz in Bombay. Secondly
Gulzar exploited best outdoor locations
of Kashmir in this film. 

He shot a songs in the archaeologi-
cal ruins of Martand Sun temple of
Anantanag a location largely unseen
and unexplored in Hindi cinema. The
film has only one female character and
that was the central one. Rahul Dev
Burman scored one of his career best
tune for the film and recorded three
immortal duet songs of Kishore Kumar
and Lata Mangeshkar all picturized in
breath taking panoramic valley and
Mughal gardens of Kashmir with the
background of snow-capped moun-
tains. The songs of “Aandhi” are still one
of the top downloaded songs in inter-
net. From 1974 onwards the law of India
was slowly becoming law of Sanjay
Gandhi the unofficial powerhouse of
India Gandhi’s eco system. With the
imposition of emergency in June 1975

Sanjay’s extra constitutional conducts
started crossing all democratic
decorum and he simply over grown
beyond the control of his mother who
as her biographer Kathrine Frank
started fearing him for all kind of
abuses. Hindi cinema became a soft
target of Sanjay’s brutal aggression of
running a system.  From banning
Kishore Kumar from All India Radio to
burning the reels of  the movie “ Kissa
Kursi Ka “directed by Amrit Nahata.
Indira too was not known for her
kindness towards anyone who dared
to mock her in any artistic form. 

Many cartoonists and newspaper
editors often used to get cold threat
from her office if she was ridiculed in
any political cartoons. Her nature in this
was just opposite of her father Nehru
who used to appreciate political car-
toons drawn on him.

Indira herself did not watch the
movie but knowing the character Arti
donning her shadow on screen she
instructed IK Gujral former I& B minis-
ter   under whom the movie passed the
censor. Gujral watched the movie and
assured Indira that there was nothing
objectionable in it. 

By the time emergency was declared
Gujral was replaced by Vidya Charan
Shukla the very “yes man” of Sanjay as
I & B minister. 

Sanjay was hell bent to
crash the movie and by that
time Indira had very little
control over him. Thanks to his
near equal power to mobilise
decision Sanjay influenced
Indira and the movie was
banned on 11th July 1975 just
within 16 days of emergency
was announced. 

A newspaper report said
that the movie is banned for
two months with immediate
effect. Gulzar was in Moscow
where he got the news.
Suchitra was also very upset.
By that time the film was
doing fair to moderate busi-

ness across India. It’s songs in disc
was selling like hot cakes.   

Till date it is not clear why
Government banned the film but
there is no doubt that the ban was
a culmination of Sanjay’s person-
al wrath and anger on the presen-
tation of the central character and
the story. Gulzar never said that
his film is based on Indira Gandhi.
He always maintained that he
wanted to show the hardship of
a lady politician in Indian politi-
cal arena. He in his memoir has
written that he developed the
story and script in a room of
Delhi’s Akbar hotel and picked the

name JK the character played by
Sanjeev Kumar from there. Even
Kamaleshwar also said that the film is
not a shadow biography of Indira but
the character Aarti has little resem-
blance of Gayatri Devi of Jaipur.  

In 1976 it got seven nominations in
23rd Film Fare award and won two out
of that. Though it was nominated in
almost all categories RD Burman  was
not nominated for best music director.
Both Sanjeev Kumar and Suchitra Sen
were nominated for best actor and
actress but only Sanjeev Kumar was
given award.  

The ban on Aandhi was finally with-
drawn in 1977 when Indira was thrown
out of power and Janata Party formed
first ever non-Congress Government of
India. The ban was lifted with a special
premier in television ensuring to make
the film reach as much as possible.
Be it an exceptional story, enigmatic
screen presence of Suchitra Sen , unfor-
gettable music created by RD Burman,
Gulzar, Kishore Kumar, Lata and being
the a surprising victim of an obnoxious
political arrogance of a tyrannical
system Aandhi the fi lm 50 
ears after it’s release is now a   heritage
of Indian cinema. 

Gulzar’s Aandhi: Film that rocked
Power Corridor 50 years ago 

(Somen Sengupta writes on
films and entertainment)
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Why birthdays matter,
well into our dotage...

Is BJP rattled by
Opp’s voter rally?
Big fuss over film
on Gopal Pantha

C
learly rattled by the enthusias-
tic response to the
Opposition’s ongoing “Voter
Adhikar Yatra” in Bihar, the

Bharatiya Janata Party has dispatched
a team of senior leaders to the state to
take the INDIA bloc head on. Besides
countering the Opposition charge that
voter lists were being manipulated to
help the BJP and its allies, attempts are
also being made to create a division
between Congress and Rashtriya
Janata Dal leaders Rahul Gandhi and
Tejashwi Yadav, who are leading the
charge on what is being labelled as
“vote chori”. In the course of their
press conferences, BJP leaders have
referred to the “growing rift” between
the two, stating how Rahul Gandhi
evaded giving a direct answer when
recently asked if Tejashwi Yadav
would be projected as the Opposition’s
chief ministerial candidate. The RJD
leader, on the other hand, had
remarked that he would like to see
Rahul Gandhi as the country’s Prime
Minister. Though Rahul Gandhi and
Tejashwi Yadav have been working in
tandem during the yatra, the story
about differences has found many tak-

ers as the joint Opposition rally
planned for September 1 at Patna’s
Gandhi Maidan has been put off though
the yatra will continue.

More on Ranjeet Ranjan, also
known as Ranjeeta, who was
constantly by Congress leader

Sonia Gandhi’s side during the recent-
ly concluded Parliament session.
Ranjeet, wife of the famed Madhepura
MP Pappu Yadav, is from Bihar and it
would be expected that as a fiery speak-
er she would be an active participant in
the Opposition’s ongoing “Voter
Adhikar Yatra”. But strangely, she has
not been seen or heard so far. Pappu
Yadav, who is not known to have cor-
dial relations with the Rashtriya
Janata Dal leadership, has been spotted
accompanying Rahul Gandhi and
Tejashwi Yadav during the yatra. On
an earlier occasion, Pappu Yadav was
not allowed on stage with Tejashwi
Yadav and Rahul Gandhi. But this
time, the Congress leader went up to
him and the two were seen chatting
together. The question everyone is ask-
ing whether Rajneet is staying away
from the yatra because she does not

wish to be seen on the same podium as
her husband. The guessing game is on.

Right wingers in India were partic-
ularly ecstatic when Donald
Trump took over the US

Presidency for a second time early this
year. Social media was inundated with
posts on Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s special bond with Trump and
how Indo-US relations would hence-
forth go from strength to strength. Six
months later, it’s a different story. Not
only has Trump offered no concessions
to India, he has penalised the country
for purchasing oil from Russia, which,
he said, was funding the war on
Ukraine. Right wingers here are pre-
dictably angry over the turn of events.
Unhappy with Trump for what he is
doing to India, the right-wing ecosys-
tem here has instead unleashed its fury
on external affairs minister S.
Jaishankar for India’s foreign policy
crisis. Since the minister has been the
Modi government’s voice on foreign
policy issues, he has become an easy
target for the angry right wingers, who
are blaming him for Trump’s latest
India policy. Not just Jaishankar but

his son, who heads the Washington
office of a high-profile think tank, has
not been spared either.

When the Congress Party
announced an organisational
revamp at the district level, it

was decided that freshly-constituted
district committees would be headed by
upcoming leaders. It was also decided
that the new appointees would not con-
test elections and no MLA would hold
that post. However, this informal diktat
has gone for a toss with the appoint-
ment of Jaivardhan Singh, son of
senior Congress leader Digvijay Singh,
as the president of the party’s Guna dis-
trict committee in MP. Not only is
Jaivardhan an MLA but he is unlikely
to opt out of the electoral race in future.
It is to be seen how the Congress lead-
ership deals with this situation.

Even before the film has been
released, the trailer of director
Vivek Agnihotri’s latest offering,

The Bengal Files, has generated a heat-
ed controversy. In this case, anger has
erupted over the film’s portrayal of a
shadowy figure like Gopal Pantha as a

Hindu avenger in the 1946 Calcutta
riots. Pantha, it is argued angrily, was
no hero of his times but a disreputable
person, widely seen as an extortionist.
A butcher by profession, Pantha ran
two meat shops, and is best remem-
bered for helping B.C. Roy win a con-
tentious election to enable him to
retain the chief minister’s post. Instead,
the film shows him to be a symbol of
Hindu resistance. While there is a
pushback against juxtaposing Pantha
with leaders like Shyama Prasad
Mukherjee, West Bengal chief minister
Mamata Banerjee has not helped mat-
ters by ordering a police raid on a pri-
vate screening of the trailer as it has
ended up giving unnecessary publicity
to the film. On the other hand, there is
a subtle contradiction in the film’s
attempt to help the BJP use historical
figures for its campaign against illegal
immigration as it comes at a time when
the party has actually dismissed
Bengali language and identity to help
build its narrative on the issue of
“ghuspetiyas”.

AAnniittaa  KKaattyyaall is a Delhi-based 
journalist

INNOVATION SHIFT?
Squeezing visas is being
peddled by Donald Trump
as protection for American
jobs. He forgets that the US,
while zealously nurturing
creativity, has failed to build
and sustain consistent rigour
and equity in its own com-
pound. It has long been  lax
in addressing pre-collegiate
STEM proficiency. Thus its
own pipeline is unable  to
meet its requirement of
tech-savvy positions. Its
reliance on immigrant talent
can not be wished away
overnight. It is certain to
invite great lag in technolo-
gy. India will feel the imme-
diate sting, fewer H-1B slots
and lost remittances and
overcrowding in domestic
job market. But the US suf-
fers more as Silicon Valley
faces talent droughts, higher
costs and the shift of inno-
vation per se to Canada,
Europe and Asia. 

RR..  NNaarraayyaannaann
Navi Mumbai

AGE NO BAR FOR SENIORS
RREETTIIRREEMMEENNTT at 75? Clearly, that’s a
suggestion for mere mortals, not titans
like Modi and Bhagwat (“Age no bar for
leaders: RSS-BJP friction eases”, August
30, 2025).  While the RSS debates cente-
naries and baby quotas, the real curiosi-
ty is: who actually retires in Indian poli-
tics? The “age no bar” model might work
if wisdom grows with years, but what
about fresh ideas? And if the RSS doesn’t
dictate BJP moves, why do their time-
lines always seem to sync so convenient-
ly? As for swayamsevaks and temples,
the line between support and silence
seems strategically blurry. Is this ideo-
logical harmony, or just very clever
choreography?

KK..  CChhiiddaannaanndd  KKuummaarr
Bengaluru

ANTI-BENGALI GOVT
TTHHEE  AAPPEEXX  CCOOUURRTT has rightly under-
stood the crux of the matter as well as the
hidden intention of the BJP-led Centre
behind its anti-migrant drive. It has been
brought to the notice of the court when a
pregnant woman was reportedly forced
across the border into Bangladesh with-
out due process as she spoke Bengali.
This has prompted Justice Bagchi to ask
whether citizenship could ever be decid-
ed based on the language a person
speaks. If a person possess sufficient doc-
uments in support of his/her citizenship
how can the government make an illegal
deportation?

AArruunn  GGuuppttaa
Kolkata

Anita Katyal

LETTERS

Subhani

Why do we celebrate our birthday when there’s little we did that day
that deserves congratulations? I tossed and turned in my mother’s
womb with such impatience that I got the umbilical cord wound

around my neck, nearly strangling myself. Saved by a caesarian, my
bumpy ride into our world ensured I approached it forever more with
irreverence. What it didn’t make me, however, was the hero of my birth.
That is always the long-suffering mom, and sometimes the support act. 

In the case of my eldest child who pooped panic-green Meconium on his
way out, when my body started fighting the alien invasion it thought he
was, it was my husband’s unstinting care that got me through 33 hours of
agonising labour, rather than any ministrations (or lack thereof) on the
hospital’s part. Though medics can also be the heroes of our birthing
sagas, the one person it rarely is, is the newborn! So, why on earth do we
celebrate ourselves on the anniversary of other peoples’ heroism? 

Having said that, uplifting occasions, especially ones dedicated to feel-
ing good about ourselves, are literal lifesavers in these dark times. Even
if delivery-day revelries appear illogical, the truth about humanity is that
if we don’t hold space for ourselves in this chaos, no-one else might, so,
celebrating birthdays are, in fact, essential to our wellbeing. With the cal-
endar crawling with dates earmarked for worldwide commemoration,
every day an International Cheese/Cousins/Campanologists/Carbuncles
Day if not something else, we’re left with little option on days to call 
our own. 

Besides, as you slide into middle-age and have kids to boot, you’ll find
ringfencing dates well-nigh impossible. You’ll hear yourself promise your
friends, “We should have that coffee/chat/knees-up pronto”, but tomor-
row never comes, y’know. The one day we can
hold on to annually, therefore, with the bless-
ings of convention, to do things we find pleas-
ing with people of our choosing, is the day of
our birth. 

Despite our best attempts, and many memes
on self-love that social media regurgitates, the
truth is we all crave external validation, and
nothing does that better than the celebrations
of self that are birthdays. You know what else
helps? Whilst festive food, the bedrock to
every great birthday, lifts the spirits, as do
libations for some, a well-planned gift, 
proving that you’re seen by your people, hits
the spot too. 

Yet, as lovely as presents are to unwrap, they
have their pitfalls: From faking fondness for
something that frankly horrifies you — E.L.
James’ collected works, e.g. — to finding a dis-
creet new home for it so no toes are trampled,
to realising that someone you believed knew
and valued you for who you are, hasn’t the
slightest clue! This can be avoided by drop-
ping everyone from your birthday party who
won’t first complete a quiz on your interests,
ruthlessly eliminating anyone who thinks you
might like knitting, Guinness, or lemon driz-
zle cake. Or you could just tell ’em what you
want, what you really, really want, à la the
Spice Girls.

Living in Britain has helped me appreciate
another great British institution, the friendly
but firm Gift List, which leaves no room for
doubt about desired tributes. Call it a wish-list
if you’re squeamish, sticking only the smallest frills on it you forgot to
gather on your yearly slog. For my birthday this weekend, I’m confident
my family will make me their always-scrumptious chocolate cake, as well
as eminently frameable handmade art, without my having to ask. But this
year, I’ve also requested a trio of those newly issued vintage-look Agatha
Christie books. The Queen of Crime was so prolific that if I limit myself to
just one per birthday, amassing her entire oeuvre (all of which I’ve
already read but lost along the way) will require more years than I fancy
I have left!

Yet, that on this post-50 birthday I can enjoy life while thinking with
equanimity of death, reveals how birthdays themselves have morphed
wildly over the decades. If you’re of a certain age you might agree, that
this anniversary on which each of us celebrates our unique existence, has
gone from being exciting in childhood, to meh in younger adulthood when
we seemed equally blasé about everything else (but weren’t really!), to
welcomed back into our embrace with fresh appreciation for those that
remain, even as we wryly clock our renewed interest.  

As a Monsoon child in Calcutta, the convergence upon our home, of fam-
ily, friends and fabulous food (including a pistachio and chocolate cricket
pitch cake, with tiny cricketers in icing sugar, that I still remember fond-
ly), was invariably accompanied by torrential rain, dangerously flooded
streets and interminable power cuts. But the ‘load shedding’ only made
the lighting of the cake candles more electrifying, and the guests braving
the elements to be there for me more gratifying than I could’ve known
then. In the years of mistaken immortality that followed the festivities on
my 21st, I couldn’t be bothered to mark my birthdays as I roamed the
earth. And it wasn’t till my 40th birthday that I brought my friends from
across the decades together to celebrate it with me in India once again. 

This year, with no illusions whatsoever of my contributions to my birth
day (or any other), I consider it more important than ever to celebrate the
small wins along the way. So join me, won’t you, in raising a glass to the
lives of resilience we’ve all led, and the gift that is our birthdays?  

SShhrreeyyaa  SSeenn--HHaannddlleeyy 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.

A
s Bihar stands
on the cusp of
another As-
sembly elec-
tion, Prime

Minister (PM) Narendra
Modi, in a speech in Gaya
on August 22, has sudden-
ly trained his rhetorical
guns on the issue of “ille-
gal intruders and
migrants”.  According to
him, such ghuspetiyas are
taking jobs meant for
Biharis, and seizing lands
of locals.  This raises a fun-
damental question: Is this
an expression of genuine
national concern, or a cal-
culated attempt to
polarise, distract, and
divide?

At one level it is a gen-
uine issue. No nation can
allow illegal migrants to
proliferate. But what is
curious is the timing of the
PM’s new found concern,
and the motivation behind
it. If, indeed, ghuspetiyas
have become a serious
problem, it is logical to ask
what the Central govern-
ment of which he is the
leader has done about it
for the last 11 years, espe-
cially when an NDA gov-
ernment is also part of a
“double engine” in Bihar
for the past eight years?
Where are the detailed pol-
icy proposals, the data-dri-
ven assessments, the sus-
tained administrative
actions?  

The security and super-
vision of the border, and
the duty to prevent illegal
migration, are the respon-
sibility of the Central gov-
ernment. Surely, the PM
was not publicly confess-
ing to his own failure.
Further, for most of the
government’s tenure, this
issue lay dormant in
Bihar’s political discourse,
barely meriting mention
in parliamentary debates
or policy initiatives. Yet,
as the electoral clock ticks
louder, it has erupted into
fiery speeches and head-
lines. The PM has only
now announced the cre-

ation of a “Demography
Mission” to tackle this
problem. But no details
have been provided of its
structure, modus operan-
di, timeline, and objec-
tives. One wonders how a
government that has not
yet carried out the much-
delayed National Census,
which should have been
held in 2021, is now going
to implement a separate
Demography Mission.  

The question also arises
where is the evidence
regarding this new men-
ace? The Election
Commission of India (EC)
made a general statement
that there are “large num-
bers of people from Nepal,
Bangladesh and Myanmar
in Bihar”. But in the
Special Intensive Revision
(SIR) exercise in which it
has deleted 65 lakh voters,
the overwhelming number
are those who, as per its
claims, are either
deceased, or have possibly
shifted permanently else-
where, are voters at multi-
ple places, or are “untrace-
able”. How many voters
has the ECI, or any other
state authority, specifical-
ly categorised as
Rohingyas or
Bangladeshis? This figure
needs to be made public.  

Bihar, unlike Assam,
does not share a long,
porous international bor-
der with Bangladesh, nor
has it historically been the
epicentre of mass illegal
migration. Its struggles
are inward-looking:
endemic poverty, outmi-
gration, woeful infrastruc-
ture, rampant unemploy-
ment, agrarian distress,
and a crumbling public
health and education sys-
tem. It is intriguing that
when issues of such mag-
nitude are begging for
attention, why is the spec-
tre of illegal migrants sud-
denly being given priority.   

The argument that ille-
gal immigrants will usurp
jobs in Bihar begs the
question: Where are the

jobs to be taken? Bihar has
the country’s highest rate
of unemployment. That is
why lakhs of Biharis leave
the state to find jobs in far
flung corners of India,
working on unacceptably
low wages and living in
miserable conditions. The
state government’s claims
to have provided jobs
needs a serious audit. It
should make public what
jobs in how many num-
bers have actually been
implemented. What is
known is that a mere 6837
appointment letters were
distributed by chief minis-
ter Nitish Kumar in
February 2025. How many
of these actually fructified
into actual employment
also needs to be put in the
public domain. According
to the 2022 Bihar Caste-
Based Survey, only 1.5 per
cent of the state’s popula-
tion are employed in gov-
ernment jobs — equiva-
lent to about 20-21 lakh
individuals. In the absence
of any other successful
employment scheme, this
helps to benchmark the
scale of current efforts. Of
course, as elections
approach, there is a show-
er of promises. The Bihar
cabinet on July 15
approved the creation of
one crore jobs by 2030.  If
the track record of the last
five years is taken as a
touchstone, this is hardly a
viable or convincing
promise.  

The truth is that using
the ploy of illegal
migrants, the government
is pursuing the art of polit-
ical distraction. When gov-
ernments face scrutiny for
their governance record,
and are found lacking,
they often seek to redirect
the electorate’s attention
to an external “other”. By
invoking this threat, the
attempt is to transform the
election from a referen-

dum on the government’s
performance into a moral
crusade to “save” the
nation. It is a tried and
tested formula, not unique
to India. Moreover, the
language employed in
such speeches often goes
beyond policy concerns
into the realm of identity
politics. The illegal intrud-
er is often implicitly
linked to a specific com-
munity. This deliberate
conflation stokes fear,
resentment, and ultimate-
ly, communal division. It
turns neighbour against
neighbour, converting
what should be a contest of
ideas into a contest of 
identities.

For too long the interests
of the people of Bihar has
been sacrificed on the altar
of religion or caste. The
cost of such politics is not
merely electoral games-
manship; it is the slow poi-
soning of India’s social fab-
ric. Bihar, for centuries,
has been a land of cultural
synthesis, where Hindu
and Muslim, upper caste
and lower caste, have
shared not only space but
heritage. It was the cru-
cible of Buddhism, the
land of Gandhi’s
Champaran satyagraha, a
region that once epito-
mised resilience in diver-
sity. To inject into this
milieu a divisive narrative
is highly unfortunate. 

The larger danger is to
Indian democracy itself.
Elections should be an
opportunity for citizens to
evaluate governance, to
debate competing visions
for the future, to hold lead-
ers accountable. When
they are reduced to refer-
endums on who is ‘us’ and
who is “them”, democracy
is hollowed out from 
within. 

Bihar deserves better. It
deserves an election
fought on the real issues
that shape its people’s
lives — jobs, education,
health, infrastructure, cor-
ruption, social justice. It
deserves leaders who trust
its electorate enough to
engage them on substance
rather than seduce them
with fear. It deserves,
above all, honesty.

The writer is an author,
diplomat and former

member of Parliament
(Rajya Sabha)

Pavan K. Varma
The PM has only
now announced the
creation of a
‘Demography
Mission’ to tackle
this problem. But no
details have been
provided of its
structure, modus
operandi, timeline,
and objectives.

The truth about
humanity is that if

we don’t hold
space for 

ourselves in this
chaos, no-one else

might, so, 
celebrating 

birthdays are, in
fact, essential to

our wellbeing

PM’s ghuspetiya outrage:
Isn’t it too little, too late?

Chanakya’s View

Political 
Gup-Shup
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ARTICLE368of theConstitutionof India
embodies the constituent power of
Parliament to amend the Constitution.
Sub-article (2) of Article 368 reads, inter
alia,(2)AnamendmentofthisConstitution
maybeinitiatedonlybytheintroductionof
a Bill... andwhen the Bill is passed in each
House by amajority of the totalmember-
shipof thatHouseandbyamajorityofnot
lessthantwo-thirdsofthemembersofthat
House present and voting, it shall be pre-
sentedtothePresidentwhoshallgivehisas-
sent to the Bill and thereupon the
Constitutionshall standamended...

TheNDAdoesnothave thenumbers
topassaConstitutionAmendmentBillin
eitherHouse. TheNDA’s strength in the
Lok Sabha is 293 (out of 543members)
and in theRajyaSabha is133 (outof 245
members). Thenumbers fall shortof the
magic number of two-thirds in each
House if all themembersof thatHouseare
presentandvoting.

TheOppositionparties,puttogether,
have 250 members in the Lok Sabha
and 112 members in the Rajya Sabha.
TheBillwillnotpass if theMPscast182
votes in the Lok Sabha and 82 votes in
the Rajya Sabha against the Bill. But,
ironically,notallOppositionpartiesare
in opposition to the NDA! The YSRCP,
BJD,BRSandBSP,andsomesmallerpar-
ties, have tended to support the NDA
government.AITCandAAPareopposed
to the NDA but whether they arewith

the I.N.D.I.A. bloc is dependent on the
issue.

A DESPERATE GAMBLE
ItisinthissituationthattheNDAgov-

ernment has put a ball in play. It is The
Constitution (OneHundred and Thirtieth
Amendment)Bill,2025.Afteritsintroduc-
tion, the government promptly referred
theBilltoaJointSelectCommitteeforcon-
sideration.

Onthesurface,itisasimpleBillwitha
straight intent: to removeaminister (in-
cluding primeminister andchiefminis-
ter)whoisarrestedonaseriouscriminal
chargepunishablewithimprisonmentfor
atermwhichmayextendtofiveyearsor
moreandremainsinjailfor30days.Inthe
30days, invariably, investigationwill not
be completed and there will be no
chargesheet, no charges, no trial andno
conviction.Nevertheless,onthe31stday,
theministerwill be given themarching
ordersstaininghimorherasa ‘criminal’.

The BJP trumpets the Bill as the
apotheosis of constitutional and politi-
calmorality.

Its argument is: can there be a goal
moreloftythanremovinga‘corrupt’min-
ister? Can aminister (or chiefminister)
rule fromjail?Thosewhosay ‘Aye’ tothe
Bill are truepatriotsandnationals; those
who say ‘Nay’ are anti-nationals, urban
naxalsorPakistaniagents.

ON THE CONTRARY...
The commonexperience of how the

criminal lawworks under theNDAgov-
ernmentis frightening.Atpresent,

■ practically, all laws have been
weaponised—evenGSTlaws;

■ any police officer (that includes a
constable) can arrestwith orwithout a
warrant any person againstwhom… a
reasonable suspicion exists that he has
committedacognizableoffence;

■ trial courts are loathe to grant bail
despiteJusticeKrishnaIyer’sdictumthat
‘bail is therule, jail is theexception’;

■HighCourtsdonotgrantbailat the
first hearing and, after letting theprose-
cutiondrag thematterononepretextor
another,maygrantbailafter60-90days;

■ as a result of this lamentable state
of affairs, scores of bail applications land
upintheSupremeCourteverydayandthe
SupremeCourt has become theCourt of
first resort forclaimingliberty;and

■ the inclusionof theprimeminister
in the Bill is laughable: no police officer
willdaretoarresttheprimeminister.

STAND STEADFAST
The I.N.D.I.A. bloc and the Trinamool

Congresscaneasilymuster thenumbers
todefeat theBill.However, theNDAgov-
ernmentisconfidentthatitcanfindaway
to pass the Bill. Itmayhave a trick up its
sleevetowinoversomeOppositionpar-

tiesorMPsineachHouse.Oritmayhave
aMachiavellian scheme tomake some
OppositionMPs ‘disappear’, and enable
thegovernment topass theBill.Or ithas
astrategmthat isbeyondmyken.

Thebattlecryhasbeensoundedbythe
primeminister and the homeminister
andduly broadcast by the ‘yours obedi-
ently’media.TheSelectCommitteemay
keeptheissuealive(liketheOne-Nation-
One-ElectionJPC)untilaftertheelections
tothestateassembliesinBihar(2025)and
Assam, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West
Bengal(2026).
TheIndianExpressreported(August22,

2025) that, since 2014, 12ministers be-
longing to the Opposition partieswere
heldwithout bail, andmany for several
months.According toanother report, 25
political leaders with serious charges
against themhave joined the BJP since
2014, and23of themhavebeenexoner-
atedofthecharges!AsfarasIcanrecall,no
BJPministerhasbeenarrestedsince2014.

If theBill is passed, Indiawill join the
ranks of Belarus, Bangladesh, Cambodia,
Cameroon, Congo (DRC), Myanmar,
Nicaragua, Pakistan, Russia, Rwanda,
Uganda, Venezuela, Zambia and
ZimbabwewhichroutinelyjailOpposition
leaders. If political parties that have de-
clared their opposition to the Bill stand
steadfast, the Constitution (130th
Amendment)Billwillfail.WhentheBillis
re-introduced, itwillbedeadonarrival.

If the Bill to remove arrested
ministers is passed, India will

join the ranks of Belarus,
Bangladesh, Cambodia,

Cameroon, Congo (DRC),
Myanmar, Nicaragua,

Pakistan, Russia, Rwanda,
Uganda, Venezuela, Zambia

and Zimbabwe which
routinely jail Opposition

leaders
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ON AUGUST 21, as the flames engulfed
26-year-oldNikkiBhati’sbodyinaGreater
Noidahouse, Indiawas, once again, con-
fronted with the brutal truth we try to
deny—thatmarriage,toooftencelebrated
asasacredbond,remainsoneofthemost
dangerous institutions forwomen.

Nikki’scrimewasnotjusther“failure”
tomeet the escalating dowry demands,
but daring to assert her autonomy. She
wantedtoreopenhermodestbeautypar-
lour, post reels on Instagramand carve a
life not wholly defined by her husband
andin-laws.Forthat,shediedinaviolent
manner. Nikki is not an aberration.
According to theNationalCrimeRecords
Bureau, 6,450 women were killed in
dowry-related violence in 2022 alone—
meaningnearly18womendieddailybe-
cause of dowry. Dowry is not just a de-

mand formoney or cars, but a systemof
structural violence thatmakeswomen’s
livesperpetuallynegotiable.Itbeginswith
marriagenegotiations, only to creep into
daily life as a reminder that herworth is
transactional, thatsheisnotaperson,but
property. Beyond the husband and in-
laws, we must ask the uncomfortable
question:what about the parents?Why
do so many parents, even when they
knowtheirdaughtersarebeingtortured,
still choose silence over confrontation?
Whyisawoman’slifeweighedagainstthe
family’s izzat insamajandwhydoes izzat
almostalwayswin?

InNikki’scase,hersisterhasspokenof
years of harassment and escalating vio-
lence.Didherparentsconsiderencourag-
ing her to walk away, refusing to bow
down to demands that were eating her
alive? Or did they, like somany, fear the
stigmaofdivorcemorethanthecertainty
ofhersuffering?Divorce, inoursociety, is

treatedasamarkoffailure,notofthemar-
riage, but of the woman. A divorced
woman is branded as a “burden”, while
menwho abandon or abuse their wives
face little social sanction. Theweight of
thisstigmaissoheavythatmanywomen
are pushed back into violentmarriages,
toldto“adjust”,“thinkofthechildren”and
“keep the familyhonour intact.”

In reality, we are not protecting hon-
ourorfamily,butpatriarchy,thefragileego
ofmenandasocietythatwouldrathersee
awomandieasawifethanliveasadivor-
cée.Weneedtosayitoutloud:everytime
parentsprioritisesocietalreputationover
theirdaughter’ssafety,theybecomecom-
plicit in thesystemthatkillsher.

Marriageinoursocietyisconstructed
as awoman’s ultimate destiny, her only
respectable future. But,within this insti-
tution, her autonomy is relentlessly po-
liced.Nikki’sdesiretorebuildherparlour
and post Instagram reels became flash-

pointsbecausetheysymbolisedfreedom
— economic, social, and personal. A
womanwithherownincomeandapub-
lic voice is a figure patriarchy fearsmost.
Nikki’s case has sparked outrage, as it
should.Butweknowhowquicklyoutrage
fades. Tomorrow there will be another
headline,anotherwomansetablaze.The
question is:willwe still keeppretending
these are isolated incidents, or will we
confrontthefactthatourentiresocialsys-
temis soaked in thisviolence?

JusticeforNikkicannotonlymeanjail-
ing her husband and in-laws. It must
mean creating conditions where no
woman has to live in fear of being killed
for resisting. Itmustmean economic in-
dependence for women, swift legal re-
dressal for survivors, community net-
works that intervene and, above all, a
cultural revolution inhowweviewhon-
ourandwomen’s lives.

The flames that consumedNikki and

countlessothersmustburnintoourcon-
science till every parent realises that no
izzat isworthmore than theirdaughter’s
life, and every community admits that
dowry isnotacustombutacrime.

Andperhapsmost urgently,wemust
re-imagine marriage itself — not as a
woman’s destiny or the only acceptable
formofpartnershipbutasachoicefreely
madebetweentwoconsentingindividu-
als,groundedinlove.Onlywhenmarriage
ceases to be the norm that defines a
woman’sworth,andbecomesoneoption
amongmanywaysof livingwithdignity,
canwebegintodismantletheculturethat
continues toburnwomenalive.

Thewriter is aPhDresearcheratDelhi
University’sDepartmentof

Political Science

National Editor Shalini Langer
curates the fortnightly ‘SheSaid’ column

Flames that doused the fire within

DAYS BEFORE the 50% “Trump tariffs”
kicked in on an array of Indian exports,
PMNarendraModirepeatedhismessage
of“aatmanirbharBharat”and“swadeshi”.

In India, thesewordsdateback to the
freedom struggle. Before Mahatma
Gandhi burst on to the political scene,
swadeshi (fromone’sownland)roseasa
powerful idea in 1905, when Indians
protested against the Partition of Bengal
by theBritish.

However,swadeshiacquiredgreaterin-
tensityfrom1920onwardsunderGandhi,
who identified it as not just a cultural
metaphor for Indianness against colonial
culture, but also as apowerful formof re-
sistanceagainstBritishcolonialism.

The riches of the British Empirewere
builtoncottontakenfromIndiatothetex-
tile factories of Manchester, just as the
Industrial Revolutionwas taking off. Raw
cottonwouldbetakenatthrowawayprices
fromIndiatoEnglandviaships,processed
intomass-producedclothes,shippedback
toIndiaandcirculatedviatheRailways.

A70%-80%dutywasimposedonIndian
cotton textiles to helpManchester,with-
outwhich, according to British historian
H HWilson, “even the power of steam
would not have helped the British city
compete”. Even as the prohibitive tariffs
keptdownthedemandforIndiantextiles,
machine-made ones from theUK,which
werecheaper,tookovertheIndianmarket.

In his book Inglorious Empire, Shashi
Tharoorwrites that themovewiped out
25%of India’s shareof global trade in tex-
tiles, even as British exports of cotton
goodssoaredfrom60millionyardsin1830
to968millionyards in1858,and1billion
yards in 1870. “(Indian)Masterweavers
becamebeggars,”Tharoorwrites.

Then, the Independencemovement
adopted the concept of swadeshi, and
calledfortheboycottofallthingsforeign.
By1936,62%of theclothsoldinIndiawas
madebyIndians,Tharoorwrites,withthe
figure jumping to76% in1945.

Gandhi’s push for the charkha (spin-
ningwheel), onwhichpeople could spin
theirownyarn,tooktheswadeshiconcept
one step further— challenging colonial-
isminasimple languagewhilealsostrik-
ingdeepatitscoreeconomiclogic.Theim-
agery of the rough khadi also struck a
chordwith rural India,which for the first
timesawleaderswhodressed likethem.

InIndia’sStruggleforIndependence,his-
torian Bipan Chandra recounted an

episodefrom1921,whenGandhiwasad-
dressing a student gathering inMadurai.
Somestudentscomplainedthatkhadiwas
too expensive, Chandra wrote. Gandhi
repliedthattheanswerlaynotinwearing
foreignclothesbutwearingfewerclothes,
andannouncedthathewasdiscardingthe
dhotiandkurtaandwouldnowwearonly
a “langot (loincloth)”.Until his assassina-
tion in1948,hestucktothisvow.

The idea of aatmanirbharta (self-re-
liance)wasoneof thedefiningfeaturesof
a newly independent India in the
Jawaharlal Nehru years. In his paper, ‘A
BriefEconomicHistoryofSwadeshi’,pub-
lishedinIndianPublicPolicyReviewin2021,
NitinPaiwrites that, forNehru, “the con-
text of theGreatDepressionof the1930s
andthedeclineinforeigntraderesultedin
...the urge towards self-sufficiency”.
Political scientist Ashwini K Ray pointed
outthatIndia’spreferencefor“non-align-
ment”duringtheColdWar-erawasasign
ofa“resurgentpost-colonialnationalism”.

TheNehru years saw a commanding
role for the public sectorwithin amixed
economy,apartfrombuildingoftop-notch
public institutions suchas the IITs andAI-
IMS.Largedamscameup,asdidmanylarge
PSUs.Thesemoveswerelatercriticisedby
criticsasslowingdownIndia’sgrowth.

Trying to find her feet in the shadow
castbyherfather, IndiraGandhiturnedto
redistribution as her economic priority
framework,comingupwiththesloganof
povertyalleviation.Thetensionswiththe
US, seen as pro-Pakistan, alsomade her
government lean towards the Soviet
Union.

An added rush of the swadeshi pitch
was brought by George Fernandes as
IndustryMinisterwhen the Janata Party
came to power in 1977, after the
Emergency.He famously threwoutCoca

ColaandIBMfromIndiaforrefusingtore-
duce their stakes in their local partners.
The1980ssawsomeliberalisationmeas-
uresinexport-importpolicy, fiscalpolicy
and foreign investment—signifying that
thegripofswadeshiasanideaofnational
policywasloosening.Butevenasimports
shot up in the late 1980s, this wasn’t
matchedbyarise inexports.

It eventually led to the grave foreign
exchangecrisisof 1991,persuading India
underCongressPMPVNarasimhaRaoto
approachtheWorldBankandIMF,andto
openupitseconomy.Whatfollowedwas
‘LPG (liberalisation, privatisation, global-
isation)’, steered by Rao and his Finance
MinisterManmohanSingh.

With globalisation and liberalisation
becomingStatepolicy,swadeshibecame
themantra of the Opposition. Thuswas
borntheSwadeshiJagranManch,finding
acornerundertheumbrellaof theSangh
Parivar.Ontheotherendofthespectrum,
theLeftopposedthepolicyshiftasbring-
ing inevilsof “neoliberalism”.

The renewed focus on swadeshi and
aatmanirbharBharatbyPMModinowre-
flectsboththetightcornertheUSadmin-
istration has put India in, as well as his
own government’smuscular nationalis-
tic imagination of itself. As the CM of
Gujarat,hepridedhimselfonhis ‘Vibrant
Gujarat Summits’, which showcased in-
vestmentintothecountry.AsPM,theam-
bition of his governmentwas becoming
“Vishwaguru”, a destination the world
wouldmakeabeeline to.

As he has repeatedly said, Modi’s
SwadeshimeansproductioninIndiawith
Indian labour, even if the capital comes
fromabroad.

Theauthor isDeputyAssociateEditor,
The IndianExpress

Thankfully, dead on arrival

she
SAID
ANJALICHAUHAN

THEREAREcertaindatesthattriggerare-
peated sense of fear and insecurity —
26/11 is one such date etched in India’s
collectivememory as the daywhen ter-
ror took overMumbai. But there is one
more 26/11memory that I wish I could
forget, but that remains as a personal
memory of pain — as a citizen and as a
father.

Asix-year-oldboyaskedtoenact the
roleofavillaindespitehispleastolethim
playacommandoseemsfairgame,does-
n’t it? After all, every young childwants
to be the hero, and someone does have
to be a villain. Except that the six-year-
oldwasassignedtherolebecausehewas
a Muslim. It was November 26, 2018,
whenmysoncamehomecryingthathe
hadbeenmade the “bad guy” in a game
withhis friends. Itwouldhavebeen fine
if it ended there, but he had also been
calleda“Pakistani”.Mysondidnotknow
that it was his first brush with
communalism.

Asanew-ageparent, there isa lotone
hasto learnandunlearn inorder tokeep
pacewith the demands of modern par-
entingandtoensurethat thechildgetsa
conducive environment to learn, ques-
tion, agree and disagreewith theworld
aroundher/him.Wemake sure that the
content they consume online is age ap-
propriate; we try to befriend them so
that they are comfortable enough to
sharetheir insecuritieswithus.Theseare
check-boxes common to all parents, ir-
respective of religion. But there is an
added layer to parenthood if you are
Muslim.

Whenmy son askedmewhyhe had
beencalledaPakistani, I hadnoanswer.
I know the deep-seated prejudice it
comesfrom.Buthowdoesonepreparea
child for aworldwhere hewill be iden-
tifiedbythereligionhebelongsto,orthe
food he eats? How does a parent tell a
child that, as he grows up, it might be
dangerous to be friendswith a girl child
fromadifferent community?

These are the questions I grapple
with,andtheanswerisnoteasy.Asspace

for nuance in public discourse shrinks,
should I just tell him to ignore the big-
otry that is being perpetuated in the
nameof nationalism?Or,makehimun-
derstand that the Constitution guaran-
tees equality for all in our country? The
answer is obviously the latter, but how
much of that truth percolates down in
every-day life?

Anentiregenerationisgrowingupon
a cocktail of competitive religiosity and
performative nationalism. They hear
these conversations at the dinner table
and among peers. Television and social
media tell them to “identify their ene-
mies” at an age when they don’t even
knowwho their friends are. These are
uncomfortable times. After the
PahalgamattackinApril,Muslimfriends
ofmysonwerecalled“Pahalgamwalon”
byothers intheircohort. Itwasmeantto
be a joke. It did not land, especially for
thekidsat thereceivingendofwhatwas
supposedly friendly banter.

Shouldournationalismbedefinedby
the level of hate one harbours for a
neighbouringcountrythathasaspecific
religionand,byextension, for thosewho
follow the same religion everywhere,
includinginourowncountry?Theseare
questions I find myself asking as a
parent.

Sad as it is, it is utopian to think that
Indiaof the21stcenturywillnotseedis-
crimination based on caste, colour and
religion. But, as adults, as parents, we
have to try harder to make the world a
moreequalplace.Nationalismcannotbe
exclusionary, its canvashas tonecessar-
ily bemore inclusive,more accepting of
India’sdiversity.Therecannot,andmust
not,beanydifferenceinthevaluesofna-
tionalismwepreachtoourchildrenand
theoneembodied in our Constitution.

Withmysonpoisedtoenterhisteens
soon, Ihavechosentoanswerhisqueries
andmydoubts theonlyway Ican. Ihave
handed him a copy of the Constitution
of India. Thiswill preparehimtounder-
standhis rights and responsibilities as a
citizenwho is as equal as anyotherper-
son in this country. Itwill teachhimnot
to be defensive about his religion, to be
unapologeticaboutwhoheis.Asafather,
that is thebest talismanIcangivehimto
ensurethathismindis“withoutfearand
thehead is heldhigh”.

Thewriter is Editor (Operations),
indianexpress.com(HowtoRaiseaBoy is

a fortnightly column)

To answer son’s queries, I
turned to the Constitution
How to
RAISEABOY
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From Gandhi to Modi: A
new shade of Swadeshi

IT IS hard to remember aweek inwhich
Indiahasbeenmorepubliclyhumiliated
on the world stage than the one just
ended.First,camethefiftypercenttariffs
onIndianimportstotheUnitedStatesim-
posed by our PrimeMinister’s ex-best
friend. Then came comments from
DonaldTrump’s TradeAdviser thatwere
ugly and untrue. Peter Navarro declared
that thewaronUkrainewas ‘Modi’swar’
becauseIndiawas‘profiteering’fromitby
continuing to buy Russian oil. The Big
Bully in theWhiteHouse is too scared to
take onChina, so it is India that he chose
tounleashhisattackdogupon.

In the face of this biased and unwar-
ranted public humiliation India has cho-
sen so far tomaintain a dignified silence.
Welldone, India.ButnowthatTrumphas
stabbedus inthebackandmadeamock-
eryoftheHindutvaenthusiastswhowere
soinlovewithTrumpthattheyorganised
elaborateHinduritualstocelebratehissec-
ondterm,whatshouldwedo?Well, fora
start,weneed to spendmuchmore time
oncomprehensiveeconomic,judicial,ed-
ucationalandagriculturalreformsthanon
bringingabouttheHindutvaculturalrev-
olution. Far too much time has been
wasted on decidingwhat people should
eat,drink,loveandwear.Andonhowthey
shouldworship. It turnsoutnowthatwe
donothavetheluxuryforaculturalrevo-
lutionuntilwegetourbasics right.

I was brooding upon these gloomy
thoughts when I heard the Prime
Minister’sspeechinJapaninwhichhein-
voked his oldmantra ‘reform, perform,
transform’.Exactlyright. Ifhehadnotfor-
gotten this mantra for so very long, we
wouldhavebeeninastrongerpositionto
face up to the big bully in the White
House.Reform,reform,reformshouldbe
thenewmantra. There ismuchtodo.

In the opinion of your ever humble
columnist the most important reform
must be of our justice system. It is scan-
dalous that despite the grandiose assur-
ancesofsuccessiveChief Justicestherehas
neverbeenaseriousattempttospeedup
the bullock cart speed atwhich our jus-
tice systemworks.Reformisnotcompli-
catedasIdiscoveredfromalawyerfriend
whoisamemberof theLawCommission
of India.HiteshJainspelledoutformehis
‘3-2-1 formula.’

“Threeyearstoresolveall legacycases
clogging our courts. Twoyears to ensure
that new cases are decided conclusively.
Oneyearfordisposalofappealswithstrict
discipline and focused judicialmanage-
ment.” Something like this needs to be
doneurgentlybecauseonereasonwhyit
is so hard to do anything in our ancient
land is because the justice systemworks
so slowly it may as well not work at all.
Gettingjusticeforeventhemostheinous
crimesnot only takes too long, it is unaf-
fordable for theaverage Indian.

Sidebysidewithjudicialreformshould
comereformsinourhopelesslyoutdated
and shambolic education system. It pro-
ducesgraduateswhoendupunemployed
notbecausetherearenojobsbutbecause
their ‘education’ leaves thembarely liter-
ate, linguistically challenged and unem-
ployable. I am constantly running into
youngpeoplewhocannotspeakawordof
Englishdespitehavingstudiedin ‘English
schools’. English is vital in today’sworld
nomatterwhat theRSSchiefbelieves.

From the time that tariffs have been
weaponisedbyDonaldTrump,ourPrime
Minister has said in almost every other
speechthathewillneverbetraytheinter-
estsof our farmersand fishermen.Great.
Butinthepast11years,therehasbeentoo
little done to improve the infrastructure
that farmers and fishermen need to be
abletoaccessnewmarkets.Thefarmbills
were opposed by farmers but instead of
finding outwhat it is that farmers really
need, every attemptwasmade tomake
them sound like traitors and terrorists.
Unwisebecausesincethenthesubjecthas
remained taboo.

The PrimeMinister told his audience
of Japanesebusinessmen that hehas got
rid of hundreds of regulations tomake it
easier todobusiness.Whatheseemsnot
toknowisthattheofficials,highandlow,
who run this countrymanage somehow
todelaythingsanywaybycomingupwith
somenewruleorregulation.Thisiswith-
outmentioningthecorruptpracticesthey
deploy to harass honest citizenswho do
not wish to bribe them. It is on harass-
menttheyspendtheirenergiesinsteadof
ongovernanceandallyouneedtodoisto
drive around India to see the conse-
quences of this. It is not a happy thing to
admitbutvasttractsofourbelovedBharat
Mata arenow in sucha state of degrada-
tionanddecay that I sometimes feel that
wehaveturnedourbeautifulcountryinto
agigantic slum.

My apologies for writing such a
gloomy piece this week but it is hard to
write a cheerful columnwhen India has
beenhumiliated, bulliedand threatened
by a man we thought was our friend.
Political pundits, wiser thanme, predict
that intheendit is theUnitedStateswho
willpayforwhatDonaldTrumphasdone.
But that time is not now. The only way
thatIndiacancontinuetogrowandpros-
perdespitethehostilitiesandhumiliation
inflicteduponusis toreformandreform.
Withavengeance.

Unfinished,
urgent
business

Cotton
merchants in
Bombayinthe
late1800s.
Francis
Frith/Wikipedia
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ALL THAT MATTERS

The great French philosopher Simone de 
Beauvoir once wrote that girls were not 
born into a pre-ordained state of  ‘woman-
hood’ but instead learnt how to become 
women by absorbing societal cues as they 

grew up. This process begins early on in infancy, via whis-
pered fairytales and myths. It continues through childhood 
via books and texts, then from observing the lived examples 
of  mothers, sisters and aunts, and 
through the cultural representa-
tions of  women in popular culture.

The myths that make up the 
tapestry of  a young girl’s imagina-
tion as she grows up, therefore, 
also include the stories she hears 
in her school, of  actual historical 
women. In a profoundly patriar-
chal society like India, girls will 
receive a great many signals, both 
subliminal and more overt, de-
signed to make them believe that 
women are meant to be beacons of  
quiet sacrifice and exemplary duty.  
Young girls will come across gen-
der stereotypes time and again, in 
which they will see the women 
around them expected to sublimate 
their own ambitions and desires 
for the ‘greater good’ of  the family, 
the home and society.

In addition, the portrayal of  
women in popular culture in India 
does not do anything to counter the 
tired old tropes of  ideal Indian wom-
anhood. In a recent survey by the 
Tata Institute of  Social Sciences, for 
example, 25 blockbusters from 2019 
were examined and almost three-
fourths of  the characters in the 
films were played by men. Of  these, nine out of  ten men were 
in decision-making roles such as politicians, army officers and 
policemen while the women were almost all minor players like 
doctors, nurses, teachers and journalists. Nor is it entirely co-
incidental that the women are shown in typically caregiving 
roles like nurses, mothers or teachers.

In a country like India, therefore, in 
which deeply conservative norms inform 
the aspirations of  young girls — glorifying 
the ideals of  sacrifice, submission, caregiv-
ing and nurturing, the school can be an 
exciting and liberating arena in which to 
offer an alternative vision of  womanhood. 
Here, for a time, young girls can unfetter 
themselves from a pedestrian reality and 
dream of  more capacious horizons. To do 
so, they need to see themselves reflected in 
the stories of  women who have led lives of  unashamed am-
bition, of  fierce beauty and exemplary courage.

But in the new NCERT Social Sciences textbooks for 
Class 7, two extraordinary women have been calamitously 
excised from the records — Razia Sultan and Noor Jahan.  
Noor Jahan was the last wife of  Jahangir, fourth of  the 
great Mughals of  India. So candescent was Noor Jahan’s 
power and influence during the rule of  Jahangir that his-

torian Ruby Lal has described her as the co-sovereign along-
side her husband, the only woman of  the Mughal empire 
who can be considered a co-ruler.  As for Razia Sultan, she 
was the first female Muslim ruler of  South Asia, a woman 
who ruled as Sultan in her own name during the age of  the 
Delhi Sultanates in the 13th century. At a time when Razia’s 
female contemporaries in Catholic Europe were confined 
to the walls of  their homes and kept out of  all spheres of  
influence, this Delhi monarch minted coins in her own 
name, put aside her veil and rode to war to defend her lands.

Despite the remarkable achievements of  these two wom-
en, their legacy was never safely anchored in the public 

imagination. For far too long, 
tainted by colonial prejudice and 
post-colonial prurience, these 
women had been relegated to that 
shadowy space where ambitious 
women are shunted to; Noor Ja-
han was judged shrewishly 
over-ambitious, manipulating a 
helpless emperor who was in sex-
ual thrall to her. And though Ra-
zia Sultan was admired in her 
own age, later historians were far 
more scathing — criticising her 
disregard for the veil, and gloom-
ily predicting the end of  the world 
once women began ruling in lieu 
of  men. It is only in recent dec-
ades that a serious scholarly 
re-evaluation has restored these 
women to their rightful place.  
Now, that hard-worn legacy is un-
der threat once again.

It is not coincidental, naturally, 
that Noor Jahan and Razia Sultan 
have gone missing from the new 
Class 7 textbooks. In a nimble 
sleight of  hand, the new books 
omit the Delhi Sultanates and the 
Mughal empire entirely. When 
they are introduced in the new 
class 8 books, it is to present these 

empires as eras of  ‘darkness’ in a completely ahistorical and 
regressive assessment reminiscent of  old colonial prejudic-
es. Through this act of  chicanery, two inspirational queens 
have disappeared, almost negligently. Perhaps it is an incon-
venient truth today to discuss Muslim dynasties which fos-

tered women of  such talent and verve.
As authoritarian govts around the globe 

reconfigure their worlds according to a 
mythical past, it is women who will be re-
quired to suffer the greatest myth-making. 
Women’s rights and women’s stories are 
already under assault in many parts of  the 
world. In the West, there is the unfathom-
able trend of  women on social media sim-
pering about being ‘trad wives’ and stay-
at-home girlfriends while in India, it has 
become de rigueur to proclaim a regressive 

religiosity in the name of  cultural traditions. In this violent 
curettage of  history to suit an imagined idealised past, it is 
women’s bodies that are being shackled and young girls’ 
minds that are fractured. As consolation for a shifting and 
violent world, young girls today deserve ever more examples 
of  luminous women to inspire them, not fewer. 

Mukhoty is a historian and author of  the  
upcoming ‘The Lion and the Lily’ 

Razia Sultan and Noor Jahan: What 
girls lose when queens are erased

Two extraordinary women 
have been calamitously 
excised from textbooks. 
Perhaps it is an inconvenient 
truth today to discuss 
Muslim dynasties which 
fostered women of such 
talent and verve

IRA MUKHOTY
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JUDGED HARSHLY: Once maligned as shrewish and 
manipulative, Noor Jahan and others are only now 
being reclaimed by serious scholarship

WORD DROP

MIDWIT
Not to be confused with a dimwit, the new 
term ‘midwit’ refers to “someone who is 
around average intelligence but is so 
opinionated and full of themselves that 
they think they are some kind of genius,” 
as per Urban Dictionary. They’re not 

dumb, but they’re not smart either, but 
the latter is unthinkable to them. Think 
uncles on WhatsApp groups waxing 
eloquent about foreign relations or X 
users turning experts based on the news 
cycle, as decisive about animal birth 
control as they are about tariffs. AI has 
only supercharged the rise of the midwit, 
giving shallow takes the polish of clever 
thought with the help of chatbots. In an 
age where decisiveness trumps curiosity, 
midwits are having their moment. 

On August 19, researchers across 
India woke up to unsettling 
news: access to Sci-Hub — the 
shadow library that has long 
been their lifeline — had been 

blocked by order of  the Delhi High Court. If  ap-
propriate long-term measures are not taken, this 
could have enormous implications for the future 
of  research in the country.

THE LEGAL BACKSTORY
The ban did not come out of  nowhere. It was the 
outcome of  a long-running copyright battle play-
ing out in Indian courts since 2020. On one side 
was Sci-Hub, founded by Kazakhstani computer 
programmer Alexandra Elbakyan, which has 
long provided free access to millions of  published 
research articles. On the other were three major 
international publishers (Elsevier, Wiley and 
American Chemical Society) who filed a copy-
right infringement suit against it. During the 
proceedings, Ms Elbakyan gave an undertaking 
that no new articles covered by the plaintiffs’ 
copyright would be uploaded till the proceedings 
conclude. But while this undertaking remained 
in force, she released new articles through anoth-
er website named Sci-Net. Arguing that this vio-
lated her undertaking, the publishers went back 
to court, leading to the blocking order on Sci-Hub, 
Sci-Net and all mirror websites.

WHAT THE COURT IGNORED
While this appears like a simple blocking order, 
one should not overlook some of  the public inter-
est dimensions.

First, it is an undeniable fact that even the 
most resource-rich institutions in India like IITs 

and IIMs fail to provide access to all the publica-
tions necessary for facilitating good quality re-
search. One can only imagine the plight of  re-
searchers in other institutes.

Second, the blocking order relies heavily on 
jurisprudence laid down in the context of  issues 
like online movie piracy. But are these compara-
ble infringements? The business models in aca-
demic publishing are very different — not just 
from movies but even fiction and newspaper 
publishing. Journal authors are almost never 
paid royalties or remuneration for their contri-
butions. Even open access journals that allow the 
authors to retain copyright often charge them 
‘processing’ fees, clearly illustrating the contin-
ued exploitation by journals. In such a context, 
the traditional incentive-based justifications for 
grant of  copyright protection hardly exist. Most 
researchers contribute to journals for reasons 
such as advancing knowledge, signalling exper-
tise, and meeting requirements for appoint-
ments/ promotion in academic and research 
institutions. This fundamental difference is why 
scholars like Steven Shavell argue for abolition 
of  copyright in academic works and placing them 
in the public domain for broader social benefits.

Third, it is debatable whether the publishers 
own valid copyright in all the articles available 
through Sci-Hub, as this also requires valid cop-
yright assignments from the authors to journals. 
A substantial number of  articles could already 
be available in the public domain for multiple 

reasons such as expiry of  copyright term, relin-
quishment of  copyright by authors or application 
of  open-access mandates by those who funded 
the research. These are complex issues that can 
only be determined through a full trial, and in 
such circumstances, the courts should avoid 
sweeping blocking orders applicable to the entire 
website. It is also worth adding here that cases 
like this should not be seen as mere private dis-
putes between two parties. It is important to look 
at the broader public interest dimensions before 
issuing any injunction.

THE PATH FORWARD
The case and the resulting blocking order should 
act as a wake-up call for our policymakers. If  In-
dia has to achieve economic and scientific pro-
gress, access to scientific information is a must 
for researchers and students. While the country 

has initiated the One Nation One Subscription 
(ONOS) policy to provide access to journals for 
institutions across the country, the economic pru-
dence of  the scheme is questionable. It is also 
important to notice that not all publishers are 
part of  ONOS, thereby limiting coverage.

The only sustainable long-term solution to 
the crisis is open access to research publications. 
A starting point would be to mandate that all 
work funded by public money — and all research 
produced in publicly funded institutions — be 
made openly accessible. The draft National Sci-
ence, Technology and Innovation Policy 2020 had 
recommended steps in this direction; it is time 
to implement it.

Another important step is enacting restric-
tions on assignment of  copyright to journals. For 
instance, France has adopted a specific secondary 
publication right for authors, which empowers 
authors to share their final accepted author ver-
sion of  publications, irrespective of  any exclusive 
contract they may have signed with publishers. 
While allowing authors to publish in any journal 
they prefer, such measures can help authors and 
institutions address the current imbalance in 
bargaining power. It is also important to note that 
author-protective measures are not alien for In-
dian copyright law. For example, the Copyright 
(Amendment) Act 2012 introduced restrictions 
with regard to assignment of  copyright and man-
datory royalty sharing, with the primary objective 
of  protecting lyricists and composers against 
economically powerful producers.

The long-term solution is, therefore, to take 
inspiration from our own history and achieve a 
fair balance between copyright protection  
and broader social interests. Only then can we 
create a research ecosystem that truly democra-
tises knowledge. 

Scaria is a professor of  law at the National 
Law School of  India University, Bengaluru 

Even the most resource-rich institutions  
in India like IITs and IIMs fail to provide 
access to all the publications necessary  
for facilitating good quality research.  
One can only imagine the plight of 
researchers in other institutes
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Sci-Hub case: What’s really at stake is future of research in India

URL WAR: Such cases are not mere private disputes. 
It is important to look at the public interest 
dimensions before issuing sweeping orders
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According to German 
newspaper Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung, PM 
Narendra Modi apparent-

ly declined to take four calls from President 
Donald Trump. Though neither Washing-
ton nor Delhi have confirmed this, it’s 
marvellous if  it’s true. This reported snub 
sends a clear message that India will not 
be cowed by a capricious bully.

Trump has imposed an additional 
25% tariff  on imports from India, which 
now total 50%. This is among the highest 
he has levied on any country. The US is 
treating India as a foe.  

Peter Navarro, a White House trade 
advisor, has trashed India for buying cheap 
Russian crude, refining it and selling the 
refined products to the US and Europe at 
a high profit, increasing its trade surplus 
with the US. He says the Ukraine war is 
“Modi’s war”, arguing that India is pre-
venting the end of  the war.

This is no longer a trade issue. It is, 
squarely, a foreign policy issue. The US is 
trying to bleed and browbeat India into 
abandoning its independent foreign policy.

Most Indian economists 
are reluctant to retaliate 
against Trump’s tariffs, as 
China did. They say China 
has strong cards such as the 
supply of  rare earths, while 
India has none and so cannot 
get tough. Instead, they ar-
gue, India should grit its 
teeth and take a one-way 
beating, depending on diplo-
macy to eventually bring 
Trump to his senses.

By contrast, most Indian 
foreign policy experts want 
to stay tough and not give an 
inch. China and the EU, which import 
more energy from Russia than India does, 
have not been penalised. Pakistan pays US 
tariffs of  just 19% against India’s 50%, 
raising questions about whether US poli-
cies are approaching total reversal.

Indian economists are wrong and for-
eign policy experts are right. We must stay 
tough. India’s policy of  multi-alignment 
means it seeks links with many sides that 
may be opposed to one another. Trump 
wants to force India to treat Russia as a foe 
and break old ties with it. India must re-
fuse to give in. Another polite snub would 
be to actually increase purchases of  Rus-
sian oil, not just because it is cheap but 

because it would emphasise 
the value India places on 
such bridges to Moscow.

Russia used to be India’s 
main, cheap source of  
arms. In recent decades, 
India has diversified its 
arms suppliers, buying 
from France, Israel, and 
the US. When the tariff  is-
sue arose, Indian trade ne-
gotiators proposed to re-
duce India’s large trade 
surplus with the US by 
buying billions worth of  
US aircraft.

But now India must change tack. It 
must tell Trump, gently but firmly, that 
India cannot buy arms from a country 
that imposes a 50% import tariff. That is 
retaliation through foreign policy rather 
than trade. It will be a big, credible 
threat. The economists are plain wrong 
in saying India has no cards.

A country perceived to be weak will 
be subjected to ever more pressure. The 
classic case is Laos, which abolished all 
tariffs on imports from the US, yet got 
slapped with a 40% tariff  on its exports. 
This is a bully’s idea of  tariff  equality.

If  India retaliates, it will have some-
thing to give up in exchange for lower US 

tariffs. India cannot give up agricultural 
tariffs as Trump wants for political rea-
sons. It cannot stop buying Russian oil for 
foreign policy reasons. What, then, can it 
give up? The answer: India must first retal-

iate and then give up retaliatory action as 
part of  a mutual return to normalcy. India 
imposed retaliatory tariffs on 28 US items 
when Trump imposed tariffs in his first 
term, eight years ago. It should do so again.

Some economic commentators have 
noted that India supplies 47% of  US con-
sumption of  generic drugs, and wonder 
if  India can threaten to withhold such 
supplies as a negotiating card. That is a 
bad idea. Indian drug exporters will be 
hit much more than US consumers. Be-
sides, Trump wants to stop generic drug 
imports and have these manufactured in 
the US and he is threatening a 100% tariff  
on all generic drug imports to this end. 
He will be delighted, not dismayed, if  
India opts out voluntarily.

India does indeed have a big card in 
pharma but a different one. US drug com-
panies now produce only patented drugs, 
leaving generics to Third World countries. 
US drug giants fear India will make it dif-
ficult to get fresh patents. Even more they 
fear India may liberally issue compulsory 
licences, allowing Indian companies to 
cheaply produce drugs still under patent. 
India can gently turn the screws on both 
issues without any open announcement. It 
can then agree to retreat as part of  a deal.

Trump changes policies in a trice. If  
we stay tough, he will come around. 
Whatever he says about India being in 
the Russian camp today, strong funda-
mentals will eventually bring India and 
the US together. Multi-alignment is a 
sound, workable foreign policy. 

Sorry economists, the foreign policy experts are right on Trump
India’s policy of 
multi-alignment 
means it seeks 
links with many 
sides that may be 
opposed to one 
another. Trump 
wants to force 
India to break old 
ties with Russia. 
India must refuse 
to give in

CHILL PILL: India supplies nearly half of US’s generic drugs, but its real leverage lies in 
its power to block patents of Big Pharma and issue compulsory licences to desi firms

SWAMINOMICS
SWAMINATHAN S 
ANKLESARIA AIYAR

After your Overseas Citizen of India (OCI) 
card was cancelled in 2019, you plunged 
headlong into travel, tracing the Silk Road 
through Uzbekistan, wandering the ruins of 
Al-Andalus in Spain, and journeying through 
Mongolia’s steppes. How did these journeys 
reshape your sense of being Indian?
There was an odd sense of  euphoria. I felt 
the world to be so wide and varied, and 
myself  so comfortable within it. I revelled 
in just the little things about travel: the 
lunch with a friend at a Black Sea restau-
rant in Istanbul; the dawn arrival at 
Chinggis Khaan International in Ulaan-
baatar; the drives across the spine of  Asia. 
It was romantic, to be sure, but there were 
more serious lines of  inquiry, such as the 
suppression of  Buddhism in Mongolia. 
My ability to see these things in the con-
text of  other movements in Asia spoke to 
a kind of  cosmopolitanism (ever a dirty 
word!) that I felt very proud to possess. 
Also, odd as it may seem, it reinforced my 
connection to India. Because, regard-
less of  my passport, I was not travelling 
as an American, or a Briton, but only 
as an Indian could, with certain sen-
sitivities that had come down to me 
through its varied history. That tra-
dition I was travelling in, which (VS) 
Naipaul, (Amitav) Ghosh, and others 
pioneered, shows you who you really 
are when you’re away from home 
— away, too, from the binary of  
India and the West.  

Do you think India today is 
closer to an ‘equilibrium’ it was 
always headed toward? Or has 
the ‘idea of India’ reached its 
natural expiry date?
In many countries, with 

similar tensions, we’ve seen the pendulum 
swing, again and again. If  you define ‘equi-
librium’ in the sense of  a new political 
reality finding articulation, then yes, I 
think to some degree that has occurred. 
But, if  you mean it in the sense of  lasting 
peace, or balance, or even reconfiguration, 
then no. What really happens in these sit-
uations is that different visions of  the 
country vibrate next to each other. It’s an 
uncomfortable dissonant process, an aton-
al music, and the most one can 
hope for is that the different 
visions are not so deeply in-
compatible that they tear the 
place apart. India may be roil-
ing, but it’s in moments like 
these that we should check to see how in-
tact India’s continuities are—not political 
continuities, but cultural ones. I think 
you’ll find many of  them unchanged. 

If you were to return now, which places 
in India would you feel most drawn to?
I never make a point of  revisiting places 
unless asked to. I like letting memory, ac-
cretion and distance accumulate. I will say 
that the North doesn’t call me at all. On the 
level of  sensual memory, I am haunted by 
the South, where I went to school. By 
lunches served on banana leaves in road-
side restaurants, where they pour ghee 
onto the rice out of  steel buckets. By that 
first breath of  the Palani hills. I loved being 
at school in Kodaikanal. I keep waiting for 
homesickness, but it never really comes, 
except in these very oblique ways. I can’t 
tell if  I’m blocking it, or if  one is really glad 
to be away from the bad air and the malice.

In a world that is more interconnected 
and yet more insular, what does ‘home’ 
mean to you today?
One of  the things I like about America is 
how much home — no doubt, a carry over 

of  the settler spirit — is an act of  do-
ing and making, and not mere-

ly inherited belonging. This 
is true in the narrow sense 
of  the agency required in 
building or buying a 

home, but also true in 
the abstract. People like 
to give reasons for why 
they live where they live. 

In India, it’s the op-

posite. Home is the great mother. We’re 
constantly trying to prove ourselves wor-
thy of  her. I don’t know if  I buy in anymore. 
I know where I live — it’s my address — 
but, for the rest, I’m going to let the great 
mother prove herself  worthy of  me. 

Your essays often circle back to historical 
fissures. Why is that so important to you?
I think of  my work as primarily being a 
form of  historical reportage, or, as you say, 

the fissures of  history. I do it, 
in part because I grew up 
along such a line—the Parti-
tion — but, more deeply, to 
paraphrase (James) Baldwin, 
the war occasioned on the In-

dian soul by the presence of  Islam on the 
subcontinent. As I travelled more, I found 
other such fault lines: Shia/Sunni, pre-Co-
lumbian/Hispanic; Shaman/Buddhist; 
Shinto/Buddhist…the list goes on. These 
lines of  convulsion matter because their 
tension can still be felt into the present. 
They influence politics and human behav-
iour. In the US, for instance, ‘the interracial 
drama’ is still so visceral, despite the con-
ceit of  America wanting to be a country 
without history. My role is very neutral. I 
don’t try to make history matter when it 
doesn’t; I’m only interested in dramatising 
the tension that I can feel in the air. What 
does (American literary critic) Fredric 
Jameson say? “History is what hurts.” 

Living in the US, you’ve had a front-row 
seat to the Donald Trump phenomenon. 
What strikes you about him?
To me, Trump is more interesting as a 
cultural phenomenon than a political one. 
He has upended Wyndham Lewis’s idea 
of  America as the “rootless Elysium.” 
That elastic American idea of  belonging, 
which allowed every variety of  hyphen-
ation, and which was so attractive to those 
in the world beyond, now has the distinct 
taint of  blood-and-soil about it. Perhaps 
it had always been a fiction, but what a 
compelling fiction! The pessimism one 
now feels in America is new. That sense 
of  a world grown old, and full of  history. 
American possibility; American excep-
tionalism; the role of  the country as a 
moral force in the world — all of  these 
might have been fictions, but they had 
real traction on the ground. Now nobody 
even talks about them. That represents 
what Hannah Arendt describes as “natal-
ity,” the arrival of  something new in the 
world. Some people see this as a necessary 
loss of  illusions, but all societies have il-
lusions, and these drive people to be bet-
ter, to not merely be themselves. Fiction 
or not, I fear we will miss what America 
made us believe about who and what 
she was, and may yet be.

Odd as it may seem, my journeys in 
exile reinforced my bond with India

“To lose one’s country is to know 
an intimate shame, like being 
disowned by a parent, turned out 
of one’s home… without a country 
we are adrift,” Aatish Taseer 
writes in his new book, ‘A Return 
to Self: Excursions in Exile’. The 
son of assassinated Pakistani 
politician Salman Taseer and 
Indian journalist Tavleen Singh, he 
has long grappled with questions 
of identity and belonging. In 
conversation with Jairaj Singh, the 
New York-based writer reflects on 
the fault lines of history that run 
through his work. Edited excerpts:
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dark and handsome companion chicory.
Once upon a time, coffee – just a tad more

extravagant than humble tea – was the pre-
serve of  special occasions in the bustling
college canteen. Oh, how we’d savour those
moments. On winding train journeys, an
entrepreneurial hawker might glide by,
proffering what he called ‘chaffee’: an alche-
my of  tea laced with a dash of  instant coffee.
It was pure, unadulterated umami, a wick-
edly grown-up thrill.

Glide forward to the plush, AC havens of  In-
dia’s 5-star hotels, where cafeterias were as
much a backdrop to corporate confidences
as to secret glances on clandestine dates and
those awkward encounters orchestrated by
hopeful parents. All over a cup of  posh coffee.

And then, the landscape changed. Cafés
sprouted like monsoon mushrooms across
the subcontinent, their menus a dizzying
litany: latte, cappuccino, macchiato….
There was no ritual, no time of  day too
gauche – coffee became every bit as free-
wheeling and sumptuous as we dared to
imagine.

A recent conversation with my school his-
tory teacher reminded me of  Italy and its

sanctified coffee codes. The post-dinner cof-
fee? Of  course. A cappuccino? Never. There
exists a stubborn, almost unwritten law in
Italy, where cappuccinos are concerned,
that even Don Corleone would not dare tam-
per with. For this marriage of  equal parts
espresso, steamed milk, and foam, named
for the Capuchin monks, must take its right-

ful place only before 11 am.
Should you order one after the magic

hour? You might as well announce yourself
a tourist extraordinaire, the Italians’ whis-
pered verdict like a sharp stab in the Floren-
tine evening air.

It’s said the milk in cappuccino hinders di-
gestion after a heavy meal, a notion that

suits the Mediterranean lifestyle, where
meals are lyrical, unhurried, and marked
by languorous time spent by belle donne
and bel rizzi.

‘Prendiamo un caffè,’ Italians say, a casual
‘let’s get a coffee’ that feels like an invitation
to flirt, a Tinder date to converse – like a deli-
cate opening line in the warm Italian
breeze. Espresso itself  is a small, potent
shot, black as midnight, designed to cut
through languor and invigorate. Doppio,
the double shot, is rare.

Then there’s the artistry: macchiato, an es-
presso kissed gently with a splash of  froth;
corretto, a naughty espresso ‘corrected’
with a measure of  liquor; americano, an es-
presso diluted gracefully with hot water, a
nod to the American palate and drip coffee;
and lungo that’s longer, stronger, a slow
swirl of  flavour. Just what you need before
that meeting with the boss.

South Sicily whispers with its spices:
cloves, cinnamon, cocoa – an echo of  Arab

influence. Up north in Le Marche, caffè ani-
sette laces espresso with anise, a delicate
twist. Tiramisu, the utterly mellifluous
‘pick me up’ Italian dessert, is a love child of
espresso and mascarpone, swaddled loving-
ly with sponge fingers.

And since 1919, the Bialetti brand of  moka
and espresso coffee pots have been as much
a part of  Italian identity as Sophia Loren
and Marcello Mastroianni. So integral are
these to Italian culture that Dolce & Gabba-
na have even designed some of  them. But
this means drinking your shot in solitude,
missing out on the most promising part of
Italian coffee culture – perhaps the most es-
sential ingredient – the conversation. Cof-
fee in Italy is like the footwork of  ballet –
football scores debated, government poli-
cies dissected, laughter ebbing and flowing,
all around a small cup of  dark joy.

A caffè macchiato or two in the afternoon
is not merely a drink, it’s a ritual, a shared
story, a quiet rebellion against the ordinary.

Tea once ruled with quiet dignity, until frothy upstarts marched in, brandishing quirky laws, chicory allies, five-star swagger, and a rebel streak, rewriting our daily sips with flair

London: I grew upsteeped in tea. It was the
quiet sovereign of  our household, a warm
amber poured from bone china teapots into
delicate cups, whispered about in the softest
tones. Aunts passed on the formula, a tea-
spoon of  Darjeeling for each cup, and an ex-
tra for the teapot.

Coffee, on the other hand, was a flirtation
glimpsed only in glossy Nescafé adverts, an
allure of  wanderlust and bohemian free-
dom far beyond my reach. Bru middle-
classed it. With its green lid, its heady, earthy
South Indian filter coffee flavour and that

LATTE, CAPPUCCINO, MACCHIATO... THE TENDER TYRANNY OF COFFEE CODES
This marriage of equal parts espresso, steamed milk,

and foam must take place only before 11 a.m.
SUNDAY ROAST

MY FUNNY FLORENTINE, MY SLIGHTLY SWEET WITH MILK VALENTINE

RESHOM 
MAJUMDAR

NO OFFENCE Morparia

Menus reflect limits, not abundance –
but you needn’t swallow everything

Travel is Fun,
If You Have the
Stomach For It

MICHIEL
BAAS

Ulaanbaatar-Beijing (Trans-Mongolian Ex-
press): It’s common knowledge that cola was
handed down to humankind by the gods them-
selves, a beverage so exquisite it should be had
first thing in the morning. Yet, as I prefer the zero-
sugar variety, this sometimes poses an issue while
travelling.

Recently, while staying at a yurt in Inner Mon-
golia, we were informed that only regular Coca-
Cola was available. One sometimes needs to make
sacrifices. But that does not mean one needs to
embrace all culinary vagaries of  the places one
visits.

While I am okay with snails, deliciously pre-
pared in garlic butter, I have never been able to
wrap my head around brains – fried, sautéed. Hav-
ing been to Japan, I still can’t get myself  to swal-
low natto. Its cheese-like tendrils haunt me in the
opposite way I dream of  sushi. For years, in Singa-
pore, we lived near a shop overflowing with dur-
ian. I associate its smell with home, but its taste re-
mains alien to me.

Roaming around dramatically lush hills with
merrily frolicking horses in a national park not
too far from Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia’s straggling
capital, we decided to stop for ice-cream at a stall
down the road. While Mongolia’s sheep produce
half  of  the world’s cashmere, its horses are not on-
ly ridden, but they’re also milked.

Particularly popular is kumis, a fermented dairy
product made from mare’s milk. Curd-like, it
tastes somewhere in between goat cheese and
freshly tapped toddy. It took a few seconds to real-

ise that our ice cream, whose packaging we could
not read but which promised something with cara-
mel and vanilla, was kumis-flavoured.

Ice-cream is easy to dispose of  without offending
anyone. But a plateful of  food can be another mat-
ter. At one time, staying at the tiny Tongan island
of  Eua, our hosts – two boisterous sisters with
arms the size of  hams and hands like dinner plates
– decided to fry chicken for dinner. Just that morn-
ing we had seen a bunch of  them run down the gar-
den chased by a tiny dog.

We still talk about that dog named Popo and the
crunching sound of  its tiny teeth as it wolfed down
the remains of  dinner – chicken legs rolled in bat-
ter and tossed in boiling oil that came from a box
from New Zealand, with water and grease having
leaked through the cardboard.

It’s one of  the less relished aspects of  being on the
road most of  the year – the fact that what’s on the
menu is often more defined by limitations and re-
strictions than by an abundance of  choice. Un-
aware of  how seriously Ethiopians take the fast-
ing season, we not only found that no meat was
served with our injera – the traditional, sour, fer-
mented, spongy flatbread – but also that many of
the country’s best vegetables were off  the table. In
Saudi Arabia, you can forget about pork, while in
Argentina, it is next to impossible not to find beef
on your plate.

For some reason, we always struggled to find
fresh eggs in the supermarket in French Polyne-
sia. But no matter how remote the island, there
was always champagne and foie gras available.
‘Which variety are you looking for?’ a Polynesian
shop attendant once asked. She said she had three
types, but could look for more in the back.

Writing this on a train from Ulaanbaatar to Beij-
ing aboard the infamous Trans-Mongolian Ex-
press, this brings me to today’s lunch and dinner
and tomorrow’s breakfast, it being a 30-hr-long
journey. Just now, while wandering over to the
dining compartment with its intricate wood carv-
ings and tables bedecked with thick linen, I no-
ticed that most of  the Chinese guests had pulled
out their cooking utensils and were busy heating
up noodles and the like in public bathrooms. If
this is any indication of  what’s being served in the
restaurant, we may need to dust off  our best ‘ni
hao’ and start making some new friends.

THE FLYING DUTCHMAN

GENGHIS LOVES KUMIS

tion to the sentence in its entirety, ‘za-
mindar ki bekari’ makes no sense. But
every website I found citing that line –
including articles by Hindi journal-
ists – quotes it as ‘zamindar ki bekari’.

I tried phoning Javed Akhtar, co-
writer of  Sholay, for a fact check, but
he was unavailable for days. So, I reac-
hed out to one of  the few contempo-
rary Hindi film stars who speaks Hin-
di brilliantly, the half-Telugu-half-Bi-
hari Swara Bhasker. It’s not ‘zamin-
dar ki bekari’, it’s ‘zamindar ki
begari’, she clarified. Ah, that makes
sense.

‘Begari’ has its origins in a system
prevalent in parts of  pre-Independ-
ence India, where people were com-

pelled to work without pay for the gov-
ernment, or others with clout. This
then is what Basanti actually said:
‘Hey, this is Basanti’s tonga, kisi za-
mindar ki begari thodi hai (it’s hardly
forced labour with some landlord) that
you have to do it whether or not you
are willing.’ 

It’s understandable that Hema, a Ta-
milian raised in Tamil Nadu, mispro-
nounced ‘begari’. What’s amusing is
that Sholay’s director Ramesh Sippy
let it pass, and for 50 years, scores of
Hindi-bhaashis have not questioned
it. 

There’s a term for this phenomenon,
as I learnt from my friend G: monde-
green. It refers to misheard or misin-

terpreted words and phrases, usually
in poetry and song. It was coined by a
writer from the US, Sylvia Wright
who, as a child, misheard ‘And laid
him on the green’ as ‘And Lady Monde-
green’ in a Scottish ballad. 

Theories about mondegreens
abound. Some attribute them to cog-
nitive dissonance, others to confirma-
tion bias. I think they catch on be-
cause the public trusts that if  a phrase
they (mis)heard makes no apparent
sense, the writer must have intended a
meaning that eludes us.

Recently, while translating an old
Malayalam song, I also realised the
role of  the power of  suggestion in
mondegreens. Listening to the origi-
nal singer as I simultaneously read
lyrics with marginal differences on
different websites, I swear that in each
instance, my ears heard precisely
what my eyes were reading. 

G reminded me of  a mondegreen
from our growing-up years. ‘Aap jaisa
koi meri zindagi mein aaye, toh baat
ban jaaye’ (If  someone like you comes
into my life, then things will work
out), from the 1980 Hindi film Qurba-
ni, was often sung as ‘…toh baap ban
jaaye’ (then you/he will become a
dad). 

My return gift to her was one from
my childhood that I fear might be ex-
clusively mine: ‘If  there’s something
strange/ In the neighbourhood/ Who
you gonna call?/ Those bastards.’
Apologies to fans of  Ghostbusters.

PS: I finally spoke to Javed-saab be-
fore my essay on Sholay was publish-
ed. He confirmed that the words
written for Basanti were ‘zamindar
ki begari’.

When I was a little girl, my brother
convinced me that Michael Jackson
was singing: ‘The fire’s in their ass…
So beat it.’ There’s probably a PhD the-
sis somewhere out there about why a
bright kid who had heard the lyrics
correctly at first, believed an older
sibling when he replaced ‘eyes’ with
‘ass’. But I don’t need no thesis to ex-
plain hero worship. 

I’ve discovered a fancier sounding
term though for a related phenom-
enon. While writing an essay on the
1975 Hindi film Sholay, I wanted to
quote a line spoken by the tonga driv-
er Basanti in the film. Rewind to that
scene in which she offers Jai and Vee-
ru a ride, but adds that they’re not
obliged to accept. Chances are that
this is what you’ve so far heard her say
(because this is how Hema Malini,
who played Basanti, said it): ‘Arrey,
yeh toh Basanti ka tanga hai, kisi za-
mindar ki bekari thodi hai ki marzi na
marzi karna hi padey.’ (Hey, this is Ba-
santi’s tonga, not a landlord’s idle-
ness/unemployment that you have to
do it whether or not you are willing.)

Wait… what?! When you pay atten-

Mon-de-Green, Dard-e-Jigar, Dil Mein...

When you pay attention to Basanti's whole
sentence, ‘zamindar ki bekari’ makes no sense

ANNA MM
VETTICAD

Behold the mysterious aural phenomenon of mishearing lyrics and movie dialogues by which misunderstandings start making sense

'NAHIN BABUJI, YEH DOSTI HUM NAHIN THO DENGE!'

FILM FATALE
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ET Sunday Crossword 0131

ACROSS
1	 Figure of speech does poet harm (8)
5	 Smaller amount of gold for rent  

collector (6)
9	 Conservative MP gets in again  

somehow in struggle (8)
10	Sort of clue that makes one angry? (6)
12	Doing top broadcast after university (2,2)
13	Pulled money out after lecturer left, 

jobless (10)
15	Go on about silly Queen number ‘Old 

Farewell’ (4,9)
19	Cooked a rump steak, hosting people 

in fairground (9,4)

23	Like-minded women distributing 
Tories’ dosh (10)

25	Old blower regularly plays it (4)
28	I’m in business to deliver angry 

speech (6)
29	Cherish foreign rhinestone to set 

apart (8)
30	Where nurses work, making  

progress (6)
31	None strayed at all except last of  

recent arrivals (8) 

DOWN
1	 MP has overturned British firm’s 

working model (4-2)
2	 Lure rebellious MEP into heart 

of Brittany (5)
3	 Please give money to house 

radical (4)
4	 Algerian port and South Africa 

import German fabric (7)
6	 It sounds like 40 in Rome do 

well (5)
7	 In which amazing robots have 

happy ending, OK? (9)
8	 U.S. leader’s heading off to find 

hotel guest (8)
11	Send out euros with German (4)
14	Tree trunk in town near 

Liverpool (not the middle) (4)
15	Wild scrub got bigger outside 

for small retainer (4,5)
16	Football Association’s new  

admirer (3)
17	Genuine royal lost heart (4)
18	Loud singer keeps place for 

high singer (8)
20	Reverberating sound  

maintained by some choirs (4)
21	Whitewash reconditioned 

counter (7)
22	17 tackling Victory in Europe in 

show (6)
24	Bush senior (5)
26	Put together heart of politburo 

with difficulty (5)
27	Avoid hotel when star’s runing 

about (4)
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kenken HHH✩✩mini sudoku

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

codeword

6 1
6

2
4 3

4 6
1 5

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

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Tricky

Mon Aug 13 16:19:31 2012

Yesterday’s
Sudoku,
Sudoku X 
and Kakuro 
solutions

9 7

1 4 3

2 3

8 6 5 1

7 1 2 8

6 2 9

3 5 6

9 8

1 7

5 6 3 9 2 7 1 8 4

7 1 4 8 3 6 9 5 2

9 2 8 4 5 1 3 6 7

8 9 2 6 7 5 4 1 3

4 7 5 3 1 9 6 2 8

6 3 1 2 8 4 5 7 9

3 5 6 7 4 2 8 9 1

1 4 7 5 9 8 2 3 6

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

6 5 7

4

9 8

1 4 5 2

2 3 4 6

5 9

9 6 1 8 7

8 6 7 3

1 3 4

6 2 1 8 5 7 9 4 3

8 4 5 3 9 2 7 6 1

3 7 9 1 6 4 2 8 5

7 1 8 4 3 6 5 9 2

2 9 3 7 8 5 4 1 6

5 6 4 9 2 1 8 3 7

9 5 6 2 1 8 3 7 4

4 8 2 6 7 3 1 5 9

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

7 6 3

8 5 6 4

5

8 1

3 4

7 9 2 1

8 6 7

1 3 8

2 1 5

4 2 7 9 8 1 6 3 5

8 5 6 2 3 4 7 1 9

9 3 1 5 7 6 4 2 8

3 8 5 1 4 9 2 6 7

6 1 2 3 5 7 8 9 4

7 9 4 6 2 8 3 5 1

5 4 9 8 6 3 1 7 2

1 7 3 4 9 2 5 8 6

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

5 3 6 8 1

7

5 1 7

7

9 4 6 5

8 6 2 5

5 3

9 4 6 7

4 2 1

5 3 6 7 4 9 2 8 1

7 9 1 3 8 2 5 4 6

2 8 4 5 6 1 7 9 3

6 5 3 9 7 4 1 2 8

9 7 2 8 1 3 4 6 5

1 4 8 6 2 5 9 3 7

8 6 5 2 9 7 3 1 4

3 1 9 4 5 8 6 7 2

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

4 9 8 2

3 1

2 7 4

9 8 1

6 5 1 3

5 2 3

6 1 2

4 3 7

6 1 7 4 9 3 8 2 5

3 4 5 7 8 2 6 9 1

2 8 9 1 6 5 3 7 4

4 9 3 6 2 8 1 5 7

8 5 1 9 3 7 2 4 6

7 6 2 5 4 1 9 3 8

5 7 8 2 1 9 4 6 3

9 3 6 8 5 4 7 1 2

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

sudoku

world’s smallest,
hardest crossword

H✩✩✩✩ H✩✩✩✩

HHHH✩HHH✩✩ HHHHH

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

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

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

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

kakuro
6 14

10 30

4 11 16

22

17 29

23 23

28 17

17

14 19 4

29 10

16 6

4

24

12

3

23

17

4

16

16

15

35

3

14

35

15

16

22

4

16

24

3

17

23

4

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

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

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

9-12-12

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

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

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

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

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

9-12-12

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

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

produce the target numbers 
in the top-left corners. 

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

1 4
6 5

2 4
6
5 3 4

5

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

Mark Huckvale's Su Doku Puzzle Generator
Rating: Difficult

Mon Aug 13 16:19:42 2012

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

PE

NT
IX
OE

C

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

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

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

10 Spelt name 
backwards, partly 
as cover (6)

12 Peel’s free about 
noon (4)

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

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

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

23 He admires 
himself laying 
flowers on street 
(10)

25 Assistant’s first to 
finish plan (4)

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

29 Top religious clan 
organised in 
northeast (8)

30 Calm when seated 
after refreshment 
(6)

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

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

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

3 Chinese leader’s 
time in prison (4)

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

6 Big hit or small 
potatoes (5)

7 Decide to put off 
excavation (9)

8 Got ready and 
trimmed in advance? 
(8)

11 Ignominy’s mostly 
fake (4)

14 English detectives 
raised risk (4)

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

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

of children is moved 
to front (4)

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

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

21 Protect cousin 
worried about 
husband (7)

22 Applied cosmetic 
that’s 11 (4,2)

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

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

27 Recognise geek 
when he stands up 
(4)

AcroSS down
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Answers on Page 46

word wheel

daily mail crossword

masterquizmindbender
Twenty farmers each have fifteen 

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

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

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

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

national patron saints: IVLZME, 
OMWZOM, LIDQL.

1.

2.
3.

4.

5.

How long is an Olympic-size swimming 
pool?

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

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

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

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

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

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

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

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

DOWN
1 Picture clue 
2 Eggs sound like 

they’re 
finished (3)

3 Doers or not, 
little 
Desmond? (3)

4 Picture clue 
6 Picture clue 
7 That gin, made 

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

8 Picture clue 
14 Outlaw starts 

being awful 
nuisance (3)

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

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

bit fishy! (4)
10 Small 

amphibian 
went haywire 
(4)

11 Existing 
outside Beijing 
(5)

12 Sense of café 
elegance (4)

13 Writer made 
out of club iron 
(4)

14 Picture clue 
16 Picture clue 

1a. Writer gaffe spotter 
(5,6)

5a. Attacks – with words 
(7)

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

1d. It’s an opinion… 
(5,2,4)

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

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

5 6 7 8

10

13

14 15

1 2 3 4

9

11

12

16

Solution tomorrow

©The Daily Mail

SOLUTION TO No 0131:
ACROSS: 1 Metaphor. 5 Lessor.
9 Campaign. 10 Across. 12 Up to. 
13 Unemployed. 15 Good 
afternoon. 19 Amusement park.
23 Sisterhood. 25 Oboe. 28 Tirade.
29 Enshrine. 30 Onward. 
31 Neonatal. 
DOWN: 1 Mock-up. 2 Tempt. 
3 Pray. 4 Organza. 6 Excel. 
7 Storybook. 8 Resident.11 Emit.
14 Bole. 15 Grub screw. 16 Fan. 
17 Real. 18 Falsetto. 20 Echo. 
21 Trounce. 22 Reveal. 24 Elder. 
26 Built. 27 Shun.

What’s this about?
African advocacy groups repre-
senting the continent’s 1.4 billion
people are miffed that the Merca-
tor projection, one of  the world’s
most popular maps, misrepre-
sents Africa. On this map, Green-
land and Africa appear roughly
the same size. But according to the
Equal Earth projection – a modern
map that follows the Earth’s cur-
vature – the continent could fit
about 14 Greenlands within its bor-
ders.

Why is the Mercator projection so
wildly distorted?
In the 16th century, Flemish car-
tographer Gerardus Mercator de-
veloped the Mercator projection to
aid European sailors in naviga-
tion. While useful at sea, the map
exaggerated the size of  landmass-
es near the poles like Greenland
and North America while making
regions such as Africa and South
America appear smaller than they
are. The 2018 Equal Earth projec-
tion shows continents in their true
proportions.

Why has not there been a switch
since we are no longer sailors navi-
gating seas for new lands?
The Mercator projection remains
widely used in schools and on digi-
tal platforms. While Google Maps
replaced it with a 3D globe view on
desktop in 2018 (though users can
still switch back) the mobile app
continues to default to the Merca-
tor projection. In fact, geography
experts have long advised that
Mercator projection is obsolete
and asked people to not use it as a
world map.

Hmm.. So what are the advocacy
groups saying?
In April, two advocacy groups
from Africa launched a campaign
urging schools, international or-
ganisations, and media outlets to
adopt the Equal Earth projection.
Distorted maps, they say, shape bi-
ased perceptions of  Africa’s place
in the world. 
Text: Team Sunday ET

LET’S TALK

ABOUT...

Should We Swear by
Our Swear Words?

Iran conflict – ‘We basically have
two countries that have been fight-
ing so long and so hard that they
don’t know what the fuck they’re
doing’ – it was a pivotal moment for
public listening and speaking. At
last, the sanctimonious division of
private and public use of  cuss
words was temporarily knocked
down. If  instead of  Trump, say, the
pope had done the honours, the ex-
isting false piety over using swear
words could have been destroyed
once and for all. But WTF, baby
steps at a time. ‘Bloody hell!’ or
‘shit!’ didn’t become regular par-
lance in a day.

So, our profanity has reached
global shores. Or so we would like
to think, considering that I doubt
whether the sharp beh******s at
Brookings Institution, or wise ka-

miney like Jeffrey Sachs (relax,
‘kaminey’ is kosher at least since
the 2009 Vishal Bhardwaj film)
won’t be peppering their speeches
or writings with the choicest
words from our neck of  the woods
in a hurry to up their street cred.

But yes, the best indicator of  the
growth of  a society’s soft power is
the spread of  slang and swear
words. It suggests a high quotient
of  ‘cool’, an easy prop to culturally
appropriate to enhance one’s swag
– like the proliferation of  Mumbai
bhai language by young upper

middle-class Indians, or cockney
English by the likes of  Mick Jag-
ger. Profanities used in rap, hip-
hop and punk music and culture
that have permeated into everyday
English stand testimony to the ap-
peal of  ‘genuine-ising’ power of
gaalis.

Apart from the pride we should
take in our cuss words, it’s also
time we realise that our 20th c. pris-
siness over using expletives is as
silly as grown-ups walking around
in school uniform (unless you’re
AC/DC guitarist Angus Young on
stage, that is). Using swear words
freely is good for you.

In a 2022 study, ‘The Power of
Swearing: What We Know and
What We Don’t,’ published in the
journal Lingua, social scientists
reveal how ‘the taboo nature of
swearing is key to its power as a
linguistic activity,’ its power being
its ability to produce ‘a range of
distinctive psychological, physio-
logical, and emotional effects’ that
includes feeling empowered and

raising pain toler-
ance.

In circa Non-Vic-
torian 2025, regular
cuss word-users no
longer need to
sound dumb per se
– they have been
found to usually
have better vocabu-
laries than ‘pro-
pah’ speakers. In
fact, they are likely
to come across as
more ‘genuine’,
less guileful. ‘When
you’re honestly ex-
pressing your emo-
tions with powerful
words, then you’re

going to come across as more hon-
est,’ says Timothy Jay, professor
emeritus of  psychology, Massa-
chusetts College of  Liberal Arts. F,
yes!

So, with the ‘ch’ word gaining
wider traction, things should only
get better not only for expletive-us-
ers abut also for Indian gaalis. As
the old Pankaj Udhas song goes,
‘Ch***** ayi hai, ayi hai/ ch*****
ayi hai.’ Trust me, it can be fucking
liberating. 

Indrajit.hazra@timesofindia.com

INDRAJIT
HAZRA

With the ‘ch’ word, our soft power moment has come – now to embrace our gaalis

BILLIONS OF BLISTERING B....

The Hindi swear word that starts
with ‘ch’ and isn’t ‘chini’, ‘Chana-
kya’ or ‘chana masala’ has, we are
told by South Asian South Asia-
watchers, entered the global lexi-
con. In a conversation on YouTube
with British journalist Moeed Pir-
zada last week, Georgetown Uni-
versity political scientist Christine
Fair dropped the ‘ch’ bomb while
talking about the Trump regime.
With far less rancour and energy
than I’ve seen news anchors bear,
Fair said, ‘The optimist in me
would like to believe the bureaucra-
cy will hold it togeth-
er. But the pessimist
in me says we have
four years of  this… of
this [‘ch’ word].’

I know asterisks are
the usual fig leaf  that
covers swear words.
In most respectable
platforms like the one
you’re holding/
scrolling/smoking,
they act as pixelation,
hiding some of  the in-
tegral bits and bobs
of  the scandalous
word. But using aste-
risks as nipple pas-
ties/covers actually
end up heightening the word’s ta-
boo quotient.

Of  course, when a White lady in
America uses the ‘ch’ word – litera-
lly the equivalent of  the English ‘c’
word that is not ‘cancer’, ‘cunnilin-
gus’ or ‘cat power’, but bearing the
same emotional oomph as ‘fucker’
or the Spanish ‘puta’ – it’s a differ-
ent ball game altogether. It should
thrill postcolonialists on a mission
to throw out Western(ised) exple-
tives from our ‘saale’ jaha se achha
vocabulary.

When Trump dropped the F
bomb in June during the Israel-

RED HERRING

Using swear
words freely is
good for you

Africa’s 
‘Correct The
Map’ Campaign
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SCIENCE

By analysing DNA from ancient horse remains,
researchers have found that an important shift
occurred at the GSDMC gene from around 4,200
years ago. Variants of this gene a�ect body shape,
spinal structure, motor coordination, and
strength, likely producing faster, stronger horses
suited for riding. Experiments in mice con�rmed
that changes at GSDMC alter spine anatomy and
movement ability. The resulting horses
transformed human societies by enabling faster
travel and mounted warfare.

Genes that made horses
rideable found

Existing braille devices are often expensive,
fragile, and limited to one line of text. A new
device uses rubber membranes that �ip inside
out when powered by small bursts of
combustion. The researchers built a grid of these
eversible actuators and found each dot rose in
less than 1 ms to form clear braille characters.
The device is water-resistant and can withstand
strong �nger pressure, making it suitable for use
in real-world settings like kitchens and bus stops.

Hardy braille device displays
multiple lines

Researchers tracked wild orangutans’ diets in
Borneo’s forests over many years and tested their
urine samples. When fruit and energy-rich foods
are scarce, the orangutans shifted to burning
stored body fat to supply their brains with
glucose. In times of plenty, they rebuilt these
reserves. This protein prioritisation strategy plus
metabolic �exibility helped them cope with
famine. The �ndings suggest humans’ constant
access to energy-dense, protein-poor foods may
help explain the surge in metabolic diseases.

Orangutans feast on fruits 
to prep for famine

SNAPSHOTS
�

Why doesn’t water fall in
one go from a cloud?

A cloud is not a big pool of
liquid water but consists of
minuscule droplets (~10
microns each) and
sometimes ice crystals.
These particles are so
small and light that they
are suspended by rising air
currents and turbulence in
the atmosphere.
Each droplet is subject to
gravity, but because it’s so
small, air resistance almost
perfectly balances its
weight. The falling speed
of a 10-micron droplet is
only around 1 cm/s, so it
would take hours to fall
through 1 km of air.
Updrafts in clouds are
often stronger than this.
As droplets coalesce into

larger drops or as ice
crystals grow and melt,
their mass increases much
faster than air drag. A
2-mm-wide raindrop can
fall at around 7 m/s, which
is faster than updrafts.
Once droplets reach that
size, gravity wins and the
droplets fall as rain.
A bucket of water is a
continuous body. Surface
tension holds all the
molecules together, so if
you overturn it, the water
pours out in a sheet. A
cloud has no such
cohesion: it’s just a di�use
suspension of independent
droplets scattered through
kilometres of air.

Question Corner

When gravity wins 

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

Walking on two legs is the
single most distinctive trait
that separates humans
from other primates. For
more than a century, scien-
tists have known that bipe-
dalism set our ancestors on
a unique evolutionary
path. Yet the developmen-
tal origins have been a
mystery.

Traditional explana-
tions that focused on fossil
anatomy and biomechan-

ics couldn’t reveal the mo-
lecular and developmental
processes at work. Moreov-
er, unlike other skeletal
features, the ilium, which
is the broad upper bone of
the pelvis, shows no ob-
vious counterparts in pri-
mates that could have re-
vealed signs of change. 

Researchers sought to
uncover the hidden steps
in embryonic development
that shaped the pelvis into
its human form. Their �nd-
ings were published in Na-

ture on August 28.
The team examined hu-

man embryonic pelvises
across critical weeks of de-
velopment, using histology
to map cartilage zones and
micro-CT scanning to track
bone formation. They
compared these with em-
bryos of mice and of chim-
panzees and gibbons held
in museum collections. At
the molecular level, they
used single-cell multi-om-
ics and spatial transcrip-
tomics to catalogue which

genes and pathways were
active in di�erent cell
types.

The study uncovered
two major innovations.
First, instead of elongating
vertically as in apes and
mice, the growth plate of
the iliac cartilage expand-
ed horizontally, rendering
the pelvis wider and shor-
ter. Second, the onset of
bone formation in humans
began later, at the poste-
rior edge of the ilium, and
spread outward along the

surface rather than inward
through the cartilage. 

This unusual timing and
placement allowed the pel-
vis to keep expanding in
width before hardening in-
to bone. These shifts were
tied to a network of deve-
lopmental regulators,
shaped in turn by changes
in human DNA.

The �ndings suggest bi-
pedalism arose via a two-
step reprogramming of
pelvic development: by re-
directing cartilage growth

and delaying bone forma-
tion, human embryos
gained a pelvis capable of
supporting upright walk-
ing and accommodating
childbirth. Understanding
these pathways may illumi-
nate the origins of pelvic
malformation. In evolu-
tionary terms, the authors
have said this work may al-
so clarify why fossil homi-
nins like Australopithecus
already had short, wide
pelves millions of years
ago.

Ancient humans evolved to walk on two legs in two steps 
The Hindu Bureau

P
lastic is cheap,
versatile, and
used almost
everywhere,

from packaging and tex-
tiles to medical supplies.
But unlike natural mate-
rials, plastic doesn’t simply
decay; instead, it breaks
down into smaller frag-
ments called microplastics
(<5 mm) and nanoplastics
(<1 µm).

These particles persist
for decades or longer, ac-
cumulate in water bodies,
and attract other pollu-
tants like heavy metals, an-
tibiotics, and toxic chemi-
cals. They provide sticky
surfaces where bacteria
thrive, and recent research
shows such surfaces can
even host microbes carry-
ing antibiotic resistance
genes (ARGs). This raises
fears that plastic waste
may not only choke ecosys-
tems but also help spread
antimicrobial resistance
(AMR).

Biodegradation o�ers a
potential way forward.
Some microbes produce
enzymes capable of disin-
tegrating the strong chemi-
cal bonds in plastic polym-
ers. A famous example is
PETase, discovered in Ideo-
nella sakaiensis, which can
degrade polyethylene te-
rephthalate (PET), a com-
mon plastic used in bot-
tles. Yet despite such
exciting discoveries, natu-
ral microbial communities
with this ability remain
poorly understood, espe-
cially in environments
where plastic pollution is
constant and intense.

The Sundarbans,
stretching across India and
Bangladesh, is the world’s
largest mangrove forest
and receives around three
billion microplastic parti-

cles every day through the
rivers that feed into the Bay
of Bengal. With such heavy
exposure, microbes in this
ecosystem may have
evolved new ways to han-
dle plastic waste. At the
same time, because micro-
plastics can carry antibiot-
ics and metals, the same
microbes may also acquire
resistance traits.

This two-faced possibili-
ty — plastic breakdown
plus resistance — is at the
heart of new work by
scientists at the Indian In-
stitute of Science Educa-
tion and Research (IISER),
Kolkata. Published in
FEMS Microbiology Letters,
it shows that the �oating
bacterial community in the
Sundarbans possesses the
genetic tools to degrade
plastics and that these
tools are also linked with
genes for AMR and metal
resistance.

The scientists collected
one litre of surface water

each month for nearly a
year (2020-21) from a site
in the Mooriganga estuary,
a branch of the Sundar-
bans. The water samples
were �ltered to capture mi-
crobial cells, and the DNA
from these microbes was
extracted. Using a tech-
nique called metagenomic
sequencing, the research-
ers read the genetic mate-
rial of the entire microbial
community.

Then they compared
the DNA sequences to spe-
cialised databases. Plas-
ticDB was used to identify
plastic-degrading enzyme
(PDE) genes, while other
resources helped detect
ARGs, metal resistance
genes (MRGs), and mobile
genetic elements — pieces
of DNA that allow genes to
move between microbes.

The analysis revealed an
impressive 838 hits for
plastic-degrading en-
zymes, representing the
ability to act on 17 di�erent

plastic polymers. Most hits
(73%) targeted synthetic
plastics, while the rest tar-
geted natural polymers like
polyhydroxyalkanoates.
The single most abundant
set of enzymes was those
breaking down PEG, sug-
gesting a strong contami-
nation input from biomed-
ical and industrial sources.

The PDEs were more
abundant during the mon-
soon. “HpB re�ects the oc-
currence of PDEs and
ARGs per season,” IISER
Kolkata biologist and study
coauthor Punyasloke Bha-
dury said this is because
“freshwater �ow from in-
land to the coast during
monsoon brings in nu-
trients, bacteria, and other
materials including
microplastics.”

Crucially, however, the
study found that microbes
carrying PDEs also often
carried resistance genes.
Genes for zinc resistance
and for resistance to ami-

noglycoside antibiotics
were particularly common
among plastic degraders. A
co-occurrence network
analysis revealed strong as-
sociations between PDEs,
ARGs, and MRGs, hinting
that the same selective
pressures — plastic addi-
tives, metals, and pollu-
tants — are shaping micro-
bial adaptation.

On one hand, the dis-
covery of such a diverse
and abundant set of plas-
tic-degrading enzymes is
promising. It shows the
Sundarbans’ microbial
community has already
adapted to deal with the
�ood of plastic waste, po-
tentially o�ering natural
solutions to one of the
world’s most pressing envi-
ronmental challenges.

On the other hand, the
very microbes capable of
breaking down plastics are
also reservoirs of antibiotic
and metal resistance
genes. If such microbes
were deliberately released
or enriched in natural set-
tings, they may contribute
to the spread of resistance
traits, undermining e�orts
to control AMR. In fact,
plastics themselves may
serve as hotbeds where re-
sistance genes accumulate
and spread between mi-
crobes through horizontal
gene transfer. This makes
the application of plastic-
degrading microbes more
complicated than it �rst
appears.

“Changing climate can
potentially accelerate the
transfer of ARGs among
bacteria, which may ulti-
mately end up in humans,”
Mr. Bhadury said. “This
could have consequences
for One Health and public
health in general.”
Madhurima Pattanayak is a
freelance science writer and
journalist

Microbes that digest plastic
may fuel antibiotic resistance 

Madhurima Pattanayak

An IISER Kolkata study has raised the possibility that those microbes capable of breaking down plastics are reservoirs of

antibiotic resistance genes; plastic particles may serve as hotbeds where genes accumulate, spread between microbes 

A range of natural and hu-
man-induced factors have
caused declines in the
�ows of at least 70% of
hydrological stations in
China, the most compre-
hensive analysis of this
kind attempted in the
country has found.

Changes in land-use and
vegetation cover (LUCC)
were the most important
cause of such declines, fol-
lowed by climate change-
induced variability (CCV),
and water abstraction, di-
version, and regulation
(WADR). There are 1,046
such stations distributed
across the major main-
streams and tributaries of
the nearly 1,500 rivers in
China. 

Scientists at China’s In-
stitute of Geographic
Sciences and Natural Re-
sources Research, Chinese
Academy of Sciences, Beij-

ing, analysed data from all
of these stations over 1956-
2016, segregated the fac-
tors that in�uenced these
�ows, and assessed their
relative contributions. The
study was published in
Science Advances on Au-
gust 6.

For their analysis, the
researchers grouped the
factors in�uencing stream-
�ow into three major driv-
ers: CCV, LUCC, and
WADR. 

Recent studies, the
authors said, highlight cli-
mate change’s dominance
in altering historical
stream�ow, whereas oth-
ers underscore the role of
natural variability in short-
term variations and the
strong e�ects of vegetation
greening and human water
withdrawals on stream�ow
reductions. The research-
ers said both factors contri-
buted “almost equally” to
changes in stream�ow,

although natural climate
variability had “a slightly
stronger contribution”.

The scientists computed
changes in water �ow at
the 1,046 stations with the
year 1986 as a fulcrum year
of comparison. Around
750 stations reported a de-
clining trend, while the re-
mainder reported an in-
creasing trend. For these
756 stations, CCV en-
hanced the decrease at
53% and dampened it at

358 stations (47%), suggest-
ing a counterbalancing ef-
fect. For the 290 stations
with increasing �ow, CCV
enhanced the increase at
92% of stations and dam-
pened it at 8%, suggesting
climate change had a grea-
ter propensity to increase
�ows when the average
�ow was increasing.

“China’s future water se-
curity would be deter-
mined by the extent to
which ACC increases in the

coming decades,” the auth-
ors wrote. “We encourage
greater cooperation bet-
ween climate and hydrolo-
gy sciences to improve the
accuracy of mid- and long-
term national stream�ow
projections.”

“The stream�ow de-
clines across more than
70% of measured stations
may pose a threat to eco-
systems, environments, so-
cioeconomics, and agricul-
ture. In dry regions of
northern China, such de-
clines, if maintained, could
lead to water crises in the
foreseeable future,” the
authors added.

Lower  stream�ow was
broadly seen in central and
northern China, with 593
stations decreasing by up
to 40% and 163 stations de-
creasing by more than
40%. A total of 433 stations
displayed signi�cant de-
creasing trends, including
273 stations with reduc-

tions up to 40% and 160
stations with decreases ex-
ceeding 40%. Increases in
stream�ow were also re-
ported from the lower
reaches of the Yangtze
River.

While the analysis was
speci�c to China, it mirrors
tropical hydrological situa-
tions like those in India.
The Central Water Com-
mission has 901 hydro-me-
teorological stations across
all the major river basins.

The Ministry of Water
Resources had said in
March that the annual av-
erage �ow data maintained
by the CWC, for the last 20
years for major/important
rivers, “did not indicate
any signi�cant decline in
water availability.” Howev-
er, the per capita annual
water availability has pro-
gressively dropped due to
increasing population, ur-
banisation, and better lifes-
tyles of residents, it added.

Land-use change reduced �ows in China’s river stations 

The Jinshajiang River ravine in Yunnan province in China,

November 2018. ROD WADDINGTON (CC BY-SA) 

Jacob P. Koshy
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FAQ

The story so far:

A
recent study has reconstructed the
long-term discharge �ow of the Gangotri
Glacier System (GGS), the source of the

upper Ganga basin which contributes to the
waters of the Bhagirathi river in the central
Himalayas. In the wake of climate change,
glaciologists the world over have been studying
the impact of glacier melt.

Why is the GGS signi�cant?
The snow and ice reserves of the Hindu Kush
Himalaya (HKH) are critical sources of water to
sustain major rivers like the Indus, Ganga, and
Brahmaputra. Signi�cant climatic changes,
however, have been observed in recent decades in
the region, altering the cryosphere and the
hydrological cycle. This has meant a change in the
dynamics of glacier-fed hydrological systems,
accelerating glacial retreat and shifting seasonal
discharge patterns. Modelling studies, or
theoretical assessments of these changes, are a
popular approach to assess these changes. Given
their size, however, assessing river �ow and
delineating the contribution of snow melt and
precipitation is challenging. It is easier to estimate
this in relatively smaller systems such as the GGS
and this is why it is a popular choice among
hydrologists and climate scientists. The current
study, ‘Hydrological Contributions of Snow and
Glacier Melt from the Gangotri Glacier System and
Their Climatic Controls Since 1980’, led by
researchers at the Indian Institute of Technology,
Indore, the Universities of Utah and Dayton in the
U.S. and the Kathmandu-based International
Centre for Integrated Mountain Development,
attempts to �ll the gap. The study appears in the
Journal of the Indian Society of Remote Sensing.

What did the study �nd?
The study reconstructed the long-term discharge
trend of the GGS by combing a high-resolution
glacio-hydrological model, called Spatial
Processes in Hydrology (SPHY). This simulates
terrestrial water balance processes, such as
rainfall-runo�, evapotranspiration, and
cryospheric processes. This is combined with the
Indian Monsoon Data Assimilation and Analysis
(IMDAA) dataset spanning 1980–2020. Their
analysis �nds that maximum GGS discharge

occurs during the
summer months,
with a peak in July
at 129 cubic metre
per second. The
mean annual GGS
discharge was
estimated as 28±1.9
m3 /s, with the
major contribution
from snow melt
(64%), followed by

glacier melt (21%), rainfall-runo� (11%) and base
�ow (4%) over 1980–2020. A decadal discharge
analysis, their study found, showed a shift in the
discharge peak from August to July post-1990,
which they attributed to decreased winter
precipitation and enhanced melting in early
summer.

The mean, decadal GGS discharge showed the
highest volumetric increase of 7.8% from
1991–2000 to 2001–2010. While the mean annual
temperature increased, no signi�cant trend was
observed in mean annual precipitation or glacier
melt. Despite the warming, snow melt declined,
mainly due to a decreasing trend in mean snow
cover area, whereas rainfall-runo� and base �ow
increased over GGS during 1980–2020. Statistical
analysis revealed that the mean annual discharge
of GGS is mainly controlled by summer
precipitation, followed by winter temperature.

Which glaciers make up the GGS?
The study area of the GGS comprises the glaciers
Meru (7 km2), Raktavaran (30 km2), Chaturangi (75
km2) and the largest glacier Gangotri (140 km2).
The GGS covers an area of 549 square km (km2)
spanning an elevation range between 3,767
metres and 7,072 metres. About 48% of the GGS is
glacierised. The GGS receives precipitation from
the western disturbances during winter (October
to April) and from the Indian summer monsoon
during summer (May to September). The average
seasonal rainfall (May to October) is around 260
mm, with an average mean temperature of 9.4°C
for the period 2000–2003.

What are the implications of the �ndings?
Rainfall run-o� and base �ow have exhibited
increasing trends on GGS, suggesting
warming-induced hydrological changes. This year
the summer monsoon has been particularly
intense in north India with nearly 25% more rain
than usual from June to August. There have been
several instances of intense �oods in Uttarakhand,
Jammu and Himachal Pradesh often prompting
State authorities to label them – without a
scienti�c basis – as ‘cloudburst,’ despite the lack of
appropriate instruments or satellite imagery to
justify this. A cloudburst is when over 10 cm of
rainfall is reported in an hour over an area less
than 30 square km.

Is the Gangotri
glacier losing
snow earlier
than usual?
How is climate change altering the

water cycle in the Gangotri Glacier

System which feeds the Bhagirathi river?

Analysis shows a shift
in the discharge peak
from August to July
post-1990, attributed to
decreased winter
precipitation and
enhanced melting in
early summer

Jacob Koshy

The story so far:

O
n August 25, 2025, the Supreme
Court urged the Union government
to frame guidelines for regulating
social media, observing that

in�uencers often commercialise free speech in
ways that can o�end the sentiments of
vulnerable groups. A Bench of Justices Surya
Kant and Joymalya Bagchi directed that the
regulations be prepared in consultation with the
National Broadcasters and Digital Association
(NBDA). The directive comes at a time when
nearly 491 million Indians are active on social
media, highlighting the challenges of
safeguarding free expression while
simultaneously protecting individual dignity.

What were the directions?
The court’s order stemmed from an intervention
application �led by a non-pro�t supporting
individuals a�ected by Spinal Muscular Atrophy
(SMA), a rare and debilitating genetic disorder.
The organisation alleged that stand-up
comedians Samay Raina, Vipul Goyal, Balraj
Paramjeet Singh Ghai, Sonali Thakkar, and
Nishant Jagdish Tanwar had “abused the
freedom of speech and expression” by making
derogatory comments about individuals
su�ering from SMA. During the proceedings, the
Bench emphasised that the right to free speech
does not encompass speech made purely for
“commercial purposes”. “When you are
commercialising free speech, you should also
bear in mind not to hurt the sentiments of
certain sections of society,” Justice Bagchi
observed. 

Attorney-General R. Venkataramani,
appearing for the Union government, assured
the court that the Centre would frame guidelines
in consultation with stakeholders to ensure “the
rights of all parties concerned are adequately
protected without impinging upon individual
dignity, honour, and respect.” The Bench
further clari�ed that such guidelines should not
serve merely as a “reaction to any particular
incident” but should be designed to address the
evolving challenges posed by technology and
modern modes of communication. The court
also ordered the comedians to issue public
apologies on their YouTube channels and other
social media platforms.

When can limits be imposed on free speech?
The Constitution permits restrictions on free
speech only on eight narrowly de�ned grounds
under Article 19(2) — the sovereignty and
integrity of India, the security of the state,
friendly relations with foreign states, public
order, decency or morality, contempt of court,
defamation, and incitement to o�ences. “There
are already laws in place to regulate expression
on these grounds. However, the Supreme Court
has consistently held that the state cannot
impose restrictions beyond these
constitutionally prescribed limits,” Jay Vinayak
Ojha, research fellow at the Vidhi Centre for
Legal Policy, told The Hindu.

In 2015, in the case of Shreya Singhal v. Union
of India, the Supreme Court struck down
Section 66A of the Information Technology (IT)
Act, 2000, holding that vague grounds such as
“annoyance,” “insult,” or “hatred” cannot justify
the criminalisation of speech. The ruling
a�rmed that speech which “o�ends, shocks, or
disturbs” remains constitutionally protected,
and that restrictions on free speech must satisfy
the test of reasonableness under Article 19(2).
The principle was reiterated in Kaushal Kishore
v. State of Uttar Pradesh (2023), where a
Constitution Bench held that the grounds
enumerated in Article 19(2) are exhaustive and
cannot be expanded, however well-intentioned
the attempt. The judges underscored that “no
one can either be taxed or penalised for holding
an opinion which is not in conformity with the
constitutional values”. 

Similarly, in March 2025, the Supreme Court
quashed a criminal case registered by the
Gujarat Police, accusing Congress MP Imran
Pratapgadhi of inciting discord through a poem.
A Bench of Justices A.S. Oka and Ujjal Bhuyan
observed that speech may well discomfort even
members of the judiciary, but it remains the
court’s “duty to uphold” and “zealously protect”
the fundamental freedom to free speech

guaranteed under Article 19(1)(a).

Is commercial speech protected?
The Supreme Court’s jurisprudence on the
protection accorded to commercial speech has
evolved signi�cantly over time. In Hamdard
Dawakhana v. Union of India (1959), advertisers
challenged the constitutionality of the Drugs and
Magic Remedies Act, 1954, which sought to curb
misleading advertisements promoting products
with supposed “magical” medical remedies.
While the court acknowledged that advertising is
“no doubt a form of speech,” it emphasised that
once a commercial advertisement contains an
element of trade or commerce, “it no longer falls
within the concept of free speech for the object
is not propagation of ideas — social, political or
furtherance of literature or human thought.”

However, this approach was revisited in Tata
Press v. Mahanagar Telephone-Nigam Limited
(1995), where the court held that commercial
speech should not be denied constitutional
protection merely because business entities
issue it. The ruling recognised that commercial
advertisements serve the public interest, as they
disseminate information in “a democratic
economy” and may be of “much more
importance to the general public than to the
advertiser.” Similarly, in A. Suresh v. State of
Tamil Nadu (1997), the court observed that
“where the freedom of speech gets intertwined
with business, it undergoes a fundamental
change and its exercise has to be balanced
against societal interests.” Such interpretations
led the court to distinguish between two
categories of commercial expression — one that
advances public interest by facilitating the free
�ow of information, and another that serves
only private commercial interests.

What are the implications?
According to Mr. Ojha, digital media is already
governed by a robust statutory framework.
“Social media companies are bound by the IT
(Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media
Ethics Code) Rules, 2021, under the IT Act,
2000, which require them to prevent their
platforms from being used to disseminate
obscene, pornographic, or otherwise harmful
content. Social media in�uencers, too, are not
beyond the reach of ordinary criminal law and
may be held accountable for what they say
online,” he said. He cautioned that any
additional regulation would have to be drafted
with great care so as not to impinge upon the
fundamental right to freedom of expression.

Experts told The Hindu that the Supreme
Court’s polyvocal character, shaped by judges’
di�ering approaches, results in inconsistencies
in its free speech jurisprudence. Constitutional
law scholar Gautam Bhatia has argued that this
polyvocality produces a “patchwork
jurisprudence” leaving domains such as free
speech dependent on discretion of judges, who
may at times disregard established precedents.

What is top court’s order on social media?

‘Any
additional
regulation
must be
drafted with
care so as
not to
impinge on
free speech’

What does the Supreme Court’s push to regulate content mean for free speech? Who will frame

the guidelines so that freedom of speech and expression are not abused? What does the

Constitution lay down? On what grounds are free speech restricted?

Aaratrika Bhaumik

Under scrutiny: Guidelines should address the evolving challenges posed by

modern modes of communication, says SC. GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

The story so far:

O
n August 21, Kerala Chief Minister
Pinarayi Vijayan declared Kerala as
the �rst fully digitally literate State in
India, marking the completion of the

�rst phase of the ‘Digi Kerala’ digital literacy
programme, a grass-root level intervention
across all local self-government bodies with an
aim to bridge the digital divide. According to the
Local Self Government Department, a total of
21.87 lakh people who were identi�ed as
“digitally illiterate” in a ground-level survey had
successfully completed the training programme
as well as cleared the evaluation.

What did they learn to do?
The trainees, who were not previously
acquainted with digital devices, were taught to
make voice calls as well as video calls using
smartphones, to use WhatsApp and other social
media platforms. Those who were not too old
were also taught to access government services
and to carry out digital transactions.

What led Kerala to take up the programme?
This is a classic case of bottom up, rather than

top down, �ow of government programme
ideas. The idea originated from the Pullampara
panchayat in Thiruvananthapuram in 2021,
when some government o�cials native to
Pullampara noticed long queues regularly in
front of one of the few banks in the panchayat.
Quite a few of those in the queue were
daily-wage or MGNREGS labourers who had
travelled from the interiors just to check their
account balance. The travails of those who had
to sacri�ce their daily wages for even checking
their account balance made the government and
panchayat o�cials think about teaching them to
use the basic digital technology required in daily
life.

The panchayat launched the ‘Digi Pullampara’
project, under which a survey was carried out
across all wards to identify those who are
digitally illiterate. Out of 3,917 people thus
identi�ed, training was provided to 3,300 as the
rest were bedridden. The core team designed 15
activities in three modules for training.

Students from the National Service Scheme
(NSS) units of engineering colleges and schools
in the region signed up as volunteers to teach,
along with Kudumbashree volunteers, SC/ST
promoters, and library council members.
MGNREGS worksites and Kudumbashree
neighbourhood groups where people come
together in considerable numbers became
classrooms. Training was also done by
volunteers visiting households. After the
training, a di�erent set of volunteers conducted
an evaluation of each trainee, with the
requirement that they had to complete at least
six of the 15 tasks to pass. In Pullampara, 96.18%
of the trainees cleared the evaluation. Retraining
was provided for those who failed. At an event in
September 2022, in which the Chief Minister
declared Pullampara as Kerala’s �rst fully
digitally literate panchayat, it was also
announced that the programme will be
expanded State-wide.

How did the government scale up the
Pullampara model across the State?
The government brought the core team from
Pullampara to the Kerala Institute of Local
Administration to train a group of master

trainers, who later trained 2.57 lakh volunteers
from across the State. The surveying and
training process was thus scaled up without
major tweaks and was implemented in a manner
similar to the Total Literacy campaign of the late
1980s. In the survey, 1.51 crore people from
83.45 lakh households participated, out of which
21.88 lakh were identi�ed as digitally illiterate. At
the State level, the third-party evaluation was
carried out by the Economics and Statistics
Department, in which 21.87 lakh people passed.
In panchayats where over 10% trainees failed the
evaluation, re-training was conducted. To
questions on whether the State-wide survey has
truly covered everyone, the o�cials argue that
local level Kudumbashree workers who
accompany the volunteers for the survey helped
them avoid the houses in which the residents
are already digitally savvy.

As per the National Digital Literacy Mission
guidelines for digital literacy, training needs to
be provided only for those up to 60 years of age.
But the Digi Kerala programme includes people
of all ages, even those above the age of 100. As
many as 15,221 of the trainees were above the
age of 90, while 7.77 lakh people were between
the ages of 60 and 75 and 1.35 lakh between the
ages of 76 and 90. Over 13 lakh women, eight
lakh men and 1,644 transgender persons
completed the programme successfully, as per
the data.

What is the road ahead for the Digi Kerala
project?
At the Digi Kerala declaration, the Chief Minister
also announced the Digi Kerala 2.0 project,
under which awareness classes on cyber fraud,
lessons to identify and reject fake news and
intensive training to access government services
will be held. At the national level, digital literacy
is focused on computer literacy, but the
Pullampara panchayat as well as the State
government shifted the focus to the use of
smartphones to navigate daily life. The State
government sees it as part of a larger project,
which also involves its Kerala Fibre Optic
Network (KFON) project aimed at ensuring
universal Internet access and narrowing the
digital divide by providing Internet free of cost
to below the poverty line (BPL) families (14,000
BPL families have been connected till now, in
addition to 74,203 commercial home
connections) and the K-SMART project to make
available all services of local self-government
bodies digitally over a uniform platform.

How did Kerala pull o� digital literacy feat?

In the next
phase, there
will be
awareness
classes on
cyberfraud
and lessons
to identify
and reject
fake news

Who were the volunteers? Who were trained? What do the numbers tell? Which panchayat was

declared the State’s �rst fully digitally literate panchayat? What is the plan going forward? Why is

the State focusing on smartphones instead of computer literacy?

S.R. Praveen

Hands-on lessons: Training programme at a MGNREGS worksite as part of

the Digi Kerala project. R.K. NITHIN
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O
n July 17, 2024, Peter Kent
Navarro walked out of a
federal prison in Miami,
and a few hours later,

emerged on the stage of the
Republican National Convention (RNC)
in Milwaukee in Wisconsin. “I went to
prison so that you do not have to,” he
told the believers of the MAGA [Make
America Great Again] �ag who were
moved to tears by the end of his
12-minute speech. 

“Fight, �ght, �ght,” they chanted as
he warned them of the dangers posed
in the event of a defeat of Donald J.
Trump, who was running for a second
term in the White House. 

Mr. Trump would return to the
White House, and so would Mr.
Navarro. As the Senior Counsellor for
Trade and Manufacturing for the
President, Mr. Navarro has the ear of
arguably the most powerful man on
the planet. If Stephen Miller as Deputy
Chief of Sta� at the White House is the
key mover of all immigration and
deportation decisions of the Trump
administration, Mr. Navarro guides the
course of its trade and economic
policies. As it happens, he is paying
too much attention to India and Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, and in the
process, is subjecting India-U.S.
bilateral ties to an unprecedented
stress test. 

Mr. Navarro’s second coming, as is
that of his boss, is stronger than their
respective �rst terms. In the �rst
Trump administration, Mr. Navarro
had worked as director of the White
House National Trade Council, and
later the O�ce of Trade and
Manufacturing Policy. When other
experts in the room warned of the
dangers of a trade war, Mr. Trump
would reportedly wonder, “Where is
Peter.” 

Mr. Navarro would o�er an opinion
that the President and his MAGA
crowd would love to hear. That loyalty
would extend to a willingness to go to
jail in the service of the boss and the
cause. When the Democrat-controlled
Congress subpoenaed him for
documents and a testimony regarding
the January 6, 2021 violence in Capitol
Hill, Mr. Navarro ignored it. That

earned him the charge of contempt of
Congress and a jail term of four
months. 

“We need to be in control of all
three branches of the government —
the legislature, the executive and the
judiciary,” Mr. Navarro explained at the
RNC Convention. A few days later, he
cited Apostle Matthew to explain his
incarceration: “Blessed are those who
are persecuted for righteousness’ sake,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
But heaven could wait, he said, as
there were earthly things to sort out.

Apocalypse had already come, Mr.
Navarro believed, with the entry of
China into the WTO, and Mr. Trump
was the saviour long needed. His near
total focus in the years ahead of Mr.
Trump’s MAGA movement was the
alleged destruction of America being
caused by China trade. He is the
author of 16 books. In Death by China:
Confronting the Dragon - A Global Call
to Action, he blamed China for most of
what was problematic in the U.S.
Though his arguments about trade and
de�cit have been contested by most
mainstream economists, Mr. Navarro
made sense for the distressed people
who were struggling to understand
their situation, and make a political
choice. 

Views on trade de�cit 
The core of his trade policy views
hinges on a questionable assumption
that all trade de�cits are inherently
and always bad for the country, and a
trade de�cit with another country is
the outcome of trade barriers put up
by the partner. 

His detractors have wondered how
this could be true as American de�cits
grew when global barriers came down
in recent decades. Mr. Navarro also
works on the assumption that services
exports are inferior and inadequate in
comparison with goods exports for
America. Too few economists agreed
with him, and hence he invented an
economist — Ron Vora —who appears
in �ve of his books, supporting his
arguments. Mr. Navarro later claimed
it was merely a writing device.

Mr. Navarro is a late convert into the
MAGA tent. From 1994 to 2016, he was
a Democrat, globalist, pro-trade,
pro-choice and critical of the religious

right. Born on July 15, 1949, in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, he did a
PhD in economics from Harvard
University, and went on to become a
professor emeritus at the Paul Merage
School of Business, University of
California, Irvine. Early in his career,
he served as a Peace Corps volunteer
in Thailand from 1973 to 1976. In San
Diego, he ran for public o�ce �ve
times, and failed all �ve. 

“The biggest losers in the
protectionist game are consumers,” he
declared in a book in 1984, making a
case of open trade. He interacted with
the Clinton and Obama

administrations as an adviser in an
informal capacity, and as a speaker at
the Democratic National Convention in
1996 — he was a Congressional
candidate that year — pledged his
loyalty to President Bill Clinton and
vowed to support Medicare, social
security and pro-choice policies. 

Though mainstream economists are
disapproving of his theories about the
economy and trade, the Joe Biden
administration also bought into his
anti-China talking points, an indicator
of the salience of these arguments in
U.S. politics. Also, the clamour for
reshoring and friendshoring of

manufacturing sounded more
reasonable against the backdrop of the
COVID pandemic. 

Mr. Navarro conjures up a glorious
past of the American economy and
attributes it to the country’s goods
manufacturing sectors, which
apparently existed in the golden old
days. If Mr. Miller’s arguments and
policy centre around cultural,
demographic challenges before the
U.S., Mr. Navarro articulates the
economic worldview of the MAGA
nation in the U.S.

In recent days, Mr. Navarro’s ire is
directed at an unlikely target: India
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi. He
has repeatedly accused India of
serving as an “oil money laundromat
for the Kremlin”, hinted at “Indian
pro�teers” bene�ting from Russian oil
purchases; referred to the
Russia-Ukraine con�ict as “Modi’s
war”, and even argued that the “road
to peace runs at least partly right
through New Delhi”. 

‘Strategic freeloading’
He said India’s foreign policy was
“strategic freeloading”, and accused it
of “getting in bed with authoritarians”
such as Russia and China. Mr. Navarro
posted an image of Mr. Modi
meditating in a sa�ron robe, which
was found o�ensive by many who
thought it was an attempt to insult
Hindu faith itself. “A 50% tari� —25%
for unfair trade and 25% for national
security — is a direct response,” he
wrote in the post. “If India, the world’s
largest democracy, wants to be treated
like a strategic partner of the U.S., it
needs to act like one.”

The road to peace in Ukraine runs
through New Delhi, claimed Mr.
Navarro. 

Since there is no publicly known
reason for this misplaced antagonism
towards India, one can only make
some assumptions. For one, Mr.
Navarro’s anti-China arguments have
suddenly lost steam as his boss began
accommodating Beijing and is looking
for a deal with it. With Russia, even at
the cost of displeasing European
countries, Mr. Trump is looking for a
new era of peace. 

All this leaves India as the wrong
tree to bark up at. 

For the cause and the boss
Peter Navarro

The Czar of Trump’s tari� wars, whose attacks on India have subjected bilateral ties with the U.S. to an unprecedented stress test, is a die-hard 
loyalist of the Republican President and his MAGA politics 
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S
ocial justice and con-
stitutionalism were
the two planks that

the Opposition parties em-
phasised upon while tak-
ing on the BJP in the 2024
Lok Sabha elections. More
than a year later, the nomi-
nation of former Supreme
Court judge, Justice (Re-
tired) B. Sudershan Reddy,
as the joint Opposition can-
didate in the coming vice-
presidential polls is a reit-
eration of that emphasis.

“This Vice-Presidential
election is not merely a
contest for an o�ce; it is an
ideological battle for the
soul of our nation. While
the ruling party has chosen
the ideology of RSS, we
uphold the Constitution
and its values as our guid-
ing light,” Congress presi-
dent Mallikarjun Kharge
said in a read-out while an-
nouncing Justice Reddy’s
name at a press confe-
rence. The Opposition par-
ties have pitched the vice-
presidential elections as
one that will see a contest
between a person who has
always espoused the cause
of the Constitution and
NDA’s candidate, C.P. Rad-
hakrishnan, a veteran RSS
activist from Tamil Nadu,
who has served as a two-
term Member of Parlia-
ment, from 1998 to 2004.

Justice Reddy, during
his tenure in the Supreme
Court between 2007 and
2011, had often been cited

as a judge who combined
constitutional idealism
with a hard insistence on
accountability. In Nandini
Sundar & Ors. versus State
of Chhattisgarh (2011) —
better known as the Salwa
Judum case — he wrote that
arming tribal youth as Spe-
cial Police O�cers to �ght
Maoists violated the Con-
stitution’s guarantee of dig-
nity, equality and the rule
of law. The Court directed
the State-armed vigilante
groups to be disbanded,
signalling that counter-in-
surgency cannot come at
the cost of civil liberties.

The judgement has once
again come into focus with
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah accusing the former
judge of being soft on Nax-
alism. Mr. Shah asserted
that if the Salwa Judum
judgment had not come,
Left-wing extremism in the
country would have been
eliminated before 2020.
Though he did not publicly
join issues with the Home
Minister, Justice Reddy as-
serted that the Supreme
Court never asked the state

to stop its �ght against the
Naxals but stated that the
State cannot “outsource”
its duty to protect its citi-
zens. Another signi�cant
ruling that Justice Reddy
authored was in the Ram
Jethmalani & Ors. versus
Union of India (2011), blast-
ing governmental inertia
on black money. The judg-
ment created a Special In-
vestigation Team to track
illicit funds abroad and
treated �nancial opacity as
“a constitutional failure
rather than a mere policy
gap”. 

Focus on equity 
The most recent public
role that the 79-year-old
judge took up was to head
the 11-member indepen-
dent expert working group
(IEWG) that had analysed
and interpreted the data
collected during the Telan-
gana Congress govern-
ment’s Socio, Economic,
Education, Employment,
Political and Caste
(SEEEPC) Survey 2024. Ov-
er several months, Justice
Reddy and his colleagues

analysed the raw data to
develop a Composite Back-
wardness Index and map
deprivation patterns with
precision. The group’s
nearly 300-page report —
submitted to Chief Minister
A. Revanth Reddy in July
2025 — has become the
foundation for major so-
cial-justice initiatives.

By quantifying disad-
vantage down to the sub-
caste level across Sche-
duled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes and Backward
Classes, the IEWG had sug-
gested a scienti�c frame-
work to calibrate welfare
bene�ts and �ne-tune re-
servations in local bodies.

The assignment, to use
an earlier quote of Justice
Reddy, was an e�ort in
“turning evidence into
equity”.

A career jurist from un-
divided Andhra Pradesh,
Justice Reddy �rst served
on the Andhra Pradesh
High Court Bench and later
as Chief Justice of the Gau-
hati High Court before his
elevation to the Supreme
Court. After leaving the
Bench, Justice Reddy brief-
ly served as the �rst Lokay-
ukta of Goa.

Justice Reddy’s career
underlines his consistency
of holding power to ac-
count: whether it is the ex-
ercise of that power in con-
�ict zones, the economic
elite hiding wealth o�-
shore, or a government al-
locating welfare bene�ts to
its citizens.

Justice for all 
B. Sudershan Reddy

The joint Opposition candidate for the Vice-Presidential election comes with a career-long 

record of holding power to account 

Sandeep Phukan

O
n a humid Texas
evening on August
26, after many

weather delays and ground
system hiccups, the
world’s largest rocket �nal-
ly rose from its pad as part
of Flight 10. The 379-feet-
tall Starship survived
launch, nailed important
checkpoints, and splashed
down as planned. It was a
technical success as well as
a kind of personal vindica-
tion for a vehicle often in-
troduced to the world less
like an unthinking ma-
chine than like the prota-
gonist of an unfolding saga.

Starship’s �rst nine
�ights inched forward
through explosions,
abrupt cut-o�s, and shred-
ded prototypes. In January
and March this year, two
upper-stage Starships
failed within 10 minutes of
launch. A third attempt in
May �ew further but ended
with the spacecraft break-
ing apart during reentry. In
June, another Starship det-
onated on a test stand,
scattering wreckage and
doubts in equal measure.
For a lesser vehicle, such
missteps might have been
fatal to funding or public
patience.

On its 10th attempt,
Starship �nally strung to-
gether a complete act. Its
Super Heavy booster exe-
cuted a controlled splash-
down in the Gulf of Mexi-
co. More impressively, the

upper stage, the Starship
itself, deployed eight Star-
link satellite simulators,
successfully reignited a
Raptor engine in space,
and endured a reentry
stress-test despite losing a
piece of its aft skirt. Sixty-
six minutes after lifto�, it
struck its Indian Ocean tar-
get in a near-bullseye.

To watch Starship is to
anthropomorphise it al-
most by necessity. It’s too
large, too ungainly, and too
audacious to remain an ab-
stract engineering project.
Each launch has been a pu-
blic performance. Starship
has insisted on a kind of
charisma that’s insepara-
ble from SpaceX owner
Elon Musk’s personality.
Musk has cast Starship as
the vessel of a civilisational
destiny: building out Star-
link’s satellite megaconstel-
lation, returning astro-
nauts to the moon, and
settling Mars. In his vision,
Starship is a pioneer.

Yet, no protagonist is
without �aws, and Star-
ship’s mirror re�ects Mr.
Musk’s impatience. The

vehicle still hasn’t reached
orbit. Its heat shield re-
mains unproven, its orbital
refuelling plans entirely
theoretical, and its envi-
ronmental footprint con-
tested in public hearings.
Mr. Musk himself has ad-
mitted that no one has ever
attempted propellant
transfer on the scale Star-
ship will require. Critics
point to the risks of iterat-
ing at breakneck pace:
Starship’s growth has pa-
ralleled �ery test-stand ac-
cidents, infrastructure
damage, and regulatory
friction.

Rhetoric and reality 
Beyond the engineering,
there’s the question of stra-
tegy. Mr. Musk speaks of
Mars as if timelines bend to
vision, yet the company
still �ghts to master the
earth’s upper atmosphere.
Each delay has reminded
observers how far the rhe-
toric stretches beyond the
horizon. Still, Flight 10 has
shifted the narrative. For
the �rst time in months,
Starship isn’t just a dream

of what it might become
but evidence of what it can
do. The next versions — V3
and V4, even taller and
more powerful — are alrea-
dy in the works. Mr. Musk
has promised Mars at-
tempts by 2026, with cargo
landings on stripped-down
Starships. By 2028 or 2029,
if his schedule holds, Star-
ship may try to deliver in-
frastructure for a perma-
nent Martian presence.

In the meantime, the
global industry watches.
Competitors in China, Eu-
rope and India are study-
ing reusable heavy-lift con-
cepts, and smaller launch
�rms are recalibrating
their ambitions. Starship’s
success, however partial,
threatens to reset the play-
ing �eld. If it works, pay-
load prices could fall dra-
matically, satellite �eets
would expand, and lunar
missions might multiply. If
it fails, the gap it leaves
may swallow years of plan-
ning and trust.

Ultimately, the �avour
that lingers of Starship
Flight 10 is bittersweet am-
bition, a sense that in chas-
ing Mars, Starship is drag-
ging the entire industry
towards a future thrilling
and perilous in equal
parts. To watch it �y is to
feel the world’s space�ight
enter a new register, one
that mixes audacity with
anxiety. If rockets are cha-
racters, Starship is the
brash giant whose next act
could rede�ne the plot.

A vessel for tomorrow 
Starship

By 2029, if Elon Musk’s schedule holds, the world’s largest rocket may try to deliver infrastructure

for a permanent Martian presence

Vasudevan Mukunth
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Nuclear safety
Ref: Incentivise pvt sector in N-power generation 
(Aug 30). India’s nuclear ambitions must go hand in 
hand with strict precautions, learning from the di-
sasters in Japan and Russia. Beyond private incen-
tives, priority should be on robust safety norms, 
disaster preparedness, and transparent account-
ability. Only by ensuring safety can nuclear energy 
become a trusted pillar of India’s clean future.

K Sakunthala, Coimbatore 

Lazy India
Ref: India’s battle of the bulge (Aug 29). The health 
issues arising due to obesity is a matter of concern 
irrespective of age. On a recent visit to a temple in 
Thalassery in Kerala I  remembered that, decades 
ago, many children used to play on the streets near-
by till  late evening. The sight of children playing 
would also motivate the elderly to do their walking. 
Today, you can’t find any children near that temple 

compound playing, nor the elderly walking. Most of 
them are glued to their mobiles, laptops or TV. On 
this, no government policy can help. It’s for the in-
dividual to decide. 

Sreenivasan Raman, Bengaluru

Fuelling confusion
Ref: Need clarity on E20 (Aug 30). The Quick Take 
rightly points out the confusion over E20, but the 
real concern is its impact on owners of older vehi-
cles. Many middle-class families cannot afford new 
cars and are left with few choices. Unlike the phased 
unleaded petrol transition, this rollout lacks clarity, 
options, and support, making a green initiative feel 
like an unfair economic burden.

A Senthil Kumar, Kaniyur

Disowned MLA
Ref: Congress in a fix as police tighten noose around 
disgraced MLA (Aug 30). I  am confused about the 
suspended-animated status of Rahul Mamkoot-
athil. The man has been officially disowned by his 
party and the Palakkad people are silently opposing 

his MLA-ship. Then how can he continue in that of-
fice? I  think we need constitutional amendment 
number 131 for such cases, in which an MLA or MP 
would automatically cease to be one if  his party 
disowns him. 

Krishnaswamy N Ponnani, Palakkad

Watershed visits
Ref: Modi says India, China must work together for 
global stability (Aug 29). PM Narendra Modi’s visit 
to China, soon after his visit to Japan, will be a wa-
tershed in geopolitical affairs highlighting a major 
shift in India’s relations with the world. The turbu-
lent times with the US have necessitated India to 
ex p lo re  ot h e r  ave n u es  to  st re n gt h e n  i ts  glo ba l 
stand. Though it’s considered a marriage of conve-
nience, the better bilateral relations with China will 
bear substantial fruits for both. In the multipolar 
world, no country can afford to be isolated or to be 
confined to narrow groupings. To stand firm on 
one’s own feet and be open to global friendships is 
the new mantra for all. 

D V G Sankara Rao, Vizianagaram

Whose war?
Ref: With photo of Modi in saffron robe, Trump’s 
trade adviser targets India again (Aug 29). Trying to 
explain the 50 percent tariffs  on Indian goods, 
W h i te  H o u s e  t ra d e  a d v i s o r  Pe te r  N ava r r o  h a s 
blamed India for buying oil  from Russia and de-
scribed the Ukraine-Russia conflict as “Modi’s war”. 
This is most unfortunate and totally unjustified. 
India is perhaps one of the very few countries that 
have maintained friendly relations with both Russia 
and Ukraine. Hope wiser  counsel  will  prevail  in  
the near future.

K R Jayaprakash Rao, Mysuru

Assimilating ex-cons
Ref: TN to pilot counselling scheme for ex-convicts 
(Aug 30). The Tamil Nadu government has taken an 
important social reform step to facilitate ex-con-
victs’ integration into society after their release. 
The counselling must guide them towards not re-
peating crimes. Government must facilitate their 
access to jobs too.

N R Nagarajan, Virudhunagar

Assam was never like this. [The state] has  
become something like a Frankenstein, like his 
monster... It has become a dangerous place. All I can 
say is about the vindictiveness against Muslims—they 
used to say ‘miyan’ in a nice sense, but now  
‘miyan’ is like a cuss word.
Syeda Hameed, former member of the Planning Commission and  
a founder trustee of the Centre for Dialogue and Reconciliation

The judiciary has to rise to the occasion. Floods may have submerged the court, 
but justice must not sink.
Tahir Khursheed Raina, a principal district judge in J&K after reaching the 
Anantnag district court that was submerged in flood waters

Your English teacher and your gym teacher are getting married.
Taylor Swift, singer, announcing engagement to footballer Travis Kelce

T 
HE WhatsApp Universe is caught in a spicy tizzy. Last 
year, the forwards industry was busy propagating prayers 
and a havan for Donald Trump’s re-election and a boycott 
of  Chinese goods. This week, as the India-China détente 
unfolds in Tianjin, touch-screen warriors trashing Trump 

are in a bind whether Chinese goods are kosher or not.
Beyond the outrage and the compulsions of  binary jingoism, 

the fact is that the answer to the “unfair, unjustified and unrea-
sonable” tariffs imposed by Trump is strengthening the domes-
tic economy. The chasm between reality and potential is littered 
with systemic burdens imposed on the economy. Making India 
competitive demands wholesale reforms—of  laws, taxation, 
permissions and compliances.

The tariff  threat merits a national response—for a meeting 
of  chief  ministers chaired by the Prime Minister to put re-
forms on the clock. Why the states? As N T Rama Rao said in 
the 1980s, ‘Every square mile of  India is ruled by states.’ The 
1991 reforms dismantled licence raj, but left a permission raj 
intact. The power to liberate factor productivity for boosting 
growth is vested with the states.

The idea is wrapped in cautionary caveats. It cannot be yet 
another Vigyan Bhavan photo-op. India must leverage the scale 
of  its economy. What is it that states do to accelerate the virtu-
ous cycle of  investment, jobs, income and consumption growth? 
Typically, the discourse gets wrapped in performative plati-

tudes. The agenda has to be pre-
baked and must be about trimming 
the costs imposed on the economy.

The political class has invested in 
vote guarantees. Ergo, how about 
the states presenting their ideas and 
three changes they guarantee to
usher in? For instance Tamil Nadu, 
along with Karnataka and Gujarat, 
is able to compete for global invest-
ments. Can these states present and 
share their best practices?

The rigidities in labour laws cor-
rode the promise of  enlarging man-
ufacturing’s share in GDP to 25 per-
cent. In 2015, the Centre held 

consultations with states. By 2020, parliament modified laws on 
wages, industrial relations, safety and social security. In 2025, 
the new code is stranded as states are yet to adopt it and frame 
rules. Will states agree on a deadline to adopt and frame rules?

Enterprises wade through a plethora of  registrations to set 
up business. Will states collaborate and agree on a common in-
teroperable number visible across ministries? Entrepreneurs 
must get between 30 and 110 clearances to set up a manufactur-
ing unit, a hotel, hospital or a power plant. Once set up, the 
businesses must survive regulatory cholesterol of  thousands of  
compliances and the swamp of  inspector raj. How about doing 
a flow chart of  the permissions for a new national template?

Trump’s tariffs threaten the very viability of  exporters and 
livelihoods of  employees producing shrimps, gems and jewel-
lery, garments. Perhaps states such as Andhra Pradesh, Rajas-
than, Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan have ideas and 
can present a plan to ensure their survival. 

India is a major exporter of  solar equipment to the US and 
tariffs threaten its viability. The complexities of  supply chain and 
tariffs could render them a casualty. A TeamLease Regtech report 
reveals renewable energy projects require 799 unique compli-
ances. States can promise to clean up the regulatory mess in the 
domestic rooftop solar adoption to enable their survival.

There is much hope resting on the promise of  ‘next genera-
tion’ GST reforms to be defined at the GST Council meeting in 
September. There are murmurs of  loss of  revenue—even if  GST 
is often used as an ‘MSP’ for governments to fund populism. Can 
states agree on minimum definitions—redress the ills of  an in-
verted duty structure where inputs are charged higher than the 
output? Must GST on yarn be more than fabric and garment? 

Sure, programmes require funds. States are vested with sur-
plus lands and can follow asset monetisation plans. There is 
much debate about central public sector undertakings and little 
about the state of  state PSUs. How about a white paper on 
which state owns what and how well or poorly they are doing? 
The Comptroller and Auditor General’s reports reveal the rot 
and erosion of  public wealth. Is this sustainable?

The emerging spectre of  disruptions underlines the need for 
funding skilling and re-skilling. Nobody quite knows the quan-
tum of  funds lying in the labour welfare funds managed by 
states. Can states reveal how these are being used? A recent 
information request revealed that cess worth `70,744.16 crore 
collected from workers and employers for the welfare of  con-
struction workers is lying unused with the states. Worse, these 
funds are being diverted for other populist purposes. 

Social media is replete with counsel on crisis-driven change. 
Indeed, my 2012 book Accidental India chronicles the phenom-
enon of  India’s crisis-led transformation. There is an entrenched 
belief  that Delhi holds the key for change. The necessary and 
sufficient conditions for change depend on context. The agenda 
must focus on equipping India’s economy to sustain in a world 
where the rule-based order is unravelling into uncertainty.

India’s lament for decades is not about what could not be 
done, but what could be done and yet was not. The aspiration 
for a Viksit Bharat rests on what is done now. So that GenNext 
can croon, like the Huntrix girls in ‘KPop Demon Hunters’, 
“When darkness meets light, this is what it sounds like.” 

TARIFF THREAT: 
CALL CMS’ MEET 

TO PROPEL REFORMS

THE THIRD EYE
SHANKKAR AIYAR

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

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

T
HERE are voices that wound and 
voices that heal. Some speak 
merely to vilify, while others at-
tempt to speak to the soul of  a 
nation. Mohan Bhagwat, the sar-
sanghchalak of  the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh, belongs to 

the latter category—an unassuming pa-
terfamilias whose quiet humour and 
classy candour reflect the organisation’s 
long-cultivated ethos: restraint, rooted-
ness, and an unbroken belief  in Bharat’s 
historic cultural continuity.

Last week, his day-long lecture series 
at the centenary celebrations of  the 
RSS at New Delhi’s Vigyan Bhawan car-
ried a symbolic weight: a reminder that 
the RSS, founded in 1925 by Keshav Ba-
liram Hedgewar, is not just a social ex-
periment, but a cultural force prepar-
ing for its second century. For the first 
time in its history, the RSS chief  fielded 
over 200 audience questions on lan-
guage, Hinduism, secrecy, population, 
technology, and caste reservations—
that he supports reservations until 
communities themselves feel other-
wise, and that ‘Hindu’ is someone who 
identifies as Bharatiya and is rooted in 
Indian culture. One point is not negoti-
able: infiltrators must be deported. All 
regional languages, he said, are nation-
al languages, while imposing a foreign 
one is unacceptable.

He threw open RSS offices and sha-
khas to critics, urging them to see 
firsthand, instead of  clinging to preju-
dice. In a pointed move against what he 
called a leftist-driven anti-RSS ecosys-
tem, Bhagwat even suggested “Hum do, 
hamari teen”—not “do”—as a liberal, 
but culturally conscious approach to 
population policy. The message was 
blunt: the Sangh is not an enigma. Step 
inside and see it for yourself—or aban-
don the manufactured narrative.

The timing of  this outreach is criti-
cal, as it coincides with a sustained po-
litical assault led by Rahul Gandhi, 
whose critiques have intensified since 
2018. Gandhi has repeatedly accused 
the RSS of  undermining India’s plural-
istic ethos, alleging it seeks to impose a 
homogenous Hindu identity and exerts 
undue influence over the BJP. His re-
marks, including calling the RSS a 
“threat to India’s secular fabric”, have 
galvanised opposition narratives, par-
ticularly during election cycles.

While earlier criticisms of  the RSS by 
Congress leaders like Jawaharlal Ne-
hru and Indira Gandhi eventually 
waned, Rahul Gandhi’s persistent ti-
rade has prompted the RSS to adopt a 
proactive, confrontational approach. By 
inviting opposition leaders and engag-
ing with minority communities, includ-
ing Muslims, Chris-
tians, and Buddhists, 
the RSS aims to dis-
mantle the percep-
tion of  exclusivity. 

The scale and am-
bition of  this the 
flagship event—100 
Years of  Sangh Yat-
ra: New Horizons—
saw about 2,000 par-
ticipants including 
diplomats from over 
50 countries such as 
the US, UK, Germa-
ny, Japan, Saudi 
Arabia, and UAE, 
whose presence un-
derscores interna-
tional interest about the RSS’s role in 
shaping India’s ideological currents as 
a global power. The BJP allies were con-
spicuously present. So were some Con-
gress leaders, but a no-show by Rahul 
Gandhi showed an unwillingness to de-
bate than accuse.

The exercise covered 17 thematic cat-
egories, from youth entrepreneurship 
to national security and cultural iden-
tity, aiming to project the RSS as a 
broad-based, inclusive force to foster 
grassroots connections, ensuring that 
the message of  unity permeates rural 
and urban India alike. 

For decades, the RSS remained an 
inward-looking cadre movement, fo-
cused on shakhas and discipline. Now, 
it presents itself  as an interlocutor in 
the global marketplace of  ideas. Bhag-

wat’s formulation of  ‘belongingness’ as 
the Sangh’s core principle recalls an 
older Indian philosophical tradition: 
that the self  is not isolated, but always 
situated within a larger whole. He 
draws from the ‘Vasudhaiva kutum-
bakam’ trope—Hindu thought is not 
sectarian, but universal. He framed 
Hinduism as rooted in inclusivity and 
mutual respect across communities. 
History shows that institutions evolve 
under pressure. Just as Ashoka, after 
the Kalinga war, redirected imperial 
power into a moral enterprise, the RSS 
is recasting itself  as a reconciliatory 
force, not a polarising one.

RSS articulation of  ‘Panch Parivar-
tan’—social harmony, family enlighten-
ment, environmental awareness, self-
hood, and citizen’s duties—resonates 
with older Indian frameworks of  dhar-

ma. Unlike Western 
political categories 
that separate reli-
gion, state, and soci-
ety, Indian philo-
sophical tradition is 
the ethical, social, 
and cosmic as an in-
terwoven entity. 
Bhagwat’s empha-
sis on environmen-
tal stewardship re-
f r a m e s  c l i m at e 
change not merely 
as a technocratic 
challenge, but as a 
dharmic responsi-
bility in continuity 
with Vedic injunc-

tions about harmony between purusha 
(human) and prakriti (nature).

Bhagwat’s defence of  tariffs as a 
means of  protecting Indian farmers was 
not couched in policy language, but 
linked to the principle of  swa—the au-
tonomous refusal to surrender to alien 
systems of  thought or commerce. This 
nationalist vocabulary situates trade de-
bates in the same lineage as swadeshi, a 
reminder that economic sovereignty 
has always been central to Indian na-
tionalism. Yet, for all its philosophical 
appeals, the RSS remains under ideo-
logical scrutiny of  its ‘woke’ and ‘secu-
lar’ foes. Critics, including Rahul Gan-
dhi, have portrayed the RSS as a hardline 
Hindu nationalist organisation that 
marginalises minorities and promotes 
a monolithic cultural agenda.

Bhagwat’s words carry weight not 
just for the movement, but for India it-
self. If  its first century, the RSS was 
about consolidation and control; its sec-
ond may well be about interpretation 
and dialogue. In a world where civilisa-
tional states are reasserting them-
selves—China with Confucianism, Rus-
sia with Orthodoxy, the Islamic world 
with pan-umma narratives—the RSS 
seeks to position Hinduism not as dog-
ma but as a global philosophy of belong-
ingness. Ultimately, the philosophical 
question the RSS poses is: can a cultur-
al identity anchor a modern nation-
state without erasing its plural voices? 
History teaches that civilisations en-
dure when they can absorb contradic-
tion, not when they erase it. If  the RSS 
can sustain dialogue with its critics, en-
gage minorities as participants, and 
solve its own internal fissures of  caste 
and language, it could transform itself  
into a truly integrative force. 

In this sense, the centenary campaign 
is not just an organisational exercise, 
but a meditative experiment. It asks 
whether the word ‘Hindu’—which once 
meant simply the people of  the Indus—
can be rearticulated as a universal 
ethos of  kinship in the 21st century. As 
the RSS moves into its second century, 
it should sustain its inclusive approach, 
ensuring minority voices are not just 
invited but actively heard. It must ad-
dress internal issues about caste and 
regionalism, and foster a truly pan-In-
dian identity. By leveraging digital plat-
forms, the organisation can amplify its 
message to younger audiences, counter-
ing misinformation while promoting 
its vision of  ‘belongingness’.

Finally, it should engage construc-
tively with critics like Rahul Gandhi, 
using dialogue to bridge divides rather 
than entrench them. When Bhagwat 
threw open RSS offices and shakhas 
for others to see, the message was 
about transparency—we are Bharat 
and have nothing to hide. Step inside 
and see for yourself, or abandon the 
manufactured narrative. The true 
measure of  this centenary is whether 
a villager in Bastar, a student in Ali-
garh, or a worker in Chennai feels fra-
ternity together. For India, the ques-
tion endures: can we build unity 
without erasing difference? The RSS’s 
response will shape not just its own fu-
ture, but the destiny of  Bharat itself.

POWER & POLITICS
PRABHU CHAWLA

prabhuchawla@newindianexpress.com
Follow him on X @PrabhuChawla

BHAGWAT CONSOLIDATES IDEA OF BHARAT 

R
AMESH Sharma’s 1986 film, 
New Delhi Times, is often cited 
as the best Hindi film on media 
and on the dubious linkages be-
tween politics, business, crime 
and corruption. The story of  an 
honest journalist, Vikas Pande 

(Shashi Kapoor) who finds himself  in an 
ethical quandary for having been used 
unawares by the shady political estab-
lishment, New Delhi Times won three 
national awards—for the best debut film, 
actor and cinematographer. However, it 
proved too hot to handle in its times by 
the distributors and Doordarshan for its 
portrayal of  political assassination and 
instigation of  riots, leading to several 
disruptions to its screenings. 

Its recent official reappearance on-
line has also proven to be contentious 
because of  the voluntary censorship of  

content by the platform shemaroome.
com, that too without having taken the 
filmmaker into confidence. Another of-
ficial print on the YouTube channel 
called Kapoors of  Bollywood has since 
been taken down.

The self-censorship can be interpreted 
as a sign of  the film’s continued perti-
nence in speaking truth to power. The 
touchiness highlights the fact that little 
has changed since the 1980s when it 
comes to locating threat perception in 
our popular culture. Most weirdly, some 
changes appear to have been done to sup-
posedly bring it on par with the current 
finesse in image-making and HD quality 
visuals, but make it lose out cloddishly 
on its narrative integrity and soul.

While the original was 121 minutes 
long, the new version streaming online 
has a run time of  114 minutes. “It shows 
an absence of  moral compass. It’s unfair 
to me,” says Sharma of  the arbitrary de-
letion of  seven to eight minutes of  the 
film and the random, inexplicable med-
dling with the technical and artistic as-
pects in the guise of  remastering.

He has unlikely company in Aanand L 
Rai, whose 2013 hit Raanjhanaa also 
found itself  getting maimed recently at 
the hands of  producer-distributor Eros 
International with everyone’s favourite 
new toy, artificial intelligence. For the re-
release of  the film’s Tamil-dubbed ver-
sion, Ambikapathy, Eros altered the cli-
max, using AI to generate an alternative 

happy ending where the hero Kundan 
(Dhanush) survives, drawing criticism 
from both the director and Dhanush. 

Rai called it “unauthorised” for not 
taking him or the creative team into 
confidence. Calling it reckless and dis-
respectful in an Instagram post, Rai 
wrote: “To cloak a film’s emotional leg-
acy in a synthetic cape without consent 
is not a creative act. It’s an abject be-

trayal of  everything we built.”
Dhanush felt that the alteration had 

set a bad precedent by “stripping the 
film of  its very soul”. Such a problem-
atic use of  AI wouldn’t just threaten the 
integrity of  storytelling in the present 
and the future but will be a danger to the 
past, the “legacy of  cinema” as well.

Eros contends it’s legally on the right 
side and that its attempt was not to deni-
grate the original but to use the new
technology to offer a fresh experience to 

a new audience, and that it’d be similar-
ly reintroducing other classics as well.

Beyond the issues of  censorship, poli-
tics, technology and sheer callousness, 
these two examples raise the vital ques-
tion of  the lopsidedness in the owner-
ship of  a cinematic creation. While, the 
makers—the director, writer, actors, 
technicians—appear to have no say in 
something that they themselves con-
ceived and created, the copyright-own-
ing producers/distributors are merrily 
meddling away on their own. Why 
should commercial rights lend them an 
upper hand creatively? What moral 
rights do artists have to prevent their 
work from being mutilated? Do they 
have protection under copyright law, 
especially in the digital landscape?

“Once we have made it, we have no 
say in our work. We are at the mercy of
the rights owners,” says Sharma.
“Many producers may not have even 
seen their own films.”

Perhaps it’s time for the creative com-
munity to take a leaf  out of  Javed 
Akhtar’s book. He lobbied for the Copy-
right (Amendment) Act 2012 for rights 
to royalties from the commercial use of  
their work for the lyricists and compos-
ers beyond the fiefdom of  the music 
companies and producers.

It’s ironic that, in retrospect, Sharma 
feels that bad, pirated prints of  his film 
are more loyal to his vision than the re-
mastered official one.

New Delhi Times and Raanjhanaa 
were altered by the films’ rights-

holders before their o�cial re-release. 
The original creative teams were not 
even consulted. It raises questions of 

copyright and artistic fidelity

WHOSE MOVIES ARE THEY ANYWAY?
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Louis 
Kahn

Even a room which must be 
dark needs at least a crack of 
light to know how dark it is
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Why birthdays matter,
well into our dotage...

Is BJP rattled by
Opp’s voter rally?
Big fuss over film
on Gopal Pantha

C
learly rattled by the enthusias-
tic response to the
Opposition’s ongoing “Voter
Adhikar Yatra” in Bihar, the

Bharatiya Janata Party has dispatched
a team of senior leaders to the state to
take the INDIA bloc head on. Besides
countering the Opposition charge that
voter lists were being manipulated to
help the BJP and its allies, attempts are
also being made to create a division
between Congress and Rashtriya
Janata Dal leaders Rahul Gandhi and
Tejashwi Yadav, who are leading the
charge on what is being labelled as
“vote chori”. In the course of their press
conferences, BJP leaders have referred
to the “growing rift” between the two,
stating how Rahul Gandhi evaded giv-
ing a direct answer when recently
asked if Tejashwi Yadav would be pro-
jected as the Opposition’s chief ministe-
rial candidate. The RJD leader, on the
other hand, had remarked that he
would like to see Rahul Gandhi as the
country’s Prime Minister. Though
Rahul Gandhi and Tejashwi
Yadav have been working in tandem
during the yatra, the story about differ-
ences has found many takers as the

joint Opposition rally planned for
September 1 at Patna’s Gandhi Maidan
has been put off though the yatra will
continue.

More on Ranjeet Ranjan, also
known as Ranjeeta, who was
constantly by Congress leader

Sonia Gandhi’s side during the recently
concluded Parliament session. Ranjeet,
wife of the famed Madhepura MP
Pappu Yadav, is from Bihar and it
would be expected that as a fiery speak-
er she would be an active participant in
the Opposition’s ongoing “Voter
Adhikar Yatra”. But strangely, she has
not been seen or heard so far. Pappu
Yadav, who is not known to have cor-
dial relations with the Rashtriya
Janata Dal leadership, has been spotted
accompanying Rahul Gandhi and
Tejashwi Yadav during the yatra. On
an earlier occasion, Pappu Yadav was
not allowed on stage with Tejashwi
Yadav and Rahul Gandhi. But this
time, the Congress leader went up to
him and the two were seen chatting
together. The question everyone is ask-
ing whether Rajneet is staying away
from the yatra because she does not

wish to be seen on the same podium as
her husband. The guessing game is on.

Right wingers in India were partic-
ularly ecstatic when Donald
Trump took over the US

Presidency for a second time early this
year. Social media was inundated with
posts on Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s special bond with Trump and
how Indo-US relations would hence-
forth go from strength to strength. Six
months later, it’s a different story. Not
only has Trump offered no concessions
to India, he has penalised the country
for purchasing oil from Russia, which,
he said, was funding the war on
Ukraine. Right wingers here are pre-
dictably angry over the turn of events.
Unhappy with Trump for what he is
doing to India, the right-wing ecosys-
tem here has instead unleashed its fury
on external affairs minister S.
Jaishankar for India’s foreign policy
crisis. Since the minister has been the
Modi government’s voice on foreign
policy issues, he has become an easy
target for the angry right wingers, who
are blaming him for Trump’s latest
India policy. Not just Jaishankar but

his son, who heads the Washington
office of a high-profile think tank, has
not been spared either.

When the Congress Party
announced an organisational
revamp at the district level, it

was decided that freshly-constituted
district committees would be headed by
upcoming leaders. It was also decided
that the new appointees would not con-
test elections and no MLA would hold
that post. However, this informal diktat
has gone for a toss with the appoint-
ment of Jaivardhan Singh, son of
senior Congress leader Digvijay Singh,
as the president of the party’s Guna dis-
trict committee in MP. Not only is
Jaivardhan an MLA but he is unlikely
to opt out of the electoral race in future.
It is to be seen how the Congress lead-
ership deals with this situation.

Even before the film has been
released, the trailer of director
Vivek Agnihotri’s latest offering,

The Bengal Files, has generated a heat-
ed controversy. In this case, anger has
erupted over the film’s portrayal of a
shadowy figure like Gopal Pantha as a

Hindu avenger in the 1946 Calcutta
riots. Pantha, it is argued angrily, was
no hero of his times but a disreputable
person, widely seen as an extortionist.
A butcher by profession, Pantha ran
two meat shops, and is best remem-
bered for helping B.C. Roy win a con-
tentious election to enable him to
retain the chief minister’s post. Instead,
the film shows him to be a symbol of
Hindu resistance. While there is a
pushback against juxtaposing Pantha
with leaders like Shyama Prasad
Mukherjee, West Bengal chief minister
Mamata Banerjee has not helped mat-
ters by ordering a police raid on a pri-
vate screening of the trailer as it has
ended up giving unnecessary publicity
to the film. On the other hand, there is
a subtle contradiction in the film’s
attempt to help the BJP use historical
figures for its campaign against illegal
immigration as it comes at a time when
the party has actually dismissed
Bengali language and identity to help
build its narrative on the issue of
“ghuspetiyas”.

Anita Katyal is a Delhi-based 
journalist

INSENSITIVE TO
WOMEN’S RIGHTS
RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat’s
plea to families to have
three children smacked of
total insensitivity to
women’s rights and autono-
my. Issuing diktats to people
on procreation in this age is
not a right thing to do.
Families must have free
choice in the matter of
reproduction.  Bhagwat’s
volte face on the retirement
age of Sangh Parivar leaders
was not unexpected. The
RSS is still to decide on
membership to women in
‘the world’s largest NGO’
and Dalits in its top leader-
ship. From the speech, it is
clear the RSS is unlikely to
repudiate its core ideology
and accept India as a multi-
source civilisation and rein-
vent itself as an organisation
representing the entire mass
of Indian humanity.   

G. David Milton
Maruthancode

RSS-BJP RIFT EASES
Your editorial has analysed that RSS has
softened its stand that leaders should
retire on attaining 75 years. Earlier, it
was like a dagger to PM Modi’s head.  In
his Independence-Day speech, the PM
had said that RSS is one of the biggest
NGOs in the world. He specifically noted
that the RSS deserves merit for its ser-
vices, sacrifice and discipline. In the past
I-Day speeches from the Red Fort, Mr.
Modi never mentioned RSS. His recent
utterance on RSS has brought rich divi-
dends. This is not uncommon in Indian
politics.

Rajakumar Arulanandham
Tirunelveli

SC CANNOT MAKE LAWS
TVK leader has filed a petition in the
Supreme Court for enactment of a law to
curb honour killing. The budding leader
who considers himself as matured as any
other senior politician may not be aware
that enactment of any law or amendment
to the Constitution are the sole preroga-
tive of the Parliament and the Supreme
Court cannot issue any mandate to the
Parliament in this regard. The
Bharathiya Nyaya Samhita is compre-
hensive enough to deal with all forms of
crimes that includes murder which can-
not be categorised or classified as mur-
der for honour or dishonour or revenge.

Kooduthuraiyan
Coimbatore

Anita Katyal

LETTERS

Subhani

Why do we celebrate our birthday when there’s little we did that day
that deserves congratulations? I tossed and turned in my mother’s
womb with such impatience that I got the umbilical cord wound

around my neck, nearly strangling myself. Saved by a caesarian, my
bumpy ride into our world ensured I approached it forever more with
irreverence. What it didn’t make me, however, was the hero of my birth.
That is always the long-suffering mom, and sometimes the support act. 

In the case of my eldest child who pooped panic-green Meconium on his
way out, when my body started fighting the alien invasion it thought he
was, it was my husband’s unstinting care that got me through 33 hours of
agonising labour, rather than any ministrations (or lack thereof) on the
hospital’s part. Though medics can also be the heroes of our birthing
sagas, the one person it rarely is, is the newborn! So, why on earth do we
celebrate ourselves on the anniversary of other peoples’ heroism? 

Having said that, uplifting occasions, especially ones dedicated to feel-
ing good about ourselves, are literal lifesavers in these dark times. Even
if delivery-day revelries appear illogical, the truth about humanity is that
if we don’t hold space for ourselves in this chaos, no-one else might, so,
celebrating birthdays are, in fact, essential to our wellbeing. With the cal-
endar crawling with dates earmarked for worldwide commemoration,
every day an International Cheese/Cousins/Campanologists/Carbuncles
Day if not something else, we’re left with little option on days to call 
our own. 

Besides, as you slide into middle-age and have kids to boot, you’ll find
ringfencing dates well-nigh impossible. You’ll hear yourself promise your
friends, “We should have that coffee/chat/knees-up pronto”, but tomor-
row never comes, y’know. The one day we can
hold on to annually, therefore, with the bless-
ings of convention, to do things we find pleas-
ing with people of our choosing, is the day of
our birth. 

Despite our best attempts, and many memes
on self-love that social media regurgitates, the
truth is we all crave external validation, and
nothing does that better than the celebrations
of self that are birthdays. You know what else
helps? Whilst festive food, the bedrock to
every great birthday, lifts the spirits, as do
libations for some, a well-planned gift, 
proving that you’re seen by your people, hits
the spot too. 

Yet, as lovely as presents are to unwrap, they
have their pitfalls: From faking fondness for
something that frankly horrifies you — E.L.
James’ collected works, e.g. — to finding a dis-
creet new home for it so no toes are trampled,
to realising that someone you believed knew
and valued you for who you are, hasn’t the
slightest clue! This can be avoided by drop-
ping everyone from your birthday party who
won’t first complete a quiz on your interests,
ruthlessly eliminating anyone who thinks you
might like knitting, Guinness, or lemon driz-
zle cake. Or you could just tell ’em what you
want, what you really, really want, à la the
Spice Girls.

Living in Britain has helped me appreciate
another great British institution, the friendly
but firm Gift List, which leaves no room for
doubt about desired tributes. Call it a wish-list
if you’re squeamish, sticking only the smallest frills on it you forgot to
gather on your yearly slog. For my birthday this weekend, I’m confident
my family will make me their always-scrumptious chocolate cake, as well
as eminently frameable handmade art, without my having to ask. But this
year, I’ve also requested a trio of those newly issued vintage-look Agatha
Christie books. The Queen of Crime was so prolific that if I limit myself to
just one per birthday, amassing her entire oeuvre (all of which I’ve
already read but lost along the way) will require more years than I fancy
I have left!

Yet, that on this post-50 birthday I can enjoy life while thinking with
equanimity of death, reveals how birthdays themselves have morphed
wildly over the decades. If you’re of a certain age you might agree, that
this anniversary on which each of us celebrates our unique existence, has
gone from being exciting in childhood, to meh in younger adulthood when
we seemed equally blasé about everything else (but weren’t really!), to
welcomed back into our embrace with fresh appreciation for those that
remain, even as we wryly clock our renewed interest.  

As a Monsoon child in Calcutta, the convergence upon our home, of fam-
ily, friends and fabulous food (including a pistachio and chocolate cricket
pitch cake, with tiny cricketers in icing sugar, that I still remember fond-
ly), was invariably accompanied by torrential rain, dangerously flooded
streets and interminable power cuts. But the ‘load shedding’ only made
the lighting of the cake candles more electrifying, and the guests braving
the elements to be there for me more gratifying than I could’ve known
then. In the years of mistaken immortality that followed the festivities on
my 21st, I couldn’t be bothered to mark my birthdays as I roamed the
earth. And it wasn’t till my 40th birthday that I brought my friends from
across the decades together to celebrate it with me in India once again. 

This year, with no illusions whatsoever of my contributions to my birth
day (or any other), I consider it more important than ever to celebrate the
small wins along the way. So join me, won’t you, in raising a glass to the
lives of resilience we’ve all led, and the gift that is our birthdays?  

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.

A
s Bihar stands
on the cusp of
another As-
sembly elec-
tion, Prime

Minister (PM) Narendra
Modi, in a speech in Gaya
on August 22, has sudden-
ly trained his rhetorical
guns on the issue of “ille-
gal intruders and
migrants”.  According to
him, such ghuspetiyas are
taking jobs meant for
Biharis, and seizing lands
of locals.  This raises a fun-
damental question: Is this
an expression of genuine
national concern, or a cal-
culated attempt to
polarise, distract, and
divide?

At one level it is a gen-
uine issue. No nation can
allow illegal migrants to
proliferate. But what is
curious is the timing of the
PM’s new found concern,
and the motivation behind
it. If, indeed, ghuspetiyas
have become a serious
problem, it is logical to ask
what the Central govern-
ment of which he is the
leader has done about it
for the last 11 years, espe-
cially when an NDA gov-
ernment is also part of a
“double engine” in Bihar
for the past eight years?
Where are the detailed pol-
icy proposals, the data-dri-
ven assessments, the sus-
tained administrative
actions?  

The security and super-
vision of the border, and
the duty to prevent illegal
migration, are the respon-
sibility of the Central gov-
ernment. Surely, the PM
was not publicly confess-
ing to his own failure.
Further, for most of the
government’s tenure, this
issue lay dormant in
Bihar’s political discourse,
barely meriting mention
in parliamentary debates
or policy initiatives. Yet,
as the electoral clock ticks
louder, it has erupted into
fiery speeches and head-
lines. The PM has only
now announced the cre-

ation of a “Demography
Mission” to tackle this
problem. But no details
have been provided of its
structure, modus operan-
di, timeline, and objec-
tives. One wonders how a
government that has not
yet carried out the much-
delayed National Census,
which should have been
held in 2021, is now going
to implement a separate
Demography Mission.  

The question also arises
where is the evidence
regarding this new men-
ace? The Election
Commission of India (EC)
made a general statement
that there are “large num-
bers of people from Nepal,
Bangladesh and Myanmar
in Bihar”. But in the
Special Intensive Revision
(SIR) exercise in which it
has deleted 65 lakh voters,
the overwhelming number
are those who, as per its
claims, are either
deceased, or have possibly
shifted permanently else-
where, are voters at multi-
ple places, or are “untrace-
able”. How many voters
has the ECI, or any other
state authority, specifical-
ly categorised as
Rohingyas or
Bangladeshis? This figure
needs to be made public.  

Bihar, unlike Assam,
does not share a long,
porous international bor-
der with Bangladesh, nor
has it historically been the
epicentre of mass illegal
migration. Its struggles
are inward-looking:
endemic poverty, outmi-
gration, woeful infrastruc-
ture, rampant unemploy-
ment, agrarian distress,
and a crumbling public
health and education sys-
tem. It is intriguing that
when issues of such mag-
nitude are begging for
attention, why is the spec-
tre of illegal migrants sud-
denly being given priority.   

The argument that ille-
gal immigrants will usurp
jobs in Bihar begs the
question: Where are the

jobs to be taken? Bihar has
the country’s highest rate
of unemployment. That is
why lakhs of Biharis leave
the state to find jobs in far
flung corners of India,
working on unacceptably
low wages and living in
miserable conditions. The
state government’s claims
to have provided jobs
needs a serious audit. It
should make public what
jobs in how many num-
bers have actually been
implemented. What is
known is that a mere 6837
appointment letters were
distributed by chief minis-
ter Nitish Kumar in
February 2025. How many
of these actually fructified
into actual employment
also needs to be put in the
public domain. According
to the 2022 Bihar Caste-
Based Survey, only 1.5 per
cent of the state’s popula-
tion are employed in gov-
ernment jobs — equiva-
lent to about 20-21 lakh
individuals. In the absence
of any other successful
employment scheme, this
helps to benchmark the
scale of current efforts. Of
course, as elections
approach, there is a show-
er of promises. The Bihar
cabinet on July 15
approved the creation of
one crore jobs by 2030.  If
the track record of the last
five years is taken as a
touchstone, this is hardly a
viable or convincing
promise.  

The truth is that using
the ploy of illegal
migrants, the government
is pursuing the art of polit-
ical distraction. When gov-
ernments face scrutiny for
their governance record,
and are found lacking,
they often seek to redirect
the electorate’s attention
to an external “other”. By
invoking this threat, the
attempt is to transform the
election from a referen-

dum on the government’s
performance into a moral
crusade to “save” the
nation. It is a tried and
tested formula, not unique
to India. Moreover, the
language employed in
such speeches often goes
beyond policy concerns
into the realm of identity
politics. The illegal intrud-
er is often implicitly
linked to a specific com-
munity. This deliberate
conflation stokes fear,
resentment, and ultimate-
ly, communal division. It
turns neighbour against
neighbour, converting
what should be a contest of
ideas into a contest of 
identities.

For too long the interests
of the people of Bihar has
been sacrificed on the altar
of religion or caste. The
cost of such politics is not
merely electoral games-
manship; it is the slow poi-
soning of India’s social fab-
ric. Bihar, for centuries,
has been a land of cultural
synthesis, where Hindu
and Muslim, upper caste
and lower caste, have
shared not only space but
heritage. It was the cru-
cible of Buddhism, the
land of Gandhi’s
Champaran satyagraha, a
region that once epito-
mised resilience in diver-
sity. To inject into this
milieu a divisive narrative
is highly unfortunate. 

The larger danger is to
Indian democracy itself.
Elections should be an
opportunity for citizens to
evaluate governance, to
debate competing visions
for the future, to hold lead-
ers accountable. When
they are reduced to refer-
endums on who is ‘us’ and
who is “them”, democracy
is hollowed out from 
within. 

Bihar deserves better. It
deserves an election
fought on the real issues
that shape its people’s
lives — jobs, education,
health, infrastructure, cor-
ruption, social justice. It
deserves leaders who trust
its electorate enough to
engage them on substance
rather than seduce them
with fear. It deserves,
above all, honesty.

The writer is an author,
diplomat and former

member of Parliament
(Rajya Sabha)

Pavan K. Varma
The PM has only
now announced the
creation of a
‘Demography
Mission’ to tackle
this problem. But no
details have been
provided of its
structure, modus
operandi, timeline,
and objectives.

The truth about
humanity is that if

we don’t hold
space for 

ourselves in this
chaos, no-one else

might, so, 
celebrating 

birthdays are, in
fact, essential to

our wellbeing

PM’s ghuspetiya outrage:
Isn’t it too little, too late?

Chanakya’s View

Political 
Gup-Shup

Mail your letters to 
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com
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