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Using the Webb telescope, scientists have
discovered an atmosphere around WD 1856 b, a
Jupiter-sized planet orbiting a white dwarf — the
�rst time an atmosphere has been found on a
world orbiting a dead star. The atmosphere has
hydrocarbons and clouds of aerosols. The planet
was also hotter than expected, possibly due to
tidal heating as the planet drifted in. The �ndings
show planets can have a ‘life’ of their own even
after their stars die.

Planet shows star’s death does
not have to doom its worlds

Researchers have developed a promising new
CAR T-cell therapy for rare solid tumours,
including alveolar soft-part sarcoma (ASPS) and
certain kidney cancers. They found a protein,
GPNMB, to be consistently expressed on these
tumour cells and created a treatment called to
target it. One patient with advanced ASPS saw
their disease stabilise for three months while
several smaller tumors disappeared, and the
therapy was well-tolerated. Combining it with
immune checkpoint blockers may also surmount
treatment resistance.

CAR T-cell therapy ‘sees’ solid
tumours thanks to protein

A Thai study found how dogs’ living conditions
a�ect their physical and mental health.
Researchers compared three shelters with
di�erent levels of space and enrichment such as
toys and human interaction. Dogs in the facility
that provided the most space and regular
enrichment had the lowest stress hormone
levels, normal metabolic pro�les, and a healthy
balance of gut bacteria. Dogs in the most
crowded shelter had metabolic imbalance and
less diverse gut bacteria.

Dogs in crowded shelters turn
physically and mentally ill

SNAPSHOTS
�

Do phone batteries last
longer when it’s cooler
outside?

You might think so — but
the answer is not always.
Smartphones use
lithium-ion batteries. This
battery works by moving
lithium ions back and forth
between two electrodes
through a liquid
electrolyte.
In colder weather, like in
North India during the
winter, the electrolyte
becomes less conductive
and the lithium ions move
more sluggishly. The
battery’s internal
resistance also increases.
As a result, the voltage can
drop faster if you use the
phone heavily. Your phone
might interpret this drop

as low battery and trigger
power-saving measures
even when the battery has
more charge.
In hot weather, the battery
chemistry becomes more
active and can deliver
power easily. But heat also
speeds up unwanted
chemical reactions, which
over time permanently
reduce the battery’s
capacity and shorten its
lifespan.
If the battery gets too hot
due to fast charging,
gaming, direct sunlight,
and/or a bad phone cover,
the phone may stop
charging as a safety
measure. 

Question Corner

A �ne balance

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

When a team at IIT-Delhi
recently compared the
members of a family of
minerals called rutile ox-
ides, they found a signi�-
cant di�erence between
metals and insulators that
a well-known mathemati-
cal model could not ex-
plain.  Understanding why
is a necessary precursor to
design next-generation
electronics and e�cient in-
dustrial catalysts.

While rutile oxides have

the same crystal structure,
titanium dioxide is an insu-
lator whereas ruthenium
dioxide is a good
conductor.

The study itself was dri-
ven by a long-standing de-
bate over whether rutheni-
um dioxide possesses a
rare, unconventional type
of magnetism called alter-
magnetism. To settle this,
the team looked closely at
the interplay between the
material’s electrons and
the lattice, i.e. the grid of
its atoms.

Like photons carry
light, phonons carry vibra-
tions through a material.
By studying how heat af-
fects the phonons of the
lattice, scientists can work
backwards to see what the
electrons are doing. If the
electrons were interacting
strongly with the phonons,
it would leave a speci�c
sign in the data.

The team used a tech-
nique called Raman scat-
tering. They shone a laser
at the materials and mea-
sured how the light

changed as it bounced o�
the vibrating atoms. They
simultaneously cooled the
samples from room tem-
perature down to –262.15°
C. “All measurements were
performed using an indige-
nously developed low-tem-
perature Raman scattering
facility at IIT-Delhi, built at
roughly one-third the cost
of comparable commercial
systems,” IIT-Delhi assis-
tant professor and study
co-author Kaushik Sen
said.

As they cool, the lattice

of most materials becomes
sti�er and the vibrations
speed up. In insulators,
this sti�ening follows a
well-known mathematical
rule called the Klemens
model. However, the re-
searchers found that the
lattice of the metallic rutile
oxides sti�ened more and
the Klemens model
couldn’t explain why.

“While the Klemens mo-
del has been successfully
used for decades, we show
that it has important limi-
tations when applied to

metals,” Dr. Sen said.
The �ndings were pu-

blished in Physical Review
B.

While atoms in an insu-
lator vibrate based only on
the chemical bonds’ sti�-
ness, atoms in a metal are
surrounded by a sea of
electrons that pull on
them. The team found that
as the metals cooled, the
electrons reorganised into
di�erent energy states,
changing the tension bet-
ween the atoms and thus
how the lattice vibrated.

Scientists use budget tech to probe long-standing physics mystery
Vasudevan Mukunth

T
he heatwave
sapping Europe
this June did not
spare CERN —

the European Organisation
for Nuclear Research —
whose dull grey buildings
give little hint of the under-
ground that sets the lab
apart from any other hive
of colossal engineering on
earth. Here, in tunnels be-
neath the Franco-Swiss
border, physicists drive
protons — among the parti-
cles at the heart of every
atom — to a sliver below the
speed of light and smash
them together, reading the
debris for clues to how the
universe is built. The ma-
chine that does this is
called the Large Hadron
Collider (LHC).

At the ‘A Large Ion Col-
lider Experiment’ (ALICE)
detector, one of four that
make sense of those colli-
sions, scientists sit glued to
monitors, watching the
multicoloured swarms of
particles each collision
leaves behind. Somewhere
in that mess, they hope, is
a sign of new matter, a clue
to why matter alone sur-
vived or something else
that has eluded the physi-
cists probing the �rst frac-
tions of a second after the
Big Bang. 

This July, the control
centre will go quiet as the
LHC’s beams are turned o�
ahead of its third ‘Long
Shutdown’. In the next
four years and at an ex-
pense of roughly $1.5 bil-

lion, the LHC will be up-
graded to its
‘High-Luminosity’ version.

The classic image of the
LHC is its 27-km ring a
hundred metres under-
ground. Inside, protons
are energised step by step
to 6.8 teraelectronvolts
(TeV) per beam. One TeV is
about the energy of a �ying
mosquito. Trivial as that
sounds, the LHC crams
that whole mosquito’s
worth into a speck a trillion
times smaller, packing the
energy so densely that a
single collision brie�y re-
creates the furnace of the
newborn universe.

If the upgrade goes to
plan, the proton beams
will zip around at the same
TeV but collide �ve times
more often. This is literally
more bang for buck as it
translates to greater odds

of sighting exotic particles.
Since its �rst collisions

in 2009, the LHC’s high
point remains the discov-
ery of the Higgs boson in
2012 — the particle tied to a
�eld that gives elementary
particles their mass.

“We were very lucky
with the Higgs boson, that
within the �rst few years of
operation we found it,” Ar-
chana Sharma, a CERN
physicist and among the
�rst Indians the laboratory
employed, told The Hindu.
“Now, perhaps dark matter
is around the corner, and
we need more data, and
this is exactly why we are
upgrading the LHC.”

The LHC has only con-
�rmed what the Standard
Model theory has already
predicted. Ordinary matter
is built from quarks — the
elementary grains that

bunch in twos and threes
inside the protons and
neutrons of every atom —
held together by the strong
force. The LHC has veri�ed
this architecture in �ne de-
tail. It has also veri�ed the
existence of about 80 new
hadrons, the composite
particles quarks form. Its
heavy-ion collisions have
brie�y created the quark-
gluon plasma, the searing
soup of unbound particles
that �lled the universe in
its �rst microseconds. It
has drawn ever-tighter li-
mits on where undisco-
vered particles cannot be
hiding, probed why matter
so narrowly outlasted its
mirror-twin antimatter,
and measured numbers
that feed astrophysics.

The upgrades and fu-
ture plans for an even big-
ger collider are in the hope

of discovering signs of dark
energy, dark matter, and a
theory that can accommo-
date the Standard Model as
well as what it can’t ex-
plain. These signs have
stubbornly failed to appear
so far.

The LHC runs to about
2041; a successor must be
conceived now or not at
all. In May 2026, the CERN
Council endorsed the Fu-
ture Circular Collider (FCC)
as a 91-km-long tunnel. A
build-or-abandon decision
is due around 2028. The
current cost estimate is
nearly $19 billion. A 100-
TeV proton machine might
follow later, perhaps in the
2070s.

Not all are convinced. In
its �rst phase, the FCC will
smash particles at lower
energies than the LHC
does today, because it will
be built for precision, not
raw power. But the physi-
cist Sabine Hossenfelder
has long argued that such a
machine would mostly pin
down quantities already
known, just to a few more
decimal places.

Whether that ambition
survives an age of war and
frayed exchequers is the
harder question. At CERN,
Dr. Sharma noted, “for ev-
ery penny there is a huge
discussion”, then consen-
sus. India has worked at
CERN since the 1960s; her
wish is that its industry join
at the design stage rather
than miss the boat.
(The author was at CERN as
part of a media visit organ-
ised by the Swiss Depart-
ment of Foreign A�airs)

On the cusp of big upgrade, CERN
collider faces hard question

Jacob Koshy 
GENEVA

As the Large Hadron Collider switches o� its beams for a four-year overhaul costing $1.5 billion, the question is no longer

what it has found but whether something even bigger is worth building

Anthropic made its most
advanced AI model, Fable,
generally available earlier
in June, sparking a caution-
ary tale for American AI
companies.

Three days after launch,
the company suspended
access for its paid users ov-
er concerns that hackers
had circumvented the mo-
del’s built-in guardrails.
Last Friday, a select group
of American companies re-
gained access after receiv-
ing U.S. government clea-
rance. Then, on June 30,
Anthropic said it would re-
open Fable — a trimmed
version of its �agship lan-
guage model, Mythos — to a
limited group of users. Pro
and Max subscribers will
have to wait another week,
and even then, they’ll get a
version with reduced capa-
bilities. Its rival, OpenAI,
avoided a similar disrup-
tion with GPT-5.6 by res-
tricting access from the

outset, releasing the model
only to a government-vet-
ted list of users.

For most of the past two
years, Washington’s ap-
proach to arti�cial intelli-
gence has been simple: let
the labs run. That changed
on June 12, when the Com-
merce Department classi-
�ed Anthropic’s newest
models as dual-use cyber
tools and ordered every fo-
reign national, including
Anthropic’s own foreign-
born employees in San
Francisco, to lose access.
With no quick way to verify
citizenship, Anthropic ef-
fectively shut the models
o� for everyone.

The administration has
said the restrictions fol-
lowed the discovery of a
guardrail bypass identi�ed
by Amazon security re-
searchers. But that expla-
nation landed alongside re-
ports that a China-linked
operation had been quietly
extracting capabilities from
Anthropic’s systems.

That wasn’t the compa-
ny’s only headache. An-
thropic also told the U.S.
Senate Banking Committee

that accounts linked to Ali-
baba’s Qwen generated
nearly 29 million exchang-
es through roughly 25,000
fake accounts over six
weeks, in what it described
as the largest known at-
tempt to distill its models
into a cheaper rival.

At the same time, the
Pentagon had separately
blacklisted Anthropic as a
supply-chain risk after the
company declined to make
its tools available for mass
surveillance and autono-
mous weapons. The result
was a strange contradic-
tion: a company judged too
risky for parts of its own go-
vernment to use, while si-

multaneously being
deemed too dangerous to
leave broadly accessible.

Less than two years ago,
DeepSeek demonstrated
that it could approach
American AI frontier per-
formance on a fraction of
the budget. This time, a
day after Washington
pulled the plug on An-
thropic’s �agship models,
Beijing-based Z.ai released
an open-weight model that
scored within a point of An-
thropic’s best on a closely
watched coding bench-
mark while reportedly
costing around a �fth as
much to run—and doing so
on Chinese-made chips.

Z.ai’s co-founder didn’t
bother hiding the compari-
son, calling the American
suspension “regrettable”
and arguing that frontier
intelligence shouldn’t dis-
appear because of a go-
vernment letter.

China is not the only
contender this time. In Ja-
pan, Sakana AI launched its
own frontier model, mar-
keting it as delivering cut-
ting-edge capability with-
out the risk of export
controls. A Chinese cyber-
security �rm released a
competing cyber-focused
model the very same week.

Once a frontier model
has been trained and its
weights released — as sever-
al of China’s strongest mo-
dels now have been under
permissive open licenses —
no government order can
pull them back o� the in-
ternet. Export controls
work because hardware is
scarce. But software is not.

The immediate conse-
quence of the present ex-
port restrictions has not
stopped Chinese �rms
from competing. Instead,
companies and govern-

ments elsewhere are begin-
ning to ask whether depen-
dence on American
frontier models is itself be-
coming a strategic risk.

Japan’s Sakana AI has al-
ready made export-control
resilience part of its sales
pitch. 

European policymakers
are reportedly weighing
new AI sovereignty invest-
ments as businesses can-
not build using technology
that might disappear
overnight.

American AI companies
are heading to public mar-
kets on the promise that
the world’s most capable
models will continue to
come from the U.S. That
promise becomes harder
to sustain once “best”
comes with a ‘conditions
apply’ label.

Between Mythos and Fa-
ble, America’s frontier AI
strategy increasingly seems
caught between openness
and control. The question
is whether that balance
slows competitors or simp-
ly encourages the rest of
the world to build someth-
ing it cannot lose access to.

Can caged frontier AI models outrun open ones?

Between Mythos and Fable, America’s frontier AI strategy seems

caught between openness and control. REUTERS 

John Xavier
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The story so far:

O
n June 22, 2026, the International
Cricket Council (ICC) announced a
framework to assist women players who

are returning to the sport after pregnancy and
childbirth. The Return to Play Post-Pregnancy
Guidelines can be used by the boards of
member countries of the ICC to design their own
policies in line with local laws for the welfare of
the cricketers. “Motherhood and elite cricket
should not be seen as mutually exclusive,” said a
spokesperson for the ICC via a press release.

What does the policy say?
The guidelines, drafted by a team led by ICC
Medical Advisory Committee member and
Australia Team Doctor Dr. Philippa Inge focuses
on “practical, physical and psychological
considerations” to support return to play. It calls
for the appointment of a case manager (usually a
doctor or a physiotherapist), who will serve as
the primary point of contact.

Centered on the welfare of the mother and
child, the policy urges �exible and focussed
communication. While recommending exercise
during pregnancy, it also highlights the lack of
evidence on designing programmes for elite
athletes. The board recommends that players
stop competing at the end of their �rst trimester.

For return to play, the guidelines outline the 6
Rs framework:
Ready (0-6
weeks), Review
(6-8 weeks),
Restore (8-16
weeks),
Recondition
(12-16+ weeks),
Return, and
Re�ne, which
includes

addressing social barriers such as childcare, and
the mental well-being of the player.

Practical assistance, such as access to
childcare facilities (including spaces to change
or rest the baby), breastfeeding areas, travel
support, and opportunities for alternative
employment, is also addressed in the guidelines.

Which countries have maternity policies?
Among the cricket-playing countries, Australia
has a comprehensive parental policy which
includes paid leave, bene�ts, support till the
child is four years old, and contract extension
guarantees. Other countries, including New
Zealand, South Africa, England, Pakistan, and
the West Indies, also have maternity or parental
policies, though the level of support varies.
India, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh do not have
dedicated board-level maternity policies for
women cricketers. In Taliban-led Afghanistan,
women are barred from playing cricket.

Have mothers played at the international
level?
Players including Bismah Maroof (Pakistan), Afy
Fletcher (West Indies), Amy Satterthwaite (New
Zealand), Megan Schutt (Australia), and
Masabata Klaas (South Africa) are mothers who
have competed on the global stage. The 2022
Women’s ODI World Cup saw the participation
of eight mothers; a few even captained their
side. In India, while there are no mothers on the
national side, Sneha Deepthi played at the
domestic level and the Women’s Premier League
after giving birth.

Why is such a policy necessary?
During the 2022 World Cup, a video of Indian
players interacting with Pakistan captain Bismah
Maroof and her daughter after a game went
viral. Such scenes are uncommon as women
players have historically been forced to choose
between their careers and starting a family.

The ‘motherhood penalty’ — the economic
disadvantages women face in the workplace as a
result of becoming mothers — plagues women
across sectors, including sports. In sport, players
face the additional burden of making a physical
comeback after pregnancy. Balancing
motherhood and professional sports is an uphill
battle for women, with many of them being
forced into early retirement. Limited research
on reproductive health in athletes also restricts
insights into how such factors interact with
performance outcomes.

These situations persist due to lack of
systemic support, protections, and failure to
take into account the practical realities of
parenthood for players. A strong and robust
maternity policy will not only support players,
but will also help retain a talented pool of
cricketers, which will bene�t the sport.

Speaking about the guidelines, ICC Chairman
Jay Shah said, “No player should have to choose
between motherhood and representing her
country at the highest level.”

Cricket is growing increasingly global and is
set to return to the Summer Olympics in the
2028 edition. Fixed policies are needed to help
players make informed and secure choices
about their futures. The release of the guidelines
is a step in the right direction and shows ICC’s
“commitment to building a game where women
can thrive, both on and o� the �eld.”

What are ICC’s
‘Return to Play
Post-Pregnancy’
guidelines?
Why was this policy necessary? What

does it entail?

Practical assistance, such
as access to childcare
facilities, breastfeeding
areas, travel support,
and opportunities for
alternative employment,
is also addressed in the
ICC’s guidelines

Abhinaya K. 

The story so far:

O
n June 30, 2026, the Supreme Court
of the United States (SCOTUS) upheld
birthright citizenship provided under
the 14th Amendment to the U.S.

Constitution. The SCOTUS struck down
President Donald Trump’s Executive Order (E0)
14160, which sought to end unconditional
birthright citizenship that the U.S. grants. With
the 6-3 judgment, anyone who is born on U.S.
soil becomes a citizen, regardless of the status of
their parents. Exceptions include children of
foreign diplomats and invading militaries. 

What did Trump’s executive order say?
Mr. Trump’s EO directed federal agencies to stop
issuing citizenship-recognising documents —
social security numbers and passports — to
children born after February 19, 2025 (i) to
mothers unlawfully present when the father was
not a citizen or lawful permanent resident, or (ii)
to mothers lawfully but temporarily present
(students, tourists, guest workers) when the
father was not a citizen or permanent resident. 

What provisions of the U.S. legal system
allow and protect birthright citizenship?
The 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution,
rati�ed in 1868, says “all persons born or
naturalised in the United States, and subject to
the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the
United States and of the State wherein they
reside.” The Immigration and Nationality Act
(INA), 1952, is the foundational body of U.S.
citizenship and immigration law, which draws
from the above constitutional provision with
regard to birthright citizenship. The INA
declares that a person born in the U.S. and

subject to its jurisdiction is a citizen “at birth.”
Among the questions that SCOTUS examined
was whether birthright citizenship is only a
statutory guarantee or both statutory and
constitutional. One of the judges who struck
down the EO — Justice Brett Kavanaugh — limited
it as a statutory question. 

How and when did birthright citizenship
become a political issue in the U.S.?
It was Mr. Trump’s 2016 presidential campaign
that put the spotlight on birthright citizenship as
a question of population management. This was
in the broader context of the anti-immigration
politics, a central concern of the politics of the
‘Make American Great Again’ (MAGA)
movement. In fact, when the Court heard the
oral arguments in the case on April 1, 2026, Mr.
Trump was personally present. This showed
how critical this was to his politics of in�uencing
the population composition of the country. 

But before it was adapted by Mr. Trump,
birthright citizenship was more a concern of
Democrats, who are traditionally more
anti-immigrant than Republicans. Democratic
Senator Harry Reid's 1993 Immigration
Stabilization Act proposed a narrower reading of
the 14th Amendment. The argument against
birthright citizenship is based on the assumption
that a large number of non-citizens — both
authorised residents (such as visa holders) and
unauthorised residents (including illegal
immigrants) — were having children who would
automatically become citizens at birth. 

What do numbers suggest about children
born to non-citizens in the U.S.?
It has been estimated that births to unauthorised
immigrant mothers rose from roughly 1.2 lakh in
1990 (about 3% of all U.S. births) to a peak of
approximately 3.7 lakh-3.9 lakh in 2006-2007
(roughly 9% of all U.S. births.) This growth
mirrored the tripling of the unauthorised
immigrant population between 1990 and 2007. 

After the 2008 �nancial crisis, the trend
reversed. By 2016, births to unauthorised
immigrant mothers had fallen about 36% from
the 2007 peak, to roughly 2.5 lakh (about 6% of
that year’s U.S. births in total). 

Pew Research Center’s most recent analysis
found that births to unauthorised or
temporary-status immigrant mothers grew
rapidly again between 2019 and 2023, reaching
an estimated 9% of all U.S. births in 2023. 

What is the argument against birthright
citizenship?
Apart from its place within the broader
anti-immigration politics of the MAGA
movement, opposition to birthright citizenship
is also rooted in allegations of its misuse. An

entire industry of ‘birth tourism’ facilitates
expectant foreigners to give birth in the U.S.
Opponents also say the 14th Amendment
provision was meant to address the citizenship
status of freed slaves; it cannot apply universally
and unconditionally in the changed
circumstances. The SCOTUS held that the text of
the Constitution is clear, and changes in
circumstances can’t justify new meanings to it. 

What is the link between slavery and
birthright citizenship in the U.S.?
The evolution of the U.S. citizenship regime is
closely linked to slavery and racism in the
country. In the original Constitution of the U.S.,
there was no de�nition of the word citizen;
instead, citizenship was guided by multiple
factors. In practice, citizenship depended on the
laws of individual States governing civil and
political rights, including voting and property
ownership. The Federal Naturalisation Act, 1790,
made it clear that only “free white persons” can
be eligible. The result was varied practices
across the U.S.: in northern States, free Black
residents had some rights including voting
rights, but in southern States, citizenship was
denied to them. 

This changed in 1857, when the Supreme
Court held that no Black person can ever be a
citizen of the U.S; and that the political
community established by the Constitution did
not include them at all. . This followed a plea by
an enslaved Black man, Dred Scott, for freedom.
In 1865, the 13th Amendment abolished slavery,
but the 1857 judgment stood as law, making the
citizenship status of freed slaves ambiguous.

In 1866, the Civil Rights Act was passed by
Congress, legislating that any person born in the
country is a citizen. President Andre Johnson
vetoed it; and Congress overturned the veto. To
pre-empt a future Congress or a future President
from overturning it, the principle of birthright
citizenship was written into the Constitution in
1868, as part of the 14th Amendment. 

How did that link play in the current case?
The Trump administration argued that
birthright citizenship was a remedy for the
speci�c situation of former slaves, and the
provision must be read with that narrow view. 

The majority judgment took the position that
the framers deliberately chose sweeping,
universal language so the promise wouldn’t be
limited to one group or vulnerable to a future
court narrowing it the way the judgment in Dred

Scott had narrowed citizenship before. 

What can we expect next?
The Trump administration has said it will
pursue a legislative path to end birthright
citizenship, but the move will not have enough
support for a constitutional amendment in the
U.S. Congress. The administration argues that an
ordinary statute can achieve the objective but
that is contested. For now, birthright citizenship
will continue, but so will the political slugfest
over it. 

What did SCOTUS rule on birthright citizenship?

The majority
judgment
took the
position that
the framers
deliberately
chose
sweeping,
universal
language so
the promise
wouldn’t be
limited to 
one group or
vulnerable to
a future
court
narrowing it

Why and how did U.S. President Donald Trump seek to limit birthright citizenship and what did

the Supreme Court rule? Has this always been a political issue in the U.S.? What is the link

between birthright citizenship and slavery? How has the judgment a�ected MAGA supporters? 

Varghese K. George

Activists celebrate the U.S. Supreme Court's birthright citizenship ruling, on

Capitol Hill, in Washington, DC. AP

The story so far: 

O
n July 1, 2026, the Union government
sent a notice to Meta asking it to stop
the rollout of WhatsApp’s username
feature, for which the Meta-owned

messaging platform is currently taking
reservations. In a notice to the social media
platform, the Ministry of Electronics and
Information Technology (MeitY) wrote that
hiding phone numbers and only showing
usernames may increase the incidence of online
fraud, phishing, digital arrest scams and
impersonation attacks.

What is the WhatsApp username feature?
WhatsApp advertises usernames as a way to chat
without sharing phone numbers. Instead of a
mobile number, new contacts will only see your
chosen username. This is an optional feature.

There is no search directory of usernames
within WhatsApp. To contact someone, you
need to know the person’s exact username. For
those who are concerned that someone could
guess their username, WhatsApp has said they
would be able to set a personal identi�cation

number (PIN). In that case, even someone who
knows your username will not be able to contact
you if they don’t know your PIN.

The feature is yet to be rolled out. Meta has
said it will be made widely available over the
next few months with multiple safeguards in
place. 

Why is the government concerned about the
feature?
MeitY said in its notice, a copy of which was
reviewed by The Hindu, that the feature could
“facilitate impersonation and identity spoo�ng,
including impersonation of individuals, public
authorities, �nancial institutions, and
government agencies, by permitting the
adoption of usernames closely resembling those
of genuine persons or institutions”. 

Echoing MeitY’s concerns, some public
personalities have said that variations of their
names have already been reserved by users. In a
post on X, MobiKwik founder Bipin Preet Singh
said this had happened to him. He wrote: “Not a
good idea at all. Will lead to proliferation of
fraud and impersonation.”

MeitY also said in its notice that the feature
may materially increase the incidence of online
fraud, phishing, digital arrest scams, and
impersonation attacks, “by enabling bad actors
to solicit and message victims.” 

Shortly thereafter, it sent similar notices to
Telegram, Signal, and Arattai, which have had
username features that allow phone number
concealment for quite some time already.

What is WhatsApp’s response to these
concerns?
A WhatsApp spokesperson said that Meta had
already “reserved” usernames of prominent
personalities to prevent those handles from
being claimed by imposters. As per its
statement, prominent personalities include
public �gures, government entities, celebrities,
and veri�ed Meta accounts.

If you receive a message from a user who has
hidden their phone number, Meta says
WhatsApp will display the sender’s country of

origin and indicate whether they are already
saved in your phonebook. 

WhatsApp o�cials met MeitY o�cials on July
3 to present these views. A written response to
the government’s notice was due on July 4.

Users can choose to avoid responding to
strangers, a spokesperson said on July 1. 

Can the government dictate an app’s
features?
It is unclear whether a feature on a privately
owned and operated app such as WhatsApp can
be vetoed by the government. “The notice treats
the launch of a lawful feature as a wrong the
company must justify,” said the Delhi-based
digital rights advocacy group, Internet Freedom
Foundation (IFF), in a statement. 

In its notice, the government said that
WhatsApp is an “intermediary” and a
“signi�cant social media intermediary” within
the meaning of Section 2(1)(w) of the
Information Technology Act, 2000, read with
Rules 2(1)(v) and 2(1)(w) of the Information
Technology Rules, 2021. A signi�cant social
media intermediary is de�ned as a platform that
has more than 50 lakh registered users in India;
WhatsApp has an estimated user base of over 80
crore. The government said the platform is
therefore squarely subject to the due-diligence
and other obligations set out under the rules. 

The notice also cited Sections 66C (identity
theft), 66D (cheating by personation) and 79
(intermediary liability/safe harbour) of the
Information Technology Act, 2000.

The IFF said that those rules do not permit
such a notice. “MeitY does not name any
provision that lets it approve a product feature
before release or order one withdrawn, because
there is none, and the provisions it does cite do
not supply that power,” the group said. “Section
79 of the IT Act, 2000 is a safe harbour that
protects an intermediary from liability for what
its users post, so long as it observes due
diligence. It decides when a platform can be
held liable. It is not a power for MeitY to decide
what features the platform may o�er.”

WhatsApp is possibly the largest digital
platform in the country and the government has
scrutinised its operations in the past. For
instance, when the app went down globally in
October 2022, IT Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw
said the government had asked the company to
share the reasons for the outage.

Why are there concerns over WhatsApp usernames?

If you 
receive a
message 
from a user
who has
hidden their
phone
number, 
Meta says
WhatsApp
will display
the sender’s
country of
origin and
indicate
whether they
are already
saved in your
phonebook 

What is the username feature that WhatsApp intends to roll out? How does it work and what

privacy safeguards are built into it? Why is the Indian government asking WhatsApp to stop its

roll-out? Can the government dictate an app’s features?

Aroon Deep

The upcoming usernamer feature on WhatsApp displayed on a smartphone

against the backdrop of the Indian flag. AFP
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W
hen Thailand’s Foreign
Minister Sihasak
Phuangketkeow met
Myanmar’s newly

designated President Min Aung Hlaing
in April 2026, he was told that the
regime in Naypyitaw was “considering
good things” for Daw Aung San Suu
Kyi. This was the same general who, as
chief of the dreaded junta, had
deposed the country’s civilian
government yet again in 2021,
plunging Myanmar into a protracted
civil war before refashioning himself
into a “civilian” leader. 

Ms. Suu Kyi — the former State
Counsellor and the symbolic head of
the pro-democracy movement — had
meanwhile been jailed in a
high-security prison in the capital,
Naypyitaw, after a sentence of close to
three decades was handed to her in a
farcical trial that followed the coup.
The junta sought to legitimise its rule
through a stage-managed election,
which was held with a low-turnout
vote, largely in areas the military
controlled, and handed victory to its
proxy Union Solidarity and
Development Party. After the
“victory”, it reduced Suu Kyi’s
sentence several times. Yet when
ASEAN asked for access to her, it
refused outright. 

The 81-year-old is understood to
have been moved to “house arrest”
somewhere within Naypyitaw, though
very few even among the junta know
her whereabouts. This led to a “proof
of life” campaign online demanding
details of her detention. Ms. Suu Kyi’s
limbo is symbolic of the state of the
pro-democracy movement, which still
regards her as its icon, even in an
ethnically fractured country that has
been at war with itself since the coup.

Ms. Suu Kyi, President Win Myint,
released only recently, and other
leaders of the National League for
Democracy (NLD) were arrested in
2021, months after the party’s
landslide victory in the 2020 elections.
But the movement did not collapse
with them. Ousted parliamentarians
and party �gures regrouped to form a
government in exile, the National
Unity Government (NUG), which took

up armed resistance against the junta
by raising People’s Defence Forces in
the Bamar-majority heartland and
�ghting alongside ethnic armed
organisations that had renewed their
own wars against the military.

Today, more than �ve years on, the
civil war has claimed more than a lakh
lives. While the junta has regained the
initiative after heavy setbacks, the
resistance remains formidable.

Hard-won authority 
Ms. Suu Kyi’s authority as the symbol
of the pro-democracy movement was
hard-won, even if it was later tarnished
by the stances she took as State
Counsellor. The daughter of the
independence hero Aung San,
assassinated when she was two, she
was educated in New Delhi and later at
Oxford. She married a British
academic and raised two sons abroad
before returning in 1988 to a Burma
going through a revolt against military
rule. She soon led that uprising in a
role that would cost her nearly 15 years
of house arrest across two decades,
and make her an international cause
célèbre. She won the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1991 while con�ned. Her
release in 2010 came only after the
dictator Than Shwe staged a controlled
election and began cautiously opening
the country to Western investment and
legitimacy. The NLD swept
by-elections in 2012 and then won a
genuine landslide in 2015.

The military, forever wary of her
clout and her intent to widen the
democratic space, had sought to keep
her from the presidency through a
clause in the 2008 constitution barring
anyone with foreign-national children.
But she outwitted the generals by
getting the NLD to use its
parliamentary majority to legislate a
new o�ce, the State Counsellor,
placed above the president and
serving as e�ective chief executive.

Working pragmatically within a
parliament where the military still held
a quarter of the seats, Ms. Suu Kyi
contained the generals politically but
her accommodation of them carried a
heavy cost. When the military, then
commanded by Min Aung Hlaing, led a
genocidal campaign against the
Rohingya in Rakhine State in 2017,

leading to an exodus of more than
7,00,000 and killing thousands, she
did not condemn it. In 2019, she
personally defended Myanmar against
the genocide charge before the
International Court of Justice. 

This pragmatic accommodation did
not bene�t her. The junta did not want
to share power and wanted all of it. As
the veteran analyst Bertil Lintner
argues, the military had expected the
NLD to lose in 2020, convinced that it
had shed support in the cities and
ethnic-minority areas. It was proven
spectacularly wrong and refused to
accept the result when the NLD won
another landslide. It manufactured
claims of mass fraud and orchestrated

violent protests through its proxy
USDP, using the “crisis” as a pretext to
seize power in the coup.

After losing vast territory during the
civil war in 2023 and 2024, the junta
has now turned the tide, clawing back
some of what it lost. Propitious
circumstances made that possible —
China’s changed stance in particular.
Having earlier indirectly enabled the
gains of ethnic armies in the north,
Beijing swung behind the regime once
prolonged war began to threaten its
border stability and economic
corridor. It pressured the Ta’ang
National Liberation Army and the
Myanmar National Democratic
Alliance Army — two members of the

Three Brotherhood Alliance, the third
being the Arakan Army — to accept
cease�res and pull back from crucial
towns they held in Shan State and
neighbouring areas. 

With pressure easing in the north,
and a forced-conscription law bringing
new recruits, the junta could redirect
its forces to other fronts, against the
People’s Defence Forces and ethnic
armies such as the Kachin
Independence Organisation and the
Karenni forces. 

Seeking legitimacy 
It is now trying to regain international
legitimacy through the
civilian-government route. On taking
the presidency, Min Aung Hlaing
installed loyalists in the high
command, elevating former
intelligence chief Ye Win Oo to
commander-in-chief of the armed
forces. Among his �rst visits as
President was one to New Delhi, where
he met Prime Minister Narendra Modi.
India, wary of Beijing’s outsized sway
over Naypyitaw and eager to revive its
stalled connectivity projects and
secure access to rare earths, has
sought re-engagement with the
regime. ASEAN nations, too, are slowly
doing the same.

Does this mean Myanmar’s
pro-democracy and pro-federal forces
are facing defeat? Some developments
suggest the military will not have it
easy. The NUG and other Bamar
democratic forces have joined with key
ethnic organisations to form a Steering
Council for the Emergence of a Federal
Democratic Union (SCEF), which many
observers term an improvement over
the National Unity Consultative
Council formed after the coup. It may
be a key step to centralise the
resistance against military rule and its
proxies. Led by a battle-hardened
younger generation of activists still
inspired by Ms. Suu Kyi’s example, the
initiative may still depend on �ssures
within the junta, and on the
indulgence of a perennially frayed and
somewhat insular ethnic resistance,
for a genuine breakthrough. But it has
something the junta lacks, and that Ms.
Suu Kyi has always symbolised: the
popular support of the long-su�ering
people of Myanmar.

A symbol of resistance
Aung San Suu Kyi

The junta, which has made some territorial gains in the civil war and held a farcical election to legitimise its coup, seeks international recognition, but it lacks
what the NLD leader, now under house arrest, has always symbolised — popular support 
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O
n June 22, Keir
Starmer stepped
down as the U.K.’s

Prime Minister via a teary
speech in front of 10 Down-
ing Street, just two years
into his term. Elected with
a landslide in 2024, he
leaves o�ce with abysmal-
ly low poll rates, having
lost the con�dence of both
the public and his own
party.

On the same day, Andy
Burnham, the former
Mayor of Greater Manches-
ter, was sworn in as the
new MP of Maker�eld, a
seat which he won on June
18 via a highly contested
by-election. By taking his
oath in Parliament, he is
now being seen as the most
likely successor to Mr.
Starmer. 

If elected by Labour to
lead, Mr. Burnham will be
the U.K.’s seventh Prime
Minister in 10 years. He will
also be the U.K’s �rst life-
long Catholic PM.

Mr. Burnham has had a
long history with Westmin-
ster. Starting out as a re-
searcher to an MP when
Tony Blair �rst came to
power in 1997, he climbed
through the ranks and got
elected as MP for the �rst
time from his home town
of Leigh in Greater Man-
chester in 2001. He served
as a Junior Health Minister
under Mr. Blair in his se-
cond Prime Ministership,
and was later, under Prime

Minister Gordon Brown,
Secretary of State for Cul-
ture, Media and Sport and
subsequently Health
Secretary.

Mr. Burnham had pre-
viously run for Labour Par-
ty leadership twice, once
in 2010 and later in 2015.
Following the rejections
over his bid for leadership,
in 2017, Mr. Burnham
made a curious shift in his
political journey — he de-
cided to run for the post of
Mayor of Greater Manches-
ter, which lies towards the
north of the country. Polit-
ics in the U.K has always
been very London-centric,
with the general logic be-
ing that one had to stay in
Westminster for any sort of
career progression.

Mr. Burnham went
against this logic, stating
that governments were too
focused on London and
did not give any attention
to northern regions. 

As Mayor, Mr. Burnham
brought in various changes
in the Greater Manchester
region, which is now one
of the fastest-growing city

regions in the U.K. He
stands out for two of his
main achievements — one
was the decentralisation of
bus services, where he
brought public transport
back under the local go-
vernment, and the second
was his �ght against West-
minster for the lack of sup-
port for the region during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

His constant defence of
the northern province and
negotiations for higher �-
nancial support during the
pandemic earned him the
moniker “King of the
North” after a character
from the popular TV show,
Game of Thrones.

Policy stances 
Mr. Burnham’s stance on
major policies has been
pragmatic and one which
changes with time, or as
his critics call it, one which
wavers and is dependent
on who is in power. While
during the Brexit referen-
dum, he, along with major
Labour party leaders, cam-
paigned to remain in the
EU, post Brexit, he has of-

ten played down his pro-
European sentiment.

He had also voted for
the 2003 Iraq invasion,
which he later said in 2013
was the “worst foreign pol-
icy mistake in my lifetime.”
Regarding the recent wars
in West Asia, Mr. Burnham
was one of the �rst people
to call for a cease�re after
the Hamas attack on Israel
on October 7, 2023. Howev-
er, he has stopped short of
calling Israel’s actions in
Gaza genocide.

As Prime Minister, he
will be up against a strong
opposition in Nigel Farag-
e’s far-right Reform U.K.
party, which has a strong-
hold in the northern re-
gion due to its anti-immi-
grant rhetoric. Mr.
Burnham has taken a di-
plomatic approach with
respect to immigration, ar-
guing for bringing down
asylum applications, re-
ducing net immigration
and at the same time, also
talking about the positive
impact of immigration in
the U.K. 

One of the major policy
shifts that Mr. Burnham is
advocating for, is a “devo-
lution of powers” to local-
level governments. He has
called the U.K one of the
“most over-centralised
countries in the world”. 

As he prepares to take
over as Prime Minister, the
task before him is cut out:
lead the party and the
country out of its crisis of
leadership and stagnancy.

King of the North
Andy Burnham

The Labour leader, likely to succeed Keir Starmer as U.K. Prime Minister, has to steady the party

and government while confronting the challenge from Reform UK
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“W
on’t take
that long.”
That was

Tang Jie’s response after
billionaire businessman
Elon Musk posted that Chi-
nese arti�cial intelligence
companies were still years
away from matching the
world’s leading AI models.
Less than two weeks later,
Mr. Tang, the 49-year-old
co-founder of Zhipu AI, set
out to back up his claim.

On June 16, Zhipu AI
(Z.ai), listed in Hong Kong
as Knowledge Atlas Tech-
nology, unveiled GLM-5.2,
its most advanced large
language model yet, along-
side ZCode, an AI coding
platform designed to write,
edit and manage software.
Early results suggest the
model is now competing
closely with Anthropic’s
latest systems, including
Mythos, adding momen-
tum to China’s AI race with
the U.S. The timing could
hardly have been more sig-
ni�cant. While American
companies continue to
dominate the frontier of
AI, the U.S. has tightened
export controls on ad-
vanced chips and AI tech-
nologies in an e�ort to
slow Beijing’s progress.
China, meanwhile, has
doubled down on home-
grown innovation. Over
the past year, companies
such as DeepSeek, Alibaba,
Baidu and Moonshot AI
have unveiled increasingly

capable models. Z.ai is
now seeking to join the list.

Born in China, Tang Jie,
also a professor of compu-
ter science at Tsinghua Un-
iversity, co-founded Zhipu
AI in 2019 as a university
spin-o� and today serves
as its chief scientist. Before
launching the company,
Mr. Tang was best known
for creating AMiner, an
academic search engine
and knowledge graph plat-
form used by researchers
around the world.

Since its founding, Z.ai
has steadily released suc-
cessive generations of its
GLM (Generative Pre-
trained Language Models)
family of language models,
with each version edging
closer to the capabilities of
leading American systems.
GLM-5.2 is the company’s
biggest leap so far. Re-
searchers say GLM-5.2 is
among the �rst to seriously
challenge leading U.S. sys-
tems in specialised coding
and cybersecurity tasks.

In tests conducted by
cybersecurity �rm Sem-
grep, GLM-5.2 outper-

formed Anthropic’s Claude
Opus 4.8 on certain soft-
ware engineering tasks. In
other evaluations, re-
searchers found it could
match the bug-�nding cap-
abilities of Anthropic’s
frontier models. The mo-
del has also climbed into
the top 10 most-used AI
systems on OpenRouter, a
platform that provides de-
velopers access to hun-
dreds of AI models.

‘DeepSeek moment’
The launch has drawn
comparisons with Deep-
Seek, the Chinese startup
whose breakthrough mo-
del shook the global AI in-
dustry last year. According
to South China Morning
Post, some developers in
Silicon Valley have de-
scribed GLM-5.2 as anoth-
er ‘DeepSeek moment’ for
China’s open-source AI
ecosystem, praising both
its coding capabilities and
its a�ordability. 

According to The Wall
Street Journal, unlike Ope-
nAI’s ChatGPT or Anthrop-
ic’s Claude, GLM-5.2 has

been released as an open-
weight model. In simple
terms, developers can
download, modify and run
it on their own hardware
rather than relying on
Z.ai’s servers. Supporters
say that makes cutting-
edge AI signi�cantly
cheaper and more accessi-
ble. Critics, on the other
hand, argue the same
openness could allow
hackers and malicious ac-
tors to deploy AI systems
without the many safe-
guards imposed by com-
mercial providers. 

Alongside the model,
Z.ai has also introduced
ZCode, a coding assistant
that can write, edit and
manage software projects
with minimal human in-
put. Together, the compa-
ny says, the two products
are designed to make AI a
more capable partner for
software developers.

Yet, for all the excite-
ment, GLM-5.2 is not with-
out its critics. Researchers
note that it still trails Ope-
nAI and Anthropic on sev-
eral complex reasoning
and general-purpose tasks.
Others point to the con-
straints Chinese AI compa-
nies continue to face be-
cause of U.S. restrictions
on access to advanced
semiconductor hardware.

According to Z.ai, ho-
wever, the model delivers
near-frontier performance
at a fraction of the price
charged by comparable
proprietary systems.

A race to catch up 
GLM-5.2

Researchers say Z.ai’s most advanced LLM can seriously challenge leading U.S. systems in

specialised coding and cybersecurity tasks

Smriti Sudesh
REUTERS 
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O
ne of  the biggest stories of  
this year’s football World Cup 
isn’t just about star players 
but about how artificial intel-

ligence is changing The Beautiful Game. 
From AI-enabled match balls that help 
officials make split-second decisions to 
algorithms crunching millions of  
data points for coaches, players 
and managers, it has become an 
integral part of  the tourna-
ment. Of  course, no algorithm 
can tell you how to stop Li-
onel Messi. But it could help 
discover the next one.

Closer home, AI is re-
shaping how Indian sport 
identifies and trains talent. 
From AI scouts that spot 
talent in youth academies 
to performance analysis 
based on wearables, athletes 
and coaches are turning to 
rapidly evolving technology to 
minimise error and maxim-
ise performance. 

James Hillier, athletics 
director at Reliance Foun-
dation, says it is a really 
exciting time in sport. “Not only is there 
lots of  technology that we can use, but 
we also have a lot more information 
than we had 20 years ago on coaching 
and biomechanics, which we use to give 
us better results on the track,” he says.

Hillier, who coaches India’s fastest 
100m sprinter Gurindervir Singh, says 
technology played a crucial role in help-
ing him become the first Indian sprint-
er to touch the 10.09-second mark. Using 
an AI tool called OptoJump, Hillier and 
his team created a digital profile of  the 
athlete, feeding inputs like height, body 
composition and medical reports. They 
then ran simulations to ask what it 
would take for this profile to run a 100m 
race in 9.98 seconds, broke the perfor-
mance down into factors such as stride 
frequency, force production and race 
steps. “All these things we could meas-
ure now were probably hard to do even 
three years ago,” he adds. 

A similar Digital Athlete Twin 
project has been set up by GoSports 
Foundation, in partnership with In-
fosys, which consolidates an athlete’s 
physical attributes, performance 
metrics, and training data. Nandan 
Kamath, managing trustee of  the 
GoSports Foundation, says such sim-
ulations open up a whole new world 
of  innovation in training. 

“It’s almost like a test tube we use in 
laboratories, where we can test multiple 
hypotheses, playing around with ele-
ments like nutrition and training re-
gimes. The range of  experimentation 
can go up if  you’re not testing on a live 
subject, where there are opportunity 
costs and risk of  injuries,” he says. 

LEVELLING THE PLAYFIELD
Such tech can be a game-changer not 
just for elite athletes but also for grass-

roots academies. In Bengaluru, Prakash 
Padukone-backed startup Machaxi has 
developed an app that acts as an AI 
coach for badminton players. The idea 
was born four years ago, says co-found-
er Pratish Raj. “My brother Tushar, 
who was a state-level badminton player, 
started an academy for a couple of  kids. 
Parents soon started asking about the 
progress of  their children.”

“We debated internally that if  
schools provide an academic report 
card to parents, then even a grassroots 
sports training institute should ideally 
provide some sort of  fair and transpar-
ent assessment to help the parents de-
cide if  they should invest more or how 
the progress can be accelerated.” 

The Machaxi premium training cen-
tres and app analyses around 40 techni-

cal parameters, including grip, smash 
speed and footwork. Players simply re-
cord training sessions or matches, and 

the AI coach provides feedback and 
also plays a video alongside on the 

ideal technique for the same shot.
“This democratises access to 

coaching and helps a player go 
from beginner to intermediate 
level. Once the talent is scout-
ed, the pipeline automatical-
ly gets created, and then 
there are centres of  excel-
lence where advanced-level 
coaching by manual coaches 
is actually needed,” adds Raj. 

Kamath says AI is also 
making coaching more per-

sonalised and accessible. “An-
other beautiful thing about AI 

is that it’s not only multilingual 
but also multimedia. So, the input 

can come in the form of  a photo, text, 
or audio. You can ask your question in 
any regional language and get a re-
sponse in the same, which might not be 
possible at times with manual coaching 
staff,” he says.

For para swimmer Himanshu Nan-
dal, such technology has been trans-
formative. Completely blind since birth, 
the 22-year-old athlete from Rohtak 
struggled for years to find suitable 
coaching and facilities, with his father 
often doubling up as mentor and guide. 
“My father would have to stand there 
telling me not to touch the lane dividers 
in the pool. I also had to manually count 
my strokes to avoid touching the wall, 
but still ended up with many injuries or 
swellings,” says Nandal, who represent-
ed India at the Para Asian Games in 2022.

Today, he uses wearables and AI-as-
sisted video analysis to monitor training 
intensity, refine his technique and better 
understand his own performance.

Yet, he does not want to become 
“over-reliant” on technology, he says. “If  
human coaches are 80% precise, AI 
coaches are only 50-60% precise at the 
moment. And even if  they improve, 
they’re likely to cost a lot, and are not 
accessible to athletes like me,” he says.

TALENT HUNTING
While the training is one aspect of  the 
story, the other is spotting fresh talent. 
In Brazil, for instance, the Footbao 
app, which allows young players to 

upload their videos and have them 
analysed by an AI scout, has led to the 
discovery of  promising talent from 
remote towns. Closer home, Chen-
nai-based startup ScoutEdge offers an 
AI-based scouting platform to spot 
young cricketing talent in smaller 
towns across India. 

At Reliance Foundation, AI scout-
ing is now being used both to identify 
football talent and flag possible age-
fraud cases. “The AI Scout is some-
thing that anybody in this country can 
sign up for on the app, enrol for a trial, 
and be considered for the foundation’s 
football academy final scouting camp,” 
says Durva Vahia, performance man-
ager at Reliance Foundation. Partici-
pants complete a series of  football 
tasks that are automatically scored. 
The highest-ranked performers are 
then reviewed by human coaches be-
fore final selections are made.

Age fraud is more difficult to tackle. 
Although technology is not “foolproof”, 
admits Vahia, it helps in singling out 
suspicious cases. X-rays and medical 
scans are analysed using AI-assisted 
software to estimate bone age, with find-
ings subsequently verified by hospitals. 

THE HUMAN EDGE
Despite the rapid advancements, there 
are also calls for proceeding with cau-
tion around privacy and data govern-
ance. “We haven’t gone tossing all of  our 
athlete data into AI engines yet. We have 
to remember that almost all perfor-
mance data is also medical data. This is 
active heart rate data, or somebody’s 
sensitive injury details,” says Kamath.

Hillier worries that the industry 
risks becoming overwhelmed by the 
sheer volume of  information available. 
“There’s a lot we can measure and do 
with each. But we also have to remem-
ber that just because you can measure, 
it does not mean it’s important.” While 
data and algorithms can improve ac-
countability, they cannot replace the 
art of  empathy-led coaching. “At the 
end of  the day, you need to sit down 
with a human athlete as a human 
coach and talk about mental barriers 
and other humanistic things because 
technology cannot run the race for you. 
It cannot help you deal with an audi-
ence of  60,000 in an Olympics final.”

Despite its advancements, AI can’t replace empathy-
led coaching. At the end of the day, you 

need to sit down with a human athlete as a human 
coach and talk about mental barriers and other 
things. Tech cannot run the race for you, or help 
you deal with 60,000 people in an Olympics final 
James Hillier, athletics director at reliance foundation

From analysing a sprinter’s stride to identifying a 
footballer’s potential, AI has joined the coaching 

staff to help build the next gen of athletes

COACH 2.0: Machaxi users can get 
badminton advice from an AI app

Can digital twins help athletes  
win? How AI is changing sport

 Sports Authority of India has 
launched the Speed AI program 
for tracking athletes’ injuries

 OptoJump is used by Reliance 
Foundation for analysing 
performance of sprinters

 GoSports and Infosys have set 
up a digital athlete twin project

TECH-NICAL PLAY

T
rump may be 79, but 
the amount of  bile and 
braggadocio he can 
spit out at a moment’s 
notice would make 

any 25-year-old proud. And that is 
a source of  his power. If  that is 
what it takes to be a success on so-
cial media, I quickly grasped that 
I should stay away. I have never, 
literally never, posted on any of  the 
platforms, though I do occasionally 
lurk — I believe that is the right 
technical term — on Insta-
gram, indulging my crav-
ings for food and design.

My favourites on Insta-
gram tend to be of  a type: 
the woman in a house-
coat and a faded bindi, 
laying down the law 
about the right way to 
make, say, a paturi of  
fish or paneer, swathed 
in a mustard sauce and 
pan-fried in a package 
made from arum or pumpkin 
leaves. And the smiling man in 
ill-fitting pants and a caterpillar 
moustache who seems intent on 
whacking the viewer with his col-
lection of  beautiful Uzbek carpets. 
Unlikely characters, bizarrely 
comfortable in their skin.

But then there are the baffling 
many whose studied perfection 
frightens me. There is the French 
woman who peels her aloe and 
mashes it to make her morning 
aloe vera drink, dressed in a 
body-hugging aloe-colored dress 
that remains magically unsoiled, 
before cooking and blending 
strawberries to make strawberry 

bubble-tea, in a hat and a dress the 
color of  strawberry milk shake. 
And the good-looking young chef  
who prefers to cut onions with his 
shirt off, probably with the explic-
it goal of  making me jealous of  his 
pecs. And many others.

In fact, though the original dis-
course about social media was that 
of  shared spaces where we can 
each be ourselves, I feel it’s now a 
very tense place, where everyone 

is judging and being judged. The 
result is that Instagram and Tik-
Tok are now home to the entirely 
superhuman, conjuring up mar-
vels of  cooking or couture with no 
apparent effort, or if  there is any 

acknowledgement of  
something that stands 
between intention and 

achievement, it has a 
rhythm and a poetry 
that makes it look en-

tirely unlike hard work. 
I squinted at the 
making of  a blueber-
ry layer cake for evi-
dence that a few 
specks of  powdered 
sugar or flour got 
onto her blueber-

ry-colored frilly dress, but no.
I don’t, of  course, blame her. Or 

any of  them. She is clearly re-
sponding to the norm of  white-
washed perfection that we seem to 
have collectively set, because she 
can: she has a collection of  vivid 
dresses, a great editor, a competent 
cinematographer and a good cam-
era voice. The problem is more for 
the rest of  us, for whom these mir-
acles are inaccessible. I can cut 
onions as well as the next man, but 
I wouldn’t want to expose my age-
ing dad-body while doing so, and if  
I did, you would be well-advised not 
to watch it. Even when we know 
that there might be some air-brush-

ing involved, it is hard to avoid 
being slightly intimidated and de-
pressed when confronted with the 
flawless execution and carefully 
curated looks on display.

Some young women in Kolkata 
whom we interviewed explained 
that to be on social media, they 
need to dress differently every day. 
Given their budgets (their word), 
they had no choice but to go for the 
cheap and shiny over the authentic 

and truly beautiful. They seemed 
troubled but didn’t see a way out.

Of  course, being on social me-
dia is a choice, and those who are 
not having fun, or dislike these 
videos, can always opt out. Or at 
least watch what they like. Or 
can they? Unfortunately, sharing 
is the lifeblood of  social media 
— half  the fun will be lost if  we 
can’t reach out to our friends 
with our latest discovery, be it 
creme brulee doughnuts or Noor-
mahli qorma. Not reacting to 
those is to risk the friendship.

There is also a deeper and more 
insidious issue: social media algo-
rithms can be very manipulative, 
as a recent, original and insightful 
experiment by two economics PhD 
students, Nancy Wang from MIT 
and Hannah Solheim from Colum-
bia University, demonstrates.

Given the emphasis on looking 

good, and the broader cultural 
norm, in East Asia and much of  
the West (and increasingly in India 
too), that women need to be slim 
(though toned), social media 
abounds with weight-loss content. 
Some of  it is free, but often it in-
volves, more or less subtly, adver-
tising products or programs for 
sale. And a lot of  that seems to 
function by making the women feel 
bad about the way they look and 
getting them to spend money to ‘fix’ 
it. The body-positivity movement 
pushes back against this, assert-
ing, rightly, that beauty comes in 
all shapes and sizes. Like with 
everything else, social media ac-
commodates every view and its 
opposite, and thousands of  body 
positivity videos co-exist with 
weight-loss content.

Hannah and Nancy created 
TikTok accounts for 424 fictitious 

users, all 22-23-year-olds across 
the US. With some of  these ac-
counts, they followed and watched 
videos from a long list of  body 
positivity influencers; with others 
they followed and watched videos 
from fashion experts; and the rest 
were blank, with no history at all. 
They then invited a group of  
young female users to adopt the 
TikTok personae they had created 
(using them as they pleased) and 
paid them a small amount for 
agreeing to do so. The accounts 
were assigned at random, so there 
was no systematic difference be-
tween the users to start out.

However, 30 minutes after this 
experiment went live, some clear 
patterns emerged. The TikTok 
algorithm showed the most 
weight-loss material, paradoxical-
ly, to those who got the body posi-
tivity accounts. Those who got the 
blank accounts saw the least; and 
the fashion accounts were rough-
ly in the middle. The difference 
was large — a factor of  5 between 
the body-positivity and the previ-
ously blank accounts. In other 
words, despite signalling that they 
were committed to resisting the 
slimness norm, the algorithm de-
cided that they were the right tar-
gets for the weight-loss videos.

And it seems the algorithm was 
onto something. The participants 
had been asked about their inter-
ests before they were assigned to 
an account. Among those who said 
they were interested in body-pos-
itive content, only some got sent 
weight-loss videos by the algo-
rithm in the initial minutes. Based 
on TikTok histories that Hannah 
and Nancy scraped, these were 
watched for 50% longer than the 
other videos. In other words, peo-
ple who express an interest in 
body positivity actually get hooked 
when weight-loss gets thrown at 
them. TikTok knows that and tar-
gets exactly those people.

Are the women then better off  
being shown the videos that they 
purportedly do not want to see? Not 
at all. Self-reported well-being at 
two weeks after the women get ac-
cess to the accounts is substantial-
ly lower for those who randomly 
got assigned to the body positivity 
accounts and therefore get shown 
more weight-loss videos, and at 

least part of  this is accounted for 
by the fact that they end up more 
unhappy about the way they look.

In other words, weight-loss vid-
eos are like fresh-fried jalebis or a 
slice of  a delicious orange-almond 
cake for a diabetic or someone 
trying to lose weight. Once they 
cross your path, it is a no-win sit-
uation — you can walk away and 
feel sad or give in now and end up 
with the weight of  failure and the 
fear of  the future. It’s best not to 
pass the jalebi-wallah or the patis-
serie, just like it is better not to be 
identified by TikTok as a potential 
target for weight-loss videos.

But to make matters worse, Tik-
Tok is like a jalebi-wallah who runs 
after the diabetics. Given the slant 
in the public discourse on body 
shape, a lot of  those who seek to 
embrace body positivity, unsurpris-
ingly, tend to be anxious about their 
bodies and unable to fully shut 
down the voice in their ears that 
whispers “lose weight”, even 
though they know that losing 
weight (and keeping it off) is hard 
(perhaps less so now thanks to 
GLP-1). So, when the video comes, 
they have a hard time looking away. 
In fact, the experiment finds that 
TikTok shows more weight-loss ads 
to the body-positivity group and 
that they are watched for longer.

To confirm that this is at least 
in part the right story, Nancy and 
Hannah offered another group of  
1,000 young women the option of  
paying to avoid being shown 
weight-loss videos, which is what 
someone who is aware of  her own 
vulnerability would want. Of  those 
who said they preferred to avoid 
weight-loss videos, 37% agreed to 
pay. It would be better, at least for 
these women, and probably many 
others, if  these options were sim-
ply not available. But this is how 
TikTok makes money: being able 
to target based on body positivity 
has raised its revenue, while 
making its clients less happy. 
Nancy and Hannah, quite appro-
priately, describe this as TikTok’s 
parasitic strategy.  

Govts are contemplating a more 
drastic step: Australia, Indonesia 
and the UK, among others, are im-
plementing a social media ban for 
those under 16, partly to protect 
them from facing these painful 
temptations and difficult choices. 
India has been silent on this.
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Social media is now home to superhumans 
conjuring marvels of cooking or couture with 
no apparent effort. I can cut onions as well as 
the next man, but I wouldn’t want to expose 
my ageing dad-body while doing so, and if I 
did, you would be well-advised not to watch it

ORANGE-ALMOND- 
RICOTTA CAKE

I have a friend, a beautiful and 
confident woman, who loves her 

cake. She is alone for once, with 
no one to ‘share’ with, but she 
goes ahead and orders a slice. 
She knows this cake is mostly 
healthy, high on protein and 
low(ish) on sugar, but then she 
opens her TikTok feed and for a 
minute, feels overwhelmed.

Pre-heat oven to 150 degrees 
C. Zest two small or one large 
orange (or blood orange). Set it 
on its flat side and slice it 
horizontally into slices 2mm thick. 
Butter a 9” baking pan and line it 
carefully with a sheet of 
parchment paper. Heat a small 
frying pan and add ½ cup brown 
sugar and 1 tbs water and stir 
until the sugar dissolves. Paint 
the inside of the parchment paper 
with the resulting slurry and then 
tile the lined area with orange 
slices. Then carefully separate 3 

large eggs and use an electric 
beater to whip the egg whites 
until they are medium firm. Then, 
using the same beater, beat the 
yolks with 2/3 cup ricotta, 1 cup 
sugar or the equivalent amount of 
stevia, the orange zest and ½ cup 
extra virgin olive oil. If you don’t 
have ricotta, substitute 1/3 cup of 
the softest fresh paneer you can 
find, grated, and mix it with ¼ cup 
milk. When the mixture is light 
and pale yellow, add 1.5 cups of 
almond flour or 2 tbs less than 1.5 
cups of almond flour and 2 tbs of 
polenta for the crunch. Plus ½ tsp 
salt. When the flour is fully 
incorporated, add in the egg 
whites with a light hand to  
lighten the batter. Pour over the 
orange slices and bake for 40 
minutes or so. Let it cool. Use a 
large plate to cover the cake and 
flip it over, tapping at the sides  
of the cake pan if need be to  
get the cake onto the plate.  
Peel off the paper.
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Y
ou’d imagine the person behind 
cricket’s funniest account would 
be a professional comedian. In-
stead, it’s a bespectacled environ-

mental economics professor in Iceland who 
fires off  six posts a day between lectures. 
David Cook, secretary of  the Icelandic Crick-
et Association, runs an X account with more 
than 175,000 followers — nearly half  the 
country’s population — even though Iceland 
has only around 150 active cricketers.

Sample this recent barb after India’s second 
T20 defeat to Ireland. “We can confirm that we 
don’t wish to add Gautam Gambhir to our 
coaching staff. He clearly has talent, though. 
To take those Indian players and deliver those 
results in Ireland takes truly remarkable gifts.”

This dig came from @icelandcricket, the 
13th most-followed cricket board on X .  “If  you 
have never been trolled by us, you are not fail-
ing enough,” declares the account of  the tiny 
North Atlantic nation with barely a domestic 
season to speak of. When Trump mixed up 
Greenland and Iceland during his speech at 
Davos, Iceland Cricket responded with a list 
of  what the country actually has to offer — 
peace, gender equality and cricketers who play 
purely for the love of  the game — before con-
cluding with the deadpan claim that its three 
Coast Guard vessels were “much feared”. 

Earlier this year, amid Pakistan’s T20 
World Cup boycott drama, the account pub-
lished a lengthy mock-formal letter explain-
ing why it couldn’t step in as a replacement, 
citing the practical difficulty of  pulling play-
ers away from their day jobs: a captain who 
was busy tending his bakery oven, a ship 
captain who needed to steer his vessel, and 
bankers who had to “go bankrupt (again)”.

“My students have no idea about any of  
this,” says Cook, whose 6.30 am (Iceland time) 
Zoom backdrop for our conversation is an 
empty cricket ground backed by what’s likely 
a volcanic ridge. “We are the only association 
trying to be funny, deliberately,” he says. “We 
have nothing to lose.” 

Cook, who grew up playing cricket, moved 
from England to Iceland to study Environment 
and Natural Resources at the University of  
Iceland, and eventually joining the faculty. He 
now plays for the Icelandic national team and 
serves on the board without pay, like almost 
everyone else involved in the game. “None of  
us, apart from one person, was actually born 
in Iceland, but most of  us are Icelandic citi-
zens,” he says, describing a board whose mem-
bers’ professions and origins could rival the 
cast of  ‘Lagaan’: chairman Samuel Gill, orig-
inally from Pakistan, works in shipping; na-
tional coach Bala Kamalakaran is a startup 
investor; youth coach Lee Nelson is a profes-
sional clown; and treasurer Jakob Vi-
kinger-Robertson, the only native Iceland-
er on the board, runs a pie-making 
company called Arctic Pies.

“Most nations want to develop their 
cricket and think the fan base will fol-
low. We’re doing things the other way 
round,” says Cook, who draws his inspi-
ration from the 1980 Kevin Costner-star-
rer ‘Field of  Dreams’, in which the 
protagonist builds a baseball field 
first, and the sport arrives after.  

When the account was launched in 2015, 
it was “about what Norway Cricket’s ac-
count has today,” he deadpans. Cook took 
over in 2021; within a year, followers 
jumped from 20,000 to 70,000. Today, it has 
more than 175,000 followers — more than 
several ICC Associate nations that regular-
ly compete at World Cups.

It’s not just to annoy the English that the 
ICA’s X bio claims cricket’s “birthplace” as 911 
CE. “This is humorous, but not entirely spec-
ulation on our part,” Cook says, citing a book 
that references knattleikr —  Old Norse for ‘ball 
game’ — a bat-and-ball sport in the Icelandic 
Sagas from 911 CE, in the Saga of  Egill Skalla-
grímsson, where a game by the river Hvítá 
ends with an axe to the head and seven dead. 

Modern Icelandic cricket has calmer ori-
gins: it was founded in 1999 by a fan named 
Ragnar Kristinsson who watched a World Cup 
semi-final while on holiday in Cyprus. By 2008, 

the sport was driven by an influx of  Indian 
players when the Tata Group opened a consul-
tancy in Reykjavik only to shut it a year later. 
That same year, Sachin Tendulkar visited the 
country, not to play cricket but golf. 

Today, more than 40% of  Iceland Cricket’s 
followers are Indian, enough that the board 
consciously produces more India-focused 
content in return. Of  the roughly 150 people 
who play cricket in Iceland, about half  are 
of  Indian origin, sustained by the country’s 
small Indian diaspora. There are five clubs, 
with a long-term goal of  eight, the minimum 
required to qualify for ICC Associate mem-
bership. There’s also a domestic T20 compe-
tition that Cook calls the “Íslensk Premier 

League” because the BCCI threatened legal 
action when it briefly went by “IPL.”

Asked whether cricket could ever be-
come a profession in Iceland, Cook laughs. 
Sponsors remain hard to convince, he says, 
and he still occasionally meets people who 

mistake cricket for croquet — the lawn 
sport where players use mallets to 

hit polymer balls through metal 
hoops. Still, the board’s long-term 
ambition is to win a World Cup 
by 2082. “If  we fail,” says Cook, 
“none of  the current board mem-
bers will be alive to see it.”

Meet the volcanic wit behind 
Iceland Cricket’s viral posts

SPIN DOC: Environmental economics 
prof David Cook fires off darkly 
funny posts between lectures

No cricket 
land

Icelandic Atalantic Ocean

Cricket zone

No cricket land

No cricket land

Iceland

We remain the uncontested winners of the  
North Atlantic Island Cricketing Cup. Year 
after year, our neighbours refuse to form 
teams and dare to take us on.

Iceland Cricket  
@icelandcricket

An X post marks Iceland as the world’s only 
‘cricket zone’, joking about its lack of rivals
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The  growing  cancer  crisis  among  Bangladeshi  women
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With which is incorporated  
The Englishman ~ founded 1821

India’s economic story has reached an unusual turning point. 
For years, policymakers focused on removing the structural 
bottlenecks that discouraged private investment. Public 
sector banks were recapitalised, bad loans were cleaned up, 

infrastructure spending gathered pace, corporate tax rates were 
lowered and targeted manufacturing incentives were introduced. 
By most conventional measures, the ecosystem for private 
capital has become considerably stronger. Yet the expected surge 
in corporate investment has not materialised. The explanation 
lies beyond corporate balance sheets. Businesses are no longer 
constrained primarily by access to finance; they are constrained 
by uncertainty. Companies making investments that will 
generate returns over two or three decades must evaluate not just 
today’s demand but tomorrow’s risks. The global economy offers 
little reassurance on that front.  

The prolonged geopolitical instability in West Asia has once 
again highlighted India’s vulnerability to imported energy 
shocks. Protectionist trade policies are reshaping global supply 
chains, while currency volatility and fluctuating capital flows 
have made long-term financial planning more difficult. 
Simultaneously, rapid advances in artificial intelligence are 
disrupting established business models across industries, forcing 
companies to reconsider investment priorities. In such an 
environment, caution is a rational corporate response rather than 
evidence of weak entrepreneurial spirit. This hesitation carries 
significant implications for India’s growth trajectory. Public 
investment has successfully created highways, ports, airports 
and digital infrastructure, but governments cannot permanently 
substitute private capital. Sustainable economic expansion 
depends on thousands of businesses investing in new factories, 
technologies, research, logistics and skilled employment.  

If investment remains concentrated among a handful of large 
conglomerates, the economy risks becoming less competitive, 
with smaller and mid-sized enterprises falling behind in 
productivity and innovation. The next generation of reforms 
must therefore address a different challenge. Tax concessions 
and financial incentives have their place, but they cannot 
eliminate uncertainty. Businesses require confidence that 
regulatory rules will remain stable, commercial disputes will be 
resolved swiftly, approvals will not become administrative 
obstacles and contracts will be enforced predictably.  

Simplifying compliance, reducing bureaucratic discretion, 
accelerating judicial processes and ensuring greater policy 
consistency would lower the hidden costs of doing business 
more effectively than additional subsidies. Equally important is 
the need to preserve macroeconomic stability. Predictable 
inflation, a stable financial system and prudent fiscal 
management strengthen investor confidence far more than 
short-lived stimulus measures. When businesses believe that the 
policy environment will remain dependable through economic 
and geopolitical turbulence, they are far more willing to commit 
long-term capital. India has already demonstrated that structural 
reforms can transform its economic foundations. The challenge 
now is less about creating capacity than creating confidence.  

Capital is available, banks are willing to lend and 
entrepreneurs recognise India's long-term potential. Unlocking 
the next investment cycle will depend on whether policymakers 
can provide the certainty that encourages businesses to deploy 
their resources rather than keep them on the sidelines. Only then 
can private investment become the engine that delivers 
sustained growth, productivity and quality employment.

The Aravallis were old before the 
Himalayas were born, raised in the 
Proterozoic more than a billion 
years ago, and for most of that 

unimaginable span they have done the 
quiet, unglamorous work of a frontier: turning 
back the Thar, recharging the aquifers 
beneath Rajasthan, holding the air over 
Delhi a fraction cleaner than it would 
otherwise be. They are less a feature on the 
map than a witness to it, older than every 
kingdom that ever sheltered in their 
rain-shadow. We have repaid that service 
with dynamite. 

When the Supreme Court froze the grant 
of new mining leases across the Aravalli 
stretches of Rajasthan, Haryana, Gujarat 
and Delhi in November last year ~ pending 
a single landscape-wide Management Plan 
for Sustainable Mining, a blueprint drawn 
up through the Indian Council of Forestry 
Research and Education to mark out where 
the hills may be cut and where they may 
not ~ it seemed, for a moment, that geology 
had won. 

Then the Court did something rarer than 
a moratorium. On the twenty-ninth of 
December it stayed its own judgment, 
conceded that the definition needed a firmer 
scientific basis, and placed the question in 
abeyance pending a high-powered expert 
committee that must report by the end of 
this August. 

A mountain range held in abeyance is a 
strange legal object. The order that put it 
there had fixed an elevation test ~ any 
landform rising a hundred metres or more 
above the surrounding ground would count 
as Aravalli ~ and the test was promptly 
attacked as too clinical by half, a metric that 
on careless application would have lifted 
protection from the low ridges, valleys and 
wildlife corridors that make up the greater 
part of the range. 

The Court’s retreat was an admission 
worth pausing on: that a living landscape 
cannot be carved into arbitrary contour 
lines, that the right unit of judgment is the 
whole system and not the isolated parcel.  

The committee now at work will decide, 
in effect, how much of the oldest range on 
the subcontinent the law agrees to see ~ and 

until it reports, the hills survive on a stay 
order and a promise, which is not protection 
but postponement. And the instant one 
accepts that a mountain must be judged 
whole, the mind travels, almost inevitably, 
from the ridge to the boardroom. 

We have spent the past few years building, 
with real ambition, an architecture meant 
to hold companies to ecological account - 
and we have built it without a spine. The 
Securities and Exchange Board now 
requires the largest listed firms to file 
what is called BRSR Core: a Business 
Responsibility and Sustainability Report, 
distilled into nine measured indicators ~ 
greenhouse emissions, water, energy, 
waste, workplace safety, gender, inclusive 
growth and governance ~ and verified 
to a demanding standard.  

The obligation reaches the top five 
hundred companies for the year just 
closed and widens to the top thousand 
the year after. The disclosure is real. The 
numbers are now assured. And almost 
nothing happens to a company that lies 
in them. 

It is worth being precise about what 
that assurance does, because the comfort 
it offers is narrower than it sounds. The 
assurer examines the disclosed figure - 
the tonnes of carbon, the kilolitres of 
water - and forms an opinion on whether 
that figure is fairly stated.  

The assurer does not walk the mined 
ridge. He does not reconcile satellite imagery 
against lease boundaries, transport records 
against royalty receipts, or a restoration 

claim against the unhealed pit it describes. 
He certifies the number on the page. He 
does not police the act behind it.  

A company can therefore report its 
emissions with scrupulous accuracy and 
still operate in a manner the law, the courts 
and the affected villages would recognise 
as ruinous. The figure is true. The story it 
implies is a fiction. 

That gap between number 
and conduct is not a theoretical 
worry. An empirical study 
of the Nifty 50 last year found 
close to half the index ~ the 
concentration strongest in 
manufacturing and energy 
~ practising some form of 
greenwashing, the dressing 
of an ordinary or damaging 
environmental record in the 
borrowed language of virtue.  

The regulator itself has 
named the problem in 
unusually concrete terms: a 
whole-time member of SEBI 
catalogued, early last year, a 
manufacturer reporting no 
significant environmental 
impact while facing prosecution 
for environmental violations, 
a carmaker claiming recycled 

inputs it could not substantiate, an oil and 
gas company simply omitting what it found 
inconvenient. 

He warned, more recently, that the 
temptation will only grow as assurance 
deadlines bite and the gap between claim 

and conduct becomes more profitable to 
disguise. Yet read against that candour, the 
silence in the statute book is total.  

Neither the Companies Act nor the securities 
regulations contain a definition of greenwashing; 
no provision names it as an offence; no 
authority is charged with policing the distance 
between the report and the reality. Enforcement 
against a false sustainability claim has no 
institutional home. It is an orphan. 

The deception is cheap precisely because 
it is safe, and cheapness invites theatre. A 
ridge does not regenerate because a key 
performance indicator is presented to two 
decimal places; the dust over Haryana does 
not thin because an annual report carries a 
photograph of saplings.  

What the disclosure regime has produced, 
in its present form, is an elaborate  
grammar of virtue with no verb of consequence 
attached. We have learned to measure  
the damage. We have not learned to mind 
it. That alone would be a serious failure  
of design. 

But the more disfiguring defect lies 
elsewhere ~ at the one moment when the 
law has the power to reprice corporate 
behaviour, when a company that has hollowed 
out a hillside finally fails and passes through 
the machinery of insolvency, and the ledger 
is opened to be settled.  

It is there that the silence becomes structural, 
and there that the institution India has 
refused to build is most conspicuously 
absent. That is the subject of the second 
part of this argument. 

(To be Concluded) 

Bangladesh has made significant 
progress in reducing child and 
maternal mortality and infectious 
diseases over the past few decades. 

But non-communicable diseases like 
breast cancer and cervical cancer are still 
rapidly expanding. Every year, an estimated 
13,000-15,000 women develop breast 
cancer and 8,000-9,000 women develop 
cervical cancer in the country. 

 In fact, breast cancer is the most 
commonly diagnosed cancer among 
women (nearly 36 percent), followed by 
cervical cancer (more than 11 percent). 
And women from poor, marginalised and 
underserved communities are bearing 
the greatest burden of these diseases. 

Most patients seek medical care only 
when the disease reach late stages and 
treatment becomes more complex and 
expensive. As a result, the likelihood of 
recovery decreases substantially, families 
face significant financial hardship, and 
premature death often becomes unavoidable. 

In a country where nearly three-quarters 
of health expenditure is still paid out of 
pocket, cancer is not merely a health issue 

but a profound social and economic crisis, 
with multiple biological, social, environmental 
and health-system factors interacting to 
increase the risk. 

The primary cause of cervical cancer is 
infection with the Human Papillomavirus 
(HPV). In Bangladesh, factors such as 
early initiation of sexual activity due to 
child marriage, frequent pregnancies, 
lack of awareness about menstrual  
hygiene, and limited access to regular 
health check-ups and screening elevate 
the risks.  

In many rural and low-income 
households, safe and hygienic 
menstrual management remains 
out of reach. Many adolescent 
girls and women lack access 
to clean sanitary products, 
safe water, privacy or adequate 
information.  

Social stigma and cultural taboo 
surrounding menstruation further discourage 
women from seeking appropriate health 
services. Longstanding, untreated infections 
and chronic inflammation may contribute 
to harmful changes in cervical cells and 

worsen the HPV infection. 
For breast cancer, advancing age, family 

history, obesity, physical inactivity, 
unhealthy dietary habits, environmental 
pollution, and prolonged exposure to 
chemicals and heavy metals are important 
risk factors lead pollution, has emerged 
as a growing public health concern in 
Bangladesh in recent years.  

A large proportion of these batteries 
are recycled or discarded through unsafe 
and unregulated methods, which leads 

to toxic lead getting released into 
the environment, from where it can 
enter the human body and increase 
the risk of cancer. 

Although the country has an 
extensive network of community 
clinics, union health and family 
welfare centres, and upazila health 
complexes, many of these facilities 

suffer from shortages of personnel, limited 
service capacity, inadequate supervision, 
insufficient equipment, and shortages of 
medicines.  

The situation is even more challenging 
in urban areas, where effective primary 

healthcare services are largely absent. 
Consequently, most people, especially 
women, lack access to regular health 
counselling, preventive screening, and 
early diagnosis services.  

As a result, opportunities for early 
detection of breast and cervical cancer 
are often missed. In many unions and 
urban wards, women have little or no 
access to routine breast examinations, 
cervical cancer screening using visual 
inspection with acetic acid (VIA), health 
education, or risk identification services.  

The shortage of trained community 
health workers, weak referral systems, 
and the absence of integrated electronic 
health information systems further 
complicate the situation. 

Yet, cervical cancer is one of the most 
preventable cancers in the world, and 
breast cancer can be successfully treated 
in most cases if detected early. These 
cancers may become one of the greatest 
public health challenges facing Bangladesh 
in the coming decade, and addressing 
this crisis requires a coordinated national 
response now.

America’s 250th birthday has naturally prompted 
reflection on what remains the world’s most 
consequential republic. Such anniversaries invite 
celebration, but they also encourage honest 

stocktaking. The question is not whether the United States 
remains a great power; it plainly does. The more relevant 
question, as the fireworks fade, is whether it still stands as far 
above every other nation as it once did. Increasingly, the answer 
is no. This distinction is crucial because absolute strength and 
relative dominance are not the same. By almost every 
meaningful measure, the United States remains pre-eminent.  

It is home to the world’s largest economy in nominal terms, 
the dollar remains the backbone of the international financial 
system, its universities continue to attract the brightest minds, 
and its companies dominate frontier technologies ranging from 
artificial intelligence to biotechnology. No country can yet 
match its combination of military reach, financial influence, 
innovation and alliances. What has changed is the distribution 
of power around it. China has emerged as a technological and 
manufacturing powerhouse. India is steadily expanding its 
economic and geopolitical footprint. Countries such as Japan, 
South Korea and Germany remain formidable centres of 
advanced industry, while innovation is increasingly dispersed 
across multiple economies. The world is no longer organised 
around a single, overwhelming centre of gravity. History offers 
useful perspective. America’s extraordinary dominance after 
the Second World War owed much to the devastation of Europe 
and Japan. Its unrivalled position after the Soviet Union’s 
collapse reflected another exceptional geopolitical moment. 
Neither period represented the normal condition of 
international politics. As other nations rebuilt, educated their 
workforces, invested in research and integrated into global 
markets, a narrowing of the gap was almost inevitable. 

That reality does not diminish America’s achievements. If 
anything, it underlines how unusually dominant it once was. 
The challenge today lies elsewhere. Mounting public debt, deep 
political polarisation, contested immigration policies and 
recurrent institutional gridlock threaten to erode advantages 
that competitors cannot easily replicate. External rivals have 
become stronger, but internal dysfunction risks proving the 
greater constraint on American leadership. Even so, reports of 
American decline remain exaggerated. The United States has 
repeatedly demonstrated an extraordinary capacity for renewal. 

 It emerged stronger from the Great Depression, adapted to 
the Cold War, led the digital revolution and continues to shape 
the technologies likely to define this century. Few countries 
possess comparable entrepreneurial dynamism or institutional 
depth.As America is midway through its third century of 
independence, the appropriate conclusion is neither 
triumphalism nor pessimism. The age of uncontested American 
supremacy is receding, but the age of American relevance is not. 
The United States remains first among nations, even if other 
countries are catching up. At 250, its greatest challenge is not 
preserving an impossible monopoly on power, but adapting 
successfully to a world that has finally lengthened its stride. 

Investment  Confidence 

At  250 

India has built a regime that 
compels companies to disclose 
their environmental conduct ~ 
and no power to punish them for 
lying about it 

A Member  
Of The

The writer is a 
practising 
Chartered 

Accountant and 
Vedantic Scholar 

and can be 
reached at 

kannan@cakt.in

T KANNAN

New Delhi 
05 July  2026                           Vol. CXXXXXX 27 (S)

Encouraging 
Sir, Apropos “India’s Industrial growth 

accelerates to 5.1 per cent in May” (June 
30), the encouraging rise in India’s industrial 
output reflects the resilience of the domestic 
economy despite an uncertain global 
environment.  

Healthy growth in manufacturing and 
electricity generation indicates that demand 
remains robust and economic activity is 
gradually gaining momentum. 

However, sustaining this growth will 
require more than favourable seasonal 
factors such as higher electricity demand 
due to rising temperatures.  

The government must continue to 
strengthen manufacturing through policy 
stability, improved infrastructure, easier 
access to credit for MSMEs, and faster 
implementation of industrial reforms. 
Equal emphasis should be placed on 
enhancing exports, encouraging private 
investment, and creating skilled employment 
opportunities. 

At the same time, policymakers must 
remain cautious about global geopolitical 

tensions, volatile commodity prices, and 
external demand uncertainties that  
could affect industrial performance in 
the coming months.  

Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra, 
Mohali, 30 June. 

 

Boon or bane? 
Sir, The Delhi government’s proposal 

to exempt electric cars priced below Rs 
30 lakh from road tax and registration 
fees from July 1 is welcome.  

At least 10 other states including 
Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Andhra 
Pradesh offer similar reliefs. Delhi’s latest 
decision, coming after its call to phase 
out all non-electric two- and three-wheelers 

sold in phases from 2027, are especially 
consequential for one of the world’s most 
polluted capitals.  

But for these measures to work well, 
two other enabling infrastructures need 
to be speeded up. Delhi’s EV dashboard 
shows it has 1,919 charging stations and 
232 battery swapping points, but the 
numbers for satellite cities Gurugram 
and Noida are far fewer.  

And without a safe, well-monitored 
EV disposal mechanism, the boom can 
soon turn into a bane. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 30 June. 

 

Nation at odds 
Sir, Apropos “Brexit dividend” published 

today, Britain remains a nation at odds 
with its imperial memory. Though the 
empire has long vanished, its stature as 
a global financial hub and business enabler 
for much of the former Commonwealth 
has endured.  

That lingering influence has often 
reinforced a belief that Britain could chart 

an exceptional course, insulated from the 
constraints faced by other mid-sized 
economies.  

In many ways, that sentiment underpinned 
the confidence behind Brexit: a conviction 
that echoes of imperial reach could be 
translated into renewed national sovereignty 
and economic advantage. 

 The years since have been sobering 
and Britain is compelled to  gradually 
rebuild trade relationships, adapt to new 
commercial realities, and demonstrate 
resilience in sectors such as finance, 
technology and services.  

Yet the greater challenge lies  
elsewhere. Political fragmentation, frequent 
changes in leadership, regional strains, 
and growing public discontent have eroded 
the aura of assured governance that once 
defined Britain.  

For a country that gave the world the 
idea of stable parliamentary rule under 
the long shadow of Pax Britannica, this 
loss of political cohesion is perhaps more 
profound than any economic setback.  

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 29 June. 
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100 Years Ago

News Items

UNEXPECTED ADVENTURE 

 
N J RAVICHANDER 
 

On 21 May 1991, the atmosphere buzzed 
with change as  my col league 
Vijayshankar, a fellow banker from 
SBI Mangaluru, received news of his 

transfer to Bengaluru. After bidding farewell to 
colleagues, customers and neighbours, Vijayshankar 
and his family made their way to the railway 
station, bags packed, to catch the late-night 
train to Bengaluru. In an instant, their anticipation 
turned into disbelief when they realised the 
train was mysteriously out of service. 

Frustration and disappointment set in as they 
weighed their options. Just when it seemed all 
was lost, salvation came from an unexpected 
source. A car driver from a nearby SBI branch 
pulled up to the station, ready to drop off a 
passenger. Upon hearing the news of the train's 
cancellation, he stepped forward to help. 

Soon Vijay Shankar and his family packed 
their belongings in the car's boot and, thanking 
the driver, began the long journey. However, 
what they encountered along the highway was 
unusual: an eerie emptiness stretched before 
them, the highway devoid of traffic as if time 
itself had come to a halt. After driving a few 
kilometres, their unease heightened when a 
squad of policemen appeared and stopped them 
in their tracks. It was in that moment of uncertainty 
that they would uncover the shocking reason 
behind the desolate highway: Rajiv Gandhi's 
assassination! 

In the wake of the stunning assassination 
that fateful night, public backlash erupted against 
Tamils in India, heightening tensions and igniting 
fears of imminent riots. The atmosphere crackled 
with anxiety as memories of the 1984 anti-Sikh 
riots resurfaced, prompting people to stay indoors, 
gripped by uncertainty. Although Vijay wasn't a 
Tamilian, danger lurked around every corner. 

Highways and streets across Karnataka and 
neighbouring states lay deserted, echoing the 
palpable dread that the elusive LTTE assassins 
were plotting their escape across Tamil Nadu. 
In response, the police sprang into action, erecting 
formidable roadblocks along every critical route 
into Karnataka and sealing the state in an intense 
security lockdown.  

As the police pulled Vijay, his family and the 
driver over for verification, the air crackled with 
tension. Determined to salvage their journey, 
my colleague pleaded with the officers to allow 
him and his family to continue at least as far as 
Hassan. After a few intense minutes of pleading, 
the cops granted them the go-ahead. The officers 
sympathised with the family but urged caution.  

My colleague was eager to fulfil his commitment 
to disembark at Hassan. However, when they 
got there, they found no security personnel, 
police checkpoints, or barricades. This circumstance 
emboldened them to take a leap of faith and 
proceed towards Bengaluru. Thus, they continued 
their journey, reaching Yeshwanthpur, northwest 
of Bengaluru.  

However, a police posse at Yeshwanthpur 
stopped the car, authoritative voices urging the 
passengers and driver to exit. After what felt 
like an eternity, the cops waved them on, but 
not without drama. Two bike-borne officers 
zoomed alongside the car, ensuring the family 
reached home without incident. Imagine a police 
escort, like those for celebrities! What a thrilling 
conclusion to an unexpected adventure.

AIR FORCE DISPLAY 

FINAL REHEARSAL AT 
HENDON 
(British Official Wireless.) 
Rugby, July. 

Thousands of school boys and girls were invited 
to attend the final rehearsal at Hendon yesterday 
of the annual Royal Air Force display which is 
being witnessed to-day by King George and Queen 
Mary, the King and Queen of Spain, Prince Chichieu 
of Japan and all the attaches of the numerous 
nations. Nearly 200 machines, including many of 
the new and latest types are participating in the 
exhibition, notable for the extraordinary individual 
skill, precision of manoeuvre and efficiency of 
control by wireless telegraphy. 

 

COMMUNAL RIOT AT PABNA 
PROCESSION SEQUEL 

MILITARY POLICE FROM 
JALPAIGURI 

A message from Pabna, dated July states that 
some Hindu images were mutilated and placed 
near Setali Lodge on Thursday. This created a 
sensation in the town and all Hindu shops in the 
bazar were closed. In the evening a procession 
with music passed through the main bazar. Near 
Sulavbhander some of the processionists were 
roughly handled by a handful of Mohammedans 
who objected to music being played before a 
mosque. A free fight ensued as the result of which 
two Hindus and seven Mohammedans were 
wounded. No lives were lost. The district magistrate 
and the police superintendent dispersed the mob. 
The police are patrolling the streets. Further 
trouble is apprehended and military police from 
Dacca and Jalpaiguri have been requisitioned.

ACROSS 
 

1    Bread from dining 

room sent back 

after tea (7) 

5    Excellent sects 

from the east in 

island nation  

(2,5) 

9    Rotten people sin 

to produce 

malicious missive 

(6-3,6) 

10  Black couple to 

protect composer 

reversing in road 

(9) 

11  One bounding area 

that separates two 

major cities  

(5) 

12  Russian female 

revolutionary  

in American 

election  

(5) 

14  Quietly detests 

being involved in 

key software trial 

(5,4) 

16  Neglected animal 

given signal amid 

tangled gorse  

(6,3) 

17  God needing name 

for Germanic 

character  

(5) 

19  Net profit at last 

drawn that voids 

margins  

(5) 

20  Approaches 

snooker table but 

loses form?  

(4,2,3) 

22  Two kids lost? New 

angle: three lads 

lost! (6,3,6) 

23  Time pressure on 

in war zone (7) 

24  Characters seen in 

flannelette or 

cotton garment? 

(7) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Old man cutting 

wire with skill  

(7) 

2    Intense musicale 

disrupted 

contemplative 

period (1,7,7) 

3    Relaxed game ends 

on schedule  

(5) 

4    Bloke caught out, 

venture being 

random (9) 

5    Yankee stops 

lecturers travelling 

up for meeting  

(5) 

6    We initial changes 

to prepare ambush 

(3,2,4) 

7    Doctor at this 

place? Go to small 

medical institution 

(7,8) 

8    American Satan 

devouring 

Republican 

alongside (7) 

13  Diversion giving an 

essential cover for 

English soldiers? (9) 

15  Revolting animals 

were so stubborn! 

(3-6) 

16  Mechanical device 

skinned fantasy 

author (7) 

18  Folded card 

husband lost in TV 

fundraiser turned 

up (7) 

20  Peer outside 

entrance to Lords 

in coat (5) 

21  Finnish port one 

from Ankara found 

acceptable (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9

10 11

12 13 14 15

16 17 18

19 20 21

22

23 24

T O N E C H A I N S M O K E
A E H I N C R A
P O R T E N D S A I L I N G
D V M A H E G L
A D E L E L Y O N N A I S E
N L G R C N
C U T T H R O A T E X A C T
E H E F T E
R H E U M P E R T I N E N T

M P R A C E
R A I N S T O R M T E S L A
E K T B P I T T
H E A V E T O A N O D Y N E
A D A N G N L T
B L O O D M O N E Y H E B E

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

NOW AND AGAIN

Last SundayÊs Solution

ADITYA BHARAT MANUBARWALA 
AND THAJISWINI CB 
 

Time is a fundamental aspect 
of justice. The efficiency 
of  the  just ice  system 
dep ends no t  only  on 

accurate judgments but also on 
how courts utilise their time. 

The Indian judiciary is currently 
confronted with a dilemma: despite 
apparent advancements in technology, 
public confidence, and constitutional 
authority, there are still considerable 
delays in the administration of 
justice, despite the bench and bar's 
earnest efforts. 

The absence of a systematic and 
predictable time management system 
during court proceedings is a crucial 
issue that is often disregarded, 
despite the fact that problems like 
procedural delays, mounting caseloads, 
and vacancies receive a lot of 
attention and may be resolved. 

What is the cost of unmanaged 
time? As of date, over 93,000 matters 
are pending before the Supreme 
Court of India. Despite the Court 
functioning at or near full strength 
in recent years, pendency has 
remained at record levels. The 
reason is not simply a shortage of 
judges; it is, in part, a shortage of 
discipline in how hearing time is 
allocated and consumed. 

Any practitioner who regularly 
appears before the Supreme Court 
will recognise the problem: waiting 
hours for a matter to be called, only 
to watch a handful of cases absorb 
disproportionate court time through 
repetitive submissions and extended 
arguments. 

Such prolonged hearings carry 
compounding costs. They crowd 
out matters of genuine constitutional 
signif icance,  produce verbose 
judgments burdened by redundant 
precedent, and deny access to justice 
to those whose cases never receive 
adequate attention. 

The right to a speedy trial in 
India is not a procedural luxury; it 
is a constitutional guarantee. The 
Supreme Court, in Hussainara 
Khatoon v. State of Bihar (1979) 
and Anita Kushwaha v. Pushap 
Sudan (2016), has itself recognised 
that access to justice and timely 
justice are inseparable dimensions 
of Article 21. If the Court takes this 
principle seriously externally, it 
must equally apply it internally. 

There is a broader benefit to 
time-bound hearings that is often 
overlooked: they improve the quality 
of advocacy itself. A counsel who 
knows she has thirty minutes to 
address the bench will prepare 
differently and better than one 
operating without any time horizon. 
Arguments  b e come sharp er, 
submissions more focused, and 
core legal issues surface faster. 
Brevity, as any experienced judge 
will confirm, is rarely the enemy of 
clarity. 

Concise oral arguments also ease 
the burden on the bench. Judges 
can engage with the heart of a legal 
question rather than sift through 
layers of repetition. In constitutional 
courts especially,  where legal 
principles have lasting societal 
impact, the quality of reasoning 
matters more than the volume of 
submissions. 

There are lessons to be drawn 
from other jurisdictions. The reform 
being proposed here is neither novel 
nor untested. Comparable frameworks 
operate in several leading common 
law jurisdictions. 

In the United Kingdom, Practice 
Direction 6 of the Supreme Court 
requires parties to submit advance 
estimates of the time required for 
oral submissions, mandates that 
arguments remain within those 
estimates, and requires an agreed 
hearing timetable for appeals 
exceeding two days. 

In the United States, Rule 28 of 
the Supreme Court Rules limits 
each side to thirty minutes of oral 
argument, with extensions rarely 
granted. The Supreme Courts of 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand 
similarly fix hearing durations in 
advance and place heavy reliance 
on written submissions. 

Across these jurisdictions, three 
principles can be consistently 
observed. They include advanced 
estimation of hearing time, primacy 
of written advocacy, and strict 
adherence to allocated schedules 
and deadlines. The Supreme Court 
of India has time and again reiterated 
that untimed oral arguments often 
worsen judicial delay and has 
highlighted the necessity of a 
regulated courtroom [Ajit Mohan 
v. Legislative Assembly, NCT of 
Delhi, (2021)]; however, it presently 
lacks any comparable institutional 
framework. While individual benches 
occasionally impose informal limits, 
there is no court-wide rule requiring 
realistic time estimates or structured 
hearing schedules. 

Recently, Chief Justice Surya 
Kant required lawyers to indicate 
in advance the time necessary for 
oral submissions, reflecting an 
important shift towards structured 
judicial case management. Although 
this initiative is not yet formalised, 
the underlying objective remains 
constitutionally significant: balancing 
full  hearing with the equally 
compelling need for timely justice 
under Article 21. 

A compelling body of research 
cautions against treating judicial 
expansion as a standalone solution. 
Studies analysing Indian court data 
have observed that increases in 
judge strength have not consistently 
produced proportional reductions 
in pendency, a phenomenon described 
as “induced demand,” where expanded 
capacity encourages additional 
f ilings without corresponding 
improvement in disposal. Treating 
the symptom without addressing 
procedure risks deepening the very 
problem it seeks to solve. 

The logical step forward is the 
institutionalisation of hearing 

management: pre-fixed time slots, 
advance time estimates filed by 
counsel, and a tiered approach that 
allows greater flexibility for complex 
constitutional questions while 
imposing firm limits on routine 
matters. 

This is not an argument for 
speed at the expense of fairness. 
Fairness and efficiency are not in 
tension, but they are mutually 
reinforcing. A legal system that 
takes years to resolve a dispute is 
not a fair one, regardless of how 
correct its eventual judgment may 
be. Judicial time is a public resource 
of the highest order. The Supreme 
Court, which has long championed 
the right to timely justice for 
litigants, must now apply that 
standard to itself, not as a concession 
to administrative pressure, but as 
an act of constitutional fidelity. 

 
The writers hold LL.M degrees from the 
University of Cambridge and are, respectively, 
Advocate, Supreme Court of India and Additional 
Standing Counsel for NDMC, and an Advocate, 
Supreme Court as well as Empanelled Assisting 
Counsel, Supreme Court Legal Services 
Committee.

RAMANAND SHARMA AND  
SANDEEP KUMAR 
 

Last week the Republic said 
something true about itself, 
and the nation recoiled. 
The Ministry of External 

Affairs clarified on Passport Seva 
Divas that a passport is a travel 
document and not a document of 
citizenship. The statement was 
legally unimpeachable. It also 
exposed a question India has never 
fully answered. 

Let us start with the law because 
the law is not in dispute. The Passports 
Act of 1967 governs the issuance of 
passports and the Citizenship Act 
of 1955 governs the acquisition and 
loss of citizenship. While the former 
regulates a document, the latter 
determines a status. The courts have 
consistently considered a passport 
to be good prima facie evidence that 
its holder is Indian but never as 
conclusive proof. Last August, the 
Bombay High Court iterated that 
citizenship cannot be established 
solely through a passport, Aadhaar 
or voter card. Citizenship, it ruled, 
is determined under the Citizenship 
Act. On paper, the ministry merely 
restated settled doctrine. 

So why the alarm? The law was 
settled but the uncertainty was not. 
Supporters of the clarification 
dismissed the controversy as a 
reaction to “old law”. Critics feared 
that the same principle, applied 
carelessly, could place ordinary 
citizens at risk. Both sides missed 
the deeper question. Most Indians 
were not debating doctrine but 
asking something more fundamental. 
If the document that carries the 
Republic's authority across borders 
does not prove you belong to it, 
then what does? The real problem 
is not legal ambiguity but the 
absence of a clear answer. 

Every democracy has the right 
to maintain accurate electoral rolls 

and remove the dead, the duplicated 
and the genuinely ineligible. A State 
has the right to establish its nationality 
and to take action against fraud. 
The question is narrower and harder. 
When the state does ask for proof 
of citizenship, what can a citizen 
actually produce? 

Consider the documents most 
Indians carry. Aadhaar expressly 
does not establish citizenship or 
domicile. Voter ID proves inclusion 
on an electoral roll, not nationality. 
PAN is a tax identifier and can be 
issued to foreign nationals. Ration 
cards establish eligibility for welfare 
benefits and driving licenses establish 
residence and skill. A citizen may 
possess multiple state -issued 
documents and still be unable to 
conclusively establish the status 
on which all other rights depend. 

What then counts? In law, only a 
limited set of documents: a citizenship 
certificate, proof of descent from 
an Indian citizen, or in some cases 
a birth certificate. Now another 
challenge starts. Citizenship by 
birth has changed over time. Those 
born between 1950 and 1987 are 
citizens by birth. After 1987, at least 
one parent had to be an Indian 
citizen. After 2004, additional 
conditions were imposed. The 
consequence is profound. For many 
Indians,  proving c i t izenship 
increasingly requires proving the 
citizenship of their parents, who 
may in turn have to prove their 
own. 

It is here that an exact law collides 
with an inexact reality. Under Section 
9 of the Foreigners Act, 1946, once 
a credible doubt is raised, the burden 
falls on the individual to establish 
that she is not a foreigner. The 
problem lies in the evidence. Millions 
were born when registration was 
patchy, records incomplete and 
names inconsistently recorded. The 
law often assumes an archive that 
never existed. 

We have already se en the 
consequences. Assam's NRC exercise 
excluded 19 lakh people in 2019. 
Among them were individuals 
whose names appeared in historical 
records and who had participated 
in public life for decades. Families 
were divided over documentary 
discrepancies. A decorated soldier 
had to approach the courts to 
establish that he was Indian. Assam 
is less a verdict on intent than a 
warning about documentary systems 
under stress. 

The warning is relevant today 
as the ministry did not speak into 
empty air. It was answering a 
question about whether a passport 
could keep a voter on the rolls 
during the Special Intensive Revision. 
The Revision requires the citizen 
to trace her name (or a parent's) 
back to a roll that was made many 
years ago. It has a valid reason for 
cleaning and updating the register. 
The difficulty is the same as that 
which pervades this whole subject. 
It requires individuals to record a 
status that the state has not certified. 

In Bihar, about forty-seven lakh 
names were struck off in the first 
round, including names of the 
deceased and the migrated names, 
although there were also some 
names that were disputed. In May, 
the Supreme Court upheld the 
exercise. It also made an observation 
worth holding on to. The Court 
observed that inclusion in an electoral 
roll creates a presumption, not an 
irrebuttable fact. The burden of 
reopening citizenship claims falls 
hardest on the weakest citizens. 

This is the unresolved contradiction. 
The state is able to verify someone 
sufficiently to issue a passport. It 
sends her abroad as its national. 
Foreign governments admit her on 
its word. However, the same verification 
is not, in law, a final determination 
of her belonging. This is not being 
malicious but a task that hasn't 

been accomplished. A republic can 
protect itself from fraud but it 
should not make belonging forever 
contingent. So, for the poorest the 
honest answer to the question 'Are 
you a citizen?', is ‘it depends upon 
what you can produce today’. 

Citizenship, according to Hannah 
Arendt, is the right to have rights. 
Strip a person of it and every other 
guarantee, to speech, to property, 
to liberty itself, becomes a courtesy 
that can be withdrawn. That's why 
the gap is not a clerical issue but a 
constitutional one. Other democracies 
closed it long ago, not trusting 
documents, but constructing one. 
A universal and clean civil register. 
All births were recorded with no 
exceptions in records that outlive 
memory. India never finished that 
work, and no government, of any 
par ty,  has ever  completed it . 
Statelessness, thus, doesn't come 
as a command. Rather, it's more 
frequently in a form that isn't fillable. 

The cure is unshowy in the form 
of Universal birth registration and 
honest-durable archives. And, someday, 
one document that explicitly declares 

citizenship, so that nationality never 
again hangs on a missing page or a 
misspelt name. If a state can find a 
person to tax her, and enrol her, and 
record her data, she can be found by 
them to confirm that she is its own. 
None of this is a weakening of the 
law but completing it. 

Until then the ministry’s honesty 
stands. The passport is a travel 
document and there are tougher 
truths to be found underneath. In 
the Republic of India, the concept 
of citizenship continues to lack its 
own document and a right that 
can't be proven is, after all, a right 
that's based on trust. 

So, ask yourself the question that 
was posed to us all. Are you a citizen 
of India? Then go to the more 
difficult one. Could you prove it to 
someone who had reason to doubt 
you, if you were asked to? For a 
great many Indians that is not an 
abstraction. Their situation in the 
Republic could become a question 
they will have to answer. 

 
The writers are, respectively, Assistant Professor, 
Aryabhatta College, University of Delhi, and an 
Advocate, Delhi High Court.

The question that needs an answer

A stop-watch must form part of SC proceedings



123

SPECTRUMAn upcoming exhibition showcases the
artwork of Emily Eden in the 1830s

ARTS PAGE 3

Beverly Gage’s ‘This Land is Your Land’
chronicles 250 years of the American dream

BOOKS PAGE 4

CHANDIGARH | 5 JULY 2026

Shiv Kunal Verma

T
HE Indian Army’s recently released Uni-
forms 2026 regulations have generated con-
siderable discussion, largely because they
are being viewed as another step in shedding
the colonial inheritance that has accompa-

nied the Army since Independence. That interpretation
is not entirely misplaced. Yet it is also incomplete.

Uniforms have never merely been about the cloth,
badges, ceremonial distinctions or the arrangement of
accoutrements. They are repositories of institutional
memory, carrying within them the accumulated expe-
riences of generations of soldiers, the victories and
defeats of campaigns long forgotten by the public, and
the values an army seeks to transmit from one gener-
ation to the next. Seen in that context, the new regula-
tions deserve to be viewed not as an exercise in tailor-
ing, but as part of a larger conversation about identity,
history and the future direction of one of India’s most
respected institutions.

The temptation, of course, is to interpret every such
change through the prism of decolonisation. There is
a certain political attractiveness in doing so, for it
allows complex historical processes to be reduced to a
simple narrative of casting off the vestiges of foreign
rule. The reality is considerably more nuanced.

By the time the British Indian Army emerged as one of
the most effective military institutions in Asia, it had itself
undergone a profound transformation at Indian hands.

The Sikh Wars of the 1840s demonstrated to the
British that military effectiveness in the subcontinent
could not be achieved through rigid adherence to Euro-
pean practice alone. The armies of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh represented a formidable fusion of indigenous
martial traditions and modern military organisation.
Many of the adaptations that followed in dress, fieldcraft
and military culture owed as much to lessons learned in
India as they did to ideas imported from Britain. Even
khaki, now universally associated with soldiering,
emerged from the dust and heat of the subcontinent
rather than from the parade grounds of Europe.

The story of military uniforms in India has, therefore, nev-
er been one of simple inheritance. It has been a continuous
process of adaptation, borrowing and evolution. Indepen-
dent India inherited this complex legacy in 1947. At the
time, the preservation of military cohesion mattered far
more than symbolic change. The nation faced Partition, war
in Jammu and Kashmir and enormous uncertainty. The
Army retained its regimental system, traditions and much
of its institutional structure because continuity was essen-
tial. It proved to be a wise decision. The institution that
emerged from those turbulent years would go on to fight
every major conflict in Independent India’s history, earn-
ing new honours and creating traditions entirely its own.

Today, however, India is no longer a newly Indepen-
dent nation searching for its footing. The defining bat-
tles of the modern Indian soldier were fought not
under imperial colours, but under the Tricolour. From
the mountains of Kashmir to the icy heights of
Siachen, from the deserts of Rajasthan to the ridge-
lines of Kargil, successive generations have built a
military legacy that belongs exclusively to Indepen-
dent India. It is, therefore, natural that the Army
should periodically reassess how it presents itself.

Yet there is another aspect of this discussion that
deserves equal attention.

Over the years, not only within the military but also
across several paramilitary organisations, uniforms
have gradually acquired a tendency towards excess.
Decorative cords, flashes, badges, aiguillettes and
assorted accoutrements have multiplied. The inten-
tion is invariably honourable. Every insignia tells a
story. Every distinction seeks to recognise achieve-
ment, heritage or service. But there comes a point
where ornamentation begins to distract from the very
qualities it is intended to celebrate.

The finest military uniforms possess an elegance
rooted in restraint. Their purpose is not to draw atten-
tion to themselves but to the soldiers wearing them.
When too many embellishments compete for atten-
tion, uniforms risk becoming caricatures rather than
symbols of professional confidence. An army secure in
its identity does not require excessive adornment to
command respect. It earns that respect through disci-
pline, competence and performance.

The same principle applies to military ceremony. A
Passing Out Parade remains among the most moving
occasions in a soldier’s life. It marks the transition from
cadet to commissioned officer and draws its power from
solemnity rather than spectacle. The measured cadence
of marching boots, the bark of commands, the anticipa-
tion visible on the faces of the cadets and the pride of
their families require little embellishment.

Increasingly, however, one encounters attempts to
make such ceremonies more theatrical, with elaborate
running commentaries intended to explain every
movement on the parade ground. The intention is
undoubtedly to make proceedings more accessible to
guests, but there is a danger that constant explanation
diminishes rather than enhances the dignity of the
occasion. Military ceremonies derive their authority
from understatement.

I was reminded of this while filming Field Marshal
Sam Manekshaw as Reviewing Officer at the Indian
Military Academy’s Passing Out Parade in 2002. The
ceremony itself possessed a solemnity that required
no embellishment. When Manekshaw finally
addressed the young officers, he did so with character-
istic economy. “If you fail, don’t come back. No one
will look at you. Even your gharwali will not look at
you.” Beneath the humour lay a timeless military
truth. Soldiers are ultimately judged not by the com-
plexity of their uniforms, the number of badges they
wear or the splendour of ceremonial display, but by
professional competence, leadership and perform-
ance in the field. If there is one note of caution that

should accompany the current enthusiasm for reform,
it is the danger of assuming that everything inherited
from the past is somehow tainted by its origins. Insti-
tutions such as the Indian Army endure not because
they periodically reinvent themselves, but because
they possess the wisdom to distinguish between tra-
ditions that merely reflect historical circumstance and
those that continue to serve an enduring purpose.

The architects of the old British Indian Army, whatever
their political motivations, possessed a deep understanding
of Indian society and of what motivates men in combat. Mil-
itary theorists may speak of national objectives, strate-
gic interests and political aims, but soldiers rarely fight
for abstractions. They fight for the men beside them.
They fight because loyalty to comrades, platoons, com-
panies and regiments creates bonds stronger than fear
itself. The regimental system evolved because genera-
tions of military leaders understood this simple truth.

Perhaps this is where discussions of military reform
occasionally lose sight of what gives military institu-
tions their strength. Uniforms, badges and distinctions
matter not because of their appearance but because of
the stories attached to them. Every regiment possess-
es its own folklore, battle cries, customs and symbols.
These are the threads that bind generations together.
An officer commissioned today inherits not merely a
uniform but a narrative stretching back through
decades, and sometimes centuries, of service.

The Rajput Regiment’s red and blue hackle pro-
vides a good example. To generations of Rajputs,
the sight of that distinctive plume evokes an imme-
diate emotional response. Its origins, however, lie
not in some committee room but in the field. Battal-
ions of the old 7 Rajput Group operating through
the rhododendron forests of the Naga Patkai are
said to have plucked the bright flowers and placed

them in their blue pagris. Over time, a battlefield
habit evolved into a regimental distinction.

Similar stories accompany the hackles of the
Grenadiers, the Kumaon Regiment, the Brigade of the
Guards and the Naga Regiment, to name just a few. To
the uninitiated, they are merely adornments. To those
who wear them, they are repositories of memory.

This is why the debate over military symbols is rarely
as straightforward as it appears. Soldiers do not
become attached to traditions because of who first
designed them. They become attached because those
traditions become intertwined with regimental mem-
ory. Generations of officers and soldiers have lived and
died beneath these symbols. Many who first wore them
have long since passed away. Others remain, carrying
memories of campaigns fought under circumstances
very different from those faced by the Army today.
Their emotional response to change deserves neither
dismissal nor ridicule. Institutions that endure under-
stand that symbols are powerful precisely because
they connect the living with those who came before.

The same applies to Battle Honours. Every regiment
carries its history upon its Colours and insignia.

Behind every honour lies sacrifice. Real blood was
shed to earn those distinctions. Some were won under
the Union Jack, many under the Tricolour, but all were
purchased at a cost measured in human lives. The
young soldier who fell at Flanders, Gallipoli or El
Alamein had no more control over the politics of his
age than the soldier who fell in Kashmir, 1965, 1971 or
Kargil. To erase one from institutional memory while
celebrating the other would be to misunderstand the
very nature of military history. Regiments do not
remember governments. They remember sacrifice.

The Army Uniforms 2026 regulations therefore raise
questions that go well beyond tailoring. The issue is
not whether a badge, a lanyard or a ceremonial distinc-
tion originated during the colonial era. The more
important question is whether it continues to con-
tribute to the identity, cohesion and effectiveness of
the institution that inherited it. Where the answer is
no, change becomes both necessary and desirable.
Where the answer is yes, caution is warranted, for tra-
ditions once discarded are seldom recovered.

The Indian Army’s greatest strength has always
been its ability to evolve without severing its connec-
tion to the past. That balance remains as important
today as it was in 1947. For, an army is not defined by
the cloth it wears, but by the stories, sacrifices and
memories that the cloth represents. An army that for-
gets its history risks losing its soul. An army that refus-
es to evolve risks becoming a museum. The art lies in
avoiding both extremes, preserving what gives mean-
ing while discarding what no longer serves a purpose.

One hopes the latest changes continue that tradi-
tion, for it is that delicate balance, rather than any par-
ticular uniform, that has sustained the Indian Army
through generations of war and peace.

— The writer is a military historian

The Army Uniforms 2026 regulations are really about memory, identity and the stories soldiers carry

Uniforms, badges and distinctions matter not because of their appearance but because of the stories attached to them. Every regiment possesses its own 
folklore, battle cries, customs and symbols. Generations of officers and soldiers have lived and died beneath these symbols. 
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Rajnish Wattas 

W
AY back in 2007, I
remember how Chicago
was abuzz with excite-
ment on the eve of July
4th. The crowning jewel

of the Independence Day celebrations
was, of course, the magnificent symphony
of fireworks and pyrotechnics reflecting
over the vast, dark waters of Lake Michi-
gan. I can only imagine the scale of excite-
ment gripping the United States as it cele-
brates its ‘Semiquincentennial’ — the
250th anniversary of the Declaration of
Independence.

It is a moment of profound national
reflection, and a perfect backdrop for
Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Beverly
Gage’s new book, ‘This Land Is Your
Land: A Road Trip Through US History’.

Gage’s seminal work offers a deeply
introspective and historically rich narra-
tive born from a simple premise: experi-
encing history the way everyday Ameri-
cans do. Rather than remaining “holed up
in the archives”, she spent a significant
portion of 2023 and 2024 on the road, criss-

crossing the nation to visit approximately
300 historical sites, museums, souvenir
shops, and battlefield re-enactments. 

The result is a chronicle framed around
13 foundational historical sites and
moments that continue to define the
American consciousness.

The book unfolds chronologically, and
the first national icon we encounter is
George Washington. Gage presents him in
his full complexity: the first President was
a fierce votary of lofty democratic goals,

and in a glaring contradiction to his stated
moral stance, was also a master slavehold-
er on his Virginia plantation.

As Gage illustrates, the economic engine
of the early American republic, particular-
ly agriculture, demanded the brutal effi-
ciency of slave labour. This and other pro-
found ethical compromises pockmarked
the moral sheen of the newborn nation. 

It wasn’t just Black Americans who bore
the brunt; the systematic exploitation and
displacement of Native Americans further
strained the grand, universal proclama-
tions of 1776. 

Gage forces the reader to confront how
hollow those immortal words must have
sounded to the marginalised: “We hold
these truths to be self-evident, that all men
are created equal, that they are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable
Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty
and the pursuit of Happiness.”

‘This Land Is Your Land’ spans the
geography of America’s meteoric rise as a
scientific and industrial powerhouse. We
are introduced to the relentless architects
of modern capitalism and innovation,
such as Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, and

even the eccentric creators behind Coca-
Cola’s secret formula.

A pivotal stop on Gage’s itinerary is
Chicago. To commemorate the 400th
anniversary of Christopher Columbus’
arrival in the New World, the city hosted
the monumental Chicago World’s Fair in
1893. The Expo became a global talking
point, a gleaming ‘White City’ that show-
cased America’s arrival as a premier
global empire.

The author seamlessly updates Ameri-
can history through the turbulent 20th
century. The haunting landscape of the
world’s first atomic bomb blast in New
Mexico is a site that fundamentally altered
warfare, and geopolitics.

Reviewing the book, acclaimed critic AO
Scott notes: “This book is ideal for history
buffs and anyone looking for a ‘warts-and-
all’ journey through the American past.”

For those watching from afar the ongo-
ing evolution of the superpower, Gage’s
book stands as the definitive armchair
travelogue through a complicated,
remarkable, and contradictory history.

— The reviewer is former principal,
Chandigarh College of Architecture

250 yrs of the American dream

Shabihul Hasnain

T
HIS book is perhaps the first of
its kind on Firaq Gorakhpuri,
presenting his true place in
Urdu literature to scholars as
well as common readers. Firaq

was a poet born out of Indian soil — rooted
in its history, culture, and traditions. 

Being an English scholar, a student of
Sanskrit, and a man widely read in logic,
ethics, philosophy, and world history, his
sensibility was of a very high order. Such
depth was not easily grasped.

Firaq’s poetry reflects the spirit of
Satyam, Shivam, Sundaram. Drawing
from both the romantic sensibility of Eng-
lish poetry and the metaphysical depth of
Sanskrit thought, his verse forms a quiet
bridge between East and West, speaking
equally to the heart and the mind. 

His critics, especially the traditionalists,
often failed to understand this deeper music
and vision. With their limited outlook, they
even labelled him a “Hindu shayar”. Such
has often been the fate of great minds like
Socrates, Gandhi, and Ghalib — to be truly
understood only after their time has passed.

Firaq’s poetry gives suroor — not a
passing intoxication, but a lasting depth.

His language may seem simple, but its
meanings unfold in layers, taking the
ghazal to rare heights.
Wo aalam mujh par hota hai jab 
fikr-e-ghazal main karta hoon,
Khud apne khayalon ko, humdum, 
main haath lagate darta hoon.
(When a thought for a ghazal comes to me,
I become like a man possessed. I tremble,
fearing that even the slightest careless
touch might shatter it.)

Firaq’s language, a natural blending
of Khadi Boli, Hindi and Urdu, flows
freely, untouched by rigid ideology or
dogma. For him, poetry remained pure,
beyond narrow classifications.
Husn ko ek husn hi samjhe nahin, 
aur ai Firaq,
Mehrban, namehrban kya kya 
samajh baithe the hum.
(We could not see beauty as merely
beauty, O Firaq —
What all notions of kindness and
cruelty we imposed upon it.)

No one can fully capture Firaq. His
knowledge and vision were vast, placing
him in a higher realm of Urdu poetry.
Surinder Deol has done a careful job in
selecting Firaq’s verses.  

As a personality, too, Firaq left a lasting

impression. In mushairas, his baritone
voice and striking presence would hold the
audience spellbound. This book, however,
does not dwell much on his wit and humour
— an aspect beautifully brought out earlier
in Mushtaq Naqvi’s ‘Firaq ke Lateefey’. 

The Government of India recognised
his contribution with several awards,
including a postage stamp issued in his
name. The cover of this book thoughtful-
ly uses the portrait from that stamp.

Urdu poetry has been shaped by giants
like Mir, Ghalib, Dagh, Momin, and Zauq.
Yet Firaq stands apart. His poetry draws
from Vedic imagery, Indian villages, and

lived cultural experience. It carries within
it the spirit of Ganga-Jamuni tehzeeb —
inclusive and harmonious.

His poetry feels like a bouquet of Indian
flowers — the purity of the lotus and the fra-
grance of the rose — woven together in the
delicate strands of Urdu. This fresh expres-
sion unsettled many traditional poets
accustomed to fixed imagery. Yet Firaq was
equally at ease with Islamic culture and
shared a strong intellectual bond with poets
like Josh Malihabadi. Intizar Husain right-
ly observed that with Firaq, the ghazal
began a new journey; he was, in many ways,
the guardian spirit of the new ghazal.

A long-time professor at Allahabad Univer-
sity, Firaq qualified for the PCS and ICS, but
resigned to join Mahatma Gandhi’s Non-
Cooperation Movement, for which he was
imprisoned for 18 months. Gandhi is said to
have described him as a “spoiled genius of
India”, a remark that speaks as much of his
brilliance as his restless individuality.

His masterpiece ‘Gul-e-Naghma’ earned
him both the Jnanpith Award and the
Sahitya Akademi Award. His other impor-
tant works include ‘Gul-e-Rana’, ‘Rooh-e-
Kainaat’, ‘Roop’, ‘Mashaal’, ‘Shabnamis-
tan’, ‘Shola-e-Saaz’, ‘Ramz-o-Kinayat’,
and ‘Hindola’.

He used Hindi words and metaphors
beautifully, especially in ‘Rubais’:
Moti ki kaan, ras ka saagar hai badan,
Darpan akash ka sarasar hai badan,
Angdaai mein rajhans tole hue par,
Ya doodh bhara Mansarovar hai badan.
(Her body is a treasury of pearls, an ocean
suffused with nectar-like sweetness. It
serves as a complete mirror of the expansive
sky. In the grace of her stretching form, she
appears like a swan, her wings poised and
measured for flight — or like Mansarovar, a
tranquil lake filled with milky radiance.)

Understanding Firaq is not easy even in
simple Hindustani; translating him is an
even greater challenge. In this respect,
Surinder Deol, who has earlier written on
Faiz as well, makes a sincere effort by pre-
senting the ashaar in Roman and Devana-
gari scripts, along with English transla-
tions. This offers a three-dimensional way
of approaching each sher and enriches the
reader’s experience. 

The rendering of such gossamer-like
emotions and subtle thoughts into Eng-
lish is almost an impossible task, and it
takes courage to attempt it. Surinder Deol
does so with a fair measure of success.

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

THIS LAND IS YOUR LAND: A ROAD TRIP
THROUGH US HISTORY

by Beverly Gage.
Simon & Schuster.

Pages 256. 

Unravelling the purity and lasting depth of Firaq’s poetry

Rani Jind Kaur storms back
Sonya J Nair

C
OUCHED in fiction, ‘ Fourteen
Springs of Separation’ allows
Jind Kaur — the legendary
queen of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh and the mother of

Duleep Singh — to make a majestic re-
entry into public memory. Sakoon Singh
writes with fervent purpose and her back-
ground in academics shines as her work
benefits from meticulous research. The
book pays homage to the oral traditions of
the dhadhis (folk singers) who have sung of
the Queen and whose narratives have been
crucial to the folk traditions of Punjab.

Told through multiple narrators, the nov-
el reads like an investigative thriller as the
protagonists — Sam, Mehr, Angad and
Shaminder, who come from different walks
of life — converge because of their interest
in Jind Kaur. It is through their eyes that we
see her story unfold. 

The novel leaps over centuries with ease as
it goes back and forth, weaving a tapestry
that intersperses Jind Kaur’s life with the
issues that plague the world and, in particu-
lar, Punjab today. The Queen comes out in
vivid detail. Her legendary spunk blazes
across the pages as she restlessly seeks a
way to reconnect with her son and avenge
the wrongdoings of the Empire. 

At one point, while being served tea in
Queen Victoria’s presence, she makes
pointed remarks upon recognising the
teacup as it was part of the loot that the
British took away from the toshakhana. And
this happens while she is expected to curry
favour with Victoria. One cannot help but
admire her characterisation.

Sakoon Singh has fleshed out all the
characters and ensured that no one is lost
in the polyphony. One ends up thinking of
Dan Brown’s ‘The Da Vinci Code’ or Ami-
tav Ghosh’s ‘Ibis Trilogy’ or ‘Gun Island’
in the course of reading the novel.

The author ensures that the fictionality of
the narrative is remembered while retain-
ing the historicity. And this balancing act is

crucial and indeed ethical.
Sakoon Singh tries to draw attention to

the customary ways in which women with
strong personalities are painted as immoral
or power hungry in order to de-legitimise
their stories, or to justify their exclusion
from the histories that are theirs to claim.

The novel is written with a clear sense of
purpose, a balance of passion and calm, fer-
vent love and scholarly detachment. It is his-
tory with the gaze fixed firmly on the here
and now. This level of control over the urge
to chronicle events of the past and yet main-
tain creativity is enviable. 

The novel loves its Queen. And thanks to
it, the tale of one of India’s strongest
queens storms back into public conscious-
ness. The title is an acknowledgement of
the number of years Jind Kaur was separat-
ed from her son.

Jind Kaur’s story brings with it the
urgent questions of bodily autonomy, gen-
der bias, maternal rights, colonial scarring
and the alternate ways of reading history
— not just from books, but from the
rhythms of the land and its people.

The book is brilliantly multilingual, with
the songs of the dhadhis in praise of Jind
Kaur and the lovely cadences of Punjabi, as
characters slip in and out of languages. 

Reading it made me feel that I too was in
the presence of a dhadhi, a bard.

— The reviewer teaches at All Saints’
College, Thiruvananthapuram

Forgotten battle of Narnaul
Maj Gen Raj Mehta (Retd)

A
PLEASANT surprise awaits
readers of ‘The Battle of Nar-
naul’. Here is a book that moves
beyond colonial accounts of the
victors to indigenous story-

telling that evokes awe and pride.
The book is divided into three parts: Rao

Tula Ram’s ascent to power in Rewari; his
role during the 1857 Mutiny, culminating in
a fierce face-off at Narnaul which was more
than a mere “skirmish”; and finally, how
Tula Ram escaped tactical defeat to diplo-
matically attempt a regional Great Game.
This strategy is presented as a ‘Global
Plot’, involving a proposed Russian attack
through Persia and Afghanistan on British
India. Tula Ram’s early death led to discus-
sions on the “what if” possibilities. 

Remarkably, 53 chapters, 19 appendices
and scholarly notes are packed into a
spiffy 304-page book without impeding
the narrative flow.

Rewari, a vast kingdom with ancient ori-
gins, came under British control after the
defeat of the Marathas in 1803. Due to East
India Company machinations and Ahirw-
al family disputes settled through shrewd
British intervention, what Rao Tula Ram
inherited in 1839 at the age of 14 was just
87.5 villages generating ~5 lakh in annual
revenue — along with residual angst.

A day’s journey from Delhi, Rewari held
strategic value in 1857, controlling access
to south Haryana and Rajasthan. When
the British sought Rewari’s assistance
after their bloody recapture of Delhi that
September, Tula Ram — already support-
ing the rebels under Emperor Bahadur
Shah’s notional leadership — prepared
for war instead.

On November 10, 1857, a British column
of 1,500 troops under Colonel JG Gerrard
departed from Delhi, swelling to 3,500 on
the way. On November 16, the column halt-
ed for rest at Nasibpur on the outskirts of
Narnaul. That’s when a hastily assembled,
5,000-strong Rewari force launched a sur-

prise attack, with Tula Ram conceiving the
opening cavalry charge that mauled the
British right flank, killing Colonel Gerrard
and other officers.

Firm British leadership as well as superi-
or firepower and tactics ultimately turned
the tables during the three-hour battle, with
the brave but poorly synergised Rewari
force suffering 400-500 dead or wounded
against 80 British casualties. Tula Ram
himself narrowly escaped capture. 

Hagiography exaggerates losses on both
sides; in truth, Narnaul was a battle of
medium intensity, not among the
Mutiny’s fiercest. Even so, Tula Ram’s
choice to strike a complacent British force
lends the battle a genuinely intuitive feel. 

The book has considerable merit. It cor-
rectly identifies religion as a unifying, and
not a disruptive, factor in 1857, and candid-
ly lists princely states that sided with the
British. Much of the content is backed by
deep research as well as both factual and
graphic evidence.

While references to Tula Ram are need-
lessly romanticised, the discordant leader-
ship and poor preparedness of the Rewari
force are not glossed over. Above all, the
book captures the extraordinary vision and
grit of a king without a kingdom, who
sought to rally fellow princes behind Rus-
sia in its Great Game rivalry with Britain. 

The best takeaway from the book is this
fresh genre helping Indians rediscover
their true military history.

THE BATTLE OF NARNAUL
by Kulpreet Yadav & Madhur Rao.

Penguin Random House.
Pages 304. ~599

BACKFLAP

HOMECOMING
by  Omair Ahmad. 

Speaking Tiger.
Pages 180. ~499

After years of trying to belong to
Lucknow, Hassan meets a kindred
spirit — Ahmed Sahib, an elderly
man of quiet warmth, who gives
him the gift of unspoken friendship.
He also leads him to love — to Sam-
ina. Spare, nostalgic and moving,
Omair Ahmad’s new novella is a
meditation on love, lost and gained,
and on ideas of family, home and
belonging.

DA
by Arathi Menon.

Picador India.
Pages 185. ~399

Inquisitive 13-year-old Ved’s entire
universe is his adoptive father, Da.
Their relationship harbours a secret
that could destroy them both. Da is
gay at a time when Section 377 labels
homosexuality a crime. Set in 2013,
it’s a tender story of a boy caught
between devotion and fear, chroni-
cling the courage it takes to love some-
one the world refuses to accept.

MY FIRST IK ONKAR
by Sarita Saraf. 

Illustrated by Parmeet Arora Bori.
AdiDev Press.

Pages 28. ~599

The Mool Mantra is the opening sec-
tion of Guru Granth Sahib. These
words by the first Sikh Guru have
brought comfort and strength to the
Sikhs for centuries. This book pres-
ents a simple translation of the Mool
Mantra along with illustrations by
Parmeet Arora Bori. It aims at making
children understand Guru Nanak’s
cherished words.
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FIRAQ GORAKHPURI: THE POET OF INDIANNESS
by Surinder Deol.  

Rupa. 
Pages 383. ~495

FOURTEEN SPRINGS OF SEPARATION
by Sakoon Singh.

Rupa. 
Pages 326. ~395
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I
F you ever saw Elvis Presley and
Muhammad Ali perform live, you
would think they were aliens from
another galaxy. Their talent was simply
extraterrestrial; out of this world. Yet

when the two met in Las Vegas in 1973, it
wasn’t as if two giant stars collided on that
banner day. Instead, the greats melded into
each other in mutual admiration.

Muhammad Ali, who loudly boasted that
he was the “greatest”, easily conceded the
mantle to Elvis. In turn, Elvis acknowledged
Ali as the “People’s Champ”.

Both Elvis and Ali grew up poor and in
America’s Deep South, which was racially
divided and angrily bifurcated into Black
versus White. Under these circumstances,
one would have thought that Elvis would har-
bour racist feelings against the Black people,

and Ali would nurse hatred towards the
White folks. Yet it did not happen that way.

Ali was an unknown Louisville boy till he
won the Olympic gold in boxing in 1960.
Seven years before that, in 1953, Sam
Philips, the owner of Sun Records, was daz-
zled by 18-year-old Elvis Presley, who came
off the streets, paid $4 and cut two records in
his studio. Philips called Elvis back a year
later to commercially sing ‘That’s All Right’,
and the rest truly is history.

This number was first made famous by
noted Black artiste, Arthur “Big Boy”
Crudup. Black or White, it did not bother
Elvis. He sang what came closest to him. He
was moved by Black music, particularly of
the Gospel kind.

In an early interview with The Charlotte
Observer, Elvis openly admitted: “Down in
Tupelo, Mississippi, I used to hear old Arthur
Crudup bang his box the way I do now, and I
said if I ever got to the place I could feel how
old Arthur felt, I’d be a music man like
nobody ever saw.”

Not just Crudup, but Chuck Berry, Fats
Domino, BB King, Mahalia Jackson and
many other Black singers were Elvis’ idols,
and he never forgot them. While some claim
that Elvis stole Black music, Black artistes

themselves admired Elvis.
Arthur Crudup said that when Elvis sang

the number he did first, ‘That’s All Right’, he
made it different, like a hillbilly record.
Crudup went on to add, “But I liked it. Some
people like the Blues, some don’t. But the
way he did it, everybody liked it.”

Sammy Davis Jr, another legendary Black
artiste and a member of Frank Sinatra’s
famous ‘Rat Pack’, rated Elvis “11 on a scale
of one to 10 for his character and talent”. BB
King thought this of Elvis: “He had the looks,
talent, he had everything.” He also appreci-
ated the fact that Elvis addressed him as
“Sir”. Whitney Houston and her mother, who
was also a professional singer, confessed
swooning in Elvis Presley’s presence.

That is talent recognising talent free of
colour prejudice. Those who have heard
Muhammad Ali boasting and trash-talking
his opponents might easily assume that he
would also have a hostile attitude towards
White boxing greats, but they would be
wrong. From the time he was 14, Ali wanted
to be like Rocky Marciano, who retired unde-
feated. Ali did not hesitate to concede that
Marciano fought “like a bull”. Next comes
the unexpected humble admission: “I truly
think that Marciano was better than Joe Fra-

zier and you saw what Frazier did to me.”
Remember, Frazier handed Ali his first pro-

fessional defeat in 1971. Yet Ali did not gloss
over it. Of course, he won it back later, but
that was a humiliating defeat. Not just Mar-
ciano, Ali also acknowledged other White
boxers like the Canadian, George Chuvalo,
and Henry Cooper, the British heavyweight
boxer who was the first to knock down Ali
before he recovered to win the fight. But that
blow left Ali sagging on the ropes with glazed
eyes. He later commented, with characteris-
tic humour, that Cooper hit him so hard that
“my ancestors in Africa felt it”. 

Ali admired Marciano when he was 14,
heard Elvis when he was 15. In those years,
the kids in Ali’s Black neighbourhood in
Louisville, Kentucky, were listening to Black
artistes like Ray Charles and James Brown,
but Ali was listening to Elvis. “When I was 15
and saw Elvis on TV,” Ali recalled, “I wanted
to be like Elvis.” No trace of racist bias here,
just as there was none in Elvis Presley. At the
same time, Ali was very conscious of his
Black heritage and of his affiliation with the
Islamic faith, but when it came to measuring
himself as a professional against others,
colour was not a consideration.

Ali once said that when he heard Elvis had

bought his mother a pink Cadillac and a
house, he vowed he would do the same. So
when he won his first professional bout, Ali’s
mother got a pink Cadillac and when Ali won
his second, his mother got a house. Elvis was
his long-time role model. It is widely known
that when Ali gifted Elvis a pair of boxing
gloves, these were inscribed with the words:
“Elvis, you are the Greatest.” In return, Elvis
presented Ali with a rhinestone bejewelled
boxing robe on the back of which was writ-
ten: “The People’s Choice”. That turned out
to be an error, for Elvis wanted the words:
“The People’s Champ”. Ali still wore it.

The most moving tribute that Elvis ever
received was from Muhammad Ali. In 1985,
Ali went to the graveside, heartbreak central
for all Elvis fans, and sang Elvis’ hit song,
‘Don’t be Cruel’. He did not bump and grind
like Elvis, but did his best to imitate the leg-
end. Let us end with this unforgettable Ali
quote: “Nobody in boxing had the style, wit,
speed and beauty of Ali and nobody in
singing had everything like Elvis.”

When Elvis met Ali, it was a picture-book
shot of great meets great. At this golden
moment, they were both the “Greatest” as no
prejudice stood in their way.

— The writer taught sociology at JNU

Lessons for the pampered  

The hardest goodbye
Rashmi Oberoi

N
O one prepares you for the grand
finale, the last goodbye. Watching
a loved one fade is devastating, to
say the least. While I did my best
to prepare myself for this, when

the time came, I was completely unprepared.
There’s unbearable grief, a void.

He was no ordinary man, my father; he was
our warrior hero. A soldier who set infinite
bars in soldiering, leadership, strategy, and
acumen — displaying grit and everyday
resilience in navigating personal adversity. 

My father lost his right leg on the battlefield
in 1965. He was only 24. What could have bro-
ken the spirit of any young man, Dad took it as
a challenge. What a challenge it was!

He stuck it out for 40 years as an Infantry-
man and retired as the Vice Chief. It wasn’t
easy but with his sense of humour, persever-
ance and an uncommon zest for life, he did it.
And brilliantly at that.

He was a General who held no place in his
life for political or religious bigotry, or jingo-
ism. He called a spade a spade, unbothered by
the consequences. For him, what mattered
above all was that one had to be a good person
— in head and heart.

He did nothing for personal gain, and
refused to surrender his values.

He was the founder-president of the War

Wounded Foundation and the founder-direc-
tor of the Centre for Land Warfare Studies
(CLAWS). He remained deeply committed to
the welfare and dignity of India’s war-dis-
abled soldiers, working tirelessly, day after

day, including fighting for their rights in
courts, reminding the nation to not falter in
giving them their due and the dignity and
respect they deserved.

His legacy lives on through the people with
whom he crossed paths. People who knew
him speak of his military and strategic depth,
his integrity and unwavering commitment to
truth and loyalty to the Constitution, and the
armed forces.

Now, when cynicism and selfishness are
fashionable, he leaves behind an enduring
legacy of sacrifice, courage, compassion, and
love for the country and his family. 

At times, life just sets things in motion — my
moving back home to Panchkula in time
instead of accompanying my husband on his
last posting just when my parents’ health
started to decline. My father’s cancer
returned with a vengeance and each day I saw
him fight it with all that he had… smiling
fiercely and defiantly. But, in the end, he was
tired and in pain and told me that it was time
for him to go.

He slipped away gently like a brave soldier,
with his loved ones surrounding him after a
hard-fought battle. And yet, I was not ready.
How can one be for the hardest goodbye?

Here’s a final salute to an exceptional hus-
band, father, grandfather, brother, friend, foe,
relative and a legendary soldier! Some war-
riors live forevermore.

When Elvis met Ali, and no prejudice stood in the way

The cruellest, 
taxing month

T
S ELIOT had dubbed
April as “the cruellest
month” in one of his
poems. I am sure he had
his reasons for doing so,

but it does reveal that he was not one
of the four crore Indian taxpayers. For,
had he been one, he would have vehe-
mently disagreed — in India, the cru-
ellest month is July, and it has noth-
ing to do with a delayed monsoon or a
pensioner’s annual ordeal of submit-
ting a Life Certificate to prove that he
is still alive and kicking.

The cruelty of the month derives
from the fact that it is the month
when we have to render unto Caesar
what is definitely not Caesar’s — a
large part of the wages of our toil have
to be handed over to Ms Sitharaman
as income tax, along with an ITR
which is as decipherable as the Dead
Sea Scrolls and needs an expensive
CA to do the job.

I have just shelled out one-fourth of
my annual income, comprising pen-
sion, interest from fixed deposits, a
dash of capital gains, and a drizzle of
royalties and remuneration for my
books and articles from grudging
editors and publishers. The wolf is
not at my door yet, but it is getting
closer every year. And, for the life of
me, I cannot see the justice in the
government looting a large portion
of my coffers every year, without
doing anything for me in return.
Whatever happened to the adage —
No quid pro, no quid?

I can understand a tax on my pen-
sion, since the government is entitled
to recover some part of what it paid
me for doing nothing for 35 years. I
can also see the logic in taxing the
interest on deposits, etc — it is pas-
sive income, unearned moolah I have
not laboured for. But why capital
gains? If property prices go up, it’s
not because of the government, it’s
because of relentless population
growth, rapid urbanisation because
the villages continue to languish in
poverty and lack of development,
because of the dismal failure of the
Smart City programme.

The government’s only contribu-
tion is to ensure that the cities keep
deteriorating, but will take its unde-
served cut for any price increase.
Take shares: they go up, in spite of a
failing economy and declining FDI
and FPI (the government’s contribu-
tion!), because of insider trading,
price rigging, cronyism, and a gullible
retail investor. The inexplicable rise of
the Sensex has nothing to do with
economic logic and the government’s
contribution again is zero, if not neg-
ative. So why should Ms Sitharaman
get a share of this gain?

Taxing what the editors and pub-
lishers pay me (after many
reminders!) is a raid on my intellec-
tual, if not personality, rights. Writ-
ers are doing a public service by

keeping alive the habit of reading,
an activity (or lack of it) that is on
ventilator support. Nobody reads
nowadays, lacking the attention
span to read more than 140 words,
preferring reels and emojis. A recent
study by the Booker Awards Insti-
tute reveals that only 4 per cent Indi-
ans read books (about the same
number as those paying income tax
— is there a connection here?).

Nobody other than Shashi Tharoor
or Chetan Bhagat makes any money
by writing, the rest of us get by on
crumbs from the Amazon toast. We
also take a huge risk every time we
put pen to paper, not knowing when
we might be hauled off to a police sta-
tion for sedition, criminal defamation
or contempt of court. I learn banks are
now offering special FDs termed Bail
Deposits: the interest on them starts
at a low 4 per cent but goes up by 1 per
cent for every year you stay out of jail;
the full amount can be redeemed
after eight years or whenever you are
arrested, whichever is earlier. 

Even the interest income from

these deposits shall be taxable, with
an ‘anti-national’ surcharge. There
are rumours that insurance compa-
nies, sensing a great market opportu-
nity, will shortly launch insurance
policies to provide financial cover for
arrests under UAPA and deportation
under the Citizenship Act. Now that
the Passport has been shown its
place, they expect this market to grow
at a CAGR of 20 per cent.

There used to be a time (which I can
barely recall now) when the best
things in life were supposed to be
free. No longer. They are now taxed at
18 per cent GST. It is no coincidence
that the words “taxidermist” and “tax-
man” have their first three letters in
common. The only difference
between them is that the taxidermist
skins you after you are dead, while
the taxman does so while one is still
alive. And the final question: now that
it has been officially declared that no
Indian has a document which pro-
vides “conclusive” proof of his citizen-
ship, how come we still have to pay
taxes as Indians?

— The writer is a retired IAS officer

F
ROM time to time, I revisit my old
columns to make sure that I am not
repeating myself and to find some-
thing fresh to write about. This time, I
discovered that two past columns,

written years ago, could happily be lifted and
they would still be relevant. Obviously, the more
things change, the more they remain the same,
as a wise man once remarked.

The columns I am referring to were on the
mayhem that was created when Russia and
then America decided to abandon Afghanistan
and run back after having destroyed a country
that had defeated them. They left the devastat-
ed country in the hands of the very Taliban they
had vowed to exterminate and what was worse,
they left behind a huge cache of weapons that
fell into the very hands they did not want to
inherit them. Few will forget the pathetic sight of
desperate Afghans trying to board the planes
that were going to ferry the goras back to safety,
some even tossing little babies for soldiers to
take with them.

Now tell me, how different from the above is
what the same goras have done to the Middle
East? Far from getting rid of the mullahs and
Hezbollah, they are now desperately seeking
some kind of face-saving deal with the Iranians,
who hold all the Trump cards (forgive the bad
pun). What is worse, they have plunged the
entire world (including their own UN allies) into
an economic crisis that shows no sign of easing.
The ‘Muddle East’ and the locked Strait of Hor-
muz are going to be their nemesis in almost the
same way that Afghanistan was/is. 

European nations are helplessly battling the
double whammy of the unprecedented heat-

wave and their failing economies by blaming
what they have always done: it’s all because of
illegal immigrants.

The UK has seen six PMs in the past decade
and all they can do is watch their once prosper-
ous country slide into a deeper mess than ever
imagined. Their economy, their once-famous
National Health Service (NHS) and their young
have devolved into total anarchy. Their young
people, pampered by the Welfare State, are not
interested in higher education or hard work.
The family and the Church — that kept people
sane and civil — are no longer the institutions

they once were and their idyllic countryside has
more immigrants from East Europe and Asia
than they can handle. I am convinced that their
prosperous post-war society was built and sus-
tained by the loot that all the ex-imperial powers
had brought back from their erstwhile colonies.
Now that they have run out of that resource,
there is nothing left. Brexit was the last nail in
their coffin that permanently estranged them
from the rest of Europe.

The high-minded lectures that are given to us
by France, Belgium, Portugal, Spain and Eng-
land about the abuse of human rights in Africa
and Asia sound so hollow now when their own
countries are attacking those of another colour
or nationality. If India was blamed for being
casteist, can we now ask whether they were not
divided by class and feudalism? And if we look

deep enough, what the British did to destroy
religious harmony in the subcontinent by parti-
tioning it into areas of Muslim, Hindu and Bud-
dhist faiths is in no small measure responsible
for the harvest of hatred we have to now reap.

Let us come now to the dreadful heatwave
sweeping over this once temperate zone. For
years, climate guardians had been warning the
developed nations about their profligate overuse
of the earth’s resources. Their response was to
point to the developing world and place unfair
restrictions on the use of coal as it was polluting
the world. Today, we all know who is suffering
the most as the hot winds from the Sahara, cou-
pled with the El Nino hovering over the Pacific,
are singeing their own lands. This is no time to
say, ‘We told you so,’ but all careless actions
have punishing consequences. To read and see
on our TV screens people in countries such as
Switzerland now frantically buying air-condi-
tioners to cool their homes, is a bizarre sight.
There have actually been days when New Delhi
has had lower day temperatures than London,
Barcelona or Basel! What is worse, the poor
dears don’t know how to deal with such heat.

Their homes are designed to keep heat in
and have low ceilings, double-glazed windows
and no provision for cross-ventilation. The
power consumption has reached levels that
can no longer be supplied so schools and
offices have to be shut down. The tar on the
roads is melting, railway tracks are coming
apart… literally a meltdown.

Finally, a word on the ongoing FIFA World
Cup mania. Look at all the teams and what do
you see? Barring Messi and one or two others,
most of the brilliant players are from Africa or
the Caribbean. Even that unheard-of little Cape
Verde (I’m not sure where it is on the world’s
map) has humbled mighty opponents. England
managed to just about defeat Congo, while
Scotland quietly bowed out of the tournament.

Reflect on these gutsy coloured players —
many of them probably did not even have prop-
er gear or the kind of high-protein diet that the
pampered European teams get. A lesson there?
I think so. Will it be learnt? I don’t think so.

— The writer is a social commentator
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I
F you’ve been eyeing a shiny new
MacBook, iPad or even your next
premium smartphone, you may have
noticed something painful. The price
tags have suddenly started aiming

for the moon. Apple’s recent price hikes
are not just about branding or bigger prof-
its. They are a sign of a much bigger glob-
al tech problem.

Apple may just be the first domino to fall.
Behind the scenes, a memory chip crunch,
AI’s appetite and geopolitical tensions have
collided to create the perfect storm. And yes,
your wallet is caught in the crossfire.

AI GOBBLING UP MEMORY CHIPS
Artificial intelligence isn’t just consuming
electricity. It is also consuming enormous
amounts of memory. Every AI chatbot,
image generator and large language model
runs inside massive data centres packed
with GPUs. Those processors rely on enor-
mous amounts of specialised High Band-
width Memory (HBM), the fastest memory
available today.

As Microsoft, Google, Meta, Amazon,
OpenAI and other AI giants race to build
bigger AI models, demand for HBM has
exploded. The result? According to indus-
try estimates, prices of conventional
DRAM (Dynamic Random Access Memo-
ry) and NAND (short for NOT AND) mem-
ory have surged sharply in 2026, with some
categories witnessing an increase of near-
ly 90 per cent compared to late 2025.

WHY APPLE FINALLY BLINKED
Apple is famous for squeezing suppliers
on price. If any company could negotiate
better deals, it would be Apple. But this
time, even Apple couldn’t escape the
math. The company recently increased
prices of several MacBook and iPad mod-
els after saying the cost of memory and
storage chips had become unsustainable.

Depending on the model and configura-
tion, prices have risen by roughly 15-25
per cent, with some premium variants
becoming up to ~1 lakh more expensive.

Memory isn’t a tiny component any-
more. Today’s premium laptops routinely
come with 16GB to 64GB of RAM and up to
several terabytes of storage. When both
DRAM and NAND become significantly
more expensive at the same time, manu-
facturers face only three choices: accept

lower profits, reduce specifications or
increase prices. Apple chose the third.

NOT JUST ABOUT SHORTAGES
This isn’t the kind of chip shortage the
world experienced during the pandemic.
Back then, factories struggled to produce
enough chips. Today, factories are pro-
ducing plenty, but many are making dif-
ferent kinds of chips. The world’s biggest
memory manufacturers, including Sam-
sung, SK Hynix and Micron, are increas-
ingly dedicating production lines to AI-
grade HBM because those chips generate
much higher profits.

Industry estimates suggest global DRAM
supply will grow by only around 16 per cent
this year, nowhere near enough to satisfy the
booming AI demand. A cutting-edge mem-

ory fabrication plant can cost tens of billions
of dollars and often takes two to four years
before it starts producing chips. And, relief
isn’t coming anytime soon.

TRADE TENSIONS ADDING TO COST
The semiconductor industry stretches
across continents. Export controls, tech-
nology restrictions and ongoing trade ten-
sions have made the supply chain far more
expensive and unpredictable. Companies
now have to diversify suppliers, maintain
larger inventories and sign long-term con-
tracts just to secure enough chips.

OTHER BRANDS WILL FOLLOW
Every electronics company buys memory
from the same handful of suppliers.
Whether it’s Dell, HP, Lenovo, Samsung,
Asus or smartphone brands, everyone is
feeling the pressure. Analysts expect con-
ventional DRAM contract prices to rise by
58-63 per cent this year, while NAND flash
prices could jump 70-75 per cent. 

Some brands may openly increase prices.
Others may quietly reduce storage capaci-
ties, ship lower-RAM variants.

BUY NOW OR WAIT?
If you genuinely need a laptop, tablet or
smartphone for work, studies or content

creation, waiting may not save you much
money. Industry experts believe memory
prices are likely to remain elevated well
into 2027, largely because AI demand con-
tinues to outpace supply. But if your cur-
rent device is still running perfectly, wait-
ing isn’t a bad idea.

Festive sales, exchange bonuses and
cashback offers can often soften the
impact. There’s another smart trick too.
Apple’s storage upgrades are notoriously
expensive. For many users, buying an
external SSD or using cloud storage can
offer far better value than paying a premi-
um for higher built-in storage.

THE NEW NORMAL
For years, consumers got used to gadgets
becoming faster, and smarter. AI has
flipped that script. The same memory
chips that power your MacBook or smart-
phone are now being snapped up by com-
panies building billion-dollar AI data cen-
tres. Analysts expect the market for HBM
alone to grow from roughly $35 billion in
2025 to nearly $100 billion by 2028. That’s
a staggering jump, and a sign that AI’s
appetite is only getting bigger.

For consumers, the takeaway is simple.
Buy because you need a device, not because
you are waiting for prices to magically crash.

AI’s soaring memory demand, chip shortages and geopolitics are making your gadgets costlier than ever

GAGANDEEP ARORA

Vinayak Padmadeo

A
FTER breaking the long-
standing national record in
women’s long jump, Ancy
Sojan spoke about consis-
tency and how she and her

team should be focusing on zoning in and
around the 6.70 metres mark. The girl
from Kerala’s Thrissur district had just
gone past Anju Bobby George’s 22-year-
old national record of 6.83m, set at the 2004
Athens Olympics, by clearing 6.88m at the
National inter-state senior athletics cham-
pionships in Bhubaneswar recently.

At the same meet, Sarvesh Kushare put
Tejaswin Shankar’s record of 2.29m to
shade after he jumped 2.31m. He became
the first Indian to cross the 2.30m mark in
high jump. Ancy Sojan and Kushare’s
feats are part of a growing number of ath-
letes who have rewritten the Indian record
books this year alone.

A total of 26 national marks have been bet-
tered over the course of a few months, none
bigger than Gurindervir Singh’s iconic
100m finish at the Federation Cup in Ranchi
by clocking 10.09 seconds. Animesh Kujur
registered the record that stood previously,
10.15s, only a day earlier in the heats.

Gurindervir’s celebration where he tore
away his bib number before the finish line
and his statement — “Indian gene tagde
hai” — were splashed all over social media.

So, has the Indian track and field turned
over a new leaf and is it ready to challenge
the world? If one looks at only the records,
there is a positive vibe. Srabani Nanda,
Sneha Shanuvalli, Sudeshna Shivankar
and Tamanna clocked the season’s best
time of 43.85 seconds to win the women’s
4x100m relay final to beat China at the
Asian Relays Championships in China.

It was magical to see four Indian girls,
from varied backgrounds, go toe-to-toe
with China, and beat them to the finish
line. But are they ready to take on the
world? Surely not. A simple look at the
World Athletics Top Lists, which shows the
season’s best timings in team and individ-
ual disciplines, and our Indian quartet are
ranked 62nd in the world.

It shows a grim reality that Indian track
and field has a long way to go to be taken
as a serious global contender. 

As per the Inspire Institute of Sport (IIS)
sprints coach Saharsh Shah, hard work is
the only way forward. “Getting close to 11
seconds is relatively easy. Any sprinter

with a few technical corrections and basic
technique can get there. However, to get
closer to the 10 seconds mark, not every-
thing is about training alone. It has to do
more with the mindset of the athlete, his
recovery sessions, using high-perform-
ance programmes and biomechanical test-
ing to reach there,” Shah said.

“Let’s use a toothpaste tube as an exam-
ple. When the tube is new, it is easier to
squeeze out the paste. As it nears the finish,
one has to squeeze harder and harder. It is
the same in sprints. Having said that, all
these results create momentum and every-
one one who is involved is forced to work
harder to get better and better,” he added.

It is not all doom and gloom as both
Sarvesh Kushare in high jump and Rohit
Yadav in javelin are among the leading
athletes in the world. Kushare’s record of
2.31 metres makes him joint third in the
ranking with Great Britain’s Kimani Jack.
Yadav’s gold-winning attempt of 87.05
metres makes him second on the list after
Sri Lanka’s Romesh Pathirage’s mon-
strous throw of 92.62m this season.

The Athletics Federation of India (AFI),
although cautious, states its decentralised
training system is starting to show results.
Previously, the track and field stars were
being trained in national camps. Now, all
these stars are free to train with their
coaches at centres run by the Reliance
Foundation, and JSW, while the jumpers

are training at the Anju Bobby George
Academy in Bengaluru.

“The decentralised programme is clear-
ly working. All these results make us hap-
py and are a good build-up towards a
healthy bench strength. Sarvesh, Gulveer,
Vishal TK have been performing consis-
tently,” AFI former president and chair-
man of the selection committee Adille
Sumariwalla said, talking about the host
of records being broken.

“Not for a second am I saying that sud-

denly we are world class, but 20-odd
records have been broken and this is a
good indicator, but we still have a long
way to go. When I saw 15 runners go
under the Asian Games qualifying stan-
dard (1.48.80s) in 800m, I was shaken. We
were used to seeing one runner way
ahead. Now you do not know who is win-
ning from the line-up. This is real
progress,” he added.

THE DOPING TAINT
Despite the positive vibes, Indian athletics
is also topping the charts for the wrong rea-
sons. India tops the Athletics Integrity
Unit’s (AIU) global list of doping. Kenya is
second with 148 offenders, followed by
Russia with over 60 names on the list. 

One reigning 1500m national record
holder, KM Deeksha, who ran 4:04.78 sec-
onds to register the mark last year, is fac-
ing a four-year suspension after out-of-
competition testing showed the presence
of anabolic steroids in her sample. 

Sports watchers are quick to point out
that both the World Anti-Doping Agency
(WADA) and AIU are keeping a special
watch on Indian elite athletes.

AIU has already put India on the list of
extremely risky countries where the num-
ber of doping cases is consistently higher.
The developments put a serious question
mark on India’s push to become a global
sports superpower.

FOR THE RECORD
As national records tumble, Indian track & field is gaining new

momentum, but the athletes are still way behind world standards

Sarvesh Kushare is the first Indian to cross
the 2.30m mark in high jump. REUTERS

Ancy Sojan has broken Anju Bobby George’s 22-year-old record of 6.83m by clearing 6.88m. AP/PTI

SEASON’S BEST 
■ Sarvesh Kushare is ranked joint third in

rankings alongside Great Britain jumper
Kimani Jack in the World Athletics Top
Lists chart for 2026, as both cleared the
mark of 2.31m in high jump.

■ Ancy Sojan is ranked 7th after her 
national record of 6.88m in long jump 
this season. USA’s Tara Davis-Woodhall
leads the list with a leap of 7.21m.

■ Gurindervir Singh (10.09s) is ranked 87th.
The chart is led by Jamaica’s Oblique
Seville. He has clocked 9.82s this season.

■ Animesh Kujur’s timing of 20.32s (200m)
would put him 73rd in rankings. Cayman
Islands’ Jayden Reid has clocked 19.63s.

■ Vishal TK (national record of 44.98s in
400m) is ranked 66th. Nigeria’s Samuel
Ogazi, who clocked 43.38s, tops the list.

■ Srabani Nanda, Sneha Shanuvalli,
Sudeshna Shivankar and Tamanna
clocked the season’s best time of 43.85
seconds to win the women’s 4x100m
relay final of Asian Relays Championships.
They are ranked 62 in the world. USA has
posted the leading time of 41.58s.

■ Gulveer Singh holds the national record 
in both 5000m (12:59.77) and 10000m
(27:00.22). He would be ranked 21st 
and 11th, respectively.

■ Tejas Shirse (13.27s in 110m hurdles) is
31st. USA’s Ja’Kobe Tharp clocked 12.75s.

The Indian
4x100m
quartet after
winning gold
at the Asian
Relays meet
in China.

Several national marks 
have been bettered this
year, none bigger than
Gurindervir Singh’s 100m
finish. ANI

Apple’s price hike and the bigger picture

Gulveer Singh (R) with his training partner and mentor Kartik Kumar. Gulveer Singh is the
reigning national record holder in both men’s 5000m and 10000m. PTI
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