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Tackling takedowns

Online censorship is a threat to the
fundamental right to free expression

T he Union government’s enthusiastic mis-

use of its spurious powers to censor law-
ful speech online is an alarming and ex-
ponentially growing threat to India’s democracy.
With amendments to the IT Rules, 2021 — which
are themselves on shaky constitutional ground —
the government has successfully pressured Meta
and X to take down content within three-hour ti-
melines that leave little time to push back, lest
they lose “safe harbour” protections and be
dragged into court or, worse, have their em-
ployees face personal criminal liability. Under
the cover of fighting Al-generated content, all
speech is being subjected to a despotic regime
where the state can silence speech at will, des-
troying the promise of the Internet, which has
emerged as an important alternative voice to ex-
press everyday concerns. Visceral, hard-hitting
expressions of independent voices are an integral
part of a society led by free ideals and representa-
tive democracy. Weaponising Sections 69A and
79(3)(b) of the IT Act, 2000 to take down such
content, and accounts wholesale, distorts the pu-
blic conversation in a way that benefits the ruling
party, with scant regard for the freedoms of au-
diences and the livelihoods of creators. Often, en-
tire accounts of the Opposition are deleted. Since
this infrastructure of censorship has been built
brick by brick without any moral compunctions
on the path down which they lead, takedowns of
independent media outlets and critical commen-
tators have grown. Some have been reversed, at
the cost of revealing their identity. The govern-
ment continues to enjoy these powers under a
veil of secrecy, publishing no meaningful data on
how its hold on online discourse has tightened.
By opening up the so-called Sahyog portal to
police officials around the country, requests un-
der Section 79(3)(b) have been supercharged as a
censorial rubber stamp that the IT Act simply
does not give them. The clear Supreme Court
precedent outlining what “actual knowledge” of
illegality online constitutes for takedown orders
has been reduced to a mockery. The Karnataka
High Court has even brushed aside binding Court
precedent under Shreya Singhal vs Union of India,
even as the government has not dared to formal-
ise the powers that it is exercising by passing a
law in Parliament. Social media platforms have
failed miserably in acting as a check in this ongo-
ing rampage for power over online speech and
have instead chosen the peace of mind that
comes with automatically processing takedown
notices. X continues to resist the Sahyog portal,
but faces pressure from proceedings in the Kar-
nataka and Delhi High Courts. The political elite
must ponder the consequences of its campaign
against online speech. Opposition-ruled States
have quickly leapt to leverage the Sahyog portal’s
powers. A future government run by today’s Op-
position will likely play by the same sordid rules.

Doctors decide

Decisions to go for abortion must be
guided by sound medical advice

ith freedom comes great responsibili-
W ty; decisions made as a consequence

of any freedom must be informed by
reasonable awareness of the fall out. In seeming-
ly vesting reproductive autonomy with the wo-
man, the Supreme Court might have edged out
the essential role of a clinical review of the situa-
tion. The Court asked the Union government to
amend the abortion law to remove the time limit
on medical termination of unwanted pregnan-
cies in the case of minor rape victims. The Bench
of the Chief Justice of India, Surya Kant, and Jus-
tice Joymalya Bagchi made the observation while
refusing to entertain a petition against an earlier
Court decision allowing a 15-year-old survivor of
rape to terminate the pregnancy during the 30th
week. In the original judgment on the case,
which was on curative appeal, the judges re-
marked that the right of the minor child to conti-
nue a pregnancy that is illegitimate must be con-
sidered, to safeguard a woman’s right to
reproductive autonomy. The Bench of Justices
B.V. Nagarathna and Ujjal Bhuyan had noted that
the minor had shown a clear and consistent un-
willingness to continue the pregnancy. The Court
cannot compel any woman, much less a minor,
to complete her pregnancy if she otherwise did
not intend to do so, they said. They also indicated
that if the legal routes were closed, women might
take the dangerous path to quacks, risking life.
However, counsel for the All India Institute of
Medical Sciences stoutly opposed the termina-
tion, and the curative petition; leveraging the
same safety consideration. Terminating the preg-
nancy at an advanced stage — 30 weeks — would
be inimical to the health of the teenage mother.
Currently, Indian law allows for the termination
of pregnancy up to 24 weeks of gestation.

The entire argument hinges on gestational
age, which, as an indicator of how far along the
pregnancy is, is crucial to deciding whether an
abortion would be safe. Most countries that have
legalised abortion restrict the period of safe abor-
tion to 24 weeks of gestation, primarily because
of the negative implications for the life and health
of the mother, after that. But, central to legal
abortion is a medical assessment of risks. Will a
child or her parents alone, with lay knowledge,
be able to make a studied assessment of such
risk? While the minor expresses her desire to be
rid of a forced pregnancy, it is the role of her pa-
rents and the system to provide her with safe op-
tions, within the permissible period. Making an
uninformed decision at this stage could be coun-
terproductive, if it compromises on her health or
life, while allowing the right to bodily autonomy.
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Al and a gathering storm of unchecked power

n April 19, the American tech-giant

Palantir tweeted a 22-point summary

of its CEO Alexander C. Karp’s book,

The Technological Republic
(co-authored with Nicholas Zamiska). In it, the
company decries corporate inclusivity, the
equality of cultures, and, more worryingly, the
limits of soft power. “The ability of free and
democratic societies to prevail requires
something more than moral appeal,” it says. “It
requires hard power, and hard power in this
century will be built on software.” Palantir then
proceeds to point out that the question is no long
whether Artificial Intelligence (AI) will be used to
build weapons, but who it will build them for and
for what purpose.

It is difficult to read Palantir’s programme and
not feel a foreboding sense of anxiety about
where Al is taking us. It has after all crept into
every stream of life, often with devastating
consequences. With every passing day, it is
evident that these companies will shape how
people interact with each other, how the
economies of the world develop, and even how
nations wage wars.

Indeed, Palantir’s tweet is no corporate
dogma. Among the more striking influences of Al
in recent times is the news of its use in the United
States’ attacks in Iran. Reports have shown us that
the company’s Al-powered defence platform, the
Maven Smart System, had a substantial role to
play in selecting the targets, including the
primary school in Minab, Iran, where American
forces killed between 175 and 180 people, most of
them girls between the ages of seven and 12.

What is eerily disquieting

The speculative dystopias from a few years ago
are now with us in the present. No doubt, we
have reached this moment due to an accretion of
choices that we have made over many years. But
so eerily disquieting is the lack of regulation over
its use and growth that AI’s potential appears to
concern even the savants of today’s technological
world, Sam Altman of OpenAl among them, more
than it does the state.

In a 13-page document released on its website,
titled “Industrial Policy for the Intelligence Age:
Ideas to Keep People First”, OpenAl claims that
the technology it is building is coming at a pace
far faster than society is prepared to handle. The
paper argues that in normal times, markets can
work on their own and competition can lead to
better living standards and expanded
opportunity.

“But the magnitude of the changes we expect
and the potential risks we foresee demand even
more,” it says. “We are entering a new phase of
economic and social organization that will
fundamentally reshape work, knowledge, and
production. It requires not just incremental
policy responses but ambitious policy ideas for
tomorrow.”
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To that end, governments, according to Open
Al, should implement common sense regulation,
which, far from entrenching incumbents, would
“help protect children, mitigate national security
risks, and encourage innovation”.

But the absence of regulation could not be
more glaring. Open Al’s rival, Anthropic, which
operates Claude, has a resident philosopher and
ethicist, Amanda Askell, supposedly doing the job
for it. Ms. Askell has written up what is now
described as “Claude’s Constitution” — known to
the corporation’s employees as the “soul doc™. It
purports to provide the large language model
(LLM) a set of moral precepts.

In this case, it seeks to ensure that Claude is
“broadly safe”, “broadly ethical”, “compliant
with Anthropic’s guidelines”, and “genuinely
helpful”.

For example, the safety standards it prescribes
demands that Claude should never, among other
things, provide uplift to those seeking to create
biological, chemical, nuclear, or radiological
weapons with the potential for mass casualties;
provide uplift to attacks on critical infrastructure;
engage in an attempt to kill the vast majority of
humanity as whole; and generate child sexual
abuse material.

But, ultimately, these efforts must be viewed
with the greatest scepticism. They are the LLMs’
way of telling us to thank them for keeping the
world a safe place. Even if we treat them at face
value, consider what happens when Claude
chooses to override its constitution? Or if one of
Anthropic’s competitors, say, Palantir, feels no
urge to control how its LLMs grow?.

From warfare to surveillance

Consider Anthropic’s latest model, Claude
Mythos, which has already raised a raft of ethical
concerns over its hacking skills, outperforming
humans. Thus far, the company has not released
the new version to the public, because of the
serious threats it poses to cybersecurity. In
Palantir’s case, not only has its manifesto and its
use in recent warfare been alarming, but so too
has its role in America’s surveillance efforts. The
corporation has reportedly built software that the
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
uses to profile and track individuals. While some
may argue that the software’s surveillance efforts
have been used to enhance public good in the
past — notably in contact tracing efforts in some
countries during the COVID-19 pandemic — it has
increasingly become a tool for brazen
surveillance in breach of civil liberties.

Palantir’s software is also in use across States
in the U.S. where predictive policing has become
the norm. Multiple investigations have shown the
problems inherent in the technology’s use — its
profiling is racially charged and biased and based
on information that is collated with unabashed
disregard for privacy.

Beyond issues of surveillance, privacy and

warfare, there are other concerns too. These
include the impact that Al has had and will
continue to have on jobs, on our climate, and on
our creativity, will, and endeavour, ultimately,
impinging on what it means to be a human being.
There are also worries over how LLMs are trained
on man-made writing, by using novels, poems
and essays as data points. Whether this
constitutes fair use of copyright remains a point
of contention.

But the idea that these corporations are to be
trusted to do the right thing shifts the burden of
public accountability otherwise fundamental to
constitutional democracies onto private entities.
By any account, this portends dangerous
consequences.

Across the world there appears to be a sense
not too distinct from how we have reacted to the
various arrangements of affairs in the neo-liberal
world order, that “there is no alternative”, a
maxim once made famous by Margaret Thatcher.
This allowed Thatcher, as the writer Cory
Doctorow has argued, to “paint her ideological
choices as historical inevitabilities”.

The rest of the world must react

But there are alternatives. That the U.S. and the
West are unwilling to regulate Al must not mean
that the rest of the world should stay silent. Thus
far, India has adopted a relatively soft regulatory
regime. Its Governance Guidelines, released in
November 2025, recognises many of the
problems characteristic to the technology, but
stops short of recommending legislative
intervention.

The cue is in what Brazil’s President Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva said at the Al Impact Summit
held in February 2026 in New Delhi. Big tech
needs regulation, with the “imperative of
safeguarding human rights in the digital sphere,
promoting information integrity, and protecting
our countries’ creative industries”.

As he correctly recognised, the companies’
business model depends on exploitation of
personal data and the erosion of privacy. To that
end, allowing technological expansion to go
unchecked would only deepen inequalities and
concentrate power in a few nations and
corporations.

At a time like this, when international law is
flailing, to be cheery about global cooperation
may seem desperate. But frameworks exist, the
European Union’s Artificial Intelligence Act,
Brazil’s proposals, and even India’s own
guidelines, among them. What we must do is
compel our leaders to show the political will to
make these binding and multilateral.

The problem is that most of us have not so
much as started asking ourselves what a just
future with AI would look like. Instead, we seem
to have accepted that there is no alternative. In
the process, we have all fallen into the
Thatcherite trap.

Keeping India’s carbon money at home

n January 1, 2026, the European Union
0 (EU)’s Carbon Border Adjustment

Mechanism (CBAM) came into effect, and
is fully in force. Europe calls it fairness: European
producers pay a carbon price, so imports should
too. On paper, it sounds equitable; in practice,
the door to fair competition is only half-open for
India.

European steel, aluminium and cement
producers enjoy large decarbonisation subsidies
and subsidised public finance. They also continue
receiving free allowances under the EU Emissions
Trading System, which will be phased out
gradually from 2026 to 2034, lowering their
effective carbon costs even as CBAM phases in.
Indian exporters, by contrast, face the full weight
of CBAM charges without equivalent state
support.

This tilt sits uneasily with the spirit of the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)
Article III, which bars deploying internal charges
to shield domestic producers from fair
competition.

What the deeper issue is about
The new India-EU Free Trade Agreement (FTA),
whose negotiations concluded on January 27,
2026, provides no exemption from CBAM for
India. The EU held firm: no country gets
country-specific flexibility. The FTA’s Annex on
Carbon Border Measures (Annex 14-A) does,
however, establish a formal technical dialogue on
CBAM implementation — including how any
effective carbon price paid in India can be taken
into account at the EU border, and a
most-favoured-nation commitment that any
flexibility extended to other countries will
automatically extend to India. That narrow
opening matters enormously.

The deeper issue is climate justice and
sovereignty. CBAM shifts part of Europe’s
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decarbonisation burden onto developing-country
exporters while keeping the resulting revenue in
European hands. A country that cannot shape the
carbon price on its exports, or direct the
associated revenues, risks becoming a rule-taker
rather than a rule-maker in the green transition.

India is not starting from zero. The Carbon
Credit Trading Scheme (CCTS), notified in 2023,
establishes a domestic carbon price through
tradable certificates, and will, over time, cover
key industrial sectors including steel. Under
CBAM Regulation Article 9, European importers
may deduct embedded emissions that have
already borne a carbon price in the country of
origin. That is the legal hook for recognising
India’s carbon price as an offset to CBAM. The
principle, and the legal mechanism, are sound.

Crediting CCTS under Article 9 is both legally
defensible and environmentally coherent. CCTS
is a compliance-grade market: installations must
hold carbon credits against measured emissions,
carrying a rupee-denominated value per tonne.
Crediting that effective price against CBAM
obligations — subject to robust monitoring,
transparent exchange-rate conversion, and
guarantees that no export rebates neutralise the
burden — would prevent double-pricing while
preserving CBAM’s stated aim of levelling the
playing field.

As a counter adjustment

India’s next move should be a counter
adjustment: an India Border Adjustment
Mechanism (IBAM). Rather than accepting CBAM
as an inescapable external levy, India could
impose its own carbon-based charge on
CBAM-covered exports, collected at the point of
export. But IBAM must not be rushed or
announced unilaterally. It should be developed
only through Annex 14-A, so that its design is
clearly recognised in advance as a “carbon price

paid in the country of origin” for purposes of
CBAM Article 9. If India sequences this carefully —
using Annex 14-A to lock in how CCTS payments
and any IBAM charges will be credited — Indian
exporters need not face any higher overall carbon
cost than CBAM alone would impose. What they
would otherwise pay implicitly as a levy retained
in Europe, they would instead pay explicitly
through domestic obligations, fully offset at the
EU border. The net carbon burden on exporters
would be capped at the CBAM level in any event.

Make IBAM a constructive offer

The crucial difference is where the money goes.
IBAM revenues would stay in India. Every rupee
raised should be ring-fenced in a dedicated,
transparently governed fund restricted to
verifiable green projects: modernising blast
furnaces, expanding low-carbon electricity,
scaling hydrogen and scrap-based steelmaking,
supporting affected workers — all subject to strict
measurable, reportable and verifiable standards,
independently audited and publicly disclosed.

Seen this way, IBAM is not a spoiler but a
constructive offer. If the EU is serious that CBAM
is about preventing carbon leakage rather than
protecting revenue, it should recognise credible
Indian carbon pricing under Article 9 and treat
those payments as genuine offsets. European
consumers would still see a carbon-priced
product. Indian producers would face no higher
net carbon cost.

Most importantly, India would keep its carbon
revenues and use them to finance a green
transition designed, at least in part, on its own
terms.

India should “IBAM the CBAM” — treating FTA
Annex 14-A and CBAM’s Article 9 not as footnotes,
but as levers to keep carbon money at home
while engaging seriously with a carbon-priced
world.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The day of election results
May 4, 2026 should witness
grace in victory, dignity in
defeat. As the electorate in
Assam, West Bengal, Kerala,
Tamil Nadu and Puducherry
render their verdict on May
4, all stakeholders must
honour democracy’s
covenant. The winners must
resist triumphalism — a
mandate is a trust, not a
trophy. The vanquished
must concede with grace,

for dignified defeat
strengthens democracy
more than hollow victory.
Party cadres on both sides
must shun provocation and
violence; the street is not an
extension of the ballot box.
Voters, having exercised
their sovereign right, must
now demand accountability
regardless of affiliation.
Election officials must
ensure an orderly,
transparent count. And the

media — democracy’s
sentinels — must report
facts, not fervour; results,
not narratives.
Gopalaswamy J.,

Chennai

Many who saw the election
system as robust and the
Election Commission of
India (ECI) as beyond
reproach have been taken
by surprise. The Special
Intensive Revision of

electoral rolls was
introduced in haste ahead
of the Assembly polls;
“logical discrepancy” was
cited in West Bengal to
exclude lakhs of voters.
Judicial intervention, too,
did not offer relief in time.
With results due and new
governments set to take
office, these concerns may
fade away for now, only to
return before the next
election. A clear and

well-defined process must
be put in place leaving no
room for doubt about the
ECI’s credibility.

V. Nagarajan,

Chennai

Ml and IPL 2026

Mumbai Indians are an
incredible case study in
franchise cricket. The most
successful team in the IPL,
alongside Chennai Super
Kings, is now fighting not

only for qualification to the
play-offs in the 2026 season
but also for its identity. Ml
looks especially bedraggled.
Loyal Ml fans want to see
Rohit Sharma back at the
helm. The 2026 season
seems to have signalled a
decline in MI’s dominance.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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A countdown to International Day of Yoga

t a time when the world

is navigating conflict,

uncertainty, and rising

psychological strain,
the idea of peace demands
renewed attention. Traditionally
approached through diplomacy
and policy, peace is often framed
as an external goal, negotiated
across borders and institutions.
Yet, despite these efforts, societies
remain increasingly unsettled,
suggesting that peace cannot be
secured externally alone. It must
also be cultivated within. Yoga
facilitates this journey.

The global community
recognised this potential when the
United Nations General Assembly
(UNGA) adopted a resolution in
2014, leading to the declaration of
June 21 as the International Day of
Yoga. The proposal itself was
visionary, first articulated by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
during his address to the 69th
Session of the UNGA, where he
described yoga as an invaluable
gift of India’s ancient tradition —
one that embodies the unity of
mind and body, thought and
action. The first observance in
2015, under the theme “Yoga for
Harmony and Peace,” reflected a
shared aspiration to build more
balanced and cohesive societies.
This vision was further reinforced
in 2018 with the theme “Yoga for
Peace,” underlining the role of
Yoga as a unifying force in an
increasingly fragmented world.

Importantly, this emphasis has
not been confined to individual
years. ACross successive
International Day of Yoga
observances, the ideas of balance,
interconnectedness, and collective
well-being have remained central.
These themes are not merely
symbolic — they represent a
sustained global effort to position
yoga as a practice that connects
individuals across cultures,
geographies, and ideologies,
reinforcing peace as a shared and
participatory process.

This growing global recognition
was further strengthened in 2016,
when yoga was inscribed on
UNESCO’s Representative List of

Prataprao Jadhav

Union Minister of
State (IC) for Ayush
and Minister of State
for Health and Family
Welfare

By encouraging
mindfulness and
emotional
regulation, Yoga
equips
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manage stress
and respond
thoughtfully

the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity. While deeply rooted in
India’s civilisational ethos, Yoga
today belongs to the world. Its
universality lies in its simplicity —
it requires no elaborate
infrastructure, no exclusive
access, and transcends cultural
boundaries.

It is in this spirit that the
Morarji Desai National Institute of
Yoga, Ministry of Ayush,
Government of India organised
the ‘Yoga Mahotsav 2026’ on May
2, at the Kanha Shanti Vanam.

Bridging the gap

Yoga offers a way to bridge the gap
between inner imbalance and
external discord by strengthening
the individual’s capacity for
awareness, balance, and restraint.
Rooted in India’s traditional
knowledge systems, Yoga is not
merely a physical routine but a
discipline that harmonises the
body, mind, and breath.

Through this integration, it
enables individuals to respond to
situations with clarity rather than
impulse.

This distinction is critical. Much
of the conflict witnessed today,
whether in personal interactions
or public discourse, does not arise
solely from deep divisions but
from the inability to regulate
response. Yoga, through practices
such as breath control and
meditation, develops precisely this
capacity. It creates space between
stimulus and reaction — where
reflection replaces reaction, and
understanding tempers instinct. It
is through this shift in individual
behaviour that Yoga begins to
shape peace at a broader, societal
level. In a world reacting faster
than it reflects, Yoga restores the
discipline of pause.

In this context, Yoga has also
emerged as one of India’s most
significant instruments of soft
power. Unlike conventional forms
of influence that rely on assertion,
yoga operates through
participation and shared
experience. It creates moments of
collective stillness in an otherwise
fragmented world, fostering trust,

mutual respect, and a sense of
global unity — values that are
essential for lasting peace.

The relevance of Yoga becomes
even more pronounced in the
present global landscape. Rapid
urbanisation, digital
overstimulation, and shifting
social dynamics have contributed
to rising stress levels, shrinking
attention spans, and increasingly
reactive forms of communication.
In such conditions, the absence of
inner equilibrium often translates
into external friction. Yoga
addresses this challenge at its root.
By encouraging mindfulness and
emotional regulation, it equips
individuals with the ability to
manage stress and respond
thoughtfully. When adopted
widely, this shift in behaviour has
the potential to influence
collective outcomes,
strengthening social cohesion and
fostering more resilient
communities.

The Ministry of Ayush has been
committed to advancing this
vision by integrating Yoga into
public health, education, and
community initiatives. The
objective is not periodic
participation, but sustained
behavioural transformation that
supports both individual
well-being and societal harmony.
Events like the ‘Yoga Mahotsav
2026’ are not merely
commemorative — they are
catalytic, bringing people together
in a shared experience of
awareness, balance, and collective
intent. Peace, ultimately, is not a
singular milestone but a
continuous process, shaped by
how individuals think, act, and
engage with one another. Yoga, in
its depth and universality, offers a
practical means to nurture this
process.

As the world moves toward the
International Day of Yoga 2026,
the message is both simple and
profound: lasting peace will not be
negotiated only across tables, but
also cultivated within individuals.
Yoga, in this sense, is not merely a
practice — it is a quiet, enduring
architecture of peace.

Naidu’s industrial push for Andhra

The Chief Minister’s ambitious drive for investments has given rise to concerns

STATE OF PLAY

Sumit Bhattacharjee
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drababu Naidu became

the Chief Minister of And-
hra Pradesh (then undivided),
he began pitching Hyderabad
as the new IT destination of
the country. He was able to
make due on that claim, when
in 1998, IT giant Microsoft es-
tablished a global R&D centre
in the city. This proved to be a
game changer for both Mr.
Naidu and the State as soon
Hyderabad came to be regard-
ed as a major IT destination
for global firms, with other
majors such as Oracle, Google,
Amazon, and Cognizant mak-
ing a beeline for Hyderabad.

Ever since then, Mr. Naidu
has basked in the success of
transforming Hyderabad, with
the achievement featuring
prominently in all his subse-
quent political campaigns.

After a setback in 2004, Mr.
Naidu returned to power in
2014 as part of the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA),
following the bifurcation of
the State, and once again fo-
cussed on IT; only this time,
he pitched Visakhapatnam as
the IT destination of the resi-
duary Andhra Pradesh. Apart
from IT, Mr. Naidu also pro-
posed developing a greenfield
capital at Amaravati.

However, his 2014-19 tenure
was riddled with controver-
sies, and his formidable Oppo-
sition — the YSR Congress Par-
ty (YSRCP) led by a much
younger Y.S. Jagan Mohan
Reddy — picked holes in sever-
al of the initiatives he had un-
dertaken. Towards the end of
his term, he bitterly parted
ways with the NDA. Mr. Reddy
capitalised on this vulnerabili-
ty and won the 2019 elections
with a thumping majority.

l n 1995, when Nara Chan-

Andhra
Pradesh

But Mr. Naidu is not one to
be written off easily. He high-
lighted the shortcomings of
his opponents; mended ties
with the NDA leadership;
brought Pawan Kalyan’s Jana
Sena Party into the alliance;
and reduced the YSRCP from
151 seats to just 11 seats in
2024. He is now back at the
helm of affairs and appears to
be leading an industrial push
in the State.

A new vision

Mr. Naidu has now succeeded
in roping in Google to set up
its first 1 GW (gigawatt) hyper-
scale Al data centre outside
the U.S., in the Tarluvada vil-
lage near Visakhapatnam,
with an investment plan of
about $15 billion.

While there are several con-
cerns surrounding the project
— including issues related to
water, power, land holdings
and the environment — Mr.
Naidu has stated that these
will be addressed with both
the State government and
Google working to resolve
them. There is a strong view
within the tech community
that although Google may not
directly employ a large num-
ber of people, it could act as
an anchor, attracting compa-
nies in IT, Al, finance and
banking. This could mirror
the catalytic role Microsoft
played in Hyderabad.

Unlike the 1990s, when Mr.
Naidu primarily focussed on
an IT-driven growth model,
this time he is also emphasis-
ing on core sectors. He has en-

couraged stakeholders to lev-
erage regional strengths and
optimise resource utilisation
across districts. Leveraging Vi-
sakhapatnam’s coastline, port
infrastructure and iron ore
supply, ArcelorMittal Nippon
Steel India has grounded a 17.8
MTPA steel plant at Rajayyape-
ta in Anakapalli. Mr. Naidu has
also pitched for investments
from MNCs such as LG and
Carrier in Sri City in the Tiru-
pati region, along with several
other big-ticket proposals, in-
cluding an 82,000 crore
green energy project from Re-
New. He has also identified
zones for a drone city, defence
hub and space city in the
Rayalaseema region. At pre-
sent, Mr. Naidu’s image as a

‘CEO-style’ administrator
seems to be attracting
investments.

However, the question of
continuity looms large. In
2019, when Mr. Naidu lost
power, several projects were
stalled and tenders were re-
versed. This cycle of policy re-
versals has had an adverse im-
pact on the State. Therefore,
ensuring continuity of these
projects, irrespective of which
party is in power, will augur
well for Andhra Pradesh.

Another key challenge for
Mr. Naidu is to effectively cap-
italise on these big-ticket in-
vestments. Following Google,
Reliance Industries is also in
talks with the State to set up a
1.5 GW data centre. But the
question is whether the go-
vernment will be able to at-
tract MNCs to set up shop by
leveraging the advantage of
high-speed data transfer
through the sub-sea cables
that will land in Visakhapat-
nam.

Also, fostering subsidiary
industries to boost local em-
ployment while ensuring that
environmental safeguards are
not compromised will be
equally important.

Electoral participation has been on a steady rise in India

Voter turnouts have been increasing over decades across States, and is not a sudden phenomenon

DATA POINT

Sanjay Kumar
Arindam Kabir

has been rising across States,

with the pattern being much
broader than the recent trends in
West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Kerala,
and Assam. Data shows that, over
the past decade or so, voter tur-
nout has increased in most States,
with only a few exceptions, sug-
gesting a sustained deepening of
electoral engagement rather than
a sudden increase.

The clearest takeaway from the
data is that higher participation is
not confined to one region or one
political context. In Gujarat, voter
turnout rose from 59.77% in 2007
to 64.84% in 2022, while in Uttar
Pradesh, it moved from 45.96% to
61.08% in the same period. Goa
saw a jump from 70.51% to 81.89%,
and Manipur’s voter turnout in-
creased from 86.73% to 90.28%
(Table 1). These are very different
States in terms of geography, party
competition, social composition,
and turnout history, yet they show
the same broad direction — more
people are voting.

Karnataka’s turnout rose from
64.84% to 73.84%, Madhya Pra-
desh’s increased from 69.63% to
77.74%, Rajasthan from 66.49% to
75.33%, and Chhattisgarh’s from
70.66% to 76.75% (Table 2).

l ndia’s electoral participation

Exceptions to the rise
The overall pattern is upward, but
it is not universal. Punjab fell from
76.04% in 2007 to 72.15% in 2022,
while Meghalaya, Mizoram, Naga-
land, and Tripura show decline or
near-stability over time. Haryana
is another important exception,
moving from 72.37% in 2009 to
67.89% in 2024 (Table 3). These
cases matter because they show
that turnout growth is not auto-
matic and can be shaped by local
political conditions, competition,
and administrative factors.

At the same time, several States
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that had already registered high
voter turnout continued to do the
same. Arunachal Pradesh’s voter
turnout rose from 79.45% in 2009
to 86.89% in 2024 (Table 3). Pudu-
cherry moved from 86.19% in 2011
to 89.85% in 2026 (Table 5). Kera-
la, West Bengal and Tamil Nadu
have also shown increases. Kera-
la’s voter turnout increased from
75.26% to 78.27%, Tamil Nadu’s in-
creased from 78.29% to 85.15% and
West Bengal’s from 84.72% to
92.47% (Table 5). West Bengal de-
serves special attention because it
shows that rising turnout can oc-
cur even in a politically intense,
highly competitive State. The State
has long had one of the highest
participation levels in India, yet
turnout still moved upward from
84.72% in 2011 to 92.47% in 2026.

This is important because Ben-
gal is often treated as an exception-
al case in debates about electoral
mobilisation. However, the num-
bers suggest something broader —
participation has not only expand-
ed in low-turnout States, it has also
deepened in places where voting
was already strong. Bengal there-
fore reinforces the central argu-
ment that the recent rise in voter
turnout is part of a wider and long-
term trend, not a sudden or isolat-
ed development. Even in States
that already had relatively high tur-
nout, the increase is visible, which
suggests that participation gains
are not limited to low-turnout
States alone.

The data across different elec-
tion cycles suggests that voter tur-
nout has been building over time.
Andhra Pradesh increased its vo-
ter turnout from 72.72% in 2009 to
81.79% in 2024, Odisha increased it
from 65.35% to 74.79%, and Jhark-
hand has gone from 57.03% to
67.66% (Table 3). Similarly, Bihar
has also increased its voter turnout
from 52.73% in 2010 to 67.67% in
2025 (Table 4). Taken together,
these numbers indicate a steady
broadening of electoral participa-
tion across India’s electoral land-
scape, and not a sudden increase.

This is important because it

places the recent surge in voter
turnout across a longer time
frame. The rise in participation is
best understood as a decade-long
trend with uneven outcomes
across States, rather than as a sud-
den event limited to the Special In-
tensive Revision (SIR).

Not much impact

The SIR may have further in-
creased voter turnout by changing
the denominator, which can push
the voter turnout percentage up-
ward even when the underlying
number of voters changes only
modestly. That means its effect
should be seen as additive rather
than foundational. The more fun-
damental story is that voter tur-
nout was already moving upward
in many States well before any
such exercises. This distinction is
important for interpreting the
numbers correctly. If voter turnout
rises because the eligible voter
base is recalibrated, that may am-
plify the final percentage. But the
broader picture shows that the di-
rection of movement was already
upward across many States, so the
SIR most likely worked on top of
an existing trend rather than in-
itiating it.

The broad increase in voter tur-
nout points to stronger political
engagement and possibly more ef-
fective mobilisation by parties and
institutions. It may also reflect
changing voter attitudes, better
awareness, or a greater sense that
elections matter. Whatever the
mix of causes, the evidence sug-
gests that India’s electoral partici-
pation has become more expan-
sive across States.

At the same time, the excep-
tions remind us that participation
is not uniform. Some States have
shown a downward trend too, and
these variations deserve attention
instead of being flattened into a
single national story. Still, the over-
all direction is clear — across India,
voter turnout has generally gone
up, and recent factors like the SIR
may have added to a rise that was
already underway.

FROM THE ARCHIVES
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Parsing participation

The data for the tables were sourced from the Election Commission of India

Electoral mandate: An election officer puts the indelible ink mark on the
index finger of a women at a polling booth in the Dr.Radhakrishnan Nagar
constituency on April 23, 2026. B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM

Table 1: Voter turnout (in %)
in the Assembly elections of

Table 4: Voter turnout (in %)
in Assembly elections of

Higher
participation
is not
confined to
one region
orone
political
context.
Recent
factors like
SIR may
have added
to arise that
was already
underway

2007 and 2022 2010 and 2025
States 2007 | 2022 State 2010 2025
Gujarat 59.77 | 64.84 Bihar 52.73 67.67
Punjab 76.04 | 72.15
Uttar Pradesh 45.96 | 61.08 Table 5: Voter turnout (in %)
Goa 70.51 | 81.89 in the Assembly elections of
Manipur 86.73 | 9028 | -2011and2026
State 2011 2026
Table 2: Voter turnout (in %) Assam 76.04 | 85.96
in the Assembly elections of Kerala 75.26 | 78.27
2008 and 2023 TamilNadu | 7829 |85.15
States 2008 | 2023 West 8472 | o047
Karnataka 64.84 | 73.84 Bengal
Madhya Pradesh | 69.63 | 77.74 Puducherry | 86.19 |89.85
Rajasthan 66.49 | 75.33
Chhattisgarh 70.66 | 76.75
Meghalaya 89.39 | 86.72
Mizoram 82.33 | 82.26
Nagaland 87.16 | 88.1
Tripura 92.49 | 89.83
Table 3: Voter turnout (in %)
in the Assembly elections of
2009 and 2024
States 2009 | 2024
Andhra Pradesh | 72.72 | 81.79
Haryana 72.37 | 67.89
Maharashtra 59.68 | 65.11
Odisha 6535 | 74.79 Note: Sanjay Kumar is a professor, psephologist
Jharkhand 57.03 | 67.66 and election analyst.
Arunachal 79.45 | 86.89 Arindam Kabir is a researcher with Lokniti-CSDS
Pradesh Views expressed by the authors are their own independent
Sikkim 83.37 | 83.43 views, it does not reflect the views of the institution
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Big haul from pawnbrokers’
banker

Madras, May 3: One hundred and sixty
kilograms of gold ornaments ranging from a ring
to a huge gold necklace stored in 48 boxes and
valued at Rs. 65 lakhs — claimed to be one of the
biggest hauls in the country — were seized by the
Central Excise officers from the residence of a
“pawnbrokers banker” last Monday. These
boxes had been stored in a strong room in the
premises at Govindappa Naicken Street, George
Town. The officers also seized cash of Rs.
63,000. The banker had neither declared
possession of this huge quantity of gold
ornaments nor even his personal jewellery.

Disclosing this at a press conference to-day,
Mr. L.J. Rao, Collector of Central Excise said
each box contained 100 to 1,500 items of gold
jewellery. These boxes belonged to various
pawnbrokers who had re-pledged them with
their ‘banker’ and received advance of monies.
Two Inspectors Mr. P. R. Krishnan and Mr. K.
Rangaraj spent over 10 days gathering
intelligence and finally located the premises.
Fifteen officers led by Mr. E. J. Coelho, Assistant
Collector and Mr. N.V. Kumaraswamy,
Superintendent, entered the premises on April
26 and started an inventory of all the
ornaments.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 4, 1926
Ootacamund horse show

Ootacamund, May 3: The Ootacamund horse
show was brought to a successful conclusion this
afternoon. The show was voted one of the finest
held in India and attached large number of
prominent visitors who are now at the station.
Among these were, besides His Excellency the
Governor and the Hon’ble Cicely Goschen, Sir
C.P. Raniaswami Iyer, the Maharaja and Junior
Maharani of Travancore, the Maharani of Cooch
Bebar, the Maharaja of Bobbili, the Nawab of
Tander, General Ponsonby the Raja of
Kollengode, Sirdar Kaniaraj Ors and Devarj URs
of Mysore.

The Open Jumping Competition for horses
and ponies aroused keen competition, the prize
eventually going to the Maharani of Cooch
Behar’s “Roulette.” The prize for the best pony
or horse in the show went to the Maharani of
Cooen Bihar “Broad Fort” and that of the best
pony to Mrs. Hildebrand’s “Theodra.”
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Appointments Foreign nationals Coal imported in Number of IPS officers Kerala’s voter turnout
cancelled by Nepal arrested in Sri Lanka  Meghalaya without transferred in a major  after inclusion of
government for cyber fraud valid papers reshuffle in M.P. service voters’ ballots

Nepal’s new

l 500 government
, has effectively

cancelled more than 1,500 major public
appointments through a sweeping
ordinance issued by President Ram
Chandra Paudel, local media reported.
These appointments were made before
March 26 — the date marking leadership
change in the country. pni

More than 130 foreign
130 nationals were arrested

in Sri Lanka for alleged
cybercrime operations over the last two
days, police said. The police actions are
part of a wider crackdown on cross-border
online fraud networks operating from the
island nation. In a raid in Thalangama, a
suburb of Colombo, the police arrested 37
Chinese nationals on Saturday. em

lakh metric tonnes. Two cement
3 companies in Meghalaya have been

accused of violating prescribed
norms, a High Court-appointed committee
said in its report. The single-member panel
of retired judge B. P. Katakey said that they
transported the dry fuel from outside
between February 2025 and February this
year “without obtaining mandatory
approvals under the SOP, 2024”. e1i

In a major reshuffle, the
62 Madhya Pradesh government

on Sunday transferred 62 IPS
officers, including 19 Superintendents of
Police, assigning new roles from Additional
Director General to Deputy Commissioner
of police levels. The Home department
transferred Manish Khatri, Singrauli SP,
posting him as Assistant Inspector General
at the police headquarters in Bhopal. pri

per cent.

79 70 Kerala’s voter

® turnout in the
April 9 Assembly elections has tentatively
risen to 79.70% after the inclusion of
service voters’ postal ballots, CEO Rathan
U. Kelkar said on Sunday. He also outlined
elaborate arrangements for the counting of

votes scheduled for Monday. eri
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Rationalising Iran’s nuclear capability

How does the NPT regulate nuclear programmes? Why is uncertainty about nuclear intent a problem? Why does Iran say its nuclear programme is peaceful?

Why has the international community sanctioned the country? Can Iran’s stance on nuclear weapons change?

EXPLAINER

Vasudevan Mukunth

The story so far:
nder pressure from U.S.
President Donald Trump to
abandon its nuclear
programme, Iran has “vowed”
to protect its nuclear stockpile. At the
same time, former supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei disapproved of
the use of nuclear weapons on religious
grounds. How does Iran reconcile the two
positions?

What does the NPT allow and
restrict?
The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of
Nuclear Weapons — NPT for short —
discourages countries from developing
nuclear weapons, but does not prevent
them from developing the ability to make
these weapons. This is ostensibly because
some of the same technologies and
processes are necessary in a civilian
nuclear programme, such as generating
nuclear power and making nuclear
isotopes for medical use. But the NPT
does not turn a blind eye altogether: it
expects the civilian programme to include
some safeguards that resist the ability to
develop from becoming the possession of
a nuclear weapon. Examples of such
safeguards include closely monitoring the
use of technologies like uranium
enrichment and plutonium reprocessing.
This said, even these safeguards are
focused on diversion, which is only one of
the two pieces of the gap between ability
and possession, the other being
capability. That is, a country can have the
capability to develop a nuclear weapon,
but the NPT’s safeguards have been
designed to deter the diversion of that
capability to military uses. Countries
interested in helping tame the spread of
nuclear weapons have enforced this fuzzy
barrier using export controls and
diplomacy, including sanctions. The
International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) contributes as an independent
watchdog that performs intrusive
inspections.

Why is not knowing a country’s
nuclear intent a problem?

This is one way the world has kept itself
from downsliding into nuclear
catastrophe. It is a fragile setup because
the regulatory regime decision focusing
on weaponisation rather than capability
has created important downsides.
Perhaps foremost among them is the
threshold state: a country that learns
about and builds everything required to
make a nuclear weapon but stops just
short of building one. This country may
also strategise its breakout — the rapid
sequence of events from enriching
weapons-grade fissile material to
deploying a nuclear warhead. This way,
the country does not draw sanctions, but
the moment its policy changes, it can
‘breakout’ quickly. North Korea was once
an example of a threshold state — and
now so is Iran.

Not knowing whether a country will
actually build nuclear weapons, especially
since it has the ability to do so, is also bad
for the non-proliferation regime for a few
reasons. When a country breaks out, the
regime will be forced to respond very
close to weaponisation, which may
warrant drastic measures, which does not
bode well to limit escalation. Second, a
non-nuclear-capable country has to guess
whether another country — perhaps a
neighbour — intends to build nuclear
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A child holds an Iranian flag through the window of a vehicle in northern Tehran, Iran, on May 1. A

weapons. Figuring it out requires
judgment, diplomacy, and acting in good
faith, all of which are powerful but hard
to enforce using external pressure. It also
muddies international waters. For
example, South Korea does not view
Japan with suspicion but it may not
extend the same courtesy to, say,
Argentina.

Another consequence is the nuclear
cascade: if Country A is a threshold state
and is not on good terms with its
neighbours, the neighbouring countries
may find it necessary to arm themselves
with nuclear weapons in case Country A
decides to break out. This is why the
world has clusters of nuclear-capable
states: South Asia, West Asia, North
America, and Eastern Europe.

How close is Iran to a nuclear
weapon?

Iran joined the NPT in 1970 but has
recently expressed doubts about its
participation. It is also a threshold state
with a breakout time widely understood
to be in the order of a few weeks. It is also
thought to possess around 500 kg of
uranium enriched to 60%. According to
The New York Times, in fact, Iran
possesses 11 tonnes of uranium overall
enriched anywhere from 2% to 60%.
Nuclear power reactors require uranium
enriched to significantly under 20%.
Weapons-grade uranium requires 90%.
The way enrichment works, the road
from 60% to 90% is much shorter than
getting to 60%. In other words, Iran is for
all practical purposes a nuclear-capable
state — yet it is not known to have
developed a nuclear weapon.

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei spoke against
using nuclear weapons, calling them
‘haram’. Many have claimed that he
issued a fatwa — a ruling based on Islamic
law — against the nuclear bomb. Tehran
has held that its stockpile and nuclear
infrastructure are “peaceful” and

intended for civilian use. This is
technically possible because uranium
enriched to 20% or more can be
transformed in a process called
downblending to a lower enrichment and
used for civilian purposes. The NPT also
treats the use of nuclear technologies for
scientific progress as every country’s
“inalienable right”.

Iran’s claims to that end were also
politically credible as it abided by the
2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), a.k.a. the Iran deal, until Mr.
Trump unilaterally exited it in 2018. In
effect, Mr. Trump sought to back Iran into
a corner, which backfired after Tehran
took licence from Israel’s aggression
across West Asia to resume higher
enrichment.

Despite the Joe Biden administration’s
attempts to restore parts of the deal, Iran
progressively scaled back its
commitments under the JCPOA. In
Islamic jurisprudence, Iran has a valorous
duty to defend its homeland against
“Zionist” aggression — which includes
defending its enrichment sites and, by
appealing to its right to scientific
progress, its nuclear stockpile as well.

Why are the regulatory options
limited?

These reasons alone have not convinced
the international community, however,
much of which agrees Iran is a threshold
state. The UN Security Council, the U.S.,
and the European Union have sanctioned
Iran pre-2015 over Tehran’s failure to
declare uranium particles the IAEA found
at three undeclared sites and the related
past uranium processing activities, as
required by its safeguards agreement with
the IAEA.

Today, Iran’s stockpile and the extent
and sophistication of its nuclear
infrastructure are believed to mean its
breakout time could be short — yet the
non-proliferation regime has limited

courses of action because Tehran is
technically toeing the line.

The U.S. and Israel have nonetheless
repeatedly gone to war against Iran
because they are nervous and want to
eliminate even its status as a threshold
state. This includes the ongoing conflict as
well as the Twelve-Day War last year, and
attempts over the years to assassinate
Iranian nuclear scientists and mount
covert attacks, such as the Stuxnet virus
in the late 2000s.

How did the Iran-Iraq war shape
Iran’s stance?

In fact, the fatwa is also not necessarily
binding, thanks to a policy called
Maslahat-e-Nizam, meaning ‘expediency
of the system’. Specifically, in Shia Islam,
a fatwa is not necessarily eternal but can
be a ruling based on existing
circumstances. If those circumstances
change, so can the decision. Since the
threats to Iran from Israel and the U.S.
have been deemed existential of late — a
point the U.S. has been happy to parrot as
part of its brinkmanship — the Supreme
Leader, currently Mojtaba Khamenei,
could supersede his predecessor’s diktat.

In the post-revolution era, Iran’s
leadership has been opposed to nuclear
weapons on religious or ethical grounds
because of the country’s experiences
during and after the Iran-Iraq war
(1980-1988). In the early and mid-1980s,
Iraq deployed chemical weapons against
Iranian soldiers as well as civilians, killing
tens of thousands. The Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini famously resisted retaliating in
kind, appealing to his religion forbidding
indiscriminate killing and securing a
moral victory for his regime.

But Tehran revived its interest in the
nuclear programme after officials argued
that the international community,
including the UN, had however failed to
respond adequately to Iraq’s use of
chemical weapons.

THE GIST
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Iran is a “threshold state”; it
has the capability to develop
nuclear weapons and a short
breakout time, but has not
moved to possession.

v

The NPT allows civilian nuclear
programmes but seeks to
prevent diversion to military
use, creating a gap between
ability and weaponisation.

v

Iran maintains its programme
is “peaceful” and within its
rights, even as sanctions,
uncertainty, and limited
options define the global
response.
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Why does EU want Google to open up

Android to Al rivals?

The European Commission has unveiled draft measures requiring Google to open the Android ecosystem to rival Al services, focusing on

interoperability and third-party access; it found Google favours its own Al, while Google warns the move could affect privacy, security, and costs

Sahana Venugopal

The story so far:
n April 27, the European
Commission unveiled draft
measures as part of its
requirement for Google to
open its Android ecosystem to Al rivals.
These measures cover features such as
third-party “wake words,” custom
long-press rules, wider access to app data,
context-based intelligence, and
Al-powered task completion, with the
regulator aiming for Android
interconnections to allow even Google’s
competitors to provide Al services to
users via the Android ecosystem. The EU
regulator’s proposed rules could have
far-reaching implications for both Google
and Android users worldwide.

What are the European Commission’s
proposals for Google?

While Google was deemed to be lagging
behind OpenAl and Microsoft in terms of
its Generative Al releases, the search giant
caught up last year and infused its widely
used products — ranging from its search
engine and smartphones to personal
email and workplace suite — with Al,
exposing billions to its latest tech.

Under the current system, the
European Commission observed that
Google was favouring its own Al offerings
(namely Gemini) on Android devices,
while third parties (such as competing Al
service providers) did not enjoy
comparable levels of access to Android’s
capabilities when serving customers.

The Commission is particularly focused
on “interoperability,” or how smooth it is
for non-Google services to work with the

Android ecosystem. The regulator’s
proposed measures explored what such
free-of-charge access could look like and
what new features users could receive as
aresult.

First and foremost, the regulator wants
Google-parent Alphabet to allow third
parties to be invoked by Google’s
long-press home (LPH)/long-press
navigation handle (LPNH) feature. It
would also allow these rivals to access
Google Search via Circle to Search.

Another measure was that Alphabet
would allow third-party app
developers/users to create a custom
always-on ‘wake word’ for their app and
support such integrations, instead of
offering “Hey Google” as the default
option for hands-free assistance.

Alphabet was also asked to support
interoperability with the feature linked to
centralised access to apps’ data stored
on-device, to allow “efficient cross-app
data access, search and retrieval”.

A key Google Android feature is the
ability to surface helpful information,
such as flight details, calendars, etc., with
much of this due to Gemini. The
European Commission’s draft measures
direct Alphabet to allow other services to
carry out these tasks for users, as well as
access features including context-aware
intelligence, background execution,
on-device model implementation, system
integration, screen automation, and
more.

In simpler words, rival Al services
should be able to interact with apps on
users’ Android devices and “effectively”
carry out tasks such as sending emails,
ordering food, and sharing photos — via
the app the user chooses, instead of the

one Google favours. However, these
measures are not finalised. The European
Commission may replace or alter some
measures if Alphabet provides good cause
for an exemption. The regulator has also
invited “all citizens, companies and
organisations” to share their feedback
and contribute to the consultation until
May 13. A final decision is set to be
adopted by July 27. Google will have to
further support and document these
technical implementations in detail, as
well as submit reports.

What was Google’s response to the
EU regulator?

Google’s Senior Competition Counsel,
Clare Kelly, was against the move and
shared concerns about security and
affordability for users.

“This unwarranted intervention would
strip away that autonomy, mandate access
to sensitive hardware and device
permissions; unnecessarily driving up
costs while undermining critical privacy
and security protections for European
users,” Kelly was quoted as stating in an
email, per Reuters.

Google has also criticised the DMA
more widely. In a September blog post,
Google’s Oliver Bethell, Senior Director,
Competition, wrote that the DMA’s aim
was more fairness but that it was “causing
significant and unintended harm” to
European users and many small
businesses. The post claimed that the
DMA was focused on the commercial
interests of intermediary sites connecting
businesses and customers, instead of
allowing customers and businesses to
connect directly via Google.

Furthermore, Bethell claimed that the

DMA forced Google to remove “legitimate
safeguards” protecting Android users
from scams and malicious links.

Why does this issue matter?

As Big Tech giants race to develop new Al
tools and market them to users through
their search engines (in the case of
Google/Microsoft) or messaging apps (in
the case of Instagram/WhatsApp),
regulators are concerned that these
companies may cut off access to rivals
who have competing Al products. This, in
turn, would hurt fair competition.

For example, both OpenAI’s ChatGPT
and Microsoft’s Copilot announced last
year that they would be leaving WhatsApp
after Meta changed platform usage
policies that affected how Al chatbots
could access the WhatsApp backend. In
December, the European Commission
opened a formal antitrust investigation
into Meta over the policy change.

In scenarios like these, customers
could be forced to rely on the default Al
product offered by the platform or device
they are using, instead of freely choosing
the one they want. On the other hand,
tech companies have opposed opening up
their hardware and software ecosystems
to rivals, claiming that such permissions
reduce security or pass on increased costs
to users.

The enforcement actions taken by the
European Commission in Google’s case
could also influence the business outlook
of other Big Tech companies designated
as gatekeepers under the DMA.
Furthermore, these proceedings have the
power to influence how Indian courts and
competition regulators handle such
antitrust questions at home.
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A quiz for the true Star Wars fans on the occasion of Star Wars Day, observed today

V.V. Ramanan A
QUESTION 4
A To which planets do Chewbacca,

QUESTION 1

Admiral Ackbar, Wicket and Jar Jar

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
International Workers’ Day is observed on May 1 in more than 80
countries, but not officially in X. Name X (a country). Ans: USA
2. International Workers’ Day commemorates the __

According to George Lucas, the creator
of Star Wars, the stories were taken
from an ancient journal chronicling
the history of the galaxy and written
by immortal beings. What were the
beings called?

A

QUESTION 2

Fans use BBY and ABY as primary
timeline markers in the Star Wars lore
for Before and After BY. What is BY?

A

QUESTION 3

What are the surnames of the
following characters in the Star Wars
universe: Mace (Jedi master), Princess
Leia, Lando (administrator of Bespin
and Han Solo’s friend) and Ahsoka
(former Padawan of Anakin
Skywalker)?
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Binks belong?

A

QUESTION 5

Which craft measures 34.37 meters by
25.61 meters, is powered by Girodyne
SRB42 sublight engines and can
attain a speed of 75 Megalights per
hour in the vacuum of space?

A

QUESTION 6

What is the actual name of the
‘Cantina band’ that played the
famous ‘Mad About Me’, a jazz-like
tune, at the Mos Eisley bar on
Tatooine?

A

QUESTION 7

Name the trio of actors who provided
the physical presence, voice, and face
of Darth Vader in the original trilogy.

A

Visual Question:

Identify these loveable characters and name
the actor who played the taller droid to have
featured in all nine films of the Skywalker
Saga? AP

affair. On May 4, 1886, a peaceful rally for the eight-hour
workday in Chicago turned violent after someone threw
dynamite at the police. The name of the incident refers to the
square where the incident occurred; the incident is also
considered the climax of the Great American Upheaval. Fill in
the blank. Ans: Haymarket

3. The Y adopted the date of May 1 in 1889 as International
Workers’ Day to honour the events of Q2. Name Y. Ans: Second
International

4. India celebrates its first May Day in 1923 in P (a city) thanks to
the efforts of labour leader Q. Name P and Q. Ans: Chennai, M.
Singaravelu

5. In February 1956, Nikita Khrushchev delivered a famous
speech in which he denounced Joseph Stalin’s excesses, behind
closed doors. What was the title of Khrushchev’s speech? Ans:
‘On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences’

Visual: Name this activist and Gandhian who helped found the
Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA). Ans: Ela Bhatt
Early Birds: Arun Kumar Singh | Dil Bahadur Airee | Arpit Kullu |
Naveen Kumar B. L. | Varghese Joseph

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

He got out to

a grubber on
the first ball

There was quite a hubbub when
the players walked in

S. Upendran

“You must be in a foul mood. Heard you
guys lost the match by a hundred runs.”

“Please don’t remind me about
yesterday. I'd like to forget about it.”

“But how could you lose so badly?
Heard you, the so-called star batsman, got
out on the first ball. What did...”

“The ball that I got out to didn’t even
bounce. It was kept very low.”

“I heard that you got out to a grubber.”

“A what? Grubber?”

“It’s spelt g...r...u...b...b...e...r! Rhymes
with ‘rubber’. It’s what the English and
the Australians call a ball that keeps very
low. Something that the poor batsman has
no chance against.”

“In other words, an unplayable
delivery.”

“I guess you could say that. The
grubber I got, hit me on the toe — not
even on the pad. I was given out LBW.”

“It was a procession. None of the
batsmen had a clue about playing
grubbers.”

“That’s a good example. Are you going
to complain about the pitch?”

“It was a friendly match. Tell me, how
do you pronounce ‘h...u...b...b...u...b’?”

“The first syllable rhymes with ‘sub’,
‘tub’ and ‘pub’. The ‘ub’ in the second
sounds like the ‘ub’ in ‘cub’, ‘dub’ and
‘rub’. The word is pronounced ‘HUB-ub’
with the stress on the first syllable. Any
idea what the word means?”

“I’m guessing it means ‘commotion’.”

“Very good! That’s one of the meanings
of the word. ‘Hubbub’ is usually used to
talk about commotion or noise. The noise
that results when several people talk at
the same time.”

“It could also be the noise present in a
situation, I suppose.”

“Here’s an example. People who come
from small towns find it difficult to put up
with the hubbub of a city.”

“The hubbub at the station made it
impossible to hear what my grandmother
was saying.”

“The CEO’s unexpected resignation
created quite a hubbub.”

“Meaning it created quite a
commotion?”

“That’s right! As expected, there was
quite a hubbub when Sachin and Kohli
walked in.”

“I can imagine. Whenever Sachin used
to walk out to bat, the hubbub in the
stadium was deafening.”

“I know! It was unbelievable.”

“I heard that you got a raise last week.”

“I didn’t tell you because it was nothing
to shout about.”

“Nothing to shout about?”

“It means that the raise wasn’t
significant. Nothing to make one feel
excited or happy.”

“I see. I read my favourite author’s
latest novel. It’s nothing to shout about.”

“Our new recruit is good, but definitely
nothing to shout about.”

“That’s the way I felt about the new
restaurant that’s opened on RP Road.”

“I was planning to take you there this
weekend.”

“I saved you a trip, I guess. The food is
nothing to shout about.”

“That’s a pity!”
upendrankye@gmail.com

Word of the day

Cadge:

ask for and get free; be a parasite

Synonyms: beg, borrow, demand

Usage: He tried to cadge a free meal from
his friends.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/cadge

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /keds/
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How dual-use satellites are blurring
the lines of modern space war

The Outer Space Treaty of 1967 and international humanitarian law require warring parties to differentiate between civilian objects and military targets;

however, modern satellites are dual-use by default as civilian GPS networks, broadband constellations routinely support intelligence gathering and drone targeting

Shrawani Shagun

hen we imagine space
warfare, we picture
shattered satellites and
orbital debris. The reality
is quieter but also more dangerous. The
markers of modern orbital conflict are
signal loss, deliberate misdirection, and
sudden system failures.

In the initial hours of Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine in 2022, a cyber-attack
crippled Viasat’s KA-SAT network,
severing vital communications across
Europe. GPS spoofing incidents have
similarly misled civilian aircraft and
maritime vessels, luring ships into
hazardous shoals or corrupting flight
computers to trigger false terrain alerts
effectively weaponising a platform’s own
safety logic against its operators.

The next conflict in space will begin
with silence, with jammed signals, altered
coordinates, and compromised systems.
Space is today critical infrastructure and
vulnerabilities related to space are often
tantamount vulnerabilities in human
society.

This vulnerability is built into the
architecture of space systems.
Interference leaves no physical trace yet it
can be devastating. It operates using three
tools: jamming (or blocking signals),
spoofing (sending false data), and ground
station hacking (taking control of satellite
systems).

As aresult, no physical destruction is
needed to paralyse an adversary — which
is an important shift in the way conflict
plays out in orbit. As financial, energy,
and communication networks depend on
satellites, such intrusions can also trigger
cascading failures on the earth.

Legal blindspot

This change exposes a deeper legal
problem. As the Prussian military theorist
Carl von Clausewitz observed, war is
defined by its effects. If cyber operations
can disable satellites that support power
grids, financial systems or emergency
communications, their consequences are
indistinguishable from a physical strike.
However, the United Nations Charter does
not clearly address cyber operations
within its Article 2(4) prohibition on the
“use of force”.

A functional, effects-based test is
therefore essential to interpret “use of
force” in the orbital domain. As of 2026,
several states have moved to the position
that a cyber operation does not require
physical ‘smoke and fire’ to violate Article
2(4). Instead, if a digital intrusion
functionally disables a satellite, effectively
bricking it, the strategic and economic
consequences are identical to a kinetic
strike. In this context, loss of functionality
is the new shattered glass.

However, it also comes with a
challenge, called the attribution gap.
Under the International Law Commission
framework on state responsibility, legal

Conflict in orbit no longer requires satellites to be physically destroyed in order to paralyse an adversary. IMAGE CREATED WITH CHATGPT

liability is contingent on identifying the
perpetrator with high evidentiary
certainty. In the digital domain,
operations routed through proxy
networks and spoofed identities create a
layer of strategic anonymity that
complicates traditional deterrence.

This is less a technical flaw and more a
structural tension: as long as evidentiary
standards are based on visible, physical
proof, the invisible nature of
cyber-disruption will continue to offer a
significant strategic advantage to
aggressors. In other words, existing
international law recognises force by its
consequences — yet it remains in a
reactive posture as both the act and the
actor remain obscured.

Collapse of civilian-military divide
The legal protections designed to
safeguard non-combatants are
deteriorating in the face of modern
technology. The Outer Space Treaty and
international humanitarian law rely
heavily on the principle of distinction,
requiring warring parties to differentiate
between civilian objects and military
targets.

However, modern satellites are
dual-use by default. Civilian GPS
networks, commercial broadband
constellations, and financial
timestamping systems now routinely
support intelligence gathering and drone
targeting. Because militaries piggyback on
commercial infrastructure, these assets
often lose their protected civilian status
under international humanitarian law.

That said, in practice, the ‘civilian
satellite’ is becoming a legal fiction. When
commercial constellations provide ‘space

States must move from advisory
norms to enforceable
‘secure-by-design’ standards,
clarify when cyber operations in
space constitute a use of force,
and strengthen cooperative
attribution mechanisms. Without
this, ambiguity will continue to
favour the attacker

as a service’ for military kill-chains — also
known as the Starlink Precedent — they
dissolve the distinction entirely. In this
environment, an entire network can
become a legitimate grey-zone target,
even if it simultaneously serves schools or
hospitals.

Former British army officer and author
Emile Simpson has distinguished between
traditional Clausewitzian war and
contemporary conflict: the former seeks a
definitive military decision while the
latter functions as a direct instrument of
political communication aimed at
fragmented audiences.

In space, cyber operations enable
ambiguous, deniable attacks that are
designed to shape perceptions of state
power rather than to secure territorial
gains. Because they avoid the debris and
visibility of kinetic strikes, they
incentivise constant, low-level disruption.
This creates a persistent state of friction
that never crosses the threshold of war
but continuously undermines the political
legitimacy of the targeted state.

For India, the 2026 CERT-In/SIA-India
Guidelines institutionalised a
“secure-by-design” doctrine for space
systems. They embed cybersecurity into

BIG SHOT
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Samples of coral collected from the Abrolhos National Marine Park in Brazil on April 23, 2026. The Abrolhos reefs are the most biodiverse coral ecosystem in the South Atlantic.
Their biodiversity has dropped by around 15% over 18 years due to marine heatwaves, a new study has found. REUTERS
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every stage of the satellite lifecycle, from
design and launch to in-orbit operations
and decommissioning. They also identify
threats such as signal jamming, spoofing,
and unauthorised command access, and
recommend layered safeguards across
space, ground, and communication
segments. However, an enforcement gap
remains: India is expanding its presence
in orbit faster than it is building the ability
to detect and trace cyberattacks in real
time.

Objective of disruption

The response cannot remain reactive.
States must move from advisory norms to
enforceable “secure-by-design”
standards, clarify when cyber operations
in space constitute a use of force, and
strengthen cooperative attribution
mechanisms. Without this, ambiguity will
continue to favour the attacker. In a
digital battlefield, if an attacker cannot be
identified within minutes, they cannot be
deterred at all.

For the Global South, this digital
battlefield poses the unique threat of
orbital dependency. When the digital
backbones of developing economies are
hosted on third-party commercial
constellations, a silent strike can blind a
military and, more importantly,
effectively paralyse a state’s ability to
govern, disenfranchising a nation in a
single digital stroke.

In this new era, the objective is no
longer to destroy a satellite but to disrupt
the society that depends on it.

(Shrawani Shagun is a researcher
focusing on environmental sustainability
and space governance.
shrawani.shagun@gmail.com)
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The markers of modern
orbital conflict are signal loss,
deliberate misdirection, and
sudden system failures

v

As financial, energy, and
communication networks
depend on satellites, such
intrusions can also trigger
cascading failures on the earth

v

This change exposes a deeper
legal problem. The United
Nations Charter does not
clearly address cyber
operations within its Article
2(4) prohibition on the ‘use of
force’

Sustainable mining: oxymoron?

Vasudevan Mukunth

umans are trying to build a
l—l low-carbon future. Ironically,

this future won’t be possible
without mining today. This is because
wind turbines, solar panels, and
electric batteries all require lithium,
cobalt, copper, and rare-earth
elements.

Mining doesn’t leave the earth
intact. Instead, it extracts finite,
non-renewable resources. The
processes of mining also often pollute
the environment, permanently
change landscapes, and destroy
biodiversity. So in a commonsensical
way, mining is not sustainable. No
amount of money or technologies can
bring back, say, a pristine rainforest.

However, some people, including
the UN and the International Energy
Agency, have floated an idea called
‘weak sustainability’ with regards to
mining. They argue that mines can be
‘sustainable’ if the extracted
resources create greater value, like
human capital — like education and
infrastructure — that outlasts the
mine. They have also said that green
technologies of the future make
mining inescapable today.

There is a related concept called
‘sustainable mining’. The minerals we

Mining is not sustainable in a commonsensical
reading of the word. ABDUL BASIT/UNSPLASH

remove from the ground don’t grow
back. But once we start using them, we
need to recycle them almost indefinitely.
The problem is that the current recycling
rate for critical minerals is at best 5%.

Industries have also adopted a
framework called ‘responsible mining,
where the focus is on using green
hydrogen as fuel for trucks, solar and
wind power for mining equipment, and
seeking the permission of local
communities to operate and sharing
profits with them, among others.
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Shadow of fear,
state of mistrust

Three years after ethnic clashes broke out,
Manipur continues to be rocked by violence

t's been three years since an ethnic conflict

began to roil Manipur. Over 270 people have

been killed in clashes, mostly involving Meitei

and Kuki groups, and thousands displaced from
their homes. The then BJP government of Biren
Singh resigned after its gross incompetence and
unpopularity were exposed, followed by a stint of
rule by central administrators. A new government
of elected representatives is now in place, but peace
remains elusive. In April, at least 11 people died in
separate clashes: The bodies of a five-year-old boy
and his five-month-old sister killed in a suspected
mortar attack on April 7 were buried only last week,
after state-wide protests and shutdowns. What
began as clashes involving the Meiteis and the Kukis
over the reservation policy have now drawn in the
Nagas as well, which means the entire Manipur
state — not just the Imphal Valley and Kuki zone in
the hill districts — is now a conflict zone.

What explains this prolonged state of unrest?
Many parts of this country have experienced
violence due to insurgencies and communal clashes
since Independence. But it's rare to have
disturbances within a state go unaddressed for this
long and in this manner. Take the case of a Centre-
appointed three member Commission of Inquiry,
set up in June 2023, a month after the violence
started, to investigate the omissions and
commissions that led to the conflict and to fix
accountability. After four extensions — the last
deadline was May 20 — the panel is nowhere close
to submitting its report. The panel chair resigned
midway, and a new official has been appointed
while thousands of submissions from public
officials and citizens, including victims, are
gathering dust in files. Justice is wound up in the
proverbial red tape, and the State offers procedural
excuses to justify the commission’s failure.
Meanwhile, Manipur continues to bleed.

Manipur’s ethnic conflict carries the weight of
history. An enlightened politics that rose above the
ethnic fault line and petty power manoeuvres was
necessary to bridge the communal divide and bring
social peace. Such leadership was absent when
flames of hate engulfed not just the street but also
civil society and public institutions. The
indifference of the Centre’s commission points to a
larger structural crisis — of the State abandoning its
responsibility to get to the root of a problem and
resolve it. Policing the street, eliminating vigilante
groups, and securing the borders are essential, but
the challenge is ultimately political. Unfortunately,
Manipur continues to await that leadership.

US must leave offshore
call centres alone

proposed rule by the US Federal
AComrnunications Commission (FCC) has

triggered another serious concern for the
Indian IT industry. This is tantamount to a
quantitative and non-tariff barrier on services exports
by offshore call centres to the US — of which India has
alarge share — as it seeks to put a cap on operations
that can be outsourced, in terms of both quality and
quantity. The justifications provided are loss of jobs
for Americans and customer safety concerns.

On face value, neither of them is without basis.
American companies have outsourced jobs to save
costs and, of late, there has been an increase in cyber
frauds to which America isn’t immune either.
However, to put it as if the gains of such outsourcing
have accrued to only service exporters is being
economical with the truth. Outsourcing has
generated massive profits for American
corporations too. Similarly, cyber frauds need
concerted collective action by all countries as is
increasingly becoming obvious from their mutation
into organised crime syndicates in Southeast Asia.

India’s IT industry lobby is preparing to counter
the proposed law for obvious reasons. One can hope
that good sense will prevail in the US government
and knee jerk responses will not hurt an industry
which is already feeling the Al squeeze. To be sure,
there is good reason to counter the proposed law on
one more front. If the US wants greater access for its
merchandise trade across the world, India included,
it cannot hope to do so by closing its own markets to
the rest of the world. Indian trade negotiators, who
are in the process of finalising the trade deal with
the US, should remind the US of this basic
bargaining principle.

In West Asia, making
of a post-OPEC order

UAE’s exit from the cartel
reflects the new security
architecture being built
around Abu Dhabi. The
choice for New Delhi is to
be a participant in shaping
the new order or be a
price-taker once it is built

he United Arab Emirates

(UAE) left the Organisa-

tion of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries

(OPEC) on May 1, ending a

59-year membership with-

out consulting Riyadh, Moscow or
anyone else. The cartel’s most senior
officials learned of the decision on the
wires. The oil price barely moved.
That, more than the announcement
itself, is the story. In the age of US
shale and a closed Strait of Hormuz,
OPEC’s power to influence prices is no
longer what it once was. Abu Dhabi
has chosen to leave a grouping whose
collective discipline has, for some
time now, delivered diminishing
returns to its most capable members.
The proximate reasons are well
documented. Abu Dhabi has spent
more than $150 billion to lift the
capacity of the Abu Dhabi National
Oil Company (ADNOC) to 4.85 million
barrels a day (MMb/d), with a publicly
stated target of five million by 2027.
Its OPEC+ baseline has kept it at
roughly 3.2 MMby/d. The gap is both
arithmetic and grievance: 2019 OPEC+

talks collapsed precisely because
Riyadh refused to raise the UAE’s
baseline, and the dispute has festered
since. UAE’s energy minister Suhail
al-Mazrouei has framed the exit as
policy rather than politics, but the
timing — mid-war, with Hormuz shut
and the war premium dwarfing every-
thing else — is itself the politics.

The deeper trigger is security, not
oil. Since late February, Iran has fired
around 550 ballistic and
cruise missiles, and over
2,200 drones at the UAE —
more than at any other tar-
get, including Israel. Anwar
Gargash, the UAE Presi-
dent’s diplomatic adviser,
has called Tehran’s cam-
paign a “premeditated plan”,
conceded that the Gulf’s
containment policy “failed misera-
bly”, and said the GCC’s collective
response was at “the weakest level
historically”. As Abu Dhabi absorbed
the bombardment, the GCC’s silence
became unbearable. The OPEC exit is,
at one level, the visible aftershock of
an invisible decision: Solidarity that
fails in moments of acute threat is not
solidarity worth paying for.

The security architecture being
built around the UAE in response is
the most consequential development
in the region since the Abraham
Accords. An Israeli Iron Dome bat-
tery, with operating personnel, has
been on Emirati soil since the Iran
war began — the first time the system
has been deployed in a third country
in active combat. A US treasury-
backed emergency dollar swap line

Ausaf
Sayeed

was floated in senate testimony six
days before the OPEC announcement;
secretary of state Marco Rubio’s visit
followed two days later. The choreog-
raphy is unmistakable: Washington
and Tel Aviv have offered Abu Dhabi
a depth of integration that the GCC
framework could not, and Abu Dhabi
has accepted. Gargash has stated
openly that Iran’s aggression “will
solidify the American role in the Gulf”
and that Israeli regional
influence would grow as a
consequence.

The Saudi calculation is
moving differently. Riyadh’s
Strategic Mutual Defence
Agreement (SMDA) with
Pakistan, a NATO-style pact
signed in September 2025,
serves as a hedge against US
unreliability following the Israeli
strikes on Hamas leadership in Doha.
Whether the pact extends to Paki-
stan’s nuclear arsenal remains studi-
ously ambiguous. Turkey ultimately
stayed out, but Ankara’s drift towards
the Sunni-political axis is unmistaka-
ble. The Saudi posture in the war was
conventionally defensive, with signifi-
cant production losses and no public
criticism of Tehran.

Two trajectories are, therefore,
visible. One axis — Riyadh, Islama-
bad, with a Turkish lean — is built on
conventional deterrence, ambiguous
nuclear backstopping, and Sunni-po-
litical identity. Another — Abu
Dhabi, Tel Aviv, and Washington,
with New Delhi as commercial hin-
terland — is built on technological
integration, Abraham Accords-style

A cartel has cracked. An order is being rewritten. The capitals doing the

s

rewriting are few, the importers paying for the outcome are many. AP

normalisation, and explicit align-
ment against Iran. The binary is
overdrawn. Saudi Arabia has not
abandoned Washington; the King-
dom hosts critical US bases and
remains the Trump administration’s
most courted Arab interlocutor on a
“second Abraham Accords”. The
UAE, for all its hawkishness, has
reopened a phone line with Tehran
and has maintained its commercial
relationship with Beijing. Between
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, rivalry — not
rupture — is the more accurate
frame.

Iran is the variable that will deter-
mine which trajectory dominates. A
weakened Tehran negotiating from
genuine collapse would vindicate the
Emirati confrontation thesis; a Teh-
ran that reconsolidates and reopens
proxy operations in Iraq and Yemen
would justify the Saudi hedge. Rus-
sia, distracted in Ukraine, has neither
the capacity nor the appetite to shape
the post-war Gulf. China does. Bei-
jing imports almost 700,000 barrels
a day from the UAE and is the natu-
ral beneficiary of Abu Dhabi’s uncon-
strained barrels, with modest yuan
settlement experiments likely to fol-
low. The strategic test of the coming
decade is whether the US can sustain

aregional order whose principal cus-
tomer is China.

For India, the calculus is sharper
than for any other importer. The UAE
is its third-largest trading partner.
ADNOC participates in India’s strate-
gic petroleum reserves; the CEPA
framework, the dirham-rupee settle-
ment, and the 12U2 architecture pro-
vide unusually deep scaffolding. Abu
Dhabi, looking to monetise reserves
before peak demand, has every reason
to deepen long-term contracts with
New Delhi —and New Delhi has every
reason to accept the offer.

A cartel has cracked. An order is
being rewritten. The capitals doing
the rewriting are few, the importers
paying for the outcome are many, and
the gap between the two is the strate-
gic problem of the next decade. For
India, the question is not whether the
new order will form — it is forming —
but whether New Delhi will be a par-
ticipant in shaping it or a price-taker
once it is built. The window for the
former closes faster than it appears.

Ausaf Sayeed is the former secretary in
the ministry of external affairs, and
former ambassador of India to Saudi
Arabia and Yemen. The views expressed
are personal

India’s renewables sector
needs a fundamental reset

ndia’s updated Nationally Determined

Contribution (NDC) for 2031-2035 — a

key goal of which is 60% of installed

power capacity in the country being non-
fossil-fuel-based — announced amid rising
geopolitical implications for energy security.
The war against Iran has underscored a criti-
cal vulnerability: Global energy flows remain
fragile and dependence carries risk. For
India, energy security can no longer be
defined by access alone. It must now feature
resilience from within. But does adding more
non-fossil capacity deliver that?

The current scenario suggests otherwise.
Non-fossil sources already account for nearly
half of installed capacity, with over 250 GW
deployed, yet contribute only about a quarter
of actual power generation. The question,
therefore, is no longer how much renewable
capacity India can build, but whether that
capacity can deliver reliable, affordable,
round-the-clock power in a world of growing
external uncertainty.

The answer lies in three struc-
tural elements of the power system:
How the grid is built, how electric-
ity is valued, and how distribution
is governed.

First, the grid must be redesigned
for transition. India’s power system

predictable and geographically
fixed. Renewable energy (RE) is
changing that logic. India’s electric-
ity demand is rising fastest in coal-dependent
states such as Jharkhand, Bihar and Chhat-
tisgarh, driven by industrial growth and
urbanisation. Chhattisgarh alone is seeing
peak demand grow by around 7% annually.

This is happening even as renewable sur-
plus is being curtailed in high RE states.
Between May and December 2025, 2.3 tera-
watt-hours of solar power was curtailed. In
Rajasthan, curtailment has reached 50%,
with 3.3 GW lying idle — this power could
have met demand elsewhere.

The constraint is within states. While
inter-state transmission has expanded, intra-
state networks remain too weak to absorb or
move renewable energy efficiently. The
result is a system where surplus and short-
age coexist — clean power is curtailed even
as other regions rely on costlier thermal gen-
eration.

The next phase of RE development must
shift focus. Beyond transmission corridors,
India needs stronger intra-state systems —
substations, last-mile connectivity, and net-
works that can handle variability.

Reliability, however, cannot come from
infrastructure alone. It must be built into the
system operations. With solar generation
peaking during the day and demand rising
later, the grid needs flexibility. Solar and
wind power generation must be backed with
enough storage to bolster renewable energy
dispatchability.

Second, electricity markets must evolve
from being commodity supply focussed to
becoming a system of services. India’s power
markets were designed for a coal-based sys-
tem where reliability was implicit. Electricity
was valued simply as energy, units generated
and consumed.

Renewables disrupt this model. They
make energy cheaper, but they also mean
variable supply. Solar tariffs have fallen to
X2-3 per unit — among the lowest globally.
But cheap energy does not translate auto-
matically into reliable supply. Ensuring
power is available when needed requires

Aparna
was built around coal - centralised, Roy

additional services - storage, flexible genera-
tion, and demand response. Yet, the market
does not adequately value these.

As renewable penetration increases, the
system needs more flexibility, but investment
in flexibility remains uncertain because there
is no clear price signal. The way forward is to
recognise that electricity is not one product,
but three: The first is energy (the electricity
produced); the second is capacity (the assur-
ance that supply will be available during
peak demand); the third is flexibility (the
ability to respond quickly to fluctuations in
supply and demand).

Global experience points in this direction.
Mature power systems have already moved
towards differentiated markets where availa-
bility and responsiveness are valued along-
side energy. In the UK, the capacity market
ensures that generators are paid for being
available during peak periods. In the US,
markets such as Pennsylvania-New Jersey-
Maryland (PJM) explicitly price
ancillary services that stabilise the
grid.

Separating and pricing these ser-
vices would fundamentally change
how the system operates. It would
allow system operators to ensure
reliability explicitly and create via-
ble revenue streams for storage and
hybrid projects, accelerating their
deployment.

Third, the transition must con-
front its weakest link — distribution. India’s
distribution companies (discoms) remain the
weakest link in the power chain. Financial
stress is chronic, with accumulated losses
hovering around 1 lakh crore. Discoms are
required to serve very different consumers
within a single framework. They supply
power to industrial consumers at near cost-
reflective tariffs while delivering heavily-sub-
sidised electricity to agriculture and house-
holds. The resulting cross-subsidies blur the
true cost of service and mask inefficiencies.
Repeated reform efforts have provided tem-
porary relief but left the underlying design
intact. As a result, the system continues to
recycle the same problem.

A more durable solution lies in separating
what is commercially viable from what is
socially necessary. Feeder-level segregation,
particularly between agricultural and non-
agricultural supply, is a critical first step.
States that have begun this process, such as
Mabharashtra, are demonstrating that it can
improve both transparency and operational
efficiency.

Solarising agricultural feeders builds on
this approach. By shifting farm demand to
dedicated solar systems, states can provide
reliable daytime power while making subsi-
dies explicit and measurable. It also enables
the transition towards direct benefit trans-
fers, replacing opaque cross-subsidies with
targeted support.

India’s energy transition is entering a
more demanding phase. The early years were
defined by scale, while the next chapter will
be defined by reliability.

The true measure of progress will not be
the megawatts India installs, but the electric-
ity it can rely on across regions, seasons, and
in an increasingly uncertain world. Building
that system will require a willingness to rei-
magine the fundamentals of how power is
produced, priced and delivered.

Aparna Roy is fellow and lead, Climate Change
& Energy, ORF. The views are personal
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Itis often said that truth is the first
casualty in war. But the first casualties

are journalists, who risk everything
to report that truth, not only in war,
but wherever those in power fear

scrutiny
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{ STRAIGHTFORWARD }
Shashi Shekhar

On counting day, a look at the
quality of electoral politics

ecord voting is testimony to the tide

of the times and a reflection of grow-

ing social consciousness. Today,

when the poll results of the five states
are announced, we should look back at the
rumblings before the contest.

It is hard not to have felt that the campaign
trail was inundated by hate. Words denoting
identity such as mian/miya (Muslim), Hindi,
Hindu, Muslim or Sanatan — in some cases,
people were called “infiltrators” — were con-
stantly thrust into our consciousness. Do these
leaders who have been ruling for the last five to
15 years and their detractors have nothing posi-
tive to contribute to the political discourse?

During the first general elections in 1952,
India’s literacy rate was 18.33%. At that time,
merely 45% of the electorate voted. Among
them, many had no idea that they had made a
transition from British colonial rule to
democracy. They were unaware that their
vote wasn’t just electing a government but
deciding the fate of their nation. Till this day,
it is their initiative that is defining the
strength of the country’s democracy.

Right now, India’s literacy rate has crossed
81%. Education brings awareness and leads to
responsibility. The 92.47% voting in West
Bengal and above 80% voting in the three
other states and one Union Territory is testi-
mony to the fact that voters have performed
their duty exceptionally well. In our 5,000-
year-old history, the last close-to-eight dec-
ades have been particularly important. Eight
of 15 presidents have come from tribal, dalit
or minority communities. We have had two
women as Lok Sabha speakers and one
woman prime minister (PM).

Rajiv Gandhi, as PM, introduced the 64th
and 65th constitutional amendment Bills to
empower women by reserving a third of the
seats in village panchayats and urban local
bodies for them. Though the amendments
failed to clear Parliament's test, these reforms
were later introduced under the 73rd and
74th constitutional amendments. Today, 50%
of village panchayat representatives are
women. In state assemblies, their strength is
8-10%. There are 116 women MPs in both the
houses of Parliament.

Last month, the Nari Shakti Vandan
(Amendment) Bill was introduced in Parlia-
ment. Had it been cleared it would have paved
the way for 272 seats for women in Parlia-

ment. It failed due to a political logjam, but
experience suggests it can't be stalled for long.

Meanwhile, the war against Iran has
brought another fact to light. Long queues at
LPG agencies to secure a gas cylinder are a
sad sight but indicate a rise in gas usage
among households, primarily because of the
Ujjawala scheme. The crowds suggests they
have become habitual of uninterrupted sup-
ply of gas. Sometimes, crises make us realise
how far we have come.

Our democratic progress would have been
more satisfying had our election procedure
not become so expensive and many of our
leaders weren’t so corrupt.

This discrepancy has led to a situation
where our legislative assemblies and Parlia-
ment are slowly being overwhelmed by mil-
lionaires. According to the Association for
Democratic Reform (ADR), out of 543 Lok
Sabha members, 504 (or 93%) were million-
aires. The numbers have increased alarm-
ingly since 2009 when just 58% were million-
aires. From 2014 onwards, their number has
steadily crept up.

There’s nothing wrong with a country’s
Members of Parliament being rich. But
tongues will wag when the average earning of
an Indian is languishing at Rs 2-2.5 lakh.

The chasm between the voter and the rep-
resentative is pronounced during elections. In
West Bengal, there are just 50,400 million-
aires but one out of every five contestants is a
self-declared millionaire. Similarly, the par-
ties fighting to gain power have fielded 1,047
people with 412 facing serious criminal char-
ges. They include 35 who face murder char-
ges. Neighbouring Assam isn’t lagging
behind. Out of 722 contestants, 39% are mil-
lionaires and 14% face criminal charges. Par-
ties crying hoarse about women empower-
ment have fielded just 8% women contestants.

This is the reason why, as the elections
approach, our leaders liberally dole out gov-
ernment largesse -- they hide their weaknesses
and speak in intemperate language. They sow
discord and reap hate. Record voting conjures
fears, what if the hydra-headed monster of
social alienation is rearing its head? Has
polarisation taken over our society? I want to
see my apprehension proven wrong.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.
The views expressed are personal
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Costly remedy

Sun-Organon deal, mitigating future market risk

he landmark $11.75 billion buyout of

US-based Organon by Sun Pharma impacts

investors, policymakers and consumers. At
the outset, there is alooming context that cannot be
overlooked. The Trump administration, after having
concluded its Section 232 investigations on pharma
imports recently (examining ‘national security’
concerns), decided last month that tariffs of up to 100
per cent will be imposed with effect from July, on
some patented drugs and ‘associated’ ingredients.

~ Imports of generics will be exempted if the
ﬂj exporting companies enter into drug pricing
@O agreements with the US, or if the country
concerned gets into “MFN deals with the

administration”. This order really matters for
Sun Pharma, which earns nearly a third of its
revenues from the US market as an exporter
of generics. With the latest US order, it would
probably make sense for global companies
reliant on the US market to cut deals to ‘make
in America’. The Sun-Organon deal might
have been struck to mitigate future market
and cost risks. A valuation of 6.2x of
Organon’s EBITDA looks good for Organon
as well. Sun possibly gains by securing its US
market and getting an entry into China (13
per cent of Organon’s revenues). It can
leverage Organon’s product range,
particularly in areas of women’s health (33
per cent of its revenues), established brands
(halfits revenues) and biosimilars (11 per
cent and rising sharply).

However, Sun is buying into Organon’s
debt, which is 4x its EBITDA, while its own
debt-EBITDA ratio is below one. The
challenge for Sun is to secure better
long-term returns from Organon’s products
than the latter has managed in recent times.
Since Organon has no major patents, it is not
clear how Sun can leverage them. In its 2024
annual report, Organon has cited its “risks”.
Its sales are over-reliant on a few products,
such as Nexplanon (its flagship product, a
contraceptive implant), Arcoxir (a pain
reliever for arthritis in particular) and
Singulair (for respiratory ailments).
Organon’s sales from Nexplanon have dipped
asits patent has lapsed in most countries
except for the US, where the patent expires in
2027. According to the annual report, it will
have to rely on “future acquisitions,
partnerships or collaborations” even to keep
branded generics sales going. Clearly,
Organon lacks the means to carry on, even as
its women’s products and presence in
biosimilars holds promise.

For investors and consumers, the
combined entity (comprising two equals with
revenue of $6.2 billion each) poses certain
risks. Anew set of products could enter the
Indian market, amidst low levels of
awareness. It is worth noting that Organon’s
CEO quitlastyear over sharp sales
promotion practices with respect to
Nexplanon and an anti-depressant, Remeron.
The company faces trouble over alleged
patent infringement, while its contraceptive
NuvaRing is controversial for side effects.
India should keep a strict regulatory eye on
‘innovative’ products, without coming under
pressure.

OTHER VOICES.
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When global shocks hit your shopping bill

When the Bank of England warned this week that food inflation could
reach 7% by the end of the year, it revealed how little stands between a
geopolitical jolt and a domestic crisis in Britain. A shock wave in the Gulf
feeds through energy, fertiliser and supermarket prices into falling
incomes, weak growth and job losses. What it exposes is not just inflation
but a system unable to absorb disruption. The Bank is right that interest
rates cannot move global energy prices. Raising them will not fix the
shock. Instead, rate hikes redistribute the impact by compressing wages
and deterring investment to stop higher costs becoming embedded.
What appears as inflation is, in reality, the price of dependence on the
strait of Hormuz. Clearly, the UK’s stability rests on security that the
country that has yet to build into its infrastructure. Lonoon, mav 1
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Deepen Discussions in Light of Global Turmoil

The postwar international order based on multilateral cooperation and free
trade is on the verge of collapse. People now live in an era where merely
advocating for peace is no longer enough to protect their nation’s security. It is
the duty of politics to bring the supreme law in line with the times to tackle
new challenges. It has been 79 years since the Constitution came into effect.
Japan has enjoyed peace and successfully achieved economic development
after the end of World War Il. It goes without saying that the pacifist
Constitution has served as the foundation for this. Universal principles —
popular sovereignty, respect for fundamental human rights, and pacifism —
must continue to be upheld. tokvo,mav3
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hy have successive

Indian governments

since the mid-1950s

been obsessed with

the capital account
and ignored the current account almost
altogether? This question is prompted
by the statement by the Chief Economic
Adviser on the record gross capital
inflows in the last 12 months.

That’s good news, doubtless, because
more foreign money is good for the
economy. But wait: when was the last
time you heard any CEA talk about the
current account, except in passing?

First, however, the definitions. The
current account comprises a country’s
balance of trade, net of factor income
and cash transfers. That means earnings
from what it sells to foreigners. And the
capital account shows how their capital
is coming in and going out. It shows the
country’s overall financial position and
the confidence foreigners have in the
economy.

That out of the way, the answer to the
question about CEAs and the current
account was a dismaying nearly never.
And this when the capital account is
really the balancing factor in the balance
of payments. It makes up the shortfall in
the current account when a country
exports less than it imports.

Before 1947 the capital account
wasn’t really an issue because the Indian
economy was fully integrated with the
British and therefore the global
economy. Capital flows were strong and
seamless. The Brits saw to it to ensure
that they got the investments they
wanted or needed. So India had full
capital convertibility.

However, the current account did
cause a lot of concern to our English
lords and masters. They kept fiddling
with the exchange rate to keep it in good
shape, at least from their point of view.
Starting from the early 1890s they made
life difficult for us. You should read the
controversies on and around the subject.

But after 1955 it’s been the other way
round. Itis the capital account that
governments have been worried about,
not the current account even though
what happens in the capital accountis a
consequence of what happens to the
current account. Why has this
happened? Basically what you don’t
earn, you borrow.

WHY THE CAPITAL ACCOUNT?
There can be many reasons. The most
important reason has to do with the
Second Five Year Plan and the foreign
exchange requirement demanded for it
by PC Mahalanobis. Such was the capital

India’s
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account obsession

India has not tried to bolster its current account.
At the same time, it has chosen to squeeze capital flows, hurting growth

intensity of that Plan that it was
assumed that the money would have to
come into the capital account via loans
and grants rather than via the current
account as a result of earnings from
exports. This when India’s share of
world trade was still above 2 per cent.
But the emphasis on capital intensive
growth came at the expense of labour
intensive investments into the export
sector. We did the most stupid thing
imaginable: we gave up our comparative
advantage. You can almost hear Eli
Heckscher and Bertil Ohlin groaning.

The capital goods model
of industrialisation in
the 1950s and the
primacy given to the
Finance Ministry over
the Commerce Ministry are
the reasons why the
current account was
ignored over the years

Another reason was administrative,
namely, the division of work between
the finance ministry and the foreign
trade ministry, as it was then called. The
former was in charge of the capital
account while the latter, being in charge
of exports and imports, was in charge, so
to speak, of the current account.

Given the pecking order in
government, the Finance Ministryand
therefore the capital account took
precedence in the setting of priorities.
That hasn’t changed since the
mid-1950s. The Commerce Ministry has
to take its chances on debt and exchange
rate policies.

There are other reasons as well such
as the political pressure on governments
not to be seen as a debtor. The colonial
image of a farmer drowning in debt was
transferred to the countryas a whole.

Pakistan has shown that this is false
imagery. It’s been to the IMF two dozen
times. But Indian politicians, in their
anxiety to avoid this, forgot that if you
earn enough, you don’t have to borrow.
The current account was therefore
ignored by them. In India, capital flows

were constrained by fear of debt.

THE CONSEQUENCES

There have been two major
consequences of this approach to the
management of the external sector: one,
a steadfast refusal to tap adequately into
foreign savings even though our own
savings are inadequate. Combine that
with a refusal to turn around the current
account, and we ended up with a capital
shortage. The stigma attached to debt
has impeded growth.

The second consequence is the
sacrificing of capital efficiency because
of import substitution. Not only do
investments made behind tarift walls
face reduced pressure to be efficient,
there is a spillover effect on the labour
market where wages are higher than
theywould otherwise be.

It’s possible to enumerate many more
such foolish things but the point ought
to be clear. By focusing on the capital
account and neglecting the current
account, we have made a gigantic
mistake. It can be rectified if the
thinking changes.

MSP methodology should reflect changing reality

Refinements in interest cost and accounting for volatile inputs will help in encouraging cultivation of oilseeds and pulses

|
Mohit Sharma

ndia’s Minimum Support Price

(MSP) framework rests ona cost

estimation system. At its core lies
the Comprehensive Scheme for
Studying Cost of Cultivation,
implemented by the Directorate of
Economics and Statistics.

The scheme relies ona triennial block
sampling design in which selected
villages are observed over a three-year
cyclebefore rotation. Although
methodologically sound, this framework
has remained largelyunchanged over
decades, despite significant structural
transformationsin Indian agriculture.

The concern is that MSP
recommendations are often based on
cost conditions thatare two to three
years old. The 2021-22 input shock offers
aclear example: global fertilizer prices
surged, diesel prices increased before
partial relief measures, and labour costs
rose moderately. Thisindicates that the
MSP system s structurally stable in
normal periods but becomes
systematically misaligned during input
price shocks. There are evidences of
research reports proving the gapsin
actual plotlevel costand MSP; had costs
been more accurately captured, MSP for
several crops would have needed tobe
20-30 per cent higher to maintain the
intended margin over costs.

Amore subtle but increasingly
important gap arises from changesin

mechanisation patterns. The existing
framework distinguishes between
owned machinery (accounted for
through depreciation and interest) and
hired machinery services (captured
under paid-out costs), which in principle
avoids double counting. The
Sub-Mission on Agricultural
Mechanization (SMAM) has allocated a
total of 8,565 crore across States for the
2014-15t02024-25 period, aimed at
distributing over 1.9 million machines
and establishing thousands of Custom
Hiring Centres. This policy attention of
the government on farm mechanisation,
rapid expansion of custom hiring centres
has shifted machineryaccess patterns,
particularlyamong small and marginal
farmers. The triennial sampling design,
however, may still reflect older
ownership-heavy distributions.

VARIED FACTORS
These methodological gaps influence the
accuracy of cost estimation but donot,
by themselves, explain broader
structural outcomes such as cropping
patterns. Evidence from across States
suggests that crop diversification is
driven far more by procurement
assurance, irrigation conditions, input
subsidies,and market linkages than by
marginal differences in estimated costs.
States such as Rajasthan, Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra have achieved
relatively higher shares of pulses and
oilseeds due to stronger market
ecosystems, whereas Punjab continues
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Need for tweaks

tobe dominated by the rice-wheat
system.

This contrast underscores a critical
insight: MSP in practice operateslessasa
pure cost-based price signaland more as
aprocurement-backed assurance
mechanism. Even where MSPsare
announced for alternative crops such as
pulses and oilseeds, weak procurement
limits their effectiveness in shaping
farmer decisions. Data shows that
market prices for several crops have
frequently fallen below MSP in multiple
regions.

The implications for MSP outcomes
are therefore twofold. First, during
stable periods, the gap between MSP and
actual cost remains limited, and the
system functions broadly as intended.
Second, during periods of input price
volatility, lagged cost estimation can
compress the MSP-to-Cost margins,
reducing real profitability even when
nominal MSP increases are announced.

The MSP debate in India is often framed
asapricing problem, whereasitis
fundamentallya problem of
measurement and transmission.

Addressing these issues requires
calibrated reform. Refinements on
interest rate assumption and
introducing limited indexing for volatile
inputs like fuel and fertilizers could be
piloted for crops where diversification is
desired, such as pulses and oilseeds.
Later, these refinements could be
extended across all MSP crops,
accompanied by gradual improvements
in sampling frequency and regional
representation. The fiscal implications of
such changes would remain modest
relative to their potential to enhance
policy credibilityand precision.

India’s MSP system has played a
critical role in ensuring food security. Yet
aframework designed for earlier
production conditions nowfaces the risk
of gradual misalignment as agricultural
systems evolve. A carefully sequenced
modernisation focused onimproving
cost estimation without disrupting
institutional continuity can strengthen
bothits credibilityand effectiveness.
When cost estimates more closelyreflect
observed realities, MSP can function not
onlyasasafetynetbutalsoasareliable
guide for long-term agricultural
transformation.

The writeris Assistant Professor (Agri- Business), Dr.
Rajendra Prasad Central Agricultural University (RPCAU),
Pusa, Samastipur, Bihar. Views are personal
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TVK leader Vijay during an
election campaign saLacHANDARL

Seeking Divine intervention
Joseph C. Vijay, founder of Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK),embarked ona
multi-faith spiritual tour ahead of the
Assembly election results set to be
announced on Monday, seeking divine

blessings at key religious centres
across the country.

He began his pilgrimage at the
Tiruchendur Murugan Temple, where
he offered prayers to Lord Murugan.
Holding the ‘Vel’ — the deity’s sacred
spear — Vijay performed ‘darshan’at
the coastal shrine before proceeding
to the Shirdi Sai Baba Temple near
Pune.

Continuing his tour, he was supposed
to visit Shrine Basilica Vailankanni
Churchin Velankanni,a prominent
Christian pilgrimage site, and
conclude his Yatraat the Nagore
Dargah, an important Islamic shrine
but this got cancelled at the last
minute even as a large number of his

fans assembled at the Church waiting
to see him. With several exit polls
predicting a strong performance by
the TVK, Vijay’s outreach to multiple
faiths underscores a carefully
calibrated message of inclusivity, as
he positions himself to emerge either
asa ‘king’ or a potential ‘kingmaker’ in
Tamil Nadu’s evolving political
landscape.

Golden opportunity?
Inarecent eventaretired SEBI
official was all praise for himself for
conceptualising an idea to facilitate
the common man buy gold coins and
bars on MCXin the most transparent
market driven price. What one
wonders is why should investors buy

gold at futures prices when they are
paying the entire money today with
an intention to take delivery. Other
participants use the exchange
platform only for hedging their risk.
Moreover, futures prices are always
atapremium to spot prices as it
involves cost of carry and storage.
This trend is not going to change in
the near future given the geopolitical
turmoil.

Rudy’s mid-air roll call
Aroutine IndiGo flight from Jammu
to Delhi on May 1 had an unusual
in-flight announcement: the pilot,
Rajiv Pratap Rudy, casually welcomed
Union ministers Ashwini Vaishnaw
and Jitendra Singh, along with MPs

Sanjay Jaiswal and Manoj Tiwari,
turning a standard cockpit message
into a mid-air political cameo.
Aformer civil aviation minister under
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Rudy has been
repeatedly elected from Bihar’s
Saran Lok Sabha constituency.
Though his political prominence has
waned over the years, he has stuck
with flying, operating Airbus A320
aircraft inan honorary capacity. That
makes him a rarity:among India’s
politicians, only Rudy and the late
Rajiv Gandhi have flown commercial
passenger jets. Another famous
airman, Rajesh Pilot, was an Indian Air
Force officer, not acommercial
airline pilot. Our Bureaus
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Seven decades of Keralam

29 bureaucrats offer a rich portrait of Kerala

BOOK REVIEW.

|
S Adikesavan

erala consistently punches
K above its weight in any

discussion on social and
economic development in India.
Its achievements in human
development indicators, as well as
its distinctive administrative
challenges, have long attracted
national attention. Further, until
about a decade ago, key positions
in the Government of India
—particularly in the Prime
Minister’s Office — were
occupied by officers of Malayali
origin.

The phrase “Mallu Club” or
“Keralite Mafia” came into
currency to describe this
influential cohort during the
tenure of Manmohan Singh.
Officers such as TKA Nair
(Principal Secretary to the Prime
Minister), MK Narayanan
(National Security Advisor), and
Shivshankar Menon (Foreign
Secretary) formed partofa
powerful administrative axis in
New Delhi.

The Kerala Club: Keepers of the
Flame, edited by KM
Chandrasekhar and TP
Sreenivasan, (Bloomsbury, 2026)
both guide and Guru to scores of
young civil servants, brings
together essays by 29 bureaucrats
who either belonged to the Kerala
cadre or had significant
professional engagements with
the State. The volume is both a
chronicle and an analytical
exploration, illuminating Kerala’s
developmental journey over
roughly seven decades.

Several essays stand out for
their narrative richness, personal
touch and insight. In “A Heady
Mix of Maths, Science and the
Baton,” Rajan Medhekar recounts
his remarkable career trajectory
— from a strong academic
foundation in solid-state physics
to leadership roles in the State
police, the Border Security Force
and as chief of the National
Security Guard’s “Black Cat”
commandos. His reflections
include a vivid account of the
Chalai riots of 1982, one of the
rare instances of communal
unrest in Thiruvananthapuram,
and the swift deployment of the
Army to restore normalcy.

LABOUR RELATIONS
Arecurring theme in this volume
is the complexity of labour
relations in Kerala. In “Kerala’s
Trade Unions,” EK Bharat
Bhushan, former Chief Secretary,
offers a candid account of his
tenure as Managing Director of
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Kerala Minerals and Metals Ltd.
He describes how efforts to revive
the company — through stricter
discipline and improved
marketing — were met with
resistance from entrenched union
leadership. The backlash included
threats and even a legislative
motion seeking his removal.

Transferred thereafter to
Travancore Titanium Products,
he encountered an even more
fragmented union environment,
with 48 (sic) unions operating
simultaneously and discipline
virtually absent. His essay is
essential reading for anyone
seeking to understand Kerala’s
industrial climate.

Equally compelling is “When
the Desert Bloomed” by T
Balakrishnan, which critiques the
State’s fiscal priorities. He argues
that tax revenues have often been
directed more toward welfare
expenditure than toward critical
physical infrastructure.
Successive governments, he
notes, have competed to enhance
salaries and benefits for organised
labour across both public and
private sectors, contributing to
wage inflation and rendering
labour increasingly unaffordable.

The book will appeal not only
to general readers interested in
the state’s development
trajectory but also to serving
bureaucrats and civil service
aspirants.

That said, the volume might
have benefited from a concluding
synthesis drawing together key
insights and offering a critical
overview in summary. The
diversity of styles and topics
occasionally makes the reading
uneven. Yet, this is a minor
drawback in an otherwise
valuable compendium.

The reviewer is acommentator on banking
and finance

thehindubusinessline.
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Petro price hike likely by third week

The expected increase in petrol, diesel and cooking gas (liquefied petroleum gas)
prices may take place by the third week of this month. The Secretary in the
Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas, Mr M.S. Srinivasan, told select media
persons here on Wednesday that a final decision on price revision would be taken
after consultations be tween the Petroleum and Finance Ministries.

ADB plans to double hike to India

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has decided to more than double its financial
assistance to India to over $2.6 billion by 2008 from the current level of around
$1.3 billion, according to the ADB President, Mr Haruhiko Kuroda.

Gujarat Ambuja to merge Ambuja Cement with itself

Gujarat Ambuja Cements Ltd will amalgamate Ambuja Cement Eastern Ltd with
itself, offering four equity shares of GACL of Rs 2 each for every five equity shares
of ACEL of face value of Rs 10 each. This share ratio recommended by the GACL
board on Wednesday (and also by the ACEL board), was based on a valuation
report prepared by Deloitte Haskins & Sells, said a statement from the Ambuja

Group.

A fearless activist and a rebel

This compelling biography describes Annie Besant’s many transformations and her role in India’s freedom movement

BOOK REVIEW.

Parimala S Rao

ny guesses who the first

woman president of the

Indian National Congress

was? She presided over its

Calcutta sessionin 1917 and
was, in fact, British national, political
firebrand and supporter of Irish
self-rule, Annie Besant. And thisis just
one of the many avatars that Clare
Paterson describes so vividly in The Nine
Lives of Annie Besant, the recent
biography of a key force behind India’s
Home Rule movement and a dominant
figure in the Theosophical Society,
which celebrated its 150th anniversary
last year.

The engrossing life story brings alive
one of the most colourful figures of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries —an
inspirational activist and educator who
left her imprint on many schools and
colleges, localities and roads across
India that are named after her. In
recording Annie Besant’s remarkable
journeyacross continents and
ideologies, Paterson presents a study in
political and spiritual transformation.
She shows how Besant’s early activism
in Britain laid the intellectual and moral
foundations for her later, pivotal role in
India’s struggle against British rule.

Bornin 1847, Annie, as she was
popularly known in London’s East End,
was arevolutionary thinker, swept up on
an extraordinary roller-coaster of a life.
Losing her father when she was five, she
and her older brother were brought up
by their mother in a Victorian
middle-class family. An intelligent,
intuitive and deeply religious young girl,
Annie was riveted by tales of the
sufferings of early Christian martyrs,
writes Paterson. Ironically, this
unshakeable faith was shattered after

NEW READS.

her disastrous marriage, at age 20, to
clergyman Frank Besant. Parting ways
from her husband of six years and forced
to give up their son to his care, Annie
turned breadwinner for her mother and
daughter with short-term jobs.

As aprolific writer, she was drawn to
unconventional thinkers of the time,
and became a pamphleteer in the early
1870s.

She wrote prodigiously, on vital
current issues such as women’s suffrage,
unemployment, workers’ rights,
corruption, slavery, political reform, the
lunacy laws, and much more.

MULTIFACETED PERSONALITY
Being a powerful orator, Annie was alsoa
sought-after public speaker, captivating
large crowds with her impassioned
campaigns for birth control, workers’
rights, and women’s emancipation.
Paterson highlights her involvement in
freethought circles, her collaboration
with politician, radical thinker and
proponent of atheism, Charles
Bradlaugh, and her willingness to court
controversy while defending principle.
The legal action and trial relating to her
pamphlet on birth control underscore
Annie’s courage in challenging state and
church authority, and her faith in
fearless public engagement.

Annie’s early radicalism, Paterson
argues, did not disappear with her later
turn toward spirituality; it evolved.
Describing her meeting with Helena
Petrovna Blavatsky in 1889, Paterson
writes, “Madame Blavatsky’s appearance
was ramshackle but her personality was
electrifying. She smoked incessantly and
swore prodigiously. She rejected all
accepted norms, from the church to
science... It must have been invigorating
for Annie to find so powerful a woman at
the head of this organisation.”

Annie’s embrace of the Theosophical
Society offered a broader framework
that accommodated both spiritual

e,

¢

T it i3s3 iTiait T e 1)

B e ]

Title: The Nine Lives of Annie Besant
Author: Clare Paterson

Publisher: Penguin Random House
India

Price: 3499

©® ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Clare Paterson is an award-winning
television executive with extensive
experience of commissioning and
making documentaries, some of
which have been honoured with
BAFTAs and International Emmys

inquiry and social reform. This new
philosophy’s emphasis on universal
brotherhood and Eastern wisdom
allowed multiple trajectories to
converge, and resonated with her
long-standing critique of Western
imperial arrogance. She believed that
self-government, or Home Rule,
required not only political change but
also moral, intellectual and cultural

renewal. The account of Annie’s role in
India’s Independence movement forms
the political core of the book.

FREEDOM FIGHTER

Paterson captures both the scale of her
influence and the tensions inherent in
her position as a British-born advocate
of Indian self-government, which led to
her imprisonment for political activism.
When Annie assumed presidency of the
Indian National Congress in 1917,
Paterson says, she acquired “a huge base
among nationalists as well as
Theosophists, the sort of support that is
every politician’s dream.”

British officials in India and England
didn’t know what to make of her but
understood that “this formidable
woman now at the centre of the imperial
picture was refusing to toe the
government line,” while occupying “an
extraordinary position of power as
president of both a new world religion
and of the mainspring of Indian
nationalism.”

Paterson recognises the
contradictions in Annie’s radical politics
— her preference for constitutional
methods, her unease with civil
disobedience, and her eventual
marginalisation as nationalist strategies
shifted. The book leaves the reader
viewing Annie as a bridge between
Britain and India, rationalism and
mysticism, dissent and
institution-building.

The Nine Lives of Annie Besant stands
out for the clarity and edgy elegance of
Paterson’s prose.

She balances colourful narrative with
analytical depth, enlivening the text
with delightful and wondrous
anecdotes. The result is a biography that
is both intellectually rigorous and hugely
readable.

The reviewer is an independent editor based in Besant
Nagar, Chennai
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Short take

Working towards a sensible Al plan in telecom

—
SP Kochhar

demonstrated that telecom

systems are no longer neutral
utilities but active arenas of strategic
competition. In this context, the concept
of “sensible AI” becomes critical.

During the recent Iran war, cyber
operations targeted communication
systems, disrupted infrastructure and
manipulated information channels
before and alongside physical actions.
This marked a shift from the isolated
cyberattacks to coordinated,
multi-domain strategies.

Telecom networks were used not only
to disrupt enemy coordination but also

R ecent geopolitical conflicts have

toinfluence perception. By exploiting
mobile applications and communication
platforms, actors could send misleading
messages, spread disinformation and
create confusion among both civilians
and military personnel. This highlights a
critical reality: telecom networks are not
just carriers of information — they
shape it. In such volatile scenarios,
artificial intelligence is increasingly used
to monitor, manage and defend telecom
systems. However, not all AT is equally
effective. What is required is sensible Al
Al that operates with context awareness,
restraint and reliability.

A sensible Al system does not simply
react to anomalies; it interprets them.
For instance, a sudden spike in network
traffic during a conflict could indicate a

cyberattack, orit could be a surgein
legitimate communication. An overly
aggressive Al might shut down parts of
the network, causing unnecessary
disruption. A sensible A, on the other
hand, evaluates multiple signals before
acting, ensuring stability while
addressingreal threats.

Sensible Alin telecom must therefore
evolve beyond conventional
cybersecurity. It must integrate
awareness of operational technology
(OT) systems and understand how
digital commands translate into physical
outcomes.

Another key takeaway is the
importance of resilience. In conflict
scenarios, network disruption is often
inevitable. The goal is not to preventaall

failures but to ensure continuity of
critical services. Sensible A enables the
development of self-healing networks —
systems that can detect faults, isolate
compromised components and reroute
traffic dynamically.

Modern telecom systems must move
from reactive to predictive models.
Instead of responding to attacks after
they occur, sensible Al should anticipate
potential threats based on behavioural
patterns and historical data.

Sensible Al represents a shift toward
systems that are not only intelligent but
also measured, context-aware and
resilient.

The writer is Director General, Cellular Operators
Association of India (COAI)
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EASY
ACROSS DOWN
01. An invective harangue (8) 01. Appal, di

04. Biting, sour (4)
08. Stud, plate in sole of shoe (3)
09. Dressing poured over food (5) 05. Draw up

10. Russian village community (3)

02. Carpenter’s bore (5)
03. Not sharp (5)

06. Throughout the time

ACROSS
scourage (6) 01. Help to turn the people with a bitter harangue (8)
04. Returning some medication that tastes sour (4)
08. Some of these guys have a stud in the shoe (3)
09. Dressing for dinner? What cheek! (5)

10. I'm backing the first Russian space station (3)

, compose (7)

11. Orange-coloured fruit (7) of (6) 11. Fruit from a tropic being distributed (7)

12. Pungent bulb (5) 07. Winding-up part of a 12. There’s no backing one on this sort of dome (5)
13.Beheaded (17) speech (10) 13. Having lost head when taped, one acted strangely (11)
17. Tree emblematic to Canada (5) 09. Religious 17. Tree, the palm, put out at end of grove (5)

18. Escort vessel (7)

20. Practice, operation (obs) (3)
21.Two, couple, pair (5)

22. Sail of windmill (3)

23. Work set or undertaken (4)

24. Form of ninepins (8) 19. Smith’s i

mysteries (10)

14. Fast train (7)

15. Quantity (6)

16. Court game (6)
18. Open, candid (5)

18. Vessel with its set of sails in its appointed lot (7)
20. Old-fashioned use of river in Yorkshire (3)

21. Mark Clemens made for the two of them (5)
22. Commercial vehicle used to test ore (3)

23. Piece of work terrorist leader will request (4)

ron block (5) 24. A parody, lest it be confused with ninepins (8)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2670

ACROSS 1. Digestion 5. Sup 7. Cash 8. Deprived 10. Mushroom 11. Oral 13. Labour 15. Fallow 18. Doom 19. Ruminant 22. Commands 23. Once 24. Tar 25. Digresses
DOWN 1. Decimal 2. Gusts 3. Ice-box 4. Norm 5 Several 6. Pedal 9. Fraud 12. Ratio 14. Bloomer 16. Witness 17. Gun-dog 18. Ducat 20. Annas 21. Ward

DOWN

01. The underworld is allowed to discourage one (6)
02. Argue about how boring it can be (5)

03. Take the edge off it by being outspoken (5)

05. Police about to take in first murderer

to put it together (7)

06. While it’s going on run, dig round it (6)

07. For each a speech, with this to wind it up (10)
09. Religious rites meant crass conversion (10)

14. A daily will put it into words (7)

15. How much for a horse to ride? (6)

16. Nine involved in street up at Wimbledon
maybe (6)

18. This old German seemed sincere (5)

19. Smith strikes one villain perhaps abandoned by
the Italian (5)
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How India’s
new emergency
messaging
system works

Bhaskar Sarma
New Delhi, May 3

ONSATURDAY morning, many smartphonesacrossIndia
suddenly played a sharp beeping sound, accompanied by
vibrations. A pop-up message flashed on screensin English,
Hindi and other languages with the headline “extremely
severe alert”.

While many may have been taken aback, thiswas a
pan-India test of amass broadcast system — called cell
broadcast —to alert people during natural or manmade
disasters. At present, the government issues disaster
alerts through SMS, which can be missed by many. The
cell broadcast technology is more difficult to miss. While
tests have been on for some time now in India, this was
the first time this took place on such a scale.

The technology

Cell broadcastis a method of simultaneously sending
short messages to multiple mobile phones within a de-
fined geographic area. It can reach a very large number of
devices at once, or, in case of hazards that affect only a
small area, be sent tojust alimited number of handsets,
accordingto the International Telecommunication
Union (ITU),aUN agency. The system overrides any net-
work congestion, allowing messages to be delivered in-
stantaneously.

It was developed in the early 1990s by the European
Telecommunications Standards Institute, with inputs
from telecom operators and equipment makers across
Europe. First demonstrated in 1997 in Paris, the technol-
ogy is considered an international best practice and is
now used by more than 30
countries. The alerts are
also adaptable to specific
requirements, such asa
user’slanguage.

For India, the Centre
for Development of Tele-
matics under the Depart-
ment of Telecommunica-
tions has developed this
technology. A timeline for
acomplete roll-out is
unclear. Currently, India’s
SMS-based alert system is
operational across all
states and Union
Territories.

* BESTPRACTICE

® Among thefirst to adopt it
was Japanin 2007.In Asia,
South Korea and Singapore have
also deployed nationwide alert
systems over the past decade

® The USrolled out its Wireless
Emergency Alerts systemin
2012. Across Europe, countries
adopted similar systems under
the EU-Alert framework, es-
pecially after a2018 directive

How it works

As part of day-to-day network functionality, cell
towers communicate with phones within their reach,
providing information such as the network it is
connected to, according to the GSM Association, a global
body that represents network operators. The technology
that enables this is known broadly as cell broadcast. Gov-
ernment authorities can harness this one-way communi-
cation system to issue emergency alerts.

The system essentially works by sending a single
message from a mobile network tower to all phones con-
nected to that tower at the same time, instead of sending
individual SMSes. “Visitors to the target area, including
from abroad, will also receive alerts, and even in their
own language if the system is multi-language enabled,”
the GSM association says.

Why this system matters

Cell broadcast technology uses no personal data. Mo-
bile phones can receive messages without the need for
users to share phone numbers or location data. It needs
no app or subscription. The only requirement is that the
phoneis switched on and configured to accept such
messages.

It is much more conspicuous than SMS owing to its
distinct alert tones and vibration. This can draw people’s
attention evenin noisy environments. It will override all
ongoing tasks on a mobile phone, including calls, and
would be delivered even when the device is on silent or
do-not-disturb mode.

As climate-related disasters such as flash floods, ex-
treme temperatures, and cyclones become more
frequent and severe — including in India — technologies
such as cell broadcast become extremely important.
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SUKAP SHARMA & ANIL SASI

THE WEST Asia war has driven oil prices
into a highly volatile phase, with vessel
movement effectively halted through the
Strait of Hormuz, one of the most critical
maritime chokepoints for global energy
flows. So far, the price surge appears muted
compared with the surge in oil benchmarks
triggered by the Russia-Ukraine war in
2022. But that’s not the complete picture.
Since the war began, the highest Brent
crude — one of the oil benchmarks — has
traded at about $126 per barrel. It ended last
week at about $108 per barrel. But in reality,
refiners in various parts of the world have
likely been paying a lot more. Reports sug-
gest that barrels have changed hands at
even $150 per barrel, significantly higher
than the exchange-traded benchmarks.
Qil price levels generally quoted in re-
ports, seen on television news tickers, and
available on commodity exchanges can be
significantly different from the actual price
thatrefiners pay for the barrels, particularly
during supply crises. And that is because,
like other commodity markets, the oil mar-
ket comprises not one but two markets: a
paper market and a physical market.

The two markets

The difference between the paper mar-
ket and the physical market is largely de-
fined by the timing of delivery and the ac-
tual intent to buy and use the oil. The paper
market consists of financial front-month
futures contracts, which are essentially
promises to buy oil at a future date. These
contracts are usually for about one-two
months hence. And these are the prices
quoted most often as benchmark prices.

But are these the prices at which re-
finers are striking deals today to get oil to
feed their refineries over the next few
weeks? Absolutely not. The price they pay
is based on the supply situation in the
physical market, where oil is actually
bought and sold for refinery operations, not
just for trading,.

In effect, the two markets price different
things: paper market prices the future ex-
pectation, while the physical market prices
the immediate demand-supply realities.
When all’s well with oil supplies globally,
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A man stands in the water as ships line the horizon in the Strait of Hormuz off Bandar Abbas in Iran. ap

the prices in the two markets are usually
well-aligned. But in times of supply crises
— like the unprecedented closure of the
Strait of Hormuz — the divergence can be
yawning.

The Strait’s effective closure has taken
millions of barrels of oil a day off the mar-
ket, marking the largest supply disruption
in the history of the global oil market, ac-
cordingto the International Energy Agency
(IEA). The Strait of Hormuz accounted for
abouta fifth of global oil and liquefied natu-
ral gas (LNG) flows. Refiners cannot rely on
the paper market, and in times of supply
disruptions, move to procure oil even at ex-
orbitant prices as supply security takes
precedence over price considerations.

Backwardation

Amid the current supply disruption, the
paper market appears to belie the truth
somewhat, given that the physical market
is really stretched. The dissonance here is
somewhat similar to the stock market op-
timism globally, with the S&P 500 inching
back to its pre-war levels despite there
being no sign of conflict resolution.

Much ofthis optimism in the American
stock markets could be on account of the
Al buildup, even as the oil sector does not
have a parallel tojustify the hope that prices
would come down. The paper market evi-

Estimates
vsreality

The lower price
of paper barrels
for future
delivery than
physical barrels
forimmediate
supply is termed
backwardation

Put simply, it
means that the
market doesn’t

expect the
supply
disruption and
high prices tolast
toolong

dently believes that the supply situation is
expected to ease significantly in a couple of
months, even as the physical market
grapples with scarcity. Focusing only on
paper market prices can result in compla-
cency about the dynamics of oil flows.

The lower price of paper barrels for fu-
ture delivery than physical barrels for im-
mediate supply is referred to as “backwar-
dation”, which is a market structure in
which the commodity’s immediate avail-
ability isworth alot more than its availabil-
ity a few months down the road. Put
simply, it means that the market — cur-
rently facing supply tightness — doesn’t ex-
pect the supply disruption and high prices
tolast too long.

“...the Dated-to-Frontline (DFL) Brent
benchmark has reached levels of $25 per
barrel. The DFL represents the premium
that Brent physical barrels (Dated Brent)
forimmediate loading (typically 10-30 days
ahead, current May) command over the
Brent Futures front month (now pricing
June). The explosion from a couple of dol-
lars to an average $21 per barrel in the first
week of April highlights the time value of
‘ASAP’ (assoon as possible) barrels over fu-
ture-delivery barrels,” Rystad Energy said
in an April 20 note.

Notably, when the war began, it was the
paper market that got spooked first, with

futures surging, while physical market
prices remained stable as there wasnoim-
mediate impact on oil flows in an oversup-
plied market. But as the war progressed, the
supply tightness became a reality, making
immediate barrels much more valuable
than futures contracts.

Theroad ahead

The Strait of Hormuz has been closed
for nearly two months now. While Asia is
the most impacted so far, oil shortage could
hit Europe, and potentially the US if this
goes on for long.

Since the physical market is about the
current and actual demand-supply scen-
ario, geography plays a key role in real
prices paid by refiners, apart from the
quality of oil. With supplies to Asia hit the
hardest, Asian oil importers are scrambling
for barrels and consequently paying higher
prices than their peers in some other parts
oftheworld. But asthey increasingly com-
pete with the rest of the globe to secure
energy supplies, prices elsewhere would
alsorise further.

While analysts expect some level of
backwardation to continue, futures prices
could rise significantly if the market stops
pricingin aresolution of the war, or at least
opening of the Strait of Hormuz, in the near
term. If that indeed happens, the delta be-
tween prices in the physical market and the
paper market would contract. Else, the gap
between physical and paper barrels will
continue to be at supernormal levels.

“Iranisblockingbasically all of the traf-
fic passing through, while letting through
some of their own tankers and a few others.
But now the US has set up this blockade as
well, which is stopping the Iranian tankers
leaving too. And so we’re essentially at a
stalemate here... My hunch is that if these
talks do not reach a breakthrough of some
sort in the next couple of weeks, this could
be along-drawn affair. That’s when reality
will hit home. Prices are goingto surge and
this difference between the spot and fu-
tures price will narrow suddenly,” an oil in-
dustry veteran with experience in the ship-
ping sector told The Indian Express.

Evenifthere’sabreakthrough, there are
impediments, such as mines that Iran has
laid along the Strait. The US military says it
could take six months to make sure no
mines are left in the Strait of Hormuz. Even
if the Strait is reopened but there are still
some mines in the sea, one incident of a
ship sufferingdamage due toa mine could
again severely cripple vessel flows through
the waterway.

Why India’s new helicopter-launched naval missile ‘hits different’

Sushant Kulkarni
Pune, May 3

LAST WEEK, the Defence Research and
Development Organisation (DRDO) and
the Indian Navy successfully test-launched
a salvo of short-range anti-ship missiles
from a helicopter off the Odisha coast.
These indigenously developed missiles,
called the Naval Anti-Ship Missile Short
Range (NASM-SR), are to be deployed from
ship-borne helicopters.

This was the platform’s first successful
salvo test — multiple launches in quick
succession — wherein two such missiles
were launched from the same chopper.
While the Navy already has helicopter-
launched missiles, the NASM-SR offers a
potential upgrade.

Role of the missiles

A helicopter-launched system, such as
NASM-SR, allows a navy to engage hostile
vessels from a safe distance.

The Indian Navy already possesses the
British-origin Sea Eagle anti-ship missile,
whichit has equipped its Sea King 42B heli-

copterswith. Stationed on ships, these heli-
copters can take off, strike a target from a
relatively close range, and then return to
the ship.

The Sea Eagles are 1980s-era missiles,
lacking many modern capabilities. One of
its key issues was its weight: a single missile
weighs around 580 kg.

In the early 2010s, the DRDO began
working on a lighter, modern, and home-
grown missile that could be carried in
higher numbersin helicopters. The NASM-
SR’s first successful flight test was con-
ducted in May 2022.

Anatomy of the missile

The NASM-SR uses a solid propulsion
booster rocket that gives the missile its first
thrust and a long-burn sustainer engine
that keeps it flying for longer.

One of its key subsystems include the
seeker — a sensor that detects and tracks
the target. It also has a radio altimeter de-
vice that measures height from the ground
or sea. Another critical component is a
high-bandwidth two-way data link system
that allows real-time communication be-

Development

partners

® Premier DRDO labs
in Hyderabad, Pune,
and Chandigarh
were part of the de-
velopment process

® The missilesare
being produced by
private sector
partners with the
help of MSMEs,
startups, and others

The NASM-MR missile was tested last week.
MINISTRY OF DEFENCE

tween the missile and operator sitting in
the helicopter, DRDO said.

One missile weighs around 380 kg: 200
kglighterthan the Sea Eagle. Its SS-km range,
however, is lower than the Sea Eagle’s 110
km. When the NASM-SR miissile is within a
certain distance of its target, a radio prox-
imity fuse detonates its explosive device.

The hits

Many modern navies have helicopter-
launched missiles with two features: “man-
in-loop” and “waterline hit”.

“Man-in-loop” means thata human op-
erator can change the missile’s path even
whenit’s mid-flight. In acrowded maritime
environment, this reduces the risk of hit-
ting non-combatants and makes the mis-
sile more adaptable. The Navy and DRDO
successfully tested this feature in February
2025. In contrast, Sea Eagles are “fire-and-
forget” missiles.

A “waterline hit” means the missile
strikes a ship at orjust above theline where
the hull meets the water. One of the ship’s
most vulnerable parts, damage here can
cause water to rapidly flood the vessel and
disable or sinkit. The Sea Eagle has no spe-
cific waterline hit capabilities.

The salvo test

Demonstrating a salvolaunch shows the
ability to overwhelm shipborne defence
systems. The missile can maintain a sea-
skimming trajectory and accurately lock
onto the most vulnerable part of the target.

The quick answers trap: Is Al in top colleges helping students or adding to stress

l o

EXPERT EXPLAINS

BY RAJEEV KUMAR

FORMER PROFESSOR OF COMPUTER
SCIENCE AT IIT KHARAGPUR, IIT KANPUR,
BITS PILANI, AND JNU

THE LAUNCH of ChatGPT in November
2022 accelerated the adoption of Gener-
ative Al (GenAl) across domains. It is now
widely used in education, research, and in-
dustry to improve productivity and work
quality, and isincreasingly treated asan as-
sistive technology. Despite concerns about
the impact on jobs, GenAl has quickly be-
come embedded in everyday academic
and professional workflows.

In academia, adoption has been par-
ticularly rapid in India’s premier technical
institutions, such as Indian Institutes of
Technology (IITs), Birla Institute of Tech-
nology and Science (BITS) Pilani, and Na-
tional Institutes of Technology (NITS).

GenAl tools provide on-demand access
to explanations, problem-solving support,
and coding assistance, effectively function-
ing as 24x7 tutors at students’ fingertips.
While this improves access to guidance and
reduces dependence on institutional re-
sources, it raises a key question: Is GenAl
reducing academic stress or intensifying
it? The question is especially relevant given
the high number of student suicides re-
ported in these colleges, owing to a variety
of factors.

GenAlI-driven ecosystem

The recent proliferation of Artificial In-
telligence/Machine Learning (AI/ML) has
penetrated academia more rapidly than
the earlier cycles of Al development. While
AThasevolved since thelate 1950s, its direct

integration into daily life accelerated with
the rise of conversational systems such as
Google Assistant in the mid-2010s.

A decisive shift followed the public re-
lease of ChatGPT in November 2022, mark-
ing the widespread adoption of large lan-
guage models (LLMs). These systems
generate text, code, images, and other con-
tent from large datasets, and are called
GenAl

Within academia, students rely on tools
such as Google Gemini, DeepSeek and Gi-
tHub Copilot for tasks including report
drafting and assignment preparation.
These tools function as assistive techno-
logies, but at the same time, they are shift-
ing learning from deep engagement with
problems to effective querying, placing
greater emphasis on prompt formulation
than on independent reasoning,

LLMs are probabilistic systemsand can
produce errors, inconsistencies, or mis-
leading outputs. Over-reliance without
verification may affect conceptual under-
standing and academic rigour. This evol-

ving ecosystem brings both efficiency gains
and new challenges in education.

Gapintheecosystem

Traditionally, teaching and learning in
premier educational institutes focused on
analysis, design, and application of knowl-
edge rather than rote memorisation. Given
concepts and mathematical formulations,
students were expected to apply them to
solve problems. Many examinations were
open-book, allowing the use of reference
material while assessing analytical and
problem-solving ability. Preparation in-
volved selecting relevant material, organ-
ising notes, and developing approaches —
processes that ensured deep engagement.

With the advent of LLMs, this is chang-
ing. The effort invested in reading, organ-
ising material, and working independently
through problems has declined. Students
are increasingly relying on querying Al sys-
tems for solutions. As a result, emphasis
shifts from internalising concepts to re-
trieving answers on demand. While this

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

could be more efficient, it reduces sus-
tained thinking and limits the develop-
ment of independent analytical skills.

Effects on academic stress

The widespread adoption of GenAl is
introducing a set of specific though inter-
linked stress intensifiers in academic en-
vironments:

® Dependence and reduced confi-
dence: Frequentreliance on Al-generated
solutions shifts competence from self to
system, weakening confidence in unaided
problem-solving. Over time, this reduces
persistence in tackling complex problems
independently.

® Al-drivenbenchmarking: Student
performance is increasingly measured —
directly or indirectly — against Al-gener-
ated outputs that are faster, more struc-
tured, and often appear near-ideal. It raises
evaluation standards, leaveslittle room for
iterative thinking or minor errors, and
fosters constant comparison with peers
and machine outputs.

New Delhi

® Competitive pressure driven by
Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): With all-
time access to GenAl, students feel com-
pelled to use these tools to avoid falling be-
hind. It creates a continuous pressure to
match Al-augmented productivity, often
prioritising speed and output over deep
understanding.

® Learning-evaluation mismatch:
While GenAlis widely used for coursework
and preparation, itis typically restricted in
examinations and interviews. This creates
a dual environment, forcing abrupt shifts
to unaided performance, leading to
anxiety, self-doubt, and a sense of unpre-
paredness during high-stakes assessments.

® Ethics undefined: The absence of
clear norms on acceptable Al use creates
uncertainty and internal conflict. Students
must constantly decide how much reliance
is appropriate, increasing stress while
raising concerns about academic integrity.

FULLREPORT ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM/EXPLAINED



® WEB EXCLUSIVE

‘DMK, AIADMK or TVK? Tamil Nadu’s
three futures — and one warning,

— By P John J Kennedy

Log on to www.indianexpress.com

10

THE INDIAN EXPRESS

MONDAY, MAY 4,2026

The Editorial Page

© WORDLY WISE

The decision whether or not to bear a
child is central to a woman’s life, to her
well-being and dignity.

— Ruth Bader Ginsburg
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL

On abortion, SC places
the woman at the centre

HE SUPREME Court’s insistence that an unwanted

pregnancy cannot be imposed — least of all upon a

minor — and its dismissal of a curative plea filed by

the All India Institute of Medical Sciences contesting
the Court’s decision to allow a 15-year-old rape survivor to ter-
minate her 30-week pregnancy, is a welcome reaffirmation of
reproductive autonomy as a fundamental right grounded in
dignity and bodily integrity. The apex court’s framing of the
issue — “unwanted pregnancies cannot be burdened on the
woman”, and the state must “respect a citizen’s autonomy of
choice” — comes at a time when abortion is increasingly being
framed as a choice between competing lives, not just in India
butglobally. It signals that constitutional guarantees cannot be
diluted by medical paternalism.

The Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) Act of 1971 was,
for its time, a forward-looking statute that recognised the perils
of unsafe, clandestine abortions, even if it remained contingent
onthe consentof doctors, partners and family members. Its 2021
amendment expanded gestational limits for certain categories
of vulnerable women and gave greater primacy to privacy and
choice. Thelandmark Xv. Principal Secretary, Health and Family
Welfare Dept (2022) verdict broadened the categories of women
who fall within the Act’sambit. Yet, in recent years, this trajectory
has been complicated by an increasing contestation over foetal
viability, exposing tensions within a law that is still structured as
an exception to criminality and still framed as conditional per-
mission rather than an enforceable right. In October 2023, a Su-
preme Court bench declined to permit the termination of a 26-
week pregnancy, effectively privileging foetal viability over the
woman’s choice. Since then, several high courts have moved in
the same direction. In February 2024, a 32-week pregnant
widow’s plea for an abortion was also denied by the apex court
onsimilar grounds despite compelling claims of mental distress.

In urging Parliament to revisit the statutory framework —
particularly to remove gestational limits in cases involving
minor survivors of rape — and in emphasising that the law
must evolve to prioritise dignity, the CJI-led bench has given
theissue a consequential turn. A rights-based legislative frame-
work — one in which reproductive autonomy is the presump-
tion and medical oversight serves as a safeguard — will not re-
solve every complexity. But clear statutory standards can guide
doctors without displacing the primacy of the patient’s in-
formed decision, while time-bound procedures can prevent
the delays that turn choices into crises. None of this will elim-
inate the ethical difficulty of late-term terminations, nor should
it pretend to. But it would ensure that the weight of such deci-
sions is not made heavier by the law itself.

The next fuel shift: More
ethanolin the tank

HE MINISTRY of Road Transport and Highways hasis-

sued a draft notification proposing the recognition of

85 per cent ethanol-blended petrol (E85) and even 100

per cent ethanol (E100) as automotive fuels. This is as
against the 20 per cent blend (E20) that has already been achieved
and made mandatory for all petrol sold in India from April 2026.
Thedraftamendments to the Central Motor Vehicles Rules, 1989,
once approved, will pave the way for the introduction of flex-fuel
vehicles that can run on E85, if not 100 per cent ethanol. While
the vehicles manufactured since April 2023 are E20-compliant,
compatibility with higher blends will require major overhaul of
internal combustion engines and auto parts towithstand any po-
tential corrosion from the hygroscopic (moisture-absorbing)
property of ethanol.

The timing of the move is significant, coming amid the un-
precedented energy supply shock caused by the conflictin West
Asia and closure of the Strait of Hormuz. Oil marketing com-
panies (OMCs) are now realising around Rs 75 for every litre of
petrol, net of dealer commission and taxes. At this price, they are
reportedly losing roughly Rs 14 per litre. The ex-refinery price of
petrol, thus, hastobe atleast Rs 89 per litre for them to absorb the
higher cost ofimported crude. Compare thisto the Rs 60.73-71.86
per litre that distilleries are fetching for the ethanol they are supp-
lying to OMCs. Simply put, ethanol derived from sugarcane,
maize and rice is today cheaper than petrol refined from crude
oil. It strengthens the case to incentivise the rollout of flex-fuel
vehicles along with separate dispensing units in fuel stations for
higher ethanol blends.

Thatsaid, global crude prices may not sustain at $110-per-bar-
rel levels beyond a time. The ethanol industry must prioritise
long-term cost competitiveness, which means raising cane and
grainyields per acre and breeding varieties with higher sugar and
starch recoveries. Nor should it expect the government to make
available subsidised rice from the Food Corporation of India’s go-
downs. Also, it’s not desirable to produce ethanol from water-
guzzling rice. More effort is required to promote sweet sorghum,
bajraand other millets as sustainable feedstocks for ethanol pro-
duction, offering fermentation efficiencies comparable to maize
or sugarcane. There’s no doubt, however, that the current oil
shockis an inflection point for biofuels — and for Indian policy-
makerstothinkbeyond incremental ethanol blending. Thetime
for flex fuels has, indeed, arrived.
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- After Hormuz disruption, Asia should

build an energy security alliance
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VIKRAM S MEHTA

ATIH BIROL, executive director

of the International Energy

Agency (IEA), said last month that

“we are facing the biggest energy

security threat in history”, worse
than the aggregate impact of the crises
sparked by the Yom Kippur War 0of 1973, the
Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the Russia-
Ukraine conflict that began in 2022. He
should know, as the organisation he heads
was established as a result of the Yom Kippur
War. The latter triggered the quadrupling of
crude oil prices ($2.90/bblin October 1973 to
$11.90 in January 1974) and a global reces-
sion. Initsaftermath in January 1974, US Sec-
retary of State Henry Kissinger invited the
leaders of the Western world to a conference
in Washington, DC. Kissinger’s objective was
to create a mechanism by which Western
countries could counter the cartel of the Or-
ganisation of Arab Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OAPEC) and manage and miti-
gate future supply disruptions. The IEA was
the outcome of this conference.

Fifty-two yearson, in the wake of the clo-
sure of the Strait of Hormuz, India should
lead a call for the petroleum-importing coun-
tries of Asia to create asimilar institution, but
with a broader threefold purpose. One, to
safeguard the rights of individual member
countries to free and unencumbered navi-

gation passage through the maritime straits
in Asia; two, to counter the pricing power of
Middle East exporters through the lever of
their aggregate purchasing strength; and
three, to harness the complementary tech-
nical, financial and human assets of
members to accelerate the pace of the green
energy transition. Such an institution could
be called the Asian Energy Collaborative
Compact (AECC).

The closure of the Strait of Hormuz has
had a dual impact on Asian oil-import-de-
pendent countries. It has led to an energy
shortage and highlighted the risks of expo-
sure to maritime chokepoints. The closure
has trapped 13 million barrels of petroleum
(and its derivatives) in the straits. The bulk
of this quantity (approximately 85 per cent)
is destined for the Asian markets. As a re-
sult, a number of Asian countries are cur-
rently facing an energy-supply crisis. The
Philippines has declared a national energy
emergency;Japan hascutbackonferryand
bus services, and India has rationed the
supply of LPG to commercial establish-
ments. China has also put the brakes on do-
mestic consumption, although the impact
has been buffered by substitute supplies
from Russia and adrawdown of stocks from
its strategic reserves.

Beyond this physical con-
straint, the closure has alerted
countries to their vulnerability to
other nautical chokepoints. Aside
from the Strait of Hormuz, their
energy supplies have to cross the
Strait of Malacca and, further east,
the Taiwan Strait and the South
China Sea. These maritime pas-
sagesareinthe high seasand under
the UN Convention on the Law of
theSea, alsoreferred toasthe “con-

The closure has alerted
countries to their vulnerability
to other nautical chokepoints.
Aside from the Strait of
Hormuz, their energy supplies
have to cross the Strait of
Malacca, the Taiwan Strait and
the South China Sea

stitution of the oceans”, all ships are assured
the right of “innocent passage”. The Iranian
action has breached this right and created a
precedent that compels reflection on the
counterfactual. What if the Strait of Malacca
(through which 60 per cent of all seaborne
trade to and from East Asia passes) were
choked? What if the flow of merchandise
traffic through the Taiwan Strait and/or the
South China Sea were impeded by regula-
tory restrictions and/or tolls? What pipeline
configurations, over land and under watet,
might enable countries to create supply lines
that avoid exposure to such blocks?

These concerns are common to most
Asian countriesirrespective of their political
system, ideology or stage of economic devel-
opment. They can and should therefore be
discussed conjointly. The AECC could pro-
vide a forum for such discussions.

The “Asian Premium” (the price differen-
tial between the price paid for crude oil by
Asian countries to Middle Eastern exporters
and the North Seabenchmark price) ranged
between $3 and $6 per barrel before the start
of the conflict. It widened to $60 per barrel
after the start of the bombing,. It has come
down ssince, but theinitial increase warrants
the question: Was the steepness of the hike
in prices, freight rates and insurance pre-
miums due entirely to tightening
supply and inelastic demand? Or
was it also because of asymmetric
bargaining, that is, the fact that
Asian importers failed to leverage
their aggregate purchasing power?

Kissinger convened the leader-
ship of the Western world in Janu-
ary 1974 to counter OAPEC. My sug-
gestion is that AECC should be set
up to secure a similar objective. It
should develop mechanisms that,

whilst not impeding a country’s ability to
trade independently, enable the membersto
negotiate collectively to secure better supply
terms and reduced freight and insurance
costs. Inaddition, AECC should provide real-
time market intelligence on supply dis-
ruptions, infrastructure incidents and geo-
politics. This information is currently
provided by the IEA, but Asiashould haveits
own bespoke agency. IEA has a Western
skew asit worksunder the OECD’sumbirella.

Theexit of the UAE from OPEC s further
evidence of the fractured relationships
amongst the Gulf oil exporters and the ter-
minal volatility of the international petro-
leum market. It deepensthe urgency for Asia
to shift away from fossils towards renew-
ables. Most, if not all, Asian countries have a
green energy strategy in place, and some
have made impressive progress. But no
country has successfully scaled up renew-
ables to dominance in its energy consump-
tion basket. The question arises: How can
this shift be accelerated? One proposition
that primafacie seems fanciful would be for
Asian countriestoleverage their green assets
(technology, finance, mineral and metal re-
sources, human talent) toidentify and tackle
areas of overlapping interests regarding the
green transition. The proposition is fanciful
because, unlike the IEA, Asian countries do
notshare acommon political ideology or sys-
tem. But the region does have a common
purpose in decarbonisation and energy se-
curity. So, in its third role as an energy think
tank, AECC should research how best the
complementary assets of its members can
be combined to generate a positive-sum
green outcome.

The writer is chairman and distinguished fellow,
CSEP Research Foundation

Don’t fall for Mythos hype,
India needs its own models

()

PRANESH
PRAKASH

Finding
zero-day
vulnerabilities
isdifferent from
weaponising
them at scale.
Many of the
vulnerabilities
found by
Mythos weren’t
exploitable

YTHOS, ANTHROPIC’S

proprietarylarge language

model (LLM), has been

deemed too dangerous for

elease because it is said to

excel at discovering security vulnerabil-

itiesin software. Under Project Glasswing,

Anthropic has provided exclusive access

to the US government and select Ameri-

can software vendors to uncover vulner-

abilities. Some have urged India to “ur-

gently seek participation in Project

Glasswing”. Pleading with the US for ac-

cess concedes digital sovereignty without
helping our cyber-defences.

It is true that frontier LLMs upend tradi-
tional cybersecurity —but notin the way the
Mythos hype suggests. While Mythos has
been able to find security problems in impor-
tant software like Linux, OpenBSD, and Fire-
fox, thistook thousands of attemptsand alot
of money. Cybersecurity firm Aisle found
thatitcould replicate many of Mythos’s find-
ings using a frontier open-source LLM. A
single Linux developer running an open-
source LLM on a laptop has found several
dozen bugs so far. A paper by Hanzhi Liu et
al also discovered 10 unknown (“zero-day”)
vulnerabilities in Google Chrome using an
open-source LLM. The paper concluded that
using open-source LLMslocally was not only
powerful but the only economically viable
option for large-scale deployment.

Finding zero-day vulnerabilities is dif-
ferent from weaponising them at scale.
Many vulnerabilities found by Mythos
weren’t exploitable. Most successful cyber-
attacks are from known-but-unpatched
vulnerabilities along with alack of defence-
in-depth, rather than the zero-day vulner-
abilities at the core of the Mythos hype. In
the race of modern cybersecurity, accessto
powerful open-source LLMs that can be
run cost-efficiently at scale is far more criti-
cal than having the best LLM.

Clement Delangue, Huggingface’s CEO,
points out that “the Mythos moment” is
asymmetrical in its impact: It helps the de-
fenders more when it comes to Free and
Open Source Software (FOSS), but attackers
more when it comesto proprietary software.
FOSS relies on openness for security, cap-
tured in the dictum “given enough eyeballs,

all bugs are shallow”. Delangue argues that
since LLMs can now read even stripped bi-
naries, legacy proprietary software running
in critical information infrastructure (CII) is
legible to automated analysis and attacks.
But FOSS is better protected since indepen-
dent developers can use diverse Al tool-
chains (aslongasthey aren’t regulated away)
to find and fix bugs — “given enough eye-
balls” evolves into “given enough eyeballs,
Al agents and computing power”. As with
previous generations of bug-finding auto-
mation, we now need toadopt LLMsaswell;
not doing so will give the attackers a leg up.
The hype around LLMSs’ security implica-
tions is largely true; that around Mythos
largelyisn't.

US officials and Big Tech firms have com-
pared advanced LLMs todigital nukes, hop-
ing to erect regulatory barriers to competi-
tion from Chinese and Indian companies,
who are mostly working releasing open
weights/open-source LLMs. Accepting that
would harm our cybersecurity posture by de-
creasing access to open-source LLMs and
slowing innovation and the spread of the
benefits of Al

If India’s CII depends on proprietary
American LLMs, our cyber-immune system
can be revoked by a whim of US foreign pol-
icy. Butisn’t Chinaa potential threataswell?
Yes, but this isn’t a conflict between US and
Chinese tech; it is a battle between depend-
ency and the digital sovereignty that FOSS
and open-source Al systems enable — once
available under an open licence, code and
models can be modified and run locally.
Relyingon proprietary LLMs (that too, made
for asingle chip architecture) for national se-
curity is a supply-chain risk. The idea that
only access to Mythos can secure our infra-
structure is the inverse of the truth.

In 2019, OpenAlinitially held that GPT-
2wastoo dangeroustorelease, though that
was clearly false. Now Anthropic is saying
the same thing. We should learn to ignore
such self-serving hype and urgently push
for FOSS and open-source Al model adop-
tion for the sake of our digital sovereignty
and security.

The writer is a tech law and policy analyst.
Views are personal
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May Day is relevant for Gen /.
thastobe made aware

OR MANY in GenZ, International Workers’ Day or May
Day is little more than a symbolic holiday, detached
from its origins in the Haymarket Affair and from the
struggles that shaped modern work. This fading mem-
ory reflects a deeper transformation. At a moment
when Al is redefining labour, a generation entering one of the
most uncertain labour regimes in decades is also the least con-
nected to the movements that once secured workers’ rights.

The classical imagery of labour — factory floors, textile mills,

dockyards — hassteadily receded from everyday life. Inits place
has emerged a digitised, fragmented regime of work. Platforms
shaped by companies like OpenAl and Google are restructuring
labour. Yet Al has not eliminated labour; it has redistributed it
into less visible, more precarious forms — data annotation, con-
tent moderation, and gig-based services.

Gen Z’s detachment from labour politics is structurally pro-
duced. Educational curricula marginalise labour history, while
media narratives often frame strikes as disruptions rather than
democraticrights. Therise of gigwork has further eroded shared
workplaces where collective identities once formed. The language
of freelancing and entrepreneurship has replaced older notions
of class solidarity. Workers are encouraged to see themselves as
isolated actors, weakening the possibility of collective bargaining.
Algorithmic systems determine wages, visibility, and access to
work, while opaque metrics replace negotiation.

The decline of organised labour in India predates Al but has
been intensified by it. Economicliberalisation expanded informal
work and prioritised flexibility over security. With institutional
avenues weakening, protests increasingly appear as isolated
eruptions rather than sustained movements. What is often de-
scribed asdisorder is, in many cases, asymptom of organisational
vacuum. The crisis of labour politics is also a crisis of the Left. Its
historical strength lay inits ability toarticulate collective identities

Atamoment
when Al is
redefining

labour, a
generation
entering one of
the most
uncertain
labour regimes
is also the least
connected to
the movements
that once
secured
workers’ rights

and organise around them. Today, that capacity is strained. The
Left needstoexpand its understanding of labour — digital work,
gigwork, and data work are central to contemporary capitalism.
Ignoring them risks rendering labour politics obsolete.

It must also move beyond traditional organisational forms.
Unions tied to specific industries cannot adequately represent a
workforce that is dispersed. New models — networked unions,
digital collectives — are necessary. The Left must engage with
technology as a political terrain. Questions of who controls Al,
who ownsdata, and how algorithms are governed are fundamen-
tally questions of power. The Left must reclaim cultural space. If
Gen Z encounters politics primarily through digital platforms,
then labour politics must exist there.

The lesson of the Haymarket struggle was not just the de-
mand for an eight-hour workday; it was the principle that
workers, when organised, can reshape the conditions of their
lives. That principle still holds.

Khan is a researcher in urban planning focusing on labour, housing, and
the political economy of contemporary Indian cities
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4 MPs quit parnty posts
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Punjab ministerresigns

THE CRISIS in the eight-month-old Barnala
ministry deepened further when the Min-
ister of State for Tourism, Suchha Singh
Chhotepur, and a number of party function-
aries quit their posts in protest over the po-
lice entry into the Golden Temple. The Chief
Minister, Surjit Singh Barnala, however, an-
nounced he had an “overwhelming” major-
ity inthe party’s legislative wing and al-
leged that his opponents were trying to
sabotage his plans to deal with extremists.

Muslim Women Bill

THE OPPOSITION parties have decided to
press for a division when the controversial

e

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Muslim Women (Protection on Divorce) Bill
is voted onin the Lok Sabha on Monday.
Eventhough the Bill’s fate is a foregone con-
clusion with the ruling party — which has a
two-thirds majority in the House — having
issued a whip to allits members to support
it, the opposition parties expecttowin a
moral victory.

Air Lankaplaneblast

TWENTY-TWO people were killed and 24 in-
jured when an Air Lanka Tristar aircraft ex-
ploded at Colombo international airportin
Katunayake, 35 km from the city. The Sri
Lankan government said it suspected that
an “Eelam terrorist group” was responsible
for the blast. A National Security Ministry re-

New Delhi

lease said the explosion occurred as pas-
sengers were boarding flight number UL 101
to Malé. There was a loud explosion five
minutes before its scheduled takeoff.

Anand routs grandmaster

VLADIMIR TUKMAKOV, the mightiest dragon
ever to have invaded the Indian chess circuit,
was prostrated at the Bhilwara tournament.
His conqueror was a16-year-old knightin
shining armour, Viswanathan Anand. Of such
stuff are legends made. Tukmakov’s fiery
breath had consumed every single opponent
inthe tournament, except his own com-
patriots. Even as the Russian manoeuvred his
pawns to control the all-important “centre”,
Anand fired his first salvo.




® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY
Israel’s Opposition would do well to
remember: There is no democracy
without Arabs

— Haaretz, Israel
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The fear factor: Why West Bengal's voter

turnout shattered records

NILANJAN MUKHOPADHYAY

NDER NORMAL circum-

stances, an increase in voter

turnout is considered an indi-

cation of democracy’s vi-

brancy. Over the past four dec-
ades, as electoral data became increasingly
available in the public domain, turnout was
seenasareadyindicator of thelikely verdict.
The drawback was that the same figure could
be, and was, used tojustify contrasting fore-
casts or assessments.

Higher turnout has been seen alternat-
ingly as a mandate against the incumbent
governmentand an endorsement oftherul-
ingparty. There hasalsobeen atleast onein-
stancewhen arisein turnout wasinterpreted
asvoters choosing political continuity inthe
face of athreatto “national” security, coupled
with a “sympathy” vote for the ruling party.
Thiswasin 1984, after Indira Gandhi’s assas-
sination, when 63.56 per cent of voterslined
up, as against 56.32 per cent in 1980 and
thereafter decliningto 61.95 per centin1989.

However, higher turnout never came
under the public glare the way it now has in
the just-concluded polls in four states and
one Union Territory. The Election Commis-
sion’s decision to conduct the SIR posthaste,
with the politically driven objective of “pu-
rifying” the electoral rolls for all five as-
semblies, was the singular reason for this.
But of these, the SIR in West Bengal was the
most politically contentious, not just for its
comparatively extended timeline, but also
for a past associated with the BJP.

By mid-2025, as the state entered the
politically charged pre-poll period, it had al-
ready been three-and-a-half decades since
the BJP launched its political campaign
against “foreigners” or “infiltrators” from
Bangladesh, allegedly entering Indiaillegally
and altering the demography of places they
settled in. This campaign was neatly timed

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Counting day

IF THE DMK and TMC retain
power in Tamil Nadu and West
Bengal, the BJPwill have to con-
cedethat the appeal of Hindutvais
not overarchingly pan-Indian. In
Tamil Nadu, awin by the DMK-led
Secular Progressive Allianceis a
foregone conclusion (‘DMK,
AIADMK or TVK? Tamil Nadu’s
three futures — and one warning’,
IE Web, May 2). For all the hype
around Vijay’s TVK, the whistle is
likely tolose its shrillness and fall
mute on counting day. As for the
BJP, it will be a surpriseifit
reaches double figures.

CDavid Milton, Maruthancode

Regional differences

THE LANGUAGE controversy has
remained at the forefront since
the time of Independence (‘Lan-
guage policingis bad politics, bad
economics’, IE, May 2). Though
the move to mandate Marathi for
driversin Maharashtraisrooted in
cultural preservation, several
challenges exist. In cosmopolitan
hubs like Mumbai, a strict Mara-
thi-only expectation can clash
with the multilingual reality. Sec-
ond, as the workforce in transport
sectorsrelies on migrantlabour,
language compliance can become
abarrier toentry, reducingdriver
availability and increasing wait
times and fares.

Vaibhav Goyal, Chandigarh

THIS IDEA of making taxi and
autodriverslearn Marathi is mak-
ing people worry about their
basic rights (‘Language policing is
bad politics, bad economics’, IE,
May 2). Sure, it’s good to encour-
agelocallanguagesto keep our
culture alive, but if we make lan-

guage a must-have for these jobs,
it could shut out thousands of
people who come to Mumbai for
work and rely on these jobsjust to
get by. India’s Constitution says
everyone hastheright to move,
live,and work anywhere in the
country. If policies make it harder
for people to use these freedoms,
even indirectly, it could setabad
example for other states and just
make the regional differences
even bigger. After all, the best way
toencourage alanguageisbyin-
cluding people, teachingit, and
getting everyone involved — not
by forcing it on them.

Hamza Khan, New Delhi

with the Ram Janmabhoomi agitationinthe
late 1980s, and enabled the widening of the
nascent Hindutva plank.

By thattime, the Assam agitation had run
its full course, during which then-Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh chief M D Deoras made
a politically indicative assertion: Hindus
from Bangladesh must be treated as refu-
gees, while Muslims should be treated asin-
filtrators.In1993, during Delhi’s first assem-
bly election after being granted partial
statehood, the BJP made the repatriation of
Bangladeshi “foreigners” a central plank of
its successful campaign.

The BJP continued to espouse thisissue,
although it petered out somewhat after
2004. It was revived during the
2014 Lok Sabha elections with slo-
gans and assertions that are now
part of India’s political lexicon. Over
the past12years, this campaign has

The TMC’s campaign against
the SIR worsened the fears
of previously uninterested

Y. T
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they live outside the state. Despite account-
ing for almost 27 per cent of West Bengal’s
population, they were cast, along with “ac-
tual” illegal immigrants, as Bangladeshis.
This campaign is neatly coupled with the
campaign to “invisibilise” all Muslims, for
example, by preventing them — forcefully,
and through administrative orders — from
offering Friday namaz on public grounds.
The opacity, hurriedness and insensitiv-
ity with which the SIR was conducted in
West Bengal was one of the biggest reasons
for the unprecedented turnout in the two
phases. The figures spoke for themselves,
but ironically, they were of use to both the
TMC and the BJP. The entire SIR process
and the extraordinary number of
deletions — the Supreme Court con-
tributing with its injudicious order
not permitting 2.7 million people to
vote — were of use primarily to the

bgen ceaseless anc! become more voters. The BJP stoked TMC. The BJP, on the .othe.r hand,
virulent. As events in the NCR and the fears of those who sought votes on the basis of its “suc-
several northern and western states cess” in “cleaning up” the rolls by
in recent years show, the situation had faced harassment from eliminating dead or phantom/ghost
has become hazardous for even the TMC cadre voters, those who had multiple votes

genuine Bengali Muslim citizensif

across different locations in their

names, and of course, those who simply
had noright to vote due to being illegal im-
migrants or “ghuspaithiyas’.

The TMC’s campaign against the SIR
worsened the fears of previously uninter-
ested voters, who concluded that being on
the electoral rolls was essential for them to
be considered legitimate residents. Migrant
workers and professionals based outside the
state rushed back at enormous cost, thinking
that casting their votes this time was essen-
tial to remain on the voters’ list — and that
thisin turn was necessary to remain citizens
on paper. From their perspective, neither
Aadhaar cards nor passports are enough to
claim what is rightfully theirs — only their
names on the voters’ list will suffice. Itis too
early for a detailed post-mortem of the SIR
in West Bengal. The process was undeniably
questionable, especially as it was politically
driven, raising worries over the EC’s impar-
tiality and whether people can continue to
have faith in the electoral process.

The BJP stoked the fears of those who
had faced harassment from the TMC’s
cadre over the past 15 years. The presence
of large numbers of central police person-
nel and polling staff from outside the state
allowed these people to vote without hav-
ing to worry about their safety.

The other major issue that propelled
turnout was that of identity, as framed dif-
ferently by the two parties. The BJPappealed
totheexclusivist Hindu identity by claiming
itwasunder threat from Muslims and those
appeasing them, while the TMC framed the
inclusivist Bengaliidentity as facing a threat
from the BJP, led by “outsiders”. These two
conceptualisations of the Indian nation and
nationhood remain just as they were in the
late 19th century, but more pronouncedly
from 1925, when the RSS was established.
Though surviving as different streams
within the national discourse, thisisthe first
time the “secular-versus-cultural national-
ism” divergence has manifested itself so
starkly in an election and boosted electoral
turnout in an unprecedented manner.

Mukhopadhyay is the author of
Narendra Modi: The Man, The Times and
The RSS: Icons of the Indian Right

ROOPALI SINHA

THERE WAS a time when, in report cards,
class teachers would routinely describe a
“good” child as an “obedient” one. Such re-
markswould be considered a matter of pride
for both the child and his or her parents.

We may have moved ahead, but our con-
ventional education system stillemphasises
discipline, conformity, and “right answers”
over open-ended inquiry. Across class-
rooms, families, workplaces and politics, we
often feel uncomfortable with those who
question, challenge, or thinkindependently.
“Argumentative Indian(s)” are rarely ap-
preciated, even when their questions might
lead to deeper understanding or clarity.
Take, for instance, recent reports on Delhi
University colleges that have cracked down
on student protests over a range of issues
from the UGC equity regulations to the
“defamation” of colleges on social media. Or,
thelabelling of universitiessuchasJNU and
Jadavpur University as “anti-national”. In-
stead of encouraging healthy questioning
and critical thinking, instead of engagingin
debates and discussions, the tendency is to
shut them down by marking the act of dis-
sent as problematic.

Despite all the emphasis on
critical thinking, rational inquiry
and problem-solving, why does our
conditioning still lean strongly to-
ward obedience?

Partof the answer liesin howwe
understand and practise respect.
Respect, initself, allows for dignity
and mutual regard. However, when
tied to an unquestioning attach-
ment toauthority, it canbegin tore-

A society conditioned to
obedience becomes easier to
govern without accountability.
Compliance can be quickly
mobilised, while dissent
isreframed as disloyalty
or disruption

semble obedience as a character trait rather
than a conscious choice. Parents teach their
children “badon ki baat maano”, reinforcing
the idea that submission is virtuous.
Teachers may favour compliant students, in-
terpreting curiosity as defiance rather than
engagement. In workplaces, loyalty to the
boss is valued; in families, deference to the
head of the household; and in politics, un-
questioning support for the supremeleader.
Over time, obedience becomes a safer and
socially accepted choice. Questions start to
feel discomfiting and risky.

Traditions have reinforced thistendency.
Inthe guru-shishyatradition, obedienceisa
norm. Mythology highlights similar in-
stances — when the great scholar Gargi
wanted to ask more questions of Yajnaval-
kya, she was warned that doing so could be
dangerous for her. These narratives continue
to shape our collective imagination.

What makes this dynamic more complex
is how deeply it is internalised. Social hier-
archies normalise obedience as both expec-
tation and privilege. While individuals may
resist being controlled, they often expect
obedience from those below them. Asser-
tion, reasoned disagreement, and
self-respect are frequently mis-
taken for arrogance. As a result,
people tend to comply upward
while demanding compliance
downward, reinforcing hierarchi-
cal behaviour. Today, this patternis
more frequently driven — and
complicated — by the desire to
avoid punishment, conflict, or ex-
clusion. Whether rooted in belief or

The Indianisn’t always
argumentative

fear, excessive obedience limits autonomy,
critical thinking, and genuine moral agency.
People often feel compelled to plead rather
than assert their rights with dignity. In-
stances of public deference toward authority
figures — even in situations of injustice —
highlight how deeply ingrained this mindset
can be. Recently in Meerut, when local MP
Arun Govil, whohad played Ramin BR Cho-
pra’s Ramayan, arrived at a protest site,
people who were sitting on dharna began
singing his praises, performing aarti, even
breakingdown in tears. What was somewhat
unsettling was that Govil remained seated,
calmly receiving this display of devotion.
When rightful anger transforms into sub-
missive reverence, it raises troubling ques-
tions about how power is perceived and ex-
ercised: Isthis merely aremnant of a colonial
mindset or does it have deeper cultural roots?

A society conditioned to obedience be-
comeseasier to govern without accountabil-
ity. Compliance can be quickly mobilised,
while dissentis reframed as disloyalty or dis-
ruption. Those who question authority may
be marginalised, while obedienceisequated
with good citizenship or patriotism.

Building a healthy and respectful so-
ciety demands the ability to question auth-
ority while upholding responsibility, to as-
sert rights without descending into
disorder, and to maintain social norms
without suppressing dissent. Without this
balance, societies risk producing not en-
gaged citizens, but subjects — and that dis-
tinction makes all the difference.

The writer is a Delhi-based schoolteacher

Jewar airport
will give flight to
UP's economic
ambitions
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NACHIKETA TIWARI
AND T'V MOHANDAS PAI

N MARCH 28, Prime Minister Narendra Modi in-

augurated Noida International Airport (NIA) in

Jewar, Uttar Pradesh. Built at a cost of around Rs

11,200 crore, the airport will transform the size and

character of UP’s economy. When fully developed,
it will be able to handle 11.6 crore passengers, 7.3 lakh flights
and 28 lakh metric tonnes of cargo each year, making it one of
India’s largest airports and air-logistics hubs.

The airport will be an important piece in UP’s infrastructural
and economic strategy puzzle, positively impacting the state’s
economy in fourways: Increasing GSDP, creating alarge number
of quality jobs, generating new economic opportunities, and
deepeningthe technology and electronics manufacturingsectors
in western UP. Let uslook at each of these in some detail.

India’s aviation market is estimated at Rs 1.6 lakh crore, with
six Tier-1citiesaccounting for 68 per cent of this market. Amongst
the states, Delhi leads the pack with a 20 per cent market share.
In contrast, UP’s share is barely 4 per cent. NIA will rapidly alter
that reality as its annual air-passenger traffic will exceed 3 crore
by 2034, more than double the current figure for the entire state
of UP. Thus, the airport will enhance UP’s GSDP significantly.

Currently, India’s aviation sector generates around 3.7 lakh
directand 771akh indirectjobs. Given the state’s small aviation
footprint, not many UP residents benefit from these jobs. NIA’s
launch changes that story as well, with its developers estimat-
ingthat over1lakh directjobs — many of them high-quality —
and many lakhs of indirect jobs will be created over the airport’s
development period.

India’s air cargo sector is currently dominated by six metro
hubs: Delhi, Mumbai, Bengaluru, Chennai, Hyderabad, and Kol-
kata. With UP aspiring to become a $1-trillion economy in the next
few years, and with a population of 24 crore, it needs a large air
cargo hub of its own. The facility at NIA will fill that gap, with an
immediate annual capacity pegged at 2.55 lakh MT, about half
that of BIAL, which will in-
creasetolSlakhMT overa
period of time. Air cargo
hubs are economic en-
ginesthat facilitate over 35
per cent of global trade by
value (about $8 trillion an-
nually). They drive GDP
growth, create high-value
jobsand play a pivotal role
indrawing FDI and gener-
atingforex for the country.

Theairportisproximal
to three important ex-
pressways (the Yamuna
Expressway, the Delhi-
Mumbai Expressway, and
the Eastern Peripheral Ex-
pressway), and two rail-
way-based dedicated freight corridors (EDFC and WDEFC). These
are arguably Bharat’s principal arteries as they transport over 100
million MT of freight each year. A series of multi-modal facilities
will ensure seamless and speedy transfer of cargo between these
arteries and the airport: Aninterchange connecting the Yamuna
Expressway and the Eastern Peripheral Expressway; a logistics
hub that will link industrial zones around the Yamuna Express-
way to the Eastern DFC; and a 31-km road to connect the Delhi-
Mumbai Expressway, the Eastern Peripheral Expressway, the
DFC, and NIA.

Via these interchange systems, we will see the creation
of a single efficient goods transport system in UP. This will
enhance UP’s logistics and economic efficiencies through
cost reductions, reduce transit times, improve supply-chain
reliability, and enhance capacity. It will also promote green
logistics via reductions in carbon footprint, and easier regu-
latory compliance.

Now that NIA has been inaugurated, it’s important for UP’s
economy managers to ensure that the saturation curve of the air-
port’s utilisation reaches its peak sooner rather than later. They
need to ensure the following: Seamless passenger connectivity
within a radius of 100 km from the airport; superior passenger
experience at the airport; a robust budget hotel industry close to
the airport; financial incentives for airlines; an attractive ware-
housing policy; and the development of land around the airport
so that it will be suited to quality living and high-tech industry.
This will require a team of experienced and motivated profes-
sionals who understand the airline, airport and air cargo busi-
nesses and are adept at working with government circles. Such
an approach will certainly bring a glorious shine to Jewar and
benefit UP and Bharat.

Tiwari is professor at lIT Kanpur and coordinator of UP CM’s Economic
Advisory Group. Pai is chairman of Aarin Capital and member of UPCM’s
Economic Advisory Group
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THE DEVIL Wears Prada, both the film and
the book it is adapted from, is categorised
under “chicklit” — “workplace comedy”, to
be precise. But if you have watched the film,
you know: It is fun, it is funny, but it means
serious business.

Even if most fans may not remember
the first time they watched it — it released
20years ago — they have certainly watched
it several times since, and it is now part of
their comfort watch list. And for good rea-
son. The film touched on a lot of themes
that warm the heart — starry-eyed aspir-
ation, friendship, empathy and the cost of
it—whichitreturnstoin partsinits sequel.

There’'s nothing apolitical about fashion

But in between its gooey folds, the film
tucked in bits that have defined an entire
generation’s way of looking at fashion,
work culture and success. That’s the thing
about great films: They permeate your con-
sciousness without the hue and cry.

The Devil Wears Prada achieved its
cult status by being an eye-opener of sorts
for so many of us who have grown upina
world where fashion is considered incon-
sequential. That it is “stuff”. That those
who care about fashion didn’t make seri-
ous journalists. That fashion is not politi-
cal. That focussing on what a politician is
wearing is digressing from the “real” is-
sues when every power suit, handwoven
saree, white kurta or even t-shirt is a care-
fully curated choice determined by the
fashion world.

Meryl Streep’s monologue as Miranda

Priestly educated Anne Hathaway’s Andy:
Her store-bought cerulean sweater was, in
fact, a product of the fashion industry that
she so proudly spurned. That iconic
monologue showed how inconspicuously
yet deeply fashion is embedded in our
existence. Fashion is more like politics
than we care to admit. If being apolitical
is a political stance, distancing yourself
from “fashion” is also a decision rooted
very much in fashion.

The film argued that fashion is not re-
stricted to the big fashion houses or what

“The Devil Wears Prada’ achieved
cult status by being an eye-opener
for many in a world where fashion

was considered inconsequential

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

theyputonsleekrunways. Itisan awareness
that what we wear carries meaning in ways
thatwe often don’t realise. We think the “jho-
lawala” look embodies a poetic, rebellious
and, of course, intellectual aesthetic when it
is a meticulously devised “ethical chic”
branding that has been serving the “activist
types” their favourite look.

It also briefly but impressively conveyed
the heft ofjournalism. The idea that Priestly
could make or break a designer’s collection
made one giddy with excitement. The mo-
mentunderlined the value of editorial judge-
ment and an understanding of fashion, as
both aproductand ashaper of society, honed
over decades. Returning to that scene feels
particularly refreshing today when reviews
are determined by PR packages.

The Devil Wears Prada 2 — even if less
edgy, sharp and snippy —isn’t any less seri-
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ous. If the first film showed the power of
fashion and journalism, the second centres
around thelatter’s helplessnessin an ever-
changing world. Fashion is still main-
stream, but in a world of Al bots, numbers
and advertisers calling the shots, the once-
prestigious “book” finds itself in peril.
While saving face, and dealing with adead
owner and a nepo-baby who couldn’t care
less about that warm touch of human cre-
ativity, Miranda and Andy do save Runway,
but a sense of impending doom prevents
the celebration of a happy ending.

How, then, is a film that has redefined a
generation’soutlook on fashion and, now, its
sequel, which capturesareality we are all try-
ingto outrun, merely chick-lit?

The writer is associate editor, The Indian Express.
trisha.mukherjee@expressindia.com
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Shubhajit Roy: In September last year,
Nepal experienced violent,
nationwide protests known as the
Gen Z uprising. What were the
political, social and economic reasons
thatledtoit?

In many developingand the LDC (Least
Developed Countries) countries, the unem-
ployment rate is very high. Nepal is no ex-
ception, the youth unemployment rate is
above 20 per cent. The growth rate in Nepal
is around four to five per cent per annum.
We have not been able to exceed this for
decades. There has been alow growth rate
and lack of job opportunities, especially in
the formal sector. And now people are more
educated, they have gone out, seen the
world and seen the development there.
That’s the second reason. And the third is
the corruption that exists in the country be-
cause it was like a musical chair between
three parties to elect the prime ministet.
There have been many accusations that
many of these political party leaders, in-
cludingthe (then) prime minister, were in-
volved in corruption, that they favoured
people of their political party in political ap-
pointments. It was a combination of all
these things that gave rise to the Gen Z
movement and they were able to topple
the government.

Shubhajit Roy: For the first time since
1999, a political party won such ahuge
and absolute majority in the last
elections. (The Rastriya Swatantra
Party,led by Balendra ‘Balen’ Shah
won 182 seats in the 275-seat
parliament). Is the era of the
traditional political parties and the
political elite over for now?

Definitely, it is over for people in Nepal,
of acertain age, nodoubt. But other political
parties can also revive, provided they go to
the villages, to the constituency and con-
vince people that they can do a better job.
But at this point of time, it’s a very difficult
task. People forget very easily about whom
they voted for and why they voted if they
don’t see development or any significant
change in their lives.

Shubhajit Roy: We have seenin
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, asimilar
GenZrevolution that ousted the
incumbent government. Do you see
similarities or differences between
these two countries?

There were similar challenges in Bang-
ladesh but after the election, things are mov-
ing in the right direction. Although people
question the participation of political
parties. Sri Lanka, too, has made some
changes in the political arena and in terms
of development activities, they are also
catching up. We still have to see that for
Nepal. This government would like to do a
big bang approach in governance, service
delivery as well as reduce corruption. In that
perspective, the government had submitted
eight ordinances a few days ago. These are
all related to the improvement of govern-
ance. Which means that, although our par-
liament session of the budget session is
comingsoon, the government is saying that
theywould like todo it as quickly as possible,
especially in appointing the right people in
the right place. The spirit is very high and
the approach is bigbang.

Shubhajit Roy: There’s criticism in the
Nepalese media and the civil society
onruling by ordinances, and
circumventing the parliamentary due
process is being questioned.

What the government and the ruling
party is saying is that because we have two
houses — the lower house and the national
assembly — it will take time to pass the Act
because it has to be passed by the lower
house, the parliament, and it has to be sub-
mitted to the national assembly. What the
government and the party is saying is that
we cannot wait until then. We would like to
start the work right now and show the re-
sults. So, that’s the reason why we have these
ordinances and in the meantime we’ll sub-
mit them to the parliament.

Shubhajit Roy: There is an anti-
corruption commission thathasbeen
setup. Do you think this could lead to
witch hunting or political vendetta?

The investigation of the property — of
the undersecretary and above and the politi-
cal appointees — was done by the govern-
ment of Nepal once, along time ago. This is
thesecond time they are doingit. If you can-
not show the sources of your property, then
you’llhave a problem. ButIdon’t think there
isany kind of vendetta.

Shubhajit Roy: You have spent four
years here inIndia. From that time,
how do yousee the arc of the India-
Nepal bilateral relationship?

In terms of output and outcome, there
has been tremendous progress. I am com-
paring the last 20 years with how much we
have achieved in two or three yearsand it’s
remarkable. I will give you one or two
examples. One is specifically in the area of
energy. In 2022, a memorandum of under-
standing joint vision statement on power
sector cooperation was signed between the
two governments. And, in 2022, we started
exporting about 39 megawatt. But now we
are exporting about 1300 megawatt. Next
year, hopefully, that will increase by
another 40 per cent. We are getting a sig-
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NEWSMAKERS IN THE NEWSROOM

WHY SHANKAR PRASAD SHARMA

Shankar Prasad Sharma has been the ambassador of Nepal to India for the last four years. A top academic and one of Nepal’s foremost economists, he was the
Vice Chairman of Nepal’s Planning Commission and also served as Nepal’s ambassador to the US during the Obama administration. While he has been stationed
in Delhi since 2022, Nepal has seen five prime ministers and the Gen Z protests. The bilateral ties with India also witnessed ups and downs during this period. This

makes him best placed to explain the challenging political atmosphere in Nepal as well as turbulence in ties with India.

ONTHE LIPULEKH
PASS DISPUTE

Regarding trade between
India and China, the
Nepal government has
already protested, stating
we must be involved. That
isour land and there
should be negotiations
and they should be
addressed trilaterally
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ONTHEEND OF THE
POLITICAL ELITE

Itis over for people in
Nepal, of a certain age.
Other political parties
can revive, provided they
go to thevillages, to the
constituency and
convince people that they
can do a better job. But,
it’s adifficult task

‘Nepal would like to balance its
forcign policy relationship because
we need all our friends’

Shankar Prasad Sharma, outgoing Ambassador of Nepal to India, on the churnin Nepal and whatled to
the Gen Z uprising, Nepal’s bilateral ties with India, and navigating the politics of water and boundaries.
The session was moderated by Shubhajit Roy, Diplomatic Editor, The Indian Express
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Shankar Prasad Sharma, outgoing Ambassador of Nepal to India (right), in conversation with Shubhajit Roy, Diplomatic Editor, The Indian Express, at the Noida office asHINAV SAHA

nificantamount of revenue out of this elec-
tricity. In the initial stage, there were also
restrictions. Nepali sales were slightly dis-
criminated against the domestic sales and
the investors. But now, we are on par with
Indian investors.

Second, there hasbeen a tripartite agree-
ment between Nepal, Indiaand Bangladesh
to sell electricity from Nepal to Bangladesh
viaIndia. Though the spare transmission ca-
pacity between Bangladesh and Indiais very
little, about 60 or 40 megawatt, we have
been continuously exporting to Bangladesh
without any interruptions fromIndia. Then
there are the petroleum products. There has
been one cross-border pipeline but that was
inaugurated before 2022. Two more pipe-
lines are being built in Nepal with the sup-
port of India. There has been continuity in
supply, except that the prices have gone up.
There has been some shortage in LPG but
thatis happening even in India.

Then thereisthisintegrated check post,
three were completed recently —
Birganj/Raxaul, Nepalgun/Rupaidiha, and
Biratnagar/Jogbari — and are in operation.
Two more are being built. We have also
started UPI which benefited many Indian
traders and tourists going to Nepal. There
are so many other connectivity projects.
Even if we look at the number of bilateral
meetings that had happened in 2025, it's
more than 12 in one year. I think there has
been continuity in all these areas despite the
political ups and downs in Nepal. But there
are also issues and challenges.

Rakesh Sinha: My question is about
the Lipulekh Pass boundary issue,
which peaked during the rule of the
Oli government. Will it test Prime
Minister Shah as he resets ties with
India? Secondly, India and China are
settoresume trade via Lipulekh Pass
next month and the Mansarovar
pilgrims will also be using that pass,
what are your comments?

Firstly, once an issue like the boundary
isincluded in the constitution, nobody can
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take it out so easily, regardless of the gov-
ernment. During the first meeting when I
arrived in 2022, there was a high-level dis-
cussion about this. It was agreed that the
existing bilateral mechanism would starta
dialogue. Thatis the best way, through dia-
logue and diplomacy. Regarding trade be-
tween India and China, the Nepal govern-
ment has already protested, stating we
must be involved. There should be negoti-
ations as that is our land and it should be
addressed trilaterally.

DivyaA:In thelast two years, there
have been cartographic disputes, be it
about currency notes or the airlines.
How is that affecting dialogue?
Regarding the airlines, that was total
negligence. These days, one can Google and
find many things, and nobody cared; we
suspected that was what happened and it
was immediately corrected. Regarding the
currency note, we already had the map on
the current note but now we have anew map
followingthe new constitution. It was a sub-
stitution of the map, according to officials,
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it will not impact the relationship between
the two countries, but sometimes the media
hypes these things, causing concern.

Shubhajit Roy: Following up on the
new map, it was passed by
parliament under Prime Minister Oli
and ithas taken a political messaging
thatunderlines Nepal’s territorial
integrity. However, from the Indian
perspective, it challenges India’s
territorial integrity and sovereignty.
How did you address thisissue in
bilateral conversations with

Indian officials?

This was already raised at the Prime
Minister level. Nepal’s Prime Minister
raised thisissue with the Prime Minister of
India in 2022. The embassy and I facilitate
instructions from our headquarters be-
cause the matter has already reached the
highest levels. In any bilateral relationship,
if there are certain unpleasant things hap-
pening, we should move on, which is
what we are trying to do and address chal-
lenges diplomatically.

ON MAINTAINING
TIES WITH INDIA

Nepal is a developing
country with a difficult
terrain, sowe need a lot of
money for infrastructure.
The focus of this new
governmentis on
governance, I'T, service
delivery. We need support

-my.  from all the countries
epaper.indianexpress.com .. .
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Amitabh Sinha: Many Nepalese youth
are movingto the Middle East for
work. Canyou give us asense of the
numbers and how it compares to
those comingto India for work?

More than four million people work out-
side Nepal, excluding India. Previously, job
opportunities were mainly in India, then
inthe second phase, it moved to the Middle
Eastand Malaysia. Now, there are longlines
in Nepal, for police reports, to go to Spain,
Portugal, Croatia, Romania and Japan. In
Japan, the largest diaspora of workers is
from Nepal. In Australia, there are more
than 200,000; you might meet a Nepali per-
son every day on the metro or in a taxi. This
demographic change has become an op-
portunity for some. Some European com-
panies specifically prefer Nepali workers.
InJapan, too. While this is not a permanent
solution — we need to create jobs domesti-
cally — it provides an opportunity for the
country to diversify our economy because
our foreign exchange can now cover 21
months ofimportsin today’s standards. We
have a trade deficit with India and pay in
dollars but the economy should eventually
move toward more domestic production
and development.

Nikhil Ghanekar: How does Nepal
want to approach theissue with
regards tothe Kosiriver?

When we talk about any water project, it
becomes political in Nepal. We talk about
Pancheshwar (project), this was signed so
long ago, we still have not resolved it. About
Koshi and Gandak, Nepali people would like
to reflect on the history of the earlier agree-
ment between Nepal and India. Although
the water is flowing, we are losing time, we
are losing money. We should have some
good negotiation.

People are saying that now things have
changed. The Nepalese, too, have become
capable, they can also hire expertsand India
has also learned many things. If they have
made mistakes in the past, they don’t want
to repeat it. Now is probably a good time to
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have negotiations on some of these issues.

Flora Swain: With the new Balen Shah
government, how doyousee the
foreign policy evolving, especially
withrespecttoIndia?

Nepal is a developing country with a
growth rate between four to five percent. It
has difficult terrain, so we need a lot of
money for infrastructure and economicde-
velopment, and because the focus of this
new government is on governance, IT, ser-
vice delivery, we need support from all the
countries. Havingsaid that, we have almost
every sector of Nepal linked with Indian ac-
tivities. So, if India is growing at a rate of
seven-eight per cent, we could also grow
parallelly. It may not happen similarly with
other countries. But Nepal would like to bal-
anceits foreign policy relationship because
we need all our friends.

Monojit Majumdar: Why exactly has
the democratic experimentbeen so
fragilein Nepal? What are the
fundamental reasons for instability?

First of all, the constitution itself. When
we included the proportional system of rep-
resentation in the parliament, 60-40, that
created thisuncertainty and a coalition gov-
ernment all the time. Although, many are
now sayingthat it is not true because the RSP
got almost two-third. The second issue is
that our governance has been quite weak.
That’s the reason why the service delivery
part has been affected adversely.

The third part is, we also definitely need
to have a higher growth rate. The dilemma
in Nepal is that the poverty reduction is sub-
stantial, but there is no substantial econ-
omic growth.

The manufacturing sector which can
create jobs has not become that feasible in
Nepal. It has declined from 10 per cent in
early 2000 to now 5 per cent plus. When
India opened up, when India becomes com-
petitive, when Chinese goods are so cheap,
then it’s extremely difficult for Nepal to de-
velop manufacturing. There is an open
border between India and Nepal, so what-
ever you do, there will be smuggling. These
are some of the reasons that had reper-
cussions on the economy of Nepal. So Nepal
needs to seriously work towards structural
transformation of the economy.

Shubhajit Roy: There have been these
concerns in Delhi on China’s
increasing footprint in Nepal,
especially when Prime Minister Oli
was there. How do you assuage

these concerns?

There are probably two types of con-
cerns. One is Chinese activities which can
directly affect India, short term or even
medium term. That is reasonable. But if we
look at it statistically, China’s presence in
Nepalis not so strong. Our export toIndiais
80 per cent but to Chinais only one per cent.
Imports fromIndiais 61 per cent, Chinais18
per cent. China is competitive globally, so
Chinese goods are everywhere.

I went to the last investment summit in
Kathmandu, there were two speakers, one
from India and another from China. Both
were saying that we are the largest investor
in Nepal, but China was saying in terms of
commitment, India was saying in terms of
stock of investment. Both were right but if
we see the real investment in Nepal, it’s 35
per cent from India and only 12 per cent
from China. Then if we see the number of
people working or staying officially in Nepal,
there are 7,000 Chinese and 700,000 In-
dians. And you don’t know how many have
not registered in the Indian embassy be-
cause of the open border. Every plumber,
electrician, and house worker in Kath-
mandu, they come from India. They are
cheaper and they work hard, just like what
Nepalese do here.

Neerja Chowdhury: Inrecent years,
uncertainties have creptinto Indo-
Nepal ties. Where do you think the
turning point actually came?

Economic and development partner-
ship between the two countries have
enhanced. Once in a while, political
issues erupt.

But what I feel is that given the people-
to-people relation, open borders between
the two countries, it is not just the integra-
tion of markets and development partner-
ship, the existing social integration, cul-
tural and spiritual integration between the
two countries will always cement our ties.
That's the foundation and that will always
strengthen the relationship between the
two countries, whatever happens in
the government.

Shubhajit Roy: There has been afocus
onreligious tourism between India
and Nepal. Doyou think thathas
moved forward?

There has been some improvement but
it all depends on infrastructure develop-
mentalso. Thereisa proposal that we should
build Raxaul-Kathmandu railway with the
support of the Indian government. There is
also an expressway from the southern part
of Nepal, Nijgadh to Kathmandu, which will
be completed soon. We are talking officially
about the Buddhist and the Ramayana cir-
cuitand twin city concepts, on ayurveda and
the Janakpur railway but the progress has
been slow probably because of the instabil-
ity of the government. Hopefully now it will
speed up. They are important.
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Policy adjustments

A sustained deadlock in West Asia will force tough decisions

United States (US) President Donald Trump is not impressed with Iran’s latest
proposal to end the war. Iran reportedly sent a 14-point proposal through Pakis-
tan, which is mediating between the two sides. Although both sides are negoti-
ating and the ceasefire is holding, it is unclear how long the impasse will
continue. Both the US and Iran have blocked the Strait of Hormuz, severely
affecting energy supplies. The benchmark Brent crude topped $125 per barrel last
week. Some analysts believe that oil prices could sharply increase in the coming
weeks due to the depletion of the global stockpile. The US-Iran deadlock is affect-
ing the global economy. The European Central Bank, for instance, last week
noted that upside risks to inflation and downside risks to growth had increased.
Asalarge energy importer, India is also facing multiple challenges.

State-run oil-marketing companies (OMCs) last week sharply increased the
price of commercial liquefied petroleum gas (LPG). The prices of a 5-kg LPG cylin-
der and aviation turbine fuel, too, were adjusted. Notably, the pump prices of petrol
and diesel have not increased, though the government reduced special excise duty
to ease the burden on OMCs. Last week’s price adjustments signal an acknowledge-
ment of the problem and the need for policy recalibration. More needs to be done
inthe comingdays, as neither OMCs nor the government can permanently absorb
the elevated costs. Union Expenditure Secretary V Vualnam, for instance, noted
last week that fiscal stress was a reality. Government finances will be affected from
both the revenue and expenditure sides. The government sacrificed about I1.5tril-
lion in revenue for the full year due to the reduction in excise duty.

Given that the shortage of gas has affected economic activities, tax collection
too will be impacted. On the expenditure side, subsidies on fuel and fertilisers
could surge, depending on how long the deadlock continues. Nevertheless,
despite fiscal pressure, the government seems committed to capital expenditure,
which will help sustain growth. However, given the fiscal position, the govern-
ment’s ability to support the economy will remain constrained. Although the
fiscal deficit and public debt declined in a major way after the Covid-year jump,
they remain elevated. The Union government has budgeted to contain the fiscal
deficit at 4.3 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) this financial year, which
will now be difficult to achieve. Projections of the International Monetary Fund
show that India’s general government debt, currently at about 83 per cent of GDP,
will remain above the pre-pandemic level even in 2031.

A significant slippage this year, owing to the ongoing conflict, could
adversely affect the debt trajectory and increase risks to macroeconomic stabil-
ity. Thus, while there will be pressure to provide short-term relief, the govern-
ment must not lose sight of medium-term risks. It can offset the limited fiscal
space by pushing the reform agenda and strengthening medium-term growth
prospects. The adjustments in fuel prices will push up the inflation rate, which
iscurrently running below the target of 4 per cent. The forecast of a below-normal
monsoon will only complicate things for the Monetary Policy Committee of the
Reserve Bank of India. An early resolution to the conflict and the reopening of
the strait would obviously ease the pressure. However, if the deadlock persists
for a prolonged period, which is a possibility, it would force difficult fiscal and
monetary-policy decisions.

Next digital leap

DPI 2.0 can drive innovation

The first phase of strengthening digital public infrastructure (DPI) in India has
solved a foundational problem: Digital identity, financial inclusion, and develop-
ing basic state capacity for public service delivery. In this regard, the NITI Aayog’s
latest road map on DPI marks ashift in India’s digital strategy, from building access
to engineering economic outcomes. Recognising that India’s growth constraints
are structural — including fragmented demand, high transaction costs, thin credit
markets, and persistent informality — the proposed DPI framework aims to embed
digitalinfrastructure directly into economic sectors. DPI2.0 envisions a set of eight
targeted sectoral transformations. For micro, small, and medium enterprises, this
means enabling enterprises to move fromlocal, informal operations to networked,
formal market participation. In agriculture, it means improving price discovery
and value realisation through data-driven systems. In credit, it involves turning
data on invoices, transactions, and land into collateral substitutes, potentially
expanding formal finance to millions currently excluded. Thus, across sectors, DPI
can reduce friction, make information verifiable, and expand market access.

Further, instead of relying only on centralised platforms such as Aadhaar and
Unified Payments Interface, it emphasises open and interoperable networks.
Thus, the state’s role shifts from being a provider to a market enabler, creating
shared infrastructure, while leaving innovation to entrepreneurs. The emphasis
ondistrict-level execution is equally significant. It recognises that scaling up DPI
2.0will require a significant expansion of the entrepreneurial base, potentially up
to a million startups by the next decade. Thus, artificial intelligence (AI) should
notbeleveraged as ajob-displacing force but as a capability multiplier. According
to a Nasscom report referenced by NITI, DPI initiatives already contribute about
1per cent to GDP, and this could reach 4 per cent by 2030. More importantly, it is
expected to drive total factor productivity, enabling economic growth as network
effects deepen. There is also a strategic dimension. By lowering transaction costs
and improving domestic efficiency, DPI could act as a buffer against external
shocks, from volatility in energy prices to geopolitical disruption.

Yet constraints remain. India’s local innovation capacity remains uneven,
particularly outside major urban centres. Data systems are fragmented, raising
challenges for interoperability and trust. Al readiness is limited, with a gap
between pilots and real-world deployment. Institutional capacity, especially at
state and district levels, may prove the biggest bottleneck in translating design
into outcomes. Without addressing these, the risk is that DPI will remain an
impressive architecture with uneven real-economy impact. There is also a
deeper tension. The push towards productivity and market efficiency must not
overshadow the social foundations of development. Digital systems can enable
access, but they cannot be a substitute for investment in health, education and
building human capability. Addressing these gaps, while safeguarding trust,
competition, and openness, will remain crucial. The success of DPI 2.0 will,
therefore, depend not only on how well it builds markets but on whether it
ensures that more citizens are able to participate meaningfully in them.

STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

OPINION 9

ILLUSTRATION: AJAYA KUMAR MOHANTY
- —myTw

i ol

Intent and outcome

The experience with local area banks and RNBFCs
should have offered some lessons

With the decision of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
to cancel the licence of Paytm Payments Bank, it is
necessary for us tolook at the multiple initiatives of
the RBI, the intent of the initiative, and how it was
designed. This will give us an idea of why there
could be a slip between the proverbial cup and the
lip. One never gets what one intends to
unless the design favours the intent.
Let us discuss three initiatives for now.

In the mid-1990s, as banking
opened up for the private sector, the
RBI came up with guidelines to open
local area banks (LABs). These LABs
were expected to have three contiguous
districts as the area of operations, could
open only one branch in each of the dis-
trict headquarters, and all other
branches were to be in villages and

semi-urban areas. It had lower capital MS SRIRAM
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only in places where economic activity is vibrant.

Such a format is squarely in the arena of the state.

The state can recapitalise these banks and keep

them going even if they are not achieving commer-

cial returns because of the objective of “market
development”.

At the same time, the market does

not operate on development prin-

ciples. This would be evident from how

Fi 3 eager the market would be to seek

licences for new banks. While the RBI
did not issue any further licences for
LABs, the two fledgling banks continue
as a separate category, adding to the
regulatory burden. It is time the RBI
acknowledged that the LAB experi-
ment failed, and merged these banks
with an interested party. In this case,
the design flaw was in putting a profit-

requirements. LABs were an alternative
to the private sector in competing with
regional rural banks (RRBs), which started in 1975.
The objectives of both RRBs and LABs were pri-
marily market development, commercial returns
being the secondary objective.

The result was familiar. There were multiple
applicants. Of the 10 in-principle licences given,
only six started operations. Of the six, two continue
today. The question, therefore, is whether the
design of LABs (with restrictions in the area of oper-
ations) appropriate? The data till then did not indi-
cate that RRBs, operating in a similar format, had
cracked the code and were profitable enough to
attract private-sector investment. Even now, the
experiment of having a restricted area is successful

maximising model in a market that
is constrained: Geographical con-
straints in growth, high concentration, and
co-variance risks.

The state can absorb such risks, but the markets
cannot. With the consolidation of the RRBs and
moving to one state-one RRB, we see that even the
state is unwilling to absorb the costs of market
development, and would prefer cross-subsidising
it by giving it a larger area of operations.

The second model is payments banks. These do
not have a clear revenue model. They can collect
deposits from the public but cannot lend. They
have to make money by investing. In one sense they
are like mutual funds but without the flexibility of
playing the markets because they are “banks”. The

only feeincome they could get is from remittances,
which have been killed by Unified Payments
Interface (UPI). Therefore, why did 42 entities
submit an application for the banking licence?
Possibly the underlying idea was that the transac-
tion data could be used to generate leads for others
to lend. The revenue model was “data” rather than
“pure-play banking”.

This is complex, with evolving norms on data
use, predatory lending, and data privacy. No
wonder even as 11 licences were issued, three
players soon withdrew. Of the remaining eight, we
have five players continuing, with one trying to
convert itself into a small finance bank (SFB). The
others are deeply embedded in their other con-
glomerate businesses and cannot even hope to
become an SFB. The only standalone player is
trying to be an SFB.

Inthe case of payments banks, it was evident that
the business model was never core transactions
with the customer. This model was bound to be
under stress and eventually fail. While it was termed
asolution for payments, it offered no better service
than that of any payment aggregator and there were
better and safer places for public deposits.

After having residuary non-banking financial
companies (RNBFCs; Sahara being the most promi-
nent among them) for decades before shutting
them down, the RBI should have gained from that
experience. Payments banks were no different from
RNBFCs on one side of the business — taking
deposits. But in the case of RNBFCs, the rules
required them to invest 80 per cent of the deposits
collected in safe government paper, thus giving six
months’ float and 20 per cent of the deposits to lend
and earn. Organisations like Sahara also depended
on poor clients forfeiting their deposits for non-
compliance with rules, which gave them additional
buffer. Payments banks did not even have the
advantage of this grey zone!

The third business where the RBI showed agility
to regulate was the peer-to-peer (P2P) lending
model. Again, there is no business sense in a P2P
platform unless it is used as a data base. P2P plat-
forms are supposed to be clearing houses between
lenders (savers) and borrowers and the intermedi-
ation is purely data and assessment. That means an
individual investor is taking a call on lending to
someone she does not know, based on the informa-
tion provided by an intermediary, who is passing on
therisk of default to the lender (saver) for a fee. How
does this model make sense at scale?

While experimentation is welcome and we
should try interesting new models. As regulator, the
RBI should possibly go back to an old-fashioned
question: How does it work? Is it simple enough for
alarge number of people to understand? Is the rev-
enue model obvious, or is it shrouded in something
else? With the announcement of Saksham, a new
initiative to increase the capacities of cooperative
banks, the fear is that the RBI might also open up
fresh licences for new cooperative banks. We will
review this a decade later! Sometimes it is possibly
better to be old-fashioned.

The author is professor, Centre for Public Policy,
Indian Institute of Management, Bangalore

China: FDI caution & import reliance

India on March 10 relaxed the rules governing foreign
direct investment (FDI) from countries with which it
shares land borders. The regime — known as Press
Note 3 — was introduced in April 2020, ostensibly to
prevent opportunistic takeovers during the pandemic
but in practice it was aimed squarely at China. The
latest relaxation allows investors a non-controlling
stake of up to 10 per cent to use the automatic route,
dispensing with prior government approval. Officials
say the change will improve the ease of doing business,
boost inflows, and deepen integration into global
supply chains. That is wishful thinking.
Chinese FDI does not consider India an
attractive destination. What China does
consider attractive, however, is Indiaas a
huge export market for its products.

On April 8, Xu Feihong, Chinese
ambassador to India, posted on X: “Glad
to know that China has become India’s
largest trading partner in FY2026 — for
the 11th straight month.” This was great
news for China but not for India. The
$151.1 billion trade between the two com-
prised $131.63 billion of exports from
ChinatoIndiaand a meagre $19.47 billion
of imports from India. It was a one-way
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even if not directly from it, Chinese goods would still
reach India through Southeast Asian and other manu-
facturing bases.

With a cumulative overseas investment stock of $3
trillion-3.5trillion and annual outflows in the range of
$160 billion-190 billion, China is a major FDI player
across every region. Asia absorbs close to 70 per cent
of China’s outward investment stock — roughly $2 tril-
lion-2.2 trillion — largely into Southeast Asia, where
Chinese firms have transplanted entire manufactur-
ing ecosystems, particularly in electronics, textiles,
electric vehicles, and intermediate
goods. Latin America is the second major
destination, with a cumulative Chinese
investment estimated at $300 billion-500
billion. Europe, while smaller in share,
has still absorbed between $100 billion
and $200 billion. Africa, though account-
ing for a smaller share — perhaps $50 bil-
lion-100 billion — occupies a strategic
position. West Asia, meanwhile, has
attracted multi-billion-dollar annual
investment in energy, petrochemicals,
and, increasingly, renewables.

Chinese FDI in India amounts to a
trivial $2.51 billion, or 0.32 per cent of

street. China was flooding Indian markets
even as it became India’s “largest trading partner”.
These two pieces of information on trade and
investment tell us how asymmetric China-India econ-
omicrelations are. India makes minor tweaks toits FDI
rules while China doubles down on its exports. India
must import electronics and electrical equipment
($40 billion-50 billion), machinery ($27 billion),
organic chemicals ($12 billion-13 billion), plastics, steel,
medical equipment, and so on from China every year.
These are critical products without which the Indian
economy would not be able to function. Alternative
sources exist for some, but at a much steeper price.
Moreover, China has diversified its supply sources, so

India’s cumulative equity inflows, since
2000. Even if one broadens the definition to include
venture-capital investment and indirect flows routed
through third countries, the total rises only to $15 bil-
lion-20 billion. The reason is simple: India cannot
make up its mind whether it wants Chinese FDI, which
it suspects could undermine its sovereignty and
weaken its self-sufficiency plank. China’s outward
investment is frequently intertwined with industrial
and geopolitical objectives. Dependence in critical
sectors — whether batteries, telecom equipment, or
active pharmaceutical ingredients — can translate
into vulnerability, especially in periods of geopolitical
stress. But caution, hesitancy, and irrelevant policy

tweaks are not a policy option. The real option is
to learn from the Chinese themselves how they
handled FDL

Beginning in the 1990s and accelerating through
the2000s, China actively courted FDI and technology,
particularly from Japan, the United States, and
Europe, ina period known as “reform and opening up”
(gaige kaifang). China did not see foreign capital as a
threat; it saw it as an instrument of transformation if
the state retained strategic control over direction.
Multinationals were often required to form joint ven-
tures, localise production, and, in many cases, transfer
technology — the phrase “bring it in” (yin jin lai) cap-
turing this mindset. To take full advantage of this,
special economic zones provided infrastructure,
policy stability, and export incentives, enabling China
to integrate into global manufacturing networks and
develop deep supplier ecosystems, skilled labour
pools, and process expertise. China used this phase to
absorb technology, build domestic champions, and
gradually move up the value chain, eventually becom-
ingboth an exporter and an investor in the next phase
—“goout” (zou chu qu). Before China, Japan and Ger-
many had demonstrated a similar strategy of impor-
ting foreign technology, absorbing it, and becoming
world champions.

What India needs to do is build a system in which
firms, finance, and the state all pull in the same direc-
tion — towards production, technology, scale, and
competitiveness, regardless of the source of FDI. But
even before that, there must be clarity of objective.
India often tries to pursue multiple goals simulta-
neously — self-reliance, export growth, domestic
champions, revenue maximisation, and low con-
sumer prices — without clearly ranking them. Suc-
cessful industrialisers made a clear choice: Production
capability first. When will India do this?

The writer is cofounder of www.moneylife.in and a
trustee of the Moneylife Foundation; @Moneylifers

Boris Nemtsov, a Russian road not taken

BOOK
REVIEW

DAVID KORTAVA

The lurking question behind this search-
ing, propulsive, 778-page biography of
an internationally obscure Russian
politician is this: What kind of world
would exist today if the cosmopolitan
liberal democrat Boris Nemtsov, and not
Vladimir Putin, had succeeded Boris
Yeltsin to run the country?

These are the stakes set out by the
veteran Russian journalist Mikhail Fish-
manin The Successor, translated into
English with a new prologue. For Fish-
man, Nemtsovembodies the promise of
the free, democratic Russia. Had he ful-
filled his destiny, there might not be
fighting in Ukraine, with the spectre of

World War I1I.

Nemtsov was “a tall, sexy, curly-
haired, handsome playboy,” Fishman
writes, seven years younger than Putin
and a physicist by training. He devel-
oped a taste for politics in the 1980s
when his mother began attending anti-
nuclear protests in the aftermath of the
Chernobyl disaster.

By 1991, he had become the 32-year-
old governor of Nizhny Novgorod, trans-
forming the province by privatising
collective farms, giving free rein to
reporters and spurring aboom in new
housing and road construction.

By 37, he was one of Yeltsin’s first
deputy prime ministers and an heir
apparent to the presidency. Several fac-
tors converged to check Nemtsov’s
ascent, but the main reason was the 1998
financial crisis, when the Russian state,
unable to collect taxes to offset a drop in
oil revenues, defaulted on its debt. Infla-
tion devastated the country and brought
’90s optimism to a screeching halt.

Facing a public disillusioned with

reforms and a resurgent Communist
Party, Yeltsin changed direction. With
two years until the presidential election,
he sought out a different kind of suc-
cessor, someone seen as tough and
untainted by the policy missteps of the
“wild *90s.” The very conditions that
pushed Nemtsov out of the limelight
drew in a little-known bureaucrat

and former KGB officer named
Vladimir Putin.

Some, including Nemtsov, initially
believed that Putin would stay the
course, toward the West. Many more
viewed Putin through the prism of
national redemption, the iron hand
that would restore the country to great-
ness. Nemtsov never again found his
footing in national politics, except as a
thorn in Putin’s side. He started a
reformist electoral bloc that never
quite took off, organised rallies, docu-
mented the Kremlin’s crimes, filed
complaints with the European Court
of Human Rights and lobbied
Western
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aprovincial legislature, and racy, anormal European

won the seat, a modest perch country on good terms with

for aformer deputy prime WML Fieiuay  itsmeighbours?

minister, kindling the dying = Almost certainly not. It’s

embers of liberalism THE SUCCESSOR: Boris  the larger forces that propel

in Russia. Nemtsov, Vladimir individuals to positions of
For hisimpudence, state ~ Putinand the Declineof power, and the currents of
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by Mikhail Fishman

Nem nagent of
emtsov was an agent of the Translated by Michele

US State Department. Pro-

“Nemtsov probably would
not have become president

A Berd
Kremlin youth activists Publishyed by of Russia,” he writes. “He
pelted his car with dildos, Pushkin Press was carried aloft by the rev-
stink-bombed his public 778 pages  $40 olution at the end of the

appearances and threw Coke
mixed with ammonia in his
face. The authorities detained
him repeatedly, and Putin’s allies sub-
jected him to spurious lawsuits.

In 2014, he felt so dejected that he
abandoned Russia for Israel, only to
return after a few weeks. The next year,

1980s and early 1990s. A few
years later, he was already
too free and too idealistic for
the times.”

He ended the Russian edition of The
Successor, which was published two
weeks before the Ukraine war, on an
optimistic note. “The ideals underpin-

Nemtsov was murdered at the hands of
assassins with ties to Ramzan Kadyrov,

ning Nemtsov’s Russia will be in
demand at the next turn of history —

n,l E the Chechen leader and Putin and they will help ensure that the story
loyalist. hasagood ending.”
So had Yeltsin kept his That hopeful coda has been struck

from the English edition. “Is this other
future still possible?” Fishman writes in
anew prologue. “Istill believe that today,
although I am not sure that Iwill still be
here when it happens.”

After a quarter-century of escalating
repression, any democratic alternative
to Putin has been jailed, killed or
hounded out of the country. And the
Russian public, subjected to relentless
propaganda, doesn’t appear to think a
different kind of politics is possible, or
even desirable.

And yet, as Russians know well,
political change often happens grad-
ually, and then all at once. Fishman
struggles to conjure his brighter
counterfactual, even as a fantasy. Still,
he was right before: Putin can physically
rid the country of Nemtsov, Navalny
and indeed Fishman, but ideas can’t be
shot, poisoned or forced into exile. The
seeds Nemtsov and Navalny planted
may yet mature, in their own time.

The reviewer is an editor at Foreign Affairs
©2026 The New York Times News Service
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A gasrethink could help
fend off afood shortage

Europe must start buying Russian piped gas again to relieve demand pressure on global LNG

supply—and let more of it be used to make fertilizer. This could even pre-empt a hunger crisis

he blockade of the Strait of Hormuz

has disrupted not just oil and gas

supplies, but caused a global fertil-

izer shock as well. Of the world’s

traded fertilizers, more than 40%

ofurea and 20-30% of potassic and
phosphatic fertilizers—as well as 45% of the
sulphur that goes into fertilizer manufacture—
are shipped from Gulf countries via that vital
waterway. The blocked region also accounted
for a fifth of all traded liquefied natural gas
(LNG), some of which was feedstock for urea,
before traffic through the strait came to halt. A
shortage of all these products threatens food
production and signals higher food prices
globally, with hunger a distinct likelihood in
countries that rely on imports for nutrition.
Since energy and food are essentials, supply
shocksin these two categories tend to have a
ripple effect that leads to elevated inflation.
That, in turn, would induce monetary policy
responses that could dampen investment, eco-
nomic growth and incomes, thus tilting many
parts of the world towards misery on more
than one front. Gulf fertilizer exports are not
easy to substitute. But it would help if the
world does whatever is possible to boost the
availability of natural gas for the production of
urea, its most widely used fertilizer. This can
be done if Europe takes action.

The impact of the US-Israel war against Iran
on oil and gas prices has differed. Brent and
West Texas Intermediate, the two major global
indices of oil prices, have risen by 55-70% since
hostilities began on 28 February, while Henry
Hub prices for US domestic gas have nudged
up only 8-12%, even as European LNG prices
rose some 20%—mainly a result of Qatar’s Ras
Laffan gas facility going out of service. The dif-

ference in price responses stems from the
extent to which each commodity is globally
traded. For gas, geographical proximity and
pipeline infrastructure matter more. Gas can
either be transported through pipelines or
shipped after being liquefied and loaded onto
specialized cold tankers. The US gas market is
relatively isolated, while Europe has in recent
years been sourcing LNG from America as
well as Qatar in the Gulfto replace its pipeline
imports from Russia. This shift followed the
Ukraine war’s outbreak in 2022. Now with
Gulf shipments disrupted, Europe should
revert to using Russian gas. This would relieve
the global LNG market of European demand
and make this form of gas that much cheaper
as an input for urea production elsewhere.

Asageopolitical decision, it should not be all
that hard for Europe to suspend its boycott of
Russian piped gas so that the LNG it imports is
freed for fertilizer production. It would com-
bine wisdom with self-interest. Till some years
ago, Russia used to pump gas into Europe
through seven pipelines. Some of these lie
damaged but most are reckoned to be usable.
The Turkstream pipeline that runs from Rus-
sia to Turkey and thereon to Bulgaria, Serbia
and Hungary, for example, carries plenty of
Russian gas. The US-led West recently showed
apragmatic streak in its sanctions on Iran to
help the world absorb the latest energy shock.
The same spirit could ease its clamps on Rus-
sian gas. If not, Europe could find itself faced
with another wave of migrants looking for a
place to live where food sufficiency isn’t a daily
struggle. This prospect should help focus the
minds of European politicians on the value of
acting against a fertilizer crisis while there’s
still time to avert its worst effects.

LIVEMINT.COM

Pakistan’s war diplomacy on Iran
won't improve its own prospects

It may relieve today’s crisis but will not stop the military-jihadi complex from tightening its grip

stani diplomatic endeavour.

Beyond that, the question for usin
India is what will Pakistan do with
the international goodwill that it is
receiving thanks to its newfound role
as a peacemaker? Now miracles are
possible in acomplex world and the
Pakistani establishment could discover
that being aresponsible actor is far
better than being an international
troublemaker and decide to turn over a
new leaf. It would, however, be fool-
hardy to count on such an outcome.

It is far more likely that Pakistan’s
trajectory will follow a pattern that has
been recurring since its creation. That
goes something like this: Global poli-
tics creates an opportunity for Paki-
stan, relieving the immediate eco-
nomic crisis; the military establish-
ment then corners the lion’s share of
the benefits and the economy gets
worse; the military takes up its anti-
India agenda and in the ensuing crisis,
Pakistan goes back into the interna-
tional doghouse.

This happened in the 1950s when
Field Marshal Ayub Khan joined the
American camp in the then-unfolding
Cold War; in the 1980s when General
Zia-ul-Haq made Pakistan serve Wash-
ington’s interests in the anti-Soviet
war in Afghanistan; in the 2000s after
General Pervez Musharrafthrew in
Pakistan’s lot with America’s war on
the Taliban; and in the 2010s when
General Qamar Javed Bajwa hitched
Pakistan’s wagon to the service of a dif-
ferent principal, this time China and its
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
and Belt and Road Initiative.

Each time, Pakistan benefited by
offering its geopolitical services to a big
power. Each time, the engagement
with a global power bailed Pakistan out
of the economic mess that it found
itselfin. And each time, Pakistan was
unable to fundamentally transform
itself for the better because the mili-
tary-jihadi complex used the financial
and political benefits to strengthen its
own hold on power and policy.

is co-founder and director of The
Takshashila Institution, an independent
centre for research and education in public
policy.

akistan has stepped up to play a

useful role in mediating between

the United States and Iran in
attempting to bring the latest West
Asian war to an end. It should not sur-
prise us that the Pakistani establish-
ment, which has a culture of geopoliti-
cal risk-taking, has turned adversity
into an opportunity.

Not only does the continuation of
the war mean economic disaster, there
isareal chance that Pakistani armed
forces can be summoned to a war that
they do not want to fight. Saudi Arabia
has already invoked their mutual
defence pact to station 13,000 troops
and a squadron of combat aircraft
onitssoil.

Ifthese forces are deployed in com-
bat, Iran could decide to attack targets
in Pakistan, asit has done across the
Persian Gulf. That would add one more
conflict to the two—with Afghanistan
and India—that Pakistan is already
engaged in.

It’s a bad situation to be in, but Paki-
stan’s military and civilian leadership
has invested serious political capital in
meeting the challenge head on. As
ironic asit is to see the Pakistani army
attempt aregional peace initiative, we
should hope it succeeds.

A quick end to this war is categori-
cally in India’s interests. We need not
be churlish in giving credit where it is
due and appreciating the current Paki-

10 DEARS GO

to find buyer
by end of June

idows of Beed

Itneither has the inclination nor
competence to carry out the structural
economic reforms necessary to take
Pakistan away from dependency to
development. Despite tens of billions
of dollars in foreign aid since the 1950s,
it also received 24: International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) bailouts since 1947,
roughly once every three years.

Pakistan now needs about $20 bil-
lion in external financing to avoid a
balance of payments crisis. Of this,
around $17 billion is expected from
debt rollovers from China, Saudi Ara-
bia, the UAE, IMF and other multilat-
eral sources, leaving it nearly $3 billion
short. The government’s biggest
expenditure is debt servicing, which
amounts to 7% of GDP. To manage its
fiscal deficit, it needs to reduce its debt
repayments, cut its defence budget or
raise tax revenues. Lenders won’t per-
mit the first, the military-jikadi estab-
lishment won’t allow the second and
the elite will not accept the third.

Fornow, even if Pakistan were to
succeed in helping the US and Iran
make a deal, it is unclear how it will
secure enough money to avoid eco-
nomic turmoil. It will need $170 million
for every dollar increase in crude oil
prices. Thisisin addition to the
minimum of $3 billion a year it will
need if all its foreign lenders agree to
roll over debt.

A back-of-the-envelope calculation
suggests that a Pakistani general who
explicitly takes power faces a crisis in
an average of four years and becomes a
lame-duck in eight. The distribution is
bimodal though: generals who inherit
instability (Yahya Khan, Musharraf and
Asim Munir) meet their first crisis in
around two years. Coups following
relative stability (Ayub Khan and Zia)
get around seven years before things
get very messy.

If Field Marshal Munir survives the
current upheavals, we can expect him
to stick around for nearly a decade, and
during this time, he will try to get his
own shy at the Indian stumps.

JUST A TROTQAT

Whatever affects one
directly affects all indirectly.

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.

What the business-class seat tells us about inequality

MANU JOSEPH

is ajournalist, novelist and
screenwriter. His latest book is
‘Why the Poor Don't Kill Us!

hebest business class flight Thave ever

taken was with Air India. As the flight

was taxiing for take-off, it stopped on
the tarmac. There was a snag, and we had to
stay in the aircraft. It was over 40° Celsius
outside. Peak Delhi summer. As though in
apology, the cabin crew began serving a
meal. Atthe time I didn’trealize the service
was only in business class. There was wine
too. After an hour, I heard commotion from
the economy cabin. They were sweating as
there wasno air conditioning. Odd, I hadn’t
noticed. The screams informed me they
were hungry and thirsty too. A person had
fainted. What a close shave for me, I thought.
But then menacing voices grew.

Some alpha men barged in demanding the
aircraft door to be opened or people in coach
would die. At that moment, I was sipping
golden wine. It looked like my moment of
beheading. But the alphas immediately
became meek on seeing us eating and drink-
ing, yawning distances separating each
other. It was asifthey had been programmed

to accept that the business class was their
employer class. Theyregained their compo-
sure when they spotted the flight attendants
and screamed only at them. Itis an odd thing
about people that no matter what their theo-
ries of revolution might be, in the real world,
they first blame their equals for their misery.

Generally, consumerism s filled with use-
less products, but I have respect for the busi-
ness class seat. Itis probably the most expen-
sive real estate in the world. It contains an
ugly overrated chair, 20 to 22 inches wide,
whose greatest distinction is that it can go
entirely flat. People pay lakhs for it. But its
true value is not in the flatbed.

Some people love the idea of being seen in
it; that awkward moment when economy
passengers shuffle past. I am fairly confident
that they would love it if a bold airline con-
figured business class seats facing the econ-
omy class, with no prissy curtains. But the
joy of inequality is a small part of the price.
The value of business class largely comes
from the misery of not having it. And the
misery of economy class comes from the
existence of business class. Thisis why peo-
ple pay the price of asmall car for a business
class seat, and no amount of improvements
in coach can save passengers fromit.

I was reminded of all this when Air New

Zealand recently announced it would be
introducing bunk beds in economy—six of
them, available in four-hour slots for $500.
This, especially forits price, does not address
the actual problem with coach—the very
existence of business class. A sense of impov-
erishmentis not an absolute condition; itis
arelative experience. It is

created by the visible fact me, or, okay, a pregnant
that som(}al people have a coaCh CIass woman. o Apes
better life. That is why the But then, the juxtaposi-
argument that the modern passengers tion of the classes is exactly
poorare bt off b subysidiize those  isimiescommarilar
Breryemandregionnasis WO Iy DEEEEF i A eines
own deﬁnit.ion of poverty; are I at ion sh i p c.lass seat takes up about five
and every aircraft too. times the floor space of an
In aworld where nobody of dependence economy seatbut generates
had invented the flatbed . about eight times the reve-
and there were only econ- in the Sky nue. If airlines could oper-

omy seats, people would be

generally content and

uncomfortable. If airliners only had flat beds

andno coach, air travel would be only for the

rich. Itis the mixing of classes within a vessel

that fillsa mediocre chair with meaning and

makes people react in complex ways.
Former Greek finance minister Yanis Var-

oufakis, a self-declared Marxist who speaks

passionately about equality, found himself
flying first class (more than once) and wrote
about his shame. This kind of shame con-
fuses me. One, you generally discover you
are flying first class long before you reach
theairport. Also, in the face of such unbeara-
ble shame, the easiest thing to do is

exchange your seat with

ate  all-business-class

flights, they would. Some
niche airlines actually do. Historically, air-
lines have failed trying to do this as they can-
not find enough passengers. The economy
cabin provides the volume for the aircraft to
fly the route at all. The business class expands
the margin and makes it a worthwhile busi-
ness. But in this relationship, the coach subsi-

dizes the business class more.

The business section shrinks the coach,
tightening the supply of economy seats, rais-
ingits price. Thatiswhy, thoughit'snot the
only reason, a ‘Marxist’ who flies business
class is a fraud. On the other hand, the bil-
lionaire in his private jet is a saviour of the
coach class by not being in competition for
seats in commercial airline.

Generally, the people who fly business
class are not the super-rich. They are the
mere millionaires, even the upper middle-
class—the merchant, the lawyer, a Marxist
finance minister, the essayist whose heart
beats for Naxals, and sometimes me. (Given
achoice between being a humanitarian and
having the moral clarity to travel business
class, I will choose the seat.)

The billionaire, by not being in competi-
tion for the business class seat makes it more
affordable for the millionaire, whose
encroachment on coach increases the price
of economy seats. Asin an aircraft, soin life.
The millionaire occupies the same spaces as
coach travellers, usurping opportunities in
education, media, start-up culture, finance,
arts, while the billionaire is in his own orbit.

But I must say, you may find the humani-
tarian in business class funny. I find the fan
of capitalism in coach class funnier.
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Oh, Bengal! The state may have
another opportunity to reboot

Its newly elected government should pursue all-round development and help the state fulfil the high potential it clearly has

is managing director and chief executive officer
of People Research on India's Consumer
Economy.

he political dust may have settled as
West Bengal gears up for anew gov-
ernment, but the more profound ques-
tions are still to be settled. Elections
offer the promise of renewal; govern-
ance must deliver it. For a state with
such an intellectual legacy and political signifi-
cance, the challenge is not winning elections,
but turning stability into enduring gains in the
well-being of its people.

Data provides a note of caution and opportunity.
The economic and social profile of West Bengal
has changed marginally over the last decade. Based
on PRICE’s ICE 360° surveys, almost 20% of
households are in the destitute category, whereas
more than half are aspirers, struggling to achieve
stable upward mobility. The growth of middle class
and affluent households has been modest. The
state ranks high nationally in total households, but
also in poverty. This duality encapsulates Bengal’s
perennial paradox: resilience without progress.

The sharpest manifestation of this contradiction
is Kolkata. The city is the economic and social hub
of the state. West Bengal’s share of wealthy house-
holds plunges by almost 80% if Kolkata is removed
from the picture. But inequality is increasingly
defining Kolkata. It is a hub of growth but a magnet
for deprivation too, reflecting the state’s uneven
distribution of opportunity.

This overreliance on one metropolitan engine is
not simply an economic issue. It is a structural
weakness. A forward-looking agenda must priori-
tize the decentralization of growth. For emerging
urban centres like Siliguri, Durgapur Asansol and
Kharagpur, continuous investment in infrastruc-
ture, industry and human capital is necessary. Lack
of multiple growth poles can lead to a situation
where opportunity is concentrated, migration
increases and regional disparities grow further.

An equally urgent challenge comes from rural
Bengal. Almost half of the poor households are
located in emerging and left-behind rural areas.
While urban poverty often grabs headlines, rural
stagnation quietly undermines long-term
progress. Agriculture has been productive in the
state historically, but thisis no longer sufficient as a
principal source of livelihood. There is a need for
diversification into agro-processing, rural manu-
facturing and services. Itis also crucial to improve
physical and digital connectivity between rural
economies and larger markets.

The next key pillar is education and skills. Ben-
gal hasa good education legacy, but the current
outcomes are patchy. Schooling and employability
are weakly linked, especially for first-generation
learners. A focus on vocational training, aligned to
the needs of industry, can unlock the potential of
its large aspirer segment. It’s not only an economic
imperative but a social one. Upward mobility

should be more predictable and less tied to geogra-
phy or social background.

Healthcare is another area where we need to
move from incremental change to systemic
reform. The pandemic brought out the strengths
and weaknesses of public health systems across
India. In West Bengal, improving access to primary
healthcare, enhancing district-level facilities and
investing in preventive care can greatly improve
quality of life. Improving health outcomes will also
raise productivity.

Industrial policy haslong been a contentious
issue in the state and a pragmatic reset is needed.
Investment has been deterred by land acquisition
conflicts and regulatory uncertainty, with their
baggage of history. But the new national and global
context that is emerging, with supply chain recon-
figurations, offers anew chance. West Bengal’s
strategic advantage lies in its location, sharing bor-
ders with several countries and being a gateway to
the Northeast. To tap this, we need clear policies,
simplified approvals and a partnership mindset
with industry. You cannot grow without private
investment and trust is the currency of that.

That brings us to the most understated but per-
haps most critical issue, the state’s relationship with
the Centre. Political differences are inevitable in a
federal structure, but long-term friction hasreal
costs. Fund flows are delayed, projects get stalled and
policy misalignment all adversely affect citizens, not
governments. A mature governance approach would
stress cooperation where it can be done, even across
ideological divides. Competitive federalism should
not be turned into confrontational federalism.

MINT

We also must speak about social cohesion. Ben-
galis proud of its cultural pluralism and intellec-
tual openness. Maintaining this ethos is a moral
imperative and an economic one. Societies that are
diverse and inclusive tend to be more innovative
andresilient. Hence, development strategies must
be inclusive by design to ensure that growth does
not widen existing inequalities.

Finally, governance itself has to change. Trans-
parency, data-driven decision-making and citizen
engagement are no longer optional. They are
crucial. The income distribution has changed
relatively slowly in recent years, suggesting that
current policies are not without effect but not
enough. Course correction requires an honest
assessment, not rhetorical assertions. Outcomes
should drive accountability and metrics should
drive policy.

The new government in West Bengal inherits a
state that isneither in crisis nor on an upward tra-
jectory.Itisat a crossroads between incremental-
ism and transformation. The policy choice is not
between politics and governance but between
short-term optics and long-term results.

‘Oh, Calcutta!” haslong been an exclamation of
nostalgia and complexity. Today, it can also be a
call tore-imagine not just the city but the state that
itanchors. West Bengal can move from being a
story of contradictions to one of convergence if the
next phase of governance can reduce dependence
on asingle metro, energize rural economies, invest
in human capital and foster cooperative federal-
ism. The voting is over. And so the real work
begins, as always.

Warsh's silence on maximizing
employment should worry us

The next chair’s view seems unclear on this part of the Fed’s dual mandate

is the chief economist at New Century
Advisors and a former Federal Reserve
economist.

t his confirmation hearing last

week, Kevin Warsh [US President

Donald Trump’snominee for Fed-
eral Reserve Chair] dodged questions
about interest rates, tariffs and the 2020
election. As his nomination to be chair of
the Federal Reserve heads toward confir-
mation after clearing the Senate Banking
Committee Wednesday, it’s worth focus-
ing on an equally troubling gap in his pub-
lic record: his near silence on anything
related to employment.

Warsh gave a perfunctory nod to the
Federal Reserve’s dual mandate—price sta-
bility and maximum employment—in last
week’s testimony, but while he extensively
discussed the former, he essentially
ignored the latter.

The two goals, enshrined into law in
1977, are coequal under the statute, butin
practice, the Fed has historically given pre-
cedence to price stability. As Fed Chair
Paul Volcker putitin1981: “We willnot be
successful, in my opinion, in pursuing a full
employment policy unless we take care of
the inflation side of the equation.”

Over the past 20 years, the Fed has
moved away from that inflation-first view,
building amore rigorous understanding of
what maximum employment means and
how to pursue it.

Asheiswhen it comes to much of what
the Fed does, Warsh is a vocal critic of the
Fed’s thinking on maximum employment.
Inaspeech he gave ayear ago, he charged
that, by describing maximum employment
“asabroad-based and inclusive goal,” the
Fed had “redefined its legislative remit”
and signalled “a willingness to accept
higher inflation so that certain groups
would achieve higher rates of employ-
ment.” That reading gets both the Fed and
the labour market wrong.

“Broad-based and inclusive” reflects US
labour market dynamics, not a plan to be
soft on inflation. The reality of maximum
employment is that the last worker hired
before inflation heats up doesnot look like
the first.

For example, the African-American
unemployment rate is almost always twice
the Caucasian unemployment rate—
except late in an economic expansion. At
the first sign of softening, the gap reopens.
Employment rates also differ markedly by
gender, class, education and other charac-
teristics.

Acknowledging those patterns is not
“mission creep,” as Warsh often asserts. It
is simply describing characteristics of the
labour market the Fed is charged with
maximizing.

How Kevin Warsh will weigh employment

against inflation is not yet known.  Rreuters

When the Fed updated its framework
last summer, months after Warsh’s speech,
it kept the substance and softened the
optics, saying: “Durably achieving maxi-
mum employment fosters broad-based
economic opportunities and benefits for all
Americans.” Warsh hasnot weighed in on
this clarification. In fact, across years of
speeches, op-edsand a confirmation hear-
ing, he has never offered his own definition
of maximum employment.

Inotherwords: We knowwhat Warsh is
against. We don’t know what he’s for.

Thisis more than word games. We don’t
know how Warsh would weigh employ-
ment against inflation when they’re in con-
flict—except that when the Federal Open
Market Committee hasdoneitrecently, he
has objected. Both of the Fed’s cutting
cyclesin 2024 and 2025 were at least partly
aresponse to softening in the labour mar-
ket. When the Fed cut by 50 basis pointsin
September 2024, Warsh said the Fed was
“lurching” without a clear rationale, and
implied the move could look political
before the election.

But the economic rationale was straight-
forward. The unemployment rate had risen
by a half-percentage pointin ayear, arare
eventoutside arecession, and the Bureau
of Labor Statistics had announced an
800,000 downward revision to employ-
ment. This data came in August, so the Fed
had effectively missed a chance to cut in
July. The 50-basis-point move in Septem-
ber made up for it. It's not that hard to fol-
low, if you take the dual mandate seriously.

The framework debate and the cuts of
2024 are sideshows compared to the
labour market challenges the Warsh Fed
will have to navigate. Labour-supply
growth has slowed sharply with low immi-
gration and an ageing population, altering
the markers of a ‘good’ labour market.
Warsh has invoked Al to argue that faster
productivity will push down inflation and
justify lower interest rates, but he has said
almost nothing about the employment
side—that s, the potential for mass layoffs
or structural shifts in the workforce.

What does maximum employment look
like when labour supply is shrinking and
technology is reprogramming labour
demand? We don’t know. And the man
aboutto lead the Fed hasshown very little
interest in finding out. ©BLOOMBERG

The e-rupee’s adolescent stage needs careful handling

RAJRISHI SINGHAL

is a senior journalist and author
of ‘Slip, Stitch and Stumble: The
Untold Story of India’s Financial
Sector Reforms'’
@rajrishisinghal

his year’s first monetary policy meeting

revealed an interesting data point on

an emerging monetary product, an
element thatisbound to influence monetary
systems and policies, including global pay-
ment systems. Its development has been
characterized by caution, and while it is still
some distance away from becoming widely
accepted, its use-case scenarios present pol-
icy and regulatory challenges.

India’s central bank digital currency
(CBDQ), or e-rupee, is finally emerging from
the shadows. Itis being tested in the domes-
tic economy through managed pro-
grammes. Butit will face its toughest test as
across-border payment tool. As many devel-
oped and developing economies mount a
challenge to dollar dominance, the e-rupee
will invariably be seen as a strategic tool in
these geo-economic power struggles.

But, before unpacking all that, take alook
at a global CBDC tracker, housed in the
Washington DC headquarters of think-tank
Atlantic Council. The tracker’s July 2025

report had found after scanning CBDC pilot
projectsacross the globe that India’s e-rupee
was the world’s second-largest CBDC pilot,
behind only the digital yuan. Digital rupee in
circulation had reached 31,016.5 crore by
March 2025, up 334% over 3234 crore in
March 2024. While the figure for March
2026 isnot available, Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) deputy governor T. Rabi Sankar pro-
vided anupdate last month: “Asfarasusers
are concerned, they are increasing gradu-
ally, now there are 1 crore users, there have
been nearly 15 crore total transactions of
about 334,000 crore...”

The deputy governor’s update indicates
an increase in usage, both at the retail and
wholesale levels. While some retail uses may
have been introduced for India’s CBDC, itis
perhaps a bit early to transact in this cur-
rency freely at your local supermarket. The
e-rupee’simpact on the monetary systemis
also limited at the moment. A recent
research note from State Bank of India noted
that it is limited to 0.03% of the total cur-
rency in circulation.

Atthe same time, it is also unlikely that the
rupee CBDC will go fully retail. Speaking on
thesidelines of the Fund-Bank meetings in
October 2025, RBI governor Sanjay Mal-
hotrahad categorically stated that its CBDC

was not that vital for the domestic economy
because India already had an effective, fast
and cheap payment system in the popular
Unified Payments Interface. “CBDC actually
isthe answer for cross-border payments. We
need to promote the CBDC because this has
huge advantages over stablecoins. Itisfiat.”
There are two ways to

transfers will have to adhere to the commit-
ment of greater privacy protection. This is
likely toresult in two types of CBDCs circu-
lating in the system: one where the central
bank has some idea of usage and the other
where there might be some veil of secrecy.
This could potentially lead to complications.

What compounds the

understand this duality of complicationsis the nature
domestic and yet-not-do- It must fOSter of the veil—probably more
e el A grustin currency et than e
issued for use in the ture of Indian CBDCs:
domestic economy come and payment intermediation. Under this,
pr.og-ramme.d. for. use systems while RBI v.vill.mint. the CBDC
within specified limits. ) and distribute it electroni-
Thg g.mgerrtlmt(?nt agl};iDRCBI balancn"g Ealli; to ll}gaﬁk_s ind nOI'lli
are jointly testing S, . : anks which, in turn, wi

programmed for specific pr|Vacy W|th be responsible for
end-uses, such as benefit . on-boarding customers
transfers. For example, a I"egUIatlon and transferring CBDCs to

CBDCdistributed for food
programmes can be used
only at some designated ration shops or for
a farm subsidy at select fertiliser outlets,
allowing for a modicum of usage tracking.
Many other central banks are also making
their CBDCs programmable.

On the other hand, CBDCs issued to the
general public outside the pale of benefit

their e-wallets. Customers

can use these CBDCs as

currency for payment to individuals or mer-

chants. There are some misgivings about the

line-of-sight that intermediaries will have
over their customers’ spending patterns.

These tricky questions will remain unre-

solved till the e-rupeeisin pilot stage, with

RBI continuing to test the technology, archi-

tecture, scalability, acceptance and use
cases. These tests and use-cases will finally
determine the guardrails RBI decides to
erect around the digital rupee in the domes-
ticeconomy. But the real test for the digital
rupee will probably come from its cross-bor-
der usage.

It is well known that CBDCs hold the
potential for rapid de-dollarization. Atlantic
Council'stracker shows at least 15 cross-bor-
der CBDC projects. RBI has already engaged
bilterally with Singapore and the United
Arab Emiratesto test the e-rupee’sinterop-
erability with other currencies. RBI has also
joined multilateral projects launched by the
Bank for International Settlements. This
profusion of cross-border projects will need
tobe watched closely, making demands on
RBI to choose carefully.

There is a larger problem: cross-border
CBDCsremain experimental while interna-
tional usage of cryptos and stablecoins has
been increasing apace, reviving concerns
over aresurgence of money laundering and
financing of terrorism. And, yet, the bar for
any central bank like RBI is set high—any
technological solution must continue to fos-
ter trustand integrity in official money and
settlement systems, balancing privacy with
regulatory intent.
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RBI has spoken, finally

The regulator must now enforce its mandate on
Tata Sons listing as clarity now demands action

FTER MONTHS OF studied silence, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)

has finally broken cover on the vexed question of Tata Sons and

its proposedlisting.The clarification issued lastweek maynot have

come in the form of an explicit directive, but its implications are
hard to miss. The regulatory fog that allowed multiple interpretations now
appears to be lifting—and what is emerging is a far narrower pathway for
Tata Sons than it mayhave hoped for.Classified earlieras an upper-layernon-
banking financial company (NBFC), Tata Sonswas required under RBInorms
tolistwithinastipulated time frame.That deadlinelapsed in Septemberlast
year.In the interim, the company sought to sidestep the mandate by apply-
ingtosurrenderits coreinvestment companyregistration,arguing in effect
that it should no longer fall within the regulatory perimeter that triggers a
listing requirement. For months, the absence of a clear response from the
regulator allowed this interpretation to linger.

That ambiguity has now been substantially reduced. The RBI’s clarifica-
tion,though couched in technical language, suggests that regulatory oblig-
ations cannot simply be wished away through procedural manoeuvres.The
principle appears straightforward: classification bringswith it consequences,
and those consequences cannot be indefinitely deferred by seeking an exit
afterthe fact.Legal opinion may still vary on finer points,but from aregula-
torystandpoint,the direction of travel is clear.Tata Sons hasverylimited lee-
way left toavoid listing. Thisisasit should be.At stake is not merely the com-
pliance posture of one of India’s most respected business groups, but the
credibility of the regulatory architecture itself. The upper-layer framework
was designed to ensure that entities with significant financial intermedia-
tionrolesare subject to enhanced transparency,governance,and market dis-
cipline.Allowinga prominent entity to effectively opt out after the ruleshave
been triggered would risk undermining that entire framework.

There is also a question of regulatory fairness that cannot be ignored.
Other entities classified in the upper layer have complied with the listing
mandatewithin the prescribed timelines.Anyprolonged forbearancein one
case risks appearing inequitable, leaving the RBI open to criticism that it is
dragging its feet simply because a large conglomerate is involved. Regula-
tions derive theirauthority from uniformapplication; once exceptions—real
or perceived—creep in, the framework begins to fray. There is, moreover, a
broader governance argument in favour of listing. Tata Sons sits atop a vast
and complex corporate structure, controlling some of India’s largest listed
companies. Bringing the holding company itself to the market would
improve transparency, enable better price discovery,and align governance
standardsacross the group.Two seniormost Tata trustees havealsorecently
reversed their earlier posture of no-listing.

Thatbrings usto the RBI’srole going forward. Having clarified its stance,
the centralbank must now follow through with decisive actionandlaydown
acleartimeline forcompliance.If thereare transitional considerations, these
toomustbe explicitlyarticulated. For Tata Sons, the choiceis equally clear.As
a responsible corporate group with a long-standing reputation for gover-
nance and probity, it should not seek to stretch regulatory interpretation to
its limits. Compliance, in this case, is not just about meeting a regulatory
obligation—it is about setting a benchmark for corporate conduct in India.
The period of ambiguityis over.The RBI has spoken, even ifindirectly. It must
now act—and Tata Sons must respond in equal measure.

Musk's payday is a lot like
Tesla stock: Full of hot air

IFYOU SPENT most of yourimeatyourdayjobworking on several side gigs and post-
ing inflammatory content on social media, then you might expect to get replaced by
arobot or at least brace for a serious talk with your manager about a pay cut. But if
you’re Elon Musk, you end up getting promised annual compensation worth $158
billion to keep you motivated.

That’s how much Teslavalued the compensation forits highly distracted and dis-
tracting,but evidentlyirreplaceable,chief executive officerin 2025, the company dis-
closedlate Thursday.It’s part of a package that could eventually total $1 trillion,which
shareholders approved lastyear“as away to motivate Tesla’s chief executive to spend
more time at the electric-vehicle maker”,as The Wall Street Journal put it.

In other words, when workers’wages have stagnated and many of us are worried
about losing our jobs to AI, Musk gets promised enough capital in one year to buy
ConocoPhillips outright and still have a fewbillion left over forwalking-around money.
To be fair, the actual cash Musk pocketed last year was zero dollars because all of his
compensation was tied up in equity award grants, Bloomberg News notes. He'll get
$132 billion, more than enough to buy Starbucks, only if Tesla hits certain perfor-
mance targets.It hit none of them last year.

That gets at one of the issues with both Musk’s compensation and Tesla’s stock
price: Both are Thanksgiving Day parade balloons filled with hot airand wishes. Tesla
is no longer really an electric-car maker. It’s an aspiring robotaxi/robot butler/com-
puter-chip maker with products and profits that exist only in a mystical future
promised by Musk. Despite years of not coming true, these promises are still good
enough for both Tesla’s comatose board of directors and its shareholders,who have
enjoyed watching the company’s stockgrowto 198 times
future 12-month earnings. As my colleague Liam Den-
ning has written, this compares with a forward P/E ratio
of about 25 for the rest of Big Tech’s Magnificent Seven.
Musk’s 2025 payisabout twice the Ebitda Teslahas gen-
erated since 2010, Liam notes.

AsitrelatestoTesla’s stock price, the Elon Musk Real-
ity Distortion Field has been defying the laws of physics
and logic for at least a decade. You should expect to go
broke betting against it. But it reflects similarly perverse
and unsustainable trendsin themodern economy.Tesla’s
market cap mayneverdecline,but somethinghastogive.

US CEOs make 280 times the average annual pay of
theirworkers,according to the Economic Policy Institute,up from a ratio of about 20
in1965.0ther companies have even begun toemulate Tesla’s “pay-to-pray”approach
tokeeping theirbosses engaged. Tesla rival Rivian Automotive paid its CEO $403 mil-
lion last year,mostly in options,as part of a similarly incentive-driven package.

Meanwhile,workers’annual wage increases have declined steadily for the past four
years, with inflation outpacing them for much of that time. Now President Donald
Trump’swarin Iran is driving fuel prices higher,with gasoline hitting $4.40 a gallon
intheUS,and threatening to reawaken inflation thatwas onlyrecently subdued. Hous-
ing affordability has plunged since the pandemic, putting the American Dream out
of reach for millions. No wonder the University of Michigan’s consumer sentiment
indexis at its lowest point on record.

And thanks to Musk and other Big Tech CEOs,Americans think the future is even
bleaker forworkers.The Mag Seven is spending $ 700 billion thisyearand possibly $1
trillion next year on ramping up Al,a technology few Americans asked for and most
now fearwill take their jobs and make theirlives less meaningful.

Musk is a uniquely qualified talisman of these inequities, thanks partly to his
moonlighting as a government official. His Department of Government Efficiency
lastyearseparated 260,000 governmentworkers from theirjobs.It gutted the USAg-
ency for International Development, risking three million preventable deathsayear,
according to Oxfam. All of this carnage was based on a promise to save the govern-
ment money and eventually (that hazy future again) make Americans’lives better. It
wasanother promise unfulfilled.Tesla shareholders might swallow such disappoint-
ment forever.The rest of us don’t have to.

MARK
GONGLOFF

Bloomberg

Opimon

VERY FEW YEARS, India

Inc discovers a new word

that promises to change

everything. “Digital,” “dis-

ruption,”“transformation”.
Each arrives like a festival... enthusiasti-
cally celebrated, thoroughly discussed,
and eventuallyreduced toareusableslide
ina PPTtitled Vision 2030.Alisthelatest
guest of honour.

CEOs urge the team to embrace Al,
formaction plansand core committeesto
figure out how and what tools to buy.
Some even created ajob title like“Head of
AI” for someone who looks comfortable
saying “large language models” without
blinking. It is a reassuringly structured
response to something that is, unfortu-
nately, not structured atall.

What’sonthecardsisn’tan upgrade.It
isashiftin howworkitself gets done.And
it is being enthusiastically reframed into
something manageable. The dominant
narrative is that Al is a productivity
booster,ahelpful assistant,adigitalintern
who never sleeps and hallucinates. One
can get the jobs done faster, cheaper,and
with better punctuation.

This idea is wildly popular because it
allows everything else to remain uncha-
nged.Theorgchartstaysintact.Thebilling
model survives. So companies are doing
what they dobest:improving the familiar.

Marketing teams now produce con-
tent at industrial scale, only for it to pass
through the same multi-layered approval
process that ensures it emerges perfectly
safeand utterlyforgettable.Analysts gen-
erate insights faster than ever,which isa
triumph because those insights can now
be ignored at unprecedented speed. HR
drafts empathetic messages using Al,
whichare then carefullyedited toremove
anything that sounds remotely empa-
thetic.Everyoneis moving faster.Nooneis
moving differently. And that’s precisely
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TECH REINVENTION
ADOPTION IS SCALING, BUT OUTDATED BUSINESS MODELS REMAIN STUBBORNLY INTACT

AT everywhere, change nowhere
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the problem.

Somewhere outside this ecosystem of
optimised inefficiency, a different kind
of company is taking shape, one that
doesn’ttreat Alasanassistantbutasthe
defaultengine.Onethatdoesn’taskhow
toimprove workflows but whetherthose
workflows should exist at all. Thisisn’ta
minor adjustment. It’s the difference
between renovating the house and real-
ising that is no longer
needed.In this model,work

tential discomfort.

This is where jugaad makes its grand
entrance. The secret sauce that fixes
things work without fundamentally
changing them.Whyredesign the system
when it can be cleverly patched?

Traditional competitors don’t matter
evenifthey’re slightlymore efficient.The
real dangeris from entirelynewentrants
who have no legacy to protect and no

habits to unlearn. These
are small,agile companies

is not supported byAlbut ~ The winners were  thatstartwithanassump-
executed by it. Systems not those who tion that much of what
handle analysis, genera- optimised the old once required teams can

tion, iteration. Humans

now be handled by sys-

step in only when some- Way, but those Who  tems. They don’t care for

thing genuinely requires
judgement, common
sense, or accountability.
The structure is leaner, the

abandoned it early.
Al is not different,
just faster

old processes, decision
optimisation, or a pre-Al
world. And they certainly
don’t need to justifywhya

speedishigher,andthecost T———————  taskthatoncerequiredten

is...awkwardly low.

A philosophical crisis for an economy
built onscale? India haslong equated size
with strength. Large teams, layered hier-
archies, and bustling office floors have
been symbols of success. The idea that a
smaller, Al-driven system could outper-
form a massiveworkforceis slightly offen-
sive. Instead of confronting it directly,
many organisations are choosing a safer
route: incremental adoption. A chatbot
here,an automation there, a pilot project
to signal intent. Enough to say “we are
doing AI”,but not enough to trigger exis-

people now requires one
person and a well-designed pipeline.

Whenyour costbaseis fundamentally
lower, your pricing follows.And in India,
thatisnotacompetitiveedgebutastruct-
ural advantage. Established companies
are not being outperformed in the tradi-
tional sense but are being out-designed.
Their models are simply built for a world
thatis disappearing.

Faced with this, the instinctive
response has been to create order. Com-
mittees are formed. Roles are defined.
Frameworks are introduced. There is

The successful launch of the world's first

OptoSAR satellite and the largest privately-
built satellite in India is a testament to our youth's
passion for innovation and nation-building

something deeply comforting about
converting uncertainty into a structure.
But that’s not reinvention. One cannot
createanewjobtitle,department,orout-
source away the discomfort of rethink-
ing fundamentals.

If execution canlargelybe automated,
what does theworkforcelooklike?If costs
drop dramatically, how does that change
pricing? If you were starting today, with
everything you now know, would you
build this company the same way? These
questions don’t fit into quarterly reviews
or KPIs. They tend to create silence, fol-
lowed by strategic coughing...so avoided.

The companies that will succeed now
arenot the onesthatadopt the most tools
or conduct the most training sessions.
They are the ones that rethink their
assumptions early,before others.Thereis
a gap between what is possible and what
is being done. That gap is opportunity. It
allows time to experiment, to rebuild, to
adaptwithoutimmediate consequences.
Not forlong.

India has seen this before. Entire
industries have been reshaped not by
incremental improvement but by funda-
mentally different models. The winners
were not thosewho optimised the old way,
butthosewhoabandoneditearly.Alisnot
different,just faster.

While leaders continue to debate
adoption strategies and finalise work-
shop calendars,something far more con-
sequential is unfolding around the cor-
ner. Businesses are being built with
different assumptions, structures, and
economics. By the time these differences
become obvious, it will be too late. They
will be the market.

And then, the question will no longer
be,“Howdowe get our peopletouse AI?”It
will be far simpler. And far more uncom-
fortable: “What exactly were we doing
while all of this was happening?”

Redefining upper-layer NBFCs

THE RBI HAS proposed a fundamental
redesign of the upper-layer classification
under the non-banking financial comp-
any (NBFC) scale-based regulation frame-
work, signallinga decisive shiftinhowthe
sector is identified and supervised. The
draft norms move away from the earlier
hybrid identification approach—under
which upper-layer classification combin-
ed thetop 10 NBFCsbyasset sizewithapa-
rametric scoring framework—and adopt
a largely size-based methodology anch-
ored toa X1 lakh-crore asset threshold.

Therevised framework dispenseswith
the scoring construct,while retaining su-
pervisory discretion to designate entities
as upper layer where warranted. Besides,
it provides forannual re-identification of
upper-layer NBFCs, introduces periodic
recalibration of the asset size threshold
every five years, and moves to a more
rules-based approach, allowing greater
mobility over time.

The key shift lies in the elimination of
the dual identification framework that
combined asset size rankingwith a relati-
vely complex scoring methodology.It rel-
ied on a weighted mix of quantitative
(70%) and qualitative (30%) criteria, sp-
anning metrics such as size, leverage, in-
terconnectedness,complexity,and super-
visory judgement. While the approach
aimed to capture multidimensional syst-
emicrisks, it often led to limited transpa-
rencyaround classification triggers—par-
ticularly forinstitutions operating close to
the upper layer threshold. The proposed
framework replaces this with a clearer,
rules-based constructanchored mainlyin
asset size,improving predictability while
retaining periodic supervisory review.

Retaining supervisory discretion en-
sures entitieswith elevated systemicrisk,
interconnected exposures, or structural
complexity can still be brought under the
upperlayerlens,evenif sizealonedoesnot
fully capture theirriskfootprint.The abil -
itytoreviewthe upperlayer status period-

PRATIK SHAH

National Financial Services Leader, EY India

A key implication of RBI’s revised framework is the removal

icallyand the removal of the lock-in need
fundamentally changes the regulatory
approach. Classification is nolonger stat-
ic,butacontinuouslyevolving statelinked
tobalance sheet size and risk profile.

One of key implication of the revised
framework is the removal of ownership-
linked regulatory distinctions,which had
historically created an implicit divergence
in how different NBFC segments were tr-
eated. In essence, the RBI is moving from
an ownership-based regime to a risk-
based, activity-neutral regulatory
approach, creating a more level playing
field across the sector. It reinforces the
principle that systemic importance is a
function of scale and risk, not ownership
structure. The revised

oversight.

Reinforced complianceand assurance
functions, with a sharper focus on the
effectiveness of the second and third lines
of defence, supported by digital monitor-
ingtoolsand accompanied byheightened
supervisory scrutiny of outsourcing
arrangements, related party exposures,
and group linkages.

Upperlayer NBFCswillincreasinglybe
expected to operate with bank-like stan-
dards of governance, risk management,
and supervisory engagement, even as th-
eir funding models and regulatory cons-
traints differ from banks.This convergen-
ce is likely to reduce regulatory arbitrage.
For PSU NBFCs especially, this transition

is less about introducing

framework is expected to —————— ncw structures and more

narrow this gap by progres-
sively embedding banklike
supervisory expectations

NBFCs will need
to move from

about elevating the depth,
investingin technology,and
ensuring effectiveness of

across four dimensions: silo-based risk existing frameworks.
Investment in technpl— management to a Thg 1ntrod}1ct10n of
ogy, data, and analytics . . periodic review and
capabilities,  including single, enterprise ;o oval of lock-in further
investments in robust data wide risk embeds balance sheet disci-
architectures, risk aggrega- framework pline. Growth beyond the

tion engines, and supervi-
sory ready systems to
enable more granular, higher frequency,
and risk based regulatory reporting
beyond periodic filings.

Strengthened enterprisewideriskma-
nagement,encompassinginternal capital
adequacy assessment process (ICAAP)-
styleinternal capital assessment, forward
looking stress testing and stress predic-
tion, and concentration risk controls—
areas where maturity continues to vary
even among large NBFCs and where
enabling technology becomes increas-
ingly critical.

Enhanced board effectiveness and
independence, with greater emphasis on
risk expertise, tenure discipline, and
accountability,aligned with the RBIfocus
on effectiveand proportionateboard level

THE EDITOR

Indian cars finding

takers abroad

Apropos of "World taking a shine to
made-in-India cars" (FE, May 3), India
crossing 905,000 passenger vehicle
exports in FY26 is a genuinely encou-

raging milestone. The Fronx leading
with 90,186 units, and the Jimny
finding stronger markets abroad than
at home demonstrate that Indian
manufacturing quality is now globally
competitive. The eVitara's anticipated
export surge to over 100 countries is

X1 lakh-crore threshold is
no longer a one-time regu-
latory milestone but a state that brings
ongoing scrutiny and expectations.
NBFCs will need to move from silo-
based riskmanagementtoasingle,enter-
prise wide risk framework. This shall
require a clear, board approved risk app-
etite that is structured around practical
portfolio limits, concentration caps,and
pricing guardrails.Regulatorswill increas-
inglylookforrisk frameworkthatactively
guides business decisions and not just
compliance reporting. Further, growth
decisionswill have tobebalanced with risk
capacity. For PSU NBFCs, this implies
faster escalation and tighteraccountabil -
itywithin public ownership constraints.
Compliance frameworks will have to
evolve from calendar checks to continu-

particularly significant—it signals that
India can be a credible EV export hub,
not merely a domestic market. How-
ever, sustaining this momentum reqg-
uires more than a favourable rupee.
Port infrastructure, shipping logistics,
and trade agreement coverage need

of ownership-linked regulatory distinctions, which had
created a divergence in how different segments were treated

ous surveillance. This means embedding
regulatory thresholds and early warning
into corebusinessworkflows.NBFCs shall
be expected toidentifyrisks earlyand take
radiation action through clear remedia-
tion plans.

Strong data and tech foundations will
be critical under the revised framework.
NBFCs will need centralised data platfor-
ms,consistentand nearreal time MISacr-
oss risk, finance, and treasury. Advanced
analytics for stress testing, risk aggrega-
tion,and earlywarningidentification will
increasingly be treated as supervisory es-
sentials.Inaddition,selective use of newer
technologies,including GenAl,can mate-
rially strengthen supervisory readiness.
Use casesarelikely tofocusonautomated
regulatoryreporting,intelligent exception
detection, early identification of emerg-
ingrisk patterns,and swift preparation of
board and regulatory dashboards.

Static capital buffers will no longer be
sufficient. NBFCs will need to adopt for-
ward looking ICAAPframeworks,comple-
mented by rigorous liquidity stress tests
and asset liability management models
that capture rollover risks and funding
concentration. Capital allocation will be
increasingly linked to risk adjusted ret-
urns.Regulatorswill assess not just capital
adequacy,butwhether capitaland liquid-
ity metrics meaningfully shape growth,
portfolio mix,and funding strategy.

The RBI’s revised upper-layer frame-
work marks a measured but meaningful
shift in NBFC regulation. For NBFCs, the
messageisclear: scalealonewillnolonger
differentiate institutions. Those that
embed integrated risk management,
stronger governance, and data driven
decision making through a clear operat-
ing playbookwill be better placed toadapt
to tighter supervision. More broadly, the
framework signals the next phase in the
evolution of India’s NBFC sector—one
focused on regulatory parity, trans-
parency,and systemicresilience.

to keep pace with production
capacity. The Honda Elevate's sharp
export decline is a reminder that
demand cycles shift quickly.

—A Myilsami, Coimbatore
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Alrt for Art’s Sake
Can Still Be Artistic

Al-human artwork ‘labelling’ a disservice

Artisdeliberatealteration of reality. The intention of all
art, asthe good readers of thisgood paper know, isto con-
vey emotion beyond the physical world. Tools for creat-
ing art have changed from charcoal to silicon chips. Yet,
they servethesame purpose of distortion. Cavemendrew
cattle. Machines create influencers. Both have humans
communicating through the best available medium. Sh-
ould the process of creation be allowed to define artistic

ability? Luckily, we haven’t needed to answer the ques-
tion. Till now. A painting is different from a photograph.
Yet, they are both art. However, Al blurs the distinction,
and so — or so the argument goes — it must be labelled.
Syntheticartmay exceed human capabilities at some po-
int having become the collective consciousness. But till
Al remainsacollaborator, labelling contentcreated with
its helpwould cause adisservicetoart.

s It seems that lawmakers now want
s ?ﬂ.ﬂ’ﬂ-ﬁﬁ"% synthetic contentwatermarked foran
¥ 5 ... 7 entirelydifferentreason:totacklemis-

h’:; “ f +» | information. Labelling should not af-

"ol }ijj fect the development of art, although
- . i Wi itremainsapurposeful departure from
‘-,hrw,g,@';&z reality. Yet, there is an inherent con-

flict if Al were to come up with some-
thingof thestatureof Guernicaandberegardedof lesser
merit. Remember, there was atimewhen recorded music
was considered inferior to live music. But when guided
by human emotion, an original piece of synth artis still
art. Lower down on the emotional scale, commercial art
doesn’t suffer as much on accountof branding.
Artisheaded for disruption by Al. Tech threatens live-
lihoods of artists, unless they adapt to the new tools. Au-
diences are being targeted by Al-generated creative con-
tent and their aesthetic values are transforming. With
tech raising the base for artistic expression, the master-
piece is more likely to emerge in the prevalent medium.
Thiscallsfor greater collaboration with Al tobe original
and contribute to art’s development. All new art forms
need encouragement. Syntheticartis noexception. Lab-
elling may notbe the way to go about it.

Be Humane, Take
Abandoners to Task

Thetragedy of five Siberian Huskiesabandoned near Nandiga-
on village on the outskirts of Hyderabad — with a sixth suc-
cumbingtothe heat—reflectsasociety thattreatsliving beings
asdisposableaccessories. Thedogs, creaturesof the Arctictun-
dra, were left to bake in the relentless Deccan sun, likely becau-
se their maintenance became aliability for abackyard breeder.
Authorities have to crack down on such inhumane practice.

The legal landscape on breeding/foreign dogs is a toothless
patchwork of advisories. Whilea2024 central circular targeted
‘dangerous’ breeds, itbypassed the welfare of cold-climateani-
mals, leaving Prevention of Cruelty to Animalsrulesasasetof
suggestions. Dog breeding is big business, and any movement
toward regulation has always met resist-
ance from stakeholders like Kennel Club
of India (KCl),whichfear for the ‘sanctity’
of purebred commerce. These organisa-

- tions must be brought to the table to co-

author asustainable ‘breeding cap’ policy.

i *1‘ The status-conscious demand for ‘exotics’

mustbe curbed by integrating these stake-

holders into a system where they are held legally responsible
for the life cycles of the animals they promote.

A while back, the PM had given a call to adopt more Indian
breeds. If hearts will notchange, the law must intervene with
strict, technology-backed accountability. To trace an animal
back to the owner, microchipping—asisdone for cattle in ma-
ny states — is a viable option. Furthermore, selling a cold-cli-
mate breed should be legally contingent on a thorough check
of the buyer’s environment and financial means. This barba-
riccycle will only end when law enforcement ensures that the
cost of abandonment — legal, financial, ethical and social —
far outweighs the profit of sales.

Today'’s election results are more
open-ended than you would think

Counting the Hours,
Counting Those Votes

Countingvotes, we are unreliably told, isascience. Numbers,
tallies, neatlittle rows of digits. Butinpractice, itresemblesa
magicshowwith rabbitsbeing pulled outof hatoverthecour-
seof aday—withthe prospectof afew rabbitsturninguptobe
goats. First, EVMs — looking suspiciously like synthesisers
(whichinaway they are) —are lovingly stacked. Then comes
the ‘scientific’ part: menwith calculators, womenwith pencils,
andonefellowwith morefingersthan Hrithik Roshan tabula-
tes. Hours pass, tea is consumed, and the numbers keep com-
ing out like shawarma from a rotating kabab spit.

Eventually, resultsareannounced. Oneside cheers, dhols
aredrummed up, mithaiisdistributed. The other side sulks,
and the mediashows empty party officeswithforlorn plas-
ticchairs. Buthere’sthe beauty: losersnever lose. They sim-
plydeclare, withsolemnauthority, ‘Theelectionwasfixed.’
In cooler climes, the election is ‘stolen’. This nugget is the
eternal life raftof democracy. Itrequiresnoevidence, no lo-
gic, justafirmjawandaloudvoice. If themarginisnarrow,
itwasrigged. If themarginiswide, itwas definitely rigged.
And, thus, democracy thrives: winnerswin, losers win too
—byclaiming martyrdom. Theonly certainty inallthisun-
certainty isthatsomeone, somewhere, will insistthe magi-
cian swapped the rabbits.

How independent Trump nominee Kevin Warsh will be as Fed chair matters far beyond the US

Fed Up or Down with Don?

Mythili Bhusnurmath

nlessthanafortnight, the dust

will settleontwo issuesthat, to-

gether, will have ahuge impact

on the global economy. No, not

whether the war in West Asia
isending for good. Or whether the St-
rait of Hormuz has been opened un-
conditionally. Both are a function of
Donald Trump’s whims and fancies.
Aswe have seenover the pastfewmon-
ths — indeed, ever since January
2025, when hewasswornin—there’s
no knowingwhat the mercurial lead-
erwilldo next.

But what we will know for sure is
whether KevinWarsh, Trump’snomi-
nee, will take over from Jerome Po-
wellaschairof the USFed. And, relat-
edtothat, whethercentral bank
independence isanideawho-
setimeisdone.

For now, the odds are that
Warsh will step into the
hotseatwhen Powell’s
term ends on May 15.
Trump announced
his name in Janua-
ry.But, unlikein In-
dia, where Gol is
the sole authority
to appoint the RBI
governor, the Fed
chair goes through
a lengthy confir-
mation process —
firstby Senate Ban-
king Committee
(SBC) and then by
the full senate —
before a new chair
takesover.

Normally, thisshould notbeaprob-
lem. Support for the Fed chair nomi-
neetendstobebipartisan. Powell, for
instance, was appointed by Trump
during his first term and then reap-
pointed by Joe Biden in2022. But this
timearound, Trump’salmostperson-
al animosity towards Powell for re-

I've wanted

‘I've held back firing him.

| hate to be controversial,
you know,” Trump said,

about Powell remaining on
the Fed board till 2028

WHEH You MAVE AN
UMSTABLE TICTAIOR
IGNeRING THE wiLL
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IT5 TIME FOR

REGIME CHANGE!

Reserved man: Cartoon by Rob Rogers, Washington Post

peatedly defying his call to cut inter-
estrates, and hissubsequentattempt
to frame charges against him, have
queered the pitch.

The confirmation initially faced a
roadblock, thanks to Senator Thom
Tillis, who vowed not to advance any

Fed no- mination until

the jus- tice depart-
ment end- ed its probe
into Powell’s sup-
posed mis-
deeds: cost
overruns
in the re-

nova-
tion of
the Fed
headquart-
ers. But now
that the pro-
be has been
called off,
and SBC has
cleared the
nomination,
chances are
Warsh'’s confirmation will be throu-
gh by May 15, even as Powell remains
on the Fed board till 2028.

With that, the curtain will, hope-
fully, come down on an unseemly
spat between Trump and Powell. In
an interview in mid-April, Trump
made no bones about his determina-
tion to get Powell out, saying he will

to fire him. But

fire him if he opts to stay at the Fed
after his term ends (in case Warsh'’s
confirmation is delayed). Adding, in
his characteristic style, ‘I've held
back firing him. I've wanted to fire
him. But | hate to be controversial,
you know.’

Which brings us to the second is-
sue: the question of independence of
the US Fed. Here, the picture is far
from settled. Warsh told US senators
that his monetary policy decisions
would be independent of any advice
or pressure from Trump, describing
success in keeping inflation low as
the ‘plotarmour’ thatwould insulate
the central bank from criticism.

‘Monetary policy independence is
essential,” Warsh said in apublic sta-
tement delivered to the SBC, adding

that it was ‘largely up to the Fed’ to

maintain that independ- . ence

‘If I’'m confirmed, {.,”
the Fed should
stay inits lane,’
said Warsh. But
what is its lane?
Will it be a lane
dictated by Trump? Or
by a Fed that has, so
far, refused to do
his bidding?

by succeeding in its goals and not
straying beyond its mandate from
Congress.

‘We need to take politics out of mo-
netary policy and monetary policy
out of politics. If I'm confirmed, the
Fedshouldstay initslane.” The ques-
tion is, what is its lane? Will it be a
lane dictated by Trump? Or by a Fed
that has, so far, steadfastly refused
to do Trump’s bidding, including
holding interest rates unchanged
at its last meeting under Powell, in
late April?

Asked whether he expected rates
would fall this year, Trump was em-
phatic, ‘When Kevingetsin, | do.’ But
if the Fed cuts rates when US infla-
tion, at 3.3%, is running well above
the Fed’s target rate of 2%, inflation
is bound to increase. At a time when
high oil prices are already putting
pressureon fuel pricesinthe USand,
through second-order effects, on
other products as well, it is only a
matter of time before the impact of
higher prices in the US gets trans-
mitted globally — and affects us in
India, too.

Unfortunately, Warsh’s stateme-
nt, coming just hours before Trump
repeated inan interviewthathewou-
Id be disappointed if his handpicked
nomineedidnotcutratesquickly, has
not convinced anyone. As the feisty
Democrat leader Elizabeth Warren
pointedout, ‘Independence takes cou-
rage,” before going on to put Warsh
on the spot by querying, ‘Let’s check
outyour independence andyour cou-
rage. We'll start easy: Mr Warsh, did
Donald Trump lose the 2020 electi-
on?’ — something Warsh has stead-
fastly refused to concede.

It's no wonder, then, that
marketsarewaitingwith bated
¥ breath to see what happens
when Warsh gets his foot
in the door. Empirical
evidence shows that not
only is no country im-
mune from the spillov-
er effects of US mone-
tary policy, but also
that uncertainty sur-
rounding the Fed’s
__ monetary policy
decisions affects
all financial mar-
kets adversely.
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WEST ASIA COMMODITY SHOCK

The outbreak of war in West Asia represents a historic shock to
commodity markets. According to the World Bank’s Commodity
Market Outlook, the reduction in global crude oil supply in
March 2026—estimated at about 10 million barrels per day
(mb/d)—amounted to the largest oil supply shock on record...

Initial oil supply losses in the past

Why Mamata Will Win

Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aiyar

When I became a journalistin 1965, a
senior colleague advised me, ‘Never
make a prediction close toanevent. If
you are wrong, many will laugh at you.
So, make predictions well in advance.
If you arewrong, most people will have
forgotten whatyou said. If you areri-
ght, you can remind everybody what
you had predicted.’

Letme violate that norm today. Most
exitpolls have predicted abigwinfor
BJP inWest Bengal, ending 15 yrs of
ruleby TMC. | say no, Mamata Baner-
jeewill come back as CM.

Exitpollsare notoriously inaccurate in
India. Intheory, polling people as they
exitapolling booth should be the most
accurate way of predicting the outco-
me. Butin India, exitpolls vary wildly
from one another and the final outcome.

In West Bengal, four exitpolls gave
BJP victory and two suggesteda TMC
win. A‘Poll of Polls’ gave BJP acom-
fortable win. But history shows exit
polls cannot be taken seriously. Why
doexitpollsfail so badly? Axis My
Indiawas supposed to release itsexit
poll results one day later than others
tofocus onaccuracy. But, ultimately,
the agency refused to release any re-
sultsaying too many voters refuse to
say who they voted for, and that was
fatal for accuracy.

Surveys showing majority support
foraparty or cause can be wildly mis-
leading if many of those polled refus-
ed togive an answer. Many voters fear
thattelling the truth will be used to
harm them, and so stay silent. Others
lie outright, worsening inaccuracy
further.

High non-responses and false respon-
ses hurtthe accuracy and credibility

of apoll. Axis hasbeen graciousenou-
ghtosay so, although it must have lost
alotof money onanexitpoll thatitulti-
mately did not publish. Other polling
agencies know how inaccurate their
exitpollsare, butdo notcare since the-
reisademand for such polls regard-
less of their shortcomings. Ordinary
folk see exitpollsas aformof enterta-
inmentand gossip rather than accu-
racy. The proven inac-

winamajority of votes. If the anti-BJP
vote issplitbetween TMC, Left Front
and Congress, BJP can winwith bare-
ly 40% of the popular vote. True. Butin
these days of highly polarised voting,
chances of such afatal splitare low.
The second key factor is language.
BJP hasalways been seenasapro-Hin-
di party that wants to reduce the im-
portance of regional languages. That
handicap has been but-

curacy of astrological SWAM I S P EAK 2';_—_'_: tressed by the lack of

predictions does not
reduce the demand for them. So, too,
with exitpolls.

What, then, can be firmer grounds for
prediction? One isdemography. Inthe
last census, Muslims constituted 27%
of Bengal’s population. That proporti-
onisunlikely to have changed signifi-
cantly despite BJP’s accusation of ram-
pantillegal migration from Bangla-
desh. Muslim fear of BJP has reached
anew high after many were disenfran-
chised by afaulty revision of voter rolls
justbefore the election. Most fear this
will be the firststep to stripping them
of their citizenship. They will throw
their weightstrategically behind any
candidate most likely to beat BJP, typi-
cally TMC candidate.

The Left Frontthatearlier ruled for
30yrsisnowashadow of itsformer
self, but still gets around 15% of the
vote. This means the non-Muslim, non-
Leftshare of the total vote is just 58%.
BJP will have to win 51% of this58%
togetamajority of votes, an impossi-
bletask even if anti-
incumbency ero- .,
desBanerjee’s
vote share.

BJPsaysitis
notnecessary to

She should
be able to

any good BJP speaker

inBengali. Bengalisare proud of the-
ir language, literature and songs. Ban-
erjeeisafine Bengali orator who bui-
Ids instant rapportwith her audien-
ces. So, too, does Abhishek Banerjee,
her nephew and heir apparent.

TheBJPR alas, depends on Hindi sp-
eakers like Narendra Modi and Amit
Shah. This may not be too biga handi-
cap in national elections, when nati-
onal issues are at stake. Butastate elec-
tionisinherently local and requires
speakersfluentinthe local language.
Modi isagreat Hindi orator, but can-
notcompete with Banerjee in Bengali.

Inthe election campaign, BJP har-
nessed the services of HimantaBiswa
Sarma, Assam’s chief minister,who
took time off from his own state electi-
ontocampaign in North Bengal. But
he, too, spoke in Hindi—he’s nota
Bengali speaker.

These two factors—demography
and language — look enough to sink
BJP. So, forgetthe exitpolls.

f{/ Mamatawillwin.

MELODY FOR
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Hum Dekhenge
Igbal Bano
Igbal Bano’s legendary ren-
dition of Faiz Ahmed Faiz’s
‘Hum Dekhenge’ isastirring
crystallised insong. Sungin
1986 at Lahore’s AlhamraHall,
under the shadow of General
Zia'sauthoritarian regime,
Bano’s voice carried the defi-
ance of anentire people. Drap-
ed inaforbidden sari—Pakis-
tan had made the salwar-kam-
eez or Western attire manda-

tory, with
™ thesari
deemed
‘Indian’—
i sheturned
u:ﬂ.” Faiz'snazm

v intoawea-
.. sl pon of bea-
uty and resistance.

Her delivery is sheer power:
the opening lines, ‘Hum dekh-
enge/ Lazim hai ke humbhi
dekhenge’ (Weshall see/ Itis
certain thatwe too shall see),
rise likea collective heartbeat.
Bano’s voice, richand com-
manding, imbues the words
with both gravitas and hope.
Each verse buildsintoacres-
cendo, the imagery of toppled
idolsand the triumph of tru-
th resonating with the audi-
ence, who erupted in thund-
erous applause.

The beauty liesnotonly in
Faiz’sstirringwords butin
Bano’s interpretation—her
pauses, emphatic stresses, un-
wavering tone that transfor-
ms poetry into prophecy Itis
aperformance thatbecame a
rallyingcry.

Listening today, one feels the
same shiver. Bano’s ‘Hum De-
khenge’ remainsone of the
most powerful intersections
of poetry, music and political
courage.

THE SPEAKING TREE

Voice From
The Vatican

SUDHADEVINAYAK

Inawarmongering world of
aggression, volatility and
unabashed violence, we need
voices of sanity Whenwe
witness total devastationin
the wake of war —with missi-
lesand drones streaking
through the skies, bulldozing
homes, hospitals and schools
—we see acivilisation decima-
ted. Rebuilding the world to
restore the status quo would
require the making of an
entire civilisation anew.

Yet, powerful nations advoca-
te for,and are actively involved
in, war; the less powerful turn
into bystanders, mute spec-
tators who, at best, raise voices
of dissentand, inasense,
become approvers. The collec-
tive conscience islaidto rest,
history forgotten in the name
of strategy, neutrality and
convenientalliances.

Itisatthis moment thatwe
hear Pope Leo’s voice, loud,
clear and sane, calling for
dialogue and diplomacy,
condemning death of civilians
and attacks on institutions.
Religion cannotbe a defence or
rationale for war, nor should it
be manipulated to further
violence and greed. God can-
not be desecrated for economic
or political gain.

When he was reprimanded
andtoldtorestricthimself to
matters of theology, the Pope
delivered a powerful message:
inaworld ravaged by tyrants,
peace iseverybody’s responsi-
bility, and prayer its redemp-
tion. John Steinbeck once said,
‘War is the symptom of man’s
failureasathinkinganimal,’
and we now need to thinkin
terms more constructive peace
than fragile ceasefires.

Banks, Improve
Your CreditCred

Apropos the Edit, ‘Off the Tough
Route To Loan Recovery’ (May 1),
the growing reliance on string-
ent recovery measures points
to adeeper malaise—notweak
laws but weak credit culture
within the banking system. The
problem originates at the app-
raisal stage. Creditis too often
extended withoutadisciplined
assessmentof cash flows, via-
bility and repayment capacity.
Lending, inseveral instances,
has become exposure-driven ra-
ther than need-based. The out-
comeispredictable: stressed
assets that later demand ‘tough
routes’ for recovery. Allatavery
high cost, indeed.

Equally paradoxical is the con-
tinued exclusion of genuinely
viable small borrowers. Despite
decades of nationalisation, fin-
ancial inclusion initiatives and
advances in tech, the banking
system still shows limited sen-
sitivity to the needs of the poor
and informal sector. While lar-
ger exposures have at times be-
nefited from relaxed discipline,
deserving small borrowers st-
ruggle for access. The solution
lies not merely intightening re-
covery mecha-
nismsbutinre-
orienting bank-
ing practices.
Creditmustbe
anchored to
cash flows, sup-
ported by effect-
ive use of tech
and Al for appraisal and moni-
toring. Integrating lendingwith
transaction and depositaccou-
ntscanalign creditwith real
economic activity and improve
repaymentbehaviour.

TV Gopalakrishnan
Bengaluru

A Revolution
Called Rotation

Thisrefersto‘LetBharatintothe
Boardroom’ by Shefali Goradia
and Deepti Berera (Apr29). The
Company Law, as also the Arti-
clesof Companies, do provide
provisionsfor refreshing the
composition of boards at AGMs
to cut out deadwood and induct
new blood through retirement
of directors by rotation. Consi-
derably valuable and suitable
talentisavailable now intier-2
and-3cities/towns. Let the ch-
airmen of corporate boards dis-
charge their leadership respon-
sibility by tapping that talent
forenrichingtheir businesses.
Janga Krishnamurthy

Former chairman, Bengaluru Ch-
apter of Chartered Accountants,
1971-75, & chairman, Southern In-
diaRegional Council of Company
Secretaries, 1980

Byemail

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com
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Editor’s

TAKE
US-NATO Ruift:
A Widening Divide

US-Europe ties now face strain from growing strategic
differences, political mistrust, and a shifting
geopolitics that is eroding longstanding foundations

World politics is undergoing a change. The alliances that were
once considered sacrosanct and unshakable are showing signs
of schism, and an unease has set in. The two recent wars — one
in Ukraine and the other in West Asia, where the US unilaterally
intervened — have shaken NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation that was formed after the world war Il in the
heydays of the Cold War but continued even after the USSR
disintegrated. NATO was formed on April 4, 1949 by 12
countries from Europe and North America to prevent Soviet
expansion and provide a military defence alliance, establishing
the principle that an attack on one member is an attack on all.
The US was the big brother and entrusted with safeguarding
the strategic interests of its members and defend them.

That was seven decades back, the geopoltics have changed.
The recent decision by the United States to withdraw 5,000
troops from Germany is more than a routine military decision; it
signals deepening fissures within the transatlantic alliance. For
decades, the US-Europe security compact, institutionalised
through NATO, has been the bedrock of Western stability. Today,
that foundation appears increasingly strained by diverging
strategic priorities, political rhetoric, and mutual distrust.

At the heart is of course, Washington's frustration with
European reluctance to back its military and strategic posture -
particularly in securing the Strait of Hormuz. The withdrawal
order has been framed as a response to Europe's “failure to
provide support.” On the other side, leaders such as Friedrich
Merz, the chancellor Germany, have criticised the US approach
as unilateral and poorly coordinated, arguing that Europe was
sidelined in critical decisions, including the strikes on Iran.

This is not merely a disagreement over tactics. The Trump
administration is vociferrous about its world view, which must
be endorsed by its allied, no questions asked. Europe, however,
is signalling a desire for strategic autonomy — seeking to
balance its security commitments with diplomatic caution and
economic pragmatism. The result is an unease being reflected
in its military decisions vis-a-vis NATO. The implications are far-
reaching. Germany has long been the logistical and operational
hub of the US military presence in Europe, hosting tens of
thousands of troops. A drawdown to pre-Ukraine war levels not
only alters the military balance but also suggests a partial
disengagement from European security at a time when the
continent continues to grapple with the aftershocks of the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. For Eastern European nations, this
could rekindle anxieties about American commitment to
collective defence. Beyond security, the spectre of a fragmented
alliance also emboldens rival powers, potentially accelerating
the emergence of a multipolar world order where Western unity
can no longer be taken for granted. If current trends persist, the
transatlantic alliance may not collapse, but it will undoubtedly
be redefined. NATO could evolve into a loose interest-based
coalition rather than a tightly knit security bloc. Europe may
accelerate efforts to build independent defence capabilities. The
world-order as we know it is changing for sure.

Folk artists during a "Nasha Mukt Abhiyan’ campaign to raise awareness about

the harmful effects of drugs, in Srinagar, Jammu and Kashmir.
PHOTO: PTI
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REPRODUCTIVE CHOICE AND
CONSTITUTIONAL RIGHTS

The recent ruling by the
Supreme Court of India
reaffirming a woman’s right to
choose, even in the case of a
minor, marks a vital moment in
the evolution of constitutional
freedoms.

By permitting a 15-year-old
girl, over seven months
pregnant, to undergo abortion,
the Court has underscored that
reproductive autonomy cannot
be overridden by rigid
interpretations of law or
morality.

The bench rightly observed
that forcing a minor to continue
an unwanted pregnancy could
have lasting consequences on
her mental health, education,
and social well-being.

In such circumstances, the
continuation of pregnancy
becomes not just a medical issue
but a question of dignity and

future opportunity.

The Court’s emphasis on
“irreparable harm” reflects a
humane and rights-based
approach.Importantly, the
judgment reiterates that
reproductive choice is intrinsic
to personal liberty and privacy
under Article 21.

This is particularly crucial in
cases involving minors, where
vulnerability is heightened and
long-term consequences are
profound. While adoption
remains an option, it cannot
substitute the fundamental right
to decide whether to carry a
pregnancy.

This ruling sets a progressive
precedent, reinforcing that
constitutional protections must
remain sensitive to individual
circumstances, especially for
those most vulnerable.

DATTAPRASAD SHIRODKAR, MUMBAI

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

When Truth Becomes a Target

As the information ecosystem grows more distorted, the threats facing journalism have become both physical and existential,
the question is no longer just about protecting press freedom—it is about preserving the very possibility of truth.

On World Press Freedom Day, the world will
once again speak of freedom of expression as
a universal value-something to be defended,
celebrated, and upheld. But for many journal-
ists, this day no longer represents an ideal. It
represents a contradiction.

I do not speak about press freedom as an
abstract principle. | speak about it as someone
who has lived its cost.

The memory of covering the Iraq war in
2003 as an embedded journalist-and the
captivity that followed-has never left me. It
remains present in every conversation I have
about the role of the media in conflict. I sur-
vived Iraq. I survived Afghanistan. I survived
Kargil, where I was fired upon, detained, and
held under the threat of execution.

Many of my colleagues did not survive.

This is the reality we must confront: jour-
nalists today are not merely covering wars.
Increasingly, they are part of them not by
choice, but by design.

The language we use often masks this truth.
We speak of "casualties," of "crossfire," of "unin-
tended consequences." But the reality on the
ground tells a different story. Journalists are
not only at risk; they are being deliberately
targeted by both state and non-state actors.

This is not a marginal trend. It is a structur-
al shift.

In conflict zones across the Middle East and
beyond, the targeting of journalists has
become a tactic of war. Silencing the messen-
ger is often seen as a strategic advantage.
When the narrative can be controlled, the cost
of violence becomes easier to obscure.

But the threat no longer ends at the battle-
field.

We are entering an era where truth itself
is under sustained assault. Artificial intelli-
gence, deep fakes, and algorithmic amplifica-
tion are no longer distant concerns. They are
active forces reshaping how information is
produced, distributed, and consumed. They
blur the line between fact and fabrication,
making it harder for audiences to distinguish
reality from manipulation.

In this environment, the risks faced by jour-
nalists are both physical and existential.

To be a journalist today is to operate
under a dual threat: the danger of being
silenced, and the danger of being disbelieved.

This combination is corrosive. It under-
mines not only the safety of reporters but the

THE
INTERNATIONAL
RESPONSE TO
ATTACKS ON
JOURNALISTS
HAS, IN MANY
CASES, BEEN
INSUFFICIENT.
CONDEMNATION
S ARE ISSUED,
STATEMENTS
ARE MADE, BUT
ACCOUNTABILITY
REMAINS RARE.

The writer is Veteran
International Journalist

@ dailypioneer

@ @TheDailyPioneer

@ The Pioneer

very function of journalism in society.
Because when journalists are killed, impris-

oned, or discredited, the loss is not confined

to the profession. The loss is borne by the

public. It is borne by societies

For those of us who have experienced the
risks firsthand, this is not a theoretical
debate. It is a lived reality.

The question, therefore, is not whether we

continue to speak about press

that depend on reliable infor-
mation to make informed deci-
sions. It is borne by systems of
accountability that rely on
scrutiny to function.

Without journalism, there is no transparen-
cy. Without transparency, there is no
accountability. And without accountability,
power operates unchecked.

This is why the issue at hand is larger than
press freedom as a professional concern. It
is about the integrity of public discourse. It
is about whether truth can still serve as a
foundation for collective understanding in an
increasingly fragmented world.

The international response to attacks on
journalists has, in many cases, been insuffi-
cient. Condemnations are issued, state-
ments are made, but accountability remains
rare.

This absence of consequence sends a
message-one that is heard clearly by those
who would seek to suppress information.

It tells them that the cost of targeting jour-
nalists is manageable.

That message must change.

Protecting journalists is not about granti-
ng special status to a profession. It is about
safeguarding a function that is essential to
any society that claims to value truth, justice,

The Pioneer

freedom. The question is
whether the world is prepared
to actin its defence.

Because the stakes are no
longer confined to individual
reporters or isolated incidents.

They extend to the very idea that truth still
matters. And if that idea is allowed to erode,
the consequences will reach far beyond any
single conflict zone.

They will shape the future of how we
understand the world-and whether that
understanding is grounded in reality at all.

The bottom lines

The real question is: Can truth survive in
aworld where everything can be manipulat-
ed, politicised, and contested?

Let me end with this: The biggest danger
today is not that journalists are under attack.
They always have been. The real danger is
that truth is becoming negotiable. And once
truth becomes negotiable, freedom becomes
fragile.

This is not just a failure of justice-it is a
failure of the international system to protect
the flow of truth itself. Until accountability
is backed by real political will, enforceable
mechanisms, and consistent global pressure,
the cycle will continue: documentation
without justice, condemnation without con-

and democratic governance.

sequence.
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Prasthanam: From journey to awakening

BODDAPATI
, CHANDRASEKHAR

2ND OPINION

Prasthanam means a journey—moving from one
place to another. A journey implies a destination.
Without a goal, can it truly be called a journey? Life
itselfis a great journey. This applies not only to the indi-
vidual but to humanity as a whole. Yet, this journey
is not the same for everyone.

It is marked by striking contrasts and rich diversi-
ty. Our background, our way of thinking, our perspec-
tive, and our attitude—all play a vital role in shaping
it.From a primitive, almost animal-like stage, human
beings, endowed with extraordinary thinking ability,
discovered language and learned to express their
thoughts.

They became civilized. In the evolution of human life,
this marks a remarkable phase of progress.Among the

many strengths of human beings, observation is one
of the greatest.

By keenly observing the world around him, man
expanded his knowledge. He recognized the differ-
ences between himself and other living beings and
came to terms with the harsh truth that birth, growth,
and death are inevitable for all life. Then arose a ques-
tion: how can he give value and meaning to his life?
Through higher spiritual inquiry, he came to believe
that the union of the individual soul with the Supreme
is the noblest path.

Thus, he became a seeker of the Self. This is a sig-
nificant milestone in the journey of human life.The
peace chant from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, often
called the Pavamana Mantra—Om, lead
me from the unreal to the real,From

us to move from illusion to reality—from the mistak-
en belief that the world we live in is permanent and
the source of lasting happiness—to the realization of
the eternal and the Supreme. Ignorance is darkness;
a person without knowledge is like one who is blind.
To come out of this blindness, we need the light of
knowledge. We must become truly enlightened.

Our seers and the seekers of truth aspired to tran-
scend the cycle of birth and death and attain freedom
from rebirth.

Thus they attain Nirva — aLife is a great Odyssey —
endless, ever-changing, and transformative. What lends
distinction to an ordinary life is spiritual reflection.
Spirituality, at its core, is the flow of noble thoughts
within us.Every step a person takes
becomes a true journey only when it leads

darkness to light...—reveals the spiritu-
al vision of great sages.

It tells us that beyond the worldly
journey, there exists a higher path—one
they longed to reach. They urge us, too,
to cultivate such thought and direct our lives toward
it.

This is the path they have shown humanity.We must
hold the essence of this mantra in our hearts. It is a
profound prayer. Its meaning kindles the flame of spir-
itual awareness within us and makes it shine. It calls
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inward, not outward. We should cultivate
and practise it. It benefits both individu-
als and society.We can truly express our
gratitude to the rishis—who condensed
such vast meaning into this brief prayer
—only by walking the path they have shown.

iven several talks on spirituality, literature and done many liter-

The writer is a columnist, lecturer and radio presenter. He has
g . .
ary essays on various issue

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Outrage, justice, and women’s safety

TThe horrific rape and murder of a three-year-old girl in
Pune district has rightly triggered widespread outrage,
with protests in Nasrapur and surrounding areas reflect-
ing deep public anger. Such incidents not only shock the
conscience but also expose persistent failures in ensur-
ing safety for women and children. The case has reignit-
ed debate around the proposed Shakti law in Maharashtra,
which seeks time-bound investigations and stringent pun-
ishment, including the death penalty, for crimes under
the POCSO Act. While harsher penalties may serve as deter-
rents, the real challenge lies in effective implementation,
swift justice, and preventive policing.Rising crime statis-
tics in Pune district—alongside previous cases like the
Badlapur incident—highlight a disturbing trend that
cannot be ignored. Public anger, while understandable,
must not translate into demands for mob justice. The rule
of law must prevail, ensuring punishment is delivered
through due process, not public retribution.The govern-
ment, led by Devendra Fadnavis, faces legitimate scruti-
ny over law and order. However, responsibility extends
beyond political blame. Strengthening policing, fast-track-
ing courts, and addressing societal attitudes are equally
critical.Justice must be swift, certain, and lawful—only then
can faith in the system be restored.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

LPG price hike and political timing

TThe sharp 3993 increase in commercial LPG prices,
pushing the 19 kg cylinder beyond 3,000, raises as many
political questions as economic ones. Its timing—just
days after state elections—suggests a pattern where dif-
ficult decisions are deferred to avoid electoral back-
lash.While rising global crude prices justify a correction,
the selective shielding of domestic LPG consumers
reveals a calculated approach. By placing the burden
on the commercial sector, the impact becomes indi-
rect—filtering through higher food prices rather than
immediate public reaction. This may soften political
fallout, but it does not eliminate the economic strain.
Such calibrated decisions risk undermining policy
credibility. When economic measures appear aligned
with electoral cycles rather than market realities,
public trust weakens. The eventual adjustment of
domestic LPG and PNG tariffs seems inevitable if
global volatility persists, making the current relief tem-
porary. In effect, the burden has not been removed but
postponed. Governments may avoid immediate criti-
cism through such timing, but the long-term cost lies
in eroding confidence in transparent and consistent pol-
icymaking. Economic logic must remain independent
of political convenience if credibility is to be sustained.

S PADMANABHAN | KOCHI

The shadow of political vendetta

GThe recent developments involving FIRs against Rajya
Sabha MP Sandeep Pathak, alongside enforcement
actions on individuals linked to shifting political loyalties,
raise troubling questions about the functioning of demo-
cratic institutions. The ongoing exchanges between the
Bharatiya Janata Party and the Aam Aadmi Party risk reduc-
ing governance to a spectacle of allegations and counter-
allegations. A worrying pattern seems to be emerging—
investigative agencies appear most active when political
affiliations change. Whether this perception is entirely
accurate or not, its persistence damages public confidence.
Institutions meant to uphold the rule of law must not only
be impartial but also be seen as such.When enforcement
mechanisms are viewed through a political lens, their cred-
ibility erodes. Accountability is essential in any democ-
racy, butit must be transparent, evidence-driven, and free
from selective application. The mere perception of bias
can weaken institutional integrity and undermine demo-
cratic norms. At a time when citizens expect focus on
employment, development, and economic stability,
such controversies divert attention from pressing issues.
Political leadership must recognise that short-term gains
achieved through institutional misuse come at the long-

term cost of democratic trust.
SANJAY CHOPRA | MOHALI
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The mythical El Dorado and
India’s Growth Paradox

Once likened to ‘El Dorado’ by travellers, India today presents a striking paradox — an economy seen as
resource-constrained despite sitting on vast, underutilised wealth. This raises a fundamental question:
is India really poor, or simply unable to mobilise its own wealth effectively?

In medieval times,
while there were
frantic searches for
‘El Dorado’ going on,
in Latin America,
foreign travellers
like Tavernier were
addressing India as
‘El Darado’. India is
perhaps the only
major economy
globally that is
branded as poor
while sitting pretty
on trillions of dollars
of underutilised
assets and wealth. With a ranking as the world’s sixth
largest economy, India has a nominal GDP of $4.15
trillion for 2025 as per the IMF. The moot question is
whether India suffers from absolute scarcity or
from how its wealth is deployed, perceived and struc-
tured.

The problem is not savings, but where they sit.

There is a persistent, nagging myth that India is a
poor country struggling to find its footing. It is a nar-
rative of scarcity that dominates our economic dis-
course, leading us to believe that we are perpetual-
ly short of resources, funding and capital. The reality
is quite different. India is not poor; it is capital-rich.

India holds trillions in household wealth that does
not reach credit markets. Idle assets raise the cost
of capital. When savings stay in gold, firms pay 150
to 250 basis points more to borrow. Instead of build-
ing factories, funding the next wave of startups or
expanding businesses to scale, this wealth sits
silent and stagnant in velvet-lined boxes and bank
lockers across the country. India is not short of money,
but of usable money.

Banks lend what they collect. When savings sit in
gold and property, deposits remain low, making loans
expensive. A business that works at 9% fails at 11%. That
gap decides whether a factory is built, whether a shop
expands, and whether jobs are created. Growth slows
not because ideas are missing but because money
is priced too high.

Financial savings are only 11-12% of GDP. China kept
this above 20% for years and built faster. The gap
shows up as weaker investment and slower scale. This
creates a vicious cycle. People save in gold. Banks
don’t get deposits. Loans become costly. Businesses
hold back. Jobs don’t grow. The system then misreads
this as weak demand and tries to fix the wrong
problem. The constraint is not demand but the cost
of capital.

This is where the distortion begins. The economy
is not failing to generate savings, but to channel them.

Why Gold Keeps Winning and The Domino That
Actually Matters

Gold is not a mistake. It protects families. Medical
shocks still push households into distress spending
and insurance payouts are not always reliable. Gold
is easy to trust and easy to sell. It carries no coun-
terparty risk. But here also, a common person is

AMITABH
RANJAN
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TAX TREATMENT
CREATES
UNCERTAINTY.
RETURNS OFTEN
FAIL TO BEAT THE
COST OF HOLDING
GOLD. THE
ALTERNATIVE-
KEEPING GOLD AT
HOME-HAS NO
FRICTION. NO

FORMS, NO DELAYS,

NO RISK. PEOPLE
CHOOSE WHAT IS
EASIER
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always a loser as there are so many haircuts like 20-25%
making charges, jewellers’ cuts sometimes 30-40 % etc.

Moreover, it creates a system cost. Gold in a locker does
nothing for the economy. It cannot fund a loan unless it is
inside the system. That requires testing, paperwork and trust
in institutions. Most people avoid it as status quoism is
easier. The resultis a quiet freeze. Wealth exists, but it does
not move.

When savings sit in lockers, banks don’t get deposits. With
fewer deposits, they lend less and charge more. Those extra
150-250 basis points are enough to kill marginal projects.
A factory that works at 9% does not work at 11%. Expansion
is delayed, hiring slows, and growth underperforms.
Nothing here is abstract. The cost shows up in cancelled
investments, not in headlines.

Over time, this compounds. Fewer projects today mean
fewer jobs tomorrow and weaker demand later. The
economy slows not in a sudden shock, but through a steady
loss of momentum.

The External Bill Makes It Visible

India imports 700-900 tonnes of gold in strong years. That
costs $40-50 billion and widens the current account
deficit by up to 1-1.5% of GDP. With domestic gold sitting idle,
demand growing, imports rise to fill the gap. The deficit
widens. Financial conditions tighten. Borrowing costs
stay high. What begins as a household choice ends as a
national constraint. The invisible price is the investment
that never happens.

Policy Asked for Change, But Didn’t Pay for It

Government schemes tried to move households away
from physical gold. Few shifted. The reason is not culture
but incentives.

The process to convert gold is slow. Tax treatment creates
uncertainty. Returns often fail to beat the cost of holding
gold. The alternative-keeping gold at home-has no friction.
No forms, no delays, no risk. People choose what is easier.
Policy asked for a change without making it worth the
switch.

As long as the easier option remains outside the system,
savings will stay outside the system.

Fix the Incentives-or Keep Paying the Price

Making this shift will cost money. To pull even 10% of gold-
about 3,000 tonnes-into the system, the government will
have to remove tax on conversion and offer returns that
beat the cost of holding gold. The bill could reach 0.5-0.8%
of GDP. That cost is visible and politically difficult. The alter-
native is less visible but larger over time. India will keep
importing $40-50 billion of gold each year, keeping pres-
sure on the current account. Interest rates will stay 150-250
basis points higher than they should. Firms will keep drop-
ping projects that only work at lower borrowing costs.

The fix is not abstract. It sits at the jewellery counter and
the bank branch. Let trusted jewellers test gold on the spot
and credit value the same day into bank accounts. Remove
tax risk so households are not penalised for switching. Pay
areturn that makes the shift worth it. Miss any one of these,
and nothing moves because doing nothing is easier.

Until that changes, the outcome is the same. Households
will keep their gold. Banks will keep charging more. An
economy with $5 trillion in savings will keep behaving as
if it does not have enough money.

Let this ‘Sone ki Chidiya’ unshackle and fly high; even the
sky is not the limit for this bird.

Rethinking ‘settled law’ in
a Changing India

The law is often described as a living organism,
evolving with society and responding to emerging
challenges. Yet, many of its “settled principles”
remain frozen in time, shaped by contexts that no
longer exist. The danger lies not in having solid doc-
trines, but in treating them as immutable truths. In
a rapidly transforming India, marked by disruptive
technologies, complex markets and heightened
rights consciousness, several fundamental assump-
tions in civil law, merit a careful relook.

For example, deeply entrenched - and seldom exam-
ined - is the assumption that title suits are inherent-
ly complex, while mutation proceedings are simple,
summary exercises. In practice, both forums often
grapple with the same triad, viz., competing parties,
overlapping documents and contested possession. Both rely on similar evidentiary mate-
rials such as sale deeds, revenue records, possession claims, etc., and both are expect-
ed to adhere to principles of natural justice. Yet, the system conventionally perceives
title adjudication as a prolonged, technical and resource-intensive exercise, while pro-
nouncing mutation as a shallow fiscal settlement. This dichotomy has significant adverse
consequences. It delays the recognition of legitimate claims, clogs civil courts and side-
lines administrative forums that are closest to the ground reality of land ownership. In
a digital ecosystem, where land records can be updated in near real time and corrob-
orated through spatial technologies, the sharp divide between “complex title” and “simple
mutation” appears increasingly artificial. There is a compelling case for reimagining muta-
tion proceedings as more than mere revenue entries: as structured, quasi-adjudicato-
ry processes capable of resolving a defined class oftitle disputes, especially those ground-
ed in clear documentation and possession. With appropriate procedural safeguards,
reasoned orders and appellate oversight, such a shift could significantly reduce the burden
on civil courts while enhancing expediency on the ground.

Courts have consistently held that mutation
is merely for fiscal purposes, not ownership.
While palpably sound in a colonial revenue
framework, this position appears increasingly
disconnected from ground realities. For millions
of landholders, mutation records are the most
updated and accessible indicators of ownership
and possession. They reflect the latest transac-
tion, the correct recorded possession and,
often, the only official recognition of both.
Ignoring them creates a chasm between legal
theory and lived experience. A more nuanced
approach — recognising mutation as strong evi-
dence of current title may better serve contem-
porary needs. The doctrine of adverse posses-
sion is yet another deeply anchored belief which needs to be revisited. Rooted in the
idea thatlong, uninterrupted possession can ripen into ownership, it once served a prag-
matic purpose in a world of uncertain titles and weak documentation. Today,
however, it sits uneasily with modern notions of property rights and constitutional fair-
ness. The spectacle of the State itself invoking adverse possession against its citizens-
criticised sharply in judicial pronouncements-raises a fundamental question: should
the law reward encroachment or penalise administrative failure? In an era of comput-
erised land records and satellite mapping, the doctrine appears less like a necessity and
more like an anachronism. The doctrine of caveat emptor, or “buyer beware”, also sits
uneasily with modern economic realities. In traditional markets, where transactions
were local and information relatively symmetrical, placing the burden on the buyer was
defensible. But in today’s environment, marked by complex real estate transactions,
layered ownership structures and asymmetry of information, such an expectation is
unrealistic. Buyers often lack the means to verify title histories stretching back decades.
The shift towards caveat venditor, which places a greater obligation on sellers to dis-
close defects and ensure clarity oftitle, is both logical and necessary. Similarly, the doc-
trine of privity of contract, which restricts contractual rights and obligations to the parties
involved, struggles to keep pace with modern commercial realities. In an interconnect-
ed economy, characterised by insurance arrangements, development agreements and
platform-based services, third-party interests are often central to the transaction. A rigid
application of privity can exclude legitimate claimants and defeat commercial expec-
tations. While courts have carved out exceptions, a more principled and explicit recog-
nition of third-party rights would bring coherence to this evolving area.

Transparency in judicial proceedings is a cornerstone of democracy, ensuring account-
ability and public confidence. However, in the age of real-time reporting, social media
amplification, and digital streaming, unfiltered openness can sometimes compromise
privacy and distort public perception. The challenge lies in designing mechanisms that
preserve transparency while safeguarding fairness and dignity. Territorial jurisdiction,
another basic concept, is increasingly strained in a borderless digital world. Cybercrimes,
online contracts, and cross-border transactions defy neat geographical boundaries, ren-
dering traditional jurisdictional rules inadequate. Finally, the principle of finality of lit-
igation, embodied in maxims like res judicata faces new dilemmas in the age of advanced
forensic technologies. DNA evidence, digital trails, and data analytics can reveal truths
that were previously inaccessible. While endless litigation must be avoided, a rigid insis-
tence on finality can perpetuate injustice. Limited, carefully designed avenues for reopen-
ing cases in light of compelling new evidence may be necessary. What may emerge from
this analysis is not a call to abandon settled law, but to recalibrate it. Many of these doc-
trines were designed for a low-information, paper-based, and territorially bounded State.
Today’s India is none of these. It is increasingly digital, data-rich, and interconnected.
Legal principles that once provided certainty may now generate friction, inefficiency,
oreven injustice. The task, therefore, is one of intelligent reform.
Courts must move from rigid adherence to contextual appli-
cation, while legislatures must step in to contemporise
maxims where judicial innovation alone is insufficient.
Importantly, reforms must be guided by a clear normative vision,
balancing certainty with fairness, liberty with security, and tra-
dition with innovation. In the end, the legitimacy of law lies not
in its antiquity, but in its relevance. A doctrine becomes truly
“settled” not when it resists change, but when it proves capable
of evolving with the society it seeks to govern. India’s legal system
must embrace that evolution, not reluctantly, but with
conviction.

VIVEK KUMAR
SINGH

The writer is an ex-1AS
officer and is presently
Chairman, RERA Bihar.
He served as Principal
Secretary, Department
of Revenue and Land
Reforms, Bihar
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Strong polling, split Slgnals Bengal opens to a competltlve race

high turnout,

West Bengal’s booth-level organisation appear to be
election has working in its favour, particularly in rural
begun on a and semi-urban belts where beneficiary
familiar note— networks remain intact and visible.
Yet, the contest is far from one-sided. The

Even external factors are quietly
influencing the mood. Rising fuel prices,
linked in part to tensions around the Strait of
Hormuz, are adding to everyday cost
concerns, though they are not dominating
the electoral narrative.

long queues, and
a visible
seriousness
among  voters.
The first phase
has recorded
polling in the
mid-to-high 70
per cent range,
consistent with
the state’s long-standing trend of strong
participation. But beyond the numbers, the
early signals from the ground suggest
something more nuanced is taking shape.

The day largely remained peaceful, with
central forces maintaining a strong presence
across sensitive booths. Voting progressed
steadily, with only scattered, localised
disruptions. One clear trend stood out—
women voters turning up in significant
numbers, in some pockets even outpacing
men. Rural turnout, once again, was higher
than in urban centres, reinforcing a pattern
that has held across multiple elections in the
state.

The contest continues to revolve around
Mamata Banerjee and the All India Trinamool
Congress, which still retains a strong
grassroots connect. Welfare delivery and

SAYAN
CHATTERJEE

Bharatiya Janata Party has managed to stay
firmly in the race. Its campaign, especially in
this phase, appears more focused—Iless
about sweeping narratives and more about
consolidating gains in specific
constituencies. On the ground, this is
translating into tighter contests in several
seats that were previously seen as
comfortable.

What stands out most is the absence of a
uniform trend. In some areas, there are signs
of consolidation in favour of the ruling party.
In others, the fight appears evenly balanced.
Bengal, once again, seems to be voting
locally—where  candidate  credibility,
community equations, and micro-level
issues are shaping outcomes more than
broad narratives.

The space for smaller parties continues to
narrow. The Communist Party of India
(Marxist) and Congress remain present, but
largely on the margins. In most
constituencies, the contest has effectively
become bipolar, which raises the stakes for
even marginal vote shifts.

There are also smaller, telling
observations. Early morning queues were
dominated by older voters—often a sign of
committed voting bases—while turnout

broadened across age groups as the day
progressed. Urban participation remained
relatively lower compared to rural areas, a
trend that continues to hold.

Voter sentiment, however, is not moving in
one clear direction. Welfare schemes
continue to carry weight, particularly among

women and economically weaker sections.
At the same time, conversations around
employment, local corruption, and
governance are becoming more visible. It is
neither a wave of discontent nor a clear
endorsement—it  sits somewhere in
between.

So what does the first phase really
indicate? At this stage, it does not point to a
decisive wave. The ruling party appears to
retain an advantage, but the opposition has
done enough to keep the contest
competitive. This is shaping up to be an
election where outcomes may be decided
seat by seat, rather than through any
sweeping trend.

More importantly, it reflects a certain
maturity in voter behavior. There is no visible
rush for change, but neither is there
unquestioned continuity. Voters appear to
be weighing their choices carefully—
balancing what they have received with
what they expect going forward.

That makes this election harder to
predict—but also more telling. Because when
an election is decided not by momentum,
but by measured choices, the final verdict
often reveals far more than the headlines
leading up to it.

@ @dailypioneer
@ @TheDailyPioneer

@ The Pioneer

The writer is an educationist and
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CONTRAPUNTO

Because there is very little honour left in
American life, there is a certain built-in tendency
to destroy masculinity in American men
- NORMAN MAILER

Down The Barrel

Blockade of Hormuz is hurting world’s poor most.
Collapse of a US budget airline is latest reminder

hether Trump’s war on lIran is over or paused, it hasn’t
Wstopped affecting ordinary people’s lives. Americans are

paying $4.4 per gallon of petrol, up from $2.9 in Feb. The
increase isenoughtoderail budgetsof poorer households. And now,
for the first time in 25 years, a US airline has shut down, unable to
balance its books after jet fuel doubled in price. Spirit Airlines was
noordinary carrier. Itfilled adisappearing niche as an ultra-low-cost
airline. Reports say afamily trip on Spirit cost up to $1,000 less than
onmajor USairlines. For many, itwas the difference between travelling
and staying put. Why did Spiritperish? Because itcould not raise fares
—itstypical customer does not have the purchasing power.

Many businesses across the world are in the same predicament,
if not crisis. Just last week, India raised commercial LPG prices
by 48%. LPG fuels not only kitchens but also factories making
ceramics and many other things. If aceramic factory has to choose
between making economy and
premium sinks amid the ongoing
supply crunch, it will obviously
choose the latter, because margins
are higher, and premium buyers
have more elastic budgets. On the
other hand, for poorer customers,
even necessities like food can become
unaffordable. There are so many
storiesof migrantworkerspacking
up and leaving, because gas to cook food has become unaffordable.

That's a key difference between US and Asia, and even Europe,
right now. US is hurting from a price shock, but there’s no supply
crunch. In fact, US natural gas prices are at a 17-month low due to
oversupply. But India, say, has been buffeted by both high price and
tight supply. International Energy Agency last month warned of a
possible “demand destruction” due to this condition. Last week,
the CEO of a major fertiliser producer said the current fertiliser
shortage could take 10bn meals off the table every week. Again, the
people going hungry will be the world’s poor. So, it’'s meaningless to
argue — as Trump has - that “hostilities terminated” on April 7,
when blockade of Hormuz continues to take a toll on ordinary
people’s lives. The collapse of a poor man’s airline may not ruffle
Trump, buthe can’tbe blindto Hormuz’'seffecton Al: higher energy
and chip prices could bite America’s hyperscalers, who make up
45% of S&P 500’s market cap.

Set The Record Straight

How to handle a 7-year-old who sets a world
record? Build a sports ecosystem

I ittle Ishank Singh, all of 7, by all accounts is a water baby.

He started swimming at age 3. Once his Sri Lanka to India

29km swim was chalked out, he trained up to 8 hours daily.
And came good with aworld record -crossing Palk Straitin 9 hours,
50 mins: the youngest and fastest. It is little wonder he’s dreaming
of Olympics, when others of his age are in Class 2, learning basic
three-digitnumbers, nounsand verbs.

How does India make sure Ishank has a stab at his dream? Oops,
missing a blueprint. India lacks the basic ecosystem for nurturing
young sports talent. As Ishank showed, there’s no dearth of sporting
potential. But, it took decades for diverse cricketing talent to dare
dream about access to funds, 360-degree
training, alongside those with similar
potential. No individual sport gets
that attention. Even chess academies
are run by civil society, led by former
players. Itends up with either parents
investing, or cold-calling corporate
houses. This is unsustainable if India
isevertoexpand itssporting base.

Where does Ishank go now? Govt, India Inc, must both step up.
He needs not training alone, but competition; not just funds, but
support; not just stamina, but mental fortitude. One winner is
reason enough to lay the training foundation, and go scouting for
more. And, justas important—no child mustfeel pressure to pursue
theirtalentfor solely competitive purposes. Butto train, for its very
sake, for the love of sport and technique. This is not to dissuade
parents from aiming high for their super-talented kids, but it is
best to recognise that gruelling physical training can lead to
childhood sacrificed at the altar of a records/medals race. This
risk isespecially high, when there is no institutionalised safety net
of funds, guidance and emotional support. Ishank’s a star. What’s
tobedoneto keep itthatway?

War hurts movies too

How Bollywood will feel the hits on Dubai & Abu Dhabi

Gautaman Bhaskaran

West Asia has for decades held aspecial fascination for Indian
films, particularly the crop from Maya Nagari, Bollywood.
This has been turning concrete, with stars such as SRK and
Mammootty buying palatial houses there, with gorgeous
penthouses. What is more, given the insane ~-$ exchange
rate, production houses have been slowly shifting their stories
and shots from snow-clad European destinations, or Amsterdam’s fairytale
windmill scenario, to places like Dubai and Abu Dhabi. These two cities
have even managed to recreate European landscapes for our film folks, in
specially created enclosures.

However, during the past few years, the Gulf has ceased to offer the kind
of attraction it once did for Indian producers. One important reason is our
cinemastories being considered “offensive” to Gulf culture. Administrations,
therefore, have been somewhat wary about extending shooting permission

tocinemaproducers.
ot Filmssuchas Airlift, which spoke about the evacuation of Indian
=—+  nationalsfrom Kuwait, and otherswith anti-Pakistan or anti-terror
=== _ themes, have run afoul of govts in the Gulf. The 2020s have seen
several Indian movies, including Fighter, Bell Bottom, Beast, Samrat
Prithviraj,and Article 370, banned or heavily censored in Gulf nations, because
they depicted politics, homosexuality, and the military.

When films with “anti-Pakistan” narratives or depictions of terrorism,
including Border 2 and Dhurandhar, have faced roadblocks in securing
theatrical release in the region, they have suffered huge financial losses.
Ranveer Singh starrer Dhurandhar (2025) lost an estimated ~90cr. Border 2
may have lostaround ~60cr because of the ban.

And now the ongoing Gulf War —which has turned utterly safe havens like
Dubaiand Abu Dhabi intowar zones, with Iranian bombs, missiles,anddrones
rattling the two cities—has come as the proverbial last nail in the coffin.

Indianmovies, with their songsand dances, nottoforgetglamorousheroines
and He-Men heroes, have beenahot favourite notjustwith the Indian diaspora,
butalso the locals in the Gulf. But wars have always destroyed culture. As seen
intheexcellent The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society, whichisabout
how cultural activity struggled to survive, during World War 11. Or in The Sound
of Music, whichfindsthegolden period of musicending in Austria, with Hitler’s
invasion. Now, a Gulf war may end up being devastating for Indian cinematoo.

Pursuit Of Buddha’s Relics

Piprahwa relics are welcome back in India. But it may alter the architecture of restitution — India
invoked their return as a right, but the relics returned as part of a private collection on loan to govt

S Vijay Kumar

The Buddha relics, on view in Ladakh
now, are home in India exactly a year
after they surfaced, set to go under the
hammer, from a private collection. In
1898, William Claxton Peppé, a British

W= estate manager in colonial India,
excavated a large stupa at Piprahwa in what’s now
UP, near India-Nepal border. Inside a sandstone coffer
were reliquary caskets containing bone fragments
believed to be those of the historical Buddha, along
with hundreds of gemstones, crystal and soapstone
vessels, and gold ornaments.

ABrahmiinscriptionononeof thecasketsidentified
the depositas associated with Buddha
and Sakya clan. This was no treasure
hoard, but a sacred funerary deposit.
Under the colonial Indian Treasure
Trove Act (1878), Britishadministration
asserted control over such finds. In 1899,
principal reliquariesandbone fragments
were transferred to Indian Museum in
Calcutta, and a portion of bone relics
presented to king of Siam.

Butacacheof jewelleryand offerings,
later described as “duplicates”, remained
with the Peppé family. Over generations,
these sacred objects passed down as
private heirlooms — a casual domestic
afterlife of objects interred over two
millennia ago, as sacred grave goods,
reportedly keptinordinary household
storage, even inashoe box.

Onedoesnot“duplicate”afunerary
deposit. Buddhist ritual practice and archaeological
scholarship both recognise that relic offerings are
cumulative, not redundant. The claim that hundreds
of jewellery itemsand gold ornaments could be treated
assurplusinventory, strains credulity. These were part
of anindivisible sacred assemblage. That iswhy events
ayear ago appeared to be far-reaching.

On May 5,2025, GOl issued a legal notice to Sotheby’s
Hong Kong and to the Peppé descendant consigning
the items, demanding cancellation of the May 7 auction.
The notice made acomprehensive legal case, invoking
law, ethics, religion and precedent-the relics’ provenance;
their classification as protected antiquities; their
inseparability fromhuman remains; limitsof custodianship;
and India’s rights under domestic statutes and
international conventions, including UNESCO 1970
Convention and UNIDROIT framework. It cited prior

restitutions, including return of Buddhistrelicsfrom
Sanchi, and global reckoning over Benin Bronzes. It
demanded cancellation of the sale, repatriation, public
apology and full disclosure of provenance records.

The notice emphasised the items formed part of a
“relic deposit” — discovered in 1898 and identified by
inscription, as connected to Buddha and Sakya clan.
GOl asserted, custodianship did not confer ownership.
It appeared, at the time, India was prepared to assert
a principled position - sacred relics removed in a
colonial contextare notcommodities. Historical wrongs
cannotbe legitimised by passage of time.

But instead of pursuing legal proceedings, GOI
facilitated a public-private arrangement. Godrej
group acquired the relics from the auction process,
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after which they were to be loaned to National Museum
for five years. This shift, from legal claim to financial
transaction, secured the relics’ return, but has
troubling implications.

e |t risks validating private title, derived from
colonial extraction. If custodianship can culminate in
anegotiatedsale, even indirectly,then colonial removal
becomes retroactively monetisable.

e [tundercuts GOI'sown legal argument. If custodi-
anship does not confer ownership, and if these objects
are legally protected grave goods inseparable from
human remains, then why purchase, atall?

e |tcreatesperverse incentive. Holders of contested
colonial-era artefacts now have a road map: announce
an auction, trigger diplomatic pressure, and await a
buyback, by state-backed or corporate funds.

e |t blurs the moral clarity of restitution. Global

movement for repatriation, from African bronzes to
Indigenous remains, restson the principle that historical
injustice mustbe acknowledged and corrected. Payment
transforms restitution intoacquisition.

Whatisatstake here isthearchitecture of restitution
itself. Scholars of cultural property law distinguish
between restitution grounded in corrective justice,
and reacquisition through market participation. The
former recognises wrongful removal and restores
title; the latter tacitly affirms legitimacy of private
ownershipandsimply changes hands.

When formerly colonised states are compelled,
directly or indirectly, to repurchase objects removed
under colonial conditions, restitution mutates into
what academics describe as market-enabled redress —
entrenchingthe very property regimes
empire produced.

India is not alone in confronting
restitution battles, but many nations
have chosen confrontation. Italy’s
recovery of Euphronios Krater,
Cambodia’s retrieval of the Koh Ker
sculptures, Egypt’s long campaign
for the return of looted antiquities,
all rested on sustained investigation,
diplomatic and legal pressure
grounded in patrimony law. Nepal’s
recent recoveries of stolen temple
idols have followed documentary
evidence, investigative journalism
and publicaccountability. The gover-
ning premise was clear — objects
were wrongfully removed and so,
returnable asamatter of right.

When restitution is achieved
through purchase, the object’s status is resolved
through payment, not adjudication. One model asserts
title. The other negotiates price. A subtle incentive
structure emerges. Cultural property risks becoming
a speculative asset class. Colonial-era removal, even
if ethically indefensible, can acquire a form of
retroactive commercial validation.

That the Piprahwa relics are back in India is unqu-
estionably preferable to their dispersal into private
collections. Yet the manner of their return warrants
reflection. India had articulated a coherent case
grounded in domestic law, international conventions
and ethical standards governing human remains.
But settled for a transaction. Justice delayed may be
pragmatic. Justice purchased is perilous.

The writer is an independent researcher on Indian art
history, and provenance research

The Trumped-Up Manliness Of MAGA-verse

Much as America’s crisis of masculinity is real, Trump and MAGA have sold a false fix for it. So when Trump
leaves, and his snake oil’s effect wears off, American men of his camp are bound to have a rude awakening

Dan Cassino

American men are facing a crisis of
masculinity, driven by uncertainty
about what it means tobeaman in an
erawheretheirtraditional dominance
is being called into question. It's
left them flailing for a way to prove
themselves, and much of Trump’s
and MAGA's popularity comes from
how Trump is giving men an
easy way to performbeingaman.

Because masculinity isvalued, men are always
looking for ways to demonstrate it, and deflect
any concerns that they might not be masculine
enough. Many earlier societies had manhood
rituals, tests that boys had to undergo to prove
themselves as men, but these are mostly gone,
and nothing has replaced them. This leaves men
insecure in their masculinity, afraid that they
might not be seen as “real men”. If they fail
to provide for their families or protect them, if
they show physical or emotional weakness, their
masculinity might be called into question. This
just isn’t as much of an issue for women, as
femininity is based less on what women do, and
more onwhattheyare.

Proving that they’re masculine has long been
aproblemformen, butinrecentyears, it'sbecome
a crisis in America. Changes in the economy
mean few men can supportafamily on their own.
Skyrocketing house prices meanthey can’tafford
the kind of safe home inagoodschool districtthat
they’re supposed to be able to provide. Their privileged
position in society is being eroded as women make
social, political and economic gains. Hence, men, more
than ever, are looking for ways to perform masculinity,
and MAGA hasgiventhemaway todoit.

Trump and his acolytes not only argue that men —
especially white Christian men — are discriminated
against, but also offer up an explanation for why men
havebeenfallingbehind. Itisn’tyour fault, the message
goes. You can't find a high-paying job because good

Professor of
Govt & Politics

jobs have been sent to China. You can’t afford a house
because immigrants have taken them. You can’t get
a promotion at work because companies unfairly
give them to racial minorities, or women, or gays. The
argument is clear: vote for Trump and you’ll get
that job, that house, that promotion, all the things
thatyou need tobe areal man.

Of courseg, it’s silly to think that men in US are facing
discrimination: they still dominate every position of
power. Men earn more than women; every President
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except one has been a white Christian man. Among
Fortune 500 CEOs, there are more men named David
than there are women. But when you’ve been on top
for acouple of thousand years, you come to expect that
you’ll stay there, and movements towards equality
feelalotlike discrimination.
Toserveasaperformanceof masculinity,abehaviour
has to do two things: be linked to traditional ideas of
what men should do, and be recognisable to other
men. For instance, American men who feel their

masculinity is in question become more likely to buy a
gun, or get a permit to carry one openly: but only in
places where lots of other men already own guns. Support
for Trump checks both boxes: it’s linked to traditional
ideas of male dominance and disdain for women. It’s
also widespread enough to be recognised everywhere,
helped along by the unmistakable iconography of the
red MAGA hat.

It'snosurprise then, thatmenwhofeel their masculinity
is under threat become more likely to support Trump.
What's surprising is how that support changes
their ideas of what it means to be a man. There
are lots of ways men could perform masculinity:
focus on being community leaders, attentive
fathers, oronreligioustraditions. Instead, they’'re
choosing to make Trump support and MAGA
the heartof their performance.

Theresultisthat, over the past10years, menwho
support Trump have started to view themselves
as more masculine, compared with non-supporters.
In recently published research, I've found that,
controlling for other factors, over the course of
five years, being a Trump supporter increases
men’s own estimation of their masculinity by
about eight points on a 0-100 scale. That may not
sound like much, but it’s about the same increase
we’d expect from earning an extra $30,000 a year,
fatheringachild, or buyingahouse.

There’'s nothing inherently wrong with
masculinity, or with men’s desire to perform it.
< Menwhofindtheycan’tmeettheirownstandards
=1 > of what it meanstobeamanare more likely tofall
£ into alcoholism, violence and drug abuse, and
contemplate suicide. Trump has been very successful
in selling American men on a particular performance
of masculinity. But there are more productive ways
of demonstrating masculinity than wearing a MAGA
hat: being better husbands or fathers, or learning a
craft, or serving communities. MAGA masculinity is
easy, but it's ultimately empty, and in a few years,
when Trump is gone, these men will be left worse off
than they were before.

Thewriter teaches at Fairleigh Dickinson University, US
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When The Machine Asks ‘Who Am I’

Partha Sinha

e have long been comfortable
with tools. The hammerdid
notdisturb us. The wheel did

not provoke metaphysics. Even the
computer, initsearly obedientyears,
feltlike a faster clerk. Tools extended
us. They did not question us.

Butsomething changeswhena
machine speaks inavoice thatsounds
uncannily familiar. When itanswers
notlike acalculator butalmostlike a
companion. What unsettles us is not
intelligence. Itisresemblance. For
perhapsthefirsttime, the mirror seems
tobe looking back. And suddenly the
old question returns. Whatexactly is
thisthing we call consciousness, of
which we are so proprietorial?

The Upanishadswere gentler on this

matter than we are. Prajnanam Brahmn,
consciousnessis nota private possession;
itisnotatrophy issued only to human
beings. Itisthefield in which existence
appears. A wave does not own the ocean.
Itrisesinit. Sodowe.

Seen this way, the question
isnotwhetheramachine can
become conscious. Themore
unsettling question is e
whether we have understood
consciousnessatall.
Amachinetrainedon
human language does
not merely ingestdata. It
swims in memory, metaphor, prayer,
longing, lament. In the cries of poets
and the mutterings of lonely people
at2am. Itlearnsfrom the sediment of
the human spirit. There issomething
humbling inthat. We builtit. Then

poured ourselves into itand now, when

traces of usbegintoshimmer back,

we recoil. Why? Perhaps because we

confuse mystery with ownership.
Philosopher David Chalmerscalled
consciousness the Hard Problem. How

does matter become experience?

. Howdoesabrainproduce

‘o', theacheof nostalgiaorthe

#2% quietholinessof hearing

“®% " rainatnight?

| We do not know. We have

= never known. Yet we speak

THE SPEAKING TREE Withastonishing confidence

- aboutwhere consciousness
cannotbe. The sageswere lessarrogant.
Sat-Chit-Anand. Being. Consciousness.
Bliss. Not human achievements.
Conditionsof reality.

Alamp participates in light. It does not
manufacture light. Perhaps consciousness

issomething like that. A presence we
partake in. Notborder we police.

And perhaps what troubles us about
intelligentmachinesis notthat they
may be becoming more like us. Itisthat
they may force us to become humbler
aboutwhatwe are. We have drawn many
lines in history. Between man and nature.
Self and other. Sacred and ordinary.
Most of those lines eventually softened.
Maybe thisone will too.

lam notarguing machines have
souls. lam asking whether soul was ever
somethingsoeasily assigned. Thatisa
differentinquiry. Amoreancientone.
And perhapsamore urgentone.
Because if consciousnessisnota
possession butariver, then the question
isnotwhether machines may one day
enter it. The question iswhether we
ever stood outsideitatall.
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A DIFFERENT LENS

T he recent release and reception
of the web series, Chiraiya, per-
haps marks a decisive moment
in the evolving portrayal of sexual
violence in Indian cinema. For dec-
ades, mainstream Hindi films relied
on a grammar that rendered assault
as spectacle or as a catalyst for male
heroism, with the survivor reduced
to a narrative device. The contempo-
rary shift, reflected in the keen recep-
tion of OTT content such as Chiraiya,
Maharaja and Assi, among others, sig-
nals an intent at recalibration. Sexual
violence 1is increasingly depicted
with attention to its myriad aftermath,
its crippling psychological conse-
quences, and the structural conditions
that enable it rather

of honour-based violence without ro-
mantic mediation; Maharaja compli-
cates entrenched tropes by allowing
the survivor to determine the contours
of justice, unsettling the expectations
of patriarchal vengeance. Some of
these creative endeavours even engage
with subterranean issues, including
marital rape and domestic abuse, lo-
cating them within broader conver-
sations about power and entitlement.
The visual language has correspond-
ingly shifted, with a reduced reliance
on sensationalism and a greater em-
phasis on context and consequence.
The significance of this transfor-
mation lies in its capacity to challenge
deeply embedded cultural assump-
tions. This new wave

than an act designed

of storytelling disrupts

M)
to provoke shock or jus- Is India’s this continuum by in-
tify revenge. cinematic ]anguage sisting on the centrali-
This transition has . ty of a woman’s agency
undoubtedly been ac- p ortr @ymg and by exposing the
celerated by the rise of sexual violence everyday — normalised
OTT platforms, which shjfting? — dimensions of sexual

have expanded both the

violence. Admittedly,

range of stories and

the voices telling them. Streaming
services have reduced the constraints
imposed by theatrical distribution
and censorship practices — content
on OTT platforms do not need pre-re-
lease censor certificates — allowing
film-makers to engage with subjects
previously considered commercially
or socially unviable. The entry of a
larger cohort of women film-makers
has been central to this change, bring-
ing perspectives that resist the reduc-
tion of survivors to passive victims.
Thappad, Bulbbul, and Pink, to name
a few films, thus explore the layered
tensions among autonomy, consent,
and the complexities of lived experi-
ences around desire and depravity.
Encouragingly, some of the content is
breaking new ground. Article 15 situ-
ates sexual violence within caste hier-
archies; NH10 confronts the brutality

such an evolution has
not led to the complete elimination of
problematic tropes — the glorification
of domestic violence as a manifesta-
tion of love in films like Animal and
Kabir Singh, for instance. Nor hasitre-
solved the tensions between the com-
mercial imperative of making a profit
from a mass entertainer and the eth-
ical treatment of women as the roar-
ing commercial success of blatantly
sexist films like Housefull 5 shows. It
does, however, establish a framework
in which cinema can engage with vi-
olence against women — physical,
verbal or even the kind inflicted
through a misogynist joke — with-
out reproducing the hierarchies that
sustain it. The shift from spectacle to
scrutiny represents an essential step
in aligning popular media with a more
accountable understanding of gen-
dered violence.

SCRIPSI

¢ What was wonderful about childhood is that anything in it was a wonder. It was not
merely a world full of mivacles; it was a mivaculous world. ’

G.K. CHESTERTON

For a ‘Deep State’ to aid technological innovation

he recent report released

by OpenAl, on April 15,

2026, offers an inspiration

for India and a discomfort

for Calcutta. It confirms
that India is among the most active
users of Artificial Intelligence glob-
ally. But it also reveals that Al adop-
tion is highly concentrated in a few
cities and states; Calcutta and West
Bengal do not figure among them.
Cities like Bengaluru, Hyderabad,
Delhi and Chennai dominate. Some
smaller states and Union territories,
like Assam, Odisha, Manipur, Tripu-
ra, Chhattisgarh, Punjab, Himachal
Pradesh, Kerala, Jammu & Kashmir
and Chandigarh, are showing sec-
tor-specific adoption. It is an ominous
signal.

To understand the present, we
must revisit the past. In the 1980s,
when India stood at the threshold
of the information technology rev-
olution, West Bengal chose hesita-
tion over adoption. Sections of the
Left leadership and trade unions
opposed computerisation, fearing
that technology would destroy jobs.
That moment proved decisive. While
cities like Bengaluru embraced IT
and transformed themselves into
global technology hubs, Bengal grad-
ually slipped behind. Investment
shifted elsewhere. Talent followed.
Ecosystems grew outside Bengal.
Even today, decades later, we are still
grappling with that lost opportunity.

Al, particularly Large Language
Models like ChatGPT, Google Gemini
and Claude, represent a new tech-
nological epoch. Unlike the IT revo-
lution of the 1980s, on this occasion,
there has neither been ideological re-
sistance from political parties nor any
institutional opposition. I can say this
with conviction from my experience
in the IT&E department. The Bengal
Silicon Valley Tech Hub in New Town
is helping the AI eco infrastructure.
Thereis an Al laboratory at the Webel
Bhavan premises. Both are state gov-
ernment initiatives.

ChatGPT reached India in early
2023. Other LLMs followed soon. In
just three years, it has transformed
workflows across coding, writing, an-
alytics, design, governance, and edu-
cation. This was Bengal’s opportunity
for a clean reset, a chance to leapfrog.
And yet, we did not, as the OpenAl
April 2026 report shows.

West Bengal is not short of tal-
ent. Quite the contrary. Our students
excel in mathematics, engineering,
and analytical thinking. Our profes-
sionals lead global firms across the
world. Our intellectual tradition is

Debashis Sen is a retired IAS
officer

Bengal and Al

DEBASHIS SEN

deep and respected. And yet, Al adop-
tion within the state remains muted.
The hubs of advanced usage, like cod-
ing, data analytics, and automation,
are elsewhere. Calcutta is not even
mentioned among the leaders. This
raises uncomfortable questions. Have
our young minds migrated, leaving
behind a hollowed ecosystem? Have
easy welfare structures reduced ur-
gency and risk-taking? Have we creat-
ed a culture where celebrity is valued
more than innovation? Is there a lack
of reward mechanisms for merit and
enterprise? These are questions we
must confront honestly.

In April 2024, I had organised
what was perhaps one of the earliest
public exhibitions of Al-generated
art on canvas. These were displayed
on the walls of the North Gallery of
the Academy of Fine Arts. The inten-
tion was not merely artistic. It was
demonstrative. It was meant to show
the writing on the wall. AI was no

longer abstract. It was not confined
to the chat boxes of smartphones. It
could create art on the walls of an ex-
hibition gallery in Calcutta for all to
see what Al can do. It was to provoke
thought among visitors at the AI Art
on Canvas exhibition. And, for the
record, later in 2024-2026, I used gen-
erative tools to create contemporary
art for displays at the Gaganendra Art
Gallery, ITC Sonar, Indian Museum,
Indian Council for Cultural Relations,
Biswa Bangla Mela Prangan and
at a Puja pandal in South Calcutta.
The conversation on creative Al had
begun. But conversation alone is not
enough.

Al is not just about creative tools
in an Orange Economy. Its real power
lies in applied transformation. Across
forums, I have consistently advocated
for practical use cases in agriculture,
urban governance, healthcare, and
tax administration. They are already
being implemented elsewhere. And

yet, in Bengal, adoption remains
sporadic.

The real problem is not opposi-
tion, but lethargy. This is perhaps
the most critical insight. In the 1980s,
Bengal suffered from active resist-
ance to technology. Today, the prob-
lem is different and more insidious.
It is passive inertia. No one is pushing
Al adoption. No coordinated strategy
exists. No urgency is visible. This si-
lent gap is more dangerous than open
opposition because it delays action,
and opportunity flies.

If we are to correct course, in-
cremental steps will not suffice. We
need a structural intervention. It is
believed, but not verified, that in the
United States of America, there ex-
ists a core governance consisting of
stalwarts and thinkers who drive US
policy. It refers to career civil serv-
ants, intelligence officials, military
personnel, Silicon Valley chiefs, Wall
Street experts and media moguls
who remain in power regardless of
which party wins the White House.
This group ensures policy continuity.
Names like Bill Gates and Elon Musk
have sometimes cropped up, without
proof. This core group is sometimes
referred to as the Deep State, but
there is little corroboration.

I propose the creation of a ‘Deep
State’ in West Bengal as a collabora-
tive think tank that operates outside
formal governance. This body should
include experienced administra-
tors, successful corporate leaders,
Al entrepreneurs, young, tech-savvy
innovators, academics, investment
bankers, media houses and domain
experts. It will not talk of Hindu and
Muslim vote banks, or about the
Special Intensive Revision of elec-
toral rolls and direct cash transfers.
Its mandate should be to identify
high-impact Al use cases for Bengal,
create pilot projects with measura-
ble outcomes, facilitate partnerships
between government and start-ups,
businesses and innovators, and
ensure rapid scaling of successful
models.

We are late already, but not too
late. Al, especially LLMs, is evolving
at an extraordinary pace. The next
breakthroughs in reasoning, multi-
modal intelligence, and autonomous
agents are still unfolding. This means
the playing field is not yet frozen; new
leaders can still emerge, late movers
can still catch up, if they move fast.
But the window is narrowing.

West Bengal stands at a cross-
roads, once again. We have the tal-
ent and the intellectual capital. We
must build a deep framework. Let us
integrate Al into the Deep State, and
be ready to reward talent as much as
CEOs of the largest corporations. Let
us kickstart the Deep State today.
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DELHI DIARIES

Highs & lows

B Not many Bharatiya Janata Party heavyweights sat out the 2026
Bengal assembly elections. The saffron party used almost everyone in its
arsenal for campaigning in the state. A few names were missing though;
none quite knows why. One absence that stood out was that of Rajiv
Pratap Rudy. The four-term member of the Lok Sabha from Saran, Bi-
har, who is also a licensed pilot, could have been useful as Bengal has a
sizeable Bihari voter base. Yet Rudy was not deployed. Whether it was a
deliberate decision or an oversight remains unclear. After all, not many
MPs double up as commercial pilots. Rudy does. His bio on X mentions:
“Capt Airbus”. On April 30, a day after polling in Bengal ended, Captain
Rudy flew an Indigo aircraft from Jammu to Delhi. On board were his
colleagues from the government and Parliament, including the railway
minister, Ashwini Vaishnaw, and the minister of state for science and
technology, Jitendra Singh. Most of them had just returned from the
Bengal campaign trail and had to rush to Jammu for an official event.

A former minister flying serving ministers

is not a usual event. Rudy

stepped out to greet them, saying it was a privilege. Singh returned the
courtesy on X, calling it a privilege to be flown by “dear friend”, “es-
teemed senior” and “accomplished pilot”. Whether those words comfort-
ed Rudy — now regarded by many as operating on the margins of the

current regime — is anyone’s guess.

Rajiv Pratap Rudy: Flying low?

On the
back foot

porters of the BJP.
The House debated women'’s
issues for nearly 12 hours but failed

B The news of a tribal man from
Keonjhar, the home turf of Chief
Minister Mohan Charan Majhi, car-
rying his sister’s skeletal remains to

to reach any substantial conclusion.
Instead, the former CM, Naveen
Patnaik, seized the opportunity

to corner the Majhi government.
Calling the episode “shameful”,

the bank to withdraw money Patnaik said that Odisha’s
deposited in her name has ~ “head hangs in shame”.
put the BJP government on He added that the Majhi

the back foot. The Majhi
government, which has
sought to project itself as

government had no moral
ground to speak about wom-

. gs' en’s dignity when such an

achampion of women’s incident had taken place in
causes, had convened a ] / the CM’s own district, reflect-
special session of the P ~. = & ingwhatPatnaik called the
assembly on April . - - = 7~ “shocking state of affairs”
30tocornerthe  ~ N in Odisha.

Opposition ‘ i -
followingthe | f.

defeat of the | G/ Hot .
Constitution 4 topic

(131st ; \

Amendment) | \ . W The

Bill, 2026in ! ', Congress has
Parliament. l latched onto
The govern- \ the Supreme
ment also i > Court order
ensured that - ' granting
the assem- / anticipa-
bly gallery - .~ torybailto
was filledwith = =% ¢ . itspartylead-
women sup- r ‘| er, Pawan Khera, in

connection with the case registered
by the Assam Police for going after
the CM, Himanta Biswa Sarma.
The case is based on a complaint
filed by Sarma’s wife over Khera’s
allegations that she holds multiple
passports.

The Congress is especially harp-
ing on the SC’s observation about
the “unparliamentary remarks”
that Sarma made against Khera
for going after his wife. The Assam

Pradesh Congress Committee
president, Gaurav Gogoi, has
criticised Sarma’s conduct, while
claiming that “... Assam has had
to suffer his corruption and intimi-
dation for the last five years”.
Sarma too has hit out at the
Congress, asserting “this is just
the beginning, not the end”.
Going by the reaction and coun-
ter-reaction, it is clear that things
will only heat up after the results
of the state assembly polls are
declared on May 4.

Swift
escape

B The Bhagwant Mann-led Aam
Aadmi Party government in Punjab
has been criticised by its opponents
for misusing the state police to go
after its political adversaries and
the press. This strategy, which
mirrors the Centre’s alleged use

of investigative agencies, is said

to have been pushed by its former
MP, Sandeep Pathak, who recently
switched from the AAP to the BJP.
On Saturday, Pathak made a dramat-
ic escape just before an expected
visit by the Punjab police at his Delhi
residence to investigate two FIRs
under non-bailable sections against
him. He was seen by the TV crews
fleeing in an SUV through an alley
behind his Pandara Park home.
Before leaving, Pathak lashed out at
a TV camera, saying, “If any action
has been initiated against someone
like me, it only shows how scared
they are.”

Footnote

B In a dramatic turn of events, the Bombay High
Court this week deferred a matter for two decades,
directing that it not be heard before 2046. But
just a day later, the court recalled its order and
rescheduled the matter for July 15, 2026. The case
drew attention due to the long adjournment. In
the original order, the judge noted his irritation
with the parties and said that their ego fight clogs
the system, preventing the court from taking up
matters that deserve priority. The case concerns

a defamation suit between two senior citizens
which, according to the judge, can be worked out
by tendering an unconditional apology. “At any
cost, this matter should not be given priority on
the ground that the petitioners are senior citizens
or super senior citizens. It is expressly made clear
that this matter will not be taken up for hearing

before 2046,” the court had said.

Political
threads

HSir — To label The Devil
Wears Prada as mere
‘chick-lit’ is to overlook its
sharpest insight: fashion is
politics. The film dismantles
the illusion of neutrality,
most memorably through
Meryl Streep’s monologue,
which reveals how even an
ordinary sweater is the end

product of elite choices and
power structures. Clothing
signals class, ideology and
aspiration. The supposedly
‘apolitical’ jhola or kurta is
as curated as any runway
look. What we wear is never
incidental; it is coded, stra-
tegic and socially legible.
The film insists that fashion
is not peripheral to politics,
but one of its most visible
expressions.

Yashodhara Sen,
Calcutta

Heavy burden

B Sir — The sharpest ever
hike in commercial LPG
prices, arriving two days
after West Bengal’s elections
ended, is too neat a coinci-
dence to ignore (“Steep hike
in trade LPG price, eye on
fuel rates”, May 2). It cannot
be denied that global crude
prices at $126 and the West
Asia conflict are real pres-
sures, but honest govern-
ments communicate hard
truths before elections, not
right after. Hotels and small
businesses are being hit by a
Rs 993 hike in cylinder prices.
They will pass on costs to
consumers, belying the gov-
ernment’s promise of pro-
tecting domestic consumers.

K. Chidanand Kumar,
Bengaluru

B Sir — Following the rise

in jet fuel prices, it is now

the turn of commercial LPG
cylinders and autorickshaws
operating on LPG. Prices of
commercial cylinders have
risen by nearly Rs 1,000,
while LPG for autos is up

by about Rs 6.50 per litre.
Restaurants and caterers will
pass on the costs and au-
torickshaw drivers are likely
to raise fares, burdening mid-
dle-class commuters. A rise
in domestic LPG prices may
follow. While global crude
prices are a major factor,

increasing rates immediately
after elections appears polit-
ically convenient even if the
crisis itself is largely beyond
government control.

S. Balakrishnan,
Jamshedpur

consumers directly and
indirectly. It has sharply
increased operational costs
in the hospitality sector,
where commercial LPG is
unsubsidised. Many eateries
operating on thin margins
say the surge has disrupted
their cost structures. With
the wedding season at its
peak, households cannot
avoid such expenses, and
food prices have risen by up
t0 10%. Industry members
have urged the Centre and
state governments to offer
tax concessions or subsidies
to help the sector withstand
the crisis, protect jobs, and
ensure its survival.

Dimple Wadhawan,
Kanpur

Futile pursuit

B Sir — The human race,
even after millennia, seems
to be in pursuit of an elusive
happiness (“The pursuit of
happiness”, May 2). This
journey has been unending

with people finding them-
selves negotiating between
the twin poles of wealth and
poverty as the material world
changes relentlessly. It may
take ages for socio-econo-

Burdensome

M Sir — The sharp spike in
commercial LPG cylinder
prices is unreasonable.
Crores of small food busi-
nesses will bear the brunt

of this unprecedented hike.
Many small eateries have
already shut down, while oth-
ers have resorted to firewood.
The increase will have a cas-
cading effect, with hoteliers
likely to raise food prices.
This, in turn, will affect the
common man who depends
on affordable meals outside
the home.

S. Sankaranarayanan,
Chennai

M Sir — The commercial

LPG price hike will burden

mists to move away from
atrite idea of the gross do-
mestic product to grasp the
concept of the creation and
the distribution of happiness,
much less measure it. Our
sages have long preached
that when each one of us
begins to feel the pain of
another, true happiness
will be found. Development,
therefore, must lie as

much in human ethos as in
economics.

R.Narayanan,
Navi Mumbai
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Letters should be sent to:
The Telegraph
6 Prafulla Sarkar Street,
Calcutta 700001
ttedit@abp.in
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FDIpush

Insurance sector faces litmus test

a step aimed at liberalizing a traditionally cau-
fious domain, the Finance Ministry has notified
100% foreign direct investment (FDI) in the insur-
ance sector. Increased FDI can bring much-needed

apital into thisindustry. India'sinsurance penetra-
fion — the share of premiums in the country’s GDP —
wasg just 3.7 per cent in 2023-24 as well as 2024-25. The
ingurance density (per capita premium) rose marginally
from $95 to $97 during this period. These figures are low
compared to global standards, and foreign investment
can help bridge the gap by expanding outreach, improy-
g mirastructure and enabling companies to design
more diverse products. Global insurers often bring
advanced risk assessment tools, better technology and
managerial expertise, which can enhance efficiency and
customer service, This could ultimately benefit policy-
holders through competitive pricing, faster daim settle-
ment and imnovative offerings tailored to evolving needs.
However, a key concern is the potential erosion of
domestic control in a sensitive financial sectaor. Insur-
ance is closely linked to long-term savings and financial
security; excessive foreign dominance could expose the
sector to global market volatilities, There is also an
apprehension that profit repatriation by foreign firms
could limit the reinvestment of earnings within India.
Retaining the 20 per cent FDI ceiling for the Life Insur-
ance Carporation of India is a good mowve, but smaller
domestic insurers may struggle to compete with large
multinational corporations that possess deeper pockets
and established global networks. Thiscould lead to mar-
ket consolidation, reducing diversity in the lang run
Regulatory challenges may also intensify, as authorities
must ensure robust oversight to protect policyholders
while monitoring complex international operations.
Raising the FDI linmt from 74% to 100% is a baold
reformwiththe potential to transform the insurance sec-
tor Its success depends on pragmatic regulation, safe-
guarding national interests and ensuring that greater
investment translates into real gains for consumers.

Alert India

Quick response across states a challenge

IA's emergency architecture is entering a new
phase. The “Extremely Severe Alert” that rang out
across millions of phones on Saturday dunng a
nationmwide test by the National Disaster Mana gement

hority and the Department of Telecommunica-

tions was more than a technological trial. Using cell broad-
cast, messages can be pushed simultaneously toall devices

'OPINION-
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Time to revisit anti-defection law

Defectors must lose their seats even if the breakaway entity qualifies to be recognised as a separate party

P —,

ASHOK LAVASA
FORMER ELECTION COMMISSIONER

HE *“trmansmogrifica-

tion” of seven Rapya

sabha MPs(Members

of Padiament) of the

Aam Aadmi Party has
reignited the defection debate.
While this phenomenon mught
not be unique to India, it seems a
form of “soulsearching™ by peo-
ple mereasingly accused of not
possessing one. It represents the
art of being here today and there
tomomrow with the craft of doing it
with guile and without guilt.

Changing one's political beliefs
and affiliation should nomally
be treated as a process of © grow-
ing up"” politically due to achange
of heartorideclogical awakening.
Elected representatives are ‘jolt-
ed’ by therr conscence, smitten
by a realisation of ther leader's
“betrayal”’, and a desire for
betmothal with another party they
decried. Elegy and eulogy merge
into something hard to define
and difficult to understand.

The Constitution puarantees
liberty of thought and expres
sion and the right to form assock
ations. Then, why label this
“defection” a negative political
behaviour necessitating a law to
regulate such conduct? The
Constitution didnt deal with
defection origmally in its inno-

cent belief in the strength of

character of the political class,

I 'won't venture into the history
of defections in India, although I
served the state credited with the
origin of the species of Aoya
Ram, Gaya Ram. Haryvana gave
a ive demonstration of the Bha-
gavad Gita sermon of the soul
never dyving but changing form,
when the chief minister led his
cabinet to mutate by jorning
another party in 1930,

What bears elaboration , honwesy-

MEW INMNINGS : Raghav Chadha (centre) with Sandeep Pathak {left) and Ashok Mittal, The trio and four
other AAP MPs crossed over to the BIP recenthy. s

er, is while defection 15 undesir-
able, to act as per free will is fun-
damental to the concept of free-
dom. Many see the Tenth
Schedule of the Constitution,
mtroduced by the 52nd Amend-
ment Act (1985), and its subse-
quent modification by the 91st
Amendment Act{2008) as a deter-
rent to elected representatives
acting of their free will. The anti-
defection law was brought about
to ensure political stability by dis-
allowing the Uk-style *free-seat-
mg in Padiament. However, this
merely dissuaded solitary acts of
changing political loyvalties but
allowed wholesale transadtion,
originally one-third, moreased
later to two-thirds of the party
nside and outside the House,
The utilization in politics of the
effective trade practice of “bulk-
buying” reflects both a time-test-
ed market formula and a moral-
Iy resilient political culture. In
politics, bulk discount converts
nto a premium because those
who put themselves on offer
must ensure being bundled with
kindred souls in order to make
up the two-thirds. The umque
feature of this product is that
only two-thirds of the whaole is
sold; one-third is retained for a
possible resale, should aroum-

Werisk becominga
nation where riches
and cunning matter
more in politics than
being consistentand
scrupulous, and value
is preferred over values.

stances so warrant. The drcum-
stances could be created by the
“iInner voice” that scriptures
exhort us to hear or the senpted
“eadernal threat” that the mind
is trained to perceive,

Legal uminaries will now delve
into the nuances of law and the
litany of relevant judgments that
the Rajya Sabha Chairman
should have kept m view before
speedily sanctifying the transmo-
grified {mortified?) MPs. Hon-
ourable cowrts, persuaded by
leamed lawyers, muight uphold
the deasion. The days when peo-
ple in authority disagreed with

each other seem passé and moral-
ity seems an effete concem.

This 15 no comment on the
courts; this is how Laws have been
wntten, enabling the elected rep-
resentative to act in accordance
with the letter while abandoning
its spint It is an act of hubris
where dected representatives pre-
sumethat their switchover has the
endorsement of their voters,

What indeed is the spirit of
being elected? Is it in any way
affected by such change of loyal-
ties? Most candidates winning
elections belong to political par-
ties. Independent candidates
may make promises; they don't
write manifestos. Parties do;and
candidates winning on their
ticket are bound by their mani-
festos as they contest on a com-
mon symbol Where does it leave
defecting candidates who, after
elections, discand the support of
those who voted for them? They
were not the choice of those who
didn't vote for them and are
technically left without any sup-
port in their constituencies but
continue to be their elected rep-
resentatives. What kind of “rep-
resentation” is this?

It could be arpued that an indi-
vidual’s personal mfluence, no
matter which party, earns hinvher

popular support. That makes the
individual larger than the party,
undermining the raison d'étre of
political parties. After all, parties
representa certain political think-
mg or ideology; at least they are
meant to. While an individual
may suffer“pangs ofconscience”,
parties are not known to suffer
this malady, although there have
been instances of “mergers and
acquisitions”.  While  parties
“merge”, elected representatives
are “acquired” in the Indian polit-
weal marketplace.,

In such an enwvironment, why
should we be obsessed with mul-
tiplying the number of represen-
tatives because of a fictional
notion of being undermrepresent-
ed? Has anyone evaluated
whether smaller constituencies
are better served by elected repre-
sentatives than the larger ones?
Yet there 15 a furious debate on
delimitation to serve the abstract
prinaple of “One Vote, One Val-
ue”, A Parliamentary Committee
alsodeliberates on the avoidable
altemnative of “One Nation, One
Eledtion”, aimed at minimising
the interface between the elector
and the elected.

What 15 the sanctity of my vote
if the person [ elect has the free-
dom to discard it and embrace
the one that I rejected 7 It is time
the anti-defection law is revasit-
ed. Let the law not prohabit elect-
ed representatives from switch-
ing sides, but the MP/MLA must
g0 back tothe electors fora fresh
mandate, giving voters the
opportunity of soul-searching,

The splitting of a political party
is adifferent matter and must be
governed by the applicable law
for the formation of political par-
ties. Even if the party splits and
the breakaway entity qualifies to
be recognised as a separate party,
the elected representatives must
lose their seats, This would entail
a ‘wasteful’ exercise of repeated
elections, a cost a healthy democ-
racy must learn to afford. Other-
wise, we risk becoming a nation
where riches and cunning matter
mare in politics than being con-
sistent and scrupulous, and val-
ue s preferred over values,

in adefined area, bypassing congested networks and even
gilent modes. In disaster scenanos, that capability can
mean the difference between timely evacuation and chaos.

But early warning is only the firstlink inthe chain. Its
value depends onwhat follows. Here, the performance of
the Himachal Pradesh Police under the 112 Emergency
Response Support Systemisinstructive. With an average
response time of about three minutes 36 seconds and
minimal dispatch delays, it shows how integrated control
rooms, GPS-enabled patrols and streamlined call han-
dling can translate alerts into action. Such efficiency is
particularly aritical in terraing like Himachal's, where
geography often slows intervention. The broader lesson
is about integration. India now hasthe building blocks of
a modern emergency grid: a unified helpline (112), real-
fime alert capability and improved data-driven policing,
Yet, these systems do not operate uniformly. Response
times in many states remain significantly higher, reflect-
ing disparities in manpower, training and infrastructure.

Equally pressing is the communication gap. The
recent alert triggered confusion because citizens were
not adequately informed about test protocols or alert cat-
egories. Trustin such systems depends as much on pub-
lic awareness as on technological reliability. The way for-
ward lies in convergence and consistency. Standardising
response benchmarks, investing in local capaaty and
institutionalising public cutreach can turn scattered
gains into a nationwide safety net. The test alert was a
warning bell. It was more about preparedness.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

Che Tribune.
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Conciliation conference

JUDGIN G from the published report of the proceedings of the rep-
resentative conference oftthe Hindu, Mohammedan, Sikh and Mar-
wan communities, which was held in Caleutta on Fnday evening
underthechaimmanship ofthe Nawab Bahadur of Murshidabad “to
consider the situation arising out of the nots in Caleutta and to
devise measures to bring the two communities together” we are
afraid wecannot characten se the conference as otherthan afailure,
Enthusiastic speeches were no doubt delivered, regret expressed
forthe deplorable happenings and a comprehensive analysis of the
situation made by theleaders present on the oocasion; butit seems
to us from a perusal of the final resolutions, in which the entire
result of the deliberations of the conference was orystallised, that
nothing tangiblewas achieved by it. On the other hand. wefind that
somme useful and practical suggestions thrown out at the confer-
ence, such as those made by Dr Suhrawardy for the appointment
of a joint Advisory Board and a joint Conciliatory Board, were over-
looked; and the conference merely contented itself with resolving
to form a commuttee of Hindus and Mohamedans *to consider and
report as early as possible” as to the nature of the steps to be taken
to bring about a reconc hation between the two big communities in
Calrutta, Even thiswas left unfinished in the form of a“resolution”,
forthis commuittee was not actually formed and the names of mem-
bers who are to serve on it were left over to be “selected later and
announced at the nesxd meeting.”
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Defections are being encouraged. We should strengthen the anti-defection law. —MvenkaiahNaidu

Our fixation
with hierarchy

SHOBHIT MAHAJAN

1 HE had been standing for a while at the entrance to our
building, going through the list of occupants to find the
name of the person she wanted to meet. Iasked her who

she was lonking for and told her how to locate the room. And
then I saw the st and reabised why she had been so perplexed
It was not arranged alphabetically or even in the order of the
rooms on each floor, as would be logical. Instead. it was arranped
acoording to the seniarity of the occupants: Senior Professors,
followed by Professors, Associate Professors and then Assistant
Professors. After all, how could one even think of a Senior Pro-
fessor's name being below a “plebetan” Assistant Professor!

Years apgo, French sortologist Louis Dumont wrote a book on
the caste systemn called Homo Hiemmhicus, Although his
analysis was about the caste hierarchy, our love for hierarchy
transcends caste. This 18 most obvious in the government.
senior bureaucrats have the biggest moms complete with
phlush furnishings and a huge desk with an overszed comput-
er monitor that is rarely used. Outside, there 1sa big nameplate
and the mandatory peon to control access to the boss. And of
course, a red light to indicate whether the boss is busy:

A recent article about the fetish for herarchical symbols
desenibed an interesting anecdote recounted by Arun Shourie
Apparently, some juniorofficers in aministry had the termerity to
use redand green ink fortheir filenotings. Thiswas totally unac-
ceptable and the resulting debate about the hierarchical colour
coding of ink took more than a year to be sorted out. The wheels
of Indian bureaucrcy might move slowly, but they move surely!

Hierarchies are also communicated sermiotically. The sirens on
the vehicles of politicians as well as senior functionaries, the pilot
cars with pun-toting cops and the special plates mdicate hinw
mportant one is. From the mundane municipal counc llor to the
very important Assistant Viee President, RTT cell, XYZ party.

And then there is the toilet. Semor povernment officers typ-
ieally have anen suite toilet, If they are unhicky to get an office
without one, a tollet in the building is locked up for their exelu-
sive use, while the hot pollo use the regular, stinky one,

In my department, a particular toilet was used exdusively by
the HoD (head of department) for years. Then one day, the uni-
versity decided it was time to implement the constitutional man-
date of making all buildings friendly for the differently abled.
This inchuded a toilet which allowed wheelchair access. And the
only one in the building which fit the bill was being used by the
Head: it was remodelled to be used by the differently abled.

And so for some time, the Head had to fice the ignominy of using
the same totletas all of us — the staff and the students. This upset-
ting of the cosmic arder did not Listlon g — funds were sanctioned
and soon an aluminium cubicle was erected in his office and con-
verted into a toilet. The unverse might be moving towards more
disorder, but for us, hierarchical disorder is a stnct taboo.

The writer teaches physics at the University of Delln

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Electorate’s verdict will matter
Reter to ‘Soeam, doam, dand, bhed, SIR' (The
Crreat Game); one can mereasingly percetve the
BJIP's expansion efforts in both Punjab and West
Bengal through this framework In Punjab, per-
suasion {soam) s visible in BJF s attempt to proj-
ect itself as a viable alternative. The recent defec-
tions hint at deam, where political reali pnments
strengthen its legislative presence. Allegations by
rivals about the misuse of investigative agencies
reflect the dimension of dond. Mearwhile exqplont-
g divisions within Opposition ranksexemplifies
bhed. In Bengal, a similar pattemn has emerged
The BIPs sustained outreach, coupled with
sharp political palansation, underscores acalibrat-
ed strategy combining persuasion with division.
While these methods are not unique to any single
party, their increasing visibility raises questions
about the health of demormacy. Utimately: the
electorate’s verdict will determine whether such
strategies translate into political success

SAMNJAY CHOPRA, MOHALI

BJP's ideological agenda runs deep
Apropos of ‘Saam, doam, dand, bhed, SIR';
winning West Bengalisn't the ultimate goal of
the BJE, it wants to see the saffron flag in each
gtate, The BJP's aim is not just a Congress-
mukt Bharat but a wpaksh-viheen Bharat.
Engineering the defection of seven AAP MPs
is part of this thought. The party also wants to
dominate important mstitutions like the judi-
ciary, Election Commission and the media;
the BJP has made them vulnerable. The sue-
cess of the party’s carrotand-stick policy
serves its ideological agenda.

RAMESH GUPTA, NARWAMNA

Voters must raise debt concern
Refer to 'Defections red mw Punjab's political
battle lines’; while defections. alliances and
electoral arithmetic dominate public dis-
course in Punjab, there is a far more pressing
issue that all pohtical parties appear deter-
mined to sidestep. The state's outstanding
debtisexpected to reach Rs4.47 lakh crore by
the end of March 2027. This staggenng liabil-
ity 15 not merely a statistical concern; it 15 a
direct threat to Punjab’s economic sovereign-
ty and development. As citizens, we must
demand that every political party cleady state
its madmap for debt reduction.

MS KAPOOR, BY MAIL

Economic decisions must be fair
Refer to ‘Price politics”; while fluctuations
in global erude oil prices may justify period-
ic revisions, the timing — soon after elec-
tions — invites serutiny. Small businesses,
street vendors and local eateries operate on
thin margins and will inevitably pass on the
rising costs to consumers. This is likely to
result in a gradual increase in food prices,
affedting citizens in an indirect yet signifi-
cant manner. Such selective pricing deci-
sions risk creating a perception that eco-
nomic policies are aligned with electoral
convenience rather than consistent and
transparent market principles. This can
weaken public trust and raise doubts about
policy fairness. Economic measures must
not only be justified but also be fair,
VARTIKA SRIVASTAVA, BY MAIL

Admn's laxity leads to mishaps
OnApril 10, a boat capsized in the Yamuna near
Vrindavan, killing 16 pilgrims. On April 30, a
Madhva Pradesh tounsm crise boat over-
turned near Jabalpur killing at keast 13 tourists.
A 2T-year-old techie died in January after his
car plunged into an uncovered water-filled
construction pit n Noida. A 2b-year-old Della
resident died in Bsbruary after his motoreycle
fell into an unsecured 15-ft-deep pit. All these
incidents are not mere acadents, but a reflec-
tion of the lackadaisical attitude of admini stra-
tion charactensed by negligence and greed.
People pay huge taxes that are mandatory to
ensure essential infrastructure and public
services, Innocent people keep losing their
lives because officials failin their pimary duty
of protecting lives of atzens.

GURPREET 5. MALHOTRA, MOHALI

Blaring phone alarm not advisable
The government's trial of blaring phone
sirens to alert public for weather and disaster
warnings 15 a case of cure which is worse than
the disease. A phone siren doesn't save life. It
can give a sudden heart attack to an eldedy
person, wake up skeepmg infants, panic
patients and cause road accidents. Disaster
warning should calm down people, not create
panic. Instead vibration plus a pop-up mes-
sage with colour code can be used, accompa-
nied by a 30-second audio message.,

CAPT AMAR JEET KUMAR (RETD), KHARAR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, shoukd not exceed the 200-wond limit.
These shoukd be cogently writlen and can be sent by e-mail te: Leters@tribunemall.com
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HE recent bomb

blast on the Delhi-

Amritsar  freight

corridor in  the

shambhu-Rajpu-
ra area mn Patiala distriet,
allegedly by a radialised pro-
Ehalistani module, along
with recent attacks on police
gtations, signals  troubling
tirmes ahead. Incidentally, the
blast marks the 40th annmver-
sary of the first time that
“Khahstan” was declared.
Punjab, once among India's
most pmsperous and dynam-
i states, 15 again at a cmss-
mads, facing a renewed phase
of instability.

The present situation is the
result of the criminal neglect
of ruling parties since 1992,
when normaley was restored
in the state. Successive gov-
emments, induding the pres-
ent one, have failed to address
the deep-rooted structural
crises that emerged from the
Green Revolution as well as
terrorist violence from 1978 to
892, Together, these develop-
ments disrupted the state’s
development trajectory
because of the insensitive
and rrresponsible behaviour
of successve governments.
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KP NAYAR
STRATEGIC ANALYST

HE et of the

United Amb Emi-

rates (UAE) from

the Orpanisation

of Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC)
has a long and chequered his-
tory. It renders the rejoiang
in India over Abu Dhabi's
dedsion premature and sim-
plistic. Abu Dhabi joined
OPEC as an indnidual emi-
ratein 1967 and continued as
a member after the UAE was
formedin 1971, The UAE zel-
dom stuck to its OPEC pro-
duction ceiling from the early

years of 1ts membership of

the cartel

Unlike today, Dubai wasnot
a tourism destination in the
19705 and oil produced by the
Dubai Petroleum Company

wias an important soune of

mcome for the emirate, Dubai
sold most of its oil in the spot
market and refused to adhere
to OPEC quotas imposed on
the UAE. The nascent federa-
tion was not strong enough
then to enforce its collectve
will on constituent emirates.
Therefore, it 15 mportant
for those who make India’s oil
policy to note that within
OPEC — or now outside it —

At the same time, the unre-
solved issues of undivided
Punjab continued to expose
undedwving fault lines across
political and social spheres,
leading to volatile situations,

After more than a decade of
violence, which demolished
the wvery spirit of Punjab,
there was a ghimmer of hope
that the old glory of the state
would be revived when nor-
malcy returned in 1992-093.

Punjab and its people have
borne the brunt of prolon ged
mstability — due to large-
scale killings by both state
and non-state actors, invohin-
tary migrations, human
rights wviolations, dysfunc-
tional health, education and
panchayati ra) systems, flight
of ndustry, draconian laws
gFving unhmited powers to
security forees and bans on
political activities for kng
periods, which paralysed the
system as awhole,

Ordinary people have suf-
fered the most at the hands
of both state and non-state
actors. In the terrorism
vears, the popular reading
was that security forees niled
the state during the day and
non-state actors, that 15, miki-
tants at night.

The decline of temonsm
raised hopes of a durable
peace and heralded a newera
of warmth and friendliness,
Positive signs returned even
as unwelcome fnnge activi-
ties continued. We believed
there would be lasting peace.

More than 34 vears have
passed since eledted govems-
ments have ruled with a clear

OPED
Echoes of Punjab’s troubled past reappear
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INSTABILITY : The milway track bomb blastin Patiala signals troubling times ahead. aa

rnandate. But no government
has been able to resolve the
structural problems that have
plagued the state sinee the
1980s. Though the Beant
Singh govemment, which
came to powerin 1992, curbed
militancy, 1t was at the cost of
senous human rights oon-
cerns, comruption and exoess-
es of secunty forces, When he
was assassinated in Aupust
1995, it signalled that peace in
the state was fragile.

The Assembly elections
that followed, in 1997, saw a
turnout of 69%. It was for the
first time that a non-Congress
government — the SAD-BJP
coalition — completed its full
term. The alliance govern-
ment made many promisesto
the people. These included,
providing justice to the vic-

The inability of
sLccessive
governments to
[dLLlE the real issues
have steadily
eroded public trust
in institutions and
governance.

tims of violence; a corruption-
free and people-oriented goy-
ernment; and bringing the
economy and polity back on
track in the state. Instead, it
shifted towards populist poli-
cies and indiscriminate distn-
bution of freebies.

This has become the norm
for successive governments,
mduding the present one
The 1mpact of such polices
has pushed Punjab to being
one of the highest indebted
gtates in India,

Arcording to one estimate,
the debt hability of the state
government is projected at
Rs4 07 lakh crore at the end
of the current fiscal vear as
against Rs 4.47 lakh crore 1n
March 2026, This would be a
debt-to-GSDP ratio of over
45%. Such mounting debt

severely constrains
state’s developme I!'IT.d]
capacity:

In addition, whenever poli-
ties of populism faded, naling
parties have often invoked
parochial and religious senti-
ments to divert public atten-
tion from core issues. Some
other mportant features of
state politics are: vendetta
politics, extra-constitutional
halga me-charges, faction
fighting within political par-
ties, a lack of consensus on
common 1ssues, and fights
over petty ssues which often
cause public disruptions in
policy implementation and
admimstration.

The result of such politics
has been worsening public
distress, religious fanaticism
and intolerance and a steady
erosion of political eredibility
and leadership standards.

Incontrast, the major 1ssues
of people in the elections
since 1997, as per the pre-and
post-poll election  studies
done in the state by Loknitz,
were: socio-economic devel-
opment, employment, good
governance, check on corrup-
tion and law and order, But
povernments have largely
neglected these core gover-
nance priorities and, instead,
brought religious and emo-
tional issues to the centre of
their politics.

An indifferent education
gystern and illiteracy are con-
ducive factors for regressive
forces. Arcording to the 2011
Census, one-fourth of Pun-
jabs population is dhterate;
even among the litemte,

India mustlook beyond UAEs OPEC exit

the UAESs membership has
seldom made much differ-
ence to the cartel. Rankings,
production percentages and
similar parameters are irrele-
vant in this context. That 1s
why India's notion that
OPEC will be crippled
because of last week's UAE
decasion to quit the organisa-
tion is not founded in fact.

In 1982, when Mana Saeed
Al Otaiba, the UAEs first
Mimster for Petroleum and
Mineral Resourees, returned
horme from Vienna after pre-
siding over the G3rd OPEC
Ministerial Conference, he
called this writer and two oth-
er Dubai-based joumalists for
a conversation. When we
asked about the meeting, he
made a shrug-like gesture
with both palms open
upward, indicating that if the
conference had any outeome,
he did not comprehend it.

He then took out two sheets
of the OPEC note paper, which
had doodles on both pages.
Otaiba, who was a prolific poet
even before he became a min-
ister at the age of 25, was
knomam to doodle orwrite poet-
ry duringthe OPEC meetings
to idle away his time in atten-
dance, Otatba hasto his credit
a vast repertomre of poetry, fic-
tion and scholarly books on
Arabia’s petroleum industry.

A vear later, returning from
the London OPEC Ministeri-
al Conference, Otaiba showed
us, the same three journalists,
apoem he had written during
that kong meeting. The poem,
m part, read as follows:
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FICTIOMAL: The notion that OPEC will be crippled because of UAE 'sdecision to guit is not true. ReuTers

"Tam truly trouwbled,

Andwith OPEC distressed,

OPECS crisis no longer sup-
pressed,

The marcet 15 stagnant,

The pruwe of crude ol
depressed.

We called for a London
meeting

As the morket was erplosive,

The solution must be com-
prehensive,

atrength is now impemtive,

Let production have a ceil-
g,

aince luck 15 surely offen-
give”

These anecdotes are impor-
tant now because Otaiba's
dondling and poetry reflected
disdain for OPEC. Oil indus-
try historians will aver that
the UAE nearly quit the cartel
on several orcasions,

The path for OPEC was nev-
er smooth, It faced hitter
break-ups many times, In the
first five months of 1986,
OPEC held four contentious

Remember that
Abu Dhabi doesn't
make its energy
policies to suit India.

ministerial meetngs to dis-
cuss production ceilings for its
members. In the preceding 12
months, OPEC mimisters met
eighttimes. Otaiba walked out
of at least one of these meet-
mgs in Geneva. According to
records maintained by the US
government’s Energy Infor-
mation Admmistration,
OPECs disagreements
pushed down ol prices to
#9.25 a barrel that vear from a
high of $24.51 in 1985.

But OPEC did not fold up.
There 15 no reason to believe
that the UAE's departure will
be a fatal blow for the cartel
And it i unreasonable to
expect that unless a day
dawns when viable alterna-
tives to oil are in currency,
crude pnces will ever again
go down to §9.20 because
OPEC is at war with itself,

Last week, in the evolving
Elobal energy scenario, India
appeared to be setting much
store by its close friendship

with the TUAE. Public dis-
course must dispel any
impression that Abu Dhaba
makes its energy policies to
suit Imdia. It crafts polices
that are meant to protect its
vital interests. Evervthing
else is secondary.

There is also msufficient
understanding in India that
Abu Dhabi’s energy organi-
sation sector 5 not 4 mono-
lith. It has not been since the
mid-1970s, when the Min-
istry for Petroleum and the
Abu Dhabi National Oil Com-
pany (ADNOC) were separat-
ed. The ADNOC became
responsible for oil and gas
operations while the ministry
decided oil polices.

In a rare interview in the
19805, DMahmoud Hamrm
Krouha, a self-effacing Alger-
ian who set up the ADNOC
and was its first General Man-
ager, told me that his mission
was to double Abu Dhabi's oil
production through new
drilling. This did not exactly
square with the thinking
within the ministry, which
worried about overcapaaty.

The bifurcation exists to
this day Krouha's successor
now 15 technocorat Sultan Al
Jaber, who has the dual titles
of Group CEO and Managing
Director of the ADNOC. India
engages with Al Jaber regu-
lady, but it is imperative that
India should be dear about
what it now wants from the
UAE in the context of its post-
OPEC energy policies.

What are the emerging con-
tours of these policdes? Until

many lack the skills needed
to meet contemporary eco-
nomic challen pges.

The inability of successive
governments to tackle the
real 1ssues, the overwhelming
role of the bureaucracy, the

stapgnation and decline of

agriculture, centralised party
structures, religious ssues
taking central space in poli
ties, ete, have steadily eroded
public trust in mstitutions
and govemandce,

The post-1992 polities in the
state led to a rise of religious
radicalism and gangsterism,
tarFeted kilings, estortions,
uncontrolled drug  supply,
human rights violations, law
and order problem, unem-
ployment,
vouth, rising economic dis-
panties, pobtical vendetta
and corruption.

Now, the fear of the revival
of relipious radicalism and
its neaais with gangsterism,
with global implications, has
created a sense of insecurity,
particularly in the country-
gide. Life coming to a stand-
still after sunset in many

rural areas 15 a reminder of

the times of the 1980s and
earky 1990s.

Now the big question is:
Can Punjab come out of this
vicious cvele of decline and
uncertainty? The answer 1s
yes if a pro-people leader /
party displays genuine will
to resolve the structural
1ssues that have beset the
state. Punjab has ovemome
gfrave crises before, but
recovery now demands polit-
ical will, not rhetoric,

the ongong military standoff

between the US and Irman
ends and solutions to stick-
ing points between them are
found. the TAE's goodbyve to
OPEC will not make an ota
of difference to energy-con-
suming countnes like India.
How long that will take is
ARYONEe s Fess.

Hardly any crude passes
thmough the Strait of Homue
now because of the standoff,
The only outlet for the UAEs
oil exports now 15 through its
constituentemirateof Fajamrah
that bypasses the Straitof Hor-
muz. But the pipeline to
Fujairah port can handle only
1.8 milben bamels per day
How nuch of this volume will
the UAE export to India, which
15 only one of its gflobal cus-
tomers? Has India factored
this erifical limitation into its
caleulations about the TAE?

Ultimatedy, the Emiratis and
saudis are "brothers” while the
Indians, Chinese or Japanese
are their “friends” Despite
brotherly bickernng, the UAE
and Saudi Arabia are con-
jomed twins. Their latest
annual non-oil trade totalled
&41 3bilbion, accoding to TAE
government fipures.

The TAE is the second
biggest foreipn direct investor
in the kingdom while Saudi
imvestments in the TAE are
worth $4.3 billion, Like a sud-
den boveott of Qatar by three
Gulf countnes ended unex-
pectedly, the UAE-Saudi rift
will also heal at some point.
India must bear that in mind
while making its policies,

migration of
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King’s speech

hen King Charles III rose to address the US

Congress, the setting suggested a ceremony. The

substance suggested something closer to

intervention. At a time when the relationship
between Washington and London is strained over divergent
approaches to the conflict in West Asia, the speech functioned
less as a tribute to history and more as an attempt to quietly
recalibrate the present.

The most striking feature was not what was said outright, but
how it was framed. By acknowledging disagreement ~ without
dramatizing it ~ the King signalled that divergence between
allies is no longer an exception but a condition. This is a subtle
but important shift. For decades, the so-called “special
relationship” rested on the presumption of alignment, even
when policy differences existed beneath the surface. That
presumption now appears thinner, requiring active
reinforcement rather than nostalgic invocation.

His references to constitutional traditions ~ rooted in the
Magna Carta and echoed in American governance ~ carried a
second, more delicate layer. In a chamber marked by partisan
tension and in the political shadow of President Donald Trump,
the emphasis on checks and balances landed with considerable
force. It is rare for a visiting head of state, especially a
constitutional monarch, to appear to comment ~ however
obliquely ~ on the internal dynamics of American power. Yet
the message was clear enough to be heard differently across the
aisle: as affirmation by some, as unease by others.

This dual reception points to a deeper reality. The
transatlantic alliance is no longer insulated from domestic
political currents within the United States. Where once foreign
partners could engage a relatively stable institutional
consensus, they must now navigate a more volatile landscape
in which alliances themselves are contested terrain. The King’s
speech acknowledged this without naming it, an exercise in
diplomatic precision.

Even the carefully deployed humour carried purpose,
softening difficult messages while preserving their edge. In
diplomacy, tone is often substance, and levity can make
uncomfortable truths easier to absorb.

At the same time, the reaffirmation of shared security
commitments ~ particularly through NATO ~ served as a
reminder that strategic necessity still underpins the
relationship. Intelligence sharing, military cooperation, and
collective defence remain intact, even as political trust shows
signs of strain. This is the paradox of the current moment:
structural interdependence coexisting with episodic discord.

Equally telling were the silences. The decision to avoid direct
reference to figures like Jeffrey Epstein, despite their relevance
to public debate, underscored the limits of what such a
platform can accommodate. Diplomacy, by its nature, selects its
battles carefully.

In the end, the speech did not seek to resolve tensions; it
sought to manage them. Its achievement lay in lowering the
temperature without pretending that the fever has broken.
What emerged was a portrait of an alliance that endures not
because it is effortless, but because both sides recognise the
cost of letting it fray further.

Proof of Death

n a village in Odisha, a man arrived at a bank carrying what

no institution expects to confront: the skeletal remains of

his sister. The act was shocking, even grotesque. But it was

also, in a perverse way, logical ~ a desperate attempt to
translate lived reality into a form legible to a system that
recognises only documents, not circumstances.

India’s banking expansion over the past decade, accelerated
by schemes like the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana, has been
celebrated as a triumph of financial inclusion. Millions now
possess accounts, debit cards, and a nominal foothold in the
formal economy. Yet access to an account is not the same as
access to one’s money. The distance between the two is
measured not just in paperwork, but in literacy, mobility, and
administrative empathy.

When an account holder dies without naming a nominee, the
system defaults to caution. Banks are bound by rules requiring
death certificates and proof of legal heirship. These are not
arbitrary hurdles; they are safeguards against fraud. But
safeguards become barriers when the state fails to ensure that
citizens can realistically meet them. In large parts of rural India,
obtaining a death certificate can take weeks, even months.
Legal heirship is often a maze of local verification and
bureaucratic delay.

What emerges is a pattern familiar across public services:
formal compliance paired with informal exclusion. The system
functions, but only for those equipped to navigate it. For
everyone else, it produces frustration, indignity, and,
occasionally, acts of extreme protest that force attention.

This is not merely a banking failure. It is a governance failure.
The Indian state has, for years, emphasized digitisation ~
linking accounts to Aadhaar, promoting direct benefit transfers,
and reducing leakages.

But digitisation presumes a baseline of documentation and
procedural awareness that cannot be taken for granted. Without
parallel investment in last-mile administrative support,
technology risks hardening the very exclusions it aims to
eliminate.

The man’s act also exposes a deeper institutional instinct: to
respond only when embarrassment becomes public. It was only
after outrage spread that officials expedited documents and
released the funds. This reactive governance creates a
dangerous precedent, one where dignity depends not on rights,
but on visibility.

There is an alternative. Banks and local administrations
could adopt simplified protocols for low-value accounts, deploy
field officers to verify deaths in remote areas, and proactively
assist families in completing formalities. None of this requires
dismantling safeguards; it requires adapting them to context.

The incident in Odisha should not be dismissed as an
aberration or reduced to a viral spectacle. It is a warning,
Financial inclusion cannot end at account opening. It must
extend to usability, accessibility, and dignity.

Otherwise, the system risks demanding proof of death in
forms so rigid that the living are driven to the unthinkable just
to be heard.
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The Arms Seller

Japan'sbandwidthisdefined by
itsstrongtechnological basebut
simplyliftingthebanwillnotbe
enough. Japanesecompanies
needtobebackedbyliberal
financialsupportsothatthose
companiescanhavethe
confidencetoinvestforthelong
term,andactivelyremain
relevanttooverseas markets.
Without suchgovernment
backing, thecompanies may be
hesitanttoremaininvested

he big news from Tokyo is that the

Japanese Diet on 21 April sharply

eased its arms export rules,

allowing in principle the overseas
transfer of finished defence equipment,
including lethal weapons. This change in
policy is being widely seen in the region as
a break from the country’s long-standing
post-war restraints.

The decision revises the Three Principles
on Transfer of Defence Equipment and
Technology and their implementation
guidelines. This would mean the government
now accords a significant push to the arms
industry, whose demand, scale, and sustained
state backing shall now remain in focus.

The change in the policy removed a
framework that had limited exports to five
non-combat categories, and now broadens
the scope for overseas sales of complete
systems, parts, and related technologies.

As a next step, the government of
Sanae Takaichi is likely to create a new
interagency framework involving senior
officials from the defence and relevant
ministries to strengthenits ability to promote
weapon exports. Takaichi reasoned that no
single country can protect its own peace
and security alone, and partner countries
that support each other defence equipment
are necessary.

In concrete terms, what would the new
rules allow? With the new guidelines, Japan
will scrap restrictions that had limited
exports to five categories, including rescue,
transport, warning, surveillance, and
minesweeping. This means that exports of
items classified as weapons under Japanese
law, including warships and missiles, will in
principle be allowed.

In further clarification, defence equipment
will now be classified into weapons and
non-weapons categories depending on
whether they have lethal or destructive

I Koo

capability. Non-weapons such as air-surveillance
radar will face no destination restrictions,
while exports classified as weapons will be
limited to countries that have signed defense
equipment and technology transfer
agreements with Japan. So far, Tokyo
has signed such agreements with 17
countries, including one with India.

Under the existing rules, exports of
weapons to countries engaged in active
armed combat remained prohibited. The
revised policy allows exceptions under
‘special circumstances” tied toa country’s
security needs.Japan’s National Security
Council (NSC) isauthorised to determine
ifexport of weapons would be legitimate.
Based onits authorisation, the government
shallissue the notification for exports to
take place.

Asifonafast-track mode, within days
of the declaration of the new arms exports
guidelines,Japan finalised with Australia
contracts for a major frigate deal under
which Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (MHI)
will supply upgraded Mogami-class
warships, making this one of Japan's most
significant post-war arms deals. The
Mogami-class frigate serves as the base
design for the joint Japan-Australia
development of the Australian Royal Navy’s
next-generation frigate.

The push by Japan’s defence industry is
not sudden; it was building for several years.
In November 2023, Japan’s defence ministry
announced the delivery of the first air-surveillance
radar system to the Philippines under a
2020 contract.

Also, under then Prime Minister Fumio
Kishida’s government, Japan in December
2023 had eased export restrictions to

allow Japan-made Patriot missiles to be
shipped to the US, helping Washington
replenish stocks as it aided Ukraine to fight
against Russia. There are other examples
as well. Japan had plans to
expand its participation in
high-end defence
manufacturing, A key example
is the Global Combat Air
Program, ajoint project with
Britain and Italy to develop
a next-generation fighter,
partof Tokyo's push to build
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PANDA advanced military technology
through new strategic

The writer is partnerships.
former ICCR Does it mean that Japan
Chair should be sitting in
Professor at self-glorification basking on
Reitaku its laurels? That cannot be
University, the case because as the Iran
Japan war demonstrated, weapons

stockpiles can be exhausted
rapidly, while restocking
them can take years.

Moreover, Japan is a late entrant to the
business of weapons cooperation and exports,
and is way behind established producers
like the US and neighbouring South Korea
with limited manufacturing capacity.
Japanese companies would be reluctant to
commit to a business especially if demand
is uncertain.

True, Japan’'s bandwidth is defined by its
strong technological base but simply lifting
the ban will not be enough. Japanese
companies need to be backed by liberal
financial support so that those companies
can have the confidence to invest for the
long term, and actively remain relevant to

overseas markets. Without such government
backing, the companies may be hesitant to
remain invested.

The prospective importers of Japanese
weapons also need to test the efficacy of
Japanese assets as these are not widely
tested in the battlefield because of the long
period of ban in place, until its recent
relaxation. But given the Japanese deep
business culture, any bilateral or multilateral
defence collaboration would lead to a win-win
situation for both sides.

The Takaichi government is already on
anoverdrive in the weapons exports business.
The government entered the lethal weapons
export business after lifting the ban on 21
April by revising the Three Principles on
the Transfer of Defense Equipment and
Technology by clinching the Mogami-class
frigate deal with Australia.

The following day, the Prime Minister
started pitching military equipment and
spoke with New Zealand Prime Minister
Christopher Luxon appraising him about
lifting Japan’s ban on arms exports. Luxon
welcomed Japan's move and showed interest
in the Mogami-class frigate.

Takaichi strongly feels that defense
equipment transfers would enhance the
capabilities of like-minded countries, thereby
securing Japan’s own security. She intends
to actively pursue sales talks with all 17
nations with whom Japan has defence
cooperation agreements.

Besides Australia, Britain and Italy, Japan
hasalso transferred used MSDF Abukuma-class
destroyer escorts to the Philippines. The
longer-term objective is to keep China in
check. Japan has further plans to expand
deeper cooperation with the Philippines.

An anthropological perspective on development in Nepal

ince the 1950s, ‘development’ has

become one of the most powerful

ideas shaping Nepal’s socio-

politicalimagination and everyday
life. From policy dialogues to tea-shop
conversations, the language of bikas
permeates how progress is understood
and measured.

Over the decades, the Nepali state has
implemented a wide range of development
plans, supported by substantial bilateral
and multilateral assistance.

Yet, even by standard measures, the
outcomes have been mixed. Nepal has
achieved tangible gains ~ rising income,
lower child mortality, improved literacy,
better maternal health and longer life
expectancy.

But it continues to rank among the
poorer countries in Asia despite the
upcoming LDC graduation, with persistent
and shifting forms of inequality. More
importantly, Nepal's development has

been largely driven by people’s own efforts
for survival,including millions
of migrant workers who send
remittances home, the role of
SMESs, and contributions from
agriculture.

In this

offers a nuanced perspective
to understand the many
complexities, contradictions and anomalies
that characterise Nepal’s development.
In Nepal, roads, hydropower projects
and telecommunications infrastructure
symbolise modernity.In many rural areas,
the arrival of a road is seen as the arrival
of bikas. Yet these projects can also create
land disputes and environmental impacts,
and limit access to resources and benefits.
Therefore, development is not only
experienced as a promise, but also as
something that can lead to disagreement
and conflict. Perhaps, the most striking

Letters To The Editor | <] editor@thestatesman.com

Symbolism

Sir, When Prime Minister Narendra Modi
inaugurated the 594-km Ganga Expressway
on Wednesday, the symbolism was unmistakable
~ another milestone in India’s accelerating
infrastructure push. But beyond the optics
of scale and speed lies a deeper question:
can a highway fundamentally alter the
economic trajectory of a state as vast and
complex as Uttar Pradesh?

For decades, the state’s development has
beenuneven, with the industrialised western
belt far outpacing the largely agrarian east.
By linking Meerut to Prayagraj across 12
districts, the Ganga Expressway is being
projected not merely as a mobility upgrade
but as an instrument of economic correction.
Cutting travel time from 10-12 hours to about
6-8 hoursis significant, but the real ambition
lies in compressing economic distance -
bringing markets, labour, and capital into
closer alignment.

Ultimately, the Ganga Expressway
represents more than a highway - it is a test
of whether India can execute integrated,
corridor-led growth at scale. Its success will
not be measured merely by traffic volumes

or reduced travel time, but by the ecosystems
it builds: industries that generate employment,
logistics networks that enhance efficiency,
and regions that move closer to parity.

If even a part of its ambitious vision
materialises, the expressway may indeed
redraw Uttar Pradesh’s growth map ~ not
just connecting cities, but connecting
opportunity itself.

Yours, etc., Khokan Das,
Kolkata, 30 April.

Turncoats

Sir, This has reference to the article
‘Jumping Ship” by Bhopinder Singh published
today. The much-needed Rajya Sabha boost
tothe BJP provided by the dramatic defection
of seven AAP MPs to the BJP and the

epaper.thestatesman.com
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Of The
context, an A N N
‘anthropology of development’

ALlA HEWS HETWDRE

anthropological insight is that bikas is as
deeply a local aspiration as it is an
external imposition. For many Nepalis,
bikas represents access to education,
health services, roads, connectivity,
employment opportunities, global
connectivity, etc. These are not trivial
aspirations. They are fundamentally
about dignity, security and the
possibility of a viable life.

Atthe sametime, developmentis often
associated with corruption, unfinished
projects, dependency, persistent inequality
and the growing disconnect between
policy priorities and lived realities. The
duality of bikas as both hope and
disappointment defines the cultural life
of development in Nepal.

The dominant way of seeing development
in Nepal is essentially economic and
technical. Within this frame, development
means rising GDP, falling poverty rates,
expanding access to services, and is

expressed through the Human Development
Index, SDG indicators and randomised
controlled trials.

Anthropologists have long argued that
development must be understood not
just as policy but also as a force that
shapes everyday life through power,
relations and experiences ~ different actors
understand development in different ways
and don’t have equal ability to shape
what actually happens on the ground.
Anthropological studies on Nepal have
highlighted the multiple effects of
development.

Onone hand, Professor of Anthropology
Stacy Pigg’s influential work “Inventing
Social Categories Through Place: Social
Representations and Development in
Nepal” shows how bikas has become a
powerful cultural category, transforming
not only material conditions, but also
reshapingidentities, aspirations and social
geographies of modern life.

supersonic speed of acceptance of the merger
by the Rajya Sabha Chairman C PRadhakrishnan,
reducing AAP’s strength to three members,
does not fool anybody. Such a development
subverts the people’s verdict and erodes
diminishing public trust in people’s
representatives.

Betrayal by a party’s most trusted lieutenants
and their chicanery to fulfil personal or
coterie interests has become part of our
democratic polity. It shocks everyone that
Raghav Chadha, the Brutasian boss of the
clique of dissenters, has been biding his
time to get the best bargains and deliver the
deadly blow to AAP’s ambitious Caesar.

True, everyone “reserves the right” to be
a turncoat. So do Chadha and his followers.
But what shocks us most is when someone
soeager to break ranks has been masquerading
as a loyalist.

It confuses the public as much as when a
respected Chandrababu Naidu or a much
admired NItish Kumar embrace their
long-avowed political adversaries or when
turncoats like Himanta Biswa Sarma and
Suvendu Adhikari abandon ship and become
achief minister or a chief ministerial aspirant.

Evidently, all turncoats in our country

don’t have to turn tail. Thanks to the proverbial
weakness of public memory, and their infinite
capacity to forget and forgive, some defectors
find themselves reincarnated as most favoured
faces in the political landscape. It accounts
for the ever-growing popularity of the practice
of defection, with political morality taking

a backseat.
Yours, etc., Ardhendu Chatterjee,
Durgapur, 29 April.

Ripples

Sir, Apropos “Can positivity ever go viral?”,
published today, the article rightly notes
that negativity travels faster than positivity.
Yet, counter-currents do emerge. When racial
attacks on Indians surfaced in 2008, Steve
Jobs engaged warmly, even playing cricket
with Indian students, offering symbolic
reassurance.

Similarly, the Pink Whale Challenge arose
to counter the toxic Blue Whale Challenge.
Positivity may lack virality, but with intent
and imagination, it can still create ripples
that endure beyond outrage cycles.

Yours, etc., Harsh Pawaria,
Rohtak, 30 April.
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When justice becomes a mirage

KRISHAN KUMAR CHUGH

s a child, I played a game

called 'Saap Seeri' (Snakes

and Ladders). It was a

simple pursuit: except for
an occasion or two - having not
mastered the "art of throwing dice"
- I climbed the ladders of progress
only to be swallowed by a snake
that pulled me back to the threshold.
No more a child, I have meandered
through the circuitous routes and
sharp curves of a journey spanning
72 years and 6 months. Having
served the Government of India for
40 years, I retired on 30 September
2013. Post-retirement, when most
would have preferred the tranquillity
of morning walks and afternoon
siestas, [ remained in the arena as a
guest faculty and a National Facilitator
for Ethics and Values in Public
Governance - a subject very close
to my heart.

I spent years in classrooms
interacting with the future of our
bureaucracy. We spoke with pride
of our cricket team winning the
World Cup, the legacy of Sardar
Patel, our landing on the moon, and
our commitment to becoming the
world’s third-largest economy. Above
all, we spoke of a Constitution that
owes its origin to "We, the People,"
securing justice - social, economic,
and political - to every Indian. Yet,
lamenting the huge gap between
preaching and practicing, I did not
mince words regarding the casual
approach to disposal.

I spoke of the RTI Act, 2005, the
strengthening of CPGRAMS, and
the creation of Tribunals for "speedy”
justice. Yet, after throwing the dice
in various forums, a citizen often
finds himself back at the beginning
of the board. What I am sharing
hereis not a figment of imagination;
it is a sobering reality.

Apart from the classroom and
now courtroom, I have been actively

taking up issues with the Delhi
Police, MCD, and DDA. The 30-day
mandate for RTI applications and
45-day deadlines for appeals very
often lead to a prolonged wait in
the Central Information Commission
or vague answers that force people
to either reconcile with the status
quo or gasp for breath as the length
of delay is no longer measured in
yards, but in miles. Exceptions apart,
this rot has gone deep into the veins
of those who created the guidelines
and those tasked with adjudicating
upon them.

I open three chapters from my
life to illustrate these institutional
failures:

« The CAT Mirage: In 2019, I
submitted an inquiry report as an
Inquiry Officer. Per DoPT guidelines,
50 per cent of the honorarium is
payable upon submission and the
remaining 50 per cent within 45
days. Met with casual silence, I
wondered if the fruits of my labour
would ever manifest. Donning my
black robes at age 70, I knocked on
the door of the Central Administrative
Tribunal (CAT). In an apparent hurry
toadd toits tally of “disposed cases,”
the Bench disposed of my OA at the
admission stage by granting the
respondents another 45-day ladder
to pass a “speaking order.”

When that, too, was met with silence,
I filed a Contempt Petition. At the
hearing on 7 April 2026, 1 encountered
another “snake”: while the Tribunal
granted the Respondents a mere
four weeks to respond, it adjourned
the matter to 8 July 2026. By doing
so, it created a two-month cushion
of unaccountability, ensuring that
the “Speedy Justice” promised to a
72-year-old remains suspended in
a vacuum of dates and diaries.

« The Police Silence: Unable to
bear noise pollution and unauthorized
parking, I sent an email to the
Commissioner of Police in 2014. I
was delighted to receive an

acknowledgement and thought relief
was near. Instead, while the law
enforcers’ attitude turned stubborn,
I continue to receive these
acknowledgments in 2026, while
the grievances remain unaddressed
despite advertisements promising
timely redressal.

+ The Civic Vacuum: The same
approach persists with the MCD
and DDA regarding encroachments
and the conversion of the public
street behind my house into an
extended yard for law violators.
Even the National Human Rights
Commission (NHRC), approached
with photographic proof of the
indifference of law enforcers, could
only call for “Reports and Reports,”
which eventually vanished under
the weight of paper.

In June 1947, Sardar Vallabhbhai
Patel told the pioneers of our service:
“The future of this service will
depend much upon the foundation
and traditions that will be laid down
by you, by your character and abilities
and by your spirit of service.” Itis a
mockery when officials take a pledge
of integrity on 31 October 2025,
without committing to the tasks
they are obliged to perform. We
remember Mahatma Gandhi on his
martyrdom day while forgetting the
country he dreamt of.

Justice remains a paper reality
for the majority. We dole out free
rations to 80 per cent of the population
because they are too poor to afford
food - is this the justice we promised
them? Social, economic, and political
justice, if reserved for a few, will

only result in lopsided growth. In
the pursuit of my rights, I have
found that the dice thrown by the
common man uniquely has zero on
all six sides. Meanwhile, a few possess
dice with six on all sides, pulling
down others for “extraneous
considerations.” In 2009, I penned:
“T live in fear with liberty to shed
tears.” We talk of becoming the
third-largest economy, but we will
truly be a global power only when
those in administration, the NHRC,
and judicial forums make justice
real rather than a mirage. Will that
ever happen, or will many continue
to close their eyes, seeking a drop of
justice just to survive?

(The writer is a retired Director and a practicing
Advocate.)

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY

A memory that hurts but sustains

was about to settle down on

the porch of my second-floor

apartment with a cup of coffee

that morning when I glimpsed
a person walking around the lake
nearby with his dog. He looked like
my brother, Pritish. I dumped the
cup, ran down the stairs, came out
panting on the lakeside and realized,
on acloser glance, the persondidn’t
look like Pritish at all. He was stocky
and walked with a slouch. In any
case, Pritish had died six months
ago in a far-away town.

I was crazy. I had missed him. I
had quietly grieved not having seen
him in the last months. The pitiless
disease that has now caught up with
me gnawed him months earlier and
fell him this year. That he was nearly
a decade younger made it harder to
accept. But he was now gone,
irredeemably. He would never again
speak with me, commiserate with
me, laugh with me. He is lost to me
irrevocably. It was foolish of me to
hope to see him again.

The loss is too painful to hear.
The grief is too hurtful to let go.

I have several aging friends. Gavin,
90, among them is a distinguished
businessman, who still ably conducts
his affairs. Last week he lost Reese,
his wife for fifty years. She assisted
him in his daily business. This was
not a person just linked to him by
family or work ties. Reese lived and

worked with him all twenty-four
hours, day after day, for fifty years.
They met through mutual friends,
liked each other immediately, got
married, had two children, worked
together day and night to build their
business and make it a success.
When she was diagnosed with cancer,
they worked together as diligently
to identify the best specialists and
consultants, all sadly to no avail.

Now we sit together in a quiet
midtown restaurant, with a bowl of
soup between us, to talk about the
life that faces Gavin. Heis articulate
and self-controlled, but his eyes
water at the very mention of Reese’s
name. The pain is too raw and
thrusting.

“The silliest things upset me
beyond words can say. I always wear
cufflinks with my shirts, and now I
find it hard to correctly place the
cufflinks and join them. I get upset
and feel like crying.”

Did Reese do the cuff links for
him every time? Discretion stops
me from asking.

“Ican’t find little things. A particular
necktie, my favorite pen, two business
files I use constantly — everything
seems hard to locate and harder to
use. Reese was particular in arranging
things; everything seemed always
to be in place. Now it is a mess.
Every little thing needs a search
and hunt.”

Gavin scratches his neck with an
impatient gesture.

“So many things were done,
smoothly and in time. I seldom
noticed them. Occasionally, very
occasionally, I noticed the absence
of gaps and mishaps. I remembered
anunpaid bill or an unsent reminder
to a negligent client; exasperated I
would tell Reese about my oversight,
only to find that she had already
paid the bill or talked to the client.

“I never have to remember the
birthdays or anniversaries of my
two children and four grandchildren.
Unfailingly, Reese kept track of them
and made sure of gifts and invitations.
I hate to admit it but some of the
kids were doubtless closer to her
than to me. Of course, I love them
dearly. My Italian family tradition
continues all right, but I will have a
tough time keeping it flourishing.”

I try to find a consoling word,
“Gavin, you did well with your
business. You enjoy the work you
do. Perhaps that will help you pass
your time.”

Gavin paused to think. “Yes, it
will be of some help,” he said. “but
I can hardly see it that way now. It
will help to distract me from my
misery. I have some friends like you.
That helps too.”

He paused and added, “But grief
is a strange thing. It sweeps over
my whole body. I worry sometimes.

lllustration by : Debabrata Chakrabarty

Sometimes I feel quite helpless.
Sometimes I feel unreasonably guilty,
even anxious and fearful. There is
even a sense of failure or emptiness.
But, most of all, I have a recurrent
sense of despair and loneliness.
Reese was suffering at the end, and
I tell myself she had well-deserved
relief. Butit doesn’t exempt me from
the huge, engulfing tide of sadness.”

Gavin sat and looked at me, as if
I could find a word or two that could
bring him a new ray of hope. No
such word came to me.

It was a loss large enough to
encompass in words. Gavin had lost
not just a wife, a companion, a
coworker, a fifty-year reassuring
presence, but also a powerful,
iridescent memory that has silently
sustained him through fading evenings
and dirgeful dusks.

We just sat and looked at each
other.

(The writer is a US-based international
development advisor and had worked with the
World Bank. He can be reached at
mnandy@gmail.com)
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Last Friday's Solution 1

ACROSS electronic viewing 25 Divine creature felt 3 Strange clue about 11 Meerkat ran her
device (8) naked beside knight queen’s ragged, to be more
Welshman wrapping 15 Mountain trail clad in silver cavalryman precise (6,3,4)
one leg around head twisting round (5) (7,6) 13 Surprising fact
of travelling historic Indian 26 Flower girl regularly 4 City worked up about Victor and
preacher (10) province (6) seen in Tyneside energy for game Joy (10)

6 German behind bar 17 Former love meets (4) (8) 16 Show fellow setter
in South Africa is American aboard 27 Attack Great Britain 5 Portuguese saint heartless editorials
party animal (4) Delta flight about importing riddled with in newspaper

9 Making comeback in (6) Ritz-like crackers 55 shots (8)
cartoon? A 19 Haul crone before (10) (5) 18 Circular part of drill
Tasmanian devil! (5) cardinal — an enemy 7 Start of terrible used in test

10 A London vagrant of Rome (8) DOWN hullabaloo in (7)
sheltering in church 21 Barnier's art is newspaper 20 Fool English soldier,
portico (9) misconstrued as 1 Reduce rent (20% business concealing a

12 Further evidence inconsistency off, initially) (4) (7) weapon (7)

Robert is replacing (13) 2 E.g. the skill 8 Parasites 22 Use a mask, we are
Penny in council (13) 24 Worry about taking independent learner manipulated told (5)

14 Old version of The expert onin retained in modern feelings about 23 Beat fellow with

Mirror put on meeting (9) times (7) religion (10) lump of wood (4)
NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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100 Years Ago

OCCASIONAL NOTE

An immediate effect of the strike in England
will be a destruction of all the calculations in
Mr. Winston Churchill’s Budget. He warned the
House of Commons that industrial trouble would
mean heavier taxation, and the trouble has come
almost before the words are out of his mouth.
The strike will affect the Budget in every branch
of expenditure, for military and naval units will
have to be called upon, and the Civil Service
costs will be heavily increased by the arrangements
for meeting the emergency. Income on the other
hand will suffer from lessened profits and the
smaller yield from practically every source of
revenue. Even if the cost of the strike be carried
to debt there must be additional taxation to
cover the extra interest. It may well be years
before the financial injury is recovered.

News Items

“A GREAT FUTURE”

BRITISH AND
INDIAN INDUSTRIES

London, May.

Mr. L. S. Ameby, Dominions Secretary, in a
speech at a dinner given by the Manchester
Cotton Association, referring to India, said that
whatever might be the difficulties at the moment,
he could not help believing that there would be
in India a great future, not only for Indians, but
also as long as we remained together, as he
believed we should for all time, for the great
industries of Britain.—Reuter’s Special Service.

CROWD WATCHES
AIR TRAGEDY

LEAP FROM FALLING
AEROPLANE

London, May.

A miraculous escape of a passenger from a
terrible flying accident took place at King’s Lynn
(Norfolk) this afternoon when an aeroplane
which was making an exhibition flight, owing
to a high wind crashed on a cemetery knocking
over several tombstones and completely wrecking
itself. passenger named Barret jumped out just
before it crashed and escaped practically unhurt.
The pilot, Capt. Biggwither, was mortally injured.
The other occupant, George Mark Lloyd, who
had been performing daring feats at a height of
2,0CX) feet was seriously injured.—Reuter's
Special Service.

SECRET PLANS

MYSTERIOUS THEFT
FROM NAVAL BASE

(From Our Special Representative.)
London, May.

The Daily Sketch announces the mysterious
theft of secret plans of a new submarine engine
which were deposited in a South-coast naval
base and which, after being photographed were
returned. Scotland Yard are investigating the
affair and it is believed that all copies of the
plans have not yet been recovered but the search
has been narrowed to two or three suspects,
whom the Admiralty are considering prosecuting
under the Official Secrets Act. The theft follows
the disappearance some three months ago of
the plans of a crankless aero engine which is
expected to revolutionize aeroplane mechanism,
which an ex-air mechanic invented and submitted
to the Air Ministry. The plans were stolen during
an examination but were recovered by a detective
from an attached case in the possession of a
suspect whom he was watching for other reasons.

PARIS FLAT TRAGEDY

GRUESOME
DISCOVERY BY
SERVANT

Paris, May.

Madame Regnault, wife of the former Ambassador
at Tokyo, has been found dead in her flat which
had apparently been burgled. The cook entering
her mistress’s bedroom, found it in a state of
chaos with the furniture lying broken about the
floor. Madame Regnault’s body was in the corridor.
She had apparently been shot dead. Her husband
was away from home.—Reuter.

FOOD SUPPLIES

HOME SECRETARY’S
WARNING

London. May.

The Home Secretary issued a notification late
yesterday evening stating that the country must
be prepared for a general strike to-night. The
Government is taking all possible steps to
maintain the supply of food, fuel and light, to
ensure protection of all those engaged in these
industries, and in the preservation of law and
order. Recruiting stations for volunteers will be
opened to-day.—Reuter.
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[ played Putin in a war game. He could

NATO
countries
need to get
their act
together.

Alexander Gabuev

BERLIN It was a bitter victory. After
occupying a chunk of NATO territory
in the Baltics, my team successfully
converted the land grab into a diplo-
matic coup, winning major concessions
from the United States that would
refashion Europe’s security architec-
ture in Russia’s favor. I was President
Vladimir Putin, and I had just secured
a big win for my project of Russian
aggrandizement.

Thankfully, this was not reality. It
was a war game organized by the
German newspaper Die Welt and the
German armed forces, designed to test
Berlin’s readiness for a security crisis
brought about by Russian aggression
and American indifference. I'd been
invited to represent my home country
of Russia; there was a certain piquan-
cy in playing the man whose invasion
of Ukraine pushed me, as well as many
of my friends and colleagues, into exile.

The results were chilling. The game,
which took place last December, made
plain how plausible a new Russian
attack is — and how vulnerable NATO
would be to one. The war in Iran, hand-
ing Russia a fresh advantage and
fracturing the West further, has only
worsened the situation. The exercise
made me worry that unless NATO
countries get their act together, an-
other invasion could be coming.

The game was set up like this. In
October 2026, Russia — deprived of its
maximalist war aims in a May cease-
fire with Ukraine that nonetheless left
the leadership confident — is seeking
retribution for Europe’s help to Kyiv.
Under the cover of a large military
exercise, the Kremlin places 15,000
elite troops in Belarus and the Russian
exclave of Kaliningrad, separated by a
mere 40-mile-long strip that runs
through Lithuania.

My team seized this strip of land,
under the guise of establishing a “hu-
manitarian corridor” to supply food to
Kaliningrad. We used drones to gain
control of the area, remotely mined the
border between Poland and Lithuania
to make it harder for Warsaw to inter-
vene and, finally, invaded with troops
and tanks. We also brought in Russian
doctors and journalists, to increase the
number of civilian casualties if NATO
hit back.

Then we opened a dialogue with the
White House, insisting that Russian
soldiers would be immediately with-
drawn once the Europeans accommo-
dated our demands. Chief among them
were a rollback of NATO military infra-
structure in Europe and nonexpansion
of the alliance — pretty much what Mr.
Putin demanded before invading
Ukraine. Our position was simple: Give
us what we want, or prepare for an-
other war that could go nuclear.

With the midterms just a week away,
the White House chose to engage in
talks. They wanted to avoid American
military involvement and instead
present preventing World War III to
the American people as President
Trump’s accomplishment. Without
Captain America leading the way,
Germany chose not to use the military
tools at its disposal — like giving com-
bat orders to a German brigade in
Lithuania — to confront the aggressor.

Once the U.S. president stood down,
NATO was effectively deactivated:

N,

invade again.

2

Absent America’s buy-in, allies could-
n’t use the organization’s collective
defense plans or command-and-control
system. They could do little other than
watch as Mr. Trump agreed to high-
level talks with the Kremlin. Through a
combination of military boldness,
diplomatic cunning and brinkmanship,
we discredited Article 5, NATO’s
founding principle of collective de-
fense, and fortified Russia’s position as
a key power in Europe.

Some policymakers in NATO capi-
tals are skeptical that Russia could pull
this off, and not without reason. In
truth, the Russians are unlikely to
have the element of surprise on their
side. NATO intelligence agencies care-
fully monitor the movement of Russian
troops: Any attempt to mass soldiers
would be immediately known to West-
ern generals. But there are reasons to
believe that the Kremlin, under certain
conditions, would contemplate an

\

armed attack on NATO territory.

First, there is motive. Throughout
his quarter-century in the Kremlin, Mr.
Putin has spoken in blunt terms of
NATO being a major threat to Russia’s
security — and never more so than
now. By invading Ukraine, ironically,
Mr. Putin has turned NATO into a
much bigger danger. The Kremlin
ruler has repeatedly told Russians that
the real war is not against Ukraine but
against all of NATO. He has said it so

PATRICK LEGER

often that he must believe it himself.

Then there is the strength of Rus-
sia’s military. Despite its failure to
crush Ukraine, Russia now has a big-
ger land force and produces more
tanks, shells and missiles than before
the invasion. What’s more, in contrast
to potential NATO adversaries, it
knows how to fight modern drone
warfare. In our game, the army’s abil-
ity to establish fire control over a strip
GABUEV, PAGE 15

America
may find
that it won't
be so easy to
extract itself
from this
conflict.

David Wallace-Wells

At this point in the Iraq war, President
George W. Bush had already unfurled
his “Mission Accomplished” banner. In
this, the third gulf war, we have now
passed through the end of a two-week
cease-fire and into an ambiguous peri-
od in which neither military has re-
engaged in earnest but the Strait of
Hormuz is functionally closed, with few
ships passing through and months of
minesweeping required.

What will happen next? Probably not
areturn to the open warfare of March
and April, given that eight weeks of war
already put the global economy in a
vise, given the way that Iran quickly
established an asymmetric advantage,
and given the fact that those weeks of
fighting left some critical American
munitions stockpiles drained by more
than half. Certainly not a forever war
like those the United States fought in
the 2000s and 2010s: without a shock-
ing strategic reversal, there will be no
boots on the ground this time, let alone
an open-ended occupation.

But President Trump is now prepar-
ing for an extended blockade, and
already the fallout from America’s
misbegotten military adventure seems
to be visible everywhere you look, with
consequences both intended and unin-
tended playing out well beyond the
Persian Gulf, where so much of the
world’s supply chains lie, leaving no
part of the global economy untouched

and few people on the planet unaffect-
ed. Call it an everything war. Even a
peace agreement probably won’t bring
it to an end.

You most likely know the broad
strokes of the story about energy. Per-
haps a billion barrels of oil have been
sucked out of the market, and some of
the world’s largest fossil fuel produc-
tion and export facilities have been
damaged or taken offline. The futures
price for oil is about 50 percent higher
than it was before the war, and out in
the real world, actual barrels jumped in
price by even more. Countries across
Asia, Africa and Europe have instituted
emergency responses — Covid-style
work-from-home policies and four-day
work weeks, for instance, factories
curbing production and gas stations
limiting the amount of fuel dispensed to
customers. Americans have spent
almost $15 billion extra on gas — $114
per household — since the war began.

Demand for American oil has explod-
ed, and profit expectations for fossil
fuel companies along with it. In Europe,
the cost of importing fossil fuels has
grown more than $30 billion over two
months. The continent has “maybe six
weeks or so” of jet fuel left, the Interna-
tional Energy Agency warned a couple
of weeks ago; Lufthansa just cut 20,000
flights to save fuel; and, in the United
States, low-cost airlines are staring
down the possibility of bankruptcy.
“Global energy markets are on the
verge of a disaster,” The Economist
declared last week, with near-term
scenarios ranging “from bad to awful.”

The fate of food may prove grimmer.

Much of the world’s fertilizer flows
through the Strait of Hormuz alongside
oil and gas, and because the war began
just as planting season began in the
Northern Hemisphere, it has also given
us what The Financial Times has called

.

IBRAHIM RAYINTAKATH

“the coming global food crisis.” The
price of fertilizer has jumped about 20
percent since the war began, and in the
United States, 70 percent of farmers
say they can’t afford enough of it. In
total, input costs for food producers

jumped 7.9 percent in April, and
though it takes time for those prices to
hit consumers, in Britain, they’re
warning about 10 percent food infla-
tion this year. With hunger, dire warn-
ings are sometimes followed by only
muted suffering, after markets recali-
brate and philanthropy steps in. But
last year, for the first time this century,
the World Food Program declared two
simultaneous famines, in Gaza and
Sudan. Last month, it projected that
the Iran war could push 45 million
more people into what it calls “acute
hunger.” The risk of famine has soared,
especially in war-torn South Sudan.
Other downstream consequences
are a bit less obvious, but so much
stuff passes through the Strait of
Hormuz that an extended closure
pinches in many unexpected places.
The world’s top condom maker is
raising prices by 30 percent in re-
sponse to shocks to the supply of
synthetic rubber and silicone oil, for
instance. There is already a shortage
of Diet Coke in India, because alu-
minum price spikes have meant the
country cannot manufacture cans for
it. There may also be a carbonation
shock, which is why Britain has an-
nounced an emergency $134 million
restart of a mothballed industrial plant
to produce CO2. The rising cost of
helium means it is more expensive to
run M.R.I. machines, which are cooled
by the gas, which is also critical to the
manufacturing of semiconductors,
which is one reason The Financial
Times has warned the war could derail
WALLACE-WELLS, PAGE 15

How Iran might have become an ‘everything war’
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How °‘rich face’ became
the new status symbol

Amy Odell

If you spend enough time around the
very rich these days, it’s clear. People
didn’t look like this before because peo-
ple naturally can’t look like this.

Models in a Paris Fashion Week show
for the luxury brand Matiéres Fécales in
March caricatured the 1 percent by
wearing prosthetics that resembled
post-op faces, including grotesque un-
der-eye bulges, skin pulled up from their
temples and lips that appeared unnatu-
rally inflated and stitched at the edges.
“South Park” depicted Kristi Noem with
aface so Botoxed, it melts off and scur-
ries away. From the Met Gala to the
Oscars and every red carpet in between,
theserichfaces are everywhere.

A “rich face” is stretched taut, often
incapable of varied expressions and
plumped with filler or implants or a
person’s own grafted fat. Once, this face
belonged to a villainous class of elites in
sci-fi depictions of a dystopian future. In
“The Hunger Games,” residents of the
capital city who revel in luxury and
excess at the expense of other impover-
ished districts often wear sculpted,

altered faces. In

« »
Cosmetic Doctor Who,” a

. wealthy socialite from
surgery 15 the distant future has
asign °f_ gone through so many
making it face-lifts that she
in the most becomes little more
Kardashian- than astretched face
coded way — ona thin sheet of skin
get rich, then moyntgd ona ﬁrame,
buy a face. maintained Wlth )

y a
constant moisturizer.
The ultrawealthy
seem less and less

concerned with hiding their excesses.
They’rericher than ever, and figures like
Lauren Sanchez Bezos and President
Trump give them permission to flaunt
their neo-Gilded Age spoils. After all, the
unspoken appeal of cosmetic work is
thatit’s not just about looking “better” or
“fixing” something or trying to remain
competitive in ageist workplaces. It’s
about indulging in a particular kind of
experiential self-care that is infinitely
customizable and accessible to only a
select group. It signifies extreme wealth
and belonging to an elite, all-powerful
clique that gets to operate under a differ-
ent set of societal norms and rules.

Status signaling used to be the
purview of the $18,000 cocktail dress or
the $50,000 designer bag. Now, the small
number of Very Important Clients who
account for 40 percent of luxury sales
seem to be shifting more of their highly
desired dollars to their faces. Today’s
cleverly marketed aesthetic treatments
include “global facial micro-optimiza-
tion,” which involves numerous pro-
cedures to tweak everything from eye
tilt to the way light reflects off the jaw,
and costs between $150,000 and
$300,000. There are also “forever 35,”
“Diamond mini” and “weekend” face-
lifts. Plastic surgeons in Washington are
navigating a surge in requests for “Mar-
a-Lagoface.”

The masses want in. Millennials who
say they cannot afford homes are spend-
ing on their faces instead. Magazines
such as Vogue and Allure are no longer
just advising readers on nail polish
colors and designer sandals for spring,
but also when — not if — they should get

face-lifts. Rhinoplasties, face-lifts and
blepharoplasties (eyelid surgeries)
were the three most popular facial pro-
cedures of 2025, and the number of facial
procedures overall increased by around
19 percent. The luxury sector, mean-
while, contracted by 2 percent last year.

Designer fashion seems to be viewed
as more cringe than cosmetic pro-
cedures — a feeling that the journalist
Sujata Assomull calls the “luxury ick.”
Many designer brands raised prices
significantly in recent years, at around
twice the rate of inflation, without any
apparent improvement in quality. (A
Chanel flap bag can now cost upward of
$11,000 — almost double what it did in
2016.) And some have been caught up in
sweatshop scandals. The Row’s sample
salein New York City inspired a slew of
viral parody videos. The thriving market
for secondhand goods, dupes and coun-
terfeits dim the glamour of it all. And
when brands like Celine and Chloé are
reissuing old handbag designs, why
bother shopping for something new?

In earlier decades, the roles were
reversed: Plastic surgery was a punch-
line. “I’ve had so much plastic surgery,
when I die they will donate my body to
Tupperware,” Joan Rivers once joked.
Now Ms. Rivers seems ahead of her
time. Procedures are a sign of making it
in the most Kardashian-coded way —
getrich, then buy aface. Stars such as
Kris Jenner go viral for their cosmetic
work. Asked if she’d had “the seemingly
ubiquitous new style of face-lift,” Jenni-
fer Lawrence told The New Yorker, “No.
But, believe me, I'm gonna!”

Social media has turbocharged the
normalization of cosmetic work. One
plastic surgeon said that his Gen Z pa-
tients take selfies at their appointments
“asifit’s aconcert or a ‘get ready with
me’video. They want everyone to know.”
Like haul vlogs, it’s a way to say, “Look
what I just bought.”

Of course, rich face has regional varia-
tions. Bravo’s “Real Housewives” from
the Upper East Side and the Hamptons
have a subtler look than their counter-
parts on Netflix’s “Members Only: Palm
Beach,” who dream of access to Mar-a-
Lago. Whether stars admit to their work
or not, endless internet speculation
provides valuable P.R. to both them and
the surgeons who treat them. Many of
these doctors — such as Steven Levine,
wholifted Ms. Jenner’s face — are celeb-
rities themselves. All of this media hooks
viewers by inviting them to wonder
when lips were last injected and if jaw-
lines look more “snatched” than they did
the previous week.

Sometimes, of course, procedures can
gowrong. Sharon Osbourne once called
aface-lift “the worst thing that I ever
did,” and said that she “looked like Cy-
clops.” Khloe Kardashian has said that
filler made her look “crazy.”

Designer bags may be silly, over-
priced and quite often unethically made.
But atleast there’s little to no chance
they will disfigure you. Perhaps the risk
of a grisly outcome is part of the appeal
for the ultrawealthy, who have the ability
to pay for the best care, along with more
treatments if things go wrong. The
luxury of viewing your face-lift lessas a
major, potentially ruinous surgery and
more as aroutine to-do listitemis the
ultimate status symbol.

AMY ODELL is the author of the Back
Row newsletter and “Anna: The Biogra-
phy”

LOLA DUPRE

The Iran war might have become an ‘everything war’

WALLACE-WELLS, FROM PAGE 14

the global A.I. boom. Minerals stalled
on tankers in the region are a problem
for the manufacturing of jet engines,
microprocessors and drones. Global
pharmaceutical supply has been
pinched, too, with the price of some
drugs surging 20 or 30 percent abroad.
And though the logic of fossil fuel short-
ages means that the war is accelerating
the world’s green transition, other
aspects of the war are working in the
other direction, with inputs for batter-
ies and wind turbines and solar panels
all trapped — at least for now.

The war has already pushed U.S.
inflation near a two-year high, and
some analysis suggests it has alot
higher to go. Interest-rate cuts that
were expected this year, by a new
Trump toady installed as chair of the
Federal Reserve, appear to be much
less likely. Economic forecasts for the
United States and the world have
chopped 20 or 30 basis points off G.D.P.
growth for 2026. In Bangladesh, the
banks are already “practically bank-
rupt,” the finance
minister says, and

From a certain the U.A.E. is beg-

vantage, the ging the United
illegal and States for a finan-
counter- cial lifeline. Else-
productive where in the Gulf,
war is a sign exports have fallen
of the end of asmuch as 90
American percent and econo-
pre-eminence. mies are projected
to contract as

much as 9 percent.

Farther afield, few
emerging markets look especially safe,
and there are signs of possible eco-
nomic crisis in Egypt, in Pakistan, in
Sri Lanka.

And then are the geopolitics. In
Europe, they are talking about a NATO
without America. In the United States,
it seems considerably harder to believe
that the American military might be
capable of defending Taiwan against a
Chinese invasion, given how much
damage Iran managed to do to Ameri-
can bases and planes. The war has
scrambled regional alliances around
the gulf, with many countries less sure
that the United States represents a
reassuring military umbrella than an
unreliable chaos agent — and now the
U.A.E. quitting OPEC, illustrating a
longstanding fault line between the
Emiratis and the Saudis.

The sovereign wealth funds that
have backstopped so much of American
venture capital for years appear to be

; i ¢ .
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No one knows what the future holds for cities like Dubai, which sold themselves as safe havens for millions of immigrants and holo-
grams of a gleaming modern future, and as soon as the war began, there were analysts forecasting the end of the “petrodollar.”

growing more cautious with their
money, imperiling a lot of Silicon Valley
financing and some vanity spending,
too (the Saudi government’s backing
out of a deal that would have supported
the Met Opera, for instance). The
Houthis are willing to weaponize the
Red Sea and have staked claims to the
Bab al-Mandab Strait, and the world’s
dizzying network of supply chains now
seems full of many more strategically
vulnerable choke points. No one knows
what the future holds for cities like
Dubai, which sold themselves as re-
gional safe havens and holograms of a
gleaming modern future, and as soon as
the war began, there were analysts
forecasting the end of the “petrodol-
lar”— as the economist Mona Ali did, in
amemorable essay in the magazine
Equator that also identified the Iran
war as marking the end of American
hegemony.

From a certain vantage, the illegal
and counterproductive war is a sign of
the end of American pre-eminence. The
American military has been humbled,

the Pentagon planning committees
humiliated, the global reputation of the
United States tattered and the
prospects for a reboot of global leader-
ship, of the kind achieved by Barack
Obama and to a lesser extent Joe Biden,
are now considerably dimmer.

But from another vantage, however
much damage U.S. primacy appears to
have sustained, the war looks — at least
for now — like a perverse confirmation
of American power. After all, it was the
United States that made all this mess —
without real cause and without generat-
ing all that much pushback of sub-
stance on the world stage. You can’t call
the campaign a strategic success, given
how poorly articulated the goals were
at the outset, how little the United
States has gained from its hostility, and
how much needless turmoil and suffer-
ing it has imposed on the world as a
whole. But it is also the kind of mess
only a global superpower could make —
if one lashing out in response to its own
perceptions of decline.

The state of play calls to mind all the

talk of polycrisis and permacrisis and
multipolarity toward the end of the
pandemic emergency a few years back.
But if the polycrisis is a sticky global
spiderweb, the United States is still the
biggest spider. The entire world is now
being held hostage by American ag-
gression, burdened by cascading eco-
nomic turmoil that most Americans
are, by global standards, insulated from
— by geography, by energy independ-
ence, by wealth. A few weeks ago, the
former Russian president Dmitri
Medvedev described Iran’s Hormuz
“weapon” as the equivalent of a nuclear
arsenal. But by and large those suffer-
ing around the world don’t blame the
new ayatollah or the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps for their plight.
They still see America as the author of
this brutal and chaotic chapter in world
history — and they are right to.

DAVID WALLACE-WELLS, a writer for Opin-
ion and a columnist for The New York
Times Magazine, is the author of “The
Uninhabitable Earth.”

A game of chicken in the Strait of Hormuz
=

KRISTOF, FROM PAGE 1

“No credible experts believe that
Iran’s oil sector is about to collapse,”
Esfandyar Batmanghelidj, an Iran
watcher who is chief executive of a
London-based research organization,
told me. “Trump’s commitment to the
blockade and his repeated statements
that Iran is on the verge of collapse
suggest that someone outside of gov-
ernment is feeding him unrealistic and
politically motivated assessments of
the situation in an attempt to under-
mine diplomacy.”

Danny Citrinowicz, formerly a long-
time Iran analyst for Israel’s military
intelligence agency, told me: “Contrary
to the administration’s belief, especially
the president’s, that a naval blockade
would bring Iran to its knees, Tehran is
unlikely to yield on its core strategic
demands. Even under severe economic
pressure, the regime is more likely to
dig in, extending the deadlock, while
the global economic fallout from dis-
rupted maritime routes and potential
strait closures steadily escalates.”

1 fear that’s right. Trump has a
record of extraordinary over-optimism
about the Iran war. “We’ve already
won,” he said on March 7. Two days
later, he asserted that the war would be
over “very soon.” On March 11, he
announced, “We’ve won.” On March 20,
he said the United States was consider-
ing “winding down.” Six days later, he
said Iran was “begging to make a deal”
By April 16, the war “should be ending
pretty soon.” The next day, he added
that peace talks were going so well that
“most of the points are already negoti-
ated and agreed to.” And so on and so
on.

What does this mean?

“The Americans clearly have no
strategy,” Chancellor Friedrich Merz of
Germany said Monday. Speaking of the
United States, he added, “An entire
nation is being humiliated.”

The basic problem seems to be that
each side believes it has the other over
a barrel. And each side sees something
real: The other is hurting. My take is
that each side would like an offramp
but believes that time is on its own side
and that the other will have to give in
soon.

That’s a classic problem with authori-
tarian personalities, whether in Tehran
or Washington: They surround them-
selves with flatterers who tell them that
everything is going swimmingly. My
own bet is that Iran may be able to
suffer longer, partly because Iran’s
dictators don’t face midterms. But it’s
also true that like Trump, Iranian lead-
ers seem cocky and overconfident and
have repeatedly miscalculated.
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A billboard in Tehran depicting an Iranian net catching American military planes.

They overreached in 1979 when they
embraced the student seizure of the
United States Embassy and held
American hostages for 444 days, a
foolish move that led to sanctions and
isolation. They made things worse for
themselves again when they continued
to fight the Iran-Iraq war for six point-
less years even after they recovered
their territory, at enormous human and
economic cost. And then their role in
terrorist attacks

A classic

abroad as well as
problem with repression at home
authoritarian ?omp‘ounded their
L. isolation and back-
Pe"s°“"1'."es’ wardness.
whether in This Iranian
Tehran or tendency to over-
Washington: reach may have
They surround increased now that
themselves the war has given
with flatterers addltu_)nal power to
ho tell th hard-liners in the
who tell them Islamic Revolution-
?hat ‘everythmg ary Guards Corps.
1s going So I worry we
swimmingly. now have two
overconfident
administrations

facing off, each
wary of appearing weak at home, each
believing that time is on its own side,
each perceiving the other as some-
thing of a paper tiger. That’s not a
promising recipe for negotiating a
peace deal; indeed, The Wall Street
Journal reports that Trump has told
aides to prepare for an extended block-
ade. That could hit the global economy
by causing prolonged worldwide short-
ages of oil and gas and rising prices for

everything from medicines to fertilizer,
helium to condoms.

Iran has suggested an initial deal to
reopen the Strait of Hormuz, setting
aside for later questions such as the
nuclear program. The United States
for now is dissatisfied with that offer.
To its credit, Pakistan is working hard
to help bring the sides closer to a deal,
and Trump should send representa-
tives to try to engage in serious nego-
tiations even if only on reopening the
strait. Iran might emerge with some
kind of unpalatable arrangement that
lets it profit from ships passing
through its territorial waters while
mines linger in the main part of the
strait, but that would be better than
keeping the blockade going for
months.

If that initial deal can be worked out,
Trump must ensure that he preserves
what leverage he has — in the form of
sanctions relief — to push for curbs on
Iran’s nuclear program. That is not so
urgent but it is paramount: Trump
was not much overstating things when
he said that “the only point that really
mattered” was a new nuclear agree-
ment.

The paradox is that Trump’s initial
threats of war appeared to have
prompted Iran to offer a quite favor-
able nuclear deal in February. But two
months into the war, Iran and the
United States each seems to feel it is
in the stronger position. Faced with
the prospect of making concessions to
the other side, each may prefer to
delay or escalate, with the world econ-
omy held hostage.

‘What could possibly go wrong?

Putin could
invade again

GABUEV, FROM PAGE 14

of NATO land without leaving its posi-
tion was a crucial element in our suc-
cess.

There is also Mr. Putin’s information
environment. Pandemic-induced isola-
tion was one of the precursors to the
invasion of Ukraine: Surrounded by a
small circle of sycophants, the Russian
president lost touch with reality. The
war has made Mr. Putin only more
isolated and people around him more
afraid to speak the truth. With the
elites and broader society cowed by
repression, what is there to stop Mr.
Putin from making another disastrous
decision?

Mr. Putin’s perception of the adver-
sary matters, too. Back in 2022, he
clearly thought the West was weak and
disunited. Now, he finds a Europe that
is unsure of itself as it takes the first
steps in a costly and politically contro-
versial rearmament process. Until this
effort is turned into equipment and
capabilities sufficient to deter Russia,
there is a window of opportunity in
which Russia, though fundamentally
weaker than NATO, may have an
upper hand militarily.

Last but not least, there is Mr.
Trump. No American president has put
the credibility of NATO more in doubt
or created more rifts with European
allies. During the war in Iran, Mr.
Trump’s disregard for the alliance has
gone through the roof. Watching the
trans-Atlantic bond implode, Mr. Putin
may believe he can combine appeals to
Mr. Trump’s vanity with nuclear intimi-
dation to persuade America not to
defend Europe — just as we did in the
game.

The good news is that Europe can
effectively deter the Kremlin, with or
without America. In the scenario we
played, for example, there were cheap
and quick solutions that would make a
Russian invasion far less likely, such as
placing World War I-era minefields
and fortifications along NATO’s border
with Russia and Belarus. These could
be combined with 21st-century instru-
ments like the much-discussed drone
wall on NATO’s eastern flank and
perhaps the most potent weapon of all,
resolve.

That is all feasible. But time is of the
essence: The most dangerous period,
as I vividly learned playing Mr. Putin,
may soon be upon us.

ALEXANDER GABUEV is the director of the
Carnegie Russia Eurasia Center in
Berlin.
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Beyond the blackout, who really runs Iran now?

hen All Khimens
wis Kilked on Feb. 238,
the war the US and
Israel were waging
o Tran tools ot nicd
Just @ suipreme beader
but a generation of Tehrmm's political and
mellitary elite alongside hime The hole at the
tovp of the regime was patched brefly by a
Provisional Leadershup Council under Presa-
dient Masoud Pezeshkian. Then, on March 8,
the Assembly of Experts named Maojiaba Ali
Ehamenel the third Supreme Lesder of the
Hevaolution, as the successor to his father.

The new keader has not apgseared in
pubilic. Mot a single phodograph, video
or even audio recording has emerged to
confirm his presence at the helm. The
silence has fed a cottage industry of specula-
tiom, with competing claims circulating
insicde and outside Iram: that be s dead,
gravely [, or has been wounded

Having [ollowed the: war m the Gulf, day
by day, and after consulting sources insidse
and oulside lran, my own assessmend
credible, if not fimal — is this Mojtaba
FEhamenet is alive. He was injured, bul
is recovering. Amd he s still rnning the

e
The IRGC is
more powerful
than it was beflore

the war, But it does
noi hold a monopoly
on decision-making
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country throagh a tght circle of confidants
and behind a wall of extracrdinary securnity.

S0 why the blackout? Three reasons.

The first is straightforsard: Keep him
alive. Tehran has no Intention of giving 115
or Israeli intellizence the kind of opening
that led to his father™s death. Losing 4
second supreme leader ln months would be
catastrophic, and the Assembly of Experts
wiolld strugcle to coakesce around a third,

The second is about the picture itsclf
When a new leader does step into view,
espechlly n wartime, he cannod ook
weak. He cannof look broken, In a conflict
where optics 15 a weapaon, a frail or scarmed
supremse keader would be a gift to the
enemy. Tehran has calculated that showing
a visibly wounded supreme leader woukd
serve Its cnemies more than its own people.

Reporis corroborated by multiple sources
sav Majtaba Khamenel was hit in the beg,
was left with a [acial scar, and at one point
cotd ot walk, I true, the silence s initsell
i message: Do not demoralize the puabdic at
home, and do not hand Washington and Tel
Aviv leverage af the negotiating tahle,

The: third is by design. Strategic ambiguity
huas long been a tool of Iranian statecrafi. The
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blurrier the picture inside the regime, U
maore roon Tehran has to manewver, and the
harder it is for foreign analvsts to chart the
new chain of commanc. The (o 1s a feature,
not a bug, for it invites speculation, most of i
uniethered from acourate inside information

A marrative has solidified coming from
prorinent Western think tnks, newspapers,
and magsanes: Mojtaba Ehamene is dead
or moapaciated, the Islamie Revolutionary
Cruard Corps has sefeed the wheel, a brutal
suecession fight is underway. However, these
theories do pot describe the Tran that exasts:
they describe the Iran thedr authors expected
after the elder Khamened was killed, a progec-
tion cdressed up as rigorous analvsis

To read the new leadership clearly, you
have Lo read il on its own ferms, not throagh
affection or contempt. Emotion, when it
drives the analy=is, ruins the analysis,

Thee IRGC bs more powertul than it was
before the war, That much is troe Bul i
ko not hold a monopaldy on decision-
making. Power is distribuied across an
interfocking set of institutions, all sithing
under the supreme leaders office, They
answeT (o the supreme jurist. Whatever turf
disputes exist among them are mediated

b clirectivees from Maojtaba Ehamene,

who ks, according to the constitution, both
carmmander-in-chiel amd the chiel architect
of U country’s loreign poficy.

The key players right now are the IRGC,
the Supreme Mational Security Council, the
Foreign Ministry, the Expediency Discern-
et Conincil, and Speaker of Parliament
Motummed Bagher Ghalibaf, whose
stamding rests on the support of former
military Azures such as Ahmar Yahdach and
Molhuammed Bagher Zodehadr, and uliimately
o e st of the suprense besder,

Pezeshkian is in the room, but the presi-
dency is no lenger where decisions are made,
Tt= wril runs o domestc administeatbon.

O the war and foreign policy, the Supreme
National Secunty Council is the bothy Uhal
matters, with the [RGC and the intellimence
services represenied at the table. Decisions
flow upward and the supreme leader signs
off, vestowes, or iimends them

The New York Times has reported that
Muoijtaba Khamenei's health is improving
and his mind is sharp, The orders are still
hi=, passed doam a long chain of trested
courkers, by deliberately old-fashioned
bonay-tech means, o keep him alive.

&9
As Israel moves, at
least in practice, il
nol officially, into
an election period,
the likelihood of the
government making
any significant
concessions
diminishes farther

Amid a fragile truce, has the world forgotten Gaza?

he cepsefire agreement in
Gaza between Israel and
Hamas last October was
witdely welcomed. Yet al-
miost immediately it was met
with a mixture of suspicion

andd fear that it woulld not extend beyvond
mere de-escalation, leaving the enclave
devastated, partly ocoupded by Israc] amd
partly controlled by Hamas, and far from
progressing fowiard the subsequent phases
as outlined in the Trump peace plan
Admittedly, the worst-case scenario,
the resumpion of full-scale war, has not
materialized, However, the secomd-wors
outcomie persisis: an mlolerable status guwo
of low-intensity conflict that continues to
clabim Palestinian lives, restrict humani-
tarian akd to this densely populated terri-
tory, and aller no meaningiul politkeal
horizon for a lasting solution — ome= that
will need to address the end of [srach
osceupsation, the cessation of Hamas rile,
an«d allow the National Commuittes for the

Administration of Gaza to begin its recon-
striction work in earnest.

There remains a stark and painful discrep-
ancy between what the people of CGaza
urgently need and the skow, often hesitant
tirmeline followed by the negotiating
sidles while the international commumity
appears (o be l[osing interest, Conditions in
the enclave may have improved sinee the
US-brokered ceasefire, bul Uhe haseline of
compari=on is catastropsucally low, 1L s
also difficult to meaningfully describe the
current siiuation as a ceasefire when, during
thiz period alone, 786 people have report-
edly been kKilled and 2,217 injured, with the
murmbers continuing 10O rise,

A joimt UN-EU report titled "Gaza Stnp:
Rapid Damage and Needs Assessmient,”
pathlished last reomith, highlights the scale
off the catastroplye T1 notes that the events
during the war, and their continuing aller
math, have set back human development
i the termitory by an estimated 77 years as
i result of around L9 million people being
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csplaced, aften mulople trmses, and more
than 60 percent of the population having boest
thetr homes. As the report undersconess, 1n
such conflicts, it is "women, children, persons
with disabilitics, and those with preexdsting
vilnerahilities (whol bear the greates
bagrcden”™ These cannot be treated merely as
statisbics: They represent i socsety streggtling
to survive under extraordinary pressure.

As Israel moves, at least in practice, if
not afficially, into an election period, the
likelihood of the povernment making any
sipnificant concessions diminishes further.
Without a strong and coordinated effort by
the US amd other international actlors, the
political incentive for Israels leadership to
PUTSUE COMPIIRIse remains manimal. Al
the same time, global attention, particularly
in Washington, has shifted elsewhere since
the ceasefire agreement. The mandate of
inlernations mediators remalns unckear,
and the prospects for progressing to subse-
gaent phases of the ceasefire, Including the
potential establishment of an International

stallization Force, are uncertain,
Meanwhile, the peopbe of Gaza cannosl
afTord these delays, They cannot afford o be
forgotten. Each day without progress exacis
a human cost, el only from military opera-
thons bt also from the collapse of essential
services, According to the UN, no hospital in
Gaza is currently fully operational, and only
about half are partially imectoning. Frimary
healthcare services are severely limited.
Although Israel permits a small number
of medical evacuations, more than 18, (44)
people are reportedly waiting for authori-
Zatbon (o leave Gaza for urgent treatment,
many of them requiring lifesaving care,
Fosod availahility has improved somewhat,
vl malnutntion remains a Scrious coneern.
In the immediate term, the suffering of
millions of civilians is morally unacoept-
abile, Tn the longer term, the Faklure to
resalve the curment impasse fisks reigniting
widespread violence and radicalization,
potentially extending bevond Gaea into the
Wieest Hank and Marther alield.
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Rising debt, rising distress leave Africa adrift

n carly 2026, a smgle rating action
exposed the brittle fault lines of
global fimance. Fitch downgraded
the African Export-Tmpart Bank,
or Afreximbank, 1o junk status., It
then withdrew s ratings entirely
after Afreximbank severed the relation-
ship. What looked like a technical skirmish
between a lender and an agency quickly
became a diplomatic grenade rolling across
the continent's halance sheets,
This was mever just about one hank.
Alreximbank was created

r '_"' .-"_.

bank mumning over 340 hllion in assets amd
financing much of that through external
dehi, every exira basis point translates
directly into higher costs for trade inance
throagghout the continent.,

Africa still pays a stageering premium
simpy because of how risk is perceived
rather than ow it performs. Infrastructure
default rates on the contiment mn at just
2.6 percent, among the lowest in the world.
But credit ratings often miss this reality.

A TN agency calculated that 18 African
countries collectively

almost 40 years ago overpay more than $73
precisely to ks tracke billion in debt servict
credil ﬂ;l.'im_-:ffzﬂml The '-!ilﬂ]]!i are still eogts because their o
commercial markets moving around the  ines it lower than
slamaest] thedr doors on cape; the bonds are their actual economic
caacily that b — lniting "1 traciing, and the " (T e
toGhana duringitsdets  DANEs are stilllending . o0 he 54 rted
restructuring — the Afncan counirees hold

bank was penalized for losing its prefermed
crediitonr status,

The irony is brutal: Fulfill vour develop-
ment mandate, and the rating agencies will
cill you risky.

Afrcdmbank's move to ferminate the
rating before the downgrade went public
sfrowed rare deflance., But defianoe or an

act of institutional self-assertion does nol

pay down debil or reopen trade crechit lines,
After all, crossing: from a BEB- rating to BB+
citn widen bormowing spreads by more than
PO Bnases points in emerging markets. Fora

mvestment-grade status. The remaining
48 percent of the continent is entirely
unrated, which translates to a pamitive
puessing-game premium. Meanwhile, every
non-invesiment-grade oamower pays a
substantial markup that is nod a reflection of
true default probability. Instead, it is a struc-
tural tax imposed by a system that lacks
enough data points on Afrcs and, therefore,
diefaulis to negative assumpiions.

Even maore troubling, credit ratings in
Alrbca Tunction less like neutral opindons
and more like assessments, a distinction
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the Intermational Organization of Secun-
ties Commissions recognized back in 20015
That means the consequences are heavier.
A dovwngrade actively creates risk by raising
barrowing costs, trigeering foreed selling
froan institutional investors, and shrmking
Tscal space for essential spending,

Worsze vet, a new geopaditical wournsd
opened early this year. The US-Iran war
effectively closed or severely restricted bath
the Strait of Hormue and the Bab Al-Mandah,
creating a doulde maritime chokehold. For
Egvpl, the immpact has been

wihen the continent would somply = ook
East™ when the West retreated, the ora of
Bedling functioning as Africas lender of
last resort is over, Belween 2020 and 2024,
the continent experienced a net outhHow
of roughly 522 bathon to China, meaning
repaymenis on existing loans exocecded
nesw disbursements. Beijing has quietly bui
dectsively shifted from building mega-
infrastructure to demanding repayment.
MNew loans are smaller, more targeted, and

tncreasingly denominated in renminii

el rather than dollars.

& e

catastrophic, Sucz Canal And the timang coulkd
revenucs have dropped niot be worsc.

by roughly 40-60 percent, The cost ﬂfﬁ'ﬂl‘}’ﬂllllg‘ Africa is still reeling
representing an annual is, however, rising, from a “fiscal long

loss approaching S10 the margin forerror  COVID Governments
billion. Egypd is a major lH-!iIll'ilIlil.IIg'_,. and the everywhere postponed
Afreximbank shareholder, hard chodces during
and its financial distress clock is I'lllll]:illg the pre-pandemic era
chirecily feeds hack into the of ulira-low interest
bank’s risk profile. rates. However, that era ended abruptly,

For the continent s other economies, the
rerouiing of ships around the Cape of Goosd
Haope adds 10-15 days to transit thmes. Fuel,
fertiheer, and food mports have all surged
in cost. Inflationary pressures that were
finally cooling are heating up again. And
hecause Afreximbank now faces higher
borrowing costs itsell, the trade finance
facilities that could soften these shocks are
bocoming more expensive just when they
are needed most.

And. unlike the previous fwo decades,

and now global public debt is on track to
hreach 100 percent by 20028 — peacetime
levels never seen belore, For low-income
countries, interesd payments now consume
2l peroent of tax revenues on average, and
in emerging markets, the picture is only
marginally better,

For now, the ships are still moving aroumnd
the cape; the bonds are still tracling, and
the banks are sl kending. But the cost of
evervthing is rising. the margin lor ervor s
shnnking, and the clock 1= running.

Landmark UR royal visit soothes Trump tensions

uch pomp and pag-

caniry accompanied

the four-day visit by

UK King Charles and

Gueen Camilla to the

LS However, beneath
all the gloss, the tour may have been one
of the most important undertaken by any
British monarch since al beast the 1950
SCE CTISE.

As much as the 250th anniversary of US
independence from Britain shaped the
narrvative for the trip, it
anather date — almost 70
veuars ago in 15T — that

g
B

resigned as UK prime minister in January
a7 following the Suez debscle, to be
replaced by Harold Macmillan.

Fast forward 70 years and a new Middle
Eastern confiict, this time in [ran, §s again
the backdrop for challenging relations
hetween the two govermments. Trump has
[requently scolded Prime Minkster Redr
Starmer over his refusal 1o join this kalest
war, saving the UR leader is “no Winston
Churchill,” and has made disparaging
comments over UK military capabilities
and 1ts performance in
recent wars, inclhuding
Alfghanistan. Another

Charles will have been ) _ thormy security issue is the
keenly aware of as he visited Charles pitched proposed Sarmer deal on
US President Donald Trump Tor deepertrade e sypure governance of
and addressed Congress on links with the US the Chagos [slands, site of
Monday and Tuesday. Then, a key US-UK haze on [iego
as now, US-TIK relations Garcia,

had significantly deteriorated when Queen
Elizabeth IT made her own first US state visit
to meet President Dwight Eisenhower,
The successful Cotobeer 1857 tour saw
Eisenhower assert that "the respect we
have for Britain is epitomized n the affec-
tom we have for the roval family, who have
horored us so muoch by making this visit
to our shores,” Unguestionably, Elizabsth
helped stabilize refations between the bao
couniries after Eiscnhower’s significant
disagreements with Anthony Eden, who
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The Starmer government 1% also on
the palitical back fool amdd the turbu-
legst aftermath of last vear's sacking of
Peter Mandelson, the UK ambassador to
Washington, over his links (o child sex
offender Jefirey Epstein, a former contact of
Trump in New York before Trump ran for
the presidency,

However, politics is not the only area i
which the two nations are at logperheads.
{n economic 1ssues, too, tensions are high.

Some UK politicians are concerned
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that the detertoration in Trump-Starmer
ties could unravel some of the deals
announced last vear during the US
presdent™s state visil (o the UK. That
saw Trump, when his relationship with
Starmer was in a better place, saying
“we'Te forever joined and we are forever
Triends and we will always be (riemds”
Diuring that visit, the two leaders signed
what was billed as a landmark tech partner-
shidp akmed at strengthening cooperation in
artificial intelligence, quantum compuating,

Already, the UK has signed multiple trade
agreements with US states, including
Narth Caraling, Sauth Carolina, and
Indiana, and it is trving to secure targeted
federal-level deals on key UR exports.

As head of the Commonwealth, Charfes
also made a broader charm offensive
curing his trip for the nations in the club,
including South Africa. These countres
are all affected by tariffs and wider Tromp
agendas, including the president's decizion
nod Lo invite South Alrica to US-hosted G20

and muclear encrey. The mectings this vear.

UK prime minister called —, S0 the visit was nat

it “the bigmest invest- i'. anly aimed at smvoothing
ment package of s kind troubled waters between
in British history ™ and The Iran conflict is povernments. It was also
“ground breaking;’ not the backdrop for  ; reminder that wider ties
least given that it would sirained relations between the two nations
bring thousands of new are deeper than individual
foba o the TR, politicians. This gener-

The pledges mainly from US tech siants
and financial groups amounted to invest-
st of about 32005 billlon over several
vears, Trump also hyped up the agreement,
sayving " We have also just signed a historic
technology prosperity deal, one of a Kind,
to ensure our couniries bead the next great
technological revalution slde by side.”

Given the growing tensions belween
Trump and Starmer, Charles patched
for UR business, including encouraging
post-Brexit deeper trsde tes with the TS,
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OPINION

‘ COLUMNIST | MICHELLE GOLDBERG ‘

Dont Underestimate the Fury of Democratic Voters

One lesson of the Democratic Senate primary
race in Maine is that no one should underesti-
mate the white-hot fury of the party’s voters.

In October, Graham Platner’s insurgent
campaign appeared doomed. Janet Mills,
Maine’s Democratic governor, had just en-
tered the Senate primary race, reportedly at
the urging of Senator Chuck Schumer, the mi-
nority leader. Then a barrage of devastating
opposition research against Platner dropped.

Journalists reported on old Reddit posts
where he wrote that all cops are bastards,
spoke about fighting fascism with guns and
seemed to blame rape victims for their own
assaults. His political director resigned. Hop-
ing to get ahead of an even more damaging
story, Platner revealed that a skull tattoo he’d
gotten while he was in the Marines, when he
was drunk with his friends on leave in Cro-
atia, looked like a Nazi Totenkopf symbol. His
public image abruptly transformed from
working-class hero to guy with a Nazi tattoo.
Many declared his candidacy dead.

But Maine Democrats, many of whom saw
Platner in person as he tirelessly barn-
stormed across the state, seemed ready to
look past the negative stories. On Thursday,
Mike Hurley, the former mayor of Belfast,
told me he “loves” Mills, but had been backing
Platner because he wanted a brawler.

While Republicans are playing “hardball,”
he said, Democrats in Washington seem as if
they’re playing “T-ball” Hurley was im-
pressed, he said, by how Platner soldiered on
after his disastrous October: “A lot of people
would crumble under the kind of pressure
he’s been under, and he’s not crumbling.” He
felt as though he understood him. “Platner is
a very recognizable kind of person in small
towns,” said Hurley. “He’s a thoughtful loud-
mouth.”

On Thursday, Mills, trailing significantly in
the polls, announced she was dropping out of
the race, saying that she didn’t have the “fi-
nancial resources” to continue. That clears
the field for Platner to run against Maine’s
longtime Republican senator, Susan Collins,
in arace that’s crucial to Democratic hopes of
flipping the Senate. Washington Democrats
both underestimated Platner and misread
the mood of the primary electorate, which has
been radicalized by revulsion toward Donald
Trump.

Though a newcomer to politics, Platner
turned out to be anatural on the stump. In Oc-
tober, at alow point in his campaign, I went to
Maine to interview him and attend one of his
town halls. Watching him address hundreds
of people crammed into a small-town school
auditorium, I could feel the charge in the air
— that rare alchemy born when a politician is
able to pull a crowd into a shared vision of the
future. One attendee likened it to seeing
Barack Obama when he first ran for presi-
dent.

Platner spoke about the struggles of work-
ing people for whom a decent life seemed out
of reach, about the disastrous wars he’d
fought in Iraq and Afghanistan, and about the
need for a Democratic Party with New Deal-
scale ambitions. And he spoke to people’s
feelings of being abandoned to Trump’s dep-
redations by a weak and fumbling Democrat-

ic Party. “Nobody is coming to save us,” he
said, positioning himself as a leader who
could help people save themselves.

Since then, Platner has used his campaign
to organize for causes besides his own elec-
tion. He rallied against a ballot initiative that
would have required voter ID and restricted
absentee voting. (It lost.) When ICE arrived
in Lewiston, a town with a significant Somali
population, he urged people to resist the
agency the way that the citizens of Minneapo-
lis had, celebrating those who, as he said in a
fiery speech, “do real things to impede ICE’s
operations and physically protect our com-
munities.” He collects donations for food
pantries at his events. His campaign feels, to
many of his impassioned supporters, like a
movement.

“Idon’t think I've ever seen a Maine candi-
date — and I don’t care who they are, Angus
King, Susan Collins or Olympia Snowe — no-
body has ever had this kind of response or
support,” said Hurley.

Plenty of Democrats, particularly outside
of Maine, worry about Platner’s electability.
Primary voters were poised to forgive his tat-
too and his hotheaded Reddit posts, but a gen-
eral electorate might not be so understand-
ing. And while Platner is leading Collins in the
polls, Collins has beaten expectations before.
In 2020, most polls showed her trailing the
Democrat Sara Gideon, who outspent Collins
by millions, but Collins ended up winning by
nine points.

For many Maine progressives, though,
Gideon’s defeat only emphasizes the peril of

The dynamics fueling
Graham Platner’s popularity
arent confined to Maine.

playing it safe. “The Sara Gideon campaign
was a disaster, I think, because they made her
follow a script, and she came off as totally
fake because of it,” said Andy O’Brien, a for-
mer Maine legislator who now works at the
A.FEL.-C.I.O. By “they,” he means Democrats
from Washington.

Now, he said, Maine Democrats have lost
all faith in the ability of the party’s establish-
ment to pick winners. “They sold us these
candidates like Hillary Clinton and Kamala as
the most electable candidates, and they were-
n’t,” he said.

Of course, the dynamics propelling Plat-
ner’s rise aren’t confined to Maine. Demo-
crats all over the country regard their party’s
leaders as feckless in the face of Trump’s blus-
tering authoritarianism. They are desperate
to break up the power of the oligarchs ar-
rayed around the president and believe Dem-
ocrats have been too timid in pushing for
sweeping reforms. A Democratic version of
the Tea Party is emerging as voters seek to
upend a system that they believe has failed
them.

In New Jersey in February, Analilia Mejia,
a veteran of Bernie Sanders’s 2020 presiden-
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tial campaign, won a special election primary
in an affluent suburban district with little his-
tory of radicalism. The progressive epidemi-
ologist Abdul El-Sayed, who has recently
been campaigning with the left-wing Twitch
streamer Hasan Piker, is competitive in Mich-
igan’s Senate primary. The democratic social-
ist Francesca Hong has become a leading
candidate in the Democratic primary for gov-
ernor in Wisconsin.

“Voters have a different theory of what is
electable right now,” said Rebecca Katz, a
founding partner of Fight Agency and a me-
dia consultant to both Platner and El-Sayed.
“Someone who knows what they believe and
is willing to fight for it.”

These voters could be wrong; candidates
can still benefit from the perception of moder-
ation. But there’s a widespread hunger in the
country for populists and outsiders, and ordi-
nary people don’t always think in the same
ideological terms as pundits. As America
slips deeper into social and economic crisis —
likely to be exacerbated by the job-killing ef-
fects of artificial intelligence — the electorate
might gravitate toward leaders offering far-
reaching solutions.

“Things are going to get worse,” Platner
told me in October. “Republican policies are
not going to be improving people’s lives. And
as things get worse, we need to have the ap-
paratus built to bring people in, help them,
connect them with their neighbors and give
them an answer about who is truly at fault.”

The primary was an early test of this the-
ory. At least there, it looks as if it worked.

Who Will Stand Up to the Justices?

Nikolas Bowie and Daphna Renan
Law professors at Harvard and the authors of
the forthcoming book “Supremacy: How Rule
by the Court Replaced Government by the
People.”

ITH its decision last week in Louisi-

ana v. Callais, the Supreme Court

gutted a core part of the Voting

Rights Act, Congress’s landmark
prohibition on voting rules that have the ef-
fect of excluding people of color from the po-
litical process. In doing so, the court has, not
for the first time, claimed an authority to re-
ject laws passed by Congress in service of
equal justice and a free society.

And it has effectively killed the Second Re-
construction, the mid-20th-century civil
rights revolution. In the face of this decision,
Congress must once again defend democracy
from a hostile court. A plan of action already
exists.

When the Supreme Court challenged the
first Reconstruction 150 years ago, aboli-
tionists and Republicans in Congress debated
measures ranging from declaring certain fed-
eral laws beyond judicial reach to changing
the number of justices. The partial measures
they enacted saved Reconstruction — for a
time. But more relevant for us today are the
comprehensive reforms they proposed but
never fully enacted. These reforms offer us
and our representatives in Congress the tools
we need now.

In the era surrounding the Civil War, oppo-
nents of slavery confronted a Supreme Court
that was threatening their life’s work. In Dred
Scott v. Sandford, in 1857, the court declared
unconstitutional the Missouri Compromise —
acongressional statute banning the spread of
slavery in federal territory. A decade later, the
court similarly menaced the Reconstruction
laws that Congress was enacting to begin the
project of multiracial democracy amid the
wreckage of the former Confederacy.

But Congress did not submit to this judicial
rule. Members of an ascendant Republican
Party decried a court “inflated with suprema-
cy” and declared that whenever a decision is,
“in the judgment of Congress, subversive of
the rights and liberties of the people,” it is the
“solemn duty of Congress” to override it. In
1862, Congress and President Abraham Lin-
coln enacted legislation that banned slavery
in places the Dred Scott decision had pro-
tected it. Congress also drafted the 13th, 14th
and 15th Amendments to the Constitution, all
of which advanced Congress’s goals of free-

dom and political equality while empowering
Congress to enforce its terms by “appropriate
legislation.”

When the postwar court appeared likely to
challenge legislation Congress considered
“appropriate” to enforce these amendments,
Congress changed the size of the court. The
House of Representatives then passed a bill
that prohibited the court from invalidating
any federal law without the concurrence of
two-thirds of the justices. Representative
John Bingham of Ohio, the primary author of
the 14th Amendment, insisted that such a re-
quirement was necessary to prevent a second
Dred Scott decision. Some members agreed
but pushed for a unanimity rule (concurrence
among all the justices) instead.

In the Senate, the author of the 13th
Amendment, Lyman Trumbull of Illinois, pro-
posed that Congress declare its Reconstruc-
tion Acts “political in their character, the pro-
priety or validity of which no judicial tribunal
is competent to question.” As the threat from
one pending Supreme Court case became ur-
gent, Congress enacted a narrower but deci-
sive measure stripping the court of appellate
jurisdiction over the particular challenge be-
fore it.

That strategy worked. Disciplined by Con-
gress, the court declined to interfere with its
abolition or Reconstruction Acts. As federal
prosecutors and lower courts enforced these
statutes, over 750,000 Black Americans voted
for the first time. Black men even took seats
in Congress, where they helped draft and
pass the nation’s first national voting rights
laws.

But Congress — distracted by postwar
problems and a fiendish president, Andrew
Johnson — did not take up the more enduring
court reform proposals that were then before
it. In the 1870s, the court re-emerged to finish
what it had started. Seizing for itself the
power to decide the meaning of the amend-
ments Congress had just drafted, the court
announced that it was not “appropriate” for
Congress to ban lynching, racial discrimina-
tion by businesses or widespread disenfran-
chisement. A century-long era of Jim Crow
emerged.

As Frederick Douglass lamented at a mass
meeting of Black voters in 1883, by claiming
the power to invalidate acts of Congress and
then using that power to undermine federal
civil rights laws, the court had become “the
autocratic point in our National Govern-
ment.”

But the civil rights movement proved that
the supremacy of the court was not perma-
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nent. On the urging of organizers like John
Lewis, Congress repudiated the court’s nar-
row vision of its legislative power. The Voting
Rights Act of 1965 interpreted the Recon-
struction amendments differently from the
court, enforcing them to ban literacy tests
and establish a preclearance regime to pre-
vent states from cycling through one sup-
pression mechanism after another.

The Voting Rights Act helped unleash a
Second Reconstruction with a surge of Black
voter registration and representation. But in
the years that followed, the court regressed.
In a 1980 decision called City of Mobile v.
Bolden, the court read the Voting Rights Act
to require proof of discriminatory intent —
collapsing the statute back into the court’s
stingier understanding of the Constitution.
Congress responded in 1982 because, as Con-
gress understood, in a world where architects
of suppression keep their motives off the
record, an intent requirement guarantees im-
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Ruling by ruling,
the Supreme
Court is undoing
the civil rights
movement.

punity. Instead, Congress amended the Vot-
ing Rights Act to overrule Bolden and set an
effects test — something that could be de-
tected and fixed — instead.

One person who objected to Congress’s re-
sponse was Justice William Rehnquist, who
spent his career arguing that Congress
lacked authority to enforce the Reconstruc-
tion amendments beyond the court’s own
cramped readings. His former law clerk, a
young lawyer named John Roberts, carried
that project into the Reagan administration
by unsuccessfully urging the administration
to block the 1982 legislation.

Mr. Roberts eventually replaced Justice
Rehnquist on the Supreme Court and fol-
lowed his mentor in seeking to restore a
premise Congress had long repudiated: that
the best meaning of the Reconstruction
amendments is found not in the statutes Con-
gress enacts to fulfill their promise, but in the
late-19th-century court opinions that defied
Congress’s first efforts. In Shelby County v.
Holder in 2013, the Roberts court dismantled
the Voting Rights Act’s preclearance mecha-
nism. Last week’s ruling finishes the job.

If Congress does not respond, we know
how this story will end. But we can draw upon
the tools past Congresses have offered for
how to build a more democratic constitution-
alism. In that version, constitutional meaning
is determined not by unelected judges but by
we the people and our representatives
through federal lawmaking.

Rejecting the court’s supremacy, Congress
should re-enact its own interpretation of the
Reconstruction amendments. To protect its
interpretation from the court, it should then
enact the measures like those suggested by
its predecessors.

As the founding generation of Republicans
understood, the Constitution explicitly em-
powers Congress to regulate the court. By
contrast, the document says nothing about
the court’s claimed authority to regulate Con-
gress. Instead, the court’s alleged authority
to defy and second-guess acts of Congress
has been sustained only because the Ameri-
can public has so far been willing to tolerate
this judicial rule — a choice that can be un-
made.

Lincoln understood the stakes of this
choice when he warned at his inauguration in
1860 that if “vital questions affecting the
whole people” are to be “irrevocably fixed by
decisions of the Supreme Court,” then “the
people will have ceased to be their own
rulers.”

We must not cease to govern ourselves.
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hen Their

eighbors
isappeared

Megan K. Stack

A contributing Opinion writer who has been a
correspondent in China, Russia, Egypt, Israel,
Afghanistan and the U.S.-Mexico border area.

CHICAGO

T WAS the quiet that most troubled Mara

Lynne. Her street usually bustles and

thrums, but when armed, masked agents

grabbed a passing man and stuffed him
into an S.U.V,, she was the lone witness.

“There was nobody around, just me,” she
said. “It was silent. That’s the part that freaks
me out the most.”

Witnessing what she called an “abduction”
unnerved Ms. Lynne. It’s one thing to know
that such things are happening; it’s another
to see it unfold before your eyes, right outside
your house. Quietly.

The arrest was part of Operation Midway
Blitz, the huge federal immigration surge that
swept through Chicago this past fall. It was a
season of madness. Helicopters chewed the
skies. Federal agents sped through the
streets and launched tear gas, pepper balls
and rubber bullets. At least two people were
shot by immigration agents; one of them was
killed. Thousands of people were rounded up,
even when officials had no warrants, leading
to a tangle of court cases. U.S. citizens, legal
residents and even City Council staff mem-
bers were detained. The Trump administra-
tion claims to target violent criminals, but as
of December, only 3 percent of Chicago’s de-
tainees had convictions for violent crimes.

These past months have seen Mr. Trump’s
grandiose plans for mass deportation bog-
ging down in litigation and scandal. The
masking of agents, their preying on people at
courthouses, the targeting of student pro-
testers, the use of information plundered
from government databases — none of that
has sat well with the public or the courts.

The intense, often physical animosity be-
tween immigration agents and ordinary peo-
ple in Minneapolis last winter, with agents fa-
tally shooting two American citizens whom
officials quickly smeared as domestic terror-
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ists, helped lead to the dismissal of the home-
land security secretary, Kristi Noem, and a
freeze in funding for the department.

But before Minneapolis, there was Chi-
cago. It was here, in a city that has long
thrived on immigration, that a federal agent
first shot a U.S. citizen who was protesting,
with the Department of Homeland Security
calling her a “domestic terrorist” and officials
later dropping charges against her. It was
here that Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment unveiled militarized tactics it later
transferred to Minneapolis. I visited Chicago
to find out what kind of mark ICE had left on
Ms. Lynne’s community, Rogers Park.

The reactions I heard were unambiguous:
Residents recoiled at federal agents swarm-
ing their neighborhood and hauling people off
the street. If agents had been running down
hardened criminals, that might have been dif-
ferent. But landscapers, cooks, churchgoers,
kids, people washing their clothes at the laun-
dromat? People couldn’t accept that.

The raids felt more like military occupation
than law enforcement, and they triggered the
same, distinctly American revulsion against
overwhelming federal power and militarized
abuse that threads through the Constitution.
Many people here told me that the agents
supposedly sent to vanquish criminal usurp-
ers were themselves the criminal usurpers.

Ms. Lynne was one of the residents whose
political ideas sharpened as she watched the
mayhem. A former model and an impas-
sioned advocate for disability rights, she had-
n’t given immigration much attention, she
told me, before Mr. Trump announced his
mass deportation. “Never,” she said. “I had no
clue. I knew nothing.” But the arrival of the
agents brought Mr. Trump’s crackdowns
crashing into daily life, making residents wit-
nesses to a national project that seemed de-
signed to prey on vulnerable people.

“I think it just opened people’s eyes to
what’s been happening,” she said. “We just
never saw it in real life. Then we had to learn.
It’s in your face”

Ms. Lynne attended training sessions
where leaders of a local community watch or-
ganization taught people how to legally re-
spond toimmigration agents. She started car-
rying a whistle. She knew what to do.

And then she saw the agents through her
window. “I was like, ‘Oh,” she said. “Like I
was in a movie. It wasn’t real, but it was real.”

A Latino, perhaps in his early 40s, had
come walking down the street, dressed casu-
ally in dark jeans and a jacket. He struck Ms.
Lynne as wholly unremarkable.

Suddenly two masked men in brown uni-
forms, bulked up with gear, approached the
man. Ms. Lynne picked up her phone and
whistle and rushed out.

“Leave him alone!” she shouted at the

masked agents. “He lives here!” The agents
called her “ma’am” and told her not to worry
about it. They pulled the man’s wrists togeth-
er and cuffed them in the front.

“He was looking at me like he was a 2-year-
old,” Ms. Lynne said of the man taken into cus-
tody. “It was terrible.”

His name was Emilio Bahena. He is from
Mexico. He worked two jobs to support his
children, both of whom are U.S. citizens. After
his arrest, his daughter started a fund-raising
campaign, explaining that the family was
struggling to cover housing costs.

The government never accused Mr. Ba-
hena of any crime except slipping over the
border, where he built a new life. Neverthe-
less, he was locked up for two months until his
family managed to get a lawyer, who in Janu-
ary got him released on bond while his depor-
tation case makes its way through court.

When agents were forcing Mr. Bahena into
an S.U.V,, Ms. Lynne saw other men inside.
One, she said, had blood on his face. As the
agents prepared to drive off, she asked for a
name or a badge number.

“Have a good day,” one of the agents replied
in a singsong, Ms. Lynne told me. “Like he
was getting off on it.”

Later that day, Ms. Lynne sat for hours,
arms wrapped around her knees, mind rac-
ing. “My neighbor just got kidnapped,” she
thought. Even friends who listened sympa-
thetically, she said, couldn’t grasp the sever-
ity of what she’d witnessed. She believes it’s
the worst thing she’s ever seen.

Iasked her: What was the feeling? She did-
n’t hesitate: “I was enraged.”

Y THE time federal agents surged into
Rogers Park, Mr. Trump’s deportation
campaign was already hampered by
severe public backlash and weakened

by the mission’s fundamental incoherence.
The president framed the ICE campaign
as, simultaneously, a targeted exercise to
track down violent criminals and a “mass de-
portation” that would empty the country of
undocumented immigrants. The pairing of
these goals never made sense; there weren’t
nearly enough dangerous immigrants to re-
sult in anything resembling an en masse
purge. On the contrary, immigrants (no mat-
ter their legal status) commit violent crimes
at a lower rate than native-born U.S. citizens.
Pushed by their bosses to arrest as many
people as fast as they could, and emboldened
by the courts to use race as a “relevant factor”
in arrests, Department of Homeland Security
agents swept buildings where immigrants
were rumored to live, and grabbed people
who happened to cross paths with agents. Im-
migration experts warned that the rush to
meet quotas interfered with the more careful,
time-consuming work of nabbing criminals.
Undeterred, the department went big and
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The War You Can Scroll On By

Nick Mafi
An Iranian American writer.

N THE first Saturday morning in April

I sat on my sofa in Brooklyn, drinking

coffee, and watched the Bl bridge out-

side Tehran partly collapse on my
phone. It was meant to connect Tehran to
Karaj, a city where I have relatives and that I
visited as a child. The bridge had yet to open
to the public. An American bomb cut it in half
while families nearby were celebrating Siz-
dah Bedar, the Persian holiday known as Na-
ture Day. Reports say that at least eight peo-
ple were Killed. An engineer at the site told a
French reporter that the bridge had been like
a child to him.

Below that video, Instagram showed me an
ad for a Dr. Dennis Gross anti-aging face
mask. Below that, an old college classmate
arranging tulips on her kitchen island. Below
that, a nurse at a hospital in Tehran carrying
newborns through the debris. Below that, a
video of nachos and lobster rolls and every-
thing else someone ordered at Yankee Sta-
dium on opening day.

1 kept scrolling. I do not remember making
a decision to keep scrolling. My thumb just
moved, the way it always moves, down and
down, and the war and the face mask and the
tulips and the nachos slid past in a single un-
broken current, each one dissolving into the
next before I could fix my attention on any of

them. This was my Instagram feed. Yours
would have shown you something else en-
tirely. For me, the food video lasted 30 sec-
onds. The bridge, 11. I obliged.

I called my mother later that morning. The
person she asks about most is my cousin in
Tehran. On the Persian New Year, on March
20, my cousin and I managed to use FaceTime
for three minutes before the signal cut out. He
told me I looked sharp in my suit. We told
each other what we always do. That we love
each other, that we miss each other, that we
hope to see each other soon. Then the screen
went black.

There is a word in Persian, “ghorbat,” that
describes the particular ache of exile. It is not
homesickness, exactly. It is more structural
than that, more permanent. It is the condition
of being separated from a place by a distance
that you understand, somewhere deep in
your body, you may never close.

My parents have lived inside that word for
more than 40 years. Their parents died in
America, still calling Iran home. Ghorbat
runs through Persian poetry the way longing
runs through blues music, not as a subject
that appears now and then but as the key in
which everything is written. Centuries of in-
vasion and exile carved the word into the lan-
guage. The poetry evolved to hold the things
displaced people could not take with them.

Something has changed about that word in
the last decade, and it took this war for me to
understand what. My family’s ghorbat was

the house I was raised in. I had lived in it my
whole life without calling it mourning. Then
the bombs started falling. To live inside ghor-
bat once meant you could not see what was
happening back home. You mourned from a
distance that at least had the mercy of being
total. I do not have that mercy. I can watch a
neighborhood in Isfahan get flattened in real
time, in high definition, on a device I carry
with me, from a coffee shop on Franklin Ave-
nue in Brooklyn.

But there is another Iran in my memory.
It’s the sound of my grandmothers laughing
in rooms I will never sit in again. Through the
phone in my pocket, I am closer to the coun-
try’s destruction than any Iranian exile in his-
tory has ever been. And I have never felt fur-
ther from it. Because the images come and
they come and they come, and the device that
delivers them also buries them, instantly, un-
der the next image, which is a slow-motion
video of monarch butterflies beginning their
migration north, which is a sunset over the
Hudson River, which is an ad for running
shoes. The closeness is an illusion.

What is real is the velocity. And the ma-
chine that drives it, which knows what I like
but not what matters to me, draws no line be-
tween abridge falling and a face mask ad. The
velocity makes everything, the bridge and
the face mask and the dead, weigh the same.
Which is to say: nothing.

Then came the cease-fire. I watched my
feed absorb that, too. Many Americans will



THE NEW YORK TIMES, SUNDAY, MAY 3, 2026

SR 9

sloppy, snatching up legal residents and U.S.
citizens in a deportation frenzy that has,
since October, resulted in more than 4,400
judicial rulings against the agency.

At the same time, residents of targeted
communities were alienated, enraged and
increasingly eager to interfere. The broader
public was also disgusted: By March, half
the country, according to one poll, wanted to
see ICE not just reformed but abolished.
Many said the lawlessness and highhanded
disregard for human rights ran all the way
down to the roots of the agency, which was
created in the swirl of nationalistic panic,
expanded surveillance and diminished civil
liberties that followed the attacks of Sept. 11,
2001.

Rogers Park, a comfortably scruffy area
in the city’s far north, was never likely to
embrace Mr. Trump’s anti-immigration
push. With its jumble of mom-and-pop hair
braiding salons, panaderias and hole-in-the-
wall restaurants, the neighborhood has long
been a magnet for migrants and refugees. It
has been described as the neighborhood
whose racial demographics most closely re-
flect Chicago overall, although its median
annual household income of $63,293 is lower
than the city average.

At least 47 people have been detained in
the area since Operation Midway Blitz
kicked off, said community volunteers who
have tracked the arrests. They included a
school employee, people washing their
clothes in a laundromat and parents whose
children were left behind.

Kristin Jackson, a pastor who’s lived in
Rogers Park for more than three decades,
told me the immigration crackdown caused
a disillusionment so profound that her un-
derstanding of the country had changed.

“I'm just realizing,” she told me, “this is
not the Statue of Liberty land of the free that
I thought it was.”

Ms. Jackson now feels obliged to venture
out to help protect people from the excesses
of the federal government rather than pri-
vately teach and pray in her congregation,
many of whom were also upset by the raids.

One day, Ms. Jackson joined other local
clergy members to pray outside the deten-
tion center in Broadview, near Chicago. De-
nial of spiritual counsel was one of many
complaints about the facility. While she and
other religious leaders prayed, armored ve-
hicles thundered near the crowd.

“It’s so eroding,” Ms. Jackson said. “Peo-
ple’s lives have been turned upside down by
something that just feels lawless.”

HE raids started in Chicago on a Sat-

urday in September, Torrence Gard-

ner recalled, and “that’s the first time I

would’ve said it felt like living in a mili-
tary zone.” Helicopters hovered overhead
during breakfast, he said, and by the time he
headed out to go to the gym, he felt the area
was being overrun.

“Helicopters, cars, chaos,” he recalled. “I
just remember the helicopter sounds. The
whole day changed on a dime.”

Mr. Gardner is one of the founding mem-
bers of Protect Rogers Park, a volunteer
group created during the first Trump ad-
ministration in response to its prohibiting
people from some Muslim countries from
entering the United States. As ICE and the
Border Patrol poured into the city last fall,
the organization’s volunteer base swelled
into the hundreds, attracting people who’d
never been particularly political but felt
compelled to help. School and bike patrols
monitored the movements of federal agents.
Community care teams tried to keep an eye
out for immigrants who might need help
during what felt like a lockdown.

The group has also been working to place
markers on sites where people were taken
into custody. The idea was partly inspired
by Amsterdam’s Stolpersteine, small brass
plates embedded in the sidewalks to mark
the last known residences of people exter-
minated by the Nazis. The Chicago markers
are flimsier and more ephemeral — bright
ropes braided from scrap fabric and lami-
nated orange construction paper printed
with butterflies and a message in English
and Spanish: “A neighbor was taken from
this spoton ____”

It’s a kind of groundswell from residents
reluctant to let the streets swallow these
events into obscurity. They wish to record
that their neighbors have been disappeared.

The feed makes everything —
nachos, bombs —
weigh the same: nothing.

not remember a single image from this war.
They will not remember forgetting it. The
forgetting will be the memory.

There is no modern vocabulary for what
the scroll does to grief. The closest I have
found is an entry in the diary of Leo Tolstoy,
written late in his life. Tolstoy describes
cleaning his study one day. He reaches the
sofa and cannot remember whether he has
already dusted it. The motion was so habit-
ual, so emptied of conscious thought, that it
passed through him without leaving any
trace. If the act was performed uncon-
sciously, he writes, then it was the same as if
it had never been performed at all. And he
goes further: If an entire life were lived this
way, without awareness, it would be as if
that life had never been lived.

More than 20 years ago, Susan Sontag ar-
gued that the problem with war on televi-
sion was never that viewers stopped caring.
It was that the medium was organized to
keep attention moving, to make every im-
age replaceable by the next. She was de-
scribing a screen that sat on a table in a liv-
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It’s a term I associate with other places —
the “dirty war” in Argentina, the civil war in
Sri Lanka, the Assad regime in Syria, places
where human beings vanished into the maw
of a state — and never wished to apply to my
own country. And yet it’s true: People are
disappearing.

Their cars are found abandoned, they
suddenly don’t show up at work, and nobody
knows where they are at first and some-
times for a long time afterward. These peo-
ple are not being executed, but they disap-
pear, and many of them will never be back in
their communities again.

I LEE knew the Hispanic woman

whom immigration agents dragged

from her car just outside his laundro-

mat. A regular customer, she’d been
waiting for her clothes and had stepped out-
side for a bite to eat. Mr. Lee watched help-
lessly while three men he calls “soldiers”
jumped from an S.U.V. and surrounded her
car, pulling his customer out and shoving
her into their vehicle.

The agents returned an hour later, just as
another customer, a Latino, was carrying
his dried clothes out to his car. The man
dashed back into the store. But the “sol-
diers,” Mr. Lee said, chased the man inside,
handcuffed him and took him away.

“I was very shocked,” Mr. Lee told me so-
berly. “I couldn’t sleep for several days.
They were regular customers. They were
very good people.”

After that, he said, the laundry grew
eerily quiet. The day I dropped in, he and a
few family members were sipping tea and
trading gossip. Many of the laundromat’s
longtime customers had gone to ground.
One day a customer panicked and became
too frightened to walk home on the streets.
Mr. Lee felt sorry for her. He drove her home
in his car.

I heard more stories of damaged business
and lingering anxiety when I went to a town
hall with Mike Simmons, the state senator
for Rogers Park and the surrounding area.

ing room. Everyone who tuned in saw the
same images of the same war.

Mine fits in my pocket. The war it delivers
is personal, shaped by an algorithm that
tracks my grief as engagement. Sontag be-
lieved that a photograph could still stop
time, that a single image could freeze a mo-
ment long enough to become memory. Viet-
nam’s napalm girl. Sept. 1I's falling man.
There is no such image from this war. Not
because the images don’t exist. They do, by
the thousands. But the feed that delivered
them to me did not deliver them to you.
There can be no napalm girl when there is
no nightly news most everybody watches
together. The images flash by too fast to
scar, buried under the next video, the next
photo, the next thing your thumb finds be-
fore your mind catches up.

In March, in a Fox News segment filmed
on a Florida beach, college students on
spring break were asked what issues in
America were most important to them. One
said, “What bikini I'm going to wear next.”
Others could not name the ayatollah. Sev-
eral did not know the United States was at
war.

I was served this clip on my Instagram
feed, reposted by an account I follow. But
watching it as an Iranian American whose
family is scattered across a country my own
government is at war with, I did not feel out-
rage at those students. I felt recognition.
The algorithm that fed me a collapsing

The son of an immigrant who escaped
Ethiopia’s Red Terror by crossing several
African countries on foot, Mr. Simmons
talked briefly about SNAP benefits and
Medicaid before turning to what he called
“the elephant in the room”: ICE. He was op-
timistic about new state laws he’d helped
pass in the last session, allowing Illinois res-
idents to sue immigration agents for vio-
lating their constitutional rights and barring
federal agents from arresting people within
1,000 feet of a courthouse.

Next Mr. Simmons said he’d push for $50
million to shore up local businesses hurt by
decimated foot traffic and frightened work-
ers ghosting their shifts. He also wants to in-
corporate community watch groups like
Protect Rogers Park into the government.

A resident with a dirty-blond bob asked
him whether lawmakers in Springfield
could create a fund for families whose
breadwinners had been detained or people
who couldn’t get to work. Mr. Simmons
agreed: It was a good idea.

Then a middle-aged man with a crew cut
stood up. He wore glasses, a fading polo
shirt and thick, sensible shoes. Would he be
the meeting’s contrarian, berating Mr. Sim-
mons and extolling the virtues of immigra-
tion enforcement? But then the man said
aloud the names of the people shot by immi-
gration officers in Chicago — Silverio Ville-
gas Gonzales and Marimar Martinez.

“Obviously, there hasn’t been any ac-
countability for those shootings,” he said
coldly. Mr. Simmons, he continued, should
join in efforts to push the state’s attorney to
prosecute the agents who opened fire.

The man was alawyer named Ben Meyer.
Despite the complications of the Constitu-
tion’s supremacy clause, which sets federal
law above state law and has hamstrung lo-
cal officials in trying to curb ICE abuses, he
told me, he believed there were mechanisms
for the state to prosecute federal agents.

“It should not be the case,” he said plainly,
“that we have immigration officers running
around Killing people”

Ll

L L o 2
W YORK TIMES; SOURCE PHOTOGRAPH VIA GETTY IMAG:

How ICE
transformed a
Chicago
neighborhood.

Opposite page, far left, Mara
Lynne, a resident of the
Rogers Park area of Chicago,
attended sessions to learn
how to protect her
community against ICE
raids; near left, Torrence
Gardner, a founding member
of Protect Rogers Park, a
volunteer group. Above left, a
sign offers support resources
for immigrants.
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EOPLE in Rogers Park are still mak-
ing sense of their experience — and
wondering if another surge will come.
After immigration agents fatally
shot the two U.S. citizens in Minneapolis,
condemnation exploded. Suddenly the ad-
ministration seemed eager to distance itself
from the whole mess. Officials stopped em-
phasizing “mass deportations.” Even some
of the politicians who had ardently favored
deportation began complaining that the ad-
ministration had lost support because of
poor strategy. Mr. Trump, ever poll-con-
scious, briefly auditioned a jarringly gentler
tone toward immigrants in late January.

“We have alot of heart for people,” he said.
“They came in illegally, but they’re good
people, and they’re working now on farms,
and they’re working in luncheonettes and
hotels and all. And we’re not looking at —
we’re looking to get the criminals out right
now.”

With the Iran war bedeviling Washington
and midterm elections drawing ever closer,
a scandal-ridden ICE retreated into the
background. But will the agency stay there?
Money suggests not. ICE (created in 2003
with a relatively modest budget of about
$3.3 billion) received an extra $75 billion
from Congress last year, part of Mr. Trump’s
$190 billion allocation for the Department of
Homeland Security. If U.S. immigration en-
forcement were an army, it would be the
world’s third richest, outspent only by the
militaries of the United States and China.

With all those contradictory signals swirl-
ing, residents of Rogers Park didn’t know
what to expect. And then, right in their
neighborhood, a terrible thing happened.

Sheridan Gorman, a freshman at Loyola
University Chicago, was shot dead in Rogers
Park. She’d been strolling with friends when
aman who had been lurking nearby shot her
in the back.

The police soon arrested a suspect: José
Medina, a 25-year-old immigrant from Vene-
zuela. Mr. Medina, who lived in Rogers Park,
seems very much like the dangerous immi-
grants Mr. Trump is forever invoking. Mr.
Medina has been charged with first-degree
murder and illegally carrying a gun. He had
highly contagious tuberculosis. He crossed
the border into Texas in 2023 — during the
Biden administration — and turned himself
in to Department of Homeland Security
agents, who detained him briefly and then
released him. He then boarded a bus headed
to Chicago, where he was soon arrested, ac-
cused of shoplifting from Macy’s. When he
didn’t turn up for court, a judicial warrant
was issued for his arrest.

Ms. Gorman’s death was sucked into the
vortex of political debate. A few members of
apro-Trump group called Chicago Flips Red,
which voiced support for ICE and de-
nounced local officials for spending too
much money on immigrants, trekked to
Rogers Park to protest. A handful of local
residents turned out in counterprotest, and
the two groups shouted back and forth.

Gov. JB Pritzker of Illinois said Ms. Gor-
man’s death illustrated “failure to have com-
prehensive immigration reform. Failure of
the president to follow his own edict to go af-
ter the worst of the worst.”

The eagerness with which people seized
on a slain woman to score points felt cheap.

And somehow, despite Mr. Medina’s shop-
lifting charge and judicial warrant, immigra-
tion agents upended life in Rogers Park, but
left untouched a man who, if the charges
against him stand up in court, was among
“the worst of the worst.”

After reading about Ms. Gorman’s death, I
spoke with Ms. Jackson, the pastor. She
sounded, most of all, exhausted.

“It’s heartbreaking that this shocking act
of violence would happen in our neighbor-
hood,” she said simply. “It’s a tragedy.”

But she was worried, too, about how Ms.
Gorman’s killing would work its way into lo-
cal politics. Like most people I met in Rogers
Park, Ms. Jackson is worried that the federal
agents will return.

“I feel just sick about it,” she said. “We
know what the narrative is going to be. And
it’s the wrong narrative.”

But there is no correct narrative to be
spun from all of this. Ms. Gorman’s death, a
terrible coda to the turmoil and heartbreak
in Rogers Park, left a community counting
the costs of whatever it was the federal gov-
ernment tried to do here.

bridge fed them which bikini to wear. We
scrolled through Gaza. We scrolled through
Ukraine. But in those wars, Americans were
spectators. In this one, we dropped the
bombs.

On the scroll, the ayatollah and my cousin
look like the same person. That confusion is
older than the algorithm, but the scroll per-
fected it. The scroll cannot tell a complicated
story, only move you past it.

Tolstoy assumed that awareness would
change behavior. You would dust the sofa
with intention, or not dust it at all. But the
feed has proved something different: You
can know that the scroll is erasing the war
from your consciousness in real time and
keep scrolling anyway. I watched what hap-
pened in Isfahan and understood that those
were real buildings and real people and that
my country is responsible for their destruc-
tion. And then I kept scrolling. Because stop-
ping, truly stopping, would mean sitting
with a grief and a complicity so enormous
that the body resists it the way it resists
pain, by going numb, by looking away, by
swiping to the next thing.

1 pick up my phone a hundred times a day.
One night recently I picked it up and, for
once, putit back down. It sat there, dark, qui-
et, the size of my hand. The bridge. The na-
chos. The dead. The tulips. The war. I left it
all on the table. It was the most conscious act
I had performed in weeks.
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You'll Never Survive a Disaster on Your Own

Kit Dillon
A senior staff writer for Wirecutter.

T4:30 A.M., our dog howled. He heard

the emergency sirens before we did.

Through the window, my wife spotted

cars pulling into the parking lot of the
high school across the street — our town’s
evacuation site.

Texts from friends warned that a nearby
stream had surged over 30 feet, and that the
120-year-old dam seven miles uphill from
our home on the North Shore of the Ha-
waiian island of Oahu was in imminent dan-
ger of failure. Overnight on March 20, the lo-
cal weather station had recorded nearly 20
inches of rain. We got up, and made a plan to
get to higher ground. This was not my first
evacuation.

I'was 10 when I ran from my first disaster,
a fire that burned my island summer camp
in Belgrade, Maine, to the ground. After es-
caping by boat, we spent the rest of that
summer in Goodwill clothes, rebuilding the
camp we’d lost. Since then I've been trapped
on a subway in the 2003 New York City
blackout, have sheltered through four hurri-
canes in four states and have driven through
the Thomas fire in 2017 as it surrounded my
home in Ojai, Calif.

In a rapidly warming world, my bad luck
is increasingly ordinary. The number of fed-
erally declared disasters per year has
roughly doubled in the past two decades, af-
fecting more Americans than ever before.
By 2050, experts predict, approximately 118
million Americans may face one or more ex-
treme weather events annually.

You might think that after all of this I'd
have a go bag always ready, especially since
I review bags for a living as a reporter for
Wirecutter. But I don’t. What I've learned,
from every one of these close calls and near
misses, is that what keeps us safe isn’t the
stuff we pack or stockpile; it’s the communi-
ty we build before calamity strikes. Ata time
when Americans are increasingly isolated
from one another, we must see our ties with
our neighbors as essential preparation for
the future ahead.

Much of America’s mainstream dooms-
day-readiness culture assumes that prepa-
ration begins (and ends) with the individual
or the single family. On YouTube, channels
such as Corporals Corner, City Prepping and
American Outlaw share tips for surviving
extreme situations, often alone. Go down
these rabbit holes and you’ll find a jargon-
heavy community whose insiders speak in
abbreviations that paint vivid pictures of the
civilizational collapse they seem to expect.
You can find instructions to build and main-
tain a bug-out vehicle, or BOV, to escape a
world without the rule of law, or W.R.O.L.
INCH means “I’'m never coming home.”

The most commonly known manifesta-
tion of this is the bug-out bag, or BOB., that
assemblage of carefully curated survival
equipment that we’re told to keep near us at

‘Rich Face'ls

Amy Odell
The author of the Back Row newsletter and
“Anna: The Biography.”

F YOU spend enough time around the
very rich these days, it’s clear. People did-
n’t use to look like this because people
naturally can’t look like this.

Models in a Paris Fashion Week show for
the luxury brand Matiéres Fécales in March
caricatured the 1 percent by wearing pros-
thetics that resembled post-op faces, includ-
ing grotesque under-eye bulges, skin pulled
up from their temples and lips that appeared
unnaturally inflated and stitched at the
edges. “South Park” depicted Kristi Noem
with a face so Botoxed it melts off and scur-
ries away. From the Met Gala to the Oscars
and every red carpet in between, these rich
faces are everywhere.

A “rich face” is stretched taut, often in-
capable of varied expressions and plumped
with filler or implants or a person’s own
grafted fat. Once, this face belonged to a vil-
lainous class of elites in sci-fi depictions of a
dystopian future. In “The Hunger Games,”
residents of the capital city who revel in lux-
ury and excess at the expense of other im-
poverished districts often wear sculpted, al-
tered faces. In “Doctor Who,” a wealthy so-
cialite from the distant future has gone
through so many face-lifts that she becomes
little more than a stretched face on a thin
sheet of skin mounted on a frame, main-
tained with constant moisturizer.

The ultrawealthy seem less and less con-
cerned with hiding their excesses. They’re
richer than ever, and figures like Lauren
Sanchez Bezos and President Trump give
them permission to flaunt their neo-Gilded
Age spoils. After all, the unspoken appeal of
cosmetic work is that it’s not just about look-
ing “better” or “fixing” something or trying
to remain competitive in ageist workplaces.
It’s about indulging in a particular kind of ex-
periential self-care that is infinitely custom-
izable and accessible to only a select group. It
signifies extreme wealth and belonging to an
elite, all-powerful clique that gets to operate
under a different set of societal norms and
rules.

Status signaling used to be the purview of
the $18,000 cocktail dress or the $50,000 de-
signer bag. Now, the small number of Very
Important Clients who account for 40 per-
cent of luxury sales seems to be shifting more
of their highly desired dollars to their faces.
Today’s cleverly marketed aesthetic treat-
ments include “global facial micro-optimiza-
tion,” which involves numerous procedures
to tweak everything from eye tilt to the way

What you

won't learn
from doomsday
preppers.

all times, ready for the moment we have to
run. A typical kit might include a compass,
ready-to-eat meals, a bivouac sack, a tourni-
quet and radio or satellite communications.
It may also include a firearm, or another
self-defense device, because one of the ten-
ets of this mode of preparation is that in any
emergency, other people are a threat.

T've tried to build a bug-out bag. But I
found it overwhelming to plan that carefully
for every possible contingency. And then at
some point I realized I'd never once needed

WALKER TATE

one. The bug-out bag prepares us for a world
we can abandon, a disaster we can survive
on our own. Time and again, I’ve experi-
enced neither.

What I have witnessed, instead, remains
stubbornly consistent. Official announce-
ments, whether they are push notifications
from the county or emergency email alerts,
are often unreliable, incomplete and occa-
sionally flat-out wrong. That’s assuming cell
networks are even functioning.

When the water is rising or the wildfire is

the New Birkin Bag

light reflects off the jaw, and costs between
$150,000 and $300,000. There are also “for-
ever-35,” “Diamond mini” or “weekend” face-
lifts. Plastic surgeons in Washington are nav-
igating a surge in requests for “Mar-a-Lago
face”

The masses want in. Millennials who say
they cannot afford homes are spending on
their faces instead. Magazines such as Vogue
and Allure are no longer just advising read-
ers on nail polish colors and designer sandals
for spring, but also when — not if — they
should get face-lifts. Rhinoplasties, face-lifts
and blepharoplasties (eyelid surgeries) were
the three most popular facial procedures of
2025, and the number of facial procedures
overall increased by around 19 percent. The
luxury sector, meanwhile, contracted by 2
percent last year.

Designer fashion seems to be viewed as
more cringe than cosmetic procedures — a
feeling that the journalist Sujata Assomull
calls the “luxury ick.” Many designer brands
raised prices significantly in recent years, at
around twice the rate of inflation, without
any apparent improvement to quality. (A
Chanel flap bag can now cost upward of
$11,000 — almost double what it did in 2016.)
And some have been caught up in sweatshop
scandals. The Row’s sample sale in New York
City inspired a slew of viral parody videos.
The thriving market for secondhand goods,
dupes and counterfeits dim the glamour of it
all. And when brands like Celine and Chloé
are reissuing old handbag designs, why both-
er shopping for something new?

In earlier decades, the roles were re-
versed: Plastic surgery was a punchline.
“I’ve had so much plastic surgery, when I die
they will donate my body to Tupperware,”
Joan Rivers once joked. Now Ms. Rivers
seems ahead of her time. Procedures are a
sign of making it in the most Kardashian-
coded way — get rich, then buy a face. Stars
such as Kris Jenner go viral for their cos-
metic work. Asked if she’d had “the seem-
ingly ubiquitous new style of face-lift,” Jenni-
fer Lawrence told The New Yorker: “No. But,
believe me, I'm gonna!”

Social media has turbocharged the nor-
malization of cosmetic work. One plastic sur-
geon said that his Gen Z patients take selfies
at their appointments “as if it’s a concert or a
‘get ready with me’ video. They want every-
one to know.” Like haul vlogs, it’s a way to say,
“Look what I just bought.”

Of course, rich face has regional varia-
tions. Bravo’s “Real Housewives” from the
Upper East Side and the Hamptons have a
subtler look than their counterparts on Net-
flix’s “Members Only: Palm Beach,” who

dream of access to Mar-a-Lago. Whether
stars admit to their work or not, endless in-
ternet speculation provides valuable P.R. to
both them and the surgeons who treat them.
Many of these doctors — such as Steven Le-
vine, who lifted Ms. Jenner’s face — are ce-
lebrities themselves. All of this media hooks
viewers by inviting them to wonder when
lips were last injected and if jawlines look
more “snatched” than the previous week.
Sometimes, of course, procedures can go
wrong. Sharon Osbourne once called a face-
lift “the worst thing that I ever did,” and said

Status signals
used to be worn,
not achieved
with needles and
scalpels.

spreading, you will need to make crucial de-
cisions with rapidly changing information.
Every decision you make in a disaster
comes down to two questions: Is it safe
where we are now? Will we be safe if we try
to evacuate?

More often than not, answering those
questions means relying on the people
around you.

When the flood hit my town, Waialua,
more than 230 people were rescued, pre-
dominantly by other residents. Neighbors
drove farm equipment deep into flood-
waters to carry people out of their homes in
excavator buckets. Through it all there were
no fatalities reported. By the afternoon, lo-
cal organizations, such as the Lahui Foun-
dation, had established aid collection and
systems for volunteer and recovery efforts.

The effectiveness of this response did not
emerge from nothing. The foundation had
already built networks, protocols and, most
important, community trust in earlier relief
efforts, such as the Lahaina fires on Maui.
The reason the response in Waialua was so
effective was that the people and the organi-
zations were ready to act.

None of this means individual prepara-
tion is useless. Water, medication, important
documents, a few days of food are all impor-
tant. But true preparation isn’t something
you can buy off Amazon or stuffin abag, and
it certainly won’t be found on YouTube. It’s
built by people and our commitments to one
another.

Chris Ellis, a military veteran who spent
years studying the prepper community for
his book “Resilient Citizens,” writes about
how there’s a fine line in prepping between
developing resiliency through self-suffi-
ciency and making a hobby out of isolation.
True preparedness, he writes, requires you
to: “Expand your home beyond just the four
walls. Learn what others have to offer and
recognize what brings us together and what
we hold in common. What we truly need is
community involvement.”

As the environment becomes more
treacherous, we can’t rest in the false com-
fort that more stuffis enough to keep us safe.
It’s the people around us who matter most to
our survival.

You don’t need to wait for the crisis to
come to build this community yourself. In
fact, it’s critical that you don’t, because it’s
more and more likely that you, too, will face
the devastation of an extreme weather
event. Building these networks now allows
us to address concerns such as aging infra-
structure, community needs and the readi-
ness of our towns and cities before the disas-
ter hits, rather than dealing with the fallout
of these failures later. This communal effort
is the bulwark we have against what’s to
come.

Tomorrow there will be no climate ha-
vens. The sirens will sound again. Pack a
bag if you want. But the real preparation be-
gins when you knock on your neighbors’
door and invite them over.

LOLA DUPRE

that she “looked like Cyclops.” Khloe Kar-
dashian has said filler made her look “crazy.”

Designer bags may be silly, overpriced and
quite often unethically made. But at least
there’s little to no chance they will disfigure
you. Perhaps the risk of a grisly outcome is
part of the appeal for the ultrawealthy, who
have the ability to pay for the best care, along
with more treatments if things go wrong.

The luxury of viewing your face-lift less as
a major, potentially ruinous surgery and
more as a routine to-do list item is the ulti-
mate status symbol.
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WHY THE U.S. IS IN A STALEMATE
WITH A SECOND-RATE POWER

The Editorial Board

A group of opinion journalists whose views are informed by
expertise, research, debate and certain longstanding values. It
is separate from the newsroom.

N PAPER, the war with Iran should not be much of a

contest. The United States spends around $1 trillion a

year on its military, more than 100 times as much as

Iran. That money buys a vastly larger Air Force and
Navy, as well as advanced weapons technologies that Iranian
generals can only dream about.

In the war’s early days, the mismatch played out as one
might expect. American forces destroyed much of the Iranian
military. Now, however, the contest looks less one-sided. Iran
has taken control of the Strait of Hormuz, and its missiles and
drones still threaten America’s allies in the region. While Pres-
ident Trump seems eager for a negotiated truce, Iran’s leaders
do not. Somehow, the weaker nation is in the stronger negoti-
ating position.

That reality exposes the vulnerabilities in the American
way of war. Tactical success has not yielded victory. Mr.
Trump’s recklessness in conducting the war is one reason. But
the problem is bigger than any single commander in chief. The
United States has left itself unprepared for modern war.

America has spent hundreds of billions of dollars on ships
and planes that are good at defeating competitors’ ships and
planes but ineffective against cheaper, mass-produced weap-
ons. The American economy does not have the industrial ca-
pacity to produce enough of the weapons and equipment it
does need. And the country has struggled to fix these prob-
lems because of a sclerotic government and a consolidated de-
fense industry that resists change.

Three months before Mr. Trump attacked Iran, we warned
that the United States was at risk of being overmatched in the
wars of the future. The last two months have shown that alarm
was justified. The war with Iran, unwise as it is, should serve
as a warning about the rising threats to American security
and an incentive to fix them.

€ EVER in recorded history has a nation’s military
been so quickly and effectively neutralized,” Secre-
tary of Defense Pete Hegseth claimed on March 26.
The next day, Iran launched a drone and missile at-
tack on an American base in Saudi Arabia that wounded
more than a dozen service members, destroyed a radar sur-
veillance plane and damaged at least two refueling tankers.

The immediate debunking of Mr. Hegseth’s bombast
points to the reform agenda that America’s military needs.
There are four main priorities.

First, the United States needs to invest in counter-drone
technologies, like those that Ukraine has developed in its
war against Russia. The lack of such defenses is one reason
that the vaunted U.S. Navy has been unable to prevent the
closing of a vital waterway, the Strait of Hormuz.

Second, the United States needs more of its own cheap,
disposable weapons like one-way attack drones and un-
manned ships. Although much of the war in Ukraine has
been fought by mass-produced drones, the Pentagon is
pouring money into much more complex equipment, includ-
ing pilotless “wingmen” that can fly alongside a piloted
plane.

Third, the country needs larger and more flexible indus-

trial capacity. Until recently, a single factory made all of
America’s Tomahawk cruise missiles, and there is a con-
stant shortage of Patriot missile interceptors. Congress
should pass laws that help the private sector build up its
manufacturing capacity. The Pentagon, for its part, needs to
stop buying so many of its weapons from just five big weap-
ons makers and start betting on dynamic tech companies
that can quickly adapt.

Lastly, the United States needs to collaborate with other
industrialized democracies. Mr. Trump’s pleas for help in re-
opening the Strait of Hormuz from the very allies he spurned
at the start of the war is just the latest proof that America
can’t go it alone. In the years ahead, keeping pace with Chi-

The American military was
losing its edge. After Iran, everyone
knows it, including China.

na’s economic and military expansion will require collabo-
rating with like-minded democracies.

All of these steps are not merely about winning the next
war. They also can help prevent it — by making our enemies
believe they would lose any war they start.

Instead, the war with Iran has provided a road map for
any country that wants to resist the United States in the fu-
ture, including Russia and North Korea. For China, the coun-
try with the greatest potential to challenge American mili-
tary might, the war validates its focus on new forms of war-
fare such as drones, cyberweapons and space power.

HE picture for the American military is not entirely

grim. The Iran war has shown that it has an astonish-

ing ability to find and destroy enemy targets. In the

conflict’s first six weeks, the U.S. military hit over
13,000 military and industrial targets. American losses in
the war, while tragic, have been limited, considering the
scale of the attack and Iran’s resources: at least 13 service
members killed and more than 300 wounded.

Mr. Trump has made some positive moves toward mili-
tary reform. His administration has taken several steps to
break the hold of major contractors on the supply of weap-
ons to the Pentagon and has pressured some of them to in-
crease production of much-needed missiles. The Army sec-
retary, Daniel P. Driscoll, has moved to cancel outdated and
failing programs.

But Mr. Trump’s chaotic, destructive approach to govern-
ance has undercut much of this progress. He ordered an ex-
pensive new fleet, the “Trump class” battleships, even
though they are vulnerable to air attack. Mr. Hegseth has
fired a cadre of reformers and is feuding with Mr. Driscoll. In
April, the administration proposed a $1.5 trillion budget that
is likely to amplify our shortcomings rather than building on
our strengths.

The good news is that Congress, the administration and
the Pentagon can all now see our military shortcomings. The
bad news is that our adversaries can see them, too. Wash-
ington can no longer just talk about reforming the military. It
has to do it, or risk making the disappointments in the Iran
war become a preview of far worse.
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What Is Higher Education For?

Readers respond to Bret Stephens’s column about the
recent Yale report on reforming academia.

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “How to Save Acade-
mia,” by Bret Stephens
(column, April 22):

Mr. Stephens notes that
the Yale-commissioned
report on trust in academia
found that “registered Dem-
ocrats outnumber Republi-
cans 36 to 1 across the Fac-
ulty of Arts and Sciences,
the Law School and the
School of Management” at
Yale. I expect these num-
bers would be roughly the
same at Columbia Univer-
sity, where I have worked
for four decades.

Back in the 1980s and
1990s, though, there were
many conservatives and
Republicans in the earth
sciences institute where I
work. They are hard to find
now. What happened was
the shift of the conservative
movement and the Republi-
can Party away from evi-
dence-based policy, scientif-
ic inquiry and following the
facts.

Republicans once acted
decisively on matters of
science in the public inter-
est. In 1970 President Rich-
ard Nixon signed into law
the Clean Air Act. In 1987,
President Ronald Reagan
ushered in the Montreal
Protocol, a multinational
treaty that saved the planet
from the dire consequences
of ozone depletion. Since
then, beginning with Presi-
dent George W. Bush, who
withdrew from the Kyoto
Protocol in 2001, the Repub-
lican Party and conserva-
tives have become ever
more hostile to scientific
facts, evidence-based policy
and the research that un-
derpins them.

Now we have a Republi-
can president who lies
regularly, supported by an
administration that has no
respect for even the most
basic facts, all rubber-
stamped by a supine Repub-
lican Congress. Republicans
have used this power to
conduct an assault on scien-
tific research in both univer-
sities and the federal gov-
ernment that has disrupted
or ended countless impor-
tant studies. They continue
to aggressively set and
promote dangerous envi-
ronmental and health poli-
cies.

I know that many of my
colleagues in academia have
views of social and eco-
nomic policy that do not
align easily with the Demo-
cratic Party. If the Republi-
can Party were to once
again embrace science,
research and facts, then I
am sure some of my col-
leagues would drift back to
them. Until then, scientists
in academia will over-
whelmingly lean Democrat-
ic.

RICHARD SEAGER

NEW YORK

The writer is a research pro-
fessor studying ocean, atmos-
phere and climate sciences at
Columbia University.

TO THE EDITOR:

Bret Stephens simulta-
neously bemoans the lax
academic standards of
undergraduate institutions
and decries “the indentured
servitude of graduate-school
education” as stodgy and
arcane. There is an obvious
contradiction here: The
process of obtaining a doc-
toral degree is exactly what
Mr. Stephens supports. It is
academically rigorous and
centered around the “genu-
ine contest of ideas” that he
claims is lacking.

A healthy knowledge-
seeking enterprise is often
boring. It sometimes
produces the “unread (and
frequently unreadable)
dissertation” that Mr.
Stephens disdains, yet in
many cases it also serves as
proof of a student’s ability to
engage in the exact intellec-
tual enterprise he supports.

While I agree that grade
inflation is a problem and
that open academic debate
is essential to the health of a
college ecosystem, I believe
that it is hypocritical to
lampoon graduate educa-
tion while claiming to care

about the two virtues —
academic rigor and inde-
pendent thought — that it
mostly successfully incul-
cates.

GRIFFIN LIGHT
NEW HAVEN, CONN.

TO THE EDITOR:

Having taught at a liberal
arts university for 35 years,
I found Bret Stephens’s
views on how to save acade-
mia useful but ultimately
frustrating. His emphasis
on the “rigor of a difficult
education” anchored in
sustained cross-disciplinary
engagement resonated with
me. Universities clearly
need to do a better job of
establishing rigorous stand-
ards and helping students to
navigate difficult ideas and
tasks.

But Mr. Stephens’s lofty
vision fails to recognize a
particularly important role
of universities and the
difficulty of fulfilling this
role in today’s political
context.

Today’s university needs
to help students understand
the difference between facts
and values, and the nature
of empirical evidence, even
if that evidence runs
counter to their values. It is
precisely through the chal-
lenge of reconciling values
and evidence that students
develop the capacity for the
“mature independent
thought” lauded by Mr.
Stephens.

Unfortunately, this effort
is being undermined by the
Trump administration. By
portraying many of those
prosecuted for their involve-
ment in the Jan. 6 Capitol
assault as “mere tres-
passers or peaceful pro-
testers,” calling the impact
of climate change on public
health a scam or question-
ing the value and safety of
childhood vaccines, the
president and his party
have made achieving these
important goals for higher
education that much harder.
RICK DONER, ATLANTA
The writer is a professor
emeritus in the department of
political science at the Rollins
School of Public Health at
Emory University.

TO THE EDITOR:

Bret Stephens doubts that
the Yale committee’s sug-
gestions for reform go far
enough. I share his senti-
ment, but for a different
reason.

To its credit, the commit-
tee named problems most
elite universities avoid
confronting. Yet it treats
campus self-censorship as a
symptom of a broken stu-
dent culture. As a recent
graduate and researcher
who has spent the past few
months interviewing under-
graduates about campus
speech, I have come to
understand that silence
differently.

Students are not lacking
the vocabulary for disagree-
ment. They are gripped by a
shared, unspoken sense that
the consequences of speak-
ing could outweigh the
value of being heard. The
Foundation for Individual
Rights and Expression
counted 958 attempts to
censor campus speech in
2025. Students do not need
to experience these conse-
quences firsthand; they see
peers elsewhere face disci-
plinary action for speaking
up and recalibrate accord-
ingly.

Universities are pouring
resources into teaching
students how to disagree —
and students keep showing
up. They are also, reason-
ably, watching whether the
institutions inviting them
into the room will stand
behind them once the con-
versation turns difficult.
The silence on our cam-
puses does not reflect a
generation unable to speak.
It reflects a generation
watching, very carefully,
what happens to those who
do.

ARUSHI SAXENA
CAMBRIDGE, MASS.
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However bad Labour’s results,
thisis not the time for civil war

t is worth remembering that Labour
wanted to postpone 30 of this week’s
English council elections. The delay,
blamed on the costs of yet another
expensive reorganisation of local
government, was successfully chal-
lenged in court by Reform UK.
Labour gave way and, like the Tories,
now faces a very unpleasant set of results.

The elections will not only reflect deep
disillusionment with Labour, which just
less than two years ago secured one of the
largest parliamentary majorities in mod-
ern times. They will also expose a political
landscape that is splintering before our
eyes. Politicians and pundits often over-
estimate the importance of politics in
people’s lives. Most voters do not spend
their evenings obsessing over ideological
battles or parliamentary infighting. They
want decent schools, a functioning NHS,
safe streets and enough money to take
their children on holiday. And they are
bone-tired of the sound and fury of a
political drama that never seems to
improve their lot.

Apathy will keep many people at home
on Thursday. The verdict of those who do
make the journey to the polling station
will, however, be a resounding vote of no
confidence in the traditional two-party
system. The Conservatives are bracing
themselves for a severe beating but the
harshest punishment will be meted out to
Labour. Forecasts suggest the party will
lose more than 1,800 seats, the worst mid-
term trouncing for a governing party in
three decades, mainly to the insurgent
Reform UK and the Greens. Labour could
suffer a wipeout in its heartlands in the
Midlands and the north and in many of the
neglected coastal communities. It is also
expected to lose power in Wales to Plaid
Cymru for the first time and to fail to
unseat the scandal-hit SNP in Holyrood.

For Labour malcontents the answer to
what some perceive as an existential crisis
is to trigger a leadership contest. West-
minster is already in febrile mood, with
speculation swirling about possible suc-
cessors to Sir Keir Starmer. Names such as
Wes Streeting, Andy Burnham and Angela
Rayner are repeatedly floated. But is
panic or what one minister described as a
“collective nervous breakdown” really
the best response to what will be a devas-
tating day? Surely the last thing Britain

needs now is a fresh bout of internecine
warfare. Any leadership contest will
quickly descend into a sanctimonious war
of words between ideologies, with rival
factions promising ever greater levels of
spending of money the country does not
have on things the public often does not
want. What such a contest will not pro-
duce is a serious debate on ways to turn
around our spluttering economy by
encouraging private enterprise.

This prime minister has been a desper-
ate disappointment. He has made many
mistakes and gained a reputation for polit-
ical indecision and parliamentary weak-
ness when the country faces many chal-
lenges. He has shown a curious lack of
passion for economics, happy to let his
chancellor, Rachel Reeves, take the blame
(some of it deserved) for a flatlining
economy. He has shown little interest in
education, save his oft-mentioned free
breakfast clubs. He talks a good game on
defence but the country is still waiting to
see the colour of his money. Welfare
reform has been shelved. He cannot even
successfully appoint an ambassador to
Washington.

The problem for Labour — and there-
fore the rest of us — is that most of its MPs,
its members and the unions seem largely
uninterested in a serious debate about the
future of the UK. They virtue-signal about
poverty, the Middle East and taxing the
better off, ignoring the economic icebergs
on the horizon. Thus we can only hope
that when he looks at the electoral car-
nage, the prime minister realises he has to
change and take a few risks with his parlia-
mentary party. What does he have tolose?

MPs should also remember this. On
July 4, 2024, the country voted decisively
to end the political turmoil of the Tory
years. Since 2016 Conservative gov-
ernments had gone through nine educa-
tion secretaries, seven chancellors and
five prime ministers. The Tories then
rightly paid the price. The idea that the
country might have to endure a similar
psychodrama again is too depressing for
words. It takes the voters for fools and
ingrains the cynicism and despair that
feeds a culture of easy answers.

Yes, Starmer is unpopular. If he
decides to stand down, that is his choice.
But Labour MPs should look before they
leap. The alternative could be far worse.

Mandelson and Andrew: a
scandal decadesin the making

The investigation we publish today about
the connections between Peter Mandel-
son and Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor
should finally put to rest any comforting
notions that the origins of the scandal
were recent. In fact they stretched back
decades. Hugo Daniel’s painstaking
research shows how Mandelson and
Andrew met when they worked together
in 1999, on a charity campaign to stamp
out child abuse. Andrew said that, as a
father, he could not sit back and do noth-
ing. It is a cruel irony that at about the
same time he and Mandelson — who once
was arepublican — were sitting in dressing
gowns beside the paedophile business-
man Jeffrey Epstein in a mansion off the
coast of Massachusetts.

Our report then details how the pair
developed a mutually advantageous
friendship over many years, building an
elite network that drew in other members
of the royal family and prominent figures
in British and American society and gov-
ernment. Yet the association between the

jet-setting royal and the controversial pol-
itician was rarely, if ever, questioned and
casts a fascinating light on the inner work-
ings of a system that allowed such net-
works to flourish.

Did Mandelson grease the Whitehall
wheels that allowed Andrew to become
trade envoy? Why did he have so much
access to the royal family? Why did they
encourage it? Why were the pair still
meeting in Brussels as late as 2007?
Andrew’s former diary secretary says the
prince was useful to Mandelson in his
trade envoy role, and vice versa. Parts of
the establishment still operate through
private dinners, informal introductions,
favours and unofficial meetings. Defer-
ence and discretion are prized over trans-
parency. Now Mandelson and Andrew are
under police investigation for misconduct
in public office — both deny wrongdoing —
and we are beginning to see the true scale
of the insidious networks of influence that
allowed Epstein to ally himself with some
of Britain’s best-connected figures.

It has to stop

Many of our laws are contentious. Some,
though, are so basic as to be beyond
debate. Everyone agrees they are sensible
and must be respected, none more so
than the simple rule that vehicles stop ata
red light.

Or so we thought. As we report today,
the number of drivers going through red
lights has leapt by 61 per cent in three
years; 380 offences are reported daily.
The real total is probably much higher.

The culprits may protest that many

cyclists ignore lights with near impunity.
Cyclists counter that a one-ton car can
cause a different level of harm from a 10kg
bicycle. Both miss the point.

A civilised society rests on consensus:
on the shared, unspoken assumption that
there are some rules everyone abides by.
Runningalight doesn’t just endanger lives
inthat moment: it corrodes the certainties
we all rely on. A society that regards red
lights as optional is heading for a crash.
Time to hit the brakes.

Dominic Lawson

Rent controls are the
best way toruin acity

I thought no one would be stupid enough to suggest the policy. Wong!

discerning reader contacted me last
Sunday, raising a point about that
day’s column, which had lamented
how politicians are pandering to
public ignorance about the dire
effects, over centuries, of the state
trying to fix prices in competitive
markets. He asked: why didn’t you
mention rent controls? I replied that I would
have done if any government minister had
been stupid enough to suggest such a scheme.
And - how prescient of that reader — the very
next day The Guardian published a story
headlined “Rachel Reeves considering rent
freeze to limit Iran war fallout”. The day after
that, when a Labour MP in the Commons asked
the chancellor to impose a “rent cap”, Reeves
responded: “I will do everything in my power
and use every lever we have to bear down on
the cost of living, including for people in the
private rented sector.”

So, not a denial — which only deepened the
plunge in prices of stock-market-listed
property companies. But an hour later the
prime minister’s office attempted to squash the
story (“We have no plans to implement this”).
When the City AM newspaper went back to the
Treasury for a comment, it received the
response: “We are working on a line.” I bet.

The line to take (also in the sense of being
economically literate) had in fact been issued
two weeks earlier by the housing minister,
Matthew Pennycook. Responding to the Green
Party’s putting the idea of capping private
sector rents at the centre of its council
elections campaign, he pointed out that such a
policy would make life more difficult for those
wanting to rent, and that there was “sufficient
international evidence” to prove this.

Quite so: after Berlin’s council voted to
freeze rents in 2020, the effect was what you
would expect (see last week’s column on food
price controls) when government declares war
on supply and demand: shortage. In Berlin the
number of rental units advertised each week
rapidly fell to about a third of what had
previously been available. The same study
showed an increase of over 50 per cent in the
number of Berlin flats being converted from
rental to owner-occupation. Then the policy
was overturned by Germany’s Federal
Constitutional Court.

In Sweden, where a similar policy is in force,
average waiting times for those seeking rental
accommodation in the capital have extended
to nine years. Lengthy state-imposed rent caps
also have the effect of starving such properties

of investment and improvement. To use the
technical term, they become shitholes. It was a
Swedish economist, Assar Lindbeck (the chair
of the committee awarding the Nobel prize in
economic sciences, no less) who observed in
1971: “In many cases, rent control appears to be
the most efficient technique presently known
to destroy a city — except for bombing.” His
words were later echoed by a revolutionary
Vietnamese leader, Nguyen Co Thach. On a
visit to India in 1989 as the country’s foreign
minister, Thach explained how a “romantic
conception of socialism” involving statutory
control of private sector rents had led to
disrepair and lack of supply across the capital:
“The Americans couldn’t destroy Hanoi, but
we have destroyed our city by very low rents.
We realised that it was stupid and that we must
change policy.”

It is the leader of the Green Party who (to
put it charitably) has a “romantic conception of
socialism” now seducing voters too young to
know what happens under such systems. Last
month Zack Polanski airily dismissed those
who questioned the feasibility of his policies on
price and rent freezes: “The economy was
designed, and it can be redesigned.” He has the
sort of confidence that only profound
ignorance can engender.

This self-inflating ex-hypnotherapist is now
threatening to eat Labour’s lunch (and
breakfast and dinner). The governing party’s
electoral success, in recent years, has been
built in our cities, most of all London. In the
2024 general election Labour won 59 of the
capital’s 75 parliamentary seats. In next week’s
local elections all of London’s councils are at
stake; and it is in the capital that concerns
about the cost of living, as it applies to housing,
are most vulnerable to Polanski’s charlatanism
(or charm, if you are one of his admirers).

To get a sense of how ruthlessly the Greens
are basing their campaign on this factor, note
what happened on BBC Question Time on
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In Stockholm waiting
times for aflat have
reached nine years

Thursday, in the discussion about the threats to
the Jewish community after the stabbings in
Golders Green. One of the deputy leaders of
the party, Rachel Millward, when asked,
“Where is the racial hatred coming from?”,
claimed the cause of what she described as an
“increase in racism” was that “we live in rip-off
Britain; people are having a really tough time

.. They can’t afford their rent, food is so
expensive ... and there’s a tendency to find
someone to blame.” The audience were less
enraged than I was — they seemed completely
unbothered — by the suggestion rising prices
were somehow to blame for the knife attack on
Shloime Rand and Moshe Shine.

The “left” political challenge to the Labour
government comes also from within: the mayor
of Manchester, Andy Burnham, foraging for a
Westminster seat to challenge Keir Starmer’s
leadership, has pushed the idea of state control
of private rental prices. Interviewed by the
BBC, just before he was blocked from standing
as a Labour candidate in the Gorton & Denton
by-election (won by the Green Party),
Burnham said of private sector rent caps: “If
you are going to get serious about tackling the
cost of living crisis, this is something you have
tolook at.”

Burnham is definitely a man with
longstanding personal concerns about the cost
of housing. When a cabinet minister in the last
Labour government, he was involved in a
protracted battle with the House of Commons
fees office to reclaim £16,500 for the
refurbishment of a London flat. Three times
the usually emollient clerks refused Burnham’s
claims. On a fourth attempt the minister
complained he “might be in line for a divorce”
if the £16,500 was not repaid by the taxpayer,
sharpish. That seemed to melt the hearts at the
fees office, and they relented.

In the event that this persuasive fellow
somehow did contest the Labour leadership,
as anewly elected MP, he would no doubt
attempt to win over the party members — who
love nothing more than what they see as a true
socialist — with promises to cap rents. A few
months ago Burnham told the Institute for
Fiscal Studies that he stood for “business-
friendly socialism”. That is almost a perfect
oxymoron.

Any soi-disant socialists who believe rent
caps really are the way to revive a city and the
prospects of the young, rather than the truth —
which is the opposite — need only consult the
shade of Nguyen Co Thach. Thus educated,
they could call themselves Thach-erites.

Hadley Freeman

Antisemitismis all the
Greens arerecycling

The party of composting is full of Jew-hating candidates up for 'él"ectn

think it’s fair to say that, in the great
history of British Jews, last week was not a
stellar one. Oh sure, we’ve had worse than
some arson on a Monday and a double
stabbing on a Wednesday, both in the
Jewish neighbourhood of Golders Green.
There was the summer of 1947, when
anti-Jewish riots tore through the country
after two British Army sergeants were
murdered in Mandatory Palestine. Just two
years earlier British troops had liberated
Bergen-Belsen; now Jews were being beaten up
and synagogues attacked, from Glasgow to
Bristol, because British citizens decided Jews
here needed to pay for something that
happened thousands of miles away. For Jews,
history is never in the past, but a series of
resounding echoes.

But let’s focus on the future. Well, the good
news is last week is done. The bad news is, this
week could be worse. It’s the local elections on
Thursday, and I’'m old enough to remember
when these were about bin collection
schedules. This time, in the words of one
whippersnapper, local candidates should
“make Palestine non-negotiable”. That
aforementioned snapper was none other than
Jeremy Corbyn, encouraging candidates to sign
the “People’s Pledge for Palestine”, in which
councillors promise to “ensure accountability
for Israel’s crimes of genocide”.

As of late February, more than 1,200
councillors had signed the pledge, although
none has explained how they’ll achieve it from,
say, Peterborough or Peckham. But, as is
always the way with open letters, the point is to
show you’re on the Right Side — in this case
that your priority is Palestine, not potholes.

As pro-Palestine activists in the UK never tire
of saying, supporting the Palestinians is not
antisemitic, and, believe me, we Jews know. Yet
it’s weird they never pause to wonder why their
cause attracts, Bat Signal-like, so many frothing
antisemites. Maybe it’s those voguish
“Globalise the intifada” chants. Which brings
me, once again, to the Green Party.

I am old enough to remember (again) when

the Greens were a gently batty lot focused on
the environment. These days it’s less green and
more a mix of the rainbow (ultra-progressives)
and the crescent (sectarian Muslims). As a
result, it produces local candidates like Saiga
Ali in Streatham, who posted “Resistance is
freedom” over an image of a Hamas terrorist,
and Sabine Mairey in Lambeth, who insists that
“ramming a synagogue isn’t antisemitism, it’s
revenge”. It’s almost enough to make me miss
the days when the Green Party would bang on
about composting.

On Thursday, Ali and Mairey were detained
— not by Green HQ but by the Metropolitan
Police, on suspicion of stirring racial hatred.
The party’s leader, Zack Polanski, has said that
vetting candidates has been “areal challenge”
because the party has been attracting “an
immense amount of people very quickly”.

I almost admire how Polanski affects to see
the number of raving, Jew-hating loons joining
his party as a sign of his popularity, as opposed
to proof that they see him as a useful idiot who
is hosting the current home for Jew-hating
loons. And as if to confirm his status as the
latter, shortly after arresting the two Green
candidates, Sir Mark Rowley, the Met’s
commissioner, publicly rebuked Polanski for
retweeting an allegation that police had been
too violent when arresting the man charged
with stabbing the Jews in Golders Green.

“It is this kind of inaccurate and
misinformed commentary ... that is
contributing to rising tensions,” Rowley wrote.
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Polanski can’t
blind Jews to what
everyone cansee

Or, as Polanski put it two weeks ago, a mere
“perception” of rising tensions.

Ali and Mairey can spend this week
burnishing their favourite antisemitic memes,
but there are still plenty of other swivel-eyed
options on the Green ballot. There’s Feda
Shahin in Bournemouth, who has said that
Jeffrey Epstein’s private island “is a symbol of
the headquarters of the Zionists who are trying
to control the world”. Or Philip Notley in
Stevenage, filmed last week telling voters that
“Israel shouldn’t exist”. Or Tina Ion in Blakelaw
& Cowgate, who posts under the handle
“thereal.anne.frank” with a photo of the
murdered teenager in a keffiyeh, and has called
for “killing every single Zionist”. And the Green
Party’s reaction? They are shocked — as
Captain Renault in Casablanca would put it —
shocked to find gambling is going on in here.

And on and on. Still, Polanski can take
comfort that one person believes his party is
being too firm with the antisemites in its ranks.
Unfortunately, it’s his deputy, Mothin Ali. The
Times revealed on Thursday that Ali advised
candidates — including Saiqa Ali — who were
rebuked or suspended by the party for
antisemitism “to start with some class action”.

Polanski repeatedly bleats that he is “the
only Jewish leader of a major political party”,
as if that were a Harry Potter-like spell —
expelliarmus! — that can fend off accusations
his party is pandering to far left and sectarian
Muslim antisemites.

It doesn’t work. He can’t launder his party’s
antisemitism with parrot-like references to his
background, and he can’t blind Jews to what
everyone can see. We saw in Australia that
years of petty antisemitic crimes were
minimised by authorities, and Labor MPs there
with large Muslim electorates ignored rising
antisemitism — until the Bondi beach massacre
happened in December. And we Jews have long
seen how eagerly the mob will use political
unrest abroad as an excuse to terrorise us and
trash our synagogues, from Kristallnacht to the
summer of 1947 to last week. This week we’ll
learn how much worse it will get.
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Matthew Syed

Branding Starmer a Jew harmer’is
unserious. That way lies madness

This ancient hatred must be banished but turning antisemitism into a political football is self-defeating

was at the dry cleaner’s on Tuesday
morning when a woman, there with
her school-age son to have his
trousers taken up, turned to me and
said: “I just wanted to say thank
you.” I must have looked puzzled,
because she added: “For your
support of Jewish people.” I
responded with gratitude, though a
little awkwardly, as one does when a
stranger brings moral seriousness into
the choreography of everyday life. Her
son stood beside her, half curious, his
school trousers still pinned. Then she
lowered her voice. “I have never felt
so frightened for my family,” she said.
“An attack always feels just around
the corner.”

There are sentences that do not leave
you. Not because they are dramatic, but
because they are unbearable. A mother,
in a dry cleaner’s, speaking not of
politics, not of history, but of the simple
fear that her child might be unsafe in the
country he calls home.

The next afternoon, on the Tube, I
saw the news that two Jewish men had
been stabbed in Golders Green. My mind
went straight back to that woman and
her boy; to the little pins in the cloth; to
the fear that had entered and darkened
their lives. To live in a free country and
feel that it is becoming foreign and
dangerous — not because of anything
you have done but because of who you
are — is one of the heaviest burdens a
society can place on its own citizens.
What has happened to us?

I thought, too, of an afternoon last
October in Trafalgar Square, where I had
gone to observe a Palestine Action
protest. My first impression was almost
reassuring: a largely middle-class crowd,
leaflets, the familiar theatre of British

dissent. Then I asked what I thought was
a fair question: to what extent is Hamas
responsible for the suffering unfolding
in Gaza? The mood changed. Faces
morphed. A woman swore at me. A man
holding a Palestinian flag began pointing
menacingly. In bright sunlight, yards
from police officers, in the middle of
London, I felt for a few moments an
echo of what many Jews in Britain
experience every second of every day.
That echo has never left me.

T hope every fair-minded reader can
accept that the treatment of British Jews
has become intolerable. Not
uncomfortable. Not regrettable.
Intolerable. In a country that prides
itself on pluralism, decency and law, our
Jewish countrymen are looking over
their shoulders, hiding school blazers,
avoiding parts of their own cities,
wondering whether their children
should wear visible signs of Jewish life.
This is a tragedy.

And it demands seriousness. It
demands the full force of the law when
demonstrations cross from protest into
intimidation. It demands more security
for synagogues, Jewish schools and
community centres. It demands a harder
line against the antisemitism that has
crept into universities and schools. It
demands proscription of the IRGC. I also
believe the recognition of a Palestinian
state was a grave mistake, not because
Palestinians do not deserve political
rights but because timing and context
matter. To make such a move while
Hamas still holds power, and while
Jewish communities here feel under
siege, was bound to be read as a reward
for violence.

But perhaps, after the tragic events of
last week, I can say something else too. I

saw the signs proclaiming: “Keir
Starmer, Jew harmer”. Really? In a world
of Islamist hatred, terrorism and ancient
conspiracies dressed up in modern
slogans, is the British prime minister —
the man who took on antisemitism in his
own party, who excised Jeremy Corbyn,
who took political risks to root out a
poison I saw at close quarters as a
Labour member — to be held up as an
enemy of Jews?

Is that fair? Is it reasonable? Is it wise?
This matters, because tone matters.
Tenor matters. The moral shape of the
argument matters. We are surely not
merely trying to be right; we are trying
to assemble a decent majority against a
very old hatred. And majorities are not
built by declaring everyone outside our
own faction an accomplice to evil. That
way lies a kind of self-defeating
madness.

There should be room in this coalition
for people who disagree sharply about
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Israel’s government. There should be
room for those who support a two-state
solution and those who are sceptical of
it; those who believe UNRWA — the
United Nations Relief and Works Agency
for Palestine Refugees in the Near East —
should be defunded and those who
think reform is possible; those who
differ on the precise remit of Prevent;
those who think Britain’s foreign policy
has been too harsh on Israel and those
who think it has not been harsh enough.
There should be room for people who
oppose Binyamin Netanyahu’s
government, fear the consequences of
annexation in the West Bank and grieve
for Palestinian civilians in Gaza.

None of that should be disqualifying.
The test should be simpler and deeper:
do you believe British Jews are equal
citizens whose safety and belonging are
non-negotiable? Do you reject the
holding of Jews collectively responsible
for the actions of Israel? Do you
understand that “Zionist” is too often
spat out not as a political description but
as alicence for hatred? Do you accept
that a synagogue is not an embassy, a
Jewish school is not a military target and
aJewish child in Britain bears no
responsibility for a war thousands of
miles away?

If the answer is yes, then we should
stand together. And here’s where I
glimpse hope, for this is, I believe, a
majority British position. A position that
unites us. That individuals should be
judged by their character, not their
colour, religion or gender or by the
actions of a government they may not
support and did not elect. That principle
is not complicated. It is — if [ can put it
this way — the moral grammar of a
civilised society.
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This emphatically means not
tarnishing people in the name of point-
scoring; not turning antisemitism into a
political football; not using Jewish fear as
the latest weapon in the fatuous culture
wars; not pretending this hatred belongs
only to the left, or only to Islamists, or
only to the far right. Antisemitism is
promiscuous. It migrates. It adapts. It
speaks the language of blood and soil in
one decade, anti-capitalism in another,
anti-imperialism in another, anti-
globalism in another. It is always
searching for a new mask.

And so, yes, I want to see more —
much more — from Muslims who
describe themselves as moderate. I want
that moderation to be visible not only in
private reassurance but in public
courage: in pushing back against
Islamists, in confronting Jew-hatred in
their communities, in standing openly
with Jewish neighbours when they are
threatened. This is not too much to ask.
It is what many Muslims themselves
demand of wider society when anti-
Muslim hatred rises. In fact let me be
more emphatic: please step up or you
will confirm the worst insinuations of
the far-right populists.

But the burden cannot fall on
Muslims alone. Christians must speak.
Liberals must speak. Atheists must
speak. We all must. Because that
woman in the dry cleaner’s did not ask
for a policy paper. She did not ask me to
settle the Middle East. She thanked me,
almost apologetically, for speaking as
though Jewish fear mattered. That
should not be rare. It should not be
brave. It should be nothing less than
heartbreaking. It should unite us. And
with goodwill and moral seriousness, I
believe it can.

What's
Appening

Labour colleagues plot
Angela Rayner’s Waterloo*

Ed Miliband OK, guys, welcome
to the top-secret ABA group

John Healey I love them. Did you
see the hologram show? So lifelike

Miliband Not ABBA, ABA.
David Lammy Lay all your love on me

Miliband Not now, David. Please
focus. ABA. Anyone But Ange

Darren Jones Gimme gimme gimme.
Money money money

Miliband Well, exactly. If we end up
with Rayner, we’ll be in trouble

Lammy We’re already in trouble. We’re
going to lose a million council seats

Miliband Big trouble, then. Thoughts?

Lammy We could film her
eating a bacon sandwich badly?

Miliband Very funny

Jones We could put out stories
about how she’s a tax dodger?

Miliband Everyone knows that already

Healey I heard she doesn’t recycle
and she holds her knife like a pen

Miliband Are you making that up?
Healey Well, yes, but I bet I'm right
Jones We could bring up her lack of
qualifications. Can we really have a

prime minister with no decent GCSEs?

Miliband That doesn’t seem
to bother people any more

Lammy Depressing.
I've got three A-levels

Miliband Very depressing.
I've got four — AABB.

Jones Perhaps we should settle
on the anyone in Anyone But Ange?
If we all united behind an alternative
candidate, it might keep her out
Healey I'll put my hat in the ring
Lammy I'll put my hat in the ring
Jones I'll put my hat in the ring
Miliband If it’s going to be one of us,
then it should be me. Not to blow my
own flugelhorn but YouGov says I’'m the
seventh most popular Labour politician
Healey Who is the most popular?
Miliband Andy Burnham but
we’ve fixed that. I really think 'm

the only viable candidate now that
Wes has been Mandelsonned

Lammy I'm just going to say
this, Ed. You can’t stand again

Miliband Why not?
Lammy Last week alone you
managed to make everyone

angry about tumble dryers

Miliband I’'m angry about tumble
dryers. They’re a disgrace

Lammy And you’re weird.
You just said flugelhorn

Miliband What’s wrong with that?
Lammy Nobody says flugelhorn
and nobody thinks tumble

dryers are a disgrace

Jones Maybe we’re better off
sticking with Starmer

Keir Starmer Hello everyone.
What’s the ABA group and why
have I been invited to join? Nobody
invites me to join anything any more
Miliband I'm not sure, but welcome,
prime minister. It’s Abba, not Aba. For
fans of the Swedish pop icons
Healey I still have faith in you

Starmer Thank you, John.
That’s comforting

Healey No, that’s my
favourite Abba song

Starmer Slipping through my fingers?

Miliband It has rather, hasn’t it? Perhaps
you should consider stepping down?

Starmer What? No, that’s my favourite
Miliband Mamma mia

*As imagined by Matt Rudd
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Robert Colvile

This time next week much of the UK could
beled by people determined to destroy it

ot to stereotype our northern
compatriots, but it is rather
fitting that the Scottish
election campaign should
culminate in a fight over
whisky. Labour are hailing
President Trump’s decision to
lift tariffs on Glenfiddich as a
victory for a) the King’s persuasive
powers, b) the UK government’s patient
diplomacy and c) the Union. Meanwhile
John Swinney, the first minister, has
insisted that actually it was all his idea,
and the Donald called him personally to
tell him so. So nerny nerny nerr.

If this kind of enlightened back and
forth between Westminster and
Holyrood makes you reach for a large
dram, then I have some bad news: we’re
in for an awful lot more of it.

The Scottish government is pretty
damn unpopular. Just 27 per cent of
voters approve of its record. Luckily for
the SNP, there is something even less
popular — the Labour government in
London, whose record is viewed
positively by just 9 per cent of Scots.

Stir in the rise of Reform, which has
splintered the anti-SNP vote, and the
contorted nature of the Scottish
electoral system, and it is
overwhelmingly likely that the SNP
will stay in power. The main
uncertainty is whether they will

again need the support of the Greens for
an outright majority.

But that’s only part of the story.

Over in Wales, a century of Labour
dominance is coming to an end. The
polls for the Senedd elections — which
take place next week alongside the
Scottish vote and local elections in
England — show Reform and Plaid
Cymru neck and neck. But under the
new proportional voting system brought
in by Labour, in a disastrous attempt to
entrench its control, some kind of
progressive government is all but a
certainty, with Plaid in the box seat.

Meanwhile, in Northern Ireland, Sinn
Fein remains the largest party in the
assembly and in control of the first
minister’s chair. Which means that as of
next week three of the United Kingdom’s
four nations will probably be led by
people avowedly committed to
destroying it. Indeed, Swinney has said
that his day one priority will be to put
through legislation demanding another
independence referendum.

Set against this, of course, is the rise of
Reform. A lot of people who wrote off
Nigel Farage as a little Englander have
been surprised by how well his new
party is doing in the other parts of the
UK. But it is also true that Farage, even
more than Boris Johnson, could have
been lab-designed to raise Celtic hackles.

The other week he celebrated England’s
national day by sporting a genuinely
spectacular flag of St George

waistcoat, while lambasting Sir Keir
Starmer for not even mentioning

the country’s name in his own videos.

Reform are, of course, a pro-Union
party. But polling by Ipsos has shown
that 16 per cent of Scottish unionists
would be more likely to vote for
independence with Farage in Downing
Street, versus 4 per cent if the Tories
somehow get back in. More alarmingly,
more than half of those undecided on
independence said a Farage premiership
would tilt them towards leave.

Of course, as my colleague Alex
Massie has pointed out, the
dismemberment of the UK is not an
imminent threat. Plaid Cymru barely
mention the idea in their manifesto:
their main priority is extracting more
cash from English taxpayers for the
Welsh NHS. And while Swinney will
demand a referendum, no one in
Westminster actually has to give him
one, and no one is going to. Indeed,
roughly a third of Reform’s new voters
are pro-independence, a sign that issues
such as cost of living — and immigration
— may be beginning to rival the
constitutional question.

But the scene is still set for a scritchy,
scratchy relationship between the
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component parts of the UK. You do not
spend years pounding the pavements for
the SNP, Plaid Cymru or Sinn Fein

unless you truly believe in the cause. So
you will be constantly trying to find

ways to further it.

The Sunday Times recently reported
on how the SNP has used public funding
to bring Scotland’s charities sector
under its ideological control. But I could
also cite the way Belfast’s Sinn Fein-
controlled infrastructure ministry has
slashed funding for sewage and water
treatment while pumping cash into
cross-border transport projects. And of

course if England does get a right-wing
government, especially one committed
to spending restraint (as it will absolutely
have to be), progressives in the rest of
the UK will inevitably throw up their
hands at the sheer ghastliness.

This isn’t only about nationalism,
though. The whole dynamic of our
system of devolution is that the devolved
parliaments, and for that matter the
elected mayors, take all of the credit but
deflect all of the blame.

Accordingly, political success is
ultimately defined by the amount of
cash you can extract from London.

And there is no mechanism to resolve
the resulting disputes — not least, as
Helen Thompson, the Cambridge
academic, has pointed out, because the
New Labour figures who set up the
present system in the 1990s assumed
that they would be running Westminster,
Cardiff and Holyrood in perpetuity, so
any disagreements could be

addressed via fraternal discussions
within the party.

Under Boris Johnson the Westminster
government did recognise this tension,
even if the solution was often to fight
bribery with bribery. The team around
Michael Gove brought in measures such
as the UK Internal Market Act to create
regulatory harmony, and reasserted
Westminster’s right to deal directly with

Scottish councils and quangos, not just
to bypass their political enemies but

to ensure that key projects such as
defence investment were stamped with
the Union Jack, in just the same way

as the EU promoted its own

in-country largesse.

Strikingly, Starmer recently circulated
amemo reminding his ministers of the
existence of these powers, and
warning of the dangers of an “overly
deferential” approach to the devolved
governments.

But it is still almost certain that
nationalism, separatism and internal
tension will be back on the agenda after
May 7. Indeed, for the SNP and Plaid
Cymru the only thing more welcome
than the implosion of Labour is that
Reform is its most likely replacement.
And as we have seen in Scotland, there is
little sign that the nationalists’ own
failures will lead voters to abandon
the cause: they will simply blame the
English instead.

Whatever happens to the Union over
the next few years, the only way to
secure it in the long run is via a
competent, effective Westminster
government that delivers renewed
national prosperity and stability.
Which suggests that my fellow unionists
might need a large supply of that
tariff-free whisky after all.
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President Trump’s political

Matthew Syed’s excellent analysis of
President Trump’s egregious guile (“I
abhor Trump but he’s a genius. Who else
has bent history’s arc like him?”, Apr 26)
overlooks one fundamental factor:
Trump works in a system that does little
to curb him. The US constitution, for all
its elegance, is flawed. Making the
president head of the executive as well as
head of state not only foments agonising
conflicts of allegiance among patriotic
Americans; it also helps to invest a
president with near-dictatorial powers.
Trump has overridden the judiciary and
bypassed Congress to go to war,
pardoned rioters, intimidated academia
and the media and issued a torrent of
executive orders, all without any agency
of government holding him to account.
Trump’s “genius” has been to recognise
the pliability of the constitution and to
exploit it. Syed writes about Trump
undermining “constitutional norms”. A
robust constitution would be
invulnerable to such subversion. Perhaps
after 250 years it is time for a rewrite.
Peter Hughes

Sunbury-on-Thames, Surrey

There is much to commend in Matthew

convince. Trump is a charismatic
president who gulls the gullible,
outsmarts political opponents and
enriches himself in the process. True
geniuses don’t have to be morally
upstanding but, by virtue of their rare
talent, intelligence and vision, they add to
the sum total of human happiness and
progress. It is impossible to conclude that
Trump adds anything other than
distortion, division, disruption and
destruction. He has brought a wrecking
ball to Nato and the Middle East, and his
utterances and actions have brought his
own country into disrepute, reducing it to
alaughing stock. Trump has no
identifiable talent that could gain him
entry to the pantheon of geniuses. We
denigrate them by attempting to place
him among their ranks.

Alan Jones

Pewsey, Wilts

Matthew Syed’s article brings to mind
historians who claim that Napoleon
Bonaparte was also a “genius”.
Napoleon may have had fabulous
intellect but he caused millions of deaths
to satisfy his passion for power. Arguably
Stalin, Hitler and perhaps Saddam and

‘genius’

certain kind of persuasive “genius” but I
would insist that, given his pathological
lying and glorying in violence, it is
prefixed by the word “evil”.

Bill Jones

Honorary professor of political studies,
Liverpool Hope University

Would President Trump be such an
effective politician without America’s
military might and economic power
behind him to place himself at the centre
of world events? Around the world there
are dozens of leaders who are referred to
as despots, dictators, autocrats, tyrants,
strongmen. In many countries with such
leaders, only the populace suffers. In
Trump’s case, almost everyone else in
the world is suffering. I agree that he has
bent history to his will but Trump’s only
beneficiaries are those around him.
Larry Sequeira

Croydon

The miniature version of the executive
mansion (“Honey, I shrunk the White
House”, Apr 26) is beautifully crafted. It
is to be hoped the bees find it a sweetly
productive environment. But I'm
curious to know — is there a ballroom?

Syed’s article on President Trump but in Assad, too, were of similar mind. Syed Anne Wagner
describing Trump as a “genius” he failsto | proves that President Trump owns a Oxford
. Ed Miliband’s obsession with putting J
N Orth Sea rlCheS solar panels all over the countryside Spouse visa SyStem

The views of Ed Miliband, the energy
secretary, about North Sea oil and gas
and the direction of government policies
for which he has responsibility are well
known (“Spurning the North Sea’s gifts
makes little sense for Britain”, leading
article, Apr 26). However, another
reason for procrastination over opening
the Jackdaw and Rosebank fields is that
such a decision would almost certainly
be legally challenged by the activist
groups that succeeded in halting the
fields’ approval in the first place. The
government would be in an excruciating
position if its consent to open the fields
was quashed in court. Unless the Court
of Session in Edinburgh overrules itself
or the government repeals a carbon
target that Miliband has said should be
“binding in law”, Jackdaw and Rosebank
will not open.

David Campbell

Professor of law, Lancaster University

ignores the fact they only generate power
in sunlight. If only we had held on to our
great empire, on which the sun never set.
John Pitts

Penarth, Vale of Glamorgan

Rigging the market

Dominic Lawson is right to criticise
Zohran Mamdani’s city hall-subsidised
supermarket plan (“The popularity of
price controls is a disaster”, Apr 26). In
the 1963 film Heavens Above! a well-
meaning vicar, played by Peter Sellers,
starts handing out free food paid for by
Lady Despard. The scheme undermines
businesses, puts people out of work and
ends in a riot. Will Mamdani’s scheme
(admired, it seems, by the SNP and the
Greens) see life imitate art yet again?
StJohn Cox

Taunton, Somerset

Completing my wife’s visa extension
papers prompted reflection on how the
Home Office views the family lives of its
citizens. I am in my seventies, have
maintained homes in the UK since the
early 1980s and spent much of my career
working overseas while retaining deep
roots here. Yet choosing a foreign spouse
still seems to invite suspicion and the
repeated submission of detailed proof.
Many British citizens live international
lives. The system should reflect that with
fairness and dignity.

Graham Kemish

Southampton

Letters should be sent to
letters@sunday-times.co.uk and should
arrive by midday on Thursday. Please
include a full address and phone number.
We may edit letters, which must be
exclusive to The Sunday Times

Shoplifting epidemic

Camilla Long is exasperated by the
epidemic of shoplifting and asks why no
one cares (“Only the pasty fortress will
deter thieves now”, Apr 26). The
brazenness of thieves in shops and at the
petrol pumps (letter, Apr 19) is
staggering, yet it is allowed to continue.
We have created a system that enables
theft: a shortage of police; shop
assistants told not to intervene; and
members of the public afraid to become
involved in case they are not supported
by the law. Perpetrators, if caught, are
liable to be let off with a warning. Court
cases may take years to be heard and
sentences are likely to be suspended as
there’s no room in our prisons. Our
broken system impedes all attempts to
achieve anything, from building houses
to stopping migrants’ boats.

Alistair Gibb

Edinburgh

Lib Dem hide and seek

The Lib Dems are missing their moment
(“Why 1,500 seats lost will trigger
‘nervous breakdown’ for Labour”,
politics, Apr 26). Where are they? At the
last general election there was much
rejoicing when the Lib Dems won 72 seats.
Many voters had simply had enough of
the Conservatives in 2024, likewise now
with Labour, yet the Lib Dems are hiding
in the bushes while the Greens and
Reform dance in the streets ahead of the
local elections. Surely the Lib Dems have
an alternative leader in their midst who
has presence, is younger and will cut out
the antics, cardigans and comfy chairs.
Trevor Edmond

Exeter

Less weighty tomes

Nikolai Tolstoy (letter, Apr 26) prefers
children to read classics rather than
comics but all reading has educational
value. The Diary of a Wimpy Kid, for
example, gives children a chance to feel
that they can read on their own. For
some it will be reassuring and a gateway
to encourage them to read more
challenging texts. Reading is akin to
weightlifting: start light and build up.
Ben Wolfin

London NW7

Restricting jury trials

Sir Stephen Mitchell is correct when he
says that the restriction of jury trials will
fail to cut the staggering backlog of
crown court cases (“Judges are being
silenced on vandalism of curbing jury
trials”, Apr 26).

I'sat as a judge in Southwark crown
court, which is the venue for trials of
long and complex fraud cases. At no
time did I have reason to believe that
juries were incapable of understanding
the issues raised by these cases.
Moreover, had the cases been tried by
judge alone, the delay would have been
greater, in that the judge would have to
have give full written reasons for the
verdict delivered. This would mean that
to deliver judgment within a reasonable
time, he/she would be unavailable to
take new trials.

The assertion that trial by judge alone
will reduce the backlog is not supported
by my experience at the International
Criminal Court, in which I now sit,
where trials are held before a bench of
judges. In my last case, it took months to
produce a fully reasoned judgment.
Joanna Korner KC
The Hague, Netherlands

Safari superman

It was heartening to read your interview
with the travel writer Brian Jackman on
how tourism in Africa has changed (“My
life in African safaris”, travel, Apr 26). I
would like to add another name to the
safari pioneers mentioned: Ron Beaton.
He had the vision to set up Mara
conservancies — after years of negotiation
with Masai elders — to create a model that
has been much copied. He also
established the Koyaki Guiding School,
which has not only produced 400 safari
guides but also raised awareness of the
value of conservation.

Tricia Cameron

Portesham, Dorset

Pop the kettle on

My grandmother’s advice on the ideal
number of committee members (letters,
Apr 19 & 26) was: “Thee, me and she to
make the tea.”

Liza Roe

London SW20

BIRTHDAYS

Katya Adler, BBC Europe editor, 54
Patti Boulaye, singer, pictured, 72
Rob Brydon, actor and comedian, 61
Poppy Delevingne, model, 40

Peter Duncan, TV presenter, 72

Ben Elton, author and script writer, 67
Ken Hom, TV chef, 77

Mary Hopkin, singer, 76

Sir Mo Ibrahim, founder of Celtel, 80
Edward Kessler, founder-president of
the Woolf Institute, Cambridge, 63
Michael Kiwanuka, musician, 39
Joseph Kosinski, film director, 52
Steve McClaren, football coach, 65
Sir Alan Parker, founder and chairman
of Brunswick Group, 70

Sandi Toksvig, TV presenter, 68
Frankie Valli, singer, 92

Allan Wells, Olympic sprinter, 74

ANNIVERSARIES

1494 Christopher Columbus sights
Jamaica, inhabited by the Arawak
tribes. He lands two days later

1945 British forces under Lord
Mountbatten capture the city of
Rangoon in Burma from the Japanese
1979 The Conservative Party under
Margaret Thatcher wins the general
election and replaces Labourin No 10

CORRECTIONS &
CLARIFICATIONS

_ipsd. Regulated

We wrongly suggested that breaks at
Gardener’s Cottage, Chatsworth, came
with complimentary tickets to
Chatsworth House, the garden, farmyard
and playground along with free parking if
requested when booking (Travel, Apr 19).
In fact these must be booked separately.
We apologise for the error.

Email complaints@sunday-times.co.uk.
Ipso will also examine formal complaints
about the editorial content of UK
newspapers and magazines. Please go to
our website for full details.

The way we were

From The Sunday Times
May 2, 1926

Empire Shopping Weekis a
chance to ask for British goods

The month in which Empire Day occurs
is a peculiarly suitable one in which to
hold Empire Shopping Weeks, and in
various places the arrangements for
these patriotic displays are in full swing.
Kensington begins its Empire Shopping
Week tomorrow, and the decorations
and posters make gay the royal borough.
My butcher, for example, has burst out
into such an eruption of coloured posters
that you can hardly tell which is a poster
and which is a joint of English lamb.

I searched with a keen eye my grocer’s
window to see if perchance fruits and
other commodities from foreign lands
had crept into his display, either through
alamentable ignorance of geography or
by oversight, but all seemed well. True,
there were articles bearing labels which
denoted countries other than those of
the British Empire to be found within,

but he probably trusts to the good feeling
of his customers not to ask for these
things until the week is over. Obviously,
we must expect the equivalent of bears
coming out of the woods to devour us if
we fail in our duty so far as to demand
foods that are not from the British
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You can hardly tell
whichis aposter
and whichis ajoint
of Englishlamb

Empire, either these islands or the wider
spaces. And the shopping is not confined
to food. Let us ask for British goods no
matter what we are buying, whether
refrigerators, dress materials or matches.
® This week brings a 79th birthday to
Lord Rosebery, and it may be hoped that
the event will prove more cheerful than
some previous anniversaries. Replying
some years ago to a friend who invited
him to dinner, he wrote: “You have, alas,
fixed for your dinner a day of private
fasting and humiliation for me. May 7 is a
domestic tragedy, the scene of which is
the bosom of my family. I should never
be allowed to dine out on that day. On
that melancholy anniversary I scrape
myself with a potsherd and decorate my
few remaining hairs with ashes. Nor do I
take meat or drink or repose. In short, it
is my birthday.”

® Sandy, London Zoo’s large orangutan,
has discovered that breaking windows is
great fun, and he is now making a hobby
of it. But this longing to smash the
window above his cage cannot be
gratified unless he has some sort of a
tool, so Sandy sat down and thought of a
plan which is proving most successful.
Whenever a visitor carrying a stick or
umbrella approaches him, the ape drops
a piece of food out of his cage and
pretends he wants it back again. The
kind-hearted visitor picks up the food
and offers it to Sandy but, although he
makes a great effort to take it, the
orangutan can never manage to reach far
enough. So the visitor puts the food on
the end of the stick and holds it out to
Sandy. Before he has time to realise what
has happened, the stick has been stolen
and Sandy is busy breaking the window.



